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A #BW Rel ease

Aye, night comres and Hee risith fromthe Flane; Lyoun and Eagle

| oudlie cry H s nane: The Phoeni x that schall spurn the shatter'd
Spere. Hys Fire shall fede upoun his darkest Fear: But nott yntil
the Starres fall owt the Skye, Dawn corns up Blue, and our Daye be
past by

—+ede fragnent, Heal hregebocan, 1V, 6-12

1

Smiths and sorcerers cone both fromthe sane nest.
Chronicle of the Wite Eagle, X1, 54

Herewi ss sat cross-1|egged on the parquet floor, his back braced
against the wall, his eyes closed, and concentr at ed.

Part of the problemwas that he couldn't stop thinking of the
thing resting across his upturned hands as a sword; a noisy
feeling of weaponness trickled through himfromit. It knew that
it was a sword - that was the problem It was good Darthene steel,
folded on itself inits forging the required sixty tines, and
sealed with the Mastersmth's hall mark down on the rough tang of
the netal. It knew that it was destined to be a killing weapon, an
el egant, finely polished thing, soft of back, hard of edge, wth
the Mastersmth's distinctive forging-pattern enbedded |i ke waves
in water wwthin its silver blade. It knew what it was for —
woundi ngs and death, the abrupt soft parting of flesh beneath its
stroke, the sudden crunch into cloven bone. The taste of pain,
like wine. It lay there across his hands, and waited to be
presented with slayings as a banqueter waits eagerly for the first
cour se.

No, dammt, Herewiss said to hinself, and pulled away fromthe
perception. Sonetines | wsh | weren't so sensitive. How the Dark
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can sonet hi ng dead know so well what it's for?—This is
ridiculous. | should be able to inpose ny will on a piece of
steel, for Goddess's sake. Maybe this way .

He took a nonent to clear his mnd out, and then concentrated on
seeing the thing in his hands, not as a sword, but as a great
nunber of particles of netal that just

toward the dancing sparks of steel, into them through them and
out again, and back in - winding the soul-stuff through the
structure, beckoning it in and around, luring in onward wth

prom ses of Power about to be achieved. The Flane foll owed after,
hopeful. Herew ss tangled the bit of hinself |like a bright cord,
weaving it through itself again and again, drawing it finer and
finer, silver wwre thinning out to silver web, and al ways foll owed
by that faint blue flow of Fire. Finally the steeldust glitter
could hardly be seen at all for the sorcerer's weave stranded

t hrough it.

Herewi ss stood back a little, then cut the web's attachnment to him
wi th one sharp word.

It hurt. He had expected it to, but he had no tine now to deal
with the ache. The entangl ed soul would start undoing itself

al most immediately if he didn't bind it. He spoke in his mnd the
word that would activate the binding sorcery, and it heard him and
responded on the instant, the hard dark |inks of restrainnent
drawing in close around the shining bar, snicking in cold and
tight like a sudden scabbard, prisoning the soul-stuff wthin.

He stepped back to nake sure that the sorcery would hold w thout
his i medi ate supervision. It did. He poked at it once,
experinentally; it resisted him

Satisfied, he broke trance and opened his eyes.
He had to blink for a few nonents; his eyes watered with the
seem ng brightness of the tower room It was full of smth's

furnishings: the mddle of the roomwas taken up by the forge, a
wide brick pit with a downhangi ng bell ows, and there was a pedal -
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powered grindstone in one corner. Anvils, ingots, and scraps of
nmetal were everywhere. A nunber of blanks of the Darthene steel
were | eaned up in a row against one wall, |ike so many barrel -
st aves.

The fire in the forge was out, and the tools were racked up on the
wal | s. Halwerd, his son, was also sitting on the floor, over

agai nst the other paneled wall beside the wi ndow, he had taken off
hi s apron, and was doing an el aborate cat's cradle wth a piece of
string. Herewi ss never tired of the joys of having a snaller
version of hinself around, and spent a few m nutes just watching
the child. Halwerd sat there in his greasy green tunic, all dark
curly hair and fierce concentration. He flipped his hands, and the
cat's cradle turned suddenly into a ness. 'Dark!' he said.

"You're too young to be swearing,' Herewiss said with affection.

|"'mnine," Halwerd said, as if that should have been enough. 'D d
It work?

"Yes.'

‘It doesn't look any different.' The boy gazed across the room
and Herew ss | ooked down at the piece of netal he held.

'"No, it doesn't. Well, we'll see if it holds up tonight. It's Full
Moon; this is a good day for it. Though | could wait for the

Mai den's Day Mbon. What do you think?

Hal werd consi dered gravely. 'Do it tonight.'

"All right.’

Herewi ss got up, wobbling a little fromthe backl ash of the
sorcery. "Ch ny,' he said. 'I nust be getting better at this, the

backlash is hitting ne faster than it used to.'

'How many swords is this now?' Halwerd asked, starting the cat's
cradl e over again.
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"Twenty-three. No, twenty-four. Cheer up, Hal, maybe this'l| be
the |l ast one.' Herewi ss tossed the sword bl ank clanging on to the
wor kt abl e and | ooked around himas he stretched. He was a tall,

sl ender man, lean and lithe and dark-haired, with a finely
featured face and a nouth that

smled a great deal. H's arns and shoul ders were slightly
overnuscled fromnuch work at the forge; but the effect was not
unpl easant. At first glance he gave an inpression of spare,
restrai ned power, the taut strength of youth. But his deep blue
eyes were beginning to |l ook weary, and his face was gradually
acquiring frown lines. '"Be nice to turn this back into a bedroom'
he said, 'and get all this ness out of here, Dark eat it—

‘Granpa woul d say,' Halwerd said, '"you're not a good exanpl e.
Wat ch your nouth.™'

'"So he woul d. Listen, Hal —

A pigeon | anded on the windowsill with a clapping of wings. It
strutted there, fluffing its gray-and-white feathers and | ooking
confused. Herew ss | ooked at it, nonentarily startled, and then
unease began to trickle coldly down his back. It was one of the
hom ng pi geons that he had given Freelorn for use in energencies.

"Hold still, Hal.' He wal ked snoothly around the forge to the

wi ndow. I n one quick notion he grabbed the pigeon before it had a
chance to shy away. Stripping off the steel nessage-case, he threw
the bird out the window, and funbled at the little capsule with
suddenly sweaty hands.

The stiff hinge cracked open, and the expected roll of parchnent
fell out on the floor. Herewiss picked it up, unrolling it, and
the throbbing in his head qui ckened pace. The nessage sai d:

AM HOLED UP I N OLD KEEP THREE LEAGUES SOUTH OF MADEI L. A FEW
HUNDRED STELDENE REGULARS AND ABOUT SEVEN HUNDRED CONSCRI PTS

BESI EG NG ME AND THE CGROUP. | NEED A COVPETENT SORCERER TO COME
GET ME QUT OF TH S RABBI T- HOLE. HAVE ENOUGH FOOD TO LAST US A FEW
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VEEKS, BUT MUCH LONGER THAN THAT AND I T WLL BE BOOT- CHEW NG TI ME.
GET ME THE DARK OQUT OF HERE AND |'LL BE YOUR BEST FRI END. THE
GODDESS SM LE ON YOU. FREELORN AS T' RAI D ARLEN .

""High Lord of all Lords of Arlen", ny— You know, | am a bad
exanple, Hal. Listen, did you see where your grandfather was?'

'He was down in the witing rooma while ago,' Halwerd said. 'Wat
happened?"

"Your Uncle Freelorn may be back for a visit in a nonth or so,'
Her ewi ss sai d, heading for the door, 'but | have to go and get him
first. Forget it, Hal, go get yourself sonme nunch.'

"All right.’

Herewi ss | oped down the | ong paneled stairway that curled around
the inner wall of the tower, and hit the bottomof the stairs
runni ng. He went down the south corridor at full speed, ignoring
the surprised | ooks of househol d people and rel atives, and ducked
into the sixth roomto his left. It was a bright place and warm
full of rich carving work, typical of the Wwodward. The firepl ace
was framed in the w ngs of carven sphinxes, and two-bodi ed dogs
guarded the corners where the noldings net. Over one closet was
carven in slightly frantic figures the history of the sixteenth
Lord of the Brightwood, who had married a nermaid. The sunli ght

gl eamred fromthe woodwork, and fromthe great brassbound table
whi ch stood on eagle-claw feet in the mddle of the room but its
surface was bare, and no-one had been working there for sone tine.

| hope he didn't go out, Herew ss thought. Damm! He ran out of the
room again, turned |eft and headed to the end of

the south corridor. A stair led down fromit to the central hal

of the Whodward, where the Rooftree grew. He had no patience for
the stairs, but hopped up on to the central banister, which had
been polished snooth first by its craftsnen and then by the
backsi des of generations of the children of the Ward. At the
bottom of the stairs he took a bare nonent to nod courtesy to the
Tree before he | oped off across the tapestried hall, and out into
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the sunlight of the outer courtyard.

H s father was there, kneeling in a newy dug fl owerbed and
setting in seedlings. Hearn Halner's son was an aver age-| ooki ng
man, a little on the |ean side, dark-haired except for the places
where he was going gray on the sides. He had the usual |azy,

sl eepy expression of the males of the Brightwod ruling |ine, the
usual blue eyes, and the | arge hands that could be so very
delicate. Those hands had been mghty in war, so that Hearn had
conme through two battles with the Reavers and one border skirm sh
with only a cut or two. This had pronpted sone to suggest that he
had pacted with the Shadow, and had brought his relieved famly to
refer to himas 'Ad Ironass'. Now, though, he no |longer rode to
the wars, and it was often hard for visitors to the Wwodward to
reconcile the conquering Lord of the Brightwood with the quiet,
gentle man who could usually be found training ivy up the Ward's
outer wall.

‘Father,' Herew ss yelled, 'he's doing it again!'

Hearn sat back on his heels in the |oose dirt, brushing off his
hands, and | ooked over at his son.

"Who?'

'Here,' said Herewi ss, com ng up and hol ding out the parchnent,
‘read it!'

"My hands are dirty,' Hearn said as Herew ss knelt down besi de
him '"Hold it for ne.'’

'‘Dirty? It hardly matters if it gets dirty— But Herewiss held it
out. H's father rested hands quietly on his knees and read it

t hrough. After a nonent he snorted. '"As't'raid Arleni, ny ass!'
That's what | said.'

'Not in front of Hal, | hope."'

' Fat her, please.’
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'So,' Hearn said, 'you're surprised?”
Her ewi ss | aughed, a short rueful sound. 'No, not really.’

*And so you're going riding off to get himout of whatever he's
gotten hinmself into.’

‘May | ?'
'You're asking ne?
"You're the Lord."

Hear n chuckl ed and took a seedling out of the cup of water beside
him Herew ss noted with anusenent that it was one of the
cerenoni al cups for Opening Night, the rubies flaring in the
sunlight and making bright dots of reflection in the nud. 'Could I
stop you? Could the Queen of Darthen stop you? Could our Father
the Eagle stop you if He showed up? Go on. But when you see the
idiot, tell himfromnme that he'd better not sign hinself as King
of Arlen unless he's willing to do sonething about it.'

"l had that in mnd."'

"You' d never say it, though, you're too damm kind. You tell him?7
said it. WIIl you be needing nmen?

"I'"msorcerer enough to handle this nyself, | think. And the |ess
peopl e involved, the better. If Gllnod hears that Brightwood
peopl e were involved, it could be excuse enough for himto break
the Cath again and nove in on Darthen.'

Hearn planted the seed. 'There speaks ny w se son,' he said.

"*And besides - | don't want any Wod people getting killed because
of this. And neither do you - but you' d never say it - because
you're too damm kind.'

Hearn | aughed softly. "My wise son. But don't let it stop you from

file:///G|/rah/Diane%20Duane%20-%20Tales%?20...ive%2001%20-%20The%20Door%20Into%20Fire.htm (7 of 287) [2/13/2004 11:51:14 PM]



Taeof TheFiveVol 1- The Door Into Fire

bri ngi ng hi m back here if he needs a place to stay. No-one wl|
hear about it fromus.'

Her ewi ss nodded and st ood up.

' Take what you need,' Hearn said. 'Take Dapple, if you think he'd
hel p. And Herew ss—

Hearn turned back to his work, his strong hands noving the soil.
'Be careful. I'mshort of sons.’

Herewi ss stood there |looking at his father's back for a nonent,
and then turned and headed back into the Whodward to start
preparing for a journey.

The Bri ghtwood is the ol dest and nost honored of the
principalities of Darthen. It was the first of the new settlenents
establ i shed after the Wrldw nning, by people who cane down out of
t he eastern Hi ghpeaks and found the qui et woodl ands to their
liking after their long travels. It took them many years to free
the Wod and its environs fromthe Fyrd that infested it, but
whi |l e many ot her peoples were still living in caves in the
nount ai ns, the Brightwod people were al ready buil ding the
Whodward in the great clearing at its center.

Though the Whodward is held by outsiders to be at the Wod's
heart, the Brightwod people know that its real heart - or hearts,
for there are several - lie elsewhere: the Silent Precincts,
secret, holy places where few people not born in the Wod or
trained to the usages of the Power have ever wal ked. There, upon
the Forest Altars hidden within the Precincts, the Goddess was
first worshi pped again as She used to be before the Catastrophe —
i nvoked in Her three forns as Mii den and Mot her and W se

Wnman. There too Her Lovers are worshi pped, those parts of Herself
which rise and fall in Her favor, eternally repl aci ng one anot her

as Her consorts. Even the Lovers' Shadow is worshi pped there,

t hough wth cautious and propitiatory rites enacted at the dark of
the Moon. O her places of the worship of the Pentad there may be,

but there are none ol der or nore revered except the Morrowfane,
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which is the Heart of the World and so takes precedence.

Night with its stars spread over the Wod, and the pure silver
noonl i ght nade vague and doubtful patterns on the grass as it
shone through the branches. Spring was well underway; the night
was full of the snell of grow ng things, and the chill wnd | aced
itself through the new | eaves with a hissing sound.

In the center of the little clearing, before the slab of noon
white marble set into the ground, Herew ss knelt and shivered a
little. The indefinite blackwork filigree of nobonshine and shadow
shifted and blurred on his bare body and gl eaned dully fromthe
sword he held before him It was beaten flatter than it had been
t hat norning, and had sone pretense of an edge on it; but it was
not finished yet. Herewi ss had | earned better than to waste tine
putting hilts and finishing on these swords before he tried them
wth this final testing.

The dappl ed horse tethered at the edge of the clearing stanped and
snorted softly, indignant over having to be up at this ridiculous
hour. But right now Herewi ss had no synpathy for it, and he shut
the sound out of his mnd as he prayed desperately. It had to
work. It had to. He had done a good day's spelling, a good piece
of work, though he had paid dear for it, both in backlash and in
the pain cutting away part of his self had cost him But it m ght
work. No, it had to. This was the Geat Altar, the Altar of the

Fl anme, the one nobst anmenable to what he was doi ng,

the one with the nost bound-up power. And this sword felt better
than any of the others he had tried; nore alive. Maybe he had
managed to fool the steel into thinking it lived. And if he had
fooled it, then it would conduct the Power. H's focus, his focus
at | ast—

O Three, he said within hinself, for no word may be spoken in

t hose places, Virgin and Mother and M stress of Power, oh let this
be the last tine. Goddess, You're never cruel wthout a reason.
You woul dn't give ne the seed of Flane and then let it die unused.
Let the Power of this place enter into ne and stir the spark into
Fire. And let that Fire flow down through this nmy sword as it
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woul d through a Rod, were I a wonman. Oh, please, ny Goddess, ny
Mot her, ny Bride, please. Let it work. In Your nane, Who are our
begi nni ngs and our endi hgs—

He bowed his head, and then | ooked up again, shuddering with cold
and anxiety, and also with weakness left over fromthat norning's
sorcery. If only it would work. It would be nmarvelous to go riding
off to Freelorn's rescue with a sword ablaze with the blue Fire.
To strike the whole besieging arny stiff and hel pless with the

Fl ane, and break the walls of the keep in the ful ness of his
Power, and bring Freelorn out of there. To strike terror into the
arny just by being what he was - the first man to bear Fl ane since
t he days of Lion and Eagle! And the ook in Freelorn's eyes. It
woul d be so—

Herewi ss sighed. | never learn, do |I. Let's see what happens.

Delicately, carefully, he set the sword's point on the white stone
of the altar, and took hold of the rough hilt with both hands.
There was a change - a stirring - sonething in the air around him
noved, waited expectantly; he could catch the feeling ever so
faintly in his underhearing, that inner sensitivity that anyone
experienced in sorcery

devel ops. The Power of the place was alive, noving around him
surroundi ng him watching. H's own Power rose up in him a cold
restless burning all through his body, demanding to be |et out.

He lifted the sword away fromthe stone, and held it straight up
before him point upward, watching noonlight and shadow trenbl e
along the length of the blade with the trenbling of his hands. And
he reached down inside him where the Flane was runni ng hot now,
nolten, seething like silver in the crucible, and he channeled it
up through his chest and down through his arns and out through his
hands—

The sound was terrible, a thunderous silent shout of frustration
and scream ng anger as the blue Fire, the essence of life, snote
agai nst sonet hing that had never |ived, had never even been fool ed
into thinking that it lived. Asilly idea, Herew ss thought in the
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terribly attenuated nonent between the awful unsound and the
sword's destruction. As if plain sorcery could ever mx
successfully with the Flane. Stupid idea.

And the sword bl ew apart. Fragnents and flying splinters shot up
and out with frightening force, gleaned sporadically as they flew
t hrough i ght and shadow, ripping | eaves off branches, burying
thenselves in the grass. One of themstruck itself into Herew ss's
upper arm and another into his leg just above the knee, though
not too deeply. Athird went by his ear |ike the whisper of death.
He held in his cry of terror, renenbering where he was, and
dropped the shattered sword hilt in the grass.

He plucked the netal fragnent out of his armand threwit into the
grass, grimacing. For a long while Herew ss knelt there, bent

over, hugging hinself as nuch against the bitter disappointnent as
against the cold. | was so sure-it would work this tinme. So sure .

Finally he regained sone of his conposure, and finished picking
the splinters out of hinself, and turned to nake farewell

obei sance to the Altar. It seened to crouch there against the
ground, cold white stone, ignoring him He forgot about the
obei sance. He went straight over to Dapple and got dressed, and
rode away fromt here.

It was several m nutes before he passed the nmarker that indicated
the end of the Silent Precincts. Just the other side of it he
paused, | ooking up through the |eaves at the starlit sky.
'Dammt,' he yelled at the top of his lungs, 'what am | doing
wrong? Wiy won't You tell ne? What am | doi ng wong?

The stars | ooked down at him col d-eyed and uncaring, and the w nd
| aughed at him

He ki cked Dappl e harder than necessary, and rode out of the Wod
to Freelorn's rescue.

2
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| f the cat who shares your house will not speak to you, renenber
first that cats, |like the Goddess their Mdther, never speak unless
there is sonmething worth sayi ng, and soneone who needs to hear it.

Dart hene Hom |1 es, Book 3, 581

They were called the M ddl e Kingdonms because they were in the

m ddl e of the world as nen then knew it. To the north was the
great Sea, of which little was known. Ships had gone out into it
many tines, seeking for the Isles of the North nentioned in tale
and runor, but if those Isles existed, no ship had cone back to
tell about them To the west, on the far western border of Arlen,
was a great inpassable range of nountains. Legend said that the
denons' country of Hreth |lay beyond them but no-one particularly
cared to brave the terrible snow choked passes and find out.

Sout hward there were nore nountains, the H ghpeaks or Southpeaks,
dependi ng on whet her you were speaking Arlene or Darthene; no-one
had even ventured far enough into themto find out if they ever
ended, though there were stories of the Five Meres hidden anpong
them Eastward, past the river Stel, the eastern border of Steldin
and Darthen and civilized lands in general, the |ands stretched

i nto great enpty desert wastes. Many had tried to cross thenm nost
canme back defeated, and the rest never cane back at all. Those who
did cone back woul d occasionally speak of uncanny happeni ngs, but
nost of the tine they flatly refused to discuss the Waste. The
Dragons m ght have known nore about what went on there, or in the
| ands over the nountains; but Dragons only talk to the human March-
war ders who are sonetines their conpani ons, and the

Mar chwar ders, when asked, would sm |l e and shake their heads.

The Ki ngdons were four: Arlen, Darthen, Steldin, and North Arlen.
Through them were scattered various small independent cities and
principalities. The Bri ghtwod was one of these, though |ike nost
of the smaller autonomies it had joined itself to a | arger

Ki ngdom Darthen, for purposes of trade and protection. Arlen and
Dart hen were the two ol dest Kingdons, and the greatest; between
them they stretched straight across all the known |ands, fromthe
nountains to the Waste Uncl ai ned, slightly nore than three hundred
| eagues. The border between them was defined by the river Arlid,
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which flows fromthe H gh-peaks to the Sea, south to north, a
hundred | eagues or so. It was not a guarded border, for the two

| ands had been bound by oaths of peace and friendship for hundreds
of years. That, however, m ght change shortly .

Her ewi ss rode al ong through the sparsely wooded, hilly country

t hree days' journey south of the Brightwod, and thought about
politics. It seened that there was nothing in the world that could
be depended upon. The OCath of Lion and Eagl e had been sworn for
the first tine nearly twelve hundred years ago, and sworn again
every tinme a king or queen cane to the throne in either country -
until now. Wen Freelorn's father King Ferrant had died on the
throne six years past, Freelorn had been in Darthen; but it m ght
not have been possible for Freelorn to claimthe kingship even if
he had been in Prydon city when it happened. Ferrant had not yet
hel d the cerenony of affirmation in which the Wite Stave was
passed on to his son, and Freelorn's status was therefore in
guestion. Power had been seized shortly thereafter by a group of
the king's forner counsellors, backed by nercenary forces hired by
the fornmer Chancell or of the Exchequer; and this

lord, a man naned C || nod, had decl ared Freel orn outl awed.

These occurrences, though personally outrageous to Herew ss, were
not beyond belief. Such things had happened before. But six nonths
ago, arned forces, both nercenaries and Arlene regul ars, had noved
into Darthen and taken | and on the east side of the Arlid. Though
the Cath had not been sworn again by the ruling junta, that did
not make it any less binding on them 1In all the years since its
first swearing at the conpletion of the G eat Road, neither
country had ever attacked the other. Herewi ss was nervous; he felt
as if lightning were overdue to strike.

‘Listen,' his father had said to him |eaning on the doorpost of
Herewi ss's roomthree days before, 'are you sure you don't want
sone people to take with you?

"I"msure.' Herew ss had been packing; he was standing before his

bookshel f, choosing the grinoires he would take with him 'Notice
woul d be taken —there would be reprisals later. The situation
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woul d only get worse. And even with the biggest force we could
muster, we wouldn't have a third enough people to crack a siege
that size. Besides, our people need to be here, putting in crops.'
Her ewi ss took down a thick |eatherbound book, filled with notes
and spells of illusion.

‘*That's so ... Have you got food?

'Plenty.' Herew ss dropped the book in his saddl ebag, along wth
anot her that already |lay on the bed. The ornate carving of bed and
panel i ng and wi ndows was | ost in evening dark, and only an

occasi onal warm hi ghlight showed in the [ight of the single oil

| anp on the bedside table. 'I cleaned out the pantry. | have
enough trailfood to last nme through four years of fam ne, and |
ate a big dinner.' He went over to a chest, lifted the |id and
t ook out

a white surcoat enblazoned with the arns of the Bright-wood:
gol den Phoenix rising fromred flanme, the oldest arns in the
Ki ngdons. ' Should |I take this, do you think?

'I's there sone formal occasion out in the wilds that you're
pl anning to attend?

"No. But if | need to exert political pull, it mght cone in
handy. '

"You coul d take ny signet.'

"What if | lost it? That's the second-ol dest thing in the Wod,
|'d never forgive nyself if sonething happened to it. No, hang on
to it. The surcoat should be enough - the device could be
counterfeited, but the gold in the enbroidery is real.' He fol ded
up the surcoat, stowed it in the saddl ebag.

‘Do you want sone mail ?'
'"No. I'"'mgoing to travel light so | can nove fast. Besides, why

bot her gi ving anyone the idea that I m ght be worth robbi ng? And
|'"mtaking that damm turtleshell of a |eather corselet, and | have
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pl enty of padding, and that nice |ight Masterforge knife you gave
me | ast Opening Night. And the spear; and the cloak is good and
t hi ck - Anybody who gets past all that deserves to kill ne, |

think: and if they do, it'll prove that you and Mard were wasti ng
your talents on ne these sixteen years.' Herew ss stood up
straight fromchecking his bags. 'Besides, | inherited your iron

britches. Don't worry so nuch.'

Hearn | ooked with concern at his son. Cothed in dark tunic and
breeches and riding boots, cloaked in brown, Herew ss seened one
nore shadow of the many in the room The lanplight reflected from
his eyes, and fromthe netal fittings of the enpty scabbard
hanging fromhis belt. 'Son,' Hearn said, 'I'"mnot too worried
about you. But the pattern that's been form ng bothers ne. | worry
about Freelorn. Not so much the fact that he's been running

around the Kingdons |ike a crazy person for the past six years,
staying at petty kings' courts until sonmeone finds out he's there
and tries to poison him He's pretty alert about such things,
usually. O the business of his running around with his little
sword tail and stealing for a living. He seens to steal from
people who need it. But |ately he's been comng to grief a bit too
often, just m ssing getting caught - and you've been having to go
and get himout of these scrapes. And now this; here he is, stuck
in this old keep with a thousand Stel denes waiting to starve him
out -and you're going to go get himout of it. Al one. Herew ss,
it's not really safe.’

"Il manage,' Herew ss said. 'Wat are you thinking father?

"This. What happens when he gets into sonething that you can't get
hi m out of ?'

"By then | hope I'Il have ny Power

'But you don't have it yet, and if you get killed for Freelorn's
sake, you never will. Son of m ne— and Herew ss's underheari ng
brought hi ma sudden wash of his father's sorrow, a feeling |ike
eyes filling wwth tears - 'l have |long since reconciled nyself to
the fact that you're going to die young - by use of the Flanme, or
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nore slowy by all this sorcery. Yet | want you to be what you
can. Here you are, the first male in an age and a half to have
enough of the Fire to use - the first sign that the Kingdons are
getting back to the way things were before the Catastrophe. But
you have to live to be what you can. At least for a little |onger.
And Freelorn is endangering you.'

‘Father,' Herew ss said very softly, 'what good is the Power to ne
i f Lorn dies? He's the only thing | need as nuch as the Flane.
Life would be enpty without him the Fire would nean nothing to
me. There are priorities.'

'I's your life one of thenf'

Her ewi ss reached out, took his father's hands in his. '"Da, |isten.
| won't follow Lorn into any of his fanous |ast stands or
| npossi ble charges. |'ll try not to let himget into them [|'d

|like to see himking, yes - but I won't let himdrag ne into sone
crazy schene that has a dead Dragon's chance agai nst the Dark of

succeedi ng. However, | also wn't let himaget killed if there's
any way | can help it -and if nmy life is the price of his
continuing, well, there it is. I can't help how!| feel."'

Hearn sighed softly. '"You're a lot like your brother,' he said,
‘and just as hard to reason with. | gave you the oak as your tree
at your birth, my son, and sonetines | think your head is nade of
it ...

"It was a good choice,' Herewiss said, smling faintly. 'Lightning
strikes oak trees nore than any other kind. And | have to be crazy
sonetinmes: | have a reputation to uphold. "The only thing sure
about the Lords' |ine of the Wod—"

""—+s that there's nothing sure about them"' his father finished,
smling too. 'Fool.'

'They told Earn our Father that He was a fool at Bl uepeak, and
| ook what happened to Hm'

"l would sooner be father to a live son,' Hearn said, 'than to a
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dead | egend.’
‘I''"l'l be careful,' said Herew ss.
'Have a safe journey, then. And good hunting.'

So Herew ss had taken his | eave of his other relatives and friends
in the Whodward, and had sai d goodbye to the Rooftree, and then
had stopped in the stable to choose a horse. He had originally
been of a mind to take Darrafed, his little thoroughbred Arl ene
mare, a present from Freelorn - or perhaps Shag, his father's
curly-coated bay warhorse. But as he had wal ked down the aisle

bet ween

the stalls, Dapple had put his head out over his stall's hal f-door
and | ooked at Herewiss as if he knew sonething. Herew ss was not
one to ignore a sign when it presented itself.

The horse noved confortably through the low hill country. As | ong
as he kept to a steady southward course, Herew ss | et Dapple have
his head. The horse was a wi se one. About a hundred years before,
a Rodm stress had put her deathword on one of Dapple's ancestors
and had decreed that the horses of that |ine would al ways have a
talent for being in the right place at the right tinme. The tal ent
had seened to do their riders good as well. One horse, the third
generation down, had carried an unsuspecting |lady to the arns of
the | over who had searched the M ddle Kingdons for her for twelve
years. Another had led its thirteen-year-old mstress to the pl ace
where the royal Darthene sword, Forlennh BrokenBl ade, had been

hi dden during the Reavers' invasion of Darthis Gty. Having Dappl e
al ong, Herew ss reasoned, would nake his father worry a little

| ess - and mght incidentally ease his way as he worked on getting
Freel orn out of that keep.

For three days he had been riding through enpty land. It was not
bare - Spring had run crazy through the fields, as if drunk on
rose wine, flinging wildflowers and garl ands of new greenery about
with inebriated extravagance. The hills were ablaze with suncandl e
and Goddess's-delight, tall yellow Lovers'-cup lilies and
heartheal . Butterwort and red-and-bl ue never-say-die cl anbered up
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the gullies toward the hillcrests, and white nooneyes covered the
ground al nost everywhere that grass did not. But there were no
peopl e, no honesteads. For one thing, the | and was poor for

farm ng. For another, that part of the country was full of Fyrd.

The Fyrd had al ways been in the Kingdons; they were

said to be children of the Shadow, sent by Hmto spread death and
m sery in the Goddess's despite: or even creations of the Dark
itsel f, changed things which had been nmade from normal ani nals
when the Dark still covered the world. Watever the case, nobst of
North Darthen was still full of the major Fyrd species -horwol ves,
nadders, keplian, lathfliers, maws, hetscold, and destreth. In
Herewi ss's tine, the |l and around the Wod was free of them - kept
that way by constant use of the Power and the col d-eyed accuracy
of Brightwood archers. But outside the Wod's environs the Fyrd
rai ded constantly, taking great nunbers of |ivestock, and al so nen
whenever they could get them Sheep were pastured here in the hill
country, but all the shepherds canme up together after the Miiden's
Day feasts. Both flocks and nen stood a better chance in | arge
nunbers.

The hills were thinning out now and farnms were beginning to
appear. They becane nore frequent as Herew ss and Dappl e descended
into the | ow ands, and one very large farmw th stone nmarkers

| ndi cated that Herew ss was close to the town he had been
expecting to reach that evening. The farmwas the holding of a
prom nent Darthene house, the Lords Arian. He could have stopped
there and received excellent hospitality, being after all the next
thing to a prince; but attention drawn to hinself was the | ast
thing he wanted at this point.

He rode on down fromthe hills, crossing a rude stone bridge over
the Kearint, a mnor tributary of the river Darst, and cane to the
forty-house town of Havering Slides just as dusk was falling. Mst
of the people who lived there were hands on the big Arian farm
Herewi ss rode up to the gate in the wooden palisade around the
town, identified hinself and was admtted w t hout questi on.

The inn was as he had renenbered it fromearlier visits, a notl ey-
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| ooking place with a disjointed feeling to it; new buildings ran
headl ong into ol d ones, and afterthought second storeys sagged on
their supports over uneasy-|ooking bay w ndows. It seened that
sone of the artisans who had done carving work in the Wodward had
al so passed this way. The gutterspouts were fashioned into panting
hound-faces and singing frogs; crows stealing cheese in their
wooden beaks | eered down fromthe cupol as.

Herewi ss rode up to the stable door and handed Dapple over to the
girl in charge. As he strode toward the doorway of the inn, his
saddl ebags sl ung over his shoul der, he was greeted by the sudden
and beautiful odor of roast beef. After three days of nourishing
but tasteless journey rations, the prospect of real food seened

al nost an enbarrassnent of |uxury. He paused at the door just |ong
enough to admre the carving over it, a cross-grain bas-relief of
a | ocal Rodm stress casting the Shadow out of a possessed cow.

Her ewi ss pushed open the door and went in. It took his eyes a few
mnutes to get used to the diminterior of the place, though there

were oil lanps all around. He was standing in a fairly |arge
comon room crowded with tables and chairs and long trestled
benches. The roomwas not too full, it still being early in the

eveni ng. Several patrons sat about a table, dicing for coppers,
and off in one corner a hulking farnmer was devouring a steak pie
i n great nout hfuls.

The steak pie particularly interested Herewi ss. Bags in hand, he
went to the kitchen door, which was carved wi th dancing poultry,
and knocked.

The door opened, and the innkeeper |ooked out at himcordially.
She was a tall slender wonman, grayhaired but

pretty, in a brown robe and a |ong stained apron. 'Can | hel p you,
sir?" she said, wiping her hands on a dirty gray towel.

‘Madam ' Herew ss said, bowing slightly, 'food and |odging for the
ni ght for nyself and ny horse would do nicely.'

‘Hal f an eagle,' the innkeeper said, |ooking at his clothes, which
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were in good repair.

"A quarter,' said Herewiss, smling his best and nobst charm ng
smle at her.

She sml|ed back at him 'A quarter eagle and threepence.'
" Two. '

The i nnkeeper smled nore broadly. "Two it is. Your horse is
| nsi de?’

"He is, madam'
"Di nner ?

'Oh, yes,' Herew ss said. The good snells com ng out of the
kitchen were naking his stomach tal k. 'Sone of what that gentl eman
I's having, if there's another one . '

She nodded. 'Anything to drink? W have wine, red and white and
Del ann yel | ow; brown and bl ack ale; and ny husband nade a fresh
barrel of Knight's Downfall yesterday.'

Al e sounds good: the black. Wich roomshould | take?

‘Up the stairs, turn right, third door to your left.' The
| nnkeeper di sappeared back into the kitchen's steam

Herewi ss hurried up the creaking stairs and found the roomin
gquestion. It was predictably nusty, and the floor groaned under
him The shutters screeched in protest when he | evered them open
to let the sunset in, but he was so glad to have a hot neal in the
offing that the place | ooked as good as any king's castle to him
He dropped his

bag in the corner, under the w ndow, and changed into another

cl ean dark tunic; then headed for the door. Hal fway through the
doorway, an afterthought struck him He raised his hands to draw
the appropriate gestures in the air, and since no-one was near,
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spoke al oud the words of a very mnor binding, erecting a
| ockshield around his bags. Then down the stairs he went.

He sat down at an enpty table in a corner and spent a few nonents
admring the wi ndow nearest him which was a crazy amal gam of
bottl e-gl ass panes and stai ned vignettes. One of them done in
vivid shades of rose, cobalt, and enerald, showed the endi ng of
the old story about the man who fool ed the Goddess into lifting

her skirts by confronting Her with an illusion-river. There he |ay
under the trees at Harvest festival, inextricably stuck to and
into an illusionary |lover, while the Goddess and the harvesters

st ood around and | aughed t hensel ves weak. The nman | ooked
under st andably nortified, and very chastened. He had been very

| ucky in playing his trick on the Mther aspect of the Goddess —
had She been manifesting as the Maiden at the tine, She m ght not
have been so kind. The Mther tends to be forgiving of Her
children's pranks, but the Maiden is sonetines fatally jeal ous of
Her nodesty.

Soneone bl ocked the light, and he | ooked up - a girl, maybe

ei ghteen years old or so, wwth a droopy halo of frizzing black
hair. She bent in front of Herewiss, putting his steak pie and ale
on the old scarred table. Herewi ss took brief notice of the view
down her bl ouse, but he was nore interested in the steak pie.

'"Nice,' he said. '"A fork, please?

"Hm?' She in her turn was being very interested in Herew ss.

"A fork?

'Oh. Yes, certainly— She reached into her pocket and brought one
out for him Herewiss took it, wped it off, and dove al nost

desperately into the pie.

"*Ahh, listen,' she said, bending down again, and Herew ss began an
I ntensi ve study of a piece of potato, 'are you busy this evening?

Herewi ss did his best to | ook at her wth profound sorrow. She
really wasn't his type, and there was a nercenary |look in her eye
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that sent himhurriedly to the excuse box in the back of his head.
"If you' re thinking what | think you are,' he said, 'I'msorry,
but |'munder vows of chastity.'

"You don't |look like you're in an Oder,' she said.

' Perpetual chastity,' Herewiss said. 'O until the Eagle cones
back. Sorry.'

The girl stood up. "Well,' she said, '"if you change your m nd, ask
the lady in the kitchen where | am |'m her daughter.'

Her ew ss nodded, and she went away into the kitchen. He sagged a
little as the door closed behind her, and settled back agai nst the
wal | .

That was a bit panicky of ne, Herew ss thought as he began to eat.
| wonder what it is about her that bothers ne so—

He put the thought aside and concentrated on the hot-spiced food
and the heavy ale. The common room began slowy to fill up as he
ate; the local clientele was comng in fromthe fields and houses
to enjoy each other's conpany. The big table nearest himwas
occupi ed by a noisy, cheerful group of farners fromthe Arian

| andhol di ngs, nine or ten brawny nen and lithe |ladies, all deeply
tanned and snelling strongly of honest work. They called | oudly
for food and drink, and hailed Herewi ss |like a brother when they
spotted himin his corner. He smled back at

them and before | ong they were exchangi ng crude jokes and bad
puns, and | aughing like a | ot of fools.

When the inn's cat strolled by, it was greeted politely by the
farnmers, and offered little pieces of neat or gane. It declined
all these graciously and in silence, and went on by, nmaking its
rounds. As it passed it | ooked hard at Herewiss, as if it
recogni zed him He nodded at it; the cat |ooked away as if
unconcer ned, and noved on.

As the ale flowed and the evening fl owered, the storytelling and
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singi ng began in earnest. Myst of the stories were ones al ready
known to everyone there, but no-one seened to care nmuch about that
- Ki ngdons people have a |love of stories, as long as the story
wears a different face each tinme. Soneone began with the old one
about what Ealor the Prince of Darthen had done with the fireplace
poker, which was | ater nanmed Sarsweng and had its haft encrusted
wi t h di anobnds. Then soneone el se got up and tol d about sonething
nore recent, news only a hundred and five years old, how the | ady
Faran Fersca's daughter had gone out with her twelve ships to | ook
for the Isles of the North, and how only one ship had conme back
after a year, and what had happened to it. This was told in an
unusual fashion, sung to an antique rhyne-formby a little old

| ady with a surprisingly strong soprano. There was a great deal of
stanpi ng and cheering and appl ause when she finished; and several
peopl e, judging correctly that the |ady was quite young inside,
what ever her apparent age, propositioned her imediately. She said
yes to one of the propositions, and she and the gentl eman went
upstairs imediately to nore appl ause.

