[version history]

A fdl and ancient sorcery has thrust the kingdoms surrounding the
mighty Grimwall mountains into battle with farces of great evil. When Tip
and Beau, two Warrows from the village of Twoforks try to save a
mortdly wounded soldier, they inherit vitd misson. The dying
swordsman gives them a smple copper coin and a cryptic message:
"Take the coin east to Agron, and warn dl."

But the Hast holds terrors beyond Anything Tip and Beau have ever
known. Modru, the Black Mage, has begun his violent reign over the
Free Folk—and unleashed his army of deadly emissaries on the young
Warrows. Now Tip and Beau's myserious quest has become a matter
of life and death. For their momentous arriva in Agron will Sgnd a war
that threatens to destroy worlds far beyond ther beloved Mithgar...
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FOREWORD

Events are like stones cast upon waters. they make an immediate
gplash and waves ripple outward in ever widening circles, dminishing as
they go. Significant events, like large stones, sometime send waves great
enough to engulf those immediady in the path, perhaps to completely
overwhdm them if they are not far enough removed from the event.
Sometimes the stone is o very large as to affect the entire world (as the
dinosaurs literdly discovered).

It depends upon the Sze of the stone and its entry velocity as to
whether theinitid wave is enormous or minuscule. Y et whether we snk
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or swvim does not necessarily depend upon the magnitude of this initid
wave, nor, to agreat extent, our distance from it, for the water is full of
expanding ripples, some large, some smdl, dl commingling, renforcing
here, negating there, and severd tiny ripples can combine a hdf world
away to cause a great effect—a butterfly effect—just as other waves
great and amdl can completely nullify one another.

This tde is about stones cast upon waters and the intermingling of
waves.

—DennisL. McKiernan
August 1996

Author's Notes

Into the Forge is the firg book of the duology of He's Crucible.
Along with the second book, Into the Fire, it tdls the tde of the Great
War of the Ban, as seen through the eyes of two Warrows, Tipperton
Thistledown and Beau Darby.

It is a story which begins in the year 2195 of the Second Era of
Mithgar, atime when the Rapt are yet free to roam about in daylight as
wdl as night, dthough it is told that they prefer to do therr deeds in
darkness rather than under the sun.

The gtory of the Ban War was reconstructed from severd sources,
not the least of which were the Thigledown Lays. | have in severd
places filled in the gaps with assumptions of my own, but in the main the
tdeistrue to its source materia.

As occurs in other of my Mithgarian works, there are many instances
wherein the press of the moment, the humans, Mages, Elves, and others
spoke in thelr native tongues, yet to avoid burdensome trandations,
where necessary | have rendered their words in Pellarion, the Common
Tongue of Mithgar. However, in severd cases | have Ieft the language
unchanged, to demondtrate the fact that many tongues were found
throughout Mithgar. Additiondly, some words and phrases do not lend
themsdves to trandaion, and these I've ather left unchanged or, in
specid cases, | have enclosed in angle brackets a subgtitute term which
gives the "flavor” of the word (i.e.... and the like). Additiondly, sundry
words may look to be in error, but indeed are correct—e.g., DelfLord
isbut asngle word though a capital L nestles among its letters.

The Elven language of Syivaisrather archaic and formd. To capture
this flavor, | have properly used thee and thou, hast, dost, and the like;
however, in the interest of readability, | have tried to do so in a minimd
fashion, diminaing some of the more archaic terms.

For the curious, the w in Rwn takes on the sound of uu (w is, after



dl, a double-u), which in turn can be said to sound like oo (asin spoon).
Hence, Rwn is nat pronounced Renn, but ingtead is pronounced Roon,
or Rure.

But Mithgar . . . Mithgar isyet wild,
tempestuous, unkempt, savage, turbulent,
exciting. We come here to feel alive.

Into the Forge

Chapter 1

Wha—? In the chill dark Tipperton started awake—What was
that? He lay quielly and listened, draining to hear above the burble of
the Wilder River, the water running fredy beneath its sheath of winter
ice. | thought | heard—

shing

Thereit is agai—!

shing-shang . . . chang . . .

Distant metal striking metal. What th—"?

Tipperton swung his feet over the edge of his bunk, and in the icy
goom sumbled from his bed and across the cold wooden
floor—"Ow!"—barking his shin againg a misplaced bench.

Shang-chang! Chnk! The dlang of metd upon metd grew louder, as
if coming this way.

He fumbled about on the table, knocking aside pots and pans as he
searched for the lantern, while—Ching-chang!— the rattle and clash
grew louder dill, now mingled with gutturd shouts and the thudding of
feet.

At lagt among the trenchers and kettles Tipperton found the lantern,
and just as he indffectudly flicked the driker, a high-pitched scream
sounded, and something heavy thudded againg the ground outside.

Tipperton flicked the striker again, and this time the wick caught. He
lowered the glass and a ydlow glow filled the mill chamber, illuminating
the great overhead shafts and gears and wooden cogs that drove the



massve buhr-stones, dl now a a ganddill, for the duice wear was shut
and no current flowed through the millrace and over the grand water
whed.

Yahh! Chank! Dring! Clang! Tipperton stepped to the door and
did back the crosshar and flung the portad wide just as—Thdd!
—someone or something dammed agang the mill wal, the entire
structure juddering with the blow, sending a shower of grain dust drifting
down from the cedar shakes above.

In nought but a nightshirt and holding his lantern on high, Tipperton
stepped out upon the porch—"Hoy, now, what's dl this racket?'—and
in the dimness jugt beyond the reach of the glow he saw black shapes
whirling in melee.

"Get back, you fool!" came a shout, even as a dark figure broke
free from the tumult and hurtled toward Tipperton.

"Waugh!" The buccan legpt hindward, damming the door to and
ramming the crossbar home just as whatever had rushed a him crashed
up againg the shut wooden pand.

Feet thudded upon the porch, and window glass shattered inward as
Tipperton darted across the chamber and snatched his bow from above
the mantd of the hearth. Amid thuds and tromping and screams and
shouts and the skirl of sted upon gted, swiftly the buccan drung the
wegpon. Sazing his quiver and leaving the lantern behind, Tipperton
scrambled up aladder to the catwalk above and raced to a diding door
in the wal and jerked the pand aside. In the frigid light of diamond
winter gtars and in the frosy rays of the pae quarter moon riding
upward in the southeast, he clambered out into the snow-laden run of
the wooden duice, the blanket covering athin layer of ice.

In that moment there sounded a shriek and a heavy crashing down . .
. and lol except for Tipperton's own hammering heart and gasping
breeth and the burble of water below the ice, dl fdl Slent.

Arrow nocked and crouching low, Tipperton made hisway to where
he could see the front of the mill. Several dark shapes lay scattered and
unmoving upon the snow, and two or three were dumped on the porch.
Cautioudy, Tipperton crept to a point above a millrace support and
waited, the buccan shivering in the frigid cold, for his feet were bare and
planted in snow lying upon ice, and he was yet dressed in naught but a
nightshirt. Long moments passed, and dl remained 4ill. At lagt he
climbed down the support ladder, and with bow drawn taut, and
ignoring his numbing feet, he moved through the snow to one of the
sprawled shapes.

It was a Ruck. Dead. Hacked by some kind of blade. The now
glazed-over viper eyes saring upward.

Tipperton moved onward through churned-up snow, his gorge risng
& he cadioudy stepped past a dead, hamgrung, eviscerated
horse—steam risng through the cold air—and among more dain Rucks:
leather-clad, bandylegged, batwing-eared, dusky-skinned. Ther dark



ichor seeped outward upon the snow, and wegpons—scimitars and
cudgds—lay scattered. Most of the dead had been cut or pierced by a
blade of some sort, though the skulls of one or two had been bashed in.
And here, too, vapor rose from ggoing wounds and spilled entrails
Seaming.

Arrow yet nocked, Tipperton came to the porch. Haf on, hdf off the
planking, another Ruck lay dead. And to the left and dumped againg the
door lay two bodies. The one on top was a Hlok—Rucklike but taller
and with graighter limbs—pierced through by a sword, his body yet
impaed by the blade; he dill clutched a bloody tulwar in his dead hand.
As to the other body, the one on the bottom, it—

—(qroaned—

—His heart legping in darm, Tipperton yanked his bow to the full
and—

Wait! It's a man, a Human. Oh, Adon, look at the blood flowing.

Tipperton set his bow asde and, draining, dragged the dead HIok
from atop the Human.

Jostled, the man opened his eyes, then closed them again.

Got to get himinside. Tipperton lifted the door latch and pushed. It
did not yidd. Nitwit! It's barred!. . . Wait, the window! Swiftly,
Tipperton stepped across the man and to the shattered jamb and broke
out the remaining shards yet dinging to the frame. Then he clambered
through, cutting a foot as he stepped on the glass fragments lying on the
ingde. Twice a nitwit!

Hobbling, he moved to the door and did back the bar and raised the
latch, the door swinging back as the weight of the man pushed it open
and he dumped inward and lay hdf in, hdf out of the chamber.
Sruggling, Tipperton managed to drag the men the rest of the way
indgde. His heart yet racing, the buccan stepped back out and retrieved
his bow and arrows, then scanned the landscape 'round— Nothing. He
stepped back insde, dosng the door &fter.

By the light of the lantern yet gtting on the hearth, Tipperton
removed the man's hdmet, reveding short-cropped dark har, and he
placed a pillow under the man's head. The man was dender but wel
built, and appeared to bein his mid-twenties—Though with a Human,
| can never tell. Tipperton then ripped cloth to make bandages to bind
the man's wounds, and he said doud, "Look, my friend, I'd get you out
of those leathers to fix you up, but I'm afraid that more jostling will only
meake the bleeding worse, so0 in places I'll just dit them apart where
they're dready rent.” The man neither opened his eyes nor replied, and
Tipperton thought him unconscious. The buccan then began swething the
man's cuts as wel as he could—dicing open deeves and pant legs, and
unlacing the front of the leather vest and the jerkin beneath, dl to get a
the wounds to bind them—though crimson seeped through the
wrgppings even as he moved from one bleeding gash to the next.

Now the man opened his eyes, eyes such a pade blue as to seem



nearly white. He looked at Tipperton and then whispered, "Runner.”
"Wh-what?'
"Horse"

"Oh." Tipperton shifted to the next wound, then said, "I'm sorry, but
the horse is dead.”

Theman Sghed and closed his ghoslly eyes.

Quickly, Tipperton bandaged the last of the man's cuts and covered
him with blankets. Then he threw off his nightshirt, now soaked with
blood, and began flinging on clothes. "I've got to get you some help. A
heder. There's one nearby.”

As the buccan stomped his cut foot into the other boot and then
stood and drew on his cloak, the man opened his eyes once more and
raised a hand and beckoned.

Tipperton crossed over and knelt down beside him.

Saing deep into Tipperton's jewdlike sgpphirine eyes, the man
seemed to come to some conclusion, and he struggled to unbuckle his
leether gorget. With Tipperton's help, he at last got the neck guard free,
and from ‘round his throat and over his head he lifted a token on a
leether thong. "Eadt,” he whispered as he pressed the token—plain and
aul grey, a coin with a hale in it—into the buccan's hand. "Go east. . .
warn dl... take thisto Agron.”

Tipperton frowned in confuson. "Agron? Who—? No, wait. You
can explain later." He dipped the thong over his own head and tucked
the coin down his shirt. "Right now I'm going after a heder.”

" 'Ware, Wddan," whispered the man, his pae eyes now closed.
"Therédsmore. . . out there"

Tipperton drew in a deep breath, then said, "Il take my bow."
Theman did not reply.

Tipperton stood up to his ful three foot four inch heght and
momentarily looked down at the man. Then he snatched up his bow and
quiver and blew out the lantern light—Don't want a beacon calling to
Rucks—and dipped out the door, dosng it behind. He did to the right
and paused in the shadows, his gaze searching for foe. Finding none, he
glided updope across the dearing and in among the trees, the buccan
shunning the two-track wagon lane, seeking ingtead the shdter of the
forest dongsde. Then he began running, his black har streaming out
behind, his feet flying over the snow, Tipperton Thigledown racing in
virtud slence, as only a Warrow can run.

Chapter 2



Thd! Thd!
"Beau! Beau! Wake up!”

Agan came the hammering on the cottage door and a rattling of the
latch—Thd-thmp-clk-clttr! —followed by another cdl: "Beau! Bladt it!"
Thd-thd!

In the chill dark, Beau Darby groaned awake.
Thd!

"Ho—" croaked Beau, then, "Hald it! Are you trying to wake the
dead?' Striving to not touch the floor a dl, the buccan—"Ow,
oh"—gingerly tiptoed across the cold wood to the door.

Thd! "Bea—!" the cdler started to ydl just as Beau clacked back
the bar and flung open the porta. Anicy waft of ar drifted in. "Oh, there
you are, Beau. Get dressed; grab your saichd. There's trouble afoot.
I've a wounded man at the mill."

In the garlight and moonlight, Beau saw his friend of nearly two
years—the only other Warrow living nigh Twoforks—standing on the
doorstone of the cote, his bow in hand. They were nearly of the same
age, these two, Tipperton a young buccan of twenty-three, Beau at
twenty-two, though often in Twoforks they were treated as children
amply because of their sze.

"What isit, Tip?'

"I said, I've awounded men at my mill."
"Wounded?'

"Aye. Rucks and Hloks. He's bleeding badly."
"Bleading?"

"Yes, yes. That's what | said, bucco, bleeding." Tipperton pushed
past Beau and limped into the cottage and began searching for a lantern.
"They killed his horse. Tried to kill him, too. One even came a me. But
he dew them all. Right there at the mill. Seven, eght Rucks and a Hlok."
Tipperton caught up alantern and lit it.

In the soft ydlow light Tipperton looked across at Beau, thet
Warrow yet sanding dumbstruck, his mouth agape, as was the door.

"Wl, come on, Beau. Times wasting."

Beau closed his mouth as wel as the door and sprang across the
room even as he pulled off his nightshirt. "Rucks and such? Here? In the
Wilderland? Near Twoforks? Fgnting at the mill?" He threw the
garment on the rumpled bed and looked a Tipperton, his amber eyes
wide with wonder. "What were they doing at the mill? And are you dl

right? | thought | saw you limping."
"Cut my foot on a piece of glass. My own fault. You can look at it

when we've seen to the man. And as to what they were doing a the mill,
| haven't the dightest idea. Happenstance, | would suppose.”

Beau dipped into his breeks. "Why would Rucks and such be after a



man, | wonder?"

Tipperton shrugged. "Who knows? And mayhap it was the other
way about: him after them, | mean. But I'll tdl you this no metter the
which of it, they're dl dead and he's not... a least | don't think so. He
was dive when | left him, but bleeding. Oh yes, bleeding. He took a lot
of cuts, what with that mob and dl. | bandaged him the best | could.”

Tipperton agitatedly paced the room as Beau pulled his jerkin over
his shoulder-length brown har and dipped his ams into the deeves.
"Don't worry, Tip. I'm sure that if you bandaged him, we can save him."

"But what if those Ruck blades were poisoned? | mean, I've heard
thet they dather some dark and deadly taint on their swords.”

Beau pulled on his boots and stood and stamped his feet into them.
"All the more reason to hurry.” He dipped into his down jacket and
snached up his medicd saichd and turned to his friend. "I'm ready.
Let'sgo.”

Tipperton took up his bow and said, "Quash the light and leave it
behind. The man said that there were more Rucks and such out there."

Beau's eyes widened, then he nodded and blew out the lantern. In
the darkness Tipperton stepped to the door and peered out. "All clear,”
he hissed, and dipped outsde and through the shadows and across the
dearing and into the woods, this time with Beau on his heds. And
beneath the wheding stars and the waning quarter moon nearing its
zenith, two Warrows moved swift and glent among the trees.

"Wait amoment,” hissed Tipperton. "Something's not right.”

They crouched in the woods and peered across the dearing a the
enshadowed mill as moonlight and sarlight faded in the predawn skies.

Beau took a deep breath and tried to cdm himsdf, tried to dow his
rapidly begting heart. "What isit? | don't see anything."
"I left the door closed. Now it's open.”

Siill they crouched in the gloom of the trees, and then Beau asked,
"The man, could he have opened the door? Perhaps he I€ft.”

"Perhaps, though | don't think so. He was cut to a fare-thee-well and
quite wesk."

They watched long moments more, but saw no movement of any
kind. At last Tipperton sad, "If we dday any longer, then the man will
modt certainly bleed to death. You wait here, Beau. I'll see what's what.
If 1 whigtle, come running. If | ydl, flee"

Before Beau could reply, Tipperton glided away, drding ‘round to
the left.

Time eked by.



The skies lightened.
At lagt Beau saw a shadow dip across the porch.

Within heartbeats, lantern light shone, and Tipperton reemerged from
the mill and whistled low, then stepped back insde.

Beau snatched up his satchel and trotted across the dearing, past the
dead horse and the dan Rucks. As he came through the door and into
the mill, Tipperton grimaced and gestured toward the man and sad, "I'm
afrad there's nothing you can do, Beau. His throat's been cut.”

The man lay in a pool of blood, his dead eyes saring upward, his
neck hacked nearly through. His leathers had been completely stripped
from his body and strewn about, and his hdm and boots and gorget
were missng, and the chamber itsdf looked to have been
ransacked—with an overturned table and ripped-apart bedding and
drawers pulled out and ther contents scattered on the floor. Beau
moved past Tipperton and kndt by the man and then sSghed and
reached down and closed the man's eyes. "You're right, Tip. Nothing |
or anyone less than Adon can do a this time. What do you think

happened?
Tipperton's jaw clenched. "The man said there were more Rucks out

and about. They came when he was hdpless and dew him" Tip
dammed afig into an open padm. "Damn Ruckd"

Beau nodded and, asif taking to himsdf, said, "Back in the Bosky,
my Aunt Rose, bless her memory, damed tha each and every
Ruck—in fact, everyone from Neddra—is born with something missng:
aheart. She said they only thought of themsdlves. Cdled them 'Gyphon's
get.' She thinks He ddiberately created them that way—flawed, no
compassion, empathy, or conscience whatsoever, seeking only to serve
their own ends. This cutting of a hdpless man's throat wouldn't have
surprised her one bit." As if coming to himsdf, Beau's eyes widened,
and he raised his gaze to Tipperton, then glanced toward the open door.
"Oh, my, Tip, do you think any of them are ill about? If so—"

Tip shook his head and raised a hand to stop Beau's words. "No,
Beau'—he gestured outward—"there's a large track beating westward,
across the river and toward the Dellins The wegpons of the dain Rucks
and such are missing, taken, | think, by the others. The man's sword and
hdm and gorget and boots are gone as well. And as far as | could tdl
without actudly going out there to see, a haunch has been hacked off the
horse; rumor has it that's what Rucks like best: horseflesh. No, | think
they're gone for good.”

Beau blew out a breath of pent-up air, and his shoulders dumped as
he relaxed. "You're right about the horse, Tip: a haunch has been
hacked from the steed, and the saddle and saddlebags are hacked up as
wdl. | didn't see a bedroll.” Beau stood and peered 'round a the
disaray and findly again at the man. "Why did they ransack your mill?
And rip off his clothes? And tear up the saddle and bags? Wha were
they searching for?'



Tipperton shook his head, but suddenly his gemlike eyes flew wide.
He reached down into his shirt and pulled on the leather thong until the
coin came dully to light. "Perhaps this™

"And just who is Agron?'

"I don't know, Beau. The man merdy said, 'East, go east, and take
this to Agron.' | would have questioned him, but | thought it more
pressing to get ad.”

"But east? Hoy, now, there's nothing to the east but Drearwood . . .
and the Grimwadl. Awful places. Deadly. Flled with Rucks and such.”
Beau's amber eyes widened. " Say, now, likdy where these Spawn came
from."

"Neverthdess, Beau, that's what he said—east. Besdes, | hear that
there's Elves somewhere 'tween here and the Grimwadl. Of course,
beyond, theres dl sorts of lands

Beau cocked an eyebrow and looked at the token again. "Wal, |
don't see how this coin could be sgnificant. | mean, huh, it seems to be
made of common pewter and of little worth. It's completely lackluster . .
. and without device of any kind—no design, no figure, no matif. It's
even got aholein it" Beau shook his head and handed the drab disk
and thong back to Tipperton.

"Wdl, it meant something to the man. And itll probably mean
something to this Agron, whoever he or she may be" Tip peered about
a the disorderliness and sghed. "Perhaps you are right, Beau, and the
coin hed no ggnificance to the Rucks and such. Perhaps the Spawn
were amply searching for loot."

Beau shrugged, then looked at the corpse. "We need to put him to
rest, Tip. A pyre, | should think, what with the ground being frozen and
al"

Tip d9ghed and nodded and glanced out at the dawn skies. "Well
build one in the clearing. Burn the Rucks and the Hlok aswdl."

"What about the horse? Cut it up and burn it, too?"

Tipperton pursed his lips and shook his head. "No ... | think we
should leaveit for the foxes and other such.” Tipperton took up his bow
and started for the door. "I'll get an axe and break up some deadwood,;
you get some hillets from my woodpile and build the base for the pyre.”

Beau uprighted the table and set his satchd on it, then followed after,
finding Tipperton stopped just beyond the porch.

"What isit?" breathed Beau, glancing about for agn of foe but finding
none.

Tipperton groaned and pointed northwestward through the gap in the
trees where the river ran. "Beacontor. The baefire burns.”



Chapter 3

"Beacontor?' Beau's gaze followed Tip's outstretched arm. In the far
distance atop a high tor nearly thirty miles away glinted the red eye of
fire. A 9gnd fire. A baefire. A fire cdling for the muster of any and dl
who could see it throughout the entire region.

Now it was Beau who groaned. "Oh, my. As | sad, wha with
Drearwood just to the east, and beyond that the Grimwall, and these
Rucks and such snesking 'round, | think those of us hereabout are in for
some hard times. | mean, look & what happened right here at your
mill—the fighting, the dead man, the dain Rucks and the HIok."

Tipperton shook his head. "If Beacontor is lit up, Beau, it means
more than just troubles us folk 'round Twoforksve got. Look, you could
be right: it might be a skirmish againg raiders or such—Rucks and the
like. But if the darm came from e sawhere—downchain from the north,
or up from the Ddlin Downs, wel then—"

"Oh, Tip—regardless of this, thet, or the other, it Spdls woe."

Tipperton turned to his comrade. "Well, Beau, if the waning did
come from upchain or down, itll sgnify war as wdl."

Beau's eyes flew wide. "War? With whom?"'
Tip gestured about. "Mayhagp with Rucks and Hloks and other such.”

"No, no, Tip'—Beau shook his head—"1 mean, if it's war, who's
behind it? And what would they hope to gan?'

Tipperton turned up his hands. "As to who or what would be the
cause .. ." Tip's words came to a hdt, and he stood and gazed a the
dimme of the baefire. Findly he turned to Beau. "All | can say is that
fire on Beacontor not only spells woe, but it might spell wide war as
wdl."

The blood drained from Beau's face, and dread sprang into his
amber eyes. "Oh, my. Wide war. | wouldnt like that a dl—ghastly
wounding and maming, to say nothing of the killing."

"Nevertheless, Beau, tha may be what's afoot, in which case it's
your skills that will be needed more than mine"

Beau glanced a Tipperton's bow and arrows, then looked back
through the door toward his own satchel, containing his heder's goods.
"You may be right, Tip—about there being a war and dl, what with
Beacontor lit—but | pray to Adon that you're wrong."

Tip's gaze softened, and he threw an am across his friend's
shoulder. "It could be just a fdse darm, Beau, and perhaps by the time
we take care of the pyre and then get to the town square, someone will
know."

Glumly, Beau nodded, then said, "Spesking of the pyre, mayhep the
ba efire has something to do with our dead men.”



Tipperton looked 'round at the dain Rucks. "Or with these Spawn,"
he added. Then he eyed the digant badefire and said, "Well, let's get
cracking, Beau. The sooner we finish, the sooner we might know."

It took most of the morning to build two pyres—one for the man, the
other for the Rucks. When the wood was piled high, Tip and Beau
stepped back into the mill and prepared the dead man, washing him
dean of blood and combing his hair and dressng him as well as they
could in his hacked leathers. Struggling, they bore the dead man out and
laid him upon the pine bough bed Tip had placed atop the pyre. Acting
upon what Beau thought was tradition, the Hlok and one of the Rucks
were lad on the wood at the man's feet— "Where a Human hero's dain
enemies beong, | think."

Tip shrugged but added, "I thought it was supposed to be the man's
dog, but perhaps a Ruck or Hlok will do."

They turned away from the man's pyre, and one after another they
began taking the Rucks up from the ground and laying them on the other
hegp of wood.

As they lifted the lagt of the Rucks, Beau exclamed, "I say, look at
this" On the ground where the corpse had been was a crumple of dark
cloth.

They lay the Ruck aside, and Beau sguatted in the trampled snow
and took up the fabric. "Huah! What do you make of this, Tip?' Beau
held up a square of ebon coth. Crimson on black, it held the sgil of a
burning ring of fire,

"Looks like a standard to me" sad Tip.

"Ya," replied Beau, turning it about. "But whose? | mean, did it
belong to the man or the Spawn or someone el se dtogether.”

Tipperton turned up his hands in perplexity. "Mayhap when we find
what the baefireisdl about, then well know."

Beau duffed the banner indde his jerkin and stood, and they took up
the Ruck once more.

At lag dl was ready, and Tipperton lit two torches and handed one
to Beau. They moved to the pyre where lay the man, and Tip sad,
"Bven though | didn't know him well enough to grieve, he was a hero,
you know, a powerful fighter. He probably saved my life, for if he hadn't
dain those Rucks and such, they might have come snesking upon the mill
when | was adeep . . . and it'd be my pyre youd be setting aflame”

A dricken look swept over Beau's face. "Wdl, I'm glad he was
around then, though I'm sorry he's dead.”

Tip drew in a deep breath and dowly let it out, then said, "Let's get
onwith it, Beau."

And he and Beau stood with their heads bowed as Beau sad,
"Adon, receive this unknown but worthy man unto your care.” The two



buccen then thrugt their torches in here and there and set dl dight. They
watched for awhile as the wood blazed up, and when the whole of the
pyre was roaring, they set the other pyre dight as well, the grey smoke
o the two to twine up into the chill winter sky, while far off to the
northwest, the smoke of the baefire atop Beacontor did likewise.

While Beau peered out the window, keeping an eye on the fires,
Tipperton set about draightening the chamber and washing the floor
dean of blood, pausing only long enough for Beau to bandage the minor
cut on hisfoot, and then returning to his task. When dl was st to rights,
he began packing a knapsack.

Beau looked a him and sighed. "As soon as youre ready, and the
pyres burn out, well go to my place and I'll pack, too. After dl,
Beacontor cdls”

Tip nodded abstractly, hismind elsawhere.
In that moment—"Ho, the mill'"—came a call.

Beau turned and looked out the window. "It's Mayor Prel, Tip. And
he's got men with him. They're armed.”

Prel cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted, "Hoy, miller ...
Tipperton Thigledown. Are you there?!

"He's here" caled back Beau. "Me, too—Beau Darby.”

Tip moved to the door and opened it and stepped out upon the
porch, Beau on his heds. Just ingde the snowy woods at the edge of the
dearing stood saverd men, Humans, dl armed—uwith swords or cudgels
or longbows with arrows nocked—a smettering of armor here and
there— plain iron hedms or boiled leather breastplates.

Prel, a beefy man, said something to one of the others and then
stepped forward, a shortsword now in his hand. "Are you dl right,
miller?'

"Indeed,” cdled back Tipperton, moving out into the clearing, out
into the grim amd| of the fire with its doying odor of burning flesh.

Yet wary, Prel waited until Tip and Beau were wdl clear of the mill.
Then he sgnded to the men, and bowstrings were relaxed, though
arrows remained nocked.

Prel gestured to the fires and eyed the dead horse. "We saw the
smoke. And what with the fire atop Beacontor and the mugter, we came
to see if somewhat was amiss”

"Yes, indeed, Mayor, somewhat is amiss” replied Tipperton. "Last
night, you see, there was a battle here at the mill, and a man—I don't
know just who he was—dew eght Rucks and a HIok. But he took
terrible wounds, and so | ran and fetched Beau. But when we got back .



"And before he died he gave you this coin?'
"Yes To ddiver eastward to someone named Agron.
And, oh, yes, he said to warn dl. Warn them of what, he didn't say."

Prel unbuckled his hdm and scratched his head. "Agron. Sounds
Blvish"" He handed the coin and thong back to Tipperton, who dipped it
back ‘'round his neck and tucked it 'nesth his jerkin once more.

One of the townamen shook his head. "More like a Dwarvish name,
if you ask me, Mayor."

Prdl frowned a the men. "Blvih, Dwarvish, or aught esg'—the
mayor's gaze svung to Tipperton—"l mean, it doesn't have to be a
person, you know, but instead could be a town, citadd, temple, ream,
river, whatever. . . " Tip's eyes widened a this conjecture, and he
nodded in agreement.

Now Prdl's eyes widened. "Say, now, miller, are you sure he sad
Agron and not Argon? | mean, the Argon River is to the eas, judt
beyond the Grimwal. And they sound a lot dike. He was wounded, as
you say, and might have garbled—"

"No, Mayor. It was definitdy Agron he sad and not Argon.
Beddes, if it was ariver, what would we do? Cast it into the waters?'

Mayor Prel pursed his lips and shook his head. "Perhaps you're
right, lad." With a sweeping gesture he appealed to dl. "Regardless,
does anyone here know just who or what an Agron might be?"

The gathered men looked a one another and shook therr heads,
some murmuring, Not me.

The mayor Sghed, then said to Tip, "Describe this dead man again.”

"W, sr, he was about your height or so—it's rather hard for me to
say, Humans beng as tdl as they are—but he was more dender.
Sender but wel built. Somewhat younger, too, or so | would judge. He
hed pale blue eyes, pde asice, and dark har —amogt black—and was
dressed in dark brown leathers. And, oh, | just remembered, he had a
V-shaped scar above hisleft eyebrow.”

Agan the mayor looked about a the men, but once more they 4l
shrugged or shook ther heads.

"A dranger, then, | would say,” said Prell.

"Hoy, Mayor," cdled one of the men—Gwyth, the tanner. "This
horse. Mayhap it's got a brand.”

"A brand?' The mayor and his men crowded about, and both
Tipperton and Beau had to sruggle through. No brand wasin evidence.

"It's more likdy to be on the mounting Sde" said Gwyth. "Let's roll
him over.”

Grunting and draining, the men rolled the horse. And there on the
steed's left haunch was burnt the symbal of a crown.

"Lumme" breathed Gwyth. "That's the brand of the High King."



Chapter 4

"The High King?' blurted Tipperton, his face stricken. "You mean
the dead men was the High King?' A chill wind swirled through the
barren trees and across the clearing.

Prel shook his head. "Not likely, miller. Unlike your man, High King
Blaine has bright red hair, like my boy Arth, or so I've heard it said."

"But the brand on the horse—"

"Ar, dl the High King's horses have such a brand,” sad Gwyth.
"Hundreds of them. More likdy this was someone in his sarvice, a
Kingaman of some sort—herald, messenger, warrior, or aught else.
Who's to know?'

Beau looked a Tip. "Mayhap a courier bearing a message.”
Tip's hand strayed to his neck.

"Oh, by the bye, Mayor,” sad Beau, fishing ingde his jerkin, "we
found this" He took out the square of ebon cloth, holding it up so dl
could see the crimson 9gil it bore.

Now the mayor took it. "Hmm. A ring of fire on black." He looked
up a the men. "Does anyone know whose sgn thisis?"

Men shrugged and shuffled their feet and looked at one another . . .
and none knew.

Prel glanced a the Warrows. "Was thisthe man's or did it belong to
the Foul Folk?"

Now the buccen shrugged, and Beau sad, "It was lying 'nesth a
dead Ruck, but it could have been the man's™"

Prel looked about, then glanced in the direction of Beacontor
beneath the gathering overcast. "Wadl, lads, we're not going to solve
anything here, and weve got to get back to town and see how the
muser goes. My boy Arth should be riding back from the tor before
dark with word as to why the beacon burns and whether or no were
needed. If we are, I'd like to start out firg thing in the morming." He
turned and fixed Tipperton and then Beau with his gaze. "As for you
two, the mugter's underway, and every bow and blade will count, as
wel as every chirurgeon.”

"But I'm not a chirurgeon, Mayor,” said Beau. "Jus a plan heder
ingead. Herbs and smples, powders and potions, nostrums and
medicks and saves and poultices, needle and gut: that's my trade.”

Prel tossed the black banner back to Beau, saying, "Nevertheless,
lad, you and the miller, youll both be needed. So come to the square in
Twaoforks, and wear your winter eiderdown—warm socks and boots,
too—for we may spend many a frigid night on the land with no fires to



wam us, and it wouldn't do to freeze in the dark."” He then clapped his
plan iron hdmet back onto his head and fastened the chin strap.
"Besides, maybe someone ther€ll know who this dead man was, or
know of Agron, or know of this dark flag. Regardless, the lads and I'll
get back to the village and see just what's what. And you two come as
soon as the firds burnt down'—he glanced about a the winter-dry
woods—"can't leave it untended, you know."

"We shouldn't be too long, Mayor Prdl,” said Tipperton, gesturing at
the dwindling blazes. "Midafternoon or s0."

It was, however, late in the day under lowering skies ere the fires fdl
into coas and the cods themsdves began to darken. Tipperton and
Beau took turns shoveing snow upon the embers, the cinders hissng,
geam rigng into the ar. And even as they did so, a new fdl of show
began drifting down from the overcast above.

Tip had nalled a square of canvas over the broken window, and after
alook about, he latched up the mill and patted the door and said, "Well,
dd damman, it may be awhile before | get back. Take care.”

Beau cocked his head. "Y ou speak asif the mill were dive”

Tip amiled. "If you ever heard her taking, grumbling as she worked,
youd think so, too, what with her creaks and groans as she grinds her
teeth on grain.”

Beau laughed doud and hefted his bag, while Tipperton shouldered
his knapsack and took up his quiver and bow, and together they set off
through the whiteness faling down.

After a brief stopover a Beau Darby's cottage, where that buccan
packed a knapsack of his own and changed into his down winter
clothes, they made their way toward the town square in Twoforks.
Night had fallen and the snow continued to drift down, muting the winter
sounds, the furtive sounds, of the surrounding woods—now a vole
scrabbling benegth the leaves, now a hare kicking up and away; now the
pad of a fox; now the cdl of a digant owl— dl amid the fant tick of
snowflakes griking sparse dry leaves yet dinging to the brittle branches.
Through this not quite dillness the buccen walked without spesking,
each logt in his own thoughts Beau mentaly ticking off items he had
packed, making certain he'ld brought everything he needed to answer the
mudter; Tip fretting over the dain man's request. Trudging in Slence, a
last they could see lights from Twaoforks up the lane, and the muted quiet
was broken by sounds of activity ahead. Asthey came into the fringes of
the village, the whole town seemed dight and abusile, with folks
scurrying to and fro on unknown errands, their lanterns blooming halos
in the snowfdl. Cottages and houses were lighted as wdl, and through
windows the buccen could see men packing goods, while some women
helped and others wept, and children capered or cried, depending on



how the mood struck them.

Among this flurry of activity, Tip and Beau made ther way inward,
toward the commons, and men with weapons dung and knapsacks on
thar backs made their way inward as wdll.

An oldster sanding in the street and samping his feet to ward off the
cold stepped out to bar the buccen's way, saying, "Here, now, you two,
no children alowed. Thisis the work for—"

"Beg pardon, Mr. Cobb," cdled Beau. "But it's me, Beau Darby,
and Tip."

The oldster bent down and squinted through the snow and then
reared back. "Bless me, but it is you, Mr. Daby. And miller
Thigledown as wel."

"Mr. Cobb, you shouldnt be out in the cold, what with your bad
jointsand dl.”

The oldster waved a hand toward Beacontor. "Wdl, Mr. Darby,
everyones got to help in times like these. 'Sides, that willow bark tea
laced with chamomile is jug the thing for my achy joints and twitchy
legs, and for that | thank you, and I'll drink some later. But for now I'm
just doing my duty, directing folks of the muster where to gather.”

"Why, the town square is where we're headed.”

"Oh, no, Mr. Darby. It's down to the stables and out of the storm,
what with this snow and dl."

Beau glanced at Tip, then said, "We thank you, Mr. Cobb. But mind
you, now, be certain to take that tea when you get home—a double
dose."

The old man bobbed his head and stepped aside, and Tip and Beau
trudged on. They hadnt gone for mor,e than a few steps when Tip
turned about. "I say, Mr. Caobb, isthe mayor at the stables as wdl?'

The oldster hitched 'round and waggled a finger. "No, no, Mr.
Thigledown. Last | heard he was over to the Fox, holding a war
coundl, | believe"

Tip raised a hand—"Thank you, Mr. Cobb"—then turned to Beaw.
"l want to see the mayor. It may be that he's gotten some information
concerning the dead man, or perhaps Agron.”

Beau nodded, and they set out for the Red Fox Inn, located on the
northwest corner of the town square, diagondly across from and
margindly larger than the Running Horse, the only other hogte in town.

Shortly they arrived and made ther way past a pair of blowing
horses tied to the hitching rall. As the buccen stepped to the porch and
stomped the snow from their boots, "Hmph," said Beau, nodding toward
the chuffing steeds, "looks like they've been atrot.”

Tip started to reply, but in that moment there came a roar from
within. He looked at Beau and raised an eyebrow, and Beau shook his
head and turned up his hands. Cautioudy, Tip opened the door, and a



cdamor of rage belowed outward. Together the buccen entered in
among a press of shouting men. Above the din they could hear the
pounding of a hammer or some such upon wood, yet down among the
legs and samping feet, there was little they could see, and less yet that
they could make out among the shouted epithets and cries of outrage.
But dowly the uproar subsided, and as Tip and Beau wormed ther way
among the men and across the common room, they could hear someone
cdling for order.

Now the buccen reached the garwdl to the rooms above, and they
clambered up to a place where they could see, men meking way for
them once they saw who they were.

Behind the bar Mayor Prell yet banged a bung mdlet down upon the
wood, and caled over and again for order. Before him stood two men
inriding gear, ther cloaks yet laden with snow.

Beau turned to Tip. "Do you know either of them?"

"OneisWilloby," hissed Tip. "A crofter from up near the Crosdand.
I mill hisgrain. The other, | think, ishis eldest son, Harl."

As Beau nodded, a sudden quiet fdl, and Prel, glaiing about, findly
lad the mdlet asde. Then he turned to the crofter and his son. "How

many?
"Not counting the Rucks, five dtogether,” replied the older man.

Agan a cry of outrage erupted, which was qudled quickly by Prel
pounding the mallet upon the bar.

"Wot 'r' they doin’ this far west?" shouted someone from the crowd.

Prdl hammered againg the bar once more and glared the man into
slence, then turned to the crofters.

"It looked like a running battle to me, Mayor,” said Willoby. "Firs
we found the one man dead among the killed Rucks—"

Tip sucked in ar and looked at Beau, that buccan's eyes, too, gone
wide, but he said nothing as Willoby continued:

"...and amile or two later another deader, and on down the Wilder
they went, dead Rucks and such and men. Hacked. Ther horses killed
too.

"We broke off the search and cut for here when we came nigh,
sedng as how we were riding to answer the muder. 'Sides, we were
both thinking that this might mean something to Twoforks, these dead

"Espedidly with the fire on Beacontor," added Harl.

The mayor shook his head. "I don't think—"

"Oh," blurted Harl, " 'nother thing, the brands, couple o' them was
ridin' King's horses."

A collective gasp and murmur rippled through the gethering, and
agan Tip and Beau glanced a one another, while Mayor Prell pounded



for order.

"Do you suppose—7?" began Tip, but the room fdl to quietness as
Prdl asked Willoby, "Are you certain? King Blaing's brand?'

"It was the crown, dl right," averred the crofter, "them horses that
was layin’ where we could see.”

Asif by intuition, Prell's eye found Tipperton and Beau stting on the
steps behind the banister. The mayor Sghed and returned his gaze to
Willoby and the youth. "Then there were a least dx of these men:
another one was killed by Spawn out by the mill."

This brought another grumble from the crowd, a voice or two risng
above the others:

"Hoy, Mayor, wot would Kingsmen be doin' out this way?' cdled
someone.

"Mayhegp it's dl tied up with this Beacontor busness” declared
another.

Speculation rumbled through the gathering, various voices cdling out
opinions and posshilities, and Mayor Prdl, a pengve frown on his face,
let it run on awhile. At lagt he pounded the bar again for quiet.

"Is there aught you would add?" he asked Willoby and 1 his son.
They looked at one another and shrugged. "Wl then, | suppose that's it
for now."

Now Prel addressed the assembly entire. "Men, as to what's going
on, for the moment it's al spookwater and vapors. When my boy Arth
gets back with word from Beacontor, then perhaps well know whét to
do, where to go, and even what these Rucks and such are doing out
here in the Wilderland. Till then there's nought we can do except day
vigilant. Now what | want you dl to do is go down to the stables and get
some rest, dl but the ones assigned to guard duty. If aught happens,
someone will ring the fire gong, and then well form up in our squads and
meet whatever chdlenge or peril awaits. Any questions?"

"Hoy, Mayor, shouldn't your boy be back anow?'
Prdl's face fdl grim. "Aye, Redge, unless he was—"

"Oy, mayhgp he ran into trouble" declared Redge, a besfy man.
"Rucks or some such.”

"Here, now," protested the smdl man next to Redge, sketching a
warding 9gn in the ar, "theré's no cause to bring trouble down on the
boy.”

The mayor banged his mekeshift gave, then sad, "Arth is a good
lad. He can well take care of himsdf. | think perhaps the snow has hdd
him up. He should be arriving any moment now."

Redge cast a skepticd eye but remaned dlent. Someone esg
though, asked, "When he does come, youll let us know what word he
brings, right?"



Prdl nodded. "Aye, that | will."
"And if no word comes from Beacontor, Mayor . . . 7'

"Wdl, Redge, if no word comes, we march to the tor on the
morrow."

Prel looked about to see if there was aught any wanted to add, but
the men waited in slence. "Dismissed!" barked the mayor at last.

Muttering, the men began filing out from the Red Fox, speculation
yet running high as to the fire on Beacontor, the dain Kingamen, and the
Spawn being this far west from their normd haunts. Beau got up to go,
but Tip reached out a saying hand. "Not yet, Beau,” he said. "I need to
speak to the mayor." Beau cocked an eyebrow but said nothing as he
sat back down.

At lagt the place emptied out, but for the buccen and Mayor Prel
and three members of the eder council—two thin oldsters, Trake and
Gaman, and robust Tessa, hefty owner of the Fox.

The council members moved toward one of the round tables as Tip
and Beau came down from the dtairs and crossed the common room.
Prel placed a ribbon-bound scroll and four amdl stone weights on the
board and seated himsdf, saying, "It's a grim business, these Kingsmen.
We need to make certain that they're taken up and given a decent pyre."
As the others nodded, the mayor espied the Warrows. "Ho, lads, you
two had better go on down to the stable as wdl. If things are as serious
as they seem, I'm thinking well be marching tomorrow to Beacontor.”

Tip shook his head and glanced at Beau, then said, "No, Mayor, not
me. I'm not going."

"Not going!" blurted Beau. "Wha—?"

Tip turned to his friend. "Look, Beau, when | heard about the other
dan Kingsmen, | made up my mind."

"Made up your mind?'

"Yes" sad Tip, and he tapped a finger to his collar. "Instead of
answering the mugter, I'm going east to ddliver thiscoin.”

Chapter 5

"But Tip," protested Beau, "didn't you hear what | said back & the
mill? It's much too dangerous to travel east. Drearwood lies that way . .
. and the Grimwal."

"Nevertheless, it's to the east and Agron | go.”

Agan Beau started to protest, but Tipperton held out a hand to stop
the buccan's words, saying, "Hear me out, Beau: that man and his
comrades, Kingsmen dl, died fighting Rucks and such—mayhap over



this very coin—and who knows how important the misson he gave me
iS? Perhaps very."

"And perhaps nat," replied Beau, now holding out his own hand to
stop Tipperton's retort. "Hoy, wait a moment, bucco, it's your turn to
hear me out:

"Bven wel-amed caravans have problems geting through
Drearwood. But a lone Warrow . .. ? | mean, youve got to deep
sometime, and then what? Even if some fool went with you, and you
took turns guarding and deeping, dill youre not likdy to make it
through. But if by chance you did get past the Drearwood, dill there's
the Grimwall, where Spawn abound. Moreover, those mountains are
impassable in winter. Oh, no, Tip, indtead of haring off into the jaws of
peril with nought but a worthless pewter coin, recdl, Beacontor burns,
seeking ad, and things have to be dead serious for that to happen. Our
duty lies there. We can't forgo the mugter here in Twoforks and the
mearch to that far hill."

Tip shook his head and held his hands wide in apped. "Look, Beau,
if 9x Kingsmen died trying to ddliver this coin to Agron, then it must be
something that desperately needs doing. It's not that | don't want to join
the muster, but one more archer among many will meen little. But you,
Beau, they'll need your heding sills. | think you'd best answer the cal.
Asfor me, though, I'm going east with the coin, and that's that."

"But the coin may not mean athing at dl, except to the dead man,"
objected Beau. "And besides, we don't even know who or what an
Agronis. | mean, to what or whom are you going to ddiver it?"

Tip turned to Mayor Prell. "Did anyone know aught of this Agron”?”

"No, mille," replied Prdl, glandng a& Tessa and Trake and Gaman.
"Wedl asked, and no one knows."

"Wadl, then,” said Tip, "Il just have to find someone in the east who
does know."

Tessa looked toward Beau—"You have the right of it, wee one
traveing eastward is dangerous'—and then she turned to Tip—"Y&, as
you say, Tipperton, thismission, it may desperately need doing. So why
don't you each pull up a chair and well tak it over. And by the bye,
could we see that coin?'

As Beau dragged two chairs to the table, Tip fished the thong out
from under his jerkin and over his head and passed the token to Tessa.
The buccen shed thar cloaks and took seats, their feet dangling and
anvinging from the man-gzed chairs, ther chins just levd with the
tabletop. Tessa examined the disk, holding it close to her ruddy face.
Hndly she shrugged and passed the token to Gaman, who squinted at it
awhile and then passed it on to Trake, who said, "Humph. Doesn't ook
dl that important to me" Lagt to take the coin was Prell.

After a cursory glance, the mayor scratched his head, then said, "It
may be that you are right, Trake'—Prell looked up at Beau and cleared
his throat—"harrum, and you as wdl, lad—the coin may not be



important a dl. But then again, the dead man and his dain comrades
were riding High King's horses—perhaps on a task of import. In which
case you might be right, too, miller, in that the token needs to be
delivered. But as Gwyth said out to the mill, who's to know? Certainly
not I." Prel returned the coin to Tip. As the buccan dipped the thong
back over his head, the mayor said, "But as far as letting you miss the
muder ... wal now, I've been thinking it over and I'm going to need
runnersin my Twoforks army—"

"Runners?’ protested Beau. "But I'm a hedler, and Tip's as good an
archer as any and better than mogt.”

"Wadl, as to that," sad Prell, "I've got Garven and Finch to do any
heding, and you and the miller here, well, you can serve me best as
runners”

Beau shook his head vidently, amber fire in his eyes. "Not me,
mayor. I'm not going to be arunner. Asl sad, I'm aheder.”

Prdl's jaw jutted out and he blustered, "I'm ordering you as your
commander—"

The door burst open and a tdl youth came driding in, cagting back
his cloak hood to reved flushed features below a shock of red hair.

"Arth!" cried Prel, legping up from his chair and rushing to embrace
the young man. Then he hdd him at arm's length. "Whereve you been,
lad? We were fiercdy worried that something ill had befdlen you."

Panting a bit, Arth pulled off his gloves, glancdng a the councll
members and the two Warrows as he did so. "The horse went lame on
the way back, Father, up near the Crossand Road. Rolled her foot on
anicy rock. | had to walk her the rest of the way."

Tessa legpt up, her brown brad flying. "Here, boy, you be seated
while | mull you a good mug of dark wine"

The young man nodded gratefully and shucked his cloak, then jerked
anearby char to the table and sat dongsde hissre.

"WdI?' sad Prell, rasng an eyebrow.
"Wilderhill is taken and Beacontor destroyed, Father—"
"Destroyed!”

"The buildings Father, dl but three or four. The tower,
itsdf—smashed to hits"

"Who—?" snapped Gaman.
"Rucks and HIoks did it. Yedternight and day."

"Yegter?' blurted Beau. "But the fire, the beacon, is it—?' While at
the same time Trake demanded, "Wha do you mean, Wilderhill is—?"
and Gaman shouted, "The damned Rucks ought to be—"

Wham! sounded a gavel on wood, and heads jerked about. "Hush,
everyone" cdled Tessa, bung mdlet in hand. "Let the boy tdl histae"

"Shesright, lad," said Prell, glancing at the 6thers. "Go on. Tdl usal.



WEIl hold our questionstill you're done."

"No, no," caled Tessa, now at the blazing hearth, pulling a glowing
poker from the coas and flame, "nat yet, Arth. You wait till I'm there.

Moments later, wreathed in spicy aroma, Tessa came to the table,
bearing atrayful of mugs of mulled wine. Passing the mugs about, Tessa
sat and took a cup for hersdf, then fixed Arth with an eye and sad,
"Now. Tdl us"

Arth took a deep breath. "Two nights past, a band of Foul Folk
crept upon Beacontor. There were only two watchmen at the time—a
men and his nephew . .."—Arth frowned in concentration—"yes. Jorn
and Aulf, those were ther names, Aulf a year or two younger than
me—saxteen summers or so. They were aone, there on the hill, them
and asngle mule, waiting for others to come dl the way from Stonehill.

"Regardless, in the night, in the hours before dawn, the Spawn came
snesking, a grest lot of them, forty or so. But the nephew heard them
coming and he and the uncle—a veteran, they say, of the Jillians—they
got away unscathed.

"They made ther way across to Northtor and to the top and
watched to see what the Foul Folk were up to. And in the moonlight the
Rucks and such took dedgehammers and iron rods to the watchtower
and began to break the wadls. By mid-morn they brought it crashing
down. Then they started on the cotes, ripping off thatch and breaking
those walls as wdll, ' though they set three aside for their barracks and
these they spared.” Arth turned to his Sre. "That's dl that's left, Father:
three cotes and the stables, and the low ringwdl dl ‘round.”

Prel shook his head and glanced & the others, resgnation and rue in
his gaze. "Go on, son.”

Arth paused to take a pull on his mulled wine, but none e<e a the
table said aught. Setting his mug down, Arth continued:

"Jorn and Aulf then discovered that a beacon fire north was
burning—not the next one at Wilderhill, but the one beyond that—the
one on the Weiuncrest.

"They knew that none of us down here could see the muster cdl, and
they knew that they needed somehow to recapture Beacontor and light
the baefire—"

Beau's eyes flew wide. "Two againg forty?' he blurted, then clapped
his hand across his mouth.

Arth nodded. "Aye. Two againg forty. They waited until nightfdl and
beyond, coming back to Beacontor and lying low urtil the wee hours.
And then they dew the ones they found on watch, and crept into the
cotes where the weary Rucks and Hloks now dept, and in the dark and
in Slence they began cutting throats, their hands held tight across mouths
that might scream.”

Shuddering, Tip looked a grimadng Beau as Arth paused for
another drink of spiced wine, and no one spoke a word.



Agan Arth set his mug down. "But before they were done with the
daughter, they were discovered by a sentry they had missed, and the
few remaining Spawn came awake.

"The nephew was killed, as were the Spawn, but the man survived
and lit the fire—a funerd pyre for Aulf, a bdefire for us" Arth looked at
hisdre. "And, Father, war has come, and we're dl to report to Stonehill,
and then march to ad the High King."

"Oh, my," breathed Tessa

"Wa?' barked Gaman. "With who? Who's behind this bloody
mess?'

"They didn't say," replied Arth. "Foul Folk, | suppose. Oh, they did
find a standard of red on black.”

"Likethis?' said Beau, fishing out the banner from 'neath his jerkin.
"Aye" sad Arth, his eyes wide. "Where did you get it?'

"Took it from beneath a dead Ruck," replied Beaw, passing the flag
into Tessa's outstretched hands. As the elders and Arth examined the
banner, Beau turned to Tip. "Wel, | think this sets one problem to rights:
| mean, given that they found one of these standards a Beacontor, |
would think it wasn't the dead Kingsman's out a the mill but a device of
the Spawn ingtead.”

Tip nodded. "I don't suppose it belonged to those standing ward
atop Beacontor—Jorn and Aulf. No, not likdy."

As Arth examined the banner, he looked & his sre. "Whose gl isiit,
Father?'

Prdl shook his head. "I don't know, but surdy well find out when
we get to Stonehill.”

"Stonehill!" exdaimed Trake, taking up the scroll and unbinding it
and ralling it out and placing the stone weights at the four corners to hold
it open. It was a map, and he measured distances usng his thumb.
"W hy, that's a hundred miles or more to the west—thirty-five leagues a
least. | don't like this one hit, this going off to fight in foreign parts. Going
to Beacontor is bad enough, but now dl the way to Stonehill ?*

Handing the flag back to Beau, Arth nodded, then added, "And then
beyond.”

"To wherever the High King—" began Prell, but Gaman brokein:
"Say, just how do you know we're to report to Stonehill?!

"Hueh!" Tessa barked. "Wha do you mean we, Gaman? Like me
and the rest of us ancients, you're not going to report anywhere. Your
fighing days are long past, and neither you nor | nor Trake here nor
anyone dse of our age should get in the way and be a burden to those
able to do the fighting."

Gamen brigtled a her words, yet sad nothing in return. But Trake
hdd up a finger. "Wha you say is true, Tessa, yet Gaman's question



nonetheess needs answering.” The oldster turned to Arth. "Tdl me, lad,
just how do you know we, er, rather, the muster needs to march off to
Stonehill?!

"Because, Mr. Trake, just after dawn a squad of men came to stand
duty on Beacontor, and they carried the word."

"Jug after dawn?' said Beau. "This morning, you mean?'

At Arth's nod, Beau's face fdl. "Oh, my. If they'd just been a day or
two sooner, they could have helped Jorn and his nephew, and perhaps
Auf would ill be dive"

""Then again, perhaps not,” sad Prel. "I mean, had the others been
there, likdy they would have stood and fought. And a smdl squad
agang forty Spawn in open combat. . . wel, who knows what might
have happened.”

Beau shrugged. "Who can say, dnce it didn't happen? Regardless,
what now?"

Prdl's eyes narrowed. "Tonight we rest, and tomorrow well set off
for Stonehill.”

Tipperton shook his head. "Y ou are forgetting one thing, Mayor."
"Oh? And what's that?'

"At my mill the tracks of alarge force of Foul Folk headed west over
the Wilder and toward the Ddlin Downs." Tip stood in his char and
pointed a the map. "If their tactics hold true, | suspect that they've gone
to the hills to capture one of the beacon knoalls to stop the sgnd from
gaing on down into Harth and beyond.”

"Adon, but you're right," gritted Prdll, gazing at the chart. "And if they
break the chain of balefires—"

"Then no one south will be warned—" interjected Tessa, stabbing
her finger down to the parchment.

"And they'll be taken unawares if the fighting comes south,” added
Gaman.

Prel looked at Tipperton, surprisein his eye, for dearly he did not
expect someone no higger than afive- or six-year-old child to think of it.
"Youve put your finger on a problem, dl right, yet | reck’ we can do
something about it." He turned to Arth and clapped him on the shoulder.
"Wdl done, lad, wel done. But even though you're tired, I've another
task for you. The men are mudering a the stables. | want you to go
there and tdl them what you found out—they'll want to know. Then bid
the squad leaders to come back to the Fox—weve some planning to
do. Then go home and get a good med and some re<t, for tomorrow we
march."

Arth grinned and said, "Yes gr," and stood and swigged the last of
hiswine. Snatching up his cloak, he nodded to the others and stepped to
the door and out.

"What about the Spawn in the Ddlins?' asked Beau, that Warrow



aso ganding in his chair to see the map.

"That'swhy I've asked the squad leaders to come back to the Fox,"
replied Prell, " cause if the miller is right and the Spawn have taken one
of the beacon hills in the downs, wel then, it's got to be taken back.
And so"—his finger traced a route across the map—"I'm thinking well
falow ther track into the downs and ded with whatever we find, and
make certain the 9gnd gets through so that other mugters take place.
Then and only then will we press on to Stonehill.”

"Not me" sad Tip dubbornly, his eyes fixed on the map. "I'm
heeding east.”

"Oh, my." Beau shook his head.

"Look, Beau, | intend to carry out the Kingsman's last wish and find
this Agron—whoever or whatever he or she or it may be—and deliver
the coin." "But the muger—" "Don't you see, Beau, there's more to it
now then just the Twoforks muster? | mean, you heard it right here: war
has started and the High King is cdling for dl to aid." Tip turned to Prell.
"You sad it yoursdlf, Mayor: it's vitd that the war dgnds get through,
the warning sounded, and other mugters take place, not only south adong
the Ddlins but everywhere else as well—and that includes the east. And
that's what the dead man told me 'Go east, warn al." | mean, if war has
begun, then dl must be set on dert.”

As Prel frowned, Beau's face fdl, and he sad, "But, Tip, there's
nothing to the east but peril

"Not true, wee one" said Tessa. "To the east, somewhere beyond
Arden Ford they say Eves live'—he forefinger stabbed the
map—"somewhere here between Drearwood and the Grimwall."

Tip's eyes widened. "l say, that's right, Miss Tessa. And someone
out a themill said Agron does sound like an Elvish name. Perhaps that's
who the coin isintended for."

Beau hdd up a hand. "But someone a0 said that to his ear Agron
sounded Dwarvish, and | know of no Dwarves living to the east—"

" 'Cept those they say what live beyond the Grimwal," interjected
Gaman. "South, now, that's a different matter, what with the Black Hole
and the Red Hillsand dl. Are you certain, Tipperton, the man who gave
you the coin and told you to warn dl said to go east?

At Tip's confirming nod, Tessa said, "Regardless, even if haf of what
| hear of Elves is true—what with their knowledge and dl—if you do
reach them with the warning ' and tdl them of the cdl to ams, they in
turn should be able to tdl you just who or what or where an Agron is as
wdl as who flies a black banner bearing aring of fire

At her words, Prell seemed to come to a concluson. He turned to
Tipperton. "Asyou pointed out, miller, | said it mysdf: the warning must
go through. And since none of the Kingsmen themsaves survived to
cary thetidings on eastward, it's a task someone dse mud take on. But
just who should go in thelr stead—"



"Hueh!" Tessa burgt out. "Come, come, Prdl, | can think of no one
who can move as quietly, as gedthily as a Warrow; and so | ask you,
who better to sneak past the foe?"

Chapter 6

"Sneak?' Prdl raised an eyebrow.

"W, surely you don't expect to send a large force of ams, what
with the muster needed at Stonehill and dl these Spawn lurking about, to
sy nothing about needing to make certain that the sgnd makes it
through the Dellins" replied Tessa.

"A smdl force skirting 'round Drearwood, | was thinking," said Prell
amugly, "with my boy Arth in command.”

"But a gmdl force has dready faled,” sad Tessa "Sx Kingsmen lie
dead as proof.”

At these words, Prell sucked in a deep breath, findly connecting the
fects.

"Oh, no, Mayor," continued Tessa, "l think this misson cdls for
gedth, and who better than a Warrow?'

Gamaen and Trake nodded in agreement, for it was common
knowledge that Warrow feet were light on the land-lighter than Elves,
sad some.

"Especidly if he's going through Drearwood,” Trake added. All eyes
turned to Tipperton.

"Say, now," declared Gaman, "couldnt you go east by traveing
south fird? | mean, down to Rhone and across and up? Skirt
Drearwood dtogether?'

"Hrara" said Trake, again laying his thumb againgt the map to gauge
distances. "By travdin' down and 'round, it'd be some three hundred
miles dtogether, while going sraight through would be, uh, right a two
hundred.” He looked across at Tipperton. "What | would do in your
place, Thistledown, is—"

In that moment the door opened and some eght or ten men trooped
in. Prell gestured a a large table across the common room and called
out, "Over by the big table, men. Weve aded of planning to do.”

As the men assembled ‘round the long table, the mayor stood and
fixed Tipperton with his gaze. "Miller, you can do as you please. Choose
as you will—to march with the mugter to the west, or to go east as the
Kingsman bade. If you choose the latter, take whatever you need. As
for me, I've got some important planning to do." Prell then turned on his
hed and went to join his squad leaders.

"Hmph," grunted Beau, cocking an eyebrow at Tipperton, "asif what



you're preparing to do, Tip, is completely inconsequentid. | take it
weve dl been dismissed.”

Gamen snorted and shook his head. "Prdl, he's busy beng
commander, and if he doesn't watch out, likdy soon hell be swelled up
ashig asatoad.”

Tipperton giggled at the image, but Beau just glared at Prell.

"Wdl," sad Trake, gesturing a the map, "back to business. Which
way will it be, Tipperton: sraight through Drearwood, or down and
'round and up?'

"Aye" sad Gaman. "Short and direct or long and roundabout.”

"Wadl," sad Tipperton, eyeing the chart, "it seems to me that—"
"Boy!" came Prdl's cdl. "You. Darby. Run that map over here"
Beau's mouth dropped open.

"That's an order, boy."

Beau did not move,

Exasperated, Prell stormed to the table, glaring a Beau, and reached
down and snatched up the map. "I'll ded with you later," he growled and
turned on his hed.

"Hoy," protested Beau, "we need that to lay out our route.” But the
mayor paid Beau no heed and bore the mep away. Incensed, Beau
started to hop down, but Tip grabbed him by the am and stopped him
and turned the buccan face to face and mouthed, [Our route?]

"Never mind about the map," sad Tessa, danding, "l've another.
Useit to direct my traveding guedts as to how to get to where they're
wanting to go."

As Tessa stepped toward the bar, Beau looked at Tipperton, firein
hiseye "Tha stlesit, Tip. Il not serve under him. Instead, I'm coming
with you."

"Coming with—? But the muster—they’'ll need your heding skills”

"Look, Tip, he sad it imsdf: Garven the barber is going with them,
and he knows ditching as wdl as | do. And as to herblore, there's
Finch. Between them they can ded with the heding." Beau glared across
the room a Prel. "Make a runner out of me, would he? Wdl he can just
go pee up a rope” Beau turned back to Tip. "Besdes, he sad take
whatever you need, and you need me, for with the two of us, one can
gand watch while the other deeps and, of course, conversdy.”

Tip raised a hand. "But you said that even if some fool went with me,
and we took turns guarding and deeping, dill we're not likdy to make it

through.”

"Look, Tip, | truly believe that one done can't make it through, and
gnce two are needed, as Tessa would say— and it's true—who better
to sneek past the foe than two stedthy Warrows? Besides, if | want to
be the fool who goes with you, that's my decison to make ... if youll



have me, thet is"
"But the peril—"
"Hang the peril, Tip. | can't let you go done and that's that.”

Tip's eyes glistered as he gazed a hisfriend, and he reached out and
touched the buccan's hand. "Wdl then, Beau, if it's someone | need to
take with me, | could choose none better than you."

"Heh!" cackled Trake, dapping Gaman on the arm, "l don't know
who it is the High King is fighting, who's behind dl this mess with the
Rucks and such, but if them what aid High King Blaine are like these
two, well, the foe doesn't stand even hdf a chance.”

In that moment Tessa returned with her map.

They pored over the chart and discussed dternatives, and in the end
a Beau's behest Tipperton findly chose: "All right. It's long and perhaps
safer agang short and perhaps swifter." Tip fdl into thought, his gaze on
the map. At lagt he said, "Given that war has begun and the Foul Folk
are on the move, as we have said, they could be anywhere and s0 no
route is known to be safe. Too, it seems imperdive that we carry the
waning eastward as swift as we can. And dnce going ‘round
Drearwood adds &t least a hundred miles to our journey just to find the
Elves, it means ddaying the darm by a sevenday or more. So | choose
to go draght through Drearwood, the mogt direct and swiftest way,
even though the peril may be greater.”

Beau let out his pent-up breath and nodded in agreement, while
Gaman dghed and said, "Although | reck’ the other way safer, so beit,
Thistledown. But remember, build no fires and travel only after the sun
comes up and hole up before it goes down, for even in dak
Drearwood, things tend to avoid the light of day ... or so they say.

"But look here, you two come down to my stables and take three of
my best ponies, one each to ride, and the third one to carry supplies.
That should shorten the time you are in the wood and get the dam to
the Elves dl the fagter.”

"Ponies?' excdlamed Beau. "But then we can't go in gedth.”
"True" sad Tessa. "But Gaman isright: you will go faster.”

All eyes turned to Tipperton, the buccan frowning in thought. At last
he looked up a Gaman. "All right, well ride in the day and hide quietly
a night

"Good," said Gaman. "Be a the stables fird thing in the morning.”

Trake looked across a the Warrows. "Stop by my store on your
way. Youll need food and grain for the ponies, exira blankets,
whatever."

"And I'll throw in some of my best brandy," sad Tessa, laughing,
"purdy for medicind purposes, you understand.”



Gaman raised his voice to be heard above the hubbub of men.
"These are three of my best.”

"But we don't have saddles or aught dse needed,” cdled Tipperton
back.

"And nought but a few coppers to pay you," added Beau.

"Welanow, lads, if it's the High King's business you're setting out to
do, then | shouldn't quibble about payment, should 17

"Il work out something when we get back,” said Tipperton. "Till
then you can hold my mill in trugt.”

"And my herb garden,” added Beau. "Therés moon-wrad and
willowfern and bear's mint and a whole host of other such. If I'm not
back to harvest it when it comes due, then you do so, and =l it for a
pretty penny, too. Sdl dl but the moonwrad. Instead, dry the root and
keep it for me I've a specid useto put it to.”

"Ah, now, lad, | wouldn't know how to do such."

"Miger Trakell know, | should think," said Beau. "He keeps herbs
and the ones he can sl will hep pay you both back for the ponies and
tack and dl these supplies”

"And if you can find someone to run it, you can use my mill whenever
theré's a need to grind grain,” added Tip.

"Wadl, if you ingg," Gaman grudgingly agreed. "Now let's saddle up
these two and load your goods on t'other."”

As shouting men tramped out of the stables to assemble in the dawn
ligt, Tip and Beau and Gaman dipped hdters onto dl three of the
ponies, then while the buccen saddled the steeds, Gamen fitted a
padded rack on the third horsding and cinched it in place.

Quiet fdl within the mews, but for the fading tramp and tak of the
men moving off to the town square.

Tessa appeared with two flagons of brandy. "Did you deep wel,
Mr. Darby, and you as wdl, Mr. Thigledown?'

"Oh, yes, Miss Tessa," replied Beau, glancing a Tip, who nodded in
agreement. "The beds at the Red Fox are soft and warm, though a bit
overlarge for the likes of us”

"W, now, seeing as how you two are the only ones of your kind
nearabout, | think youll just have to put up with such until more of my
clientde are Wee Oneslikeyou."

She shoved a flagon down into one of the saddiebags on Beau's
rding pony, then did the same to Tip's. As she did so, from the
commons they could hear Prell's shout cdling for order, and then the
drone of his voice—unintdligible in the distance—followed by a cheer.

"Have a sdfe journey, my friends” sad Tessa, leening down and



hugging each, "and I'll say my good-bye now, for I've got to see the men
off."

From the commons there sounded another cheer.

Gaman, too, stepped from the stables, leaving Tip and Beau to lagh
their goods to the pack pony's rack. At last they were finished, and Tip
looked a Beau. "Ready?"

Beau looked back at Tipperton. "Ready.”

Together they mounted, and Tip took the pack pony's tether in hand,
and they moved out from the stables into the wan morning light. Turning
eaderly, they rode down a byway till they came to a north-turning curve,
where they parted from the path and made ther way into the trees
marking the edge of town, the ponies hooves soft in the new-falen
snow. In among the dillness of winter-barren trees they rode, nether

saying a word.

And from far behind there came the faint sound of proud cheering as
the brave men of Twoforks set out.

Chapter 7

All that day the Warrows rode easterly, quickly bresking out from
the shdlow forest bordering dong the margins of the River Wilder and
into the long open wold beyond. Into the ralling land of this wide reach
they fared, gently angling toward the Crosdand Road, a tradeway which
would carry them through the Wilderness Hills and into Drearwood
beyond. But at the heading they followed, they would not intercept that
route for aful two days or so.

Through a bleak winter 'scape they rode, two ponies Sde by sde, a
pack pony traling after. Now and again the buccen would stop to
relieve themsdlves, or to give the ponies grain, or to break through the
ice sheething streams and let the steeds drink and to take on water of
their own. At times the two walked to stretch ther own legs and to gan
rdief from the saddle. But in the main they rode, though at a plodding
pace. And as they rode or walked or rested, at times they taked, a
other times they were content to go without speaking in the ary slence.

"Tdl me something, Beau," said Tip, as they resumed riding after
waking awhile. Y ou mentioned to Gaman that you had a specid use for
some herb cdled moonwrad. Just what is this moonwrad?"

Beau laughed. "Y ou planning on becoming a heder, Tip?'
"Who, me? Not likdy. A miller'slifeis good enough | say."
Beau grinned. "Like your gre and hissre, en?'

"Yes, though | wish my da hadn't set up in Twoforks.”
"You miss our kind?'



Tipperton nodded. "Aye, though | can't say I've ever been around
meany, other than you."

"Wdl, Tip, when we're through with dl this Agron business, and as
soon as I'm ready, I'll take you back to the Bosky with me. There's
aways need for millers there”

"Go with you to the Boskyddl1s?"

Beau nodded vigoroudy. "I mean, you told me that your da had a
mill on the River Bog, there where it flows under the Post Road bridge,
south and west of Bogland Bottoms and that's where you were born,
and that makes you practicaly a Boskyddler aready. | mean, the River
Bog feeds into the Spindle, and the Post Road bridge is no more than
twenty miles outsde the Spindlethorn Barrier—less than a ful day's
wak—though to actudly enter the Seven Ddls you'd have to go up to
The Bridge and through ... or goin down at Tine Ford."

"But if | moved to the Boskydells, that would mean sling the ed

Beau nodded. "Aye. Yet I'm sure you can get another one there, one
thetll grumble and groan just as loudly.”

"Wdl, now, sl the mill and move to the Seven Ddls? Not that it
hasn't crossed my mind a time or two—moving away, that is But my
da, well, he built that mill, and | rather hate parting with it."

"How did he come to settle in Twoforks, Tip? | mean, in the year
and a hdf I've known you, you never said why he moved.”

Tipperton shrugged. "You never asked, Beau. It was after my dam
died, and my da, well, he couldn't abide living there without her, what
with the memories and dl. And the folks of Twoforks, well, they had no
miller a the time, and so he came here—l mean to Twoforks—in
answer to ther pleadings.”

"W, be that asit may, | dill think you should move to the Bosky. |
mean, that's where most of our kind live, and besides, it's prettier than
'round Twoforks. It's even prettier than the countryside ‘round your da's
old mill on the River Bog."

"I wouldn't know about that, Beau. You see, | was just a wee tad
when we lived dong the Bog. | don't redly remember much of that
land.. . . —Adon, Beau, | can just bardy remember my dam.”

Beau let out a long Sgh and gumly said, "I don't even have that,
Tip—memories of my dam, | mean. She and my own da died when |
was but a babe. Aunt Rose, she was the one who raised me, there near
Rafinin the Bosky."

Tip nodded, for Beau had told him of Aunt Rose.

They rode in dlence for a moment, then Tip said, "l say, what about
my question? What is this moonwrad?"

Beau perked up. "It's because of moonwrad that | came to
Twoforks."
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"Yes You seg, it seems that it doesn't grow very many places—the
headwaters of the River Wilder being one of them."

Tip cocked an eyebrow. "Can't you take some of the seeds and
plant them elsawhere?’

Beau shook his head. "The plant doesn't thrive elsewhere. Something
about the Wilder soil, or perhaps the water, | beieve”

Tip shrugged. "Wel, | don't even know what a moonwrad herb is”
"It's not an herb, Tip, but aroot instead.”
"Oh...Andjus what do you plan to do with this root?"

Beau turned in his saddle and fished into a saddiebag, findly pulling
out athin book bound in faded red leather. "Thisjournd, Tip, it contains
nearly dl | know about heding—a book about herbs and smples and
medicks and potions and philters and physicks and heding, dl to cure
theill."

Beau handed the book to Tipperton, who idy thumbed through the
pages. Sowly alook of bafflement spread across hisface. "Why, | can't
read this"

Beau laughed. "Therés asmple Wizard's trick to it, Tip."
"Wizard?'

"Oh, yes. Thisis the book, you see, given to me by Delgar.”
"Degar?’

"Uh-huh, Delgar the Wizard."

"Wizard!" Tipperton shrank back, trying at one and the same time to
oet away from the dender volume and yet not drop it. “You never told
me about a Wizard."

"Take care, Tip, it's quite precious. And itll not bite you."

At arm's length, Tipperton held the book a one corner by two
fingers "Yes, but a Wizard's book, magic and dl.”

Beau reached out. "Oh, it's not magic, Tip."

"Neverthdess . .." Tipperton gingerly handed the journd back to
Beaul.

Eagerly, Beau flipped through the pages, findly stopping when he
found what he was dfter. "Here it is Slver-root: to be dried and ground
into a fine powder and then infused into a tea and given to those aflicted
with the plague. To be taken interndly to reduce the buboes and applied
externdly to any pudules as wedl. Recommended dosage: unknown.
Cures oneingx or seven."

Beau looked across a Tip. "They died of the plague, you know, my
gre and dam.”

Tip nodded. "Yes, you told me. —But say now, that was about



something cdled slverroot, Beau, and | thought we were talking about
moonwrad."

"They're two different names for the same thing, Tip; moonwrad is
dlverroat, though it took me years to find out it was 0."

"And it only grows dong the River Wilder?'
Beau nodded, adding, "And rare places dsewhere as wdl."

"W, if it only cures one case out of seven, it doesn't seem to be
vay effective to me"

"One out of seven is better then the dternative, Tip. Without it, only
one out of a hundred survive."

"Oh," sad Tip, then frowned. "Still, there ought to be something
better."

"Exactly so, Tip. You see, | bdieve that by mixing moonwrad with
gwynthyme, we can make a more successful medick to treat the plague.”

“Gwyrithyme?”

"A golden mint which neutrdizes poisons as wel as promoting hedth.
| think it grows high in the mountains in the summer, up near the snow.
Although I'm not certain, if the plague ever comes agan—Adon
forbid—I'll mix it hef and haf with slverroot and then well see”

"Whl, bucco, it'sdl quite beyond me" sad Tip. "Wizard's work for
certan.”

"Not according to Delgar. He says that anyone with a good head on
their shoulders and a passion to hdlp others can be a heder.”

"Ddga—the Wizard who gave you the book." As Beau nodded,
Tip asked, "When was this?'

Beau grinned. "It was back inmy dripling days, back when | wanted
to be a Wizard. Oh, | did dl sorts of experiments— mixing various
forms of the five dements—trying to change lead into gold, or to
trandform insects into something ese, or to learn to fly. But nothing |
tried worked, though | did learn a great ded about admixtures and
immixtures and such. All that was back before | had ever even seen a
Wizard. But then one day in Raffin, | met Delgar on hisway to Rood for
the Mid-Year Fedtivd. | asked him to take me on as an apprentice; he
looked hard a me in a peculiar sort of way, then shook his head and
sad | hadn't the . But then he asked me alot of sharp questions—mainly
about my achemistry—and he seemed to know how my parents had
died. Findly he gave me this book and suggested | apprentice to Elby
Roh—I told you about him—over in Wil-lowdell and become a heder
ingdead. Anyway, when Delgar gave me the book, it was asif a light had
dawned, and that's when | knew what my true caling would be."

Tip smiled ruefully at Beau. "You can keep your Wizards and their
books. Me, I'll stick to grinding grain.”

They rode onward in slence for a mile or so, but at lagt Tipperton
turned to Beau and said, "You know, bucco, there's a great ded more



to you than meets the casud eye.”

They camped in agrove a sundown. "Out of sght should a band of
Spawn come tramping by," said Tip.

"Out of the bluster as well," said Beau, glanang up at the overhead
branches ratling in the late-day wind. "I do wish we could build a fire
and have a spot of tea”

Tip shook his head. "Gaman's advice was sound, | think: travel
between dawn and dusk, and set no fires”

"In spite of him swelling up like a toad, so was Prdl's" sad Beau, "to
wear ederdown and warm socks and boots. | mean, with no fires it's
like to be right chill in the night.”

Tip smiled grimly. "In the day too, Beau, in the day too, especidly
should the wind kick up."

Beau 9ghed and finished currying the tangles out of the ponies' thick
winter shag. As he cast the combs back into his saddlebags he asked,
"How far do you gauge weve come?”

"Twenty-five miles, | would judge" sad Tip as he set out the jerky
and biscuits of crue. Then he fished into his own saddlebags and drew
out the copy made of Tessas map. After a moment of study, he said,
"Tomorrow should see us to the Crosdand a the edge of the
Wildeness Hills and two days dafter we should come to the
Stone-arches Bridge over the River Caire.”

Beau took a deep breath and dowly let it out and said, "And the day
after that should find usin Drearwood."

In the dying light Tip looked across a his comrade and somberly
nodded, while chill wind keened through brittle branches above to make
them clatter like bones.

Chapter 8

Thethin crescent of the moon had barely risen when fant light in the
east heraded the gimmerings of frigid dawn. Beau, on find waich,
awakened Tipperton, then turned to the ponies and fed them some
gran. After the two buccen took a cold med for themselves, they broke
camp and saddled up and laded the pack pony and set out easterly once
more. As they had done the day before, they rode and walked and now
and again stopped to rest or to relieve themsaves or to give the steeds a
drink. And in late afternoon they espied a low range of hills sanding
across the way and dretching out beyond seeing to north and south.

"The Wilderness Hills" said Tipperton.



Beau grunted, but otherwise did not reply . . . and the ponies
plodded on.

As the sun neared the wedtern horizon they intercepted the
Crosdand Road curving down from the northwest and swinging back
east and lying beneath a blanket of snow, the route hard-packed from
centuries of dow-moving caravans and frozen in the wintertime cold. As
it arced back eagterly, the tradeway led them in among the snow-laden
hills, the dopes barren and blegk but for a lone tree now and again, or
an occasona andl thicket of low-growing copse holding a handful of
scattered thin trees.

Beau sghed and looked about at the desolate 'scape. "Why dy'
suppose they ever put a road this way, Tip? It seems a bad route to
take, with Drearwood ahead and the Grimwal beyond. . . ."

"I suppose it's the shortest way to the other 9de of the mountains”
sad Tipperton. "I mean, you've seen the map. A trader would have to
go far south to find another pass like Crestan.”

"Yes, but with Drearwood dong the way—"
"That's why they go well armed, Beau, and in a greet cavalcade.”

Glumly, Beau nodded, and they rode ahead without speaking. But at
lagt Tip sad, "l seem to recdl that in the past there were severd
attempts to establish a fort at the far edge of these hills—a garrison of
soldiers to escort wayfarers through—but each time they tried, the fort
was burnt down ... or torn to flinders™

Beau's eyes flew wide. "Torn to flinders? By what?"
Tip shrugged. "Who knows? Certainly not 1."
"Weren't there survivors?'

Tipperton turned up his hands.

Beau shuddered and his gaze swept across the surround, as if
expecting to find a massve unstoppable mongter bearing down upon
them.

Misunderstanding Beau's peering about, "Good ideg" sad Tip,
glanang at the sinking sun. "We do need to find a place to stop.”

Around the next bend they came to a draw with an ice-covered
sream running through. As the sun sank into the horizon, they made their

way wdl off the road and down into the shadows of the sparsdy
wooded gully, where they set a cold firdess camp.

"While ganding a turn 'neath the stars last night, | was thinking," said
Tipperton, as easterly they rode once again, the noon sun diamond
bright but shedding little warmth.

"Oh? About what?'
"Wdl, Beau, every night we've camped, weve done nothing about



our tracks. I mean, should another band of Spawn come this way, they
could Smply follow the hoof-prints to find a couple more victims for
their daughtering blades.”

Beau's features paled.

"I mean, it's not like were mighty warriors or such,” added
Tipperton, "like the man who gave me the coin. The band who attacked
him he lad by the heds, but we'd be short work for such. | think on this
night and the ones thereafter weld better erase our tral from the snow,
a lesst for away. A pine branch broom ought to do the deed." Beau
glanced about. Not a pine tree was in Sght.

In late afternoon of the fallowing day, beneath leaden grey skies they
emerged from the bleak hills to see the road descending before them;
down and across a short flat it ran and to the River Caire, the ice-clad
waterway curving out of the north and disappearing in the south. A
snow-laden stone bridge spanned from bank to bank, and the road rose
up and out from the river valey beyond, where it entered a dismd tangle
of forest, stark barren limbs dawing at the sky.

Rening to a hdt, "There it is" sad Tipperton. "Drearwood, sraight
ahead."

"Lor', but they named it right, they did," said Beau, taking a deep
breath. "Dark, depressing, dismd. . . dreadful.”

"And deadly,” added Tipperton, glancdng at Beau, "if wha weve
been told istrue”

Beau swalowed. "How far to the other Sde?’

Tipperton twisted about in his saddlie and fished out the > map.
"Hmm. Some eghty miles or 0."

"Adon, but that's three or four days."
"If we push the ponies, perhaps we can make it in two."
Beau shook his head. "The best we've done so far is twenty-five."

"Bven 0," sad Tip, "weve gone rather dow, and might be able to
make forty."

Beau cocked a skepticd eyebrow. "It's not like we're riders from
Jord, bucco, fiery steeds and dl. | mean, these are just plain ponies™

"Timewill tdl, Beau. Timewill tdl,” said Tipperton. "But for now, |
suggest we go back into the hills and find a place to camp, and start our
run through Drearwood on the morrow."

"Il seeif I canfind apine” said Beau, "and take care of our tracks."

As Tip awakened Beau for his next turn a ward, he hissed, "Youll
have to use your ears, bucco, for there's no light whatsoever."



Beau sat up and peered about in the blackness, wondering how Tip
had managed to find where he was bedded. Beau yawned, then looked
overhead. "Not even aglimmer," he muttered.

"The overcast, Beay, it's blocking the stars," responded Tip, crawling
into his own bedding. "And tonight is the full dark of the moon.”

As Beau fumbled his way toward the boulder where he would take
dation, he found his heart racing with apprehenson. | can't see a
bloody thing, for there isn't any starlight and tonight indeed is the
full dark of the moon. . . . Oh, my, the full dark of the moon. Oh, |
do hope that's not an omen of things to come.

As dawn broke to a digmd day, an overcast yet covering dl,
Tipperton, on the last watch and weary, his eyes gritty and raw, stood
and gretched. His entire being seemed a low ebb, and he knew that
Beau would fed the same; nather buccan had rested wdl, but instead,
turn in turn—three turns each—had dept infits and starts throughout the
long, frigid night. Regretting that he had to do so, Tip stepped over to
awaken Beau. "Come on, bucco, it'stimeto go."

Groaning, Beau levered himsdf upward.
"You get the jerky and crue, Beau. I'll tend the ponies.”

"Jerky and crue" moaned Beau. "Four draight days of jerky and
crue, with who knows how many more days to come. Is anything else as
tasteless as a crue hiscuit? And jerky is cdled jerky ‘cause it's SO
accursed tough that itll jerk your teeth out by the roots just trying to
gnaw off agmple bite”

Tipperton burst out in laughter, and Beau glared up a him through
rec-rimmed eyes . . . then burst out laughing himsdf. "Lor', Tip, you
look like | fed—I mean, your eyes are ready to bleed to death. If |
didn't know better I'd say we've both been dragged by the ankles
through Hdl."

Agan they both burst out in laughter.

Humor restored in spite of their weariness, the buccen watered and
fed the ponies and took a med themsdves. As they ate, Tip sad,
"Shortly well be entering Drearwood, Beau, so keep your wegpons at
hand. We never know when we might need to make afight of it."

"Weapons? | didn't bring any weapons, Tip. I'm a heder, not a
fighter."

Tip's jaw dropped open. "No weapons! Lor', Beau, you thought |
was mad for setting out on this venture, but here you are about to enter
Drearwood itsdf and now you tdl me you have no weapons?’

Beau turned up his hands and shrugged.
Tipperton blew out a puff of air. "Not even a dagger?'
Beau shook his head. "No, though | do have some knives."



"Knives?'

"The onesin my hedler's satchd for lancing boils and the like, and of
course the one | carry for eating and whittling and skinning game and

"Ligen, do you know how to use any wegpons? A bow, a stave, a
ding, along knife, a—"

"Say, | did use a ding when | was a dripling, though that was some
years back."

"Wil, bucco," sad Tip, "you step down to the stream and gather up
some dingstones while | fashion you a proper strap.”

As Beau rummaged about in the streambed, kicking aside snow and
bresking through ice and gathering suitable stones, Tipperton unthreaded
alesther thong from one of the ties of a saddle cantle, then cut a swatch
from the leather flgp. Carefully trimming the swatch and piercing it at
each end, he cut the thong into two straps and fastened one in each of
the swatch holes. Then he tied a loop in one end of one of the straps, a
loop szed to fit sugly over the thumb. "There, now,” he muttered, "a
proper ding for Beau."

Stepping down to the streambed, Tip handed the cadting strap to
Beau. "Here, bucco, while | saddle the ponies and break camp, you
practice hurling stones.”

"But, Tip, | had atime gathering these, and now you want me to fling
them away?'

Tip threw up his hands and burst out laughing, and Beau grinned and
took the ding.

AsTip strode back to the camp, behind him Beau set a stone in the
looped strap and sghted on a tree trunk and whirled the ding 'round and
let fly. The stone flew practv cdly draight up. Beau watched it arc up
and stepped hind-wards out of the way as it came down to land in the
creek.

"Huah!" grunted Beau, setting another stone into the ding pocket.
"It's been awhile" Once agan he sghted on the tree trunk and whirled
the ding around. The rock hurtled upward at an angle to clatter through
branches as it headed somewhere far beyond.

The third one smacked draight into the ground a handful of steps
ahead. "At least they have dl gone forward,” muttered Beau, loading
another rock.

Updope, Tipperton shook his head in disbelief as he saddled the
second pony.

"Dont worry, Beau," sad Tipperton as they rode up out of the
wooded draw and back toward the road, the pack pony traling behind
and laded with their goods, induding the pine boughs Beau had cut for
brooms, "youll get the hang of it yet."



"Wull, I threw most of my rocks away and only managed to hit the
tree trunk once. If itd been a Ruck I'd've killed im dead had he been
about eight feet tdl." Beau grinned ruefully as Tip laughed doud.

Smiling, they made their way up onto the Crosdand Road and turned
eagterly, and then ther amiles vanished, for in the near distance ahead
they could see the dark tangle of Drearwood lying before them. Each
taking a deep bresath, they glanced a one another, and then down the
dope they rode and across afla to come the verge of the Stone-arches
Bridge. Tipperton hdd up a hand and reined to a hdt, Beau stopping
beside him. Tumning to Beau, Tip said, "Ligten, bucco, I've been thinking
it over, and you needn't go with me any farther. 1 mean, weve been
fortunate so far, and | think—"

"Oh, Tip," broke in Beau, "shut your gob." And with that, Beau
spurred his pony forward onto the span.

Sheking his head ruefully, Tipperton prodded his own steed and
followed Beau onto the snow-covered stone pave of the bridge.

Above the frozen River Caire they rode, to come into the land of
Rhone, the wedge-shaped redm known as the Plow, bounded on one
sde by the River Caire and on the other by the River Tumble, the rivers
to ultimately join one another in the south to form the point of the plow,
the land extending dl the way north to the spine of the Rigga Mountains.

The road rose up agan out of the river vdley to drike draght
through the grim heart of Drearwood, the bane of this region most dire.
Hearthtales abounded of lone travelers or amdl bands who had passed
into the sniger tangle never to be seen agan; dories came of large
caavans and groups of armed warriors who had beaten off grim
mongters hdf seen in the night, and it was said that many had lost their
lives to the ghesily crestures. This land had been shunned by dl except
those who had no choice but to cross it, or by those adventurers who
sought fame, most of whom did not live to grasp ther glory. Fel were
the beast sad to live herein, and fdl, too, were the Foul Folk who
revded in its environs. And into this baeful place rode two pdtry
Warrows, following aroad that would not set them free of its dread for

eghty perilous miles

Both Tip and Beau fdt ther hearts hammering with foreboding & the
thought of entering this dread wood, for heren were sad to live
nightmares. Yet they had no choice and on they went, into the grim
woods, and the wan winter light fdl dull among the dark and grasping
branches.

All about them clusered dm enshadowed woods, blackness
mudeing in ebon pools within. Stunted undergrowth clutched
desperately at the frozen rocky ground, and barren trees twisted upward
out of gloom-cast show to grasp at the leaden sky, the jagged branches
seeming ready to seize whatever came within reach.

Beau looked deep into the entangled dark gdleries and hissed, "Lor’,
Tip, if ever anything hdd a black heart, thisisit."



Tipperton nodded grimly, and urged his pony ahead.

