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Gundar  Hardstriker,  captain  and  helmsman  of  the  skandian  ship

 Wolf  Cloud,   chewed  disconsolately  on  a  stringy  piece  of  tough

smoked beef. 

His  crew  were  huddled  under  rough  shelters  among  the  trees, 

talking quietly, eating and trying to stay warm around the smal smoky

fires that were al they could manage in this weather. This close to the

coast, the snow usualy turned to cold sleet in the middle of the day, 

refreezing as the afternoon wore on. He knew the crew were looking

to him for a way out of this. And he knew that soon he would have to

tel them he had no answers for them. They were stranded in Araluen, 

with no hope of escape. 

Fifty  meters  away,  Wolf  Cloud  lay  beached  on  the  riverbank, 

canted  to  one  side.  Even  from  this  distance,  his  seaman's  eye  could

make out the slight twist a third of the way along her hul, and the sight

of  it  came  close  to  breaking  his  heart.  To  a  Skandian,  his  ship  was

almost a living thing, an extension of himself, an expression of his own

being. 

Now  his  ship  was  ruined,  her  keel  irreparably  broken,  her  hul

twisted.  She  was  good  for  nothing  but  turning  into  lumber  and  fire

wood  as  the  winter  weather  wrapped  its  cold  hands  further  around

them. So far he had been able to avoid stripping the ship, but he knew

he  couldn't  wait  much  longer.  They  would  need  the  wood  to  build

more substantial huts and to burn as firewood. But as long as she stil

looked like a ship, even with that damnable twist to her hul, he could

retain some sense of his pride at being a skirl, or ship's captain. 

The  voyage  had  been  a  disaster  from  start  to  finish,  he  reflected

gloomily. They had set out to raid Galic and Iberian coastal vilages, 

staying wel away from Araluen as they did so. Raids on the Araluen

coast  were  few  and  far  between  these  days,  since  the  Skandian

Oberjarl  had  signed  a  treaty  with  the  Araluen  King.  They  weren't

actualy  forbidden  to  raid.  But  they  were  discouraged  by  Oberjarl

Erak, and only a very stupid or foolhardy skirl would be keen to face

Erak's style of discouragement. 

But  Gundar  and  his  men  had  been  the  last  of  the  raiding  fleet  to

reach  the  Narrow  Sea,  and  they  found  the  vilages  either  empty  –

ransacked by earlier ships – or prewarned and ready to take revenge

on  a  single  late  raider.  There  had  been  hard  fighting.  He  had  lost

several men and was left with nothing to show for it. Finaly, as a last

resort, he had landed on an island off the southeast coast of Araluen, 

desperate for provisions to see him and his men through the winter on

the long journey back north. 

He smiled sadly as he thought of it. If there had been a bright spot

in  the  trip,  that  had  been  it.  Prepared  to  fight  and  lose  more  lives, 

desperate to feed themselves, the Skandian crew had been greeted by

a  young  Ranger  –  the  very  one  who  had  fought  beside  Erak  in  the

battle against the Temujai some years back. 

Surprisingly, the Ranger had offered to feed them. He'd even invited

them  to  a  banquet  that  night  in  the  castle,  along  with  the  local

dignitaries  and  their  wives.  Gundar's  smile  broadened  at  the  memory

of  that  evening  as  he  recaled  how  his  rough-and-tumble  sailors  had

stayed on their best manners, humbly asking their table companions to

pass  the  meat,  please,  or  requesting  just  a  little  more  ale  in  their

drinking  mugs.  These  were  men  who  were  accustomed  to  cursing

heartily,  tearing  legs  off  roast  boar  with  their  bare  hands  and

occasionaly  swiling  their  ale  straight  from  the  keg.  Their  attempts  at

mingling with polite society would have been the basis of some great

stories back in Skandia. 

His smile faded. Back in Skandia. He had no idea now how they

would get back to Skandia. Or even if they would ever return home. 

They had left Seacliff Island wel fed and provisioned for the long trip. 

The Ranger had even provided them with the means for a smal profit

from the trip, in the form of a slave. 

The  man's  name  was  Buttle.  John  Buttle.  He  was  a  criminal  –  a

thief  and  a  murderer  –  and  his  presence  in Araluen  was  a  source  of

potential trouble for the Ranger. As a favor, the young man had asked

Gundar to take him as a slave to Skandia. The skirl naturaly agreed. 

The man was strong and fit, and he'd fetch a good price when they got

home. 

But would they ever see Halasholm again? They'd sailed slap into a

massive storm just short of Point Sentinel and were driven south and

west before it. 

As  they  came  closer  to  the  Araluen  coast,  Gundar  had  ordered

Buttle's chains struck off. They were heading for a lee shore, a situation

al sailors dread, and there was a good chance that the ship would not

survive. The man should have a chance, Gundar thought. 

He  could  stil  feel  the  sickening  crunch  Wolf  Cloud  had  smashed

down on a hidden rock. At the time, he felt it as if his own spine were

breaking, and he could swear he had heard the ship cry out in agony. 

He  knew  instantly,  from  her  sluggish  response  to  the  rudder  and  the

way  she  sagged  in  the  peaks  and  troughs  of  the  waves,  that  her

backbone  was  fractured.  With  each  successive  wave,  the  wound

deepened, and it was only a matter of time before she split in two and

went under. But  Wolf Cloud was a tough ship, and she wasn't ready to

lie down and die – not just yet. 

Then,  as  if  it  were  some  divine  reward  for  the  stricken  ship's

courage and the efforts of her storm-battered crew, Gundar had seen

the gap in the rocky coast where a river mouth widened before them. 

He ran for it, the ship sagging badly downwind, and made it into the

sheltered  waters  of  the  river.  Exhausted,  the  men  fel  back  on  their

rowing benches as the wind and wild waves died away. 

That was when Buttle seized his chance. He grabbed a knife from

one man's belt and slashed it across his throat. Another rower tried to

stop him, but he was off balance, and Buttle struck him down as wel. 

Then he was over the rail and swimming for the far bank. There was

no way to go after him. Strangely, few Skandians could swim, and the

ship itself was on the point of foundering. Cursing, Gundar was forced

to  let  him  go  and  concentrate  on  finding  a  point  where  they  could

beach the ship. 

Around  the  next  bend,  they  found  a  narrow  strip  of  shingle  that

would suit their purpose, and he ran  Wolf Cloud onto it at a shalow

angle. That was when he felt the keel finaly give way, as if the ship had

kept her crew safe until that final moment and then quietly died beneath

their feet. 

They staggered ashore and set up a camp among the trees. Gundar

felt it would be best to retain a low profile in the area. After al, without

a  ship,  they  had  no  means  of  escape,  and  he  had  no  idea  how  the

locals  might  react  to  their  presence,  nor  how  many  armed  men  they

might  be  able  to  muster.  Skandians  never  shrank  from  a  fight,  but  it

would  be  foolish  to  provoke  one  when  they  were  stranded  in  this

country. 

They had food enough, thanks to the Ranger, and he needed time

to  think  of  some  way  out  of  this  mess.  Maybe,  when  the  weather

improved,  they  could  build  a  smal  boat  from  Wolf  Cloud's  timbers. 

He sighed. He just didn't know. He was a helmsman, not a shipwright. 

He  looked  around  the  little  camp.  On  a  hilock  beyond  the  clearing

where  he  sat,  they  had  buried  the  two  men  Buttle  had  kiled.  They

couldn't  even  give  them  a  proper  funeral  pyre,  as  was  traditional

among Skandians. Gundar blamed himself for their deaths. After al, he

was the one who had ordered the prisoner set free. 

He shook his head and said softly to himself, "Curse John Buttle to

hel. I should have dropped him overboard. Chains and al." 

"You know, I rather think I agree," said a voice from behind him. 

Gundar  leapt  to  his  feet  and  spun  around,  his  hand  dropping  to  the

sword at his belt. 

"Thurak's horns!" he cried. "Where the devil did you spring from?" 

There  was  a  strange  figure,  wrapped  in  an  odd  black-and-white-

mottled  cloak,  sitting  on  a  log  a  few  meters  behind  him. As  Gundar

said  the  word  devil,   his  hand  hesitated,  sword  half  drawn,  and  he

peered more closely at the apparition. This was an ancient forest, dark

and forbidding. Maybe this was a spirit or a wraith that protected  the

area. The patterns on the cloak seemed to shimmer and change form

as  he  watched  and  he  blinked  his  eyes  to  stabilize  them.  A  vague

memory stirred. He had seen that happen before. 

His  men,  hearing  the  commotion,  had  begun  to  gather  around. 

There  was  something  about  the  cloaked,  hooded  figure  that  worried

them too. Gundar noticed that they took care to stay wel behind him, 

looking to him for a lead. 

The figure stood, and Gundar involuntarily took a half pace back. 

Then,  angry  with  himself,  he  stepped  forward  a  ful  pace.  His  voice

was firm when he spoke. 

"If  you're  a  ghost,"  he  said,  "we  mean  you  no  disrespect. And  if

you're not a ghost, tel me who you are – or you soon wil be one." 

The  creature  laughed  gently.  "Wel  said,  Gundar  Hardstriker,  wel

said indeed." 

Gundar  felt  the  hair  on  the  back  of  his  neck  rise.  The  tone  was

friendly enough, but somehow this... thing... knew his name. That could

only mean some kind of supernatural power was at work here. 

The figure reached up and shoved back the cowl of his cloak. "Oh, 

come on, Gundar, don't you recognize me?" he said cheerfuly. 

Memory stirred. This was no raddled, haggard ghost, certainly. It

was  a  young  face,  with  a  shock  of  tousled  brown  hair  above  deep

brown  eyes  and  a  wide  grin. A  familiar  face. And  in  a  rush,  Gundar

remembered where he had seen that strange, shifting pattern in a cloak

before. 

"Wil Treaty!" he cried in surprise. "Is that realy you?" 

"None  other,"  Wil  replied  and  stepped  forward,  holding  out  his

hand in the universal gesture of peace and welcome. Gundar seized it

and shook it hard – not the least because he was relieved to find that

he wasn't facing some supernatural denizen of the forest. Behind him, 

he  heard  his  crew  exclaiming  loudly  at  this  new  development.  He

guessed they were feeling the same sense of relief. Wil looked around

them and smiled. 

"I  see  some  familiar  faces  here,"  he  said.  One  or  two  of  the

Skandians  caled  out  greetings  to  him.  He  studied  them  and  then

frowned slightly. 

"I don't see Ulf Oakbender," he said to Gundar. Ulf had fought in

the  battle  against  the  Eastern  Riders,  and  he  had  been  the  first  to

recognize Wil at Seacliff Island. They had sat together at that famous

banquet,  talking  about  the  battle.  Wil  saw  a  moment  of  pain  cross

Gundar's face. 

"He was murdered by that snake Buttle," he said. 

Wil's smile faded. "I'm sorry to hear that. He was a good man." 

There was a moment of silence between them as they remembered









a falen comrade. Then Gundar gestured to the campsite behind them. 

"Won't you join us?" he said."We have stringy salt beef and some

indifferent ale, courtesy of a very generous island to the south." 

Wil grinned at the jibe and folowed as Gundar led his way to the

smal encampment. As they passed through the members of the crew, 

a few reached out and shook Wil's hand. 

The sight of a familiar face, and that face belonging to a Ranger, let

them  begin  to  hope  that  there  might  be  a  way  out  of  their  present

situation after al. 

Wil sat on a log by one of the fires, underneath a shelter formed by

the wolfship's big, square mainsail. 

"So, Wil Treaty," said Gundar, "what brings you here?" 

Wil  looked  around  the  circle  of  bearded,  craggy  faces  that  sur

rounded him. He smiled at them. 

"I'm looking for fighting men," he said."I plan to sack a castle, and I

hear you people are rather good at that." 
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The battlehorse was a wel-formed bay. It's hoofbeats were muffled

by  the  thick  carpet  of  snow  on  the  ground  as  its  rider  guided  it

carefuly along the narrow track beside a stream. There was no teling

when that thick, soft snow might conceal a patch of slippery ice, which

could send them sliding helplessly down the steep bank into the water. 

The  stream  itself  moved  sluggishly,  nearly  choked  with  slushy  ice, 

fighting  a  losing  battle  against  the  cold  that  tried  to  freeze  it  over

completely.  The  rider  looked  at  the  water  and  shivered  a  little.  If  he

went  into  that  wearing  a  heavy  chain-mail  shirt  and  burdened  by  his

weapons,  he  would  have  little  chance  of  survival.  Even  if  he  didn't

drown, the searing cold would be sure to kil him. 

It  was  obvious  from  his  horse  and  his  equipment  that  he  was  a

warrior.  He  carried  a  three-meter  ash  lance,  its  butt  couched  in  a

socket on his right stirrup. A long sword hung at his left-hand side, and

a  conical  helmet  was  slung  over  the  saddle  bow.  The  cowl  of  his

chain-mail shirt was pushed back. He had discovered some days pre

viously  that  in  this  snow-covered  land,  there  was  nothing  more

uncomfortable  than  freezing  cold  chain  mail  against  the  skin. 

Consequently, he now had a woolen scarf wrapped around his neck

inside  the  armor  and  a  fur  cap  puled  wel  down  on  his  head. 

Interestingly, for it was not a normal part of a knight's weaponry, there

was a longbow in a leather case slung beside his horse's withers. 

But  perhaps  the  most  significant  part  of  his  equipment  was  his

shield.  It  was  a  simple  round  buckler,  slung  behind  him.  Placed  that

way, it would provide protection against arrows or other missiles fired

from behind, yet he could shrug it around into position on his left arm in

a  matter  of  seconds.  The  shield  was  painted  white,  and  in  its  center

was a blue outline of a clenched fist, the universal symbol in Araluen of

a free lance – a knight with no current master, looking for employment. 

As  the  track  veered  away  from  the  stream  and  widened  out,  the

rider relaxed a little. He leaned forward and patted his horse gently on

the side of the neck. 

"Wel done, Kicker," Horace said quietly. The horse tossed its head

in acknowledgment. He and the rider were old companions. They had

depended on each other through several hard campaigns. It was that

fact that now led the horse to prick its ears up in warning. Battlehorses

were trained to regard any stranger as a potential enemy. 

And  now  there  were  five  strangers  visible,  riding  slowly  toward

them. 

"Company," Horace said. On this lonely ride, he had falen into the

habit  of  talking  to  the  horse.  Naturaly,  the  horse  made  no  reply. 

Horace  glanced  around,  looking  to  see  if  there  were  any  favorable

defensive positions close by. He too was trained to regard strangers as

potential enemies. But at this point, the tree line was wel back from the

road on either side, with only low gorse bushes growing between the

road and forest. He shrugged. He would have preferred somewhere he

could put a solid tree to his back. But there was nothing available, and

he had learned years ago not to waste time complaining  about  things

that couldn't be changed. 

He  checked  the  horse  with  slight  pressure  from  his  knees,  and

shrugged the shield around onto his left arm. The smal movement was

an indication that, despite his youth, he was more than familiar with the

tools of his trade. 

For he was young. His face was open and guileless, strong-jawed, 

clean-shaven and handsome. The eyes were a briliant blue. There was

a thin scar, high on the right cheek – where an Arridi tribesman's  belt

dagger  had  opened  it  more  than  a  year  previously.  The  scar,  being

relatively  new,  was  stil  livid. As  years  passed,  it  would  whiten  and

become less prominent. His nose was also slightly crooked, the result

of  an  accident  when  an  overeager  warrior  apprentice  had  refused  to

accept that a training bout was over. The student had struck one more

time  with  his  wooden  sword.  He  had  several  weeks  of  punishment

details to think over his mistake. 

Far  from  detracting  from  his  looks,  the  crooked  nose  gave  the

young man a certain swashbuckling air. There were quite a few young

ladies of the kingdom who felt it enhanced his appearance, rather than

the opposite. 

Horace nudged Kicker once more, and the horse moved so that he

was  turned  forty-five  degrees  to  the  oncoming  riders,  presenting  the

shield  on  his  arm  to  them,  both  for  protection  and  identification.  He

kept  the  lance  upright.  To  level  it  would  be  an  unnecessarily

provocative gesture. 

He  studied  the  five  men  approaching  him.  Four  of  them  were

obviously  men-at-arms.  They  carried  swords  and  shields  but  no

lances,  the  sign  of  a  knight. And  they  al  wore  surcoats  emblazoned

with  the  same  symbol,  an  ornate  gold  key  on  a  quartered  blue-and-

white field. That meant they were al employed by the same lord, and

Horace recognized the livery as belonging to Macindaw. 

The  fifth  man,  who  rode  a  meter  in  front  of  the  others,  was

something of a puzzle. He carried a shield and wore a leather breast

plate  studded  with  iron.  He  had  greaves  of  the  same  material  pro

tecting  his  legs,  but  apart  from  that,  he  wore  woolen  clothing  and

leggings. He had no helmet, and there was no symbol on his shield to

give any clue to his identity. A sword hung from his pommel – a heavy

weapon, a little shorter and thicker than Horace's cavalry sword. But

strangest of al was the fact that, in place of a lance, he carried a heavy

war spear some two meters long. 

He  had  long  black  hair  and  a  beard,  and  he  looked  to  be  in  a

perpetual  state  of  il  temper,  with  heavy  brows  set  in  a  permanent

frown. Altogether, Horace thought, he was not a man to be trusted. 

The riders were some ten meters away when Horace caled out. 

"I think that's close enough for the moment." 

The  leader  made  a  brief  signal,  and  the  four  men-at-arms  drew

rein. The leader, however, continued to ride toward Horace. When he

was  five  meters  away,  Horace  freed  the  butt  of  the  lance  from  the

socket  beside  his  right  stirrup  and  brought  the  point  down  so  that  it

was leveled at the approaching rider. 

The stranger had chosen to be provocative. He could hardly take

offense if Horace reacted in kind. 

The unwavering iron point of the lance, gleaming duly where it had

been  carefuly  sharpened  the  night  before,  was  aimed  at  the  rider's

throat. He brought his horse to a stop. 

" There's no need for that," he said. His voice was rough and angry. 

Horace shrugged slightly. "And there's no need for you to come any

closer," he replied calmly, "until we know each other a little b etter." 

Two of the men-at-arms began to edge their horses out to the left

and right. Horace glanced at them briefly, then returned his gaze to the

other man's face. 

" Tel your men to stay where they are, please." 

The bearded man swiveled in his saddle and glanced at them. 

"  That's  enough,"  he  ordered,  and  they  stopped  moving.  Horace

glanced  quickly  at  them  again.  There  was  something  not  quite  right

about  them.  Then  he  realized  what  it  was.  They  were  scruffy,  their

surcoats stained and crumpled, their arms and armor unburnished and

dul. They looked as if they'd be more at home hiding in the forest and

waylaying innocent travelers than wearing the arms of a castle lord. In

most castles, the men-at-arms were under the orders and discipline of

experienced  sergeants.  It  was  rare  that  they  would  be  alowed  to

become so disheveled. 

"You're getting off to a bad start with me, you know," the bearded

man  said.  In  another  man,  the  remark  might  have  had  overtones  of

humor or amusement to soften implicit threat in the words. Here, the

threat was overt. Even more so when he added, after a pause, "You

might come to regret that." 

"And  why  might  that  be?"  Horace  asked.  The  other  man  had

obviously got the point. He raised the lance again and replaced it in its

stirrup socket as the man replied. 

"Wel,  if  you're  looking  for  work,  you  don't  want  to  get  on  my

wrong side, is why." 

Horace considered the statement thoughtfuly. 

"Am I looking for work?" he asked. 

The  other  man  said  nothing  but  gestured  toward  the  device  on

Horace's shield. There was a long silence between them and finaly the

man was forced to speak. 

"You're a free lance," he said. 

Horace nodded. He didn't like the man's manner. It was arrogant

and threatening, the sign of a man who had been given authority when

he wasn't used to wielding it. 

"  True,"  he  admitted.  "But  that  simply  means  I'm  unemployed.  It

doesn't mean I'm actualy looking for a job at the moment." He smiled. 

"I could have private means, after al." 

He  said  it  pleasantly,  without  sarcasm,  but  the  bearded  man  was

unwiling to show any signs of good humor. 

"Don't bandy words, boy. You may own a battlehorse and a lance, 

but  that  doesn't  make  you  the  cock  of  the  walk. You're  a  raggletail

beggar who's out of work, and I'm the man who might have given you

a job – if you'd shown a little respect." 

The  smile  on  Horace's  face  died.  He  sighed  inwardly.  Not  at  the

implication that he was a ragged beggar but at the insult inherent in the

word  boy.  Since the age of sixteen, Horace had been used to potential

opponents underestimating his abilities because of his youth. Most of

them had realized their mistake too late. 

"Where  are  you  heading?"  the  bearded  man  demanded.  Horace

saw no reason why he shouldn't answer the question. 

"I thought I'd swing by Castle Macindaw," he said."I need a place

to spend the rest of the winter." 

The  man  gave  a  derisive  snort  as  Horace  spoke.  "Then  you've

started  out  on  the  wrong  foot,"  he  said.  "I'm  the  man  who  does  the

hiring for Lord Keren." 

Horace frowned slightly. The name was new to him. 

"Lord Keren?" he repeated."I thought the Lord of Macindaw was

Syron?" 

His remark was greeted with a dismissive gesture. 

"Syron  is  finished,"  the  bearded  man  said."Last  I  heard,  he  hasn't

got  long  to  live.  Might  be  already  dead,  for  al  I  care. And  his  son, 

Orman, has run off as wel – skulking somewhere in the forest. Lord

Keren's in charge now, and I'm his garrison commander." 

"And you are?" Horace asked, his tone totaly neutral. 

"I'm Sir John Buttle," the man replied shortly. 

Horace frowned slightly. The name had a vaguely familiar ring to it. 

On  top  of  that,  he  would  swear  that  this  rough-mannered,  roughly

clothed buly was no knight. But he said nothing. There was little to be

gained by antagonizing the man further, and he seemed to antagonize

very easily. 

"So,  what's  your  name,  boy?"  Buttle  demanded.  Again,  Horace

sighed  inwardly.  But  he  kept  his  tone  light  and  good-natured  as  he

replied. 

"Hawken,"  he  said.  "Hawken  Watt,  originaly  from  Caraway  but

now a citizen of this wide realm." 

Once again, his easy tone struck no response from Buttle, whose

reply was short-tempered and il-mannered. 

"Not this part of it, you're not," he said. "There's nothing for you in

Macindaw and nothing for you in Norgate Fief. Move on. Be out of

the area by nightfal, if you know what's good for you." 

"I'l  certainly  consider  your  advice,"  Horace  said.  Buttle's  frown

deepened, and he leaned toward the young warrior. 

"Do more than that, boy. Take the advice. I'm not a man you want

to cross. Now get moving." 

He jerked his thumb toward the southeast, where the border with

the  next  fief  lay.  But  by  now,  Horace  had  decided  that  he'd  heard

enough from Sir John Buttle. He smiled and made no attempt to move. 

Outwardly, he seemed unperturbed. But Kicker sensed the little thril









of readiness that went through his master, and the battle-horse's ears

pricked up. He could feel a fight in the offing, and his breed lived for

fighting. 

Buttle hesitated, not sure what to do next. He had made his threat, 

and he was used to people being cowed by the force of his personality

– and the sight of men-at-arms ready to back his threats up. Now this

wel-armed young man simply sat facing him, with an air of confidence

about him that said he wasn't fazed by the odds of five to one. Buttle

realized  he  would  either  have  to  make  good  on  his  threat  or  back

down. As he was thinking this, Horace smiled lazily at him and backing

down suddenly seemed like a good option. 

Angrily, he wheeled his horse away, gesturing to his men to folow. 

"Remember  what  I  said!"  he  flung  back  over  his  shoulder  as  he

spurred his horse away. "You have til nightfal." 
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Malcolm  the  healer,  more  widely  known  as  Malkalam  the  Black

Sorcerer,  looked  up  briefly  from  his  work  as  Wil  rode  into  the  little

clearing in Grimsdel Wood. 

Each morning at eleven o'clock, Malcolm provided his people with

medical  treatment.  Those  with  injuries  or  ilnesses  would  line  up

patiently  outside  the  healer's  comfortable  house  so  that  he  could

diagnose and treat their ailments, sprains, cuts, sores and fevers. Since

many  of  the  people  who  lived  in  the  little  forest  settlement  had  been

driven  out  of  their  previous  homes  because  of  physical  disabilities  or

disfigurement,  there  was  usualy  a  long  line  of  patients.  Many  had

ongoing health problems that required constant care. 

His  last  patient  was  a  relatively  straightforward  case. An  eleven-

year-old boy had decided to use his mother's best cloak as a pair of

wings while he attempted to fly from a four-meter-high tree. Malcolm

finished  binding  the  resultant  sprained  ankle,  put  some  salve  on  the

scraped elbows and wrists and ruffled the would-be adventurer's hair. 

"Off  you  go,"  he  told  him,  "and  from  now  on,  leave  the  magic  to

me." 

"Yes, Malcolm," the boy said, hanging his head in embarrass- ment. 

Then,  as  he  scuttled  away,  the  healer  turned  to  where  Wil  was

unsaddling  his  horse.  The  older  man  watched  approvingly,  noting  the

bond between the two as the Ranger spoke gently to the animal while

he rubbed it down. The horse almost seemed to understand his words, 

responding with a good-natured snort and a toss of its short mane. 

"I hear you found the Skandians, then?" Malcolm said eventualy. 

Wil  nodded.  "  Twenty-five  prime  fighting  men,"  he  said.  "  They

were right where your messenger told us they'd be, on the banks of

the River Oosel." 

Malcolm's  people  ranged  far  and  wide  through  the  vast  forest. 

There was little that happened within its boundaries that they didn't see. 

And when they saw something out of the ordinary, they brought word

to  the  healer.  When  reports  had  come  in  of  a  party  of  Skandian

shipwreck survivors, Wil had set out to find them. 

"And  they  were  happy  to  offer  their  help?"  Malcolm  asked.  Wil

shrugged as he sat down on the sunny veranda beside the old healer. 

" They'l be happy to receive the money I've offered them. Besides, 

their captain felt he owed me something because he let Buttle escape." 

Xander, the secretary and assistant to Orman of Macindaw, came

out of the house. 

"How's  Orman?"  Malcolm  asked.  The  castle  lord  had  been  poi

soned by Keren in his attempt to gain control of Macindaw. Wil and

Xander  had  only  just  reached  the  healer's  secret  clearing  in  time  to

save his life. 

"He's  much  better.  But  he's  stil  very  weak.  He's  sleeping  again," 

Xander said. 

Malcolm nodded thoughtfuly."That's the best medicine for him now. 

The poison's out of his system. His body can heal itself from here on. 

Let him rest." 

Xander  looked  doubtful.  In  spite  of  the  fact  that  Malcolm  had

saved his master's life, he stil viewed the healer with a certain amount

of  suspicion.  He  felt  Malcolm  should  be  providing  more  tangible

treatment  than  the  simple  injunction  "Let  him  rest."  But  there  was

something else nagging at him at the moment. 

"Did I hear you say that you've offered to pay these Skandians?" he

asked Wil. 

Wil grinned at him and shook his head. "No. I've offered to let you

pay them," he replied. "Seventy gold royals for their services." 

Xander  bristled  at  him  indignantly.  "That's  outrageous!"  he  said. 

"You had no right to do such a thing! Orman is lord of Macindaw. Any

such negotiations were up to him – or me, in his absence!" 

The secretary had proven to be a brave little man and very loyal to

his lord. But that could make him act like a bit of a prig at times. Wil

eyed him meaningfuly. He heard Malcolm's snort of derision. 

"At  the  moment,"  Wil  said,  with  a  warning  note  in  his  voice, 

"Orman is lord of nothing very much at al, not even the borrowed bed

he's lying in. So, actualy, I outrank him. You seem to forget that I act

with the King's authority." 

Which  Xander  realized  was  true.  Wil  was  a  Ranger,  after  al,  in

spite  of  the  fact  that  he  had  come  to  Macindaw  disguised  as  a  jon

gleur.  It  was  difficult  for  Xander  to  accept  that  such  vast  authority

could be vested in someone as young as Wil. He backed off now, but

reluctantly. 

"Even  so,"  he  said,  "seventy  royals?  Surely  you  could  have  done

better than that!" 

Wil shook his head at the secretary's attitude. 

"You  can  renegotiate  if  you  like.  I'm  sure  the  Skandians  wil  be

delighted to bargain with someone who'l sit watching while they risk

their lives." 

Xander saw that he was on shaky ground. But he was too stubborn

to simply admit it. 

"Wel, perhaps. But after al, it's their trade, isn't it? They fight for

money, don't they?" 

"  That's  right,"  Wil  agreed,  thinking  that  Xander  could  be  a  very

annoying man. "And that gives them a pretty good idea of what their

lives are worth. Besides, look on the bright side. Maybe we'l lose, and

then you won't owe them a penny." 

There was a hard edge to his voice that finaly penet rated Xander's

bumptious attitude. The secretary realized that it might be best not to

pursue  this  matter  any  further.  He  sniffed  and  walked  away,  making

sure that Wil and Malcolm could just hear his parting remark: "Seventy

royals, indeed! I've never heard such e xtravagance!" 

Malcolm looked at Wil and shrugged sympatheticaly. "I do hope

you can get that man back in his castle before too long," he said. "One

tires of him very quickly." 

Wil smiled. "Stil, he's very loyal. And he can be a courageous little

bantam, as you've noted." 

Malcolm considered the fact for a few seconds. "It's strange, isn't

it?" he remarked at length. "You'd expect qualities like that to make a

person quite likable. Yet somehow he manages to irritate the devil out

of  me."  He  made  a  brief  gesture  dismissing  Xander  as  a  subject  of

conversation.  "So,  come  inside  and  tel  me  more  about  these

Skandians of yours." 

He  led  the  way  inside  the  house,  where  he  had  a  pot  of  coffee

brewing. In the short time that he had known the young Ranger, he had

become aware of his near-dependence on the drink. He poured him a

cup now and smiled as Wil tasted it, smacked his lips and let out an

appreciative sigh. The two settled into comfortable chairs at Malcolm's

kitchen table. 

"They'l  be  along  in  a  day  or  two,"  Wil  continued."I  left  them  to

pack up their camp and folow on. One of your people wil guide them

here. I must say we were lucky to find them. I'm going to need fighting

men, and they're in pretty scarce supply." In the first days after he had

left Alyss imprisoned in Macindaw's tower, Wil had sought furiously to

find  a  way  to  release  her.  Gradualy,  his  desperation  eased  as  he

realized  he  would  need  reinforcements  and  a  plan  before  he  could

mount  an  attack.  The  news  of  the  Skandians  was  like  a  gift  from

heaven. 

Malcolm sighed. "True," he said. "My people aren't fighters. They're

not trained or equipped for the job." 

"And the people from the vilages around here would hardly join us. 

They're  al  terrified  of  Malkalam  the  Black  Sorcerer,"  Wil  said.  He

smiled  to  show  there  was  no  insult  intended.  Malcolm  nodded, 

recognizing the truth. 

" That's a fact. So what do you plan to do when the Skandians get

here?" 

The Ranger hesitated before answering. "Then... we'l see. I'l have

to figure out a way to take the castle and get Alyss out of there." 

"Have you ever done that sort of thing before?" Malcolm asked. 

Wil grinned ruefuly."Not realy," he admitted."It never came up in

my Ranger training." 

He didn't want to dwel on it. He hoped that the Skandians might

have some ideas on the subject, but he'd cross that drawbridge when

he came to it. 

Malcolm  stroked  his  chin  thoughtfuly.  "Have  you  considered

sending to Castle Norgate for help?" 

Wil  shifted  uncomfortably  in  his  chair.  "I  have,"  he  replied.  "But

Keren has the road sealed off. No riders are getting through." 

Malcolm's  observers  had  reported  that  riders  heading  west  were

being stopped and turned back. 

"Except  his  own,"  Malcolm  replied."A  rider  left  Macindaw  while

you were away." 

Wil nodded gloomily. "Keren's no fool. I'l wager he's reported that

Orman is a traitor and has run off, leaving Keren to keep Macindaw

safe. That's what I'd do in his place. The trouble is, he's wel liked and

respected. They'l be inclined to believe him. Whereas I'm a stranger. 

What's  more,  I'm  in  league  with  an  accused  traitor  and  a  known

sorcerer." 

"But you're a King's Ranger," Malcolm said. 

"  They  don't  know  that.  My  presence  here  was  a  secret."  Wil

laughed at the thought. "Let's assume I could get a message through, 

and let's assume they don't dismiss it out of hand. What do you think

they might do?" 

Malcolm  considered  for  a  moment."Send  soldiers  to  help  us?"  he

suggested, but Wil shook his head. 

"It's winter. Their army is dispersed to their homes. It would take a

couple of weeks to assemble them. It's a big undertaking, and they're

not going to do that on a stranger's say-so. The best we could hope for

is they might send someone to investigate, to find out who's teling the

truth. And even that wil take at least two weeks – it's a week there

and another week back, after al." 

Malcolm puled a wry face. " There's not much we can do, is there? 

" 

"We're not exactly helpless," Wil told him. "With twenty-five

Skandians, we can cause Keren quite a bit of trouble. Then, once I

have some concrete evidence, we'l send word to Norgate." 

He  paused,  frowning  heavily.  He  wished  he  was  a  little  more

experienced in matters like this. He was the most junior Ranger in the

Corps and, truth be told, he was uncertain that he was taking the right

path. But Halt had always taught him to gather as much information as

possible before taking action. 

For  the  twentieth  time  in  the  past  few  days,  he  wished  he  could

contact Halt. But Alyss's pigeon handler seemed to have disappeared

from the district. Run off by Buttle and his men, most likely, he thought

gloomily, then shook off the negative thoughts with an effort. 

"So, what else has been going on while I've been away?" he asked. 

He  drained  his  coffee  and  looked  hopefuly  at  the  pot.  Malcolm, 

who  was  aware  that  his  supply  of  coffee  beans  was  running  low, 

studiously  ignored  the  hint,  and  the  quiet  sigh  that  folowed  it.  He

shuffled through a few sheets of notes that he had taken when his spies

had reported in. 

"There  were  a  couple  of  things,"  he  said.  "Your  friend Alyss  has

been showing a light at her window for the past two nights." 

That  news  took  Wil's  mind  off  the  coffee.  The  young  man  sat

straight up in his chair. 

"A light?" he said eagerly. "What kind of light?" 

Malcolm  shrugged."Looks  like  just  a  simple  lantern.  But  it  moves

around the window." 

"From corner to corner?" Wil asked. Malcolm looked up from his

notes, surprised. 

"Yes," he said. "How did you know that?" 

Wil  was  smiling  broadly  now.  "She's  using  the  Courier's  signal

code," he said."I guess she knows that sooner or later, I'l be watching. 

When does she do this?" 

Malcolm didn't need to consult the notes this time."Usualy after the

midnight watch has changed – around three in the morning. The moon's

wel down by then, so the light is easier to make out." 

"Good!" said Wil. "That gives me time to get a message prepared. 

I'm a little rusty on the code," he added, apologeticaly."Haven't had to

use it since my fourth-year assessment. You said there were a couple

of items?" he prompted. 

Malcolm shuffled the pages again. "Oh yes. One of my people saw

Buttle  and  his  men  talking  to  a  warrior  by  Tumbledown  Creek  the

other morning. He thought they might be recruiting him, but the warrior

seemed to send them packing. Then he rode off himself. I believe he's

taken a room at the Cracked Flagon." 

This news was less riveting, Malcolm saw. 

Wil,  his  thoughts  already  composing  a  message  to  Alyss,  asked

absently, "Could your man make out the warrior's blazon?" 

"A blue fist. He was a free lance. Had a blue fist on a white shield. 

A round buckler." 

That  piece  of  news  definitely  engaged  the  Ranger's  attention.  He

looked up quickly. 

"Anything else? Was he young or old?" 

"Quite  young,  apparently.  Surprisingly  so,  in  fact.  A  big  felow, 

riding  a  big  bay.  My  chap  was  close  enough  to  hear  him  talk  to  the

horse. Caled him Nicker or Whicker or something like that." 

"Kicker?" said Wil, a giant ray of hope dawning inside him. 

Malcolm  nodded."Yes.  That  could  be  it.  Makes  more  sense  than

Nicker,  doesn't  it?  Do  you  know  him?"  he  added.  From  Wil's  de

lighted reaction, it was obvious that he did. 

"Oh, I think I might," he said. "And if it's who I think it is, things just









took a big turn for the better." 
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Alone in her tower prison, Alyss was waiting for the moon to set. 

She judged that there was stil an hour to go and set about making her

simple preparations. 

She lit the oil lamp, keeping the wick as low as possible. She had

already  placed  a  roled-up  blanket  along  the  bottom  of  the  door  to

prevent any light being seen by the guards in the room outside. When

the little flame settled and burned steadily, she concealed it beneath one

of the ridiculous conical hats she'd brought as part of her disguise as

the wealthy but empty-headed Lady Gwendolyn. 

"Knew  I'd  find  a  use  for  these  stupid  things,"  she  muttered  to

herself. 

Earlier  in  the  day, Alyss's  belongings  had  been  returned  to  her  –

after they'd been searched, of course. Consequently, she had changed

back  into  her  own  simple,  elegant  white  gown,  forsaking  the  ornate

fashions  that  were  suited  to  her  false  identity.  She  was  glad  to  be

wearing  her  own  clothes  again,  glad  to  throw  off  the  identity  of  the

airheaded  Lady  Gwendolyn.  She  was  also  relieved  to  find  that  her

writing  satchel,  with  sheets  of  parchment,  pen  and  ink  and  graphite

chalks, was in her baggage as wel. 

She  puled  the  heavy  curtain  back  and  set  the  lamp  on  the  floor

below the window, tossing the tal hat to one side. She set herself to

search the darkness outside, concentrating particularly on the irregular

line  that  marked  where  the  black  mass  of  the  forest  began.  For  the

moment,  there  was  no  sign  of  any  reply  to  the  signals  she  had  been

sending for the past two nights. But she had been schooled in patience, 

and  she  waited  and  watched  calmly.  Sooner  or  later,  she  knew,  Wil

would try to make contact again. As she waited, she thought back over

events of the past few days. 

Since  the  attempt  to  rescue  her,  Keren  had  submitted  her  to  one

more  interrogation  session,  using  his  blue  gemstone  to  hypnotize  her

and see if she were hiding any further secrets. 

It rapidly became obvious that there were none. At least, none that

he  thought  to  ask  her  about.  That  was  the  one  shortcoming  of

hypnotism. Alyss would answer freely any questions he asked, unable

to hide facts or lie to him. But she would not offer information unless

she was prompted. Consequently, in answer to his questions, she had

told him al about how Wil and she had been assigned to investigate

the rumors of sorcery in Norgate Fief, and the mysterious ilness that

had struck down its commander, Lord Syron. She had also revealed

the fact that Wil was a Ranger, not a jongleur. 

Under  normal  circumstances, Alyss  would  have  been  aghast  that

she  had  revealed  secrets  like  these.  But  of  course  she  was  teling

Keren  little  that  he  didn't  already  know.  Buttle  had  already  revealed

her identity, and had quickly guessed that Wil was no jongleur, but a

King's  Ranger.  Nothing  she  said  to  Keren  could  do  them  any  harm

now. Aside from his determination to rescue her, she had no detailed

knowledge of Wil's plans. 

In a show of defiance, she had told Keren that Wil would certainly

have  sent  word  to  Castle  Norgate  by  now,  so  that  authorities  there

could raise a force to come and attack Macindaw. She was puzzled by

the fact that Keren dismissed this as unimportant. 

Since  Alyss  responded  to  direct  questions  only  when  she  was

hypnotized,  she  had  made  no  mention  of  the  fact  that  the  leather-

covered glass bottle of acid that Wil had used to cut through the bars

on  her  window  was  concealed  in  the  wardrobe.  The  bars  had  been

replaced, of course, and she had told Keren that Wil had used acid. 

But the renegade knight assumed Wil had taken it with him. There was

no way for him to know that on the night of the escape attempt, Alyss

had  unthinkingly  placed  the  bottle  on  top  of  the  window  frame.  The

folowing day, she had remembered it was there and secreted it in the

little wardrobe that completed the furnishing of her prison, along with

an  uncomfortable  bed,  two  chairs  and  a  table.  It  certainly  wasn't

luxurious, but it could have been a whole lot worse. As for the acid, 

there would come a time when it might be useful, she thought. 

Her eyes began to water with the strain of peering into the half-light

outside the tower. She stepped away for a few seconds, rubbed them, 

blinked  away  the  traces  of  tears  and  then  set  herself  to  watch  once

more. 

When the moon set, she would begin her signaling. 



Wil  was  concentrating,  the  tip  of  his  tongue  protruding  from  the

corner of his mouth as he encoded his message to Alyss. The dog lay

under the table, and he rested his bare feet on her warm fur. From time

to  time,  she  grumbled  contentedly,  as  dogs  do.  He  glanced  down  at

her, smiling. 

"Nice of you to spend some time with me," he said."Where's your

new friend?" 

Her  new  friend  was  Trobar,  the  massively  built,  misshapen  giant

who  was  one  of  Malcolm's  most  faithful  folowers.  The  dog  and

Trobar had struck up an instant friendship. The giant had lavished  her

with al the pent-up affection of someone who had spent years with no

person  or  creature  to  love.  The  dog  seemed  to  sense  his  need  and

reciprocated,  spending  hours  each  day  in  his  company. At  first,  Wil

had  been  slightly  jealous.  Then  he  realized  how  important  the

companionship was to Trobar and felt a little mean-spirited. The dog, 

he thought, was wiser and more kindly natured than he was. 

He  was  working  on  Malcolm's  table,  and  he  glanced  up  as  the

healer entered the room. Malcolm looked with interest at the sheets of

paper  covered  with  letters  and  numbers.  On  one  sheet,  Wil  had

written the message he wanted to send. On the second, he had trans

lated  the  letters  into  code.  He  saw  Malcolm's  interest  and,  trying  to

seem casual, turned the original page facedown. 

The  Courier's  code,  known  to  the  Diplomatic  Service  and  the

Ranger  Corps,  was  a  jealously  guarded  secret.  But  it  was  actualy

quite simple, and he didn't want to give Malcolm, aly though he might

be, any chance to figure it out. 

Malcolm smiled as he saw the gesture. As a matter of fact, he had

been  trying  to  get  a  glimpse.  If  he  could  see  the  original  message, 

alongside  the  cipher  version,  he  felt  confident  he  could  unravel  the

format  of  the  code.  The  young  man  at  the  table  was  no  fool,  he

reflected. 

"Moonset in an hour or so," he said. 

Wil nodded. "We'l get going soon. I'm nearly finished." 

"You send your message using a lamp, I take it?" Malcolm asked. 

" That's right. It's only short because there's not a lot to tel her at

the moment. It's just to let her know that we're watching and to set up

a schedule for further messages." 

The  healer  laid  another  sheet  of  paper  on  the  table,  along  with  a

smal, black, shiny pebble. 

"Is  there  any  way  we  could  get  this  to  her?"  he  asked.  "I  mean, 

could  you  tie  it  to  an  arrow  and  shoot  it  through  the  window? 

Something like that?" 

Wil  shook  his  head  and  reached  for  his  quiver.  Malcolm  had

noticed  that  the  young  Ranger's  weapons  were  always  within  easy

reach. 

"  That's  not  a  very  reliable  method.  If  you  tie  something  to  an

arrow, it tends to fal off when you shoot it," he said."We do it a little

differently." 

He slid an unusual-looking arrow from the quiver and placed it on

the table. 

Instead  of  the  usual  razor-sharp  broadhead  at  its  tip,  it  had  an

extended  cylinder.  Malcolm  examined  it  curiously.  The  cylinder  was

holow.  A  threaded  cap,  surmounted  by  a  rounded  lead  weight, 

screwed onto the end to seal it. 

"You put the written message in here?" he guessed. 

Wil nodded again. He leaned back to ease his cramped shoulder

and neck muscles. He had been hunched at the table for some time, 

initialy writing out a chart of the code, then the message, then the code

itself. As he moved, the dog stirred. Her tail thumped the floor. 

" That's right. I could use the lamp message to warn Alyss to get out

of the way, then fire the arrow through her window." 

"Easy as that?" Malcolm smiled. 

Wil raised one eyebrow. "Easy as that. If you've spent five years

learning to put arrows exactly where you want them." 

"And the stone?" Malcolm said. "Could you put that inside as wel?" 

Wil picked up the little black pebble and weighed it experimentaly

in his hand. 

"I don't see why not. I'l have to reduce the lead to compensate for

the extra weight and make sure the arrow remains balanced. I assume

you have some scales I could use?" 

"Of course. They're basic tools of a healer's trade." 

"The  question  is,"  Wil  continued,  "why  am  I  shooting  a  stone

through her window in the first place?" 

"Aaah, yes," said the healer, placing one finger alongside his nose. "I

wondered  when  you'd  ask  that.  It's  to  help  her  if  Keren  tries  to

mesmerize her again." 

That  gained  Wil's  interest  immediately.  He  looked  at  the  stone

again, examining it more carefuly. There seemed to be nothing out of

the ordinary about it. He frowned. 

"What does it do?" he asked. 

Malcolm  gently  took  the  stone  from  his  hand  and  held  it  up, 

admiring its deep sheen. 

"It wil neutralize the blue gemstone that she said Keren is using," he

said."You see, mesmerism, or hypnotism, as some people cal it, is a

matter of mental focus. Keren has created a situation where the blue

gemstone focuses Alyss's mind on his commands. But if she can hold

this little pebble in her palm and concentrate on some kind of strong

alternative image, she can resist that focus and remain in control of her

own mind. If she's smart, Keren wil never know she has broken his

grip on her, and that could be useful. She might be able to tel him al

sorts of misinformation." 

He handed the stone back to Wil, who turned it over, looking to

see  if  there  was  something  about  it  that  he'd  missed.  Other  than  its

glossy black surface, he couldn't see anything special. 

"How  does  it  do  that?"  he  asked.  It  seemed  a  little  like  hocus-

pocus  to  him,  but  Alyss  had  been  very  definite  about  the  effect  of

Keren's blue gemstone, and when he had related the story to Malcolm, 

the old healer had grasped the significance of the blue stone at once. 

Malcolm shrugged now, in reply to Wil's question. 

"Nobody  realy  knows.  It's  stelatite,  you  see,"  he  said,  as  if  that

explained  everything.  Then,  seeing  the  question  on  Wil's  lips,  he

continued,"Star  stone.  It's  al  that  remains  of  a  faling  star.  I  found  it

years  ago.  Stelatite  is  exceedingly  valuable,  probably  because  it  has

otherworldly properties. Anyway," he concluded, "I don't realy know

how it works. I just know it does." He smiled. "It's galing for a man of

science to have to admit something like that, but what can I do?" 

Wil nodded, convinced. He looked at the sheet of paper Malcolm

had  placed  on  the  table.  It  contained  a  description  of  the  stone  and

outlined its use. But the sheet was too bulky for the message arrow. He

reached  into  his  pack  and  produced  a  flimsy  sheet  of  thin  message









paper. 

" Then I'd best start rewriting your message,"  he  said.  "While  I'm

doing that, perhaps you could weigh the pebble and the lead weight on

the arrow?" 

Malcolm picked up the arrow and the pebble. 

"Consider  it  done,"  he  said,  turning  toward  his  little  workroom  at

the back of the house. 
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In the tower, Alyss began her nightly ritual with the lamp, holding it

high in one corner of the window, then moving it progressively to the

other three corners. 

She did this five times, then stopped, setting the lamp on the floor

and scanning the dark countryside outside the wals of the castle. She

had done this for the past two nights and so far had been disappointed

to see no return signal. She clung to the hope that Wil would reply. But

the hope was getting fainter and fainter. Perhaps he was –

A light! There it was, off to her left, moving among the trees! For a

moment, she felt her excitement surge, then, just as quickly, it deflated

as she realized that the light was red and that it was moving along at a

fixed  height  from  the  ground,  alternately  fading  and  flashing  as  trees

obscured it. She knew that strange lights were often reported among

the trees of Grimsdel Wood. Perhaps this was al it was. 

Then, out to her right, she saw another. This one was yelow, and it

moved up and down in a straight line. Then it disappeared for a few

seconds, reappearing some distance to the left of its original position, 

moving up and down. 

As  she  watched,  it  went  out  again  and  the  red  light  reappeared, 

flitting  in  and  out  of  sight  among  the  trees. Alyss's  heart  sank.  For  a

moment she had thought her attempts had been successful. 

Then  she  saw  it!  At  a  point  halfway  between  the  other  lights,  a

bright  white  light  suddenly  appeared. And  it  traced  a  steady  square

pattern, just as her own had done – from one corner of the square to

another in a steady sequence. Top left. Top right. Bottom right. Bottom

left. 

Far  below,  she  heard  the  muted  murmur  of  voices  on  the  battle

ments  as  the  sentries  also  saw  the  lights,  and  she  realized  what  Wil

was doing. He knew there was no way he could conceal the light from

the guards. And once the news of a flashing white light was reported to

Keren,  it  wouldn't  take  long  for  the  renegade  leader  to  guess  that

somebody was signaling. And there was only one person they might be

signaling to. 

So Wil had decided to hide his signal lamp among other lights, the

sort  of  lights  people  expected  to  see  on  the  fringes  of  Grimsdel

Wood. She smiled to herself – Wil was hiding a tree in the forest, as

the old saying went. Another light, this one blue, was flashing. Then the

yelow one was back. Then the red one. And then the white one in the

center. She set herself to ignore red, blue and yelow and watch only

white. She picked up her own lamp, concealing it behind a stiff piece

of old, dried-out leather she had found discarded in the bottom of the

wardrobe. 

She  centered  the  light  in  the  window  and  then  flicked  the  leather

back and forth five times, sending a series of five rapid flashes to the

watchers at the edge of the forest. In the code, five rapid flashes from

the center of the square meant communication had been established. 

Immediately, the other light replied in kind. Five rapid flashes, then

a  pause,  then  three  longer  flashes  –  the  standard  response  meaning, 

Are you ready to receive a message? 
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She hurried to the table and seized paper and a graphite chalk. She

knew  Wil  would  wait  until  she  was  ready.  Back  at  the  window,  she

raised the lamp in a vertical line, up and down three times. The white

light outside mirrored the action. In her peripheral vision, she could see

the moving colored lights flashing and winking away. She even realized

that  another  red  light  had  joined  the  display.  But  her  attention  was

focused on the white light. 

It began to flash, and she noted down the letters as Wil sent them. 

The Courier's code was a simple but effective system. Twenty-four

of the letters of the alphabet were arranged in a grid of four numbered

lines, six letters to a line. To achieve an even grid, the letters  Z  and  W

were omitted.  S and  V  would take their place if necessary. 





[Chapter Image]



This  meant  that  the  letter  A  was  represented  by  the  cipher  1-1, 

being the first line of the grid and the first letter in the line. 

By  the  same  token,  G  would  be  2-1,  and  P  would  be  3-4.  The

person sending the message would stipulate the line number by holding

the lamp in a specific corner of the square. Top left was 1, top right 2, 

bottom left 3 and bottom right 4. 

For  example,  if  the  signal  lamp  were  moved  to  the  bottom  left

corner, then back to the center where it was flashed twice, the receiver

would know it meant third row, second letter, or  N. 

Unlike Wil, who had to draw up the grid to compose his message

– a fact that Halt would have found highly unsatisfactory – Alyss knew

the grid by heart and could note the letters down directly as they were

sent. 

The  light  flashed  out  steadily.  To  the  untrained  eye,  it  was  just

another random flashing light in the forest. But to Alyss, the series of

flashes were as easy to read as an open book. She noted them down

quickly.  She  smiled  once.  Wil  was  not  a  rapid  sender. Any  Courier

would easily beat him. Then she realized that speed was less important

than accuracy and he was probably fiercely intent on his task, the tip

of his tongue protruding, as it always did when he was concentrating. 

The light moved verticaly several times, then disappeared, signaling



that  the  message  was  finished.  She  seized  her  own  lamp  and  replied

with the same signal, then turned to read what she had scribbled down. 