In the commotion, the lute was passed around to the farnmers' table
and one of themstarted to sing the song about the Brindle Cat of
Aes Aradh, how it carried away the chief bard of a Stel dene king
on its back because of an

i nsulting song he had sung before the Four Hundred of Arlen, and
what the bard saw in the G herworld to which the cat took him
Herewi ss joined in on the choruses, and one of the | adies at the
farners' table noticed the quality of his voice and called to him
"You're next!' He shook his head, but when the man with the lute
was finished, it was passed back to him He looked at it wth
resignation, and then smled a little at a sudden nenory.

"All right,' he said, pushed his chair back, and perched hinself
on the edge of the farners' table, pausing a nonent to tune one of
the strings that had gone a quarter-tone flat. The room qui et ed
down; he strummed a chord and began to sing.

O the many stories concerning the usage of the blue Fire,

probably the nost tragic is that of Queen Beaneth of Darthen and
her | over Astrin. Astrin was taken by the Shadow s Hunting one
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Openi ng Night, and Beaneth went to her rescue. That rescue seened
a certain thing, for Beaneth was a Rodm stress, one of the great
powers of her tine. But the price demanded of her for Astrin's
rel ease was that Beaneth nust mate with the Shadow, and take into
hersel f whatever evil He would choose for her to bear. Beaneth,
know ng that the evil to grow within her would warp her Power to
its own use, lay down with the Shadow i ndeed, but killed herself
at the climax of the act, thereby keeping her bargain and
obt ai ni ng her | oved' s rel ease.

Her little daughter Beorgan was five years old when all this
happened. Beorgan nade the decision early to avenge her nother,
and determ ned that she woul d neet the Shadow on H' s own ground
and destroy Hm She trained, and grew great in Power - and al so
I n obsession - waiting and preparing for N neteen-Years' N ght,
that night when it is both Opening Night and Full Moon. Al the
Ki ngdons know how the story ends - how Beorgan went

down to the Morrowf ane on that night, being then twenty-four years
of age, and opened the Mrrowfane Gate beneath the waters of Lake
Ri | thor, and passed through into the O herworlds. There she net

t he Shadow, and there she slew Hm on one of the only nights this
may be done, when the Goddess's power conjoins with the returning
Sun past mdnight. Beorgan's triunph was shortlived, though, and
so was she. She had never planned her |ife past that night, and in
a short tine wasted away and di ed. Even her victory was holl ow,
for however bright the Lover nmay be, still he casts the Shadow.
seven years after He died, He was back again, |eading the Hunting
as al ways.

Freel orn had al ways | oved the story, and sone years back had
conposed a verse formof it, and a nusical setting that Herew ss
had |iked. At the tine, though, Freelorn's voice had been
changi ng, and Herewi ss had had to restrain hinself from | aughing
as his | oved sang that greatest of tragedies in a voice that
cracked crazily every verse or so. He had even refrained from
singing it hinself for the I ongest while, for the sound of his
pure, deep, already-changed tenor had nade Freelorn tw ce as self-
consci ous as he usually was.
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He sang the setting now, letting his voice go as he woul d have
|iked to all those years ago, pausing between verses to insert the
| ast di al ogue between Beaneath and Astrin, and | ater the farewell
of Beorgan to her husband Annod, who | ater becane King of both
Arlen and Darthen because of her death. He forgot about the hot,
snmoky room forgot about tinme and pain and the systematic
destruction of swords, and just sang, feeling very young again for
the first tine in ever so |ong.

At the end of it he received trenendous appl ause, and he bowed
shyly and handed the lute to soneone el se, going

back to his table and his ale. There he sat for a few m nutes,
recovering. Sonmeone began singing alnost i mediately, but the
farnmers started tal king quietly anong thensel ves. The contrast

bet ween the sung verses of terrible tragedy beyond the boundaries
of the world and the honely talk of the farmers was abrupt, but

pl easant; they had slow, mnusical voices, and Herew ss dawdl ed over
his ale, listening alternately to the words and the sound of them
One of the farners started telling a long, drawn-out story of a

| oved of his who had gone traveling. "All the way to
Dra' M ncarrath she went,' he said in a draw, 'aye, all that way
south, and then east again into the Waste she went, not know ng
where she was going, on account of being lost. R ght into the
Waste Uncl ai ned, and north she turned after a little, on account
of being lost again. And cane in sight of that hold in the Wste,
i ndeed, and—

'Ssh!'' said several of the other farnmers, |ooking upset, and ' She
cane out again,' said one of them seemngly the eldest. 'Count
her lucky; that place is bad to talk of, even here. Then where did
she go? . '

Herewi ss sat nursing his ale, a little curious at the sudden and
vehenent response. Hold in the Waste—2? \Wat could that be? No-one
| i ved out there—

Hi s t hought was broken by the underheard feeling that soneone was

| ooking at himw th unkindly intent. He glanced up and saw t he
| nnkeeper's daughter. She was across the room serving soneone
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el se, but he could feel her eyes on him He | ooked down at his ale
agai n quickly, not particularly wanting to see her bend over
again.

There was a sudden notion to his right. He | ooked, and saw the
cat, a big gray tabby with blue eyes, balancing itself on the
tabl e edge after its leap. It lay down, tucking its forepaws
beneath its chest so that it | ooked |ike a broody hen, and half-
cl osed its eyes.

‘Well, hello," Herew ss said, putting down his nug to scratch
under the cat's chin. It squeezed its eyes shut altogether and
stretched its neck out all the way, purring like a gray-furred
t hunder st orm

Her ewi ss went back to the contenplation of his ale, rubbing under
the cat's chin automatically for a few m nutes. Then suddenly the
cat opened up its round blue eyes. '"Prince,' it said in its soft
raspy voice, 'mnd the innkeeper's daughter.'

He | aughed a little under his breath. 'No-one keeps a secret from
a cat,' he quoted. 'May | ask what you're called?

'Mssssai,' it said. 'That is ny inner Nane, prince: the outer
doesn't matter.'

‘I'"ll keep your secret,' Herewiss said in ritual response, and

t hen added, 'but | have none to give you in return. | don't know
it yet.'

‘Well enough. Tine will cone, and then you can cone back and tell
ne. "'

'Forgive ne,' Herew ss said, 'but how did you know who I anf'
‘I've been in your saddl ebag."
‘It had a binding on it.'

The cat smled, and after a noment Herewiss smled back at it.
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Cats, the | egend said, had been created second after nen, and had
a Flame of their own, one which they had never | ost.

'The very fact of a binding,' Mssssai said, 'nade ne slightly
suspicious. | could snell it fromdown here, and know you for its
author. And the contents of the bags settled the matter. Only two
nmen alive wear that surcoat, and you're too young to be one of
them so you nust be the other.'

'Granted.’
‘What are you doing with those grinoires in your bags?

Herewi ss nade a face. 'Isn't it said of ny Line that there's no
accounting for us? I'ma sorcerer. A part-tinme sorcerer, out
seeing the world.'

M ssssai half-closed his eyes again. 'Sorcerers usually stay at
home unl ess they have sonething in hand. And you're nore than just
a sorcerer, prince. | know the snell of Flane.'

'l have no Focus,' Herew ss said, very softly, '"and no control. |
can't use a Rod.'

' The i nnkeeper's daughter,' said the cat, 'is a dabbler; she has
just enough Flane to be able to snell it herself, though she has
no focus either, and no control. But she's |ooking for a way to
free her Power, and | dare say she's noticed at |east part of what
you are. If | were you, |'d keep the shields up around your bags
tonight, or else sleep lightly. She's a brewer of sem -effective

| ove potions, and she throws her curses crooked. She has a nost
undi sciplined mnd. Not to nention that she'd probably try to
drain you—

A vanpire?

'I'n the bedsheets; she's acquired a taste for it. | see too nany
peopl e goi ng out of here | ooking |ost and drained in the norning.'’

"M ssssai, | thank you.' Herew ss scratched behind the cat's ears.
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"But why are you telling ne all this?
The cat smled. 'You have good hands.'

M ssssai stood up, stretched, arching his back, his tail straight
up in the air. "Mnd her, now,' he said, and junped down fromthe
table, vanishing into the forest of trestles and benches.

Her ewi ss | ooked up cautiously. The innkeeper's daughter had just
come down fromupstairs, and was going through the kitchen door.
He took his opportunity and

eased out from behind the table, heading hurriedly for the
protection of the shadows of the stairway. He took the stairs two
at a time, sloshing ale in all directions, pausing at the top of
the stairs to get his bearings; it was quite dark up there. Then
he headed softly down the hail, trying to keep the floor from
creaki ng under him his breath going up before himlike pal e snoke
in the chill air.

Hi s room door was ajar. He listened at it, but heard nothing. A
swft cold draft was whispering through the crack. Gently he put
hi s wei ght against the door; it opened with a low tired groan.
There was no-one i nside.

He went in, still noving carefully, and bent down by the w ndow to
check his bags. The surcoat was ever so slightly nussed, unfol ded
just enough to clearly show t he Phoeni x charged on it; and the

| ockshi el d around the bags was parted cleanly in one place, an

I nvisible incision right through the spell, big enough for a cat
to put a paw through.

Herew ss | aughed and got up. Wth flint and steel he |lit the
rooms one candle, a stub of tallow in a snoky, cracked gl ass by
the big four-poster bed. Even in the glass, the flane bent and
bobbled wildly until Herew ss closed the shutters at the w ndow.
For a few seconds he regarded the worm hol ed ol d door.

"All right,' he said softly. '"Let her think | had a bit too nuch
to drink.' He crossed to the door and closed it w thout shooting
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the bolt, then flicked a word and a gesture back at the bags and
di ssol ved the | ockshi el d.

Herewi ss pull ed back the faded, patched coverlet and sat down on
the bed. Imediately there was a sudden sharp feeling in the back
of his head, a nagging feeling like a splinter, or the dull hurt
of a burn. He got up again hurriedly, stripping the covers all the
way back and feeling about the sheets. Wien he lifted up the
pillow, there it was

- alittle nmuslin bag, with runes of the Nhairedi sorcerer's-
speech crudely stitched on it, and a brown stain that was probably
bl ood.

Herewi ss took his knife fromthe sheath at his belt and lifted the
little bag on its blade, carrying it over to the table where the
candle sat. It took hima little while to poke a | arge enough hol e
init wthout touching it directly, but when he did, and shook out
the contents, he nodded. Asafetida; crunbs of choke-pard and
wyverns-tooth; a |leaf of nobonwort, the black-veined kind picked in
Moon's decline; and also a little lunp of sonething soft - a bit

of potato fromhis plate at dinner. He scowl ed. Elenents of sl eep-
charm and | ove-charm m xed together - with the nmoonwort to
befuddl e the mnd and bind the sl eeper to soneone el se's w shes.

VWhat does she think I anf? She must not know |'m a sorcerer or she
woul dn't try sonething so ridiculously sinple—

Shaki ng his head, Herewss laid the steel knife down on the little
pile of herbs. 'Ehrenie hal adh seresh,' he said, and spat on the
bl ade. When he picked it up again, the noonwort had shriveled into
a tight black ball, and the warning pain in the back of his head
was gone.

He set the cloth bag afire with the candle flane, and carried it
still burning to the w ndow, opening the shutter and throw ng the
bag out along with the bits of herbs. Then he went back and
stretched out on the bed, reaching for the nug. The al e was
getting warm He nade a face, put the nug aside, and | ay back

agai nst the headboard, crossing his arns and sighing. It was going
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to be a long wait.

At sonetine past one in the norning Herew ss was |listening wearily
to the sound of sone patron of the inn wobbling about in the
courtyard, singing (if that was the

word) the old song about the King of Darthen's |over. The inn's
good al e seened to have conpletely renoved any fears the drunk had
ever had of high notes, and he was squeaki ng and warbling through
the choruses in a falsetto fit to give any listener a headache.

Her ewi ss had one.

The man had just gotten to the verse about the goats when Herew ss
heard the door grunt a little, and saw it scrape inward a bit. He
| ay back quickly, peeking out from beneath |owered lids. There was
anot her soft scraping sound, and in stepped the i nnkeeper's
daughter, wapped in a bl anket against the cold. She | ooked | ong
and hard at him and it was all Herewi ss could do to keep from
grinning. After a few nonents, satisfied that he was asl eep, she
smled and crossed the roomqquietly to where his bags | ay.

The one she peered into first was the one with the surcoat. Slowy
and carefully she pulled it out and spread it wide to | ook at the
device. There was no light in the roombut the pale noonlight
seeping in through one hal f-open shutter, and the di mglow of the
torches down in the courtyard. It took her a while to nake out the
Phoeni x in Flanes, but when she did she bit her |ip, then smled
again, and folded up the surcoat.

Deeper down in the bag she found the book bound in red | eather,
the unseal ed one, and drew it out carefully. The innkeeper's
daughter sat down on her heels and nuttered sonethi ng under her
breath. A weak reddish Iight grew and gl owed about her hands,
clinging to the book's pages as she turned them For a few m nutes
she went through the book, turning the | eaves over in cautious

sil ence. Then suddenly she stopped, and across the room Herew ss
could hear her take in breath sharply. He watched her as she
traced down one page with a finger, noving her lips slowy as she
read.
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That's a bad habit, Herew ss thought. Let's see if | can't break
you of it.

The girl was hol ding the book closer to her eyes, and speaking
softly. 'Neskhaired ol joneire kal stoi, arveya khad—

Her ewi ss breathed out in irritation. I mght have known. Doesn't
she know it's all illusion-spells? She can't know nuch about what
real sorcery is, or what it does. And Goddess knows she woul d pick
that one. She needs a |lot nore to be beautiful on the inside than
she does on the outside. It's not going to work, of course. She's
not maki ng any passes, and she's set up no franmework inside her
head. Dark! 1'll teach her to ness with things she doesn't
under st and—

Herewi ss cleared his mnd and began to think of another

I ncantation, on another page. He had |ong since ceased to need to
draw di agrans or nake passes while conjuring. Constant practice
had taught himto build viable spell-structures in his head,

W t hout external aids. He built one now, a fairly sinple one that
he had used many tines to entertain Halwerd, an illusion-spell

that required m ninmal energy and provided surprisingly
sophisticated results. It went up quickly, in large chunks, taking
form and bul king huge and restless —it was one of those sorceries
that has to be used quickly before it goes stale. He conpleted the
structure, checking once to nake sure that it was conplete, and

t hought the word that set it free to work.

The girl, intent on her reading, did not notice the air behind her
t hi ckeni ng and grow ng dark. Sonething darker and nore tenaci ous
than snoke curled and roiled within a huge man-shaped space in the
air, until at last it stood conplete behind her - a little tenuous
at the edges, where its stuff wsped and drifted into the still
air, but dark as starless mdnight at its heart. The innkeeper's
daughter finished reading the spell and raised one hand to

feel at her face. In that nonent the great dark shape put out a
hand and brushed the back of her neck lightly.

She sl apped absently at what she thought was an insect, and felt
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her hand go through sonething cold and danp. Her eyes went w de
with startlenent; she turned. She saw, and opened her nouth to
scream But Herew ss was ready. Since freeing the illusion, he had
been readyi ng another spell, and as she drew breath he said the
word of control and struck her dunb and stiff. There she knelt,

her mouth ridicul ously open, head turned to | ook over her shoul der
-probably a nost unconfortable position. Herewi ss smled, and got
up out of the bed, praying that the backlash would hold off for a
few m nut es.

‘Do you al ways go through your guests' bags at one in the
nor ni ng?' he said, bending down to take the book away from her and
toss it on to the bed. 'And do all the roons cone equi pped wth
that charming little addition under the pillow?

She coul d not even nove her eyes to follow himas he went to open
the w ndow wi de. 'Wuld you excuse us?' he said to the snoke-
creature. There had al ways been controversy over whether ill usion-
creatures were alive and thinking in any sense of the words, but
Her ew ss, being both cautious and courteous by nature, treated his
illusions as if they were both. 'And while you' re out there,

pl ease take that man down there and bed himdown in the stable or
sonething. If | hear that part about the goats again, | nmay turn
himinto one.'

The dark shape waded slowy through the air, trailing streans of
bl ack snoke behind it, and clinbed over the windowsill into the
night. It drifted down silently into the courtyard.

'Wuld you like to be a goat?' Herew ss said, going back to | ook
at the girl frombehind, so that she could see him

'O an oW mght be better - you seemto |like being up in the
m ddl e of the night.'

He was bl uffing outrageously, for no nere sorcery could do such
t hi ngs. She seened not to know this, though. She stared at
Herewi ss wi de-eyed, the terror frozen in her face. Qutside, a
voi ce broke off its singing. 'Boy, izh really dark out here,' it
said, woozily surprised.
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"Or maybe you'd like to bed down with ny friend out there,’
Herewi ss said, 'since you do seemto be so eager, with that |ove-
charmand all. | should tell you, though, he is a little cold, and
you m ght have a baby afterwards, and |I couldn't guarantee what it
woul d | ook Iike."

He made a snmall adjustnent in his mnd and snapped his fingers,
freeing her upper half but keeping her |egs bound tight. She
sagged and turned her face away fromhi mquickly. 'Tell nme what
you were after,' Herew ss said.

| — She shuddered. 'I don't want to share with that —
' Then start tal king.'

She stared sullenly at the floor. 'l snelled the Power,' she said.
"You have it. | want to know how. If a man can have it, then there
has to be a way for ne to bring mne out.' She | ooked up, glared
at him 'How did you do it?" she demanded bitterly. 'Who did you
pact wth?

My ny,' Herewiss said. 'You are a dabbler. Everyone has the
Power, dear, didn't you know that? Men and wonen both, everyone
born has the spark. But few have enough to do anything with. And
Goddess knows there's nore to it than just having enough Fl ane.
What was the bag for, by the way?

She scowl ed at the floor again, and would not answer him

*Alittle draining to anuse yourself? | should tell you, the Bride
doesn't |l ook kindly on such things. Draining away your | overs'
potency is likely to nmake you | ess of a

woman, not nore. And anyway, who taught you your Nhaired? Two of
the words on the bag were m sspell ed, and there was too nuch
asafetida. If you had left that there nmuch [onger, it would have
started to recoil, and half the place would probably have tried to
rape you. Try draining that.'
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Her ewi ss sighed. 'You're not being very open with ne,' he said.
'I"'min a quandary as to what to do with you. Maybe you really do
want to be a goat.' He went over to the bag on the floor and took
out the other book, the one with the seals onit. Softly he said
the word to undo the seals, and the second word that spoke the
pages apart, and then went through the book slowy, |ooking for
the right page.

The i nnkeeper's daughter was beginning to worry now. 'Please!' she
said, 'please, no - I'll do anything—

She squirnmed her torso at him and Herew ss | ooked up at the
ceiling, shaking his head in mld amzenent. 'I'mnot interested
in that kind of anything,' he said. 'I m ght consider infornation,
t hough,' he said. 'Tonight at dinner sone people were talking and
soneone nentioned a place called the "hold in the Waste", and
everyone el se hushed themup. Wiat is that? Wiy won't they talk
about it?

Fresh fear went across the girl's face |like a shadow 'I| don't
Know—

Hi s under hearing jabbed himhard under one rib, |ike the pain one
gets fromrunning too hard, and he knew she was |ying. 'Then |
guess |I'll have to turn you into a goat,' he said, wondering how
he was going to nake the bluff good, and turned his attention to
t he page before him 'Faslie anrastuw oi velien—

'No, no, wait— She | ooked around fearfully. "It's unlucky even to
tal k about it—

'Being a goat isn't unlucky?'

"Un - well. Qut in the Waste Uncl ai ned, about forty mles or so
into the desert, there's an A d Place - the oldest of the Ad
Places in all the world.' She gulped. 'It's full of the Add

wr eaki ng, and ghosts and nonsters wal k around there. Sonetines the
desert around it - changes sonehow, and becones ot her places. |
don't know how—
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"I know what you nean. Go on.'

'They say that the rocks roll uphill, and water flows sideways
along the hills there, or up the sides of valleys -and it rains
scor pions and stones instead of water. Even the Dragons won't go
near it; they say it's too dangerous. There are doors into

O her wher es—

" Door s?' Herew ss echoed.

‘That's all there is,' the girl said. '"It's not lucky to talk
about it. It's a cursed place.'

"No,' Herewiss said, 'just Ad, |I would imgine. W don't know
enough about the A d people's weaking to know their curses from
their blessings. Forty mles into the desert. Near where?

"North of the pass above Dra' M ncarrath,' she said, 'about sixty
mles or so. But it's cursed—

Herewi ss stood there silently for a long few nonents, hol ding the
backl ash away while reading the spell in the book, readying it.
*That'll do, | think,' he said. 'But one thing only.'

She | ooked at himin fear. 'l don't trust any prom ses you m ght
make about your future behaviour,' he said. 'So | amgoing to give
you a consci ence of sorts.'

He spoke the [ast word of the spell under his breath, and

| mredi ately the girl groaned and doubl ed over, clutching at her
stomach. 'The next tine you sleep with a man or woman for whom you
don't care, that wll take you,' he said. 'Don't bother trying to
rid yourself of it; if you neddle, you may find that particular
avenue of pleasure

permanent|ly closed. And |l et ne give you advice - don't play around
with sorcery. It shortens the life.'

He cut the air with one hand in a short quick notion, and the girl
staggered to her feet and |urched w thout another word out the
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door.

Herewi ss cl osed and seal ed his book, fetched the other one from
the bed, and put them back in his bag again. H s head was achi ng
violently, and his stomach churned, threatening to reject the

st eak pi e.

Suddenly a dark shape | ooned at the window It was the snoke-
creature, peering in curiously.

*Oh Dark, | forgot,' Herew ss said. He gestured at the w ndow, the
sane quick cutting notion. 'Go free! And thank you.'

The creature bent a little with a passing night breeze, and
di ssi pated silently.

"Ah, ny head,' Herew ss groaned as he headed back to bed.
'*Shortens the life indeed. | wsh | were dead.'

He pulled the covers up around hi magain, and laid his throbbing
head down on the lunpy pillow as tenderly as he could. The

dar kness was al nost peaceful for a few nonents —until the sound
of a drunken countertenor began to float up fromthe stable, half
a tone flat, singing of what the King of Darthen did with the
shepherdess and her brother.

' Oh Goddess,' Herew ss npaned, and buried his face in the pillow.
3

Opening Night is not so nuch a tine of year as it is a state of
mnd. It can be invited, by no nore difficult a neasure than
keepi ng one's eyes and heart open all the tinme. There are

Rodm stresses who could not share in the Opening if they stood at
the Heart of the Wirld on N neteen-Years' Night; and there are
children, and the eager of heart, who can break the walls between
the Wrlds in broad day, and call the wonders through. Those who
do not close their hearts to Possibility soon find their |ives
full of it.
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Refl ections in the Silent Precincts, Leoth d Elthed, ch. 7

The next day was gray and overcast, threatening rain. Herew ss

| eft early, having been awakened by the inpending |ight of dawn
despite the fact that there was no sunrise to be seen. He didn't
stop for breakfast - partly froma desire to hurry, and partly to
avoid running into the innkeeper's daughter again. He felt a
little guilty for laying as restrictive a spell on her as he had.
But then again, she had been nessing wth his private property —
and her actions had hardly been intended in benevol ence.

"*Aah, the Dark with it,' he said to hinself as the inn receded
behi nd him He was headi ng south again; Dapple was trotting al ong
briskly and needing little encouragenent to hurry.

Doors into O herwheres. Such doors were | egendary -they m ght open
on to other tines, like the Eorl howe Door hidden in the nazes
beneath the nelted stones of the Howe in North Arlen; or other

pl aces, like the old King's Door in the Black Palace in Darthis;
or other worlds entirely, as does the Mirrowfane Gate beneath the
waters of Lake Rilthor in southern Darthen. There were not many
per manent doors, and they tended to be difficult of access and
dangerous to use, because of tine limts or unpredictable
behavi or. One of the Queens of Darthen acquired the sobriquet One-
Hand when she crossed through the King's Door and it cl osed
unexpect edl y.

Qut in the Waste? Well, it would be a good place to put

themif there are tine-gates. At |east the Dragons would think so -
they won't | et anyone but Marchwarders near the Eorl howe Door, and
t he human Marchwarders won't go near it thenselves for fear of
changi ng t he past.

Her ewi ss sighed. He woul d have given al nost anything to go through
a time-door, or just |ook through one, to find out if things
real |y happened as the histories said they had. O to see the
great days of the past happen again - to see Earn and Heal hra t ake
t he Power upon Thensel ves at Bl uepeak, to see the terrible Giorn
cone tottering over the nountains and go up in a blaze of the blue
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Fire as the Lion and Eagl e gave Thensel ves for the destruction of
that |ast nmenace. O to see the founding of the Bright-wod, or of
Prydon city, or Darthis. To watch the [ast stone being set into
the paving of the G eat Road, and watch the Cath of Lion and Eagle
being sworn for the first time by Earn's and Heal hra's
grandchi |l dren. Maybe even to see what no man had seen, the

Wor | dwi nni ng, as the Dragons dropped out of the darkness and the
Messenger in Her glory drove the Dark away—

|"'mgetting carried away with this, he told hinself severely.

And you're enjoying it, another part of himanswered hi m back.

Wl l, why not? Dreaming was free. Consider this: how about going
back to the day Freelorn's father died, and finding out where old
Her got ha had been hi dden? That woul d certainly nmake Freel orn
happy. True, Freelorn had Sut han now, and that was not exactly a
sword wi thout lineage - the princes of Arlen had been carrying it
since the tine that Annod had used it to kill the Coldwrmlairing
in the fords of Arlid. But it was just that, a prince's sword, and
Freel orn was king, if not in nanme, at |east by right. Herew ss
didn't need his under-hearing to detect Freelorn's dissatisfaction
wi t h Sut han.

Lorn want ed Hergotha, which was the king's sword; he lusted after
it the way sone people lust after others' bodies and desire to
possess them

Her got ha, though, had gone mssing after Ferrant's death - he had
not been wearing it on the day his heart stopped, and it had never
been found in the pal ace. Perhaps he had taken it w th him past
the Door into Starlight, and wal ked the shore of the final Sea
with it slung over his back, the kingliest of the shadows that
dwelt there. O perhaps the Lion had taken ft back into H's
keepi ng again, maybe to return it to the rightful w el der one day,
i f one of the Line ever cane back to claimthe throne. Herew ss
doubt ed that Freel orn woul d have the patience.

To find Hergotha, bring it back to Freel orn—

This is ridiculous, Herewi ss thought. | don't know for sure that
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this place has tine-doors in it - or any doors, for that matter —
and if it does, there's no guarantee that |1'll be able to get
t hrough them O even nake them serve ny purpose.

He sighed. It was still nice to think about. To | ook back in tine.
To see his nother. To see Herel af —

O to look forward in tine, perhaps, and see how he would finally
forge the sword that would work for him then do it.

Yes. And if those doors | ooked out into other worlds, mghtn't
there be one world sonmewhere nuch |Iike this one, except that both
men and wonen had the Flane? O maybe there would be a door into
that | ong-past tinme before the Catastrophe, when everyone coul d
use the Power —

Dappl e st opped abruptly, and Herew ss | ooked up in confusion.
About a hundred yards away, at the foot of a little hill that rose
suddenly fromthe grassland, stood a small buil ding.

It was built of |logs stood up on end and bound together. The roof
was t hatched, and there was one door, and a wi ndow on the side
that faced him It wasn't a house -there was no sign of a garden,
or even a cow. A shrine, perhaps?

His curiosity nudged him and he pulled on Dapple's reins and rode
up to the place. He disnounted before the open doorway. 'Hello—=2"
he cal | ed. No-one answer ed.

There was a wooden pl aque fastened next to the door, and though it
was weat hered, the runes were deeply scratched and easy to read:
OF OQUR LADY OF LIBERATIONS - USE, CLEAN, BLESS, AND GO SAFELY.

Herewi ss stepped in and | ooked around. The inner walls were

pl astered, and there were scenes painted on themin a primtive
and vigorous style, the colors bright, the figures stylized, stark
and clean. In the mddle of the roomwas a rough offering table.
Dead | eaves and bits of grass were scattered about on the table
and floor. Sonmething nade an irritated twitter, and Herew ss

| ooki ng up, saw a sparrow s nest high in the corner, where the
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pl aster had fallen away and I eft an opening to the outside.

He smled at the appropri ateness of the place, for there was one
aspect of his personality sorely in need of liberation. The few
mnutes it would take to clean and reconsecrate the shrine

woul dn't be wasted. Besides, if the Goddess were to cone to his
house when he wasn't there, and if it were full of |eaves and
such, She would certainly clean it up.

For a nonent he grinned at the inage of the Tripartite Lady busy
in the Whbodward with a broom But the Goddess had never been known
for standing on cerenony. On Her travels through the world She
tended to | eave hone Her Cl oak which is the night sky, and the
Robe

gl ori ous as Moonlight, in favor of plainer and nore utilitarian

cl othes. Even at that nost sublinme and beautiful of tines, when
She cones to share Herself in |ove - as She cones to every nman and
woman born - even then She rarely appears in any of the forms or
mani festations attributed to Her by legend. Once in a lifetine, a
person will know the joy of being held in the Goddess's arns. She
cones as just another person, wth human quirks and wi nkl es;
soneti mes She cones in the formof soneone you know - perhaps even
your own | oved, by way of an affectionate joke. But She never
cones when or where you expect Her. As the proverb says, 'The
Goddess is as likely to cone in the window as through the door.'

Herewi ss found a broomin one corner, not nuch nore than a

m | dewed bunch of birch twigs, and did his best to sweep up all
the detritus on the floor. As he swept, he | ooked at the figures
painted on the plaster. One wall depicted the Triad in its first
form- Maiden, Mther and Wse Wnan, Their hands joined to show
that They were One: and then underneath that, the Maiden with Her
hands full of stars, busy with creation. But her back was turned
to the other Two, illustrating the Error. Behind the Three of Them
hung the synbol for the G eat Death, the downpointing Arrow, and
only the Eldest of the Three saw it. Her hand was outstretched to
Her younger self, but the Miden ignored the Eldest and went on
creating as if her works would | ast forever.
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In the next panel the Miiden stood in Her sorrow, Her hands
covering Her face, as She realized the nature of Her error: She
had forgotten about Death. And now that She had spoken the Final
Wrd that set the Universe on its way, Death was trapped inside
it. This whole Universe would have to run down and die itself
bef ore She could make it perfect. The Mdther and the Wse Wman
st ood

besi de the Maiden, trying to console Her; but for sone things
there is no consol ati on.

The foll owi ng panel showed the Maiden's solution for Her own grief
and guilt. She knew Her other selves in the manner of wonman wth
wonman, and becane with child. Now she sat on the birthing-stool,
and was no nore Maiden, but Mther. The children She bore were
tw n sons, and She suckled Them one at each breast with a smle of
mat ernal joy. The pane! bel ow showed the Twi ns grown al r eady,
beauti ful young nen, Her Lovers, and She stood between Them and
They all three enbraced one another. Then cane the New Love, and
the Lovers knew Each O her and found yet another joy. In the

pai nting, Their nouths touched with alnost ritual solemity, even
as Their strong arns strai ned about each other and They strove to
be one.

But then the great Death entered in, casting the Shadow over the
Lovers, filling Themw th jeal ousy, each desiring to alone know
the other Lover to the Mther's exclusion. The Lovers' hands went
about each other's throats, and They choked the lives out of each
other. The Triad stood above themin sorrow, and together They
lifted up the dead, and with Them entered into that Sea of which
the Starlight is a faint intimation, therein to be renewed and
reborn, to close the circle and nake all things whol e again.

The | ast panel, near the door, showed why the shrine had been
built. There was a sorrowing nother with her four dead children in
her arns, three little girls and a boy; and the inscription, M
Children. The Plague Cane in the N ght. Having Pronounced, She
Sets Free. May | Meet Them on the Shore.

Her ew ss stopped there, |eaning on the broom saddened. He thought
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how it nust have been for that poor nother, building this place
wi th her own two hands, nost

likely, hard by that little hill which probably housed her
children's bodies; painting those scenes, slowy and with care,
and trying to find sone sense in the deaths of her little ones.
Probably there wasn't any; but at |east she had | eft sonething
beautiful behind in their nmenory, and it may have been that having
sonething to do had brought her at |east partway through her
grief.

He swept the last of the | eaves out the door. The sparrow
chittered faintly inits nest, and Herew ss |l ooked at it with

af fection. Anot her nother, and her children, safe and confortable.
The nanel ess | ady who built this place would probably be pl eased.

He went out to where Dapple stood grazing, and runmaged around in
the | eft-hand saddl ebag until he found what he wanted, his |lovers'-
cup. Herelaf had nade it for him a long tinme ago. It was of white
oak, sinply carved and stained, with a border of |eaves running
around the outside just under the |lip, and Herew ss's nane
scratched under the foot. He could renenber watching Herel af carve
it. "When it's finished,' his brother had said, 'take good care of
it and it'll last you a long tine—

It certainly had. Fourteen years. Herel af had been dead for twelve
of them

Herewi ss took a waterbag out of the pannier, and filled the cup
wthit. Carefully, so as not to spill any, he carried the old
brown cup into the shrine, and set it on the altar.

‘Mot her of Days,' he said softly, |ooking for the right words,
‘Mot her of Stars - bless the ady who built this place, and her
children, whether they're reborn or not —may she find | ove again,
and may they too. Take care of the people who pass here; keep the
Fyrd off them and the terrors of night, and save them from

| onel i ness. And take care of Freelorn for ne, until | get there,
and afterwards too.' He paused, swallowed the [unp that was
filling his
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throat. The hurt was twelve years gone, it was silly to be still
crying about it. 'And take care of Herelaf - let himcone out of
the Sea and find joy—

He picked up the cup, drank quickly. It was harder to cry with his
head tilted back and his eyes squeezed shut. By the tine he had
drai ned the cup, he was back in control again.

‘—and help ne find ny Power when |I get back hone,' he said. 'In
Your nane, Who are our begi nnings and our endi hgs—

He went out of there in a hurry. Dapple had stopped grazing, and
was | ooking at himinquisitively. It had begun to rain. 'Let's
go,' Herewiss said. 'Freelorn is waiting.' He undid his rolled-up
cl oak fromthe back of his saddle and swng it around him The
rain began in earnest then, pelting down hard. Herewi ss made as if
to nount, and to his utter surprise Dapple reared up and danced
away from him whickering.

"What ?' he said. "What's the matter?

The horse's eyes were calm but when Herew ss reached for the
reins, Dapple backed away again. 'Wat, then?' said Herewi ss. 'Am
| supposed to stay here?

Dappl e took a step backward and gazed at him

‘Damm t, when Dareth nmade your famly smart, | w sh she'd nade you
alittle nore verbal! Al right, let's see what | can find—

Herewi ss pulled his cloak nore tightly around him and slipped the
hood over his head, then | eaned up against the wall of the shrine
and closed his eyes. He tried to put his underhearing out around
himlike a net. It was a fickle talent, one which often refused to
mani fest itself when it was needed, and for a nonent or so he
couldn't find it at all. He concentrated, and tried to |isten—

—+tri ed—
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War nt h?
—he | i stened harder —

Very faint warnth. A banked fire. No, nore like a fire being
rai ned on, going out gradually. The first drops splattering into
the flanmes, and the fire in panic, seeing its own destruction.

What in the world is that? Not a human readi ng, no-one | ever read
felt anything like this. It feels so dry, and | can hear the heat—

Fire in the rain. The fire in terror, the flanmes bei ng beaten
down, steamrising—

Somewhere over to the west —
—omng this way—

Her ew ss opened his eyes and | ooked westward. The rain was naking
it difficult to see clearly. It was com ng down hard, a silver-
white rushing wall, the typical spring cloudburst that seened to
beat the air right into the ground. |If there was sonethi ng out
there, it would have to cone a | ot closer before he would be able
to see it.

Fire, dw ndling, dying out—Watever it was, the source of the
feeling was com ng closer: the inmage had i ntruded on Herew ss's
underhearing that tinme without his having to listen for it—

Herewi ss pulled his hood further down over his face and took a few
steps into the rain, following the feeling. It wavered, grew a
little stronger. Possibly it was sensing himtoo. Herew ss

squi shed along for several mnutes, shivering as the rain soaked

t hrough hi s cl oak.

A shadow | ooned suddenly behind the gray rain curtain, and
Herewi ss slowed down a little. It was bigger than he was—

(—%ire in the rai n—
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He went closer to it.
A horse?

It staggered toward him A horse indeed; but a m serable sickly-

| ooki ng thing, wobbling along on spindly legs. Its nmane and tail
were plastered to it, skin scalloped deep beneath its ribs, drawn
drumtight over its sunken belly. The horse's eyes bul ged out of
their sockets, staring horribly. It looked as if it had been
starved and abused by a whole town full of people, one after
another. It |ooked ready to die.

Her ewi ss reached out wth his underhearing again, to nake certain.
He got the sane feeling: a fire, going out, alnobst too tired and
weak now to be afraid any nore. Steamrising, flanmes dying - and

| ndeed there was steam wavering about the horse's hide, as if it
had been ridden hard on a cold day.

He went over to the poor stunbling thing, took its head and
stopped it. It regarded himdully from gl azed eyes, taking a |ong
| ong nonent to realize what he was. And a feeling stirred in his
head. The horse was bespeaki ng him

(Help . . .) it said. (Dry . . .)
It collapsed to its knees.

Herewi ss was utterly anazed. No-one had ever bespoken himbut his
not her, who had had the talent as a result of her training in the
Fire; they had used it so commonly between them while she was
alive that sone of his nore renote relatives in the Ward used to
accuse himof disliking her, since when together they rarely spoke
al oud. But after her death he had hardly ever used the talent
again. There were no others in the Wod who had it, not even
Herel af ; and after nunmerous di sagreenents with the Wardresses of
the Forest Altars, Herewiss had little to say to them

But a horse?

Then again, sonething in a horse's shape could very well have the
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bespeaking ability. Rodm stresses soneti nes took beast-shapes. |If
that was the case, though, why the

di stress - and why the strange underheard reading |i ke none he had
ever experienced?

(Dry!) the horse-thing said again, nore weakly.

Her ewi ss bent over and grabbed the horse by the nose. Had it been
in any better shape, it would certainly have bitten him but now
as he pulled at it the horse noaned pitifully and struggled to its
feet again. Herewiss pulled it, step by trenbling step, back
toward the shrine.

(It hurts,) the creature said, bespeaking himpiteously. (It
hurts!)

"I know. Cone on.'