Throughout the dismd day they rode, and a times walked, ever
falowing the eastward trek, riding at a goodly pace or griding a a swift
dip, for they did not wjsh to spend a moment more than necessary in
these woeful woods.

They had not come to the centrd region when the unseen sun began
to set, drawing gloom behind. Rductantly they headed away from the
road and in anong the dark gnarl to find a place to camp. Neither one
wanted to spend even a angle night in this dreadful place, yet heeding
Gaman's advice to travel only during the daylight hours, they searched
for an out-of-the-way dte. At lagt they came to a smdl dearing, and
while Beau took the pine boughs they had saved and waked back to
the road to sweep away the sgns of ther passage within, Tipperton
tethered the ponies and unladed them and then fed them some grain.

That night during Tip's first watch, the dightest sound caused him to
jerk up and peer this way and that for Sgn of danger, yet without
dalight he could see nothing whatsoever. Even so, he ligened on high
dert. Whatever made these dight sounds—voles, a waft of ar ticking
branch upon branch, one of the ponies ghifting, or something dse
atogether—he could not determine its cause. And he had visons of
something unseen cregping upon them. But in spite of his foreboding,
when it came his turn to deep, exhausted as he was he immediady fdl
into a deep, dreamless dumber. Yet it seemed to Tip that he had no
more than put his head down ere Beau was shaking him by the shoulder.

"Tip. Tip," hissed Beau. "Wake up. Something. A light. A sound.”

Tipperton scrambled up. "Where?' he whispered, his heart
pounding.
"Ead. In the east.”

Tip faced eastward, and in the far distance, flickering among the
dark trees, he saw a pinpoint of light . . . and then another mote, and
another, and another, as more and more lights appeared afar. And there
sounded afaint beat, muted by distance.

Tip sucked ar in between histeeth, and he started to say, "Wha do
you think—?" when there sounded a faraway blat echoing among the
trees.

"Lor'," hissed Beau, "tha was a horn."

With his heart in his throat, Tip fumbled about on the ground and
located his bow and arrows. Swiftly he strung the weapon, and dipped
the harness of the quiver over his head and shoulder. "Get your ding,
Beau. We may need it."

"I've dready got it in hand, but whether or no | can hit anything in the
dark, wdl. . "

"Maybeitll be eight feet tall.”



Light after light continued to appear, and they seemed to be drawing
closer.

"I think they're torches,” hissed Beau.
"On the road,” added Tip. "Torchlight coming dong the road.”

"Do you think whatever, whoever, they are, they're searching for
intruders? Searching perhaps for us?'

"l don't know."
Behind them a pony shifted uneesly.
"Oh, Lor'," hissed Beau. "The ponies. We have to keep them quiet.”

Usng their scarves and a bandage from Beau's medicd kit, quickly
the buccen improvised blindfolds and covered the horsdlings eyes.

There sounded another blat of abugle, and 4ill the beat pounded, as
of amuffled drum.

More torches appeared—an endless stream, it seemed.
Tip and Beau hed the ponies and murmured soothingly.

Yet the flaring brands drew closer, and now the buccen could hear
fant chirpings, as of axles turning. And the drum grew louder, its beat
augmented by the crack of whips.

Onward came the torches and drum and whips and horn and
uedling axles, and mingled among it dl, now the buccen heard voices,
ragping and guttura, shouts and commands in a language neither knew.
And the ground shook with the tramp of feet.

"Are we far enough off the road?’ whispered Beau.
"If we're not," murmured Tip, "it's entirdy too late to move.”

Now the marchers drew abreast and could be seen through a gep in
the trees.

"Adon," breathed Tip, "it's an amy, a horde of Spawn,
moving west dong the road.” 1

"But that's toward Twoforks, Beacontor, Stonehill— Oh, Lor,
toward the Bosky, too. Oh, Tip, where are they going?'

"I don't know, Beau," gritted Tipperton. "Perhaps to one of the
places you named, though they could just as wel turn north and head for
Chdleran Keep in Rian, or south into Rell and beyond. But no matter
where they're headed, there's nothing we can do about it now. Nothing
whatsoever."

With hearts hammering, through the gnarl of trees Tip and Beau
watched helplesdy as Rucks bearing torches tramped adong the road,
Hloks lashing whips a any who strayed, driving them back into line. The
muffled drum beat steadily, meting out the pace, and now and again a
Rucken bugle sgnded a command, but what it might be, the buccen
could not say.

Wagons hove into viev—



"Adon!" gasped Tip, for the wains were drawn by huge, shambling
creatures, ten feet tdl and more. Like giant Rucks they seemed, but no
Rucks were these.

"What are they?' sssed Beau.

"Ogrus, | think," replied Tip. "I've never seen one before, but what
dse can they be?'

Indeed they were Ogrus, cdled Trolls by some, but Ogrus
neverthedless. And they drew the heavy wains down the road, axles
chirping and screeching as the heavy wooden whedls turned 'round.

And then hdish steeds passed by, bearing pdlid riders the sze of
men, corpsdike yet dive and widding jagged spears. The steeds
themsalves resembled horses, but they were hairless and scaled, with
long snakelike tails.

Now a foul odor drifted fant through the ar, and it was dl the
Warrows could do to keep the ponies from squeding out and bolting,
the stamp of their hooves unheard above the sounds of the passng
Swarm.

And dill the Horde marched past, feet tramping, drums thudding,
bugle blats echoing now and again, amor jingling, hooves clopping,
axles screeching, whips lashing, gutturd commands barking out, and
torchlight eerily cadting flickering light among the dreadful recesses of
dark Drearwood.

And the line now stretched beyond seeing to east and west. , Tip
and Beau hed onto the ponies and whispered soothing words as the
nighttide passed through its depths and began the long dimb toward
moming . . . and the end of the Horde was not in Sght as more and

more Spawn tramped past.

Yet, a lagt, just ere the sky began to lighten with the coming dawn,
the last of the Swarm passed and the light of the torches and tramp of
feet and squed of axles and whip-cracks and shouts and the beat of
drums faded into the west until they could be seen and heard no more.

The Horde had gone &t last.
And dawn came.

Exhausted from their dl-night vigil, the Warrows groaned as dismd
day broke upon Drearwood.

"Wemug go on,” said Tip, "for | will not spend one moment longer
then absolutely necessary in these dreadful woods.”

"But, Tip, is't there something we can do to warn the folks of
Twoforks, Stonehill, elsewhere as wdl?'

"Wha would you suggest, Beau?'
"I don't know. —Something."

Tip shook his head. "I don't think so, Beau. | mean, we're on the
wrong side of the Horde, and besides, there's our own misson weve



got to complete. Look, we can't be everywhere, protect everyone a
once. We can only pray that the pickets will see them coming and give
due waning."

Grimly, Beau nodded, then stooped to pick up a saddle blanket to
begin to ready the ponies. "How many Foul Folk do you think we saw
tonight?*

"Thousands," replied Tip. "Thousands. . . "

On they went, through the dismad woods, and the wan daylight fdl
dm among the dutching branches. Hours they rode, and a times
walked even though they were weary beyond measure, ever fallowing
the eastward trek. The Cross-land Road itsdf had been churned to
muck by thousands of tramping feet and turning wheds and the cloven
hoofs of steeds, and through this mire went the Warrows dowly, going
the opposite way.

At lagt in late afternoon they came to a point where the Horde had
entered the road—from the north they had come through the
Drearwood, to turn west upon the way, and they left behind a wide
track through the barren forest dire.

The Warrows did not follow this track northward into the woods,
but continued on easterly dong the Cross-land Road.

Now they were back on frozen ground, frigid and hard and swift,
though the exhausted buccen could pick up the pace but a bit.

Tip eyed the digmd sky. "Asmuch as | hate to say it, Beaw, it looks
asif well have to spend another night in this tangle.”

Beau groaned but made no reply, and on through the darkling woods
they rode. Another mile passed 'neath the hooves of the ponies, and
then the Warrows dismounted to give the ponies respite, leading them
behind as they walked.

Asthey trudged dong the road, of a sudden Beau brightened. "Say,
Tip, what with the Horde marching off behind us, don't you think that dl
the Rucks and such are gone from hereabout? | mean, perhaps we can
make a fire tonight, have some good hot tea—it'd be just the thing.”

Tip shook his head. "I don't think so, Beau. Jus as some good
strong men were left behind to ward Twoforks, the Foul Folk will have
left some Rucks and such to guard these woods. No, I'm afraid well
have to pitch a cold camp and do without any tea."

Beau groaned with disappointment, and after a moment said, "You
know, Tip, in spite of my ederdown, | think I'm growing colder with
every passing day."

Tip nodded in agreement. "Me too, Beau. Me too. If we don't have

afire soon, wdl. . . —But we should be out of this dreadful place by
tomorrow, and then we can have afire, | would think."

Beau sghed and gestured at the frigid ground, saying, "I don't think



people were made to spend ther days trapsng endlesdy cross-country
and their nights deeping in the dark on frozen ground. | mean, give me a
good garden to putter in and a cozy hearth to st by and warm bed to
degp in. And hot medls. Oh, yes, hot medls™

Tip grunted a noncommittal response but otherwise remained slent,
and on they trudged.

After awhile, as the sky grew darker, Tip said, "All right, Beau, let's
begin looking for a place to camp.”

Even asthey peered off into the tangle, searching for a suiteble Site, a
wind began blowing up from the south, the air dightly warmer than that
in the surround. "Good," said Beau, licking a finger and holding it up in
the breeze then glandng at the sky. "It seems that better things are due.”

But as he sad it, a chill ran began to fdl, and wherever the water
touched frigid trees or cold undergrowth, bitter rocks or frozen ground,
it began to freeze.

"Oh, Lor'," groaned Tip, exhausted. "Just what we don't need—an
ice gorm."

Chapter 9

The freezing rain fdl throughout the nighttide, and Tip and Beau sat
huddled and miserable beneeth ther oiled cloaks. The ponies, too, were
distressed, for the only protection the Warrows could afford them was
the buccen's own bedding: two ground tarpaulins—one on each of the
riding ponies—and the Warrows own blankets—spread over the little
pack steed. They had dl taken shdter beneath a gnarled black willow,
but the barren branches offered scant rdief from the fdling rain, and
down it came to freeze upon driking, and the Warrows could hear the
bresking of branches near and far as overladen limbs crashed to the
ground, and now and agan there sounded a heavy rending and a
massve thud as overburdened trees toppled down—al unseen in the
utter darkness of the nighttime woods.

"Lor7," 9ssed Beau, shuddering with cold and leaning againg Tip, "I
do hope this willow doesn't crash down ‘round our heads. —Or, wait,
perhaps | wishit did. At least that would end our misery.”

Some time after mid of night the rain ceased, but dill limbs snapped
and fdl, and ill an occasiond tree shattered down in the blackness.

Shivering and shuddering and hugging one another for warmth, the
Warrows atempted to take turns deeping, but nether could even
drowse, as wretched as they were.

Sometime ere dawn, the clouds began to break, and here and there
gars glimmered through. And as the light of morning findlly came, ice set
the baleful forest aglitter with reflected sunlight, as of a world coated in



brittle glass—bent branches and bowed limbs and glazed trunks
draning agang the weght of the sparkling layers, the tangle of
undergrowth crammed under a crushing load, the rocks, the ground, the
very land clad with treacherous, glittering armor.

Benumbed with exhaudtion, Tip and Beau looked through gritty eyes
out upon this ice-sheathed world and groaned.

"Tip, we can't go out on that. The ponieswill break aleg."
"Weve no choice, bucco, no choice a dl, for we can't say here

Grunting, with aching joints they stood, ice crackling on their cloaks,
shards tinkling to the layered ground. Then dipping and diding and now
and then fdling to a knee, they readied the steeds for travdl.

"Well have to wak them," said Tip. "Els, if they tumble and take us
down with them, it's not only their legs which might break but ours as
wdl. —By the bye, you do know how to solint bones, don't you? |
mean, you're ligble to have to do so, given the plight of the land.”

Beau groaned. "I've handled a bone or two in my time, Tip, but I'd
rather not have to set one in these conditions, so take care. Smdl steps
work best onice”

"Tdl that to the ponies" growled Tip.

Soon the steeds were ready, and Tip, glancing about, said, "Well,
bucco, there's nathing for it but to set out.”

And so, taking smdl steps and waking atop the ice, they headed for
the road, the ponies dattering after, hooves now and again skidding.

Along the Crosdand they crept, inching down the way, pony legs
skewing, Warrow feet skating, dipping down even the most gentle of
cants in the road. And as the land rose and fdl, hills were a diding
sruggle, whether going up or down. Occasionaly they could take to the
woods and make better time, for there the layers of ice were |leavened
with weeds and brush and the ponies hooves broke through, though
Warrow feet did not. But a other times the road was the only choice,
for steep drops or upjuts in the forest barred the way, or the tangle of
Drearwood was too close to break through. Too, travel by other than
road was even more hazardous, for now and agan, near and far, an
overladen tree would findly give way and crash down, shivered ice
flying wide and tinkling down like shattered glass bdls, the sound
echoing through the ice-clad land.

Indl from sunup to sundown they gained a most ten miles.

"Lor'," sad Beau, exhausted, "I'm nearly spent but can't we just go
on? | mean, it can't be too far now to the edge of the wood, can it?"

"Another ten miles, | would judge"” replied Tip. "But it has taken us
dl day to get this far, and itll take dl night just to reach it. Besdes, it's



amply too dangerous to trave in the dark, and | am too utterly bone
weary to go any farther.”

As the sun sank in the west, exhausted, they made camp in the
woods to the north of the road and hoped no overburdened tree would
fdl on them. Tip took firg watch, and only by standing and gezing & the
new crescent moon dnking in the southwest and by counting the
wheding stars could he but barely stay awake for what he judged to be
the requisite eight candlemarks.

Beau did likewise during his own watch—standing and counting the
dars.

It was as Tip's second watch was drawing to a close tha the
tethered ponies began dhifting restlesdy, their eyes wide, their nodtrils
alare. Inthe garlight Tip peered through the dark tangle of trees, yet he
neither heard nor saw a thing. Even so, he awakened Beau, a finger to
the buccan's lips.

"Wha—"
"Shhh," hissed Tip, "the ponies sense something. Ready your ding.”

Sdting an arrow to his bow, Tipperton stepped to the trunk of a tree
and waited.

Siill the ponies shifted about on the ice, their breath coming heavy as
they cleared ther nodtrils.

Beau did to a tree opposite Tip, his ding in hand and loaded with a
sone.

Now both Warrows heard something heavy coming through the
diand woods, for the ice cracked and shattered under the steps of
whatever approached.

The ponies squedled and skittered in fright, their hooves aclatter on
the frozen surface. One pulled free and turned to run, only to crash
down on the glaze, screaming as something cracked asit fel.

And branches shattered and ice clattered down as something huge
came through the dark forest and toward the camp.

"Run!" sissed Tip, turning to flee.

"No!" countered Beau, dipping and diding toward the wrenching
steeds, the one on the ground sruggling to rise, yet a hindieg flopped
and dangled, bone showing through. "The ponies, weve got to loose
them.”

Cursang, Tip skidded after Beau, and dipped the knot on one of the
tethers as Beau dipped the other one. "Now run!" hissed Tip as the
ponies skittered away.

Sipping and diding on the ice, Tip and Beau fled the opposite way.
But they had gone no more than twenty yards when Beau cried out, "My
book!" and turned.



"Beaw, don't—!" cdled Tipperton, but the other buccan was dready
skidding back toward the camp.

"Damn! Damn! Damn!" cursed Tip, floundering after his comrade.

Beau reached the Ste and did toward his saddlebags yet lying on the
ice near the squedling, broken-legged pony. And just as he reached
them and clawed indde, something mongrous and haf-seen in the
darkness crashed through the trees and loomed above the buccan,
shards and splinters of ice raining down.

In that same ingtant Tip let fly an arrow, and the thing bellowed and
reared up and back and clawed a thisthorninits sde.

"Run, Beau!" shrieked Tipperton, and Beau skidded and did away,
his precious red book in hand. Together the Warrows dipped and
floundered across the ice and away, a monger's roars echoing behind.
And then the woods rang with a high-pitched scream—Iike a femde it
sounded, but it was a pony's death cry—followed by the rending of flesh
and crunching, dobbering, chewing sounds.

Therest of the night the Warrows lurched across the ice, the ponies
gone, the bulk of their goods logt to the monster—but for the dothing
they wore and Tip's bow and arrows and Beau's book and ding. Dawn
found them floundering easterly, dipping and diding upon the glaze in the
glittering, frozen woods.

"Tip," panted Beau, "I'm totdly spent. We've got to stop and rest.”

Gasping, Tipperton agreed, able only to nod his head in assent. They
sat on the ice benegth a tree and leaned back againg the glassy trunk. In
mere moments, completely exhausted, Tip was adegp and Beau
nodding off.

Yet in that same moment Beau jerked awake, for from somewhere
inthe near distance to the west there came a dreadful howl.

Chapter 10

Tip, Tip, wake up."

Beau Daby shook Tip by the shoulder, trying to rouse his
companion.

Groggily Tipperton opened bleary eyes.
"Tip, ligen. It's Wolves, | think."
Tipperton groaned but sat up.

Long moments passed, the Warrows ligening in the slent, dismd
wood. Somewhere in the distance another tree fdl, followed by dead
quiet.

"Beay, | don't—"



Agan came along, deep-pitched howl.
"Isit aWolf?" asked Beau.

Tipperton drew in a long breath, then dowly |t it out. "Sounds like
one, Beau, though deeper, | think. But | don't believe a Wolf will attack
the two of us, especidly if it's done”

"But what if it's a pack?'

"Look, Beau, a the moment it's some way off, and we need res.
But we adso need to stand guard.” Groaning, Tip sruggled to rise. "Il
take the firg—"

"No, you won't, bucco,” declared Beau. "You stood the last watch.
Now it's my turn. You deep. Il stand ward and keep track of the
howls"

Tip dumped back. "Wake me in eight candlemarks, when the sun
has dimbed four hands."

Beau nodded and sighted on the sun. Holding his arms draight out
toward it, he turned his hands inward, stacking one atop the other,
counting upward four in dl, and sghting on a limb directly in line. "All
right, Tip, when the sun reaches that bough, I'll take my turn at rest.” He
looked toward the other buccan, to find him fast adeep.

Beau jerked awake. "What was th—7?"
Another howl sounded, this one nearby.

Houndering up, Beau peered 'round. "Oh, Lor', | fdl adeep, too." A
quick glance at the sun showed it was midafternoon.

Beau turned to waken Tip, to find that buccan stting up and rubbing
hiseyes. "Tip, I'm sorry. |—"

Tipperton's eyes widened, and he put afinger to hislips and held out
a shushing hand, then motioned for Beau to duck down, Tip himsdf
flattening againg the ice-clad ground and pointing downd ope toward the
Crosdand Road.

Beau's gaze followed Tip's pointing hand, and he gasped and
dropped down, for there on the road and some distance away a band of
Rucks and a Hlok dowly made ther way eagterly, falowing a huge
black Woalflike creature. The sze of a pony, no Wolf was this but a Vulg
instead. The cresture cast about, raigng its nose in the arr, then suffling
agang theice, and dowly, a pace a atime, easterly it stepped, only to
stop again and snuffle and scour.

"Weve got to go," sissed Tipperton. "I think it's tracking us™
"Where?' hissed Beau, squirming over to Tip. "I mean, which way?'

"We can't go back to the road,” whispered Tip, ganang over his
shoulder and back into the woods, "so north it is”

Down the back sde of the dope they dithered, and when they were



beyond seeing, they crept dong, bending low, and moved dlently
deeper into the glassy tangle of Drearwood. Findly they stood upright to
make their way northward, moving as fast as they could over the
dippery terrain.

"Try to touch aslittle as you can, Beau," sad Tip, "for | think the ice
ismaking it difficult for the Vulg to track us, and the less scent we leave,
the better off we are. They say tha Vulgs are manly sght hunters, and
0 if we keep it from seeing us . .." Tip's words fdl to slence as he
looked for a clear way around athorny bar.

"Lor', I wish | had some gwynthyme" said Beau, fallowing Tip as he
crawled under a snarl of brittle ice-laden branches.

"Gwynthyme?' Past the obstacle, Tip stood up. "Why would you
think of thet at this time?"

"My book says that a Vulg's bite is terribly poison, Tip, but that
gwynthymewill counteract it.”
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Northward they inched through the hindering tangle, their progress
dow, their way blocked time and again, often they logt their footing on
icy dopes and skidded down.

And the sun sank in the west.

Now and again in the south they heard the Vulg howl, and from the
eadt, like howls answered.

Night fell.

"Well have to keep going north through Drearwood,” gritted
Tipperton. "They've got us blocked off from escape.”

"How far have we come?' asked Beau.
"A mile or two a the mog," replied Tip.

And so they pressed onward into the night, their way lighted by the
dars above and by a slvery crescent moon hanging in the western sky.

But then the moon s&t.

And under the light of the stars, dill they made thar way as
cautioudy as they could, dipping and diding on the ice.

And something came dithering through the tangle nearby, breething
heavily. The Warrows froze and hdd ther bresth as the mongtrous
thing undulated past and away without detecting them.

"Lor'," breathed Beau, "whet was that!"
"I don't know," murmured Tip, "but |et's get the Hel out of here.”

Onward they struggled, and 4ill behind them now and agan they
could hear the Vulg howl, and so they pressed onward.

And off in the distance ponderous footsteps crunched, and branches
shattered, and once again the Warrows crouched down, trembling in the
darkness as Death stalked nearby.



Three more times that night the buccen scrunched down againg the
ground, holding ther breath and moving not, as things were
heard—two more massve creatures crunching through the ice, one
flapping overhead on ponderous, lesthery wings What they were,
neither Tip nor Beau knew—only that whatever they were, they were
deadly and on the hunt.

Jug after sunrise, weary beyond messure, a last the buccen
stopped. Although creatures had passed unseen in the night, dill they
hed not heard the Vulg howl since wdl before dawn, and so they
deemed it safe enough to pause awhile. They clambered up a gentle
dope dong the precipice of a bluff, and when they reached a high point
where they could see the approach from the south, they stopped to take
res.

As they sat beneath an icy tree dong the rim, "How did the Rucks
and HIok get on our track?" asked Beau.

"The ponies, | think,"” said Tipperton. "They mus have found the
ponies.”
Beau nodded in agreement, then added, "And after that, our goods.”

"And then they set a Vulg on our trall," appended Tip. "But as long
aswe day on the hard ice, | think itll have trouble following.”

Beau gazed out into the glasdike 'scape, ice sheathing dl. "That
shouldn't be too difficult.”

Tip reached under his quilted down jacket and pulled out his
waterskin. "Uh-oh," he grunted, shaking the skin, "I'm dl out."

Beau fdt his own water bag. "Me, too."
"I suppose well just have to egt ice” said Tip.

"Oh, no, we won't, bucco," objected Beau. "Itll just sted our hedt,
and we've no food to replenish it. And what with thisdesping onice, I'm
cold enough asiit is, in spite of our eiderdown. No, Tip, if were to get
through this dive, we've got to find a stream.”

Tip sghed. "All right, give me your bag. I'll look for water while you
keep watch."

Beau nodded, and handed over the skin.

"I'm going down there," said Tip, pointing down the face of the biuff.
"Likdy if there's a stream, itll be at the base of this precipice. If you spot
anything, cast a ding-stone down a me"

"Il throw it by hand," said Beau, grinning.

Tip amiled back a the buccan, then started down the dope,
following dong therim.

Beau stood and leaned againg the tree. And this time I'll stay
awake.



The laer afternoon sun shone through the glass-brittle ice-clad
woods as Tip sad, "If you're going to pee, pee over the diff. That way
should any Vulgs come upon the scent, itll be at the bottom rather than
up here with us. But take care and don't dip over.”

Beau groaned. "Too late, Tip, for while you were deeping 1..." Beau
poked a thumb back over his shoulder and toward the woods behind.

Tip 9ghed and shrugged. "Oh, wdl ..." He cast an eye toward the
aun, then turned and pointed east and said, "Let's see if we can get out
of these dreadful woods before dark."

"Oh, | do hope we can do s0," said Beau. "Those awful things in the
night. . ."

They set off easterly, but the icy terrain hindered ther way, and the
aun set and darkness fdl, and it seemed they were no closer to escaping.
Sill they pressed on, bright stars and a quarter moon lighting the way.
But thenin the tangle ahead . . .

"Oh, no," Tip groaned, and pointed toward the gimmer of a fire in
the distance.

"Perhaps it's atraders caravan,” murmured Beawl.

"Not likdy. A Foul Folk campsite ingtead, | would say."
"Whetl we do?'

"Skirt around it. Leave it be”

Beau nodded. " Choose the way," he murmured.

And with Tip in the lead, the buccen swung northerly, keeping the
campfire off to the right.

Onward they crept, and onward, but of a sudden Tip's feet dipped
out from under him, and he went hurtling down a dope, smashing
through ice-clad underbrush, shards of ice shattering and tinkling in his
wake. He crashed into an icy knot of thornbush at the bottom of the
dide and, blundering, stood, his feet yet dipping, his bow logt to his
grasp and arrows strewn out behind, dl dithering dowly down the dope
after. And in the moonlight and starlight, as Tip floundered to his feet a
leather-clad arm snaked about his neck, forearm againg the buccan's
windpipe, and someone snarled and jerked Tip up off the ground and
wrenched him back and forth, trying to break the Warrow's neck.

Feet kicking, ams flailing, Tip tried to fight, but he could not bring
his figts or feet to bear, and his throat was being crushed and he could
not breathe.

"Yarwah! Yarwah!" the assailant ydled in Tipperton's ear.

Krnch! there came a sodden thud, and suddenly Tip was released,
and hefdl gasping to the ice. Sipping and diding he turned, to see Beau
danding over a dead Hlok, the Spawn's temple crushed in, dark grume
00zing across the frozen glaze.



"H-he was trying to m-murder you, Tip. Trying to bresk your
n-neck,” sammered Beaw, his eyes wide and garing down at the dan
HIok. "l had to kill him. Had to. There was no other choice"

"How?" Tip croaked, dutching his throat.
Beau looked up. "I hit himin the head with a rock."
Tip's eyes widened. "From your ding?' he rasped.

Beau shook his head. "No. | hit him in the head with a rock." Beau
held up the ice-clad weapon—a rock the sze of hisfid.

From the disgtance there came a cry. "Vetch? Vetch?" and Tip
could see torchlight bobbing through the trees.

"Adon, Beau," he said, gruggling to his fegt, "weve got to run.”

But Beau, stunned, stood looking down at the Hlok. Tip grasped him
by the ams and shook him. "Did you hear me? Weve got to run. The
Rucks, they're coming.”

A bugle blatted, and from the east came a digant reply, and
somewhere a great limb broke and ice crashed down.

Beau glanced around, then nodded, and Tip snatched up his bow
and two of the loose arrows that had dithered to his feet, and together
the two buccen fled northward through the wood.

"Down!" hissed Tip, and he and Beau wormed their way under an
ice-laden gnarl of dutching vine. With racing hearts and pent bregth they
lay on ther ssomachs on the glaze and watched in the garlight as a
spread-out line of searching Rucks swept toward them. Spikes of
crampons crunched into the ice as the Spawn came on, Foul Folk cdling
to one another in ther gutturd tongue. And Beau jerked as a horn
blared, directly above, it seemed, and he gripped Tipperton's wrist, but
otherwise moved not.

And then the widdy spaced file moved on past and away, and as the
crunch of boot spikes and cdlings of voices and blares of bugles faded
inthe dark distance, both Tip and Beau dumped in relief. Hearts dowed
and bregthing became regular again, and findly Tipperton said, "Come
on, Beau, let's go." But as they crawled out from under, from the east
and south they heard more digant horn cdls and fant cries, so up
through the woods they fled.

By ealy morning they could no longer hear the bugle blats and
shouts from afar, yet they had been driven north and west, losng some
of the ground they had gained the previous day. And 4ill they struggled
on.

Again they found a siream and broke through the ice and replenished
their waterskins. And while Tip scanned the nearby 'scape, Beau lay
down and drank from the stream. As he stood, he said, "Lor', but I'm



hungry, Tip. | mean, I've been keeping an eye out for something,
anything we could eat—acorns, pine cones with pine nuts, dried berries
among the thorns, whatever—but everything is hidden under layers of
ice. Y'know, right now even crue and jerky would be a feast.”

But they had nothing to eat, and had had no food since the evening
of the attack on the ponies, two days and anight past.

Now Tipperton flopped bely down for a drink, and as Beau stood
watch he said, "Tdl you what, Tip, if your bow will hold together long
enough, you shoot one of those mongers in the night, and welll eat the
whole thing raw.”

Tip choked on water and came up Sputtering, hacking and laughing
a one and the same time.

Too exhausted to go on, they struggled up a glassy dope to the top
of alow hill, where they could see the lay of the land dl ‘round, and Tip
stood fird ward as Beau dept. And it was during his waich that
Tipperton discovered a long split in the upper limb of his bow. Must
have been cracked when | fdl last night and may shatter if | draw
it.

"Banrats," growled Beau upon hearing the news as his turn came to
gand guard. "Me with a wegpon | cannot cast and you with one that
might break. A formidable pair we are, en? The Rucks mus be shaking
inthar boots."

Rubbing red-rimmed eyes, Tip sad, "Wel, bucco, let's hope we
have no cause to find out.”

As Beau's fird watch came to an end, Tip groaned awake and
wearily stood and said, "Beau, weve got to get out of these woods ere
nightfdl. | think we should take one more warding each, and then go."

Beau haggardly nodded, and dumped down as Tip leaned aganst
the tree and with bleary eyes scanned the dark glassy glitter of
Drearwood.

East they went and east, steps skidding on the glaze and feet dipping
out from under them now and again, more weary from trying to walk
upon uneven icy dopes than they were from the travd itsdf. Tempers
were short and they snapped a one another out of fatigue, and they
were ravenoudy hungry and bone tired. Yet dill they pushed on, and
aded one another upsope and down, or helped each other to regain
ther fegt after a fdl. Stumbling, skidding, diding, eastward they
floundered on insecure feet, seeking an end to Drearwood, yet
entangled within. And the diamond-bright sun shed litle warmth and
rdentlesdy marched toward the west. As evening drew nigh there
sounded fant bugle blas echoing among the hard-clad trees, thar
direction completdy uncertain.



The sun set and the short winter twilight fdl over theicy gloom, and a
quarter moon waxed overhead, shedding its light down through the
glassy branches to glimmer upon the sheathed land. And as Tip and
Beau struggled over a smdl rise, ahead through the ice-laden gdleries
Tipperton sav—"Beau, look! | think we've come to the end.”

"It could be another clearing,” cautioned Beau, yet his heart cried out
for it to not be so.

Sipping and diding, across the glaze they went, down a tiny vae,
close-set trees at hand.

And the twilight vanished into night, leaving but moon and stars to
dmly light the way through the dark and drear woods. Still the Warrows
pushed on, driving to reach the clear way ahead, and the trees seemed
to draw in closer, asif to block their escape.

Now they came to the pinch of the vde, where they could dmost
reach out to touch the thickly wooded sides, and of a sudden dark
shapes hurled out from the trees and Beau was smashed down from
behind as Tip was wrenched upward from the ground, seized in an iron
orip, and the gimmer of sharp sted flashed in the moonlight.

Tipperton futildy clawed for the dagger at his bdt, and he ghrilled,
"Blut vor blut!" an ancient battlecry in the old Warrow tongue of
Twyll. Yet he could not get his dagger, as a gleaming long-knife flashed
inthe garlight, ready for the killing stroke.

"Kest!" came a sharp cry from one of the man-szed assalants,
crouching over Beau and garing into the buccan's face. "Sean nid! Eio
ra nid Rucha tha Waerlinga nista! "
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The knife moved away from Tipperton's throat, but dill he struggled
asadark figure moved toward him and threw the buccan's hood back,
then in Common said, "This one is a Waerling, too."

Now Tip was st to the icy ground and released, and the one who
had seized him said, "Fear not, wee one, for we are Lian."

“Lian'" exdamed Beau, looking up from the ground.

"What ye cdl Elves" replied one of the tal dender warriors, then
adding, "from Arden Vade." And he cast back his hood to reved golden
har to his shoulders tied back by a lesther headband, and tipped ears
and tilted eyes, seemingly green, though in the light of but stars and
moon it was difficult to say. "l an Vanidor."

Tip buried hisface in his hands, and he dumped to the ground.
Vanidor kndt a hissde. "Art thou ill, wee one?"

Tip looked up, tears sreaming down his face. "N-no. I-1 mean, I'm
fine It's just that we have been trying to reach you and it's been so very
hard."

The BIf reached out and put a hand on Tip's shoulder. "Weep nat,
wee one, for thou and thy comrade, ye have found us, whatever be thy



need.”

"l say," piped up a plantive voice from behind; it was Beau, now
gtting up. "Speaking of need, have you anything to eat? Even crue will
do."

Chapter 11

"Thisisddicious" said Beau. "What isit?"

"Mian," replied fair-haired Loric, the warrior Bf who had given the
wafers of Elven waybread to the buccen. " 'Tis made of honey and oats
and various nuts, and it will last long, several seasons, in fact, without
turning.”

Tip and Beau and two of the Elves made thair way across an open
wold, the dope gently rigng and faling, the land yet covered by a sheath
of ice, yet the buccen were steadied by their sure-footed escort. Free of
the woods at ladt, they were headed for a campsite said by the Elves to
be safe, and Loric and Arandar had been assigned to conduct them
there.

"Wl it ceartainly puts crue to shame” said Beaw, taking another bite,
"and I'm glad we ran into you, even though you did try to kill us™

"We thought ye to be a par of Rucha, ardl asye are.”

"Wal, that makes us even, | suppose” sad Tip, spesking around a
mouthful, "for when you grabbed me | thought you and your comrades
were Hloks."

"Lucky for usyou were not," added Beau, taking another bite.

"Indeed, Fortune turned Her amiling face toward ye, for Spaunen set
ambush inthat vae earlier,” said Arandar, his dark eyes grim, his steady
hand on Beau's shoulder.

"Lor'," breathed Beau. "We could have waked right in among them,
just as we did you. ... —Say, what happened to these, um, Spaunen?’

"They no longer enjoy life”" replied Arandar.
"Oh, my," said Beau.

They walked for long moments without spesking, but at last Loric
sad, "It mugt be quite a tde as to why ye two were traipsang about in
thet dire wood—"

"Traipsing? " blurted Tipperton ‘round hislast mouthful of mian.

"—bhut it can wait until we reach the safety of our camp and Alor
Vanidor and the others finish the patrol."

Tip looked up at Loric. "Alor? Alor Vanidor?'
"Lord," replied Loric. "Lord Vanidor."



Tip's eyes widened, but he said no more.

With the weary buccen flagging rapidly, the moon saled another two
handspans of nightsky ere the two Elves and two Warrows crossed a
frozen stream, to pause at the far bank before a grove of ice-laden pine
while Loric sounded the low chitter of a night-feeding winter-white
weasdl. A like chitter answered him, and together the four of them
moved up the icy dope and in among the trees, where they passed a
par of sentries, who sad nought but stared a the Waerlinga in
wide-eyed wonder, for the Wee Folk were a most uncommon Sght in
this part of the world. Stepping through the grove, Tip and Beau and
their Elven escort came to a hidden fissure jagging back into a low stone
bluff, where another sentry marveled as the buccen passed by. They
stepped into the deft and 'round a bend, where they waited while
Arandar lit agmdl lantern taken from a nichein the wall.

"Lor," said Beau, Samping a boot to the dry rock of the cave floor,
"s0lid footing at last. I'll tel you, 1've had enough of dipping and didingin
my very own tracks."

Tip grunted a noncommitta reply as Arandar set off in the lead, the
lantern hood but bardly cracked, athin dit of light showing the way. And
they zigged and zagged through the narrow dot with dark stone arching
above, and here and there both Loric and Arandar had to stoop, though
Tip and Beau did not.

At length they came to the end of the rift and stepped out into a far
hallow where darlit sky stood overhead. All around, the bound of the
basn rose up and inward, fooming a broad overhang, and 'negth this
shdltering jut and againg the curved wal stood stone dwellings, ruins for
the mogt part, though here and there an undamaged cote remained. To
the left a amdl smokeless campfire flickered and Elves were gathered
about, lounging on nearby boulders or gtting on the ground. Beau
released a great 9gh and Tip sagged in relief, their anxiety taking wing,
for they had reached the Elven encampment and fdt safe at last.

"Wedcome to Kolare an e Ramna," sad Loric, "where Lian stand
vigl on this one sector of the long Drearwood marge.”

Tipperton looked up at Loric. "Kol-kol—"

"Kolae an e Ramna" repeated Loric, "The Holow of the
Vanished."

"The Vanished?'

Loric gestured a the ruins "Those who built these dwellings. We
know not who they were, for they were long gone ere we discovered
this basin, and other than these ruins, they left nothing behind to Sgnify
who they were—no symboals, no carvings, nought.

"But come, let us to the blaze—for warmth and hot tea at the least.”
Loric turned leftward and started for the fire.



Tears came into Beau's eyes as he followed. "Lor', afire and hot tea.
We haven't had ether, or warmth for that matter, for, leemesee. . "

"Ten days," said Tip. "Or thereabouts. Ever snce leaving Twoforks."
"Twoforks?' said Arandar. "On the River Wilder?'
"Yes" replied Tipperton.

"Then ye passed west to east through the ful of Drear-wood." His
words were a statement and not a question.

Tip nodded.
"Yetwan and none d =7
Agan Tip nodded.

Both Loric and Arandar looked at the two buccen in amazement,
and Arandar exclamed, "Ai, but indeed Dame Fortune did gmile down

upon ye."

"Hal, Loric, Arandar!" cdled one of the Lian a the fire. "Ana
didron enistori? "

"Hai!" replied Loric. "Waerlinga! En a Dhruousdarda.”

"Waerlinga?" cried some voicesin surprise, while others called out
"En a Dhruousdarda?" Lian stood and peered toward these oncoming
wee folk, waliting to see just who these Waerlinga vistors were who had
come from the Drearwood.

A place was made near the fire for Tip and Beau, and mugs of hot
tea were passed over to them. The buccen wrapped ther hands around
the warm cups and took long draughts and closed their gemlike eyesin
bliss

At asgn from Arandar, two steaming bowls of stew were passed to
them, dong with torn chunks of bread. Spoons were handed over, and
with tears brimming, Tip and Beau dug into their first hot med since the
one Tessa had fed them back at the Red Fox Inn.

"From the Drearwood?" asked a ginger-haired warrior, shaking his
head in wonderment and looking a Arandar.

"Aye" hereplied. "In Vagan's Vde"
"Vagan's Vae, a bad place thet, nehl"

Arandar nodded, and Loric said, "Had they come but a candlemark
or two ealier, it would have been Rupt they met and not us. But we
came across the Spaunen fird, and so those in the trap were trapped.

None escaped.”

"Kala!" exdamed the Lian, making a fig, other Guardians doing
likewise.

"They werelying inwait," said Arandar, "mayhap for us, mayhep for
the Waerlinga, mayhap for reasons dse-wise. Yet Alor Vanidor sensed

the ambuscade, there in Vagan's Vde, and we divided and took them
by surprise instead.”



"Did any take wounds?' asked the ginger-haired EIf.

"Nay, Ragan," replied Arandar, then smiled grimly, "none but the
Rupt, thet is"

"All fatd, |1 deem,” said Ragan, histilted eyesflinty.
"Aye dl fad."

Ragan glanced across a the Waerlinga, both buccen usng bread to
sop up the dregs of stew from their bowls. "And then . .. 7'

"And then these twain came aong—we thought them Rucha come to
jointher brethren in the snare. We nearly dew them by migteke.”

Wide-eyed, Ragan gestured a the buccen. "But wha were
Waerlinga doing in Drearwood?"

Loric held out a hand. "Let us wait for Alor Vanidor before having
our guests answer that question, ese they will be tdling the same tde
twice" Then he looked down at the Waerlinga and amiled, for warm
and wdl fed, both were nodding over ther empty bowls deep
overtaking them.

Quietly Loric 9gnded the others, and they carefully took the bowls
and spoons from lax buccen hands and gently lifted the two Waerlinga
up and bore them to one of the stone cotes againg the arched wal and
lay them down on dry straw pdlets and covered them with blankets of
down.

Vanidor hed the coin up to light. "And he gave thee this?'

Tip nodded. "And told me to deliver it to Agron and to warn al esst.
But the trouble is, | don't know who or what this Agron is, and | don't
know what warning I'm supposed to give"

"But right after,” added Beau, "that's when we saw the fire on
Beacontor, and we thought it might have something to do with that.”

Vanidor looked a the Waerlinga " 'Tis likdy." Vanidor |ooked
across at Loric. "With Beacontor captured, any darm from Chdlerain
Keep would be ddayed.”

Tipperton shook his head. "But as | said, Lord Vanidor, Prell's boy
Arth brought word thet al the Spawn who had done it were dead, killed
by aman and his nephew. The boy was dso killed, but the man survived
and lit the balefire"”

"But don't forget, Tip, the spawn that went by your mill, they might
have taken one of the beacon hillsin the Ddlin Downs," cautioned Beau.

"Mayhep 'tis as we feared,” said Loric, "that war has come. For
something vile is afoot, with Hordes of Rupt marching down through
Kregyn from Gron and into Drearwood.”

"Wul," said Beau, "Hordes marched out of Drearwood as wel."
Vanidor's eyes widened. "Say on, wee one."



Beau glanced a Tipperton, then cleared his throat. "It was a
sevenday back, the day we fird entered Drearwood. On my waich a
Horde began marching out. It took dl night for them to pass where we
were hidden. And they had Rucks and HIoks and Ogrus—"

"Tralls?' Again Vanidor's eyes widened. "Down from ther mountain
haunts?'

Beau nodded. "Only we cdl them Ogrus . . . pulling greet wagons.”

Tip cleared his throat. "Don't forget, Beau, there were aso those
ghagtly men or some such—pae white they were, and riding horses that
were not horses but were scaled—"

"Ghulka!" hissed Loric. "On Hesteeds."

"I don't know what the men-things were" said Tip, "but the horses
hed cloven hoofs, or so the tracks showed us the next day."

"The men-things, thou wouldst cdl them Ghuls wee one" sad
Vanidor, and Tip and Beau both gasped in darm, "or corpse-folk, but
by any name they are aterrible foe™ Then he turned to Beau. "And thou
sayest it took dl night for the Swarm to pass?'

Beau nodded.
"Did ye see aught else in Drearwood?' asked Arandar.

"Wadl, something huge got our pack pony and nearly us besides”
sad Beau. He glanced at Tipperton. "But Tip feathered it with an arrow
and we managed to escape.”

Vanidor looked a Tipperton and smiled, and Tip sad, "That was
before my bow got cracked. But as to the mongter, well, it was so big |
couldnt miss, but | think my arrow only irritated the brute. Regardless,
we ran away."

"Sipped and did, you mean,” said Beau. "The ice, you know.

"And speeking of dipping and diding, the next night something
mongtrous dithered across the ice like a giant snake, but we didn't see
what it was. Only heard it as it passed us by."

The Elves cast glances at one another but said nought.

"Something large flapped overhead,” sad Tip, "and we heard a
couple more things ddking past, like the mongter that got our pack
pony. But except for the firdt, none of the others detected us.”

"Ye were fortunate” said Arandar, "for ill things are awake out of
Season.”

"Stirred by Modru?' asked Loric.
Both Vanidor and Arandar shrugged, and Vanidor said without
elaboration, "Mayhap."

Suddenly Beau snapped his fingers. "Oh, | dmogt forgot.” He
reached into his eiderdown jacket and beneath his jerkin and pulled
forth a crumple of ebon cloth. He shook it out and held it up for dl to
see, saying, "A dead Ruck was lying atop this™



It was the black banner enscribed with its circle of fire

Vanidor, Loric, and Arandar dl drew ar in between clenched teeth,
and Loric sad, "Gron."

"Gron?' asked Tip.
" Tis the banner of Gron, Modru's redm in the north,”" said Arandar.

Vanidor turned to Loric. "My dre need hear of this Loric, and from
the mouths of these Waerlinga. | would have thee take them there, for
he may have questions to ask of them.”

Loric canted his head. "Aye, Alor."

Now Vanidor turned to Beau. "Keep the flag, Sr Beau, to show to
my sre, Tdain, for he will want to see it with his own eyes” As Beau
duffed the banner 'neath hisjerkin once again, Vanidor handed the drab
coin back to Tipperton and said, "As to the coin itsdf, Sr Thistledown,
or as to the one who gave it to thee, | cannot tdl thee aught. But the
warning he asked thee to sound seems plain—that war has come, driven
by Modru, or so say dl the Sgns. Yet heed, as to the name of Agron,
this | do know: heis the King of Aven. Across the Grimwall and past
Darda Erynian and beyond the Circle of Rimmen in Riamon and farther
dill unto the city of Dendor, there thou wilt find his throne. It is to him
the coin isintended, and it is to him thou must go."

Chapter 12

The next morning, as the Warrows and Loric prepared to set out,
"Here" said Ragan, holding out a sheef of arrows to Tipperton. "Twenty
Lian shafts, trimmed to thy length, wee one. From the looks of thy
quiver, thou didst use mos of thine arrows in Drearwood 'ganst
creatures dire”

Tip looked at the ground in embarrassment. "Actudly, Ragan, | lost
mog of them when | skidded and fdl and did down ahill in the night."

Ragan laughed, then said, "Neverthdess, Sir Tipperton, thou wilt
mogt likdy need these."

"But my bow is cracked, even though you did wrap it last night, till it
may break." Tip had awakened to find Ragan had wound a short length
of thong tightly about the upper limb to keep the split from growing, and
a second thong about the lower limb to balance out the throw.

"It may not cast as far nor as far, yet it should hold for a while, and
what good is a bow without enough arrows?”

Graefully, Tip took the arrows and measured the bundle againg a
sheft of his own—an exact match ... as Ragan had said, they had been
trimmed to fit the buccan.

Now Ragan turned to Beau and handed him a amdl pouch, saying,



"And thou wilt need these, Sir Beau."

Frowning, Beau opened the bag and reached ingde and withdrew a
molded dingstone. Made of lead, its ovoid form was shaped to fit a ding
pouch. "Oh, my," said Beau, dropping the bullet back ingde the bag and
drawing the drings tight. "I cannot take these, Ragan. | mean, I'm not
good enough for such. Why, | could but bardly manage to hit that wall
yonwere| to try. You mud give these to someone with the kill to use
them." Beau held the pouch out to Ragan.

But the EIf shook his head. "Nay, my friend. They are for thee and
nonedse"

Reductantly, Beau tied the pouch to his belt. "If you say so, though I'll
just manage to fling them away without hitting aught.”

"Mayhep by the time thou need use them, thou wilt have the kill."

Beau sghed. "Perhaps. Neverthdless, | thank you, Ragan, and | do
hope you prove to be right.”

Arandar then stepped to the buccen. "My gift is not as worthy as that
of Ragan's, yet mayhap twill do." He hed out two pairs of crampons,
saying, "For keeping thy footing on ice”

Eagerly, the buccen took the spikes and strapped them to ther
booted feet as Loric said, "These and the arrows were trimmed to fit as
ye dept lagt night.”

Tip stood and clattered about on the stone and, grinning, said, "Cor,
but we could have used these in Drearwood.”

Loric shook his head. "Had ye used such in Drearwood, ye both
would now be dead, for they do leave scars behind by which the Rupt
would have quickly tracked ye down.”

Beau's eyes flew wide. "And here dl dong | thought the ice to be our
doom, when instead it probably saved our lives”

Loric amiled. "Hinder ye it did, yet it saved ye as wdl, for Vulgs
found no scent by which to trall ye, and the Spaunen found no marks by
which to run ye to ground. — Y et now these spikeswill ad ye ... though
for awhile ye need leave them off until we are wel clear of Kolare an e
Ramna, for we would have no marks left behind to betray us to the
Rupt."

Quickly the buccen unstrapped the crampons and affixed them to
thar bets.

Now Vanidor handed the Waerlinga two packs fitted in new-cut
dender pine-bough frames dzed to suit thear smdl forms each
provisoned with food and flint and stedd and candles and a length of
Elven-made rope and other such, as wel as bedding tied atop. "Though
it is but a short journey unto the Hidden Stand, ye mayhap will need
these in the long days to come. And thy pack, Sr Beau, has some
medicks ingde, though not a great ded, to replace part of that which
thou lost. Thou will be able to procure even more within Arden Vale,
mayhap even gwynthyme, of which we here have none to spare.”



Beau's mouth flew open. " Gwynthyme? Oh, Tip, the golden mint."

Bobbing ther heads in thanks, the buccen shouldered the packs,
each buckling the strap ‘round his waist and sngpping the dip across his
chest to hold the shoulder harness in place. Then Tip fastened his quiver
to his hip, and srung his bow. Looking up a Loric and then across at
Beau, "Ready?" he asked.

"Readly," replied Beau

And with Elvenkind wishing them well, following Loric, out through
the crevice they went and into the ice-clad 'scape beyond.

For more than amile they walked due south, feet dipping and diding,
but a lagt Loric relented and dlowed the Waerlinga to buckle on the
crampons. And after that the buccen had little trouble crossng the
sheathed expanse.

Eastward they turned, and in the distance ahead they could see a
high stone bluff jutting up out of the land, and beyond that and standing
agang the sky afar stood the Grimwal Mountains, dark stone risng up
in jagged fangs to gnaw at the heavens above.

And across a frozen world and toward this forbidding 'scape they
strode.

By midmorn they had come to the stone bluff, sheer rock rigng a
hundred feet or more and looming to ther left. And beside this massif
they walked, yet making their way easterly, now pardlding the Tumble
River, the water cascading round and over rocks and swirling in rapids
as it poured and spewed and rolled and surged within its ice-laden
banks, the rage of the river giving it its name, and because of its churning
and railing, s8dom did the water freeze but in those rare stretches dong
its length where the water ran placid, undisturbed by tumuit.

With the river on ther right and the sheer stone wdl on their left,
onward the hikers trekked, pausng now and again to rest or to reieve
themsalves or to take amed.

And the winter-bright sun, casting no hest, did up the sky and across
and down again as the travelers trudged on, the stone wal to their left
growing even higher the farther east they went.

Findly with the sun at their backs, in the near distance to the fore,
they could see a doud of vapor swirling into the air, the billow cagting
back a pale gold light in the afternoon sun.

"What isit," asked Beau, painting ahead.

"Wait, wee one" replied Loric, his blue eyes awinkle. "Thou wilt
soon see”

Onward they strode, and now fantly they could hear a grumble
above the crunch of spikes upon ice. And the closer they came to the
railing, rigng vapor, the louder the rumble grew.



"I know what it is" said Tip, yet before he could say, they rounded
an outjut and there before them and plummeting down roared a cataract
from a high crevice carved in the sheer wall they had been following.
Out from the stone hurtled the Tumble River, to fdl thundering into a
deep pool a hundred feet below. And a cloaking mist swirled upward to
obscure the tdl dot carved deeply down into the sheer stone rampart,
shrouding whet lay beyond.

Now Loric headed toward this cascade, cdling out above the roar, "
Tis Arden Fdls, and the secret entrance unto the Hidden Vde lies
'neath.”

"Oh, my, but what about our crampon marks?' shouted Tipperton
above the roar. "Won' they point to the secret way?'

"Nay," cadled Loric back, holding out his hand in the swirling vapor.
"When the mid fdls in our tracks and freezes, it will hide dl again. And
gpesking of freezing, hidden steps lie on this verge and by that way we
will go, yet take care, for the mig will have frozen thereupon, and more
wetness swirls constantly down. They will be treacherous.”

With tilted wide sapphirine eyes Tipperton looked a Beau, only to
discover the other buccan looking back at him, his own tilted amber
gyesjud as wide. And toward the roaring outpour they went, following
Loric'slead up an icy dope dongside the sheer biuff.

And the closer they came to the cataract, the louder the roar, and by
the time they reached the fals, they could only communicate with one
another by hand gestures and facid expressions and the like.

Now they clambered behind the cataract itsdf, and Loric paused
and pointed, and there shielded by the edge of the fdls was a narrow
ice-covered ledge, layered so thick as to be dl but indiscernible againg
the sheath-covered vertical stone. A bardy perceptible riang series of
humps below the ice told that these were the steps Loric meant them dl
to cdimb, and Tip wondered if the EIf were completely mad. Yet even as
the buccan thought so, Loric uncoiled a hank of rope and fastened one
end 'round his waist and indicated to the Waerlinga they were to tie on
aswell, and with Beau in the middle and Tip on the tralling end, toward
the steps they went.

And as water roared out of the dot some fifty feet above and
plummeted down past them close enough to touch, plunging onward to
thunder into the basin some fifty feet below, through churning mig and
up the ice-buried dar they fared. Loric dowly clambered upward,
ssamingly without a concern, the buccen following after, trembling and
dinging to knobs of ice jutting up or out of the mass whenever chance
afforded. Yet Loric paused often to glance back, and this steadied the
Warrows, and then he would turn and move on. But of a sudden the EIf
disappeared 'round a jog, and Tipperton flegtingly thought that he and
Beau had been cast adrift. And then Beau passed around the same
bend, and Tip dimbed dl done, with water bdlowing past, and
billowing mig obscuring the way ahead. Yet he came to the turn and
'round it to find Loric and Beau standing on an ice-laden road and taking



up the dack on the line. The road itsdf came up a dant from the far Sde
of thefdls, and was broad enough to bear a spacious wain.

Trembling and weak-kneed, Tip stepped onto the wide surface and
away from the brim, and Loric smiled and left them dl |ashed together as
he gestured for the buccan to follow. Up the concealed road they went
and into a tunnd beyond, to emerge moments later in a wide vde. And
there on the edge of the mig and standing ward were two Elven
warriors— slver bugles on badrics a hand, scabbarded swords
harnessed 'cross thair backs, saddled horses sanding nearby.

Loric gestured at the Guardians, and they sgnded back, indicating
that the trio was to pass onward. But Loric paused long enough to untie
the rope from "round his waist which bound him to his companions, the
Warrows doing likewise, the buccen dl the while gazing out upon this
wondrous place they had come to.

They had entered a steep-sided gorge no more than a quarter mile
wide at this point, through which the Tumble River flowed. And for as
far as the eye could see, pine and fir and other evergreens marched
away to the north. Y et the War-rows wits were captured neither by the
gorge nor the forest nor the fact that here in the vae the river was
sheethed with ice but the snow-laden land was not, unlike the world
outsde. Instead what arrested their gaze was the talest tree the buccen
had ever seen. Hundreds of fet it towered upward in the near distance,
and its leaves seemed somehow to hold a sivery-grey cast, asiif twilight
hed settled within.

Loric finished coiling the rope and motioned them forward, and as
the Weerlings passed by, the Lian warders looked on in wonder, for
these were Wee Folk come into this Elven land. They strode away from
the fdls and toward the forest giant, and the rumble of the cataract
diminished quickly, for the stone wals of the gorge arced 'round from
each dde to clasp the narrow, mist-obscured dot and shidd the vae
from the sound of the water cascading over the linn and thundering
down into the basin below.

Soon they could speak to one another, though they had to raise their
voices to be heard. But by the time they reached the immense tree with
its Elven camp sat among the roots a the base, Arden Fdls was but a
low grumble afar.

" Tis cdled the Lone Eld Tree" said Loric, gesturing at the nearby
giant, "for of its kind it is done in this vde" and his am swept out
toward the ravine with its evergreen-laden dopes.

" "Twas borne here from Darda Gdion as a seedling by Tdarin and
Red to commemorate their pledge of troth," added Alaria, captain of the
South Arden-ward. "And it is the symbol of the Hidden Vde and is
borne on dl our standards—green tree upon grey fidd."

"Hidden Vae?' asked Tipperton. "That'swhat Loric caled it



Alaria pointed back at the befogging vapor rigng in the dot in the
gone above Arden Fdls. "Sddom does the mig clear, and none outside
can see into this vdley to know what passes herein. Y et we within stand
watch upon the mountain bulwarks dl ‘round’—Alaria pointed high up
on the stone wall above—"and relay slent sgnd to one another at need.
That's why we knew ye were coming, for we watched thy progress from
Kolare an e Ramna throughout the day."

"You saw us on our march from the Hollow of the VVanished?"

Alaia amiled, brushing a stray lock of dark brown har back from
her eyes. "Evary step of the way, wee one. Every step of the way, for ye
did fallow dong the outer ramparts of the Hidden Stand.”

"Why does it seem to hold twilight?' asked Beau, looking once again
up into the dusk-laden leaves high above.

Alaia shook her head. "None knows, Sr Beau. There seems a
mystic bond between Elvenkind and Eld Trees, Lian and Dylvana both,
for when none are nigh the leaves lose the gloaming, yet regain it when
Elves dwdl near. It has been said that not only do Eld Trees sense the
presence of Elvenkind, but that some Elves—not al, but some— can
sense the eldwood trees.”

Loric nodded. "When Riipt felled the nine, 'tis said Dara Arin dreamt
of the daughter.”

Tip frowned. "Felled the nine? —Say, now, is this the same as the
'Fdling of the Nine? The song the Bards sng?

"Aye,"

Beau turned up his handsin puzzZlement. "What is this, um, 'Felling of
the Nine'? It's a song I've not heard.”

" 'Tis more than a song, my friend,” said Loric, and his face fdl grim.
"Long past, inthetime you call the First Era, Spaunen came down from
the Grimwall and into Darda Galion and in mdicious glee feled nine of
the precious Eld Trees. | was among the March-ward dong that sector
of the marge, and when we discovered what had been done, we ran the
tree-dayers to earth and in our rage dew them dl. | bore word to Coron
Aldor, and we mounted a force of retribution and took up the dead
Rupt and displayed their remains to Foul Folk throughout the Grimwall
and gave warning that we would not tolerate such ravage-ment ever. Oft
we fought, yet dways we conquered, and never again did Spaunen set
axe or saw or blade of any kind againg the precious trees.”

"This Dara Ann, is she the Lady Arin of legend?’

"Aye" replied Alaria "Dara in Sylva means Lady in the common
tongue. She was a Dylvana, and together with Egil One-Eye and Lady
Aiko and others, she quested for the Green Stone of Xian."

"From my da I've heard the songs the Bards sing, songs of her as
wdl as songs of the Fdling of the Nine" said Tipperton. Then he turned
to Loric. "But you say you were there, at the actud fdling?'

Loric nodded.



"But that was back in the Firs Era, more than two thousand years
"Nevertheless, wee one, | was there."

Tip's eyes widened, and he took a deep breath and dowly et it out,
for dthough it had been bandied about that Elves upon reaching a
certain mark aged no more, dill to have it actudly confirmed, well, what
amave it was.

"And this Lady Arin," asked Beau, "she sensed the degth of the Eld
Trees?'

"Soitissad,” replied Loric.

"Oh, but | wish | could sense herbs and roots and flowers and mint
and bark and various leaves and whatever ese | need in my heding arts,
for it would ease the finding a deal—but sense them dive, | mean, rather
than when they die" Beau paused a moment, gazing up a the great
gant, then sad, "It mus be grand to have a mydic link to such a great
tree, for that would be specid to my way of thinking."

Alaianodded solemnly. "Specid, aye, and this particular tree above
meany others, for 'tis said that when this tree is no more, then we, too,
will no longer dwdll in Arden Vde."

"Oh, my," said Beau, a gtricken look on his face.

Jug after dawn the next morning, Loric, mounted upon a fiery steed
and tralling two behind, each with a Waerling astride, bade good-bye to
Alaria and then set forth a a goodly pace, heading up through the wintry
vade Both Tip and Beau gripped the saddle forecantles tightly, for
neither was equipped to manage such a great steed as a full-grown
horse, Tip measuring but three feet four inches and Beau but three feet
five Northward they rode through the pineladen glen, falowing
dongsde the waers of the River Tumble rushing southward,
occasondly benesth thick ice. High stone canyon wadls laden with
winter snow rose in the distance to left and right, the sides of the gorge
a times near, a other times two or three miles digant. Crags and
crevices could be seen here and there, jutting up through the layered
white, though for the mogt part the lofty wals were sheer granite and
litle snow dung to the steeps. In places where the canyon narrowed
dramaticdly, Loric pointed out hewn rock pathways carved partway up
the ddes of the stone pdisades that formed wadls of the vde, the HIf
remarking that in these draits when the river o'erflowed its banks in the
goring, the vdley bdow became a raging torrent, and so these courses
aong the walls were made for safety's sake. But they rode none of these
snow-covered high pathways as on up the canyon they forged, a times
passing through narrow dots and a other times crossing o'er wide valey
floors, faring through snow and on stone and gentle loam aike, now and
then dattering on a frozen sretch of the river itsdf, hooves kndling on
the ice, but dways returning to the verdant gdleries of the evergreen
forest carpeting the vae and reaching from Sde to side.



And northward they rode and northward, Loric leading the
Waeerlinga through fragrant pine, now riding swiftly where the snow lay
shdlow, now dowly where it drifted deep. And whenever they came to
places where Loric judged the snow lay overdeep, he would dismount
and bid the Waerlinga to do likewise, and then he would lead the horses
afoot, at times broaching the snow for the steeds, at other times having
the steeds broach the snow for him, frequently trading off which horse
took the lead and bore the brunt of the work. And dways the buccen
tralled behind, floundering through the drifts.

'Round a flickering fire they made camp that eve in a 'grove where
the snow lay shdlow, and as they waited for water to bail for their tea,
Beau turned to Loric and said, "Y estereve you told us that two thousand
years past you were sanding march-ward dong the Grimwadl. And
when we firg saw you, you were ganding march-ward dong the marge
of Drearwood. So tdl me, Loric, isthisdl you do?

Stand march-ward on borders, | mean. It seems that in two
thousand years you'd get tired of such duty.”

Loric laughed and looked at the wee buccan. "Ah, my friend, thou
hast come upon a truth of Elvenkind, for indeed we would become
weary of such congtant duty throughout thousands of seasons, no matter
the task. Whether Lian or Dylvana, none remain long a one caling—be
it one summer or five hundred; eventudly we change what we do, taking
up other duties, other cdlings other crafts”

"Hve hundred summers? Five hundred years?'

Loric nodded but added, "We take note of the seasons more than
we count the years."

Beau looked at Tipperton and in a hushed voice said, "Cor."

Tipperton dowly let out a breath. "But what about your kings and
such—do they dso take up other tasks?!

"Aye" replied Loric. "Though what you name king we cdl Coron.
Alor Vanidar was Coron when the firgt Eld Tree seedlings were brought
from Adonar and planted in the river-laden land which became Darda
Gdion. Yet hisinterest was drawn esawhere and he gave Coronship of
the realm over to another—EImaron, | believe."

"Vanidor was Coron?"

Loric shook his head. "Nay, not Alor Vanidor but Alor Vanidar
instead.”

"Vanidor, Vanidar: they sound rather like one another if you ask me"
sad Tip, Beau nodding his agreement.

"Not to the Elven ear,” replied Loric. "Vanidar means Siverledf in
Common, and Vanidor, Slverbranch.”

"Oh," sad Tip.
Loric leaned forward, ticking words off on fingers "Dor, dar, da:
branch, leaf, tree” He gestured about at the forest. "Darda literdly



trandates as leaf-tree, though it is the word in Sylva meening forest.”

Beau's eyebrows shot up. "Oh, | see. Like Darda Gdion, it means
Gdion Forest, en?'

"Darda Gdion, Darda Erynian, Darda Vrka, exactly so. There is but
one forest we name not Darda, and that is the Skog far to the east... an
andent wood, sad to be the edest indl of Mithgar.”

"Skog, en?"
Loric nodded, and sllence fdl upon the trio.

"S0," sad Tipperton after a while, "you haven't been a march-ward
dl of the days ‘tween the Fdling of the Nine and the capture of the
twain, en?'

Beau looked at Tip. "Capture of the twain? —Oh, you mean when
they captured us.”

Tip grinned and nodded.

Loric grinned too. "No, wee one, | was not & march-ward dl those
seasons. After the retribution, | turned my hand to slveramithing—two
hundred summers or so—and thence to planting grain and harvesting it
for alike while, and thence to shearing sheep.

"I lived in the mountains for seasons, gfting for gold, though not
mining as do the Drimma.”

"Drimma?"
"Dwarves"
lla,.].ll

Beau piped up, "All these things you name, Loric, seem close to the
earth or seem to be common crafts.”

"When faced with the span of Elvenkind, wee one, they are the only
things of laging merit—things of the earth and of arts and crafts and of
home and hearth, and preserving dl or leaving it better than when found.
Crafting, husbanding, medtering skills, cdebrating life and love—what
better way to live?'

Tipperton glanced a the long-knife girted a Loric's waist. "How
does that creed reconcile with sanding march-ward and the killing of
Rucks and the like?'

Loric Sghed. After a moment he said, "Long past, Elvenkind nearly
destroyed itsdf. In those days madness gripped us and we sought
power, dominance, command over dl, sought dominion even over one
another. We cared not what we did to our world, plundering it just as
we plundered our own kind. And as we stood on the brink, one came
dong who sad, 'No more! If there is ever to be peace among
Elvenkind, let it begin with me And he set asde his vile ways and
walked our world spreading his message and asking others to 'take his
pledge—L et it begin with me. Elvenkind was dow to learn, yet findly
we grasped the truth of his words and turned away from the madness



that once gripped us and began to revere life and love and to cherish the
smple ways.

"Yet even though we revere life, there are those who would destroy
al—among them the Rupt. And we came to redize that in order to
preserve life, we mug protect it from those who would raze the world
and turn it into an ash heap, protect it from those who seek dominion
and mam and kill for ther own gratification—those who daughter in
glee ravage in ddight, butcher for no reason other than the ultimate act
of dominance and gain pleasure from doing so.

"And so when thou dost ask how standing march-ward reconciles
with Elven doctrine ... it is part and parcel of the whole. We are the Lian
Guardians, each and every member of my folk, mae and femde dike,
and when evil threatens, as in these times, we stand counter... though
from what ye have reported and from what we ourseves have seen,
Lian done will not be able to stay the present menace.”

Darkness seemed to fdl upon the camp and little was said the rest of
the evening, but as Tipperton and Beau took to thelr degping bags,
Beau whispered, "Lor', Tip, think on this if Elves lives are timdess,
wha mug it mean when one of them gets killed? | mean, with dl of
forever before them, why, no matter ther age, ther lives are just
beginning. And to lose that endlesslife just asit has begun, wdll. . . wha
aterrible thing it mugt be.”

A dgricken look fel upon Tipperton's features, and he glanced at
Loric, some distance away and stting with his back to a tree. "Adon,
Beau," Tip whispered back, "and 4ill they take up the mantle of Lian
Guardianship and put themsdlvesin harm's way even though to lose their
livesisto lose forever."

Loric, his eyes closed, turned his face away from the fire.

The sun had passed beyond the western rim of the gorge, and the
gen had fdlen into shadow, when Loric rode in among the thatched
dwdlings of the Elves of Arden Vae, the horse-mounted Waerlinga
traling after. The few Lian outsde the candldit dwellings looked up from
wherever they happened to be, ther eyes widening in wondering ddight
a the 9ght of the Wee Folk, for, excepting ther gem-like eyes,
Waerlinga resembled Elven children, though a bit sturdier of build. And
for their part, Beau and Tipperton stared 'round in wondrous delight, for
here was where Elven Folk dwelled in graceful though smple elegance.

Among cottages nestled amid the pines, down a path they wended,
to come a lagt to a broad centrd shelter, a long, low building, its roof
thatched as well. Loric dismounted and tied the horses to a hitching rall
as Tip and Beau jumped down. All three stepped up onto the porch and
past a door warden and entered the hdl. Vivid colors and warmth and
the amdl of food and the liquid syllables of the Sylva tongue assaulted
the buccen's senses as they entered the great hdl, lambent with ydlow
lamps glowing in cressets and fires burning in hearths. Banquet tables



with benches and chairs were ranged 'round the tapestried wadls, but the
center floor thronged with fair Elves amiling and filling the hdl with bright
converse and gay laughter. And through this chearful crowd strode
Loric, with Tip and Beau following, the trio travel-stained and Loric's
face grim. Lian turned to see the warder and two Waerlinga gtriding
past, and voices fdl to hushed dlence and the assembly quickly parted
as Loric escorted the buccen toward the far end, where sat the Elven
leader of Arden Vae with his consort a his Sde.

FHndly they reached the das and Loric bowed, saying, "Alor
TalarineDara Rad. "

"Alor Loric," replied Tdarin, gazing a the Waerlinga and rising to his
feet. He was tdl and dender, with golden harr and eyes green, dressed
in soft grey.

But it was Lady Rad who captured Tip's wondering vidon. Far she
was, and graceful, and dressed in green, and her golden locks were
wound with green ribbons. And she amiled down at the Waerlinga, a
sparkle in her deep blue gaze, and Tip's sgpphire eyes sparkled in
return, as did the amber eyes of Beau.

Now Loric hdd a hand out toward the Warrows and said in a voice
dl could hear, "Alor Talarin e Dara Rad, vi estare Sr Tipperton
Thistledown e Sr Beau Darby, Waerlinga en a Wilderland. Lona
eiofaenier ivo Dhruousdarda—"

A collective intake of breath swept the chamber, some % gasping
Dhruousdarda? while others whispered Lona?

Lord Tdain's eyes widened and he looked a the Waerlinga and
sad, "Thisis s0? Ye came aone through the Drearwood?”

Mutdly, both Tip and Beau nodded.

Tdarin's mouth turned up in a grudging amile and he dowly shook his
head. "Ye are either brave or desperate or fools or dl three.”

Tip grinned back. "Wel, gr, | don't know about brave, but fools no
doubt we were and indeed desperate at times.”

Tdain laughed and spread his arms wide to the throng. "Ealle hdl
va Waerlinga, Fors avor!"

"Hal!" the throng roared, and they turned amiling faces toward the
buccen.

Beau tugged on Loric's deeve. "What did he say?’
Loric smiled. "All hall these Waerlinga, Fortune favored.”

"Oh. Wdl, then." The center of atention, Beau shuffled his feet in
embarrassment.

Now Lady Rad leaned forward. "And what news do ye bring, Sir
Tipperton, Sr Beau? Encouraging, | hope."

Tip shook his head. "Nay, Lady, 'tis not. From dl the Sgns that we
have seen—-loose bands of Foul Folk moving ‘cross the Wilderland,



Kingsmen dan, a baefire on Bea-contor, and a great Horde on the
march—wide war has come unto Mithgar to the woe of dl. Yet by
whom and againg whom | cannot say, though Beau has a flag which

may tdl.”

Beau dipped the banner out from under his jerkin and held it up for
dl to see—adirde of fire on black.

Tdain reached out and took the flag and stared down at it as he
hdd it draped over both hands, the circle of fire showing. A fdl look
came over hisface. "Modru," he growled, "againg High King Blaine"

But Radl shook her head. "Nay, chieran, | think not. Oh, indeed, as
we suspected, Modru casts his forces 'gangt Blaine, yet behind it dl |
ween we see Gyphon's hand.”

"Gyphon?"* blurted Beau. "Do you redly mean Gyphon?"
Rad canted her head.
"B-but Gyphon is a god. What would he have to gan?'

Rad dghed. "The whole of creation, wee one. Crushing dominion
oerdl”

"Oh, my," breathed Beau, turning a gtricken face to Tip. "Oh, my."

Chapter 13

"How will a war on Mithgar give Gyphon dominion over dl of
cregtion?’ asked Tipperton. "And this Modru—just who or what is he?"

Tdain sat back down. " Tis a long tde, Sir Tipperton, Sr Beau,
and one best told after ye have had a chance to wash away dl travel
gans and to take a med. We sup in four candlemarks. Join us and we
will speak of these things afterward. Too, ye can tdl us a tae of how ye
twaln came to pass through Dhruousdarda, through the Drearwood.”

"Four candlemarks?' said Beau. "Oh, my, that would be enough time
for aful bath—that is, if you have hot water and a bathing room."

Rad laughed, her voice a slver trill. "Oh, yes, Sr Beau, a bath
indeed we can furnish, though I'm afraid youll have to provide thine own
fresh dothing, for we have nought sSized to fit thee or Sr Tipperton.”

Beau's face fdl. "Urn, I'm afraid well just have to put these back on,
m'Lady. All our goods were lost in Drear-wood when— But here, | get
ahead of mysdf. Tha tae€'1l have to wait until we've cleaned up a hit...
scraped some, of the dirt off, so to speak.”

Rad's brow wrinkled, but then she smiled, saying, "Alor Loric, if
thou wilt show our gueststheway . . ."

Loric bowed and murmured, "Aye, crystd seer.”



Loric turned and started across the wooden floor, Tip and Beau in
his wake. Behind, Dara Rad cdled out in Sylva to the gathering, and
just as the buccen and their Lian escort exited from the hdl, Tip looked
back to see her whigpering urgently to Elfmaidens gathered 'round, while
a the same time eyeing the departing trio.

Followed by the Warrows, their breath blowing white in the frigid
mountain ar, Loric crossed the snow to another long, low building,
smoke from chimneys rigng into the sky. Stepping indde and past
another door, the Warrows found themsdves in a warm bathing
chamber, where copper tubs filled with water asteam sat on iron plates
laid over araised hearth below which ruddy embers glowed. And Loric
and the buccen doffed their garments—gritty clothes which they had
worn for weeks without respite—and hung them on hooks, dl but their
socks, which they draped over thair boots. Loric shared out towels from
a shdf, dong with scrub cloths and sogp mildy scented with the
fragrance of meadow bluebells They each eased into the large
tubs—Tip and Beau in one, Loric in another—and the water came up to
the wee buccen's chins, though only up to Loric's chest.

"Oh, Lor'," groaned Beau, "but this feds wonderful. It seems a
lifetime since I've truly been warm.”

Tip nodded, adding, "And another lifetime since I've been clean.”

Leaning back, Tip and Beau luxuriated in the water, quiescent, not
gpesking at dl, ldling as the grime and sweet of trek and flight and fear
and hiding soaked away. Loric, too, did down into his seaming bath
and lazed, for he had been long on patrol.

After agoodly while, Loric said, "A candlemark or so, and theyll be
expecting us"
Both Tip and Beau were awakened from a drowse by Loric's

words, and they yawned and stretched, and Beau looked a his hands
and fingarsand sad, "Lor', but I'm aswrinkled as arasn.”

Tip looked at his own crinkled hands and laughed, and both buccen
ducked completely under, then stood and took up cloths and soap and
began liberdly lathering themselves. Tip was in the middle of scrubbing
his hair when the door opened and an Elfmaiden came into the chamber
and—

"Hoy, now," sputtered Beau, dropping down into the water. "l say,
you should knock or give warning or something.” Tip remained standing,
for his eyes were closed againg the soap dathering down from his locks.

The dark-haired Elfmaiden laughed doud as she stepped to ther
clothes, and at this sound of femininity Tip gasped and splashed down
and under, only to flounder up pluttering and wiping his eyes as he
peered over the edge.

Loric grinned and canted his head and sSmply said, "Dara Elissan.”

"Alor Loric," Elissan replied, plucking their clothes from the hooks
and gracefully kneding to take up ther socks. Standing, she turned to
leave.



"But, wait!" protested Beau. "We're going to need those."

Blissn looked down at the garments and wrinkled her nose in mild
aversgon. "Oh, | think not, wee one, a least not urtil they've been
thoroughly boiled."

"But what'll we . . . ?' Beau's question went unanswered as she
vanished out the door. He looked a Tip and shrugged, adding, "I
Suppose we can wrap ourselves up in towels to atend the banquet.”

Tip dowly began lathering himsdf, and he glanced over at Loric. "I
say, Loric, do your dammen—er, uh, do your Elfmaidens usudly come
barging in on bathers? | mean, | stood there naked as a newborn, and
yet she, uh . . ." Tip's words sumbled to a hdt, and he turned up his
hands.

But Beau chimed in. "I think what Tip's trying to ask is, don't your
kind have any manners of modesty?'

Loric barked a laugh. "When ye have lived as long as we, modesty
a bathing and such is found for the mogt to be unnecessary. However,
Elissan in her haste Smply forgot thet others share not this same—"

Loric's words were interrupted by a knock on the door, but before
any could answer, Rael and Elissan and three other Elfmaidens came
Swesping in.

Once again Tip and Beau plopped down in ther tub, though Loric,
seated, nonchdantly canted his head, saying, "Darai."

"We have brought ye rament," said Radl, tuming to other of the
Elfmadens. Forward stepped a trio of Darai, each bearing folded
gaments. As one moved toward Loric, he murmured, " Chier."

Sender she was and had black hair and brown eyes. She kissed
Loric and said, "Chieran, ir awn soil."

Loric nodded and grinned and said, "Hai," and though he remained
gtting in soapy water, he hdd hisarms wide in display, adding, "neh?"

Now the Dara laughed, then turned and lad the folded clothes on a
nearby bench.

The two Elfmaidens facing Tip and Beau amiled a the Waerlinga,
both buccen peering over the edge of ther tub, wrinkled fingers gripping
the rim, water dripping and dribbling down their faces from
fresh-washed hair.

"May | present Darai Seena and Jaith,” said Loric, then added, "And
she who kissed meis Dara Phais”

All three Elfmaidens curtseyed, and Tip and Beau both bobbed thar
heads and mumbled embarrassed hullos Then dark-eyed Seena and
redheaded Jaith held forth two folds of clothes, and Seena said, "These
mugt needs do as garments.” And Jaith added, "While those ye wore are
laundered wel." Then they, too, turned and lay the dothing on the
bench.

Now Rad amiled a the Waerlinga. "I deem they will fit ye, for we dl



have a good eye. —Dara?'

Rad turned and glided from the room, followed by the others,
induding Elissan, who amiled at the Waerlinga and winked at Tip as she
stepped from the chamber, leaving Tip blushing furioudy, while Beau
and Loric laughed.

Clean and warm at last and dressed in modified Elven tunics—thear
deeves cut down and ther wads gathered a the back to fit
Waerlinga—Tip, in dark blue, and Beau, in pae ydlow, sat with ther
feet dangling and swinging from Elven chairs, tal for the likes of the wee
buccen. They were ensconced in a warm acove with Tdain and Rad
and Loric and Phais. Wrapped 'round the three walls of the retreat, a
angle muted tapestry hung, subtle colors seeming to move in the shifting
light of the hearthfire, the hues and shades and tints depicting
bowl-shaped dopes of an open grove wheran figures reclined to lisen
as a being in white held forth. The med was long past, and the sx had
retired to these quarters, where Tdain served each a smdl cup of
hammered dlver filled with dark VVanchan wine. And as the night grew
older, Tip and Beau related their tlle—of the skirmish at the mill and the
wounded Kingsman and his coin and request and warning ere he was
fouly dan, of the fire atop Beacontor following the capture and
destruction of that Sgnd post and its subsequent recapture, of the track
of the Spawn into the Ddlin Downs, of the finding of the flag and the
muder at Twoforks and of Willoby and Harl's discovery of other dain
Kingsmen, of the decision to bear the coin through Drearwood and east
to Agron, and of the westward march of the Swarm and of the buccen's
subsequent travails, ending with their capture by Vanidor's squad of
march-ward Elves .. . though perhaps rescue is a better term,” said Tip,
"for we were a the end of our gring, and surdly had the Spawn been
lying in wait for usin that gulch, we would not now be here tdling you
this"

"Even had the Rucks and such not been there at dl," added Beau,
"mog likdy we would have starved to death, out there on theice, for we
didnt know where Elvenkind lived, nor would we have ever found
Arden Vae, for it istruly hidden. Loric and Vanidor and Arandar and
the others saved our necks right enough, and in more ways than one."

Both of the buccen raised thar drinks in sdute to Loric, and he
rased his chdicein return.

Tdain stood and took up the flask to refresh each of their cups, and
Tipperton said, "Wdll, that's our story, and a sad one it is, what with us
losing our ponies and goods and al, and nearly getting killed more times
then | care to remember.”

Tdarin paused in his task and raised an eyebrow. "Tha ye survived
a dl is testament to your wiliness, for to come afoot through the whole
of Drearwood in these times and without heavy escort is nigh
miraculous.”



"Adon mug have had yein Hishand," said Radl.
"Indeed,” replied Tipperton.

"Hoy, now," sad Beau, "spesking of Adon, what's dl this about
Gyphon? Jugt who is this Modru, and why would he go againg High
King Blaine?'

All eyes turned to Tdarin, but hein turn looked at Rad. "Chieran.”

Rad took a deep breath. "I will answer thy last question "firs, and
thy fird question last, Sr Beau."

She paused as Tdain refilled her own cup, and Loric murmured,
"Settle back, my wee friends, for the crystd seer's tde may be a long
one"

Tip glanced from Loric to Rad in puzzlement, yet before he could
sy aught, Radl began.

"Modru iswhat some cdl a Black Mage—"

"Black Mage?' blurted Beau. "Sounds grim.”

Radl nodded.

"Jus what is a, um, Black Mage?' asked Tipperton.

"One who twigs his arts toward evil ends" replied Rad. "One who
seeks to gratify his own desires through any means, far or foul. Perhaps
the principd mark of a Black Mage is his complete disregard for the
needs of others except as they serve his own pleasures and his lug for
total dominion o'er dl."

"Oh, my," sad Beau.
"Are there many Black Mages?' asked Tip.
Rad canted her head. "Dara Arin once told me—"

"Dara Arin?' Tip interjected. "Lady Arin of the balads? Lady Arin
and Egil One-Eye and the quest of the Green Stone of Xian?'

Rad took a breath to answer, but Loric said, "Ah, wee ones, should
ye continue to ask, mayhap it will be after the spring thaw ere the crystd
seer can finish her tde”

Tip looked at Beau, and that buccan made a motion as if he were
buttoning his lips together, and Tip turned to Rad and sad, "Loric is
right. Please do go on, and we will try to hold our questions for another
time"

Rad amiled and looked at Tip. "Stll | will answer thee Dara Arin is
indeed the Lady of the ballads, who, with others, quested after the green
stone—the Dragonstone of dreadful portent. And during that quest she
came upon knowledge that there are a number of Dark Mages upon
Mithgar, though how many she knew not.

"Regardless, Modru is one of these, and he squats in his cold iron
tower in Gron and seeks sway o'er the world, or so we do beieve.

"In recent seasons, we deem, he has been gathering Foul Folk—the



Spaunen pouring across the in-between, coming from the Untargarda,
the iron tower being one of the principal crossing points ‘tween Neddra
and Mithgar, or so we think. Drearwood would seem to hold another
crossing point, or so dl the Sgns do say." Rael paused, for both Tip and
Beau frowned in puzzlement.

"Ye have questions?"

Beau looked a Tip and then made a motion as if unbuttoning his lip.
"This 'Untargarda,’ these ‘crossing points,’

and this 'in-between,” Lady Rag—I know a bit of what you're
taking about, but only a bit. Could you explain the whole of it?'

"Me, too, 1'd like to know," said Tip. "My da told me some, but he
didn't know much of what was cdled for, though he did say that Foul
Folk came from Neddra below, and Elves from Adonar above, and
Mages from who knows where, and Warrows should Smply stay put
and that was that."

Rad amiled and looked from Warrow to Warrow. "All right, my wee
friends, this | will say: there are many Planes of existence, but the
principd three are the Hohgarda, the Mittegarda, and the Untargarda
—the High Plane, the Middle Plane, and the Low Plane. And upon each
of these Planes there are many worlds, though once agan there are a
principa three—Adonar, Mithgar, and Neddra."

Both Tip and Beau nodded, for this agreed with what they had been
told.

"For the mogt, the Planes are separated from one another,”
continued Rad, "but there are crossing points where the Planes are
congruent and one may go in between—in between worlds, that is—but
only under certain conditions. the in-between points upon the separate
worlds must be a far maich to one another, the better the match, the
less difficult the crossing. Even so, there are certain times of the day
when the crossings in between can be made easer 4ill: to come from
Adonar to Mithgar, dawn is best, for it is nather day nor night, but in
between; and to go from Mithgar to Adonar, the crossing is best made
a dusk, which agan is nather day nor night, but in between; and it is
sad that to cross from Mithgar to Neddra, mid of day is best, for it is
neither morning nor afternoon, but in between ... and to come from
Neddra to Mithgar, mid of night is best. Yet there are ill more things
which ease the passage: crossing in fog, for it is nether ar nor water, but
in between; crossing dong a seashore, for it is nather water nor land,
but in between; at the brim of a woodland, for it is neither forest nor
fidd, but in between.

"Sill yet there is more, for to make such a crossng of the
in-between, one mug follow a ritud: and for Elven-kind it involves a
sepping rite, on foot or by trained horse, neither a walk nor a dance,
but in between; and a chant, which is ndther talking nor snging, but in
between; and because of the ritud of chant and step, the mind becomes
logt in the rite, naither whally conscious nor unconscious, but something
in between.



"And thisiswhy we cdl such passages where we go from one Plane
to another, from one world to ancther, as traveling the ‘in-between.' "
Rad looked at Beau and then Tip, one brow raised.

"Lor'," breathed Beau.

And Tip added, "Lor' indeed. How did you ever come to discover
such an arcane practice?”

Rad gmiled, sying, " Tis sad tha Elwydd Hersdf taught
Elvenkind."

"And you say that the Foul Folk are usng such aritud to cross into
Mithgar from Neddra?'

"Aye wee one, dl the 9gns say they are swarming across the
midnight in-between by droves—Ruch, Lok, Trall, Ghulk on Helsteed,
and more—at Modru's cold iron tower in Gron and mayhep in the
Drearwood, too. He is gathering, has gathered, a great force of Spaunen
to do his bidding. Too, it is rumored he woos Dragons to his cause,
though | stress 'tis but a rumor.”

"Dragons?' exclamed Beau. "But | thought they modly left folk
done”

Rad nodded. "All but the renegades—those who would not take the
pledge.”

"Ah," said Tip. "Astold in the legend of Arin and Egil One-Eye." The
buccan frowned a moment in concentration, then chanted:

"All must aid when Dragons raid, And only the renegades do."

And Phais intoned:

"Friend and foe, enmity must go, Or both the day will rue. "

Tip laughed and clapped his hands, saying, "Ah, Lady Phais | see
you know the Ballad of Arin, too."

"Indeed,” sad Phais, amiling. But then her smile vanished and she
sad, "Yet Dragons or no, auffice it to say that Modru has gathered
Swarms of Spaunen unto himsdf and now makes war on High King
Blane"

"But what about Gyphon?' asked Beau. "How does He figure into
this?'

Phais amiled grimly, and gestured a the walls. "That is why we have
come unto this particular acove, for the tapestry tdls that tae”



"Huah," grunted Beau. "Tdls the tde? All | see is someone in a del
who seems to be making a speech.”

"Nay, Sr Beau," said Tdarin. "Look dosdy.”

Both Tip and Beau stood and stepped closer to the tapestry; then
Beau clambered upon a bench and Tip upon a chair for a closer look
gill.

"Why," said Beau, "these aren't people at dl, but ingead are . . ." His
voice faded as he shook his head in puzzlement, and he turned toward
Tdain. "l say, what are these?'

"Bangs of ... light?' suggested Tipperton, reaching out to gently touch
subtle colors of the slken weaving.

Beau swung back 'round and peered at the figure where Tip's fingers
rested, and then at the others. "I say, Tip, they do look as if they're
shefts of light... or some such.”

Puzzled, Beau turned once more to Tdarin. "But | thought that the
gods would look like, uh. . ."

"Like us?' asked Tdarin. "In the form of Lian and Waerlinga and
Human and other such?’

Beau shrugged.

Tdain smiled and shook his head. "In spite of what some preach, 'tis
the greatest of conceits for any peoples to believe they are created in the
image of gods.”

Tip agan ran hisfingerslightly across the tapestry. "And these beings
aof light are the gods?"

Tdain canted his head, and besde Loric, Phas sad, "Indeed, Sr
Tipperton. Tis as close as Lian artisans could come in recording the
great debate 'tween Gyphon and Adon O'er the fae of the peoples of
the worlds. What thou dost see as beings of light are our attempts to
represent the gods centrd and in slvery white is Adon, His daughter,
golden Elwydd, a hand. On the wdl opposite is Gyphon. Over there
where thou dogt stand, the pae blue figure is Garlon, next to coppery
Raes, ruddy Fyrra is over here, as wdl as dusky Theonor. | will not
name them dl, but instead will merdly say that this represents the time of
the schism.”

"These are truly the gods, then?' asked Beau, his gaze sweeping
'cross the tapestry.

Tdain and Rad and Loric glanced at one another, then dl three
looked toward Phais, and she sad, "We name them gods, but Adon
does not so gyle Himsdlf. He says that there are those as far above Him
as we are above the mayfly."

The buccen dimbed down and resumed their seats. As he settled in,
Tipperton frowned. "Bt if they are not gods, then what are they?'

Tdain sghed. "Given what Adon has said, we know not, Sr
Tipperton. Only that they are very powerful "



"Bu-but," protested Beau, thunderstruck and taring at the tapestry.
"I mean . . ." Hiswords sumbled to a hdt. He glanced at the calling then
turned to Tdarin. "Say, now, just who are these above Adon?!

Yet it was Radl who answered. "Adon says that even He is driven by
the Fates. As to whether such beings as the Fates are in some manner
incarnate, we cannot say. As to those who might be above the Fates,
perhaps none are, though some say the Great Creator stands highes.”

"Gredt Creator?'
"The source of dl."

Tip's hand gestured outward, sweeping so as to indude the world.
"But | thought Adon made Mithgar, and Elwydd His daughter created
life hereupon.”