She was pretty sure she had read it accurately as it was transmitted, 

but it paid to make sure. She moved her finger along the letters. They

were roughly scribbled and uneven, as she had written them with her

eyes firmly riveted on the light. 





There  was  no  punctuation  in  the  code,  of  course,  but  she  under

stood that Wil would be firing a message arrow through her window in

ten minutes and was warning her to be clear of the window. The work

ACK  was  a  standard  code  shortcut  for  acknowledge.   The  sign-off, 

LOVE  WILL,  was  highly  irregular.  That  sort  of  personal  touch  had

been frowned on during her training. She smiled once more. You could

read  the  words  before  her  as  saying  she  was  to  acknowledge  the

message itself, or the two-word ending, LOVE WILL. 



"Either way," she murmured to herself. Hastily, she picked up her

lamp and moved it verticaly in the window three times: up, down, up. 

It was the standard signal for  acknowledge. 

Then she drew the curtain wel back from the window and scanned

the forest one last time. The colored lights continued to flash, and now

the  white  light  was  swinging  in  an  arc.  There  was  no  more  signaling, 

she realized. They were just keeping the light show going. Below, on

the  battlements,  the  sentries  had  grown  bored  with  the  lights.  The

murmur  of  voices  she  had  heard  before  had  died  away  as  sergeants

ordered the men back to their duties. 

She kissed her fingertips gently and blew a kiss out into the dark

night. 

" Thanks, Wil," she said softly. She set the lamp in the center of the

windowsil to provide him with an aiming point, then moved to one side

to wait for his arrow. 

Once  he  had  seen Alyss's  acknowledgment,  Wil  started  to  move

forward  from  his  position  just  inside  the  tree  line.  As  he  had  done

previously, he ghosted from one patch of shadow to the next, blending

with  the  natural  movements  of  the  night  and  becoming  part  of  the

landscape. 

After five years of rigorous training under Halt's watchful eye – and

with  occasional  input  from  Gilan,  the  Ranger  Corps's  acknowledged

master  of  concealed  movement  –  he  didn't  need  to  think  about  his

actions  any  longer.  They  had  become  instinctive.  He  had  already

picked  the  spot  from  where  he  would  shoot.  He  had  to  be  within  a

hundred meters of the castle wals, alowing for the extra distance the

arrow would have to travel to reach the top of the tower. There was a

slight  knol  crowned  by  a  clump  of  large  bushes  some  ninety  meters

from the wal. The additional few meters of height would be an advant

age, as would the broken, shifting shadows formed by the bushes, with

their  dappled  patterning  of  white  snow  and  dark  foliage.  He  would

blend  easily  into  the  landscape  there,  alowing  him  to  stand  and  aim

carefuly. 

He  frowned  as  he  thought  about  that.  He  would  have  to  aim  just

above  the  lamp Alyss  had  placed  in  the  center  of  the  window.  That

would  mark  the  gap  between  the  heavy  iron  bars.  It  would  be  the

height of bad luck if he got this far and fired his arrow only to have it

strike one of the bars and fal to the courtyard below. He wondered if

he should have written his message to Alyss in code but then shrugged

away  the  thought.  There  hadn't  been  time  to  encode  a  ful  message, 

and besides, if the arrow missed its mark and was found, it wouldn't

matter  if  Keren  were  to  read  about  the  stelatite  pebble  and  its

properties. It would have already been lost to Alyss anyway. 

He had, however, encoded the last few lines of the letter, setting up

a schedule for further signaling. It would definitely be a problem if that

should  fal  into  Keren's  hands.  If  he  knew  Alyss  had  a  method  of

signaling, Keren might be able to compel her, under the influence of his

mesmerism, to send a signal that would set some kind of trap for Wil. 

The bushes on the smal knol were waist high, and he was able to

rest  for  a  few  minutes,  crouched  among  them,  while  he  gathered  his

thoughts and prepared for the shot ahead of him. 

He  looked  long  and  hard  at  the  smal  lighted  square  that  was  the

tower window, with the brighter point at the center bottom that marked

the  lamp  itself.  He  studied  it,  judging  distances  and  height  and

calculating  how  his  arrow  would  travel  in  a  long  arc  to  reach  the

window. He would have to aim high above the point he wanted to hit, 

but he didn't think about that. When the time came, he would select his

elevation instinctively. It would have to be a little higher than normal, he

reminded  himself,  as  he  was  using  the  take-down  recurve  bow  that

Crowley had supplied him with, and it was not quite as powerful as the

longbow he had carried for the past two years. He set that thought in

his  mind  and  knew  that  his  instincts  would  process  it  when  the  time

came to shoot. 

He closed his eyes and in his imagination saw the arcing path that

would take the arrow high over the wals and into the window at the

top  of  the  tower.  Halt  had  often  reminded  him  of  an  old  archery

master's  dictum:  Before  you  shoot  your  arrow,  see  it  fly  a  thousand

times in your mind. 

Wel, he smiled wryly, he didn't have time for a thousand imaginary

shots tonight. But the saying was an exaggeration in any event. It was

simply  a  reminder  to  prepare  for  the  shot  by  setting  a  successful

outcome in his mind. Think of a positive outcome, and you wil achieve

it. Alow  doubt  to  enter  your  mind,  and  the  doubt  wil  become  self-

fulfiling. 

He  took  a  few  deep  breaths,  clearing  his  mind.  The  conscious

preparation was over. Now he would alow his instincts, the result of

hundreds of hours of practice and thousands of arrows fired, to take

over and produce the shot that he wanted. 

He rose slowly to his feet. Although at least a dozen pairs of eyes

on the castle wal were turned in his direction, not a soul saw him. He

drew  the  message  arrow  from  his  quiver  and  nocked  it  to  the

bowstring.  The  weight  and  balance  were  perfect,  as  a  result  of

Malcolm's painstaking weighing and measuring back at the house in the

forest. The healer was used to dealing in exact weights and measures, 

and Wil knew this arrow would fly like any other arrow in his quiver. 

He brought his left arm – the bow arm – up and, at the same time, 

began a smooth draw back on the string  with  his  right,  continuing  to

pul until the tip of his right index finger just touched the corner of his

mouth.  He  felt  for  the  right  elevation,  sensed  that  he  was  a  little  low

and raised the bow in his sighting picture. If he had been asked at that

moment why he made that final adjustment, he  would  not  have  been

able  to  answer.  It  was  a  matter  of  empirical  feeling,  not  a  calculated

action. 

His vision was fixed on the window high above him, with the arrow

now pointing wel above the target. There was a slight wind from the

left, and he compensated for it, knowing from experience that it would

grow stronger the higher the arrow traveled. 

There were two ways to destroy accuracy, he knew. One was to

wait  too  long  and  concentrate  too  hard,  so  that  the  muscles  of  the

arms began to tighten and tremble against the tension of the bow. The

other was to shoot too quickly, so that the right-hand fingers snatched

at the string during the release. 

The ideal was to find a midpoint, where the action was smooth and

continuous. Unhurried, but not overlong. 

Then, when he felt the moment was right, when the elevation and

windage  and  draw  were  al  correct,  he  let  the  bowstring  slip  gently

from his fingers, with a deep-throated twang, speeding the arrow on its

way. 

The  moment  he  released,  he  knew  the  shot  was  perfect.  He  saw

the arrow briefly as it streaked up into the night, then lost sight of it. 

Slowly, he lowered the bow, waiting. He saw a momentary flicker of

movement against the lit square of the window but thought that it was

more likely that his mind was playing tricks on him, causing him to see

it because he wanted to see it. 

He waited, standing like a statue, his cloak wrapped around him so

that he merged into the background. Then he felt a vast surge of relief

as the lamp began to move. 









Up down, up down, up down, it went. Message received. Nodding

in satisfaction, Wil turned and began to make his way back to the tree

line. There was nothing more to be done tonight. 
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Culum  Gelderris,  innkeeper  at  the  Cracked  Flagon,  wasn't

altogether happy about his most recent, and, in fact, his only guest. 

The young warrior had arrived late the previous afternoon, seeking

a room for a few days. His bay battlehorse was bedded down in the

inn's smal stable. The young man had lugged his weapons and armor

up  the  stairs,  along  with  a  saddle  rol  containing  a  change  of  clothes

and washing items, and settled into the inn's largest room. 

As he had entered, the landlord noted the blue fist symbol painted

on his white shield. A free lance, he thought. There was only one place

in the fief where a man like him might find employment, and that was at

Castle Macindaw. 

The new castle lord, Sir Keren, was recruiting fighting men, Culum

knew.  His  inn  had  already  been  visited  several  times  by  Keren's

second  in  command,  the  il-tempered  John  Buttle,  who  was  scouring

the surrounding countryside in search of men with some skil at arms. 

He  seemed  disbelieving  when  Culum  had  told  him  that  al  his

customers were simple farm folk. There were a few yeomen in the area

who  could  put  up  a  decent  showing  with  a  pike,  but  they,  like  the

innkeeper, tended to view recent events at Macindaw with the deepest

suspicion and stayed wel clear of Buttle when he was on his recruiting

trips. Culum was glad to maintain their anonymity. 

There were a lot of questions being asked by the folk who lived in

and  around  Tumbledown  Creek,  the  smal  vilage  several  kilometers

from the Cracked Flagon. 

First,  there  had  been  the  mysterious  business  of  Lord  Syron's

ilness, then the rumors that the black sorcerer Malkalam had returned

from the past to wreak vengeance on Syron's family. Next, word had

spread that Orman, son of the castle lord and temporary commander

of  Macindaw,  had  escaped  into  Grimsdel  Wood,  where  he  was  in

league with Malkalam. 

Escaped? Culum asked himself. Why would a man escape from his

own castle? And if he did, why would he join with the sorcerer who

was sworn to destroy his family? 

Then  again,  why  was  Keren  looking  for  fighting  men?  The  castle

under Orman and Syron had maintained a perfectly adequate garrison

of professional soldiers. But many of these had been weeded out and

sent packing when Keren took control. And the vilagers had seen the

quality of men that Keren had replaced them with. Soldiering was no

gentle  trade,  to  be  sure,  but  the  men  now  serving  Castle  Macindaw

seemed to be particularly rough, unruly types. Most of them, Culum

guessed, were former criminals or brigands. 

Buttle himself was a good example. Surly and il-tempered, he was

also authoritarian and arrogant, demanding the best seat in the house

and the finest food, wine and ale when he visited, then waving the bil

away with an airy gesture, teling Culum to present it at the castle, a

good day's ride away. 

Buttle also had assumed the title of Sir John – an obvious pretense. 

"If he's a knight," Culum told his wife, "I'm the Dowager Duchess of

Dunguly." His wife agreed, but urged him to be cautious. 

"We  want  nothing  to  do  with  those  people,"  she  said  firmly.  "We

keep ourselves to ourselves, and we don't interfere." 

Good advice, Culum thought gloomily, as he set the table for the

midday  meal.  But  now  this  young  free  lance  was  here,  asking  about

events at the castle. 

It seemed strange, because he was unlike the type that Buttle had

been recruiting. He had paid for his room in advance. And he seemed

quite  wel  mannered,  always  referring  to  Culum's  wife  as  "Mistress

Gelderris"  and  speaking  politely  to  the  few  customers  who  came  in

contact  with  him.  Not  that  there  had  been  many  of  them  last  night. 

Word  spread  quickly  in  a  smal  community  like  this,  and  people

assumed that the free lance's presence would draw Buttle to the inn to

recruit  him.  Most  people  sought  to  avoid  "Sir  John"  whenever  p

ossible. 

"Good  afternoon,  innkeeper.  What's  on  the  menu  today?"  The

voice, coming from so close behind him, made him jump nervously. He

turned  to  see  the  young  warrior  had  entered  the  room  and  was

standing a meter away, smiling. 

"No menu, I'm afraid, sir," he said, trying to recover his poise after

the nervous start the young man had caused. "Just lamb shanks braised

with winter vegetables and gravy." 

The young man nodded appreciatively. 

"Sounds excelent," he said. "And d'you think there might be some

of your good wife's delicious berry pie remaining from last night?" 

"I'l set you up a table, sir," he said, hurrying to clear a smaler table

closer to the fire. But the young man cheerfuly declined. 

"Don't go to any fuss," he said, dropping onto the bench along the

main table. "I'm happy to eat here. Come and join me for a moment." 

Culum hesitated. "Ah, wel, sir, it's the busy time of day, you see..." 

The  warrior  nodded,  looking  around  the  empty  taproom  and

grinning at the innkeeper. 

"So I see. The place is packed to the rafters. Come on, Culum, I'm

a stranger in these parts and I'd like a little local information." 

Culum could think of no way to refuse without offending him. And

offending trained warriors was not a good idea. Reluctantly, he agreed. 

"Wel,  just  a  few  minutes,  then.  The  customers  wil  be  arriving

soon." 

His regular customers may have stayed away the previous night –

people  could  always  do  without  a  drink  for  a  night  or  two.  But  the

lunch  trade  was  different.  They  had  to  eat  somewhere,  and  the

Cracked Flagon was their only choice. 

Culum  sat  down,  a  little  reluctantly.  He  preferred  to  keep  his

distance  from  strange  warriors,  no  matter  how  friendly  they  might

appear. 

"I'm told there was a jongleur passed through here some time back. 

Perhaps two weeks ago?" the warrior said. 

Culum, suspicions instantly on the alert, replied cautiously. "Aye, sir. 

There was, I recal." 

Last  he'd  heard,  the  jongleur  in  question  had  been  heading  for

Macindaw as wel – although there were rumors that he had been part

of Lord Orman's mysterious escape. 

"No need to cal me sir. Hawken's my name. Now, about this jon

gleur, young felow, was he? About my age – but not quite as big?" 

The innkeeper nodded. "I'd say so. Yes." 

"Hmmm," Hawken said. "Any idea where he might be now?" 

Culum hesitated. In truth, he couldn't say for sure. He decided he'd

simply stick to what he knew. 

"He was headed for the castle, sir – " He noticed the warrior tilt his

head at the word and hurried to change it. "I mean, Hawken. But I've

since heard that he might be somewhere in Grimsdel

Wood." 

The young man pursed his lips at the news. 

"Grimsdel?" he said. "I thought that was the lair of that felow

Malkalam?" 

Culum looked anxiously around at the name. Malkal lam was not

someone  that  he  wanted  to  discuss.  He  wished  fervently  that  his

normal lunchtime customers would arrive and give him a reason to get

up and go to the kitchen. 

"Please, Hawken, we don't usualy... discuss Mal... that person," he

said awkwardly. Hawken nodded his understanding, rubbing his hand

over his chin as he considered the innkeeper's words. 

"Stil," he said, "what would a jongleur be doing in those woods?" 

"Possibly minding his own business. A practice I can recommend to

you, Hawken." 

Culum  felt  the  icy  swirl  of  wind  from  outside  as  the  main  door

opened.  Both  men  at  the  table  whirled  around  to  see  a  cloaked, 

cowled figure silhouetted against the light from the doorway. The tip of

a recurve bow was visible, slung over one shoulder. At the other, the

fletched ends of a quiver ful of arrows could be seen. Hawken slowly

rose from the bench, stepping clear and turning to face the new arrival, 

left hand dropping casualy to the scabbard of his long sword, angling

it slightly forward to facilitate drawing the weapon. 

Culum  stood  up  rapidly,  tangling  his  feet  and  stumbling  as  he

looked fearfuly at the two men facing each other. 

"Please,  gentlemen,"  he  said,  "there's  no  need  for  unpleasantness

here." 

The  silence  in  the  room  grew  unbearable.  He  was  about  to  add

another plea for reason, thinking of the damage that would be done to

his taproom, when he heard a surprising sound. 

Laughter. 

It started with the tal swordsman, Hawken. His shoulders began to

shake,  and  in  spite  of  a  massive  effort  to  suppress  it,  a  snort  of

laughter burst from him. It was echoed by the silhouetted figure, whom

Culum now recognized as the jongleur, Wil Barton – the jongleur they

had  just  been  discussing.  The  two  now  abandoned  their  threatening

positions and moved forward, throwing their arms around each other

exuberantly, hands pounding on backs in greeting. Finaly the jongleur, 

the smaler of the two, puled away, a wry grimace on his face. 

"Careful, for pity's sake! Stop pounding me with  that  giant  leg  of

mutton you cal a hand! You'l break my spine, you oaf!" 

Hawken recoiled from the other man in mock horror. 

"Oh,  did  the  big  brute  of  a  warrior  damage  the  delicate  little

jongleur?"  he  asked.  The  two  of  them  burst  into  more  snorfles  of

laughter. 

Culum,  totaly  puzzled,  looked  at  them.  The  door  to  the  kitchen

opened, and his wife, hearing the noise in the taproom, peered through. 

Her  eyes  widened  as  she  took  in  the  two  armed  men,  now  standing

back  a  little  from  each  other  and  giggling  in  a  most  unwar-like  way. 

She looked a question at Culum, but al the innkeeper could do was

shrug in bewilderment. 

Hawken,  however,  noticed  the  movement  from  the  corner  of  his

eye  and  turned  toward  her.  He  placed  a  muscular  arm  around  the

shoulders of the jongleur and led him toward the bar as he spoke. He

seemed to tower over the smaler man. 

"We'l  have  another  guest  for  lunch,  mistress,"  he  said  cheerfuly. 

"He may look like a midget, but he has an appetite like a giant." 

"Of course, sir," she said, as puzzled as ever. She withdrew into the

kitchen, shaking her head. 

Hawken led his friend to the separate table that the innkeeper had

been about to set a few minutes ago. 

"My  god,  Horace!  It's  wonderful  to  see  you!"  Wil  exclaimed  as

they  sat  down.  Then  he  couldn't  contain  his  excitement  any  longer. 

"You're just the person I need! What brings you here? And what's al

this Hawken nonsense? And since when did you become a free lance? 

What happened to your oak leaf?" 

"Careful,  Wil!  Mind  what  you're  saying!"  Hawken  held  up  his

hands  to  stem  the  flow  of  questions.  He  directed  a  warning  look  at

Wil as his old friend queried his name. He glanced meaningfuly in the

direction  of  the  innkeeper,  who  was  listening  keenly,  eager  to  know

more  about  these  strange  young  men  and  what  they  were  doing  in

Norgate Fief. 

Already, Culum felt a stirring of interest. The name Horace and the

mention  of  an  oakleaf  symbol  struck  a  chord  in  his  memory.  Sir

Horace, the Oakleaf Knight, was a legendary figure in Araluen, even in

a  place  as  remote  as  Norgate.  Of  course,  the  more  remote  the  loca

tion,  the  more  garbled  and  fantastic  the  legends  became. As  Culum

had  heard  tel,  Sir  Horace  had  been  a  youth  of  sixteen  when  he

defeated the tyrant Morgarath in single combat, slicing the head off the

evil lord's shoulders with one mighty stroke of a massive broadsword. 

Then,  in  the  company  of  the  equaly  legendary  Ranger  Halt,  Sir

Horace had traveled across the Stormwhite Sea to defeat the Riders

from the East and rescue Princess Cassandra and her companion, the

apprentice Ranger known as Wil. 

Wil!  The  significance  of  the  name  suddenly  registered  with  the

innkeeper.  The  jongleur's  name  was  Wil.  Now  here  he  was,  in  a

cowled cloak, festooned with recurve bow and a quiver of arrows. He

looked more closely and saw the hilt of a heavy saxe knife just visible

at his waist. No doubt about it, Culum thought, these cheerful young

men were two of Araluen's greatest heroes! Trying to look casual, he

turned  toward  the  kitchen,  eager  to  share  the  news  with  his  wife. 

Horace saw him go and shook his head at

Wil. 

"Now see what you've done?" he said."Hawken is my cover name. 

I'm  supposed  to  be  incognito.  That's  why  I'm  wearing  a  free  lance's

blazon. After  al,  there'd  be  no  point  taking  a  false  identity  and  then

covering myself with oakleaf symbols, would there?" 

Wil shook his head, perplexed. 

"A cover name? Who gave you a cover name? Who sent you?" 

"Didn't  you  get  the  message?"  Horace  asked.  "Halt  and  Crowley

thought you might need some help – " 

Before he could finish, Wil interrupted, grinning. "So they sent you

to tel me it was on the way?" he asked innocently. Horace gave him a

pained look, and he was instantly contrite. "Sorry. Go on." 

"As  I  say,"  Horace  continued  deliberately,"they  thought  you  might

need  a  grown-up  to  look  after  you,  so  they  sent  me  along.  They

thought  I'd  better  travel  incognito  until  I  saw  what  was  happening. 

But... there should have been a message pigeon teling you al this at

least a week ago." 

Wil  raised  his  hands  in  a  frustrated  gesture.  "We've  lost  contact

with Halt," he said. "Things have been a little hectic around here lately, 

and Alyss's pigeon handler had to run for it." 

"Where is Alyss, by the way?" Horace asked. Before he could stop

himself, he looked around, as if she might suddenly materialize in the

room. The moment he did it, he realized how senseless the action was. 

Wil's expression darkened. 

"She's  being  held  prisoner,"  he  said  quietly.  Horace  started  to  his

feet. 

"Held prisoner?" he said."By whom? By Malkalam? Wel, let's go

and get her! What are we doing wasting time here?" 

Wil  put  a  hand  on  his  arm  and  drew  him  back  down  to  his  seat

again. He couldn't help grinning. That was so like Horace, he thought. 

If he thought a friend was in danger, his first instinct was to charge to

the rescue. And Alyss, of course, was a friend. The three of them had



grown up together in the Ward at Castle Redmont. 

"Settle down," he said."She's being held in the tower at Macindaw

by Keren. Malcolm and I are working on a plan to get her out. Now

that you're here, we might stand a better chance." 

Horace  frowned.  "Malcolm?"  he  said.  "Who's  Malcolm?  And

who's  this  Keren  felow?  I  keep  hearing  about  him.  I  ran  into  some

character yesterday caled Buttle who said Keren was running things at

the castle now." 

Wil nodded."As I said, things have been a little hectic. Malcolm is

Malkalam's  real  name.  But,"  he  hastened  to  add  as  he  saw  Horace

about  to  interrupt,  "he's  no  sorcerer.  Just  a  healer.  He's  on  our  side. 

Keren has taken over the castle. We're pretty sure he's got something

planned with the Scotti, but we're not sure what." 

There was a bustle of movement and conversation outside the inn. 

The  taproom  door  opened  and  four  local  farmworkers  entered, 

looking for their meal. They noticed the two young men already seated

and mumbled greetings to them. Then they took their places at the long

table Culum had set up. 

"However," Wil said,"I don't think this is the place to discuss it." He

was  conscious  that  country  folk  were  notoriously  curious  about

strangers. As a result, every ear in the taproom would be listening to

their conversation. "Let's eat and I'l fil in the details on the ride back." 
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After  a  substantial  lunch  at  the  inn,  Wil  and  Horace  prepared  to

mount  for  the  ride  back  to  Grimsdel.  Before  they  did,  however, 

Horace untied the bow case hanging behind his saddle and passed it to

Wil. 

"This is yours," he said. "Halt thought you might need it." 

A  delighted  grin  broke  over  Wil's  face  as  he  slid  the  massive

longbow from the case and felt its weight and balance for a few sec

onds. Then, he deftly slipped one end into a leather loop on the back

of  his  right  boot  and  leaned  forward,  bending  the  heavy  bow  across

his shoulders as he slid the string up into the grooved recess at the tip. 

He drew back on the string once or twice, testing the familiar weight of

the draw. Then he quickly unstrung the recurve bow and placed that in

the bow case. 

" That feels a lot better," he said. Horace nodded. He understood

the  satisfaction  and  comfort  that  a  familiar  weapon  brought  with  it. 

They  mounted  and  rode  away  from  the  inn  together.  Horace,  on  his

massive  battlehorse,  towered  over  Wil,  who,  of  course,  was  riding

Tug.  The  dog  loped  along  in  front  of  them,  questing  back  and  forth

across their path as she found new scents to chase down and identify. 

She had deigned to accompany Wil on the trip to the Cracked Flagon, 

as the giant Trobar was busy on some chore for Malcolm. 

"I  heard  you  had  a  dog  these  days,"  Horace  said.  "What's  his

name?" 

"He's a she," Wil replied. "And I haven't got around to choosing a

name yet." 

Horace  studied  the  dog  thoughtfuly.  She  was  almost  al  black, 

apart from a white chest and a white flash on her face. 

"Blackie  would  be  good,"  he  offered  after  a  while.  Wil  raised  an

eyebrow. 

"That's an original thought," he said. "How in the world did you ever

think of that?" 

Horace ignored the sarcasm. "It's better than caling him 'the dog.' " 

"Her," said Wil. "He's a she, remember?" 

"Whatever,"  Horace  continued."A  dog  should  have  a  name. And

you  can  hardly  criticize  me  for  being  unoriginal  if  you  haven't  even

thought of a name yet. Blackie is better than nothing." 

"  That's  debatable,"  Wil  answered.  But  secretly,  he  was  enjoying

this friendly bickering with Horace. It was just like old times. 

"Wel, I'm going to cal him... sorry, her... Blackie," Horace decided. 

Wil shrugged. "If you choose to. But she's  an  inteligent  animal.  I

doubt that she'l answer to such a mundane name." 

Horace  looked  sidelong  at  him.  His  friend  seemed  very  sure  of

himself. Suddenly, the tal warrior let out a piercing whistle, then caled, 

"Blackie! Stay, girl!" 

Instantly, the dog stopped her questing and turned to face him, one

forepaw raised, her head tilted inquisitively. Horace made a triumphant

gesture in Wil's direction. Wil snorted in derision. 

"  That  doesn't  prove  anything,"  he  protested.  "She  heard  the

whistle,  that's  al!  You  could  have  caled  out...  Bread  and  Butter

Pudding, and she would have stopped!" 

"Bread  and  Butter  Pudding?"  Horace  repeated  with  mock  incre

dulity.  "That's  your  suggestion  for  a  name,  is  it?  Oh  yes,  that's  much

better than Blackie." 

"I simply meant she stopped because you whistled," Wil persisted. 

In the past, he had usualy won these verbal encounters with Horace. 

His friend now smiled at him in an annoyingly superior way. 

As  they  rode  up  to  the  dog,  who  was  stil  waiting  for  them,  Wil

muttered out of the corner of his mouth, "Traitor." 

But unfortunately, Horace overheard him. 

"  Traitor?  Wel,  that's  a  slight  improvement  on  Bread  and  Butter

Pudding, wouldn't you say, Blackie?" he said. 

And to Wil's chagrin, the dog barked once, as if in agreement, then

darted ahead again to resume her questing. Horace let out a contented

chuckle. Then he decided he should let Wil off the hook. 

"So the whole story about the sorcerer was nothing but rumors?" he

said. They had managed to discuss some of the events at Macindaw

over lunch, but there were stil details that Horace wanted to know. 

"Not quite," he said. "The lights and strange sounds and apparitions

in the forest were al real enough. But  they  were  ilusions  created  by

Malcolm. Alyss figured that out," he added. 

Horace nodded. "She was always quick on the uptake, wasn't she? 

" 

"Absolutely. Anyway, Malcolm used his ilusions to frighten people

away and keep his little community safe. Pretty soon, people started

believing that Malkalam was back. 

"Then Keren took advantage of the situation to seize control of the

castle.  He  slowly  poisoned  Lord  Syron  until  the  poor  man  was

helpless, virtualy dead. Keren knew that Orman would be an unpopu

lar lord in his father's place. And he knew that people would be pre

pared  to  believe  it  when  Keren  spread  rumors  that  Orman  was

dabbling in the black arts. That gave Keren a chance to take control." 

"But you got Orman out?" Horace asked. 

Wil nodded. "Just in time. Keren had poisoned him as wel. But he

didn't get the chance to finish the job." 

"What's happened to Syron?" Horace asked. "That Buttle character

said he may already be dead." 

Wil could only shrug. "We don't know. He could wel be. Now that

Keren  has  shown  his  hand,  there's  no  reason  for  him  to  keep  Syron

alive." 

Horace frowned. "This Keren sounds like a thoroughly nasty piece

of work," he said. 

"He  didn't  seem  that  way  when  I  met  him,"  Wil  admitted,  a  little

crestfalen.  "He  had  me  fooled  at  the  start.  I  was  convinced  that  -

Orman was behind al the hocus-pocus and that Keren was on the side

of the angels. I was wrong. Now the first priority is to get Alyss out." 

Horace nodded agreement. "How do you plan to go about it?" 

Wil glanced sidelong at him. "I thought we'd assault the castle," he

replied, adding casualy, "You know about that sort of thing, don't you? 

" 

Horace thought for a moment before answering. He pursed his lips. 

"I know the theory," he said. "I can't say I've ever actualy done it." 

"Wel, of course not," Wil agreed. "But the theory is pretty simple, 

isn't it." He managed to make it sound like a statement, not a question. 

He  didn't  want  Horace  to  know  that  he  was  working  entirely  in  the

dark. But Horace was too busy gathering his thoughts to notice. 

People often assumed that Horace was not a great thinker – even

that he was a little slow. They were wrong. He was methodical. Where

Wil tended toward flashes of briliance and intuition, jumping from one

fact to another and then back again like a grasshopper, Horace would

carefuly  think  a  problem  through  in  strict  sequence,  one  concept

leading logicaly to another. 

His  eyes  narrowed  as  he  recaled  the  lessons  he'd  learned  in

Battleschool under the tutelage of Sir Rodney. Even after he had been

knighted and appointed to Castle Araluen, Horace had spent several

months each year with his original mentor at Castle Redmont, learning

the finer points of the warrior's craft. 

"Wel,"  he  said  at  length,  "to  assault  a  castle,  you  need  siege  en

gines, of course." 

"Siege engines?" Wil repeated. He knew vaguely what Horace was

talking about. He knew definitely that he didn't have any. 

"Catapults.  Mangonels.  Trebuchets.  The  sort  of  things  that  throw

rocks  and  giant  spears  and  dead  cows  at  the  defenders  and  batter

down the wals." 

"Dead cows?" Wil interrupted. "Why would you throw dead cows

at the wals?" 

"You  throw  them  over  the  wals.  It's  supposed  to  spread  disease

and lower the defenders' morale," Horace told him. 

Wil shook his head. "I don't suppose it does much for the cows' 

morale either." 

Horace  frowned  at  him,  feeling  they  were  getting  off  the  point. 

"Forget  the  dead  cows. You  throw  boulders  and  such  to  breach  the

wals." Another detail occurred to him, and he added,"And siege tow

ers are always handy too." 

"But not absolutely necessary?" Wil interjected. Horace chewed his

bottom lip for a moment. 

"No. Not absolutely. As long as you have plenty of ladders." 

"Yeah.  We'l  have  them,"  Wil  said,  making  a  mental  note:  Build

plenty of ladders. 

"And as far as numbers go, Sir Rodney always felt you needed at

least a three-to-one majority." 

"Three to one? Isn't that a little excessive?"  Wil  asked.  He  didn't

like  the  way  this  conversation  was  progressing,  but  Horace  didn't

register his growing doubt. 

"  Wel,  at  least. You  see,  the  defenders  have  al  the  advantages. 

They've got the high ground. They're concealed behind the wals. So

you need to draw as many of them as possible away from the place

where  you  make  your  real  assault.  For  that,  you  need  at  least  three

times as many men as they do. Four times is even better." 

"Oh." That was al Wil could come up with. 

Horace frowned, remembering what he had been told about Castle

Macindaw when Crowley and Halt had briefed him some weeks back. 

"I figure a place like Macindaw has a permanent garrison of, what, 

thirty, thirty-five men?" 

Wil nodded slowly. "Ye-es. That sounds about right." 

"So we'l need about a hundred and five, maybe a hundred and ten

men to be on the safe side." 

" That would be three to one, I suppose," Wil agreed. 

"  That  way,  we  can  mount  fake  assaults  on  two  sides  and  draw

most of the defenders away from the point we realy want to attack." 

"But don't they know that's the way it's done?" Wil asked, trying to

salvage something from this conversation. "Of course they do." 

"So  couldn't  we,  for  example,  just  assault  in  one  place  so  they'l

think it's a mock attack to draw off their numbers, but then keep on

and make it the real assault?" 

Horace considered that. "We could, I suppose. But they can't take

the  risk  that  we  won't  do  exactly  that.  They'd  have  to  counter  each

threat as it arises, and assume it's the real assault. Then, when we've

got them strung out al over the wals, running from place to place and

totaly confused and disorganized, we hit them with the real attack." 

"Yes. That makes sense," Wil said. Despondently, he realized that it

did, in fact, make sense. 

"Of  course,"  Horace  said,  warming  to  his  theme  now  as  he  re

membered  more  details,"the  quality  of  your  attacking  troops  is  a  big

factor. And the quality of the defenders. What sort of men does Keren

have?" 

"On the whole, we think they're pretty low quality," Wil said. "Not

the friendliest of types, but not the brightest either." 

"  That  matches  what  I  saw  of  them.  The  ones  I  saw  would  look

right  at  home  trying  to  stick  a  dagger  in  your  back  on  a  dark  night. 

They didn't look like prime fighting men." They had already discussed

his meeting with John Buttle the previous day. 

"Most of the original garrison have gone," Wil said."They weren't

too fond of the new men Keren's been recruiting." 

"Would they fight for us?" Horace asked. 

Wil shook his head. "No, unfortunately. They al think Malkalam is

a sorcerer. Most of them have left the immediate district,  looking  for



other work." 

"So who do we have? Are they trained? Do they know one end of

a sword from another, or are they al local farmers and plowboys?" 

" They're Skandians," Wil said. 

Horace gave a smal whoop of triumph. "Skandians! That's terrific! 

Wel, if we've got troops like that, we'l get away with a three-to-one

majority,  I  should  think.  Maybe  even  a  little  less."  He  paused,  then

asked the question Wil had been dreading. "How many do we have?" 

"A little less than three to one, as a matter of fact," Wil hedged. 

Horace shrugged. "No matter. I'm sure we can manage. So, how

many, exactly?" 

"You mean, counting you and me?" Wil asked. For the first time he

saw a flicker of suspicion in Horace's eyes. 

"Yes. I think we'd better count you and me. How many?" Horace's

tone of voice told Wil that he would tolerate no further prevarication. 

The Ranger took a deep breath. 

"Counting you and me, twenty-seven." 

"  Twenty-seven,"  Horace  repeated,  his  tone  devoid  of  any

expression. 

"But  they're  Skandians,  after  al,"  Wil  said  hopefuly.  His  friend

looked at him, one eyebrow raised in disbelief. " They'd better be," he

said heavily. 
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Alyss was studying the smal, black stelatite pebble once again. 

When  Wil's  arrow  had  soared  through  her  window  the  night

before, she had been surprised to find it contained what appeared to

be  a  pebble.  Then  she  read  Malcolm's  brief  explanation  of  its  pur

pose, and she felt a surge of hope. 

She  was  more  ready  to  believe  that  the  stone  could  help  her  re-

focus her mind than Wil had been. After al, she had experienced the

effects  of  the  blue  gem  that  Keren  used  on  her.  She  had  seen  how

quickly her mind could be enslaved by it. Now she was grateful that

she  might  have  a  way  to  resist  his  efforts. Alyss  was  a  strong-wiled

and inteligent girl, and the thought that her mind had been captured so

easily by Keren made her feel vulnerable and exposed. 

She examined the little pebble, turning it over in her fingers. It was

definitely pleasant to the touch – smooth, glossy and comforting. 

And  was  that  a  hint  of  warmth  she  felt  radiating  from  it?  Or  was

she  just  imagining  it?  She  wasn't  sure.  She  read  through  the  last  few

lines  of  Malcolm's  instructions,  carefuly  transcribed  by  Wil  onto  the

thin message sheet. 



 Touch the stellatite pebble when Keren attempts to

 use  the  gemstone.  Focus  on  a  positive,  pleasant

 image.  When  he  Questions  you,  speak  normally.  Do

 not  pretend  to  be  in  a  daze  or  he  wiii  know  you  are

 trying to trick him. 



There were a few final lines written in code. She had decoded them

to find they outlined a signaling schedule. Wil wanted to avoid regular

signaling,  knowing  that  Keren  would  eventualy  become  aware  of  it. 

The colored lights in the trees would appear at irregular intervals, not at

the same time and place each night. And sometimes, there would be no

message  and  the  white  light's  movements  would  alter  from  the  strict

pattern needed for the code. 

"Clever, Wil," she said softly. She knew Keren  was  no  fool.  Wil

also  told  her  that  he  would  keep  someone  watching  the  tower  each

night in case she had anything urgent to communicate. 

She  burned  the  thin  paper  in  the  flame  of  the  lamp.  When  it  was

reduced to ashes, she crumpled them to dust and scattered them out

the window. 

She already knew what positive image she would use when Keren

next tried to mesmerize her. 



Less  than  an  hour  later,  she  heard  Keren's  voice  in  the  anteroom

outside and the startled clatter as the sentries came to attention. 

Alyss was wiling to bet that he'd heard about the lights in the forest

– maybe he'd even watched them himself. Now, she figured, he was

here to make sure there was no significance to them. As the key turned

in the door lock, she slipped the pebble under the tight cuff of her left

sleeve, where it was concealed yet accessible. 

Keren nodded briskly to her as he entered the room. He jerked his

head toward the table. 

"Sit down, Alyss," he said. "I have a few questions for you." 

Today, he was al business. Obviously, he didn't have time to waste

and  there  would  be  none  of  the  previous  mock-friendly  formalities. 

She  was  grateful  for  that.  His  good  humor  and  self-satisfied  air  had

begun  to  grate  on  her.  They  were  enemies,  after  al,  and  she  would

prefer it if he treated her accordingly, without the pretense at airs and

graces and knightly charm. 

He reached into the leather walet at his belt and produced the blue

stone,  letting  it  rol  onto  the  table  between  his  fingers.  There  was  no

need  for  preamble  now.  The  stone  had  become  the  trigger  for  his

posthypnotic suggestion. Al he had to do was order her to look at it

and, within a few seconds, she would be mesmerized again. 

He leaned forward. "Look at the stone, Alyss," he said softly. 

Her  eyes  fel  to  the  beautiful  orb  as  he  roled  it  gently  back  and

forth on the tabletop. As ever, she could feel it drawing her in, filing her

consciousness. 

Beneath the table, she slid the forefinger of her right hand under the

cuff  of  her  left  sleeve,  to  touch  the  smoothness  of  the  little  pebble. 

Instantly, she saw a glossy black sheen overlay the blue depths of the

gem and her mind stepped back from the abyss of Keren's control. 

Think of a pleasant, positive image, Malcolm had instructed. Wil's

face, deep brown eyes smiling, came to life before her. 

And her mind was free. 

"Keep  looking  at  the  blue,"  Keren  said  softly.  "Are  you  ready  to

answer my questions?" She continued to stare at the gem. But now the

depth had gone from it, and it was a dim background to her image of

Wil's face. She'd always loved that cheeky grin of his, she realized. 

"  Yes,"  she  replied  simply.  She  was  glad  that  Malcolm  had  in

structed her not to try to appear as if she were in a trance. She had no

way  of  knowing  how  she  had  behaved  on  the  previous  occasions

when Keren had controled her mind, but she had assumed she must

have been in some kind of trancelike state. Apparently not. 

"Good. There were lights in the forest last night," he said. She had

been right. He knew about them. 

"  There  were,"  she  repeated,  neither  questioning  the  fact  nor  con

firming it. So far, there had been no direct question, so there was no

specific answer required. 

"Did you see them?" he asked. 

Suddenly, she felt the urge to answer truthfuly. To say,"Yes. I saw

them. They were signals." She stroked the stelatite, felt the compulsion

recede as her resolve strengthened. 

"No," she said, and her heart leapt. She had broken his hold over

her. She could tel him anything, answer anything, as long as she kept

her  wits  about  her.  Inside,  she  was  exultant  and  she  felt  her  heart

pounding. But her diplomatic training helped her keep a totaly neutral

expression on her face. 

Keren  frowned.  He  was  sure  the  lights  had  been  some  form  of

signal being sent to her. But he knew she couldn't lie to a direct ques

tion. He tried again. 

"You're  sure?"  he  said.  "There  were  red,  blue,  yelow  and  white

lights moving in the trees. Did you see them?" 

Alyss, on the point of saying, "It was late. I was asleep," stopped

herself  just  in  time.  If  she  hadn't  seen  the  lights,  she  would  have  no

way of knowing when they had appeared. She realized that her hold

on  control  was  a  tenuous  one.  The  effort  of  countering  Keren's  insis

tent assault on her mind was very distracting, and she must not let her

guard slip. 

"I didn't see them," she replied. Then she added, in a conversational

tone, "I've seen them before." 

Her eyes on the gem, she felt rather than saw Keren's head snap up

at that revelation. 

"When?" he asked her instantly. "When did you see them?" 

" Ten days ago. Wil and I went into the forest. There were lights." 

She  knew  he  had  a  pretty  good  idea  that  she  had  been  into

Grimsdel  Wood  with  Wil.  His  men  had  shadowed  her  on  that  oc

casion. At the time, of course, she and Wil had assumed it was Orman

having them folowed. And while they hadn't actualy seen her enter or

leave the forest, Keren must suspect that was where they had gone. It

would do no harm now to admit it. It might even divert him from the

line of questions he was folowing. 

He drummed the fingers of one hand on the table. As he became

more distracted, Alyss noticed that it became easier for her to control

her words and her thoughts. 

He  tried  one  more  time.  But  she  could  feel  his  conviction  was

waning. "What do the lights mean?" 

She  shrugged.  "I  think  Malkalam  uses  them,"  she  said.  "  They

frighten people away from the forest." 

The fingers drummed again. "Yes. They do that  al  right.  My  men

won't go near the place." 

That was definitely worth knowing. Since Wil had escaped into the

forest  with  Orman,  she  had  thought  that  Keren  might  have  seen

through Malkalam's ploy and convinced his men to folow them in and









hunt for them. 

Keren let go a long, pent-up breath. He was on edge. She sensed

he was expecting something, some event to take place. His next words

confirmed her suspicions. 

"Wel, I can't waste any more time with this. General MacHaddish

is due in the next day or two." He was speaking to himself, secure in

the  knowledge  that  his  words  wouldn't  register  with  her  in  her  mes

merized state. He roled the blue stone back toward him and removed

it from the table. 

"Al right, Alyss. Until next time. You can wake up now." 

She assumed that she should not make any pretense of coming out

of a trance but simply continue with normal conversation. But her mind

was  racing.  MacHaddish  was  a  Scotti  name.  There  was  a  Scotti

general due here in the next few days. Wil would have to be told. 

"So,"  she  said  evenly,  "what  did  you  wish  to  talk  about?"  Keren

smiled  at  her.  "We've  already  talked,"  he  said.  "But  of  course,  you

don't remember it." 

That's what you think, Alyss thought. 
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Wil  and  Horace  rode  along  the  winding  path  through  Grimsdel

Wood, folowing the dog's unwavering lead. Horace shook his head at

the impenetrable tangle of trees and foliage around them. 

"No wonder Malcolm's been safe in here al these years," he said. 

Wil smiled. "It's been his best defense," he agreed. "Of course, he

has a few other ways to discourage visitors." 

"He'd hardly need them. You could lose an army in here, and they'd

never find their way out... good grief!" 

The last two words were drawn from him as they rounded a bend

in  the  track  and  he  saw  the  gruesome  skul  warning  sign  among  the

trees.  He  suspected  that  Wil  had  intentionaly  neglected  to  tel  him

about it. 

"Oh, that's Trevor. Pay him no mind. He's harmless," Wil said. 

Horace could hear him chuckling quietly to himself as they rode on. 

"Hilarious," he muttered to himself. 

They came to the clearing in the woods quite abruptly. One moment

they  were  in  the  semidark  tunnel  formed  by  the  track  among  the

gloomy  old  trees.  Next,  they  were  in  the  sunlight,  and  Malcolm's

pleasant little thatched cottage was before them, smoke curling from its

chimney. 

A  table  had  been  set  up  in  the  late-afternoon  sunshine,  and  Wil

could see Malcolm, Xander and, to his surprise, Orman sitting around

it. The salow-faced castle lord appeared to have lost weight. His face, 

beneath  the  receding  hairline,  was  even  paler  than  normal  and  there

were  dark  shadows  under  his  eyes.  The  eyes  themselves,  however, 

were bright and alert. 

There  were  two  vacant  chairs.  Wil  guessed  that  Malcolm  had

delayed lunch until they arrived. In al probability, Wil thought, he had

been receiving constant updates on their progress. 

After introductions al around, Wil and Horace sat at the table with

the others. The dog took off like an arrow, catching sight of Trobar on

the far side of the clearing. 

"Go ahead, then," Wil said belatedly. 

"We waited lunch for you," Malcolm told them. 

Wil made a disclaiming gesture. "We ate lunch at the inn," he began, 

but Horace interrupted before he got any further. 

"Stil, there's no harm in an early supper," he said. He was forever

hungry, although his lean, muscular frame showed no evidence of the

amount he could eat. 

"It's  good  to  see  you  up  and  around,  my  lord,"  Wil  told  Orman. 

The castle lord alowed himself a wry grimace. 

"Up, perhaps, Wil Barton. But I'm definitely a long way from being

around." 

"We're very pleased with his progress," Malcolm put in. 

Wil indicated Horace, who had already begun demolishing a bread

rol. 

"And the good news continues, my lord. With Horace to help us, 

we'l soon have you back in your castle." Horace reddened slightly at

Wil's fulsome praise, and Wil realized he might be laying it on a little

thick,  but  he  was  inordinately  pleased  and  relieved  to  have  his  old

comrade  by  his  side  again.  He  sensed  that  the  others  hadn't  realized

the  significance  of  Horace's  identity,  so  he  added,  "You  might  know

him better as the Oakleaf Knight." 

The  name  meant  nothing  to  Xander,  who  scowled  and  muttered, 

just loud enough to be heard,"And how much are we paying this one, I



wonder?" 

Horace reddened further, but said nothing. 

Orman  shot  Xander  a  warning  look.  The  little  man  subsided, 

mumbling. Then a thought struck Orman. 

"The Oakleaf Knight?" he said thoughtfuly. "Then surely you're the

one  who  was  involved  in  that  business  with  Morgarath  some  years

back? And with the Skandians, as I recal." 

Horace shrugged. "A lot of that was exaggerated, my lord." 

But now Orman's gaze had turned to Wil as realization dawned. 

"And  I  recal  that  he  had  a  friend  who  was  a  Ranger,"  he  said.  " 

That was you, wasn't it? Wil Barton, my foot! You're the one they now

cal Wil Treaty?" 

It was Wil's turn to shrug. 

"Al  of  that  was  exaggerated,"  he  said.  He  noticed  that  Malcolm

was oblivious to the events that Orman was discussing. Of course, Wil

thought, he'd been secluded in the forest for years. Xander, however, 

was looking disconcerted as he realized he had just insulted one of the

Kingdom's most capable warriors. Wil grinned. Served him right. 

Horace coughed gently. He had more important matters on his mind

than a surly insult from Orman's attendant. 

"  There  was  some  mention  of  food?"  he  reminded  them.  Horace

always did have a good grasp of priorities. 
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The  meal  was  excelent,  consisting  of  cold  roast  venison,  some

plump wood ducks and a salad of slightly bitter winter greens. There

was warm, fresh, crusty bread as wel. Al in al, it more than lived up

to  Horace's  expectations.  He  tipped  his  chair  back  contentedly  and

grinned at Wil. 

"Good food," he said. "What's for dessert?" 

Wil roled his eyes to heaven. 

Malcolm smiled indulgently. "He's a growing boy," he said. He had

been  impressed  by  Horace's  self-effacing,  cheerful  demeanor.  He

gathered  that  the  young  man  was  something  of  a  celebrity  in  the

Kingdom  and  it  was  his  experience  that  famous  people  usualy  be

haved as if the rest of the world should step aside and be impressed

by them. Nothing could be farther from the truth with Horace. 

The  young  warrior  reached  across  the  table  and  poured  himself

another mug of black coffee. Like Wil, he  drank  it  generously  laced

with  honey,  a  habit  he  had  learned  from  the  Ranger  when  they  had

traveled to Celtica years previously. 

Malcolm winced slightly as he watched. Pleasant young man or not, 

if Horace and Wil kept drinking coffee at this rate, he was going to run

out. He made a mental note to send one of his people to the Cracked

Flagon to trade for more beans. 

There  was  a  smal  commotion  at  the  far  side  of  the  clearing,  and

they al looked up. 

A  file  of  roughly  dressed,  heavily  armed  men  emerged  from  the

forest, led by a smaler man with a withered right arm held close to his

body. As Horace looked at him, he realized that the man also had a

hunched right shoulder. 

The  new  arrivals  peered  around  the  clearing  uncertainly,  shading

their  eyes  from  the  sudden  light  after  hours  in  the  dimness  of  the

woods. Some of Malcolm's people, alarmed at the sight of a group of

armed men, had let out startled cries, then faded away into the forest. 

The  Skandians,  in  turn,  muttered  among  themselves  at  the  sight  of

them.  Each  of  Malcolm's  folowers  suffered  some  significant  form  of

disfigurement,  and  the  superstitious  sea  wolves,  who  believed  al  for

ests were inhabited by spirits and ogres, closed ranks a little and made

sure their weapons were free and ready for use. 

Unlike the others, Trobar didn't attempt to hide. Instead, he moved

to  interpose  himself  between  the  new  arrivals  and  his  master. At  the

sight of the giant, the muttering and uncertainty among the Skandians

increased. They were al big, burly men, but Trobar towered over the

biggest of them. 

By  now,  Wil  knew  that,  in  spite  of  his  terrifying  appearance, 

Trobar  was  at  heart  a  gentle  person. Yet  he  had  no  doubt  the  giant

would give his life if anyone attempted to harm the man who had taken

him in and given him a home. The dog, Wil noted, had gone with him. 

Sensing  Trobar's  concern,  her  hackles  had  risen,  and  the  ruff  of  fur

around her throat seemed to be twice its normal size. 

The young Ranger rose hurriedly and stepped forward to prevent

any unfortunate misunderstanding. 

"It's al right, Trobar," he said quietly. "They're friends." Then, in a

louder  voice,  he  caled  across  the  clearing,  "Gundar  Hardstriker, 

welcome to Healer's Clearing." 

He  came  up  with  the  name  on  the  spot,  thinking  that  such  an

unthreatening name might serve to relax the situation. As he spoke and

the Skandians recognized him, he could see the tension in them drop

away  a  little.  Trobar,  for  his  part,  stopped  his  advance  across  the

clearing  and  stepped  to  one  side.  Wil  went  forward  to  greet  the

Skandian crew. Horace folowed, a pace or two behind him. 

"I take it these are our men?" he said mildly. 

Wil  glanced  back  over  his  shoulder.  "Your  men,"  he  amended. 

"You'l command them, not me." 

Horace grinned at him, not taken in for a second by that ploy. "I'l

command them," he said, "as long as we do exactly what you tel us to

do, right?" 

He  had  experience  with  Rangers  and  how  they  operated.  They

claimed  to  be  nothing  more  than  advisers  who  stayed  in  the

background.  Yet  he  knew  they  were  experts  at  manipulating  any

situation.  He  had  seen  Halt  do  it  with  the  Skandians  five  years  ago. 

Wil's  mentor  was  a  master  of  the  art  of  commanding  while  not

seeming to. Horace had no doubt that his apprentice had learned the

skil as wel. 

Wil  had  the  grace  to  smile  at  the  comment."Yes.  Something  like

that," he admitted. 

Gundar  had  stepped  forward  a  few  paces  as  the  two  Araluens

approached. He made the peace sign. 

"Good  pastnoon,  Wil  Treaty,"  he  said.  "This  is  a  strange  place

you've brought us to." 

Wil  nodded."Strange,  Gundar,  but  not  unfriendly.  Nobody  here

wishes you il." 

"Unless it's that idiot secretary," Horace put in, in an u ndertone. 

"Shut  up,"  Wil  told  him  in  the  same  tone,  then,  speaking  more

loudly, he said, "Gundar, meet my friend, Sir Horace." 

Horace  and  Gundar  shook  hands,  each  studying  the  other,  each

liking what he saw. 