This close to it, touching it, Herew ss's underhearing was con ng
much nore fiercely alive. He could feel the creature's terror as
if it were his own, and noreover he could feel its agony, for wth
every drop of rain that touched it the horse was seared as if by
hot iron. Abruptly it collapsed in front of him and then
screaned, both out loud and within, trying to flinch away fromthe
wet ground on which it had fallen.

Her ewi ss was shaken to the heart by the sound of its terror. |
can't carry it or drag it—

It screanmed again, thrashing hel plessly on the ground.

Ch, damm, damm, dammt to Darkness! Herew ss thought. He bent

down, put his arns around the barrel of its ribs just behind the
forel egs, and began to pull. It was terribly heavy, but nowhere
near as heavy as a real horse woul d have been, even one as

emaci ated as this creature seened to be. It was wheezing with pain
as he got its forequarters a little way clear of the wet grass and
dragged it al ong.
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Her ewi ss want ed desperately to drop the horse, just for a nonent's
rest, but he was al so deadly afraid of hearing that terrible |ost
scream again. He kept pulling, pulling, cast a | ook over his

shoul der. The shrine was a dark

shadow t hrough the rain, not too far away. And anot her shadow was
approaching with a sound of wet squishing footfalls. Dapple cane
up through the rain, |ooked at Herew ss, and then turned sideways
to him facing himwth the saddl ebag in which the rope was
coi |l ed.

' Thanks!' Herew ss said, reaching up with one armto get the rope
out. He uncoiled it, wound a bight around the strange horse's
chest behind the | egs, knotted it, and tied the other end to
Dappl e' s saddl ehorn. Dappl e began backing steadily toward the
shrine, and with Herewi ss holding the horse partly clear of the
ground, they got it to the door of the shrine quickly. There was a
slight problemwth getting the horse through the door - Herew ss
had to drop the horse on the floor halfway in and go around to
push its hind | egs inside. Wien he had nanaged that, he undid the
rope, coiled it, stowed it, and went back into the shrine. He
dropped to his knees beside the horse's head, gasping for breath
and rubbing at his outraged abdom nal nuscl es.

"Well," he said. 'Now what ?'

The horse lay there with its sides still heaving, its breath
rasping in and out, harsh with pain, as if it had been ridden to
the point of foundering. Herew ss | ooked at it through the odd
detachnent that sonetines acconpanies great exertion. In color the
horse was a brilliant bay, al nost blood-color, and its stringy,

wet mane and tail were pale enough to be gol den when they were
dry. Under the taut-drawn skin, it had a beautiful head, fine-
boned |i ke that of a racehorse.

But racehorses don't bespeak people, Herew ss thought. And the way
the rain was hurting it. Water . . . Could this be a fire

el enental, then? People neet themso rarely, the stories say. But
the reading I got fromit—
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Herewi ss cl osed his eyes and |istened again. A feeling

like fire, still, but not being rained on any nore. Gathering
strength, burning a little hotter, grow ng—

He bespoke it, nmaking the thoughts as clear as he coul d. (Wat
happened?)

(Don't shout,) it answered faintly.
(Sorry. \What happened?)

Its thought was weak, but had an ironic tone. (I didn't know
enough to conme in out of the rain. Get out of nme for alittle,
wll you?)

Herewi ss did, and pushed hinself over to where he could | ean
against the wall. The horse was still steamng slightly. He
reached out a hand to touch one of its legs, and then jerked it
away again, sucking in breath between his teeth. H's fingers were
scal ded.

Afire elenental. I"'min trouble.

The |l egends were fairly explicit about elenentals of any kind
bei ng capricious, dangerous, tricky. Sone elenentals were death
just to see. Flane would be a protection, but a | ot of good that
did him Sorcery was al nost usel ess. Herew ss's G eat-great-great -
great-aunt Ferrigan was supposed to have had dealings wth sone of
them water and air elenentals nostly, and she had survived to
tell about it, but no-one was sure how .

Her ewi ss | ooked at the horse with apprehension. Its breathing was
slowng, and it | ooked | ess emaciated than it had before. Herew ss
shrugged his cl oak back, and then realized that the air in the
shrine was getting nuch warner. And the bl ood-bay 'horse' seened
to be drying out as he watched. In fact, it was becom ng better

fl eshed out. The horse lay there, grow ng sl eek, grow ng whol e—

(What are you call ed?) Herew ss asked.
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It bespoke its Nanme to him and Herew ss reflexively started back
and shielded his eyes. The el enental showed hima terrible blazing
gl obe of fire - the Sun close up, it

seened to be saying - and out of that blinding disc a sudden

| mmense fountain of flanme | eaped up, streanmed outward |ike a
burning veil blown in a fierce wwnd. Then it bent back on itself
with an awful arching grace, and fell or was drawn back into the
vast sphere of flanme below. That single pillar of fire would have
been sufficient to burn away all the forests of the world in a
noment; but the creature bespoke the concept casually, as a small
everyday kind of thing, not a terribly special Nane. And - he
shuddered - it nade free with its inner Nanme as if it had nothing
to fear from anythi ng—

(Sunspark,) Herewi ss said. (Wuld that be it?)

(That's fairly close.) It |ooked up at himfromthe floor. Its

voi ce was sharp and bright, and currents of hunor wafted around it
as if the elenental balanced eternally on the edge of a joke.
(What' s your nane?)

(I"mcalled Herewi ss, Hearn's son.)

(That's not your Nane,) it said, both slightly anused and slightly
scornful. (That's just a calling, a use-nane. What is your Nane?)

(You nean ny inner Nane?) Herew ss said, shocked and terrified.
The el enental was confused by his fear. ('lInner'? How can a Nane
be "inner' or 'outer'? You are what you are, and there's no
concealing it. Don't you know what you are?)

(No . . .)

More confusion. (They told ne this was a strange place! How can
you be alive, and thinking, and able to talk to ne, and not know?)

(How can you be so sure?) Herewiss said. (And if this is 'here',
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where's 'there'?)

It showed him and he had to hold his head in his hands for fear
it would burst open fromthe inmensities it

suddenly contained. 'There', it seened, was the totality of

exi stence. Not the little world he had al ways known, bounded by
nount ai ns and the Sea; but his world and all the others that were,
all of themat once, a frightful conplexity of being and

enpti ness, and other conditions that he could not classify.

Her ewi ss knew that there were other planes of existence - everyone
knew that - but he tended to think of them as being separated from
the world of the Kingdons by distance as well as by worl dwall s,

and accessible only by special doors such as the ones he was

| ooki ng for. Sunspark, though, had nore than an abstract
conception. He had breached those walls under his own power, had
made his own doors and wal ked anong the worl ds. Herew ss, seeing
as if through Sunspark's mnd, could actually perceive the way
they were arranged.

The worlds all overl apped sonehow, each of them coexisting in sone
| npossi ble fashion with every other one, a nyriad of planes
arranged on the apparent surface of a sphere that could not
possibly be real, since all of its points were coterm nous wth
all of the others. Still, all the countless places held distinct
positions in relation to one another. Each of themwas a thread in
the pattern - a Pattern past his understandi ng, or anyone's,

actual ly, though sonme few by nuch travel mght get to know snal
parts of it, or mght cone to understand the spatial relationships
on alimted scale. It could be travel ed, but the order and
position of the worlds within it changed constantly, from nonent
to nonent. The inportant thing was to know what the Pattern was
goi ng to do next.

During the brief flickering nonent when Herewi ss tried to perceive
the thought in its entirety, he knew wth m serable certainty that
he stood, or sat, right then, upon an uncountabl e nunber of | ocked
doors. If he only had the
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key, he could step through and be anywhere, anywhere he coul d
possi bly i magi ne. Sunspark had the key.

The hope and jeal ousy that ran through Herewiss in that one bare
nonent were terrible, but they didn't last |long; they dw ndl ed and
fragnented as the thought did when Sunspark finally pulled away
fromthe contact. Herewiss found hinself left with a few pallid
shreds of the original concept. |I'mnot big enough of soul to hold
so nmuch at once, he said to hinself when he could think clearly
agai n.

(That's where you cone fronf) he said.

(Sonmewhere there. |'ve forgotten exactly where. |'ve been so many
pl aces.)

(Can you take other people into those - those places?)
(No. It's a skill that each nmust learn for hinself.)

(Ohn . . .) Herew ss sighed, shook his head. (Wll. You're a fire
el enental, aren't you?)

(I amfire, certainly,) it said.
(How did it happen that you got caught out in the rain?)

(I was eating,) it said, and Herew ss thought of the distant
brushfire he had seen. (I was carel ess, perhaps -1 knew the storm
was com ng, but | thought | could elude it just before it started
to rain. However, the rain cane very suddenly, and very hard, so
that the shock weakened ne -and then it wouldn't let up. | thought
| would go nmad or mndless - we do that when too nuch water
touches us. It is a terrible thing.)

Her ewi ss nodded.
(You saved ne,) the elenental said, alnost reluctantly, and there

was sonething in its tone that nade Herewiss regard it with a
sudden suspicion. (I It cut itself off. Herew ss's underheari ng
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caught a faint overtone of conceal nent, fear, artifice. (—thank
you,) it finished, alittle |anely.

The hesitation made it alnost too plain. The old | egends

said that elenentals and creatures from ot her planes respected
nothing in the worlds but their own ethic. That ethic, called the
Pact, stated that travel ers-between-worl ds nust hel p one anot her
when need arose, and return favor for favor, |est the overwhel m ng
strangeness and dangers of the many worl ds should w pe out the

wor | dwal | - breaching ability and all its practitioners forever.

(Sunspark,) Herewi ss said, doing his best to nmask his slight
uncertainty with a feeling of conviction. (You would have been
| eft mad and in horrible pain if | hadn't hel ped you.)

It | ooked at him no enotion showng it its eyes or its tone of
thought. It noved its | egs experinentally. (I think I could stand

up now—

(Sunspark. You owe ne your well-being at this nonent. O herw se
you woul d be out there still, in the rain.)

It shuddered all over, so that its nonchal ance of thought did not
quite convince him (Wat of it?)

(A favor for a favor, Sunspark. Until the End.)

He held his breath, and held its eyes and mnd wth his, and
waited to see whether the Iine that appeared again and again in
Ferrigan's old tale would work.

Sunspark | ooked at him its eyes distraught, his underhearing
catching its consternation and unease, its desire to be out of
there, away fromthis horrid narrow little creature who knew of
the Pact but didn't even know what its own self was —

(Sunspark,) Herewi ss said again, this tine letting his thought

show his disgust at the elenental's trying to slip out of an
obligation by concealnent. (A favor for a favor.)
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It closed its eyes. (What do you want ?)
(You know very wel |!)

It sighed inwardly. (A favor for a favor,) it said. (Until the
End. What do you want of ne?)

Her ewi ss paused for a long nmonent. (I'mnot really sure yet. Get
up, if you think you can, and we'll discuss it.)

Sunspark struggled a little and then heaved itself all at once to
its feet. It stood there for a nonent swaying uncertainly, like a
new foal. (That's better,) it said. (You know, | amlikely to be a
| ot of trouble to you—

Herewi ss stood up too. It was distinctly unnerving to have

sonet hing the size of a horse | ooking down on you and talking to
you, especially when it wasn't really a horse. (You're trying to
frighten ne,) Herewi ss said. (The stories are true, it seens. If
you refuse to aid ne, you' re forsworn, outside the Pact, outside
the help of any of the other peoples who walk the worlds. No
travel er survives | ong under such conditions. You owe ne a favor,
a large one, and you will repay it.)

The el enental |ooked at himw th grudging respect. (I wll. You
under st and, though, why | did not—}

(OF course. You weren't sure whether | lay wthin the Pact or not,
and who wants to be bound when it's not necessary? But I'mwthin
it, by intention at least; and if that's not enough, there's
ancestry.)

(On?) It understood him but there was sone slight confusion about
sone of the nuances he had applied to the thought, and Herew ss
di dn't know whi ch ones.

(Yes. | am descended from Ferrigan Hal ner's daughter of the

Bri ght wod Line; she wal ked between the worlds, or so our
traditions say. My father is presently Lord of the Brightwood—
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Sunspark stared at Herewi ss, and emtted a wave of total shock and
i ncredulity. (Your progenitor is still alive??)

(Unh - yes. My nother is dead, though—

(Well, of course. Wy two different concepts for your progenitors,
t hough?)

Her ewi ss was becom ng nore than slightly confused hinself. (One of
themis a man, and the other was a wonman—

There was a brief silence. (You are a hybrid? Well, such matings
aren't unheard of in parts of the Pattern—

(Unh - no. 'Man' and 'wonman' are different forns of the sane
creature.)

(Oh. Like larval and pupal ?)

Her ewi ss was shaking his head in amazenent. (Well, uh, not
real |l y—

The el enental was bew | dered, but still intrigued. (This is too
hard for nme,) it said finally. (I cannot understand how your
‘father' is still extant after union. But whatever -there are
patterns within the Pattern, and no way to understand themall. No

matter. Your 'father' was a master of energies, you sai d—

(I did? wll, yes, you could say that, though how you nean it and
how | nean it is—

(Later. What does his mastery have to do with you?)
(Wel'l, anong ot her things, when he dies, I'll inherit the Wod—

(Well, of course. How can it be otherw se, but that progeny shall
take their progenitors' energy unto then?)

(Unh-right.)
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(I think I see. Are you seeking to bring your progenitor to his
endi ng that you nay have his energies?)

Herewi ss said, too puzzled to be angry, (No. I amtraveling to
find a friend who is being held against his will, and to rel ease
him) Herew ss kept the thought as sinple as possible, feeling
that this was no tine to go into the political ramfications.

He coul d feel Sunspark pondering the whol e thought curiously,
taking it apart. (Onh. This person is your nate?)

Herewi ss said, (Unh - ny |loved, yes.)
Sunspark | ooked with interest at the concept 'loved . (Your nate.
And you w Il unite and engender progeny? You seema |little young

for it . . .)

(It, ah, it doesn't quite work that way. You see, we are both nen

)
(Yes?) It waited politely for the explanation. Herew ss sagged
against the wall, looking for the right words,
(Well - see, Sunspark, in this world, 'progeny' are -well, there

are many ways to achieve union, but there is only one way to have
a child. The wonen bear the children, always; and though nen nay
know nen in, uh, union, and wonen may lie with wonen, a child only
happens if a man lies wwth a woman. There have been tines when
babi es were supposed to have happened when wonen | ay together -

but it's hard to say, because nen had been sleeping with the wonen
too.) Herewiss, to his utter surprise, was becom ng enbarrassed.
Even Hal werd at four years of age had not been as conpletely
confused about sex as Sunspark obviously was. (My loved and | are
both mal es and cannot have ' progeny' of our own.)

Sunspark digested this. (Yours is not a fruitful union? Yet you
pursue it? Such behavior is not survival-oriented for a species.)

Herew ss | aughed. (No, it isn't really. That is why the Goddess
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gave our kind the Responsibility. Wien we cone of age—

(Oh. You cone into heat too? Wll, there is one simlarity,
anyway. )
(Un, not really, | think. But. \Wen we cone of age, or soon after,

we nust have union in such a manner as to reproduce oursel ves at

| east once - one union for a man, two bearings for a woman. After
that, union is our own business, and we may | ove whom we pl ease.)
The roan stallion stood there and nused over this.

Sunspark was fully recovered now, and it |ooked truly magnificent,
| i ke the nmount of a king - its hide was a true deep crinson,
bright as blood, and its nane and tail glittered |ike wought gold
even in the subdued Iight fromthe door.

(How very strange,) it said. (Union again and again, it seens,

W t hout consunmati on. And even w t hout progeny! - So your 'l oved
IS i n durance?)

(Yes.)

(And you are going to free it?)

(Hm Yes, and then go back to ny work.)

(This is definitely too much for ne,) Sunspark said. (You wll go
to your mate - and not unite - and then go do sonething el se?)

(Well, we nmay, uh, unite, but- yes.)

(What el se could you possibly want to do?)

Her ewi ss sighed. (I have, mmm a certain kind of Fire within ne—
(Yes: that's why | was heading in this direction, as well as
because the rain felt |ess over here. | could feel the fire, and |

t hought we m ght be related - though | didn't understand how you
could not be distressed by the water. | see that we aren't
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rel atives, though, except in a rather superficial manner.)

(That's for sure,) Herewiss said. (At any rate, | have this Fire -
but not control of it. Wth the Flane, one nust have a tool, a
focus with which to dissociate it fromone's self, or it won't
work. |'mlooking for such a focus. It would be a shane to die of
ol d age and never have had use of the Flane at all . . .)

(Excuse ne. 'Die'?)

(Uh . . . cease to exist?) Herew ss said, and Sunspark junped a
little fromthe suddenness of the thought.

(That is an inpossible concept.)
(. . . pass on? Go through the Door into Starlight?)

(Oh, you nean | eave your present form) Sunspark said. (I see. Wy
the tinme limt, though? Is it a ganme?)

Her ewi ss shook his head slowy, not knowi ng what to say. Sunspark
sensed his bemusenent, and fell silent.

(Where are you headed?) Herew ss asked.

(I have been roaming —Ilike all the rest of ny kind. | am
condemmed to restl essness. But you have bound ne to you by the
Pact, and | nust pay back your favor in kind.)

Herew ss thought for a nonent. (Well enough, then. If you'll keep
conpany with nme until you have opportunity to save ny life, "Il
consider the favor paid. Wth the things |'mgoing to be doing, it
shouldn't be too long . . .)

(Done, and done,) Sunspark said. (Shall we match off energies to
bind the agreenent? It is in the nature of ny kind,) Sunspark
continued, (to match off energi es whenever possible. The loser's
energies are bound to the wnner's, so that when the wi nners cone
to mate, their progeny are nore powerful than the parents. | think
you woul d probably consider it as sonething of a social exchange.
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Like—) it slipped a little further into his mnd to find an
anal ogue - (like clasping hands?)

(Wth alittle knuckle-work,) Herewi ss said, grinning. (I hear a
certain air of permanence in the thought, Sunspark. Are you

| ooking for a way to make an end of ne accidentally, and so be
free of our agreenent?)

(Make an end? Oh, | see, force you to change form) Sunspark
chuckl ed softly, wth innocent savagery. (I told you I was
probably going to be trouble for you,) it said.

(Yes,) Herewi ss said, |laughing hinself. (Trouble indeed. Sunspark,
| ammnded to try ny strength with you. | would like to engage in
a social exchange with you; |I'd sooner have a friend than soneone
whom | could never trust, and that's what you'd nost |ikely be

Wi t hout this—)

It | ooked askance at the concept 'friend . (You want to mate with
nme?) it said incredul ously. (How perverse. And how very
I nteresti ng—

There was a sudden smle in its voice that nade Herew ss wary. (I
didn't say that,) he said. (Never mnd it now, Spark, there seem
to be differences in our ways of |ooking at things, and with a
little luck we'll have leisure to discuss themlater - How are

t hese mat ches usual | y handl ed?)

(Best two fights out of three.)
(So be it. | have certain |imtations that you haven't, though,
and | will ask that you take theminto consideration so that the

match will be a fair one.)

(True, but it behooves us to try to nake it that way,) Herew ss
said. (WIIl you agree not to burn ne up, or otherwise kill ne?)

("Kill"? Ch, formchange. My, you have a |lot of ways to say it.

What a shane, that is one of the best ways to win a match. Wy
should I refrain?)
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(I don't want to |leave this formyet.)

(I's it that conely? You can always get another, can't you?)

(Not just like this one, certainly; the process isn't under ny
control at all. And besides, | would no | onger be able to reach ny

loved if | left it.)

(That would be tragic,) Sunspark said, (but then, all union is

tragi c, when you cone right down to it ... Ch, very well. There is
sonething here that | don't understand, and since you keep
insisting, it nust be inportant. | won't "kill' you. Shall we

begi n?)

(Ri ght here??)

(Where better?) said Sunspark, and then the change cane upon him
and Herewi ss had no tine to think about anything.

The creature that | eaped at his throat had nmany of the worst
characteristics of Fyrd - a nadder's coily, scaled body wal ki ng on
the ugly hairy legs of a bellwether, and the knife-sharp | egs of a
keplian at the ends of those |legs. Herewiss westled wildly with
it, trying to get sone kind of decent hold, but there were too
many | egs, and the thing seened to weigh as nuch as he did. The
fact that he was braced against the wall hel ped hi m somewhat, but
Sunspar k had perceived that. There were | egs pushing at his own,
trying to knock hi moff-bal ance.

Her ewi ss spread his |legs wder, strove to feel the bal ance fl ow ng
t hrough them the upflow ng power of the earth, as Mard, his
weapons instructor, had taught him After a few straining nonents
t he power began to cone. Sunspark, though, feeling the change in
the tension of its opponent's nuscles, shifted its attack toward
Her ewi ss's head. Herew ss was confused, for the form Sunspark had
taken seened to have no real head, nothing in which he in turn
could attack - the top half ended in a blunt place where the
serpent-like body cane to an end, and talons erupted fromit in a
clutching rosette |like sone malignant flower. They grabbed and
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slashed at him and it was all Herewi ss could do to hold the thing
at a di stance.

For a long nonent their respective positions did not change. Then
Herewi ss found a fraction nore | everage than he'd thought he had,
and slung the creature away fromhim halfway across the room The
nadder-creature cracked into the offering table and lay still for
a nonent. (First fall,) said Sunspark. (Not bad. Are you ready?)
He sucked in a few deep breaths. (Cone ahead— It flashed a
bright, edged feeling |ike a sharpened smle at him and changed
agai n. A sudden hot wi nd began to fill the roomas its physical
formdw ndl ed away, and Herew ss suddenly had a hunch that it
woul d be wi ser not

to breathe for the rest of this bout. He sucked in one last gulp
of air before Sunspark had tinme to finish the change -and then
found hinmself being pressed brutally fromall sides, his nuscles
bei ng painfully squeezed, his eyes smashed back in their sockets,
his joints being broken open, his skull being crushed by sonething
that clothed himall around |ike a stormm nd turned in on itself.
Herewi ss held on to his lungful of air, but then it too was
pressed out of him and white |ights danced behind his closed eyes
as the awful pressure began crushing himdown into

unconsci ousness—

He sl apped the ground to which he had fallen, hoping that Sunspark
woul d understand the gesture. Imediately the pressure |l et up, and
he lay there for a few seconds, at least until the lights went
away. He felt as if he had been run over by a cart.

(That one was mne, | think,) canme the quiet voice. (Shall we take
the third?)

(Go ahead,) Herewi ss said. He dragged hinself to his feet, and
braced hinself once nore against the wall.

The air swirled, coal esced, and Sunspark stood before himin the
red roan formagain. But it did not nove, just |ooked at Herew ss.

—and then it was inside Herew ss's head, and Herew ss began to
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understand the elenental's statenent that he was fire. The quiet,
famliar confines of Herewss's mind went up in a terrible
conflagration. Hi's brain and body burned inside, thoughts and
enotions threatening to drown in heat and pain. But Herew ss held
on, held part of hinself away fromthe burning, concentrated on
survival, on the help that this creature could be to himif he
could bind it. He was not as afraid of fire as nost people m ght
be - fire was his conpanion at work, his old famliar friend. He
bore the marks of his acquaintance with it all over his

arns, pink places where blisters had been. This fire, a fire of
the mnd, was no different, really. He withstood the flanes for a
| ong few nonents, nmaking sure of his control. Then, (Two can play
at this,) he said—

—and t hought of water: storns of it, deluges of it, cold and free-
runni ng; the shaded place in the Wod where the Darst runs

t hrough, widening out into the pool he and Lorn used to swmin
during the summers. The |l eap out fromthe green bank, and the

spl ash, first too cold, then just right, cool clear |iquid
softness covering all the body, sliding, surroundi ng—

He heard Sunspark scream

—+the Sea, the northern Darthene coast in |ate summer, waves
crashing and spray flying cold and salty, a blue infinity of water
that could swallow an el enental w thout even notici ng—

The contact broke. Herewi ss stood there, sweating and trenbling,
and saw that Sunspark was doing the sane. It | ooked at him

pl eased and irritated both.

(You have nothing to fear fromne,) it said, (I am bound to your
will until you see fit to release ne. | should have |et the Pact-

oath be the termof our agreenent—

(Maybe you shoul d have,) Herew ss said, (but | for one have no
need to keep you past the tine of the original agreenent.)

(You can afford to be generous,) Sunspark said grunpily. (1've
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never | ost a match before. Shows you what cones of being fair.)

(Sonetines,) Herew ss agreed. (Conme on, Sunspark, let's go; the
rain's stopped.)

They wal ked out of the shrine. Above themthe cl ouds were noving
eastward before a brisk wind. (One thing | will require of you,)
Sunspark said, (and that is that you keep water off ne.)

(That's easily done; there are spells—

Dappl e was grazing agai n; as Herew ss approached himhe | ooked up
placidly, as if to ask what woul d happen now.

(Hm Sunspark, will you mnd if | ride you?)
(It's a binding of energies, is it not? It seens appropriate.)

He transferred his gear to Sunspark's back, piece by piece, and
finally took the bridle off Dapple and rubbed the horse's nose.
'It's a long way back hone for you,' he said, 'but you can't help
but find your way there. Though they m ght be confused to see you
W t hout nme. Here—

He put the bridle on Sunspark and then went to runmmage in the
saddl ebag, finally finding the little steel nessage-capsule from
Freel orn's pigeon, along with the scrap of parchnent it had
contai ned. Inkstick and brush were further down in the bag.
Herewi ss wet the brush fromhis nouth, scrabbled it against the

| nkstick, and paused for a nonent. Should I—=2 Ch, why the Dark
not, he |l oves riddles!

"From Herewi ss Hearn's son to his sire,' he wote,

"Your son's making good on his hire—

He sends you your horse

(and regards, Lord, of course)
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and the news that the prince rides with Fire.'

Then he enclosed the note in the capsule and tied it around
Dappl e's neck with sonme cord fromthe saddl ebag.

'Have a safe trip hone,' he said. 'And thanks.'
Dappl e nuzzled himin the chest, turned, and trotted off.

Her ewi ss swung up into the saddle, intrigued to feel Sunspark's
heat seeping up through it. (I hope the |eather doesn't crack,) he
said. (W' re heading south. The place

where Freelorn is stuck is about a five days' ride from here—

(For a horse,) Sunspark said wwth an inward smle. (W'IlIl go
faster; I'mcurious to see this 'loved of yours. You' d better
hold on tight.)

Several times that night and the next day, the country people of
sout hern Darthen and northern Steldin pointed and wondered at the
sudden neteor that blazed across their skies and did not strike

t he ground anywher e.

4
"Are you a sorcerer? said Ferrigan curiously.

'Dear nme, no!' the Pooka said, shocked. 'Who wants to be a
sorcerer? You spend five days of a week recovering fromone day's
spelling; and if you die in the mddle of a spell, it takes three
nont hs before the headache goes away.'

‘Tal e of Ferrigan and the Pooka,' from Tales of Northern Dart hen,
ed. Hearn, ch. 8

The place was ol d enough to have been built in the first wave of
Dart hen's colonization. It was hardly nore than a crude castle
keep built of fieldstone. For outworks it had nothing nore than an
earthern di ke, surrounded by a ditch that had once been full of
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shar pened stakes. They had | ong since rotted away, the place
havi ng been abandoned for sonme newer, nore defensible castle of
hewn st one.

But the keep was still quite solid, thick-walled enough so that an
eart hquake coul d hardly have brought it down. There were no

w ndows but arrowslits, the tower top was deeply crenell ated, and
t he door was of iron a foot thick, judging by the fact that it had
not rusted away in all the intervening years. Tinme had been ki nd
to the place. Its nortar had grown stronger with age, and only
here or there was any stone shattered by frost. It was a redoubt
worthy of the nanme, and it stood there at the center of the
cuplike vale wwth stolid rocky patience, frowning at the
surrounding hills, antique and i ndomtabl e.

Herewi ss | eaned wearily on Sunspark's crupper and frowned back at
the keep fromwhere they stood, about two mles away, atop one of
the 1 ong bare surroundi ng ridges. The keep was surrounded by a
fairly large force, disposed around it for the siege in the usual
St el dene fashion. The troops were about half a mle or so fromthe
wal | s, separated into four |arge canps, each oriented to one of

t he conpass points. Herewi ss agreed wth

Freelorn's estimate; there were about a thousand of them and
maybe nore.

‘For five people!" he said aloud, putting his head down on his
folded arns. 'Steldin nust be awfully nervous.'

Sunspark stood beside himin the red roan form idly sw tching
flies wwth its long glittering tail. It |ooked at the besieging
arny wth suprene disdain, and snorted softly. (It hardly matters.
Gve ne half an hour and I will bring the fire down on them and

| eave not a one alive.)

"*Sunspark, | don't want to kill, there's no need. Restraint is
considered a virtue in these parts.'

The el enental snorted again, flicking its tail at a nonexi stent
fly and fetching Herewi ss a stinging blow across the back.
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' Behave yourself or I'lIl make it rain on you again.'

(That's no nmastery, there are rainclouds comng in anyway; it'll
be pouring after nightfall. You keep ne dry, now)

‘I keep ny promses. You'll be fine. Look, it's getting on towards
sundown - | want you to take a nessage to Freelorn for ne.'

(What am | - a pigeon?)

' Spar k—

(Al right, all right.)

'Get in there any way you like, so long as it's unobtrusive. Say
to Freelorn that I"'mwaiting for nightfall to make ny nove. Tel
himthat he should try not to be too bothered by what he sees -
|'"mgoing to try to go past the bounds of battle-sorcery he's seen
in the past. Tell himhowto find this spot - or better still,
after I'mfinished, go and neet them and bring them here. There
are tinmes when Lorn needs a map to find his own head.'

(Shall I tell himthat too?)

'No, I've told himenough tines nyself. Wen you

finish wth that, get back here. This place is wld enough so that
there m ght be a few Fyrd wandering around. | don't want to get

eaten while I'mtrying to concentrate on ny spelling.'

(Tell Freelorn this. And tell Freelorn that. There are five people
in there, oh Master m ne. What does he | ook |ike?)

Her ewi ss sighed. 'Look for a small nman, about a span short of ny
hei ght, with |longish dark hair and a | ong nustache, and a sense of
hunor |ike yours. Chances are that he'll have on a surcoat with
the White Lion on it. Is that enough for you?

(If there are only five people in there, then | think | can
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manage. )
' Then get going.'

Sunspar k' s horse-shape wavered and turned nolten, gathered itself
together and swirled about with a blast of oven-heat, becane a

bri ght anorphous formthat put out w ngs and rose agai nst the sky,
cooling and darkening. A nonent |later a red desert hawk spiraled
up a thermal partly of its own naking.

Herew ss sat down, naeking a face at the snell of scorched grass,
and consi dered what he was going to do. It wasn't going to be easy
to dispose of an arny this large. There weren't too nmany of the

St el dene requl ars anong the forces; nost of them were conscri pt
peasantry, ununifornmed and hurriedly arned. That woul d be a help.
But the regulars and their commanders woul d have seen real battle-
sorcery before. They would be famliar with the tricks of the
trade, and unafraid of illusion. Herew ss did have sone

advant ages; he had a great deal of native power, and access to
references and net hods about whi ch nost sorcerers knew not hi ng.

Al so, the fact that there was no other arnmy attacking themin
concert with the illusions

woul d confuse the Stel denes sonmewhat. By the tine any of them
real i zed what was happening and tried to nobilize a force to stop
him it would be too |ate. He hoped.

A thousand nen. Herew ss shook his head. The King of Steldin nust
have been worried about the possibility of the Arlene countryside
ri sing agai nst his people when they brought Freelorn hone - or the
possibility of Freelorn getting away, and the Arlene arnmy novi ng
into Steldene lands in retaliation. If the Cath of Lion and Eagl e
wasn't protecting Darthen from Gl lnod s incursions, the King of
Stel din had good reason to worry.

Si ghi ng, Herew ss | ooked at the thunderheads massing on the
northern horizon. The stormwould make a fine cover for their
escape. He disliked the prospect of |eaving over wet ground that
woul d take their trail. But speed, and fear, and the direction in
whi ch he would lead his friends, would confound the pursuit. Now
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he had to concern hinself wth the sorceries he woul d need.

Her ewi ss spent at |east half an hour |eafing through the
grinoires, nmenorizing pertinent passages and wi shing he weren't so
ethical. To frighten a thousand nen into flight was nore difficult
than killing them It would have been sinplicity itself to turn
Sunspark | oose. The elenental's nethods were swift and brutally
efficient, and its conscience would be clean afterwards. To
Sunspark death was nothing nore than a change fromone formto
another. O Herewiss hinself could have laid warfetter on the | ot
of them |eaving the whole arny deaf and blind and stri pped of
their other senses, fighting nothing but their own terror, and
probably dying of it. But his conscience was not as accommobdati ng
as Sunspark's. The last tinme he had slain was one tinme too nmany,
and even if that had not been the case, there was still sorcerer's
backl ash to consider. To lay warfetter on so many people was to
open the way for a

huge curul ati ve backl ash to strike him one which would certainly
| eave himeither dead or insane.

So Herew ss chose illusions as his weaponry. He would have to
alter the fornulae to accommobdat e so nany peopl e, and the backl ash
woul d hit himproportionately -he would be unconscious for a
coupl e of days. As he went through the book, making his final
choices in the fading |light, Sunspark dropped out of the sky on to
hi s shoul der.

‘Loosen up a little with the talons, please,' Herewss said. 'Dd
you find hinf

The hawk snapped its beak with inpatience. (O course. He's
wai ting for you.)

'Was there a nessage?
(Your friend greets you by ne,) Sunspark said, (and says, 'Get ne
the Dark out of here.' He also says that you shoul d nake your

preparations for six people. Evidently he has picked up a stray
sonmewhere.)
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"That's Lorn. Sunspark, |'mgoing to need a good while to get
ready for this. You'll have to stand guard while | neditate. Also
"Il need your services during the sorcery.'

(As you say.) Sunspark whirled and di ssol ved in heat again,
reappearing in the bl ood-bay persona.

"You really do |ike that shape, don't you.'

The el enental curved its neck, | ooked around to admre its shining
self. (It does have a certain el egance, | nust admt—

"You're vain, firechild, vain,' said Herewiss, smling. He wal ked
off alittle distance and unlaced his fly to relieve hinself
before the long sorcery; Sunspark followed, regardi ng the process
with interest.

(You are really strange,) it said. (Wiy bother drinking water if
you're just going to throw it away again? And what is this 'vain'
busi ness? |' m gorgeous, you've said so. | don't

under stand why you can tell nme that |'m beautiful, but | can't
tell nyself—

' Spar k, shut up, please.’

Sunspark strolled away a few paces and began cropping the grass in
silence, leaving little scorched places where it had bitten

t hrough. Herewi ss settled hinself confortably on the ground and
began to conpose hinself for the evening s work.

Sorcery, like all the other arts, is primarily involved with the
sati sfaction of one's own needs. Though a sorcerer nmay nend a pot
or raise a stormor set a king on his throne with soneone else's
benefit in mnd, still he is first serving his own needs, his own
joys or fears or sorrows. To work successful sorcery one nust
first know wth great certainty what he wants, and why. O herw se
the dark secretive depths of his mnd nay take the unl eashed
forces and use themfor sonething rather different than what he
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t hi nks he wants.

In addition, sorcery is affected by how conpletely the sorcerer's
needs are filled before he begins - whether he's hungry or tired,
secure in his place in life, whether he is |oved or has soneone to
| ove. It's easy for a hungry sorcerer to find food by his art,
since the need fuels his skill. But it's nuch harder for that sane
starving sorcerer to, say, open death's Door and sojourn in the

pl aces past it. And only the m ghtiest of sorcerers could nanage
to conjure powers or potentialities if he hadn't eaten for a week,
or felt that his |life was in danger for sone reason. Sorcery is
ridiculously easy to sabotage. Beat your sorcerer, frighten him
deprive himof food, ruin his love life - destroy one of his
fulfillnments, and he'll be lucky to be able to dowse for water.

So Herewi ss sat there in the grass, as the Sun went down and the
t hundercl ouds rolled in, and strove to shut out all

external things and evaluate his inner self. A brief flicker of

t hought went across his mnd like lightning, a white |ine of
disconfort and irritation: if | had the Flane, | wouldn't need to
go through this rigmarole. WII alone is enough to fuel the bl ue
Fire, you think a thing and it's done. But he put the thought
aside. Freelorn was waiting for him

Her ewi ss sounded hinself. He was well-fed, not thirsty or cold or
tired. He was the Lord's son of the Brightwood, as usual, had a
home and fam |y and people that he could call his own. Love -
there was his father, and Freelorn of course —the know edge of
their feelings for himwas a warm steady support at the back of
his m nd.

Then after a nonent he reached out and took hold of the thought he
woul d have |liked to banish, the |ack of Flane, the |ack of
conpletion. Ch, he was so enpty in that one place inside of him

It should have been full of blue Fire and prowess and shouti ng
joy. Instead it ached with enptiness, as parts of him sonetines
did after lovenmaking. It was a vast stony cavern that echoed
coldly when he wal ked there. Nothing but a faint flicker
illumnated it, a single tongue of bl ue.
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Herewi ss turned wholly inward, walked in the still, dry air of
that place, listened to the sound of his passage as it bounced
back fromthe walls, a distant, hollow step. He went toward the
little blue Fire, crouched down beside it where it sprang froma
crack in the bare rough rock. Though there was no w nd passing

t hrough the darkness, the Flane trenbled. It was a sad fire,
afraid of dying before it was unleashed to burn through the rest
of him terrified of going out forever. Herew ss was surprised,
and pierced with sorrow. He had never really pictured the Flane as
anyt hi ng but a possession of his, no nore enotional than an arm or
| eg. Yet here it was, frightened of endings as he hinself was,

| onely in the dark.

He spent a little tinme there, trying to confort it with his
presence, and finally stood up again and gazed down at the tiny
tongue of cold fire. If it would die sone day, then that was the
Goddess's wll. It was better to have treasured the wonder this
| ong than never to have had it in himat all.

Herewi ss turned his back on the Flane and went out of that dark
pl ace, |l ooking for Freelorn's inmge inside him Besides need,
sorcery was also fueled by enotion. He would sunmon up his
enotions as a smth mght beat out iron, slowly, wth care and
skill and cal culated brutality. Then he would turn it |oose, take
it in hand |like the weapon it was and scatter an arny with it.

He didn't have to walk far. The path to where Freelorn dwelt was a
wi de one, one that Herewi ss traveled often when his friend was
gone. It was a bright place. Alot of the nenory | ooked |ike the
halls of Kynall castle in Prydon, where they had |ived together
for a while, all white nmarble and sunlit col onnades - very
different fromthe dark, carven walls of the Wodward. Sone of it

| ooked li ke Freelorn's old roomin the castle, creamcolored walls
veined in green, Freelorn's old teak four-poster bed with the hack-
marks in it from Suthan, arnor and clothes scattered around in
adol escent disorder. They had had good tines there together,

| oungi ng around and tossing off horns full of red Archantid as
they tal ked about the things that the future m ght hol d.
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But there was a lot of the nenory that |ooked |ike the Brightwood,
too, and it was there that Herewiss finally found him The inmage
of a dead spring day was there, all sun on green | eaves, and there
was Lorn; newly arrived wwth his father King Ferrant on a visit of
state. Herew ss, of course, was both within that nenory and

wi thout it. Fromthe outside he | ooked at Freelorn and marvel ed
that he had ever really been that young. Lorn didn't even have

a nustache yet, and he | ooked | aughably unfinished without it. And
he was little, so very small for his age.