Rad nodded. "We too bedieve as dost thou, Sir Tipperton: that Adon
indeed created Mithgar, and Elwydd, His daughter, engendered life
herein; we dso believe Adon shaped Adonar, but on that High World
He done brought forth dl life thereon, induding Elvenkind."

"Jugt as Gyphon created Neddra and the life and folk therein, twisted
such asthey are” growled Loric.

Phais held up a hand, saying, "There are those of us who bdieve
Adon and Elwydd and Gyphon and dl ,the others did not bring the
worlds and peoples and dl dse out of nothingness, but instead merdy
shaped and molded and forged these things out of that which the Great
Creator provided.”

Tip's eyes widened. "You mean like me whittling a whigle from
wood | did not grow, or you weaving this tapestry from thread you did
not fpin?'

"Just s0," agreed Phais.

Beau frowned, then appedled to Radl. "This Great Creator, just who
isHe? And if He creates dl, then why does He create evil things? That's
what 1'd like to know."

Rad shook her head. "Thou dost ask that which is beyond my ken.
Ye this| do beieve the Great Creator is He whose very spirit isin al
things—living aswdl as not living—rocks, streams, trees, birds, animds,
figh ... dl creatures of land and sea and air, and the land and sea and ar
itsdf, aswdl as the sun and moon and stars and light and darkness . . .
everything . . . and ere ye ask, | deem His creations mayhap include
Adon, Gyphon, and others whom we name gods. | believe that some
gfted folk—mortd and immortd dike—can sense this oirit in thar
hearts and souls, while other individuds can seeits aurain dl things™

"Aura?' Beau looked at Rad and frowned. "Just what isthis ‘aurd?"

Red amiled. "Some see it as afant glow; others as an agird . It is
but an outward sgn of who the Great Creator is, an outward sgn of
wha He does."

Agan Beau frowned. "And some of what he does is create evil



things?'

Rad nodded. "Indeed, Sr Beau, some of his creations are mdignart,
whereas many are benign, yet mogt are neither good nor ill but merdy
exig, and their effect upon others is determined at times by chance and
a other times by the intent of those who employ them for good or ill. Sir
Beau, thou hast asked why the Great Creator begets evil things heed
me | believe that He knows naither good nor evil but merdly cregtion. It
is up to those creetions themsdves—those who can—to fredy choose
which path to take: Snider or dextrd.

"This is, of course, whet | bdieve There are those who would
dispute my dams, saying that dl is foreordained, and this the Great
Creator knows, and that none has achoice at dl.

"Others believe as does Phais, that He creates some things, while
others with the power to do so use His credtions to shape ill other
things from them.

"And then there are those who say that there is no Great Creator
whatsoever, and tha dl is ruled by laws which we do not now
apprehend but which are nonetheless true, laws which govern even
Adon and Elwydd and Gyphon and dl else aswel.”

Rad fdl slent, and both Tip and Beau sghed and shook their heads
in bafflement. But then Tip held out a hand toward Phais. "I believe as
you do, Lady Phais, that we can make things from that which Adon and
Elwydd provided. Whether they themsdlvesin turn used the creations of
the Great Creator to make Adonar and Mithgar and the peoples
thereupon, well, that | cannot say. Just as | cannot say that Gyphon
made Neddra and the peoples therein.” Now Tip turned to Radl. "Yet |
a0 bdieve in something you said, Lady Red: thereis a force, a spirit, a
power in everything, be it a rock, a tree, a stream, or aught else, for
dthough | don't actudly seeit, | beieve | sense it, and if these things |
fed are evidence of a Greet Creator, then He does indeed exig."

Rad looked a Tipperton and nodded in agreement, and once again
Tdain took up the wine flask and replenished dl dlver cups with the
dark VVanchan drink, saying to the buccen, "We have ranged far fidd
from our origind intent. Is there aught else ye would ask?'

Beau looked a Tip, then turned to Phais. "Lady, you did say
something about a debate and a schism.”

Phais sipped from her cup, then nodded. "Indeed, for ‘twas the
debate which resulted in some folk being free and others being bound.”

"Free and bound?' asked Tipperton. "Say, now, wha was this
debate dl about?"

Phas gestured a the tapestry. "Long past in Adonar there was a
great disputation. At question was the gods' interference in the lives of
the lesser folk, of mortds and immortds dike. The two mightiest
gods—Adon and Gyphon—quarreled hitterly, with Adon holding that
the gods would destroy those whom they would control, and Gyphon
contending that it is the right of gods to do as they will. Adon spoke



doquently, saying that gods should give free choice unto dl created
beings—for were they not folk in their own right which only the Fates
should sway?>—whereas dy-tongued Gyphon, His voice dripping honey,
argued forcefully for absolute dominion in dl things—for were not these
worlds and inferior beings shaped by the gods own hands for purposes
only they knew? Some of the gods sided with Gyphon——Brell, Naxon,
Ordo, and mayhap one or two more—but mogt dlied themsdves with
Adon."

Phais paused, and Tdain sad, "And that is why, my dear
Waerlinga, Adonar and Mithgar are free, whereas Neddra is not, for
Neddra and its peoples are creations of Gyphon, and his will holds
dominion o'er dl, whereas Adonar and Mithgar are the works of Adon
and Elwydd."

"Forget not Vadaria, Alor Tdain" sad Phas, "for it, too, is a
shaping of Elwydd."
"Vadaria?' asked Beau.

"The world whence come the Mages," replied Phais. "Or did before
the destruction of Rwn." As the buccen's eyes went wide, Phais added,
"As Dara Radl has said, there are many Planes of existence and many
worlds therein—from the world of the Hidden Ones, shaped by Elwydd
but now abandoned by those folk, to the Dragonworld of Kegor,
shaped by ... we know not whom . . . mayhgp by the Great Creator
Himsdf. Yet | stray from the gods debate. . . ." Phaisturned to Redl.

Rad turned up a hand. "The pith of the debate was that Adon argued
for the right of dl peoples to fredy choose the paths they would follow,
whereas Gyphon spoke for the domination and control of those He
named 'inferior beings.' "

Beau now stood and stepped to a different portion of the tapestry
and climbed upon a chair, and Tipperton sad, "l take it then that these
Black Mages dde with Gyphon, for as you have sad, they seek
dominion, control, power over others.”

All the Lian nodded in agreement, and Loric said, "They have
become dlies of Gyphon, yet should Gyphon Himsdf gan the upper
hand, he will utterly dominate them as well, much to their everlagting
sorrow, though they bdieve it not."

Beau, ganding on the seat, peered at the figure representing Gyphon.
"Why, He isn't a pure sngle color & al, but ingead shimmers like all on
water."

"Aye" responded Tdarin. " Tis because He is the Great Decelver,
showing a given person or people whatever face need be until He has
themin His grasp. Then and only then will His true nature show, and it is
mongtrous.”

Hurriedly, Beau drew back from the tapestry, dambering down and
resuming his chair.

"And this Modru in Gron, the Black Mage fighting againgt High King
Blane, he's been deceived by Gyphon?' asked Tip.



Tdain nodded, saying, "Beguiled, seduced, though he, like dl the
others, knows it not."

Beau frowned. "Say, now, let's get back to Tip's origind question:
what does dl this have to do with Gyphon gaining total dominion over dl
of cregtion?"

Rad dghed. "With the dedtruction of Rwn, which hdd the only
known crossing to Vadaria, the world of the Mages is sundered from
Mithgar. The world of the Hidden Ones is abandoned by them, though
some foulness remains behind. And dthough the passage to Kelgor
remains open, it is sad that Dragons will not be dominated by even the
gods themsdves, dbet Dara Arin bdieved and dill bdieves the
Dragongtone, ere it went down with Rwn, was one token of power
which would give mastery o'er even them.

"It is sad the gods themselves draw power from the very Planes.
Hence, the one who controls two of the three primary Planes reigns over
dl. Adon is Master of the High and Middle Planes, and therefore is
Master of dl. Yet Gyphon rules the Low Plane, and Neddra therein.
Thus, should Gyphon gain dominance o'er one of the two remaning
principd worlds of ether the Mittegarda or the Hohgarda—gain
dominance o'er Mithgar or Adonar—then He will displace Adon, to the
woe of dl exisgence"

"Wdl," said Beau, "why doesn't Adon stop Him? —Stop Gyphon, |

Rad turned up a hand. "Adon intervenes not in the lives or dedtinies
of any, not even in the life of Gyphon, evil as Heis"

Slence filled the acove, none sying aught for a while. At last
Tipperton looked a Rad and said, "And Modru is Gyphon's acolyte,
His chief lieutenant in Mithgar?'

Radl nodded.

Tip took a deep breath and blew it out. "And so, if Modru defeats
High King Blaine.. .."

A look of profound distress fdl across Dara Radl's features. "Then
Gyphon rules dl, wee one. Then Gyphon rulesdl."

Chapter 14

Pde dawn light filtered in through windows as a soft tapping sounded
on the chamber door. Clambering down from the lofty Elven bed and
wrapping himsdf in a blanket, Beau tiptoed through the seeping light and
across the cold wooden floor, hissng a wordless complant with each
chill step. Unlatching the door, he opened the portd to find Loric and
Phais on the threshold, freshly laundered dothing in hand.



"Oooum,” Beau yawned and stood back out of the way and
motioned the Elvesinsde.

"Time to break fast, my friends" said Loric, moving across to the
bed and holding a bundle out to Tipperton, that buccan stting up and
rubbing his eyes, "after which we will find ye suitable quarters, a place to
day until the season turns.”

Tip reached out and took the clothing, saying, "Oh, Loric, do you
mean for usto remain in Arden Vae until soring?”

"Indeed,” replied Loric, catching up the bedside lantern to light it.

Beau, footing his way back across the cold floor, said, "Say, now,
that's awhile off, and if were to ddiver this coin anytime soon, we need
to get cracking.”

Phais closed the door after and followed Beau as a ydlow glow filled

the room, banishing the dimness. "Ye cannot go in this season, my
friends, for winter bars the way."

Beau groaned. "I just knew it would be blocked in the winter." He
clambered onto the bed besde Tip and under the remaning cover,
flopping and flgpping the one he had used for wrap in a futile attempt to
spread overtop al.

"Thou art right, wee one," said Phais, handing Beau's dathing to him.
"The city of Dendor lies far beyond the Grimwal, and the most direct
and swiftest way through the chainis now barricaded with snow."

Beau, sorting through his bundle and mumbling to himsdf, said,
"Dendor in Aven, that's where Agron lives”

Tip pulled his jerkin over his head. "And the Sraight way east is now
blocked and well have to wait till spring?*

Loric nodded. "After the thaw, when the road through Crestan Pass
iIsclear.”

"Say, now," said Beau, "the thaw, that's what—two, three months
off? Isn't there another way? Sower, perhaps, but passable? | mean, the
Kingsman who was ddivering the coin, well, wouldn't he have known
about this Crestan Pass, it being blocked and al?!

Loric shrugged and looked at Phais, and she said, " "Twould seem
0. Yet mayhap he was riding south for Gunarring Gap, to circle round
and then north."

Tip glanced a Beau. "If we had our ponies, we could go that way."
Beau nodded, hislips pursed in regret.

"But we do not," continued Tipperton, now sruggling to dip into his
breeks under the cover.

Seaing his plight, Phais amiled and then deliberately turned her back
to the bed. And both buccen threw off the blankets and quickly began
to dress, Beau saying, "Wdl then, bucco, | suppose well just have to
walk, though itll take us awhile to reach Dendor. Oh, my aching fegt."



Tip, pulling on his socks, said, "l suppose you are right, Beau. But by
the time we get there, the import of the coin may have little or no
meening.”

"Be not distressed, wee ones”" sad Loric, "for Alor Tdatrin has
heard thy tde and knows of the need to ddiver the token in a timdy
manner. Even so, he cannot perform miracles, he cannot banish the ice
and snow ganding across thy way. Still, knowing Tdarin, he will find
meansto ad ye"

Both buccen hopped down from the bed and sat on the floor to pull
on their boots. Phais turned back ‘round and said, "After bresking our
fadt, well look at the magps and decide what to do, for | deem that
wating for the thaw and riding directly east will prove to be more
expedient than traveding far south through Gunnar and dl the way
northward again.”

Fully dressed, the buccen caught up ther quilted jackets and
followed Loric and Phais to another long, low building, where they
found Elvenkind a med. Taking up trenchers and spoons and knives
and a cup, they moved through a serving line and received biscuits and
butter and a flagon of milk and bowls of porridge sprinkled with pine
nuts. They took places a along table, both Tip and Beau kneding on
the bench rather than stting, for the table was Szed for Elvenkind rather
than Waerlinga. Loric passed an earthenware jug of milk to pour over
the porridge, dong with a amdl crock of honey to sweeten the med.
Too, Phasfilled ther cups with hearty tea, adding milk and honey to the
drink.

They ate for awhilein silence, but then Tipperton looked across at

Loric and said, "Tdl me this thrice yesternight you named Lady Rad
cydd seer. Why s0?'

Loric remained slent for a moment, and Tip thought he wasn't going
to answer, but at last he said, "Dara Rad is a rarity among Lian: she can
a times divine things to come.”

"Oh," replied Tip. "Like Lady Arin? They said she had wild magic
and could see the future in flames"

Loric nodded, adding, "Aye, Dara Arin was indeed a flame seer,
though it was the Mages themsa ves who named her talent ‘wild magic' "

"And Lady Radl has this same kind of wild magic?'

Loric pursed his lips, then said, "Mayhap. But instead of flames,
Dara Rad divines her auguries usng a crystd as her focus.”

"Huah," grunted Beau. "It must be arather dull life when you aready
know what's going to happen each day.”

Phas laughed. "Nay, Sr Beau. Dara Rad does not know the
everyday future. Instead she catches rare glimpses of portentous events,
or occasiondly speaks a rede, and not even she knows at times what

they may foreordain.”
"Oh, my," said Beau, now disappointed. "I mean, it would have been



nice to know how our misson will turn out.”

Phais sghed. "Would that it were so for dl, for then mayhgp we
could take certain steps to thwart Modru.”

"According to Delon's 'Lay of Arin and Egl One-Eye,' they took
steps to prevent a foreseen disaster,” said Tipperton.

At a puzzled frown from Loric, Tip continued: "What | am leading to
isthat if Lady Ragl has foreseen anything of what is to come, then like
Arin and her band, we could take steps to turn aside disaster.”

Loric shook his head. "Not even Arin Hameseer could tdl to what
end her venture would lead. Whether or no she averted cdamity, none
knows."

"Bven dfter dl thistime?'
"BEven 0."

"Sy," sad Beau, "if she had gotten together with Lady Rad,
perhaps together they could have ciphered it out.”

"But they did meet, Sir Beau," said Loric.
"They did?" exdamed Tipperton.

"Aye" sad Loric. "In Darda Gdion. An ill-garred day, thet, for
‘twas when the Nine were fdled.”

"Yet wdl fated, too, for ‘twas the same day Dara Rad and Alor
Tdain pledged their troth,” added Phais.

"Oh, my," said Beau. "Sorrow and joy mixed."
"Indeed,” said Phais, "asis oft the case.”

Tip took a deep breath and expeled it, and they finished their med in
dlence

Tdain peered down a the map lying open on the table. At hand,
both Tipperton and Beau stood on chairs and gazed at the map as well.

Beau glanced up at Tdain. "So the southern route is three hundred
leegues and some longer? | say, that's a bit over nine hundred miles
eh?'

Tdain nodded, adding, "Mayhap €en a thousand.” Then he looked
across a Phais "Thou art right, Dara. To wait for the thaw and travel

directly east proves swifter than to ride south now through the remainder
of winter and then angle northerly for Aven.”

"Not if we use enough remounts,” said Loric.

Tdain shook his head. "Given the state of Modru's gethering, we
have none to spare, | fear, for war will be upon us soon.”

Tipperton made a negaing gesture. "L ook, even if you could spare
the horses, we couldn't use them; they're atogether too hig for the likes
of us. | mean, smply hoiging a saddle up on one would be a chore, the



gred, tdl thingsthey are”
"We could stand on sumps," said Beau.

Tip grinned. "Oh, right. And | suppose wed have to camp only
where sumps are, en? That or chop down a tree each night.”

"Perhaps we could carry a ladder,” suggested Beau.

Tip laughed, then sobered. "I'm sorry, Beau, but | was envisoning
one of uson aladder leaned againg the horse, and him ghifting ‘round to
see what this fool was about, and then fool and ladder spletting to the
ground. No, my friend, sumps, dopes, rocks, ladders—Warrows
learned long past that ponies are for the likes of us™

Tdarin turned to the buccen. "None of us knows the import of the
coin ye intend to convey, yet if that dain band of Kingsmen were taking
it unto Agron, it must bear some weight. Hence, thiswill | do: when the
season permits, | will send ye forth on swift horses with an escort.” Now
Tdain looked across the table at Loric and Phais. "I am of a mind to
ask ye twain to accompany the Waerlinga unto Dendor."”

Loric glanced briefly a Phais and then asked Tdain, "Een in these
troubled times, Alor, with Modru a Arden's door?"

"BEven 0," replied Tdain.

At these words both Loric and Phais canted their heads, and Phais
sad, "It has been awhile snce Alor Loric and | rode together in
common cause 'gaing the Ruptish foe™

A gim look came over Tdain's face. "As did we dl." Then he
looked at the buccen. "Will ye accept our ad?"

Rdig crossed both Tip and Beau's faces, and Tip sad, "Oh, yes"
He turned to Loric and Phais and grinned.

"Four horses," said Loric. "One for Phais, one for me, and two to
hae the Waerlinga after, dong with our supplies™

Beau glanced a Tip and sghed. "Until we can get some good
ponies, | suppose well just have to get used to being hauled by Elves
across the 'scape on the back of greet beasts. Tethered tagaongs, that's
whet we are.”

Phais laughed and Loric amiled. Tdarin, grinning, said, "Even so, my
friends, 'tis better to—" Of a sudden he paused, holding up a hand for
slence, his head cocked asif ligening.

Tip frowned, wondering just what—
taa-raa

—there sounded the distant belling of a bugle echoing from the stone
canyon walls of Arden Vae and down through the evergreen trees.

Agan the bugle sounded.
"'Tis from the north entry and urgent,” said Loric.
Tdain nodded, stepping across the chamber and taking up a sword



and buckling it on. He looked a the Warrows. "If ye have weagponry,
best fetch it now."

Tip's eyes widened and he turned to Loric and Phais, but they were
gone, the door to the chamber swinging shut behind. "Come on, Beau,"
he said, soringing for the door, "my bow and your ding are back in the
room."

Beau groaned but followed on Tipperton's heds.

Out they darted and across the snow to the building housng the
guest quarters, as somewhere in the distance a bugle sounded stridently.

Swiftly Tipperton srung his bow and strapped the quiver of arrows
to his thigh. Beau rummaged through his pack. "Barn rats, Tip, | can't
find my—! Oh. Here it is Now bullets, bullets, where in the world—?
Ah" Taking up the pouch, Beau svung 'round just in time to see Tip
vanish through the door. "Hoy! Wait for me"

Sill the bugle sounded.

Beau caught up with Tipperton, that buccan with an arrow nocked
and looking about for suitable cover. At hand, Elves, some girted with
swords, others bearing spears or bows or long-knives or other such,
took places dl 'round, their stations seeming at random yet anything but.

Tdain strode by. "Sr Tipperton, take stance by tha tree yon. Sir
Beau, there by the boulder where thy ding will do best.”

"Ha" muttered Beau as he ran to the rock, "perhaps if we are
attacked by atree. . "

Agan the bugle sounded, and now they could hear the pounding of a
horse. Moments later a rider on a black horse flashed into view,
emerging from the pines.

Tip looked hard at the rider—golden hair flying, harnessed sword

across his back, along-knife girted to histhigh, a bugle in his hand. Now
Tip stepped away from his cover and cdled to Beau, "It's Vanidor."

"Vanidor? But what's he doing up here?'

Tip shrugged and moved toward Taarin, who had stepped into the
open before the gathering hall.

The hard-driven horse thundered across the cearing, snow flying
from hooves. Haled up short, the steed skidded to a hdt next to Tdarin,
the rider dismounting at one and the same time.

"Vanidor," caled Beau, ginning and stepping toward the EIf, who
glanced with weary eyes briefly a the Waer-ling, his brow creasng in
puzzlement. But then Tdarin embraced the EIf, saying, "Alor Gildor."

"Athir," replied the EIf, returning the embrace, then stepping back.
"Vi didron iyr velles. "

Tdain glanced down a the Waerlinga, and then said in the common
tongue, "111 news, Gildor?'

Now Gildor, haggard, his face drawn, distress lurking deep within his



eyes, replied, "Aye, Father, ill news indeed, for Modru sends Draedani
through Kregyn to join his marching Hordes."

Tdarin blanched, and nearby Elves moaned in fear.
Chapter 15

Ashen-faced, Tdain turned and made his way back toward the
chart room. Gildor gave his horse over to a Lian and then followed &fter.
Unmarked, Tipperton and Beau tagged dong in their wake, while other
Lian—made and femde dike—gathered in amdl groups and spoke with
one another in hushed voices.

It was only after Gildor had doffed his trumpet and sword and
grey-green Elven cloak that he and Tdarin noted the presence of the
buccen, so distracted were they.

"Alor Gildor,” said Tdarin, "may | present Sir Tipperton Thistledown
and Sr Beau Darby. Sr Tipperton, Sr Beau, this is my arran—my
son—=Gildor."

Gildor canted his head, and the Warrows bowed in return.

"We thought you were Vanidor,” said Beau, "for you look just like
hm."
"He is my dwa—my twin," replied Gildor, "and oft we are taken as

one for the other.” Then his eyes widened. "Yet if ye saw him, ye mugt
have been nigh the marge of Dhruousdarda.”

"We were" sad Tip. "Vanidor and his band saved us from being
daughtered therein.”

Tdain cleared his throat and then gestured to the map yet lying on
the table. "These Draedani, Gildor, where didst thou—"

Gildor stabbed a finger down to the chart. "Here, Athir, a the
southern end of Kregyn."

Tip clambered up on a char, Beau likewise, and they looked at
where Gildor's finger rested. The mgp showed a gep through the
mountains where the chan of the Rigga joined the Grimwalls, the pass
running between the wedge of Gron to the north and the Drearwood in
Rhone to the south.

"We were on patrol,” continued Gildor, "keeping account of the
Hordes marching through. Y et a Swarm came and a great unease settled
upon us as we drew back to hide among the crags. The fear grew as
more Spaunen came marching, but then there was a great gap. And of a
sudden, terror struck. Even so we managed to hold our ground and
observe as three of the mandraki came forth. And then it was we knew
what caused the dread, for Draedani walked among the Rupt.

"After they were wdl away, then more Spaunen came marching, for



they cannot withstand their own dlies.
"l left Flandrenain command and rode to give warning.”

Tdain shook his head. "Three. Three Draedani. Ai, dark is this
day." Then he took a deep breath and said, "We mugt make immediate
plans for this caamity, for should they discover the hidden northern entry
or the one under the fals, we will need to evacuate Arden Vae."

"Aye, Athir," agreed Gildor. "Fandrena has orders to keep track of
the Draedani, though from a safe distance, to make certain that if they
turn toward the Vde, we will have far warning. Duorn rides south dong
the bluff to the stands of the other patrols, for they mugt needs be
forewarned as wdl."

"Say," sad Beau, "just what are these, uh, Draedani, and why are
they such, such—"

"Such terrors" sad Tip, completing Beau's thought, for it was his
own as well.

"Mayhep ye know them by another name—Gargoni or Gargons in
the common tongue," said Tdarin.

Baoth buccen shook their heads.

Tdain dghed. "They are creatures of Neddra, and some bdieve
they are a breed of demon.”

"Demons,” sad Tip, "now those I've heard of, though not by any of
the names said here"

"You caled them a breed; are you saying that this is but one kind of
demon?' asked Beawl.

Tdain hdd out a negaing hand. "Nay, | am not, though some
believe they are but one among many. | smply do not know. Yet
whatever they are, they are tarrible”

Beau turned up a hand. "Waull, just what isit they do?'

Gildor drew in a bresth and said, "They are fearcagters, driking
terror in the hearts of dl. Few can reman deadfast in ther mere
presence, and none can withstand their gaze."

"Oh, my," breathed Beau, his eyes wide.
"Cant they be killed?' asked Tip. "I mean, you have a sword and a
long-knife. Why not smply hack them down?'

Gildor shook his head. "Didgt thou not hear me. wee one: none can
withgtand their gaze." Then Gildor's eye looked upon his sword lying on
the table, and his hand touched the long-knife a his sde. "Oh, aye,
could | bring ether Bde or Bane to bear upon one, mayhap these
blades would deal a deadly blow. Yet it will never be, for | cannot now
and hope | never need face such terror as these creatures cast.”

"Wul, I'd stab him from behind, then,” said Beau.
"Or day him from afar,” added Tip, rasng up his bow.



"Ye know not what ye propose,” sad Tdarin, "for these creatures,
demon or no, freeze the very blood." Then he looked across at his son.
Tis dreadful news thou dost bring, Arran, and | will cal the council
immediatdly. Yet thou art spent and | would have thee well rested. Go
unto thine ythir and thy jaian, for they would both see thee, and thence
unto thy rest, for thou hast been in the presence of an enemy dire. | will
speak to thee this eve and say what has been decided and what is yet to
be done, and thou cangt bear the word back unto thy patrol, and send
word unto the others as wdl."

Gildor bowed, and then took up cloak, trump, and sword and
stepped out the door.

Tdarin turned to the Waerlinga. "I pray to Adon that the Draedani
discover not this vae, for should they do so, then ye and the misson ye
fdlow are like to go aglimmer, for we will be fleaing before them.”

Tip took a deep bresth and looked at Beau, but neither buccan said
aught.

"Tdl me, Loric," sad Tipperton, "just what are dl the foe we face?!
Loric cocked his head and raised a brow.

"What | mean is" added Tip, "name the dlies of Modru and tdl us
whet they are like, how they fight. | mean, here we are in the thick of
things or will be soon it seems, and neither Beau nor | know a pittance
of what we should about any of the enemy. | mean, we didn't even
know about these Draedani, these Gargons, urtil today. Yet the more
we know, the better our chances of winning through whatever is to
come."

Stting on the bench besde Tip, Beau vigoroudy nodded in
agreement.

Loric steepled his fingers and glanced a Phais, then turned to the
Warrows. " 'Tis wise ye ask, for indeed the more ye know of thine
enemies, the more ye can fend. As to the foe, there are these we know
of:

"The Ruch—what ye name Ruck—is the most numerous. Smdl they
are, though a hand or three tdler than ye. They are skinny-armed and
bandy-legged and dark in appearance, with bat-wing ears and viper
gyes and wide-mouthed with pointed teeth set wide. Cudgels and
hammers and other amashing weapons are their wont, for they have little
battle ills, though some use bows and black-shafted arrows. What
battle skills they lack they more than make up for by swarming over and
whdming afoe by sheer weight of numbers alone.

"The Lok is next, that which ye name Hlok. Like the Ruch he
appears, yet with sraight legs and ams, and tdler as wdl—as tdl as an
Hf or a Human. Yet unlike the Ruch, the Lok is skilled in battle,
preferring edged weaponry, such as tulwars and scimitars. Y et both they
and the Ruch use other wespons as well—whips, knives, flals, scythes,



grangling cords, and more—the Loka with greater kill."

Tip and Beau nodded, for this agreed with what they had been told
about Rucks and Hloks. Too, they had seen both of these kind lying
dead in Tipperton's mill yard and had even placed them on pyres.

"Next in numbers are the Ghulka, what ye name Ghuls and some
name them the corpse-folk. These ye have seen in the depths of
Dhruousdarda, and a dire foe are these man-sized beings. Dead white
they are and bloodless, or so it would seem, for the corpse-foe are nigh
unkillable in common battle, taking dreadful wounds without effect; even
0 they may be dain by wood through the heart, by beheading and
dismemberment, and by fire, as wel as specid weapons, such as Bde
and Bane, the blades Alor Gildor bears. Barbed spears they use, crud
asther own crud hearts. Helsteeds they ride, horsdike but hairless and
scaed, with doven hooves and snakdike tals, and they are trained to
kill—so 'ware these dayers, too, their trampling and dashing of teeth as
wdl as the lash of thelr talls

"And speeking of dark animds, there are the Vulgs Gyphon's
hounds. Black as night and large as a pony. Ther bite is poisonous, a
venom which gwynthyme will dispd if ye survive ther rending.”

"They were after usin Drearwood,” said Tip, "but we gave them the
dip. Isit true they hunt mainly by sght?'

Loric nodded. "Yet ye were fortunate, for ye left little scent on the
ice”

"I interrupted, Loric. Please go on."

Loric glanced a Phais, then continued: "Next among the Foul Folk
come the Trolls—Ogrus ye name them. Scaled and dunnish tan or pae
green they are, and huge—ten or twelve fedt tdl—and with a sondike
hide which makes them mogt difficult to bring down in battle, though a
well-placed stroke will day them—in the eye, or ear, or the soft of the
mouth—whatever will pierce the brain. Otherwise, they may be dan by
afdl from a greet height or amassive rock dropped from above. And it
issad that they cannot svim a stroke and so will plummet to the bottom
and drown. The sole of the foot seems tender as well, for catrops will
turn them aside. Thar numbers are few, yet not many are needed, for
they are strong beyond bdief and with great warbars they smash aside
foes asif they were but mere stalks of straws.”

"Oh, my," said Beau. "They sound the worgt.”

"Nay, my friend," said Phais, "there are more dreadful things by far."
"The Draedani?' said Tip.

"Aye, the Draedani.”

"What wegponry do they use?' asked Tip.

"What do they look like?' added Beau. "Have you ever seen one?’

"Nay," sad Phais, "and | hope | never do. Even so, dill | can
describe them. Eight feet tal they are, grey and stonelike, scaled asis a



serpent but waking upright on two legs, a mdevolent evil parody of
Humen or EIf. Asto ther weapons, some say they can sense intruders in
their domain, and this very act inspires dread ... as does the mere
presence of one. And their direct gaze benumbs vicims with fear, a
teror so drong that one so trandixed cannot make any move
whatsoever. The Gargoni hands are taloned, and ther lizardlike mouth is
filled with long, glittering fangs, and vicims caught in ther gazes are
rended asunder by tooth and claw done.”
"Oh, my," sad Beau, looking a Tip, "it seems you can't even run
avay."

"Aye" sad Loric, "not if ye are captured in his gaze. Tis this very
power of dreadful fear cading and trandfixion which causes some to
name them a spawn of demonkind.”

"Then surdy these are the worst foes of dl,” sad Tip.

Phais shook her head. "Nay, wee one. For there are those who say
the Fire-Drakes are worse, and yet others who name creatures of the
deep more potent Hill. Yet | deem the worst foes of dl are those whose
behests they follow."

Beau raised an eyebrow. "And they are . . . 7'
"The Black Mages."
"Modru," breathed Beau.

But Tip, wide-eyed, hdd up a hand and said, "Oh, wait, there is a
worse foe ill."

Loric turned to the Waerling. "And thet is ... ?"

"You told me yoursdf yesternight,” said Tip. "It is Gyphon Himsdf,
for Herulesthem dl."

Chapter 16

"I say," declared Beau, "right nice quarters, eh? . . . though the
fumnishings are somewhat overlarge.”

Tip nodded abgractly as he stood a the window and looked
outward across the snow running downdope through scattered pines to
fetch up agang the brink of the Tumble River, cdled Virfla by the
Elves

"And look, Tip, we have two beds," continued Beaw, "though as big
asthey are, one would serve, with you at one end and me a the other.”

"Umn," grunted Tip, not tuning to see, hismind elsawhere.

While Tipperton brooded at the window, Beau went about the
cottage, opening drawers, looking in cupboards, peering up a shelves,
looking under counters, and commenting on whatever he found: cooking



utensls, blankets and linens, washcloths and towels and lye sogp and a
tub for laundry aswdl as tallow soap for baths, a fireplace with cooking
irons and a cauldron, a well-stocked pantry, an indoor pump and
buckets and a washstand with a porcdain basn and pitcher, chairs,
tables, a writing desk equipped with parchment and quills and inkpots
and other such. Beau glanced out the back door, to see a stock of
firewood nearby and a privy house across a short expanse of snow.

"Wdl," sad Beau, coming a last to stand beside Tip, "it seems we
have everything we need for living while we wait for the thaw."

Tip Sghed. "I wonder if were doing the right thing by waiting, Beau.
Look, we don't know what may happen between now and then, and
should these Gargon things invade this vde . . . wel, you heard
Tdarin—wed be on the run to who knows where. Perhaps it would be
better if we amply set out southerly now."

"But Tip, evenif we did leave today or tomorrow, who knows what
we'd encounter? | mean, there's like to be Vulgs and Gargons and other
Spawn dl dong the way, no matter which path we choose. At least here
among the Elves were safe for now. And by waiting for the thaw well
be exposed much less time to whatever dangers lie before us ... and as
Phais and Tdarin said, welll gill get to Agron sooner by the direct route
then the longer roundabout way."

Agan Tipperton sghed. "I know you're right, Beaw, just as are they.
Evenso. . ." Tip'swords trailed off into Slence.

"BEven s0, you'd rather be doing something instead of hanging about
doing nothing, en?' said Beau. "Wel, me too. And what | plan on doing
istalking to Elven heders and seeing just what | can learn.”

Tip looked up at his friend. "l suppose | could hone my skills with a
bow. And you know, bucco, you could use some practice with that ding
of yours™

Beau groaned and nodded reluctantly. "I guess you're right, Tip. |
mean, back in Drearwood | was right dreadful a cagting stones. And
even though I'd rather hed then kill, if it comes down to it... wel, |
suppose | could hit ‘'em in the head with a rock."

Loric had gone back on march-ward, but Phais gladly arranged for
the Waerlinga to sharpen ther skills, providing Tip with an Elven-made
bow—to replace his solit one— dong with additiond arrows, and Beau
with an Elven-made ding and more bullets.

"Oh, my, thisis a beauty," sad Tip, caressng the polished yew and
bone laminate. "But | cannot accept such a gift. It needs to remain with
its maker."

Phais laughed. "Nay, wee one, I'll not take it back. Tis the fird time
in seasons uncounted | have come across someone who can use it, for it
isentirdy too smdl for me now, this thing of my infancy. And its maker,
my Sre, will be delighted thet it once again finds a use”



"Your da made this?'
"Aye back on Adonar, when | was but a child.”

Tip shook his head. "Wull, when thisis dl over—this wa—I'll give it
back to you so tha your own children can use it, that is, should you
have any."

Phais amiled. "Loric and | have talked of returning to Adonar to have
achild when conditions among Elvenkind permit.”

Beau looked up from his new ding. "When conditions permit?*

Phais looked at Beau for along while, saying nothing. But at last she
sad, "Aye, Sr Beau. When conditions permit,” and then she said no
more, and Beau did not pry.

Over the next severd weeks and under the Daras gentle eye, they
practiced long and hard a cading missles with ther newfound
wegpons—Tipperton's arrows flying true, thunking into the bull's-eye
more often than not & ranges near and far, and Beau's fadlity & flinging
bullets improving rapidly too, as hand and arm and am became one with
the ding. The Dara as wdl trained them in the skills of dimbing, with
rock-nail and jam and snap-ring and slken rope—skills in rgppelling or
moving 'cross stone faces, kills anchoring one another and paying out
or teking up line, and ills at free-dlimbing too, rdying on nought but
legs and arms and fingers and toes. Upon the sheer stone of Arden's
wadlsthey climbed, upon the sides of lofty crags, down through crevices
and up through cracks, backs braced hard againg one sde, feet agangt
the opposite. Up to the very top of the western wdl she took them,
there where the stone was flat and more than a quarter mile wide. And
the firg time there they went to the far edge:

"Take care, wee ones, and stay low, usng rock and lone trees for
cover, for | would not have us Slhouetted stark againgt the sky."

"Oh, my," breathed Beau, lying on his somach and peering beyond
the brim, looking to where a snarl of dark forest tangled out to the
horizon westerly and to north and south as wdl. "That's Drearwood,
eh?'

"Indeed it is" replied Phais.

"It's a wonder we ever made it through,” said Tip, the edge of his

gloved hand cupped againg his forehead, shading his eyes. "Where is
Kregyn Pass, the one the Gargons came through?'

"North," said Phais, pointing. "There where the hills rise up, though
the pass itsdf cannot be seen from here”

Tip peered northward.
"'Tis named Gruwen by men," added Phais.

"Oh," exdamed Tip. "lI've heard of it by tha name, though just
where. . "

"Therés an ancient song,” said Phais, "of Geda guardians, singers of
desth."



"Ah, yes" replied Tip. "l say, isthe tale true?'
Phai's shrugged.

"I can't seem to find the Crosdand Road," sad Beau, peering
southward.

" Tis beyond the horizon, Sr Beau," sad Phais, "fifteen leagues, or
theregbout.”

Now Tip's gaze swept north and south dong the capstone of the
bluff. "I thought thet there were warders up here on the wall, yet | see
none."

Phais laughed. "They watch in secret, Sir Tip; it would not do to be
seen. Yet they are here, | assure thee™

"Wul," said Beau, gesturing a Drearwood, "even though | know that
Foul Folk areinthere, | don't see how anything could be spotted down
inthat monstrous knot."

"The eye becomes accustomed to it" murmured Phas "and
movement within plucks &t thy gaze."

Tip looked long and hard, then findly said, "l just hope no movement
comes this way, at least until we're gone from Arden Vde" A dricken
look flashed over Tipperton's features, and he turned to the Dara. "Oh,
my, | didn't mean that how it sounded, Lady Phais. | did not mean to
sound ..." Tip struggled for the proper word.

"Hfigh?' volunteered Beawl.
Guilt momentarily flickered across Tip's face.
"Cowardly?" added Beau.

Anger replaced guilt. "No, Beau, not cowardly. It's just that | don't
want anything to stop or delay us from ddivering the coin.”

The Dara amiled in undergtanding and gestured toward Arden Vae.
"Thou didst not wish to sound unconcerned over the fate of those
herein."

Tip nodded. "I am concerned. Lady. But | don't think there's one
bloody thing | can do about it. Yet to take the Kingsman's token to
Agron, well, that's something | can accomplish, given that nothing bars
the way." He glanced eagterly a the snow-laden Grimwalls rigng up in
the distance. "'l wish the bedamned thaw would hurry and get here.”

"Hoy!" cdled Beau. "Movement."
Phais turned. "Where?'
"Down there, down where the stream enters the wood."

Hearts pounding, long they looked, seeing nothing but dark snarls.
"It's gone," said Beau a ladt, resgnation in his voice, "if ever it was
there™



During these same weeks, Radl, hearing of Tipperton's interest in
legend and song, gathered the buccan under wing and began teaching
him bardic lore. They spent many a candlemark stting before Radl's fire,
she and Jaith Snging songs and tdling tales and teaching the wee buccan
how to strum a lute, though it was a bit overlarge for the Waerling and
hisfingers didn't seem to fit.

Too, each night of these bardic doings, Rad would take up a smdl
iron container and loose its tiny clasp and open its hinged top and
remove a crystd from a square of black slk. Pdlucid it was, the crystd,
fiveinches down its length and six-sided, each end blunt-pointed with sx
facets. And the Dara would peer into its depths, seeking a clue as to
Tipperton and Beau's fate. Yet nought came of her gazings, and she
would at last 9gh and say, "Though 'tis charged with moonlight to see
the future, nought do the facets reved,” and she would lay it aside.

Meanwhile, Phais introduced Beau to brown-haired, brown-eyed
Aris, an herbdist. And she took him to her cottage with its trays of
various soils stacked here and there and waiting for the soring, and to
the attached drying shed, aromatic in its presence. And they spoke of
nostrums and poultices and medicks, of smples and teas and tisanes, of
mints and flowers and oils, of harvesting and drying, of Sripping and
pressng, of dicdng and grinding, of cooking and doring and other
preparation, and of growing and foraging as wdl, she shaiing her lore,
he sharing the knowledge contained in his red-bound book.

"Lor, Tip," sdd Beau after one of his meetings "she knows
everything!"

Tip looked up from the lute he was trying in vain to chord. "Did you
tdl her of your plan to treat the plague?"

"That | did, and she sad it might improve things, mixing Slverroot
and gwynthyme. She hadn't tried it, you see, and she and | both hope
we never need to."

"WdI then, Beau, she doesn't know it dl."

Beau shrugged. "Perhaps she doesn't know everything, but she
knows a ded morethan | do, that's for certain.”

Tip again attempted to set hisfingers to the chord. Frowning over the
grings, he said, "Given the agdless lives of Elves, | suspect that she's
amply had more time to learn. —By the bye, did she give you any of
that mint? Gwynthyme, was it?'

Beau dghed. "She offered, but | declined. | mean, with dl that's
gaing on in Drearwood—the Spawn and Gargons and other such, Vulgs
among them—I said it'd have more use here than in some trid of mine
which may never come.”

Plang! Tip srummed a discordant sound. "Oh, bother,” he growled.

Not only did the Warrows spend their time sharpening old skills and



learning new, but they aso were put to work in the Elvenhalt, for as the
buccen quickly learned, dl shared in the labor of the vale, even Tdarin,
even Radl. In this case, Tip and Beau joined with others working in the
gtables, feeding horses and mucking out sals and rubbing talow into
tack.

During this time they watched as more and more Elven patrols left
the drongholt to scout deep into Drearwood or, acting upon the
information gained, watched as mounted Lian warbands left the stables
and rode away on raids into that greet tangle of woods, often returning
with bloodied swords and empty quivers and wounded of their own.

And at these times Beau would be caled upon to tend injured Lian,
though mostly he watched and learned as skilled Elven hedlers cleansed
and bound wounds and gtitched cuts and trested hurts.

And Tip would grind his teeth in frudration and practice dl the
harder with his bow, for Lord Tdarin would not dlow him to go on the
Blvenraids; nor had the time yet come for Tip and Beau to st forth to
ddiver the coin.

February had gone, and March dowly trod toward the coming of
soring. During the second week of that raw month, Ragl and Elissan and
Seena came to the cote of the Waerlinga, and they bore with them
dothing szed to fit the buccen: breeks, jerkins, tunics, stockings, vests,
underdothing, and more. Among the garments were dlken vestments,
findy embroidered with Elven runes.

"I say," sad Beau, hoding up his russet slken robe, "these are
splendid.”

Tip held up one of lavender. "What are they for?'

Rad amiled. "In a sevenday and some comes the firg of the cyde of
the seasons, and we would have ye join us in celébration. E'en in
troubled times such as these, three days we regoice, three days of
banquet, the midmog of which isthe turn.”

"Oh, | love parties” said Beau enthusadtically.
"Of needs ye mugst work,” said Jaith, "for €en in this 'tis share and
share dike"

Tip nodded. "Gladly,” he replied, then glanced a his lute in the
corner. "Will there be music?'

Seena nodded. "That and dance."

"Then 9gn us up,” said Beau, amiling broadly. "When do we work
and when do we play, and what would you have us do?"

"Ye may take labor on the firg nignt with me" said dark-haired
Elissan. "On nights two and three we shdl play.” She smiled & Beau and
winked a Tipperton, and dill Tip blushed, for he yet recdled the night
ghe had stepped into the bathing room and he standing there in the tub,
blinded with soap and dl unclothed.



Over the next week and some, as the days fled and the new moon
dowly grew, the grim air of war was dleviated somewhat by knowledge
of the coming celebration. Too, a warm wind blew up from the south,
and much of the snow thawed in the deep-notched glen, though it dung
subbornly to the heights of the Grimwal. Even o, dl took the mdt
within the vadle as aggn of the soring to come. Findly, the three days of
banquet came, and on the firgd of these days, Tip and Beau were
assigned the kitchen task of running and fetching, while others tended the
fires and yet others prepared fish and game and vegetables, while ill
others cooked. A ful third of the Elves were in some manner preparing
the celebration for the others to enjoy. On the morrow and the next,
another third and a third after would do the same, and those who
worked this eve would celebrate in turn.

At lagt the sun sat, with the waxing hdf-moon in the sky. And
Elvenkind gathered in the great hdl. And with great pomp and formdity,
the dishes of food were paraded about the hal for dl to see, trenchers
laden with venison and trout and goose and leg of lamb, with creamed
parsnips and peas, brown beans, and breads and sweet breads and
honey and jellies and jams . . . and more. And now with the cooking
done, Tip and Beau dong with severd others were assigned the task of
keeping the wine and mead and pure mountain water flowing from
pitcher to chalice, and it seemed as if every HIf, Dara and Alor dike,
cdled on the buccen to serve, for Waerlinga in their smdl-ness and
tipped ears and tilted eyes and bright smiles are much like the children of
Elvenkind, and it had been long since any Elfchild had been seen. And
50, thither and yon scurried the Warrows, bearing siver ewers of
bloodred wine and filling the cups of soft-gazing Lian, some with tears in
their eyes.

But findly the med was over, and now commenced snging and
dancing and the playing of harp and flute and lute and drum . . . and the
epic tdling of tales, though these sagas were spoken in Sylva If it had
not been for Elissan's whispered trandations, neither Tip nor Beau
would have understood a word of aught said, even though their hearts
pounded in response to the wide-rolling words.

On this night Jaith sang a song so heartrending that dl in the hdl
wept, even the Warrows, though they knew not a sngle word sung.

At lagt the cdebration ended, and Tip and Beau helped with the
ceaning, and dawn stood in the eastern sky when they fdl into bed at
last.

On the second night of celebration, Tip and Beau dressed in ther
rament, dlken vesments o'er dl. Yet as they made ready, there came a
tap on the cottage door, and Phais stood outside. "I am to escort ye to
the dearing, for this is the eve of the day when light and dark exactly
balance one another, and there the celebration begins”

Tip and Beau were led through the pines, and they could see a
gowing spectrum of candldit paper lanterns hanging from branches



ahead. They came to a snow-covered meadow, red and blue and
ydlow and green lambency in trees ringing 'round. All Elves were
present, those who could be spared, for some yet stood march-ward on
the bounds of the vae, and others watched over Dhruousdarda to the
west and Kregyn Pass to the north. Yet this night Loric and Arandar
were present as were both Gildor and Vanidor—the two so like one
another that only someone who had known them a long while might be
able to tdl which was which.

Dark-haired Elissan stood at one of the twin's Sde, while redheaded
Jath stood at the other's.

As Phais escorted Tip and Beau into the gathering, Loric came and
offered his am to the Dara, and together they accompanied the
Waerlinga to a centrd point, where stood Tdain and Rael between two
standards planted firmly— they bore the 9gil of Arden Vde green tree
on grey fied, the Lone Eld Tree standing in twilight.

Tdain glanced up a the gibbous moon nearing fullness. "Wdl and
good, ye are here, and we would have ye join our observance of this
specid day, for soring strides onto the land and winter fades.”

"What would you have us do?" asked Tipperton.
Rad smiled. "Pace with us our ritud."
"Bu-but,” sammered Beau, "we don't know your rite."

Now Tdarin stepped forward and held out a hand to each. "Jus do
as| do," he sad, amiling.

Teaking a hand of each Waerling, Tdarin nodded to Rael. And she
hed up her hands and dl in the dearing fdl dlent as dl moved to a
dating place, slks and satins rudling, leathers brushing in the quiet,
Dara and Alori opposite one another, Darai facing north, Alori facing
south. When movement ceased, Radl began to Sng, or perhaps to chant,
for it was something of each, and in this she was joined bit by bit by dl
Dara there.

Now Taarin took up the chant, or perhapsit was a song, and he too
was joined by the Alori, each linking in seemingly a random, yet it was
anything but.

And in the argent light of the Slvery moon shining down on white
snow, Daral and Alori began stepping out the turning of the seasons.

Snging, chanting, and pacing dowly pacing, they began a ritud
reaching back through the ages. And enveloped by moonlight and
meody and harmony and descant and counterpoint and feet soft in the
slvery white, the Elves trod solemnly, gravely ... yet ther hearts were full
aof joy.

Step ... pause. .. ift. . . pause. . .tun. .. pause. . . step.

Sowly, dowly, move and pause. Voicesrigng. Voices fdling. Liquid
notes from the dawn of time. Harmony. Euphony. Step . . . pause . . .
sep. Rad tuning. Tdain tuning. Dara passing. Alori  pausng.
Counterpoint. Descant. Step . . . pause. .. step.. ..



And down among the shifting Lian and treading a Tdarin's Sde, Tip
and Beau were logt intheritud.. . step . . . pause. . . step.

When the rite a last came to an end—voices dwinding, song
dminishing, movement dowing, till dl was slent and gill—Darai and
Alori once again stood in ther beginning places. femdes facing north,
mades fading south. The matif of the pattern they had paced had not
been random but had had a specific design, had had a specific purpose,
and the same was true of the song, yet asto the overdl design, as to the
hidden intent, neither Tip nor Beau could say.

Y et they were exhilarated.

Now Tdain cdled for dl to retire to the great hdl, for food and
drink and dance and song and story awaited them dl. And amid song
and laughter, to the hdl they went.

Tip and Beau were given places of honor a the table just to the right
of Tdarin and Radl's dais, and once again the food was paraded ‘round
the hal, to the gpplause of dl.

This night there was succulent wild boar, and duck and pheasant,
and brook trout, and breads with honey and jdlies and jams, and
vegetables gdore, and an assortment of nuts dong with sweetmeats of
cryddlized fruit.

Mead flowed and wine and water and this night a ginger beer.

And Tip and Beau duffed themsdves as if they would never eat
agan.

And when the med was done and the tables cleered—al but the
drinking cups and pitchers of water and wine and de—once agan there
were songs and sSnging, once agan there were timbrels and srings and
wind, and once again there were sagas spoken and chanted—and this
nigt 'twas a ginger-haired, srapping Dara named Aleen, wearing
leathers and bearing weapons, who whispered trandations unto the
buccen.

It was in the middle of "The Saga of Tugor and the Serpent's Eye'
that the door svung wide and a bespattered Hf strode into the hdl.
Compect he was with dark har and dark eyes, and a sword rode
across his back.

Thehdl fdl slent as his hard stride fdl upon the wooden floor.

"Alor," said Tdarin, anding at the Elf's approach, " 'tis not often one
of the Dylvana graces thishdll.”

"I hight Eloran of Darda Erynian, yet | am come from Adonar these
past four days."

"Adonar? Then thou hast ridden the in-between."

"Aye, the difficult crossng at the circle of stone.”

Tdain raised an eyebrow. "Yet thou hast come here instead of
riding unto thy Darda."



"I am sent on amission, Alor Tdarin, to bring thee tidings: Adon has
sundered the way from Neddra to Mithgar.”

A collective gasp rippled throughout the chamber, and Beau looked
a Tip wide-eyed. "What does this mean?'
Robust Aleen gtting next to them clenched a fig and growled, "It

means Adon has taken up the chdlenge and Gyphon's invason will

Chapter 17

Amid the astonished murmur among the Elves wide-eyed, Tip
asked, "How can he do that?'

Aleen looked at him. "Do what, wee one?'

"Sunder the way between.”

"Heis Adon," pronounced Aleen, asif that were enough.
Beau nodded and turned to Tip. "She's right, you know."

Tip frowned and shook his head. "But, | mean, what— how—what
power—?'
Tip's unformed question fel unanswered as Tdarin called for slence.

Once agan the Lord of the Hidden Vde turned to Eloran, but it was
Rad who asked, "Is there more, Alor Eloran®?'

"Aye" replied the Dylvana. "l am aso come recently from High King
Blane Modru of Gron has started awide war."

Agan a murmur swept through the assembled Elves, this one low
and angry, for Eloran's words were from the High King himsdf and at
last directly confirmed what had only been presumed true till now. Yet
the undertone quickly subsided as Eloran continued: "A Horde of Foul
Folk has cast down High King Blaines garrison a Chdlerain Kegp—"

"Oh, my," exclamed Beau as shock rippled across the gathering.

"—and King Blane and his amdl company now fight in retredt,
hoping for others to join in the combat. Ere the garrison fdl, the High
King lit the baefires himsdf, and they cdl for an dliance of Men, Elves,
Dwarves, and Mages to oppose this greet threet."

Once more whispered comments purled throughout the hdl, but
Beau turned to Tip and queruloudy sad, "Hoy, now, hés left us
completely out. I mean, what about Warrowkind? Does the King not
know we exig?'

"Ha" barked Aleen. "He a0 l&ft unnamed many others, my friend:
the Hidden Ones, Utruni, Children of the Sea, Phadls, and more. Yet
fear not, for dthough ye and they are not named, 4ill dl are Free Folk
and will count in the end."



Tdain hdd up a hand to qudl the unrest, and dowly the murmur
died. "Eloran, | would see thee in my chambers. But firg thou dost need
ret, refreshment, and med." Tdarin motioned to Vanidor, then turned
agan to Eloran. "In eight candlemarks. neh?'

As Vanidor stepped to the Dylvands sde, Eloran canted his head
forward in agreement, and then followed Vanidor from the hdl.

Tdain cdled to the gahering: " Tis nought we did not aready
presuppose; Modru, Gyphon's chief agent, has begun a war for
dominion o'er Mithgar. Yet Adon stands with the Free Folk, and we
shdl prevall. Let uson thisturn of the season pledge our hearts unto His
cause”" Tdain raised his chdice, and dl stood and held their cups doft.
"For Adon and Mithgar," he cried.

And as one voice came the collective response, For Adon and
Mithgar, Tipperton and Beau joining in.

Now Tdarin sgnded the harper, and the harp rang out a dirring
song, the notes baling across the gathering to kindle hearts aflame. Tone
and voice, melody and lyric, voices rose up in accompaniment, Lian
unified in harmony. In Sylva they sang, and nather of the two buccen
understood a word, yet falowing Aleen's hurried whispers they sang
dong aswdl:

[In Lianion, the First Land, in Adonar so fair. . .]

And when the song came to an end, with a great shout dl raised thar
cups and quaffed the contents down, and then without a further word,
Lian began filing from the hal.

Tip and Beau turned to go, but Rael whispered to Lord Tdarin and
hein turn caled unto them. And when they stepped unto the dais, he
sad, "As representatives of thy folk, | would have thee join me in my
chambers, for we may have much to discuss and | would have ye advise
me"

Taken aback, Tip glanced at Beau to find that buccan as astounded
as he. Tipperton turned once again unto Tdain and sad, "Wdl, gr, |
cannot say we speak for dl our folk, yet we would be honored to serve
you in any way we can."”

"Indeed, yes" sad Beau, nodding vigoroudy.

Tdain amiled. "In eight candlemarks, then, come unto my quarters.”

".. . not only the Foul Folk but perhaps the Lakh of Hyree and the
Rovers of Kigan aswdl," said Faeon.

"Thou art right, my jaian," said Vanidor, taking agp of tea



They sat in a parlor in Tdain's quaters—Tdarin, Rad, Faeon,
Vanidor, Gildor, Eloran, Tip, and Beaw.

Tip looked up a Faeon. "I don't understand.”

"The Kigtanians and Hyrinians—they are under the sway of Black
Mages, acolytes of Gyphon,” said Faeon. She turned to Radl. "Is it not
0, Ythir?'

"Aye, 'tistrue" replied Radl, "or so Aravan tdlls”
"Aravan?' asked Beau.

"Onedf the Lian," said Radl. "He salled the seas when Rwn was yet
anide”

"Oh." Beau nodded and looked at Tipperton, who sadly shook his
head, for both buccen knew of the destruction of that place. After dl, it
was a cataclysm marking the end of the First Era and the Start of the
Second.

"Aye, for thousands of seasons Aravan traveled the world, saling the
seasin his plendid ship, the Eroean. But when Rwn fdl, Aravan Ift the
sea behind. And though the destruction was Durlok's doing—Durlok, a
Black Mage and votary of Gyphon—Aravan deemed tha Gyphon
Himsdf had had a hand in the devastation, though | understand Gyphon
humbled Himsdf before Adon and declared He had nought to do with
such—'twas a renegade acolyte, he daimed.”

Tip hed out his cup and Gildor refreshed the buccan's tea. As Tip
added sweet honey, he asked, "Wha has this to do with the Hyrinians
or the Kiganians?"

"Aravan tdls that these two nations worship Gyphon in thar temples
and towers” replied Rad. "And so, aught concerning a war ‘tween
Gyphon and Adon will involve them as wdl."

"Hmm," musad Beau. "So you think they're in this fight, eh?"

All eyes turned to Eloran. He shrugged and set aside his cup, then
sad, "Mogt likely, wee one. Mogt likely. Though when | |eft Adonar we
hed no word on whether or no they were engaged or even on the
move."

"Say now," said Tip, "just where is this, uh, in-between crossng you
mede in coming here?’

Eloran glanced a Tdain and, a a nod from the Alor, said, "Four
days south of here lies the cirde of stones . . . in Lianion, the land thou
doth name Rdl."

"Lianion?" Tip turned to Rad. "Isnt Lianion what we sang about
tonight? Lianion, the firg land? | thought that was on the High Plane, in
Adonar to be precise.”

Rad gmiled. "Aye. Lianion is indeed in Adonar. Yet when firs we
came unto Mithgar, we made the crossing at the circle of stones, and the
redm we came into was cdled Lianion as well, for it was the firg land
we trod upon in thisworld. Twas only later it became known as Rdl."



Tip nodded and then turned back to the Dylvana "Tdl me, Lord
Eloran, did you see any Foul Folk on your four-day journey through
Rdl?'

"Movement in the distance at times" replied the EIf. "Yet whether or

no 'twas Foul Folk, | cannot say, for my misson unto Arden Vde was
urgent, and | did not turn aside to investigate.”

Tip sghed and glanced a Beau, asif to say, We should have gone
south and ‘round.

But Beau gave a dight shake of his head, wordlesdy replying [No,
bucco; wait till the thaw].

"When dost thou plan on returning, Eloran?' asked Tdarin.
"Mayhep tomorrow.”

Rad shook her head. "Nay, Eloran. Rest instead. Tarry aday or s0."
The Daratook up the smdl iron container lying on the table at hand and
opened the clasp. "I fed that something looms. What, | cannot say.”
Caefully she unwrapped the crystd from its black slk as dl remained
dlent. Degply she looked into the pellucid stone, and no one moved, and
Beau's mouth gaped circular and wide in bated anticipation. Long
moments passed, but a last she sghed and looked up and shook her
head. "Nathing," she murmured, and pent breaths were released.

Tdain reached out and touched her hand, then turned to Eloran.
"Dara Rad isright: thou shouldst tarry awhile and rest, for dert eyes are
needed in these times."

Eloran nodded. "A day or s0," he replied. "But then | mugt go. Firgt
to the circle of stones, and thence across Adonar unto the oaken ring,
where | will ride the in-between and back unto Mithgar.”

"Ah, the Weunwood," sad Gildor. "Wdl do | like tha sheggy
fores."

"Therés an in-between crossng in the Weiunwood?' asked Beau,
his eyes wide.

"Aye" afirmed Eloran.

"Oh, my. Then you had better watch out where you ride, for | have
foraged there and some of that wood is, um, ‘closed. "

Tipperton looked at Beau. "Closed?"
Beau nodded. "Places with an eerie fed, and you enter at your peril.”

Eloran amiled. "Indeed, wee one, for in those places dwdl the
Hidden Ones, and they do make it so, and not dl who set foot therein
€er come out again. The oak ring itsdf is within a place what thou dost
name 'closed." "

"And you plan on going there, to this oak ring?"

"Aye" agreed Eloran. "There Il emerge. Yet fear not for me, for
Elvenkind has permisson to travel within."

Beau's mouth formed a dlent .



Eloran turned to Tdarin. "And from the ring | will ride to join King
Blaine, wherever he may be found."

Tdarin looked up from the floor. "When you reach him, say this unto
the High King: Arden will rdly to the cause and oppose Modru at every
turn. Warn him as wel that Draedani walk among the Foul Folk."

Eloran blanched. "Gargoni?"

Tdain gestured and Gildor replied. "Aye. Three of the Mandraki
came through Kregyn a moon past. Amid a Horde they marched,
though wide was the berth given.

South into Dhruousdarda they went, yet thence we know not
where."

"l say," sad Tip, "what with dl this talk of crossng from Mithgar to
Adonar and back again . . . could we ride down to this circle of stones
and cross the in-between and then ride somewhere in Adonar and cross
back over to Mithgar, to Aven? | mean, that way for the mogt part we
could avoid any foe who might stand in our path.”

Tdain looked a Rad, but she was gazing dgjectedly a her crystd.
It was Faeon who answered: "Y e both would need to know the ritud,
the learning of which is no easy thing."

"Espedidly to cross at the circle” added Eloran.

"Huah," grunted Beau. "And just how long does it take to learn this
ritud?"

Faeon turned up a hand. "Some magter the rite in as short as a year,
while others never learn.”

"Wull, how do so many Foul Folk get across, then? | mean, are they
dl smart enough to learn the rite? If so, then surdy we're as smart as

they."
Faeon sghed. " Tis said they are aided by Gyphon."
Tipperton frowned. "Couldn't you just carry us across on your

horses? | mean, we could Smply ride on your laps . . . or behind your
saddles”

Faeon shook her head. "Nay, Sir Tipperton. Thy mind, heart, soul,
spirit, and body must be atuned to make the crossng.”

"But | don't understand,” said Tip. "What about the horses? How do
they get across? Surdy they don't know the ritud; surely they are not
attuned. Does Adon hep them?'

Gildor cleared his throat. "One of the Mageborn once told me
whatever was embraced within the aura of the chanter would be borne
across.”

"You mean like clothes and weapons and such?' asked Beawl.

Gildor nodded. "Those and more. —And as Sr Tipperton has
pointed out, horses ... aswdl as other animas”

"Wadl then, we' ve comeful cirde" said Tipperton. "If horses can be



taken across, why not me and Beau?'

With both hands Gildor gestured at his own body. "Heed, the aura of
alesser animd can be enveloped in the aura of the chanter, and thence
borne across. Y et thine aura cannot be embraced within mine own.”

"Why not?'

"The aura of a living person is too strong to be girdied, my friend.
Though & times | have thought were a chanter to bear someone who
stands a the door of death, then mayhap could be done, for then | think
the aura of the dying one would be weak enough to be hdd within that
of the chanter. But given one who lies not a desth's doorway, then it
cannot be done. And that leaves only objects and lesser animads which a
chanter can take between."

Tip sounded a degjected "Oh."

Vanidor turned up a hand, then said, "I would add but one thing my
dwa has said, and it isthis a well-trained animd seems to attune itsdf
unto the master. Hence, master and animd, they mesh and unify into
one, and this eases the crossing. As to whether a raging wild animd can
be taken between, that | cannot say, for | have not tried, nor do | know
of any who has"

"Lor', Tip," bresthed Beau, "if we were dumb beasts tamed or even
rocks, then we could go."

"If we were dumb beasts tamed or even rocks," replied Tip, touching
high up on his slken jerkin under which rested the coin, "we wouldn't
have this missonin the firg pla—" Suddenly Tip's voice jerked to a hdlt,
and then he turned to Eloran. "l say, Lord Eloran, did the High King say
anything of amission to Agron to ddliver acoin? Thiscoin?' Quickly Tip
pulled the pewter disk from under his collar and looped the thong over
his head and handed the token to the Dylvana

Eloran studied the token, then handed it back, saying, "Nay, he did
not. Yet times were chaotic, and we were hard pressed, and | was not

privy to dl.”
Tip sghed and dipped the thong back over his head.

"Say this, then, to the High King," said Tdain. "The Kingsmen
bearing the plain coin are dain, yet these worthy Waerlinga will deliver
the token unto Agron. We shdl see that it is done. But if there is a
message the King sent with the token as well, we know it not.”

Eloran frowned in puzzlement and started to speak. Yet ere he could
sy aught, Radl groaned, and dl eyes turned to the Darato find her gaze
locked vacantly upon the glittering crystd lying on black dlk in her lap.
Tip sarted to rise but Vanidor motioned him down, while Beau looked
about as if seeking his medicd bag, saying, "She nee—" but Faeon
shushed hm to quietness. And then Rad's voice chanted out in
plainsong:



"Jes a at an thas nid mahr
Ut cwenz afyra an rok,
Als Wir raifant avel ulsan
Eiul peraefiral.”

Then with aSghing moan Rad swooned, dumping back in her chair.

Chapter 18

"But what does it mean?' asked Tip.

Rad, her hand dightly trembling, took another sp of bracing tea.
Pde she was and weary, yet in spite of Beau's suggestion she refused to
retire.

But it was Faeon who responded to Tipperton's question. "Ythir at
times upon peering in her crystd speaks arcane redes. This is one of
those times. Y et we cannot know if the message she uttered is meant for
one a hand or someone afar. Neither do we know whether the words
relate to the padt, the present, or the future”

Tip shook his head. "No, Lady Faeon. What | meant was, what did
she say? We don't speak your tongue, but for a word or two."

"And these weren't any words we know," added Beau, yet sanding
by to chafe Rad's wrigts again if it seemed needed.

"Yes, Ayan, | too would like to know what | said,” murmured Radl,
taking another Sp of strong tea.

"Oh," said Faeon. She drew a deep bresath and then repested:

"Jes a at an thas nid mahr
Ut cwenz afyra an rok,
Als Wir raifant avel ulsan
E iul peraefiral.”

Rad's eyes widened, and she pondered a moment, while Tip and
Beau looked from her to her daughter and back.

"Wel?' sid Tip.

Red turned her gaze toward the buccan and said, "A bard would
trandate it thus:

"Seek the aid of those not men



To quench the fires of war,
Else Evil triumphant will ascend
And rule forevermore."

"Oh, my," exclamed Beau.

"Indeed,”" said Eloran. "Dara, 'tis true thou dost not know for whom
this rede is intended?"

Rad shook her head. "As Faeon has said, it could be one a hand or
another afar.”

Tip frowned. "What does it mean, 'not men? Who are the 'not
men'?'

Rad shrugged. "That | cannot say. Mayhap it means not Human, or
not male, or not people dtogether.”

Beaus eyes flew wide. "Not people? You mean, um, like
plants—trees and such? Or say animas? Horses, birds, whatever?

Agan Rad shrugged.

Tipperton shook his head. "No offense, Lady Radl, but what good is
arede if no one knows what it means?'

Rad turned up her hands. "Would that | could wholly master this gift,
yet redes come a their own beck, and not at the behest of another. And
their import is obscure until someone somewhere divines their true intent.
Asto when if ever someone will divine this rede's true meaning, | know
not." Rad paused to take another Sp of tea, then continued: "This rede
may be for one of us in this very chamber, or mayhap more than
one—Alori Eloran, Tdarin, Gildor, or Vanidor, or Dara Faeon, or Sir
Beau, or thysdf, Sr Tipperton, or even me. Then agan, it may have
nought to do with anyone herein, or even anyone without. It may have
sgnificance in a time gone by or one yet to come. | cannot say. But
heed, my bdief is that it is meant for this age, for someone of this time.
For we are faced with a peril dire war now girs across the land, driven
by an evil who may rule forevermore can we not find away to win."

Beau drew in a gasping bregth, then managed to say with a shudder,
Ild,], rw.”

With the pdl of certain war now hanging o'er the vae and the High
King in retreat, the celebration the next evening, the third and find day of
the equinox, was subdued, the balads of the Elven sngers generdly
morose or dire, though occasondly one would dng of heroic deeds
done. Stll, for the mogt part quiet converse filled the hdl rather than
song and gay chatter, and only now and again would someone take up
harp or lute, timbre or flute

Tip and Beau sat a a table with Eloran, Aleen, Gildor, Phais, Jath,
and Vanidor. And only Eloran seemed to rdish the food, for he had



been long on the trall. For the mogt part the others ate little and drank
little and talked hardly &t dl, mutenessfilling the void.

Fndly, to break the dlence, Tip sad, "Tdl me, Eloran, just how
does one go about findng one of these crossng points to go
in-between."

The Dylvana set asde hisjoint of beef and quaffed a hearty draft of
wine He wiped his lips with the back of his hand and looked & the
buccan and said, "Elwydd Hersdf pointed the way to the cirde of
gsones, or S0 it is sad. As to the others, in my experience 'tis by
happenstance we find them. We mugt look for places congruent from
Pane to Plane, places resembling one another.”

As Eloran took up a chunk of bread, Tip said, "And this stone cirdle
e

"It is st atop a hillock, Sr Tipperton, where the rivers Firth and
Hath join one another.”

"A difficult crossing, | heard you say."

"Aye, 'tis that, for dthough the circles themsdves in Mithgar and
Adonar reflect one another, the 'scape nearby is contrary—there being
but one matching river in Adonar & that site. Even o, the crossing from
Mithgar unto Adonar will be easier than the crossing opposite.”

"Oh, why's that?'
"I will be going home, Sir Tipperton.”
"Home?'

"To Adonar. Tis said—and I've found it to be true— tha going to
where one's blood cdls, that is the easy path. Going opposte is harder.

Why? | cannot say.”

Eloran looked about the table to see if others might know why, but
dl the Lian shrugged, for they knew not, ether, though Vanidor cleared
his throat and said, "Aye, 'tis true. Even Humans themsdves find it so
when they come back to Mithgar."

Beau looked up, startled. "Humans cross the in-between?’

"Aye" replied Vanidor. "Any who master the rites can do so. And dl
find it eesier to go where their blood cdls."

"Even the Riicks and such, | suppose” sad Tip glumly. "Everyone
but us, that is"

Beau Sghed. "l just wish they would dl go home."

They sat in slence for awhile, and then Tip said, "l say, perhaps the
Riicks can't go home on their own.”

Jaith looked across and raised an eyebrow.

"I mean," said Tip, "perhaps they are like horses and such, and need
to bein another's aura”

Phais shook her head. "l think not, Sir Tipperton, for then they



would be nought but dumb beasts.”
Tip grinned. "And who's to say they're not?'

Gildor barked alaugh and dl the others smiled, the first good humor
they'd had that night.

Judt after the cold dawning of an overcast day on the twenty-sixth of
March, Eloran and Aleen prepared to set out for the circle of stones,
Eloran to return to King Blaine and bear Tdarin's pledges as wel as his
warning of the presence of the Draedani within Modru's ranks. Aleen
was to accompany him, for in the few days Eloran had been in the Vale,
robust Aleen had taken him as her lover, she a hdf head tdler, but he
diminished in no way by her statuesque sze. Yet she was not going
merdy because she and he were lovers, nay, Tdain would have an
emissay a King Blaines side, not only to represent Arden Vae, but to
gve tacticd advice;, Aleen was wdl trained in the arts of war—the
conduct of battles her specid forte.

Tipperton, Beau, Phais, and Rad dl stood at hand, and a chill breeze
blew &t their backs.

Tdain stepped to Aleen's sde. "Though | would have thee a hand
in the coming conflict, Dara, High King Blaine can use thy knowledge
and am as wdl. Too, | would have him know that Arden stands at his
sde, and thou art the champion | send.”

Aleen touched the hilt of the sword at her waist and canted her head
forward. "Wl will | represent thee, my Alor."

Canting his head in return, Tdain acknowledged her pledge, and
then he turned to Eloran.

"A better warrior thou couldst not ask,” said Tdarin to the Dylvana,
nodding toward Aleen, the Dara now adtride her horse. "None more fit
to fight at thy sde or to watch thy back."

Eloran grinned and nodded, then mounted, casting a salute to Tdain
and the others near.

"Ward each other wel," said Tdarin, stepping back.

Eloran glanced at Aleen, and a a nod, they spurred away across the
cearing, clots of earth flying from racing hooves.

"May Fortune's gmiling face be ever turned your way," cried
Tipperton after them, but in that same moment they disappeared among
the trees, and if they heard him, he could not say.

AsTip and Beau trudged toward their cottage. Tip Sghed and said,
"l just wish it were us who were setting out.”

Beau looked up at the distant white crests of the Grimwall, and then
down at the Virflaat hand, the river running swift with snowmelt. "Dont



worry, bucco. Phais sad weld be riding over Crestan Pass within five
weeks or s0. | mean, look, spring has come, and the thaw can't be far
behind."

Asif to put alie to hiswords, snow began faling down.

March came at lagt to an end, and then April plodded by, though the
month itsef was marked by birds returning with the spring, and 4ill the
buccen practiced a weaponry and mucked out ddls and watched as
warbands came and went. Too, Tip yet atended Rad and Jath and
ligened to them sang and tdl taes, while he attempted on his own to
mester the lute with littleif any progress. On the other hand, Beau spent
time with Aris learning herb lore and other such, and he recorded dl in a
companion journd to his red-bound book. And Beau continued to help
with the heding of Lian who had taken wounds. In addition, both Tip
and Beau attended strategic meetings cdled by Tdain and his planners,
asdl tried to decide how best to aid King Blaine and oppose Modru. In
these mestings neither Tip nor Beau proved to be of sgnificant aid, for
they were not trained in the arts of war. Even so, Tdain inasted that
they be there, for they donein Arden Vde could represent their kind.

In mid April, word came from the east march-ward that a Horde
was on the move. South it tramped, down through Rhone, heading it
seemed for Rhone Ford to cross over into Rell—into Lianion of Old.
Tdain digpatched scouts— Fandrena and Varion—to follow at a safe
distance until the Horde's destination became clear and, if necessary, to
skirt 'round the Horde and warn those ahead.

In the last week of April, Loric returned from the marches, he and
Phaisto prepare for the journey unto Aven, for they yet were to escort
Tip and Beau unto that digant land. And together with the Waerlinga,
they selected and set aside whatever supplies they were likdy to need.

Asthey worked, Phais said, "The Baeron should have Crestan Pass
cleared by the fird week in May."

Beau looked up from the jerky he was bundling. "Baeron?'

"Aye, the woodsmen of the Argon vaes. Though modly they livein
Darda Erynian and Darda Stor. They dso keep clear the pass, and
charge talls for doing s0."

"Um, where is Darda Erynian and Darda Stor?' asked Tip, Beau
nodding vigoroudy that he would like to know as well.

"Oh, ye have seen them on Alor Tdain's mgps in the common
tongue, one goes by the name Blackwood or Greenhdl, and the other
by the name Greatwood."

"Oh, yes" sad Tipperton, remembering the sketch of Tessa's map as



wedl as those Tdain had in hiswar room. "Along the eastern sde of the
Argon, dretching from the Rimmen Mountains dl the way down to
Pdla.”

But Beau remembered only vagudy where lay these two woods;
even S0, he did recdl arumor: "l say, isn't one of these woods haunted?
| seem to recollect Tessa saying so, though which one it is, | can't bring
to mind."

Phais laughed. "If ether is haunted, wee one, then ‘twould be news
unto me. Mayhap she speaks of Darda Erynian, for Hidden Ones dwel
therein.”

"Hidden Ones? Oh, my. Then perhapsit is 'closed,’ like places in the
Waeunwood."

For three days they hemmed and hawed over things needed for the
long journey, Loric saying, "If war has come unto the towns dong the
way, well be hard-pressed to resupply should the need arise. Even <o,
we cannot take more than it is wise for two packhorses to bear—ye
twain, spare dothing, bedding, grain for the steeds, food for ourselves,
and the wherewithd to prepareit.

"Can't we live off the land?' asked Beau. "I mean, Tip here is a
Splendid archer, and | can ding afar rock."

"If we would get to Aven soon, 'tis better that we carry our food, for
need we hunt or fish or forage, ‘twill dow our journey markedly.”

But even as they prepared, a swift-running horse bearing a Lian
messenger came gdloping into the stead. And within a candlemark, Alor
Tdain cdled the Waerlinga and Phais and Loric to the Elven war room.

Alor Tdarin's face held a stony look as they entered, and Gildor,
Vanidor, and Rael were & hand, ther faces hard as wdl. Too, there
sood flaxen-hared Inarion, one of Tdains chief planners.
Mud-spattered, the messenger was a the table as wdl, his dark hair
plastered down by sweat. A map showing part of the Grimwal
Mountains lay open on the table.

As the Waerlinga took ther places, Tdain gestured to the
messenger and said, "Duorn bringsill news.™

Tdain turned to the EIf. Duorn cleared his throat and stabbed a
finger down to the mgp a a place in the mountains no more than ten
leagues from Arden Vde. Tip's heart fdl when he saw where Duorn's
finger landed, and his worst fears were confirmed when Duorn gritted,
"Crestan Pass has fdlen into the hands of Modru. One of his Hordes
now occupies those heights and stands across the way.”

"Hold on, now," protested Beau. "Were supposed to go through
that pass”” He turned to Tip, to find that buccan grinding his teeth in
frustration.

"I know, wee one. | know." Tadain closed his hand into a fig,



gripping so hard his knuckles shone white,

"But we've waited dl thistime" said Tip, "and now the way is shut?
Weve got to get through there somehow, ese our plans are dl for

nought.”

Rad's soft voice sounded. "It cannot be, Sr Tipperton, Sir Beau. As
opposed to Dhruousdarda, ye cannot hope to pass through a Horde
athwart the way, for unlike gnarled trees and scattered Foul Folk, in
Crestan thousands stand dert and across the only path. We must needs
make other plans™

Tipperton groaned yet otherwise remained Slent, but Beau dammed
hisfig to the table and gritted, "Damn the Rupt! Damn the Rupt! Damn,
damn, damn."

Phais turned the map about so that the Warrows could clearly see i,
and she sad, "We dhdl have to go a different way."

"The next pass south crosses the dopes of Coron Mountain,” sad
Vanidor, "jus north of Aevor.” His finger touched the mgp dong the
mountain chain some fifty leagues south of Crestan Pass.

"Ove Drimmen-deeve” said Gildor, nodding. "I have been that
way."

Tipperton, magtering his frudtration, said, "Drimmen-deave? |an't that
the Dwarvenholt under the Quadran?"

"Aye" sad Loric.

"But wait," sad Beau. "A Horde marched south from Drearwood
two weeks back. What if they've captured this pass over the mountains,
too?'

Tipperton looked up a Gildor as the Hf stroked his chin. Then he
touched the map, a finger tracing a route through the chain. "Then
mayhap, Sir Beau, Sir Tip, the Drimma will alow ye passage through
their deeves, from west to east, debouching here on the Faanith dopes.”

"You mean for us to go under the mountain?* asked Beau, looking at
the map. "Why, it mugt be thirty, forty miles that way under dl that
stone. Jugt thinking about it gives me the blue willies”

Gildor nodded. "Aye. Tisdl of that and mayhap more, for once on a
trade misson | traveled that way—under the stone, as thou dost say.
And | would hope never to have to travd that way again, for as thou
hest said, it gives one pause.”

"Blue willies” muttered Beau, daing a the chart. "Blue willies
indeed."

Tip shook his head. "Beau is right about the Horde that marched

south. What if they're across our way, not necessarily in the pass over
the Quadran, but € sawhere?"

"We can avoid them, Sir Tipperton, if they are in the open,” sad
Loric, "for Elven eyes are keen. Tisonly in the draits where they are like
to trep us"



"The passes,”" sad Tip bitterly.
"Aye, the passes,” agreed Loric.

"All right then, what other ways are there? | mean, other then
Crestan and the pass a the Quadran and the way under.”

"Gunaring Gap," said Vanidor, pointing even farther south. "Through
Gunar Sot to Gunarring Gap."

Tip groaned. "But that's even farther, another three, four hundred
miles”

"And what if the dot is under Modru's control?' asked Beau. "What
then?'

"Rdo Pass," answered Tdarin.

"How about we go north indead?' asked Tip. "Isnt there a pass
through the Grimwalls to the north?"

"The only one we can eadly reach is Kregyn," replied Phais. "And
the Rupt march through that from Gron. Too, | would not care to ride
into Modru's very redm, 'cept were it to take war unto him. Nay, on a
misson such asthis, Kregyn is not the way to go."

"We could cirde round Drearwood and go up through Rian," sad
Beau. "No, wait. . . Rian itsdf isunder attack by the Foul Folk. | mean,
Chdleran Keep hasfdlen and dl. Barn rats! That won't work."

"Dra!" agreed Tipperton. "It ssems no maiter where we turn, Modru
bars the way."

"Not necessarily,” said Inarion, spesking & last, "for even though one
of his Swarms has gone south, we are not certain he bars dl the ways
through. Surely one or more will be open.”

Tipperton looked up a Tdarin. "Wha say you, Lord Tdain?'

Tdain stood a long while looking at the chart, but at last he said,
"Alor Inarion is right." Tdarin's finger touched down to the mep and
traced a course. "South through Rell seems the least of the evil choices
ye face. Can ye not pass 'cross Coron Mountain—a mountan some
name Stormhem—then try the way under, through the holt of
Drimmen-deeve. If it, too, is blocked'—his finger moved
southward—"then there is Gunar Sot and the Gunarring Gap beyond. If
the Sot is cdosed'—again his finger moved, diding westerly this
time—"then Ralo Pass may be open. If that way is barred, then mayhap
ye can go farther downchain to where Trdlinath meets Gothon"— now
Tdain's hand moved to the border between the two, more then a
thousand miles west of the pass into Gunar— "for | seem to recdl there
is a way through the mountains nigh here, leading into Tugd. Beyond
that | cannot say, for if the choices come to such, only ye four will be
able to weigh what needs at thet time to be done.”

With every one of Tdarin's words, Tip's spirits fdl, for each of the
subsequent choices given seemed to be pushing them farther and farther
away from Dendor in Aven, where King Agron ruled. Sghing, Tip



touched his breast where the token rested and wondered if his vow to a
dying Kings-man would ever be fulfilled.

Two days later, sunrise found Tip and Beau and Phais and Loric in
the stables, saddling two horses and lading two others with provisons
and a smattering of gear. Soon dl was ready, and Phais and Loric each
took the reins of two steeds and began leading them from the mews, Tip
and Beau fallowing. But even as they did o, they met Arisand Rad and
Jath coming down the passage within, and each bore a amdl bundle, yet
what each held lay concedled within enwrgpping cloth.

The three Daral stepped aside to let Phais and Loric and the four
steeds pass. Then they beckoned the Waerlinga unto them.

The buccen stepped forward to say ther farewells.
"I will miss our days together, Sr Tipperton,” said Jaith,

"for 'twas a joy to play and ang for thee, as wdl as to tdl thee
legendary tales™

Tip amiled. "l just wish | could have learned the lute, my Lady, to
play dong as you sang.”

Jth laughed. "Fear not, my friend, for thou wilt one day learn. And
goeeking of lutes, | have for thee a pating gft" Smiling, Jath
unwrapped her bundle and presented Tipperton with a lute amdl enough
tofit his hands.

Made of light and dark wood it was—blond clasped in ebony—and
hed dlver frets and ax slver srings tuned by black wooden pegs st in
the head. A grey badric embdlished with a green tree looped from the
neck piece to a smdl peg a the base of the body. "Oh" breathed
Tipper-ton, taking the lute and handling it as if it were a precious fragile
thing. And he fingered a chord and strummed the argent strands, and
concordant tones sounded pure and siver.

He looked up at Jaith, tears sanding in his eyes. "Oh, Lady Jath, |
cannot take this where | am going, for it is entirdy too precious. You
keepittill | return.” And he thrust it toward her.

"Nonsense, Sr Tipperton,” responded Jath, refusng. "Bards as
thysdf oft travd the world, and neither hest, cold, storm, wind, nor
wave, ndther far weather nor foul, stay them from ther ramble ... as
neither do peril nor peace. Into hazard thou dost now go, yet song must
go with thee aswdl."

"But | have nothing to carry it in to protect it from the westher.”

Red amiled and said, "Fear not, Sr Tipperton, for we have thought
of dl." And she presented to Tipperton a dark velvet bag and one of
brown leather as well, saying, "These will keep thy indrument safe from
the dements.”

Tipperton reached out and took the bags, each inscribed identicaly
with Elven runes——one sawn by hand in slver thread, the other



branded in gold. And each was affixed with a carrying strap which could
be set wide to dip 'round a shoulder or short to carry by hand. As well,
there were thongs attached for tying onto saddles or racks.

Tipperton started to dip the lute into the velvet bag, but then stopped
and looked at Jath. "Do | need loosen the lute strings? | mean, where |
go, there will be rain, heat, morning dew—"

Jth hdd out a hand to stop his words. "Nay, Sr Tipperton. Tis
Blven made, and will not warp. | saw to it mysdf. Too, the gtrings
should lagt forever, for dlver ismingled with sarglver.”

"Y ou made the lute?'
Jath nodded, adding, "And drew and wrapped the strings.”

Agan tears weled in Tip's eyes, but he swiped at his eyes with his
deeve and then gently dipped the Iute into the velvet bag and pulled the
drawdtring secure and then in turn did that bag into the leather one and
cinched the thong at the opening tight and wrapped it 'round the neck
and knotted it. As he did so, he asked, "What say the runes, my Lady?'

"Why, tisthy name, Tipperton Thigtledown, scribed in Sylva™

Tipperton grinned, then adjusted the buckle and dung the strap
‘cross his shoulder and chest, and settled the lute at his back.

Now Avris stepped to Beau's Sde. "Much have | enjoyed our taks,
my friend, and much | have learned from thy red-bound book and from
thy lore aswdl.”

"Not one whit as much as |," replied Beau. "Ignorant was | when |
came into this glen, and ignorant am | ill, yet much less so, thanks to
you, my Lady. | just wish that | could stay here longer, then maybe 1'd
know even more. But Modru has seen to that, eh? For now | mugt go.”

Aris nodded solemnly. "And where thou goest is into peril, and |
would have ye take this to have at hand should the need arise” And she
unwrapped the doth she hed and took from it a amdl slver case and
gaveit over to Beau.

His eyes wide, Beau dipped the catch and opened the case; ingde
he found pressed leaves of a golden mint. "Gwynthyme" he breathed,
then looked up a Aris. "Oh, but you will have more need of this then I,
what with VVulgsin Drearwood nearby.”

Aris shook her head. "Vulgs might lie dong thy path as wel, Sr
Beau, and shouldst thou or thy companions be bitten, then this will
counter the venom. Thou knowest the way of its use. Husband it well,
for tisbut 9x dosesindl.”

Carefully he closed the Slver box and dipped it into the left breast
pocket of his jacket, saying, "I thank you for this gift, my Lady, more
precious by far than gold. Close to my heart will | keep it ever to remind
me of you." Then he made a sweeping bow to Aris, and she amiled in
return.

Then did Rad step forward again, and this time she presented the



Waerlinga with hooded cloaks szed to fit them—an eusve dun brown
on one sde, a shadowy grey-green on the other. Dark metad clasps
were dfixed a the collars. "Now tha ye go into peril, wear these wdll.
Choose which side to mantle inward and which to mantle out depending
upon the surround, and hard-pressed will be eyes to see ye, whether
they belong to friend or foe"

Oohing and Ahhing and turning the grey-green side out, the buccen
donned the garments, Tipperton setting aside hislute to do so.

Twirling about, Beau said, "Wl then, how do | look?"

"Likeawee Alor, my Lord,” replied Jaith, and then she and the other
Dara burgt into gay laughter, Tip and Beau joining in.

But then Beau sobered and looked a Tip and said, "But we have
nothing to givein return.”

"Thet ye go againg Modru is enough,” said Radl.

"Speaking of going againgt Modru,” said Beau, glandng & the open
gtable doors and the sunshine beyond, "it looks asiif the time has come.”

Caching up his lute and shouldering it, Tip said, "If were ever to
ddiver thiscoin . . ."

They turned to go, yet Rad stayed them with her hand, and knedling,
she kissed them both, then said, "Though we know not what they mean,
remember the words of the rede: seek the aid of those not men.”

"Lady Redl, surdy your words are not meant for us" protested Tip,
"but for Eloran instead. He is the one riding to the High King's side, not
us All we have to fulfill ismy promise to a Kingsman dead.”

Rad stood and looked down at the two Weaerlinga. "Nevertheless,
Sr Tipperton. Sr Beau, ye both were present when those words were
sd."

"Yes" agreed Beau, "we were there. But so were others:

Eloran, Gildor, Vanidor, Faeon, and Tdain . . . and yoursdf, of
course, Lady Redl. | agree with Tip: surdy those words were meant for
someone other than us, for we're nothing but a couple of country
bumpkins and totally inconsequentia.”

"Nay, Sr Beau, inconsequentid thou art not," said Radl.

Jth cleared her throat. "When thou dost get a chance, Sr
Tipperton, tdl Sr Beau thy sre's tde of the curious fly and the deeping
giant."

Tip laughed. "That | will, Lady Jaith. That I will."

Red amiled, then looked down the passageway and said, "Loric and
Phais, they await ye without."

Tip took a deep breath and looked a Beau, and together they
sarted down the corridor leading from the mews, the three Dara
coming after.

And they found outside a gathering of Lian, come to see them off, for



they had made many friends in the eeven weeks fallowing their capture
by the march-ward at the edge of Drearwood. Too, resembling as they
did Elven children, many had come to see them embark on this misson
dire, for their hearts would not let them do otherwise. And when the
Waerlinga, resplendent in ther Elven cloaks, stepped out from the
gables and into the bright sunshine of spring, many gasped and turned
asde, tears sringing to ther eyes, for it was asif precious young of ther
owvn were sdting forth on a misson which would put them athwart
harm's way.

Now Tdarin stepped before them, his gaze somber but clear. And

hesadinavoicedl could hear, "Fare ye wdl, my friends, fare ye well.
And may the hand of Adon shter ye from dl harm.”

Then he embraced Loric and Phais, and knelt and embraced each of
the Waerlinga and kissed them as wel, whispering to each, "Take care,
my wee one. Take care.”

