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? Chapter 1

Had the I cefd con il been living among the Talking Stars People, the pendty for not recognizing the old
man he encountered in the clearing by the four em treeswould have been the removal of hiseyes,
tongue, liver, heart, and brain, in that order.

His head would have been cut off, and, the Talking Stars People being athrifty folk, hishair taken for
bow strings, his skin for ritua lesther, and his bonesfor tools and arrowheads. If it was a bad winter,
they would have eaten hisflesh, too, so it wasjust aswell that his misdeed occurred in the middle of
spring.

The Icefdcon consdered dl thislogica and justified: the laws of his ancestors were not the reason that he
no longer lived among the Taking Stars People.
All the horror that followed could have been avoided had he minded his own business, as was hiswont.

Sometimes hefet that he had spent entirely too much time living among civilized people.

It had been abad year for bandits. The summer following the Summerless Y ear had seen more than the
usua bloody dtrifein therotting kingdoms that once made up the empire of the Alketch in the South, and
bands of paid-off warriors, both black and white, drifted north to prey on the smal communities aong
the Great Brown River.

It was said they had penetrated far to the east, into the Felwoods, though few came so far north asthe
Vaeof Renweth. Now it was spring again. When awoman's screams and aman's thin criesfor help
diced the cold, sharp air of the Vae, the Icefalcon guessed immediately what was going on.

In the round clearing in the woods about three miles upd ope from the Keep, he found pretty much what
he expected to find.

The scene was common in theriver valleys these days: an old man lying with agreet bleeding wound in
his head by the remains of asmall campfire, adonkey squealing and pulling itstether, and aburly,
coal-black warrior of the Alketch in the process of dragging a buxom red-haired woman into the trees.

Inthefilmy eggshell brightness of the spring afternoon the old man'sblood glared crimson, thewarrior's
yellow coat in brilliant contrast to the emerald of the grass, the beryl of the close-crowding trees. The
knife in the woman's hand blinked like amirror.

Seeing no point in making atarget of himself by crossing the meadow openly, the | cefa con ducked
immediately back into the belt of hazel and chokecherry that ringed the clearing and kept to cover ashe
worked hisway around.

The woman was putting up agood fight. She was astdl as her attacker and of sturdy build, dressed asa
man for trave in trousers and a padded wool jacket. Still, the man got the knife away from her, twisted
her arm behind her, and seized her thick braids.

The woman cried out in pain-she had not ceased to shriek throughout the encounter-and the I cefalcon
samply stepped from behind an em tree next to the struggling pair, flipped one of his severd poignards
into his hand, and dit the warrior'sthroat.

The woman saw him a split second before he grabbed the man around the jaw to pull his head back for
thekill.

She screamed in what the | cefal con considered unreasonabl e horror-what did she think he was going to
do?-as the man's blood soused over her breast and belly in araw-smelling drench, and jumped away as
her attacker collapsed between them. The I cefa con had aready turned, sword in hand, to scan the
woods behind.

"Shut up,” heingtructed. "I can't hear anything.” A single bandit was even rarer than asingle cockroach.

But there was no second attack. No sound in the woods, at least asfar as he could tell over the woman's
hooting gasps.

He glanced back at her after thefirst quick check and pointed out, ™Y our companion is hurt.”

"Oh!" shecried. "Oh, Linok!" and rushed across the clearing to where the old man lay.
After looting the fallen body of wegpons, the | cefd con followed more dowly, lisening, watching al
around him, tallying sounds and half-guessed movements in the shadows of the trees. Sheld made noise



enough to have brought the armies clear from the Alketch, let alone from higher up the Vae,

He came up on her as she was dabbing clean the old man's scal p. The cut looked ugly, blood smeared dll
over the round, brown, wrinkled face and matted dark in the salt-and-pepper hair. "Hethya?' moaned
the old man, groping for her arm with ashaky hand.

"I'm here, Uncle. 'm dl right." Her jacket had been pulled nearly off her shouldersin the struggle, her
tunic torn to the waist. She made nothing of her half-bared breasts, round and upstanding and white as
Suet puddings under the terra-cotta spill of her hair.

The Icefacon put her age at perhapsthirty, afew years older than himsalf. She had ared full mouth and
the porcelain-fair skin of the Felwoods and an easterner'sway with vowelsaswell.

"Wereadl right for now," corrected the Icefd con, ill listening to the too silent woods. "Y our vigitor's
companionswill beaong at any time. How isit with you, old man? Can you back the donkey?"

"I-1 believe s0." Old Linok had the well-bred speech of the capital at Gae, before the Dark Ones
destroyed it dong with most of the rest of the works of humankind. He sat up, clinging to hisniece's
fleshy shoulder for support. "What happened?| don't..."

"Y our niece will explain on the way to the Keep." Impossible that the bandit's companions weren't only
minutes away-the Talking Stars People would have aready |eft the old man behind.

The I cefalcon had with some difficulty been taught to follow the dictates of civilized people about those
too infirm to look out for themsalves, but he il didn't understand them.

"Get him on the beast and don't be afool, woman," he added, when she turned to gather up bedrollsand
packs. ""The banditswill have those one way or the other."

"But we carried those clear from..."

"No, no, Hethya, theboy isright." Linok struggled with maddening downessto get himself upright.
"Therewill be others. Of course there will be others.™

Thelcefdcon dready had the donkey over to them. He reminded himself that among civilized peopleit
was not done to grab old men by the backs of their clothing and heave them onto pack-beasts like killed
meat, no matter how much more efficient such a procedure might be for a speedy getaway.

Hissword wasin hisright hand, his attention returning again and again to the place in the treeswhere the
birds were slent-somewhere between the big em with the lightning scar and the three smdler ms close
together.

"Y ou're from the fortress, aren't you, young man?'

"Besdlent, both of you." Hewastoo preoccupied with trying to track potentia attackers by sound to
inquire where € se they thought he might have emerged from, if not the monstrous black block of the

K eep, whose obsidian-smooth walls were visible from nearly any point in the lower part of the Vae.
They were there. He felt their presence as one sometimes felt the pirits of holy places, felt their eyeson
thelittle party with dl thetraining of his upbringing in the Red World, the empty lands beyond the
mountains. Hed killed their companion and was in charge of two and perhaps three sets of wegpons and
adonkey, far rarer than gold in this devastated world. He and his companions were outnumbered... So
why didn't they attack?

And why didn't these two idiots he'd rescued shut up?

But they didn't. And the bandits kept to the trees, invisible and unheard. Asfar asthe lcefacon could tell,
they didn't even follow them asthey moved from clearing to clearing down the ice-fed stream, until they
came to the open land that surrounded the Keep of Dare, the last refuge of humankind between the
Great Brown River and the glacier-rimmed horns of the Snowy Mountains, somber towers blotting the
western sky.

"Y ou were fools not to come to the Keep when first you entered the valey.” The |cefd con glanced back
at them, man and woman, for the first time taking his eyes from the surrounding woods. "Where were you
bound?Y ou must have seeniit.”

"Now listen here, boy-0," began the woman Hethya, apparently indignant at being called afool, though
the Icefal con would have been hard put to devise another term that covered the Situation.

"No, niece, he'sright,” Linok sighed. "He'sright." He straightened his bowed back-hewas alittle,
round-faced, stooped man, with blunt-fingered hands clinging to the ass short-cropped mane-and



looked back at the | cefa con walking behind them, long, curved killingsword still in hand.
"A White Raider, aren't you, my boy? And clothed as one of the King's Guard of Gae."
Civilized people, the Icefalcon had discovered, loved to state the obvious. In the improbable event that a
man of the Realm of Darwath-and they were a dark-haired people on the whole-had been flax-blond
and grew hishair long enough to braid, it was il unlikely in the extreme that he/d have had dried hand
bones plaited into the ends of it.
The bones were those of aman who had poisoned the Icefa con, stolen his horse and the amul et that
guarded him from the Dark Ones, and left him to die. The Icefacon saw no reason for civilized people to
be shocked about this, but mostly they were.
"Had you journeyed asfar aswe have, young man,” Linok went on, shaking afinger a him, "insuch
lands as the Felwoods have become in the seven years since the coming of the Dark, you'd beware of
anyone and anything you don't know, too. Cities that once were bywords of law and hospitality are nests
now of ghoulsand thieves..."

His gestures widened to dramatic sweeps, like an actor declaiming. The Icefalcon wondered if Linok
sincerely believed that the | cefal con had somehow missed these events or if he smply liked to hear
himsdf talk, afailing common among civilized people who didn't have to dedl with the possibility of degth
by starvation or violence asthe result of ill-timed sound.
"The very Keeps themsalves are no longer safe. Prandhays Keep, once the stronghold of the landchief
Degedna Marina, was breached and overtaken by outlaws who nearly killed us when we camethere
seeking shelter. Thereis no trust to be found anywhere in this sorry and desolated world.”
"Stll," said Hethya softly, "it isnot so bad asit was." Her voice dtered, the broad didect of the
Felwoods lands transmuting into something else, her carriage changing, asif she grew taller where she
walked at the donkey's head. "Nathion Aysasintiosta, they used to say: The Darkness covered the very
eyesof God."
The Icefdcon tilted his head at the unfamiliar words, of no language that he knew or had ever heard.
There was the echo of dark horror in the woman's eyes, and her whole face, in itsframe of cinnamon
curls, grew subtly different.

"Y ou mean in the days when the Dark Onesrose," he said.

Her laugh was 0oft, bitter, and strange, out of placein the lush-featured face. "Yes" shesaid. "l mean
when the Dark Onesrose.”
Around them in the open meadow a haf hundred or so sheep fled bleating, and the dozen cowsraised
their heads to regard them with the mild stupid curiosity of bovinekind: dl thelivestock Ieft to a
community of some five thousand souls.
The pasturage had been shifted again, asthe rubbery, dien growth caled dunch spread into what had
been the Keegp's cornfields, and only afew of the fields themsalves remained.

Theice storm that struck in the Summerless Y ear had accounted not only for most of the stock, but for
al but afew of thefruit treesaswell, freezing them to their hearts.

Even the spdlls of the Keegp's mages had been unable to revive more than ahandful. Raised by magic
three and ahdf millenniaago, the black walls of the Keep itself stood isolated in the desolation.

Stll, they stood, imperviousto horror, night, and Fimbul winter in aworld of glacier-crowned rock, and
Hethyalooked on them across the meadow with sadness and knowledge in her eyes.

"Not the risng of the Dark Onesthat you remember, barbarian child,” she added softly. "Not their brief,
final rising, when they wiped out the last of humankind before themsalves passing on into another
dimension of the cosmos.” Her hand shifted on the donkey's bridle, and she seemed oblivious now to the
dead bandit's blood crusted on her clothing.

"l remember the days when the Dark Onesrose like a black miasmaand did not depart. Not in a season,
not in ayear, not in ageneration. | remember the days when humankind shrank to handfuls, not daring to
leave the black walls of its Keepsfor years at atime, fearing the night, fearing the day amost as much.
When the world we knew was rent asunder and al the things that we cherished were swept away so that
not even the words for them remained.”

"I remember,” she said. "It was three and a haf thousand years ago, but | remember what it waslike, a



the origina risng of the Dark. | wasthere.”

"I don't know how young | was," said Hethya, Spping the tisane of hot barley that Gil-Shaos of the
Guards brought her, "when shefirgt started speaking to mein memind.”

She drew up her legs under the borrowed skirts of homespun wool-worn and mended like everything in
the Keep these days-and |ooked around her at the notables of the Keep assembled in the smallest of the
roya council chambers.

"Six or saven, | think. | know | startled Mother-and horrified me aunties-by some of what I'd come out
with, things no young girl ought to think or know."

Her wry grin summoned back for amoment that red-haired child, with her pointed chin and wide-set
cheekbones and innocent hazel eyes, in a house whose diamond-paned window casements would have
been |eft open after dark to catch the evening breeze.

In her smile the I cefalcon, seated with Gil-Shaos and a couple of other warriors near the door, could
glimpsethereflection of parents and siblings who had mostly died uncomprehending, terrified, one night
when the thin acid winds blew cold from the shadows and the shadows themselves flowed out to drown
thelight.

Minalde asked, "Does she have aname?' She leaned forward, dark braid swaying over the faded red
wool of her state gown, twined with the pearls of the ancient Roya House.

Hethyastawny browstugged together. "Ode Niu," she said at length. "Though | don't know whether this
isher name or her title. She calls hersdf other things sometimes.”

The I cefd con saw the glance that passed around the room, the murmur of wonderment and question like
wind rustling the aspens by the orchards.

Even the Keep Lords, the few members of the ancient Gae nobility who'd managed to make it to the
Keep with food stores and servants and miniature armies of retainers and guards, were impressed, and
they tended not to be moved by anything that didn't directly impinge on their rea or imagined privileges.
Lord Ankres muttered something to L ord Sketh, who nodded, blue eyes bulging. Three of the Keep's
four mages-Rudy, Wend, and |1ae-leaned forward on their bench of smooth-whittled pine poles, draped
in mammoth and bison-hides.

Wise Ones, the | cefal con's people would have called them, they had summoned spots of glowing
witchlight to augment the flickering amber of the small, round hearth, but the bluewhite light burned low,
giving the big double cell theintimacy of aprivate chamber.

"Ode Niu," Minade repeated softly, tasting the shape of that name with akind of wonder. The Lady of
the Keep and widow of Eldor, the last High King of the Realm of Darwath, had changed a great dedl
from the shy seventeen-year-old the | cefalcon had rescued from the Dark Ones seven years ago.

Thin-boned and ddlicately beautiful, with lupine-blue eyes that had seen too much: a pawn who had
worked her heartbreaking way across the chesshoard to become not a queen, but aking.

"And you remember to her?' asked Altir Endorion, Lord of the Keep of Dare.

He had his mother Minalde's eyes, large and blue as the hearts of the degpest-hued morning glories, and
her cod-black hair.

Of hisfather, he had the memories of the House of Dare, memories of the line that stretched unbroken
back to the origina Time of the Dark; memories uncertain, patchy, in no particular order, memories of
other people's mothers, other people's griefs.

Some members of his house had been spared these memories, the I cefa con had been told. Others had
had them only in flashes, or sometimesin the form of hurtful, restless dreams. Minalde had them, too,
inherited from the House of Bes, acollaterd of Dare'sline. Sometimes Tir's eyes were three thousand
yearsold and more.

Hed be eight in high summer and looked it now, small face filled with wonder as he gazed up at this
newcomer from another world.

Hethya smiled looking down a him, and her expression softened. "I don't remember to her, melittle
lord," shesaid. "I-1 am her, in away of speaking. Sometimes. She'slikein aroom in me head" she
tapped her temple-"and sometimes she only sitsin that room talking to me, and sometimes she comes



out, and ... and then | haveto st in that room, and listen to the things she says, and watch the things she
does with me hands, and me feet, and me body."

Her brow creased again, and some remembered pain hardened a corner of her mouth. She looked aside
from Tir'stoo innocent eyes. After amoment she went on, " Sometimes shell tell methings, or show me
things, things about the Times Before. It's hard to explain the way of it, between her and me."

"Rudy?' Minade looked across to the young mage who was her lover, seated at adiscreet distance with
his two colleaguesin wizardry out of respect for the sensihilities-religious or political-of the Keep Lords
and the Bishop Maia. "Have you ever heard of such athing?'

Rudy Solis shook his head. He, too, had changed, the I cefalcon thought, over the past seven years. Like
Gil-Shalos he was an outlander, son of an dien world.

When they had arrived in thetrain of Ingold the Wizard on the morning following thefinal destruction of
Gae, the | cefa con had guessed immediately that Gil-Shal os, who now sat beside him in the loose black
clothing of the Guards, would survive. He had seen the warrior in her eyes.

Rudy he had not been so sure of . Even after the young man had found in himself the powers of the Wise
Ones-powersthat evidently did not exist or were not ble to humansin his own world-the

| cefalcon would not have bet the runt of a pot dog'slitter on Rudy's survival.

He might do so today, he thought, but not much more. For al that Rudy had been through, under Ingold's
tutelage and on hisown, like many civilized people he lacked the cutting blade of hardnessin hissoul.
"I've never heard of anything of thekind," he said. "Neither hasIngold, asfar as| know. At least he's
never mentioned it tome.”

He shook hislong dark hair from his eyes, an unprepossessing figure in hislaborer's clothes and hisvest
of brightly painted bison-hide. "When were done here, I'll contact him and ask.”

"It isamost inopportune moment,” put in the ederly Lord Ankresdryly, "for Lord Ingold to have
absented himself from the Keep." Gil-Shdos stiffened at this dight to the mage who was her lover, her
life, and the father of her young son, but as amember of the Guardsit was not her place to speak out of
turn to one of the Keep Lords. Rudy answered, however.

"When you cometo think of it, my Lord, there never is an opportune moment for Ingold to go
scavenging. | mean, hell, nothing ever happensin the winter because the bandits and the White Raiders
are aslocked down by the weather aswe are, but then Ingold can't get out, either. The only times he can
get totheruins of the citiesisin summer. Areyou saying you'd rather he didn't find stuff like sulfur and
vitriol to kill the dunch in the fidds? Or books?"

"He could |eave the books for another time," responded the stout Lord Sketh. "There are things we need
more."

"Like anew brain for you, meathead?' muttered Gil under her breath.

"Bethat asit may," Minddeintervened, with her usua artlesdy exact timing, "thefact isthat Lord Ingold
isat Gaejust now and can be contacted easily by any of the mages here. Wend? Ilae? Have either of
you heard tell of such athing, that one of the wizards of the Trnes Before should possess the mind and
soul of someonein our times?”’

Both the dark-eyed little ex-priest and the dim young woman shook their heads. Their ignorance was
scarcely asurprise, as neither had received formal training in wizardry. The Dark Ones had been
hideoudy efficient in wiping out the schoolsin the City of Wizards and everyone e se with obvious ability
intheart.

"Well, I've never heard of such, either,” said Hethya. "And believe me, your Ladyship, I've looked.”

"It isarare-avery rare-phenomenon.” Uncle Linok spokefor thefirgt time, from the corner by the
hearth. He adjusted the shawls and blankets wrapped about him, wool and fur and the combed and spun
underwool of the mammoth, yak, rhinoceros, and uintatheria that the Keep's hunters trapped and
speared in the winter when the great lumbering animas migrated from the North.

"But it is by no means unheard of . Asacollector and collator of old manuscripts mysdlf, I've found
mention of it only once, inthe 'Y dlow Book of Harilomne."

"Harilomne?' Brother Wend straightened up, dark eyes growing wide. "Harilomne the Heretic? Hewas a
mage of great power, who sought out and studied all records of the arts of the Times Before, in the days



of Otoras Blackcheeks, my Lady," he explained, turning to Minade. "It was said he knew more about
those logt arts than any man living, though no one knows how he found it out. No one has ever found his
library..."

"And just aswell," said the Bishop Maia. "Just because athing was wrought by the mages of thosetimes
does not mean that it was wholesome, or worthy of being found. The Times Before were years of great
evil aswdl as grest knowledge. Some of the knowledge Harilomne uncovered was used to gredt ill, as
anyonewill tdl you, my Lady."

"But three of his books were supposed to be at Gae," put in Rudy. "That's what that merchant guy last
month told Ingold. That he'd seen them in the cellar of awrecked villathere. That'swhy Ingold took off
theway hedid."

"And well he should,” said Linok. "All knowledge, al magic, ispreciousin thesetimes." Hemade a
gesture, then, of stroking his ragged beard, and something in his movement-the way his hand came up,
wrigt leading like an actor's-snagged at the |cefd con's mind. Animpression, gone immediately, that he
knew this man. Had seen him somewhere before.

But the round face, the wide-set eyes, and the snub nose were not familiar. Someone who looked like
him? A kinsman?

But he knew as soon as he phrased the question that it wasn't that. Linok went on, "The single reference
inthe Ydlow Book speaks of agirl inthereign of Amir the Lesser who was 'possessed of aspirit of her
ancestors,’ who apparently spoke languages unknown to any in the world. She could identify and explain
an 'apparatus said to have stood in the vaults beneath the Cathedrd of Prandhays since the founding of
the city. What this apparatus was the book did not say, and the apparatusitself is now long gone, but it
was said that the thing produced a great light, and while the light shone none could enter or leave the
Cathedrd, nor certain areas of its grounds.”

"A forcefidd?' Rudy looked across at Gil-the word he used was unfamiliar, in the tongue of their own
world that neither spoke much anymore. "I'll be buggered. Y ou ever hear Ingold mention that?'

She shook her head.

"And wasit an gpparatus,” asked Minade, folding small dim handsin her embroidered Iap, "that you
cameto the Vae of Renweth to seek, Hethya?"

The woman hesitated for along time, her eyes seeking Linok's. The old man nodded.

" think we can trust these good people, my child.”

One could have heard a snowflakefal in that lamp-lit golden room.

"She-Odle Niu-saysthere were caves or something in the cliffsan thewestern sde of thevaley." Hethya
brought the words out hesitantly, asif dredging them from degp within her mind. " She says she and some
other people, wizards| think, hid up there from the Dark Ones. They walled up things, weaponsand ...
and other things I'm not understanding, to hide them there from enemies, after they got the Keep built."
The whole room was an indrawn breath. Hope, wanting, flashed between Rudy's eyes and Minalde's,
pa pable asthe legp of summer lightning from cloud to cloud.

Lord Ankres said, "But we have al been to those caves, my Lady Queen." He leaned forward, narrow
hands resting on hisknees. "Lord Ingold himself has gone carefully over them and found nothing but
marks and scratches on thefloor.”

Hethyalooked puzzled, biting her lip.

Rudy asked her, "Whereabouts are these caves? Down near the old road?”

She shook her head immediately. "No, those were the ones the people stayed in, where there was the
water. These were up higher, and farther on, | think. I'd know the placeif | wasto seeit again.”

Rudy looked down at Tir, Stting rapt at Minddesfeet. "Any of this sound familiar to you, Ace?'

The boy shook hishead, eyes shining. "What kind of things?' he wanted to know. "Machines?’

For the past two winters he had been enthralled by the mazes of levers and pulleys, belts and steam
turbines, that Ingold was congtructing in hislaboratories in the heart of the Keep crypts next to the
hydroponics gardens that fed the population.

The few fragments of ancient machinesthat had been found provided only tantalizing scraps of
information, hints and clues and the tiniest seeds of speculation, which, the Icefa con knew, droveingold



and Gil insane.

The lcefalcon himsdlf had little opinion of machines. They could not be made to work and took up aded
of space, and, upon two or three occasions, trials of their virtues had resulted in nearly killing everyonein
the room.

Gil and Rudy had both attempted to explain to him why it was necessary that such machinesas Gil saw in
the record crystals from the Times Before should be made to work again, but the Icefalcon il distrusted
them.

It was said among his people that it took a brave man to befriend aWise Man, and after eleven years
friendship with Ingold Inglorion, greatest of the wizards of the West, the Icefa con had concluded that
one had to be dightly mad aswell.

Hethyawas still spesking, telling Tir and Rudy and the Lady Alde about machines that would draw water
from deep in the earth or generate heat and operate the pumps that circulated air and water through the
unseen black ducts and pipes of the Keep.

Though Maawas shaking his head in disgpprova, she spoke of apparatus that would melt snow and
cause plantsto fruit and put forth crops twice and sometimes thrice in ayear-the sort of things the more
foolish of the people of the Real World west of the mountains attributed to their Ancestors, asif anyone's
Ancestors would be interested in such matters. The Taking Stars People had more sense.

"I know not whether these thingswill remain,” Hethya said, the Felwoods brogue dissolving again, the
antique inflection returning as the pitch of the voice itself degpened and dowed.

"We hid them deep, for the world in those days was full of foolish men and the acts of afew evil wizards
had brought down the persecution of the Church onthem al. A world of time has passed over them, and
time contains many things. We thought, me Uncle Linok and mesdf. . ."

Shewas dl Felwoods again. "We thought to lay hold of some of these things, to buy ourselvesat least a
placeto dwell, now the eastern lands are dl warfare and bandits and desth.”

Her nogtrilsflared alittle, and the hazel eyes darkened again, and her fingers clenched the faded gilding of
her chair arm.

"Y ou need not trouble yoursel ves about the purchase of refuge.” Alde rose from her own chair and held
out her hand, her full garnet overdeevefdling sraight.

Againg Hethyas height and strength she had afragilelook, like the chair she had sat in, the ddlicate
workmanship of aworld fast dipping away.

"Whatever you seek, be sure that you will have our help. Whatever you find, be surethat it will not be
taken from you so long as your use of it be honest. That | pledge you."

Hethya curtsied deep with her borrowed skirts and kissed the Lady's outstretched hand. Linok carefully
unwrapped himsdf from his many shawls and made his bow, an e aborate Court obeisance that once
again tripped something in the lcefa con's mind.

But then, it was the sort of sllinessthat civilized people did, and he had lived among them for four years
before the coming of the Dark Ones. There were many in the Keep-not just the Keep Lords, either-who
scrupuloudy maintained the old forms, and it was not unreasonabl e to suppose that such aone might
have aniece with aroving eye and a Felwoods turn to her tongue.

It was the mark of civilized people to make such alowances and not live with one's hand forever on one's
sword-belt. Commander Janus of the Guards, and the Lady Minade, and others over the years, had told
the Icefa con repeatedly that every snapped twig did not necessarily presage the swift onset of bloody
disadter.

But the reflection that he wasright, and they wrong, was of little consolation to the I cefalcon in the face of
what was to come.



? Chapter 2

"If you mean, do | think shewasfaking," said Gil-Shalos haf an hour later, walking aong the broad
Roya Way at the |cefd con's sde with her gloved hands stuck in her sword-sash, "the answer isyes."

At midday the mazes of the Keep were sparsely populated, especidly in spring. Therasp of filesand
saws, characteristic noisesthat rose and faded with the turnings of the fortress tangled halways, were
gtilled as the men and women who labored al winter in their dim+lit cellsjoined hunting parties or
optimigtically cultivated what arable land there was-anything to add to the Keep's dim stores of food and,
especidly, clothing.

With the destruction of the entire sheep herd in the Summerless'Y ear, the Icefalcon had immediately
reverted to the wearing of leather and furs, dyed black asthe clothing of the Guards of Gae was dways
black; otherswere following suit.

Unesasy torchlight flung shadows over the black stone walls but couldn't pierce the gloom collected under
the high ceiling vaults. Here and there vermillion dits of poor-quality-ail light marked the rough louversor
curtainsthat closed off doors of the dwelling cells. Raised largdly in the open, the Icefalcon had had a
difficult time getting used to living under aroof in hisyears a Gae. The Keep waslike dwdling forever in
acave.

A very safe cave, of course. But acave, nonetheless.

But he had played in caves asachild, up in the Night River Country. He had memorized their most
intricate twists and turnings, their tiniest holes and pass-throughs, in order to ambush his playmates, even
asthe children herelearned to run the mazes without lightsin the course of their games.

He still practiced several times aweek, finding hisway about the back reaches of the Keep blindfolded.
Following hisexample, asin many other things, Gil did thisaswell.

"It isnot exactly what | mean,” the Icefacon said, asthey turned left and descended the Roya Stair.
Many people had trouble keeping abreast of the | cefd con'slong-legged stride, but Gil wasfast. "But tell
me why you think thiswoman lies about the Ancestor who dwellswithin her head.”

"Theré'stoo much of adifference between her uncleé's classand hers.”

"| thought of that. It isnot inconceivable, O my sster, that the man's sster could have married beneath
him."

"Maybe." She didn't sound happy about it. She understood watchfulness as few civilized people did, the
awareness of patterns and when asingle trace or scat or spoor looked not asit should.

"But anybody can make up gibberish and say it's an unknown language. Rdligiousfakersin my world
have been using that one for centuries. And logic would tell anybody that people had to live somewhere
while the Keepswere being built. If you think about it, it would have to bein caves”

The Icefalcon nodded. It was, he reflected, part of astorytdller's art, and he'd frequently teased Gil about
the fascination acivilized people had for stories that sounded true but weren't.

They passed under clothedines draped with garments hung between the Roya Stair's spacious archesto
take advantage of the updraft of warm air and on into the Aide. Hundreds of yardslong and over a
hundred wide, its cailing vanished high in darkness above them.

The obsidian walls, like those of the densely twisted corridors, glittered dimly with squares of scattered
lamplight; doors, and windows. Multifingered streamstrickled dark and clear aswinter midnight under
railless stone bridges that cut the black expanses of floor.

At the Aidesfar end, pae daylight leaked through the Doors, the single entrance to the whole of the
Keep'sgreat inner dark: two pairs of massive metal portas separated by the twenty- or thirty-foot
thickness of the outer wall itself.

Dare's Keep. Thefinal stronghold. Unbreachable by the Dark that had shattered the world.

"Both she and that uncle of hers have been eating pretty good,” said Gil, and twisted atendril of her dark
hair around one of the sharpened sticks that held it out of the way.

"And theré'salimit to what you can pack on adonkey. But mostly what tips me off isthat she thinks-or
she saysthis Ode Niu bird says-that the Keep is powered by machinery. She thinks that the heart of the



Keep isamachine. And that would be true for Keeps like Prandhays and the Black Rock Keepin
Gettlesand. Kegps where awizard, amage, didn't sacrifice himsdf or hersdlf to enter into the heart of the
Keep asa source of magic to keep it going. If Oale Niu redlly were amage from the Times Before, sheld
know about that. She'd know about Brycothis."

She spoke softly the name of the wizard who had sacrificed hersdf: Ancestor in away, the Icefalcon
thought, of al those who lived here. When first he had been told the secret of the Keep, known only to a
handful, he wondered why he had not guessed it aready.

There was life here in the lamp-sprinkled midnight among the catwalks overhead, lifein the flow of the
moonless water dong the streams of the floor, lifein the breathing of the air. Thelife of the Keep, like the
spiritsthat dwelled in rocks and trees, in the ocean and in each of the thousand thousand stars. It wasthe
only time he had heard of ahuman being transforming hersdf into aspirit, the ki of aplace, but it did not
surprisehim,

The spirit was the mage Brycothis, who had abandoned her body and been absorbed into the magic
wallsto draw power from the earth and channd it to the uses of her people within those wallsforever.
Sometimes he wondered that everyone in the Keep did not guess. At other times, after he had been
dedling with these civilized people for awhile-mud-diggers, the Taking Stars People cdled them, these
people who had lived so long so fat and easily, with their whest fields and their furniture and their clothing
that tied up one's sword-hand-it did not surprise him at dl. Civilized people would have trouble guessing
what was amiss should a uintatherium take up resdencein their parlors.

"But why here?' he asked. "Why make up such atae?'

"Because weve got food here” Gil shrugged. "And weve got the only setup that guarantees production
of food. Since those bandits took over Prandhays Keep last summer, we're just about the last stronghold
for the length of the Great Brown River, from Penambrato the Ice in the North, and the most productive.
Y ou know how many bandits these days are from the Alketch, soldiers displaced by fighting there since
the old Emperor's daughter gathered troops and threw out the genera who thought marrying her against
her will would be agood way to become Emperor himself, the more fool he."

"They arefools" said the Icefalcon dismissively, "the Alketch." The origind owner of thefinger boneshe
worein hisbraids had been a prince of the Alketch.

A door in the Aide's south wall, and adark vestibule, led them into the watchroom of the Guards. The
triple-sized cdll was bright with glowstones-ancient crystal polyhedronsthat shed akind of stored
magelight-and redolent of the warm reek of potatoes, venison stew, and sweaty wool. Sergeant Seya
was playing pitnak with one of the rookies-Gil glanced at the sergeant'stiles and shook her head.

"If our girl Hethya was passing hersdlf off as somekind of ancient wizard to gain status wherever she
lived," she continued, turning back to the Icefalcon, " Alketch bandits rdigious scruples might not have
stretched to keeping her around, especialy once they found out she couldn't come across with anything
useful. Y ou know what the Church in the South doesto wizards. My bet is she and Uncle Linok had to
get out of therefast.”

"So they stole adonkey," said the Icefalcon, "and came here.... For what purpose? To hoax us?'

"At aguess. To buy status. Maybe they thought we wouldn't let them in. Everyoneloves agood story."
"Civilized people do," retorted the I cefa con, who wasn't about to admit to aweakness of that kind.
"They could make agood living," he added thoughtfully, "just selling the donkey."

Knowing some of the speculators who operated in the Keep, Linok had probably aready been offered
thelittle anima's weight in gold, which was chegp these days, since it would neither hold an edge nor
stand up to the heat of acook fire. It wasjust possible that someone would make an attempt to stedl the
cresture, though with so few animalsin the Keep, such atheft would be difficult to hide.

It occurred to him that he could have killed both the old man and the woman and sold the donkey himself
to the highest bidder, dways supposing anyone in the Keep possessed anything he wanted that badly.
None of the Taking Stars People were particularly interested in things they couldn't carry two hundred
miles on foot. The habits of the |cefa con's upbringing died hard.

Gnift the Swordmaster camein, calling together his afternoon practice, and now that her son Mithryswas
ableto walk-and learning to talk, may their Ancestors help them al-Gil had returned to training regularly



with the Guards and taking her turn on the watches.

While she and the others were stripping to their undertunics and wrapping their hands and wrists, the
|cefa con again put on the soft jerkin of black-dyed wolf-hide he wore on patrol, marked with the white
quatrefoil emblem of the Guards of Gae, and pulled on over it aheavier vest, and hisgloves.

Though it was April, in these high valeysthe wind blew cold, colder now every year. There was ill
chance of snow.

Janus, the stocky, red-haired Commander, called out, "Y ou're not on now, you know," and the Icefalcon
shrugged.

"I'm just going up the Va e to see about those bandits."

"There can't bealot of them." He straightened up from lacing his boots. "The watchers at the Tal Gates
never saw them. Neither have any of the patrols.”

"Even s0." He gathered up his bow, ablanket, a quiver of arrows, and then, because he had been raised
among the Taking Stars People, added to the sword and water bottle at hisbelt aleather wallet of dried
mest and flatbread, enough for ahard day's walking, and some dried fruit. Like most of the Guards he
carried afirepouch at his belt, the whole cured hide of awoodchuck lined with horn and clay, in which
was packed asmolder of rotted yellow birch that would burn for aday.

There were few enough guards, and Renweth Va e stretched eighteen miles from the sgpphirewall of the
. Prathhes Glacier down to the spruce forest at itslower end. A fairly large force might hidein the
pinewoods or the rock caves above, and it was not impossible they could have come in over the
ice-crowned spine of the peaks, rather than the eastward pass.

It would be aswell to know where they were and what they were up to. The regular patrol had departed
only an hour before the I cefa con briefly considered rounding up aband to go with him, then dismissed
the thought. On smple reconnaissance, he would do better done.

Besides, he thought-the reasoning of aWhite Raider, Ingold would tell him, but he was aWhite Raider,
and the reasoning was | ogical -bandits might have weapons and horses that could be appropriated.
Instinct made him seek the trees as quickly as he could. From the stones cdled the Four Ladies at the
glacier'sfoot one could see dl the clear land of the Vae. Heworked hisway carefully under cover of the
woods up to the round meadow where Linok and Hethya had camped.

Hedid not serioudy think that anyone was watching from the Four Ladies, but there was no point in
giving anyoneahint of hismovements or intentions.

He had not seen tracks of bandits yesterday, he thought, nor the day before. The watcherson the Tall
Gates that guarded the lower pass to the east had not sighted them, either.

Odd.

From the edge of the trees he scanned the pale ky northward, orienting himsalf. His upbringing in the
Red World had taught him to learn every facet of his surroundings, tree by tree, gully by gully, mudflat,
spring, and stone. He knew Renweth Vae aswell as he knew the ranges of his childhood, the Haunted
Mountains and the Night River Country.

Had the sky-shadowing devil-birds of legend carried him off and set him down anywherein the range of
the Talking Stars People, he would have been able to determine where he was, where the nearest cover
lay, whereto find water and in what direction to walk to come to the steadings and horse herds of his
people wereit winter, or their summer hunting camps wherever they might be, depending on the rainsand
thegrass.

Therefore he knew exactly where the lightning-scarred em tree and itsthree Ssters lay.

And above them, there were no carrion birds.

Scrupulous bandits? In his experience bandits didn't even bury their camp garbage, let alone their dead.
When he wanted to, the [cefalcon could travel very swiftly, but the terrain here was rough, cut with
streams and dotted with pale boulders among the trunks of pine and fir. It took him over an hour to reach
the place, and when he did the sun was barely a hand span above the marble-white knife of the Great
Snowy Mountainsin the West.

The bandit still lay at the meadow's edge, arms flung wide, head twisted over to the Side. Both face and
head had been shaved alittle less than aweek before, and though the man's face was young, the beard



and hair subble were white, acommon color among the Black Alketch.

No bird had torn his eyes or his belly, no fox chewed the soft parts of hisface. Nothing, asfar asthe
|cefal con could see, had invaded the gaping flesh of the severed throat or begun to est at the corpse. It
had smply rotted whereit lay.

In four hours?

He knelt besideit, pulled off his glove to touch the cheek. Liquefying flesh had dready begun to drip
away, showing the pae jawbone and teeth.

Pague?

Not a pleasant thought. Particularly not with Ingold aweek'sjourney off in Gae seeking Harilomne the
Heretic's books. This man had seemed hedthy enough to try to rape Hethya, if that had indeed been his
intent.

He pulled off the man's glove, and most of the hand's flesh came with it. The odor donetold him that all
was not asit should be. The wars with the other peoples of the northern plains, the torture sacrifices by
which his people periodically communicated with the Ancestors, the hunts of mammoth and dire wolf and
yak, would have been enough to teach him the stench of the dead, without the Time of the Dark when
corpseslay likewindfdl plumsin the Streets.

Thisgtink was only vaguely smilar, not like human flesh at dl. He sat back on hisheds. Birdswere
beginning to cry their territories before settling in for the night. A squirrel ran up atree.

The bandits had gone.

The sun dipped behind the white horns of the glaciersthat shawled Anthir, northernmost of the three
peaks that guarded Sarda Pass. Blue shadow poured east to drown the Vae, though light till filled the
sky. The Icefalcon rose and traced the bandit's prints back into the trees.

Here, where the yellow pine-straw covered the ground, there was no good surface for tracks, asituation
not helped by the fact that the bandit had not worn boots. Like the poorest beggarsin Gae before the
Dark Ones came, he had wrapped hisfeet in strips of hide. Still, where the man's marks crossed one of
the dozen meltwater streams, the | cefa con found in the mud of the water's verge the tracks of three
others.

All four had stood there together, not long before the one bandit had gone to meet Hethya, Linok, and
his destiny in the clearing. The other men had gone southwest.

Thelcefdcon frowned. The light was sufficiently dim that he had to crouch for acloser look.

Therewas no migtaking it. All four men were the same height, judging by the length of their strides, and
al four exactly the same weight.

The Icefdcon had grown up able to differentiate between the tracks of his grandfather's white mare
Blossom Horse and those of his cousin's mare Hirt and those of any other horse owned by anyonein the
family. He had been able to recognize the prints of individua dogs, of anyonein thefamily or inthelarger
People, and of many of the members of the wild herds of reindeer, yak, bison, and mammoth aswell.
Tracks, and scat, and individua habits of beasts were the topic of most conversations around the
longhouse firesin winter and under the summer stars while hunting in the Cursed Lands or the Night River
Country. They were the heart and business of the Real World, told over the way civilized people told
over Gil'susdesstales of enchantment and romance. The lcefa con could no more have been mistaken
than he could have thought that a prairie chicken's feather belonged to ared-tailed hawk.

Three of the four bandits had wrapped their feet in the same way, and the hide wrappings were thin
enough to show him that they al walked in the samefashion aswell. Not just thet they al toed in dightly,
but that they al put their weight on their hedsin the same way. Had al worn boots, the pattern of wear
on the soleswould have been identical.

Brothers?

No brothers he had ever encountered had been that smilar. Save for those of the bandit he had killed, dl
turned upstream. There was a path aong the gorged mountain flank that would take them to Sarda Pass
and the little-used way that led down into the plains and badlands of the West.

Why that way? He couldn't be sure, for the light was more and more uncertain, but he thought the hide
wrappings were new. The dead man's were, without ragged edges or the blurring of long wesr.



Disquieted, the Icefa con got to his feet and drew the bandit's dagger from hisbelt. Alketch work,
beautifully tooled and quite old. Hecalled to mind the bandit's clothing, yellow coat and crimson
breeches, dightly too big, looted from an earlier wearer. Boots were expensive and required more work
to accommodeate to another size.

Then heredlized what it was that had tugged at his mind about Linok, what it was about him that he had
recognized, or thought he recognized.

It wastoo dark to see tracksin the meadow now, and in any case there might be very little time. Turning,
he made hisway toward the Keep at arun.

The Icefacon was one of the tallest men in the Keep, long-boned and rangy, and heran fast. He was ill
amilefrom itswalswhen he saw blue witchlight dance in the meadow by the stream, and voices carried
to him, too far to make out words, but recognizable in their timbre and pitch. He turned aside, his heart
cold in him with dread. There was only one reason people would be outside the Keep after nightfall.
Though the Dark Ones had been gone for seven years, the trauma of their coming ran degp. Almost no
onewho had passed through that horror would willingly remain outside of shelter once twilight gathered.
Moreover, with the Sunless Y ear had come changesin the world.

Huge patches of dunch emitted asicklied radiance al dong the valey'sfloor, and the mutant crestures
that grew from it were not al harmless. Even without such beings, there were dways the perils of the
mountains themsalves:. dire wolves, saber-teeth, the bears that were coming out of hibernation, now thin
and hungry and angry.

Fog lay in the low ground of the meadows, dense and white. The moon would not rise for some hours.
The voices came clearer, and the magefire showed him the faces of the man and woman scanning the
damp earth for tracks.

"Sometimes he goes exploring where the old road used to run aong the west foothills," said the voice he
recognized as Rudy Solis.

They'retaking about Tir.

"He says sometimes he remembersthingsthere.”

Gil-Shalos. In seven years they had dmost completely dropped the tongue of their own world, even
when speaking to one another, save for words that had no trandation in the Wathe, like tee-vee and car
and Academy Awards

"Y ou think he might have gone out with Hethya? | saw her talking to him."

"He might have, if she described something he thought he recognized.”

"Y eah, but why wouldn't | have..."

Even as Rudy was speaking the words, the | cefa con was thinking, Why would Rudy need to search?
He'saWise One. He has his scrying stone. He should be able to call Tir'simage...

Unless Tir iswith another Wise One.

He'd guessed before, but the confirmation was like taking an arrow in the chest.

"It's Bektis." He stepped out of the trees. Gil-Shalos was aready turning. No fool, she.

"Bektis?' She looked nonplussed as she spoke the name of the Court Mage who had years ago sold his
servicesto the power-mad Archbishop Govannin, had followed her to the Alketch and, so rumor said,
had assisted her when she carved an unshakable sphere of influence in those war-torn lands.

"What does Bektis have to do with Tir being gone?’

The Icefacon hadn't even broken stride, forcing Rudy and Gil to fdl into step with him as he led the way
fast through the knee-deep ground fog and on toward rising ground, the shoul dering bones of the hills that
guarded Sarda Pass and the road down into the West.

"We have been had for dupes." The Icefa con's voice was bitter, anger at himsalf tempered by fear.
"Madefools of by ashaman'sillusion. The old man Linok was Bektisthe Sorcerer. | thought |
recognized his voice and the way he stroked his beard. Were we to waste time going back across the
meadows we would find histracks-long and thin, not the tracks of the little short-legged man we saw.
The whole thing was afakement, alure, atae, so that he could get into the Keep."

Gil swore. Rudy, who was alittle dower on the uptake, said, "Well, I'll be buggered. But heisn'tin the
Keep. He and that broad Hethya disappeared about two hours ago..."



Gil concluded for him, guessing, but at the sametime sure. "And they took Tir with them.”



? Chapter 3

"l wasafool," said the Icefa con.

It didn't take them long to cut Bektis tracks. Snow gtill lay thin where the shadows of the Hammerking
mountain fell on thetrail, and the prints of the old man's boots were there, long and narrow, with the hedl
and nail-work characterigtic of Alketch bootmaking.

Prints that had to be Hethya's mingled with the wizard's, long with the marks of a second donkey, and
the three identica bandits with hide wrapped around their feet.
"Wheres Tir?' Rudy held his staff close to the sparkling ground. The magelight playing around the
pronged meta crescent at itstip glittered on the crisp edges of the new prints.
"Onadonkey." Gil forestaled the Icefd con's reply. Night wind coming down cold off the glacier tore
long wisps of her smoke-black hair where it escaped from the leather cap she wore.
"We're lucky the herdkids were just bringing in the horses from pasture when Bektis was getting ready to
get out of there, or we'd have lost a couplefor sure." She bore alantern and afirepouch like the
|cefalcon's, though the lantern was dark; like the [cefalcon, Gil believed in never making assumptions
about who sheld be walking with or what she might need.

Some way farther, they saw Tir's tracks where he'd gotten off the donkey to reieve himself behind a
boulder.
"Arethey keeping aguard on him?' The Icefal con scanned the ground by the witchlight's glow, seeking
other tracks near the small boot prints, the little puddle of frozen urine.
"My guessisBektishasanilluson on him." In the bluish witchlight Gil's thin face, scarred across cheek
and jaw, wasimpassive, her gray eyes steely-cold. "He probably thinks Rudy's with him and that
everything's okay."

Rudy cursed. HeEd been silent most of the way up the glacis, but the Icefalcon knew that the Prince was
like ason to the young wizard and that Alde would be frantic with anxiety for her child.
Winds blew down the pesaks, pregnant with the scent of coming snow. Not unusud for thistime of yesr,
reflected the I cefa con hitterly, but too useful to aWise One fleeing over the passto be accidentd.

"l should have known him," he said grimly, "long before they reached the Keep."

Gil regarded himin surprise. "How could you?" she asked. "Wend and Ilae-even Rudy-didn't see through
theillusion. | didn't, and | saw him just two years ago in Khirgit."

"Neither Wend nor 1lae ever saw him before the Wizards Corps was organized for the war against the
Dark." He moved off again, leaning alittle againgt the iron hammer of the wind, a bleached, silent moving
animd inthewild dark.

"Nor did you, or Rudy, know him much longer. Not to know hisvoice, or his manner of movement. Not
to recognize the way in which he speaks. As court mage to Lady Alde's brother he was about the palace
from the time of my coming there. | knew himwell. And in any case," he added dryly, redizing too late
yet another truth, "why would they have camped for the night within five miles of the Keep they claimed
to be seeking? | should have recognized a fakement when | saw one."

"Bektisisawizard,” retorted Gil. "It's hisjob to deceive. Don't be so hard on yoursdlf.”

She tucked her hands under her armpits, cold despite the gloves she wore. She was athin woman, all
bone and leather; cold until you saw her smile. Many of the Guards had affairs with the women of the
Keep, the weavers and brewers and leather workers and those who tended the hydroponics gardens.
The Icefd con's affairs, when he had them, tended to be with women in the Guards or in the military
companies of the other Keep Lords. At one time he had considered Gil, though it had been obviousto
him from thefirgt that her heart was given e sewhere. His only seriouslove, many years ago, had been so
a0, and thistime he had not deceived himself.

Now he returned her gaze with some surprise. "l speak only truth,” he said. "Had | gone about my
business and |eft these people to their own devices, the Kegp would not now bein danger of losing its
link with the memories of its Ancestors.”
The pass had grown steeper, Gil and Rudy faling behind the [celalcon's swifter strides, though Rudy was



tough, as most wizards were, and Gil a proven warrior. From the top of the boul der-strewn dope the
pass ascended, anarrowing corridor of gray-black cliff and blacker trees, losing itsdf in night.

Wind bellowed in the pinesand dl theworld smelled of snow, hard spinning granules of it flying through
the white circle of the staff'slight. The ki of Sarda Pass were said to be capricious, malignant, and stern,
hating equally mud-diggers and the People of the Real World.

Rudy propped his staff against ajuniper in aboulder's shelter and fumbled through the ditsin his
overmantle to get to the pockets of his vest. Carefully-his hands awvkward because of his gloves-he drew
out the dip of amethyst that served him for ascrying stone and tilted it back and forth alittle until thelight
of hisstaff caught inits centrd facet.

"Wend?' he said. "Wend, can you hear me?"

Watching shamans and Wise Ones communicate dways reminded the | cefalcon vaguely of the games
children played. Evidently the priest-wizard replied, speaking in Rudy's mind, for after atime Rudy said,
"Look, weve found Tir'stracks. Linok and Hethyatook him. Linok put aspell of somekind on himto
get him to go with them. Thelcefdcon says Linok isactualy Bektis, and, you know, looking back | think
hesright.”

There was a pause, occupied, the Icefalcon presumed, by Brother Wend's exclamations of
astonishment-useless in the circumstances. Spits of snow stung his cheek.

"Tel Minddewhat's going on." Rudy scrubbed anervous hand over hisface. Hisprofile, alittle craggy
with the bump of an old bresk in hisnose, cut blue-black against the witchlight, flat white triangles of
which reflected in hiseyes.

"Tdl her he seemsto be okay. Whatever they want him for, it isn't to kill him, or they'd have doneit
aready. They'retaking him over Sarda Pass and calling down a storm to close the pass behind them.”
The Icefa con could well imagine Minade's reaction to that information. Sheloved both her children with
apassionate ferocity: he clearly recaled, during the last desperate stand against the Dark Onesin the
palace at Gae, her holding Ingold against awall, thetip of some dead man's sword pressed against the
wizard's breagt, crying that shed kill him if he did not save her child'slife.

Bektisdid well, he thought, to summon the anger of the snows. It was certain that nothing less would stop
her.

"Gil and the Icefalcon arewith me," Rudy went on. "Were going to try to overtake them and hold them if
we can. Tell her to get Janus and a party of Guards out after us ASAP."

He used a colloquid shortening of the phrase as soon as possible tranditerated from their outland
tongue-the outland trick of using theinitia letters of each word in a phrase to represent the phrase itself
was one that was cregping steadily into the Wathe aswell.

"Tdl her not to worry." Another foolishness, in the [cefacon's opinion. "Well bring him back.”

Given that Rudy was a seven-year apprentice in arts that Bektis had studied through hislifetime, the
statement was wildly optimigtic to say the least, but the Icefalcon did not remark on it. Rudy started to
put the crystal away, then changed his mind and gazed into it again, bending his head and hunching his
shouldersto shield his eyes from the wind.

"Ingold?' he said softly. ™Y ou there, man?"

The merchant who had brought Ingold word of the library cache at Gae had said that it wasin avillaon
thetown'sfar Sde, an arealargely under water now.

The I cefd con had accompanied the wizard on last summer's quest-when Gil's baby Mithyas had been
only afew months old-and had familiarized himself with the city in its new state: sodden, ruined,
head-high with cattail and sedges and cregping with ghouls. The old man would have to watch his back.
Ingold was evidently there.

"L ook, you got to get back here. A wizard showed up at the Keep-Bektis, the Icefacon thinks, and |
agree with him. He's snatched Tir."

At least Ingold seemed to have no extraneous comment to make. "He's taking him over Sarda Pass. Me
and Gil and the Icefdcon are on their trail, and we're going to try to hold them until the Guards come up,
but it's gonna be rough. | don't know what's going on, but | got to get going now. I'll be in touch, okay?"
"How did helook?' Gil asked when they were climbing again. Rudy dimmed the glow of hisgtaff toa



marshlight flicker, barely enough to permit his non-mageborn companionsto see. Therewasno sensein
advertiang their location, but no sensein getting lost ether, and the night was without light. Flakes of
snow filled the air, blurring the donkey and boot tracks.

Women, thought the I cefalcon. They had to ask. Gil-Shaloswas afinewarrior and had alogica mind,
but she was awoman to her bones when it came to matters concerning the man she loved.

"l would assume," he said, bending to examine what might have been marks of someone leaving the
party-they showed only the later investigation of that medium-sized black bear that laired on the other
sde of the Squaretop Rocks-"that he looks like aman of seventy who has been deegping on the ground
for three weeks without trimming his beard.” Gil dapped hisarm with the backs of her gloved fingers and
turned back to Rudy.

"Not bad. Couple of scrapes and cuts, and hisleft hand was bandaged, but it looked like he could useit
okay. What the hell is Bektis doing here anyway, Spook? | thought you said he was working as Bishop
Govannin'sgofer down in Alketch."

"Hewas. God knows what influence she had over him, but she ordered him around like a servart.

Y ori-Ezrikos-the Emperor's daughter-used his power, too; used her friendship with Govannin. But he
hated Govannin. | could seeitin hiseyes.”

"He hated everyone," remarked the | cefa con. Blown snow was swiftly obscuring thetrail, but there was
nowhereto go in the pass but ahead if they wanted to get through before the storm closed it.

He wondered how long the Court Mage would keep up theillusion that Rudy was with the little party-if
that wasin fact the glamour he had cast over Tir'smind-and that al things were asthey should be.

Or had Tir redlized dready that the man he thought was his stepfather and mentor wasin fact only a
ghost wrought by amage's cleverness?

Tir had never seen Bektis-or at least he had been only an infant when the Court Mage had departed in
disgrace from the Keep, though he had heard his name.

He would understand soon enough that something was wrong, when the man he had seen first short and
pug-nosed gradudly meted into another form, tal and thin with long white hair, an arigtocratic, agquiline
nose, and haughty dark eyes. Why take him over the pass?

"Why take him over the pass?' That was Rudly.

Gil'sreply came raggedly, her words fighting the sorm winds. "They have to want him for what he
remembers from hisancestors. If it wasjust to cripple the Keep, they'd have killed him before they
reached the pass and split up to get out of the Vale undetected.”

"But he doesn't remember everything!" protested Rudy. "And we don't know what he does remember!
Bektis should know that."

The lcefdcon led them into the lee of asmdl cliff under the Hammerking's flank, where thewind was less
and the snow thinner underfoot, allowing them better speed. Unseen above them the glaciers that
armored the Hammerking's shoulders sent down their dow, glassriver of cold.

"Moreimportant,” said Gil, "Govannin should know that. Unless she figures to have Bektis put a pdl of
gnodyrr on Tir, to dig into what he doesn't remember conscioudly. That'sthe worst kind of black magic,
and God knows what it'd do to akid that young, but that's never stopped her before.”

Rudy cursed, vicioudy and with every step asthey scrambled up the protected trail.

By the ground's shape underfoot and the way the wind roared and shifted, the | cefal con recognized
where they were and steered the others hard to the right. To the left streams had cut gorgesin the floor of
the narrow, U-shaped canyon. The forty or fifty feet that separated this gash from the mountain's hip
were safe enough to navigate in fine weather but perilous when vishility was poor.

Thisfar from the Vae wolveslived, too, and saber-teeth. The Icefacon listened for their voices above
the sea-howl of thetrees. "Therethey are" said Gil.

Light flickered and whipped againgt the rocks ahead and made buzzing diamonds of the snow. Asthe

| cefal con had suspected, the donkey had dowed them, as had the presence of the Alketch warriors,
unhandy in cold wesether. Of acertainty none of them knew the pass.

"How many arethere?' asked Gil.

"Warriors? Three." Thelcefacon glanced around him, calling to memory what the terrain ahead would



be like. The degpening gorge, the cliff, the stream; the waterfdl that would probably be frozen till and
the shouldering outcrop of rocks beyond it, narrowing the passto a gate thirty feet wide.

Remembering the wisdom of Gil'sdien upbringing, he added, "They were dike, in stride and weight,
even to theway they walked. More dike than any brothers | have ever encountered.”

"Clones?' Gil spoke an outlander word and looked to Rudy for confirmation. His eyes were half shut, as
the eyes of Wise Oneswere who concentrated on the casting of aspell.

"Comeon." He seemed to wake from reverie and pressed on again, striding ahead of the Icefa con now,
pushing againgt the pounding winds. "1 put aWord on the donkeys, but I'm not sure how longit'll last.
Bektis can use a counterspell . .."

"If Bektisfigures out why the donkey's stopped.” She was running beside him, alean dark gazelle legping
up the sheltered goat trail. "He'd have trouble figuring out a Chinesefinger puzzle," ajudgment that meant
nothing to the Icefad con but that made Rudy laugh.

"Arewe anywhere near that big spur?’ he asked in the next breath. The light from his staff dimmed to
nothing, but parks of blue lightning crept along the ground at their feet, bardy illuminating the way. "If |
can get arockdide going ahead of them, we can hold them..."

Thunder cracked as blinding light split the darkness. The | cefa con grabbed Gil by one arm and Rudy by
the back of his bearskin mantle, thrust them forward as the snow-roar in the swirling obscurity abovetold
him that Rudy wasn't the only one who knew how to start avalanches.

Rudy yelled "Damn it!" and cried out other words, magica words, answered from far off abovethe
gorm.

"Rudy!" It was achild's voice, piercing and terrified.

Thewinds checked, failed. Rudy made a passwith his hands, and cold blue light showed the crowding
enscarpments of the Mammoth and the Hammerking bizarre in the harsh shadows, the glistening
headwalls of the glaciers above.

Dune and drift snow clogged the way, and against the thrashing trees, the scoured shelter of the
rock-spur and frozen fals, their quarry could be seen.

The donkey was rearing and fighting in terror, the second anima dragging at itsrein. Tir wasfighting, too,
on foot in the clutch of ablack-faced Alketch warrior whose grip held him dmost up off the ground. Two
other warriors, who even at this distance could be seen to be of the same height and build, stood with
drawn swords, blinking in the magic refulgence, waiting.

"Bektid" yeled Gil. "Wheres...?"
A crash of rock splintering. White lightning cleaved the adready fading brilliance of theair, and the

| cefa con shoved Rudy in one direction and Gil in the other, springing clear himself asalevin-bolt
skewered the ground where Rudy had stood and steam exploded from the snow in ahissing cloud.

The renewed glare showed up Bekiis, tall now and thin in Linok's rough furs and quilted trousers, ams
uplifted on the rock pinnacle beyond theice-locked fals.

The bandaged head wound-an illusion from the first-was gone. Now his head was flung back, hislong
white hair and patriarchal beard transformed to flags by the battering wind, and lightning laced hisfingers
in blue-glowing flamethat hurt the eyes.

Rudy shouted aword of stillness, swept away and drowned. The storm winds took the fire he threw and
hurled itin dl directions, and boulders rained down out of the sudden fal of renewed night, crashing
againg thewadls of the gorge.

The Icefacon, very sengbly, flattened into the overhang of the eastern dliff and stayed there. Levin-fire
ripsawed the blackness, granting brief visons of Rudy and Bektis, and it seemed to the | cefd con that
Bektiswore adevice of some kind on hisright hand, athing of crysta and gold that caught and focused
the searing light.

When Rudy threw answering fire, the jewels seemed to engulf the old man in a protective coruscation of
ranbows.

The Icefdcon did not watch the battle. Rather, with every explosion of brightness he worked hisway a
little distance farther toward the donkeys, the warriors, and Tir. They'd al be watching Bektis, too.

It might give him achance.



The Icefalcon was not a believer in luck. No one was who had been raised in the Real World. He knew
Rudy's chances of defegting the more experienced wizard were negligible, and it was doubtful that he
could even hold him in combat long enough for the Icefalcon to get in bowshot of Tir's captors. Thus he
was neither disappointed nor angry when afind incandescence smote the night behind him, ariven cry
and the sound of falling rock. He thought he heard Tir scream, then the wind's force smashed the pass
with redoubled fury, burying dl in night.

The | cefd con wedged himsdlf into a crevice and waited, conjuring in his mind the dow progress of Bektis
down the ice-dlick boulders on the other side of the rock-spur, across the winter-locked stream. The
temperature, faling al thiswhile, plunged till further.

He undung his blanket from his back to wrap around him like acloak, his gloved fingers aching and
clumsy. There were broken brush and branches within the crevice, sheltered from the sorm and il fairly
dry, enough to form a crude torch, though it took him along while to bresk kindling into suitably tiny
fragments and he had to wait to open the firepouch until the winds eased somewhat for fear of killing the
flame within. When he got atorch kindled at last-the | cefa con was a patient man-he raised it high.
Gil'svoicecdled out, "Here!"

By the sound she was at the edge of the drop-off into the gorge. Black lines of charring scored the rocks
and earth, asif the ground had been beaten with red-hot rods. Despite the snow dready filling the scars,
theair stank of burning and coadswinked in the ruins of blasted firsal around.

The pattern showed clearly how Bektis had driven Rudy leftward to the cliff's edge, until he could retreat
no more. Gil had kindled her lantern, and its feeble glow revealed a great final scorch on the rocks above
the gorge, the boulders themsealves split with the heat. Snow hissed and melted asit touched them. The
wind's main force was easing, but the snow came down harder now. The passwould be choked long
before day.

It took Gil and the I cefalcon nearly two hoursto work their way down into the defile. Rudy lay on
ice-sheeted rock beside the till obsidian ribbon of the stream. He had dragged himsdlf to the shelter of a
toothed overhang, where spruces clustering on the rock above further broke the wind and snow.
Remnants of aheat spell lingered in the place, melting the snow whereit skirled around his body.

"You ill with us, punk?' Gil pulled off her glovesto touch the long-jawed face with its bent nose,
brushed back the blood-matted hair. Her face was expressionless as bone, but she had gentled, the

| cefalcon thought, since the Summerless Y ear. "Don't check out on me now."

They had been friends for seven years, coming together from that other world where Ingold had found
them, unthinkably different from both the Redl World and the world of the civilized mud-diggersin their
citiesand their palaces.

Both had told him of their former home many times, but till he could not pictureit, other than thinking it
uncomfortable, crowded, noisy, and utterly lacking in sense. Gil-Shal os was awoman whose heart was a
seded fortress, ableto survive any loss, but this man was as much family as any she had in thisworld.
Under her hand, hisfingers moved.

Theweek preceding had been fine and dry. The snowstorm, magicaly summoned, had not lasted long
enough to soak the fallen branches in the crevices and rock chimneys aong the wals of the gorge. The

| cefal con made a dozen trips, digging under deadfdls and dragging tinder to the shelter of the overhang,
where he piled branchesto catch the snow and so form a protective wall, as his people didin

wintertime.

While he did this Gil probed and manipulated the broken bones and smashed ribs, ascertaining damage
and making sure Rudy could breathe easily. The Icefacon was persondly alittle surprised that the young
wizard had survived thefal at dl.

By thelight of Gil'sfire he could see the side of Rudy's face was scorched, asit had been in last autumn's
explosion in Ingold's laboratory. His gloves were burned away completely, and his clothes blackened and
torn.

"| doubt the Guards will be here until day." The lcefacon sat back and pulled on hisglovesagain. "The
wind'sfdlen, but it's snowing more heavily now. In afew hoursthe passwill be utterly blocked.”

Gil said nothing for atime, but her eyes seemed very bluein thefirdight. Stars of snow spangled her



ragged black hair around her face. She and the | cefa con regarded one another, each knowing the other's
thought and what had to be done.

"Will you bewel here until dawn comes, o my sister?' She nodded.

"It ginks," she said, and her breath blew out in ajeweled sigh. "I'm sorry, Ice.”

"I shal dowhat | canto leaveatrail in case some do make it through. And | shal at least be on hand to
help should the boy attempt to flee.”

"That's good to know." She was aready sorting out possessions: the lantern, most of Rudy's arrows, and
his bearskin overmantle aswell, for the niche was warm now from the fire and there was wood to last
well into the next day. She offered him part of her own rations, which at his advice she had started
carrying whenever she left the Keep, but he shook his head:

"We cannot know what will befdl, o my sster. Y our own lifemay depend onit.”

"Mysdf, | think Tir hastoo much senseto run for it once they get to the other side of the pass,” she said,
adding afish hook and a couple of her own hideout knivesto the |cefa con's aready formidable
collection. "He's only seven and ahalf. There anybody | should pray to?"

"Toyour Straight God of civilized people.” The Icefd con adjusted the last of his accoutrements, his mind
aready on theice-rimed rocks beyond the waterfal, the angle of wind in the pass. "Heisthe guardian of
Tir's Ancestors, and of those who shelter in the Keep. The knowledge Tir carries may very well bethe
saving of them, should some peril arisein the future.”

"And what about your Ancestors, Ice?!

Hed spoken of them to her, Black Hummingbird and Holds Lightning, and al those silent others whose
blood stained the carved pillars of the crumbling Ancestor House at the foot of the Haunted Mountain.
Had spoken of those ki that could be felt there in the close silences, or heard when the wind stirred the
hanging fragments of bone and hair and wood.

Noon, the warchief who had raised him, and the shaman Watches Water had spoken of their deeds
around thefires of the winter steadings, with the eyes of the dogs glowing like lamps, for they listened,
too.

Hewasfond of Gil but was not sure she would understand how it was with Ancestors.

"My Ancestorswould think it only right that | pay for my stupidity with my life" hesaidintime.

And Rudy's. And Tir's. And the lives of everyone in the Keep. That was the way Ancestors were-or the
|cefalcon's Ancestors, anyway.

"But | have not prayed to my Ancestorsin eleven years," he went on dowly. "Nor would they listen now
to supplication on my behalf. | snned against them and against my people. And so | departed from the
landswhere| wasborn. | will be returning to those lands now, but it will be my death should | encounter
my own people again.”

He embraced her briefly and then began his dow ascent of the icebound rocks, long pale braids snaking
in thewind, to regain the way that would lead down Sarda Pass to the world he had forsaken forever.



? Chapter 4

Eleven years previoudy, the I cefalcon had departed from the Taking Stars People, under circumstances
which, if they did not absolutely preclude hisreturn, guaranteed acomprehensively unpleasant welcome
home.

Because it was unreasonable to suppose that any of those who dwelt in the Real World-the Twisted Hills
People, or the Earthsnake People, or those other peoples whom the mud-diggers referred to collectively
asthe White Raiders-would trust one whose Ancestors had been enemies of their Ancestors, there had
redly been no place for him to go but across the mountain wall in the east.

Asachild he had heard tales of the people of the straight roads, the mud-diggers, the dwellersin theriver
valeys, though the ranges of the Taking Stars People lay far north of the ragged line of mud digger mines
and settlements that stretched from Black Rock among the Bones of God to Dele on the Western
Ocean.

Noon and Watches Water had told him the mud-diggers were crazy-which he had found later to be by
and large true-and a so lazy and stupid about important things, and dmost unbelievably unobservant
about the world around them.

In the warm lands where water was easy to come by and plants were coaxed in abundance from the
earth, there were kings and walls and warriors to protect those who didn't bother to learn to protect
themsdlves. People could afford to be lazy and to make an art of telling fanciful stories about things that
had never actualy happened, at least for aslong as the kings were dive and the wals were standing.
After the coming of the Dark Onesthings changed, of course. But in the high summer of his seventeenth
year, when the | cefal con made hisway east over the pass that now he traveled west, the Dark Ones had
been only one tale among many to the mud-diggers and in places not even that.

In that summer the cover had been better, pae agpens bright among the firs, with brakes of hazd,
dogwood, and laurel to conced him and his horse. HEd moved mostly by twilight since the people of the
straight roads kept guards in the pass at that time, fearing quite rightly the depredations of bandit troops
from the West. In those days the Raiders had very little use for the mud-diggers cattle. There had been
gazelle and bison, red deer and wild sheep then in the northern plains.

The Keep of Dare wasthe first structure the I cefal con beheld on the sunrise side of the mountain wall. It
had surprised him, he recaled, and smiled alittle at the recollection. The houses of the mud diggersthat
he had seen before had al been wood structures of two or a most three floors, or in the South, low
buildings of adobe roofed with pine poles or tiles. He had not expected the Keep. It was sometime
before he learned that civilized people on this side of the mountainsdid not al dwell in great dark solitary
fortresses, untouchable by enemies.

Sunrise found him in the thin stands of birch and aspen at the western foot of Sarda Pass. Reaching the
place nearly an hour short of first light, he found a spot where chokecherry grew thick around the white
boulders that marked the ascending road from the West and, crawling in, rolled himself up in Rudy's
mantle and his own blanket to deep. The snow lay behind him. Clouds piled the gray-and-white western
cliffsof Anthir, and bitter wind nipped a him like a Wise One's | eftover curse. He hoped Gil would be
well.

Squirrel chitter woke him. He had ading tied around the bottom of his quiver, and it took him nearly two
hoursto kill four squirrels. spring wary, and spring thin aswell, no more than afew mouthfuls each. Still
he roasted them and ate everything that wouldn't keep: guts, hearts, brains. Hed need the mest | ater.
Some of theinnards he used asfish bait in the pools of one of the many springs that came down from
Anthir's climbing maze of hogbacks and scarps, and the fish he caught he cooked &l so.

Time-consuming, but he knew himsdlf incgpable of rescuing Tir doneif therewere aWise Onein the
enemy party, and the tracks of Bektis and Hethya weren't going to fly away. He shaved-his beard had
not begun when held first crossed the mountains and held never liked going furry-and tried to bring down
one of the raccoonsthat came to thieve hisfish but failed in the endeavor.

The sun was high before he filled hiswater bottle and Rudy's from the spring and set out on what he



aready knew would be along pursuit.

Hed taken three horses when he left the Talking Stars People, Little Dancer, whom he had owned for
years, Sand Cat, and Dung For Brains. Sand Cat had been shot under him in abrush with Gettlesand
bandits, and Dung For Brains he had killed himsdf when the anima went lame.

Hisdog, Bright Feet, had aso been killed by the banditsin Gettlesand: the spirit-bag he still wore under
his clothing, next to his skin, contained some of Bright Feet's hair.

Hefound horses corraled near the shining jet walls of the Keep, hisfirst day in Renweth Vde. Steding
two was no difficult matter. These hed named Brown Girl and Wind.

Then, knowing hewas going to live east of the wall for sometime, he set himsdlf to observethe
mud-diggerswho lived in the Vae. It became obvious to him at once that these were awar party of
some sort, though he could not determine who their enemy was and where they lay.

They had neither flocks nor herds (except for their horses), nor did they plant fields of the corn, cotton,
and beans that grew in the mud-diggers settlementsin the South. They had afew dooic as daves-the
dumped, hairy semihumansthat the Talking Stars People would have killed out of hand-but he did not
see children among them, or old people, though that could have been accounted for by famine or plague.
The men and women of the Keep, back in that far summer, wore ether black clothing marked with a
smdl white four-petaled flower or red with one or three black stars. There was atal man who worered
much of the time and sported a chain of blue gems around his neck and along black cloak that spread
about him like wings when he walked, and he seemed to be in command of the men and women in red.

It was aday or o before the I cefa con realized that another man-equally tdl but thin, clothed no
differently from al the other wearers of black, save that the emblem on his breast was an eagle worked in
gold-was commander over them all.

This man was the one they caled Eldor, or Lord Eldor, and this was the man who, the | cefal con redlized
on hissecond day inthe Vae, was staking him.

"It only needed that!" stormed Blue jewels on that second day, when the two horses were reported
missing. He made a great expangve angry gesture that would have startled game and drawn enemies for
miles around, and Eldor folded hislong arms and regarded him in self-contained quiet, hishead alittle on
onesde.

"Banditsinthe Vae! | told you how it would be did you reopen Dare's Keep, Lord Eldor. It dominates
al thevaley for miles. Instead of expending effort and suppliesto make it fit for alarger garrison which|
understand, with the depredations of the bandits growing in the West-you would do better to leave it
locked and expand the fortifications at the western foot of the pass.”

His deep, melodious voice carried easily to where the [cefa con lay dong the limb of the great pinetree
that ill grew between the Kegp and the stream. It was the custom of the Taking Stars People
periodicaly to send warriors south to kidnap men from the settlements, whom they kept as prisonersfor
awinter to teach the children the tongue of the Wathe.