Horace  was  young,  Gundar  saw.  But  his  face  bore  the  signs  of

experience in combat – the scar and the slightly broken nose. Yet there

weren't so many as to suggest that he was continualy on the receiving

end. Gundar subscribed to the view that a face covered in battle scars

usualy belonged to a man who didn't know how to duck. 

Horace,  for  his  part,  saw  a  typical  Skandian:  powerful,  fearless, 

experienced,  a  man  who  handled  his  massive  battleax  with  practiced

ease and who met your gaze frankly while giving you a handshake that

could  crack  walnuts.  With  twenty-five  men  like  this,  he  thought,  he

could probably just knock the castle down. 

"Sir Horace is the commander for the assault?" Gundar asked, and

Wil nodded. 

"  That's  right.  Even  a  smal  army  like  ours  needs  a  general,  and

Horace is trained for the job." 

Gundar shrugged, content with the arrangement. "That's agreeable," 

he said. 

In  Gundar's  view,  a  commander  was  realy  nothing  more  than  an

entrepreneur. He could worry about al the minor points like tactics and

strategy.  Skandians  weren't  interested  in  niceties  like  that.  A

commander's chief task, so far as Gundar was concerned, was to sup

ply opportunities for Skandians to hit people. 

Yet acceptance was not total. Inevitably, there was one Skandian

who  looked  at  Horace  and  saw  only  his  youth.  In  typical  Skandian

fashion, he wasted no time making his views known. 

"It may be agreeable to you, Gundar," he said in a loud voice, "but

I'm not taking orders from a boy who's stil wet behind the ears." 

Wil  heard  Horace  give  vent  to  a  smal  sigh  –  there  were  equal

amounts of exasperation and boredom in the sound. Quietly, Wil hid a

smile.  Horace  had  plenty  of  experience  in  dealing  with  this  particular

situation. 

A  less  confident  man  than  Horace  might  have  blustered  and

shouted  and  attempted  to  enforce  his  authority  on  the  Skandian. 

Which,  of  course,  would  have  been  the  wrong  approach  entirely. 

Skandians placed little value on words. 

Instead,  Horace  smiled  and  stepped  forward,  gesturing  for  the

Skandian to do likewise. 

He was a big man, perhaps a few centimeters shorter than Horace, 

but  broader  in  the  shoulders  and  in  the  body.  Horace  noted  with

interest that he was the bearer of many scars. Horace shared Gundar's

opinion about such men. His hair was long and gathered in two tarry

pigtails, one on either side of his head. His long beard was a tangle of

greasy  whiskers  and  bore  visible  evidence  of  his  last  few  meals.  He

carried a massive battleax and a large round oaken shield that looked

more like a wagon wheel than a shield. Perhaps it had begun life that

way, Horace thought. 

The Skandian ignored Horace's smile, keeping his face set in a tight

scowl  of  disapproval  as  he  responded  to  Horace's  gesture  and

stepped to meet him. 

"And your name is?" Horace asked mildly. 

"I'm Nils Ropehander," the man replied in a loud, aggressive voice. 

"And my life's too important to place it in the hands of a  boy" 

There was no doubt that the last word was intended as an insult. 

Horace, however, continued to smile. 

"Of course it is," he said reasonably. "And may I say, that's a lovely

hat you have." 

Like  most  of  the  Skandians,  Nils  Ropehander  wore  a  heavy  iron

helmet, adorned with two massive horns. As Horace mentioned it and

gestured toward it, it was only natural for the Skandian's eyes to glance

upward. 

As  he  did  so,  he  momentarily  broke  eye  contact  with  Horace, 

which  was  what  the  knight  intended.  Horace  stepped  forward, 

grabbed  a  horn  in  each  hand  and  lifted  the  helmet  clear  of  his  head. 

Before  the  man  could  properly  protest,  Horace  had  slammed  the

unpadded  heavy  iron  headpiece  back  down,  causing  Nils's  knees  to

buckle and his eyes to cross slightly under the impact. The Skandian

staggered for a second, but that was long enough. He felt an iron grip

seize hold of his beard, and he was jerked violently forward. 

Horace stepped forward too, into the off-balance Skandian's path. 

The  heel  of  his  right  hand,  fingers  spread  upward,  slammed  forward

into  the  Skandian's  broad  nose,  making  solid  contact.  At  the  exact

moment  that  he  struck,  Horace  released  his  left-handed  grip  on  the

beard so the Skandian was hurled backward, sprawling, on his back

onto the hard ground. 

One  inevitable  side  effect  of  a  solid  blow  to  the  nose,  as  Horace

knew, was to fil the eyes with unavoidable tears. As Nils scrabbled on

the ground, blinded by tears, he heard a slithering sound of metal on

leather.  Then  he  felt  a  strange  prickling  sensation  in  his  throat.  There

had been something familiar about that sound, and instinct told him not

to move. He froze and, as his vision cleared, he found himself staring

up  the  glittering  length  of  Horace's  sword,  its  point  held  lightly  just

beneath his chin. 

"Do we need to take this any further?" Horace said. The smile had

gone. The young man was deadly serious, and Nils knew his situation

was a very unhealthy one. Horace moved the sword slightly away from

his throat to give him room to answer. 

The Skandian shook his head and spoke thickly through the blood

that was running down the back of his throat from his nose. 

"Nuh... no fur'der." 

"Good," said Horace. He rapidly sheathed the sword, then held his

hand out to Nils, helping the burly sea wolf to his feet. The two stood, 

chest to chest, for a few seconds, and a look of understanding passed

between them. Then Horace slapped the Skandian on the shoulder and

turned to his shipmates. 

"I  think  that  settles  things?"  he  said.  There  was  a  chorus  of  ap

proval  and  agreement  from  the  others.  They  al  knew  Ropehander's

propensity to complain and object to any change in routine, and they

felt  the  young  knight  had  handled  the  situation  perfectly.  They  were

impressed by his startling speed, his strength and his expert grasp of

Skandian  debating  tactics.  Skandians  invariably  preferred  a  good

thumping to any amount of wel-reasoned argument. 

Horace looked around the bearded, approving faces and grinned at

them."Let's  see  what  a  bunch  of  bad  bargains  I've  been  given  as  an




army. Step closer," he said. 

Grinning in turn, the Skandians moved around him in a half circle. 

Horace gestured for them to make room for Wil. 

"He's  not  too  big,"  he  said,  "but  he  can  turn  very  nasty  if  he's

excluded." 

The  grins  widened  as  they  made  room  for  the  Ranger.  Horace, 

hands on hips, paced around the circle, frowning as he studied them. 

They were a scruffy bunch, he thought, and none too clean. Their hair

and  beards  were  overlong  and  often  gathered  in  rough  and  greasy

plaits, like Nils's. 

There  were  scars  and  broken  noses  and  cauliflower  ears  in  abun

dance,  as  wel  as  the  widest  assortment  of  rough  tattoos,  most  of

which looked as if they had been carved into the skin with the point of

a dagger, after which dye was rubbed into the cut. There were grinning

skuls, snakes, wolf heads and strange northern runes. Al of the men

were burly and thickset. Most had belies on them that suggested they

might be overfond of ale. 

Al  in  al  they  were  as  untidy,  rank-smeling  and  rough-tongued  a

bunch of pirates as one could be unlucky enough to run into. Horace

turned to Wil and his frown faded. 

" They're beautiful," he said. 
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The little space Wil had christened Healer's Clearing was growing

considerably  more  crowded.  Malcolm's  smal  cottage  was  already

stretched by having to accommodate Lord Orman and Xander. As a

consequence, Wil and Horace chose to pitch their own one-man tents

on  one  side  of  the  clearing,  close  together,  where  they  could  talk  in

private. 

The Skandians had brought canvas and ropes from their ship and

they set about building a large, communal shelter for themselves on the

far side. At least, Wil thought, there was no lack of timber available in

Grimsdel Wood. 

A  large  fire  pit  was  constructed  in  the  middle  of  the  clearing  for

heating and cooking purposes, and to provide an area for relaxation as

wel. On the first evening, Horace looked a little askance at the roaring

blaze that the Skandians built. The northmen seemed to have a love for

setting big fires, whether they were burning down vilages or just sitting

around having a drink. 

"It's  a  big  fire,"  he  said  doubtfuly  to  Wil.  "It  could  be  visible  for

miles." 

The Ranger shrugged. "No harm in it," he replied. "It'l just add to

the legend of Grimsdel – strange sounds, strange lights." 

At  that  moment,  the  Skandians,  who  had  brought  a  few  kegs  of

aquavit,  the  rough  grain  spirit  that  they  flavored  with  caraway  seeds, 

broke out into a sea chantey. 

"Strange sounds, indeed," Malcolm put in. "If I could have come up

with  something  like  that,  I  would  have  kept  people  away  from  my

home for another ten years." 

One of the Skandians broke away from the circle around the fire

and lurched toward the smal group of onlookers. He thrust a beaker

ful of the spirit into Horace's hands. 

"Here you go, General," he said, "take a drink." 

Horace sniffed carefuly. "My god. Do you drink this stuff, or strip

paint with it?" 

The Skandian belowed with laughter. 

"Both!" he replied. Horace handed him back the beaker. 

"I  think  I'd  rather  live  through  the  night,"  he  said.  The  Skandian

beamed at him. 

"Al the more for me, then!" he said, and weaved his way back to

join his friends. 

Xander  had  come  out  onto  the  veranda  of  the  cottage  as  the

singing had started. He glared disdainfuly at the Skandians and walked

over to join the little group. 

"Is  this  going  to  continue  for  very  long?"  he  asked.  Malcolm, 

Horace and Wil regarded him with distaste, then, deciding that he had

asked  no  one  in  particular,  they  each  decided  to  let  someone  else

answer. 

Xander's scowl deepened. 

"Malcolm," he said, "how is my lord supposed to sleep through this

infernal racket?" 

Malcolm regarded him thoughtfuly. "In my experience," he said, "if

one is tired enough, one can sleep through a little noise." 

"A  little  noise!"  the  secretary  spluttered.  "Do  you  cal  what  those

barbarians are doing – " 

He  got  no  further.  Wil's  hand  suddenly  clamped  over  his  mouth, 

and  the  rest  of  his  question  was  reduced  to  uninteligible  mumbling. 

Eventualy,  he  stopped,  peering  fearfuly  above  the  hand  into  the

Ranger's  eyes.  Wil's  eyes,  usualy  so  warm  and  cheerful,  were  sud

denly cold and threatening. It was as if a curtain had been puled aside

to reveal a previously unseen side of the Ranger's character. 

"Xander,"  Wil  said,  when  he  was  sure  he  had  the  man's  ful  at

tention,  "since  we  have  been  here,  you  have  done  nothing  but  moan

and  complain.  Malcolm  has  saved  your  lord's  life.  He  has  given  you

shelter and food and a safe place to stay. These Skandians – the bar

barians  to  whom  you  refer  –  are  friends  of  mine.  They  are  going  to

help you regain your castle. Some of them wil probably die doing it. 

Sure, we're paying them, but the fact remains, we need them. Now we

are al sick and tired of you, Xander. You'd better realize that, unlike

the Skandians, we do not need you. So if I hear one more word of

complaint,  one  more  snide  remark,  I  swear  I  wil  drag  you  back  to

Macindaw and hand you over to Keren. Is that clear?" 

Xander's eyes stil bulged above Wil's hand. The Ranger shook him

roughly. "Is that clear?" he said very slowly and distinctly. Then he took

the hand away. 

Xander breathed in, deeply and raggedly, his chest heaving. After a

pause, he replied in a smal voice. 

"Yes." 

Wil took a deep breath in his turn and exhaled slowly. 

"Good,"  he  said,  and  Horace  and  Malcolm  both  nodded  agree

ment. Wil started to turn away from Xander, but the little man could

not resist trying to have the last word. 

"Al the same – " he began in that pompous tone they knew so wel. 

Wil threw his hands to heaven in a gesture of despair, then swung

back on the little man. 

"Right!" he said angrily. His hand shot out and grabbed a handful of

Xander's colar, twisting it so that the secretary was thrown off balance

and turned slightly side on. Then Wil started toward the forest trail that

led  to  the  black  mere  and,  eventualy,  out  of  Grimsdel  Wood  to  the

plain beside Macindaw. 

"I'l  be  back  in  an  hour  or  so,"  he  caled  over  his  shoulder  to

Horace and Malcolm.Tve got some garbage to take out." Neither of

them moved to stop him. 

Xander squirmed and wailed, but Wil's grip was like iron. He held

the secretary off balance and continued to walk quickly away, keeping

him that way. Xander could do nothing but totter precariously along in

his wake. He sensed that if he stumbled and fel, Wil would not stop

but would simply drag him until he regained his feet. 

Horace wondered later if Wil would have made good on his threat. 

He thought that perhaps he might have, except that Xander would have

been able to provide Keren with a lot of useful information,  including

the whereabouts of Malcolm's clearing and the fact that Wil now had

a force of armed and eager Skandians at his disposal and was planning

to attack the castle with them. Most likely, Horace thought, his friend

would  have  thrown  Xander  into  the  mere.  Whether  he  would  have

fished him out again was a moot point. 

But it was one they would have to wonder about. Because just as

Wil  reached  the  beginning  of  the  track  through  the  woods,  one  of

Malcolm's  people  dashed  into  the  clearing,  coming  from  the  other

direction. 

It was Poldaric, a young man whose spine had been badly twisted

in a childhood accident. He was permanently stooped to one side and

could  not  look  straight  ahead,  as  his  head  was  set  crookedly  on  his

shoulders. Yet  Horace  had  noted  how  quickly  the  young  man  could

move  among  the  trees.  Amazing  how  the  body  could  adapt,  he'd

thought. Poldaric saw Wil now and sidled up to him so he could look

up at the young Ranger. 

"Your friend," he said, "she's signaling!" 



Two  hours  later,  Malcolm's  smal  living  room  was  crowded  with

people. Horace, Malcolm, Orman, Gundar and Xander were grouped

around the fireplace. 

Wil finished deciphering the last few words of Alyss's message and

sat back, frowning. 

"Bad news?" Horace prompted. His friend shrugged. 

"Could  be. Apparently  Keren  is  expecting  a  visit  from  a  General

MacHaddish in the next few days." He glanced at the faces around the

table. "Does that name mean anything to anyone?" 

Gundar  shrugged,  as  did  Malcolm.  Orman  frowned  thoughtfuly, 

then shook his head. 

"Other than he's obviously a Scotti and the son of someone caled

Haddish, no. Have you heard the name, Xander?" 

The little man thought carefuly and shook his head. After his recent

confrontation with Wil, he was grateful to be included in the discussion

and wished he could provide more information. 

"I'm afraid not, my lord." 

"Wel,"  said  Horace,  practical  as  ever,  "at  least  it  confirms  your

theory that Keren's in league with the Scotti." 

"True," Wil said. "But I wish I knew a little more. For example, it'd

be nice to know if this MacHaddish is bringing an army with him." 

Orman  rubbed  his  jaw  thoughtfuly.  "I  shouldn't  think  he'd  be

bringing a large party at this stage," he said, and they al turned to him. 

"The main route through the border wil be  almost  impassable  at  this

time of year. The snows won't melt for at least another three weeks." 

He reached for Wil's pen and a spare sheet of paper and drew a

quick sketch of the surrounding countryside. 

" The mountains here form the natural border," he said. "As you can

see,  Castle  Macindaw  lies  right  across  the  road  from  the  main  pass

into Araluen. But the pass is closed during the winter by snow. That's

why we've never needed a large winter garrison at Macindaw. We've

never had to contend with more than smal raids." 

He quickly drew a series of thin slashes through the mountains on

his  chart."There  are  a  lot  of  smal  side  roads,  but  they're  steep  and

tricky. You  might  get  a  smal  party  through  one  of  them,  but  not  an

army with its baggage train." 

Horace had leaned over his shoulder to study the chart. He nodded

thoughtfuly. 

"In  addition,"  he  said,  "no  general  would  move  a  large  force  into

hostile territory without initial reconnaissance." 

Wil nodded agreement. "So we can assume MacHaddish wil have

a smal party with him. Which means they'l probably travel by night." 

He glanced around and saw the others nodding. Except Gundar, who

was  looking  totaly  disinterested  by  now.  Skandians  hated  planning, 









Wil remembered. 

"So what do you have in mind?" Horace asked. 

"We keep watch on the castle so we know when he arrives," Wil

said.  "Then,  when  he's  heading  back  to  Picta,  we  take  him  prisoner

and ask him a few questions." 

Horace nodded agreement. "Not bad," he said. "But don't expect

to  get  too  much  out  of  a  Scotti.  From  what  I've  heard  about  them, 

you'l never get one to talk." 

It was Malcolm's turn to smile."Oh, I think I might know a way," he

said. 
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It was snowing again. The heavy cloud cover masked the arrival of

dawn, particularly in the forest where Wil and Horace were camped. 

Consequently, there was no moment when Wil knew the sun had risen, 

just  a  gradual  brightening  in  the  dul  gray  light  that  covered  the

countryside.  Without  noticing  the  transition  from  dark  to  light,  Wil

realized he could see his hand clearly when he held it up, where, a few

minutes previously, he had been conscious only of a dark blur. 

Their  little  camp,  consisting  of  a  low  two-man  tent  and  a  canvas

shelter  strung  between  two  trees,  was  in  a  clearing  they  had  hacked

out, twenty meters to the side of the track that led toward the border

with Picta. They were far enough from the track to remain unseen by

anyone passing by, close enough to hear if anyone did. 

Two  days  had  passed  since  Wil  had  read Alyss's  message.  The

two companions had decided to keep watch over the track, in order to

intercept  and  observe  the  mysterious  Scotti  general  whenever  he

arrived. Once they knew the size of his party, they could organize an

ambush for his return trip. 

In addition to their observation post, Malcolm had placed a screen

of observers in the woods, keeping watch over the trails and paths that

led  down  from  the  mountains  that  barred  the  way  into  Picta.  His

people  were  used  to  seeing  without  being  seen,  he  told  them.  Their

safety had depended for years on their ability to remain hidden. 

In the tent, Wil heard Horace stir. Then the warrior's face, tangle

haired and bleary eyed, appeared at the smal triangular entrance. Wil

was sitting on his heels under the canvas shelter. 

"Morning,"  Horace  said  grumpily.  Wil  nodded,  saying  nothing. 

Horace crawled out through the tent entrance. He reflected that it was

impossible to exit from a smal tent like this without ending up with two

wet  patches  on  the  knees.  He  stood  stiffly,  stretching  himself  and

groaning slightly. 

"Any sign of them yet?" he asked. 

Wil  looked  at  him.  "Yes,"  he  said.  "A  party  of  fifty  Scotti  came

through just twenty minutes ago." 

"Realy?" Horace looked startled. He wasn't fuly awake yet. 

Wil roled his eyes to heaven. "Oh, my word, yes," he said."They

were riding on oxen and playing bagpipes and drums. Of course not," 

he went on."If they had come past, I would have woken you – if only

to stop your snoring." 

"I don't snore," Horace said, with dignity. 

Wil raised his eyebrows. "Is that so?" he said. "Then in that case, 

you'd better chase out that colony of walruses who are in the tent with

you." 

Horace  reached  for  the  canteen  hanging  from  a  tree  nearby  and

took a long draft of the icy water. Then he rummaged in a pack for a

piece  of  hard  bread  and  some  dried  fruit.  He  frowned  at  it. 

"Breakfast," he said distastefuly. 

Wil shrugged unsympatheticaly. "I've had worse." 

Horace  bit  off  a  piece  of  bread  and  hunkered  down  beside  the

Ranger under the canvas awning. Already, there were snowflakes in his

hair and dusting his shoulders from the few minutes he had spent in the

open air. 

"So have I," he said. "But I don't have to like it." 

They  sat  in  silence  for  a  few  minutes.  Horace  shifted  restlessly

every so often. Wil, trained to remain silent and unmoving for hours at

a  time,  regarded  his  old  friend  sympatheticaly.  Warriors  were,  by

definition, men of action. It went against al their training to simply sit

and wait for events to take place. 

More  to  take  Horace's  mind  off  the  boredom  of  waiting  than  for

any other reason, he asked, "Do you see much of Evanlyn these days? 

" 

Horace  glanced  at  him  quickly.  Evanlyn  was  the  Crown  Princess

Cassandra  of Araluen.  When  Wil  and  Horace  had  first  met  her,  she

had  been  traveling  under  the  name  Evanlyn.  Horace  knew  there  had

been a special bond between Wil and the Princess when they had both

been captives of the Skandians. He wondered how strong that bond

was  these  days.  It  was  the  first  time  Wil  had  mentioned  her  since

Horace had arrived. Not surprising, realy, he thought. They'd had little

opportunity  to  discuss  personal  matters  since  he'd  arrived  in  the  fief. 

The recruiting of the Skandians, Alyss's signals and now the imminent

arrival  of  the  mysterious  Scotti  general  had  taken  up  most  of  their

attention. 

"I see her from time to time," he said briefly. 

Wil  nodded,  giving  nothing  away.  "Unavoidable,  I  suppose,"  he

said."After al, you are based at the castle. I suppose you'd bump into

her occasionaly, wouldn't you?" 

"Wel...  a  little  more  than  occasionaly,"  Horace  said  carefuly.  In

fact, he and the Princess saw a good deal of each other socialy, but he

wasn't sure that he wanted to go into that with Wil. In the past, he had

sensed a slight tension between himself and his friend when it came to

Evanlyn, and he didn't want to re-create it now. He realized that Wil

was watching him and felt the need to add more. 

"I mean, there are bals and dances and such," he said. He didn't

add that he was usualy invited by Cassandra as her partner for these

occasions.  "And  picnics,  of  course,"  he  added,  immediately  wishing

that he hadn't. Wil arched an eyebrow. 

"Picnics?" he said. "How lovely. Sounds like life is one big picnic at

the castle these days." 

Horace  took  a  deep  breath,  then  decided  it  might  be  better  if  he

didn't respond. He stood up and rubbed the smal of his back, where

the muscles were stil stiff. 

"I'm getting too old for this camping-out lark," he said. Wil noticed

the deliberate change of subject and had the grace to feel embarrassed

at the way he had been acting. After al, it wasn't Horace's fault that he

was  based  at  Castle  Araluen.  And  as  an  old  friend  of  Evanlyn  –

Cassandra, rather – it was only logical that he should spend time with

her. 

"Sorry, Horace," he said,"I spoke out of turn there. I suppose I'm a

little edgy. I hate al this waiting around doing nothing." 

As  a  matter  of  fact,  he  was  completely  accustomed  to  it,  and  it

didn't bother him. Horace looked at him, recognizing the gambit as a

peace gesture. His face lit up with that easy grin of his, and Wil knew

that the awkward moment had passed. 

And of course, it was at that instant that Malcolm's man Ambrose

slipped into the clearing, caling to them in a hoarse whisper,"Ranger! 

Sir Horace! The Scotti are coming!" 



There  were  nine  of  them  al  told:  General  MacHaddish  and  eight

warriors forming his escort. 

MacHaddish marched at the head of the smal column. He was a

muscular  man  but  quite  stocky  –  few  Scotti  were  tal.  His  head  was

shaven, apart from one long, tightly plaited pigtail that hung down on

the left side of his crown. He was wrapped in a coarse woolen tartan

upper  garment  that  was  nothing  more  than  an  elongated  blanket.  It

wound around his shoulders and torso, leaving his arms bare, even in

this freezing cold weather. He wore a long kilt of the same material and

sheepskin boots. A two-handed broadsword was slung at his back, its

massive  hilt  protruding  above  his  head.  The  left  side  of  his  face  was

painted  in  thick  stripes  of  blue,  marking  him  as  a  general  of  the

second, or lower, rank. On his right cheek and his bare arms, darker-

toned tattoos were etched permanently into his skin. 

In  his  left  hand,  he  carried  a  smal,  iron-studded  shield,  a  little

bigger than a dinner plate. 

His  men  were  similarly  dressed,  in  the  same  dul  red-and-blue-

checked tartan. But the paint on their faces extended around the eyes

only,  forming  a  blue  mask  on  each  of  them  and  marking  them  as

common soldiers. One or two wore swords, although none as large as

the general's broadsword. Most of them carried clubs – heavy affairs

studded with spikes – and the same smal, round shields. In each boot

top,  Wil  could  make  out  the  hilt  of  a  long  dirk,  for  fighting  at  close

quarters. 

The  Ranger  stood,  unmoving  and  wrapped  in  his  cloak,  less  than

two  meters  from  the  edge  of  the  track,  as  the  nine  men  moved  past

him at a steady jog. Horace, some five meters farther back in the trees, 

marveled  at  the  way  his  friend  could  merge  so  successfuly  into  the

background as to become virtualy invisible. Even Horace, who knew

exactly  where  Wil  was  standing,  found  it  hard  to  pick  him  out.  The

ability to get so close to a potential enemy was a real benefit, Horace

thought. One could observe so much more detail at that distance. 

The  shuffling  crunch  of  the  Scottis'  boots  in  the  thickening  snow

died away as the smal column rounded a bend in the track. Horace

watched  the  last  trace  of  dul  red  tartan  fade  among  the  trees,  then

stepped forward to where Wil was waiting. "What now?" he asked. 

The  Ranger  glanced  up  at  him.  "We'l  folow  at  a  distance,  make

sure  they've  gone  to  Macindaw.  Then  we'l  arrange  a  reception  for









them when they head home." 

Horace voiced a doubt that had been nagging at him for some time. 

"What if they go home by a different route?" 

Wil was silent for a few seconds. 

"  Then  we'l  have  to  improvise  something,"  he  said,  then  added, 

with  a  flash  of  annoyance,  "For  god's  sake!  Stop  trying  to  make  me

worry!" 
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Alyss  was  standing  by  the  window,  staring  out  over  the  bleak

snowscape  that  surrounded  Macindaw.  Through  the  low-lying  cloud

cover, she could make out a diffused, watery glow low in the eastern

sky  that  told  her  the  sun  had  risen.  At  any  other  time,  she  thought

wryly,  she  might  wel  have  been  entranced  by  the  wild  beauty  of  the

scene,  the  white  fields  flanked  by  the  dark  mass  of  trees,  their  own

tops crowned with snow. 

But  in  her  current  situation,  she  found  the  view  bleak  and

depressing.  She  longed  for  some  spot  of  color  in  the  world  outside. 

The  gray  wals  of  the  castle  were  grim  and  forbidding,  and  even  the

standard that Keren had chosen for himself added to the lack of color

– a black sword imposed on a shield background of alternating white

and black diagonal strips. 

The  window  was  a  tal  one,  with  the  lower  sil  coming  up  barely

past knee height. This afforded her an excelent view of the courtyard

below, although there was usualy little of interest to see there, just the

regular changing of sentries and the occasional figure passing from the

keep  tower  to  the  gatehouse  or  stables.  There  were  few  visitors  to

Macindaw  at  this  time  of  year,  which  was  probably  why  Keren  had

chosen winter as the time to stage his coup. 

The  key  rattled  in  the  door  to  the  outer  room  and  she  turned, 

incuriously.  It  was  probably  one  of  the  servants  come  to  clear  away

the  remains  of  her  breakfast.  But  any  break  in  the  monotony  was

welcome. She was surprised, then a little alarmed, as the door opened

to admit Keren. 

Her  first  assumption  was  that  something  had  happened  to  arouse

his suspicions once more, and she slipped her hands behind her back, 

feeling  for  the  smal,  shiny  black  stone  concealed  in  the  cuff  of  her

sleeve.  Her  surprise  grew  as  she  realized  that  the  renegade  was

carrying a tray, bearing a coffeepot and two mugs. He smiled at her as

he closed the door with his foot, then moved to set the tray down on

the table. 

"Good morning," he said cheerfuly. 

She said nothing, nodding warily at him, wondering what this was

al about. Unbidden, her eyes dropped to the walet on his belt, where

she  knew  he  kept  the  blue  gemstone.  He  saw  the  movement  and

spread his hands out in a reassuring gesture. 

"No tricks. No mesmerism. I just thought we could have a mug of

coffee together," he said. 

Alyss eyed the coffeepot suspiciously. Perhaps Keren had placed

some  kind  of  drug  in  it,  a  drug  that  couldn't  be  countered  by  the

stelatite pebble. 

"I've  just  had  breakfast,"  she  said  coldly.  Keren  smiled  at  her,  un

derstanding her doubts. 

"You think the coffee might be drugged?" he said. He poured a cup

and took a deep sip, sighing with pleasure as he tasted it. "Wel, if it is, 

it's an excelent-tasting drug." 

He paused thoughtfuly, as if waiting for something to happen. After

several seconds, he shook his head, smiling. 

"No.  I  don't  feel  any  il  effects  at  al  –  other  than  the  desire  for

another sip." 

He took another and gestured to the chair opposite him. 

Alyss  was  stil  unconvinced.  "Of  course,"  she  said,  "before  you

came in, you could have taken an antidote to any drug that might be in

the coffee." 

He  nodded,  conceding  the  point.  Then  he  said,  quite  pleasantly, 

"Alyss, if I wanted to drug you, do you think I'd come in here with a

jug of coffee to do it?" 

"I don't see why not," she replied. 

"Wel, think of this: If I did plan to drug you, why would I put you

on  your  guard?  Wouldn't  it  be  a  lot  simpler  to  slip  the  drug  into  the

breakfast you've just eaten?" 

He  indicated  the  empty  platter,  cup  and  teapot  on  the  table, 

awaiting  colection,  and Alyss  realized  that  he  was  right.  His  appear

ance  with  the  coffee  had  set  her  on  guard.  But  she'd  eaten  the  meal

quite happily, with no thought of drugs entering her head. 

"I suppose so," she said reluctantly. Once again, he gestured to the

chair, and this time she sat, puzzled as to his motives. 

He poured a cup for her and gestured for her to drink. She did so, 

warily,  sitting  on  the  edge  of  her  chair,  alert  for  anything.  The  coffee

was excelent, as he had promised. And, apparently, it was nothing but

coffee. She felt no sudden dizziness, no compulsion to speak only the

truth. 

But stil, she waited for him to have another sip before she drank

again.  The  effect  could  be  cumulative,  she  reasoned.  Once  again,  he

seemed to read her thoughts, and he smiled. 

"We'l drink sip for sip, if that makes you feel more secure," he said. 

"You realy don't trust me, do you?" 

He smiled at her, but she remained stone-faced. 

"You're  an  oath  breaker,"  she  said.  "No  one  wil  ever  trust  you

again. Not even the Scotti." 

For a brief moment, she saw the light of pain in his eyes, and she

realized that Keren was only too aware of what his actions had cost

him. He was an outcast now, enemy to everyone he had known. He

would have al of Araluen against him. People whose trust and respect

he had won over years of service would now be his sworn enemies. 

People he had never known would revile his name. 

And his new comrades would never replace the old, because they

would  never  thoroughly  trust  him. A  man  who  breaks  his  oath,  who

turns  traitor  once,  can  always  do  the  same  thing  again.  He  knew  it

because  he  knew  the  caliber  of  men  he  had  recruited  to  his  banner. 

Men  like  John  Buttle.  Keren  could  never  realy  trust  his  second  in

command.  John  Buttle,  Sir  John  as  he  liked  to  style  himself  now, 

would stand by Keren only so long as it benefited John Buttle. Then, 

when he saw a better, more profitable alternative, he would betray him. 

Alyss  wondered  if  that  was  why  he  was  here  now.  Keren  was  a

leader who had nothing in common with his own folowers. They were

rough, uneducated men, men without principles or morals. Aside from

providing a constant reminder to Keren of what he had become, they

would provide him with no company, no stimulation, no amusement. 

Surrounded by folowers, he was alone. 

She looked at him now with a new interest. Perhaps there was a

chance here for her to turn this whole debacle around, without further

loss of life. 

"It's not too late," she said, leaning forward on her elbows, looking

into his eyes. "You can put an end to this." 

His eyes slid away from hers. He wouldn't meet her gaze. I  knew it, 

she thought. 

"I  can't  go  back  now,"  he  said.  "I  can  only  keep  going  along  the

path I've chosen." 

"That's ridiculous!" she said, with considerable spirit. "It's never too

late to admit you've made a mistake! Are you concerned about Buttle? 

He wouldn't dare dispute with you! The man's a coward." 

He  laughed  harshly.  "I'm  not  worried  about  Buttle,"  he  told  her. 

"Nor any of the brigands and gutter sweepings he's recruited. But you

said it yourself, I'm an oath breaker. Who'l trust me now?" 

"Al right," she admitted, "your life wil never be the same. You've

made a mistake, and it's one that could take years to live down. But if

you  abandon  this  course  now,  if  you  declare  your  loyalty  to Araluen

once more, at least you won't be an outcast for the rest of your life." 

He  said  nothing,  but  she  could  see  he  was  deep  in  thought.  She

pressed harder. 

"Keren," she began. She used his name intentionaly. She needed to

reach him, to convince him. "You're expecting some Scotti general – " 

She paused as he looked up at her, suddenly suspicious. She made a

dismissive  gesture.  "Oh,  for  god's  sake,  I'm  not  stupid!"  she  said

impatiently.  "One  of  your  men  said  the  name  the  other  day."  He

relaxed  as  he  remembered  the  occasion  and  she  continued.  "Look, 

send him packing. Tel him the deal's off. Or lie to him. Say you'l go

ahead with the plan, whatever it is. Just stal him for the time being and

get some loyal troops back in the castle. The men you got rid of can't

be too far away. Wil can help you." 

But Keren was already shaking his head. 

"It's too late," he said. " There's no turning back now. If I betray the

Scotti, they'l kil me. Buttle's men won't fight to save me. He' l take

my  place.  The  Scotti  won't  mind,  so  long  as  they  know  there's  no

Castle Macindaw threatening their supply lines when they invade." 

She recoiled. "Invade?" she repeated, incredulously. "I thought they

were planning to simply raid across the border." He smiled sadly. 

"Oh,  no,  my  dear  girl.  This  is  much  more  serious  than  a  few

skirmishes and raids. They plan to occupy Norgate Fief and make it

part of Picta." 

She  felt  the  blood  drain  from  her  face.  Her  training  as  a  Courier

meant that she understood the strategic importance of the situation. If

the Scotti were to occupy Norgate, the way would be open for them

to raid any of the adjoining fiefdoms, and Araluen could never tolerate

that. It would trigger a war that would drag on for years, bleeding both

countries dry. 

"Keren,"  she  said,  leaning  forward  again  and  taking  his  hands  in

hers  to  impress  her  sincerity  on  him,  "you  have  to  stop  this!" As  he

began to shake his head, she raised her voice angrily."And stop saying

it's too late! It's  not too late! For god's sake, I'l speak for you. Stop

this now and I'l speak to the King himself." 

"A slip of a girl like you?" he said sardonicaly. 

Alyss bit back the angry retort that sprang to her lips. 

"You  forget,  I'm  a  Courier,"  she  said  instead.  "And  a  Courier's

word  carries  a  lot  of  weight,  even  with  the  King.  If  you  give  up  this

madness now, I wil do al I can to help you. I swear it." 

There was a rattle at the door lock, and one of Keren's men threw

the door open and entered. Keren looked up at him, his face dark with

anger. 

"Get  out,  damn  you!"  he  flared.  The  man  made  an  apologetic

gesture but remained in the doorway. 

"Sorry,  Lord  Keren,  but  Sir  John  thought  you  should  know.  The

Scotti general is approaching the castle." 

Keren stood quickly, the tray rattling as he jostled the table in his

haste. He gestured briskly to the man, who left the room, leaving the

door open behind him. 

"Wel," said Keren, "it seems the die is cast." 

Alyss tried one more time. "Keren, I can help you. Trust me." 

He smiled at her again, but she realized the smile was a mask for

the pain he was feeling. 

"You know, up until two days ago, that might have been true. But

Lord Syron died the night before last." 









Alyss stood up as wel. 

"He's dead?" she asked. Keren nodded. 

"I didn't mean it to happen that way, but it is my fault. So unless you

can bring a dead man back to life, you realy can't help me at al." 
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Wil  and  Horace  stayed  several  hundred  meters  behind  the  Scotti

party as they folowed them through the woods. Had he been alone, 

Wil  could  have  maintained  much  closer  contact,  but  with  Horace

along, he felt it wiser to remain at a distance. The tal warrior wasn't

clumsy  by  any  means.  In  fact,  as  far  as  knights  went,  he  was  quite

graceful. 

But  that  meant  nothing  in  comparison  with  a  Ranger's  ability  to

move silently through the forest. As he folowed Wil along the narrow

track, Horace felt as coordinated as a one-legged bear. 

"I don't know how you do it," he said at length. Wil looked back at

him, his eyebrows raised in inquiry, so that  Horace  felt  compeled  to

elaborate.  "How  you  Rangers  move  so  quietly,"  he  explained.  Wil

frowned slightly, then moved back to his side. 

"Wel, for a start," he said in a low voice, "we Rangers don't blunder

along, yeling out 'I don't know how you do it.' " 

Horace was a little crestfalen. He lowered his voice to a whisper. 

"Oh... right. Sorry." 

Wil shook his head and moved off again. Horace folowed some

five  meters  behind,  watching  where  he  placed  his  feet  and  stepping

with exaggerated care. The thick carpet of snow on the track helped

matters,  he  thought. And  the  faling  snow  would  conceal  them  from

sight.  In  fact,  Wil,  in  his  black-and-white-mottled  cloak,  kept  disap

pearing from Horace's view even at five meters' range. 

Leading the way, Wil gritted his teeth with every twig that snapped

under  Horace's  feet.  The  warrior  seemed  to  have  exceptionaly  big

feet, he thought. They certainly seemed to find a lot of twigs to snap. 

Stil,  he  knew  they  were  far  enough  behind  the  Scotti  to  make

Horace's  noise  indiscernible  as  Wil  folowed  their  tracks  in  the  new

snow.  Fortunately,  it  wasn't  faling  fast  enough  to  blanket  them

completely. They were obviously heading for Macindaw, as this track

led  to  the  castle  and  nowhere  else.  The  woods  they  were  in  were

relatively new growth, nothing like the thick, impenetrable tangles that

marked  Grimsdel  Wood,  which  lay  to  the  east.  In  Grimsdel,  if  you

found a path to folow, it would be half the width of this relatively clear

track. And it would twist and turn and wind upon itself like a demented

serpent  so  that  after  a  few  minutes,  you  had  no  sense  of  where  you

were heading. 

They were approaching the end of the trees now, and Wil moved

more slowly, motioning for Horace to remain where he was for a few

minutes while Wil scouted ahead. 

As  the  trees  thinned  out,  he  could  see  the  smal  party  of  Scotti

warriors more clearly. They were stil moving at that slow jog, crossing

the open ground, where the gorse and bracken grew only knee high. 

They were almost up to the castle, whose main entrance was on the

southern  side. As  he  watched,  the  Scotti  detoured  toward  the  main

entrance. 

Even from this distance, Wil could see the flurry of movement on

the  ramparts  of  the  castle  as  the  smal  party  approached.  But  there

were  no  sounds  of  alarm.  No  gongs,  no  shouts.  The  Scotti  were

obviously not regarded as a threat. 

Turning, he trotted back through the forest to the spot where he had

left Horace. 

"  They're  going  to  Macindaw,  al  right,"  he  said.  "And  they're  ex

pected. Let's go." 

He led the way to the southeast, angling through the forest to the

spot  where  it  gradualy  merged  into  the  thicker  growth  that  was

Grimsdel. There was no way he and Horace could move across open

ground to folow the Scotti. They would have to stay under cover of

the tree line. That meant covering two long sides of a triangle while the

Scotti took the shorter, more direct route. 

By the time they reached a point where they could keep the south

wal in sight, the castle gates had opened, admitted the Scotti general

and his men, and closed again. 

The two friends lay bely down in the shadow of the trees, staring

at the castle. 

"What do you think they're up to?" Horace asked. 

Wil  shrugged.  "MacHaddish  is  a  general,  and  generals  usualy

command  more  than  a  handful  of  men.  My  guess  is  he  has  a  larger

force  waiting  across  the  border  and  he's  making  final  arrangements

with  Keren  to  bring  them  south  –  discussing  numbers  of  men,  how

much they're going to pay Keren. That sort of thing." 

"So  it's  a  raiding  party?"  Horace  asked,  and  Wil  nodded

thoughtfuly. 

"At least. Maybe something bigger. Whatever it is, I don't like the

look of it." 

Horace  wriggled  uncomfortably.  Unlike  Wil,  he  could  never  lie

unmoving in one place for long. 

"We need to know what they're up to," he said. 

Wil smiled at him."I'm sure Malcolm wil be able to find out for us

when we capture our friend MacHaddish." 

Horace  nodded  thoughtfuly."We've  got  to  manage  that  first,"  he

pointed out. 

"True. How many men did you count?" Wil asked. He thought he

knew  himself  but  it  never  hurt  to  make  sure.  "Counting  the  general? 

Nine." 

"That's  what  I  thought.  So  I  figure  you,  me  and  ten  of  the

Skandians should be able to do the job." 

Horace  looked  skeptical.  "Twelve  of  us?  Do  we  realy  need  that

many? After al, we'l be taking them by surprise." 

"I know," Wil told him. "But we want to take him alive, re member? 

" 

" That's true. When d'you think we'l do it?" 

Wil  shrugged.  "I  can't  see  them  spending  more  than  a  day  here. 

The castle guards were expecting them. I'd say they've been planning

this  for  some  time  and  now  they're  settling  last-minute  details.  We'd

better be in position before dark. Back at the spot where we camped." 

"That's as good a place as any," Horace agreed. "So do you want

me to go and colect Gundar and some of his men while you keep an

eye on things here?" 

Wil roled on his side to study him. " You're sure you can find your

way  back  to  Malcolm's  clearing?"  he  asked,  and  Horace  grinned  at

him. 

"I think even clumsy old noisy me can manage it," he said. "Wil we

meet you here or back at our campsite?" 

Wil thought about it for a few seconds. On his own, he'd be able to

ghost  across  the  open  ground  once  it  was  dark.  That  way,  he  could

wait til he was sure the Scotti were on their way and stil beat them to

the ambush site. 

" Take them to the campsite," he said. "Leave a lookout at the tree

line to warn you when they're coming, just in case I miss them." For a

moment,  he  was  tempted  to  go  into  detail  about  how  to  set  up  the

ambush itself, but he realized that Horace could organize that side of

things as wel as he could. 

Horace  clapped  a  hand  on  Wil's  shoulder  and  rose  from  the

ground, taking care to keep in the shadows under the trees. 

"We'l see you there," he said. 



By  midafternoon,  even  Wil's  patience  was  being  tested.  He  was

wishing he'd asked Horace to send someone back from the clearing to

watch with him. At least then he'd be able to take a break and even

sleep for an hour or so. 

Strangely,  after  a  while,  simply  lying  in  the  tree  line  staring  at  the

castle became immensely tiring. At one point, Wil found himself on the

verge of nodding off. He shook himself, took a few deep breaths and

resumed his vigil. Within a few minutes, he felt his focus drifting and his

chin dropping onto his chest again. 

"  This  is  no  good,"  he  said  angrily.  Rising  to  his  feet,  he  began

pacing  back  and  forth.  Staying  active  seemed  to  be  a  better  way  of

staying awake. The snow had continued to fal intermittently throughout

the day, and the countryside was draped under a thick cover by now. 

The  light  began  to  fade,  and  Wil  realized  that  it  might  be  best  if  he

headed  back  to  the  trees  north  of  the  castle.  If  the  Scotti  emerged

now, there was a chance that Wil might miss seeing them until it was

too late. 

Of course, he thought, he was only surmising that they would leave

this evening. Perhaps Keren would entertain them at the castle with a

banquet.  They  might  wel  stay  another  day  or  two  to  rest  before  the

journey  home.  But  somehow  he  doubted  it.  He'd  seen  the  Scotti

general's  face  close-up,  and  he  didn't  look  like  the  sort  of  man  who

would waste his time at banquets or relaxing. 

He  spent  the  usual  few  minutes  preparing,  observing  the  natural

rhythms of the land around him – the movement of the faling snow, the

way the gentle wind stirred the bushes and the treetops. Then, when he

felt  attuned  to  it  al,  he  rose  to  a  crouch  and  glided  across  the  open

ground in the uncertain light. 

Seen  from  ten  meters'  distance,  he  seemed  to  fade  into  the  back

ground. From the castle wals, several hundred meters away, there was

no chance that an observer would have noticed him. 



Back at Healer's Clearing, as it was now generaly known, Orman

and Malcolm watched Horace lead the party of Skandians away into

the trees. It was remarkable, Orman thought, how one so young could

exert  such  effortless  authority  over  the  battle-hardened  Skandians. 

Malcolm seemed to have reached the same conclusion. 

"You're lucky to have those two on your side," he said, and Orman

knew  that  he  was  referring  to  Wil  and  Horace."They're  very  accom

plished young men." 

Orman nodded. "They make an excelent team, al right." Then he

eyed the smal healer with a sidelong glance. "It occurs to me that I've

been lucky with al my new alies." 

Malcolm  shrugged  diffidently.  But  Orman  felt  it  was  time  he

pursued the matter. 

"After al," he said, "you owe me nothing. You chose years ago to

seclude  yourself  in  the  forest  here  and  cut  yourself  off  from  contact

with  the  outside  world."  He  sighed  heavily.  "I  can't  say  I  altogether

blame you for that." 

"I've been reasonably content, I suppose," Malcolm replied. 

"And now you're risking al that," Orman said. 

Malcolm  puled  a  wry  face.  "Am  I?"  The  thought  seemed  to  be

occurring to him for the first time. "I suppose I am, realy," he agreed. 

"Al  your  protective  devices  and  ilusions  have  been  exposed  as

tricks." 

"Were  you  planning  on  teling  the  world?"  Malcolm  asked  with  a

little smile. 

Orman  shook  his  head.  "Of  course  not.  But  once  a  secret  is  bro

ken,  it  has  a  way  of  getting  out. Al  your  people  here  wil  be  at  risk

again." 

Malcolm's smile faded at that. "I know," he said at last. "I consid

ered  that,  but  realy,  what  could  I  do?  Wil  and  your  man  Xander

arrived here with you at death's door. What choice did I have?" 

"You  could  have  turned  us  away,"  Orman  said,  but  Malcolm  was

shaking his head before he had finished the sentence. 

"I'm a healer," he said simply. "I swore to dedicate my life to the art. 

If I turned you away, I'd be an oath breaker. You see?" he added, with

a trace of the sad smile creeping back onto his face."You put me in an

impossible position." 

Orman  nodded.  He  did  realize  the  fact,  which  was  why  he  had

raised the matter with Malcolm. 

"I understand that. But I want you to know, things wil be different

in the future. You'l be under the protection of Castle Macindaw." 

Malcolm  thought  about  that  for  a  few  seconds.  "I  appreciate  the

offer,"  he  said.  "But  you  won't  mind  if  I  remain  in  the  forest?  I've

grown  rather  accustomed  to  things  here.  And  I  couldn't  leave  my

people." 

"I  wouldn't  expect  you  to,"  Orman  told  him.  "I  just  want  you  to

know  that  you  won't  need  to  hide  here  anymore.  I'l  give  you  al  the

protection you need. And any other practical help you could ask for." 

The two men shook hands solemnly. Malcolm opened his mouth to

say something, then hesitated. 

"What is it?" Orman prompted. 

"Wel,"  the  healer  said  reluctantly,  "I  hate  to  ask,  but  these

Skandians are eating me out of house and home – and our two young

men  are  going  through  my  supplies  of  coffee  beans  like  a  plague  of

locusts." 









Orman  grinned.Tl  take  care  of  it,"  he  said.Tl  have  Xander  buy

some  supplies  from  Tumbledown  Creek  vilage.  He  can  dip  into  my

purse  to  pay  for  it.  Mind  you,"  he  added,  and  the  grin  widened  con

siderably, "it'l probably break his heart to do it." 
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The  worst  part  about  being  a  prisoner,  Alyss  thought,  was  not

knowing  what  was  going  on.  She  had  watched  MacHaddish  and  his

party  arrive  after  Keren  had  been  summoned  by  Buttle's  messenger. 

Her window commanded a view of the courtyard and the main gate by

which  they  entered.  But  once  they  were  ushered  into  the  keep,  she

was left in a fever of curiosity. What were they discussing? What were

their  plans?  How  would  Wil  counter  them?  Did  he  even  know  the

Scotti were here? 

As  a  Courier,  she  was  accustomed  to  being  privy  to  confidential

information.  Her  enforced  inactivity,  and  her  ignorance  of  what  was

happening,  gnawed  away  at  her,  sending  her  pacing  helplessly  about

the smal circular room. 

Looking for something to distract her, she knelt to inspect the two

center bars in the window. In recent days, she had begun to work on

the bars with the remaining acid. Each time Keren came to see her, she

waited  half  an  hour  after  he  had  left,  then  poured  the  acid  into  the

shalow wel around the base of the two bars. She only used a little at

a time, as the action of the acid on the iron created pungent fumes that

took at least an hour to disperse. This was the reason why she could

only work on the bars after Keren had visited her. She reasoned that

there was little prospect of his returning on those occasions. 

As the acid ate away at the iron and the mortar, she concealed the

missing material with a mixture of soap, dirt and rust. She gouged the

soft material away now with her spoon, piling it carefuly to one side

for reuse. The bars were three quarters eaten  away. Another  two  or

three applications should see the job complete and there was plenty of

acid left to do the job. 

She wasn't sure what she would do once the bars were eaten away. 

She  was  terrified  of  heights  and  the  thought  of  descending  the  outer

wal made her weak at the knees. But it didn't hurt to be prepared. 

Perhaps she could risk another application now. Keren was tied up

with the Scotti general, and the odds were he wouldn't come to see her

again in the immediate future. But she resisted the temptation.  For  al

she  knew,  Keren  might  want  to  parade  her  in  front  of  MacHaddish. 

Reluctantly, she replaced the soap, dirt and rust paste, concealing the

gap in the iron. Then, to put temptation behind her, she moved away

from the window, stretching out on the bed, fingers laced behind her

head. 

She didn't sleep. Her thoughts whirled through her head, spurred by

her own sense of inactivity and frustration. 

The hours dragged by. She paced the room again. Lay on the bed

again. Rearranged the furniture. One table. Two chairs. One bed. That

didn't take long. She considered moving the wardrobe but decided  it

was  too  heavy.  Besides,  the  noise  might  bring  the  sentries  in  to  see

what she was doing, and she had no wish to see them. She inspected

the iron bars once more. At one stage, she examined the little bottle of

acid,  which  she  had  returned  to  its  hiding  place  on  the  top  of  the

window lintel. She shook it to see how much remained. Then, taking

control of herself, she put it away. 

She was lying on the rearranged bed when she heard orders being

shouted  from  the  courtyard.  She  rose  hurriedly  and  moved  to  the

window. The Scotti party was leaving. 

" That was quick," she muttered. MacHaddish had been here less

than six hours. Either the talks with Keren had been successful or the

reverse. From the way the two men shook hands, with Keren clapping

his  free  left  hand  on  the  Scotti's  shoulder,  she  assumed  it  was  the

former.  She  glanced  at  the  sky.  The  light  was  fading  fast,  and  she

hoped  Wil  could  see  what  was  going  on.  She'd  have  to  send  him  a

signal later tonight. She knew that even when he wasn't watching the

castle,  he  left  someone  in  the  trees  who  would  note  down  the  light

patterns she sent so Wil could decipher them later. 

The  drawbridge  rumbled  and  the  portculis  creaked  again  as  the

way opened for the Scotti to leave. She watched them for a few min

utes as they jogged through the knee-high gorse, angling back to the

north and to the path that led to the Pictan border. Then the bulk of the

northeast tower hid them from view. 

Half an hour later, she heard the key in the lock and Keren entered. 

She  expected  him  to  be  triumphant  and  boastful  but  instead  he  was

strangely subdued. When she tried to pump him for information about









MacHaddish,  he  waved  her  questions  aside,  preferring  to  reminisce

about his childhood, talking about the years he spent growing up in the

countryside  around  Castle  Macindaw.  She  was  puzzled  by  this

unexpected attitude, and the renegade's strange air of sadness. Then, 

slowly, realization dawned on her. 