Now other Elves came unto the four, and many kndt and kissed the
buccen, some weeping openly as they did so. And Tip found tears on
hisown cheeks as well, yet whether they were his or those of the Lian,
he could not say.

Lagt to come unto the buccen were Jath and Aris and findly
dark-haired Elissan. And when Elissan kissed them both, she turned to
Tipperton and forced agmile and said,

"When next thou doth take a bath, keep thine eyes open; dse thou
mayest once agan have thy splendor reveded.”

Tip blushed and even though both were weeping, they managed to
laugh through their tears.

And then the buccen were lifted up to the backs of the packhorses,
where amid the cargo they dtraddied fleece-covered frames hbuilt
epecidly for them, with tirrups on short straps for ther fedt.

Mounted on thair own steeds, Loric and Phais turned to the buccen
tethered behind. "Art thou ready?" asked Phais.

Tip nodded, and Beau said, "Asready as | ever will be."
But then Tip cdled out, "For Adon and Mithgar!"

And dl the Elves lifted thar voices in retun; "For Adon and
Mithgar! "

And then Loric and Phais spurred ther horses, and across the
dearing they galloped, packhorses and buccen traling after, with Beau
on the one behind Loric, and Tip on the one after Phais.

And dl the Elves, some yet weeping, stood and watched as the
foursome rode away, to reach the edge of the dearing and pass into the
treesbeyond . . .

... and then they were gone.

And only the sound of the spring-swollen Virfla broke the quiet of
thevde,



Chapter 19

Southward among the soft pines of Arden Vae rode Loric and
Phas, with Tip and Beau on packhorses traling after, a high stone
rampart to ther right and a river engorged on the left, the swift-running
Virfla nging its rushing song of flow. A crispness filled the air, and
bright sunlight filtered through green boughs to Stipple the soft loam of
the valey floor with shimmering flecks and dots and streaks of glowing
lambency. And in the distance alark sang. Now and again they crossed
meadows burgeoning with blossoms of blue spiderwort and white
twisted stalk and pae ydlow bells and other such early spring flowers,
the meads abuzz with queen bumblebees harvesting the nectar rare.

They rode at atrot and a canter and awalk, Phais and Loric varying
the gat to not overtire the steeds. And now and again dl would
dismount and give their own legs a stretch. Occasiondly they would stop
atogether, to relieve themsdves or to water the steeds, or merdy to
pause and rest. But dways they mounted up agan and rode ever
southward.

"Lor, but it's good to findly be underway,” sad Beau, a one of
these stops.

But Tip shook his head, saying, "Had we known of the Horde in the
pass, we could have gone long ago and be ten weeks farther down the
road."

"Hindgght oft gives perfect vison,” said Phais.
"What?' asked Tip.
"Hindaght oft gives perfect vison,”" repesated Phais.

"Not only do we seldom foresee the ful consequences of actions
taken, but we are just as blind as to what will occur as aresult of actions
delayed. It is only after we have chosen a course and followed it as far
as we can that we see some of the outcomes of our choice . . . though
perhaps not dl, for many a consequence may yet lie beyond our Sght in
morrows yet to be, €en mayhgp some so far in the future none will
remember just what choice or choices caused it to occur. Regardless, in
this instance, dl we can say is had we known then what hindsght now
reveds, indeed we would have been on our way weeks past. But we
did not, and so we waited . . . and circumstances changed . . . and how
we follow a different course, one which has unseen outcomes yet to
occur.”

Tipperton sghed. "You're right, and | know it. Even so, dill | wish |
hed, wish that we had, started ten weeks ago.”

"Tisin the past and log," sad Phais, "and thou mugt set it aside.
What passes now and what lies ahead should be thy chief concern.”



Before Tip could respond, Loric took up the reins of his steed and
sad, "Let us press on.”

And so they mounted once more and resumed the southward
journey through the wooded vae, occasondly taking unto the high stone
pathways now that the river was in flood.

Altogether they covered some thirty miles before sopping that eve to
camp on high ground above the flow.

Loric and Phais tended the steeds, tethering them to a tree-strung
rope and removing saddles and harness and cargo and racks, and then
gving them a amdl bit of grain while they curried any knots from ther
hair. And Tip and Beau cleared a space on the ground and gathered
stones into a ring and built a amdl fire to brew tea to go with a light
evening medl. And they spread bedrolls on the ground nigh the blaze.

And as the kettle came to a bail, Loric said, "Though | deem it sfe
in Arden Vde, once we are gone from it we will need keep a watch,
and we might as wdl start now." He held out a hand in which he grasped
four pine needles trimmed to four different lengths "Short draw wards
fird, long draw guards lat, the othersin between.”

But Phais shook her head, saying, "Nay, Loric;, though Waerlinga
see wdl by moon and stars, Elven eyes see even better. Thou and |
shouldst stand the midwatches, while our two friends take first and last."

Loric touched his own temple. "Thou at right, Dara, | had
forgotten.”

"Oh," said Beau, disappointed. "But | say, let's draw straws anyway
just to see what would have happened.”

Loric glanced over at Phais, and when she shrugged, he held out the
trimmed needles. And when they compared, Tip had the firg watch,
Beau the last, and Phais followed Loric in between.

"Ah," sad Loric, grinning, " Sense and Fortune agree.”

Tha eve, as Tip and Beau took a trip to the river to draw fresh
water for the morrow, "Coo," sad Beau, squetting by the run, the flux
chill with high-mountain snowmet. "Something that Phais said, wel, |
just never thought of it that way."

"Never thought what way of what?' asked Tip.

"That the choices we make now may have consequences o far in
the future that none then will know the cause of it dl.”

"Like what?"
"Oh, | dunno,” replied Beau, scratiching his head. "Oh wait, here's
one how did your da meet your dam?"

A soft look came over Tipperton's face. "He said that once when he
was ddivering aload of flour, he saw her pass by in a wagon, and was
S0 gmitten by her that the next time he was in Stonehill he asked after
her, and met her, and events went their natura way."



"W, then, what if your da had chosen to ddiver the flour a different
day? Perhaps, bucco, you wouldn't have been born, we wouldn't have
met, and there'd be no one to ddiver the coin to King Agron, and the
whole course of the war would have been changed because of it. So, it's
because of your da's choice to ddiver flour tha day, and your dam's
choice to be riding in the wagon, that the entire war will be won."

"Oh, | do hope you're right, Beau. —About the war being won, that
Is"

A dlence fdl between them as they filled water skins. But then Beau
sad, "Oh. Heré's another one. And this one is about a choice even
further back—one made two thousand or so years ago. Imagine this
what if Lord Tdain and Lady Rad had never decided to settle Arden
Vde way back when they did. Wull then, we wouldn't have been
rescued those two thousand years later by Vanidor and Loric and such.
And tha means we wouldn't get to ddiver the coin, and who knows
wha would have happened then?"

Tip's eyes widened, then narrowed, and he said, "Ligen, bucco, we
dill haven't ddivered the bloody coin. What if we never do?"

"Oh, Tip, don't say such things" And the wee buccan looked over
his shoulder, as if atempting to see dark fae lurking in the shadows
behind.

"Or how about this one?' said Beau to Tip a breskfast the next
mormn. "When Gyphon and Adon had their debate long past, who then
could have known the consegquences? | mean, here we are involved in a
druggle, one that may be a direct result of that quarrd.”

Phais looked up from her tea. "Indeed, | never thought then that the
disputation, though bitter, would lead to the darkness which followed."

Tip's eyes flew wide, but ere he could say aught, Beau asked,
"Darkness? Y ou mean the war, eh?'

"That and more" replied Phais. "For Gyphon not only ruled the Low
Plane, He aso seduced others on other Planes unto His unworthy cause,
and these became Black Mages and rovers and ravers—any who were
won over to His precept that the strong shdl take whatever they wish to
graify their desires, regardiess of the consequences to those they take
from."

Phas fdl slent, but Tip said, "Lady, did | hear you right, that you
never thought then that the disputation, though bitter, would lead to the
darkness which followed?"

Phais nodded.

"But then, | mean," stammered Tip, "that is, by putting it that way, it
makes you sound as if you were there. | mean, there during the debate
itsdf.”

Phais amiled gently. "'l was there, wee one. Indeed, | was there."



Now Beau's mouth fel open. "In the glade with the gods? Oh, my.
Oh, oh, my."

"Then you actudly witnessed what we saw depicted on the tapestry
inTaarin'shal?'

Phais turned up her hands and said, "The artisans who wove it did so
from my description.”

"Oh, my," said Beau again.

Tip took a long pull on his mug of tea. "l see wha you mean by
unforeseen consequences arisng from things long past.”

"Arethey redly beings of light?" blurted Beau. "The gods, | mean?'

Phas turned to the buccan. "Tha is how they seemed to me, Sir
Beau, as beings of light; yet 'tis said that each one sees them differently.”

"Oh, my," said Beau, his eyes wide and gazing a& Phais asif she were
somehow touched by the gods themselves.

Phais laughed and stood. " Tistime we were on our way."

That morning as they rode southward through the vae, with Tip
practicing on his lute and Beau, as soon as he had recovered from his
adonishment, prattling about unforeseen consegquences of even the
smplegt acts, and he kept up a running chatter with Tipperton:

"I mean, | could jump up a coney and it run into the jaws of a fox
and the fox not raid a henhouse and the farmer sl the nongtolen hen to
asalor who would take it across the sea to Jung or another one of those
faraway places, where it lays eggs which are sold to a peddier who in
turn sdlIs them to a royad cook, who prepares them wrong and as a
result aking or emperor or some such dies, and then the redm fdls into
run ... al because | kicked up a coney one day."

After perhaps the hundredth example—where a sneeze in the
Boskyddlls resulted in the tota destruction of the moon—Tipperton
stopped chording hislute and said, "Oh, Beau, | just remembered: Jath
told me to tdl you my da's tale of the curiousfly and the degping giant.”

"That'sright, she did,” said Beau. "Though | don't remember why."
"Wadl, bucco, it was right after you had declared we were country
bumpkins and totaly inconsequentid.”

Beau shook his head. "Haven't you been ligening to me, Tip? |
mean, | don't believe that anymore. Look, if a sneeze in the Bosky can
destroy the moo—"

"Yes yes," interrupted Tip. "But I'll tdl you the tae regardiess.” And
before Beau could object, Tip began:

"It seemed there was this curious fly, and a very cever fly at that,
who wanted to travel the world and see dl it could see in the time
dlotted to its short life Wedl, one day it came across the greatest



fortressit had ever seen. Huge it was, with solid stone wals hundreds of
feat high and set on a sheer-sided headland above the ralling waves of a
sea. Formidable it was, this mighty bastion, and it belonged to a great
giant, and none had ever conquered it, though severd fools had tried, for
‘twas rumored that there was a great hoard within.

"Now on this soring day when the fly flew by, the windows were
open wide, for the giant's wife was aring the bedchambers to clear out
the winter just past. 'Well, as long as they're open,’ says the fly to itsf,
'l think I'll see what's within, for I've certainly never been to such a large
and fine and invindble fortress in dl my life" And so the fly, curious as
ever, flew through the window and in.

"Ingde the fortress were many fine chambers and even one laden
with gold, for the rumors were true, you see. And the fly coursed
throughout the whole of the fortification, its jewellike eyes sparkling with
wonder at dl the greatness reveded. But in the kitchen the fly came
across the greatest apple pie it had ever hoped to see, and it settled
down for amed.

"Long did it eat, filling its tiny belly, for it had been awhile snce the
fly had supped on such fine repadt, its last splendid med a days-old
dead rat glorioudy rotting in the sun.

"Asyou may suspect, with its somach full near to burding, the fly
became drowsy. And so, up behind the warm chimney it flew to settle
down for a nap.

"Sometime later it seems, the fly awoke, eager to see the rest of the
world. 'T'll fly up the chimney,' it said to itsdf, but a fire yet burned in the
gove. 'Not to worry,” sad the fly, "Il just go out the way | came in.
And o it flew back to the bedchamber window, but lo, the sash had
been dammed to, for the giant's wife had aired out the entire stronghold
and every window and door was now shut tight.

"'Oh, woe is me,' sad the fly to itsdf. 'Now | will never get to see
the other great wonders of the world.'

"But then it espied the mongtrous giant himsdlf, taking an afternoon
nap on the bed.

"Now this particular fly, dthough of smdl sature and seemingly
inggnificant, was a very dever fly, and so it devised a scheme to escape
from this unbreachable bastion.

"Down it flew to the degping mongter and landed on the giant's
immense face, where it began licking and daubing spittle on the
behemoth's left cheek, right at the rim of the eye.

"Sap! went the giant againg his own face, but the fly evaded the
blow. And once again the fly settled to the giant's left cheek and daubed
oozing Soittle again.

"Sap! The giat struck another open-handed smack, once more
missng, though this time the blow nearly succeeded. The fly's plan, you
see, was not without risk, yet it was desperate to escape.



"Sap! gruck the giant, and Sap! again, and Sap! and Jap! ad
Sap! esch time coming closer and closer. Yet the fly was wily and
persistent.

"By now the giant was fuly awake and totdly enraged, and he
bellowed at thetiny fly, his voice a thunderous boom. And he leaped out
from his bed and, raving, began pursuing the pest about the bedchamber
and swinging his greet figs.

"Thiswas just what the fly wanted, for the monster was trying to kill
it. And so the fly lit on the wdl nigh the window, and Boom the
maddened giant smashed hisfis againg the masonry, but the fly was not
there, having just barely escaped the mighty and devastating stroke.

"Wdl, the wal collapsed from the horrendous blow, and grest
cracks shattered throughout the entire fortress, and the whole of it
crumbled into the sea, carrying the giant and his wife and a vast treasure
under the billows below.

"But as the shattered badtion fdl, the fly itsdf flew away, completey
free a ladt, its only regret was tha the great apple pie had been
swdlowed by the waves as wdll.

"And so0 you see, Beau, as my da used to tdl me when | was but a
wee child, though at times it might be risky, even the most inggnificant,
inconsequential one can bring down the mightiest of dl, given a clever
enough plan.”

Beau laughed and then said, "Yar, but for the mighty to fdl, there
needn't even be a plan. | mean, like the Boskydd|l sneeze that destroyed
the moon, there was no plan involved, jus an ineviteble chain of
connected events. And spesking of unforeseen outcomes, I've thought
of another, Tip ..."

And on they rode through the vae, Tip trying to master a song on his
lute, and Beau prating of exceedingly dire consequences of ogensibly
innocent acts.

In midafternoon they came to a place where the river curved 'round
abend. And as they passed beyond the shoulder of the stone palisade
looming to their right, in the distance ahead they could see the Lone Eld
Tree towering into the sky. Too, the disant rumble of Arden Fals
sounded within the vae, white mig railing up into the sunlight shining
adant through the high stone gap of the embracing wals.

Under the branches of the soaring giant they stopped for a bite to
edt, and spoke with Alaria, captain of the South Arden-ward, to give
her what tidings they held and to hear of any newsin return.

"Aye, the pass itdf is hdd by the Spaunen, and corpse-foe on
Helsteeds patrol the road—"

"Road?" asked Tip.
"Aye, the Old Way down through Rdl."



Beau turned to Phais. "Ian't that the road we were to follow?'

Glumly Phais nodded. "It means we must instead ride cross the open
wold, avoiding the Ghulka dtogether.”

Tip Sghed and shook his head. "Our best-laid plans gone askew
once agan."

Loric made a negating gesture. " Tis but a minor inconvenience.”

Phais turned to Alaria. "What knowest thou of the Horde gone south
from Dhruousdarda?'

Alaria shrugged. "Nought. And dthough Flandrena and Varion came
through in the mid of April to follow the march and give warning at need,
neither have returned.”

"Did you see Eloran and Aleen?' asked Beau.

"Aye. Late March they passed on their way south, riding to the ring
of sones."

Beau nodded and said, "Tha puts them wel ahead of ather the
Horde going south out of Drearwood or the Ghuls patrolling the road.”

Tip growled and said, "Would that we had gone when they did. Then
we'd be wel past those dangers too.” Then he glanced across a Phais
and hdd out a hand. "I know. | know. Hindsight and perfect vison and
al”

Loric looked a Captain Alaria. "Is there aught else, Dara?"

Alaia shook her head, but then said, "Vulgs have been heard
howling in the Grimwall up nigh the pass. Take care, for they may patrol
the road as wdl."

"Oh, my," breathed Beau, his hand involuntarily touching the breast
pocket which held the Slver case of golden mint.

Bdlowing grestly, the spring-swollen Virfla roared out through the
high gap and thundered into the churn below, and behind the fals rode
the four, the dant of the hidden rock road awash with water running
down the stone dope. Yet the horses were sure-footed, and nought
went amiss, though when they reached the conceding crags beyond,
steed and rider dl were adrip with water, drenched by the swirling mig.

Among tdl upjuts of soaring rock they wended to the base of the
rampart to enter among screening pines, and within this wood they rode
southerly, the sound of the cataract diminishing behind.

Less than amile south, the Tumble River curved away westward, yet
the four did not follow its course but bore on southerly, to pass over the
Crosdand Road winding upward into the Grimwadls. This route, too,
they ignored as they rode on south and into the wolds of Rell.

With his Elven-made bone-and-wood bow now a hand and his
quiver of arrows strapped to his thigh, Tip looked leftward to the east,



where loomed the towering Grimwal, blood-red in the afternoon sun, a
gony barrier ‘tween him and his god. And he looked rightward toward
the west, where, jus beyond the horizon and unseen, dreadful
Drear-wood lay, a place he hoped never to set foot in again. And he
looked rearward, to the north, where sivery Arden Fdls plunged over
the high linn and down, the vae beyond the swirling mis a safe haven,
yet he was leaving it behind. And lagtly he looked to the south, across
digant folds of land, toward . . . toward . . . who knew what? Toward
an unknown future, was dl. And he gripped his bow and a shiver shook
himin slence, though he knew not why.

Beau, too, seemed dricken to muteness, for he pratled of
consequences no more.

Chapter 20

South they rode through the folds of the land, faring another ten miles
beyond the Crossdand Road before sdtting camp in a meager copse.
And as before, while Phais and Loric took care of the horses, Tip and
Beau made camp, though on this night they set no fire, for the thicket
was too sparse to shid the light it would cast.

Loric and Phas fed the animds an amount of gran from thar
replenished supplies, for ere the foursome had left the encampment
under the Lone EId Tree, Alaria had ingsted upon replacing the smdl
amount of grain the horses had taken when coming down through the
vae. In addition to the grain, she had replenished the meager amount of
provender the four had consumed as wdl, adding even more dried fruit
and vegetables, teg, jerky, and mian— food of the Elven wayfarer.

During his watch Tip stood at the edge of the thicket, peering
through the twilight and to the south, his jewel-eyed vison probing the
growing dark. The moon in its last quarter had set long past, and the
dimmeing stars were yet to fully emerge. Even so, the Grimwall loomed
dark agang the gloaming, the chain but some twenty miles away. But
Tip's mind was e'sawhere, and not dweling upon mountains to the east
or Drearwood to the west, or Arden Vde northward and behind.
Instead his thoughts lay southward, where unknown events waited.

Phais came and stood beside him, and for a long while nether
spoke, but at last Tip said, "Is it true, Lady, that dl things are somehow
linked?"'

Phais looked down at the Waerling. "What wouldst thou say?"

"Wl part of yesterday and dl day today, Beau has concocted the
wildest tales concerning how a seemingly inggnificant event in one time
and place can cause great havoc in another. Oh, he started out mildy



enough, where accidental mestings ultimatdly result in marriages and
families and that | can readily see. And then he spoke of how a puff on
adanddion could provoke an avalanche on a digant mountain. And the
chains linking the firg event to the last kept getting longer and longer,
where a minor iniid cause eventudly resulted in a magor
catastrophe—such as bees gathering nectar among meadow flowers
gving rise to a greet sorm hdf a world away, or a Smple sneeze
resulting in the total destruction of the moon." Tip looked up a Phais,
dlhouetted againg the darkening lavender sky. "But you know, each of
thelinksin those long chains of his seemed reasonable. | mean, like the
puff and the avdanche: Beau presupposed someone plucking a tufted
danddion and blowing the seeds into the ar, where they are caught up
by a gentle zephyr, and the zephyr in turn swirling up into the sky, where
a stronger wind whirls awvay one of those seeds and bears it far over
land and sea and over land again to a distant mountaintop, where that
wind-borne seed findly lodges 'gangt a pebble on the high dopes,
where months later a foraging mouse comes across the seed and takes it
up and in the process didodges the pebble, which causes the avalanche
which destroys the town below and dl the people therein. Who knows
what might result from this catastrophe? ... a catastrophe that never
would have been had someone somewhere not months ago puffed on a
tufted dandelion a thousand miles away.

"And s0 | ask you again, Phais, are dl things linked? If so, then how
can any of us do even the dightest of things for fear of causing ruin?'

Tipfdl slent and Phais stood looking at the emerging stars—more to
the east, where the sky was darkest, than in the dill glowing west. Then
she took a deep breath and gazed down at the wee buccan. "Thou hast
asked if dl things are linked, to which | say, indeed." Tip groaned, but
Phais did not pause. "If not directly then, as thou hast said, through
chans long and short. But €en were there no chain whatsoever, 4ill
would dl things be conjoined, or so | bdieve, for ultimatdy do not dl
things spring from a common source: the Greet Creator Himsdf?

"Yet though dl things are connected, events here or there need not
result in disaster; good can result as wdl asill. Too. events occur which
seem to lead to nothing at dll.

"Hear this had the danddion seed instead been one of flax carried
doft not by the wind but rather by a bird, and had it fdlen on fertile
ground far away, and years later had people discovered the resulting
fidd, then they could creste fine linen and linseed ol and thar lives
would be better for it.

"And so dost thou see that events here can bring benefit there?"
"Yes" sad Tip, "l can see that."

"Then think on this some events are driven by erratic chance, while
others are deliberate. We do not control those which are haphazard, but
we do have a say over choices we intentiondly make. Those are the
ones | bid thee to consder, for choices made are much like stones cast
inavast pond, the resulting ripples moving outward in an ever widening



circle, causang echoesin dl they touch.

"Yet as the ripples widen, ther effect diminishes the farther they
travel."

"Yes" sad Tip, "but it is dso true that the grester the stone, the
greater the waves created, no matter the distance.”

Phais nodded. "Indeed, thou art right. Each event is a Sone cast in
the water—some large, some amdl, some nearby, some distant—and
the resulting waves and waveets cross and recross in complex
patterns—drengthening  here, weekening there, diminishing  with
distance. Sometimes even the weakest of waves, no matter how far they
have traveled, come together to spark an event which will ultimeately lead
to grest harm—a danddion seed, a wee mouse, asmd| didodged stone,
and rocks balanced precarioudy on the dopes of a mountan above a
village At other times strong waves in places, no matter how close,
completely annul one anothe—tyrant daying tyrant, where nether
aurvive to crush the conquered. Yet for the most part we cannot know
how ddliberate choices will eventudly interact with one another or how
chance events will come into play, for there are too many, the pattern
too complex, to have certainty in the outcome.

"Adding here, subtracting there, the intermingled ripples and echoes
and patterns can lead to peace and plenty or to famine and war, to lofty
joys or deep frudrations, to amiable comfort or petty worry, to gentle
convenience or feeble bother, to aflegting smile or a momentary frown,
or can result in ends which have little or no lagting effects one way or the
other, for the pebble cast into the water was too smdl, or the wave too
diminished by distance.”

Tip growled. "You mean, Lady Phas tha no matter how wel
intentioned our choices, the outcome may be unexpectedly bad?"

Phais amiled. "Or mayhgp unexpectedly benevolent.”

Agan Tipperton groaned, saying, "Wdl, if we can't tdl, why choose
adl?

"Because we mugt,” replied Phais, "dse evil will triumph through our
inactions.”

They stood a moment in brooding slence, and then Phais added,
"This | will say, Sr Tipperton: mayhagp in the mgority of choices one
cannot predict with any certainty whether a given decison will result in
great good or greet ill, or inlesser good or ill, or become so insubgantia
that the effects vanish dtogether.

"This does not diminishin any way the truth that dl things are related,
for it is in the nature of the Great Creator to make them so—some
forged with links virtudly unbreakable; others with links tenuous at best.

"And so, my friend, whether by choice or by chance, events can lead
to good orill ... or perhaps to nothing at all.

"Asto those we choose, we can only hope the choices we make are
worthy and do not lead toward ill. But for those events which overtake



us—be they random or driven by the choice of another—it is how we
respond to them which may help determine the nature and degree of
what will come about in the end.”

Phais fdl dlent, and Tip stood long without spesking, but at last he
sad, "Towhat ends, | wonder, will our choices bring us?'

"That, my wee one, | cannot say." After a while, Phais returned to
the camp, leaving Tip in the dark aone.

Although Elves pay little heed to the passage of time, of days and
weeks and even months, seeming to note only the passng of the
seasons, dill they know a dl times where stands the Sun, Moon, and
gars. And at the appropriate time Tipperton was relieved in his weatch
by Loric.

Loricin turn was relieved by Phas, and she in turn awakened Beau
for his stand a ward.

"Hueh," said Beau as he and Tip tied thongs ‘round the bedralls,
"ripples and waves crossng and recrossing, | never thought of it that
way."

Beau tied another knot, then added: "Modru has dropped a vast

boulder in the water, and a frightful wave ralls outward. We can only
hope it doesn't drown the world."

Three more days they bore southward, riding pardld to and fifteen
or so miles west of the Old Way, a north-south trade route running
down the western sde of the Grimwal Mountains. The land they passed
through was rough, high moor with sparse trees and barren thickets and
lone giants, many now setting forth new green leaves in the crigp spring
ar. In the folds of the land grew brush and brambles, and here and there
winter snow yet lingered down in the shaded recesses 'neeth ledges. Yet
the route they followed was rugged, and dowly across the upland they
went, bearing ever southward, and only occasondly did they see Sgns
of animd life: birds on the wing afar, heading for more bountiful redms,
an occasond hare; and once a digant fox. But for the mogt the harsh
land was meager of game of any kind.

Hve days past they had |eft the Elvenhalt in the northernmost reaches
of Arden Vae, some forty leagues behind. Although they had covered
nearly sxty miles the firg two days after sdtting forth, they were now
moving only twenty or so miles a day out on the open wold, for the land
was hard and they would not press their steeds beyond the pace they
could sugtain in the long days to come.

* % %

The saventh day on the open wold, they turned at last toward the
Old Way—a road Alaia had sad was patrolled by Foul Folk—for a
westward spur of the Grimwal Mountains stood out across the route,



and they would have to gamble on passng unseen dong the road
through awide gap in the low chain ahead.

Tip and Beau readied ther weapons and scanned the countryside,
for they were come to a dangerous pass, and if Ghulen patrols or Rucks
and such roamed it, the way would be filled with risk. Yet with sharp
Elven eyes to guide them, likey any movement would be seen by Lian
ere the reverse occurred, though if the Foul Folk lay in ambush. . .

Southward they went, through rising hill country, another ten miles
before coming to the Old Way where it first entered the wide gap. No
enamy did they see, though the way seemed churned by many feet
tramping.

"A Horde," sad Loric, remounting.

"The one from Dhruousdarda,”" said Phais. She turned in her saddle.
"Keep asharp eye, Sr Tipperton, Sr Beau, for somewhere ahead lies a
Swvarm."

Into the gap they went, eyes dert, nerves taut, Tip's heart beeting
rapidly. He looked at Beau to find that War-row nervoudy loading and
unloading his ding. They rode another two leagues, and the land began
to fdl, the close hills spreading out, while the route they followed swung
southeastward, rounding the side chain and heading for the Quadran
through rigng hill country.

"Wdl, my friends" said Loric, "it appears there was no trap, and
mayhap the danger is past, for the land opens up and we can leave this
abandoned road once more” Then he turned to Phais. "Even so, we
mud return to this route ere we come to Quadran Pass, for from it rises
the sngle road which lies across that col.”

Phais nodded, then said, "Let us pray that the Horde has not
captured that way as wdl."

Southeagterly they rode, another five miles or so, but evening drew
nigh, and so out of Sght in the shdlter of a hollow they set ther nightfal
camp.

"Another day's ride should see usto the foot of Quadran Pass" sad
Loric. "And then the following day wéll ride up the Quadran Road and
over."

"Can we make it dl the way across in one day?' asked Tip,
remembering Taarin's maps. "I mean, it'sforty or fifty miles, isn't it?"

Loric shook his head. "Nay. Thou art thinking of the way under, for
Gildor says the winding way he went passes 'neeth Aevor Mountain to
the south and Coron in the north. The way over is shorter, for it crosses
the col between those same two peaks. Even so, it will press the horses
to go up and back down in one day, yet we can relieve them by waking
much of the way, and by going lesser distances in the following days."

"Then where? | mean, after we get across.”



"After that we mug cross the Argon River, and to do so we have
two choices: 9x or seven days east and south liesthe ferry at Olorin Ide;
ten or deven days northward lies Landover Road Ford.”

Phais shook her head. "Not north, Alor Loric, for not only does that
way lie dongsde the Grimwall, where Spaunen dwell, but snce Crestan
Passishdd by the Foul Folk, mayhep they hold the ford as wdl; recdl,
but twenty leagues lie between the two. Rather would | cross a Olorin,
for it is more likdy to be free, danding as it does nigh the marges of
Darda Gdlion."

Now it was Loric who shook his head. "But the ford itsdf lies on the
marge of Darda Erynian and is not likdy to be in the hands of the foe.
And didst thou forget, Dara, our other choice, the ferry, is plied by
Rivermen.”

"Nay, Alor, | did not forget.”

Beau looked up from his mian. "Rivermen?”’
"Aye" replied Loric.

"I mean, isit bad that Rivermen ply a ferry?'

Loric shrugged. "Mayhap, for apast the Rivermen on Gregt Ide
acted as guardians of the Argon, and for this protection they exacted
talls from merchants who plied the flowing tradeway. Y et the Rivermen
turned to piracy— some say a the behest of Gyphon or one of His
acolytes— daying the merchants and looting the cargo, meking it appear
to be boating accidents in the rocky draits of the Race, a dangerous
narrows downriver. To give truth to this lie, much of the wreckage and
cargo would be set adrift, to be savaged by ther ferrymen kindred on
Olorin Ide, agoodly way below the Race. The woodsmen of the Argon
Vades, the Bagron, discovered the piracy of those on Great Ide and
banded together and destroyed therr fortress, daying many of the
pirates, perhaps dl, though some may have escaped.

"Yet far downstream the Rivermen on Olorin Ide daimed innocence,
sying that they knew nothing of what ther kindred did upriver, and
mantaining that whatever flotsam and jetsam was sadvaged from the
wrecks in the narrows, the ferrymen came by it honestly. Nought could
be proved otherwise.

"BEven so, dfter the dedtruction of the fortress upriver, and the
subsequent loss of drifting salvage, many of the Rivermen on Olorin Ide
wert to live esewhere. Only a few families remained behind to ply the
ferry.”

"And you think they were quilty,” declared Beau, "—dl the
Rivermen, | mean.”

"Aye" replied Loric.

"Wl then, why did they go unpunished?'

"Sugpicion doneis not proof.”

Tip turned to Phais. "And yet you want usto go by the ferry?'



Phais nodded. "Those events are long past, and the Rivermen dive
today are not those who committed the acts.”

"Tha notwithganding, Dara" sad Loric, "back then they were
Gyphon's puppets, or so | do believe. And in these dire times Rivermen
may be His puppets ill."

Phas turned up her hands. "Nevertheless, Alor Loric, the fery
seems safer than riding dongsde the Grimwall dl the way north to
Landover Road Ford, even though the ford itsdf may be free of the
foe"

Loric frowned in thought, then grinned and said, "Aye, it does a
thet.”

Beau expdled a great breath. "Wdl, I'm glad that's seitled.

Tomorrow we go to the foot of Quadran Pass. The next day we cross
over and, following that, make for the ferry."

Twilight turned to night, and Tip walked up to the rim of the hollow
to stand histurn a watch. Y et upon reaching there he immediatdy spun
about and ran down agan, hisang, "Loric, Phas, Beau—fire in the
Grimwal."

To therim they dl rushed, and far to the east and on the dopes of a
great mountain, along ribbon of fire shone, twisting itsway up the stone.

Loric groaned and Beau asked, "What is it? A forest aflame?
Wha?'

Phaissghed. "Nay, Sir Beau. | ween 'tis instead the missng Horde."
"The Horde?"

"Aye, for ‘tis campfires and torchlight we see. They are encamped
aong the Quadran Road.”

"But couldn't it be the Dwarves ingtead?" protested Tip, grasping at
sraws. "l mean, after dl, it isthe Quadran, and Dwarves dwell below."

Loric shook his head. "Nay. Were it the Drimmacof Drimmen-deeve,
then 'twould not be torches we see, but Drimmen lanterns instead.”

"l don't understand.”

"Thar lanterns illume with a blue-green glow." sad Phas "Yet
among the brighter lights of the campfires we see on yon dopes of
Coron Mountain are minor glints— the ruddy light of brands, favored by
the Foul Folk."

"Oh, no," groaned Tip. "This means we have to go farther south.”

"Not necessarily,” said Beau. "I mean, they could merdly be crossng
over."

"Thelight moves not," growled Loric.

"Whdl, crossng over on the morrow, then."



"Nay, Sr Beay,” sad Phas. "l agree with Loric. They are
encamped. Too, if they intended to cross over, then they would have
done so long past, for they left Dhruous-dardain mid April and now it is
mid May. | agree with Sr Tipperton; south we must go."

"To Gunar Sot?' asked Beau.

"Nay, not that pass but to the Dusk Door ingtead, and seek
permisson from the Drimmato go the way under.”

Now both Tip and Beau groaned.

To the east and south they rode, faring across the open moors. And
as they went the land began to rise, for they were bordering upon the
foathills of the Grimwadl. Four candlemarks they rode, and then four
more, heading for the distant vae that would in turn lead them to the
western entrance into Drimmen-deeve.

And they rode a a goodly dip, yet & a varying gait, for they mugt
needs husband the strength of the steeds, for the entrance to the vae of
Duk Door lay some fifteen or twenty leagues
southeastward—forty-five to Sxty miles avay—or so Loric said.

"More than one day atogether,” groaned Tip.
"Aye" replied Loric. "We mugt camp tonight.”

"l just hope no Vulgs are about,” muttered Beau to himsdlf, his hand
touching the pocket holding the sllver container of gwynthyme.

Through the hills they wended, ever bearing southeastward, and the
land grew rougher as they went, and now and again they could glimpse
Quadran Road wending upward over the pass, and dthough the
Warrows could but vagudy make out movement thereon, both Loric
and Phais with therr keener sght assured them that it was indeed a
Horde. And onward the foursome rode.

"I say," piped up Beau as through a dot in the foathills he again
glimpsad the Quadran Road, "isnt this bringing us closer to the Rucks
and such?'

"Aye, itis" responded Loric. "Neverthdess, 'tis the quickest way to
our god."

"Fear not, Sir Beau," said Phais. "The Horde is wdl in the pass, and
we are reasonably away from its flanks™

"Adon, but | hope she's right," muttered Beau, as they turned among
great rounded stones and skirted thickets and rode dong the faces of
low-walled sheer bluffs

But & ladt, as the day drew to an end, they came into a set of low
rounded hills the dopes thick with Slver birch trees.

"Here we camp,” said Loric, and set camp they did.



That night, again the torchlight blazed, though now it was closer,
much closer.

"Oh, my," exdamed Beau, "it looks as if we are on therr very
doorstep. How far away would you judge they are?'

Loric pointed. "That way, two miles by your measure, is the place
where the Quadran Road splits off from the Old Way to ascend into the
pass above. Mayhap the fringe of the Horde encamps there.”

Beau swdlowed. "Lor", | don't think I'm going to deep well at dl.”

The next morning, bleary-eyed, Tip and Beau were raling the
blankets when Phais hissed, "Be quiet.”

Tip looked up a her, and she stood attentively, ligening. Yet Tip
heard nothing, and he glanced across a Beau, who shrugged his
shoulders and shook his head, that buccan too at aloss.

"The battle has begun,” said Phais, Loric nodding in agreement. And
then they resumed saddling the steeds and lading gear on the
packhorses.

Hearing nothing but the faint rugtling of birch leaves, again Tip looked
a Beau, and received another shrug.

They returned to ther tasks.

Out from the birches they rode, and high up in Quadran Pass, they
could see a place on the road where it seemed a gruggle was taking
place. But neither Beau nor Tip could tdl which Sde was which, or even
whom the Foul Folk were fighting, though Loric and Phais said ‘twas
Drimma,

"How can you tdl?' asked Beau.
"I can see them well,” said Phais.
"Wdl then, how can we tdl who iswho? —Tip and me, | mean.”

Phais frowned, but Loric said, "Do ye see one Sdeis darker than the
other?'

"Unh," grunted Beaw, but Tip said, "Oh, yes, now that you mention it,
one gde is darker—the side on the higher ground.”

"They are the Drimma, dressed in their black-iron chain."
"Oh, | see”

No sound came to the buccen from the battle on the mountain, the
distance lending the illuson of two vast amies confined to a narrow
road, and where they met they battled in eerie Slence. Yet both Loric
and Phais seemed to hear the conflict.

"Lor'," whigpered Beau to Tip, "are thar ears that much better than



ours?"
"It would seem s0," murmured Tipperton.
"l agree aswel," said Loric from his place ahead.
Both buccen's eyes flew wide.

South they rode, away from the conflict, now aming for a vae some
fifteen miles removed, avaley that would lead them to the western door
into Drimmen-deeve.

Yet neither Tip nor Beau could keep ther gazes away from the
combat up in the pass. And so they rode, twisting about, ever peering
hindward.

After a while Beau said, "Oh, look! | think the Dwarves are
winning."

And indeed it seemed that the darker force had pressed the Horde
down the mountain somewhat.

Onward they rode another mile, but then Tip said, "What's that in the
ky?’
Beau turned and looked back. "Where?"

"Up there, way back dong the Grimwalls, one-two-three-four-five,
no, Sx peaks back. Um, moving this way, | think. See it? A slvery
The horses stopped.

"No, | don't see it," growled Beau, nettled. "Sx pesks, you say?
Counting from where?"

Before Tip could answer, Phais gasped, "Adon, isit true?'

Tip turned to see both Loric and Phais looking back as well, ther
features pae with shock.

"Sx peaks from where?' demanded Beau.

"Iswhat true?' asked Tip, startled by the grim looks on the faces of
the Lian.

"Counting from where?' gritted Beawl.

Tip turned to see Beau angrily glaing a him. "Up there, Beau," Tip
sad, pointing. "See it? Oh, my, it's only five peaks away now, and
getting bigger.”

Beau gazed up toward where Tip pointed. "Oh, yes" he sad at ladt.
"Why, it seemsto be a ... aslver bird."

"Nay," came Loric's voice. "No bird isthat, but a Dragon insteed.”

Dragon! both buccen gasped smultaneoudly.

"Settle down, my friends" said Loric. "The Drake isyet far avay.”

And so the buccen rdaxed somewhat and waiched as the great
beast flew dong the Grimwall peaks.



"Skall?' asked Phais "Or isit Seeth instead?'
"I know not," replied Loric, "for neither one have | seen before.”

"I have seen each," said Phais. "They are much dike. And renegades
both, | add."

"Renegades?' asked Beau, glancing  Tip.

"Those who did not take the pledge a Black Mountain," sad Tip.
"Dont you remember us talking about it back a Arden Vae? The
Bdlad of Arin,' the Dragonstone, and dl.”

"Oh, yes" sad Beau. "Now | recdl.”
"Why is a Dragon in these parts, | wonder?" asked Tip.

Sill they watched as the Drake drew onward, ever near-ing,
growing larger with every besat of its wings, while in Quadran Pass a
mighty battle raged, the Dwarves driving the Horde hindward, pressng
them down the ribbon of road.

"I sy," sad Beau, ganang about nervoudy, "with the Dragon
nearing, shouldn't we get out of Sght?"

Loric looked a Phas, and she sad, "The Waeling is right, for
Drakes have a taste for horse medt.”

"To say nothing of tasty Warrows," muttered Tip.

Loric scanned the countryside, then pointed a a thicket a furlong or
0 away. "Inthere" he said, and spurred his steed, Phais doing likewise,
the pack animds coming after.

Safely ensconced among the trees, they dl dismounted and tethered
the horses and walked to the edge of the copse.

Sill the battle raged, and Hill the Dragon drew closer, now but three
peaks away from the conflict.

" Tis Skal of the Barrens" said Phais at last.
"How can you tdl?' asked Beaul.

Phaissghed. "l seehimwel.”

"You mugt have the eyes of an eegle)” said Tip.
"Not quite," replied the Dara, amiling.

"Asthou hast said, Sir Beau," murmured Loric, "the Drimma indeed
are winning."

Tip shifted his gaze from the Drake to the bettle in the pass. The
black-iron-armored Dwarves had driven the Swarm even farther
downdope.

Now Skail was but two peaks away from the conflict.
"Look! Look!" cried Beau. "The Swarm fleed"

Downward fled the Horde in dlence, or s0 it seemed, Dwarves
racing after.



Skall was one peak away.

Of a sudden Phais cocked her head as if ligening. "Horns. Ruptish
horns blow. Mayhap a hundred or more. "Twas the sgnd to flee, though
the sound is but now reaching us™

Loric nodded, though neither Tip nor Beau heard aught.

Now the great Dragon swung outward, westward, away from the
peaks of the chain. Out he flew and out.

Stll the Dwarves pursued the flesing Spawn.

Now Skal wheded on his great lesthery pinions turning toward
Quadran Pass and swooping low, fallowing aong the road upward.

Sill the Horde fled.

Ye the Dwarves stopped, for they had seen the gleaming Drake
rushing through the air.

Hame gouted from Skalil, washing over Riipt.

Tipperton shouted, "He fights for the Dwar—" but his voice chopped
shut as Skail's flane spewed across the Dwarves as wdl, and they
turned and fled upward, burning with Dragonfire.

Now Skal had passed beyond the Dwarven ranks, and up he
soared and up, upward into the crystd ar above the peaks of the
Quadran, where once again he wheded in the sky, tumning on his vast
wings And then down he plunged, aming for the gap.

And in that moment the vast roar of gushing Dragon-flame reached
the thicket, for it was far enough away from the conflict that sound
lagged wdl behind Sght.

And even the Warrows heard the mighty bellow of fire mingled with
a Dragonshout of triumph.

Back down hurtled Skail, and once again Dragonfire ravaged,
burning not only Dwarves but raking over flesing Spaunen as well.

Sill the Dwarves fled upward, those in the lead to disappear from
gght of the foursome, ther vison blocked by a flank of Aevor, the
mountain just south of Coron.

Once more Skail whedled, and again came the delayed roar of his
belowing flame and his trumpet of exultation.

Agan and again he ravaged the Dwarves, raining fire down upon
them, his drikes dffecting the Spawn less and less the higher the
Dwarves fled.

And 4ill the Dwarves ran fleang, those tha were not dead and
burning.

Fndly the foursome could see the Dwarves no more, for dl had
passed from ther sght beyond the intervening shoulder. Yet ill the
Dragon flew and stooped and vomited more terrible fire.

Pass after pass he made, flame and glee roaring.



But at last he made a pass and no flame spewed, and then he settled
on the very summit of Coron Mountain, and bellowed in dation over
wha he had done.

"Dragons attacking warring amies” sad Beau. "What does it
mean?'

"Heisarenegade," sad Tip, asif that were enough.

"Nay, wee one" said Phas "l deem it much worse than a mere
renegade harassing victims™

"Oh, how 307"

"| fear the rumors are true tha Modru has somehow wooed
Dragons unto his cause."

"But he burned Rucks, too," protested Beau.

"Modru cares not if he loses Spaunen,” gritted Loric. "They are
nought but fodder for his cause."

Phais nodded in agreement, then added, "Ye can see Skall does not
now attack the Swarm. His misson was to day Drimma, and day them
he did, until they were al dead or had escaped back through ther high
mountain door. The fact that Rupt were burnt as wel is merdy a trivid
consequence of war to Modru.”

"Remember the trumps? Twas a trap,” sad Loric, "for a sgnd the
Spaunen did flee downward, drawing Dwarves dfter, when Skail came
winging nigh."

Beau nodded, and Tip sad, "If it's true that Modru has Dragons at
his beck, then it's no smdl pebble he's dropped in the pond, isit now?"

Phais nodded grimly. "Indeed, Sr Tip, indeed.”

Beau sghed, then said, "Wdl, pebble or no, what are we going to do
now? | mean, given our horses and al, we can't very wel set out for the
Dusk Door with Skail up there shouting in glee”

Loric turned up his hands, and Phais said, "Thou art right, Sir Beau.
We have no choice but to wait."

* % %

It was midafternoon when Skal stopped his triumphant bellowing
and took to wing, flying away northward, back the way he had come.

Untethering the steeds, Loric sad grimly, "I deem we must now
grike for the Old Way and make arun for it if we are to reach the Dusk
Door into Drimmen-deeve ere dark.”

"Wheat about the Rucks and such?' asked Beau. "I mean, isnt the
road dangerous?’

"Mayhap, yet where we now ride the land is rough, and reaching our
god will be dow going.”

Tip looked to Phais, and she said, "The Foul Folk are licking their
wounds. | think they will not be coming thisway."



Loric nodded in agreement, and so they turned and deliberately
pressed toward the road, riding through the ruptured land. Within four
candlemarks they found the way, yet when they did, it too had been
churned by many fest.

"They seem to be going both ways on this road,” sad Loric,
kneding, "north as wdl as south.”

"I say that we ride the road regardless” said Tip, "for the sooner we
are within Drimmen-deeve, the sooner we are safe from marauding
Drakes."

Loric remounted and looked a& Phais, and she shrugged. And so
southward they rode at a swift pace, the horses cantering over trodden
ground. Y et the sun sank low in the sky as evening drew near, for much
time had been logt to Skail.

They reached the entrance to the vde of the Dusk Door just as the
gloaming fdl.

Asthey came to the mouth of that long valey, suddenly Phais threw
up a hand and reined to a hdlt, Loric sopping as well.

"What isit?" asked Tipperton.

But even as the question flew from his lips, his gaze followed the line
of Loric's outstiretched am. And there in the distance down the
high-walled glen ruddy firdight gleamed.

Chapter 21

In the deepening twilight Tip heard the soft footfdls of a nearing
steed. With his heart pounding, he readied his bow and peered out
through a gap in ajumble of boulders where the four had taken cover.
He could glimpse a dark figure moving up through the trees and toward
their hiding place.

"'TisLoric," hissed Phais from better vantage.

Rdief washed over the buccan, and he rlaxed the pressure upon his
bow gring and waited.

Loric reached the rocks and dismounted and led his horse inward as
Phais, Tip, and Beau stepped out to meet him.

"Aye, ‘tis the Rupt down the vade" he growled. "I followed ther
tracks a short way, and they continue on toward the Dusk Door.”

"If they have this west way blocked," sad Phais, "likdy they stand at
the Dawn Gate as wdl."

"Davn Gate?' asked Beaw.
"The eastern door above Fdanith."



sde
"Aye, it would be the way out, could we get in by this door.”

Oh, you mean the way out of Drimmen-deeve. —On the other

Tip groaned. "Dusk Door, Davn Gate, Drimmen-deeve, Quadran
Pass what does it matter? They're dl blocked. Evenif we could get into
the Dwarvenhalt, from what you say we'd be trapped.”

"Speaking of being trapped,” said Beau, glancing nervoudy back in
the direction of the vadley, "don't you think we ought to get out of here? |
mean, who knows what might be scouring the land ‘round about?
—Rucks and such, | shouldnt wonder. —Perhaps Vulgs and other
things as wdl."

"Thou art right, Sr Beaw," said Loric. "We must press on.”
Tip sghed. "Farther south, | suppose.”
"Gunar Sot," sad Phais.

Loric grunted in agreement and said, "Well ride awhile in the night,
then camp.”

The Elves boosted the Waerlinga up onto the packhorses and then
mounted, and away from the boulders and trees they spurred and down
the Old Way, Tip and Beau traling after, leaving the Spawn-blocked
Vdley of the Door behind.

They rode another five miles ere making camp in a hillsde thicket
somewhat above the road. Once again they set no fire, for dill they were
too close to the foe.

After histurn at watch, Tipperton tossed and turned, fretting over the
delay. But a last, under wheding stars overhead, he drifted off.

No sooner, it seemed, had he gone to deep than he awakened to
Phaiswith her finger across hislips.

"Mph." Hetried to speak—

"Hush, Sir Tip," she breathed. "Danger this way comes.”
"Where?'

"Along the road.”

Salight doneillumined the night, for the moon had set with the sun.
Even s0, as Tip got to his feet and took up his bow and arows, he
could see Loric and Beau moving toward the horses.

"We needs mugt keep the steeds cadm,” whispered Phais, "for should
they cdl out achdlenge. . "

Quickly dl four stepped to the animas and stood stroking them, Tip
and Beau reaching up to do so, the Lian now and agan whispering
soothing wordsin Sylva

And Tip ligtened for the enemy, yet heard nought until—



Hndly, to the north he could detect a fant patter, growing louder,
until it became the dap of heavy boots jog-trotting through the night
dong the Old Way. And mingled in with the thudding of feet, he could
hear afant jingle of ... of armor. Now and again there came a snarl of
language, and a cracking, as of a whip. Moments later in the darlight, a
jodling band of Rupt trotted darkly into view, coming from the north,
heading to the south.

Stll the Elves and buccen and horses stood dlently as the Spaunen
loped dong the road below, moving near and past and onward into the
night beyond, and dowly the sounds faded in the distance.

"Vash!" cursed Phais. "They are on the road ahead, mayhap to set
ward on Giinar Gap."

"Oh, no," groaned Tip. "Does this mean we have to ride even farther
out of our way. —To Rao Pass?'

"Not if we go 'round them ere they reach the gap,” sad Loric. He
turned to Phais. "In less than a league the road swings in a drawn-out
arc from north to southwesterly, driking for the ford o'er the River Hath.
If the Spaunen follow the long flexure of the road, we can cut the bow
graight across and mayhgp gain the ford ere they do. | say we ride a
fird light and make directly o'er the wold for the ford."

"Why wait for firg light?" asked Beawu. "l mean, can't we go now?'

"Nay, Sr Beau," replied Phais. "The land of the wold is too rough,
too hazardous, for the horses to cross in the night. E'en could we go
now, ill we may not be able to outpace the Rupt, for ravines and bluffs
may bar swift progress. Still, Alor Loric's plan is sound and gives us the
best chance to reach the gap ere they do.”

"How far isHath Ford?" asked Tip.

"As flies the raven, ten leagues or s0," replied Loric, "though should
we encounter barriers, ‘twill be more.”

"And how far by the road?"
"Mayhap another two leagues.”
"And how soon isfirg light?'
"Ten candlemarks."

Tip frowned in contemplation, but Beau said, "Oh, my, this will be
close, en?'

Loric nodded. "Should the Spaunen ddlay—to camp or rest ere
reaching the ford—then we should be across and gone ere they arrive.”

"Then let us hope that Foul Folk legs grow weary and need long
res," said Beau.

They saddled and laded the horses, then fed each of the animds a
ration of grain and broke their own fast while waiting for dawn to come
cregping o'er the Grimwal. And while they waited, a chill wind sprang
up from the west.



Across the high land they fared, pushing as swift as they dared, the
wold rugged, then smooth by turns, with ralling hills interrupted by
gulches and bluffs and rough stretches of jagged rock. Now and again
the direct way would be barred by dense growths of furze and whin and
gorse, and Beau would fret and Tip would fume as they were forced
east or west and 'round. At times they would come to deep ravines,
where they would dismount and lead the horses down and across and
out, could they find away; occasondly they would need ride the rim to
locate suitable crossngs, and dways Tip wondered if they were ahead
or behind the Foul Folk on the road. At other times the wold ran in long
undulant stretches of loamy soil bearing a soft green sward with scatters
of ling, and here they would canter at a goodly dlip. Yet they could not
run a this pace overlong, for €en were the land friendly, ill they had
some thirty miles to go atogether, a long ride for horses they would
spare. And so they varied the pace, now and then dismounting to walk
or to stop for short rests, though nether Tip nor Beau did aught but
pace while waiting to set out again.

But even though they occasondly paused in ther journey, the sun
did nat, its inexorable passage influenced not awhit by the fates of those
below.

Wegpons in hand, they crept to the brow of the hill, craving
belydown the last few feet, where they lay in the late afternoon sun and
peered intently a the scanty woods aongsde the River Hath. To their
left the Old Way crossed over the land and down the bank to where the
water ran wide, the river yet flowing swift with soring mdt from high
snow in the disgtant Grimwall. The road itsdf was empty, though less than
amile to the north it smung out of Sght ‘round the flank of ahill.

Long they looked, peering into the ever lengthening shadows as
sundown drew nigh.

"I don't see athing," hissed Beau a lagt.

"Neither do I," murmured Tip. He turned to Phais. "What do your
eaegle eyes see?”'

"Trees, shadows, a river,” murmured Phais, "and nought of Foul
Folk. E'en s0, it seems unnaturdly 4ill, for no birds wing nigh, nor do
animds chitter and scurry among the leaves. Too, only in places can |
See past the trees at hand and to the far bank beyond.” She glanced at
Loric. "What sayest thou, chier?'

Loric turned his head to the others and took in dl three with his gaze.
"Thereisbut one way we will know, and that is to cross over now, ere
the sun sets, for if it comes to combat | would not have the Waerlingas
Sght and battle skills hampered even one jot by darkness.”

At these words, Tip's heart legpt into his throat, and he heard Beau
gasp. Tip took a deep breath and then blew it out. "Then we'd better get



cracking,” he sad, looking at the sun now lipping the horizon, the
grength in his voice beying the knot in the pit of his somach.

They did back from the brow of the hill and then, stooping, made
their way down to where they could stand without being seen by anyone
nigh the ford. As they reached the horses, Loric sad to Phais, "Wha
wouldgt thou have, chier? Ride a agdlop or awak?'

Her brow wrinkled. "At a galop we chance riding full-speed into an
ambush. At awak, any lying in wait will have longer to prepare.”

She looked & Tip.

"The sooner in, the sooner out,” said the buccan.
She looked at Beau.

He shrugged.

She turned to Loric and grinned. "As Sr Tipperton has sad, the
sooner in, the sooner out.”

Loric grinned back. "At a gdlop, then."

The Lian boosted the Weaerlinga onto the packhorses, Phais saying,
"Make ready, for even though we saw nought, dill there may be Rupt
ahead, especidly on the far bank where we could not see.”

Tip nocked an arrow to dring, and Beau loaded his ding with a
leaden shot. As Phais turned to mount her steed, Beau said, "l just wish
| had practiced at cagting from horseback,” to which Tip responded,
"Who knew, Beau? Who knew?'

Loric mounted and said to Phais, "Chieran?"
Phais amiled a him, her eyes gligering. "Vi chier ir, Loric."
"E v chier ir," hereplied tenderly.

Phais looked ahead and drew her sword, saying, "When we round
the cant of the hill. . ." Then with alight touch of her heds, she urged her
horse to awak. Loric, his own sword in hand, moved forward as well.
And riding on packhorses trailing, the buccen followed after.

Around the foot of the hill they went, four horses, two warriors, two
Warrows, and when they reached the place where Hath Ford came into
view, Phais and Loric spurred the horses to a gdlop, the tethered
animds running fleetly after.

Now they came to the road, the ford but a furlong ahead, the road
itsdf running a short way to enter among the bordering trees and down
to the swift-flowing water.

Along the hard-packed course gdloped the horses, then into the long
afternoon shadows cast by the verging woods, and within ten running
drides the steeds splashed into the chill rush of the ford, ther forward
pace dowed by the deepening water, the current hock high on the
coursers.

And from somewhere behind there sounded a disant bugle blat, a
Ruptish horn blowing—



—Tip gasped and his hands involuntarily clenched, and he nearly lost
his grip on the arrow nocked to his bow gring. But then rdief swept
over him. They are behind ud We 've beaten them to the—

—the blat to be answered by aloud horn blare ahead.

And dill the horses lunged through the shdlows, while on the
opposite bank dark forms rose up among the en-shadowed trees on
each Sde of the road.

"Down!" cried Phais, leaning low againg the neck of her steed and
spurring the horse forward as black-shafted arrows whined through the
ar.

And from the back of the fallowing packhorses, Tipper-ton took am

a one of the figures and let fly, reaching down for another arrow even as
the one just loosed hissed over the water and into the—

Somewhere someone screamed, yet not from vidnity where Tip had
amed, but he heard Beau cry out in Twyll: "Blut vor blut!”

And once again Tip amed, loosing just as an arrow sissed past his
ear; yet whether or not his own shaft sped true he knew not, for he was
busy nocking another arrow to gtring, even as someone among the foe
ghrieked in agony.

Out from the water and up the far bank now plunged the horses, and
howling dark forms rushed into the road ahead. Rucks and such, Tip
could now see, and he amed and loosed again.

"Deyj lit a Rupt!" cried Loric, rasng his sword on high as his steed
with Beau after thundered toward the Foul Folk barring the way.

Over the thin line of Spaunen they hammered, firg Loric, then Phais,
with Beau and Tip coming after, Rucks scattering asde or dhrieking in
death as hooves smashed them down and under, with Hloks swinging
tulwars a the four, Loric and Phais answering with Elven sted as they
flashed past and away, black-shafted arrows ssang after.

Yet within twenty running strides, of a sudden, Beau's horse
collapsed, pitching to the roadway, hurling Beau tumbling ahead and
sapping the long tether tied to Loric's rear saddle cantle.

"Beau!" cried Tip as he gdloped past. Then, "Phad Loric!"

Behind, Foul Folk howled and rushed toward the fdlen steed as
Beau floundered to his feet, disoriented.

Loric wrenched on hisreins, the steed squeding in pain as it jolted to
a skidding hdt and turned and lesped forward, running toward the
downed buccan and the oncoming Spaunen beyond.

Now Phais turned her own mount, Tip's horse running to a hdt
behind. Then she, too, spurred toward the fdled Waerling.

Beau looked wildly ‘round, then laded hisding and let fly, the missle
crashing through the skull of the lead HIok, though he was yet a hundred
feet away, and the Spawn pitched backward, dead ere hitting the
ground.



Black-shafted arrows flew in response, 9s3ng through the air.

"Sr Beau!" cried Loric, thundering toward the buccan. Beau looked
back, then ran to the feled horse and with his dagger he cut something
loose from the cargo.

Tip let fly with another arrow, and this one he saw grike one of the
Rucken archers in the neck, the dark creature to gasp and gargle and
dutch histhroat as hefell.

More arrows flew, and Loric grunted in pain, yet he leaned down
low in his saddle and held out an am. And amid flying arrows Beau
stood upright, his rescued medica satche in his left hand, his right hand
held high, Loric to catch him by the wrigt, jerking him up and away from
the road and across the horse's withers, shafts hissng dl ‘round.

Now Loric turned his steed, and Phais, dill approaching, dowed and
turned as wdll, while Tip loosed another sheft a the Spaunen coming on
dill.

Yet now the steeds raced away, and within a furlong left the Foul
Folk behind, whilein the distance beyond the ford they had just crossed
aRuptish bugle blatted.

Chapter 22

As Beau wound bandages 'round Loric's rib cage, the buccan said,
"Another handbreadth to the left, my foolish Lord Loric, and we'd be
seting fire to your funerd bier . . . dthough | mugt say | am graieful you
saved me. Even so, your action put our misson in jeopardy. | mean, Tip
isthe one carrying the coin, not me, and he's the one you've got to get to
King Agron. And to do that you shouldn't be taking such risks”

In the flickering light of the amdl sheltered fire, Loric glanced at
Phais. She amiled and said, "Lig not to his chiding, chier, for | would not
have thee abandon our companions. E'en so, | dso do not desre thy
Desgth Rede."

"Death Rede?' asked Beau as he took up a knife and cut a Flit in
the cloth preparatory to binding it off. " Sounds ominous."

Loric looked up at Phais and, a her nod, said, " Tisa ... gift given to
Blven folk, by Adon or Elwydd, we think: a gift of... leave-taking."

Beau tied a knot, then frowned at Loric. "'l don't understand. | mean,
the only rede | know of isthe one Lady Radl said. Goodness, hersis not
aDeath Redeg, isit?'

Loric Sghed. "Nay, hersis a rede of advice, of counsd, whereas a
Dedth Rede is like unto a find message—a sending of fedings, visons,
words, more—imparted to a loved one, no matter the distance, no
matter the Plane, when death o'ertakes one of Elvenkind."



"Oh, my," said Beau, his eyes flying wide. " Sounds more like a curse
then agift.”

"Nay, my friend, 'tis no curse" said Loric, "but a find touching of
souls”

Blinking back sudden tears, Phais drew in a tremulous breath and
turned and walked toward the edge of the woods.

Sheking his head, Beau tied a find knot and stepped back. "There.
All done. Well look at it agan in a day or two. Now drink that
gwynthyme tea, for we know not if the arrow was poisoned, Rucks
being such as they are.”

Loric did not respond, but instead looked toward retreating Phais.

Beau waved a hand in front of Loric's eyes. "Did you hear me, Lord
Loric?'

Loric frowned and looked a the Waarling and shook his head.
"Nay, Sir Beau. My thoughts were dsawhere.”

"l said, drink that gwynthyme tea, for we know not if the arrow was
poisoned, Rucks being such as they are”

Loric nodded and took up the cup of dill warm tea and sipped
dowly.

As Beau washed and dried his hands, he added, "My Aunt Rose
adways sad tha Rucks and such are born without any heart, and that's
why they are so sneeky and underhanded and crud and wicked and . . .
and well, she had a thousand names to call them, none of them good.”

"Thine Aunt Rose was a wise Waerling, Sr Beau,” said Loric. "The
Foul Folk are born without compasson or conscience. Gyphon
deliberatdy made them that way."

"But why would he make them such? Such uncaring things, | mean.”

"It was a testament to his own naure: that the strong should take
from the weak, the powerful from the vulnerable, the wicked from the
innocent.”

"Oh, my, how appdling.” Beau put avay needle and gut and
bandage cloth and medicks and then buckled his medica bag shut. "By
the bye, spesking of the Foul Folk, dy' think theyll come at us this
night?"

Loric shrugged, then winced from the pain of it. "Nay. The band we
saw marching has traveled far and likdy will not come &fter. And the
ones we rode past a the ford are yet licking their wounds. They will
think twice ere coming after, for mayhgp as many as a dozen of thar
own lie dead in our wake—"

"A dozen!" Beau's eyes flew wide.

"Aye, or so | do bdieve: some by thy ding, some by Sr Tipperton's
bow, some under the hooves of the horses, and two or three feled by
Blven blade.”



"Oh, my," said Beau, looking a his hands asiif expecting to see them
dripping with blood.

With the crescent moon just setting, Phais made her way to where
Tipperton, on watch, sat on afdlen tree.

He looked up. "How is Loric?'

Phais took in a deep breath. "Sr Beau has gtitched his wound and
treated it with a poultice enhanced with a hit of the gwynthyme tea to
counter any poison. Loric will be in some pain for a span, yet it will pass
as he hedls”

"Good," sad Tip, exhding in relief. "I was worried.”
"Aswas|," replied the Dara.

They looked out over the land for a while without speaking, but at
last Tip said, "'l think my heart hasfindly stopped racing.”

Phais turned and took a place beside the buccan.

"Lor, but it was scary,” added Tip, comforted by her presence,
“though a the time | don't think | even noticed. | mean, it wasnt till
afterwards, after we got free of the mess, that | had time to redize just
how close athing it had been.”

"That isthe way of it, Sr Tipperton. Fear before, fear after, but only
action and reaction during.”

Tip's eyes widened. "You were afrad as wdl?'

Phas amiled. "Aye, jus as wert thou: before and after, but not
during.”

They sat together in slence, peering back dong the road in the
direction of the ford, some fifteen miles arear. At last Tip 9ghed. "Back
inmy youngling days | used to play at being a warrior: rescuing dammen
and daying foul creatures and dl. But now | don't have the dightest
indination to do so. Why, | loosed five arrows in dl, or so | think, yet |
can't redly remember if any found the mark, though | seem to recdl one
or two griking true."

Phais smiled. "I am put in mind of my firg battle, when I, too, could
not remember the number pricked.”

IIG.]?I

"Aye. Twas after the Felling of the Nine. For seasons | was advisor
unto High King Bleys When word came of the daughter of the Eld
Trees, | was enraged, yet at the time there was a Kigtanian blockade to
ded with in the Avagon Sea. When they had been defested, | asked
leave to join the Lian of Darda Gdion in teaching the Rupt a lesson.
King Bleys and a platoon of Kingsguards rode with me. We fared unto
the Grimwadl north of Drimmen-deeve, for that was where the retribution
was a that time. We joined up with Coron Aldor's warband, and just
afterward the company came to a dronghold of Spaunen, and we



confronted their leader, their cham, and showed him the remains of the
despoilers. Foolishly, he decided to fight. Afterward they told me that |
hed dain twelve with my bow, yet | remember but one or two."

"You were too busy nocking and aming and loosing, right?'

"Exactly so, Sr Tipperton. | was too busy to see. | have since
learned 'tis common to disremember much in the rage of battle"

Tip took up his bow and appeared to examine it in the darlight. But
then he shuddered. "I do remember the one | hit in the throat. But none
of the others, Lady Phais. None of the others.

Phais reached out and briefly hugged the Waerling unto her.

Agan a quietness fdl between the two, and somewhere an owl
hooted, to be answered by another afar.

""Twas there | met Alor Loric," sad Phais at last.
"There? In battle?"
"In the Company of Retribution.”

"Company of Retri—? Oh, you mean in the Elven company going
after the Rupt."

"When | fird met him, | knew | loved him. Y et he was with another.”
"With another,” Tipperton echoed, but he asked no question.

Even s0, Phais answered. "llora was her name ... a the time a Bard
like thee. The common ground between the twain faded, and so they
went separate ways she to follow her heart to the bdl ringers in the
temples of the distant east; he to learn about horses on the Steppes of
Jord.

" "Twas after histime in Jord, five hundred summers past, he came
unto Arden Vae, where we met again. Then did he find that our two
hearts beat as one, though | knew it dl dong.”

Tip sghed. "I wish | could find the one of my heart." "Mayhap thou
wilt, Sir Tipperton. Mayhap thou wilt." They sat awhile longer, ligening
for the owls, but the raptors had fdlen slent and only the soft-dtirring air
and the chirrup of soringtime crickets was heard. At last Phais said, "Thy
watch has come to an end, Sir Tipperton. Tis time thou wert abed.”

Tip 9ghed and stood, and started away, only to have Phais cdl after
him "Know this, my friend: of the five arrows thou didst loose, | but saw
the flight of three, and of those three, dl hit the mark.”

Jugt after dawn Tip was awakened by a drizzing mig, and as the day
grew, s0 did the rain, and so did the wind. Huddled under their cloaks,
Beau behind Tip on the lone packhorse, through the drengthening
downpour they rode into the vast deft known as Gunar Sot, cutting
through the Grimwal Mountains, connecting the land of Rdll to the realm
of Gunar. Here it was that the Grimwal Mountains changed course:



rumning away westerly on one side of the Slot, curving to the north on
the other.

And dl that day into the teeth of the sorm they rode through the
gregt rift, ranging in breadth from seven miles a its narrowest to
seventeen a its widest. And the wadls of the mountains to ether sde
rose sheer, asif cloven by a great axe. Trees lined the floor for many
miles, though now and again long stretches of barren stone frowned a
the riders from one sde or the other or both. The road they followed,
the Gap Road, would run for nearly seventy-five miles through the
Gunar Sot ere debouching into Gunar, and so, a third of the way
through, the four camped wdl off the road and within a stand of woods
in the great notch thet night.

And dill therain fdl.

And dill the wind blew, channelled up the deft by high stone to ether
sde.

Loric built alean-to as Phais tended the horses, but the scant shelter
did little to ward away swirling showers from the blowing rain.

* % %

It rained the next day as wdl, though not steadily. Even <o, a times
water poured from the skies, while at other times only a gum overcast
greeted the eye.

"Lor', but I wish we had ponies™" sad Beau during one of the lullsin
theran.

"Or even another horse" said Tip. "Oh, not that | mind riding with
you, Beau, but should the Foul Folk jump us again, well, Il just hamper
your dinging."

"WEell hamper each other, bucco,” sad Beau. "And youre right,

another horse would do. Too bad the one | was riding took one of those
black arrows."

"Oh, isthat what happened?
"Yar. The arrow went in right behind the shoulder.”
"Heart shot, he was?'

Beau nodded. "Looks that way. Must have been struck just as we
broke through the line. 1 think he ran another twenty strides or so before
he collapsed, though to tdl the truth, | was too busy loading and dinging
to know."

"You, too? Oh, Beau, so was |—loading and loosing, thet is And |
dont know how many | hit—Phais says that it's common not to
know—but | seem to recal one or two."

Beau expelled a breath. "I remember the Hlok | dew at the last.
Loric says dtogether we killed perhaps a dozen, and from what he said,
| think it was mogtly your arrows and my bullets thet did the job.”

"Adon," breathed Tip. "Quite a bloody pair, we two, eh?"



"Oh, Tip, don't say that."
With these words chill rain began fdling from the grey skies above.

That eve they camped among thickset trees wel off the road.

"Ancther day should see us out of this dot," said Loric as he shared
out jerky and mian.

"Isthere atown somewhere near after that?' asked Beau. "I'd like to
deepinabed, if you please, and have awarm bath.”

"Aye. Stede lies a league or 0 beyond. Tis but a hamlet now, yet
once was atown of import when trade flowed into and out of Rdl.”

"Yes, but will they have aninn?'
Loric amiled. "Mayhap, wee one. Mayhap."
"If not," added Phais, "then surdly one of the villagerswill put us up.”

"Wdl, I'd like an de, myf," sad Tip. "After a bath and before a

"l am hoping we can replace the horse” said Loric. "And take on
some additiond supplies. We lost much when the steed was dan.”

"Yes yes, ahorse, but after the bath and the de and the bed, if you
don't mind," said Beau.

Once again the skies opened up and rain came tumbling down.

All the next day it continued to mizzle, fine mig blowing through the
dot.

"Lor'," sad Beau, "evenif we don't get a bed and a bath and an de,
just to get out of this drizziewill be enough.”

"Aye" agreed Tip, "Il be glad to Smply get before afire”
"With hot tea," added Beaul.

"And soup,” appended Tip.

"Or stew,” amended Beau.

"Anything warm," said Tip as the chill wet wind swirled 'round.

"Lor," breathed Beau. "What happened?’

Afoot, they stood looking a charred ruins in the gum light of the
dignd late day, the hamlet entirdy destroyed, the blackened wood
sodden with three days of rain, ashes washed to dag. Only here and
there did stone chimneys stand, though some stood broken, as if
ddiberatdly shattered, and dill others lay scattered across the ground.

The horses snorted as if something foul filled their nogtrils, and Loric
and Phais spoke words to soothe them.



Loric squatted on the wet ground and took up a burnt split of wood
and amdled it and plucked a bit of char and rubbed blackness ‘tween
thumb and forefinger. He looked at Phais and shrugged, saying, "
cannot say when this misfortune befdll, for the rain has washed away the
day of the burning.”

Leading the skittish horses through the damp arr, on into the ruins
they fared afoot.

"Hoy, what's this?' cdled Tip, and he stepped to one of the fdlen
chimneys and picked up a broken arrow shaft. Black it was and fletched
with ebon feathers, wet and mud caked. "Maggot-folk,” he declared,
sepping back and handing it over to Beau, that buccan to look at it
briefly before passing it on to Phais.

"Aye" sad the Dara, " 'tis one from the Rupt."

Even though they could see no foe across the leveled town, 4ill they
readied their wegpons, and then on they went, Phais going wide to the
right, Loric wide to the left, and Tip and Beau in between.

Soon they came to the end of the wrack, and Loric joined the
buccen.

Beau looked up a the EIf and said, "Wdl, one thing for certain, even
if the maggot-folk did this, the villagers mugt have got away."

Tip cocked an eyebrow. "How 07"
"No corpses, Tip."

"Perhaps any who were killed are buried, Beau. By those who
escaped. That or they burnt up in the fires"

Loric shook his head. " Tis sad that horseflesh is not the only
provender favored by the Rupt.”

Beau's eyes flew wide. "Surdy you don't mean—"

"Ove here" cdled Phas from the lip of a amdl ravine, her horse
shying back.

And there in the shadows they found the dead—hacked, smashed,
pierced with black arrows—men, women, children, babies, thirty-seven
indl, bloated in death, some with great chunks of flesh torn away, asif
egaten by animds. A fant miaama of rot drifted on the rain-washed arr.

Beau turned away trembling, but Tip stood looking down, his face
twigted in rage. "They're not even armed,” he gritted.

"It matters not to the Rupt," sad Phais.

"It looks as if they were herded here and then dain.”

Loric nodded. "Aye, as lambs to daughter.”

"How long?' asked Tip.

Phais stepped before Beau and knelt. "How long, wee one?"

Beau swalowed, then turned and faced the carnage and after a while
sad, "From thar condition, two weeks or thereabouts, or so | would



gauge.”
Phais canted her head in concurrence. "l agree.”
"Does that mean there's a Horde somewhere in Gunar?' asked Tip.

Loric turned up his hands. "Mayhap. Mayhap not. This could have
been committed by a smdl band of ravers rather than a ful Horde. Yet
whoever did so may no longer be in Gunar at dl."

Beau shuddered. "All this daughter by asmdl band of ravers?’

"Look and see" sad Phas. "A third are old men and women. A
third are but children or babes. The remainder are dl who could have
put up a fight—how effectively, | cannot say—yet they number no more
then ten or twdveindl."

Beau nodded numbly.

Loric glanced at the waning sun. "We must make camp.”
"Not here" sad Beau. "Pleas="

"Nay, we will press on some way from this place of degth.”

"What about the dead?' asked Tip. "Shouldnt we bury them or
place them on a pyre?'

Phais shook her head. "War yidds little time for such, Sir Tipperton.
We have no dry wood to give them proper burning, and burid would

take many days."
Tip nodded sharply once, then turned away, saying, "Let's go."

"But | didn't want to look."

Tip nodded. "I know, Beau. Neather did I. But even though it's
terrible, | think she's judt trying to get us to look a war sraight on—to
look at dghts such as that one back there without flinching—so we don't
fdl gpart a the wrong moment.”

"Nevertheless, it was hideous, Tip. The babies ... the babies. . "

Tears spilled down Beau's cheeks as the horses pressed all through
the gloaming, but Tip's own eyes were filled with rage.

Over the next days, down through Gunar they passed, following
aong the Gap Road, camping far from it a night, for mayhap Foul Folk
went that way as well, though they saw none.

Gunar itsdf was aland embraced on the east and south by two long,
ardng spurs of the Grimwall, reaching out like enfolding arms ringing the
land 'round to hug it tight agang the man range dl dong the
northwesterly bound. This endirding reach was named the Gunarring,
and in the southeasterly quadrant where these two spurs met stood the
Gunaring Gap, a passage through the mountains and into the land of
Vdon. It was through this wide defile that the four hoped to escape
through the Grimwall barrier and turn northeasterly to head toward the
aty of Dendor in Aven afar.



And s0 dong the Gap Road they fared, a full two hundred miles
down through the land of Gunar on a southerly course, passing across
plains and among occasiona stands of trees as the degpening Spring
days grew longer.

On the eghth night after leaving the ruins of Stede, as they made
camp Loric sad, "Somewhere not far ahead lies the hamlet of Annory,
a thejoining of the Gap Road and the one named Rao. If the town yet
stands, there we will resupply and gain another steed. Yet | would not
have us ride into the village without firg making certain it is safe. Hence,
wewill reconnoiter ere faring within."

"Reconnoiter?' asked Beau.

Tip looked up from the amal smokeless fire he had built. "He means
scout it out, Beau. And, Loric, | should be the oneto do s0."

Loric frowned, but Tip plunged on. "None can move as Sletly as
Warrows. Were amdl, and that makesit easy for us to hide in the most
scant of cover. Besides, just being a tagaong is beginning to wear thin.”

Loric shook his head. "Tagdong thou art not, Sr Tipperton. Even
w_ll

"BEven 0," interjected Phais, "Sir Tipperton is correct. Ever have the
wee folk made some of the best scouts.”

Tip's eyes flew wide. "We have?' he blurted. Then, recovering,
"Indeed, we have," he said more confidently.

Phais laughed doud, then shook her head. "I was so told by Aravan,
who occasondly took Waerlinga on his voyages to act as scouts.™

Beau frowned in puzzZlement. "A scout at sea?’

Again Phais laughed. "Nay, wee one, but dand ingtead, for Aravan's
voyages were to places of adventure. And in these sites of peril he sad
the Waerlinga made the best of scouts—silent, smdl, clever, and, when
properly trained, quite fiercein afight.”

"There you have it, Alor Loric," sad Tip. "And Lady Phas agrees.
Besdes, if | don't do something, I'm going to go entirdy ‘round the
bend."

Now Loric laughed and held up two hands in submisson. "Well, wee
one, we mugt not have thee go mad.” Beau cleared his throat. "Waull, if
youre—" "No, Beau," interrupted Tip. "One has a better chance of
going undetected than two. Besides, we can't risk lodng you and your
medicd skills should aught go wrong." Beau glanced a Phais. "He is
right, Sr Beau." Beau frowned and shook his head, yet remained qui€t.

The next day they rode ancther twenty miles ere meking their way
off the road and into the surrounding forest, jumping up a herd of deer
which ran scattering among the trees. "Lor'," said Beau, "but if we'd only
been ready, perhaps we could have supped on venison tonight.”



"Mayhap in Annory well find an inn where venison is served,”
replied Tip.

"I can only hope," said Beau as onward they pressed.

There was yet a goodly amount of daylight left as they passed among
the trees, but Annory lay a the far edge of the woods, and so they
continued forward. Yet ere the sun had fdlen another three hands, they
cameto thefind reach of the timber.

Asthey dismounted, Loric said, "We are nigh the salicing of the two
roads; the village lies to the west less than a third of a league. Here we
will wait until sunset, Sir Tipperton, for within four candlemarks after, the
moon will rise nigh full and shed her dlver light the better for thine eyes
to see by."

And so0 they wated: Tipperton sghting down his arrow shafts,
ingoecting for trueness and finding them draight; Beau fretting and
sorting through his medical bag, then asking to examine Loric's wound,
now some twelve days on the mend; Phais Stting quietly and sharpening
her stedl; and Loric sanding watch.

At lagt the sun st.

Tipperton gave over the coin on its thong to Beau, saying,
"Should aught happen to me, see that this makesiit to Agron.”
Beau tried to refuse the token, but Tipperton prevailed.

And in the twilight Tip took up his Elven-made bow and began
meking his way among the trees and to the west. .. and was soon logt to
the Sght of the others.

The moon rose, nearly full and bright.

"Lor," gritted Beau, stopping his pacing, "how long has it been?
Tweve candlemarks? Fourteen? Sixteen? Something is wrong. Tip
should be back by now."

"He has been gone nigh ten candlemarks, Sir Beau,” said Loric. "See
Elwydd's light?'

Beau looked adant a the moon and sighed, for the argent orb had
traveled less than a hand up the sky. "All right. So it's been ten
candlemarks. Surely he should have returned.”

Phais glanced at Beau through the moonshadows and said, "Another
two candlemarks and we shdl go and see. Ere then thou shouldst rest,
ese the trench made by thy pacing will be too deep for escape.”

"My tren—? Oh."

Beau plopped down on alog, but within moments was back on his
feet pacing again.



His back to the remnants of a shattered stone wal, Tipper-ton
crouched within an arching, tumble-down mass of dimbing-rose vines,
the thorny tangle yet dinging to the base of the ruin an arm's length to his
left, the buccan motionless and scarcely daring to breathe as gutturd
voices neared, harsh laughter ringing. What they said he could not tell,
for it was in atongue he knew not. Yet he had heard words such as this
before: in Drearwood, among the maggot-folk.

The village of Annory itsdf had been burnt, just as had been Stede.
Yet Tip had caught aght of a campfire amid the ruins, and he had crept
close to seeif it warmed friend or foe.

Foe. Definitely foe. And now you 're in a fine pickle, bucco.

With his heart hammering, Tip gripped his bow, arrow nocked to
gring, and 4ill the voices came onward.

"I can't stand it any longer," said Beau. "Weve got to do something.”
"Another candlemark, my friend,” said Phais. "Then well see”

Footsteps crunched through debris on the opposite sde of the
broken wadl, moving nigh, now passng, and now scuffing away. His
heart yet racing, Tip breasthed adgh of relief, then moved past thorns to
agap in the stonework and cautioudy peered ‘round.

Count 'em, bucco: one, two, three. . .

Phais stood and unsheathed her sword. Loric, too, uncovered his
blade.

Beau looked up.
"Tistime" she sad.

The buccan sprang to his feet, his ding dready laden with a bullet.
And together they moved slently away, the horses left tethered behind.

Tip sensed he was not done before he heard or saw aught, and he
did back behind the arching jumble of vines, thorns snegging &t his Elven
cloak but unable to find any purchase. He scanned past tumbled rock
and char and a lagt saw a gir within the moonshadows as a dark
figure— nay, as several dark figures—four or five atogether, each the
sze of a Hlok—dipped among the burned timbers and ash and rubble
and toward the campfire. Tip shrank even farther into the bramble and
cast his cloak hood over his head and pulled the garment tightly ‘round
himsdf. All right, bucco, let's hope that everything you ‘'ve heard



about Elven cloaks deceiving the eyeistrue.

Even as Tip sought concedlment, as if a Slent sgnd the figures
spread apart, but dill they came onward. And Tip's heart legpt into his
throat, for one of them moved directly toward hisimperiled hiding place,
moonlight dully dlining off wicked edges of a double-bitted
broad-headed axe.

"Hsst!" breathed Loric, pausng among the trees. "Rupt-ish voices
to the fore—"

Of a sudden the dillness was broken by howls torn from bdlowing
throats.

"Tip!" cried Beau, goringing forward, running heedlesdy ahead.
"They've discovered Tip!"

Chapter 23

"Chakka shok! Chdkka cor!" thundered the dark figure as it
gorang forward from the conceding moonshadows and on past the wall
where Tipperton hid. Startled, Tip nearly loosed the arrow he had aimed
square a the being's heart, but even by then it was too late—

"Chdkka shok! Chdkka cor!" belowed the other four figures
rushing a the shocked maggot-folk gathered 'round the fire.

—and Tip pushed through the thorns to the wide gap in the
tumbled-down stone intime to see—

Bloody axes driven by broad-shouldered, bearded folk nearly the
Sze of men riving through shrieking Rucks trying to flee and Hloks
scrambling up with tulwarsin hand to fight desperately.

—Dwarves! They 're Dwarves! Although Tip had never before
seen a Dwarf, there was no doubt whatsoever in his mind.

But they 're outnumbered nineteen to fivel Even as the thought
crossed his awareness, a Hlok sprang at the back of one of the savagely
deaving Dwarves. Without conscious thought Tip loosed his firg arrow,
the shaft 9s3ng past the riving Dwarf to dam into the left eye of the
HIok, the Spawn pitching backward and fdling dead ere he could
ddliver the blow.

"Blut vor blut!" dilled Tipperton in ancient Twyll as he nocked
another arrow and loosed, this time fdling a backstabbing Ruck.

But the Dwarves were ferocious in ther devadation, axes shearing
through muscle and gut and snew and bone dike, tissue and blood and
viscera flying wide, limbs and necks and even torsos hacked entirdy
through with but a angle blow. Fully more than hdf the foe had been



fdled by these deaving blades.

Squeding in fear, the surviving Spawn turned to flee, running in panic
toward the woods just as atiny figure bearing ading burst forth from the
trees.

"For Tipperton!" he shrieked, and whipped his arm about, a leaden
bullet flying through the moonlight to strike the foremost foe in the head,
and the Spawn crashed to the ground, tumbling down as if held been hit
by a dedge.

And as the dingder reloaded, two sword-bearing Elves lunged out
from the shadowy forest, dire sted glinting with the promise of death.

Even as the Elves legpt forward, Aiee! screamed the Rupt and
turned aside, but then—Chakka shok! Chdkka cor!—the Dwarves
were among them again, severing, riving, daughtering.

In blood and gore the battle ended, and nineteen scattered Spawn
lay deed: three by arrow, two by ding, two by Elven blade, and twelve
by Dwarven axe.

"Neverthdess"" said Phais, " 'twas a foolish thing to do."

"But | thought they'd got Tip," replied Beau, goplying sdlve to the cut
on a black-haired Dwarf's upper arm.

"BEven 0, countered Phais, "to cast thine own life heedlesdy to the
winds without knowing the number and makeup of the foe is to court
disaster. Had Tipperton merdy been captive, then thine action could
have led to his demise rather then to his rescue.”

"She's right, bucco, and you know it" said Tip. "Were | dead or
captive or completdy free—as was the case—you could have been
killed running out of the woods like that and chalenging the whole lot of
them." ' The Dwarf cleared his throat, then grated, "Had they dan you,
hedler, dill your honor would have been intact. Like you, | find skulking
about in the shadows untasty. Even so, there are times when it is
necessary."

Beau ripped a drip of linen from the bandage rall. "Oh, Reggi, |
don't mind skulking about. | mean, who better than a Warrow a
skulking, eh? But in this case, if | had a thought at dl, it was that Tip
needed help.” Beau turned to Tipperton. "Look, | know the point you're
meking, and you and Phais and everyone ese who's likdy to tak to me
about this, well, you dl areright ... yet let me ask you: can you honestly
sy you'd have done any differently?’

Tip's sgpphirine eyes flew wide, and he looked at his friend. Fndly
he said, "I don't know, Beau, snce it didn't happen that way. Perhaps
the only difference would have been that | would have come charging
out with bow and arrow rather than with bullet and ding."

"Wadl, then, shut your gob,” said Beau, turning again toward the
Dwarf, who rocked back and roared in laughter, then glanced over to a



companion and said, "De tak au cho va Waeran at cha te og hauk
va lok mak au va Grg, ut ven tak dek ba luk der gur.”

Now the other Dwarf roared in laughter.
"What did you say?" asked Beau, wrapping mudin about the arm.

"I amply told Bolki what your comrades had said to you, and then |
told him your reply."

Only two of the Dwarves had taken cuts in baitle— Ragg and
Bolki—and finding that Beau was a heder, the captain of the Dwarves,
Ralk, had ordered them to follow Beau back to where the horses were
tethered. And s0 Tip and Phais and Beau st out with the wounded,
while Loric went with Ralk and VVekk and Born to fetch their ponies.

Upon reeching the encampment, at Beau's direction Phais had built a
grdl sheltered fire and placed a kettle above, and Beau had fetched his
medica bag and set about patching up the Dwarves. With tepid water
from the kettle, he had thoroughly cleansed their wounds, then stitched
the cuts dlosed: aleg wound on Bolki—who didn't speak Common, but
only Chakur, the Dwarven tongue—and a dash high on the am of
Raggi. Then he had applied a sdve to each and bandaged them in linen,
Balki firgt, Raggi now.

Even as he wound the cloth 'round Reggi's arm, Loric stepped from
among the enshadowed trees and into the camp, Dwarves leading
ponies coming after.

Beau looked up a the Hf and said, "I know, | know, it was stupid,
but weve dready covered that ground.”

As Loric frowned and canted his head in puzzlement, Raggi burst out
in laughter again, turning to Bolki and raitling off a string of Chakur,
Balki to laugh as well.

Through the sivery moonlight streaming down among the trees, Tip
looked closdly at the five Dwarves. But for ther heghts—ranging from
four foot seven to five foot two—and ther dothing and har color, they
dl seemed much the same to Tip. Come on, now, bucco, that's like
Big Folk saying all Warrows look alike just because we're small.

Even <0, to Tipperton's eye dl the Dwarves were broad-shouldered,
helf again as wide as Loric, and they dl bore double-bitted war axes,
the oaken hafts with soft brass strips embedded dong their lengths to
catch a any foe's blade so it could be twisted aside, and at the axe head
the helve was tipped with a crud iron beak made for stabbing through
amor. Each of the Dwaves wore a dak coak,
earthen-colored—brown, deep russet, dark grey—yet under ther
cloaks they dl wore black-iron chainmail shirts, matching the black-iron
of thelr plan hdms They were dressed in lesther breeks and boots, and
under their armor they wore quilted shirts made of a slken cloth.

Asto ther features, they dl seemed fierce of face, har down to ther
shoulders, some braided, othersloose. Thar beards whether braided or
not were forked and reached down to the mid of ther chests. As Tip
had noted, each had hair of a different color: Raggi's black to go with his



black eyes, Bolki's a honey brown, and he had hazd eyes, Vekk had
brown hair, too, but darker than Bolki's, Born's har looked to be
ginger; and Rak's har was a dark auburn shot through with grey. As to
the eye colors of these latter three, Tip did not know, for &fter the Elves
and Warrows had made themsdlves known to the Dwarves back at the
ruins of Annory, Loric had gone off with that trio, and Tip was just now
sedng them in a placid setting, where the dregs of battle and dead
maggot-folk did not catch at the heart and the eye.

Rak looked at the fire and said, "It would not do for us to be caught
as were the Grg. Even s0"—he reached into a saddlebag and withdrew
apacket—"ere you quench the flames, we could dl use a good mug of
tea”

Loric grinned and reached for the packet, and Rak sad, "Vekk and
Born and | will stand ward." He turned to the other two Dwarves and
hefted his axe and grunted, " Trekant."”