Freelorn was as nervous as a new manned hawk, trying to |look in
all directions at once. He hung on to the golden-hilted sword at
his belt with one white-knuckl ed hand, and spurred his sorrel
charger till it danced, neanwhile staring around himtrying to see
i f any of the Wod people had clothes as grand as his, or such a
sword, or such a father. Fromw thin the nmenory Herew ss, fourteen
years old, | ooked with m xed di sdain and jeal ousy at the newconer.
He was | oud and flashy and arrogant, the way Herew ss had i magi ned
a city princeling would probably be. He had disliked Freelorn

| mredi ately, and he saw hinself frown and turn away from Hearn's
side to stalk back into the Whodward, fumng quietly at this
foreign invasion.

Then suddenly the scene changed, faded into darkness and stars
seen through | eaves and branches. The Mwon sifted down through
silvered linbs to pattern the snooth grass around one of the
Forest Altars, and shone full and clear on the altar stone in the
m dst of the clearing. On the |low slab of polished white marble
Freel orn sat, huddled up with his head on his knees, shaking as if
with cold. Beneath the trees at the edge of the clearing Herew ss
stood very still, confused, wondering why the prince was crying.
At the sane tine he was resisting the urge to laugh; the idea of
the Prince of Arlen sitting on one of the Forest Altars and
weepi ng was | udicrous. But disturbing -it wasn't right for a
prince to be seen crying, and Herewi ss wanted himto stop .

The scene shifted again, ever so slightly, and Herew ss was

sitting next to his friend-to-be, trying to help, his arm around
him and Freelorn put his head agai nst Herewiss and cried as if

file:///G|/rah/Diane%20Duane%20-%20Tales%?2...ve%2001%20-%20The%20Door%20Into%20Fire.htm (71 of 287) [2/13/2004 11:51:14 PM]



Taeof TheFiveVol 1- The Door Into Fire

his world was ending. 'No-one |ikes ne,"’

Freel orn was saying, in choked sobs, 'and | don't, don't know
why—

They began to see through each other that night. Herew ss had been
playing cold and silent and mature, and Freelorn nerry and
uncaring and free; that night they began com ng to the concl usion
that there was at | east one nore person with whomthe ganes and
fal se faces were unnecessary. The next norning they | ooked at one
anot her shyly, each studying the other's weak places as he hinself
knew he was bei ng studi ed, and deci ded that there would be no
attack. They spent the next nonth teaching each other things, and
savoring that special joy that conmes of having sonmeone to |isten,
and care. Their friendship becane a settled thing.

Her ewi ss gave the scene a nudge of adjustnent. They were in
rr'Virendir, the King's Archive in Prydon castle, sitting with

t heir backs agai nst one of the huge shelves filled with rune rolls
and nusty tones. It was dark and cool, and the air was |aced wth
the dry dusty snell of a great old |ibrary. The sumrer sun burned
down outside, and the Archive was one of the few confortable

pl aces to be. The assistant keeper was snoring softly in his
little office down at one end of the |Iong room Freel orn, who due
to a hereditary title was the Keeper of the Archive, was hunched
up against the very |last row of shelves with Herew ss.

‘I don't want to learn all this stuff,' he was saying. '"I'll never
learn it all. I'ma slow reader anyway, it would take ne the rest
of ny life.'

‘Lorn, you've got to.' Herewiss was fifteen now, and feeling
terribly broadened by his travels; this was his first trip to
Prydon, and the first tine he had ever been nore than ten mles
fromthe Wod.

‘I don't need it!' Freelorn said, scowming at a pile of

parchnments that |lay on the ground next to him 'Look at all this
stuff. Half of it is so rotted away | can hardly read it, and the
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rest of it is in some obscure dialect so full of thees and thous
that | can't neke sense of it.'

‘Lorn,' Herewiss said with infinite patience, 'that one on top is
a rede that has been copied over nore tines than either of us
know, because no-one knows what it neans, and it's tied to the

hi story of your Line sonehow. It's Lion business, Lorn. That nakes
it your business. This whole place is your business. That's why
you're its Keeper.'

‘Dammt, Dusty, | love ny famly's history. Descent fromthe Lion
I's sonething to be proud of. But | don't want to sit around
readi ng when | could be out doing great things!'’

‘What did you have in m nd?

"Are you nmaking fun of nme?

Im.l

Freelorn nade an irritated face. 'l don't know what kind of great
things. But they're there, waiting for ne to get to them | know
it! | want to see the Kingdons. | want to take ship for the Isles

of the North, and talk to Dragons. | want to clinb in the

H ghspeaks and see what the | ands beyond the nountains | ook Iike.

| want to go into Heth and kill Fyrd. | want to find out what the
Hildimarrin countries are like, | want to - oh, Dark, everythi ng!
And you know what | get to do?

"You get to stay hone and be prince for a while. Listen, Lorn,
it's not that | ong ago you were in the Wood with ne. That's not
traveling? Al nost two hundred | eagues away? \What about the mare's
nest we saw on the way back? That's not adventure? You wanted the
ni ght mare, maybe? She woul d have had you for breakfast. W saw
three wi nd denons and a unicorn, and heard the Shadow s Hunting to
over head, and you want nore? Goddess, Lorn, what's it take to nake

you happy?’

‘Danger. Intrigue. Hopel ess quests. Last stands. Heroism Courage
agai nst all odds! Valor in defeat!"’
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"You renenber when we used to play Lion and Eagl e?

'Yes, but - Dusty, what's that got to do with this?

'How many tines did we stage Bl uepeak out behind the Ward?
'Every day for a nonth at |east, but—

'Did you notice sonething interesting? W al ways got up again
afterwards. Earn and Heal hra didn't."'

'Yes, they did. They cone back once every five hundred years—

‘—and the last two tines no-one recognized Them for years, because
They didn't cone back as Lion and Eagle. That's not inportant

here, though. Lorn, I'mnot - oh, Dark.' Herew ss reached over and
took Freelorn's hand, slowy, shyly.

My father,' he went on, |ooking at his boots, 'keeps saying, "A
king is made for fanme and not for long life." Wiich is all right
as long as it's sone other king - but Lorn, it's going to be you
sone day, and |'mnot sure | want to see you die. No nmatter how
damm heroic your last stand is.' He closed his eyes. 'I'm probably
going to go the sane way; Brightwood people never die in bed. They
vani sh, or get eaten by Fyrd, or get turned into rocks, or
sonething weird like that. All the old ballads nake ny ancestors
sound just wonderful, but they have to be divorcing the enotion

fromthe reality in places. | don't want to find out howit feels
to vani sh.’
Freelorn nodded. 'l don't really want to end up bl eedi ng sonewhere

either - but on the other hand, it'd be neat to be a robber baron,
putti ng down the oppressor and giving noney to the common peopl e.

O to be a wandering sorcerer, doing good deeds and sli ppi ng away
unnoti ced—

Herew ss sighed, and a wld inpul se conpounded of

both daring and hunor rose up in him "Al right,' he said.
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' Hopel ess quests are what you want? Valiant absurdity? Sonething
that the Goddess woul d approve of ?'

‘What the Dark are you tal ki ng about ?'

‘Lorn, I"mon a quest.’

''Say what ?"

Her ewi ss grinned at the sudden confusion in Freelorn's face. He
consi dered and di scarded several possible ways of expl aining
things, and finally sinply held out his hands. Usually he had to
cl ose his eyes when he made the little tongue of external Flane
that was all he could nanage. But he strained twi ce as hard as
usual this tine for the sake of keeping his eyes open. He didn't
want to mss the ook on Freelorn's face.

It was an amazing thing. It was so amazi ng that Herew ss broke out
| aughing |ike a fool, and lost his concentration and the Flane
both a nonent |ater. He | aughed so hard that he had to hold his
stomach against the pain, and all the while Freelorn stared at him
I n utter amazenent.

Finally Herew ss calned down a little, caught his breath, w ped
his eyes.

"You have it,' Freelorn said softly. 'You have it.'
"It | ooks that way.'

‘You have it! Dusty!!"’

That's ne.'

‘MY GODDESS, YOU HAVE I T!H!!'

'*Ssh, you'll wake up Berlic.'

'But you have it!' Freel orn whispered.
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"Yeah.'

And then Freelorn | ooked at Herewiss, and the joy in his eyes
di med and flickered | ow

'But a focus—

"I tried. Can't use a Rod.'

There was a | ong sil ence.

‘Lorn,'" Herewiss said. 'This is ny secret. And yours, now. M

not her taught ne a | ot of sorcery when | was younger, but there
was al ways sonething else | could feel in the background that |

knew wasn't anything to do with that. | didn't know what it was
until last year - | made Flane accidentally in the mddle of a
scry ing-spell. | thought it m ght have been a fluke, but it's

not, it's there, and it's getting stronger. If | can channel it, |
can use it. And the Goddess only knows what |I'mgoing to use for a
focus. WIIl this do for a hopel ess quest?

Freelorn was silent for alittle while.

Then he | ooked at Herew ss agai n.

"I am the Keeper of the Archive,' he said solemly, as if he were
summoni ng Powers to hear him 'There nust be sonething in here
that would help you. I'"mgoing to start |ooking. And when | find

I t—

Herewi ss smled a little. '"Wien you find it,' he said.

They hugged each other, stirring up dust.

The nmenories were naki ng Herewi ss feel warminside. The anal yti cal
parts of hi mapproved: he was heading in the right direction. The

war nt h was buil di ng, washi ng through hi m—

He shifted the scene again, and it was night out in the eastern
Dart hene wast el ands, a hundred mles or so fromthe Arlene border.
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They were on their way to Prydon again after a trip to the Wod,
and the day's riding had |left them exhausted - Freelorn was
anxious to get hone, and they had spared neither thensel ves nor
the horses. It was cold, for Opening N ght was approachi ng, and
they lay close to their little fire and shivered. The stars were
beginning to fall thickly, as they do at M dw nter when the
Goddess is angriest, when She renenbers Her own thoughtl| essness at
the Creation, and flings stars burning

across the night in defiance of the great Death. Herew ss |ay on
hi s back gazing up at the sky, watching the distant firebrands
trace their silent paths out of the heart of the Sword - the
constellation that stands high on winter nights. Freelorn |ay
curled up in a tight bundle next to him facing west.

' Dusty—
Herew ss turned his head to him
"You want to share?

Wthin the nenory, Herew ss, now sixteen, went both warmwth
surprise and pleasure, and cold with fear. It was a thought that
had occurred to himnore than once. But Freelorn was younger than
he was inside, and easily frightened. He wouldn't want to scare
Lorn, ever—

—yet no-one in the world knew himas well as Lorn did, no-one el se
cared as nmuch about all the little things in Herewwss's life and
how he felt about them He could share things with Lorn that he
woul d never dare say to anyone el se, and never be afraid of the
consequences. And Lorn mattered so nmuch to him H s |oved. Yes.
And he was beautiful outside, too, small and strong and fine to

| ook at —

| paid off the Responsibility long ago. | can | ove whom | please—
'You want to?' he said al oud.

" Yeah.'
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Herewiss felt at the knot of fear inside him wondering what to do
about it. If Lorn wanted to—

But —

‘I had to think about it for a while before I could say it,"
Freelorn said quietly, frominside the blankets. '"If you don't
want to, it's all right.'

"No, it's not that—
Freel orn chuckled a little, so adult a sound com ng out

of himthat it startled Herewwss. He identified it as one of
Ferrant's | aughs, which Freel orn had borrowed. 'I should have
asked,' Freelorn said. 'Your first tine?

*No! - | nmean, yes. Wth a man.'

They were quiet for a little. Freelorn turned over on his back and
| ooked up at the sky, watching a particularly bright star bl aze
out of the Sword and clear across the night to the Monsteed
before it went out. 'There's not nuch difference,' he said,

‘except that, instead of being different, we're alike. Sone things
are easier - sone are harder—

The voice was still suspiciously adult, and Herew ss | ooked at
Freelorn for a nonent and then smled. 'Your first tinme too, huh?

Freelorn's face went shocked, then irritated, and finally
sheepi shly smling. 'Yeah.'

Herew ss | aughed softly to hinself, and reached out to hug
Freelorn to him 'You twit!' he said, laughing into Freelorn's
bl ankets until the tears cane.

They held each other for a long tinme, and then drew cl oser.

Qut side the nenory, Herew ss | ooked on with quiet anusenent, and
with reverence, feeling as if he was watchi ng an enactnent of sone
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ol d | egend bei ng staged by well-neaning amateurs. In a way, of
course, he was: the Goddess's Lovers always di scover Each O her
after being initiated by Her - one of the things which makes for
the tragedy of QOpening N ght, when the Lovers, nale or fenale as
the avatar dictates, destroy One Another in Their rivalry. But
this was an enactnent of the birth of that new rel ationship, and
the freshness and i nnocence of it easily conpensated for whatever
| neptitude there may have been as well.

' Qops—

"Huh? Did it hurt?

'Yeah, alittle.'

‘Well, let's try this instead—

*Chhh . .

" HTTR

'No, no, don't stop. It feels so good.'

Silence, and further joinings: warm hands, warm nouths, grow ng
confort, trust flowing. A slowclinb on snboth wings, easing into
t he upper reaches, then gliding into the updraft, soaring, daring,

hi gher, hi gher —

—sudden and not to be denied, the brilliance that is not Iight,
the dissolution of barriers that cannot possibly break—

—a brief silence.

"Oh, Dark, I'"'msorry. | hurried you.'
*Ch, no, don't be. It was-it was-oh, ny .
‘I saw your face.' A warm armreaches around to pillow Herew ss's

head; gentle fingers stroke his jawine, his lips, his closed
eyes. 'You | ooked - so happy. | was glad |I could nmake you feel
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t hat way.'
"l felt . . . so cherished.'

"It was sonething | always w shed sonebody would . . . do for ne .

'You nean you haven't. . . ?

' No. "

"COh, ny dear loved. - Can | call you that?
"Wy not? It's true - oh, Dusty—t'

‘Lorn, you're crying—=2 Are you all right, did | say sonething
Wr ong—

*No, no - it's just - nobody ever called ne their | oved before -
and it's -1 always wanted - |'m happy—'

'Oh, Lorn. Cone here. No, cone on, if we're going to share
ourselves with each other, that neans the tears too. My |oved, ny
Lorn, it's all right, you' re happy—

"But, but ny face gets - gets funny when | cry—
'So does m ne. Who cares? You're beautiful. | |ove you, Lorn—

'Oh, Goddess, Dusty, | love you too. | was just scared -I didn't
see how someone as gorgeous as you could ever want to share with

n“e_
'Me? Gorgeous? Ch, Lorn—

‘But you are, you are, don't you see it? And inside, too.' A
chuckl e through passing tears. 'It's alnost unfair that anyone

shoul d be so beautiful as you are inside. But it makes ne so happy
- Am | neki ng sense?
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"Yes. Oh, Lorn, | want you to feel what | felt, | want to give you
the joy - you deserve it so much . . . and it makes ne so happy to
make you happy . '

—and again the slow dance, stately circlings on wings of |ight—
—and nmuch later, the long drift down.

Silence, and falling stars.

Qut si de the nenory, Herew ss wept.

| nside the nenory, Freelorn held Herewi ss, and Herew ss hel d
Freel orn, and their hearts sl owed.

' Agai n?'

'l don't knowif | could ..."

A chuckle. 'Neither do I.'

Anot her sil ence.

' Hey, maybe we should get nmarried sone day.'

"Are you thinking of us, or of marriage alliances?

‘It could be good both ways. Hasn't been an alliance between our
two Houses since the days of Beorgan.'

*And you know how that turned out. | don't want to be history,
Lorn, | just want to be ne.'
' Yeah.'

'*So think about us, then, and | eave politics out of it.
"Can we?'

Her ew ss t hought about it. 'At least until our fathers |eave us
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their lands. I"'mtired, Lorn.'

'Yeah. We've got a long ride tonorrow.'

' Yeah.'

They hel d each other against the cold, and fell asleep.

Herewi ss dwelt on the scene for alittle while, and then
reluctantly changed it again. Another night, another place out in
the cold. The battlefield where they fought the Reaver incursion,
far to the south of the Wood. The night after the battle, and

Her ewi ss wounded in the shoulder with the blow that he took for
the king's daughter of Darthen. Later on that bl ow had gotten him
awar ded the WhiteMantle. But at this point Herew ss |ay huddl ed on
the ground, wapped in his own tattered canpai gni ng cl oak,

| nnocent of honors and just trying to get sone sleep. He was cold
and tired, and in pain fromthe wound. The hurt of it kept waking
himup every tine he drifted off. During one hazy tinme of al nost-
sl eep, a figure cane softly toward himin the dark, and Herew ss
didn't nove, didn't particularly care who it was—

' Dust y?'

He tried to get up, and Freel orn was down beside him hel ping him
"Quiet, quiet - do you know how long |I've been | ooking for you?
Hi s voice was frightened.

Il\b_'

‘I couldn't find you. | thought you were—

"I'"mnot, obviously. | heard you were all right and so | just
found a spot out of the way where | could get sone sl eep.'

"That's interesting,' Freelorn hissed. 'Because you're behind the
lines. Do you mnd comng with ne before they find out who we are
and carve the bl ood-eagle on us?

"Behind the |ines?
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'The Reaver lines! It's obvious you're being saved for

sonet hi ng besides dying in battle. If you haven't nmanaged it by
now Ch, Dusty, cone on!!'

‘I lost a lot of blood. I think | need a horse. Ch, poor old
Socks, he got killed right out fromunder nme—

‘Bl ackmane is here, | brought him Cone on, for Goddess's sake—

The next while was a nightmare, an interm nable period of jouncing
and wi ncing and al nost falling out of the saddle. The wound
reopened, and Herewi ss bit back his nbans with great difficulty.

Bl acknmane was stepping softly; he seened to have sonething tied
around his feet. Herewi ss later found out they had been pieces of
Freelorn's best clothes - his Lion surcoat, the one enbroidered in
silver and satin, that he had | oved so well. But in the m dst of
the hurt and the fresh bl eeding, as they passed through the eneny
| i nes and slipped past the guards, Herew ss heard hinself

thinking, like a chant to put distance between one and one's pain,
He really nust care about ne. He really nust—

The sl ow wave of | ove that had been building in Herew ss was
comng to a crest. He let it grow, let it build power. He would
need it. Holding hinself still in the twlight inside him he
reached out a tendril of thought to SunsparKk.

(What?) it said. Its voice seened distant, and he coul d perceive
no nore of the elenental than a vague sensation of warnth.

(Warn away anyt hi ng that approaches. Don't hurt it, just keep it
away. )

(It would be easier to kill.)
(I't would disturb the influences I'mworking wth. Take care of

me, Spark. If | have to drop what |'m doi ng suddenly, the backlash
may catch you as well.)
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(What ever.)

He returned fully to the awareness of his inner self, and watched
wi th approval as his building enotion began to shade toward anger.
He encouraged it. This is ny friend: ny loved: a part of nme; this

is who they want to take and kill! WII it happen? WII it? WII
it?

The answer was building itself |ike a thunderhead, piling
threateningly high. He turned his attention away fromthe buil di ng
storm of enotion and started to work on the sorcery proper. The
spell had to be built, word by cautious word, each word pl aced
deli cately agai nst another, stressed and counterstressed,

pronunci ations clean and careful, intentions plain. The words were
sharp as knives, and could cut deeper than any sword if they were
m shandl ed. A word here, and another one there: this one placed
wWth care atop two others, taking care always to keep the whol e
structure in mnd —too nuch attention to one part could coll apse
others. Here a jagged word |like cutting crystal, faceted, many-
syll abled, with a history to it - don't pause too long to admre
the glitter of it, the others will resent the partiality and turn
on you. There a word fragile as a butterfly's w ng; indeed, the
word has lineal ties with the Stel dene word for butterfly -but
don't think of that now, this wnged word has teeth too. Now the
next —

Herewi ss was doing what only a very few sorcerers of his tine, or
any other, could do: building a spell without reference to the
actual words witten in the grinoire. It requires a good nenory,
and great courage. The mnd has a way of shaping words to its

| i king, and that can be fatal to a sorcery and the one who works
it. But keeping hinself conscious enough to actually read the
words from his books woul d have neant a diversion of needed power,
and Herew ss was worried enough to forgo the safer nethod. He was
maki ng no passes, drawi ng no diagrans to help

him those neasures woul d have cost himenergy too. The greatest
sorceries are always those done w thout recourse to anythi ng but
the words thensel ves, and the effect they have on the m nds of the
user and the hearer. But Herewi ss didn't think about that. It
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woul d have scared himtoo much.

He built with the words, making a structure both |ike and unlike
the towering concentration of |ove and anger within him The
structure had to be big enough to let the enotions flow freely,
strong enough to contain them- but it also had to be small enough
not to scrape the barriers of Herewiss's self and danmage him and
| i ght enough for himto break easily if the sorcery got out of
hand. It was a perilous balance to naintain, and once or tw ce he
al most lost it as a word shifted under another's wei ght. Anot her
one turned on the word next to it - they were too nuch alike - and
savaged it before Herewi ss could renove the offender and put
another, less violent, but also |ess effective, inits place. He
had to make up for the | oss of power el sewhere, at the top of the
structure. He wasn't sure whether it would stand up to the strain
or not, and the whole crystalline framework swayed uncertainly for
a nmonment, chimng like frozen bells in the wind, like icy
branches, brittle, netallic—

It held, and he surveyed it for a nonent to be sure that nothing
was left out. Satisfied, he took a | ong nonent's rest.

( Sunspar k?)

(Yes?)

(Al nost ready.)

(It's getting ready to rain.)
(I'n here, too. Hang on.)

He conposed hinself and exam ned the structure one last tine. It
was ready; all it was mssing was the tide of

enpotion that had to be inprisoned inside of it, and the |ast three
words that were the keys, the starting-words. He had themready to
hand, and the enotion had built to the point that it rolled like a
red- gol den haze all about the insides of his self, |ooking for an
outlet. He began to direct it into the structure. It was hard
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work; it wanted to expand, to dissipate, as is the way of nost
enotion. But he forced it in, packed it tighter. It billowed and
churned within the cagi ng words, bl ood-col or, sun-color, alive
wth frustration. He took two of the words of control in his
hands. One of them was sinple, snooth and opaque, though of a
shape that could not exist in the outer world w thout help. He
tucked it into the structure at an appropriate point, and then

pl aced the other near it, a yellow word with a confused etynol ogy
and a |l ot of Iegs.

The third one was one in his hands, ready; the gold-and-red storm
seethed, runbling to be et out. Now all that remai ned was for him
to becone consci ous enough to direct the course of the sorcery,
whi | e remai ni ng unconsci ous enough to set it working. Herew ss
shifted about in his mnd, found the proper bal ance point. Then

wi th one hand he took the |last word and shoved it into the
structure. Wth the other he grabbed hold of his outer self and
pul l ed his m nd behind his eyes again. He | ooked out.

The Gt hersight, the perception of the hidden aspects of things, is
a side effect of nost |arge sorceries, caused by the intense
concentration involved. It was on Herew ss now, he | ooked out of

hi msel f and saw things transfigured. The old keep was nade of the
bones of the earth, and a sort of |ife throbbed in it still, a
deep gray light |ike the gl ow behind closed eyelids on a cloudy
day. Al around it the nen and wonen of the Stel dene arny shone, a
nyriad of colors fromboredomto fear - nostly weighted toward the
bl ues and greens, snoky shades of people who w shed

t hensel ves sonewhere el se. Many of them al so showed the furry
outlines of those who are willing to let others do their thinking
for them Well, arny types, after all, Herew ss thought. Now for
it.

Behind him in the back of his mnd, the pressure was becon ng
alarmng. He let it build just alittle |onger, the red haze
beating wwthin the glittering franmework |i ke a second heart,

t hr obbi ng, pul si ng—

Go free! he thought, and the sorcery flowed away and outward from
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him sliding dowmn the hill. He could see it now wth the
O hersight, instead of just sensing it as a construct inside him
Though it flowed |ike water, it still bore the marks of his

structuring, faint traceries of words and phrases gl eam ng through
it Iike stars through stornmswept clouds. The sorcery rolled down
and away, expanding, slipping slowy and silently over the

besi eging forces, over the hold and the surrounding land. Finally
it slowed, finding the boundaries that Herewi ss had set for it in
the spell. It stopped and waited, noving restlessly. To Herew ss's
eyes the whole valley was filled Iike a cauldron with slowy
boiling mst, and the nen and the hold shone faintly through it.

Al right, he thought. First, boundaries that they can see—
In a wide ring around the keep, the air began to darken. Wthin a

short tinme a wall of cloud half a | eague in dianeter surrounded
the hold and the Steldene forces, a threatening roiling cloud that

wal | ed away the | ast of the sunset, leaving the field illum nated
only by the lurid choked Iight at the bases of the thunderheads.
Her ewi ss | ooked down at the cloudwall, watched it pul se and curl

intine with his heartbeat.

Alittle tighter, he thought. The ring drew inward until it was
about a mle across. The nen and wonen within it | ooked around
t hem and becane very uneasy. Herew ss

could see the drab greens and blues start to shade down through
murky violet as they knew the cloud for sonething unnatural. There
were dark-bright flickers as swords were unsheat hed, the
brutalized netal living ever so slightly where hands touched it
and charged it with disquiet.

Good. Now just a few m nutes nore—

The last of the sunset light faded fromthe storntlouds. Now there
were no stars, and no Moon, not even a horizon any nore. Fear
built in the canps below Herewiss until all the swirling m st was
churni ng dusk-purple in his sight, and people were noving about in
I ncreasi ng agitation.
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Good. Now for the real work.

He put forth his will, and shapes began to issue fromthe wall of
cl oud. They were vague at first, but as his control and
concentration sharpened, so did they, gaining detail and the
appearance of reality.

He started snmall. Fyrd began to slip out of the dark m st, noving
down on the besiegers with slow nalice. G eat gray-white horwol ves
snarling softly in their throats, nadders coiling sinuously down
toward the hold, spitting venom and shriveling the grass as they
went. There were dark keplian, alnbst horse-shaped, but clawed and
fanged |i ke beasts of prey; destreth draggi ng scal ded bodi es al ong
the ground, lathfliers beating heavily al ong on webbed w ngs and
cawi ng | i ke huge, m sshapen battle-crows. Herew ss nmade sure that
his creations were evenly distributed around the arny. In a
flicker of black hunor he added a few beasts that had lurked in
hi s bedroom shadows when he was young, turning them | oose to creep
down toward the canpfires on all those many-jointed | egs of

theirs.

The tenper of the arny was shading swiftly darker, the deep purple
turning into the black of panic in places.

There were still spots, though, where the conmanders stood and
knew that this was illusion-sorcery. They showed pal e agai nst the
dar kness of their fell ows, suspicious green or nervous nurky blue
as they tried to rally their people.

They're holding too well. Fyrd are too real, maybe. Legends, then—

A gigantic ravaged figure cane tottering through the cloud, a |ook
of ugly rage fixed on his face. It was the Scorning Lover, of whom
Arath's old poemsings. Attracted by his beauty and brilliance,

t he Goddess had cone to himand of fered what She al ways offers,

Her self, until the Rival cones to take the Lover's place. But

this young man had had a cal culating streak, and as price for
sharing hinself had asked eternal youth and eternal l|ife. The
Bride tried to warn himthat not even She could conpl etely defeat
Death in this universe, and told himhe was foolish to try. He
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woul d not |isten, and She gave himthe gifts he asked and | eft
him for the Goddess cannot | ove one who loves |life nore than Her.
And i ndeed as the centuries passed, the Lover did not die —nor
did he grow, frozen as he was in the throes of an eternal

adol escence. Tine and tine again he tried to kill hinmself, but to
no avail; immortality is just that. And after all that tine, all
t hought and hope had died in him |eaving hima denon, a terror of
waste places, killing all who fell into his hands while bitterly

envying their deaths. He stunbled toward the arny now, raging wth
pain fromthe thousand self-inflicted wounds that can never heal,
and never kill him his claw ng hands clutched full of gobbets of
his owmn imortal flesh—

The forces on the eastern side, fromwhich he approached, gave way
hurriedly, consolidating with those to the north and south.

Herewi ss smled with grimsatisfaction, and went out of the cloud
to the north summoned the seeming of the Col dwrmof Arlid-ford,
whi ch dooned Beorgan had killed with the hel p of her husband
Annod, Freelorn's ancestor. The thing crawl ed down the sl ope, an
ugly unwi nged caricature of the pure hot beauty of a Dragon. The
Wrm was scaled and plated, but in a thick fishbelly blue-white
rat her than any Dracon green or gold or red. A snell of cold
corruption blew fromit, like fetid nmarshes in the winter, and the
ground froze wwth its stinking sline-ice where it crawl ed. The
Wrm s pale blue tongue flickered out, tasting the fear in the
air, and the cold black chasnms of its eyes dwelt on the huddling
troops before it with malice and hungry pl easure.

The commanders were trying hard not to believe in what they saw
But the canpfires were too faint to show whether any of the

st al ki ng shapes had shadows or not. The arny was collecting into a
frightened mass of nen and wonen at the south-east side of the
keep.

Just a little nore pressure, Herew ss thought, and they'll be
ready for Sunspark. Sonmething that'll be sure to panic themall...
Dark, | could - it's al nost bl aspheny, and no battle-sorcerer in

his right mnd would ever try it. That fact alone mght do it.
And, anyway, it is for Freelorn's sake, and | don't think his
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Fat her would m nd the use of H s seem ng—

Herewi ss hesitated. It's for |love, he decided. | just hope Lorn's
wat chi ng.

Fromthe south, as m ght have been expected, pacing slowy out of
the cloud, cane a great formthat cast its own silver-white |ight
about it. It was a Lion, one of the white Arlene breed, |onger of
mane and tail than the tan Darthene |lions which run in prides. But
this Lion was twenty tinmes the size of any ordinary one; it
towered as tall as the keep. And its eyes held what no earthly
lion's ever

had - intelligence, frightening power, towering wath. It was
Heal hra Whitemane, in the shape that He took upon hinself at
Bl uepeak, where the Fyrd were broken and scattered . . . the

Fat her of the Arlene kings, and one of the two nales ever to have
use of the Power. Herew ss halted his other creations where they
st ood, banished the Fyrd altogether, and poured all his power into
making this one illusion as real as it had been in his boyhood
dreans. Earn Silverw ng should have been there too, the Wite
Eagl e conpani oning the Lion as They had al ways been together in
life. But Herew ss doubted he could handle it and do Them both
justice. He poured hinself out, and the Lion approached in Hs

maj esty, H's growl runbling softly in the air |ike the thunder
waiting in the clouds above. He drewto a halt no nore than three
or four spearcasts fromthe tightly clustered arny, and | ooked
down at them towering over them —shining, silvery, H's eyes grim
and gol den—

In the O hersight the arny was a bl ack bl ot of |eashed panic,
terror wwth nowhere to run. Now, while they could not nove to
prevent the danmage—

Her ewi ss gave the sorcery an extra boost, a push of power to keep
it alive while he turned his attention away fromit. Then he
turned to Sunspark, looking at himwith the O hersi ght—

—and was amazed. Sunspark burned beside him al nost intol erable
even to his changed and hei ghtened vision - burned as flam ng-
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white as the pain at the bottom of a new wound. Its outline was
that of a stallion still, but confined within that outline was the
straining heart of a star, an inexpressible conflagration of
consum ng fires. Now Herewi ss began for the first tine to
under st and what an el enental was. This was one note of the song

t he Goddess sang at the begi nning, when She was young and

did not know about the great Death. One pure unbearabl e note of
the song, a note to break the brain open through the ears and the
burnt eyes. A chained potency |ooking for a place to happen, a
spark of the Sun indeed, whose only purpose was to burn itself
out, recklessly, gloriously. One nore falling star, one nore
firebrand flung against the night by the Creatress in Her
def i ance.

Herewi ss slipped warily into Sunspark's mnd, confining hinself to
the narrow dark bridge that represented his control over it, a
sword's-width of safety arching over unfathoned fires. (Sunspark.
Go, take their tents, their wagons, everything, and burn them |
don't want us being followed.)

(And the nen?) Its inward voice was no | onger a thing of concepts,
but of currents of heat and tangles of |ight.

(Don't kill!l)

It resisted him testing, defying his control, and in his heart
Her ew ss shuddered. He had not really understood what a terror he
had chosen to bind. Its fires ravened around him barely
constrained by its given word. Nothing nore than its sense of
honor kept him from bei ng consuned, but at the sane tine it was
not above trying to frighten himinto releasing it. And it did not
understand his scruples at all. (What is death?) it sang, its up-

| eapi ng fires dancing and weavi ng through the tinbre of its

t hought. (Why do you fear? They woul d cone back. So woul d you. The
dance goes on forever, and the fire—

(Maybe for you. But they have no such assurances, and as for ne,
you know ny reasons. Go do what | told you.)
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It | aughed at him nocking his uncertainty, and the flanes of its
self weathed up around Herewi ss, |licking, testing, prying at the
cracks in his mnd. It was without nmalice, he realized; it was
only trying to make hi munderstand, trying to nmake himone wth
it, though that

oneness woul d destroy him He held his barriers steadfastly,

t hough in sone deep part of himthere was a touch of longing to be
part of that fire, lost in it, burning in non-anbival ent
brilliance for one bare second before he was no nore. The greater
part of him though, respected death too nuch, and refused the

ur ge.

(Go,) he said again, and wi thdrew hi nself. Sunspark gathered
itself up, |eaped, streaned across the sky like a neteor, a trail
of fire cracking behind it and lighting the |owering clouds as if
wi th a sudden di sastrous dawn. The nen before the keep, frozen in
their silent regard of the Lion, saw Sunspark com ng and knew it
for sonething perhaps nore real than they were. The few m nds
still bright wth disbelief bent awy and went dark as if bl own
out by a cold wind. Herew ss, though shaken, turned his thought
back to his sorcery, and as Sunspark swept down anong the tents of
the soldiers, the Lion roared, a sound that seened to shake the
earth clear back to where Herew ss sat.

It was too nmuch. The arny broke, scattering this way and that in
w | d disorder, scream ng. Sunspark flitted fromplace to place in
the first canp, the one on the eastern side, |eaving explosions of
white fire behind it. The flanes spread with unnatural speed,

| eaping fromtent to wagon as if of their own volition. Herew ss
opened a door in the encircling cloud, parting it to the

nort hward, and people began to flee through it. Sunspark saw this
and hurried the process. It dove into the southern canp |like a
nmeteor and ignited it all at once into a terrible pillar of flane,
driving the stanpeding arny around the west side of the keep and
toward the opening in the cloudwall. They fled, officers and nen
together, with their scream ng horses. Sunspark cane behind them
t hough not too closely, spitting gledes and rockets of fire with

j oyous abandon.
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Her ewi ss sighed and dissolved his remaining illusions, the Lion
| ast of all. The great white head turned to regard himsolemmly
for a nonent. Herew ss gazed back at it, seeing his own weary
satisfaction mrrored in the gol den eyes, hinself | ooking at

hi msel f through his sorcery; then he withdrew his power fromit
with a sad smle. The i mage went out |ike a blown candle, but
Herew ss i nagi ned that those eyes |lingered on himfor a nonent
even after they were gone .

He shook his head to clear it. The backl ash was getting him
al r eady.

( Sunspar k?)

It paused and | ooked back at him a tiny intense core of |light far
down in the field.

(Are they all out?)
(Nearly.)

(Good. Look, the keep door is opening - it's all fire there, go
and part it for Lorn and his people and bring themthrough.)

(As you say.)

Slowmy, hesitantly, six faintly glow ng figures rode out of the
keep and paused before the flam ng eastern canp. The bright blaze
that was Sunspark joined themthere, and they all headed toward
the fire, which ebbed suddenly.

The O hersight departed without warning, in the space of a breath.
The sorcery dw ndl ed and di ed away, the wall of cloud evaporated,
enotion dissipating before the wwnd of relief. Herew ss sagged,
feeling enpty and drained. The fragile spell-structure swayed and
fell and shattered inside him the bright crystalline fragnents
littering the floor of his mnd, sharp splinters of light hurting
t he backs of his eyes. Backlash. He put his hands behi nd hi m and
braced hi nself against the ground, fighting the backlash off.
There was one nore thing he had to do.

file:///G|/rah/Diane%20Duane%20-%20Tales%?2...ve%2001%20-%20The%20Door%20Into%20Fire.htm (93 of 287) [2/13/2004 11:51:15 PM]



Taeof TheFiveVol 1- The Door Into Fire

The pain in his head was |i ke hamers on anvils - he | aughed at

t he thought, and found that it hurt to |laugh, so he stopped - but
he held hinself awake and aware by main force, waiting. It was
hard. Presently there were hands on him hel ping hi mup. Herew ss
opened his eyes and knew the face that bent over him even in a
ni ght of inpending stormand no stars.

‘Lorn,"' he whispered, reaching out, clinging to him

'Herewi ss. Oh Goddess. Are you all right?" The voi ce was
terrified.

"Yes. No. Get ne up, Lorn, | have sonething to do. When | finish,
tie nme on Sunspark here—

"Fine. Up, then, do it, you' ve got to rest.'
"You're telling ne. Where's Sunspark?'
' The horse, he neans. Dritt, give ne a hand. Segnbora, help us—

"Right." A new voice. Female. Were did she cone fron? Ch - the
sixth one . . . Strong hands stood hi mup, guided himto SunsparKk.

He put out his hands, braced hinself against the stallion's
shoulder. "N stai |lan astrev—, he began, spilling out the sinple
wat er - def | ecti ng spell as fast as he could, for the darkness was
reaching up to take hi m—

He finished it, and sagged back into the supporting arns. 'East,"
he said, but his voice didn't seemto be working properly, and he
had to push the words out again harder,'—-strai ght east—

Dar kness deeper than the storny night enfolded him and as he

dr owned beneath the black sea roaring in his ears, he felt the
rai n begin.

5
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Silence is the door between Love and Fear: and on Fear's si de,
there is no | atch.

Ghom cs, 33

Sunset was gl owi ng behind his back when Herew ss woke up. He
opened his eyes on a wde barren vista of earth and scattered
brush, streaked with crinson |ight and | ong shadows. He stretched,
and found that he ached all over. It wasn't all backlash; sone of
it was the pain of having been tied in the saddle and taken a
great distance at speed.