These men they usudly initiated into one or another of the families so that when the time of the spring
sacrifices came nobody who had actually been born into the families had to be tortured to degath, though
the hair of such men usually wasn't long enough to make good bowstrings.

"Assure asthelceinthe North," Blue jewelswent on, "if you leave the Keep open, either banditswill
takeit asahold or some troublemaker landchief will."
"If it was bandits." Thetal Lord Eldor followed the offending sentry back to the horse lines, speaking to

Bluejeweds asthey walked. "Tomec Tirkenson tells me bandits as arule are too greedy for their own
good. They'll lift the whole herd, not two out of the middle where they wouldn't be noticed until the
count.”

After alittle more blugter, Blue Jewel sswhom the I cefa con later knew as Alwir of the House of Bes, one
of the wedlthiest and most powerful lords of the Realm-ordered out a party of his red-clothed warriorsto
search the Vae, and the | cefalcon made hisleisurely way back to his camp near the standing-stones, to
move it before they got there.

Helater cameto know both Eldor and Alwir well, but it sometimes seemed to him that al the years of
acquaintance only deepened, rather than dtered, hisinitial impresson of them: Alwir declaming and



jumping to an incorrect conclusion, Eldor standing alittle distance from him, withholding judgment, an
expression of observation and adetached amusement in his steel-colored eyes.

Winter still held the land below the pass. The Redl World that stretched between the Snowy Mountains
and the Seaward was an unforgiving land, aland of little water in most places and few trees, aland of
hard, steady winds punctuated by summer tornadoes and, so he had heard, of winter ice ssormsthese
past ten years that tore man and beast to shreds and froze them where they fdll.

Herds of bison and antelope wandered the open miles of grasdand, and as the winters lengthened and
deepened, mammoth, yak, reindeer, and rhinoceri joined them, followed by the greet killers: dire wolves,
saber-teeth, horrible-birds. Since the Summerless Y ear dunch had spread, the wrinkled, rubbery, faintly
glowing sheets of it swallowing the ground for miles, sucking thelife from any plant it engulfed. The dunch
initsturn put forth akind of life, strange creatures that wandered abroad but did not appesar to either edt,
or seed, or excrete. These things died and rotted with a strange, mild, sweetish stench and |eft patches of
dunch wherethey lay.

The lcefa con's hackles raised like adog's to see how the dunch and the cold had atered the land. Many
of the grovesthat dotted the western foothills were now dead, buried under the whitish masses. Ashe
followed the westward road that first day, the stuff stretched on both sides, in patches or in sheets miles
broad, and neither rabbits, nor lemmings, nor antelope moved over the dying grassthat lay between.

By the debris|eft where Bektis and his party stopped to rest, the I cefa con learned that in addition to
what Bektis and Hethya had carried on their two donkeys they'd helped themsalves to the Keep's stores
of dried mest, cheese, and potatoes. With hisding he killed two kites that came down after the cheese
rinds and potato parings and added their mest to his satchel, and the rinds and parings as well.

With dunch growing abroad in the lands food would be even more difficult to find, and he knew he could
waste none. Only in the camps did he see Tir's tracks and guessed by the marksin the thin dust that they
were keeping the boy's handstied.

Inaway it wasjust aswell, he thought. Whatever Gil might say, the boy might have tried to escape while
the mountains still loomed in the east, and his chances of surviva would be nil in these desolate lands.

After black-cloaked Alwir with his blue jewe s had declared him to be a bandit, hunting parties went out
to search the Vae of Renweth for the Icefa con for three days running. The I cefalcon had been more
amused than anything else, patiently moving his camp every few hours-the invisible camp of the peoples
of the North, which left no sgn on the land-and watching them.

He watched, too, the trains of mules that came up the gorge of the Arrow River through the smaller range
of peakswest of the Vale, food and seed and saplings; watched the training of the black-clothed Guards
under the tutelage of alittle bal d-headed man with a hoarse voice; watched Alwir and Eldor walk around
the walls of the Keep and the edges of the woods that surrounded its knoll, talking and making notes on
tablets wrought of wood and wax.

Alwir continued to complain of the size of the Keep and its uselessness as a garrison againgt the
Gettlesand bandits. "Intimes of Segeit'sajal!" he declared, striding up and down the shallow steps that
ledtoitssingle pair of dark metal Doors. "To be sure, no one can get in, but the defenders are trapped!
Unlessthere's a secret way out? A tunnel for sorties, perhaps, or a hidden door?"

Hisblue eyes glinted eagerly. He was aman who loved secrets, thought the |cefalcon, lying in the long
grass beside the stream. Himsdlf, he would never have entrusted any secret to this Alwir, who seemed to
consider himsdf above the laws of common men by virtue of his descent from the lordly House of Bes.
"Nonethat | know of," replied Eldor cdmly and went on with his surveying, knee-degp in the long
meadow grass.

This Eldor wasaman of thirty-five, astal as Alwir and just dightly taller than the lcefd con himsdlf, who
at seventeen was an inch or so short of hisfina growth. Eldor wore hisbrown hair cut off about his
shoulders, aswas the fashion of civilized people, and had an air of lean strength. Sometimes hewould
fight practice bouts with hiswarriors, either the black-clothed or the red.

Observing them in the light of the fires and torches-which illuminated the whole western face of the Keep



and would have made them an easy target for the arrows of any foe on earth-or in the twilight before full
dark, the I cefa con saw with approva the hard stringency of the teaching.

Thelithe bald man in charge corrected and explained and shouted criticism asif the combatants were
stupid children barely able to bat one another with clubs, or put them through endless drills with weighted
wegpons that the | cefa con quickly saw were designed to most quickly and efficiently increase their
strength and speed.

It was amethod of teaching he had never encountered among his own people, and it fascinated him. He
would go down to the camp by the black walls every evening, after the work of planting and clearing had
been done and after the stupid patrols had been called in, and he would watch them for hours.

In hisown camp he whittled asword of the length they were usng, with atwo-handed hilt, balanced
differently from the short stabbing-swords used on the plain and made for adifferent sort of warfare. He
practiced everything he had seen the previous night, timing himsdf againg the calls of the night-birds or
driking againgt atree trunk.

Then hewould go back and listen, and heard for the first time the musi ¢ these people made, with harps
and pipes, different from the smple reed flutes of his people, intricate and beautiful if completely usdess.
They would aso tdll taes, of valor and violence and love, and it was some time before he redlized that
these were made up and had never redlly happened to anyone. It was an art with them, he learned
later-and also among Gil's people, evidently-to make such fictions sound asif they weretrue. Thetaes of
civilized people were beautiful and fascinated the [ cefd con in spite of himself, but he told himsalf they
were usaless.

Then one night the | cefal con had returned to his camp to find Wind and Little Dancer gone.

That Eldor hadn't taken al three animals, as one would do to an enemy, outraged him. | think you'll need
ahorse, it implied. That he had left Brown Girl, the worst of the three, wasadap, giventeasingly, asa
man might dap aboy in jest. And he knew it was Eldor who had taken them. While he was watching the
sparring in the evening, he thought, annoyed, as he searched the place the next morning for tracks.
Hefound them, but it was difficult. The man had covered histraceswell. Eldor had distracted him with
the large search parties while making solitary reconnaissance of hisown.

The I cefa con guessed they were expecting him to try to steal back Little Dancer, at least, from the
cavvy. They awaystethered her and Wind in the middle. He noticed the Guards were now more
numerous. So he waited and watched, until one evening Eldor rode forth from the Keep aone on Wind,
atal black stdlion that the | cefal con had seen was afavorite of his. He followed him up the meadowsto
the risng ground above the Keep and shot him in the back with an arrow.

The Icefd con smiled again, thinking about it now as he made a cold camp in the ditch beside the
west-leading road.

Of course Eldor had been wearing armor, stedl plate sandwiching a core of cane and overlaid with spells
of durability and deflection. If it hadn't been twilight, blue shade filling the long trough of Renweth Vde
like alake of clear dark water, hed have seen the awkward fit of the man's surcoat or wondered why in
summer held worn acloak.

Eldor had carried apig's bladder of blood, too, and smashed it as he fell from Wind's back, so the

|cefa con smelled blood from where he hid in the trees. He'd thought it sheer bad luck that his victim had
falen on the reins, holding the horse near. The " corpse” had hooked hisfeet out from under him and put a
knifeto histhroat. The lcefa con never beieved in bad luck again.

"Alwir thinks you're a scout from abandit gang,” Eldor said, without relaxing his grip. "But you're alone,
arentyou?"'

The lcefdcon said nothing. He supposed if he had to die at least this was better than the fate he left
among the Talking Stars People, but hisown stupidity filled him with anger.

"I've heard you people don't ride with bandits.”

Stll nothing. 1t was true that none of the people of the Real World had much use for bandits, not wanting
the possessions that lawless folk so stupidly craved, but it was not the way of his people to spesk with
enemies,

"l don't want to kill you," said Eldor, though he didn't relax hisgrip or move the knife. "It would be a



waste of agood warrior, and | need good warriors. | saw the practice posts you've made at your camps,
to go over for yourself what Gnift has been teaching the Guardslatdly. Would you like to learn?”

The | cefa con considered the matter and pointed out, "'l am your enemy.”

Eldor released him then and got up very quickly, stepping clear even asthe lcefalcon rolled to hisfedt.
"Why?" he asked.

The Icefa con thought about the reasons that he had | eft the Talking Stars People and about where he
might go, and what he might do, now that it wasimpossible for him to go back. He found that he did not
have any reply to Eldor's question.

Eldor Endorion.

Thelcefdcon drank alittle water and settled himsdlf in the bayberry that grew in the ditch. The silence of
the prairie drifted over him. He listened, identifying the crying of the coyotes and the greater voices of
wolvesfarther off, the susurration of the ceasdess wind and the smdll of dust and growing needlegrass.
Theworld of his childhood reassembling itself, scent by scent and sound by sound in the darkness.
Hewas home.

Eldor Endorion.

He hadn't been at al surprised to learn that the man who had overpowered him, the man who had put
himself in danger in order to trap a possible spy, wasin fact the High King of the Wathe. Even when he
learned the Size of the Realm, and the rich complexity of the world Eldor ruled, he had felt no surprise a
the acts.
They weretypica of the man.

Eldor remained an extraweek in Renweth Vae with the men and women he had sent to regarrison and
reprovision the Keep, in order to train with the Icefacon, to get to know him, to test him asleaderstest
warriors whom they seek to win to their sdes. The Icefalcon had trained hawks. He knew what Eldor
was doing.

He never felt toward the King the reverence that the other Guards did or stood in awe of that darkly
blazing persondity. But he knew the man was trustworthy and respectworthy to the core of hisbeing. He
was content to attach himsdlf to the Guards.

He spent four yearsin the city of Gae, training with the Guards. He exchanged hiswolf-hide and
mammoth-wool clothing for the fine dense sheep-wool uniforms, black with their white quatrefoil flowers;
wore the hard-soled boots of civilized men (though they were less comfortable than moccasins and | ft
more vigbletracks). When his beard camein the following year, he shaved, as civilized men did, though
he never cut hishair. He learned to use along killing-sword and to fight in groups rather than aone.

In Gae he met Ingold, Eldor's old tutor, unobtrusively mad and-he quickly learned-probably the finest
swordsman in the west of theworld. He saw him first sparring on Gnift'straining floor and took him for
some shabby old swordmeaster down on hisluck, which waswhat he invariably looked like. Later, after
he trounced the I cefa con roundly, they'd have long discussions about animal tracks, the habits of bees,
and where grass grew.
Just to watch the High King spar with the Wise One was an education. Now and then he would see
Alwir's sster about the palace compound, a pretty, quiet schoolgirl who read romances and never |eft her
governess side and had not aword to say for herself. Three years after hisarrival in Gae she was
married to Eldor, for the benefit of both their houses. Their child was Tir.
Though no one knew it, time was running out for civilized folk, like water from acracked jar.

It was during thistime, too, that he became acquainted with Bektis, who was much more afixture at
court than Ingold. Ingold wasin and out of the city, but Bektis had asuite of chambersin Alwir's palace
inthe digtrict of the city called the Water Park-less crowded and smelly than the rest of Gae, which had
taken the | cefalcon years to get used to.

Bektis scried the future and the past (he said) and learned through magic of things far away, and he dso
worked the weather for court fetes and advised Alwir about shipping ventures, something that made the
Wise Ones migtrusted by merchants and farmers throughout the civilized reams.

Shamans among the | cefa con's people also worked the wegther, insofar as they would avert the worst



of the storms from the winter settlements and the horse herds, but such workings were known to be
dangerous. Besides, working the weather might Iet enemies guess where you camped.

Alwir and Bektis referred to the Icefacon asLord Eldor's Tame Barbarian” and made little jests about
the thingsthat were, to him, smply logica, like dways having wegpons and a day's supply of food on his
person, keeping to corners and never being where he could not immediately get out of aroom. Their
jokesdid not offend him. Merely they informed him that they were fools, as most of the people of the
sraight roads were either mad or fools.

And most of them died with the coming of the Dark Ones.

Wind moved over the land, bitterly cold. Above the overcast that veiled the Sky most nights now, the
waning moon was aravel of luminouswool. It had taken the | cefalcon most of ayear to separate the
reflexive terror about being outdoors after nightfall, devel oped by those who had passed through the
Time of the Dark, from the reasonable wariness he had possessed before.

Now he listened, identifying sounds and smells, gauging the scent of greenery and water somewhere
beyond the dunch to the northwest that meant he might hunt tomorrow, measuring it againgt the certainty
that there would be predatorsthere aswell. A smal glowing thing like a detached head on two legsran
by aong the top of the ditch-most dunch-born things glowed alittle. A night-bird skimmed past, hunting
moths.

Tir was out there in the dark, in the camp with Bektis and Hethya and those three identical black
wariors.

Eldor's son.

Eldor was not the kin of the Icefa con's ancestors. By the standards of the Talking Stars People, he
would be considered an enemy. But he had not been. And he was the only person in Gae-the only
personin dl that new life the lcefa con had lived among civilized people for four years-to whom he had
spoken about why he had |eft the Talking Stars People and why he could not go back.

Speaking to him had made him less of an enemy. But what he would be called, the | cefa con did not
know.

The Dark Onesringed this place.

Tir forced his eyes open, forced himself to look out past the campfire that ssemed to him so pitifully
inadequate; forced himself to look out into the darkness.

They aren't redlly there.

He had never actualy seen the Dark Ones. Not that he remembered by himself-his mother had told him
they'd al gone awvay when he was alittle baby. Sometimes in nightmares held be aware of them,
amorphous waiting stirringsin the shadows and asmell that scared him when he smelled thingslike it
sometimes, some of the things the women of the Keep used to clean clothing with.

He saw them now. The memory was overwhelming, like arecollection of something that had happened
to him only yesterday: clouds of darkness that blotted the moon, winds that came up suddenly, seeming
to blow from every direction at once, carrying on them the wet unnatura cold, the blood and ammonia
gink.

On thisvery stream bank-only the gully wasn't this deep then, and the stream's waters had lain closer to
the surface, gurgling and glittering in the light of torches, aring of torches-he had watched them pour
acrosstheflat prairie grasslike floodwaters spreading and had fdlt his heart freeze with sickened horror
and the knowledge that there was no escape. They aren't redlly there.

Hefaced out into the darkness, and the darkness was till.

The memory retreated alittle. He felt weak with shock and relief.

"For thelove 0' God, Bektis," said Hethya, "let the poor tyke eat.” She stood in the firdight, hair dark
except where the reflected glare made brassy splintersinit, red mouth turned down with irritation.
Bektissaid, "I'm not going to risk the child running away." He was rubbing and polishing the device that
he wore over hisright hand with achamais; the gresat jointed encrustation of crystals and gold locked
around hiswrist, gemmed the back of his hand and hisarm, and the knuckles of two of hisfingers, with
dabsand nodules of coruscant light.



Polishing meticuloudy, obsessvely, now with the leather and now with one of the severd iff brusheshe
took from his satchdl, asif he feared that asingle fleck of grease from dinner-which Hethya had
cooked-would lessen itslethal power.

He had killed Rudy withiit. Tir shut hiseyes.

He had killed Rudy.

When he shut his eyes he could gtill see hisfriend, his mother's friend, the man who was the only father
he'd known.

Hand lifted, the pronged crescent of the saff he bore flashing light, levin-fire showing up the
crooked-nosed face, the wide dark eyes. Working magic, fighting Bektis spells so that he could rescue
him, Tir, get him away from those people who'd somehow made him think that Rudy waswith them dl
the way up the pass, that Rudy wastheretelling him it was okay to go with them.

He could till see the fake Rudy melting and changing into a black-skinned bald man, aman hed never
seen before, like those two other identical black warriorswho'd come out of the woods to follow them
toward the pass. Could still fed their hands on him, grabbing him when hetried to jump down from the
donkey and run.

Then Rudy had been there, with Gil and the Icefal con, witchlight showing them up among the rocks and
snow and inky shadows of the pass. Rudy running, zigzagging away from the lightning bolts Bektis threw
a him, straightening up to hurl fire from the head of his staff, crying out words of power.

Thelightning bolt had hit him. And held fallen. Tir clamped histeeth hard to keep from crying.

"Here you go, sweeting." He heard the rustle of Hethya's clothes-she'd changed back into trousersand a
man's tunic and coat-and smelled the scent of her, thicker and sweeter than aman's. He smelled, too, the
roasted meat and the potatoes she carried in agourd bowl and opened his eyes.

"Please untieme," he whispered. He wriggled hiswrigtsalittle in the rawhide bonds, trying to ease the
pain. The coarse leather had blistered his skin during the day and the dightest pressure was aneedle of
fire

"I'm sorry, medarling." She picked afragment of meet from the dish; sheld dready cut it up for him. "His
High-And-Mightiness seemsto think you'll run off, and then where would we al be?' She blew on the
mest to coal it. Steam curled fromit, whitein thefirdight.

"Pease." Hetried not to sound scared, but panic scratched behind the shut doorsin hismind. The Dark
Ones coming. Thewizardsin the camp setting out flares, setting out what looked like stones, gray lumps
woven around with tangled tentacles of iron and light.

Fire columning up from them, the wizards facesilluminated, tattooed patterns lacing their shaved skulls
and grim fear intheir eyes. Hisfather'swarriors bracing themselves with their flamethrowers and swords,
and the one wizard who'd been engulfed by those rubbery tentacles, faling avay from their grip only a
hesap of red-stained, melted, smoking bones.

It was only amemory. It had happened thousands of years ago. The Dark Ones weren't coming back.
Hethyamade agrowl in her throat, glanced back at Bektis, and pushing Tir around by his shoulders,
yanked the knots free of the bindings. The rawhide jerking away brought tearsto hiseyes, and the cold in
the open cuts was excruciaing.

Sheturned him around back. "Just till you finish eating, mind," she said.

Tir whigpered, "Thank you."

"Not so fadt, child."

Bektisrose from his place by the fire, crossed to where Hethya sat tailor-fashion in front of Tir, Tir
knedling with the food bowl between his knees. Tir got to hisfeet; Hethyatoo.

Tir tried hard to keep hisvoice steedy. "l won't run away. | just..." He couldn't finish. Couldn't tell thistall
bearded man how badly it terrified him, not to have the use of hishands, not to be ableto runin this
place where the Dark had descended on them, this place at the far end of that blind corridor of
memories.

Bektis said softly, "Seethat you don't.”

Theflourish of hisarm, wrist, and elbow leading-like Gingume at the Keep who'd been an actor in
Penambra before the Dark came, seemed to reach out, to gather in the formless prairie night.



Gold eyesflashed there. Ground mist and shadow coalesced. Something moved.

Tir's heart stood till.

"Y ou know what | am, don't you, child?' murmured Bektis. "Y ou know what | can do. | know the names
of the wolfen-kind; | can summon the smilodonts from their lairs and the horrible-birds from where they
nest in therocks. At my bidding they will come."

The camp was surrounded with them. Huge, haf-unseen shaggy shapes, snuffing just out of the circle of
the firdight. Elsawherethe glint of foot-long fangs. A snarl like ripping canvas. Tir glanced back, again,
despairingly, at the pitiful handful of flames, the three black warriors crouched besideit, staring around
them into the dark with worried silver-gray eyes.

Hethya put her arms over his shoulders, pulled himto her tight. " Quit terrifyin' the boy, you soulless
hellkite." Sheruffled Tir'shair comfortingly. "Don't you worry, sweeting." Bektis glared at her for
slence-after hesitation she said, "Just you stay inside the camp and you'll be well.”

Stomach churning with fright, Tir looked from her face to Bektis cold dark eyes, then to the lightless
infinity beyond the firés reach. Movement still padded and sniffed in the long grass. Waiting for him. He
didn't want to-she'd kidnapped him, dragged him away here, lied to him, she was part of Bektis evil
troupe-but he found himsalf clinging desperately to thiswoman'sarm.

She added, alittle more loudly, "He's such a great wizard, he can keep all those nasties at bay, sweeting.
They won't be coming near to the camp, just you see. Now come." She drew him toward thefire,
opposite where Bektis had resumed his seet.

"Have yoursdf abiteto eat, and roll up and deep. It's been arough day on you, so it has." She meant to
bekind, so Tir didn't say anything and tried to et alittle of the meat and potatoes she offered him. But
his stomach hurt so much with fear he could barely choke down amouthful, and he shook hishead & the
rest.

When helay down in her blankets next to her, with the swarthy guards keeping watch, he could still hear
the hrush of huge bodies dipping through the grass, the thick heavy pant of breath. Could smell, mingled
with the earth smell and rain smdl and new spring grasses, the rank carnivore stink.

All these interlaced with the clucking of the stream in the gully and lent ahorror to dreamsin which
Rudy's desth-over and over, struck by lightning, endlesdy faling from the jutting rocksinto
blackness-alternated with the dow flood of still darker blackness spreading to cover the wizards flares,
to cover themall.

Then held wake, panting with terror, to hear only far-off thunder and the endless hissing of the prairie
winds.



? Chapter 5

Onthethird day out from Sarda Pass, Bektis and his party were attacked by a scouting band from the
Empty Lakes People.

Thisdidn't surprise the Icefacon. He had never rated the intelligence of the Empty Lakes People much
higher than that of the average prairie dog.

He had overtaken Bektis around noon of the second day, though the wizard was not aware of the fact.
Sometimes the | cefal con trailed them north of the road, sometimes south, taking advantage of the gullies
that scored thisland and the low clumps of rabbitbrush and juniper that lifted above the waving green
lake of grass.

The three black warriors, he saw, carried heavy packs-blankets and provisions for many days-bad news
given his own need to hunt as he went. When they halted for nooning, he briefly considered helping
himsdlf to their stores but gave up theideaat once.

Like most of the warriors of the Real World, he carried talismansto give him at |east some protection
againg theillusons-and the scrying abilities-of Wise Ones, but such amuletswere only as good asthe
shaman who wrought them, and he suspected Bektis would be able to see through such wards without
much trouble if he had any suspicion that there was areason to |ook.

Even could he dip past whatever guardian-wards Bektis might put around the camp, the mere fact of the
theftswould dert them that they were being watched, and with aWise Onein the party thiswasfar too
dangerous to permit.

He was eking out his small supplies of meat and fish with the roots of last autumn's water plantains and
cattails, but even they took time to gather and prepare, and he could fed hunger gaining on him.

Toward sunset of the second day they left the road and turned north to Bison Hill, amound in the midst
of the prairie covered with elder and cottonwood and used by travelers as a campsite-and by bandits as
ahandy placeto find travelers-ance timeimmemorid.

Deer grazed in the woods, as did the small swift antelope of the plains. He worked hisway up to the
knoll through stream cuts and bison walows and under cover of the long prairie grass, making amenta
note to speak to Janus about changing the clothing of the Guards from their traditional black to the colors
of the earth.

From athicket of wild grapes some distance back he watched Hethya and one of the three black
warriors-clones, Gil had caled them, meaning identical people who were presumably common to her
world-unload the donkeys while Bektis built afire at the edge of the shelter of thetrees.

Only anidiot or aWise One would build afirein such aplace, where anyone could take advantage of
the cover to come up on them, even asthe | cefal con was doing. But he supposed that with the advantage
of wizardry it was possible to remain comfortably out of the wind and not worry about who or what
might be deeper in the woods.

Any of the Taking Stars People would have camped some distance from the knoll, where they could see
inal directions, even had they had a Wise Onein their company.

Therewas never aguarantee that some other war band wouldn't include a shaman more Wise than one's
own.

"I can hdlp you," said Tir, as Hethyalifted him down from the donkey. "I promise | won't run away." He
spoke matter-of-factly, but with afriendlinessin hisvoice thet told the I cefalcon that this woman must
have used him kindly over the past day and a half.

Indeed, the woman's face was not cruel, and by the way she patted Tir on the shoulder, and the
closeness between them asthey stood, it was clear that she was used to children and liked them.

She glanced now over at Bektis, who was ordering the warriors about placing the blankets. It wasthe
closest the I cefa con had been to them-less than a hundred feet-and he studied the weapon of crystal and
gold on the sorcerer's hand with wary interest.

A device of amilar workmanship around Bektis neck, a high collar fitted up close under the ears, was
visble only briefly when the wizard pushed down the furred hood of his coat and tried to untangle his



beard.

"I think best not, sweeting," Hethya said in avoice so low the I cefa con had to guess a some of the
words. "But thank you; ‘tiskind of you thinking of it." Sheruffled hishair again. "St you down there
under the tree abit. WEIl be having supper soon, and I'll untie you to eat. Areyou tired?!

Tir shook his head, though he looked beaten with weariness. He followed her, his hands till bound
behind his back-the | cefalcon could see where hiswrists were bandaged under the thongs-while she
unshipped alittle nest of cook pots.

"Does Ode Niu just tel you things?' he asked her as she worked. "Or do you see things, or smell them
sometimes, and ... and remember? Or think you remember but you don't know what it is?*

"Like what, honey? Here, you, Akula," she caled out, and dl three of the guards turned their heads.
"One of you go fetch me water from the spring would you?'

The men Stared a her, scornin their faces, for in the Alketch men do not take orders from women.
Bektis snapped, "Do as she says," and dl started off in search of the boiled-leather pail that had hung,
filled negtly with potatoes, on the second donkey's pack saddle. Watching their aimless movements it
occurred to the | cefd con that none of them were very bright.

"Likethis"" Tir nodded toward the rolling wonderment of green beyond the scrim of birches. They had
left the great dunch beds behind them, and for the most part the land was asit had been since the world's
dawn: long grass bright with spring, widely dispersed clumps of rabbitbrush, the dark lines of treetops
marking stream cuts sometimes Sixty feet below the leve of the surrounding plain.

"It smellslike something ... One of those other people was here once.” "Those other people’ was how
the boy thought about his ancestors, those memories of ancient days.

"Only it wasin thewinter, | think," went on Tir softly. "Everything was brown. Did Ode Niu come here?!
"Shedid that." Hethya settled back on her hunkers, and her voice changed again, dowed and deepened,
asshesad, "l was here. Twelve of usrode down from the flanks of Anthir mountain. The mages ringed
our camp with acircle of flamesto keep the Dark Ones at bay."

Tir frowned. Even from this distance, the Icefalcon saw in the set of his shoulders, the stance of his
compact body, the memory of distant things. "He was here with hisdaddy,” he said, so softly the
|cefalcon amost could not make out the words. "His daddy knew the way. The road was that way, north
toward the mountains, by thoselittle hills™

Two of thewarriors came back with water; Bektis gave them very exact ingtructions about mounting
guard on the camp, thingsthat to the | cefal con seemed obvious.

The Icefacon dipped back among the trees, carefully picking hard and sheltered ground, and crawled
snakewise on his belly through the grassto the bison wallow that he knew from other dayslay just south
of theroad. Bandits-or more likely the Empty Lakes People, whose spirit wands he had seen twicein
these lands-would be aong in the morning.

And they were.

The Empty Lakes People didn't attack until nearly noon, but the | cefa con was aware of them when they
came up the coulee to the northwest as aredstart and araven flew out of the trees. They waited there for
atime, for the party in the grove to pack up and move on.

When Bektis and his group didn't pack up, but rather collected more firewood and water, like people
who planned to remain where they were for the day, the Empty Lakes People-being the Empty Lakes
People-decided that the thing to do was attack rather than make a closer observation of the grove, in
which case they'd have seen that there was a Wise Onein the party and thought again about the idea. Or
maybe not. These were the Empty Lakes People, after all.

In any case they attacked, with predictable results. The Icefalcon heard a cry from the wooded hill, and
Hethya's scream. The woman aways seemed to be screaming.

A man broke cover on the eastern side of the hill and ran across the road with his deer-hide jacket in
flames. Hefdll in thelong grass. Another warrior rode full-tilt out of the grove on a dun-colored mare that
reared in sudden terror at something it saw but the Icefacon didn't.

[llusion. There were amulets againgt such spookery on the mare's bridle but clearly Bektis powerswere
greater than the amulets maker, and since the Dark Ones systematic destruction of mages, many of the



talismans had outlived their effectiveness years ago.

One of the black warriors pelted from the trees and grappled briefly with the warrior, dragging her down
from her horse. She cried out in terror and pain, and struck at something-again illusory-in which moment
the black man plunged his sword into the woman's chest.

Shefdl, coughing blood. A war-dog, probably hers, raced from the trees, coat blazing, crying and
yippingin pan.

In the grove other shapes were running around or struggling in the trampled underbrush of wild grape and
snakeweed. More barking, war-dogs terrified and confused by enchantment. Fire flashed, or perhaps
only theilluson of fire,

Tir, very sensbly, climbed atree. The Icefalcon saw the boy's bright blue jacket deeves among the limbs
of the cottonwood under which Bektis had built |ast night'sfire. He was glad that someone-probably the
woman Hethya-had untied Tit's hands, and hoped none of the Empty Lakes People remained in the
coulee, which was just within bowshot of the hill. The boy probably knew that running away from Bektis
would be awaste of time.

Bide your time, son of Eldor. Watch for your chance.

The coyote who waits can est the flesh of the saber-tooth who plunges ahead into afight.

The attack was over before the shadows had shortened the last inch or so to noon.

Leaning up on his elbows, the I cefalcon watched the three black warriorsload the bodies of the dain
onto the horses that remained in the grove and carry them ouit to the coulee to dump them. Then they
returned to Bektis camp, tethered the captured horses, and set about gathering water and making lunch.
Thank you, thought the |cefalcon. Now stay put so | can edt, too.

He crawled through the grass-noting automaticaly that rains had been scanty here and so the herds
would not be plentiful later in the year-to the edge of the coulee, which at that point was some twenty feet
deep. Even afew years before, the stream at the bottom had been wider and stronger than it was now.

Barely atrickle flowed over gray and white rocks, and the sedge and cattail along its verge werethin
and weak, though on the whole the bottomland that lay for thirty or forty feet on elither sde of the water
was lusher than the prairie above. Cottonwood and lodgepol e pine made light cover from bank to
watersde; lungwort, fleabane, and marigolds gemmed the grass.

The haf-dozen bodies lay jumbled below in aclump of chokecherry. Their dogs had been thrown down
with them, the heavy-headed, heavy-shouldered fighting brutes of the Empty Lakes People.

The Icefacon took avery cautious ook around, then dithered down the bank some hundred feet from
the place, which he circled twice before coming close. Carrion birds were dready gathered. He
wondered if Bektis would notice when they flew upward.

They settled again on the limbs of the cottonwood just above the bodies, below the line of the prairie's
edge.

There had been six in the scouting party. Five lay here, fairskinned like al the peoples of the Red World,
bronzed from the sun, their hair-flaxen or primrose or the gay hue of marigolds-braided and dabbled with
darkening blood.

Four had perished of stab wounds, and one bore the same lightning burns that had marked Rudy's face.
The sixth would be the man who ran out of the grove with his shirt burning, to fal in the long grass.

The Icefa con waited, listening, for somelittle time more, then moved in and made from them asdlection
of trousers, tunic, jacket, gloves, and cap wrought of wolf- or deer-hide, whose colors blended with the
hues of the prairie.

He changed clothes quickly and buried his black garmentsin amuskrat hole in the bank, piling brush to
conceal where heéld driven the earth in. Hisweapons and harness he kept; his boots aswell, for none of
them had feet of his size, and boots would outlast moccasins on along hunt.

He collected dso dl the food they carried, scout rations of pemmican, jerked venison and duck flesh,
pine nuts, and bison and raccoon fat sweetened with maple sugar. He hung the buckskin pouches and
tubes from his belt and shoulders, working fast, with one eye on the birds overhead.

When they flew up, he retreated, picking again the stoniest line of departure, which would show no mark
of hisboots.



Rather to his surprise he knew the man who dipped down the bank from above and stole up on the
bodies, taking far fewer precautions about it than the I cefalcon considered necessary, but what could one
expect from the Empty L akes People?

It was Loses HisWay.

Loses HisWay was awarchief and one of the most renowned warriors of the Empty Lakes People. He
had given the | cefal con the scar that decorated the hollow of hisleft flank in ahorse raid during the
Summer of the Two White Mammoths. He'd been aminor chief then, and the | cefa con had encountered
him twice more, oncein abattle over summer hunting and once at aMoot.

If the Icefalcon hadn't |eft the Talking Stars People, they'd probably have fought again at another Moot.
Hewas abig man, some ten years older than the I cefa con, with massive shoulders and tawny mustaches
braided down past his chin; the finger bones of adozen foeswere plaited into hishair.

He moved painfully now, and the | cefal con saw the red blister of burned flesh through the black hole that
had been the back of histunic.

When he saw the bodies had been disturbed, he looked around quickly, short-sword coming to his hand.
Conscious of the possibility of sound carrying, the | cefa con whistled twice in the voice of the tanager, a
bird native to the oakwoods along the Ten Muddy Rivers, where the Empty L akes People had originally
dwelled, though it was never seen in the high plains.

Loses His Way turned his head and the | cefa con stepped from cover, crossed swiftly to the pile of
bodies at the foot of the cottonwood tree. "I am an enemy to the people who did this," he said, as soon
as he was close enough that their voices would not be heard. "1 am aone.”

Loses HisWay raised his head, grief and shock darkening gentianblue eyes. "Icefacon.” He spoke the
name as it was spoken among the Empty Lakes People, K'shnia He was like a man stunned by ablow,
barely taking in the presence of one who was his enemy and the enemy of his people.

"Theair wasfull of cresturesthat tore at us," he said, and turned back to the dead. "When we rode
away, the horses threw us and ran back. Our dogs attacked us and savaged one another.”

He touched the torn-out throat of abig gray dog, asif stroking the hair of abeloved child. "Therewasa
Wise One, ashaman, among them.”

"The shamanis caled Bektis," said the lcefd con, framing the words carefully, hdtingly, in the tongue of
the Empty Lakes People, which he had not had call to speak for years. "An evil man, who has carried
away the son of one who was good to me.”

Loses His Way seemed scarcely to hear. His thick scarred stubby fingers passed across noses, lips,
brows. "Tethtagyn,”" he said, framing the name in the tongue of the Empty L akes People; Wolfbone it
meant. "Shilhren ... Giarathis..." Under long, curling red brows his eyesfilled with grief.

"Twin Daughter," he whispered, and touched the face of awarrior whose hair was asred-gold ashis.
"Twin Daughter.”

Gently lifting the thick ropes of her hair-three braids, as was the fashion of his people-Loses His Way
took from around the young woman's neck a square spirit-pouch, decorated with porcupine quillsand
patternsin ocher and black.

Worn under the clothing and out of sight, spirit-pouches were dmost the only article decorated by any of
the peoples of the Real World. With hisknife he cut off some of Twin Daughter's hair and put it into the
pouch. Then he diced the pam of her left hand, and with histhumb daubed the congedling blood in the
open center of the pouch'sworked design.

Thishedid for al the othersin turn, saying their names as he did so: Wolfbone, Blue Jay, ShoutsIn
Anger, Raspberry Thicket Girl.

The Empty Lakes People, the I cefal con remembered, did not revere their Ancestors, but rather the ki of
various rocks and treesin the country of the Ten Muddy Rivers. It was to them that these spiritpouches
must be dedicated and returned.

The Icefalcon privately regarded such customs as unnecessary and alittle dangerous. Dead was deed,
and any member of the Talking Stars People would have been ableto find his or her way home without
the assistance of a spirit-pouch. But he saw, in the big warrior's face, the need to do these thingsfor his
own peace of mind.



One of the thingsthat the Stars had told the Ancestors of his people was that every people had their
custom, and though al other people were wrong, it was not polite and frequently not safeto say so. At
least Loses His Way didn't fed it necessary to take fingers the way the Twisted Hills People did.

"You took dl the food?" he asked then, and the Icefalcon nodded. " Then let's go away. | thought you
departed from the Red World for good," he added, as he and the | cefa con followed the cliff wall
northwest, seeking an inconspicuous place to regain the prairie above.

"| departed,” said the lcefacon. "Though | fail to see how my comings and goings are the effair of the
Empty Lakes People.”

"Blue Child isnow the warchief of the Talking Stars People,” said Loses HisWay. "Even before the
coming of the Eatersin the Night this was reason enough for concern among those of uswho hunt the
same mammoth and pasture our horses in the same ravines. Now that the mammoth move south, and
whitefilth growsin the ravines of the homelands-now that the ice in the North rolls south to cover valeys
that once belonged to the Empty Lakes People-it isamatter for concern that she rules your people
instead of you."

The cliff was lower toward the northwest, and the | cefal con recalled how squirreltail grass grew thicker in
that direction, amid stands of juniper brush that masked the cliff's rim from the direction of Bison Hill.
Under cover of these junipers the two men scrambled up and glided through the thickets to higher
ground.
At the cliff'stop adark shaggy shape rustled up to them out of the grass, ayellow-eyed war-dog, burned
like Loses HisWay over his shoulders and back, like Loses HisWay mourning hislossesand hispainin
Slence.

Helicked the warchief's hand and wriggled with grateful joy to have his ears rubbed-sniffed the Icefalcon
sugpicioudy but followed in silence. The Icefacon raised up on his kneesto put his head above the
clusters of leaves but saw no sign of travelers asfar as he could look west along the road.

They were evidently staying put for the day.

"For one thing, the Empty Lakes People never owned a thumbbreadth of the land in the North," he
pointed out. "The starlight wrote our names on forest and stone from the Haunted Mountain across to the
Night River Country, and oursit remains, Ice or no Ice, forever. Will these take you and your brother
here back to your people?"

He nodded to the dog and held out to L oses His Way two tubes of pemmican and one of the severa
sacks of pinenuts. "'l hunt this Wise One and hiswarriors, and in the North | am told the whitefilth grows
thick. Thereisno huntinginit. | need dl | can carry.”

The brilliant eyes narrowed. ™Y ou hunt this Wise One? | thought you had returned to find G Kethko."
"G Kethko?' The name had two meanings. In the tongue of the SAt Peopleit Sgnified the
hallucinogenic pods of the wild morning-glory, but in the more melodic (and dtogether more perfect)
language of the Taking Stars People it meant the Antlered Spider, one of the fifteen Dream Things that
sometimes carried messages from the Watchers Behind the Stars.

"TheWise One" Loses HisWay amplified.

"Hewas amember of Plum'sfamily,” remembered the | cefd con, not sure why the warchief thought he
should beinterested. "A little man so high who dressed his hair with m twigs. He stayed with uswhen
we camped on the Night River just before the Summer Moot, the year that | departed. | don't think he
was avery good Wise One. We nearly starved to death waiting for him to charm antelope, and his
information about the salt grass dong the Crud River left agreat ded to be desired. Why would | seek
out the Antlered Spider?’

"l thought he might have spoken to someone e se concerning the spells he laid on the dreamvine that your
old chief Noon took, at the Summer Moot in the Y ear of the White Foxes, the year that you left.”

Loses His Way turned the end of one of his mustache braids around hisfinger, but hiseyesdid not leave
the Icefa con's face in the piebald shadows of the thicket. The lcefa con felt a coldnessinsde him, asif he
aready knew what €lse his enemy was going to say.

"The draft is prepared on the night the chief takesit," the Icefalcon said, his soft, husky voice suddenly
flat. "He himself gathers the dreamvine before he goes up to the mountain. There can be no spellslaid on



it Since no one ese touchesthe pods.”

"According to Antlered Spider, Noon dways gathered the pods in the same place," the warchief replied.
"Along Pretty Water Creek, between the white rock shaped like atortoise and the three straight
cottonwoods."

The place flashed at onceto the Icefalcon's mind, and he realized that what Loses His Way said was
true. Noon had taken him there ahundred times in his childhood and told him of the properties of the
low-growing, innocuous-looking vine: how it was prepared by the warchief on the mountain and what it
did.

"The Antlered Spider said that Blue Child took powdered efroot and had him lay words onit, so that
when the powder was mixed with water and painted on the pods of the vine, the face that Noon would
seein hisvision a the Summer Moot would be yours. And it was your face that Noon saw, wasn't it?"
"How do you know this?' The cold in him deepened, adream remembered and repressed-the old man's
faceimpassve, eyes dead, empty with grief.

Thelcefdcon, and his cousin Red Fox, and their friends Stays Up All Night and Fifty Lovers, Sitting by
the Moot Fire, the talk soft and nervous asit always was at such times. Then Noon walked out of the
night into the red world of thefirdight, thewhite shell held out tiffly in hishand and degth in hiseyes.
Alwaysjust stepping into thefirdight. Alwaysjust holding out his hand.

"My son..." My son.

But he had known amost before Noon spoke what he was going to say. They had dl looked at him, his
kindred. Looked at him, and moved away.

The cold crystdlized within him to a core of ice, asthe cold had then.

"Why did hetdl you this?" It astonished him how norma his voice sounded. But he was the | cefalcon,
and it behooved him not to show hisfedings, particularly not to one of the Empty Lakes People.
"Hewasdying," said Loses HisWay. "Fever Lady had kissed him at the winter horse camp. The snow
was deep outside, and | could not leave.”

"What was he doing in your horse camp?' The |cefa con drew a deep breath. Far off over the badlands,
thunder rolled, soft with distance. The scent of the ssorm came rushing at them on the blue-black cloak of
thewind.

"He wasn't redly one of Plum'sfamily." Loses His Way shrugged. "He was the son of my materna aunt's
husband's stepbrother. The Empty Lakes People drove him out in the Y ear of the Crows for putting a
barren spell on his sister because she had more horses than he did. No one liked him. Blue Child took
himin."

"Blue Child took in aWise One of your people?’ The |cefalcon was shocked to the marrow of his
bones. "Took him in and had him put aspell on the chief of her own people?!

Loses His Way nodded. The Icefalcon was silent. Winter-night silence. Degth silence. The silencein the
eyes of an old man who hasjust been told by his Ancestors that the boy he has raised from childhood,
the young man he looked upon as his successor, is the one They want, the one They have chosen to bring
amessage to them written in the crimson extremities of pain.

Thetorture sacrifice, the Long Sacrifice of summer, that the people may live through the winter to come.
Lightning flared, purple-white against the nigrous mountains of cloud. Gray rain stood in danted columns
over digtant hills. Thewind veered: Bektis, at a guess, witching the weather to turn the sorm away.
Shamans of the Talking Stars People generdly didn't careif they got wet.

Thelcefdcon observed it dl, staring into distance, feding nothing. "1 don't know whether Gs Kethko
told anyone dse of this," said Loses His Way, after atime, stroking hislong mustache. "But for two years
now | have been watching for you, waiting to seeif you will return to your people and clam your due.

"Areyou dl right, honey?"

Tir sat back on his heds, trembling, smal hands propped on histhighs. Hethyaran acompetent palm
over hisclammy forehead, then helped him to hisfeet and led him away from the little puddle of vomit
among the ferns at the base of the big cottonwood tree. Some distance off she knelt down again and
took the boy in her arms.



She was a big woman, like the farmwives and blacksmithsin the Keep. Her arms were strong around
him and the quilting of her coat smooth and cold under hisface, and her thick braids, tickling his chin,
smelled good. Tir rested his head against her shoulder and tried not to fed ashamed of himsdlf for getting
sck.

It was week, like thelittle kids. He was seven and a hdf. With the deaths of Geppy and Thya and Brit
and dl the other older children in the Summerless Y ear, he had stepped into aposition of semicommand
in the games of the younger.

Tears stung his eyes, remembering hisfriends. Remembering Rudy.

"Therédsno shameinit, being afraid.”" Hethyas big fingerstoyed gently with hishair, separating it into
locks on hisforehead, as his mother sometimes il did. "Even greet kings and heroes get afraid. And
sometimes that happens, after you've been red afraid.”

Tir wasdlent, trying to sort out what he had felt clinging to the limb of the tree. He was ill swesting,
though under hisfurry jacket hefdt icy cold, and his stillness dternated with waves of shivering that he
could not control.

"Youdidwel," shesad.

In fact, when Bektis had spun around and cried out "Raiders!" and the three Akulae whipped their
curved southern swords from their shesths, from those dark hollowsin hismind Tir heard someone e se's
voice, one of those other people, say asif thinking it to himsalf, Get out of everybody'sway.

Lying on the branch of thetree, he had felt curioudy little fear. Too many memories of killing men
himsdlf-of those other boyskilling men-lay too near the surface. Memories of terror in battle, memories
of grief and remorse, memories of the grim rush of hesat that drove in the knife, the spear, the sword.
Watching Hethya, watching the Akula, cutting and hacking at the men and women who ran sumbling
from Bektis unseen illusionsfilled him with emotion that he could not name, closer to sadness and horror
than fear. But strong. Horrifyingly strong.

The emotion, whatever it was, left him wrung out, shaken, sickened, so that as soon asthe fighting was
over he did down the cottonwood's trunk and vomited, not even knowing what it wasthat hefelt. He
could see the faces of the dying men ill. Their faces, and the faces of dl those otherswho had died in
ages past by the hands of those whose memories he touched.

One day he might haveto kill somebody himsdif.

Hisface dill buried in Hethya's shoulder, he heard Bektis sonorous voice repesting summoning-spells,
then the soft scrunch of hooves on leaves and the whuffle of horses bregath.

Looking up, he saw Akulaleading two beautiful bay stallions by the bridles, so beautiful they took his
breath away. The Keep boasted few horses. Four more stood, eyes rolling, among the trees. Another
Akulawas tethering them.

This Akulahad a bleeding wound on one arm. Hethya made alittle exclamation under her bresth and,
with afina quick hug, released Tir and stood. "Here," she said, going to the man. "Let me get that
covered."

"My dear young lady." Bektis strolled over to her through the trees, stroking hislong white beard and
consdering the six horseswith asdf-satisfied smirk.

Thejeweled device till covered hisright hand. He was seldom without it, even if he had no magic to
work, and he seemed to enjoy just looking &t it, turning it reverently to catch the sunlight, likeavain
adolescent admiring amirror.

During thefight Tir had seen how lightning and fire had flowed out of it, how strange smokes and rainbow
lights seemed to legp from it around the heads of the White Raiders, making them cry out and dash at
things only they could see, making their dogs attack one another or bite the legs of the Raiders horses.
Tir had been badly scared by the Raiders dogs.

"It's scarcely worth your time. The man will be dead before the wound heals."

Hethya opened her mouth to retort, then glanced down at Tir and shut it again. The Akulalooked from
Bektis face to Hethya's without much comprehension, athick-muscled man with grim pae eyes. Tir
wondered if Akula-any of them-knew enough regular speech to understand what had just been said.
Hed just begun to learn the haa language of the Empire of Alketch and could say Please and Thank you



and anumber of prayers, though since God presumably spoke al languages he couldn't imagine why he
had to learn, with great difficulty, what God could just as easily understand in the Wathe. But his mother,
and Rudy, and Lord Ankres said that the language was a useful thing for aKing to know.

"And now that we have horsesin the camp,” said Bektis, drawing close around his face the fur collar of
his quilted brown coat and tucking his beard behind anumber of scarves, "I think it best we keep the boy
tied up until hisLordship arrives. Seetoiit.”

"Please, Lord Bektis." Tir stepped forward, his heart pounding. "Please don't tie me up. If something else
happens, if the Raiders come again, | don't want to betied up.”

S0 you can run away in the confusion?' Bektis had already started to turn away. There was contempt in
hisvoice, and Tir ft hisface flush.

"I know | wouldn't get far,” he said with dignity. "Evenif | soleahorse, you could just makeit turn
around and come back to you, couldn't you? Or scareit, like you scared those people with stuff that
wasn't redl, so they couldn't protect themsalves.”

Thewizard's dark eyesflashed with anger at thisimplication of cowardice and cheet. "And afine
predicament you'd beinif | hadn't, boy. Were not playing children's games. Do you think the White
Raiderswould spare achild of your years?|'ve seen children younger than you with their guts staked
over fiveyards of ground. Tie him up," he added to Hethya. "And give him alick or two, to mend his
manners.

He walked away to the edge of the grove, where he settled himself under atree. Tir saw him take
something from avelvet purse under his coat, polishit on hischamoiscloth, and set it on alittle
collgpsible slver tripod where the dim sunlight lanced through the thin leaves. Scrying, asold Ingold
scried for thingsin hisfragment of yellow crystal. Ashe'd seen Rudy scry, hundreds of times.

At the thought of Rudy histhroat closed and his eyes grew hot, seeing him fal again through the whirl of
snow and darkness.

Don't make him be dead, he prayed. Please don't make him be dead.

Hethya's hand dropped gently onto his shoulder. "Come on, honey," she said. "We'd better do ashe
says. I'll makeit aseasy onyou as| can, and if were attacked again I'll seeto it you can get to safety.”
Tir nodded. He wondered sometimes, lying beside her in the warmth of her blankets, feding safe while
Bektis wolves and saberteeth snuffled around the verges of the camp, if she had alittle boy of her own.
"Who's his Lordship who's coming?" he asked softly, as she led him toward athin sycamore tree where
there was shade and grass. "And what's he going to do? Why does he want me?"

"Never you mind that, honey," said Hethya. "I'll make sureyou'redl right.”

But her eyes avoided hisas she said it. She wasn't lying, he realized. She just knew that she had no
power to do that, if Bektis-and his Lordship, whoever he was, and whyever he wanted him-decided to
kill him.



? Chapter 6

Shadow passed over the grass.

The lcefd con turned, scalp prickling, then scanned the sky. Therewas no sign of abird.

The chill wind of morning rippled miles of grass and brought the smoke of the camp on Bison Hill. They
were waiting for someone, the | cefd con thought.

Or for some event, as Wise Oneswaited for conjunctions of stars and planets that would increase and
focustheir power. Above the coulee, black birds now gathered in clouds, but none circled anywhere
near the hill.

A smoke-colored flicker in the corner of hiseye, and thistime hewas sure of it. Earstilted inquiringly,
Y dlow-Eyed Dog raised his nose from his paws and sniffed the air. The sky was empty overhead.
"What isit?" whispered Loses His Way.

The Icefalcon drew breath and relaxed alittle, as much as he ever relaxed or could relax.

"Cold Degth," he said.

It was after noon, the day following Tit's abduction from the Keep, that a mixed company of Guards and
other Keep soldiery under command of Janus of Weg findly reached the gorge where Rudy lay.

Onceit grew light enough to see, Gil climbed the rocks two or three times, snow il faling heavily, to lay
out branches and rocks and to carve laborious notches with her footprints in the snow, showing where
they were. She had just returned from gathering more wood when she heard voices on the rocks above.
"Gaw, what amess,” said the familiar backcountry drawl of the Commander-and a heavenly choir of
angels playing the back half of "Layla" on dectrified harps couldn't have been sweseter to her ears-"|
thought you said you could chase the snow-clouds out onto the plain, me dumpling.”

"They should have gone." Brother Wend's soft voice was puzzled. "It's unheard of for weather to cling
thislong after the Summoner has departed. | think ... I'm not sure, but | think there are spells of danger
up ahead aswdll, avalanche and anger among the beasts of the mountains.”

Janus cursed. "Bektis was never that strong,” he said. There was a scuffle, and acouple of little

snow-dlips tumbled down the rock face. Then Gil saw the black shapes of the Guards, and a couple of
the white clothed warriors of Lord Ankres company, scrambling down the way she had marked.

Wend knelt beside Rudy and exclaimed in shock, pulling off his heavy gloves at once to weave spells of
healing and stasis over the great burns and cuts on Rudy's face and chest. Meanwhile, Janus and the
others spread out along the frozen stream to cut saplings for alitter.

The |cefa con's makeshift wall had served to keep the niche under the overhang warm through the night
and into morning, but Rudy's face wore the look of degth.

"Don't die on me, man," Gil whispered, in her disused English, as she watched the priest-wizard'sfingers
trace again and again the lines of hedling and strength over the till, hawknosed face.

Sheld have to face Alde, too.

The Lady of the Keep awaited them on the shalow steps of the black fortress, wrapped thick in the
faded rainbow of her coat of quilted silk scraps.

Like a crooked scarecrow, the Bishop Maia of Renweth stood beside her, and on her other side her
friend and maidservant Linnet unobtrusively held her hand.

There were other people aswellthe Keep Lords, and Ilae, and the entrepreneurs who functioned more
or less as neighborhood bosses-but as she walked beside Rudy's litter with the scrag-end of the storm
windslashing a her face, Aldewasdl Gil saw.

The younger woman's jaw s, body stiffening, drawing in on itself for protection, when it was clear to her
that Tir wasn't among the returning Guards.

"Rudy'sdive" Gil called, asthey came near enough for her voiceto be heard without shouting. "The
|cefalcon's gone after Bektisand Tir. Tir seemsto bedl right.”

"Thank you." Gil could only guess at Alde'sreply by the movement of her lips. Wind lifted the Lady's
hair, ashroud of night, as she descended the steps to grasp and kiss Rudy's nerveless hand.



Undemondtrative hersdf, Gil did the only thing she could think of to do to help her friend through the
hours of the evening and the night.

She stayed beside her in the cell to which they brought Rudy, a chamber in the Royal Sector whose
round tiled heating stove and larger bed made it more comfortable than the young mage's narrow
quarters off the wizards workroom on first level south. Neither [lae nor Wend had had early training in
their craft, both having denied or neglected their talentsin the days before the coming of the Dark Ones.
But Wend had, through the years of his priesthood, practiced surreptitioudy the healing magic on those
members of the small western community who had been in his care, and both he and the red-haired girl
had seven years of forma teaching.

Together they worked spells of strength and stability on Rudy's heart and nervous system, and of hedling
on hisflesh, drew runes and circles of power around the herbs they prepared to combat infection.
Through the night Minade stayed quietly in acorner of the room, fetching water or lint, feeding thefire or
holding the knots on bandages when such things were caled for.

Linnet disappeared to look after Gisa, the daughter Alde had borne Rudy in the Summerless Y ear, who
at eighteen months was old enough to know something was desperately wrong, and to care for Gil's son
Mithrys, Gil remained at Aldésside.

She didn't say much-she had never known what to say to someonein grief or pain-but once Alde
reached out and took her hand and squeezed it hard enough to hurt.

Later she asked, "Did you see Tir?" and Gil shook her head.

"I heard him cdl out Rudy's name," she said. In the soft double glow of lampflame and witchlight, Alde's
face seemed thin and old, an echo of the old woman she would one day be.
A woman who had lost the husband she adored and feared, and had seen the brother she had
worshipped turn tyrant and monster, who had survived the crumbling of her world and found in itswreck
aloveliketherisng of the gars.

"We saw histracks a couple of times, when they let him off the donkey. | think that Hethya woman must
have gotten him out of the Keep to look at the caves dong the north side of the Vae, and Bektis put a
glamour on one of those warriors he had with him to make Tir think it was Rudy."

Alde only nodded, her face an ivory death mask.

"I never thought Bektis would possess the power to hold storms so long after he had gone." Brother
Wend turned on histhree-legged stool, drying his hands on a coarse hempcloth towel, adark-haired little
man whose priestly tonsure had grown in when he left the Church, only to be replaced by his hairling's
early retreat. "Of course, he will aways be agreater wizard than |, but..." He shook his head.

"Hehad a... adevice of somekind,” said Gil. "Thiskind of crysta thing strapped on hishand. It may just
have been reflection, but it looked likeit lit up when Bektisthrew lightning or defended himsdlf againgt
Rudy's spells. Hes astronger wizard than Rudy isanyway, but if it was amagnifier or amplifier of some
kind..."

|lae looked up from grinding dried purple-bead rootsin the mortar. " Does such athing exist?"

"Who knows?" Gil replied. "We don't know what's been stashed away al these years, |eft over from the
Times Before. Ingold is dwaysfinding references to stuff the Church confiscated and hid and never
talked about.”

"And with good reason, if legend isanything to go by." Maiastood in the doorway, hislong facelined
with concern. "How ishe?'

"About the same." Gil shrugged, hiding fear and anxiety, asthe Icefalcon did. "Maybe other people hid
stuff, too, out of fear of the Church or of their neighbors. Now those places have been broken open, and
nobody's keeping an eye on them anymore." She glanced sidelong at Maia.

"Why do you think Ingold's been in such apanic to find books and implements and whatever other
apparatus he can?'

"There were certainly recordsin my episcopa paace of things| did not understand, hidden in places|ost
to anyones memory,” thetall Bishop agreed. "We do not even know what may till be hiddenin this
Keep, untouched since the Dark'sfirst rising.”

"And it'sagood guess Govannin had a couple of secrets on hand. For al she carried on about mages



being soullesstools of Evil, she was quick enough to use black magic in anything she considered agood
cause. If Bektis ever did manage to break her hold on him, you can bet your best fur booties held help
himsdlf to whatever he could stick in his pockets.”

"How soon will the slorm clear?" Alde, who had sat al thiswhile with bowed head in sllence, now
looked up at Wend. "How soon can a party go over the passin pursuit?’

"I'll go out therein themorning,” the physician promised. "Even the strongest spells dispersg, if their
maker is not there renewing them. I'm not the weather-witch Bektisis, but | should be able to hasten their
bresking."

"How soon?' Her eyes were like the heart of the night, her voice porcelain, cold and friable, asif it would
shatter at atouch.

"Tomorrow afternoon?'

She whigpered again, "Thank you." Her small hands closed around Rudy's brown, cold fingers, seeking
reassurance, perhaps hoping to hold his spirit to hisflesh. She hadn't touched the tisane Linnet had
brought, or the supper, either. Gil knew better than to think that she would unlessforced.

I'd better get some deep, thought Gil. And pack.

She remembered the three identical warriors. Were others waiting to join Bektis once he got over the
pass? A dozen or a hundred, cookie-cuttered out of some unguessable spell? Ingold had never
mentioned such athing to her, nor Bektis jeweed weapon, either.

How could she, and the Guards, and a novice like Wend cope with those and whatever else the sorcerer
had up hisfur-lined deeves? But the concern turned out to be moot. An hour or so later I1ae put down
her herbs and sat up straight, her hand going to her temple, her eyes suddenly flaring wide. "Damn,” she
sad.

Alde, her hand till locked around Rudy's where she sat on the floor, apillow at her back, looked up
sharply at the noteinthegirl'svoice. "What isit?"

"l ..." llae hesitated, frowning, listening hard to sounds only she could hear. Then the witchlight
brightened behind her head as she dug in the purse a her belt for a scrying stone, aruby Ingold had
found in the ruins of Penambra, which she turned and maneuvered in the sharp glint of thelight.

"Damn," she said again, more forcefully, and pushed her rusty hair out of her eyes. "Therere men coming
up theroad from theriver valey, my Lady. Lots of men-horses-spears glittering in the moonlight..."
"What?' Alde surged lithely to her feet, crossed the room in aflurry of petticoats, and looked over llag's
shoulder asif shetoo could seeinthejewd. "Where?"

"They've just passed the wards we set up in the Arrow Gorge. Hundreds, it looks like. Carts and tents.”
She looked up into the Lady's face with baffled eyes. "It's hard to seein darkness, but | think they're
black-faced, black-skinned, the men of the Alketch, and the brown men of the Ddltaidandswith gold
beadsin their hair. They're coming fast."

Alde cursed, something she seldom did. " Send for Janus,” she said. "We need to meet them at the Tdll
Gates and hold them there, if we can. Thank you, Ilae..."

Gil was dready out of the room, striding down the Royal Way toward the Aide and the lamplit
watchroom of the Guards.

The Icefdcon and Loses His Way watched Bektis camp through the night, turn and turn about with
hunting smal game in the coulee. They worked mostly in businesdike silence, though Loses HisWay
asked about the conditions of grass on the eastern side of the mountains, and the movements of
mammoth and bison herds, dways afruitful topic among the peoples of the Real World.

He asked, too, about the pedigrees of the horses at the Keep and shook his head sorrowfully when the
|cefa con informed him that the Keep horse herd had been acquired at random from the South and that
even before the destruction of the original herd, the ancestry of horses was not a concern of most
mud-diggers.

"It is very foolish not to know whether your horses are the sons and daughters of brave beasts or
cowards,”" he said gravely, stripping the skin from awoodchuck he had shot while Y dlow-Eyed Dog
daveringly feigned disinterest.



They sheltered in another bison wallow, not the one southeast of the hill but an older oneto the
southwest, full of curly buffalo grass and pennyroyd, with agood view over the broken landsto the
south.

"How can you know what they will do if you don't know about their ancestors before them? These
mud-diggers of yourswant al the wrong things and don't know what isimportant.”

"They are not my mud-diggers,” pointed out the Icefalcon. "And | have told them this many times.”
"Then why do you follow this shaman? This child isnot your kin. He may even be your enemy.” He used
the word dingyeh, "notkin,” oktep in the tongue of the Talking Stars, and set the strips of woodchuck
flesh over the hot cods of last night's fire to roast.

"Thechildis..." The lcefd con was slent amoment, trying to phrase hisrelationship to Eldor-and to the
peoplein the Keep-in terms that could be understood in the Real World. There was much about his new
lifethat he could not explainin terms of the old.

At length he said, "The child'sfather hel ped me and gave me shelter when | departed from my own
people.”

"Did you need shelter?' asked Loses HisWay.

"No. But for hissake | would not like to see the boy come to harm. What troubles me now, isthat Bektis
must be watching hisback trail . . ."

And then they were no longer two, but three. The Icefacon couldn't even tell how long she'd been there.
She was adiminutive woman, with the black hair that sometimes marked Wise Onesin the Red World.
From babyhood her parents had shaved it off, so she had never learned to regard it. It was hacked off
short now, straight as water and heavy as the hand of fate. When the I cefal con had seen her lagt, it had
not yet been touched by gray. Her eyeswere black, too.

"Little brother,” shesaid.

"Elder sster.” Heinclined hishead. "Y ou know Loses His Way, our enemy from the Empty Lakes
People.”

She nodded. Everyone in the Real World knew everyone else, pretty much, or at least knew of them.
"It pleases me to see that you were not devoured by the Eatersin the Night, o my sister. | had heard that
they singled out theWise."

Sheamiled, smdl but very bright, likeagar. "Then | supposel am not al that Wise."

She picked a pink-edged flower of bindweed and turned it in her fingers, smiling at the silkiness of the
petals under her touch. "Do they till haunt the lands west of thewall of snows, little brother?”

He shook his head. "At the end of that first winter aWise One there sent them away to the other side of
Night, where no peoplelive and it is night forever. They have not returned again.”

"Good," said Cold Degth briskly and worked the flower into the end of the |cefalcon's braid among the
bones.

"| thought it must have been something of the kind. Now who isthis Bektis, and why does it concern you
that he watches his back trail 7' She sat down crosdegged between them and picked the woodchuck's
heart out of the cods, devouring it with an expression of ecstasy. "Wasit hewho dew five of the Empty
L akes People and put their bodiesin the couleg, or wasthat you, little brother?!

"It was Bektis," the |cefa con said alittle grumpily because heloved woodchuck hearts with agreet,
grong love. "And those with him."

He gave her aquick summary of the events of the past four days, finishing with, "Heisafool, but not so
much afool that he would not watch his back trail, knowing that he was observed in carrying the boy
away. He knowsthat the warriors of the Kegp will bear stronger amulets againgt his spells of battle
illuson and battle panic than the warriors of the Empty Lakes People, whose shaman Walking Eyeswas
killed by the Eaters seven years ago, yet he displays no concern over the matter. He waits here for
something.”

Cold Death touded the dog's ruff. "For therest of the black warriors," she said. The dog sniffed at her
and licked her hand.

"T'chal" scolded Loses His Way amiably. "Y ou kiss your people's enemies, o my brother?

"He tastes her that he may devour her later," explained the | cefal con, and the warchief nodded.



"Very wdl, then."

"Ninety-eight of them are aday south of here," Cold Death went on. "Tonight you'll be able to seetheir
fires. Asfor why he shows no concern about pursuit... "

She frowned. She had sharp little flecks of brow, pulling together over a short snub nose.
"Thereispower inthat band,” she said. "They have twelve wagons covered in blue canvas, and
surrounding them ... not darkness, but a movement that bends the shape of the air.”

She shook her head and tried to shape some kind of meaning with her square brown short-fingered hand.
"Thereisevil inthem, such as| have never before seen. Demons follow them, and the e emental s of
water and air and earth. Blue Child follows these warriors and their wagons a a distance.”

"And doesthe Blue Child," asked the | cefd con softly, "ride these lands?!

"Theselands are ours,”" said Cold Degth. "Unto the Night River Country and down to the Bones of God."
Loses His Way hackled like awalf at the suggestion that the larger portion of the Real World did not in
fact belong to the Empty Lakes People, but Cold Degth continued unconcernedly, picking another
flower. "1t was Blue Child who sent me scouting, to see who or what awaited this dark captain, with the
hook for hishand, a Bison Hill."

Bison Hill wasthe only place the mud-diggers used for meetings, the only landmark large enough to catch
their blunted attention. The Icefalcon only asked, "A hook?"

Vair na-Chandros, he thought. It had to be.

"A big man with hair that curlslikethat of abison'shump, gray with age, not white in youth as many of
the black warriors. Hiseyes are yellow and hisvoice likedirt in atin pot. He has asilver hook in place of
hisright hand, and hismen cal him Lord. Y ou know this man?'

"I know him." The I cefalcon's face was impassive as he turned the woodchuck meat on the flat rocks
among the codls.

"In the days of the Dark ones, this hook-handed one commanded the forces of the Alketch that cameto
help humankind against the Dark. He abandoned them in the burning Nests that he might preserve his
own followers when he went to war in the Alketch. After that | am told he tried to make himsalf Emperor
of the South by wedding the old Emperor's daughter against her will. Now he rides north, does he, with
lessthan sx score men, and wagonsfilled with uncanny things?*

He sat up alittle and gazed south across the broken lands, green miles of chilly springtime wherea
red-tailed hawk circled lazily and acouple of uintatheria, ungainly moving mountainswith their tusked and
plated heads swinging back and forth, ambled from one gully to another in their eternd quest for fresh
leaves.

But what he saw was the rainbow figure descending the steps of the Keep in the mists and the hatred in
those fox-gold eyes when they looked on Ingold Inglorion.

He saw too the upraised hooks, scarlet with firdight, summoning back his troops out of the darkness of
the burning Nests. Saw Ingold-and hundreds of others-engulfed and borne away by the Dark.

It came back to him aso what Gil-Sha os had told him about the Emperor's daughter of the South.

"l likethisnot, omy sgter,” hesaid a lagt. "ThisVair isan evil man, and now you tdl me herideswith an
evil magic in histrain. Whether this be amage or atalisman or an object of power, | would fed better if |
knew something more of hisintent, before he takes the boy into his grasp. Will you remain here, my
enemy, and look out for the boy? If they await Vair's coming, having brought Tir this distance, he should
be safe enough.”

"l will abide," said the warchief. ""He owes me somewhat, thisWise One."

"Good." The Icefdcon rose. "Then let usride, o my sster,” he said.

Bright againgt the green-black trees, ared scarf flashed, dashing to and fro.

"They'reinsght," said Mdantrys of the Guards.

Aswhen wind passes over astanding grove, with a single movement the men and women on the north
watchtower bent their bows, hooked the strings into place. Another movement-another wind gust the soft
deadly clattering of arrow shafts.

The samewind moved Gil, automatic now but still rich with heightened sensation in her mind and heart:



the spiny rough feathers, the waxy smoothness of horsehair and yew. From the watchtower's foot the
narrow road led down to the Arrow River Gorge, champagne-pale between clustering walls of mingled
green: fir, hawthorn, hazdl, fern.

Rustling muttered above the breeze shift of the trees. Sharp asthe red arbutus in the ditches came the
whinny of horses.

"Thefat bleedin’ shame of it," Sghed Cadern, anorthcountry man so big he looked like athunderstormin
his black Guards tunic and coat. "Whatever you do, lassie, don't kill the horses. We can aye use 'em.”

Rishyu Hetakebnion, Lord Ankres youngest son, whispered to Gil, "Do you think well turn them back?!
Hed spent hours dressing and braiding his hair for this occasion. He hadn't liked being put in the north
tower company as acommon archer, but hisfather had inssted upon it: If you're going to give commands
one day, you must first learn how to obey them.

Gil shook her head. "Not ahope.”
The leading ranks of the Alketch army cameinto view.

It isno easy matter to count troops and estimate materiel through ahunk of ensorcelled ruby an inch and
three-quarterslong: scrying can tdl awizard where and if, but seldom how many.

By thetime Mdantrysand Lank Y ar, the Keegp's chief hunter, returned from reconnai ssance with the
news that the Alketch troops numbered nearly eeven hundred strong, the enemy was only hours from the
Tdl Gates.

They were armed for Siege, too, Mdantrys said. Mules and oxen hauled two "turtles," constructions of
log and leather designed to protect soldiers while they undermined towers and walls.

With afull muster of the Keep's available warriors and a| ablebodied adults to back them up, Janus
estimated they could hold the Tall Gatesfor atime, but against trained men the cost would probably be
terrible.

"With all due respect to Mistress Hornbeam and Master Barrelstave," held whispered to Minalde at the
tense convocation that had followed Meantrys return, "one seasoned warrior properly armed can
account for half adozen volunteers. Leavin' aside that we can't afford to lose asoul here, their lin€lll cave.
And for what?'

The commander of the Alketch troops was a srocky goldenskinned Ddltaldander in aninlaid helmet
bristling with spikes. He drew rein just where the road curved on itsfina gpproach to the Gates, and Gil
could see the choke of men behind him, armored in bronze and sted and black-lacquered canein the
milky light of the overcast morning.

Looking at the Tall Gates.

"That'sit,” murmured Janus, afew feet dong the makeshift wood rampart from where Gil stood. He
worefull battle gear, something fewer than half the Guards possessed: black enameled breastplate and
helm, rerebraces and pauldrons and gloves, unornamented save for the gold eagles of the House of
Dare.

"Think about it real good before you come on, mejolly boy. Surely there's another party you can go to
insdead?'

But Gil knew there wasn't. With the dow-growing cold of the Summerless Y ear, even the settlements
aong theriver valey had waned, dying out or succumbing to bandit troops. She had heard that the
gtuation in the Felwoods was worse.

The Keep of Dareinitshigh cold vale was the last organized center of civilization for many, many
leagues, thelast large, stable source of food production. Elsawhere was only banditry, White Raiders,
and spreading chaos.

There was no other party to go to.

For the past seven years, the people of the Keep had been working on the watchtowers of the Tl
Gates. They'd repaired the old stonework aswell as they could without proper quarrying tools and raised
palisades of sharpened tree trunks around the platforms on top.

Bandit troops had burned the towerstwice, but even before the disaster of the Summerless Y ear it had
been hard to get draft animalsto haul sone up from theriver vdley.

Gil would have bet a dozen shirt-laces they would be in flames again within an hour, had she been ableto



find ataker.