They st off in three different directions.

Tip stood and stepped to the ponies and began unloading them.
Phais joined him, and soon they were rubbing down the animas with
twisted sheaves of grass.

"A misson to Aven."
"Aye" replied Loric, nodding to Ralk.

"0O00," sad Beau, "tha reminds me . . ." FHshing under his collar,
Beau removed the thong with its pewter token from ‘round his neck and
gave it over to Tip. Tip took the disk and sighed, then dipped the leather
cord over his head and tucked the coin 'neeth his jerkin.

Over the rim of his cup, Rak's gaze followed this exchange. He set
his cup to the ground. "Y our misson you may keep to yoursdves, but as
to what you have seen and heard, bear you any news?"

Loric glanced a Phais, and she said, "Modru of Gron has begun a
war to conquer dl of Mithgar."

"Modru," growled Ralk. "Aye, that we knew." He gestured for Phais
to continue.

"Chdlerain Keep has fdlen and High King Blaine cdls for dl Free
Folk to join together to overthrow the Rupt.”

As Rak nodded, "He left out the Warrows," muttered Beawl.

Phais glanced a the buccan, and then looked back at Rak. "Borne
by Eloran, news has come from the High Plane: the way from Neddra to
Mithgar has been sundered.”

Rak's eyes flew wide.

Loric said, "Adon did so to stop the invasion of the Rupt, or so the
herdd sad.”



Rak clenched a fig. "Good," he gritted, then added, "though it has
come late”

Beau looked a him. "Not too late, | hope."

Rak frowned. "Thet | cannot say." He turned his gaze once agan to
Phais.

"Crestan Pass is held by one of Modru's Hordes, and the way is
barred.”

"Ah, then that is why you have come this way to reach Aven. Yet
there is the pass over the Quadran—"

"Quadran Pess is blocked, for Drimmen-deeve is under attack by
the Foul Folk," said Phais, "and it seems that Modru has made an dly of
a least one Dragon, for Skall of the Barrens did come and war with fire
agang the Drimma."

Rak gasped in dismay. "Kraggen-cor under attack, and by Drakes?"
"By a Horde and a Drake," confirmed Loric.

"Kruk!" exploded Raggi, gtting nearby. The Dwarf legpt to his feet
and began gdking back and forth, rage on his face.

"Ka ta det?" asked Bolki, looking in surprise & Raggi, and Raggi
stopped pacing long enough to step to Balki and speak inalow voice. .
. and Bolki gasped in dismay.

"Gflnar Sot is occupied by aamdl force of Rflpt, though we did day
afew as we broke through the ring of their guard.

"At this end of the dat the village of Stede has been destroyed .. .
much the same as Annory.”

"I sy," sad Beau, "could it be that the same maggot-folk who
destroyed Stede dso destroyed Annory? If so, wdl then, weve
avenged those we saw lying dead in that ravine."

"That | do not know, wee ong" sad Phais, then she looked at Ralk.
Rak shrugged.

Phais took a 9p of her tea, then said, "But for the detall, that is the
news we hold. Hast thou any question, then ask it, for on the morrow
we leave for Gfinarring Gap and beyond.”

Rak held up a hand, pam out. "No you will not, Lady Phais"

As Tip took in a deep breath, fearing what was to come, Phais
raised an eyebrow. "Why s0?"' asked the Dara.

"Because, Lady, that way, too, is held by the foe"

Chapter 24



Laric dammed clenched fig into pdm. "Vash! Modru blocks the
ways S0 that the High King cannot unify his forces and bring them to

Phais frowned. "The gap, it is wide; mayhgp we can sted through in
the night.”

Rak threw up a hand of negation, saying, "Nay, Lady, aful Horde
holds the gap, and worse yet, they have a Ghath among their ranks."

Loric and Phais drew ar in between clenched teeth.

"What isit?" asked Beau. "This Ghath thing, | mean."

"A Draedan,” gritted Loric.

"A Gargon," growled Ralk.

"Oh, my," breathed Beau, turning to Tip. "One of those fearcasters.”

Tip groaned and looked up a Phais. "If we are to ddiver the coin,
welve got to find away ‘'round. Does it mean we mud ride back across
Gunar and up to Rao Pass? Cross over if it's not blocked? Ride another
thousand miles west looking for a way into Tugd?' Tip jumped to his
feet. "Isthis the way it is dways to be, that we are driven south and west
when we want north and east?"

Rak looked at Tip. "Tdl me, Waeran, is the ddivery of this coin
important?'

Tip took a deep breath and let it out. "I don't know. It seemed so to
the Kingsman who bore it. Before he died a my mill he gave me the
charge to see that it was carried to King Agron.”

Rak cocked an appraisng eyebrow. "You are amiller, en?'
Surprised by the question, Tip nodded, then plopped back down.

"A good and honorable craft,” sad Rak. His gaze swept over dl of
them, then he turned to Raggi. "Raggi, da skal vad dek gein va
Chucah. "

Raggi's eyes flew wide. "Det ta a Chakka na.”
"Ne va net."
Raggi bowed his head. "Ma da taka.”

Now Rak turned to Tipperton and the others. "There is a way to go
across the Grimwal, a way known to few who are not of the Chakka,
yet Ragg will show you the way. But should you choose this path, you
cannot take your horses, for only ponies are smdl enough to go through,
and even then it is a squeeze.”

Phais looked at the ponies and then the horses. "We will trade ye our
three horses for three of thy ponies™

Ralk blanched and pushed out his hands, asif warding a blow. "Nay,
we cannot, will not. Were we merdly to use your steeds as pack animds
or as dray horses to draw a wagon, then yes, we would trade and trade
gladly. But we have no ponies to spare, and those we do have are



needed to bear us throughout much of Gunar, and horses we will not
ride"
Phais shook her head. "I do not understand.”

Rak leaned forward. "We are sent by Okar, DdfLord of the Red
Hills to scout out the strength of the enemy within Gflnar, for there will
come atime when Chakkawill attack this Horde standing in the gap.”

"In spite of the Gargon?' asked Tip.

Rak nodded. "Okar has sent for a Mage. It is said that they know of
ways to ded with the fearcasters.

"In the meanwhile we are to ride the land a their back and seeif they
hold more forces arears. And that, Lady Phais, is why we need our
mounts, for we mugt cover much ground in the coming days, then ride
back unto the Red Hillswith news of what we find."

Phais shook her head in puzziement. "But thy misson would go
swifter from the back of a horse.”

Rak shook his head. "Hear me, Lady Phais, in the name of Durek,
no Chak will ever ride ahorse.”

Tip looked ‘round to see Raggi nodding in agreement and whispering
trandations to Bolki, that Dwarf nodding as wdl; and Tip had no doubt
that Vekk and Born would concur if asked, though for the moment
those two stood at distant guard.

"Why not?' asked Beau, but Rak merdy looked a him and did not
reply.

"Then thou art saying that if we use this secret way, we mugt wak

across a reach of Vdon." Phaiss words were a satement and not a
question.

"Aye" confirmed Ralk. "That | am. Unless of course you can find
mountsinVaon to ride. Yet | fear that most of that land is abandoned,
for a Ghath stands a the western door, and who knows what strides
within the margins of that redm?’

Phais looked a Loric and Tip and Beau, then said, "Even waking
we can reach Darda Gdion ere we could go the longer way around,
assuming that way is not enemy-held as wdl."

"Darda Gdion?' Beau frowned.

"To get fresh steeds from our kindred," explained Loric.

"But wait," protested Tip. "What if the Horde has moved on?"
Rak cocked an eyebrow.

"I mean," continued Tip, "if they've pulled out, say to attack
someplace south—"

"Pendwyr," murmured Loric.

"Yes, such as Caer Pendwyr," agreed Tip, "wdl then, we'd be teking
along wak for nought.”



"Tipsright,” said Beau. "We must make certain that the gap is ill
held."”

Rak shrugged. "They were dill there yester.”
Tipperton's face fdl. "Oh."

"Neverthdess"" said Loric, "Sr Tipperton's advice is wdl taken. We
should see that what was true yester dill holds true on the morrow.”

Phais nodded, then turned to Ralk. "Given that the gap is yet hed,
we will accept thine offer to lead us a different way, for we have litlle
choice dsawise”

"Aye" grunted Ralk, "your choices are spare. Even so, | must have
your word to keep the way of this path most private.”

"Wouldst thou accept a pledge unto Elwydd?"
"Indeed.”
"Then in the name of Adon's daughter, Elwydd, | do so swear."

Now Rak looked a Loric, and he repeated the oath . . . as did
Tipperton and Beau.

In the early morn, Raggi dowed the pace, for they were nearing
Gunarring Gap, a choke point in times of peril, for here the Rdo and
Gep and Reach and Pendwyr roads dl merged to feed through the
breach. Wide |&ft of the combined Ralo and Gap roads they fared, wide
to the north amile or more, riding in furze and whin and pine and out of
gghnt from the road, to remain unseen by any foe who might happen
aong that way.

Wide they rode in the gorse, and even wider now, for asthey neared
they could see tralls of smoke wafting upward from the direction of the
pass, asif many fires burned.

And Tipperton found his heart hammering and his somach clenched
in apprehension. And he looked at Beau to find that buccan, too, ill &
ease, unsettled.

"'Tisthe Gargon, wee one" sad Phais. "We dl fed the pulse of his
dread.”

Now Raggi shushed them with a finger to hislips and guided them dl
to the backside of ahill that would overlook the passage through, where
they dismounted and made their way through deep heather and a
scattered growth of scrub pine and up to the crest, moving the last few
feat in a crouch, dl of ther bresthing quick with anxiety.

They lay on ther ssomachs and peered at the dot afar, and Tip's
heart clenched and Beau groaned, for thousands of tents and campfires
and animas penned in corrals filled a gap dirring with folk. And here
and there black flags flew, bearing red rings of fire. In the center stood a
lone black tent, a broad space dl 'round, and with his heart Hammering
Tip knew without asking thet therein resided the Gheth.



Phais sghed and turned to Raggi. "Lead on to thy hidden path,
Raggi, for Modru yet holds the way."

* % %

Northeasterly they fared for three days, an am of the Gunaring
looming on their right, its dark jagged peaks stabbing upward into the
crisp, dean ar. Yet soring was full upon the land, here in the last week
of May, and in the lengthening days fragrant blossoms flowered, grasses
grew, and late buds unfurled on awakened trees to join foliage green
and splendid. And water seemed to run everywhere, down from the
dopes of the Gunarring, pelucid bournes bearing pure drink outward to
quench the thirg of the foothills and the plains beyond. And animds
scurried upon the dopes, some burrowing, others freezing in darm as
the riders fared past, hoping in ther dtillness to remain unseen. And birds
sang in the meadows and the trees and upon the high rock above,
mating, nesting, engendering life. And nowhere in this eterna cycle of
renewa was any acknowledgement of the vast war that had come.

Nigh sundown of the third day, Ragg turned essterly, and they
followed himin through the hills and to a high aspen grove on the dopes
of the Gunarring, where they made camp amid the trembling leaves.

"Thou cangt take our steeds back unto thy comrades and use them
as pack animds” sad Phais, "for | would not abandon them unto the
wilds"

"Even s0, Lady Phais” replied Raggi, pausing in the sharpening of his
axe, "when my squad comes this way again, we cannot take the horses
through.”

"Mayhap in thy scouting thou wilt find someone with need,” said
Phais, turning now to Loric. "Hast thou aught to suggest, chier?

Loric frowned, then said, "Nigh the Alnawood lies a barony, at least
‘twas S0 long past—in the time of Falon the Fox, ere the destruction of
Rwn. Mayhap it dill exigs."

"Fdlon the Fox, the trickster Bard?' asked Tipperton.

"Aye"

"Why, there mugt be a hundred songs about him, and many of his
dre and dam.”

Loric nodded but did not speak.

"Deon the Bard and Ferai the Ferret and Fdlon the Fox their son.
And now | discover they lived in the Alnawood right here in Gunar. Oh,
but | would like to go there, and go there now." Tipperton looked at his
lute, but did not take it up. He Sghed and then rubbed his fingers across
his cheeks, and they came away wet. "Oh, Loric, is this the way it
dwaysisin war? That we are driven to choices we'd rather not make?
Impeled down dark paths by circumstances not of our choosng?'

Loric took a deep breath, then said, "Mogt of lifés roads have



unknown ends, yet in war more of the ways are perilous. That we are
driven down these dark and deadly paths insteed of choosing a brighter
laneis atyranny of war, an dfliction forced upon us by the foe."

Ragg spit on his whetstone, then took it again to his axe blade. "The
sooner they are dead,” he growled, "the sooner we can return to paths
of our own choosing.”

"Thisis the way," sad Raggi, pointing a the sony path leading up
into the enshadowed Gunarring steeps. "The horses cannot go farther.”

It was early morn, with the sun yet to rise above the peaks though
dawn waswel past. Raggi had had them prepare their backpacks, and
then hed led them to the far edge of the aspen grove, and now they
looked upon the narrow way before them.

"Wecdl it the Wakover," said Raggi, "though in Chakur its name is
va Chuka. Twenty miles it extends, twising and turning, and near the
top you will find along, low, condricting tunnd. Even were the path not
narrow, this corridor would dill bar horses. Chal Wel-fed ponies a
timesfind it difficult to squeeze through.”

Beau looked up the way, then shifted his shoulders to settle the pack
he carried. He glanced at the others and said, "The day in't growing any
shorter, and the sooner started the sooner done, as my Aunt Rose
would say."

"Thine Aunt Rose had the right of it" sad Phais. She turned to
Raggl. "l thank thee, my friend, for thou hast guided us well. Would thet
we could fare onward together, but thou hagt thine own misson to
falow just as we have ours. May Elwydd light thy way."

'At this benediction Raggi's face broke into a smile, and he replied,
"And may the hand of Adon shidd you dl."

"Bye, Raggi. Take care of that cut like | told you," said Beau. Then
he turned and started up the way.

"Take care, little Waeran," sad Ragg after him.

"Fare you wdl," sad Tip, and hitched his lute strap into a better
position.

"And you aswell," replied Raggi as Tip st off after Beau.

"Chdkka shok, Chdkka cor, Raggi,” sad Loric, adding, "ko ka
ska."

At these words Raggi's eyes flev wide, for few other then the
Chakka knew the Dwarven tongue, and yet here was an Hf who had
just spoken to himin Chakur.

Loric cast Raggi a grin and a sdlute as the Dwarf stood mute, and
then Loric turned to catch the Waerlinga.

"May thine axe remain sharp, my friend," said Phas, lat, darting to
turn.



"My Lady, should our paths cross again, it will be an honor to serve
you and yours" replied Ragg.

Phais turned back and without a word kissed him on the cheek, then
=t off after the others.

With gnarled fingers Raggi touched his cheek where she had kissed
him, and his eyes glistered as he cdled after, "Can it be done, Il find a
home for the horses."

With Loric leading and Phais following, they walked up the dope to
the firg twist dong the narrow way, and Loric paused and looked back.
Ragg yet stood at the edge of the aspens, weatching. All waved, and
with two hands Raggi raised his axe overhead. Then Loric and the
others passed 'round the bend and out from Raggi's view.

With asgh he turned and stepped in among the trees, and dl about
him the aspen leaves trembled in the shadows of early morn.

All tha morming they wended upward aong the dender path, the
way steep at times and at other times rdatively fla and rardly doping
down. But dways it was narrow, drait, stone risng up about them or
fdling away sheer. Here and there tenacious grasses and scrub pines
and mosses dung to crevicesin the rock, and now and then they would
see a cascade of flowers dinging to the lichen-spotted stone. The ar
became crisper the higher they went, and from time to time they came to
places where ice yet dung stubbornly to enshadowed clefts.

"My, my," said Beau & a particular stretch, "no wonder horses can't
come, and it'samarved that ponies do.”

Tip nodded in agreement. "I'm of amind that even the Dwarves must
have to sdle dong, given the breadth of their shoulders.”

And dill they twisted and turned and gained ever upward, pausing
now and then to set down their packs and rest their weary legs.

"Ungh," groaned Beau a one of the stops, "Il be sore on the
morrow, you can stake your life on that."

"I'd rather not, Beau," replied Tip. "I mean, just going on this little
sojourn of ours to Aven, well, weve dready staked our lives quite
nicdy, and | don't care to add something as trivid as sore legs to the
wager."

"Oh, don't say that, Tip."

They sat in Slence for amoment or more, and then Beau said, "Lor',
but | dso could use a week or two in a comfortable inn. This waking
about and living on jerky and mian and degping on the ground isn't for
me. And | wouldn't mind a good barrdl of beer, too."

Tip nodded, saying, "Perhaps well find aninninVVdon."

Loric shook his head. "I would not count on it, my friends, for did
not Ralk say that mayhap the foe strides across that redm?”



"Oh, | don't even want to think about that," said Beau. "Let's tak
about something e

Silence again fdl among them, but findly Phais said, "Tdl me, chier,
what didst thou say unto Raggi in the Drimmen tongue?”

Loric turned up a hand. " 'Chakka shok, Chakka cor, ko ka ska.'
In Common, that trandates as 'Dwarven axes, Dwarven might, come
wha may." "

"You speak the Dwarven tongue?' asked Tip, his eyes wide.

Loric grinned. "Aye. Chakur. | learned it long past from a Dwarf
named Kelek. We were stranded for three summers on an idand in the
Bright Sea. He taught me Chakur; | taught him Sylva."

"Youll have to tdl me that tdle sometime” said Tip.

"One day, Sir Tipperton, but not now, for dthough we tarry, the sun
does not, and we must press on.”

Along with the others Tip sghed and stood, lifting his pack and
stling it into place, then dinging his lute as well. But before they set out
hesad, "Alor Loric and Dara Phais, weve known each other a goodly
while and | have aformd request to make."

Both Lian looked a him questioningly, for sldom did he address
them by their titles

"It's just this you indgt on cdling us 'Sir Tipperton' and 'Sir Beau.'
Wi, I've had enough of it. And though Beau's a splendid heder, I'm
just aplain miller, so from now on I'd rather you drop the 'sr' and Smply
cdl me Tip or Tipperton"—he glanced at Beau and found him nodding
vigoroudy—"and perhaps cdl him Beau. But if you do inggt on some
kind of formdity, then please save it for very specia occasions'—Tip
gestured about—"and living on dirt and eating rations isnt what 1'd cdll
Specid.”

Phais looked a Loric and, a his nod, turned to the Waer-linga
"Agreed, Sir—agreed, Tipperton; agreed, Beau. Mayhap in court we
will spesk of ye as Sirs, but thou dost speak true in that living on dirt and
edting fidd rations certainly is not specid.”

Beau laughed, then said, "Not specid unless 'specidly bad' qudifies™

Grinning dl, and with Loric leading and Phais traling, they set off
updope once agan.

"Lor," sad Beau, his voice sounding hallow in the darkness of the
narrow way, "Raggi was right. A fat pony couldnt make it. Why, | can
reach out and touch both sdes.”

Though the Warrows waked upright, in the lead Loric stooped low
as he made hisway through the naturd rock tunnd. Bringing up the rear,
Phais did the same.

"Hueh," grunted Tip. "Not only a fat pony but a tdl one as



well—naither could make it through . . . and as | said before, given ther
shoulders the Dwarves would have to wak sdeways.”

They rounded a turn and ahead an arch of light showed they had
come to the end, and shortly they emerged into the sunlight.

"Two furlongs, | makeit," said Loric, ere any could ask.

"Why don't the Dwarves enlargeit?' asked Beau. "I mean, with thar
ill at carving mountains—"

"Because" interjected Tip, "were it made wider, it likdy would
become a well-known route. This way the Dwarves keep it hidden.
Besdes, if they were being pursued, here just one Dwarf could hold off
an amy of foe" "Oh" sad Beau, enlightened, as on down the dope
they fared, the path now heading down the opposite side, though crags
and bluffs and massfs stood in the way of Vaon.

As the day grew toward evening and they took up the trek agan,
Beau's eyes widened. "l say, Tip, | just thought of something.”

Tip looked at Beau, a question in his eyes.
"Jud this" said Beau. "Dwarves are not men."
Tip frowned. "And . . . ?'

"Don't you see: 'Seek the aid of those not men,’ she said, did Rad,
'to quench the fires of war.! Wdl, we were aided by the
Dwarves—Dwarves who are not men. Perhaps ther ad will mean the
quenching of the fires of war."

Now Tip's own eyes widened a the thought. "But Beau, that
assumes the rede she spoke was meant for us, and | don't see how that
can be"

"I don't see how it can be, either, bucco, but let's keep it in mind just
in case. Remember, a sndl event in one place can cause great
catastrophe in another; dl things are somehow connected, you know."

Tip shook his head but made no reply as onward they pressed down
the way.

Down they strode and down, and came to a place where at last they
could see out across the land ahead, out where avast grassy plain swept
to the horizon and beyond. Yet Tip gasped in dismay, for in the far
distance a pdl of black smoke curled into the afternoon sky.

Upon Vdon burned War.

Chapter 25

They reached the eastern foot of the Walkover just as the waning



haf-moon rose, shining her argent light aglance across the tdl grass of
Vdon.

"WEell camp here among the conceding crags, then set out on the
morrow," said Loric, unbuckling his backpack.

"But what about the smoke we saw, the fire out there on the plans?'
asked Beau. "l mean, shouldn't we go see if anyone needs our help?'

Loric glanced at Phais, then shook his head. "I deem we look upon
another Stede, another Annory, Sir— Beau. Twas entirdy too lae
when firg we espied the burning.”

Tip nodded glumly. "Besides, it's another good twenty or so miles to
the dte, and even if we went draightaway without any rest, dill we
wouldn't get thereftill late in the morning, perhaps at the noontide.”

"Oh, my," said Beau dgectedly. "I was hoping it was closer ... in
miles as wdl as time. But to wak dl night and not get there till noon,
wall, to tdl the truth, | don't think | can go on without a bit of a lull. |
mean, it it every day tha I've gone dimbing with a pack on my back
up over the Gunarring and down again.”

" 'Tis more or less on our path, Beau,” sad Phas "and so the
morrow should bring usto what burns upon the plain. But for now thou
at right: 'tis rest we need.”

Tip st his pack to the ground and sighed in rdief, then looked back
a the Gunaring. "Will it ever get any eeser? This waking about, |

Loric nodded "The farther we walk, the easier ‘twill be, for our
packs will fare lighter as the food dwindles. Our strength and endurance
will grow as we cross the plains unto Darda Gdion.”

Beau groaned. "Oh, surdy we aren't going to have to wak dl the
way to the Eldwood. | mean, there mugt be some place we can
purchase horses ... or ponies.”

Kneding a her backpack and untying the thongs on her bedrall,
Phais sghed. "With war upon the land, who can say?"

Tip looked across a the Dara. "How soon will we reach the
Eldwood if we go on foot dl the way?'

Phais cocked an eyebrow at Loric. "If we tarry not,” he replied, "a
fortnight and some should see us there.”

"A fortnight? fourteen days?'
"Aye. Tis nearly a hundred leagues.”
"Three hundred miles?'

"Aye, three hundred miles Tipperton. And can we wak seven
leagues a day, then a fortnight ‘twill be.”

Tip groaned. "Twenty-one miles a day for fourteen days—oh, my
aching fest."

Beau snorted and said, "Huah, Tip, compared to our dip-diding on



ice most of the way through Drearwood, this little jaunt to the Eldwood
will be a lark. 1 mean, wha could be better than waking on soft sod
across a grassy plan? Besides, bucco, you've got to remember, given
the choices we faced, thisis the quickest way."

Tip cast hisfriend a skeptica eye, but did not respond as he groaned
to his feet preparatory to sanding the firg short turn a watch.

Judt after dawn they set out northeastward across the ralling plains of
Vdon, the prairie covered with tal grass as far as the eye could see.
Though the grass itsdf came to midthigh on the Elves, it was chest high
on the Warrows, and it rippled in long green waves, stirred by amorning
breeze blowing down from the Gunarring behind. Far across the ralling
land, a thin smudge of smoke yet sained the sky, drfting up and
eastward, driven by the breeze as wel. And toward the unseen origin of
this smear they trod.

"What if it is a town like Annory—burnt, destroyed—

with a pasde of maggot-folk camped therein?' asked Beau.
"What'11 we do, the four of us?'

Phais Sghed. "Passit by."
"You mean just leave them done?' asked Tip.

Phais nodded. "Aye. Most likdy they will be too many and we too
few."

Tip growled. "But the Dwarves attacked nineteen foe, and they were
only five"

Loric shook his head in resgnation. "The Drimma are a fierce race,
where honor stands well above prudence. Aye, they attacked nineteen
head-on, with axes swinging, depending on surprise and brute force to
quickly carry the day. Yet were we faced with the same odds, | would
hope that we would use stedth and cunning and guile to accomplish the
same ends. Y et heed: stedlth and cunning and guile take time, and should
we come across a large number of foe, would we soon accomplish this
misson to Agron, then we must pass them by."

Tip frowned, and Phais, noting his look, said, "Tipper-ton, if we are
to engage every foe ‘tween here and Dendor in Aven, then | suspect it
will be many ayear ere we see Agron King."

"BEven 0," added Loric, " 'tis meet we gather knowledge of the foe
dong the way, and pass on such particulars to those who need to
know."

"Somewhat like scouts?' asked Beau. "—I mean, as long as we
don' dray too far from our misson to Agron in Aven, that is"

"Exactly s0," replied Loric, amiling down at the buccan.

And across the plans of Vdon they went, toward drifting smoke
afar, whilein the digtant sky above, birds circled and spiradled down.



"Ssst!" hissed Loric jus as they reached the crest of a rise
"Down!"

They dove into the grass. "What?' whispered Tip. "What isit?'

"Horses" breathed the Alor, unbuckling his pack and drawing his
sword. Phais nodded in afirmation and pulled her blade as wdl and
dipped free from her pack.

Beau, lying prone, put his ear to the ground. His eyes widened and
he motioned for Tip to do the same. And Tip's own eyes widened as he
heard the thudding of many hooves kndling within the soil. He raised his
head dightly. "What if they're friends?' he asked.

"What if they're foes?" whispered Beau right after.

Phais said, "Friends well hall; foes we will not." Then she put her
finger to her lips and sgnded for quiet.

But Beau sucked in a degp breath and then hissed, "Oh, my, what if
they're Ghflls on Hel steeds?!

Remaining hidden down within the rippling green, Tipperton wriggled
free from his pack and set an arrow to string. Beau likewise shed his
own pack and laded hisding.

Now even without an ear to the ground the buccen could hear the
hammer of hooves, and Tipperton lifted up just enough to peer outward
through swaying heads of grass.

From the north they came, rounding the flank of a low hill, a
cavalcade of riderss—men on horses, thity or more—and running
adongside were men afoot, twice as many as the riders, it seemed, and
dl bearing spears. Dark and swarthy were the riders and dressed in
turbans and long, flowing robes, with curved swords dung loosdy at
their Sdes; the men afoot were even darker, nearly black, and wearing
nought but short belted skirts 'round ther wags, their feet shod in
sandds, their long hair gathered and held behind by tortoise-shell clasps;
and on thalr bodies a sheen of swesat glistened.

"Down," sssed Loric, pulling Tipperton low. " Tis the foe”

Through the swale below they ran, their breething heavy, thet of the
horses and running men. Y et dill they pounded on southward, and soon
passed from gght in the long folds of the grasdand.

Cautioudy Loric raised up, firg peering above the un-dulant green,
and then rigng to his knees, and findly standing.

He motioned the others up as well.

Tip got to his feet and looked southward. Nothing but long, raling
waves of green grass did he see. "What—who were they?'

"Men of Hyree" said Loric, "and men of Chabba."
"The ones on horses—7?"



"Hyrinians”" replied Loric.
"And those afoot—7"
"Chabbains™”

"Hoy," said Beau, "theré's something about the Chabbains | should
remember, but just what, | can't bring to mind."

"Say, weren't they the ones who burned Gleeds?' asked Tip. "l think
my datold me s0." Tip looked to Phais for confirmation.

"Aye back inthe Firgt Era" she said.

"But we're over two thousand years into the Second Era;, what are
they doing here now?" asked Beau.

Phais sighed. " Seeking vengeance for deeds done long past.”

At the buccen's raised eyebrows, Phais continued: "Gleeds was the
aty of wood on the Argon, established there by the very firg High King,
Awan. Some Sxty summers after, Chabba and Pdllar did dispute certain
trade routes with one another, and the Chabbains crossed the Avagon
sea in ships and burnt the young city down. Yet the then High King's
amy did entrap the invaders and, but for a niggling few, dew them one
and dl, €en though many had surrendered. Long have the Chabbains
dutched hatred unto ther breasts and sworn one day to avenge those
who were daughtered.

" "Twas from the ruins of the city the High King did move the center
of government unto Caer Pendwyr."

"That'sright,” said Beau. "I remember now. —The higory, that is ...
not that | was there. But oh, my, that was long, long ago, and the
Chabbains yet seek revenge?'

"Lor', Beau, but you're right,” agreed Tip. He turned to Phais. "You
say that was back in the First Era?"

Phais frowned. "Aye, near the very beginning: in King Rolun's time,
the grandson of Awan. Twas Awan who established Gleeds, and
Rolun who saw it burnt to the ground.”

Tip shook his head. "Well, Beau, given that it was near the beginning
of the First Era, that was some twelve thousand years ago." Tip looked
up a Phais. "Are you tdling us that the Chabbains have held a grudge 4l
thistime?'

"Not only for that daughter, but for other defeats as wdl,” replied
Phais. "They venerate the ghogts of their kindred and carry hatreds on,
bdieving thet dl dark deeds need avenging, whether done of late or long
past. Else the ghosts will find no rest, no solace, and ther walling will
inflict misery upon any kindred yet dive”

"Wdl, | must ssy—" began Beau, but then, "Oh, down! Down, |
=

As the comrades ducked low in the grass, upon a far digant roll of
land the cavalcade and runners hove into view. Quickly they topped it



and passed beyond, yet running south, thelr pace not dackening a bit.
And then they were gone from sght once more.

Phais turned to Loric. "They have a camp nigh."

Loric nodded in agreement.

"How do you know this?" asked Beau, peering about warily.
"They carried no supplies, wee one" replied Loric.

"Oh, my," said Beau, pointing to the fore, where in the near distance
fant tendrils of smoke yet rose into the sky, "do you think that could be
their camp?'

Loric frowned, and Phais said, "The pal we saw yester-eve seemed

not like that of campfires but rather of a burning thorp, and the birds are
an ominous Sgn. Even so, we should go forth in caution.”

As Loric shouldered his pack, he said, "Henceforth we mugt leave
little trace of our passage, e'se we are fordone should they come across
our trall and fallow it to us”

"I say, couldn't we wak in ther path?' asked Tipperton, pointing
downdope to where the cava cade had passed. "I mean, then our tracks
would be logt in thers.”

"Aye we could," sad Loric. "Yetif thisis atral they often follow, I'd
rather not be in their lane™

Not knowing whét lay ahead, the foursome walked in slence awhile,
keeping a span between themsdves and the wide track beaten in the
grass by the cavalcade. And where they stepped, they left no permanent
wake, for Loric had shown the Waerlinga how to ease ther feet anong
the tdl stadks so that the blades sorang back upright. Even so, ther
passage was dowed consderably by the need to leave no trace.

And dill they pressed toward the risng smudge just ahead of the
arding, spirding birds, dreading what they might find.

To break the somber mood, Beau asked, "This fird High King
Awan, wha year did he come to power?"

"Why, inthe Year One of the First Era" replied Phais.

Beau frowned and looked up at her.

" "Twas with the coronation of the very fird High King that the
counting of Eras began," she added.

Beau's mouth made a slent O of enlightenment. "I dways wondered
how they got started.”

Tip nodded. "Me too. | mean, the counting of Eras had to begin
somewh—"

Suddenly Tip's words jerked to a hdlt, for they had come to a crest
of ahill, and down in the plain below smoldered the ruins of a town. The
town had been burned, buildings destroyed, and nought but charred



timbers and scattered stones remained. Yet that was not the worst of it,
for carnage littered the Streets. Whatever had once been dive was now
not. People—Humans—young, old, mde, femade, babes, ancients—all
were dead. Horses, dogs, sheep, catle, fonl—al had been dan as
well.

Y et there was a gir among the dead, for gorcrows feasted and kites.
Vultures stalked and drove away lesser birds, though there was more
than enough for dl. And midst squawks and graks and chortles, beaks
tore a flesh and gobbets of raw mea dangled to disappear down
ravenous gullets.

Beau burgst into tears, and Tipperton turned and stared in the
direction of the cavalcade, hatred burning in his gaze.

Phais took in a deep breath and sighed. "Come. There's nought we
can do here”

And they passed beyond the place that now was no longer a town.

They found arare stand of trees and set camp among them that eve,
where they built asmdl fire and brewed tea.

"Lor," sad Beau, "but | think Il never purge tha dght from my
mind."
"I don't ever want to forget whet I've seen,” gritted Tip. "They should

pay for wha they did, and if ever it isin my power to avenge those
souls, then so dl | do.”

"Thou dost sound as one of them, Tipperton,” said Phais, "o like the
Chabbains, | mean."

"Unh?' grunted Tip, Startled.
"Retribution: it drives ther lives. Gyphon and His agents seeto it.”
"Are you saying that evil deeds should go unpunished?"

"Nay, Tipperton. Yet thou mug take care thou dost not fdl into the
same st of mind as they. Hatred must not drive thy life, dse it will
consume thy spirit, thy very soul.”

"But what about those you dew because of the Feling of the Nine?
Wasnt that retribution?’

Phaiss eyes widened, and she glanced at Loric, and he said, "Aye, it
was. There are times when just retribution need be extracted.”

"Wl then, | think thisis one of those times."

Phais sghed and nodded in agreement, then said, "Nevertheless,
Tipperton, let not hatred consume thee."

A dlence fdl upon the campste, and remote stars wheded in
gpangled heavens above.

At lagt Beau said, "Tip, if | get killed in this venture of ours, see to it
that | get a proper burid. | mean"—he shuddered—"1 don't want crows



pecking out my eyes, kites rending my face, vultures tearing a my guts,
dl sguabbling over my remains”

"Don't worry, bucco, you're not going to die," said Tip.
"Butif | should . . ."
Tip threw an arm about hisfriend. "All right. | promise.”
"Good," said Beau.

They sat in morose slence a moment more; then Beau looked up
through the leaves a the stars and said, "If by chance | should die, think
only this of me that in some corner of aforeign fidd in aforagn land is a
place that forever will be the BoskyddIs™

"Oh, Beau, don't say such athing,” said Tipperton. "I'm sure one day
youll beinyour beloved Boskyddls again.”

Beau looked 'round at Tip and sighed. "We can only hope, Tip. We
can only hope. —But, say, youre coming too, arent you? To the
Boskyddls, thet is There's plenty of need for millers™ Tipperton glanced
a hislute. "What about bards?'

"Them too, Tip. Them too."

The fdlowing morn they set out again northeasterly, aming for the
place where the River Nith plunged over the Great Escarpment and
down into the Cauldron, some two hundred eighty milesaway in dl. Yet
they had gone no more than a mile or so than they espied more tendrils
of smoke rigng into the sky ahead. Beau gasped. "Oh, my, isit another
buming town?' "Nay, Beau, these are campfires”" replied Loric. "But
whether those of friend or foe, that | cannot say." Cautioudy they moved
forward, though swinging wide to the left, for should it be foe they would
need give wide berth and pass beyond.

"Tisfoe" hissed Loric.
The camp lay nearly two miles away.

Even so, both Tip and Beau could see the ste hed men like those
who had passed in yesterday's cava cade.

"Three flags fly," sad Phas, "—nay, four: Hyree, Chabba, Kigan,
and Modru'sring of fire"

"We mugt gauge how many are encamped,” said Loric. "And take
word with us to Wood's-heart.”

Beau looked up across at Loric. "Wood's-heart?!

"The Lian strongholt in Darda Gdion,” replied the Alor.

"But the encampment goes to the other side of the hill," said Tip.
Phais pointed off a a rise in the land. "Il move around and count



from there."
Tip glanced & the Dara. "I'll go with you."
Loric raised an eyebrow, but Phais nodded in agreement.

They spent nearly dl day observing, as cavacades came and wernt,
and now and again in the far distance black smoke would rise into the

sky.
"They're burning farmsteads,” said Phais.
Tip made afig and pounded the ground in rage.

When night fell, at afar distance they began dowly arcing 'round the
large campsite, seeking to pass it by, for it held nearly two thousand men
indl, or so they judged. Now and again they would crouch down in the
grass, for returning raiders would pass nearby on their way back to
camp.

The camp was yet in 9ght when dawn came.
"We mudt rest,” said Phais, cocking an eye a Loric, then looking
caaudly at the flagging Waerlinga.

And so they spent a second day hidden within the grass atop a long
low mound, aternately keeping watch and dozing throughout the flight of
the sun.

And this day, too, cavalcades came and went.

That night they findly got free from gght of the camp, and yet leaving
no trace of their passage they walked most of the next day, too, before
sopping in the afternoon.

They rested wdl that night and the following day resumed ther
northeastward trek.

"How far have we come these past days of edging through the
grass?' asked Beau, dipping his feet carefully among the tdl blades.

"Tweve leagues or 0," said Loric, glancing at the sun.

Tip 9ghed. "That's only ten or twelve miles a day. At this rate itll
take us two or three fortnights to reach Darda Gdion ingead of just
one"

"On the morrow well pick up the pace” sad Loric, "for we are
enough away from the campstes of the raiders and ther cavalcades that
the chances of them cutting our track is remote.”

"I sy," sad Beau, "what we should have done is stedl some horses



from that camp.”

Phais smiled. "Horses know not how to hide thar tracks, Beau. Yet
could we have taken two or three swift steeds, we would have raced
them across these plains, tracks or no."

The next day they set out a a swift pace, no longer trying to hide
thelr wake. Even s0, the grass was hardy, and Loric judged that in less
than a day it would spring back to fullness and only a well-practiced eye
would discern their passage—". . . unlikdy from the back of a moving
Steed.”

Over the next saverd days they fared northeasterly, their progress
dowed by the need to be viglat and the need to hide, for often a
cavacade would be seen courdng afar, or a times a angle horseman
with two runners afoot crossing the plain, and the comrades would
crouch down and watch, remaining ill so as to keep from being seen.

And digant trails of smoke wreathed up into the sky.

And they came across another burned town, this but a smdl hamlet,
and dl things that hed lived were dain. And they passed it by, pressng
on toward the Great Escarpment and Darda Gdlion above.

"Why don't we rest by day and move by night," asked Tip a a stop,
"when there's less chance of being seen?!

Phais looked at Loric and her mouth split into a great grin.
And so they fared at night theresfter.
And the dark of the moon came and wernt.

Yet the days were growing long and the nights short, and even
though they made good progress under the stars, ill when the sun came
ealy and stayed late, their pauses between treks grew longer.

"Well move through part of the day aswel," said Loric. "Else as you
once declared, Tipperton, it will take more than severd fortnights to
reach our god."

And 50 in the days theregfter, they continued until mid-morn, and
rested wdl through the heart of the day, and set out agan in
midafternoon.

"It looks like a burnt farmstead,”" said Beau.

Tip glanced & the sun, gauging it to be four hands from setting. "Our
provisons are low," he said. "Let's go see can we find anything to take
with us”

Down into the swale they went and past a destroyed corra, rounding
the burnt hulk of a byre. Of a sudden Tip stopped, for there, bloated,



maggots writhing just under the skin, lay the corpse of a woman, though
the only way of knowing it was a femde was by the dothing she wore.
She was dutching the corpse of a child, bloated and infested too, skin
swollen and ready to burst.

And the stench was unbearable.

Tipperton turned and vomited, and Beau sank to his knees in
dismay, his eyes wide, his hands pressed to his mouth.

"Oh, Adon, what isit we see?' whispered Beau.

"Degth," said Loric.

"War," amended Phais.

And soon they moved onward, griding into the grass again.

* % *

Ran fdl down and down, and lightning stalked across the plains.
And during the three days of the violent storm, little progress was made.

Streams became raging torrents, and often they would have to wak
fa ere they found a place to cross, and these dangerous to the
Waerlinga as amdl as they were. Y et with Loric and Phaiss help, across
therailing waters they went.

And when the skies findly cleared, they were far didd of ther
chosen path. Yet once again across the plains they went, now and then
espying riding Hyrinians or running Chabbains or both and hiding
whenever they did. And dill they had to take wide detours to cross
'round waters yet wild.

And they ran out of food.

"We need to take a day to hunt, to forage, while we yet have the
grength,” said Loric. "Else weéll be too weak to reach our god.”

"On the morrow, then," said Phais, "we hunt."

The buccen strode back into the camp together.

"| feathered a fa marmat,” said Tip, raisng his bow in his left hand
and the arrow-pierced burrower in hisright.

"And | brought down a rabbit," said Beau, canting his head toward
the long-legged, long-eared hare dung over his shoulder.

"Sedthy Waerlingg" sad Loric, aniling a Phas, then turning back
to the buccen. "We garnered nought from any of our snares.”

"BEven 90," said Phais, "there are these" And she hdd up a bundle of
wild leeks.

Loric looked at the fare. "With careful rationing, two days, | would
say, then we mug hunt again.”



"Huah!" snorted Beau, pausng to look leftward as his companions
strode on. "So that's the Great Escarpment, eh?”

In the far distance, low on the rim of the world and lit adant by the
rigng sun, stood a long upjut of land, running from horizon to horizon
wed to east.

"Aye" replied Loric, driding past the buccan, " 'tis the Great
Escarpment, her steeps wdl warded by Lian Guardians, for above
gtands Darda Gdlion."

Beau shook his head. "Wdl, it doesn't look so great to me" he sad,
trotting after the others.

"How far away isit?" asked Tipperton, tralling behind Phais.

"Some fourteen leagues” replied Loric.

"Fourteen leagued” blurted Beau, catching up to Tipperton again.
"Forty-two miles?'

"Aye"

"Hmm," mused Tipperton. "Then it must be rather tdl.”

"Aye Two hundred fathoms in places, though east of the Argon it
dwindles to the leve of the land on which the Greatwood stands.”

Beau shaded his eyes and peered again. "Two hundred fathoms, four
hundred yards, twelve hundred feet: that's quite high. Hmm, perhaps it is
rather great after dl." He glanced at Loric. "When will we reach it?'

Loric pointed draght ahead northessterly. "Vanil Fdls and the
Cauldron lie mayhap thirty leagues afar. Can we maintain a goodly pace,
and given that we yet need aday or two dong the way to hunt for food,
mayhgp well be therein afiveday or seven.”

Tipperton sghed and strode on.

The fdlowing day, Year's Long Day, they went another five miles
before the sun set, and they continued waking under the stars and a
gibbous waxing moon. Yet a the mid of night and by the argent light of
the westering moon, Loric and Phais and Tip and Beau trod out the
Blvenrite of Summerday in the tdl green grass of Vaon.

Step ... pause ... shift.. pause . .. glide ... pause ... step. Phas
chanting, Loric Sanging, step ... pause.. .. step...

The moon had fdlen consderably when they took up the trek again,
and they walked until dawn and a bit after ere stopping for the day.

During the hunt the next day they brought down no game, Beau
missing the only quarry seen, a ring-necked pheasant that had taken to
wing a hisvery feet.

Ye Phais managed to find double handfuls of smdl root vegetables



she named nepe but which both buccen knew as rutabaga, though these
were wild and immeture,

"Lor," sad Beau, taking another bite and making a sour face, "but |
didn't think 1'd be egting young raw turnips out here in the open plain.
Regardless, this one med a day isnt to my liking, for my stomach is
touching my backbone, and so raw or not, wild or not, thesell do."

Tip, chewing, looked at his friend through weatering eyes. "A bit tart,
though, wouldn't you say?'

Loric laughed, then sobered. "We will have to hunt again, if not on
the morrow, then certainly the day after.”

Tip swdlowed and looked a the Great Escarpment, yet some
distance off to ther left. "Are you certain that we're drawing closer to
our god, Loric? | mean, we seem to be getting no nearer.”

Loric peered northeastward. "Another twenty or twenty-five leagues,
my friend, will find us ascending the Long Stair next to Vanil Fdls™

Beau took another bite of the pungent fleshy root, then said ‘round
the mouthful, "Wl | for onewill be glad to be shed of these plains, what
with riders and runners about.”

After regting throughout the long day, they took up the trek again in
the eve and walked through the night. The following morn they made
campinasmdl grove.

"Lor', but I'm famished," said Beau, "and thinking of esting grass."

"We need to hunt and forage once more" said Loric. "Else well not
have the strength for the dimb when we do reach the Cauldron.”

"But fird we should rest," said Phais. "Then hunt."

They bedded down, dl but the one on watch, and dept through the
heart of the day, but in midafternoon they set out in separate directions
to forage Beau with his ding, Tip with his bow, and Phais and Loric
rumning the line of snares they had set while the Waerlinga had
dumbered.

Tip found another set of burrows and settled down to watch, his
back againg a nearby mound, an arrow set to gring. Yet worn as he
was, he dozed in the afternoon light.

The sun had reached the horizon when a sound startled him awake,
and he looked up to see—

"Yaahhh!" shouted the spear-bearing Chabbain, legping a the
Warrow, spear dabbing forward even as the ghrieking buccan
desperately rolled asde, his arrow logt to his grasp.

Shnk! the blade of the weapon knifed into the soil, only to be jerked
free and plunged again at Tip.

But Tipperton had gained his feet, and he darted asde, the spear



catching nought but Elven cloak, the cloth diding across the blade and
away.
"Maut!" sssed the Chabbain, whirling after the flesing Warrow.

Tipperton ran toward the thicket, and Thkk! the spear flew past hm
to bury itsdf in the sod.

And dl in one motion Tip stabbed to a hdt and soun while snatching
an arrow from his quiver and st it to dring and drew and loosed,
impaling the rushing Chabbain square through the heart, the dark man to
tumble dead at the buccan's fedt.

And Tipperton heard another shout and looked up to see a second
Chabbain running at him with raised spear in hand, while a Hyrinian on
horseback thundered after.

Cdmly, Tip nocked a second arrow to sring and loosed, and even
asit flew, he set the third shaft to his bow.

"Ungh!" grunted the Chabbain, and looked in surprise a the
feathered shaft that sprang full-blown from his chest even as he pitched
to the ground.

Now the horseman hauled back on the reins, the animd sgueding in
pain as the rider sawed the steed about.

$5sss . . . Tipperton's third arrow whispered through the ar to dam
into the Hyrinian's Sde, the stricken man yawl-ing in pain, yet spurring
away.

With sword in hand, Loric burst forth from the woods behind the
buccan, Phais on his heds, her weapon drawn as wedl, as Tipperton
snatched another arrow from his quiver and whirled about, ready to day
whoever was coming at his back; yet when he saw it was Loric and
Phais, he spun back toward the bolting rider and aimed and loosed, but
this sheft flev beyond the flegting Hyrinian, now distant and drawing
away.

Loric ran past the Waerling and after the gdloping steed, running as
if to catch the racing horse now flying across the plain, clots of dirt and
sod flinging up from its hooves. Yet the horse was too swift and Loric
quickly fdl behind, the BIf stopping after sorinting a hundred paces or
0.

Tipperton was sheking when Phais came to his sde, and suddenly
the strength went out of the buccan's legs and he fdl to his knees
gesping.

"I couldn't—he amost—they nearly—"

"Shhh, shhh," shushed Phais, kneding beside Tip and drawing him
to her.

Beau came running from the thicket, his ding in hand, and his face
twisted into anguish when he saw Phais down on the ground holding Tip.
"Oh, my. Oh, my," he groaned. Then: "I'll get my medicd satchd," he
cdled, and spun back toward ther campsite.



But Phais cdled out, "No need, Sr Beau, for none here are
wounded." Then she whispered, "Except perhaps in heart.”

Beau turned and rushed to the Dard's side.

On the way back, Loric stopped at the digant dan Chabbain and
rolled the corpse over. Then he walked past the huddle of Tip and Phais
and Beau to the dead Chabbain nearby, and with a thuck! he pulled
Tip's arrow free, wiping the shaft and blade cdlean of blood on the tdl
waving grass.

"I went to deep. | went to deep,” whispered Tip, "and it nearly
proved our undoing.”

Arrow in hand, Loric came to stand a their Sde. Phais looked up at
him. "Wewill have littletime" said the Alor.

Phais glanced at the running horseman afar and nodded.
"Littletime?' asked Beau.

Loric canted his head toward the digant Hyrinian. "He will bring
others. We mug run.”

Tip drew in a shuddering bregth. "It'sdl my fault—"

Phais clutched him hard by the shoulders. "Nay, Sir Tipperton. Tis
not the fault of any here.”

"But | fell adee—"

"They were tracking us, | ween,” growled Loric. He hed out the
arrow to Tip. "The other was broken when the Chabbain fdl."

Tip took a deep breath and then exhded, and reached out to accept
the arrow. He stood and shoved the missle into his quiver and gazed at
the fleeing Hyrinian, now disappearing beyond a digant rall in the land.
"How far to safety?" he asked, looking at Loric.

Loric gazed at the Great Escarpment rigng in the disant sky, the
length of its face modly enshadowed in the setting sun. "Ten leagues,

mayhap fifteen.”
"Then wed better begin," sad Tip, "for ether way— thirty miles or
forty-five—it'sa ded to go."

"And on an empty stomach, too," groaned Beau.

Across the prairie they fled, not atempting to hide their tracks, for as
Loric had said, "They know we are here and are certain to overtake us
should we wak carefully. Instead, well choose haste over caution.”

And 0 in the light of a flush ful moon they dternatdly waked and
trotted: five hundred paces of hard strides followed by five hundred at a
run, over and again, five hundred and five hundred, throughout the short
bright night, pausing but occasiondly for brief rests, these especidly for
the flagging Warrows.

Jugt after dawn when they rested again, Tip said, "We're just dowing



you down, Loric, Phais. Y ou should go on ahead without—"

"Nonsense, Sr Tipperton,” said Phais. "Fear not, for we have but a
short way to go, for even now | can hear the roar of mighty Bellon."

Tip looked at her. "Again | bid you to drop the 'sr' and just cal me
Tip; that or Tipperton will do. | mean, after the way | let everyone
down, | don't—"

Phais thrust a hand pam out toward Tip to shut off the flow of his
words. "Aye, | will cdl thee Tip or Tipperton. Tis only in the stress of
the moment [—"

"Riderd" cdled Loric, pointing.

All gazes followed the line of Loric's outstretched arm. On the digtant
horizon a band of riders topped a crest to disappear down in the grass
agan.

"How many?' asked Tip.

"A score and some,” replied Loric.

"Let's go," sad Beau, and once agan they started northeastward,
now running dongside the towering flank of the Great Escarpment.

And they trotted without pause, no longer dternating their pace with
that of awalk.

And the breath of the Waerlinga grew harsh and labored.
While behind the riders drew on.

And now the four rounded a long, curving haunch of the escarpment,
and in the distance before them they could see an enormous torrent
pouring over the lip of the steep. Here it was that the mighty
south-flowing Argon River fdl a thousand feet into a chuning basin
below, for here did Bdlon Fdls plunge into the Cauldron. And the roar
of the cataract thundered outward from the escarpment to shake the

vay ar.
"How far?' gasped Beau.
"Two leagues or threg," came Loric's panting answer.
"Tothel€ft," puffed Phais.

Now leftward from Belon by perhaps as much as seven miles, both
buccen could see a second fdls a dlvery cascade of water plunging
over the escarpment and down. It was Vanil Fdls, where beyond a tun
in the rim the east-flowing River Nith hurtled out from Darda Gdion to
plummet into the westernmost reach of the Cauldron.

Tip glanced back. In the near distance the Hyrinian riders flew over
the grass at full gdlop, and swords waved above their heads and their
mouths were agape in howls, though Tip could not hear them above
Bdlon'sroar.

"Well never makeit," gasped Tip. "Take the coin and go without us.
WEll try to hold them here.



But Beau gritted, "Run!”

And run they did, as swift as they could .. .

. .. yet the horses were swifter ill.

Another mile they ran, no more, and up agentle rise.
And Loric stopped.

Asdid the others.

Panting, Loric drew his sword. "Here on this Sope we will make our
gand."

Gagping and with trembling hands, Tip set an arrow to gtring.
Likewise did Beau load hisding as Phais unsheathed her blade.
And twenty-four Hyrinian riders came thundering up the hill.

Tip took a deep breath and exhded hdf. . . And riders howled in
triumph as they charged upward .. .

.. .. and with eyes for nought else, Tip took am. . .

... and Hyrinians leaned outward, making ready to hack and chop
asthey swept by ...

...andTiploosd. . .

And adeet of arrows hissed downdope and dammed into the riders.

"Waugh!" burgt out Tipperton as a dozen or more arrows pierced
Hyrianian throats and eyes and hearts, and riders tumbled backwards to
crash to the ground or to be stirrup-dragged as another deet of arrows
flew a those yet gdloping forward. And free-running horses hammered
past Tip and Beau and Loric and Phais, the four dodging this way and
thet to keep from being trampled, as yet another volley of arrows hissed
past and into the foe.

And when the riderless horses had thundered by, Tip gaped at the
arrow-dan Hyrinians and then in amazement a his bow and turned to
theothers. . .

..losee...

... hard-breathing, bow-bearing Elves griding over the crest. And
among them one caled out, "Wdl, Loric, it seems we arived jud in
time"

Chapter 26

"Alor Gdarun!" Loric sheathed his sword.

As some Lian went after the loose horses and other Lian moved
down to make certain of the Hyrinians, Gaarun grinned and clasped
Loric's hand. He turned to Phais and embraced her, then stepped back



and hdd her & am's length. "Dara Phas, too many seasons have
passed since thy beauty has graced these eyes”

"Alor Gdarun," acknowledged Phais.

Dressed in an dudve grey-green, Gaarun stood nearly Sx feet tdl.
Hishair was dark brown, nearly black, and his clear eyes a deep shade
of grey. And a smile seemed bardly withhed from his generous mouth.

Now Gaarun released Phais and glanced at the Waerlinga

"Alor Gdarun,” said Phais, turning to the buccen, "may | present Sirs
Tipperton Thistledown and Beau Darby, Waerlinga of the Wilderland.”

Tip, yet shaken, looked up a Gaarun and took a deep breath and
blew it out, though he couldn't seem to utter any words; even so, he did
cant his head in acknowledgement.

"Oh, my," sad Beau, "but an | glad you and the others came, dse
we would have been deaders for sure . . . though not without taking
some of them down with us™

Gdaun gestured up at the escarpment. "We saw ye running ere
dawn, with horsemen coming after, following thy track by bright
moonlight. | gathered these of the march-ward and we hastened down,
hoping to ariveintime. . . asit haps we did."

"Inthe nick, thereof," said Phais." "Twas a close thing."

"Too dose" sad Tip, finding words at last as he passed trembling
fingers across his brow. "Oh, dont take me wrong. We were in
desperate need, and we thank you for saving us”

"Speaking of desperate need and of saving us" piped up Beay,
"have you any food? | mean, every time I've been rescued by Elves it
seems | am garving. And at this very moment, | swear, my somach is
edting itsdf."

They rode Hyrinian horses the lagt five miles to come to where Vanil
Fdls plummeted into the Cauldron, the water furioudy churning under
the ondaught while rainbows shined in the mis. A grove of willows
stood nearby on the banks of the thundering pool. By hand dgnds
Gdarun bade them to dismount, for al speech was logt in the roar.

With a few more gestures Gaarun directed eight of the Lian to
gather the horses and ride eastward, for they would take them to the
outflow of the Cauldron, where they would sgnd others on the far
banks and fare across the Argon on réfts and into the Greatwood
beyond. Along with Tip and Beau and Loric and Phais, Gaarun kept the
remaning seven Lian of the march-ward with him, and he turned toward
the escarpment at hand.

And as they started for the way up, Tip wondered why he and Beau
and Phais and Loric didn't amply take some of the horses and cross the
great river and continue on toward the city of Dendor in Aven, where
King Agron sat.



Hold on now, bucco: we have no supplies for that long journey
and frankly, you are too spent to go on without considerable rest—
and the same is true of Beau. And what better place to recover than
Wood's-heart, the Elven strongholt in the Larkenwald above?

And s0 up along and steep path switching back and forth they made
their way toward the top of the escarpment, stopping often to rest, for
they were dimbing fully a thousand feet up to the high rim overhead, the
way arduous and narrow and precipitous, the outer edge of the path
plunging sheer, with no raling whatsoever, and both Tip and Beau
sayed as far from the brink as they could, eight or ten feet a most—in
places it narrowed down to three. And dthough esewhere the Great
Escarpment could be scaled by determined climbers, this was the Long
Stair, an entry into Darda Gdion above, and one of the few places
where dimbing gear was not needed at dl, though Tip would have fdt
more secure were they dl roped together. The higher they went, the
dower they fared, for the War-rows were weary beyond measure,
having run throughout the previous nignt and a bit after dawn. And
findly, in spite of their protests, Lian Guardians bore them pickaback the
last hundred feet or so and into the march-ward camp beyond, where
among the towering Eld Trees with soft grey twilight glowing though it
was yet day, both Tip and Beau fdl adeep, their wafers of mian but haf
eaten, their mugs of tea but haf quaffed.

The buccen dept through the rest of the day and the whole of the
night till dawn, but even with dl this deep, they were yet weary the next
morn. Even so they were awakened at dayrise by the anging of
Siverlarks, and then drawn from their beds by the smdl of food, for it
was the break of fast, and Lian Guardians prepared them eggs and
bacon, toast and tea, and even laded out some cherry preserves.

It was the firg hot med they'd had for weeks on end, and Beau's
eyesfilled with tears at the sght of it. And they ate ther fill and more.

"I'm guffed,” groaned Beau, even as he reached for another dab of
preserves. "Maybe our ssomachs have shrunk.”

"Il swear, Beau," said Tip, popping the lagt of his toast into his
mouth, "I've never seen you look so dender. Why, you're practicdly a
skeleton.”

Beau shuddered and paused in dathering jam on toast. "Oh, dont
say that, Tip. If I'm to be a skeleton, I'd rather not know it in advance.”
He resumed spreading the sweet preserve. "Oh, | know someday I'll be
nothing but bones, yet | hope it's years from now after a long and
unevertful life"

Tip choked on his tea. When he recovered his breath— "Long and
uneventful? Itll take many ayear to make these days fade, my lad.”

Beau grinned and nodded. "I should say so, bucco. Indeed so |
would say."



* % %

Throughout the rest of this day they napped, waking long enough for
meds and to relieve themsdves. Waking as wdl to mave over the

towering trees dl 'round.

Like the Lone Eld Tree these forest giants were, yet here they stood
seemingly without number, with twilight galeries reaching inward to fade
beyond sght among the massve boles. And like the Lone Eld Tree,
these towered upward toward the sky, three hundred feet or more.

And high among the branches, slvery birds winged. These were the
Siverlarks, the Vani-lerihha, who lived by day in Mithgar and by night
in Adonar, their snging and flight somehow dlowing crossings of the
in-between, flying unto Adonar &t the eventide, returning to Mithgar on
the dawn. It was from these argent birds that this mighty forest took one
of its names: the Larkenwald.

"Aye, 'twas darted by Vanidar Slverlesf long past, this fored,
transplanted as seedlings,” responded Gaarun to a question by Beau at
the evening med. He paused and looked long at the enshadowed giants.
"It reminds us of home" he sad at lad.

"Transgplanted!" exclamed Beau, his eyes wide with wonder as he
peered dl 'round. "Why, it mugt have taken forever—Centuries a
leest.”

"Millennig”" corrected Gaarun.

"Oh, my," breathed Beau.

Gdarun smiled. "We had the time, wee one. We had thetime"
Tip looked askance a the EIf. "You say it reminds you of home?'
At Gdarun's nod, Tip continued: "Do you miss the High World?"

The Alor stroked hischin and then said, "At times. But it isa smple
matter to return and renew ties” He glanced at Phais across the fire. She
nodded. Galarun looked again at Tip. "You see, Sir Tipperton—"

"You don't need to cdl me 'dgr." Tip or Tipperton will do. And the
same for Beau."

Gdarun amiled and nodded. "Tipitis"
"l interrupted,” said Tip.

Gdarun turned up a hand. "What | was to say is that here in Darda
Gdion there is an in-between crossng unto Adonar, where we cross
over a twilight and return upon the dawn.”

Beau frowned, pondering.
"Dogt thou have a question, Beau?' asked Gaarun.

Beau took a deep bresth. "I was just wondering why you are here. |
mean, what brings you to Mithgar in the firg place?’

Gdarun laughed. "I assure thee, we are not invaders, though some
would name us so—some of whom thou didst meet yester riding at thee



up the dopes of ahill."

Flusered, Beau reddened. "Oh, my, | didnt think you
were—Invaders, | mean. | an smply curious as to why anyone would
leave ther own world to live upon another. 1 mean, | Igft the Bosky
because | needed to find specid herbs and other such, but you ..."

"Ah, Beau, why does anyone leave anywhere of their own will if it is
not to find something? Their heart's desire, adventure, peace, love,
excitement, knowledge, or the like"

"But why here? Why from Adonar to Mithgar?"

Agan Gdarun threw back his head and laughed, his long hair free,
his teeth flashing whitdy in the firdight. "Ah, my friend, Adonar is ...
tamed: peaceful, placid . . . dull." Gaarun threw his arams wide, as if to
encompass dl the world. "But Mithgar . . . Mithgar is yet wild,
tempestuous, unkempt, savage, turbulent, exciting. We come here to fed
... dive"

Beau shook his head. "W, a the moment, what with Modru's war
and his Foul Folk and Kistanians and Hyrini-ans and Chabbains running
amok, I'll take dull anytime.”

The amilefled from Gdarun's face. "In this case, Beau, thou art right,
and gladly would | join thee in tedium.”

As dawn came and the Silverlarks returned in a burst of wings and
song, Tip sad, "Hmph, even the birds know how to go in-between. |
don' think it can be dl that hard."

"You know, bucco," replied Beau, "dfter this is dl ovef, the war |
mean, we ought to learn just how it is done, just to see for ourselves”

Tip shook his head. "No, no, Beau. | think my da had the right of it:
Warrows ought to stay put and that's that." Tip scratched under his
jerkin. "Besdes, | need abath.”

Tip asked one of the Lian, Hadron by name, where they might find
some soap. "We're going to bathe in the River Nith," said Tip. "It's been
awhile snce we've been dean.”

"When it rained three days out on the plain," added Beau, "though
that washing was completely involuntary.”

Hadron fished around in his gear and came up with a bar of mildy
scented soap, its bouquet that of wildflowers. "Take care, wee ones, for
the waters of the Nith are swift, and should ye get caught in her current,
yewill be swept o'er the brim of Vanil and down her long slvery plume
unto the Cauldron below.”

"000," crooned Tip, envisoning the fdl and shuddering.

"Maybe we ought to take a rope and tie oursdves to a treg" sad
Beau.

Hadron laughed. "Nay, instead | will show ye unto a safe eddy.”



Hadron left them at a shdlow poal, its dow-turning water sheltered
by a close-set row of boulders protecting bathers from the swift-running
Nith beyond.

"I dways wondered why the Elves came to Mithgar," sad Beau,
hearkening back to the conversation of the night before. "And now we
know. —At leadt, that is, we know why Gdarun came.”

"Excitement,” sad Tip, lathering. "Hmph. It seems a rather
improvident reason to come." He passed the soap to Beau.

"Oh, | dunno," sad Beau. "l mean, given the endless lifeime of
Elvenkind, spending forever in dullness would seem an unending bore,
don't you think?"

"Hmm," mused Tip. "Perhaps you'e right, Beau"—he reached for
the soap. "Perhaps we just don't live long enough to see that peace and
plenty becomes drab after alengthy while"

"Oh, | dunno, Tip. It seems that after a good long while of boredom,
one could take up games or a hobby or a project to bring some life to
life"

Tip smiled, then his eyes widened. "I think you've hit upon it, Beau."
"Hit upon what?"

"Jud this, bucco: perhaps Mithgar is not a hobby or games to the
Elves but a project ingtead.”

"Project? What kind of project?’

Tip shook his head. "I don't know, Beau, but they do cdl themsalves
Guardians . . . guarding againg what, | can't say."

"Perhgps it's agang Modru,” said Beau.
"Perhaps it's againg Gyphon insteed,” replied Tip.

"Maybe it's againg the rape of this world, no matter the cause" sad
Beau, "beit gods or acolytes or aught e

Tip looked at Beau. "Even mankind?'
Beau nodded. "Even mankind. Everything's connected, you know."

They stood wdl back from the brim of the Great Escarpment and
looked out over the plains of Vdon a thousand feet below, ther sght
flying far, and here and there they could see fant trals of smoke risng
into the sky.

"Lor," sad Beau. "Was it just two days past that we were rescued
from the Hyrinians?'

Tipperton nodded in afirmation but did not otherwise reply.
"And it looks asif the war yet burns™ added Beau.

"I think itll burn for a long while, Beau," said Tip, tuning to the left,
where mighty Bdlon Fals thundered down. And where the water |ft the



Cauldron, the Argon River continued onward, curving avay to the south
in a vagt arc, marking the eastern border of Vaon. Beyond the river
stood amighty forest; oh, not one like the Larkenwald with its grest tall
eldwood trees, but a woodland of oak and pine, or maple and birch,
and other common trees. Yet this fores was vad. It was the
Greatwood, and therein dweled the Baeron, tal men and strong, and
taes told that some of these Baeron took on the shapes of Bears and
Wolves.

But Tip wasn't thinking of these legends of old as he stared out
across the world. Ingtead through his mind ran this morning's
conversation about Elves and gods and acolytes and last of dl of men.

Seek the aid of those not men to quench the fires of war, she
said. Certainly the Elves are "not men, " and they did save us. Ah,
but her rede cannot pertain to us, to Beau and me. We are just a
pair of unimportant Warrows caught up in a dreadful war.

"A dlver penny for your thoughts™ said Beawl.

"Huh? Oh. Hmm. Nothing, Beau, nothing a dl. Certainly nothing
worth aglver.”

Gdarun clasped Loric's hand. "Say hello to my athir.”

Loric nodded. "That | will," he replied.

Now Gaarun turned to Phais and embraced her.

"Is there aught e se thou wouldst have us convey?' asked Phas.

Gdarun stepped back and frowned. "Nought more than that which
ye have told us" He looked down a the Waer-linga, then kndt and
gravely shook each buccan's hand. "Though | ween he would be proud
to hear of our timedy mesting.”

"Oh, yes" sad Tip. "WEell cetanly tdl your da how you saved our
bacon."

Beau grinned and said, "And well tdl him, too, how we savored
your bacon the very next morn.”

Gdarun threw back his head and laughed, then sobered. "Fare ye
wedl, my friends, and may the amiling face of Fortune be ever turned thy
way, and may thy misson to Aven go swiftly. Yell find the boats a the
Leaning Stone, and Hadron will see ye across.”

Waving good-bye to the Elves of the march-ward a Vanil Fdls, the
four dong with Hadron set off upstream, following the banks of the Nith.

Within a mile or s0 they came to a great stone, leening like a
monalithic block againg the southern bank of the Nith. In the hollow
under the rock, three Elven wherries were tethered, and they used one
of these to cross to the opposite shore, Hadron and Loric and Phais dll

plying oars.
Now Hadron prepared to row back over adone, yet before he took



to the swift-running water, they towed the Elven boat upstream a ways,
S0 that the current itsdf would ad rather than hinder Hadron's return
journey.

Then Hadron handed Beau a smdl block, scented of wildflowers
and enwrapped in waxed parchment, and it was a gift for the Waerlinga.
" Tis soap, wee ones, yet take care to bathe in places of safety. | would
not have ye swept away."

Tip laughed, and Beau hugged the Lian, and then with a "fare ye
wdl" Hadron stepped into the wherry and plied oar to water and was
borne away on the swift River Nith.

* % %

Through the Eldwood they strode, through the Land of the
Siverlarks, the massive trees of Darda Gdion towering dl ‘round. Soft
and mossy loam carpeted the forest floor, with tiny flowers blossoming
in the Slvery twilight glimmering among the giant boles.

"It's like a fairyland,” whispered Beau, "but right peculiar, too, what
with the trees shedding dimness down. Look at how the light doesn't
seem to change even though the sun rides up the sky. | think a body
could lose track of the days, and months could pass without notice, for it
doesn't seem that time steps into this place &t al.”

Tip nodded in agreement, yet otherwise did not reply, and on they
strode, faring northwesterly, the swift River Nith purling off to thair left,
sometimes rushing near, other times dashing afar. And as they walked,
now and again a roebuck or red hind would gartle away, ther hooves
nigh soundless upon the soft land. Yet no other game did they see,
though both Phais and Loric assured the buccen that the land was rich
with life—in the streams and down on the forest floor and high in limbs
above, though how one might take game from those towering heights,
Phaisdid not say.

They paused in the twilight at the noontide to take amed and a rest.
"How far did you say it isto Wood's-heart?" asked Beau.

"As the lark wings, thirty leagues and some,” replied Loric. "Yet by
foot, mayhap thirty-five."
"Huah"—Beau scratched his heed—"a hundred fifteen miles”

"Hve or 9x days a a comfortable pace we can hold throughout,”
sad Tip, reflecting back on ther journey across Vaon.

"Aye" agreed Phais, "though had Gdaun the horses to spare,
‘twould have been swifter a need.”

"Why didn't we bring some of those Hyrinian—?" began Beau, but
then interrupted himsdf. "Oh, barn rats, but I'm aiinnyhead; the path
was entirely too steep for horses.”

"And too narrow in places,”" added Phais.

Tip stroked a chord on his lute and looked up. "Perhaps not even
Durgan's fabled iron steed could have made it up that dender steep.”



"Wul, if we hadn't been hauled pickaback, we wouldn't have made it
ether," sad Beaw.

Phais smiled. "Had ye not ran nigh forty miles through the night, ye
would have needed no ad."

"Had we not run," said Tip, srumming severd more chords, "we
wouldnt be here today." Then with a 9gh, he packed his lute away.
"Let's be off, for time does fly, though here in the Larkenwad, who can
tel?'

Hve days and a mid-morn later, on the second day of July, they
passed through a ring of warders, and within a mile or so they came in
among thatch-roofed dwellings They had reached Wood's-heart, the
Blven grongholt within Darda Gdion. And everywhere they looked,
Lian prepared for war.

Chapter 27

"And that was when Gdaun and the march-ward saved ud"
exdamed Beau, but then he clapped a hand across his mouth and
mumbled through his finge's "Oops. Sorry, Loric, | didnt meen to
interrupt.”

Coron Eiron's grey eyes widened, and then he amiled in pleasure.
"My arran was one of those who rescued you?'

"Your son? Gdarun is your son?' blurted Beau, then dapped his
hend back across his mouth.

Eiron grinned a the Waerling. "Aye, Gaarun ismy son.”

By the light of the eventide lanterns, Tipperton looked at the Coron,
and now the buccan saw the resemblance: Eiron's hair like Gaarun's
was brown, though not as deeply so, and his tilted grey eyes resembled
that of his son's, yet were of alighter shade. And Eiron was tdl, five foot
nine or ten, perhaps an inch or so less than Gaarun.

"Then that mugt mean he's a prince,” said Beau, unable to keep his
mouth shut.

Eiron shook his head. "That | am Coron does not meke it so, Sr
Beau. Among Elvenkind we oft take up duties we will shed seasons
hence. | am but recently Coron, and will lay the burden down some
seasons from now—just when, 1 cannot say—and someone ese will
accept the duty.”

Beau opened his mouth to ask another question, but closed it again
when Tip, gtting beside him, kicked him under the table and whispered,
"Later."



Now Eiron turned to Phais and Loric and dowly shook his head.
"Ye bring woeful tidings of Draedani and Drakes and Hordes run amok;
of the fdl of Chaleran Keep and the unknown whereabouts of High
King Blaine. We knew of the Swarms to the north and east, and of the
men to the south—the Lakh of Hyree and the Rovers of Kigan as wel
as the Askars of Chabba—but the others, the Drakes and Draedani, 'tis
il news, indeed. Even so, we smply cannot let Modru reach out his iron
fig and seize Mithgar, ese Gyphon will rule dl, to our woe everlagting.”

"North and eas?' blurted Tip. "You said north and east. There's
Hordes east of here?"

Eiron nodded. "Aye, wee one. To the north, as you know, a Horde
sets dege not only upon Crestan Pass but upon Drimmen-deeve as
wdl." The Coron gestured toward the outsde, where the night was
illuminated by the lanterns of Lian meking ready to march. "Even now
we prepare to ride to the aid of the Drimma In two days we dhdl st
forth to break the Ruptish hold upon the Dawn Gate."

"But what about to the east?' pressed Tip. "I mean, Aven lies to the
east and north. Do Hordes bar that way as wdl?'

"The way to Aven? That | cannot say," replied Eiron, pushing the
pewter token on its thong back across the table. "There are reports that
Foul Folk dride across the marches of Riamon on the east of Darda
Erynian.”

Tip shook his head yet remained slent as he reached out to take up
the amdl metd disk.

Eiron's glance swept over them dl. "That ye may find the way to
Dendor rife with Spaunen, that | do not doubt, yet the land is broad and
if ye take care, they can a best only hinder thy misson.”

"Do they enter Darda Erynian?' asked Phais.

Eiron frowned. "I think not, for therein dwell the Hidden Ones, and
even a Swarm gives them wide berth . . . though with Draedani and

Dragons to ad them, who can say? —Yet no word has come of any

"Wl then," replied Phais, amiling a Tip and Beau, "we can a least
meake our way north through that woodland.”

"But say," asked Beau, "isnt Darda Erynian—Blackwood, that
iIs—um, closed? To outsiders, thet is? Like parts of the Weiunwood? |
mean, with us being outsiders and dl, won't they—?"

Phais shook her head. "Nay, Beau, for though the Hidden Ones for
the mogt remain apart from Elvenkind, gill on occasion in the past we
have come to ther ad ... and, | hasten to add, they've come to our aid
aswdl."

"Dylvana more so than Lian" amended Loric, "y& Elves
nonethdess.”

Eiron raised an eyebrow. "Aravan, though, seems to have a specid
bond with the Hidden Ones."



Beau frowned. "Aravan, hhm .. "

"The one with the Elvenship,” said Tip.

"But no more," added Phais.

Beau brightened. "Oh, yes, now | remember the name.”

"Regardless” sad Tip, "they will let us make our way north through
Darda Erynian, the Great Greenhd|?'

At anod from Phais, Tip amiled. "Wel, a leest it's a gart.”

"A dat!" exdamed Beau. "What do you cdl dl this weve been
doing so fa? | mean, | thought we started when set out from
Twoforks."

Tip now grinned a Beau. "Actudly, it dl started when a Kingsman
gave meacoin."

Beau shook his head. "No, it redly started with a debate between
Adon and Gy—"

Tip raised his handsin surrender. "l know, | know, Beau, everything
is connected. Next youll be tdling me that it started with a sneeze in the

Boskyddls”

Beau's chin shot out and he said, "And just who's to say it didn't?"
And then he broke into afit of giggles with Tip joining in, while Coron
Eiron looked on in wilderment a these tittering Waerlinga, while outsde
goods were packed and blades were sharpened and amor was
polished fine.

They stood at the brim of awide pool ina smdl glade in the heart of
the Larkenwad. Mig curled up from the clear surface in the dawntime
ar, and dusky twilight glowed from the Eld Trees dl 'round.

"So thisisapoint of crossng,” said Tip, his words a comment rather
than a question.

"Aye" replied Phais, "an in-between, linking Mithgar and Adonar.
The Eld Trees and the glade and pool make it so. See the mig: ‘tis
neither ar nor water but an in-between, and dways a dawn and dusk it
rises. See the glade in its samdlness 'tis neither forest nor fidd but an
in-between. And now see the dawn: neither night nor day but an
in-between, asis dusk, and the in-between is somehow made easer by
the light of the EId Trees, here and in Adonar.”

"There's Eld Trees on the other Sdein Adonar?' asked Beau.

"Aye, asis needed for a crossng point, there mus be afar maich on
each sde, and between here and there it is nearly exact. Some say
Vanidar Slverlesf madeit so."

"The one who started thiswhole forest,” said Tip.

Phais nodded, confirming his words. "It is told that three of the
crossings are ddiberately desgned to be so: the one here, the one in



Atda, and the stone ring in Lianion. As to the latter, mayhap Elwydd
Hersdf made it so. It is said dl other crossngs are naturd, such as the
Oaken Ring in the Weiunwood."

Beau sghed. "If we had only known the rite, we could have crossed
a the stone ring and come back across here and avoided dl our delays
and woes."

Phais nodded. "Aye, and if that were true and if we but knew of an
in-between near Dendor . . . Ah, but we don't, and so we must needs
take the perilous way."

The following day, amed and armored Lian—Alor and Dara
dike—mounted fiery steeds and rode out from Wood's-heart, Coron
Eiron & their head, dl riding north for Drimmen-deeve to break the
sege of the Horde. And though both Loric and Phais yearned to go with
their kindred, dill there was a pewter token to ddiver in aland far away.

In spite of Tipperton's protests, Phais would not set out in the dark
of the moon, but ingsted upon waiting for it to come full, for the past
aght weeks of riding and running and hiding and combat and living on
the land had taken its toll on the Waerlinga, and by waiting they would
regain some of the gaminathey had spent.

And aweek and two days &fter the Lian had ridden forth, dispatches
began coming from the siege a Drimmendeeve, where the Elven forays
into the Foul Folk lines became increasingly bloody.

And Degth Redes came dl unbidden to loved ones I&ft behind, find
messages somehow passed from love to love though no messengers
arived. And grief settled like apdl upon the forest entire, as if the trees
themsdalves somehow knew of many deaths afar.

"Lord, oh lord," sad Beau in hushed tones to Tipperton, "endless
lives logt, lives they had just begun no matter their age.”

Tip did not reply, but instead srummed his Iute, while tears ran down
his cheeks to fdl glittering like diamonds upon the Slver strings.

In the dawn of the twenty-second of July, as Siverlarks returned to
dang sweetly overhead, Loric, Phais Tip, and Beau dl set out from
Wood's-heart, the four once agan mounted upon four horses, Loric and
Phaisriding in the lead, Tip and Beau upon packhorses drawn behind.

Due north they rode through the towering trees, aming for a shdlow
ford across the Quadrill, some eght or nine leagues away. And
enwrapped in the soft gloaming shadows down among the trees Beau
fdl adoze in his makeshift packsaddle, while Tipperton strummed his
lute.



And thus they made their way through Darda Gdlion, a land of many
rivers—the Rothro, the Quadrill, the Cd-lener, and the Nith, and dl of
their tributaries, their sparkling waters flowing down from the northern
wold or from the nearby Grimwal Mountains to course eagterly through
the forest and issue at last into the broad rush of the mighty Argon. Indl,
the four companions would have to cross two of the great forest's
primary rivers— the Rothro and the Quadrill—though they would splash
through many of the lesser streams.

And as before, they rode a times a other times walked, and
occasondly paused to relieve themsdlves or to give the horses adrink in
a stream or to feed the steeds a bit of grain. And litle was said on the
journey, for the Eld Trees were hush, and to gravely disturb the quiet
seemed at odds with the nature of these woods. And so Beau drowsed
and Tip srummed softly, megtering notes and chords.

It was late in the day when they came at last unto the Quadrill, where
they splashed into the crystd flow, pausing in the pdludd stream just
below the eastern end of a mid-river ide to let the horses drink, while
Siverlarks caroled their evensongs and flew, to vanish in midflight as
wdl as midsong, the forest somehow bereft with their absence.

"We will camp just beyond the far bank," said Loric, Phais nodding
in agreement.

Horses watered, they surged on across and up, and into the twilight
beyond.

The next day they turned to the northeast, aming for Olorin Ide, and
in early morn they splashed through the Rothro, the river running down
from the wold lying beyond the north marge of the Larkenwald.

"Ten leagues" answered Loric to Beau's question, "but we will not
ride that far. Instead well spend the night with the march-ward and
cross the Argon midday on the morrow."

And in the evening they came unto an Elven camp, where warders
on these bounds of the Eldwood were eager for any news of the
progress of the war. And even as Loric and Phais told what they knew,
one of the ligeners cried out in anguish dire and fdl sunned unto her
knees.

A Death Rede had come.

In a sudden burs of wings and song, Silverlarks herdded the
dayrise, gppearing from nowhere, from everywhere, from the between,
as they crossed on the morn into Mithgar.

After break of fast, while Tip and Beau rolled blankets and gathered
gear, Loric and Phais saddled the horses, then lashed the goods to
cantles and pack frames.



Bidding farewd| unto the warders, they made ready to depart, but
ere they did so Beau stepped unto the rede-stricken Dara, she yet pde
and grieving, and he hugged her and whispered something into her ear,
then turned and let Loric lift im to his mount.

Tipperton did not ask hm what he had sad, and Beau didn't
volunteer.

* % %

"Lor'," breathed Beau, "but whet ariver."

Out before them sretched the mighty Argon, its broad waters
gparkling under the midday sun. Beyond midriver lay Olorin Ide, and at
its northern end they could see smoke rising from afew sparse dwdlings
of the River-men. Down before the comrades a ferry dock jutted out
into the river, and from the pier an overgrown path bore southward
adongdde the stream. They dl dismounted and led the horses down to
the jetty.

"Why, it must be more than a mile across,” said Beau, yet maveing
a the width of the river, as Loric hded on the pull-rope to ring the
summoning bell.

After awhile they could see the ferry, with four men rowing, leave an
iIdand pier; a mule stood in their midst. As the oared barge crossed the
wide dretch, the river current carried the float southerly; it would land
somewhat downstream below the dock.

"S0 these are the Rivermen, eh?' sad Tip, daring over water a the
rowing men, ther backs to the near shore, though now and again they
turned their faces 'round to gauge their progress. "The ones whose kith
pirated from an idand upstream?”’

Phais nodded. "From their fortress on Great |1de—\Vrana was its
name, I've heard.”
"Hmm," mused Beau, "from here they don't ook like looters.”

"Those who are seduced by the Evil One oft look far," sad Phas.
"Yet recal, these on Olorin Ide daimed innocence, and nought could be
shown otherwise"

"Beddes" sad Tip, "tha was long past . . . some twenty-five
hundred years."

"Maybe they're like the Chabbains" sad Beau, "and hold ther
grudgeslong.”

Sill the ferry drifted southward.

"Should we ride dong the path to meet it?" asked Tip.

Loric shook his head. "The mulewill haul it here. Else on the journey
back we could miss the idand atogether.”

Beau frowned. "Why are we going to theide when it's the other sde
we want?'

" Tis the way of the Rivemen: one ferry to carry us to the ide,



another from there to the far shore."
"A twofold tall?" asked Beau, grimacing.

"Grudge them not ther double fare”" said Phais, "for they are few
and scrape for every Slver penny, and without the twofold tall there
would be no shuttle & dl.”

"Ohwidl, then . . ." said Beau, yet the frown did not leave his face.

Some time later, harnessed to the ferry, the mule came plodding
aong the pathway, one man leading the animd while the three other men
fended with poles to keep the floa from grounding againg the shore.
And when the men saw the Warrows they whispered among themselves
of children of Elvenkind.

The barge landed nearly five miles downstream on the long shores of
Olorin Ide, where the comrades offloaded and mounted up and rode
dong the tow path toward the northern point of the idand, where the
second ferry was docked on the eastern side.

The sun moved two hands across the sky ere they reached the north
end and rode in among ramshackle cabins, collgpsed and abandoned for
the mogt part, though here and there stood an occupied dwelling. A few
men and women and a child or two—dl ill-clothed—watched as the
four rode past, some to step from their cotes to do so. And they too
looked wide-eyed at the buccen. And when the strangers were gone,
they spoke briefly among themsdlves before resuming whatever tasks
they had pursued ere the Elves and thar children had come, some
Rivermen to step back into ther dwellings, others to resume a vigl for
river flotsam, hoping for awreck upstream.

When the four reached the east ferry and dismounted, once again
four men and a mule were there to greet them. Loric paid the second
fare and then he and Phais led the horses onto the barge, Tip and Beau
coming after, the men and the mule aready aboard.

This time the crosang was swifter, for from the eastern sde of the
idand it was but a quarter mile to the eastern bank of the Argon, though
the rowed ferry was carried some three miles downstream ere it arrived
a the opposite shore.

They rode into the southernmost tip of Darda Erynian, a forest
known to some as the Great Greenhdl but to most as gniger
Blackwood, for its reputation was dire. And Beau gazed dl ‘round,
looking for Hidden Ones and finding nought as he wondered if the forest
were "closed." East-northeast they fared the remainder of the day to
come to the banks of the River Rissanin, where they made camp.

A light rain fdl that night during Loric's watch, but the next morn
dawned bright, though no Siverlarks came to sng them awake.



They followed dong the west bank of the river, riding and waking
and regting, their route carrying them northerly. And once again they
camped in the woods, and the night was crigp and clear. And during
Tipperton's watch he thought he could see from the corners of his eyes
foxes skulking among the trees, but when he looked draight-on, only
shadows seemed to be there.

The next day they continued fallowing the banks of the Rissanin, and
just ere midmorn they sighted in midriver the grey stone towers of Caer
Lindor, her turrets aglint in the rigng sun.

They had come to a fortress ide, a legacy of the Elven Wars of
Succession, a rdic of the dder days, when neither man nor Fey nor
Dwarf nor Mage nor aught other bestrode the world of Mithgar, and
only the Elves waked the land, and they yet filled with madness. But
those days were long past and the Elves now sane, yet the huge, square
fortress dill remained. It was Ieft as an outpost in event of future want,
and until these troubled times had served as a way-dation for travelers
in need. Yet located where it was, on the border between the warded
Blackwood to the north and the Grestwood to the south, sldom had
meany come thisway, and they mogtly Elves or Baeron, though now and
agan a venturesome soul or two would come trekking past. But now
war bestrode the land, and a bastion once more it was.

And toward this looming srongholt Phais now led them al, aming
for the western end of a pontoon bridge crossing to the fortresside.

At the entrance to the bridge there stood a picket a ward; he was
the tallest Human ether Tip or Beau had ever seen, nearly seven feet in
al. Dressed in buckskins he was, and his face was bearded rust-brown,
its color matching his hair. And swinging from his belt was a two-handed
meace, though Tip thought in this huge man's grip, one hand would be
enough. Huah! He could probably hold this narrow bridge all by
himself against a full Horde, if they could only come at him one at a
time and had no missiles, that is.

"Hd, Bagran," cdled Phais.

S that's a Baeran.

"Lady,” rumbled the man, his amber gaze sweeping across the four.
Eyes of a Wolf. . . or a Bear.

"Who is commander here?'

"Lord Silverlesf, with Aravan as his second.”

Tip's eyes flew wide. Slverleaf and Aravan? Oh my, legends
come to life.

Phais looked back at Loric and smiled. "Vanidar is here, Aravan as
wdl." She turned to the Baeran and gestured a the fortress entire. "Ye
dl arein safe hands™"

Apparently sttisfied that these vistors represented no threat, the
Bagran stepped aside, and Phais spurred forward onto the bridge,
drawing Tipperton's horse after, Loric and then Beau coming after.



Toward an enshadowed stone archway they rode, with great iron
gates danding open. Atop the cagtdlated wadls with its merlons and
crends, Tip could glimpse warriors standing ward, peering down from
the battlements to watch the strangers approach. But then Tip's eye was
drawn downward toward the arch, where a tunnd led under the wall,
and he could see the fangs of a raised portcullis within. Into his shadowy
passage they went, horses hooves aclatter on the cobbled pave, and
overhead in the d<one cdling above, machicolations—murder
holes—gaped darkly, and somewhere above stood vats of all to pour
buming down on any invader who had breached the gates. And high
dong each dde of the passage were arrow dits, set to rain piercing
desth.

The corridor itsdf wrenched 'round a sharp corner and then another
beyond, the turns set there to prevent the passage of heavy rams and
other engines of Segecraft. And beyond the second turn another
archway stood, daylight streaming inward.

Beneath another recessed portcullis they rode and past the heavy
panels of a second iron gate standing open, and thence into the bailey

beyond.

A massve stone building loomed before them, fully sx storeys high,
with turrets and towers risng even higher.

The yard itsdf was abustle with activity and filled with Baeron men
and Elves working at tasks and moving to and fro: some shoeing horses
or repairing tack or deaning stables, others hding crates and sacks and
such from ganding wagons and into the main building or one of the
storage sheds, and il others practicing at swords and spears and other
wesponry.

But to Tipperton dl of these 9ghts and sounds faded to indgnificance
when his wide gaze swept past the movement and dir and across the
bailey to dight on a leather-clad group of archersflying arrows into dark
dlhouettes fastened to shocks of hay.

Smdl and quick were these archers, and Warrows dl.

Chapter 28

"Beau, look!"

Beau Daby looked where Tip was pointing. "Warowd" he
excdamed. "Let's go meat them” And he jumped down from the
packhorse and motioned for Tip to do the same.

Tip glanced a Phais. She amiled and indlined her head toward the
archers. "Tipperton, why Waerlinga are here in Caer Lindor, | know
not. Yet ‘tisthy folk, and thou shouldst mingle among thy kindred."