' Good evening,' soneone said to him

He didn't recogni ze the voice, a deep, gentle one. Then as he
turned his head, the nenories snapped back into place. The new
person, the woman. This nust be her.

Looki ng up at her, Herewiss's first inpression was of |arge, deep-
set hazel eyes that lingered on himin |leisurely appraisal, and
didn't shift away when he returned the glance. And hands: | ong,
strong-fingered hands, prom nently vei ned, incongruously attached
tolittle fragile bird-boned wists and too-sl ender arns. She was
very slimand | ong-1linbed, wearing with faint unease a body that
didn't seemto have finished adol escence yet. But her nuscles

| ooked taut and hard from assi duous training. She sat cross-|egged
on the ground by Herew ss's head, those strong hands resting

qui etly on her knees, seem ngly relaxed. But his underhearing,
hypersensitive fromthe |arge sorcery he had worked, gave himan

| mmedi ate feeling of inpatience, an inpression that beneath the

| nposed external cal mseethed sonething that had to be done and
couldn't. Her dark hair was cut just above the

shoul ders; Herew ss |l ooked at it and smled. She wants to make
sure they know she's a woman, he thought, but she doesn't have the
pati ence for braids .

' Good evening to you,' he said, propping hinself up on one el bow

and then frowning - he had forgotten how sore he was. 'I'msorry |
m ssed your nane when we were on the way out—
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"You were hardly in a condition to renenber it if you' d heard it,"
she said, reaching out to touch hands with him ' Segnbor a,
Wel caen' s daughter.'’

'Herewi ss, Hearn's son,' he said, touching her hand, and then
flinching. No matter how fordone he m ght be, there was no

m st aking the feel of Flanme. And she was full of it, spilling over
wthit. It had sparked between their hands, faint blue like dry-
lightning, as if trying to fill the enpty place in him Sonething

very |ike envy whirled through Herewiss's mnd, to be repl aced
| mredi ately by confusion. Wth power |ike that, what was she doi ng
her e?

She was rubbi ng her hands together thoughtfully, and still I ooking
at him her curiosity nore open. But at the sane tine she read the
| ook in his eyes, and her expression was rueful. 'You felt right,’

she said softly. 'The funny thingis, | think |I did too .

For a few nonents nore they regarded each other. Then Segnbora

dr opped her eyes, reaching down with one hand to play with the
peace-strings of her sword, sheathed on the ground besi de her.
‘That was sone sorcery you worked,' she said, and | ooked up agai n.
Her face was all admiration, nmasking whatever el se was in her

m nd. 'You were out for two days.'

‘Where are we now?'

"About fifteen mles fromthe border of the Waste. We only have to
cross the Stel. Freelorn will be glad you re awake. He was worried

about you.'

'Don't know why,' Herew ss said, and sat hinself up with a little
effort. 'He knows | always take the backlash hard.'

"I'"msure. But he never saw anything like that display before.
Sone of the effects were—

' Unexpected. '’
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Yes. Especially that business with the fire."

‘Where is he?' Herew ss said hurriedly.

'Qut hunting. They left ne here to watch you. This is safe
country, too enpty for Fyrd, | think. They'll be lucky to find
anything. Dritt is here too.'

He | ooked around and | ocated Dritt sitting atop a boulder, a big
stocky sil houette agai nst the sunset. He was nunchi ng sonet hi ng,
and Herew ss becane i medi ately aware of the enptiness of his

st omach.

Segnbora was rummmagi ng in a pouch. 'Here,' she said, handing him
an undi sti ngui shed-1o00king |unp of sonething crunbly.

'Waybr ead?"
"Yes.'

It | ooked terrible, like a lunp of pale dirt with rocks init. He
bit intoit, and al nost broke a tooth.

' Goddess above,' he said, after managing to get the first bite
down, 'this is awful.'

" And what waybread isn't?

'Worse than nost, | nean.'

‘It's al so nore sustaining than nost.'

‘I think 1'd rather eat sagebrush.'

"You may, if they don't find anything out there. Eat up.'

She took a piece too, and they sat for a few mnutes in silence,
passi ng Segnbora's waterskin back and forth at intervals.
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"The fire,' Segnbora said suddenly. 'And your nessengers - the
hawk, that ball of flanme that net us when we

cane out - those really interested ne. Those were no illusions -
those were real .’

He studi ed her uneasily, not responding, trying to understand what
she was up to. She was | ooking thoughtfully over his shoul der at
sonething fairly close by. Herew ss put his mnd out behind him
and felt around. Sunspark was sone yards behind himwth the other
horses, once again a vague blunt warnth wapped in the stallion-
form grazing unconcernedly.

(Yes?) it said.

(Qur friend here—5 Herew ss indicated Segnbor a.

( So?)

(I think she sees you for what you are.)

Sunspark waved its tail, nmaking a feeling like a shrug. (That's
well for her. | amworth seeing . . .)

Herewi ss returned his attention to Segnbora. She continued to gaze
past himfor a nonent. Renotely he could sense Sunspark lifting
its head, returning her | ook.

(Another relative,) it said. (This world seens to be full of ny
second cousins.)

"An el enental ?* Segnbora said, turning her eyes back to Herew ss.
'Yes. Wy?'

'You have no sword.' She gestured at his enpty scabbard.

'l beg your pardon?' Herew ss said, shocked.

‘I"'msorry -1 didn't nean to change the subject. But |'d been
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meani ng to ask you about that.'

Herewi ss felt outrage beginning to growin him and a voice spoke

up in his nenory, the scornful voice of sone Darthene regul ar way

back during the war. (' Spears and arrows are a boy's weapon!

Afraid to get up close to a Reaver? ... A man isn't a boar to be

hunted with a |lance. A man takes on another nman bl ade to bl ade .
Earn's

bl ood nust be running thin in the Wod . . .")

Ch, Dark, | thought | got over this a long tine ago! Herew ss took
a deep breath and pushed the anger down. 'It nmay be none of your
busi ness,' he told Segnbora, as gently as he coul d.

' Then why are you so obvious about it? You wouldn't be wearing
that around if you didn't want to attract attention to it.
Freelorn's people think it's something to do with a famly feud
and they won't nention it for fear you'll take offense. But
there's sonething el se there—

'Freel orn knows. And he doesn't speak of it either,' Herew ss
said, trying to frighten her away fromthe subject wth a sudden
kni f e-edge of anger in his voice.

' Maybe soneone should,' she said, so very softly that he sat back

in confusion. 'l saw how he | ooks at that scabbard. He | ooks at
it, but he doesn't look at it —as if it was a nained |inb. He
hurts so much for you. | didn't know why - but now - It's a matter

of Flane, isn't it?

‘Listen,' Herew ss said, 'why should | discuss it with you? W've
barely net.’

Segnbora smled at him that dry, rueful smle again. 'Fair
enough,' she said. 'Let ne tell you who I am and perhaps you'll
understand. | cone of fey stock froma |ong way back - generations
of Rodm stresses and sorcerers. The nmale |ine has descent from
Gereth Dragonheart, who was Marchwarder with M athwi nn d' Dhari ss
when the Dragons were fighting for the Eorl howe. The female line
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conmes down from Enra the Queen's sister of Darthen. Two terribly
emnent famlies . . . and |I'm sonething of an enbarrassnent to
both of them'

She chuckl ed softly. 'We usually cone into our Power early, if
it's there. They took ne to be tested when | was three years ol d,
and they weren't disappointed. The Flane that was in ne shattered
all the rods and rings and broke

the bl ocks that they gave ne to hold, and the testers got really
excited. They said to ny nother and father, "This one is a great
power, or wll be when she grows up - you should have her trained
by the best people you can find. Anything |less would be a terrible
waste." So they did. And | studied with Harandh, and Saris

El eri k' s daughter, and the people at the Nhairedi Institute in
Darthis, and | did a year with Ei |l en—

That ol d prune?

"You know her. Yes. And others too nunerous to nention. | hardly
spent nore than a year or two in the sane pl ace.’

‘It's not very good policy to change teachers so often,' Herew ss
said. 'l wouldn't think there would be tine to build up a good
rel ati onshi p—

"You're right, it's not, and there wasn't,' Segnbora said. 'There
was this little problem you see. | had too nuch Flane. | kept
breaki ng the Rods they gave ne to work with; they would just blow
right up, boom Ilike that— She waved her arns in the air - 'any
time | tried to channel through them And all ny teachers said,
“I't"s all right, you'll grow out of it, it's just adol escent
surge." O, "Well, it's puberty, it'll be all right after your
breasts grow. "' She chuckled. 'Well, they grew all right, but that
wasn't the problem | began wondering after a while why each
teacher kept referring ne to another one, supposedly nore
experienced or nore advanced - once or twice | made so bold as to
ask, and got long lectures on why | should Il et older and w ser
heads deci de what was best for ne. O else | got these short
shanef aced speeches on how | needed nore theory, but everything
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woul d be all right eventually.'
Herew ss nmade a f ace.

"That's how | felt,' Segnbora said. 'Well, what could | do? | gave
it a chance, stuffed nyself with nore theory

t han nost Rodm stresses woul d ever have use for. It was better
than facing the truth, | suppose. And eventually | got to be

ei ghteen, and they took ne to the Forest Altars in the Brightwood,
and | spent a year there in really advanced study - or so they
called it. You know the Altars?

‘I live in the Brightwod,' Herewiss said dryly. And a | ot of good
it did ne! 'Go on.'

'Yes. Well, when | turned nineteen, and Mii den's Day cane around,

| swore the Qath, and they took ne into the Silent Precincts, and
t hey brought out the Rod they had nade for ne. They were really
proud of it, it canme fromEarn's Bl ackstave in the G ove of the
Eagle, it'd been cut in the full of the Moon with the silver knife
and left on the Flane Altar for a nonth. And they gave it to ne
and | channel ed Flane through it—

‘—and you broke it.'

"Splinters everywhere, the Chief Wardress ducked and turned around
and took one right in the rear. Ch, such enbarrassnent you haven't
seen anywhere. The Wardress clainmed | did it on purpose - she and

| had had a few m nor disagreenents on matters of theory—

"Kerimis a disagreenent |ooking for a place to happen.'

Yes,' Segnbora said tiredly, '"indeed she is. Well. They went down
t he whol e Dark-be-damed list of trees, and | broke oak Rods and
ash and willow and bl ackt horn and rowan and you nane it. Finally
t he Wardresses who were there shrugged and said they'd never seen
anything like it, but they couldn't help ne. So here | am so full
of Power that sonetines it crawls out ny skin at night and changes
the ground where | lie - but | can't control so nuch of it as to
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heal a cut finger, or bring a drop of rain.' She sighed. 'A whole
|life wasted in the pursuit of the one art | can't master.'

Herewi ss sat there and felt an odd tw sted kind of pleasure. So
|"'mnot the only one like this! Well, well—But then he pushed it
asi de, ashaned of it.

‘Precisely,' Segnbora said, her voice tight, and Herew ss bl ushed
fiercely. '"Ch,' she said, and smled again, 'they really push you
at Nhairedi; ny underhearing got awfully good.'

"I'"'msorry—
‘Don't be. | nust confess feeling a nonent's satisfaction when |
realized what your problemwas. |I'msorry, too.’

Herewi ss sighed. 'You're a long way fromthe Forest Altars.'

She shrugged. 'How | ong can a person keep trying? | spent three
nore years in the Precincts, fasting and praying and trying to

beat ny body into subm ssion - | thought | could tanme the Power
that way.' She snorted. 'It was a silly idea. | ended up half-
wr ecked, with the Fire alnpbst dead in ne fromthe abuse. | had to

let it rest for along tine before it would conme back. Then after
a while | said, '"Wiat the Dark!' and just went off to travel. The
Power's going to wther up in nme soon enough, but there's no
reason to be bored while it does. | nmade Freel orn's acquai nt ance
in Madeil; and traveling in conpany is nore interesting than being
al one. Especially with him' She chuckl ed.

‘But you still have a lot going for you,' Herew ss said, though
the enpty place in himrealized how such a statenent mght feel to
her. 'You studied at Nhairedi, you certainly got enough sorcery
fromthemto nake yourself a living by it—

Segnbora shrugged again. 'True. But | have better things to do
wth ny Iife than spell broken cartwheels back together or divine
for well-diggers or mx potions to nake

men potent. O thought | had. | spent all those years cultivating
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the weaking ability - and then nothing cane up. | was going to
reach inside mnds and really understand notivati ons —not j ust
make do with the little blurred glinpses you get from

under hearing, all content and no context. | was going to untw st
the hurt places in people, and heal wounds wi th sonething better
than herbs and waiting. To really hear what goes on in the world
around, to talk to thunderstorns and soar in a bird' s body and run
down wth sone river to the Sea. | was going to nove the forces of
the world, to command the el enents, and be them when | chose. To
give life, to give Power back to the Mdther. To sing the songs
that the stars sing, and hear them sing back. And they told ne |'d
do all that, and | believed them And it was all for nothing.'

She | ooked out into nothing as she spoke, and her voice drifted
renotely through the descending dusk as if she were telling a
bedtine story to a drowsy child. Fromthe quiet set of her face,
it m ght have been a story laid in sone past age, all the | oves
and strivings in it long since resolved. But the pain in her eyes
was her e-and-now, and Herew ss's underheari ng caught the sound of
a child, awake and alone in the darkness, crying softly.

He sat there and knew the sound too well; he'd heard it in
hinmself, in the mddles of nore nights than he cared to count. 'If
you had it, you know,' he said, trying to find a crunb of confort
for her, 'you'd probably just die early.'

He had tried to make a joke of it, an acknow edgenent of shared
pain. But she turned to him and | ooked at him and his heart
sank. 'Who cares if you die early,' she said very quietly, 'as

| ong as you've |ived.'

He dropped his eyes and nodded.

They sat and gazed at the sunset for a little while.

‘I"msorry,' Segnbora said eventually, pulling her knees

up to her chest and wrapping her arns around them 'The problemis

much with ne these days; it's dying, you see. But it nust be worse
for you. At least for ne there's hope—
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‘There's hope,' Herew ss said harshly, "just fewer people to
believe in ne. Alot fewer.'

"That's what | neant,' she said, and to his surprise, he believed
her. 'That jolt you gave ne when we touched -you certainly have
enough to use. |If you live in the Brightwood, you nust have tried
the Altars too—

Yes.
" And?"

'They turned ne away.'
' They did what ?

'l couldn't use a Rod.'

"Well, of course you couldn't! It's a woman's synbol, your
underm nd would interfere with it. What were they thinking of?

She was all indignation now, and Herewiss, feeling it was genui ne,
warnmed to her a little. '"You're a man, what did they expect? And
j ust because you couldn't use a Rod, they gave up on you?'

Yes.

Segnbora frowned at Herew ss, and he | eaned back a little,
stricken by the angry intensity of the expression. 'There are few
enough wonen si nce the Catastrophe who have the Power,' she said,
'less than a tenth of us - and no nen at all - Do they think there
are enough people running around using Flane that they can afford
to throw one away? A nale, no less.' She shook her head. 'They
must have been crazy.'

"I thought so at the tine.'

‘What did they say?
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Her ewi ss shrugged. '| asked for help in finding sone-

thing else to use as a focus. | thought that, since the sword is
very synbolic of the Power for nme, that I m ght use one as focus.
They said it was hopel ess, that the Power was a thing of flesh and
bl ood and the lightning that runs along the nerves, and that it
could never flow through anything that hadn't been alive, like
wood. Well, | said, how about a sword nade of wood or ivory? On,
no, they said to ne, the sword in concept and design is an

i nstrunent of death, and unalterably opposed to the principles of
the Power. They just wouldn't help nme at all. | guess | didn't fit
their image of how a nmale with the Power would act, when one
finally showed up. So I left, and went ny own ways to study.'

He stretched a little, making an irritated face. 'Wll, for

whi chever of the reasons they gave ne, they've been right so far.

| tried using various sorceries to condition the netal of a sword
to the conduction of Flanme - that was silly, the Power and the
mundane sorceries are two entirely different disciplines. But |
tried it. | tried swords of wood, and ivory, and horn, and bone,
but those didn't work. | finally started forging ny own swords and
using ny blood at various stages - nelding it with the netal,
tenpering the sword with it, witing runes on the blade with it.'

' Not hi ng, though.'

‘Well, not quite. Once, the business with the runes, that began to
feel as if it would work - alnost. Not quite, though. There was a
stirring - sonething was starting to happen - but the sword stil
felt wong. They all do. It could be they're right about the

di chot ony between swords and life.'

' Maybe you need to know your Nane,' Segnbora said.
Herewi ss went stiff for a nonment, feeling threatened by the
subject. The matter of Nanmes wasn't usually nentioned in casual

conversation, and certainly not between

two people who had just net. But Segnbora's tone was nonconmttal,
and her expression reserved. She shifted her eyes away as he
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| ooked at her. Herewiss relaxed a little.

' Maybe,' he said, |ooking away hinself, his fingers playing idly
wth the enpty scabbard. 'But | don't know howto find it. | nean,
|"'mnot all that sure who |'m supposed to be. | have ideas - but
it's like water in a sieve. | pour nyself into them into this
role, or that identity, and they won't hold ne. |I'm a passabl e
sorcerer—

*Alittle nore than passable.'’

"Yes, well - but that's not what | want to be. Sorcery is an

| nposition on the environnent, a forcing, a rape. The Power is a
meshing, a cooperation, like |ove. You don't nmake it rain; you ask
it to, and usually it will, if you ask it nicely. You know that. |
have no desire to be just a very talented rapist, when | have the
potential to be a lover, even a clunsy one. So. I'mall right as a
warrior, but | don't have a sword; and | don't want to kill anyone
anyway. |'m a good scholar, | know six dead Darthene dial ects and
four Arlene ones, | can read runes a thousand years ol d. But
there's nore to life than sitting around translating rotting
manuscripts. I'mnot nmuch of a prince—

Segnbora's eyebrows went up. 'My Goddess. You're that Hearn's son?
| didn't nake the connection - that's a fairly conmon nane up
north.'

Herewi ss bowed slightly fromthe waist, smling. 'The sane.'

"And | thought nmy famly was inpressive. |'msorry; please go on.'

‘Well, there's not nmuch to say about it, really. | don't know —
|''mso many people, and no-one of themis all of nme—

Segnbora nodded. '| know the problem
*There was a while when | was giving the problema |ot of thought:
| said to nyself, "Well, maybe the Power will follow if the Nane

is there." So | tried all the ways | could think of to find out.
Fasting - yes, you know how that is -and a |lot of tine spent in
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medi tation. Too nmuch. Once | sat down and turned everything

i nward, everything, and what happened was that | got stuck inside
and couldn't find ny way out again. | rattled around in the dark
and struck out at the walls, but they seened to be mrrored -and |
found nyself thinking that if |I hit the walls, | would hurt the
inside of ne - and there were voices in the dark, sone of them
seened to belong to ny parents, or to people |I knew, sone of them

were kind, but sone were ugly and twisted - | got out eventually,
but I'll never go that way again. | mght not be so | ucky the next
tinme.'

Segnbora stretched her arns over her head and let themdrop to
encircle her knees again. 'l heard it said once,' she said, so
softly that Herewiss had to strain to hear her, '—oh, a long tine
back - that to find your Nanme, you have to turn the m nd and
heart, not inward, but outward rather; that you have to pay no
attention to the voices in the dark -or, rather, accept themfor
what they are, but take their advice only when it pleases you, and
don't allow yourself to be driven by them Look always forward and
outward, not back and in.'

"Nice,' Herewiss said. 'l understand that not at all. How can you
get to know yourself by | ooking out? Who ot her than yourself can
tell you what you are, or what you're going to be?

‘I don't know. | haven't found ny Nane, either. Maybe | never
will.!

They sat there in depressed and conpani onable silence for a while.
Then Herew ss | ooked up and grinned at Segnbora. 'Well,' he said.
‘Maybe | can't command w nd

and wave, but | can do this nuch—

He cupped his hands before him and besi de hi m Segnbora | eaned
close to watch. Herew ss cl osed his eyes, reached down inside him
found the flicker of Flame wwthin him breathed softly on the
little light, encouraged it, cherished it, and then wll ed—

It flowered there in his outstretched hands, a tiny wavering bl oom
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of fire that grew and bent in the wind of his will: as vividly
blue as a little child' s eyes, with a hot white core like a
newsprung star, but gently warmin his hands—

It went out, and he folded his hands together and strove to thank
the Power in him rather than cursing at it for being so feeble.
He | ooked at Segnbora. 'Can you?

She smled at him 'Watch,' she said, and reached out before her
as if to support sonething that Herew ss could not see, hanging in
the air. It cane before he was ready for it, sudden, brilliant, so
bluely brilliant that it outraged his eyes and | eft dancing viol et
afterimages: a lightning flash, a starflower, a little sun,
hanging in the air between her hands. For a nonent there was an
odd blue day in the desert, and everything had two shadows, sharp
short black ones laid over long dull streaks of red-purple Iight
and darkness. Then the |Iight went out, and Segnbora | et her hands
fall. '"As you see,' she said, 'l can't maintain it. Maybe | can
find work as a |ighthouse beacon.'

Herewi ss | ooked up at Dritt, who still sat on his rock,
unconcerned, eating; he had spared them no nore than a curious
| ook. 'Do you do this often?" Herew ss said.

‘Every now and then, in dark places. They've seen it

before, they think it's an illusion-charm None of them

but Freelorn would know real weaking fromsorcery if it

wal ked up and bit them and Freel orn never says anything

about it ... And speak of the Shadow, here he cones.'

They stood up, and Herew ss wobbled for a nonent, the world
darkening in front of himand then brightening as the dizziness
passed. He made a nental note to be careful of the backlash for
t he next couple of days. Four forns on horseback were approaching

slowy, and the horse in the |l ead had a young desert deer sl ung
over its wthers.
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Her ewi ss stood there, his hands on his hips, and watched the
figure in the saddle of the | ead horse. Their eyes net while the
riders were still a ways off, and Herew ss watched the smle
spread over Freelorn's face, and felt his own grow to match it.
The horse anbled al ong toward the canp, and Freel orn nmade no
attenpt to hurry it. An old nenory spoke up in Freelorn's voice.
"I hate |ong goodbyes,' it said, |ooking over a cup of w ne

drai ned sone years before, 'but | |love long hellos . '

(Are you going to do it now?) Sunspark asked, with interest.
(Do what ?)

(Unite.)

(Spark, don't ask questions like that! It's not polite.)

The group drew rein and di snounted, and Herew ss gl anced at them
only briefly. They all | ooked about the sane as they had when he
had | ast seen them Lang, a great golden bear of a man, slid down
out of his saddle |like a sack of neal, grinned and w nked at
Herew ss, and then went over to hug Segnbora; when the hug broke,
the two of them got busy starting a fire in the |ee of the

boul der. Tall, skinny, cold-eyed Moris with his beaky nose swung
down fromhis horse, nodded to Herew ss and spoke a word of
greeting; but his eyes were nostly for big Dritt, still up on the
rock, and for himMiris's eyes warned as he clinbed up to sit
beside him Harald, a short round sparse-bearded nan, staggered
past wth the deer over his

shoul der. He waved a hand at Herewi ss and hurried past him
puf fing.

And then Freelorn eased hinself out of the saddl e. Herew ss went
slowy and calmy to neet his friend—

—and was huggi ng hi m hard before he knew what happened, his face

crunched down agai nst Freelorn's shoul der, and nuch to his own
surprise, tears burning hot and sudden in his eyes as Freelorn
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hugged hi m back. Fire-in-Heaven, did | really mss himthat nuch?
| guess | did .

(So where are the progeny?) said soneone in the background.

(Sunspark, what within the walls of the world are you tal king
about ?) Herew ss said, prolonging the hug.

(That wasn't union? | thought you had changed your m nd and
deci ded to go ahead. You give off discharges |like that just for
greeting each other? Isn't that wasteful?)

(Sunspark, later.)

They hel d each other away, and Freel orn was | aughi ng, and
sniffling alittle too. 'Goddess Mdther of us all, |ook at you!'
he said. 'You're bigger than you were. You cheat, dammt!"’

*No, | don't. Lorn, your nustache is longer, you |look |ike a
St el dene. '

'That was the idea, for a while. Look at the arns on you! That's
what it is. What the Shadow have you been doi ng?

'I"'ma swordsmth,' Herewiss said. '| hammer a lot. |If you want to
| ook like this, you can, but it'll take you a year or so. That's
how | ong |'ve been at it. Lorn, you twit, what's the use of trying
to look like a Steldene if you're going to wear that around?' He
nodded at Freelorn's black surcoat, charged with the Arlene arns,
the white Lion passant guardant uplifting its great silver bl ade.

'Who's gong to see it out here?

"That's not the point. You were wearing it in Madeil, weren't
you?'

'No - ny other one got stolen out of ny saddl ebag. Let ne tell you
what happened—

‘I can imagi ne. For such an acconplished thief, you get stolen
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fromawful ly easily. How many tines have | - oh, never mnd, cone
on, sit down and tell ne. Tell ne everything. W haven't talked
since - Goddess! - since not |ast Opening N ght, but the one

before. When you cane to the Wod."'

'Yeah.' They sat down by a chair-sized boul der and put their backs
on it. Herewiss slid an arm around Freelorn's shoulders. 'Let's
see, let's see— Freelorn chewed his nustache a bit. 'After we

| eft the Wod, we went west a ways - stayed in the enpty country
north of Darthis until spring cane. And then south. W nmade a big
w de detour around Darthis, didn't even cross the Darst until

H riden or so—

"That is quite a detour. Any trouble?

'No. That was the interesting thing, though. One Darthene patrol
stopped us and I was sure they knew who | really was. | lied

spl endi dl y about everything, though, and they let us go. You
woul dn't know anyt hi ng about that, would you?

Herew ss | aughed softly. 'Oddly enough, | would. My father has
been exchanging letters wiwth Eftgan recently, and the queen is not
happy with Cllnod and the cabal in Arlen. Not at all. She told
Hearn in one letter that she considers the real Arlene governnent
to be in exile. R ght now she doesn't dare openly support or
recogni ze you; she's so newto the throne, and the Four Hundred
are still unsure of her. But because of the GCath of Lion and Eagle
she feels obligated to do sonmething for you. Those guards may or
may not have known who you were - but if they

did, they had orders to |l et you pass unhindered. You're safe in
Dart hen, so long as you don't nake yourself so visible that they
have no choice but to notice you.'’

‘What about public opinion?
"I think that may have influenced her a little. Mdst of Darthen is
I n outrage over Cillnod having the gall to break Cath. Especially

the country around Hadremark, where a | ot of people went honel ess
after the burning, and all the crops were ruined. But Eftgan's
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hands are tied. She can't really nove against Arlen, or she'd be
breaki ng Cath herself. She's strengthened the garrisons on the
Arlid border, but there are ways to sneak past those. She even
went so far as to ask the human Marchwarders in Darthen to talk to
the Dragons, ask their help - but the answer is pretty unlikely to
be the sane as usual. The Dragons won't get involved.'

"Granted.’

'So in a way, you' re her best hope. The story running in Darthen

seens to be that you're alive and traveling around to raise force
so that you can get Arlen back. The people seemto approve. They

want the Lion's child back on the throne again, as much for their
own wel fare as for yours.'

Freel orn nodded. '"Darthen's House and Arlen's Hall,"' he recited.
' "share their feast and share their fall —

Forl ennh's and Hergotha's bl ade are of the sanme netal made, and
the Cath they sealed shall bind both their dest'nies

I ntertwi ned—' Herew ss finished,
""Till the end of countries, when Lion and Eagl e cone again."
'You always did |like that one.'

‘I recite it nightly,' Freelorn said with a sonewhat sour
expression, 'and hope that both our countries live through this
I nterregnum'

They' Il manage, | think. But after you went south, what?

'W went a little nore to the west, nearly to the Arlene border—
Freelorn went on, telling of a close encounter with a | arge group
of bandits, but Herewiss wasn't really listening. He nodded and mm
hmred in the appropriate places, but nost of his mnd was too full
of the sight and nearness of Freelorn - the conpactness of him

the quick brilliant eyes and fiery tenperanent, the bright sharp
voice, the ability to care about a whole country as warmy as he
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coul d about one nan.

Her ewi ss suddenly recall ed one of those |ong golden afternoons in
Pry don castle. He had been stretched out on Freelorn's bed,
staring absently at the ceiling, and Freel orn sat by the w ndow,
picking at the strings of his lute and trying to get control of
his newly changed voice. He was singing the Gath poemwth a kind
of quiet exultation, |looking forward to the tine when he would be
king and help to keep it true; and the soft prom sing nel ody wound
upward through the warmair. Herewi ss, relaxed and drifting easily
toward sl eep, was deep in a daydream of his own - of a future day
brightly it by the blue sun of his own rel eased Flane. Then
suddenly he was startled awake again by a shudder of foreboding, a
cold touch of prescience trailing down his spine. A brief flicker-
vision of this nonent, |it by a fading sunset instead of the
brilliance of m d-afternoon. The sane poem but not sung; the sane
Freel orn, but not king; the sane Herew ss, but not—

‘—and left themin our dust - What's the matter? Getting col d?

'No, Lorn, it was just a shudder. The Goddess spoke ny Nane, nost
likely."'

'Yeah. So, anyway, we left the south-east and cane back this way.
St opped at Madeil, and that's where ny surcoat got stolen.'

' Your good one, | suppose.'’

'Yeah. | don't seemto have nuch luck with them do |? They've
probably sold it for the silver by now But word of whose it was
got out, and evidently the Stel denes have been feeling the wei ght
of CGllnod' s threats, since they sent all those people after us. |
didn't believe it. | said to nyself, when they canme piling up
outside that old keep, | said, "Tine to call in help." Wich I
di d. Goddess, what a display that was.'

' Thank you.'

"Are you all right? I nean, that nessenger, and the fireball, and
the Lion - oh, the Lion! That was beautiful. Beautiful. Just the
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way He al ways | ooks to ne.’
"Oh. You see Hmregularly?

" Shut up! You know what | nmean. But are you all right?

*Just a touch wobbly - it'll pass in a couple of days. | never did
anything on that scale before. In fact, | didn't know !l had it in
me. |.guess | found out '

Freelorn | aughed softly. 'I dare say. But |isten: what have you

been doi ng?

Her ewi ss shrugged, trying to think of some way to put a cheerful
face on a year's worth of broken swords, wasted tine, and pain. He
couldn't, and anyway, Freel orn would have caught himat it.

‘Forging swords,' he said. 'I got tired of breaking old ones. At
one point Hearn offered ne Fandere - he thought that since the

| egend says that Earn forged it, it mght be a little nore
anenable to the Power - but | just couldn't. That sword is ol der
than the first Wodward, and | knew |

woul d destroy it. It was just as dead to the touch as all the
others. So finally | apprenticed nyself to old Darg the
bl acksm th. You renenber Darg—

‘I certainly do. The old one-eyed gent with the | ovely daughter. |
thi nk you had ulterior notives.'

Herew ss | aughed. 'No, not really. Meren got married a while after

we relieved one another of the Responsibility. The twins will be
comng to the Ward for fostering soon, since Mdther left no | ove-
chil dren behi nd her. Goddess, | mss them- they're nine now

t hough Hal werd al ways rem nds ne that he's a quarter-hour ol der
than Hol maern. He helps ne with the forging sonetines, working the
bellows. | put a forge together up in the north tower, and he

wat ches ne working the netal, and asks a thousand questions about
tensile strength and tenper and edge. He has a blacksmth's heart,
that one, and he's going to have to be Lord of the Brightwood
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after ne. | don't think he really approves.'

' The business wth swords nade of griffin-bone and ivory and such -
| take it that didn't work.'

'No. What use is a sword of ivory? It seens that it has to be a
wor king sword. Yet a real sword is an instrunent of death - and to
make it carry life—

"You'll find a way.'
"I wwsh | had your faith in ne.’

Freelorn stretched a little, disconfort and concern flickering
across his face. 'Well, whatever - you'll keep trying. \Were are
you goi ng now? Back hone?’

| " m headi ng east.'
"From her e?'
"From here.'

"But Herewiss - listen, it was a brilliant idea to head this far
east - even if they'd had their supplies intact, they woul dn't
follow us this close to the Waste. But anot her

fifteen mles or so will take you right up to the Stel —

'l don't intend to stop there, Lorn. On the way down here | cane
by sone interesting information— Briefly he told of his encounter
wi th the innkeeper's daughter, and what she had told him Freelorn
nodded.

"There's an A d Place |ike that down by Bluepeak in Arlen, just
under the nountains,' he said, 'though it nust not be as haunted,
or whatever - the Dragons took it as a Marchward sone years ago,
and there are human March-warders there too. This place, though -
if the Dragons won't go near it, | don't like the idea of your
goi ng there. What do you want it for, anyway?
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'There are supposed to be doors, Lorn. It could be that I could
use one of themto go across into a Mddle Kingdom where nal es
have Flane, and train there. O if there's no door that goes there
already, | mght be able to nake one of themdo it—

'How?' Freelorn said, all skepticism 'Wrldgates are supposed to
be a Flane-rel ated manifestation, since they're partly alive,
aren't they? | nean, you need weaking to open them Wen Beaneth
went to Rilthor, even though it was Opening N ght and a Full Moon,
she still needed Fire for the Morrowfane Gate. And there's that
story about the Hlarwit, and Rael a Wayopener, and it's al ways

FI ame—

Herewi ss |istened patiently. He had had this argunent with hinself
nore than once. ' So?

*So! | don't think you can do it |ike that! You need control of
Fl anme, and you haven't got it—

"You could be right.'
* And- what ?"

'What you're saying is true, Lorn, for as far as we know.
According to the old stories, which usually have truth in them
But each instance is different. And if you're going to

gquote exanples, well, what about Beorgan? Despite her expertise
and her power and all the information she had access to, she still
couldn't have had all the facts. Why el se woul d she have bot hered
trying to kill the Lover's Shadow, when He was just going to cone
back?'

'*She was driven,' Freelorn said, 'by her desire for vengeance. It
bl i nded her.'

' Maybe. That's not the point. The point is that | have to try.

There's no telling till | do. It may be that those doors are set
to turn to the use of whatever mnd or power cones along. And it

file:///G|/rah/Diane%20Duane%20-%20Tales%...e%2001%20-%20The%20Door%20Into%20Fire.htm (116 of 287) [2/13/2004 11:51:15 PM]



Taeof TheFiveVol 1- The Door Into Fire

may not. But it's a place of the A d weaking, which was al ways
FI ane- based, and dammed if I'mnot going to try tapping it."'

'Herewi ss, you're not seeing what you're getting into—
‘Lorn, are you scared for ne?

Freel orn, who had been warm ng to the prospect of a good argunent,
opened his nouth, shut it, and scow ed at Herew ss, a dark

st abbi ng | ook from beneath his bushy eyebrows. 'Yes, dammt,' he
said at | ast.

' Then why don't you just say so.'

Freelorn nade a face. "All right. But | spent a lot of tinme in the
Archives, and | know nore about Flane and its uses from ny reading
t han nost Rodm stresses do—

' Readi ng about it and having it are two different things. No,

Lorn, don't start getting mad. Do you think | don't appreciate all
the research you did? But theory and practice are different, and
"' mnot a usual case. And | ook at us: half an hour together, after
al nost a year apart, and already we're fighting.'

"Tension. I'mstill nervous fromtwo nights ago.'

‘Fear. You're afraid for ne.
'Yes! You want to go poking around in sone bl oody pile of stones
in the mddle of nowhere and nothing, a place that was there since
before the Dragons cane, for

Goddess' s sake! - and which they won't go near because it's too
dangerous. Damm right |'m afraid!/ How would you feel if our
positions were reversed?

Her ew ss gave the thought its due, and did his best to put hinself
in Freelorn's place for a nonent. 'Scared, | guess.'

"Petrified.'

file:///G|/rah/Diane%20Duane%20-%20Tales%...e%2001%20-%20The%20Door%20Into%20Fire.htm (117 of 287) [2/13/2004 11:51:15 PM]



Taeof TheFiveVol 1- The Door Into Fire

"*And how woul d you feel if our positions were reversed?

Freel orn sighed and |l et his hunched-up shoul ders sag. 'Scared too,
| suppose.’

'Yeah. But | have to go.'

Freel orn nodded. 'You have gotten a little too big to sit on.' The
sudden bittersweet nmenory rose up in Herewi ss: the day after
Herel af di ed, and Herewi ss drowning in a dark sea of pain and self-
hatred, wanting desperately to kill hinself. Trying and trying to
do it, first wwth the sword that had killed Herelaf, then with
anything that canme to hand - knives, open w ndows. Freelorn,

filled to overflow ng with exasperation, fear for Herew ss, and
his own pain, finally knocked Herewi ss down and sat on himuntil
the tears broke |loose in both of them and they wept to exhaustion,
clutching at each other.

‘I have,' Herew ss said, setting the nenory aside with a sigh.
‘Well, then, I"mcomng with.'

"OF course,' Herew ss said.

Freel orn's eyebrows went up. 'You sneaky bastard—

Herewi ss grinned. 'It was a good way to nmake sure you realized
what you were getting into before you said yes.'

Freel orn grinned back. 'I'mstill comng with you.'
"And the rest?

"They're with ne. W couldn't stop themfromcomng along. This is
better - much better than you going al one.'

"Yes, it Is.

(And what am 1, then?) Sunspark said indignantly.
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(An el enental, Spark. But people need people.)

(I don't understand that. But if you say so . . .) It went back to
Its grazing.

" And besi des,' Herew ss added, '| can use soneone el se who's well -
read in matters of Flanme and such - you nmay see things about the
place that | wouldn't.'

‘I don't want to see any "things".'

‘Lorn, please.'

‘Did you tal k to Segnbora?’

'Yes. Very interesting person. She should be of great help to us
too. How did she happen to join up with you? She didn't nention.

"Ch, it was in Madeil. It was how | found out that ny surcoat had
gone. W were in this inn, drinking quietly and m ndi ng our own
busi ness, when in cone a bunch of king's guardsnen |ooking for ne!

Well, the lot of us got out of there, with the guards chasing us
in five different directions. | went down a dead end, though, and
the one who'd followed ne cornered ne there. | was pretty hard

pressed, he was a |l ot bigger than | was, and just a little faster.
And all of a sudden this shadow with a sword in its hands just
nelts out of the alley wall, and fft! the guy sprouts a hand's

| ength of sword under the breastbone. It was her; she'd foll owed
me fromthe inn. There she stands, and she bows a little. "King's
son of Arlen," she says, "well nmet, but if we don't hurry out of
here you're going to be neck-deep in dungeon, with King Dariw s
torturer dancing on your head." It seened a good point.’