Between the towers another palisade stretched, arough chevaux-de-friese of outward-pointing stakes,
hastily cut and sharpened, fired hard, braced in the earth, and interwoven with al the brush that could be
gathered to make the hedge thicker yet.

Eleven hundred troops, thought Gil, her gloved fingersicy on the arrow-nock. They weren't going to turn
back.

Battle drums echoed in the high rocks of the pass, ominous, pa pable in the marrow of the bones. The
golden commander edged his golden horse aside. The ranks parted-ebony soldiers from the Black
Coadt, ivory from the White, and the red-brown D'haal ac borderlanders.

Variegated bannerslifted and curled in the morning wind. For some reason Gil remembered old Dr.

Bannister of the UCLA history department, dry and fragile as a cast cicada skin, standing at the
lecture-hal podium saying, "Henry || marched hisarmies againgt Philip Augudtus...”

Just that. Marched hisarmies. No wet boots and feet that ached with cold. No rush of adrenaline or
hammering heart at the thought: What if | die... ?

Marched hisarmies.

Theturtleslumbered eydlesdy to thewalls.

They were sturdily built, Gil had to give them that. She couldn't imagine how they'd gotten them across
the Arrow River. She saw the overlapping hides black with water-they must weigh tons-and heard the
sguesk of the overburdened whesels.

Arrows rained down from both gate towers, answered from ditsin the walls and roofs. Gil wasn't fooled.
The men inside only waited for thered attack, the attempt by soldiers on foot to take the turtles.
"Comeon, llae," whispered Mé antrys, drawing, nocking, firing like amachine behind her tangle of
beams and brush, "do your stuff.” The nearer turtle lurched and rocked alittle, then came on. Gil guessed
that 11ae's spells of damage-broken axles, jammed wheedls, wouldn't have much effect.

If Bektis could lay awesther-spell on the passthat would hold astorm there for dmost forty-eight
hours-and by the clouds till roiling over the Hammerking it was even yet going strong-his counterspells
of ward on the turtleswould be more than sufficient to thwart anovicelikellae.

Certainly when the men poured forth from them and began hacking and rending &t the chevaux-de-frise
between the towers, they showed no immediate signs of being affected by whatever panic and
terror-spellsthe girl could muster.

Rudy could probably have summoned better ones, but again, if Bektis had had sufficient timeto
manufacture wards and amulets against such spells, probably even Ingold couldn't have done much.

On the other hand, llag'sfire-spd| transforming the entire barricade into awall of flame worked just fine.
Men scattered back, dropping their shields and falling under the steady downpour of arrows. Gil's
forearm stung where the bowstring smote the leather guard.

Her fingers smarted, and smoke teared her eyes and made it hard to aim. More warriors pressed
forward from the throat of the pass, armored and bearing big man-covering shields.

Camp daves, unarmored and dragging brush, came up behind them, piling the tinder around the walls of
the watchtowers. "Right," said Janus softly. "Timeto be off, children. | guessthey redly, redly wantin."
Therewas no surprisein hisvoice, nor did Gil feel any. No commander would muster aforce that large,
or construct siege equipment, on achanceraid.

A second volley of arrows burst from the trees on both sides of the passasLank Y ar and his hunters
responded to Janus signa to cover. Slavesfell, dying, innocent of the war that spilled their blood. Smoke
rolled up the inside of the tower like achimney asthe archers streamed down thewinding stair inside, Gil
coughing, heat beating on her skin.

Thisin some wayswas the worst, and the only time when she felt in genuine danger. She dung her bow
onto her back and joined thefiles of Guards-and of Ankres mixed troop of hisown men, Lord Sketh's,
and the Church warriors who made up the archers on the south tower-in the fast march-run acrossthe
open Vale, to the Doors of the Keep.

Dr. Bannister should see me now.
If the turtles got through the burning barricade too fast and made a path for the horses, therewas a



chance that Janus retreating force could be ridden down and killed.

But they weren't. Gil didn't dare look back, with men and women running on both sides of her, two and a
haf miles up therisng ground from the Tall Gatesto the Keep onitsknoll. On reaching the steps she
turned, panting, troopers streaming past her and through the Doors, and saw the small Alketch cavalry
gdlopinginfutile pursuit.

In the aspen groves that surrounded the towers Lank Y ar's hunters were till showering the attackers
with missiles, bales of which had been hidden in the caves northwest of the Keep and in ahundred other
caches, wherethe little corps of volunteerswould be able to get to them in the sniping guerrillacampaign
to come.

Once the Doors were closed and the Alketch troops took the Vae, Lank Yar and his hunterswould be
on their own. They'd do a certain amount of damage, thought Gil, as the Guards and the white clothed
warriors of House Ankresfiled past her, but they certainly wouldn't drive the invaders away.

Thefires around the towers were losing their first force. Smoke poured white into the sapphire sky,
pierced now and again by flame, like many-colored silk thrashing in high wind. A few trees caught, as
they generdly did.

"Are you having second thoughts?'

Minalde stood at her side, white-faced and drawn. She held her daughter Gisafirmly by the hand, the
dark-haired child looking about her with wonderment in her dark-blue eyes.

Gil drew in her bresth, and let it out. "No," she said. "If it'sachoice between in or out ..." She hooked
her hands through her sword-sash. "Y ou're losing Wendies help insde asit is. If something goes wrong,
| think I'll be more useingide. | don't think 1'd make that much difference when the guys go over the pass
tofind Tir."

Alde looked away and nodded. Gil could fedl her tension at the boy's name.

"Hey," said Gil softly. "The lcefalcon will find him. Hell bring him inback." Charles Lindbergh probably
sad the same thing to hiswife. Of course, Charles Lindbergh didn't have the Icefalcon looking for his
vanished child, either. "How's Rudy?'

"Alive." The gesture of Alde'sfingerstried to brush the topic aside, unbearable to the touch. Therewas
slence before she could go on. "The same, Wend says. | ... | suppose al we can do now issit tight, as
you say."

Thelast stragglers passed them, panting and joking among themsalves, il high with the rush of escape.
A hundred yards off the cavary wheded, hdmet spikes flashing in the sun.

Pd e spring sun, thought Gil, bright on the thick new grass of the Vae. The tranducent glister of glaciers,
opa wallsaong the black dliffs, mileshigh; grizzled pines and quicksIver streams; the mirror flash of bogs
and glabrous acres of dunch. A hawk turning, infinitely tiny againg the sky. Morning light.

Shedrained it deep, like her high school friend Sherry Reinhold going on one last binge before the diet
that always started tomorrow ... In or out. One choice, for who knew how long and under what
circumstances?

"Timeto get ingde, me Lady." Janus pulled off his hemet, graying rufous hair hanging in swesty stringsin
hiseyes. Calculation in that pug face, and worry; the smdll of his sweat and the armor's leather straps.
Once the Doors were shut-once the Alketch army was free to surround the black walls of the

K eep-everyone's options would be limited.

From the twin columns of smoke under the eastern mountain wal dark worms of men crept out.
Weapons caught soft flashes of sun, banners afaded echo of the wildflower carpet they trampled.
Scrying down the road 1ae had seen their supply lines-Prandhays Keep was far enough away, God
knew, but not nearly so far asthe Souith.

The great Doors shut behind them, and Janus and Caldern turned the locking-rings. Hidden bolts and
bars echoed, |ess a sound than a deep vibration in the glowstone shadows of the gate passage: Gil put
her arm around Alde's shoulders. The two women were the last to enter the Keep.

The second set of Doors, thick metal wrought in ancient years, clanged, and all was sedled.

"All over now; nothing moreto see..." The Guards sounded petty againgt the hugeness of the Aide, the
loom of speculation and fear. Someone saw Minalde and set up a cheer that clattered among the high



catwalks of the upper levels, the cavernous sablewalls.

After you've fought a battle in the morning thought Gil, it's difficult to just get out the laundry or do your
gardening in the afternoon.

("Everyonein thevillage would comeinto the castle during the Sege,” said Dr. Bannigter, nervoudy
chewing on thefat end of histie.)

Thewhole Aide smdled of hay and the musty hegps of the tiny fodder-potatoes that for thousands of
years had been thisworld's only acquaintance with the spud family, until Rudy's rediscovery of genuine
potatoes-food-stapl e potatoes-two years ago.

With that discovery the Keep had become completely self-sufficient. People il tilled corn and whesat
outside, but that was for surplus and variety, lagnigppe. With the cattle and sheep insde, they could hold
out indefinitely.

A couple of women were arguing about whose turn it was to shovel sheep dung. A man who hadn't been
in the battle was explaining to Lord Ankres how the attack could easily have been turned. Rishyu
Hetakebnion, hair ashambles of swest and smoke, was quietly throwing up in acorner.

Minalde glanced back over her shoulder, at Mdantrys and Janus setting the locking-rings of the inner set
of Doors. "And now we wait," she murmured. She rubbed her hand over her forehead-Gisa pulled on
her other hand, wanting as usua to dart away into the doorways that led to the compounds where cattle
and sheep were housed. "As soon asthe stormsclear, Y ar will send men to help the Icefacon...”

"If he needsit.” Gil grinned, and Minade was surprised into awan answering smile. "It can't possibly be
more than aday or two, till they can start. Meanwhile Y ar and his boys can give the guys outside a hard
time. Wéll be okay."

"Well be okay." She repeated the words asif forcing herself to believe and drew along, shaky breath.
"And intime, these people ... What can they do? They can't get in. They'll strip the Ve of game, very
soon | should think, and what then? Wait until winter? Until they get tired? Until Ingold arrives?’

Gil folded her arms, looking around her at the hegps of fodder and provisions, twice head high and il
dwarfed by the Aide's vastness. ("Provisonswould be brought in from the surrounding country side...")
Men and women were settling down around the little piles of glowstones, with bales and bundles of sticks
and feathers and flint, to listen to storytellers while they made arrows, a wintertime occupation when there
was no game or when astorm kept themiin.

At the Doors Ilae stood in ahdo of witchlight, checking communication through her ruby with Brother
Wend, outside with Lank Y ar's guerrillas. Janus and Lord Ankres went to her, asking about the black
river of men, of soldiersand daves, of sege engines and provision wagons pooling before the Doors.
The only way in or ouit.

Impervious from the founding of the Keep.

Gil wondered if she should keep silent. But she knew she had to say what she thought. It might just be
true.

"The problemis, Alde," said Gil, "the warriors of the Alketch have to know that dl they can doisst
outsidetill winter comes and they get buried in snow. They have to know that we have wizards here and
would be able to see them coming, and get oursalves stocked up and locked down. So my questionsis.
Why doesn't this bother them?”

Alde sghed, her shoulders dumping alittle, and her face was again the face of ayoung girl. "'l wish you
hadn't asked that," she said.



? Chapter 7

"| expected to bekilled, you see, o my sigter,” said the I cefa con, hisvoice no louder than the stirring of
wind in the grassthat curtained the rims of the maze of coulees through which they rode.

"At the Moot, after Noon had gone up to the Haunted Mountain, | overheard Blue Child tell one of her
friends, 'l will seethat you get Little Dancer and Sand Cat.' | forget what favor he promised her in return.
But | knew that she meant to kill me. Thus when Noon came down from the mountain and kissed me
with the kiss of degth, | was ... suspicious. It felt, you understand, rather too pat.”

It was good to ride again. Cold Death had three horses with her, of the short-coupled gray line of
Evening Star Horse, bred by Frogs Singing and hisfamily in the Pretty Water Country; they traveled
sure-footedly and in silence through the red clay hills, the grasses of the bottomlands shoulder-high and
prodigd with wildflowers. Loses HisWay, though in the | cefa con's opinion not notably quick on the
uptake, would at least be amore than competent guard for Tir.

The Icefd con's mind turned uneasily from what he knew of Vair na-Chandros and the potentid evils of
Southron magic to what el se might be waiting for him-for them dl-here in the Red World.

Cold Desth listened without comment to the | cefal con's account of hislife east of the mountains both
before and after the coming of the Dark: of his meeting with Eldor, of Ingold, of the Guards, and the
Keep, and Tir. Shelistened, too, without comment as he revealed what Loses HisWay had told him
concerning the Wise One, Antlered Spider.

"Noon raised me as much as you did, when Cattail and the Y dllow Butterfly were killed." He named their
parents, aswastheway among the Taking Stars People. "As much for what Blue Child did to me on
that day, | owe her for what she did to him. His death wasin hisface when he cameto meinthe
firdight." He hestated amoment. "when did he die?'

"The following summer,” she said. "At the Place Where the Rocks Look Like Grapes. He grew tooiill to
keep up with the hunt and drank black hellebore, after giving hisamulets and his horsesto Blue Child."
The Icefd con was silent, seeing again the old man as he stepped out of the night, hand outstretched,
fingers shaking around the white shell, sorrow beyond sorrow in his sky-blue eyes.

"The Starstold our Ancestors,” went on Cold Death quietly, "to send messengersto them at certain
times. The bravest and the strongest, strong enough to pass through the Long Sacrifice without flinching
or fleeing. They cdled you acoward.”

"Blue Child did, | expect." Hisvoiceturned hard. "They dl did."

The Icefdcon said nothing, staring straight ahead past his horse's ears to arumpled wall of cottonwood,
noting automaticaly the shape of limbs, the thickness or paucity of leaves.

"How could Noon abide when the one he raised as his son refused to undertake the journey to the other
world for his peopl€'s sake?" She spoke reasonably, though he knew Cold Death had for dl the years of
adulthood absented hersdlf from the Summer Moots, when the Long Sacrifice was made. "Without the
messenger, our people would be at risk dl the winter.”

"Did disaster befdl?"

"O my brother," she Sghed, "there are dways disasters. No, the people passed safely through the winter,
save for the old men and the children, who died as old men and children always die. But with each death,
Noon grieved. He was a man staked between two fires, my brother, glad that you lived and yet ashamed
of that joy."

"l was not chosen,” the I cefalcon said stubbornly.

"He thought you were." She watched dl around her as she spoke, aware of every circling hawk, every
basking lizard, every bobbing blade of grass.

The three horses moved within the aura of her spells and so were ableto travel swiftly without much fear
of being seen, but neither Cold Desth nor the | cefa con neglected the common cautions of travel inthe
Red World: covering their tracks, holding to the diff walls, speaking in the soft-murmuring hunting voices
inwhich dl the children of the peoples of the north were raised.

Asthe Icefa con had seen in Sarda Pass, no matter how powerful a shaman one kept company with,



there was dways a stronger waiting somewhere.

Her black eyes did sdelong to him, and he could see reasons within reasons there, for asking what she
asked.

At length hesaid, "I could prove nothing. | didn't know how it had been done. But Blue Child knew. And
Blue Child was always my enemy, even before the death of Dove in the Sun at the Place of the Three
Brown Dogs. The Dove perished through her own weskness, and no deed of mine could have saved her,
but Blue Child blamed me for her death. And before that time, Blue Child always considered hersdlf
Noon's successor. It wasin her eyes, o my sister. Y ou were gone at the time of the Summer Mooat, or |
would have sought you out. Indeed, | thought of doing so, only after the Summer Moot, Noon and
Watches Water and al of the others pursued me, and | had to flee."

Still Cold Desath said nothing, her smal brown hands resting easy on her muscled thighs, spesking to her
horse with her mind as Wise Ones did. Winds dewed and cried among the crossing water courses, and
the high hills cut off vishility, making the Icefacon prickle with nervousness, as he did wherever hedid
not have aclear view of his surroundings.

"| expected to be challenged at the Summer Moot,” he said. "'| was amatch for Blue Child's strength
even in those days, though sheis nearly ten years older than I. Had she attacked me from ambush, or put
poison in my food, or come on me when | dept, it would have been better than what she did. Not only
did she cast me out of the people, o my sister, and not only did she rob me of theright to lead them
which Noon would have passed on to me. She made Noon the weapon of her will, an old manin the last
summer of his strength. And he went to his death thinking me acoward and al histraining of me goneto
nothing. For that | will not forgive her."

Sunch grew thick on the hillsto their right, the rubbery blanket of it dopping down into asmal stream.
From this a shambling band of bloated things toddled on swarms of wriggling legs.

The Icefa con's horse-Scorpion Eater he was called-flung up its head and snorted, but Ashes, the mare
Cold Desgth had ridden these many years, only snuffled disapprovingly. Like one of the Talking Stars
People, she refused to be impressed by anything.

Or perhaps, thought the Icefalcon, in these days such sights were common enough in the Real World.
Rain swept over the country, aspring cloudburst common to those lands, though the 1 cefal con had noted
aready that they were fewer than they had been twelve years ago. Resting under ahazel brake at the
foot of ahill, the Icefa con asked Cold Desth to scry aong his back trail, to Sarda Pass and the Keep,
though he was amost certain no one had followed him over the pass.

Clouds <till sat on the mountain, livid below and blinding-white above, longer than the | cefalcon had ever
known aWise Oneto tie weather-spellsin place. Cold Death broke off a blade of needlegrass and
brushed it acrossthe silver pool |eft in the old bison wallow and sat for atime with her brown legs drawn
up, gazing into the sandy shalow.

"The passisthick with snow, o my brother." She glanced a him under long straight eyelashes, likea
thoughtful fox pup. "There are tracks of deer and rabbit in it, but the tracks of men awaysendin
avaanche spills-one, two, three of them. Nor does anyone come on the road from the place west."

"| thought Bektis seemed calm about it," remarked the Icefd con. "There is a shaman in the Keep, an
outlander named Rudy Solis, the son of dien stars. Can you reach him? Spesk to him?"

She repeated the name once or twice to herself as was the way of shamans, then brushed the water again
with the grass. the Wise Ones of the Red World did not use crystals as civilized mages did, but rather
things that came and went, like water and fire. Only among the Salt People did the shamans make
elaborate mirrors of blood and obsidian glass.

Water roared fresh in the stream they'd left, and wind still smelling of storm stirred the miscut crests and
locks of her inky hair. Her face was like a child'sintent on agame. In time she shook her heed. "He
doesnt reply.”

"Thereisawoman named llae, then," the Icefacon said. "She has red hair and plays a deer-bone flute
shewas born in Gettlesand in the Spring of Many Lemmings.”

Cold Degth went athird time to her gazing. The Icefacon saw that she il bit her nails. His earliest
recollectionswere of her, atiny plump girl whom no one ever saw during the time of the summer hunts,



such were the spellsthat she put on herself after their parents died.

Black-haired children were frequently shunned in the Redl World, and sometimes abandoned to die
because they showed up against the dry prairie grass. Though Cold Degth had cared for him diligently,
gtill Noon and hiswife had taken him into their household under the impression that Cold Desth had
disappeared, so unnoticeable had his older sister become.

"Areyou llae?" said Cold Death suddenly, speaking to the pool. "Wonderful! | am Cold Desath, Sster to
the lcefalcon. Yes, heis here. He asks after the outlander Wise One Rudy Solis. She sayshelives.” The
last remark was addressed to the | cefalcon.

"I love your hair-you redly ought to braid it with blue penstemon, in acrown ontop,” sheadded to llaein
the poal. "It would look gorgeous. She says heis unconscious still." She turned back to her brother.

"He has been so ever sincethe Guards carried himiin. Itisdl she can do, she says, to hold himin life until
their edest Wise One comes. Heison hisway, she says, from the City of Walls."

"And does she have an explanation," asked the | cefalcon sarcagticdly, "for the fact that no one has
followed me over the passto assst my rescue of Prince Tir? Should | perhaps give over the hunt and
return to the Keep again, if the matter is of so little concern?”

Cold Death conferred with her pool again. Ashes and the horse Scorpion Eater cropped the grasses
around the thicket, while the third mount, Afraid of FHowers, who had followed at Cold Degth's bidding,
grazed peacefully alittle distance off, soft ears turning with the turning of thewind.

"The Wise One |lae saysthat no one followed after you because no one could, o my brother.” Cold
Desgth raised her head to look at him, and she looked amused.

"Every time parties seek to enter the pass there are avalanches, not just those few whose marks | saw.
Moreover, the Keep is now surrounded by alot of men in armor who came up from the valley below,
black men and brown and golden. They st in front of the gates of the Keep with al their weapons
pointed at them, ready to day the first person who opens those gates, and everyone within eats potatoes
and complains about the smell of the sheegp and shouts a one another over what ought to be done.”

The lcefacon stared at her asif sheld dapped him, and she grinned back like the demons that
occasionaly one saw in the coulees, the little ones that seemed mostly harmless,

"Indeed | see them now, o my brother,” she said. "The smoke of their campfires hangs bluein theair and
the glitter of their spearslike sarsin the turning light. Warriors of the Alketch lands, | think, like your Vair
who rides north.”

Her grin broadened, and she clicked her tongue softly, at which faint sound Scorpion Eater and Ashes
trotted over to where she and the Icefalcon sat. "I do love coincidence, don't you?”

"Show meone," said the Icefacon dryly, "and I'll let you know."

The sun westered, stretching out their shadows on the grass. Bison raised their heads as they passed,
curly-wooled black humps higher than a mounted man's head, but clearly saw only other bison.

In more than one place the I cefal con saw signs of beasts not common to these lands twelve years before,
rhinoceros and mammoth and the broad-horned elk of the Night River Country; the winds blew chill on
his back.

"The North has driven us out, 0 my brother." Cold Death bent forward with the rhythm of her mare's
gride asthey climbed from the coulee to the plain above. "Blue Child led us south from the winter
steadings when the bison and the mammoth ceased to forage. There was an ice storm the winter after
you left that killed dl of Plum'sband, and another in the spring. Now the Icein the North coversdl the
Night River Country down asfar asthe Ugly Hills. Everything is changed there.”

The Icefacon had heard this from Loses His Way-and agreat ded about the grazing conditions around
the Seaof Grassaswell, but it till touched him with afinger of sorrow. Gil-Shalos sometimestalked
about why thiswould be, acurioustale of the stars, and the sun's hest failing, like other tales shetold
around the watchroom hearth fire, fascinating in spite of itsillogic. Everyonein the Red World had
known for generations that the ice in the North moved, though seldom so quickly.

The Stars had told his Ancestors, years beyond years ago, Changeisdl that thereis. Do not hold
anything, for everything will go away intime.

But he hadn't thought of thisin terms of the Night River Country. It was an uncomfortable reminder how



far he had falen short of the wisdom of his Ancestors-of the perfection for which he had aways
driven-to redlize that despite dl his upbringing he hadn't quite thought of it in terms of Noon's death.

In acoulee still muddy from the rain they found the prints of horses, awar band a hundred and thirty-five
strong, moving south ahead of them.

"The Empty Lakes People," said the Icefa con, dipping from Scorpion Eater's back to study the marks
of themoccasin stitching and to note that Barking Dog, aminor warchief of that people, was ill riding
that long-tailed dun that overreached its own stride on the left side.

Loses His Way had detailed to him agood dedl about the pedigrees of that animal-whose name was
Saber-tooth Horse-and most of the rest of the bloodlines of the herds of the Empty Lakes People, beasts
inferior to the herds of the Talking Stars People, but some of the information was useful.

He swung back up onto his mount, followed Cold Desth down the wash. "L oses His Way and his party
must have been scouting from the main hunt.”

"More grief to them, then,” said Cold Degth. "Here." She nodded toward the ridge of hills before them,
identical to al other ridgesin these lands, acivilized person would have said. "From here we let the
horses free and walk."

She did from Ashes back and gave her round flank a smack. The mare-and the Icefalcon's
galion-trotted off to join Afraid of Flowers. They wouldn't go far.

From the top of the rise they could see Vair na-Chandros and his party.

It was acondderabletrain, especidly in these times. Each of the twelve wagons was pulled by ateam of
mules. No wonder the Talking Stars People are interested, thought the Icefalcon. Remounts, relief teams,
and asmadl herd of sheep followed, under a heavy walking guard; the sun glinted off their bowtipsand
spears.

Vair na-Chandros himself rode up and down the length of the line on ablack horse, the Icefacon
remembered that the man aways chose blacks.

He was helmed and armored asfor war, a scarf of scarlet and blue wrapped over the spiked helm, and
the sllver hooks that had long ago replaced his severed right hand were conceded by the billowing cloak
of whitewool.

He was much as the | cefa con recalled him, elegant and dangerous to the soles of his gold-stamped
boots, and the deep, hoarse bark of his voice brought back the cold wind under the Keep walls asthe
remnant of the armies of the Wathe trained with their flamethrowersfor the assault on the Nest: the smdll
of the fog that last morning, assembling to march to the flooded ruin of Gae to meet the Dark.

The shrieking of men in darkness as they were devoured. "Ninety-eight men,” remarked the [ cefal con,
resting his chin on hishands and peering thoughtfully through the long stems of the needlegrass on the
ridge. (The Taking Stars People did not deal in estimated numbers.) "And more than a thousand sent to
bes ege the Keep that they cannot hope to take. What is he hunting here?!

Cold Degth shook her head. Wind shimmered silver and dark in her wolf-hide tunic. "All | know isthat

I'vetried to scry into that tall wagon there, the one with the guards walking on both sides, and cannot.”
"Another Wise One?" The lcefalcon knew that the Wise could not scry one another. He didn't like the
ideaof trying to get Tir away from two.

"It could be. If s0, itisapower | have never seen. Evenin daylight | see around it asicklied glow, like
marshfire but dimmer." She worked hersalf back down the dope until they could follow theridgeline
without being seen. They waked dong the dope of the hill like the shadows of birds, pardlding thetrain.
"You say that this Keep, thisfortress, cannot be taken?"

"It was built long ago by the Ancestors of the mud-diggers,” said the Icefa con. "The Ancestors of the
Wise Ones had devices of magic, asif Wise Onesthemsaves were made of crysta or gold,
indestructible and able to be used like tools by other Wise Ones. Vair na-Chandros visited the Keep
seven summers ago and knowsthereis no way for human armiesto bregk itswalls. Y et you tell me he
has sent the greater part of hisforce east to do that very thing, and he is not astupid man.

"Heisif hethought agirl he wedded against her will would forget the experience when she cameto
womanhood."

There were times when Cold Desth reminded him of Gil-Shalos. "He appears” said the [cefacon dryly,



"to have been educated in that respect.”

A few hours further travel brought them to rolling upland prairie, where the wagonsformed acircleinto
which the cavvy was driven. The | cefalcon observed the guarded wagon carefully, but saw no sign of any
Wise Oneriding within.

The sheep were pastured nearby under heavy guard. Three riders went out with arrows and spears,
circling upwind of asmall cluster of bison grazing at the foot of one of the hills, riding like foolsin agroup.
The Icefdcon, lying walflike in the grass, shook his head and said, " Two arrows says they stampede
them.”

"I may be your sigter, but I'm not afool,” grinned Cold Death. "Y ou keep your arrows, and I'll keep
mine. They've been trying to kill bison since they crossed Summer Water Creek. They'll get deer, though,
inthe couleg, if the Empty Lakes People don't ambush them there.”

The coulee that wound away to the east, dotted thick with aspen and cottonwood, wasthe logical place
for the Empty Lakes People to be camped. The lcefalcon said, "They won't ambush the scouts. If it's
Barking Dog's hunt, they'll attack the camp a midnight.”

"Only foolswould try to attack them here," protested Cold Deeth. Through the screening grasses Vair
could be seen talking with one of his scouts, athin young man with white hair done up in elaborate crests
and braids, like an egret in mating time; the young man pointed back toward the hills. "Even without
wizardries, the camp is on high ground with no cover around it."

"We're talking about the Empty L akes People. Two arrows.”

"You're prgjudiced,” sniffed Cold Death. "On the other hand, it isthe Empty Lakes People. | say dawn.”
Despite the camp's favorable position, Vair na-Chandros seemed to share the | cefal con's apprehensions.
The tracks of ahundred and thirty -five mounted warriors probably would have that effect, even if one
didn't know of Barking Dog's proclivity for midnight raids.

The men dung chains between the wagons and drove the sheep into the enclosure. From the eaves of
every wagon roof, and on poles set around the perimeter of the camp, the expedition's bald-shaved
priest hung demon-scares of glass and beads, such asthe | cefalcon had seen on the wai sts and necks
and house eaves of nearly everyonein the southern lands.

Most of these amulets were of only limited efficacy-southerners being overly concerned with demons,
which could, a mogt, frighten you in adark place-but the | cefa con had been awvare dl day of afaint
nervous edginess, an awareness of being watched.

From the dight rise where he and Cold Desth lay, he observed the men asthey erected alarge square
tent againgt the Sde of the biggest blue-roofed wagon. Still he saw nothing of any mage, or any thing to
tell him of Vair'sintent. "Do they seek to blot out light from within?" he breathed as they draped the tent
ingde and out with layer after layer of black cloth. "Will they drapetheir fires, too, that they be not seen?’
The matter was overseen by a stocky white man, bald-shaved as Bektis clones and the priest were, but
with asmal trim fair mustache. He had the anima stride of onetrained to fighting, and the Icefalcon
recognized, when he took off his heavy leather jacket, the triple scarlet belt around hiswaist and chest
that in the southern lands marked a professional Truth-Finder.

He passed into the tent, and came out, and went in again. When he emerged a second time, Vair crossed
to him and spoke to him for sometime, then gave instruction of somekind to athin tall ederly man with
long white mustaches, who seemed by the ribbons on his clothing and the gilded spikes of hishem to be
his second in command.

White Mustaches shook his head and shook his head again. Whatever it wasthat Vair willed him to do,
after speaking to the Truth-Finder, at last he assented. Asthe men were building their cook fires and
unrolling blankets the I cefa con saw him going about the camp, pausing now by onewarrior, now by
another, speaking to them with hisarm around their shoulders, nodding, hisface grave. ThisVair did,
too.

The bison &t the foot of the hills duly stampeded into the distance. The hunters came back to camp with
three deer. The sky turned athousand livid shades of gold and salmon, mad ensanguined gloriesthat had
beguninthe Y ear of Two Earthquakes, the year before the Summerless Y ear.

Gil had explained to the I cefal con that the colors of the sky had to do with the world growing colder and



the movement of the Icein the North, and why there had been no summer the year before last, but her
explanation had |eft the | cefa con with little more than a conviction that the Ancestorsin charge of the sky
had inexplicably become fond of reds and golds.

Asfor the lcein the North, it had dways moved afew feet, sometimes many yards, ayear. What was
the point of telling over the memories of one's Ancestors, if not to know thingslike that?

Darkness came. The men in the camp were experienced in warfare and stayed away from the fires
themsdves, even with the winds that quested the prairie like hungry ghogts.

The Icefacon saw them glance, every now and then, at the square black tent against the side of the tall
wagon, from which no light issued. Sometimes after so doing a soldier would makeasign of blessing in
thear.

In the coulee the brush flickered in little stirrings againgt the flow of the wind. Something like smoke
curled close to the earth among the cottonwoods, and above the glitter of the water there, but when one
looked at it straight there was nothing.

A crack of saffron showed where the tent flgp and inner curtains were raised. The reflections sparked a

hundred answering notes of light from the demon-scares on poles and wagon eaves and from the eyes of
the men on guard.

White Mustaches stepped forth. He stretched out his hand to one of the men to whom he had spoken at
the setting of the camp, gitting by the fire among hisfriends, and somehow the | cefd con was reminded of

Noon, coming out of the dark with the white shdll in his hand.

"They don't likeit," whispered Cold Death. "Watch them." Mageborn, she could see better in the dark
than he, but creeping to a higher vantage point in the windy desol ation the | cefal con saw indeed how the
warriors within the wagon circle fidgeted and looked about them and muttered to one another.

Not one dept.

Those not on guard sat up in their blankets, or kept two and three together as closeto the fires asthey
dared. Though they played at sticks-agame even more smple-minded than the dicing that went on
incessantly in the Guards watchroom-it was clear none of them gave much attention to the proceedings.
The I cefa con experienced amomentary regret that he could not dip into the camp and set up a
highstakes game.

The moon rose late, meager asasickly infant liketo die; the muzzy stars watched through ditted yellow
eyes. Between the second and the third hours of the night came the screaming.

The I cefd con had seldom heard worse, even during the Long Sacrifice.

"Skinning?' he whispered to Cold Death.

"Soundslikeit."

Pressed to the earth among the grass roots, he and Cold Death bellied as close to the camp asthey
dared. Something moved behind them in the darkness, awisp of brightness glimpsed from the corner of
his eye. When he turned it was gone-or had never been-but afew moments later the grass bowed in the
garlight where no wind touched.

Demons.

The scream changed. The Truth-Finder must have tightened the screw on the gag.

"Isthat how they sacrifice among the mud-diggers?' Cold Death wanted to know.

The Icefd con shook his head. Out of academic curiogity helistened more closely, trying to sift sound
from sound in the shuffle of hushed camp noise, but could hear nothing now from the black tent.

"The Truth-Finderswork for men, not in the service of the Ancestors,”" he said. "The mud-diggers call
their Ancestors 'saints,’ and in the South they sacrifice to them by dedicating gladiatorsto their names,
making them kill one another and letting these'saints of theirs choose whom they will take and whom
they will spare. In the North, in the Keep of Dare, they only promise the 'saints things, like money or
certain acts"

"But why would their Ancestors want things?' asked Cold Desgth. "They're dead. And why would they
carewhat their children do?"

Thelcefdcon shrugged. "Their priests explained thisto me, but it made no sense. There are those who
will kill agoat, or apair of pigeons, to these saints, but thisthey do secretly, and in the North not at al



anymore, pigeons being hard to come by now. When | wasin the South, | heard of those who killed
human beings to appease demons or to bribe them for favors.”

"Y ou can't get favors from demons." Cold Degth glanced over her shoulder, to where something riffled
suddenly at the water down in the couleg, asif athousand fish had al snapped at once. "They're bodiless,
and you'd have to be acomplete foal to trust them.”

"Peoplein the South arefools.” The lcefacon shrugged again. "Most people are, if they think they'll get
their ownwills”

Thebright line dit the night again, ared malignant grin. Vair na-Chandros emerged, leading by thearm a
man who walked uncertainly, like one whose legs trembled, but the | cefal con was dmost certain, asthey
passed thefire, that it wasthe first warrior who had goneinto the tent.

Almost certain because the man was bald now and without the mustaches that he had worn. Vair'sarm
was around the man's shoulders, and though no words could be distinguished the tone of his harsh voice
was soothing and kind. Asfar asthe Icefalcon could tell the man made no reply.

Together they came toward the guard who stood just outside the ring of the wagons, within adozen
yards of the lcefalcon and hissigter. "Drann," said Vair, greeting the man on guard; he went onin the
haa tongue of the South, which the Icefa con knew dightly, patting the man he led on the shoulder ashe
transferred the guard post from one to the other, then taking Drann by the arm. Drann looked back at the
new guard and seemed to hesitate as Vair led him back across the camp to the black tent.

A finger of outstreaming light, and the silhouetted shape of the Truth-Finder insde. Then darkness.
There was no further outcry, but when the wind shifted the |cefalcon smelled blood.

The Empty Lakes People attacked at dawn. Hafway between midnight and morning the Icefalcon
resgned himsdlf to the fact that Cold Death was going to win two arrows from him. But then, he had
never been ableto win abet with hissster.

Thefirst he heard was an outcry among the mules, and the hard steely whap of the southern recurve
bows, then shouting. He and Cold Desth had moved two or three times during the night and were
stationed now in athicket of rabbitbrush between the camp and the firgt of theralling hills.

They saw men running and struggling amid atangle of mules, horses, and sheep within the circle of the
wagons. Animals leaped over and crashed into the chain barricades, driven by howling war-dogs. Then
the bulk of Barking Dog's riders swept up out of the coulee, striking like a spearhead at the wagons.
Arrows poured from behind the wagons. Riders plunged out, mounted and ready, dozens of them, old
White Mustaches |eading with curved sword upraised. When the warriors of the Empty Lakes came near
to the wagons, men rushed from the cover of the heavy wooden wagon-boxes, swordsflashing, Vair at
their head, urging them on. Twenty, thirty, forty men ...

"Where were they hiding al night?' demanded the | cefd con, startled. There were close to ahundred and
fifty of the Alketch warriors, outnumbering their attackers where they had been outnumbered when the
sun went down.

Equally nonplussed, Cold Death shook her head.

They were there, however, and when swords began to cleave and men to struggle hand to hand, it was
clear they were no Wise Onesillusion. After pushing back theinitial charge they held their position
between the wagons, refusing to be drawn out, striking only when the Empty Lakes People rode close
enough to be hit.

The Alketch riderswheeled their horses, driving the attackers toward the spears. The Empty Lakes
People promptly scattered in al directionsfor the hills. One nearly rode over the two watchersin their
rabbitbrush blind.

"Can he make men from air?' the | cefa con whispered. He saw enemies he knew-Gray Mammoth, Herd
of Wild Pigs, Long-Flying Bird, and others-fall bleeding in thelong grass. Saw, too, the sudden thrashing
of the grass near the dying and the spots of trailed gore al around the bodies that spoke of demons.

"It seems he can," said Cold Degth, bemused.

Not something that boded particularly well, thought the Icefa con, for those under sege in the Keep of
Dare.






? Chapter 8

"She says she has never heard of such athingin her life."

The lcefdcon sniffed. It wastrue that Ilag's life had not so far been very long, but it was true also that
Thoth Serpentmage had taught her for five yearsin the half-ruined Black Rock Keep in Gettlesand,
where mogt of the world'sfew remaining wizards now dwelled. It was a so true that she was Ingold
Inglorion's student now.

"AsK her how it fareswith the Sege.”

Over the wide plains the sun stood afew fingers above the mountains. Wood smoke gritted on the air,
and the smdll of corn porridge.

The elementa s of earth and water that oozed forth at the stench of blood and pain had sunk away into
their native sone and streams, and the demons faded into the bright air. The Icefalcon guessed they had
not gonefar. Could Cold Desth see them, he wondered, as the great shamans could?

"It fareswell, shesays." A little frown puckered between Cold Desth's sparse brows. " She saysthe
southern warriors have not even essayed to break the Doors."

"Havethey not?' Thelcefalcon settled his back to one of the rocks among which they crouched, downin
the coulee where the night lingered blue, and folded hislong arms about his drawn-up knees.

Hefelt no surprise.

The merchant came to mind, the brown-faced southerner who had claimed to be from Penambra, the
man who had told Ingold about the cache of booksin the villain Gae. He had spoken the name of
Harilomne the Heretic. And Ingold had gone.

It didn't take a Wise One or a scrying glass to deduce that the man had been dispatched by Vair.
Overhead, vultures made adow slent pinwhed above the bodies of thedain.

The Icefa con plucked alittle dried venison from his bag and chewed it thoughtfully. "How fares Rudy
Solis?!

Cold Desth rlayed the query to Ilae. Thelcefdcon imagined Ilae hersdlf, Stting in al probability in the
long double cell the wizards used as aworkroom, with its battered table of waxed oak and its great
cupboardsfilled with scrolls, tablets, books salvaged from every library and villathey could get to, from
the western ocean to the Felwoods.

Rank after polyhedronal rank of record crystas glittered frostily on shelves, the images of the Times
Beforefor dl those who could read them. He wondered if Gil would be there, too, studying the crystals
by means of the black stone scrying table in the corner, seeing in it the faces of the mages who by their
spells and arcane machinery had raised the Keeps againg the first incursion of the Dark.

Single-minded and essentially lazy-for it was reasonable to rest and conserve energy when not ether in
an emergency or preparing for one-the Icefa con regarded Gil's obsessive studies with some
bemusement.

She had for years now been piecing together histories, both of the three and a haf millenniathat had
trangpired between the first arising of the Dark and the second, and of the Times Before, trying to learn
what she could of the world the Dark had long ago destroyed.

Thisshedid, shetold him, as he would have sought knowledge of atrail long cold, by scratches on rocks
or seedsin crumbling dung.

That shewould or could do so while maintaining the brutal training required of the Guards and caring for
ason now ableto toddle purposefully in the direction of anything that could conceivably be complicated
was, to the Icefalcon, merely an example of the alienness of her nature.

"She sayshe dlill liesunconscious.” Cold Degth's sweet murmur brought him from histhoughts. She held
out her hand and he passed her the leathern tube-Cold Death was much enamored of venison sweetened
with maple sugar. "The Lady Alde tends him, she says, and has not dept. Sheismuch distressed.”
"Thechild Tir isher son."

A shift in the voices of the men, the doleful complaint of mules, snagged his attention, and he swung up
the stones of thelow cliff until he could just put his head over the grasson therim.



But it was only breskfast ready, not breaking camp just yet. They were lazy as bearsin summer, these
southerners. Some of the men gathered around the cook fires, holding out wooden plates and bowls
made of gourds. Their heads were bald as new-birthed babies, their feet not clad in boots but, like the
feet of Bektis three clone warriors, wrapped in rawhide.

It wastoo far to distinguish clearly, but he thought they were dl of the same height, the same build.
Inthe morning stillnessthewadls of the black tent hung straight, seeming to absorb the light of the pallid
sun. The demon-scares flashed on their poleslike the corpses of crystal insects, sinister and bright.

He dipped down the rocks to Cold Death once again. "'Can you speak with the Wise One Ingold
Inglorion?" he asked. "He was once caled Olthas Inhathos, the Desert Walker, among the White Lakes
People

"Ah," said Cold Degth softly, and smiled. She licked the venison grease from her fingers and plucked
another grass blade, which she passed over thetiny pool in the rocks, no more than a cupped handful
and frozen with last night's cold, and considered it with brightblack prairie-dog eyes.

"Olthas Inhathos," she said. "Desert Walker. Y ou do not remember me, but..."

And she smiled a whatever it was that the Desert Walker replied. "Even s0," shesad. "'l aninthe
badlands a day's ride south of Bison Hill with my brother Nyagchilios, the Pilgrim of the Skies, the

Icefacon of the Talking Stars People. The hook-handed bad man Vair na-Chandrosis here ... No, not
with me but camped close by, and it appears that he can make warriorsout of air. It is he who sent the
army against the Keep in Renweth Vae, we think. He also-so my brother says-sent out the peddier
whose story took you to Gae, that Bektis could enter the Keep undetected to stedl the child Tir."

Her smile widened with delight, and to the I cefd con she said, "The Desert Waker learned to curse from
the Gettlesand cowboys, | think. My little brother is confused,” she went on, turning back to the puddle
of ice, "and does not know what to do."

"l never said s0," the Icefalcon said frodtily. Sigters. "Tell him of the black tent and the things that passed
inthenight.”

While she did s0 he climbed the rocks again to watch the movements of the camp.

Under ordinary circumstances the | cefal con would have felt no hesitation about his ability to creep into
the camp itself, even by daylight. But the magic that hung so patently about the walls of that square black
tent kept him at adistance.

Among his people there was a story about a coyote who went hunting with a saber-tooth and feasted in
the end not only on the eggs of the horrible-bird while it was busy killing the saber-tooth-who after the
fashion of such creatures didn't wait to seeif there was unseen danger nearby before closing in-but on the
entrails of the larger and more hasty beast itsdlf.

"Heistroubled, your Desert Waker," Cold Degath said when the I cefa con eased himsdlf down into the
crevice again. "He sayshe will make for the Keep with al speed. In the meantime he begs you, guard the
boy Tir."

"And what of the black tent?"

"He saysthereisatale about an old woman who wrought warriors out of bread dough and brought them
to life with the blood from her left little finger, but he does not think thisisthe case. He saysthe Guild of

Bakerswould never stand for such athing. He says he will meditate.” She handed him back the bag.
"Thank him for me," retorted the | cefal con, exasperated, and dung the bag over his shoulder again.

"Our enemy Loses His Way abides still by Bison Hill." Cold Death stood and tossed her grass blade
aside. "He seems at peace, S0 | can assume that you were right, that the shaman Bektis awaitsthe
coming of thisVair and will do naught to the boy in the meantime. Will you return thence now, little
brother?'

"No." Thelcefdcon looked around him, gauging the defensibility of the coulee. A water cut led from the
main stream to their 1eft, and having hunted here once in the past he knew there was a sort of cave under
itsbank amile and ahalf upstream, hidden by chokecherry brambles.

"I have watched and seen no sign of another shaman,” he said quietly. "Y et Vair himsef is not mageborn,
and thereis power of some kind there. Ingold and Minade need to know of it before Vair achieveshis
meeting with Bektis. Things may change after that, for better or for worse."



He unfolded hislean height-Cold Degth didn't even top his shoulder-and sniffed wind and wesather,
ligtening to the voices of the camp and the sounds made by the vultures and the kites.

"If thereis some magic there that demands sacrifices of pain, | think | had best know this, too, before
they take possession of the child Tir."

Cold Degth's face sobered, and she nodded.

"Can you work on me aspdl of shadow-walking?'

Her mouth was ill, but her dark eyesflickered to the brightening sky.

"I know. | have heard the Wise Ones of the Keep, 11ae and Ingold and Rudy, speak of such spells. They
are more difficult to perform by daylight, but daylight would render me less easy to detect, asit does
demons. | can degp in the cave there, if you will weave the pells around me and stand guard above my
Stll shewas silent. He saw the concern for himin her eyes.

"I need to know," he said, speaking to her now not as hissister but as a shaman. "We dl need to know.
And | could not protect you while you dept.”

"Even s0," she said, and sighed, knowing he spoke truth. "But if it isademon in the camp that they have
summoned...”

"Whatever isthere, itisno demon.” He gestured to the amulets, like unholy fruit glittering in the new light.
"And if there are wardspdllsin the camp, or some other form of spirit power that will tell them of my
presence, the best time for meto enter iswhile they are breaking camp.”

She spread her hands pam out in surrender. "So beit, then,” she said. "Come."

"Y ou go quick, now." Hethya unknotted the rope that pinched agonizingly around Tir'swrists. "He's
looking into that crystd of his, so hell be busy awhile. Don't go far.”

"l won't." Tir was sufficiently grateful that thiswoman et him go into the woods done to rdieve himsdif,
instead of taking him on arope as Bektis did, that he wouldn't have gotten her into trouble by running
away. Besdes, he knew perfectly well there was nowhere to go. He might only be seven years old, but
he knew he could not survive done in the badlands. Whatever was happening, he was safer with
Bektis-which, as Rudy would say, was apretty scary messto bein.

He could not rid hismind of the image of Rudy being struck by Bektis lightning, buckling dowly forward
over the diff, faling into whirling darkness. Beside Hethya's soft-breathing warmth at night he saw it over
and over again, asif it were caught like theimagesin Gil's record crysta's, repeating itself exactly the way
it had happened for al eternity. He wanted Rudy and he wanted his mother and he wanted hisfriends
and hishome, and he knew that he might never, ever see any of them again.

He knew not to go far into the woods. Hethya was watching him-turning around he could see her broad
face, her rough rusty curls and the topaz-and-snuff patterns of her quilted jacket-but he knew, too, that if
any trouble arose, like the White Raiders who'd attacked them the day before yesterday, that she was
too far off to help.

From Tir's earliest memories there had been bandits, dire wolves, saber-teeth, and sometimes even
White Raidersin the Vae of Renweth, in spite of dl the patrols by Janus and the Guards. He had a
hedlthy respect for the green-on-green isolation among the cottonwoods, boulders, and fern.

He was coming back toward camp when he found one of the Akulae dead.

The man lay on his Sde at the bottom of alittle dope, in anest of fern and wild grape. Tir could see no
blood. It wasn't the man who'd been wounded in the fight, but Tir didn't know which of the other two it
was.

Hiswhite-stubbled face, half turned up toward the dapple shade of ems and cottonwoods, was cam,
goic, and alittle stupid, asit had beenin life.

Tir looked around quickly. There was no danger in sight. ("It isn't the saber-tooth you see that kills you,"
the I cefalcon would have pointed out.) Taking a deep breath, the boy scrambled down the clayey dope.
Closer to, the body smelled of death, but not of blood. It smelled of something else, too, an ugly decay
Tir couldn't recognize or define.

What if the Akulahad died of the plague? Gil and Rudy and Ingold al said plague got spread by bugs



too tiny to see. What if they were dl over thisbody just waiting to jump off like fleas and onto him?
But at the same time he thought this, he waslooking around, pulling ahandful of big leaves off the
wild-grape vine-from undernesth where it wouldn't show-to shield his hands. He unbuckled the dead
man's belt and pulled his dagger free, sheath and all. The leaves were awkward, and he threw them
away-if he dropped dead of the plague, he thought, it couldn't be any worse than what might happen to
himif hedidn't have awegpon in an emergency.

He buckled the belt on the dead man again, and with some difficulty worked the dagger down into his
own boot, on theinside of hisleg, and pulled histrouser over to cover the hilt. There wasn't time for
more. Hethyawould be watching for him the moment his head disappeared from the bushes. He
scrambled fast up the bank again, cdling out, "Hethyal Hethyal"

He remembered to sound scared, so they wouldn't think he'd gone down to the body.

She appeared at the top of the bank and held out her hand for him, big and strong and warm. He pointed
down the bank. It wasn't hard to fake fear; he was trembling al over and could hardly breathe, but he
managed to say, "He'sdead!”

Then Hethyadid astrange thing.

She clicked her tongue-" Tsk!"-and shook her head alittle and took his hand. "Let's get back to camp,
Sweetheart.”

And that wasdll.

The Icefalcon crouched near the cave's entrance under the chokecherry bushes-it was too low to stand
sraight-while his sster marked out the four corners of the narrow place with guardian wards, then knelt
to burn apinch of the powder of dried olive leaves on which certain marks had been made to cleanse the
ar.

Idedlly, when a scout undertook to shadow-walk-as scouts did occasiondly in war, when the other
family or band had aparticularly powerful Wise Onein their midst-he or she would lie on earth and under
open sky, where neither the demons of the air nor the e ementa s that imbued the ground could
dominate.

Given Cold Death's strength as a shaman the icefal con did not doubt that he would be safe from
eementas. Still, the damp place, closed in, green-dim, smelling of earth and foxes, made him uneasy.
The Icefalcon had never shadow-walked. It was not considered safe for boys to make the venture
before they reached full manhood, and he had Ieft the Talking Stars People in his seventeenth year. He
had seen it done only twice before in hislife, when the Talking Stars People had been at war with Black
Pig'sfamily of the Sdt People.

On thefirst occasion, the shadow scout had returned safdly, with information about the layout of Black
Pig'ssummer hold in the Cruel River Country that could not be ascertained by ordinary observation.
The second time, Six or seven years later during another war, the scout's friends-it was the same man
who had gone before, who had experience-and Cold Desth had waited by the body through three nights
and two days, Cold Death weaving such spells aswould draw back the scout's spirit to the empty and
dlent flesh.

After that the tribe had had to move on for fear of being raided by Black Pig. The next time the Talking
Stars People had camped in that place Cold Death and the I cefa con-who was sixteen then-and three or
four of the scout's friends returned to the place where the body had lain and seen afew of the man's
bones. What became of his spirit they never knew.

Thusit waswith a certain degree of trepidation that the Icefa con lay himsalf down between the four cold
balls of spirit-fire that Cold Desth summoned from the air and watched her drawing out Circles around
him.

There was a Circle of Protection, to keep at bay the e ementals and the demons that would have taken
over histill living body once his spirit was no longer in resdence.

"Y ou have to watch out for them while you're waking,” Cold Degth said, once she had completed the
marks and stood wiping ocher and blood from her fingertips. "They'll try to distract you, to get you lost
once you're out there. They feed on fear and pain.”



There was a Circle of Ancestors. "Do our Ancestors actually guard us when they are summoned to a
Circle?' He was drowsy now with the growing effect of the spell and with the warmth of the heat spells
she'd called to keep hisbody from dying in its deep. He and Cold Death had watched by turns through
the previous night, and neither had dept after midnight.

"I've never seen them." Sheleaned over him to paint thefirst lines of the Circle of Power across hisface,
his hands, his breast under the wolf-hide tunic, in a paste of mud and powdered wildcat blood.
Shewove his name into them, and the image of the pilgrim-bird that dwellsin the high cliffs near the
glaciers, overlad with Sgils of protection.

These signswere repested, over and over, in the linesthat spiraed out from him to form the anchoring
power-curves of the Circle, running up thewall and, it ssemed to himin his hdf-dreaming Sate, away
into the earth around him, like shining roots.

The sharp ar from the cave'slow opening filled the tiny space with fog, through which the wan blue
spirit-fires glowed like tiny sunson aday drowned in mist. Slegpiness closed over hismind.

"You'll want to stop and look &t everything." Her fingertip was cold over hishands. "Don't. You're
vulnerable to everything-demons, e ementals, rain, wind. The sight of the sun itself. If you get logt, you'll
never find your way back. Look for the ground first. Don't forget to watch your back trail.”

Back trail, he thought dreamily. Like tracking in strange country. He tried to remember what that
long-ago scout had told him.

"No oneisever redly prepared for what it'slike." She stuck blades of grass and twigs of the elder
tree-whose ancestor was one of the Fifteen Dream Things-into the crossings of the lines. "Not the first
time, not the tenth time, not the twentieth. Y ou will beterrified. Y ou have to remember what your flesh
was like, every moment, and there will be many things to make you forget. Y ou cannot become
unconscious, and you cannot deep. Do you understand?”

He murmured, "l understand.”

"Take three deep bresths, then,” she said, sounding very far away. "And on the third your spirit will go
out of your body. Remember that I'm herewaiting."

One. Two.

Hewas done, hanging in the brilliant air. Sunlight pierced him like lances, needles of pain. He was colder
than he could ever remember being, empty, and terrified.

He couldn't bregthe. (Of course, you fool, you have no lungs) But having no lungs did not mean that he
did not fed asif he were trgpped underwater in that find second before the lungs give out and inhale
death. Only that second went on and on.

It was like being naked in bitter winter.

It waslike the first moment after one has been thrust from the only home one has ever known, the curses
of those inside ended only by the sillence of the closing door.

It waslike falling, only he did not seem to be getting any closer to the ground.

Look for the ground first. But the first thing he saw was the sun. It stood just above the eastern horizon
gtill, but filled the dry air with powdered gold. He found he could look at it without injury to hiseyes(You
have no eyes), and the novelty of that sensation kept him looking, drinking initslight, shaken to his heart
by the dense glory of itsfire.

Hewatched it rise. Grandly, dowly, camly ...

No wonder they didn't let young adolescents do this.

Hewas the I cefa con, he thought. He was the | cefdl con. He had to rescue Tir.

He had to meet Blue Child in battle, when al was done. He had to return to his people.

Look for the ground.

Helooked down and was swept by wonder and delight. The world was ajewel of topaz, sepia, and a
thousand breeth-fine gradations of burning green. Threadlike silver lace marked the bottom of thelittle
water cut, the greater water into which it flowed ajumble of diamond-sewn brown silk down the coulee's
heart.

Every leaf and twig of the chokecherry bush over the cave-mouth blazed clear and individud, asif
incised, and the tiniest, most fragile wisps of the mists from the heat-pell were each an infinite



enchantment to be studied, reveled in, adored.

The grasdands were awonderment beyond wonderment, shape and texture and scent that made him
want to rub hisface againg them as againgt velvet, the bison shaggy houseswith frost in their curly fur.

Far off, minute and perfect, lay the exquisite ring of a prairie-dog town.

The twelve blue wagon-tops made a circle in the emerald grass, the horses, streaming out from the
opening, aschool of brown and black and golden fish. Foreshortened warriorsin bronze or sable leather
milled about the pale daytime cook fire.

The black tent was asquare of horror against the wagon's square of midnight blue.

Ah.

Then like dlver fireademon struck him, an ed blazing out of invigihility to rip hisflesh from hisbones.
The Icefa con cried out, thorned ropes of pain tearing through his heart.

A human's bones protected a spirit. Flesh and muscle were armor, and he had none now. The demon
pierced him asthe sunlight had done, the pain coring him, dizzy, smothering ...

They feed on fear and pain.

He could fed them eat. Smoky shapes, toothed fantagtic horrors encircling him, he wasfaling, plunging,
dying ...

What happens when | hit the ground? | have no bones. Cold-headed reasonableness came back. | have
noflesh. Thepanisanilluson.

It wasalifdike one.

Damn thelot of you. Starve and die. It was hard to say it, but he was-he reminded himsdlf-the | cefal con,
who would have been warchief of his people, and he made himsdlf say it, and believe.

Hewas ill faling, but now he stopped himsdlf from doing so, as he sometimes could in dreams, and
walked down the air as down aflight of steps. A demon bit hisfoot, the pain exactly asif hed trodden a
dagger-blade, but his mind remained locked on the shape of hisbody and bones, waiting for himin the
cave.

Starve and die, hetold them again.

They spit at him and swirled away. He knew they'd be back. The smell of grassand sod met him ashe
reached the ground, a great intoxicating earthy rush. He saw the ants cregping between the grass blades,
sunlight on pebbleslike reflective glass.

He could distinguish the separate perfumes of needlegrass, squirrdltail grass, buffao grass, the scents of
each flower one from another-even the differing odors of clay and mold and rock. A madness of beauty
asintense astheterror of the pain before.

A man came up out of abison wallow (flesh, clothes, swest, legther), carrying the dead body of one of
the Empty Lakes People over hisback, and waked ahead of the |cefalcon toward the camp. The

|cefd con followed him, fedling naked, asif every man among those wagons could see him clearly.
Asthey approached the circle of wagons the | cefalcon understood why Cold Death had kept her
distance from the place and had told Blue Child to do the same. Even asthe demon had been visbleto
him, certain things looked different now, and he was almost certain that it was not a mage that had kept
Cold Degth from seeing into the camp.

Some of the demon-scares-not al-blazed with ugly radiance, the air between them latticed with spells of
pain. Past them he beheld the black tent and the wagon againgt which it stood, lambent with an unhedlthy
glow, aliving rot that pulsed like a heart. Cold Death had told him that her spellswould guard him againgt
the demon-scares, but the fear of them till grew as he walked up to their line: he would be trapped,
shredded, lose himsdlf ...

But if he wastheicefacon, he could and would endure. Another man walked past him. A golden-skinned
Deltaldander, carrying over his shoulder the body of Long-Flying Bird. Not permitting himself to think,
the Icefd con followed him into the camp, pain dicing him, disorienting, breathless ...

But hewasthrough.

The camp stank of magic. The very air there was dark, and moved. All about him warriors saddled,
harnessed, rolled blankets, unfastened the chains from the wagon-beds.

Boxed up gourd bowls and trudged up from the coulee with barrels black-wet and dopping over with



flashing frigid springwater. Checked their gear and got it and themsdlvesinto marching order.

It was hard not to lose himsdlf in the clamor and noise, hard to remember why he was here and what he
needed next to do.

White Mustaches was explaining something patiently to a paeskinned warrior from the White Coasts.
how to harness the mules. The Icefacon caught wordshe knew: ". . . same ... both Sides. . ." Hewas
demondtrating the strap lengths. "Balance.” The padewarrior only stared, puzzled, from him to the
half-harnessed mule and passed a hand over hisdick pate. White Mustaches demonstrated again:
"bdance”

What warrior, after traveling nearly eight hundred miles from the Alketch, would sill not know how to
harness mules?

Another man came up carrying bowls-the same man. Not just a pale man of the White Coadts, but
identical in face, in body, in the way hewalked. A black sergeant in red-laced boots had to tell him
where to stow his burden. The Icefalcon looked around. There could not be so many pairs of twinsina
sngle company of warriors. Not just twins: sets of three and four, as dike asmillet seeds.

Clones, Gil had said.

The Icefal con looked again. Never more than four to a set, and only one of any set wore boots. The
other three had rawhide rags wrapped around their feet, as had the clone warriors held followed from the
mountains

The rawhide stripswere dl new.

The men with full heads of hair, and boots, tried not to ook at those without them. Sometimesthey'd
mutter but mogt often only turned aside.

Vair na-Chandros passed him, close enough to touch, the reek of blood and attar of roses mingling in his
clothes. He was making for the black tent, the Truth-Finder walking quietly at hisside. Thelcefalcon
would sooner have picked up alive coa, but he followed them asthey lifted the black curtains and
passed within.

Masses of lamps hung from the roof, like hornet's nestsin abuilding deserted for three generations, but
fewer than half till burned. Mogt of the candles ranged on planks along thewalls, or, standing clumped
on iron holders, were guttered to yellow phantasms of twisted wax, and the smell of spent oil, smoke,
and talow mingled with the stench of rotted blood. Y ou could have cut the block of air contained within
the tent with awire, like cheese.

Asthe |cefdcon had dready guessed, the blue cloth of the wagoncover had been tied back so that the
wagon itself made araised annex onto the square chamber of the tent.

There were demon-scares everywhere, depending from every lamp-cluster and pole-end. Being in the
tent was like being devoured by ants. A couple of the clone warriors were taking down lampstands and
packing up candles. They'd be breaking the tent soon.

The tent contained what was dmost certainly apparatus that dated from the Times Before.

Gil will be pleasad, thought the | cefal con.

It resembled in workmanship the little that the | cefalcon had seen at the Keep, the piecesfrom which
Rudy had constructed flamethrowersto fight the Dark Ones, and some of what had turned out to be
lampsin the crypts where the hydroponics tanks were.

A deep vat, or sarcophagus, occupied most of the wagon-bed. Wooden stairs went up to it, the straw on
them, and on the floor of the tent itself, so soaked in blood that it squished under the feet of the men.
Thevat's curved sides were wrought of what looked like the same black stone asthe outer walls of the
Keep, but within-the Icefacon climbed cautioudy to the wagon-bed to see-it was lined with silvery glass,
and like fragments of twig and leaf caught in ice, there seemed to be trangparent crystas, shards of iron,
and tiny spheres of amber and obsidian embedded in the darkly shimmering inner layer.

A canopy of three linked haf arches surmounted it, intertwined meta and glass-two men weretaking
them down now. They wore boots and moved with more intelligence and purpose than did the clones,
and packed the apparatus carefully into great wooden crates, stuffing in wadding of dry grass, woadl,
crumpled parchments, and rags of linen and rawhide.

At their gpex the arches had been joined by amany-sided obsidian polyhedron and linked down their



sdes with dangling nets of what appeared to be meshed gold wire, worn thin and tattered, and woven
with more spheres of glass and amber.

Two more polyhedrons, glass or crystd, tentacled in gold tubes and set on wooden plinths-the plinths
were raw-new-stood at the opposite end of the tub. One of the booted warriors boxed them up asthe

| cefal con watched.

To the lcefd con's spirit sight, the whole of the gpparatus shimmered with magic, and he understood why
Cold Death spoke of it with uneasiness and fear.

There were petcocks and drains on the vat, and the straw underneath them, sodden and stinking, was
being cleared away. Sockets, too, made dark little mouths in the corners of the vat to accommodate
what looked like poles with ingenioudy geared crank-whedls, but these had dready been dismantled.
Where had they had gotten al of this? the | cefal con wondered. And how had it survived the
centuries-decades of centuries, Gil said-since the Times Before?

Hidden away, as Gil and Maahad said?

It looked built to lagt, like al the possessions of the mud-diggers, who could not abide the thought of
anything they owned passing into dust.

In the lower part of the tent, on the straw and rough carpets of the floor, the Truth-Finder was packing
up alittle box. Coming near, the | cefalcon saw that it contained needles made of crysta, dozens of them,
each with abead on its head: amber, iron, crystd, black stone.

White Mustaches, whom Vair greeted as Nargois, came into the tent and asked a question in which the
| cefa con recognized the words for corpses-only Vair used the word carcasses, the bodies of animals
and barbarians. Nargois assented, and VVair seemed pleased.

Nargois asked something about the Keep of Dare, and Vair shrugged as he replied. Though he knew of
it-how not?-the siege was clearly not amatter that deeply concerned him.

Eleven hundred men?Why not?

Blood-stench, magic, cold, and pain twisting at his mind, the | cefal con | eft the tent. He saw no reason
why he could not go directly through the walls, and he was right: the scrape and itch of every layer of the
cheap black cloth and canvas, darkness, then the bright dry sunlight of the plains morning.

He investigated the other wagons as the men loaded them. Most contained food; one held weapons.
Two were packed with clothing, heavy furs and densely quilted jacketsin addition to the loose,
bright-hued hand-me-down trousers and tunics worn by most of the men.

In another wagon he found crates of the type he had seen in the tent: heavy wood, draped with
demon-scares, and dimly glowing with the Sickish palelight that played around the apparatusin the tent.
Some other apparatus, clearly.

May their Ancestors protect the folk of the Keep if it prove asevil.

But, of course, he thought, the Ancestors of the Keep folk could not protect them. The protection lay
only in Tir'smemories-and it was the | cefa con's failure that had separated Tir from them.

Outside, men were taking down the demon-scares from their poles, the last thing done before moving on.
One or two pocketed them if they thought they were unobserved. It was an easy matter for the Icefacon
to leave the camp.

So Vair had machinery from the Times Before.

And awoman who claimed to be possessed of a spirit from those times, though Gil, who waswisein
many matters, considered her afraud.

From arise in the windswept lands, the | cefal con watched the caravan draw away. The snapping of
whips, harness | eather creaking, and the ceaseless bleat of sheep pierced him, musical asthelight and the
smellsand the terror of the demonswho now, he saw, materidized from the air and drifted after the
wagons likethinly glowing sharks. The cold had grown on him, crippling and exhausting, drawing him
toward the unfulfilled promise of the sun's ascending disk.

Sowly helet himsdf drift upward, until he hung like his namesake hawk far above the smooth curves of
theland. Hissight could follow the trace of thetrail, agrass-filled groove paer than the surrounding hills,
al theway to the dark tuft of Bison Hill in the distance.

In the other direction that pale groove drove south, arrow-straight, the scuffed smudges like footprints



marking Vair's previous camps. Every draw and wash and coulee formed serpentine patterns of red and
sepia, slver agonizingly bright through the dust-green cottonwood and sedge.

He could see the rabbitsin the brush, the fishlike glowing snuosity of water elementalsin the siream. He
was aware of the Empty Lakes People, riding in al directions still, scattered and broken after their defeat
and going back to their hunting trails, teling themsdves they were fools who followed fools when
mammoth and uintatheriaroved the draws.

And below him, on theflank of oneralling hill, he saw asinglerider, sitting asingle gray horse.

She watched the wagons a'so, no expression on her fire-scarred face. A big woman, rawboned and
heavy-muscled, shoulders as wide as aman's under atunic of wolfskin, ashirt of mammoth wool sheld
woven herself on awaking-loom, for who can trust another'sluck and goodwill in something that will
abide againgt one's kin?

Somehow he could recognize her, as even from this height he could count the black spots on prairie hens.
A harsh face, with mocking pale eyes, framed in hair that was white where the fire scars ran up under it.
She st at ease, her hands resting on her thighs, and when next the | cefa con |ooked she was gone.

Blue Child.

Lover of Dovein the Sun, who had died on a hunting raid under his command.

Usurper of hisbirthright, who had branded him a coward and pulled darkness over the last year of old
Noon'slife.

Engineer of ahoax upon their mutual Ancestorsthat could have cost dl the people dearly through the
winter.

Andwarchief of the Taking Stars People.

Some day, thought the Icefalcon, and | think the day will be soon, there will be areckoning between us.
The sun caled to him, climbing in its splendor at noon. But the air seethed with demons, smoky forms
invishblein the dazzle, and he would be afool, he thought, to chalenge them. So he sought the earth
again, and the warm cave under the cut bank, where Cold Degath sat beside his body, murmuring spellsto
keep demons and degth at bay.



? Chapter 9

"Any change?'

Minalde shook her head. "I tell mysdlf it's better that way," she whispered, though Gil suspected, looking
down at the still bronze face of the man on the bed, that Rudy was beyond being waked. A single pine
knot burning in an iron holder smeared gritty yelow light on the younger woman's features. With no
guarantee how long the siege would last, use of torches and pine knots was kept to aminimum.

There was no need for more light in thisroom anyway. llae camein severd times aday to check on her
patient and renew the spells of hedling, the spells of warmth that kept him from sinking into cold and
death, but as a mage she could see in the dark. When Alde sat here, as she came in many timesaday to
do, she needed no more light than the single lamp could provide.

Even by itsforgiving radiance she looked horrible, wasted and white and beaten. Gil knew she kept up a
good face where others could see her. In the Keep they called her brave. Here she wegpt.

Rudy had been Gil'sfriend for seven years, since their firgt unfortunate meeting in the Cdiforniahills. He
wasthefinal link that held her to the world they both had abandoned, the world neither ever quite forgot.
She had shed tearsin thisroom herself.

"Look, | hate to bug you about this," she said, "but Lord Sketh will die of grief if he doesn't seeyou. |
cantdl himto get lost if you want.

Minalde shook her head and squeezed out the rag that lay soaking in abowl of scented vinegar water to
wipe down her face. "I'll haveto eventudly,” she said. "My old nurse dwaystold me, There's no sense
putting off.""

She got up. When she was working-meeting with the Keep Lords, hearing the endless squabbles and
quibblesthat the Keep dwellers brought to her for justice, conferring with the hunters and the wardens of
the hydroponics gardens about the division of food and labor-she dressed in one of several forma
gowns, cut and styled after the fashion they had learned in the days of the Realm's strength to associate
with dignity and authority.

She was s0 dressed now: train, flowing deeves, lavish embroidered trapunto- and jewel-work patterns,
though few peoplein the Keep knew that she took delight in making the gowns hersdlf. The green wool
looked muddy by the smoky light, the red velvet of the pillows behind her like old blood.

"We might aswell get it over with." Alde readjusted the elaborate braids of her coiffure, pinned over
them the vell that had been part of her trousseau, pale-green stk that fell past her hips. "1 know what
Lady Sketh wants."

Generdly when Lord Sketh asked for an audienceit was Lady Sketh'sidea.

"We haven't even asked their intention,” declared the tall, pearshaped man, folding his hands before the
worked slver buckle of hisbelt. "Weve made oursaves prisoners here, living like jailbirds, for nearly a
week now, when the matter may be one that can be adjusted by compromise.”

"Two Sege engines,” Minade pointed out in her low sweet voice, "and eleven hundred men marching
fully armed up the pass does not bear the appearance of compromiseto me." In the cool white splendor
of the glowstonesthat hung from wire basketsin her smal conference room, she looked worse, thin and
stretched, dark smudges under her eyes.

"Had they wished to parley at any timein the past week, a man could have come to the steps of the
Keep and knocked on the doors. [lae?

Sheturned to the wizard in the low chair to her left. [lae looked older, and more queenly, with her red
hair braided up into acrown on her head. Maia, erstwhile Bishop of Penambra and now head of the
Church in the Keep, sat a Alde'sright, the position of honor.

Minalde had embroidered hisformal tabard, too, as a gift on hisforty-second birthday last year. The
carved black chair in which Tir usudly sat during his mother's audiences had been taken away.

"Inmy scrying crystd | seethem, my Lady,” said the girl, and touched the ruby tucked in the palm of her
left hand. "Men with drawn swords stand guard on either Sde of the Keep doors. Master Wend tellsme
thereve been fights, too, 'twixt their men and Y ar's archers, and yestereen they tried to ambush those as



had tried again to get through the pass.”

"Widl, naturdly there's been fighting,” said Enas Barrdstave, who had accompanied Lord Sketh to his
audience. Barrelstave was one of the wealthiest commonersin the Keep, and something of ademagogue
aswdl.

"We meet them with arain of arrows; our hunters are shooting at whoever getstoo far from themain
camp. We assumed from the beginning that their intentionswereill.”

He glanced accusingly at Janus, on one side of the door that led to Alde's private chambers. Gil guarded
the other, their black surcoats asilent reminder of the Guards support. "Of course they're expecting
moretrouble.”

"Theleast you can do, my Lady," said Sketh, "isarrange aparley.”

"No."