Tip, his bow in hand and his quiver on his hip, scrambled down from



the horse and followed the other buccan through the bustle of the yard.

But for his sre and a dim memory of his dam, Tip had never seen
another Warrow until Beau had come to Two-forks. And now as he
looked across the baley here were— as his da would have said—a
whole gaggle of jackanapes. And with his heart pounding, he followed
Beau into the cluster, most watching as two flew arrows into the
shadowy forms. And just as he came among them, a cheer rose up from
the gathering as an arrow struck the dark wooden silhouette dead in its
pinned-leaf heart.

Tuming to Beau with Tip coming afte—"Oh, hullo," said one of the
Warrows, a dark-haired, blue-eyed young buccan of nearly the same
age as Tip and Beau, twenty-two or -three at mogt. "I've not seen you
two before. Are you newly come?”

Beau grinned. "Aye. We jugt rode in. But, say, I'm Beau Darby, and
my friend here is Tipperton Thisledown. Were from"—a cheer
drowned out Beau's words.

"From where?"

"Twoforks" repeated Beau. "Though the Boskyddls is my true
home"

"The Boskydells? Now there's a place I've heard of," replied the
Warrow, "but Twoforks?' He shook his head. "And by the bye'—he
touched the brim of the hat he wore—"1I'm Winkton Bruk, but WinkiI
do."

"Wink it is, then," said Beau, grinning.

In that moment the crowd cheered agan and clapped in hearty
gpprova. Someone had won.

Wink's eyes it up as he saw Tipperton's bow. "l say, would ether of
you like to join our contest? Try your hand at besting our champion?”'

Before Tip could respond, Beau glanced through the applauding
crowd a the archers. "Not me. My wegpon is the ding. But Tip here,
he's the arrow caster, and amighty fine one at thet.”

Wink amiled at Tip. "Would you giveit ago?"

Tip fdt his face flush, and he dipped his head and mumbled, "I'm just
a_ll

Wink held his arms on high. "A chalenge, a chdlenge” he cried out
above the assembly.

"But I—" said Tip as nearby Warrows turned.
"A champion of Twoforks has come!™ cried Wink.

More Warrows turned, puzzlement in ther jewelike eyes.
Twoforks?

"Urn, wait. | don't—" began Tip, but Wink grabbed him by the wrist
and towed him through the press.

As he did 0, one of the archers stepped away from the shocks,



leaving the contest winner behind, plucking arrows from the target, while
two Warrows readied two fresh leaves to fagten in place.

"Here we go," said Wink, pulling reluctant Tip to the line. There he
abandoned Tip, leaving him dl done. Tip turned to step away, only to
face some twenty-five or thirty Warrows weatching.

In the crowd, Beau stuck his thumb up and called, "For Twoforks
and the Bosky!"

A lusty, good-humored cheer greeted these words.

Tip sghed and lifted his bow in acknowledgement. The sght of the
Elven-made wespon brought forth a hushed murmur of admiration from
the assembled buccen.

Tip took an arrow from his quiver and was sditing it to sring when a
lyrical voice behind asked, "Are you ready?"

Tip turned—

—and fumbled the arrow, the shaft to clatter upon the ground—
—as he looked into the amber-gold eyes of their champion—
—and his heart clenched—

—for she was a young dammean, the firs Tipperton had ever seen.

Dressed in brown legthers, she stood three inches shorter than
Tipperton's own three feet four. Her hair was a rusty red-brown and
held back by a leather band, and she amiled up a him, a twinkle in her
amber eyes.

"I, uh—" Thunderstruck, Tipperton bent down to reclam his arrow.

Laughing, her voice Slvery, the damman set a shaft to her own gring
and let fly a the target, the arrow to dtrike dead in the lesf marking the
heart.

"Your go," she said, stepping back from the line.

"My g—? Oh." With his fingers trembling and his heart hammering,
Tipperton nocked the retrieved shaft. He then drew in a breath and let
out hdf and pulled the bow taut and amed. But his hands yet shook and
he lowered his bow. Get a grip, bucco. What if it were a real Ruck
standing there instead of—? Agan he amed, remembering the
skirmish a Annory. He loosed the arrow to fly true and pierce the heart
aswdl, his shaft embedded not a hairsbreadth from hers.

And the crowd roared in laughter.
Tip frowned.

"Um," said the damman, stepping to his Side, "nice shot, but your
target is over there”

A howl went up from the watching buccen.
Tip looked at the other shock, its silhouette prigtine.
Four more arrows each they flew, dl to drike the heart, the last four



of Tip'sin hisown target, hisfirs onein hers.

As they walked forward to retrieve the shafts, Wink trotted after to
come to Tip's 9de and said, "Sorry, old chum, but you could have tied
or even won had you not amed at the wrong heart.”

Beau, ds0 driding dongside, looked a Tip, watching as his friend's
gaze followed the damman. "Hmm," sad Beau, "l think more than
pinned-lesf hearts have been pierced here”

"Huh?' asked Tipperton. "Sorry, Beau, my mind was esewhere.
What did you say?'

"Oh, nothing,” said Beau, tuming to Wink and laying a finger
adongside his nose and receiving awaggle of eyebrows in return.

Tip fetched his four arrows from the soft, corklike dark wood, and
then screwed up his courage to the sticking point and stepped to the
other shock. His heart hammering, his pdms swedting, he said, "I'm
Tipperton Thistledown.”

She looked up a him with her golden eyes and smiled brightly and
handed him his other arrow. "Rynna Fenrush, though most cdl me Ryn."

"Wren like the bird?"

Rynna laughed, and Tip couldn't but catch his breath from the sound
aof it. "No, no, Tipperton, it's r-y-n, though some daim otherwise—"

"As do |," sad a voice from behind, and Tip turned to see a
golden-haired EIf ganding a hand. "Fesy she is and smdl and
red-brown with a golden eye, and chatters sharply when angry, and if
that does not describe a wren—"

"Oh, Siverledf, youre nought but a great tease” declared Ryn,

laughing, though Tip thought he could detect afiery glint in her perfectly
lovely eyes—

—and then he suddenly redlized: "She called you Silverlesf!"

"Aye, in the common tongue | am Slverledf; in Sylva, Vanidar; and
in Darda Erynian some have another name for mein that lilting tongue of
thers”

Aswith dl of immorta Elvenkind, Vanidar appeared to be no more
than a lean-limbed youth, though his actud age had to be severd
millennig, for he had been Coron when the trees of the Eldwood forest
were but seedlings, and now they were giants. He had golden har
cropped at the shoulder and tied back with a Smple leather headband,
as was the fashion among most Lian. He was clad in dark blue and wore
aglver bet which hdd a long-knife. His feet were shod in soft leather
dyed pde blue, and he stood perhaps five feet nine or ten. And even
ganding perfectly Hill, he seemed endowed with the grace of a cat.

"I'm Tipperton Thisledown," said Tip, bowing, "miller of Twoforks,
though not of late”

Slverleaf amiled. "l know, and 'tis thee | came to find, for | would
hear thy tde. But fird"—he turned to Rynna— "woulds thou see that



these twain—Sir Tipperton and Sr Beau—are properly quartered, then
fetch them unto the war room?”

"Gladly," replied Rynna, amiling a Tip, and once agan his heart
flopped.

Canting his head forward in acknowledgement, "In a candlemark or
90," sad Slverlesf, and then turned back toward the caer.

"Where are your goods?' asked Rynna

Tip looked a Beau, only to receive a shrug. "Urn, | suppose & the
gables" sad Tip, swinging 'round and trying to locate them. "At leadt,
that's where | assume Loric and Phais took the horses. Our goods were
on them."

Rynnanodded and, linking her arm through Tipperton's, said, "Then
that's where welll go look." And she st off across the bailey, pulling Tip
adong, and he looked in wonder a her am drding his. . . and tripped.

As they wound ther way through the labyrinthine halways of the
caer, with its many twists and turns and shadowy corners and corridors,
Tip, his bedroll and other bdongingsin hand, asked, "What are so many
Warrows doing in Caer Lindor?'

Rynna made a low sound in her throat, and Tip thought it a growl.
"The Rucks and Hloks and other such drove us here”

"Oh, my," sad Beau.
"Oh, my, indeed,” replied Rynna bitterly.
She came to a cross corridor and led them rightward. She glanced at

Tip and sighed. "We lived in Springwater, a village on the Rissanin up
beyond Eryn Ford, up near the headwaters dong the Rimmen Range"

"The mountains,” said Tip, remembering the maps he had seen.
"Yes North and east of here

Tip groaned, and Beau said, "North and east, eh? That's the way to
Aven, right?"

"Aven? Yes. Or rather it would be the way were a Horde not
danding athwart. But Aven itsdf lies far beyond Springwater. Beyond
Riamon, in fact."

"I'm sorry, Ryn," said Beau. "I interrupted.”

Rynna shrugged. "There's not that much to tdl, Beau. As | was
saying, our Village lies somefifty leagues upstream, up the River Rissanin
... &, rather | should say, it used to lie up there, but no more: the Horde
entirdy destroyed it. We had smdl warning that they were coming, and
less than hdf of us survived the initid ondaught.” They came to another
cross hdl, where Rynna turned leftward. Asthey started down this way,
she dlenched afig. "Those of uswith weapon skills remained behind and
fought, ddaying the Foul Folk vanguard, leading them astray, while



granthers and granddams and buc-can and damman, some with
younglings in their ams, made their way toward the safety of Darda
Erynian, where the Dyl-vana and the Hidden Ones dwell.”

Beau gulped but did not speak.

"After we had covered the flight of the others unto the safety of the
forests, we turned upon the foe, rading, ambushing, and taking down
lone patrols. But indl they were too many for us, though we gave good
account of oursaves”

Agan Rynna sghed. "Yet no matter how wel lad our plans, dill
there were casudties. Findly we—" Abruptly Rynna stopped before a
hdlway door. "Oh, here we are."

Rynna reached up and dipped the laichgtring. "You can bunk in
here" she said, pushing open the panel to reved a amdl room, smdl for
aHumean or EIf, that is, but quite adequate for Warrows.

"These used to be Elven monks cdls | am told,” sad Rynna,
sepping inward, Tip and Beau fallowing. "They worshipped someone
cdled the Great Creator."

"Weve heard of the Great Creator,” sad Tip. "—But go on with
your tae."

"Oh, that. Thereslittle more. When we were driven into the woods,
we knew that we would need help in the destruction of the Horde, and
S0 we came here. —Say, isthat alute?"

Tip nodded as he placed the indrument in its casings on one of the
two bunks.

Rynnasmiled a him. "l play a pennywhigtle and | know quite a few
tunes. Do you think we can make music together?'

Beau laughed and dropped his bedroll on a locker at the foot of his
bunk.

"0O-0-0h, yes" said Tip. "Though | don't know very many songs.”

"Il teach you some then . . . but later. For now weve got to get to
the war room. Slverleaf awaits."

Siverlesf shook his head, then passed on the pewter token to the
tal, black-haired Lian. "What dost thou think, Aravan? Canst thou sense
any peil?'

Sdting aside his crystal-bladed spear, Aravan took the disk and
examinad it, his sapphire-blue eyes full of curiogty. After a moment he
shook his head. "Nay, Siverledf, no peril do | sense™ He frowned. "It
seems nought more than a plan pewter coin minted with a hole in it, like
meany found throughout the world, though this has no stamp of the redim
where it was struck. As to why Blane would send such unto Agron . . ."
Aravan shrugged and hdd out the token to a giant of a man, fully ten or
twelve inches tdler than Aravan's own consderable sx-foot height.



"Urd?'

Before the big man reached for the coin, he looked at Aravan. ™Y our
sone?!

Aravan touched a smdl blue stone on athong ' round his neck. "As |
sad, Urd, | sense no harm. Yet Tarquin's gift does not warn againg dl
peril, and so as to the token | cannot say.”

Somewhat assured, the brown-haired, brown-eyed Bagran took the
coin. "l do not think that Blaine would send something of peril unto
Agron. After dl, they were fast friends when my father taught them the
ways of the woods."

"Theways of the woods?" asked Beau.

"Aye. Kings oft send ther children to the Bagron to learn the ways of
the land and to learn to husband its wedth. Tis a manner of teaching
young Princes of the keeping of the world.”

Urd frowned a the pewter disk, then muttering, "Commander,” he
gave it over to Rynna, who held out her hand, tiny when compared to
the Bagran's.

"Commeander?' said Beau, looking a Rynna.

"Aye" replied Siverlesf. "Ryn leads the Waerlinga on our raiding
forays"

"And better scouts we could not ask," added Aravan.

Beau's gaze flew wide, but Ryn looked up from the coin at Tip and
closed one eyein awink.

And Tipperton blushed and looked away, looked a Urd, and the
big men rumbled, "If | were you, wee one, | would have a Mage
examine tha coin & firg chance.”

Now it was Tip's eyes that widened, and he glanced from Urd to the
token. "Mage?'

Urd nodded, and glanced at Aravan's anulet and then at Aravan's
spear, with its dark crystd and the long black shaft, the weapon nearly
aght feet overdl in length. "It could hold some kind of charm.”

"Charm? M-magic? —Oh, Rynna, perhaps you ought not to handle
it" Tip reached out.

She laughed her slvery laugh and tossed the disk and thong in the ar
and caught it. Then she sobered when she saw how serious he was.
"Oh, Tipperton, | don't think it carries peril. | mean, you've told us your
tae, and it seems you've borne it many a day without coming to harm.”

Tip frowned. "'l don't know about that, Ryn. | mean, we, Beau and |,
wdl, ever ance we got hold of this coin, weve nearly been killed a
goodly number of times™

"Say," piped up Beau, "you don't think it attracts peril to the holder,
do you now?'

Ryn frowned at the token, then amiled. "Oh, | think not, for you've



aso met up with many a good friend as well— those in Arden Vae and
Darda Gdion and esawhere— Loric, Phais, Slverlesf, Aravan, Urd,
the Dwarves in Annory, and many others'—she looked a Tipperton
with her golden eyes—"'me.. . ."

At her gaze, Tip fdt his heart legp.

"Lor', Beau, but she's the most beautiful dammean I've ever seen.”
"Bucco, she's the only damman you've ever seen.”

Tip frowned, but then his amile beamed forth again. "You're
forgetting my dam.”
"I thought you told me you could but barely remember her.”

"Wdl, | did,” snapped Tip. "I mean, that'sright. Yet | just wanted to,
to—"

"You just wanted to show my words fase, eh?" said Beau, grinning.
"Wdl, heréswhat I'll concede: she's one of two femde Warrows you've
seen. Yet even with dl your vast experience, bucco, | will tdl you this
about Rynna I've never seen adammean in the Bosky more comely, and
that's saying some. And she can redly shoot an arrow.”

"Oh, but that's not dl, Beau. She's witty and clever and has got a
temper and—"

A soft tap came on the door.

Tip opened it to find Ryn sanding with a tin whidle in hand, her
amber-gold eyes aglitter. "Take up your lute, Tipperton. Well go to the
battlements after we eat and play atune or two."

Of the songs Rynna taught him that night, the second was a smple
but sad tune "The Waiting Maiden."

And when they had played it through severd times, Tipperton gaining
in mastery, Rynna asked, "Um, Tipperton, do you have anyone wating
for you back home?"

Tip frowned over the Siver frets and set his fingers to play the most
dfficult chord in the tune. "Unh-uh," he muttered, yet concentrating on
barring and placement. "No one™ Then he struck the chord, followed
quickly by a fingered progression, and slver notes cascaded forth as
Rynna laughed galy. When the last of the notes faded to slence, he
looked up amiling to find Rynna amiling back.

"Now let me teach you a more livdy tune" she said, picking up her
penny whigtle, "and I'll teach you the words as well."

And s0 they played and sang, as a gibbous moon rode among clouds
across dashes of sarry sky, while warders atop the battlements paced
thar rounds and amiled.



Over the next saven days, as they waited for reports on the location
of the eastward Horde, dthough Beau met the remaning Springwater
Warrows—buccen dl, but for Ryn—and many of the Baeron and Elves,
he saw little of Loric and Phais, off in their privacy. He saw little of
Tipperton, too, and when he did espy the buccan, Rynnawas ever a his
dde, those two waking about as if they were done in a bubble,
Tipperton meeting other buccen and Lian and men, yet seeming to have
time only for the damman, and she seeming to have eyes only for him.

"Canoodling,” Beau muttered, grinning as he watched them strall by,
oblivious to dl others, the buccan usng aword his Aunt Rose had taught
him—"Canoodling, indeed"'—yet Beau had seen how thunderstruck Tip
was, not that she wasn't stricken likewise. Even so, they both had sworn
missons to fuffill: Tip to deliver a amdl pewter coin; Rynna to command
the Warrows on their frequent forays, as became dl too apparent—

—TFor on the eve of that saventh day in Caer Lindor, word came
that Foul Folk roamed dong this Sde of the Argon, somewhere above
Olorin Ide. And hedily a warband was assembled by Siverlesf, of Elves
and men and Waer-linga, Rynnaiin command of the scouts.

And they rode out in the night, heading westward through Darda
Erynian—Warrows upon ponies, Elves and men upon horses, Slverleaf
in the lead, his bow of white horn in hand. And Tip stood on the
battlements above and watched by the glimmeing light of the stars as
Ryn rode out from the caer and across the bridge and into the woods
beyond, she looking back over her shoulder and up, letting her pony find
the way.

And the next day Tipperton paced the battlements, and stood on the
weapons shdf and peered out through a crend, the buccan looking ever
westward, seeking to see some Sgn of their return, seeking to see tha
Rynnaand the others were dl right.

"But they'll be gone for days" sad Beau, $anding on the banquette
wak just below. "They said so before they left.”

"I know," snapped Tipperton. Then more softly, "I know."

"And weve got to think about our own misson, bucco,” added
Beau. "After dl, weve been here aweek.”

Tipperton, his face pale and gtricken, turned and peered down at his
friend. "Oh, Beau, | can't leave without knowing she's sefe”

"But Loric and Phais say they've worked out the best way to go
'round the Horde in the east, and well be leaving soon."

Tip's shoulders dumped. "I know," he whispered. "I know."

Brushing his deeve across his eyes, Tip turned back to peer out
through the crendl, and Beau clambered up beside him and threw an am



across his friend's shoulders, and together they stood and |ooked
westward, peering out and down into the forest reaching to the horizon
and beyond, seeking movement, seeing none.

Three days passed, with no word, and at the late-day med on the
third of these days, Phais said, "We mug go forth on morrow morn or
the one after and no later, for the knowledge we have concerning the
whereabouts of the Horde grows older each day we dday, and even
now they may be on the move ... or nat.”

Tipperton fdt as if hed been struck a blow in the ssomach. "But,
Dara, Rynna has not returned.”

"And she may not," rumbled a blesk-eyed Bagran stting a ther
table, his voice hitter, hisarm bound and in ading, a wound taken some
days past during araid eastward. "My wife did not."

With stricken eyes Tip looked at the man. "Ach, I'm sorry, Wddan,"
sad the Baeran, sheking his head. "I did not think before | spoke.”

His vison swvimming, Tip looked away toward one of the doors of
the great common room.

Phais reached out and placed her hand over the buccan's. " Tis ever
0 in war that friends and lovers are parted. Yet thou hast a sworn
misson to fulfill, just as does she”

"I know," said Tip, his voice near bresking, his tears bardy hdd in
check. "But | ... | jfl& wanted to see her one lagt time. | wanted to tdl
her ... | wanted to tdl her . . ." Tip could not finish his words.

"She knows, wee one," whispered Phais. " She knows."

That night, in deference to Tipperton, they decided to wait one more
day in Caer Lindor, but come what may, they would set out the morning
after. And so0 Tip spent the night atop the battlements, peering through
dalight in vain, and just ere dawn the warders found him adeep a his
wedt-facing crend.

Wan and bleary, Tip picked a his breakfast, while Beau softly
chided him about needing food and rest. Yet even though Beau was
concerned for his friend, gill his own appetite hdd strong. "Y' never
know when well be without food again, bucco,” he said. " 'Sides, welll
be on rations garting tomorrow and today's the lagt of the good cooking
for awhile"

Tip nodded liglesdy and continued to pick at his food.

Unable to eat, he had just set aside his knife when a disant bugle
sounded, to be answered by one atop the bastion walls.



"They're here" said Beau, but Tip was dready running for the door.

Out from the caer and across the balley he ran, Beau coming after, a
rasher of bacon in hand dong with a chunk of bread. Up the ramp
darted Tip, up to the banquette above, where he legped upon the
weapons shef and |ooked out through a crenel.

Tip peered weserly, the riang sun a his back, yet he saw no
movement aong the River Rissanin nor within the entwined foliage of the
woodland below. And he waited, his heart hammering.

Beau clambered up beside him, and in that moment a dow-moving
cavacade emerged from the forest. They watched as more and more
horses came out from among the trees, and for each one ridden there
came another horse being led while dragging a travois behind.

"I'd better go, Tip," said Beau, "they've got wounded.”

Tip nodded, not speaking, and Beau clambered down. Just as the
buccan reached the ramp to the bailey below, Tip turned. "Beau, send
someone to fetch meif, i—"

"I know," said Beau, nodding, and then he was down and gone.

Tipperton faced west again. Still the horses came out from among
the trees.

Ponies. No ponies. Where are the ponies? Where are the
Warrows? Where is my Rynna?

Hndly, as the firg of the cavalcade came onto the pontoon bridge,
no more horses with riders or wounded emerged from the forest behind.

His heart thudding in the pit of his somach, Tip waited urtil the last
of the horses clopped onto the bridge, and then he sprang to the
banquette and darted down the ramp and into the bailey below.

".. . werethere, dl right," Tipperton overheard as he came in anong
the wounded. "We engaged them two mornings back and drove them
hindward to their boats and rafts"" continued the speaker, a Baeran, a
bloody bandage on his am and another wrapped 'round his head. "But
they fought fiercdy, as you can see'—heders squatted beside the
wounded, gauging the damage, goplying unguents and herba poultices
and bandages, Beau enwrgoping a fresh binding on a wounded
Lian—"and some in our warband were dan."

Tip's heart lurched and he fdt asif he could not breathe.

"What of Vanidar and the others?' asked Aravan, who had remained
behind in command.

"Last | saw, Slverlesaf and the Wadana were racing downstream
aong the bank and festhering them with arrows, though many a black
shaft flew back at them. Those of the warband without bows and dings
rode aongsde covering the flanks just in case there were more aland, or
to be on hand if those on the river turned ashore.”

"And the dead?"



The Baeran gestured to where severd of the travois had been
unfastened and lay off to the sde, the bodies thereon covered with
blankets. "We brought back those we could, though if Siverlesf and the
others take wounds, there's likdy to be more.”

Agan Tip's heart flopped and, trembling, he stepped toward the
dead.

Only one of those dan was the sze of a Warrow, and with his
breasth coming harsh and gasping, Tipperton dowly raised the corner of
the blanket to see, and hefdl to his knees weeping, weeping in relief, for
it was not Rynna, but Winkton Bruk instead.

She's safe, oh Adon, she's safe.
And then guilt flooded Tipperton's very soul.

Oh, my. Oh, my. How can | rejoice when Wink lies here dead,;
how can | be glad that it's Wink instead of her?

With tears running down his cheeks, Tip reached out with his fingers
and smoothed back Winkton's dark hair.

I'm S0 sorry, so very sorry, Wink.

And he covered Winkton's face with the blanket once more and then
stood. And he looked about, not only feding quilty but dso feding
utterly usdless, for he knew nought but the most rudimentary of heding
kills, and they needed more here. And his eyes sought the sght of
Rynna—

Yet she is not here, not here, but out there somewhere ill,
black-shafted arrows seeking her heart. Oh, my Rynna, be safe.

Tip trudged to aramp and up to stand vigl once more.

The sun had dimbed to the zenith when another horn sounded from
the forest, and Elves and men on horses and Warrows on ponies came
plodding forth, some drawing travois behind, and on some of these
drawn litters, blanket-covered bodies rode.

His heart thudding in fear, Tip sought sgn of his loved one as each
pony, as each horse, plodded forth from among the trees. Yet she did
not appear and did not appear, and tears sorang to his eyes, to be
shaken away, for he would see.

And then Silverleaf on his black came forth from the woodland, and
none came after. And Tip cried out in despair, but in that same moment
amorose Rynna rode forth from beside Silverlesf; her pony had been
concealed by the larger mourt.

"Rynna" shrieked Tipperton. "Rynna, up herel”

And she looked up to see Tip waving medly.

With awild whoop Rynna spurred her pony, her little steed to gdlop
across the bridge, Tipperton to dash down from above.



Tip reached the bailey a the same time Rynna did, and she haed her
mount to a skidding hat, seeming to stop and dismount a one and the
sametime

And Tip caught her up and siwung her about, and kissed her soundly,
she kissng him just as fervently in return.

"Oh, my buccaran,” she gasped, tears running down her cheeks, "I
thought you would be gone.”
"And | thought you wounded or worse" sad Tip, his own eyes

wdling with joy. Then he gasped. "Buccaran. You cdled me your
buccaran. Oh, my dammia, how did you know | loved you?'

She looked at him, her amber-gold eyes wide. "I've known it from
the fird moment | saw you. Did you not know it in return?'

* % %

While the Bagron bore thar four dain kindred south into the
Greatwood to lay them beneath leafy bowers, the Elves and Warrows
built a greet pyre a the edge of Darda Erynian for the remaning five
dead: three Warrows and two Elves— aLian and a Dylvana

As they did so, Beau turned to Tip and said, "Lor', Tip, Warrows.
Warrows killed inthiswar." And he burst into tears, Tipperton weeping
aswdl. And Rynna took them both in her embrace, and the three stood
together and cried.

And as the flames soared and the dead burned and the Warrows
wept, Slverlesf and Aravan lifted their sweet voices and sang dl the
souls into the sky, while deep in the Greatwood, the Baeron stood in
gimdlence.

Evening fdl, and in the twilight Rynna and Tip stood on the
battlements and peered out at the forest and down at the river below,
and as the darkness deepened they watched as stars came creeping into
the moonless night.

"lant it strange” sad Rynna, peering down a the glimmers in the
water below.

"What?'
"Theriver."
"How s0?"

"The water continudly flows and flows and yet it is dways there; it is
adways the same, yet every moment it is new."

"Asisour love, dear heart, asisour love"

Bone-weary—Tipperton from lack of deep and worry, Rynna from
lack of degp and battle—after a late supper, together they waked



toward her quarters.
"We |leave on the dawn," said Tip.
"I know," replied Ryn.
They came to her door.
"Stay awhile" she said.

A time later and at the request of Siverleaf, Beau went looking for
Tip to have the buccan come and choose a pony. Beau waked to
Rynnds door.

He softly knocked.
No answer.

He knocked again.
No answer ill.

Perhaps they 're not in, bucco. Then again perhaps they are. Of
course, they may be up on the battlements watching the stars and
canoodling, for surely if they were in, either Ryn or Tip would
answer.

Softly Beau opened the door. Tip and Ryn, fully clothed, were lying
on her bed sound adeep spoonwise, Tip with hisarm about her.

Softly Beau closed the door. I'll just pick out his pony myself.

Sometime in the middle of the night, Tip awakened to find Rynna
lying beside him and studying his face by the light of the stars seeping in
through the high window.

She was unclothed.

Tipperton sat up, and without speaking she kndt on the bed beside
him and gently unlaced his shirt.

And though neither had any experience, they made sweet and tender
love and fdl adeep once more in one another's arms.

Say.
| cannot. | have a promise to fulfill to a dead Kingsman.
Come with me.

| cannot, for | have my own pledge to carry out, an oath taken
when Springwater was destroyed.

Wait for me.
Wait for me.



| will, my buccaran.
| will, © dammia mine.
And they made swest, gentle love again.

Dawn came.

Horses and ponies were saddled and mules laden with gear and
fare—grain for the animds, and rations for Li an and Waerlinga

And Rynna gave over the gft of three red-fletched arrows to
Tipperton, arrows with awoven collar of scarlet bark at the head.

As Tip accepted them he asked, "Wha are these?”'

"Sgnd arrows," replied Rynna. "Light them and loose them into the
sky. They make a bright crimson flare and leave a burning streak in the
ar behind. Y ou never know when you may need one."

"Oh, Ryn, | have nathing to give you in exchange.”

"Y ouve given me yoursdf and that is enough. Just promise me youll
return.”

"I will come when the coin is ddlivered,” said Tipperton, placing the
arrowsin his quiver.

Rynna nodded and tried to amile brightly.

Tipperton took up his lute and tied it to the rear cantle and then
stepped back from the pony and looked it over. All seemed ready. Then
he turned to Rynna and embraced her. "Stay safe, my dammia” he
whispered, his voice husky.

"Take care, my buccaran,” she whispered back.

Tip glanced a Loric, and a a nod, they began waking the steeds
across the balley and toward the gate, Phais leading, Loric next, then
Beau, with Tip and Rynna coming last.

Through the jinking passage under the wal they went, the animd
hooves aclatter upon the stone way, Tipperton dreading what was to
come.

"She was right, you know," said Tip above the clack and chatter and
echo of shod hooves.

"Who was right?" asked Rynna.

"Phais. She sad that war sunders friend from friend and lover from
lover, and dthough | adways beieved it was s0, never did | think it
would happen to me™"

Rynna sighed and nodded, but said nothing in return.

Somewhere above a horn sounded, its carion cdl ringing down
through the murder holes.

Ryn raised an eyebrow and glanced at Tip and took an arrow from



the quiver a her hip." Tisan dert, though not a battle cry.”

Hadtily, Tip retrieved his Elven bow from its saddle scabbard and set
one of hisown arrows to gring, while Beau laded his ding.

They came out from under the wall and onto the pontoon bridge.
Both Tipperton and Rynna scanned the edge of the woods lying a
disance beyond the opposite bank, but Beau said, "Oh, look," and
pointed downriver.

A number of amdl boats laden with men and plied by oars came
rowing upsiream.

"What isit?" asked Tipperton, turning to Ryn.

"I don't know, but wed better be ready for whatever comes.”

Loric and Phais began backing the steeds toward the fortress wals,
the mules protesting yet grudgingly moving hindward, baking now and
then. "Back," cdled Phais. "Take shelter, for we know not what this
portends.”

But in that very moment in one of the boats a man stood and held up
hisempty hands and cried out: "Safe haven! Safe haven!™

"I dont like this one hit, Ryn. These are Rivermen.”

Rynna looked at Tip and whispered back, "Are we to deny them
shdlter just because of something their ancestors did long past?'

"But Rivermen were adherents of Gyphon once, and who's to say
they haven't fdlen back on those evil ways?'

"Are the dns of the ancestors to be vigited upon the descendants?!
"Oh, Ryn, it'sjud that | don't want to leave you in any danger.”
"Tipperton, O my Tipperton, in times such as thisno place is safe”

Even as Tipperton and Rynna whispered back and forth, while the
bulk of the Rivermen remained outside, their leaders negotiated with
Sivelesf and Aravan, and on the walls above, Waerlinga stood with
arrows nocked and ready, yet with bowstrings undrawn.

At lagt Slverlesf sgned that dl was wel, and arrows were placed
back in quivers and bows unsrung.

Phais and Loric came to Tip and Beau and Ryn. "Vani-dar has
granted them temporary sanctuary. Aravan is to go with a warband to
Olorin Ide to seeif ther tale rings true, and if necessary across the river
to Darda Gdion beyond to discover wha the march-ward has seen. In
thismisson asindl others, Rynna, he will need scouts.”

Rynna nodded, then asked, "Whet tde do they tell, these Rivermen?

"That Foul Folk came downstream and plundered and raided and
dew, and these Rivermen were dl who escaped with ther lives™

Rynna sighed. "Foul Folk, en? Perhaps some of those we chased



down the Argon."

"I thought you dew them dl,” said Tip.

"So did I, yet it may be that some escaped, or perhaps some went
downstream before we came upon the others.”

"Regardless” sad Phais, gancing up at the midmorn-ing sun and
then at Tip and Beau, " 'tis time we were on our way."

"With the Rivermen here?" protested Tip.

Phais glanced at Rynna and nodded grimly. "This fortress isin good
hends."

"Wdl, | don't likeit one bit,” said Tip.
"Neverthdess. . "

Now Rynnaturned to Tip. "WEell be fine, my love. Besides, you sad
it yoursdf, that ever in war friends and lovers are parted, as we are
about to be. Y et the sooner started, the sooner youll return to me" She
took a deep bresth, as if to ready hersdf for a blow, and then sad,
"Now be on your way."

Tip looked & her, his eyes wide and mingled with anguish and
concern. But at last he nodded.

And s0, once again the four companions dong with Rynna led ther
horses and mules and ponies under the wal and onto the pontoon
bridge, thistime gaining the far bank.

And Ryn hugged Beau and kissed him on the cheek and whispered
for him to watch after her Tipperton, and he whispered back that he
would.

And then she turned to Tip, and they embraced and kissed one
another.

And while they hdd each other this one lagt time, Loric and Phais
and Beau dl mounted and rode to the edge of the woods, where they
stopped and waited.

"I love you, Rynna Fenrush."
"And | love you, my buccaran.”

Tipperton sghed and released his dammia, and she rductantly let im
go. He mounted his pony and then leaned down and kissed her once
more. "Take care, my love. Take care

She stepped away, tears in her eyes, and with a choked farewel he
spurred after the others and into the woods beyond. When she could
see him no more, she turned and, weeping, trudged across the wooden
bridge and into Caer Lindor, while on the banks Rivermen unladed ther
craft and carried their goods within.

Chapter 29



North they rode away from Caer Lindor, Tip morose, Loric and
Phais ddighting in the green of Darda Erynian, Beau timoroudy looking
this way and that, for not only was this Darda Erynian—Greenhal
Fores—this was adso Blackwood, where Hidden Ones are sad to
dwdl, and everyone knew that Hidden Ones were . . . were . . . wdl,
they just were. And if you went into their "closed places,” then you most
likdy would never be seen dive again, or so Aunt Rose had dways said
when spesking of those places in the We unwood.

"Birds and wild things" she would say, "deer, hare, foxes, voles, and
other such, things that fly, run, crawl, dither—even snakes—for them to
live in those places or just to wander through, well, that's dl right. But
for folk to intrude—" Here Aunt Rose would aways shudder, and
Beau's eyes would fly wide, trying to imeagine the horrible fate of any
who would be so foolish.

And now here he was, riding right through the heart of their domain.
And he twitched and dtarted at every movement, every sound, some
imagined, some not, and looked dl 'round, trying to see, trying to see,
wall, he just didn't know quite what, but trying to see regardless.

But asit had been when they had crossed through that southernmost
corner of Blackwood, going from the ferry landing to the fortress of
Caer Lindor, Beau saw nought except perhaps flickers of movement at
the corners of his eyes, yet when he looked draight-on, it seemed
nothing was there but shadows coiling round the feet of the trees.

"It gives me the shivers, it does.”

Tip roused a bit. "What? What did you say?'

"l said, Tip, it gives me the shivers.” Beau gestured dl "round.
"These woods?"'

"Ya."

Tip sghed and nodded, but said nothing more, as they rode onward
through the sun-dappled green gdleries of the forest, with its birds flitting
from limb to limb and voles rudling through leaves, and hares bounding
away as the horses and mules and ponies approached.

All that day they rode northerly, their track pardlding the waters of
the Rissanin, Tip's gaze turning ever and again toward the river flowing in
the opposite direction, southerly and away. Toward my Rynna.

Now and again Loric or Phais would turn sharply—left a times,
rightward a others—to ride round a section of woods . . . sometimes a
gand of trees—oaks, birch, maple, pine, and the like—other times they
would bypass an open sward, a pool or stream, a rocky outcrop, or
other such, asif ddiberately avoiding these places.

Tip paid no heed, but Beau knew, indeed, Beau knew . .. or s0 he
thought.
"Wewill make for Bircehyll," Phais said during one of their frequent



paLISes.
"Bircahyll?" asked Beawl.
"Aye. Tis where Coron Ruar will be, or so | think."
"Another Coron?"'
"Aye. Of the Dylvana."

"What some cdl the wood Elves" added Loric, "for they are more
reclusve than we Lian, sddom venturing forth from their Dardas.”

"Lady Arin ventured forth," said Tip, momentarily emerging from his
gloom.

Beau frowned, trying to remember.

"The Dragongtone," said Tip.

"Oh, yes" sad Beau, enlightened. "She was a Dylvana, en?'

"Indeed,” said Phais, glancing into the nosebag of her horse. "Ah, the
granisgone.”

Sghing, Tip stepped to his pony. Its feed was gone as well, and so

he unsnapped the bag and dipped it in among the gear as Loric and
Phais and Beau did likewise.

They rode another league or so and then set camp for the night. And
during his wetch by the light of the fire Tip softly played his Iute,
remembering . . . remembering.

And as he played, wild animds, it seemed, came to ligen, or so it
appeared, for among the trees eyes could be seen glowing, cagting back
theflame

"I had the strangest dream, Tip."
IIG.]?I

"I dreamt | was awakened in the night by someone spesking in a
drange tongue, and saw Phais converang with a amdl shadow, while
nearby stood afox."

"Mmm. That is strange. Was there any more?’

"No." Beau chrked histongue, and his pony picked up the pace a
bit, for he and Tip had lagged too far behind the riders ahead. "l must
have dreamt | went back to deep,” cdled Beau over his shoulder.

Tip shrugged, then chrked histongue as well.
Ahead, both Phais and Loric looked at one another and amiled.

In camp that night they heard foxes barking somewhere off in the
woods, the high-pitched yips seeming to come from dl quarters.

Progress was dow through the forest, for unlike Darda Gdion with



its mossy underfooting and wide-set trees, here the undergrowth was
thick and in places the trees seemed to crowd 'round, as if trying to bar
the way. Y et now and again they would come to an open glade, or fidd,
or glen—and if they did not detour around it, they would kick the horses
and ponies into a swift trot and ride across, the mules protesting at this
unssamly gait, yet unable to do aught but follow after, drawn on the
tethers tied to the rear cantles of Phaiss and Loric's saddles.

But in one of these open places—a large fidd covered entirdy with
mounds, each some eight or ten feet high and twice as wide at the base,
each hillock covered with a strawlike ydlowish grass, or what seemed
to be grass— Phais cautioned the Waerlinga to follow directly behind,
and with the animas moving at a walk, she and Loric carefully threaded
among the knolls, the buccen coming after.

Of a sudden, "Oh my," hissed Beau, cdling back to Tipperton. "One
of them moved, Tip. | swear one of them moved.”

"One of the mounds?"
"Yes yes, one of the mounds. That one over there"

Tip looked where Beau pointed. As far as Tip was concerned, the
mound looked inggnificantly different from dl the others, with nothing in
particular to Sngleit out.

"It turned a bit and, | vow, it seemed to, urn, squat somewhat.”

Tip started to speak, but Beau snapped, "And don't tdl me I'm
imegining things"

Tipperton closed his mouth and carefully followed in Beau's tracks,
while Beau in turn carefully followed Phais and her pack mule the
buccan nervoudy twitching thisway and that in his saddle, asiif trying to
look dl directions a once.

That night again they heard foxes nearby, and when Tipperton
played, eyes shined a him from the dark.

Thefalowing day, even though agrey overcast covered the sky, Tip
awakened in a better humor, as if resgned that it would be awhile
before he saw his Rynna again.

And during breskfast he said to Beau: "Just s0 she's sdfe, that's dl |
want, and | can't think of a safer place than Caer Lindor."

Asthey resumed ther journey northward, down through the trees the
ran began fdling, leaves caiching water in mid plummet but then
shedding it down adrip. And dthough the earth drank it thirdily, ill
rivulets and streamlets ran underfoot and -hoof. And as the day grew, so
did the rain as it fdl down and down. Sireams rose, ther woodland
courses running to the brim, some overflowing the banks, and birds sat
grumpy and wet among the branches above and now and again shook



away water or preened invan.

Through it dl the comrades continued northward, cloaks wrapped
'round tightly, warding off the wetness, though hair and faces were
drenched.

Y et though it rained, dill among the trees dong thar flanks did dlent
shadows run.

That night the rain continued to fdl, and the four had no campfire to
ward away the wetness, for no dry wood could be found. Even so,
Loric erected a pair of lean-tos and they escaped the worst of it.

By the fdlowing morning the rain had stopped, but the forest
remained adrip, and as they pushed through the heavily laden branches,
rider and horse and mule and pony became thoroughly soaked.

Turbulent streams raced across the way, shdlow for the most part,
and here the animds had little trouble crossng. Y et they came to a wide
foregt tributary of the Rissanin and had to fare upstream severa miles to
find a shdlow enough ford.

Tha night agan they set a firdess camp, for the wood was
drenched, and when Tip played his lute, if there were watchers and
liseners, he saw no gleam of eyes.

In midafternoon of the eghth day after setting out from Caer Lindor,
the four came in among what seemed a boundless stand of dlver birch,
the close-set white trunks marching off before them, with no end in sght.

"'Tisaforest within aforest," said Phais, "and here Dylvana dwdl."

"Oh," said Tip. "Isthis Bircehyll? The place where well see Coron . .
.Coron...?"

"Ruar," sad Loric. "Coron Ruar. And well see hmiif heis a court.
But to answer your other question, Bircehyll itsdf lies a distance ahead,
another two leagues or 0."

With serrated green leaves rusling overhead and burbling rivulets
flowing below, they rode into the Slver birch wedld, the trees dl around
gowing brightly in the afternoon sun, the bark of the clusters lucent in the
radiance.

"Lor," sad Beau, "I thought the twilight of Darda Gdion was
meagicd, but thislight al about ismagicd, too."

Tip nodded. "It seems safe, doesn't it?"

Beau's mouth dropped open. "Hoy now, but you'e right. Not at dl
like'—Beau looked back over his shoulder—"like Blackwood behind."

"I think it's the light," said Tip. "After dl, were dill in Black wood."

"Oh no we're not. Phais sad it hersdf: aforest in aforedt, that's what
itis, and I'll thank you to not tdl me otherwise.”

Tip laughed and turned to fetch hislute, and soon alivey tune sprang



from the argent grings as they rode among slver birch.

The day waned as they rode onward, and before them the land
began to rise. "Bircehyll," said Loric, pointing at the gentle dope, and up
theindine they fared. And as the sun sank below the horizon and twilight
crept upon the land, they came in among white-stone, thatch-roofed
cottages, dwdlings much the same as those in Arden Vde as wdl as
those in Wood's-heart, and these were lighted with lanterns, glowing
ydlow as evening fdl. Dylvana paused in whatever tasks they were
doing, Dara and Alori watching as on upward rode the four, and the
comrades could see that here, too, just as in Darda Gdion, jugt as in
Arden Vae, Elves were preparing to set out on some campaign, for they
polished armor and sharpened blades and checked riding tack and gear.

"Why isit," Beau asked, "tha every time we come to an Elvenhalt,
they seem to be on the verge of riding to battle? Do we bring this down
on their heads? If so, then | suggest next time we pass them entirdy by."

Loric amiled and said, "The war is wide, my friend. The war is very
wide"
On upward they pressed, and now Tip could see that the crest of the

hill was bare of dwellings, and the clusters of slver birch trees thereon
were sparse and widdy spaced.

Loric did not ride across the crown of the mound but circled ‘round
instead.

At lagt on the north sde of the hill they came to the Coron Hal, this
too a thatch-roofed building, long and low and wide.

Coron Ruar a a dender five foot three stood an inch shorter than
Phais. His har was dark brown, as were his eyes, and the clothes he
wore were dark brown as wdll.

He did the coin back across to Tipperton. " Tis quite the tale ye tdl,
yet | know nought of whet this token means™ As Tip retrieved the coin,
Ruar turned to Phas. "Aye, we knew that Draedani wak among the
Hordes, though not the fact that Skail of the Barrens and mayhap other
renegade Drakes have sided with Modru. Tisill news indeed. Y et heed,
this| do know: thy chances of winning through to Aven are enhanced if
ye ride with us"

"Join thy forces?' asked Phais.

"Aye, for we will soon hie north, where the Baeron mudter, and
thence into Riamon to help break the Sege on Minehalt North."

"Minehalt North?" asked Beau.

Loric glanced across at the buccan. " 'Tis a Drimmen-holt within the
Rimmen Mountains nigh Dadl."

"Ancther Dwavenholt under 9ege?” asked Tip. "Like



Drimmen-deeve?"
"Aye" sad Ruar.

Tip frowned. "What is it about Dwarvenholts that Modru sets sege
upon them?'

"The Drimma are mighty fighters," replied Ruar, "and should they win
free, they will cause great destruction among Modru's Swarms. Hence,
his Hordes set sege, for 'tis easier to do battle 'gainst someone trapped
then to defend 'gaingt them loose.”

Beau's eyesflew wide. "l say, perhaps it's not to keep the Dwarves
trapped ingde but to keep people out; | mean, after al, Dwarvenholts
are said to be the only places safe from Dragons.”

Tip looked at his friend in surprise. "Goodness, Beau, but you're
right. With Dragons a Modru's beck, the last thing he wants are havens
from thar flames"

Both Tip and Beau turned to Ruar, but the Dylvana Coron held up a
hand. "Y e may be right, my friends, yet ill the Drimma need aid.”

Phais cleared her throat. "When dost thou plan on marching?'
"Within afortnight.”

Tip shook his head and sghed. "Two weeks? Ancther two weeks
delayed?

"Aye" replied Ruar. "Yet by ddaying two weeks and riding with us
thy chances of reaching Dendor increase many fold."

Tip looked at Beau, and that buccan said, "It's taken us a hdf year
just to get this far, Tip. Whatever the meaning of that coin, whatever
message Blaine has sent to Agron . . . well, | just don't think two weeks
one way or another will make matters better or worse. Besides, it's as
Ruar says, by riding with him, our chances in fact will improve. Perhaps
the two-week delay will save time overdl.”

Tip looked at Phais. She shrugged and said, "Stand now or go, only
in hindaght will our vison clear. As thou dost know, each decison
represents aturning point, and each action taken as a result, or delayed
or not taken a dl, these are the stones cast in the waters. How the
waves will ripple outward to act 'gaing others, only timewill tdl.”

"Yes, indeed,” said Beau, nodding. "All things are connected.” He
turned to Tip. "Another thing, bucco: given what happened to us when
we crossed Drearwood dl done, | now think I'd much rather go into
peril surrounded by an army than not.”

Tip 9ghed and reluctantly agreed.

And 0 the buccen waited and watched as the Dylvana of Bircehyll
prepared not only for a campaign to lift the sege of Mineholt North, but
a0 prepared for a prolonged war.



On the morning of the third day in the Elvenhalt, as the Warrows sat
a breskfast Beau said, "I wonder how they'll get supplies? —The army,
I mean."

"Hmm, by wagons or some such, | should think," said Tip, sopping
up egg yolk with a chunk of bread.

Beau looked about the common hdl where Dylvana ate, and then
down at the food on his plate. "You know, Tip, back in Arden Vae,
Aris told me that in summer they take the sheep up into the mountain
vaes, while the cattle stay down lower . . . and the chickens and pigs
and such, wel, their coops and walows and pens are never moved,
though for the sake of breathing, they are kept a ways north of the
Elvenhalt. And we saw the fidds where they raised the gran and other
crops .. . their orchards too. But Stting here in the middle of aforest, I'm
wondering: just where in this place, or in Darda Gdlion, for that matter,
where do they raise thar foodduff? —That is the grain, vegetables,
fruit. Where do they graze their herds? —Assuming of course that they
have herds. For that matter, where do they grind their gran? Where are
their mills? And do they have tanneries? And—7"

Tip held up a hand to staunch Beau's words. "Whoa, bucco. Look. |
don't know where they keep gardens and fidds and herds and other
such, but surdy they must have them somewhere, right? | mean, dse
they'd sarve”

Agan Beau looked a his plate. "Righto, they mug, dse we'd be
hungry too." And he scooped up a spoonful of eggs and shoveled it into
his mouth.

At atable next to the buccen, an Elven warrior stood. As he carried
histrencher past the Waerlinga, he paused and said, "In scattered glens
throughout the darda.”

"Mmhnh?" asked Beau, his mouth full.

"That's where the herds are, the grain fidds the gardens. As for
orchards ... fruit trees are spread throughout.”

Tip looked up at the warrior. "And the mills?"

The BIf amiled. "Where ds?'

"Along a stream here and there," answered Tip, grinning back.
The Dylvana nodded, then moved onward.

Tip turned to Beau. "Satidfied?'

The summit of the hill was kept free of dwdlings and there it was that
Dylvana went to meditate, or so the buccen had been told. And after
bresking their fast, the two of them wandered up above the Coron Hal
and in among the dlver birch clusters sprinkled across the grassy crest.
The morning was cool, and widdy scattered clouds drifted through the
sky above.



Beau flopped down in the grass and lay on his back looking upward.
Tip sat nearby, leening againg a tree.

"I dways liked watching the clouds above," said Beau, "and to find
whatever forms | could in their shapes: fish, people, trees, birds,
Dragons, and other such.”

Tip nodded bt did not spesk.

"My Aunt Rose used to say thet in the daytime the clouds were one
thing, but at night they were quite another, and when | was but a nipper
shewould at times lift me from my bed and take me out to see. And in
autumn and winter, when the wind howled and the moonlit clouds
scudded above, she would tdl me that it was the Wind Wolves chasing
cloud deer across the sky.

"Even now when | hear the wind at night, | think of my Aunt Rose
and the desperate race above."

Beau fdl glent, and they sat long moments without spesking. But
findly Beau said, "Oh, that one looks like the head of a pony. | didnt
seeit a fird; it's upsde down."

Tip looked up, but the birch tree leaves stood in the way.

Beau glanced at Tip, then pointed skyward. "Over the— Hoy now,
what's dl this?' Beau sat up and looked about, his face twisted into a
puzzied frown.

"What is it?" asked Tip, peering about as wel yet seeing nothing
untoward.

Beau shook his head in dismissd. "l thought | heard something.” He
flopped back down, and immediady sat up. "There it is aga— No
wait, it's gone”

Then he turned and looked at the grass, and carefully put his ear to
the ground. "Oh, my, Tip, ligen. It sounds like your mill."

Frowning, Tipperton crawled to Beau's Sde and put his ear to the
ground as well.

The earth groaned, but not as though great cogs and whedls turned
within. Instead it was asif huge stones somehow had a voice, or asif the
very ground mourned.

Tip looked a Beau in amazement. "What in the world?"
Somewhere downdope foxes barked.

Tip looked 'round, seeing nothing unusud, then put his ear back to
the ground.

Sl the earth groaned.
Again foxes barked.
Both buccen sat up.

"I say, Tip. Doesit seem to you that these woods are full of foxes? |
mean, we heard them dl about as we came northward, and—"



"Look,” sad Tip, pointing. Downdope, Ruar ran from the Coron
Hal and legpt astride a horse. He went racing down and away.

"I wonder what that's dl about?' sad Beau, looking a Tip in
puzzlement.

"I don't know, Beau, but perhaps we'd ought to go down and see”

Tip stood, but Beau said, "Jugt amoment,” and placed his ear againgt
the earth once more. "It's dill going on,” he said, then stood as well.

They waited in the Coron Hdl for what seemed a long while, and
then Loric, Phais, and Ruar stepped within.

"I sy," cdled Beau, but aoruptly stopped, for Phais was weeping,
and both Loric's and Ruar's aspects were grim.

Tip sucked air in between his teeth, and he stood and walked
toward the three, Beau at his heds.

"What is it?" asked Tip as Beau took Phas by the hand. "What's
wrong?'

Ruar looked at him, then said, "Caer Lindor has fdlen."

"Oh, my," said Beau.

"Fdlen?" asked Tip. "How do you know this?"

Ruar looked at Loric, and at his nod the Coron turned to the buccen.
"Eio Wa Suk passed word to the Pyska."

"Ho wa suk—?"

"Groaning Stones and Fox Riders" sad Loric. "They are some of
the Hidden Ones, the Fey."

"Groaning?' Beau looked at Tip. "The ground. That was wha we
heard. Groaning Stones. And the foxes barking—"

Tip flung out a hand to stop Beau's words. "But Caer Lindor: what
happened?’

"They were betrayed in the night, and—"

"The Rivermen!" spat Tip.

"Aye They opened the gates and—"

"Wat!" cried Tip. "Wha mattersis, is. . ." Tip choked to a hdlt.

"Only a few survived," sad Ruar, "a handful of Baeron and Lian,
Siverlesf among them, though he suffered terrible wounds.™

'What about the Warrows. What about . . ." Agan Tip could not
finish his query, yet his heart plummeted when he saw the tears now
running down Ruar's face.

The Dylvana shook his head. "I'm so sorry, my friend, but dl Wee
Folk in Caer Lindor died fighting vaiantly."



Tip fdt as if hed been struck a deadly blow. "N-no, not dl the
Warrows. Not Rynna."

Ruar placed a hand on Tip's shoulder. "All, Tipperton. All are dain."
Ruar caught the buccan as he collapsed.

Chapter 30

"Kill them dI." The words wrenched out of Tipperton, anguish and
rage digtorting the buccan's fegtures as tears spilled down his face.
"Weve got to kill them dl.”

"What?' said Beau, his own eyeswdling in grief. "Kill who?!

"All the Rucks, Hloks, dl the Foul Folk, dl the River-men, the
Hyrinians, Chabbains, Kigtani, Modru, Gyphon, dl of them."

"But Tip—"

"No, Beau," sobbed Tipperton, wiping his nose on his deeve, "no
buts. Well just go kill them, kill them dl."

Phais kndt by the weeping Waerling and embraced him. He tried to
push her away, yet she hdd him in spite of his resistance. And suddenly
he dung to her and sobbed asif his world had come to an end. "Weep,
my friend, weep," she whispered, stroking his hair.

Rulling his wits together, Beau wiped his eyes with the heds of his
hands. He looked a Ruar. "How—? When did this happen?'

"Down the Rissanin they came snesking, did the Horde, dong the
border 'tween the Greatwood and Darda Erynian, to diminate this thorn
inther sde. And last night Caer Lindor was betrayed, sentries dain by
traitors ingde, by Rivermen, and the west gate flung wide unto the
Horde massed and hidden among the bordering trees of the
Great-wood. Into the baley they rushed and swarmed up to the
bettlements, seizing nearly dl before the defenders mustered. Vdiantly
they fought, yet they were oerwhelmed, and so Silverlesf led the battle
to the east gate, for the Horde yet swarmed inward through the west.
With a handful he held it until those who were not dready dan could
escape, ther numbers but few. Siverlesf was among the lagt to leave,
and he bears the wounds to show it, or so the Groaning Stones relay.
The Horde did not pursue, but instead stood on the walls and jeered,
and even now Tralls ply hammers and mauls and rams to destroy the
battlements from within. Caer Lindor will be a ruin ere another day has

"And the Warrows?"

Ruar shook his head. "All were dain in the taking of the gate to win
free”

Slencefdl but for Tipperton's soft weeping. Yet at last Beau drew in



agreat shuddering breath. "Does this mean our plans are changed? Tha
well be marching south instead of north? That well engage the Horde a
Caer Lindor ingtead of the Swarm besieging Mineholt North?!

"Nay, Beau," replied Ruar. "Our misson is north and east, and—"

"No," gritted Tipperton, choking back his sobs and pushing free of
Phais. "We should go south, not north, and throw these vile ones down."

Ruar shook his head. "Nay, Tipperton, for the Horde has hitten off
more than it can chew. The Hidden Ones are enraged that the Foul Folk
have encroached upon the Greatwood and stand on the borders of
Darda Erynian, and even now the muger is underway: Fox Riders,
Living Mounds, Groaning Stones, Vred Tres, Sprygt, Tomte,
Ande—Fey and Peri of dl kind. Modru will rue the day he sent Foul
Folk into their domain.”

With fire in his eye, Tipperton looked up a the Coron. "Then |
would go with them and day these killers™

Ruar shook his head. "Thou hast a promise to fulfill."

Crying "To Neddra with this worthless coin!" Tipperton jerked the
thong at his neck, snapping the leether in two, and threw token and dl
across the chamber, the coin to drike the wal and land with a faint

ching. "l will avenge my Rynna."

His eyes wide, Beau stepped toward the coin as Phais said, "Thou
mug not take on the mantle of the Foul Folk, Tipperton, and become as
one of them, with nought but hatred filling thy heart.”

"But | want them dead,” gritted Tip.

Loric squatted and looked at Tip levd in the eye. "The Fey will see
that just retribution is extracted.”

As Beau took up the coin and broken strand, Tip stared back at
Loric but said nought.

Loric took Tip by the shoulders. "This will 1 say: sddom do the
Hidden Ones rise up as one, yet when they do, nothing can Stay ther
hand within the margins of their domain.”

"Then why don't they march on Modru?"

Loric shook his head and released the buccan. "Given their higory,
given the wrongs done to them in the past, they would avoid al contact
with outsiders, avoid acting upon aught that does not directly overstep
the boundaries they have st."

Beau retied the broken leather and bore thong and coin back across
the room and held it out to Tipperton.

Tip struck &t the offering but missed, for Beau twitched it aside.
Agan Beau hdd it forth.

Tip pushed it away, saying, "Oh, Beau, can't you see tha this has
changed everything?'
Beau shook his head. "No it hasn't, Tip, not one whit."



Tip looked at him, anguish filling his gaze, and he turned up his hands
inglent query.

Beau peered down at the coin and then back at Tipperton. "Let me
ask you this, Tip: if it were you who had fdlen instead of Rynna, would
you expect her to abandon her command, to abandon her post, to set
asde her sworn misson, and come to avenge your deeth?!

"But | didn't die" cried Tipperton.

"No you didn't, Tip, but she did, and that's a crud fact. But thisis a
fact, too: she would expect no less of you than you would expect of her.
She had a misson she kept to the end; you have a misson yet to fulfill.
What would she ask of you?"

Agan Beau hdd out the coin.

Tip looked down at the floor and then directly into Beau's eyes,
sgpphire megting amber.

Agan Beau sad, "What would she ask of you?'

With a sob Tip reached out and took the coin. He looked &t it long
moments; then drawing a deep breath, he turned to Ruar. "1 will fulfill my
promise to a dead Kings-man, Coron Ruar, yet hear me: on this misson
to Minehalt North, | would be a scout, and when it comes to battle, |
would ride among the warriors and take as much revenge upon the Foul
Folk as bettle will dlow.”

Ruar raised an eyebrow. "l have heard it said that Waerlinga make
the best of scouts”

Tipperton kndt upon one knee and hed out the coin and thong to
Ruar. "Then accept my service, Coron of the Dylvana™

The Coron took the offering and dipped it over the Waerling's
bowed head. "Rise, Sr Tipperton, for so do | accept thy terms and
count thee as scout and warrior among mine host.”

With sngleminded intengty, Tip began fletching arrows to fit his
draw, and he urged Beau to go to the Elven forge and cast lead bullets
for his ding. But Beau had pledged to Ruar his heding ills for the
misson to Mine-holt North, and the buccan spent his days foraging for
herbs and roots and leaves of mint and whatever else he could find that
he could strip and ped and dry and grind to stock his medicad supplies.

And whenever Beau went dfidd he was accompanied by Alor
Meor, a dender Dylvana, some five foot two in heght, with
russet-colored har and amber eyes. As Beau had said to Ruar, "I don't
fancy being out there in the woods dl adone with the Hidden Ones
about. | mean, even though you say they are to be trusted, ill, if one of
them didn't get the word that Beau Darby was a friend, wdl then, Beau
Darby just might come up among the missing.”

Ruar had laughed but neverthdess had cdled to Mdor and asked
him to accompany Beau on the buccan's jaunts into the woods.



Méeor himsdf was a heder, though he did carry a spear and seemed
quite adept inits use, for when Beau had asked Méor to show him the
way of such aweapon, Meor had demonstrated:

" Tis known as one of the great wegpons" said Melor, flourishing
the spear. "Thou cangt stab with it—hai!—or use its blade as a cutting
wegpon—uwah! —nigh as well as a sword, though | mugt admit it has a
long helve for such. Too, thou cangt widd it in place of a quarterstaff—
an e dal—or as a lance ahorse—cha! Ladly, thou cangt cast it & a
foe'—Mdor hurled the weapon and spitted a shock of hay—"yet |
would not advise flinging any weapon away except if no other choice
presents itsdf.”

"Huah," exclamed Beau, "here dl dong | thought a spear was for
throwing and little else.”

"Nay, my friend'—Médor drew the spear from the hay and brushed
dray stems from the blade—"that isthe lagt of its uses”

Together Meor and Beau ranged far and wide across the glades and
among the trees, and down in the fens as wdl. And Beau soon had his
medicks wel stocked, for Melor was an excdlent herbdist and guide.

Tipperton, on the other hand, when he wasnt fletching, spent
candlemarks at the target fidd, honing his aready superb ill into one
even the Elves admired.

And in the evenings he attended meetings hdd just for the
scouts—yporing over maps and ligening to detailed descriptions of nearly
evey inch of the terrain ‘tween here and there.

As days eked pagt, Tip's woe turned inward, and his eyes hdd an
anguish deep ... yet there, too, burned a Smmering fire of rage. During
the days he managed to set aside his heartache and devote his attention
to preparing for war. Yet at night, at night, and donein his bed, did grief
in the darkness come st a his Sde and fill the world entire.

At lagt, afortnight and a day after the four had come to Bircehyll, Tip
and Beau, Phais and Loric, dong with the Elven hogt, they dl set forth in
a long cavdcade, astride horses—but for two ponies—with pack
animds and spare mounts drawn behind.

They were heading for a rendezvous point some hundred miles away
as the raven flies—longer by the route they would take—and ten days
from now the Baeron were scheduled to come. As to the place they
would mest, it was a dearing dong the Landover Road, a principa
east-west tradeway, anchored a one end at the high point of Crestan
Pass in the Grimwalls and threading eastward through Darda Erynian
and Riamon and Garia and Ardan and onward to lands far beyond.

And so, north they rode up through the heart of Darda Erynian, the
cava cade moving dowly among the thickset trees.

"I say," murmured Beau as they fared 'round the perimeter of an



open glade, "did you notice, Tip, no shadows flickering out aong our
flanks?'

"Shadows?"'

"Yar. When we firg rode through these woods to Caer Lindor and
then on to Bircehyll, it seemed that just beyond the corners of my vison
there were flickers of movement, but each time | tried to see what was
what, dl | saw were shadows.”

"Hmm. Perhaps that's dl it was. shadows . . . shifting shadows."

Beau shook his head. "Me, | think it was Hidden Ones dogging our
passage.”

"And they're not doing it now?"

"Nar. They're dl gone down south to ded with the Horde."

At thisreminder Tip's eyes brimmed, and he and Beau rode onward
another league or so in dlence. But then out of the clear blue Beau
added, "That, or they don't think we need watching, what with a whole
Blven amy at our beck.”

"What are you saying, Beau: that the Hidden Ones were protecting
us before?"

"Wull, from what Phais and Loric and Ruar have said, perhaps they
are a bit more friendly than | thought." Beau threw up a quick hand of
denid. "Oh, not that | think they're to be taken lightly—oh, no, | dill
believe they're as dangerous as can be—but with Phais and Loric dong
and showing no concern over the fact that we were in Black-wood,
mayhap th— Oh, my goodness, | just remembered.”

"My dream. The one where Phais was taking to a shadow as a red
fox stood by. Perhaps it wasn't a dream after dl."

Tip rode onward, conddering, yet ere he came to any conclusons,
word was passed back chain that Ruar would have the remaining scouts
up front to receive thair assgnments, and dl thoughts of Hidden Ones
flew from the buccan's mind as he spurred his pony forward.

Tipperton was paired with a scout named Vail, and together they
rode out on the left flank, the buccan following the Dylvana, for she
knew how to avoid the dwelling places of the Hidden Ones.

"We would not want to disturb them,” said Vail, amiling, a sparkle in
her dark blue eyes.

At four foot gx, Val was the tinies Bf Tipperton had yet seen,
though she towered over him by just short of a full four hands, fourteen
inchesin al. She was dressed in varying shades of green, induding the
dark leather band that held her black hair back from her face. Her feet
were shod in soft boots, their lesther aso dyed a deep green. Like Tip,
her wegpon of choice was a bow, though a long-knife was girted a her



wag.

Together, Tip on his gelded brown pony, Val on a black and white
pafrey mare, they roamed the woodlands out of Sght of the main hogt.

Now and again Vall would stop and lean over to look at tracks, at
times dismounting. In these places Tipperton would dismount as well,
and together they would examine the spoor.

"Hadt thou hunted a bit?" asked Vall as they examined a rather large
track pressed into the soft earth.

"Coneys madlly,” sad Tip, "and marmots, though now and again I'd
try for a pheasant or two."

Val nodded, then pointed at the print. "Thisis a bear's track, likdy
black and likdy a femde if ful grown, for were it younger, ‘twould not
be placed o firmly. Too, tis fresh—within this day—the edges mark it
s0. And see the spacing of this print from the next and the one after? It
was walking cautioudy. Mayhap a boar bear was nearby. And see this
turned-up ledf. . . 7'

And thus did Tipperton's education in tracking begin, and in the next
days Vall took every opportunity to ingruct him, induding the tracking
of the scouts preceding them on the fore left flank of the hogt.

* % %

In early morn some seven days after leaving Bircehyll, the cavalcade
reached the dearing dong the south sde of Landover Road, a fidd
commonly used as an overnight respite by merchant caravans passng
through Darda Erynian. Y et even though the merchants used this ground,
they did not stay overlong, for crowding 'round was Black-wood, a
place of dire repute. Elsawhere dong this route caravans camped on the
road itsdf until they were free of this snigter place.

Y & when the Elven hogt arrived, a hundred or so wains were drawn
up in the mead. And standing by were the wagoners: huge men and
great strapping women, Baeron dl, mogt of the maes nearly seven feat
tdl, the femaes a hand or so shorter.

"Lor', but look at those mongters," said Beau.

"Mongers?' asked Mdon Beau pointed. "Have you ever seen ay
0 big?'

Off to one sde and confined in Smple rope pens were the large,
powerful draft horses used to pull the wains, the dark brown animds
fuly eighteen hands high, each having white, feathered har on its
fetlocks.

Médor laughed. "Ah, Beau, at firg | thought you meant the Baeron.”

Beau grinned and said, "Widll, they're mighty big, too." Then added,
"| say, let's go see what's in the wagons” And leading the Hf, the
buccan headed off into the rows of wains of the caravan, hence did not
see Tipperton and Vail as they came into the dearing and dismounted.



After 9gnding for Dylvana pickets to take up ward, and seeing to
the encampment of his host, Ruar sought out the Baeron leader and was
directed to a redheaded woman named Bwen, who smply towered
over the Coron. Together they cdled a smdl council of Baeron and
Dylvana

And Tipperton watched from a distance as the group conferred.
After a while and much discusson, Ruar turned and spoke to Eilor,
leader of the Dylvana scouts. And Eilor rose to his feet and stepped
from the circle, his eye seeking and finding. In dl he cdled four outriders
together: Tipperton, Vall, Elon, and Lyra

"Many of the Bagron are battling foe in the Grimwall, yet sundry of
the clanswill join usto bresk the Sege a Mineholt North. There are yet
three days ere the Bagron are due, time enough with remounts to ride
the length of the Landover Road east and west to the margins of Darda
Erynian and look for aught untoward. Vail, Tipperton, ye shdl ride west
unto the Rimmen Road Ford; with Tipper-ton's light weight, | deem four
horsesin dl should suffice. Elon, Lyra, run east to the Landover Gape a
the Rimmen Ring; thy god lies more digant, yet we will ride that way
when the remainder of the Bagron arrive, hence we will meet ye dong
the way; even 0, | ask that ye twain take three remounts each should ye
need a swift return ere then. All of ye, take care as ye approach these
ends, for they are each just beyond the bounds of the darda, hence not
subject to the protection of the Hidden Ones. —Be there aught ye
would ask?'

Val looked a Tipperton and he shook his head, and both Elon and
Lyra merdy shrugged, and so they moved toward the herd of spare
mounts to choose the horses they would take.

"Is there enough time for me to find Beau?' asked Tip, trotting at
Val'ssde.
"A candlemark or s0."

Tip scanned about. "l think | saw hm & one of the wagons,
somewhere over there”

"Go then. I'l meet thee at the road.”
Tipperton turned on his hed and hurried toward the

parked wains. Yet there were a hundred or so of the vehicles, and
though Tip swiftly ranged among the rows he didn't see Beau. Yet just
as he was about to give up— "Hiyo, Tip," came acdl.

Beau stood in the back of one of the covered wagons, this a hospita
wain, Mdor a hisside.

"lent it grand, Tip?' said Beau, gesturing toward the interior of the
wagon. "They've herbs and smples and dl, and medicks I've never

As Tip trotted to the wagon, he reached for the thong about his



neck. "Beau, I'm off to the west, scouting, and 1'd fed better if you'd
keep thecoin . . . justin case”

Beau took a deep breath and blew it out, then reached down for the
token. As Tip handed it over, Beau said, "Ligten, bucco, | redly don't
think the coin any safer with me than with you. In fact, 1I'd fed better if
you kept it 'round your own neck, for with it reminding you there's a
misson to do, wdl, | think it more likey youll be less rash.”

"Oh, BEBI I n

"Dont give me that 'Oh, Beau' look. I'll keep it this time, but once
we're underway from this place and toward Mineholt North, it's yours
and yours done to give over to Agron, and that's that."

Tip turned up both hands, then said, "Thanks, Beau." And without
another word trotted off toward the road.

Fretting, Beau watched him go, then turned to Meon "D'y' suppose
hell be more likdly to take care of himsdf if he thinks he's the one who
has to ddiver the coin?'

Jug as Tip reached the road, so too came the three Elven scouts,
and within moments they set forth, Elon and Lyra riding east, Val and
Tipperton running west, she upon her own light and easy-gaited horse,
the buccan upon one of the three remounts tethered behind.

In midafternoon Vall and Tip reached the edge of Darda Erynian
some forty-three miles away, and here the Dara stopped to change
mounts once again. As both she and the buccan took a moment to
gretch ther legs, Val said, "For the next sx leagues we must be wary,
for now we |leave the protection of Darda Erynian.”

"What about the ford itsdf?" asked Tip. "I've heard it might be held
by the Rupt."

Vall turned up a hand. "Not likely, Tipperton. —Oh, they did try, yet
the Baeron drove them from it Val pointed westward. " Tis Crestan
Pass the Foul Folk command.”

Tip peered across the open land lying ahead. Far to the west and
rearing up beyond the horizon he could see the snowcapped tips of the
digant Grimwal Mountains, the chain reaching avay to north and south.
The Rimmen Road itdf ran westerly toward this range. "That's where
Crestan Pass is" said the buccan, his eye seeking but falling to find the
place where road and mountain met, his words a statement rather than a
query, for he had studied the war maps long and hard. Tip Sghed. "To
think: it's but aride of aday or three from Arden Vde up the Crosdand
Road to the peak of the col where the Landover Road begins ... up
there at the top of Crestan Pass." Agan Tip sighed. "Oh, my, but I've
come S0 far to reach a place s0 close to where | started.”



Val shrugged.

Tip laughed bitterly and, at Vail's raised eyebrow, sad, "Is it often
the case that much of lifeis spent running in greet large circles?”

Vall amiled in empathy and said, "At times, Tipperton. At times"

They stood and peered westward a long moment more, and then
mounted up and rode out into the open wold.

In late afternoon the trees bordering the Argon River came into view,
and the Landover Road fdl down a long and gentle dope toward the
unseen flow ahead.

Val dowed the horses and turned to Tipperton. "Be wary, nmy
friend, and keep asharp eye” As Tip s&t an arrow to gring, Val urged
her horse onward, drawing the other three behind.

The sun was just Snking beyond the digtant Grimwal as they neared
the band of riversde trees, and Tip's heart legpt as a huge figure stepped
out into the road . . . but then Tip camed when Val cdled out a
gredting—"Is bred an la e!"—and the buccan saw that it was another
of these tdl Baeron men.

"ltisat that!" he cdled, and Vall kicked the horses into a trot.

As they sat on the east bank of the Argon, nigh where the road
crossed the ford, Bren gestured toward the Grimrwalls and said in his
deep rumble, "Wefight to free Crestan: Bagron on this Side, the Elves of
Arden Vde opposte, the Spawn trapped in between. Yet the winning
goes dowly: they are deeply entrenched and have hurled us back severd
times"

"I hear the Foul Folk tried to hold this ford too," said Tipperton.

Bren's hand dropped to the mace at his side. "They did at that, but
we hammered them free. Twas a shame to pollute the waters with ther
dark blood, though not a shame to kill Wrg."

A grim look came into Tipperton's eye. "I pity them not.”

Val looked long at the buccan, her expresson unfathomable, and
Tipperton became uncomfortable under her intense scrutiny. Fndly she
turned to Bren. "Hast thou aught word | should bear to my Coron?"

The big man took a deep breath. "Jug this from the tidings you bring
and from what | know, | deem we fight this war in too many places.
Modru controls dl the choke points Crestan Pass, the Black Hole,
Gunarring Gap, even the Straits of Kis—"

"l say," interrupted Tip, "wheré€'s this, um, Black Hole?"
" 'Tis Drimmen-deeve he speaks of, Tipperton.”
IIG.].II



"Drimmen-deeve to Elves” rumbled Bren, "and Kraggen-cor to the
Dwarves, but to the Baeron and other men it is the Black Hole."

"l see," said the buccan. "But | interrupted.”

Bren shrugged. "There's not that much to say. Just that those of us
who can should come together and choose which of Modru's forces to
crush, for he too is spread thin. And by fighting in one place at atime we
could break through Crestan, or lift the Sege on the Black Hole, or
some such . . . dlowing more and more of the dlies of the High King to
unite, and then when weve enough, we can go cast down Modru
himsdf in Gron.”

Val nodded. " Tis a splendid strategy thou hast proposed, Bren,
and when we leave on morrow morn | will indeed bear thy words unto
my Coron."

Bren grunted in acknowledgement, and in that moment one of the
Baeron cdled; stew and bread and tea were ready.

There was no moon in the night, yet Tipperton sat by a river with
gars gimmeing in its depths, and he watched the water flow by, ever
there, ever new, ever the same, the buccan remembeing . . .
remembering ... as tears pilled down and down.

Chapter 31

It was late afternoon when Vail and Tipperton returned to the hogt,
and together they sought out Alor Eilor and reported in, and together
they bore the news to Coron Ruar.

"Wdl and good,” sad Ruar. " 'Tis meet the Baeron command the
ford. Would that the Crestan Pass were free as wdl. Yet as to the
drategy offered by Bren: there is much to recommend it. Een so, there
is dso this were the Free Folk to gather dl forces and march upon
Gron, much would be Ieft vulnerable, and the Foul Folk free to bring
dedtruction unto those thus exposed. Stll, could we move swiftly,
mayhap we could cast Modru down from his iron tower ere he could
combine his Hordes to stay our hand.”

Ruar peered a the ground. "Yé, 'twould not be easy, for the iron
tower is a formidable fortress and Modru a powerful Mage. And not
only does he command Foul Folk, ‘tis said in the season of cold he has
winter a his beck. If true, we would need many a powerful Mage at
hand to counter such afoe.

"Sill, the plan has merit, and | will think on it."

Eilor cleared his throat. "But fird, my Coron, we must break the
sege a Mineholt North."



Ruar looked up. "Aye, we mud at that."

Tip sought out Beau and took back the coin, and the rest of the day
they spent wandering about the encampment, gaping up at the huge draft
horses of the Baeron, and they helped a wagoner feed one of them,
marvding over the amount of food it took.

"A goodly measure of the cargo we bear is for the horses" sad
the Baeron, dgpping one of the large animds on the flank. "Else we'd be
hauling the freight ourselves.”

Beau looked up at the towering men and horse and over a one of
the massve wains. Then he grinned and said, "Wadl|, it's not as if a pony
would do."

The big man laughed, but Tip turned to Beau. "Spesking of ponies,
bucco, it'stime we fed and watered ours again.”

They drolled to where their own animds were penned, and as they
poured a raion of oats into nosebags, Beau looked at the little steeds
and sad, "l wonder just how they fed, here anong the Elves big horses
and the even bigger horses over there?'

Now it was Tip who grinned. "No different from us, | should think,
Beau. No different from us whatsoever."

Later that eve, Tipperton srummed on his lute, playing it for the firgt
time since hearing of ... of thefdl of Caer Lindor.

A deep mdanchaly ran under the tunes.

The next morning, a day early, five hundred Baeron mounted upon
huge horses came riding into the dearing. Ther chieftan was Gara, a
redheaded man, short for a Baeran, danding just 9x feet three. Yet
there was an ar of command about him, and he seemed not at dl
diminished by histdler kith.

Once again Ruar called a coundil, and Beau and Tip watched from
afar, Tipperton picking out songs on his lute. And the sun waked up
through the sky and over as the council went on. And the buccan fed the
ponies and led them to water, and then watched from afar again, Tip
once more lightly srumming doleful tunes. Findly Val came. "We leave
on the morrow, Tipperton, thou and | on the fore left flank. As for thee,
Beau, thou wilt ride among the healers wains, or so Meor did say.”

Beau Sghed and looked at Tip. "It seems as if weve seen little of
one another, especidly these past few weeks, less and less as the days
Qo by.”

"Oh, Beaw, it's not asif we are parted. | mean, even on the tral Il
See you in camp each night.”

Val shook her head. "Nay, Tipperton. Once we are underway, as
scouts well oft be days on our own, searching, seeking, probing for foe.



And we will rendezvous daily with a message rider and tdl him what we
have seen, and 'tis he who will bear word back unto Eilor and thence to
the war council. —Oh, we will return a times, in haste when and if we
find the enemy. Y et for the most, we will be long on the track and short
within camp.”

Tip looked at Beau and turned up his hands and shrugged, and Beau
returned afant grin.

Tip glanced at his friend and then took up his lute, and a livdy tune
gorang forth from the dlver drings it was "The Mery Man of
Boskledee" Beau's favorite.

And when the song came to an end, both Warrows laughed in glee,
Beau especidly, for it was the firg time in a long while that merriment
hed touched his friend.

The next dawn found huge horses being led to wains and harnessed
and hitched to grest wagon tongues, while Elves saddied their own
mounts and lashed goods to pack animds, and big men cinched big
saddles to big horses and tied bedrolls behind. And down among the
horses and Elves and Baeron, two Warrows saddled two ponies and
tied thelr goods after.

Fndly dl seemed ready and the wains pulled out in a long line dong
the road, flanked on ether sde by men on horses. In the fore, mounted
Baeron and Elves waited, and father out a vanguard of Elves and
horses stood.

Vall, a packhorse tied behind, Sgnded Tip, and he turned to Beau.
"Wil, bucco, it looks asif we're about to start. I'll see you when | can.”

Beau nodded glumly but said nought, and Tip mounted his pony. As
Tipperton reined the animd "round, Beau said, "Now you teke care, Tip.
| mean, you've acoin to ddliver, and | don't want to see you here a one
of the headlers wains" Beau's eyes flew wide. "Oh, my, | didnt mean
that how it sounded. Of course you mugt come should you need
patching. | just meant you ought to take care and not need any patching
whatsoever."

"Dont worry about me, Beau. | have it on good authority thet
Warrows make the best scouts of dl, right?" And with that he kicked
heds to flank and the pony trotted away.

Beau mounted his own pony and rode to his assgned hospitd wain.

Moments later from somewhere ahead a horn sounded, and with
daps of reins and chrks of tongues and cdls of Hai! and Yah! the
wagon train began to roll.

For two days the caravan fared eastward, and nigh noon of the
second day arumor spread down thelinethat a pair of scouts had come



racing west unto the column moving east dong the road. It was Elon and
Lyra come back from Landover Gape a the Rimmen Ring, or so the
rumor said.

And near midiran—"1 don't like this not knowing," said Beau. "Buzz
and tittle-tattle isdl we hear, and as to the truth of it, there's none to be
had hereabout.”

Meor laughed. " "Fis dways so, wee one, that speculation flies on
the wings of conjecture. Yet take heart, for are we to go into battle,
truth will soon arrive.”

"Baitle? Who said anything about baitle?"
"No one, my friend, no one a dl, at least not that we've yet heard.”
"See what | mean!" growled Beau.

"'Tisthe track of a catamount, Tipperton,” said Vall at last. "Sddom
do they come this far into the darda.”

"Perhaps it was driven," said Tip, scanning the surround, seeing no
movement other than birds flitting among the lattice of greenery above.

Val nodded. "Indeed. Mayhap its haunts in the Rim-mens have been
overrun. When Lerren comes, well send word back to Eilor and Ruar.”

Tipperton squatted and took another look at the impressons. The
buccan had wondered why they were scouting within the northern
reaches of Darda Erynian. After dl, if it was protected not only by
Hidden Ones but by the Bagron too, then it would seem fruitless to
scout in such well-warded quarters. Y et with the finding of these tracks,
perhaps he had an answer.

He looked a Vail. "How old would you make these? Fve days?
Sx?'

"At least a sevenday, for when they were made the soil was yet wet,
soft from rain—see how each print spreads?— and when last it stormed
‘twas just ere we set out from Bircehyll. After these were lad the soil
dried, binding hard the spoor."

Tipperton nodded, then stood and glanced through the rudling leaves
a the sun passng overhead. "Shouldn't we be on our way? | mean,
dont we have some disance to go to reach the rendezvous with
Lerren?'

"Indeed,” said Vail, sanding as well. "Yet just as today, we will see
him on the morning.”

They mounted up and rode on eastward, wending among the trees.

In late afternoon Tipperton and Val reached the dearing and rode
up the hillsde where to their surprise they could see two tethered horses:
one bearing a saddle, the other with a modicum of goods lashed to a



pack frame. As they did so, Alor Lerren stood up out of the tal grass
and cdled, "Hai roi, vi didron velles! "

"Kal ceiyr? "

"lyr."

"What did he say?" asked Tip.

"He brings news."

"For good or ill?'

"He sad 'twasill."

"Oh." Tip fdt his heart plummet.

They reached Lerren and dismounted.

"What isthis news thou dost bear, Alor Lerren?* asked Vail.

"Nigh noon, Lyra and Elon brought word: Spaunen raze Braeton.”

Tipperton frowned. "Oh, my, another town—ill news indeed. This
Braeton, it's just ingde Rimmen Gape, it it?"

"Aye" replied Lerren.

"How many Rupt?' asked Vall.

"Mayhap a thousand.”

"Ah" said Vall, "a ssgment.”

"Segment?' asked Tip.

"A tenth of aHorde," replied Lerren.

"o

"Isthere aught es£?' asked Vall.

Lerren looked at the buccan. "Coron Ruar remembers the pledge he
made unto Sir Tipperton, and he bids ye twan to return unto the man
hogt and join the war counail.”

Val raised an eyebrow and gestured eastward. "What of scouting
this verge?'

Lerren frowned. " 'Tismy task now."
"And thy messenger?
"Arylin . . . though each of uswould rather ride in the vanguard.”

Val amiled. "If and when it comes to battle, thou wilt surely be caled
infrom the flank."

Lerren shrugged, then asked, "Is there aught | should know of what
ye have seen this day?'

Val looked at Tip. "We saw the tracks of a catamount,” said the
buccan. "And perhaps now we know why it was driven from the
Rimmens, given that maggot-folk arein the gape.”

"Aye" agreed Lerren. "Mayhap they crept through its doman to



come upon Bragton, and it fled to the safety of Darda Erynian" He
glanced at Vall and then back to Tipperton. "Is there aught ese?

Tip shook his head, and Vail turned up a hand.

"Then ye had better be on thy way, dse ye will be late to the
counail.”

Both Tipperton and Val mounted and with a "fare thee wdl" they
rode down the hill and away, heading southerly for the Landover Road
and the hogst and war. As Tipperton entered the forest again, he found
his heart begting heavily within his chest.

As they rode into the evening campsite, Tipperton and Val saw
Coron Ruar's war council nigh the head of the camped train. They were
gathered in a circle on a sward below the outreaching limbs of an oak.
Tip was surprised to see Beau gtting in Ruar's circle, Meor at his sde.
There, too, were Chieftain Gara and Wagonleader Bwen of the Baeron
and two other Baeron men, dong with severd Dylvana, anong them
Eilor and Lyra and Elon. Phais and Loric attended the council as well.

Beau scooted asde and made room for Tipperton, and he and Vall
.

Ruar nodded at the two in acknowledgement, then motioned toward
one of the Baeron. "Thou wert saying, Durdl. . . 7'

"Jud this, Coron: as much as | would like to lay these Wrg by the
heds, our misson is to lift the sege a Mine-holt North. If we stop to
fight every ragtag band of Foul Folk dong the way, well be months
longer getting there and less when we arrive.”

Bwen snorted. When faces turned her way, she sad, "And just how
do you propose we not fight these Spawn?”’

Durul raised a questioning eyebrow.

Bwen gestured westward aong the road. "I've a hundred wains filled
with food and weapons and grain for the steeds and medicks and other
such. We cannot roll them across the peaks of the Rimmens, no matter
how hard we try. Nay, if the wagon train is to accompany the host to
Minehalt North, it's through the Rimmen Gape or not at dl. Heed: if you
would have me and my wagons, well have to fight our way through.”

Durd blew out a breath in exasperation, but nodded in reuctant
agreement.

Garalooked from Durul to Bwen and then 'round to al others in the
ring. "Has any a suggedtion as to how we can bypass the Wrg a
Bragton?'

A sudden ragefilled Tipperton's heart, and he jumped to his feet, his
figs clenched. "Bypass them? | say wekill them dl.”

Beau reached up and tugged at Tip's pant leg, but the buccan was
too furious to heed. "They're maggot-folk, responsible for untold deaths,



not only a Braeton, but dso a Stede and Annory and unnumbered
places esawhere: the Kingsmen a Twoforks, the Dylvana and Baeron
and War-rows at Caer Lindor." His face twisted in anguish. "They killed
my Rynna, and al of them deserve to die for it. All of them.”

Coron Ruar hed forth a hand, pam out, and his gesture stopped
Tipperton's words. And the buccan ground his teeth and plopped back
down, yet the anger did not leave his face.

Now Ruar spoke, his words soft in the growing twilight. "Durul has a
point in that our main endeavor is to lift the Sege a Mineholt North and
not to engage every foe dong the way. Yet so too does Bwen, in that
the wagons must go through Rimmen Gape. Too, €en should we find a
way to bypass them, | would not have Rupt & our backs. And o it
seems we have no choice but to engage the foe a Braeton, as Sr
Tipperton desires. How to engage them such that we suffer the fewest
losses becomes the problem before this council.”

"Seek not to accomplish by brute force that which cunning and guile
will achieve ingtead,” said Phais.

"En?' said Gara, looking firg to her and then to Ruar and then back
to Phais again. "Why say you thisthing?'

Sowly Phas gmiled. "I say it, Chieftan Gara, for given the
information brought by Lyra and Elon, | have the seed of a plan.”

The councl over, Tip and Beau waked toward the rope corrd
where their ponies were penned. And Beau stopped and turned to his
friend, Tip stopping as well.

"I say, Tip, | don't know what's gotten into you, raging & Gara as
you did. | mean—"

Tip threw up a hand. "You're right, Beau. | was over the ling, but
something in me snapped. | mean, the thought of maggot-folk going
unpunished, wdl. . ."

"I know, Tip. | know. With what they did to Rynna and Wink and
the others. . . —But liden, are we the ones, or rather, are you the one,
to set the scales to right? | mean, isit yours to gain vengeance for dl?'

"Perhgps not for dl, Beau, but for Rynna, yes | am the one who will
make them pay.”

"Wdl then, tdl me this, bucco: just how many will you have to kill
before the balance is struck?!

A dricken looked came over Tipperton's festures, and Beau turned
and waked onward, saying, "Just as | thought.”

"I was in the council, Tip, because Ruar said that healers would need
to ride with the vanguard, and Melor was chosen to do so, and he chose
mein turn. And we joined in on the planning.”



"Oh, Beau, by riding in the vanguard, youll be in the thick of things |
should think you'd be much safer if you stuck with the wagons ingea—"

"And | suppose you arent in any danger?' interrupted Beau. "l
mean, out there nearly dl done, just you and Vail, out where the Rucks

and such can saring ambushes or run you down or what have you. At
leest I'll have an army surrounding me.™"

"Oh, Beau, let's not argue. | mean, well both be in the thick of it
shortly. Just promise me two things fird is for you to keep safe, and
second, if | should not make it through, find me and take the coin and
Odiver it to Agron, en?"'

"Oh, my, don't say that, Tip. | mean, well both make it through.”

They curried in slence a moment longer, combs scritch-ing through
pony hair, then Beau added, "But if 1 shouldn 't make it through,
promise me youll deliver the coin in the end. | mean, that's what we set
out to do, and surdly if we don't, wel then, the whole trip is wasted.”

Tip nodded, then held out alittle finger and said, "l promise.”

Beau hooked his own little finger through Tip's and said, "l promise,
too."

In that moment up and down the line mess triangles rang. Tip put
away the curry combs while Beau packed the nosebags, and then they
snatched up their kits and set off for the nearest cook wagon, where a
short line of big men shuffled forward, tin plates and cups and spoons in
hand.

Beau sniffed the air, then turned to Tip. "Ah, beans and biscuits my
favorite™

Three days later in the afternoon light, Tipperton crept toward the
southern marge of the thicket, Lyratrailing after, and even with her keen
BElven hearing she could detect but a faint rudle as the buccan moved
ahead, sounding no more than a minor gir of a handful of leaves in a
gentle zephyr, if that. Andly he paused, and Lyra came up dongdde
him.