Instead  of  feeling  triumph  that  his  plan  was  working,  Keren  was

feeling  regret  –  regret  at  the  fact  that  he  was  now  committed

irrevocably to a path that would take him away from al that he knew

and had held dear for years. A path from which there was no return. 

Abruptly, as if suddenly fearing that he might have said too much, 

he stood up, excused himself and departed. Alyss continued to sit at

the table after he'd gone. Things were coming to a head faster than she

had expected. Later tonight, she'd start work on the bars again. 
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The plan for the ambush was simple. Wil had selected a spot close

to  their  temporary  campsite,  where  the  track  ran  in  a  relatively  long, 

straight stretch. Gundar and nine of his Skandians would be concealed

in  the  trees  to  either  side.  They  would  be  at  the  beginning  of  the

straight section so that, once the Scotti had passed by them, the sea

wolves would be able to surprise them from behind. 

Wil and Horace would take a position at the far end, where they

could draw the enemy's attention. The idea was that Wil and Horace

would step into sight and cal upon the Scotti to halt. Then, while their

attention was diverted, the Skandians would quickly emerge from the

trees behind the invaders – who would realize they were outnumbered

and surrounded and that resistance was futile. The two young men had

yet to figure what they would do with the nine captives when they were

secured. Somehow, they would have to keep them prisoner, but Wil

decided to face that problem later. 

He knew, from his own experience and from watching and listening

to  Halt,  that  the  mere  appearance  of  a  Ranger  was  often  enough  to

stop enemies in their tracks. In extreme cases, parties larger than this

one had surrendered without a fight. Wil didn't expect that to happen

but he thought that the sight of a Ranger would at the very least cause

the Scotti party to hesitate, and that moment of uncertainty would give

the Skandians the opportunity to move in and disarm them. 

Wil made it to the tree line wel in advance of the Scotti. One of

the Skandians was posted there, as he had instructed. The man leapt

to his feet in alarm as the Ranger suddenly seemed to materialize out of

the twilight, right in front of him. He grabbed for the ax leaning against

a tree beside him, but fortunately, Wil stopped him in time. 

"Relax!" he said, throwing back the cowl on his cloak so that the

sentry could see his face. "It's only me." 

"Gorlog's  beard,  Ranger,"  the  Skandian  said,  shaking  his  head. 

"You startled the hel out of me." 

Gorlog was a lesser Skandian deity who had a long beard, curved

horns and fanglike teeth. On different occasions, Wil had heard al of

those features invoked by startled Skandians, but he didn't waste time

discussing the issue now. 

" They're on their way," he said briefly. "Let's go." 

The Skandian looked back across the open ground to the castle. 

Dimly, he could make out a smal group of men moving toward them. 

He turned back to the Ranger, but Wil was already running down the

track to the ambush site. 

Hastily, the Skandian folowed in his tracks. Like Horace, he was

intrigued by the way the cloaked figure seemed to shimmer in and out

of sight as he moved. He blundered along the narrow track in pursuit

of the elusive shape ahead of him. 

Horace  was  waiting  at  the  turn  in  the  track  that  marked  the

beginning  of  the  straight  stretch.  He  also  started  in  alarm  as  Wil

suddenly seemed to rise out of the ground beside him. 

"Don't  do  that!"  he  said  angrily.  Then,  as  he  saw  Wil's  puzzled

expression,  he  explained,  "You  know  we  don't  hear  you  coming  and

we can hardly see you. Make some sort of noise so we know you're

there!" 

"Sorry," Wil said. "The Scotti are on their way." 

Horace  nodded,  his  momentary  annoyance  forgotten.  He  turned

toward the trees. 

"Gundar! Did you hear that? They're coming!" 

There  was  a  rustle  of  movement  in  the  trees,  and  Wil  saw  the

shadowy figures of the Skandians moving into position. They had been

relaxing in the cleared campsite. Now they moved closer to the track

itself.  Wil  nodded  approvingly  as  he  saw  that,  on  Horace's

instructions,  they  had  taken  off  their  distinctive  horned  helmets. 

Nothing would give the ambush away faster than the sight of massive

ox horns nodding among the bushes. Gundar stepped out of the trees

with four of his men. The other five found positions a few meters back

from the track and settled down to wait. 

"Al right, Horace," Gundar said, "we hear you. How long before

they're here?" 

Horace glanced enquiringly at Wil, who answered for him. 

"Maybe ten minutes. Get into position. And once you're there, don't

keep moving around." He searched for a way to emphasize the order, 

then said, "By Gorlog's fangs and beard, al right?" 

Gundar  grinned  at  him."Nice  to  see  you're  learning  the  language," 

he said. "Don't worry. We've ambushed people before." He gestured

for the four men with him to move to the opposite side of the track, 

thus putting five men on either side. Before he plunged into the bushes, 

he  caled  softly  to  the  others,"Anyone  makes  a  noise,  I'l  crack  his

skul. Al right?" 

There  was  a  muttered  chorus  of  understanding,  then  the  burly

Skandians sank slowly out of sight behind bushes and trees. 

"Remember," Wil said, "we want this man alive. He'l be the one in

the lead. He has half his face painted in blue stripes." 

"How attractive," Horace murmured. Wil glared at him. 

"And  a  large  broadsword  slung  over  his  shoulder,"  he  added. 

Horace made a smal moue of mock concern. 

"Not so attractive," he said. 

Wil ignored him. Gundar rose out of the bushes beside the track, 

rather like a whale surfacing. 

"So we take this blue-face alive," he said. "But you won't be bro

kenhearted if some of his men don't survive?" 

"I'd  prefer  to  avoid  bloodshed,"  Wil  said.  But  he  knew  in  a  situ

ation like this, things rarely went exactly to plan. "Do what you can," he

said."Wait til you hear me cal on them to stop. Give it a moment or so

until  I've  got  their  attention,  then  move  in  behind  them.  If  we  time  it

right, they should surrender without a fight." 

He  said  the  last  to  reassure  himself  more  than  anything  else. 

Gundar's expression left no doubt that he wasn't convinced. 

"That's as may be," he said skepticaly, "but if they even look like

fighting, my boys wil start hitting." 

Wil nodded. He couldn't ask for more than that. In a situation like

this, he wouldn't expect the Skandians to take unnecessary risks just

because he'd prefer to avoid bloodshed. 

"Fair enough," he told the skirl. "Now get back into cover before

they're here." 

Gundar sank back into the undergrowth and, once more, Wil was

reminded  of  a  whale  surfacing  then  submerging.  But  he  didn't  have

time to ponder the matter. Horace plucked at his sleeve. 

"Let's  go,"  he  said  briefly,  and  led  the  way  to  the  far  end  of  the

track. 

Horace stepped off into the trees a few paces to get out of sight. 

Wil simply remained by the side of the track, his cowl puled up over

his head and the cloak puled around him. He held his bow in his left

hand,  with  a  pair  of  arrows  ready,  between  the  fingers  of  his  right

hand. He glanced into the undergrowth and noticed that Horace had

covered  his  white  enameled  shield  with  dul  green  cloth.  He  nodded

approvingly. In the rapidly failing light, there'd be no gleam of white to

warn the Scotti. 

He tensed suddenly as he heard them coming. There was the dul

shuffle  of  jogging  feet  on  the  thick,  dry  snow  cover.  Horace  saw  his

involuntary movement. 

"Are they here?" he said softly. 

"Any moment. Keep quiet," Wil warned him. He slipped the cowl

back slightly so he could hear more clearly. Now he could just make

out the soft squeaking sound of boots against the dry snow. He stood

stock  stil  beside  a  large  tree  trunk,  eyes  intent  on  the  dark  aperture

among  the  trees  that  marked  the  bend  in  the  track,  twenty  meters

away. 

A figure appeared. Indistinct and blurred at first in the faling snow

and  dul  light,  it  soon  could  be  recognized  as  the  Scotti  general, 

MacHaddish.  His  men  folowed  close  behind  him,  in  four  pairs.  Wil

waited until they were al clear of the corner, then stepped out into the

center of the track, nocking an arrow and bringing the bow up at half

draw. 

"King's Ranger!" he shouted, in case there were any doubt in their

minds. "Stand where you are." 

There was a moment of shocked surprise among the Scotti as the

strange figure suddenly became visible in front of them. MacHaddish

heard  the  shouted  command  but  made  no  sense  of  it.  The

words"King's  Ranger"  meant  nothing  to  him.  Wil  might  as  wel  have

shouted "King's Rabbits." 

The truth was, Wil's excelent plan would have worked perfectly, if

only the Scotti had understood their part in it al. In Araluen, the mere

presence of a Ranger would often be enough to settle a matter like this

without  fighting.  Unfortunately,  the  Scotti,  in  their  remote  northern

country, had been involved in very few dealings with Rangers and so

were in no awe of them. They were taken off guard by Wil's sudden

appearance and, for a moment, they froze. 

Wil saw that initial hesitation among the Scotti and relaxed a little, 

smiling to himself as he thanked the generations of past Rangers who

had built such a remarkable reputation. 

Then, everything went very wrong. 

MacHaddish  recovered  from  his  moment  of  surprise.  His  right

hand reached back over his shoulder and closed on the massive hilt of

his  broadsword,  sliding  it  free  of  its  scabbard  in  a  movement  so

smooth and rapid that it had to have been rehearsed hundreds of times

in the past. 

 Ncha Hth Mnbarl'  he screamed, brandishing the huge blade aloft, 

circling it in the air. His men, galvanized into action, echoed the words, 

the  war  cry  of  the  MacHaddish  clan.  The  scream  rose  from  eight

throats, and MacHaddish hurled himself forward at the indistinct figure

on the track ahead of him. Two of his men folowed close behind as

he  charged.  The  others  turned  to  face  Gundar  and  his  Skandians  as

they crashed from the undergrowth, axes whirling. 

Wil,  faced  with  an  armed  and  seemingly  enraged  Scotti  general, 

brought  the  bow  to  ful  draw  instinctively.  At  the  last  moment,  he

remembered his own instructions to the Skandians and, just before he

released, moved the aim point from the center of the general's chest to

his right wrist. 

The arrow seared through the tendons and nerves in the wrist, the

immediate  shock  of  the  wound  depriving  the  hand  of  al  feeling, 

numbing  the  entire  arm  and  robbing  MacHaddish  of  the  strength  to

brandish the huge sword. With a startled cry of pain, he doubled over, 

letting  the  broadsword  fal  to  the  track  as  he  clutched  his  right  wrist

with his left hand. 

But Wil had no further time for MacHaddish. The other two Scotti

were almost upon him. He nocked and fired his second arrow in one

movement, dropping one of them to the snow, dead in his tracks. Then

the other was al over him, screaming hate and revenge, sword going

back for a kiling stroke. Wil hurled himself to the side, hitting the deep

snow on his shoulder and roling, discarding the bow as he went, his

right hand drawing the saxe knife as he roled to his feet again. 

But the Scotti's blow had been intercepted by Horace's shield. The

blade snagged and tore a huge gash in the cloth cover. The Scotti took

Horace's  sword  on  his  own  smal  shield  as  Horace  struck  at  him  in

reply. But he was in no way prepared for the Araluen knight's blinding

folow-up  speed.  Even  as  the  Scotti  prepared  to  strike  back,  he

realized  that  he  was  already  behind  the  rhythm  of  the  fight  and  the

taler  man's  sword  was  slashing  around  at  him  again.  He  blocked

desperately with the shield, grunting as the force of the blow jarred his

arm.  Then,  unbelievably,  another  stroke  was  on  its  way  from  yet

another angle and he had to parry quickly with his sword. He felt as if

he  were  fighting  two  men,  felt  the  gut-freezing  terror  of  impending

death as the sword was jarred from his grip and went spinning into the

trees. 

Blindly, he stooped to reach for the dirk in the top of his boot, but

as he did so, Horace planted his own sword point first in the ground

and stepped forward to throw a solid right uppercut to his jaw. 

The  Scotti's  eyes  roled  up  in  his  head  and  his  knees  colapsed

under him. He went facedown in the soft snow, unconscious. 

At  the  far  end  of  the  track,  Wil  and  Horace  became  aware  of

shouts and the clash of weapons. 

The  Scotti  were  severely  outflanked  and  outnumbered,  with  six

men  facing  ten.  But  they  continued  to  fight,  wounding  two  of  the

Skandians. That was probably a mistake, as it goaded Gundar into a

fighting  rage.  His  ax  whirled  around  his  head,  and  he  carved  a  path

through the clansmen, smashing aside the inadequate hand shields that

they carried. 

There were only two left standing by the time they opted to lower

their weapons and cal for mercy. Gundar, blind and deaf with fighting

rage,  didn't  hear  them.  But  one  of  the  Skandians  threw  his  arms

around  his  skirl  and  dragged  him  away  to  calm  down.  The  other

Skandians  surged  around  the  surviving  clansmen,  knocking  the

weapons out of their hands and forcing them to their knees. 

Horace and Wil exchanged a look, shaking their heads. 

"Wel," said Horace, "that wasn't quite the way we planned it." 

Wil  was  grateful  that  he  had  said  "we"  and  not  "you."  He

resheathed his saxe knife. 

"Not quite," he said. "But at least we've got MacHaddish." 

He  looked  around  to  the  spot  where  the  general  had  sunk  to  his

knees, cradling his wounded right arm. There was a large red stain on

the snow. 

But no sign of MacHaddish. 
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"Where the blazes did he go?" Horace said. "I hardly took my eyes

off him." 

But Wil was already crouching over the spot where the general had

falen, his eyes folowing the clear trail that the escaping Scotti had left

in the new snow. In addition to the footprints, now becoming difficult to

see in the failing light, there was a bright red trail of blood drops. He

started  forward  in  pursuit,  then  hesitated,  looking  down  the  track  to

where the Skandians surrounded the surviving Scotti warriors. 

Gundar was off to one side, being calmed down by the man who

had  dragged  him  away  from  the  Scotti.  Wil  wanted  to  make  sure

someone was left in charge of the prisoners. 

"Hold them there, al right?" he caled. He gestured to the warrior

Horace had knocked out. "This one too." 

One  of  the  Skandians  stepped  forward.  To  his  surprise,  Wil

recognized Nils Ropehander. The scar-faced man had been one of the

first Horace had chosen for the ambush. In Horace's experience, men

like  Nils,  at  first  cynical  and  reluctant,  often  became  the  most

dependable folowers once they were converted to a cause. 

"You go after Blue Face, Ranger," he said now. "We'l keep an eye

on these beauties until you get back." 

Wil nodded once, then plunged into the trees, closely folowed by

Horace. He had a moment's hesitation when he realized that he had left

his bow by the side of the track, then shrugged it aside. In the close

quarters of the forest, the bow would be next to useless. His saxe and

throwing knife would be more suitable weapons in these conditions. 

He ran in a half crouch, frowning with concentration as he searched

for  MacHaddish's  tracks  in  the  snow. At  first,  the  bright  blood  trail

made progress easy, even in the near dark. But then the general must

have realized he was leaving a trail that a blind man could folow and

bound the wounded hand up to stop the flow. Probably in the massive

tartan he wore around his shoulders, Wil reflected. 

He had no sooner had the thought than he saw the broken arrow

shaft caught up in a bush to one side, where the Scotti had thrown it. 

Wil  winced.  The  task  of  removing  the  arrow  must  have  been

agonizing. 

Now, without the blood trail to folow, tracking MacHaddish grew

more difficult. In daylight, a tracker of Wil's ability would be able to

read  the  footprints  in  the  snow  without  hesitation.  But  now  it  was

almost ful dark. 

In addition, he realized, MacHaddish was actively trying to throw

them off the trail, at times standing stil, then leaping as far as he could

to one side or the other before continuing. At other times, he had laid

false trails, heading off to the side for a dozen or so paces, then rapidly

backtracking, stepping backward in the same footprints, or jumping or

using overhanging branches or occasional rock outcrops to change di

rection  without  leaving  footprints.  The  Scotti  had  the  luxury  of  being

able to head in any direction he chose at any time. 

In  normal  light  Wil  would  have  instantly  detected  the  signs  of

backtracking and ignored the false trail. But at night, in winter, in the

woods, he had no choice but to folow the trail as he saw it. 

He stopped as he came to a point where the trail twisted hard left. 

Instinct  told  him  that  MacHaddish  had  laid  another  false  trail  here. 

He'd  noticed  that  the  man  seemed  to  instinctively  return  to  the  same

general direction each time he threw out a false lead. He was heading

north, for the border. And north was straight ahead, not to the left. Wil

was tempted to continue that way, ignoring the footprints angling off to

the  side.  He  could  see  a  bare  patch  of  rocks  straight  ahead,  where

MacHaddish  could  have  headed  to  obliterate  his  tracks.  In  the

intervening  space,  there  was  plenty  of  ground  litter  –  falen  branches

and  leaves  lying  on  the  snow  –  that  he  could  have  stepped  on  to

conceal his trail. Probably, on the far side of the rocks, the footprints

would resume. 

But if they didn't, if this were the real trail, he would waste precious

minutes  locating  it  again  in  the  dark.  He  hesitated,  unsure  of  himself, 

sensing that the Scotti was drawing farther and farther away from them

with each minute. 

"Which  way?"  Horace  asked,  but  Wil  instantly  signaled  him  to

remain silent. He had heard something in the forest, ahead and to the

right. He turned his head slightly from side to side, trying to pick up the

noise  again.  He  cupped  his  hands  behind  both  ears  to  capture  any

slight sound that... 

There! He could just hear a body forcing its way through the trees

and  the  tangled  undergrowth.  He  had  been  right.  The  trail  to  the  left

was  a  false  one.  And  now  he  saw  how  he  could  gain  ground  on

MacHaddish. Not by looking for his trail. But by listening. 

In the same instant, he realized how he could conceal his approach

from MacHaddish. 

He beckoned Horace closer, pointing in the direction the sound had

come  from."He's  gone  that  way,"  he  said.  "I  can  hear  him.  Folow

behind  me  but  stay  back  ten  to  twenty  meters. And  make  a  bit  of

noise, al right?" 

Horace  frowned.  Wil  could  see  the  question  forming  in  his  mind

and answered it before his friend could ask. 

"He'l hear you coming," he said. "He won't hear me." 

Wil saw understanding in Horace's eyes and he plunged off into the

woods again, hearing his friend resume the pursuit behind him. Horace

stayed  far  enough  back  that  he  didn't  drown  out  the  sound  of

MacHaddish  shoving  through  the  trees  and  bushes,  and  now  Wil

sensed that he was gaining on the fugitive. He redoubled his pace, the

noises made by MacHaddish becoming clearer, while those made by

Horace  faded  slightly  as  Wil  widened  the  gap  between  him  and  his

friend. 

This  time,  the  Scotti's  ignorance  of  Ranger  skils  was  working  to

Wil's  advantage.  MacHaddish  continued  to  plunge  headlong  through

the  undergrowth,  unaware  that  his  pursuer  was  gaining  on  him,  not

knowing  that  Rangers  could  move  through  country  like  this  making

virtualy  no  sound.  MacHaddish  could  hear  someone  crashing  noisily

through the forest, far behind him. He didn't realize it was Horace. 

Then  Horace,  knowing  what  Wil  had  in  mind,  had  a  flash  of

inspiration.  He  began  caling  encouragement  to  himself,  shouting  out

vague directions and instructions. 

" There he goes! I see him! This way, lads!" 

He said whatever came into his head. The words didn't matter, but

the  direction  was  al  important  and  Horace  was  intentionaly  straying

from the direct line of pursuit. 

Wil heard his friend's voice and smiled, realizing what he was up to. 

Not far ahead of Wil, MacHaddish smiled too. The shouting was

far  away  now,  moving  to  the  west  and  growing  fainter.  His  pursuers

were gradualy losing contact, confused by the false trails he had left. 

The general paused for a moment in a smal clearing, leaning against

the  bole  of  a  tree.  His  arm  throbbed  painfuly,  and  his  breath  was

ragged  with  the  exertion  of  his  escape  and  with  the  shock  of  the

wound. Carefuly, he unwound the blood-soaked tartan from his wrist

and  examined  the  injury.  He  tried  to  flex  the  fingers.  There  was  no

movement. Shock had numbed the wound. 

He tried again and this time thought he felt a slight movement, which

encouraged  him.  He  tried  once  more,  and  a  blinding  flash  of  agony

shot along the inside of his forearm as the numbness faded. 

He  gasped  in  pain  and  surprise.  But  he  was  encouraged  nonethe

less. Anything, even the pain, was better than that frightening lack of

feeling. If his right hand was permanently crippled, that would be the

end of him. Among the Scotti, even generals had to take part in hand-

to-hand fighting. Trying to ignore the pain, he took a deep breath and

looked up from the wounded hand. 

There  was  a  shadowy  figure  moving  toward  him,  barely  three

meters away. 

MacHaddish's hand may have been crippled, but his reflexes were

stil  razor-sharp.  He  reacted  almost  without  thinking,  hurling  himself

forward at the dim figure. He saw the man's hand drop to his waist and

realized he was reaching for a weapon. Left with one hand useless, he

lowered his shoulder and drove it into the cloaked figure. 

The  sheer  speed  of  the  attack  took  Wil  by  surprise. As  he  had

approached  the  Scotti,  he  had  heard  the  man's  low-pitched  grunt  of

pain, and seen his obvious distress as he tried to move the injured right

hand. The impression was of a man who was virtualy helpless. Wil's

lack  of  experience  with  these  fierce  fighting  men  from  the  north  now

led him to make a second mistake. An injured hand would not put a

Scotti  warrior  out  of  action.  The  Scotti  would  fight  with  hands,  feet, 

head, knees, elbows and teeth as the need arose. 

MacHaddish's  shoulder  hit  him  just  below  the  breastbone  and

drove the air from his lungs with an explosive  hoof.  Wil staggered, felt

his legs go from under him and crashed backward into the thick snow. 

Unsighted for a moment, he roled desperately to the side, sure that the

Scotti would be folowing up his advantage. Then, as his vision cleared, 

he saw that the other man was doubled over awkwardly, his right knee

raised as he scrabbled at the top of the boot with his left hand. 

It was the fact that MacHaddish had to reach across with his left

hand to draw the dirk in his right boot that probably saved Wil's life. It

was a clumsy action, and it gave Wil time to regain his feet. 

Almost  as  soon  as  he  did,  he  had  to  leap  aside  to  avoid

MacHaddish's  slashing  attack  with  the  dirk.  He  felt  the  blade  slice

easily  through  his  cloak  and  kicked  out  flatfooted  at  the  Scotti's  left

knee. MacHaddish danced sideways to avoid the crippling blow, giv

ing Wil the moment he needed to draw his saxe knife. 

MacHaddish heard the sinister whisper of steel on leather, and his

eyes  narrowed  as  he  saw  the  heavy  blade  gleaming  in  the  dul  light

under the trees. 

They circled awkwardly. The dirk was almost as long as the saxe, 

although the blade was narrower. Normaly, the two might have closed, 

grappling with each other, each seizing the other man's knife wrist with

his free hand and turning it into a contest of strength. But the fact that

MacHaddish  was  using  his  left  hand  against  Wil's  right  made  this

impractical.  For  either  to  grab  the  other's  knife  wrist  would  mean

turning  his  unarmed  side  toward  the  enemy,  exposing  it  to  instant

attack. 

Instead,  they  dueled  like  fencers,  alternately  darting  their  blades

forward, lunging at each other, clashing blades as one lunged and the

other parried. Their feet shuffled in the snow as they made sure they

retained their footing, not daring to raise their feet in case they landed

on uneven ground. As they circled, the two antagonists' eyes narrowed

in concentration. Wil had never seen an enemy move as quickly as this

Scotti  general.  For  his  part,  MacHaddish  had  never  before  faced  an

adversary who could match his own lightning speed. 

Left  hand  or  not,  Wil  thought,  this  man  is  very,  very  skiled.  He

knew  that  if  his  concentration  lapsed  for  an  instant,  the  Scotti  could

wel be upon him, the dirk sliding through his guard and between his

ribs. He could die here tonight, he realized. 

He tried to reach for the throwing knife in its concealed scabbard

beneath his colar. The movement nearly cost him his life. The cowl of

his cloak impeded the movement and as he fumbled, trying to clear it, 

MacHaddish lunged forward with the dirk. 

Desperately, Wil skipped backward, feeling the blade slash through

his jerkin, a trickle of blood running down his ribs. His mouth had gone



dry with fear. He slashed sideways at the Scotti, driving him back in his

turn. Then they began circling each other again. 

The problem Wil faced was that he needed to take MacHaddish

alive. Not that kiling him would be any easy matter, he reflected grimly. 

MacHaddish, on the other hand, was under no such restriction. He had

one aim only: to kil his opponent as quickly as possible and fade away

into the forest before reinforcements arrived. 

Where the devil is Horace? Wil thought. He realized that the young

warrior may wel have lost touch with them. He'd given Wil the chance

he needed to catch up to MacHaddish, by making as much noise as he

could and moving off to the west so that

MacHaddish  would  think  he  had  given  them  the  slip.  Now,  the

chances were that Horace had no idea where he was or what was hap

pening. Wil realized that he was going to have to do this alone – and

that there was a distinct chance that he would lose this fight, and be left

here  among  these  gloomy  trees,  his  lifeblood  leaking  away  into  the

snow. 

 If  you  worry  that  you'll  lose,  you  pobably  will.   Halt's  words

came  back  to  him  now,  and  he  realized  with  a  shock  that  he  was

actualy preparing to lose. He was letting MacHaddish dictate the fight; 

al he was doing was reacting to the other man's attacks. It was time to

go on the offensive. Time to take a chance. 
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His opportunity came when MacHaddish stepped onto an icy patch

of  snow.  Their  sliding,  shuffling  feet  had  churned  and  compacted  the

snow  in  the  smal  clearing  and,  for  a  fraction  of  a  second,  the  Scotti

was  distracted  as  his  boot  slid  on  the  frozen  patch  that  had  been

exposed. 

It was only a smal moment, but Wil realized it might be the only

one  he  would  get.  In  one  fluid  movement,  he  stepped  forward  and

threw the saxe knife underhand at the general. 

He had seen the man's speed already and he had no real hope that

the throw would penetrate his defense. Quite the opposite in fact, as he

stil  planned  to  capture  the  Scotti  alive. As  the  gleaming  blade  shot

toward  him,  MacHaddish  swept  the  dirk  across  his  body  in  a

desperate  parry,  blocking  the  heavy  saxe  at  the  last  second.  But  the

throw had served its purpose, distracting MacHaddish's attention  and

deflecting the dirk. The instant the Scotti sent the saxe knife spinning

away, Wil was upon him, his right hand grabbing the general's left wrist

like a vise. 

But  MacHaddish  was  fast  as  a  snake.  The  moment  Wil  gripped

him, he twisted and jerked violently away, puling Wil forward and off

balance. At the same time, knowing his own right hand was use- less, 

he  jammed  his  right  forearm  up  under  Wil's  chin,  across  his  throat, 

choking Wil and forcing his head back. 

With his right arm extended and his head being forced farther and

farther back, Wil could feel his grip on the knife hand weakening. 

The  Scotti's  skin  was  lightly  covered  in  grease  –  no  doubt  as

protection against the penetrating cold – and this made it even harder

to maintain his grip. MacHaddish twisted his left hand back and forth. 

Wil could feel it turning inside his own grip, and he knew it would be

only  a  matter  of  seconds  before  he  jerked  free  of  Wil's  hold

completely. 

Quickly,  Wil  threw  two  hard,  hooking  punches  into  the  Scotti's

exposed  right  side,  hitting  the  ribs  and  feeling  one  give  slightly. 

MacHaddish  grunted  in  pain,  and  the  pressure  of  his  forearm  across

Wil's  throat  lessened  slightly.  It  was  enough.  Wil  reached  up  and

grabbed  MacHaddish's  right  wrist,  dragging  the  forearm  down  from

under his chin and twisting MacHaddish off balance. 

As  Wil's  iron  grip  fastened  onto  his  injured  arm,  MacHaddish

screamed  in  agony  and  doubled  over  in  an  instinctive  movement  to

protect himself. The galvanic twisting action caught Wil off guard and

he lost balance, releasing his grip on MacHaddish's injured  wrist,  his

feet  slipping  in  the  compacted  snow.  They  staggered  around  the

clearing, each trying to gain the advantage. MacHaddish's knife hand

was stil locked in Wil's grip, and now the Scotti went on the attack

again.  He  threw  his  right  forearm  at  Wil's  face.  The  young  Ranger

ducked the blow, then just managed to twist his body to one side in

time as MacHaddish's right knee jerked up at him. Now al of Wil's

focus  was  directed  at  maintaining  his  grip  on  the  hand  that  held  the

razor-sharp dirk. He knew if he lost that grip, he would be finished. Al

thought of taking MacHaddish alive was now gone. Wil was thinking

only of survival. 

He  grabbed  the  long  pigtail  that  hung  down  the  left  side  of

MacHaddish's  head  and  jerked  it  up  and  over,  dragging  the  Scotti's

head to the right. The general howled in pain and turned his head, teeth

snapping, trying to lock onto Wil's hand. As he did so, Wil swept his

left  leg  across  in  a  scything  action  that  took  the  general's  feet  from

under  him,  sending  him  crashing  to  the  snow,  Wil  on  top  of  him,  his

weight driving the air from the general's lungs. 

Again, he felt MacHaddish twisting and turning the knife hand in his

grip,  trying  to  break  free.  Then  the  general  heaved  convulsively  and

roled to the right at the same time, reversing their positions so that he

was on top, the dirk hand poised above Wil's throat, slowly starting to

move downward as he put al his weight and strength behind it. 

Wil gripped the knife hand with both his hands, trying to force the

dirk  away  to  the  side.  But  he  felt  a  holow  sense  of  despair  as  he

realized how much stronger the Scotti was. Fighting on their feet, Wil

would have had a slight edge in speed and mobility. But here, al the

advantages were with the Scotti. 

Wil heaved and bucked desperately, trying to throw the other man

off.  But  MacHaddish  was  expecting  the  movements  and  countered

them easily. Each time, Wil gained a little respite as the knife moved

away from him. Then, inexorably, MacHaddish's brute strength would

bring it back, forcing it down toward Wil's throat. And Wil was tiring. 

The  sweat  of  fear,  panic  and  exertion  ran  into  Wil's  eyes  as  he

watched the gleaming tip of the dirk inch closer and closer. Behind it, 

vaguely, he could see MacHaddish's face, his features obscured by the

paint. There was a light of triumph in his eyes, and MacHaddish's lips

drew  back  in  a  fierce  smile  as  he  realized  that  any  second  now,  it

would be al over. 

And then, sooner than he had expected, it was. 

 Bang Bang The heavy brass pommel of Horace's sword slammed

into the Scotti's temple twice in rapid succession. 

Wil  felt  MacHaddish's  strength  suddenly  fade  to  nothing,  and  al

that was left was his dead weight bearing down on the knife as his eyes

glazed and he slumped unconscious. With one final convulsive heave, 

Wil threw him off to the side and staggered to his feet, reeling a little

as he moved away from the inert body in the snow. 

Horace  stepped  toward  his  friend  and  put  an  arm  around  his

shoulders to steady him. 

For  the  past  five  minutes  Horace  had  been  blundering  blindly

through the trees and bushes, heading in what he hoped was the right

direction. Thank god, he thought, he had made it just in time. 

He  saw,  with  some  concern,  that  the  front  of  Wil's  jerkin  was

covered in blood. 

"Are you al right?" he said, taking his arm from Wil's shoulders and

turning  him  so  he  could  see  more  clearly,  looking  for  some  sign  of  a

wound. 

Wil coughed and retched in reaction to his close shave. He knew

how  near  to  dying  he  had  been,  and  his  legs  were  weak  from  the

thought of it. 

"Wil!"  Horace  said,  concern  making  his  voice  harden.  "Are  you

okay?" 

The  young  warrior  was  franticaly  running  his  hands  over  Wil's

chest and stomach, trying to see where he might be wounded. There

was a lot of blood soaked into his jerkin front, and it had to be coming

from  somewhere.  Stil  in  slight  shock,  Wil  reacted  angrily  to  the

question. 

"Of course I'm not al right, you idiot!" he snapped. "He damn near

kiled me! Or didn't you notice?" 

He tried to slap Horace's searching hands away but didn't succeed. 

"Where did he get you?" Horace asked franticaly. He knew he had

to  find  the  source  of  that  blood  and  stanch  the  flow.  Wounds  to  the

stomach and torso were al too often fatal, he knew, and he felt panic

rising in him as he continued to search. 

"Stop pawing at me!" Wil shouted angrily, stepping back from him. 

"It's MacHaddish's blood, not mine!" 

Horace  looked  at  him,  uncomprehending  for  a  moment.  "Not

yours?" he said. 

"No.  Look  at  his  hand  where  the  arrow  hit  him.  He  was  pouring

blood al over me as we fought. I'm fine." 

And ilogicaly, right on the heels of a sudden rush of relief, Horace

felt his anger weling up. 

"His blood? Why didn't you say so? I was frantic here, thinking you

were bleeding like a stuck pig!" 

"When  did  you  give  me  a  chance?"  Wil  said.  "You  were  al  over

me, grabbing at me, turning me this way and that!" 

The anger, of course, was nothing more than reaction to the shock

and fear they had both felt. But it was no less real for al that. 

"I'm  sorry,"  Horace  snapped  back.  "Forgive  me  for  being  con

cerned about you. It won't happen again!" 

"Wel, if you'd got here a little sooner, there wouldn't have been a

problem," Wil retorted quickly. "Where the blazes were you, anyway? 

" 

"Where  was  I?  I  nearly  went  crazy  trying  to  find  you!  Is  this  the

thanks I get for saving your life? Because let me tel you, it didn't look

as if you were having the best of it with our friend here." 

He nudged the unconscious MacHaddish with the toe of his boot. 

The  Scotti  general  made  no  sound.  But  Wil  had  the  grace  to  look

suddenly chastened as he realized his friend was right. 

"I'm  sorry,  Horace.  You're  right.  You  saved  my  life,  and  I'm

grateful." 

"Wel..." Now it was Horace's turn to shuffle his feet uneasily. He

knew  the  reason  for  Wil's  apparent  anger.  He  had  seen  it  in  many

soldiers who had come close to death and he knew Wil hadn't meant

to  be  ungracious."That's  okay.  Think  nothing  of  it."  He  looked  for  a

way  to  change  the  subject  and  realized  the  perfect  opportunity  was

lying unconscious in the snow. 

"I  suppose  we'd  better  get  him  back  to  Grimsdel,"  he  said.  He

stooped and grabbed the Scotti's arms to heave him up and over his

shoulder,  then  realized  the  man's  right  arm  was  stil  pulsing  blood. 

"Better bind this up or he'l bleed al over me," he said. 

Quickly, he cut a strip off the man's tartan and wrapped the injured

wrist in it. Then, with Wil's help, he managed to get the dead weight of

the general over his shoulder. He wrinkled his nose with distaste. 

"He's a bit ripe close to, isn't he?" he said. 

Wil shrugged. "I was a little too busy to notice." 
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In  addition  to  the  unconscious  general,  three  of  the  Scotti  patrol

had survived the vicious fight among the trees. Two were unwounded, 

although one had a large bruise on his jaw where Horace had hit him. 

The  third  was  semiconscious  from  loss  of  blood,  with  a  massive  ax

wound to his arm. 

Gundar,  having  recovered  from  his  brief  flare  of  berserker  rage, 

ordered  the  two  unwounded  Scotti  to  make  a  stretcher  for  their

companion and to carry him back to Malcolm's cottage. As they were

doing so, he beckoned Wil to one side. 

"One  of  them  got  away,"  he  said.  "I  can  send  a  few  of  my  men

after him if you want." 

Wil  hesitated.  The  Skandians  were  excelent  fighters,  but  he

doubted their ability to track one running man in the dark. He would

have preferred it if none of MacHaddish's party had escaped, but he

knew that was asking too much. In the confusion of the battle, it would

have been easy for one man to slip into the trees. It was a pity the man

had  gotten  away,  but  it  was  no  huge  problem.  He  gestured  toward

MacHaddish,  whom  Horace  had  now  lowered  to  the  ground  with  a

smal sigh of relief. 

"We've got the one we came for," he said. "Let it go. He can't do us

any harm." He frowned thoughtfuly, hoping he was right. 

When  the  stretcher  was  ready,  Horace  heaved  the  Scotti  general

onto  his  shoulder  again.  Nils  Ropehander  offered  to  relieve  him,  but

Horace shook his head. 

"Maybe later," Horace replied. "He's al right for the moment." 

But it was a long way back to the clearing in Grimsdel, and Horace

and the Skandians ended up passing the general from one to another, 

each  taking  turns  carrying  him.  Eventualy,  MacHaddish  regained

consciousness  and  was  able  to  walk.  But  his  hands  were  tied  and  a

rope around his neck was secured to Horace's belt. Horace shrugged

several times, turning his neck from side to side to relieve the cramped

shoulder muscles. 

"What  are  we  going  to  do  with  this  lot?"  he  asked  Wil  softly, 

indicating the prisoners. Wil didn't answer immediately. 

"I  suppose  we'l  have  to  build  some  kind  of  stockade,"  he  said

uncertainly. "We'l certainly have to keep guard over them." 

Horace  grunted."The  boys  wil  love  that,"  he  said,  indicating  the

Skandians marching ahead of them, joking and laughing quietly among

themselves. "They won't want to spend their time guarding prisoners. 

They like their food and drink too much." 

Wil shrugged."That's too bad," he said. "Maybe we can rig some

kind of shackles for them – leg irons or something like that. Then we'd

only need one man at a time to keep an eye on them." 

" That shouldn't be too much of a hardship," Horace agreed. 

It  was  late  night  before  they  reached  the  clearing.  The  moon  had

risen and set, unseen by them as they moved beneath the thick blanket

of  trees.  The  glowing  remains  of  the  Skandians'  cooking  fire  cast  a

flickering light over the clearing as they emerged from the trees. There

were  lights  in  the  windows  of  Malcolm's  cottage  as  wel.  The  front

door  opened  as  they  walked  into  the  clearing,  spiling  an  elongated

rectangle  of  light  across  the  dark  ground.  Malcolm  stepped  out  to

greet them. 

"I  heard  you  were  on  your  way,"  he  said.  Wil  and  Horace  ex

changed tired grins. 

"We  should  have  known  nothing  would  get  past  your  network  of

watchers," Wil said. 

Malcolm puled a wry face."Force of habit," he said. As he spoke, 

he had moved beside the litter and was examini ng the wounded Scotti. 

"You'd better get him into my house where I can take a look at him," 

he said. 

Gundar regarded the wounded man with disinterest. 

"Why  bother?  He's  an  enemy,"  he  said.  Malcolm's  eyes  rose  to

meet his. There was a hard light in them. 

" That makes no difference to me. He's injured," he said. 

Gundar  met  his  gaze  for  a  few  seconds,  then  shrugged.  "Suit

yourself," he said. "But if you ask me, it's a waste of time." 

As  they  moved  farther  into  the  light  spiling  from  the  house, 

Malcolm  noticed  the  rough  bandages  that  several  of  the  Skandians

wore  and  understood  the  reason  for  Gundar's  seeming  calousness. 

The Skandian captain felt a strong sense of responsibility for his men. 

"I'l  look  at  your  men  too,"  he  said,  with  a  note  of  apology  in  his

voice. 

Gundar nodded his acceptance. "I'd appreciate that." 

During  this  exchange,  MacHaddish  had  been  peering  around, 

taking  in  the  scene.  His  eyes  were  bright  and  inteligent  and  his  face

was fixed in a heavy frown under the blue paint. Malcolm studied him

with interest. 

"I take it this is MacHaddish?" he said. The general looked sharply

at him as he recognized his name. 

Wil nodded. "That's him," he said. "And a right dance he led us, I

can tel you." 

For  a  second,  he  remembered  the  moment  in  the  clearing  when

MacHaddish's knife was bearing down on him, closer and closer to his

throat. He shuddered at the memory. 

"Hmmm," said Malcolm, taking in the keen, calculating light in the

general's  eyes.  "I'd  trust  him  about  as  far  as  I  can  throw  him."  He

inspected  the  rough  bandage  Horace  had  bound  around  the  Scotti's

wounded  hand.  "That'l  do  for  now,"  he  said.  "I'l  take  a  closer  look

later." He turned away and caled across the clearing. " Trobar! Bring

the chains!" 

The  massive  figure  appeared  at  the  opposite  side  of  the  clearing

and  lumbered  toward  them.  One  of  the  Scotti  prisoners  took  a  step

backward,  muttering  something  in  surprise  at  the  sight  of  the  huge

figure. Trobar was carrying several lengths of iron chain. As he came

closer, Wil saw that the chains had thick, hard leather colars attached. 

"I  thought  we  might  need  something  to  keep  our  hostages  out  of

mischief,"  Malcolm  explained,  "so  I  set  Trobar  to  making  these  up

earlier this afternoon." 

Wil  and  Horace  exchanged  a  quick  glance.  "I'm  glad  someone

thought about it," Wil said. 

Malcolm smiled. "You catch them. I'l keep them," he said. "Shackle

them, please, Trobar," he added. 

The  Scotti  warriors  recoiled  from  the  giant  figure  at  first,  then  as

one of the Skandians growled a warning, they submitted to having the

heavy leather colars attached around their necks. Assisted by two of

the Skandians, Trobar then led the prisoners across to a huge falen log

under the edge of the trees. He hammered large iron staples through

the end links of each chain to fasten them to the log. 

"The snow's stopped, so they can sleep in the open," Malcolm said. 

"They're  used  to  it."  He  glanced  at  MacHaddish.  "I  think  it  might  be

better if we keep the general separate from the others." 

Horace  nodded.  "Good  thinking.  He  can  have  his  own  log.  It's  a

privilege of rank," he added, with a smal grin. 

When MacHaddish had been secured in a similar fashion, several

other  members  of  Malcolm's  secret  community  emerged  from  the

trees,  as  was  their  custom,  bringing  food  and  drink  for  the  tired

ambush party. Malcolm, sensing Gundar's priorities, tended to the two

injured  Skandians,  cleaning  their  wounds  thoroughly,  dressing  them

with a healing salve and bandaging them neatly and efficiently. Then he

addressed  the  wounded  and  stil  unconscious  Scotti,  cleaning  the  ax

wound  in  his  arm  and  gently  sewing  the  edges  together  with  clean

thread. Horace winced at the sight of the needle passing in and out of

the man's flesh. 

When  Malcolm  had  finished,  Trobar  carried  the  Scotti  to  a  bunk

bed under the shelter of the veranda. He laid him in it and covered him

with  blankets.  Then,  unconscious  or  not,  he  fastened  another  colar

around the man's throat and attached it by a short length of chain to

the bed. 

"If he goes anywhere, he'l have to take his bed with him," Malcolm

observed, a glint in his eye. "I doubt he's up to the effort." 

The  other  Scotti  soldiers,  having  been  fed  by  Malcolm's  people, 

had  already  wrapped  themselves  in  their  massive  tartans  and  leaned

back against the log they were fastened to. By now, they were philo

sophical about their fate as captives and reasonably reassured that they

weren't  going  to  be  kiled  or  tortured. As  a  result,  they  reacted  like

soldiers everywhere: They took the chance to catch up on some sleep. 

Their snores were audible across the clearing. 

By contrast, MacHaddish sat straight-backed by a second log, his

eyes darting around the clearing. 

"He'l need watching," Horace said, chewing on a chunk of tender

griled  lamb  wrapped  in  a  soft  piece  of  flat  bread.  Close  by,  Trobar

grunted something uninteligible and moved out to sit on the ground a

few meters from MacHaddish, his eyes fixed on him. Silently, a black

and white shape detached itself from the shadows and slipped across

the clearing to his side. Wil smiled at the sight of her. 

"The dog can take care of that," he said. "But perhaps we'd better

set a watch through the night. At least, out in the open the way they

are, they're easy to keep an eye on." 

Malcolm joined them, working his shoulders up and down, easing

the arm and back muscles that were cramped and stiff from bending

over, tending to the wounded men. 

"Trobar  can  watch  him  for  a  couple  of  hours,"  he  said.  "You  two

should rest. I'l organize a guard roster." 

Wil smiled gratefuly. "I won't argue," he said. "It has been a long

day." He turned away, heading toward his and Horace's tents. Then a

thought struck him, and he stopped and looked back at the healer. 

"When do you want to question him?" he said, jerking a thumb at

the stiff-backed figure chained to the log. Malcolm answered without









hesitation. 

"Tomorrow night," he said. "The little surprise I've planned to play

on his nerves wil be much more effective in the dark." 
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Wil sat cross-legged in the late-morning sun outside his tent, poring

over the message Alyss had sent the night before. 

Mortinn, a former inn-boy who had come to Malcolm after being

hideously  disfigured  by  a  spiled  cauldron  of  boiling  water,  had  kept

watch  at  the  forest's  edge  during  the  night,  dutifuly  noting  down  the

light patterns as Alyss sent them from her window. He'd made a few

mistakes, but the gist of the message was clear enough. 

The temptation for Horace, sitting outside his own tent with nothing

to occupy him, was to watch the process. But, knowing Wil's concern

over the secrecy of the code, he wandered off to check on the chains

holding MacHaddish and his two warriors. Satisfied that they were stil

secure, he stopped to scratch the dog's head as he passed. The heavy

tail  thumped  several  times  on  the  ground.  The  dog  had  remained  on

vigil  al  night  while  the  human  guards  had  changed  every  few  hours. 

Now, Horace saw, Trobar had resumed the guard position. 

"Good  dog,  Blackie,"  Horace  said.  The  words  were  greeted  by

another tail thump from the dog and an angry glare from Trobar. The

giant rarely spoke, Horace knew. His palate was deformed, and this

made speaking an effort for him. In addition, his words were so slurred

they  were  difficult  to  understand,  and  the  inevitable  questions  that

resulted tended to embarrass the big man. This time, however, he was

sufficiently annoyed to make the effort. "No' Bla'ie," he said. 

Horace  hesitated,  then  thought  he  knew  what  had  been  said.  He

had noticed that Trobar had trouble with hard consonant sounds like  t

and  k. 

"Not Blackie?" he ventured, and the angry face nodded vehemently. 

Horace shrugged apologeticaly, a little put out. Everybody seemed to

deride  his  choice  of  name  for  the  dog,  he  thought.  "Then  what  is  his

name?" he asked. 

Trobar paused, then, trying his hardest to enunciate clearly, he said, 

"Sha'th'ow." There was just the faintest hint of a  d sound in the  th. 

Horace considered for a moment, then asked, "Shadow?" 

The  big  moon  face  lit  up  in  a  smile  and  Trobar  nodded  enthusi

asticaly. "Sha'th'ow," he repeated, pleased that he had communicated

something. The dog's tail thumped again as he said the word. Horace

studied  the  dog,  thinking  how  she  slipped  along,  bely  close  to  the

ground, moving silently as a wraith. 

" That's a good name," he said, genuinely impressed by the giant's

creativity. Trobar nodded assent once more. 

"Be'er tha' Bla'ie," he said disdainfuly. 

Horace raised his eyebrows at the taunt. 

"Suddenly everyone's a critic," he said, and turned away to see if

Wil  had  finished  decoding  the  message.  Behind  him,  as  he  walked

away, he heard the deep rumble of Trobar's laughter. 

Wil  was  stashing  his  crib  into  an  inner  pocket  when  Horace

returned. 

"What's the news from Alyss?" he asked. 

"Mainly she wanted to tel us about MacHaddish's visit. But there's

news for Orman as wel. I'm afraid his father is dead." 

Horace's face hardened. "Keren had him kiled?" 

Wil shrugged. "Not directly. It was more an accident than anything

else,  but  in  the  long  run  he  is  responsible. Alyss  says  that  he'l  never

give in now. His only hope is to go ahead with his plan with the Scotti." 

"And I don't suppose she has any idea of their timetable?" Horace

asked. 

Wil  shook  his  head."With  any  luck,  Malcolm  wil  get  that  from

MacHaddish tonight," he said. 

But Horace looked doubtful. "I wouldn't depend on that. He looks

like a tough nut to crack. D'you have any idea what Malcolm has in

mind?" 

"No idea at al. I expect we'l find out tonight. For now, I'm going to

have to tel Orman about his father." 

He stood slowly, glancing down at the message sheet again as if it

would  tel  him  some  easy  way  to  impart  the  painful  news  to  Orman. 

Horace dropped a large hand on his friend's shoulder. 

"I'l come with you," he said. There was nothing concrete he could

do  to  make  the  situation  any  better.  But  he  knew  that  his  presence

would provide some comfort and support for Wil. 

" Thanks," Wil said, and they started across the clearing together. 

MacHaddish,  alert  to  every  movement  in  the  clearing,  watched

them go. 



Orman was in the little cabin with Malcolm and Xander when Wil

broke  the  news  of  Syron's  death.  Orman  accepted  it  fatalisticaly. 

"Alyss says he would have felt no pain, at least," Wil told him, hoping

to make the news easier to bear. "He was unconscious at the end and

just slipped away." 

" Thanks for teling me," Orman said. "I think I knew it anyway. I'd

sensed something – a lack or a loss. I knew in my heart that my father

must be dead." 

Xander's  eyes  had  filed  with  tears  at  the  news.  He  had  served

Syron's family since he had been a teenager. His sadness didn't stem so

much from a sense of affection for the family – Xander was too much

a servant to presume affection for his masters. His sadness came from

a sense of duty. Syron's death brought with it a loss of direction in the

little man, as if an arm or a leg had been cut off. 

In spite of the fact that he had been serving as Orman's secretary

for the past few months, his initial loyalty had been to Syron, and as

Wil and Horace had noted on several prior occasions, that loyalty was

deep-seated and integral to his character. 

He  coped  now  as  he  usualy  did,  by  trying  to  find  some  way  to

serve Orman, now officialy established as his permanent master. 

"My lord, is there anything I can get you? Anything I can do?" 

Orman patted his shoulder gently. 

"  Thanks,  Xander,  but  you  need  to  grieve  as  wel.  He  was  your

master  before  I  was,  and  I  know  you  always  served  him  faithfuly. 

Don't bother yourself about me for a while." 

The  little  steward's  face  seemed  to  crumple  before  them,  and

Orman  realized  that  the  most  effective  way  for  Xander  to  cope  with

the loss would be to busy himself doing things for his master. 

"On second thought," he said, "I think I could use a large cup of tea

right now. If it's not troubling you too much." 

Xander's face cleared instantly. 

"At  once,  my  lord!"  he  said.  He  looked  at  the  others.  "Anyone

else?" he asked. 

Wil  and  Horace  hid  their  surprise.  The  little  steward  had  been

decidedly  prickly  over  the  past  few  days.  Malcolm,  however,  under

stood his need for something to do. 

"I'd like a cup too, Xander, if you don't mind," he said softly. 

Xander  nodded  several  times  and  bustled  toward  the  smal  cot

tage's kitchen, rubbing his hands energeticaly together. 

"What's the plan of action for tonight?" Wil asked Malcolm when

the steward had left the room. 

" There's a clearing a little way east of here," Malcolm told them. 

"My people are setting up a few things now. We'l take MacHaddish

there once the moon has set." 

Horace frowned thoughtfuly. He'd been wondering for some time

how Malcolm intended to get MacHaddish to answer questions. 

"What exactly do you have in mind?" he asked. 

The healer regarded him. His normaly kindly face was devoid of

expression.  "I'm  planning  to  prey  on  MacHaddish's  superstitions  and

fears. The Scotti have a host of demons and supernatural beings that I

can use." 

"You  know  what  they  are?"  Orman  asked,  eyeing  the  healer  with

some interest. 

Malcolm  shrugged  diffidently."Wel,  yes.  One  of  my  people  spent

his early years living north of the border. He's familiar with the Scotti

demons  and  superstitions."  A  thought  struck  him,  and  he  looked  at

Wil. "I suppose we'l need a few Skandians tonight as guards," he said. 

"Ask Gundar if we can have two or three of his most simple-minded

and superstitious men." 

"I'l tel him," Wil said doubtfuly. "But wouldn't we be better with

more inteligent guards?" 