"May | remind your Ladyship,” said Barrdlstave, "with al due respect, that perhaps his young Lordship
might have adifferent opinion were he here to disagree?'

Cheap shot, thought Gil, angry at the not too tactful reminder that Minalde, as regent for Tir, was now
nothing more than the widow of the last King, seven years dead. Without Tir, her officid position was
considerably weakened. I'll remember that later, pa.
Aldesjaw tightened for amoment, then she said in apleasant, conversationa tone, "Very well. Would
you, Lord Sketh, or you, Master Barrel stave, like to be the one who goes outside?”
The two men looked at each other, having quite clearly envisioned someone of lesser satusin therole of
messenger. Still, Gil had to give them credit: faced with Put up or shut up, both volunteered, and Lord
Sketh, who knew some of the had tongue, was given the job.
Janus picked Meantrys as Doorkeeper for the operation. She could catch fliesin her hands and had
been shot at enough by bandits that whizzing arrows wouldn't bother her. Gil, Minalde, and Ilae stood
just insde the inner set of Keep Doors, backed up by a sizable contingent of Guards, swords drawn and
ready.

Ilae wrought two small fire-spdlls, placing them just between the armed warriors standing at the outer
Doors-not easy to do, working at a distance with a scrying stone. The Alketch guards clearly knew there
were mages in the Keep because they ran at thefirdt flicker of flame between them.

|lae, tongue between her teeth with concentration, put a second burst of sparks alittle lower down the
stepsto get them to keep their distance, but whoever was in charge of the Alketch troops had evidently
thought of that one because the whole area around the K egp-and every foot of ground in the camp, set
far enough from the walls to make spell-casting difficult for amateurs, said I1ae-had been swept and
plucked of last year's dead |eaves and weeds like aking's garden on his daughter's wedding day.

On the hedls of the second flame-burst Lord Sketh stepped forth, raised high the white flag of truce, and
cried out in the hald tongue, "Parley! We beg aparley!" while a the same moment Janus dammed shut
the inner Doors and twisted the locking-ring.

Gil was watching |la€'s eyes. She saw them flare wide and heard the gasp of her breath and knew Lord
Sketh had been fired on or otherwise attacked in the doorway. Minalde, watching, too, said in her very
clear sweset voice, "1 told that imbecile.”

"He'ssafein,” sad [lae amoment later. "Méeantrys got the Doors shut.”
Janus and Caldern worked the locking-rings and opened the inner Doors. Sketh and Me antrys emerged
from the glowstone-lit passageway between the outer Doors and the inner, Sketh blanched and trembling
with shock, Mdantrys pulling a crimson-festhered arrow out of the extravagant hide flap of her boot-top.
Their feet crunched on the dry hay and tinder with which the gate-passage was heaped. Gil guessed his
Lordship's palor was duein part to fear that 11ae would get his sgnalswrong and prematurely ignite this
last-ditch incendiary defense.

"Satisfied?" demanded Janus, who hadn't forgotten Barrel stave's imputation of warmongering.

Minalde hurried forward and took Lord Sketh's hands. "Thank you, my Lord," she said, lifting her voice
just atrifle so dl around the gate could hear. "That took courage, braving the enemy. So now we know."
"They never even listened," whispered Lord Sketh. He looked about to be sick. Lady Sketh hurried up,
astout blond woman almost astall as her husband, the decoration and jewelry on her clothing making



Aldelook like apoor relation. "Never so much as paused. The moment | stepped forth, they started
shooting, ran up the steps, swords drawn, with no intent to parley.”

"Now we know," repeated Minalde, patting his hand like asister. Janus muttered sotto voceto Gil, "Like
we didn't know before. They pounding at the Doors now, Ilag, me love?’

The mage shook her head, till standing under the nearest glowstone basket, scrying stone cupped in her
pam. "They didn't even come up to them. The minute they closed, they stopped.”

Janus whistled through his front teeth, eyebrows raised. "So what then?' he asked. "They know there's
but the one entrance. What're they waiting for? Someone insde to betray us?'

Helooked around, his reddish-brown eyes questing the faces of the Guards, of Lord Sketh, of Enas
Barrdstave, who stood nearby looking equa parts shaken and indignant, and Lady Sketh who, in the
process of enfolding her husband in severd acres of fur-lined deeves, was careful to include Minaldein
the embrace aswell.

Gil was slent, athought coming to her, but she said nothing until she and Minalde were walking back to
the Roya Sector through the vast near darkness of the livestock-scented Aide.

Asthey crossed the last of the railless stone bridges, turned their steps toward the laundry-hung arch of
the Royd Stair, Gil said softly, "Alde, we're dways hearing how the Doors are the only way into the

K eep-how the Keep was built that way to be the perfect defense againgt the Dark Ones. Do we know
those are the only doors?"

"Yes" said Minalde, startled. She stopped at the foot of the Roya Stair, plum-dark eyeswide, pinpricks
of reflection swimming in them from the votive lamps of St. Prool's satuein aniche. "1 mean, Eldor said
... All the records of the Keep say that it was built that way to keep the Dark Ones from entering..."

"I know," said Gil. "But we don't have records from the building of the Keep. Only traditions, and
hearsay, and taes." Shefolded her arms and glanced back toward the Doors, where the Guards il
crowded around I1ae. Men and women kept coming up to them, weavers and tub-makers and
gardeners, asking questions and divesting themselves of their opinions with much arm waving and jostling.
"Arewe sure there's no other way in? Because those people outside the gate sure act like they think
thereis”

"It'snothing to worry about." Bektis carefully replaced his scrying bal inits bags of silk, fur, and velvet,
folded up the silver tripod, and stroked his milk-white beard. "Lord Vair was delayed by aWhite Raider
attack on his camp, that's al. They're on the road again and should be with us by sunset.”

Hethya started to look around her, but the wizard said casudly, " Oh, I'm sure the other two have
succumbed aswell." Tir looked around, too, and indeed neither of the other Akulae werein sight. But his
movement caught Bektis attention: "And what isthat child doing with his hands free?"

"l took him into the woodsto pee," said Hethya, eyes flashing with annoyance. "l was never morethan a
foot and ahaf from him." Under Bektis cold glare sheled Tir back to the sycamore tree where he had
been tied, put his hands behind his back and bound them carefully tight, then ran through them the
rawhide rope whose other end was knotted to the trunk. " Stuck-up old blowhard. Areyou dl right,
swveding?'

"I'mfine," said Tir, Sitting down tailor-fashion and trying not to look conscious of the dagger in his boot.
"Arethe other Akulae dead?"

"Lookslike." Seeing the fear in his eyes, she stroked his hair and added, "It's nothing for you to worry
over, honey. Nobody killed them. And they weren't . . ." She hesitated, searching, Tir thought, for an
explanation that wouldn't explain too much.

"They weren't redly people,” she said at last. "They-the things they are-don't live very long, and they
didn't hurt or anything when they died.”

"What arethey?' Tir didn't know if thisinformation would make him fed better or worse. When Toughie,
matriarch of the Guards cats, died, his mother had comforted him by telling him that catsdidn't live as
long as people, which to Tir's mind was awful. The thought that there were things that |ooked like people
but weren't people scared him, too.

He saw her eyes shift again and knew this was a secret she couldn't tell him. "Don't worry yourself with it,



swesting." Shewalked back to Bektis, scooping up abig handful of her curls and twisting them out of her
way on top of her head with one of the jeweled bronze hairpins she carried in the pockets of her coat.
She kept her voice down talking to the wizard, but by her gestures she was angry, angry and scared. She
was a person who talked with her hands, and the wave of her arm at the pale-trunked cottonwoods on
two sdes of them, the dash of her hand across her throat, told Tir asif he'd been at her elbow what she
was taking about.

White Raiders had come at them once. Bektis shook his head and made hislittle pooh-pooh flick with his
fingers, asif brushing gnats aside, and touched the crystal device that hung by golden mesh strgpsat his
belt.

But Tir had heard enough stories from Ingold, from Rudy, from Janus and the I cefd con, to know that the
White Raiderswere slill watching Bison Hill.

Their dead were rotting in the coulee away from the camp-birds hung over the place-but they wouldn't
samply say, "Those people are too strong for us, let'sleave them done.” White Raiders never |eft anyone
done.

But it wasn't the White Raiders who rode out of the southern badlands with the sinking away of day.
Bektis wasimpatient by then, pacing around and snapping at Hethya; it was Hethyawho did dl the camp
work. She fetched water and made food at hoon, though Tir, still tethered under histree, noticed that she
didn't go far into the trees.

She brought up the horses, too, and Bektislaid spells around them: Tir thought Ingold's method of
keeping horses from running away or being stolen was more efficient, but didn't say so.

He noticed Bektis dipped the bright-flashing handgear of crystals on to execute the guarding-spell, and to
make thefire, too, and wondered alittle about it because Rudy had told him that those kinds of spells
didn't take much magic.

When the light turned red-gold and the shadows grew long, Bektis walked to where the dope sank away
toward the grassy prairie, the gems gill on his hand, and shaded his eyesto gaze to the south.

"Ah," hesad, pleased. "At last.”

| haveto be brave, Tir told himsdlf, watching the line of riders, the swaying dark tops of tall wagons, the
doublefile of men with wegpons glittering in the harsh dry fading light.

| have to be brave.

It was an army, bigger than the biggest band of outlaws Tir had ever seen. They were dl men-unlike the
Guards and the bandit troops Tir had heard about-and they were mostly black-skinned, some with white
hair, some with black, some bald as eggs as the Akulae had been.

Tir remembered Rudy's description of the black-skinned prince who had offered to marry his mother,
back when the lands of the Alketch still had an emperor.

Remembered, too, the name of the Alketch genera with asilver hook where hisright hand should have
been. He had betrayed the armies of daylight when they went against the Dark Onesin their Nests,
pulled his men out of the fighting so that he could have his own army strong, |eft the men of the Keep to
be killed. There were alot of orphansin the Keep whose fathers and mothers had died therein the
holocaust of fire and shadow.

The man in the long white cloak who dismounted his horse and walked up the hill to meet Bektis had
such ahook, though that was not the most fearful thing about him. He had yellow eyesthat did not care
whether you lived or died.

"My Lord Vair." Bektis voice had acaressng note, asif Vair were the most important person in the
entireworld, and he made the formal salaam that mostly only the Keep Lords made.

"Y ou have theboy?' A voice like rocks rubbing over each other.

(I haveto be brave)

"We have him safe and sound, illustrious Lord. | behold within my scrying crysta that your forces
surround the Keep of Dare."

Thiswas ashock to Tir, another cold drench of panic. "It iswell done.”

Lord Var gestured impatiently. "Were you followed?!

"Only asfar asthe crest of the pass, my Lord. Thewizard Ingold not being at the Keep, they sent



another of the Kegp mages after me. | dew him with the lightning of my hands and buried the pass under
ablizzard of snow." Thefind sunlight legped and sparkled from hisflourishing hand.

"Daily sncethen have | scried the pass. The spdlis| [aid oniit till hold strong.”

"And Ingold?' Hiswords came out like dapsin the face. His speech, though recognizably the words of
the Wathe, had a different intonation, the sounds bent and changed and the accents differently placed.
"Heisin Gaedill."

Tir's heart sank, but he bit back tears. Those cold wolf eyes cut over toward him, measuring him asthey
measured dl things and, asthey found dl things, finding him wanting.

"Demon-fornicating son of Evil. And the wench?"

"I am here, Vair na-Chandros of the Southern Realms." Hethya stepped forward, drawing herself tall.
"Aniosithbach amrdmmeas ateyel san, 'The ignorant speek easily of that which they do not under stand." "
The sonorous words flowed from her tongue like the magic speech of wizards, and her face seemed to
grow longer and thinner, adifferent set to the mouth than Hethya's broad grin, the hazel eyes unsparkling,
cold asapriestess. "The girl Hethya, Uranwe's Daughter, isherewith me aso, but | am here, I, Ode
Niu; herein this place where | stood three thousand years ago, and | will not be dighted.”

The men who had come up behind Lord Vair murmured among themsalves, and one or two bowed their
heads.

After amoment Lord Vair inclined his, just dightly, aswdll. "I meant no disrespect, Lady,” hesaid. "And
indeed | gpologize for the clumsiness of my tongue. The gpparatus you instructed usin worked well, as
you e

He sgned toward the men gathered around the wagons at the foot of the dope. It wasalittle difficult for
Tir at first because dl were strangersto him, bald and without facial hair of any kind, and he was not
used to the sight of so many black faces, but he realized that many of them had the same features, like the
Akulae.

A word cameto his mind unbidden, from the dark hollow of memory: tethyn. They were called tethyn.
And there was something awful about them-or about it-something that made him fed sick inside,
something he didn't want to know.

"| trust that the other apparatus will function aswell.”

"How many things function as once they did, with the passage of years?' She looked him coldly up and
down and spoke in the voice of Oae Niu, strange coming from Hethyasush mouth. "Not men, certainly,
nor the bodies of men. But the machines we built in the ancient days are wrought of power and adamant,”
shewent on, asif shedid not see Lord Vair'sface cloud with anger. "They will do asthey were madeto
do, my Lord. Besureof it."

On these words she turned her back on him and strode serendly off into the woods, swallowed up by the
shadows of thetrees, leaving Tir aone.

Vair flicked hisleft hand-Tir noticed aready that he kept his hookslow at his side or hidden within his
deeve or thefolds of hiswhite woolen cloak. " Set the camp. Nargois, Bektis. . ."

The sorcerer stepped closer, as did another man, tall like Lord Vair, extravagantly mustachioed and
cloaked like him in white, his clothing adorned with ribbons and jewels of rank. "L et's seethe brat.”

Tir wanted to shrink back and conceal himself behind the tree but knew it wouldn't do any good.
Besides, it wasn't brave. When Vair, Nargois, and Bektis were hafway across the clearing to him hewas
swept by awave of dread that this awful lord would know all about Akulas knife hidden in his boot.
Helooked away, trying to breathe, and the next moment Lord Vair'siron fingersin their white leather
glove had hischinin agrip likeamachine, forcing hishead up.

For amoment Tir looked into those honey eyes and saw in them worse things than held ever knownin
hislife

Then, very ddliberatdly, Vair released his chin and struck him across the face, hard enough to knock him
down. Tir fell, crying out with shock and pain, and the silver hooks flickered out of their concealment,
catching Tir's deeve and ripping the flesh of his shoulder underneeth asthey pulled him to hisfeet again.
Vair dapped him twice more, Tir sobbing but too terrified to cry. The hooks pulled him to hisfeet again
and then jerked free of hisdeeve, Vair'sleft hand grabbing his collar while the hooks on their ivory sump



whipped around and dashed across his face, opening the flesh from temple to cheekbonein asingle
vicious swipe.

Tir screamed in pain, and Vair shook him, his head jerking back and forth, his breath sirangled in the
twist of hiscollar and his neck half broken by the man's strength. Then Vair caught the hooksin hisface
again, lessthan afinger-breadth from the corner of hiseye.

"Ligento me, little boy," said that cold grating voice, and Tir, weeping in terror and fedling asif he were
going to faint or wet himself, stared up into those vulpine eyes. "Do you know how easy it would be for
meto pull haf the flesh off your face? So that it flaps back and forth like a pancake?"

He shook him, only agentle wobble thistime, but horrible asablow. "Or to dig out one of your eyes?

Y ou'll only need onefor the job you're going to do for me. Nod your head."

Blank with fear, Tir nodded, and felt the metd pull in hisflesh. With amovement of hiswrist Vair freed
the hooks and shoved Tir facedown on the grass.

With his hands till tied behind him, he couldn't break hisfall. Hisface fdt asif it had puffed up to the sze
of hishead, theair like cold metal against the pouring heat of hisblood. He lay crying, not daring to look
up or move or bresthe. Something shoved at his chin, hard.

Above him the cold voice said, "Now kiss my boot, and tell me that you love me."

Tir had to wriggle forward on his shoulders, sobbing so hard he could barely speak. "I loveyou,” he
made himself say and kissed the legther. It was cold and smooth and smelled of wax and old blood.
Vair kicked him. "Say it so | can hear you."

"I loveyou." He had to do it right. He had to do it right or this man would kill him.

"Again. Bektis and Nargois want to hear, too."

"I loveyou!" screamed Tir, and bunched himsdlf together, kneesto his tucked-down chin, sobbing.

Vair kicked him again and walked away; Tir could hear the scrunch of his boots on the trampled grass.
"Fix that cut," he heard him say. "Then seemein the wagon.”

Bektis came over, pushed him upright againgt the sycamore trunk, and very quickly smeared salve on
Tir'sface, asif theinjury were somehow Tir'sfaullt.

He pushed the edges of the two lines of cut flesh together and wrapped a bandage around Tir's head, but
he worked very fast: "Stop crying,” he ordered, "lest my Lord return and make you cry in good earnest.”
He hastened away to the wagon. Later, when he thought about it, Tir reglized Bektis must be dmost as
afraid of Lord Vair ashewas. Now he only put the uninjured side of hisface against the tree trunk and
cried.

Boots crunched the grass again and Tir whirled in nauseated terror. It was Hethya, dropping to her knees
beside him and gathering him in her arms. There was another man behind her, one of the black warriors,
ayoung man ashig asatree.

"Hedl right, Lady?' He held out agourd of water.

"| think s0. Thank you, laddy-buck." Shetook the water, held Tir close against her. He buried his head
againgt her breasts, wanting to hide himself in her body, wanting to be a baby again and be taken care of,
wanting to be dead. He heard the water from the gourd drip on the grass and wondered if they'd beat
himif hedidn't drink it or say thank you.

"| got these" The young man's voice had the same inflection as Akulas, awkward over the tongue of the
Wathe, "Dates, understand? Dates?'

Hefdt Hethyamove, reaching, and heard the warm smilein her voice. "Thank you."

"My own father, he beat me. Bad. But not like that." There was a clumsy pause, and Tir felt the man's
rough fingerstouch him very gently on the hair. Then the grass crunched again as the young soldier
walked away.

Tir curled himsdlf into aball, trying to make himself as smdl and impervious as an apple seed, and cried
until hefell adeep.



? Chapter 10

They harnessed the wagons with the first of morning light and traveled north.

The Icefa con, who had seen the furs and quilting, the snowshoes and ice axes packed among the stores,
was not surprised. "They journey to wheretheland is cold, o my enemy,” he said, from the bison wallow
south of the road where he and Cold Death had joined Loses His Way shortly before sunset.

"With your permission, when they have passed from sight wewill visit your kin again in the coulee and
see what other clothing they canlend.”

But asthe wagons drew close to the coulee Lord Vair raised hisarm and called ahalt, and the | cefalcon
saw men descend into the bottomlands and presently return dragging and carrying the swollen,
crow-gouged bodies of thedain.

"What hunting isthis?' rumbled Loses HisWay, and Y dlow Eyed Dog, lying beside him with hisnose
between his paws, pricked his ears at the anger in the man's voice.

"Cold hunting for us." Icefalcon propped his chin on his crossed wrists. He had shaved that morning, but
after six nights deeping on the ground could have done with along soak in the baths on first level south,
or asession in one of the sweathouses at the winter steadings of his people. "1 for one am not eager to try
to dip into their camp, within my body or out of it, to borrow furs."

The chieftain shook his head. "No need. When we prepared to attack we left our blankets and heavy
clothing and our spare food in afox burrow in the bank, amile up the gulch,” he said. "They will bethere
gtill. But this... Can they not let even the dead deep in peace?’

"The dead are not disturbed when the kites strip their bones,”" remarked Cold Desth, and tweaked the fur
between Y dlow-Eyed Dog's paw-pads just to see him turn his head and ook at her patiently. ™Y our
family degpsill."

Pl

"They took the bodies of the dain yestermorning aswell," the |cefd con said thoughtfully. "They'rein thet
wagon there, thelast inline... Look." Bektis, resplendent now in acoat of quilted velvet with animmense
collar of ermine and gloves of white kid on his hands, stepped down from the wagon he rode in and
came around to the last wagon in the line, which even in the spring chill could be smelled from the bison
wallow.

"Does he make magic with the bones of the dead?"

"Putsaspdl on them to arrest rot, more like."

"He should put one on his own heart, then." The warchief'stawny brows pulled down till the
weather-reddened face seemed little more than the arched crag of anose projecting from agrest fiery
tangle of braided gold and aglint of angry blue. "And on the heart of that black saber-tooth that would
hurt alittle child."

Bektislifted his gloved hands, making graceful passes over the wagonload of carrion, long white hair
greaming in the freshening wind.

It would be amass of snarls by nightfall, thought the | cefad con braiding was the only way to dedl with the
plainswind. Then the sorcerer climbed back aboard his own wagon, wrapped himsdlf carefully in
blankets, and pulled up his hood. Nargois of the long white mustaches wheeled his horse and raised his
hand; there was a great cracking of whips aong the line, and the caravan moved off.

Since there was no possible way they could lose thetrain in the empty universe of prairies, the lcefacon,
Loses His Way, and Cold Degth, after retrieving the coats and blankets, the pemmican and short, heavy
war axes from the fox burrow and loading them onto their horses, investigated the camp aswell.

"These clones, asyou call them, fell and died yesterday,” said Loses HisWay, poking in the midden of
scraps and ashes. " They dumped down where they stood, like men taken suddenly by sickness. But
neither the woman nor the Wise One made amove to cleanse themselves, nor to shift their camp. |
amelled no smokes of heding.”

"And they carried the bodies away with them." The |cefalcon studied the ground where one of the clones
had lain, close by the trampled ground and dung of the horse lines.



The yellow leaf-mast was stained with the liquid of unnatura decay, and the marks of heavy hoots and
men'sfeet in rawhide trips showed where the corpses had been lifted and carried to the wagon in the
night. "The gpparatus Vair carrieswith him makeswarriors, not out of air, | think, but out of the flesh of
the dead.”

"Itisan evil hunt." LosesHis Way stroked the end of his enormous mustache. "And now you tell me that
my people have scattered to the far corners of the wind, not knowing what isbeing done with their flesh
and their bones."

He touched the place on his breast where, under his deer-hide shirt, lay the flat embroidered
spirit-pouches of Blue Jay, Wolfbone, Twin Daughter, Shouts In Anger, and Raspberry Thicket Girl. "It
isone matter, o my enemy," he said, looking down at Cold Desath, who barely came up to his
breastbone, "to feed the vultures with your flesh. The vultures are our Ssters, too, and so dl thingsreturn
to the home of our Ancestors. But this shamanry, thisevil..." He shook his head.

"This| will not forgive."

Cold Degth called the names of the horsesinto the wind, and the horses came, trotting up from thelong
grass of the coulee, snuffling and ears pricked. Ashes, Scorpion Eater, and Afraid of Flowers had been
joined by two others, southern horses who had escaped during the raid, and they, too, were laden with
blankets, furs, and supplies.

So they mounted and rode north, into the rocks and gorges and lava beds caled the Cursed Lands. The
caravan moved, and the | cefa con followed, and the stink of the corpses could be smelled in its wake
until Bektis repeated his spdlswhile wearing the crysta hand.

The moon waxed to full and began to wane again, and somewhere behind them, the | cefal con was
aware, drifted the Talking Stars People, like vulturesriding the thermals and waiting for asick anima to
fal.

No road existed in the Cursed Lands, yet the wagons made their way north and dightly west unerringly,
without halts and queries and casting about. The I cefalcon remembered the pale trace in the gamma
grass, invisgble from the ground but straight as abowstring.

At night, or with the first dove-colored light, the frost asilver dust in the grass, the I cefalcon would see
Vair na-Chandros and the woman Hethya come out from among the wagons with Tir between them, Tir
thinner and more haggard by the day.

The Icefa con never came close enough to hear-with Bektisin the train he did not dare-but it seemed to
him that it was Tir who pointed to the gapsin the hills and gave directions by the dim-shining sars.
Theland grew harsher. Gullies and washes creased the bare clay hills, steeper than before, dividing the
scattered prairies where dunch glowed filthily in the dark. Twice the | cefa con shadow-walked,
investigating the edges of the camp and seeking away to extricate Tir from Vair'sgrip.

But Tir was kept bound much of the time, and there were many guards, facing al ways, inward and ouit.
Cold Death was as fearsome awarrior as she was a shaman-something no one ever thought, to look at
her-but with Bektis crystal hand, even her aid might not suffice to get the boy away safely.

Vair would kill Tir rather than permit his escape. And, for al her frivolousness, the | cefal con was fond of
his sister and would not like to see the lightning of that cursed crystal hand skewer her asit had skewered
Rudy. There would and could be only asingle attempt, and it had better succeed.

Whatever it wasthat Vair wanted, it lay in the North.

His mind returned to the trace he had seen from the air. The work of the Times Before, built in the
ancient days beyond the memories of the People of the Real World. He asked Cold Desath about it, but
Cold Death, who knew the properties of every herb and root in the great grassdands of the Real World,
and the names of the ki of each tree and stream, could only say, "I have never heard of such athing, o my
brother.”

And Loses His Way, who could (and nightly did) detail the family histories of every horse belonging to
his own people and any number of other clans and tribes from whom the Empty L akes People raided
horses-who could recognize the prints and scat of king mammoths and individua musk oxen and reindeer
in haf adozen herds and tell stories about them-only shook his head and said, "That's foolish. Nothing
liesin the North but the Ice. Why would anyone build aroad thence?!



"That'swhat I'm trying to figure out,” the | cefl con snapped, exasperated, though he knew he would have
received asimilar reply from Noon or any of hisfriendsin hisfamily-Red Fox or Stays Up All Night or
Fifty Lovers.

And though Loses His Way could, like any of the peoplein the Real World, speak of the habits of
animalslong dead, or the small details of war parties and huntsfor generations back, or recount from
memory westher conditions mentioned to him in passing forty leaguesto the south, he had very little
interest in the dunch-born things that roved the hills abandoned by gazelles and rhinoceri, the lumpy
misshapen beingsthat Gil said were broken echoes of life asit had been years uncounted in the past.
Why?the | cefalcon wondered. Lost dreams, Gil caled them, woven in the dunch and repeated without
meaning-but whose dreams? And what had the world been like that had spawned them?

He had been affected, he thought, alittle embarrassed, more than he knew, by the habits of civilized folk
and did not like to speak of thisto his sSister or to Loses HisWay. And indeed, it was not the way of the
Taking Stars People to show interest in such matters, which had no bearing on life asit waslived inthe
Rea World.

Still, theroad was there. And as the cold grew more piercing, and the great sheets of dunch that even the
wind could not rustle lay more and more frequent and their voiceless denizens took the place of the
creatures that had once grazed these dying prairies, the | cefal con welcomed the far-off plaints of the
Alketch sheep and the squesk of wagon axles, the only living sounds to bregk the stillness of these lands.
It was high spring, and they rode through aworld filled with light. But the temperaturefdll, and the
thunderstorms that at one time had crashed and raged daily over these lands were mute and absent asthe
vanished birds. There was only thewind itself, bearing the smell of stone and dest.

By day they followed, and by night they worked by thetiny light of hidden fires, cutting hickory saplings
where they found them for snowshoes and ded runners and dicing up coats of bison or musk ox or sheep
to saw with sinew the piecesinto double-layer garments, fur inside and ouit.

Twicethetrain hated for aday, by streamsfull enough that Vair, and Nargois, and Hethya, and some of
the others could heat water and bathe in atent set up for the purpose, and the priest held ritesin praise of
the Straight God.

Then one day in the distance the I cefalcon saw aglittering rind of blue-white, flashing in the heatless ghost
of thesun.

It was too soon, he thought, far too soon. They should only be drawing near to the aspen groves, the
woods of birch and maple, the streams and meadows that |ay to the south of the Night River Country, his
people's summer range and the home of his heart.

Loses His Way had told him this; Cold Desth, too. But he understood that his heart had not believed.
Theland of his childhood's joy, the place that would have been the center of his defenses aswarchief of
his people, was|ost to him, buried under the rolling weight of time and snow and fate.

He could not deny to himself that he looked upon the Icein the North.

"l wasill onthat journey." Hethya gazed somberly into the leaden morning distance, with what Tir had
come to recognize as Oae Niu's eyes. "The Dark Ones came, surrounding our encampment. We, the
meages, fought them, ringing the camp with walls of fire and lightning. Their power wasterrible.

She turned her face alittle aside and passed her hand across her brow, asif to erase the mark of pain
that appeared there. "We survived, but some of uslay like the dead for many days afterward, unable to
move or spesk.”

Shelooked across a Tir, changeable eyesinscrutable, her mouth half hidden behind the heavy quilting of
her collar. "Do you not remember this, Lord Altir?"
Tir shivered, though he was bundled thick in acoat of furs, aprincely garment wrought in the fashion of
the South. Vair had given it to him, for the cold was degpening daily, and though it was May there was
frost every night.

Even through the layer of brocade, and the soft padding of lynx-hide that protected his narrow
shoulders, the pressure of Lord Vair's hooks reached hisflesh. It wasn't as bad asthetal man's pae
eyes, which he fdt pierce the back of his head.



"l don't..." he began, and then saw something elsein her gaze. Not Oae Niu's eyes. Hethya's, peeking
from behind them as behind amask. Scared.

He swallowed, nodded. "I don' ... | don't remember their names.” 1t wasthe first time he had lied about
his memories. He looked away quickly, gazing at the plain before them.

Shesets of water covered the rock and stunted grasses, milky with pulverized stone and floating with
cakes and chunks of pale-blueice, dyed straw and primrose and the fragile pink of sand lilieswith the
coming day.

Blots of dunch festered on such dry land asthere was, further blurring and confusing the landscape, but
some things had not changed.

Put everything else out of your mind, Rudy had told him once. Don't worry about what you think we
need around here, Ace, or what Gil'strying to find out about those guys. Just tell me what you redly see,
whether it makes sense or not.

It was hard to put Lord VVair out of hismind.

"The road ran that way." He pointed toward the broken wall of black talus and scree, four days journey
across the drowned plain. Through every fang and promontory of the broken dark hillsice glimmered, an
unearthly, unholy aguain the nacreous dawn. "It went around the right Sde of that hill. The Big Guardian,
they cdledit. Therewasavalley going back.”

"If I may point out,” said Bektis, stroking his beard, "the logica course for aroad to follow would beto
the left of that promontory, not the right. The watercourse beginsthere, asyou see, my Lord. Theway
will be easier for the wagons aswell.”

"Whichisit, boy?' Vair's voice was arazor, opening the sde of Tir'sface againin hisimagination, peding
away the half-healed flesh to expose bone and brain and the trembling pulp of sdif. "Left or right?”

Tir closed hiseyes. Histhroat, his chest, his somach dl clenched on themselves with terror of another
besting, another session with the hooks.

Since his earliest awareness Rudy had taught him to trust his memories, to cal them forth gently and
eadly, letting come what would: If you don't see anything just say, 'Hey, man, | don't remember."

Tir didn't like to think about what would happen if he said to Vair na-Chandros, "Hey, man, | don't
remember.”

But lying about what he saw was something el se.

The hooks pricked through the heavy brocade, the protecting furs. "Left or right?" Tir felt panic flood him
and tearsfill hiseyes. "Grant the child amoment to consider,” cut in Oale Niu'sdry, matriarchd voice.
The glimpse of Hethya he had seen was completely gone. "How correctly could you have answered your
schoolmasters, my Lord, with aknife againgt your face?"

"It wasright." Tir'svoice peeped like amouse from his congtricted throat. "1 remember us leaned over
walking likethis. . ." He baanced hisweight Ssdeways, seeing in hismind the train of mules and horses,
the square black shape of hisfather's shoulders-that other boy's father, with the long tail of gray hair
hanging down his back-higher on the dope than the thin smdl bal d-headed man who rode beside him.
Theway their heads bowed against the rain. The way the baldheaded man gestured while he talked. He
was there. HeEd been there, the Big Guardian looming crookedly againgt harsh gray sky.

They had gone around the Big Guardian-differently shaped now, shorter and wider at the base, but ill
recognizable after three thousand years-to the right, although from where they stood he could see no sign
of road in the broken, rock-covered dope.

Because she had helped him he added, "The men had trouble because they were carrying-carrying a. . .
alady magein alitter." He half closed his eyes again, extrapolating how it would have been, and said,
"The men on this sde’-he gestured with hisleft hand-"were higher than on that." He waved hisright and
then was dtill, trembling with terror, praying Vair wouldn't hurt him anyway.

"You arenot," said Vair softly, "trying to lose usin the wilderness, are you, child?' The metd of the
hooks, freezing cold in the bitter air, brushed the side of his cheek. "Or making agame of us? Because |
tell you, it will go worsefor you if you are.”

Tir'strembling increased. Tears began to trickle from his eyes and snot from his nose, and he found it
impossible to spesk, fearing the results of whatever he might say. This happened to him often these days,



and he was dways overwhelmed with shame when it did, but he couldn't help himsdlf. He shook his
head.

"Tel meyesor no, child,” pressed that inexorable voice.

It took everything he had. "No, my Lord."

Lord Vair'sslenceswereterrible, for they were unreadable, containing cloaked violence and rage
without reason. The men went in fear of him, too, fear dmost as greet astheir love for him. But thistime
hesad, "Then we will passtotheright,” in aperfectly normd voice. "Isthe way safe, Bektis?'

"| believeit to be, yes, my illustrious Lord." The Court Mage made another of hisforma salaams. After
the second or third time he'd tried to ensorcel the carrion wagons, he'd taken to wearing the crystal
device dl thetime on hisright hand-with no glove under it, asif he could not stand to |ose contact
between the jewelsand hisflesh.

Hewas aways cradling it and stroking it with hisleft, continuoudy but unconscioudy, theway he
caressed hisbeard. "In al my scrying in theselands | have not seen sign of the White Raiders, after those
first attacks."

"That doesn't mean they aren't there.” The words came out of Tir dmost involuntarily, and he wanted the
next second to stop up his own mouth and never speak again.

The hookstwisted in his collar. " Are you mocking at us, child? Or making agame of your elders?"

"No, my Lord." Histhroat closed, bringing his voice down to awhisper again. "Redly no." Please don't
hurt me, he thought, but held aready learned that pleading only made everything worse.

Sometimes. Not aways.

"Just that the Icefalcon told me that alot of the White Raiders carry amulets, or have their Wise Men and
shamans ride with their scouting parties, so the shamans of their enemies can't see them.”

"I believe," said Bektis, with tiff sarcasm, "that my skills are somewhat more advanced than those of
barbarian bone-scryers.”

"Even Ingold can't see Raiders coming up onthe Vae hdf thetime," said Tir. "Redlly.”

The lcefd con himsdf never spoke of it, but the other children of the Kegp-mostly the herdkids who had
been hisfriends before they had dl perished in the ice storm of the Summerless Y ear-whispered stories
about what the Raiders did to captives.

Though he would have loved to see Lord Vair cometo grief, he knew they'd kill Hethya, too. All the men
inLord Vair'strain, many of whom he was coming to know, like Ugal, who'd brought him the dates,
were blamdessaswell and didn't deserve daughter. Being here wasn't their fault.

"Bektis?'

"| think the childismerdly being difficult,” the wizard stated coldly. He pulled his coat collar more closdy
around hisface; the end of hisnosewasred with chill. "Y et it could not hurt to keep more men on
patrol.”

Vair na-Chandros pulled his hooks free of Tir's collar and turned back to the camp, followed by the
wizard, the child, and Hethya. Hethya <till bore hersdlf with the haughty mein of Oale Niu, but she put her
armsaround Tir's shoulders as hewaked; Tir was dready crying, involuntarily, from reaction to fear.

He hated himself for it and tried not to do it where the men could see. He was Eldor Endorion's son and
didn't want them to think him asissy. Since Lord Vair had told him, many days ago now, that Bektis had
seenin hisscrying bal that his mother and Rudy were dead, and hissster Gisawith them, it seemed to
him that he couldn't stop crying.

The Keep was under siege, they said, and would be broken open soon, and everyone killed. He had
nowhere to go, and no oneto turn to now. The only people he knew in al the world were Bektis, and
Hethya, and Lord Vair.

They entered the Night River Country, and the clones began to die. Nearly three weeks had passed since
the attack by the Empty Lakes People. The Icefalcon wondered whether clones only lived for afew
weeks or whether they were more than humanly susceptible to the cold. Ahead of them, the ice stood
behind the badlands hillsin aluminouswall.

The copses and meadows along the Night River had been the easternmost of the summer grazing lands of



the bison and wild sheep herds of the Talking Stars People, the place of summer memories of rich
pasture and short light-filled nights.

It had been the place, too, of raids by other people attempting to poach on the herds that were the
birthright of the Talking Stars People or to steal horses whose pedigrees equaled the bloodlines of great
chiefs.

Loses His Way pointed out the place where he nearly speared the I cefa con during the Summer of the
Two White Mammoths, and the | cefa con said haughtily, ™Y ou missed me by ten inches, and your spear
was too dull to have pierced my tunic,” at which they both laughed.

The lands were barren now and sheeted with meltwater from the glaciers, where it wasn't blotched with
dunch. Therewas no hunting. All three were living on pemmican and dried lemming, and even

Y dlow-Eyed Dog looked thin.

A few days previoudy the lcefalcon had cut the tracks of the Talking Stars People, and though they'd
covered their traceswell he still recognized the hoofprints of Blue Child's horse Merrykiller in their midst.
Logicdly, if they weretrailing the caravan, they'd move up Dwarf Willow Creek, or what was|eft of it.
Scrying and scouting the lands around them, Cold Death claimed she a so had seen aband of the
Earthsnake People, two hundred and two strong, led by their chieftain Pink FHowering Vine. The

| cefd con wondered whether they were aware of the presence of Blue Child and her warriors, or she of
theirs.

In the nights the phosphor sheen of the dunch reflected in the thin meltwater lakes, and acrossthose
glowing shests, by thelight of cloud-dimmed summer stars, the Icefacon haf saw, haf guessed the
besting of demon wings.

Few demons dwelt in the Vae, and those that did seldom impinged on human affairs, but snce his
experiences of shadow-walking hefelt a greater awareness of their presence and a greater uneasiness of
them.

They piped and hooned and whistled on the water and called out in the semblance of those the Icefalcon
had known here or echoed the voices of those who had once ridden through these lands.

Sitting on guard in the heavy jacket of mammoth wool that had been woven by awoman of the Empty

L akes People, he thought he heard Noon's voice: | thought to make you truly my son. Or wasit, You
have betrayed usal, my son? Another time he thought he heard Blue Child's cold dow tones, whispering
the promise to give someone his horses and, later, the free joyous laugh of Dovein the Sun.

Beside him, Cold Death said softly, "Isit true that you left Dovein the Sun to die?!

Helooked around quickly. His sister was one of the few he could not hear come up on him. She sat
down at hisside, tiny in her great coat of musk ox-hide, with her black eyes peeking out from benegath
her skraggy black hair.

"She could not have lived, injured as shewas," he explained patiently, as he had explained before, twelve
years ago and many times since. The brilliance of the moonlight was such that he was able to knot thongs
on apair of snowshoes, atask he could have accomplished by touch in the dark; these he now set aside.
"White Bear of the St People speared her through, and she and her horse fell together off the high rocks
in the Place of the Brown Dogs. | saw them lying on the highest of the three ledgesthere. The othersin
the band were pinned down by arrow fire, farther along the canyon. By thetime | reached her shewould
have been dead. She was too young to have come on theraid. She had not the strength to keep up, nor
to save hersdlf when shewasin trouble.”

"Y et you dlowed her to come."

The Icefa con shrugged. " She thought herself ready.”

Cold Desgth considered him with those bright prairie-dog eyes. "Did you love her?!

The Icefacon looked away.

"Or did you dlow her to come with your raiding party only because you knew Blue Child did not permit
her to ride with hers? Because you wanted-out of love for her and a desire to show up Blue Child-to give
her what Blue Child would not?

The lcefdcon was silent. The doors of his heart shut, like the adamantine doors of the Keep, locked with
hidden mechanisms of sted and guarded with the ghostly runes of ancient spells. Endlesdy distant, some



dunch-born nameless thing floated over the sterile landscape that spawned it and there was a bodiless
crying of demon voiceson theair.

For atimeit seemed to him that he could see the diminutive Dove standing with her ams upraised in the
dawn of the Summer Singing, blood running from theritua cutsin her pamsand sides, her hair the color
of the new-lifted light and her clear voice carrying to the heavens.

He picked up his snowshoe again. "There was atime when | loved her. She had the heart of ayoung
hawk, wanting to be awarrior, wanting to prove hersdf, to find her own name. She thought Blue Child
was keeping her back on purpose, even while sheloved her.”

He knotted the leather and pulled it tight, fingers gauging the tension and the shape of the bowed wood.
Hisfingers were blistered with cold dready; he tucked hishand in hisarmpit. "I told her that thiswas not
s0. By then | knew that they were for one another, heart and soul, and | had given over that love.”

"Did you think her ready to take on awarrior of the Salt People?"

The Icefa con shook hishead. "1 made an error.” He went back to lacing the leather and the wood, not
mesting hissster'seyes. "I have regretted it Snce. But Dove in the Sun made her own choiceto ride with
us. Blue Child knew this."

Beside him, Cold Degth sghed. The glacier wind that whisked her breath like awhite banner from her
mouth bore on it the stench of the carrion in the wagons of Vair na-Chandros, the stink of the few sheep
remaining, the smdl of mules, and the waste of men who are eating badly of dried meat and dops.

"Blue Child knew this and hated me." The I cefd con glanced back toward the shalow depressionin the
ground where Loses His Way dept, sharing his huddle of earth-colored robes with Y ellow-Eyed Dog,
invisblein the darkness.

"What Blue Child did was worse than murder. The day will comewhen | will have areckoning with the
chieftain of the Taking Stars People.”

Cold Desth left him and went to deep on the other side of Y dlow-Eyed Dog. The Icefalcon blew on his
frozen fingers and continued to work, finding comfort in the undemanding task and listening dl thewhile
to thenight.
At the end of that summer, when the Taking Stars People were once more in the ranges they'd disputed
with the Salt People, he had returned to the Place of the Brown Dogs, though this was not the custom of
his people, and had borne down the bones of Dove in the Sun, with some trouble, for they had been
much scattered by coyote. He buried them farther back in the canyon, at the place where wild rosesfirst
appeared in spring. The Dove had loved wild roses, risking the bees that swarmed over the shallow
streamsto lie on the rocks and smell the blossoms.
The place, the Icefa con realized, was not many miles north of where he now sat.
Around thefire pits of their hunting camps and the longhouse hearths of winter, the | cefalcon's kindred
had al hislifetold stories: about the habits of bison and the fat-rumped black sheep and the big antelope
of the North, about tracking hares and how musk oxen breed, about weather conditions at different times
of the year in Dwarf Willow Creek or in the Sea of Grass, about the Ancestors. Useful matters having
nothing to do with old kings or wild roses.
The Stars had spoken to the Ancestors, giving them spells and cantripsto keep their souls from being
drunk away by the Watchers Behind the Stars and their eyes from being deceived by theillusons of the
Dream Things.

But above the glowing ice, the milky sheets of water that lay at the feet of those black barren hills, the
Stars kept their counsd.



? Chapter 11

Vair na-Chandros and his men made camp benesath the diamond wall of the end of theworld, theicein
the North. From the sheltering curve of the shoulder of rock that had once been known as Daylily Hill,
the I cefal con watched them take down the wagon-boxes from their wheels and cut trunks of birch and
elder to make ded runners.

"Aredl of them mad?' Loses HisWay propped his shoulder against adeadfall spruce. "They cannot
hope to get those wagons up the wall of theice.”

"It isan daborate madness," murmured the I cefa con, folding hisarms. The wind that streamed cold and
steady from theice stirred hislong braids-he had |eft off shaving, findly, afew days ago, to let hisbeard
protect hisface. "And Vair na-Chandros would seem to have convinced agoodly number to join himin
hisfantasy.”

Though Daylily Hill lay afair distance from the camp, it was il possible to seewhat thetiny figuresdid:
chopping trees, daughtering the remains of the sheep herd, making additiona dedges on which wood for
fireswas being lashed. One man was occupied in taking something from one of the wagon-boxes. "Boots
for themules,” said the I cefal con.

The Chieftain of the Empty Lakes People stared a him asif held said they would provide the muleswith
pink satin ball gowns. "They givetheir animals boots and let these wretched clones of theirswrap their
feet in hidelikedaves?'

"To keep them from skidding onice," said the Icefdcon. "It isathing the mud-diggers do in the
wintertime, when they wish to take a heavy |oad from one place to another.”

"Why don't they take their heavy loads in the autumn before the fal of the snow?"

"Because they arefools" said the Icefalcon. "They are muddiggers.”

But they had carved the bones of the hillsto build their road and laid the foundations of bridgesthat il
lay in the riverbeds as fords, even though that road led to the emptiness of the North. They had built the
Keeps, proof againgt al the evil magic of the Dark.

"They are asking for trouble," he added after atime. "Even achild knows you draw and dressan animd if
youplantoeat it."

"Perhapsthey'rein ahurry. They may have seen the horses of the Earthsnake People.”

Someone in the Earthsnake People had a spell that kept the horse herd close by their hidden camp, away
over behind the hogback called Honey Ridge, and not enough sense not to useiit.

"They make camp for the night,” pointed out the Icefalcon. "And see, they're only heaping the sheep
carcasses up, near the black tent there." The fact that men had erected the black tent against the side of
the largest wagon made his nape lift with horror, and he was mindful that the last of the clones had died
the previous day.

Severd of the laborers gpparently agreed with the | cefa con's estimation of the proper method of
transporting dead sheep. There was conference, heads shaken, argument: “"What do they do?"
"Thefinger game," said the | cefd con. Behind them among the fallen and dying spruces he heard Cold
Desth laugh. She was communing with Ingold Inglorion through the medium of apool of frozen
meltwater; over the weeks of journeying she had spoken to the old man nearly every night, and they had
becomefast friends.

"They play it aswewould cast a knucklebone, to choose aman for some unplessant task. Ah," he said,
watching one unwilling man head in the direction of Vair na-Chandros, deep in conference with Bektis
and the trapmouthed Truth-Finder. "The matter explainsitsef. Mysdlf, | should not only cast a
knucklebone but chest, were it amatter of spesking to that one.”

The chosen unfortunate plainly thought so, too. He bowed and abased himself profoundly, gestured
toward the dirty-gray piles of dead beasts.

"Arethey dogs, that they let themsalves be whipped?' asked Loses His Way, when Vair had made his
reply and the messenger, holding his bleeding face, returned to inform his colleagues thet yes, hislordship
really did want the entire shegp-wool, guts, and al-heaped beside the tent.



"Generdly," said the [ cefa con.

The scouts they had sent came back from the glacier. Vair na-Chandros listened to what they said, then
turned and studied theiceitself. It towered above the camp, above the hills, an unimaginable opaine
fortress whose trand ucence shed a queer blanched reflection on the faces of the men below. Cold-killed
spruce, birch, hickory, and mountain laurel lay in acrushed gray rummage aong its base, mixed with and
buried under vast avalanche spills and chunks of rotting ice.

A mongter, thought the Icefalcon. A mongter that would in time eat the world.

"Heismad," Loses HisWay repeated after alittle, "if hethinkshewill get dl his possessionsto the top.”
The lcefacon shook his head. "Whatever ese may be said of thisVair naChandros," he murmured, "he
isnot med.”

The boy Tir was escorted from among the wagons. "It iswell the woman isthereto look after him,” said
LosesHisWay. "Sheisgood, that one."

"Sheisthe one who deceived him into leaving the protection of the Keep," retorted the I cefa con, with
whom the subject of Hethya till rankled.

Loses His Way shook hishead. "I have watched her now many weeks," he said. "People can be pressed
into any hunting, good or ill, o my enemy. She caresfor the child, and cares more for him each day. She
has the way of onewho has had a child hersdlf. Has the boy been here, then?' For Tir made Signs,
pointing dong the right Sde of thetalus.

The Icefacon hesitated, not sure what to say. "It isaknowledgein hisfamily."

"But how can he know what does not exist?' How indeed?

He himself had gone to scout another way up the glacier, on thefar side of Daylily Hill, adeep crevice
and chimney that could be scaled with the help of axes. The road led to the North, but the end of the
road was now covered in thetracklessice. Vair asked another question, and Tir assented, seeming very
small and helpless among the men.

If you strike him again, thought the | cefa con, though heisno kin of mine and hasno clam on me, ill |
will have an accounting from you.

But Vair did not gtrike the child. Instead he gestured to Hethya, who even at this distance the | cefal con
could tell was possessed by the spirit-or imitating the mannerisms-of Oae Niu.

"What new hunt isthis?" murmured LosesHisWay.

Cold Death came over to them, having finished filling Ingold in on everything that had so far passed that
day. The old man had finally reached Renweth Vae, she had informed them yesterday, having come
down from the north over the St. Prathhes Glacier, anearly impassable trek; he had been most
interested in Vair'sjourney.

"Did you see thiswhen you shadow-walked into the camp?* she breathed, and the Icefal con shook his
head.

"It was packed in its boxes in awagon." His voice was the murmur of ice winds through the naked roots
of falentrees. "'l thought the boxes had about them an evil light, like the thing in the tent. Do you know
what itis?'

She shook her head.

Under Hethyas instructions, the crates were opened, the pieces lifted out and put together by Bektis and
the Truth-Finder, hel ped by the scout the I cefalcon called Crested Egret, aclever young man who
managed to Stay at Vair's sdewithout ever incurring hiswrath. Tubes of gold of varying thicknesses
looped over balls of glass, crystd rods bound in iron and covered over with brittle-looking encrustations
of .

"Is sheindeed possessed of the spirit of an Ancestor of the shamans?* asked Loses His Way, as Hethya
moved forward to help connect the many componentsinto one single, deekly lumpy finger, glittering like
an extenson of theicewal itsdlf.

"Either that or some ingtruction survived, writ on paper or embedded in the heart of aWise One'scrystd,
that she studied to lend credenceto her lies." The Icefalcon, crouching beside him, rested his crossed
hands on his drawn-up knees. "Anyone can make up sories, it isan art among the mud-diggers, and



many are adept at it."
"Pah," said Loses His Way. " She has not the look of awomanwhotellslies”
Oh, hasn't she? he thought. But he only said, "it has something of the look of the things we found in the

Keep many years ago. Rudy and Ingold made of them wegponsthat spat fire at the bidding of the Wise
Ones, but they did not work overwell. They needed no Ancestor of shamans to show them how such
thingswere made.”

Sowly, with dignity, Hethya walked around the gpparatus, touching the tubes and the rods, the balls that
fit sometimesinto the rods and sometimes into one another.

Bektis nodded wisdly at her sde. Gil, thought the | cefa con, would be open-mouthed with awe, but to
him it was merdly what it was, glassand iron, gold and sdt, dements of the earth that had existed in their
current form only somewheat longer than other formations of the same substances.

Hethya emphasi zed a point with a sweeping gesture that would have shamed amarketplace preacher in
the days before the coming of the Dark, and her voice carried dimly across space to the three
watchers-possibly to other watchers aswell.

Stll, it was awonder when it wasfinished. It lay glistening in acradle of geared whedls such asIngold
tinkered with in the crypts of the Keep, haloed, it seemed, by some curious condensation of the thin
wicked afternoon light.

Tir hung back, asif hewould conced himsdf between the wagons-he came forward when Vair
beckoned, but unwillingly and, when asked a question, would only shake his head.

Hethya and Bektis stood beside the new apparatus. It was Hethyawho worked itsivory levers, making
thewhole of it swing about suddenly, like alive thing, articulate, quivering, baanced to ahair. Bobs and
wires whipped like the antennae of an insect, and lights sang from the jewels that hung on their tips.

A strange shiver passed through the | cefal con, the uneasy sense that Gil-Shalos wasright. Thiswas more
than e ements combined. Therewas aslencelike the sllence before an ice storm, a hushed waiting fear of
the unimagineble,

Bektislaid his hands where Hethya showed him-tiny figures, gray and gold, white and red againgt the
flinty gray rocks, the rinsed out aquaice.

Then aflash, lesslikelightning than asif astar had spoken acurse of power, a curse that extended likea
tickling feather a ddlicate, whickering, colorless whisper of unseen flame.

The sound that cracked across the valley was, the | cefa con was sure, only the sound of the rock
splintering where the shimmer touched it.

A great chunk separated from thewall of the promontory before them, pitching down the scree. Then
like the searyammer came the wild whinnying of the mules and horses and dl the men crying out.

Even old Nargois, whom the | cefal con had observed to be a man of calm courage, fell back, hands
fluttering in the Signsagaingt demons. Only Vair remained where he was, observing with interest as
Hethyamoved the levers again.

Bektis, who had flinched, stepped forward to lay his hands upon the apparatus again. Another shimmer,
asif theair between the crystal horns of the machine and the raw rock wall had flawed, like the bregk in
apane of glass. The Icefalcon saw adab of rock jerk outward, break, and tumble free down the dope
before he heard the sound of it, adeep, booming crack and the hiss of hedt.

"Thisisbad hunting,”" whispered L oses His Way, when any of them could speak again.

Bad hunting indeed, thought the Icefa con. Three weeks journey away that they were, he could not but

fed that thingswould be worse still for the folk of the embattled Keep.

"What did she say?" Gil and Minade both got to their feet as |lae emerged from the hidden chamber in
the crypt. The young mage stood in the doorway for amoment, atall gawky girl, and gestured with one
long-fingered hand that shewasdl right.

Encountering Brycothis, the mage spirit who dwelled in the heart of the Keep, was, Rudy had told Gil,
frequently adisorienting experience.

Both Rudy and Ingold had tried to describe what it was like; Gil had the impression it was something only
fully understood by another mage.



Brycothis hersdf-Gil had seen her image in haf adozen of the ancient record crystds, arangy woman
with smiling eyes and the tattooed scalp of awizard of those days-had long ago transmuted into
something far other than human, apattern of memories and power whose center lay in the heart of the
crypts. Those who entered that center, whose minds touched hers, experienced different things at
different times.

"Did she speak to you?' Not that Brycothis actudly spoke. Minadde led the girl to the bottom step of the
hidden stairway, where she and Gil had waited, and made her sit down.

"Oh, yes" Ilae nodded hesitantly. "I mean, | saw things. She wasthere." She nodded quick thanks as Gil
handed her the flask of tisane-now lukewarm-she and Alde had been sharing. "But | didn't understand
what | saw."

Gil and Alde were sllent. Shy and dow-spoken at the best of times, I1ae thought for awhile, then said, "I
asked her, Was there another way into the Keep. And | saw..." She spread out her hands helplesdly. "I
saw the laundry room up on the third leve, back behind the sanctuary of the Church.”

"Thelaundry room?" Gil dmost laughed.

Minalde asked worriedly, "Are you sure?' Not because she thought 11ae would have been mistaken
about anything she saw, wizards as arule didn't make that kind of error-but smply because it made no
sense.

"SureasI'mgtting, m'Lady."
"But it'sin the middle of the Keep," said Alde, baffled. "Y ou couldn't have a secret passage going into it
without it passing through my bedroom, or the sanctuary, or Lord Ankres storerooms..."

"Chrigt, are we going to have to take measurements?' Gil asked, gppalled. "That whole area behind the
Aide has been so changed and remodel ed, with walls and cells partitioned and knocked together and
new corridors put through, well never get an accurate reading. There's a dozen secret passages there
aready, going from one set of roomsto another. | don't even want to think about it."

"And in any casethe entry hasto be at or near ground level,” Minade protested. "Which meansa
sairway-maybein the outer wall? At least we know it'sin the rear quarter of the Keep."

"But who would have known of it?" Ilae asked. "And who'd Vair get to turn traitor? And how? It ain't
like theré's astranger come, or anybody gone recently.”

"If itexigsat al," said Gil softly. "I'll tell Janus and we can make a search, and it better be adamn quiet
one because the fewer people who know about this one the better. But if there's another doorway, I'm
betting it's one only awizard can see. That meansyou, llae, and Wend outside. Y ou up for it?"

"l haveto be" llae said smply. "Don't 17"

She corked the flask and got to her feet, preceding them up the snail-shell curl of the sair, the witchlight
with which she had illuminated the chamber drifting ahead. Gil and Alde followed moredowly, Alde
thriftily blowing out their sngle candle. The witchlight salted the embroidery of her overgown with sharp
white sparks and glinted in the pinsthat held back her long hair.

When llae got farther ahead of them, Alde asked Gil, "Do you think there's a doorway somewhere
behind the Aide? Hidden by spdlls?’

"| think wed better look for one," said Gil. "But no. | think it's something different. Something ese.”

He was the only person who could warn them.

Tir pulled thefurs of hislittle bed nest closer around him and listened to the howling of the wind. It blew
strong enough down from the glacier to rock the wagon on its new-made runners, and now and then it
shrieked, like the ghost of atormented man.

He had worked out, pretty much, what he had to do, and he would sooner have walked up and spit in
Vair'sface than go through with it.

The night was bitterly cold. Maybe too cold to get out of hisfurs. He might freeze to deeth. It sounded
like acomforting adternative. He was the only person who knew about the chen yekas-that was the term
for the machine he'd seen that afternoon, the terrible thing that spit, instead of fire, that cruel strange
streek of purplish nonlight.

The word was clear in hismind, clear as hissister's name. He was the only person who knew the secret



of Vair'stethyn warriors, though Vair and Hethya used another word for them that was what Hethya said
OdeNiu called them.

But tethyn was what they had called them back in the deeps of time that his ancestor remembered. He
was the only person who knew the mogt terrible secret of how it might be possible for him to warn the
Keep.

And there was no way out of doing what he knew he was going to have to do.

Before shedd gone out Hethya had untied hiswrists. Even though she bandaged them carefully they were
alwaysraw and bleeding. Lord Vair checked the spancels on them every day.

The thought that Hethyawould get in trouble for giving him that fragment of comfort, that scrap of dignity,
tormented him. If Lord Vair ever found out about the knifein his boot it would mean a begting-worse
than a beating-not only for Tir but for Hethya, too.

But Rudy was dead. His mother was dead, too, Bektis had told him, dead of grief because he, Tir, had
been such afool asto go with Bektis out of the Keep.

It wasdl hisfault. If it wasjust him, he would deserve everything, including deeth.

But Wend and Ilae would till be at the Keep. And Ingold was out there, too, somewhere, and those two
young wizards would have contacted the old man, first thing, in their magic crystas. At the Keep they il
had a chance.

Tir took adeep bresath.

Like everyone dsein the camp he dept in most of his clothes. Cautioudy, moving the way the Guards
had taught him, he found his heavy jacket by touch. Hed put it in the same place every night: the
|cefdlcon had told him about that.

No light penetrated the blankets hung over the back and front of the wagon-covers against the cold. He
edged among the bags and packets of food, the bundled, dirty smelling clothes that they'd stripped off the
poor tethyn when they died.

He eased the jacket to him and dithered into it, checked that his mittens were in the pockets, and pulled
on both hisfleece cap and the jacket's hood.

Rudy had told him many times that the world was getting colder and that the lands near the Icein the
North were colder even than Renweth VVaein winter; Tir could not remember being so cold in hislife.

In another life, he thought ... One of those other little boys had been this cold. Maybe severd. Hedidn't
reca| clearly, and sometimes he knew that he didn't want to.

He put on his mittens. He was trembling, and the dull achein the pit of his somach that never seemed to
go away was achurning agony now, but he knew he didn't have much time. Hethyawould be back, a
leedt.

He wadded up his pillow and ablanket to makeit look asif he were still buried under the covers. Then
he dipped to the back of the wagon and listened.

The guard was there. After several minutes he heard him cough. Somewhere amule brayed, mournful
despiteits blanketsin theicy cold. The scrunch of footfals, and aman'svoice said, "Ugd," in greeting,
the guard's name, the big handsome young man who'd given him the dates.

"Pijek." Pijek was one of the sergeants.

Sometimes after Lord Vair had mistreated Tir, Ugal sent him bits of dried fruits or sweets but had never
actively taken his part-in fact he sometimes explained why what Lord Vair was doing wasfor Tir'sown
good. Tir didn't blame him, but he couldn't eat the sweets. Most of the time he felt so Sick with terror that
he couldn't eat at all.

Ugd asked, "Has hefinished?"

"Still making therounds." At least that'swhat Tir thought Pijek said; the man had an accent of some kind,
and Tir'sgrasp of the haal, though enormoudy improved, was far from perfect. "He's asked Y antres and
Nicor and Tuuves, Hastroad and Ti Men ... ." Tir knew most of the men of whom they spoke. "Near a
score.”

"There going to be ancther fight?"

"Seemslike. Nicor said they caught sign of savages. If"-there was aphrase Tir didn't know-"we're going
to need dl themenwe can get."



Savages. White Raiders.

Tir groped hisway back aong thelong side of the wagon, carefully shifting the sacks of parched corn
and beans asde. Hissmall body wriggled easily between them, until his hands encountered the wooden
sdeitsdf. It took only seconds to work loose the inner coverings and worm up under them, over the side
of thewagon, under the outer covering, and to let himself drop.

The drop wasn't nearly asfar asit had been when the wagonbox was up on whedls. The runners
provided better cover, too. After the wagon's dark, the reflected torchlight from the camp seemed bright,
the cold cosmic. Tir crouched in the shadows, heart pounding so hard he could barely bresthe, orienting
himsdlf.

Hewas on the outside of the circle of wagons. He knew he would be-they always brought them around
inaring the same way. Slunch glowed on the dark dopes of the flooded valley through which they'd
worked their way for the past three days. Above them the glacier towered, not asinglewal like S.
Prathhes Glacier in Renweth VVale, but arampart of ice, auniverse of cold, dowly devouring the world.
He could see whereit lay between the Big Guardian and the Little (and some other boy whispered in his
mind the names they had borne al those years ago), the land at itsfeet drowned in milky, shalow pools.
Thelcein the North.

Men stood guard around the perimeter of the camp. Lord Vair's men, his chosen legions, loyd to him,
loving him despite what he did to them. Their black helmets were decorated with his bronze peacock
crest, through which their hair-white or black, like horsetails-rose in fluttering pennons.

The last of the tethyn had died yesterday afternoon, though they'd been ssumbling for days. Tir thought
about the White Raiders, and the fewness of the men |eft.

Dimly, Tir was aware that amagician, with the right equipment, could make tethyn out of men. Someone
in another life, someonein the dark of hismemory, had seen it done.

Ashewatched Lord Nargoiswalk from guard to guard, touching this man on the shoul der, speaking
gently to that man, he knew that was what the old man was planning to do now.

He'd seen it done. He knew he'd seen it done. Somewhere ... someone ...

And heknew he didn't ever want to seeit again.

But he had to, so he could tell Ingold what was going on.

That was what Janus, and Gil, and the Guards al said, when they talked about war and scouting in the
watchroom after training was done.

"If you're done and can't do anything else," Gil had said once, gesturing with those thin strong
hands-broken fingers taped together, wrists strapped up in leather-"don't be ahero. Don't get yourself
killed. Just observe everything you can in as much detail asyou can, so you can report back."

Sheld been talking to a couple of the new kids, the young men and women just being trained in the hard
school of warfare; she hadn't even been aware of Tir Stting quietly in the corner by the hearth.
"Something that may not ook important to you may be acritica piece of information to someone who
knows something else." Ingold would know how to save the Keep.

Tir crawled forward among the shadows, circling until he reached the largest wagon, the one that was
connected to the black tent. Hed seen Lord Vair already, coming out of the tent, pausing to talk to
Nargois and to Shakas Kar, the southern Truth-Finder with his shaven head and his nagty little hard smile
and his crimson belts. Men were dragging a dedge across the camp from the supply lines, the smell of
carrion suffocating: it contained the bodies of dl the tethyn who had died, some of them many days ago.
"Takeitin." Lord Vair gestured with the whip that never left him. He never used hisright hand, his hook
hand, keeping it ingtead in the folds of deeve and cloak, as though that whole arm had been consecrated
to evil and shame,

Ugd and others had told Tir that their lord had lost his hand in cavdry training in hisyouth, which had for
years disbarred him from military command, until the coming of the Dark. "He would have had honor and
glory years ago but for that,” Ugd had said, gpologizing for the commander he loved. "Y ou can see why
heisangry.”

Thetent stirred dready with activity, and Tir smelled from it the dusty stink of the dead sheep and the
thick loamy pong of dirt, choking in the fire-touched dark.



"My Lord, | must protest.” Bektis gppeared from between the wagons, bundled in avelvet coat lined
with mammoth wool that came down to hishedls. He had amuff of white fur on one hand, the hand
where he wore the jeweled Device dl the time now, and a dozen sables wrapped around his neck.

"We know how to operate the dethken iares.. ." Only that wasn't the real name of the thing in the tent,
thought Tir. It was called achknaies. Who had known that?". . . withasingle ... ah"-he glanced at the
young guardsman standing nearby-"source." Hetook Lord Var'sarm, led him alittle apart, closer to the
wagon beneath which Tir crouched. More softly, hewent on, "My Lord, | cannot vouch for what might
happen.”

"It isyour businessto know what will happen,” sngpped Vair. "I thought you claimed expertisein this
meatter, sorcerer. | thought you said you knew everything of such machines and of the mages who created
them." The razor-edged voice sank soft, turning Tir'sbelly cold and sick. "Isthis not then the case?!

"Of courseit isthe case," Bektisreplied quickly. "It'sjust that it was not considered safe. . "
"Heshisflesh," replied Vair. "Did you not say that the deed flesh ismultiplied within the vat? That it can
only duplicateitsaf so far with the substance of the victim, but that the machine knows the image of that
which isto be created? I s this not then how it works?"

"Of acertainty itis" replied the mage, but hislong fingers emerged from the muff to tangle and twist the
snowy lovelocks of his beard.

"We need men." Vair's voice was hard now, though no louder than the whisper of theice wind razoring
from the crumbling ramparts above. " The savages gather around us, and it is till some daysto our
degtination. Once we get on the ice we can be taken at a disadvantage. And we must needs still have
enough men at our disposa to consummeate the taking of Dare's Keep. Now, can it be done as| wish or
not?'

"My mogt illugtrious Generdissmo...”

"Every machine can be tinkered with, sorcerer, by those who truly understand them. Y ou say this
Harilomne did it, this heretic whose studies of the ancients taught you in your turn. Don't treat melikea
commoner. Every expert can adjust and change.”

Hisvoicewaslikethe grip of thehooksin Tir'scallar, in Tir'sflesh. "Thisiswhy one brings experts,
instead of leaving them to perish a the hands of those hypocriteswho wish to foist blame for their own
crimes upon the heads of their tools. Not so, sorcerer?’

Bektis bowed hishead. "It isso indeed, Lord."

"Then | trust you will make the necessary adjustments?”

"I will do so, Lord."

"Good," Vair said softly. "Good."

He waked away toward the tent where he dept; Bektisto the camp's centra fire, where Hethya stood,
warming her gloved hands. Hethya, Bektis, Vair, Shakas Kar, Nargois ... Tir counted them off on his
fingers, then wriggled aong the hard-frozen ground to the back of the largest wagon-dedge.

Even the three sdes of the wagon-box had been given a petticoat of canvas and goat-hair cloth so that
the space benesath, if not precisely warm, was at least protected from the winds. Thelegs of atable were
visbleinthelong flat rectangle of reddish light burning within, surrounded by ahorrible jumble of carrion
shapes.

On one dedge lay the pitiful sheep, with cut throats and blood drying on their wool; on another, alumpy
meass, covered with agoat-hair blanket, that stank and dripped. A third dedge, behind the others, was
heaped with random things, brush and cut wood and even piles of dirt.

Tir crawled to the edge of the wagon-box where the curtains began. There were at least four layers of
them, to cut both cold and any possibility of light seeping out.

He crawled between them, like amouse in abed curtain, until he was behind the dedges with their
gruesome burdens, where the smell was awful but the light of lamps and candles did not penetrate. Then
he chinked the curtains alittle and peeked through.

Theiron tub up in the wagon-box, archeslooming over it like the ribs of an unknown beast. Two big
lumps of gold-woven crystd set a anglesto its unarched end and the jointed canopy of glittering mesh
suspended above.



Steps went up from the tent to the wagonbox, but even after the men who'd hauled in the dirt and
corpses departed, Tir dared not emerge to have acloser look. In the main part of the tent therewas a
folding table, with what looked like abox onit.

Hetdliedit dl inhismind.

And pounding him, tearing him, whispering in the blackness of the back of hisbrain was the knowledge
that he'd seen dl this before. That he knew what wasin the box on thetable,

The curtains covering the entrance heaved and blew. Tir let the hanging fal shut to amost nothing. He
had to know. There had to be somebody who knew, who could tell Ingold.

It was Bektis and Nargois. With them was Ugal, big and handsome and friendly, taking off his spiked
helmet and looking around him with awved gray eyes. Tir's heart stood still with horror and grief. No. Not
him.

But there was nothing that he could say or do.

At Bektis direction (Bektis never did any work) Ugd and Nargois carried two dead sheep and agreat
quantity of wood and dirt up the steps, the planks creaking under their weight. They went down for
another load, and Tir looked away when they pulled back the cover over the other dedge. The stench,
the horrible bloated black bodies with the flesh fdling away ...

He knew he should be brave and look but he couldn't. He kept hisface buried in hisarmswhile their feet
creaked up the plank steps. Hetried not to hear the noise the things made when dropped into the vat. If
he threw up they'd find him. That awareness was the only thing that kept him from doing so.

Then he heard Vair'svoice.

"Ugd, isit?" There was gentlenessin histone, and affection, like astrong father addressing ason.

"Yes my Lord." Ugd was ddlighted with the recognition, delighted that his generdissmo knew his name.
Hewas adwaystelling Tir, My Lord praised me or My Lord spoke to me-I think he knows my name.
"Do you understand the help | need from you? The magnitude of the task I'm asking you to do?"

"I-1 think | do, my Lord. None of usredly..."

"None of you realy knows. No. That isasit should be, but it makes your help-your willingnessto help-a
gift of trust doubly to be treasured. Please understand how much | value that.”

Tir raised his head and |ooked. The shadows behind the dead sheep were dense as night, and he could
open quite adit between the hangings. He saw Lord Vair touch the young man Ugd's face with his|eft
hand, like a caress.

"Thank you, Lord."

"Y ou understand thiswill hurt alittle.”

Behind Lord Vair, Shakas Kar entered the tent, silently.

Vair went on, "It isnt much, but sometimes men have cried out, you remember.”

"l won't cry out.”

"Sometimes men do,” said Vair. "Thereisadrug, you understand, that weakens the subject; would you
be willing to wear agag? That way there can be no fears, no apprehensions on the part of your friends.”
"l amwilling to do whatever you wish, Lord, but | promiseyou, | will not weaken."

"Good man." Vair sepped forward and embraced the young soldier. "Good man.”

No! Tir screamed, despairing, Slent. Run away, Ugd! Run away!

Tir watched as the young man stripped, and Shakas Kar stepped forward with a gag of metd and
leather. Bektis offered the young man a cup first, which he drank asif it were sacramenta wine.

They gagged him then, and Hethya camein, with the haughty mien of Oale Niu, her eyeslike sone. She
and Shakas Kar brought from the table the black stone box, which contained-as Tir knew it would-a set
of needles, some crystd, some silver, someiron, eight or ten incheslong and tipped in jewels or beads of
glass.

These they drove into the young man's flesh, at certain points-thohar points, whispered one of those
distant memories, bringing with it ashudder of blackness, a desperate desire not to see anything
further-while Ugd stood tall and beautiful, naked, head thrown back, wincing alittle at the stabs but silent
and proud.

He had aknotted war-scar on one thigh and another on hisleft arm, and with hislong white hair hanging



about his shoulders he seemed like a splendid animd, like afather or an elder brother Tir had always
craved.

