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“Thetime of Hawklan isso far in the past that it could be the distant future”
Prologue

When the Guardians, Sphaeera, Enartion, and Theowart, had formed the world as a celebration of their
being, they found such joy in it that they bade the First Comer Ethrissto creste others so that they in their
turn might celebrate the miracle of being.



And with histhree soul-friends, Ethriss created many others and taught them the Guardians waysand
gave them of their power so that they too could create and take joy in being.

And amongst these was man.

But Sumerd, the Greet Corrupter, saw the flaw that must bein al things, and hated it and dl the
creations of the Guardians, especidly those of Ethriss. And He saw that man was possessed of greater
power of creation than any other. So as the Guardians dept, He came to him and with soft words said,
‘Blessed are the gifts of Ethrissthat bring such joy unto yoursdlf and your neighbour.” And He passed on.

But in theword ‘ neighbour’ He laid asubtle snare, and discontent was born, and men began to seek him
out, saying, ‘ You arewise. Tell us, are we as blessed as our neighbours?

And Sumerd did not answer, but showed them the gift of the power of creation that Ethriss had given
them, and said, ‘ In the use of this power will your joy beincreased.” Which was both true and false, for
though joy may liein cresting, it isin the totality of the creating and that which is crested that the truejoy
of being lies.

And men found indeed that joy wasto be found in the power of creating, but under His guidance their
creations were without harmony, and knowing there was no true joy in them, men’ s discontent grew, and
they sought Him out further.

But He dismissed them, saying again, ‘| havetold you. In the use of this power will your joy be
increased. Trouble me not. Create yet more.” Though privily He would say to some, dropping His soft,
sweet wordsinto the gaping maw of their desire, * If your neighbour’ s creations are more joyous, perhaps
itisaflaw intheway of thingsthat should be mended.’

And when they asked how thismight be done, He said yet again, ‘ In the use of this power will your joy
beincreased.’

And looking on the perfection of His beauty, many men believed Him, and began to gather power to
themsalves not only to create yet more of His flawed designs but to mar the creations of their neighbours.
And their discontent grew beyond measure, until the time came when many were utterly lostin
bewilderment and followed Hiswords blindly.

Thus His stain spread across the world, and the air and the sea and the earth became fouled with the
poisons of Hisworks, and many humbler creatures were daughtered utterly. And Heled Hisfollowersto
create war, and wage it upon those who remembered the Guardians and the ways of truejoy, for His
own discontent grew aso.

Chapter 1

Sylvriss struggled desperately to control the frenzied horse benegth her. Riddin born and Muster bred,
dedling with difficult mounts would not normally present her with any serious problem, but thiswas
different. The horse was amost demented with terror, and its screaming seemed to fill her very soul. It
was as though the anima were trying to obliterate the terrible rumbling clamour that had reached out from
the City towards them, shaking and buffeting the countryside asif it were not solid Fyorlund earth, but the
surface of awind-whipped lake.

Almost unseated when the horse had stumbled on the heaving ground, Sylvrisstoo had felt aterror the
like of which she had never known before, and for amoment it was only the deep knowledge that her



body possessed that kept the reinsin her hand and any semblance of control over the terrified mount.

Sowly her mind entered the whirling turmoil of emotions, and wilful skillsbegan to replace the reflexes
that had saved her so far. She knew that the horse could be quieted by being made more afraid of her
than the terror that had just thundered over the countryside and, deep insde, part of her relished that. It
rose temptingly before her: primitive anger formed from primitive fear. But that was ademon the
Riddinvolk had tamed generations ago, and she spurned it. Rider and horse should be one, and Sylvriss
knew that the horse’ sterror wasin part aresponse to her own; the horse could not be properly stilled
until she hersdf wasdill.

And dilled it must be. Despite the questions that pounded for her attention, this was no time for debating
causes. Sufficeit that if shelost her mount, she could not do her husband’ s bidding.

‘Gotothe Lord Eldric’ s stronghold as you planned, my love,” he had said. ‘ Asfast as only you can.
Raise his High Guard and ride back to meet us. I'll follow as soon as I’ ve had him released —and his
son.’

Then he had embraced her, dmost painfully, and with asmple command had effectively dismissed her.
‘Asyou love me, Sylvriss. And our child. Go. Go quickly. Prepare the way, First Hearer.’

And she had left, al questions momentarily silenced by the driving urgency of his manner. When they
gradudly returned they could not then overwhelm the momentum of her own galloping spirit. But they
lingered. What was he going to do? How could he get the Lord Eldric and Jaldaric released? How was
he going to face Dan-Tor? And now, what was that terrible noise — no, more than anoise—that force,
that had shaken the countryside?

But Rgoric’s pleaimpelled her more than any command could have, and she must regain control of her
horseif she wasto answer it. To fater here might be to jeopardize al. There would be time enough later
to find out what had happened in the City, and time enough when they met again to learn of hisplansand
schemes.

The thought of Rgoric, renewed and whole again, burst into her mind like the sun through
thunder-clouds, and briefly she had avision of riding by his sde at the head of the Lords High Guards,
sweeping Dan-Tor and his Mathidrin out of Vakloss and into perdition, to restore again the Fyorlund that
had been and the life they should have had.

Despite her struggle with the horse, she smiled ruefully at the thought, so childlikeinitssmplicity.
However, its effect was oddly cathartic, and sensing the renewed control of itsrider, the horse gradually
dowed initsfrenzied thrashing until at last Sylvriss was able to lean forward and embrace its neck, saying
softly, “We re whole again. Whatever that was, we' re here together, and unhurt.’

The horsewas Hill fretful and its eyesrolled white, but gently Sylvrissreleased thereinsand let it haveits
head until itscircling and pawing gradualy stopped.

Sitting back in her saddle sheingtinctively reached up to pull back her black hair that had flown free and
wildin her struggle with the horse. As she did so shefelt the wind cold on her forehead and wiping her
hand across it she found it was wet with perspiration.

Looking up from her glistening fingers she stared for amoment at the ragged clouds flying overhead,
carried on the gusting wind that had shaken the City dl day, like an uncertain harbinger carrying messages
of change. Now it seemed that even the clouds were fleeing.



Turning, she gazed back to look at the City, but it was out of sight, hidden by the brow of the
tree-covered hill she had been descending when the noise and shaking had so nearly ended her journey.
What could it have been? came the thought again. Now in control of her mount shefelt she could alow
some concesson to this question, and gently she urged the horse back up the hill until the City came

partly into Sght.

All seemed normd. The paace towers rose up maestically, dominating but not overwhelming their
surroundings, and through the trees she could see the tops of many familiar buildings. Y et on the wind
there were strange noises. A crowd? She thought she had heard a crowd nearby as she had |eft the
palaceto clatter through the quiet by-ways of the City, but she had dismissed the notion; the Mathidrin
held the Streetstoo well for that. Now, asthe distant sounds vied for her attention with the rustling trees
she thought she heard again many voicesraisedin . . . anger . . . fear?

She leaned forward, face intent, but nothing would take shape for her. Even the wind felt disturbed,
unnatura, now quiet, now tearing a her hysterically, and steadfastly refusing to deliver any clear answer
to her query. For amoment she thought of moving further forward, to leave behind the shaking trees and
come nearer to the City, but the urgency of her mission reasserted itself. Whatever had happened, it was
unlikely she could do anything except be taken by the Mathidrin and held as who knew what kind of a
hostage againgt Rgoric’ s plans.

Turning round, she rode back down the hill, trotting the horse carefully but surely through the
widely-spaced trees that covered the dope. Soon she would be well clear of the City and ableto ride,
ride, ride, over the Fyorlund countryside, each stride taking her further from that accursed brown streak
Dan-Tor and nearer to her true friends and a new future with her husband.

It would be along hard journey, but she had doneworsein her Muster training, abeit many years ago,
and just to be free from the cloying deception of the past months would sustain her far more than any
physical prowess could. Ruthlesdy she trampled down the ever-present fearsfor her husband, lest they
infect her mount and, in dowing her progress, bring about their own tremulous prophecy.

At last she broke out of the treesto find herself at a high vantage-point. Reining to a hat, she paused to
examine the countryside for signs of movement, but apart from the ruffling of the blustering wind, al was
quiet. And there below was the old road which she should be able to follow for many miles, avoiding
villages, and thus Mathidrin patrols.

She clicked to her horse, but it hesitated and whinnied softly. Frowning dightly, Sylvriss cast around
again for some sign of danger that had escaped her first ingpection.

Then adistant, rapid movement caught her eye. Before she could identify it, her horse began trembling
asif remembering again its recent fear. She whispered to it soothingly and dowly backed it into the shade
of the treeswhere she could watch without being seen.

The movement became clearer. It was arider, travelling away from the City. Suddenly Sylvriss caught
her bregth, and her horse shifted uneasily benegth her. Even at this distance she could fed waves of terror
moving before the approaching figure. What had happened in the City? came the question yet again, but
it waslogt dmost immediately as she saw that the rider was not smply travelling quickly, he was plunging
along the road at aspeed that must surely bring both him and his horse to destruction very soon.

Theredlization cleared Sylvriss svison abruptly and the totdity of the scene below swept over her. The
horse was not carrying one person, but two. Itsrider was alarge, solid-looking man, but acrossits neck



dangled a second, black clad figure, seemingly unconscious. And it was no ordinary horse. It was a great
black stalion —aMuster horse! And a magnificent one a that. There were few Muster horsesin
Fyorlund, and none the like of that she was sure. Further, it was not being ridden, it wascarrying its
charged

Questions overwhelmed her, but she dashed them aside. It was arare man that such ahorse would
cary inthat fashion.

And no such horse could be alowed to bresk its heart thus.

Birdsflew up in screaming darm from the jostling trees as Rgoric's queen burst out of her leafy shelter
and with agreat cry, urged her horse at full gallop down the steep hill.

And none too soon, she redlized as she looked again at the charging black horse below. She must be on
the road ahead of it, and travelling fast if she wasto intercept it. Fine though her own horse was, she
knew it could not hope to catch such a powerful, fear-driven animal if onceit got ahead of her. Not catch
it that is, until it fell suddenly dead, inal probability injuring or even killing both itsriders.

Bending low over her horse’ sneck shewilled it forward. A fierce gust of wind caught them sdeways
and, briefly, her horse staggered, but the two of them together caught their balance and the wind only
hastened their descent.

Asthey neared the road, the field dipped below it alittle and Sylvriss became aware of the black horse
at the edge of her vison, though she did not dare to look lest the hesitation cause her horse to pause even
dightly. Then shewas surging up asmal embankment and on to the road, scarcely alength ahead of the
careering sdlion.

The black horse fatered dightly as Sylvrissrose up abruptly in front of it, and its rider swayed
uncertainly. What a creature, thought Sylvrissflegtingly, as she saw the horse shift its weight to prevent
the man from dipping from the saddle. The action, however, barely dowed the animd and then it was at
her sde, and moving past.

Gripping her horse with her legs she leaned out and took the bridle of the black horse. Pulling onit
powerfully she cried out to it to stop. But even as she did so she knew that the horse was past hearing
any normal commands. Shetightened her grip and leaned further over. At least now it would fed the
weight of both her and her horse in addition to its own double burden, and that must surely takeitstoll
soon. For an interminable moment she clung on slently in aworld filled only with the thunder of hooves,
the creaking and clattering of tackle, and the agonized breathing of bursting lungs. Pain began tofill her
whole body as she struggled to keep her grip on the powerful animd’sbridle.

Even in this extremity however, she marvelled at the great horse sfortitude. Its eyes were white with
terror, but somewhere, deep insde, was awill that refused to abandon al control to whatever had so
frightened it. A will that madeit carry and carefor its charges even though it should diein the attempt. A
will that enabled it to carry its now increased burden without dowing.

Without dowing! She knew what would be her fateif her own horse sumbled at thisterrifying pace.
And it was beginning to falter. Shewas going to die here! Die, in thiswhirling maelstrom of flying hooves

and Fyordyn dust which seemed now to be the very heart of al the confusion and upheava that had rent
her life gpart in just afew hours. Die, betraying her husband, hersdlf, the people, everything.



Then, through al the turmoil shefdt thetiny flutterings of her unborn child, helpless and needing, itslife
not yet begun, the very antithesis of this powerful battle-horse charging purposefully towards the end of
itsown lifeand sweeping dl beforeit.

‘No,” shecried out involuntarily in horror and reproach. That above dl must not be. A fearful light came
to her as she saw the deep wisdom of her child’slesson. This horse’ swill could not be dominated, it
would turn from its course only for the greater need of another. Then, amost without realizing what she
was doing, she released her horse and dipping from it, swung her whole weight on to the cresking bridle.

Briefly her feet struck the ground with ajuddering impact and she curled up her knees desperately. A
whitened eye looked into hers as the horse bent its head under this sudden and unexpected weight.
‘Rider down, horse, help me,’ she cried out, her own eyes wide with terror. ‘ Rider down.’

And then shewas gone, floating free for an ingtant, old reflexes curling her into atight ball, before she
crashed on to the dusty road. Over and over sherolled, unaware of anything except her terrible
momentum until at last it was spent and, unfolding limply, shelay till, face upward on the hard Fyordyn
ground.

Gradudly, the high scudding clouds came into focus, and with them her awvareness, though for sometime
she could not remember how she came to be here. Then agust of wind blew her hair across her face and
her hand came up to moveit. She winced with pain, and her memory cleared.

“You're hurt? said avoice, degp but unsteady, and alarge square head came briefly into her vision,
concern and confusion in its brown eyes. It disappeared, and she felt strong hands gently testing her
limbs

‘I'mno hedler, lady,” camethe voice again after awhile, ‘but | don't think you' ve broken anything. Sit
up, dowly. Let me help you.” And again she found hersdf looking into anxious brown eyes as a powerful
arm scooped round her shoulders and eased her up into aSitting position.

‘Thank you,” she said, her voice sounding odd in her own ears. Shetook hold of her helper and, leaning
heavily on him, dragged herself dowly to her feet. It was apainful exercise, but some cautious probing of
her own confirmed the man’ s diagnosis. She was bruised — badly bruised from the fed of it —but
seemingly not otherwise injured. She uttered asilent prayer to her oft-maigned instructors of the past.
Closing her eyes shefdt her somach tentatively. Yes, dl waswell.

Turning, shelooked at her helper. He wastall, and powerfully built — rock-like dmost — perhapsthe
same age as Rgoric, though it was difficult to judge from his craggy, dust-covered face. And despite his
gentlead to her, hewas fretful and restless.

‘“Who areyou? she asked.

The man started dightly asif hismind had flitted on to some other maiter. ‘My name' sldoman,” hesaid
amodt irritably. ‘I’'m sorry. Come on, we must get away. We must keep moving.” He took hold of
Sylvriss sarm, but she shook it free. The man’s manner had no menacein it but it exuded fear and it
aarmed her. His great hands had been shaking. A host of questions surged into her mind.

“You'rean outlander aren’'t you? she said. * Orthlundyn from your speech.” Idoman did not reply, but
turned to his horse which was standing nearby, sweating and steaming in the blustering wind. It too was
fretful and anxious, pawing the ground, but otherwise remaining sill to avoid disturbing the figure draped
over its neck.



Sylvriss pursued her questions. ‘What are you running from? she asked. ‘Where did you get that horse?
What' s the matter with your companion? What . .

Her voicetalled off at thelook on Idoman’sface as heturned to her. *My friend’ saive, we can look to
him later,” he said, looking fearfully towards the City, still hidden behind the hill. * Please mount up and
ride. We mustn't delay here, please hurry.” He nodded in the direction of Sylvriss' s horse which was also
ganding patiently nearby.

Mindful of her own journey and seeing that nothing wasto be gained by further questions, Sylvriss
painfully clambered on to her horse. As she eased into her saddle, aterrible pain, far beyond her
immediate bodily discomfort, ran through her and she gasped out loud.

‘Areyou dl right? 1doman’ s voice was distant. Then, as suddenly asit had come, the pain was gone,
leaving in its wake a cold and fearful emptiness as though something precious had been torn from her
forever. The tremulouslifeingde her fluttered agitatedly, but somehow she soothed it.

‘Areyou dl right? Idoman’squestion came again.

Sheignored it. She had no words to describe what had just happened. ‘ Asyou're travelling thisroad, it
seems we re both going the same way, Orthlundyn,” she said grimly. * So trot your horse gently if you're
anxiousto cover agreat distance quickly. Match my speed. Talk when you'reready.’

For awhile they rode on in an uneasy silence, though Sylvriss noted that the black horse was il
carrying itsrider rather than being ridden. Every now and then, it would increase its speed and ease

forward, but Sylvriss reached over and took itsreins.

“You're not wholeyet, horse,” shesaid. ‘Y our duty’ s done for now. Take my guidance.’” Idoman did
not interfere.

Gradualy the horse became quieter, and Idoman too seemed to lose alittle of hisfearful preoccupation,
though he kept turning round.

‘I"'m sorry, Muster woman,” he said, eventually. Sylvrisslooked at him sharply, but did not spesk.

He continued. ‘| saw you come out of the trees like a saviour out of an old legend. | thought you' d kill
yourself for certain, riding down that hillside the way you did. It was unbdievable.’ He looked down. ‘I
couldn’'t hep you. I’'m sorry.’

“Y ou were hanging on to thehorse,” Sylvriss said, understiandingly.

Idoman nodded his head alittle and then looked at her sadly. ‘1 wasindeed,” hesaid. ‘But | couldn’'t
help you because | was petrified. | was so frightened | scarcely remember leaving Vakloss.’

Sylvrisslooked at him intently, questions again bubbling up insde her. * Shouldn’t we look to your friend
now? shesaid.

Idoman hegitated. ‘He' salive,” he repeated. Then, almost childishly, ‘I don’'t want to stop. Not yet.’

Sylvriss seyesopened in amixture of horror and anger at the man’ stone. Evenin thisfearful Sate,
ISloman did not radiate cowardice. Further, ablack sword and a black bow hung from the horse,



indicating that he or hisinert companion wasawarrior of some kind. And the horse was asplendid line
leader. What could have happened to reduce such atrio to such bewildered and terrified flight? And
again, why would such abeast willingly carry them?

Reaching across, she reined the black horse to ahalt. ‘ Dismount, Orthlundyn,” she said firmly. ‘Like
your horse, you're not yourself. We must ook to your friend, and you must tell me your tale before we

go any further.’

Therewasaglimmer of resstancein Idoman’s eyes, but Sylvriss outfaced him. * The horses will warn us
if anyone comes near,” she said. * And we can outrun anything the Mathidrin could send after us!’

Reductantly, Idoman climbed down from his horse and gently lifting his companion, carried him to the
grassy roadside. Sylvrissfollowed and, asIdoman laid hisfriend down, she found herself looking a a
narrow and high cheek-boned face that seemed to radiate a powerful presence even in uNCONSCi OUSNESS.
But was the man smply unconscious, for the face was also as pale as a death mask? Hesitantly, she
reached forward and placed her hand against his throat.

‘| canfed no pulse’ shesaid anxioudy. Therewas no reply. Turning, she saw Idoman lifting the sword
down from his horse, and in the corner of her vision ablack shadow came from nowhere.

Chapter 2

Crouching in ashaded a cove, Dilrap shook and shook asif the only way hisbody knew to quell his
whirling mind was to destroy itself. Dismissed from the Throne Room by the King with a soft blessing and
aloudly proclaimed curseto give him somelittle protection, Dilrgp had watched the ensuing scene
through the intricate carved tracery that formed a pand in one of the sde doors. Watched the entrance of
the strangely transformed Dan-Tor impaled on ablack arrow. Watched Rgoric moveto day him, only to
fdl victim himsdf to Dan-Tor’ s Mathidrin, perishing as he cut a hideous path through them towards their
evil Lord.

Rigid with horror, his hands pressed against the sharp edges of the carved wood, Dilrap had watched
the Kingship of Fyorlund rise grim and determined from its years of sullen decay only to fal in awelter of
primitive blood-lust. With it fell his own hopes and dreams. Now he was aone. Appalingly aone.

Fear and sdf-pity took aternate command of his mind, though rage seemed to dominate both. Rage at
his father for bearing such apoor scion to carry the Secretary’ s burden, rage at Dan-Tor and his years of
dlent, evil scheming, rage at the King for hisfutile degth, at the Lordsfor their neglect, at the Queen for
desarting him, and at thisladt, rage a himsdlf for the injustice of such base thoughts.

Cowering small in the acove, it seemed to Dilrap that he was entering a darkness that could only
deepen, and that it would be beyond his soul to bear. And yet, even in thisterrible extremity, bright
threads flickered and he reached out for them in the hope that they might grow and bind together to form
adesperatelifeline.

For he had heard too the King's strange last words. That Dan-Tor would die at the very height of his
power; die at the hands of an ancient and insignificant assassin. And that the ancient line of Kingswas il
unbroken, for the Queen now carried his heir.

Heartening words. But what of the King'sfinal eerie utterance into the dreadful waiting slence that filled
the hdl as he had crawled agonizingly towards the fountainhead of dl hisills?*Nothing shal end thereign
of your Master.” A desperate, doom-laden avowal. And yet it was not uttered as such —* It isnot what it



seems —and the King had laughed softly with hislast breeth, asat some private jest.

What could it mean? And who could be Dan-Tor’ s master? Then the name that the King had uttered
returned to him.

Oklar.

A name from myth and legend. Oklar, the earth corrupter, greatest of the Uhridl, the servants of
Sumera, the Great Corrupter.

A chill possessed Dilrap that set his previous terrors at naught. It couldn’t be. Such crestures could not
exig. It was contrary to reason. They were ogresfor children, old tales embellished through the ages. But
the chill persasted. Hadn't he seen Fyorlund deteriorate in his own lifetime? Hadn't he seen the grest
tower fortress of Narsindalvak and its Watch abandoned, and the ranks of the Lords' High Guards
softened into foppery. And now its King was dain, its Queen wasfled, and its Lords were arming for a
conflict that could only set brother against brother. And who could account for the force that had just
shaken the palace, perhaps even the City, to its very roots? But, rising above dl this, came the vision of
Dan-Tor being carried into the Throne Room; changed, but unchanged. Dilrap knew it was no human
cregture that now occupied that familiar lank form.

Resting hisflushed and tear-stained face on the cold stone of the acove, Dilrap struggled with his grief,
and the enormity of hisrevelation. Powers were awakening that were beyond human understanding. His
sense of londliness and isolation deepened but, strangely, he felt comforted. He remembered the Queen’s
words. ‘ Even your father couldn’t have stood against the wiles of Dan-Tor.” The memory made him smile
bitterly. How could she have known the measure of the creature that they were opposing?

And yet they had opposed him, and done so successfully. Dilrap had fouled and encumbered his path
with his seeming helpfulness. The Queen had restored her long-sick King. They were achievementsin
which to take no smdl pride, evenif now they would doom him.

Scarcely had the thought occurred to him than the curtain of the acove was pushed roughly aside and
two white-faced Mathidrin troopers confronted him.

* *x * %

Sylvriss spun round, and rising rapidly to her feet, drew alarge hunting knife from her belt. ‘1 must have
been too long in the Pdace,” she said menacingly. ‘If aLord can usurp the King, and thugs the High
Guard, then | suppose bandits could return to the highways. Well, you' ve no soft maiden here,
outlander.” And she caled out to her horse which reared up and flayed out wildly with itsforelegs,
narrowly missng Idoman’shead.

Gavor squawked and hopped a considerable distance away, while Idoman’s mouth fell open at the sght
of this suddenly wild woman with her glittering knife and an indisputable will shiningin her eyes. The
horsejostled him violently.

‘Lady,” he said, staggering under theimpact, ‘what are you doing?

‘What areyou doing? Sylvrissretorted. ‘Lay down your sword before one of uskillsyou.’

Idoman hestated, bewildered. Sylvriss s horse moved towards him, forelegs dancing, but Ioman
watched it uncomprehendingly. Abruptly, Serian neighed, and Sylvriss s horse stopped. The Queen



shouted to it again, but it did not move.

Sylvrissfdtered at this unexpected intervention by the great horse. Whower e these people? At her
hesitation, |9doman seemed to come to himsdlf and, bending down, helaid the sword gently on the
ground.

‘I'msorry,” hesaid. ‘I didn’t mean to frighten you.’
Sylvrissbridled. ‘I'm not afraid,” shelied. ‘ That damned bird startled me, landing so close’

Gavor put his head on one side but did not speak. Then he walked over to Hawklan and peered at him
intently. Sylvriss caught the movement in the corner of her eye and, without taking her gaze from Idoman,
swung afoot in Gavor’ sdirection.

‘Shoo!” she shouted.

Idoman stretched out ahand and stepped forward. *It'sal right . . . he began, but the Queen levelled
her knifeat hisgrain.

‘Redlly,” came afruity voice from behind her. Startled she turned. But there was no one there, just the
lifeless black figure— and that damned bird again, standing by the body and staring at her.

Without thinking, she moved towards it angrily. Gavor spread hiswings and flapped away. ‘ Redly,” he
repeated. ‘ Do something, I oman. These Fyordyn women seem to do nothing but kill people when they
get hold of aknife.’

Sylvriss stopped, eyeswide. Then, turning, she found 1doman standing next to her, but with his hands
raised in surrender.

‘Pleasedon’t be afraid,” herepeated. ‘I’ m sorry | startled you with the sword, but | think it might help
Hawklan.’

Sylvriss glanced from Idoman to the motionless figure and then at Gavor.
‘The bird spoke,” she said, ignoring Idoman’ s explanation.

Idoman nodded. ‘ Yes, that's Gavor,” he said, then, ‘ Please call your horse off, so that | can pick up the
sword.” Sylvriss looked at him. Helooked powerful enough to have wrestled the horse to the ground had
need arisen, but his power waslogt in his anxiety and concern. She sheathed her knife.

“Y our horse has called mine off dready, Orthlundyn,” she said. Then, sadly, * Attend to your friend if you
wish, but | fear he'sdead.’

Asldoman recovered the sword and moved to Hawklan’s side, Sylvrisswalked dowly to her horse.
Patting its cheek, she said. “Why did you disobey me, old friend? The horse lowered its head, and
Serian bent forward and nudged her gently. Turning to him, Sylvriss saw that fear dtill flickered in his
eyes, but it was being well mastered. So many questions. She stroked his neck. ‘1 don’t understand,” she
sad, ‘but thank you, line leader.’

Shelooked at Idoman, now kneding by Hawklan and trying to place his hand around the handle of the
sword. He kept wincing, as though the sword were burning him.



She patted the horse again and walked back over to Idoman. ‘What' sthe matter? she asked, knedling
besdehim.

There weretearsin Idoman’ s eyes, and his hands were shaking. ‘1 can’'t hold the sword,” hesaid. ‘|
can't touch the handle. I1t'stoo . . . charged . . . too . . .” Hisvoice faded. Then, thrusting the sword
towards her, he said, ‘Will you try? Please.’

Sylvrisslooked helplesdy down at the plain black scabbard that held the sword, and then back at
Idoman’ s pleading gaze. She did not takeit. * Y our friend’ sdead, Idoman,” shesaid. ‘1 could find no
pulse’

Idoman shook hishead. ‘No,” hesaid. ‘Hecan't be. Try again.’

Sylvrisslaid her hand on Hawklan' sthroat and closed her eyesto shut out dl digtractions. Very faintly,
likethe digtant tirring within hersdlf, she felt the flutter of Hawklan's heart.

‘Yes’ shewhispered, asif the sound of her too-loud voice might extinguish thetiny flame. “Y ou'reright.
But what can | do?I’m no hedler. I've no ideawhat’ swrong with him.’

‘| don't know,” Idoman replied. ‘But give him the sword. It's. . . important . . . it'ssaved mein the past,
and it ssaved usadl today. Giveitto him.’

Reuctantly, Sylvrissheld out her hands to receive the weapon. Idoman placed it gently on to the
outstretched palms. Asthe hilt of the sword touched her, Sylvrissfelt the wind-blown Fyorlund
countryside disappear in agreat soaring song. A myriad voices Snging amyriad tales of triumph and
despair. There shewas, riding by her father’ s sde across the open Riddin countryside, flirting and teasing
the besotted Rgoric in summer orchards, withdrawing into herself over the long bitter years as Dan-Tor
poisoned her husband, prowling the Westerclave, daying the Mathidrin Sirshiant in the Streets of
Vakloss, a once exhilarated and degraded by the deed. And other tales were there. Everything was
there. Everything. Even thelife song of her unborn child.

With acry shelet the sword fall. *“What isthis? she asked hoarsely. ‘Who are you? And who isthisto
own such athing? Shelooked down at the motionless Hawklan.

‘Help him, please’ said Idoman again, taking her armsin his powerful hands. ‘I’ m sure the sword will
hdphim.

‘No,’ shesaid. ‘He's.. . . too near theend to hear . . . that.” She clasped her hands together to stop
them trembling as she looked at the sword.

Then sheleaned forward and took hold of Hawklan's hand. It was cold and lifeless; aterrible contrast
to the great celebration that had just possessed her. Almost without realizing what she was doing, she
pressed it gently againgt her ssomach. * He needs a softer song to draw him back from wherever heis’
she heard hersdlf saying.

Thewind buffeted the motionless group, ruffling Gavor’ s feathers, and blowing Sylvriss s hair across her
face, but it could not disturb the deep stiliness that descended on them al asthey watched and waited.

Then Sylvrisslaid down Hawklan' s hand and placed her fingers on histhroat. ‘ His heartbeat’ salittle
dronger,’ she said after amoment, dmost dishdievingly. * Still faint, but definitely stronger.’



Idoman checked for himsdlf. ‘Itis, itis’ hewhispered. ‘And hisfaceislesspde.’ However, despite his
obviousrdief a thisimprovement in hisfriend sfrail condition, the momentum of hisjourney seemed to
return to him and without further comment he lifted Hawklan up quickly and began carrying himto his
horse.

‘What are you doing? cried Sylvrissin darm. ‘He svery weak. | don't think he should ride any more.’

‘He sridden thisfar and lived, 1Idoman said, dmost caloudy, athough his tone contrasted markedly
with the gentleness with which he laid Hawklan across Serian’ s neck. ‘We have to get away quickly.’

Sylvriss seized hisarm and dragged him round to face her.
‘Hemight dieyet, Idoman,” she said angrily. ‘What are you running from that’ sworth such arisk?

Idoman looked down at her, hiseyesfull of concern and gratitude, but still impatient and fearful. He cast
around for an explanation. It wasthere, in the west.

‘We rerunning from that, Muster lady,” he said, gently taking her hand from hisarm, and turning her
round to look at the place they had just so desperately ridden from. *We re running from that. And the
man . . . the creature that caused it.’

There, dominating the distance, was Vakloss, chief city of Fyorlund, standing high on itsisolated hill, and
crowned by the towers of the King's paace. Itsfamiliar skyline was unchanged, but Sylvriss was aware
of some ominous difference, though for amoment she could not make out what it was. Two scars,
seemingly rooted at the palace diverged acrossthe city, asthough a powerful flood had struck amassive
rock and split irrecoverably into two lesser streams. At isolated points, smoke was being swept up and
dissipated by thewind.

‘What ...

‘Mount up.” Ioman’s command cut across Sylvriss s question, and forestalling any further discusson,
he swung up on to Serian. Immediately, the horse began walking aong the road.

Scowling, at first with annoyance and then with pain, Sylvriss mounted her own horse and rode after the
retreating stalion, which had now broken into atrot. Catching agust in the wind, Gavor opened hiswings
and rose draight into the air to follow them both.

‘What' s happened in the City? Sylvrissfinished her question as she reached Idoman.

Isdoman shook hisgreat head, trying to order histhoughts. ‘1 can scarcely remember,” hereplied. ‘|
remember getting involved with acrowd and arriving at the pal ace somehow, then Hawklan wastaking
tothisDan-Tor, and . . " He screwed up hisface in concentration, then laid his hand uncertainly on the
bow hanging from Serian’ s saddle. * Then Hawklan shot him . . . for somereason. . .’

Sylvriss seyeswidened. * Shot him,” she gasped. ‘ Shot Dan-Tor!’

Idoman nodded uncertainly.

Hopes began to form in Sylvriss smind. Was she fleeing now from something that no longer existed?
Were these two men smply fleaeing an anticipated retribution?



‘Ishedead? she asked anxioudly.

Idoman turned to her, hisface fearful again. ‘How can athing likethat die? he asked. Then, dmost to
himsdf, ‘It's so confused. Hawklan's never used abow in hislife. And he'd never strike anyone. .
Memories returned to give him the lie. Memories of Hawklan wielding the sword like agreat warrior to
hack down Mandrocs as the two of them had fled from Adang’ s patrol in Orthlund, Hawklan defeating
Mathidrin in the smoke-strangled sireets of Vakloss. ‘Wl not without provocation,’” he added
hestantly.

Sylvrissleaned acrossto him and laid her hand on hisarm. *What did you mean—athing likethat? she
sad.

Idoman started dightly. ‘Hawklan' sarrow struck him, I’'m sure,” he said. ‘Hetwisted away, but it hit
him. Sent him staggering. I'm certainit did, and yet . . ." Hisvoice faded away as he struggled again with
the confused images that were vying for his attention.

Sylvrisswaited.

‘| remember Dan-Tor standing there, changed somehow, standing there radiating aterrible power,
maevolent, like. ..’

He shuddered. Thewords did not exist. ‘He. . .it . . . lifted its hand and pointed at us, then everything
around uswas heaving and rumbling . . . even the ground.’

Imperceptibly, Serian’ strot became aloping gdlop.

Unthinkingly, Idoman’s hands clutched nervoudy at Hawklan'slimp body draped in front of him, likea
child trying to wake a parent for reassurance that his recent vivid torment had been just an evil dream.
But there was no response.

Sylvrisstook hisarm again. ‘What happened? she said softly.

Idoman shook hishead. ‘It'sgone, it sgone,’ hesaid. ‘| remember Hawklan holding out the sword,
keeping back some awful . . . | remember cowering behind him as he sank to hisknees. Then
everything' s confuson, screaming and pain. Everyone' s screaming. Everything's screaming. Even the
stones. Pity help me, even the stones!’

Idoman’s head went back in a spasm of despair. Sylvrissflinched away from hispain.

‘Then | was on Serian. Galloping through panicking crowds. Galloping through heaving streets. .
Idoman’s eyes widened, and Serian’ s gallop increased. ‘ They were cracking open in front of us. Like
great yawning mouths. And buildings were faling. Debris clattering around us everywhere, and grest
clouds of dust blowing.” He drew ahand across his mouth. * And dl the time, it was behind us, pursuing
us. A great howl like amongtrous, demented anima . . . So much hatred . . . So much evil.’

Abruptly Sylvrissredized that they wereriding dmost at full galop. Idoman’ srelived terror had
wakened Serian’ sown. Her Muster ingtincts set aside the confusion that 1doman’ stelling had produced
in her and leaning over, she spoke softly to the black horse; gentle words of reward for taskswell done
and rest well earned. Gradudly, Serian dowed until he wastrotting steadily again.



Idoman seemed unaware of the incident and sat motionlessin his saddle, staring blankly ahead,
gpparently with nothing further to say. Sylvrisswas content to ridein sllence for sometime, while she
tested the redlity of hishizarretale. Dan-Tor attacked! And by Orthlundyn. Orthlundyn riding aMuster
horse. The City raked by some terrible force released seemingly by Dan-Tor. A Dan-Tor transformed
into...What?

She had fdlt the fringes of whatever had happened in the City and had been terrified. There wasno
doubtingthat redlity. To be near its heart could indeed have overwhelmed even asfine ahorse as Serian
and such aman as |doman seemed to be. Asfor his stricken friend, Hawklan —aman whose presence
could be felt even though he was @ the very edge of death —who was he and what had he borne as
carrier of that awesome sword, at the very centre of the horror?

For amoment, she felt as though her mind was going to break free from dl restraint and plummet
dhrieking into an abyss. She had grown used to living in aworld of treachery and deceit, aworld of
politica manipulation and intrigue, of power-seeking ambition. It was repellent and oppressive, but it was
human. Now what was she fleeing from? A man —athing, as1doman called him —who could shake and
destroy the very roots of acity?

A chilling thought crystallized abruptly. She seized Idoman’sarm. ‘Idoman. My husband. What's
happened to my husband?

Idoman turned and looked at her, his eyesfocussing dowly as Sylvriss repested the question.

‘1 don’t know,” he said gently. ‘I don’t know your husband, Muster lady. | don’t know you. | don’t
even know your name, for dl I’'min your debt.’

Sylvrissclosad her eyesirritably at the tiny worm of vanity that intruded into her concern. Of course, this
man was an outlander, how could he be expected to recognize her?

‘I'm sorry Idoman,” shesaid. ‘I'm Sylvriss, daughter of Urthryn, Ffyrst of Riddin, and Queento King
Rgoric.

Idoman sared at her thoughtfully. Y our voice marks you out as Riddinvolk and your riding and your
horse would mark you out as Mugter trained even if you weren't wearing their field uniform. But why
would Rgoric’s Queen be fleeing the City? he asked.

Sylvriss seyesblazed. ‘How do Orthlundyn come to be riding aMuster horse? she shouted, suddenly
angry. ‘And take pride that they’ ve tried to kill a Fyordyn Lord? But before I oman could speak, her
tone changed. ‘ For pity’ s sake Idoman. What of Rgoric? He must have been with Dan-Tor when you
arived.

‘I don’'t know,” Idoman replied. ‘ The only other people with Dan-Tor were Mathidrin—it’ sdifficult, but
| don’t remember anyone else.’ He searched for more comforting words. * The palace seemed
undamaged when we looked back, didn’t it? Dan-Tor’ s harm flowed out away fromiit. Y our husband
will probably bedl right.’

Sylvrissrecaled the terrible chill that had possessed her soon after she had brought Serian to ahalt. She
shuddered. No, she thought, she must not give way to doubts. Idoman’swords were dl he could
possibly offer. And he was probably right. Perhaps even now Rgoric was on this same road with Eldric
and Jadaric a hissde. She could serve him best by doing his bidding; by riding to Eldric’smountain
stronghold and raising hisHigh Guards.



‘Where are you going, Idoman? she asked.

‘The horse chose theroad,” hereplied. *Asit' seastward I'll go to Lord Eldric’ s stronghold. There's
nowhereelseinthisland | can go. And there are people there who need to know what’ s happened.’

‘Good,” Sylvrisssaid smply. ‘ That’swhere | go.” High above, Gavor rode the boisterous air with a
relentless purpose, his eyesfixed on thetiny figures below and their precious burden.

Chapter 3

Dilrap made no pretence a dignity as the two Mathidrin manhandled him aong the pal ace corridors
back towards the Throne Room. In fact, hefelt oddly grateful to the two men for supporting him on this
inevitable journey, as his own legs seemed incapable of the task. Strangely however, though the strong
hands that gripped him and propelled him aong were none too gentle, he sensed little malice in them.
Their contact was human and felt comforting for al its harshness.

Glancing at histwo escorts he saw that both were struggling to maintain the blank stony featurestypical
of their kind when on paace duty. Catching the intermittent eye Sgnasthat were passing between them,
he redlized that they too were afraid and that, in their fear, there were even e ements of compassion and
regret for what they were now doing. What was to happen to him could happen to them also.

Their reservations however, were not sufficient to prevent them doing what they were doing and, al too
soon, Dilrap found himsalf before the open doors of the Throne Room. Around him, the Palace echoed
with the sounds of people running and shouting, though as he looked to the | eft and then the right, the
corridor he was standing in was deserted except for afew restless Mathidrin.

A push propelled him forward uncertainly into the Throne Room. He gasped. Not at what he saw, for he
seemed to be having difficulty in focussing, but at the aurathat filled the hall. It waslike coming out of the
hot summer sun into an inner room expecting to find a shaded coolness but finding instead that alargefire
had been |eft burning. Here however, was not an unexpected and unpleasant heat, but acrawling
malevolence that seemed to pass right through him. Hefélt hislegs beginning to shake uncontrollably.

‘Ah, Honoured Secretary.’

The voice wasfamiliar, though it seemed distant and coldly inhuman, and asit spoke, the air around him
seemed to vibrate and pressin upon him with each syllable.

‘Comeforward.’

Dilrap did not move; for amoment he had forgotten how to walk. Theair around him vibrated again,
appdlingly impatient, but before any voice could speak, Dilrgp’slegs found their wits and he stepped
forward uncertainly.

The scene before him wasllittle changed from what it had been when he had findly fled from his
vantage-point at the latticed panel. The King's body had been removed, but the daughtered Mathidrin
were only just being dragged away by their fellow ns, unceremonioudly trailing blood and viscera
across the ancient floor.

A sweet and unmigtakable smell roseto Dilrgp’ s nogtrils and he felt the room swirling around him as his
stomach heaved with revulsion. Some residue of regard for the erstwhile dignity of the hall managed to



prevent him from vomiting but a greet roaring rose up and filled hishead. He did not remember faling,
but suddenly he was surprised to find himsdlf in the grip of powerful hands again, lifting him up from his
knees.

With an incongruous gentleness they held him upright until he was sufficiently recovered to stand aone.
He needed to breathe deeply, but that smell.

‘Come forward, Honoured Secretary,” came the voice again, pressing in on him. Still it was cold and
distant, but there was anote of scorn in it which lessened its chilling inhumanity, and deep inside Dilrap
the spirit of hislong slent defiance Stirred again tentetively.

Blinking to clear hisvision, Dilrgp brought into focus theimage of hislifelong tormentor. Dan-Tor was
gtting in the chair that had been used to carry him away from hisfateful confrontation with Hawklan. He
had sat in it when he ordered the murder of the King and had been trapped in it by the dying monarch to
hear his enigmatic last words. He was both changed and unchanged. His posture radiated an dl too
human pain, and from time to time his teeth grimaced white in his creased brown face as some gpasm
passed through him. Y et though his body and pain were human, he was beyond doubt the source of the
maevolence that wasfilling the Throne Room.

Beside him stood awhite faced and very ill Urssain. Dilrap walked forward awkwardly. Hereismy
degth, he thought.

Please let it be quick, please let me not whimper. Father, | loved you. Sylvriss, | loveyou dill . . .
‘Ffyre,’ hesad, interrupting his own silent last declamations.

Dan-Tor looked up a him. Astheir eyes met, Dilrap flinched away. The Lord Dan-Tor had terrified
him, but this was not Dan-Tor, thiswas just an image of Dan-Tor floating on the surface of something . . .
unspeakable. The King had spoken truly. Dilrap knew he was indeed standing in the presence of abeing
whose very existence he would have laughed to scorn but hours ago.

Hisearlier promiseto the King floated before him, mocking hisimpotence and inggnificance. ‘Il
corrode his new Order as he corroded the old one.” Then, terrifyingly, from somewhereinsde him came
the redlization that he had no choice. He could not allow this abomination to be. He must oppose
because its |oathsome machinations would spread beyond all control; spread across al Fyorlund and out
into the world. Faced with the redlity of the Uhrid, Dilrgp faced dso itsimplications. If the Uhriel were
among people, then somewhere He too must exist. This. . . creature was but aherad.

The awful clarity and certainty of thisrevelation froze Dilrap’s heart, so loud wasit. It was asif he had
just cried it out at thetop of hisvoicefor dl to hear. Hisrational mind struggled to tell him that there was
nothing he could do againgt such apower, but the inner certainty persisted. He fixed his eyes on thefloor.
While he was as nothing, he might yet survive.

‘“Why did you not tell me that the King was restored to hedlth, Honoured Secretary? Again, the scornin
Dan-Tor' svoice heartened Dilrap rather than dismayed him. Thiswas familiar. Thiswas human.

Tdl asfew liesasyou mugt, hethought. This. . . creature. . . will smell them out.
‘I didn’'t know, Ffyrst,” Dilrap replied, hisvoice shaking.

Therewas along tingling silence, then, ‘Look a me, Dilrgp.” The voice was heavy with malice, but its



icy inhumanity wasfading, asif the wakened Uhriel were retregting, withdrawing its attention from trivid
congderations.

Dilrap fet hisrdluctant head rising asif under the influence of somewill other than his own. His gaze met
Dan-Tor’s. He could not move. Dan-Tor’ s eyes seemed to fill hisvery soul.

‘Tel meagan, Dilrap.

Dilrap’ s heart sang out to Sylvrissin thanks that she had had the foresight to keep al knowledge of the
King swell-being from him.

‘I didn’t know, Ffyrst,” he repeated.

The eyes probed further. *Y ou were that horse witch' s confidant, were you not? She would have told
you of such ajoyful change, wouldn’t she?

Speak againg usif you must. Sylvriss swords returned to Dilrap.

‘1 didn’'t know, Ffyrst,” Dilrgp said again, hismind franticaly clutching the flimsy straw of truth that was
keeping him &float. ‘1 didn’t know.’

Abruptly, though Dilrap felt that more and deeper questions were intended, the gaze was gone, and he
was released. He breathed deeply to recover himsdlf, despite the reek pervading the hall. He could not
have withstood that scrutiny had the questions turned to his quiet conspiracy with the Queen, or the help
he had given to Eldric and Jaldaric but minutes ago.

Infront of him, Dan-Tor was staring upwards, grimacing in pain, hislong hands clutching a hissde
around the protruding black arrow, but shying away from touching it.

To hissurprise, Dilrgp fet aflutter of sympathy for the man in hisagony. Againtheair around him
seemed to dtir, like a hunter scenting adistant and hated prey. Dilrap crushed the sentiment and
subgtituted self-interest.

‘Fyrg, | didn’t see you were wounded,” he said, his voice — hiswhole manner —full of concern. *You
must not exert yourself. Let the hedlersremovethat . . " He pointed atrembling hand towards the arrow.
‘ Such awound could become infected.’

Dan-Tor s gaze | ft the scenes of ancient history that decorated the ornate ceiling, and returned to the
King's Secretary. Dilrap felt the impact of its scorn, but it was ill the gaze of hisold enemy. Terrifying,
but again human. The demon wasgone. . . for now.

Nonetheless the gaze was grim and penetrating, and Dilrap let out along soft breath as Dan-Tor turned
to Urssain. ‘“Help me stand,” he said, his hands releasing his side and gripping the arms of the chair.
Urssain bent down and placed the injured man’ s arm around his shoulder, at the sametime signalling to
one of hismento asss. Sowly and painfully, Dan-Tor rose.

Dilrap watched but kept his eyesfrom Dan-Tor’ sface, fearing the retribution that might fall on him a
being seen to watch his master’ sweskness. But the image before him was not one of human frailty,
commanding sympathy; it was repellent. The lank brown figure not so much being supported by, as
wilfully burdening the two Mathidrin in their black, bloodstained liveries, hisarms spread wide and his
hands clawing their shoulders asif he drew sustenance from their oppression.



Isthiswhat you and your Master will do to theworld, you monstrous blight? Dilrap found himsalf
thinking unexpectedly. He lowered his gaze in case the thought showed in his eyes.

‘“Thiswound isinfected beyond your imaginings, Dilrap,” Dan-Tor said, his neck stretching forward to
make him look even more like agrotesgque carrion bird. * It will trouble me for some long time but, have
no fear, it'll neither kill me nor blunt my purpose.” A spasm of pain shook him. ‘However, you'reright in
one matter. | must rest. Take heart, Secretary, that your final piece of advice to me was accepted.’

Dilrap’s stomach, tight and pained by the restraint of his reaction to the gore around hisfeet, becameicy
and leaden.