Out from the screen of the copse they peered and down a gentle
dope, and findly Tipperton pointed. In the near distance and partly
concealed in the shadows of an outcropping lounged a Rucken [ookouit.

"Dogt thou see the sgnd horn?* breathed Lyra.

"From here | can't tdl." Tip gestured leftward. "But if we move. . "
Up and to the left they crept, and findly Tipperton stopped again.
"Seethe badric?' asked Lyra "Over hisleft shoulder.”

Tipperton saw the leather strap, and now at the Ruck's hip he could
see— "Yes hehasahorn.”

"As expected,” sad Lyra



Beyond the warder and far downdope, Tip could see the town of
Braeton, or what remained of the town. And there, too, he could see a
great dir of movement as Foul Folk yet looted and razed. But even
though the destruction was greet, they had not put the town to torch.

The two remained slent and motionless for long moments, and then
Tip looked at the sentry once more and murmured, "It's as you and Elon
sad: he stands where he has good view of the road to the west as wel
as the town below.”

Lyra nodded, then whispered, "Aye, 'tis the highest of the two high
sentries dong this western dope. There are two others who stand watch
on the eastern approach, though they are of no moment.”

"Whereisthe sentry Vail and Elon go after?"
Lyra pointed. "Downdope and |eft. There by the crag.”

Tip peered long. At last he saw the lower sentry shift about. "And
these are the two who can best see westward?”

"Aye,"

They watched a moment more, then Lyra added, " Tis as we sad in
coundl: judging by placement of the sentries— these two as wel as the
others—they do not expect a force to emerge from north within the
darda and advance south through these hills, for they fear those woods
and would not come that way themselves. Instead they bdieve if any
come from the darda it will be eastward dong the road.”

"Ah, | see And s0 this warder and the one bdow scan the
commonplace approach.”

"Aye" replied Lyra, "as do the sentries on the far Sde of town; they
watch the road yon as wdl. Yet waiching the road or not, the sentry
below and his comrade just beyond will dert the others if we do nought
but watch them watching, for after sunset the vanguard will arrive, and
they will not come cregping on catspaws as did we, but on the hammer
of iron-shod hooves ingtead.”

They waited moments more, and the sun crept down and down, to
findly dide below the horizon.

Twilight stole over the land 'neeth a waxing half-moon.
Tip glanced & Lyra

"Aye. tistime" she said. "Elon and Val are surdly in position now
and await our 9gnd.” She set an arrow to her string, and hadtily Tip did
the same. "We will loose together,” she murmured, "for ‘tis unlikdy both
gdl miss”

Tip nodded.
"Thou shdt count off, and we loose on three," Lyra added.
Agan Tip nodded, and Lyra drew and amed, Tip doing likewise.

And of a sudden he redlized that he was to day an unsuspecting
foe—



—wheress before it had been kill or be killed—

—shoot himin the back—

—yet the Ruck below—

Come on, bucco, you can do this.

—didn't know.

Shekily Tipperton lowered his bow.

Lyralooked a him inquiringly, then lowered her own bow.
"He doesn't even know we are here" hissed Tip.

Lyranodded and then whispered, "Think of dl who have been dain
by hisilk. Too, think of the folk in Brae-ton, for surdly they lie dead.
Think as wdl on those dain a Stede and Annory and at Caer Lindor
betrayed: Bagron, Elves, Waerlinga, thine own Rynna and—"

Tipperton threw out a hand to stop her words, an echo of his own
sad but three days past. He gritted his teeth and raised his bow once
agan, as did Lyra after.

Inhale full, exhale half, aim. . .
"One...two. .. three—"

Th-thnn srummed two bowstrings, ssss . . . two arrows whispered
through the ar to th-thnk! into the Rucken ward, crud iron points
punching in through back and out through chest, and with a grunt he
toppled forward to liein a sodden heap dongside the outcropping.

"Come now," sad Lyra "We mud take him from tha place and
conced the evidence of hisdaying.”

"Bth_"

"Nay, Tipperton. No buts, for | need the garments. Too, others may
come to rdieve him, and we would not have them sound an darm.”

And s0, gaying low, they scurried down the hill in the twilight and
took up the dain warder, the Ruck's eyes wide in surprise, yet sseming
to stare accusingly at Tipperton as he carried the dead sentry by the fegt
while Lyra carried him by the shoulders.

Back to the thicket they went, the Ruck's horn dangling from a
leether strap and danking and chinging againg rocks as it dragged on
the ground. They dropped the corpse in the woods, and then down to
the outcropping they scuttled once more, this time to take up a scimitar
and a hdf-full canteen and a amndl bag holding meat dark and gringy,
and to kick soil over the amdl amount of blood spilled.

Lyra stepped to the shiddded sde of the outcrop and waved toward
ahummock downdope and easterly. Then she and Tip scurried back to
the woods.

Then, while Lyrawent to retrieve her horse and Tip's pony from the
back dope of the hill, Tip stood watch from the thicket, the dead Ruck
a hand.



Tip refused to look at the corpse lying there, two arrows piercing its
back.

When Lyra returned, horse and pony in tow, she tied them to nearby
dender trees, then squatted beside the Ruck and grunting, straining—
thud—she pulled one arrow completely through, and then—thud—the
other. She handed Tipperton's to the buccan, the point and shaft and
fletching dathered and dripping with dark grume.

Tipperton turned and grabbed the shaft of a sapling as vomit spewed
from his mouth.

Sometime after full dark Lyra stood. "Hist," she whispered.

Tipperton heard nothing and, peering outward, saw nothing. He
shook his head. "What isit?"

"Someone comes."
Now Tip stood and strung arrow to bow.

But soft came asgnd: a fant chirrup, and Val came dipping anong
the saplings. " 'Tis done. Elon stands watch in place of the lower sentry.”

"Wl and good,” said Lyra, getting to her feet. "I will return soon."
She stepped to her horse and untied the reins and led it northwesterly
through the thicket.

Vall turned to Tipperton. "Art thou secure, Tipperton?”
Tip nodded.

"Then | am off to rgoin Elon. Should come a change of guard, we
should stop them. Yet if perchance a Rupt comes here firg, thou dost
know what to do." At Tip's brief nod, Vall dipped away through the

night.
The buccan sat in the edge of the thicket, peering by the light of a

nearly haf-moon at the sentry post and hoping he would not hesitate and
his own am would be true should Rflcken rdief come.

Fndly he heard a fant jingle of armor and the sound of heavy
hooves. And shortly Lyra came dipping through the thicket again, a huge
men a her gde dong with atiny form.

It was Durul—

—and Beaul.

"l just came to see how you were doing, Tip."

"Me I'mdl right," said Tip. "But | say, what about the wagons?'

"Oh, they're on the move and should be in podtion wdl before
dawn."



And they dl sat quietly as the night dipped by, while down in the
town torchlight and campfires burned.

At length the moon set, and dill no Rucken reief came.

Jugt ere dawn and ignaring the blood and grime, Lyra dipped into
the Ruck warder's garb and took up the horn. Then she went to the
sentry rock and waited.

Now Tipperton and Beau and Durul moved to where they could see
the road as well as the town.

In the dimness below they could make out the bowed canvas tops of
the wagon train ganding in a long line athwart the road, fetching up nigh
the flank of a hill in the north and running into a grassy mead on the
south. And in full view in the southern sward stood severd of the great
draft horses, though not nearly as many as were needed to draw dl of
the wagons.

Durul turned. "l go to prepare.”
"Metoo," sad Beau.
Tipperton nodded. "I'l be ready."

Durul smiled and looked down at the Wadana. "Keep free of our
horses, for doubtless with but one greet hoof they could squash ether of
your tiny steeds.”

Beau shook his head. "Not likely, Durul, we're tiny but quick.”

Durul dipped away into the thicket, heading back toward the waiting
vanguard.

"You keep safe, bucco,” said Tip.
"You too," sad Beau, and then he followed Durul away.
And Tip waited as dawn brightened, the day edging toward sunrise.

And 4ill the wagon train sat quietly with no gtir of movement, asiif dl
were yet adeep.

Therim of the sun broached the horizon.

Lyrain Ruchen garb stood and blew the horn, the blats dgpping and
echoing among the crags. And she clambered atop the rock and blew
agan, franticaly legping up and down, her arms flaling akimbo as she
pointed down &t the Sationary wans.

Another sentry farther downdope took up the blaring cdl, a sentry

a0 in Ruchen garb, yet he stood atop the rock where Val and Elon
hed gone.

Down in the shadows of the vanquished town a gir quickened.
And Spawn took up cudgels and scimitars and tulwars.

Foul Folk rushed down through the town and out onto the road to
see, and some who had espied the ganding train ran back to a roadside



building and in.

And from somewhere within the town another horn blew, and Tip
could see severd of the Foul Folk stalk from the roadside building and
mount walting horses.

—Nay! Not horses, but Helsteeds ingtead!
Oh, no! It's some of those Ghill things!

And Tip racked his mind for what he could remember of them:
Nearly unkillable. Terrible foe. Wood through the heart and
beheading and fire. He could remember no more as the maggot-folk
below scrambled into a ragged mass on the road.

Lyra hopped down from her post and came into the thicket and
quickly shucked the Ruchen garb, her nose wrinkled as she did so. "I'll
be chasing nits and lice and fleas for weeks can | not get a bath.”

Agan the horn blew, and the ssgment boiled westward, churning
toward the waiting merchant train, where plunder and spoils were theirs
for the taking as well as great horses for the eating.

"Come, Tipperton, 'tistime to ride" And Lyra and Tip leapt astride
their mounts and rode through the coppice and away.

Asthey emerged from the thicket, they saw two other riders appear
in the moming light and move toward them. And again they heard the
Ruptish horn blat in the distance below. "Ah, it goes well," caled Lyra to
Val and Elon, "just as Dara Phais planned.”

From behind a wagon Bwen watched as the Wrg came seething
down the Landover Road, cudgels and tulwars and scimitars in hand,
Helsteeds with Guula astride in the fore with Rutcha and Drokha coming
after.

She touched the morning star hanging from her belt, then took hold
of a rope and cdled, "Bheith arfuirechas!" and her command was
relayed down the ling, not only in the Baeron tongue but in Sylva as well.

Now the Rutchen horn blew again, and the ssgment spread widein a
long line S0 as to swarm over dl the wagons at once.

"Go maith!" she grunted under her bresth and grinned, for two
days back Phais had guessed they would do jugt that. All was going
according to plan.

Once again the Wrg horn sounded, and with howls and squals of
triumph and baying ululgions, the segment charged past the Helsteeds,
past the Ghuls and their blowing horns, tulwars and scimitars and
cudgels raised to smash down stupid merchants.

"Ullmhaigh, ullmhaig..." Bwen cdled and gripped the rope dl the
tighter, "fan, fan ..."

And the long line of Wrg hurtled closer and closer, Helsteeds in ther
midd. . .



"Fan.. .fan .."
Howling, shrieking, the Spawn were nearly on top of thetrain . . .
And the ground shook from the hammer of heavy hooves.

"Anois!" shrieked Bwen, hauling on a rope with dl her strength.
" Anois! Anois!”

And everywhere dong the line Baeron hded on ropes, and canvas
was pulled up and across the arched wagon bows to reved the Dylvana
archers, arrows nocked, bows drawn taut—

—S5ssss ... adedt of arows sissed forth dl up and down the line,
whigpering of death in their flight, the trace of ther faid sounds unheard
inthe cries of the charging foe and logt in the thunder of heavy hooves—

Waugh! cried a thousand Rupt voices, their shouts of triumph turning
to drieks of fear as arrows dammed into ther ranks, hundreds to
tumble down, dead as they hit the ground.

S5ssss . . . hissed another hall of shafts, and more Spaunen fdl as
they tried to turn and flee—

—but then the column of heavy horses running four abreast smashed
into and over and past fleeing foe as Bagron on ther massve mounts
thundered down the length of the ragged file of Spawn, limbs and ribs
and spines and skulls smashing under thundering hooves and hammering
maces and shearing blades and crushing morning stars, viscera and
muscdle and bone and brain bursing outward from the wheming blows
of hoof and weapon dike—

And running dongsde were two flegt ponies, with ghrieking
Warrows astride, arrows and ding bullets flying into the foe.

And racing after the heavy horse column came Dylvana on lighter
mounts, swords reaving down those yet sanding as the running steeds
flew by.

And in the lead one of the massve horses crashed into and over a
Helsteed; the Ghul astride, quilled with arrows, was smashed under, and
there came the sound of bresking bones. Yet the corpse-white foe
ganed hisfeet, his barbed spear dill in hand. And he stepped aside from
the next gdloping horse and, amiling a ydlow-toothed grin, stabbed
upward at the rider, the brutd spikes on the spear blade punching
through the Baeran's somach, knocking him back over the saddle
cantle, driving the Ghul hindward and wrenching the wesapon from the
corpse-foe's grasp.

Y et as the Ghul stepped toward the fdled man and took hold of the
heft and stared down in mdignant glee, there came a cdl—"Cha!"
—and he looked up to see—

—L oric's blade flash as he thundered by—Schlak! —the face yet
lering as the Ghul's head flew through the ar to land in the way and be
crushed 'neath smashing hooves, the Ghul's headless corpse yet holding
the heft of the crud barbed spear as it toppled sdeways to fal under
hammering hooves as well.



And when the thundering horses and two wee ponies and light Elven
steeds had gone past and avay—Sssss ... — more Dylvana arrows
sssd into the surviving Rupt, most to punch through the backs of the
fleang foe.

And now, led by Bwen, Baeron raced from behind the wagons, ther
great long legs overhauling the Wrg, shorter Dylvana legping o'er wagon
sideboards and dashing after, some with long-knives in hand, others yet
loosing arrows.

And running eagterly fled two Helsteeds, arrow-quilled Ghflls astride.

Yet riding after came the heavy horses of the Baeron and two flegt
ponies. But Dylvana horses were swifter ill, and Phais, Loric, Ruar,
Eilor, Elon, Lyra, and a host of others raced in grim dlence after the
fleeng Ghulka, the Elves ganing with every dride, thar keen blades
ginting lethdly in the morming sun.

Seaing that they could not catch the Guula, the Baeron turned the
heavy horses and once agan smashed over shrieking bands of the
fleeing Rutcha and Drokha.

There were not many survivors when the Baeron and Dylvana on
foot caught the scattered remainder.

And then there were none.

Leading horse and pony back toward the train, Ruar and Tipperton
passed among the dan foe—bodies smashed, intetines and viscera
burst and strewn, dead eyes saring from those faces not crushed, brains
leeking from shattered skulls, limbs broken, arrows through throats and
hearts and abdomens, gaping dashes yawning wide—a thousand
pierced and hacked and crushed and broken corpses.

Tipperton was numbed by the carnage, for the face of war was
hideous.

"Thou didst say to kill them dl, Sir Tipperton, and kill them dl we
did, and thou cangt see wha we have done— the wregking of havoc
upon the enemy.

"Yea, mayhap they deserved this end, yet one cannot be casud
about such, for to be so isto be no different from them.”

On they waked, ther route bringing them at lagt to the hospitd
wains, where among the heders tending the wounded, Beau ditched a
tuwar cut on the leg of a Baeran. Nearby lay three cloth-covered
bodies. two of them large, as of Bagron; one of them smdler, as of a
Dylvana

Ruar dropped the reins of his horse and stepped to the corpses and
lifted the sheets away from ther faces. Tipperton gasped, for dthough
he knew nather of the Baeron, the dain Dylvana was Lerren, the scout
who had come into Darda Erynian bearing Ruar's summons for
Tipperton and Vail to join the war council, the scout who had rdieved



them there.

Ruar turned to the buccan. "And this is the price we paid for killing
them dl."

Tipperton burst into tears.

Chapter 32

While the Dylvana gathered wood and cut branches from nearby
pines to build a pyre for dan Lerren, the Baeron took up ther dead and
rode northwesterly toward the fringes of Darda Erynian—the Great
Greenhdl—dtanding some three leagues away. Loric went with them,
for as he had said, "Someone should be present to sing their souls into
the sky."

But it was Val who came to Tipperton and asked that he play his
slver-gringed lute at the Dylvana degth rites, and so he did as the flames
rose up, tears sreaming down his face. And a thousand Elven voices
lifted in song out on the meadow that day . . .

.. . while in the quiet green folds of Darda Erynian there sang but a
angle one.

Passing the corpses of two beheaded Ghuls lying beside the road,
their dain Helsteeds nearby, Coron Ruar and a contingent of Elves and
Bagron and two Warrows rode into Bragton nigh midday. And they
were gppaled by what they found therein—the innocent dead, the
mutilation, the wanton destruction and daughter—the whole wreathed in
afoetor of putrefaction.

Sickened, Tipperton looked up a Phais and declared, "This is ten
times over what was done a Stede, a Annory.”

At Tipperton's Sde, Beau peered ‘round. "A city of the dead, that's
what thisis, aterrible ity of the dead.”

Phais nodded, then looked down at the buccen. "Yewill see more of
the like or worse ere Modru islad by the heds™

From down nigh the road a clarion cdled. Phais sghed. " Tis the
sgnd to assemble”

They mounted their steeds and rode back down through the streets
of the dain, joining with others answering Ruar's summons. And when 4l
hed gathered, the Coron said, "We ride back to the wains, for there is
litle we can do here."

"Can't we even bury them or burn them?' called Beaw.

Ruar shook his head. "Nay, wee one, except for our own the dead
mud lie where they are fdled until this war is done. Then mayhap



kindred or otherswill come and see unto the dain."

Ruar turned to Bwen. "Is there aught, Wagonleader, thou canst use
among these ruins?'

"Aye, there's some bales of bush clover we can take for the steeds; a
bit of grain, too."

"Then do =0."

"Are we no better than Rucks and such to rob the dead?" whispered
Beau to Tip aside.

"They have no use for it," 9ssed Tip back. "Besdes, the maggot-folk
are the cause of dl this, not us™

Phais looked at the buccen. "Aye, Beau, Tipperton isright. Were we
to daughter merely for plunder, then would we be no better.”

Beau frowned but held his tongue.

In midafternoon the Bagron came back from the woodland funerd,
and they drove the remainder of the great horses with them, horses
which had been corralled in Darda Erynian for safekeeping. And among
those huge steeds were the lighter horses of the Elves, for their spare
mounts had been corralled in the wood as well.

The next morning, with outriding scouts far in the lead, the vanguard
and cavacade and wagon tran moved eagterly through Rimmen Gape,
leaving behind the fidd of daughter, leaving behind the dty of the dead,
leaving behind two leaf-covered bowers in the fringes of the Great
Greenhdl and acircle of scorch in the mead.

And even as they rode, an Elven rider on swift steed and trailing
three remounts overtook the tran and the cavalcade and galoped past
and away, riding in haste for the vanguard amile or so ahead.

Tipperton, Beau, Vail, Mdor, Loric, and Phais were in the rank
folowing Ruar when the courier rode dongsde the Coron's file, her
horses lathered and blowing.

"The Hidden Ones, my Coron," she cdled, "they've driven the Horde
from the ruins of Caer Lindor. The Swarm fled from Darda Erynian and
Darda Stor in terror, and ere they won free of the dardas, fuly hdf of
the Spaunen were dain, neéer to answer Modru's bugles again.”

Ruar clenched a fig. "Wdl and good, Dara Cen. Is there aught
ds=?'

"Nay, my Coron. Eio Wa Suk report no more.”

"And Caer Lindor, itisin ruins?"

"Aye, my Coron, or so the Pyska who rdayed the message say."
Ruar shook his head in regret as Cein added, "The caer betrayed isa



mighty strongholt no more.”
Phais turned to Tipperton and Beau. "Thy kith are avenged.”

"The Hidden Ones, they should have killed them dl, dl the Spawn,"
sad Tipperton, his face sormy.

"But fully five thousand lie dead, Tipperton.”

"Neverthdess, these Hidden Ones, they should have pursued until dl
the maggot-folk were dead.”

Phais looked a him as if to ask how many dead would it take to
saidy histhirg for revenge, but instead she held out a hand of negation
and said, "The Hidden Ones will not go beyond the bounds of ther
dardas.”

"On occasion one or two will," said Vall.
Phais nodded. "Aye, even a handful, but not the nation itsdlf.”

Ruar cdled to Cein, "Ride awhile with us, and this night we will relate
dl that has happened since we left, and thou canst bear word back unto

Birchyil."

A look of disgppointment fdl over Cen's features, yet she sad, "l
was hoping to ride with thee into battle, my Coron. Y et, as thou wilt."

That night they camped at the far side of the gape, some twenty-five
miles away. And Ruar and Eilor cdled the scouts together and once
agan lad out the maps. And they were attended by Gara and Bwen as
wdl. Another Bagran was there, too, a tdl, dark-haired man. So too
was Cein in attendance, to carry word back to those behind in Darda
Erynian.

When dl had stled in place, Ruar sad, "We are & a point of
choosing the route we follow from here. | have caled ye dl together so
tha scouts and war leaders dike will know." Ruar turned to the
dark-haired Bagran. "Uryc has traveled within the Ring of Riamon, and
30 has come to give us his advice."

Eilor handed an arrow to Uryc, and the big man touched the point of
the shaft to the mep to illudraie "Mineholt North is some forty leagues
northerly aong the Rimmen Range. Y et the land ‘tween here and there is
one of raling foathills, broken at times by washouts and chasms and
gullies 1t will be difficult going for the wagons. If that's the way chosen,
the task for the outriders will be to find the easiest route through.”

Tipperton and Vail, because of ther samdl stature, had been given
places up front, and Tipperton looked up from one of his own sketches
to the big map and then raised his hand.

At Uryc's nod Tip said, "Isnt there an easier way to go? A road or
some such? | mean, | thought the Dwarves were crafters and traders,
and it would seem unlikely they would isolate themselves without having
aroad."



Uryc grunted, and then touched the map with the arrow. "Aye, they
are crafters and traders, yet the road they made leads east from the
minehadlt to Dadl, and there another runs southerly to the Landover,
where they go east and west to do ther trading. Or from Dadl they ride
the flow of the Ironwater down through Bridgeton and Rhondor and
past Hel's Crucible and on to the Avagon Sea.”

Tip glanced & the map and then thumbed through his own
scout-book sheaves to asmilar sketch. "W, then, this road up to Dad
and the one across, why not use them?'

Val reached out and her finger traced a route over Tipperton's
sketch. "To do so, Tipperton, we would ride east for thirty or thirty-five
leegues thus, and then north another thirty or so, and findly back this
way westerly thirty more. That's three sdes of a square rather than one
should we go graightly north instead.”

Bwen cleared her throat and then said, "Even so, wee Tippy may be
right and the road a ded better, for if there are ravines sanding across
our way, going the longer may be shorter overdl.”

Gara nodded. "Indeed there is that, but there is this too: likdy the
roads are watched, whereas by coming at them through the foothills we
will come upon the foe unawares.”

Bwen looked up a Uryc. "How rough is the knd?"

The big men peered down a the map. "A ded. Yet it was in the
higher land | ran my traps. Down lower it seems bisu—Dbetter—yet |
didn't trave it dl."

Bwen canted her head, then turned to Gara. "Wdl, Chieftain, it
seams it's a hundred and some miles over rough ground or three
hundred and some by road. If the land is too ugly, well be dl the later
for it, but if fair, then dl the better."

The discusson lasted many candlemarks longer, but findly the
decison turned on the fact thet they bore a greater risk of being spotted
if they followed the roads, for would not Modru set his own patrols
dong these ways? Whereas overland, though a harder pull, they were
more likely to reach their god without derting the Spawn.

When Tip carried his blankets to the campfire where Beau was
bedded down and told him of the decison, Beau grunted and then said,
"Goin' overland, eh, and not on a packed road? Wl then, Tip, tel me
this with these great big wagons, heavy asthey are, whatll it be like if it
rans?'

For two days the wagon train rolled cross-country, the great horses
drawing the heavy wains dfter, Dylvana and Baeron escort riding
dongdde and a rear guard folowing. Directly out front fared the
cavacade, and farther ahead by a mile or so rode the column of the
vanguard, Elves and men dike, but for a lone Warrow: Beau on his
pony down among the great horses. And ranging farther out 4ill, by two



leegues or three or more, fared the scouts, some to the fore, some
aflank, some bringing up the rear. Tipperton and Val now rode point.

As late afternoon drew down on the day, Beau turned to the
Dylvanariding dongsde. "l say, Méeor, just how far do you judge weve
come? | mean, I've been trying to track our progress by dghting on the
cap of that mountain over there, and it seems not to have changed at dl.”

"The mountain moves not, for we but plod,” replied the EIf. "A better
measure of progress might be the number of steps thy little steed takes."

"Perhaps better, Melor, but it would be a measure dull beyond
measure.”

Méelor laughed, then said, "Sx leagues a most, my friend."
"Sx leagues?'

"I gauge that to be the measure of how fa weve rolled
overland—seven by the end of this day."

"Saven leagues, twenty-one miles dtogether. Let me see, a this rate
we should reach Mineholt North in,um .. ."

"Tweve days of overland travd,” sad Méelor, "two of which we've
done, or will have done when we camp thiseve.”

Beau amiled. "Oh, wdll, then, that's not so bad now, isit?"

"Nay, wee one, 'tisnot," replied Mdor, then added: "Of course, that
assumes the land remains friendly.”

Far out front, ten miles or so, Tip stood on the lip of the ravine
"We can't take wagons through this"

"Aye, we cannot,” said Vall, shading her eyes and peering essterly
dong therim, "a least not here" She stepped to her horse. "Ride west,
Tipperton, while | ride east; well look for a place to cross. Shouldst
thou find one, turn and ride to me. | will do the same."

Tip nodded and mounted and kicked his heds into the pony's flanks.

Westerly he rode, away from Vail and up the rigng land. In the near
distance, the Rimmen Mountains jutted up, barring the way. "If we don't
come to a place soon," Tip muttered to his pony, "the land will be
entirdy too steep, too rugged for the wagons to rall thisway.”

On he pressed and up, a mile and then ancther, the deep deft to his
right becoming narrower. Y et another mile beyond he came to a bluff, a
perpendicular upjut in the land cloven through by the ravine. Tipperton
scanned for away up and, seeing a notch, he turned the pony leftward
and rode toward the gap. Yet when he came to it, the defile he found
was rubble-filled. He leaned forward and patted the pony dongside the
neck. "Widl, old friend, I'm not certain a goat could get up that pile of
rocks, much less awagon train.”

Tuming back, he rode easterly, and findly espied Val coming



toward him.

As they came together he said, "Therés nothing west but a steep
bluff."

Vall turned and pointed east. "Yon, athird of aleague, thereisaway
across. Twill be arduous, yet the train can pass.”

"What about farther down?"

"I rode a league past, and there | met Arylin riding west dong the
rim. She says that there is no crossng for at least three leagues farther
on. Hence, the one | found is the best to be had.”

Tip canted his head noncommittally and said, "Then there is nothing
for it but to ride the back trall and set the guide markers.”

And together they rode easterly dong the rim to the place where
they would start tracking back and setting the sgns.

The fallowing day, Beau said, "l see what you mean about the land
becoming less friendly.”

"Aye" replied Mdor, his gaze sweeping across the boulder-strewn
ledges. " Tis the Rimmens reeching out.”

"But we're a distance away,” protested Beau.
"Sill the stone angles forth.”

"It won't break the wheds, will it?"

Meor shrugged but did not otherwise reply.

They rode the rest of the day in glum slence, for the wagons behind
were congderably dowed by the edges and ridges and juts in the stony
terrain.

And as the sun sank into the horizon, the vanguard came to a deep
and wide ravine with long dopes down in and back out.

"Oh, my," exclamed Beau, "surdly there is a better way."

Melor looked east and west. " 'Tis steeper esawhere than here, at
leegt as far as my eye can see”

"But what about farther down—or up, for that matter— farther than
your Sght?'

Melor shrugged. "The scout markers say thisis best.”

They waited until the train arrived, and then Bwen came driding

forward. "Fyrrd" she barked, peering down the dope and across and
up again. "But they don't expect us to take our wagons through that, do

they?"
Ruar sghed. "The scouts believe this place is best.”

"Feh! Now what would a scout know about wagons? | mean, they
believe that if they can ride through a place, then a wagon surdy can



follow."

Garaturned to her and gestured wide east and west. "If it's worse up
and down, Wagonleader, then would you have us turn back?"

"I didnt say that," snapped Bwen. She turned and cdled, "Hoy,
Braec!"

One of the huge men from the wagons came to her sde. "Naofa
Adon!" he bresthed, looking at the way.

"Let's go down and across and see how we may get the tran
through," said Bwen.

Braec cast a skeptical eye a her, but folowed Bwen down the
dope.

When they returned, Bwen said, "This will be the way of it: well
harness a team to each wagon as usud—"

"Hoy now," interrupted Beau, "I'm no expert but it seems to me, no
metter how good the brakes, a regular team will not be able to hold one
of these heavy wagons back on the downdope or haul it out on the far
S'_II

"Hush, Wddan!" barked Bwen, glaing a Beau. "Let me finish."
Then her features softened. "Indeed, a normad team cannot cross
unaided. They will merdly be used to steer, to guide the wagon down
and up. Nay, the red work will be done by six-horse teams, three
dationed on each Sde.”

"Oh," said Beau, but nothing more.

Bwen amiled. "On this side, with lines ‘tween collar and wain, Sx
horses will be hitched hindward—"

"Hindwards?" blurted Beau, then dapped a hand across his mouth.

Bwen sighed. "Hindwards, Waldan, asif set to pull a wagon by long
ropes away from the dope, but while the team itsdf will remain on leve
ground they instead will dowly back and ease the wain down into the
deep ravine"

Ruar nodded and said, "Ah, acting as a brake.”
"You took the words right out of my mouth,” muttered Beau.

Bwen glared from Ruar to Beau, and the Warrow smiled innocently
up a her. She shook her head and rductantly grinned and then
continued. "Once sfdy in the ravine, the ropes will be cast off and the
gx-horse team taken to another waiting wagon. And down in the ravine,
the norma pair will pull the wan to the base of the far dope, where
more ropes will be attached and that wagon pulled up and out by
another six-horse team above.”

Bwen fdl slent but Braec added, "With three teams here and three
opposite, as each wanis eased down or hauled up, two teams on each
gde will be ganding by and ready for the next. The work can go no
swifter."



"Wl and good," sad Ruar, "on the morrow, then."

The next day, on the near Sde, even as each wain was eased down,
two other teams were aready roped to wagons and sanding by. And as
that wain reached the bottom and was loosed from the ropes to proceed
across and the braking team led to another wagon, the next was started
down. And on the far Sde, ropes were attached and wagons drawn
updope by the six-horse teams opposite.

Even so, but two wagons passed through the ravine each
candlemark, eight wagons every four. And the sun rode up the sky and
across as one by one the wagons were eased down and pulled through
the bottom and then hauled back up. And as the day aged, the teams on
the ravine sides were relieved often, for the work was arduous.

It took the entire day and then some to move the full hundred wains
through the ravine. And as the last one was drawn up by lantern light
and by the waxing light of a gibbous moon, Bwen sad to Gara, "Wel,
Chieftain, we went dl of aravine width today. If there are many more of
thesein our path, the snows will be flying ere we gain Mineholt North."

Three days later under lowering skies, late in the day Tip and Vall
came riding unto the encamped train, for Coron Ruar had summoned
them in. Once again they were directed to the war council. When they
arived, Ruar said, "On the morrow | would have ye ride far point, for
we have reached the hdfway mark and Mineholt North is but twenty
leagues hence. Take a remount as wel as a pack-horse, for should the
need arise, | would have ye unhampered by weary or lame steeds.”

Tip glanced at his pony and then a a nearby steed and dghed. "
would ride my pony, Coron.”

"Thou shdt do so, Tipperton. Yet shouldst thou and Dara Val need
fleein haste, thou must abandon it for a swifter mount.”

Tip frowned but nodded in agreement.

"Sdl any ride as courier?' asked Vall, glandng a Eiior, then back at
Ruar. " "Tween us and thee?'

"When we are nigh enough to the mineholt—say, ten leagues or
s0—I am of mind to send Ddon," sad Eilor.

Sitting oppositein the circle, Phais looked a Loric, then cleared her
throat.

"What wouldst thou say, Dara?" asked Ruar.

"Jud this, Alor Ruar: Loric and | have been given the charge to see
that the Waerlinga reach King Agron safely, and this misson thou hast
gven Sir Tipperton—"

"Hold on, now," objected Tipperton. "I asked to be a scout and a
scout I'll be”



Phaishdd out a hand to stop his words. "I am not objecting to thee
riding far point, Tipperton. Instead | am saying tha thee should be
accompanied by Alor Loric or me”

Tip glanced & Vall, and Phais said, "Dara Vail aswdl."
Tip looked at Beau. "What about—?"
"I say, | could be a scout, too," piped up Beau.

Ruar shook his head. "Nay, Il not send ye both. Should ill befdl
one, the other mugt survive to carry on.”

Beau frowned, and Phais said, "If thou wilt have me, Sir Beau, | will
day a thy sde”

"And | shdl ride with Sir Tipperton,” said Loric.
"But that means you and Lady Phaiswill be separated,” said Tip.
Loric shrugged and said, "Such iswar.”

* % %

Therain began that night, with lightning and the rumble of thunder in
the mountains to the west, and the dawn came grey and diamd, with
water yet fdling down. And as Val and Tip and Loric saddled ther
mounts and two remounts and laded a packhorse as well, Beau came
spla-ting through the puddles, Phais a his Sde.

Tip started to reach for the thong and coin, but Beau shook his heed.
"l told you once and I'll tdl you again, I'll not take the coin. It's up to you
to reman safe and ddiver it yoursdf. So you take care, bucco, and
that's an order."

Tip grinned and shook his head. "Wel then, my friend, perhaps you
should take my lute and keep it safe in awagon.”

Agan Beau shook his head. "Look, Lady Jath gave you that and
told you bards adways carry ther lutes and such wherever they go, and if
having it with you will make you more cautious, well then, I'm dl for it.
Besides, it hardly takes up any space.”

"Beaw, you would have me cregping about and jumping a my own
shadow, yet in this misson there may come a time when boldness is
cdled for and not timidity.”

"Wil, bucco, if you're going to be bold, then do it timidy," sad
Beau, and looked up in surprise as Vall and Loric and Phais burst into
laughter.

And findly dl was ready, and Tip and Beau embraced; then
Tipperton mounted his pony and followed Vall away, the buccan pulling
the packhorse behind. Phais and Loric hedd one another tightly and
kissed gentle and long; then Loric mounted and reined his steed about
and, drawing a swift remount after, he followed Val and Tipperton
away into the blowing rain, while dill in the mountains thunder rolled.

And Phais and Beau watched them go, and when they were gone
into the blowing grey, the buccan reached up and took the Dara's hand



and together they waked back adong the train as the rain fdl down and
down.

On this day of unremitting rainfdl, the wan drivers deliberady
spread the train laterdly wide, such that none followed directly in the
tracks of another. Even o, in the rain-softened ground and in spite of
the wide rims on the wheds, wains became mired, and extra of the
massve horses were hitched to bogged-down wagons to haul them free.
Siill, progress was dow, and when evening came they had gone but Sx
miles dtogether, and the last wagons came to the encampment long after
the firs.

Therain continued to fdl, and as Beau sat under a canvas awvning
grung between his hospital wagon and two poles—"Huah. And here dl
dong | thought armies swift across the land. But weve been at it, what,
daght days now? Yes, eght days snce we started overland, and weve
gone but some seventy miles—"

"A third of aleague short of twenty-three" amended Phais.

"Right, then, Sxty-eight miles And so | ask you, are armies dways
thisdow?'

"They are when they drag a great train behind," said Meon Phais
nodded in agreement, then said, "Yet | have heard from Loric that the
Vanedurin—"

"Who?' asked Beau.
"The Vanadurin, riders from the Steppes of Jord."
lld,].ll

"Loric says that they can cover enormous distances in a remarkably
ghort time"

"Like what?"

Phais looked down at the buccan. "On open plains, fifty miles a day
for days on end, without remounts.”

"Fifty—?

"I have heard it, t0o," interjected Méelor. "Something to do with
vaying the gait. It's caled along-ride, | believe.”

"Aye" agreed Phas. "Loric says that they have superb horses as
wall, and they keep them in fine trim—rich grass and choice grain, good
water, and they ride them into splendid fitness and school them wdl in
the ways of war."

"Hfty miles a day," sad Beau, yet dweling on the figure given by
Phais "And we go, what, ten?' He looked up a Meor and grinned.
"We need a new army, eh what?'



Far out front, another twenty-five miles or so, Tip looked with
dismay at another ravine, this one with a raging stream racing through.
"Oh, my, they'll never get the wagons across at this rate.”

Loric stood and glanced at Vall. "They are yet two or three days
behind, given the softness of the soil.”

"Mire, you mean,” growled Tip. "A regular Muddy Hats"
"Muddy Hats?' asked Vall.

"A crossing dong the Wilder River: a ford when the banks are dry, a
quag when it rains.”

Loric gestured southward. "The land behind is not quite as bad as
you would have it, Tipperton. Even so, by the time the train arrives, this
river will yet be raging, for it comes down from the Rimmens, where the
bulk of the sorm fdl, and will take days to run dry again."

"On the morrow we will look for acrossng place, a ford," sad Vall,
"and wait for outriders to come and show them what weve found and
let them bear word back to the train."

"But whet if theré's no crossng?' asked Tip. "What then?'

"Then we and the train will wait together for the water to subside and
cross as we did at the last gulch.”

Tipperton growled in frustration.

Loric scanned about. "Let uslook for a place to set camp out of this
westher."

And s0 they mounted up and rode toward the mountains, where
perhaps they would find a cave, a woodland, an overhang.

Theran let up during the night and by next morning was reduced to
a blowing mizze And when the wagon tran set out, the wains wel
separated laterdly, the cavalcade and vanguard rode even farther wide.
As Bwen had barked a Ruar, "It's troublesome enough ralling across
these drenched hills without having you churning it up ahead.”

And once again the spare great horses were harnessed in six-horse
teams to hale any mired wagons free. And ere they had gone hdf a mile
the firg of the wains became bogged.

Above the roar, Tip shouted, "Lor', | think | could jump my pony
over this" He looked across the gap of the narrow stone gorge, no
more than twenty feet wide. Fifty feet below, a rage of water thundered
through the long, narrow dot.

Loric turned to Vall and cdled, "Can we find timber, this is the place
to cross."

"A bridge, you meaen?' shouted Tip.
"Aye. The timberswill have to be sturdy.”
Val peered 'round. "There is none heavy enough easterly. Mayhap



among the valeys of the Rimmens we will find a stand.”

"Trees need water to grow tdl," caled Tipperton. "And if this stream
flows each time it rains, then somewhere near the headwaters is where
I'd look."

Loric grinned down a the Waerling and nodded. And the trio
mounted and rode westerly up the land.

Nigh mid of day the mizze stopped, and Beau looked up in gratitude
and cast back his hood. And as the day wore on, the grey skies
lightened and were findly riven with dashes of blue, and when the train
came to a hdt for the evening, puffy white clouds drifted overhead.

Even s0, through the soggy land the train had covered only five miles
indl.

Asthey ate, Phais said, " 'Tis Autumnday this day, when dark and
light are in balance. A night we celebrate.”

From across the fire, Mdor looked up and nodded, but Beau at her
sde blanched. "Oh, my, but what a snigter thought.”

Phais looked sdeways a him in puzzlement. "Sinigter?'

"Oh, Lady Phais, it's just that from now on, the dark will outweigh
the light. | do hope it's not an omen of things to come.”

Phais reached over and hugged the buccan to her. "Fear not, wee
one, for it marks but the change of seasons and the celebration of
harves."

Beau nodded, but the frown between his eyes dackened not.

That night the Baeron watched in wonder as a thousand Dylvana and
one Lian stepped out the gately rite of Autumnday. And down among
the gliding Elves, the pausng Elves the tuning, chanting Elves, there
paced and paused and turned and glided one wee Warrow as well.

* % %

And some twenty miles farther on, in a stand of tal pine cupped in a
mountain vae, three others stepped out the ritud 'negth the three-quarter
waning moon.

"Abridge?"

"Aye Lady Bwen," replied Ruar, "if within these wains there is the
wherewitha to construct such.”

"Oh, we have the axes and saws, right enough.”

Ruar turned to Gara. "Thy horses are better suited to drag the
timbers unto the narrows.”

Gara nodded. "l will gather a company and we will follow Lady Vall



back unto the stand.” He turned to Bwen. "By the time you reach the
gorge, the bridge should be in place.”

Bwen scratched her head and glanced a the sun overhead, then
patted the Sde of the mired wain a hand. "Make it sturdy, Chieftain.
Make it sturdy."

Within ax candlemarks, and fallowing Vall, two hundred Baeron
rode out, the company bearing axes and saws and awls and augers and
ropes aswdl as other toals.

By that evening the train had moved only another x miles in spite of
the heat of the sun.

And the next day they moved another seven miles atogether.

The following day they moved seven miles again, hindered primarily
by stony, rugged terrain rather than by soggy land. And when evening
came, they had reached the gorge.

A bridge awaited them there.

"Coo," breathed Beau, sanding with Tipperton, surveying the span.

Gresat logs, nigh forty feet long and bound together with ropes and
crossbeams, bridged the gap. All was pinned with long, heavy pegs
driven through augered holes. Atop the logs and pinned as wdl was
rough-hewn planking thwartwise. Shallow ramps led up and onto the
bridge on the near sde and down and off opposite. Some fourteen feet
wide was the bridge, with no Sde ralls whatsoever.

And atorrent of water yet raced through the ravine below.
"Lor," cdled Beau above the rush, "how did you do it so fast?"

Tip amiled. "With two hundred of these greast huge Baeron plying
axes and saws and other such, how could we not?'

"How did you get it across?"

"Easy, Beau: up at the headwaters it was shalow enough for some of
the Baeron to go over on ther tdl horses, and they Smply rode back
down on the far sde. Then with ropes and those same huge horses, they
spanned the ravine one log a a time. After that it was easy. —Well,
easy for the Bagron. If it'd been Warrows, wed dill be up there in the
valey cutting wood."

The next morning turn in turn the wagons rolled onto the span and
across, hooves clopping and whedls rumbling on the rough-hewn planks,
the great timbers groaning and cresking under the weight of horse and
wan and cargo and driver. One by one they passed across as two
Warrows watched, Tip and Beau on the far Sde, having crossed over
with the vanguard. The remainder of the cavacade and the train escort
came between wan crossngs, while the rear guard and trailing scouts



waited to come lagt of dl.

The great placid horses of the Baeron seemed not at dl disturbed by
the narrow span above the long drop, but when Tipperton on his pony
hed crossed, he had ridden as close to the center of the bridge as he
could, and while on the span had refused to look down.

And now as he and Beau stood sde by sde and watched, Beau
gesiured down into the depths below, where water yet ran, though less
wild. "Wdl, here's another ravine weve managed to fail. Let's hope
theré's no more in the miles between here and our god.”

"I hope s0, too, Beau. There's ten leagues left to go, thirty miles to
Minehalt North. Val and Loric and | should be within dght of the
Dwarvenhalt before this day is done, or by early next morn at the latest.”

"Hmm," mused Beau. "At the rate the train has been moving, itll be
winter before we come.”

"Winter?' blurted Tipperton.

Beau amiled. "Wel, maybe not winter, but three or four days at
leadt.”

In that moment Loric and Vall came riding unto the Waerlings, the
Lian and Dylvanatrailing a packhorse and two remounts. "We mug hie,
Tipperton,” said Loric.

Tip mounted his pony and took the tether of the pack-horse. He
turned to Beau and drew in a deep breath and blew it out. "So long,
Beau, I'll see youin three or four days, en?'

"You take care, bucco."

With a sdute, Tip wheded his steed, and together with Loric and
Vall rode away north. In moments, it seemed, the trio passed the ralling
wagons and then dements of the cavalcade and findly the vanguard
farther on to disappear beyond the shoulder of asmdl tor.

Beau sighed and turned to mount his pony, only to find Phais waiting
and watching as wdll.

"Hist," whispered Loric. "I hear movement below.”

A quarter moon stood overhead, and by itslight and that of the Sars
Tip looked down the eastern dope.

They had ridden some twenty-two miles through rugged land, and
when night had fdlen they made a firdess camp atop a hillock some
eght miles short of the mineholt.

And now afant ching of armor and clop of hooves could be heard in
the long, twiding draw below.

"Muzze the steeds,” hissed Vail. And they scurried to the animds
and whispered soothing murmurs, Tip's pony accepting strokes and soft
sounds asiif they were its due.



But of a sudden the packhorse jerked up its head and nickered.
The movement below juddered to a hdlt.

"Wegpons" sissed Loric, drawing his sword, while both Tipperton
and Vail took bow in hand and nocked arrows.

"Beready to flee”" whispered Vail.
Back toward the overlook they crept.

And Tip's heart legpt into his throat and he softly groaned, for below
aful mounted column, armed and ready, twined beyond seeing through
the draw and stood quietly, asif ligening.

Chapter 33

"Inthe fore is a banner," whispered Loric.
"What 9gil does it bear?' breathed Tipperton.
"A crcle—"

Tip's somach clenched. Aring of fire?
"—adlver cdrde—"

Not firel

"—on afidd of blue"

Val stepped forward in the moonlight. "Hdl, men of Riamon!" she
cdled. "We are of Darda Erynian, the Great Greenhd|!"

A dnge arow was loosed and hissed updope wide of the
mark—Vall stood fast—and someone nigh the head of the column
barked a harsh command: " Staande houden!™

Weagpons were lowered yet remained in hand.
"Show yourselves dl!" demanded the voice.
"We are but three," cdled Vall.

Now Loric and Tipperton stepped forward.
"You have a child with you?'

" am no child" cried Tipperton, rasng his bow in one hand
overhead—and below like weapons were whipped up and aimed—"but
aWarrow instead.”

"Ik zeggen staande houden!" roared the voice, and dl weapons
below were lowered again, Tipperton hadtily lowering his own.

"Did you say one of the Volkskleini Smdlfolk?'
"I don't know whether | am one of those, but | am a Warrow."
There was a whispered word or two, and then: "I did not know that



Wadans lived in the Blackwood."

Now Loric spoke. "They do not. Sr Tipperton is from the
Wilderland beyond the Grimwal, and | am of late from the Hidden
Stand, while Dara Vall is a Dylvana from Darda Erynian—that which
thou dost name Blackwood."

"And your name?'

"HeisLord Loric, Lian Guardian,” said Tipperton, then added, "And
just who by the millstone are you?'

"Hes a Waddan, dl right" sad someone below, "like those in
Springweter."

Tip's heart clenched to hear that name, for Springwater had been
Rynnas village

"l am Lord Loden of Dad," replied the man.

"Wdl, my Lord Loden," sad Dara Vail, " 'tis meet thou and thine
amy have chanced upon us this eve, or we upon ye, for mayhgp we
have common cause 'gaingt a dark foe."

"If you oppose Modru and hisiilk, then our cause is indeed shared.
We welcome you three into our ranks, for though we are but a brigade,
we go to harass a Horde, and dl are gladly received who would take up
ams agand the foe"

"Rather than atrio, wouldst thou prefer fifteen hundred instead?!
"Hfteen hundred? Lady, do you jes?"
"Nay, Lord Loden, | do not."

There was a hurried conference below, and severa figures
dismounted and started up the inding, while the rest of the column
moved on through the draw and away.

Tipperton could see that one of those waking updope stood a head
shorter than the others, yet had shoulders hdf again as broad. "That
one's a Dwarf," he murmured unto himsdf.

"Aye heisat that," said Loric.

"Good!" said Loden, the man in chain mall, his hdm & his sde, his
chain coif cast back, reveding honey-gold har cut short. His pale blue
eyes glittered in the light of the waning moon. " Tis Fortune indeed that
brought us together, for with the joining of our forces we can take the
Spawn head-on."

"My Prince" said one of Loden's escorts, an eder men with a white
beard.

Prince? His eyebrows raised, Tipperton glanced from Loden to
Loric, and the Ef merdly shrugged.

"Yes, Tan," replied Loden, turning to the aide.



"My Prince, they are a ful Horde—ten thousand Spawn—and even
with the joining of our forces we will be but one hundred ten score.”

"You forget the Chakka," growled the Dwarf, teking off his plain
hdm of black-iron and smoothing back stray strands of his dark brown
har from his dark eyes. "With the amy of Elves and Bagron and
Dadsmen attacking from this Sde, and the Chakka from the other, well
trap them between and shatter them like rotten rock.”

"And how would you coordinate such an attack, Lord Bekki?'
asked Tain.

A guarded look came over Bekki's features and he clapped the hdm
back onto his head. "Thereis away, never fear."

Into Tipperton's mind flashed the memory of the identicd look on
Raggi's face when Rak had ordered him to guide the party to the
Walkover, a Dwarven secret.

Tip turned to Loric and whispered, "Remember va Chuka."

Loric looked a the Waerling and amiled, then turned to Bekki.
"Bekki, en ke, det ta a Chakka na? "

Bekki's eyes widened, and he replied, "Det ta.”
Loric turned up ahand. "A na ke en, ti? "
Bekki nodded, saying, " Ti."

"Kalal" exdamed Loric, then turned to the others. "Indeed, when
we srike, so will the Drimma.”

"How do we kn—7?"' Tain started to ask . . .

... but Loden hdd up a hand to stop the oldster's query. "The word
of a Dwarf, the word of a Guardian, 'tis enough.”

llBlJt_ll
"Accept it, Tain."
Tan bowed his head. "As you will, my Prince.”

Loden turned to Vall. "We mus get word of our dliance to your
Coron and to the Chieftain of the Baeron."

Val glanced a Loric and then said, "I will ride back, for | am
swiftest ahorse.”

"What about Arylin?' asked Tip. "She should be coming soon.”

"Not until late on the morrow,” replied Vall. "I can be back there
before then.”

At a rased eyebrow from the Prince, Tip said, "Arylin is our
go-between, that is, between us on far point and our army.”

"Ah" sad Loden, "a runner." Loden turned to a young man a his
Sde. "Brandt, | would have you go with Dara Vall as my emissary.”

"But, brother, | would be a your Sde" protested the youth. Even as
he sad it, he looked about, his eye passng over Tan and lighting on



Bekki. "Let Bekki go instead, and then he can explain how hell arrange
it so that we crack them like rotten stone. We've plenty of horses he can
use"

Bekki blenched and threw out his hands. "Nay, Prince Brandt, I'll
not ride a horse.”

Tip looked a Bekki in puzzlement. Here is another Dwarven
warrior who will not ride a horse. Surely they are not afrai—

"Brandt, | have spoken,” snapped Loden. "You will go in my stead,
for you know our strengths and the way to our hidden camp. Too, these
wans they bring, you can guide them the easiest course to a rendezvous
with us"

At dawn, Val and Brandt set out southward, traling two horses
apiece. Sanding atop the hill in a brisk autumn wind, Tip watched them
go, and when they reached the bottom of the hill and rounded the
shoulder of another, Tip turned to Loric. "What now?'

Loric raised an eyebrow a Loden, and the Prince said, "Now,
Wadan, we go to our own hidden stand.”

Drawing the packhorse behind, Tipperton and Loric rode &fter
Loden and Tain and Bekki down the north dope of the hill and into the
draw, and together they followed the shdlow gully as it wended
northwesterly and into the reaches of the Rimmen Mountains.

Asthey rode, Bekki fdl back dongsde Loric. "You speak Chakur."
His words were a statement and not a question.

"Aye" replied Loric. "The result of a shipwreck long past, where the
only other survivor was a Dwarf named Kelek. He taught me Chakur; |

taught him Sylva"
"He must have trusted you well."

"71 Ere the wreck we had traveled together for a number of years,
and often we fought back to back. He saved my life many atime.”

Bekki looked at Loric intently, as if to gauge something deep within.
"Og at da haun ve vain €fil dat? "

Loric laughed. "We saved each other so many times we lost count.”
"How did you get off the idand?" asked Tipperton.
"Ha, now there's atde

"The idand though moderately large was limited, with little wood,
and we spent mogt of our time foraging in the sea for food: spearing in
tidd pools or netting in surf that which we would eat—nets which |
made from rock-beaten fiber of a thorny idand weed. Birds, too, we
netted, and on the high rocky diffs we raided their nests. Kelek was a
plendid dimber, and did most of the fetching of eggs. And there was a
sde-waking blue crab we favored, yet it was a treat most rare.



"One day in the deepest of the pools we came across a trapped
shark, and it provided us with mest for many a med, though shark jerky
isnot the best of food.

"Yet it was the skin which we prized the mogt, for if we could fetch
severad more like it, we could use the hide to make a boat, could we find
something with which to make the frame.

"And luck was with us, for no sooner did we see our need than
within a moon or two, we found beached on one end of the idand the
remans of what the Fjordlanders cdl a'nahvar.' "

"A what?' asked Tipperton.

"A nahvdr: 'tis a kind of whae, with a spotted pdt and each mde
hes long, spiral-twisted tusk jutting out from the left Sde of its head.
They livein the icy brine of the far north. What this one was doing in the
waters of the Bright Sea, | cannot say, yet there it was, what remained
af it, that is, ralling in the surf."

"Oh," sad Tip. "—Was this one amde?'

"Aye, for its tusk jutted out like that of a horned horse, only longer,
much longer.”

Tipperton's eyes widened. "Horned hor—7?"

"Hush, Waeran," growled Bekki as the wind swirled 'round. "Let him
finigh"
Tipperton cocked an eye at Bekki, but held his tongue.

"Asto what had dan this nahvdr, | cannot say, for the evidence was
gone, there being little left but ivory bones and shreds of rotted mest.
—The fish and the crabs had done much of their work, though there
was yet some to do.

" There is our boat,' | sad to Kelek, and down to the skeleton we
ran. The stench was quite noisome, yet gulping our bresths we dragged
it well up out of the water and into the grasses above. | couldnt have
done s0 by mysdf, but Kelek was strong beyond his stature.

"For the next severd days we dined on crab mest, for they couldn't
resst the redolent reek on the air ... and nather could the birds. And we
let them finish the task of Stripping the remains to the bone.

"It took another year atogether to lure enough sharks one by one
into the deep tida pool and day them for their skins, though the meet
was not wasted.

"Hndly, with nahvar bones for our frame, bound together with
thongs of sharkhide, and with sewn-together shark skins stretched over
dl and lashed onto the frame, and with a caulk made of bird guano and
fish all and fiber, we were a last ready to set sal, ranwater and jerky
and afew live crabs and an egg or two as our supplies.

"No sooner had we shoved off than the craft began to lesk badly,
but bailing with frond cups and rowing with weed-woven oars, and with
Keek curdng at the top of hislungs in Chakur, we paddled our snking,



shark-skinned, whae-boned boat bdow the bird diffs and 'round the
headland only to find Aravan's great ship, the swift Eroean, anchored in
the amd| inlet on the southern end of theide”

Loric burst into gaes of laughter, Tipperton joining in. Bekki looked
a them for some moments, and then burst into laughter as wdl. Riding in
the lead, Prince Loden looked over his shoulder, and Tan at his Sde put
hisfingers to hislipsin a shushing motion and snapped, "Do you want to
bring the Spawn down on us? They can hear you dl the way to Minehalt
North."

Thisonly caused Bekki to laugh dl the harder, Loric and Tipperton
aswdl.

It was some time ere they got control of themselves, and even then
they broke out into suppressed chortles.

"So the boat did you absolutely no good, en?' asked Tip after a
while

"Oh, no, to the contrary, Tipperton, it did us a wedth of good: not
only did it keep us busy for a year or so, it dso proved to be quite
profitable, for when Aravan hauled us aboard, 'Nahvar ivory, he said
upon seeing the necklace Kelek had made of the teeth. 'Have you the
tusk aswell? And when we showed it to him, he marveled at its length
and perfection, and told us the horn and the remainder of the ivory
would bring a andl fortune in the city of Jan-jong, there on the Jnga
Seq, hisnext port of cdl, it seems.

"And S0, rather than rowing across the Bright Sea in a leaky, snking
boat, we salled with Aravan and his forty men and forty Dwarves, the
crew of the Eroean.

"In Janjong, Kelek sgned on with Aravan as a member of the
Drimmen warband, but | went my separate way. In the succeeding
seasons he rose to be second in command, | believe™

"Did you ever see him agan?'

Loric 9ghed. "Nay. He remained with Aravan and saled on the
Eroean's lagt voyage. It was in the time of the destruction of Rwn, and
Keek acquitted himsdf most honorably in the find battle, though he did
not survive to reach his beloved Red Hills again. There at the place of
his death, they set a great pyre buning, and he and his other fdlen
comrades were sung up to the sky."

They rode onward in slence, the laughter of moments before lost on
the swirling wind.

Gradudly the land turned to stone, and crags jutted up dl 'round.
And they came to an opening between two bluffs and here Loden
sgned for dl to stop and he whistled as would a meadow lark; there
came a cdl in return, and Loden spurred forward, the others fallowing,
and they rode through a short canyon to emerge on a wide dope. Up
the dope Loden led them, and they came to a broad plateau ringed
‘round by mountains, where they found the seven hundred armed and
armored Daglsmen ensconced in afire-less camp.



* % %

Near midmorn, as he fared in the vanguard, Beau saw three riders
gpproaching from the north. And as they drew nigh, he could see that
one was Vail, one was Arylin, and the other someone unknown.

With his heart thudding, "Oh, my," he said to Melor a hand, "Tip's
not with her and nether is Loric. What do you suppose has gone

wrong?
"Mayhep nought,” said Melor.

"Mayhep everything,” replied Beau, his knuckles white 'gaingt the
reins, and he turned to make certain his medica sachd was afixed to
his rear cantle.

And Mélor said, "Seek not to see through muddy waters, my friend,
but wait until the bourne runs clear.”

"What?'
"l merely advise that we not—"

"Oh, | see" sad Beau. "As my Aunt Rose dways said, 'a bridge is
esses trod when underfoot.' "

Melor amiled. "Aye"

Beau shaded his eyes with a hand and peered northward at the three
oncoming riders. "Can' their horses go any faster?'

Agan Méeor amiled, but worry brooded deep within his gaze as well.

Val svung out wide and 'round, the others following, until dl paced
adongsde Ruar. "My Coron, may | present Lord Brandt, son of King
Enrik of Riamon, and emissary of his brother, Lord Loden, Prince of
Dad." Now she turned to the man. "Lord Brandt, | present Coron Ruar
of Darda Erynian. Too, | present Lord Gara, Chieftain of the Baeron of"
the Great Greenhdl."

Beau looked a the youth dressed in light chain, a sword at his Sde,
his coppery hair cut short.

"We bring good news, my Coron," continued Vail. "Thirty-five score
warriors of Dadl wait to join usto free Mineholt North.”

Beau's eyes widened. Thirty-five score? Seven hundred men ?
Oh, my, that is good news indeed. And here | thought something
gone wrong—Tip lying wounded or worse.

"Kdal" declared Ruar, hisface breaking into a amile. "And welcome,
Lord Brandt, son of Enrik, the help you bring most welcome as well.”

* % %

Loric and Tipperton spent the remainder of the morning tdling what
news they held, and of Tipperton's misson to King Agron, and Loden
and Bekki traded their news in return:

The Foul Folk, it seemed, had come into the ring of the Rimmen
Mountains through the wide breech a Bridgeton, there on the



southeastern quadrant of the circular mountain range.

Loden glanced over a Tip and Loric. "Though they bypassed
Bridgeton, 'tis apparent now by your account that some marched on to
Rimmen Gape, where they razed Brae-ton, while others came to set
sege to Mineholt North.”

"What of the town of Dadl, did they do no harm there?"

Loden shook his head. "They marched right past, as if it hed no
interest whatsoever."

Loric frowned. "Hmm. Tis not like Modru to leave such in his wake.
Something foul is afoot, | ween. Mayhap he hopes to draw ye out of the
town, and when it lies defensd ess, then hewill strike.”

Agan Loden shook his head. "My dre and other brothers yet
command an army within that walled city. It iswdl protected.”

"What of Trolls?"
"Hames await them should they come. Caltrops too."

Loric nodded. Qil fires was one defense againg the behemoths. The
pikes another.

"Say," said Tip, looking a his sheaves of hand-drawn maps, "if they
came through a Bridgeton, that means they came into the ring from the

"Aye" sad Loric. "They would not approach from the west, for
there Darda Erynian lies, and they think it a bane."

"No, no, that's not what | was getting at, Loric. Instead it is this if
they came down from the Grimwall and in from the east, that means they
swarmed through Aven."

Bekki turned up ahand. "And . . . 7'

Tip let out an exasperated breath. "Oh, Bekki, it's Dendor in Aven
where | am bound, and if it'sfull of maggot-folk . .."

Bekki leaned over and touched afinger to Tipperton's sketch. "They
could have come from the Skarpal Mountains instead—east and south
of thering.”

"Adon," growled Tipperton, "down from the north or up from the
south, how are we to know?'

Tip looked across a Loric and Loden, and Hf and men both
shrugged, but Bekki said, "Wadan, you will discover whether or not the
Grg are in Aven when you findly go there to deliver the coin.”

"But ther€'s nothing that way except mountains™ said Arylin.

"Not so, my Lady," replied Brandt. "Beyond that craggy uplift is a
passage through, one the wagons can manage. And though we will
awing back nigh aleague, it will save hdf a day overdl."



Anylin glanced a Val and then Ruar, but it was Gara who said,
"Lead on, Lord Brandt. The wagons will follow you." Gara turned to a
Bagran a hand. "Durul, ride back to the train and tdl Wagonleader
Bwen we follow this man."

Durd shook his head and grinned. "Oh, but won't we learn new
words from Bwen, words hot enough to bliger a hide when she
discovers we need curl back aleague to reach this passage.”

Nigh eventide, Bekki and Loden came to Tipperton and Loric, and
Loden sad, "I would have you accompany us to see the foe. Then you
can both advise the Dylvana Coron and Chieftain of the Bagron
whenever they come.”

Tip set asde hislute. "When do we go?"

"Now," rasped Bekki, clgoping his plan black-iron hdm onto his
head.

Tip reached for the lute bags. "I'll have my pony saddled in atrice.”
"We go afoot, Wadan," said Loden.
Tip nodded as he cinched tight the velvet bag.

"We go amed and armored as wdl," added Bekki, hefting a war
hammer, its poll face blunt, its peen a spike, and a thick blade in front
for stabbing.

Moments later, they headed easterly up the dope of the flanking
mountain.

* % %

It was twilight when the lagt of the wagons findly emerged from the
long canyon, and Beau sighed in rdidf, for it had been nothing but a long
trap should the Foul Folk have falen upon them.

Ye both Ruar and Gara had sent scouts through, some up on the
flanks above; Brandt had said they could ride atop the walls, though in
places it would be somewhat perilous. But he assured dl that he had
hunted ahorse up there, and indeed it could be ridden . . . and so it was.

And now as the wagons trundled out and to a camp in the vdley,
where pickets warded dl 'round, a crisp breeze sprang up and swirled
Beau's cloak, and he shivered in the chill air.

It was nigh midnight with a quarter moon riSsng among scudding
clouds, when Tipperton and Loric and Loden and Bekki came through a
scattering of pines and to the top of the last rough ridge, while dl ‘round
acold wind twined.

"There" growled Bekki, pointing a the dale below. Yet his words
were unneeded, for hundreds of fires burned in the lowland. "The Grg."



Tipperton could sndl smoke from the campfires dinging to the
culing air, and now and again when the breeze blew just right he could
hear the beat of drums.

"A ful Horde," gritted Loden, "in Riamon."
"Whereis the minehdt?' asked Tipperton.
"Leftward, at the root of the vale" sad Bekki, pointing again.

Tip's gaze followed Bekki's outstretched arm. Againg the stone of
the mountain he sasv—"That dull gleam, what is it? The mineholt?

"Aye" replied Bekki. "The shut gates cast back the light of ther
fires”

"Tdl me, Bekki," sad Tipperton, "jus how did you come to be
outsde when dl your kindred are shut within? | mean—"

"Hist!" shushed Loric, and he cocked his head this way and that in
the twising wind, drums now and then sounding. "Down!"

Along with the others, Tipperton dropped to the rugged ground
where moonshadows lay. His heart in his throat, he lisened intently, but
heard nought but the wreathing ar and the sound of his own pulsng
blood. He turned to Loric and breathed, "What isit?'

"Rupt," replied Loric, pointing down the ridge, "a patrol, and they
come thisway."

Tipperton looked rightward, and just topping a rise no more than
thirty paces off and advancing toward them came trodding an armed
squad of Spawn—a dozen atogether.

Down beside Tipperton, Bekki growled and hefted his war hammer,
and Loric and Loden drew swords. With trembling fingers Tip fumbled
for an arrow as the maggot-folk came tramping on.

Chapter 34

Tipperton turned to his comrades and hissed, "Save me from
behind," and then legpt to his feet and shouted "Yahhh!" and loosed an
arrow at the oncoming Spawn. And even as the shaft sissed through the
ar to fdl the Ruck in the lead, Tipperton, shrieking, dashed toward the
startled maggot-folk and then veered in among the sparse pines.

Bekki, curang, started to rise from the moonshadows, but Loden
grabbed him by the arm and hissed, "No! The Waldan's plan is sound.”

Yawling, the Rupt darted after the fleang Warrow, and then Loric
and Loden and Bekki sprang in pursuit, Loden, with his longer legs,
racing before the Dylvana and the Dwarf, though they flew right on his
heds

In the moonlight ahead, howling Rucks and Hloks dodged among the



pine trees, chasng ther amdl quarry, the buccan shrieking and drawing
them after. And one of the maggot-folk hurled a short spear, the shaft
flying a Tipperton's fleeing form to fdl just short and stab into the
ground.

And as the yawling Spaunen patrol hurtled past the embedded spear,
the Rutcha who had cast it dowed to snaich the shaft up, and Loden's
blade ran him through from behind.

His scream was lost among the howls of pursuit, as Loric and then
Bekki ran past, now at the tal of" the yowling pack.

Loden wrenched his blade free and gprang after, to pass by Loric
and a beheaded Drokh, and then to overhaul running Bekki just as his
war hammer crashed through a Wrg skull.

But the eight howling Spawn yet chasng the drieking Warrow
noticed naught a dl. Even so they had nearly caught up to the wee
buccan, short-legged as he was. And as victory seemed within their
grasp, three more of the Rflpt were fdled from behind, one of them
dhrieking in death.

And at this gill cry from the rear, the next one in line looked over
his shoulder and screamed in darm, hissqued of terror logt in the howls
of hisfour kith, yet intent upon catching the foe a hand.

And the Hlok running in the lead yowled in victory as he snaiched
the buccan by the collar and wrenched him up in the air, the kicking
Warrow flaling awvay as the Hlok turned to the others to display his
catch, only to find that of the Spawn he done was yet ganding . . . and
he faced an Elf'and a man with blood-dathered swords and a Dwarf
with a grume-clotted hammer.

And then Tipperton twisted and kicked himin the face, and the Hlok
dropped the Warrow and redled back, a long-knife to tumble through
the ar and take himin the throat.

Pating and puffing— "Oh, my. Oh, my. Oh, my"— Tipperton
looked up a Loric as the Hf retrieved his long-knife and wiped the
blade clean. "I thought | was a goner when he snatched me up off the
ground.”

" "Twas afoolish thing you did, Tipperton,” said Loric.
"But clever,” amended Loden.
"And honorable," growled Bekki, "even though you did run."

"It was the only thing | could think of," said Tipperton. And of a
sudden he burst into tears.

Bekki looked down in congternation, but Loden said, " 'Tis rdidf,
Lord Bekki."

Bekki frowned, then dlenched a fig and grunted in agreement. "As
sometimes swests the stedl of a sword in the forging.”

Loden raised an eyebrow, but Loric, kneding beside the buccan,
looked up and nodded at Bekki and said, "Jugt s0."



Loden looked back at the dring of corpses sprawled dong ther
route. "We mug hide the evidence of this ambush, dse the patrols will
double™

"Ambush?' queried Bekki.

"Aye, arunning ambush from the rear.”

"Nay," growled Bekki. "It was aful frontd attack from behind."
In spite of his tears, Tipperton began to giggle

Two days later at midday, with Brandt in the lead, the vanguard and
cavacade and wagonsfindly arrived a the Daglsmen's hidden stand.

At lagt Tipperton saw Beau come riding up the dope on his pony,
and he set asde his lute and ran down to greet his friend. Beau legpt to
the ground and the Warrows embraced, glad to see one another again.

"l say, Beau, follow me. I'll show you where to corrd your steed.
They've plenty of gran and water, these Daglsmen.”

As they dtarted up the hill and across the plateau, Beau asked,
"What about food, Tip? | mean, | could stand a good hot med.”

"'Fraid not, bucco. We're too close to the maggot-folk for fires, you
%‘ll

Beau groaned, then said, "Jerky and crue, | suppose.”

Tip nodded, then his eyes lit up. "Oh, but they do have some early
apples, it being nearly October and dl.”

"A bit green?'
"Some. | wouldn't recommend eating very many.”

They came to an overhanging bluff, and in a smple rope pen holding
the horses of the Dadlsmen, Beau corrdled his pony next to Tip's and
one other.

As Tip unstrapped Beau's bedroll and medicd bag from behind the
saddle, he said, "I'm glad to see you, Beau. How was the trip? Anything
exating dong the way?'

Beau gghed and shook his head. "The trip? Poddingly dow.
Excitement? Oh, we did see a bear, but that's it. Although it did seem a
bit strange, the bear anbling dong as it did on a course pardlding our
own. The Baeron seemed to think it was specid, though it was nought
but a bear." He lifted the saddle up and away, the pony sheking side to
dde to be free of it. Beau rummaged through his saddlebags and
retrieved his curry comb. "But how about you, bucco? Any excitement
on your part?'

Tip fetched his own curry comb and started on the opposite sde.
"Not much,” he replied, "aminor tangle with some Spawn. And, oh, we
did see the Horde in their Sege on the minehalt. In fact, there's to be a
war counal this afternoon, after the wagons and dl get settled in. Bekki



says helll find me when it's ready to begin. We three, well go together.”
"Bekki?'

"A Dwarf, Beau, and afine one at that. That's his pony behind you."
Of a sudden Tip stopped currying and looked at one of the nearby
horses. Then he resumed combing knots and tangles from the pony's
har, there where the saddle and trappings had ridden. "You know,
Beau, judt like the Dwarves a Annory, Bekki won't ride a horse, ether.
What do you think it dl means?'

Beau looked across at Tip and shrugged.

Ruar gazed 'round at the war council. "We are gathered to decide on
how best to ded with the Horde setting sege on Minehalt North.

"We are one thousand Dylvang, five hundred Baeron, seven hundred
Dadamen, two Lian, two Waerlinga, and one Drimm: dtogether, two
thousand two hundred and five"

On the left of the circle, one of the Daglsmen laughed. It was Brandit.

Loden scowled a the youth. "You have something to say, Lord
Brandt?'

"l am sorry, my brother, but 1 found it anusng. —Oh, not that we
were two thousand two hundred, but rather we were two thousand two
hundred . . . and five."

Loden started to speak, yet ere he could say aught, opposite across
the circle Bekki growled, "Jeer not a the five bratling, for two are
Guardians, and ther swords worth five hundred each; two are Waerans,
one of which | have seen in battle, and | would not trade him for a full
regiment of Dadlsmen; and ladtly, bratling”—Bekki's hand dropped to
hiswar hammer—"oneisme.”

Brandt flushed red in the afternoon sun, in anger or embarrassment it
could not be told, but then he held his empty hands forth in surrender
and, grinning, said, "l yield, Lord Bekki, | yidd."

Beau looked wide-eyed a Tip and whispered, "What did Bekki
mean, he's seen you in battle? And what's dl this about being worth a
ful regime—?"

Beau's words were cut short by a rumble from Gara, the Chieftain

among the Bagron and gtting across from Ruar. "We are not here to
bandy words a one another, but to plan the defeat of the Horde."

"Jus s0," replied Ruar. He turned to Bekki. "I have numbered the
forces without. Wouldst thou number the forces within?"

Bekki nodded. "We Chakka in Mineholt North cannot match your
number, yet we can fidd nine hundred or 0."

Ruar took in a breath and expdled it. "Then together we number
thirty-one hundred.”



"Thirty-one hundred and five" breathed Beau.

At Garas Sde, Bwen raised a hand and was acknowledged. "Y our
count is short, Lord Ruar, for you omitted me and my drivers—one
hundred more Baeron atogether.”

" stand corrected,” said Ruar. "Our totd then is thirty-two hundred.”
Beau looked at Tip and mouthed, [and five].

"Ye the Horde numbers ten thousand," sad white-bearded Tain,
shaking his head. "Long odds indeed."

Loden turned up a hand. "Then we need a plan to shorten those
odds."

"By Fyrrasfuzzy teats," swore Bwen, "how can we plan a campaign
without knowing the placement of the Horde? How are they set before
the gates of the Dwarven-holt? And the terrain: what isit like? Not dl of
us here have seen these things, and the mere fact of tdling us exactly
what we face will suggest severd courses of action. Then perhaps we
can lig our choices and pick from among them the very best plan.”

Ruar amiled a Bwen and sad, "Exactly so, Wagon-leader. That is
the very next step.” Ruar then turned to Loric, the Lian dtting with the
Dwarf and the Warrows. "Guardian, | wouldst have thee render thy
report to dl."

Loric released Phais hand and took up a long pointer stick and
stood and stepped to circle center, where a patch of loamy soil lay bare.
"Thisisthe way of it:

"Minehdlt North lies at the northwest root of a broad vae, just
beyond the shoulder of yon mountain. The vae itsdf runs down to the
southeast thus™ With the pointer, Loric began drawing a truncated
wedge in the loam. "Here a the head, where it fetches up againg the
mineholt, the vdeiswide, athird of aleague or so. The vae grows even
broader as it runs down into low foothills and ralling plains south and
eas. The dopes to dther 9de of the vde are quite steep nigh the
mineholt, yet they dwindle rapidly and within a league are entirdy gone,
and there the vae has ended. A road courses from the mineholt dong
the easterly Sde of the vde"

"It is the tradeway to Dad," rumbled Bekki. "Not used this past
year."

"Thefault liesnot a our end,” said Tain, "but a yours instead.”
Bekki growled but did not reply.

Loric looked from one to the other, and when none sad aught, he
continued. "Here where the vae ends, the road turns due east for that
aty." His pointer scribed alinein the soil and then jogged sharply.

Bwen scowled a the broad markingsin the loam. "That's dl wel and
good, but where isthe Horde?"

"Here" said Loric, and he drew a swatch across the dirt. "Here
before the very door of the mineholt.”



Beau raised a hand, but ere the buccan was recognized, Loric sad, "
Tisaful Horde: ten thousand Rupt strong.”

Beau groaned and lowered his hand.

"And their makeup?' asked Durul, the Bagran gtting on the other
gde of Garafrom Bwen,

"Thousands of Rucha, mayhap a thousand Loka, a hundred or so
Ghulka on Helsteeds, and a handful of Trolls"

"Ogrus? They have Ogrus?'
"Aye, Durul, they have Trolls"

Durul shook his head. "Ogrus, Trolls, by any name they are a terrible
foe"

"Do nat discount the Rukha" said Loden, "for dthough one done is
craven, in great numbers they are formidable, and here there are many.”

"Pahl" exclamed Bekki. "The Ukhs are no threat."

Fuar cocked an eyebrow. "Do not belittle the Rucha, my friend. Else
thou art like to find thysdf among a multitude in battle and in dire draits.”

Bekki glared yet held his tongue.

Bwen frowned a the markings in the dirt. "And where are ther
wagons? Surdly they have supplies.”

"Indeed," replied Loric. His pointer moved toward the center fore of
the vae. "Thar wagons are off the road and gathered here” He jabbed
the tick to the earth, and then drew a cirde in the center of the swath
marking the location of the Horde. "They are wdl warded by dl the Foul
Folk. Ghuls on Helsteeds are never far, and this is where linger the
Tralls Too, nigh each wagon stand water barrels, no doubt set there to
ded with any andl blazes a foe might set with fire arrows ere they
become criticd "

"Bice!" spa Eilor, the leader of the outriders a Ruar's sde dong
with severd other Dylvana. "Could we get to the wagons and fire them
with burning ail, then we could starve the Horde out. Yet centrd to the
Horde as they are, ‘twill be uncommonly deadly, especidly if the Ghulka
on Helsteeds and Tralls are a hand, to say nought of the Rucha and
Loka in between, and whether or no we could fire them dl or even
enough to be meaningful is dubious at best.”

"Aye" sad Loric. "Still, by the same token, if their main task is to
protect their supplies, then many will be somewhat ndlified in any
battle."

A murmur of agreement muttered ‘round the circle. When it died,
Ruar turned to Loric. "Is there aught €se thou wouldst say, Alor Loric?"

"Jug this, Coron: perhaps the Trolls we cannot defeat, but dl ese we
can, given a clever enough plan. As to the Tralls, should we destroy the
leaders, the Ghulka, and after them, the Loka, then mayhap the Trolls
will return unto their mountain haunts. Hence, | say we should avoid



combat with them unless there is no other choice”

At Tipperton's sde, Bekki nodded in agreement. And then the
Dwaf sad, "Hfty Chakka have been known to bring a stone-hided
Trall down, and if necessary the Chakka of Minehalt North will divert
them, but only if necessary.”

"Oh, my," sad Beau. "At fifty Dwarves an Ogru, five of them will
require two hundred fifty Dwarves in dl. And out of nine hundred
Dwarven warriors that only leaves sx hundred fifty to join in the man
battle againgt the Rucks and Hloks and Ghuls on Helsteeds.”

Bekki nodded. "Bdieve me, Waeran if not diverted, five Trolls will
be the main battle, and the Okhs, Hroks, and Khols on thar Helsteeds
nought but a distraction.”

As Loric resumed his seat by Phais, "Wdl, then," sad Gara, "if the
Waddan is right, and only sx hundred fifty Dwarves join in engaging the
rest of the foe, then two thousand five hundred fifty stand againg ten
thousand. Ther advantage isfour to one"

Bekki growled, "But nine thousand of them are Ukhs"

Ruar looked a Bekki and shook his head, yet now it was he who
held his tongue.

"Argh," growled Bwen, scowling at Eif and Dadlsman and Warrow
and Baeron and Dwarf. "Enough of this back-and-forthing about Ukhs
and Rucks and Rutcha and Rukha and Rucha, of Loks and Drdks and
Hroks and Hloks and Lokha, of Guuls and Ghola and Ghuls and Ghulka
and Khols, of Helsteeds and Tralls and Ogrus. What we need to do is
tak about how to take on the foe while holding our own losses few."
She glared 'round the circle as if daring any to dispute her. When none
did, she said, "Now then, is there any way to draw them into a trap? An
ambush?'

Loden frowned and pursed hislips. "But for ther amdl patrols, none
e has strayed from before the minehalt door."”

"Perhaps we could present them a tempting target as we did at the
Rimmen Gape," said Bwen. "Only in this case it would be a wagon train
bound for the minehalt on the road from Dadl.”

"l think they would not fdl for that ruse," said Loden. "Given that the
Horde marched past Dad on that very same road, it is not likdy any
innocent caravan would be foolish enough to blindly follow.”

Gara rductantly nodded. "Aye. At Bragton we duped them into
bdieving we had had no warning the Rimmen Gape was hdd, whereas
in this case they would know any train would have been warned of the
Horde by those in Dadl. Nay, the foe would not likdy fdl into such a
trap."

Phais held up a hand and was recognized by Ruar. "Can we not
divide our forces?' she asked. "Some of us could gtrike at the Rvipt and
then flee, drawing many if not dl into the foothills after, where the
remainder of uswould liein ambush.”



"What of the Dwarves?' asked Counsdlor Tan, gtting a Loden's
right hand. "Where would they be during dl of this?" He turned toward
Bekki and sneered, "Hiding in their hole?!

" Yahh!" cried Bekki, snatching up his war hammer and legping to
his feet, his face black with rage, and he started across the circle for
Tain, the white-haired men qualing back.

And Daglsmen legpt to ther feet and drew blades, Tain not among
them. And Coron Ruar dso sprang up, his own blade in hand. Yet,
"Hold" he cdled and cast asde his sword, and, unarmed, he stepped
between Bekki and the men.

Bekki glared at the Dylvana blocking his way and gripped his war
hammer with both hands, his knuckles white, and he started around. But
Ruar stepped before him again, and spread his empty hands wide. "The
foeisyon and not here within this council, my Drimmen friend." Now
Ruar turned to the Dadsman and repeated, "Not here within this
counail.”

The uncontrolled rage left Bekki's eyes, to be replaced by smmering
anger, and he glanced down at the blanching man. "Faugh!” he growled,
and spun on his hed to return to his place beside Tipperton and Beau.

And a whisper of sted sounded as the Daglsmen re-shesthed ther
swords.

And Tip released his pent breath and looked up a Bekki as the
Dwarf sat back down, to note the jumping muscles in Bekki's jaw as he
yet ground histegthiniire.

Loden turned and glared a Tain, and the counsdlor flinched. And
Loden, his voice low and angry, said, "Tha we have a lingering trade
dispute with the Dwarves is no cause for inaults, Lord Tain. In this war
we are dlies, and the quarrd between us can wait till we are quit of
Modru.”

Tan lowered his eyes. "As you will, my Prince.”

Ruar took up his sword and sheathed it. Then he too sat down, and
he gazed 'round the circle, where an uncomfortable Slence pressed
down. Yet findly Phais raised her hand to speak.

"lll-sad remark aside, ill Lord Tain has raised a point: how will the
Drimmaengage in this plan?'

Sitting on Loden's left, young Brandt said, "Bekki has promised the
Dwarveswill act in concert to any plan, yet he does not say how."

Bekki shook his head but did not speak, and a low murmur
whispered among the Daglsmen.

Loric cleared his throat and turned to Bekki and said, "Bekki, da
unst tak dek an va na ke ein."

Bekki looked at Loric. "Nidpol kanar vo a Chdkka."

Loric now shook his head and gestured ‘round the circle. "Nad skou
dek va ke ein, ut tak dek au det."



Bekki sghed and nodded, then turned and glared a Brandt. "There
isa secret way in, bratling, but Il not show it to any Daglsman.”

Agan Brandt flushed red, yet he held his tongue.

"Ah, a secret path,” sad Durul among the Bagron. "Then if the
Dwarves are to join in this ambush plan as proposed by Lady Phais, the
Dwarven army could come out dong thisway."

Bekki pushed out his hands in negation, a stubborn jut to his jaw.
"No, no. We Chakka will not dlow a Horde to stand between us and

our halt, for should aught go amiss and they somehow breach the doors
and enter, then we will not be there to stop them, and dl of our—"

Abruptly Bekki stopped speaking.

The Dadlsmen looked a one another, puzzled, and Brandt sneered,
"All of your what? All of your treasure would be exposed? All of your
gold for them to loot? Y our jewels to plunder? Y our—?"

Bekki snatched up his war hammer and shouted, "Silence, bratling,
dsethistimel will not stop!™

Now Brandt's hand fdl to the hilt of his sword, but Lo-den grabbed
hiswrig and would not let im draw the blade.

And Loric cdled out, " 'Tis not treasure of that sort the Drimma
would protect." He looked at Bekki and sad in a quiet voice, " Tis
Chdkia and younglings instead.”

"Chakia?' asked Beau.

"Femde Drimmag," said Phais.

Bekki's shoulders dumped and he nodded. "Aye. And we would not
abandon them in the Chakkaholt."

With concern in her eyes, Phais said, "If we go forth with my plan,
then we mugt do so without the aid of the Drimma."

"Then we would be nine hundred short,” protested Tain, "shifting the
odds even further againg us”

A slence fdl among those in the circle, and from the encampment
they could hear in the distance someone Snging.

Fndly Coron Ruar dghed, then said, "Wdl then, what of another
plan?'

Long the discussion lasted, as plan and counterplan were put forth,
and often ire flared between Bekki and the Daglsmen, for they had been
entangled in a bitter dispute ere Modru's war had come raging, and
hodtile words came eesly unto therr lips.

And dways each plan turned on whether or no the Dwarven amy
could be brought to bear.

The aun s, lanterns were lit, and dill the dlies came to no
resolution.



Fndly:

"Kruk!" exclamed Bekki. "l say we aray oursdves on opposite
sdes of the hoide and attack them head-on."

"Weve gone over that a hundred times, Dwarf," sad Tan, "and it
seems the best way to lose dl. They will smply shift their forces to meet
each of uswith overwheming odds."

But then Tipperton's eyes flew wide and he blurted, "l say, Bekki,
that's a splendid plan.”

"Wadan, havent you heard asngle word weve sad?' snarled Tan.
"They outnumber us four to—"

Tip pushed forth a hand, pdm out. "No, no. Ligen to me. What
Bekki sad is right, but with a smal change: can we hold thar attention,
we take them head-on from hindwards"

Bekki frowned. "Head-on from—?"

"Yes yes, Bekki. You sad it yoursdf when we defeated that squad
of Spawn. And what you said applies here aswdl."

"What are you getting at, Waeran?"'
"Jud this, Bekki: afdl frontd attack from the rear.”

It was after mid of night when Tip and Beau findly unrolled ther
bedrolls and prepared to bed down. "l say," sad Beau, yawning,
"what's dl this about you and Bekki defeating a squad of Spawn? And
what did he mean when he said he wouldn't trade you for a full regiment
of Dadlsmen?'

"Ah, Beau, it wasn't just me and Bekki, but Loden and Loric were
there, too. And though | didn't know it before tonight, there's bad blood
between the Daglsmen and Dwarves, and | suppose Bekki was just
feeding off that ill will when he said a Warrow was worth a regiment of
them.”

Beau sat on his blanket and yawned again, then pulled off his boots
and sad, "Oh, | dunno about that. He seemed sincere to me”

Tip shucked his own boots as wel and drew his blanket up to his
chin. Now Tip yawned. "Perhaps so, Beau, perhaps s0." Tip yawned
agan.

"Tdl me about this fight with the Spawn squad,” said Beau. "I mean,

this noontime you merdy said that it was a minor tangle, but now | find
out it was more."

Beau waited, but Tip remained slent. "Wdl, bucco,” sad Beau, "if
you don't want to—" Beau looked across to discover Tipperton fast
adeep.



The council met again the next morning to make find the plans, and
much yet needed deciding, but a last in early afternoon their war plan
was findly set.

Ruar looked 'round the circle. "Is there aught ese to do?"

"Jud this" said Tan smugly, "and thet is to choose an emissary to
accompany Lord Bekki to his DdfLord and represent dl of us”

"What?' exploded Bekki, gaing a Tan. "You mus be a fool to
think | would take anyone, much less a Dadlsman, through the secret
way."

Tain smiled disdainfully. "But someone must go and represent Prince
Loden, Coron Ruar, and Chieftain Gara."

"l need no representative,” rumbled Gara.

"Nor |," said Ruar.

Agan Tan amiled. "Then that leaves—"

Loden darted to shake his head, but Bekki sad, "I will take
Tipperton Thistledown." Tipperton's mouth fel open as Bekki went on.
"He is neither man, Baeron, nor EIf, and so can represent dl the Lords
and Ladies here”

Bwen guffawed and exclamed, "Wdl done, Bekki. Well done.”

"A Wddan?' protested Tain, turning to Loden. "My Prince, this is
unreasonable—"

Loden threw up a hand to stop Tain's words. "Bekki is right, my
Lord Counsdlor. The Waldan is the best choice of dl. It is his plan we
fallow, and he can explain it well. Too, he has no advantage to gan as
would someone of Dad."

Loden looked 'round and received nods from Ruar, Gara, and Loric
and Phais, and even a nod from Beau.

And 0 it was decided: Tipperton Thisledown would go with Bekki
and speak for dl Dylvana, Baeron, Dagdlsmen, Lian, and Warrows ... as
wdl as explain the plan.

As twilight settled over the plateau, Tip finished packing thet which
he would take with him.

"Widl, Beau, it seems I'm ready. I'd fed a hit better though if you'd
but take the coin."

Beau shook his head. "Look, bucco, you know how | fed about
that. Besides, the coin is likdy to be safer with you than with me. |
mean, youll be in afortified mineholt, whereas I'll be out there in front.”

"Yes, | know. And I'm worried about you."
"Wd| don't be. And | won't worry about you in return. All right?'
"All right,”" replied Tip, "though | won't take an oath on it."



Beau laughed and said, "Nether will 1."

Tip strapped his quiver of arrows to his thigh and dung on his pack
and took up his bow. He hesitated a moment and looked a his smdl
lute packed in velvet in a leather bag, then caught it up as well, saying,
"After dl, Jath sad this|ute should go wherever goes this bard.”

Beau grinned and helped himfix it to his back, and then they walked
toward the place where the council had met.

Asthey srolled for the circle, Vail stopped Tipperton long enough to
embrace him. "Take care, my smdl friend," she said, then turned away,
her hands brushing her cheeks.

"I will, Lady Vall," replied Tip. "And you take care as wdl."

Sghing, Tip watched her dride away, then turned to Beau. "Let's
go."

At the coundl circle they found waiting Bekki, Loric, Phais, Gara,
Loden, and Ruar. Phais kndlt and kissed Tip on the cheek and said, "In
a twoday we ride, in a threeday we cast our lot ‘gaing the foe. May
Fortune turn Her amiling face upon us al. Till we meet again, keep sife,
my smdl friend, for thou hast yet a misson to fufill beyond.”