When the needleswere dl in hisflesh Hethya and Bektis helped him climb up the wooden stepsand lie
down in the great iron vat with the carrion and the wood and dirt-as awarrior Uga would have
encountered worse.

They adjusted something insde. Maybe, thought Tir, so that the needles sticking out of his back wouldn't
be pushed crooked when he lay down.

He knew what was going to happen. In the dark of his mind he knew. Some one of his ancestors, under
circumstances Tir could not imagine, had seen thisdone.

Bektiswaked over to the head of the tub and stood beneath the hanging swags of iron and crystd net.
He closed hiseyes. Tir saw Hethyalook away.

Hewasglad it all happened in the tub, where he didn't have to look. He was glad Ugd was gagged, and
drugged, too, though the young man did make noises through it, stifled screams and worse sounds, body
sounds. squirtings and gushings; horrible, sodden, dastic pops, like leather exploding under pressure, and
blood spraying up.

Once Ugdl's head bounced up over the rim of the tub and Tir had to clap his hands over his mouth, press
his eyes shut, swalow back the bile that came dribbling then out hisnose,

| haveto dothis, | haveto do this, | haveto do this, and he clung desperately to consciousness, unableto
breathe, hismind screaming. | haveto dothis.

Ingold had to know.

But he couldn't look, while footfalls creaked-Bektis or Hethyas, and there was a soft noise of squishing,
and the plop of something dripping where it had been spattered up onto the canopy. All he could
remember was the taste of dates, carried and treasured with ayoung man's cravings for sweets, dl the
way up from the devastated South.

Then there was another sound, amuted, deadly whickering, likefire but thinner; an aura of power that
raised the hair on Tir's head. He bit down on his own deeve, anking histeeth into the dirty-tasting leather
to keep from fainting, screaming, crying.

In front of him he saw Hethya hand Shakas Kar something-the iron gag. Shakas Kar wiped it down with
arag. From thevat Tir heard the sounds of movement, thrashing, and saw the wagon-bed rock.

Don't scream, he told himsdlf. Whatever you do, don't scream.

A man'svoice cried out random strings of sounds. Anidentica voice answered, "Atuthes! Atuthes!™

Tir recognized the hald word for father. Something bleated, like a sheep with human voca chords.

Vair climbed the plank steps, swinging hiswhip alittlein hisgloved left hand. "Perfect,” he whispered,
looking down into the vat. "Perfect.”

Tir watched-Tir made himself watch-while the tethyn all came down from the vat. This part wasn't bad,
except that they al had Ugd'sface, they dl had Uga's body, though without the scars.

Like the Akulae they were hairless, and their skin looked funny, though in the lamplight it was hard to tell
what wasjust tricks of shadow and moisture: patchy, smooth in places and rough in others.

There were eeven of them.

Nargois brought clothing out of the bales dong thewalls and gave it to them, but they only stood there
garing at it stupidly, and he had to show them how to dress.

Thistroubled the second in command. He passed a hand before the face of one Ugd and addressed him.
The man answered with afaint, blegting grunt.

"It doesn't matter,” said Vair shortly. "They'll fight. That'sall that matters. Ugd!" he said, in avoice of
command, and they dl turned their heads a once, in a single movement.

"Itisgood," he said to Bektis. "It isgood.”

The men filed out when they were dressed, lumbering and shuffling in heavy coats, in wrapped rawhide
leggings, Nargois nudging them aong like a skinny black pale-eyed sheepdog.

Eleven, thought Tir. There had never been more than four of any group of tethyn. He remembered-out of
where he didn't know-that four was dl you could get, sometimes only three. Eleven was bad.

When Nargois brought in another young man-when Vair said in that warm, friendly, fatherly voice,



"Hastroad isn't it?' and Hastroad replied eagerly, "Y es, my Lord"-Tir worked hisway, with infinite
downess, back through the curtains, out into the darkness under the wagon, and so through the petticoat
around the wagon's bed and out to the outer blackness.

"Y ou understand the help | need from you? The greatness of the task I'm asking you to do?

"Y ou know I'd follow you to the ends of time, my Lord..."

"Good man. Good man..."

Tir relieved himsdf away from the wagons-his bowed s wereliquid with disgust and fright-and then
climbed back into his own wagon, snaking through the provisonsto return to his nest of furs. His hands
trembled so badly he could barely take off his mittens and coat, and he felt cold through to the marrow.
The cold stayed with him, even under his blankets, growing deeper and deeper so that Tir wondered if he
were dying. Hetried to stay awake because he knew that when he went to deep held remember fully,
remember when he or that other boy had actualy seen the whole thing, actualy seen what happened in
theiron vat (which was cdled adrak, he remembered, and wanted to scream at them, Stop telling me
thesethingd).

He woke up screaming, being shaken by aguard, an older man named Mongret, to whom he clung,
sobbing, feding asif hisbody would tear itself gpart.

"Isdl right, Keshnithar," the man soothed him, calling him by the name some of the guards used when
Var wasn't thereto hear: Keshnithar, Little King, though sometimesin good-natured jest they called him
Drazha, Scarface. "Isall right. Oniox," he called out to another man who had come by, "get the ladly,
would you? Our boy's had a nightmare.”

The other guard glanced back at the black tent and grunted. "Smdl blameto him. Thevery air'sevil
tonight. She'sover there"

"Oh." There was slence, the men looking a each other through the thrown-back curtain a the back of
the wagon. "Ah. Wdll." Mongret hugged Tir again, reassuring, but Tir knew that nobody was going to get
Hethya

Hewasn't even sureif he wanted to see her, for her clothing would smell of carrion and power and
lightning, and he didn't know if he could stand that. "Isjust dreams, Little King," he added, in broken
Wathe. "Youdl right?'

Tir sniffled, fighting hard not to seem acoward, and said, "I'll bedl right," in the hala, which made both
mengmile

"That'smy little soldier.” The men liked him, though none of them would stand up to Vair for him. He
didn't blame them for this. Neither commented on the fact that his hands weren't tied. ™Y ou want me stay
alittle, till you deep?’

Tir nodded. The man didn't speak the Wathe well enough to learn anything if hetalked in hisdeep.
Mongret dried histears with arough, mittened hand, and Tir lay down, though he didn't deep.
Therewas an odd comfort in knowing that whichever of hisancestorsit waswho had, willing or
unwilling, witnessed what he had witnessed-who had seen the skin ped back, the organs burst, the head
swell and pop like an overripe grape-had been as sickened, as appalled, asterrified as he; had wished,
like him, that he had never seenit. It was as awful for agrown man asit wasfor alittle boy.

It was amost daylight when Heytha returned to the wagon, took off her heavy outer garments, and curled
up in her blankets. She smelled of the cheap southern rum from the keg in the back of the food wagon,
which they sometimes distributed when the nights were very cold.

Tir listened to her breathing. He didn't think she dept. Later on in the morning, when they were breaking
camp, Tir saw that the camp was crowded with tethyn, over ahundred of them, and al with those
strangely patched-looking skins, al with the same few faces: Tuuves, Hastroad, Ti Men... Their eyes
were blank, not like the eyes of the Akulae or of the tethyn who'd formed the train from Bison Knoall.
Those had been dow and stupid but human. Though some of these could speak, others only grunted or
made soft noisesin their throats. When Tir encountered Ugal, wearing makeshift clothing and rawhide
wrapped around hisfeet instead of boots, he had to run away behind one of the wagons and vomiit.
Hewas il knedling there, soaked with sweat and shaking, when Hethya found him and told him that she
had to take him to Vair. It was time the train moved on, out onto theice itsalf.






? Chapter 12

With dawn they brought the Dark Lightning up to the ice face and began to carve.

"Behold their road.” The Icefalcon wrapped his arms around himsdlf, shivering. He had aready seen how
clouds hung over theice cap, columns of gray and black and dazzling white where the sun struck them.
Up on theice it would be world-winter indeed.

"Itisbad hunting." Loses His Way passed him one of the doublesawn coats of bison-hide and a
short-handled war ax. "Never have | seen so bad a hunt. See how the lady holds close to the boy? She
fearsfor him." From adistance he'd become very taken with Hethya.

"Shefearsfor hersdf. Heisin her charge.”

Loses His Way shook his head, and for atime they watched Hethya and Bektis, together at the controls
of the Dark Lightning. The unholy colorlessglimin the air wickered forth, played across the pearl face of
the Ice. The notch at its edge deepened, steam gushing to join the cloud cover, and milky water flowed in
asputtering, eaming stream.

"Sheiswise" he sad gpprovingly, watching her issue ingtructions to Bektis, who turned the Dark
Lightning inits geared cradle, the gpparatus moving like ahunting cat seeking prey. They had been busy
inthe night, for, around them, many new clones affixed |eather boots to the feet of the mules and dragged
the dedges up the rocks.

Vair in his quilted garments of white fur and silk spoke to Hethya, and she returned some haughty reply.
"She knows not to show her fear. Does your man in theice pool know aught of this Dark Lightning, little
shaman?'

A few minutes previoudy Cold Death had blown on and rubbed one of the hard-frozen puddles near
their camp, scratching the surface with a pebble and speaking Ingold's name. The | cefa con had been
aware of the sweet high bird chitter of her voice dl during the bringing up of the Dark Lightning, as she
narrated what she saw to the Archmage of the Wizards of the West.

He saw the old man in hismind, shaggy and scrubby and filthy asIngold generaly was after his
journeyings, tucked like an gpologetic old dog into some cranny of the rocks close enough to the
besiegersto go and help himsdf to supper at their campfires. If he knew Ingold, the old man was doing it,
too, on anightly basis. The thought brought a pang of envy. The Icefa con was heartily weary of
pemmican.

"Ingold says he has never heard of such amatter." She came to the two men to watch, gloved hands
shoved in her pockets like an impish girl. "But he did not seem surprised that the magic of the Ancestors
of wizards could beturned to such ause."

"Did he say what he thought," inquired the Icefd con, "of thiswoman who clamsto be possessed by the
Ancestors of wizards? Whether what she saysis possible?!

"All things are possible" replied Cold Death cheerfully. "From the remaking of the world to the rescue of
thischild. Come. If we'reto be on the Ice before them, it iswdll that we Start to climb now. We have no
Dark Lightning, no magic from the Ancestors of wizards, to help us."

The horses Cold Degth turned loose to forage to the south, laying aWord on them to return at her
summoning.

Vair appointed ten men, none of them clones, and these took what remained of his horse herd and drove
them away south. A present for Blue Child," said Cold Desgth, and grinned. "How kind!"

But not the act, thought the | cefal con, watching the beasts grow smaler in the desolate valley's distance,
of aman who had any intention of returning along the road he had come.

Curious.

Thewadl of icethat rose beyond Daylily Hill was broken into a successon of chimneys, towers,
crevasses and blocks, mushrooms and cauliflowers of ice and fanged overhangs that forbade ascent.
Snow shoes weren't the only things the I cefacon and his companions had worked on in the Sarlit dark
and reflected ember glow. The thinner garments they'd taken from the cache, the empty food bags, and
anything they could not use they had diced up, weaving ropes of the rawhide strips.



Stll it was adifficult ascent. The Icefa con led, hacking hisway with an ax and cutting steps for the
others, looping the rope that Loses His Way could follow. The food, and the rough ded they had made
to drag it, they raised after them in dings, and last of al Y ellow-Eyed Dog, puzzled but content to follow
LosesHisWay.

Theworld at the top was dien beyond bdief, long snowfieds dternating with broken hogbacks and
chopped zones of ice hills, rough seracs and towers al colorless, cold, and dead in the clouded light.
Iron-hued rock ridges carved the distant horizons-the | cefa con recognized with shock the crests of the
Little Snowy Mountains-and dunes of snow rose to the west, hiding the notch carved by the Dark
Lightning. Above those dunes, however, billowed columns of sseam, marble-whitein the grizzle of the
Kky.

"They'll know they're being followed, do they but look over the crest of those dunes.” The Icefalcon
contemplated the windblown powder snow, the mush of tracksthey had Ieft, and Y ellow-Eyed Dog
bounding idiotically about sngpping at flying flakes.

The cold tore at his face despite the thick coating of bison fat and seemed to eat through hisgloves. His
breath froze hard in his beard, and the air burned not only hislungs but his eyes and histeeth.

"They know it already.” Cold Desth shrugged. "What are three more barbarian scouts and a dog?
Nothing in our tracks says, Here isaman who hastrailed you from Renweth Keep. At least notina
tongue they can read.”

The Icefal con wasn't happy about it-it offended his sense of fitness to leave so much asamark on the
snow-but he knew she was right.

Stll, he chose the hardest snowpack and black ice to traverse once they got their snowshoes on and led
the way up the wind-carved dopes, singlefile to obscure their numbers, to avantage point where they
could observe the wagons ascent.

Fog drowned the space beyond, the ice cut nearly hidden as the columns of steam spread and dispersed.
In the dead light it was difficult to judge distances, and the murk made it worse; the sound of water
trickling down the artificid couloir came dimly to them, with the sound of axes cutting stepsin the snow
and voices caling orders. A mule brayed, protesting to the Ancestors of animals at the task it was
required to perform.

"Cruel hunting, o my sgter," the Icefacon murmured. "And to what end | do not know. We will now
need your wisdom indeed.”

They moved thereafter through aworld of ice and fog, like wolves pursuing reindeer across the heart of
winter. Sometimes they could approach the caravan no closer than severa miles, laboring through rough
ice and the broken wildernesses.

At other times, when snow whirled down or white fog reduced everything to the ghostly stillness of the
gray territory that lies between desth and life, they drew nearer, concedled by Cold Death's spells.

By night they dug snow-cavesin the sdes of thelong glacid ridges, and sometimes the | cefa con would
hack hisway up aserac or block or ice tower, and Sit for aslong as he could endure the cold, watching
the lights of the distant camp.

These were the lands that had been the Night River Country. He knew it, Sighting on the familiar peaksin
the distance: the Y ellow Ancestor, the Peak of Demons, the Peak of Snows, in exactly the distance and
relationships he had known, it seemed, since before he knew his name.

More than anything that knowledge, that awvareness, lodged in the | cefalcon's heart, aburied
unacknowledged hurt, like an arrowhead embedded in hisflesh; that under theice, under hisfest, lay the
world of his childhood summers, the aspens and the meadows and the place called Pretty Water Creek.
Theice had egten it. Time had eaten it. Even when, in eons of time, theice disgorged it again, it would
not be asit had been, but would be scoured and pressed and twisted out of recognition.

Hewould be gone, too, of course. But those meadows now existed only in his mind, asthe faces of the
Ancestors of wizards existed only in the gray crystals Gil read in the Keep.

Thiswas not something of which he could speak to Loses His Way or to his sister; maybe not to anyone.
Never in hislife had he wept for anyone, for to weep was to be weak, and to mourn losswasto give
power away to that which waslost, and to Time. But his heart wept for the Night River Country, the



home of his childhood that was gone.

In this bitter world, demons glided across the snow. By day they sometimes had the appearance of
whirlwinds, and, in the short terrible nights, of flickering lightsfar off over the Ice. Their voices whined
and sang even when thewind was lill.

Toward evening of the second day on the Ice one of the clones broke from his placein the line of march
and ssumbled, dipping and shrieking and brandishing his sword, toward the place where the [cefalcon
and his companions struggled aong on the other side of aflow-ridge.

The man came smashing through the thin crest of the ridge dmost on top of the Icefdcon. The Icefacon
had his sword in hishand aready and aimed for his neck, but the man ducked at the last moment and the
blade caught him on the collarbone. The clone turned and lunged a him again, sword drawn, grinning like
adog, and asthe | cefalcon stabbed him through the chest he realized that the man was possessed of a
demon.

The demon came out of the man's mouth like a glowing mist that thrashed and clawed at the Icefd con's
eyes and face for amoment and then was gone. The body of the dead clonelay in the snow at hisfest.
Shouting on the other side of the snow ridge. The Icefalcon, Cold Death, and Loses HisWay fled, diding
and dithering down theridge, with Y elow-Eyed Dog bounding happily behind.

L ater, after the sergeant in the red boot-laces had looked at the dead man, cursed about barbarians,
sripped off dl the clothing and weapons and gone away again, they returned to look at the body.

"He makes hiswarriors out of air." Cold Desth knelt to touch the hairlessface, already rimed with frost.
"Or wood and dirt and dead flesh, as the case may be. But he can't make aman's soul. It wasonly a
matter of time before the demonsfound away into theliving flesh.”

"Will they seek usout again?' Loses HisWay fumbled at his heavy furs, asif to touch the amulet he wore
againg his skin beneath. "I have an amulet made for me by Walking Eyes."

"Amuletswork against demons because the demons are spirit only,” said Cold Degth, standing up again
and grabbing Y ellow-Eyed Dog by the ruff to pull him away from the corpse. "The flesh of these things
may protect the demons from the amulets power..."

"With Waking Eyes amulets,” the | cefa con added unkindly, "it wouldn't take much.”

There was an outcry from farther off, and the clashing of swords. The three warriors scrambled up the
trampled flow-ridge to see what the problem was. Two other clones had attacked their fellows, cutting
madly al about them with swords and daggers, the blood like scattered poppies, garish on the snow.
Even at the distance of haf amile the |cefa con could hear them laughing crazily asthey were dragged
down and killed.

"They eat fear,” said Cold Death softly. "Live onit, as butterflies drink perfumes.”

Vair stood over the fallen bodies of the two clone lunatics. There was no need to see hisface. Hiswhole
body was athresat, aquest for someone to savage. Bektis, beside him, explained at great and mellifluous
length why none of thiswas hisfault.

Intime Vair turned aside, but it was clear from the way he moved that he was not a happy man.

Later in that same day they reached the far edge of the snowfield. Theice buckled and faulted in amaze
of towers and crevasses, huge wind-carved ridgesinterlaced like the fingers of ahand.

Thisformation narrowed toward the north, and the | cefa con guessed it wasin fact a continuation of the
valey he had known as the Place of the Bent-Horned Musk Ox, which even in his day had been walled
by hanging glaciers.

The caravan stopped, and Tir and Hethya were summoned. The I cefalcon was able to work hisway to
within a hundred feet of them. Tir was saying, " There was a creek that came out of the hills here. A
canyon went back into the ridges, that way."

He gestured with one mitted hand. The day had cleared with the advance of evening, and the mountains
to the north were clearly visible; about aday east lay aline of broken-toothed black rocks thrusting
through the gashed jumble of ice.

Everything flashed in the high pearly light, the snow like cloud and the | ce a thousand shades of blue and
green where the wind scoured it, the mules panting under their fur robes, frost forming on their muzzles as
it formed on the beards of the true men, the bare flesh of the faces of the clones.



Inthe wan strange light Tir'sface looked like alittle skull amid the gray fur of his hood, nothing left of it
but the great blue eyes and the unheded tracks of cuts. Arethey trying to starve the boy to death? The
wounds had the ook of manutrition to them, and his face was bruised in away the Icefalcon did not like.
"Certainly thelie of theice seemsto indicate that the land benesth risesin that direction.” Bektis stroked
his snowy beard. "But whether we arein fact at the place where we must bend our course eastward to
mest the valley of which the child spesks..."
Tir took adeep breath; it seemed to the I cefal con that he was trembling. He closed hiseyes.
"There was ... there were three creeks that came together,” he said dowly. "Right here. Therewasa
waterfal, and apool. We saw awolf drinking there one night. Daddy-Father-We turned there. The road
turned there. We made for that notch intheridge." He pointed. “Wejourneyed through the night, and |
remember the sound of the water running beside the road.”
"And if you traveled in darkness," retorted Bektis spitefully, "where were the Dark Ones? They should
have been thick about your train as wasps around honey."

"I don't know!" Tir amost screamed thewords. "I don't know! | just say what | remember, and that's
what | remember!”

"Don't speak disrespectfully to Lord Bektis" Vair caught the boy under the chin. "He doesn't likeit. |
don't likeit, either, to hear achild of your yearslash out like asavage. And stop crying.”

For Tir had begun to sob uncontrollably. ™Y ou're a pitiable thing." Casudly, he rdeased hisgrip and
dapped him, in asingle move. The dap was hard enough to stagger Tir. Hethyalooked away.

"Make your gpology.”

"I'm sorry, Lord Bektis."

I will kill him, thought the I cefa con, very calmly, seeing the child's face and body, hearing the child's
voice.

He understood, and had agreed with, Ingold's decison to remain in Renweth Ve, relayed to him
through the usual medium of an ice face and Cold Degth.

There was no way the old man could have over taken Vair's caravan in time to be of help. It was clear
to them both that there was some threst to the Keep far beyond Vair's eleven hundred henchmen
camped outsde it, something that in al probability neither Wend nor Ilae would be capable of dedling
with.

But benegth hiswarrior'slogic, the logic of the Real World, he wished he could at least have the
knowledge and comfort that the mage was on the way to help where he could not.

"The three sorings are what you remember?’

"Melord," said Hethya, her Felwoods brogue breaking into Lord Vair's cold, focused scrutiny of Tir,
"me mother was awitch of sorts. She could track the course of astream underground, milesthrough the
woods. Folk were dl the time after her to do it for the farms. Could perhaps me Lord Bektis do the
same beneath dl thisice, and tell usif there are three springs down there?”

Bektis grumbled and began to make passes with his hands above theice. After alittle time he reached
into hismuff and brought out the crystaline Device, which he affixed to hishand, pulling off hisgloveto
doit and immediatdly surrounding himself with a heatspell that codesced in curls of fog.

Thelcefd con withdrew slently into the aquamarine chasms of ice, but followed thetrain asit veered
eastward and dug a shelter within ahundred yards of it that night.

The clouds returned with nightfal, segueing into amorning of strange fogs, but by midday there was no
further need of Tir's navigation.

Through the shadowy grayness and blowing ice the namel ess mountain ridge pushed higher, aline of
coaly rock like acresting wave about to bregk, and at its base lay agresat blister in theice, ahuge mound
some five mileslong, ancient ice, green and black at its heart and unchanging, the dow-moving floes all
fractured and broken around its Sides.

"What isit?' Loses His Way squinted against the shadowless glare, for in the white world benesth the
clouds one was not sureif what one saw was what one seemed to see.

"At aguess,”" the lcefalcon murmured, "theiceis shaped by something that lies buried beneath.”



"Hethya?' Tir rolled over alittle and propped up on one e bow in the wagon's dark. By her breathing
Hethyadidn't deep, either, and he wondered if she had the same dreams that he did, about Ugal's head
bobbing up over the sde of theiron vat, blood-gorged purple flesh bulging out around the iron of the gag,
ready to burst, eyes conscious wells of agony.

No matter how close he held to her, no matter how many furs and blankets they piled on, he couldn't
Seem to stop shivering.

Her voice was not the dightest bit deepy, but muted, so the guard outside wouldn't hear. "What isit, me
lamb?" Southland rum whiffed on her breath. It was often so now, at night.

"Did your mamateach you about the machines? About how to work them?”

Hefdt her breath till. Then she said, "Faith, lamb, me mother was a hedge-witch and a scholar, not one
of the grest old ones. I've said how it was, when as alittle girl this voice would spesk wordsin me head
that only | could hear or understand. Oae Niu, now, the great d'ian San, Ladymage and Queen ...
Whyever would you think it was me mother?

But there was warinessin her voice.

"Well, inthe Keep we found these crystds,” said Tir. "And Gil and Ingold”-he gill couldn't speak Rudy's
name-"they found away to look into them with this black table, and they seealot of things, thingsfrom
the Times Before. That's how they learned to bring the potatoes back to life, the earth gpples, so
everyone could have enough to eat.”

His stomach clenched at the mention of eating. He didn't think he'd ever be able to eat again.

"And if your mother was awitch and found some of these crysta's, or some other things written about
those old machines, | thought maybe she'd have taught you about them. Especidly if there were machines
likethat hidden in Prandhays Keep."

"Well, youready one, and that'safact,” she murmured. "But I'm afraid you're out, me lamb, though it's
truethe ... the dethken iares’-she carefully mispronounced the words Oale Niu used for the
chknai'es-"was a our Keep, or part of it was, anyway. Oae Niu, she showed metheway of it, long
before Lord Vair turned up with therest of it dl in pieces and jumbled together with bits of other things."
"Where did he get it?' Hetried to sound casua and evidently succeeded.

"He's not said-he's a close one, the evil old so-and-so, but me, | think despite what all the southrons say
about their land being pure of wizardry from the days of dawn and all that other chat ... | think there was
aKeepthereinthat city of theirs, that Khirsrit, once upon atime. And when he got driven out of the
South by that poor girl he made hiswife, bad cessto him, he took what he could.”

"And did he take over Prandhays Keegp?"

Hethyawas slent for atime, running alock of Tir'shair through her fingers. Theiron winds had falen,
and noises could be heard around the camp, the squeak of the guards bootsin the snow, aman cursing
one of the tethyn-the whole men, the real men, were dways cursing the tethyn, usudly for their supidity.
Hitting them, too, though Tir wanted to protest that it wasn't the tethyns fault they were stupid. It was
Vair's, for making them wrong.

Still, there was atension in the camp, afear, screwing tighter and tighter. Y esterday atethyn-one of the
Hastroad s-had run amok, away from the lines, and had been killed by White Raider scouts not a
hundred feet from the line of march; later aTi Men and a Cialak had started attacking everyone in sight
with their swords.

They were possessed by demons, the men said. Though Vair said thiswas not so, he and Bektis had
distributed the demon-scares that usualy hung around the camp on poles and wagon-boxes among the
men for the rest of the march.

At least twenty hadn't given them back tonight, when they needed to make a Warding around the camp.
Everybody was scared. And the great silent whaleback of the ice mountain, that giant green-black blister
under its covering of snow that overshadowed the camp, made it worse.

And if they knew what was under there, thought Tir despairingly, they'd be more scared than they were.
He shut hiseyes, trembling and suddenly sick at the thought, and Hethya, feding him shiver, hugged him
tight.

"Wdll, and he did take over Prandhays," she said softly, and by her voice shewaslost in abitter



dreaming of her own. "This past summer it was, in the days of the harvest, not that there was a greet dedl
of that, and if me mother had lived | misdoubt it would have made a hair's difference. He's been gatherin'
his southron troops and the local bandits together there ever snce, him and that Deltaldands brute
Gargond, may the flesh rot from their stinking bones.”

The hate in her voice made him turn his heed, though nothing of her could be seen in the blackness. Her
hand felt like a piece of wood, closing on his shoulder.

"Badtards, al of 'em, and Vair the biggest bastard of ‘em. | don't know whether he came to Prandhays
because he thought he could take it-Mother bein’ dead and no wizard to go up against Bektis-or because
he'd learned somehow there were bits and pieces of their foul machines|eft hid there, God knows by
who, in the deep of time. But thefirst thing they did was go lookin' for ‘em. And theré's more such things,
Bektis says, hid away in Dare's Keep, though he doesn't know where-leavin' aside the fact that anyone
with a siege-engine or two could take Prandhays, and Dare's Keep, if Vair can takeiit, is near
impregnable. If it hadn't been for me-for Ode Niu, that is-knowing the way of the wegpons, I'd be there
yet, bein'. . "

She checked the angry spill of words, and her hand jerked alittle, then patted histhin shoulder asif just
remembering that he wasthere.

"Bein' treated bad by every man of his pox-rotted regiment, one at atime or al together in abunch, the
pigs. Don't think hard on me, sweeting. Y ou've got to do what you can.”

Tir nodded, remembering how he had kissed Vair's boots and told him he loved him before every man of
the camp.

"I know," he said. "But the wizards-the old wizards-didn't put fire-pells around the camp. They had
these round gray rocksin iron holders that threw white light, and they caled the-the thing that spitslight,
they called it chen yekas, not karnach like you do."

"Ah," said Hethya softly. "And what did they cdl it, under the Ice, that were seeking? What was their
word for that?'

Tir said gravely, mischievous for the first timein aching weeks, "Doesn't Odle Niu know that?"

She tweaked hishair, hard, like an older sister, or his playmates who were dead. "Don't you be a clever
boots with me, laddy-boy."

Even the thought of it chilled the brief happiness hefdt at teasing again, playing again, remembering what
it used to be liketo play. Quietly he said, "Tiyomis. That wastheir word for the Shadow that Waits at the
End of Time"

Bektis and Hethya set up the Dark Lightning on the western side of the ice hill and began to carve. The
notch grew into atunnel, skeam rushing out in white torrents to innundate the surrounding world in fog,
and the stupidest clones were sent to bail out the meltwater that collected asthe tunnel grew deep. At the
sametime the wind eased and changed direction. The cinder-hued roof of cloud fractured. Lakes of
green-stained pae sky shone through.

"Therewill beamoon tonight,” said the Icefa con.

He and his companions had dug a snow-cave in the sprawl of crevasse, icewall, and dune that crazed
the glaciers around three sdes of the blister of ice. Scouting in the last of the evening light held found signs
of the Earthsnake People among the ice and rocks of the rising mountain wall behind; this morning there
had been more and, near them, later prints, prints he knew.

The Taking Stars People. It was difficult to tell much in snowshoes, but he thought he recognized Blue
Child's characterigticdly long stride. Those deeper prints of massive weight would surely be Red Fox,
and dways close at hisside Stays Up All Night, who had been his strongest supporters againgt her.

She would have sent Spider Music and Eyes In Her Pocket and some others after the horse herd, but
most of the peoples of the Real World were wary about invadersin their territory, especially invaders
whose intentions were not immediately apparent.

It was more than amatter of many wagonloads of forged-steel southern weapons, though that was a
condderation even above horses. They had suffered before, from the incursons of the mud-diggers of
various sorts. They would not |et themselves be surprised or outflanked again.



From the top of the ice tower where they sat, the | cefalcon watched Nargois and Sergeant Red Boots
set extraguards and confer worriedly with Vair. Bektis remained within the articulated spird of the Dark
Lightning's cage, like a hermit crab in some fantastic shell. From these, the Icefa con turned hiseyesto
the sky, to the guards, to the flawed blue ice. The moon would beinitslast quarter tonight, he recalled,
but it should rise early and bright.

"Will the wegather hold clear tonight, o my sister?" She considered amoment, then nodded.

"Vair will know that, too," remarked Loses His Way. He scraped afingerful of sweetened bison fat from
the hedl of the rawhide bag and passed the bag along to the others. "He's expecting an attack, and | don't

think hell be disappointed.”
"Even s0," said the Icefdcon. "They will dl be on the watch for the Earthsnake People, or for Blue Child,

whaose coming, | think, will only help us. | think thismay be our chanceto get Tir out.”



? Chapter 13

Bodiless, the Icefd con circled the camp.

He found the Earthsnake People, bivouacked at the mountain's feet. The jagged terrain concealed their
fires and the snow-caves where they awaited the night. The Dark Ones had taken their shaman seven
years ago, asthey had taken Walking Eyes of the Empty Lakes People, but his amulets were till strong.
Bektiswould have trouble putting spells of madness or terror on them.

He saw the Taking Stars People moving in from the higher ground, one by one, Blue Child hersalf
scouting the lead.

Strange, thought the I cefa con, to see her again, face-to-face. She did not seem aware of the
shadow-walker keeping pace with her over the hard granular snow. She picked the way for her warriors
masterfully, out of Sght and out of thewind.

Her face, like theirs, was greased thickly and wrapped to the eyesin ascarf of knitted mammoth wool
stiff with theice of her breath; al that he could see of her indeed were her eyes. Sky-blue, cold, and
suspicious dways, demanding of hersdlf the perfection that the I cefalcon had aways sought; they hadn't
changed.

She was a heavy-muscled woman and atall one, acid scars of battle with the Dark Ones adding to the
marks of the old burns. She would be difficult to defeat, thought the Icefa con, when heissued his
challenge-which she must accept if he backed it by theword of Loses His Way. He had been training
hard, but she had been living hard, surviving in aworld colder and crueler than the world of the Keep.

L eading the people who should have been histo lead.

"| think you don't want me to go because you want to keep me back,” Dovein the Sun said to her-he
could still hear the girl's voice and see the anger in those sapphire-bright eyes. Y ou think I'll be awarrior
to match you. You'rejedous of your standing.”
"I'm not jedlous.” Blue Child's harsh voice was calm. The Dove wasthe only person in the steadings
sheld let talk back to her. "Y ou're too young. Y ou're not strong enough to survive afight, or aninjury.
Not quick enough, and not hard enough.”
Her eyes had gone past the girl-pretty asafox kit and asfierce, to the Icefalcon, her rival, watching from
the corner by the sod-roofed longhouse of Noon's family, and she'd added, "And don't you let her talk
you into taking her, either. She's not ready."
But of course he had. The Dove could talk anyone into anything. Except Blue Child.
Had it been because he loved her? Or because he was angry at Blue Child, who aready clearly saw
hersalf as Noon's heir? And for whose sake was the anger-the Dove's or hisown?
But in any case, he thought, moving off up the rime-ice on the dune, marveling il that in his shadowy
state he left no tracks, it was not his doing that the Dove was killed. She had been speared, she had not
the strength to keep her horse from panicking, and both had falen. And that was all.
But it was he who had had to tell Blue Child that her lover was dead.
Demonsfloated, whispering, al around the camp.
More of them, now, adirty brown begting in the air. Sometimes only the glister of disembodied eyes, the
dripping sheen of fangs. Mouthsthat tore at him, hissed-lights that jigged insanely over the snow.
That dy fire peered from the eyes of at |least eight of the clonesin the camp. Two of them wore
demon-scares. One, seeing the | cefa con-or the demon within it seeing him-pointed straight at him and
ran toward him, screaming and pointing and giggling.

But two of the booted guards brought up their crossbows and shot the demon soldier, and the demon
rolled forth from the man's mouth with the coughed blood of his collgpsing lungs.

It mauled and tore at the | cefalcon for amoment, but experience had shown him how to put aside at least
some of the pain, how to shut hismind againgt it. The thing spat a him and reviled him in Noon'svoice
and went itsway.
The Icefalcon moved on, shaky with shock, with the fear and cold that were inescapable in the shadow



date. Thelight wasthinning away, fogs and steam drifting between the wagons from the ice mountain
wherethe Dark Lightning still bored rendered dl things strange and flat.

When he passed the place where the clones bodies were piled-more had died during the day, though
they were only afew days old-he saw that the bodies, stripped of their clothing, were piebad, skin like
human skinin places, in others strangely textured, rough and granular, or covered with afine fuzz of
grayishwool.

Hefound the wagon where Tir dept, set in the midst of the camp. There would be confusion when the
Earthsnake People attacked later in the night. He ghosted from wagon to wagon, estimating distances,
terrain, and what the lighting would be like in torch-flare and darkness.

Judging where the Earthsnake People would make their attack and where the Taking Stars People
would. Where he could make his entrance to the camp from the crevasses beyond-bundled in coats of
bison and mammoth fur, one man looked much like another. Once back in his own body, the body that
now dept in theice-cave they'd dug last night, hed be ableto ...

Thehissing of the Dark Lightning ceased. Clones dopped, shivering, into the tunnd with leather
buckets-ahuge dab of clear ice marked the dumping area of the meltwater they carried out.

Someone said, "Bring the boy."

"And fetch me atisane, for God's sakel" Bektis called from the meta cage of the Dark Lightning's cradle.
He was heavily wrapped in hislong coat, his head protected by a series of embroidered caps, scarves,
and a hood.

On the refugee train from Gae to Renweth after the city's destruction by the Dark Ones, Bektis
collection of warm garments and muffs had been a source of never-ending derision among the Guards.
The I cefal con wondered what these southern warriors had to say about him when Vair na-Chandros
wasn't there to hear.

Morevoicesin thetunne, and churning in the fog thet filled it. Bektis had the air of aman at rest and
would, the Icefa con was certain, be occupied with histisane for some time to come; he wasn't sure
whether the dark flicker of the machine's beams would harm him, though it wasn't anything he cared to
put to the test.

He stepped into the tunnel'sfog.

Thewadllsweredick ice, melted and frozen hard again, and blue as sapphire. The floor danted
downward, straight asif ruled, vanishing into dense fog and darkness.

The ceiling dripped with water condensed from the steamn, and the clones hurried past, water steaming
and doshing from the buckets they bore. Gil had described such aplacein the heart of the Saycotl
Xyam, the cursed mountain in the South, and the Icefalcon wondered if Vair na-Chandros sought here
the same kinds of demonsthat had dwelled in those terrible caves.

Vair and Nargois strode past him in the mit, torches haloed in woolly yelow light; Hethyawalked
behind. "Canyou seeit?' Vair called out.

Fog hid them, but for fidgeting shapesin the saturated ocher glow. "There, me Lord. Look wherethe
runes catch the light. We give it another burst, ashort little one-afoot, maybe."

"Don't be absurd, woman, well destroy them and then where will we be?’

"For sure your Bektis has never cooked, then. Y ou can tamper with the heat, surdly. It'sathing he
operateswith hismind, after al. Can't he be sopping a afoot?'

A warrior emerged from the choking brume, reflections from historch frolicking through the
mirror-smooth walls asif an army of lampbearing demons ran through the ice on either sde.
Hethyafollowed him, and Lord Vair, their breeths visble in the cold that flowed down into the tunnel
from without. Hethya's round, jovial face had thinned with the journey acrosstheice, and therewere
smudges of weariness below her eyes. Vair looked like a snake mummified in pitch.

The | cefd con hesitated, looking back into the dripping vapors, then turned and followed them out again.
"You cal thisatisane?' Bektiswaved the boiled-leather cup at a stone-faced guard. "The dishwater of a
poor man's houseisstronger! If ... My Lord," heturned expressively to Vair, with the air of aman more
put upon than human flesh can bear. "My Lord, might | please, please prevail upon your goodnessto
instruct your fool of acook not to drown these tisanesin bergamot! They're undrinkable, absolutely



undrinkablel™

Vair took it, tasted, and threw it in the guard's face, adding aterse ingtruction in the had tonguein which
the | cefalcon wasfairly sure he caught the word flog.

To Bektis, Vair said, "Hethya clamsthat as a sorcerer you should be able to shorten the beam of this
goparatus with your mind.”

He tapped the gold and iron of the intricate frame. It flickered with quicksilver brightness, and the

| cefa con had the renewed sensation thet it was aliving thing, attentive, waiting to hunt again.

"We can seeit through theice," explained Hethya. "I'd say afoot of ice, not more. Mdt it off within an
inch or two and we can go after it with hammers.”

Bektislooked momentarily nonplussed.

"The beamswon't hurt it." Tir slood beside the Dark Lightning's cradle, flanked by two guards, bruised
face white and pinched around huge, hollowed eyes. His voice sounded distant, asif he dipped for a
moment into some faraway dream. "Nothing will hurt it."

"Pray your recollection is correct, boy," said Vair, and Tir shivered, the movement of hiseyesto the big
man's face saying everything about what the past month had been like. "Can you do this, sorcerer?”

"Of acertainty, my illustrious Lord." Bektis drew himsdf up with an air of injury not noticesble prior to
Tir's reassurance that whatever lay within the Ice would not be damaged by Bektis miscaculation. "A
foot, you sad?'

He stroked his beard, the huge crystals on his hand shining among the niveous river of silk. "Perhapsit
would be best to touch it with the beams to a distance of ten inches or so and have the men remove the
find few incheswith hammers." He nodded grave approvd of his own wisdom. "I believe that would be
Hethyarolled her eyes.

Bektisdrew afew deep breaths, asif collecting his strength for some mighty effort, then with dramatic
suddenness spread his hands.

The crystalsflashed in the last pastel whispers of daylight. With disembodied eyes, the I cefd con saw the
cold blue energies that came flickering out of theice from unknown depths, saw the crystasin theiron
nets stream with sparks asthey drew in the forces of the airheard, too, akind of dry, crinkling glitter, like
gaaxies of sugpended needles brushed by wind.

Bektis shut hiseyes-If he thought he could get away with crying ‘Abracadabra’ like a street-conjurer,
he'd do it, reflected the Icefalcon, and laid his hands on the bubble-thin ball of iridescent glass that
seemed to be the apparatus heart ...

The I cefd con saw the energies flash and change. With avibration that tore at his nerves, hefet the beam
of darknesslance out, atouch, abregath; ahissing deep within the tunnel, white light glaring in the clouds
of mist, and steam rolled out, adragon's sneeze. Then Hethyatook atorch from aguard and strode
down into the migts, and, a Var'ssgnd, thetwo warriors followed, axesin their hands.

Her voice floated back, "Weve got it!"

Vair took Tir by the hand; the boy's face went rigid as carved bone at the touch. Even Bektis
disentangled himsdlf from the latticed gold and iron and followed them into the luminous blue tunne!,
leaving the guard who had come up at that moment with a second tisane to stand waiting, cup steaming in
hand.

Likeacat's ghost the I cefalcon trod softly in their wake.

The tunnel itsalf was close to ahundred feet long, and mist reduced visibility to inches. VVoices echoed
wetly; there was adripping of water, the crunch of axes, and the thin splish of aboot in a puddle. Clones
bore dripping buckets past, and though there was no perceptible sensation of hest, the air felt damper.
Shapes clarified in the vapors, and the I cefalcon arrived at last at the tunnel's end and saw what it was
that Vair sought.

Even asmen chipped &t the edges of the ice, white rime was forming again on what the lcefalcon could
seewas apair of enormous, cod-black doors. It seemed to him that he could see, too, through the
heet-cleared ice, the black wall in which they were st. It stretched away on ether Side, vanishing into the
glacier'sgreen eternd midnight.



Black wall, black door, untouched and unscathable, and underfoot, beneath a heap of ice shards and
mush, the suggestion of steps leading down.

The god of thejourney was a Keep, long ago covered over by the Icein the North.

"Openit, child." Vair'svoice clanged on the diamond silence, ahammer affixing shackles, an ax striking a
door.

Thelcefdcon, awary distance from Bektis, could see Tir trembling, his bresth aplumein the light of
torches and magic. "They open out," he said, hisvoicetiny in the stillness of watching, of awe. "If they
weren't locked from insde, it till took awizard to open them.”

"Lord Wizard?'

Bektis salf-conscioudy adjusted the crystal's on his hand-the | cefa con wondered whether the wizard had
had that look of haggard thinness, of wasted flesh and waxen skin, the last time he had seen him close.
Hemade agreet flourish of hisarms and adozen graceful gyreswith wrists and fingers, lights sparkling
and legping from the gems he bore. The right-hand leaf of the dark porta grated againgt theice whereit
hadn't been completely cleared. A shower of scrapings rained to the muck and water and refreezing
dush.

Everyone stepped back.

The dit of darknesswas like looking into the deepest heart of the earth, where the Dream Things wait
forever. Bektis made another gesture, outer deeves emphasizing histhin arms. The dit widened.

The smel rolled forth. "Mother of Mercy!" Hethya coughed and gagged.

Foul and green and thick as soup intheair, it seemed to clog the lungs like sewer water, a summer-smell
of garbage long forgotten, borne on arolling wave of heat that made the fog swirl and then thicken ill
more.

At the same moment atendril of vine dropped through the crack of darkness. gray, desiccated, bearing
onit still the deformed pads of what might have been skeleton leaves, the bumpy and twisted nodul es of
what could, three thousand years ago, have been fruit.

After asecond of shocked stillness, Bektis sent witchlight drifting through the doors. 1t showed those
closest the tunnel that would lead to theinner doors.

Vair said, "Good God!"

But what lay beyond, thought the I cefa con, was not something that had ever been created by any god-at
least by nonethat could by any stretch of imagination be caled good.

Like a second door behind the first, the passage was barricaded with vines. They had ashiny look in the
white witchlight, like the scarred flesh of amummy'sfingers: dried, withered, even in death tough aswires
when the guards came hesitantly forward and hewed at them with their swords.

They sheeted the floor and wall s above an indescribable mulch underfoot of vines, leaves, and fruit from
which white ferns sprouted that had never seen light, mingled with pallid fungal growthsthat seemed to
shift and bulge with the bending of thetorchlight.

Theinner Doors at the end of the passage stood open. Vines flowed out of the utter dark beyond like a
filthy flood frozen in mid-spate, knee-deep or higher, silent, blanched, dead.

"It'simpossible” whispered Vair. "What plants grow without light of the sun?”

"The Keep was reared by wizards, Lord,"” said Hethya, her voice the voice of Oale Niu. Vair shot her a
sidelong look, suspicious and shaken, his hand straying to the topaz demon-scare he wore. "Else why are
we here?'

Beside him, the lcefa con heard old Nargois whisper, "Why indeed?!

"Get somemen in here." Vair recovered his composure, glanced back at the older man. "Clear this, and
have them start bringing the gear in." He waked ahead, straight white form glimmering, boots crunching
and dushing in the rotted vines. The othersfollowed, Tir and Hethya holding handstightly and the guards
looking asif they wished they could do the same.

Cold air seeped after them into the passageway, fog condensing like a convocation of ghogts. The ghosts
drifted on their heesthrough theinner Doors, over the guardian tangle of vines, and into the Aide.
Bektisflung up his hand-jewel s flashed, and witchlight drenched the darkness and hurled it to flight.
"Mother of Sorrows!" Hethya cried, and made a protective sign.



Fully therear third of the Aide was choked with what appeared at firdt, in the hard glow of the magefire,
to be asingle mongtrous organism: bristling, feathery, colorless againgt the ebon wdls, five levelstdl to
the vaulted night of the ceiling ahundred feet overhead and stirring with movement and furtive sound.

But the I cefalcon saw, they dl saw, with the strengthening of Bektis magelight-that whet at first appeared
to be ahomogeneous wal wasin fact an impenetrable tangle of ash-hued vinesthat varied in thickness
from the width of a child'sfinger to cables greater than aman'swais, of strange-shaped balls of fuzz and
bristle that might have been leaves or spores, of pendant clots of moss that had taken on the bizarre
shapes of giant fruits or carcasses hung to cure.

Molds and lichens pillowed everything in a pale upholstery that glittered with moisture; weird bromeliads
gprouted from them in spiderlike profusion only to play host themsdlves to thread-fine mazes of
pae-glowing fungus.

Armsand limbs and tributaries of this bleached jungle looped through the doorways of the cells that

faced onto the Aide and cascaded from the windows of the second and third levels; the whole of the
floor was covered in stringy, wormlike tendrils.

Where streams of water flowed across the floor of Dare's Keep, here lay only crisscrossed seams of
plant life, burgeoning out of the old channdls like hedges and reaching al ways across black stone.

When the heat spilled through those empty eyel ess windows, those gaping black doorways, drawn by the
bitter cold of the Doors opened after dl these millennia, the vines and the molds and the bromeliads
stirred and muttered with its passage, and the great soured noxium of decay surged over the men and the
woman who stood, shocked speechless, in the heart of that vast internd night.

But the Keep waswhole.

Thousands of tons of ice lay aboveitsroof, pressed on itswalls-had so pressed for three thousand years,
asif thebuilding lay at the bottom of afrozen sea.

But the Keep waswhole.

"Itisgood." Vair'syellow eyes shone asthey traveled over the cyclopean walls, the stairwaysthat circled
up through towers of openwork, the bridges spanning the Aide, rank with hudessfern and fungus and
curtained with gray stringersthat reached to the floor.

"Impervious, like Dare's Keep, in which one can raise and provision an army and laugh to scorn any who
come against one. Itisgood.”

Asif in response to his words a chime spoke, echoes resounding, musical and yet queerly aona, with a
flat deadnessthat gritted on the nerves. At one side of the Aide avast series of whedls and gears had
been built into the black stone of the wall, powered by water trickling from basin to basin, the basins
cracked so that the water streamed down the stone.

Tothe nearest guard, Vair snapped out an order, flapping ahand a Hethya: "Cidak will go with you
while you sdlect a suitable room for yoursdf and the child. Qinu ..."

He signaled up another man, rapped out words in the had, the Icefa con hearing (he thought) clothing
and bed.

Thiswas something on which he had not counted, and after amoment's hesitation, he followed the guard
into the passage once again. More men entered, hacking at the vines with axes and dragging great mats
of them not out, but in toward the Aide.

At the outer end of the ice tunnel the messenger spoke to Nargois, who waited with agreat crowd of
clones bearing axes, torches, bundles of wegpons and gear.

The elderly second nodded and began to issue orders. The Truth-Finder detailed men to the largest of
the wagons and ingtructed the clonesin unshipping the vat and its accompanying equipment.

The expedition's priest, with his servant and three clones, bore down the tunnél the portable atar and
velvet-draped equipment deemed necessary for the approval of the Straight God.

It was at this point-though the dim dice of moon gtill lingered well below the hills-that the camp was
attacked.

Thefirst person to be aware of the attack was Nargois, one moment giving ingtructions to the perimeter
guards-he, too, seemed confident that the attack would come with moonrise-the next moment looking
down with widening eyes at the brown-feathered arrow sticking out of his digphragm, asif he could not



believe what he saw.

A second arrow went through histhroat under hisleft ear, probably before he was aware of any pain
from the first, and then the Earthsnake People and the Talking Stars People were in the wagon circle.
Sergeant Red Boots shouted an darm, dove behind the cage of the Dark Lightning issuing commands,
and battle waslocked. A stray arrow went through the | cefalcon's chest, aweird cold wickering that
caused no pain.

Demonsflickered and danced in the fog-wraiths that hal oed the torches and billowed pale underfoot.
Mules shrieked and dragged their leads, Alketch warriors and wolf-slent Raiders dragging them in two
directions.

Clones grabbed up provisions and dashed for the tunnel while another sergeant tried to organizea
defended retresat; arrows felled them, and fur-clothed shadows caught up the bundled swords, axes, and
armor they bore and wrenched the weapons from their dying hands. The priest came out of the ice tunnel
and cried something, and a demon-ridden clone raced up to him, shrieking, and sank an ax into his chest.
Blue Child axed Red Boots through the shoulder against the Dark Lightning's cage, took a sword-thrust
in the double hide of her jacket, and dashed the man's face open with her knife.

Her followers and his were running to join battle-she kicked the man out of the way in aspray of blood
and swung hersdlf into the Dark Lightning's cradle, laying her hands on the glass bdl at its center in the
way that showed she'd been watching Bektisall thetime.

The I cefd con knew Blue Child was incapable of activating the gpparatus, but he was the only one that
wisein the ways of magic. Every southern warrior of the dozen closing in hesitated-and every onewas
taken in that hesitation by one of Blue Child's band, with the neatness of dancersin a cabaret.

The Earthsnake People had made their gppearance by thistime, dithering under the wagons out of the
snowy dark. SomeKkilled, others only seized whatever weapons they could. Though they were ill
outnumbered by the clones, the combined forces of the two Peoples proved sufficient to force the
southerners from the wagon circle.

Torchestoppled in the snow, the dimming light adding to the confusion. Men hauled whatever weapons
and provisonsthey could down the tunndl, the circle of defenders shrinking around it, hampered by the
possessed clonesin their own ranks.

The Icefd con raced down theice tunnel through a melee of fog and torchlight, flying arrows and
struggling men, feding asif he werein adream, except that his dreams sl dom featured anything so weird
asthat glimmering corridor of migts.

He could not communicate with Tir, but should the boy be enterprising enough to chance an escapein the
confusion, he wanted at least to be by hisside.

Near the Kegp's Doors he met Vair na-Chandros, dark face twisted with rage as he shouted orders and
lashed with hiswhip at the men struggling past him under their burdens.

Bektis scurried in the generdissmo's wake, wrapped so thick in spells of protection against anyone's
notice hewasto dl intents and purposesinvisible.

But to the I cefd con's bodiless consciousness the ward-spells, guard-spells, arrowsmiss, and
caamities-hit-someone-el se appeared as afluttering mass of plasmoid light, and the old man, clutching
frantically at the crystal Device strapped to his hand, had the appearance of ademon-fish of the southern
seas, which attaches seaweed ribbonsto itself in order to increaseits bulk and pass for abeing too
formidableto est.

Hewould, the | cefal con guessed, barely have the concentration to throw illusion, confusion, fear, or
much of anything else at the attackers, so desperate was he to remain unseen. Aswell, he thought. He
would not like to lose someone like Red Fox to ajackal like the Court Mage.

The Aide was amadhouse, men throwing down their burdens, snatching up wegpons, running back up
thetunnel. No sign of Tir or Hethya, but among the men, demons buzzed, shrieking and dodging when
someone ran past with ademon-scare.

Booted men and other clones werekilling the possessed clones systematically, like men butchering rabid
animdls, five or 9x lay bleeding about the floor, the demons that had been in them romping madly in the
junglesthat dangled down thewalls, shaking the vines and screaming with laughter.



The I cefd con thrust aside the cold embrace of ademon that, unnervingly, took the shape of Dovein the
Sun and fell upon him, weeping and biting; he felt the pain of the bites but knew it wasn't redl.

The pain of seeing her face again wasn't redl, either, or so hetold himsdlf. Tracksin the cregpers showed
him where people had gone, through adoor at the front end of the Aide, into the caliginous passageways
that in the Renweth Keep would have been first level north.

A corridor curtained with atgpestry of palid vines and fungus like cobwebs; adlit of torchlight limning a
door. Ancient wood, but sill stout.

Cold Desth had told him it was dangerous to tamper with the shape his consciousness, told him it tore,
but he had passed through tent curtains and wagon-tops without trouble, and the wood proved no more
difficult.

Hethyaand Tir wereinsde.

The ax-widlding warrior was gtill with them, one of the booted men, long black hair hanging loose around
abrown face and profound uneasinessin hiseyes. Tir and Hethya sat on their blankets, looking around.
Cold Death had told him that it was possble for a shadow-walker to enter dreams, and in fact his origina
intent had been to scout the camp and wait until Tir fell adeep, then brief him on thelie of the ground, and
how they should mest, in adream.

But the boy clung close in Hethyas arms, wide eyes staring past the dim glow of thelittle hemp-oil lamp,
ligtening to the distant clamor in the Aide. Hethya murmured, "There's no need to fear, sweeting,” and
pushed back his hood from hisforehead and stroked his hair.

The Icefd con saw that she was in truth a handsome woman. Though there was the hardnessin her eyes
of someone who has been had by ahundred bandits, there was neither cruelty nor spite.

"I'm not afraid.” Tir shook asif with bitter cold.

"Y ou know these Kegps were built al dike, with but the one set of Doors. And even were they nat, it's
all buried under theice, you know. All this'-she gestured about her, to the lichens that padded the wall
and the ceiling, the lianas coiled a the base of the walls like the shed skins of serpents-"al thislooks
creepy enough, to be sure, but it's just plants, and mostly dead ones at that. They must have grown up
from the tanksin the crypts, as you weretelling me of, back at your own home Keep. Therésnaught in it
tofear.”

Hislipsformed the word no without sound.

"He'sasnake and abeast, our Vair, but hell not be lettin' aught befal us so long as he needs us-and
need us he does till. There's a secret yet herein this Keep that he's after finding, a secret he saysl| get
him back into power in the South, and him that furious at hiswife that she drove him out."

Her voice sank to awhisper, though it was clear the guard knew no Wathe. "Y ou just go on doin' as|'ve
done, me honey. Lead him aong, that there's aways one more secret to find. Asfor this. . ." Her voice
grew stronger again, and she shrugged.

"That old fraud Bektisisfond enough of hisown skin, and he listened deep, to every sound and whisper,
before puttin’ foot through those Doors. Y ou can trust held have heard anything bigger than amouse.
When dl'ssaid it's naught but an empty building.”

Tir closed his eyes, and ashudder passed through him; for along time he said nothing. Then, "No."

"No what, lambkin?"'

He shook his head, his mouth set, trying not to show fear. His voice was barely to be heard. "Not



? Chapter 14

From the Keep of Shadow, the Icefalcon passed into the Keep of Dreams.

Prandhays Keep, he thought, and looked about him at the walls of wood and wattle, stained bright
yellows and oranges under centuries of torch smoke and grime.

They had glowstones there, more than at Dare's Keep, and the decayed chambers whose arches and
doorways and interna windows looked into one another like awarren of cora were brightly lit. The
chamber in Hethyas dream was nearly as brilliant as daylight.

Hethya's mother was there. How the I cefal con knew this woman was Hethya's mother he wasn't sure.
Perhaps the knowledge was part of walking in someone else's dream. Her eyes had the ook of Hethya's,
green-gold and tip-tilted, and her hair had once been the same cinnamon hue.

Even faded asit was, it retained the curly strength and weight, piled in random rolls on her head and
bristling with sticks of wood and metal to keep it out of her way. She was beautiful like Hethya, but thin.
"They'refools" shesaid. "ldiots" Like Hethya she used her hands when she spoke. " They should be
learning about these things, not trying to figure out how to extract the magic from them to heet their rooms
or make their little vegetable patches grow! That wasn't what these things were made for!”

"Wadl, Mother," pointed out Hethya, "we don't know what they were made for."

She was younger then and trimmer, and there was a lightheartednessin her eyes that had disappeared
over theintervening years. The yelow silk gown she wore was new enough that the | cefa con guessed
she dreamed of atime Six or seven years ago, the Time of the Dark or just after it.

She had achild on her knee, ayear or two old, dark-haired and green-eyed, reaching with round pink
hands to snatch at the braid she dangled in play as she spoke.

"We know why some were made." Hethya's mother flicked with the backs of her fingers at the pile of
scrolls on the desk before her: heaps of them, tablets and codexes and books.

Gil-Shdos, thought the I cefal con, would perish with envy at the Sight. "Mogt of thisisrot, rubbish, but
some of it, my girl ... Some of it hastold me some most interesting things.”

"Such as?' Hethya hoisted the child on her hip and crossed the cell to stand by her mother's chair. For a
time the two women studied the scrolls with heads together, the child grasping and reaching for the older
woman's hair-sticks, the resemblance clear between the three dissmilar faces.

In the corners of the cdll, and through the archways and hdf cells and vestibules opening fromit, the
Icefalcon glimpsed dim haf-familiar shapes: the sections of canopy that had been over theiron vat inthe
wagon, the half-assembled midpart of the Dark Lightning's cradle.

There was ablack stone table in one of the vestibules that the | cefa con recognized, such atable as
Ingold and Gil-Shalos used to read the smoky polyhedronsthat held the records of the Times Before.

If bandits had taken Prandhays K eep, the I cefad con could guess what had become of that child, what had
become of Hethya aswell. When the armies of humankind were being raised for an assault on the Dark,
Ingold and Alde had both sent to Degedna Marina, landchief of the Felwoods, begging for dl and any
machinery or rdicts of the Times Before, for any mageborn they could find.

DegednaMarina had dispatched asmall force of her warriors-and those of her lesser lords-but denied
finding such mechanismsin any of the three Felwoods K egps. No wizards, she said, dwelled among
those who survived.

Hethya straightened up, began asort of dance with her child on her hip to make the toddler laugh. She
stopped at the sound of a sharp scratching by the cdll's curtained door, caled out gaily, "I'm coming,
Ruvis"

"Ruvis, isit?' Her mother looked up, exasperated, amused. "Ma Buckthorn just brought you back here
an hour ago!™

"Shh! Ruvisl! hear you!"

But her mother had kept her voice down, evidently knowing her daughter well. Hethya put the childina
cradle wrought of forest twigs and ancient goldwork, tucked it up with a shegpskin and a bright-patched
quilt, and said, "Y ou be me good, little dumplin', till I return, me peach, me blueberry.”



She checked amirror, readjusting the jeweled comb in her hair. "Dub Waterman's coming by for me
around midnight, Mother. If o be he gets here before | get back, tell him I've gone out for afew minutes
to fetch you some lampblack from Oggo Peggit in the Back Warrensand I'll be right back...”

Her mother rolled her eyes, "Y ou areincorrigible.” But she laughed as she said it and kissed her and
touded her hair. And because thiswas a dream the | cefalcon felt Hethya's sorrow and the pain of her
loss and knew the grown Hethya, the woman Hethya, wept in her deep.

He stepped away from her, back into the Keep of the End of Time. They lay together in their cell,
Hethyaand Tir, the child shuggled in thewoman'sarms.

The earlier guard had been replaced by aclone, who sat just outside the shut and bolted oak panels,
garing indifferently at the dirty torchlight on the oppositewall. Only the thinnest fuzz of hair covered his
scalp, but what was unmistakably a patch of wool grew from his cheek.

Within the cell, an oil lamp burned, agrimy fleck of firein the close-crowding shadows. Tir, too,
dreamed of aKeep.

Not Dare's Keep, not the Keep the mage Brycothis had surrendered her human life to enter as
Heart-Mage and core.

The Icefalcon recognized the Keep of the Shadow, though the vast Aide was cleared to itsrear wall and
thelight of glowstones outlined from within apatchwork of bal conies, open archways, winding staircase,
and arose window like the lost sun of summer.

The streams on the black stone floor spoke with gentle music; the voices of the men who walked there
echoed very softly, like single pebbles dropped into till ponds.

Tir was there. Sometimes he looked like Tir-Tir worn to his bones, sunken eyes desperate in ascarred
face-and sometimes he looked like someone ese, asturdy boy just coming into adolescence, with the
dark-gray eyes of the House of Dare and black hair growing unevenly out of what had been aclose
crop. He waked in the wake of two men and looked about him as he walked.

One was aburly middie-aged warrior whose initid pug-faced ugliness had been recently augmented by
scars and burns. The | cefa con recognized the wounds.

He carried such marks on his chest, right arm, and hand from the acid and fire of the Dark Ones. Most
adultsin the Keep did. The other man was small and fine-boned, his shaved skull illuminated with the
intricate tattooing that Gil-Shalos said was the mark of amage in the Times Before,

"I know you weren't ready for this," said the scar-faced warrior. "But with Fyanach's death | don't think
we haveachoice.

"No," the mage said in avoice that could have been contained in the smallest of pottery jars. "No. And |
understood there was the possibility when | assented to come.”

But there was stricken pain in his eyes. He wasfair-skinned and, like hisfriend's, hisface and scap and
tattoo-written hands were crossed with burn scars and the pink, brittle flesh of acid scalds, the track of
battle against the Dark Ones. "Will they ever know?" he asked.

"Somewill." They weren't speaking in the Wathe, or the haa, or any tongue the Icefalcon had ever
heard. He knew his understanding of it came only through Tir, who remembered in hisdream. "It'snot a
knowledge many share, even at Raendwedth.”

The name meant Eye of the Heart-the capacity to read a person or situation clearly-coupled with the
locative for mountains, the Icefalcon hadn't known that was the derivation of Renweth Vaes name.
"There have been too many corrupt wizards, too much evil magic. Too many hate magic on principle
now, and small blame to them. So it's not aknowledge that can be shared. But some will always know,
down through the years. Y our name-and what you do-will not be forgotten. That | promiseyou, Zay, my
friend.”

"l do not ... want to be forgotten.” Zay rubbed his chest, haf unconscioudly, asif to massage avay some
cold or grief. "And Le-Ciabbeth?'

"Il tell her."

The great clock spoke, hard leaden chimesthat flattened on the air.

"Shelll want to come here," said the scar-faced man after atime. "I'll detail warriorsto escort her, as soon
asthey can be spared.”



"No." Zay stopped and caught his companion's arm, desperation in hisface. "Too long."

Heled the ugly man across a succession of footbridges, down the vast plain of the floor, through asilence
that diminished their footfals to a thrush peck against rock, then up the double stair way that curved to a
pillared door at the Aidesinner end. In the Keep of Renweth the territory at the end of the Aide on the
first level belonged to the Church and that above to the Lady of the Keep.

The two men stopped again at the top of the stair, on the threshold of atriple archway. ™Y ou'd best go
back, son," said the warrior; speaking to Tir. "In time you'll know this secret, but now is not thetime.”
"But something might happen to you, Father.” Tir spokein the cracking voice of adolescence, and indeed
as he spoke he wore the form of that other boy, in hisblack kilt al stamped with stylized eagles of gold.
"lsn't that why you brought me? So I'd know, in casethe Dark ... 7"

"Itisthe Dark we fear here, son. The Dark, and what they might conceivably learn.” The father stepped
away from hisfriend to put ahand on the son's shoulder. "After I've spoken with the other mages a
Raendwedth, welll see”

But the I cefd con felt Tir's memory-the memory of stories held heard about his own father, hisred father,
Eldor Andarion, seized and borne away by the Dark Onesto their hellish nests-and after the two men
vanished through the right-hand archway, the boy crept stedthily in their wake.

The northern end of the Keep beyond the Aide was the headquarters of the Kegp's ruling landchief,
containing the chambers where hiswarriors dept and the rooms where his weavers, potters, smiths, and
bakers dwelled with their families and plied their trades.

Here-asin Renweth-there were audience chambers great and small, conference halls, even chambers
gpelled with Runes of Silence against the working of wizardry, which could hold the mageborn prisoners
within their walls. There had aways, the | cefal con deduced, been renegade shamans.

But unlike Renweth, this Keegp was new. In Renweth over the countless years, families and clans had
broken walls, enlarged cells, put in new stairwaysto suit their convenience-diverted the water pipes and
run conduits off public fountains and latrines, indtalled false cellings to create storage lofts, knocked out
new doors or blocked old ones up: in genera behaved like people making themselves thoroughly at
home.

In the Keep of Dreams, corridors till ran straight and wide. Doorways were uniform and uniformly
equipped with wooden louvers-(I'll haveto tell Gil-Shaosdl this)-and no pipes ran dong the high black
ceailingsor thewadlsaong thefloor.

No bindweed tangle of ramose chaos; no torches.

Only glowstones in mesh baskets casting pale clear shadows as mage and warrior entered acell (fourth
on theright after the pillared audience chamber), mounted the spira dair there, and, in the small
conference chamber above, worked a catch behind a sconce on the wall to open ahidden pandl.

They ascended afarther stair, and the boy who was a so Tir watched them from below. He was tall
enough-barely-to reach and work the lever behind the sconce. The stair was narrow, concealed within a
wadll, the | cefa con guessed. He wondered if there were a corresponding route in Renweth and what its
god might be.

Here the god was disappointing: around vestibule entered, and exited again, by two doors that were
only the width of aman's shoulders and barely six feet tall. What seemed to be along conference hdl lay
beyond, though there was no table there, no chairs. Its eastern wall contained an archway flanked with
frost-white pilasters in whose core seemed to be a haf-seen spira of broken fragments of iron and rock.
The archway led through asmdler chamber, likewise bare and likewise giving by asmilarly pilastered
archinto athird still smdler, and so into afourth. Fearful of being seen, the boy remained hidden in the
gloom of the vestibule, watching hisfather and the wizard Zay dowly pace the length of thefirst hdl, then
pass between the pillars to the second. Their voices were too low to be heard, but he saw Zay gesture,
desperate, demanding, his shadow swooping huge over the wal, though what he demanded the boy did
not know.

Around them the Keep dept, secure against the Dark Onesthat haunted the lands outside. Tir turned
away, afraid to follow further, and descended the secret Sair.

The lcefd con waited for him at the bottom.



"lcefdcon!™ The boy flung himself a him, sobbing with relief, grabbed him hard around thewait, and
pressed his wounded face to his belt knot, clinging asif he'd never let go. "lcefa con, get me out of herel
Get me out of here! They killed Rudy, and Mama's dead, and they're going to break into the Keep and
kill everyone because Vair thinks there's more wegpons in the Keep, and he needs aplaceto raisean
army that hasfood and can't be broken into like Prandhays. . ."
"Easy." Thelcefalcon awkwardly stroked at the boy's dark hair. "Easy." He had dways abhorred
weeping children and was uneasily aware that such overwhelming emotion could decant the boy into
wakefulness again. It might be hours then before he dept, and the | cefa con had information to impart,
and the cold pain, the ache of concentration, was beginning to saw at his consciousness.
"Y our mother's not dead. Nor is Rudy, though he was badly hurt.”
Tir lifted aface wild with hunger and the fear of belief. The Icefalcon felt acold lance of fury at the man
who would put that look into achild'seyes. "Lord Vair sad...”
"Lord Var'saliar."
Tir pressed hisface to the Icefalcon's Side and again burst into tears.
"Tir, ligen. Ligten.” We don't have timefor this. The lcefa con patted the brittle little shoulder blades and
wished Hethya were there.
And why didn't shewake Tir if he was sobbing in his degp? Stupid wench, probably deep in some
dream of tupping Ruvisor Ma or Dub or Dare of Renweth or Sergeant Red Boots or the Alketch
Cavdry Corps...
"Tir, listen to me." The storm seemed to be subsiding. "I'm here to get you out, but you must help me.
Canyou do that?'
Tir looked up a him again, wiped his eyes, and nodded.
"Good boy. I'm separated from my body now-my people cdl it shadow-walking-but | think | can get
you out of thiscell. I'm going to leave you now and scout a place outside the Keep where you can hide, a
place for me to meet you and aroute to get there. Then I'll return, tell you where to go, and get the guard
to let you out.”
"No," whispered Tir. "No, Icefacon, please. Vair ..." He ssammered alittle, asif histhroat closed in
protest againgt even forming the name.

He swallowed, mopped his cheeks, and made himself go on. "Vair will make metel. About the sairway.
About the rooms. That'swhat he's here for. That's what he wants.”
"What liesthere?' The Icefa con's pale brows knit. He thought held had a clear view to the back of the
succession of chambers and had seen nothing.
Tir shook hishead violently. "Hell make metell," he whispered. "Bektiswill make metdl. Therédsaspdl
they cando ... Icefacon, please.”
The boy began to tremble and hiccup, and the Icefalcon patted his shoulders again. " Sh-sh. Very well.”
Hewasthinking fast-and in truth, until he knew what Vair intended he did not know how much time he'd
have. "How well do you know this Keep? Isthere a place on thefirst level where you can hide? Close
enough to the doors that you can get there quickly?"
Tir nodded. "There's places Bektis can't find me. Places magic doesn't work. Up there'-he pointed up
the concedled stairway-"is one of them, but it'sal grown up with plantsin red life."

"Can you find another such? Good. When | leave you, you must wake and dip away as soon asthe
guard opens the door. Go quietly, so not to rouse Hethya."

"Can Hethya come with me? | cefa con, please!” he added, fedling the warrior stiffen, and grabbed a
handful of wolfskin vest asif he feared the | cefd con would thrust him away.

"She's sorry, and she hates Vair asmuch as| do, and she only helped him because she was afraid not
to. Hell hurt her red bad if | run away and she doesn't. Please.”

"And if she decidesit'sin her best interests that neither of you flee?' He gtill remembered her inthe high
Ve, soaked with the clone's blood and clutching her hair in false terror. Remembered her gazing down
at the Kegp and declaiming in the voice of Ode Niu.

"Shewon't. Please." Hiseyesfilled, and he blinked hard to keep them from running over: not achild'sbid
for pity, but fear for the sake of one who had been his only comfort. " She helped me, Icefalcon. | can't



leave her."

He sghed. Thiswas getting more and more complicated. "L et me speak to the wench."”

She was dreaming about Ruvis. Or Ma or Dub or goodness knew who e se-someone with long blond
hair and muscular buttocks. The | cefd con poked Hethyain the shoulder with histoe. She wriggled out
from under and sat up, startled and protesting, hay in her rumpled hair: they werein abarn loft, sometime
beforetherising of the Dark.

Wide windows opened to night and summer hay, and in the moment before Hethyas face and body
assumed their present-day appearance she seemed no more than agirl of seventeen.

And beautiful. thought the I cefalcon. Gay and wild asapony in springtime.

"You?' shesad, clearly discomposed. She frowned. "Y ou'retheone...”

"Who rescued you in the Vae at the last quarter moon, the morefool 1."

She scratched hay and flowers out of her hair and pulled up her bodice to cover a sailor's paradise of
breast. Her handsome lover folded away into atrick of the moonlight.

"| can get you out of the cell,” the Icefalcon said shortly. "Will you go? Tir can lead you to ahiding place
while| find aroute to get you to hiding outside the Keep the next time they open the Doors. Tir seemsto
trust you."