‘Find piece of advice, Ffyrs? hesad faintly. ‘Am | dismissed my office? TheKing. ..

‘TheKingisdead, Dan-Tor said coldly before Dilrap could finish. ‘Killed by . . ." He paused and
looked at Dilrgp thoughtfully. ‘ By my guards.’

Dilrap hed little difficulty feigning horror and dishdlief; that Dan-Tor haed told the truth had genuindly
shaken him. Hetried to speak, but could not.

Then Dan-Tor’ s predatory smile dashed white across his brown face. It was not the cold spirit of Oklar
that shone through it, but the malice there showed Dilrap that humankind could be asfoul asany of the
cregtures they sdlf-righteoudy label monger.

‘A new order iswith us, Honoured Secretary,” said Dan-Tor. ‘Y our officeis no longer needed. Nor are
you.” He paused as though savouring the moment. *Kill him, Commander.’

Before Urssain could relinquish his burden to implement this command, Dilrap fell to hisknees, his mouth
working noisdesdy. At last hefound hisvoice. * Ffyrs. | beg of you. What have | done?

Dan-Tor looked a him. ‘Done, Dilrgp? he said. ‘Y ou’' ve done well. Y ou were serving my ends
admirably, but circumstances have cut across my plans and brought about their conclusion sooner than |
had hoped . . .’

Dilrap interrupted desperately. ‘Why kill me then, Master?

Dan-Tor turned away hisface suddenly asif he had been struck. ‘ Don't presume to question me,
Dilrap,” he said angrily, turning back. *Y our eternd terror clouds my vison, and your eternd fretting over
the minutiae of the Law ringsin my earslike the buzzing of atrapped insect. Now dl can be swept aside.
The New Order will be one of smplicity. One requiring only the swords of my Mathidrin and my will. |
would befree of you, Dilrap. Urssain, attend to it now. | grow weary.’

Dilrap stared a him, unable to either spesk or move, finding no resource within himself that could hope
to deflect such malice. All courses of action were closed to him now. Let me not whimper, he thought
again. Had he not just seen men dispatched by a single swift stroke from the King' s sword? There would
be amoment’ s pain and then his journey through hisworrisome life would be over. Surely he could
receive that with dignity and cam. But immediately behind this camness came an unexpected and raging
anger. No, hewould not go so lightly. Hewould givethis. . . obscenity ameasure of what it could
expect should it hopeto hold sway over humanity. Before anyone could seize him he would tear that
black arrow from its Sde and plungeit into its heart.



Asthe thought came to him, he caught Urssain’s eye. Will you be next, Commander? was the message
he sent. Will you serve him as | have and end thus? At hiswhim? No longer needed?

Urssain heditated. ‘ Ffyrst, may | speek? he said softly to his burden.

Irritably, Dan-Tor inclined his head. Urssain nodded to the other trooper to dismiss, and taking
Dan-Tor sfull weight turned him gently away from the knedling figure.

‘Ffyrst,” he said, hisvoice low so that only Dan-Tor could hear him. * After today the men will be
gretched to the limit just to keep public order. Large tracts of the City have been razed. The disruption
to the normd life of the City will be enormous and will provide al manner of opportunitiesfor
mal contents to foment trouble. We had to bring men in for the arrest of Eldric and now they’ll haveto
stay until some semblance of normdlity isrestored.” Dan-Tor frowned, though whether it was at his
remarks or at some pain, Urssain could not judge. He pressed on. * Dilrap understands the people and
their ways. He adlso understands the detailed administration of the Palace and the City. For al hisfaults, it
will be virtualy impossible to find areplacement who' s remotely as able. We have none, save yoursdif,
and your efforts should be bent to dealing with therebelsinthe eadt. . . Then, amost whispering, ‘and
your greater design.’

Dan-Tor was silent for amoment. *Will you not obey my order, Commander? he said eventudly.

Urssain quailed at the soft menacein thevoice. * Fyrs. I’'m nothing without your favour. All | haveis
yours. | try to serve you and I'll do anything you tell meto. But we have difficult problems ahead in the
immediate future: why not let Dilrgp carry some of the odium that solving them will produce?

Dan-Tor nodded dowly. Urssain’s crawling fear for his own ultimate fate was gpparent in his every
movement, but his comments were logica. This had been aday of great progress, though at what risk
and at what cost? He was burdened with atwofold anger: that his plans had been so jeopardized, and
that it was this selfsame anger that had so marred his judgement. What had prompted him to respond to
that cursed bird’ sancient taunt? If he had not tried to Strikeit, Hawklan would not have attacked him,
and...

Angrily, he dismissed the circling and fruitless reproaches, though he knew they would return to haunt
him repeatedly. They would burden him as surdly asthisarrow in hisside, as did those for thefally he
had committed on the sunlit green at Pedhavin when he had succumbed to the vanity that he might bind
the dormant Ethriss.

His only solace was that whatever that green-eyed abomination was, he had come from Anderras
Darion, and where the shadow of that sink-holefell, so Hiswrit ran false, and His servants were
deceived. The place was an aberration. Sufficeit that the deed was done now. The Old Power had been
both used and defied, and Ethriss had not arisen to strike him down effortlessy before turning to hisreal
foe. Ashisreward for hiswanton impetuosity however, he wasimpaed now on this accursed arrow until
He choseto removeit.

Y our wisdom and mercy are without bounds, Master, Dan-Tor intoned inwardly, lifting his hand to his
sde again. The words showed him another truth; the pain of the arrow would after al be a second solace
to him. It was ameasure of hisworth that He had not destroyed him utterly in His cold fury.

Or could it be that He too had been afraid of what Hawklan might be? Afraid to use the Power that was
His? Dan-Tor stretched up suddenly so that his pain would at once obliterate and atone for such a

blasphemy.



Urssain started at the sudden movement. * Ffyrst? he gasped, his eyeswide and fearful.

Dan-Tor turned to him. He too must remember the value of his servants. They were the carefully honed
cutting edge of hiswill. They could be punished when they did not cut true but they should not be
needlesdy squandered. His desire to daughter Dilrgp for the petty irritations that his help had entailed
was yet another reminder of the spiteful resdue of his humanity. Who could foretell what consequences
might ensue from pandering again to awhim arisng from so flawed a source?

Urssain too should be encouraged to follow willingly the paths of power and ambition that he could see
opening before himin today’ s events. One day, Urssain, you will beto meas| amto Him, Dan-Tor
mused, and each step will make your ultimate binding easier. An act of petty spleen now, however, could
make him reluctant to venture forward; could divert histaentsinto caution and self-protective conspiracy
and that would serve no useful purpose.

A whisper of doubt, however, till lingered around the fate of Dilrap. The man' strue salf was
permanently hidden in amiasmaof terror; part of him was inaccessible and therefore dangerous.

Dan-Tor rgected the thought. There could be little at the heart of such a creature, and should he prove
worthless or treacherous, he was neither warrior nor leader; none would flock to his banner and he could
eadly be dedlt with at any time.

‘Thank you for your guidance, Commander,” hesaid. ‘1 spokein my pain. You'reright. A good servant
should not be used thus. Take Dilrap and use him. | must retire to my quarters and attend to my wound.’

Urssain bowed and then signalled to two of his men. Asthey moved forward to support the injured
Ffyrst, hewaved them away.

‘Shall | send the hedlersto you, Ffyrst? Urssain asked, seemingly concerned.

‘No,” replied Dan-Tor. For amoment Urssain saw the Fyrst’ s eyesflicker red like an ominous sunrise,
and he seemed to fed arumble of distant thunder. But the ingtant passed almost before he could register
it, and Dan-Tor was continuing. ‘I know the nature of my injury only too well, Commander, and only |
cantend it. You tend theinjury to the City that that . . . Orthlundyn has wrought. We must have order
again. We have new plansto make.’

Turning, he moved dowly towards one of the side doors to the Throne Room. Urssain snapped to
atention asdid al the other Mathidrin. Dilrap rose unsteadily and a deep silence descended on the room,
broken only by the soft hiss of the Ffyrst’ s robes as he made his laboured progress across the hall.

Through the open doorway of the main entrance came a soft and unexpected stirring as an eddy from
the wind outside found itself wandering the palace corridors in search of escape. Dilrap fdlt it cool and
fresh on his cheek, though his robes were pressed cold against his back. Then the noise of adistant door
damming shut reverberated through the hall, and the breeze was gone.

No one moved.

Briefly ashaft of sunlight shone brightly through the large window at the end of the hdll. It fell on

Dan-Tor sretreating figure like awarning finger. He stopped and turned again to Urssain. ‘ Before dl
other things, Commander, find me that man’sbody.” Then the sunlight was gone and Dan-Tor finished his
journey to the door in dusty shade. As he dipped from view it seemed as though the whole room
breathed out in release.



Relaxing, Urssain looked around, his face wrinkled with distaste. * Get this mess cleaned up, and
quickly, he shouted to a Sirshiant. * Then seal the room and put aguard on the Ffyrst’ sroom. There
could be al manner of people wandering the Pace.” Then, more softly, looking significantly at the man:

‘Andremind these. . . Hisglancetook in thewaiting Mathidrin, * of the life enhancing vaue of silence,
until 1 have the chance to talk to them properly.” The Sirshiant saluted and Urssain turned towards Dilrap.

As he approached the Secretary, he noted his strange expression and oddly till posture. He paused.
Dilrap did not know what had passed between him and Dan-Tor and would sill be expecting summary
execution. Urssain had seen what cornered men could do before now and he lifted ahand in reassurance
before he came too close. He had no desire to cut down the Secretary in self-defence after having taken
such risksto keep him dive.

‘It sdl right, Dilrap,” he said discreetly when he reached him. * Y ou're sefe for thetime being. Asam 1.’
His manner was casud, for the benefit of onlookers, but his eyes bore a different, more urgent, message
—intimate dmogt. ‘We ve agreat ded to organize,’ he continued. ‘ Come with me.’

Asthey walked aong the palace corridors towards the main entrance, the activity and noise grew, and
Dilrap noted dust and grime layering the floor and darkening statues and ornaments. Equaly soiled
Mathidrin troopers and pa ace servants were running to and fro, brought together in common humanity to
tend the needs of those damaged by the blow that Oklar had launched a Hawklan.

‘Commander, we couldn’t find you.” It was aMathidrin Captain, his face flushed and sweat-stained.
Urssain waved the remark aside. ‘I’ ve been tending the Ffyrst, he said coldly. ‘ Report.’

The report was brief. Impromptu groups were digging in the rubble to find survivors and clear the
streets. The dead and the wounded were being taken to various large hdls about the City. ‘ The Guilds
and the Rede' s people are doing most of the organizing,” the Captain concluded rather awkwardly.

Urssain nodded. Thislast remark reminded him why he needed Dilrap. The Mathidrin had neither the
adminigtrators nor the resourcesto run acity. ‘ Isthere any sign of rioting? he said.

‘Not so far,” replied the Captain. ‘But it could happen. There' salot of angry talk about, and when the
shock and panic die down, it could boil over.’

Urssain nodded again. Nor did they have the forces to contend with any serious rioting. ‘We must be
circumspect, Captain. We mustn't play into the hands of our enemies by inflaming matters. Check the
Pdacefor intruders. Gently —many of them will just be shocked or seeking shelter —then discreetly sed
the Palace. When that’ s done, find such Commanders and senior Captains as you can, and report to me
inthe Westerclave” Then mindful of hisLord slast order. ‘ And get a party to clear the gateway
immediately. The Ffyrst needs to know that hiswould-be nisdead. Immediatdly, Captain.’

‘It samost finished, Commander,” the Captain replied. ‘We ve found some bodies, but not the.. . .
archer’s!’

‘Keep looking, then. And hurry,” Urssain said, dismissing the man with acurt gesture.

Scowling at thisdigtraction, Urssain looked around. ‘In here,’ he said, pushing open the door of asmal
ante-room. As Dilrap entered, Urssain closed the door and bolted it.



‘Wehavetotak, Dilrap,” he said without preliminaries.
Dilrap did not reply. Hislegsfailing him, he dropped into achair. Helooked at his unexpected saviour.

In contrast to Dilrap’ s stillness, Urssain paced fretfully up and down the small room as he spoke. ‘The
Ffyrst ischanged, Dilrap,” hesaid. ‘1 don’t know what or who heis, but he' s changed, and changed
unbelievably, and you and | must change dso if we' reto survive!

‘| don’'t understand,’” Dilrap lied. “What do you mean, changed? And who shot him? And why wasthe
King kill—'

Urssain waved him sllent irritably, and Dilrap saw for the first time the fear and deep shock that the man
was barely kegping under control. Another reassuring Sign of humanity in hisenemies.

Urssain stopped pacing and stood looking down at him. * Some Orthlundyn assassin shot him, Dilrap. |
don’t know why, but the Ffyrst has been fretting about him ever since he got back from Orthlund. It’snot
amatter I’'dinquireintoif | were you, especialy now.’

For an ingtant his composure dipped, his mouth trembled and his terror showed naked on hisface. He
turned away. In the Mathidrin it was potentialy afatal mistake to show fear. It wasamost asbad just to
admit to it. For amoment however, Urssain felt drawn to tell Dilrap of the maglstrom of emotions that
had torn and twisted him as he had stood by Dan-Tor to face that strange Orthlundyn. Dilrap would
understand. He was permanently terrified. He could offer no threst.

But gpart from hisyears of restraint, where could he find the words for such atae? He could tell of his
fear a being faced unexpectedly by amassive and seemingly organized mob. Fear that the ancient will of
the Fyordyn had suddenly awakened to call him to account for his deeds. Perhaps he could tell of the
eerie tenson between his Lord and Hawklan, the one charming yet maevolent, the other grim-faced yet
open and honest. Perhaps also he could tell of his horror as Dan-Tor fell to the ground, struck by
Hawklan's arrow. Was thisto be the end? Hisleader dain and the mob free to surge forward to
overwhelm the guards and destroy him?

But how could hetell of hisemotions as Dan-Tor rose again and reveded histrue self? How could he
tell of hisimpotence, hisinadequacy, at being less than the merest mote swept up in the howling wake of
Oklar’ sfury? Or of hisjoy at finding himsdlf returned unhurt and whole to thisworld when it had passed?
It was beyond dl description.

And yet dill less could hetell of the dark and vile exhilaration that he had felt a being part of such
power, or of hisunholy communion with the being that wielded it. That above dl wasfor hisown inner
contemplation.

Dilrap watched Urssain' s back and read hisindecision and torment.

Confessto me, Commander, he willed. Show me your weaknesses for my future use. The harshness of
the thought surprised him.

‘Why was the King killed, then? he asked bluntly. Urssain started and for amoment looked at him
blankly. Dilrap pressed on. ‘| wastrying to stop the King releasing Eldric and his son. He was so angry |
thought he was going to have me killed on the spot. Then the whole Palace shook and | just ran away.
Now he's dead —killed by your men. What' s happening, Urssain?



Urssain scowled and crushed his own turmoil under the needs of the present. He leaned forward and
brought hisface closeto Dilrap’s. “ Too many questions, Honoured Secretary. | didn't save your
blubbering neck just to beinterrogated by you. Obedience isthe law now. Obedience without question.
I’ve saved your lifetoday. Listen to what | say, and learn, and you may stay dive.” He brought hisface
even closer until it was dmost touching Dilrap’s. His voice was soft and menacing.

‘TheLord Dan-Tor has powers beyond our imaginations, Dilrap. I’ ve seen them. | stood by him when
he razed hdf the City with awave of his hand. For those who follow and serve him, ther€ Il berewards
beyond imagination, and for those who do nat, there' | be extinction. Nothing can oppose him, have no
doubts about that. | have hisfavour and now you have mine. Obey me as| obey him and those rewards
will be yours aso. But remember, Dilrap. Y ou are useful to me. Vauable, even. Butl amindispensable to
you. Do you understand?

Dilrap nodded. Out of habit, his body shook and twitched, but his mind was calmer than he had ever
known. | understand you perfectly, Commander, he thought. Y ou’re Oklar’ s creature, bound utterly by
thefolly of your greed and lust. There could be no safer place for me than to shelter behind you. I’ll
gladly defend your back.

Urssain nodded, then, without aword, unbolted the door and left, leaving it swinging open.

Dilrap watched the hubbub in the corridor, but did not move. Nothing can oppose him, he thought,
reiterating Urssain’ sremark. But a black arrow from amysterious Orthlundyn has done you no smal ill,
hasn't it, Uhriel? Orthlund. The blessed land of Orthlund asit was caled in the Law. Unexpectedly, the
thought dipped into Dilrap’ s mind that if He were aoroad again, aforce from an ancient, long-forgotten
time, what other forces might not be waking?

A voice reached him from the corridor. It was Urssain’s, raised in anger. ‘ Keep searching. The body
must be there. Nothing could have withstood the Lord' s power.’

Chapter 4

Idoman reached forward and pressed hisfingers against Hawklan’ sthroat again. Closing his eyesto shut
out the relentless drumming of the horses' hooves and the throbbing fatigue of his body, hewaited. The
pulse was il there. Not strong, but steady and unchanged.

It was areassurance, but Idoman barely knew now why he sought it, so tired was he. It seemed as
though he had never known anything but this bumping, pounding twilight world.

He became aware that Sylvrisswas laughing at him. With an effort he looked across at her. Shetoo
looked tired, but shewas till dert, and riding easly.

‘Let go, Idoman,” shewas saying. ‘Let go. Serianwon't let either you or Hawklan fall off. Just go to
deep.’

Idoman scowled and Sylvrisslaughed again. 1t was strange, 1doman thought, how the riding calmed her,
kept a bay the terrors of the day and the fears for her husband. On the rare occasions that they stopped
she soon became fretful and anxious, her brow furrowing and her eyes becoming haunted, being drawn
ever back towards Vakloss.

Not that they had stopped very often. By some ingtinct Ioman could not fathom, Sylvriss, like Hawklan



before, had let Serian judge the pace, and the horse had shown little regard for either hisor Sylvriss's
needs — athough Idoman fdt that such stops asthey did make werein some way for Hawklan' s benefit.

The road they were travelling had been selected by Dilrap when, at the Queen’ s request, he had planned
aroute by which, together with the King, they might al escape Vaklossto seek help from the Lordsin
the eadt. It was aremnant of timeslong gone, passing now through only afew quiet villages, and its
origina purpose was long forgotten. For much of itslength it waslittle more than awide earth track, but it
gtill bore someindications of having been a substantial highway as there were long stretches, particularly
inthevicinity of thefew villagesit served, whereits ancient paving was till intact. Idoman noticed that
the congtruction of the paving was smilar to that of the roads that criss-crossed Orthlund, though the
workmanship was coarser. It had aworn and aged look but it was obvious that efforts were made to
maintanit.

Hefound the sight and the tired song of the rock rather sad, particularly as the road was patently
younger than those in Orthlund, and in hisfatigue he found himself, head bent low, lovingly repairing and
restoring the uneven and worn blocks, his chisdl ringing clear and sweet with a pulsating, steady rhythm
trimming and refitting rounded edges, lifting out cracked and broken blocks and replacing them with new
ones, fitted true to add support to their neighbours.

Suddenly the chisdl dipped from his hand, and he started violently. Asthe chisd struck the stones, its
ringing rose up al around him and transformed itsdlf into Sylvriss s laughter as he found himsdf aoruptly
awake.

Serian had stopped.

Smiling, Sylvriss dismounted and walked over to him. She held out her hand to support him ashe
dismounted and unthinkingly hetook it.

‘I'msorry | laughed,” she said, laughing again as he staggered Hiffly, ‘but you looked so comicd, trying
50 hard not to fall adeep.’

Idoman gave her areproachful 1ook.

‘Go and lie down and deep properly,” she said, ill smiling, and nodding towards anearby copse. ‘I'll
tend to the horses and | don’t suppose Serian will let usrest for long.’

‘“What' s he stopped for? Idoman said.
Sylvriss shrugged. ‘1 don’t know. He' s not tired. Neither’ s my horse. Perhaps he' s concerned about us.’

Isoman doubted it. Looking round he realized that the wind had dropped and that the sky had cleared.
In the west the sun was spreading large and red on the dusty horizon and overhead the sky wasturning
purple.

He nodded. ‘ He wants my shadow sight to get usthrough the night,” he said, carefully lifting Hawklan
down. ‘Don’'t you, Serian?

Sylvrissdid not understand the remark, but noted the horse' s response. Idoman laid his hand gently on
itscheek. ‘ Give mewhat timeyou can,” hesaid. ‘I’mtoo tired to tell dream from redlity at the moment,
let done shade from shade.” The horse shook its head, and Idoman patted it. Y ou saved all our lives;’
he sad quietly. ‘ Thank you.



Sylvrisswatched the exchange. Y ou' relearning, Orthlundyn,” she said. ‘Y ou're learning. Now go and
rest.

Idoman carried Hawklan over to the copse and, after alittle searching, laid him down gently in the shade
of an old, wide-canopied tree. Maternaly he wrapped Hawklan's cloak about hisinert form, and pulled
the hood forward to protect hisface. Then he sat back, arms hugging his knees, and stared at hisfriend.
As Serian’ sdriving pace had carried them relentlesdy through the day, the fedling of pursuit by the power
that the appallingly transformed Dan-Tor had released, had passed. But in its place had come equally
dark emotions; regret, confusion and doubt coloured dl histhoughts, and he became aware of a degper,
more abiding fear asvisons of agrim, embaitled future began to form. A future without Hawklan to guide
and sugtan him.

And questions came also. So many questions.

But they would al haveto wait until he reached Eldric' s stronghold where Hawklan could perhaps be
wakened. Now above al he must not allow the possible future to cloud the actua present. Now only the
immediate concerns of the moment were important. He must take Sylvriss s advice, and deep until the
horse decided they should move on.

Wrapping his own cloak about him, helay down by hisfriend and closed hiseyes.

‘Idoman, where are you?

Looking up, he saw Sylvriss standing at the edge of the copse, silhouetted vividly against the darkening
evening sky. Her head was bent forward and with her handsto her eyes she was peering intently into the
gloom. Idoman smiled. ‘ Cometo my voice,’ he said, chuckling softly.

Tentatively Sylvriss moved forward into the shade, very discreetly checking the knifein her belt. ISoman
chuckled again. ‘Don't be afraid,” he said. * Accept my knowledge of the shadows as | accept your
knowledge of the horses, Muster lady.’

Shefaltered dightly, and Ioman could sense her blushing. ‘I'm sorry,” shesaid. ‘It sjust so dark in
here. .. ooh!” The cry was caused by Gavor, swooping purposefully through the trees and narrowly
missing her. He landed by Idoman.

‘So sorry, dear girl,’ he said offhandedly, then to Idoman, ‘How ishe?

‘Still dive, Gavor,” Idoman replied, ‘but no different.’

Gavor flapped hiswings uneasily. ‘What can we do?

‘Nothing,” said Idoman. * Nothing except travel as quickly aswe can and hope for better guidance at
Eldric’s’

Gavor made a clucking noise and moved to take up sentry duty by Hawklan's head. ISoman closed his
eyesagan.

Sylvrissreached them and, sitting down with her back to atree, pulled her knees up to her chest. Her
eyes dowly adjusted to the darkness, but even so she found it difficult to see the three figures beside her.



She too was burdened with questions; not least about her strange travelling companions. But overriding
them al was concern for the fate of Rgoric. Away from the solace of her riding, her mind too was prey to
darker thoughts. The memory of the frenzied activity that had started the day returned, together with all
the aches and pains of her fal. Shewriggled restlesdy, unable to st comfortably on the hard ground.

Asghe ligtened to the soft rise and fall of the deeping Idoman’ s breathing, she found her eyes being
drawn towards the edge of the copse, looking for the shadow that would be the pursuing Rgoric seeking
her out. That he could not possibly haveridden asfast or asfar asthey had that day, she knew, but il
shelooked. He would be out there somewhere, striving to come near to her as desperately as she was
moving away from him.

Then shefound her mind living sunlit future days with him, hopeful and tender. She pushed the thoughts
away fearfully, glancing round asif to see whether some malevolent sprite of providence might have
caught them. Overhead the trees fluttered against the darkening sky reminding her of the greet treein the
Crysta Room where she had taken Dilrap as her dly in her new intent against Dan-Tor. Abruptly her

throat tightened and shefelt tearsforming in her eyes. ‘No,” she whispered softly to herself asshetried to
hold them back.

‘Don’'t be afraid of your fear, dear lady,” said avoice, soft and gentle in the shadows. It was Gavor.

Therewas such compassion in hisvoice that it overwhemed Sylvriss srestraint utterly and with alittle
sob, she dropped her head on to her knees and let the tears of months flow silently down her face.

As her low sobbing gradually faded, she leaned back and, resting her head on the tree trunk stared up at
the stars beginning to litter the sky. They were streaked and unfocussed and she lifted her hand to wipe
her eyes.

‘Here, dear girl,” Gavor said. He had |eft his sentry post and was standing by her side holding a kerchief
inhisbeak. ‘1t sHawklan's he said. ‘Hewon't mind you borrowing it.’

Theincongruity of Gavor’swords made Sylvriss smile ungteadily, and taking the kerchief she wiped her
eyesuntil the stars above were sharp and clear.

‘Who areyou, bird? she asked, after awhile, her voice uncertain through her aching throat.
‘Hawklan’sfriend,” replied Gavor, turning away and returning to hisvigil.

‘But...

‘Rest, Sylvriss; Gavor said before she could continue her question. ‘ Serian won't alow you much time.’
‘| can degpwhilel ride,” Sylvriss objected.

‘Rest anyway,” Gavor replied. ‘We ve someway to go, and plenty of time for talking.’

Sylvriss, however, could deep only fitfully. Fear for her husband weighed too heavily, asif when she
dept Rgoric wasin some way unguarded.

When Idoman awoke, he was aert and awvare dmost immediately. The first thing he saw was Serian
standing at the edge of the copse, black and solid through the darkness. Gently he touched Sylvriss sarm
and she wakened with adight start.



‘“Wemust go now,” he said, standing up and stretching. Sylvriss struggled to her feet dowly and
ungracefully as her deegpiness and the stiffness caused by her unusua deeping position multiplied her
aches and pains mercilessy. She shivered.

‘It stoo dark for saferiding,” she said.

Idoman was bending down to pick up Hawklan. ‘No,” he said. *“We' |l not travel as quickly, but we'll
make good progress.” Reaching the waiting horse, 19 oman breathed deeply and savoured the cool night
scents. His brief degp had refreshed him consderably and despite the worries that till fretted him, hefelt
lesslost, more hopeful.

He became aware of Sylvrissmoving uneasily to her horse. ‘| needed that rest,” he said casuadly. ‘How
areyou?

‘Dreadful,” shereplied crossy, ignoring his offered hand. ‘Mount up.’

A bright but narrow moon illuminated the night, though not greetly, and as they rode steedily through the
darkness Sylvriss found that she had to trust Serian as blindly as she had previoudy advocated to
Idoman. It was not easy, and it took her sometimeto refrain from snatching nervoudy at her horse's
reins when occasionally the tree-shaded darkness seemed to close about her like blindness. As before,
Serian was stting the pace but now, Sylvriss noticed, Idoman was holding hisreinslightly and Sitting
very easlly as he gazed at the road ahead.

Gavor was perched on Idoman’s shoulder, and in an attempt to draw her mind away from the
strangeness of the journey, Sylvriss spoketo him. * Did you see any riders pursuing us, Gavor? she
asked sdf-conscioudly.

Gavor turned to look at her, and his black eye shone bright in the faint moonlight. ‘No, dear girl,” he
said. ‘But | wasn't looking that way. | waslooking for patrols ahead. Nothing behind was going to catch
US,’

Dilrap had chosen thisroad because it was seldom used and was thus presumably infrequently patrolled.
However, itwas a presumption, as he was not privy to the operational schemes of the Mathidrin, and
Sylvrisswas alittle shocked to find that she had let the Mathidrin and their patrols become so dight in her
considerations after leaving the City. True, it was understandable. More pressing problems had
dominated the journey from the outset, with the earth-shaking roar that had nearly lost her mount, then
her frantic and painful encounter with her new companions, and the strange and terrible things that they
had told her of. Nevertheless, understandable though it might be, it was not excusable. She had been
cardless, and carel essness in these new times might prove disastrous.

Then another thought came to her in the wake of her sdlf-reproach. As Gavor had said, nothing behind
could catch them, but what of Rgoric and Eldric? They could be caught. She drew in her bregth sharply
as the thought struck cold to her heart.

‘What' sthe matter? 1doman said, without taking his eyes from the road ahead.

‘I"d forgotten about the patrols,” she confessed. ‘1 hope Rgoric and Eldric don't runinto any. They’ll be
less able to outrun them than we are’

Idoman nodded. He could offer little reassurance. Travelling with the two Goraidin, he and Hawklan had



seen no Mathidrin on their journey to Vakloss, but then they were travelling over the countryside, well
away from any roads. And herecalled Y engar’ s surprise at the number of Mathidrin that had apparently
been used to occupy the city on the night of Eldric’ sarrest at Lord Oremson’s. Perhaps Dan-Tor had
cdledindl hisresourcesto ensure that he could contain any difficultiesthat would arise from this
treachery?

He was about to mention this possibility when he recalled also that asmal patrol had seen Y engar and
Olvric leaving the City and had pursued them relentlesdy across the country until they themselveswere
killed or captured. He redized the Queen had not been adone in her complacency.

‘They’ll haveto fend for themsalves, he said regretfully, after apause. ‘ But you know your husband,
lady, and from what | know of Lord Eldric, he' saresourceful man, not given to foolishness. The best we
can do for them isreach Lord Eldric’ sand let them know what’ s happening.’

Sylvrissdid not reply. Idoman’s summary had been gentle, but brutally accurate.

They rodefor the remainder of the night in silence. Idoman peering into the moonlit shadows ahead,
gently touching Serian’ sreinsfrom timeto time, and Sylvrisswilfully turning away from thoughts of events
that she could not influence so that she would not burden her horse with her doubts. It was trusting
Serian, she must trust it. Gavor dept.

Gradudly the clear depths of the night sky faded into an untidy grey dawn, and with thelight camea
breeze that brought in low leaden clouds and squalling showery rain.

Thetwo riders pulled up their hoods and the note of the steady drumming hooves changed as the horses
began to splash through puddles forming in the uneven road surface. Free of hisresponsibilitiesas guide,
Idoman became once again alittle moreill at ease on his mount, though Sylvriss noted he was far more
relaxed than he had been the previous day. To her surprise, she found herself admitting that he rode
remarkably well —for an outlander.

Looking around shetried to find her bearings. She was unfamiliar with this part of the country, but she
had spent some time discussing the route with Dilrap and studying the map that he had found for her.

From what she could recal it seemed that they might indeed have made remarkable progress. Then they
were clattering over awide wooden bridge, its colourful carvings dulled by the grey sky. She recognized
it from Dilrap’ s description. They had made good progress.

‘Slow down,” shesaid. ‘I think there should be a village ahead where we can get supplies. We mustn’'t
go charging in at this speed.’

Idoman objected. ‘We can live off theland,” he said. *It’snot pleasant, but it’ Il only be for afew days.
Let’sride on through.’

Sylvriss shook her head. ‘No,” she said. ‘ The supplies should be ready for us. It'|l only take amoment
to collect them. Living off the land takes time, and we don’'t have any.” Her tone brooked no argument.

Serian too, however, seemed to agree with Idoman, and ignored his haf-hearted tug on hisreins.
Sylvriss sjaw tightened, and leaning across she took the rein from I oman unceremonioudly, and shouted
asharp command to the talion. With an irritable shake of its head, the horse dowed to awak. Gavor
emerged from underneath Idoman’s cloak and looked around unhappily a the damp morning. ‘I'll fly
ahead,” he said reluctantly after amoment. Hopping off Serian’s head he dipped low over theroad and



then, wings beating purposefully, he rose up and flew off into therainy greyness.

Minutes later, Sylvriss and Idoman found themsalvesin the main street of aquiet Fyordyn village. Mot
of the cottages were single-storey with high pitched roofs and, to Idoman, used to the taller, stone
buildings of Orthlund, with their low pitched roofs and jutting eaves, they seemed small and condtricting,
though they did not have the squat solidity of those he had seen clinging to the mountains when he and
Hawklan had firgt entered Fyorlund.

Neverthdess, with its colourful wooden carvings and its flower-filled gardens that seemed to be spilling
out from inside the houses through copious and prolific window-boxes, the place had considerable
charm, even in thewind and rain, and I oman sensed asmall hint of the harmony that he had dmost
forgotten in the turmoail of recent events. The dawn scent of aflower reached him and, unexpectedly, a
wave of homesickness for Pedhavin and hisfriends and his old life passed over him. It showed on his
face.

‘What' sthe matter? Sylvrisswhispered asif fearful of disturbing the quiet calm of the Street.
‘Nothing,” he said, waving hishand. * Just tired.’

Sylvriss nodded and reined to a halt. She looked up and down the street thoughtfully. Apart from a
solitary and bedraggled dog, and ableary, incurious face glancing briefly through arain spattered
window, there was no movement.

‘We ve hardly roused them to battle stations,” 19oman said with gently irony, shaking off the last
remnants of hisbrief longing.

Sylvrissdid not reply, but dismounted and began walking along the street looking carefully at the
threshold carvings. Idoman madeto join her, but silently she signalled to him to stlay mounted. They might
yet haveto leave quickly. The cold memory of her neglect in forgetting about the Mathidrin patrols was
gtill with her and she would not be so cardess again. Thisvillage wasthe old Fyorlund and it could
protect neither them nor itsdf from the new.

At last she found the cottage she had been seeking and handing her reinsto I oman she walked up the
short paved path and knocked softly on the door. There was no reply. She knocked more loudly.

Idoman glanced up and down the street, fedling peculiarly exposed. Overhead he heard the thrumming
best of Gavor’ swings.

Stll noreply.

Frowning anxioudy, Sylvrisswaked round to the side of the cottage and, hands around her eyes,
peered in through awindow. Idoman saw her tapping vigoroudy and then sgnalling to someoneinside.

Then sheran quickly back to the door which opened to reved asmal, ederly lady clutching anightgown
about herself. She curtseyed dightly to the Queen and smiled affectionately, though Idoman could see
that she too was anxious and concerned. He threw back his hood to improve hisvisibility.

There was awhispered conversation, then Sylvriss disappeared into the cottage to regppear almost
immediately carrying two large panniers. After afurther, brief conversation, the old lady reached out and
embraced the Queen tightly, patting her back gently, reluctant to have her leave, reluctant to have her

Say.



Without speaking, Sylvriss dung the panniers expertly on the horses and with awave to the watching
woman, now clutching her nightgown about her again, she remounted and clicked her horse forward.

‘“Who wasthat? Idoman asked as he came dongside.

Sylvriss seemed preoccupied. |doman repeated the question and she started. ‘I’ m sorry, Idoman. That
was Virna. She used to nurse Rgoric when hewas aboy,” she said. * Then shewas my maid for along
time. .. Shehegtated.

‘What' sthe matter? Idoman said.

Sylvrissfrowned. ‘ Involving innocent peopleisthe matter, ISoman,” shesaid. ‘| hateit.” Then she shook
her head asif to clear her mind of thoughts that could now only hinder. * It' saswell we stopped,” she
sad. ‘Virnasaid that aMathidrin patrol passed through here only yesterday. Travelling our way.’

Idoman frowned. ‘ How many were there? he said.
‘Six,” Sylvrissreplied.

‘Did they cause any trouble? |doman asked, remembering the accounts he had heard from Y atsu, and
the uneasy greeting they had had from villagers as he and Hawklan had been escorted to VVakloss from
the mountains.

‘No,” Sylvrissreplied. ‘ They just rode through.’

Idoman looked down at Hawklan and his frown deepened. He signdled to Gavor who glided down and
landed on his outstretched hand. * There' saMathidrin patrol ahead somewhere, Gavor.” he said. ‘We
can't risk either fighting our way through them, or losing time moving too cautioudy. Try and find them so
that we can move around them.’

Gavor hestated. ‘I'll find them if they’rethere,’ he said. ‘ But there are woods aheed. 1t won't be essy.
Go dowly until I come back to you.’

For al Gavor’' s assurance that the village was safe, Idoman was glad to leave it behind. Away from the
houses there would at least be space to flee, and he was a so haunted by the images of the innocents he
had seen caught in therioting in Vakloss.

However, as Gavor had suggested, they maintained awalking pace, though neither found it either easy
or restful. The reason for his advice soon became apparent. Ahead of them lay arocky outcrop covered
with dense woodland, grey and misty in the blowing rain. There was no sign of Gavor.

Idoman reined to ahalt and looked at Sylvriss. ‘ Can we go round this? he asked. Sylvrisstried to see
again Dilrgp’ smap.

It had been amistake not to bring it but their plan had been implemented unexpectedly and many things
were not as they should have been.

‘I don’t think s0,” she said. * There sonly thisroad on the map.” She pointed up to theleft. ‘It's
obvioudly too steep up there.” Then, down to theright. * And | think there’ sariver down there. We'd
have to go back through the village to cross that, then we' d have to travel south across country for along



way before we could crossit again.’
Isoman scowled and then let out a deep breeth. *We' Il have to wait, then.’
He was|ooking about for somewhere to make atemporary shelter when Gavor returned.

‘I’'vefound them,” he said, shaking hisfeathers violently and sending up agreat spray of water. ‘ They're
camped about hafway through, just off theroad.” Hisvoicefel. ‘ And they’re fill adeep. If we're careful
| can lead you through the trees, well clear of them.’

‘Have they posted any sentries? Idoman asked.
‘No,” said Gavor.
Idoman looked at Sylvriss and then along the length of the outcrop that barred their way. She nodded.

Asthey entered the woods, the sounds about them changed. The wind trapped in the trees could reach
them only fitfully, and the steady fdl of the rain was replaced by intermittent cascades of large drops
gplattering noisily on to the forest floor. Therich, damp scents of the woodland rose up to greet them, but
its quiet peacefulness waslost in the heightened tension that the two ridersfelt asthe treesand
undergrowth constricted their paths for escape.

‘Their camp’salittle way ahead,” whispered Gavor after they had gone for some distance. * Dismount,
and follow me’

Carefully thelittle group wended itsway after Gavor through the pathless trees. He would walk, then
glide up on to abranch to ook around, then sit on Idoman’ s shoulder. They trod as gently asthe damp
undergrowth would alow; soft shadowsin the forest’ s dawn twilight.

“How much further? Idoman whispered astheir dow progress began to irk him.

Gavor shushed him. ‘| can't see them from here, but we' re about level with them now,” he whispered.
‘Bequiet.

Isoman nodded apologeticaly, but even as he did so, the random sounds of the forest were broken by a
sudden swift rushing, and an arrow passed in front of him to thud into atree just to hisright.

Involuntarily he crouched low and drew his club, but another arrow passed over hishead to join the first,
and avoice sad. ‘No. The next onewill kill you.’

Chapter 5

Dilrap stood done at awindow high in one of the palace towers. Below him lay the City, hitherto an
unchanging and deeply familiar sght which, he mused sadly, waslike the face of awedl-loved friend, often
seen but rarely noticed,; giving security by virtue of its seeming immutability rather than by its actua
appearance.

Now, like so many other thingsin hislife, it was changed, and changed radicaly, and he redlized that
another smdll prop had been removed from him. With each such he knew that he had the choice of
toppling or developing the strength to stand unaided.



The great arched gateway at the front of the Palace had stood, like the Paace itsdlf, for untold
generations, solid and purposeful, wel coming friends and deterring ill-wishers. Now it was gone utterly,
and inits place was ajagged gap in the courtyard wall. The broken and torn stonework that marked the
edge of Oklar’ s fury had seen neither rain nor sun sinceit wasfirgt laid, and seemed now fresh and raw,
like anew wound, standing bemused and vulnerable at its sudden and violent exposure to anew age.

That destruction, however, dwindled into insignificance when seen againgt what lay beyond it, for two
great swathes of ruin diverged out from the gateway and cut across the City, each running astrue and
graight astheflight of an arrow. Nothing stood where these lines ran, and marking their edgeswas a
tangled skein of twisted and crumbled buildings whose foundations had been shaken and torn by the
sudden destruction of their neighbours.

It seemed to Dilrap that only the curve of the hill on which Vakloss rested had protected the outer
reaches of the City, for in the distance he could see damaged roofs and spires topping buildings that were
otherwise unhurt.

From his eyrie, he could see that the two great ruts were dive with activity as countlesstiny dots scurried
ant-like over the mounds of churned earth. He could not see, but he knew what they were doing. They
were searching. Searching for friends and loved ones suddenly wrenched from them. Searching for
strangers whose cries could be heard in the wreckage. Searching for anyone.

He closed his eyes and bowed his head. After his unexpected escape from Dan-Tor’ s vicious spleen
and his subsequent conscription by Urssain, he had retired to his high room to cam his mind further and
to order histhoughts. Now he knew that he must immerse himsdlf in organizing the resources that would
be necessary to rescue and repair the City and itsterrified people; both for the present and the future.

The more active and conspicuous he became, the more he could ensure the continuity of the valuesthat
were at the heart of the old ways, though even as he had the thought, he realized that that same activity
and conspicuousness would tie him to the new ways forever in the eyes of the people. He could not
achieve the one without incurring the other.

Further, to be transparent to the people in hisintentions was to be transparent to Dan-Tor who would
end the matter without amoment’ s thought, while to be hidden from Dan-Tor would mean being
misunderstood by the people —and thiswould be to court death at their hands should they ever triumph.

He hugged himsdlf tightly. His head told him to take the horse that was prepared for him and flee through
the chaos while he could. Flee anywhere away from these gppalling choices. But both his heart and his
promiseto the King told him he must stay. He was the King's Secretary. He could not abandon either
the people or hisduty. Here, near to Urssain and Dan-Tor he could be of some use. Anywhere else,
even with the Lords, he could be of none. He had no other choice open to him that he could take and
later look back on without shame and regret.

Taking afinal look across the damaged city, he turned away from the window and, closing the door
gently behind him, left the quiet little room.

As he descended the tower stairs he could hear only his own soft footfal and the hiss of his robes, but as
he opened the stout wooden door at the foot of the tower he was almost overwhelmed by the uproar. It
was worse than when he had left Urssain. People were milling everywhere. Injured, panic-stricken, logt,
frightened. Whatever attempts, if any, were being made to restore some semblance of public order, they
were obvioudy proving ineffective.



And these people don’t even know the King is dead, he thought.

Pushing hisway through the crowd hefinally reached the main entrance. A strong gust of wind blew dust
in hisface and, as he wiped his eyes, he felt the grim redlity of the scene he had just been watching from
the comparative detachment of the tower, high above. The size of the gap where the main gateway had
stood, and the solidity of the walls through which it had been torn were avesome, and he had afleeting
impression of the power that must have been exerted to work such damage.

The power of the Uhriel wasreferred to often enough in old sagas, but as he stared at the gaping hole
that had once been the towering, seemingly immovable gateway arch, with its huge carved timber gates,
the impact on Dilrap far outstripped any literary flights of description. Wasit truly possible that oneliving
creature could have done this? he thought. In hismind he saw Dan-Tor, lank and maevolent. How could
afral human frame contain such power?

However, as his gaze moved on and he found himsalf looking along the pathways that had been cut
through the City, his speculations faded, numbed by the monumental scale of the destruction.

To hishorror he found thet for dl the pain it implied, the Sight was eerily beautiful; two long straight
avenues reached out relentlessy across the City, arrogant in their certainty and confidence and tapering
elegantly into the distance to reved the countryside beyond.

Dilrap frowned at this unexpected and unwanted response and reminded himself of the human price paid
for thisnew architecture. Then, equaly unexpected, came the thought: Why was this done? What, after
all these years had so enraged Dan-Tor that he had revealed his true salf and released such destruction?
What could he have feared that demanded such aresponse? A lone man with abow? An Orthlundyn
n? It couldn’t be possible; the very phrase was a contradiction in terms. But even asthese
thoughts occurred to him, so did at least part of the answer. Whoever or whatever had faced Dan-Tor, it
had been strong enough to stand and split that appalling power like a piece of kindling, and then,
seemingly, escgpe. And if such destructive power as Dan-Tor had wielded could be contained within one
man, could not also the power to resist it?

He made anote to make himsdlf privy to any investigationsinto this Orthlundyn ‘assassin’. It waslikea
thin thread of light in the darkness pervading his mind, and who knew where such athread might lead?

A movement in the distance brought him out of hisreverie. A ragged section of wall detached itself from
abuilding and fdl into Dan-Tor’ s new formed gorge. Dilrgp could not see whether it had fallen on
anyone, but as the dust rose up and was caught by the wind, he heard the low rumble of the collapse,
mingling with higher notes that could only have been screams. The sound added a qudity to the scene
that chilled him utterly and, as he listened, he felt an overwhelming urge to push hisway through the
crowd and start digging with his bare handsin the mounds of rubble. Involuntarily he started forward, but
he had barely reached the foot of the steps when he stopped and, with agrimace, bowed his head. This
was not the way he could help. He had other kills.

As he paused, something ran into hislegs. Looking down, he saw asmall boy. Wide, lost eyes returned
his gaze out of agrimy, tear-stained face. There was asmeared graze of dried blood running across the
boy’ sforehead. Too long the butt of palace children to have any greset affection for them, Dilrap was
taken aback by the fedings of compassion and pity that rose up insgde him. He held out hishand, and the
boy took it. ‘I'mlost,” said the boy in ahoarse, dust-choked whisper.

Dilrgp nodded understandingly and looked around through the turmoail for inspiration. The Mathidrin
captain he had seen earlier pushed past him. Dilrap seized hisarm.



‘“Where' s Commander Urssain? he said without ceremony.

The man jerked hisarm to release it, but Dilrap kept hisgrip, putting into it the purposeful ness he had
oncefdt in Sylvriss shands. ‘Honoured Secretary, | . .." began the man, with scarcely contained
impatience.

Dilrap cut across his protest. ‘Where' s Commander Urssain? he demanded again, pulling the reluctant
arm towards him.

‘He' sinthe Westerclave,” replied the Captain, seeing no way to escape thisfat clown immediately, and
alittle taken aback at the man’ s unexpected strength.

‘Ohyes’ sad Dilrgp dowly, alowing himself aconspicuous note of contempt. ‘I remember; his meeting
of Commandersand Captains. .."” Another figure bustling past caught his eye, a stocky middle-aged
woman. ‘Alaynor!” shouted Dilrap. The woman stopped. ‘Wait,” said Dilrap to the Captain, ashe
released his arm and beckoned to the woman urgently.

Alaynor was respongible for most of the female servantsin the palace. Dilrap rarely encountered her in
his norma work but knew that she was held in great affection by most of her charges.

More to the point at the moment however, she was alevel-headed and eminently practical person and
no mean adminigtrator. * Y es, Honoured Secretary,” she said when she reached him, her face fraught and
anxious. Dilrap saw that she too was struggling to remain in control of hersdlf.

‘What areyou doing? hesad smply.

Her eyes became vague, and for amoment Dilrgp thought she was going to dip into hysteria. The years
of dedling calmly with al manner of crises asserted themselves however. ‘Foundering,” she said bluntly.

Despite himsdf, Dilrgp smiled. Turning to the Captain he asked him the same question.

‘Organizing men to sedl off the Palace and clear intruders out,” was the impatient reply. ‘In between
trying to find as many senior officersas| can for Commander Urssain . . . and answering your questions.’