Malcolm shook his head. "Terror feeds upon itself. If Mac-Haddish

sees the Skandians are terrified, it'l make it easier to frighten him. And

it'l be better if they're not acting." 

Xander returned at that moment, with a tray bearing two mugs of

steaming tea. He offered the tray to Orman, who took a cup carefuly. 

"Thank you, Xander," he said. "I don't know what I'd do without

you." 

Xander smiled. It was an unusual expression on his face, and Wil

and Horace exchanged a surprised glance. They had just witnessed an

object lesson in leadership and authority. 

"And thank you," Malcolm said in his turn. He sipped appreciatively

at his tea, then asked Wil and Horace, "I assume you two wil be along

to watch tonight?" 

"Of course," Wil answered. " We wouldn't miss it for the world." 

Malcolm  nodded.  "Thought  you  might  say  that.  Wel,  I'l  have

Trobar bring you al along when the time's right. I'l be leaving shortly to

get a few things ready at the clearing." He glanced down at his teacup

and smiled. "Just as soon as I've finished this excelent tea." 











21











Trobar led the little party along a typical Grmsden track. Narrow, 

constricted and overgrown, it wound its way beneath the massive trees

that loomed above it. At ground level, the track was barely two meters

wide. Above the ground, the canopy of the forest overhung the track, 

the branches and vines intertwining to block out the view of the stars. 

At odd intervals, they passed arcane symbols and warning signs –

skuls  and  bones  figuring  prominently  among  them.  MacHaddish

seemed unperturbed by these, although they caused a certain amount

of nervous comment from the three Skandians. 

More ominous to Wil was the fact that the forest was completely

silent.  There  was  no  rustling  of  nocturnal  animals  among  the

undergrowth, no soft, swishing flight of bats or owls through the trees. 

Nothing. 

And yet the silence did not suggest the absence of life. Far from it. 

In fact, there was a sense of some large presence around them – of

eyes  that  watched  them  from  the  impenetrable  darkness  that  began

outside  the  narrow  circle  of  light  from  the  torches  they  carried.  The

forest itself seemed to personify a massive, ancient evil. 

Wil shivered at the thought of it and puled his cloak more tightly

around  him.  The  darkness  and  the  silence  were  causing  him  to  have

fanciful thoughts, he told himself. There was nothing here to be afraid

of.  He  knew  that  the  manifestations  he  had  seen  and  heard  when  he

first entered the forest had been the result of Malcolm's trickery. And

yet, the forest had been ancient long before Malcolm had come to live

in it. Who could tel what prehistoric evil might have taken root here, 

deep  under  the  trees,  where  the  warming,  cleansing  light  of  the  sun

never penetrated? 

He glanced surreptitiously at Horace, marching beside him. In the

light of the torch he carried, Horace's face was pale and set. He could

feel the atmosphere too, Wil thought. 

They  wound  through  the  trees.  Trobar  walked  at  the  front  of  the

party,  with  MacHaddish  behind  him.  The  giant  had  levered

MacHaddish's chain free of the log that had secured him through the

night and stapled it to a slightly smaler log. Trobar now carried it by

one  hand  as  if  it  were  weightless,  but  Horace  and  Wil  both  realized

that its weight would take al the strength of a normal man to lift. It was

a  simple  way  to  ensure  that  MacHaddish  didn't  try  to  escape.  Al

Trobar  had  to  do  was  drop  the  massive  piece  of  hardwood,  and

MacHaddish's progress would be reduced to a staggering crawl. 

The  three  Skandians  folowed  directly  behind  the  Scotti  general, 

their weapons ready for any sign of treachery on his part – and for any

supernatural interference that might manifest itself in the meantime. 

Wil and Horace brought up the rear. 

"How  far's  the  clearing?"  Horace  asked  quietly.  The  darkness  of

the  forest  was  becoming  oppressive.  It  seemed  to  press  in  on  them, 

and he would have welcomed the sight of a patch of clear sky and a

little room around him to let him breathe. 

Wil shrugged. "He said it was close by. But the way this trail twists

and winds, we could be walking for miles." 

At the sound of their voices, muted as they were, Trobar turned to

look back at them. He placed his finger to his lips in an unmistakable

sign  for  silence.  Wil  and  Horace  exchanged  a  glance  and  shrugged. 

But they said nothing. 

A few meters farther, Trobar held up his hand and they al stopped. 

He peered from side to side into the blackness, holding his torch higher

to try to penetrate farther into the gloomy depths that surrounded them. 

Instinct ively, the other members of the little party copied his actions. 

For the first time, Wil noticed that MacHaddish had lost his customary

lack  of  concern.  His  glance  flicked  quickly  from  Trobar  to  the

surrounding darkness and back again. 

The  man  had  some  nerves  after  al,  Wil  thought  to  himself.  The

Skandians  muttered  in  an  undertone  until  Trobar  rounded  on  them

fiercely  and  made  the  gesture  for  silence  again.  He  started  forward, 

then stopped, uncertainly. His nervousness communicated itself to the

rest of the group. Wil felt an overwhelming sense that something was

coming  up  on  him  in  the  darkness  behind  them,  but  when  he  turned

quickly to look, he could see nothing but blackness beyond the flare of

his torch. 

Then the sound began. 

It  was  a  deep,  rhythmic  noise,  the  sound  of  some  massive  crea

ture's breathing. It came from the sides and from behind. Then it was

ahead  of  them.  Then  to  the  right.  The  hair  on  Wil's  neck  prickled

upright.  It's  the  forest  itself,  he  thought.  It's  alive.  He  shook  himself

angrily  to  get  rid  of  the  ridiculous  fancy.  He  knew  how  Malcolm

arranged for sounds to move around the forest. The healer had shown

him  the  network  of  holow  tubes  he  used  to  broadcast  and  amplify

sounds  to  different  positions.  Somewhere  out  in  the  dark,  Wil  told

himself, Luka, Malcolm's barrel-chested assistant, would be breathing

into  the  tubes,  sending  the  sound  through  a  network  of  tubes  to

different points in the trees around them. 

Then  the  breathing  stopped  as  suddenly  as  it  had  begun.  Trobar

stepped  off  again,  MacHaddish  and  the  three  Skandians  folowing

reluctantly.  Wil  realized,  in  a  flash  of  inspiration,  that  the  giant's

reluctance and uncertainty were a pretense. It was briliant playacting

on his part – pretending to be nervous, pretending to be uncertain as to

whether  to  carry  on  or  not.  As  Malcolm  had  told  them,  fear

communicates  itself  to  others.  The  fact  that  the  massive,  gargoylelike

Trobar was afraid was enough to make the others fearful as wel. 

Trobar stopped again. Then he turned his head from side to side, 

listening. 

The sound came from nowhere and everywhere. The breathing was

gone,  replaced  now  by  a  deep  sighing  sound,  an  extended,  visceral

growl that was right at the lower register of human hearing. 

Trobar looked back at the smal party, his eyes wide with fear. 

"Hur'y!"  he  croaked  at  them,  and  then,  in  case  they  hadn't  under

stood him, set off along the track at a shambling run. MacHaddish was

caught  by  surprise  and  remained  rooted  to  the  spot  for  a  second  or

two. Then the chain leading to the colar around his neck tightened and

nearly jerked him from his feet. He recovered with difficulty, staggering

and blundering into trees as he tried to regain his balance, knowing that

if  he  lost  his  footing,  Trobar  would  not  wait  for  him.  He  would  be

dragged along by the chain until the colar choked him. 

The Skandians needed no extra urging. They careered behind the

reeling  general,  shoving  him  with  their  weapons,  exhorting  him  to  go

faster  or  to  make  way  for  them.  Wil  and  Horace,  after  a  moment's

indecision,  took  off  in  pursuit,  stumbling  on  roots  and  depressions  in

the  uneven  track,  the  flames  from  their  torches  flaring  behind  them, 

trailing showers of sparks as they tried to keep up. 

Wil  told  himself  that  it  was  al  a  trick,  an  ilusion.  He  knew  that

Malcolm  and  a  party  of  his  folowers  had  been  at  work  al  day  pre

paring for this. Yet even so, while logic told him there was nothing to be

frightened of, his sense of terror in these cold dark woods could not

be denied. 

The groaning had changed. It had become a  guttural  laugh  as  the

forest seemed to express its contempt for their efforts to escape. 

Ahead of them, Trobar's hoarse, slurring voice could be heard as

he  continued  to  exhort  them  to  hurry.  Wil  glanced  back  over  his

shoulder,  but  with  the  glare  of  the  torch  beside  his  head,  he  couldn't

see more than a meter or two behind him. Again, he had the sense of

unavoidable  dread  –  the  feeling  that  something  large  and  hostile  was

looming in the night behind him. 

His feet caught in a tree root and he pitched forward. But before he

reached the ground, he felt Horace's hand grab his upper arm and drag

him upright again. 

"Watch where you're going!" 

The  fear  was  infectious.  Wil  sensed  it  in  Horace's  high-pitched

voice. Horace saw it in Wil's fearful backward glances. Each of them

had  the  highest  regard  for  the  other's  courage,  so  the  thought  that

Horace  was  terrified  added  spurs  to  Wil's  fear,  and  vice  versa  for

Horace.  The  night,  the  darkness,  the  narrow,  winding  track  al  mag

nified their fear. And it fed upon the oldest fear of al, fear of the dark

unknown. 

Now  the  voice  in  the  night  had  changed  again.  The  laughter  had

changed  to  a  pulsing,  wordless  snarl.  It  was  a  sound  that  mingled

frustration with hatred that told them beyond doubt that whatever was

out there in the forest was weary of toying with them and was about to

close in for the kil. 

And  then,  blessedly,  there  was  light  and  open  space  as  they  blun

dered into the clearing they had been searching for, and the sounds of

the forest gradualy died away. 

The  little  party  stood,  heads  hanging,  chests  heaving,  as  they

recovered their breath. The clearing was barely twenty meters across, 

but  they  could  see  the  night  sky  above  them  and  feel  relief  from  the

threatening wal of trees that had enclosed them. There was a smal fire

burning in the center of the clearing. After the oppressive blackness of

the forest, it seemed twice as bright as normal, and instinctively, seeing

it as sanctuary, they moved toward it. Then a figure stepped into the

light  between  them  and  the  fire,  one  hand  up  in  an  unmistakable

gesture, his shadow long and wavering in the flickering light of the fire. 

The figure was tal and narrow shouldered, dressed in a long black

gown that was festooned with gold thread tracing out the shape of the

moon and stars and comets. A high, flat-topped tubular hat crowned

his head, with a narrow brim circling it about ten centimeters above its

base. The hat was bright-burnished silver, and it caught the red glare of

the  fire,  throwing  weird  dancing  reflections  of  light  into  the  trees









around them with every slight movement of his head. 

His  face  was  painted  in  alien  patterns  of  black  and  silver,  com

pletely  covered  so  that  only  the  eyes  were  left  glaring  out  from  the

terrifying mask. 

The figure held out his hands to the side, and Wil could see that the

arms  of  the  long  garment  he  wore  were  flared  at  the  cuffs  so  the

sleeves hung like a bat's wings from his arms. And his voice when he

spoke  was  harsh  and  querulous,  a  voice  that  would  brook  no

argument. 

Gone was Malcolm, the gentle healer Wil had come to know. In his

place was the character he had created to keep intruders away from

Grimsdel Wood. 

Malkalam, Wil realized. The sorcerer. 
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"Trobar,  you  fool!"  grated  Malkalam  at  his  cowering  assistant.  "I

told you to be here before moonset – before it awoke!" 

He gestured to the dark circle of trees around them as he spoke, 

and, faintly, the smal group heard that deep, evil chuckle again. Trobar

hung his head in shame and fear. 

"Sor'y, Ma'ther," he said miserably. But there was no forgiveness in

the sorcerer's glaring eyes. 

"Sorry? No good to be sorry, fool. You have woken him, and now

I must protect us al." 

The  Skandians  had  listened  wide-eyed  to  this  exchange.  Perhaps

more  terrifying  than  the  events  in  the  forest,  and  Malkalam's  arcane

appearance,  was  his  calous,  unforgiving  treatment  of  Trobar.  The

Skandians had been around long enough to know that Malcolm usualy

treated the deformed giant with kindness and soft words. This was a

different person altogether. 

Wil, having regained a little equanimity now that they were out of

the trees, watched with narrowed eyes. He realized that Malcolm and

Trobar were playing a part for the benefit of MacHaddish. He leaned

close to Horace and whispered, "Go along with it." 

Horace nodded, but at the slight sound, Malkalam rounded upon

them,  one  arm  outstretched,  the  forefinger  adorned  with  a  long  nail

pointing at them like an arrow. 

"Silence,  you  idiots!  This  is  no  time  for  chatter!  Serthrek'nish  is

awake!" 


And  at  the  name,  there  was  a  reaction  from  MacHaddish.  The

Scotti let out an involuntary cry of terror and sank to his knees, hud

dled over the heavy log that Trobar had dropped. Malkalam stepped

toward him, standing over the crouching figure as he spoke. 

"Yes, MacHaddish. The dark demon Serthrek'nish is abroad in this

forest, watching us as we stand here. You know of him, I think? The

shredder of bodies and renderer of limbs? The red-fanged destroyer

of men?" 

He paused. There was a strangled sob of fear from the Scotti. He

remained bowed over the heavy log that secured his chain, refusing to

look up, as if fearful of what he might see. 

Malkalam continued inexorably. 

"Only the light of my fire is keeping him back from this clearing. But

Serthrek'nish won't be denied for long. He's gathering his courage now, 

and he knows the flames wil soon die down." 

As  if  in  answer,  a  deep-throated  chuckle  sounded  from  the  dark

ness outside the clearing. 

MacHaddish's head snapped up. Even from several meters away, 

Wil could see the whites of the man's wide-open, terrified eyes against

the blue paint that covered his face. 

" We've no time to waste. I have to build our defensive perimeter," 

Malkalam  said.  He  ignored  the  staring  general,  gesturing  to  his  as

sistant. "Trobar! Take those men over there!" 

Trobar led the Skandians to a point near the edge of the clearing

indicated  by  his  master.  The  sea  wolves  looked  fearfuly  at  the  dark

wal of the trees as they approached it. They would have preferred to

remain right in the middle of the clearing, near the fire. 

"Sit,"  Malkalam  commanded  them,  and,  folowing  Trobar's  lead, 

they sat cross-legged on the damp ground. The sorcerer then moved

around  them,  muttering  incomprehensible  incantations  as  he  poured

black powder from a sack in a large circle around them. 

"Don't  touch  the  circle,"  he  warned  them.  "The  soul  stealer  can't

touch you if your circle is unbroken." 

He  ushered  Wil  and  Horace  to  another  point  in  the  clearing. 

Motioning them to sit on the ground, he poured more black powder in

a circle around them. He began the mumbling incantations again as he

moved  around  Wil  and  Horace,  then  in  the  middle  of  it  al,  without

changing  intonation  or  volume,  he  said  quietly,  in  his  normal  voice, 

"Don't try to guess what I'm doing. Don't discuss it. Just look scared to

death." 

Wil  nodded  and  saw  an  almost  imperceptible  nod  in  return.  It

made sense, he realized. If he and Horace were to sit here calmly and

analyticaly trying to second-guess his actions, they would destroy the

atmosphere he was working to create. 

Malkalam – it was almost impossible to think of him as Malcolm in

this context – moved away from them now and formed another black

circle around MacHaddish. The Scotti had recovered a little by now

and watched him as the black powder fel around him. Malkalam met

his gaze as he completed the circle. 

"You're  safe  if  the  black  circle  is  complete,"  he  said.  "Do  you  u

nderstand?" 

MacHaddish  nodded,  swalowing  heavily.  Malkalam's  face  d

arkened. 

"Say it!" he ordered. "Say you understand!" 

"I...  understand,"  the  Scotti  said.  There  was  a  thick  accent  to  his

speech that made the words almost unrecognizable. 

Wil's eyebrows shot up. It was the first time the Scotti had spoken

since  they  had  captured  him,  the  first  sign  that  he  understood  the

Araluen  language.  Although,  he  thought  immediately,  it  would  have

made  little  sense  to  send  someone  who  didn't  speak  Araluen  to

negotiate with Keren. 

Now,  not  only  had  MacHaddish  spoken,  he  had  done  so  in  re

sponse to an order from Malkalam. It seemed that the sorcerer was

beginning  to  assert  dominance  over  the  stiff-necked  Scotti.  Wil

glanced  quickly  at  Horace,  saw  that  the  young  warrior's  eyes  were

lowered, his head bowed, and realized that he was looking altogether

too  interested  in  the  proceedings  himself.  He  copied  his  friend's  ex

ample  and  lowered  his  head,  puling  the  cowl  of  his  cloak  farther

forward.  From  inside  the  shadow  of  the  cowl,  he  could  watch

Malkalam at work without risking his features being seen. 

The tal figure strode across the clearing now, reflections from the

silver hat flickering across the trees, and picked up a long blackthorn

staff.  The  wood  was  gnarled  and  highly  polished  from  constant

handling over the years. He held it above his head. 

" The three black circles are complete," he caled to the forest. "I

hold  the  sacred  blackwood  scepter.  We  are  protected  from  you, 

Serthrek'nish!" 

An  angry  snarl  resonated  through  the  trees  in  answer.  On  the

southern side of the clearing, the side they had approached from, there

was a sudden glare of red light as something flashed between the trees. 

Then it came again, closer this time, circling the clearing as it moved to

the west. 

Malkalam backed away from the trees toward the fire in the center

of the clearing. Wil looked around at the others. In their circle, Trobar

and the Skandians were wide eyed and staring, their eyes searching the

trees  for  the  next  sign  of  light  or  movement.  MacHaddish  was  the

same.  Wil  glanced  at  Malkalam  and  saw  that  he  was  watching

MacHaddish carefuly. Once he was assured that the Scotti's attention

was  distracted,  he  reached  into  his  cloak  and  took  a  smal  package

from an inner pocket. Moving closer to the fire, he dropped the packet

into the embers at its edge. 

There was another flash of red in the trees, moving to the northwest

side of the clearing now. Then, at the spot where it disappeared, a thin

curtain of fog began to rise from the ground, just inside the tree line. 

Malkalam began to back away again, moving toward the huddled

figure of MacHaddish. 

"Stay  back,  Serthrek'nish!"  he  caled.  "The  flames  of  fire  and  the

circles of power forbid you to enter this clearing!" 

Even  as  he  said  it,  there  was  a  sudden  flare  of  red  from  the  fire

itself. A red flash leapt from the flames, folowed by a thick red mist

that  bloomed  up  from  the  side  of  the  fire  –  right  at  the  point,  Wil

realized,  where  Malkalam  had  tossed  the  smal  packet  only  a  few

seconds before. 

The Skandians, Trobar and MacHaddish al cried out in shock. A

little  belatedly,  Wil  and  Horace  added  their  voices  to  the  reaction. 

Then, as the strange red mist spread over the fire, the flames began to

dwindle, as if being smothered. The clearing grew darker as the flames

died down. Malkalam's tal figure threw a distorted, elongated shadow

across the ground and the trees seemed to press in closer to them. 

"Gorlog's claws!" shouted one of the Skandians. "What the devil is

that?" 

Everyone folowed the direction of his pointing arm. In the bank of

fog that was rising among the trees to the north, they saw a sudden red

flare of light. 

But this was more than just light. This was the shape of a terrible

face,  looming  through  the  mist.  It  was  there  for  an  instant  and  then

gone, but it was indelibly printed on their memories. A triangular face, 

with holow, slanted eyeholes and a leering black mouth set with long, 

canine fangs. Wild tendrils of beard covered the chin, and the hair was

a red mass of tangles, with two curved horns visible through them. 

Then it was gone and a shattering laugh split the night. The laugh ran

around  the  circle  of  trees  that  surrounded  them,  and  their  eyes

folowed its movement involuntarily. 

Then, high in the sky above the clearing, the face reappeared, this

time  glowing  as  if  lit  by  an  inner  light.  It  swooped  low,  then  soared

across  the  clearing,  climbing  back  into  the  trees  and  seeming  to  ex

plode and disappear in a shower of sparks that left the darkness even

blacker as they died away. 

Malkalam had recoiled as the apparition swooped low overhead, 

then  tried  unsuccessfuly  to  strike  at  it  with  his  blackthorn  staff.  He

staggered and dropped to his knees. Then, maintaining his hold on the

staff, he pointed to the fog bank again, where the horrible grinning face

had appeared once more. 

"Go, Serthrek'nish! I forbid you entry! Go!" 

The face disappeared again, and the watchers cried out in terror as

a new apparition formed. Black and shimmering in the fog – or rather, 

Wil  realized,  on the fog – a huge figure took shape: Massively built, 

wearing  a  huge  horned  helmet  and  holding  a  jagged-edged  ax,  it

towered above them for a second, then faded to nothing. 

The  Night  Warrior,  Wil  realized.  He  had  seen  the  dreadful  figure

the first time he had ventured into Grimsdel Wood, and it had terrified

him. A few days later, Alyss had discovered it was nothing more than

an ilusion, using fake lights and a magic lantern projector, created by

Malcolm to scare away intruders. 

The fire was nothing but a smal pile of coals now. Malkalam rose

unsteadily to his feet. He pointed the black staff, threatening the trees

that encircled them. 

"Stay back, I warn you!" he caled. But now a series of red flashes

and  flares  ran  through  the  trees,  circling  the  clearing,  throwing  huge, 

twisted  shadows  across  the  smal  open  space,  shadows  that  were

there  and  then  gone  in  an  instant. And  as  this  happened,  they  heard

Serthrek'nish  speak  for  the  first  time,  his  voice  deep,  resonant  and

blood-chiling. 

"  The  flames  have  died.  The  power  of  the  circles  is  weak.  I  wil

have the blood of one of you." 

One of the Skandians went to rise, battleax ready in his hand, but

Malkalam's outstretched hand stopped him before he had gone above

a crouch. 

"Stay where you are, you fool!" his voice cracked like a whip. "He

says he wants one and one only. He can have the Scotti." 

"No-o-o-o-o-o!"  MacHaddish's  cry  was  high-pitched  and  ago

nized.  To  the  Skandians,  the  demonic  red  face  was  a  terrifying  ap

parition. But to MacHaddish, it lay at the very heart of terror. It was

the  basis  of  al  fear  for  Scottis,  instiled  in  them  when  they  were

children.  The  flesh  eater,  the  renderer,  the  tearer  of  limbs  –

Serthrek'nish  was  al  these  things  and  more.  It  was  the  demon,  the

ultimate  evil  in  Scotti  superstition.  Serthrek'nish  didn't  just  kil  his

victims.  He  stole  their  souls  and  their  very  being,  feeding  on  them  to

make  himself  stronger.  If  Serthrek'nish  had  your  soul,  there  was  no

hereafter, no peace at the end of the long mountain road. 

And there was no memory of the victim either, for if a person were

taken  by  Serthrek'nish,  his  family  were  compeled  to  expunge  al

memory of him from their minds. 

With Malkalam's words, MacHaddish knew he was not facing just

a  terrible  death.  He  was  facing  a  forever  of  nothing.  He  looked  up

now into the implacable face as the wizard stepped toward him. 

"No," he pleaded. "Please. Spare me this." 

But  the  blackthorn  rod  had  moved  out  and  begun  to  scrub  an

opening in the circle of black powder that surrounded

MacHaddish. 

Franticaly,  MacHaddish  tried  to  restore  it,  pushing  the  powder

back  into  place  with  his  hand,  but  his  efforts  only  succeeded  in  wid

ening  the  gap.  His  breath  sobbed  in  his  throat,  and  tears  of  abject

terror scored a path through the blue paint on his face. 

Then the face reappeared in the mist, seeming to be more clearly

defined now. It flickered, faded and disappeared again. 

MacHaddish looked up at the wizard's painted face. Al traces of

the proud, unbending Scotti general were gone now. 

"Please?" he said. And the staff stopped its work. 

Malkalam paused. "No," he said impassively. 

MacHaddish,  already  on  his  knees,  now  bent  forward  until  his

forehead touched the ground – making sure that he remained within the

circle, Wil noted. 

"I'l  give  you  anything,"  he  said.  "Anything  you  ask.  Just  keep  the

demon away." 

Malkalam's  staff  moved  toward  the  thin  black  line  once  more, 

touching  it,  stirring  the  grains  of  black  powder  that  marked  it  out, 

slowly  separating  them,  deliberately  working  to  form  a  breach  in  the









circle.  The  general  watched  the  tip  of  the  staff  at  work,  watched  his

safe haven slowly being scraped away. 

"Please?" he said, in a voice that was cracking with fear. 

The staff stopped moving. 

"  Tel  me,"  Malkalam  said  in  a  deliberate  voice,  "what  are  you

planning with Keren?" 
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MacHaddish  looked  up  quickly,  suspicion  mixed  with  fear  on  his

face as he heard the terms. He had expected something else from the

wizard – a demand for riches or power or both. Information was the

one thing he hadn't expected Malkalam to ask for. 

"It's  a  simple  question,"  Malkalam  continued.  "Tel  me  what  you

have planned." 

In  spite  of  the  terror  that  gripped  his  insides,  the  discipline

MacHaddish  had  learned  over  long  years  as  a  warrior  and  leader

reasserted itself. To disclose plans like this was treachery, nothing less. 

His jaw set in a hard line, and he began to shake his head. 

Malkalam's  staff  begin  its  inexorable  work  again,  wiping  out  the

circle  that  protected  the  Scotti.  MacHaddish  knew  his  own  folklore. 

He knew the black circle was his only protection against Serthrek'nish. 

He knew that once there was a gap in the circle wide enough for the

demon's hand to enter, it would be the end of him. 

Serthrek'nish  would  drag  him,  screaming,  from  the  circle  and  into

the black night under the trees – and into a greater blackness beyond. 

He  watched  the  gap  widen.  A  lifetime  of  loyalty  and  discipline

struggled  with  a  lifetime  of  superstition,  and  superstition  won.  He

reached  out  and  grabbed  hold  of  the  tip  of  the  staff,  stopping  its

deliberate movement. 

"Tel  me  what  you  want  to  know,"  he  said  in  a  low  voice,  his

shoulders slumped in defeat. 

"Your plans for attack," Malcolm said."How many men are coming? 

When are they going to be here?" 

There was no further hesitation from the Scotti. He had committed

to betray his trust, and he could see no point in hedging. 

"Two  hundred  men,  initialy,  from  the  clans  MacFrewin, 

MacKentick  and  MacHaddish.  The  commander  wil  be  Caleb

MacFrewin, warlord of the senior clan." 

"And  the  plan  is  to  occupy  Castle  Macindaw,  then  spread  out

farther into Norgate Fief, correct?" 

MacHaddish  nodded.  "Macindaw  wil  be  our  anchor  point,  our

stronghold.  Once  we  have  neutralized  that  and  occupied  it,  we  can

bring more and more men through the passes." 

A few meters away, Wil and Horace exchanged worried glances. 

Both  knew  the  potential  danger  of  having  an  armed  force  of  two

hundred men loose in the province. And those two hundred would be

just an advance party. Once a foothold was gained, more would folow

in their tracks. 

It would take a major army to dislodge them, and that army would

have to come from the south. It would be months before King Duncan

could put a large enough force together and then march them north. By

then,  the  Scottis  would  be  firmly  entrenched  and  it  might  wel  prove

impossible to drive them back through the passes to the high plains of

Picta  –  particularly  if  they  held  Castle  Macindaw  in  strength.  If  this

went unchecked, it could mark the beginning of a long, drawn-out war, 

with no guarantee of victory for the Araluen forces. You could almost

redraw the maps of Araluen and Picta and move the permanent border

fifty kilometers to the south. 

But most of this they had already guessed. There was one question

stil remaining that needed answering. And that answer might wel hold

the key to Norgate's future. 

"When?" Malcolm posed the question. This time MacHaddish did

hesitate. He knew as wel as they did that this was the vital question, 

and for a moment his loyalty reasserted itself. 

But  not  for  long.  Malcolm  twisted  the  point  of  the  staff  from  his

grip and moved it toward the thin black line of powder once more. 

" Three weeks," MacHaddish said, a note of surrender in his voice. 

"Three weeks from yesterday. Caleb MacFrewin is already gathering

the  clans.  They're  marching  to  the  border  now.  It  wil  take  time  for

them to get through the few passes that are open and then reassemble

into marching order. They'l be at Macindaw in three weeks." 

Malcolm stepped back a pace, studying the crouching figure before

him. He saw the slumped shoulders, the downcast eyes and the look

of defeat. MacHaddish was a broken man, a man who had betrayed

his own honor, and Malcolm had no intention of crowing over the fact. 

Nor  did  he  plan  to  reveal  to  MacHaddish  that  he  had  been  tricked. 

But  that  was  less  because  of  any  sympathy  for  the  man  and  more

because  he  realized  that  there  might  come  a  time  when  he  needed

more information. 

"Thank you," he said simply. He took a sack from an inner pocket

and  bent  forward,  pouring  black  powder  onto  the  ground  to  restore

the gaps he had forced in the circle. 

Then he walked quickly to the smoldering remains of the fire and

threw  another  handful  of  powder  onto  the  coals.  There  was  a  deep

 hoof,   and  a  vivid  yelow  flash,  and  the  flames  reignited  instantly, 

climbing high into the dark sky above Grimsdel Wood. He looked at

the  three  Skandians,  who  had  watched  the  proceedings  in  terrified

silence. 

"We're safe," he said. "Serthrek'nish can't harm us now." 

The tension went out of the Skandians' bodies as he spoke. They

gripped  their  weapons  a  little  less  fiercely,  although  Wil  noticed  that

they  didn't  actualy  let  go  of  them.  Then,  from  behind  Malcolm,  they

heard an unexpected sound. 

MacHaddish  was  sobbing.  But  whether  from  shame  or  relief,  no

one could tel. 



They  spent  the  rest  of  the  night  in  the  clearing.  Throughout  the

hours  of  darkness,  Malcolm  replenished  the  flames  whenever  it

seemed  necessary  with  the  strange  chemicals  he  carried.  He  was

determined  to  maintain  the  ilusion  that  he  had  created  for

MacHaddish's benefit. 

As the first gray light of day crept over the treetops, they climbed

stiffly to their feet and headed back to Healer's Clearing. They traveled

silently.  Even  by  daylight,  Grimsdel  was  a  foreboding  place  that

discouraged idle conversation, and the events of the night before were

fresh in al their minds. 

There was a general lightening in their colective mood when they

finaly stepped into the open space that marked Healer's Clearing. The

other  Skandians  caled  greetings  to  the  three  who  had  accompanied

the  smal  party,  while  the  Scotti  soldiers  looked  curiously  at  their

general, who kept his eyes averted from them as he sank to his knees, 

alowing Trobar to transfer his chain once more to the larger log. The

stiffness and pride were gone from MacHaddish's body language. He

was a shattered man. 

Malcolm, who had wiped off his wizard's makeup and resumed his

normal gray robe before they left the clearing,  beckoned  to  Wil  and

Horace as he turned toward his little cottage. 

"We'd  better  talk,"  he  said.  "Orman  wil  be  anxious  to  hear  the

news." 

The  two  young  men  agreed  and  folowed  him  to  the  cottage. As

they entered the warm parlor, the healer slumped gratefuly into one of

his carved wooden armchairs. 

"Oh,  that's  better,"  he  said,  the  relief  obvious  in  his  voice.  "I'm

getting too old for al this playing around in the forest. You've no idea

how exhausting it can be prancing around in high boots pretending to

be an evil wizard." 

He twisted awkwardly in his seat, grimacing as he favored one side

of his back. 

"  Then  Nigel  let  that  flying  face  get  too  low  and  nearly  took  my

head off with it, so I had to duck out of the way. Think I might have

ricked my back," he said sourly. 

At  the  sound  of  their  voices,  Orman  and  Xander  had  appeared

from an inner room. Orman looked from one to the other. 

"I take it the expedition was a success?" he asked. 

Malcolm  shrugged,  then  obviously  wished  he  hadn't,  as  his  back

twinged in pain. 

"You  could  say  that,"  Horace  answered  for  him."Malcolm  got  the

names,  the  numbers  and  the  timetable.  Took  him  less  than  twenty

minutes too," he added admiringly."On top of that, he scared the day

lights out of MacHaddish and our Skandian friends." 

Malcolm smiled at him. "That's al?" 

Horace  grinned  sheepishly.  "As  a  matter  of  fact,  you  made  me  a

little nervous too," he admitted. 

"And me," Wil added."And I know how most of the ilusions are

done." 

"Wel, you're one up on me," Horace told him. "Everything came as

a wonderful surprise as far as I was concerned." 

"  The  demon  face  in  the  fog  –  and  the  giant  warrior  –  they  were

your normal projection ilusions, weren't they?" Wil asked Malcolm. 

Horace snorted. "Normal!" he muttered under his breath. 

Malcolm  ignored  him  and  replied  to  Wil's  question.  He  was

justifiably proud of the technology he had created to form the ilusions, 

and he couldn't help preening just a little. 

" That's right. The fog serves a double purpose. It gives me a kind

of  screen  to  project  on,  but  it  also  dissipates  and  distorts  the

projections so they're never seen too clearly. If MacHaddish had got a

clear  look  at  them,  he  might  have  seen  how  crude  they  are.  The

suggestion is al important. The viewer tends to fil in the empty spaces

for himself, and usualy he does a far more terrifying job than I could." 

"The lights in the trees I've seen before too," Wil continued. "After

al, we use them when we're signaling Alyss. But the flying face – the

one that nearly hit you – how did you manage that?" 

"Ah,  yes,  I  was  quite  pleased  with  that  one.  Although  it  nearly

brought  us  undone.  Nigel  and  I  spent  most  of  the  afternoon  rigging

that. He's only seventeen, but he's quite an artist. It was nothing more

than a paper lantern with the face inscribed on it in heavy black lines. 

We  mounted  it  on  a  fine  wire  that  ran  across  the  clearing.  It  was  in

visible in the dark. The idea was it was supposed to swoop down, then

disappear into the trees opposite." 

"But it... just seemed to fly apart into sparks," Wil said. 

Malcolm nodded enthusiasticaly. "Yes, that's another little chemical

trick I learned some years back. A combination of sulfur and saltpeter

and..."  He  hesitated.  Proud  or  not,  he  wasn't  wiling  to  share  al  the

details with them."And a bit of this and that," he continued."It creates a

compound that burns fiercely or explodes if you contain it." 

"It  was  very  effective,"  Horace  said,  remembering  how  the  red

shape  had  swooped  out  of  the  sky,  flashed  across  the  clearing,  then

dissolved into a shower of flame and sparks in the treetops. "I think it

was the final straw for MacHaddish." 

"It nearly gave the game away," Malcolm replied."As I said, it flew

lower  than  we  had  expected  and  nearly  hit  me.  That  would  have

tangled me up in the wires and might wel have set my cloak on fire. If

MacHaddish  had  seen  that  happen,  he  would  have  seen  through  the









whole thing." 

"It's often the way," Wil said. "Failure is just a few seconds away

from success." 

" That's true," Malcolm agreed. 

Orman  had  listened  patiently  as  they  dissected  the  events  of  the

previous  night.  Now,  he  thought,  it  was  time  for  a  few  details.  "So

what's the situation?" he asked. 

"Not  good,"  Horace  said.  "There's  a  war  party  of  two  hundred

Scotti clansmen assembled on the other side of the border, and they'l

be here in less than three weeks." 

"So we have to take Macindaw before they get here," Wil put in. 

Orman, Xander and Malcolm al nodded. That much was obvious. 

It was Horace who added a jarring note to the conversation. 

"And we're going to have to find an extra hundred men to do it," he

said. 
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"What about a night attack?" Wil asked. "Could we get away with

fewer men that way?" 

Horace  shook  his  head.  "We  stil  need  the  numbers  to  keep  the

defenders  guessing.  Night  or  day,  it  doesn't  make  a  difference.  We

need more men than they do." 

They  had  been  discussing  the  problem  since  the  meeting  in

Malcolm's cottage had broken up early that morning. But so far, there

was no sign of a solution. The two friends had decided to ride back

through the forest to a point where they could study the castle, to see if

there were any weak points in its defense. 

They left their horses a few meters back from the forest edge and

proceeded on foot. As Wil had done when he had attempted to rescue

Alyss, they approached from the eastern side, moving along the road

where it passed through a slight depression – deep enough to conceal

them from the castle ramparts. As the road angled up and reached a

crest, they sank to their knees. The grim castle stood a little under two

hundred  meters  away.  Wil  was  reminded  of  a  crouching,  waiting

monster. 

He  picked  sourly  at  a  clump  of  dried,  frozen  grass  thrusting  up

through the snow. 

"Do  you  have  to  be  so  negative?"  he  said.  "Sometimes  it  helps  if

you keep your thinking flexible." 

Horace  turned  slowly  toward  him.  It  was  a  deliberate  movement

that was familiar to Wil. 

"I'm  not  negative,  and  I'm  not  inflexible,"  Horace  said.  "I'm  just

facing facts." 

"Wel, let's face some others," Wil suggested. 

"You  can't  ignore  facts  just  because  you  don't  like  them,  Wil," 

Horace said, his irritation showing. "The fact is, siege work is a very

precise, very ordered science. And there are rules and guidelines that

have been laid down after years of trial and error and experience. If

we  are  going  to  besiege  a  castle,  we  wil  need  more  men  than  the

defenders. Not less. That's a fact, whether you like it or not." 

"I know, I know," Wil replied, irritated in his turn. "It's just I feel

there  must  be  more  to  it  than  merely  saying  we  need  three  times  as

many men as the defenders." 

"Four times," Horace put in. 

Wil gestured in annoyance."Four times, then! And then we wil win

the  battle.  It  leaves  any  innovative  ideas  or  stratagems  out  of  the

equation  and  reduces  it  to  numbers.  What  about  ingenuity  and

imagination? They're part of a battle plan too, you know." 

Horace shrugged. "Your area. Not mine." 

And that was the problem, Wil knew. People looked to Rangers

for innovation and ingenuity when it came to planning a battle. But he

had  been  wrestling  with  this  problem  since  Horace  had  arrived  from

the  south,  and  he  was  no  closer  to  a  solution.  Some  Ranger  he'd

turned out to be, he thought bitterly. 

Perhaps the most infuriating part of it al was that he had a feeling

that there was an idea floating around in his subconscious, hovering just

out of reach. It had been triggered by something that he had seen or

heard  in  the  past  few  days,  but  for  the  life  of  him,  he  couldn't  put  a

finger on it. It only made him feel more inadequate. 

"Wel, we know one thing," Horace said."If we do attack them, it

won't be from this side." 

Wil  nodded.  There  was  too  much  open  ground  to  cross.  Once

their force broke cover from the forest edge, they would be in ful view

of the castle. 

An attack from this side would have no element of surprise about

it.  By  the  time  the  attackers  reached  the  wals,  they  could  wel  have

lost a third of their number to the defenders' crossbows. 

Horace, as if reading his mind, took the opportunity to reinforce the

point he had been making earlier. 

"Another  reason  why  we  need  to  outnumber  them,"  he  said.  "We

could lose a lot of men attacking across open ground like this." 

Wil nodded gloomily. 

"Al right," he said. "Point made." 

He looked up at Alyss's tower window, half closing his eyes in the

effort to focus. The heavy tapestry that was used to keep out the wind

had been drawn back, and the window formed a black rectangle in the

gray stone of the wal. Then he thought he saw a flash of white, as if

someone had just passed close to the window. It could only have been

Alyss. 

"Did you see that?" he asked. Horace, who had been studying the

drawbridge and gatehouse, glanced at him curiously. 

"See what?" 

"I thought I saw something at Alyss's window," Wil told him. "Just a

flash of white, as if she'd passed by it," he added sadly. 

Horace stared at the high window, but there was no further sign of

movement.  The  window  was  a  dark  hole  in  the  wal  again.  He

shrugged. 

"It  was  probably  her,"  he  said.  He  understood  his  friend's  disap

pointment. It was galing to know that Alyss was barely two hundred

meters away from them and they were powerless to help her. It must

be worse for the Ranger, Horace realized, knowing that he had left her

behind to face the danger alone. 

"Pity I can't signal her," Wil said."Just to let her know we're here. 

It'd raise her spirits a little." 

"Problem is, you'd let Keren know as wel." 

"I  know,"  Wil  said  disconsolately.Tl  send  her  a  message  tonight. 

Just to let her know we haven't forgotten her." 

Horace decided it was time to distract his friend from these gloomy

thoughts. He glanced around to the south, where more open country

lay before the castle. 

"Doesn't look any better that way," he said. "Any ideas?" 

Remaining  crouched,  they  squirmed  backward  until  they  were

below the crest once more, then stood, dusting the damp snow from

their knees and elbows. Wil pointed to the west. 

"The west side may be our best bet," he said. "The forest grows a

lot closer on that side." 

"Let's take a look, then," Horace said. 

They  made  their  way  back  to  the  tethered  horses,  mounted  and

rode north. They stayed inside the tree line, where the shadows would

hide them from any watchers on the castle wals. Horace felt his spirits

sinking  as  they  rode.  The  castle  seemed  impregnable.  Even  with  a

larger force, it would be a tough nut to crack. With under thirty men, 

he could see no way they could accomplish it. Yet he didn't voice the

thought because he knew how Wil would react. 

In addition, he sensed Wil's underlying frustration. Horace had faith

in Wil's ability to overcome seemingly insurmountable problems.  Wil

was a Ranger, after al, and he had been trained by Halt, recognized as

the greatest of al Rangers. And Horace knew that Rangers had ideas

–  blindingly  briliant  ideas  that  seemed  to  come  out  of  nowhere.  He

had seen Wil do it before, and he sensed, without realy knowing how, 

that  there  was  an  idea  building  now,  simply  waiting  for  his  friend  to

recognize and develop it. 

If that were the case, it would not help matters if Horace were to

tel him that he thought there was no chance of success. 

Quite simply, they had to succeed, for Alyss's sake and for the sake

of  the  Kingdom.  When  Caleb  MacFrewin  led  his  two  hundred  men

through  the  trees  in  three  weeks'  time,  he  was  going  to  have  to  find

Castle Macindaw in the hands of a garrison who were determined  to

bar his way. 

Then  the  Scotti  would  face  similar  problems  to  the  one  now

confronting  Horace  and  Wil.  They  would  have  the  numbers  of  men

necessary  for  a  siege.  But  they  wouldn't  have  the  supplies  for  a  pro

longed attack, nor the specialized siege machines and weapons. They

didn't expect to have to take Macindaw. They assumed it would be in

friendly  hands  when  they  arrived,  leaving  them  free  to  range  out  into

the Araluen lowlands and raid and pilage without the threat of a hostile

castle at their backs. 

Earlier  that  morning,  Xander  had  left  Grimsdel  accompanied  by

one of Malcolm's people. They would travel across country on foot, 

planning  to  bypass  Keren's  road  blocks.  Once  clear,  they  hoped  to

buy  or,  if  necessary,  steal  horses  from  one  of  the  farms  in  the  area. 

Xander was carrying a written account of the situation at Macindaw, 

and the Scotti plans for invasion, to Castle Norgate. The report was

signed by Orman and sealed with the signet ring of the Lord of Castle

Macindaw. So in addition to Macindaw lying across their supply lines, 

and  denying  the  Scotti  a  strongpoint,  they  would  hopefuly  be  faced

with the prospect of a relieving force moving on them from the west. 

Speed was essential to the Scotti plans, and any delay in their scheme

could be fatal for them. 

Which brought Horace back to their present predicament. Finding

a way to take Macindaw with less than thirty men. Once in possession

of  the  castle,  he  had  no  doubt  they  could  augment  their  current

numbers  by  rehiring  the  members  of  the  garrison  Keren  had  forced

out. They mightn't be wiling to sign up for an attack on the castle, but

once  it  was  back  in  Orman's  hands,  word  would  go  around  the

countryside, and Horace was confident most of the old garrison would

return. After al, they were soldiers and there was precious little else for

them to do in the dead of winter. 

But it al had to be done within the next three weeks. 

"This  is  the  spot,"  Wil  said,  interrupting  his  thoughts.  They  had

ridden north toward the point where they had ambushed MacHaddish

and his men, then turned west through the trees. Now, as they reached

the western fringe of the forest, the going became more difficult. At this

part of the forest, the trees grew together in a tangle that was almost

impenetrable,  so  that  they  were  forced  to  move  out  into  the  open

ground. 

On the western side, Horace saw, the forest reached up to within

fifty meters of the castle. He could understand why the original builders

had  left  it  this  way.  Clearing  the  forest  would  have  been  a

monumentaly  difficult  task.  And  the  very  nature  of  the  forest  itself

made it impassable for a large number of men laden with equipment, 

weapons and siege machinery. 

Horace rubbed his jaw thoughtfuly. 

" Wel, for once, our smal numbers wil be an advantage," he said, 

gesturing  toward  the  thick  undergrowth  and  close-growing  trees.Td

hate to try to move more than thirty men into position through al that." 

Wil nodded."Al we have to do is figure out a way to make Keren

think we have another hundred men attacking from the east," he said. 

Horace shrugged. "Or the south. Anything to get them off the west

ramparts." 

"Let  me  ask  you  something,"  Wil  said.  The  thoughtful  tone  in  his

voice made Horace look around at him quickly. Maybe the idea was

coming after al. 

"Go  on,"  he  prompted,  and  Wil  continued,  choosing  his  words

carefuly. 

"If  we  could  distract  them  from  this  wal,  could  we  manage  with

just one scaling ladder?" 

"Just  one?"  Horace  looked  doubtful."It's  usualy  better  to  have  as

many as you can. That way you split the defenders' numbers." 

"But if they're drawn to the south wal, say, and they don't see us

coming until we're over the wal, then two of us could hold them off

while the rest of our men come up the ladder, couldn't we?" 

" Two of us?" Horace asked. "I assume you mean you and me?" 

Wil  nodded.  "I've  been  up  there.  The  walkways  on  the  ramparts

are  narrow,"  he  said.  "They  could  only  come  at  us  one  at  a  time.  I

seem to recal you and I did a pretty good job holding off the Temujai

at Halasholm," he reminded Horace. 

"  True.  But  it  al  depends  on  our  getting  up  and  over  the  wal

unseen. Even if we could distract most of the defenders with an attack

on the south wal, they won't al go. Nobody's that stupid. And we'd









have fifty meters to run, carrying a five-meter scaling ladder. We'd be

spotted before we got a third of the way." 

Wil smiled. "Not if we're already there." 
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Orman,  Malcolm,  Gundar  and  Horace  sat  around  the  table  in

Malcolm's cottage. Wil was on his feet, pacing back and forth in the

smal room as he explained his idea. 

"Horace  has  told  us  that  we  need  around  one  hundred  men  to

attack the castle – a force three times the size of the defenders." 

The others nodded. It was logical. 

" The idea is, we could get into the castle with thirty men if we had

another ninety to draw the defenders away from our real attack point. 

Is that accurate?" He addressed the question to Horace. The warrior

nodded. 

" That's pretty much the idea," he said. 

"So  with  thirty  men,  we  could  pul  off  the  actual  attack?"  Wil

insisted. 

The other three men watched the exchange with varying degrees of

understanding.  It  was  a  matter  wel  outside  Malcolm's  area  of  ex

perience. Orman was vaguely familiar with the theoretical problems of

besieging  a  castle.  Gundar  was  fascinated  to  know  how  a  force  of

thirty  men  –  the  crew  of  a  wolfship,  for  example  –  could  force  their

way into a fortified castle. It could prove to be very profitable knowl

edge in the future. 

"Yes," Horace replied patiently. "But we stil need those other ninety

men  to  cause  the  diversion.  And  we  haven't  got  them,"  he  added, 

spreading  his  hands  and  looking  sarcasticaly  around  the  room  as  if

ninety men might be concealed somewhere. 

"Maybe  we  don't  need  them,"  Wil  said.  "Maybe  we  only  need

one." 

Gundar  snorted  with  laughter.  "He'd  better  be  one  hel  of  a

warrior!" 

Wil  smiled  at  the  Skandian  captain.  "Oh,  he  is.  He's  a  giant  of  a

man. When I saw him, he was over ten meters tal," he said mildly. 

Understanding dawned on Malcolm's face, although the other three

remained puzzled. 

"You mean the Night Warrior?" Malcolm said. 

Wil  nodded  and  turned  to  Horace,  who  was  looking  thoughtful

now that he'd caught on to the idea. 

"It'l  mean  a  night  attack,  but  I  assume  there's  no  big  problem  in

that?" Wil asked. 

Horace shrugged his shoulders. He was stil considering what Wil

had  said.  If  the  Night  Warrior  loomed  up  in  the  sky  outside  Castle

Macindaw,  ilusion  or  not,  it  might  wel  provide  the  sort  of  diversion

they needed. 

Orman  rubbed  his  chin  thoughtfuly.  He  had  heard  of  the  Night

Warrior, of course, but he had never seen it. 

"How big is he exactly?" Orman asked. 

"He's massive," Malcolm replied. "As Wil says, he can go up to ten

meters tal, depending on the distance I have to throw the image. The

farther I can project it, the higher he goes. But why stop at the Night

Warrior?  I  could  throw  in  some  other  shapes  as  wel.  The  face  of

Serthrek'nish, for starters. And the odd dragon or trol, I suppose." 

Orman  looked  around  the  table.  "I  seem  to  have  missed  out  on

something. Who or what is Serthrek'nish?" 

"He's the Scotti demon we used to terrify MacHaddish," Malcolm

explained. 

Orman looked less than convinced."He may have worked against

MacHaddish,"  he  said."But  Macindaw  is  manned  by Araluens.  They

won't  know  Serker...  Serkrenit...  whoever  he  is...  from  a  bowl  of

black pudding." 

Horace  grinned  now.  "Don't  worry. You  don't  have  to  know  his

name to be terrified of him. He's a truly horrific sight, looming out of

the mist like that." 

" That's the only drawback to the idea," Malcolm now said, his face

thoughtful.'! need fog or mist to project the shapes onto. That's why I

chose the clearing the other night. A smal rivulet runs through the north

side,  and  that  created  the  mist  we  needed.  Same  thing  at  the  black

mere," he added. 

Wil felt his whole idea colapsing like a house of cards. He'd been

so  wrapped  up  in  it  that  he  hadn't  seen  the  basic  flaw.  No  mist,  no

projected image. No image, no diversion. 

Malcolm  saw  the  disappointment  on  his  face  and  smiled  encour-

agingly."It's not a big problem," he said."We'l just have to place some

perforated tubing through the point where we want the mist. Then we

pump water through the tubes, along with a chemical or two to help the

process along, and the mist wil rise out of the perforations, as long as

the weather is cold enough." 

Wil's spirits soared. His idea was back on track. 

"How quickly could we put the tubing in place?" he asked. 

Malcolm  pursed  his  lips  thoughtfuly.  "Maybe  two  nights,"  he  said

eventualy. "We'l have to work after moonset, and we can't have too

many people involved or we'l be spotted. Last thing we want is your

friend Buttle sending a party out to investigate what we've been up to." 

Gundar growled softly at the mention of Buttle's name. Wil glanced

sidelong  at  him.  The  huge  Skandian  reminded  him  of  a  bear  –  big, 

powerful  and  seemingly  clumsy,  but  in  actual  fact  fast  and  deadly. 

Then, he thought, smiling, that a lot of Skandians could be described

that way. They were a very bearlike race. He thought he wouldn't want

to  get  in  Gundar's  way  when  the  time  came  to  go  up  the  scaling

ladders. As that thought struck him, he realized that was another item

they'd have to take care of. 

"We'l  need  ladders,"  he  said.  "Can  we  get  your  people  to  work

making  them?"  He  addressed  the  remark  to  Malcolm,  who  nodded. 

Then he turned to Gundar. "Your men too, Gundar," he requested. 

"I'l get them on it first thing tomorrow," the Skandian said. "How

many do we need?" 

Horace and Wil exchanged a glance. 

"You had some idea about using only one?" Horace reminded him. 

But Wil shook his head. 

"I'm  stil  working  on  that.  We'd  better  have  backups.  How  many

would you say?" 

The  young  knight  chewed  a  fingernail  as  he  thought  about  it.  The

more the better, he knew. The more ladders there were, the quicker his

men could be up on the ramparts and into the attack. But there were

limitations. 