The lush mouth tightened down hard, and she looked aside. " Poor infant. Poor little child.”

"Poor child indeed if he's got only you to guard him," retorted the | cefa con, and she looked back at him
inaflash of anger. "Or would you rather continue Vair's doxy?'

She struck a him, mouth square with anger and teeth bared, and he caught her wrist and twisted her out
of hisway.

She pulled free, rubbing her wrist-in the dream they both had physical form or avery strong illusion of
it-banked rage like the dying fires of aburned housein her eyes.

"And what choice have I, melanky boy? To bekilled by histroopsthe way they killed half the other
women at Prandhays, after they'd raped the ot of us six ways from the backside of next week? To be
made adave to them or sold to some bandit troop for enough mules and sheep to mount the Sege at
Renweth and bring His Foulnessthisfar?"

The Icefd con asked quietly, "isthat what happened to your mother?!

"Y ou leave me mother out of this, boy-0." Shelooked away, breathing hard, her face haf veiled inthe
tangle of her hair.

"Me mother died the summer before lagt,” she said findly. "Or that time of the year that should have been
asummer, with the whest rotten in the stem and uskillin' the very cats for mest. There was fey wicked
thingsin the woods then that killed somein the Keep-two of the little children and one of the herdboys
that was Mother's pupil in spite of dl his parents had to say about witches and souls. They killed Mother,
too, | think-the thingsin the woods."

She brought up her hand, chewing her thumbnail, red mouth pulled down, ugly and hard.

"When old Vair and his stinking lot came marching up the road, there wasn't agreat dedl to be done nor
any to say 'em nay. Her Laship had made the Keep strong against the Dark Ones, but it'd been broken
far back in the days, repaired strong, and broken again. Mother'd found the signs of it dl around the
walls, shesaid. It was nothing to Bektisand his putrid crystal Hand."

She sighed, looking down while she jerked the laces of her bodice tight. The Icefalcon propped afoot
againgt awinnowing fork and rested hisright hand on his sword-hilt. Even as adisembodied spirit within
adream he did not discount the possibility of attack.

"Mother always said the more we knew of the K eep-the more anybody knew of anything-the better
everyone's chances would be. She'd dways studied everything she could lay hand to. When shefound dll
them papers and scrolls and tablets of gold and glass buried in the vaults of the Keep, she wouldn't rest
till she'd read every one. Shewaslikethat. | don't know if you'd understand.”

"l understand.” The I cefa con saw again Gil-Shalos formidable collection and ink-stained, bandaged
fingers

"Wadll, therewas aded of apparatusin the Keep," Hethyawent on. "Things DegendnaMarinadidn't tell
the Lady Minalde about, and we kept finding more. Men would hunt for it in the vaults and in these sort



of tombsin the hills north of Prandhays.

"Somebody found if you buried bits of it under your fields the insects wouldn't eat the corn-at least that's
what they claimed. Or that it would draw deer into traps, or put under a mattress would let aman be
seven times ahero in bed, though that was wishful thinking so far as| could ever tell.

"Still, those who found the stuff, for al me mother's pleading and her Laship's orders, they'd break it up
and sdll the bits to any who'd aught to tradefor it: abit of land that bordered the spring or acell closer to
the fountains or the latrines, or maybe just afineiron pot. | bought back pieces of it for her, whenever |
could. | told her | traded sewing for it." Her eyesmet his, steedily, jeeringly, daring him to spesk.
Heonly sad, "Ah."

"Wdl." Shelet out her bregth. "And for nothing, inthe end of it dl. Mother had parchments, drawings of
these things, and how some of them worked, al written out asfar as she could figure 'em, though they
could only be worked by wizards. She said alot of the instructions weren't clear even at that, or had
gonemissing over the years." She waded through the hay to the loft windows, jade moonlight and
oceanic dark.

"Likeit?"

The | cefa con followed politely. Stubble meadows and neat orchards lay half guessed behind hurdles of
withe, fruit gleaming faintly among inky leaves. Sheep grazed the stubble. Somewhere someone played a
mandolin; a drum tapped dance rhythms.

He thought, The heart of mud-digger laziness. But there was pride in her voice.

"Father loved thisfarm, put his heart and his swesat and his soul init. He kept asking me when I'd decide
which beau to wed s0 he could train him up in its management, the way hetried to train me. Poor Dad.”
She shook her head. "1 was too much Mother's daughter to be ayeoman farmer, but | hadn't her power.
Even al her reading, | just followed what | chose of it, for the fun of thething. | never knew al thoselists
of True Names she was after memorizing, nor could tell asassafras from adogwood. But when Vair and
his boys showed up and started lookin' about for anyone they could sdll, | rolled up my eyes and went
into afit and gaveit dl to 'em about Ode Niu. She was originadly aprincess I'd made up stories about, |
and me girlfriend Lotis, when we werellittle-later on | told ‘em to me daughter. Lotis was dead by the
timeVar came.”

She looked back over her round white shoulder at him, watching his reaction from under thick lashes.
Below them her father'sland lay still and swest, like the Night River Country before the coming of the
ice

Should someone enter his dreams, he wondered, would they walk through the flowering reed beds aong
the Night River or see ottersthere playing in the birch-fringed pools?

"Isthat what you were after learning, me bonny iceberg? Who thisdut isthat lets Vair tdl her what to
do?'

"No," the |cefd con said, more quietly than he had spoken at first. "What | want to know is, will you hide
with Tir in the Keep until 1 can get you both out? Look after the boy? Not hand him over to Vair to save
your own kin?'

Hethya sighed and pressed her forehead to the wood of the window frame. "' Tis madness." She sounded
weary unto desth. "Hell find usin time. He needs the child. Whatever it isthe boy knows he won't be
letting him go.”

"TheKeepislarge" sadthelcefdcon. "Tir knowsit. Y ou don't happen to know what it isthat Vair isso
eeger to learn?”

Her head moved again, No. "I'm not so sure the child himsdf knows, poor little lamb, for al that Bektis
was after telling our stinkissmo about the memories of the House of Dare. If their memorieswere S0
bloody exact, why didn't old Eldor remember how they'd put the Dark Onesto rout, instead of lettin’ a
thousand men die that could have stayed in Prandhays and kept the bandits away? Liars," she whispered,
shutting her eyesin despair. "All of 'em, liars”

Sadness crept into the darkness, the hopeless grief that colored her dream. Far off, asif on the other side
of thetrees, he saw the reflected glow of flamesin the Sky and heard the shouting of warriorslooting, the
screams of women.



"Will you go with Tir?" he pressed her. "Help him to hide? Not give him over to Vair? Y ou know once
Vair'sforced what he wants of Tir, you'll just be handed over to the troops again.”

Hefelt the flash of her hatred for him, for speaking of it, but he only spoke truth and she knew it. At
length shelet her breath out in asigh and said, "Aye. Aye, friend ghost, you open that door for usand I'll
do it. How much worse can matters get?"

The Icefa con forbore to enlighten her on that head and said only, " Good. Wake now, and wake the boy.
By the next time you deep I'll have scouted away through the warriors outside.”

The Icefalcon's one fear, as he stepped through the desiccated wood of the door, was that the clone had
succumbed to possession of demons or that he had been joined by another man.

There were demonsin the corridor, tiny floating lights that sometimes had the appearance of eyes, and a
cold and duggish dementa of somekind, hissng and whispering in acircle around the warrior and
reaching out to pinch histoes.

He was one-the | cefd con remembered-of aclone group of thirteen, and by the dull glaze of the man's
eyesthe Icefa con guessed he wasn't far from a state of permanent dream. In anycaseit shouldn't be
difficult to step into the dreaming halls of that vacant awareness.

Nor wasit. At thelast ingtant before going in the Icefalcon smelled what was in there, but it wastoo late
to stop: he should have redlized, he thought, that having no mind to spesk of , the clone would recal its
only memory.

Pain. Over, and over, and over.

Aswhen the demonsripped hisflesh, it did little good for the lcefd con to tell himsdlf that thiswasillusion,
and somebody e sg'silluson at that. The pain drowned him, avat of fire and worse than fire: blinding,
specific, agonizing.

The pain of the skin bursting at every needl€'s entry point and peding dowly back. The pain of every
snusand cavity of the skull bloating up with blood until the membranes burst. The pain of every
nerve-fiber outlining itself in scalding heet, searing into a pain-ghost strong enough to reduplicate itsimage
down to the smalest screaming shred of oozing flesh ...

Not real. Not real. Not redl.

Disorientation, horror, cold, and the laughter of demonswho'd seen it coming.

Mind, consciousness, concentration crumpling under the blinding assault, the I cefa con could only speak
to the hazy fragments of consciousnessthat remained in the clone:

"Unbolt the door behind you, then walk to that first corridor and go down it until you reach awal." He
could barely get the words out and then dropped out of the man's dreaming, to lie sobbing on the black
stone floor while al around him the demons shrieked and bit each other with laughter and the sodden
elementd rolled over onto him to seeif there was anything of him it could absorb.

Oh, get off me, you stupid wad of dime. The lcefacon did wearily aside. And the pack of you have my
permission to sodomize one another repeatedly with splintery sticks.

Howling with mirth, the demons manifested the ghostly echoes of splintery sticks. The Icefa con looked
away, repelled.

He couldn't imagine any being sufficiently stupid asto obey his bad and desperate ingtruction, but then,
Gil frequently told him he had no imagination.

Very much to hissurprise, the clone got to hisfeet, did back the door bolt, and ambled through the daisy
chain of demons and down the corridor, to vanish around the first available corner.

The Icefd con started to repeat Rudy Solis favorite expression of astonishment- Well, 111 be
buggered-looked at the demons, and said instead, "My goodness me.”

As he got to hisfeet the door opened.

Hethyalooked scared, but, curiously enough, considering al held been through, Tir only wore an
expression of quiet dertness, with atrace of the inward look he got when he went fishing through the
ancient darkness of other people's memories.

Hewhispered, "Thisway." Hethya paused long enough to check the lamp-which she had amost covered
with its pierced lid-and latch the door again before she followed.

Demonsfrisking around him, the |cefa con made hisway down the hall to where the clone stood, facing



the blank black inner wall of the Keep.

[t will hurt. | will let the pain pass through me and give it to the Watchers behind the Stars, who et pain.
He stepped into the man's dreaming again, fast, and said, "Turn around, go back up this corridor and to
the latched door again. Sit down outside it as you were.”

He il lay on the floor, groggy with shock, trying hard to keep his spirit from dissipating until the pain's
echoes lessened, when the clone and its attendant pack of demons rounded the corner.

So much, he thought, for that.

It took him alittle time, pacing the Keep's straight black corridors, to find Tir and Hethya. Even asa
shadow-walking dream, he moved as he had in hiswaking body, though he could stride faster than they
because of hisheight.

The Keep might beintact, but it was a crazy-house nevertheless, clogged with foliage, corridors and
gtairs blocked entirely by lichen and molds, by mushrooms colorless as dead men's flesh and the size of
newborn lambs. In some rooms light shone, curious and sickly and from no apparent source, and these
rooms were choked thick with growths that then spread through corridors.

In others-and not necessarily those near the outer wall of the Keep-there was no heat at al and frost
coated the walls three and four inches thick, the cellings turned to wildernesses of icicles and the floors to
knee-deep mountains of cauliflower ice.

Tir and Hethya had to turn back repeatedly, either because the corridors were clogged or because they
could afford to leave no track, either in frost or leaves.

"The Icefa con said-in my dream he said-Rudy and Mamawere ill dive.” Tir'svoice wastiny, a
despairing whisper of hope asthey stole through the square-cornered warrens. "He said Vair was just
lying. Do you think that wastrue? Don't step there," he added, pulling Hethya back from a stretch where
ice sparkled in asugary shroud. "We have to go around again.”

"Me blueberry, | don't know." Hethya squeezed histoo thin shoulder. Her breath was smoke in thefirefly
glow of their lamp.

"Var'saborn liar sure enough, but aborn liar can Hill tdl the truth, and Bektis hit your friend with enough
levin-fire to op amegatherein itstracks, and that's afact. Sometimesit's best just to put it from your
mind, sweetheart, and not tell yourself yes or no. Y our mamay ill bedive, and him just sayin' she's
dead so you won't try to get away back to her, but it's abad world, and bad things happen. Can you put
it asde, tuck it upinalittle box in your heart, till it'stimeto find out?"

Tir swalowed. "l cantry.”

The I cefalcon followed them until Tir, after long trid and error marked by two more dim chimes of the
endless clock, found the cell he sought, adoublein the far front corner of the second level, marked with
Runes of Silence and reached by an inconspicuous stair whose entry was hidden by one of those tricks of
shadow and perspective so dear to the mages of the Times Before.

There he left them and Started back the short way for the Doors, having no fear of leaving hisfootprintsin
the frost. Being only shadow himself he saw clearly in darkness, but it seemed to him, descending the
hidden stair and striding quickly aong the straight silent passageway's, that the darknesslay somehow
thicker than it had, thicker than it should.

He paused, tingling in dl hisnerves. Far off, a the end of the corridor, something moved: three violet
lights, not the marshfire flicker of demons, but something else. Then darkness again, and amoment | ater,
soft and thready, a breath of awhistled tune.

The cold that had tortured him since the shedding of hisflesh redoubled, curling around the shadows of
his bones and clutching tight. Not fear, he told himsdlf, but reasonable caution made him back away and
seek another route downward to the Aide and the Doors.

Not fear at al.

But as he hastened dong the corridor the Icefa con heard the ghosts of demon laughter and the dow,
horrible knocking that seemed to come from nowhere, agiant fist hammering the stone.

Somewhere aman cried out in fear, and when he passed awall white with frost the I cefa con saw clumsy
words scrawled in the white crysta's, higher than aman could reach. There were no footprints on the
frost below.



Tir was hiding in this haunted place. The Icefa con quickened his stride for the Aide.

There wastorchlight there, and hemp-oil lamps. V oices echoed far less than they did in Renweth, for the
sharpness of the sound was absorbed by the muck underfoot and the leathery monstrosity growing into
darkness. Even the voices of enemies were acomfort after the darkness, the sight of men engaged in
mundane tasks like sorting weapons and boots and blankets under the eye of their sergeants.

Asthe I cefa con watched, another clone dropped hisload of cornmed, flung up hisarms, and fled avay
into the chamber's vast darkness, legping and dancing and shrieking with demon laughter.

The sergeant in charge turned uncertainly toward a doorway behind whose brittle, decaying louversthe
white glow of magefire burned. But in the end he hadn't the courage to enter. From that doorway the
|cefalcon heard Vair's harsh snap of orders and the scrape and chink of metal.

They were setting up the vat, thought the 1 cefalcon, and wondered what substance the generalissmo
would use thistime to flesh out the numbers of his creations. The Taking Stars People had gotten most of
themules

Not that the I cefa con had any intention of lingering to find out. The naked cold of being bodiless had
grown to atorment, and the ever-present sense of suffocetion, the formless anxiety and grief, were
making it harder and harder to concentrate. He felt weary and scraped, exhausted and craving
deep-Cold Death had warned him against deep.

It would be night outside. His mind was already charting the passageway between the two sets of
Doors-cleared now of weeds, gauging the hundred feet of dick blueice tunnel to be negotiated...

He stepped between two clones and laid his hands on the locked inner Doors.

And could not pass through.

The shock was an abrupt one, dmost physica. After alittle practice he had moved through wood or
stone or metd like aghost, matters of the physica world asirrdevant to him asthe pains of demons.

But the Doors were magic. Thewall in which they were set was magic, wrought long ago to forbid the
passage of the Dark Ones. Probably-athough he certainly meant to check it inch by inch-the whole of
the outer wall of the Keegp was so imbued with spells.

Aslong as the Doors were shut, he was trapped.



? Chapter 15

"l will eat them dl!" The deep tone ess shouting hammered flatly on the black walls, echoing from some
remote place. "l will eat them up!”

"What's he saying?' Tir asked dmost without sound, not sureif he understood the hald speech correctly.
There was a goatish sound to the words, not human &t all.

Hethyaturned the horn cover of the lamp just thetiniest bit, uncovering only ahole or two, enough to
outline the white leathery leaves, the unspeakable shapes of the fungal horrorsthat crusted the snout of
the fountain where it emerged from thewall.

"He'stalking of egting everything or everybody." The words were abare whisper. They'd dready learned
that sound carried farther in the straight halls of the Keep of Shadow. "He's gone mad, | think. It'll be one
of theclones"

While Tir stayed back with the lamp, Hethya edged between the obscene jungles to what had been the
fountain's basin and dipped both their water bottles full. Some of the leaves were white, others black and
shiny asjewesor furred like bison, shapes barely recognizable as what had been the leaves of potatoes,
or pess, or squash. "Faith, you'd think they'd diein the dark, after al these years."

"They grow on magic.” Tir drank gratefully from the dripping bottle she handed him. "They should have
dirt and stuff to edt, too, like we do at the Keep-Lord Brig showed me, he'sin charge of the crypts-but
therés magic here, too." He shivered, and it seemed to him that the bleached leaves moved. "The magic
isdill dive"

"Faith." She hooked the water bottlesto her bdlt, listening. Far off came adull pounding, like amoron
child beating on awadl, but huge and vicioudy strong. As she moved off Tir caught something, some
anomal ous shape, from the corner of his eye and turned back to look.

For amoment there was atrick of shadow, of the movement of the lamp no doubt, where the tangled
vines swung and clustered around the fountain, so that Tit's heart stood still with terror.

But there redly wasn't anyone there.

Not agleam of bald-shaved head or deep-sunk watching eyes. The noise held thought for one instant to
be a soft-whistled tune was only the wind moving through the corridors.

Thethought cameinto hismind, Y ou'd be happier away from the light. Happier in the dark alone.

Tir knew he would be. Since leaving the dark warm protection of the Keep of Dare he had encountered
nothing but pain and terror and grief, and he never wanted to go outdoors again.

Still, he turned away and hurried after Hethya, and tried not to listen to what was almost avoice,
whigpering among the leavesin the dark.

They had to open the Doors sometime.

The lcefalcon stood, his whole existence a hideous wrack of anxiety, in the lambent golden shadows of
thetriple cell Vair had taken as histheater of operations, watching the generdissmo and histame mage
argue.

"Savages!" Bektis gray velvet deeve belied like awing with the theatrica indignation of hisgesture.
"Savages! Too stupid to consider using the gpparatus for their own advantage, though of course they
never could. But they don't know that. And they're too stupid even to try!™

Vair regarded him narrowly across the table set up at the head of the vat. "And thisiswhat you see, isit,
sorcerer, in that scrying glass of yours? That the karnach no longer exists?*

"My Lord, the White Raiders began dismantling it before our Doors were even sedled! They've smashed
the luminar-broken the core rods-" His honey-flower tenor went squeaky with fury, the only time the
|cefal con had truly believed him to be amage as Ingold was amage, with amage'singincts. "What they
couldn't break they tipped into crevassesin theice! It isgone, my Lord! Gone!"

"And s0 you don't haveto put yoursdlf in peril by attempting to retrieveit?* Vair cocked his head,
primrose eyes cold. "Isthat what youretelling me?'

Bektisdrew himsdlf tall, his beard rippling with thejut of his chin. The lcefalcon noted briefly that Bektis



beard, though waist-length and white as winter ermine, was perfectly combed and bore none of the
matted and sweaty appearance of the hair and beards of Vair'swarriors.

Hemust work at it for hoursaday. Even Vair'slong gray hair, though dressed back in aridge, looked as
if he'd been through a battle. Perhaps a spell kept the wizard's beard clean?

"What I'm saying istruth, my Lord!"

Vair lowered his eyes again, counting out the crystaline needles from their box. He worked deftly,
moving them onto the tabletop with his single hand. The Icefacon, hismind gtill charred by the memories
of the clones his shadow had spoken to, could barely look at them, could barely endure remaining in this
room.

The doorway and the celling's four corners were strung with demon-scares, which was arelief, for it was
growing more and more difficult to push aside the demons and e ementa s that oozed through the clogged
darkness and snuffed among the bleeding lichens.

"Truth includesthe fact that you turned tail quickly enough when the Raiders charged. | thought you had
spdlIsof illuson, spdlsof fear."

"Spells of illusion and fear only guarantee a battle if the enemy isn't ready for them, Lord. The Raiders
have followed us since we came onto theice..."

Longer than thet, old man.

"And they quite clearly have a shaman of their own." He fussed at the gold-mesh strapsthat held the
crystdline Deviceto his hand, and the Icefa con, closeto him for thefirst time, saw that the edges of the
thing had worn the flesh into 0ozing blisters on wrist and fingers and aso, he now saw, beneath the
jewdled collar that was evidently part of the ensemble.

Hemust bedespinginit.

Y et there was no sign of padding, no sign that he had put a bandage or wrap of any sort between hisskin
and the enchanted metal and stone.

"Without the power of civilized magic, you understand, they were no match for me..."

"But they were strong enough to frighten you?"

"Therewas no point in continuing.”

"Hear me, Bektis, Servant of [llusion.” Vair raised his head from his counting, and hisvoice wasleve,
chill asiron |eft outside to freeze.

"And hear mewdll. | saved you from the wrath of the Bishop Govannin for one purpose and one purpose
only, that you assst mein retaking my rightsto the lands of the South. Y ou proved useless againgt that
bitch Y ori-Ezrikos in open battle, even with that precious bauble of yours.”

Bektis clutched his jeweed hand to hisbread, irrationa fury blanching hisface. "1 would scarcely say that
saving you, and twelve hundred of your men, from being dain by your wife was 'usdess, my Lord. Nor
the knowledge I've given you about the weapons and Devicesthat may ill exist, hidden in Dare's Keep.
And thisbauble, asyou call it, isthe Hand of Harilomne, greatest of the. . ."

"l don't careif it's the second-best festival hat of God's Mother. Y our Harilomne, for al histak of
studying the Devices of the Times Before, may have been as great afaker asyoursdlf. I'm apatient man,
Bektis. Y ou will hep mein this matter now, or you will find that my forbearance runsthin. Do you
understand?"

"Y ou do not understand...” Bektiswas gill clutching a the Hand of Harilonme, trembling with rage. Then
he seemed to recollect himsdf and lowered hiseyes. "'l understand, my Lord."

"Good." Vair returned to sorting the needles, white-gloved fingers arranging them by crystdl, iron, gold.
"Now you inform me anew band of Raidersis moving up from the south. So we havelittletime. Assoon
asit growslight you will cast your illusons, make the Raiders outside the tunnd believe thereis
something-a stray mammoth, perhaps, or something e se edible-that they must seek agood distance
away. Near acrevasse, if possble, where we can gather up their bodies from the bottom. | need men,
Bektis"

He pushed the last of the needlesin its place, with obsessive neatness, and raised his eyes again. "Four
more of the Hastroaal s have died and two of the Ugals gone mad.”

"My Lord, | warned you about mixing the flesh of the source with other things.”



"And despite your warnings | have eighty men where | would only have had a score. To accomplish the
taking of Dare's Keep | will need as many again, and again. Have the Raiders gathered up the bodies of
thedan?'

Bektisinclined hishead. "They liein acrevassein theice, not far from the tunnel mouth. Not deep.” He
gtill toyed with the Hand, stroking the smooth facets of thejewdls, asif for reassurance.

"Good. And they'll certainly be fresh. Y ou're to go with Prinyippos and his party when they fetch them
and retrieve any fragments of the karnach that you can find."

"My Lord..."

"At dawn, Bektis." Vair started for the door. " That's what? Two chimes of the clock from now?"
Bektisinclined his head again, not looking happy. "Two chimesit is, my Lord. But..."

Vair turned like a panther, asudden swirling movement that startled even the lcefd con, hisleft hand
jerking free the curved sword at hiswaist. His draw was dow, the I cefa con noted-it was hard to bring
the hooks to bear to steady the scabbard-but there was trained and deadly speed as he dropped to
fighting tance, "What wasthat?"

Bektis had fluttered back, startled, out of the way, and only shook his head. "What waswhat, Lord?' His
voice squeaked with panic.

Sowly Vair straightened and walked back to the table where he had been arranging the needles.

In their midst lay awoman's comb, black horn set with three garnets. There was nothing in the least odd
about it-Vair sheathed his sword awvkwardly to pick it up-except that it had not been there before.

Demonsfed on the magic buried deep in the wals of the Keep. Knockings and murmuringsfilled the
darkness. Climbing the stairsthat Tir had climbed in his dreams, traversing passageways knee-deep in
dead black brittle vines that made not a sound under his shadowy feet, the I cefa con heard them.
Lightsflickered among the choking plugs of lichen and fungus, glistened on the beards of iciclesthat
depended from cracked ceilings and broken fountains. In the Aide, or in those chambers where the
clones stacked wegpons and food, small objects would sometimes rise up and fling themsalves against
thewdls.

One man ran shrieking into the corridor, striking at something no one else could see asthe marks of teeth
appeared in his cheeks and hands.

The Icefacon moved on. The chambersthat had been clear in Tir's dream, behind the triple archway and
the rose windows on the Aid€e's northeastern wal, were an impassable bolus of mutant groundnut and
squashes through which he dipped like water.

Vair will make melead him there, Tir had said. But why?

The hdl of the crysta pillars was dead to magic and clear of the encroachment of vegetation. So wasthe
round vestibule with itstiny doors-from whom did they expect an attack this degp in the center of the
Keep?

The Dark Ones could change size at will. Another chamber close by, spherica and smdl, around lens of
heavy crystal in onewall that showed the hdl of the pillars-the | cefa con looked but could see no Rune of
Silence worked into its doors or walls.

Something that by itsleaves had once been abean plant had filled most of onewall with clinging runners
and the floor with amulch of stinking decay.
A guardroom?

The clock chimed dimly in the distance. Warily, the I cefalcon passed through the vestibul €s door, and
despite the pain that grew steadily in him, the ache and coldness that more and more threatened to
swamp his concentration, he felt aso the tenseness of danger, the sense of something waiting for himin
the dark.

Waiting, he thought, for along time.

But even the eyes of shadow that could see demons saw nothing amiss. Bare black walls, bare black
floor. From the door he had aclear view through al the archways to the end of the succession of ever
shrinking rooms, and adl were bareto thewalls. To the best of hisrecollection it had been soin Tir's
dream.



Or had he, the I cefa con, shadow-walker and interloper, seen only part of the child's dreaming memory?
Had there been something in that final chamber, hidden behind the two men whose shadows lurched
acrossthewalls?

Or did he dream, too, now?

He waked the length of the great chamber, passed between the crysta pilasters, crossed the smaller
room behind. A sound made him turn, but there was nothing. Only the blank ebonwalls.

More dowly he walked on, and from somewhere he heard the thread of someone whistling-a phrase of
music, then slence.

A smdler room, crystd pillars, achamber smdler yet. Beyond another arch another chamber, dark and
tiny and anonymous, another arch. The cold in the core of hismind was dmost overwhelming, icy panic
and growing darkness, and a sense that he trod where he should not tread.

Go back.

Go back or die.

Wasit his ancestors who spoke to him? Black Humminghbird, who had first dept on the dopes of
Haunted Mountain, to hold the shell and theiron flower that let him hear the voices of the Stars?

One of the Dream Things-the FHlowered Caterpillar or the Mouse's Child, that sometimeslied and
sometimes told the truth? Or something in the blackness, something that was trying to keep him from this
final secret, the secret Tir had begged not to be forced to reved?

It seemed to him that more crystd pilasters glittered before him, adouble line of them. Surely there had
been only four rooms, three archways? He counted three or four more before him, and aguessing of
others beyond.

A trap?

A man sat in the darkness before him, alittle to one side of the next arch.

There was something very wrong with the darkness, something amiss about the shape and perception of
that chamber and the next. V oices seemed to be murmuring al around him, amuitter of anger,
desperation, and alondiness that had long ago plunged over the black edge of abyssal madness.

Go back. Go back right now.

The man before him stood. *Nyagchilios?' He spoke histrue name, the name of the pilgrim-falconin the
tongue of the Talking Stars. "lcefa con?”

The Icefacon retreated, terror of atrap flaring in him, atrap whose nature he could not even guess. But
he knew, as surely as he knew the name the man had said, that if he lingered even another few moments
he would be caught in some unguessable doom. Carefully, never turning his back, he edged away,
through chamber after chamber, toward the door.

The man-or illusion, he wasn't sure which-took astep or two after him, then stopped. But the [cefacon
could see him between the pilasters as he retreated, see him clearly in the dark: the broad shoulders
beneath aragged mantle of brown wool, the close-cropped white heard and the face gouged with scars
and creases and laugh lines. Blue eyesthat hid terrible knowledge under wise brightness, like sunlight on
the wdl| at the cosmos heart.

If any illuson could have cdled him into the gullet of asnare, thought the lcefdcon, it would have been
that one. Because of al people he could have summoned to hisaid, thefirst on hislist would certainly
have been Ingold Inglorion.

The second chime sounded as the | cefa con emerged from the narrow door of the vestibule. He hastened
down the hidden gtair, passed like afleeting ghost through the jungle of vines. It wasin hismind to make
adetour and fetch Tir and Hethya, but aside from the fact that they would undoubtedly still be awake, it
would do them little good to walk straight into the arms of Bektis.

Who he needed now, he thought, was Cold Degth. There had to be away to send warning to Blue Child
and her band that theillusion of the hunt they pursued would lead them to disaster. Possibly Cold Degth
knew it dready.

The Doors stood open. Lamps gleamed in the dense white mists of the passage, in theice tunndl that
gretched beyond. The cold there cut hisbrain like aknife, but he welcomed it: he was out of the Keep,
out of thetrap of itswalls, running now for the deeping flesh of hisbody like ajack hare running for his



burrow, with the glowing hounds of hell coming behind.

The bright glare of morning smote him. He wasfree.

Another war band coming up, he thought. Some scouting or hunting party that had cut thetrail of the
Earthsnake People and followed to see what hunting they sought in the Ice in the North. What hunting
indeed?

Hewould not, he thought, pausing, be able to see them once he returned to hisflesh.

It was dangerous, the tearing and weight of exhaustion and pain tightening on him like the tightening of the
torture boot or the rack. Still, he was going to be coming back thisway in his human flesh to lead Tir and
Hethyato freedom. After amoment's thought, the I cefalcon flung himsdf skyward, flying theway
Gil-Shdos-and long ago Dove in the Sun-had told him that they flew in dreams.

Theice dropped away below him. Seracsreared like fortresses, aretes and nunataks traced in black the
shape of buried mountains behind the green-white blister of theice. Higher the Icefalcon rose, through a
gray mistinessthat amost hid the land. 1t would be easy, he thought, to become lost here, to become lost
entirely from hisbody. To riseand rise, above dl cloud, until his soul united with sun and air.

He understood suddenly that the pain and cold and loneliness he felt were the result of trying to hold the
shape of the body that lay somewherein the lce. The terror and suffocation would last only aslong ashe
clung to the memory of that shape, clung to theillusion of lungs and heart, the intention of returning to that
abandoned flesh. Indeed, they were nearly unbearable now. If he embraced the sunlight and the air, he
would befree.

Or wasthat another illusion of the demons of the air?

He looked about him, as his namesake would look about for the white hares of theice.

He saw the crevasse where Blue Child had tipped the broken Dark Lightning: no child of the Real World
would hold aweapon that could so easily be taken back by itsoriginal owners and turned again. Antlike
men dipped and fell near the crevasse with the clumsiness of those who had never navigated on snow,
hauling what piecesthey could find or dragging the bodies of the dain.

To the west he saw Blue Child's band-nowhere near any crevasse-and among the rock ridges southeast
of the Keep's bubble the dark ragged assemblage of the Earthsnake People. Far off, coming up from the
south on thetrailsleft by the others, was the new band, well over two hundred strong.

The lcefdcon flew toward them, effortlessasaslver rag of cloud. From the air he recognized Breaks
Noses, younger brother to Loses His Way, war leader of the Empty Lakes People. Bundled thick in
double-sewn fur and mammoth wool, othersfollowed him: Buttonwillow, Spindle, and Doesn't Bathe.
Thefriendsand kin of Loses His Way. And with them Beautiful Girl, the mother of Twin Daughter-the
wife of Loses HisWay.

Cold raked him, tearing his attention, shredding his mind. Terror svamped him, and hewasfdling again,
plunging toward the white and blue and black of the broken ice. Gray things and darkness clotted his
sght and the laughter of the winds his hearing.

Elementas

It was hard now to pull his attention away, hard to fight clear of the terror, to remember that he had no
bonesto break. He couldn't breathe, and weariness rent him beyond bearing.

He saw the shadow form of his hands and arms that had once been clothed in wolf-hide tunic, in the
appearance he knew, torn tatters of ripped clothing, flesh gone and bones bare from bicepsto wrist.
Something like avast spider of cloud and ice-fog clawed out his entrails, and he could not think his body
whole again. Elementals vast as mammoths walked over the snow below him like pond-skimmers,
waiting for himto land.

Go away. Go away. Go away .

Heleveled out afew feet above the snow, hearing them like swarming bees above his head. A flying
tangle of shreds and bones, he skimmed the broken whiteness, dodged between hummocks and ridges,
seeking the crevasse where his body lay.

Thethoughts of the air and the brilliant, hurting sunlight frightened him now, and he found himsdlf crying
for the comforting armor of muscle and bone.

Voices below, cold and hard as the shattering of glass. A bellowed war cry and the clash of stedl. Light



exploding among the gashesin theice, and columns of steam, hard and nearly tactile, marble and
diamonds and then gray, al-choking fog.

Dread such as he had never known dammed his heart.

He dropped to the ice at the head of the crevasse, leaped down the jagged blocks as though possessed
again of human legs and human muscles. Tracks of booted feet marred the snow before him, booted feet
and those bound in rawhide.

Anather levin-bolt and the crack of thunder, another billow of steam. The I cefalcon raced between the
narrow sgpphirewalls, hearing aman cursein the choking migts. "Little bitch got away."

No, thought the Icefalcon. No.

"Don't kill that one." He heard Crested Egret's voice as he came around the projecting shoulder of ice
and saw four or five clones holding the struggling, thrashing Loses His Way, dragging him down with their
sheer weight. Two cloneslay dead in the crumble of snow, and athird sat bowed over, hisback to the
frozenwal, numbly clutching hisbdly.

Bektis emerged from the fog, suffing his chilblained hand, the Hand of Harilomne dtill flashing on his
fingers, into an ermine muff. The smoke of a heet-spell surrounded him, mingling white with the genera
vapors as he scrambled down from where the deeper gash of the chasm narrowed and ascended. He
was panting and looked put out. Even his beard was mussed. ™Y ou should have those guards of yours
flogged," he sngpped at the little officer. "The fools et her dip by!"

Crested Egret's expression did not change. "I'll seeit done, Lord sorcerer.” He had a prim voice-he was
one of the Alketch who, like Vair, had kept up shaving even in the wilds and battles of the North. "Which
of themfaled you?'

Bektis hesitated amoment, looking from man to man of those standing near, then said, " That one, that
one, and that one," pointing at random, the lcefal con thought. Two of the men looked startled and angry;
the other, a clone, seemed barely aware that he'd been singled out. Before anything further could be said
someone called out, "Here's another!”

No. No. No.

Steam gtill poured in amisty river from the ice-cave where they'd spent ... last night? The night before?
Two clones emerged dragging something. Loses His Way flung himself againgt his captors like a chained
bull and bellowed.

They were carrying the | cefal con's body.

"Dead, dr," said one of the clones. The | cefacon knew those words from histime in the South.

"Your little pretty-boy, isit?" another added in akind of mixed dialect asLoses His Way wrenched at the
hands that held him. "Not bad," said someone ese, or something along those lines; there was crude
laughter and jostling.

Crested Egret silenced them with a couple of flat, yapped orders, and they bound Loses His Way, not
without difficulty, and dung the I cefalcon's body on the dedge with the two dead clones and the
wounded man. All the men worked together to drag the dedge back out of the crevasse, dipping and
skidding and fdling ontheice.

No. The Icefd con was trembling, or would have been, he thought, had he flesh to tremblein. Heran
back aong the mist-drowned crevasse, seeking for Cold Death-melt-pools and scars, blue as glass,
showed where Bektis had struck at her with the lightning of his crystal Hand, which had evidently been
designed for single combat and spells rather than armies or groups. But of Cold Degath hersdlf he could
find nothing.

The fog wasthick here, and demons dipped like lampreys from the ice walls, reaching out to him with
thin white hands of pain. Cold Death! Hetried to call hissster's name. Cold Degth!

But there was nothing. Frantic, he turned and ran after Bektis and the retreating guards through the
bloodstained snow to the blue tunnel, keeping as far behind them as he dared. Hurting, shaken, and more
frightened than he had ever been, he saw before him the black Doors of the Keep framing torchlight
within.

The dead chime of the clock reached out to meet him, and as the warriors dragged their booty
through-living and dead and one body that was not quite either-the | cefal con dipped in after them and



heard the Doors shut again behind.



? Chapter 16

"Huh," said Hethya. "So it'syoursdlf again."

She'd been dreaming about her daughter and the forest Keep. Dreaming about the rooms that had been
carved off the cryptsin those long years between the time when the Dark Ones had returned to their
underground realms and the time when the forest Keeps had ceased to be fortresses with the return of
order and the rule of the High Kings of Gee.

Sheld been playing hide-and-seek with her child while her scholar mother investigated the caches of
long-buried junk at the bottom of those twisty wooden stairs: hibernant glowstones gone dark with time,
old chests of brown brittle scrolls, broken furniture and hidden doorways concealing still-deeper
fastnesses, till-more-curious treasures.

Her daughter could only toddle but staggered with a child's blithe tumbledown delight among the
shadowy warrens, barely illuminated by the lamps that Hethya and her mother bore; her laughter was gay
inthe dark.

But with the Icefa con's gppearance in the crypts of Prandhays Keep Hethya transfigured once moreto a
womean of thirty, alittle blowsy, alittle haggard, with bitter eyes and the dirty hair of onewho hastraveled
far and hard. She put her hands on her hips, and leaned her back against a plastered archway, and

asked, "And what isit you'll be wanting now?"

It was hard to speak the words. "Y our help," he said. "Please.” The Icefacon took her hand-his own no
more than shreds of flesh clinging to white bone-and led her acrossinto the Shadow Keep, dark tunnels
cancerous with fungus and strange whiteivies.

Hewas very cold now, disoriented and weary beyond speaking, every wound and gash given him by the
demons of the misty air open, bleeding, weakening him; drawing away his concentration from the task of
keeping bone and flesh clear in hismemory. The sun kept coming back into his mind, and the freeflight in
theair, the desire to dissolve and to deep.

He was beginning to redlize that he might not make it back to hisbody. If it were destroyed he knew he
would not last long but did not know what would become of him in that event.

"Did you find away out?' asked Hethya. A reasonable request, but in hisweariness he felt aflash of dull
rage a her, adesire, unprecedented in his experience, to strike her acrossthe face.

"No." It was unworthy of a person of the Taking Stars-and aso a pointless expenditure of energy-to
show anger. Also, he would not give her that. So he kept hisvoice neutral.

"| was unable to leave the Keep until the Doors opened, and then | found Bektis had encountered Cold
Degth: shefled from him, | know not where. Here."

There was aguard outside the door of the triple cell where the vat and its horrors had been set up, one of
the very few that still possessed a solid door. The corpses of the dain had been dragged there and
heaped in a corner; bundled bales of dead foliage and whatever €l se could be gathered: fungus, the last of
the wood, adead mule.

A new, stout bar had been dotted into the makeshift sockets on the door, though the I cefalcon knew that
Loses His Way was bound. Had he not been, the wood, long dehydrated in the cold, might not have held
him.

Because it was a dream the | cefa con passed easily through the thick wood, and Hethya stepped gamely
behind.

"Faith!" she whispered, shocked.

Not, the Icefalcon was certain, because of the bodies. Anyone who had passed through the Time of the
Dark had seen bodies, in dl stages of decomposition and ruin. Certainly thiswoman had seen worse if
she'd watched the making of the clones.

Even the fact that the clones had begun to decay in the warmth of the Keep was something she aready
knew. She went over to where the Icefal con's own body lay on the pile, forehead and eyelids smudged
with the remains of Cold Death's ward-spells, and touched hisface, something the Icefal con found
extremdly disturbing.



"Faith, are you aghog, then?'

"No." Hesaid it agood ded more vehemently than he had intended. "I am dive, only separated from my
flesh for thetime being.”

It crossed his mind to wonder whether that was in fact the case. Whether removal from the ice-cave, and
from Cold Death's spdlls, had in fact killed the life-gpark of the emptied flesh so that he would return only
to die asthe body died.

Could hereturn at al without Cold Deeth's hel p?

"But | can be of no help to you if | return to my flesh in alocked room with guards outside. Y ou will have
to get meout.”

On the floor beside the piled corpses, Loses HisWay lay chained, spanceled the way the Alketch
spanceled deserters or criminds, wrists locked to ankles, with a cord around his neck tied to the short
chain that joined the ankle manacles, only long enough to permit him to breathe aslong as he did not
sruggle.
Whilethe I cefd con watched, Loses HisWay tried to twist free hiswrists nevertheless, veins bulging out
at histempleswith the tightening of the noose, until he dropped back limp again, chest heaving with the
thread of incoming air.

"Leaveit, mebonny," said Hethya softly, going to kneel beside him. "Leaveit, you greet fool. You'll only
murder yoursdlf." Her hand reached again, touched the blood-smeared red-gold hair.

The Icefa con heard footfallsin the corridor and stepped back, shadow hand touching shadow sword.
Hethya, her eyes on Loses His Way's face, swung around in shock as the door opened and Vair
na-Chandros strodein at the head of asmall squad of warriors, and her hand went to her mouth.

"They can't seeyou," pointed out the Icefalcon, catching her arm to steady her. It interested him that for
once she did not scream. "Thisis only adream, you know."

Vair gestured to the dead. The clones, without aword spoken, began to strip them, pulling off footgear,
weapons, furs. He glanced down at Loses His Way and said to Bektisin the Wathe, "What do you
think? Thelords of the borderlandstell me that White Raiders are without loyalty to their own people and
can easily beturned to fight againgt other Raiders.”

"This has been my experience aswell, illustrious Lord.” Asusua Bektis bowed alittle as he spoke.
Though immaculate as dways-and till smoking very faintly with a persona heat-spell-the Icefalcon
thought there was a suggestion of tenson to the corners of his eyes, that the lines of strain were cut very
deep indeed in the high dome of the forehead, and when he stroked the Hand of Harilomne hislong
fingerstrembled.

"Indeed, for severd years there was a barbarian in the High King's Guard, and he showed no
compunction in turning hissword againgt his own brethren. They are utterly without loyalty."

"And you are utterly without brains," the Icefalcon said, "if you don't know the difference between my
kindred the Talking Stars People and such cowardly vermin as the Salt People, the Empty Lakes People,
and the Black Rock People who attacked the lands of the Wathe. And twice so if you think that | would
raise my hand against the children of my own Ancestors, you witless dotard.”

"Faith, isthat afact?' asked Hethya, surprised.

Did sheredly believe that such obvioustrash as the Black Rock People could be related to the People of
the Taking Stars? The | cefd con opened his mouth to flay her ignorance, but Vair went on: “To he sure
we could use another whole man in our forces, if we could be sure of hisloyalty."

"Loyalty?' roared Loses His Way, heaving furioudy in his bonds. His voice came out hoarse from
grangulaion.

Moréesthe pity, reflected the I cefd con, that he didn't strangle himsdlf into sllence.

Noon had aways taught him that the longer an enemy thought you could not understand his speech, the
better off you would be. "Loyaty to you, you night-walking jacka? Y ou murderer of my kin? Beforel'd
take one step back at your orders1'd walk over acliff!”

The Icefdcon closed his eyesin momentary pained annoyance. " So you know our tongue.” Vair stepped
closeto the bound man, hiswhite cloak faling over the bulging, straining arms. "Y our kin werefoolsto
attack. Asthey shal learn.”



From his belt he unhooked his whip and dashed Loses His Way hard across the face. The warrior stared
up a him with blazing azure eyes and, unable to spit in the face of the man standing above him, spit
instead at hisgroin.

Vair's mouth worked once, sharply. Without another word he began to beat the bound man before him,
lashing at hisface and shoulders with the whip until blood ran down into the tawny beard, then, when the
whip would not cut through the tough hide and fur of Loses His Way's clothing, kicking him hard and
systematically in the belly and back. Neither man made a sound.

When Vair was finished and stepped back, trying not to pant, Loses HisWay raised hisgory head and
through the broken stumps of his front teeth, spat at him again. It was blood thistime.

Vair'svoice was shaking with anger. "My Truth-Finder ShakasKar," he said, "will give you far moretime
than you will wish to regret that."

Asheturned to go Loses His Way spat once more, the red gobbet striking the hem of the snowy cloak.
Bektis and the clones departed in their lord's wake, the clones with their aams full of clothing and
weaponry.

"Heisafool." The lcefdcon looked down at the big man lying, panting, his cheek in the puddie of his
blood. "But at least this matter diverted Bektisfrom looking a me, whom, beard or no beard, hewould
probably have known."

He looked down again at his own body, naked now like the others. Would he die, he wondered, in the
cold?"And he might have seen the Runes of Ward on my face. It certainly kept any man present in such
fear of speaking that no one remarked that | had no wound. Come.”

Hetook her by the hand again and led the way into the corridor and down to the cell where the clones
were dumping coats, shirts, long strips of rawhide binding, and the rag stuffing they wore benesth for
warmth.

The cdll'sdoor had long since crumbled, so they stationed another guard before it, another clone. But
while the men were still unburdening themselves the dender scout Crested Egret strode down the
corridor, dl his creamy braids fluttering like pennons, and cdled out "My Lord! My Lord, the boy has
escaped!”

Vair swung around, and his gold eyes seemed to palein the glow of Bektis witchlight, to pale and grow
gmaller, like an anima'sthat is about to attack. "And how isthis?' he asked.

"My Lord, the man on guard doesn't know. He's one of the Ti Mens; he says he's been sitting there the
wholetime."

Vair'steeth showed white where his lips pulled back from them: "Does he now? Maybe Shakas Kar can
jog hismemory alittle

The lcefd con persondly couldn't imagine torturing aman so obvioudy incapable of remembering
information, aman moreover who hadn't the smallest benefit to gain from helping the prisoner escape.
Bektis, Crested Egret, and at least two of the nonclone warriors present all thought o, too, for there was
agenerd intake of breath ...

And agenera exhalation the next moment, words unsaid.

Ti Men the guard, the I cefa con gathered, wasin for avery bad few hours.

"Bektis..."

"| shal begin scrying immediately, my Lord." Bektisamost dropped to hisbdly in his haste to anticipate
Vair'sdemand. "At once. But | beg you to remember, there are chambersin thisfortress that were
wrought to be proof against magic, proof againg scrying aswell.”

Men were dready hastening away to the search, Crested Egret summoning the guard from the weapons
cdl, explaining-in careful detail and words of one syllable-to the remaining clone on guard that he now
had to watch both doors.

"And can you find these chambers?"

"Of course, my Lord. Of course." Bektiswould have made the same prompt and affirmative reply,
thought the I cefal con, had the question involved eating the moon with a cheese-fork.

He hastened away with as much dignity as aman can retain when on the verge of bresking into apanic
run; the Icefalcon did not blame him. Nearly everyone else had fled. Vair turned to follow; onelast clone



warrior emerged from the storage cell, handsome young face creased in puzzlement, clearly obliviousto
all that had passed in the corridor.

He held out to Vair something that caught the torchlight in aspangle of black and green: achild's velvet
dipper, sawn with emerads. Too small to be Tir'sor anything like Tir's. The very workmanship was
strange, aremnant of some forgotten world.

"It wasin there," said the clone, pointing back into the cell. "In the middie of thefloor."

Vair turned it over in hisgloved fingers, saring at it for some time with his strange golden eyes. Then he
threw it asde and strode down the corridor. The clone picked it up and followed, still holding the pretty
thingin hishand.

Only the single clone guard remained, outside the door of the vat-room. A flame of demon-light whisked
around the corner, out of Sight. Far off the lcefacon heard, or thought he head, amuffled voice
whispering words that he could not quite make out.

"Wed best work fast,” said Hethya. "We're aye and far off up on the second level, and the boy's been a
good little scout about not leaving tracks, but we can't push our luck too far. What's your plan?

"| think | can get this man to go to the latrine around that corner there and take off hiswegpons and his
dothing.”

"Asyou did with the poor sod that was on guard over me and Tir?" She shrugged. "Sure and I've known
men who did stupider, under the impression it would please God or their fathers."

She followed him around the corner to the dark latrines, one of the few on thisleve not entirely choked
with boscage. " Should be easy enough to hide here. Y ou might look up where they're keeping the food
and get those guards to wander off aswell. Or have 'em carry it up and leave it somewhere on the
second leve, on silver trays and with abit of wine and perhaps a couple of dancin' boysinto the bargain.”
She winked at him; the Icefalcon merely looked coldly down his nose at her and led her back toward the
dark gtairs, the foliose tunnels of frost and darkness. "It's hard on the child,” she said after atime of
climbing sairsin slence. "He's brave asalittle soldier, but now and then | seein his eyes somethin' that
makes mefear hell never trust again.”

"And whosefault isthat?'

"And what good would it have done meto say No, I'll not do it.?* Her autumn eyes turned suddenly
hard as glass. "Or to have Bektis open up with that sparkler of his once we were in the Keep and scorch
poor Lady Minade and everybody to awhickerin' crisp, and me with ‘em, if I'd said aword wrong
during that meeting? Me mother always said to me, 'Wait and watch. No matter what they do to you, if
you'e living you can gtill do somethin’ farther on down the road." Which you'll have to admit you can't do
if you're dead, me bonnie barbarian. And neither the boy nor his mother were kith nor kin of mine."

The Icefalcon opened his mouth to reply but closed it again. By the lights of the Taking Stars People,
Hethya spoke the truth. Noon would have advised him so aswell. At length he said, more quietly than he
had intended to respond, “"What you say istrue. But | think that, far up the road, that may be what Bektis
believed as well. One must know when one has gone down aroad far enough.”

Tir sat awake in the double cell on the second level front, at the top of its hidden stair. They'd dispensed
with the lamp to save ail, kindling instead asmall fire of broken-off vines and dry moss and the shards of
the decayed wooden doors.

Hethyalay adeep, muffled in quilted coats-in her dream-shape she wore the bodice and petticoat and a
sort of rough jacket that she'd had on in her dreams of Prandtlays Keep.

The I cefal con watched as her form faded from sight at his sde and her eyelids stirred on her body of
flesh. There was achangein the texture of the air as her dreams melted into the redlity of the Keep.

"Will you be well here by yoursaf?' she asked Tir, after she'd explained to him what the | cefacon had
said and what she had to do. "Old Vair's got men out searching, but half of them are clones, and once he
glitsup amaninto al those partsit'slike he's divided the poor soul's brain among 'em aswell ashis
spirit. | doubt they'll find you here. Y ou're not afraid, are you?"

Tir shook his head, though his eyes seemed huge, haunted in thetiny face,

Seeing inthem thelie, Hethyaknelt beside him and took him in her arms. "It'll bedl right, sweeting.”

"l know," hewhispered. "It's safe here.”



"Courseitis” shesad. "'Courseitis. Vair couldn't find this place in ayear of market days.”

Tir relaxed alittle and nodded. Hethya touched the wick of the lamp with aspill from the fire and made
sure that there was enough wood to last for atime and that the light of thelittle blaze could not be seen
from the corridors.

But-by the way the boy looked around him as Hethya and the Icefalcon, visble and invisble, |eft the
chamber, the I cefalcon had the sudden, irrational impression that it was not Vair whose coming Tir most
dreaded.

| did thisbefore. The pain did not kill me.

The Icefdcon stood for along timein front of the clonein the corridor, gazing into the man's dulled eyes.
Memory of agony. The only dream he had, played over and over: skin flaying off, blood bursting the flesh

| did thisbefore.

Hefdt shredded, ice-cold and ill. The thought of dropping again into the mind of aclone turned him sick.
And what would be so bad about dying anyway? At least the man wasn't possessed by a demon.
Hewaited until the man's eyes glazed with inattention, then stepped close, acrossthewall of dreams.

He could barely get the words out, drowning in pain doubled and redoubled to the screaming abysses at
the core of the world: "Vair wants you to go to the latrine, take off al your clothing and your wegpons,
and wak away down the corridor beyond asfar as you can, then stop.”

He ripped himsdf free, lay shuddering on the floor, cold to hisbones and gasping ...

And the clone waked, blinked, and looked around him, frowning. Then he shook his head and settled
back againg thewall.

Hewould be one of the brighter ones. Or maybe held paid attention to what they did to Ti Men.

Had he had a sword of stedl instead of shadow, the | cefa con would have lopped his head off from sheer
pique. Had he had asword of sted instead of shadow, he reminded himsalf, he would not be having this
problem.

Hethyawould be in place beside the latrines, waiting. How often did they change the guards? How often
did an officer come and check on them? Especialy now, with Tir missing?

It was like waiting for the bison to go back to grazing, like waiting for the wind to shift so you could inch
closer to adrinking deer. The Icefalcon had hunted injured, had lain for hours hungry and cold,
motionlessto surprise prey. Thistwisting, screaming ache within him wasn't much worse than thet, hetold
himsdlf.

Only waiting, as a hunter waits. The clon€'s attention drifted.

The lcefalcon wondered if he could ater what he looked likein the man's haf dream.

Tolook, for instance, like Crested EQret.

One hunted raccoons by making anoise like araccoon.

"Vair wants you to walk to the latrine, take off your clothes and your weapons, and walk away into the
corridor beyond."

For aterrifying moment, confused by agony and shock, having made himsdlf look like Crested Egret, the
| cefa con could not remember what he looked like himsdlf. His mind groped, fumbling for amemory, any
memory...

Demons shrieked somewhere near, cold fire pouncing.

Hewrithed out of theway, caling to mind Cold Death's voice and his own recollection of the person
who heard her, who was her brother. There were demons al around him, grabbing at his thoughts,
tearing and dicing a him with pain and confusion.

Hethrust them away, but the pain remained, wounds opening and closing in his phantom body: spent,
bleeding, trying desperately to breathe. Terrified with a sense of how close he had come to desth.

And the clone was walking away toward the latrine.

The I cefd con followed shakily, first on his hands and knees, though he got to hisfeet in afew yards-not
that Hethya could see him, of course. He watched from the darkness as the man obediently disarmed and
undressed and wandered naked into the blackness and jungles of the farther corridors.

Hethyawas out of the Side passage and pulling on the man's shegpskin coat almost before the clone had



turned the next corner, fumbling in her haste to wrap the rawhide on over her own boots, wadding her
disheveled auburn braids up under the fleece cap.

"Whatever else can be said of you, melanky boy," she addressed the air around her, "you're adamn
good dream-speaker.” She strode back aong the corridor, clumsy in her borrowed gear, to the barred
door, shoved the latch aside.

"I hope to meet you face-to-face when you're not acorpse or aghost ... There.”

She snatched up the guard's abandoned torch, blew out her lamp again, stepped through into the triple
cdl, and made aface alittle a the growing odor of rot. The torch'slight ran redly over the curves of glass
and gold, dick and cold on the quicksilver lining of the vat.

The needles on their table grinned, demon teeth. Loses His Way, panting like atrussed bull, half rolled up
onto one shoulder, squinted at the light, defiance il in his swollen eyes. Near him the | cefa con's body
lay pale among the darkening corpses, long braids like age-bleached serpents with their rawhide thongs
and tangled bones.

"He'sdl yours, me hearty." Hethya stood aside from the door. The Icefal con stepped forward, reached
down to touch his own face, hisown hands...

And fdt nothing.

It was a stranger's body.

Theface was his; histhe blood moving dow asawinter stream in the veins. Bones, muscle, snew ... But
it wasasif he could no longer remember the language he had spoken as a child. Could not recal the
routeto avaley he had visited at the farthest edge of hismemory.

Theterror was like ablow over the heart.

"Come on." Hethyaglanced over her shoulder at the open door, stuck the torch in awall sconce, and
crouched to dap the till face. "Wake up, boy-0o, there's agood lad. Open your eyes, curse your
lizerd-egting heart..."

"Heisdead," Loses His Way mumbled through puffed purplelips. "A shaman cursed him to his deeth,
cursed hisflesh and everything it touches..."

"That's not the story his ghost told mein me dreams, handsome.” Loses His Way's blue eyesflared,
caught between astonishment, hope, and suspicion; Hethyawas aready cutting the cord that stretched
down his back, fumbling in the guard's coat pockets for the key to the spancels.

"He says helll be ableto get back into hisbody, not that | think he can do it without a good dollop of
witchery for ashoehorn. Me mother was dways on about idiots thinkin' there wasn't athing to magic but
sayin' thewords of aspdl.”

She pulled the chains away and thrust her shoulder under that of Loses His Way asthewarrior tried to
rise and ssumbled, limbs cramped and fegble from the binding and the beating he had undergone. "Can
you help me get him out of here?'

"Where?'

Remind me never to put you in charge of my horses, thought the Icefalcon in disgust. You'd trust a
demon who pointed out awaterhole. Loses HisWay tried to pick up the Icefalcon's limp body and
staggered, dropping it to the floor
Thank you very much. When | get back into my bones, I'll find half of them broken.

"I'll take him-no, | know how to carry a man. Next room aong, gather as much of the clothes and gear
asyou can, boy-o-you know how to get in touch with thissister of his? This shaman that served him his
eviction to begin with?'

Loses HisWay shook his head. " She fought this Wise One Bektis and his gem of lightning but was driven
back, burned by hisfires; hurt, | think."

Hethya cursed and manhandled the | cefa con's body up across her shoulders. "Well, well just haveto do
what we can. There's no chance he's off waitin' elsewhere for us, isthere?’

"Wereit me, | would not."

They stepped into the corridor, Hethyawatching nervoudy in both directions while Loses His Way
gathered up clothing from the other room, then made their way swiftly down the first crossing passage
that would take them out of the generd area, shadows lurching in the torchlight in their wake.



The I cefd con wasfilled with akind of fascinated dread at the sight of his own face cold and dack againgt
Hethya's shoulder, his own braids dangling down, the scarred arms and calves |oose and lifeless. Twice
he came near, reaching into the flesh, and twice stepped back, defeated, aien, and desperately
frightened.

Like aghost he could only follow, in the shadows behind the torch's light.

The old man wasthere.

Huddled beside the bead of lamplight, Tir felt him, out there in the corridor, waiting.

The room was safe. It had been spelled againgt the scrying of wizards, and the spells held true against
other thingsaswell.

But hewasthere.

Closing hiseyes, Tir looked down into memories, asif looking into awell, though whether they were his
own or the old man's he didn't really know.

Thelong-haired warrior, the man that other boy had called "Father,” stood before the chair where the old
man sat. They were back in the chambers with the crysta pillars: the third chamber, which cameright
before the fourth one that was so shallow it was barely aniche.

The old man he had seen in hisvisons of the caravan train, the old man who had been one of those to set
out the flares againgt the Dark Ones. The magelight feather above the aged wizard's head gleamed on the
blue patterns of his scalp, the heavy overhang of histal brow, the questing jut of nose. He looked up,
and Tir could not see other than shadow in the sockets of hiseyes.

Gently, Tir'sfather said, "It'stime, Zay." Zay made no reply.

Tir'sfather licked hislips. "We can't wait any longer.” Hislong hair was dressed up in acomb, black with
garnetsthat glinted like droplets of blood.

"No." The old man's mouth formed the words, but there was no sound to them. His sigh, though not
great, was louder, like the tearing loose of the soul from its mooringsin flesh. "Jut ... till morning comes.
Pease”

"WEell take theroad in the morning,” said Tit'sfather, and Zay looked up at him more sharply, hearing
something in hiswords beyond what he said.

"Thereisno other way," thelong-haired warrior went on. "Aslong as we know <0 little of the magic of
the Dark Ones, we cannot risk-we dare not risk-using the shorter path. LeCiabbeth . . ." He hesitated
over the name. " Ciabbeth did not come?"

Zay shook his head again, and his voice was only afragment, asplinter of bleached glass. "No."
Therewaslong slence. Then the long-haired man said, "I'm sorry. Truly, truly, | am sorry, Zay. But there
can be no more delay. Too many lives depend onit, not only the lives of those here now, but their
children, and their grandchildren-dl the generations of humankind who will shelter within thesewalls.
They will thank you, and bless your name.”

The old man nodded. "And that," he murmured, "will makeit better, | suppose?’

Tirsfather said, "If | could doiit, Zay, | would."

Zay looked up into hisface, bitter, weary beyond words-Tir didn't think he'd ever seen such wormwood
wrynessin human eyes. "Yes," said Zay softly. "'l believe you would, Dare." He got to hisfedt,
straightened his dark robes around him, his hands fumbling. "Cigbbeth. . ."

"When she comes,” said Dare softly, "she will thank you, too." Tir shivered as the men waked away
between the crysta pillars. The cold seemed to grow on him, the cold of memory in that place, and it
seemed to him that he heard someonée's voice whispering, She never came. She never came. She never
came.

The whispers seemed to echo from the dark beyond the room where he now sat, the impacted blackness
that not even thefirestiny light could dissipate. It seemed to him that cold flowed in from that blackness,
acold worse than the bitter chill of the frost-stricken chambers, aliving cold, maicious and vile.
Footfalsthat weren't redly footfals. Bitter hatred, wormwood resentment.

She never came.

A badness deep and rotted, a badness that collected in pocketsin the turnings of corridors, the neat cells



that no one had lived in long enough to make their homes, in the black well at the heart of the cryptsthat
Tir knew plunged down eterndly into darkness.

Fickle, wretched, cowardly whiners ... The resentment was a stench imbued deep within the stone.
Ingrates. Cowards and ingrates.

From the corridor came, with the cold, athread of whistling, ahdf-identifiable tune.

He'd heard that tune. He knew it.

Wasit atune? Sometimesiit sounded like an old man's voice, whispering in the nightmare blackness.
Names, Tir thought. Sometimes, in those bad places that he hurried Hethya through, he could hear that
hoarse, muttering voice tdling over namesin the dark.

Hedidn't think Hethya could hear. It terrified him because he knew those names. He could see their
facesin hismind and knew what had happened to them. Could see the things they wore-a child's black
shoes sewn with green gems, awoman's fan, things they'd left behind.

And above everything else, the anger that soaked every stone, every wisp of lichen, every vineand
mushroom as poison soaks a ponge, imbuing its every fragment. Anger and resentment and hate. And
magic that lived on.



? Chapter 17

Wait. They will open the Doors again. They haveto.

She was out there somewhere. She could restore him. Couldn't she?

The Icefacon waited. Aching with the demon wounds and cold to the core of his heart, hetrod the
gpatcheock light and shadow of the haunted Aide and listened to the men searching the Keep's darkness
around him.

Now and then lights flickered in the skull-eye windows, high up on the Aidewalls, or in the doorways
that weren't blocked thick with vines. Sometimes a man would emerge from one and cross the lumpy,
tangled mess of the floor, holding doft atorch or alamp.

And may our Ancestors help us all if somefool of aclone drops abrand into this dry bramble!

Water dripped and trickled down the wall below the water clock, and occasiondly the grest flat leaden
chime would speak, marking time asit had marked it, meaninglessly, for years beyond years.

Night lay thick in the corners, more dense than any darkness outside. Sometimes demon-lights drifted
into Sght or dipped like glowing insects among the colorless mongtrosity of growths that choked the
eastern end of the vast space. Sometimes the | cefalcon heard what he thought was atune whistled, or a
voice whispering, far off or just behind his shoulder.

He would not, he thought, like to be searching aonein those empty, icy hdls.

White light flared in awindow on the second level, abrief burst that died away, then amoment later
revived. Magdlight?

After amoment's hesitation-he found himsdf fearing to leave the Doors, like ahaunt trapped eterndly in
one corner of one room, the lcefacon left his post and mounted awinding staircase hung with brittle
lianas, counting doors aong the corridor at the top until he found the place.

Bektis sood donein the empty chamber, summoning light. Or trying to summon light.

The old man had suspended a curtain before the door of the cell, not thinking, apparently, of who could
see through the window of the Aide. He had taken off the Hand of Harilomne, and the | cefal con saw
how harribly the flesh underneeth it had blistered from chilblain and the constant rubbing and tearing of
the gold mesh straps, the heavy jewds.

The Hand, and the Collar that went with it, lay in the corner of the room farthest from the door, resting on
an ermine muff. Every few seconds the Court Mage's eyes would stray in that direction asif, contrary to
the evidence of his own senses, he needed continuous reassurance that they were there.

At the moment the | cefal con entered the room, Bektis was performing the motion-without his usud
theatrica flourishes-associated with the summoning of light. It was a gesture that Ingold Inglorion had
reduced to asmall opening of the fingers.

A sort of sckly bluetwilight flickered in the room, spotted here and there with hazy zones of brightness
that ranged in Sze from that of aman's pam to only afew hanging sparks. They faded dmost at once.
The floor was written over with the chalked Circles of Power, rubbed out and scrawled again, earth and
slver and blood.

Bektis repeated the gesture, not flourishing but large-a beginner's gesture, the I cefalcon guessed, like a
child imitating his elder's spear-cast before hismuscles aretrained. A little marshfire dribbled down the
wdls.

Bektis pressed his hand to his mouth, and his whole body shivered, like atapestry shaken by wind.

His gaze went back to the Hand and the Callar, and in his eyes the I cefal con saw the sick expression of a
drunkard who has been vomiting for days offered abrimming cup of raw gin. And he understood.

And like the drunkard, Bektis walked over to the dlien jewels, lifted the Collar, and put it around his neck
again. When he raised his beard out of the way, the Icefal con saw where the metal and gems had chafed
the crepey wattles of that pallid throat; his mouth flinched and tightened with agony as he buckled the
straps of golden mesh around hisfingers and wrist.

Hiswhole body trembling with defeat, Bektis made the summoning gesture again, and magdight filled the
room, refulgent, warm, more gorgeous than the sun.



Bektis pressed his hand to his eyes, then to his mouth again, trembling so hard the | cefa con thought that
he would fal and breething in sngle, desperate gulps.

Steps sounded in the corridor-Vair's, the I cefa con thought. Bektis didn't hear until they had nearly
reached the curtained door, then he spun, hisface resuming its usual hauteur asthe blanket dashed aside
and the generdissmo stood framed againgt the pitchy gloom beyond.

"Where have you been?'

"The clamor of the men in the Aide disturbed my concentration, illustrious Lord." Bektis stroked his
beard and looked asif he had not, moments ago, been on the verge of weeping with despair. "I thought
that might have been areason that | was unable to locate the boy."

"Y ou should have spoken to Prinyippos about it," said Vair. "Hed have sllenced them." He nodded back
to the hall behind him, and the scout Crested Egret stepped out of the shadows and into the glow of the
cdl. "And have you had better results here?!

"Not yet, Lord. All the Keeps were wrought with chambers of Silence, chambers where Runes were laid
to prevent wizards from..."

"Don' tell me how the Keegps were made, you old dribbler. Ezrikos paacein Khirsrit is built on the
crypts of avanished Keep. I've been through them a hundred times. They have to come out for water
ometime”

"And when they do, | will find them, Lord. But therésamagic in this Keep, apower beyond my
experience...”

"I'm beginning to think common demon-scares are beyond your experience. This band of Raidersthat's
coming up from the south..." Helaid ahand on Crested Egret's shoulder, and the dender young man
amogt preened himsdf at the attention from hislord.

"Y ou say the White Raiders have magics of their own. How can you be sure that when you lay the
illusons on Prinyippos hereto lead them into the trap, the member of the band whose form he's taken
won't be there to give him the lie? That would make mice-feet of the busnesswhen | can least afford to
losethat much flesh.”

"Do not trouble yoursdlf, Lord." Bektisraised a soothing hand. "Theilluson with which | shall cloak
Prinyipposisastrong and singular one, not abattleillusion. Battleillusons are by nature more diffuse.
This new-arriving band shal be met by Prinyippos before they have timeto join with their kindred..."
The Empty Lakes People are not our kindred! the Icefal con wanted to shout at him.

"And Prinyippos shall wear the form of one of those | killed when they attacked me on the knoll where |
camped, west of the mountains. If he will but stay for afew moments, I'll demongtrate. The chasminto
which he shall lead them is close enough to the Keep to lend verisimilitude to his story of itsbeing a
secondary entrance, and it will require no great exertion, either on my part or that of your men, to
collapse theice above them and bury them.”

"And you can digpose of theice afterward?' Vair stroked the ends of his graying mustache; he had
shaved again and dressed hishair, but still looked somewhat worse for the journey. "1t will do melittle
good to daughter two hundred men if | cannot have their flesh for the dethken iares afterward.”

Bektis straightened his shouldersindignantly. "My Lord, even without the wegponry of the ancient ones, |
am not without resources. My power is more than sufficient to clear theice from the chasm after it has
doneitsjob."

"That," said Vair softly, "iswell, sorcerer. Because | need flesh to multiply my men into an army capable
of conquering Dare's Keep. And every delay increases the chances of something going awry, of that
coward Gargonal abandoning his part outside the walls of the Keep or of those bitches in the South,
Empress and Bishop, getting wind of my plans. The last thing they want meto haveisafortress that
cannot be breached and asteady supply of food. | need not explain to you, | think, what will happen to
you if they overcome us?'

The Court Mage |ooked away and cradled the bloodied crystals of the Hand to his breast. "No, my
Lord."

"Then find the boy and find him soon. The spdlsyou spoke of will bregk theinformation out of him
quickly enough.”



"Yes, my Lord."

"How soon until these new Raiders come close enough that Prinyippos can reach them?'

"From observing them in my scrying glass, my Lord, | should say that the chimes here will sound five
times. On the fifth chiming, we should send out Prinyippos. It will be about the ninth hour of the day then
and thus close to twilight when he leads them into the ice chasm.”

"Good. Prinyippos, have acompany ready to go out &t that time." At least that waswhat the Icefacon
thought Vair said-he understood the words for company and go out and did not hear any numbersin the
locative of time.

He didn't need to know that Prinyippos wordswere"Yes, Lord:" The young scout dl but rubbed Vair's
legs and purred.

Flesh to make more warriors. Warriors to invade the Keep.

But he had the apparatus of the vat-the dethken iares-by the time he conquered Prandhays Keep. For
what reason had he come north to this place? And even with hundreds of extramen, he must know the
Keep'swalls were impenetrable?

Tir knew something. Something that would enable Vair to break the Keep.

Bektiswould find the boy, that he did not doubt. Whatever the Hand of Harilomne was doing to Bektis
powers, when he wore the thing it multiplied his own abilities adozenfold, at least in certain Stuations.
Neither Hethya nor Loses His Way would be able to protect the child, and the | cefalcon had begun to
understand that without the ability to return to his own body, his hours were numbered and leaking avay
fadt.

Vair was going to trap and kill the Empty Lakes People.

Ironic, thought the I cefal con, treading the stone corridors of the Keep of Night-easier to follow than
those of Dare's Keep, at least in his bodiless form. The only reason the trap would work was because
the warrior whose face Bektis knew and was at this moment reproducing for Vair's edification was, by
chance, amember of that same people. The Talking Stars People or the Earthsnake People would kill
the imitation warrior out of hand.

He passed through curtains of hissing, colorless squash tendril, traversed fused clumps of creeper and
rock-tripe, cdlls packed thick with toadstools or white plate-fungus, asif in adream, knowing no human
body could go that way.