He paused before the word * questions' to make his disdain clearly felt, just short of outright insolence.
Dilrap nodded and hitched his errant gown back on to his shoulder. Now he must take the first stepsinto
his new future, using the lessons he had learnt at the hands of Dan-Tor.

Helooked straight at the man. * Y our name, Captain? he said coldly.

‘Hason. .. Sir,’ replied the Captain, his confidence fatering dightly. ‘Thirdco. .

Dilrap cut acrosshim. ‘Y ou’ re seconded to my service, Captain Halson,” he said. ‘Whatever men
you' ve sent wandering round the Palace, get them back and assembled inthe Lords ante-room at the

double’

Hason garted. ‘But . . . Commander Urssain . . ." He waved vaguely at the crowds moving in and out
of the main palace entrance. ‘And intruders. . .” Thewind blew hishair in hisface.

Dilrap had turned to Alaynor when he had finished speaking and, turning back to the Captain, he



alowed himsdlf an expression of dangeroudy mild patience.

‘I’ll attend to Commander Urssain, Captain,” he said. ‘Don't concern yourself. Asfor intruders, believe
me, there' slittle they could do in the Palace that would be worse than what' s already happened.’

‘But...

Dilrap’ s expression became angry. ‘ No buts, Captain. Are you in the habit of questioning orders? He
did not wait for areply, but forged on. * Asthe King's Secretary, and in the temporary absence of the
Ffyrst, my authority overrides dl others. Y ou should know that, Captain.” He emphasized therank. ‘Y ou
may choose to waste time by seeking out Commander Urssain and debating the matter with him, if you
wish, but it’s not in your best interests. Those are best served by looking to those people out there” He
pointed through the gaping gateway. ‘ And that’ s best done by your obeying my ordersright away. Isthat
clear?

The Captain surrendered hesitantly after amoment and, saluting, made to move off up the steps towards
the palace entrance.

Dilrap laid ahand on hisarm. *“Where are you going? he asked quietly.

Halson looked at him uncertainly. ‘ To find the men who' re checking the Palace, Honoured Secretary.
Asyou asked.’

Dilrap sghed audibly and shook hishead. Then, pointing casudly in the direction of various Mathidrin
troopers around the paace entrance, he said, with wilful patience.  Send them, Captain. Y ou stay with
me. We' vegot alot to do.’

Colouring, Halson turned away and called out to the troopersthat Dilrap had indicated . . . plusone or
two others.

Dilrap looked down at the small boy and, smiling, gave his hand an affectionate squeeze. “We Il ook
after youinaminute, hesaid. ‘Don’t be frightened.’

Turning again to Alaynor, hefound her looking a him enigmaticdly, her eyesfull of questions. ‘Later,” he
sad inreply to her sllent queries. The sound of Halson shouting orderstoo loudly at the troopers floated
between them and dowly she raised an eyebrow in acceptance and approval.

“What do want me to do, Honoured Secretary . . . Dilrap? she ventured.
‘What have you done so far? hereplied.

‘Preciouslittle’ shesaid. ‘I think the Guilds and the Rede' s peopl e are organizing rescue parties and
Setting up sheltersfor those people who' ve been hurt or lost their homes, but there doesn’t seem to be
any overdl control.” She flicked adiscreet and derisory thumb towards the returning Halson. ‘ Thislot are
usdless,” shewhispered. ‘ Anything other than strutting and bullying and it’ s beyond them.’

Dilrap acknowledged the comment with a brief nod but said nothing. Halson, till flushed, and dightly
breathless, arrived back. ‘I've attended to that . . . Sir,” hesaid. ‘But | don’t know . . ." Hismanner was
that of one about to disclaim responsibility, but he stopped in mid-sentence. Dilrap was quite surprised
that his attempt at a menacing look should prove so effective.



‘| don’t want to have to tolerate any more of this reluctance on your part, Captain,’ he said. ‘It verges
on insubordination. Confine your comments solely to practical mattersthat will help get this City back to
normd.’

‘Sir.” Hal son snapped to attention and his face went blank. That’ s better, thought Dilrap. That the man
had had the wit to retreat into histraditional emotionless Mathidrin shell showed &t least that he was
gaining control over himsdf.

‘Good,” he said. Then signalling to Alaynor and the Captain to follow, he walked back to the palace
entrance, thewind tugging at hisrobe, ‘ Captain,” he said. ‘| want you to send messengersto the Guild
Master and the City Rede. Tell them that rescue operations are to be coordinated from here. Ask them
to send their best people over together with any maps, plans, lists of craftsmen etc. Whatever they think
will be useful.” Halson nodded. * Just wait amoment,” Dilrap added, looking purposefully around the
paace entrance hal. * Alaynor, I'll work from the Lords antechamber but we' [| need somewhere where
theinjured can be treated and where the lost and homeless can be fed and housed for aday or so.. . .’

‘The Old Kings Halls,’ Alaynor suggested. Dilrgp nodded. ‘Y es, they’ |l do. Gather up what servants
you can find and make a gtart on that. Captain, send a couple of your men with her to help. They’reto
do whatever she says,’ he emphasized.

Pausing to look at the disordered crowd outside, he frowned. *We have to get these people off the
dreets’ he said, haf to himsdlf. * Captain, as soon as you' ve organized messengers and men for Alaynor.
| want you to send out some of your men as Cryersto the main squares, or wherever there' salarge
crowd. They'reto ask people—ask, mind you, not tell —to go home unlessthey can help with the rescue
work or with nursing the injured, in which case they’ reto come herefirst. Tell them . . . bulletinswill be
posted here, and . . " Hewaved hisarmsvaguely. “. . . the Guild Moot House and the Rede' sHall as
information comesto hand.’

Halson hesitated. ‘1’1l have to get mounted patrolsto act as Cryers, Sr. |’ ve dready had reports of
troopers being attacked by the crowds.’

Dilrap looked thoughtful. Good for the crowds, he thought briefly, but he let the thought pass. He could
relishit later. ‘If you go out mounted and inforceit’ll turn chaosinto mayhem,” he said. Then in the wake
of hisfirgt irreverent thought came a second one, gppropriate for the occasion and quite eegantly
malevolent in character. *'Y ou should find some High Guard liveriesin the Westerclave, Captain,’ he said.
‘Have your men wear those. Providing they keep their mouths shut and watch their manners they should
bedl right. Tel them to move at the double. That should avoid too many questions.’

Halson’ sjaw tightened dightly, but he nodded reluctantly. Dilrap twisted the knife. * And don’t forget the
Roya Sash,’” he added, ‘if they’ re going to look like High Guards on palace duty.’

* *x * %

Dilrap looked up from the map spread out on the table as he heard the door dam. It was Urssain, and
he was angry. For amoment Dilrap quailed inwardly at the sight, then he stood up and hitched his gown
back on to his shoulder.

‘Excuseme,’ he said to the various people gathered round the table with him, ‘I’ll join you in amoment.
Please carry on. Y ou know what to do.’

Then he moved quickly to intercept the gpproaching Commander and, taking his elbow, deflected him



into aside room.
‘What in thunder’ s name are you doing, Dilrap? Urssain shouted as the door closed.
‘Doing? sad Dilrap, wilfully innocent.

‘ Commandeering my men,” Urssain banged his chest in emphasis. * And dressing them up to look like
High Guards’

Dilrap was surprised a the belligerence of hisown response. ‘I'll tell you what I'm doing, Commander,’
he saidin aviciouswhisper. ‘I’ m saving our necks, while you' re playing Mathidrin politics. And don’t
shout. In case you didn’t notice, that’ s the City Rede out there. And the Guild Master. And a cohort of
their senior officids. Thelast thing they need to see now isus arguing and playing paaceintrigue’

Urssain clenched and unclenched hisfigt, but before he could speak, Dilrap continued, hisvoice till low
asif for fear of eavesdroppers. ‘1 know | need you more than you need me, Commander,” hesaid. ‘I'm
not stupid, and you' ve made it quite clear. Buthe . . " The word was mouthed rather than spoken, and
accompanied by anervous ook over his shoulder, ‘ needs neither of us’

Urssain opened his mouth to speak, but again Dilrap forestaled him, hisvoice now urgent. ‘I know |
wasn't with him when al this happened, but I’ ve looked into hiseyes, Urssain. | don’t know who or
what heis, but | know he could obliterate uswith amere thought if thewhim took him. And this City in
disarray could provoke just such awhim. He has power enough to control it without our help.’

Most of Urssain’sanger seemed to drain from him suddenly, though agrowling residue remained.

“Y ou should' ve found me and asked,” he said, dmost sulkily. Dilrap straightened up, hisface open and
gpologetic. ‘ Commander, therewas't time,” he said. ‘ The Situation was deteriorating by the minute. |
had to act. I'm sorry | had to put your men in High Guard livery, but | had to get messages across the
City and you know aswell as| do they’ d never have got through the streets otherwise.”

He stepped forward and took the Commander’ s elbow again, confidentiadly. ‘Don’t worry,” he said.
‘People won't remember clearly out of dl this confuson. And if they do, so what?

Urssain'slip curled as he weighed Dilrgp’ s comments. The man was right. There would be no future for
him, perhaps of any kind, if he had to go running to Dan-Tor for help in quietening the City, and neither
he nor the Mathidrin were remotely suited to dedling with thiskind of emergency. True, Dilrgp’ s aorupt
assumption of authority would cause some morale problems, but that he was capable of dealing with.
Besides, the men had better be taught to treat the man with alittle more respect if hewasto do hisjobin
future.

He nodded to himsdlf. No harm was going to come of dl thisafter al. Dilrgp was proving to be more
vauable than he had thought, but he mustn’t let him know it. He' d proved to be deceptively capable
today; he could be dangerousif he devel oped any ambition other than that of staying dive.

* * % %

Towards the end of the day, the wind fell and the sky cleared, alowing the setting sun to flood red
through the streets. Long hazy shadows increased the alien strangeness of the City’ s new gppearance.
Dilrap came out of the Lords ante-room and walked across to the main entrance. Dust grated under his
feet. Standing at the top of the steps, he looked out again at the destruction Oklar had wrought. Histwo



new avenues were till bustling with desperate activity, but at least the panic and tumult had ceased and
there was some aura of organization about the scene, albelt rough and ready.

Lines of torches had been rigged aong both sides of each swathe, wandering indiscriminately through the
sharp straight shadows cast by the setting sun. Where digging was continuing around individua buildings,
the torches came together in tangled watchful clusters and together with the bobbing firefly lights of the
torches carried by individuas, they gave the intense red twilight dmost an air of Festival.

Looking up alittle, Dilrap could see aclear evening sky asthrough afine brown gauze. He wiped his
mouth; he had been tasting dust al day. Just looking around the Pdace told him it would be along time
beforeit wasdl removed, but seeing it hovering in the air made him think it might begrime the City
forever.

He moved to one side to allow two of the Rede’smen to carry in a casudty. Would they never end? All
these people crushed and maimed by falling masonry and panicking crowds. Hals throughout the city
werefull of theinjured and the homeless. Alaynor had organized that magnificently, though Dilrap
admitted guiltily to atwinge of regret that she had alocated one of the Kings Hallsto the dying and the
most severely injured.

It was acorrect decision, the hall being more spacious than the City’ s main sick house nearby, buit . . .
thenoisss. . .

With an effort he dismissed the memory. He was no healer. He could do nothing other than what he had.
He' d usad his skillsto ensure that hurt and healers were brought together as quickly as possible along
with such medicines and other comforts as could be had, but till . . .

He leaned against the door jamb. No buts, he thought. What price would not any of those poor souls
now pay just for the smple privilege of standing unaided and pain free, feding cold sone againgt their
faces? Just being here he had dl that life could offer him, for dl the terrors and trauma of the day, and the
hazards of the future.

Helooked again at the torchlit work dwindling into the distance, and then at the busy but reasonably
ordered activity going on around him.

What flexible creatures we are, he thought. Asindividuaswe break and buckle, but asawhole we
smply sway, move with the wind, and then swing back to accept whatever new circumstances have
anisen.

And what awind had blown today! It had blown away the valued heritage of generations and ushered in
an age the nature of which could only be described as unbelievable.

How could it have happened so quickly? The King, risen whole again only to be cruelly cut down. The
Queen and Eldric fled, Dan-Tor suddenly revealed by the hand of amysterious Orthlundyn as a cresture
of legend, and laying waste great stretches of the City in his pain and rage.

And the result? Ordinary people picking up the remains. Saizing and holding tightly their own fearsfor
the sake of others. Rushing to familiar placesto pick up familiar tools, then soiling precious clothes,
heaving and sweating, burying old animosities and rivaries as they dug out friends and strangers dike.

And me? Dilrap’ s thoughts turned to himsdf. He had defied his King and then witnessed his murder,
faced the gaze of Oklar and survived his spleen, taken control of Mathidrin officers and troopers and



organized them. And now?

Now, hewastired. Tired and glad of it, because hiswork was not yet finished. It would probably be
some hours before he could rest for more than just afew brief minutes and by then he would be
exhausted. Now he could remain immersed totaly in the needs of the present. The very horrors of the
day had given him the opportunity to put time between them and hisfull redlization of them. A strange
irony. Had the City not been torn apart, he would have retreated to his chambersto tremble and shake
himsdlf into who knew what state of terrors, thereby demondirating his worthlessness and virtudly
ensuring his extermination. Now, he was something different. He had made some kind of adecision
without redizingit.

Helooked down and watched hisfoot idly making patternsin the dust. His fatigue was protecting him
gill, he knew, numbing him againgt the redlity that wasto come. He may yet prove inadequate for therole
he had apparently chosen, but he saw no other choice. Hewould learn. Had he not silently aided the
Queen for months? The memory came amost asasurpriseto him.

Abruptly, in its wake came another, older memory of hisfather cutting down atree on their country
estate. The tree had been diseased and had to be removed for the sake of its neighbours. On some whim
hisfather decided to tackle the job himsalf and Dilrap remembered being sat down by his mother to
watch him while she pursued the mysterious household tasks that mothers pursued. Dilrap remembered
vividly the crud accuracy of his childish perceptions.

Almost from the first stroke it became apparent that the task was not going to be as easy as hisfather
hed envisaged. The axe bit only dightly yet succeeded in jamming itself. Dilrap watched as hisfather
passed through many moods and learned many things as he laboured painfully at thisunfamiliar task.
Overdl however, had been adaunting determination, at first smiling and vigorous but later increasingly
grim. Findly it had happened. One, two, three strokes of the axe and with adight groan the tree was
fdling, crashing down and bouncing dightly asit hit the ground. And there was hisfather, reluctantly

triumphant.

Dilrap nodded to himself. The City had not falen suddenly at al, nor had he suddenly discarded the
worst excesses of hisold dithering self. Dan-Tor had chopped slently and relentlessly at the City for
years, but he too had learned little by little how to lie and deceive to protect the old ways.

Dilrap remembered also that the tree ssump had sprouted again the following year and been aregular
hazard to the unwary at night-time.

Chapter 6

The setting sun swept abright yellow light across the undulating plains of Orthlund, casting the long, deep
shadows beloved by the Orthlundyn. It washed through the streets of Pedhavin and in its dow progress
released those secrets that had been hidden within the village' s carvings to awalit its specia touch.

Many of the villagers were walking the rambling streets and watching the changes being wrought by the
shifting sunlight. Some were gazing in admiration at the work of long-dead masters; others were looking
critically a their own work or that of their neighbours. A few young apprentices were being marched
round to examine some of the ‘ classical featuresthat can — pay attention —that can be obtained, with
care, inthisspecid light.’

High above, in one of the towers of Anderras Darion, Tirilen shaded her eyes and peered down at the
village. She could seethelittle block of gpprentices moving through the Streetslike atiny phalanx of



infantry, cutting itsway relentlesdy through the browsing villagers, just asthey in their turn cut through the
sreaming light of the sunset to make their own moving shadow-forms.

The sight brought sad thoughts to mind. Her uncle, Ioman, head askew, looking at some grotesque
shadow he was casting on the uneven ground, and chuckling to himsdlf. Then, aongside the worried
sadness of that memory, the darker, more frightening image of the Orthlundyn training for war. And
training very effectively, the Castle grounds ringing with the practice of swordsmanship, archery, and
many other forms of combat. People being salected for special training and disappearing for dayson end
out into the country or into the mountains. Areas of land that had been tended for generations by loving
hands being churned and broken by marching feet, as cavary and infantry training developed apace.

And theinjuries she had learned to treat! She grimaced. It needed little imagination to extend the injuries
that resulted from the accidents of over-enthusiagtic training into those that must occur inthe grim,
hate-filled redlity of combat. And there wasworse.

Hedlers must enter into the pain, Hawklan had said, but there was pain and pain. The pain of abroken
limb or an accidental sword gash was bad enough, but the pain of amother whose son had fallen to his
death in the mountains, or the pain of considering where thiswork was leading: they were different.

Everything was changing. Everybody was changing. She herself was different in away she could not
begin to fathom. And her father, Loman . . . Sheturned away from the window and looked down a him
deegping soundly if somewhat ungracioudy on anearby couch. He had changed too. He was alittle leaner
in the face and such smdll layers of fat as had decorated his massive frame had turned into muscle many
monthsago, and. . .

Loman opened hiseyeswide asif hefdt Tirilen’'sgazeon him.

And he was different insgde. Y ounger, more adert somehow. More senditive, yet harder. Like everything
else, heseemed to be. . . waking. That wasit. Waking. The people, the Castle, even the Great Harmony
of Orthlund seemed to be more dive.

‘What' sthe matter, Tirilen? he asked, hisface concerned.

‘Nothing,” she said, shaking her head, dightly embarrassed. Then, deftly, she swept her loose blonde
hair back into asingle shining mare' stail and tied it with agreen ribbon.

Loman watched thislittleritual of avoidance and raised his eyebrows knowingly. Tirilen shrugged. ‘Well.
Everything, redly,” she conceded.

Smiling, Loman swung himself into agtting position, stretched and then stood up. ‘ Everything, en? he
echoed in adightly mocking tone as he joined her a the window. Tirilen did not respond to this gentle
probe but turned to look out again over the sun-swept village and plains.

Loman’ s face became more serious and he gazed at her solemn profile for alittle while before he too
looked out into the warm twilight.

Cagtellan of Anderras Darion and asmith by calling, he did not have the degp shadow-lore of his
brother, Ioman; but he was no mean carver and he had enough to appreciate the long clear-cut
shadows below him. He nodded. ‘ Ah,” he said. *1doman would' ve been out prowling the Streets tonight,
wouldn’'t he? Finding shapes and patterns that the rest of us are too blind or too obliviousto see’



Tirilen’smouth suddenly pinched tight and her face twisted. She was on the verge of tears. Loman put
hisarm around her and gently led her back to the couch.

‘Comeon, heder,” hesaid. ‘ Sit down and talk.’

Loman had noticed Tirilen’s manner growing quieter over the weeks but had been uncertain how to desl
withit. In any event, like everyone dse, he had had preciouslittle time to look to anything other than the
myriad new tasksthat circumstances had brought down on him. Awkwardly he had watched his daughter
quell her mounting unease with her own tasks of the moment, promising himself that he would spegk to
her soon.

Now, however, anaturd |ull had entered into both the training programmes and the farming that
sustained the Orthlundyn, and Loman saw in Tirilen’ simpending tears, arelease for both of them. He
pulled her head down on to his shoulder and handed her arather soiled kerchief.

She wiped her moistening eyes and then looked at the kerchief with amused resignation. ‘Well," he
conceded, ‘| suppose some things never change.’

Somewhat to Loman’ s surprise however, Tirilen' stears never came, and her solemn mood passed
amog immediately, asif the small letting of moisture had released dl the pressure that wasthere. ‘I'm
sorry,” she said, unnecessarily. ‘It wasjust the long shadows made me think of uncle Idoman . . . and
then Hawklan . . .andthen. ..

‘Everything? said Loman, finishing her sentence.
She nodded and amiled. *Yes,” shesad. ‘Everything.’

A slencefel between the two for amoment, then Loman said, I think I’ll tell Guldato incorporate a
little reflection timeinto our training schemes. We redl so busy we' re forgetting why we' redoing all
this’

Tirilen nodded. ‘| sewed up agashin Englar’ sarm today,” she said, seemingly irrelevantly. Loman
frowned uncertainly at the name. * Y ou know,” Tirilen said, impatiently. ‘ Ireck’ sgrandson.” Loman's
frown deepened briefly for amoment and then vanished as the young man’ sface cameto him. Tirilen
returned to her tale. She held out her open hand, fingers spread wide. * It was a span and a half long,
father, aspan and ahaf. He slucky it didn’t happen out in the mountains, he' d have bled to death. Asit
isit’sdamaged some musclesthat | can't repair, and | doubt even Hawklan could.’

Loman frowned again, and involuntarily rubbed hisarm.

‘HE Il not be ableto usethearm at dl for sometime,” Tirilen continued. ‘ And he'll probably |ose some
useof it permanently.’

She looked straight at Loman.

‘What are we doing, father? she asked. ‘ The lad’ s been permanently damaged. Permanently damaged
inatraining exercise! And he doesn’t seem to mind. When I’ d finished and told him what it meant, he just
grinned. Asif we were children again and he d grazed himsdlf falling over. What are weturning into?

Her questions were made the more penetrating by the fact that her voice was cdm and steady. Loman
turned away from her and, standing up, moved over to anearby table.



For alittle while, he tapped his hand gently on the polished grain while his mind blundered around,
looking for easy phrases that would protect them both from the grim redlity of events. Phrases that would
enable him to hold his daughter tight and soothe away childish hurtsin awarm closeness. But Tirilen was
no child. And she had the clear sight of the Orthlundyn, perhaps even clearer, thanks to the influence of
Hawklan on her healing skills. She would accept her father’ slove, and gain solace from it fromtimeto
timein their normd daily intercourse, but for her inner peace she would accept only that which could
withstand the scrutiny of thissight.

“Y ou know what we' redoing, Tirilen,” he said, eventudly, dmost offhandedly. *We retraining to defend
our land . . . Preparing to defend ourselves from attacks from the outside. We' relearning to be warriors
aswdl asfarmersand carvers. All of us. Evenyou.’

Tirilen wrapped her arms around hersdlf asif she were cold, and bowed her head, but she did not
speak.

Loman went on.

‘Hawklan told usthe obvious. Told usto look at what we knew and act accordingly; to be Orthlundyn.’
Stll Tirilen did not respond. Loman enumerated the points on hisfingers.

‘That creature Dan-Tor brought corruption here. Hawklan was lured to the Gretmearc and attacked.
Fyordyn High Guards, of al people, kidnapped you, and then Mandrocs daughtered them on our land.
And we could do nothing about any of it except stand by like helpless spectators.’

Abruptly, he stood up and walked back to the window. Hitching himsdlf up on to the sill he looked at his
daughter. ‘ Helpless, Tirilen. Without Hawklan and Gavor we' d never have taken those High Guards by
surprise. Y ou' d have been with them when they met those Mandrocs!’

Tirilen nodded dowly. Her hand moved absently to the small blemish on her throat that marked where
Dan-Tor' s pendant had rested. * Without Hawklan, Dan-Tor and the High Guards might never have
come,’ shesaid quietly.

Loman started asif he had been struck. Tirilen looked up and met his gaze steadily. There was no
reproach in either her look or her tone. She saw what she saw and could not deny it to herself or anyone.

Looking into her doe eyes, Loman found himself floating on a stream of memories. How much darker
would life have been these |ast twenty years, without Hawklan? Could he have found the peace he
needed to free hismind of the screaming nightmare of the Morlider War? Would 1doman’ s poisoned
wound have heded itsdlf, or would it have continued draining him day by relentlessday? And thevillage
and its people? How would they have fared, nestling under an Anderras Darion, silent and enigmatic?

Happily enough, presumably, he concluded, unchanged and unchanging. But the word * stagnation’
hovered in his mind, and then Aynthinn’s reproach. * Our work has deteriorated through the years. We
livein the shadow of those who went before, when we should have learnt their |essons and moved
forward.” That would have been their fate. They would smply have been mourners on the desth cortege
of the Great Harmony of Orthlund. And what would grow where that had once flourished?

Hawklan had opened the Great Gate of Anderras Darion and shone awarm guiding light through far
more than that bitter winter night twenty years ago. True, through no gpparent act of his own he had
become the focus of harmful forces, but perhaps only because it was he who had inadvertently begun to



awaken the Orthlundyn from what might have proved to be afatal torpor.

Loman saw in hisdaughter’ s eyes that she understood this, for al the pain that such understanding
brought. He nodded. * Hawklan merely told us what we aready knew in our hearts. No one can answer
thefina “why?’, but we know that evil’ s aroad, and not to opposeitisto adit.’

Tirilen stood up and straightened her green robe. ‘ Yes, | know,” shesaid. ‘But | find no joy in what
we're doing, and I’ m frightened by what might happen if we haveto usedl our new-found “skills’.’

Loman nodded again. ‘ You'reright to be,’ he said gently. ‘ But we still have no choice. To remain
wilfully wesak and defencelessin the face of aknown evil when we have the meansto protect ourselves
would be. .. Hesearched for aword. ‘. . . abetrayal. A betraya of past and future generations. A
betraya of ourselves. . . of those here and now who can’t defend themsalves: the old, the young, the
sck’

Hefound his gaze locked with his daughter’ s again: that clear-eyed heder’ svison that allowed no
escape. Therewas pain, open on her face now. ‘I know, father,” shesaid. ‘And | know we'll threaten no
one who doesn't threaten us. But how clear isour vision going to be? She pointed to the scar on her
throat. ‘We didn’'t see Dan-Tor’ s corruption when it was waved in our faces.’

Loman scowled and turned away to look out at the village below. Hidden from hissight at the far edge
of thevillage wasthe leaving stone and the still mouldering pile of Dan-Tor’ swares|eft thereasa
congtant reminder to them dl that not dl evils come armed and armoured; that the worst might come with
asmileand ajest, and a secret promise to the darker shadows in each of them.

‘| can’t answer you, Tirilen,” he said dmost angrily, looking at her. Thistime it was she who turned from
hispain. ‘When dl tak with afoe hasfailed, you find yoursdlf trapped on the finest edge.” Hisvoicerose
asif hewere judtifying some old mistake. * If you wait until you' re attacked, how do you answer to your
own people, dead and maimed through your inaction? Y et how can you justify attacking first? That’ swhy
violenceisabad thing, Tirilen. It has no point of true balance. It'sademented flux in the order of things,
the antithesis of harmony. It destroysin moments things that have taken yearsto build. People, buildings,
things. . . trug, faith . . . everything.’

Assuddenly asit had come, hisbrief passion waned, but aremnant of it swirled around insde him
irritably asif waiting an opportunity to burgt into lifeagain. * All | know, Tirilen, isthat thefiner atool is
honed, the more precisely it can be used. | just hope that in the honing comes the wisdom to see when to
useit. You can accept that, can’'t you? It'sdl | know.’

A slence fell between the two and there was no movement in the room for along time except the
cresping progress of the yelow light from the setting sun. Their talk could go no further.

Eventudly Tirilen raised her eyes and looked at her father.

‘“WEe Il need more peopletrained in heding,” she said, smply.

Loman closed his eyes and nodded. Into hismind came amemory of the aftermath of the last battle of
the Morlider War. Sights and sounds were there in nightmarish clarity, in apicture that he could neither

watch nor ignore.

‘Yes,' hesaid.



* % % %

Thefollowing day found Loman busying himsdf in the Armoury. His conversation with Tirilen had
lingered persgtently in his mind and, combined with the old memoriesit had stirred, it had givenhim a
restless night. Furthermore, he felt that something was euding him, something that could be important.
Something in hisanger.

On waking, the unease persisted and he reorganized his— Gulda’ s— routine so that he could decamp to
the Armoury. There he could find the peace that he needed on the rare occasions that the Morlider War
returned to trouble him.

That the Armoury was a profound paradox in itself, eased rather than worsened his concerns. It lay at
the very heart of the Castle, deep below ground. It housed rack upon rack of terrible weapons. It was
guarded by alabyrinth of columnswhose gloomy murmuring stillnesswould swell to ascreaming tumult
to destroy anyone who stepped from the safe path. And yet, mirror stones carried daylight into its every
corner; no darkness lurked there. Openingsin the walls of the antechamber were like windows placed
high in the castle, overlooking more of the countryside than could be seen from on top of the main wall.
And each of the countless weapons was crafted with a degp wisdom and skill that awed and inspired the
amith. Here was a place where finer than he had made their answer to the same dilemmas that troubled
him. Their honest acknowledgement of their pain and their struggles would adways quieten him.

Only the labyrinth seemed to be unrelenting and certain in its purpose, aterrible darknesswhose price
must be paid before even the uncertain solace represented by the Armoury could be achieved.

Stepping out of the Armoury, Loman closed the wicket door behind him, and looked around the
antechamber. Bright sunlight shone through the window openings and he could see clouds scudding
overhead. Adjusting the makeshift bundle of weapons he was carrying he walked to one of the openings
and paused to look out over the rolling fields and woods. Slowly he redized that his spiritswere lighter.
The knowledge of the makers of Anderras Darion had eased his undefined distress yet again. When he
had finished here, he would go out on to an open ba cony on one of the high towers and feel thewind
that was buffeting the countryside, cool and summer-scented on hisface.

A cloud passed in front of the sun, turning grey and ominous asit did, and the room became darker. Ah,
you reproach mefor blurring the present with the unknowable future, Loman thought, smiling, and,
adjusting hisbundle again, he turned towards the labyrinth.

Its dusty gloom contrasted starkly with the sunlit antechamber and Loman’ s face became pensive. He
hed little fear of missng hisway for athough he had passed through it many times, he had never done so
carelesdy or even casudly; hereindeed the present must be sharp and clear. But of late the labyrinth had
revealed other strange attributes that made him uneasy.

Gulda s curt ingtruction to himto * Tidy that lot up, they’ reno good in here,” had presented Loman with
no small problem. The mound of weaponsthét filled the far end of the Armoury, and to which shewas
referring, was massive, and he would obvioudy need agreat dedl of help. He did not relish the task of
teaching anyone the pathway. His own learning had been hard enough, and that had been with the guiding
hand of Hawklan to cam the terrifying consequences of error. The path would thus have to be marked in
some way.

Then the labyrinth had shown him its subtler defences. No guiding signs could be cut into its columns or
floor. Of those few carverswho managed for alittle while to withstand the mocking and growing echoes
of their chisdling that piled up around them like a pending avaanche, dl found that the stone turned their



finest edges. Worse, they found their deep haunted for many nights afterwards, and their creetive
inspiration stunted and grim.

Paints and stains too would not adhere to the stone; but most eerily of al, any ropes and marking blocks
he laid moved once out of sight. In the end, he had had to lead small groups through persondly. It had
been tiring and tedious work, and none had tackled it with agood heart, so intimidating was the watching
presence of the labyrinth.

Now, athough the mound seemed barely changed, the bulk of the weapons they needed immediately
had been removed, but Loman would bring out afew more each time he entered the Armoury for any
reason.

He began hisfamiliar journey. Around him rose the mounting hiss of anticipation, asif some strange
dithering presence was spilling onto the path to entangle his feet and make him stumble. That too was
recent, as though the [abyrinth were aware that its charge was being assailed. Loman paused; there was
another feding around him, one he had never felt before. Had his concentration lapsed? Dwelling on the
summer sun outside? No, without a doubt, no. As aways, he could remember his every step. Uneasily he
looked around, but there was no visible sign of any change.

Then, through hisfeet, he felt adight tremor. The columns around him seemed to draw breath. 1t was
amost a human noise — shock, surprise, fear, and then anger.

Loman’ slegs started to run before the thought came into his mind, his bundle of weapons clanking and
clattering. Hefet thewill of the [abyrinth turning towards him, drawn by the noise like apredatory animd.
Now hismind raced ahead of histoo-dow legs as he sensed the malign purpose of the labyrinth racing
through the gloom behind him.

Then at last there was the end of the path, only afew paces awvay. Only! The tumult broke over him like
aroaring flood, a nail-tearing screeching rending him raw, an earth-shaking rumbling pounding himto his
very heart, thunder so intense that it must soon crush him into tortured dust. Somewhere he heard his
own voice feeding the turmail with its screaming.

Hewasfdling, fdling, faling into aterrible pit of his own creating. Here was death, sudden and
unexpected, with no time to quieten the mind or easethe soul . . .

Then everything was solid again and he was rolling over and over on the stone floor until he cametoa
thudding stop and the wind was knocked out of him. Rolling painfully on to hisside, he redlized that the
dominant sound in his ears now was his own gasping breath. Undernesth it he could hear the sound of the
labyrinth’ s screaming and bellowing fading dowly in the distance.

As hishead cleared, the entrance columns of the labyrinth cameinto focus. Hewas outsideit! Sitting up
ungteadily, he found he wasleaning againgt thewadll. It must have been that that he struck with such force.
But how did he cometo be here? Apart from his heart racing and his body trembling, he noted that his
legs were aching. Wasthat the sudden strain of his desperate flight? Or had he legpt reflexively those last
few pacesthat remained when the noise overwhelmed him?

Hisear caught the dying strains of the tumult inside the labyrinth. Wasit hisimagination or wasthere a
note of regret in the sound? Apology, even?

Shakily, he stood up and walked over to the columns that marked its entrance, peering into the gloom
ahead, hisface furrowed. He had made no error, he was certain of that. The labyrinth had responded to



something other than him. But what?

Impulsvely, defiantly amost, he stepped insde. A low rumbling rose up to meet him, like thewarning
growl of alarge animal. In the distance, he heard the rest of the pack gtir and the rumbling grew. A wave
of fear swept over him. He was on the correct path, but he could go no further. The labyrinth was closed
tohim.

* * % %

Guldaraised her hand for slence as an agitated and darmed Loman burst into her study unannounced.
Shewas seated at asmdll table with an open book in front of her and her head wasinclined dightly asif
she had just heard some familiar but far distant noise. Her face was stern and ominous.

For an ingtant, Loman had theimpression that he was|ooking at atall and strikingly handsome woman,
haughty and powerful. Despite his agitation, he fdt long-forgotten reflexes tightening his chest and
unmanning hislegs a the sight. Then, just as suddenly, he waslooking at old Memsa Gulda again and
feding dightly embarrassed at his body’ s unexpected reaction. Slowly Guldalowered her hand, then she
looked at him sharply, and, dmaost wilfully, Loman thought, her stern face becameirritable. *What' sthe
matter, young Loman? she said crosdy, returning to her book. ‘ Bursting in here like some spotty
apprentice’

Thenumbing physical effect of hisflight and hisimpact with the wall was beginning to wear off and the
terror of the incident overrode the reserve which he normaly maintained with Gulda.

Unasked, he seized anearby chair, sat down opposite her, and gabbled out histale, dmost incoherently.
Gulda listened without comment, keeping her eyesfixed on her book.

‘| can’'t get back into the Armoury, Memsa,” he concluded with an anxious wave of hishand. ‘ The
[abyrinth has closed itself in someway. | couldn’t step one paceinto it without . . . Hisvoicetailed off.

Unexpectedly, Guldareached out and laid her hand on his. He started at the touch, it seemed so vita
and strong. ‘ Areyou hurt? she asked, her blue eyes searching into him.

‘A little battered,” Loman replied. * And, to be honest, frightened and shaky now.’
Guldanodded. * Good,” she said, standing up and leaning on her stick. * Y ou're lucky.’

Loman’ seyebrows arched. ‘ Lucky!” he said indignantly. ‘It was a print the like of which | haven't done
inyears got me out of that place, Gulda, never mind luck!’

Guldaglowered at him. He cleared histhroat. ‘Memsa,” he corrected apologeticaly.

‘It was luck, young Loman,” Gulda stated definitively. ‘ The labyrinth’ s more dangerous than you can
imagine. Y ou were lucky it paused long enough to see you were afriend, or a worst, no foe, and smply
threw you out.’

Loman recaled the force with which he had struck the wall.

‘“Threw meout? hesaid softly. ‘I don’'t understand. | must have jumped, surely.’

Guldashook her head. ‘ Nothing can escape the labyrinth if it chooses to hold them,” she said. ‘It could



have trapped you there to starve to degth, driven you mad, killed you outright before you could even
sensethethreat, evenreached out and . . .” Loman went white, and Gulda stopped. A brief look of
self-reproach passed over her face.

‘Hawklan didn't tell you, did he? shesad.

Loman shook his head. ‘ He just showed me the path and helped melearn it. Perhaps he didn’t know
what it could do. He wouldn’t ask me to face adanger | didn’t understand.’

Guldanodded. ‘ Perhaps,” she said, absently. ‘Who knows where his knowledge comes from? Or what
fata gapsit contains’ Then shefel slent, staring pensively down &t thefloor.

‘But what happened, Memsa? Loman ventured after awhile, adding, with increasing force: ‘1 wason
the path. | did nothing unusual. Why should it . . . attack me? Aren’t you concerned? We can't get back
into the Armoury now.’

Guldaremained motionless. * It heard something,” she said faintly. ‘Asdid |. Something neither of us
have heard for along time. | trembled, it acted. My response was too dight, its perhapstoo strong. |
doubt either will happen again.’

Loman frowned and bit back hisfirst response. ‘Memsa, | don't understand what you're saying,” he
managed.

Guldaturned to him dowly. ‘I think perhaps Hawklan has met Dan-Tor, Loman,” she said. ‘And, | fear,
has been assailed by him.” She raised her hand to forestd| any questions. ‘1 know no more.’

Loman’ sfrustration burst out. He stood up, his chair scraping noisily acrossthe floor. * How can you say
something like that, Memsa, and then not expect meto ask about it? he said angrily.

Guldawinced briefly at the force of his appedl, then swinging her stick up, levelled it at hischest. *Lower
your voice and lower your backside, young Loman,” she said sternly. For an ingtant, Loman felt an urge
to dash the stick to one side. Gulda s eyes narrowed and her head tilted again asif she werelistening for
something. Then she lowered the stick and, stooping heavily, walked over to alarge chair opposite the
window.

She pulled up the hood of her gown so that her face was completely hidden, then leaned back and
stared out over the ridges and towers of the castle, bright in the summer sun, her stick laid across her
knees.

‘Loman, | must think,” she said, her voice uncharacteristically soft. ‘1 can’t answer any of your questions.
Truly. Go back to the Armoury. You'll find the labyrinth is open again. It knew enough not to kill you, or
even darken your soul. You' Il be safe. Trust me!’

Loman hesitated. ‘But Hawklan . . .7 hesaid.

Gulda made adight movement with her hand, part dismissal, part plea

‘Please, Loman,” shesaid. ‘Do as| ask. Then go out into thewind and light and renew yoursdlf.’

Loman looked at her, now motionless and slent. The memory of the figure he had seen when hefirst
entered returned to him. He looked down at his hands and wondered if his carving skills could captureit.



Suddenly he missed Hawklan and his brother.
‘Very well, Memsa,’” he said.

As he opened the door, Gulda said, ‘Loman, | think we too are assailed. In your quieter moments,
ponder your anger of late, and that of your people. We must be eternally watchful with these old skills
we' rere-learning.’

Loman paused. The comment stirred unspoken concerns of hisown. ‘I will, Memsa,’ he answered
quietly. ‘I will.”

Chapter 7

Dilrap walked weerily along the quiet, almost deserted corridors of the Paace s private quarters. He
looked down at his errant robe. It was grimed with dust. Aswere his hands. Aswas everything, he
reflected. 1t would be pleasant to bathe, abait briefly, and then rest safe in soft sheets and soft darkness
evenif it was only an hour or so until dawn. Hisfatigue overrode hisfears about what kind of aday he
might waken to. Whatever future lay ahead, this day was one he could take some pridein. He had
helped the Lord Eldric and Jaldaric escape and been instrumental in helping the people of Vakloss
recover themselves and draw some semblance of order out of the chaos that Dan-Tor had unleashed on
them. Further, he had managed to take a small step away from his own destruction and into the service of
Dan-Tor by acombination of his organizing skills and an unexpected confrontation with Urssain.

Head down and preoccupied, as he turned the corner that would bring him to his own rooms he dmost
tripped over two men who were lying adegp on the floor. One was leaning againgt the wall, mouth agape,
and holding the head of the other in hislap. They made an incongruous sight, looking to Dilrap likelarge,
dirty children picnicking in aforest and, despite histiredness, he smiled.

AsUrssain had originally feared, agreat many ‘intruders had indeed entered the Palace, and were now
to be found deeping in avariety of places and postures. They were amixture of exhausted helpers,
degping wherever they found themsa ves when fatigue overtook them, and those frightened and homeless
who had not yet been drawn into the gentle nets of order that Dilrap had been casting over the City.

Severd timesthrough the day, uncertain of hisrolein the work being undertaken, Urssain had pestered
Dilrap about ‘ al these people, wandering about’. Finally, in exasperation, Dilrap had hissed & him: *All
these people, asyou call them, are Fyordyn citizens, not thieves and robbers. The Pdaceis as safe with
them asit iswith some of your guards. Just make sure the Throne Room and the Ffyrst’ s quarters are
guarded.” Then, very softly, * And wherever you' ve put the King' s body.’

For amoment he thought he had gone too far, but driving hisnailsinto hispalms, he held Urssain’ s gaze,
tempering the bluntness of hiswordswith alook of pleading urgency in hiseyes. It had worked, but
Dilrgp had reminded himsdlf to win no more such victories for the time being. VVery soon hisvalue would
become less evident and smdll acts of defiance such asthat could then float to the surface to wreck the
fragilevess of hissurviva.

L ooking down at the two segping men, it occurred to him that he should seek avery public opportunity
to thank — no, praise— Commander Urssain and hismen for their vital contribution to today’ s rescue
efforts. That should smooth down any ruffled pride and also assure Urssain that the Honoured Secretary
knew his place. He nodded to himself. That would be something for tomorrow. Sometime perhaps when
the Rede and the Guild Master and afew senior officers were present.



As Dilrap tucked the thought away, an eye cracked open in the dusty face of the man leaning against the
wall. Its partner joined it dmost immediately. Neither showed any sign of a confused and unexpected
awakening and, momentarily, Dilrap found his own taunt returning to haunt him —thieves and robbers?

In the heightened awareness of hisintense fatigue, Dilrap felt the man takein histota surroundingswith a
flicker of pretended bewilderment. Then the second man was awake, and both were standing. Again they
showed no sign of fatigue. Dilrap stepped back uneasily. Hisfirst question wasto have been, ‘Who are
you? but instead he said, ‘I’ m sorry | woke you, gentlemen. Settle down again if you can, it' sstill a
couple of hoursto daybreak and you look asif you need therest.’

Without speaking, but with afriendly nod, one of the men, yawning and scratching, walked into the
junction of the corridorsthat Dilrap had just come round. He looked casudly from left to right, then
turning, he glanced sgnificantly at his companion. Dilrgp found his aarm mounting though neither of the
men seemed to offer any particular menace.

Before he could clear histhoughts, the first man spoke. * Honoured Secretary, we must speak to you
urgently.

Dilrap wasflugtered. *If it' sabout working parties. . ." he began, gesticulating vaguely in the direction he
had just come. The man shook his head and, taking Dilrap’sarm, gently ushered him towards his room.
He spoke again, softly and camly, but very clearly and urgently. ‘ Honoured Secretary, we' re Goraidinin
the service of Lord Eldric. We know you' re to be trusted and we need your help.’

Despite himself, Dilrap twitched and hitched up his gown, hisfatigue and the shock of the man’swords
making him fed disorientated. ‘| don’t understand,’” he said. ‘What are you talking about?

Therewas a brief flash of impatience in the man’s eyes, and the grip on Dilrgp’s arm became more
urgent. ‘ Honoured Secretary. We ve no time for niceties. Sufficeit to say that we were with the group
that released Lord Eldric and the others from the Westerclave and got them to Lord Eldric’ s estate. It
was the Queen hersdlf who told our commander that you' d been her great support and were to be
trusted.” Dilrgp’s mouth went dry. Thiswas atrap! He had been betrayed! But no sooner had the
thoughts occurred than he dismissed them. Neither Dan-Tor nor Urssain would now need to use such
subtle tactics to expose his help to the Queen and the Lords.

They reached the door to hisrooms and, opening it, he ushered the two men in. *What are you doing
here? he said as he closed the door and gently threw the bolt. *Who's sent you? What do you want?
Then, as one of them started silently opening the other doorsin the room, and peering through them, he
added, ‘ There sno one else here’

The man nodded and completed his search.

Thefirst waker looked at Dilrap searchingly, causing him to remember that one of the functions of the
Goraidinwasthe nation of the enemy’ s senior officers. Again however, he dismissed the thought.
What would killing him gain for anyone? Certainly nothing that vauable soldiers such asthe Goraidin
would be risked for. No, these were brave men, and in need. They were no threat to him and he must
help them if he could.

Another sinister memory cameto him, and he waved his hand anxioudy asif to erase his questions. ‘No,
no. Don't tell me anything about yoursalves,” he said. ‘1 won't be able to keep any secrets from the
creature that Dan-Tor has become if he seeksto look for them.’



The two Goraidin exchanged glances; the remark both surprised and impressed them. ‘Very well,” said
thefirst. “No names, nor any reasons why we came here origindly, but now, after what's happened, we
have to get everyone awvay whilewe can.’

‘Everyone? Dilrap interrupted.
‘The King, the Queen, the Lord Eldric. Perhaps his son, perhapsyou,’ said the Goraidin without pause.

Dilrap put his hand to his head. Thiswas the second time these people had struck into the very heart of
Dan-Tor’' sdomain to do him hurt. They werelike water running through amailed fist. There was so much
hope in such people and such deeds. Another small inspiration to help him through darker days.

‘Events are moving too quickly for you, Goraidin,” he said sadly, then briefly he told them the events of
the day, hisvoice relentless and matter-of-fact to prevent their interrupting and to cover hisown
emotions. ‘' You' ve done all you can do here,” he concluded. ‘ Take this news back to the Lords, and
delay for nothing.’

Asthetde unfolded, the men became increasingly agitated although they remained silent. When it was
finished however, one of them burst out, It can't betrue’

Dilrap rounded on him angrily before he could continue. The reliving of the day had harrowed him.
‘Takethe message, Goraidin,’ he said, glaring at his doubter. ‘ Let othersjudgeitsworth. | saw whéat |
saw. Why should | lie about such things? What was Dan-Tor is now Oklar, the worst of Sumerd’s
Uhrid. Our King rose up whole and sound to oppose him, and was cut down for hispains.” Hisface
distorted as the emotion of the events started to overcome hisfatigue. * Damn you both. I’ m frightened
enough asit iswithout having to argue with those I’ m trying to help. The man isOklar. | know it'sagaingt
all reason. | know these are children’ stales, but our King named him in his degth throes, and I’ ve |ooked
into hiseyes.” He struck his chest in emphasisthen, angry again, he pointed in the genera direction of the
destruction at the front of the Palace. * And could a man have done such athing to our city?

One of the Goraidin laid ahand gently on his shoulder. ‘We don’t doubt you, Honoured Secretary,” he
said.  Other things have happened el sewhere that confirm what you say. It' sjust that your newswas a
shock — aterrible shock. We understand what you say and we' |l carry your message faithfully, don't
worry about that. Just tell me what the King said again. It made no sense’

Dilrap repeated the King' slast words.

‘Nothing shall end the reign of your Master? said the Goraidin, echoing Dilrgp’ swords and shaking his
head. ‘ That’ sagrim prophecy for usdl if it was some vision of the future. What did he mean?