‘I could see where it would, yes.'
'So off we went, back to the inn again. Up she went, cool as you
pl ease, got our things fromour roons. The innkeeper sees her, and

he says, "Madam if you please, where are you going with those?"
and Segnbora sm | es at
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hi mand says, "Sir, if you want every skin of wine or tun of ale
in your place to get the rot, ask on. O herwi se— and out the door
she goes, gets the horses fromthe stables and rides off. W net
her a few streets away and got out of there in a hurry.’

Her ewi ss chuckled. 'I wonder why she did it.'
"I asked her. Evidently she's related to one of the Forty Noble

Houses, and she said sonething about "They may not hold by the
Cath, but | do, by Goddess— | believe her.'

"I think you can.'
Freelorn smled a little. "Well, this venture will be safer with
all of us along. Damm, | hope you're right about the doors!

Suppose there was one into another Arlen where |'m ki ng—

"You'd be there already. And how would you feel if you were Kking,
and anot her Freel orn popped out of nowhere to contest your claim
to the throne?

"1'd-uhh."’

"—kill the bastard? Very good. Better stay here and do what you
can wwth this world.'

Freel orn | ooked at Herewi ss and smled again, but this tine his
eyes were grave.

‘Conme on,' he said, 'let's see how dinner is doing.'

Stars shone on themagain; this tinme the warm constell ations of
spring: Dol phin and Mai den and Fl anesteed and Stave. The Lion
stood near the zenith, the red star of its heart glittering softly

through the still air.

They hel d one anot her close, and closer yet, and found to their
deli ght that nothing seened to have changed between them

file:///G|/rah/Diane%20Duane%20-%20Tales%...e%2001%20-%20The%20Door%20Into%20Fire.htm (120 of 287) [2/13/2004 11:51:15 PM]



Taeof TheFiveVol 1- The Door Into Fire

A soft chuckle in the darkness.

‘Lorn, you renenber that first tinme we shared at your place?
'That was a long tine ago.'

‘It seens that way.'

‘—and ny father yelled up the stairs, "Wat are you
dooooooooi ng?"'

‘—and you yell ed back, "W're fucki nnnnnnnnnnng!"'
'—and it was quiet for so |ong—

‘—and then he started | aughi ng—

' Yeah.'

A sil ence.

'You know, he really |oved you. He al ways wanted another son. He
al ways used to say that now he had one . '

Si | ence.
‘Lorn - one way or another, I'mgoing to see you on your throne."'
'Get your Power first.'

'Yeah. But then we get your throne back for you. | think | owe him
t hat .’

"Your Power first. He was concerned about that.'
"Yes ... he would have been. Well, we'll see.'

A pause. A desert owl floated silently overhead and away, |ike a
wanderi ng ghost.
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' Dust y?'

Herewi ss started a little. No-one had called him by that nane
since Herel af's deat h.

' What ?

"After I'mking - what will you do?

‘I haven't the faintest idea.'

'Real | y?'

"I haven't thought about it rmuch. | don't let nyself.—Heal the
sick, | guess, talk to Dragons - nake it rain when it's dry -
travel around - walk the O herworl ds—

There was a sinking silence under the blankets; suddenly

di sappoi ntnent and fear flavored the air |ike snoke. Herew ss was
confused by the perception. H s underhearing sonetines manifested
itself at odd nonents, but never w thout reason.

‘Dusty - don't forget ne.'

' Forget you? Forget you! How do | forget ny |oved? Lorn, put it
out of your mnd. How could | forget you? If only fr—

Herewi ss cut hinself off, shocked, hearing the thought conplete
itself inside his head:'—#+romall the trouble you' ve caused ne—

" Fr om what ?'
My Goddess. How can | think such things? Wiat's the matter with
me!!'"—+romall the distance |I've had to travel to get into your

bed . . .

Freelorn made a small sound in his throat, a brief quiet sigh of
acceptance. 'I'mglad you did," he said.

' Agai n?'
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*Why not? The night is young.'
"And so are we.'
6

What ever may be said of the Goddess, this much is certain: She
enj oys a good joke. For proof of this, exam ne yourself or any

ot her nmenber of the human race closely -and then | augh along with
Her .

Deeds of the Heroes, 18, vi

‘I thought you said it was just another fifteen mles.'
"Well, | thought it was . . .'

' Maybe the river changed its banks.'

'The Stel? Unlikely. Maybe | got us lost.'

‘Likely.'

The ei ght of themrode al ong through country that was becom ng

I ncreasi ngly inhospitable. The gently rolling scrub country of
southern Steldin had given way to near-desert terrain. It was

af ternoon, and hot. A steady, naddeni ng east w nd bl ew dust into
their eyes, and into their horses' eyes, down their collars and up
their sleeves, into their boots and even into their undertunics.
Even the nost casual novenent woul d sand sone part of the body

r aw.

Her ew ss sighed. For the past two hours or so Freelorn had been
straining his eyes toward the horizon, swearing at hinself for
having lost the river. He had been abusing hinself so skillfully
that Herewi ss, in exasperation, had joined in and hel ped himfor a
few m nutes. Now he was regretting it.

"Lorn, Lorn, the Dark with it,' he said. 'You can't |lose the Stel.
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| f you just go east far enough, you're bound to run into it.'

‘It is possible,' Freelorn said tightly, '"to | ose just about
anyt hi ng. "'

"Including your mnd, if you work at it hard enough. Lorn, relax.
Wor se things coul d happen.'’

1 G,]?I

‘Certainly. A cohort of Fyrd could find us. O the Dark Hunt. O
t he Goddess coul d sneeze and forget to keep the world in place,
and we'd all go out like candles. Don't be so grim Lorn. It'l]
work out all right.’

Freel orn's poor Bl ackmane, half-blind with the dust, sneezed

m ghtily and then bunped sideways into Sun-spark. Herew ss's nount
didn't respond, but Bl ackmane danced away with a whi cker of
scorched surprise, nearly throw ng Freelorn out of the saddle. He
regai ned his bal ance and | ooked suspiciously at the stallion.

'None of our horses care nmuch for that one of yours,' he said.
‘What happened to Darrafed?

' She's hone. '
' Dappl e?'
'He was with nme partway. | sent hi m back."

| s that safe?

Her ewi ss | aughed. ' Safe? Dapple? He'll probably rescue a princess
on the way hone.'

"Where did this one cone from then?

"I don't know,' Herew ss said, which was certainly the truth. "I
found him'
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"I know that |ook,' Freelorn said. 'You' ve got a secret.'
Herewi ss said nothing, and tried to keep fromsmling.

'Sorcerers,' Freelorn said in good-natured disgust. 'Well, have it
your way. Where the Dark is the river?!’

‘It'll be along. Lorn, you didn't tell nme. What were you doing in
Madei | ?'
"Ch ... | was neeting a man who was supposed to know a way into

the Royal Treasury at Osta. He had been there as a guard sone
years back, but he noved to Steldin when ny father died and
everyt hing was goi ng crazy.'

'‘Did you neet hinf

'Ch, yes. That was what we had been at the tavern for.

It was about half an hour after he |eft that the guards cane in.'
"Wy were you still there?

Freelorn | ooked guilty. "Well ... it had been so |ong since any of
us had a chance to get really drunk.'

'So you did it there in the mddle of a city, with all those
peopl e around who you didn't know? Lorn, you know you get talky
when you're drunk . . . Wat if you'd spilled sonething?

Freelorn said nothing for a second, said it so forcefully that

Herewi ss went after the unspoken thought with his underhearing to

try to catch it: ... talk about being drunk, it said in a wash of

anger, . . . what about Herelaf? And then it was snmashed down by a

hammer of Freelorn's guilt. How can | think things like that? .
Wasn't his fault

Herewi ss wi nced away. Even Lorn, he thought. And then, Goddess,

did | do that? If this is the kind of thing I'd be doing with the
Power, maybe |'m better wthout it.
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‘I"'msorry,' he said aloud. 'Lorn, really.'

"No - you're right, | guess. But we did find out about the way
into the Treasury - there's a passage off the river that no-one
knows about.'

‘What about the guards who are there?

‘There aren't many |l eft who know about it - all the | ower-Ievel
peopl e have been replaced by nercenaries, and many of the higher
| evels left in a hurry when G|l nod had ne outl awed. They could
see the way things were going to be. At present that entrance
isn't being guarded.’

‘What sort of things do they have there?

"No treasure, no jewellery - just plain old noney. My contact said
that there are usually about fourteen thousand talents of silver
there at any one tine.'

"What are you thinking of ?

'My Goddess, you have to ask?

'No . . . not really. Lorn, do you think you have any chance to
pull this off?

Freelorn hesitated for a |long nonent. ' Maybe.'
Cauti on?! Herew ss thought. He's being cautious? I'min trouble.
"Are you sure those are rocks?

"Yes. Lorn, how many people do you think you' re going to need to
get into the place?

'Oh . . . nmy own group will be enough.'

Ten woul d be better, Herew ss thought glumy, and twenty better
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still. Mdire realistic, surely. '"Don't do it,' he said out |oud.

"Wy not? It's the perfect chance to get enough noney to finance
the revol uti on—

"Your father should be an exanple to you,' Herewi ss said tiredly,
‘that no-one supports a dead king.'

" A what ?'
Herewi ss sighed. 'I'd like to see your plans before you go ahead
and do it," he said. 'Maybe |'ll conme with and help you. But Lorn!

- | don't believe that six people are going to be enough.'
'Seven - There's the damm river!'

' Seven,' Herew ss said softly, watching Freelorn kick Bl ackmane
into a gall op.

(I's he always so optimstic?) Sunspark asked.
(Usually nore so.)

(WIIl not this additional foray keep you fromgetting back to the
wor Kk you have to do?)

(Yes, it wll—

Her ewi ss t hought about it for a nonent. The tim ng, he thought,
until now | had always thought it was coincidental. But the timng
is just alittle too close —oh, Dark. Wat can | do?

(What ?)

(I was thinking to nyself. Catch up with him wll you, Spark?)
(Certainly. That is the river ahead, by the way. | can feel the

water. | hope there's a bridge there; I'"'mnot going to ford it in
what they woul d consider the nornmal fashion.)
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(So junmp it, Spark. They're already sure that you're not quite
natural; a spectacular |eap won't give nuch away at this point.)

They drew even with Freelorn again. 'Look,' he shouted over the
noi se of the horses' hooves, 'there's a house up ahead—

"Wher e?'
"Alittle to the left. See it?

*Un - | think so. The dust nakes it hard. Who would |ive out here,
Lorn? There's not a town or village for mles in any direction,
and this is practically the Waste!'

' Maybe whoever |ives there wants sone peace and quiet.'
"Quiet, maybe. Peace? Wth the Waste full of Fyrd?

‘Well, maybe it isn't, really. How would anyone know? If there's
nothing nuch living in the Waste, there can't be Fyrd, either.
Even Fyrd have to |live on sonething.’

‘It makes sense. There are so nany stories - Lorn, that's an
awfully big house. It |looks nore like an inn to ne.'

The rest of Freelorn's people gradually closed wth the two of
them 'What's the hurry?' vyelled Dritt.

Freel orn pointed ahead. 'Hot food tonight, | think—

They sl owed down sonewhat as they approached the river. It was
running high in its banks, for the thaw was still in progress in

t he Hi ghpeaks to the south. Trees lined the watercourse for al nost
as far as they could see, fromsouth to north. These were not the
gnarled little scrub-trees of the desert country, but huge old
oaks and mapl es

and silver birches. Though they | eaned backward a little on the

western bank, their growth shaped by the relentl ess east w nd of
the Waste, they still gave an inpression of striving hungrily for
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the water. Branches bright with flowers reached across the water
to tangle with others just becom ng green. Sonewhere in the
foliage a songbird, having recovered fromthe sudden advent of all
t hese people, was trying out a few experinental notes.

‘Isis aninn,' Freelorn said. 'There's the sign - though | can't
make out what's on it. Let's go.'

‘Lorn," Herew ss said, 'how has your noney been hol di ng up?
‘I amso broke,' Freelorn said cheerfully, 'that—

'Never mind, | have a little. Lorn, you're always broke, it
seens. '

‘Makes |ife nore interesting.'

Usual ly for other people, Herew ss thought. Ch Dark! [|'m cranky
t oday.

'—and besides, if | spend it as fast as | get it, then no-one can
steal it fromne.'

‘That's a point.'

Herewi ss frowned with concentration as he did the nmath in his

head. Prices wll probably be higher out here - say, three-
gquarters of an eagle or so- and there's seven of us . . . soO
that's . . . uhh . . . dam, | hate fractions! . . . well, it
can't be nore than seven. Wonderful, all | have is five. Maybe the
i nnkeeper' || |et us do dishes .

The inn was a tidy-1looking place of fieldstone and nortar, with
three sleeping wings jutting off in various directions fromthe

| arge main building. A few of the many w ndows of di anond- paned

gl ass stood open, as did the door of the stable, which was set off
fromthe inn proper: A neat path of white stone | ed down fromthe
dooryard of the inn, past the inn sign, a neatly painted board
that said
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FERRY TAVERN, and down to the riverbank, where it net a little
fishing pier. Just to the right of the pier was the ferry, a
wooden platform attached to ropes and pulleys so that it could be
pul l ed across fromone side of the river to the ot her whether
anyone was on it or not.

The place was marvel ously pleasant after the long ride through the
dry enpty country. They disnounted and |l ed their horses into the
dooryard, savoring the shade and the cool fragrance of the air.
The i nn was surrounded by huge apple trees, all in flower. The
only exception was the great tree that shaded the dooryard proper,
a w de-crowned bl ackstave with its long trenbling olive-and-silver
| eaves. Its flowers had already fallen, and carpeted the grass and
gravel |ike an unseasonabl e snowfall.

' Goddess, what a lovely place,' Freelorn said.

"I just hope we can afford it. Well, go knock on the door and find
out —

'You have the noney, you do it.'
"*This is your bunch of people, Lorn—

The door opened, and a | ady wal ked out, and stood on the slate
doorstep, drying her hands on her apron. 'Good day to you!' she
said, smling. "Can | help you?

They all stood there for a second or so, just appreciating her,
before any of them began considering answers to the question. She
was quite tall, a little taller even than Herewi ss. The plain w de-
sl eeved shirt and breeches and boots she wore beneath the white
apron did nothing to conceal her figure, splendidly proportioned.
She was radiantly beautiful, wth the delicate transl ucent

conpl exion of a country girl and eyes as green as grass. Wat

| ines her face had seened all fromsmling, but her eyes spoke of
gravity and form dable intelligence, and her bearing of quiet
strength and power. She wore her coiled and braided hair |ike a
dark crown.
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"Aheml' Freelorn said. 'Unh, yes, nmaybe you can. W're interested
in staying the night—

*Just interested? she asked, raising an eyebrow. 'You're not

sure? - Is it a noney problenf
‘Well, lady, not really,' Herew ss began, still gazing at her with
open adm ration. On ny, he was thinking, | never gave nuch thought

to having nore than one loved at a tinme -but | mght start
t hi nking about it now She's like a tree, she just radiates
strength - but she's got flowers, too—

She | ooked back at him a nmeasuring glance, a | ook of calm
assessnent, and then smled again. It was |like day breaking. '"It's
been a long tine since anyone was here,' she said. 'Let's take it
out in trade. If you're agreeable, I et one of you share with ne
tonight, and we'll call it even. You're |eaving tonorrow, | take
It—

They nodded assent.

"Then it's settled. Go on in, nake yourselves confortable. Two

t ubroons on the ground floor if anyone wants a bath—I'II| help
with the water after |'ve taken care of your horses. Dinner's two
hours before sunset. Go on, then!' she said, |aughing, stepping
down fromthe doorstep and shooing them i ke chickens. Benused,
Freel orn and his people started goi ng inside.

Herewi ss turned to | ead Sunspark toward the stable. 'No, no,' said
the | ady i nnkeeper, com ng up beside hi mand reachi ng across
Herewi ss to take the reins.

‘Un, he's alittle - |'d better— Herewiss started to say,
wat ching in horror as Sunspark suddenly lifted a hoof to stonp on
the lady's foot.

‘It's quite all right,' the lady said, and hit Sunspark a sharp

bl ow on the nose with her left fist. The el enmental danced back a
step or so, its eyes wwde with surprise.
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The lady smled brightly at Herewiss. '|I |ove horses,' she said,
and | ed Sunspark away.

(Be nice!) Herew ss said.

(I think 1'd better,) Sunspark replied, still surprised.

Herewi ss foll owed the others inside and found them standing in a
tight group in the mddle of the cool dark common room al

tal king at once. "All right, all right!!' Freelorn yelled over the
din. '"There is no way to arbitrate this; we'll have to choose up
for the chance.'

'How about a fast gane of Bl ade-on-the-Table? Dritt said.

"The Dark it would be fast - it would need six elimnation hands,
and I want ny bath now Besides, you cheat at cards. It'll—

"l do nor!'

'—have to be lots. Look, there's kindling over there, and sone
twgs; w'll draw sticks for it.'

"Fine," Miris said darkly, 'and who holds the sticks?

'I"'mthe only one | trust not to ginmmck the draw, so—

Thi s observation was greeted with hoots of skepticism 'Wat about
me, Lorn?' Herewi ss said. Freelorn | ooked at himw th an

expression close to di smay.

"You're right,' he said. 'Go ahead, give themto him-he's got an
honest streak.'

Her ewi ss received the twigs and spent a few nonents snappi ng them
to equal lengths, all but one, which he broke off shorter. He
turned back to the others. 'Here.'

Freelorn chose first, and nade an irritated face; his was | ong.
‘The river | didn't mnd |osing so nuch,' he said, 'but this-
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aagh!’

Dritt chose next, and cane up long also, as did Mdris and Lang
after him Then Segnbora chose.

‘Dammit -t o-Darkness,' Freelorn said, with i nmense chagrin. 'Wll,
gi ve her our best.’

Segnbora smled, tossed the short stick over her shoul der for
| uck, picked up her saddl ebags fromthe

floor, and headed up the stairs to find herself a room 'See you
at dinner,' she said.

‘That could have been ne,' said Harald softly. '"If |I'd just gone
ahead of her . . .'He followed Segnbora up the stairs.

Moris and Dritt went away, nuttering, to raid the kitchen.
Lang kicked a chair irritably and went outside.
"I wwsh it had been ne,' Freelorn said quietly.

"You're not alone,' Herewi ss put an arm around him huggi ng him
"But, Lorn - how long has it been since we had a bath together?’

Freel orn regarded Herew ss out of the corner of his eye. 'Years,'
he said, smling mschievously. 'Though of course you renenber
what happened the [ast tinme—

‘CGee, |'mnot sure, it was so | ong ago—
*Cnon,' Freelorn said, 'let's go refresh your nenory.'

Everyone who had good clothes to wear, or at |east clean ones,
wore themto dinner that night. They sat around the big oaken
table down in the comon room and adm red one another openly in
the candl elight. Herew ss wore the Phoeni x surcoat, and Freel orn
besi de himwore a plain black one, still grunbling softly over the
| oss of his good Lion surcoat with the silver on it. Lang and
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Haral d wore plain dark shirts with the Wite Eagl e badge over the
heart, for they had been queen's nen at the Court in Darthis
before taking up with Freelorn. Dritt wore a white peasant's shirt
bright with enbroidery around the sleeves and collar, a farner's
festival wear; while Miris beside himlooked dark and noble in the
deep brown surcoat of the North Arlene principality. Segnbora,
down at the end of the table, was wearing a | ong bl ack robe belted
at the wai st and enbl azoned on one breast with a lion and

uprai sed sword - the differenced arns of a cadet branch of one of
the Forty Nobl e Houses of Dart hen.

The food did justice to the festive dress. D nner was cold eggs
devil ed with pepper and nmarigold | eaves, roast goose in a sour
sauce of |enons and sorrel, potatoes roasted in butter, and w nter
apples in thickened cream Mris mde a | ot of noise about the
eggs and the goose, claimng that the powerful spices and sours of
St el dene cooki ng gave himheartburn; but this did not seemto

af fect the speed with which he ate. There al so seened to be an
endl ess supply of wi ne, which the conpany didn't et go to waste.

Once the food was served, the innkeeper took off her apron, sat
down at the head of the table, and ate with them In sone ways she
seened a rather private person; she still had not told them her
name. This was common enough practice in the Kingdons, and her
guests respected her privacy. But when she spoke it becane obvi ous
that she was a fine conversationalist, possessed of a dry wt of
whi ch Herew ss found hinself in envy.

She seened nost interested in hearing her guests tal k, though, and
was eager for news of the Kingdons. One by one they gave her all
the news they could renenber: how the new queen was doing in
Arlen, the border problemwth G llInod, the great convocation of
Dragons and Marchwarders at the Eorlhowe in North Arlen, the

post ponenent of the Opening Night feast in Britfell fields .

'Qpening Night,' the innkeeper said, sitting back in her chair
with her winecup in hand. 'Four nonths ago, that woul d have been.
And the queen woul d have held the feast all by herself, wthout
any Arlene heir in attendance, as her father did while he was
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still alive?
‘Evidently,' Freelorn said. Herew ss glanced at Lorn,

wat ching himtake a long, long swig of wine. There was nervousness
in the gesture.

'Yet they say that the Lion's Child is still abroad sonewhere,’
said the lady. '"It's strange, surely, that he never cane forward
inall that time to partake of the Feast, even secretly. It's one
of the nost inportant parts of the royal bindings that keep the
Shadow at bay, and the Two Lands from fam ne.'

‘I hear he did show up at the Feast once,' Freelorn said. 'Three
years ago, | think. He just barely got away with his life.'

Herewi ss had all he could do to hold still. So that's where he was
that winter—+ And that's where he got that swordcut that took so
| ong to heal! 'Robbers,' indeed—

'"—Ci | I nod had slipped sone spies in anong the Darthene regul ars
that went south with the king,' Freelorn was saying. 'The king and
the Lion's Child had just gotten to the part of the Feast where
royal blood is shed, when they both al nost had all their bl ood
shed for them The king' s bodyguards killed the attackers - but
Dart hen was wounded, and as for Arlen— Freelorn shrugged. 'Once
burned, twi ce shy. No-one has seen himat a Feast since. Nor did
the king ask again. Evidently, Goddess rest him he wanted to |live
out the year or so left himin peace, without bringing Arlen's
assassi ns down on his own head. \Wat the new queen wll do— And
Freel orn took anot her | ong drink.

'If she can't find the Lion's Child,' said the innkeeper, 'what
she'll do is noot. Now that she's becom ng secure on her throne,
he m ght want to send her sone certain word concerning his future
participation in the Feast and the ot her bindings. Seven years is
too long for the Two Lands to go wi thout the royal nagics being
properly enacted. Disaster is just over the nountain, unless
sonet hing' s done.'
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'She can't do anything anyway,' Lorn said disconsolately. 'Any
nove on her part to support the Lion's Child could antagonize the
conservative factions in the Forty Houses. Their people are in an
uproar over the poor harvests lately, and all they want is to
avoid war with Arlen, or anyone else. |If the Queen of Darthen
gives Arlen's heir asylumor supports himin any way, war is what
she'll have. Then she'll go out into the Pal ace Square on

M dsummer Mbrning next year, to hammer out her crown, and sone
hireling of the conservative Houses will put an arrow through her,
and that'll be the end of it—

A queen, like a king, is nmade for fane, not for long living,' the
| nnkeeper said quietly.

Freel orn's head snapped up. The suspicion that had been growing in
Herewi ss for sone mnutes now flowered into fear. She knows, she
knows who he is! Oh, Lorn, why can't you keep your nouth shut—

‘It's possible,' Lorn said, so quietly that Herewi ss could hardly
hear him 'that the Lion's Child isn't too excited about dying in
an anmbush, or in soneone's torture-chanber. He nmay be able to do
nore good alive, even if he's a long way from hone.'

That is between himand the Goddess,' the innkeeper said. 'But as
for the other, royalty is not about confort or safety. Painful
death, torture, many a king or queen of both the Lands have known
them It's not so nany centuries since the days when any king's

| i f ebl ood m ght be poured out in the furrows any autumm, to nake
sure that a poor harvest woul dn't happen again, that the next year
his people wouldn't starve. But that's the price one agrees to
pay, if necessary, when one accepts kingship. Put off the choice,
and the land and the people that are both part of the ruler
suffer. Who knows what good m ght have

been done for the Two Lands, and all the Kingdons, if the Lion's
Chil d had sonehow found the courage to go through with that Feast
three years ago, instead of panicking and fleeing when it was half-
fini shed? He m ght not have died of the wound he took. He m ght be
ki ng now. '
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'Yes,' Freelorn said, |ooking very thoughtful.

*And as for the queen,' the innkeeper said, 'it wouldn't matter if
that was "the end of it" for her, would it? Even if she died in
the act of one of the royal nagics, she has heirs who will carry
on after her. Heirs who know that the only reason for their
royalty is to serve those bindings, and the people the bindings
keep safe fromthe Shadow. But as to other heirs to Arlen, who
knows where they may be? And who knows what the Lion's Child is

t hi nki ng, or doi ng?"

' The Goddess, possibly,' Lorn said.

‘Men may change their mnds,' the innkeeper said, 'and confound
Her. | doubt it happens often enough. But | suspect She's usually
del i ghted.'

Freel orn nodded, | ooking benused.

Her ewi ss | ooked over at the innkeeper. She gazed back at him a
considering |look, and then turned to Segnbora and began gossi pi ng
lightly wwth her about one of her relatives in Darthen.

Freel orn once again becane interested in the wine, and Herew ss
sighed and did the sane. It was real Brightwood white, of three
years before, fromthe vineyards on the north side of the Wod. A
little current of unease, though, still stirred on the surface of
his thoughts. Were is she getting this stuff? he wondered. It's a
| ong way south fromthe Wod, through dangerous country. And |'ve
never heard nention of this place —which is odd—

There was notion at the end of the table; the |lady had risen.
'It's been a pleasure having you,' she said. 'l could

go on like this all night - but I have an assignation.' She
sm | ed, and Segnbora sm | ed back at her, and nost of Freelorn's
peopl e chuckled. '"If one or two of you will help ne with the

di shes - maybe you two,' and she indicated Dritt and Mris, 'since
you obviously liked the | ooks of ny kitchen earlier—
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Everyone got up and started to help clear the table - all but

Her ewi ss, who hated doi ng di shes or tablework of any kind. Qut of
guilt, or sone other enotion perhaps, he did renpbve one object
fromthe table - the carafe full of Brightwood white. He went up
the stairs with it, into the deepeni ng darkness of the second
story, feeling happily wi cked - and al so feeling sure that soneone
saw him and was smling at his back.

Herewi ss's roomhad a |ittle hearth built of rounded riverstones
and nortar. It also had sonething totally unexpected, a real
treasure - two fat overstuffed chairs. Both of themwere old and
wor n; they had been uphol stered in red velvet once, but the vel vet
was worn pale and snooth from nuch use, and was unraveling itself
in places. Herewiss didn't care; they were both as good as Kkings'
thrones to him He had pulled one of themup close to the fire and
was sitting there in happy hal f-drunken confort, toasting his
stocking feet. The red grinoire was open in his |lap, but the |ight
of the two candles on the table beside himwasn't really enough to
read by, and he had stopped trying.

A steady presence of light at the far corner of his vision drew
his attention. He | ooked up, and gazing across the bare fields saw
the full Moon rising over the jagged stony hills to the east. It
| ooked at him the dark shadows on the silver face peering over
the hillcrests at himlike half-lidded eyes, cal mand incurious.

He stared back for a nonent, and then slunped in the old chair and
reached out for the w ne cup.

There was a soft knock at the door.

So confortable was Herewi ss that he didn't bother to get up, nuch
| ess reach for his knife. 'Cone in,' he said. The door edged open,
and there was the i nnkeeper, cloaked in black against the night
chill,

At sight of her Herewi ss started to get up, but she waved hi m back
into his seat. 'No, stay put,' she said. Pulling the other chair
over by the hearthside, she sat down, pushing aside her cloak and
facing the fire squarely.
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Herewiss |l et hinself just |ook at her for a nonent. Beauty, maybe,
was the wong word for the aura that hung about her, though she
certainly was beautiful. Even as she sat there at her ease, she
radi ated a feeling of power, of assurance in herself. Mre than
that —a feeling of certainty, of inevitability; as if she knew
exactly what she was for in the world. It lent her an air of
regality, as m ght be expected of sonmeone who seened to rule
herself so conpletely. A queenly wonman, enthroned on a worn vel vet
chair that |eaked its stuffing fromvarious wounds and rents.
Herewi ss smled at his own fancy.

"Wul d you |ike sonme wine? he said.

Yes, please.’

He reached for another cup and poured for her. As he handed her
the cup their hands brushed, ever so briefly. A shock ran up
Herewi ss's arm a start of surprise that ran like lightning up his
arm and shoul der to strike against his breastbone. It was the
shock that a sensitive feels on touching a body that houses a
powerful personality, and Herewi ss wasn't really surprised by it.
But it was very strong—

And he was tired, and probably oversensitive. He lifted his cup
and sal uted the | ady.

'You keep a fine cellar,' he said. 'To you.'

'To you, ny guest,' she said, and pledged him and drank. He drank
t oo, and watched her over the rimof the cup. The fire lit soft

| ights in her hair; unbound, it was |onger than he had expected,

fl ow ng down dark and shimering past her waist. Sone of it lay in
her | ap, night-dark against the white Iinen of her shift and the
green cord that belted it.

"This is lovely stuff,' Herewiss said. 'How are you getting it all
the way down here fromthe Brightwood?

The lady smled. 'I have ny sources,' she said.
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She | owered her cup and held it in her lap, staring into the fire.
The wi ne was working strongly in Herewi ss now, so that his m nd
wandered a little and he | ooked out the wi ndow. The Mon was all
ri sen above the peaks now, and the two dark eyes were joined by a
nmout h maki ng an V of astoni shnent. He wondered what the Mon saw
t hat shocked her so.

'Herewi ss,' the lady said, and he turned back to | ook at her. The
expressi on she wore was odd. Her face was sober, maybe a little
sad, but her eyes were bright and testing, as if there was an
answer she wanted from hi m

' Madant'

'Herewi ss,' she said, 'how many swords have you broken now?
Alarmran through him but it was dulled; by the wine, and by the
| ook on her face - not threatening, not even curious, but only
weary. It looked Iike Freelorn's face when he asked the sane

guestion, and the voice sounded |ike Freelorn's voice. Tired,
pitying, nmaybe a bit inpatient.

"Fifty-four,' he said, 'about thirty or thirty-five of ny own
forging. | broke the last one the day |I left the Wod.'

*And the Forest Altars were no help to you.'

'None. |'ve also spoken with Rodm stresses who don't hold wth the
ways of the Forest Orders or the Wardresses of the Precincts, but

there was nothing they could do for nme either. But, madam how do

you know about this? No-one knew except for ny father, and Lorn—

He | ooked at her in sudden horror. Had Lorn been so indi screet as
to nention the blue Fire—

She shook her head at him smling, and was silent. For a while
she gazed into the fire, and then said, 'And how old are you now?

"Twenty-eight,' he said, shortly, |ike an unhappy child.
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The | ady rubbed her nose and | eaned back in her chair until her
pose al nost matched Herewi ss's. 'You feel your tine grow ng short,
| take it.'

"Even if | had control of the Power right now,' Herew ss said, 'it
woul d be starting to wane. |'d have, oh, ten years to use it if |
didn't overextend nyself. Which | would,' he added, smling a
little at hinmself. '"Oh, | would.'

'How so0?' She was | ooking at himagain, alittle intrigued, a
littl e benused.

Her ewi ss drained his cup and stared into the fire. '"Really! If |
cane into ny Power, there I'd be, the first male since Earn and
Heal hra to bear Flane. That is, if the first use didn't kill ne.
Thi nk of the fane! Think of the fortune!" He laughed a little.
*And think of the weaking,' he said, nore gently, his face
softening, '"think of the stornms I could still, the lives |I could
save, the roads | could wal k. The roads . '

He poured hinself another cup of wne. 'The roads in the sky, and
past it,' he said. 'The roads the Dragons know. The ways between
the Stars. Ten years would be too high an estimate. Better nake it
seven, or five. I'd burn nyself out like a levinbolt.' He drank
deeply, and set the cup down again. 'But what a way to go.'

The | ady watched him her head propped on her hand, considering.

‘What price would you be willing to pay for your Power?' she
asked.

The question sounded rhetorical, and Herew ss, dreany with w ne
and warnth, treated it as such. 'Price? The Mon on a silver
platter! A necklace of stars! One of the Steeds of the Day—

'"No, | neant really.'

'Real ly. Well, right now |I'mpaying all ny waking hours, just
about; or | was, before | had to get Freelorn out of the badger-
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hol e he got hinself stuck in. What nore do | have to give?

He | ooked at her, and was surprised to see her face serious again.
Sonet hi ng el se he noticed; there was an oddness about the inside
of her cloak. ... He had thought it as black within as w thout,
but it wasn't. As he strained his eyes in the firelight, there
seened to be sonme kind of light inits folds, sonme kind of notion,
but faint, faint - He blinked, and didn't see it, and di sm ssed
the notion; and then on his next |ook he saw it again. A faint
light, glittering—

No, - it nust have been the wine. He rejected the inage.

The lady's eyes were intent on him and he noticed how very green
they were, a warmgreen like sunlit summer fields. 'Herew ss,' she
said, her voice going very |low, 'your Nane, would you give that
for your Power?'

O all the strange things he had heard so far, that startled him
badly, and the wne went out in himas if sonmeone had poured water
on the small fire it had Iit. 'Madam | don't know ny Nane,' he
sai d, and wondered suddenly what he had gotten hinself into,
wonder ed what kind of wonman kept an inn out here on the borders of

human habitation, all al one—

He | ooked again at the cloak, with eyes grown wary. It was no
different. In the black black depths of it sonething shone, tiny
points of an intense silvery light, infinite in nunber as if the
cl oak had been strewn with jewel dust, or the faint innunerable
stars of Heal hra's Road. Stars—2

She | ooked at him earnest, sincere; but the testing | ook was al so
i n her eyes, the |look that awaited an answer, and the right one. A
| ook that dared himto dare.

"If you knew it,' she said, 'would you pay that price for your
Power ?'

"My Nane?' he said slowy. Certainly there was no hi gher price
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that he could pay. H's inner Nanme, his own hard-won know edge of
hinmsel f, of all the things he could be-But he didn't knowit. And
even if he had, the thought of giving his inner Nane to anot her
person was frightening. It was to give your whole self, totally,
unreservedly; a surrender of |ife, breath and soul into other
hands. To tell a friend your Nane, that was one thing. Friends
usually had a fairly good idea of what you were to begin wth, and
the fact that they didn't use it against you was earnest of their
trustworthiness. But to sell your Nane to a stranger-to pay it, as
a price for sonething - the thought was awful. Once a person had
your Nane, they could do anything to you - bind you to their wll,
take that Nane fromyou and | eave you an enpty thing, a shell in
whi ch bl ood fl owed and breath noved, but no life was. O bind you
into sone terrible place that was not of this world. O, horrible
t hought, into another body that wasn't yours; man or beast or Fyrd
or denon, it wouldn't nuch matter. Madness would follow shortly.
The possibilities for the m suse of a Nane were as extensive as
the ingenuity of malice.

But —
—+0 have the Power.

To have that blue Fire flower full and bright through sone kind of
focus, any kind. To heal, and build, and travel about the Kingdons
bei ng needed. To talk to the storm and understand the thoughts of
Dragons, and feel with the growing earth, and run down with the
rivers to the Sea. To wal k the roads between the Stars. To be
trusted by all, and worthy of that trust. To be whol e.

Even as he sat and thought, Herew ss could feel the Power down

i nside him feeble, stunted, struggling in the enpty cavern of his
self like a pale tired bird of fire. It fluttered and beat itself
vai nly agai nst the cage-bars of his ribs every tine his heart

beat. Soon it wouldn't even be able to do that; it would drop to
the center of himand |lie there dead, poor pallid unborn

O herlife. Wienever he | ooked into hinself after that, he would
see not hi ng but death and ashes and endi ngs. And then soon enough
he woul d probably nmake an end of hinself as well —
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"If I knewit,' he said, and his voice sounded strange and thick
to him fear and hope fighting init, 'l would. | would pay it.
But it's useless.’

He | ooked at the innkeeper and was faintly pleased to see
satisfaction in her eyes. 'WlIl then,' she said, pushing herself a
little straighter in the chair, 'I think I have a commobdity that
woul d interest you.'

"What ?' Herewi ss was nore interested in her cloak.
"Soul flight.'

He stared at her, anazed, and forgot about the cloak. 'How - where
did you get it?

"I have ny sources,' she said, with a tiny twist of smle. She was
wat ching himintently, studying his reactions, and for the nonent
Herewi ss didn't care whether she was seeing what she wanted to or
not .

"Are you a seeress?' he asked.

She shrugged at him 'In a way. But | don't use the drug. It fell
into ny hands, and |'ve been | ooking for soneone to whom | m ght
responsibly give it.'

For a bare second Herewi ss's mind reeled and soared, dream ng of
what he could do wth a dose of the Soul flight drug. Wal k the past
and the future, pass through nen's m nds and understand their

i nner nost t houghts, wal k between worl ds, command the Powers and
Potentialities and speak to the dead—

But it was a dream and though dreans are free, real things have
their price. 'How nuch do you have?

"Alittle bottle, about half a pint.’

Her ewi ss | aughed at her. '|I would have to sell you the Brightwood
whol e and entire with all its people for that nuch Soulflight,"' he
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said. '"I"'monly the Lord's son, not the Queen of Darthen, madam'
"I"'mnot asking for noney,' she said.
'What then? How many tinmes do | have to sleep with you?

She broke out |aughing, and after a nonment he joined her. 'Now

that,' she said, 'is a gallant idea, but unless you have the
talisman of the prince who shared hinself with the thousand
virgins, | doubt you could manage it. Not to nention that |'d be

furrowed like the fields in March, and | wouldn't be able to wal k
for a nonth. How would | run the place?

Herewi ss, smling, |ooked again at her cloak. The fire had died
down sonewhat, and he could see the stars nore clearly - countless
brilliantly blazing fires, burning silver-cold. He al so perceived
nore clearly that there was a trenendous depth to the cl oak,

endl ess reaches of cool darkness going back away from himforever,
t hough the cloak plainly ended at the back of the chair where the
| ady | eaned on it.

He | ooked at her, dark hair, green eyes |like the shadowed pl aces
about the Forest Altars, wearing the night. He knew with certainty
who She was. Awe stirred in him and joy as well.

"What's the price, nmadan?' he said, opening hinself to the surges
bui |l di ng i nside him

"I"I'l give you the drug,' she said, 'if you will swear to ne that,
when you find out your inner Nane, you'll tell it to ne.'

Herew ss consi dered the wonman stretched out in the old tattered
chair. 'Wiy do you want to know it?