It worried him that thiswas growing easer, asif the bonds to his own flesh were dissolving. Demons
crept through the moss like ants and tormented him with their bites and their poisons; it was harder and
harder to tdl himsdlf that the pain wasillusory.

He could end the pain. Sometimes he thought about it so desperately that al that kept him from dissolving
was the knowledge that if he did so herein the darkness, he might not even be united with the warmth of
the sun.

Only the chill of theice-ridden night beneeth the glaciers, forever. The painwasred.

Dovein the Sun stepped forth from the wall, the Dove with her chest opened and organs glistening
through the smashed ribs, the Dove with blood on the wild roses twined in her sun-bright hair. "Why
didn't you come back for me, o my kinsman? Why didn't you even look?"

That pain wasred, too. It was hard to force himself to remember that he didn't have to stop and explain
to her. Asachild of the Taking Stars, she would have known, lying aone on the ledge beneath her dying
horse, that her wounds were hopeless. He passed her by, and her voice followed him down the corridor.
"Why didn't you even cometo hold my hand as| died?' He had no reply to that.

Then he cameto a shattered black hell of frost curtains, hanging spears of ice lengthened to bars across
corridors and throughout cells, hollow columns of water frozen harder than iron.

Words whispered there,

And an old man waited among cold-killed vines the thickness of a horse's neck, among trand ucent sheets
of dribbled ice and obscene dead mushrooms.

An old man with histattooed hands folded, asif sourceesslight fell on them and left therest of him
lapped in darkness. The | cefd con could see with the eyes of aghost, and those eyes were blinded to the
old man'sface.



For some reason he knew he was ruinoudy old, white hair grown out shabbily around the base of the
skull to aspiderweb cloak over the bent shoulders. Nails uncut for years beyond speaking twisted back
on themsalves, vile as the curves of the perished vines.

Histeeth were not human teeth. His eyes no longer human eyes. ™Y ou came back." The voice wasthe
glowing dimethat drips from rotted meet. "Y ou came back after al.”

Thelcefdcon fet the hair lift on hisscalp. "I have never beeninthis place before, old man." Everythingin
him, ghost though that everything was, screamed at him: Flee. Flee. Get out of here a once.

"And they didn't tell you of me?* When the old man moved, his robes made anoise like thin paper,
eroded by eons of time.

"They told me nothing, old man. Forgive meif | speak disrespect.”

"Forgive you?' The old man put his head to one sde, and there was something horribly wrong about the
glisten of the unseen eyebal. "Forgive? | wastold ... | wastold my namewould be remembered. That |
would be thanked. That | would be thanked forever."

He moved toward the | cefal con, extending one thin arm, the crooked nails bobbing and trembling like
twigs

"I was not thanked," he whispered. "And she never came, though the way was open. The way was
always open. She never came, and they all departed, al left me, after what | had done for them. And
now . .." Hesmiled. "Now that you're dl back, I'm going to make sure that no one ever leaves again.”
He giggled, reaching out, and into the I cefalcon's mind flashed the image of himsdif, his phantom
consciousness, being absorbed into these black walls. Not to die, but to remain, forever, listening to the
old man telling over namesto himsdlf in the frozen darkness.

Logic dictated immediate and precipitate flight, and the | cefa con fled. Behind him he could hear theold
man creaking with shrill laughter. "Y ou think you can escape?’ Glancing over his shoulder he saw the
fragileform lift like ablown shest, whirl through the air toward him, white hair swirling, skeletd arms
outstretched. ™Y ou think you can escape me?”

They blew through corridors blocked with foul vegetation, past fountains knotted with ice. In one huge
cdll that waslittle more than aseething hairball of lichen and vine, three clones were struggling, fighting
their way inward, not outward, at the whispered lurings of demons.

The men were weeping with fright and pain, trying to escape the |leathery tendrils around them. Theold
man turned aside at the Sght of them, laughing when the demonstried to flee.

"Not so fast, my little tender ones.” Hefell on them like afast moving hawk. The demonstried to dip
through the walls, and the black stone refused to let them pass.

The last the I cefd con saw of the old man, he was holding the littlest of the demons between histwo
hands, eating its head while the clones wept and groaned among the bonds that clinched tighter and ever
tighter around them, strangling out their lives.

In the hidden chamber on the second level, the Icefalcon's body lay wrapped in spare coats and clothing,
hisweagponsinapileat hissde. At least they had that much sense, thought the [cefal con, trembling with
cold and exhaugtion. The sight of a Wathe-forged sword, its hilt ssamped with the emblems of the Guards
of Gae, would have given Vair more information than he should have.

Tir sat ill, racked with adight, constant shiver. Hethyawas arguing with LosesHisWay. "And |
suppose dl those double and triple and umpty-upple warriors of Vair'sare just going to turn their wee
facesto thewadll and fall adeep?’

"Pah! Insects. The boy must be fed. Us, too. Elsewe will be unableto flee, unable to help ourselves or
anyonedse"

LosesHis Way's face was frightful, a swollen mass of purpling flesh that gaped in six or eight places
where the whip had opened the skin. Blood caked his beard and his braids, and the few teeth he had |eft
in his mouth were ragged chips.

"Should we leave thisroom welll be walking into places where Bektis can see us, does he care to ook
into that crystal of his. That he's been busy about thisand thet isall that's saved us, but every time's
another risk."

"S0 ask this Ancestor that dwellsin your head, this Ancestor that guided you into aliance with the Father



of All Traitors, to tell you where safe places can be found! She knew this place.”

Hethya straightened her back, her face dtering to the cold, haughty countenance of Oale Niu, and she
opened her mouth to reply.

Then she thought again, and her shoulders dumped; her red lips closed. "Would | could,” she said softly.
"Thereisno Ancestor. Y our lanky pad figured it. Hell tell you the whole of it when he finally comes back,
if he comes back.”

She sighed, dl fight gone, and turned her face. She gill wore the clone's overcoat and wrappings and
would easily have passed for one of Vair'swarriorsin the dark. Her mouth tightened hard, not to give
anything of herself away, but Loses HisWay saw, and the anger went out of hisface.

"There," he said gently, and stepped to her, putting acomforting arm like a bear's great forepaw around
her shoulders. "There, Little Ancestor, there's no need to weep."”

She shook her head violently. "It'stired | am, that'sdl,” she said, tears creeping down her cheeks.

"l know."

“ljust ... | didtry."

The broken, toothless mouth moved into what had once been agmile. "I know. And you did well. As
well asany warrior."

"I'm sorry, sweeting.” She looked down at Tir, defeated. "Y ou've met His Nastiness. It wasjoin with him
or ... wel, have happen to mewhat I'd rather not have happen.”

"It'sdl right." Tir'svoicewastiny inthe gloom. "I knew you madeit up." He stepped close to her on her
other Sde, put hisarm around her waist as he did with his mother, and leaned his head againgt her hip.
"Way back at Bison Knoll I knew."

Hethyalaughed alittle, wept alittle, returned the pressure of hisembrace, and with her other hand patted
the big, knotted hand of Loses His Way.

"l didwhat | could.”

Loses His Way smiled, and even through the blood there was awarmth to it, like the sun's ki in whom
the Icefa con's people did not bdieve. "We dl do what we can, Little Ancestor. Y ou kept the boy alive.
No smdl thing in dedling with that carrion eater from the South. Y ou did well."

Tir went on, "And | don't know if ... if Bektiswill be ableto see us, evenif we leavethisroom, or if
they'll be ableto find us even if he does see us. The old man might not let him."

"What old man, swesting?'

The I cefd con had come close and had tried dready, vainly, to enter the body lying cold and till inits
nest of furs. Pain throbbed and cramped him, worse and growing worse till, agonizing, nauseating, flesh
shredded, teeth marks showing on the exposed bones.

Wasthiswhy he couldn't return to his own flesh?

Had he destroyed his ahility to do so when held taken on the form-for seconds only-of Prinyipposin
order to command the clone? Or had he smply been away from his body too long?

Y ou think you can escape? the old man had screamed after him with peals of mocking laughter.

And the voice of the clone shouting dumb echoes of voicesin hishead: | will est you all.

Despair closed over him, the knowledge that he would die here in the darkness. The knowledge that it
was over.

"The old man in the Keep," whispered Tir, and his words brought the Icefal con back to avareness of his
surroundings, of these three people beside him, with whom hislife was entwined. "The old man with the
tattoos dl over hishands and the big long fingernails.. . ." Tir'slittle pink fingers described the obscene
curves of the overgrown claws, and the Icefa con thought, He's seen him, too.

"Helivesin the Keep."

"Y ou mean aghost?" asked Loses His Way doubtfully. Besides being aWhite Raider, his swollen,
bloodied face was something from anightmare, but Tir seemed to have taken his horrible appearancein
dride. Loses HisWay and Tir drew Hethyaback to thelittle fire, and the chieftain selected a couple
more fragments of wood to feed the blaze.

The boy shook hishead. "He's dlive," he sad. "That's what the whole thing was about. HE's been dlive..."
He broke off, groping for words, struggling to make them understand, to understand himself.



Loses His Way and Hethyatraded alook of incomprehension, then looked back at the child. ™Y ou mean
he was living here before we burrowed through the ice?' Hethya asked gently. "How did he get here,
sweseting? What did he eat? Not those filthy plants, to be sure.”

"I cant.” Tir buried hisfaceinhisarms. "l can't say.”

She stroked hisblack hair. "There, there, it'sdl right," she murmured. "Y ou don't haveto say."
Shelooked up a LosesHisWay again. "Y our lanky pa's a sort of ghogt, though he says he's dive, too.
He comesto usin dreams.”

" Shadow-walking," agreed Loses His Way, nodding.

"Here," Hethya said, and looked around her suddenly. "What am | thinking?' She pulled arag from her
pocket; wet it from her water bottle. "L et me at least clean you up and make acivilized man of you."
The chieftain grinned alittle as she daubed water on the rag and very gently began to wash the cuts on his
face, and he said, "Ah, never will you make acivilized man of me, Little Ancestor."

"Civilized man-now theresacontradiction in terms.”

And both laughed allittle, the sparkle of their eyes meeting on the outer edge of pain and desth and dark.
"Now, | may not be some reborn mage of the Times Before," she said when she had finished, "but me
mother taught me abit of meditation. It dways pays, she said, to know how to cam your mind. Lord
knows I'm not going to deep in any hurry, but meditation may serve for him to spesk to us at least.”
Loses His Way nodded. " Our shamans do the sameif a shadow-walker becomeslost. Itisnot
something my people do often, you understand,-shadow-walk, that is-for it is very dangerous.” He
nodded down at the Icefalcon's body. "Aswe see.”

"Hell bedl right,” whispered Tir anxioudy, "won't he?'

Hethya's glance crossed the warchief's; it was Loses His Way who replied. "That we do not know, Little
King. It may bethat he will not. But if anyone can return after thislong, it isthe Icefdcon.”

He grinned with his broken teeth and puffed lips, blackened blue eyes dancing in theflittering light. "He
would not haveit said of him that he permitted even death to get the better of him, so of course he must
return.”

Tirgiggled.

And what iswrong, demanded the | cefa con, with gtriving to be perfect in survival? For there aretimes
when only the perfect survive.

But hewas glad that Tir had lost some of hislook of fear.

"It would help if we had smoke," said Loses HisWay, "or some of those herbs that the Wise Ones burn
to dissociate the mind from the flesh.”

"You'retdling me, laddy-0." Hethya sighed, and closed her eyes. "Y ou'retelling me.”

"The Wise Onestaught methis..." Loses His Way gravely touched her face and temples, her hands and
arms, at the points of relaxation, the nexus of the body's energies. The tension in Hethya's shoulders
eased, and some of the grimness [ eft her face.

"What isit?" whigpered Loses HisWay, seeing Tir flinch.

"That'swhere they put the needlesin,” the boy replied in asirained undervoice. "When they make the
tethyn.”

"They are the map of the body, the sources of its energies. Anything can be used for evil aswell as good,
LitleKing."

In the corridorsfar off the chime spoke, and once the | cefa con heard the rustle of hide-shod feet, two or
three turnings away, and amutter of scared voices. But they faded-evidently the ventilation in this
chamber was good enough that the smell of the smoke did not carry-and the dense silence returned,
thicker, it seemed, than before.

Hethya never dropped into deep. The I cefalcon sensed her mind aways working, dragged away to one
course or another despite the discipline-which, he guessed, she had never practiced as the Wise Ones
practiced it.

In the corridor the vines rustled, asighing of movement, though there was no wind.

Y ou think you can escape?

"What wasthat?' Hethyas eyes popped open.



Tir whigpered, "The old man.”

L oses His Way made amove toward thefire.

"Don't bean ass," breathed Hethya, her hand on hiswrist. "Hell seein the dark.”

The warchief was on hisfeet dready, drew his sword, stepped to the doorway, abearlike bulk in the
gloom.

"Out the back," said Hethya. "We can..."

"We can't leave the Icefdcon.” Tir was on hisfedt, too, trembling like aleaf in awinter storm.

"For pity'ssake, laddie... "

"HesaGuard,” sad Tir. "I'm hislord. | can't.”

Hethya made amove back toward him. "Too late," murmured Loses HisWay, firdlight tracing the blade's
edgeasit lifted to strike. "Can you see him? White hair, like aghost in midnight.”

Silence flowed out of the dark of the corridor, along thinking silence, papable as the ever-thickening
cold. Far off ademon bobbed, backlighting the spiderweb of white hair, the dark shape cloaked in
magic. Somewhere avoice whispered, thin and envenomed with rotting hate.

There was another rustle, sharp asthe hiss of asnake.

Then two soft swift steps, adark bulk emerging from darkness ... A muffled curse, and Ingold Inglorion
threw himsdlf through the door, white hair disheveled and drawn sword flickering with paelight.
Herolled under Loses His Way's strike and turned, panting, to stand for amoment in the doorway,
facing out into the haunted abyss.

For amoment it seemed that the shadows reached out to him, surrounded him, smothering and evil ...
Then it seemed that something atered, shifted, and there was only darkness again.

"Dratted plants.” Ingold turned; his voice waslike flawed bronze, brown velvet, and rust, unmistakable.
"Tothink | onceliked sdad. Miss Hethya-or should | say Lady Ode Niu-I do hope you have something
with which to maketea"



? Chapter 18

"It wasyou that | saw." Thelcefa con pulled the thick mammoth-wool coat closer and experimentaly
flexed hishands. Though this part of the Keep wasn't noticeably cold, he could not stop shivering. It
seemed to him that he would never bewarm again. "In the chamber with the crystd pillars-last night? The
night before?"

In the dark of this place it was difficult enough to keep track of time, even without the nightmare of
suffocation, cold, demons, and terror. An echo of pain remained, a phantom imprint burned in his mind.
Every few minutes he would fed hisown arms again, not trusting himsdlf to believe that there wasflesh
over the bone.

"That wasme." Ingold dug into one of the packets of food he'd brought in his knapsack, which he and
Loses HisWay had retrieved from the corridor while the Icefa con, numb, dizzy, and feding like apiece
of very old driftwood on abeach, lay staring at the ocher firdight patterns on the ceiling, blinking now
and then and rgoicing obscurdly in thefriction of areal eydid over ared eye. "Have acake."

The old man extended a potato cake to him. The Icefal con devoured it ravenoudy and immediately felt
queasy a therevivd of digestive organs. He wasn't about to say so, however. He was the | cefa con-and
food was food.

"Y ou might have informed me," said the Icefalcon, "that you'd followed us after dl. Y our presence would
have been useful in any number of instances.”

"I'm very sureit would have been,”" Ingold replied soothingly.

"| take it your interesting little accounts of the Siege of Renweth were fabricated from reports sent to you
by Ilae and Wend?!

"By no means." The wizard look abite of dried apricot-apricots grew well in the Keep's crypts, along
with grapes, cherries, and severd varieties of nuts. Other than the usua cuts and scratches gained from
cross-country travel and degping rough, and a bandage around one hand that the | cefa con remembered
from hisvisonin the pillared chamber, Ingold did not seem much the worse for wear: shabby and
unprepossessing as an old boot and several times tougher.

"Four days ago-which wasthe last time your sister gpoke to me-1 wasin the Vale of Renweth, readying
the latest of my haf-dozen attemptsto draw off Genera Gargond's troopslong enough to let medip
through the Doors. That one succeeded, I'm pleased to say-it's quite surprising what men will believe if
you take them off guard in the middle of the afternoon. When you saw me, | wasin one of the laundry
roomsin the Roya Sector, specificaly, the chamber Brycothis designated, or seemed to designate, asthe
Renweth end of what Gil refersto as atransporter.”

"Surely you knew it had to be something of thekind,” he added, seeing the I cefd con's expression of
gartled enlightenment. Gil had told a number of talesthat involved transporters.

"Vair na-Chandros is many things, but heisn't afool. Of course the only reason he would take such a
troublesome journey would beif he thought there was away from here straight into Dare's Keep. Even
with the Hand of Harilomne, Bektis couldn't have overpowered llae, Rudy, and Wend together, and the
wards on the Arrow River Road were strong enough to have warned us of the army's approach in spite
of dl Bektismight do."

Ingold extended his hands gratefully to thefire. "I guessed as soon as Wend told me Tir had been
kidnapped that it had to be something of the sort, and Cold Degth's information only confirmed my
suspicions. Vair sought such athing at Prandhaysfirgt, didn't he, Hethya?!

"l don't know what he was after seeking at Prandhays." Hethya, still sitting in the circle of LosesHis
Way'sarm, raised her chin from her fists. She had been staring dully at and past the cdll's obsidian wall,
asif defeated or expecting punishment; there was a questioning look as she met the wizard's bright-blue
gaze.

Whatever she saw in Ingold's eyes must have encouraged her, for she sat up alittle straighter and said,
"That Bektis, he went through every stick and gtitch of Mother's scrolls-dragged 'em al down and spent
al thewinter at 'em, the ones she'd never known the tongues of-while Vair and Bektis hauled me out of



me cell every couple of days and asked me this and that, and me never knowin' what it was they wanted
to hear or what they'd do to meiif they didn't get it."

Her nogrilsflared, and shefdl slent again, thetwist in her lipsaline of ugly memories.

"Now you speak of it, they did ask me about travel between K eegps-they asked Oale Niu, that is-and |
kept sayin' there wasn't much, there wasn't much. Stands to reason, you see.”

She shrugged and took another bite from the dried fruit that ingold had passed al around. "Y ou'd never
want to get farther than you could find shelter at sunset. | would have said, ‘None at dl,’ but Mother did
find some pretty old scrolls of what she said looked like copies of copies of thingsfrom far, far back,
talkin' of travel, so there must have been some. Y ou'd never have got me out.”

Her eyebrows, coppery in the glinting amber light, pulled together. " Two accounts, they was, and both of
‘'em full of fightin' off the Dark with torches and wizards puttin' up flares al round the camps, and such,
though we had no way of knowin' how far after the coming of the Dark those were written, nor who'd
been at 'em and changed 'em around since. People do, you know," she added. "Mum found two or three
times, where she'd have ata e written one way, and then another onefifty or so yearslater, where
somebody'd changed it."

"That," the |cefal con said haughtily, "is because civilized people make up so many storiesto amuse
themsalves that they do not understand truth when they encounter it. Among my people it would not have
happened.”

"Among your people dl you tak of isanimal tracks and the westher, I've heard.”

"Of acertainty." Loses His Way |ooked wounded by the distaste in her voice. "How else can you know
where to hunt, or what the pasturage for your horseswill be, or where the game will graze did you not
know where the rains have been in the spring? How can you tell which herdstravel where unlessyou
know the tracks of their leaders and where they went last spring and the spring before? And besides,”" he
added, "they arefriends, those leaders. The herd of Broken Horn, the great rhinoceros of the Ten
Muddy Streams Country, | have followed histracksfor fifteen years now. | know where heislikely to
lead his people in seasons when the rain comes before the Moon of Blossoms and when it doesn't fal in
the Twisted Hills Country until after the New Moon of Fawns."

"Bethat asit may," said Ingold, turning encouragingly to Hethya. He had experience with the peoples of
the Real World once they got on the subject of weather and animal tracks.

"Bethat asit may," shesaid. "I cribbed pretty heavy off those travel stories, and Vair, he never could get
around me.”

"And | takeit," said Ingold, his deep, scratchy voice alittle dreamy, "that one of those two travel tales
concerned thisplace.”

"Aye" Hethyasad softly. "Aye, it did that.”

Far off aman's voice could be heard shouting nonsense words, or perhaps crying out in another tongue.
Ingold lifted his head, blue eyes wary under eyelids marked with tiny, hooked, vicious scars, listening.
Sorting sound from sound, as mages did, sorting the darkness with hismind.

The I cefa con thought of those endless halways stretching away into shadow, the chambers glimpsed in
confusing dreams, rustling with lubberly vegetation that crept with demons, into which men bored
stubbornly, stupidly, working their way inward, not out.

| will est themall.

Hismemory had curious gapsin it, but some images were branded into his consciousness: an old man
gripping astruggling demon between his hands, grinning as he tore chunks of its glowing, plasmic
pseudoflesh with his misshapen teeth and drank of itslife.

The Kegp was coming to life.

There was something he was forgetting. Something held heard. Bektis cradling blood and jewelsto his
breast. Prinyippos preening himsdf. Vair ...

Y ou think you can escape?

"I couldn't say 1'd been one of them as had | ft this place, see," Hethyawent on after amoment, "because
| didn't know how long after the coming of the Dark that was. And | didn't know what Bektis knew. But
Bektis dready knew that this place had been left, for whatever reason: |eft standin' empty, he said, and



the people dl just walked out and shut the doors behind ‘em. God knows why."

"l can guess," said Ingold. "We came very closeto it ourseves afew years ago-leaving Renweth, | mean.
Anice storm killed al the stock and most of the food plants. Thisfar north, with the Ice advancing, it was
bound to happen. Or maybe there was sickness.”

The Icefdcon sat up alittle, hisback propped against the wall, his sword near his hand-he was never
completely comfortable unless his sword was near his hand and he had a dagger where he could get to it
fast-and accepted another potato cake. In the back of his mind a name tugged at him, a half-forgotten
vison of awarrior and achild. "Who was the old man?"'

"Zay." Tir looked up, alittle surprised that none of them knew, none of them remembered. "Hisnameis

Zay."

Once Hethya spoke of it, Tir recalled very clearly the caravans from the Keep of the Shadow straggling
into Renweth Vae over Sarda Pass. He didn't remember whose memory it was. The glaciers were low
on the mountains, though not as low as they were nowadays. The mountains themsalves |ooked different,
waterfalls down bare rockfaces where trees grew now.

Thear was very cold. He remembered how his breath-that other boy's bresth-smoked and his fingertips
hurt within hisgray fur gloves. He remembered how few they were, only handfuls of women and acouple
of children. The men had dl perished, victims of the Dark.

He did know that whoever it was who had originally seen this emigration had known that these were the
people from the Keep of Tiyomiswho didn't know about Zay. He-whoever he was-could not remember
al those other little boys, dl those other young men, whose glimpsed recollections lurked in Tir's mind.
He, whoever he was, had been untroubled by the nightmares of acid-blood stink on the wind, the dreams
of driving an ax home into another man's helmeted skull on the field of shouting battle, the sudden terrors
of attempted murderslong past: a happy and thoughtless young man.

He hadn't known about Brycothis, either.

Tir said, "Zay waslike Brycothis. He was one of the wizards who raised the Kegps."

He spoke from the shelter of Ingold's arm, tucked benegth the old man's mantle like a chick under its
mother'swing. Clinging to the old man, delirious with rdlief a the familiar smdlls of wood smoke and
soap, of chemicals and herbs; the smells of the Keep.

After thefirst hysterical hugging, held stepped back, knowing awizard needed space to work in. But
he'd clung to the old man's robe when Ingold went out into the corridor again, down to another cell to
work the spellsto summon the I cefal con back to his body, spells that couldn't be worked in the Silent
room.

Hed had to bite hislip and then his hand to keep from speaking. At last, when Ingold rose from the

lcefa con's side, wiping hisface, Tir had whispered, "Is Rudy okay?"

"Rudy iswdl." Ingold had ruffled Tir'sblack hair as he said it; there was no liein the blue eyes. "1 worked
aheding magic on him as soon as | entered the Keep, before coming here. He's weak-he was badly
hurt-but he will recover. Thefirgt thing he did when he woke was ask after you. Y our mother istaking
care of him and praying every night for your safety.”

So hismother was dl right, too. He wanted to kick Vair for lying.

No, he thought. Hewanted to ... There were other things, adult things, evil things, that he wanted to do to
Vair. Thingsthat frightened him, turned him sick even to consider.

He pressed hisface to Ingold's side and tried to push the thoughts away, to look aside from those dark
places where others before him had |ooked.

Ingold was here. Everything was going to be dl right.

"Brycothistold the other mages about-about entering into the Keeps," he said after atime. " About
becoming part of the heart of the Keep. Giving up their bodies, and their lives, so their magic would link
the Kegps with the magic of the earth and the stars forever. Some other wizard wasgoingto do it ...
Fyanin? Fy-something. But he died on the way, when the Dark attacked them at that hill wherewe
were."

"There were alot of Keeps," he went on, looking from face to face of these people who surrounded him,



these people he loved-even Loses His Way, who had scared him at first.

"But there weren't alot of mages. The bad king killed them. And some of them were bad themsalves.
And alot of them they couldn't spare because they needed them to fight the Dark. But Zay rode north
with ... | think with Dare of Renweth ... and Fyanach because Zay was from the North, from the Valey
of Shilgae, which wasred rich then. They were his people. Hewastheir guardian.”

"And they left him," murmured Ingold. "They left him done.”

The Icefa con frowned. "He must have known why."

"Must he?" Ingold widened his eyes at the young man. "Why do you say that? When someone hurts
you-hurts you very badly-do you ever redly derive any consolation from the knowledge that they were
only acting asthey fdt driven to act?’

The Icefalcon saw again Blue Child's eyes meeting his across the longhouse fire. Sometimesthe Wise
were too damned perceptive.

"And he hasbeen here" he sad. "All thistime."

Hismind returned to the eclipsed shadow, the wobbling fingernails, the vile glimmer of unseen eyes. He
thought about the evil dow-growing plantsthat choked the corridors and chambers, about the spots of
deadly cold. It was asif, he thought, they were locked in the body of abeast long dead, wanderingina
vadt, dtilled, ebon heart. "Was this Far-Walker, this transporter, ever used?!

Ingold shook hishead. "I don't know," hesaid. "If it was, it fell out of generd uselong ago. Certainly no
record of it survived, not even in the archives of the City of Wizards."

He wrapped up the rest of the potato cakes and stowed them in his knapsack, which he shoved into a
corner. He had dways, thought the I cefa con, looked more like a beggar than awizard, except for the
sword he belted at his hip. And indeed, within this chamber where the Runes of Silence were written he
was not awizard, only avery tough old man.

He settled now by the fire and extended his pamsto the warmth. "'I've never seen mention of it in any of
the record crystals, either, and most of those were made well before the coming of the Dark Ones.
Perhapsit was originated by the mages of that time but in the end considered too dangerous. The Keeps
depended for their safety on absol ute impregnability.”

"One set of Doors, and those locked and guarded with the most stringent of magica wards. And nothing
else, as| knew to my sorrow, from those nights deeping cold on the mountainsde and stedling food from
Vair'stroopsto stay dive. Fairly good food, too, if you knew which messto visit-though one produced
medlsthat tasted excellent but made metruly ill afterward.”

"Ah, that'll be me cousin Athkum." Hethya nodded. "They took him on as a cook-as adave, of course.
Cousin Athkum was another of me mother's pupils, though not to magic born. He was adab hand at
herbology and healing brews, though. 1'd be surprised,” she added casualy, "if any of them live much past
the end of summer.”

"Good heavens,” Ingold murmured, alarmed.

"Y ou probably didn't take enough to hurt you." Hethya shrugged. "By the time enough accumulatesin
their systems-he says browncap mushrooms are the best-helll be far away. It isn't asif they didn't ask for
it

"l suppose not.” Ingold shuddered alittle. "I shall take stepsto invoke spells of hedling on mysdlf the
moment I'm out of thisroom. Asfor the trangporter, it may only have been an experiment and never used
a al. Inany case, dl knowledge of it waslost at the Renweth end. This may have been ddiberate, for
the archways of crystal that seem to have demarcated its resonating chambers were bricked up and
plastered over. Brycothis directed llaeto it, of course, but she could make no sense of the images she
placed in her mind. It was only when you, Icefdcon, came through thewall as| sat meditating there that |
redlized how the function and shape of the room had to have been changed.”

"Can we go back?'

"Wecan," Ingold said dowly. "It would be best if we can do it without showing Vair wherethe
trangporter lies. I'm fairly good at covering my tracks, but magic won't work in the chamber itsdf nor in
severd of the corridors round about it, and I'm not sure that four adults could pass those corridors again
without leaving traces that could be deciphered in the frost and the vines. That's what he wanted you for,



wasntit, Tir?"

Theboy nodded. "I had to get away,” hesaid. "I couldn't let him-I never will let him. HE's evil. HES going
to make more soldiers and take them to the Keep..."

"Out of what, pray?' demanded Hethya scornfully. *Mushrooms?’

"The Empty Lakes People," said the Icefalcon.

The otherslooked at him, silent with shock.

"They're on their way here, two hundred of them," he said. "I'm sorry. 1..." He shook his head, angry at
himself for not spesking of it before. Like asingle black comb on the table of crystal needles, likea
dream about Bektis summoning light, the conversation had dipped away in clouds of demon-laughter and
pain.

"Breaks Noses |eads them. After four more chimes of the clock Bektiswill lay a glamour upon Crested
Egret-Prinyippos-s0 that he can lead them into a crevasse in theice, where they will be killed by an
avaanche. Vair will usetheir flesh as he used the flesh of the sheep, he says, to manufacture ten or twelve
or twenty warriors, where before he could only cal forth four from hisiron vat."

"And with that many warriorsto assst in the search,” he added reasonably, "stupid asthey are, it can
only be amatter of time before they locate the transporter without the help of our lad Scarface here."
Hethyasaid, "T'cha" in offense, and dapped at hisfoot, which was the nearest part of his body to her.
But the Icefd con saw Tir'sfleet shy grin and the duck of his head, asthe deformity and shame
transformed to something men envied, the mark of battle survived.

"And where," Ingold asked gently, "doesVair keep thisvat of his?'

Three corridors away from the dark triple cell beside the Aide, Ingold paused and closed his eyes,
dreaming or meditating or doing whatever it was that Wise Ones did. When they turned the fina corridor,
it was to discover the door guards of the cell gone.

By the muddy boot prints there had been two of them thistime, Vair evidently having learned alesson
about single guardsin that corridor.

The Icefd con felt atwinge of irritated envy toward people who didn't have to step through a dashing
fire-fal of painin order to send the clones on some sort of wild-goose chase to the farthest latrine in the
Keep, but he put it asde asillogical.

Ingold paid for his powersin other ways.

Neither the I cefalcon nor Loses His Way breathed a sound as they traversed the short stretch of corridor
and Ingold dipped back the door bolt. The wizard paused on the threshold, like acat balking at the entry
to a haunted room.

Then he stepped in, moving with awariness that made the | cefal con uneasy. Anything that scared Ingold
Inglorion wasindeed to be avoided at &l costs.

Whatever it was, he noticed that Loses His Way didn't seem to sense anything amiss. Saving, of course,
the smell of old blood about the dethken iares, which was dmaost drowned in the overwhelming stink of
the clones corpses. Creepers had aready grown through the doorway, probing into the brown mess.
The chieftain muttered, "Pfaugh! Thisisugly hunting. He will make warriors of those?"

"Of their flesh, yes." Ingold was clearly fascinated. "I've read very old accounts of this procedure, though
itsuse was|ost with the technology of this apparatus. These" helifted the crystal needles from their table,
turning them to the dim feather of magelight that floated above his head, angled the glass beads on their
heads to catch some gleam within them-"went into the nerve points of the body, the crystd into the head
and shoulders, theiron into the limbs, the gold into the abdomen and organs.”

He moved from object to object, running his heavy-muscled hands dong the twisted glass and iron of the
arches surmounting the tub and the viscera-looking glass tubes.

"The power was digned through the canopy, though they've got it sourced wrong. Thosetwo crystals at
the foot belong on either side of this sphere here, in an equilaterd triangle. Once that was done the power
was self-aligning, and acircle chalked round the whole would close the circuit and start the process
working. | wonder where Bektislearned of it?"

"Wherever hefound that gem he wears on his hand, belike," said the Icefalcon. "He calls it the Hand of



Harilomne. It grants him greater power than ever | saw him use.”

Ingold, leaning over the vat to touch the brownish film that seemed to emerge from the quicksilver lining
itself, looked up swiftly, and hiswhite brows pulled together.

"Yes" he said, and there was old knowledge, old anger in hisvoice. "Yes, | know what the Hand does.
And it probably isn't what Bektisthinks."

The Icefalcon leaned his back against the doorpost. He found that even the walk down to the chamber
had winded him. His calves ached and felt on the verge of cramping; annoying, he thought, and something
he should be beyond. "1 thought you said the Devices of the Times Before were beyond your ken."
"Many of them are. But Harilomne was hardly amage of the Times Before, and he left accounts of his
Hand-and of this Device, asit happens, which hetried hard to duplicate before he was driven out of the
West of the World by the Council of Wizards. | should imagine your girl Hethya's mother encountered an
incomplete copy of hiswork on what he caled the Cauldron of Warriors, hidden away at Prandhays
Keep."

"Sheisnot my girl," said the [cefalcon indignantly, but Ingold had aready turned back to the vat and was
studying the pattern of tiny lightsthat gleamed sarlikeinitslining. The Icefa con followed him and saw
that the bottom was an inch or so deep in the brownish ooze that filmed the sides. He shrank from the
thought of touching it, even should the salvation of his soul depend upon so doing.

Therewas evil here againgt which rivariesfor love or power, revenge, or the fasfication of asacrificiad
omen were the spites of a pettish child. A true evil, amonsirous and vile greed that disregarded all but
itdf.

"What doesthe old one do?' L oses His Way nodded toward Ingold, his voice low so that the mage
would not hear. "What does he need to know, other than that this thing must be destroyed before Vair
can makeuseof it again?'

Ingold moved on, fingering tubes and cylinders, and glanced calculatingly back at the chamber's door.
Knowing him, the | cefd con redlized that the old man was wondering if there were away of stedl ing dl or
part of the gpparatus, away of carrying it intact back to the Keep of Dare, to be studied and preserved.
He came swiftly around the end of the vat and closed his hand on the heavy wrist. "Degtroy it," he said.
Later heredlized that the fault lay in them both. Ingold for not Smply destroying the thing at
once-provided that such athing were possible-and himsdlf for distracting the mage and for afatal second
tying up Ingold's sword-hand and his own.

"Fool, Inglorion!" thundered avoice from the direction of the door. "Tentimesa..."

Had Ingold not needed to shake free of the Icefa con's grip he might have leveled his st&ff, fired off a
spell of lightning and ruin, amoment faster. Asit was, Bektis had timeto duck, dipping back out of the
doorway and damming it shut.

Theblast of power Ingold hurled crashed the door open again, demolishing the heavy wood in the
process, the | cefa con stepped back from the wizard at the same moment L oses His Way stepped
forward; Bektis return blast of lightning caught them both.

LosesHis Way went flying over the pile of corpses and against the wall, gasping with shock. Ingold
staggered, catching himself on his staff for balance, and Bektis, in the doorway once more, cried out
wordsin avoice of power, words the |cefa con had heard before.

The Court Mage lifted his hand, and the I cefalcon could see it encased in the gold-woven crystdl
Wegpon of Harilomne, chilly light lancing, flashing through the matrices of power and showing up the
boneswithin the flesh.

Ingold flinched, ducked, holding up his hand. Fire shattered around him, ripped long scarsin the black
stone of the floor. He hurled something-cloud, darkness, asmell of dust and blood-and dimly through
blindness the | cefa con saw Bektis free hand move, trailing light from its fingertips like an acrobat making
patterns with ribbon.

The patterns traced and scattered, spreading out across the black walls of the room itsdlf, engulfing
Ingold like areaching hand. Ingold rolled to hisfeet and tried to rush the older mage, sword held high,
and the I cefalcon redized an instant before it happened what Bektis was doing and cried out, "NO!™
Bektisturned in aswirling extravaganza of cloak and beard and dapped his right hand, the Hand of



Harilomne, outspread into the center of the rushing pattern of color drawn from thewalls. Ingold had
amost reached him when thin blue lightning fingered out from the calling, thewalls, from every corner of
the chamber, stitching into the old mage's body like needles.

Ingold stumbled, fell, got to hisfeet, and came on again, but shreds and shards of something that wasn't
light and wasn't darkness seemed to ped from the very fabric of the Keep, ringing him in animbus of
burning. He fdl again, and Bektis removed Hand and Wespon from the wall and stretched forth his other
hand, signing the flaring, chittering darknessto depart.

It did not.

Lightning flashed and wickered from the celling again, driving Ingold back aong the floor. The old man
rolled, tried to get to hisfeet, face set in shock and pain. Loses His Way charged Bektiswith aroar of
rage and was stabbed through with afinger of crimson fire from the crystal cap on the wizard'sfinger,
dropping him in histracks-the | cefal con edged dong thewall, sword drawn, waiting for his chanceto
drike.

Ingold tried to stand again; it was asif he were being devoured by a haf-seen holocaust of stars.
Bektistook astep toward Ingold and said, "Stop it."

The lightning continued. Shadowy forms dipped and wavered around Ingold-he must have been using
somekind of counterspell, for the Icefalcon could see his hands and lips move, even as hetried to get to
hisfeet, gather his strength.

Harsh haf-seen flakes of light pushed him steadily back, toward the far wall, Bektis advancing ... But
Bektis hands fluttered uncertainly. In the reflected glare the | cefal con could see that the Hand of
Harilomne had crazed, like glass heated and suddenly cooled, the crystal clouded and dead.

Bektis dark eyeswere wide with terror and doubt. "Stop it," he called out again, speaking to thewalls,
the ceiling, the whole malevolent Keep itsdlf that seemed to be bending and bowing toward him, funneling
into theroom like the heart of akiller sorm. "Stop it! | command you!"

A darkness seemed to lift out of therear wall of the cell, dry and ancient, covering it from the Court

Mageswitchlight and from theillumination of the lightning that played and struck and dashed around
Ingold's retreating form.

The Icefacon saw Ingold's face, sweat stlanding on his forehead and eyes wide with desperation; saw his
lips move in the words of counterspells, holding off the lightning as best he could. Sheets and threads and
arrows of purplish quasi-light whirled around him like blown leaves, leaving black burns where they
touched; cold filled the room, rolling in waves from the dark at thefar end.

And there was avoice, thelcefa con thought. A voice that laughed adow, dry laughter, buildingin an
amost silent crescendo of glee. "Stop it!" Bektis voice was dmost a scream. He gestured wildly, and the
grayed chunks of burned crysta fell from his hand in bloodstained pieces that shattered on the floor.

Loses His Way, staggering painfully to hisfeet, started to rush forward to Ingold's sde, and the I cefalcon
grabbed hisarm and dragged him back, behind Bektis, toward the door. A find flare of lightning diced
down, catching Ingold full in the chest. He staggered back and seemed to fall into where the wall should
have been and wasn't. Falling back into the engulfing darkness that amoment later was gone.

Ingold was gone, too.

Purple threads of lightning flowed around the calling of the chamber, down the walls, acrosstheiron sdes
of the vat. Harmless, heatless, an echo of desiccated laughter.

Thelcefdcon closed hisgrip hard on Loses His Way's arm and fled.



? Chapter 19

TheKegpwasdive.

Blueworms of phosphor fleeted along the join of the celling, dipped away out of sght into thewall.
Somewherefar off, knocking could be heard, tapping and pounding on the black wallsin blackness;
once one of thewalls of the Silent cell on the second level bled alittle, liquid black in the dim pulse of the
little fire, but red when Hethya went and touched it and brought the smear of it back to the fire on her
fingers. Shesaid, "T'cha" and quickly wiped it away, but not before Tir saw.

The whole Keep was whispering. Names, Tir thought-the names of those who had departed. The names
of those who had gone awvay. Sometimesit whistled, asad little tune, an air Tir dmost knew.

And sometimesit was only silent, and that silence was worse than anything. One could dmost seeiniit the
lifted ironic brow, the wet slver eye beneath.

Hethyaraised her head sharply. Picking up one of the swords the men had | &ft, she crossed to the cell's
door. For atime she listened, face profiled in the ocher glow that twined her curlswith brassand laid a
thread of fire dong the blade's edge. "Now what would they be after?!

Far off, dmost unheard and thrown fromwall to wall in adistant ripple of echoes, Tir could hear the
barest strain of sound: atrumpet being blown.

"It only needed that," panted L oses His Way, "to make the hunt complete.”
The I cefa con, concentrating on igniting the end of astick from his firepouch without putting out the hot
little banked cod, muttered, "The hunt isfar from complete.”
To hishuge annoyance his hands were shaking and would not stop. Even the short run through the
darkness had winded him, and the presence of enemieswho might appear at any moment made him edgy
as apanther.

"Mysdlf, | would not advise you wager any substantia sum on old Ingold being dead.”

"Dead or living, he'sof no useto us." Loses His Way pushed back the aureate mane of his hair, loosened
from its braids during the beating and streaked with gore and filth, but il brilliant as summer light. "Can
this shaman Bektisturn the very wals againgt us?"
The Icefa con shook his head. "The Hand of Harilomne-the crystals he wore that shattered-were a spell
of summoning, of focus, by which he made himsdf stronger. Being afool, he summoned and focused the
Ancestor of Shamans, Zay, he who sacrificed himself to become the ki of this place. Now that he has
brought him to life he cannot send him away.”

Lightsflitted through the corridor, pae violet flamesthat |ost themsaves among the pallid spill of dead
vines and mushroom forest growing from the cross corridor before them. It might only have been the
quiver of thetiny flame on the end of his match, but the Icefa con would have sworn the vineswere
moving.

Loses HisWay used a colloquid term, common in the Red World, which meant " stands downwind from
mammoths.”
The lcefa con looked around and knelt to hack chunks from the stringers of dried vines growing along the
base of thewdll. "The boy might know where that gulf of darkness would take him.”
"And what then?' demanded the chieftain. "They will be sending forth this decoy soon. Without your
shamantoadus..."
A trumpet sounded in the Aide. A peremptory note, the call the | cefal con recogni zed from the presence
of thearmies of the South at the Keep of Dare seven years ago. "It isasummons.”
"That?" Loses HisWay bridled. "Only foolswould summon their warriors so, where anyone can hear."
"They arefools," said the lcefd con dismissvely. "And what enemies have they that they would fear inthis
place?'
The blue eyes narrowed, suddenly the eyes of abeast. "Us," he whispered. "O my enemy, they have us."
Cautioudy picking their route so asto leave no track, the | cefalcon and Loses His Way took sometime
to find agtair to the second level upon which they would not meet Vair'swarriors, most of whom were



assembled in the Aide when the two enemies dipped into acdll that had awindow.

Extinguishing the torch and leaving only the single match burning, propped againgt the wall by the door,
the men crept to the square outlined in dull red light and, looking down, saw the crowd gathered dmost
directly benesth them, where the vines had been trampled flat into astinking mush.

The bad pates of the clones caught aglister of the torchlight. They seemed, theicefalcon saw, to herd
ingtinctively together, like with like, brothers seeking the comfort of their brothers without knowing why,
twelve or sixteen or in one case eighteen together, staring stupidly before them.

The lcefa con counted the heads of the whole men, the tufts of white or black or red hair still pulled up in
topknots or lying loose on their shoulders: the men who moved briskly and spoke among themselves,
glancing dl the while a the dark Doors, the solemn lunacy of the water clock, the vast seethe of plant life
a the Aide'send.

Such aman wastaking to Vair, hisvoice loud enough to carry to the unseen watchers above.
"Demonsled them," hewas saying, and gestured to two clones standing nearby, staring about them
foolishly. Brother-clones, the | cefalcon saw, White Alketch with their fair skin scraiched and torn from
vine shards and thorns.

"It'salong way around, going in through the back because of that, my Lord." He nodded toward the
hueless tangle of the jungle-though the Icefalcon didn't understand many of hiswords, his gestures made
clear enough what he said.

"But there are no vines around the place itsalf.” Ha ekkorgn-selfsame place-the | cefa con recognized
too, the word for vines.

"It'sjust asmy Lord Bektis described it, my Lord: four chambersleading one out of the other, with pillars
of crystd flanking the arches.” The gestures of his hands-one, two, three, four-made his meaning
unmistakable.

"They'vefound it," whispered the Icefalcon, and he felt acold grimness settle around his heart. "The
trangporter Vair has been seeking. Theroad that leads directly from this place into the heart of the
Keep."

"How do you know?"'

The Icefacon shook his head. Vair was speaking to Bektis now, more quietly. "How far are these
barbarians from the crevasse's head?'

"As| seethemin my scrying stone, my Lord, they come on quickly." Bektisdidn't look ahair the worse
for hisbattle with Ingold: long hair combed smooth over his shoulders, beard like acurtain of snow. The
| cefal con noticed, however, that Bektis kept hisright hand tucked out of sight in his ermine muff.

"Can Prinyippos reach them from here?' Vair, too, was uneasy, watching the black Doorways, the
colorlessvines, like aman expecting attack. "If Inglorion knows of our presence here, whether he came
through the Far-Walker or followed you over the mountains, you can believe hewill relay that
information to the Lady of the Keep."

"My Lord, | tell you thereislittle to fear from the man now. | wounded him, unto the deeth, | think."

"So you havetold me." Vair's eyesreturned to the wizard's, with a coldnessin them the I cefal con could
sense even from his high coign. "But you told me aso that you were not pursued. Y ou told me that
Inglorion himsdlf wasin Gae."

"Hewas, my Lord. Onthat | will swear."

"Then he came after you, Bektis, with truly enviable speed. Perhaps he was even here before us. In either
case we have no timeto waste.”

"Asyou say, my Lord." Bektis managed to make agesture of submission without taking his hand from his
muff.

"Itisbest," Vair said, "that the matter be pressed to conclusion without delay. Is Prinyippos ready?'
Bektisamiled, ahint of smug triumphin hiseyes. "I trugt," he purred, "that my Lord will find my work
satisfactory.”

He held out his hand, and adim form stepped from the door of the nearest cell. That door was dmost
under the window where the | cefa con and L oses His Way watched, so they didn't see the scout until he
reached Bektis sde. Besde him, the Icefa con felt rather than heard the thick hard jerk of bresth.



It was Twin Daughter.

Twin Daughter as she had ridden to battle on Bison Hill, when al she thought, wasthat here was an easy
raid. Twin Daughter with her three flame-bright braids wrigt-thick over acoat of mammoth hide, her
scarred ova face thin with hardship and brown with the sun-glare on theice.

The lcefd con felt the movement of hisenemy'sarm againgt him and glanced sdelong to see Loses His
Way reach ingde his coat to touch the spirit-pouches that hung around his neck.

"| thought you said this Bektis had lost the greater part of his power?"

"He made this glamour before, to show it to Vair, wanting his praise,” the I cefa con whispered. "It did not
take much to renew now, like abanked coa being breathed once againto life.”

"Not bad, my Lord, you must admit."

Twin Daughter said something to hislord in ateasing voice, flirting with him, and Vair's dark face split
with alewd grin. The Icefalcon did not understand the idiomatic speech, but the tone wasthat of a
woman of the Streets, bantering a customer, and hefelt Loses HisWay shiver.

" She looks good enough to bed,” purred Vair, and put ahand on Twin Daughter's-Prinyippos-cheek.
The counterfeit woman smpered and made aplay of eyelashes, and the men around them hooted and
laughed. "Of course,” Vair added with agrin, "shedid before.”

"Hyena." Thevoice of Loses His Way was S0ft, like the first cracking of theice underfoot, when a
traveler istoo far to reach shore beforeit gives. "Scum.”

"Sheisdead." TheIcefalcon turned his eyes away, not wanting to see what he saw in his enemy'sface.
"She lies beyond hisdishonor.”

"Even s0," he breathed. "Even s0."

"Youwill gowith Prinyippos,” Vair continued, turning to Bektis. "At asafe distance you will follow to
maintain thisillusion that you kegp on him. Mongret, Gom, Tuuves..."

There was a gtirring-the first man stepped forward, but Gom and Tuuves were clones, and nearly a
dozen of each tried to amble to the front. Vair seized one of each name, gestured the rest back asif they
had been beggarsimportuning himin the street.

"My Lord," said Bektis, "you know the strength of my illusions. The caving-in of the crevasse can be
accomplished as easily from within these walls as without. May | remind my Lord that the wizard
Inglorionis il somewhere here”

"I thought you had killed him, Bektis" The gold eyes cut to him, aflint knife gashing flesh. "And yes |
know well the strength of your illusions. When the avalanche is accomplished and dl the barbarians are
dead, you will return and inform me. | will send you out again with the larger party to recover the bodies.
| trust you will find some way to keep the barbarians engaged outside until the matter is accomplished.”
"My Lord," sad Bektis siffly, "they have not yet returned.”

"Excdlent.” Vair folded hisarms, his hooked hand as dways out of sght within thefolds of his cloak.

"| trust | have no need to remind you of the probable fate of a mage who, through spells forbidden by
both other wizards and the Church, influenced not only the choice, but the date, of the succession of the
Prince-Bishop of the Alketch, should that mage find himsalf abroad in the world without a protector?*
Bektis mouth tightened under the flowing beard, his dark eyesfilled with loathing and fear. "Y ou have no
need to remind me, my lord. Nor do | need reminding that rightness and legality consist not in what one
has done, but whether one holds a position of power."

Vair smiled. "Good. But | shdl remind you nevertheless should you show signs of absentmindedness. Be
prepared to depart at the next chiming of the clock.”

The Icefdcon and Loses His Way watched while further dispositions were made, four men st to guard
the great Doors while others were sent out searching again.

The I cefa con caught the word for what his people called innyiasope, yelow jessamine, a potent poison
frequently used to deprive mages of their powers, and guessed that Ingold was their quarry. The old man
had been hurt dready by the pent rage and magic of the Keep of Shadow. Gil-Shaoswould kill him,
thought the Icefacon, if he let Ingold cometo further harm.

Besde him, LosesHisWay asked inalow voice, "How muchiill can this Bektis do?"

"Because he has not the Hand of Magic does not mean he iswithout power," replied the Icefalcon. "My



sdter tells methat there are herbs a Wise One may chew to temporarily increase power in times of need
or restore it when after too great an exertion it fails, though the cost isterrible afterward.”

He watched the graceful white-haired Wise One make hisway to the nearest air. "'l have known Bektis
many years, and he isaman who is never without such an expedient. He may have used such to renew
theillusion exigting on Prinyipposthe Crested Egret. In any case, men can start an avalanchein this
country asessly asmagic.”

The chieftain chewed on the ends of his mustache, staring out into the torchlight, which faded asmen
dispersed into the mazes once more.

One of the searchers halted in crossing atoadstool-choked watercourse, reached down to lift something
from the bridge-a cup, the I cefa con saw, one of those welird apports that were, like the knocking, Ssgns
of the growing strength of the mad ki within the dark.

At last Loses HisWay sighed, his broad shoulders dumping, and he said again, "Even so. My enemy, see
the boy bestowed somewhere safe and fetch Hethyato this place at the sounding of the next chime. Tell
her to come armed.”

The Icefdcon raised hisbrows. "If you think the three of us capable of defeating four warriorswith afull
view of the Aideand awall & their backs..."

"Judt fetch her.”

Therewas anotein hisvoice that made the |cefalcon turn and alook in the chieftain's eyes-resigned,
defested, sad-that made him pause. But there was nothing he could say to his enemy-who was not his
kinsman-nothing he could ask that Loses His Way would answer.

S0 he only asked, "Will you need light?' and, at Loses HisWay's assent, dipped into the corridor again,
down two turnings to where the gray cold-dried plantslay thick and came back to kindle another torch.
Then, dipping quietly dong the endless crisscrossed junctures of the hdls, detouring twice, thrice, and
many times again to avoid the plants or theice that would leave mark of his passing, he made hisway to
the hidden stair that led to the chamber of Silence.

An hour, he thought, for Prinyippos to reach the Empty Lakes People. An hour or perhapstwo to
convince them of the truth of his assertions, to explain how he, Twin Daughter, had come to this place.
The Stars alone knew how he was going to do that. Breaks Noses was a seasoned warrior and a
skeptica man: the Icefa con had fought him in adozen minor raids and wars. He would sniff cautioudy at
atrap before stepping inside.

But the shaman of the Empty L akes People was|ong dead. The wolfskin leggings and tunic that Twin
Daughter appeared to wear were the very garments in which she had ridden to her death: aWise One,
whatever else one might say of Bektis, was aways keenly observant.

Her hair had the same bright hue, like the grass on the southern dope of the Twisted Hillsin the Moon of
Farewell, and braided into it were the hand bones of aman who had long ago stolen her horsesin the
forty-mile dry stretch between Angry Creek and the Place Where We Catch Salmon.

Prinyippos would come out of seracs that marked the buried mountains and speak to the Empty Lakes
People with Twin Daughter's voice. Even the mother of Twin Daughter would believe.

Perhaps especidly the mother of Twin Daughter.

The Icefa con quickened his stride. Everywhere, now, he had the sensation of being watched. Where he
turned to avoid atunnd filled for thirty feet and no farther with bars and sheets and spears of ice, he saw
by hisfeeble matchlight that theicicles bled.

What would Prinyippos say to them? he wondered. The Keep was buried under haf amile of ice. They
had been tracking the great party of men and mules, drawn by rumors of southern weapons of tempered
sted. Would he say to them, "Thereisagreat house, agreet city, of the mud-diggers, where they have
these wegpons under dender guard”?

Therewould be no difficulty in finding a crevasse suitable for atrap. They were everywhere, waiting
innocently for an unwary foot above. It did surprise him alittle that Blue Child had |et her warriors be
drawn off by apromise of mammoth, mirages being what they werein thisland. Still, he had been hungry
enough to go hunting aputative lemming, from timeto time.

Two turningsto theleft in pitchy gloom, the pattern of lichen and fungus familiar on thewall beside him.



Frost here-turn aside. A trick of shadow concedling the doorway, then up steps, endless and spiraling,
the smdl of dust and death and rotting plantsrisng around him like the dow hegt of astove.

Bluefox fire outlined doorways and turnings, then vanished. Nearly on top of him something screamed in
the ragged voice of apuma, what fdt like clawsraking hisface. The lcefacon's sword wasin his hand
and he was cutting, achecked stroke to avoid damaging the blade on the wall...

And of courseit met nothing. There was the puma scream again, claws ripping hisdeeve. Hefdt them
catch and pull, felt the seep of hot blood underneath, but there was no cold-the deeve hadn't been torn.

If it wasn't exactly an illusion, he thought, forcing himself to walk on, it was meant for the same purpose,
to get him to run and lose himsdlf in the labyrinth. The demons, too, took strength from the magic of the
Keep.

Thething screamed in his ear for another dozen yards, then let him alone. He heard it scream again,
muffled by distance and by turnings, heard aman's shriek of terror and the thunder of running feet. Foal.
"What happened?' gasped Hethya when he came into the chamber of Silence. He put up hishand to his
face, and hisfingers came away bloodied.

"Demons. | need Hethyato help me, Scarface. Thewarriors of Vair are hunting for Ingold everywhere
onthislevel." Timeenough later to tell the boy Vair had found the transporter. "I s there some safer place
where you can hide?'

Tir nodded. "There's aroom above this one, on the fourth level. Y ou can't seethe door. Y ou haveto
count steps. Fifteen from the last corner before thewall. Y ou can't see the door from inside, either.”
"Will you bewell there?' Hethya asked worriedly, asif, thought the Icefalcon, Tir hadn't thought the
matter out before speaking.

Tir nodded. "I'll befine."

"Youwon't be afraid?'

"No.

"And what did you think the boy would say?" whispered the | cefa con as they ascended a stone thread of
dair to thelevel above.

"Yes, I'll beterrified? Of course he will be afraid." He watched while Tir counted careful steps and then
pushed at the black stone of thewall. Thewall yielded nothing. The Icefacon paced off fourteen of his
own long strides and tested the wall. Aswith Ingold's body, his hand seemed enveloped in shadow-it
wasindeed difficult to see anything in the dim lamplight-and he stepped through into aclose-smdling
blackness.

He reached back immediately and drew the othersin, Hethya holding up the lamp. A ribbon of water ran
down thewall into abasin, and where the water came out, lichen and fungus and the ubiquitous vines
choked the ancient spigot. The whole room was foul with leathery leaves.

The Icefd con thrust his sword into every vine and clump of toadstools, paced off the confines of the
room, then cut the dead vines away, clearing aspace for afire and at the same time making something to
burn.

He was very tired now and though food had made him sick before, he felt the need of it desperately,
muscles aching and al hisflesh deathly cold. His hair had come unbraided from the he snatchings of
demons, hanging down his back in acloak the hue of moonlight and getting in hisway every time he
turned his head.

Hekindled alittle fire and laid down two sticks of vine to show where the door was on theinsde. "Well
be back," he said.

Tir looked hopelessly tiny and hopelesdy young. "I'm not afraid.”

The Icefdcon kindled the vine-stem torch. ™Y ou may be the only one in the Keep to be saying that. Sleep
if you can.”

Though the dreamsin this place, he thought, were not something that he would wish upon afriend, or on
afriend's son.

"They've found the transporter,” he said to Hethya as they descended again. "L oses HisWay has aplan,
he says, to keep Vair from getting more men, but the Keep will need to be warned, if we can deviseit.”

In the corridors of the second level aclone crawled along on his hands and knees, bawling out names at



thetop of hislungs. Elsewhere footsteps raced by them, ghostly and bodiless but fleet with the speed of
panic, and the | cefa con thought he heard the tearing intake of breath.

TheKeepwasdive.

"I never thought that it would belike this," whispered Hethya, hurrying a hisside. "Never."

"And what did you think it would be like?"

"Like home, mostly." Hethya shook her head. "Only musty, empty. They can't have stayed here dl that
long, it'sso ... sotidy. | don't know if you've been to Prandhays Keep, melanky friend, but it'safair
warren, worse than Renweth, at least what | saw of Renweth. Fat chance I'll ever have of them invitin'
me back when thisis over, and smal blameto 'em. Mother..."

She heditated, her breath indrawn, then let it go. The Icefa con touched her arm, holding her back.
Something moved in the corridor ahead, near the rectangle of wavering light that marked wherethe Aide
would be.

His sword was dready in his hand. He scanned the walls quickly, looking for another door, away to get
behind whatever lay ahead of them.

A voice whispered, "lcefdcon.”

LosesHis Way. He felt Hethya's breath come in for reply-they'd doused the torch some way back-and
he squeezed her arm, hard. There was more than onein the corridor.

From another shadow, the same voice breathed, "It'sdl right." There was no mistaking the voice of
LosesHisWay.

"By the Corn-Woman's hair-gticks, man, we have no time!"

The voice-the same voice asthe first two-spoke from yet another shadow, and they al stepped forward
at once, outlined againgt the flickering reflections of the torchlight in the Aide. Cold passed through the
|cefa con like the onset of morta sickness.

He made himsdf step forward, say, "I'm here.”

Besde him, Hethyawhispered, "Dear God in heaven," and he heard the rustle of the mammoth-wool
coat shewore as she made asign to avert evil.

But evil had dready come-and gone. There werefour of him. Them.

No. My enemy, no.

The process of shredding, of pedling the flesh from the screaming bones, remade as well as made. All
four of Loses Their Way had their teeth once more, and none bore the bruises of Vair's besting.
Helooked different, with neither hair nor beard, the broad face far younger, the strong chin and generous
mouth odd and prominent. The Icefalcon wondered if the scar held given Loses His Way at the Place of
the Sugar Maples was gone.

Thewords of Tir came back to him: That'swhere they put the needlesin ... And Ingold: The power is
sdf-digning...

Who knew what he had learned from watching Bektisin the chamber before Hethya rescued him or what
Tir had told him of what he had seen?

His people being lured into danger, his daughter dishonored by Bektis illusion ...

O my enemy, no.

They had divided his clothing among them, like the sons of aman who has died. One wore his boots,
another his shirt of wolfhide, another hisleggings, under a makeshift assortment of garments stripped from
the corpsesin the vat-room, the commissariat where clothing and wegpons were stored. One of them
carried dl four spiritbags, till bound at his belt.

They were dl armed, too.

Hethya's eyeswere wide, suddenly filled with tears. "O my friend,” she said softly.

Loses His Way-one Loses His Way-shook his head: "Woman, we have no friends among the people of
the Red World but our kin." He spoke dowly, laborioudy putting together the words with wits divided
and dulled, and hisvoice was sad. "This my enemy"-he put aheavy arm around the I cefalcon's shoulders,
hugged him hard-"heis dear to me asa son, but heismy enemy. My kinwould kill him the moment they
saw him."

He drew their swords. "It isdone," he said. "Vair and hiswarriorswill bein the Aide soon. And..." He



frowned, groping for athought that escaped him, and another of him said, "The Taking Stars People.
The Taking Stars People will be back."

"Ah." He nodded. "Y es. They are chasng amammoth that doesn't exist." He smiled, and aflicker of his
old f glinted in the blue eyes. "And wdl served. My enemy, let usgo.”

The Icefd con and Hethya pulled up the hoods of their coats, so when the six of them crossed the
Aide-four hairless clones and another who wore the rawhide footgear of the clones-none of the four
clones on the Doors would notice.

Not that they would anyway. The fight before the Doors was short and sharp. Other Alketch warriors
were scattered about the Aide and came running, but the cavern waslong, and in the juddering gloom it
took afew moments before any of them redlized anything was amiss. By that time the | cefalcon and
Loses Their Way had pulled open the Doors.

Men fell on them from behind, and the | cefa con turned, cutting and striking, his body faling into the
practiced routines driven into him by Gnift, Swordmaster of the Guards, and before him by Noon and the
other warriors of the Taking Stars People: feint, dodge, bob, dash, ducking to use hislong legsto sweep
the opponent's feet from beneeth him, cutting with the dagger in hisleft hand.

Loses HisWay grunted in agony as asword plowed up under his breastbone; the |cefalcon felt asharp
regret to see the light vanish from those blue eyes. But at the same ingtant Loses His Way hdf turnedin
thelong black tunndl of the gates, and cold air swirled through as the outer doors were pulled open.
Loses His Way dashed the throat of an Alketch warrior, turned dmost in the same movement and jerked
free Twin Daughter's spirit-pouch from his belt, threw it whirling down the dark gate tunndl.

Loses HisWay in the outer Doors caught it, shoved it through hisbelt in the same ingtant that Loses His
Way who had thrown it, the man born in magic and pain, but man nonetheless-took an Alketch hatchet
between his shoulder blades, having taken his eyes from his enemiesto make histhrow.

The Icefd con gutted the man who killed him a second later, but it wastoo late and he knew it. Loses
HisWay collapsed on the inner threshold of the Doors, body spasming.

There was understanding in his eyes the second before the awareness went out of them, understanding
when the I cefalcon, Hethya, and Loses His Way, taking advantage of the fact that the next Alketch
warriors were gill somethirty feet away, turned and fled back into the hidden and secret hdls.
LosesHis Way, warchief of the Empty Lakes People, flopped afew times on the steps of the Keep as
hislungstried vainly to expand in hisrib cage, then died alone.

"The spirit-pouch will-will bresk theilluson." Stumbling at the hedls of the Icefa con and Hethya as they
wound their tortuous way through crossing corridors, Loses His Way brought out the words with effort,
something memorized carefully and only half comprehended.

"The spells of Bektis, the spdlls that make Breaks Noses and the others believe that this Prinyipposis
Twin Daughter, will not endure in the presence of apart of her, the soul of her, the spirit that remainsin
the spirit-pouch. If he can reachthem . . ."

He turned and looked back over his shoulder, though dl sight of the Aide had been obliterated behind
the ebon walls, the endless night around them.

They werein aplace of thick growth, dead vines crunching beneath their feet, and the creepersrustied
with the movement of demons, droplets of what looked like blood on their leaves.

"Hell reach them,” said the Icefdcon. "If heisas strong as you, my enemy, and too stupid to know when
to quit, hell reach them.”

"Did it hurt you," Hethya asked softly, "when the other two died? Y our-your other selves?’

A foolish question, thought the | cefd con-they were separate people after dl-but Loses HisWay said, "'l
fdtit. | ...itisalondiness. Worse | think than when Twin Daughter died, or her Sster, who perished
when they were only babies.”

Helooked down at her, abig generous kingly man, and oddly, no less so now, bald and shorn and
gtripped of the spear-point of hiswit. His heart remained aking's heart. "1 fed-empty. Hollow. Asif dl
chance of ever being whole again were gone. But of courseit wasgonewhen | ... when | climbed into
thevat."

"Do you remember it?"'



The lampflame wavered on glittering ice; the Icefd con turned aside, guiding them, counting doorways and
tunings

A great confusion filled him, horror and regret that he knew he should not fed Loses HisWay was his
enemy after dl. But he could not rid hismind of the clones dreams of agony, the only memoriesthey
possessed.

In the darkness men's voices called out distantly, footsteps thudded far off; someone cried out in horror,
cut short. Like abreath of wind alow laugh seemed to hover on the edge of hearing.

"Not redlly. Just ... like abeating in childhood. | don't . . ." Loses His Way turned, sword in his hand,
listening, but only silence breathed from the choked passageway to their |eft, the wilderness of stalactites
and wrinkled fros-moundsto their right. "I don't remember. Isdl wel with you, my friend?’

Thelcefd con opened his mouth indignantly to disclaim friendship with any member of the Empty Lakes
People but said insteed, "All iswell."

He had adash through his coat, but the tough mammoth hide had taken the force of the cut, which had
not penetrated to the skin. His face smarted from the claws of the demons, and hefelt cold to the
marrow of hisbones.

"What now?" asked Hethyaasthey climbed the last long Sair.

"The trangporter must be guarded,” said the Icefacon. "No magic will work in that chamber, so even if
Bektisreturnsyou will havelittleto fear. They so wrought it that one man outside could defend the
vestibule from an army arriving by transporter-and of course any similar defense in the Keep of Dare has
long since been taken out by those silly laundresses who have the rooms now. But such defenseswork
the other way aswell. Vair may have men there already, but with luck they won't redize Loses His Way
isanything but some White Alketch clone until it'stoo late”

Loses HisWay grinned. "Now this," he said, "this sounds like good hunting. | and my other salves, we
will need to split our tally of enemieskilled when we come before the ki of battle," he explained to
Hethya. "Naturdly | need to kill agood many more, and an army coming at me through asingle door ...
Ah"
"I couldn't help but be noticing,” said Hethya, "about this 'you will havelittle to fear. And just where does
this you come out of, me lanky boy?'
"It comes out of one of us having to find Ingold and find him quickly," retorted the Icefalcon. "He must
have told someone at the Keep of Vair'sintention, so if worse came to the worst they will not be taken
completely unawares, but without Ingold we cannot warn them, by transporter or by other means. The
boy Tir may recall something of where he might be, something of this Keep."
They reached the last turning of the corridor. Darkness stretched dl around them, waiting. Somewhere
the lcefa con could hear Zay whigtling, that maddening, haunting tune. On the floor before him glinted a
handful of jewels, awoman's headdress and rings, pale-green jewelswhose heart glinted black as
mile-deep ice. Whose?
Stepping around them, he counted out fourteen of hislong strides, picking by touch the pattern of lichen
and moldson thewall, familiar now.
"We are here, Scarface; we've sent an envoy to the Empty Lakes People. Now we need...”

He stepped into the little room and stopped. Tir was gone.



? Chapter 20

Tir waited along time.

Far off he could hear the voices of men calling and the ghostly chiming of the clock. These didn't frighten
him the way the whispering did, endlesdy telling over in darkness the names of people whose faces Tir
remembered but whom held never met. The voice wastiny, but it wasright there in the room with him,
like aworm-stuffed rat crouching in the corner.

Sometimes the voice said other thingsto him, too. Things about what Vair would do to him when he
caught him. Things about his mother beating him for being stupid when he got back to the Keep. Things
about Hethya and the | cefal con being dead.

It wasilluson and Tir tried to ignoreit, but time stretched out, and it might have been true. Vair was out
there, and theimage of the Icefa con's body-cold adeep, as he had been when Hethyaand LosesHis
Way brought him in-would not leave hismind. He loved Hethya, and since everything and everybody
€lse heloved had been taken away from him, why not her, too?

Curioudy, he knew exactly where Ingold was. He didn't know whether this was something he
remembered or something the Keep told him, but he knew where he was and how to get there. After
Renweth, the Keep of the Shadow wasridiculoudy easy to navigate, or would be except for the vines.
It was just that he had an idea of what the place was and didn't want to go there.

The Icefacon had said, Wait.

Tir drank alittle water from the bottle at his belt and waited, trying to shut the voice from hisears.

But there was something wrong with the room. It seemed smadller than it had afew minutes-but how
many minutes?-ago. The crinkly mats of fungus on one wall, the blobby lichens on the ceiling, appeared
thicker inthetiny flare of thelamp, and it seemed to him that they'd begun, ever so dightly, to pulse. And
there was something he couldn't see moving in the corners.

There was another place that was sifer.

Safeforever, within enclosing walls, where held never have to go outside again. Wind and sunlight and
open air tangled with theimages of Vair'shand and Vair's voice, and theterror that other boy had fdlt in
the open-waiting in the circle of the wagonsfor the Dark ones to come-merged with the gnashing
ondaught of pain and grief and guilt and dread.

Darkness safe and till. Darkness where nobody could get to him again, nobody could hurt him, ever.
Darkness warm within these walls. The Icefalcon and Hethyaand Loses His Way were dead-he had a
horrible dream-vision of the chieftain dying on the threshold of the Doors, gasping for breath that would
not come, a hatchet stuck bloody in hisback. They were never coming back for him.

And that was dl hisfaullt, too.

Only Vair would come. Any minute. Any minute. Unless he got out fast.

"Huh. | thought White Raiders were supposed to be able to track fish through water." Hethya folded her
arms and contemplated the black stretch of corridor, barely to be seen in the guttering flicker of the
makeshift torchlight.

"A dog of ten thousand Ancestors cannot track aripefishif that dog's noseis covered.” The lcefacon
spoke without even raisng himsdlf up on his dbows, stretched full-length among the scuffed creepers, the
broken maosses, aburning vinestalk held in one hand alittle over his head.

"Someone passed here since you and | departed to meet Loses His Way near the Aide. But whether that
someone was child or grown, woman or man, coming first and then going away or emerging from the
room and fleeing, | cannat tell from thesefew marksin thislight.”

"Could someone have found the room?" she asked, moving after the | cefacon as he proceeded up the
halway, snakelike on hisbelly, checking and studying each inch of the broken tracks through the vines.
"Entered it and taken him away?"

"Indeed someone could,” the Icefa con replied. He spit astray strand of his hair out of his mouth.
"Whether they did or not is another matter.”



"Therewas no sign of struggle.” Loses His Way appeared from the nearest crossing corridor, another
vine-torch in hishand. Theingtincts and training of atracker were deep in his core; it would take more
than the horror of cloning, of having hissoul and self divided, to rob him of that. "The moss and funguson
thewdlsisthick. It would take a print easly.”

"Were Tir aman grown | would say it pointed to hisleaving of hisown accord,” agreed the Icefacon.
"But achildiseasly overcome. Easly fooled aswell, though less so, | think, with that particular child.”