Dilrap shook hishead. ‘1 don’t know,” hereplied. ‘He did say hiswords weren’t what they seemed.
And therewas no despair in hisvoice. Just akind of . . . bitter . . . dark amusement. And he waslaughing
even as he died, and that creature was powerless under hisgaze . . . it couldn’'t move.” Hefrowned. ‘It's
beyond me. I’ vetold you, leaveit to others. Just tell thetale as 1’ vetold you. Tell everything as|’vetold
you. Now go whileyou can.’

Histone wasfina and the men were till for amoment, uncertain. Then they moved to the door.

‘Shall wetake you with us? said thefirst man, turning back to Dilrap.

‘No,” said the Secretary shaking hishead dowly. ‘1 promised the King I'd stay. | can do more here than



anywhere dse. Besides, thisisal | know. Find me again when you need me. I'll do what harm | can here
and I'll tell you whatever | learn.” Then, looking into the man’ seyes, ‘ But tell me nothing that would
endanger othersif you can avoid it. I don’t know how much timel have’

Digtress showed on the Goraidin’ sface. Dilrap looked a him. ‘ Tell the Queen about Rgoric gently,” he
sad. ‘And tdl her her husband died histrue sdlf. Quite free of hisold foe, and fighting him to the end.
Mocking him, infact.

Then the Goraidin were gone and Dilrap was donein the silence of hisroom. Fatigue closed in on him
again to damp down the exhilaration that he felt at this contact with the forces who would oppose
Dan-Tor.

Turning, he caught aglimpse of himsdf in amirror and shied away from the sight. Though no lover of his
own image at the best of times, the bleary-eyed vision that he had glimpsed seemed to be an
unnecessarily crud caricature and he shook his head in amomentary surge of self-pity. Hisrobe dipped
awkwardly from his shoulder and resignedly he hitched it up.

‘Shdl | do something with that robe of yours, Dilrap? Alaynor had said to him, only afew hours
previousy when ahasty gesture on his part had swept atable clear of plans and papers. The remark had
been made quietly and gently and was sincerely meant. At the time, he had fobbed it off with afriendly
gesture. Now it seemed to be more significant for some reason. He dipped hisrobe off and, holding it at
arm'slength, examined it critically. It was atraditional garment and wholly inappropriate for his portly
figure, indeed it had been the bane of hislife since he cameto office. However, to continue to wear it
would be to show that threads of the old ways persisted while till showing him to be the same old
harmless Dilrap. But would that serve his needs? The threads of the old wayswould surely be ruthlesdy
cut astime passed, and would there be aplace for harmless ditherers in the New Order? Probably not,
he decided. Chillingly, heredlized that part of hisworth in the future would lie in the assessment of how
troublesome and inconvenient hisremova would be.

For thefirst timein hislife, helooked at the robe with affection. Then, laying it down on atable, he
folded it carefully. The duty of the King's Secretary liesin hisheart not in his clothes, he thought. He
would giveit to Alaynor, to ‘do something with’, then hewould lay it aside until it could be worn with
renewed dignity and honour at some futuretime.

* * % %

Idoman stood very ill. Thetwo arrows still quivering dightly in the nearby tree were sufficiently close
together to show that the archer knew his craft. Although he had no idea where the man was, he might
have risked a sudden dive for cover had he been aone, but with the Queen and Hawklan in his charge,
that was out of the question.

Gavor moved discreetly into hisline of sght and, cocking his head on one side, raised his spur-clad
wooden leg in a gesture both incongruous and menacing. Idoman shook his head dmost imperceptibly
and mouthed, ‘Not yet.” Not until he knew more precisely what they were dealing with. Gavor retreated
and Idoman caught aglimpse of his black shadow rising up through the trees beyond.

Sowly and carefully heraised hishandsintheair. ‘Muster lady,” he whispered, very softly. ‘Do you
know these cockroaches? Can you talk us out of this?

‘I'm their Commander-in-Chief, for what it sworth,” came an uncertain reply from behind him. ‘But |
don’t know how | can explain our being here. They’ll dmost certainly want to escort us back to



Vekloss’
‘It doesn't matter,” ISoman said. * Just pull rank and keep talking. We'll seewhat turnsup.’
‘Don’'t shoot,’” he shouted. ‘We relost. We mean no harm, and we' ve nothing worth stedling.’
There was abrief pause, then, ‘ Put your club down and walk towards my voice, dowly.’
“What about the horses? Idoman shouted. *We ve an injured man here.’

‘L et the other fellow lead the horses,” camethereply. “ Y ou keep well to the front, and keep your hands
up.’

Slowly and conspicuoudy Idoman replaced hisclub in his belt, a the sametime surreptitioudy loosening
his sword. Without comment, the Queen took Serian’ sreinsfrom him.

Idoman soon saw their attacker. His brow wrinkled dightly. The man’s position wasworrying. To
anyone without the sight of an Orthlundyn carver, he waswell hidden; part way up atree, but securely
balanced, with agood field of fire, and yet able to abandon his position at speed if need arose. And his
ability to shoot straight and with discretion was aready proved. If the othersin this patrol were aswell
trained, it would be difficult to find opportunities for escape.

Asthey drew nearer, Idoman affected to look around for him, and he feigned great surprise when the
man jumped down lightly severa pacesin front of him, bow raised. For al the sureness of hischallenge,
he seemed young and nervous. Y ou startled me,” 1doman said, stepping back and smiling.

The Mathidrin, however, did not respond to this pleasantry. ‘ Keep your distance, and follow me,” he
said tersaly. Idoman nodded. ‘Well, | seefrom your uniform you’ re not arobber anyway . .. he began.

‘Bequiet, and keep walking,” said the man.

Very soon, [Idoman saw the Mathidrin camp through the undergrowth. Like the sentry, it was well
hidden, and implied adegree of training that he would not have imagined the Mathidrin capable of. He
frowned again.

“Ho, the camp,” shouted the sentry.

Therewasno reply.

The man glanced quickly over his shoulder. ‘Ho, the camp,” he shouted, more loudly, an excess of
rasping anger in hisvoice further betraying both hisyouth and his nervousness. * Prisoners coming in.’

Thistime there was aresponse. A touded head appeared out of the makeshift shelter and cast aweary
glance upwardsinto therain. ‘Very funny, Crooper,’ it said sarcadticdly. ‘Very funny. It'snot our fault
you drew last watch. Y ou didn’'t have to wake us al up in the middle of the night.’

‘It snearer the middle of the morning, Criach,” the young man snapped back. Y ou should’ ve rdlieved
me an hour ago, but let that pass. Get your idle behind out here, right now, we' ve got visitors.’

The party camein full sight of the shelter, and the head, startled, disappeared. After asmal commotion,
Criach regppeared in astate of barely modest undress: a cloak thrown loosdly over his head and



shoulders. He shivered dightly inthe morning rain.

Idoman was about to smile vacantly again when the Queen swept past him, hood thrown right back, and
cloak opened alittleto reved in part her Muster uniform. ‘Well done, men,” she said authoritatively.
Y ou keep an excdlent guard considering you' re so far from the City. I'll seethat your vigilanceis
mentioned to your superior officers’

Crooper’ s bow wavered uncertainly and his face showed he was struggling to identify this suddenly
transformed * other fellow’ . Criach reacted more quickly, hissing something to him urgently and stepping
infront of his raised bow as the Queen approached. He saluted aswell as he was able with one hand
clutching his cloak. The Queen returned the salute. “Wake your Sirshiant please, trooper,” she said.
‘We ve an injured man here and we ve lost our way. We need your help urgently.’

‘Mg edty, there sno Sirshiant with us,” Criach said, hesitantly. ‘We re on aspecid initigtive exercise.
But how can we help you, ma am?

Sylvrissraised her eyebrows. ‘No Sirshiant, trooper? she said, pulling her hood forward again asthe
ranintensfied. ‘ That' sunusua. Tell me about it aswe ride. Get changed now, quickly. Y ou're getting
soaked. And that goesfor therest of you.’

The last comment was made to other heads that had appeared out of the shelter to abuse the cause of
the disturbance.

‘Quickly,” the Queen repeated loudly, and the heads disappeared, aong with Criach. Only Crooper
remained, now standing Hiffly to attention.

‘Stand easy,’ the Queen said pleasantly. The young man relaxed, but still seemed to be unusudly
nervous.

‘Don’'t worry, trooper,” the Queen added, comfortingly. * Y ou’re not going to get in trouble for
challenging your Commander-in-Chief. We were strangers approaching the camp. Y ou’ d no choice, and
you did wdl.’

“Yesma am. Thank you,” Crooper replied uncertainly.

Sylvrissturned to Idoman to say something, but he was examining Hawklan. ‘How ishe? she asked,
changing her question.

Idoman shrugged fretfully. ‘ The same,” hereplied. ‘ But | won’t be happy until we get some proper care
for him. His cloak’ skeeping him warm and dry, but . . " Hisvoice faded and he glanced quickly at
Crooper, now shifting his weight from one foot to the other nervoudy. ‘We must get away from these
people as soon as possible,” he whispered.

‘I know,” said Sylvriss softly. ‘ But there’ s something odd about this group though | can't pinpoint it.’

‘Odd? Idoman queried. Sylvrissdid not reply but turned to meet the troopers now emerging from their
shelter. They lined up quickly and smartly, though al seemed ill-at-ease. Crooper joined them.

The Queen looked at them briefly, then, walking to her horse, she mounted and signdled ISoman to do
the same. ‘ Gentlemen,” she said. “We ve no timefor formalities. Break camp immediately and mount up.’
She indicated Hawklan. * We have to get the envoy hereto ahealer as soon as possible” Therewas



some hegitation.

‘Mgjesty,” Criach said. ‘W€ ve been out sometime. We haven't the suppliesto get to Vakloss, and the
horses are nearly spent.’

Sylvrissglanced at Idoman, her face puzzled. It was not so far to Vaklossthat agroup of young men
couldn’t survive the journey without supplies.

* And what about your own escort? Criach continued. *Won't they be waiting for you somewhere?

Only careful intonation prevented the question being insolent. The queen answered it Smply. ‘We only
had asmall group,” she said. ‘ Three. A token escort for the envoy here. We got caught by arock fall —a
bad one. I'm afraid they were al killed. The envoy was hurt and we lost our way.’

Criach looked distressed, but his manner did not ring true. Rather, he seemed relieved.

He paused thoughtfully. * The nearest help will be. . . to the east, Mgesty,” hesaid. ‘Lord Eldric's
edate’

Sylvrisslooked a him narrowly. ‘Lord Eldricis currently under arrest in Vakloss, trooper, and his
friends are reputed to be preparing for arebdlion. Are you serioudy suggesting | seek help at his door?

Criach looked helpless. ‘Magedty, it isthe nearest place where you' |l get proper medica help. I’'m sure
the Lordswouldn't treat you other than honourably and with the utmost respect.” Then, amost asan
afterthought, * Unfortunately, of course, we' d only be able to escort you part of the way.’

Sylvrissfrowned, then nodded. ‘Very well,” she said reluctantly. * Break camp quickly, and mount up.’

A little later, as the group rode out of the trees and joined the road, Sylvriss signalled to ISoman and the
two trotted dightly ahead of the patrol.

‘There' s something definitely odd about these men,” shesaid. * Their horsesarefar from spent and I’ ve
never met aMathidrin who'd even think in terms of an enemy showing honour and respect to an enemy;
they’ re back-stabbers to aman. These men are more like High Guards.’

Idoman nodded. The Queen’ swords chimed with his own thoughts but the ominous black liveries
disturbed him. * Just stay dert,” hesaid. ‘ They’ rewearing Dan-Tor’ s uniform and we must assume
they’re hismen, for dl their courteous behaviour. From what | understand, your country’ s very divided
about him. The Mathidrin could be drawing people from many sources by now.’

Sylvriss sfacewrinkled in distaste. * You'reright,” she said. ‘ But we' d better lose them at thefirst
opportunity.” Discreetly she urged her horseinto afast trot. Serian followed. * If we' re careful,” she said.
‘We should be ableto tire their horses gradually, and then outrun them.’

Idoman nodded again. ‘ Take care,’ he said. ‘ Don't do anything impulsive. We can’t outrun that archer,
and the othersare dl carrying bowsaswell. At least we' retravelling the right way at the moment. If we
stop I'll try and speak to Gavor. He might be able to help distract them if we decideto run for it

Asthe party moved steadily eastwards along the forest road, the rain gradually died out, leaving an
overcas, unpromising sky. Asusud, now they were riding again, Idoman noticed Sylvriss s manner
lightening. The air was cool and damp about them, and small clouds of steam started to rise above the



treetops lining the steep dopes around them.

The horses splashed through the shallow puddies that mottled the uneven road, throwing up showers of
spray, slver even under the grey sky, and occasiondly they would ride through a gloomy arbour formed
by overhanging trees, where the sound of the horses' hooves would seem to echo.

Skilfully and imperceptibly, Sylvriss broke up the pace of the journey, riding now faster, now dower, but
aways keeping amodest distance in front of the patrol so that they would not become concerned.

Eventudly, Criach rode dongside. ‘Mgesty,” he said, rather breathlesdly. * Our horses are not asfine as
yours, and they’ ve been riding for several days already. Could we rest awhile?

Sylvrissturned to him, then looking back at the following patrol shereined her horseto ahdt. ‘I'm
sorry, trooper,” she said. ‘1 was anxious about the envoy and I’ d forgotten your horses weretired.’

Asthe others reached them, |doman noted them discreetly puffing out cheeks and exchanging
wide-eyed glances. The Queen’ sfinely judged riding was taking atoll aready.

His satisfaction at this, however, vanished immediately asalarge group of riders came around abend in
the road ahead. They were Mathidrin and they were galloping.

Idoman looked quickly at the Queen. His own thoughts were reflected clearly on her face. Thistroop
must inevitably escort them back to Vakloss. She caught hislook and, with a sudden cry, urged her
horse forward off the road and into the trees. Without any signal from Idoman, Serian followed, and
once again Idoman found himself a passenger on aMuster horse at full galop asthe great horse surged
after the Queen.

There was a confused shouting behind them, but 9oman could make nothing of it. Somewhere above
him he thought he could hear Gavor calling, but everything was |ost in the din of the two horses crashing
through the forest.

Abruptly the trees thinned out into alarge clearing and, to his horror, Idoman saw aline of Mathidrin
horsemen had moved to cut them off. The Queen’ s horse reared and spun round. Serian hated rapidly,
but more cautioudly, in deference to his burden. Twisting round, 1doman saw more Mathidrin behind
them. Then there were horsemen al around and closing in rapidly.

He heard the swish of asword being drawn, and felt Sylvriss' s horse bump into hisleg. He reached
down to protect Hawklan's head. ‘ Back to back, Orthlundyn,” came the Queen’ svoice, urgent and
commanding. ‘ Look to your sword and trust your horse, they’ re trained for this. We' re not finished yet.
Whoever'sin charge of these peopleis good but there are weaknessesin theline. They’ll leave agap
and we' |l bethrough it before they know what’ s happened.” Idoman drew his sword amost unthinkingly
and the approaching riders dowed to awalk.

For amoment the only sound in the clearing was the soft clatter of tackle and the light footfalls of the
horses through the undergrowth. Serian and the Queen’ s horse, side by side and head to tail, turned
methodically on the spot. Idoman and Sylvriss, swords drawn, waited.

Then the gpproaching riders stopped and one of them moved forward. At the same time, Gavor landed
on Serian’s head.

‘What are you doing, dear boy? he asked.



Idoman stared at him, taken aback by the question, but before he could reply, the lone rider spoke.

‘Maesty,” he said with adight bow. ‘ My apologiesfor startling you, but when Gavor told me some of
my men had found you | was anxiousto get here as quickly aspossible’

The Queen’ s eyes narrowed menacingly, first at Gavor and then at the speaker, but |doman cut across
whatever intent she had formed. He smiled. ‘How’ s your shoulder, Dacu? he asked.

Chapter 8

The Mathidrin reached up and pulled off his helmet to confirm Idoman’ s shadow sight. * Still iff from
timeto time, Idoman,” Dacu said, smiling and ralling his shoulder in demongration.

‘Our own hedlersare very good, but I miss Hawklan's massage.’
He nodded in the direction of Hawklan’ s body, his smile fading sadly.

He turned back to the Queen, who was till levelling her sword at him suspicioudy. ‘Again, my
gpologies, Mgesty, if our uniforms and our hasty approach startled you. After Gavor found me and told
me what had happened | was concerned for the safety of my charges and was anxiousto reach you as
soon as possible’

The Queen raised her eyebrows. ‘ More concerned for your men than for your Queen, Mathidrin? she
sad, acidly.

Seaing his erstwhile companion beginning to flounder, Idoman intervened. * Thisman is Goraidin Dacu,
lady. He was one of the party that released Lord Eldric and the others.” He waved an arm round the
black circle. ‘| suspect these men here are High Guards on atraining exercise.’

Dacu nodded gratefully. Sowly the Queen lowered first her sword, and then her eyes. She did not
gpesk for some time and | oman noticed that she was bresthing dowly and deeply, disspating the
desperate battle tensions that had led them both on their brief flight. Quiet woodland soundsfilled the air
asthe group waited in sllence: the treesrustling dightly, scattering gathered raindrops onto the
undergrowth; ahorse shaking its head; arider’ swhispered reassurance; the scurrying of smal animas
and birds resuming their daily rounds.

Then, looking up, the Queen sheathed her sword. *I'm sorry if we frightened your men,” she said with an
ironic smile. ‘ But perhaps you could spare us one or two to guide us on the rest of our journey.’

‘We were due to return hometoday, Maesty,” Dacu said, heartened by thisresponse. ‘ Thisexerciseis
finished. If you'll dlow usto return to break up our main camp we can escort you in force!’

‘Thank you Goraidin,” Sylvrissreplied. ‘But | fear you'll betoo dow for us. We re anxiousto get
Hawklan to proper care as quickly as possible.” As she spoke, she looked around searchingly at the
waiting men. ‘1 think those men will do, Goraidin, if you can sparethem,” she said, indicating three of
them.

Dacu seemed uncertain. ‘ At your command, Mgesty, but . .

‘ Are there any real Mathidrin patrols between here and Lord Eldric’ s estate? the Queen asked, cutting



across Dacu’ s reservations.
‘Not that we' ve seen, Mgesty,” Dacu sad. ‘But .. . .’

‘Good,” Sylvriss ploughed on. “We'll stop at your camp so that your men can pick up supplies, then
we' |l head for Lord Eldric's stronghold as quickly aswe can.’

Dacu glanced briefly at 1doman, but saw the carver was|ooking down pensively a Hawklan's body.

The Queen moved dongside Dacu. ‘Don't worry, Goraidin,” she said. ‘I’ ve picked your best riders,
they’Il not dow us down too much, and they’ Il probably save usalot of timein the end just by knowing
theway.” Dacu nodded reluctantly. * Don’t worry,” the queen repeated reassuringly. ‘We ve come so far
unscathed. Five of usand the bird will be safe enough.” She paused briefly. ‘But I'll take three of your
reserve mounts from your camp aswell,” she added as an afterthought. Then she moved closer, and
lowered her voice. ‘I’ ve another task for you, Goraidin.” Dacu leaned forward. ‘1’ d like you to take
some of your men asfar towards Vakloss as you can. At your discretion, of course. No unnecessary
risks are to be taken, but the King and perhaps Lord Eldric should be heading thisway and may need
your ad.’

Dacu’ s eyeswidened. ‘ The King! Fleeing Vakloss, Mgjesty?

‘Yes, Sylvrissreplied, frowning, anxious not to waste any timein idle and perhaps vain speculation. *All
having gone well, they should be travelling thisroad. Can you help?

Sensing the Queen’ smood, Dacu set aside the questions bubbling up ingde him. * Yes, Mgesty,” he said
samply. “When you reach the stronghold, would you tell Commander Y atsu what you’ ve asked usto do.
Tdl himwe rein sound condition, with no injuries and no serious supply problem. We Il begoinginin
correct livery.’

Then he sdluted the Queen and turned to Ioman, hand outsiretched. * Ride safely, Orthlundyn,” he said.
‘We ve come across no Mathidrin but . . ." He nodded significantly towards Gavor. ‘Keep your eyes

open.’

The remainder of the journey was uneventful, though it took itstoll of the three High Guardsthat Sylvriss
had seconded. As she had surmised, they were of great assstance in the latter stages of thejourney,
Eldric’ sstronghold being well hidden in the mountains and quietly protected by amaze of wandering

paths and byways.

However, when they findly arrived, the three men werein asorry sate. Sylvriss swung easily down from
her horse and walked across the courtyard to them through the gathered servants and guards.

‘“Youridewell,” she said, reaching up and supporting one of them as he dithered tiffly out of his saddle.
Severa handstook the burden from her. ‘I’ll give you some ingtruction later, when you' verested,” she
added.

Idoman, helping the other two, smiled. ‘| don’t think they’ re ligening, Mgesty,” he said.
Sylvrisslooked round & Eldric’ s stronghold, solid, traditiona and reliable, like the man himself. The wet

courtyard glistened in the bright torchlight which shone like so many welcoming smiles out of windows
and doors now filling with inquigitive heeds.



Come soon, Rgoric, shethought. Thisisthe real Fyorlund —your Fyorlund. From such asthiswe can
stop Dan-Tor, whatever he' s become.

Grooms moved forward to take her horse, but she shook her head. ‘No no, Il tend to my horse, thank
you, she sad, then looking at |doman, tenderly lifting Hawklan down from Serian. ‘ And yours, Idoman.
Get Hawklan to Eldric’ shedler right away.’

* * % %

Idoman woke up with astart. For amoment he could not remember where he was, then the memories
of recent events flooded in on him reproachfully. Hawklan! How could he have dozed off like that? He
sat up suddenly, but the movement sent his head spinning and he dumped back, eyes closed and hands
clasping at hisbed until the darknessitself stopped whirling.

Therewasalow chuckle from nearby. ‘ Relax, Idoman,” said avoice. ‘Relax. Just liedtill. The dizziness
will pass’

Slowly he opened his eyes and turned towards the speaker. It was adight, thin-faced man, with sparse
grey hair and grey bushy eyebrows currently arched ironically over amused brown eyes.

Idoman screwed up hisface in concentration, and gradually recognition dawned. Eldric’ s chief hedler,
fetched hadtily from hislowland home when Y atsu saw Idoman bearing theinert form of Hawklan.

‘Hylland,” he said dowly. Mockingly, the man mouthed the name as |9 oman spoke it, and then laughed
outright. “Well, you've not logt dl your wits, have you, Orthlundyn? he said. Idoman lay back again and
gared up at the ceiling. It was skilfully decorated with asmple rurd scene and he smiled gppreciatively
as he noticed how the painted foliage that fringed the scene blended imperceptibly into an intricate carved
wooden tracery which decorated the upper part of the walls. He recognized it as belonging to the room
he had occupied on hisearlier stay at Eldric’ s stronghold, and he remembered remarking to Commander
Varak that it reminded him of Orthlund. He appreciated the man' sthoughtful gesture in putting him there

agan.
Hylland followed hisgaze. ‘' Yes’ hesaid. ‘Varak said you liked thisroom. Not many left who can do
that kind of work I'm afraid.” He stood up and waked to anearby table. * Bit of a carver yoursdf, |
believe’

‘A bit,” replied Idoman, cautioudy levering himsdf into astting position.

Hylland placed atray of food on hislap. ‘Y ou're hungry,” he said.

Idoman shook hishead and lifted ahand to wave the food away. Hylland’ s eyebrows went up again.
‘That wasn't aquestion, Idoman. Or just idle conversation. It was astatement for your information. Eat!’

‘But...
‘Eat!’ repeated Hylland firmly. He swung a chair round and sat down by the side of the bed. ‘Lord
Eldric’ singructionsto hisheaers are unequivoca, he said. *“Keep the men in fettle whether they like it

or not,” hesays. And wedo.’

Idoman could not help smiling at the man’s manner.



‘I must go to Hawklan,” he said.

Hylland shook hishead. ‘What could a bit of acarver do that we couldn’'t? he said, adding, more
serioudy, ‘ Shortly, Idoman, shortly. I'm afraid there' sno hurry. Hawklan’ s unchanged. No better and no
worse. Still . . . adeep.” Hisbrow furrowed. ‘I’ ve never seen anything likeit. | think we'll al haveto talk
later on. Perhapswe ve all got part of the answer.’

Idoman concurred reluctantly and made atentative start on the food in front of him. His memory of the
immediate past was becoming clearer. Despite the entreaties of Sylvriss, Y atsu and various others, he
had sat by Hawklan’ s bed for hour after waking hour, waiting anxioudy for some sign of movement gpart
from thedow riseand fal of his breething. Hylland and his assistants had moved patiently round him, and
finaly pronounced Hawklan fit and uninjured.

Findly he had avague recollection of dithering into adelirium of fatigue and an equaly vague memory of
being manhandled argumentatively aong interminable corridors and stairways.

Helooked at Hylland guiltily. ‘Did | giveyou alot of trouble? he said.

‘You'reheavy, saidthe healer pragmatically.

Idoman cleared histhroat and was about to return to his food when the door opposite his bed opened
dightly. No one entered, but he heard a characteristic clunking step and, abruptly, Gavor flapped up to
perch on the end of hisbed. He shook hiswings noisily, and tilting his head first one way then the other,
examined Idoman critically for sometime.

‘Lovetherobe, dear boy,” hesad findly. ‘Very fetching.’

Idoman followed his gaze to find himsdlf clad in an embroidered orange gown. He glared at Gavor and
then a Hylland.

The hedler looked insincerely apologetic. ‘I’'m sorry,” he said. ‘It was the nearest thing to hand. And
we' d other things on our mind at thetime.’

‘Yes,' purred Gavor. ‘“Who's anaughty boy, then? Y ouwere a problem the other night.’
The remark deflected Idoman’ sresponse. ‘ Theother night? he said. ‘How long have | been here?
‘A couple of daysor so,” Hylland replied casudly.

Idoman’ s eyes opened wide and he made to remove the tray from hislap. With an air of resignation,
Hylland stood up and levelled afinger at him. * Stay there until you' ve eaten,’ he said, in atone that would

accept no dispute.

Gavor chuckled, and Idoman glowered a him.

Hylland continued. *Y ou were worn out when you arrived, Idoman, physically and emotionaly. Y ou
declined suggestions that you rest and, nuisance though you were, | let you have your way until your
condition rendered you more amenable.” He leaned over I1doman purposefully, making the big man
cringe dightly. His eyes narrowed with professiona relish. * And when you finaly went out, | kept you out
until 1 was satisfied you were rested enough.’



Idoman quailed. ‘How isthe Queen? he said weakly by way of distraction.

‘The Queen'sfine’ Hylland said, Stting down again. ‘ Being femae, she has more sense than you in such
matters, not to say, probably, in most matters. She rested when her body told her to. Now, apart from
worrying about her husband, she' sfine’

Idoman sighed. ‘I’'m sorry,” he said.

Hylland nodded. ‘Wdll, never mind that,” he said. * Eat your food, then get up. | can’t haveyouidlingin
bed dl day. Y our clothes are over there” And with that, he was gone.

Silently, Idoman did as he was bidden, Gavor standing by his elbow expectantly. Sowly, he swung out
of the bed and stood up. Thistime, the room stayed ill, though he till felt alittle unsteady. ‘Lack of
food, Gavor diagnosed definitively when he mentioned it. * | mysdlf haven't had anything for . . . hours;
he said, looking baefully at 1Idoman’sempty plate.

There was a soft tap on the door, and Y atsu entered. Standing in the doorway he looked Idoman up
and down appreciatively. ‘Not aword, Commander. Not aword,” said Idoman menacingly, carefully
untying the laces that secured hisgown. Y atsu pursed hislips, hisface now taut and stern. ‘Hylland said
you were with us again. Are you feding better now?

|doman nodded.

‘Good,’ continued Y atsu. ‘“We' vedl got alot to discuss.” Heraised his hand casualy, to cover his
mouth. 1doman eyed him suspicioudly. ‘ Perhagps you could come down to Varak' s office, when you' ve
... changed your frock.’

Idoman’ s boot hit the suddenly closed door with aloud thud.

* * % %

Asldoman reached Varak’ s office a clamorous trumpet cdl rang out. Reaching forward to push the
door he nearly sumbled asit opened urgently and unexpectedly. He found himsdlf confronting the neat
form of Eldric’sHigh Guard Commander. Y atsu was standing just behind him.

Suddenly impeded by the Orthlundyn’ s bulk, Varak stopped abruptly and looked up at him. *Ah.
ISoman. Y ou're looking better for your rest,’ he said, clearing histhroat. ‘ Come aong. This soundslike
Dacu’ s group coming back.’

Despite his meticulous and forma manner, Varak’ s eyes betrayed his excitement, and Idoman found he
had to stride out to keep pace with him asthey walked towards the courtyard.

Nor did the pace lessen when they reached it, for Varak strode straight across and trotted nestly up the
stone steps to the battlements. A Sirshiant ran up to greet him and saluted smartly. ‘ It' s Goraidin Dacu’s
group, Commander,’ he said. ‘ They’ ve got two riders with them. They’ re about an hour away.’

Idoman moved to the wall and peered out over the valey. The morning air was clear and fresh after the
recent rains, and laden with the scents of mountain trees and vegetation. In the distance, he could just
make out a column of riders moving steadily aong the wide track that would bring them eventualy to the
cadtle. They did not seem to be an hour’ sride away, but Idoman was sufficiently familiar with the
deceptive perspective of mountain regions to accept the Sirshiant’ s assessment as being correct.



‘Commander Varak. If you've ahorseto spare I’d like to ride out and meet them.’
Varak grunted curtly and then nodded. ‘Good idea,” he said. ‘I'll join you.’

Within minutes, the two men were mounted and clattering through the main gates. High above, Gavor
crdedlazily inthe sunny sky.

Varak rode with the same upright formality that characterized most of his actions, though, Idoman began
to notice, what seemed to be stiffness was in redity extreme economy of effort, each movement the man
made being small and efficient. Asthey trotted along the steep-sded valley, it came to Idoman that
Varak was a man who habitually husbanded his resources jealoudy against some future need. A legacy
of the Morlider War, he thought suddenly. The man had been in some extremity in which prodigdity
would have meant desth, for him, or others, and the surviva habits he had learned there had struck deep
enough to lagt him for therest of hislife.

The clarity of the thought tartled him. In so far as he had considered it at al, he had assessed the blight
of war asbeing that it left conspicuous pain in the heart and the mind, or did permanent visible damageto
the body. This sudden awareness of subtler harms disturbed him unexpectedly. Varak was ahedlthy tree
grown from awilfully bent sapling. | wonder what signs| carry to be read by those with the eyesto see,
he thought. Histroubled introspection did not last long, however, as the cadm of the mountains eased into
his carver’ s soul. He looked up at the surrounding pesks. ‘| must do some carving whilel’m here,” he
sad. ' Therock sngsadifferent song from that of Orthlund.’

Varak turned to him, puzzled &t first by this unexpected direction in the conversation. He followed
Idoman’ s gaze and hisface lightened. ‘Ahyes,’ he said. * Of course, keen stone carvers the Orthlundyn,
aren't they? It’ s not common in Fyorlund. Temperament, | suppose. We re not as patient asyou are.’

Idoman laughed as he thought of the hours he had sat listening to arguments being diligently sifted and
debated by the Goraidin and the L ords.

‘Temperament possibly,” he said. ‘ Patience no. Y ou people can talk the legs off atable, and you
migudge your own wood carvers, Commander. I’ ve seen some fine work here. Often tucked away quite
casudly, asif you didn't want anyoneto seeit.’

Varak smiled shrewdly and cleared histhroat. ‘ Oh. Y ou’ re striking too near the nerve there, Idoman,’
he said, unexpectedly relaxed. ‘| used to do some wood carving mysdlf. Still do occasiondly, when the
mood takes me. But you' reright. It'sfor my own benefit, not for others.’

For the remainder of their short journey, the two talked pleasantly about their different arts, Varak's
gern face and manner softening under the influence of the open-hearted Orthlundyn, and Idoman himself
finding solace both in listening to this professiond soldier give ameasure of hisinner worth and in smply
remembering hisown carving again. It was abrief and happy interlude in the midst of sormy timesand as
such it would help sustain both men in the future, even though it might well be forgotten to their conscious
memories.

Then the tide of present events washed over them again as the gpproaching column cameinto sight. At
its head were Dacu, Eldric and abearded individua that |9doman just managed to recognize as Jadaric.
Both seemed to be on the point of collapse.

Idoman held back alittle as Varak greeted Dacu and then Lord Eldric and his son. He wasformal again



but he could not keep the emotion out of hisface at the sight of his Lord.
Eldric focussed uncertainly on Idoman.
‘It' sgood to see you, Idoman,” he said distantly.

‘It'sgood to see you too, Lord Eldric,” ISoman replied gently. * And your son, safe and well, if alittle
theworse for wear.’

He reached across and took Jaldaric’s hand in both of his. The young man’ s weary face brokeinto a
amile, but ISoman could see that their meeting revived memories of their last parting and the horror that
hed taken his friends while he had lain unconscious.

‘A decent mea and awash will repair any damage that just being free hasn't cured,” Eldric said with
strained heartiness before Jal daric could speak.

‘And adeep,” Idoman added, promising himsdlf that he would talk to Jaldaric later.

Eldric shook his head and his face became grim. *No, Ioman. Not yet. Y oung Ja needs one, but I’ ve
far too many questions clattering around in my head to be able to deep. Y ou must tell me everything
that’ s happened, then we can start detailed planning. Dacu’ stold me what he could.” He put hishand to
his head, and his eyes glazed dightly. * That was abad business at Evison's, ISoman, abad business. He
was atough old devil. And what in thunder’ s name happened in the City?

Idoman glanced at Dacu, who shrugged and cast asignificant glance towards the castle. With amove of
his head he ordered the column forward again. I1doman snatched at a Fyordyn word to ssemtheLord's
questions. ‘Lord Eldric. I'm no Gatherer, you know that. Let’s get to your home. Let Hylland have a
look at you and your son, then we can talk in an orderly manner.’

Eldric waved theideaaside. ‘ There' stoo much to be done, ISoman,” he protested. *We can't beidling
inour bedslike sick children.’

Idoman retreated. Eldric was far too exhausted to be reasoned with and after his own recent behaviour
he was well content to |leave the matter to someone else—anyone else.

The someone e se proved to be the Queen. Arriving at the castle, Eldric, scarcely able to stand once he
had climbed down from his horse, had proposed an immediate discusson, and ISoman’ searlier
conversation with him began to be repeated.

Very quickly, voices began to be raised, and the Queen took him aside firmly. *Y ou set apoor example,
publicly arguing with Commander Y atsu, Lord Eldric,” she said quietly but with great force. *You'll put
yoursdlf in the hands of hedler Hylland immediatdly, and do exactly what he says’

Eldric looked at her defiantly.

The Queen’ seyes widened and her jaw set. *Would you argue with me, Lord? she said.

Chastened, Eldric departed with Hylland.

When he had gone, Sylvrissturned to Dacu, ‘What news of the King? she asked.



The Goraidin shook his head. ‘None, Mgesty, so far. I’ ve left men on the road, and Commander

Y atsu's sent such reinforcements aswe dare, but . . " Hefatered. He had no words of comfort for his
Queen. Both Eldric and Jaldaric had been too shocked by their desperate flight from the City to give any
indication of the fate of the King, and from what he had seen of the damaged City in the distance, who
could tell what might have happened there?

Sylvrisslowered her gaze. ‘ Thank you, Goraidin,” shesaid quietly. ‘I'll bein my room. Pleaselet me
know if he'ssighted. I d liketo ride out and greet him.’

There was an uneasy slencein the room after the Queen had left. Yatsu cut through it. *We vedl got as
many questionsasLord Eldric,’ hesaid. * And we re all worried about the King. However, conjecture
will get us nowhere. We ve done al that can be donefor thetimebeing.” He lifted a hand before anyone
could spesk. ‘I know, | know. It's not much comfort, but it' s all we' ve got. We' ve waited before and
we |l wait again. | can’'timagineit’sever going to get any easier. In the meantime, those of you who've
got duties, get back to them. Those of you who haven't . . .” He shrugged. ‘ Wait as best you can.’
Belonging to the latter group, I oman returned to the battlements and spent some time leaning with his
arms on the cool stone and gazing into the distance asiif that done might speed the King on hisway. But
the valley was deserted and till, the only movement visible being that of the shadows of the clouds
drifting slently by. Everything seemed to be waiting. After awhile he abandoned his post and returned to
the room in which Hawklan had been placed.

He found Hylland there, Sitting in alow chair and staring thoughtfully out of the window. Heturned as
|doman entered.

‘How are Eldric and JAdaric? |doman asked.
‘Sound adeep,” Hylland replied.

ISoman nodded. As he did so he caught the flicker of the man’s gaze rapidly and intuitively appraisng
hiswhole presence. It was aheder’ strick and it reminded him of Hawklan.

“You're better, Hylland said.
Idoman smiled. ‘Isthat aquestion or just another statement for my information? he asked.

Hylland returned the smile and stood up. * Y ou’ re better,” he said conclusively, moving over to the bed
where Hawklan lay. *Which is more than we can say for your friend here.’

Isoman looked concerned, but Hylland made an effort at areassuring look. ‘No,” he said. ‘He' sno
worse. But he' sno better, and that’s amost as bad.’

“What do you mean? I oman asked.

Hylland' sthin face became pensive. ‘If hejust liesthere long enough, Ioman, hisbody will smply
deteriorate through plain lack of use. I’ ve seen it happen. To be honest, I' m surprised he' s till in such
good physica condition. Something ingde him must be fighting to keep himwhole. It' savery good sign,
but...

‘But you don’t know what to do? Idoman finished his remark.



Hylland nodded. ‘I’venoidea,’ he said. Idoman looked at the seemingly fragile little man and saw why
he had become Eldric’ s most respected healer. His mind was both worldly and as smple and open asa
child's. He would face anything and try to seeit for what it was. To admit hisignorance cost him nothing.
Hawklan would value him.

‘Hawklan would tell you not to fret, but to follow your heart,” he offered.

Hylland looked at him, then hitching himsalf on to the bed he took Hawklan’shand. ‘I don't think | can,’
he said, after amomen.

Idoman sat down on the bed opposite him. Hylland digressed. ‘ Hawklan impressed the men,” he said.
‘And they’re not easily impressed by any means. Particularly the Goraidin.” He tightened hisgrip on
Hawklan’shand. ‘But | don't need their opinions. Even unconscious, | can tell he' s an exceptiond
heder.

Heturned to Ioman, hisface dmost bewildered. Y ou say follow my heart, but | can't. He s protecting
me, Idoman. He sthe hurt one, yet he' s protecting me.’

|[doman’ sfrowned.

‘Tohelp him, I must enter hispain,” Hylland said softly. ‘But can | face the pain that left such aman
thus? Even now hefedsmy fear and he. . . won't et me help him.” He nodded and repeated himself
softly asif to confirm thisreveation. ‘Won't let me help him.’

After along silence he stood up and walked back over to the window. To Idoman it seemed that the
little man was easier inhismind. ‘1 understand,” he said. ‘Or at least | think | do. It sounds like something
Hawklan would do.” Their earlier conversation returned to him. Y ou said before that we might al be
ableto help. What did you mean? The hedler did not reply. Idoman raised hisvoice. ‘Hylland, we can’t
stand by and do nothing.’

By way of response, Hylland threw open the window. The everyday sounds of the castle€ s activities
drifted into the room. In the purposeful tone that Idloman recognized quite clearly, Hylland said, ‘If he's
enough wit left to be concerned for me, then he might be able to hear and understand what’ s going on
around him.” Heturned and looked at Idoman. ‘Let’s lure him back to life, Orthlundyn. Back to the
present. I'll get some of Varak’shig ladsto help carry him. Y ou can ride him round on that horse of his.
He can sit at our medls. He can Sit at our talks. We can let him know that he' s not frozen at the palace
gate, facing whatever horror Dan-Tor launched at him. We can let him know that he survived and is
here’

He turned round and spoke to Hawklan directly. * Y ou can rest assured, young man, that Dan-Tor won't
be lying fretting about your encounter. He' Il be moving on to other matters now.’

Chapter 9

Hylland' s vigorous confidence in hisrobust suggestionsfor ‘luring’ Hawklan back to life overcame any
reservations that |I9oman might have had.

Indeed, after hisinitial surprise, he warmed to theidea. At least it was something positive that he could
do, and after dl, hadn’t Hawklan survived their pounding journey from V akloss without coming to any
harm?



Accordingly he spent the remainder of that day, and much of the next, seated on Serian, holding
Hawklan in front of him like atired child. He gave the horse its head and as they rode quietly dong
winding stony pathways, he talked to Hawklan incessantly. Gavor came with them, soaring magnificently
through the cool mountain air, now high above them, atiny dot among the towering crags, now below, a
black shadow arcing over the green valeys dong the strange unseen pathways that only he could fed.

Eventualy Idoman drew Serian to a hdt on aprominent grassy knoll so that he could gaze around at the
surrounding countryside. In the distance, bardly visible, he could just make out the lines of Eldric’'s
stronghold amid the myriad subtle shades of the mountains. Below him was abroad green valey, itssdes
tree-lined and scored by streams making their way to the smal river that meandered aong the bottom.
Here and there were dwellings and patchwork patterns of cultivation, rendered tiny and toy-like by the
scale of the scene. In the distance, peaks receded to the horizon like a storm-tossed sea suddenly frozen.
Hints of green and blue told him of other valleysand lakes.

Dismounting, he lifted Hawklan down and carefully propped him in agtting position againg arock. ‘It's
not Orthlund, isit, Hawklan? hesaid. ‘But it’sbeautiful.” He sat down by him and, closing hiseyes,
leaned back to fed the warmth of the sun on hisface. Everywhere was peaceful and calm, but he knew
he could not fully accept such agift while hisfriend was stricken thus. And, asif sgnalled, camethe
memory of the desecration he had felt near the mines: asensation so foul that it had amost overwhelmed
him and only Hawklan, with his sword, had been ableto retrieve him.

He opened his eyes and looked around again a the mountains and valleys. ‘1 doubt such splendour
playsany part in Dan-Tor’s scheme, though,” he said, continuing his one-sided conversation. ‘ Come
back to us, Hawklan. Tdll uswhat heis. Tell uswhat you saw that made you attack him. Come back.
We need you.’

But there was no response.

Inarush of wind, Gavor skimmed suddenly in front of him, making him start. * Sorry, dear boy,’ the
raven cried. ‘ Just seen someone | know. Got something | need to talk about. Join you later.’

Isoman shook his head as Gavor disappeared from view into the valley below. ‘ No chance of Gavor
being stuck in the past, isthere? hesaid. ‘He swell rooted in the present.’

L ater, asthey were returning to the castle, Serian stopped and bent forward to drink from asmall stream
that bubbled briefly and noisily aong the edge of the path before disappearing underground. Watching
the horse, the thought of Gavor’ s hedonistic dive recurred to I oman, and with it came another; that he
should not seek too eagerly to return Hawklan to aworld which seemed to hold such burdens and so
few pleasuresfor him.

Had he not aready given twenty years of light for no tangible reward? Had he not sought out and faced
an enemy who had wilfully persecuted him?Wasn't he entitled to return in peace to Anderras Darion and
let othersfinish the task that was, &fter dl, none of hismaking?

Even as the thoughts passed through his mind, 1 oman knew that Hawklan would reject them, but they
left him filled with guilt. He tightened hisarms gently about hisfriend and held him close. *Don't be afraid,
Hawklan,” he said. ‘We don’'t know who you are, but we know your worth. Y ou're not done. Truly
you're not done. And other things are stirring than Sumerd’ s creatures.”

Serian paused from his noisy drinking and looked up asif he had heard something. Then, unbidden, he
began to trot aong the narrow path back towards the castle. ISoman, dightly taken aback by this



unexpected action, concentrated on supporting Hawklan. He knew from past experience that when the
horse moved thusit would go its own way, independent of any of hisingructions.

Asthey neared the castle, he saw riders milling around the courtyard.

‘TheKing must have arrived,” he said to Hawklan in some excitement. He was anxious to meet this man
whose flag he had fought under during the Morlider War and in whom the Fyordyn placed such store
despite hislong withdrawal from public life. He wasinterested also in seeing what kind of aman could so
command the affection of awoman as remarkable as Sylvriss. Unexpectedly, hopes rose within him.
Perhaps this man had finished the work that Hawklan had begun. Perhaps he had ended the life of the
man who had hunted Hawklan and who by all accounts had held him thrall in scknessfor so many years.

But these thoughts withered as they bloomed. He remembered the abject terror he had felt ashe
cowered behind Hawklan in the face of Dan-Tor’ swrath. Who could have faced that? And would the
King be hereif histroubles were ended? Then again, perhapsit was not the King but a messenger
bringing good news.

However, as he rode through the gates, his darker thoughts were confirmed. The courtyard was the
usual noisy confusion of men and horses that might be expected on the arrival of alarge patrol, but there
was no air of joyous return, and such friendly greetings as he heard were subdued and weary. Neither
King nor good news had returned with these men.

Through the mé ée he saw the familiar forms of Lorac and Tel-Odrel waking towards the main door,
talking, apparently casudly to Y atsu. Only days ago the two Goraidin had been guiding him and Hawklan
to Vakloss, to establish contacts for obtaining the information that would be needed if the Lords wereto
congder moving againgt the City in force. Why had they returned so soon? Further, though he could not
seetheir faces, something in their postures disturbed him and his sense of disgppointment turned suddenly
into foreboding.

The High Guardsthat Varak had sdected to help him tend to Hawklan, ran forward and, leaving his
friend to their care, |Idoman dismounted and began pushing hisway through the crowd after the retreating
figures

As he stepped into the spacious entrance hall, the noise in the courtyard fell away abruptly and he could
hear the purpossful footsteps of the three men gtill walking away from him. He ran after them, calling out.

Hearing him, they turned and waited, though when he reached them their greeting was preoccupied and
ungmiling.

‘“What' s happened? he asked, but before anyone could reply the Queen appeared from a nearby
stairway. Her face was flushed and excited and she was obvioudy running to meet the newly-arrived

patrol.
She stopped suddenly as she saw the four men. *Y ou’ ve been so long,” she said. Then, looking round
expectantly, ‘“Where sRgoric? Idoman caught the brief frightened look on Tel-Odrel’ sface, like that of

aman suddenly and unexpectedly attacked and wishing only to flee. Sylvrisstoo saw it, for it was
reflected immediately in her own face.

‘Where sthe King? she repeated uncertainly, her glow fading as though an icy wind had just struck her.

Idoman found himsdlf holding his breath.



Tel-Odrd stepped forward and bowed dightly. He swallowed and faced the deed he had been dreading
gnce heleft Vakloss. Despite Dilrgp’ s request, and his own wish, there was no gentle way to do this.
Swiftnesswas dl he could offer. ‘Mgesty,” he said tonelesdly. ‘ TheKing isdead. Hewasmur . . .’

‘No!" The Queen’ s voice was raucous with amixture of fear and rega defiance. Her right hand swung
up and struck him acrossthe face asif the ferocity of the deed and the loudness of her cry might reach
back through time and prevent the escape of such news. But even as she did o, the blood drained from
her face, and 19 oman knew that she was looking into the cold empty void that the rest of her life had
suddenly become.