"You keep safe as wdl, Lady Phais” replied the buccan.

Now Loric embraced the Waerling. "We dhdl see thee in the days
after.”

Tip nodded to Ruar and Loden and Gara, and then embraced Beau.
"Take care, bucco."

"Keep wel, Tip," replied Beawu, returning the hug, "and remember, as
Lady Phais has said, you've a coin to ddiver.”

Bekki cleared histhroat, and Tip turned to the Dwarf. Bekki glanced
a the sky. "It istime, Waeran."

Tip drew in a deep breath and then said, "All right. I'm reedy.”

They st off up the beringing dopes on a northeasterly tack, and just
as they reached the crest of a low ridge, someone cdled out, "Good
luck, Wadan! Good luck, Dwarf! May Fyrraamble a your sde”

Tip turned to see Bwen waving, and beyond, Val and Brandt and
Durul and a host of others watching, even Counsdlor Tain. And Tip held
high his Elven bow, and those bdow hdd high cdenched figs in
response. And then Tipperton looked down to the coundil circle, where
Beau stood waving. Tip waved back and then turned to follow Bekki
over the ridge and down, the buccan wondering if a mere three days
from now he would survive what was coming. Would he be dive to see
any of these folks again, and if so, how many of them would yet live?

Chapter 35



B'eaus waved as Tipperton held high his Elven bow and then waved
back to him. Then Tip turned and disappeared beyond the ridge, and
Beau wondered if he would ever see his friend dive again ... or if he
himsdf would live beyond the next three days.

Phais stepped to the Waerling. "Come, Beau, let us see if we can
find aught worthwhile to eat." And together with Loric they set out
toward the mess wagons, where perhaps some med better then jerky
and crue and plain water could be had . . . mayhap a green apple or
two.

The fdlowing day Beau spent time with Meor, surveying the
medicks in one of the hospitd wains, meking certain they knew dl that
was there. Too, they assessed those in Beau's bag and added a few for
tresting wounds in the fidd.

And when that was done, Beau walked dong the base of the diffs,
and a every sream he searched out round pebbles to add to his
dingstone supply, for even though they were not lead shot nor sted, ill
they would do in a pinch.

And he practiced dinging at targets, and in this he was not aone, for
meany an archer practiced at targets as well.

And Dadsmen and Bagron and Dylvana and Lian drilled with
swords and long-knives and lances and spears, and maces and flals and
morning stars and hammers.

And horses were groomed, tack checked, for it would not do to
have arein or cinch or other strap give way a acriticd time.

And they bundled campfire wood, kindling and hillets to take with
them.

And in these two days scouts came and went, and the plateau was
divewith activity .. . until in early afternoon of the second day, when at
last it was time for the firg wave to go.

And with no wagons among them, the Daglsmen st out.

After they were gone, Beau fidgeted and paced for eght
candlemarks and it seemed asif the Sgnd would never come. Bt findly
a trumpet sounded, and Beau mounted his pony and adong with the
Dylvana he set out in the second wave.

And the Baeron stood and watched them go.

Down from the plateau they rode and out through the narrow pass,
and in the lead of the cavalcade rode Ruar and Phais and Loric, dl
others coming after, with Beau and Mdor fa back among the ranks
riding to war.



Eadt they turned for Mineholt North, the gape of the valey lying but
a mere two leagues away. Wending among ralling hills and crossng
sretches of plains they rode, scouts to the fore and showing the way.

And Tipperton was not among these scouts, for ‘twas other duties he
filled.

Two miles they rode and then another, and ‘round a mountainous
flank, and in the distance ahead stood the wide mouth of the vde. And
Beau's heart hammered to see its yavning gape.

WIII it but chew us up and spit us out?
He did not know.

Within four candlemarks they had crossed the remaining league and
turned northwestward into the gap. And from the dopes ahead there
sounded a digant blat of a Rflptish horn, yet what it Sgnified . . .

" Tis an dert from the Spaunen sentries” said Melor. "They have
seen us”

"Oh, my," said Beau, but no more.

On they rode and on, up rigng dopes and down, riding through
swales and over crests across the vdley floor.

And from the fore they could hear a growing noise, as of a thousand
voices or more yawling wordlesdy.

At lagt they topped the find rise, and they could see out before them
a mile avay ten thousand Rupt jeering and jgoing a the mere seven
hundred Daglsmen gstanding slent on the dopes below but a hdf mile

avay.

"Oh, my," sad Beau, his heart pounding as he scanned the breadth
and depth of the enemy lines. "There are o very many of them and we
ae so few."

Yet the jeers of the Foul Folk diminished somewhat as the Elves
came down the rise, but when the Spawn saw again how few were the
foe, thair voices rose once more in taunt.

All was going according to plan.

The Dylvana rode down the hill to join the Dagsmen, and from
within the Swarm a 9gnd sounded, and the Horde stirred.

Oh, my, are they going to attack?

Ye it was a shifting of Foul Folk, as more took up positions to the
fore of the Swarm.

Indeed, dl was going according to plan.

Now the Elves dismounted to stand by the Daglsmen, and Beau



dismounted as wel. And he stood looking a the foe they seemed
without number. And toward the rear of the ranks of the Horde and
towering above dl stood the Ogrus, sx atogether, spread out dong the
wagons.

And dill the Rucks and HIloks howled in glee, for dthough the
severdy outnumbered Dadlsmen had been joined by an array of hated
Elves, dill dl the advantage was with the Horde, their count & least five
to one.

And the Elves and Daglsmen yet stood slent, unmoving, as if wating.

Beyond the Horde and set into the stone face of the mountain, Beau
saw the iron of two great gates. There stood the shut doors into
Minehalt North, and he wondered if Tip and Bekki were within.

Candlemarks passed and the day grew old as the sun ran after a
dender crescent moon fleeing down the sky. And yet once agan the
Ruptish sentry’s horn sounded.

Within another four candlemarks, over the crest behind came riding
the Baeron, huge men on huge horses. And the jearing and jgping
wavered a the 9ght of these formidable foe.

And with the Baeron trundled some thirty wagons, fully haf of which
were hospitd wains, while the rest held food and water and weapons.

Within the Horde, Ghuls on Helsteeds rode together and
dismounted, and from a tent and among them came a Ghul afoot and he
led what appeared to be a shambling man into the center of them dl.
And one of the Ghuls sounded a horn, and the Horde fdl slent.

The Ghuls stood quietly, and moments later in ther midgt the man
tuned and surveyed the dopes where now stood seven hundred
Dadamen, a thousand Elves, and five hundred Baeron. And then the
mean turned back to the Ghuls, and it seemed asif they listened closdly.

Now the man was led away from cirde center, and agan he
shambled. A horn sounded, and as the Ghuls rode among the Swarm,
Rucks and HIoks took up postions facing the foe anding slent on the
dope before them. And no longer did they jape and jeer.

Twilight came, and within the ranks of the dlies a darion cdled, and
the Daglsmen and Elves and Baeron broke into smdl groups and set
wood for campfires to the ground.

Beau sghed contentedly when he saw the flames come to life. "Oh,
good,” he sad to Mdor, "a last we can have some hot tea.”

And as darkness fdl in the vde of the minehalt, the fires of the dlies
burned on the hillsde, and a hdf mile away the fires of the foe burned as
wdl, as the two armies faced one another and waited for the coming of
dawn.



Chapter 36

Beyond the crest and down a shdlow dope went Tipper-ton,
fdlowing Bekki as the eventide swept over the world, and glimmering
dars began to emerge in the indigo sky above. Through whin and pine
they trudged and then up-dope again, the land becoming steeper the
father they trekked, neither Dwarf nor Warrow spesking, but saving
thar breath for the dimb.

North Bekki turned, due north, up the steep face of a high-angled
ridge barren of dl but rock, and by the time they reached the top, Tip
was panting heavily, Bekki a bit less so. As Tip came over the rise,
Bekki pulled him behind a great rock and sad, "Here we will pause
awhile”

"But | can go on," puffed Tip. "I mean, Lady Phais often pressed us
this hard and harder as she taught Beau and me the kills of dimbing.”

Bekki only grunted and stood in the darkness at the edge of the huge
boulder and looked back the way they had come.

"What isit?" sssed Tip, dutching his bow and reaching for an arrow.
"Are we being followed? By Rucks and such?"

"Nay, Waeran, it is not the Grg | look for, but dy Dagsmen
instead.”

"Sy Dadsmen?'

"Aye. It would give them advantage to know where we are bound,
to know of a secret way into Mineholt North.”

"But surely Loden wouldn't send some—"

"Not Loden, Waeran, but grasp-handed Tain instead.”
"Oh. —Are we going to be long?'

"A candlemark or s0," said Bekki.

Tipperton shucked his pack and sat down. After a while Tip said,
"What isit that Dwarves and the Daglsmen have lying between?”

Bekki growled. "They would charge us double tariffs one to move
our goods through their city, another to use their docks.”

"Docks?"
"Aye. On the Ironweter."
"Theriver," sad Tip, remembering his maps.

"Aye By boat and barge, it is the swiftes way to reach the city of
Rhondor or the wide Argon Sea beyond, for river legs never tire, but
rundl day and night."”

"What'sin Rhondor?"
"A good market. It is there we trade for much we need in our



crafting, particularly in our forging: siarka, foran, zarn—"

"Whoa, Bekki, these are things beyond my ken. What is, oh, say,
gaka?'

"The ydlow rock: like chak, it crumbles. We use it to make an
etching liquid. In Rhondor it is plentiful, for it lies on the floor of Hel's
Crucible for the taking, as do many other ores, nearly pure.”

"Ah" said Tip.
Now Bekki sat down, yet he kept an eye on their backtrail.

After awhile Tip said, "And this dispute between your people and
the Dadlsmen is over tariffs? So you can reach the docks?"

Bekki grunted but otherwise did not reply.

"Wadl, why don't you just not use their docks? Go south from the dity
and launch lower down."

Tip could hear Bekki's teeth grind. "King Enrik dams the whole of
dl rivers in Riamon, and no matter where we would set in he would
charge us the double fee"
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"Aye. And even though Prince Loden himsdf pled with his father to
return to the old way—to charge but the sngle docking fee—King Enrik
listened ingtead to Lord Tain."

"His advisor instead of his own son?"

"Aye, for Enrik is besotted with Lord Tain's youngest daughter, Lady
Jolet, though she looks coldly upon him. It is Brandt she casts her amiles
upon. But Brandt favors another, Lady Pietja, though she leads him on,
for her eye folows Druker, second in line after Loden. —Kruk!
Humeankind! A pox on dl ther petty intrigues”

"Um, Bekki, how do you know this?"

"Because, Waldan, as the representative of my Ddf-Lord, | was in
King Enrik's court demanding the recison of this unwarranted tariff
when the Horde marched past. | then asked the King to gather a great
force of Daelsmen to hep usday dl the Grg. He refused, saying that he
would not lay Dadl bare in these troubled times, and instead marshded
hisamy and set them to guarding the wdls of the dity instead of ading
dlies

"In the weeks dfter, Prince Loden pled with his father, saying that if
the Dadlsmen did not ad the Chakka and if as a result Mineholt North
fdl, then surdy Dadl would follow. Yet once agan it was Tan's voice
Enrik ligtened to.

"But then Loden declared that with or without his father's leave, he
would gather a force and harass the Horde if nought else.

"After many a bitter argument, King Enrik suddenly changed his
mind, and gave Loden leave to command a token brigade and harass
the Horde. King Enrik sent Brandt as well. And he assgned Tain to go



with his sons. Tan objected, saying that he could best serve his king by
remaning in court, but Enrik commanded that Tain accompany Loden
and give sound advice to him.

"Bah! The king merdy wanted both Brandt and Tan out of the
way—to have Lady Jolet to himsdf."

"Goodness, Bekki. Are you saying that King Enrik sent his sons and
Lord Tan into peril just so he could have atrys?"

Bekki turned his dark gaze toward Tipperton, then looked back
down the ridge and muttered, "Agan | say, a pox on dl humans, with
their ungoverned appetites and petty intrigued”

Tipperton sghed, and sat without spesking. After long moments
more, Bekki said, "We can go now, for it seems Lord Loden prevented
Counsdlor Tain from sending agents skulking after.”

Tipperton stood and shouldered his pack and lute. "Lead on, Bekki.
Lead On."

Together they set out dong the ridge, and wended their way among
the ever increasing boulders and crags while, behind, a dark figure
dipped through the shadows and &fter.

"Weturn here" said Bekki, and he stepped into a rushing stream.

Tip's eyes widened, yet in the sarlight he followed Bekki into the rill,
the water clear, the bottom rocky.

Upstream they trod and up, with stone dopes riang left and right, the
dhll bourne cascading down ledges and steps from the high snows
above. Findly, in the depths of night, Bekki turned aside and scrambled
up astone rise. As he came to the top he hated, and guardedly peered
over the ridge.

""Ware, Wddan," he cautioned as Tipperton came aongside.

Carefully, Tip raised up just enough to look beyond the crest, and far
down below in the wide vae burned the fires of the besieging Horde.

Bekki pointed leftward and up, where immediatdy at hand a ledge
ran dong the mountain face to disappear into a wide, dark crevice. "We
mugt go a short way in the open. Take care, for | would not have any of
the Grg spy us"

Moving dowly so as not to draw enemy eyes, dong the ledge they
sdled, Tipperton dternatdy puffing and holding his breath, for dthough
he had practiced at dimbing in Arden Vade, gill he was unsettled by
heights

On the dope behind, afigurein shadows watched.



At lagt they entered the fissure, and in the blackness Tip hissed,
"Wait, Bekki, | can't see athing.”

"Here" grunted Bekki, "take my hand." And he reached out and
grasped the buccan's fingers.

Leading Tipperton, Bekki stepped dong the passage, and dfter a
hundred Warrow-paces or so, he stopped.

"Why are we—?"'

Tip's words were interrupted by a soft rhythmic tapping on the stone.
Slence.

Agan sounded the tapping, the rhythm changed.

"Kha tak?" came awhisper.

"Shok Chdkka," murmured the response.

Stone on stone grated softly, and Bekki tugged Tipper-ton forward
severd drides.

Again stone whispered againg stone.

There came a dick of med on metd, and of a sudden a
phosphorescent blue-green glow lighted dl, and Tip saw that he wasin a
carved chamber of stone, and a handful of armed and armored Dwarves
stood glaing a him, the edges of their axes glinting wickedly.

"Lord Bekki," growled one in the fore, "to our secret entrance you
bring a—"

"Heis Sir Tipperton Thistledown,” interrupted Bekki, "Waeran of the
Wilderland, and emissary of the Lian, the Dylvana, the Bagron, and the
Dadganen, and | trus him with my life Take heart, Kelk, for this
Waeran brings an amy to our ad."

A time later, a shadowed figure came over the ridge and past the
pickets and down into the encampment, quietly making its way to where
the Elves were bedded, in the midst of which dept Beaul.

Removing his boots, Loric dipped under the blanket with Phais.
Awakened, she turned and looked into his eyes.

"They are safdy within the Drimmenholt, chier,” he said. "I followed
dl theway."

She amiled and kissed him lingeringly, a kiss which soon burned with
heat. And they made heady love as in the east the sky grew pae in the
dawn.

Chapter 37



"Anamy?' growled Kelk, cocking an eye at Tipperton.

"Wadl, it's not exactly my amy,” said Tipperton, "though they did
gppoint me as ther representative, did the Elves, the Baeron, and the
men of Dad."

A mutter of gpprovad rumbled among the Dwarves, and Kek
grunted, "Good. At last we will drive the Grg from our doorstone.”

As Bekki caught up a brass and glass lantern, Tipperton glanced
behind where stood the secret entry, yet he could see nought but a blank
stone wal with no evidence whatsoever of a doorway in the rock. Tip's
gaze swept on about the chamber. Through an archway immediatdy to
the right stood a carved room, and among the shadows therein Tip
caught aglimpse of cots and chests and a table and chairs.

The guards quarters, | would say.

Straght ahead and beyond another archway a dark corridor clove
into the stone of the mountain.

"Come" said Bekki, rasing the hood on the lantern, and though no
flame was kindled, a phosphorescent glow streamed forth. "We have a
waysto go."

Kek hdd up agaying hand and said, "Lord Bekki, tdl your sre we
would join in the fight."

His statement brought a chorus of Ayes from the others.
" will," replied Bekki.

Kelk amiled and dapped the blade of his axe and then stepped
adde, as did those arrayed behind, opening the way into the dark
passage and the mountain beyond.

Through the archway strode Bekki, Tipperton on his heds, and from
behind, the buccan could hear the voices of the warders speaking to one
another in Chakur as they moved back into their quarters. What they
sad he knew not, though he supposed they talked of the coming bettle.

Down a gentle dope Bekki and Tipperton went, fissures and splits
branching left and right as well as an occasond corridor. Down carved
stone steps, and ‘round sharp turns they tramped, and in one place they
followed donggde a dark chasm, a cold drift of ar upwdling and
ardling of dampness and stone. Through carved chambers they trod,
and archways stood darkly here and there, passages bored away to
unknown degtinations deep within the mountain stone. They strode
down a long tunnd, and somewhere water fdl adrip, its tinking echoes
sounding within the shadowed hdl. And Tip knew if something
happened to Bekki, he would be hopdesdy logt, and his chances of
ever finding his way out would be completely in the hands of Dame
Fortune and not within his own.

"Lor', Bekki, my head is soinning with dl these twists and turns and |
can hardly tdl up from down. Do you truly know where were going, or
are you logt arid confused as wel?"



Bekki laughed and stepped onto a low bridge made of square-cut
blocks of stone, and Tip could see they were fitted together with no
mortar between. Below raced a wide stream of water.

"We Chakka cannot lose our steps, Waeran," said Bekki.
"Cannot lose your— What do you mean by that?"

"It isagft from Elwydd. When She made the firg Chak, She—"
"Elwydd made the Chakka? The Dwarves?'

Bekki paused a the cap of the bridge, his face eerie in the
blue-green light of the lantern. Water tumbled beneath.

"Aye we do believe it s0."

"Oh. Hmm. You know, Bekki, as to who made the War-rows, |
haven't the faintest idea. Perhaps Elwydd ... or Adon ... or someone
short."

Bekki laughed, and they took up the trek again.
"You were saying, Bekki, about not logng your fest. .."

"Itisagift dl Chakka have: wherever we travel on or within the land,
be it on foot or by pony or evenin a drawn cart or wagon, we can ever
after retrace that path exactly.”

"Exactly?'

"Aye, exactly. Be it in driving rain or blinding show or even tota
darkness, whether or not we can see, dill we can step out the path
agan, without error. Elwydd wove this gift into the very faoric of
Chakkacyth, for She knew without it, we could not dwel within the
living stone."

Tipperton looked at the crevices and corridors splitting away from
the path they followed and driving into blackness. "Wdl | for one am
catanly glad of it, as twisted about as | am."

They trudged up a short flight of steps and through a long delved
corridor, then down a stony dope through a natura cavern.

"It does not work on water," sad Bekki, "nor when Chakka are
fevered."

"The gift, you mean?'

"Aye. In boats, on barges, on rafts, or racked with ague, we are just
as bewildered as other kind." Bekki snorted. "I deem we dso would be
confused were we somehow conveyed through the arr.”

Now they came to a high ledge dong awadl of a huge cavern, and
the light of the lantern faded away in the distance ere reaching any other
wadlsor a floor unseen far below. To the left dong the ledge Tip saw a
long flight of stairs set in a carved hollow cut into the stone of the wal a
hand, the narrow steps plunging into darkness and down.

Therewas no rall.
"This way," grunted Bekki, and he crossed the ledge and Started



down, his footsteps echoing back from the distant dark.

Tip followed, his heart racing. And he dung dosdy to the carved
wal hollow on the |€ft, away from the precipitous black fdl to the right,
abare three or four feet away.

And his bregth came in short, sharp puffs.
Count the steps, bucco, it'll take your mind off it.

His count had passed two hundred when he thought he could hear a
far-off snging drifting along unseen faces of stone.

His count had not quite reached three hundred when he became
certain of the Inging: a soaring voice in solo.

Fndly they reached alevd floor below.
"Three hundred ninety-seven," said Tip, hisvoice a bit quavery.

Bekki looked a himin the blue-green light. Tip gestured at the steps
and repeated, "Three hundred ninety-seven.”

Bekki shook his head. "Four hundred twelve."

Tip shrugged. "I was a it of the way down before | began counting.”
They started across the floor, and dill the Snging echoed.

"l say, Bekki, who is that Snging?'

Bekki tramped onward and did not answer.

Striding dong at Bekki's sde, Tip frowned up at the Dwarf but did
not repeat the question.

Now severd voices joined that of the Snger, a chorus, and there was
not a deep voice among them. Somewhat like Elven Dara they
sounded, or perhaps as would War-row dammen.

Are these the voices of female Dwarves? What did Phais and
Loric call them? Chakia? Yes, Chdkian.

They came to an archway where stood a pair of guards, with others
adeep in anearby chamber, and after but a brief exchange and a sdlute,
Bekki and Tipperton went onward, the warders surprised gazes
fdlowing the Waeran. What Bekki had sad to the guards and they to
him, Tip did not know, for unlike the exchange at the secret door, this
time the Dwarves spoke entirdly in Chakur.

"Why do you have guards here deep in the holt?' asked Tip.
"We are coming to the core, Waeran, and the holt is on war footing."
Tip cocked an eye at the answer, yet asked no more.

Down long hdlways they strode, tumning left and right, Bekki not
hestating in choosing their path.

Now they passed by arched openings into corridors where
portcullises barred passage, the black-iron rods socketed deeply into
holes.

The way blocked? Is this just because of war?



At one of these barricaded archways, Tip saw the glimme of
phosphorescence gleaming 'round a distant turn, and it was from this
corridor the snging came. Twenty or more voices he gauged, Chakia
voices, Chakia anging together.

As he crossed the opening, Bekki's footsteps lagged, yet he did
move onward. Tip, too, trailed, ligening to the song, yet he could not tell
if it was a chord of joy or sadness, though athing of splendor it was.

Now Bekki's steps hastened, and Tip trotted to catch up.

They passed among Dwarves moving through the halways on
arands of thar own, warriors in black-iron chan mal, axes and

hammers a hand. And mog, if not dl, sduted Bekki, and curious gazes
followed the pair.

Fndly, through open iron doors and into a large chamber Bekki
went, where he stopped a the edge of a polished granite floor. At the
far end Tip saw a dais, three steps up to a black granite throne, ebon
stone padded in red velvet. And on the throne sat a Dwarven warrior,
dark beard, dark armor, dark hdm. An axe leaned againg the am of
the stone char.

This was the DdfLord, no doubt, yet it was not he who captured
Tip's eye. Twas ingead a willowy figure gtting on the steps below, a
figure dl swathed in vells, afigurein deep converse with the DelfLord.

"I bring an emissary,” called Bekki, and at these words the DdfLord
looked up, and the figure on the steps turned toward them and then
stood in a gossamer swirl of feethery lace and slk. She was no more
then four feet tall.

Is this a Chdkia ? But she is so dender, and Dwarves o very
broad.

As Bekki and Tipperton waited, the figure moved down and away,
across the polished floor and toward a recessed dcove, and Tipperton
thought he saw ddicate bare feet under floating layers of digphanous
conced ment.

As soon as the figure had vanished, the DdfLord stood and
motioned for Bekki and Tipperton to gpproach, and he moved down
the steps toward them.

"Det ta kala da ta ein, Bekki, ea chek," sad the DdfLord as he
quickly closed the distance and embraced Bekki fiercdly.

"And | am glad to be back, Father," replied Bekki in the Common
tongue.

Tipperton's jewdlike eyes widened. Bekki is the Delf-Lord's son!

Stepping back, the dark-eyed DelfLord glanced down at Tipperton,

and then looked to Bekki and in Common said, "We thought you
trapped in Dad "

"Nay, Father," growled Bekki. "The Horde passed it by, marching
directly here. | remained behind to muster the men of Dad, yet King



Enrik sent only a token force."

Agan the DdfLord looked down at Tipperton. "This is the force?
One Wagran?"

Bekki exploded in laughter, joined by the DdfLord, and Tipperton's
own giggles were logt under their roars.

Fndly Bekki managed to magter himsdf and, amiling, sad,
"DdfLord Borl, may | present Sr Tipperton Thisledown of the
Wilderland, emissary of Coron Ruar of the Dylvana, Chieftain Gara of
the Baeron, and Prince Loden of the Daglsmen. Sir Tipperton brings to
our aid an army of two thousand two hundred.”

"Andfive" added Tipperton. "Two thousand two hundred and five"

Borl looked to Bekki, and then back to Tipperton, the DdfLord's
puzzlement clear. "FHve? And five?'

"Yes, dre” replied Tip. "If you let me count Bekki, that is”

Again Bekki broke into laughter, and &t his father's wildered look, he
sad, "Two Lian, two Waerans, and me"

Sheking his head, DdfLord Borl threw an am a&bout Bekki's
shoulders and said, "Come, you mus tdl me of these five as wel as the
two thousand two hundred. Are they here to ad us, and do they
propose away to rid us of the Grg?'

As Borl led his son and Tipperton to a sSde table and cdled for
bread and tea, Bekki sad, "Aye, Father, on both counts. If you will
permit, we will summon the captains to the war room, where Sr
Tipperton will lay out his plan.”

Perhaps it was yet night or dawn or even day when the discussons
with DelfLord Borl and his captains ended; here in the undermountain
redm Tip could not tdl. Yet whatever the case, day or night, he was
bone weary when at lagt he was shown to his bed.

As he dept he dreamt he awakened for but a moment to see a
dender figurein swirling vells sanding a the foot of his cot and looking
down upon him, yet he dreamt he immediaidy fdl back adeep ... or a
leest he thought he was dreaming, though as weary as he was, who
could say?

He had no memory of the dream when Bekki came and awakened
him.

"Time to break fast, Tipperton," sad Bekki, uang the Warrow's

gven name in the familiar for the firg time. "Hotcakes and maple syrup
and rashers. Then we will take along soak in a hot tub.”

Tip bolted up and began scrambling into breeks and jerkin. "Oh, my,
| don't know which sounds better: a hot med or a hot bath."



After break of fagt and the tub, a messenger came to Bekki and
Tipperton and informed them DelfLord Borl had caled another meeting
of his captains. Tipperton and Bekki hastened to the war chamber, to
find the others assembled 'round a large stone table on which was
spread a large mgp showing the wide dde before the gates of the
Dwarvenholt. Figures and tokens were spread over the map, each to
represent an dement of the Horde or others. Borl looked up from the
map when the two came in, and as they took their places, he said, "Lagt
night | cdled upon dl to condder the plan and auger out any
weaknesses, and to devise tactics to overcome them. What say ye?'

Across the table a yellow-bearded Dwarf, Captain Dalk, cleared his
throat. At Borl's gesture, Dak reached for one of the figures
representing a Dwarven company and began: "DelfLord, there isthis . .

Thoughout the remainder of the day they moved figures over the face
of the map, trying to account for every contingency. Yet when the
meeting came to an end a lag, the DelfLord's gaze swept across each
and every one assembled and he said, "We have tried to foreglimpse
evey turn of events, yet thereis only one adage in combat and war: the
moment the baitle beginsis the moment dl goes wrong."

Tipperton left this meeting much less certain of the merit of his plan.

With his lute of light and dark wood and of Slver strings and frets,
Tip looked for an empty chamber in which to practice. And given his
unfamiliarity with the caverns, and given he did not wish to become
hopeledy logt, he findly wandered into the throne room, to find it
empty.

Stting on the steps of the dais, Tip began chording the Elven
ingrument, and after awhile, fingering individud strings, he attempted to
duplicate the mdody he had heard last night when he and Bekki had
trudged through the confusng ways of the minehalt, a song he thought of
as "Chekia Snging.”

He did not know how it began, yet he did know a ded of the middle,
and hegtantly at firdt, but with growing confidence, slver notes cascaded
through the air, yet he came to the place where once again he no longer
knew the melody. Fdtering, he tried to find a way to finish the song and
he tried to find a way to begin it, yet dl he essayed sounded wrong to
his ear, and, 9ghing, he stopped.

Yet as he did s0, from somewhere within there came a sweet voice
In song.

Startled, Tip looked about, seeing no one. And so he ligtened,
enchanted.

The Snging stopped.
Tip waited.



The anging began again, repeating the aria, yet this time it did into
the song he had been playing . . . but stopped again.

Now Tip took up his Iute, and he played the aria as best he could,
then paused.

The voice sang a passage and paused; Tip repeated it.
The voice sang again, another passage.
Tip again repested; it was the song's beginning.

Now snger and player dternated, Tip following the voice through
the aria and chorus, and dl the while he looked for a place the snger
might be, yet he could not discover where.

At lag Tip redized that he had come to the end, and then he began
a the beginning and played the song dl the way through, the sweet
Secret voice Snging in harmony to his slver-stringed tune. And when 4l
was done and the echoes had died, he was met by absolute slence.

Tip stood and walked on polished granite dl about the greet throne
room, looking behind every pillar and within each acove to see where
the Chakia had been, yet he found nought but mute stone.

Findly he cdled out, "Thank you for the gift."
There was no answer.

Sghing, Tipperton took up hislute and trudged through the doorway
and into the passage beyond, leaving an empty chamber behind.

Tha night he dept without waking, and if someone in vels of
gossamer stood at the foot of his bed, it was athing he did not know.

All the next day the Dwarvenhalt was dive with preparation, and
Tipperton made ready as wdl, for he was determined to join the
Dwarvesinthisplan of his.

Sometimein the day Bekki and Borl came to fetch Tip, saying, "The
Grg sgnd has sounded.” And they led Tipperton up a long dair that
twisted and turned within the mountain. Findly they came to a chamber
furnished with a table and four chairs, and on the table was pen and ink
and sheets of vdlum. Bekki turned to Tipperton and said, "Take care
and let no gleam escape.”

Both Bekki and Borl divested themsdves of thaer hdms, and they
lad asde their chainlink armor, though it was made of black-iron and
not likdy to glimmer. Tipperton, though, had no armor, no hdm, and so
he amply stood and watched, wondering what was afoot. Bekki and
Borl ingpected one another for aught that would glitter and inspected
Tipperton as well, and then they turned to a blank wal and Bekki
clamped down the hood of the lantern, shutting its light away. In the
darkness Borl dowly and quigtly did inward and asde smdl stone



pands.
Daylight streamed inward and Borl beckoned Tipperton to look.

But the Warrow was too short, and so Bekki fetched one of the
chairs and Tipperton stood thereon . . .

... and looked out over the vae before the mineholt door...
. .. Where stood the Horde . . .

. .. Rucks and Hloks and Ghuls on Helsteeds . , .

... and mongtrous great Ogrus mid dl.

"Oh, my," sad Tipperton, his voice hushed as his gaze swept over
the vast array, "but they look so much more formidable standing this
close than when viewed from the heights above. —There are so very
meany of them."

Borl grunted. "It will not be easy, Sr Tipperton.”
"Tip," sad Tip.

Borl turned. "EN?'

"Jug plain Tip will do, DefLord, that or Tipperton.”
Borl grunted and turned back to the viewing port.
"Here they come," he muttered.

Tip looked out.

Over the crest of the near-distant hill came riding the Daglsmen, their
numbers patry when compared to those of the Horde.

At firg the Horde drew into a defengve position, but when it became
clear that there were but seven hundred of the Daglsmen, hootsand
jeers drifted up from the Foul Folk, and Rucks japed aboui.

The Daglsmen arrayed themsdlves, and segments of the Horde made
ready to do battle, yet Ghuls rode among them, the corpse-foe hissng
orders and the segments stood fadt.

Time passed and time more, and Bekki and Borl sketched out the
dispositions of both men and Spawn.

Now Tip heard the blare of a Ruptish horn, blating much like the
one Vall had sounded above Braeton at the Rimmen Gape.

And a lagt over the hill rode a thousand Dylvana. Down they came
and down, down to stand aongsde the men of Dadl. And among them
Tip saw a wee figure adtride a pony.

"Oh, Beau," he breathed. "What have | done to you?'

Once again the Horde shifted about, and the japing and jeering
diminished, yet when there seemed to be but a thousand of the Elves,

the taunting began again.



The day waned as four more candlemarks passed, and once agan
the Ruptish horn blatted, and findly over the hill came riding big men on
big horses as five hundred Bagron came, and with them rolled thirty
great wagons.

These huge warriors came down the hill on their huge horses and
arrayed themsdves dongside the Elves and men.

The jeering stopped and again the Horde shifted about, and this time
the Ghuls rode together in the center. And from a tent they drew out a
shambling man, his head angled askew, and he sumbled dong as if
witless and would have falen but for the strong support of the Ghul a
hissde.

Borl sucked in breath between his teeth.

"What isit?" hissed Tip. "Who isthis man?'

"Modru's eyes” gritted Bekki.

"Modru's voice" growled Borl.

Frowning, Tip looked once again a the man, jus as one of the
corpse-foe stepped forward, and the buccan could see the Ghul's lips
move. What he might have said Tipper-ton could not tel, for not only
were they entirdy too far away to hear, they probably spoke in a Foul
Folk tongue, none of which would Tip know.

The man straightened, his head snapping up, and Ghuls shifted back
as if afrad, while the man with his figts on his hips arrogantly turned
about. Now the man looked at the force standing on the hillsde before
the Horde. And then he turned to the Ghflls gathered about and seemed
to speak, and they ligened atentively. And of a sudden the man sagged
and would have collapsed but for the Ghul a hand catching him under
the arms. And shambling, his head askew, the man was led back into the
tent.

"Was that, isthat Modru?' asked Tip.
"Nay, Tipperton,” replied Bekki. "It was his surrogate.”
"Surrogete?'

"Aye" replied Borl. "A witless man that somehow Modru possesses
even though Modru himsdf gts like a spider in hisiron tower in Gron, or
0 we bdieve”

Tipperton shuddered.

Bugles sounded below, and Tip looked out to see the Horde
redeploying, Rucks, Hloks, and Ghflls on Helsteeds moving about to
face the foe.

Quickly Borl sketched this new array, and then turned to the others.
"The plan seems to be working," he grunted.
"For now perhaps,”" said Tip, "but not for long."



Borl frowned at the buccan.

"You sad it yoursdf, Lord Borl: the moment the battle begins is the
moment dl goes wrong."

Grudgingly Borl nodded, then turned again to the portas as twilight
drew over the vde. On the hillsde the Dadsmen and Dylvana and
Baeron broke ranks dong with two Lian and a Warrow, and soon
campfires were burning in the moonless dark of night.

And in the high mountain chamber, Bekki and Borl did the stone
pands back into place, and when they were firmly set, Bekki raised the
hood of a firdess lantern. In the phosphorescent glow the Dwarves
donned ther mal and hedmets, and with Tipperton down the steps they
went.

Time eked by, Tipperton waiting, dong with nine hundred Dwarves.
And sometime after mid of night, he dong with the others took up their
weapons and roped day pots and stone-grey blankets and stood before
the sde postern, and throughout the entire Dwarvenhaolt dl lights were
extinguished.

Tip's heart hammered within his chest and his knuckles were white
on his bow. And through his thoughts ran a Sngle threed:

Come the dawn, bucco, your reckless plan will fail. Come the
dawn. The dawn.

Chapter 38

In the lagt candlemarks before dawn, Beau was awakened from a
fitfu doze by Loric's gentle hand. "The time draws nigh," said the EIf.

Beau scrambled to his feet just as Phais came leading the buccan's
pony. "Hast thou thy bullets and ding?'

"Yes, but | shouldn't need them back at a hospitd wan."
"Thou dost never know, wee one" said Phais.

"Aye" added Loric. "Remember the plan: should the Rupt attack up
this dope, then thou must flee before them as will we do."

Beau glanced down at the vast Horde of Foul Folk, nought but
shadows dtirring ‘round nearly extinguished campfires, nought but hot
codsin the predawn marks. "Oh, | know the plan, dl right. Still, do you
think they'll attack?"

"Nay, | do not," replied Loric, "yet one never knows."

"We have tried to account for dl," said Phas. "Nonethdess, events
oft run in directions unforeseen.”



"Dont worry," sad Beau, taking up his medicd satchd, "Il be
prepared for dl." And he lashed the kit firmly behind the pony's saddle.
He looked up at Phais. "Il get some extra ding bullets from one of the
amory wans"

Loric glanced eastward, where fant light glimmered in the sky. He
turned to Phais. "The herdd of dawn creeps toward thisvae, chier.”

Phais nodded, then kndt before Beau and embraced him. "We shdl
see thee after.”

"Oh, Phais, do take care" whispered Beau, and he looked up at
Loric. "And you, Loric, you as wdl."

"Aye" replied Loric, and then he glanced a Beau's pony. "And thou,
my friend, be ready to run."

"Dont you worry, Loric. I'l fly like the wind."

Phais then stood, and she and Loric strode away from the buccan
and toward where their horses were staked.

With a Sgh Beau watched them angle through a bugtle of activity,
then turned to find Medor at hand holding out a warm cup of tea. "Drink
up, Beaw, for it may be the last we will have for many a day to come.”

Beau graefully accepted the brew and took a sp and then another.
"l say, shouldn't we get to the hospitl wain? | mean, things will be
darting soon, and | want to be ready should they bring any wounded.”

Thelight in the east grew, struggling againg the dark, but even as the
shadows yet clutched the vale, Dadlsmen and Dylvana and Bagron
mounted.

In spite of Tain's objections, Loden sgned to Brandt, and the youth
raised a bugle to his lips and blew a mighty blast, and echoes rang and
dapped among the mountain stone.

And Loden drew his sword and shouted a war cry and rode out
from the dlied array and gdloped done toward the Horde. And he
skidded to a stop partway between and in the dimness raised his sword
on high and shouted out a chdlenge. And turning his horse he rode up
and down the line and caled the chalenge over and again.

He was met by catcdls and jeers.
And in the east the sky grew lighter with the dow approach of dawn.

Now dl the Dadsmen rode forth, and the Horde braced for an
attack, a Ruptish horn blaiting among the swvarm. Yet the men rode
back and forth dong the line with their leader, and cheered as he taunted
the foe.

And dill the sky dowly paled.

Now the Elves joined the Daglsmen, and findly the Baeron on ther
huge horses rode forth.



And among the ranks of the Horde, Ruptish horns sounded and
more of the Foul Folk stepped to the line and awaited the attack, Ghuls
on Helsteeds now riding a the fore, while Rucks and HIoks jeered
behind.

And Coron Ruar glanced at the sky and then raised a siver horn to
hislips and a darion cdl rang out over and over agan:

Ta-rah, ta-rah, ta-rah . . .

Along with the others, Tipperton sat with his back againg stone and
listened to jeering and catcdls, and he jerked at the blast of a horn—no,
no, it was not the sgnd, but a horn nevertheless. And there followed the
sound of hooves thudding upon the sod and a cdling out of a chalenge.

Tip did not look, he dared not look, but remaned perfectly ill.
Even s0, he knew it was yet dark in the vae perhaps they had started
too early. Oh, surely not.

The jeering increased, and more hooves thudded, and now came a
Ruptish blat and the ching of armor and tramp of feet as Foul Folk
moved.

He heard the hammer of even more hooves racing back and forth,
and even more ill, and midst the Horde horns sounded—Ruptish blats,
not the sgnd—and he remained motionless, waiting, waiting, three
roped clay pots a his sde, his bow in hand, arrows in the quiver
strapped to histhigh.

And then it came, the darion cdl—Ta-rah, ta-rah, ta-rah . . .
—over and over it rang.

Thedgnd had come & last.

Beau stood upon the wain seat and peered through the glimmering
pde light in the east, trying to see through the dimness which yet
clutched the vde.

Horns sounded, those of the Dadlsmen, those of the Rupt, and he
could see a swirl of movement as horses gdloped to and fro. Now there
were more horses, and the dawn crept upward, yet gloom ill cloaked
the vdley. Even so, his amber gaze could make out more detail, and he
saw the Elves riding with the Daglsmen.

The wan glow in the pale skies eased upward but a scintilla, and now
the Baeron joined in, and within the Horde horns blatted, and more
Spawn shifted to the front.

Beau glanced a the sky.

Come on, come on, we can't let it get too light, else we are all
undone.

In that moment came Ruar's 9gnd: Ta-rah, ta-rah, ta-rah, ta-rah .



And in the shadow-wrapped vde, the stone behind the enemy came
to life and slently crept down the dope and toward the unaware foe.

Ta-rah, ta-rah, ta-rah . . .

His back to the rise of the mountain, Tipperton lowered his
stone-grey blanket and peered through the dawning dark, then stood
and dtarted forward dong with the others, cregping down toward the
wagons of the Horde, whilein the vae, with horns ablare, Dadlsmen and
Baeron and Elves thundered back and forth and cdled out chdlenges
and hdd the eye of the foe.

Now the Dwarves quickened the pace and Tipperton ran slently
with them.

The moment the battle begins is the moment all goes—
Rrrasanww/!

A bdlowing roar wrauled out above the thunder of hooves and blare
of horns and shouts and jeers of foe and foe, as one of the hulking Trolls
turned to see a stone-grey-blanketed Dwarven army with day vessds
on ropes awhirl and rushing down upon the wains a the unprotected
rear of the Horde.

And at this thunderous howl a number of Ghuls looked behind and
toward the mountain to see the onrushing foe, and they yowled and
pointed and raised horns to lips and blew blasts, and spurred ther
Helsteeds into their own ranks, fighting to get through.

Among the Horde confuson reined, for wasn't the foe before them
and not to the rear?

Agan the Trall bellowed, and other of the great Ogrus turned to see
the Dwarves. And the behemoths lunged through Rucks and HIoks and
bashed them aside in their rush to head off the assault.

Yet there were nine hundred Chakka and only sx of the massve
Trolls

Amid the assalling Dwarves, Tipperton ran down and hurled a day
pot to smash upon a wain, and a volaile ydlowish liquid splashed
outward. And he hurled another and then hislast, each to crash upon the
wain. And dl up and down the line, Dwarves did the same. And as they
did so, yet other Dwarves hurled hot day vessds to crash upon the
wains, Smoldering firecoke shattering outward.

Ph-phoom! Fire bloomed upward as wan upon wan exploded in
flames lighting the vale a garish red.

And then the Tralls were among the Dwarves, their grest war bars
gmashing to and fro even as the Chakka withdrew. But two of the Trolls
came between the Dwarves and the digant Sde postern into the
mineholt, and the scurrying retreat was cut off.



Dwarves fdl back and formed into Troll-squads to attack the
monstrous foe. And Tipperton loosed arrows at the Ogrus, only to see
his shafts shatter againg the stone-like hides.

Y et now the western flank of the Horde turned and, howling, hurled
themsalves at the Chakka, the segment of Rucks and Hloks and Ghuls
on Helsteeds dso to come between the Dwarves and their sanctuary
and prevent their escape. And scimitar and tulwar and cudgd met axe
and hammer and flal in a great dang of sted, howls and shouts and war
cries belowing forth.

With the roaring fires raging behind, those in the fore of the Horde
could hear and see the fighting a the wains and with foe before them
and foe behind many milled about in disaray, even as Ghuls on
Helsteeds blew horns and yawled orders and Hloks flalled about with
whips. Confused dements of the Horde turned and struggled toward the
rear, while others behind attempted to reach the fore.

And then the Bagron on heavy horses dammed into the line, ther
maces and hammers and morning stars smashing and shattering, while
Dylvanaloosed arrows in among the foe, black-shafted arrows flying in
return, shrieks and screams and roars and the clangor of metd filling the
ar.

With Loden in the lead and Brandt right after and beling the bugle,
the Daglsmen thundered down the line to cirde ‘round and come to the
ad of the Dwarves, to help them break past the Tralls to reach the
minehalt Sde postern.

And even as they were smashed down, Dwarves hurled cday pots a
Ogrus, the vessals to shatter on three of the stondlike hides and spew
ydlowish liquid out. Now a Dwarf with a firecoke vessd hurled his clay

pot—
—Yaasehhh . .. 1—

—and that monsgter caught fire, and he whirled about like a living
torch and shrieked in agony.

But there were no more fire-coke vessds, and so the other two
Ogrus who had been drenched with the ydlowish liquid were yet roaring
and crunching their great war bars into the warriors of the Dwarven
Troll-squads, and, dong with the remaining three Ogrus and the Rucks
and Hloks and Ghflls on Helsteeds, they extracted a dreedful toll on the
desperate Chakka.

His arrows ineffective againg the Tralls, Tipperton was driven aside,
and he fled toward a burning wagon. Upon reaching his god, he
snatched out one of his red-fletched arrows—a sgnd arrow, a Rynna
arron—and et it to dring and jabbed the head into the flames.

Fsss— the scarlet collar caught fire, and he turned and 1oosed—ssss
.. .—along crimson streak to flash through the air and fade behind as
the arrow flewv—

—to srike the foe—



—aTroll—
Ph-phoom! flames to explode on the mongter.

And atop the hill a the hospita wain, as the burning arrow scored a
crimson line through the gloom, Beau cried out, "Oh Lor', that was
Tipperton's arrow. He shouldn't be there. It's dl gone wrong!" and he
legpt from the wain and hurled himsdf onto the back of his pony and
spurred downdope, Mdor cdling out, "Wait, Beau!" but the buc-can
was down and away.

Tipperton jerked a second red-feathered arrow from the quiver at
hiship, and as helit it he heard—

—a dhriek of rage—
—adhout: " 'Ware, Tipperton!"—

—and the thunder of hooves, and bearing down on him came a
Ghul, Helsteed in full gdlop, crud barbed spear amed at the buccan's
breast. Yet the buccan drew his bow to the ful and loosed agan, a
second crimson streak to fly through the shaded air and strike—

Phoom!
—the other soaked Ogru—
—yet the Ghul came on and—

—Tipperton dropped to the sony ground and rolled under the
burning wagon and out the far Sde—

—as Bekki, howling, hurtled down the dope and legped through the
ar to crash into the Ghul—

—while Tipperton, scrambling, ran onward, his wee form lost down
among the enemy—

—Bekki and the corpse-foe to smash down into the bed of the
furioudy burning wain—

As Beau gdloped down the hill and toward the digant mdee, a
second crimson streak flashed through the air. "Hang on, Tip!" he
shouted, fumbling a his waist to open the pouch and extract his ding
while racing downdope. And as he sped down, a lone rider thundered
up the hill toward him, running the opposite way. As they hammered
past one another, Beau saw the white har and white beard of
Counsdlor Tain as that man fled from the fidd of combat, his eyes wide
with fright.

And onward raced Beau, down toward the mighty struggle, his ding
now in hand as he fumbled in his pouch for a bullet.



And he saw combat directly before him, an BIf ‘gaingt a Ghul, barbed
spear 'gaind flashing blade, though a bow-bearing Ruck ran nigh. Down
gdloped Beau as the HIf closed on the Helsteed rider ere he could bring
his spear to bear. Frdight flashed from the sword as it swung forward
to take off the corpse-foe's head, yet ere it clove, a black-shafted arrow
dammed into the BIf, and just as Beau hammered past she crashed to
the ground—

—It was Phais, pierced through.

As three of the Ogrus burned drieking, two of their kindred
scrambled up the dopes of the mountain and away, the mongers
howling in fear of red-streaking arrows which caused Ogrus to burst into
flame The sole remaining Trall yet battled Chakka, and Grg closed in to
ad him, jus as shouting Prince Loden and the yawmling Daglsmen
rounded the flank of the Horde and thundered in among the foe, swords
reaving and lances piercing, to be met by bladein kind.

And a the fore of the Horde, the Baeron had bludgeoned in among
the Spawn and now were completdly surrounded, while Dylvana strove
to break through the entrgpping ring.

Tipperton ducked and dodged down among the svarming enemy,
and darted thisway and that, his bow, though strung with an arrow, now
usdess againd foe too close a hand. And a Helsteed dammed by in the
shouting struggle and bashed the buccan to the ground. His arrow log,
on hands and knees Tip scuttled among trampling feet and thrashing legs
to be kicked up againg a canvas wall.

Under the edge he scrambled to come up ingde a tent.
And therein stood a man—

—who dowly turned toward him—

—and indim lanternlight gazed vacantly at the Warrow.

Tip snaiched at an arrow as he looked into the face of a man whose
eyes were empty and whose drooling mouth hung agape.

It was the surrogate and he smdled of feces, and urine stained his
breeks.

Nocking the arrow, Tip drew the shaft to the ful and amed at the
man's breadt.

Outside, battle cries and screams and shouts and shrieks of the dying
and the wounded filled the air, horns blowing, sted danging agangt
ded, sharp edges deaving into muscdle and sinew, blunt iron shattering
bones.

Yet indde, the man just stood there, uncomprehending, pittle
rumning down his chin as he stared vacatly & a Warrow with a
full-drawn bow. And then the man grinned an idiot's grin down a the



wee buccan, his gaping mouth amiling wide, grunting, "Uhn, uhn, uhn.”
Sghing, Tip relaxed the draw—

—and in that moment the tent flap dapped aside as a dark figure
hurtled in and crashed a hammer down and into the man's head, the iron
gmashing through the skull as if it were nought but a ripe melon, blood
and brain splashing wide as Tipperton—"Waugh!" —legped backward
and drew his bow aganst—

"Bekki!" shouted the Warrow, seeing who it was as the dead man
crumpled.

Bekki stood above the corpse, the Dwarf's beard and hair singed,
hisarmor soot-covered, his dothing scorched.

* % %

Shrieking in rage, Beau loosed at the bow-bearing Ruck, the ding
bullet to dam into the Spawn's throat, the Ruck to drop the bow and
dutch at his crushed neck, ungble to breathe, and he fdl to the ground,
his feet drumming in death.

But now the Ghul turned on the buccan, and Beau loaded again and
let fly, the missle to crash into the GhuTs skull, dark meatter to splash
outward. Y et the Ghul merdly grinned and bore down on the Warrow.

Jerking his pony aside as the Ghul thundered past, Beau fumbled for
another bullet, while the Ghul wrenched his Helsteed about, the beast
queding in pan.

Beau loosed another missle, and it struck the foe in the shoulder,
bones to crack. Yet 4ill the Ghul grinned and bore down. But in that
moment a rider flashed by—L oricl—and his blade sheared through the
Ghul's neck, the creature's head flying wide to bounce on the ground as
the Helsteed galloped past Beau and away, the headless corpse yet
adride.

"Loric, it's Phad" cried Beau, and he sprang from his pony and
jerked free hismedicd kit—

Ohlor', ohlor', don't let her be dead.
—and ran to the side of the downed Dara.

Bekki looked up. "Tipperton! | thought you dain."
"Wewill beif we don't get out of here" cried Tipperton.

Bekki nodded and looked at the corpse, its head smashed into an
unrecognizable shape. "I came to kill Modru's eyes and ears and voice,
and that done, we can leave”

As Tip stepped toward the tent flagp he sad, "You're dl burnt,
Bekki—"

"Not as bad as the Ghul," growled Bekki. "l am dive heis not."
Gripping hiswar hammer, Bekki cried, "Follow me" and he charged



from the tent and in among the shouting foe, his maul smashing left and
right. And with Tipperton on his hedls, Bekki battered hisway to the line
of burning wagons and out.

Yet just as he passed a blazing wain, a Ruck legpt at his back, long
iron spike raised to stab.

thuk!

Tipperton's shaft dammed through the Ruck's back, the arrow head
to punch out through his breastbone, and he looked down a the
out-jutting, grume-covered point as the spike fdl from his nerveless
fingers to dang upon the stone, the Ruck to collapse after.

Bekki whirled intime to see, and grunted his thanks.

"I told you Rucks were dangerous,” shouted Tip above the roar of
battle.

The lagt of the Tralls scrambled up the mountain dopes after his
fleang kindred, his war bar abandoned in his haste to escape, for
dthough he was but bardly scathed by axe and hammer and flail, he too
feared the crimson streaks which could set hiskind &fire.

And seeing the Tralls flesing, the Rucks turned tall and ran, and
though Ghfils on Helsteeds shouted and HIoks flailed about with whips,
drieking in fear the Rucks hurtled away from the Dadsmen and
Dwarves.

Through the remainder of the Horde the walling Rucks ran, and ther
kindred, seeing panic, fled with them as well, and the baitle they were
winning indead became a rout, as toward the east and the road the
Swarm fled.

The fidd they left behind was littered with the dead and wounded
from both sides.

And dawn findly came to the firdit vae, pressing the shadows back.

Chapter 39

contents - previous

The carnage was horrific, the dead and the dying scattered across
the fidd, the wounded crying out in agony, cdling for aid. Riderless
horses limped mids the daughter, though other mounts lay dead. And
mid the butchery a squediing Helsteed thrashed with broken legs.

Oewhemed by the sheer magnitude of the task, heders moved



among the casudties, rendering wha ad they could. Comrades dso
were &fidd, giving comfort to ther brethren. Siill others gathered the
stray mounts and led them aside, where they, too, could receive ad.

Squads of warriors with knives or spears in hand strode among the
fdled, their work bloody and grim.

"Come" gritted Bekki, "we have atask to do."

Tipperton looked up at the Dwarf, an unspoken question in his eyes,
yet he followed Bekki into the fidd.

They came to a downed Ruck, hamsrung by someone's blade, the
Ruck feehly scrabbling at the ground and trying to crawl. Bekki grabbed
the foe by the hair and jerked his head back and—

"Bekki, don't!" cried Tip above the Ruck's piglike squedl.
—dit his throat, blackish blood to spew outward.

Bekki dropped the now dead Ruck and looked at Tipper-ton, the
buccan pae and trembling and on the verge of vomiting. "Would you
have me let im live, hed him?"

", uh—"

"Heis one of the Grg, a creature of Gyphon,” said Bekki, as if that
explaned dl.

"Oh, Bekki, it's not right. He couldn't even defend himsdlf."
"Nevertheless, it mugt be done," growled Bekki, moving on.
"I can't go with you, Bekki. Not to do this" said Tip, turning away.

Bekki paused. "Did you not tdl me on our journey to Mineholt
North, Tipperton, that when your mate was dain, you wanted them dl
dead—adl the Ukhs, Hroks, Khols, Helsteeds, Trolls, Rivermen,
Kiganee, Chabbans, Hyranee, and aught €se who sded with
Gyphon®*

Tip turned once more toward Bekki. "Yes, Bekki, | sad that once.
Ye | have sance found it gives me no stisfaction to kill Foul Folk.
Vengeance does nothing to ease a wounded heart. And no matter how
meny | day, it will not bring Rynna back." Tears ran down Tipperton's
face. He gestured about the bloody fidd. "Tokill in battle is a necessary
thing. But this, this thing you do, this cutting of throats of those who
cannot defend themsalves, thisismurder . . . just as was the case of the
surrogate, for he was without wit, an innocent vicim of Modru, and
could not defend himsdlf. . . and neither can these felled foe"

Bekki ground his teeth. "You have much to learn, Tipperton, for in
war the object isto win."

"Even a the cost of the innocent, the defensdless? Does a lofty god
excuse the deeds, no matter how evil they are?"

Bekki did not answer, but instead he stared beyond Tipperton, his
mouth faling open, agape.
Tipperton turned, and up the dope the gates of Mineholt North



svung wide, and beings covered from head to toe in conceding vels
came forth, guarded by fierce Dwarven warriors.

And Tipperton knew these were the Chakia, the protected, the
sheltered, the shielded, the cherished.

And they moved into the daughterground, kneding here and there to
ad wounded dlies, ther deft hands bandaging, goplying unguents and
sdves, and washing clean and ditching closed the cloven wounds.

Bekki hedtily sheathed his dagger and took up his war hammer. "I
mugt go with the Chakka and ward the perimeter of thisfidd."

And moving as one, Dwarven warriors set an amed ring of sed
about the battleground, for they would have no enemy come upon ther
beloved Chakia. And in this they were joined by the Dylvana

"I will ad the heders" cdled Tipperton after Bekki. And as he
turned, he scanned the dope for Sgn of Beau. And then Tip's gaze found
him—"0Oh, no!" Tipperton began running among the wounded and dead
and dying, down toward the buccan carying his satched and trotting
through the fidd dongsde Loric, who bore Phais cradled in his ams,
the Dara, bare to the waist, not moving & dl.

Whiledl about the bloody work of squads of Dadlsmen and Baeron
went on, meking certain dl Foul Folk were dead—al Rucks, HIoks,
Ghuls Helsteeds, and even the burnt Trolls

"Bea, Beau, Lady Phals, is she—"

"No, Tip, but she might be if we don't get some gwyn-thymein her. |
think the arrow was poisoned. We're taking her to the Dwarvenholt.”

"Follow me" said Tip. "I know a bit of where we need to go: the
kitchens, they'll have hot water."

"Hot coals, too, | would think," said Beau. "We need to cauterize"

Up the dope and through the gates and into the mineholt Tip led
them, and then through corridors and to a kitchen.

Vdled Chakiawere within.

Loric gently lay Phais on a table, while Beau dragged a char
dongsde. As he dimbed onto the seat, he caled for hot water and a
clean teacup and a smdl bowl, and he rummeaged through his bag and
drew out a short, thin iron rod with a leather-wrapped fired-clay handle.
"Here, Tip. Find some hot cods and gick this in. When the iron glows
ydlow, let me know."

As Tip turned, a Chakian came to the table, bearing a basin of hot
water aswdl as acup and bowl. Too, she bore soap and towels. "You
mugt thoroughly wash your hands” she softy said through her
conceding vels, "as mug adl who will tend this Lady EIf."

Beau looked up, his amber eyes widening dightly. "Are you a heder?
| could use some hdlp.”



Slently the Chakian began to wash her hands, and she set the soap
before Beau.

Beau took out the amdl slver case from his breast pocket and
extracted a portion of the precious golden mint, and dropped it into the
cup. He poured hot water in after. A refreshing fragrancefilled the air.

Whileit steeped, he washed and dried his hands. He turned back to
Phais. "She's bled alot," he muttered. "Pray to Adon it was enough to
leach the poison out." Beau took up the cup and looked at the Chakian.
"Yet the wound is deep and so weve got to get this down her."

The Chakian reached out and took the cup and stepped away and
fetched a amdl spoon, then crossed back to the table and began
caefully spooning limited amounts into Phais, the Dara swalowing
reflexively.

"How's that cauter coming?' Beau cdled to Tip.

At the stove Tip said, "It's just now turning red.”

"Wl then, you heard the Lady: get over here and wash your hands”
snapped Beau.

Moments later, Tip, with beads of sweat on his brow, handed the
ydlow-glowing indrument to Beau, and Beau nodded to Loric.
"Uncover the wound."

The Alor lifted away the bandage from her chest.

Beau looked dosdy and glanced across at Loric. "If | use this, shell
never bresthe with ease agan." He stood in pensve thought for a
moment and findly shook his head and handed the glowing cauter back
to Tip. "We won't need this"

Tip Sghed in reief.
Beau looked at the Chakian. "l need you to spoon a bit of that
gwynthyme tea into the wound ... ah, yes a bit more, good, that's

enough.
"Now give her the remainder, and when it's gone, put the leaves into
the bowl. | need them as a poultice. Now where's my gut and needle?!

A short while later, Beau tied the last knot on the bandage and said,
"There, dl done." He looked up a Loric and then over to the Chakian.
"Her wound will bleed even moreif sheis not dill, and she's lost enough
asitis. We need a place where she can rest and remain quiet.”

"Thel, Sol Chakian," murmured Loric.
The Chakian turned to Loric, her head canted. "Da tak Chakur?"
"Ti," replied Loric. "Kelek at skal ea. Ea ta Loric."

The Chakian clapped her hands and caled out to two Chakia, and
they fetched a litter. "Fear not, Guardian,” she said to Loric, "for dong
with other wounded femaes, we shdl bear her to our heding chambers,
where shewill rest in quiet.”

"I will help," s« Loric.



The Chakian shook her head, her vals swirling. "Nay. The chambers
areinour quarters.” She turned to Beau. "Only heders are alowed.”

Beau plunged the dill hot cautering rod into a basin of water to cool
it, then dried it and dropped it in his satchel. Taking up the bag, he said,
"Lead the way," and he hopped down from the chair.

Tip and Loric watched them go.

"Come" said Loric & last. "Let us hep fetch the steeds, induding our
own."

A time later, Beau emerged from the Dwarvenholt and moved into
the battlefidd to hep with the injured. And he found Meor on the
dopes, deciding who would be next: there were those who could wait,
and those who could not, and those yet dive but beyond dl help.

It nearly broke Beau's heart to pass these latter by.

From the fidd, after initid trestment, the wounded were borne into
Mineholt North, maes carried to one set of quarters, femaes unto the
chambers of the Chakia and given over to ther care, for Phais was not
the only wounded Dara. Femade Bagron, too, were taken unto the
Chakia, even though some protested. Y et the Dwarves would have it no
other way, for this was their Chakkaholt, and herein femdes lived in
quarters apart.

Chieftain Gara and Coron Ruar accepted this arrangement, for as
Garasad, "When in Rhondor, one must live as a Rhondorian.”

Throughout the day and into the night, dong with the other hedlers
Beau worked feverishly. But when he collapsed into bed at last, dl who
could be saved had been, and dl who could not were not.

* % %

Altogether, nearly three quarters of the dlies had been
wounded—many but minor scathings, others mgor blows— and of
those taking the greater wounds, nearly hdf had died in battle and more
would diein the days to come.

Ruar took a count of the battlefiddd dead; three and two hundred
Dadsmen; twenty-two and one hundred Baeron; forty-sx and two
hundred Drimmea; eighty-four and one hundred Dylvana

Of the foe, some three thousand of the Foul Folk had been dan
atogether, two thousand killed outright during battle, another thousand
on thefidd after.

All the next day funerds were prepared for the dead: the Chakka to
be burned on pyres with the broken wesapons of their enemies at ther
feet, while mourners would wail and warriors would swear vengeance;
the Baeron to be borne to a wooded vae and in absolute slence be lad
to rest 'neath woven bowers; the Daglsmen to be interred in the earth as



their feats were shouted to the world; the Dylvana to be burned while
their kindred sang.

As he and Tip watched the Daglsmen cutting sod and digging the pits
for the burid mounds, "It's not right," muttered Bekki, his hood cast over
his head in the Chakka gesture of mourning.

"Wha's not right?' asked Tip, peering up a Bekki's red face, Tip
wondering if the Dwarf were angry or if it was Smply the flush from his
burns. He had been treated with aoe to hasten heding, yet his face and
hands were dill ruddy.

"Clean stone or purifying fireis the only true way to honor the dead.
Else it will be overlong ere the soul gains freedom to be reborn. This
interment in earth, why, roots will catch the soul. No wonder Chakka
and Dadlsmen are a odds.”

Tipperton shook his head but remained slent, even as he noticed that
the Dadlsmen looked with disfavor upon the building of the great funerd
pyre of the Dwarves, and the making of the pyre of the Elves, as wdl as
the Baeron lading wains with their dead to take them into a forest, and
muttered of the error of their ways.

S0, too, did the Baeron look upon the others and shake ther heads
aswdl.

Only the Dylvana seemed to ignore the varying customs in ther
preparations to ang dl souls to the sky.

As to the dead Foul Folk—al three thousand one hundred
twenty—though the Dwarves objected, Ruar indsted they should be
burned as wdl. At last Borl assented, for though he believed fire would
honor the Grg, dill he could not see any other swift way to rid his dae of
these dead . . . and he did not want to leave them to rot upon his very
door.

Tip looked over the fidd of daughter and sighed. "So many killed,
Bekki. So many killed. It seems somehow unfarr.”

Bekki grunted. "War is not a pleasant game, Tipperton, not a
diverson of sport. Fairness has nothing to do with it. There is only the
'rule,' if ruleit is, and that isto day as many of the foe as you can.”

"I thought the only rule was to win."

Bekki nodded. "That, too."

"And if you can win without daughter . . . ?'

Bekki looked down at the buccan. "Not eesly done in war.”

Tip dghed. "l think that to win a war without daughter, the victory
mugt come before any battle is fought.”

They watched long moments more. Fndly Tip said, "Of al who fdl,
only afew were those | knew."

Bekki's eyes turned grim as flint. "All Chakka who fdl were my
brothers"



On this second day as wdl, Beau visted many of the wounded,
induding Phais in the Chakia heding chambers. When Beau, escorted
by a Chakian, came into the infirmary, the Dara was fevered and
thrashing about as poison coursed through her veins. Chakia attended
her, some bathing her brow with cold soring water while others
atempted to hold her ill.

And her bandage was seeping red.

"Oh, my," whispered Beau, "I should have burnt the wound.”

"Sdl | ready a cauter?' asked the Chakian at hisside.

Beau shook his head. "It's too late now, for the poison has spread.”

"We have tried a degping draught,” said another of the Chakia. "But
the fever gains the upper hand now and again.”

Beau nodded and reached into his breast pocket for the siver case.
Shortly, and with the hdp of a Chakia, he managed to get the
gwynthyme tea into the Dara. Partway through, she settled into an
unessy deep.

"Il be back later," he whispered to Phais as he bandaged the wound
again, a fresh poultice lad on. The Dara made no response. And with
tearsin his eyes, Beau Ieft her side.

The following day, the funerds were held: Chakia wailing, hooded
Chakka tearing a their beards and swearing vengeance as smoke
twined into the sky; Dadlsmen marching ‘round mounds and cdling out
of brave deeds done; Dylvana standing by the roaring pyre and snging;
and somewhere in the dill woods, Baeron standing slent, while Loric,
who had gone with them, stood a distance away and softly sang.

That night the corpses of the Foul Folk were burned, and no one
whatsoever grieved, though many there shouted curses.

And in the infirmary Beau spent another dose of his precious
gwynthyme.

The next morming Coron Ruar caled a medting of the war coundil,
DdfLord Borl and an elder Dwarf, Berk, atending as well. They met in
the great war room of Mine-holt North.

"There are yet seven ssgments of a Horde in Riamon,” sad Ruar.
"The scouts report that they now drive southeest.”

"Not toward the city of Dadl?" asked Bwen, her aminading. "l am
somewhat surprised.”



Loden shook his head. "Dad is a wdled city, wel protected. They
passed it by on the way here. The numbers of the Spawn are even less
now; hence they passit by again.”

Borl growled and gestured about. "Mineholt North, carved asit isin

the living stone, is even more protected than your city, Prince Loden.
Why they came and set Sege here ingead of thereis a mystery to me”

The elder Dwarf cleared his throat. "Once long past in the First Era,
Modru proposed an dliance to Breakdeasth Durek of the Chakka
Durek turned him down. A time later, Foul Folk cast Durek into the
Vorvor, there & Kraggen-cor, some say a the behest of the Enemy.
Ye Durek survived, perhaps by the hand of the Utruni. | think this yet
gdls Modru and he seeks revenge.”

"Would he do so after dl these years?' asked Tipperton.

"Who knows the mind of Modru?' replied Loden, shaking his head.
"Not I."

Brandt cocked an eyebrow. "What would Counsdlor Tan have
sd?’

Loden turned up his hands. "Well never know, Brandt; Tain's dan
body was not found."

"Hewaan't dain," blurted Beau. "Heran."
Loden looked at the Warrow. "He what?"

"He ran," repeated Beau. "Hed the conflict—up the hill toward the
hospitdl wains. | saw him as | charged down-dope to get to the fighting.”

Loden looked about the table, muscles twitching in his clenched jaw.

Melor cleared his throat. "When Lord Tan reached the top of the
hill, he turned eastward, toward Dad."

Rage blazed in Loden's eyes. "Hed from the fidd of battle, and here
| thought him dead, his body hacked apart as were many of those we
buried, as were many of those you burned." The Prince clenched a fig
and gritted, "But now | find he ran" Sowly Loden unclenched his
fingers "Neverthdess, | will dedl with hm when next we meat." The
Dadsman turned and looked a Ruar. "There is a Swarm within the
Rimmen Ring we mugt ded with firet.”

"l say we take ther tdl as they run," said Chieftain Gara. "Hit them
hard when they least expect it and then withdraw."

"Harass them, you meen,”" said Bwen, her words a statement and not
aquestion.

Bekki growled. "I like not this sriking from ambush. It has thering of
dishonor.”

"How is it different from what we did here?' asked Tip. "l mean,
behind their backs we dipped out through the postern in the middle of
the night, shrouded in blankets like stone, while ther attention was
drawn toward those before them in the vde. And then as dawn crept



toward us and ther regard was ful upon the riders and chdlenges and
fants, wdl then, we struck from the rear. And if that's not an ambush, or
the like, wdl then, | don't know what is"

Bwen burst out in laughter. "Ah, Bekki, he's got you there."

Dadamen and Baeron joined Bwen in her laughter, while Dylvana
and Lian smiled. Even DdfLord Borl cocked an eye a his son and
grinned.

"But we were grimly outnumbered,” protested Bekki.

"As we are dill," said Ruar. Now he looked 'round the table and
asked, "How many arefit to ride, and have we enough horses?"

"I tdly some thirty-eight and four hundred Dadlsmen," said Loden.
"Asfor horses, five hundred twelve."

Gara glanced & Bwen, then said, "Ten and three hundred Baeron,
with horses to spare.”

And Bwen added, "Therewill be another five and sixty of us driving
wans."

Ruar nodded, then added, "Twenty-five and 9x hundred Dylvang,
and we, too, have the mounts.”

"I will pledge two hundred Chakka," rumbled DeflLord Borl, "on
ponies, of course. The rest of the Chakka must stay and care for the
Minehalt... the wounded as wdl."

Ruar looked to the right, where sat Tipperton and Beau and Loric.
"Ye three and thy wounded companion have done wel in our campaign,
but ye yet have a sworn mission to fulfill. Even so, ye may choose to ride
with us, and we would be glad of it. Still, we know not where the
Swarmwill lead us, toward Dendor in Aven or away. What say ye?'

Both Beau and Loric turned to Tipperton, and Beau said, "Wdl go
on, bucco. Which way will it be?'

Tip took a deep breath and blew it out and peered down toward the
floor. Andly he looked a Bekki and then to Ruar and said, "These past
days I've come to redlize that no amount of killing of Foul Folk will ease
the acheinmy heart. | dew dl | could in Rimmen Gape, twenty or more,
| believe. Another dozen or theregbouts fdl to my arrows here—"

"Induding two Trolls and a back-stabbing Ukh,” said Bekki.

Borl's eyes widened. "You are the one who loosed the red-streaking
arows?'

Tip nodded.

"Elwydd," breathed Borl. "That done saved the lives of many, mine
among them, for | was before one of the Tralls the moment your arrow
came and he burgt into flames™

Tip threw up a negating hand. "DdfLord Borl, | didn't do it done.
The Dwarves who drenched the Ogrus with the liquid of fire deserve
mog of the credi—"



"Heed!" cdled out Borl. "I, Borl, son of Berk and DefLord of
Minehalt North, do here and now name you Chak-Sol. Let dl within
hearing carry the word forth unto those who should know. So | have
sad, so ddl it be"

"Chek-Sol 7" asked Tipperton. "Whet is—?"

"Dwarf-Friend," said Loric. "Thou hast been named Dwarf-Friend,
aswas | long past in the Red Hills Drimmenholt.”

"But what does it mean?"

Borl amiled. "All secrets, councils, and counsdls of my Chakkaholt
and of my kindred are yours for the asking.”

"Oh, my," sad Beau, looking a Tipperton wide-eyed. "Does this
mean youll grow taler and broader in the shoulders and carry an axe?'

Tipperton burst out laughing, his giggles to be joined by guffaws of
the entire coundail.

Fndly, Tip hdd up a hand. "I thank you, my DelfLord, even though |
do not think | deserve such an honor. I'l try not to let you down.”

Bekki leaned over to Tipperton and growled, "Not likdy, Sr
Tipperton, not likely."

And Borl's sre, Berk, took up his axe in a gnarled hand and flashed
it on high and cried out, "All hd Sr Tipperton, Troll-dayer and
Chak-Sol!"

And thrice came the collective shout: Hal! Hal! Hal!
Tipperton's face flushed red. "Redly, | don't—"
"Nonsense," snapped Berk. "You do."

Tip held up his hands and said, "l yied," which brought a satisfied
murmur of gpprova from dl ‘round.

Fndly, Ruar cleared his throat and caled for quiet. Then he turned
to Tipperton. "We await thy decison, Sir Tipperton, named Troll-dayer
and Chak-Sal: wilt thou and thy companions ride with us to harass the
Swarm, or will ye three bear instead toward Aven?'

Tipperton looked about the circle, then said, "Coron Ruar, though
these past weeks | did st it aside, we are sworn to go to Aven. Too,
thereis one other who is sworn to our misson as well, and that is Dara
Phais, sordly wounded. | cannot—we cannot—leave her behind, no
matter which course we would choose. Yet my mind is clear now: we
will wait for her to hed, and then ride on together: to King Agron in
Aven we go; to Dendor if he isthere; or to wherever he may beif not.”

Bekki's brow furrowed a these words, but Ruar nodded and said,
"Yewill be greatly missed, my friends, yet a sworn duty cdls ye to go
one way whereas we go another. We can do nought but wish ye
success. Yet dtay, for we have much to decide here today, and thine
advice would be most welcome.™

Ruar now turned to the remainder of the war council. "l count us



thirty-eight and sx hundred and a thousand strong, those of us who can
ride. We are yet outnumbered ‘tween four to one and five. Even so, the
Swarm is on the run, and that gives us advantage. . . ."

The coundl lasted the rest of the day, but in midmorn Beeu left,
whispering that he had Phais and other wounded to tend. Tip and Loric
remained in the council, though neither had much to say.

In midafternoon Beau returned and whispered to Loric and Tip, "No
change."

Beau had no more then taken his seat when Bekki turned to Borl
and sad, "Sire, | must accompany Sir Tipperton into Aven.”

At the raised brows of his father, Bekki went on: "Apprenticed as |
was to DdfLord Vak in Kachar, | have traveled throughout Rimmen
and Aven and know well both of those redms.”

Borl hed up a hand. "What of our debt to the Dylvana and Bagron
and Dadlsmen? And who will commeand here as | ride with them?'

"Sre, that we owe our dlies | cannot dispute. Yet we owe Sir
Tipperton as much if not more, for not only did he save your life, but he
saved mine as well. And had he not dain the Tralls, the battle would
likdy have gone the other way. It was his plan we followed which broke
the Sege.

And thislagt: heis Chak-Sol of Minehalt North and needs ad. | am
among our best warriors, hence | ask leave to go. As to who will
command in Mineholt North, my grandsire, your Sre, isyet hde"

Berk turned to Borl and said, "He is right, my son, a greet debt is
owed. Asfor me, | was DdfLord before, and though it is a burden, and
though | would rather ride to battle, if you so choose | will take on the
task of holtwarder urtil you return.”

Borl clapped his hand on the shoulder of his father and said, "None
better, Sre” Then he turned to Bekki. "Aye. You are right, my son, and
| giveyou my leaveif hell have you." He looked at Tipperton. "Will you
accept another into your service, Chak-Sol ?*

Beau leaned over and whispered to Tip, "Seek the ad of those not
men." When Tip turned to his friend with wide eyes, Beau grinned and
added, "It'sdl connected, you know . . . even to inggnificant Warrows
such aswe.™"

Tip shook his head and turned to Borl. "Gladly, my DdfLord. Gladly
will | have Bekki a my sde”

Bekki grinned fiercely as Borl declared, "So he has said, so ddl it
mll

Over that day and the next, in spite of dl the hedlers could do, more
of the severdy wounded died, and more funerds were held.



But on the third morn, the Dylvana, Daglsmen, Baeron, and Dwarves
rode out on the track of the Swarm, dl upon horses but the Dwarves,

and they upon sturdy ponies.
Following after went Bwen and her wagons, and though the pursuit

of the Swarm would far outstrip her wains, gill she and her drivers
would be on therr trall at need.

Behind in the Chakkaholt remained the wounded, under the
protection of the Dwarves until they were fit to ride. As to when that
might be, ‘twould be sooner for some than others was dl Beau and the
Dwarven healers would commiit to.

And jus ere they I€ft, Val and Mdor came to see Tip and Beau, to
wigh them good fortune and farewel, for Vail was riding with the scouts
and Méeor as a heder in the vanguard.

Too, came Prince Loden and Prince Brandt, and Chieftain Gara and
Wagonleader Bwen, and DdfLord Borl, and lagly Coron Ruar. And
they dl bid Tip and Beau and Bekki and Loric good-bye, and asked
that their regards be conveyed to Dara Phais as well.

And then they were gone, warriors riding and wains ralling down the
road toward the city of Dagl. And when they had passed from Sght,
Tipperton, Beau, Bekki, and Loric, dong with others, stepped back
through the Sde postern and into the Dwarvenholt, shutting the gate
behind.

Thefollowing day, as Beau stepped out the door of the chamber he
and Tip shared and strode down the hal to make his rounds, behind him
Tip cdled out, "l say, Beau, wait for me. I'll take my lute and go with
you to see Lady Phas”

Beau paused until Tip caught up and then strode onward, saying,
"Uh, | dunno, Tip. These Chakia, they are mighty close”

"Y ou mean thick with one another?"

"Oh, they're that, dl right. But | mean shut to outsders. —Like the
Bosky in troubled times, though instead of a Thornring they are hedged
about with iron bars. Only in this case, the Chakia, they don't let maes
in"

"W, | think Il try regardiess. The most they can do is tun me
away. Beddes, youve other patients to treat— mde patients, that
iIs—and | might be able to cheer them."

And so when Beau made his rounds Tipperton went ongside, and
he played hislutein each of the infirmaries where Beau took him, and 4l
the wounded were glad of it.

Asthey findly walked toward one of the portcullised hdls Tip said,
"l think I'll do this from now on, Beau. It seemed to give them heart.”

"My Aunt Rose dways sad that good spirits make the heding go
fadter."



Tip Sghed. "Perhaps | ought not to play and ang for them, then."

Beau looked a him in puzzZlement. "Why ever not?"

"Because, Beaw, the fagter they hed the sooner they go into battle
agan, and thistime they might be killed."

lld.].ll

They rounded a turn and before them stood a portcullis. Beau pulled
on acord &t the grille. Somewhere a bdl rang.

Asthey waited, Beau said, "Wel, | think you ought to play for them
regardless. | mean, perhaps someone who hedls faster will prove to be
the someone who saves the world from Modru and his ilk. It's dl
con—"

"—nected,” finished Tip. "Yes, Beau, | know."

On the far gde of the portcullis, a figure concedled in layers of
gossamer vells moved down the hdl toward them, slken fabric floating
behind.

She stopped at the grillework.
"We have come to treat my patient,” said Beau.
"You may pass, Sir Beau, but your friend—"

"I've come to help with the hedling, too," said Tip, and he held up his
lute. "Inmy own way, of course. Thiskind of heding is needed as wel."

Now Beau sad, "Tip'sright, you know. It will hep.”

Slk shifted leftward as the Chakian canted her head to the side.
"Tip? Sr Tipperton? Troll-dayer? Chak-Sol 7'

Tipperton swept a wide bow, as wide as a three-foot four-inch
Warrow could make. "At your service, my Lady."

Without further word the Chakian stepped back down the hdl to a
niche-hdd lever which she threw and a wal-mounted crank which she
turned, and slently the portcullis rosein its track.

Beau ducked under when it was high enough, Tipperton following.

Quietly the grille was lowered again and the lever lock thrown once
more.

They followed the Chakian through corridors to a large chamber
filled with cots, where wounded Dara and femde Baeron lay. Here and
there vealed Chakia moved among them, adminisering to their needs.
Now Beau came to where Phais lay abed, drifting in and out of
consciousness, virulent poison running in her veins. Thin and pae and
bardy awake, she wanly smiled a him, and her eyes dightly widened a
the sght of Tip, though his own heart fdl to see the ook of her.

"While Beau has come to poke and prod,” sad Tip, outwardly
ginning in spite of hisinward dismay, "I've come to play and sing.”

"Poke and prod?' huffed Beau, rummaging through his bag. "Poke
and prod, indeed.”



"Never mind him, Lady Phas" sad Tipperton, taking up his lute.
"What song would you have?'

Phais paused, her eyes closed, and Tip thought she had fainted, but
then she whispered, her voice weak, "Dog thou know The Dancing
Sprite? | deem it would lift the hearts of dl."

Tipperton grinned. "As you will, my Lady." He looked about and
gpied a chair and jumped upon its seat. And then his fingers ran across
the drings and he began to play, slver notes filling the infirmary with
livly sounds, Tipperton rasing hisvoicein song to dl:

There was a Sorite, a lovely Sorite,
Who danced within her ring.

And when she danced her lovely dance
Shedidn 't wear athing . . .

... And danced around in sport.

There came a lad, a handsome lad,

Her very own kind, you see.

He peeked through leaves and watched her dance,
And fall inlove did he. ..

... Or something of the sort. . . .

When Tipperton came to the end of the song, laughter echoed
throughout the chamber, ranging from weak to hearty. In a bed across
from Phais, a Baeran woman with her leg in a cast guffaved and cdled
out, "Served him right, it did,” and this brought on more laughter.

Even the Chakia tittered behind their many vells.

As Beau spent his last dose of gwynthyme and prepared a cup of
tea, Tip played and sang another song and then another. And he sang
severa more as a Chakian dowly spooned drifting Phais her drink. And
another dill as Beau laid on the gywnthyme poultice.

And after each of his songs he was greeted by applause and cdls for
more.

Fndly, though, Beau said, "Come on, bucco, I've more patients to
ded with dsewhere, and they can use your songs, too."

And s0 Tipperton caled out, "l must now leave'—his announcement
to be met by a chorus of disappointed

Ohs—"yet | ddl return on the morrow,” and many cdled out,
Please do.



Tip sorang down from the chair and went to Phais. "Get wel, my
Lady, oh pleas=”

Phais, her eyes closed, whispered, "1 fully intend to do so, my wee
friend.”

As they strode away, a Chakian at their Sde, Beau said, "I dunno,
Tip. That was the last of the gwynthyme, and if it doesn't work . . . Oh, |
should have run the cauter into the wound, even though the scars would
have done ill things to her bresthing ever after. | should have. | should
have"

"Thisgwynthyme, Beau, don't the Dwarves have any?"

Striding beside Tip, the Chakian said, "Nay, we do not. Gwynthyme
isarare thing, and we have none."

"Elwydd," said Tip, a one-word prayer.

Late in the night, Tip was awakened by Beau coming into the
chamber they shared. Beau was weeping.

Sitting upright, Tip asked, "What isit, Beau?'
"Ledy Phas" said Beau.
"Oh, no," moaned Tip.

"No, no, Tip, it's not that she's dead or anything. It's quite the
opposite: findly, findly, her color is good and her bresthing truly not
labored. Oh, Tip, she's degping peacefully. The gwynthyme has burnt
out the poison at lagt.”

The buccen embraced one another, tears running down their faces.
"Come on, Beau, let'sgo tdl Loric.”

The next day Tipperton agan accompanied Beau on his rounds,
each buccan in his own way adminigering to the wounded. When they
came to the Chakia infirmary, they found Phais stting up in her bed, a
veled Chakia a her sde and feeding the Dara her fird good med in
days, meting out smdl spoonfuls. Even though Phais was edting, she was
yet weak, exhausted. Still, as Beau had said, her color was much better.

The Dara spied the Warrows nearing and amiled, and Beau said,
"Oh, my, Phais, but you are looking quite splendid.”

Phais reached out and took Beau's hand, her grip weak. " Twas thy
minidrations, Beau."

Beau looked down, sheking his head. "The credit is due to Lady
Aris"

"Aris? In Arden Vae?'
Beau nodded. "Yes. She is the one who gave me the gwynthyme.



Without it | don't think you'd have survived. The arrow was poisoned,
the wound deep.”

"It was Vulg poison,” said the Chakia, her voice soft.

"Vulg poison?' asked Tip. "How do you know this?"

"Nought eseis so baneful, and this was delivered deep.”

"Oh," said Tip, looking a Phais, the Dara hodding in agreement.
Now Tip took up hislute. "What will you have, my Lady?"
Phais sighed. "I would see my beloved.”

"Loric?" asked Tip, then dapped himsdf in the head and growled,
"Of course it's Loric, you ninny." He turned to the Chakia. "Surdy you
can dlow Alor Loricin to see hisbeloved.”

Her veils shifted as she looked &t the buccan. "Nay."
"But it would do her aworld of good,” protested Tip.
"Heismde" sad the Chakia

Tip's mouth fdl open and he gestured a Beau, then tapped his own
chest. "You let these two mdesin.”

"Heis a heder; you are Chak-Sol."
Tip's eyes widened. "But wait, Loric is Chak-Soal, too."

The Chakia stopped her spooning of the thin stew and looked at
Tipperton. "Which halt?'

"Urn, the Red Hills"

Now the Chakia resumed her spooning. "I will speak with Lord
Berk."

Thefollowing day, Alor Loric visited hislove, and he hed her gently,
tears streaming down his face.

Days passed, and mid-October came and went, and even as the
hillsde trees turned to gold and scarlet and orange, the heding of
wounds progressed and the number of funerals declined, until there were
no more who would die from this battle, the survivors on the mend.
Even 0, the wound of Dara Phais heded dowly, as sordy damaged
and poisoned as she was.

And dill Tipperton made the rounds with Beau and played his
slver-gringed Iute,

And came the waning days of October, leaves now russet and
brown and fdling to swirl in the chill wind. And 4ill Phais lay abed. Yet
in this time under the minigrations of Beau and the heders, others
improved, some dowly, some rgpidly. And some were declared fit, and
these asked for horses and ams and armor, and they rode away to join



the dlies in harassing the Swvarm. And as each or severd rode away
from the minehalt, Tipperton stood and watched them go, wondering if
any would prove to be alinchpin and bring Modru tumbling down. After
al, perhaps Beau was right, for it truly did seem, like ripples on a pond,
agiven event led to other events, dl intermingling. As Beau would say,
dl is connected.

And so Tip would watch them ride away and wonder what the future
would bring. And when they were gone from sight, he would turn and
enter the mineholt once more, the warders dosng the sSde postern
behind.

Thefind day of October came, and with it the fird snowfal, lightly
powdering the ground, but it was melted away by midafternoon. On this
day as wdl, Phais was dlowed to rise from her bed for the very firg
time

Wesak and trembling she did so, Loric & her sde. And he escorted
her to the privy, for she swore that €en had she to crawl, she would no
longer use the pan.

In celebration Tip took up his lute there in the infirmary and played
the song he only knew as "Chakian Singing." And when the Chakian
heard him, they gathered 'round and sang, ther sweet voices filling the
chamber and echoing down the hdls and folk stopped to ligen
wherever they were.

Loric wept to hear their words, for in Chakur did they sing, yet he
never spoke of itin any of the days theresfter.

Autumn marched into November, and more snow swirled down, yet
inthe Dwarvenholt dl was snug and secure.

And no word came from the dlies as to how fared the war.

* % %

In mid-November Phais began reaching and stretching and bending,
her body pulling agangt scar tissue, and in late November she was fit
enough to leave the infirmary. On the same day she was discharged,
after moving her goods into L oric's quarters, she took up her sword and
followed him to the great exercise room, where she drilled with her lover
a blades.

On the fird day of December a great blizzard flew. By Modru 's
hand, some whispered. Heis the master of cold, and it is his season.

Y et in the Dwarvenholt dl was warm.



Some ten weeks after she had been wounded, Phais declared she
wasfit to ride, and nigh dawn three days later, she and Loric, Beau and
Tipperton, went to the infirmary to bid the Chakia good-bye. And as
they did so, Tipperton stood on a chair and played one last song, and
when he was done he jumped down from the seat and stooped to place
hisluteinits velvet bag and then into the leather one. One of the Chakia
cameto Phais and turned her back to dl others, and she drew aside the
vels a her face to kiss the Dara good-bye, and that was the moment
when across the bed Tip stood with his enwrapped Iute .. . and Tip's
eyes widened a the 9ght of the Chakian's face. "Oh, my," he said. "Oh,
my."

As they passed from the Chakia quarters and into the man
Dwarvenholt, Tip said, "She was so beautiful and didn't look at dl like a
Dwar—"

"Hush, Tipperton,” admonished Phais. " Speak of this no more."

Beau looked a Tipperton's yet surprised face. "Huah," grunted
Beau. "'l wonder what thisisdl connected to?'

Phais frowned at Beau, and he, too, fdl to slence.

They came to the main gate chamber, and there stood Bekki and his
grandsire, Berk. At hand were three saddled ponies and four horses,
two saddled and two laden with goods.

Berk looked at the two Waerans as they drew on thar quilted-down
winter gear. "Take care, litle heder," he sad to Beau. "You, too,
Troll-dayer, Chak-Sol." Now he turned to Phais and Loric. "Farewell,
Guardians, may Elwydd keep you dl."

Lagly Berk embraced Bekki and dapped him on the back, yet dl he
could manage to say was, " Chakka shok, Bekki, Chakka cor."

"Aye Granddire, holtwarder," replied Bekki, wiping his eyes.

Bidding farewell, the five of them led the animds out through the side
postern into the frigid air, their breath blowing white in the chill.

Rulling on his gloves, Tip mounted, as did they dl.

He looked about at the snow-laden peaks rearing into the frozen
sky, ice dlittering in the diamond-bright cold winter sun. It was the
fifteenth of December and a scintil-lant blanket lay over dl.

Taking up thereins of his pony, he said, "Come on, my friends, let's
ride. We've acoin to ddiver.”

And down from the mountain they rode.

It's all connected, you know.

Follow Tip and Beau further into danger... further into adventure ...
further into thefire.
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