She eased herself a little dowward, |ooking into the fire again,
and smled. After alittle silence she said, 'l guess you coul d
call nme a patroness of sorts. Wwuldn't it be to ny everlasting
glory to have hel ped bring the first male in all these enpty years
into his Power? And as all good deeds cone back to the doer
eventual |y, sooner or later, |1'd reap reward for it.'
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Her ewi ss | aughed softly. 'That's not all you're thinking of.'

"No, it's not, | suppose,' said the innkeeper. 'Look, Herew ss;
power, in all its fornms, is a strange thing. Mst of the power
that exists is bound up, trapped, and though it tries to be free,
usually it can't manage it by itself. The world is full of
potential Power of all kinds, yes?

He nodded.

"But at the sane tinme, |oss of power, the death of things, is a
process that not even the Goddess can stop. Eventually even the
worlds wll die.'

'So they say.'

Her face was profoundly sorrowful, her eyes shadowed as if with
guilt. 'The death is inevitable. But we have one power, all nen
and beasts and creatures of other planes. W can sl ow down the
Deat h, we can die hard, and help

all the worlds die hard. To that purpose it behooves us to | et

| oose all the power we can. To live with vigor, to | ove powerfully
and wi thout caring whether we're [ oved back, to let |oose building
and teaching and healing and all the arts that try to sl ow down
the great Death. Especially joy, just joy itself. Ajoy flares

bri ght and goes out |like the stars that fall, but the little flare
it makes sl ows down the great Death ever so slightly. That's a
triunph, that it can be slowed down at all, and by such a sinple
thing.'

"And you want to |let ne | oose.'
‘Don't you want to be | oose?’

"OF course! But, madam forgive nme, | still don't understand.
What's in it for you?

The lady smled ruefully, as if she had been caught in an
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om ssion, but still admred Herewiss for catching her. "If | were
t he Goddess,' she said, 'and | am for all of us are, whether we
admt it to ourselves or not - if | were She, | would | ook at you
as She | ooks at all nen, who are all Her |overs at one tine or
another. And | would say to Myself, "If | raise up that Power,
free the Fire in him then when the tine cones at |ast that we
share ourselves with one another, inlife or after it, I wll draw

that strength of his into Me, and the Worlds and | wll be the
greater for it." And certainly it would be a great thing to know
the Nane of the first male to cone into his Power, |ending power
in turn to nme, so that | would be so nmuch the greater for it

Her ewi ss sat and | ooked for a nonent at the renote white fires of
the stars within the cl oak. They seened to gaze back at him
unbl i nki ng, unconprom sing, as relentlessly thenselves as the | ady
seened to be.

‘How do | know that you won't use ny Nane against ne if | ever do
find it out? he said, still playing the gane.

The lady smled at himgently. 'It's sinple enough to

guard agai nst, Herewi ss,' she said. 'You have only to use the drug
to find out Mne.'

The | ook of incal cul able power and utter vulnerability that dwelt
in her eyes in that nonent struck straight through him inflicting
bot h amazenent and pain upon him Tears started suddenly to his
eyes, and he blinked them back with great difficulty. Full of
sorrow, he reached out and took her hand.

'None of us have any protection against that |ast Death, have we,'
he sai d.

'None of us,' said the innkeeper. 'Not even She. Her painis
greatest; She nust survive it, and watch all Her creation die.'

Herewi ss held her hand in his, and shared the pain, and at | ast
managed to smle through it.
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‘If I find ny Nane, | wll tell you,' he said. 'I swear |ife by
the Altars, and by Earn ny Father, and by ny breath and life, 'l
pay the price.'

She smled at him 'That's good,' she said. '"I'll give you the
drug to take with you tonorrow norning.'

A silence rested between themfor a few m nutes; they rested
withinit.

"And if | should in ny travels cone across your Nane,' Herew ss
said, "well, it'll be ny secret.’

‘I never doubted it,' she said, still smling. 'Thank you.'

For a while nore they sat in silence, and both of them gazed into
the fire, relaxed. Finally the lady stretched a bit, arching her
back against the chair. The shimer of starlight noved with her as
she did so, endless silent volunes of stars shifting with her
slight notion. She | ooked over at Herewi ss with an expression that
was specul ative, and a little shy. He | ooked back at her, al nost
stealing the glance, feeling terribly young and advent urous, and
nervous too.

'Let's pretend,' he said, very softly, 'that you're the Goddess—
‘—and you're My Lover—2' 'Wy not?'

'Way not i ndeed? After all, You are— '—and You are— —and for a
| ong tinme, They were.

Sonet hi ng awoke Herewiss in the mddle night. He turned softly
over on his side, reaching out an arm and found only a warm pl ace
on the bed where She had been. Slowy and a |little sadly he noved
his face to where Hers had lain on the pillow, and breathed in the
faint fragrance he found there. It was sweet and nusky, wonman-
scent wth a little sharpness to it; a subtle note of green things
grow ng in sone patterned place of running waters, sun-dappl ed
beneat h birdsong. He closed his eyes and savored the nonment
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t hrough his |loneliness; felt the warnth beneath the covers, heard
the soft pop of a cooling enber, breathed out a long tired sigh of
surrender to the sweet exhaustion of having filled another with

hi mrsel f. And despite the enpty place beneath his arm that She in
turn had filled so conpletely with Herself, still he smled, and

| oved Her. Wth all the nmen and wonen in the world to | ove, both
living and yet unborn, She could hardly spend nuch tine in one

pl ace, or seemto.

He got up, then, noving slowy and carefully with hal f-closed eyes
Sso as not to break the pleasant half-sleep, half-waking state he
was experiencing. Herew ss wapped a sheet around hinself, went
out of the room and padded ghost-silent down the hall to |listen at
t he next door down. Nothing. He pushed the door gently open, went
in, closed it behind him Lorn was snoring faintly beneath the
covers.

Her ewi ss eased into the bed behind Freel orn, snuggled up agai nst
hi s back, slipped an arm around his chest; Freelorn roused
slightly, just enough to hug Herewiss's armto him and then
started snoring again.

Herew ss cl osed his eyes and sank very quickly into sl eep,
dream ng of the shadowed places in the Bright-wod, and of serene
eyes that watched eternally through the | eaves.

When Herew ss cane down to breakfast, Freelorn was there before
him putting away eggs and hot sugared apples and guzzling hot
m nted honey-water as if he had been up for hours. This was
noder ately unusual, since Freelorn al nost never ate breakfast at

all. Mre unusual, though, was the fact that he was up early, and
| ooked cheerful - he was usually a later riser, and grunpy until
| unch tine.

Her ewi ss sat down next to him and Freelorn grunted by way of
saying hello. '"Nice day,' he said a few seconds |later, around a
nmout hful of food.

‘It is that.' Herewi ss | ooked up to see Dritt and Mris cone in
together. Dritt was humm ng through his beard, though still out of
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tune, and Moris, usually so noisy in the nornings, went into the
kitchen silently, with a ook on his face that made Herew ss think
of a cat with nore creamin his bow than he could possibly
finish.

Her ewi ss reached over to steal Freelorn's nug, and a gulp's worth
of honey-water. 'Is she naking nore?

Freel orn nodded. 'Be out in a mnute, she said.'

Segnbora cane down the stairs, pulled out the chair next to

Herew ss, and sat down with a thunp. She |looked a little tired,

but she smled so radiantly at Herew ss that he decided not to ask

her how it had been.

"Did you give her our best? Freelorn asked, cleaning his plate.

"It was nutual, | think.'

Freelorn chuckled. '|I dare say. Were are Lang and Haral d?
'They'l|l be down - they were washing up a few m nutes ago.'

'Good. We should get an early start - if we're going to find this
pl ace of yours, | want to hurry up about it. And I would nuch

rather see it in daylight.'
Lorn, | doubt it's any worse at night.'
"Everything is worse at night. Wth one exception.'

‘Is that all you ever think about?

"Well, there is sonething else, actually. But it's easier to nake
| ove than it is to nake kings.'

Lang cane thunping down the stairs and sat down across from
Segnbora. 'How was it?'

'Oh please! It was fine.'
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"This hold,' Lang said, 'will we be seeing it tonorrow?
‘If the directions | got are right.'

(They are,) Sunspark said fromthe stable. (Tonorrow easily. | can
feel the place from here.)

'Before nightfall?

‘I think so.'
' Good. '
‘I wish you people wouldn't worry so nuch,' Herewi ss said. 'It's

not haunted, as far as | can tell."

‘—which can't be far. Nobody will go near the place! Morning,
Haral d."'

"Morning,' Harald sat down across from Herew ss. ' How was she,
t hen?'

Segnbora sighed at the ceiling. 'She was fine. Twice nore and |
can stop repeating nyself '

‘*Can you blane us for being curious? | nean, a lady like

that— But as Lang said it, the smle on his face caught
Herewi ss's eye. Alittle reflective, that smle, and a little
rem ni scent, al nost w stful

The kitchen door swung open, and Dritt and Mris and the innkeeper
cane out laden wth trays; nore eggs, nore steam ng honey-water
and hot apples, wth a huge bow of wheat porridge and a pile of
steaned crabs fromthe river. They put the things down, and as the
gr abbi ng and passi ng commenced, Herew ss | ooked over the heads of
Freelorn's people to catch the |ady's eye.

She was back in her work-day garb, the plain honespun shirt and
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breeches, the boots, the worn gray apron; her hair was braided
again into a crown of coiled plaits. Though she was no | ess
beautiful, she seened to have doffed her power, and Herew ss began
to wonder whether much of their night encounter m ghtn't have been
a dream provoked by good wi ne. But she returned his glance, and
smled, winking at himand patting one of her pockets, which

bul ged conspi cuously. Then back she went into the kitchen.

Herewi ss reached for a nmug of honey-water, and a plate to put eggs
on.

'"How was it?'" Dritt said to Segnbora.
Segnbora smled grimy and put a fried egg down his shirt.

When it was tine to go, they gathered outside the door that faced
the ferry, and the innkeeper brought out their horses. First
Lang's and Dritt's, then Harald's and Moris's, and then Segnbora's
and Freelorn's. Herew ss watched as the | ady spoke a word or two

I n Segnbora's ear, and when Segnbora sm | ed back at her, shyly,
wth affection, Herewiss felt sonething odd run through him A
pang, a small pain under the breastbone. He | aughed at

hi msel f, a breath of rueful ness and anusenent. Why am | feeling
this way? Am | so selfish that | can't stand the thought of
soneone el se sharing Her the sane night | did? Wiat silli ness.
After last night, I'mfull in places | didn't even know were
enpty. Such joy - to know that the Goddess Who made the world and
everything init is holding you and telling you that She | oves
you, all of you, even the parts that need changing -1 should
rejoice with Segnbora, for fromthe | ook on her face this norning,
she has known the joy too .

The | ady brought out Sunspark last of all. To judge by the arch of
his neck and the |light grace of his walk, he was in remarkably
good tenper. \When Herewi ss took the reins, the |ady bent her head
cl ose to his.

'It's in the saddl ebag,' she said. 'Renenber ne.'
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“I''"l'l remenber you. You understand ne —sonewhat better than

nost.' And she smled at him alittle reflective, that smle, a
little rem ni scent, al nbst w stful

Herewi ss swung up on to Sunspark's back; the others were already
ahorse, awaiting him

'*Good luck to you all,' said the innkeeper, 'and whatever your
business is in the Waste, | hope you cone back safe.’
They bade her farewell in a ragged but enthusiastic chorus, and

rode off to the ferry. There was not nuch tal k anong themuntil
t hey crossed the river; though Sunspark bespoke Herew ss snugly as
they waited for the second group to nmake the crossing.

(The lady is likely to | ose her guests' horses, the way she keeps
her stable,) it said.

(Ch?)

(She left nmy stall open. Did you know there are wild horses
her eabout s?)

(I't wouldn't surprise ne.)

(And what horses! Look.)

Herewi ss closed his eyes and slipped a little way into Sunspark's
mnd. It was twilight there, and the plain to the west was softly
| i med and shadowed by the rising Moon. And standing atop a rise
| i ke a statue of ivory and silver, notionless but for the wind in
the white mane and the softly glimering tail, there was a horse.
A nmare.

(How beautiful,) Herewi ss said. (So?)

(It was an interesting evening.)
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(I thought you didn't understand that kind of union,) Herew ss
sai d.

(The body has its own instincts, it would seem) Sunspark
answered, with a slowinward smle. (It will be interesting to try
on a human body and see what happens . . .)

Herewi ss withdrew, with just a faint touch of unease. He wasn't
sure he wanted to be involved in the experinent that Sunspark was
pr oposi ng.

(But there was sonething nore to it all than that,) Sunspark went
on, soundi ng pl eased and puzzled both at once. (Wen first |I saw .

her ... | thought she was of nmy own kind, for she was fire as
well. And | was afraid, for I amnot yet ready for that union
whi ch ends in glory, in the dissolution of selves and the
emergence of progeny. Yet . . . there was union . . . and a glory
even surpassing that of which | have been told. And | amstill one
)

(What happened to the mare?)
(Oh, she lived,) Sunspark said with a flick of its golden tail.
(By your standards or by m ne?)

(Yours. Even had things not gone as they did, | would have been
far too interested to have consuned her.)

(I"'mglad to hear it . . .)

Her ew ss opened his eyes to watch Segnbora, Dritt, and Freelorn
approach, pulling on the ferry-rope. Dritt was facing back toward
t he opposite bank, |ooking at the lone figure that stood and

wat ched them Experinentally, Herew ss reached out with his

under heari ng. He caught a faint wash of sorrow fromDritt,
overlaid and nade bearabl e by an odd sheen of bright nmenory. Then
t he percepti on was gone.

Sonet hi ng was strange. \Wen the group was assenbl ed agai n and once
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nore riding eastward into the rocky flats, Herewiss rode up to
Freelorn's side and beckoned him apart.

‘A personal question, Lorn— he said softly.

"Yes, | did.'

'Did what ?

"Sleep with her last night.' He said it alittle guiltily,
shooting a gl ance at Segnbora out of the corner of his eye.
‘'Before she did, | guess. And let ne tell you, she was—
‘Pl ease, Lorn.'

"Listen, | didn't -1 nean—

‘Lorn, how long has it been since sonething |like that mattered
Wi th us? You love ne. | know that. | have no fears.’

"Yes, well . . .'

' Besides,' Herewi ss said, grinning wickedly, 'so did I."'
Freel orn | aughed. ' She gets around, doesn't she?

‘It | ooks that way.'

"*Just out of curiosity - what tinme was it when you—

* About Moonrise - yes, | renenber the Moon comng up. | had a | ot
of wne, but that nuch is - Lorn, what's wong?

Freel orn was shaking his head and frowning. 'Couldn't have been.
'Coul dn't have been what ?'
" Moonri se. Because she was with ne at Monri se.'

Herewi ss sat there and felt it again - that odd hot thrill of
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excitenent, of anticipation. But different, sonehow sharper in the
daylight than it had been in the twlight.

' Segnbora,' he call ed.

She rei ned Steel sheen back and joined them 'What, then?
'This is a little personal, granted—

"And | didn't save any eggs. Ch, well.’

'No, no. | was just wondering. What tine was it when you and the
| ady were together?

"Now it's funny you should nention that—
1 dl?'

' —because | just overheard Dritt discussing that sane subject with
Haral d. And he was saying that the |lady had visited hi mabout the
time the Moon cane up, and I was . . . thinking . . .'

She | ooked at themfor a | ong few seconds, and Freel orn bl ushed
suddenly and becane very interested in Black-nmane's wthers.

Her ewi ss wat ched Segnbora. She stared for a few seconds at the
reins she held, and then | ooked over at hi m agai n.

"It was the Bride, then.'
He nodded.

When she spoke again, the sound of her voice startled Herew ss.

Her words went gentle wth awe, and Herew ss had heard wonen take
the GCath to the Queen of Silence with | ess reverence, |ess |ove.
"You didn't ask,' she said, "and | will tell you. No sharing I
have ever known was |ike last night. Ch, give as you will, there's
only so nuch that can be shared in one evening, or one day, before
the body gives out, gets sore, gets tired. There's always sone one
pl ace | eft uncherished, sone corner of the heart not touched, or
not enough - and you shrug and say, "Oh,
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wel |, next tinme." And next tine that one place may be caressed to
satisfaction, but others are m ssed. You nake your peace with it,
eventual ly, and give all you can so that your own ignored places
feel warmer for the giving. But |last night - oh, last night. Al,
all of nme, all the depths, the corners, the little fantasies |
never dared to - the sheer delight, to open up and know t hat
there's no harmin the sharing anywhere, only | ove— She turned
her face away; Herewi ss could feel her filling up with tears. 'To
have Her slide into bed behind ne,' Segnbora said quietly, 'and
put Her arns around ne, and hold ny breasts in Her warm hands, and
then slip dowmn a little and kiss the |onely place between ny
shoul der bl ades that al ways wanted a kiss, and never got one. And
Wi t hout asking . . .°'

She smled, and let the tears fall.

Freelorn | ooked up at Herewi ss again, and he was smling too. 'It
was |ike that,' he said. 'Funny, though, | wasn't expecting it so
soon. '

'She never conmes to share Herself when you expect Her,' Herew ss
said. '"That's half the joy right there.'

Freel orn nodded.

'How She nust |ove us,' Herewiss said. 'To share with us all, to
give us so very nmuch -1 can't understand it. Just for ny own part,
even. What incredible thing have | done, or will | do, to earn —

to deserve such, such blessing, so nmuch love . . .'

"You're reason enough,' Freelorn said, very quietly. 'And,

besi des, She cherishes what's returned. What could we possibly
give the Mdther that She couldn't nake better Herself, except

| ove? She coul d nake us |love Her —but it wouldn't be the sane.’

Her ewi ss reached out and took Freelorn's hand. 'l was thinking
nostly in terns of you, Lorn.'

Freel orn chuckl ed, squeezed Herew ss's hand hard.
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*And anyway,' he added after a nonent, 'She can afford to be
generous. They say that nost of the tinme She drives a hard
bar gai n.'

Her ewi ss | ooked down at his front saddl ebag, and at the slight
bulge in it.

"That's what | hear,' he said.
y

Menory is a mrror - but even the clearest mrror reverses right
to left.

Ghom cs, 418

When frogs fell all around them out of the clear hot sky, smacking
into the dust and sand w th understandabl e grunts and squeaks, the
party was surprised, but not too nuch so. When it hailed real
stones, instead of ice, they covered their heads wth helns or
shields and nade snmall jokes about the quality of the weather in
this part of the Waste. Wen, while clinbing a rise, they noticed
that the rocks dislodged by their horses' hooves were rolling up
the hill after them they shrugged and kept on riding.

There it is,' Herewiss said. He pointed through the bl own
dustclouds at a | ow gray shape on the hori zon,

"Are you sure it's there?" Freelorn said. 'Look how it wobbles.'

"That's heat, and this dam dust. We'll be there in an hour or so,
| would say.'

‘What are those?' Lang nuttered, shielding his eyes. ' Towers?
'Hard to tell fromhere. W' Il see when we get closer.'

They cantered on across the desert. Herewiss was in high good
spirits, expectant as a little boy at Opening N ght waiting for
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the fireworks to start. To sone extent it was infectious. Mst of
Freelorn's people were joking and straining their eyes ahead in
anticipation; Segnbora was rigidly upright in the saddle, her
sword |l oose in its sheath.

Sunspark was requiring constant remnders to maintain contact with
the ground. But Freelorn was frowning, resolutely refusing to get
excited.

"Well," he said, 'we haven't been eaten alive yet. But | reserve
j udgenent until we |eave.'

'We? Lorn, if the place is safe, |I'mstaying.'
"Not for long, surely.'
'For as long as | have to.'

"You don't nean you're planning to live there for any | ength of
tinme!’

" Uh- huh.’
"You,' Freelorn said with frank irritation, 'are a crazy person.

"You know us Brightwood people,' Herewi ss said, 'the only sure
t hi ng about us—

'I's that you're all nuts,' Freelorn said, refusing to finish the
guote. 'Let's see what the place is |ike before you make up your

m nd. '

'Who's that?' Harald yelled. H s eyesi ght was better than anyone
el se's, and for a nonent they all squinted through the dust at the
faint figure ahead of them

'No horse,' Segnbora said. 'No tent, nothing—

"No-one |ives out here!' Mris said.

file:///G|/rah/Diane%20Duane%20-%20Tales%...e%2001%20-%20The%20Door%20Into%20Fire.htm (159 of 287) [2/13/2004 11:51:15 PM]



Taeof TheFiveVol 1- The Door Into Fire

'Not for long, anyway, w thout a horse or a water supply,"
Herewi ss said. 'Let's see who it is - could be they need hel p—

(He's not there.)

Sunspar k' s thought was so sudden and shaken that Herew ss gul ped
i nvoluntarily.

(He's not there. O - he appears to be, but he's not an ill usion;
he's real. And yet he's not—

(Make sense, Spark! Is this sonething you ve encountered before?)
(No. It's as if he were not wholly present, sonehow -

his thoughts are bent on us, but his body isn't here enough for
his soul to be—

(Where's his soul, then?)
(Ahead—

They rode closer. The figure stood there with its arns fol ded,
wat chi ng t hem approach. It didn't nove.

'He |l ooks famliar,' Mris said, rising up in the stirrups to
st are ahead.

'Yeah— Freelorn squinted. 'Damm this dust anyway—

They approached the waiting nman, cane close enough to see his
face—

Freelorn's nmouth fell open. Herew ss was struck still as stone,
and Sunspar k danced backward a few paces in amazenent. Segnbora
spoke softly in Nhaired, drawing a sign in the air.

Dritt sat on his horse, his eyes wde, and | ooked at hinself; the

sane el aborately tool ed boots, the sanme dark tunic and |ight
breeches, the sane |ong silver-hiked sword, the sane sandy hair—
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Dritt stood there in the dust and | ooked at hinself. He put out a
hand to one side, as if to steady hinself against sonething.

' Sweet Goddess,' he said, just |oudly enough for themto hear, 'oh
no!'’

And he turned away, and was gone—

—w th a soft sharp sound |i ke hands cl apped together, and a swrl
of stirred-up dust—

Dritt swayed a bit in the saddle, and Mdris was beside himin a
nonent, putting a hand on his arm 'Take it easy,' he said,
‘you're here, and that's what matters. No telling what kind of a
sendi ng that was—

'That was ne,' Dritt said with conviction. 'Not a sending. Not a
prenonition, or an illusion, or anything like that. Me. | could
feel it.'

Freelorn turned to Herewi ss, alnost in triunph. 'There.

You want to live in a place where things |ike that happen? 'Lorn,
we're not even there yet.' 'l know. | know. '

They sat on their horses in atight little group before the place,
and stared at it.

It was built all of shining gray stone that | ooked Iike granite,
sparkling with deeply buried highlights. The outer wall, perfectly
square and at |least forty feet high, conpletely surrounded the

i nner buil dings, an assortnent of keeps and towers, sone |eaning
at crazy angles as if half-toppled by an earthquake. Sone were
seem ngly unfinished, having great gaps in them Sone were shorn
off oddly at the top, as if the stone had been sliced by giant

kni ves. Nowhere were seans or jointures apparent at all; the place
seened to have been carved from single bl ocks of stone. And though
there were windows in the inner buildings, there was no opening in
the outer wall anywhere. It towered up before them slick and
unscal abl e as gl ass.
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"Well," Freelorn said with scarcely disguised satisfaction, 'now

what ?"

Herewi ss nmade an irritated face, but Sunspark |aughed privately,
unconcerned. (I think,) the elenental said, (it is tine to

di sabuse them of the idea that | ama horse.)

(What? You're going to junp it?)

(No, nothing like that. Just inside the wall | can sense a
courtyard. | wll take part of the wall away.)

(Can you do that?)

(It"d be silly to suggest it if | couldn't,) Sunspark said,
amused. (Get off and take everyone back a good ways, a quarter of

amle or so. I'mgoing to have to exert nyself a little, but the
stretch will do ne good.)
Her ewi ss di snmounted. 'Lorn,' he said, 'let ne up behind you, wll

you? We're going to have to back off a little.'

"*Unh, |ook,' Freelorn said, sounding a little alarned, '| don't
want you to strain yourself—

‘Let's go.'

Herewi ss put his foot in Blackmane's stirrup and swng up behind
Freel orn. He was aware of Segnbora regarding himwth a snmall and
secret smle; he wnked at her. 'Back the way we cane,' he said to
Freelorn, 'a quarter mle or so.'

'But your horse—t'

‘Sunspark is going to take part of the wall away,' Herew ss sai d.
'We' d better back off.'

‘Sunspark is—
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Wth Freelorn in the | ead, shaking his head, the group rode back
into the desert. After a while Herew ss stopped them

'Far enough,' he said. 'Now then.' (Are you ready, Spark?)
(Yes.)
(WIIl it be all right for us to I ook?)

(Mm vyes, |'lIl danp the light a little. You'll probably feel the
heat, though.)

'It's going to be hot,' Herewi ss said, 'and bright. Be warned.'
(Go ahead,) he told Sunspark.

For a few seconds there was nothing, only the sight of the high
towers peering over the wall, and the small red-brown horse-shape
standi ng before the stone. Then Sunspark reared.

—Searing brightness |like a sunseed fallen to earth and expl odi ng
into flower! A hard stabbing brilliance |ike a knife through the
eyes! And a crack of thunder |like being hit in the face, foll owed
by a wave of stinging hot w nd—

By the tine they got their horses back under control again, the
| i ght and the heat were gone. There was only the

little red horse-shape, standing before a huge gap in the wall.

Freelorn turned to | ook over his shoul der at Herewi ss. ' You were
riding that?

Herewi ss smled at him 'Let's go see what the inside of the place
| ooks |ike." They rode back to the wall, and di snounted, | ooking
at it in wonder. About a hundred feet of the wall's four-hundred-
foot |ength was gone. The edges of the sudden opening were
perfectly snooth, though slightly duller than the slick polished
stone of the wall's outer surfaces; the seared stone was crackling
as it cool ed.
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Sunspar ks wal ked over to Herewiss, its eyes glittering with
pl easure. (That was fun.)

(The stone, Spark, where did it go?)

(I consuned it. Anything' Il burn if you heat it enough. It nade a
ni ce neal .)

(But stone—?)

Sunspark smled at Herewiss in its mnd. (I have to eat
soneti nes.)

"Lorn?' Herew ss said.

'Yeah, what?' Freelorn was gazing in through the opening at the
courtyard. It was paved in the sane shining gray stone, and at the
other side of it was a low, oblong structure Iike a great hall.

"Let's have a | ook."
"You first,' Freelorn said.
"All right, nme first—

Her ewi ss wal ked cautiously through the opening. Imediately it was
much qui eter; the sound of the wi nd seened nuted and far away.
There was no dust on the pavenent at all, and like the walls it
stretched without a seamor crack fromone side of the courtyard
to the other. Sunspark's hooves clattered loudly on it as it
followed himin.

Freel orn and his people cane close behi nd Herew ss. No-one spoke.
Though the place was qui eter than the surroundi ng desert, that was
not what was oppressing them The sheer stone walls and the
crazily tilted towers rising above the central hall seened to be

I gnoring them sonehow - as if nothing human bei ngs could do there
woul d ever nmake a difference, as if the suddenly breached wal

were a matter of no consequence at all. The place had an aura
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about it as of inpassiveness and unconcern - as if it were alive
itself, in sone way, and did not recogni ze themas I|iving things.

'This paving,' Lang said softly, "it isn't |evel.'

'Yes it is,' Harald said, alnost whispering. 'You can see that it
| s—

"It doesn't feel that way.'

'No, it doesn't,' Herew ss said, very loudly. 'And why are we
whi speri ng?

A ripple of nervous |aughter went through the group.

‘' There's sonet hi ng about this place,' Segnbora said. 'Sonme of
these towers, the - the perspective of them seens wong sonehow.
They're off. That one over the big square building, it should | ook
cl oser than the other one behind it, tilting off to the left - but
it doesn't.’

"Let's see what the inside is |like.' Herew ss headed toward the
opening in the building before them w de and dark.

They |l eft the horses hobbled in the courtyard and followed himin.
It wasn't as dark inside as they had expected. They stood at one
side of a great square room wth a huge opening in the stone of
the ceiling, like a skylight; it was positioned directly over what
appeared to be a firepit raised sone feet above the floor on a
platform Around the walls of the hall were doors opening on to
vaguely lit passageways. Through one of these they could

see a flight of stairs |eading upward. The stairs were uneven, one
broad one being staggered with two steep narrow ones as far up as
they coul d see.

"Well,' Herewiss said, "if this is the dining hall, | wonder what
t he bedroons are |ike? Let's |ook."

The group went slowly across the hall, clustered together. 'l keep
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expecting sonething to junp out of one of those doors,' Freelorn
said, as they started up the stairs.

"Well, | doubt it would be one of the original inhabitants,"
Her ewi ss answered. 'The lack of furniture nmakes nme think they
noved out permanently - unless they have very severe tastes in
decor.'

At the top of the stairs they paused for a nonent. There was
nothing to be seen but a long, long corridor full of open doorways
into dark enpty roons. One door, the fourth or fifth one down on
the left, nust have opened to a roomw th a w ndow, sunli ght
poured out through it and on to the opposite wall.

"W could |look at the view,' Herewi ss said, and started down the
hall. He | ooked into the first door he passed—

—and halted in mdstep. Freelorn bunped into him and Lang into
Freel orn, and Segnbora into Lang, and they all | ooked—

There was no room behi nd the door. The stone of the doorsill was
there, hard and solid under their hands as they reached out to
reassure thenmselves of it: but through the opening cut in the
glittering gray they saw a m ghty nountain pronontory rearing
upward froma sea the col or of blood. Pink foam crashed upward
fromthe breaki ng waves and fell on the rose-and-opal beaches; the
wind, blowing in fromthe sea, stirred trees with | eaves the col or
of w ne, showing the | eaves' flesh-col ored undersides. The
nountain was forested in deep purples and nmauves; a cl oud of
norning mst lay about its shoul ders.

Her ewi ss reached out, very very slowy, and put his hand through
the doorway. After a nonent he withdrew it, rubbing his fingers
t oget her.

‘It's cooler there,' he said, 'and danp. Lorn, this is it. Doors
i nto O herwheres—

They noved on slowy to the next door.
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It showed them sand, endl ess reaches of it: butter-colored sand,
carved by relentless winds into rippled dunes with crests |ike

kni ves, stretching fromone horizon to the other in perfect
straight lines. A corrugated desert, show ng not one sign of life,
not the tiniest plant or creature. The sky was such a deep pure

bl ue violet as one sonetines sees in the depths of a | ake at

eveni ng.

"If you cut our sky with a knife,' Segnbora whispered, "it would
bl eed that col or."

"Cone on—

The next doorway opened on a hallway of gray stone, crowded with
seven peopl e who | ooked through a doorway at a hallway of gray
stone, crowded wth seven people who | ooked through a doorway at a
hal | way—

' Dear Goddess!' Freelorn said, and spun to | ook behind him There
was not hi ng there but another doorway, this one show ng a vol cano
erupting with terrible, silent violence against a night sky. A
flying rock fell close to the door as he watched. He flinched back
and Herew ss reached out to steady him

‘It's all right. Let's go on.'
*What if that had cone through?’

‘I don't knowif it can - though it does seemlikely. Look at the
sun com ng out of this one—

They gat hered before the next door. 'Suns, you nean,' Dritt said.
They | ooked down on a placid seashore. Qut over the dark water,
one snmall red sun was going down in a

fury of crinmson clouds; another one, larger and fiercely bl ue,
shone higher in the sky.

"Two suns.' Moris's voice, usually |oud and abrasive, was hushed.
"Two suns! What kind of place is that?'

file:///G|/rah/Diane%20Duane%20-%20Tales%...e%2001%20-%20The%20Door%20Into%20Fire.htm (167 of 287) [2/13/2004 11:51:15 PM]



Taeof TheFiveVol 1- The Door Into Fire

' Goddess only knows. Look at this one—

The group relaxed a little, broke slightly apart as each person
went | ooki ng through a separate doorway, |ooking for a wonder of
their own.

"—Pblue trees?
"What the Dark is this??

‘Look, it's our country. Moris, isn't that the Eorl howe? And the
North Arlene peninsul a—

"This one is underwater - | ook, there goes a fish!'
"I didn't know the Goddess nade birds that big.'
‘It's snowng here, | can't see a thing.'

Her ewi ss was standi ng before a doorway that showed nothing -
nothing at all, a vague blurry darkness. Not the darkness of
ni ght, but an absence, an absence of anything at all. He | ooked at
it, and his heart was beating fast. An unused door? Maybe—

Freelorn canme to himfromfurther up the hall, took Herew ss's arm
and began to pull himalong. 'Wat? Wiat?' Herew ss said, but Lorn
woul dn't answer him He pulled Herewiss in front of one door.
'Look, "' he said.

The door showed thema view froma high place, |ooking down into a
| andscape afire with a sunset the color of new |l ove. Bel ow and
before them stretched a fantastic growmh of crystalline forns,

| sl anded between two rivers; jutting upward against the
extravagant sky like prisns of quartz or anethyst or polished
anber, but scored and carved and patterned, dappled with sunset
light. They grew in all sizes and shapes, a forest of gigantic
gens, spears of opal and dark jade and towers of obsidian. They
caught the light of day's end and reflected it back froma
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t housand di fferent planes and angl es, golden, red, orange, pink,
snoky tw light blue; a barbaric and magnificent display of a god's
crown-jewels, the diadem of Day set down between the crinson
rivers as the Sun retired. One spire reached higher than all the
others around it, a masterwork of crystal set in gray stone and
topped with a spearing crown of silver steel. On the crown's peak
a single ruby flared, pulsing Iike a Dragon's eye, and rays of

| ight struck up fromthe circlet |ike pale swords against the
deepening blue. In the silences of the upper sky, a crescent Mon
smled at the evening star that flowered beside it.

Besi de Herew ss, Freelorn noved softly, as if afraid to break a
dream 'What is it?" he whispered. 'Is it real?

'Somewhere it is.

'Is it really what it looks like, a city? How did they build it?
O didit grow? And is that glass? How did they make it that
way—2'

Her ewi ss shook his head, and out of the corner of his eye he
caught sight of Segnbora noving slowy and silently toward the
door, |ike one entranced. He reached out and caught her by the
arm and she pulled at hima little, wanting to be |et go.

'No,' he said. 'Segnbora - |ook at the view. The door opens out on
to sonewhere very high. There may be ground under it, but there
may not be. You could step out on to nothing. And it would be a
short flight for soneone who doesn't have w ngs.'

She stared out the doorway with |longing, the colors of the

softeni ng sunset catching in her eyes. 'It mght be worth it,' she
sai d.
' Cone on—

The next doorway was dark, but not as the one Herew ss had seen.
In the endl ess depths of its darkness, stars were suspended. Not
the renote cold stars of night in
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the desert, but great flam ng swarns of them hot and beautiful,
cast carelessly across the boundl ess bl ack reaches of eternity.
And cl ose, so close you could surely put your hand out and pl uck
one |ike an apple. They spun outward from a bl azi ng conmon core,
burning Ii ke the sudden fiery realization of joy—

Freel orn took a step toward the doorway. 'This is the real Door,"
he said, very softly, 'the |ast Door—

Alarmstirred in Herew ss, drowning his appreciation of the beauty
i n sudden concern for Freelorn. 'Not the Door into Starlight, no,’
he said. 'You can't see that until you're dead, Lorn, or have the
Flame - and you're in neither condition—

‘But ny father—

"That's not where he is.' Herew ss took Freelorn by his shoul ders,
as much from conpassion as fromfear that he m ght cast hinself

t hrough. 'Your father is past that other Door - down by the Sea of
which the Starlight is a faint intimation. They're | ovely, but
these are just stars. Not the final Sea.'

Freel orn turned away, but Herew ss was troubl ed: there had been no
feeling of release, of giving up the vision, no feeling of

Freel orn accepting what was. 'Lorn—

‘Let ne be.' Freelorn wal ked away from him wal ked down the
stairs, oblivious to the wondering comments of his people as they
peered through one door or another.

Herewi ss stared after him worrying. He was distracted after a
noment by a touch on his arm Segnbora | ooked up at him There was
concern in her eyes. 'Are we staying the night?' she asked.

‘I think so.'

She turned to | ook through the starry door, and sighed. 'That's
been nmuch on his mnd lately,' she said.

‘It's always on his mnd,' Herew ss said sadly. 'As you'll
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find when you' ve known himas long as | have.' Segnbora nodded and
went off to | ook through anot her

door. Damm, Herew ss thought, there's going to be crying
t oni ght

That night they canped in the great hall around the firepit. There
was no need to gather firewood, for Sunspark decided to inhabit

t he deep-set hearth, and burned there the night |ong. Freelorn and
hi s people made nmuch of it, and Sunspark flanmed in unlikely shapes
and colors for quite a while, show ng off. But Herew ss was
vaguel y uneasy about sonething, and found hinself bothered by the
occasi onal perception of bright eyes in the fire, watching him
with an odd considering | ook.

They ate hugely that night, and went to sleep early. Dritt and
Haral d went off to investigate one of another of the doors before
they slept. After being gone for not nore than a few mnutes Dritt
canme down the stairs again, |ooking slightly dazed.

Freel orn and Herew ss were sitting with their backs to the
firepit, working at a skin of Brightwod that Freelorn had

| i berated fromthe Ferry Tavern; the |lovers'-cup was hal fway
through its fifth refill, and both of them | ooked up at Dritt with
slightly addl ed concern as he went by.

‘It was nme,' he said. 'May | ?" He gestured at the cup.

'Sure,' Freelorn said.

Dritt reached down and took a long, long drink. 'This norning,' he
said, '"that was ne, just now. | went upstairs, and it was daytine
in one of the doors, and there were people comng - the first
peopl e that any door showed -and | got a little excited and wal ked

through it to have a | ook.'

"What was it |like,'" Herewi ss said, 'going through?
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'Li ke nothing. Like going through a door.' Dritt put the cup down.
'Thanks. So | waited there for a while - and of course, it was us.
O course. It shook ne a little at the tune, and | stepped back,
and then | couldn't see nme any nore—

"Whi ch of you couldn't see you?

"Hell," Dritt said, alittle benused, '"I'"'mnot feeling terribly
pi cky about the details right now. I'mgoing to bed.'

"G night.'

' Yeah, good night . . .'

Dritt wandered away toward Moris's bedroll, and Herew ss picked up
the cup and finished it. 'How much nore of this is there?" he

sai d.

" There's anot her skin.'

‘Lorn, you amaze ne. \Wiat else did you take out of there that
wasn't nailed down?

'No, no, | was a good boy. Only took the wine. | knew you'd I|ike
it, and | don't think the |lady m nded.'

"No,' Herew ss said. He chuckled then. '"Lorn, this has been sone
nmonth for ne . '

1 I_bV\pl
*Just the strange things happeni ng- and then seeing you agai n.
It's good to have you close.' He put an arm around Lorn, hugged

himtight.