Tel-Odrd staggered dightly under the impact of the blow and red weal's appeared on his cheek amost
immediately. Hisleft hand started to reach up to soothe the injury, but the right hand restrained it. Water
cameto hiseyes.

‘Maesty,” hesaid, hisvoice strained. ‘I’ d take athousand such if it would make my news untrue, but
the King is dead. Murdered by Urssain and the Mathidrin at the command of Dan-Tor.’

The Queen looked at him pleadingly for along moment, but Tel-Odrel’ stearful gaze gave her no
escape. Suddenly spent, she closed her eyes and briefly covered her face with her hands.

The four men stood motionless.

When Sylvrisslowered her hands, her face was pale and strained but controlled. She looked at
Te-Odrd’ sreddening cheek and her eyes narrowed dightly in self-reproach.

‘I gpologize, Goraidin,’ she said quietly. ‘I behaved like astable maid. It wasinexcusable. Forgive me!’

Tel-Odrel opened his mouth to speak, but had he found the words, histaut throat would not have
alowed him to spesk them.

The Queen turned away and moved back towards the entrance to the staircase. ‘| shall bein my
quartersfor sometime,” shesaid. ‘I don't wish to be disturbed.’

‘Maesty . .." Yatsu began, but the Queen was gone and the four men were left standing in silence,
listening to the echo of her footsteps growing increasingly faster asthey faded into the distance. Once she
sumbled dightly.

Tel-Odrd wiped his eyes with the edge of hishand, and for some time the others avoided looking at
each other.

Sowly the noises of the disbanding patrol filtered down the long corridor and helped ease them away
from that terrible moment.

Y atsu cleared histhroat, a strange tocsin caling them back to the present from their dark isolation. ‘I'm
sorry Tel-Odrel,” he said. ‘ That was my job.’

Td-Odrel waved the remark aside. *We' ve done worse for each other,” he said. ‘Besides, you'll have
to tell Eldric and the others what happened.’

Y atsu nodded. ‘ Y ou told no one se of this? he asked.



Tel-Odrd shook hishead. ‘No, of course not,” he replied. ‘ Only that the King wouldn't be following.’

Y atsu looked aong the corridor. In the distance he could see the neat form of Commander Varak,
obvioudy looking for someone. ‘Come dong,” he said. ‘We need alittle quiet timeto talk and think and
.. . to accept this atrocity.’

Without comment, the three men took hislead and dipped quietly from the corridor. Varak, casting up
and down for Y atsu, blinked as he thought he caught a shadowy movement in the distance. He dismissed
itasafancy.

Unthinkingly using old battle reflexes, the four men moved through the castle unseen and unheard until a
last they reached alonely room in ahigh tower.

Y atsu bolted the door behind them and then flopped down in achair. His earlier cdm was replaced by a
restless agitation.

‘Thisishorrific,” heburst out. ‘ Rgoric assassnated. | can't believeit.’
No one spoke.

“Poor Sylvriss,” he muttered softly, staring down at his hands. * Poor. . " He swore. Then helooked at
Td-Odrd and Lorac. ‘ Tell me everything that’ s happened,” he said, almost angrily. ‘ Hawklan comes
back stricken in some strange fashion. Idoman tells usthat Dan-Tor hasrazed half the city with amere
gesture. The Queen fleesto us saying the King ismiraculousy well again. Now you tell ushe'sdead —
murdered. In the name of sanity, give me clear information —something to make sense out of al this’

Thetdetook little teling. The two Goraidin had parted from Hawklan and 19 oman when they reached
Vakloss and had gone quietly about the business of re-establishing old contacts. Asaresult they had
been well away from the palace and the two grest levelling swathes of destruction that Dan-Tor had cut

in hisagony and rage.

Stunned and shocked by what had happened they spent some time digging frantically for survivorsaong
with countless others. Eventualy some semblance of order had emerged and they too had become
calmer, gradually remembering why they were there. Circumstances having changed so gppalingly, they
moved into the palace to seek out Dilrap as being the most likely source of information.

Y atsu made them tell Dilrgp’ stae twice, watching them intently asthey did so. 'Y ou confirmed the
King sdeath? he said coldly, when they had finished. Lorac frowned at him. * Of course not,” he said
irritably. * But the Throne Room and dl around it was sedled tight athough the rest of the Palace was
wide open.” He leaned forward over Y atsu. * And Dilrap saw what he saw, commander, have no doubts
about that. He' s supposed to be some kind of a clown, but the man’ s worth ten of any one of us.’
Tel-Odrel nodded.

Y atsu put his hand to hisforehead then abruptly looked up again. * And you ask meto believe that
Dan-Tor isone of the Uhrie? Oklar . . . the earth Corruptor,” he said, dmost contemptuously.

Neither Goraidin flinched from this ondaught. ‘ The King named him, Commander,” said Tel-Odrdl.
‘With hislast words’

‘Dilrgp’swords,” Y atsu sneered.



‘Dilrap saw what he saw, commander.” Tel-Odrel’ s echo of Lorac’swords was menacing. Helevelled
afinger a hiseyes. * And we saw what we saw. An army of sappers and engineers couldn’t have done
that to the city in months. Only the real sweat and toil of rea digging stopped us going mad. That and redl
peoplein rea pain. And red death,” he added as a grim afterthought.

He struck the deeve of histunic with his hand and acloud of dust leapt up at the impact. Y atsu stared
into the hovering motes. ‘ That's Vakloss, commander,” Tel-Odrel said through clenched teeth. *It's
under my nails, ingrained in my skin, my hair, everywhere. And it’snoman’ s handiwork.’

Y atsu turned away and sat silent for amoment. Then he turned to Idoman. *If this. . . force. .. wasso
powerful, how did you and Hawklan stand in front of it? he asked. Hisvoice did not have as harsh an
edge as when he had spoken to hisfellow countrymen, but it was severe.

Idoman shook hishead. ‘I’venoidea. | wastoo terrified to think,” he said quietly but in avoice that

would alow no questioning. ‘ Hawklan withstood the force. | merely hid behind him. Perhgps he'l
remember if —when hewakes’

‘And you saw nothing of Dan-Tor changing into this. . . thisUhridl? Y atsu pressed.

Idoman shook hishead again. ‘Not redly,” he said. ‘ But Hawklan saw something very clearly, or he
wouldn't have attacked theway he did.” He paused. ‘ And Dan-Tor was changed in someway,” he
continued hesitantly. * Changed and unchanged. | can’'t explainit. Anyway, it doesn't really matter. You

can put your own worth on your own men’swords, Y atsu, but the Dan-Tor that |oosed that force against
Hawklan was no man.’

Y asu closed hiseyes and sat very gill for sometime, then, relaxing suddenly, he bresthed out heavily.

‘Isthat everything? he asked. Thetwo Goraidin nodded. They too relaxed. ‘ Sorry if that was a bit
rough,” he added.

“You've been harder,’ Lorac said. ‘And it’sno easy tale. Have you any doubts? Y atsu shook his head.
‘What shall we do? Lorac asked.

‘Our jobs, | suppose,” said Y atsu without hesitation. ‘Lord Eldric’ s back with us. Arinndier’ still here.
Hreldar and Darek will be back very soon. We'll give them such information as we have. Speak if our
opinion’s sought, and take whatever ordersthey chooseto give’

‘When? Lorac asked.

‘Now," Yatsu replied. ‘Let’ sget things moving. They' |l be searching the castle for us by now anyway, if
I’'m any judge.” He put his hand behind his neck to massageit.

‘Go and find Lord Eldric and Lord Arinndier,” he said to Tel-Odrdl. * Ask them to come to the mesting
hal, in...an hour, say. Lorac, find the men and get them there aswell. And ask Commander Varak if
he' d be good enough to join us!’

Thetwo men |ft.

Idoman looked down at Yatsu. ‘I'll bring Hawklan,” he said.



Yatsugavehimasad amile. ‘Yes’ hesad. “Why not? He probably understands more about this,
adeep, than the rest of us do wide avake.’

The remark was without bitterness. Ioman put his hand on Y atsu' s shoulder. ‘I’ m sorry about the
King, Yatsu,” hesaid smply. ‘Not least the manner of hisgoing. His death doesn’t mean as much to me
astoyou, but | fed for your loss’

Y atsu laid hisown hand an the carver’s. ‘| know, Orthlundyn, | know,” he said. Then looking up at him.
‘Just leave me donefor awhile. | need to think —to go through my own memories and say my farewd|s’

As hewalked back through the castle, Idoman was glad of the sense of normality provided by the
routine comings and goings of the people he passed. Soon al would know the news and thissmple
solace would be gone. Not only because the castle would be in mourning but because, in the

nation of the King, another irrevocable step had been taken away from the light and towards some
grim future.

* *x * %

‘Thisisbeyond bdlief,” said Arinndier furioudy, bringing hisfist down on the round table. Idoman
started; such an outburst was completely adien to the discipline he had seen the Fyordyn adopt in their
discussons. ‘ The King daughtered likethat!” Arinndier continued. ‘ And dl those peoplein the city.

We ve dithered enough.” There were murmurs of approval round the table. ‘ Now you' re back, and the

Queen'ssafe, we must strikeimmediately. Wemust . .

‘“We must think, Arin.” Eldric’ svoice cut across Arinndier’ soutburst. ‘Be slent.’
Arinndier’ sjaw jutted out defiantly.

‘Sit down, Lord,” Eldric shouted, before Arinndier could speak again, their two angers merging. Then,
more softly, and with a pleading gesture. ‘ Sit down.’

For amoment, Arinndier held Eldric’ s gaze before reluctantly lowering himsdlf into hischair.

Eldric looked round the table. With the exception of Tel-Odrel and Lorac there was no one there whose
face was not pale and shocked.

‘I don’'t know whét to say, gentlemen,” he began. * What we' ve learned today together with what we' ve
been told by Idoman and the Queen gives us an appaling picture. One that confirms the very worst of
the conjectures and suspicions we' ve been debating for solong. Onethat . . .’

‘Onethat demandsimmediate action,” Arinndier interrupted again. Eldric raised ahand to sop him, but
thistime he would not be silenced. ‘We must stop debating and act.” Again, other voiceswereraised in

support.

‘We'refar short of our full strength,” Eldric said hastily, though as soon as he uttered the words he
cringed inwardly as he realized he had alowed himsdlf to be drawn into thisirrelevant debeate.

‘There smore than enough,” Arinndier said. ‘ Dan-Tor’ s hurt. The Mathidrin have been drawn in from
miles around and by al accounts they’ re billeted everywhere, totally unprepared for amgjor attack. We
mightn’t even face effective oppogition in Vaklossitsaf if wemove quickly.’



Eldric grimaced. ‘ My every ingtinct isto agree with you, Arin,” he said. ‘ Theré snothing I d rather do
now than arm and ride to face Dan-Tor, battle horns blaring, and hack the man and his black-liveried
creatures down.” He dapped the table and closed his eyesin frustration. ‘ But these aren’t the thoughts of
rationa men, arethey? he continued more quietly. ‘We' re dl shocked. Look at the way we're
conducting ourselves. We al need time to take in this dreadful news.’

But Arinndier pressed on. *We ve taken too much time aready, Eldric,’ he said. *We can't debate this
endlesdy.’

Eldric put his handsto his head in an attempt to bring his own thoughts under control before the meeting
deteriorated into anoisy brawl. ‘ For mercy’ ssake, Arin. Think,” he said. ‘In the short time I’ ve been
here, even | can see we haven't enough men or suppliesfor afull assault on the City. Hreldar and
Darek’ smen are presumably still far from fighting slandard. We don’t even yet know the sympathies of
al our neighbours. What price our flanks and supply lines, Arin?It'salong way to Vakloss’

Arinndier turned away asif not to hear such arguments. Eldric continued.

‘And if we arrive unscathed &t the City, what then? Street fighting. Man to man. Probably something
these creatures are good at. And al donein the midst of frightened citizens milling everywhere. It would
be like abattle of rats. Who knows how many would die?

‘It doesn’'t haveto bethat way . . .” Arinndier began, turning back.

Y atsu interrupted. ‘Lord Eldric’ s correct,” he said. ‘We must alow time for the shock of thisnewsto
pass. With the possible exception of Tel-Odrel and Lorac, none of us here arein afit state to discuss
tactics and strategy. We must collect ourselves and honour the death of our King fittingly.’

Arinndier turned on him angrily. ‘ By doing nothing? hesaid.

Y atsu hed hisgaze. ‘ By behaving like Fyordyn, Lord,” he said, scarcely containing his own anger.

‘Have you forgotten so soon what we' ve just been told? Men and suppliesareirredlevant. Dan-Tor isn't a
man, he'sa. .. demon. . . anatural force—or an unnatural one. . . what you will, it doesn’t matter. The
point isthat he obliterated half a city with amere gesture. Would you move close-ranked infantry or
cavary againgt such aforce, Lord?

Y atsu’ swords hung cold and unrdenting in the sunlit air of the meeting hall, their implications brutal in
their smplicity. For amoment Arinndier searched for arebuttal but, finding none, histruer self asserted
itself and his rage evaporated. He bowed hishead. ‘I’ m sorry Goraidin, Eldric. You'reright. Grief
unmansusdl. | gpologize. I'll leaveyou until . ..

He stood up.

‘Stay, Arin,’ Eldric said gently. “We' d be poor soulsindeed if we didn’t rage at such events. Y ou spoke
no more than the rest of usthought.’

Arinndier remained standing and looked at Eldric. Despondency had filled the void that his anger had
left. ‘ But what could we do againgt such apower? he said quietly.

Eldric shook hishead. ‘What Y atsu said is correct. The prospect of ranks of men waking against such a
forceisunthinkable. And yet one man did, and survived.” He looked at the inert form of Hawklan, sitting



next to Idoman, seemingly adeep but eerily present. ‘We re along way from the Geadrol in every sense
now, Arin,” hewent on. ‘ All we haveis more and more questions, and fewer and fewer answers’” He
smiled ruefully. *It' sl well beyond Gathering, I’ m afraid. So | suppose that logic dictates we must leap
beyond logic for our guidance.’

Hefdl slent and stared down at the table pensively for awhile. ‘ For what it' sworth, gentlemen, my
feding isthat we must prepare our men to fight his men, and that opposition to his power, and the power
of hisMaster, will come from some other source. Though Ethriss knowswhere.” Helooked again at
Hawklan for amoment, then turned back to Y asu, practica now. ‘Failing that, we' Il have to approach
him by stedlth and assassinate him.’

Before anyone could respond, he became brisk and matter of fact. ‘In any event, those areideasfor
another time. Another time quite soon,” he added reassuringly. ‘Now | must see the Queen, and express
our sorrow and horror at what' s happened and assure her of our continuing loyalty. By the Law, she's
our ruler now. Yatsu, Varak, gather everyone into the main courtyard. | don't relishit, but it’s my duty to
tell them about this and the sooner it's done the better. Tomorrow | declare to be Dith-Galar, aday of
mourning for our King, when we can each ponder and remember in stillness and quiet, and remind
ourselves of the greet gift of life. After that we can indeed begin to talk about the future”’

He stood up quickly and with acurt nod dismissed the meeting. As chairs scraped back and low
conversations began, athought struck him and heraised his hand for attention. ‘A small point,
gentlemen,” hesaid. ‘No. Not asmall one,’ he added reflectively. ‘ A most important one. And though
he' s not here, | ask the pardon of the man concerned for not mentioning it before.” Helooked at the
circle of men. ‘The part of Secretary Dilrap in this matter isto be mentioned to no one. That man aloneis
worthy of our best efforts. The King is dead, but a brave man lives, and we must honour and protect him
by our silence. Absolute sillence, for his sake and for our own. One whiff of gossip and he could be
extinguished likeacandle’ Heraised acautionary finger. ‘ Remember.’

Outsde the meeting hall, Idoman’ s helpers came to take Hawklan from him, but he waved them away
with afriendly gesture. Now hewould have to ponder his own future plans. He could st Hawklan on the
bal cony to hisroom and talk to him about them.

As hewaked through the castle, he redlized he had few aternatives. Without Hawklan, he waslittle use
to the Fyordyn, except as an extra sword hand, or perhaps atraining officer. And if he stayed, what of
Hawklan? He was beyond Hylland' s help. He would be a burden. And what of Loman and Tirilen?
What of dl Orthlund?

In hismind he saw the future rough-formed by broad cleaving strokes such as he might use at the
beginning of alarge carving. The Fyordyn would have to fight just to regain their own country but, that
done, they were worldly-wise enough to know that they would then have to look north to Narsindal and
move againg the cause of their plight if they wereto be safein the future.

Asthe Riddinvolk had turned to their neighbours for help against the suddenly dangerous Morlider, so
the Fyordyn would need help for such aventure. But what kind of help? Men and materias of course.
But to counter the likes of Dan-Tor? The Uhriel? This was beyond the province of ordinary men.

He looked down at Hawklan.

A group of High Guard cadets ran past him, laughing, the sound forming golden chainswhich offered to
bind him to the solid redlity of Eldric and the Goraidin.



They would guide the Fyordyn aswell as any men might. But, he redlized quite suddenly, they could not
guide him. He had to bear a different burden and travel adifferent path.

He must return to Anderras Darion. There might be the knowledge to waken Hawklan. There might be
the knowledge of where to find aid to oppose the power of the Uhridl.

More people passed by, asthe many inhabitants of the castle began to converge on the courtyard. One
of them wasthe Goraidin Olvric who, with Y engar, had observed Eldric’ s confrontation with Dan-Tor
and his subsequent treacherous arrest. 19 oman acknowledged the man’ s passing salute with asmile, but
it faded quickly as he continued on hisway.

Olvric made him uneasy. In some subtle way he radiated a darknessthat 1Idoman did not find in the
other Goraidin. He had met smilar men during the Morlider War. Trustworthy and loya, mento be
turned to in extremity, but different. Either lacking or possessing aquality that demanded they seek out
just such extremities. Demanded that they pit themsdlves againgt other men.

‘We'll have to gpproach him by stelth and assassinate him.” Eldric’ swords returned to him abruptly.
Already the grim logic of war wasworking. Slent, personal, murder. To kill the one to save the many.
Necessary, but . . .

He reached Hawklan'sroom and, briefly, the thoughtsleft him as he struggled awkwardly with the
handle. But asit clicked open, the dark images returned; murdered guards, soft footfalls whispering aong
still passageway's, blackened faces and black-bladed knives; Olvric’ swork. He shook his head irritably
at theinjustice of thislast thought as he shouldered the door open.

A hooded figure rose up suddenly from the bed, and moved towards him.
Chapter 10

The name of Elewart iswritten deep into many of the legends of the First Coming, though perhapsin
none so deeply as those of the Riddinvolk, who claim him for their first true king and the creetor of the
Muster.

It issaid that he was a great and beloved ruler of the people who were to become the Riddinvolk, at a
timein the earliest days of the rise of Sumera when the Guardians dept but were still remembered, and
His beauty and will could be seen truly by only afew: afew who dared not raise their voices againgt the
clamorous worship that He drew to Himself.

Elewart, anong many, fdl to Hiswill, but done among many, rose high in Hisfavour, leading his people
to His service so that they too were bound by Him and, unknowing, spread His subtle corruptions far
and widein the guise of light and hope. But there came atime, when, in the anguish of hislovefor the
foully betrayed Gweayne, the darknessfell from Elewart’ s eyes, and he too understood the truth of his
Master, and sought to lead his people away.

And, say the Riddinvolk, Sumera in Hisrage and shame a His own treachery, cursed Elewart with a
great deformity and banished him for histemerity. But such wasthe spirit that fired Elewart that he raised
an army of horse warriors so great and powerful that Sumerd fled before him in greet fear, taking refuge
deep in the mountains to the north.

There, fate decreed that He should come upon Elewart aone, rapt in thought and sad memoriesin asoft
and fertile valley where he and his Gweayne had first sworn their love. And therein Histerror and anger



Sumera unleashed such power that Elewart was destroyed utterly, and the entire valey with him, from
end to end.

Otherstell adifferent tde, saying that Elewart was treacheroudy dain while Sumera spoke words of
forgiveness and friendship under aflag of peace; while others again say that Sumerd had not then given
man the gift of war, and that He destroyed Elewart not in fear but in hatred and envy of the love that
Elewart and Gwelayne had had and that He must ever be denied.

But al agree that He used the Old Power from the Great Searing and that the valley became adead and
barren place, beyond al hope of redemption, to be ever haunted by the voices of Elewart and Sumerd
asthey discoursed before His treacherous blow, and the tragic sighs of the beautiful Gwelayne.

* * % %

The wind sang its perpetual, low, echoing song aong the Pass of Elewart. Bleak and weather-blasted
pesks stood dark and brooding under a sullen, dow-moving, grey sky, but nothing stirred except the
occasiond flurry of dust dong the wide pathway that wound its uneven way aong the valley floor. No
trees or grasses bent gracefully before the wind, for no vegetation grew there except tight-clinging lichen,
patching the rocks yelow and brown. And other than the sound of the wind, nothing could be heard
except the occasond digtant clatter of some rocky fragment loosing its ancient grip on ahigh crag and
tumbling down to join its countless fellows bel ow.

Sowly into the moaning gtillness, from adark cleft in the rock, the figure of aman emerged hesitantly,
eyes screwed tight againgt the sudden daylight, gloomy though it was. Then, hurriedly, he stepped back a
pace into the shade and, for along time, stood there motionless, searching painstakingly into the sky and
over the watching peaks and aong the crumpled vdley floor.

Seemingly satisfied, he emerged once again and began moving dowly over the shattered rocksthat lay
between him and the path some way below. His gppearance was that of awretched old man, with bushy
grey hair and beard and atattered filthy gown held together by alength of equaly tattered cord. His gait,
however, belied his appearance, and while he was patently exhausted, he would occasionaly leap amost
nimbly from rock to rock asif he were nearing along-sought destination.

Once on the path, he strode out boldly for alittle way, until the bleak immensity of his surroundings gave
him ameasure of his dwindling strength and reduced him to adow, meandering shuffle.

Frequently he paused and turned, and hisworn but oddly youthful face peered intently into the distance
to the north, then up into the sky and over the nearby pesks.

Eventually he staggered to his knees and with an effort managed to crawl over to the side of the path and
prop himself againgt arock. Taking out asmal flask from a pocket hidden somewherein thefolds of his
robe, he shook it. There was the gurgling swish of asmal amount of water and he let the flask fdl into his

lap.

‘Not now, body,” he said to himself desperately. ‘Not now. Y ou can have that later. Keep moving. Just
put one foot in front of the other.” The wind gave a strange gasping sigh like someone making a great
discovery, and he wrapped his arms about himself fearfully. * Each step takes us further away from Him,
and nearer to home,” he said dowly asif explaining to astupid child. ‘Kesp moving.” Then, angrily.
‘Move, damn you.’

Still muttering to himsdlf he struggled to hisfeet and set off again, an inggnificant speck amongst amyriad



such, digtinguishable only by itsdmost imperceptible movement dong the valley.

At one point he clutched at the cord securing his dirty, tattered robe, but even ashe did so, hiseyes
opened in horror. ‘No,” he said, releasing it fearfully. *What are you doing, you old fool, Andawyr. Fine
L eader of the Cadwanol you are. Would you send Him abeacon? Bring Him down on us after dl this
time? Let dl that terror and suffering be for naught? He gritted histeeth. * Just put onefoot in front of the
other,” he repeated. ‘ Forever. Until you arrive. . . or die. Thisbody will doit. It needsno aid from.. ..’
He looked down again at the cord, his face tormented. Then closing his eyes, he shook hishead. ‘It
needsno aid.’

Gradudly the day darkened, but Andawyr maintained his painfully dow progress, head down, dmost
too exhausted to watch where he was going. Without looking up, he knew the grey opague sky would
blot out the moon and the stars when night arrived. No shred of light would illumine hisway then and he
would have to stop and rest where he could until dawn. But dare he stop and rest out in the open?
Strange predatory creatures inhabited the Pass of Elewart; but worse than they, dare herisk falling adeep
and have hisweaker nature unleash the Power for its momentary comfort? Maybe just alittlelight, alittle
respite, alittle easing of the pain and fatigue that wracked him. Increasingly the thoughts rose to tempt
him, and increasingly it was becoming difficult to set them aside.

No, he dare not deep. When the night came he would have to follow the path as well as he could,
crawling if need arose. But he must not rest.

Slowly the darkness degpened around him and the wind became colder and louder. The Discourse of
Elewart and Sumerd, he thought, wryly. Tak for ever and ever, you demon. We know Y ou now. We
have no words to measure Y ou, but no words Y ou can speak will ever again hide Y our true salf and

Y our treachery. | will die before Y ou bind meagain. | will walk until | die. My very death will announce
Y our presence to my kin. Knowledge of Y our Coming will be abroad soon, whatever my fate.

The thoughts heartened him alittle, grim though they were, but his more pragmeatic nature sensed the
onset of hallucination and his ultimate decline. He stopped. ‘ In pity’ s name, doesthis awful place have no
end? hesaid hoarsely. The wind mocked him in reply, and without knowing how he came there, he
found himsalf on hisknees, his hands pressing into the dry dusty rock.

‘Stay here, my love,” whispered Gweayne softly. * Stay with me. Let us beforever in thisplace’

Such sadness. Who could not resist such aplea?

‘Leaveme,’ said Andawyr feebly.

Gwelayne brushed againgt him. * Come, my joy, my love, my light. Stay. We shal know such. ..’

Andawyr bowed his head, opening and closing hishandsto fedl the red presence of the solid rock
beneath hisfingers. The words were gone, but how long ago? How did he come here? When he looked
up he found that al was blackness now. His eyes opened wide, searching for the faintest glimmer that
might tell him he was not utterly done and lost, bound again in darkness by Hiswill.

‘No,” hecried out in fear and rage. ‘No.” The wind took his voice and broke it against countless rock
faces before returning it to him mockingly.

‘Thisisthe Pass of Elewart,” heintoned to himsdf. ‘1 an Andawyr, Leader of the Cadwanal, thewind is
howling through the rocks, and the rocks are echoing my voice. | amtired and frightened but | am on the



path. Safety liesahead of me. | mustn't rest.’

But hiswords offered him little comfort, ringing oddly, meaninglesdy, in hisown heed, and flickering like
tiny lightsin the distant blackness of hismind. Hickering . . .

He strained hiseyes. Hickering. There werelights! But were they insde or outside his head? They
blurred and danced, moving hither and thither. They were therel Outside. Not some creation of his
fevered brain.

Panic surged over him. He was discovered! What had he done? Had he dept and betrayed himsdf? He
tried to stand, but hislegswould not obey him and hefelt himsdf hit the ground with awinding impact.
Hetried to roll over, but where in this blackness was up and where down? The dancing lights were now
ahead of him, now above, now to the side, now inside his head, now outside.

Hewould not be bound again, and his body must not be taken. His brothers must know what he knew
now. He must use the Power to destroy himself. They would fed it and know it was his. Know that he
had returned from his journey and that it was his one last message. Others must take up the struggle.

He was spent, and now utterly lost.

Asthelights neared, he struggled to find his cord. It seemed he was like two separate people; the one
with lost searching hands groping over an dien surface, the other fighting to escape some probing assault.

Then the lights were around him, bigger now. And voices crying out, blurred in his pulsing hearing. And
shadows, strange fearful shadows.

Suddenly he knew he was on his back, the shadows circling him, tal and ominous. And here wasthe
cord. Herewould be alight to blind these creatures of His, to shine glorioudy up out of this blighted
place. A light to end hisawful journeying and deliver his message to those who must now carry it.

He opened his mouth to speak, to shout alast mortal defiance, but some unexpected power interposed
itself and the cord fell, or was taken, from his hand, and another voice sounded in his ears.

‘Brother Andawyr. It'syou. Ethrissbe praised. | can't believe it. We ve kept watch, but we feared you
long dead.’

The power was gone but, bewildered, he ill could not speak. Hetried to turn away from the painfully
bright lights.

‘Shield his eyes, brothers,” said the voice again. ‘ He' s exhausted and he' sbeen too long in the
darkness.” Gentle handstouched him. *He' sbardly with us. Take him up carefully, we must get him back
quickly.

Andawyr felt himself lifted and borne aong rapidly. Occasiondly the lights resolved themsdlvesinto
hooded torches, and vaguely familiar faces drifted in and out of shadow as he drifted in and out of
consciousness. One bent over him from time to time. A name formed in his mind; and his message.

‘Odang,” he said weskly. The face came forward again, its concern clear and focussed. Andawyr
reached up and caught hisfriend’ srobe. ‘Odang. Heis here. | havefet His presence. HE' s come again.
Inourtime. Tdl ...



He dipped away into unconsciousness.

“Hurry, brothers, Odang said urgently. ‘He' sbeen sorely tried. We may lose him if we delay.’

* * % %

Andawyr awoke suddenly and gazed around in darm. Everywhere was dark. Histhoughtswhirled in
despair. Had his rescue been just adream? Brother Odang and the others? Was he still bound by Him,
cowering fearful in the mountains of Narsinda? Hiding his body from His scouring patrols while his spirit
and power were pinioned?

He started at a sudden sound nearby in the darkness. It came again. A grunt, then asplutter. Sowly a
torch bloomed into lifeto revea afamiliar room and afamiliar figure sorawled awkwardly on ashort
couch. Odang. He was yawning ungracioudy and rubbing his eyes.

Relief spread over Andawyr, more comforting even than the soft sheets and the muted torchlight that
covered him. It had been no dream. He was home. Not in his own room he noted, but home, without a
doubt. Like mogt of the rooms at the Cadwanen, it was plain and smple except for apand onthewal to
hisleft. Thiswas decorated with afingly painted pattern of intricately intertwined leaves and stems.

Sitting up, he reached out and passed his hand in front of the pandl. Noiselessly, the pattern gently
fragmented and unwound itself like an opening flower. Daylight flooded into the room reveding to him the
splendid and familiar panorama of the mountains that marked the northern boundary of Riddin.

Andawyr turned his face away from the sudden brightness, and there was a cry from Odang followed by
athud ashefédl off hiscouch.

‘Sorry, Odang,” Andawyr said, as hisfriend, rescuer and Under-L eader of the Cadwanol struggled to
hisfeet. ‘| thought it was till night-time.”

Odang looked up a him blearily, then struggled to hisfeet and sat down on the edge of Andawyr’ s bed.
His high-domed and balding head dumped forward, and hisright hand rose to massage some
wakefulnessinto hiseyes.

Andawyr looked contrite. ‘ Sorry,” he repeated.

Odang stretched and yawned again. Hislong narrow face looked tired and worn, but happy and
relieved. ‘How are you fedling now, brother Andawyr? he asked, emphasizing the name and title.

‘Dreadful,” Andawyr said. ‘I'm gtarving . . ." Histongue protruded and retreated and his mouth twisted
into an extensve moue. ‘And I’'ve got amouth likeafelci’s. .

Odang raised an eyebrow.

‘Likeafedci’s’ Andawyr concluded, margindly penitent again. Odang grunted and shuffled to atable by
the bed. He poured water into a carved wooden beaker from asimilarly carved jug, and offered it to his
friend.

Andawyr downed the contents in one long noisy draught and held the beaker out at arm’slength. Odang
smiled. ‘In service, we guide. In service, we learn,” he said as he obeyed the unspoken request and
refilled the besker.



Andawyr took asmdler, moreleisurdly drink and then placed the beaker back on the table. He wiped
his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘*We become so learned, Odang, we forget the wisdom to be found
insample pleasures,’ he said, leaning back and looking out at the sunlit mountains.

His face clouded abruptly and he turned back to hisfriend. * Just to be able to see, Odang, just to be
abletodrink . . . such gifts. I’ ve been so long in the darkness. Y ou can’t imagine the agony of having the
Power and not daring to useit to sustain yoursdlf in extremity. You can’'t imagineit. When . .

Odang leaned forward and laid ahand on hisarm. * Relax, Andawyr,” he said. ‘ Ther€' Il be plenty of
talking soon enough. Enjoy your smple pleasures, now they’ re available to you again, and take some
pride that you resisted whatever you had to resist, and completed your journey safely. There' s nothing so
urgent that your resting alittle more will dter.’

Andawyr’ s face darkened further asthe word urgent brought his memories flooding back. * Y esthereis,
hesaid. ‘Wemusin't dday. Wemust sart . . . Odang raised an admonitory finger, and reluctantly,
Andawyr subsided. Somewhat sulkily he looked round the room again. *Where am |, anyway? Why am

| not in my own room? Then, suspicioudy, with acloser look at the mountains reflected in the mirror
stones of the window opening, ‘How deep are we here? And how long have | been here?

Odang looked at him steadily. ‘Y ou’ ve been back severd days, Andawyr. Y ou weretotaly exhausted.
Asto depth, you' re on the twentieth level, for reasons I’ m sure you understand.’

Andawyr closed hiseyes. ‘ Severd days,’ he said quietly. * And that deep. Y ou must have been very
frightened.”

‘Cautious,” corrected Odang. ‘Y ou were in a strange mood after your spectacular return from the
Gretmearc with thet . . . abomination, and your tales of Ethrissdormant, and . . . Him, risen again. Then
you went off into Narsindal againgt al our advice. And you were gone so long.” He hesitated. *With dl
that, and other Signs. . .’

“You had to be certain | waswhat | seemed,” Andawyr finished Odang’sremarks.

Thetall man nodded. ‘ And that you carried no corruption or taint,” he added.

‘And?

‘You'refine, Odang sad, asmilelighting up hislong face. * Quite unchanged.’

“You'resure? Andawyr added.

Odang’ ssmile broadened. ‘Oh yes,” he said. ‘We put you well below the twentieth level whenwe
brought you in.” He laughed nervoudy. ‘We could have bound Sumerd himsdf there’

Andawyr scowled. ‘Don't blaspheme,” he said angrily, suddenly leader of the Cadwanoal. ‘ From
henceforth, that nameisto be held in the awe it merits. It s suited for neither casud oath nor dry
academic debate.’

Odang ssmilefaded at this unexpected rebuke. Andawyr swept aside his sheets and swung off the bed.
‘I'm sorry, Odang,” hesad. ‘If I'm any judge, you' ve probably nursed me yoursdlf since you found me,
and I’m sure you' ve taken every precaution for both my well-being and the well-being of the whole



community. | gppreciateit. But times are changing rapidly and from now on we' |l haveto betruly
watchful. Foolish, so-called harmless habits acquired over the years may be fraught with all manner of
hazard.

Odang' seyes narrowed, dightly resentful. “We ve watched and treated you meticuloudy, Andawyr,” he
sad. ‘Beassured. Y ou' re completely recovered, and without any taint other than that which is naturally
yours. I’m not obliviousto the changing times.’

Andawyr nodded dismissively. ‘| know that,” he said. *But I’ ve learned so much in such ashort time,
and much of it has been about mysdlf. Believe me, I’ m much changed, aswill you bein due course. As
will everyone. Everything.’

He made an airy gesture, then stretched himself and yawned lavishly. ‘May | leave? he said abruptly,
with asmile to dissipate the unease that had grown between them.

Odang started. ‘ Yes, of course,’ he said, indicating the door.
‘And my robe and cord? Andawyr said.
‘They’ll bein your quarterswhen you arrive, brother, Odang replied.

The door to Andawyr’ stemporary cell opened on to alarge high-ceilinged hal, octagonal in shape. Like
the small room he had just occupied, it bore little decoration, but he nodded appreciatively as he looked
around. Although buried deep beneath the mountains, mirror sonesin the celling and walls made the hall
seem as though it were as high above the ground asit was in reality above the degpest explored levels of
the cave system. Asareaullt, it was bright with sunlight bouncing off its polished sone wdls and floor.

Air too, moved through the caves, bringing the scents of the seasons of the mountainsto al levels.

Andawyr |ooked through one of the window openings. ‘ It’ svery pleasant down here,” he said. * Fedls
secure. | don’'t think I’ ve been this deep for along time,” he added pensively. ‘ That’ sremiss of me,
redly.” Then, dmost anxioudy: ‘How deep did you say you took me at first?

Odang looked a him. ‘I didn’t,’ he said, smply. ‘But it was as deep aswe dared.’

Andawyr blew along breath and turned towards one of the broad passageways that led from the hall.
That was more than caution, he thought. That was fear bordering on terror.

He hesitated as he came to the threshold of the passage, looking at the symbols glowing softly on each
sde. Thewhole of the Cadwanen caves must be on Full Watch. *Y ou must have been frightened out of
your wits,” he said, stepping forward determinedly.

A soft, ringing echo pervaded him and he looked conspicuoudy relieved as he strode into the passage.
Odang affected not to notice.

‘Yes, he admitted. Y ou were in abad way when we found you. Rambling, incoherent.” He cleared his
throat awkwardly. ‘Y ou were on the verge of killing usal. | don’'t know yet whether | managed to take
your cord from you, or whether you released it yoursdlf. I'm just glad one of us managed it. | shudder to
think who you thought we were’

Andawyr grimaced. ‘I'm sorry,” hesaid. 'Y ou were right to advise me not to go into Narsindal aone,



and | wasright to go alone. It wasmy time. Sufficeit that you found me and that | did no harm to you.
Who knows what strange threads control our destinies?

‘Strange indeed,” Odang said. They stopped in front of a door.

Something in Odang’ stone caught Andawyr’ s attention and he looked at him quizzically. ‘Explain,” he
sad, knowingly.

Odang passed his hand over an ornate pattern that decorated the centre of the door. ‘We ve not
developed the habit of taking extended nocturna walks aong the pass since you left, you know,” he said,
folding hisarmsand hugging himsdlf dightly asif asudden chill had come over him. “Y ou talk of sirange
threads. Y ou owe your lifeto arocked felci’

Before Andawyr could speak, the door opened and he was obliged to turn his eyes away from the
brightness that streamed out of it. Somewhat crosdy, Odang ushered him forward and, passing almost
immediately through a second door, they entered directly into Andawyr’s quarters.

Andawyr blinked owlishly. ‘“We must do something about that light,” he said irritably. ‘It' sfar too bright.’
Odang was unsympathetic. * It'syour own fault. Y ou were the one who insisted they be speeded up. |
told you when we changed over that thetime you' d save in travelling you' d spend in blinking, but you
wouldn’t listen. And youhave just come from the twentieth level .’

Andawyr scowled. ‘What do you mean, arocked felci? he said, refusing to becomeinvolved inanold
argument he was going to lose. He started immediately to root through the routine and massive disorder
of hisroom.

‘Kristabel, Odang said.

Andawyr paused and smiled. ‘Ah, Kristabel. She' ssweet,” he said. “Where'smy robe and cord? Has
Dar-Volci been tidying up in here again?

‘Moreto the point, she' s sharp-eyed,” Odang said, ignoring hisleader’ s sentimentality and adding
caudtically, ‘ Try the cupboard.’

Andawyr muttered something under his breath and after wending hisway through the boxes and piles of
documentsthat littered the floor, reached the cupboard Odang had indicated.

He opened the door and, for amoment, stood admiring the smple white robe hanging in front of him. It
seemed to shimmer in the sunlight. He took it down carefully and put it on, then examined the cord. It
was neat and immaculate. He nodded approvingly. ‘ Thank you, Odang,” he said. ‘ Thisisafine weave.
Redly excdlent work. Excdllent.’

Odang inclined his head in acknowledgement of the praise.

‘Now. Kristabel,” Andawyr said, more serioudly. ‘How did she come to get rocked, and what’ s she got
to do with finding me?

‘Usua way,” Odang replied. ‘ Didn’t recognize what she was chewing until it wastoo late’

Andawyr grimaced. ‘Isshedl right?



Odang nodded. ‘Yes,” hesaid. ‘ Just ahit disorientated for an hour or two but otherwise none the
worse.’

‘Good,” Andawyr said. He moved alarge bag from a couch and sat down, nodding to Odang to do the
same. ‘I'd miss her, to say theleast.” Uncertainly, Odang carefully wedged himself on to another loaded
couch.

‘Go on,” Andawyr urged.

‘Well, the others went after her when they heard her whistling and howling, but when they brought her
back she was rambling about having seen you wandering a ong the pass when she accidentaly broke
surface’

‘And you listened? asked Andawyr in some surprise. ‘ They see anything and everything when they’re
rocked.’

Odang shrugged. ‘ Y ou used the phrase. Strange threads. She just sounded different in someway, so |
took achance. | can't explainit.’

Andawyr nodded thoughtfully. ‘Don't try, Odang,” he said after along slence. ‘Don't try. We must
accept good and bad fortune with equal grace. Let’ sjust be grateful for the one and prepared for the
other. You're sure Kristabe’ sdl right?

‘She' sfine’ Odang said reassuringly.

Andawyr fdll slent again, resting his head on his hands. * Sirange threads,” he muttered to himsdlf. *And
she'snormally so careful.” Odang watched but said nothing. Then Andawyr sat up abruptly. ‘ Call the
senior brotherstogether, would you, Odang? he said. ‘We ve agresat ded to discuss.’

Chapter 11

Loman and Guldatook each others' advice. He pondered his anger and its causes. She gavethe
Orthlundyn space to consider their new ways.

When Loman suggested that those being trained be given time for reflection and thought, shelooked a
him beadily and then ddlivered atypica thrust to the heart of the idea.

‘Interesting notion, young Loman,” she said. ‘Y our daughter’s, | presume.’

‘Not entirely,” Loman said, bridling alittle. ‘ But it came out of something we were discussing.’
Guldanodded. ‘I’ll think about it, shesaid. ‘ Tirilen' sideas are usudly worth ligtening to.’

Three days|ater, Loman was asked to give his opinion on an extensive revison of dmost every training
programme. Looking at the sheaf of papersin hishand, al written in Gulda simmacul ate script, he shook
his head. ‘ Do you never degp, Memsa? he said.

‘Let me know what you think,” she said, ignoring the question and walking away .

As he expected, Loman had very little to add to Gulda swork. It was detailed, meticulous and



appropriate, and superior in every way to what he had suggested. Later hetold her so.

She bowed her head dightly in acknowledgement of Loman’srough compliment. ‘I only stand on your
shoulders, Loman,” she said, unexpectedly offering an explanation. Then, with adeep chuckle, “You
should do it more often yourself. The view’s better.’

Rather than alow timefor reflection, Gulda had chosen to ease the intengity of the entire training
programme. ‘It was atimely thought, Loman,” she said. *We nearly made a serious mistake. We nearly
alowed the training for war to become dominant.” She shook her head. ‘ An old mistake.’

She sat down opposite Loman and fixed him with her piercing gaze, sending him back to his schooldays
again. ‘' To become better fighters, better able to defend what they value, people need to find aplacein
their ordinary livesfor their new knowledge. They need to reaffirm, to appreciate and understand the
value of being warriors by being farmers and carversfirst and warriors a poor second.” She paused,
unhappy with her last comment. * Or perhaps | should say, by realizing they can be each asrequired. |
think you'll find that debates and discussonswill arise naturaly and that' |l be dl to the good. We mustn't
be arrogant, must we? We must learn from our pupils. They’ re Orthlundyn —the remains of agresat
people.” She paused. ‘ Still agreat people,’ she added pensively. ‘ They’ |l absorb most of what'sgood in
what we taught them and forget most of what' s not so good.” Then, businesslike, ‘ And there' Il be enough
training continuing to keep everyone up to scratch.’

The more relaxed training regime, however, could not gpply to Loman’ s dite group. By itsvery nature,
ther training demanded intengity.

Having made the decision to form such agroup, Loman had gathered together his most able * sudents
and described to them astruthfully as he could his own experiences with the Fyordyn Goraidin during the
Morlider War. All of hislisteners had accepted the need for and vaue of such agroup, but despite
Loman’sgark telling, only afew of them had had the sight to redlize that the cost of such servicewould
be too high for them. Otherswereto learn later, asthe relentless and severe nature of the training took its
toll, though insofar as he was able, Loman ensured that none |ft the group feding other than richer for
the experience they had gained.

Eventudly, he was ableto leave much of thistraining to others, but initialy, asamatter both of necessity
and of persond honour, and to some extent to salve his consciencein forging such atool, Loman
persondly trained the groups, teaching everything by his own example.

“You aretoo old for this, father,” Tirilen growled emphatically each time he returned home from some
protracted surviva expedition into the mountains and, free from the gaze of his students, crashed down
into achair and gazed skywards. ‘ Far too old,” she would repest. ‘I’ ve got people who arereally sick to
attend to, you know. This. . ." Shewaved her hand over his collapsed remainsin sweeping dismissal, ‘is
sf-inflicted.”

Her hands, however, belied her words, and she soothed his aches, eased the stiffness from reluctant
joints, and repaired the damage that was incurred from time to time as he taught his students the skills
needed for survival againgt both animate and inanimate enemies.

But she could not ease the pain that sometimes wracked his heart. Only Gulda could come towards that.
Not that he ever approached her. She would appear asif in response to some silent call and, blue eyes
looking deep into him, would say quite Ssmply. Y ou know it's necessary, don’'t you? Thewordswere
trite enough, but her presence and the assurance of her own inner knowledge would lighten hisburdenin
someway he could not define.



Occasondly as he stared back into her piercing eyes, the memory would return of the handsome and
proud face he had glimpsed briefly when, running in terror from the [abyrinth, he had burst suddenly into
her room. At such times, Gulda s eyeswould narrow, then she would lower her gaze, pull her hood
forward and stump off, more stooped than ever.

It wasin hisdlite group, however, that Loman found other problems multiplying. By its nature, their
training took each individual to some extremity and exposed flawsin their charactersthat, left unseen,
might have destroyed them at some future time, or worse, destroyed others they were responsible for.
Angry outbursts were not uncommon and sometimes, of necessity, discipline was both severe and
delivered summarily. But there' ve been too many such, Loman thought one night, Sitting alone on asmall
bal cony which faced up through the valley that Anderras Darion’ s builders had sedled; up into the
mountains. Too many.

Guldahad said, ‘I think we too are assailed. Ponder your anger of late and that of your people.” It was
an enigmatic remark and she had offered no explanation nor mentioned it again, but he knew that that
was because she was uncertain. She had spoken only the words she could, and he redized abruptly that
in so doing she was asking for hishelp.

Ponder your anger . . .?

A bright full moon had swept the stars from the sky, and under it the rooftops and courtyards of the
Cadtle sprawling out before Loman’ s high vantage glistened damply. Ahead of him the black shadow of
the mountains was broken by washes of slver brightness.

Sowly, he brought to mind the various violent incidents that had occurred over the past few weeks.
Superficidly, dl of them were provoked by sometrivid act, but there was nothing mysteriousin that. The
re cause could usudly beidentified as an accumulating series of smilarly trivid acts, each one unrdieved
until finaly catharss had been sought in ablow, sometimes ddlivered, sometimes threstened and
restrained. He himself had offended; ddlivered summary punishment with hisfist or his hand when, even
as he struck, he knew words would have sufficed.

But too often, he thought again. Too often.

And in the wake of this came anewer redization. Not only were there too many such incidents, they
were getting worse. If it continued, it was only amatter of time before someone waskilled. His ssomach
suddenly became leaden and icy. It would happen! And how could he face that? Three men and one
woman had aready died in training accidents and he had had preciouslittle real comfort to offer their
grieving parents. How then could he answer for themurder of one of his charges by their own?

He could not.

We must be eterndly watchful with these old skillswe' rere-learning, Gulda had said. But it was more
than that, Loman thought. He knew the dangers — the Orthlundyn knew them. Indeed, in some strange
way, they had not been re-learning old skills, they had merely been discarding the dust and clutter that
had been hiding them for generations. They would not be so careless, so unaware, asto be so easily used
by their darker natures.