"We'l have to manhandle them through that tangle of forest on the

west  side,"  he  said."That'l  take  a  lot  of  time  and  effort.  I'd  say  the

most we could handle would be four. That makes about seven men to

a ladder." 

Wil looked to Malcolm and Gundar, who both nodded agreement. 

"Four  it  is,  then,"  Wil  said.  "I  doubt  we'l  have  time  to  make  more

anyway. And as you say, it'l be a nightmare getting a five-meter ladder

through that forest." 

He addressed Malcolm again. "You know, it also occurred to me

that we might be able to use something like that iluminated face that

you had sailing across the clearing the other night?" 

He phrased it as a question, but Malcolm was already shaking his

head. "We needed overhead wires and cables for that. We can hardly

rig  that  sort  of  thing  on  the  open  ground  outside  Macindaw  without

being seen." 

"And if you are seen, the garrison wil know it's al some kind of

trick," Orman put in. "Then your whole plan colapses." 

Wil  nodded,  acknowledging  the  point.  "I  can  see  that,"  he  said. 

"But I thought there might be some way to throw them high in the air, 

then have them explode the way that one did the other night. That was

quite spectacular, believe me." 

"Let  me  think  on  it,"  Malcolm  said.  "I  can  probably  put  together









some kind of simple catapult to throw them. We could site that in the

woods,  after  al.  There's  no  reason  why  we  couldn't  do  that  from  a

concealed position." 

"Exactly,"  Wil  said,  his  enthusiasm  growing  by  the  second.  "The

more  diversions  we  have  the  better.  And  flying,  glowing,  exploding

heads would make a great diversion." 

He  looked  around  the  faces  at  the  table,  seeing  enthusiasm  and

hope in al of them. 

"Wel," he said,"it's late and I stil have to send a message to Alyss. I

suggest we adjourn for the night and get to work in the morning. We

have a lot to do." 

There  was  a  mumble  of  agreement  from  the  others,  and  they  al

rose. Orman was stil feeling left out of the ful picture. 

"Flying,  exploding  heads,"  he  muttered  to  himself."These  Rangers

realy are peculiar folk." 
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Alyss smiled quietly as she read the coded message again. She had

already read it the night before, when Wil had sent it to her, of course. 

But  she  saved  it  to  read  one  more  time  in  the  morning  light  before

carefuly placing it in the fire that burned in her grate. 

She stooped before the fireplace now, watching the sheet of paper

turn black and curl up in the flames. The paper might be gone, but the

message  of  hope  it  contained  remained  clear  in  her  heart.  It  was

typical  of  Wil,  she  thought,  that  he  would  take  the  trouble  to  travel

miles through the grim trails that twisted through Grimsdel Wood in the

middle of the night to send it to her. 

It wasn't an urgent message. There were no important instructions

to folow. It was simply designed to bolster her spirits and let her know

she hadn't been forgotten. 

There was a strange, veiled reference that had puzzled her. It read, 

 We have a guest from the land of Cobblenosskin. 

She frowned over that for several minutes. The name was vaguely

familiar, and she searched through her memory for it. Then it came to

her.  Cobblenosskin  had  been  a  character  in  a  fairy  tale  she  and  Wil

had been told when they were children in the Ward at Redmont. He

was a mischievous gnome who lived in the wild mountains of Picta, far

in the north. It was not a reference that would be immediately apparent

to anyone unfamiliar with the old tale – Keren, for example. Wil was

obviously  taking  precautions  against  the  possibility  that  the  message

might  accidentaly  fal  into  his  hands.  But  she  took  it  to  mean  that, 

somehow,  Wil  had  captured  someone  from  Picta  –  and  the  only

possible candidate she could think of was the Scotti general who had

visited Macindaw a few days previously. 

At least, that's what she hoped it meant. "He's a talkative felow," 

the message went on to say. If her suspicions were correct, it meant

that Wil and his alies had learned the details of Keren's plan. 

And that was reason to smile indeed. 

But  even  more  so  was  the  other  obscure  fact  contained  in  the

message. For the most part, it was a chatty, gossipy piece – as far as

that  was  possible  within  the  limitations  of  a  brief  coded  message  –

designed to keep her spirits up and to remind her that she had friends

close by. And now she knew that there was more than one old friend

out there in the forest. Since she had assured Wil that the stelatite was

effective  in  countering  Keren's  mesmerism,  he  had  felt  it  was  safe  to

include another fact. 

 Love from Tug the last line of the message read,  and from Kicker

 and his big friend. 

Kicker... 

She  had  heard  the  name  before.  Obviously,  Wil  thought  it  would

mean something to her. Was it an animal of some kind? It sounded like

an  animal's  name.  A  dog?  Not  with  that  name.  Dogs  didn't  kick. 

Horses kicked. And then, once again, the meaning was clear. Kicker

was the name of the battlehorse Horace rode. Horace was here! 

She thought about it now, hugging the news to herself like a warm

cloak.  Wil  and  Horace  working  together  –  Wil  with  his  wits  and

intuition  and  quicksilver  mind,  and  Horace,  dependable,  determined, 

perhaps  one  of  the  most  accomplished  warriors Araluen  had  seen  in

years. She had no doubt at al that the two of them would manage to

defeat Keren and any number of Scotti. 

She almost felt sorry for the usurper. Almost. She smiled again, then

heard the key turning in the lock. 

She glanced quickly at the fireplace, reassuring herself that the page

was  completely  burnt.  She  poked  at  the  coals  with  a  fire  iron  to

crumble  the  blackened  sheet  to  powder,  then  rose  hurriedly,  dusting

her hands as the door opened. 

It was Keren, of course, and her hands automaticaly went behind

her back, her fingers searching for and finding the shining black pebble

that  permanently  nestled  in  the  cuff  of  her  sleeve.  But  there  was  no

sign of Keren's blue gem, and she relaxed. He had come for another

one of his chats. 

"You're  looking  cheerful  this  morning,  my  lady,"  Keren  said.  She

realized she was stil smiling, stil feeling the warmth that the message

had brought her. It would be a mistake to try to hide the fact now and

adopt  a  hangdog,  miserable  air;  Keren  would  be  immediately

suspicious. He would want to know what she had to be cheerful about

in the first place. Instead, she widened her smile and gestured to the

window. 

"It's a beautiful day, Sir Keren. Even a captive can't help having her

spirits lifted by such a sight." 

And, indeed, she was right. The sky was a briliant blue, shot with a

piercing light and with not a cloud in sight. The frigid air had a clarity to

it  that  brought  the  most  distant  objects  into  sharp  focus.  The  wild

beauty of the woods and the snow-covered fields that surrounded the

castle seemed close enough to touch. 

Keren smiled at her and moved to the window to study the view for

himself. He put one foot up on the low windowsil. For a moment she

had  the  awful  fear  that  he  might  lean  his  weight  on  the  bars  that  she

was gradualy weakening with the acid Wil had left behind. But at the

last minute, his hand went to the stonework surrounding the window. 

"It is beautiful indeed," he said, his expression softening for a few

seconds. "I think this is the loveliest time of al in this country." 

There was that trace of sadness in his voice again, a tone she had

become accustomed to in their recent meetings. She knew he was torn

by his treachery. It couldn't be easy on one hand to love the country as

much  as  he  seemed  to,  and  on  the  other,  to  be  prepared  to  hand  it

over to its traditional enemies. 

Of course, she knew, it made no difference to the land. It would be

beautiful  and  wild  and  rugged,  no  matter  who  controled  it.  Stil,  the

emotional  impact  must  be  enormous,  and  Keren  must  know  that

somehow, things would never be the same again. But he had made his

choice, and there was no point appealing to him now to turn back from

the path he was folowing. She watched impassively as he straightened, 

taking his foot down from the sil, and turned to her. He made a visible

effort to push the melancholy away, grinning at her again. 

"You're  an  amazing  girl, Alyss,"  he  said.  "You  can  remain  positive

and cheerful even when everything has gone against you." 

She shrugged. "There's no point in worrying over things that can't

be changed, Sir Keren." 

He  made  a  disclaiming  gesture  with  his  hand."Please,  let's  not  be

formal. Cal me Keren. We may be on opposite sides, but there's no

reason why we can't be friends." 

No reason, she thought, other than the fact that I'm a King's officer

and you're a traitor to your country. But she didn't voice the thought. 

There was no sense in alienating Keren by slapping aside his overtures

of friendship. Angering him would gain her nothing. Befriending him, on

the  other  hand,  might  gain  her  a  lot  –  particularly  in  terms  of

information. She smiled back at him. 

"On such a beautiful day, how could I disagree?" she said, and his

own smile widened in return. She thought she saw a sense of relief in

him as wel, as if he had been hoping that his offer of friendship would

not be rejected out of hand. 

"You  know,  I've  been  thinking,"  he  said  finaly."Have  you  consid

ered what might happen to you when the Scotti arrive?" 

Alyss shrugged. "I imagine I'l remain here in the tower," she said. "I

assume that you weren't planning on handing me over to them?" 

For a moment, she felt a cold chil of fear. Perhaps that was what

Keren  was  planning.  She  hadn't  realy  thought  about  what  might

happen to her. After al, she was assuming that Wil – and now Horace

with him – would effect a rescue and get her out of this place. Keren

looked  slightly  wounded  at  the  suggestion,  and  her  fear  was  quickly

alayed. 

"Of  course  not!"  he  said  with  some  vehemence.  "There's  no  way

I'd hand a lady of your quality over to those barbarians." 

"Your alies," she reminded him dryly. 

He shrugged the comment aside."Perhaps. But only from necessity. 

Not choice." 

"Do  you  think  they  speak  of  you  in  such  glowing  terms?"  Alyss

asked him. 

He met her gaze frankly. "I'd be surprised if they didn't," he said. 

"There's no love lost between us. This is a practical arrangement only. I

don't pretend it's any more than that. They need me, and they're wiling

to  pay  me  wel  for  my  services.  I'l  get  a  share  of  al  the  booty  they

take out of Araluen." 

"It  must  be  daunting,"  she  said,  with  a  certain  amount  of  genuine

sympathy,  "to  view  a  future  where  you  have  no  close  friends,  only

companions created by necessity." 

But her sympathy fel on deaf ears. Keren eyed her coldly, and she

realized that he hadn't enjoyed having her spel out the future he faced. 

"I  won't  be  here  forever,"  he  said.  "Once  I've  put  enough  money

together, I'l be heading for Galica, or Teutlandt, where I can buy a fief

of my own. As a baron, I'l need no friends." 

It was common practice, she knew, for the kings of Teutlandt and

Galica  to  sel  baronies  to  the  highest  bidders.  In Araluen,  of  course, 

advancement  was  dependent  on  performance  and  loyalty.  But  the

underlying  sadness  in  Keren's  words  led  her,  against  her  better  judg

ment, to try one final appeal to him. 

"Oh,  Keren,"  she  said,  and  once  again  her  concern  for  him  was

genuine,  "can't  you  see  what  your  life  wil  become?  You're  talking

about loneliness and banishment – even if it is self-imposed." 

He drew himself up a little straighter. "I know what I'm doing," he

said stiffly. 

"Do you? Do you realy? Because it's not too late. The Scotti aren't

here  yet. You  could  send  for  help  and  hold  the  castle  against  them. 

Macindaw is a tough nut to crack, and they won't dare go farther into

Araluen with this castle at their back." 

"Are  you  forgetting  the  little  matter  of  Syron's  death?"  he  asked. 

She could say nothing to that, and he continued. "After al, I may not

have  intended  it,  but  his  death  was  a  direct  result  of  my  plotting  to

betray my country. I doubt the King would look too kindly upon that." 

"Perhaps  he  might  be  –  "  she  began,  but  he  stopped  her  with  a

raised hand. 

"And then there's the smal matter of my men. I've promised to pay

them, and the money for that is coming from the Scotti. If I renege on

the deal with them, how wil I pay my men? And if I don't, how kindly

do you think they'l take being cheated?" 

Alyss knew he was right. She had known so before she spoke. His

next words brought her back to reality. "But we began by discussing

your future, not mine," he reminded her."It may take me two or three

years working with the Scotti to raise the money I need. But when I

go, what do you think wil become of you?" 

She  had  no  answer  for  him.  She  knew  that  if  Wil  and  Horace

didn't  manage  to  get  her  out  of  here,  she  would  be  facing  years  of

imprisonment. 

There  would  be  no  hope  of  ransom.  Couriers,  by  dint  of  their

occupation, were obliged to go into dangerous and uncertain situations. 

They  lived  by  their  wits,  and  they  survived  because  of  the  respect

given to their position – and the power of the Kingdom they served. 

But if Duncan were ever to pay ransom to have a Courier released, it

would be a signal to every tin-pot rebel and minor princeling that there

was  a  profit  to  be  made  by  imprisoning  Couriers  and  demanding

money from Araluen. 

Al  those  in  the  Diplomatic  Service  went  into  the  profession

knowing ful wel that if they were captured, they could expect no help

from the Kingdom. 

Revenge,  yes.  If  a  Courier  were  harmed,  King  Duncan  and  his

advisers  could  bring  a  terrible  vengeance  on  the  culprits.  They  had

done so in the past on several occasions. That way, others would be

discouraged from trying the same ploy. 

Of course, if she were dead, she would gain little comfort from the

fact that she had been avenged. 

She  realized  that  the  silence  folowing  Keren's  question  had

stretched too long. 

"I imagine I'l cope, somehow," she said. 

Keren shook his head. "Alyss, you might fool me with that attitude. 

But  I  doubt  you're  fooling  yourself. You're  too  inteligent  for  that. As

my prisoner, you enjoy certain privileges, but the Scotti won't see any

reason to continue them. You'l become a slave. A drudge. Your only

value to them wil lie in the hard labor you can perform. 

" They'l send you north across the border and sel you off. It's not a

pleasant  prospect,  believe  me.  Scotti  vilages  are  primitive  enough. 

Their slaves' quarters are almost unlivable." 

Alyss stood up, drawing herself to her ful height. 

"How very kind of you to point al this out for me," she said icily. 

Keren shook his head, smiling at her, trying to placate her. 

"I'm  just  pointing  out  the  facts,"  he  said.  "Before  I  suggest  an  al

ternative. The only alternative, I think." 

"Alternative?" she repeated. He had her attention now because for

the  life  of  her,  she  couldn't  think  what  he  was  talking  about.  "What

alternative?" 

"You could become my wife," he said simply. 

"Your wife?" she repeated, the rising pitch of her voice evidence of

the shock she felt at the suggestion. "Why would I become your wife?" 

He  shrugged.  The  smile  had  faded  from  his  face  at  her  reply,  but

now  it  returned.  She  sensed  that  it  was  less  than  genuine,  more  an

attempt to cajole her. 

"It's not an altogether outrageous suggestion," he said. "As my wife, 

the  Scotti  would  have  to  accord  you  the  proper  degree  of  respect. 

You  would  have  the  freedom  of  the  castle."  He  stood  and  waved  a

hand  at  the  surrounding  countryside  outside  the  window.  "And  the

lands around here. You'd be free to come and go as you please." 

"You'd  trust  me  not  to  escape?"  she  said,  stil  staggered  by  the

enormity of the idea, and the arrogance behind it. He seemed not to

notice the fact. 

"Where  to?  We'd  be  surrounded  by  Scotti,  remember.  They're

planning  an  invasion  here,  not  just  a  simple  raid. And  besides,  if  you

were to marry me, you would show a certain, shal we say... empathy... 

for my actions." 

"You  mean,"  she  said  coldly,  "I  would  brand  myself  a  traitor  as

wel?" 

He  recoiled  a  little  at  the  word.  "Don't  judge  too  harshly, Alyss. 

Remember,  we  wouldn't  always  remain  here.  In  Galica,  you'd  be  a

baroness with me." 

She  knew  she  shouldn't  antagonize  him,  knew  she  should  humor

him.  But  his  presumption  was  so  enormous  that  she  couldn't  control

her feelings. 

" There is one smal impediment," she said. "I don't love you. I don't

even like you very much." 

He spread his hands in a dismissive gesture. "Is that so important? 

How  many  marriages  have  you  seen  among  people  of  our  class  that

were based on love? In most cases, convenience is the deciding factor. 

And  I'm  not  such  a  bad  catch,  after  al,  am  I?"  He  added  the  last

question in a lighthearted tone, stil trying to joly her into the idea. 

"Our class?" she queried coldly. "Let me tel you what class I am. 

I'm an orphan. I have no family. I do have people to whom I owe al

legiance and gratitude and even love. So, as a lower-class, lesser being

than you, let me say that I do happen to believe that love is important

in a marriage." 

His  face  darkened  with  anger."It's  that  Ranger  you're  thinking  of, 

isn't it? I knew there was something between you." 

Alyss  had  spent  years  training  in  diplomacy.  But  she  also  spent

those  years  training  to  make  her  point  quickly  and  succinctly.  She

forgot the diplomacy now. 

"That  is  none  of  your  business,"  she  said.  "The  fact  is,  there  are

probably  fifty  people  whom  I  would  find  easier  to  love  than  you. 

Knights. Rangers. Couriers. Scribes. Blacksmiths. Innkeepers. Stable

boys.  Because  at  the  end  of  the  day,  they  would  al  have  one  huge

advantage over you. They would not be traitors." 

She  could  see  that  her  words  cut  him  like  a  whip.  He  had  been

angry,  but  now  he  was  furious.  He  turned  stiffly  and  walked  to  the

door. As he reached it, he looked back at her. 

"Very wel. But remember, when you're on your hands and knees in

the freezing rain in a Scotti vilage, scrubbing out a privy or feeding the

pigs, you could have been a baroness!" 

He thought it would be the last word. But as he went to close the

door behind him, she said softly, "The price would be too high." 

He  turned  and  their  eyes  met.  There  was  no  more  cordiality

between  them.  She  had  crossed  a  line  in  their  relationship,  and  they

would never go back. 

"Damn you," he said quietly, and closed the door behind him. 
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Horace craned over Wil's shoulder to look at the rough sketch his

friend had completed. 

He frowned. From where he stood, the device Wil had designed

looked  like  a  handcart,  except  that  the  main  body,  where  the  load

would be carried, appeared to be upside down. 

"What do you think?" Wil asked. 

"I  think  if  you  try  to  carry  anything  in  that  cart,  it'l  al  fal  out

straightaway." 

"I'm not putting  anything in it. I'm putting us in it," Wil said. 

"In which case, we'l fal out," Horace replied. 

Wil gave him a withering look and tapped the salient points on the

drawing  with  his  charcoal  pencil  as  he  explained.  "It's  quite  simple, 

realy. There are two wheels, shafts and a framework underneath and a

sloping,  planked  roof  on  top.  The  whole  thing  rols  along  with  us

walking along underneath it." 

"Wel, that'l stop us from faling out," Horace said."But why are we

under it in the first place?" Horace asked. 

"Because if we weren't under it," Wil said, with a hint of acid in his

voice, "we'd be out in the open, where we could be hit by rocks and

crossbow bolts and spears." He looked meaningfuly at Horace to see

if there was another question. But Horace's eyes were riveted on the

drawing now, and a smal furrow was forming between his eyebrows. 

"The  beauty  of  it  is,"  Wil  continued,  "we  can  disassemble  it  and

reassemble it in a matter of minutes." 

"Wel,  that's  definitely  an  advantage,"  Horace  replied.  His  tone  of

voice said that he thought it was anything but. 

Wil sat back in exasperation. "You enjoy being negative, is that it?" 

he asked. 

Horace spread his hands wide in a helpless gesture. 

"Wil, I haven't the faintest idea what you've got in mind with this... 

thing. Bear in mind, I'm a simple warrior, the sort of person I've heard

you  and  Halt  refer  to  as  a  bash-and-whacker.  Now  you  tel  me  you

want us to walk around under a handcart that someone's built with the

top where the bottom ought to be and expect me to get excited about

it. And by the way, " he added, "I've seen better drawings of wheels. " 

Wil  was  looking  criticaly  at  the  drawing  now,  trying  to  see  it

through Horace's eyes. He thought that perhaps his friend was right. It

did  look  rather  strange.  But  he  also  thought  Horace  was  being

overcritical. 

"The wheels aren't that bad," he said finaly. Horace took the pencil

from him and tapped the left-hand wheel on the drawing. 

"This one is bigger than the other by at least a quarter," he said. 

"That's perspective," Wil replied stubbornly. "The left one is closer, 

so it looks bigger." 

"If it's perspective, and it's that much bigger, your handcart would

have  to  be  about  five  meters  wide,"  Horace  told  him.  "Is  that  what

you're planning?" 

Again, Wil studied the drawing criticaly. 

"No.  I  thought  maybe  two  meters.  And  three  meters  long."  He

quickly sketched in a smaler version of the left wheel, scrubbing over

the first attempt as he did so. "Is that better?" 

"Could  be  rounder,"  Horace  said.  "You'd  never  get  a  wheel  that

shape to rol. It's sort of pointy at one end." 

Wil's  temper  flared  as  he  decided  his  friend  was  simply  being

obtuse for the sake of it. He slammed the charcoal down on the table. 

"Wel,  you  try  drawing  a  perfect  circle  freehand!"  he  said  angrily. 

"See how wel you do! This is a concept drawing, that's al. It doesn't

have to be perfect!" 

Malcolm  chose  that  moment  to  enter  the  room.  He  had  been

outside,  checking  on  MacHaddish,  making  sure  the  general  was  stil

securely fastened to the massive log that held him prisoner. He glanced

now at the sketch as he passed by the table. 

"What's that?" he asked. 

"It's  a  walking  cart,"  Horace  told  him.  "You  get  under  it,  so  the

spears won't hit you, and go for a walk." 

Wil  glared  at  Horace  and  decided  to  ignore  him.  He  turned  his

attention to Malcolm. "Do you think some of your people could build

me something like this?" he asked. 

The healer frowned thoughtfuly. "Might be tricky," he said. "We've

got a few cart wheels, but they're al the same size. Did you want this

one so much bigger than the other?" 

Now Wil switched his glare to Malcolm. Horace put a hand up to

his face to cover the grin that was breaking out there. 

"It's  perspective.  Good  artists  draw  using  perspective,"  Wil  said, 

enunciating very clearly. 

"Oh. Is it? Wel, if you say so." Malcolm studied the sketch for a

few more seconds. "And did you want them this squashed-up shape? 

Our wheels tend to be sort of round. I don't think these ones would

rol too easily, if at al." 

Truth  be  told,  Malcolm  had  been  listening  outside  the  house  for

several  minutes  and  knew  what  the  two  friends  had  been  discussing. 

Horace gave vent to a huge, indelicate snort that set his nose running. 

His  shoulders  were  shaking,  and  Malcolm  couldn't  maintain  his  own

straight  face  any  longer.  He  joined  in,  and  the  two  of  them  laughed

uncontrolably. Wil eyed them coldly. 

"Oh,  yes.  Extremely  amusing,"  he  said.  "Highly  entertaining.  Why

did I train to be a jongleur, I wonder, when we had two comedians like

you  available?  Now  I  know,"  he  added,  with  heavy  emphasis,  "why

people cal comedians fools." 

Horace and Malcolm, with a supreme effort, managed to bring their

snorting and laughing under control. Malcolm wiped his eyes. 

"Aaah," he said to Horace, "it does you good to start the day with a

laugh." 

"It's late morning," Wil pointed out. 

"Better late than never," Malcolm replied. 

Wil seemed about to say something, but Horace thought it might be

time to get to the business at hand. 

"Wil," he said, more seriously, "why don't you tel us what this thing

is supposed to do?" Horace sensed that the idea would be sound, no

matter how bad the drawing might be. He had never known his friend

to have a bad idea. 

"It's to get us closer to the west wal," Wil said. "With our ladder." 

Horace looked at the sketch again."You plan to push this right up to

the wal?" he said. "And this roofed-over section is to protect us from

the  defenders  above,  right?"  He  shook  his  head.  "It'l  take  too  long, 

Wil. They'l have plenty of warning, and as soon as we come out from

under the roof here, they'l be ready and waiting for us." 

"I know that," Wil said. "But as you pointed out, if we try to run

from the tree line to the wal carrying a ladder, it'l take far too long –

and they'l have time to get back on the wal again to fight us off." 

"So? Wheeling this... thing... wil take us twice as long. Sure, we'l

be protected while we're on the way. But I stil don't see – " 

Wil  cut  him  off.  "I  plan  to  get  us  halfway  to  the  wal,"  he  said.  " 

Then we'l rig it so that one of the wheels colapses." 

"What's the point of that?" Malcolm asked. 

"Let me take it from the beginning," Wil said."We assemble the cart

at the tree line. We tie our ladder on top." Quickly, he sketched in a

ladder  on  top  of  the  roof.  "Then,  in  the  middle  of  the  afternoon, 

Horace  and  I  and,  say,  four  of  the  Skandians  get  under  it  and  start

pushing it toward the wal." 

"In the middle of the afternoon?" Horace said. "They're sure to see

us! They'l be throwing spears and rocks at us – " 

Wil raised a hand for silence. 

"We'l keep going til we're twenty meters from the wal, then we'l

colapse the wheel here. The whole thing wil sag over to the side. The

defenders  wil  think  they  hit  something  crucial  or  that  the  thing  was

badly built. In any event, they'l see we're stopped. Then the other four

people run like hel back to the trees. We' l rig some kind of armor for

them to protect them." 









Malcolm nodded. "That sounds fair," he said. 

But  Horace  had  noticed  an  omission  in  Wil's  plan." You  said  the

other four run back. What about us?" 

Wil smiled at him. "We stay put, under the cart. They won't know

we're there because they won't know how many people were hidden

under it in the first place." 

Understanding started to dawn in Horace's eyes now. 

"So we'l be twenty meters from the wal... with a scaling ladder," he

said softly. 

Wil nodded, his excitement evident. "Al we have to do is sit quietly

for  a  few  hours.  By  that  time,  the  wrecked  cart  and  the  ladder  wil

have  become  part  of  the  landscape.  They'l  be  used  to  it,  so  they'l

begin  to  ignore  it.  Then,  when  Malcolm  starts  his  show  to  the  south

and everybody's attention is distracted, we break out and run for the

wal with the ladder." 

"We could make it before anyone notices," Horace said. 

" That's the general idea," Wil said, smiling. 
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Horace came to a halt and set the timber beams he was carrying

against a tree trunk. There were plenty of trunks to choose from. The

path  they  were  folowing  twisted  and  turned  among  a  tangle  of  trees

and undergrowth. He wiped his brow with a scrap of cloth and sank

to his haunches to rest. "This is heavy going," he said to Wil. 

Wil  nodded.  "It's  slower  than  I  thought  it  would  be.  These  game

trails are so bad they might as wel not be here at al." He raised his

voice and caled to Trobar, who was stil moving ahead of the rest of

the  party,  clearing  the  worst  of  the  undergrowth  and  vines  from  the

long-disused track they were folowing. "Trobar! Take a break!" 

The  giant  turned  and  waved  an  acknowledgment.  He  sat  cross-

legged  in  the  middle  of  the  track.  Shadow,  his  ever-present  compan

ion, moved to sit beside him, eyes intent on him. Wil smiled ruefuly to

himself. The name was appropriate, he thought. The dog had become

like a second shadow to the huge figure. 

Back along the track, the Skandians eased their burdens off their

shoulders as wel and sat on the ground. There was not enough clear

ground  for  them  al  to  gather  around.  They  simply  relaxed  wherever

they were on the track. Water skins were passed along the line, and

the men drank as they eased their aching muscles. Low conversations

broke out among the groups. 

It was tough going, Wil thought. He was used to moving through

forests and among trees, and even he found this tangle of trees, vines, 

bushes and saplings almost impossible to negotiate. They were forced

to folow whatever faint game trails they could find leading in the right

general direction. But they were trails more in concept than in practice. 

Even with Trobar moving ahead with a large sickle, hacking away at

the worst of the undergrowth, it was a struggle to make progress. The

situation was aggravated by the fact that, at any given moment, nearly

half their party was laden with the components for what had become

known as the Upside-Down Cart. The framework timbers, the roofing

planks,  the  shafts  and  the  wheels  had  al  been  disassembled  so  they

could move it through the forest to the western side of Macindaw. 

Gundar  made  his  way  along  the  narrow  track  to  where  the  two

friends were resting. He was carrying half of one of the scaling ladders

– they had three in al, each constructed in two pieces to make them

easier  to  carry  through  the  forest.  He  let  it  fal  to  one  side  as  he

reached them. 

"Are we nearly there?" he asked cheerfuly. He wiped his forehead

with the back of his hand and took the water skin that Horace offered

him. 

"Just  around  the  next  corner,"  Horace  lied,  and  the  Skandian

grinned at him. 

"Now you can see why we prefer to do our traveling by ship," he

said, and the two Araluens nodded agreement. 

"In the future, I'm going to do the same," said Wil. "This makes the

Stormwhite Sea look easy. How are your men managing?" 

Gundar  regarded  him  with  approval.  A  good  leader  was  always

concerned with his men's welfare. 

"Oh,  they're  complaining,  swearing  and  generaly  carrying  on.  In

other words, they're fine. It's when Skandians don't complain that you

know you've got trouble." 

Horace stood up, stretching his back and neck muscles. 

"We  might  as  wel  take  the  opportunity  to  spel  the  carriers,"  he

said. At any given time, only half of the Skandians had loads to carry –

aside from their weapons and armor, of course. So at regular intervals, 

they would relieve the men carrying the cart components. Wil noticed

that  Horace,  however,  hadn't  asked  for  anyone  to  spel  him  so  far. 

Gundar had obviously noticed the same thing. 

"One of you lazy beggars back there come up and give the general

a break!" he caled out. It was the jocular term they had adopted for

Horace. But while it was said jokingly, it also had a ring of respect to

it. 

A burly figure pushed his way along the narrow track to them. Even

before he could make out the man's features, Wil knew who it would

be. 

"Here, give them to me, General," said Nils Ropehander. 

Skandians  were  a  strange  breed,  Wil  thought.  Since  Horace  had

rammed  Nils's  helmet  down  on  his  head  and  broken  his  nose  with  a

flat-hand  punch,  he  had  become  one  of  the  young  knight's  most  en

thusiastic folowers. 

"Can't say I'l be sorry to be rid of them," Horace said, passing the

heavy hardwood planks to the Skandian. Nils swung them easily over

his shoulder and turned to go back to his place in the line. Wil, who

had just risen to his feet, managed to dive sideways in time to avoid

having  his  head  knocked  from  his  shoulders  by  the  swinging  planks. 

His  startled  cry  puzzled  Nils,  who  swung  around  to  see  what  had

caused  it. As  he  did  so,  the  planks  clanged  solidly  against  Gundar's

helmet. 

"For  Loka's  sake!"  the  wolfship  captain  snarled.  "Watch  what

you're doing!" 

Nils swung back, apologizing. Wil saw it coming this time. He had

been about to regain his feet, but he stayed in a crouch as the planks

whipped through the air at head height above him. The situation could

have gone on al day, but Horace, seeing his chance, stepped in close

and  grabbed  the  end  of  the  planks,  stopping  Nils's  back-and-forth

movement. 

"Just keep them stil, al right?" he said. 

Nils looked apologetic. "I don't know how that happened," he said. 

Gundar was inspecting his helmet. There was a new dent there, he

was  sure  of  it.  He  looked  accusingly  at  Nils.  Like  al  Skandians,  he

was very fond of his helmet. 

"When  we  get  to  Macindaw,"  he  said,  "let's  just  send  him  up  the

ladder with those planks. He'l clear the defenders out in no time." 

"I'm sorry, Skirl," said Nils. "I didn't see you there. Didn't see the

Ranger either." 

"That's  the  point,"  Gundar  told  him.  "Before  you  start  swinging

around like a demented milkmaid at a Spring Festival hop-dance, look

over your damned shoulder!" 

Nils nodded, looking suitably abashed. 

"I'l go back to my place, then," he said. He seemed anxious to get

away from their accusing glances. As he moved back down the track, 

they  heard  a  series  of  thuds,  cries  of  anger  and  apologies  from  Nils. 

Wil grinned at the others. 

"  Time  to  go  while  we  stil  have  some  men  undamaged,"  he  said. 

Raising his voice, he caled, "Trobar! Let's move again, please!" 

The  giant  nodded  and  rose  to  his  feet,  moving  forward  along  the

faintly  defined  trail,  his  sickle  rising  and  faling  regularly,  widening  the

path for them. The dog slipped silently at his heels. 

"Are we nearly there?" Gundar asked as they set out again. Horace

turned back to him. 

"Are you going to keep on saying that?" he asked. 

Gundar smiled at him. "Oh, I haven't even started yet," he said. 

It was late afternoon when they reached their destination. The men

dropped  the  sections  of  the  cart  and  the  ladders  to  the  ground,  and

they  al  moved  forward  to  the  edge  of  the  trees  to  study  the  castle. 

This was as close as the Skandians had been to it so far. 

"Keep  back  in  the  shadows,"  Wil  warned  them.  "We  don't  want

them to see we're here." 

There was no reply, but the warning was largely unnecessary. Over

the years, the Skandians had done their share of attacking strongholds, 

and  they  knew  the  importance  of  surprise.  Stil,  as  they  studied  the

castle,  some  of  them  looked  dubious.  None  of  them  had  ever

attacked  anything  quite  so  substantial,  certainly  not  with  a  single

wolfship's  crew.  They  might  have  stormed  isolated  towers  and

stockades.  But  Macindaw  stood  before  them,  bigger  and  more  for

midable than anything they had ever attempted. 

"I  hope  your  plan  works,"  Gundar  said.  He  was  feeling  the  same

doubts as his men. 

"It'l work," Horace replied confidently. 

I hope, Wil added to himself. He glanced around at the men. "We

might as wel get some rest," he said. "Move back into the trees a little. 

I saw a clearing about twenty meters back. There's nothing for us to

do at the moment. Malcolm and his team wil be laying the last of the

fog tubing tonight. Then we'l have al day tomorrow to reassemble the

cart." 

Gratefuly, the group moved back to the clearing and settled down

to  rest.  Wil  set  a  watch  roster,  arranging  it  so  that  he  and  Horace

would be on watch during the early hours of the morning, when they

could expect a signal from Malcolm to tel them that the preparations

were al complete. 



Hours  later,  they  lay  on  their  belies  on  the  damp  ground  at  the

trees'  edge.  Gundar  had  joined  them.  The  castle,  barely  fifty  meters

away, was a dark, ominous bulk in the night. 

They  could  see  spils  of  light  along  the  ramparts  where  torches

were  set  in  brackets,  but  there  were  vast  areas  of  darkness  as  wel. 

From time to time, sentries passed in front of the lighted patches. 

"  They're  very  casual,"  said  Wil.  "I  could  have  picked  off  half  a

dozen of them by now." 

Horace glanced at him. "Maybe you should," he suggested, but Wil

shook his head. 

"I  don't  want  them  to  know  we're  here,"  he  said.  "Besides,  if  I

shoot one, the others would stop parading in front of the light." 

"Maybe," Horace agreed grudgingly."But they didn't strike me as al

that bright." 

" There it goes!" Gundar interrupted. 

From the far side of the castle, a kilometer to the south, a red light

rose into the air, then burst in a shower of sparks. The three observers

could hear a buzz of surprised conversation from the castle wals. 

"Malcolm's ready," Wil said. Horace nodded. 

"So tomorrow night's the night." 

"Are we nearly there?" Gundar asked, grinning. 
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The  signal  rocket  had  been  sighted  on  the  wals  of  Macindaw  as

wel. Unfamiliar with the concept of explosive chemicals or fireworks, 

the sentries gripped their weapons more tightly, looking fearfuly to the

south and wondering what kind of sorcery was afoot. 

Keren,  summoned  from  a  sound  sleep,  paced  the  ramparts  un

certainly, peering into the night and waiting for the strange, soaring red

light  to  be  repeated.  But  as  an  hour  passed  with  no  further  sign  of

activity, he eventualy decided that it had been a false alarm, just one

more example of the strange lights that could be seen near Grimsdel in

the dark of night. 

Before returning to his bed, he made a quick tour of the defenses, 

pausing  at  the  west  rampart,  where  the  forest  grew  closest  to  the

castle. John Buttle was already there. 

"Anything stirring this side?" Keren asked. Buttle, like himself, had

been roused from sleep by reports of the unearthly light in the sky. His

nightshirt was tucked into his trousers, and he wore a hastily  donned

vest of chain mail over it. He shook his head, staring at the dark wal

of the forest, barely fifty meters away. 

"Nothing at al," he reported. 

Keren  drummed  his  fingers  on  the  stone  rampart.  "  This  is  the

danger side," he said thoughtfuly. 

"You'd never get a large force through that tangle out there," Buttle

replied.  He  had  reconnoitered  the  surrounding  land  over  the  past

weeks."And  if  you  did  manage  it,  you  could  never  form  them  up  in

time to attack without plenty of warning." 

Keren was partly convinced. But only partly. 

"Perhaps. But so long as nothing stirs out there, I'l stay suspicious. 

I don't know why Syron never had those trees cleared out." 

"Because it would have taken years to do it," Buttle told him. "And

you'd  need  hundreds  of  men  as  wel.  Trust  me.  Those  trees  are  our

best defense. It's a jungle in there." 

"Hmm. Nevertheless, I want a close watch kept on this side for the

rest of the night," Keren said. "You'l be here?" 

Buttle yawned. "I'm going back to bed." 

Keren's eyes hardened. 

" That wasn't a question or a suggestion." His voice was cold. 

Buttle stiffened angrily. "Very wel, my lord," he replied. "I'l stay on

duty til dawn." 

"Good,"  said  Keren,  turning  on  his  heel  and  heading  for  the  stair

way. Not for the first time, he wished that his second in command was

a more congenial companion – someone more ready to take on some

of  the  responsibility  of  leadership.  He  would  have  hoped  that  Buttle

would offer to remain on duty to reassure his commander, rather than

wait to be ordered to do so. He sighed heavily. He had calculated it

would be almost two years before he could buy his barony in Galica. 

He sensed that the time would lie heavy on his hands, and he cursed

the elegant blond girl who had rejected his offer of marriage. At least

she would have been suitable company. 

Behind him on the rampart, Buttle's lips moved in a silent curse of

his own. But his words were directed at his commander. 

+ + ♦

Once  Wil  and  Horace  had  seen  Malcolm's  signal  rocket,  they

spent a relaxed night. They were both young and used to spending time

camping out of doors. They had pitched their little tents back from the

tree line, and they crawled into them and slept til daylight. 

They knew that no further action would take place that night. The

signal flare had not been the prelude to an attack, so they could afford

to  relax.  Over  the  coming  day,  their  biggest  enemies  would  be  a

strange mixture of boredom and anticipation. They were scheduled to

perform their mock attack in the late afternoon and Wil knew that, as

the  hours  roled  by,  the  knot  of  tension  in  his  stomach  would  tighten

with each passing minute until he wished they could be on their way, 

doing something instead of waiting. 

And so it proved to be. They assembled the cart and the ladder it

was to carry and manhandled it through the bushes to the edge of the

tree  line,  hacking  away  at  undergrowth  to  clear  a  path  for  it.  But, 

inevitably, they began their preparations too early so that, by the time

they  were  ready,  it  was  barely  past  midday,  and  they  stil  had  four

hours to wait. 

Wil  sat  under  a  tree,  pretending  to  doze,  trying  to  calm  himself, 

trying to ease that tight knot in his stomach. He glanced up at Horace, 

standing a few meters away, apparently unconcerned, chatting  quietly

to the four Skandians who would accompany them. Horace seemed to

feel  Wil's  eyes  upon  him.  He  looked  across  at  his  old  friend  and

smiled, nodding reassurance. 

Wil  wondered  how  Horace  could  be  so  calm.  He  was  unaware

that Horace was asking himself the same question about Wil, feeling

the same knotting of stomach muscles. 

The day dragged on. 

Wil  checked  the  cart  for  the  tenth  time,  making  sure  that  the  left

wheel was correctly rigged so that they could colapse it whenever they

were ready, making it seem as if the cart had hit some obstruction. He

inspected the roofing planks, making sure there were no gaps where a

crossbow  quarrel  might  slip  through.  And  he  questioned  the  four

Skandians to make sure they understood their role. 

"Look as if you're panicking," he told them. He was met with four

blank stares. Panic was not an emotion the Skandians understood too

readily.  "Look  scared,"  he  amended,  and  saw  the  four  pairs  of  eyes

change  from  puzzled  to  hostile.  "Pretend  to  look  scared,"  he  added, 

and, grudgingly, they nodded. He checked their shields as wel. He had

a smal force at his disposal, and he couldn't afford to lose any of them

in this preliminary skirmish. The shields were wel oiled to prevent them

drying  out  and  becoming  brittle.  They  were  generously  studded  with

brass  plates  and  covered  in  hardened  oxhide.  The  men  would  sling

them on their backs as they ran back to the tree line from the ruined

cart. 

Their heads would be protected by their horned helmets. The only

parts  of  their  bodies  that  would  be  exposed  were  their  legs.  Stil, 

thought the young Ranger, a leg wound could keep a man out of battle

just as effectively as if he were kiled. 

"Don't run in a straight line," he warned them. "And don't bunch up. 

Head in different directions." 









One of the Skandians drew breath, about to tel Wil that he could

stop  mother-henning  them.  Then  he  realized  that  the  young  man  was

actualy concerned about him and his three companions, and he felt a

surge of warmth. Skandians weren't used to their commanders actualy

caring about them. 

"Yes, Ranger," he said meekly. 

Wil nodded distractedly and moved away, his mind going over the

actions they would have to carry out that afternoon. 

Hours  later,  the  sun  was  angling  over  the  trees,  casting  long

shadows toward the castle. 

In the distance, they heard a hubbub of noise from the south. Wil

hitched  his  longbow  over  his  shoulder,  settled  his  quiver  more

comfortably and turned to Horace. 

" Time to go," he said. 
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The  noise  from  the  south  told  them  that  Malcolm  had  begun  the

diversion they had planned. He had at least fifty of his people back in

the trees – men, women and children – wel out of sight from the castle

but  stil  within  earshot.  As  he  gave  them  the  command,  they  began

howling, yeling, chanting and banging bits of metal together – kitchen

pots and pans, for the most part. It was a sobering thought for warriors

like  Horace  and  the  Skandians  to  realize  that  the  clash  of  sword  on

sword, glamorized in song over the years by bards and poets, sounded

pretty much the same as the clash of serving ladle on saucepan. 

Regardless  of  its  origin,  the  noise  served  the  purpose  they  had

hoped for, drawing the attention of the defenders. They could see the

men on the west wal running toward the south side as they tried to see

if there was a major attack developing. 

"Right!" Wil caled. "Let's go!" 

Crouching,  he  moved  under  the  shelter  of  the  cart,  folowed  by

Horace and the four Skandians, who took their places at the shafts. He

checked them quickly, making sure they al had their shields slung over

their backs. The Skandians, glad that the waiting was finaly at an end, 

grinned at him as he signaled them forward. 

"Go!" he shouted, and they put their weight to the shafts of the cart. 

There was no need for Wil and Horace to help with this task. The four

burly Skandians could manage it easily, so the two Araluens positioned

themselves at the front of the cart, where the head room was lowest. 

Since  the  Skandians  were  doing  the  hard  work,  it  was  only  fair  that

they should be alowed the most room. 

The  cart  started  to  rol,  slowly  at  first  as  the  Skandians  forced  it

through  the  thin  screen  of  remaining  undergrowth.  Wil  and  Horace

paced  with  it,  crouching  below  the  slanting  roof.  Then  the  cart  burst

through the last of the tangle and they were clear of the undergrowth. 

The  Skandians  fel  into  a  jog,  one  of  them  caling  the  time  for  the

others,  and  the  cart,  with  the  scaling  ladder  lashed  to  the  top  of  it, 

began  to  rol  at  a  brisk  pace,  lurching  and  jolting  across  the  uneven

ground toward the castle. 

Even  with  Malcolm's  diversion,  they  couldn't  hope  to  remain  un

noticed for long, and Wil soon heard startled cries of alarm from the

ramparts ahead of them. Almost immediately, there was a solid crack

as a missile slammed into the planks of the roof above them. It was a

crossbow  bolt  biting  into  the  hard  wood.  That  initial  impact  was

folowed in rapid succession by another three. Then there was a long

gap and the pattern repeated. 

So  it  seemed  that  there  were  only  four  crossbowmen  on  the

western  ramparts.  The  pattern  of  four  strikes  repeated  itself  after

twenty  or  thirty  seconds,  about  the  time  it  would  take  to  reload  a

standard crossbow. It was the main disadvantage of the weapon, par

ticularly when compared to the blinding speed a skiled longbow archer

like Wil could achieve. The crossbow had a stirrup at the front. When

the  bolt  was  shot,  the  crossbowman  had  to  lower  the  bow  to  the

ground,  place  one  foot  in  the  stirrup  and  heave  the  string  back  with

both hands, bending the heavy arms of the bow until the string engaged

on the trigger mechanism. Only then could he load another missile, and

only then could he bring the bow back to his shoulder and shoot again. 

Wil flinched as the final bolt in the second voley slammed into the

woodwork  only  a  few  centimeters  from  his  head.  Then  he  peered

through a carefuly prepared peephole – big enough to see through but

not big enough to admit a lucky shot from one of the crossbows. 

"A few more meters!" he warned the Skandians. He wanted to be

as  close  as  possible  so  that  he  and  Horace  wouldn't  have  too  much

ground to cover when they mounted their real attack later in the night. 

But if he got too close, he would be exposing the Skandians to greater

risk  as  they  made  their  way  back  to  the  tree  line.  They  were  almost

halfway.  He  gripped  the  cord  that  would  release  the  left-hand  wheel

and waited another four paces before puling. 

The  pin  holding  the  wheel  onto  the  axle  came  loose.  The  wheel

continued  turning  for  another  meter  or  two,  but  as  it  did,  it  was

working  its  way  to  the  end  of  the  axle  until  it  finaly  spun  clear  alto

gether, letting the left side of the cart crash to the ground. 

They heard the cheers from the ramparts quite clearly – cheers and

cries of derision as the defenders saw the attack come to nothing. Two

more  bolts  slammed  into  the  cart  as  it  stopped.  Good,  thought  Wil, 

that meant only two of the crossbows were loaded now. 

"Get going!" he urged the Skandians. 

They needed no further encouragement. Scrambling out from under

the tilted cart, they broke into the clear, running for the shelter of the

trees,  spreading  out  as  they  went.  More  shouts  from  the  ramparts, 

more  jeers  as  the  defenders  saw  their  would-be  attackers  running

ignominiously for their lives. 

He  saw  another  bolt  smash  into  the  shield  protecting  one  of  the

Skandians.  The  force  of  the  missile  hitting  his  shield  caused  him  to

stumble.  Wil  breathed  a  silent  prayer  of  thanks  that  there  were  no

archers with longbows or recurve bows on the castle wals. 

The  crossbow  was  easier  to  aim  and  fire  than  the  longbow  and

required  less  training  to  develop  the  instinctive  skil  that  he,  and  al

Rangers,  possessed.  It  was  relatively  simple  to  take  an  unskiled  sol

dier  and  train  him  to  use  a  crossbow  in  a  matter  of  weeks.  But  you

paid for that ease with a much slower rate of shots – and a reduced

range. 

He heaved a sigh of relief as the four men made it back to the trees

unscathed. He settled down on the cold, damp ground under the tilted

shelter of the cart and grinned at Horace. 

"So  far  so  good,"  he  said  quietly.  "Might  as  wel  make  yourself

comfortable. Now we have to wait until dark." 

Horace, crouched under the lowest part of the cart, roled his eyes. 

"My favorite pastime," he said. "Did you bring something to eat?" 



As the afternoon wore on into early evening, the sight of the ruined

cart gradualy lost its novelty for the men on the ramparts. 

Keren  had  been  summoned  to  view  the  strange  vehicle.  He

frowned at it and then shook his head. 

"It's a diversion," he said. "They wouldn't attempt their main assault

with just one ladder." 

The more he thought about it, the more he became convinced that

he was right. The west wal, where the trees were closest to the castle, 

was the obvious direction for an assault. And since it was the obvious

one,  it  became  less  likely  that  the  attackers  would  choose  it.  The

attempt with the cart was a bluff – and not a very clever one, since it

was  easy  to  see  that  one  cart  and  one  ladder  would  be  ineffective

against  the  wals.  Sieges  like  this  were  a  game  of  guess  and  counter

guess,  bluff  and  counter  bluff.  His  instincts  told  him  that  the  strange

cart was a diversion. 

The more he waited, the more he became convinced that the attack

would come from the south, or perhaps the east wal. They were the

farthest points from the west wal, after al. But the south seemed the

most  likely.  The  enemy  had  already  been  active  there,  and  he  had  a

sense  that  they  would  try  to  lul  him  into  a  sense  of  false  confidence

with a few more demonstrations that came to nothing, then launch the

real attack from that direction. 

He jerked a thumb at the cart, lying tilted to one side a bare twenty

meters from the castle. 

"Set  it  on  fire,"  he  told  the  sergeant  commanding  the  west  wal. 

"And keep an eye on the trees. But I don't think this is where they're

going to come at us. Be ready to shift your men to the south wal if we

need you there." 



In the confined, sloping space under the ruined cart, Horace wrig

gled to find a more comfortable position. 

Wil,  watching  him,  shook  his  head  in  disapproval.  "  Try  to  keep

stil," he said."If you keep jumping around like that, you'l tip the cart

over." 

Horace scowled at him. "It's al very wel for you," he said. "You're

trained to sit stil for hours on end while ants crawl over you and your

muscles cramp." 

"If I can do it, you can do it," Wil said unhelpfuly. He craned to the

peephole once more, studying the castle. He could make out three of

the defenders peering in the direction of the cart, and he saw smoke

rising from a brazier beside them. 

Strange,  he  thought.  The  day  was  cold,  but  not  so  cold  that  they

should need a fire on the ramparts to keep them warm, at least not until

nightfal. 

"What's  happening?"  asked  Horace.  He  was  bored  and  uncom

fortable, and he wanted some form of distraction. Wil waved him to

silence. They were only twenty meters or so from the wals, and it was

possible that they might be heard. 

"Keep your voice down," he said. Horace roled his eyes to heaven

again and continued in a hoarse whisper. 

"It's al right for you. You've got the peephole," he said. Wil gave

him another long-suffering look. 

"It  must  be  awful  to  be  you,"  he  said,  "covered  in  ants,  in  agony

from cramping muscles and not even a peephole to look through." 

"Oh, shut up," said Horace. He couldn't think of a witty reply. 

They were interrupted by the slamming impact of another bolt into

the  wood  over  their  heads.  Wil  frowned,  wondering  why  the

defenders  should  be  wasting  time  and  ammunition  shooting  at  the

stranded cart. The answer came to him a few seconds later. 

Horace,  who  had  flinched  violently  at  the  unexpected  impact, 

sniffed the air. "I can smel smoke," he said. 

Wil craned once more to look through the peephole. He could see

the ramparts, with the same group of men watching the cart intensely. 

Then he saw one of them raise a crossbow and shoot again. 

"Here comes another," he warned his companion. 

The bolt sped through the air toward them, trailing a thin ribbon of

smoke  behind  it.  Seconds  later,  there  was  another  ringing  thud  as  it

struck  the  roof  planks.  Now  the  smel  of  smoke  was  stronger. 

Through the peephole, Wil could see a lick of flame. 

"They're shooting fire arrows," he said calmly. "Trying to set the cart

alight." 

"What?" Horace jerked upright, and his head thudded against one

of the support frames on the cart. "We'd better get out of here!" 

"Relax," Wil told him. "I had the planks soaked with water before

we started." 

Horace  sat  back  doubtfuly.  He  remembered  now  that  for  ten

minutes before they had left the shelter of the trees, the Skandians had

poured water and melting snow over the planks. 

"Besides,"  Wil  continued,  "have  you  ever  tried  to  set  a  piece  of

hardwood on fire by dropping a burning stick on top of it? The odds

are the arrows wil scorch the wood a little, but they'l burn out before

the fire can realy take hold." 

"The odds are?" Horace repeated. "What odds might they be?" 