'Yeah, it's good to be with you too . . . Listen, what are you
going to do now?

'Stay here.’
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Freelorn was quiet for a | ong nonent.

‘Lorn, | have to. | need this place. You saw the doors, you know
what they can do. | have to try to find one that'll do what | want
it to.' Herewiss put out his hand to the |lovers'-cup and pl ayed
with it alittle, turning it around and around. Pl ease, he was

t hi nki ng. Please, Lorn, don't start this - not now—

'l wish you wouldn't stay,' Freelorn said.
Herewi ss didn't answer.

"If you cared,' Freelorn said. 'If you did care, about how I feel,
the way you say you do, you wouldn't worry nme by staying here.
This place isn't natural —

'"Neither am1, Lorn.' Damm, | know that phrasing. He's going to
cry. And then I'I|l start crying. And he'll get anything out of ne
he wants to, just |ike he always does—

'But you'll be all alone here—

‘*Sunspark will be here. You saw what it did to the outer wall. |
don't have nuch to be afraid of wwth a watchdog |ike that.'

'Herewi ss. Listen to ne.' Freelorn | ooked at him earnestly, his
face full of pain and hard-held restraint and the need to nake

Her ewi ss understand. Herew ss's insides went wench at the sound
of the tears rising in Freelorn's voice. 'This place —there's too
much power here for other forces not to have taken notice of it.
What is it you told nme once, that as soon as you cane into your
Power, or started to, that would be the tine to watch out, because
new Powers are always noticed? And as soon as they cone into
being, the old Powers cone to challenge them to test them and see
where they fit into the overall pattern?

"Yes, but—

‘—and here's this place, there nust be incredi ble power bottled up
init to nake it do the things it does. And you'll sit here,
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merrily forging swords, and getting stronger and stronger, and
Sunspark staying with you, a Power in its own right certainly —
you think you won't attract notice? Doors open both ways, you
know. Things can cone in those doors as well as go out. I|If you
needed proof, Dritt just gave it to you. Suppose sonething cones
in while your back is turned?

‘Lorn— Listen to himfighting the tears. Oh, Goddess,

how can | refuse hinf | don't want to hurt himbut | have to stay
her e—

‘—+isten, you could stay here a few days, a week, two maybe; we'd
stay with you. And then you could conme with us when we raid the
Treasury at Osta, and get the noney we need to hire nercenari es—

‘Lorn, that whole Osta thing is crazy. | don't want you nessing
with it. Besides, nercenaries may not be the way to handle this. |
woul d prefer to pull it off w thout sheddi ng bl ood."

"You're awfully careful wth other people's blood,' Freelorn said,
a touch of anger beginning to creep into his voice now 'And not
enough with your own. Is that it? You figure that since Herel af

di ed by your sword, you should too? Sonething out of Goddess-knows-
where should cone up on you while you're busy working on the one
sword that wll redeemyou, and kill you then? Atonenent? Bl ood
shed for blood shed? There is a certain poetic justice to it—

‘Lorn, stop it.' He's goading ne on purpose, now. He nust be so
very afraid. But | never thought he would hurt nme like this—Is he
so afraid that he can't give in alittle, let ne have ny own way?
The danger isn't that great—

"If you die under conditions like that,' Freelorn said, his anger
grow ng, 'your death will nean nothing. Herelaf would shake his
head at you, and he'd say, "Dad was right, your head is nmade of

wood, just like everything else in this place—=

| won't yell at him | won't. He's ny |oved—'Lorn, | never
t hought that you—
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'—but you're determned to die before you forge that sword and
reach your Power, because success woul d nean giving up your qguilt -
and you haven't really worked on anything el se since Herel af di ed.
It's sharper than any

sword, by now. You stick it into yourself every chance you get,
and bleed a little nore of your |life and your power away, so that
every tine there's a little less of you left to pursue the search,
alittle less chance that you'll succeed. Now, though, you're
getting close to success, and so you have to risk your |ife even
nore wldly by nessing wwth places |like this al one—

‘Lorn, shut up! Who brought ne this journey, anyway? | would

| i kel y never have heard about this place if |I hadn't been com ng
to get you out of that damm keep. And as for nursing guilts, how
about you? Maybe it is easier to make | ove than to nake kings, but
it's also easier to talk about being a king than it is to be one!
You' ve never forgiven yourself for being out of the country when
your father died, instead of by his side to do the whole heroic

| ast-stand thing that you al ways wanted; and you were too damm
guilty about it to go back and try to take his throne, because you
didn't think you deserved it! Idiot! O coward! VWhich? You could
have gone back and tried to nake a stand, tried to take the Stave.
Maybe you woul d have died! But is this |life? Living in exile,
noochi ng of f poor Bort until he died? At |east you had the sense
to get out of Darthen until Eftgan's reign was settled, and she
remenbers the favor; she |likes you as nuch as Bort did, it would
seem Lucky for you - otherwise it'd have been all over with you
by now. Lately you couldn't Iie your way out of an open field—

‘Danmmit, Herew ss—t'

He al nost never calls ne by nane. Sweet Goddess, he's nad. But so
am | —"'Shut up, Lorn! And don't cone nouthing to ne about

deat hgui | t, because yours has nothing on mne, and even if it did,
it's fairly obvious that you wouldn't be handling it any better.
At least I'mtrying to deal with m ne—

Freel orn's nmout h worked, and not hi ng cane out. Herew ss stopped,
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his satisfaction at Freelorn's anger suddenly draining out of him
This is a thing | never knew about us, he thought in shock. W
resent each other. My Goddess. Can | ove and resentnent like this
live in the sane person at the sane tine and not kill each other?

‘What are you going to do?" Freelorn said, his voice tight.

'I"mgoing to stay here.' Herewi ss nmade his voice noncommittal,
unenotional. He was trenbling.

"Then I'mgoing to Gsta. And I'lIl see you when | see you. Good
night.' Freelorn got up and went to the corner where his bedroll
was |laid out; he wapped hinself up in his cloak and lay down with
his face to the wall and his back to Herew ss.

Ch, Dark. Herew ss thought, we've had fights before . . . But he
couldn't stop shaking, and sonething inside himtold himthat this
had been no normal fight. 'Died by your sword,' Freelorn's voice
said, again and again, echoing like the cold hows of the Shadow s
Hunti ng through m dw nter skies. He never said anything |ike that
to ne before. Never—

He sat there a long tine, unnoving, staring at Freelorn's turned
back, or at the |over's-cup, half-full of wine, sitting on the
fl oor beside him Sunspark burned | ow at his back, watching in
si | ence.

(Spar k— he sai d.

(Do you do that often?) it said very softly.

(Unh-no. Not really.)

(It is a considerable discharge of energies.)

(It-uh-is that.)

(Such random di scharges,) the elenental said, (usually preclude
the possibility of union—
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(Yes.) Herew ss said. (They do.)
(He is - no longer your nate?)

The el enental's thought nmade it plain that such an occurrence was

quite nearly the end of the world; and Herew ss, beginning to sink
downward into his pain, was inclined to agree. (I don't know,) he

said. (On, | don't -No, | really don't know . . .)

He got up, went over to where Freelorn |ay, reached down and
touched him 'Lorn—

Not hi ng. He m ght as well have touched the gray stone of the hold
and asked it for an answer.

He | ay down, wapping hinself up in his cloak too and stretching
out beside Freelorn. But he did not need his underhearing to
perceive the wall of hostility that |ay between themlike a sword
thrown in the mddle of the bedroll. There was a stranger on the
other side of the wall, a stranger who wanted fiercely to be |eft
al one, who would strike out if bothered—

It was like trying to lie still on hot coals. Herewi ss got up and
went away, back to the firepit. He sat on the edge of it and
stared into the shifting flanes. Bright eyes |ooked out at him
(He doesn't want to talk to nme. Maybe he will in the norning.
Sleep heals a great many ills, including unfinished quarrels,
soneti nes—

(I would not know. | don't sleep.)

(Tonight, I doubt if I wll, either.) Herew ss sighed. (I'm going
outside for a bit, Spark.)

It flickered acqui escence at himand cuddl ed down into the coals,
pulling a sheet of fire over itself.

Her ewi ss paused, | ooking over his shoulder at Freelorn. H's | oved
lay still unnoving, but Herew ss could feel the space around him
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prickling with anger and frustration.

Oh, hell, he told hinself. Let be. You know how Lorn is. He does a
two-day sulk and then everything's all right again.

But we never fought |ike this—

He wal ked to the front doorway of the hold and | ooked out. The
gray walls of the courtyard were walls of shadow now, hardly to be
seen at all except where their tops occluded the sky. Herew ss

| eaned agai nst the doorsill, sighed again, folded his arns and
gazed up at the stars. His brain was jangling |i ke wi ndchines in a
stormof fears and fragnented thoughts; it took hima |long few
nonments to cal mdown and greet the bl azing desert stars, the

Mot her's sky, as it deserved to be greeted. It took hima few

m nutes nore to realize that the constellations wth which he was
famliar were nowhere to be seen.

Uhh —wait a nonent -+

Very quietly, so as not to disturb Lorn or anyone el se who m ght
have been trying to sleep, Herew ss stepped across the courtyard,
past the dozing horses, to the doorway whi ch Sunspark had opened.
As he passed through it, the sound of the solano, the relentless
spring wind of the Waste, reasserted itself; sonewhere to his |eft
he heard the squeaks and chirrups of a colony of bounce-m ce going
about their nightly business. He | ooked up at the col d-burning
sky. Dragon, Spearman, Maiden, Crown, all the constellations of
spring shone unperturbed high in the clear air.

How about that, Herew ss thought. He went back into the courtyard,
and | ooked up. Wthin the walls, the sky glittered again with
alien stars, strange eyes | ooking down on himfroma nanel ess

ni ght .

This is the place, all right, he thought as he headed back toward
the hall. He sighed again. Part of himwas indulging itself in a
del i ci ous shivering excitenent at the prospect of where he was.
The rest of himwas wei ghed dowmn with the aching feeling of the
angry, untouchable presence on the other side of the bedroll. He
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sl owed down.

| don't really want to go back in there —
—oh, Goddess, yes, | do—

—but —

He stopped still in his indecision, and as he listened to the odd
silence that prevailed within the walls, he heard sonethi ng nore.
Soneone was outside, playing a |lute. The individual notes stitched
t hrough the quiet |ike needles through dark velvet, bright,
precise; but the pattern they were enbroidering was random There
was a pause as Herewiss listened; and then a chord strung itself
in silvery lines across the still air, and another after it,
gently mournful, though in a major key. Wien a voice joined the
chords, singing in a light contralto, Herewi ss was able to

| ocali ze the sounds better. Woever it was was sonewhere to the

| eft, around the corner of the building.

The tone of the singing, though he could not make out words, had
touched Herewi ss at the heart of his nobod -night-ridden,

nel ancholy. He went quietly over to the corner of the hall, |eaned
agai nst the warm gray stone, peered around. Segnbora was there;
sitting on the snmooth paving with her back against the wall, her

cl oak fol ded behind her to | ean on, a wi neskin by her side. Her
head was tilted back agai nst the stone, relaxed, and the lute
rested easily on her lap. |If she noticed Herewi ss, she gave no
sign of it, but kept on serenadi ng night and stars |like a |over
beneat h sone dark w ndow.

‘—and she fared on up that awful trail and little of it nade: She
stood | aughing on the peak-snows with the new Moon in her hair—

Herewiss |istened with interest. Wth her deep voice, who'd

suspect she had a high register? Needs a little work on her
vi brato, but otherw se she sounds | ovel y—

‘Than you!' said the deep voice, with laughter. The strunm ng
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conti nued as Segnbora | ooked over at himand smled. 'You going to
stand there all night, or will you sit down and have a little
w ne?'

"Un' Herew ss said, as he went over to sit against the wall
beside her. 'I may have had nore than | shoul d al ready."

She raised an eyebrow at him at the sanme tinme squeezing the
lute's neck and winging a tortured dissonant chord fromit. 'That
bad, huh?’

' You under heard what went on in there?

She shook her head. 'These walls are good insulators. But once you
cane outside, it felt |like sonmeone was trying to beat a dent out
of a big pot with a sl edge-hamrer. Noisy.'

*Sorry,' Herew ss said.

"For what? A lot of it was the walls, anyway; they nake even a
fourth-level ideation echo as if it were being shouted in a cave.'
She stroked the lute again, and it purred in m nor sevenths. 'I
take it he doesn't approve of your staying here.'’

Il\b.'

‘I can't say that | would, either, if | were in his place - but
you have to stay. There's too nmuch possibility here—

Her ewi ss | ooked at her. (You would understand,) he said,
bespeaki ng her.

'I'd better. Please, prince, the mndtouch - let's not and say we
did. Wth these walls all around, the echo is really bad.'

‘That's why you canme outside?
She nodded. 'Partly. Every tine soneone sub vocali zed,

ny head felt |ike a gong being struck.'
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‘I didn't feel nuch of anything. You have sensitivity problens?

Segnbora chuckled. "Normally - if that's the word for it - | hear
everything fromfourth | evel up. Sonetines, if |I'mdrunk enough,
or tired enough, 1'Il only pick up subvocals. But this place— She

si ghed i n exasperation, shook her head. 'O nmaybe it's because of
ny period. Though usually | don't have that problemwth the
hornonal surge. But | was getting tired of hearing people's

bl adders yelling to be enptied, and stonmachs conpl ai ning that they
weren't full enough, and neural |eakage rattling like gravel in a
cup. Al nmultiplied by six . '

'l used to wish | had that kind of sensitivity—

‘Don"t. Unless you also wwsh to be able to turn it off. |I can't.
And it's awful. I'mtired of hearing Dritt's conscience chasti sing
hi m about his weight problem and Mris wondering if Dritt really
| oves himwhen he's so skinny, and Harald's arthritis crunching in
hi s knee, and Lorn wanting Hergotha every ni ght when he cl eans

Sut han, and Lang thinking . . . I'mjust tired.' She closed her
eyes, rubbed the bridge of her nose as if a headache was com ng
on.

'‘I"'msorry,' she said then |ifting her head. 'l hear good things,
too: | don't nean to whine.' She reached down for the w neskin.

—But even the good things nake ne feel so |onely, Herew ss
under heard her finish the thought. He closed his eyes in pain.

Segnbora | ooked at hi mquickly; her eyes were worried, and then in
a tick of tine they went regretful. 'I leak, too,' she said sadly.
'l should have nentioned. Wne?'

"What ki nd?’

"Bl ood w ne.'

"Whi ch region? Herew ss asked, interested. The grapes were only
grown along the North Arlene coast, where a conbination of
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capricious climate and daily beatings of the vines produced an odd
wri nkl ed grape, and eventually a sweet red liqueur with a hint of
salty aftertaste - hence the nane.

'Perideu. My famly has a connection with the vintners - one of ny
great-aunts cured their vines of white rot, oh, years back. They
keep sending us the stuff every year or so.'

"I mght have a sip of that.'

Segnbora passed Herew ss the w neskin, and he drank a coupl e of
swal l ows' worth and restoppered it. 'l didn't know you were a

| uteni st,' he said.

‘I"'mnot, usually.' She smled in the dark, |eaned her head back
agai nst the stone, looking up. 'But it's a good excuse. No-one
goes outside just to | ook at the stars, you know. So | take the
lute with ne sone tines.'

Her ewi ss chuckl ed, jerked a thunb at the sky. 'You noticed.'

' How not? But what do you think I'd do, conme running in yelling,
"Hey, | ook, everybody, the stars are all wong"? Lorn would | ove
that.' She laughed too. 'I was going to tell you before we left,

I n case you hadn't seen it already.' She touched the lute strings
again, tickling theminto a brief bright spill of notes |like

| aughter, a half-scale in the Hakrinian node. Herew ss settl ed
back against the wall, and | ooked at the sky once nore, regarding
the bright eyes of the el sewhere night as they regarded him ' So
what el se aren't you,' he said, 'besides a |utenist?

The scal e nodulated into the chords Herew ss had heard while
peeki ng around the corner. 'I'mnot a poet,' Segnbora said, 'and
not a singer, and not a dancer, and not a loremstress . . .' She
| aughed softly. 'Better not to be

too many things at once: it scares people. Besides, in the case of
t he dancing, better they shouldn't see. | |ove to dance, but |I'm
afraid I'lIl look funny - so | don't, unless |I'mvery drunk .

and then in, the norning, | don't renenber it anyway . '
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She keeps | aughi ng, Herew ss thought. As if she has to convince
herself it's funny. But it's not working . . . Aloud he said, 'So
how s your danci ng when you're drunk?

' No-one el se renenbers,' she said. 'They're all drunk too.'

"Then it doesn't matter, does it?

"No, | guess it doesn't.' She smled at him a nore rel axed | ook,
al nost a benedi ction. 'You do understand.’

‘I'd better,' he said, and they | aughed together. 'I|'m about
singing the way you are about danci ng. Goddess knows why - they
tell me | have a good voice - but I'mjust shy ... Wiat was that

you were singing before? | didn't recognize it.'

"Huh? Oh. "Efnmaer's Ride". It's south Darthene, cane north with ny
nother's side of the famly. W were related to Efnaer, renotely.’
Agai n the chords, soft and sad for all that they were in a major
key.

‘Wasn't she the queen who di sappeared?

"Well, according to the song, she didn't just disappear. You know
the stories about Sai Ebassren in the nountains, south of

Bar achael ?'

'Sounds fam liar. Maybe it has another nanme | know it by-"'

‘In Darthen they call it Meni Auardhem’

'd asscastle, yes. The place in the sky that appears every so
often-'

'Not very often, really. There are Moon phases and |ighting
conditions involved, it's very conplicated. But anyway, Efnmaer's
| oved killed hinself, and since suicides

go to 3 asscastle, Efnmer went to get her Nanme back from him She
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t ook the sword Shadow wth her - Skadhwe, it was called then—
"How nmuch of this is true?

Segnbora shrugged. 'It was a long tine ago. But we know t hat
Shadow exi sted, and the queen went mssing. It's a nice song,
anyway—

'Does it have a happy endi ng?

‘It depends,' Segnbora said. 'See, here's the |ast verse— The
| ute whi spered the sorrowi ng chords, and Segnbora's voi ce was
hardly | ouder.

' She stood | aughi ng on the peak-snows with the new Moon in her
hair, and she smled and set her foot upon the Bridge that isn't
There: She took the road right gladly to the Castle in the sky,
And Darthen's sorrel steed cane back, but the queen stayed there
for aye .

'So,"' she said, nodulating out of the last chord into a m nor
ar peggi o, 'who knows? No-one cane back to tell whether Ef maer
found what she was | ooking for, or whether she was happy ...’

'd asscastle is where you go when you're tired of trying, isn't
1t? | renmenber hearing sonething Iike that.' Herew ss sighed.

Segnbora | ooked at himsharply. 'Don't you dare even think of it,"
she said. The anger in her voice caught Herewi ss by surprise, and

Segnbora too, after a nonent. More gently she said, 'You'll get
where you' re going, prince. They'll be singing about you for
centuries.'

'The question is, will they be happy songs? . . . And

besi des, even when you're in the mddle of a song, you don't
al ways feel like singing. |I don't right now . '

She reached out a hand and touched his where they lay folded in
his lap. "He'll cone through it,' she said. "He's in love with
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you, that's all.'

'Then why can't he see why | need to be here?!'' Herew ss said,
surprised again by anger, this tinme his own. Mre softly he added,
'He knows how much the Fire neans to ne—

'He's in love wth you,' Segnbora said again, alnost too softly to

be heard.

Herewi ss held very still. Not even the lute broke the silence.
'Yes,' he said. '|l see what you nean.'

"If | were you,' Segnbora said, 'l'd get sone sleep.'

Her ew ss nodded, stood up, stretched. 'Thanks for the wne,' he
sai d.

He headed back toward the courtyard and the hall. Her voice
st opped him

'Brother— she said. Herewss turned to | ook back at her. She was
a shadowy shape, dark against the dark wall, surprisingly bright
where starlight touched her - sword hilt, belt buckle, finger-
ring, cloak clasp, and the half-seen eyes. In the stillness he
felt the air go suddenly thick and sharp with power, nostly hers,
partly his. She was having a surge, hornonal or not, and it had
touched his own Fire, roused it—

—hi s precognition cane alive, as it had once or tw ce before. The
| mge was blurred and vague, and out of context, strange-feeling.
Dar kness, and col d; sonmewhere a bright |ight, but bound up,
conceal ed; and over all, a | oom ng shadow, eyed with silver fire—

She's hiding, sonething in himtold himsuddenly. But why? From
what ?

The feeling ebbed, drained away, |eaving the air just air again,
and Segnbora was just a young worman sitting against a wall, not a
num nous shadow wrapt figure gazing at hi mthrough darkness and
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sil ence. She | ooked back and shuddered all over. Herew ss wonder ed
what she had seen.

‘"It doesn't matter,' she said. 'I didn't see anything clearly.
That wasn't what | was going to say. Prince, you will do it. [I"l
hel p any way | can.'

She cares a little, he thought in quiet surprise. Mre than a
little.

Well, she woul d.

He bowed to her, the deep bow of greeting or farewell from one
veteran of the Silent Precincts to another. 'Sister,' he said; and
there was nothing else to say. He went around the corner and back
| nsi de.

Not hi ng had changed. Lorn's people were all asleep, and Lorn was
still rolled up in his cloak, in a tight angry-1looking ball. He
was snori ng.

Herewi ss stopped by the firepit, sank down wearily into his chair.
The flanes flurried nmonentarily higher, and Sunspark was | ooki ng
at hi m agai n.

(So how is the night?)

(Strange,) Herewi ss said, (but then that could be expected.) He
sat there for alittle while and avoided | ooking in Freelorn's

di recti on.

(I"mnever going to get to sleep by nyself,) he said eventually.
( Maybe

| shoul d take sonet hi ng—
He stopped short.

(The Soul flight drug—
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(?)

(The innkeeper at the Ferry Tavern gave it to ne. If | took a
little, | could probably drop right off into pleasant

dreans - though with the smaller doses you sonetinmes don't
remenber what happens to you—}

(You coul d probably use sone pl easant dreans tonight,) Sunspark
sai d.

Herewi ss went and got the little bottle out of his saddl ebag, then
sat down by the firepit again and regarded it. He unstoppered it
and put his nose to the opening. There was a faint sweet odor,

| i ke honey. He stuck his finger in, took a little and licked it

of f.

The taste was extrenely bitter; he choked a |ittle as he put the
stopper back in the bottle and set it aside. Wll, he thought,

| et's see what happens—

He | eaned back and closed his eyes, and wait ed.

—an easy, drifting passage into— CRASH !

—and he | ooked around him terribly shaken. Al was still, nothing
was wrong anywhere that he could see. It had been one of those
falling-dreans that slans one suddenly into the wall between sl eep
and waki ng, and out the other side.

Fal se alarm One nore tinme—

—drifting easily downward into enpty |lightless places, filled with
uncaring as if wth snoke; spiraling down, sailing on w ngs
feathered with fear, and now suddenly the—

VHAT??! NO !

Col d dusk, a gray evening, no sunset pouring crinson-gold through
treetops and touching the Whodward with fire; torches quarreling
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weakly with the evening mst; and silence, deadly silence. No

children runni ng and pl aying, though even on chill evenings they
woul d be out this late, resisting their nothers' attenpts to get
them back inside. Little sound, little novenent. Wal k quietly up
to the

great carven door, pass silently through it. Geet the

Rooftree with reserve, and go by; up the stairway, left at the top
of the stairs and down through the east gallery, but softly,
softly. Sonmeone is dying. Turn right into the north corridor, one
of the nore richly carven ones, and keep going. There on the walls
I s carved the story of Ferrigan, your ancestress, and the panels
show her rebuilding the Woodward after its burning, with the help
of creatures not wholly human. You al ways | oved her story, that of
a person who nmastered her own powers and went her own way,

di sappearing into the Silent Precincts one day, never to be seen
again. Herelaf |iked that one too. But very shortly now Herel af
wll be past |liking anything at all, at least in this life. Walk
softly, and go on in: last roomon the right, the corner room the
roomthat is the heir's by tradition.

There is the bed, there is Herelaf, the sword out of him now
your father standing there, not |ooking at either of you, not
daring to. For fear that he will see one of you die, and the other
of you live. Oh, he loves you well enough: that nmuch is certain;

but right now Hearn is finding it hard to |l ove you at all, who
were so stupid as to play with swords while drunk. Herelaf is
| ying very still, looking very pale. How strange. He was al ways

the darkest one in the famly; you used to tease him about it
sonetinmes, saying that there nust be Stel dene blood in him
sonewhere; and he would grin and say, 'Mdther never told us half
of what she did while she was out Rodm stressing. You can sl eep
Wi th sone strange sorts in that business. Maybe sonething rubbed
off." That was the way he always was: big, gentle, inoffensive,
easygoi ng; no-one had a bad word for him not a single person
anywhere, nost especially not the many people he called | oved.
There were enough of themin the Wod, nen and wonen both, and

peopl e used to nmarvel that he never took one loved with an eye to
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marriage. 'l like to spread nyself around,' he would al ways say.
'*So far there's nobody that special that I1'd want to give all of
me to just them But maybe ...’

Forget that. He's going to die tonight, and all the chances cl ose
down forever. You did that to him Yes you did. Don't try to deny
it.

DAMM T LET ME OQUT OF HERE!!!

Hearn stands there, looking |ike he wi shes he were anywhere el se
than this - facing down the Shadow Hi nsel f, anywhere but here. But
he cannot desert either of you; he knows that you both need him
now, both of you need himthere desperately, and Hearn was al ways
brave. Maybe not prudent; certainly if he were prudent he would go
out of here. But brave.

Herelaf lies there, drained dry, waiting for the Mother to cone
for him She can't be far; his body has a castoff | ook about it
already - or maybe it is his closeness to the Door that is
apparent, and the light fromthat Sea of which the Starlight is a
faint intimation is shining through him as if he were a doorway
hi msel f. The gray |ight nakes everything in the room | ook unreal,
except Herelaf - and he will be unreal soon enough.

You go over to him kneel sidew se by the bed, take his hands in
yours. They are chill, and this shakes you nore terribly than
anything el se; his hands were always warm even in wintertine when
you always went clammy and stiff with the cold. Herelaf, now, wth
those big warm hands of his - big even for a Brightwood nman -
getting cold; getting dead. You did it. Onh yes.

NOT THI S AGAI NI'! PLEASE, NO'!
Ch yes. 'Dusty,' he says, his beautiful soft deep voice gone al
cracked and dry and shallow with pain. "Little brother mne. It

wasn't your fault.'

The words go into your head, but they nake no particul ar sense. At
| east they didn't then. They do now, and it hurts at |east tw ce
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as much, because you know it was your fault. Then, though, you
bury your face in those cold hands, punishing yourself with the
terror of what is going to happen. The Mther is kind, but

| nexor abl e; when She cones, there's no turning Her back. And you
know She's com ng.

‘Dusty, are you listening to ne? Look at ne.' He turns your face
up to him and you try to |look away, but it's no good; even dying
t hose hands have all their strength.

You |l ook at him dark curly hair like yours, big around the

shoul ders the way you got to be eventually; the droopy sl eepy
eyes, the smle that never cones off. Even dying, there's a ghost
of it apparent, a slight curling-at-the-corners smle. He |oves
you. That's the worst part of it all, really.

'Don't do anything stupid,' he says. '| expect you to stay right
here and get things straight. You re going to be the heir now. You
have a ot to learn. Don't run out on Da.'

And you nod, the pain becom ng even worse as you realize that this
is alie. There is nothing that will keep you here after Herel af

di es, not pleas nor threats nor even Hearn's need. You have a

wor se one; punishnent of the deathguilt, and getting it attended
to as quickly as possible, before the deed starts to rot and snel |l
up the Whod. You know you'll try to go after Herelaf, to achieve
what ever justice is neted out on that |ast Shore to those who

mur der their brothers.

Lying to your brother on his deathbed. You are worthl ess.

He flicks a tired, tired glance at the bandage around his m ddl e,
and at the stain spreading on it. '"WAasn't your

fault,' he says wearily. How that voice used to sing in the
evenings; now it can barely speak. Herelaf |ooks up at sonething,

Soneone on the other side of the bed. He smles faintly. 'Mther,"
he says.
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And then is still.

And you get up, and wander away.

Into the gray places where nothing matters.
Here's a window. That's as good as anything el se.
Soneone is stopping you. It's Freel orn.

Damm hi m anyway.

You pull yourself gradually out of his grip and wander off into
the gray places again. Were nothing matters.

You energe occasionally to try to make an end of yourself. They
stop you. You wander off into the gray again.

Not hi ng matters.

Not hi ng.

It's all gray.

Thank Goddess that's over. How do | get out of this?

Gray mst, cold. There are voices, renote, speaking words in other
| anguages; other wanderers lost in the gray country. You ignore

t hem

And soneone singing. Freelorn? Yes. The voice is changing, and
cracks ludicrously every other verse.

""On the Lion's Day, Wen the Moon was high, then the queen went
to the Fane for her loved to die;

' "On that Night of dread, opened up the deeps, And she knew the
Shadow there, and in Rilthor forever she sl eeps;

"“And her daughter wept, vengeance in her heart, and swore
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herself as vow to take her nother's part, bating |ove and breath
till the Shadow s deat h.

""And she |aid H m dead, and herself she died, never dream ng all
the while that in H's death, He lied . . ."°

You shake your head sadly. Freelorn's song, to be sure, redolent
as usual of |ast stands and heroi sm past the confines of tine and
expectation. But all Beorgan's heroismcouldn't change the fact

t hat Shadow was stronger than she, immortal, nore permanent than
deat h. What use is anything, anyhow - all hearts chill, and all

| oves die, and naybe the tine has cone for yours too - there in
the m st, beckoning, waits the dark shape with the heart of iron
and the eyes of ice, and all you have to do is despair; He'll do
the rest—

(On, Mother. No.)

You summon your strength, and go away fromthere quickly, before
the cold eyes see you and mark you for their own. Here, now, the
mst is thick, and a little warner. Faintly you can sense a body

passi ng by, not far away—

''—+o0 bring the |lightning down, one a shadow, one a fire, one a
son and one a sire; one who's dead—'

—a quiet voice, unfamliar, singing a fragnent of sonething to
itself. It passes through the gray and is gone again. Followit,
i f you can: it mght show you the way out—

Suddenly in the grayness a tall form appears before you, vague
through the fog. You press closer to it to ask for directions.
Even if it can't tell you the way out, conpany woul d be wel cone.
It's conpany, all right.

It's you.

Now you know how Dritt felt this norning. This is the you that you
have seen in clear pools and mrrors; but changed. He's about
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three inches taller than you are, nore regal of carriage. He noves
Wi th easy unthi nking grace, whereas you just kind of bunp al ong.
He doesn't have those ten extraneous pounds on the front of his
belly, where you have them his eyes are bluer; his nuscles are

| ithe under the snmooth skin. He doesn't have any of your nol es,
and his face is unlined where your frown has |ong since indented
itself; he doesn't have the little scar just above the right eye
where Herelaf hit you wwth the firepl ace poker when you were three
and he was five. Hs face is serene, w se, joyous. You |ook at him
with awe, reach out to him- and your hand goes through him He's
a dream Herewi ss. You m ght have suspected as nuch. (I never

| ooked that good,) you think.

He doesn't really see you; he is interacting with soneone el se who
isn't there. Soneone who is dream ng about you. Well, if you
follow him you may get back to the real world again.

He noves away through the mst, and you go along with him feeling
alittle unnerved to be in the conpany of such perfection - even
I f he is you.

Eventually the fog begins to clear a little, and you find

yoursel f back in the hold again. Your body is sitting over by the
firepit. You glance at it and | ook away quickly. Two of you at
once is a bit nmuch, and three, especially when the third has all
the inperfections, is alnost nore than you can bear. The dream
Herewi ss i s conversing wwth a dream Freelorn over in the corner.
Their eyes are warmas they | ook at one another, and their faces
smle as they speak words of |love. Freelorn is curled up in his
usual ball again, snoring noisily. You m ght have known it was his
dream of you - he never could see those little inperfections of
yours, even when you pointed them out. Goddess |ove him

You're tired, and sad, and you want to call it a night, so you
ease yourself back over toward yourself and nelt down into the
body, pulling it up and around you like the famliar covers of
your own bed—

He woke up with a terrible taste in his nouth, and a raging
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headache.
Freel orn was gone.

Freelorn's people were all in such a state of enbarrassnent that
Herewi ss found it difficult to be in the same roomw th them and
he went away into other parts of the hold, wandering around, until
he heard their horses' hooves clatter out of the courtyard into
the Waste. When he cane downstairs, though, he found one of them
still there. Segnbora was puttering around the hall, checking
Her ewi ss's supplies to make sure he had enough of everything.

'He just left,' she said fromthe other side of the hall, not
st oppi ng what she was doing. 'Very early this norning, he got
dressed, saddl ed Bl acknmane, and rode out. | don't think he even
stopped to pee. H s trail wll be easy enough to follow'

Her ew ss nodded.

Segnbora stood up, hands on hips, surveying the supplies. 'That
should do it. | should go after them now, he'll mss ne, and get
mad—

‘I wouldn't want that to happen,' Herew ss said.
Segnbora | ooked at himw th deep conpassion. 'He'll get over it.'
‘I hope so.'

She went out to the courtyard and spent a few silent m nutes
saddl i ng Steel sheen. Herewi ss followed her outside |istlessly.
When she was ready, she gave the saddle a final tug of adjustnent,
then went very quickly to Herewi ss; she took his hands in hers,
and squeezed them and standing way up on tiptoe kissed himonce
lightly on the nmouth. "I'Il give it to himfor you,' she said.
‘He'Il be all right; we'll take care of him Good | uck, Herew ss.
And your Power to you—

Then she was up in the saddl e and away, pelting off after the
ot hers, | eaving nothing behind but a small cloud of dust and a
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brief taste of warnth.

Her ew ss wat ched her go, then turned back. The hold swal |l owed him
| i ke a nout h.

8

It is perhaps one of life's nore interesting ironies that, of the
many who beseech the Goddess to send them|ove, so few w | accept
it when it cones, because it has cone in what they consider the
wrong shape, or the wong size, or at the wong tine. Against our
prej udi ces, even the Goddess strives in vain.

Hamartics, S Berenh, ch. 6
' Sunspar k?

(?)

‘What do you make of this?
(Just a nonent.)

Herewi ss sat cross-|egged before one of the doors, nmaking notes
wth a stylus on a tablet of wax. Through the door was visible an
unbr oken vista of golden-green hills, reaching away into
unguessabl e di stances and net at the m st-veiled horizon by a
violet sky. The brilliant sun that hung over the | andscape etched
Her ewi ss's shadow sharply behind him and struck gray glitters
fromthe wall against which he | eaned.

Sunspar k padded over to himin the shape of a golden North Arlene
hunting cat, the kind kept to course wild pig and the smaller Fyrd
varieties on the noor. It peered through the door, its tail
twtching (Gass. So0?)

"That's not the point. |I've been by this door five tines today,
and the sun hasn't noved.'

(It could be a slow one. You renenber that one yesterday that went
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by so fast, three or four tinmes an hour. There's no reason this
one couldn't be slow)

'Yes, but there's sonething else wong. That grass is bent as if
there's wind blow ng, but none of it noves.'

(That mght just be the way it grows. There are a | ot of strange
things in the worlds, Herewiss— It stepped closer to the door.
(Then again - Look high in the doorway. Is

there sonething in the sky there?) It craned its neck. (By the top
of the left post.)

Herewi ss squinted. '"Hard to tell, wth the sun so close -no, wait
a nonent. Does that have w ngs?’

(I think so. And it's just hanging there, frozen.) Sunspark
shrugged. (That could be your answer. This door may be frozen on
one nmonent - or if it's not, it's noving that nonment so slowy
that we can't perceive it.)

Herew ss put down the tablet of wax in its wooden frane, and
stretched. 'Well, that's sonething new. What was that one you were
| ooki ng at ?'

(Not hi ng but enpty sea, with four suns, all small and red. They
were clustered close together, not spaced apart as nost of them
have been when they're nultiple. And there was sonethi ng around
them a cloud, that noved with them and gl owed. The cl oud was all
of thin filanments, as if they had spun a web around thensel ves.)

"So . . .' Herewi ss picked up the tablet again. 'That's the

ni neteenth one with nore than one sun, and the eighty-ninth one
with water. Mdre than half of these doors have shown | akes or seas
or rivers. Who knows ... the Morrowfane itself m ght be through
one of these doors. Did you see any people?

(No.)

'No surprise there . . . people have been much in the mnority so
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far. Maybe whoever built this place was nore interested in other
pl aces than ot her people.'

(What you woul d call people, anyway.) Sunspark chuckl ed inside.
(Wul d you call nme 'people'?)

Herewi ss | ooked at the elenental. Its cat-face was inscrutable,
but his underhearing gave hima sudden i npression of hopeful ness,
wi stfulness. 'l think so,' he said. 'You' re good conpany,

what ever .

(Well, 'conpany' is sonething | have not had nuch

practice being. There is usually no need for it—

" Anong your kind, maybe. W need it a lot.'

(It is the way your folk were built. It seens strange, to want
anot her's conpany before it cones tine for renewal, for the final
uni on.)

"It has its advantages.'

(I'n the binding of energies, yes—

'More than that. There's nore than binding. Sharing.'

(I have trouble with that word. G ving away energy wllingly, is
i t?)

Yes.
(It seens nud.)
'Sonetines, yes. But you usually get it back.'

(Such a ganble.)

Yes, Herewi ss said, '"it is that.'
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(What happens when you don't get it back?)
' Then you've | ost energy, obviously. It hurts a little."'

(It should hurt nore than a little. Your own substance is riven
fromyou; part of your self —

' Depends how nuch of yourself you give away. Mst of the tineg,
it's nothing fatal.'

(Well, how could it be?)

"It happens, anong our kind. People have given too nuch, and died
of it; but nostly because they convinced thensel ves that they were
going to. Inthe end it's their own decision.'

(Mad, conpletely mad. The contract-conflict is safer, | think.)

‘Probably. But it doesn't pay off the way sharing does when it
turns out right.'

(I don't understand.)

'It's the dare. The ganble, taking the chance. When sharing cones
back, it's - an elevation. It nmakes you want to do it agai n—

(—and if it fails the next tinme, you'll feel worse. A nadness.) It
shrugged. (Well, there are patterns within the Pattern, and no way
to understand themall. How many doors have we counted now?)

Herewi ss | ooked at the tablet. A hundred and fifty-six. Five of
the lower halls and half this upper hall. Then there's that east
gallery, and the hallways leading fromit—

Sunspark's tone of thought was uneasy. (You know, there is no way
that all these roons could possibly be contained within this
structure as we beheld it fromoutside. There's no room it's just
too small.)

'Yes, | know - but they're all here. What about that row of roons
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