Theword, cardess, however, hung in Loman’s mind. He stood up and stared intently at the mountains,
the memories of the four degths returning to him vividly.



Memories of saying, ‘| don't understand. It was such an odd thing to do. So out of character.’

His hands tightened around the moon-sheened rail that edged the bal cony. The mountains, till and slent,
watched and waited.

So out of character . . .

* * % %

Guldawas sitting on along stone bench in aquiet sunny courtyard that she seemed to have made her
own. The book lying open across her kneeswas atrestise on Siege warfare though she seemed to be
paying scant attention to it. Rather, she was watching agroup of small birds bobbing to and fro across
the close-cropped lawn in search of food.

Loman closed the door behind himsdf very gently, but the birds were gonein asudden flurry. Gulda
looked up at him as he approached. No haughty presence there, he thought, just a strange, probably
lonely old woman. Where did she come from? And how did she know so much about so many things?
He smiled and she nodded.

Crouching down in front of her, knees cracking dightly, he came straight to the point. ‘What' s happening
in these mountains, Memsa? he said, his eyesindicating the surrounding pesks.

Gulda s eyes went to her book. ‘Only what’ s happened for generations,” she said off-handedly. ‘ The
mists come and go. Thebirdsand theanimals. .’

Loman placed ahand over the book. ‘Memsa,” he said amost angrily. ‘Don’t be obtuse. Y ou asked me
to think about my anger. I’ ve thought. All last night | thought. And the morning’ s brought no change.
There sapattern of violent behaviour occurring within our specia group when they’ re in the mountains
that | can’'t explain. Something is affecting them.’

Guldalooked down at the smith’s powerful hand and with adelicate thumb and forefinger removed it
from her book. Her mouth curled impatiently. ‘ Be specific,” shesaid.

Loman was. He detail ed the deaths and injuries caused by unexpected lapses of concentration; the
violence provoked by incidents which should have passed unnoticed. It took him sometime. Gulda
affected to read while he spoke, but Loman knew she was listening intently.

‘It saproblem inherent in thiskind of training,” she said when he had finished.

‘Someof it, yes, Loman replied. ‘But not this much. And it’s getting worse. And there are other things.
Not serious, but odd, untypical.’

Guldalooked at him.

‘Sickness, for want of a better word,” he said. * Headaches, tiredness, sometimes very severe!’

‘It' sthe height,” Gulda said dismissively, returning to her book.

‘Memsa,’ Loman said, softly, but very firmly, ‘1 know about being too long at too great aheight; there's

no peak around here that 19oman and | haven’t climbed unwisely at one time or another when we were
young. Thisisdifferent. We' vedl of us had headaches come without warning. | never mentioned it to



Tirilen, but some | thought were going to burst my head open. And then, just as quickly asthey came,
they were gone. And fits of tirednessthe same’’

He gripped her arm tightly, bewildered by her continuing indifference. ‘1 don't get headaches, Memsa. |
was at thelast battle of the Morlider War. I’ ve hammered iron the thickness of my leg into the finest wire.
| just don't get headaches. Nor do | suddenly lose al my strength and will like some over-tired child.
What' s happening?

Effortlessy Guldaraised the arm he was gripping and closed her book. The unexpected ease and power
of the movement caused Loman to lose hisbaance dightly.

‘Sit down, Loman,” Gulda said, indicating the empty seat by her side. Loman did as he was bidden.

Guldapicked up her stick and, folding her hands over the top of it, rested her chin onthem. ‘I agree with
you, shesaid. ‘Y our andysis was good. Cleared my own thoughts on the matter considerably. You're
improving. Somethingis amiss. |’ ve only vague suspicions about what it might be, but if I'm right I'm far
from clear what it means, or what we can do about it.” Her face looked pained, and Loman waited
Slently.

Gulda sat motionless for along time and one of the birds made atentative return.
Sheeyed it narrowly.

‘Do you remember Hawklan telling us about the birds that followed him to the Gretmearc? she
continued. Loman remembered too well. The kidnapping of Tirilen and al the subsequent events had
been distressing enough, but at least they were understandable to some degree in human terms.
Hawklan'stale of hisjourney to and from the Gretmearc on the other hand, with its Sinister watching
birds and its strange people with inexplicable and violent powers, had been profoundly disturbing, and he
was rductant to dwell on itsimplications.

The bird hopped towards him. He froze. ‘ That’ snot one, isit? he said nervoudly.

Guldagaveasmdl jovid snort, and the bird flew off quickly. ‘No,” she said. ‘Don’t worry. | think those
eyes have been hooded for the time being. But do you remember about the one that Hawklan carried
into Andawyr’ stent?

Loman screwed up hisface in concentration. Pushed into the back of hismind, it al seemed so long ago.
‘Gavor killed it, didn't he? he offered eventudly. *Or sunnedit, or ..

As he spoke, he remembered the tale of Gavor and the bird falling from the sky and the two strange
shadows in the mist. But it wastoo late.

‘Redlly, Loman,” Guldasaid crosdy, her fingerstwitching around the top of her stick. ‘How canyou
train your own Goraidin if you don’t listen to what you' re being told. Some things you only get told
once!’

Loman winced and hadtily raised hishandsin apology. ‘Elflings, he said helpfully.
‘Alphraan,” Gulda corrected wearily. She turned and stared up at the surrounding peaks, solid and

comforting in the bright sunlight. After amoment she turned back to Loman, gpologetic. * Still,” shesad,
‘1 shouldn’t rebuke you. | gave the incident precious little heed mysdlf until recently.’



‘I'm sorry, Memsa,” Loman said. ‘1 really don’t know what you mean. If | remember, it was Gavor who
thought he saw two figures, and went rambling on about them singing. Hawklan was't too sure what

he' d seen. And I’ ve never even heard of little peopleliving in the mountains hereabouts. Anyway, what
would they have to do with the problems we' ve been having?

Guldastood up. ‘ Come dong,” she said, nudging Loman’ sfoot with her gtick. ‘I’ ve forgotten what little
| ever knew about the Alphraan. We' d both better go to the library and see what we can find out.’

Loman had no desire to go prowling round the library with Gulda, prone as she was to become
distracted. ‘ Didn’'t Gavor say there were tales about these little people on the Gate? he suggested.

Gulda s stick siwung up to point a him. “Which | can doubtless read dangling from the top of aladder,
eh? shesad caudticdly. * Come dong. Stop wasting time.”

* * % %

Loman, however, found it hard to believe that Gulda sladder climbing dayswere over. Hisfeet were
burning and hislegs were aching, but she seemed to be unaffected by the dow and seemingly endlesdy
trek round and round the tiered circular balconies of the library as she made him accompany her on her
search for some eusive guidance.

Book after book she discarded, and when findlly she separated two large, beautifully bound booksto
retrieve asmal, nondescript-looking volume, he was well into the stage of shuffling and stamping hisfeet
likeawaiting carthorse.

‘Thislooks asif it might be useful,” she said, examining the spine. * Thisfellow was much respected in his
day. A good writer. And very accurate.’

Loman looked over her shoulder but the author’ s name meant nothing to him. ‘It looks very old,” he
said. Guldadid not reply, but set off for anearby table.

Loman frowned as Gulda opened the book. She answered his question before he could ask it. * That’s
the ancient Fyordyn language, young Loman,” she said. ‘1 doubt there’s many can read it these days, and

even fewer speak it properly.’

‘Canyou? heasked. Guldasnapped her fingers and indicated the chair next to her. * Thismight take a
littletime,” she said. Loman sat down with somerdief.

As Guldaread, Loman relaxed and looked around the library. It was dive with people from al over
Orthlund, drawn there by Loman’ s bidding to prepare for war. They were moving busily hither and
thither, though their movement was so slent that it reminded him of autumn leaves blowing in agentle
breeze.

On every tier and across the main floor far below, people could also be seen bent over books and
documents. Some were writing earnestly, sheltered by books piled high around them like redoubts. Some
were thoughtfully perusing maps and scrolls, others were sat high on mobile ladders or crouched low,
moving frog-like as they searched the floor-level shelves. One or two were adeep.

Loman smiled to himsdlf. Despite the dumberers, the scene reminded him again of the sense of
awakening that seemed to pervade the country, a sense that he felt most vividly in thiswonderful Castle



so arhitrarily given to his charge that dark wintry night some twenty years ago. He gazed upward towards
the higher tiers towering above. What knowledge must be here? What people had gathered it together
thus? What must this place have been like once when its popul ation matched its scale?

Guldamuttered and clucked to hersdlf softly as she read, her head bouncing gently to some soundless
rhythm and her mouth forming silent words. The performance drew Loman’ s attention and he watched
her for sometimein mild surprise; Gulda usudly sat motionless when she reed.

‘What isit? heventured after awhile.

Rather to his surprise, she smiled and answered him immediately. Even moreto his surprise, she
answered in astrange language, dthough he thought he detected fleeting overtones of the High Guards
battle language. He gaped, and, surprised herself by thisreaction, she mirrored his expression until
redlization dawned.

‘I'm sorry, Loman,” shesaid. ‘| was so engrossed. I’ d forgotten how fine awriter he was. And it' s such
abeautiful language.” Her face became thoughtful. ‘| wonder if any of the Fyordyn can till spesk it,” she
sad.

‘Memsa,” Loman prompted her gently with aglance at the book.
Guldanodded, and with alittle sigh, returned to the present. ‘It'sapoem,” she said.
‘A poem,” Loman echoed, rather more coldly than he had intended.

Guldaeyed him. * An epic, historica poem,’” she added sternly. ‘1t sarecord of an old ord tradition, and
it's probably the nearest thing we' ve got to an accurate source for information about the Alphraan.’

Loman jabbed afinger out into the void of the library and whispered heatedly. * Y ou’ ve just spent a
consderable time rgjecting endless books of history and reference. What' s so specia about this. . .
poem, that you couldn’t find in them? He braced himsdlf for ablistering reply.

Gulda, however, let the comment pass. ‘ If you search those books diligently, Loman,” she said, ‘you'll
find most of them refer back to such works asthisfor their commentaries on the Alphraan. Those that
don't quote their sources are patently worthless.” She looked at the small book. * There may be better
than this, but it’ sunlikely, and we haven't the time to search anymore.’

Therewas ahint of urgency in her tone that again surprised Loman. ‘Whatever you say, Memsa,” he
sad. ‘But I'm il utterly lost. What have you found?

Sheinclined her head to indicate adoor opposite where they were Sitting. As they stepped through it,
they entered one of the broad corridorsthat circled the library tower at each tier level. Large continuous
windowsfilled the corridor with sunlight, and offered the two arrivalsthe familiar view of thevillage far
below, and the ralling Orthlund countryside.

Asthey waked dowly round the corridor, they gradually exchanged thisview for one of the mountains.
‘None of thisiscertain, Loman,” Guldabegan. ‘As| said, there may be other booksin there, but this

one chimeswith my memory and no one knows much about the Alphraan except that they definitdy did
exist once’



Loman prepared to listen reluctantly. Again he fdlt the strange disorientation that he experienced when
thinking of Hawklan’s experiences a the Gretmearc. It was ever thus when Gulda spoke so rationdly of
ancient times.

Fear, heredlized unexpectedly. Brutd and cruel men, training and fighting, hardship and suffering, all
these he could faceif need arose, but these ancient things. . . people—the name Sumeral came hesitantly
forward —with their mysterious powers? That was different. What defence could he have againgt such
creatures? The image of Hawklan cameto him, amused and mildly reproachful. Just because you can't
answer aquestion does’'t mean it can't be answered, doesit? Y ou' re frightened because you're
ignorant. If you' reignorant, then learn. Same old lesson yet again.

‘Loman, pay attention.” Gulda s voice cut across his renewed revelaion.
‘I'msorry, Memsa,” hesaid. ‘| wasjust thinking about . . . Hawklan . .. Sumerd . . . everything.’

Gulda stepped in front of him and examined him intently. ‘Good,” she said after amoment. 'Y ou should.
And you'reright to be frightened when you do. That way we' |l be prepared, and we' |l stand a chance!’
She gave asatisfied grunt and dapped his arm briskly with the book, like an old comrade. * Now, pay
attention.’

Steering him over to the window she pointed her stick up into the mountains. * Some taes say the
Alphraan were created by Ethriss, like we were. Others say that they came about through some foul
experiment by Sumera but that He erred and they escaped His bondage and fled underground in search
of their own peaceful destiny.” She shrugged. ‘It does't matter anyway. Sufficeit to say that they existed
and that they so angered Him that He sent the Mandrassni againgt them.’

She caught Loman’ slook. ‘ The Mandrassniwere one of His experiments, beyond adoubt,” she said,

her mouth wrinkling in distaste. ‘ They were about S0 high.” She held out ahand to indicate the height of a
small child. Loman noticed it was shaking dightly. ‘ Like tiny Mandrocs only worse by far. Demented and
wild. Hordes of them, skipping, bounding, clambering everywhere with their terrible screaming and those
glittering short blades— double-edged —onein each hand . . . it didn’t matter how many you killed . .
Guldaturned away from him gbruptly and fel slent.

When she spoke again, her voice was cold with control. * Some say that the Alphraan appealed to men
for help but were refused and thence fled in bitterness. Others say that they alied themsalves with Ethriss
and promised to destroy the Mandrassni which were taking adreadful toll of Ethriss sarmies.” She
paused. ‘A dreadful toll,” she repeated softly. Then, brusqudly, * Anyway, whatever the truth, thetaeis
that both they and the Mandrassni were destroyed utterly in aterrible battle degp below ground.” Gulda
fdl Slent again.

Loman was unaffected. ‘ That’ sa sad little story, Memsa,” he offered casudly. ‘ But no different from
countless other old tales, and what’ sit got to do with our present problems?

Gulda pursed her lips. ‘ Loman, what does“ phar’n” mean in the High Guard' s battle language? she
asked.

Loman shrugged. ‘ Sound. . . song, maybe.’
Guldanodded. * Theword “ Alphraan” is derived from the ancient Fyordyn language this book iswritten

in. She tapped the book againgt his chest by way of emphasis. * The same language that formsthe basis
of the battle language. “ Alphraan” means people, or warriors, of sound. Perhaps even carvers of sound.’



Loman looked blank.

‘The Alphraan were apparently a gentle, peaceful people, Loman,” Gulda continued. ‘ All they had was
Ethriss's, or Sumerd’s, gift. The gift to use and shape sound.’

‘Music? queried Loman.

Gulda shook her head. ‘Morethan just music. It' s said that the last remnants of them, fleeing before the
Mandrassni, deep into the roots of the mountains, learned to use their gift as aterrible wegpon, and sent
sounds echoing through their warrens that caused the Mandrassni not only to become lost and
bewildered, but so enraged them that they fought and destroyed each other as they destroyed the last of
the Alphraan.’

Loman had amomentary vision of dark winding tunnels choked with bodies, seething and struggling ina
screaming tide of sound.

‘Thelabyrinth,” he muttered softly to himsdf, suddenly chilled by Gulda s seemingly innocuoustae.

Gulda caught the remark and looked at him uncertainly. Then shelooked down at the book. ‘ Thistelling
ends poeticaly as you might expect,” shesaid. ‘ Thelast survivor of the Mandrassni wandered howling
and lost through endless echoing tunnes until he came upon the last Alphraan dying sllently in what had
been their holy place. Filled with bloodlust, the demented creature legpt forward to strike this last victim,
but the Alphraan, at the moment of dying learned the truth of hisrace' s gift and with asilent word
shattered the Mandrassni into amyriad tiny sounds that would fly forever through the rocky heart of the
mountainsto tell dl who could hear of the evil of Sumerd and the futility of hisways’

Loman’smemory of the labyrinth welled up suddenly with Gulda slast words asif her tae had caused
Some deep resonance.

‘“You'vegonepde’ Guldasaid.
‘It swandering al round that library, looking for fairy stories,” Loman blustered in spite of himself.

‘Noit'snot,” said Guldabluntly but with a hint of sympathy. * Thistale has struck a chord somehow —
amog literaly —hasn't it, Cagtellan? Traveler through the labyrinth.’

Loman did not reply.

Guldalooked at the book again, and then out at the mountains. ‘With your knowledge, it'saswell you
can't fed thelanguage of the origind,” shesaid grimly.

Loman struggled to get back to normality. ‘What are you saying, Memsa? he asked awkwardly. ‘ That
these Alphraan actudly il exist and are up in the mountains, dowly destroying our —my — people?

Guldakept her gaze on the towering peaks. ‘ Hawklan saw something,” she said. ‘ Gavor saw and heard
something: something he called akilling song that struck that bird out of the sky. And something we can't
explainis affecting our would-be dite troops. Serioudy affecting them.’

Loman did not speak. He himself had clearly identified the problem in his own mind and had rgjected its
obvious causes. Perhaps now it was histurn to face the strange other redities that he had tried to push to



the edges of hismind ever since he had seen Hawklan’ s black sword diding down that long, till mound
of weapons.

‘What shall wedo? he asked findly.

Guldatapped her stick on the floor thoughtfully, and then looked at him expectantly. He nodded.
‘Stop the mountain training,’” he said. * Then go and ook for these.. . . people. These Alphraan.’
Chapter 12

Burdened by Hawklan's body, Idoman was unable to use his hands to protect himself from the
gpproaching figure. Hisfoot however, came up reflexively, though even asit did so hetook in the
familiar, now hestating, form, and his shadow vision probed into the hood for confirmation.

‘Lady, forgiveme,” hesaid. ‘Y ou startled me. | was preoccupied with dark thoughts.’

Sylvrissthrew back her hood. Her face was controlled, but she could not keep the pain from her eyes.
Idomanin turn, could not meet her gaze.

‘Lord Eldric’slooking for you, lady,” he said, arather helpless response.
Sylvriss nodded. ‘Only to tell mewhat | already know,” she said. ‘He Il not disturb my locked room.’

Her tone was unexpectedly harsh and I1doman frowned. Then he reproached himself. Had he too not
lashed out blindly in the past in response to such pain?

‘What can | do? he said gently, moving past her and putting Hawklan on the bed.
‘Let me stay by Hawklan tonight,” she replied immediately.
Helooked at her in surprise. *Of course’ he said. Then, hesitating, ‘ But why?

Sylvriss pulled her hood forward again. ‘| don't know,” she said softly. ‘I’'mjust . . . drawn here. Some
need.’

Idoman felt himsalf frowning again. Despite the shade of her hood, he saw fear comeinto her eyesat this
response, and even as he spoke hetried to call the words back. But they had a momentum of their own.
‘| understand your pain, lady,” he said. ‘ But who knows whathis pain is? What pain keeps him from
returning to us. He shouldn’t be burdened further.’

Sylvrissbowed her head. ‘I'm sorry,” shesaid. ‘I didn't think. I'll leave you.’

Hiswords spoken, Idoman could act again. He placed ahand on her arm to stop her then picked up a
chair and placed it at the head of Hawklan'sbed. * Sit down,” he said gently. ‘I1t'smewho didn’t think.
I’'m sorry. Whatever hispain | know Hawklan wouldn't refuse you such asmple comfort after your
terribleloss’

The memory of the woman who had risked her own lifeto save his, astranger’s, and who had ridden so
determinedly, s0 hopefully, by hisside only days before, washed over him, and he had difficulty speaking.
‘It'sjust that | fed so0 helplessmysdlf,” he managed. * Unable to reach him. Just carrying him around and



talking to him. It feds so futile when | remember what he' s given to me and to so many others.’

Hetook another chair and sat down on the opposite side of hissilent friend. Sylvriss reached out and
took one of Hawklan's hands. For amoment, Id.oman thought he saw the hand tighten gently about the
Queen’s, but she made no response.

Silence hung between them. Then, unexpectedly, she said, ‘ Tl me how Rgoric died, Ioman.” Idoman
darted dightly, and for amoment he searched around for an excuse. Sylvrissanticipated him. ‘1 know the
Goraidinwill havetold you, shesaid. ‘Now you tell me. Theré |l beless pain in the truth than any fiction
| might fabricate.” Her gaze and her reasoning were inescapable.

Idoman shifted uncomfortably. ‘I only know what Tel-Odrel and Lorac heard from Dilrap,” he said
awkwardly. At the name Dilrap, the Queen grimaced in self-reproach. She had almost forgotten about
her faithful co-conspirator. ‘ Thenit’ Il bethetruth,’ shesaid. ‘Tel me. . . Please’

Idoman reluctantly related the tale of the King's murder in its entirety, unconscioudy adopting the
detailed thoroughness that had typified the Goraidin’ stelling.

Seemingly unaffected, Sylvriss listened intently, but asked no questions. When he had finished, she
showed no reaction other than to nod to hersdf asif understanding something for the first time.

After along sllence she said, *We Riddinvolk are taught from childhood to know our emotions and to let
them flow fredy. Especialy powerful emotions, such asgrief. They’relike certain horses. If you bind
them, beat them into submission, they seem to go quiet, but sooner or later they bresk free and destroy
you.’

ISoman did not speak.

Sylvrisslooked straight at him and then at her right hand. *When Tel-Odrel told me about . . . what had
happened, | felt as though the ground had opened under my feet; that | too could not stay in thisworld in
the face of such atruth. But part of me understood . . . I’ ve grieved before. | ran to my room. | knew
what would happen, what must happen. But it didn’t. | couldn’t weep. | knew | should, but | couldn’t. |
gill can't, Idoman. Something’ s sopping me here, anongst my friends. Out in the night, under the trees, |
wept for nothing, but now . . " Her voice faded.

‘The Fyordyn are alittle siffer in such matters,” 1doman offered.

Sylvriss shook her head. *No, it’snot that. They have their own ways, and they’ re very understanding of
the ways of others.’

I|doman looked down.

‘It sthewalls, | suppose,” Sylvrisssaid after awhile, looking round. ‘ Too long in rooms and corridors
under the eyes of Dan-Tor. Always hiding, cheeting, lying. Endlesdy weatching for thosetiny sgnsthat
might tell him of my deceit, and doom usal; and then shackling them, holding them tight.” She grimaced
and clenched her fist as she spoke.

Idoman let the remarksfal into the sllence. Behind Sylvrissarather bedraggled Gavor landed unsteadily
on the sill of the open window. He opened his beak to speak, but Idoman made atiny gestureto
encompass the scene. Gavor put his head on one side, then glided silently to ISoman’ sfeet. The carver
bent down and Gavor stepped silently on to his hand to be lifted up on to his shoulder.



‘And for what? Sylvriss continued after awhile, her tone more shrill, afaint harbinger. ‘ To feed my own
pride and arrogance? To show the man | could defy him, overcome him? She lowered her gaze. *If I'd
left him done, Rgoric would be divetoday.’

‘Maybe,’ said Idoman. * But nothing you could have done would have stoppedus seeking out Dan-Tor
and releasing histrue self. Who knows what would have happened to you then? And can you say Rgoric
was aive when Dan-Tor was poisoning and controlling him?

Sylvrisslooked a him. ‘Aliveisdive, Idoman. Dead is dead. Gone. Finished. Beyond hope.’

Idoman turned away from her. ‘ Didn’t Dilrgp say your husband died histrue sdf? he said. ‘ Died quite
free of hisold foe, and fighting him to the end? There are worse waysto end one' slife’

Sylvriss squeezed Hawklan' s hand. ‘What good’ sthat to me? A hero’ sdeath,” she exclaimed bitterly,
but immediately her head went back, eyes and mouth closed tight in self-reproach. ‘No. | didn’'t mean
that. | meant . . . Poor Dilrgp. | . .. Damn you, Idoman.’

Then she started rocking back and forth asif to someinner rhythm. ‘ How can you know? Her voice
risng and raucousinitspain. ‘1 held him and loved him. Hewasmy man.. . . my beautif .. .” She
fatered. ‘And they hackedhim...andcut...and. .’

Shethrust her figt into her mouth and bit her curled forefinger as she spoke, but nothing could stop the
release now, and, suddenly, she bent forward and cried out her husband' s namein along keening wail.
Idoman clenched histeeth at the sound.

Then she wept. Wept for along time, her tearsintermingling with incoherent bursts of reproach and rage.
Idoman sat motionless, harrowed and helpless, his own eyes streaming for this dead stranger. At one
point he reached out tentatively to take the hand clutching at the patterned counterpane that covered
Hawklan' s bed, but the sight of his own hand seemed to give him ameasure of hisintrusvenessa this
most private moment and he withdrew it.

Asthe daylight gradudly faded, so dso did Sylvriss s sobbing. Surreptitioudy, Idoman wiped hisown
eyes and waited for her to emerge from her inner darknessinto thisless harsh one. A torch by him dowly
darted to glow. He reached out and quietly extinguished it.

Eventudly Sylvriss sat up and after asmall scuffling search produced a kerchief to wipe her eyes. It was
Hawklan's, given to her by Gavor when she had wept before asthey lay in the copse, taking a brief
respite from their pounding journey away from the city. She did not notice.

With incongruous delicacy she blew her nose and then shivered.

Idoman stood up dowly, hiswhole body stiff with tenson. Walking past her awkwardly, he closed the
window.

Sylvrissinclined her head in acknowledgement.

“Would you like me to take you back to your room? Idoman’ s voice was soft, but it seemed to be
uncomfortably loud in the heightened atmosphere of the room.

Sylvrissturned to him and laid her hand on hisarm. *No,” shesad. ‘Let me stay here. Watching your



friend with you. I'll be no burden to him. I’'m used to night vigils. Y ou can tell me everything else, about
yourself and . . " She motioned towards Hawklan. * And why you're here.” She paused and looked
down at her hands. ‘1 don’'t want towakeup . . . loneagain.’

Isoman nodded and returned to his seat. He felt suddenly very tired.

For sometime the two sat in companionable stillness, 1doman dowly piecing together the turbulent
history of the past months, Sylvriss listening. Asthe night deepened, however, Idoman felt his body
relaxing and he began to dozefitfully. It seemed to him that he was again at Pedhavin, in the heart of his
friends and memories, degping in the Great Harmony of Orthlund under the beneficent gaze of Anderras
Darion and the stirange healer who had opened its Grest Gate and brought such light with him.

Y et part of him knew clearly that thiswas not so. Thisinterlude was just asmal gift from somewhereto
refresh hisweary spirit. True, he was amongst friends, both new and old, but they were battlefield friends
with battlefield memories. And he was resting not in Anderras Darion but in abattle-ready fortressina
country seemingly destined for civil war. Terrible powers had been unleashed, and Hawklan was. . .?

He opened his eyes suddenly, not darmed but wide-awake. Gavor shifted uneasily and mumbled
something in his deep. Moonlight was streaming through the window and 19doman could seethat Sylvriss
too had succumbed to fatigue. She was|eaning forward in the chair and her head was resting on her arms
by Hawklan'sside.

Hawklan’s hand lay on her head protectively.

The scene had a qudity of strangeness about it that [Iloman could not identify, but as he felt deep
wafting back over him amost immediately, the only clear thought that came to mind was, | must wake her
gently in themorning, she'll be siff, degping like that. Then, dightly amused, aswill I.

Both thoughts were with him when he woke, but to his surprise he found he was quite relaxed, despite
having foregone the large easy chair he had used on previous nights for a stern upright one. Then he
recdled Hawklan’ s hand resting on Sylvriss s head. She mustn’t wake to that, he thought. Not to such
affectionate contact. But as his eyes focussed, he saw that Hawklan’s hand still lay by hisside.

A dream perhaps, he thought. But it had been extraordinarily vivid. And the memories of Orthlund were
gill strong and clear.

Asif avare of hisscrutiny, Sylvriss stirred, then woke with alittle start. Sowly she sat up. Her face,
though drawn, showed none of the signs of bewilderment or concern that might be expected of someone
waking under such circumstances. Idoman looked at her carefully. Seemingly more out of habit than need
she yawned and stretched, then she looked from Hawklan to I oman and smiled.

‘How strange,” she said. ‘| had such dreams. Such old, wonderful memories. Such strength. | know
there salot of pain ahead, more tears to shed, but something’ s changed. Rgoric’sgone.” She put her
hand on her somach. * But not gone. We found again what we' d lost, or what had been taken from us.
That’ snot given to many, and it can't be taken away. | mustn’'t waste my life. That would be abetrayd. |
must do what he' d have done. What we' d have done together.’

She looked down at Hawklan and then back at 1Soman. ‘We re poor nurses,” she said. ‘ Sleeping when
we should have watched.’

Ioman stood up and took hisfriend’ s hand. It was warmer than usual and, as he held the wrigt, the



pulse was stronger.

He shook hishead. ‘I’m not certain who was nuraing who last night,” he said, * but even Hawklan seems
stronger in someway.’

Hisreflections were disturbed by aboisterous flapping from Gavor followed by anoisy yawn and abrief
but quite unintelligible speech addressed in the most earnest terms to someone other than the three
peoplein theroom. ‘“What? he concluded.

‘| said Hawklan seems stronger,” Idoman said, wilfully thrusting redlity on the bird.
Gavor turned to him in surprise and gazed a him blearily. ‘“What? he repeated sharply.
‘These mountain birds too much for you, Gavor? 1doman taunted.

Gavor cocked his head on one side then imperioudly spread hiswings and glided from hisperch on
Idoman’schair to land lightly by Hawklan. He closed his eyes and bent closely over the deeping figure's
head. ‘Yes, yes,’ he sad after amoment. ‘Heis, heis. You'reright. He'scoming nearer.” He began to
hop about excitedly. *What happened?

A soft knocking interrupted him. |9 oman opened the door and Y atsu entered. He was about to speak to
Idoman when he saw the Queen. ‘Mgesty,’” he said, momentarily disconcerted. ‘I’'m sorry, | didn't
know you were here. | didn't meantointrude. I'll ...

He madeto leave, but Sylvrisssignalled himto stay. * It’ s not possible for such afriend to intrude,
Commander,” shesaid amply. ‘ Give Idoman your message.’

Y atsu bowed. ‘ Lord Eldric asked meto tell Idoman about Dith-Gaar, Mgesty,” he said. * And about
the Speaking.’

Sylvrissnodded. ‘' Yes,” she said with asad amile. * That was thoughtful. I’ d forgotten Idoman was an
outlander . . . likeme. I'll tell him. Wherée sthe Speaking to be held?

‘Inthemainhdl,’ Yatsu replied.

Sylvriss sface became pensive. After amoment, shesaid, ‘ Tell Lord Eldric that I’ d like to speak
formdly . . . before the Speaking starts.’

Idoman detected aflicker of surprise on the Goraidin’ sface, but it was gone dmost immediately as he
acknowledged the request and, with abow, left, closing the door quietly.

Seeing amirror, Sylvriss ood up and expertly began to repair some of the damage that her unusua
night’ srest had wrought in her gppearance. I19oman looked at her reflection expectantly.

‘The Speaking’ s one of the Fyordyn’sways,” Sylvriss said after amoment, answering his unspoken
question. ‘A very Fyordynway,” she added with gentle mockery. ‘ They appoint atime and aplace, then
whoever wishesto can attend and speak as the spirit moveshim about . . . Shefatered. ‘ About
whoever'sdied. No debate or discussion, just memories and thoughts. And no ceremony or formaity.
Just people, talking and remembering.’

Sheturned round, businesdike. ‘It'sagood way,” she said. * The Fyordyn aresuch a. . . good people.



Very wise and understanding.” Then with alast glancein the mirror. ‘I’ sagood way. Come adong.’

Idoman blinked at this peremptory command. Helooked at Hawklan. ‘No,” Sylvrisssaid. ‘Leave him.
Let himlieinthe quiet sunlight.” She walked to the window and opened it. The sound of bird-song drifted
into the room, mingled with sounds of subdued activity in the courtyard below. *He can know little or
nothing of Rgoric and the grief of so many would be aneedless burden to him,” she continued. ‘He's
done enough for usal dready. Gavor, will you stay with him? Gavor nodded silently.

As she reached the door she paused thoughtfully. ‘May | borrow Hawklan's sword? she asked
Idoman.

Helooked at her anxioudy. ‘ Can you touch it, lady? he said, remembering the last time she had tried to
handleit.

Sylvriss stepped forward to Hawklan' s bed and, unfastening the scabbard, lifted it up and took hold of
the sword' s hilt. Immediately, she closed her eyes and Idoman started forward in some aarm. Ashe
reached her, she opened them again. They werecam and clear. ‘It'sall right,” shesaid. ‘It squiet again.’
Then, enigmaticaly, ‘It'sremembered.’

Asthey walked towards the main hall, Idoman said, ‘Y atsu was surprised when you said you wanted to
Speak at this ceremony.’

‘That was because | asked to speak formally,” Sylvrissreplied. ‘It'sjust not done. They’ll accept it
because |I'm their Queen and because I’ m Riddinvolk —an outlander. And . . . She smiled briefly.
‘Because they’ re atolerant people.” Her face became purposeful again. ‘ But there are things that need to
be said, and quickly,” she went on. * Any Speaking acknowledges and marks the changesin direction that
adeath bringsto the lives of others. This one marks the change for awhole nation. It'simportant that the
new direction be clear and well focussed.’

Gradualy the corridor began to fill with asilent procession of figures converging on the main hal. With

her hood forward and Hawklan’s sword concealed under her robe the Queen looked no different from
many of the other women present, and several timesin the gentle confusion I oman became separated
from her.

Asthey entered the hall, however, she threw back her hood and started moving towards a small raised
platform that had been hastily built a one end.

The crowd parted before her, and the hiss of her name rose softly out of the silent gathering to fill the hall
likeawind in thetree-tops. Idoman followed sdf-conscioudy in her wake.

On the platform were Eldric and Arinndier, together with Hreldar and Darek, both of whom were
showing marked signs of shock and fatigue. Hard riding was Idoman’ s diagnosis of the cause of the
|tter.

When they reached the platform, Sylvrisswaked up the steps but 1doman stopped at the bottom until
she turned and beckoned him to join her. Eldric came forward to greet her.

‘May | speak, Lord Eldric? she asked. Eldric did not reply, but smply bowed and extended hisarm
towards the now packed hall. Sylvriss bowed in return then turned to meet her subjects.

For amoment she looked at them, then she spoke quietly and clearly, her voice rich with the



characteristic sngsong lilt of the Riddinvolk accent. The form of the hall carried her wordsto each
individud asif she were standing only afew paces away.

‘| ask your pardon, my friends,” she began. ‘I know you' re about to start your Speaking and, as

Rgoric’' swidow, | shouldn’t intrude my grief on yours. But these are no ordinary times and certain
matters must be resolved before we can alow ourselvesthe luxury of grief.” Therewasahint of sternness
in her tone and 1doman felt the attention of the hall beginning to focus on her intently.

‘For many years Dan-Tor has poisoned not only my husband, but our whole country. With hiswords
and his deeds, he has caused usto turn away from the wisdom of our ancient ways and duties. We now
know why. In other circumstances we would catal ogue the misdeeds of such aman, but we have no
need of such niceties here, because we know now thathe is no man. ’

Eldric shot aglance a Idoman.

‘Heisthe dark agent of adarker power that has risen again in Narsinda. We know him now for Oklar,
the Earth Corrupter, thefirst of the Uhriel of Sumera. A creature we had thought only alegend, but who
we see amongst us now as a creature of terrible reality. One whose power is beyond our imagining.” Her
voice was still soft and steady, and her command of her listeners was now absolute. She held out her
hand to indicate Idoman.

‘Even as| wastold of this| knew itstruth beyond doubt. And | found solacein it. Great solace.” She
leaned forward, hands extended in powerful emphasis. ‘ Did you think that such as Rgoric could be
downed by aman? Did you think that Fyorlund could be so reduced by aman? To belaid so low by the
acts of aman would be adishonour indeed, but to stand unbowed after a such blows from such a
creature tels us that he has missed the heart of people utterly and that now, asin timeslong gone, heis
neither invincible nor infalible, and that both he . . . and hisMaster.” She pointed northwards. * Can be
defeated.’

Thehdl wasdlent.

‘For even with histreachery and cunning, he could not bind forever the will of your king. He could not
hide forever from thelight of truth. And even with his vaunted, city-crushing power he could not destroy
the determination of peopleto stand against him. To oppose him utterly.’

Eldric moved to her sde.

‘By your Law,” Sylvriss continued, ‘| am now your ruler. But none has ever sat the throne of Fyorlund
without the word of the people and | would hear yours now.’

There was a stir among the crowd, but Sylvriss silenced it with agesture.

‘But know this. Asyour ruler or not, | shall oppose this creature and his master as Rgoric did. To the
end. | shall oppose him for the sake of the Fyordyn, the Orthlundyn, the Riddinvolk.” She paused and
laid her hand on her stomach. ‘ For the sake of al peoples. For if we who know him do not oppose him,
then who will?

Then, dowly, she held out Hawklan’ sblack sword horizontally, her left hand gripping its scabbard. ‘ This
sword comes out of Orthlund. Orthlund, whose care we have so recklessy neglected. It isthe sword of

Hawklan. A man. With it he faced the wrath of Oklar. He has paid a price that we cannot yet fathom, but
he lives and he recovers, and even in his dreams he reaches out and aids us. Truth and help have cometo



us unasked. Who can say what forces are stirring now? We have dlowed evil to grow in our midst
because of our blindness. Let us not now be blind to the good which has awakened a so, for in not seeing
it, wewill bind it.

Her right hand came up and, gripping the hilt of the sword, she drew it and held it high above her head.
‘| cannot pledge you this sword. Such apledgeisnot mineto give. But | pledge you my sword arm and
my spirit to follow the path that this sword has begun to cut through the choking weeds that have fouled
our way for solong.’

Before the crowd could respond, she turned round and faced the Lords on the platform and looked at
eschinturn.

Then she kndlt down. * Do you want such a Queen, Lords? she said quietly, bowing her head. Eldric
drew hissword and offered it hilt first to her. Shelaid her hand on it. Each of the Lords did likewise and
Idoman remembered how they in turn had knelt before the Goraidin and the High Guardsto sedl sucha
pledge.

While Sylvrisswas ill knedling, Eldric moved to the front of the platform. *Isthisthewill of youdl? he
sad smply and quietly.

Idoman Sarted vishly asagreat cry burst out from the previoudy silent crowd. Then, spontaneoudly,
from no source that Idoman could see, they were dl singing. A rhythmic and stirring song unfamiliar to
Idoman but obvioudy to no one ese. Despite that, however, the massed voices were so powerful that he
felt hispulseracing in excitement at the sound.

Then on aclimactic chord the song was finished and the ordered harmony fragmented into equaly loud
cheering and shouting. Idoman looked round at the others on the platform. Without exception they were
flushed and damp-eyed. Eldric cleared histhroat awkwardly. ‘ Didn't expect that,” he said to the others.
‘Marvdlous’

|doman turned to Arinndier.

‘It sthe Emin Rithid,” Arinndier said, anticipating his question. * Supposed to have been sung by the
warriors of the Iron Ring at the Last Battle” He was obvioudy deeply moved. ‘It means agreat ded to
us as apeople. That was most unexpected. | ...

He cleared histhroat noisly and, with anod, directed Idoman’ s attention to Sylvriss, now risng to her
feet. She shesthed Hawklan's sword and held it out to Idoman.

‘Thank you,” she said to him, then, to the still noisy crowd. * This sword must return now to itstrue
owner, but we have swords of our own which will serve our needswell enough. I’ll leave you now to
your Speaking. Let it be open and honest, and when at the end you turn your faces forward, let it be not
only with the hope you' ve just expressed but in the knowledge that more than just Rgoric’ s spirit lives
on’

She placed her hand on her somach again. ‘I carry his child. Spread the word through the countryside.
Theline of the Lords of the Iron Ring is unbroken. Let it be athread of brightnessin these dark times, a
thread to weave the rope that will bind the awful creature that would seize not only our land but our very
hearts’

Chapter 13



The council chamber of the Cadwanol was sparsely decorated, |ow-ceilinged and circular with many
doors around the wall; al were open. Between them, mirror stones brought bright clear window images
of the surrounding Riddin countryside into the room. Rolling foothills spread out to the south like a
heaving sea caught by some great whim of nature and held motionless, while to the east, sparse
grasdands shimmered into the distant horizon, where athin bright line betrayed the presence of the
ocean. Dominating the scene however, were the surrounding crags and peaks of the approachesto the
grim Pass of Elewart; adaunting sight even in the bright sunshine that had greeted Andawyr’ s awakening.

Not given to excessive protocol at the best of times, the senior brothers of the Cadwanol were amost
childlikeinther enthusasm at the return of their leader, bustling around him, gpplauding, laughing, al
talking at once, and generdly impeding his progress.

Smiling broadly, Andawyr shook as many of the proffered hands as he could and acknowledged such
comments as he managed to hear beforefindly reaching hischair of office.

‘Brothers, brothers,” he shouted, laughing as he sat down gratefully. * A modicum of dignity please. Rest
assured I’ m as happy to be here as you seem to be to see me. There' s been many atimein the past
when I’ ve roundly cursed some of you, but there' ve been more of late when | thought I’ d never liveto
see any of you again, and was the sadder for it.’

The din abated alittle and he closed his eyes and luxuriated in the comfort of hischair. ‘| aways thought
of mysdlf as someone who valued truly what he had, but | think that can perhaps never really be the case,
try aswe may. Sufficeit that | value many smple things even more highly than | did, and whatever
resolution | had in the past to fulfil my role here as your leader isincreased tenfold.’

He smiled at the familiar faces surrounding him. Then reluctantly, he pressed on, *However, take your
segts brothers. I'm afraid we have weightier mattersto discuss.’

Subdued somewhat by the change in histone, but still happy, the brothers moved to their respective
seats arranged in awide circle at the centre of the room. Discreetly, Andawyr watched each in turn as
they settled down. Asusual, al of the senior brothers were present.

There was abrief slence, during which he squeezed the remains of his nose between histhumb and
forefinger reflectively, then a surge of questionswelled up from nowhere and broke over him likean
ocean wave and he had to lift hishand for silence.

‘ After so long in the darkness, it’satrue joy to be here again, anongst such friends,” he said, pushing
himsdlf upright in hischair. ‘But you' |l haveto ligenin slenceawhileif I'm to answer any of your
questions. After that | suspect we'll have plenty to talk about.’

The questions ebbed away.

Andawyr twisted round in his chair and, resting his head on his hand, looked round at each of hisfriends
inturn. His battered face became thoughtful and anxious.

‘It'sodd, redly, he said, dmost to himsdlf, * but the hardest question I’ ve had to face over the past
weeks. . . months, —he waved hisfree hand vaguely —‘is“Why me? Why now?"’ His eyes continued
their progress around the circle. ‘I’ ve found no answer. Possibly thereisn't one, other than the ancient
soldier’ s consolation —we do what we do because we are where we are. For what it sworth, as your
leader, | counsdl you not to accept the burden of these questions, however tempting it may seem, but to



bring your minds as quickly asyou can to the real, immediate and dangerous problems we face’

Someone coughed impatiently. Andawyr eyed him narrowly. ‘| accept your rebuke, brother Ryath,” he
growled ingncerdly. ‘I’ m blathering —avoiding theissue. I'll cometo the point. And quickly.’

Odang leaned forward to speak, but Andawyr stopped him.

‘I'm afraid there’ s no gentle way this news can be broken,” he said. ‘And it may aswell betold quickly
asdowly.” Then he paused and took a deep bregth. * Brothers, our worst fears have been fulfilled. The
Second Coming is upon us. Sumerd isrisen again. His Uhriel are abroad and probably have been for
sometime, doing who-knows-what harm. Derras Ustramel isrebuilt and, | presume, isgrowing daily
with His power. Brothers, we are a war.’

Uproar filled the room the ingtant he finished speaking and severa of the brotherslegpt to their feet.
Andawyr made no effort to stop the confusion, but sat motionless until, gradually, under the weight of his
dlenceit died away. Helooked regretfully at his now agitated companions.

‘Come now, my friends, thiscan’t be so great ashock,” he said gently. ‘ There' s been an unease growing
for many yearsnow. You dl know that. We' ve dl fdt it, but none of us—mysdlf included — have dared
to face what we knew might have beenitsred cause. Now, starting with my own persond orded at the
Gretmearc and my sudden return bearing my unexpected . . . attacker . . . circumstances have begun to
forcethat redlity on us unequivocdly.’

Ryath stood up suddenly. ‘ Redlly, thiskind of nonsenseistoo much, Andawyr,” hesaid. ‘We' vedl
discussed what might have happened to you at the Gretmearc while you werein Narsindal, and while |
don’t want to seem unkind, | for onefed you should rest more before you come to the Council .’

Andawyr looked at him, but did not speak. Ryath continued, beginning to fed conspicuous. ‘ There've
aways been individuas who' ve come upon some of the secrets of the Old Power.” He gestured vaguely.
“Y ou encountered one such at the Gretmearc. An able one admittedly if he could control thet . . " He
hesitated. ‘ That bird. But it's thrown you off-balance. That and your wild-headed trip into Narsindd with
barely aword of proper explanation has been too much for you. As| said, you should rest before you
speak so hadtily. You can't possibly . . .’

‘Please, Ryath, listen,” Andawyr interrupted him quietly. ‘1 understand your concern.” Helooked round
at the others. ‘| understand al your concerns. But thisis not an academic debate. Ryath, you and | have
had somefine, if heated, disputesin the past, and I’ ve vaued them. But times are truly changed. We're
no longer friends talking about scholastic matters—theories, ideas, learned flights of speculation. We're
Cadwanwr, guardians of the knowledge given to our ancient predecessors by Ethriss, and the only
people in the world who can oppose Sumera and His Uhrid with the Old Power until Ethrissand the
Guardians themselves can be found and awakened.’

Ryath, uncertain, pulled awry face asif disiressed to see aloved friend so deluded. In an untypica
expression of impatience, Andawyr dapped the arm of his chair. * Ryath, you know how highly | respect
your many skills. | could ask you to trust my judgement in this matter, and | know you would, abeit
reluctantly. But I’ll not do that. It wouldn't be right — not between you and me. Just know this’

He lifted his hand dightly towards Ryath, who sat down suddenly asif pushed. Taking hold of the arms
of hischair hetried to rise, but could not. Closing his eyesin concentration, he mouthed something
slently. Thear between himsdlf and Andawyr seemed to tingle, but still he could not rise. Instead he
seemed to be pressed further into his sedt.



Andawyr lowered his hand, and Ryath was released, red-faced and dightly breathless.
There were cries of dismay around the circle. * That was completely unnecessary,” Odang said angrily.

Andawyr ignored him. *Ryath,” he said sharply. ‘I’ m sorry about that, but you understand now, don't
you? Tdl them.’

Ryath dropped hishead onto hishand. ‘I can’t, hesaid. ‘| can’t describe that. I’ ve never felt such
power. Y ou’ ve aways been more powerful than therest of us, but that . . " He shook hishead. ‘What's
happened to you?

‘I'velearned,” Andawyr said smply. ‘Nothing more, nothing less. When my time of trid came at the
Gretmearc, | learned. Found resources | never imagined | possessed. Areyou al right? Ryath nodded
and made areassuring gesture.

Odang however, wasless easly mallified. ‘ That was till unnecessary, Andawyr,” he said, il angry.
‘Thisisa Council meeting. Explain your conduct towards brother Ryath immediately and explain why you
made no mention of thisnew . . . knowledge when you returned from the Gretmearc.’

‘Iwill askyou to trust my judgement, Odang,” Andawyr replied. ‘I'll ask you to wait until I’ ve spoken.
Ryath knowswhy | did what | did, don’t you Ryath?