Wil  regarded  him  patiently.  "What  do  you  want  to  do,  Horace, 

jump  out  and  put  out  the  arrows  and  then  wave  to  the  men  on  the

ramparts?" 

Horace  looked  uncomfortable,  realizing  he  might  have  been  pre

mature in his reaction. 

"Wel, no," he said."But I certainly don't want to be caught under a

burning cart either." 

" The cart won't burn. Trust me." Wil told him. Then, seeing that the

last two words had absolutely no effect on Horace, he continued, "And

even if it does, we'l have plenty of time to get out of here. But there's

no point running for it now. How wil we feel if we give our plan away

and then sit back in the trees and watch the fire go out?" 

"Wel, maybe... ," Horace said, a little molified by Wil's logic – and

by the fact that the smel of smoke hadn't grown any stronger. He put

his  hand  against  the  planks,  beneath  the  spot  where  one  of  the  bolts

had  struck  it.  The  wood  didn't  feel  any  warmer  there  than  in  other

parts of the roof. 

Another two burning bolts hit the cart in the next few minutes. But, 

like  the  first  two,  they  soon  burned  out,  causing  nothing  but  surface

scorching. Eventualy, seeing that the fire arrows weren't working, the

defenders on the ramparts gave up the attempt. 

+ + ♦

The afternoon wore on, and the light began to fade as the watery

winter sun sank below the level of the trees. Horace puled his cloak

tighter about him. It was cold sitting here immobile for hours on end. 

"What time is it?" Horace asked. 

"About  five  minutes  later  than  the  last  time  you  asked,"  Wil  told

him. "You're getting as bad as Gundar, with his constant Are we nearly

there?' " 

"I  can't  help  it,"  Horace  grumbled."I  don't  like  just  sitting  around

doing nothing." 

" Try composing a poem," Wil said sarcasticaly, wishing his friend

would shut up. 

"What sort of poem?" Horace asked. 

"A limerick," Wil told him, through gritted teeth. "That would seem

to be about your speed." 

"Yeah. Good idea," Horace said, brightening a little."That'l take my

mind  off  things."  He  frowned  thoughtfuly,  looking  to  the  heavens  for

inspiration. His lips moved silently for several minutes, then the frown

deepened. 

"I don't have anything to write it down with," he said. 

Wil,  who  had  managed  to  doze  off  in  the  silence,  jerked  awake. 

"What?" he snapped, crankily. "Write what down?" 

"My limerick. If I don't write it down, I might forget it." 









"Have you thought it up yet?" 

"Wel,  I've  got  the  first  line,"  Horace  said  defensively.  Limerick

writing was proving to be harder than he'd expected."There once was

a castle caled Macindaw... ," he declaimed. "That's the first line," he

added. 

"Surely you can remember that?" Wil said. 

Horace nodded reluctant agreement. "Wel, yes. But when I get two

or  three  or  four  lines  worked  out,  it'l  get  harder.  Maybe  I  could  tel

them to you and you could remember them?" he suggested. 

"Please don't," Wil said, biting off the words. 

Horace shrugged. "Wel, fine. If you choose not to help." 

"I do." 

Wil's  replies,  Horace  noted,  were  becoming  shorter  and  shorter. 

"Al right then," he said, a little huffily. His lips moved again, stopped, 

restarted.  He  closed  his  eyes  to  concentrate.  This  went  on  for  some

five minutes, and the more Wil tried to ignore him, the more he was

drawn  to  Horace's  facial  contortions.  Finaly,  the  broad-shouldered

warrior realized his friend was watching him. 

"What rhymes with Macindaw?" he said. 
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As  the  afternoon  lengthened  into  evening  and  then  into  night, 

Horace  became  increasingly  restless  and  bored.  He  shifted  position

continualy  and  sighed  repeatedly.  Wil  steadfastly  ignored  him.  This

annoyed  Horace,  who  knew  his  friend  was  intentionaly  taking  no

notice of him. 

Eventualy,  after  a  particularly  extended  sigh,  folowed  by  a  pro

longed shifting of position and shuffling of shoulders and buttocks, Wil

could no longer pretend not to notice. 

"It's a pity you didn't bring a trumpet," he said. "That way you could

make a bit more noise." 

Horace,  pleased  that  he  had  finaly  provoked  the  beginning  of  a

conversation,  answered  immediately.  "What  I  don't  get,"  he  said,  "is

why we didn't run the cart out here now, instead of doing it hours ago? 

We could have waited comfortably in the trees until nightfal, then run

out, lost the wheel and had only an hour or so to wait for Malcolm's

monsters. It would have been much less boring than crouching here al

afternoon and into the night." 

"It's supposed to be boring," Wil snapped. "That's the idea." 

"You wanted to be bored?" Horace asked. 

"No." Wil spoke very patiently. He adopted the tone an adult might

use  talking  to  a  very  young  child.  It  had  been  some  time  since  he'd

done that with Horace, and the warrior found that he didn't like it any

more now than he had previously. 

"I wanted the sentries to be bored. I wanted them so used to the

sight of this cart that it became part of the scenery. I wanted them to

look at it for hours and hours with absolutely nothing happening so that

they eventualy believed that nothing is  going to happen. If we'd only

come  out  of  the  trees  now,  they'd  stil  be  suspicious  when  the  time

comes, and they'd possibly stil have their eyes on us. This way, they've

seen the cart clearly, in ful daylight, and they think they have nothing to

fear from it. They're bored with it, in fact." 

"Wel... maybe... ," Horace said reluctantly. Actualy, what Wil said

made sense. But stil, he was bored. And cold too. They were sitting

on a mixture of melted snow and saturated grass. And the earth itself

stil  held  the  bone-numbing  chil  of  winter.  As  he  had  the  thought, 

Horace felt an overwhelming need to sneeze. He tried to smother the

sound, but only succeeded in making it louder. 

Wil looked up angrily, shaking his head in disbelief. "Wil you shut

up?" he said tautly. 

Horace  shrugged  in  apology.  "I'm  sorry,"  he  said.  "I  sneezed.  A

person can't help it when they sneeze." 

"Perhaps not. But you could try to make it sound a little less like an

elephant trumpeting in agony," Wil told him. 

Horace wasn't prepared to take that lying down. Crouching down, 

perhaps. But lying down, never. 

"And  of  course,  you'd  know  what  an  elephant  sounds  like!  Have

you ever heard an elephant?" he chalenged. 

But Wil was unabashed by his logic. "No," he said."But I'm sure it

couldn't be any louder than that sneeze." 

Horace  sniffed  disdainfuly.  Then  wished  he  hadn't.  Sniffing  only

created  the  urge  to  sneeze  again,  and  he  fought  against  it  valiantly, 

finaly  queling  it.  He  sensed  Wil  was  right.  The  sneeze  had  been

particularly loud. 



On  the  ramparts,  the  corporal  in  command  looked  at  one  of  the

soldiers standing by him. 

"Did you hear that?" he asked. 

From  the  soldier's  reaction  and  the  way  he  was  staring  into  the

darkness, it was obvious that he had. "It sounded like an animal," he

said uncertainly. "In pain." 

"A big animal," the corporal agreed uneasily. They peered into the

night  together.  Fortunately,  neither  of  them  connected  the  strange

sound  with  the  ruined  cart.  Wil  had  proven  to  be  right.  The  sentries

barely noticed the dark shape anymore."God knows what goes on in

that forest," the corporal said eventualy. 

"Whatever it was, it seems to have gone now," said the other man. 

He hoped he was right. 

Twenty meters away, under the cart, Horace had his cloak doubled

over  his  head  and  his  fist  rammed  up  tight  under  the  soft  cartilage

between his nostrils to prevent another sneeze. The folowing day, he

would find a bruise and wonder how it got there. 

When the urge eventualy subsided, he sagged against the cart, his

eyes streaming. 

Wil, who had seen the immense effort he had gone to, patted his

shoulder. "Good work," he said sympatheticaly. 

Horace nodded, too exhausted for further comment. 



The moon rose, passed over them, flooding the land around them

with pale light, then sank below the tops of the trees in the west. Wil

felt his heart rate begin to accelerate. The time of waiting was nearly

over. He looked at Horace and realized his friend knew it too. He was

no longer shifting and twitching. Instead, he was slowly and carefuly

stretching  his  cramped  arm  and  leg  muscles,  easing  out  the  kinks

caused by long hours of inactivity. Carefuly, the tal warrior unfastened

his round buckler from where it was tied to the side of the cart. 

Wil  watched  as  he  removed  the  thick  white  canvas  covering  the

front  of  his  shield  to  reveal  the  glossy  white-enamel  surface,  with  its

gleaming  green  oakleaf  symbol  in  the  center.  "Good  to  see  you'l  be

fighting under your true colors." He smiled. 

Horace  smiled  briefly  in  return.  He  was  becoming  focused  now. 

Wil  could  see  that  this  was  a  different  person  from  the  fidgeting, 

complaining Horace who had sheltered under the cart for the past eight

hours.  This  was  a  very  deadly,  very  serious  Horace,  a  master  of  his

craft,  and  Wil  was  glad  he  was  here.  Once  they  hit  the  top  of  the

ramparts, he knew it would be Horace who would bear the brunt of

the fighting until the Skandians could make their way up the ladder to

join  them.  He  couldn't  think  of  anyone  he  would  rather  have  by  his

side. 

He  realized  that  he  had  preparations  of  his  own  to  make.  He

checked that his quiver, with its twenty-four gray-shafted arrows, was

firmly in position. His longbow was tied to the underside of the cart, 

and he untied it now. It was unstrung, of course. There was no point

leaving  it  under  tension  for  the  hours  they  had  spent  waiting.  He

checked that the string was in position, without any tangles or loops. 

The  bow  had  a  draw  weight  of  eighty-five  pounds,  and  it  would  be

virtualy impossible to string it in the cramped position under the cart. 

He'd  do  it  as  soon  as  they  moved  out  from  under  the  shelter  of  the

sloped roof. He checked the big saxe knife at his belt and touched his

hand  to  the  throwing  knife  in  the  hidden  sheath  at  the  back  of  his

colar. The sheath's position was a little awkward, and he remembered

how  he  had  been  unable  to  reach  it  quickly  during  the  fight  with

MacHaddish. He made a mental note to tel Halt and Crowley that the

colar sheaths were a bad idea. 

In the distance, from beyond the far side of the castle, they heard

the drawn-out moan of a ram's horn – one long note that went on and

on, finaly fading away. 

"Start counting," Wil told Horace. The arrangement with Malcolm

was  that  the  huge  image  of  the  Night  Warrior  would  be  projected

twenty seconds after the horn stopped. 

As  Horace  counted,  Wil  slipped  out  from  under  the  cart,  staying

behind it so he was stil shielded from the ramparts as he set the string

on his longbow. He felt Horace begin to stir under the cart. 

"Come on out," he said, "but stay down." 

Horace crawled into the open, half straightening behind the cover

of the cart. 

They both peered into the dark sky above the castle. They wouldn't

see the projection from here, but they might see the reflection  of  the

light in the low clouds, Wil thought. 

" There it is!" whispered Horace. There was a brief flash of light in

the  sky.  Then  they  saw  the  next  demonstration  as  a  bal  of  fire  rose

into the night, hissing and trailing a banner of sparks behind  it  before

exploding high above the ground in a shower of red embers. 

Then the flash repeated itself, just for a few brief seconds. 

It was important, Malcolm had told them, not to leave a projection

in place for more than a second or two. Any longer and the eye could

focus  clearly  on  it  and  realize  that  it  was  a  crude  outline  that  didn't

move. Flashing it on and off like this, with other lights to distract the

watchers' eyes, created a sensation of movement and uncertainty. 

"Let them think what they see, rather than  realy  see  it,"  Malcolm

had said. 

They  could  hear  voices  shouting  on  the  ramparts  now  as  men

reacted to the terrifying images shimmering in the fog. 

"Let's go!" Wil said. He drew his saxe and slashed the bindings that

held the ladder on top of the cart's roof. 

Horace  threw  it  easily  over  his  shoulder,  his  shield  slung  over  his

back, and together they ran for the castle wal. Keren was in the main

hal of the keep when he heard the shouting and the bang of the first

rocket exploding. He was already armed and wearing chain mail, and

he dashed into the courtyard, climbing the stairs to the south ramparts

two and three at a time. The shouting was coming from that side, and

he realized he had been right. This was where the attack was coming. 

He reached the ramparts and found the sentries gathered in a smal

knot,  staring  fearfuly  into  the  darkness.  Their  voices  formed  an

incomprehensible babble as they al talked at once. 

"Silence!" he yeled, and as they obeyed, he singled out the sergeant

in charge. "Sergeant, what's going – " 

He  got  no  further.  Suddenly,  in  the  dark  night  sky,  some  two

hundred meters from the castle's south wal, a gigantic shadow figure

loomed against the mist. Huge, evil, terrifying. 

And gone, almost as soon as it appeared. 

Keren actualy staggered back at the sight of it. But then a demonic

red  face  began  to  rise  from  the  ground,  soaring  into  the  air  and

exploding  into  darkness. And  even  as  it  did,  another  massive  shape

loomed  in  the  mist  –  the  black  shadowed  outline  of  a  dragon  that

seemed to quiver and shake and then disappear. 

A strange, holow voice could be heard, laughing hystericaly.  The

sound  chiled  Keren.  The  men  around  him  shouted  in  fear.  Several

dropped  to  their  knees,  doubled  over  as  if  to  hide  from  the  horrible

sights before them. He kicked savagely at the nearest man. 

"Get up, you yelow-skinned coward!" he cursed. But his voice was

hoarse,  and  his  throat  was  dry.  He  could  feel  the  skin  on  his  arms

prickling and dimpling, and the hairs on the back of his neck rising in

fear.  Then,  fifty  meters  from  where  they  had  first  seen  it,  the  giant

warrior  flickered  on  and  off  again. A  series  of  colored  lights  flashed

across the ground at the height of a man's head, and the laughter was

back, more bone-chiling than before. 

Buttle  appeared  beside  Keren,  his  face  haggard  with  fear.  He

pointed  wordlessly  into  the  night  as  the  dragon  reappeared,  then  a

huge  lion,  then  the  warrior  again,  al  interspersed  with  images  of  that

demonic face soaring into the air and disappearing. 

"It's sorcery!" he cried. "You said there was no sorcerer! Look at

this, you fool!" 

"Get  hold  of  yourself!"  Keren  snarled  at  him.  "It's  a  trick!  It's

nothing but a trick!" 

"A trick?" Buttle answered. "I know sorcery when I see it!" 

Keren grabbed the man and shook him. "Get hold of yourself!" he

said savagely. "Can't you see? This is what  Barton  wants!  They'l  be

coming at us any minute, so get the men to the ramparts!" He gestured

at the cowering sentries, grouped together in fear and backing  as  far









away from the wal as they could. 

More and more men had run from the east and west wals to view

the  terrifying  scene  outside  the  castle.  As  Buttle  hesitated,  half

accepting that Keren might be right, they heard a voice shouting:

"Here they come!" 
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Horace  had  gone  up  the  ladder  at  a  run,  while  Wil  kept  up  a

constant  stream  of  arrows,  picking  off  any  defender  who  showed

himself over the ramparts. Nearing the top, the  warrior  paused  for  a

second,  then  hurled  himself  upward,  roling  into  a  bal  and

somersaulting  high  into  the  air  so  that  he  sailed  over  the  top  of  the

ramparts and the two defenders who crouched there, waiting for him. 

He landed lightly on his feet, turning and drawing his sword in the

same  motion.  The  two  startled  defenders  recovered  their  wits  and

began to move toward him. He cut the first man down with ease. As

the second came at him, Horace deflected his halberd thrust, seized his

colar  and  propeled  him  over  the  inner  edge  of  the  walkway.  The

man's  startled  cry  cut  off  abruptly  with  a  heavy  thud  as  he  hit  the

flagstones of the courtyard. 

More defenders were moving toward him, coming from the north

wal. He turned to face them. 

"Wil! Up here! Now!" he yeled. 



The  warning  cry  of  "Here  they  come!"  caused  immediate  panic

among  the  men  on  the  south  wal.  Thinking  that  the  terrifying  ap-

paritions were now attacking the castle, three of them broke and ran

for  the  stairs.  Keren  moved  too  late  to  stop  them.  But  the  next  man

who tried to folow them met the point of his sword. 

"Get back to your position!" Keren told him, and the man backed

away. 

Keren felt the bitterness of despair. Deep down, he had known that

he couldn't count on men like these in a real battle. 

" They're coming!" the voice cried again, and this time Keren real

ized it was from the west wal, now dangerously short of defenders. In

the dim light, he could see a tal figure, his sword rising and faling as

the  few  men  left  tried  to  stop  him. As  he  watched,  a  smaler  figure

appeared  over  the  top  of  the  ramparts.  He  balanced  on  the  battle

ments themselves, and unslung a longbow from his shoulder. 

With a sick feeling, Keren realized he had been deceived. Worse, 

he had deceived himself. The real attack was on the west wal and it

was happening now. He grabbed Buttle's arm and pointed. 

"I  told  you  it  was  a  trick!  That's  where  the  real  attack  is  coming

from!" he yeled. "Get the men over there and hold the west wal! I'm

going  to  cal  out  the  rest  of  the  garrison!  I'l  bring  them  up  the  north

west tower stairs and we'l catch them between us!" 

Buttle, seeing a human enemy he could attack, nodded briefly. He

turned and belowed orders to the men on the south wal and then led

them at a run along the walkway to the southwest corner. 



Quickly,  Wil  took  stock  of  the  situation.  Horace  was  holding  his

own with the defenders from the north wal and needed no immediate

help.  But  then  the  door  to  the  southwest  tower  banged  open  and  a

group of armed men emerged. Wil's first arrow was on its way almost

immediately  and  the  soldier  leading  the  charge  went  down.  Then

another behind him fel silently and a third staggered, screaming, as an

arrow appeared in his thigh. 

Three men dead or wounded in a matter of seconds. Those behind

them suddenly lost their enthusiasm for the battle. Perhaps the strange


monsters in the sky might be preferable to this deadly rain of arrows. 

They  faded  back  to  the  shelter  of  the  southwest  tower. As  the  door

slammed behind them, they heard two more arrows thud into the hard

wood. 



Keren had bolted down the stairs to the courtyard. He ran toward

the garrison dormitory in the southeast tower. Men were spiling out the

door,  confused  and  disorganized,  stil  fastening  their  armor  and

buckling on their weapons. They saw their commander and hesitated, 

waiting for orders. Keren gestured to the west wal. 

"They're  on  the  west  wal!"  he  said.  "Go  up  the  northwest  tower

and flank them!" 

Stil  the  men  hesitated,  and  he  stepped  toward  them,  threatening

them with his raised sword. 

"Get moving!" he yeled and, reluctantly at first, then with growing

conviction, they began to run across the flagstones of the courtyard to

the northwest tower. Keren started after them, then paused. He knew

their resolve wouldn't last long once they faced the Ranger's arrows. 

Coming to a decision, he stepped forward and held out his arm to stop

the last three men. 

"You  three  come  with  me,"  he  ordered  them.  Then  he  turned

toward the keep – and the tower above it. 



The Skandians were swarming over the rampart now. Wil wasn't

surprised to see that Nils Ropehander was in the lead. The man had

become Horace's shadow. 

"Help the general!" Wil said, pointing. 

Nils  nodded  and  rushed  to  support  Horace,  his  battleax  already

whirring in a giant arc. 

The  soldiers  engaged  with  Horace,  already  hard  pressed,  were

horrified  by  the  sight  of  the  huge,  yeling  Skandian  charging  at  them, 

grotesque in his fur vest and massively horned helmet. They began to

back away, trying to force their way through the men behind them. 

Nils  hit  them  like  a  one-man  battering  ram,  scattering  them  in  al

directions. Their cautious backpedaling became a panicked rush to get

back to the shelter of the northwest tower. 

Wil  was  directing  traffic,  sending  a  few  more  men  to  reinforce

Horace and Nils, then setting up a defensive screen to engage the men

from  the  southwest  tower  whenever  they  decided  to  renew  their

attack. 

Satisfied that they had a secure foothold on the west wal, Wil now

cast around anxiously for Keren or Buttle. 

They were the two danger men, and Wil knew it was vital to find

them quickly and deal with them. 



In the southwest tower, Buttle peered through a spyhole set into the

oak door. He could see the Skandians on the ramparts and he knew

that it was vital that they be driven back now. In a few more minutes, 

their position would be unassailable. 

He had a dozen men with him and he drove them toward the door, 

threatening, cursing, hitting with the flat of his sword. 

"If they get any further, we're al dead men!" he yeled as he drove

his  reluctant  warriors  out  onto  the  ramparts  ahead  of  him.  They

charged  the  Skandian  line  with  the  courage  of  desperation.  The

Skandians saw them coming and smiled. 

Behind them, Buttle quietly closed the door and ran down the stairs

to ground level. 

He  had  recognized  the  tal  warrior  fighting  the  men  from  the  far

tower. They had met some weeks before, by Tumbledown Creek, and

the  freelance  knight  had  been  arrogant  and  dismissive  of  Buttle's

authority.  That  was  a  score  to  be  settled,  he  thought.  There  was  a

trapdoor in the walkway just behind Horace's position, with a stairway

leading up to it from the courtyard below. Buttle headed for it now. 



In  the  forest  to  the  west,  someone  else  was  remembering  events

from the past few weeks. 

Some  days  prior  to  the  attack,  Trobar  had  been  quietly  patting

Shadow when he felt the ridge of a massive scar under her soft fur. He

parted the black hair gently and saw the livid sign of a recently healed

wound there. He shuddered at the size of it. It was a miracle the dog

had  survived  such  an  injury.  When  he  had  asked  Wil  about  it,  the

Ranger  had  related  the  story  of  how  he  found  the  dog,  severely

wounded and close to death, by the roadside in Seacliff Fief. Buttle, 

the dog's original owner, had tried to kil her when she rebeled against

his brutal treatment. Wil had nursed her back to health. 

Trobar knew Buttle. He had watched him from the forest when the

dark-bearded murderer had ridden through the countryside, recruiting

new troops for the castle. 

Now, Trobar thought, Buttle would pay for the injury he had done

to  Shadow.  The  huge  man  was  normaly  a  gentle,  peaceful  soul.  But

the thought of his friend's agony, and the savagery of the man who had

caused  it,  hardened  his  heart. As  the  sounds  of  battle  raged  on  the

castle ramparts, Trobar retrieved a massive club he had fashioned from

a  tree  branch  earlier  in  the  day  and  loped  quietly  across  the  open

space to the now-empty ladders at the foot of Macindaw's west wal. 

+ + ♦

Horace stepped aside as Nils led a group of twelve Skandians in a

wild charge at the men who had emerged from the southwest tower. 

Nils could handle that situation, he thought, as  Buttle's  men  fel  back

before  the  Skandians'  terrible  axes. At  the  other  end  of  the  rampart, 

Gundar and the rest of his men had the upper hand over the defenders

Keren had sent to the northwest tower. The Skandians could manage

without  him  for  a  few  minutes.  He'd  suffered  a  dagger  slash  on  the

wrist of his sword hand and he took the opportunity to bind it with a

clean  cloth.  He  leaned  his  sword  against  the  battlements  as  he

concentrated  on  winding  the  cloth  around  the  wound,  stemming  the

blood that ran down over his sword hand. "Horace!" 

He looked up. Wil was at the edge of the ramparts, pointing to the

courtyard below. Horace moved a few paces from the wal for a better

view.  He  could  see  nothing  to  explain  Wil's  interest.  He  looked  up

inquiringly. 

"It was Keren!" Wil explained. "I saw him go into the keep." 

With  the  battle  raging  on  the  wals,  there  was  only  one  possible

reason  why  the  renegade  would  head  for  the  keep  –  and  the  tower

above it. Instinctively, Wil knew what it was. 

"He's going after Alyss!" 

Horace  thought  quickly.  Wil  wasn't  needed  here  anymore  –  the

situation was wel under control. 

"Go after him!" he caled back. "I'l take care of things here." 

Wil nodded and looked around. There was a derrick close by, with

a rope dangling from it down to the courtyard. He leaped for the rope, 

grabbing it and wrapping his legs around it to slow his descent. 

Horace gave his attention back to the rough bandage. Holding one

end  with  his  teeth,  he  tied  a  clumsy  knot  with  his  left  hand.  He

inspected  the  result.  It  would  do  for  the  moment. And  besides,  the

fighting was almost over. Almost. 

Horace's  fighting  instincts  were  finely  tuned.  Any  foreign, 

unexplained  sound  was  a  potential  threat,  and  he  heard  one  now

behind him – a slight grating noise as seldom-used hinges were forced

to turn against the light rust that had coated them. 

He  turned  toward  the  sound  in  time  to  see  John  Buttle  emerging

from a trapdoor in the walkway. 
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Wil stopped inside the door to the keep and looked warily around

him. 

The entrance hal and the dining hal beyond it were deserted. The

garrison must al be on the ramparts, he realized, and the servants were

probably cowering somewhere below, in the celars and the kitchen. 

Keren, he assumed, would have headed for the top of the tower. 

Wil  ran  to  the  stairway  now,  set  in  the  center  of  the  keep  hal.  The

keep at the lower levels was an expansive building, with the dining hal, 

sleeping  quarters  and  administrative  offices  taking  up  the  first  three

floors. Above this, it narrowed to the tower that Wil had climbed, set

back in line with the north wal and wide enough for only one or two

rooms on each floor. 

At the lower levels, centraly located, was a broad stone stairway

that  would  be  difficult  to  defend.  Once  he  reached  the  tower  itself, 

however, that stairway would be a narrow spiral, set to the left-hand

side and twisting to the right as it ascended. In that way, a right-handed

swordsman climbing the stairs would be at a disadvantage to a right-

handed defender. An attacker would have to expose al of his body in

order to use his sword, while the defender could strike with only his

right side exposed. It was standard design for a castle tower. 

He  pounded  up  the  first  four  floors,  then  swung  left  toward  the

spiral stairs, slowing down as he went. He couldn't see what lay in wait

around the curved stone wals and it was only prudent to assume  that

Keren could have left men to delay any pursuers. One man could hold

the  stairway  indefinitely,  as  attackers  could  only  approach  one  at  a

time. 

Wil considered the bow in his hand and decided it was not the right

weapon  to  use  in  this  restricted  space.  He  slung  it  over  his  shoulder

and  drew  his  saxe  knife  instead.  Heavy  enough  to  deflect  a  sword

stroke, it was also short enough to swing easily in the confined space. 

He  paused  at  the  entrance  to  the  stairwel,  letting  his  breathing

settle.  Silent  movement  would  be  his  main  advantage  in  this  situation

and  it  was  hard  to  remain  silent  when  your  breath  was  coming  in

ragged gasps. He started up the stairs, moving carefuly, his soft boots

making  no  sound  on  the  stones.  He  was  grateful  that  it  was  a  stone

staircase.  In  some  castles,  the  designers  used  wooden  stairs,  loosely

fastened so that they squeaked in protest underfoot. 

Carefuly, he stole his way upward. The stairway was lit at intervals

by torches in brackets. They created another problem for him. As he

passed the first, his shadow loomed onto the wal above and in front of

him,  giving  ample  warning  that  he  was  approaching.  If  he  were

defending  these  stairs,  he  thought,  he  would  wait  beyond  one  of  the

torches,  looking  for  the  approaching  shadow  of  an  attacker  moving

upward so that he could... 

A  sword  blade  glittered  bloodred  in  the  torchlight  as  it  flashed

down at him from above! 

He leapt back, managing somehow to retain his feet, as the blade

struck sparks off the wal and steps. His heart raced. Apparently, the

unseen  defender  agreed  with  him  on  the  best  place  to  wait  for  an

attacker.  He  paused,  waiting  to  see  if  the  swordsman  on  the  stairs

above  would  show  himself.  But  there  was  nothing.  He  heard  a  faint

chink of metal on stone – possibly the man's mail shirt brushing against

the wal as he changed position. 

Seconds passed. Wil frowned as he contemplated the situation. Al

the advantages lay with the man above. He could remain unseen. The

shadows  thrown  by  the  torchl  ight  would  warn  him  of  Wil's

approach... 

The torchlight! That was the answer. 

He retreated a few paces down the stairs until he reached the torch

in its wal bracket. Tugging it free, he started up the stairs once more, 

saxe knife in his right hand, torch in his left, held out as far as he could

reach. 

Stopping just short of the spot where the sudden attack had come

out of the darkness, he tossed the torch underhand, up the staircase. It

hit  the  outer  wal  and  rebounded  into  the  center  of  the  stairs,  its

flickering, uncertain light now behind where the defender waited. 

A giant shadow loomed in the stairway as the man above moved to

retrieve  the  torch  and  throw  it  back  down  again.  Wil  darted  up  the

stairs, taking advantage of the momentary distraction. He had time to

hope there wasn't more than one man waiting above him. There was a

dark shape on the stairs, bent over to reach for the torch, blocking its

light. The man saw him too late and swung an awkward, off-balance

overhead cut with his sword. 

Wil  deflected  it  easily,  the  sword  blade  shrieking  off  the  stones, 

then he continued his upward movement and lunged, feeling the saxe

knife bite into flesh. The man cried out in pain and stumbled forward. 

He crashed into Wil, and the Ranger grabbed him with his left hand, 

just  in  time.  There  was  a  second  man  waiting,  and  he  leapt  forward

now, cutting at Wil with his sword. But the stroke was blocked by the

body  of  his  own  comrade,  slumped  against  Wil.  The  first  defender

screamed  again  as  the  sword  took  him  across  the  back,  shearing

through his mail shirt. Desperately, Wil shoved him away and bounded

back down the stairs, leaving the body between  him  and  the  second

defender. 

The  wounded  man  lay  moaning  and  Wil  saw  another  shadow

moving,  heard  hard-shod  feet  on  the  stairs  as  the  second  defender

retreated  upward,  placing  the  light  between  himself  and  Wil  once

more. 

The light on the stairs was dark and uncertain, with the torch lying

on  the  steps,  rather  than  placed  high  on  the  wal  in  its  bracket.  Wil

moved  carefuly  upward  once  more,  using  the  tip  of  his  saxe  to  flick

the  falen  man's  sword  back  down  the  stairs.  It  rang  loudly  on  the

stones as it bounced. He started forward again, moving infinitely slowly

to avoid the slightest noise, his own ears searching the silence for the

sound of any movement. 

Then  he  heard  it.  Breathing.  It  was  barely  perceptible  but  it  was

there – the in and out breathing of a man whose adrenaline is running

at ful charge through his veins. He couldn't be more than a few meters

away. Wil paused, seething with impatience. Somewhere above him, 

Keren had Alyss and was doing god knows what with her while Wil

wasted his time playing tag on the stairs. He searched for an idea but

none came. 

Suddenly,  he  darted  forward  four  paces,  then  quickly  reversed

direction  and  sprang  back  as  another  sword,  wielded  by  an  unseen

defender, rang off the stones. The man was there. He was ready and

waiting. He was alert. He was just around the next bend in the stairs. 

An idea started to form. 

Wil estimated the man's position, his eyes measuring the curvature

of the outer wal of the stairway. The defender would be just beyond

that bend in the wal... so if Wil moved backward a little, he could find

a point midway between him and the unseen d efender. 

Silently, he descended three steps. Then a fourth. 

He  sheathed  the  saxe  knife  and  unslung  the  longbow  from  his

shoulder.  Carefuly  nocking  an  arrow,  he  studied  the  wal,  picking  a

point that would be halfway between his position and that of the man

who waited for him. He raised the bow and drew, aiming at the stone

wal above him, pausing to estimate the right position. 

Then he released. 

And,  in  the  rapid  succession  that  only  a  Ranger  could  achieve, 

within a few heartbeats, he sent another three arrows after the first, al

aimed  at  the  curved  wal,  alowing  a  slight  variation  with  each.  The

arrows struck and ricocheted violently from the stone, striking sparks

as they went, flying around the curve in the wal in a sudden voley. 

Above  him,  he  heard  a  surprised  cry,  then  a  muffled  curse  and  a

clang  of  metal  on  stone  as  at  least  one  of  the  arrows  found  a  mark. 

But  he  was  already  bounding  up  the  stairs,  catching  the  startled  de

fender by surprise. 

The  man,  unprepared  by  the  sudden  voley  of  ricocheting  shots, 

had  dropped  his  sword  as  he  tried  to  free  an  arrow  from  a  painful

wound  in  his  side.  He  looked  up  in  fright  as  Wil  appeared,  then

glanced to where his sword lay on the stones. It was that moment of

delay that brought about his downfal – literaly. Wil grabbed his shirt

front  and  heaved  him  down  the  stairs,  sending  him  crashing  into  the

outer wal, then tumbling head over heels down the staircase. The man

shrieked in pain as the arrow in his side was driven deeper. Then he

was  silent,  the  only  sound  his  inert  body  sliding  a  few  meters  farther

down the stairs. 

Wil retrieved his other three arrows and inspected them briefly. The

heads were slightly bent where they had skated off the stone wal, but

they would serve for the same purpose again. In fact, he thought wryly, 

they  might  even  be  better  suited  to  the  task  now.  He  continued  up

silently, alert for another sudden attack. 

But there would be none. Keren's third man had listened as his two

companions had been overcome by their mysterious pursuer. He had

seen  nothing.  But  he  had  heard  the  screech  and  clanging  of  swords

and arrows on stone, then the ominous sounds of faling bodies on the

steps. He waited at one curve until he saw the elongated shadow of

whoever it was who had disabled his comrades, saw it moving toward

him as the attacker moved upward. 

And his nerve went. He could hear the cries of the Skandians in the

courtyard. He knew the battle was over. He had seen the monstrous

shadows in the night sky. Now he saw this other shadow coming after

him  –  silently.  He  turned  and  ran  up  the  stairs  to  the  next  landing, 

where  a  tower  room  offered  him  shelter.  He  plunged  inside  and

slammed  the  door  behind  him,  shooting  the  bolt  across  to  keep

intruders out. 









Wil  heard  the  running  footsteps.  Heard  the  door  slam  shut. 

Throwing  caution  to  the  winds,  he  went  up  the  stairs  like  one  of

Malcolm's rockets, taking them two and three at a time to get to Alyss

before Keren could harm her. 
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As  he  emerged  from  the  trapdoor,  Buttle  saw  that  Horace  was

unarmed, and his face split in a wolflike grin. He had his heavy spear in

one hand and a sword in the other. Horace had nothing but the round

buckler slung at his back. 

Horace's  eyes  darted  to  the  sword  leaning  against  the  wal  a  few

meters  away. Almost  as  soon  as  he  looked,  he  began  to  move,  but

Buttle was wickedly fast. He jerked back his right arm and hurled the

spear,  aiming  it  to  intersect  Horace's  path  to  the  sword.  Even  as  he

moved, sensing the danger, Horace twisted away to his right, faling to

the wooden walkway and roling desperately to regain his feet. 

He was only just in time. Buttle had folowed up with the speed of

a  snake,  and  his  sword  blade  bit  into  the  planking  beside  Horace's

elbow. Horace kicked out sideways, catching Buttle in the back of the

knee and sending him staggering. In the few seconds that he gained, he

scrambled to his feet and shrugged off the shield's sling, gripping it by

the edges in both hands, holding it in front of him. 

He  parried  Buttle's  next  two  strokes  with  the  shield.  Then,  un

expectedly, he released his left-hand grip and swung the shield back-

handed  in  a  flat  arc  at  Buttle's  head,  the  heavy  steel  circle  suddenly

turning from a purely defensive piece into a weapon of attack. 

Buttle tried to deflect it with his sword blade, then realized almost

instantly  that  the  shield  was  too  heavy  and  leapt  backward.  Horace

folowed  up  his  advantage,  sweeping  the  shield  in  wide,  flat  arcs, 

swinging high and low, trying to catch Buttle in the legs, the body or the

head. 

But  he  was  only  buying  time,  and  he  knew  it.  Once  Buttle  over

came his initial surprise, he could use the sword's greater mobility and

expose  the  shield's  clumsiness  as  a  weapon.  He  lunged  at  Horace's

body, and the warrior was forced to revert to his double-handed grip

on the shield as Buttle drove forward, lunging and cutting, looking for

an opening in Horace's defense. 

In Horace's position, most warriors would have given in or run. But

Horace never accepted defeat. It was one of the traits that made him

the great warrior that he was. 

As  he  parried  Buttle's  sword  strokes,  his  mind  worked  overtime, 

trying to find a way to defeat the bearded man before him. 

If he could remount the shield on his left arm once more and draw

his  dagger,  he  could...  but  he  knew  Buttle  would  never  give  him  the

time he needed for that. 

He considered throwing the shield, spinning it like a huge discus at

Buttle and folowing up with the dagger as his opponent tried to avoid

it.  But  Buttle  was  fast  –  as  fast  as  any  adversary  Horace  had  ever

faced – and an attempt like that would definitely be last ditch. 

He parried two more sword cuts and deflected a thrust. Buttle may

have  been  fast,  but  he  was  not  a  particularly  skilful  or  inventive

swordsman, Horace realized. He could probably parry Buttle's strokes

for some time. But he couldn't simply continue to fight defensively. One

mistake on his part and the battle would be over. 

They  faced  each  other,  circling  slowly,  sword  and  shield  moving

together. Action. Reaction. 

And then, in an instant, the impasse was broken. 

In his peripheral vision, Horace saw a huge figure looming over the

wal  at  the  head  of  one  of  the  scaling  ladders.  Trobar.  He  towered

above them for a second, saw Buttle and dropped to the walkway, a

huge wooden club in his hands. 

Without  hesitation,  he  charged  at  the  man  who  had  tried  to  kil

Shadow, swinging the club in huge, murderous arcs. 

Buttle  retreated  desperately,  ducking  and  swaying  to  avoid  the

monstrous club. Trobar shambled after him, off balance and awkward

yet moving with surprising speed. The club thundered against the stone

wals  and  wooden  flooring. A  twenty-centimeter  piece  broke  off  and

went spinning away into the darkness below as he struck the walkway

on one folow-through. Trobar grunted with the effort, his eyes fixed on

the man who had hurt Shadow. 

Yet  courage  and  the  desire  for  revenge  were  not  going  to  be

enough.  Buttle  was  too  fast  and  despite  his  fearsome  appearance, 

Trobar  was  totaly  unskiled  in  weapons  and  combat.  His  clumsy, 

crushing blows with the club were a primitive, instinctive reaction to his

anger. He soon tired, his strokes becoming wilder and increasingly off-

target. 

Horace  saw  Buttle's  confidence  growing  and  knew  how  the  fight

would end. He dashed desperately back to where his own sword stil

leaned against the wal. As his fingers closed around the familiar grip, 

he heard a startled cry of pain behind him. Looking back, he saw the

club fal from Trobar's nerveless fingers as Buttle withdrew the sword

from a thrust in the giant's side. 

Trobar clutched at the sudden fierce pain, feeling his own hot blood

course over his fingers. Only his massive strength kept him standing for

a  few  seconds.  He  looked,  uncomprehendingly,  down  to  his  side, 

where the sword had cut into him. This was how Shadow must have

felt, he thought vaguely. He saw that Buttle was about to thrust at him

again and, hopelessly, threw up his arm to ward off the sword. 

The  point  of  the  blade  thrust  into  his  massive  forearm,  sliding

through  muscle  and  flesh,  jarring  off  the  bone.  Trobar  whimpered  in

pain once more as Buttle angrily withdrew the sword. He had aimed

for  the  giant's  heart,  but  Trobar's  last-minute  reaction  had  thwarted

him. 

This time, he thought. 

But there was to be no second time. As the blade darted forward

again,  Horace's  sword  flicked  it  to  one  side.  And  now  John  Buttle

learned what swordsmanship was realy about. 

He  staggered  back  desperately  under  Horace's  lightning-fast  and

constantly  varying  attack,  never  knowing  where  the  next  strike  was

going to be aimed, never knowing from which direction it might come. 

Horace's  sword  was  a  glittering  wheel  of  light  in  the  flare  of  the

torches,  a  nonstop  onslaught  that  left  Buttle  no  time  to  plan  his  own

counterattack, and barely time to defend himself. 

He  was  holding  the  sword  in  both  hands  now,  horrified  by  the

crushing  force  behind  each  of  Horace's  single-handed  strokes  –

seemingly  delivered  without  the  slightest  effort.  Every  one  jarred  his

hands, wrists and arms. He knew he could never hope to defeat this

man, and so he took the only way he could think of. 

He  leapt  back  and  dropped  his  sword,  hearing  it  clatter  on  the

walkway timbers. 

Then he dropped to his knees, hands held out wide. 

"Mercy!" he shouted hoarsely. "Please! I surrender! Mercy, I beg

you!" 

Horace's  downstroke  had  already  started,  and  his  eyes  flinched

with the effort of stopping. Buttle saw the stroke begin and cowered, 

turning  his  face  away  from  death.  Then,  as  the  sudden  pain  didn't

come,  he  looked  up,  fearfuly,  to  see  Horace  standing  over  him,  a

disgusted look on his face. 

"You realy are a gutless piece of scum, aren't you?" Horace said. 

He looked back to where the huge figure of Trobar had sunk to the

planking, blood soaking the walkway around him. Then he looked at

Buttle again, remembering al that Gundar and Wil had told him. In one

smooth  movement,  he  sheathed  his  sword.  He  saw  a  light  of  hope

kindle  in  the  kneeling  man's  eyes,  hope  overlaid  with  a  crafty,  self-

serving expression. 

Cowards and bulies, they were al the same, thought Horace. His

thoughts  went  back  to  the  past  again,  to  his  confrontation  with  the

three  bulies  who  made  his  life  a  living  hel  in  his  first  year  as  an

apprentice. 

In a sudden blind flare of rage, he grabbed Buttle by the front of

his  shirt  and  heaved  him  to  his  feet. As  part  of  the  same  movement, 

Horace  hit  him  with  a  short,  savage  right  cross,  perfectly  timed,  per

fectly weighted, perfectly executed, with no wasted motion. 

Buttle screamed as he felt his jaw dislocate. His vision went black, 

and  his  knees  turned  to  jely.  Horace  let  go  of  his  shirt  front  and

alowed  the  insensible  figure  to  crash  to  the  planks,  bouncing  off  the

stone wal as he went. Horace shook his head, then turned and hurried

back to Trobar. 

The  giant  was  alive,  but  he  had  lost  a  massive  amount  of  blood. 

Horace  roled  him  over  carefuly.  Long  and  bitter  experience  had

taught him to carry a basic first-aid pack whenever he went into battle. 

It  was  in  a  pouch  on  the  back  of  his  belt,  and  he  found  a  clean

bandage  there.  He  held  it  against  the  sword  wound  in  Trobar's  side, 

binding it in place with the giant's own belt. The bandage was instantly

soaked with blood, but at least it stanched the flow. 

Trobar's eyes were open, and he looked at Horace, uncomprehend

ing. Horace forced a smile onto his face. 

"You'l be fine," he said. Trobar's lips moved, and Horace shus hed

him. 

"Don't try to talk. Rest. Malcolm wil fix you up," he said. He hoped

the doubt that he felt didn't show in his eyes. The wound was a serious

one, and even Malcolm's skil would be tested by it. 

Trobar tried again. This time, he managed a vague croak. Horace

saw  the  fear  in  the  giant's  eyes.  And  as  he  saw  it,  he  realized  that

Trobar wasn't looking at him. He was looking behind him. 

He  swung  around.  Buttle,  his  face  swolen  and  distorted,  blood

running down from his mouth, stood above him, his sword raised in a

double-handed grip high over his head. There was hatred in his eyes. 

Hatred and triumph. In another second, Horace would be dead. 

But  there  wasn't  another  second.  Gundar  Hardstriker's  ax  came

spinning out of the night, rotating end over end with a peculiar  haoomp

 haoomp haoomp sound. 

Eight kilograms of solid wood and heavy iron, it struck Buttle in the

back. He grunted in pain, his eyes glazed in surprise and shock. The

sword fel to the ground behind him as he staggered under the impact. 

He tried feebly to reach behind him to pluck the massive weapon free, 

but he lacked the strength and the purpose. He took a pace to the left, 

lurched,  reeled. And  fel  into  the  dark  courtyard  below  them  with  a

resounding thud. 

Horace  came  wearily  to  his  feet  as  Gundar  joined  them.  "Nice

throw," he said. 

The Skandian nodded."Al I could do," he said."I knew I couldn't

reach you in time." 

He  peered  anxiously  over  the  edge  of  the  walkway,  down  at  the

crumpled  figure  on  the  flagstones  below.  Horace  moved  beside  him

and dropped a hand on his shoulder. 

"Don't worry about him. He's finished," he said. 

Gundar looked at him dismissively."To hel with him. I hope my ax

is al right." 
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By  now,  the  defenders  at  either  end  of  the  west  rampart  had

retreated into the two corner towers. Horace inspected the solid oak

door  of  the  southwest  tower  and  frowned.  It  would  take  a  smal

battering ram to break through. And he assumed the northwest tower

door  would  be  no  easier.  Below,  he  heard  shouting  voices  and  the

sound of running feet. Peering over the edge of the walkway, he saw

members  of  the  garrison  streaming  out  of  the  towers  into  the

courtyard. They were heading for the main gateway, where the fortified

gatehouse would give them shelter from the attackers. 

The  way  down  through  the  two  towers  was  blocked.  But  Buttle

himself  had  shown  them  another  route  to  the  courtyard.  Horace

gathered the Skandians around him. Several had been wounded during

the fighting, and he left two of them to look after Trobar. The others

were stil fit for battle. He led them down the narrow steps beneath the

trapdoor that Buttle had used. As they reached the courtyard, he knew

their  tendency  would  be  to  stream  after  the  retreating  garrison  in  an

undisciplined throng. 

He  restrained  them  by  sheer  force  of  wil  until  al  of  them  were

down the stairs. Then, forming them into an arrowhead formation, with

himself at the tip and Gundar and Nils to his left and right, he led them

at  a  steady,  disciplined  jog  toward  the  fleeing  defenders,  currently

jostling each other to get through the narrow entrance to the gatehouse. 

Hearing  the  battle  chant  of  the  Skandians  as  they  approached, 

those  inside  the  gatehouse  slammed  the  ironbound  oak  door  shut, 

leaving nearly twenty of their comrades locked out, backs to the wal, 

facing  their  attackers.  When  there  was  less  than  ten  meters  between

the two groups, Horace raised his right hand and caled the order to

halt. He had the natural gift of command, and it never occurred to the

Skandians to ignore him. 

"Form  a  line,"  he  told  them,  and  the  arrowhead  formation  spread

out into one line, facing the terrified enemy. 

"I'l give you one opportunity to surrender," he told the members of

the garrison. "That opportunity is now." 

Keren's men eyed the Skandians fearfuly. In normal circumstances, 

they  would  have  surrendered  readily  enough,  but  this  battle  was  far

from normal. They knew these savage sea wolves were in league with

supernatural forces. They had al seen the terrifying apparitions that had

risen from the mist in the south. If they surrendered, they had no idea

what would become of them. Perhaps they would be sacrificed to the

huge warrior they had seen, or the red-faced demons who had soared

into  the  night  sky.  This  was  more  than  a  normal  battle.  They  were

pitted against the forces of the underworld, the black evil of sorcery, 

and no sane man would wilingly surrender himself to such an enemy. 

A  long  silence  greeted  Horace's  chalenge.  None  of  the  garrison

would  take  the  responsibility.  None  wanted  to  single  himself  out. 

Finaly, Horace shrugged. 

"I gave them a chance," he said softly. Then he turned to the wolf-

ship skirl. "Gundar, can you take care of this?" 

Gundar, who had recovered his ax and was anxious to use it again, 

snorted in derision. "This ragtag bunch?" he said. "Nils and I could do









it on our own. You go and help the Ranger, General." 

Horace  nodded.  He  slid  his  sword  back  into  its  scabbard  and

stepped out of the line. 

Gundar  waited  until  one  of  the  other  Skandians  moved  into  the

space Horace had vacated, then he raised his battleax and roared out

the time-honored Skandian battle command. 

"Folow me, boys!" 

There  was  a  roar  from  twenty-three  throats,  and  the  battle  line

surged  forward.  They  hit  the  defenders  with  a  crash  of  steel,  driving

the  terrified  castle  garrison  back  against  the  stone  wals  of  the  gate

house.  Horace  watched  for  a  second  or  two,  then  turned  to  run  to

ward the keep tower. 
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In  the  tower,  high  above  the  courtyard, Alyss  had  heard  the  first

shouts from the sentries on the south wal and moved to the window in

time to see the enormous images Malcolm was projecting into the night

sky. She recognized the giant, shadowy warrior as the apparition that

Wil had described to her. Then the other images appeared, folowed

by the amazing sight of the demon's head rockets soaring into the sky

and exploding. She quickly realized that such an elaborate display must

have a definite purpose behind it, other than being designed to simply

terrify the castle's garrison. The attack on the castle was under way. 

Alyss had a shrewd idea as to how the images were generated, and

she knew that they were harmless. The cries and shouts that drifted up

to the tower window told her that the men on the ramparts were wel

and truly alarmed by the mysterious sights they were seeing. 

Alarmed and distracted. 

The tower window faced to the south, and she looked down to the

south  wal  below  her,  queling  the  misgivings  she  felt  as  she  peered

down from such a great height. She could see the two end towers on

the wal, and as she watched, she saw men moving from the west wal

to the south wal, where Malcolm's light show seemed to pose a visible

threat. But she realized that al this light and sound was a diversion. The

real attack would come on the west or north or east wal. 

And it would come soon. 

She  looked  around  the  room,  wondering  what  she  could  do  to

prepare for the attack. Wil would come for her, she knew that much. 

But which way? The tower stairs would be easily defended by a few

men. That left the outside. He had come that way once before, scaling

the  wal  in  an  unsuccessful  rescue  attempt  when  she  had  first  been

imprisoned  in  the  tower.  Then,  her  fear  of  heights  had  triggered  her

refusal to climb back down with him, and her stomach tightened at the

thought that this time, it might be the only way out of the tower. Then

she  set  her  jaw  firmly.  If  Wil  asked  her,  she  would  do  it  –  fear  of

heights or no fear of heights. 

She examined the two center bars on the window, tugging at them

gently. They were held by the barest thread of metal now. The acid she

had  been  pouring  onto  the  bars  each  night  had  corroded  the  iron  so

that now it was nearly eaten away. The acid flask, hidden on the deep

lintel above the window, was stil a quarter ful – more than enough to

finish the job. 

She  heard  renewed  shouting  and  she  peered  down  at  the  wals, 

moving to the side of the window to try to see more of the west wal, 

where the sounds seemed to be coming from. As she watched, a group

of men began running along the wal to the southwest tower. Now she

heard the distinctive sound of weapons – swords clashing on swords, 

axes slamming into shields. Her heart soared as she realized that there

were attackers on the west wal. She shifted from one foot to the other

in an agony of frustration, wishing she could see farther along the west

wal to where the fighting was taking place. But the southern aspect of

her window defeated her. She could only see the southwest tower and

the first few meters of the walkway. She would have to simply wait to

see what transpired. 

She walked quietly to the chair by the table. Deliberately puling it

out, she sat, hands in her lap, feet together, breathing deeply to calm

herself.  She  closed  her  eyes  and  felt  herself  relax.  She  must  put  her

trust in Wil. She knew he would never let harm come to her. 

Just  as  her  accelerated  heart  rate  started  to  return  to  normal,  the

door  to  the  room  slammed  back  on  its  hinges  and  Keren  dashed  in, 

sword in hand. 

Now, in the confusion of the moment, with his castle under attack

and  his  men  folding  before  the  assault,  there  was  no  sign  of  the

charming, easygoing persona he had assumed over the past weeks. 

She  stood  up  quickly,  the  chair  going  over  backward  behind  her. 

As they faced each other for a second or so, her hands went behind

her back, her fingers seeking the reassurance of the stelatite pebble in

her cuff. But Keren was across the room in a flash, grabbing her arm

and dragging her toward him. As he puled her right arm and hand from

behind her back, he dislodged the tiny star stone pebble from its hiding

place, and it clattered to the floor, bouncing toward the table. Keren

glanced around at the tiny rattling sound but saw nothing. Alyss let out

a little cry of alarm and tried to go after the stone, but Keren was too

strong  for  her.  Swinging  her  by  the  arm,  he  half  dragged,  half  threw

her into a corner of the room. 