"There." He stopped in the crossing of another passageway, rising to his knees and holding the torch
aoft. "At last. See how the stems and broken leaves|lie, outward into this corridor where thefloor is
clear? Thereisno sign of someone coming inward. More, the fanned-out ssems and broken leaves aren't
much. Small 9ze and dight weight. He departed done, of hisown will, | think."

"Why?'

"Thought leaves no track.” The lcefacon crawled afew more fegt, examining the floor, which in this
portion of the corridor was hard black stone, unyielding of any mark. A little farther on, lichens blotched
it and thewalls. Tir had gone carefully, but not carefully enough.

"There. That'shisfoot." The lcefacon looked up. "The ceilings are high, but had aman borne that little
lamp | think the smoke would have marked the fungus." The thick, whitish growth clumped the ceiling
overhead, like the wrinkled bellies of pigs.

"Demons may have found him there and frightened him into leaving, but he didn't fleein panic. See how
the hed of hisfoot is marked as deep as the toe? He seeks something. Look how he'stried one
passageway, then turned back."

"And you said thought leaves no track?' Hethya scuffed along after him, amused.

Thelcefdcon raised his brows. "Thereis nothing here of the boys thought. Only what | can guessfrom
hisactions. If | saw an antelope's track going toward Cranberry Pond, then turning so suddenly that sand
was kicked up toward the pond, | would surmise that the beast smelled adire wolf in the serviceberry
thicket between the two maple treesthere.”

He rubbed his eyes, which burned from lack of deep. His body ached, and the very smal amount of
pemmican hed consumed from the last of Loses His Way's stash had ceased to ddliver energy along
time ago.

"And how d'ye know it was adire wolf and not a saber-tooth or awee bit of a bobcat, me lanky boy?’
"Because afamily of direwolves have hunted for twenty years among the serviceberry thickets on that
sde of Cranberry Pond. And what of Odle Niu?" he continued, resuming his careful quest dong the
passageway. "What has she to say of where the child might seek safer refuge, herein the Keep of

Night?"

Glancing back at Hethya's sllence, he saw the woman duck her head, her rich mouth tightening ruefully in
the flickering torchlight. "Oale Niu would say," she said, "that Tir's headed inward to the heart of the

Keep. That would be my guess, anyway. Everything me mother learned of the Kegps seemsto indicate
that places where power centered seemed to liein asort of pattern throughout but centered on the
midlinein the middle third. And the center of the Keep's pattern was the heart of the Keep."

The Icefd con nodded. " The laundry rooms in Renweth-which is where the transporter lies-are on the
midling" he said. "And the chamberswhere Tir hid lay at the corners. It makes sense.”

He got to hisfeet, wiping some of the muck from his hands on hiswolfskin tunic, and moved carefully on.
Tracking by the dim flutter of the torchlight was giving him aheadache-even moonlight would have been
preferable, being more stable. But Noon aways said that the times when one's life depended most on
tracking, the light was usualy bad.

"I'mglad | don't haveto dedl with Ode Niu anymore," sghed Hethya. " She was such astick.”

"She served her purpose.” The Icefd con never thought held achieve tolerance for what thiswoman had
done, but hefound he could not didike her. "And you did her well."

"Shewasme Aunt FHory." Hethyalaughed alittle, drew hersaf up to the posture associated with the
mage of ancient times, and intoned, "Unlessthat girl is made to wear a corset, Uranwe, she will have no
better posture than a peasant. 'A tree may be bent by achild, if the child but bend atwig." Uranwe was
me mother," she added, alittle sad. "1 dways pictured Oae Niu in me mind with Flory'sface, and the



way Flory did up her hair, inalot of loopsround her ears.”

She paused, seeing the I cefal con's raised brows, and explained, "It helpsto picture someone you'retelin'
ataeof. It makesfor abetter tale."

"I have never understood,” said the Icefa con, exasperated, "why civilized people wish to make a 'better’
tale of something which isnot true. It isuseful totell liesto one's enemies, but civilized people make a
virtue of falsehood."

"Ah, it'snot afasehood, melad," shesighed. "Tisan art, like singin' or dancin’, for the joy of thething,
and the beauty adone. And there'stimes when it's more. Sometimes when aperson'sin grief or in pain,
that beauty'll carry 'em through until the pain getsless and they can go on. And sometimes when their
mindisgoin'inacircle of rage or hurt, they can find rest in someimage, some way the words gyre, until
they can think clearer and find away through.”

Gil returned to hismind, theintengity of her blue eyesin the glowing magdight as she wove her taes of
men who could fly through the air and princesses who led armies through starry darknessto victory with
the help of farmboys and smugglers and men wrought of metal and wire. Rudy, herecalled, had told a
tale once, of aking stranded for twenty years on adesert idand inhabited by two magica spirits and of
the man who cameto find him and fell in love with his daughter.

"Codl, punk,” Gil had said. "I didn't know you'd ever read The Tempest."

"What tempest?' Rudy had replied, startled. "I'm talking about Forbidden Planet.”
A drift of voices sounded in the darkness, soft at first but growing nearer. Therewasacell severd yards
up the corridor whose door il partidly survived; the Icefa con indicated bare patchesin the floor, and in
threetiptoeing leaps made it to the place. Hethya followed so clumsily he wanted to strangle her-any
competent enemy could have read her tracks-with Loses His Way helping her over the longest jump.
Fortunately, the voices belonged to clones, hacking free and gathering into blankets adl the vines, dl the
lichens, dl the monstrous, deformed toadstool s that they could from the corridor. The lcefalcon cursed as
they casudly obliterated al trace of the child's tracks. He would be hours picking up thetrail again.
Besde him Hethyawhispered, "What are they doing? They can't be going to eet that stuff.”

He clapped his hand over her mouth-the woman would talk through the ruin of the world-and waited until
the clonesfinished their harvest and staggered trying to balance their torches with the unwieldy loads.
"No," breathed the Icefalcon. "Bektis has returned and informed Vair that there will be no fodder for his
black vat."

"Then | succeeded.” Loses His Way's blue eyes shone in the tiny seed of the surviving matchlight. He shut
them then for amoment, bresthing deep, remembering past the nightmarewal of pain. "It wasnot in
van."

"But hel's gatherin' up that garbage naytheless"”

"ThisisVair we spesk of," the | cefa con pointed out. "He will have his men, and he will have them soon.
Heknows histimeis short. | think, my enemies, that we must give over our hunt for Tir, at least until we
hold the transporter chamber. Then | will return to this place and take up the hunt again.”

"Thetrail will becold," LosesHisWay warned.

The lcefa con gestured at the mess of scraps and shards the three clones had left. "It cannot possibly be
colder than it isnow, and it may be that the delay will cost us the Keep of Dare. Come. The scout who
found the place said it was roundabout to avoid the vines that grow in that whole part of the Keep. It will
take ussomelittletimeto find."

In the event, it did not take him aslong to locate as he feared it might, though over the next two hours
Hethya had a good ded to say concerning the parentage and eventud destinies of Vair na-Chandros, the
|cefacon himself, and the builders of the Keep of the Shadow.

The explanatory gestures of the scout when talking to Vair had indicated, as such gestures
subconscioudy do; not only the manner but the direction of his search, and the scout himsdlf had taken
not the dightest precaution to cover his own tracks, those of the two demonled cloneswho'd first
discovered the place, or those of the three guards Vair had subsequently dispatched to keep watch in the
room.

It was easy not only to find the place once they cut the man'strail but to determine how many guards



werethere.

Thefact that Vair needed dl his nonclone warriorsfor other things hel ped, too. None of those on guard
30 much as questioned when Loses His Way-bald and beardless and clothed pretty much like everyone
esein Vair's party-entered, greeted them with grunts, and killed two of them before any redlized what
was going on. By that time the | cefd con and Hethya were through the narrow door and it was all over.
"Trust Vair, the bastard, not to provide the poor souls with abite to eat on duty,” sighed Hethya after
searching the bodies. "Not that | didn't appreciate the pemmican back awhile ago, me dear ..." She
flashed aquick grin at LosesHisWay. "Just that it'sworn off, if you take my meaning. Me mother would
tell meto be glad I'd had that, and stop complaining.”

"That," said the Icefd con, hauling the clones over into a corner, where they could not be seen from the
vestibule, "was said by the Ancestor of All Mothersto thefirst child born in the world. Personally, |
derive little consolation from the knowledge that | have been hungrier inmy life.”

He moved dong thewalls of each chamber in succession, torch in hand, examining the place asawolf
would examine atrap.

It was as he had seen it in his shadow state, a succession of four chambers, each smadller than the last,
dwindling in length in accordance with what he vaguely recognized as some mathemeatical ratio and
connected by open archways flanked with pillars of what appeared to be frosted glass.

Thelast chamber of the four was noticeably colder than the other three, and there was asmell there,
curious and disturbing, that he could not identify but that made his flesh cregp on hisbones.

Hewalked quickly out of it, back to the smal watch fire where Hethya and L oses His Way awaited him,
and looked back over his shoulder two or three times, troubled by the impression that when he did so he
would see nothing but darkness a his back.

But there was dways only the rear wall.

The vestibule was, like the suite itsdlf, clear of growths of any sort, acircular chamber some twenty feet
in diameter-he could recal no corresponding room in the Keep of Dare-whose inner doorway would
barely admit aman. Stepping into the corridor outside, he followed it to where athick plug of vine had
been chopped clear, admitting to the second, spherical vestibule.

The Wise One stands here, thought the Icefa con, raising historch to look around.

From here he works the spellsthat enable the transporter to function. Light glimmered, asthrough a
window, and, turning, he saw that there was awindow indeed, aconvex crystal set into one wall that
showed the length of the transporter suite, down to its farthest end.

Though he had seen no corresponding circle of crystal in thefirst of the transporter chambers, it was
clear that this was where the window opened: he saw plainly the smal fire, the dead clones, LosesHis
Way standing beside the door that was narrower than his own shoulders.

Hethyawent to him and put her hand on that massive back, spesking to him, the lcefa con thought,
though he heard no sound. Loses His Way turned, his blue eyes gentlein the firdight, and sad.

She asked him something, raising her hand to brush cheekbone and jaw with the backs of her fingers,
and thefirdight touched her curlswith carnelian and put specks of sunset in her eyes.

There was awistfulness there, and a hope that tries not to hope. Loses His Way smiled, took the hand
gl raised in hisrough fingers, and shook his head. Then he brought her hand to hislipsand leaned down
alittle-for he was avery tadl man, even againgt her height-and kissed her forehead.

But what she asked him, and what he replied, the Icefalcon never knew.

Tir hid for along time in the darkness. It was peaceful there, and safe. The moss on which he curled was
soft beneath his body, the air warm. He dept deeply, dreamed sweetly of long uninterrupted peace.
When he woke, he was dimly aware that Vair was furioudy angry with Bektis, berating and coldly
cursing himfor ... for what? Tir didn't know, but Bektis clothing and beard were dotted with blood, and
he was flecked dl over with ice and snow. In any case, it didn't trouble him.

Vair would never, could never, find him here. No one could.

He became aware of the firring, the angry susurration of the vines. They didn't stay till. Even the dead
onesdidn't stay Hill. They shifted and moved, growing tighter and tighter in certain corridors. Lights crept



and stole through them like glowing worms, and Tir became dimly aware that the activity was
concentrated, concentrated in acorridor alevel down from him and some distance away ...

Cold. Therewas cold growing in that corridor, even as the vines choked and knotted tight. Wind poured
through them, wind that came out of nowhere, enough to tear the flesh from the bones. Water gushed
down among the vines, first in drowning torrents, then dowly lessening to a steady trickle asthe cold
grew.

The Keep, Tir redized, wastrying to kill someone there. Strangle them, blind them, kill them with cold.
He was overwhelmed with the urge to go back to deep.

"Tir?' Theword was gasped, nearly soundless, close to the hidden door of the cell. "Tir, are you there?"
He knew the voice, soft and husky and perpetudly haf breathless, now breaking with exhaustion and
grain. The lcefacon.

The door of the cdll itself had long ago perished, but the open doorway was conceadled within acuriousy
obscuring gloom, like many of the doorsin the Keep. Tir wasn't sure how he himsdlf had found it.
Maybe the Keep wanted him to. He couldn't see it now from his bed of mosses, even with the glow of
thelittle fire héd made: it looked asif there were just wall there. Obvioudy the Icefacon couldn't seethe
fireather.

Silence pressed, awaiting silence, watching. If he answered, thought Tir, hed then have to do something,
leave this place, go outside, be hurt again. The Icefdcon had tracked him as far asthis corridor, but the
floor of the corridor-far back along the wall on the fifth level-was dick and smooth and would take no
tracks. He could stay herein silence. In time the | cefal con would go away.

But the Icefa con was a Guard. And as Lord of the Keep, the Guards were Tir's servants. The Icefalcon
would probably go on hunting for him until the Keep killed him.

Very dowly, Tir got to hisfeet and waked to where he had marked the door.

"I'm here," he said, and in spesking felt asif he were giving up silence and peace and warmth forever.
He reached through the door to show him, his arm and hand vanishing into dense darkness. A moment
later ice-cold fingerstook his and the I cefa con stepped out of the black curtain of gloom.

He was soaked and shivering, arime of ice on hislong pale hair and beard, hisface amass of scratches
and histhroat bruised black, abraded asif thorns had gripped him like strangling vines. Tir expected him
to be angry, to demand why Tir hadn't spoken up before, he'd been calling out softly in that corridor for
Quite sometime.

But he said nothing, only looking around fungus and shadow, gray eyeslistening, asif he, too, could hear
the whisper of the Keep. Then helooked down at Tir and, reaching out-fingers trembling with cold and
exhaugtion, something Tir had never seen in thistoughest and most aoof of warriors before-touched the
half-hedled gashes on Tir's face and the black tangle of hair that fell down over hiseyes.

"Isit wel with you, Altir?" he asked, and Tir nodded.

"I'm sorry | didn't say anything before,” whispered Tir. "I .. ."

Histhroat closed up. He couldn't explain why he hadn't, why he didn't want to go back. Why he was
afrad.

The | cefd con gestured the explanation away. "Y ou did spesk,” he said. "It isdl that matters. Did you
hide here from demons? They can't redly harm you, you know."

There were claw marks and what looked like bites on hisface, and Tir had seen some of Vair'swarriors
in the corridors-when they could not see him-and knew that what the Icefalcon said wasn't entirely true
anymore. At least not here.

He shook hishead. "Vair," he said, not sureif that was what he meant. "I didn't want Vair to find me." He
could have l€ft it at that, but it wasn't the entire truth. "I didn't want anybody to find me."

The Icefacon kndlt by thetiny blaze, held out his handsto it. The whitefingers, impossibly long and
strong, were chapped and red with the cold, bleeding around the nails, and Tir felt overcome with shame
again that everyone had had to try to rescue him when he'd been stupid enough to be kidnapped in the
fird place.

"Because you went with Bektis?' asked the Icefd con, studying hisfacein slencefor atime.

Tir looked away.



"Hefooled me, too. We al make mistakes, son of Endorion.”

"But we can't afford to," said Tir. "Y ou sad that yourself."

"Some of us are wrong sometimes, too," the Icefacon said alittle ruefully. "I think your mother will be
more angry with mefor bringing an enemy into the Keep than she will be with you for being deceived by
that enemy. Asagrown man and awarrior, | should have known better, especialy as| knew Bektisfor
years before the coming of the Dark Ones. Theworld isasarule unforgiving, but sometimeswe are
fortunate enough to redeem our mistakes. We are more fortunate il to be forgiven even without that
restitution. Even, | think, Hethyawill find it so."

Tir looked up quickly, trying to read the enigmatic eyes. "Dol | ... Do | haveto go back?"

Hedidn't know what it was that he feared out in the open spaces of grass and sky. Not the Dark Ones.
Not even Vair and hishooks, not redly.

"Don't you want to go back?'

Tir wasslent. HEd dwaysfdt alittle afraid of the Icefd con, awed by thetal young captain's aura of
quiet danger; had feared that haughty intolerant perfection. But Rudy aways said, Tell what you see.

"l just want to be safe," he said, so softly he hoped the |cefalcon wouldn't redlly hear. "It'slike | don't
even want to see Mamaor Rudy or anybody. Like I don't want friends anymore or anything. | just want
nothing more awful to happento me.”

What he thought that might be he didn't know and prayed the Icefacon wouldn't ask him.

But the Icefalcon only said, very softly, "Ah." Just that, and then sat Slent for along while, memories of
his own dtering for atimethe gray chill of hiseyes.

"Everyone has to go back, son of Endorion,” he said after along time. His words came hesitantly, asif
he'd suddenly forgotten the language. When he thought about it, Tir redlized hed never heard the
Icefalcon talk for very long at atime, and not about anything but tracking and weaponry and food, the
everyday concerns of the Guards.

"Sometimes when we have been ... hurt-betrayed ... Sometimes when we think we have brought our ill
down upon our own heads ... It isdifficult then. Sometimesit takes along while to turn around and face
what we fled. We don't even need to defest it. But we must bewilling to look &t it once again.”

Tir whispered, "Oh," and stood for atime while the | cefa con returned to warming his frozen hands and
the steam rose of f hiswet icy clothing. The thought that the |cefa con might have been hurt once, or be
frightened of anything, was new to him, and unsettling.

"Can we get out of here?' he asked softly, and the | cefal con glanced up from the heart of the blaze. "Out
of the Keep, | mean? Go ... Go back?'

"Not until wefind Ingold,” he said. "That isthe one thing remaining, son of Endorion: to find Ingold. For
without him we have no hope of turning aside Vair before he crosses over into the Keep of Dare."



? Chapter 21

There werefive levels of the crypts below the ground, even as there werefive levels above, and Tir and
the Icefa con followed the vinesinward to the Keep's heart. In places vines lay like combed hair,
wrist-thick, calf-thick, thigh-thick along the base of the walls, under cellings where molds moved and
murmured to themselves and dripped blood on warrior and child as they passed below.

It was asif the plants that had once been cultivated in the hydroponics crypts had gone mad when the
Keegp went mad, growing and growing in the blackness and bringing forth nightmare fruit of shapes
unseen in the sane or waking world.

Inthevines, in the fungus, in the frogt-locked chambers where no footfall marred the white glittering
surfaces of the floors, apports appeared and disappeared: a man's boot.

A hair ribbon wound around astem of wild roses, the blossoms still fresh. A scroll of strange gold letters.
A cooking pot wrought of metal the |cefalcon had never seen. Somewhere water gurgled, and initsvoice
the | cefalcon heard the mutter of names.

Demons kept putting out their torches and picked and tore at the |cefal con's hands and face and hair
while he patiently rekindled sparksin tufts pulled from the desiccated moss. After having his spirit body
gutted, torn, dismembered by demonsfor endless hours, these efforts at distraction did not impress him.
There was asixth level, below the crypts and the subcrypts, at the bottom of the lowermost stair. Nitre
gleamed blue on the rock walls, and the air was frozen with a crushed eternity beneeth theice.

Tir led theway slently, tracing memories of some ancient and unimaginable errand, and the Icefacon
trod slently after him, hishand near his sword-hilt but knowing in his heart that there was nothing therea
sword could Stay.

At the bottom of an endless tair lay only acavern lit by the phosphor-glow of nitreand lichens, and in
that cavern apit that fell away to nothing. Wind roared there, and water, too, the | cefd con thought, and
thevinesthat had lain dong the wal the whole of the find stairway spread out and hung over the pit's
edge, gray and dry and dead.

A bronze ball floated suspended in the pit, dmost below the reach of the wind-snatched torchlight. The
bronze had been cracked, perhaps with age; stained and green and faling to pieces, but the magic that
had been in it endured. It was just large enough to contain aman.

"Altir, my dear boy." Ingold had managed to hook one elbow over the edge of agreat crack in the
bronze ball's top and haul himsdf up from within it. His face was scratched, and there was blood in his
hair, demon-lights floated around the ball, and the I cefalcon could half seetheir plasmic shapes crawling
over the curving surface-but his voice was cheerful.

"And the Icefa con, too. Y ou have no idea how pleased | am to see you both.”

"l can guess." The lcefalcon hunkered down at the pit's edge, warily, because demons would probably
congder it the ultimate in hilarity to grab hisankles. "Have you made tea?'

Ingold got his other elbow up and rested his chin on his crossed wrigts. His hands werein bloody shreds.
He must, the lcefd con thought, be using dl his magic to keep the bl from faling into the pit. ™Y ou know,
| intended to," said the wizard gpologetically, "but the stove in herewon' light and the only teal have
with meisasecond-rate Round Seared, which | know you don't drink."

Eyeswide, Tir whispered to the Icefdcon, "Thereisn't redly astovein that ball, isthere?' and the
|cefalcon shook hishead. "I didn't think so. There used to be chains here. They sometimes hung
prisoners over the pit with them.”

"Nice people," commented the | cefa con, standing and handing Tir the torch. The boy was trembling with
wesariness-as was the | cefa con himsalf-but there was no need to tell him to be careful.

They'd all been waking around knee-deep in tinder for days, and even at the Keep of Dare, where the
black stone of the wallswould not burn, children were taught from earliest childhood to be extremely
careful with open flame.

As he moved cautioudy dong the wall, probing with the sword tip under the debris of muck and dead
vines, hecdled out, "Any particular materid or link Sze of chain you wish?'



"Well, you know," replied the wizard judicioudy, "when I'm in danger of being dashed to pieces|
generally prefer to be rescued with afifty-fifty aloy of bronze and silver, ovd linksrather than square,
and no longer than two inches, but since I've been here for some hours I'll settle for anything you find."
Heturned sharply and gestured with one hand as lightning sparked from the wall of the pit. The white
glare showed up the lines of exhaustion gouged in hisface and the grim fear in hiseyes.

The forked spear veered asde inches from him, but asit did the bronze bal dropped severd yards, then
caught itself, dmost didodging Ingold in the process, and dowly rose once more, like ablown-up
bladder.

"Itisnot agood thing," said the I cefal con, digging cautioudy under the leaves with hisleft hand, "to let
down your standards.”

Dead tendrils of vines clung to the chain like black wires as he pulled it free, the meta clinking softly. His
muscles ached to his back teeth with the effort of dragging it to the edge of the pit.

"l won't tel anyoneif you won't."

"Isthere apost or aring in the floor that we can fix thisto?' asked the Icefacon, looking down at Tir.
The boy looked terrified aswell as beaten with fatigue, but the silly banter of the adults-which Ingold and
the | cefal con had been trading since their first meeting on the training floor &t Gae-seemed to calm him.
He thought a moment and went to show the Icefa con the place; when they came back the chain was
gone.

"It'sheavy," consoled Ingold, in response to the Icefalcon's remarks. "1t probably wasn't apported very
fa.

The Icefd con hated Zay with agreat, weary hatred.

They found another chain-not the same one-buried under moss, and the I cefalcon kept hold of it this
time, wrapping and knotting it through one of theringsin thefloor.

He wasn't sure whether the chain would reach, but he wasn't abouit to trust knotting it to the vines. More
lightning burst and flared from the sides of the pit, drawn to the ball by the magic Ingold was putting out
to hold it doft; the effort of turning it asde made the bal itsdf pitch and dip nearly twenty feet.

"Rudy sayslevitation'sjust about one of the hardest magicsto do," whispered Tir worriedly. Wind had
begun to rise, swirling up out of the pit. The cregpers underfoot twitched with adreadful serpentinelife.
"So | have heard, too." The Icefalcon dragged the chain to the lip of the pit, gathered loops of it in his
hand, gauged the distance to the ball. "Can you bring that thing up alittle?’

"I'll try." Ingold inched himself up gingerly onto the top curve of the broken ball. Wind caught in hislong
white hair, histattered robes. "I thought you pitched thirteen innings against Lord Ankres guards last
summer for the championship.”

"| was pitching abasebdl, not achain.”

Rudy had been responsible for the Keep baseball league-it was Ingold who'd Sugged in the winning run.
The Icefalcon had held out for weeks againgt participation in what he haughtily referred to asaslly
child'sgame," until Gnift the Swordmaster had informed al Guards that they would participate-he needed
awinning team against Lord Ankres. The Icefa con had been the star pitcher ever since.

The chain fdl short fivetimes, lightning searing and dicing itsway up the length of it asit dropped down
agang thesde of the pit. The sixth time Ingold caught it, levin-fire Szzling asthe old man's bleeding
hands wrapped around the links; the spellsto turn it aside rel eased the bronze ball from its suspension
and it dropped from beneath him.

Ingold sivung in along pendulum swoop and fell, hard, against the sde of the pit, clinging there with
demonsdragging a his ankles and the freezing wind raking him. Tir screamed, "Ingold!" in terror.

"I'mdl right,” came Ingold's voice, haf drowned in the spectrd howling. "I'm dl right.”

Beside the Icefalcon, Tir was white as aghost; the | cefal con pretended not to see and called down, "I
know you're dl right, old man, but don't hurt the chain. It's expensive."

It was very seldom that the | cefa con-or anyone-could make Ingold laugh out loud, but that one
succeeded. Hislaughter cameringing up out of the lightning-dashed maglstrom of the pit, followed by a
soldier's epithet. The meta clanged softly against the stone as the wizard started to climb.

Wind redoubled around them in fury, ripping &t the torch flames and nearly rocking the torch from Tir's



hand. The |cefa con staggered, caught the vines at the pit's edge for balance, and then pulled his bloodied
hand back with a curse. Driven leaves dashed their faces, blinding them, colder and colder ...

Then the wind abruptly ceased. In the stillness that followed, mist began to rise from the vines underfoot,
from the fungus clumped dong thewalls, from the pit itself.

The Icefdcon spun, riging to hisfeet, sword in hand, heart hammering. "Get back from the edge of the
pit, Tir," he said softly. "But don't go far from me. Old man, get up here.”

In response there was only the zapping hiss of lightning below.

"Get up herd™

A shadow in the migt, forming dowly. Stringers of white hair and glabrous flesh peeking through holesin
black rags, the glint of crystds... The Hand of Harilomne? The smell of him, thick asthereek of aprivy
years uncleaned. The shadow opened its mouth, but all that came out was a hiss.

The Icefdcon didn't dare take his eyes off him to see where Ingold might be. He heard the chain clank
agan, and the chill flare of lightning illuminated from below the miststhat now filled the pit.

Gil had told him once that the best bet when confronted by an angry wizard wasto get him talking; the
|cefa con, no conversationdist, groped madly in his mind for something to say, something to hold this
Spirit of insane power distracted until Ingold could arrive.

"Asyou see," he said, "we have not escaped you after al.”

Zay's head turned. The eyesthat regarded him were white pits of mindlessrage.

"I wonder that you will Iet those others depart, the black generalissmo and the men he makesfrom
mushrooms and filth. He does not regard you, does not even know your name."

The old face, wrinkled beyond humanity, did not dter its expression, but the mouth opened alittle,
showing the brown broken stumps of teeth, and he hissed again.

Then the chain clanked, and Zay's hand flashed up with reflexes ayoung warrior would have envied, and
fireroared acrossthe dry carpet of the floor like adrench of water hurled from abasin.

The Icefacon grabbed Tir and dove for the haf of the floor uncovered by vines, striking the rock hard
and rolling. Therewas a clashing of chain and then Ingold's voice crying out words of ward and
protection and theroll of oily heat.

Looking back, in theflaring crimson light the Icefa con saw Ingold, standing on the lip of the pit, wresthed
infireand smoke, and before him himsdlf: senile, filthy, reeking, drool dribbling from atoothless mouth,
blue eyes blind and wandering, but the face hisown.

Flame swirled in columns from the floor again, and Tir screamed in pain: spots and threads of fire burst to
lifedl dong Tir'sarm, across the | cefa con's shoulders and thighs, then quenched suddenly with thelifting
of Ingold's hand.

The flames shrank to fingerletsin the vines, died to abed of throbbing cods, though blazes continued to
gutter and flicker al around the room'swalls, and smokefilled the air.

A woman now stood before Ingold. Gil-Shd os, duttish and loosemouthed and obscene.

"Zay," Ingold sad patiently, though he was panting with exertion and swest streaked his soot-grimed,
blistered face. "It isyou that | wish to see." He stood periloudly near the edge of the pit, driven back by
the flames, holding up hishand to shield his eyes.

He's holding Zay's attention, thought the Icefa con. Holding him so | can get Tir out of here.

Looked at logically, what good that would do if Ingold were killed he couldn't imagine.

Stll he caculated the route, not agood one-past Zay, dong the wall where the fires fill smoked and
Sputtered, up the sairs ... Wind roared up out of the pit again, dashing at Ingold's beggarly rags, amost
rocking him from hisfet.

Sleet mixed with it, chips of rock, dead leaves, sparks, and stinging insects. The |cefa con pressed Tir's
faceto his chest and bent down his head, blind, frozen, waiting to get the strength, to find the moment, to
flee

Trapped by the vinesin the corridor outside Tir's hiding place, he had felt the power of the Keep: the
cold, theicy wind, and the water that had poured down over him from the broken pipes had sapped
mogt of his strength.

Zay's strength was endless, the strength of madness, night, cold, rage.



And in the end, flight would do no good. Keep him talking, Gil had said.

Thewind increased, blackness at the world's end. The hate of three thousand yearsin solitary hell.
Cyclonefury that would shred flesh from bone. The Icefacon closed hisfingers hard around the vines of
the floor to keep from being blown into the pit and pressed Tir to him until he thought their bones would
lock.

Stillnessfdl. An angry whisper among the vines. The Icefd con was aware his hands were bleeding.

In the cold black darknessimages flooded into the | cefa con's mind: the Dark Ones surrounding acamp
in open country, the Keep of the Shadow looming tall and cold above a valley where three springs glinted
diamond-bright in gray rock.

A wolf surprised whereit fished in one of those springs. The white hard moon ringed in ice and ringed
again with the huge frost-flashes of moon dogs halfway across the sky.

Men and women packing, loading food and clothing into hampersand bins. A girl in her teens pressed
back against a corridor wal in the Keep, abasket of laundry in her arms and her hand clamped tight to
her mouth as pale-bluelights ran aong the wall into darkness. Knockingsin the night.

A child crying as her bedclothes caught fire.

They had left because he had begun, dowly, to go mad. The lcefal con suddenly understood why.
Smoke and mist funneled down on Ingold again, ablack whirlwind like adust devil through whose
ragged fringes lightning flared blue and deadly. Wind and lightning drove him to the edge of the pit, wind
and lightning and concentrated malice, blinding and tearing and cold.

Now was the time-Zay's mind centered on destroying the rival mage-Noon or any other of the people of
the Red World would havetold him to flee. But instead the | cefa con stood up and shouted, "Zay!" at the
top of hissoft voice.

The howl of fire and darkness, smoke and nightmare, drowned hiswords.

"Zay," hecried again, pitching histhroat to the cutting edge of flint, "Zay, shetried to come! Le-Ciabbeth
tried to cometo you!"

He hoped to his Ancestors-not that they were ever very helpful-that he had the nameright.

The smoke and lightning died. Thewhirlwind grew ill. A leaf skittered, cameto rest among the deed
snakeskins of the vines. Ingold, driven to hisknees on the pit's edge, looked up in considerable surprise
but had the good sense to say nothing.

Stillnessfilled the room, stillness and darkness broken only by the flickerings of thefiresin the corners,
the maign whisper of lightning deep inthe pit.

Anger.

Hefdt ashefdt in the summer hunting on the plains, when the sky turned green and hail dashed
sdeways over the grass and the long yellow-brown funnels of the cyclones began to finger silently from
the clouds.

Anger black and aching and filled with londliness.

Not one of them remembered. Not one of them remained. She did not come.

The Icefdcon tried to assemble in his mind what Gil-Sha os would have made of the story, how she
would have threaded together the haf-guessed clues of Tir's dreams, of the apports, of Vair'sand Bektis
words and things Hethya had told him or Loses His Way.

"Le-Ciabbeth tried to cometo you, Zay," he said dowly, as before him the shape grew into being again,
solidifying with ahorrible gradua ness from shadow and darkness and the choking smolder of thefiresin
the room.

"When the trangporter, the Far-Walker, would not work, shetried to come overland. She died inthe
badlands, far to the south of here."

Theweight of the anger focused, mad but calm. Conscious as he had never been in hislife of his naked
hel plessness, the | cefa con reflected that the problem about keeping awizard talking to you was that you
cdled yoursdlf to hisattention, and there was very little use in being a perfect warrior if onewas going to
be so stupid asto do what he was doing now.

The whispering was within hismind, but he knew it came from the sick-gleaming silver speck of amoist
eye, peering at him out of shadow.



How did she die, barbarian? How do you know this?
Gil would ask, Was she amage or not amage?

It wasimportant to thetelling of thetale.
Also, the Icefal con reflected, to his continued survival. After thishe would stick to the truth. 1t was eeser.
He thought about tracks and trailslong left cold. "I do not know this, Ancestor of wizards," he said. "My
peoplefound her bonesin astream cut on the hill that lies three days walk west of the grest pass of
Renweth; her bones, and her jewdls, green as spring leaves with hearts black as summer night, jewels
such as none of us had ever seen. These we buried with her bones..."
Did the Ancestors of the Times Before bury their dead? Why hadn't he ever asked Gil that?
Hedidn't know why, but something made him add, "At the far end of abox canyon, near astream,
where the wild rosesfirst show themsalvesin spring.” And he saw the place againin his heart.

Long dillness, dowly degpening-they can find rest in someimage, Hethya had said, until they can think
clearer and find away through.
There was asort of whisper in the darkness, alittle sound, Ah ...
The stillness spread like the ripples of apond, to al the corners of the Keep.
Thelcefdcon said-for himsalf, for the Dove, and for that vanished lady-"Forgive her that shefailed.”
She never came. She never came.

But now there was only degp sadnessin the thought, and that deepening cam, asif thewhole Keep
might dide over into deep and dreaming.
The Icefacon saw again those yearsin the Keep of the Shadow, the knockingsin the darkness growing
louder and more angry, the unexplained littlefires, the thingsfaling down, disgppearing, moving. The
madness that was Zay's only refuge from regret.
"Y ou waited along timefor her, Zay," came Ingold's voice, gentle out of the darkness, like the voices
heard in oneés mind in dreams. "No one could blame you for your anger. But now it is she who waitsfor
you.

Black rage swelled again, suffocating; the air lambent with fire. The chain whereit hung down the side of
the pit jerked and rattled, and for an instant the smoke collecting ever thicker above their heads bellied
and dipped, whirlwinds reaching down.
Then that Slence again, and tillness, as Zay let hisanger go.

| don't know the way out.
"I do," The mage's deep, flawed voice was genuindy sad. "And | will show you."
The I cefd con wasn't sure then what he saw-but then one wasn't, dedling with the Wise. He thought
Ingold made a gesture with one hand, sketching lines of light that stretched out from hisfingers, past
where the wall had to be, into zones of the air that glittered asif jeweed. He thought he saw stars, but
they were deep in the earth and that wasimpossible.
The lineswere aready fading when avoice said, far away, Thank you. Darkness streamed back,
darkness heavy and breathless, darkness without relief-darkness dead, at rest after three thousand years
of madness and pain. From the last flicker of light the voice whispered, Repay?

Ingold gtarted to shake hishead and to lift his hand in benediction, when the | cefal con spoke up again.
"Asameatter of fact," he sad, "thereis onelast thing you can do for us.”

"I have never in my life," whispered Ingold, as he and the | cefa con, with Tir scurrying between them,
strode up the dark stairsto the Keep of the Shadow above, "heard such afarrago...”

"Don't give methat, old man. I've heard worse from you in drinking games with the Guards." Hewiped a
trickle of blood off hisforehead.

"And you're making alot of assumptions about what everyoneis ableto do in that scheme of yours.”
Ingold was digging around in his various satchels and pockets for something to bandage his hands.
"Paticulaly me"

The Icefacon raised his eyebrows. " Are you not the greatest wizard and swordsman in the West of the
world?'

"What, out of twenty-five survivors? There's an honor for you. And given the fact that..."



Ingold stopped short on the dairs, looking upward, and the [cefa con, following his gaze, felt asinking
dread.

Red light smote their faces as they rounded the curve of the dair, acrimson glare that illuminated from

bel ow the billows of smoke that drifted in the dead black air. Heat condensed in the narrow spaceheat
and the soft far-off roaring, like the beat of the sea.

Thelcefd con whispered, "Damn.”

Ingold nodded. "Damn indeed." There was no need for further words between them: they both knew

what had happened.
The fires started by Zay in his battle with Ingold had spread. The Keep of the Shadow was burning.



? Chapter 22

"Y ou have to hold them." Ingold stopped, leaning on his staff, which had appeared as an apport at the
bottom of thefirst flight of steps. He was gasping for bregath in the heat, and even here, at the far back of
thethird level, the orange glare of the lcefd con'storch illuminated ropes of smoke twisting overhead.
"The blaze will reach the Aide soon. Vair must know dready that he hasto leave by the transporter or
die"

"How much timewill you need?' Though he would have died rather than admit it, the | cefalcon was
grateful for the hdt. He was shaking with fatigue, the sweet that poured down hisface stinging in the

cuts.

They had been forced repeatedly to turn aside, to seek ways past corridors or stairways that were
aready infernos. Twice Ingold had put forth the power of his spellsto get them through red holocausts of
flame, but after hoursin the pit his own strength was half spent and there was more to accomplish.
Thewizard shook hishead. "'If Zays ingtructions were accurate, not long." He coughed, pressing ahand
to hissde, swesat-mixed blood and soot a glistening mask on hisface.

"But Bektiswill dmogt certainly bein the control chamber. Do what you can.” He dgpped the Icefdcon's
arm, asif the request concerned the polishing of boots before suppertime. "Altir? 1 think it'sbest if you
comewith me"

Tir nodded. He had been silent through the battle in the subcrypt, the race up flight after flight of steps,
clinging to Ingold's hand. His blue eyes, nearly black in the torchlight, streamed tears from the smoke,
and the breath sawed audibly in hislungs, but hisface was expressonless, filled with atoic resignation.
"You'l keep Vair from getting to the Keep?"

"I will, my Lord." Thelcefdcon laid ahand on the boy's shoulder. "That | promiseyou."

Watching them hurry down the corridor, wizard and child together in the faint glow of blue witchlight that
Ingold summoned before their feet, the | cefd con reflected that the past month of Tir'slifewould have
been considered rough even for achild of the Talking Stars People, and the boy had acquitted himsalf
well.

He couldn't track aswell asachild of the Real World, of course. The lcefa con turned and headed for
the trangporter at arun.

At the next crossing of the corridors he stopped again, flattened into the shadows. Men filled the
passageway before him, coughing in the smoke. Torch-glare caught bald heads, naked faces, eyes staring
glazedly at the bent swesaty necks of the men in front of them. Someone yelled an oath in the haid tongue
and the men stopped, jostling, and began to mill-fire ahead?

The Icefa con doubled back, sought yet another way around. Fire was spreading. Grown by the
stubborn, angry magic of the Keep of the Shadow, the gourds and bean plants, the groundnuts and
potatoes, had penetrated every crypt, every level, even ventilation shafts and water pipes.

Some 4till lived, knotted in spongy symbiosiswith fungus, lichen, moss, and toadstools, and dowed the
fire's spread while emitting suffocating billows of smoke; in other places wizened vines made fuses dong
which the flames raced faster than aman could run.

Twice and thrice the | cefd con was stopped by walls of flame, hearing behind him dl the while the
panicked shouting, the bellowed orders of Var'sarmy asit, too, sought away to the trangport chambers
that now weretheir only hope of egressand life.

The Icefd con wondered if Ingold would make it through the blaze to the round chamber where the spells
of the transporter could be worked-wondered if Zay had spoken the truth to the old man in the end or
had decided to play onelast devil'strick onthem dll.

Which, he reflected, would be just like the old bastard.

A corridor lay open before him, walled both sdesin fire asthe vines dong each wall burst into
flame-roofed with fire as the funga mat overhead ignited.

Hakes of flame snowed on the | cefa con as he wrapped his scarf over his mouth and nose and ran,
praying the passageway wouldn't end in another incendiary wall.



Behind him he heard someone yell. Of course, he thought. They think | know the way.
Let'shopethey'reright.

"Man, wed given you over for dead!" Hethya sprang to her feet. "We were giving you another few
minutes..."

The I cefd con pitched gasping through the vestibule door and whipped sword from sheath-"They're
behind me!"-and turned even as he cried the words to dice the first man through the door behind him.
Moreydling, more milling in the vestibule-wegpons thrusting through the narrow opening; seize, dash,
block. Blood gouting out in streams and a severed hand flying againgt the wall like a swatted bug.
"Mother of Teard" cried Hethya, and Loses His Way demanded, "Where's the boy?"

"With Ingold" was all the Icefalcon had time to rasp as a halberd opened hisleather deeve.

"He's safe?!

"God, no," panted the Icefalcon. "Don't be afool.”

"Oh," shesad, evidently redizing the absurdity of the word in the circumstances. " Sorry. If you've got
any brilliant Srategies at this point, boy-0," she added amoment later, "how about trottin' ‘'em out?!
Smoke poured from the vestibule, thicker and rank with the smell of new burning. Theair waslike an
oven, the floor underfoot hot through his boot-soles.

"A curtain wal would hdp," panted the Icefd con. "Machiolations. Bailing ail.” It wasimpaossibleto
bregthe.

"Wed havethat if we hadn't eaten al the pemmican.”

The Icefdcon diced hard at the next head to appear through the doorway, had his blade intercepted on a
two-pronged halberd. The inexperience of the clone that wielded it was the only thing that saved the

| cefal con from having the weapon wrenched out of his hand; he was ableto dip in under the shaft and
dash the man'sarm with his dagger, then pull free. Ingtinct made him keep low-Hethyas swordswipe at
the next enemy would have taken his ear off.

"Waste of good food," he said.

The ventilation shafts gushed nothing but smoke now; the Icefd con felt his skin blister in the scorching air.
"Can we ourselves use the Far-Walker?' asked L oses His Way. Blood streamed from his chest and arm
where alance had pierced. "Get out of this place and warn the people of the Kegp?'

"We can't activateit." The lcefalcon hacked again with hissword, hisarmslikelead. "It takesaWise
Oneto do that." Blood spouted over him from the man whose throat he opened; someone in the rear
rank pulled the dying clone aside.

"And that's what Ingold's gone to do?*

"Don't be afool, woman," snapped the |cefalcon. "The last thing we need isto open the way into the
Keep with Vair right outsde.”

"WEell, I've no intention of roasting to degeth to save your lot!"

"Youthink Var will spareyou?'

There was an outcry from deeper within the vestibule, beyond the heads of the crowding clones. The
clones themsalves-hundreds of them-were barefoot, scantily clothed, their skin patchy and odd looking,
greenish eveninthelivid light, or the dick, vile orange of the mongter toadstools.

Now and then during the confused struggle in the doorway the Icefa con had the impression that one or
more would suddenly go berserk in the vestibule, turning on his companions, daying and being dain or
rushing out into the bellowing furnace of the corridor.

Then avoice cried beyond the press, "Put down your weapons!" The clonesin the doorway ceased to
fight, fell back untidily to show the defenders VVair na-Chandros, his white tabard soot-blackened, a
tulwar in his hand. Bektis stood beside him, smutted, filthy, gasping, holding Tir against him with one
hand, aslver knife a histhroat.

Vair'steeth glinted under pulled-back lips. "Get back," he said. "L et us pass or the boy dies.”

"| thought you said," began Hethya furioudly, and the | cefalcon said, " Shut up!™

Hiseyes met Tir's. The boy's were stretched with panic under amask of smoke and blood. Anything
could go wrong in any hunt, thought the I cefalcon. All it would take, in that maelstrom of smoke and hest



and darkness, would be for Ingold to lose his grip on Tir's hand; for the old man to have been overcome
by fumes, or fire summoned by Bektis, or sometrap in the Keep itsdlf.

Bektis was weskened and in no good case to fight, but then Ingold wasn't, either. The Court Mage
would have found it easy to lure the child to him in the confusion.

The Icefalcon stepped back. Tir screamed, "Don't let them! Let medie, | order you! Please! Don't let..."
Bektis shook him, hard. "Be till, boy."

The Icefacon retreated, sword pointing out, Hethya and Loses His Way closing in on both sides. Vair
stepped through the vestibule door, clones surrounding him, their stupid gazes wandering. Some were
beginning to rot dready, stinking appalingly above the cacifying heet.

"Good." Vair'seyetraveled caculatingly around the big chamber, seeking other defenders, finding none.
"Very good. Prandhays Keep has been broken, time and again through the years; itswallswould never
gtand againgt the Devices that harridan wife of mine, Y ori-Ezrikos, now commands. But Renweth..."

He smiled under his dark mustache, though he was panting for breath in the heat. "Renweth is another
story. Whatever wegpons we find there, Bektis, in Renweth we will have a base to raise and provison
theforcel will need to march south and retake what isrightfully mine. And who knowswhat Devices are
hidden there."

Hislips parted in an ugly grin as he thought of the twelve-year old girl he had raped on their wedding
night, the girl who had hated him so much that shed murdered the son she bore him. And the rdlish in that
grin, the vile amusement, made the | cefa con redlize that by comparison Blue Child'sferocity was as
innocent as summer rain.

"I look forward, Bektis, to seeing Y ori-Ezrikos again. Isthe way open, Bektis?'

The mage edged a his hedls, long white fingers closed around Tir'sjaw in astrangling grip. "Theway is
open, my Lord. Behold."

Helifted the hand that held the silver knife and made apassin the air, speaking words that sounded
nothing like Hethya's made-up tongue of the Times Before. Behind him the columns of crystal, ranked
room to room in aline, flickered with cores of greenish light, and threads of starshine seemed to race
aong the floor between them.

A hot, quick flicker of light flashed, far back in the dark, and the smoke that bellied thick benegth the
high ceiling stirred, then streamed inward, pouring between the pillars through the second chamber and
thethird.

Ashehad in his shadow vision, the lcefa con haf discerned more pillars than there should have been, a
fourth and afifth and asixth pair, and on past into darkness.

Vair gestured to the clones. "Go," he said. "Kill dl that you meet.”

"I trust," said Bektis smugly, "that your Lordship iswell stisfied?' His attention wason Vair, in
anticipation of an accolade that, the | cefal con reflected, he should have had more sense than to expect,
and in that moment of distraction, Tir acted.

With the neat speed of aman's, the boy's hand dropped to his boot-top and the next second there was a
dagger init, adagger with which he dashed across the back of Bektis hand. Bektis screamed, jerked
back, and the boy was free, running.

The Icefal con was moving, too. In asinglelong leap he reached the child's Sde, seconds before Vair's
|eft-handed fumble for his sword. The Icefacon's sword tangled with the dark commander's blade, flung
the weagpon aside, and struck back the blade of the nearest clone's attack as his momentum carried him,
and Tir, out of immediate danger.

Vair screamed, "Stop him! Kill him!™ asthe | cefa con dapped into the wall between Hethya and Loses
HisWay, sword pointing outward once more.

Bektis, clutching hisbleeding hand to his breast, snarled, " The room's under a Rune of Silence, fool!"
Behind the Icefalcon, Tir was sobbing, " Stop them! Please, stop them!™ and struggling to push through, as
if hewould attack the clones himsdlf, but none of the three warriors made amove.

"There's nothing we can do," said the I cefal con softly. He had aready caught, above the stench of smoke
and rot and burning, asmell from the inner chambers of the transporter, asmell green and anomalous,
that told him that al was not as Vair supposed it to be.



But he couldn't say so, could only hold Tir fast, while behind the shoving ranks of clones Vair struck
Bektis ablow that knocked the old man to the floor. Swords, halberds, spearsin hand, the clones
shuffled through the pillars, disappearing dong the lines of green light and starshine into darkness.

Tir struggled, weeping, in the Icefd con's grip. " There's nothing we can do.”

Something beyond the vestibule outs de caught with adeafening roar. Heet, exhaustion, and the strangling
smoke made the I cefal con light-headed, and he saw Hethya stagger and Loses His Way catch her on his
uninjured arm to keep her on her feet.

For amoment, when there was agap in theline of clones, the Icefa con thought Vair would order his
men to take the three of them and Tir-wasteful, in hisopinion, but then Vair was wasteful.

But Vair seemed to redize what that was likely to cost in terms of men and in terms of time.

"Come, Bektis," he said softly to the trembling, furious old man who lay sprawled & hisfest. "They'll
follow usthrough. They mug, or die. Asyou must. What about it, wench?' he called to Hethya. "Will you
take servicing my men above degath by fire? And you, Little King, if you hurry, you'll bein timeto watch
me rgpe your mother."

Dagger in hand, Tir flung himsdf in soundlessrage a Vair. The lcefd con dragged him back, holding the
struggling child againgt him asthe tall man turned, laughing, toward the crystal columns, the retreating lines
of light.

Hiswhite-cloaked form blended into the shambling lines of the clones, visble among them for quite some
time, fading back and back into the shadows.

After along moment Bektis pulled himsdf to hisfeet, leaning againgt thewall and holding hisribs, alook
of loathing and defeet in his eyes. He staggered into the marching line of the clones, catching their seaty
shouldersto hold himsdlf upright, and was gone.

"Hyena," gasped Loses HisWay, hisbreath like abellowsin the airless heat. "Coward and pig.” Hiseyes
never left the shambling ranks, shuffling, coughing, pouring sweet and staggering now asthey passed
through from the vestibule and down the length of the chamber to thefirst pair of pillars, the second ...

Tir wept slently inthe lcefdcon's grip.

"But heisright, my friend,” the warchief murmured. "What will you? Itisfollow or die

"Wl there might be a certain amount of satisfaction in following, of course.” Ingold stepped from the
rear ranks of the clones-who didn't appear to notice him-and strode quickly to Tir, dropping to his knees
before the boy and putting his hands on his shoulders.

"My dear Tir, thank God you're dl right!" Blood covered one side of hisface and afresh wound put
dresks of gorein hishair, where the whole of him wasn't nearly black with smoke and ash. "Forgive me!

| never imagined the corridor to the control chamber was booby-trapped like that.”

Tir flung hisarms around the wizard, clutched him desperately with hisface buried in the threadbare
robes.

"It'sdl right,” said Ingold. "It redly isdl right. I'd never have brought you with meif..."

"I'd have thrashed the life out of any man who'd send achild into what we just came through!™ protested

Hethya
"No onein the Kegp will be hurt," Ingold murmured, face bent over the weeping child's head. "1 promise
you." He held out his hand to the | cefa con and used his grip on the young warrior's arm to get to hisfest.
"Weredly have got to get out of here. The Aidé'sin flames. | think | can damp usaway through to the
Doors, but I'm afraid we're dl going to get snged.”

"Vair..." sobbed Tir. "Ingold, Vair sad..."

"It'sdl right,” said thewizard again. "Vair's not anywhere near the Keep of Dare. In fact he'sfarther from
it than ever. Asafind favor to us, Zay of Tiyomistold me how to change the destination of the
trangporter before he ... hedied. And heisdead,” he added, as Hethya's lips parted in surprise.

"He left behind enough of his power to operate the trangporter onefina time, but, as| said, it opensno
longer into the Keep of Dare. That wasthe Icefalcon'sides,” he added, and Hethyaregarded the
Icefalconin surprise.

"So you've turned tricky in your old age, have you, boy-0?"

With dignity, the Icefalcon replied, "Something | overheard Vair say while| was shadow-walking made



me think there was amore suitable destination for him."

"What, you've found away for the transporter to send him straight to Hell ?*

"Nearly," said the | cefal con after amoment's reflection.

Loses His Way wiped the swesat from his stubbly brow. "Where have they gone?'

"To the crypts of what used to be the great Southern Keep of Hathyobar,” said Ingold, and coughed on
the smoke. "It stood on the shores of the Lake of Nychee, on the site now occupied by the Imperia
Paace of Khirgit."

"Wherethislady Y ori-Ezrikos dwells?" asked Hethya "That hasn't much use for our boy Vair, never
mind that he's her lawful wedded husband?"

"Thevery one." Ingold smiled. "I was pleased to hear that Vair islooking forward to an encounter with
her because he is going to have one a great deal sooner than helooked to.”



? Chapter 23

There were spdlls of inconspicuousness atruly Wise One could place upon a man so that he might spend
aday and ahdf in the camp of hisenemieswithout them noticing that the person to whom they were
bringing food, wrapping in blankets, Stting beside afire-with whom they shared accounts of the gameto
be found on the Ice in the North: ice camels, lemmings, caribou, and once a pure white
megatherium-would in any other circumstances be painted al over with messagesto their Ancestors and
have his bowels pulled out through his nodrils.

The lcefd con was grateful for this circumstance. Hewas very, very tired of fighting.

He had no ideawho the Empty L akes People thought he was and didn't care. Nor had he any idea by
what spells of illusion Ingold had guaranteed the absence of the Talking Stars People when the little party
waded through fog, smoke, and steam up the dripping, hip-deep meltwaters of the collgpsing gate-tunnel
to the outer world again.

Mostly, once he woke in their emergency camp of snow-houses southeast of theice-blister, the Empty
Lakes People didn't address the Icefalcon by name at all. But the forms of speech they used toward him
al indicated that they thought he was one of their kin.

Theidea offended him deeply, but not deeply enough to buy his own death by mentioning it. He noticed
they addressed Ingold, Tir, and Hethya astheir kin aswell. Cold Degath they did not appear to seeat all.
Cold Desth was ditting by him when he woke up again, most of her hair on one sde singed off from her
fight with Bektis but otherwise looking much the same.

"How isit with you, o my brother?" she asked, and offered him aflat-baked cake of honey and fried
insects, a gpecidty among the Empty Lakes People.

He was s0 exhausted and so hungry he even took it. "Aswell as can be expected after my own sister
runsaway and leavesmeto die.”

"Hasit taught you alesson about shadow-waking?'

"Yes" retorted the Icefa con. "Never to put you in charge of it again.”

And she laughed.

Later that day she helped him stand, and they emerged from the snow-house where he had lain, and
walked together aong the shore of the steaming lake that now stretched for miles aong the feet of the
black rock mountains.

The great ice-blister till rosein its center, and steam and smoke poured from athousand rifts and
crevicesin itssdes. The waters of the lake churned now and then as crevasses or pocketsin the
underlying ice collgpsed, and columns of steam would jet upward, marble-white in the hard arctic sky.
"Ingold tells me that with the magic of the mad Ancestor gone out of it, the Keep itsdf will collgpse.”
Cold Death folded her arms, alook of sadnessin her button-black eyes. The day waswarm, for the Ice,
and the warmth rising from the lake made it more 0.

Her breath barely showed when she spoke, and she'd put back her hood, the burned patches and
blisters on her scap showing through athin stubble of new-grown hair.

If she'd escaped seriousinjury at Bektis hands at dl, thought the Icefalcon, she must be afar, far
stronger shaman than he had ever suspected.

"The heat will burst the stones," he said. "Gil-Shaostells me that the K egps that were ruined-Prandhays
and Black Rock and Hathyobar-were those where no Wise One surrendered life to keep the magic
dive They crumbled, asdl thingsdo with time."

"Me mother said Prandhays probably burned at onetime." Hethya came over to join them, Y dlow-Eyed
Dog trotting &t her hedls. Prinyippos illuson had begun to come to pieces-Loses His Way had said-the
moment Twin Daughter's spirit-pouch was brought into his presence; it was Y ellow-Eyed Dog who'd
brought down the scout when held tried to flee.

The Icefa con wondered if the illusion might have stood up more strongly had Bektis till had use of dl his
powers. Breaks Noses and his band, Loses His Way added, had never before had awarrior of the
Alketch to torture; they'd prolonged the process asfar as possiblein aspirit of inquiry.



The Icefacon wished he had been there to seeit, though during Loses His Way's account-technical and
detailed as dl such accounts were among the folk of the Red World-Hethya quietly got up and lft.

She seemed recovered now, though, bundled in the coat of megatherium wool and looking alittle rested.
"Me mother says she found signs of burning where the stonework was repaired.”

A particularly violent upheaval tossed great cakes and shards of ice to the surface of the milky waters,
bubbles heaving and bursting with fog that melted imperceptibly into the miles-wide shawl of vapors
covering theland.

"That hasto bethe Keep itsdlf." Hethyatucked her gloved handsinto her armpitsfor further warmth. "l
imagineitll al freeze hard again once the fires are quenched. And give al the tribes something elseto talk
of besides caribou tracks and megatherium dung.”

"Y ou underestimate my people, Ancestress,” replied the [cefa con gravely. " Should achunk of rock the
sze of many housesfal out of the sky and make aholein the earth, it would not hold for them such
interest as a change in the seed content of musk-ox dung. Nor should it," he added. "One mugt, after dl,
know what plants grow in one's own range.”

She glanced at him under her eyelashesto seeif he were jesting, and he turned hisface haughtily away.
The Empty L akes People gave them provisions and deds for their homeward journey and agreed to
accompany them to the edge of the Ice. Thiswas, the I cefa con guessed, due to the persuasions of Loses
Their Way. He saw the two clones many times, waking on either side of Breaks Noses, or Sitting, talking
quietly, with Beautiful Girl by thefire or at the shore of the steaming lake, Y elow-Eyed Dog lying happily
at their feet.

Hethyaaso spent time with Beautiful Girl and seemed to get dong well with her, but it was clear to the
|cefalcon that Loses Their Way had no eyesfor any but their wife.

" She understands that we must die soon,” said Loses Their Way on the second day. "Inaway | think |
will beglad.”

And his brother-clone nodded. They, and the Icefalcon, Hethya, and Cold Death, had gathered near the
fogbound shore of thelake. It was dready freezing fast, seding in the Keep of the Shadow with dl its
secrets and the burned shell of an old man who had given more than he was capable of bearing.

"When we-when |-when those others-died,” said Loses Their Way, "wefdt it. It was-adying. A wound
that cannot be healed. We are not whole men.”

"Weareglad,” added Loses Their Way, "at least that we helped our kin. That our nameswill be included
inthe Long Songs. And that we could see our brother Breaks Noses and our beloved Beautiful Girl, that
we can diein our lands by what remains of the Night River Country with the agpens green with summer.”
The I cefd con opened his mouth to point out that the Night River Country was and always had been the
range of the Taking Stars People, but he had affection for his enemy, so he did not. Instead he said, "l
am glad for you, too, o my enemy. It wasagood hunt.”

Loses Their Way smiled like asun god through agold bristle of stubble. "I will tell you asecret. Thereis
no such thing asabad hunt, o my friend."

"Your sgter tdlls usthat the Talking Stars People have returned at last to thisplace,” said Loses Their
Way.

The Icefalcon looked sharply at Cold Desth.

"They are camped on the other side of the lake, among the broken ice, near where the tunndl was," she
sad. "At least the mammoth | summoned for them to chase wereredl, and not illusion like old
Pretty-Beard's."

"If youwish," said Loses Their Way, "'l will linger when my people move on and go with you to their
camp to tell them what | heard of Antlered Spider concerning the dream-powder given to Noon in the
Summer of the White Foxes. With this evidence, even the evidence of an enemy, they must at least give
you a hearing and atria. Do you fed strong enough, my friend, to take on Blue Child in asingle match?"
The I cefa con rubbed his hands, bandaged and bruised within the marten-fur gloves, flexed the ache and
the lingering weakness of fatigue in his shouldersand arms. "1 have waited along time," he said quietly,
"to meet Blue Child again.”

Benesth the cold brilliance of the arctic stars he thought about Blue Child.



About Noon and Dove in the Sun.

About the Place of the Three Brown Dogs and the Vdley of the Night River, the Haunted Mountain and
the place called Pretty Water Creek where the Talking Stars People had their horse pens and falconries,
where the white dogs of the Talking Stars People lay dozing in the ember-col ored grass between the
longhouses.

About the sweet taste of milk curds and mead and maple sugar, and the soul-encompassing sting of cold
water after a swest-bath, and the smell of blood and wood smoke under starlit skies.

Acrossthe steam of the lake, thinned now to a scrim of luminous white, his eyes sought for sght of Blue
Child's camp-not that even achild of the Talking Stars could see their camp. The marmoreal landscape
was dill, and in the sky the stars spoke the sweet fragile language that humankind could no longer
comprehend.

They remembered him and knew him. There were brothers and sisters who would wel come him back.
Hewould at |ast be their chieftain, as Noon had been. From the Ice he would lead them south, to their
new hunting lands, for what remained of hisdaysand theirs.

If he survived the fight with Blue Child.

He flexed hishands. The training with the Guards of Gae was rigorous, though not, he thought, so fierce
asthelifelived by every child of the Talking Stars. He had trained as a Guard in part so that he would
not lose that edge of strength. In his heart, he had aways known that he would come back.

In spite of the food and the rest, weariness dragged a him, the inner fatigue that is not cured by afew
days rest. Risng from his blankets that morning had been like pushing avery large sone up asteep hill.
But she had been living in hardship and cold aswell. Wounded, for dl he knew, during the fight &t the
gate.

It was good odds that they were even.

He flexed the ache from his shoulders and rubbed his burned face, tender around the scraggy mess of
beard. It would be strange, he thought, to be home again. Though he would never admit it to anyone, he
would miss Gil-Shaos stories-useless as they were-and the sound of Rudy's harp, and Janus jokes, and,
in spite of himself, going down to the crypts to observe Ingold's newest inventions.

To ridewith his brothersand ssters again. To liein silence among his silent hounds. To track caribou
across bad country and to know that he had them.

To be one with his people again, with their narrow dreams hard and focused as diamonds, with the bitter
beauty of the dying land. If he survived.

Helooked up, aware that he wasn't alone.

"Will you go, o my brother?' Her face was adark pearl in the midst of an explosion of black fur,
gleaming alittle with sarlight and mammoth grease.

The Icefdcon raised hisbrowsin surprise. "I did not think there was question, o my sgter. | amthe
Icefalcon. | would have been chief among our people. Blue Child robbed me of what would have been
mine. Do you question that?"

She shook her head. "I believe that you would have been chieftain of our people,” she said. She sat down
next to him on the broken projection of black rock that thrust up through the snow-the tallest pegk of a
mountain ridge buried benegth the all-devouring ice.

"And even after deven years, | think you could have that again. Maybe more surely becauseyou area
man now, with aman's strength and the core of aman's experience. They will listen to your voicein
counsel and follow you in war. But you are wrong when you think Blue Child robbed you out of
greediness, to have what you deserved.”

"For the sake of Dovein the Sun, then?" She had been much in his mind since the confrontation with Zay
in the subcrypts, asif the love he had once bornefor her were growing back, mutated by understanding
into adifferent form.

Cold Degth sghed. Shewas along time silent, her arms folded, astubby little figurein her heavy codt.
"You are my brother,” shesaid at last, "and | love you. But you are not aleader.”

The lcefdcon drew in breath to protest, then let it out. In dl hislife he had never known Cold Degth to
be wrong. He sat silent now, looking acrossinto her face.



She scratched her nose and pulled her hood more closdly over her shagged hair and the naked patchesin
her scalp. "There are those who lead," she said, "and those who follow, and those who walk alone. You
walk alone, o my brother. Blue Child isaleader. She destroyed you, not out of malice, nor for jealousy's
sake, but seeking the good of our people. Y our adherents liked you and would have followed you in
council and fought for you against her and against their kin and brothers aswell. Noon liked you. Y ou
have charm, chilly bastard that you are. The Blue Child has none. But she knew she would be a better
leader for the people. Do you understand?’

Thelcefalcon was Slent.

"Wereyou aleader,” Cold Death went on quietly, "you would now be leading the Guards. Wereyou a
leader, you would have gone back for Dove in the Sun when she was wounded.”

" She could not have been brought back," argued the Icefa con. " She was dying. | could not endanger the
hunt for her."

"Y ou could have sent the hunt back to safety and made sure that she did not die done. Blue Child would
have, even when there was no hope of saving her, even in the face of possible death hersdlf.”

The | cefd con thought about that, silenced once more,

"The child Tir would have."

For along time he simply looked down at his hands and the dagger he held in them. At thedim
starshadow on the snow. But he saw Eldor Endorion, and Loses His Way, and even Zay of the Keep of
the Shadow at the End of Time, who took on the burden that his shoulders were not strong enough to
bear. At length he said, " She could have told methat."

"Would you have ligened?"

Dovein the Sun laughing as she rode out with his hunting party. Blue Child'sface, ugly and craggy,
across the longhousefire, caculation in those wolfish ice-blue eyes.

Noon weeping as he stepped from the darknessinto the red light of the fire and held out to the Icefalcon
thewhite shell.

Stays Up All Night, and Fifty Lovers, and Red Fox, dl ready to fight Blue Child's friends for him. Ready
to dividethetribe, or to split off fromit, a atime when the harshness of the winters and the thinning away
of the herds asthey migrated farther and farther to the south were threat enough.

And for what? he thought. For what?

Hewaked by himsdf. He had dwayswalked by himsdf. He knew this of himself; Cold Death wasthe
sameway. He had dealt well with hiskin and hisfriends, but in away he had dwaysfdt separated from
them. Unlike Zay in the dark benesth the Keep, thisisolation was athing that he knew and loved.

But it was hard to think that he would not walk by himsdlf in the Night River Country again.

Cold Degth was gonein the morning. The day was clear; only the thinnest mist of sseam rose from the
center of thelake, and dready theice was blue and hard on its verges. Even with the clearing of the
steam he could see no sign of the camp of the Taking Stars People, but he knew he had but to circle the
lake and they would find him.

The Empty Lakes People were breaking their camp to go. Unsurprisingly, none of them mentioned Cold
Death's absence. Such were her spellsthat the | cefa con doubted they'd even been aware of her
presence.

It mattered little since he knew held see her again.

"| think she departed so that she would not see the fight between Blue Child and mysdlf," he said to
Hethya, binding up their provisions of frozen caribou mest. " She considers Blue Child a better leader for
the Taking Stars Peoplethan 1.

"Well, that's damn cold, | must say!" Hethya bridled. Even under a coat of grease, thin with fatigue and
crisscrossed with bruises and demon-bites, her face had aflirtatious prettiness. She would do well, the
|cefal con thought, at the Keep. "Therésasigter for you!™

"l havelearned,” said the lcefdcon gravely, "never to gainsay my sgter.”

The others, he had noticed, steered clear of the subject of Blue Child. Ingold had not said one word that
indicated that he expected the | cefa con either to go or stay-Ingold was good at that-but had merely gone
about sdlecting such provisions as the Empty Lakes People could spare and seeing them packed.



Now the old man came over to him, leaning on his staff, Tir walking in his shadow. The boy had had very
little to say a first and showed adisinclination, even during the daylight hours, to leave the snow-house.
Hethya, and Loses HisWay, and Beautiful Girl had spent agood dedl of time there with him, and he
looked alittle better now, asif he were eating again, though the I cefa con suspected he till had
nightmares and would for many yearsto come.

At least he remembered, thought the Icefalcon, what it was to have friends and to value them above the

solitude of complete safety in afortress, and that was something.

In the cool gray sunlight the half-healed gash on his face was agreet jagged red double line, scabbing and
horrible to look at. The children back at the Keep would loveit.

With them walked Loses HisWay, and it was he who spoke. "My friend," he said, "shall we cross over

to the camp? Y our kindred should be astir by now." It was an hour or so after dawn-ady dig, sSincethe
people of the Real World would take shame to themselves to be still deeping after the first whisper of
light.

Among the other deds, Loses HisWay called out, with Y elow-Eyed Dog gamboling and biting at
snowflakeslike anidiot, and Loses His Way turned to grin at him, and waved.

He had, the |cefal con calculated, only afew daysto live. Y et hewould lose one or perhaps two of

them-perhapsdl, if the Talking Stars People took exception to hisentry into their camp-to help him,
should he ask for help.

So that he could return to the people he had | &ft, to the life of the Real World, that he himself so

treasured.

To give him the gift of choice.

"Go with your kindred, o my enemy,” the lcefdcon said. "I have nothing to say to Blue Child, nor to any
of the People of the Taking Stars."

The hairless brows shot up. ™Y ou will not go?*

"The Night River Country isgone." He hadn't thought to say that, which was closest to his heart,
especidly not to thisman, and, looking up, the | cefd con saw the understanding and the shared grief in his
enemy's blue eyes. Loses His Way made asiif to extend his hand to him, and, embarrassed, the Icefacon
stepped back and drew himself with dignity to hisfull height.

"I may be abarbarian," he added coldly, "but | am not insane. We hunt that we may survive, anditis
clear to methat surviva isathing more assured in the Keep of Dare than in the Real World now.
Everything that once we knew lies under the I ce. In two yearsthe Ice will spread farther, and stranger

things than the Dark Ones and the dunch and cloned warriors will yet walk this beleaguered world. A
man would be afool to dwell in aplace so deadly when he could have safety and comfort elsawhere.”

Thewarchief grinned adow grin into the red-gold stubble that would never grow out into abeard. "Even
%0," he said, and held out hishand. "'l see that living near the Wise Ones you, too, have becomewise.

Then good hunting, o my friend, on your new hunt. Do not forget uswho arefools.”

The I cefd con turned around and considered Ingold, and Tir, and Hethya, looking at him also in surprise.
"Come," hesaid coolly. "Thereisalong road yet back to Sarda Pass. It istime we were gone.”
Scrunching stolidly along on his snowshoes, Tir released the hem of Ingold's robe and dug into the
hard-packed surface with his staff. The sunlight frightened him at first-the open air frightened him, filling
him with panic he did not understand-but over the past two days he had begun to remember how it had
been before Vair, before the Dark.

Last night Ingold had looked into his scrying crystal and spoken to Rudy, who had reported dl things

well at the Keep. The besiegers outside, he had said, had begun to fall sick; Wend had reported haf a
dozen of them deserting over the lower passto the River Vdleysin the night.

There were mass graves now in what had been the orchard before the Summerless Y ear. Ingold was
making plans about what to do with the rest of the besiegers when he, the I cefa con, and Hethya returned
to the Vale, but Tir waswondering if there would be anyone left for them to dedl with.

Except, of course, Hethya's cousin, cooking poison mushroomsin his pots.

Ahead of him he watched the sllvery braids plaited with bones, the lanky gray back bent to the harness of
the ded-with hisleft arm only engaged, the right dwaysfreefor his sword-and beside him the



golden-brown, stocky form that was Hethya. Once, to his surprise, he heard the I cefa con laugh.
"Ingold?"

"Yes my child?’

Tir kept hisvoice politely down so the |cefalcon wouldn't hear. "Isthat dl he redly thinks about the
Keep?' he asked worriedly. "Just that it's safer than staying with the Talking Stars People? Does he redlly
carethat little about hisfamily? And about us?

Ingold smiled down at him. "He cares too much about them, and about us," he said gently. "Thereisa
saying that one can't go home again. That isn't entirely true, but the person who goes home is often not
the person who set out on the quest and the home he returnsto not the place he left. Y ou'll never get our

| cefd con to admit that he's changed since hel's been among us; you'll never get him to admit that he
suspects that he might not be happy again in the Redl World. I'm alittle surprised, frankly, that he admits
it to himsdf and has chosen his happiness above his pride.”

Tir was dlent, thinking about that, trying to emulate the way the |cefa con moved on his snowshoes, the
way the old man moved next to him. It sounded lonely. "Why not admit it?" he asked worriedly. He
would be aking, he thought. He would need to know these things. Ingold smiled, his blue eyes bright.
"Becauseit isn't theway of the Talking Stars People to acknowledge that their way islessthan perfect,”
he said. "And because the ways and the world of our childhoods aways seem more perfect than our lives
asadults. But mostly . . ." Inhiseyes Tir could see the affection that he bore the strange cold warrior
who had always stood aoof from them dl, "'because he's the I cefal con, and, for him, that has dways

been enough.”
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