‘It wasavivid lesson, well taught,” Ryath answered. ‘I’ m not offended, brother Odang, truly.’

Andawyr turned back to Odang. ‘ Asfor why | never mentioned my new knowledge,” he began. *Well,
as | remember, we were al rather too busy desling with our . . . guest, to indulgein debate. And, in truth,
| see now that | wastoo bewildered to understand fully what had happened to me. All 1 knew wasthat |
must learn about fire by thrusting my hand into it

Odang grimaced at the sudden pain in Andawyr’ s voice.
‘And did you learn? he said softly.

Andawyr nodded. ‘Ohyes,’ hesaid. ‘And shortly I'll teach you what | can, though less painfully | hope.
But I’ ve no new knowledge to share with you my friends, only a clearer understanding of what | already
knew. A clearer vison. The obvious becomes obvious again. | apologize for my demonstration, but it
was necessary. Timeisagainst us and smply can’t be squandered on needless debate. | chose my words
carefully. We are at war. Metaphoricdly at least, we must lay aside our pensfor our swords. We must
fulfil the duties that Ethrisslaid on our order solong ago.’

Severd of the brothers again stood up to speak, but Andawyr silenced them with awave of his hand.
‘Ligten,” he said, looking at each in turn. * And think. I’ [l be asbrief as1 can, but | must tell you again
what happened at the Gretmearc, then what happened in Narsinda, and you too must be prepared to
re-examine what you think you aready know.’

He paused briefly to collect histhoughts. ‘ Even my being at the Gretmearc was unusua. Y ou know that.
| very rarely go there, but some spirit moved me, and | went. We'll not speculate on why | should
choose to go thereinstead of one of the student brothers, but it isafactor to colour our thoughts.
However, when | arrived, there was a strange shifting aura about the place. Then one night outside my
tent landed araven, araven with awooden leg, araven that talked, that told me he was searching for his



friend, aheder, Hawklan, key-holder to Anderras Darion no less, and bearer of ablack sword that had
fdlen at hisfeet in the Armoury of that place. A man drawn mysterioudly to the Gretmearc by astrange
corruption he had seen. A corruption that had been brought into the heart of Orthlund.’

Helooked round at hisaudience. ‘How could | not help such atale-bearer search for such aman? Well,
after we' d wandered hither and thither for some time, the aurathat had pricked and teased mefor so
many days, vanished.” He snapped hisfingers. ‘ Focussed itsdlf into one clear, foul emanation. | could
hardly believeit, it was o gppalling. Like aghastly beacon. And when wefound itsheart . . .

He leaned forward and, resting his elbows on his knees, cradled his head in his hands, hiseyeswide at
the remembered pain. ‘| suddenly felt asthough | werein anightmare and that I’ d wake up soonin my
bed. But it wasthere. In front of me. Vrwystin A Kaethio — the beast that binds. He hesitated, asif
reluctant to go on. ‘It' safearful enough thing to read of such creatures, but to seeone. . .” Heclosed his
eyes. ‘| was so frightened. Every part of me wanted to turn and run—run and run —forever. But |
couldn’t. Some deep folly or deeper wisdom just propelled meright into itslair without avestige of
preparation, the bird at my shoulder.’

He shook hishead. ‘| barely remember the rest. Playing the innocent clown | managed to do some
damage and suddenly the man was free, attacking the creature with his black sword.” He swung his hand
from sideto side, hisface dive with wonder. ‘ It was Ethriss ssword, as| live. | hed it in my own hands
later, and felt its power. And such ablow he ddlivered. And such a scream that creature uttered asiit
died, if dying iswhat such abominationsdo.” He closed hiseyesagain.

Odang reached out and laid ahand on hisarm. Andawyr covered it gratefully with his own hand.

‘And its keeper — even weakened and demented at this destruction of his soul-mate — had power such
as|’verarely felt from one man.” He fingered the cord of hisrobe and looked again at hislisteners, his
face suddenly camer. ‘ That waswhen | learned again dl that I d ever been taught.’

Henodded a Ryath. * Y our comment wasfair, Ryath, but thiswas no dilettante dabbler who'd
happened by chance on afew tricks with the Old Power. Thiswas a powerful and skilled mage, abeit, |
fear, only an apprentice.” He shook hishead. ‘| wouldn't have wished to encounter him at his best. Even
after | downed him and scattered the creature slair, he found usin my inner quarters.’

‘Theeye cdled him, Odang said, part-question, part-statement.

Andawyr nodded. * Yes. The eye of Vrwystin A Goleg, the beast that seesdl. That at least, you' ve seen
—and fdlt.” He shook hishead again. *Y ou know the appalling price that must have been paid by perhaps
hundreds of people to recreate and fetter the Vrwystin A Kaethio. And who was known for his use of
that creasture and the Vrwystin A Goleg?

Hefdl slent, but the question wasrhetoricd. ‘ Oklar,” he continued. * So went my reasoning. And if
Oklar is awake, then He too must be. And the man Hawklan, who tore himsdlf free from the maw of the
Kaethio and dew it? Who was he? He' s gentle and peaceful, yet hismind is closed by a strange power
and he has strange inner resources.” He leaned forward. ‘ Consider. Y ou can imagine the condition of his
arm after being absorbed by the Kagethio. It was gppalling. Y et it was hedlable. | felt those inner
resources responding even as | wove.’

Andawyr clenched hisfist. * So many things, brothers, so many. Small wonder | was nearly witlesswhen
| returned. A hedler, from Ethriss s castle, bearing Ethriss s sword, watched and hunted in amanner that
only Oklar would — could — use. Pluswhat | mysdlf felt. What else could | conclude? The room was



dlent. ‘ The man isEthrissreturned, as| live. But dormant in someway. How else could al these things
be? And the other conclusions. If Oklar were avake so then must He be. How could | see dl these
wonders and horror and not go searching for its source? And where else but in Narsindal?

Through the window openings the shadows of late summer clouds could be seen marching dowly over
the undulating countryside. But insde the council chamber, al was dtill. Held by the power of Andawyr’'s
telling, no one moved, no one spoke.

When Andawyr began again, hisvoice was very soft. ‘| sought out some of the Mandroc familiesthat |
used to be familiar with many years ago, but they were gone from their norma hunting ranges. No sign.
So | went further in. The plains were dive with bands of armed Mandrocs and black liveried men.” There
was a tir among the brothers, but Odang silenced it with agesture.

‘Worse than that, though,” Andawyr continued. * The place was dive with His presence.” He shuddered.
‘He iswith us, beyond doubt. And strong. It defies me that we should have been so blind for so long.
These things are not the happenings of months or even years.” He waved his own thought aside and
looked again at his cord.

‘I turned back. Fled, in aword. But even in full knowledge, we' re not above foolishness. Despite His
presence | used the Old Power to give mysdf alittle light and warmth in that benighted place.” Andawyr
folded hisarms around himsdlf asif bitterly chilled. ‘| wasin the mountains by then, you understand, and
deep. Not so foolish asto be on or even near the surface. But He felt my presence and found me. And
bound me like the merest insect. But for the depth at which | had hidden, He could have made me walk
to Hisvery castle, had He chosen.” Hefel silent, but again no one spoke. It was asif the dank chill of
Narsindal and His appaling touch had reached into this, the very heart of the Cadwanol’ s strength.

‘And it was only because | was so deep that his. .. men. .. Mandrocs. . . couldn’t find me. | heard
them searching. Passing nearby, but they always missed me, though by what chance |l can’'t say. It was
from them that | heard of therisng of Derras Ustramel.’

Heleaned forward, hisvoice intense. ‘ Alone in the darkness and in my pain, | passed through many
moods. But twice, a my very lowest, | saw the man Hawklan again. Saw him asclearly as| see you.
And | felt his presence. Both times he gave me comfort and on the second he actualy reached out and
caught mewhen truly | thought al hope had gone. And He fdlt him too. For His presence camein
Hawklan' swake. But I’ d been given anew tillness and though His binding still surrounded me, it was
uncertain.’

Andawyr’ s face became pained and anxious. Hisvoicefdl even lower. ‘ And the third timel saw him —
though thistime, in someway he reached out to mefor my aid — Sumera’ s hold left me. Abruptly. No
gradual lessening. It just disgppeared. His attention was € sewhere, and massively so. And then Hawklan
was therein front of me.” He began to speak dowly, hiseyes narrowed, asif he were watching the scene
again. ‘ There were othersthere, | think, but in truth hewas done. And facing Oklar — Oklar indl his
power, but hurt somehow, | felt, and about to release someterrible blow in hisrage.” Eyes now suddenly
wide, Andawyr put his handsto hismouth in terror. ‘ He was defenceless. | shouted to him to use his
sword, but . . .’

Hefdl slent.
‘What happened? Odang ventured after a moment.

Sowly, hiseyes till wide, Andawyr shook hishead. ‘1 don’t know. Just as suddenly | wasalone again



in the empty darkness, surrounded by the dying echoes of my own shouting. Quite done, | don’t know
how long | stood there before | fully redlized where | was, and what had happened, but when | did, |
forgot Hawklan and everything else, and just ran. Ran and ran.” His hand came up to cover hisface.

“Y our precious leader ran like afrightened child. Who knows whét cave lore guided me out of the depths
and brought me towards the Pass? When | came to my senses, | could think of only two things. At no
matter what cost, | must return and tell you everything and | must not use the Old Power for whatever
reason — expect perhaps my own death. Just those two things.’

Helowered hishand and looked again at hisfriends. ‘ That was another learning, my friends. Travelling
fearfully in the darknessinsde the mountains, guided only by my cavelore. Traveling fearfully from
shadow to shadow when | had to travel on the surface. And then the Pass, and one foot in front of the
other, on and on, with who knew what at my back, for day after day. Outside, the endless. . . voices,
the discourse. Insde, the darkness again. To be honest | can remember very little of the journey.’

Y ou were digtraught and very weak when we found you,” Odang said reassuringly. ‘But al’ swell
now.’

Andawyr nodded. ‘Yesand no,” hesaid. ‘I’'m dive and I’m aware now of the danger, but I'm aware
too of our weakness, and I’ ve no idea of the fate of Hawklan.’

Abruptly histrids seemed to overwhem him and his voice became dmost desperate. ‘ At itsfinest the
Cadwanol couldn’t stand against Sumeral unaided, and if Oklar struck down Ethrisswhile he dept in that
form then he' d have doomed him to millennia of darkness!’

‘If the man Hawklan isindeed Ethriss, then such ablow might well have wakened him.” The speaker
was Atelon, a Riddinwr and anewcomer to the ranks of the senior brothers. * Perhaps Ethriss had
Hawklan go therefor that precise reason.’

Andawyr looked at him pensively for sometime. ‘ That' strue,” hesaid. * And it’ satimely thought. We
should aways remind oursalves that we re only mortals, and the subtleties and powers of the likes of
Ethrissand Sumerd are well beyond our understanding. But | doubt Ethrisswould volunteer his. . . host
... hisbearer . . . tothe maw of Vrwystin A Kaethio, and while we might not have noted his passing
from thisage, we d certainly have noticed hiswakening.’

Atelon bowed in acknowledgement.

‘Then again,” Andawyr muttered softly, ‘if Ethriss were gone from uswouldn’'t we surely have felt His
presence by now? Rampant in triumph?

Hefdl dlent for sometime, then abruptly he turned to Odang. ‘1 don’t suppose you sent anyone to
Anderras Darion as | asked? he said.

Odang shook hishead. ‘No, I'm sorry,” he said. “We d no small problem with the eye of the Goleg that
you brought back. And . .." He hesitated. ‘ To be frank, as Ryath said, we doubted you. Y ou passed
through like amountain storm, left uswith a string of rambling suppositions and that abomination, and
then you were gone. We dl thought the unexpected encounter with the Goleg had unbalanced you
temporarily and that after aday or so in the Pass you' d be back.’

Andawyr grimaced in self-reproach. “Well, | can't criticize you for that, | suppose. I’ ve been at the heart
of these events and even | have difficulty in accepting their redity now I'm back herein our old familiar
surroundings.” He dapped thearms of his chair affectionatdly. * Still, comforting surroundings or no, a



new redity has cometo pass and we must face it squarely.” He looked at Ryath and smiled almost
mischievoudy. ‘| know my tal€' s strange, and lacks the niceties you' d gppreciate, so I'll not ask you if
you' ve any questions, only —do you have any doubts?

Ryath shook hishead. ‘No,” he said. *Y ou're not what you were. I’ ve got more questionsthan | can
count, but I'm afraid | believe you utterly even though I’ d rather not.’

‘Thank you, Ryath,” Andawyr said, bowing. Then to therest, * Do any of you have any doubts about my
tae?

Odlang shook hishead. *No, Andawyr,” he said. ‘ Don’t be concerned. We too are not what we were.
Controlling the eye of the Goleg shook some of us quite severely, and don’t forget, we saw the state you
werein at the end of your journey, and listened to your ramblingsfor severd days.” Heleaned forward
sgnificantly. * And don’t forget too how deep you were, even when we alowed you to wake again.’

Andawyr nodded and smiled. *Yes, of course’ he said. ‘ Forgive my arrogance in imagining that | was
the only one who could learn anything new round here.” Then he laughed outright and his sudden humour
Spread round the circle.

‘Look,” he said, pointing to the window openings. ‘ The sun till shines. Those hillsand plainsand the
ocean over there teem with Ethriss s great gift of life. Some power has arisen in Orthlund, as unseen and
unsung as Sumera himsdlf. The Muster rides strong as ever to guard the Pass. The Fyordyn High Guard
will guard the passesthat breech their northern boundary . . .’

Odang raised astaying hand. ‘ There are rumours abroad of . . . strange. . . happeningsin Fyorlund,” he
said. ‘ That the High Guards of the Lords have been replaced by black-liveried guards such asyou
described in Narsindal

Andawyr inclined his head to catch this message, but hisflow continued, redirected. Y es, rumours,
rumours,” he said. ‘In that one word, perhaps you have the crux of our neglect.’

‘Neglect? Odang echoed.
‘Neglect,” Andawyr confirmed.
‘Why arewe dl here? he asked suddenly.

Odang shrugged vaguely at this unexpected question. ‘We continue the work of our predecessors
appointed by Ethriss againgt the Second Coming of Sumeral,” he recited.

Andawyr accepted and dismissed the answer. ‘Y es, but why arewe al here?

Odang scowled. ‘Redlly,” he said. *What do you mean?

Andawyr opened hispamswide. ‘Wearedlhere |’ hesad. ‘At least aquarter of usshould beout in
theworld. Travelling, learning, watching, listening. How long have we been like this? Skulking in our hole
inthe ground. Sitting here staring out of the windows and listening to gossip and rumour isno way to

increase our knowledge and even less of away to fulfil our duty to watch for the Second Coming.’

There was some awkward shuffling around the circle. ‘1 think you' re exaggerating,” Ryath said, mildly
indignant. ‘ There' susualy someone out travelling. We' re dl here now largely becauseof you.. .



Andawyr rounded on him, mildly scornful. ‘I’m probably the widest travelled one among us, but where
do | get to? Round and about Riddin, and mainly northern Riddin at that. Gossiping with our neighbours,

buying supplies’
‘And Narsindal,” someone said, defending hisleader againgt his own assaullt.

‘Yes, Narsindal,” Andawyr agreed reflectively. ‘ But gpart from my recent escapade, how long ago isit
snceany of ustravelled any distance? Too long by far. And who here can claim an undying interest in
Mandroc lore?

His humour faded and he screwed up hisface asthe significance of his complaint began to make itsalf
fdt.

‘Why hasthis happened? he said anxioudy, dmost to himself. ‘When | was a student here | travelled
with severd of the senior brothers. We went everywhere. Up into Narsindal to study the place generdly
and to keep contact with at least some of the Mandroc families. South, right through Riddin. I’ ve been
through Fyorlund, seen Vakloss, bustling and busy — marvelous. We even trailed out to Narsindavak
once and saw the Watch patrols coming and going. Talked with the Commander there. I’ ve been across
to Orthlund. Seen little Pedhavin and its carvers, and Anderras Darion with its Great Gate standing silent
and closed. I’ ve caught the fisherman’ sferriesover into Eirthland . .

He stopped again and looked at the others. ‘Most of us did the same, didn’t we? In differing degrees.
How did we suddenly cometo beso . . . housebound . . . parochid . . . so tiny and fearful in our ways?

No one volunteered an answer. ‘I’ m beginning to wonder if in some way Hiswill has bound us even
here,’ he continued.

There were murmurs of denia from hislisteners, but they were haf-hearted. Andawyr nodded. ‘ Yes;
hesaid. ‘I'm sailing near the truth, aren’t I? Fine guardians of knowledge we are. Protectors of Ethriss's
charge. Anderras Darion has stood open for twenty years, and we didn’t know! Resources were
marshaled somewhereto recreaste aVrwystin A Kaethio, and we didn’t know! The eyesof Viwystin A
Goleg flew among us, and we didn’t see them until one of them sat up and bit usl And we sit in lofty
isolation, nurturing our existing knowledge like cows chewing cud. Gazing out over the countryside and
waiting for rumoursto arrive’

He stood up, suddenly angry. ‘ In Ethriss's name, what have we become? he shouted. ‘What have we
done? Then equally suddenly hisvoice fell and reaching back he leaned heavily on the arm of hischair.
‘What havel done? Thisismy fault.

Helowered himsdf into his chair, his face shocked.

Therewas an unessy silencein the room as the assembled brothers|ooked to each other for guidance.
Andawyr’ s denunciation had welled up from nowhere and struck them like a stinging winter squall. Now
their leader sat slent and stunned, seemingly overwhelmed by what he saw as his own guilt.

Ryath’ s voice cut through the tenson, forceful and stern. * Nonsense, Andawyr,” hesaid. ‘You're
over-amplifying again. And you' re being too emotiona. Y ou' re right about our neglect. It sagrim
picture and al the more so because it’s so blatantly obvious now.” He stood up and walked acrossto
Andawyr. ‘But you' re wrong about your responsbility. It's been a collective neglect. We each know the
duties of the Order, we each know we must fulfil them. Y ou're our guide, not our keeper.’



Andawyr looked up a him, hisface till pained. Ryath continued relentlesdy. ‘ Asfor the cause of this
neglect, that’ sirrdlevant. Beit Hishand or our folly, we' ve neither fact nor rumour to help usthere.
Sufficeit that we see it now and our duty isto act, not to conjecture. Y ou' re the only person who's
remotely suited to be our leader. Do what you're best at —lead.” He sivung his arm around the watching
circle. ‘ Teach these your new knowledge, as you taught me. Help us correct our lapse, whatever its
cause. Don’'t compound it by walowing in sdif pity.’

Severd of the brothers gasped at the bluntness of Ryath’slast remark, and Odang roseto intervene.
Andawyr’ s distressed expression vanished and for an instant his face became thunderous. Ryath
grimaced asif anticipating ablow, but he held both his ground and Andawyr’ s gaze.

After amoment Andawyr said sharply. ‘ Sit down, Ryath. Y ou’ re talking out of turn again.’

Ryath resumed his set, hisface pale but satisfied. Andawyr glowered round the circle. ‘ Does anyone
else here agree with brother Ryath? he asked stonily.

Odang raised his hand immediately, and one by one so did each of the brothers, some more tentatively
than others.

Andawyr’sgrim look gradually faded into one of resignation. ‘Y ou'reright Ryath,” hesaid quietly. ‘1 am
too emotiond. I'm probably off-balance after everything that’ s happened if the truth be told. | gpologize
toyou al for my outburst.’

Thetension in the room eased.

‘Let’sget down to businessthen,” Andawyr said purposefully. ‘“We' Il work out the details later, but
these are my first thoughts. We must send someone to Anderras Darion as amatter of the greatest
urgency to find out what' s been happening there and, if possible, what’ s happened to Hawklan.” He
turned to Odang. ‘ Have aword with theloca Muster Lines, they’ll probably be willing to help us across
country.” Odang nodded.

‘Then | think someone’ s going to have to footdog through the mountainsto Fyorlund.’

‘What? said Odang in disbdlief. *It' [l be winter soon.’

Andawyr waved the objection aside. ‘Detailslater,” he said. ‘It’ s been done before. And we'll haveto
tell Urthryn down in Dremark. HE Il probably need some convincing, but at least the Muster won't need
much sharpening up. Next, we' Il have to establish watching stones dong the Pass.” He paused and
breathed out noisily. ‘ That’ s going to be dangerous at the north end, but we can't avoid it. We must have
someeyesinto Narsinda.’

‘Thefdcismight help there Atdon intruded.

Andawyr nodded. ‘ Indeed they might,’” he said. “We musin't forget our ancient dlies. They could prove
to beinvauable’

He stood up. ‘ Brothers, forgive me. I'd like to go to my quarters. | need to rest and meditate for alittle
while. Could | ask you to stay here and begin planning these journeysimmediately?

He paused as he moved out of the circle towards one of the open doors. ‘ Three thingsremain,” he said.



‘As Ryath has suggested. If it can be taught, I’ [l teach you al | can of my new knowledge, or at least start
to teach it, though Ethriss knows how. Secondly we must begin to accept that we are at war, and in great
danger. Sumerd felt my presence and will suspect our existence. And Oklar will know that it was no
village bird catcher that bound the eye of the Goleg and struck down the keeper of hisVrwystin A
Kaethio. They’ll be searching for us constantly now. We can look to sometrials of strength and cunning.
Be open. Be aware.’

‘And the third matter? Odang asked.

‘Yes,' said Andawyr dowly. ‘ The third matter. While we seek to marsha our physica resources, we
must remember that they will be as nothing unless Sumeral and His Uhriel can betruly opposed.’

The room became very dlent.

‘Brothers,” Andawyr concluded. ‘We must go to the heart of our duty. We must seek for the Guardians
and awaken them.’

Chapter 14

The glow of the furnace further reddened Loman’ s aready flushed face and went on to paint his shadow
grotesquely acrossthe wall and celling of hisforge. There, another shadow mingled with it to complete
the painting and turn it into asmall dark mountain range.

The acrid tang of hot metd filled the forge and the furnace murmured restfully to itself, the radiant stones
occasondly chuckling and rearranging themsdvesin asmdl flurry of sparks.

Loman straightened up and wiped agrimy arm across his glistening forehead. He did not liketo be
disturbed when he was working.

‘What? he asked, irritably.

The mountains shifted ominoudy as Gulda, scowling, lifted her head to look a him beadily. The master
smith rested the head of his hammer on hisanvil and, leaning on it, met her gaze. ‘| beg your pardon,
Memsa,” he said, with painstaking downess and great ingncerity. ‘| didn’t catch what you said.’

‘I said, “Do you have any children around here who can sing properly?”’ Gulda repeated, echoing his
tone and manner.

Loman looked at her carefully for amoment asif gill uncertain that he had heard correctly. ‘ Singers? he
sad tentatively. Guldaraised an eyebrow and fidgeted with her stick.

Loman sniffed, and gpplied hisfoot to a belows pump, making the furnace roar contentedly. The radiant
stonesturned quickly from red to yellow and in their waxing light Loman smiled faintly. Gulda seyes
narrowed.

‘“What in the world do you want singersfor, Memsa? Loman shouted.

Gulda craned forward crosdy to hear him.

‘Don’t answer my question with another one, young Loman,” she shouted. * And stop that noise’’



As asked, Loman stopped pumping abruptly, leaving the forge suddenly silent. Gulda, however,
continued at full volume for amoment. * Just tell me. . .” Loman looked at her innocently astherest of her
reply did through an involuntary and incongruous diminuendo to awhispered conclusion, *. . . if you've
any children round herewho can sing well.’

He nodded thoughtfully. ‘ Try Otaff,” he whispered back, before she could recover fully. *He looks after
the Festivals. Usualy manages to wring some semblance of atune out of the raucouslittle devils, though
don't ask me where hefinds the patience. Not our strong point really, snging,” he added plessantly.

Then, smiling, he turned away from her and began rattling noisily through the metallic clutter littering a
nearby work-bench. Gulda eyed his back suspicioudy, then, muttering something to hersdlf, turned and
clumped towards the door.

She paused at the door asif to say something, but Loman was seemingly engrossed in some task and
she thought better of it.

Asshe closad it behind her, Loman smiled to himself broadly.

‘Not in here, Memsa," he said, pumping the bellows mightily and placing astrip of meta on the glowing
stones. Y ou might own the rest of the world, but there are more tricks to smithing than just shaping
metd.’

* *x k% %

Although Loman had rightly anticipated Guldain saying that they must seek out the Alphraan, that had
effectively been the end of his contribution. Apart from wandering vaguedy through the mountains,
shouting, as one might search for alost child, he had no other inspiration asto how it should be done, and
he knew better than to voice such aproposal in front of Gulda. If these. . . people. . . existed, they’d
been in the mountains for unknown generations and wherever they lived was hidden well beyond chance
finding.

Gulda, however, had been little wiser than he, and their discussion into ways and means had soon
foundered. * Isthere anything in the book that might help? he had suggested eventualy.

Guldahad pouted thoughtfully. ‘I’ [l have another look, but | doubt it,” she had said. And that had been
that, for thetime being.

Then, just acouple of days ago, stepping through the wicket in the Great Gate, Loman had glanced
round to see agroup of gpprentices anxioudy holding the bottoms of three long ladders. Hisfirgt reaction
had been to deliver an instant and severe rebuke for what he presumed to be some prank or other, but
his eye had been drawn inexorably upwards, both by the doping ladders, and by the intensity of gathered
apprentices.

At the top, stepping resolutely from ladder to ladder, was Gulda. She was apparently examining some of
the carvings on the Great Gate. Loman’s mouth fell open.

Recovering himsdf, he walked across to the group. ‘What' sgoing on? he demanded sternly. Startled,
two of the boys spun round. Loman looked skywards. ‘ Don't let go of the ladder, young men,” he said
quietly. ‘Memsawill not be pleased.’

Unequivoca confirmation of this observation floated down from above, followed by, ‘' Loman, get



yoursdlf up hereand look at this’

A titter threatened to bloom out of the gathered apprentices but it shrivelled instantly under Loman’s
baeful gaze.

He examined the feet of the three ladders. They werewell founded on the hard ground. * There’ s nothing
to fasten them to up there, sir, so we tied them together at the top and middle,” one of the apprentices
volunteered.

Asevery sudent knows, nothing softens the heart of ateacher like alesson learned. *Well done;’
Loman said with asmile, placing hisfoot on thefirst rung.

When he reached the top, however, he was less sanguine. He was not too disturbed by heights, but
looking down the vertiginous perspective of the Gate, he could not forbear asking the obvious question of
his neighbour. ‘Memsa, what are you doing up here?

Asusud, however, Guldaignored the question. ‘ Can’t you climb aladder without rocking it so much?
she said, then pointing to asection of carving, ‘Look, here. Thistook somefinding. For araven, Gavor
must have eyeslike ahawk. Look, it' svery interesting. Most informetive.’

Loman looked closely at the area she was marking out with along finger. It was quite smal and, likethe
rest of the Gate, beautifully carved. However the symbolism of the carving that filigreed the Gate was
both compact and intricate, and few could read it quickly or easily. ‘It'll take alittle time to work through
this, hesaid.

‘No matter,” shesaid. ‘I’ vegot the gist of it. Enough to think about for now. Mark it out and get a
cadting for me. I'd like to study it more carefully.’

‘Yes, Memsa,’ Loman replied automatically, still peering intently at the carving. A small cloud moved in
front of the sun, briefly throwing the Gate into hazy shadow. The carving in front of Loman danced into a
new tale. He smiled appreciatively. ‘ A casting won't catch any of thisy Memsa,” he said, waving his hand
over the changing scene. ‘It'll barely catch all the first-degree work.” He turned to her, but she was gone.

L ooking down he saw her black form briskly descending down one of the ladders. ‘It doesn’t matter,’
came her voice. ‘1t'll get enough for what we need.’

Seemingly it had, for after recelving the casting and nodding a cursory agpproval, Gulda had disappeared
from view for aday or 0, to regppear aoruptly in Loman’sforge with her inquiry about singers.

Since Gulda' sreturn Loman had learned alesson he had never mastered as a child. He knew now that
information could be obtained from Gulda best by watching and listening. Direct questioning not
infrequently left him feding he wastrying to catch hold of autumn mig.

Thuswhen, after directing her towards Otaff, he saw her returning later that day shepherding three young
boys, he joined the little procession without comment. Gulda nodded brusquely to him, but said nothing.

Eventualy hefound himsdf gtting in aroom with Gulda seated incongruoudy at asmall keyboard
instrument. There were countless such roomsal over the Castle and, looking round it, Loman had to
admit to himsdf that he had probably not been in that particular one half adozen timesin hisentire
sewardship.



‘“When wasthistuned last? she asked Loman, moving her handslightly over the keys asif dusting them.

Hewas obliged to shrug vaguely. ‘I'venoidea,” he admitted. ‘ No one to my knowledge has ever
played it serioudy. Tirilen used to pound on it when shewas small. It'sunlikely it' s ever been tuned.’

Guldaplayed aseries of chords. The instrument’ stone was mellow and singing. Apparently satisfied and
looking more than alittle surprised, she struck asingle note. ‘Boys, how’ sthisfor pitch? she asked,
inclining her head enquiringly towards them. They al nodded enthusiasticdly. * Yes’' shesaid.
‘Fascinaing. Still in perfect tune after al thistime. Such craftsmen.’

She looked sadly thoughtful for amoment, then turned to the three boys and smiled. The expression
carried Loman back immediately to the time when he had been her pupil. When she amiled like that, they
werein for an exciting day’ slearning. No one could teach like Gulda, when the mood took her. Sunny
days and that smile meant new wonders to be seen and heard. Such amagica time. Unexpectedly hefdlt
his somach tightening in anticipation and he had a suspicion that this emation was showing on hisface
aso. Heturned away casually and tried to scowl out of the window, but old happy tieswould not alow
him.

Inthe end he wasto St for over an hour, basking in warm memories of his own childhood, as he
watched and listened to Gulda teaching again. At this distance he was willing to forgive the less
harmonious lessons he had aso had from her.

‘There' san old tune I’ m trying to remember,” she began, confidingly, to the boys. * Something like this.’
And with wilful awkwardness she poked inaccurately at the keyboard with one finger.

L oman recognized the tune immediately and was about to call out its name but his wiser nature sillenced
him. “We know it, we know it,” the boys cried. *It’ s the snowman’s song.” One of them reached past her
and, tongue protruding dightly, played the tune cautioudy, self-conscioudy displaying the use of dl five

fingers
‘I’ ve not been learning long,” he gpologized when he had finished, but Gulda was fulsomein her praise.

Then she had them singing it. When Loman quietly left the room, the sound of the three voices was
ringing likeaslver bel in hishead, the tune was leaking out intermittently through his gruff tenor, and its
bouncing complicated rhythm was bresking his steedy stride.

For many days the sound of the Singing echoed round the Castle, ringing faintly along its endless
corridors and carried by strange resonances through hallsvast and small, far distant from the small room
where Guldawas weaving her specid magic. Coming acrossit unexpectedly from timeto time, Loman
would stop and listen. It seemed dmost asif the Castle itself was Snging.

Asthe days passed, however, Loman noted a change in Gulda. She was quieter, lessforthright, than
usual. Finally hisresolveto ask no direct questions dipped. ‘What are you doing, Memsa? he asked.
‘Even my stone ears can tdll those boys are singing beautifully. Why are you doing it and why isit
disturbing you?

Guldasat down and rested her chin on her stick. She gazed into an unfocused distance for along time,
apparently not having heard the question. Loman once again had the feding of mist dipping through his
fingerswhen, very softly, she said, ‘ Of dl Ethriss s gifts, music done speaks directly to the soul. So many
memories, solong, | ... Her voicetrailed away into another silence. Then, abruptly, ‘1 think we're

ready now.’



‘Ready? herisked.

‘Get yoursdlf and two of your people ready for atrip into the mountains,’ she said. ‘ Starting tomorrow.
Fully armed. I’ ll be coming aswdll, with the three boys.’

Loman raised hiseyebrows. ‘Why? he asked, bluntly.

Unexpectedly, Guldalooked doubtful, though her voice was firm enough. ‘ We have to contact the
Alphraan,” shesaid. ‘At best they’ re hampering our training, at worst they may seek us out and destroy
usfor bringing war back into their domain.’

Loman made to speak, but Gulda continued. ‘ Besides, they’rein as great adanger aswe are, and we
need to be dliesif not friends. They need to be told the truth. They’ Il have to make the old choices that
we' ve had to make, sooner or later, whether they like it or not. They’ll not be ableto use their snging
agang anarmy. Least of dl, Hisarmy.’

* *x * %

With the exception of Gulda, the entire party sat down gratefully on the damp rocks.
‘Thisisthe place? she asked.

Loman nodded. * W€ ve been training al around here, except when we' ve needed to go up abovethe
snowline,” he said, pointing to white peaks rising above them from adjacent valeys. ‘ Thisis about the
centre of the areawe ve been usng most of the time. But our problems haven't been locdlized. They've
occurred everywhere we' ve been.’

Guldalooked round reflectively. They were three days from Anderras Darion, and the plains of Orthlund
were long behind them. Now they were standing on the wide jagged summit of amountain that
commanded an expansive view of nearby cragsand valeys. A precipitous cliff face dropped away from
them on one side, curving round in two sweeping ridgesto join the peek to its lesser neighbours, asif it
were resting its broad arms on them. In every direction mountains marched to the horizons. Loman and
his chosen companions, Athyr, aveteran of the Morlider War, and Yrain, had anticipated a
comparatively leisurdly stroll as escort to an old woman and three young children. However, Gulda had
confounded them by setting a relentless pace from the very dtart.

‘How doesshe doit? Athyr whispered as Loman waited by him while he re-fastened hisboots. ‘I
wouldn’t mind, but she doesn’t even seem to be hurrying.’

Loman shook his head. ‘I’ ve stopped thinking about it,” he said. *I'll be surprised when she does
something | expect. Don't worry. She' ll stop when the children get tired.’

That indeed proved to be the case, but the pause was only to alow the three adults to pick up the three
children.

‘Look onit asfull pack training,” she said, chuckling. ‘Y ou’ ve had plenty of timeto rest these last few
days, and | want these boysin good voice when we arrive.’

However, dthough the find ascent to their present position had involved no climbing, it had been long
and steep, and even Gulda had relented. It served aslittle consolation to the three adults when the boys



ran ahead and scurried up the dope well ahead of them, closely followed by Gulda.

Asthey al rested, Gulda prowled round the summit. After alittle while she poked her stick into asmall
grassy knall. ‘Herewill do,” she said. * Put your weapons here.’

Athyr and Yrain looked at Loman in surprise. *“What for? Loman asked. ‘What are you intending to
do?

‘I’'m intending to contact the Alphraan, or at least try to,” shereplied.

Loman glanced round to ensure that the children were occupied. * If they’ re here, then they may have
killed four of our people dready,” he said softly. * Do you serioudy want usto face them unarmed?

‘I don’t think they’ ve attacked anyone so far,” Guldareplied, equaly softly. ‘I think they’ve just tried to
chase people away. We have to take achance. If we come conspicuoudly disarmed then they’ [l perhaps
be more inclined to see us as peaceful .’

‘And the children? Loman asked.
‘“Whatever happens, they won't harm them,that |I'm sure of,” Guldasaid. ‘Do as| ask.’

Reuctantly, Loman unbuckled his sword belt and nodded to the others to do the same. Taking the
collected wegpons, he laid the bdlt knivesin the middle of the knoll that Gulda had indicated and
arranged the three swords in aneat pyramid over them.

Guldawatched the process with interest.

‘Now therest, she said, when Loman had stood back, apparently satisfied. Loman’ s ook of innocence
barely reached hisface before it retreated in disarray and he nodded again to the others resignedly.

Guldawalked around the resultant armoury of knives and other smdl fighting devicesthat Loman laid
under the three swords, then shelooked intently at Yrain.

‘All of them, young lady,” she said eventudly. Yrain held her gaze for amoment, then reached down and
pulled another knife out of her boot. Standing up she offered it hilt first to Guldawho took it and laid it
with the others.

AsYrain sa down again, she didodged alarge stone. It cameto rest near her hand.
Guldawalked over to her and placed her stick on the stone. Yrain smiled up at her, plessantly.

‘No,” Guldasaid. ‘| commend your thinking and your technique, Yrain, shesaid. ‘And your caring. It's
to your credit that you' ve learned so much so quickly. But no.” Her stick flicked the stone out of reach.
‘If you want to become atrue warrior you must understand that true defence doesn't liein your
knowledge of how to use weapons but in your knowledge of when to use them.’

She crouched low before the seated woman and looked into her eyesintently. ‘Very occasiondly in
your life, you may haveto fight. Very occasondly, you may haveto run away. Mostly however, you'll
have to watch, listen, talk, and above dl, learn and understand. While you lean on your weapons or your
technique you'll cloud your mind. You'll neither see, hear, nor explain, and you'll certainly never
understand. Y ou'll need both weapons and technique increasingly, and increasingly they’ll fail you.



Yran'sbrow furrowed. ‘I'm sorry, Memsa,” shesad. ‘I don’t understand.’

Guldasmiled and stood up. ‘| know,” shereplied. ‘Don’'t worry. Y ou're not donein that, but while
you' vethewit to redize it, you understiand more than you think.’

‘But if these Alphraan are dangerous?

Thistime Gulda chuckled. * Only we humans are truly dangerous, Yrain,” she sad. ‘Believe me, exceptin
extremity, nothing that walks thisworld willingly attacks one of us other than our own kind. And if the
Alphraan choose to meet usthey’ Il be like nothing you' ve ever known. Try to seethem with atrue
warrior’ svison; acarver’ svison. Seethem asthey are, if you get to seethemat al.’

Sheturned away and called to the three boys, currently clambering amongst the rocks. Asthey
converged on her, laughing, she led them towards the edge of the cliff face and pointed her stick towards
the snow-covered mountains.

‘Now young men, inamoment I’ ll want you to sSing our song,” she said. ‘ Just like we ve rehearsed. |
want you to imagine you' re Singing to someone up there, in the snow, so start asloudly asyou can then
they’ll be able to hear you clearly.” Sheleaned forward and placed her arms confidentially around all
three.

‘But at the end, as soft as you can. Like you' ve practiced. Watch me carefully.’

Then she returned to Loman and the others. Her voice was low but her tone was unequivoca and
authoritative. *Whatever hagppens from now, say nothing and do nothing, except on my express
command. Isthat clear?

Loman nodded. ‘ Yes, Memsa,” he said.

She walked back to the boys and settled hersalf on arock, her hands folded over the top of her stick.
Her eyebrows went up, together with along finger, and then the boys were singing.

The jaunty tune that had woven its spdll through the halls of Anderras Darion rang out into the clear air,
gtill moist from recent rain. It echoed off distant rock faces, bouncing hither and thither to add alaughing
shimmer to the busy dtillness of the mountains. It was an old, happy tune, rhythmic and lively, and

punctuated by hand-clapping in which Gulda, wedging her stick between her knees, joined in with relish.

A snowman made by some children sings of his happiness a the gift of his crestion. He watchesthe
children playing, seesthe winter festival, sees the season’s many moods, howling and fierce, bright and
sharp, until finaly abird arrivesto tell him that spring iscoming. Gradudly he melts, but even as he grows
smdler and smdler, he sngs continuoudy of hisjoy at being and at having been.

The end of the song was along trailing diminuendo; the same line of farewell and thanks being repeated
over and over again, each time alittle softer than the last.

Sowly each boy in turn faded out of the song until only one waseft. On and on he sang, softer and
softer and softer, but without losing either pace or rhythm. His eyes were fixed intently on Gulda's
expressive face and her gently moving finger as she guided him down thislong find descent.

Then the song was finished; ended with the faintest whisper, in the middle of aline. Loman and the



others found themsdlves holding their bresths and leaning forward, fully asintent asthe singer, asthe last
few wordsfloated into the mountain silence.

No one moved. No one spoke.

Yrain felt amovement by her sde. She turned suddenly, but something sent her sprawling on the ground,
her hands over her ears, and her mouth and eyeswide in silent scream.

Before he could react, Loman was suddenly overwhelmed by aterrible fear. Asasurge of panic svept
through him, hetried to fleg, but his body would not respond to hismind’ s prompting. A small spark of
cam insde him managed to turn his eyes towards Athyr, but there was no help to be found there: the
man' sface was dive with terror.

With afurther effort he sought out Gulda. She too, however, seemed to be affected, as did the three
boys, though much less so. Then, digointed and uneven, asif from agreat distance and carried on
blustering wind, Gulda s voice spoke.

‘Wasthissmdl gift so poor that its bringers deserve such? it asked. ‘Our young!” The anger in her
voice tore through the strange distortion that was pervading Loman’smind. ‘And rdease the girl,” Gulda
continued. ‘ She'll dieif you continue. Y ou' vekilled four of us by accident. Would you now do murder?

Loman felt confusion whirling round him. In it were mingled many things: anger, indignation, fear, and
then thanks and regret. Though he gtill could not move, he saw the three boys suddenly start to laugh and
clap their hands. Yrain too seemed to be released from whatever pain she had been in, and hisown
terror eased, though neither she nor Athyr seemed yet to be able to move.

‘Two.” A soft voicefilled Loman's heed. ‘ Only two. And we regret that. But you bring evil wayswith
you. Human ways. They carry inevitable consequences. Violent degth is one of them. We want none of
you. Take your weaponsand go.” Every syllable of the voice seemed to be full of the most subtle,
elusve, nuances, bringing far more to the content of the words than he would have imagined possble,

Hisfear abating dightly, Loman found that he was able to move his hand alittle. With a prodigious effort
he pushed it into the ground and tried to stand.

‘Don’'t move.” Two voices gave him the sameingruction. One, insde his head, but different from the
previous one, the other, Gulda's, ill strained, distorted and oddly coarse. ‘We do not wish to harm you,
but we do not want you here. Returnto . . . Loman thought then that he heard the words ‘ Anderras
Darion’, but in their sound was a subtle richness that described the Castle more totaly than any he could
have found in alifetime’ s searching. Its beauty and awe took his breath away. ‘ Isit not wonder enough
for you that you should take up armsto venture forth in search of agreater?

‘Don’t presumeto judge us, Alphraan,” said Gulda, her voice alittle clearer. ‘We velaid our amsaside
and sought to bring you here with our smdll gift because we have grim news. Newsthat affectsusall. We

must speak to you.’

“Y ou are here because we would not alow you to use our mountainsto practice for your war.’

‘Thisistrue,’ Guldareplied. ‘But only in part. By your choice we didn’'t even know you still lived. Had
we known, we' d have sought your aid sooner.’

At theword aid, Loman again felt confuson around him. Into his head came images of compassion and



responsibility mingled with asense of burden and fear and inexorable entanglement.

The sensations were again dmost unbelievably subtle but avoice eventualy said, ‘1t would have been
denied, then as now. We have foresworn al weapons, al violence. . .’

“You bind thesein violence, Guldasaid.

There was amused tolerance in the reply. ‘ They bind themselves, old woman, as you know. In their own
fears. They have not your vison.’

‘Asyouwill,” Guldareplied. ‘But you' Il hear our news whether you wishiit or no.’
‘No, leave us’ Many voicesrang in Loman’'s head.

From the corner of hiseye, Loman saw Guldaraise her stick. As she moved, there was a sound like the
rattling of countlessiron chains. It stopped abruptly. ‘ Know that you cannot bind me, friends of Ethriss’
Her voice was suddenly clear. ‘Hear the truth. Hear that He isrisen again and that His Uhridl are abroad.
If we prepare, and find again Ethriss and the Guardians, we may defeat Him before His poisons spread
out into theworld as before; but if we turn away then we shal fall, and what price then your kingdom
under your mountains when Oklar takes on the mantle of Theowart?

There was grest irony in theword ‘your’ and her statement was followed by along silence. It was asif
the unseen speakers were gone; but ill Loman found he could not move,

‘Y ou are powerful and skilled, old woman,” came avoice eventudly. ‘ And thereis an ancient
strangeness about you which we do not understand. Werrightly fear your kind. Y ou were ever
treacherous and faithless. Even now you lieto us. Sumera and His Uhriel were crushed utterly. Swept
from thisworld forever. All that remains of Sumera iswhat is carried in the hearts of humankind.’

‘Thereissomejudtice in that, Alphraan, but you never bore the burden that humankind bore. Y our frailty
was never thustested. Know that Heiscomeagainand. . .’

‘Enough!” many voices rang out again, angrily. ‘What do you know of burdens, human? Of testing?
Henceforth our mountains are forbidden to you. Y ou must set asde your ams.” Therewas apause. ‘Not
only will we not aid you, we will opposeyouin your folly.’

‘Sumeral’ sway was ever to divide those who would oppose Him,” Gulda said resignedly, bowing her
head. *Would you truly be Hisfriends?

‘Heisnomore. ..’

There was anger ill in the voices, but Gulda cut through it with anger of her own. ‘Y ou try my
patience,’ she said. * Send your song to the north if you would know the truth. See what harmoniesring in
your mountainsthere”

There was agreat turmoil in the voices. No words were spoken, but it seemed to Loman that the air
rang with the pain of kin long lost —whole peoples, even. Then came aconclusion, though it was
equivocal, despiteitsforce. “ Y ou are mided, human. Heisno more. Go.’

Loman felt them withdrawing. In ateasng echo of the boys song, the voices seemed to fade into some
inner distance until findly he redlized he waslistening to his own breathing and the soft sghing of the



mountain breeze,

He could move.

‘“They’regone, someone said. Yrain and Athyr were on their feet immediately, clambering up onto the
rocksin an attempt to see their departing captors, but apart from the shadows of the clouds and the

occasiond soaring bird, al was ill.

Loman looked at Gulda. She was resting her forehead on her stick. The three boys were standing in
front of her, concerned.

‘Didn't wedo it right, Memsa? one of them asked anxioudy. Guldalooked up. Her face was sad, but
as shelooked at the waiting trio, she smiled radiantly. ‘It was beautiful, boys,” shesaid. ‘Y ou sang it
better than ever. | was proud of you. Well done.’

Spontaneoudly the three boys stepped forward and threw their arms around her in a great tangle of
affection.

‘Did you see anyone? Gulda asked, after amoment. ‘ No, but we heard them,” answered one of the
boys.

‘They thanked usfor our song and asked if they could sing it,” said another.
‘And what did you say?
‘Yes, of course.’

Loman joined the group. Guldalooked up a him. For an ingtant, he saw the striking and beautiful
features he had glimpsed before, but they were gone dmost before he redlized they were there.

‘Wefalled, hesaid.

Gulda shook her head. ‘No. We ve begun,” shereplied. ‘1 could have wished for better, but at least
they came and listened, that was ahopeful start.’

‘| felt they were divided amongst themselves,” Loman conceded.

Guldanodded. Yes. They were. That also ishopeful, but . . ." Letting out a deep breath she stood up.
Yrain and Athyr joined them. ‘ There sno sign of them,” Athyr said, bewildered. ‘It' s not easy tracking
on these rocks but there must have been hundreds of them here. | don’t understand.’

‘Did any of you seeanything ? Gulda asked, looking around the group. All shook their heads. * Yrain,
you were thefirst to react, what did you see?

The young woman shook her head. ‘| can’t remember anything except aterrible noise. I’ ve never been
so frightened. Memsa, how do we dedl with . . . creaturesthat can do that?

‘Not easly,” Guldareplied. ‘Not unlessthere are alot of you. However, knowledge helps. We'll talk
when we get back. Gather up your weapons. Let’s be off.’

Therewas acry of dismay from the three boys. Guldaraised her handsin earnest apology. ‘I’ m sorry,’



shesaid. ‘Let’ s eat — and then be off.’

When they had finished their med they dl fell silent, each pondering the day’ s strange events.

Gradudly, Loman noticed that he was tapping his foot to the rhythm of the snowman’ s song. Someone,
somewhere, was singing it softly. He looked round idly. The three boys were standing near the cliff edge.
Casudly he stood up and waked over to them.

As he neared them, they dl raised their hands to wave to someone and he redlized they were not singing.

Reaching them, he followed their gaze. On adistant outcrop he could just make out atiny figure, waving
back.

Abruptly the song stopped and the figure was gone.
‘Go now,’” said avoiceinside hishead.
Chapter 15

Eldric dumped down into achair and put his head in hishands. ‘ Thisismadness,” hesaid. ‘| can't dlow
it.

Sylvrissraised her eyebrows. * Can't, Lord Eldric? she said. Idoman hid asmile behind his hand.

Eldric looked up, flustered. * An unhappy choice of word, Mgesty,” he managed. ‘| meant ... won't. . .
shouldn’'t . .. He stood up and dapped his hands againgt his sdesin frustration.

‘Magesty, you can't,” hesaid. ‘In your condition, and with winter coming on, such ajourney would be
madness’

Heturned to Idoman asif to seek an dly, then, bringing his hand to his forehead, he turned his back on
both of them and stood staring into the fire to compose himsdlf. When he turned round again hisface was
apicture of fatherly reasonableness.

‘I'm sorry,” he said reluctantly. *Y ou both caught me by surprise. Can we look at your ideas alittle more
caefully?

‘Intentions, Lord Eldric,” Sylvriss corrected. ‘ Not ideas.’

Eldric affected to concede the point with a conciliatory gesture. ‘Maesty,” he said soberly. Y our
pregnancy is proceeding well. Y ou couldn’'t be in better hands than here. I'm sure you know that.
Hylland' safine and experienced heder; surely asgood asyou'll find in your father’ s house?

Sylvrissleaned forward to interrupt, but Eldric continued. ‘ And it’ salong way to Dremark at the best of
times. Please ask yoursdf if it’sfair to either you or your child to undertake such adifficult journey a
such atime, onawhim.’

Thelast phrase dipped out inadvertently. It was as unhappy achoice of word as hisearlier ‘can't’.
Sylvrissbridled. ‘' Lord Eldric, take care. Y ou above al know I'm not given to idle fancies. Evenlessam
| given to indulging them. There are admittedly strong emotiond reasonswhy I’ d liketo return to my
father’ s house for the birth, but there are powerful practical onesaswell.’



Eldric lifted hishandsin apology, but dlowed as much doubt into his face as good mannerswould alow.

Sylvriss sat down beside him. *Eldric,” she said smply. *Y ou and the others are preparing to obey
Rgoric'slast command; acommand which | endorse. Y ou must be in a position to dedicate your every
effort to that completely. Almost certainly you' re going to have to lead Fyordyn against Fyordyn before
Dan-Tor isdriven from the country, and if the horror of that isto be kept to aminimum your forces must
be overwhemingly superior to hisin every way; you know that. It'sgoing to be difficult enough to
achieve thiswithout squandering your time and resources tending a pregnant woman.’

‘Majesty, there are other pregnant women here. .. Eldric protested.

Sylvrisscut acrosshim. ‘ True,” shesaid. ‘And whilethey’ll be well tended, they’ Il not get afraction of
the care and effort that will be lavished on me, will they? That' s hardly going to improve mordle, isit?

Eldric gesticulated vaguely, at alossto answer this reproach. Sylvriss nodded knowingly. ‘If | Stay here,
I’ll be aneedlessdrain on vita resources and an extra concern to you when you' Il have far more serious
mattersto attend to.’

‘No, Mgesty.” Eldric had recovered himsdf. * Protecting you and your child, our King's heir, is our
willing duty. It will increase our resolve. .’

‘Please Eldric.’ Sylvriss' s concerns showed on her face. ‘We know one another well enough not to
bandy superficiditieslikethis. I've not cometo thisdecison lightly, but I'm quite resolved. | know the
journey won't be easy, but it can be done, and in the weighing | think it’ [l be for the best. | know aso
that my leaving may give you some morde problems, but that liesin thetelling of thetale, not the deed
itdf.

Shelad her hand on hisarm. “We must look to the end of al this, Eldric. The very end. Not just the
removal of Dan-Tor and the re-establishment of the Geadrol and such of the old ways as have not been
destroyed utterly, but the destruction of Sumeral himsdlf. If welook to lesswewill achieveless, and to
achievelessthan that will beto achieve nothing.’

Eldric looked into the Queen’ seyes. Therewas aqudlity in her voice that reached degp indgdehim. A
fitting Queen for the King, he thought, both the one who was and the one who might have been.

‘Tell the people thetruth,” Sylvriss continued. ‘ Tell them who Dan-Tor is. Tell them what heis, and who
hisMagter is. And tell them that winning our country back from himis but agrim skirmish prior to amore
terrible war —the destruction of that Master.” Her voice became sad. ‘ Perhapsiit’ sthe hardest step we
have to take, because we must take it alone. If Fyordyn must fight Fyordyn, then no outlanders can help
in such a conflict without making the legacy of bitternessfar worse.” She paused pensively, then said
more resolutdly. ‘ But tell them that when it’ s done, the Orthlundyn and the Riddinvolk will rideto their
Sdeto face the gregter enemy. Tell them that 1Idoman and | have gone to prepare our own people for
this’

Eldric sat slent for sometime, staring out into the cold rain that a blustering wind was swirling and
twisting around the courtyard outside. Occasionaly a gust would rattle drops against the window like a
frantic messenger trying to rouse adeegping househol d.

‘It may be said that you fled in our hour of need, Mgesty,” he said rductantly. Sylvriss bowed her head
for amoment then looked at him again. She made no attempt to keep her fear from her face.



‘I know that,” shesaid. ‘1 told you thiswas no easy decison. I’'m many things, Eldric. Riddinvolk and
Fyordyn. A woman, aMuster rider, your Queen, awife. .. Shefatered. ‘. .. awidow. Now, soon, a
mother. I’ ve tried to order my needs and my duties honestly, but above al | must protect my child, at
whatever cost’

She held Eldric’ sgaze again. ‘I’ ve faced many trials over theyears, Eldric,” shesaid. ‘I don't think I'd
fleejust for my own sake. But if the question is put to you, answer it with the question | asked myself —
could | ask Rgoric’sunborn child to face the power that Dan-Tor, Oklar, launched againgt Vakloss?

Eldric turned away and nodded. The question was centra to the strategic and tactical debates that had
been continuing for over amonth since Rgoric's Dith-Galar. The reports they had received from Vakloss
told them that little or nothing had been seen of Dan-Tor since the fateful day of Rgoric’s murder, but
gave no reasons. Was he wounded and dying? Had he been exhausted in some way by the terrible
destruction he had wrought? Was he smply indifferent to the rantings of afew disgruntled Lordsin the
east? No consensus had emerged.

But the Queen’ sremark brought to the forefront of his thoughts an idea that, because of the apparent
inactivity from Vakloss, had been dlowed to dwindleinto inggnificance in their deliberations. What if
Dan-Tor should bring his army across the country and use his power to strike directly at the heart of the
resstance to hiswill?

In the wake of this came, for the first time, two starker, more terrifying, thoughts. Firgtly, that the very
presence of the Queen might invite such an assault, and secondly, worse by far, the redlization that
Dan-Tor needed no army. What if he were actualy coming here now! Eldric cursed his memory. Had
not Dan-Tor struck at Hawklan unaided? And had it not been asubject of some amusement for yearsin
the Geadrol that Dan-Tor often chose to wander abroad alone and unescorted?

Without comment he stood up and walked quickly to the door. Opening it he beckoned urgently to a
waiting servant. ‘ Get Commander Y atsu, immediately,” he said. The servant ran off at great peed,
impelled more by Eldric’smanner than his actual command.

Closing the door, Eldric turned back and looked at |9doman and the Queen. Both were staring at himin
bewilderment and some mild alarm at this sudden action.

Y ou could perish here at awave of that cresture’ s hand, Eldric thought, and how prepared then would
Riddin and Orthlund be? He cursed himself again.

‘You'reright, Mgesty, hesaid briskly. ‘ And | waswrong. | commend your clarity of vison.” He
paused and glanced out of the window. ‘But it’s<till adifficult journey. If thewinter comesearly ... His
voice showed genuine concern. ‘ Still, there’ s nothing to be gained by delay — the winter comes only
nearer as does your term, my dear. We must act immediately.’

The door opened without announcement, and Y atsu entered with Varak at his shoulder. ‘We were just
... hebegan.

Eldric cut across him. ‘ Double al the border patrols and put the castle and al outposts on bettle alert
immediately, Commander.” Y atsu' s eyes widened questioningly. Eldric answered him bluntly. *In our
concern to raise and prepare our army, Commander, we' d al forgotten that Dan-Tor likesto travel
aone’



For amoment Y atsu stood motionless and Eldric saw hisown inner reproaches reflected in the
Goradin’seyes. Without aword he turned and |eft. Eldric nodded to Varak to follow him.

‘Now, Maesty,” Eldric said, easier in hismanner now. ‘Y our journey. Fortunately the mountains contain
no dangers other than natural ones, but they’ re severe enough. With your permission therefore, | shall
arrange an escort of two Goraidin and four good High Guards, if that’ s acceptable.’

Before the Queen could reply, he added, ‘ Could | ask you perhaps, to choose the horses? Then, ‘Il
seethat one of the Guardsisaserving heder.’

‘A dtitcher of wounds and gashes? Sylvrisssaid unintentionaly.
Eldric cleared histhroat. ‘Hedling is healing, Mgesty, but of course Hylland will choose the man.’

‘| didn’t mean to seem ungrateful,” Sylvriss said. ‘ But your sudden change of heart took me aback. Y ou
needn’t worry about my hedlth, I'm asfit asabrood mare.’

Eldric closed hiseyes briefly at this unexpected dlusion. * Please, Mgesty. There sthe child to think of,
and others can be hurt on such ajourney.’

‘Yes, Sylvriss acknowledged thoughtfully, dowly adjusting to Eldric’ s urgency. * And the horses might
have problems.’

Idoman smiled as Eldric shot him aquick look of resgnation.

‘I’ll need no escort,” he volunteered helpfully. * A spare horse, perhaps, some supplies and agood map
of the mountainswill be sufficient.’

Eldric looked a& him pensvely.

‘I'm no use here,” Idoman said, fearing that he was about to be subjected to Eldric’s persuasions. ‘|
haveto look after Hawklan, which means| can’t even help with the training of your High Guards. And
between us, Hawklan and | are hardly contributing a greet dedl to the preparation of your battle plans,
arewe?

Asif to highlight hisineffectiveness, the sound of urgent activity about the castle drifted into the room as
Y atsu and Varak began to implement Eldric’ sorder.

Eldric nodded. ‘1 understand, Idoman,” he said. ‘ Besides, it’ s been obvious for some time you' ve been
growing increasingly concerned about your country and your people. To be honest, it’s been thoughtless
of me not to make arrangements for your return sooner, but Hawklan' s presence seemsto add
somethingto . . ." Heleft the comment unfinished.

‘Hawklan’ s presence may bring Dan-Tor down on you more surely than the Queen’s,” 1Idoman said,
echoing Eldric’ searlier fears.

Eldric’ sexpresson agreed. ‘' Yes,” hesad. ‘I’'m afraid you'reright. And I'm afraid we' re al going to
have to sharpen our witsin future if we' re missing such matters.” He clapped his hands and became
brisk. ‘However, you' |l need help through the mountains. 1’ salonger journey than the Queen’sand
amogt certainly you' Il be caught by thewinter. But | think one of the Goraidin and aHigh Guard will
suffice,” he concluded.



Idoman shook his head, but Eldric brushed hisintended refusal aside. ‘No,” he said. ‘ The safety of both
of youisimportant.” Helooked at the Queen and then back at ISoman. ‘But I'm afraid it's even more
important that someone — anyone — must take the news of what’ s happened here to the Riddinvolk and
the Orthlundyn.’

His manner brooked no debate. ‘ Looking to the end, as you rightly advised, Mgesty, it' svitaly
important that both your countries understand what has happened here, no matter what happensto any
of usinthefuture” Heleaned forward earnestly. ‘If possible, Riddin and Orthlund should act together in
someway. At the very least they should establish good lines of communication with one another and with
us here. We verestarted Goraidin training specificaly with thisin mind.” He looked out of the window
again a the grey obscuring rain.

‘We know nothing of His plans, Hisforces, anything,” he said, half to himsdlf. * Perhgps our torment here
isjust adiverson. .. aprobeto test our strength and our will. Whatever it is, we know that only we can
faceit. Heturned and pointed a hislisteners. * But you mustn’t make the mistake of imagining that it's
the totality of His present purpose.” He frowned. *We don’'t even know how the western Lords stand in
relation to Dan-Tor. If they’re his, then Sumeral could send forces acrosstheir lands and direct into
Orthlund. They’ ve taken aMandroc patrol through unhindered dready, haven't they? Would the
conquest of Orthlund take long, Idoman?

Although quietly put, it was a harsh question and both he and 1doman knew the answer. 1doman
remembered Hawklan saying that the only thing which might have stopped the Mandrocs marching
through the length of Orthlund, wasfatigue.

‘| can't say,” hereplied. ‘ There were plans for defence afoot when we left, but we' re not many, and
we ve no military tradition.’

Eldric nodded. * And oncein Orthlund they could move acrossinto Riddin.’
‘There aren’t many routes through the mountains,” 1doman said.

‘Thereareenough,” Eldric said curtly, ‘if my memory serves me. Enough for them to move quietly
through, wait for a second force to be sent down the Pass of Elewart to draw the Muster north, and then
attack their flanks or their rear.” He shook his head. * While we keep our eyes so intently on Oklar, He
could move around us and out into the world, leaving us as just anoisy irrelevance.”

It was agrim and chilling picture and, shifting uneasily, Idoman frowned. Sylvrisstoo, looked pale, and
even Eldric seemed unsettled by his own impromptu analysis. He sat down and rested his head on his
hand gloomily.

‘Ahwidl,” hesadwithasggh. ‘At least I'm starting to think straight again.” He tapped the arm of his
chair impatiently. ‘But | wish | knew more about . . . about everything inthismess. . . forces,
dispogitions, intentions. . . anything.” Hisvoicetrailed off.

Therewas a brief, uncertain silence, then I oman spoke, dmost cheerfully. *Wel, He knows no more
about you than you do about Him, Eldric. That’swhat war’ s about; uncertainty. But you at least have
your Goraidin like eyesand ears al over the countryside. And I’ [l wager you have, a worg, the passive
loyalty of many ordinary people throughout the entire land.” His voicefell to awhisper. ‘ And agrest
many people like Dilrgp watching and waiting, and perhaps quietly acting. What servant of Dan-Tor’s
could come so near the heart of your counsels?



Eldric looked a him serioudy for amoment, then smiled. * Ethriss protect me from optimists,” he said,
standing up. ‘But you' reright. I'm sorry. It wasjust apassing darkness. A patrol can be led anywhere by
gedth but | find it difficult to imagine any of the western Lords dlowing aMandroc army over their land
other than under the direst thresat.’

*And no one would attack through the Pass of Elewart unlessthey dready held the north of Riddininits
entirety,” Sylvriss added. * However, your reasoning was sound, and such athing could cometo passif
we aren't vigilant. It confirmsthe rightness of our decison to leave. With Hawklan and me away, you'll
be lessvulnerable, freer to take action, and easier in your heart to know that alies are being sought. |
accept your escort —and the healer. We' ll leave tomorrow, if that’ s possible’

Eldric dlowed himself abrief look of regretful resgnation then bowed formally to the Queen and looked
a Idoman. ‘ And you, Orthlundyn? he asked.

Idoman nodded in confirmation. ‘“We aso,” hereplied.

* *x * %

‘Farewell, Mgesty,” Idoman said, looking down at the Queen.

Sylvrisswrinkled her nose. ‘ Don’t cal methat, Idoman,” shesaid. ‘It comesill from you. I’ m not your
ruler, nor will anyone ever be. Muster woman is as much honour as | could wish from anyone, and
Sylvrisswill suffice’

Idoman smiled awkwardly, then siwung up on to Serian behind the mute form of Hawklan. He held out
his huge hand. Sylvrisstook it in both of hers. ‘ Take care, Muster woman,” he said. *You've been arare
companion. I'll missyou.’

Sylvriss squeezed hishand. *And | you, carver,” she said. ' But we' || meet again, have no fear. And
guard your chargewell. My heart tells me hisworth is beyond measure’

Eldricjoined them. ‘A little chilly,” he said, clapping his handstogether. *But it should be afine day.’

Around them the pesks of the higher mountains were aready being touched by thelight of therising sun,
whilefar to the west could be seen the remains of the clouds that had so peevishly shed their rainsthe
previous day. Above them the sky was pale but hopeful, and Gavor, the merest black speck, circled

diligerty.

Eldric became solicitous. * Y ou have everything? he asked anxioudy. Both Idoman and the Queen
reassured him patiently.

‘I'm sorry,” hesaid. ‘I’ ve asked that before, haven't 17
‘Only adozen or sotimes,” Idoman laughed.
‘Yes, I'm sorry,” he said again. ‘ To be honest, I’m not keen on partings, but I'm doing my best. I'll miss

you both very much, and Hawklan, and I’ Il be mightily relieved when | hear you' re both safe with your
own people’

‘We' Il berelieved to send you that news,” Ioman said. Then he reached into apouch at hiswaist and



took out two small stonediscs. ‘| nearly forgot,” he said. * A small gift for each of you.’

He handed oneto Sylvriss and the other to Eldric. Sylvrissthanked him with a surprised smile, and
Eldric grunted self-conscioudy. Therewas abrief, dightly awkward silence as each examined their gift.

‘I"d have preferred to give you something alittle better,” ISoman said. ‘ Miniatures aren’t my strong point
and | only had my knife point . . .’

Hisdisclaimer wasinterrupted by exclamations from the two recipients.

‘It samazing,” said Eldric cocking his head on one side and repegatedly turning the disc to view it from
different angles. ‘It sHawklan on Serian.’

‘Hemovesasthe sone moves,” Sylvriss said, imitating Eldric, her eyeswide. ‘How have you done that?
It'slikethe Crystal Room at the Palace.” Her voice fdtered alittle at the memory.

Idoman caught the hesitation. * It's my hope for the future,’ he said. * Not my memory of the past. Make
ityoursaswdl.’

Sylvriss nodded and, still looking at the smal carving, mounted her horse. Eldric gave hisalast
appreciative turn and placed it in his pocket. Then, without any further comment, he bowed to the
Queen, saluted Idoman, and, clearing histhroat, turned back to the castle.

Idoman and Sylvriss|ooked at one another for amoment, then Sylvriss urged her horse forward and
clatered off through the open castle gate. 1doman watched her for amoment and then turned to Y engar
who, together with Olvric, wasin charge of the Queen’sescort. ‘I’ d hurry after her if | wereyou,” he
said, with agrin. * She' sliable to be halfway to Riddin before she remembers you' re supposed to be with
her.

Laughing quietly to himsdlf, he watched as the Sx men rode out of the courtyard in pursuit of their
charge. Then he looked around at Eldric’'s mountain castle. In theincreasing claustrophobia of their
re-emerging wartime thinking, al had agreed that the departures of the Queen and Hawklan should be as
inconspicuous as possible. Even their true destinations were not to be announced for severd days.

However, in the shade of some of the windows Idoman could see Arinndier and the other Lords,
making their slent farewd s, together with VVarak and Y atsu and such other of the Goraidin who were not
outinthefidd.

Digtant and dark-shrouded though they were, Idoman looked at each in turn and then raised hisarmina
broad salute to them dll.

Then he turned to his own escort; the Goraidin Dacu and the High Guard, Tirke. Both nodded to him.

Carefully he put his arms around Hawklan and took Serian’sreins. ‘Let’ s go back to Anderras Darion,
Hawklan,” hesaid. ‘Let’sgo home!’

Chapter 16
When the Guardians, Sphaeera, Enartion, and Theowart, had formed the world as a celebration of their

being, they found such joy init that they bade the First Comer Ethrissto create others so that they in their
turn might celebrate the miracle of being.



And with histhree soul-friends, Ethriss created many others and taught them the Guardians ways and
gave them of their power o that they could creste and take joy in being.

And amongst these was man.

But Sumerd, the Great Corrupter, saw the flaw that must bein al things, and hated it and al the
crestions of the Guardians, especially those of Ethriss. And He saw that man was possessed of greater
power of creation than any other. So as the Guardians dept, He came to him and with soft words said,
‘Blessed are the gifts of Ethrissthat bring such joy unto yourself and your neighbour.” And He passed on.

But in theword ‘neighbour’ He laid a subtle snare, and discontent was born, and men began to seek him
out, saying, ‘ You arewise. Tdl us, are we as blessed as our neighbours?

And Sumerd did not answer, but showed them the gift of the power of creation that Ethriss had given
them, and said, ‘In the use of this power will your joy beincreased.” Which was both true and false, for
though joy may liein cregting, it isin the totality of the creating and the crested object that the true joy of
being lies.

And men found indeed that joy wasto be found in the power of creating, but under His guidance their
creations were flawed, and knowing there was no true joy in them, men’ s discontent grew, and they
sought Him out further.

But He dismissed them, saying again. ‘| havetold you. In the use of this power will your joy be
increased. Trouble me not. Create yet more.” Though privily He would say to some, dropping His soft,
sweet words into the gaping maw of their desire, * If your neighbour’ s cregtions are more joyous, perhaps
itisaflaw intheway of thingsthat should be mended.’

And when they asked how this might be done, He said yet again, ‘ In the use of this power will your joy
be increased.’

And looking on the perfection of His beauty, many men believed Him, and began to gather power to
themselves not only to create yet more of His flawed designs but to mar the creations of their neighbours.
And their discontent grew beyond measure, until the time came when many were utterly lostin
bewilderment and followed Hiswords blindly.

Thus His stain spread across the world, and the air and the sea and the earth became fouled with the
poisons of Hisworks, and many humbler crestures were daughtered utterly. And He led Hisfollowersto
create war, and wage it upon those who remembered the Guardians and the ways of truejoy, for His
own discontent grew aso.

But in His arrogance and hatred He forgot the Guardians, until the clamour of war awoke them and they
opposed Him. And the conflict wasterrible, for men were now as skilled in the use of Ethriss sgift of
creation asthey were blind to its true purpose, and there was no limit to their awful skills.

Y et Sumerd feared Ethriss and the Guardians, knowing that in each of those who followed Him there lay
gill an echo of thetruth of Ethriss sway and that the light of knowledge and truth must eventualy destroy
Him. So He took Histhree most crudl regents and taught to each adifferent portion of His skill inthe use
of the Power that had come from the Great Searing. And though He knew that their lust and folly would
prevent their conspiring to overthrow Him, yet He kept from them the secret of life so that that which
they desired the mogt, to be forever, would be dways at Hiswhim. And thus they were bound to Him



utterly.

These three He called His Uhriel: Creost, to whom he gave power over the seas and lakes and rivers, to
bind Enartion; Dar Hastuin, to whom he gave power over the air and the skies, to bind Sphaeera; and
Oklar, His closest and most favoured, to whom he gave power over the land and the mountains, to bind
Theowart.

And when Ethriss learned that Sumera had so instructed and bound these men, he knew that all being
could belogt, for now the Guardians must oppose the Uhriel, and could no longer aid those few armies
of men that ood against Sumerd’svast and crud legions.

So, slently, he sought amongst the wisest of those who opposed Sumera and taught them to understand
the Power of the Great Searing so that they might learn further, unaided, and with their own skills grow to
ad both the Guardians and the armies of the Great Alliance of Kings and Peoples.

And these he called Cadwanwr and together they were called the Cadwanal.

And slently, with the aid of Theowart, he built the Caves of Cadwanen for their home, afortress under
the mountains, so complex and intricate that its labyrinth of chambers and passageways could have
swallowed an entire army and |eft the occupants undisturbed. Though in its degper parts he came upon a
mystery of which he spoke to no one save to say that the caves were without end.

For their further protection however, the Cadwanoal filled the caves with myriad traps and deceptions
crested from the Old Power, as Ethriss had taught them, so that even he could not enter readily without
their will. And he was pleased.

And in grest secrecy, protected at first by Ethriss and then by their own skills, the Cadwanol learned and
grew and prospered, aiding both the Guardians and the armies of men. And for many generations
Sumerd wasignorant of the strange presence that so congtantly disturbed His plans.

And when He learned of them, it wastoo late, for they were both cunning and powerful and through
their efforts He could not then turn from His conflict with Ethriss nor could His Uhrie turn from their
conflict with the Guardians.

Thus did the Wars of the First Coming become, for their greater part, the wars of men.

Y et the mogt terrible battles fought by the Cadwanol came in the aftermath of the destruction of Sumerd.
For in His deep plunderings He had rel eased from the rocks many strange creatures. Some, it was
whispered, asfell as He and even older, though lacking His great power. Those He could win to His
service, Hedid; and those He could bind, He did; but the remainder He ignored, trampling them
underfoot or handing them to othersfor sport.

Thuswhen His spirit was struck down by Ethriss, and His body by the Fyordyn, many of these creatures

fled back into the depths. Someto hide in fear, some to seek their old home and forget the horrors of the
world they had been thrust into. Some to wait His Second Coming.

* % % %
Only the arriva of thefelci saved the Cadwanal from destruction.

Appearing mysteriously one day from somewhere benesth the habited depths of the Caves of



Cadwanen, one passed through the many traps and deceptions that should have bound it, and presented
itsdlf to the Cadwanol, who were celébrating His passing.

Long-haired and long-tailed, with a sinuous body and aneck that ended in a pointed, inquisitive head, it
looked morelike ariver creature than acave dweller. But it waited for no curious outbursts from the
assembled gathering.

Rearing up onitshind legsit said. ‘ Defend yoursalves, wise men,’ in its dark, and what was to become
unmistakably characterigtic voice, edged even in that grim moment with atouch of mockery. ‘Hisadlies
live and gnaw at your roots.’

Then it turned and left before the Cadwanwr could recover. Asthey caled after it in confusion, it turned
and said. ‘Hurry, or they’ll be gnawing your bones soon. And my people are dying. We need your help
and you ours.’

Then followed aterrible carnage in the uncharted depths of the Caves, asthe Cadwanwr found
themsdlves fighting the blighted remnants of Sumerd’ sfouler dlies.

They camein great numbers, fighting with fang and claw, sword and axe, and Histerrible wegpons of
fire. Thefelci intheir turn opposed them with fang and claw, and the Cadwanwr with sword and spear,
but in the dark and treacherous passageways they could not stay the ondaught.

Then, inther last extremity, their leader gave hislife by using the fire of the Old Power.

For the close confined tunnels were choked with His crestures, and as he sent out thefire, it curled and
flared around, and returning, consumed him. But as he perished he was transformed and he fell upon the
enemy, sending agreet light blazing through the ancient darkness, destroying those it fell upon and
scattering the remnants, gibbering and blinded, into the darkness.

And astheir leader’ slingering sacrifice faded, the Cadwanwr pursued the retresting creatures, daying
many, until slencefilled the caves again.

Then, saddened, they returned to their Caves and began to sedl them against the return of such horrors.
It was no light task, and they were assailed many times before the work was completed, and though each
time they were attacked with diminishing force, their losseswere sore.

It was many years before the depths were deemed to be free of these grim remnants of Sumeral’slong
reign.

* * % %

Odang frowned alittle aswith apass of his hand he sealed the heavy door. Andawyr noted the
expression but made no comment; no one liked wandering about so deep below the mountains. They
were very nearly a the lowest habited leve of the Caves, and though nothing had stirred in the outer
depthsfor generations, the bitter aftermath of the Wars of the First Coming were etched deep into the
lore of the Cadwanoal.

No bright summer light was brought down here by mirror stones. Only torcheslit the passages and
rooms and, bright though they were, they seemed to struggle against the oppressive mass of the
mountains above.



Y et, paradoxicdly, the sensation that Andawyr and many of the othersfelt at this depth was not one of
being burdened from above, but of being exposed, asif a agreat height above some strange mysterious
world into which acareless slep might plunge them.

The two men walked for someway along a bare passage. One day, Andawyr thought, as he invariably
did on the rare occasions he came down so deep, we must face this strangeness and push out further and
deeper. But a the same time he st the problem comfortably low on hislist of priorities. Then they were
at their destination. Stopping outside a sealed door, Andawyr hesitated, but Odang stepped forward

purposefully and opened it.

Theroom was circular with awide column at its centre. From the far Sde of the column, an uncertain
blue radiance spilled round into the whiteness of the torchlight.

Andawyr grimaced and hesitated again. Odang pushed him gently. Still reluctant, Andawyr moved round
the column towards the source of the bluelight.

It came from an dcove set into the column. Inside the acove lay the sinigter bird that Hawklan had
inadvertently brought into Andawyr’ s hidden quarters at the Gretmearc. One of the myriad eyes of the
Vrwystin A Goleg — Oklar’ s creature.

It was Sitting motionless, but as Andawyr moved closer it burst abruptly into afrenzy of activity, itseyes
and besk wide and itswing and claws besating frantically. The bluelight surrounding it swirled.

Though no sound came out of the blue depths, both Odang and Andawyr stepped back involuntarily,
Andawyr lifting hisarm across hisface asif for protection, hiseyeswide with fear.

Then, like an echo of the bird’ sreaction, Andawyr’ sface twisted into an expression of seemingly
uncontrollable rage and he levelled his hand at the demented creature. A stream of white light came from
it, striking the bird and sending it crashing into the back of the alcove whereit continued to struggle
desperately. Light ill streaming from his hands, Andawyr stepped forward asif to reach in and throttle
the bird.

For amoment Odang stood stunned, then he seized Andawyr’ s arm powerfully. ‘What are you doing?
he said, hisvoice hoarse with fear and disbelief.

Thewhite light faltered, and Andawyr rounded on him angrily. But with afurther effort, Odang managed
to drag the smdler man away. Thelight faded completely and amost immediately Andawyr’ sface
became apologetic. He put hishand to hishead. ‘I'm sorry,” he said. * That awful —thing —I just want to
... Hedrovehisfig into hispam.

‘| understand,” Odang said. Then, with afaint smile: *Y ou dwayswereinclined to be alittle physical’

Most of the tension faded from Andawyr’ s face and he too smiled, though sadly. ‘No, you don’t,” he
said. ‘And | pray you never do.” He paused. ‘Why do you think I’ ve put off coming down here so long?
Odang did not reply; Andawyr had made little or no effort to hide hisfear. Andawyr’ sexpresson
became digant. ‘I’ m afraid that the Sip from the Gretmearc will trouble my dreamsfor along time yet;’
he said softly.

Odang looked at hisfriend. Thiswasthefirgt time he had made any persona referenceto hisexplosive
and terrifying return journey from the Gretmearc. Without exception, the brothers of the Cadwanol had
been concerned about his silence.



“You faced the creature asit truly is, in the Sip? Odang asked hesitantly.
Andawyr nodded. ‘ Yes, of course,” he said. ‘ For the heartbeat that took, but . . .’
* Some heartbeats can last athousand years,” Odang offered.

Andawyr nodded again, hisface distressed. Then hisjaw became determined. ‘But | faced it. | was
frightened beyond belief. | ill am. But | didn’t flinch fromiit. | saw it, becameit, and controlled it, until it
too knew fear, I’'m sure”’” He put his hand to hishead. ‘ The Slip seemed to last forever. Dreadful.” He
shuddered. ‘1 felt | was becoming so wesk. If it hadn’t been for Hawklan' s sustaining touch, | don't ..
Hedid not finish the sentence. * And then suddenly | was here’

“Youwereindeed, Odang sad, eyeswide and eyebrows high. * Every warning in the place screaming
out.” Helifted his hands protectively at the memory.

But Andawyr was not listening. ‘| becameit,” he repeated. ‘ Saw what it saw. Heard what it heard. So
much and in so many places—1 wonder . . .’

The two men looked at one another silently. Slowly Odang’ s eyes narrowed. ‘No,” he said softly,
anticipating hisleader’ sthinking. ‘It'sacorruption. We can't useit oursalves. That' sHisway. A trap
baited with the lure of power for agood cause. It would bind usin some way, you know that.’

Andawyr pulled awry face. * Y ou may beright, hesad. ‘But it sees and hears many thingsin many
places and we' re woefully short of information. We ve far greater knowledge of the Old Power than our
forebears’

‘True, Odang said. ‘But that doesn’t mean we ' re any wiser. He probably knows more aswell. For dl
we know, you might have been alowed to capture this' — he nodded towards the still struggling bird —
‘thisthing, just so that you could be so tempted.’

Theflickering bluelight reflected on Andawyr’ sface. He scowled. ‘ Perhaps,” he said. ‘But | doubt it.
Oklar wouldn't sacrifice such sight for any prize’

‘Oklar will dowhat Hetellshim,” Odang said, bluntly. * And the binding of the Cadwanol would be no
small prize” He suddenly raised hisvoice. ‘ Good grief, you yoursdlf pointed out how we' ve grown
inclined to it and wait for news to be brought to us. Who knows how that came about? What would we
become if we controlled or thought we controlledthis 7

‘Better informed,” Andawyr said, his brow furrowed.

‘Stop it, you' re frightening me,’” Odang said heatedly. He jabbed hisfinger at the bird. * With this bound
here, Oklar' sasblind aswe are. And I" d rather us both be blind than risk sharing hissight.” Hisvoice
fdl. ‘Evenif we could useit, it would be like a crutch. It would atrophy what’ s left of our trueinner sight,
and it would fail usin the end. Y ou know that, don't you?

For amoment, Andawyr seemed about to flare up at this oppostion, but Odang’ s gaze alowed no such
excess. Gradually, thelittle man’ sface relaxed and he dumped dightly. ‘ Yes, | supposeyou'reright,” he
sadresgnedly. ‘I'm sorry. It was just apassing thought.” Then he stuck out his bottom lip pensively.
‘Even s0, we may have no dternative one day,” he said quietly.



Odang grunted. ‘We |l talk about it on that day, then,” he said firmly, laying areassuring hand on
Andawyr’ s shoulder.

Hewasrelieved. Their brief confrontation had been oddly harrowing, but at last Andawyr had voiced his
hitherto unspoken fears and desires, and that was highly significant. Mundanely, he said, * Now perhaps
you'd like to do what you came here for, and check our work. Y ou' ve been puiting it off for long enough
and I’ ve been very uneasy about it. We can't afford the risk of it escaping, especidly today.’

Andawyr nodded and began looking round the acove intently. The bird’ sfrenzy heightened, but he
ignored it. Then, seemingly satisfied, he turned his attention to the rest of the room, starting with the door.

As he reached it, there was a scratching noise and a voice called his name. He opened the door and the
snuous brown form of afelca didin.

‘Kristabel,” Andawyr said delightedly, knedling down on the hard floor. With her tail asa
counterbalance, thefelci stood on her hind legs so that she was face to face with him. She cocked her
head on one side, then reaching out with her forepaw she took his nose between her powerful clawsand
shook it gently.

‘Andawyr,” she said, her voice deep and rich, and full of affection, though dightly ironic. ‘1 thought the
nose was familiar.” Then her lip went back, revealing her formidable, rock-chewing teeth, and her silvery
chattering laugh filled the room.

Andawyr gently cupped her head in hishands. * Are you better? he said anxioudly.

‘Yes,’ shedrawled, disparagingly. ‘A lot of fuss about nothing. I’ ve been rocked worse than that. It was
only athin vein | went through, that’swhy | didn’t noticeit until it wastoo late.”

Andawyr’ sface was pained. The felci were subterranean creatures with teeth and claws that could
burrow through amaost any rock. The thin vein that Kristabel referred to was cyffspar, astrange
contaminant of unknown origin which in smal quantities caused the felcisto hdlucinate, and in larger
quantities caused a convulsive and unpleasant degth. It was, however, found only near the surface and as
such was rarely encountered by the deep-burrowing animas.

Y ou werevery fortunate,” Andawyr said. * Y ou're not normally so careless. What drew you so closeto
the surface?

Kristabel dropped on to all fours and scuttled around the room. ‘Noidea,” she said, offhandedly. * Just
following my nose. Still it wasal for the best, wasn't it? Y ou were in amess when they brought you
back.’

‘I'minyour debt, Kristabel,” Andawyr said serioudy. Thefelci chattered to hersdlf and, muttering ‘ Silly
man,’ stood on her hind legsto peer into the acove.

‘Oh dear,” shesaid, before Andawyr could pursue the matter, her voice heavy with irony. * Still here, |
see” She chattered provocatively at the bird and thrust out a paw towardsit. In the blue light her teeth
glinted maevolently and her eyesturned into black pits. Unexpectedly the bird, still frantic, retreated to
the back of the alcove. ‘I think that’ sthe last time you’ re going to be alowed to go to the Gretmearc
aone, young man,” she continued, then, laughing:  Such trouble you caused with your pet. Who'sa

naughty boy, then?



Odang intervened before Andawyr could riseto thefelci’ s bait. ‘ The defences,” he said significantly,
pointing histhumb at the trapped bird.

Andawyr nodded and continued the ingpection that Kristabel’ sarrival had interrupted. ‘ They're
excdlent, hesadfindly. “You'veall doneavery good job.’

Odang amiled.
‘However ... Andawyr continued, lifting his hand.
‘Keep away frommy sedl,” Odang said sternly.

Andawyr looked at him reproachfully. ‘However,” he repeated, ‘ atouch here,” —heran hishand around
the edge of the acove, Odang watching him intently —*and here, should doit.” He stood back.

Sowly theflickering blue light steadied and the bird closed its eyes and became motionless. Kristabe
meade a disparaging noise and dropped back on to the floor.

‘That’ s better, isn't it? Andawyr said. *And I’ll add my sedl to yoursif you wish. Just to make sure
none of usfal into temptation.’

Odang ran his hand around the acove as Andawyr had done. ‘It doesn’t matter,” he said, hisvoice
awed. ‘Y ou could undo and reseal my work and I’d never know.” Heturned to Andawyr. ‘ Thiswork is
amazing. How . ..

Andawyr’shand roseto slencehim. ‘I’ vetaught you dl | can,” hesaid. ‘Y ou yourself haveimproved
beyond measure even in this short time, but | can’t give you the experiences | had to face. Just keep
learning and you' Il keep improving.” His manner became very serious. ‘ Trust me, Odang. Everyoneis
stronger now than | waswhen | was tested. Should you be so tested yourself, you' |l not find yourself
wanting.

Before Odang could reply, Andawyr turned to Kristabel. *What did you want, my dear? he asked.
‘Nothing a dl,” thefelci replied. ‘But they do.” Shelooked upwards. ‘ They'redl stting around waiting
for you, likelittle schoolchildren. | do think it's sweet the way they al follow you around. They’'re so
excited.’

Andawyr levelled acautionary finger & her. ‘Behave,’ he said sternly, opening the door. Thefélci
laughed again and scurried out into the passageway.

As she loped off, another felci appeared from aside passage and deliberately bowled her over. There
was a brief scurrying scuffle which ended with the two animals running off, side by side, laughing
uncontrollably.

Andawyr watched them until they disappeared from sight, leaving only the lingering echo of their distant
laughter. He shook his head. ‘ They’re marvelous,’ he said, smiling.

‘But? Odang caught the doubt in hisleader’ svoice.

Andawyr’s smile broadened. ‘But | can never escape the fedling that they regard us as pets,’ he said.
‘Kept herefor their entertainment.”



Odang affected aworldly indifference. ‘Oh, isthat dl? hesaid. ‘Persondly I’ ve never had any doubts
about that whatsoever.’

* * % %

The atmosphere in the Work Hall was charged with expectation. The only members of the Cadwanol
who were not present were those who had been given the respongbility of manning the Caves physica
defences, and for the most part, these were the younger members of the Order.

The ceiling of the hall was domed, rising up in contrast to the floor, which consisted of tiers of broad
steps tapering gradudly downwardsto end in asmal centrd circular area. The whole was smple, restful
and focussed.

Three doping aidesradiated up from the central areaand it was down one of these that Andawyr strode
purposefully.

Reaching the centre, he looked round at hiswaiting brothers. By tradition, when the Order met formally,
no one occupied thefirgt tier. Thusthe leader would be set benesth al those who had chosen him.

As he turned round, he held out his hands, palms upwards. * These recent weeks have seen profound
changesinusal,” hebegan. ‘I think now that I’ ve taught you such of my own new knowledge, my new
understanding, as can be taught in so short atime. More, | suspect, can be learned only through the
passage of time or through terrible individud trial. Neither of thosefdl within my gift.’

He paused, and the slence of the mountains above seemed to fill the hdll.

Soon, many of usmust leave to start again the endless search for knowledge that Ethriss charged our
forebearswith,” he continued. ‘But for al our vaunted knowledge and our new-found strength, we' re as
nothing againgt the power of Sumeral and His Uhridl, and whilewe re dl here together, we must attempt
the task that we' ve charged ourselves with —atask for which we have no guidance, but one which only
we can undertake.” He paused again, asif reluctant to take the fina step into the beginning of what must
be anew age.

‘Here, today, we must seek out the Guardians and waken them.’

The step taken, his voice became more matter of fact. *We know nothing of the fate of any of them after
the Last Battle. Theowart, Sphaeera and Enartion were rarely seen by men throughout the entire War of
the First Coming, and it’ s not recorded where they were during that battle. However, itis recorded that,
like Ethriss, they were human in their form on the few occasions they were seen.’

He began to wak up and down, pausing occasionaly to emphasize points with ajabbing finger. ‘Nor do
we know anything of the fate of Ethriss. After the méée that followed thefall of Sumerd, he was gone.
Some say he was struck down by Sumeral’ slast spear cast, but . . . He shrugged.

‘And of course, we know nothing of the bodies of Sumeral and the Uhridl. They too could not be found
after the battle. And so, my brothers. We have. . . nothing.’

He opened hisarmswide asiif to encompassthe entire hall.

Hisvoicefdl. ‘Nothing that is, until | found myself pitched into conflict with an evil so ancient that



hitherto I’d only read about it. Nothing, until | found myself aiding a hunted man who could be Ethriss
himself, dormant. Nothing, until 1 found myself held in Narsinda, touched and bound by a power that
could only be Sumerd”’

Helooked dowly round his audience. ‘ Brothers. If Sumera and His Uhrid are among us, and are
seeking the il deeping form of Ethriss, then the Guardianswill lie somewhere, waiting our call.’

Then hisvoice rose. ‘Who doubts this?

I nterminable discussions over the weeks had laid low al possible doubts, and the Hall remained silent.
“Who doubts our will? he continued, hisvoice il loud.

Agan, therewas sllence.

Then findly, *Who doubts our strength and our skill?

Y et again no voices wereraised, but the Hall filled with amurmuring rustle as al present raised their
hands.

Andawyr laughed, and cut through the silence with aclap of hishands.

‘Good,” he said. * Our new knowledge has taught us an old lesson and given us a small measure of our
ignorance. However, | don't share quite al your doubts.” The words he had spoken to Odang earlier
returned to him. ‘| told you I’ ve taught you dl | can. And that more, much more, you'll learn for
yoursalves as time passes and circumstances change. But trust me. . .” Heturned round again, gazing
intently at hislisteners. ‘Whatever frailty you may fed within yoursdlf, remember that asindividuaseach
of you is stronger by far than you' ve ever been, and as an Order we' re stronger by far than we' ve been
for generations.’

He relaxed and smiled. ‘ Brothers, let me be prosaic. Amongst other things, we' re farmers. In our
answer to the need for food lies all our answers. We must till the fie ds we have, with the toolswe ve
made. To do otherwise would be to starve.’

Therewas aripple of movement around the audience.

‘Now,” hesad. “Who here fedshimsdlf so frail that he will not give hisbest endeavour to thistask?

The movement stopped and no hands were raised.

Andawyr closed hiseyes. * Then thetimeisnow, brothers,” he said softly. * All words must cease.’

There were no precedents for what they were trying to do, nor any guidance to be found anywhere.
Their main hope lay in the certain knowledge that Sumera and the Uhrid had been wakened, and that
therefore such an awakening was possible. Through the weeks of debate they had decided eventualy
that araucous display of the Old Power was not the way. Had such adisplay been used to rouse
Sumerd, then surely they would have felt it. And who could have doneit? Also, to use the power to such
an extent now would be to announce their presence to Him beyond al doubt, and risk bringing Him

down upon them.

Someone, Andawyr could not remember who, had said, ‘ Perhapsit was some act of faith that wakened



them,” and from that chance remark had devel oped the ideathey were now about to attempt.

Let there be agreat silence. A man may deep soundly through hubbub and uproar, yet wake suddenly at
thelightest footfal. So might that not be the same for the Guardians, who had dept so long in the
interminable clatter of the world they had formed?

AsAndawyr fdl slent each of the Cadwanoal in histurn closed his eyes and entered into his own stillness,
asif preparing for some grest tria with the Old Power. Each took with him such knowledge as he had of
the four Guardians and their domains.

Then, very dowly, each reached out to the other.

A joining of the minds of two or three individuas was not uncommon for certain uses of the Old Power,
but it was no essy fegt, being easily disturbed by the norma urgencies of daily life and the natural
sdf-centred imperfections of the human persondity. For virtually the whole Order to be joined thus
would verge on the miraculous. Y &t, under Andawyr’ s new-found strength and cam, it began,
imperceptibly, to happen, until soon it was far beyond anything that had ever been achieved in the past.
As each doubt came to Andawyr, he acknowledged it and let it pass unhindered.

There had been little difficulty in dedling with the problem of the cluttering pressure of daily routine, but
when questioned about the possible effects of individual weakness, he had smply said: “Y ou know the
gravity of our need. Y ou know some of your imperfections. Let them, and such others asyou find, fall
away —snk from sight in the stillness we shal make. Trust me. Y ou have both the strength and the
couragetodoit.’

At one point however, doubts and fears began to accumulate and cloud his clear tillness. He fdt his
own doubts begin to cling about him. Would they fail? Would hefail? Would he, who had had the
arrogance to attempt to bring this about, destroy it with his own weakness? If that happened, such a
joining could never be achieved again, and who then would even attempt to waken the Guardians? The
dillnesswavered.

Then, apparently irrdevantly, the thought cameto him that if any force had, over the years, subtly dulled
their wish to travel and seek new knowledge, it may not necessarily have been malign. How else could so
many of the Order have been here, and been so rested, so introverted, to attempt this extraordinary
deed? And if no externa force had induced their seemingly inexcusable lethargy, was not thisnow a
fitting atonement?

Andawyr’ s reproach about their neglect had struck cruelly at every member of the Order, including
himsdf and, not being fully debated, had grumbled uneasily beneath the surface of their norma activities
over the past weeks. Now, the unexpected appearance of this alternative interpretation of their seeming
inaction spread through the merging minds like an absolving flux, trailing agrest lightnessin itswake and
carrying dl hisdoubtswith it.

An act of faith, Andawyr recaled, and the lightness spread.

Then, without a perceptible c