"Get over there, damn you!" he said. He was fiddling with the hilt of

his sword, and her eyes dropped to it to see what he was doing. There

was a soft leather cover over the pommel, held in place by a leather

thong. He was scrabbling at the knot, undoing it. Alyss drew herself up

to her ful height, her chin high and her back straight. She smiled at the

renegade.  Al  his  easy  self-assurance  was  gone.  He  could  feel  the

hangman's noose around his neck – the reward for treason. 

"It's over, Keren," she said calmly. "Any moment now, Wil is going

to walk through that door, and your little plan wil be finished." 

He  looked  up  at  her,  and  she  could  see  the  hatred  in  his  eyes. 

Hatred  for  her  personaly,  because  she  had  rejected  him,  and  hatred

for  her  position,  as  a  representative  of  the  country  and  King  he  had

betrayed. 

"Not  quite,"  he  said.  He  had  finaly  undone  the  knot  and  he  re

moved the cover from his sword hilt. She let out a gasp of fear as she

saw it. 

The pommel of the sword was the blue gemstone he had used to

mesmerize her. He thrust the sword toward her, hilt first, the glowing

blue stone raised to eye height. 

"Just relax, Alyss," he said soothingly."Just let yourself go and give

in to the beautiful blue." 

In  spite  of  herself,  she  could  feel  the  stone  taking  control  of  her, 

feel the sense of warmth and wel-being that it generated. She tried to

see Wil's face, but there was only the blue stone... the beautiful blue... 

the blue of the ocean... the... no! Ignore the stone, she thought. Think

of Wil! 

But  the  blue  is  so  gentle...  think  of  when  we  were  children  and

we... the stone realy was beautiful... Beautiful, blue, pulsing light and

peace  and  quiet  and  relaxation  and...  Wil!  Where  are  you?  Forget

Wil, the stone whispered. Wil is gone. I am here. The blue is here. 

A  little  flame  of  resistance  in  her  mind,  a  flame  that  fought  des

perately against the soporific effect of the blue stone, slowly flickered

and died. The stone had her. Completely. 

" Take the sword," Keren told her, and she did. She held it upright, 

like  a  cross,  her  hands  on  the  blade  a  few  centimeters  below  the

crosspiece. The pommel was level with her eyes, and she gazed into

the  depths  of  the  blue  stone,  seeing  other  shimmering  dimensions. 

Seeing  a  flow  of  movement  and  color  that  amazed  her  and  warmed

her and enveloped her. 

"You're going to help me get out of here," he told her. 

Very slowly, she nodded. "I am," she agreed. 

The stone was closer to her than it had ever been before. Holding it

like  this,  she  could  peer  into  its  depths,  admiring  the  way  the  light

swam  and  shifted  as  she  moved  the  stone  slightly  from  side  to  side. 

She wondered how she had ever lived without this wonderful blue in

her life. She loved it. She smiled at it. 



She was stil smiling when Wil quietly entered the room. 

He  felt  a  surge  of  relief  as  he  saw  her  unharmed  and  apparently

unconcerned. As he had made his way up the staircase, keyed up and

ready  at  any  time  for  a  further  attack,  he  had  been  terrified  at  the

thought of what he might find. Keren, knowing his rebelion was over, 

might wel have kiled her as a last gesture of hatred and spite. And the

thought  of  a  world  without Alyss  in  it  left  an  enormous  black  hole  in

Wil's heart. He knew if it came down to it, he would alow Keren to

escape if it would keep Alyss safe. His gaze swept the room, and he

saw  the  renegade  knight  backed  into  a  corner.  Somehow, Alyss  had

contrived  to  take  his  sword  away  from  him. Although  now  she  was

holding it in a strange position, blade down and the hilt at eye height, 

the way a knight might hold his sword if he were about to swear an

oath on it. 

He felt the first twinge of uneasiness. Something was wrong. Keren

was smiling too. 

"Alyss?" Wil said softly. There was no response. She seemed fas

cinated by the sword. 

"Alyss!" His voice was louder, sharper this time. Stil there was no

response. He saw Keren moving, glanced at him as the knight drew a

broad-bladed  dagger  from  the  sheath  on  the  right  side  of  his  sword

belt. 

Wil had entered the room with his bow ready, an arrow nocked on

the string. He brought it up now, coming back to half draw, a heartbeat

away from drawing and loosing. 

" That's enough," he said, his voice harsh. He wasn't sure what was

happening here, but he knew something was very, very wrong. 

Keren's  smile  widened,  and  he  alowed  the  dagger  to  slide  back

into  its  sheath,  showing  his  open  palms  to  the  Ranger.  This  was

working out very wel. He knew that if he had tried to use Alyss as a

shield, threatening her with the dagger, Wil could have picked him off

with  consummate  ease.  Keren  was  wel  aware  of  the  skils  that  al

Rangers possessed with the longbow. 

This way, however, he could nulify Wil's ability without any risk to

himself.  Wil  would  undoubtedly  be  wiling  to  shoot  him.  He  would

never be able to shoot Alyss. 

"Alyss?" Keren said pleasantly. 

Her  eyes  flicked  away  from  the  stone  for  a  second  as  she  an

swered, then returned to it. "Yes, Keren?" "Wil is here," he said. 

For  a  moment,  it  seemed  that  the  name  meant  something  to  her. 

She frowned thoughtfuly. Then she seemed to shrug. "Wil who?" 

And the smile on Keren's face widened as he faced Wil. The blue

stone was so close to her and its hold was so strong that it had finaly

defeated the image and the thought she had used to fight its influence. 

"Apparently, she doesn't know you," he said pleasantly. Wil looked

at Alyss again. She seemed quite normal, except that her attention was

fixed on that blue pommel stone... His heart sank as he realized what

had happened. It was the blue gem-stone she had spoken about, the

focus for Keren's control over her mind. 

But  what  about  the  stelatite?  She  had  told  him  that  it  had  been

effective in countering the blue stone's powers. 

For  a  moment,  he  had  the  wild  hope  that  she  was  foxing, 

pretending  to  be  mesmerized  to  lul  Keren  into  a  false  sense  of  s

ecurity. 

His gaze darted around the room and he saw a tiny, glittering black

stone  on  the  floor  by  the  table  –  the  stelatite.  His  momentary  hope

faded, and he knew she was entrapped. He turned back to Keren. 

"It's over, Keren," he said."You've lost. That rabble of yours won't

stand up to thirty-odd Skandians." 

Keren  shrugged.  "I'm  afraid  you're  right,"  he  said.  "But  where  on

earth did you find Skandians to help you?" 

"Ask your friend Buttle. In a way, he's the one who brought them

here. Now, why don't you just surrender and make things easy for al

of us?" 

Keren  laughed.  "Believe  it  or  not,  I'm  not  interested  in  making

things easy for you! I think I'd rather just walk away." 

"You're  not  walking  anywhere.  You  have  two  choices:  You  can

surrender  now,  or  I  can  put  this  arrow  through  you.  Frankly,  I  don't

care which way we do it." 

"Surrender? And then what?" 

Wil shrugged. "I can't promise anything other than a fair trial." 

"After which I'l be hanged," Keren said. 

Wil felt another worm of doubt. Keren was more relaxed than he

ought to be. Or he was an expert actor. 

"You  know,"  the  renegade  continued,  in  a  chatty  tone,  "there's  an

interesting thing about that blue stone and its effect. When Alyss comes

out of the trance, she won't remember anything that was said or done

while she was in it." 



" That won't be any consolation to you if you're dead," Wil replied. 

Keren  held  up  an  admonishing  finger.  "Aaah,  you  see,  that's  the

thing.  I'm  not  sure  if  my  death  would  break  the  trance...  or  make  it

permanent." 

Wil smiled, trying to look more confident than he felt. "I think it's a

safe bet to say the trance would be broken." 

"Perhaps." Keren paused, looking thoughtful. "But assuming you're

right, how would she react to the thought that she had murdered  her

best friend?" 

Wil frowned. "What are you talking about, Keren?" 

The  knight  shrugged.  "Wel,  she'd  know  she'd  done  it.  She'd  be

standing over you with her sword covered with blood and you dead at

her feet. I wonder how she'd cope with that?" 

"Al  right,  this  has  gone  far  enough. You  have  five  seconds  to  sur

render. Or five seconds to die. You choose." 

The  bow  came  up.  The  arrow  slid  back  to  ful  draw,  and  Wil

centered  his  aiming  picture  on  Keren's  chest. At  this  range,  with  the

bow's  ful  draw  weight  behind  it,  the  arrow  would  slice  through  his

chain mail like butter. 

"Alyss?" said Keren. 

" Yes, Keren?" she replied. 

"Kil the Ranger," Keren told her. 
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Alyss  looked  away  from  the  blue  stone  for  a  second,  gazing

steadily at Keren as she considered his command. 

"Of  course,"  she  said  simply.  Her  tone  was  so  matter  of  fact,  so

unconcerned, that Wil's heart missed a beat. Quickly, she reversed her

grip  on  the  sword,  spinning  it  in  a  half  circle  so  that  the  blade  was

uppermost and she held the hilt in a two-handed grip. In that position, 

the blue stone was stil wel within her field of view, although she was

focused on Wil. There was no sign of recognition in her eyes, nothing

but  a  casual  acceptance  of  Keren's  command.  She  took  a  pace

toward  Wil,  the  sword  rising  higher  for  a  more  powerful  downward

stroke at him. 

Wil  brought  the  bow  up,  the  arrow  coming  back  to  ful  draw

almost  instantly,  aiming  at Alyss's  heart.  He  saw  a  slight  frown  cross

her face as she recognized the threat. 

" That's far enough, Alyss," he said. Even mesmerized as she was, 

she  wouldn't  blindly  obey  a  command  that  would  lead  to  her  own

death. Would she? 

She stopped, looked to Keren for advice. He smiled encouragingly

at her. 

"He's  bluffing,"  the  renegade  said.  "He  would  never  hurt  you.  Go

ahead and kil him." 

And  Wil  realized  that  Keren  was  speaking  the  truth.  He  couldn't

harm her. He thought for a moment that he could shoot to disable her, 

to put an arrow through her wrist or her arm and force her to drop the

sword. But he pictured the cruel broadhead slicing through her flesh, 

tearing tendons and muscles, perhaps leaving her permanently crippled, 

and  he  knew  that  he  couldn't  bring  himself  to  cause  her  that  sort  of

pain. Not Alyss, of al people. He just couldn't. 

"Alyss... please," he said, hoping that he might reach her somehow. 

"Go on," Keren prompted her. "I told you he wouldn't harm you." 

"Yes. So you did," Alyss replied. Wil was appaled by the fact that

her behavior continued to seem so normal. She didn't appear to be in a

trance of any kind. She wasn't speaking slowly or in a monotone. She

actualy  smiled  at  Keren  as  she  spoke.  She  seemed  interested  in  the

fact that Wil would threaten her but then refuse to carry through the

threat. But it was a detached interest, rather as she might comment on

an  unexpected  change  in  the  weather.  She  started  toward  him  once

more. 

But  there  was  a  threat  that  Wil  was  more  than  wiling  to  carry

through.  He  swung  the  arrow  back  to  Keren,  this  time  centering  his

aiming  picture  on  the  renegade's  throat  above  the  chain  mail,  just  to

make sure it would be a kiling shot. 

"If she takes one more step, Keren, you're a dead man. Tel her." 

There was a momentary flash of concern in Keren's eyes. Then it

disappeared  as  he  assessed  the  threat  posed  by  the  gleaming

arrowhead. 

"Just wait a moment there, Alyss," he said. 

She  stopped  again.  She  looked  at  Keren,  expecting  more

instructions, her eyebrows raised in a question. 

Wil couldn't help a grim smile twisting his lips. 

"We seem to have an impasse," he said."Now snap her out of this, 

and you can go." 

He'd made the decision as he spoke. He could always hunt Keren

down later, if necessary, and, besides, the way out of the castle was

probably wel and truly blocked by Horace and the Skandians. But the

longer this dangerous situation was maintained, the greater the chance

that  something  would  go  terribly  wrong.  He  saw  Keren's  shoulders

slump fractionaly as he realized Wil had won. 

"Go?" the renegade asked him. "Go where?" 

Wil shrugged. "Anywhere you choose. I'm giving you a chance." 

"And you're also planning to come after me," Keren said. It wasn't

a question. Wil felt he didn't need to answer. 

"Keren?" Alyss said. "I'm getting a little tired here." She stil had the

sword raised above her head. Keren smiled at her. 

"It won't be long now, Alyss." Then he turned back to Wil. "You

know, as I said, the interesting thing here is that when Alyss comes out

of the trance, she won't remember anything that she has said, or heard, 

or done. It wil al be a blank to her." 

"Fascinating," said Wil, his voice a little tighter than he wanted it to

be. "Now bring her out of it." 

"Yes, perhaps I should do something," Keren agreed. "Alyss?" 

"Yes, Keren?" 

"You  know  you  must  do  anything  I  say,  don't  you?"  "Wel,  of

course  I  know  that,  Keren."  She  turned  to  face  him.  "Good.  Then

listen to me carefuly. If the Ranger harms me in any way, kil him." 

Alyss nodded, then turned back to Wil. She could see the arrow

was now aimed at Keren, and she knew that if the slightly built figure

released that arrow, she would stil have to go ahead and kil him. Yet it

seemed a pity. He looked like a nice enough young man, the kind of

person she could realy like. 

She  hesitated,  a  smal  frown  creasing  her  forehead.  Somewhere, 

deep within her mind, a memory was stirring. Just the very ghost of a

memory. A faint consciousness that perhaps she knew this person. Yet

if  she  knew  him,  why  would  Keren  want  her  to  kil  him?  It  was

tempting  to  let  go  of  the  thought  and  just  sink  back  into  the  oblivion

that the blue stone would provide. But years of training and discipline

asserted themselves. Alyss had always prided herself on her ability to

solve problems, and here was one to be solved. 

"What was your name again?" she asked. 

Keren's eyes, up to this moment fixed on Wil, snapped around to

her  as  he  sensed  a  change  in  her  attitude.  She  shouldn't  be  asking

questions. She should be obeying without any hesitation. 

"His name doesn't matter!" he snapped at her. "Do as I tel you!" 

Alyss shook her head as if to clear her thoughts."Yes. Of course. 

Sorry," she said. Yet, even as she agreed, there was a note of uncer

tainty in her voice. 

Wil glanced at her, seeing the torment in her eyes. He was resigned

to the fact that he must kil Keren and that, if he did, Alyss would kil

him. And he knew that if that happened, Alyss would be tortured by

the fact for the rest of her life. As Keren had said, she would regain

consciousness  and  find  herself  standing  over  the  dead  body  of  her

friend, a bloodstained sword in her hand. And there would be nobody

left alive to tel her how it had al come about. 

He simply couldn't leave her with that burden. Keren, sensing that

his  hold  over Alyss's  wil  was  somehow  slipping,  decided  to  wait  no

longer. 

"Kil  him!  Kil  him  now!"  His  voice  cracked  as  he  screamed  the

order at her. 

"Of  course," Alyss  said.  There  was  the  faintest  hint  of  reluctance, 

but  she  stepped  forward,  the  sword  going  up  to  ful  stretch  as  she

measured the distance to Wil. And in that instant, he had to leave her

some vestige of memory or forgiveness for what she was about to do. 

"Alyss," he said quietly, "I love you. I always have." 

He saw it in her eyes. A moment of confusion. A flash of conflicting

emotions. Then a sudden blinding clarity and an overwhelming sense of

horror.  She  looked  up  at  the  sword,  high  above  her  head,  and  a

scream was torn from her as she realized what she was about to do. 

She  threw  the  sword  away  from  her  and  colapsed  to  the  floor, 

sobbing uncontrolably. Her shoulders heaved as the sobs racked her

entire body. 

Wil dropped the bow, al thoughts of Keren forgotten as he moved

to her. Oh, god, he thought, let her be al right! 

He  had  no  idea  what  harm  the  sudden  shock  of  realization  might

have done to her mind. He dropped to his knees beside her, trying to

reach down and embrace her, trying to lift her from the floor. Anything

to  quel  that  awful  sobbing,  the  sound  of  a  tortured  mind.  But  she

huddled in a bal, defying his efforts to get his arms around her and lift

her. 

"Alyss,  it's  al  right!  It's  al  right! You're  fine  now!"  he  crooned  to

her. But it was al too clear that she wasn't, and she remained oblivious

to his words and his touch. 

"Damn you to the deepest corner of hel." 

He  looked  up.  It  was  Keren,  moving  toward  him,  the  sword  dis

carded by Alyss in his hand. 

"Maybe she couldn't kil you. But I can!" 

Galvanized into movement, Wil sprang away from Alyss's huddled

form.  Keren  folowed,  sweeping  the  sword  through  the  air  in  a

succession of wild cuts. It was this that saved Wil's life – for the mo

ment.  There  was  no  science  or  skil  in  Keren's  strokes,  just  the  raw

emotion of wild hatred and unreasoning revenge guiding the sword. 

Wil regained his feet, the saxe knife sliding from its scabbard just in

time  to  parry  a  side  cut.  He  reached  behind  his  neck  for  the  hidden

throwing knife, but once more he was impeded by the cloak and the

colar  of  his  jacket.  This  concealed  sheath  realy  was  a  bad  idea,  he

thought  bitterly.  He  parried  another  cut  from  Keren,  but  without  the

added  leverage  of  the  standard  two-knife  defense,  he  was  at  a

disadvantage against the longer weapon. Al he could hope to do was

avoid that sword for as long as possible. 

Gradualy, he saw the rage in Keren's eyes subsiding. He reached

for  his  colar  again,  trying  for  the  throwing  knife.  But  Keren  saw  the

movement and leapt forward, lunging so that Wil only barely avoided

the darting point of the sword, then Keren spun the sword in his hand

to  deliver  a  high  overhead  back  cut,  almost  as  part  of  the  same

motion. 

Wil felt a cold hand around his heart as he realized that Keren was

an expert swordsman and his training was beginning to reassert itself

over his initial blind rage. Wil couldn't hope to win this onesided battle. 

He retreated before another thrust, felt the wal at his back and knew

he'd made a mistake. He slid sideways from the next cut, the sword

striking sparks from the stones in the wal. Keren pursued him as he

slid along the wal, a series of blindingly fast strokes and thrusts giving

him no chance to retaliate. 

It  was  the  sound  that  roused  Alyss.  The  grating  screech  of  the

sword  skipping  off  stone.  She  looked  up  to  see  Wil  retreating  des

perately  before  Keren's  clinical  attack,  warding  off  the  sword  with  a

totaly inadequate knife. 

She rose to her knees, then to her feet, shaking her head to clear it. 

Somehow,  she  knew,  this  was  al  her  fault.  She'd  placed  Wil  in  this

danger. Now she must save him. She needed a weapon... any weapon. 

She swayed on her feet, then her senses cleared and she knew where

to find one. Two quick steps took her to the window. She seized the

weapon and moved to where Keren had trapped Wil in a corner. The

point of the sword was now leveled at Wil's throat. The saxe knife lay

on  the  floor  between  them,  finaly  smashed  from  Wil's  grip  by  the

massive force of a two-handed overhead stroke. 

Wil  faced  Keren  calmly,  waiting  for  death.  Then  he  saw  Alyss

moving behind the renegade. 

"Alyss! Run!" he yeled. "Get Horace!" 

It was only natural that Keren, poised to thrust the sword into Wil's

throat, should turn as the Ranger caled to her. As he did, she flung the

contents of the leather-covered bottle into his face. 

His scream was terrible as the acid burned into his skin and eyes. 

The pain was excruciating, and he dropped the sword, clawing at his

face,  trying  to  ease  the  dreadful  burning.  He  stumbled  in  wild  circles

around the room, screaming al the while. Alyss watched in horror as

Keren reeled blindly, trying in vain to find some respite from the agony. 

She backed away, felt Wil's arm go around her. 

They both became aware of a stench of burning flesh. 

Keren's  movements  became  wilder  and  more  erratic.  His  throat

was hoarse from the nonstop screaming, and he stumbled and whirled

in  uncontroled  circles,  one  moment  throwing  his  arms  out  to  regain

balance,  the  next  clutching  his  hands  to  his  ravaged  face  once  more. 

He  staggered  into  a  wal,  rebounded,  lurched  a  few  paces,  then  lost

balance and reeled backward. 

Toward the window. 

His  back  and  shoulders  struck  the  bars,  and  for  a  moment  they

supported him. Then the thin threads of metal that held the two center

bars in place gave way, opening a wide gap behind him. He teetered

backward for a second, but the low sil of the window caught him just

behind his knees. 

His scream was long and drawn out – a mixture of pain and blind

fear.  It  hung  in  the  night  above  his  faling  body,  like  a  long  ribbon

trailing behind him. 

Then, abruptly, it stopped. 

Alyss turned to Wil, her face troubled. 

"Wil, what happened here?" she asked. She surveyed the wrecked

room,  chairs  and  table  upended  during  Wil's  desperate  fight  with

Keren, the sword discarded again on the floor, the empty bottle lying

beside it where she had dropped it. Her mind seethed with images, but

they  seemed  so  bizarre  and  unlikely  that  she  knew  they  couldn't  be

true. 

Wil smiled, his arm stil around her shoulder. He puled her to him

and let her rest her head on his shoulder. 









"What  happened,"  he  told  her,  "is  that  you  just  saved  my  life  –

twice." 

He kissed her forehead gently to calm her. He sensed the confused

tangle of thoughts in her mind. But she pushed back a little from him, 

searching his face with her eyes. 

"Twice?" she asked. "When was the first time?" 

Wil smiled at her. "Never mind." 
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Wil  tapped  gently  on  the  infirmary  door,  heard  Malcolm's  cal  of

"come in" and entered. 

The healer was bent over Trobar, who was stretched out on four

mattresses set on the floor in a corner. There was no bed large enough

in  the  castle  to  accommodate  him,  so  he  had  to  remain  on  the  floor

until he was strong enough to make his way back to Healer's Clearing. 

Malcolm turned as Wil entered and smiled a greeting. 

"Good morning," he said. 

"Morning. How's the patient doing?" 

Malcolm  pursed  his  lips  before  answering.  "Far  better  than  he

should be. He'd lost enough blood to kil two normal men by the time I

got to him. Lord knows how he survived." 

"I suppose he started out with enough blood in him for three men," 

Wil  said."He's  certainly  big  enough."  He  smiled  at  Trobar.  The  giant

looked weak, and far paler than normal. But he was smiling at Wil's

joke,  and  his  eyes  were  clear  and  alert  –  far  better  than  the  glazed, 

feverish look he had about him when he had first been brought down

from the ramparts after the battle. 

Wil heard a familiar  thump thump on the floor. He turned to see

Shadow  lying  on  her  bely  in  the  far  corner.  Her  chin  was  on  her

forepaws,  but  her  eyes  never  stopped  moving  as  they  took  in  every

thing in the room. 

"Morning,  Shadow,"  he  said.  Thump  thump  went  the  heavy  tail. 

He  glanced  at  Malcolm.  "Is  it  acceptable  to  have  a  dog  in  the  sick

room?" he asked. 

The healer alowed himself a thin smile. 

"I'd say it's essential," he said. "Both of them drove me mad until I

let her in here." 

"Hmm," said Wil noncommittaly. He was going to have to address

this situation when he headed south, he thought. And it was going to be

difficult. Then he pushed the awkward thought aside. He'd be here for

some time stil. He'd face it later. 

"I thought I'd drop in on Alyss, if you think that's a good idea," he

said. 

Malcolm  nodded.  "I  think  it's  an  excelent  idea.  It's  time  she  had

some company." 

It  was  two  days  since  the  battle.  Keren's  men,  already  defeated, 

had surrendered immediately when they learned of their leader's death. 

They were now confined in the castle's dungeons. 

Alyss had spent the time in a state of bewildered shock. Malcolm

said  it  was  almost  certainly  the  result  of  her  being  snapped  out  of

Keren's mesmeric trance and finding herself with a sword raised, only

a second away from murdering Wil. It was similar, he said, to the way

sleepwalkers  could  be  sent  into  shock  if  they  were  roused  suddenly

from sleep. 

The healer had given her a sleeping potion and had put her to bed. 

"Rest wil be the best thing for her," he said."She's a strong-wiled

girl,  and  she'l  heal  herself,  eventualy.  But  she'l  do  it  sooner  if  she's

rested and strong." 

Now, apparently, he thought that process was far enough along to

alow her a visitor. 

Wil  mounted  the  keep  stairs.  Alyss  had  been  returned  to  her

comfortable rooms on the fourth floor. He had looked in on her several

times, but had hesitated to wake her as she had been sleeping. He'd

hesitated over something else as wel. In the tower, he had told Alyss

he loved her, and he realized that he had spoken the truth. In a way, he

had always loved her, he knew. She was his oldest and dearest friend

in the world. But there was an even stronger bond between them now

that they had grown up. Somewhere along the way, that friendship and

that long history of companionship had turned to love. 

Or at least, it had as far as he was concerned. He wasn't sure if she

felt the same way. 

Keren had said she would remember nothing that was said or done

while  her  mind  was  under  his  control.  But  Wil's  declaration  had

broken that control, and he suspected that, since that was the case, she

might have some memory of what he had said. He had asked Malcolm

about this, not teling the healer what he had actualy said to the girl. 

Malcolm had been uncertain in his answer. 

"Perhaps she wil remember," he replied. "Perhaps not." He saw the

frustration on the young man's face and added, apologeticaly, "We just

don't know enough about the workings of the mind for me to give you

a straight answer. What might be true for one person might be utterly

false for another." 

The  only  way,  Wil  decided,  would  be  to  see  if Alyss  raised  the

matter herself. If she didn't, it would mean that she was embarrassed

and awkward because she didn't feel the same way about him, or that

his  words  had  not  had  sufficient  impact  to  remain  in  her  memory  –

which, to his way of thinking, amounted to the same thing. 

Wil  had  spent  the  previous  five  years  almost  exclusively  in  Halt's

company, and he was not realy equipped to deal with a social situation

like this. Now that he had admitted the depth of his feelings for Alyss, 

he dreaded the thought that she might not return them – that she might

reply  with  the  statement  that,  over  the  years,  has  proved  the  death

knel for so many relationships: Can't we just stay as friends? 

He'd discussed it, in the strictest confidence, with Horace. Horace, 

after al, was a knight who moved in the highest social circles at Castle

Araluen and was far more used to spending time in female company. 

The  tal  warrior  had  claimed  to  be  completely  unsurprised  when

Wil confessed how he felt. 

"Of course you love her!" he'd replied. "She's been your best friend

since  you  both  could  walk,  and  now  she's  grown  up  to  be  beautiful, 

talented, inteligent and witty. What's not to love about al that?" 

Horace's solution to the problem was typical. Just come right out

and  tel  her.  But  then,  as  a  warrior,  he  always  favored  the  direct

approach. Rangers, Wil told him, were more inclined to look for the

subtle nuances of a person's behavior to determine their true feelings. 

"You're more inclined to be devious, you mean," Horace had said, 

dismissing the statement as pretentious balderdash. 

Wil  couldn't  find  a  suitable  reply  to  that,  so  they  dropped  the

subject. 

Altogether, it was a confusing and awkward situation for the young

Ranger. He paused now outside Alyss's door, wondering if he should

wait another day. Then he decided that he was only trying to postpone

the inevitable, and he rapped on the door, a little more sharply than he

had intended. 

"Come in." 

He felt a surge of nervousness at the sound of her voice, then he

opened the door and went in. 

Alyss  was  sitting  up  in  her  bed,  close  to  the  window,  where  she

could look out over the surrounding countrys ide. The last of the snow

clung  stubbornly  to  the  treetops  and  gleamed  in  the  sunshine.  She

turned from the view and smiled at him. 

"Wil," she said. "How lovely to see you." 

She wore her pale blond hair down, brushed til it seemed to shine. 

She looked tired, but pleased to see him. He moved to the side of the

bed. There was a straight-backed chair there, and he sat down. She

reached  out  and  took  his  hands.  It  was  a  natural,  unaffected

movement. A gesture between friends, he thought. 

"How are you feeling?" he asked her. His throat was dry, and the

banal words seemed to stick in it as he spoke them. 

"I'm fine. A little tired is al." 

He nodded. He couldn't think of what to say next. 

"I've got a milion questions to ask," she said.Tve been having the

wildest dreams." She roled her eyes dramaticaly. "I've been wanting

to  ask  you  about  everything  that  happened  in  the  tower  the  other

night." 

He watched her carefuly. "You don't remember anything?" And he

thought  he  saw  a  momentary  flicker  of  hesitation  in  her  eyes.  It  was

only there for a fraction of a second, but he was sure it was there. 

"Not realy," she said, and he knew he'd been right about the hes

itation. She did remember – but didn't want to admit it. 

Truth be told, Alyss was feeling every bit as confused as Wil. She

had indeed been having dreams. She dreamed that they were back in

the  tower  and  she  was  about  to  hurt  him  in  some  terrible  way  when

suddenly, out of the blue, he was teling her that he loved her – words

she  had  been  hoping  to  hear  from  him  for  longer  than  she  could

remember. 

But  she  didn't  know  if  the  dream  reflected  what  had  realy  hap

pened  or  something  she  wanted  to  have  happened.  They  looked  at

each other, both uncertain, both unwiling to declare themselves. 

He shrugged. 

"Perhaps  we  should  leave  it  until  you're  stronger,"  he  said.  She

studied him carefuly. "Was it realy that awful?" she asked. 

A  dark  look  entered  his  eyes  as  he  remembered  those  grim

moments. 

"Yes. It was, Alyss. But as I told you on the night, you saved my

life. And that's the important thing." There was a long silence. 

"Any  sign  of  the  relief  column  from  Norgate?"  she  asked.  She

sensed  that  he  was  relieved  to  hear  the  conversation  move  on  to  a

safer, more general, topic. 

"Our scouts say they're ten days away." 

"What  about  the  Scotti?"  she  asked.  After  al,  they  were  an  im

mediate threat, and they were closer than the Norgate forces. But Wil

shrugged. 

"I doubt they'l be coming. You knew we let MacHaddish go, didn't

you?" 

She sat up straighter at that news. "Let him go? Whose idea was

that?" 

"Mine,  actualy. And  everyone  else  reacted  pretty  much  the  way

you just did when I suggested it." 

"Wel, then – " she began, but he cut her off. 

"We brought him here first and showed him that the castle was fuly

garrisoned  by  wild  Skandians.  Plus  some  of  Orman's  original  men

have begun to filter back in. So we showed him around, told him the

relief force from Norgate was due any day, then turned him loose to

report back to his commander." 

He didn't mention that he had also taken MacHaddish to one side

and made him a personal promise: If your army comes back here, you

wil be the first one I look for. The Scotti general hadn't been frightened

by the threat. But he knew it was genuine, and he respected it. 

"So," Alyss said thoughtfuly, "he'l report that Macindaw is back in

enemy hands, and probably a tougher nut to crack than it was before." 

"Exactly.  Skandians  wil  be  much  harder  opponents  than  your

average provincial soldier. They're professionals, after al." There was a

note of pride in his voice, and she couldn't help smiling at him. 

"You realy like them, don't you?" 

"Skandians?" he said. "Yes, I do. Once they give you their word, 

they wil never go back on it. They're terrible enemies, but they make

the  best  alies  you  could  ask  for.  Horace  says  if  he  had  an  army  of

them, he could conquer the world." 

"Does he want to conquer the world?" 

He smiled. "Not realy. It's just the sort of thing warriors say." 

"And what about you? Any dreams of world domination for you?" 

He shook his head. "I just want to get back to my peaceful cabin at

Seacliff Fief." 

"I seem to recal there was a pretty little innkeeper's daughter back

there?"  she  said.  Her  tone  was  light  and  teasing,  but  there  was  a

purpose behind the question. Wil shrugged. 

"Oh, I'm sure she's forgotten al about me by now." 

"I doubt it. You're not an easy person to forget." 

He  said  nothing.  He  didn't  know  how  to  answer  that,  and  the

silence between them grew longer. Abruptly, he became aware that he

was stil holding both her hands. He released them and stood, sending

the chair skating back on the floorboards. 

"I'd... better be going," he said. "Malcolm told me not to tire you

out." 

She forced a yawn in reply to make things easier for him. She was, 

after al, a trained diplomat. 

"I  am  a  little  sleepy,"  she  said.  "Come  by  tomorrow  and  see  me

again?" 

"Of  course."  He  made  his  way  to  the  door,  unwiling  to  turn  his









back  on  her,  and  sidled  out,  half  waving,  half  saluting  as  he  went. 

"Wel,  I'l  see  you  then,  then."  He  realized  how  stupid  that  phrasing

sounded. 

She waved, just fluttering her fingers at him, and smiled goodbye. 

He  groped  for  the  door  handle,  got  it  open  somehow  and  went  out, 

closing the door behind him. 

In the anteroom, he paused, leaning his forehead against the rough

stone of the wal. 

"Oh, damn it al," he said quietly. 

In the bedchamber, Alyss was saying exactly the same thing. 
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The  relief  force  from  Norgate  clattered  across  Macindaw's

lowered drawbridge and filed through the gatehouse into the courtyard. 

There were twenty mounted knights and a hundred marching men-

at-arms,  and  al  of  them  stared  around  curiously  at  the  grinning

Skandians who manned the battlements. Sir Doric, the Battlemaster of

Norgate, who was leading the force, saw the smal welcoming group

waiting  in  front  of  the  keep  and  turned  his  horse  toward  them.  Wil

noted  that  there  was  a  Ranger  riding  beside  him.  That  would  be

Meralon, he thought, the Ranger assigned to Norgate Fief. He knew

little about the other man, but he had heard that he was inclined to be

stuffy and a little set in his ways. 

Orman,  wearing  a  heavy  gold  chain  from  which  hung  the  official

seal  that  marked  him  as  chatelain,  stepped  forward  to  meet  the  two

riders.  Wil,  Horace  and  Malcolm  stayed  back,  in  deference  to

Orman's reinstated authority. 

Sir Doric raised his hand and caled the order for his men to halt

and  stand  at  ease.  He  and  Meralon  continued  to  walk  their  horses

forward. It was a formal moment, but the formality was shattered when

a figure burst from the second rank of mounted men. He was riding a

horse much smaler than the battlehorses who surrounded him, and up

until  now,  he  hadn't  been  visible.  Now,  however,  he  slid  out  of  the

saddle  and  raced  across  the  intervening  space,  faling  to  his  knees

before Orman. 

"My  lord!"  said  Xander.  "We're  here  at  last.  I'm  sorry  it  took  so

long! I did al I could!" 

Wil,  watching  Sir  Doric,  saw  a  frown  of  disapproval  cross  his

features. There was a certain protocol that should be folowed at mo

ments  like  this,  and  the  Battlemaster  seemed  to  feel  the  secretary

should know that. 

Sir Doric, it should be noted, was something of a snob. 

" That's al right, Xander," Orman told him. Then, in a lowered tone, 

he added, "Do stand up, there's a good felow. The leader of the relief

force wants to tel us that we're safe." 

Xander  took  up  his  position  behind  Orman.  Doric  and  Meralon

brought their horses to a standstil, and both men dismounted. It was

Wil's turn to frown. Politeness dictated that they should have waited

until  Orman  invited  them  to  step  down.  If  Orman  was  offended, 

however, he showed no sign of it. 

"Welcome to Castle Macindaw. Sir Doric of Norgate Fief, isn't it?" 

he said. "I'm Orman, castle lord." 

Sir  Doric  slapped  his  gauntlets  on  his  thigh  once  or  twice.  He

looked  around  the  courtyard  before  answering  brusquely,  and  a  little

distractedly,  "Mmmm? Yes. Yes.  What  the  devil  are  al  these  Skan-

dians doing here?" 

A tiny frown creased Orman's forehead. In the weeks since he had

been forced to flee his own castle and hide in the forest, he had lost

much of the sardonic behavior and superior attitude that Wil had first

noticed in him. It was remarkable what a few weeks spent roughing it

in the forest could do for a man, Wil thought. 

"  They  appear  to  be  defending  the  castle,"  Orman  said  quietly. 

"Surely Xander told you they were helping us?" 

But  Doric's  eyes  were  stil  roving  the  battlements.  "Mmm?  Yes. 

Your man said something about mercenaries. But I thought you would

have got rid of them by now. Not safe to have them inside the castle, 

what?" 

"Some  of  their  friends  died  getting  in  here,"  Orman  told  him.  "I

thought it would be churlish to ask them to leave straightaway." 

Doric  made  a  shooing  gesture  with  the  back  of  his  right  hand, 

rather as if he were brushing flies away. "No. Get rid of them. My men

are here now. You don't need these damned Skandians!" 

" They can't be trusted, after al." That  was  the  Ranger,  Meralon, 

adding his contribution. 

Wil felt a slow heat rising in his face and started forward. A hand

gripped his forearm and stopped him. He looked up at Horace, who

mouthed the words, "Easy now." He nodded. His friend was right. He

reined in his temper, then stepped to Orman's side. 

"I trust them," he said. 

The two pairs of eyes swung to him, assessing him. Doric frowned. 

The cloak was definitely the same cut as a Ranger's cloak, but it was

patterned  in  black  and  white.  Wil  ignored  the  Battlemaster  and

addressed Meralon. 

"Wil. Ranger fifty," he said. The other Ranger nodded. 

"Meralon. Twenty-seven." He put a little stress on the number, to

imply  that  he  was  senior  to  Wil.  In  fact,  he  wasn't.  Aside  from

Crowley and a select command group of senior Rangers, al members

of the Corps were equal in rank. Their numbers were assigned as they

became  available,  when  other  Rangers  retired  or  died.  It  was  sheer

chance that Wil, as the newest recruit to the Corps, had received  the

number  fifty."You're  Halt's  apprentice,  aren't  you?"  Meralon  added

disparagingly. 

"I was," Wil replied. 

Meralon  nodded  once  or  twice,  then  continued  in  a  patronizing

tone,  "Yes,  wel,  as  you  grow  a  little  older,  Wil,  you'l  learn  that

Skandians aren't to be trusted. They're a treacherous race." 

Wil  forced  himself  to  take  a  deep  breath  before  he  answered. 

There weren't many fools in the Ranger Corps, but he realized he'd just

met  one.  He  doubted  the  man  had  any  personal  experience  of

Skandians. 

"You're wrong," he said firmly. "I trust them, and we need a garrison

here." 

Doric  interrupted,  waving  toward  the  ranks  of  men  in  the  court

yard. "We can supply that. I'l leave fifty men here." 

"And  you'l  leave  Norgate  weakened  if  you  do.  You  must  have

stripped the garrison to put this force together." 

Doric hesitated. The young Ranger was right. It was al very wel to

put  together  an  expeditionary  force  for  an  emergency  rescue.  But  to

leave a large number of them here would weaken Norgate seriously. 

Before the Battlemaster could answer, Wil added, "And there's a

Scotti  army  just  across  the  border  who  might  wel  decide  to  attack

Norgate if they see its garrison is under strength." 

He was right again, Doric realized. The fact did nothing to soften his

brisk manner. He turned on Orman. 

"What  happened  to  your  normal  garrison?"  he  demanded,  an

accusing note in his voice. 

" The usurper, Keren, got rid of them. They're scattered al over the

countryside. It'l take months to get word to them and get them back

here." 

"Wel, you've made a right mess of things, haven't you?" Doric burst

out. 

For a moment, Orman flushed angrily. This was a delicate situation. 

As chatelain, he was equal in rank to the fief's Battlemaster. Both of

them answered to the Baron at Norgate, and it was difficult to know

who had the final say in matters here. It was a situation that caled for

large amounts of tact and diplomacy, qualities that Sir Doric seemed to

have left behind at Castle Norgate. 

"And we remedied the situation, thanks to the Skandians," Orman

said smoothly. "Without their help, the castle would be in Scotti hands

by  now.  So  we've  made  an  arrangement  with  them  to  stay  on  as

garrison until I can recruit enough local men." 

"An arrangement?" Meralon said incredulously. "Who exactly made

this arrangement?" 

"I did," Wil replied. 

Meralon  nodded  again.  He  was  stil  fuming  over  Wil's  blunt

statement  that  he  was  wrong.  "Yes,  I  might  have  known.  Everyone

says  you  and  Halt  have  a  blind  spot  where  these  pirates  are  c

oncerned." 

Stil controling his anger, Wil replied, "The Skandians need a place

and materials to build a ship. We've agreed to give them that. In return, 

they'l  garrison  the  castle  as  long  as  necessary.  We  need  them.  They

need us. It's a good arrangement al around." 

"But it's not up to you to make arrangements, is it? This is not your

fief. I am the Ranger here, not you. And I don't approve of the deal

you've made with these pirates." 

Meralon was slightly taler than Wil, and he leaned down to bring

their faces level. Wil was tempted to step backward, but he realized

this  would  be  a  mistake.  He  held  his  ground.  He  drew  breath  to

answer, but Horace stepped forward and fore-staled him. 

" Two things," the young knight said, deciding it was time he took a

part in this discussion. "First, I'd like everyone to stop referring to the

Skandians as treacherous pirates. They're friends of mine." 

His voice was quiet and calm. He spoke deliberately. But there was

no mistaking the underlying threat in his words. He studied the Norgate

Ranger.  Like  Wil,  Horace  had  been  briefed  by  Halt  and  Crowley

before he came north. He had asked the same question: Why couldn't

the local Ranger take care of the problem? They had told him that the

mission was secret and the local man would be recognized. He realized

now  that  their  reasoning  went  deeper.  The  job  required  energy  and

imagination and the ability to improvise. Meralon simply wasn't up to

the task. 

He  saw  he  had  everyone's  attention,  so  he  addressed  Meralon

directly. 

"And if you're in charge here, as you claim, where the devil were

you when you were needed?" 

Meralon opened his mouth to reply, but Horace waved his words

aside.  "I  don't  recal  seeing  you  coming  up  with  a  plan  to  take  the

castle. I'm sure you didn't provide a force to do it with. And I certainly

didn't see you storming the battlements with me." 

There was a moment's silence. Horace reflected that he had never

had  the  nerve  to  speak  to  a  Ranger  this  way.  He  respected  and  ad

mired the Corps too much for that. And as he had that thought, another

realization struck him. 

"In  fact,  if  you're  the  local  Ranger,  how  did  you  let  this  situation

develop  in  the  first  place?  I  thought  you  people  were  supposed  to

keep  an  ear  to  the  ground?"  He  waved  his  arm  around  the  castle

courtyard. "Al this should never have happened. And that's what I'l be

saying in my report." 

Meralon  spluttered,  too  furious  to  speak.  Sir  Doric  took  up  the

chalenge for him. 

"And who the devil might you be?" 

Horace looked at him and smiled, but without the slightest trace of

humor.  He  was  a  self-deprecating  person  and  he  usualy  eschewed

titles. But he felt it was time for a little rank-puling. He folded his arms

across his chest. 

"I  am  Sir  Horace,  knight  chevalier  of  the  Oak  Leaf,  B  company

commander,  Araluen  Royal  Guard  and  Appointed  Champion  to

Cassandra, the Princess Royal." 

Now, that realy did stop the conversation. Words like  Ryal  Gard

and  Princess Cssandra gave Horace considerable cachet. He was a

man who had access to the highest authority in the land, and he was

planning  a  report  –  a  report  that  said  he  found  arrangements  here

unsatisfactory. 

Doric  alowed  himself  one  bitter  sidelong  glace  at  Meralon.  Why

did you let this happen? it said. Then he addressed Orman in a more

placatory tone. 

"Lord  Orman,  perhaps  I  spoke  in  some  haste.  Forgive  me  if  I've

caused offense. After al, it's been a long, hard ride to get here – " 

"And of course, you and your men are tired and need rest," Orman

took the proffered olive branch smoothly. Wil was impressed by the

chatelain's  tact.  Orman  had  no  wish  to  score  points  or  gloat. Al  he

wanted was an amicable solution to the situation. "Perhaps my people

could show your men to their quarters?" 

"I'd be grateful, sir," Doric said, with a slight bow. 

Orman  turned  to  his  secretary.  "Xander,  take  care  of  it,  please." 

Then, turning back to Doric, he said, "And perhaps we could continue

this  discussion  over  luncheon,  after  you've  had  a  chance  to  rest  and

bathe and change?" 

Doric's  bow  was  more  evident  this  time.  "Again,  sir,  you're  too

kind. We could use a rest, eh, Meralon?" 









Meralon,  tight-lipped,  muttered  agreement.  Rangers,  of  course, 

enjoyed  the  highest  level  of  independence,  being  answerable  only  to

the King. But Horace's royal connections had trumped that ace very

neatly.  Besides,  Meralon  knew  that  Wil's  actions,  while  unorthodox, 

had  been  successful.  And  success  tended  to  make  the  unorthodox

acceptable. Brushing past Wil, he folowed Doric and Orman into the

keep, leaving Wil, Horace and Malcolm to bring up the rear. 

"Since when have you been Evanlyn's champion?" Wil asked in an

aside. Horace grinned at him. 

"Wel, I'm not, actualy. But I'm sure it's just a matter of time." 
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Farewels were the hardest part of life as a Ranger, Wil thought as

he led Tug out of the castle stable, Shadow folowing at his heels. He

had hoped that perhaps he and Horace and Alyss might be able to slip

quietly  away,  but,  of  course,  that  was  impossible.  They  had  made

friends here over the past months, and those friends wanted the chance

to say good-bye. 

The situation at Macindaw was virtualy back to normal. Sir Doric

and Meralon had led the relief column north, to the border with Picta, 

to ensure that the Scotti army had actualy  withdrawn.  Doric  and  his

troops would remain on patrol in the immediate area until he was sure

the local situation had stabilized. As time passed,  his  force  would  be

progressively reduced, but he planned to maintain a strong presence in

the area for at least the next few months. 

The Skandians continued to man the wals as a temporary garrison. 

Those  who  weren't  on  duty  were  busy  at  a  smal  creek  a  kilometer

away – a tributary that ran down to a larger river that in turn led to the

sea.  The  skeleton  of  their  new  wolfship  was  already  laid  out  on  the

bank. 

Wil  stopped.  Horace  and Alyss,  leading  their  horses  behind  him, 

folowed  suit.  Orman,  Xander  and  Malcolm  stood  waiting  for  him. 

Behind  them,  he  could  see  the  bulky  forms  of  Gundar  and  Nils

Ropehander. And  behind  them,  the  even  larger  form  of  Trobar,  now

sufficiently recovered to leave the infirmary and limp painfuly down the

stairs to bid his own good-byes. Wil thought he knew whom the giant

wished to farewel. 

Orman spoke first, as was only fitting. 

"Wil,  Horace  –  and  Lady Alyss,  of  course  –  I  owe  you  far  too

much  to  ever  try  to  repay  you.  Please  accept  my  gratitude  and  my

friendship as a totaly inadequate reward for your services." 

Horace and Wil shuffled awkwardly and mumbled their inarticulate

replies. Alyss, naturaly, took the lead. 

"Lord Orman, it has been our privilege to serve you. You've proved

yourself a loyal servant of the King." 

Orman  bowed.  "You're  too  kind,  Lady Alyss,"  he  said.  Then  he

turned to Wil. "It occurs to me, Wil, that I made some unkind remarks

about your musical ability when you first arrived. I shouldn't have done

that." 

Wil  shook  his  head  ruefuly."I  think  your  comments  were  pretty

accurate,  Lord  Orman."  When  Wil  had  first  arrived  at  Macindaw, 

posing  as  a  jongleur,  Orman  had  made  scathing  comments  about  his

lack  of  classical  training  and  the  fact  that  he  sang"country  ditties  and

doggerel." 

The  ghost  of  a  smile  touched  Orman's  mouth.  "Oh,  I  know  they

were accurate. I just shouldn't have made them." He became serious

for a moment. "I'm sorry you lost your mandola, by the way." 

Wil shrugged. Buttle had smashed the mandola in a rage after Wil, 

Orman and Xander had escaped from the castle. 

"It may be a blessing in disguise, my lord," he said, and the smile

returned to Orman's face. 

"Best if I don't comment on that. But Xander has something to say," 

he prompted. 

The little secretary stepped out from behind his master. He bowed

his head briefly to Wil. 

"My gratitude, Ranger," he said. "You saved my master's life, and

you saved the castle." He looked at Horace."Gratitude to you as wel, 

Sir Horace." 

Horace bowed. 

Wil couldn't resist a final dig at the secretary. "Have you forgiven

me for overpaying the Skandians, Xander?" he asked. 

Humor was not the secretary's strong suit. His air of gratitude was

instantly replaced by the harried manner he usualy assumed. "Wel, you

know,  I'm  sure  we  could  have  got  them  for  much  less.  You  realy

should have consulted me before you – " 

"Xander?" It was Orman. 

The  secretary  stopped  in  midflow  and  looked  up  at  his  master. 

"Drop it." 

"Yes, my lord." Xander hung his head. "Sorry," he mumbled to

Wil. 

Wil  shook  his  head.  The  man  was  irrepressible.  "Don't  ever

change, Xander," he said. 

"He won't," Orman told him with some feeling. 

Then it was time to grasp Malcolm's hand. The thin, birdlike little

man smiled at him. 

"You did wel here, Wil Treaty," he said. "I think al of us wil be

safer in the future. We understand one another a little better." 

Wil knew that Orman had offered Malcolm a position in the castle. 

He hadn't heard if the healer had accepted. 

"Are you going to move your people into Macindaw?" he asked. 

Malcolm shook his head. "They're shy. They don't like being in the

public view. I'l stay in the forest with them. If Orman needs a healer, 

I'l be available." 

"But  no  more  Night  Warrior?  No  more  lights  and  noises  in  the

forest?" 

The little man tipped his head thoughtfuly to one side. "Oh, I don't

know  about  that.  Orman  has  agreed  to  keep  our  secret,  and  the

Skandians wil move on eventualy. I think I'd prefer it if the locals stil

regarded Grimsdel as a place not to go." 

"You're  probably  right,"  Wil  agreed.  "That  reminds  me.  This  is

yours." 

He  fumbled  in  a  pocket  and  produced  the  black  stelatite  stone. 

The  day  after  the  battle,  he  had  returned  to  the  tower  room  and

searched the floor until he found it. 

The healer smiled. "Oh, that? Keep it if you like. It's just a pebble." 

"But... it's stelatite. It's invaluable! You said – " 

"I'm afraid I wasn't completely honest with you," Malcolm said, not

the least contrite. "I told you mesmerism was a matter of focus. 

This gave Alyss something to focus on, and that broke the power

of the blue stone." 

Alyss and Wil exchanged puzzled looks. Then Wil turned back to

the healer. 

"It's worthless?" 

"Not  completely.  The  fact  that  you  both  believed  in  it  made  it

valuable. As I said, mesmerism is a matter of belief. You believed this

river pebble was a star stone, so it became one." 

Wil shook his head in disbelief and slipped the pebble back into his

pocket. "I'l keep it as a memento," he said, "of a very devious healer. 

Good-bye, Malcolm. Take care." 

"Godspeed to you, Wil." Malcolm smiled. "And you, Horace. 

Maybe with you two gone, I'l be able to get a cup of coffee for

myself." 

Wil  turned  to  shake  hands  with  Gundar.  He  should  have  known

he'd never get away with such a formal gesture. The Skandian seized

him in a massive bear hug, lifting him from the ground, squeezing him so

that he could hardly talk. 

"Good fight, Ranger! Good battle! I'l be sad to see you go!" 

"Pu' me dow'... ," Wil managed to gasp, and the Skandian set him

back  on  his  feet  again.  He  checked  his  ribs  to  make  sure  they  were

intact. 

"Drop in and see me at Seacliff Fief someday, Gundar," he said. 

The  skirl  roared  with  laughter.  "We'l  come  for  dinner!"  he  bel

lowed, delighted at his own joke. 

"Just make sure you let us know you're coming," Wil warned him. 

This time, Nils joined in the laughter. 

Alyss  and  Horace  were  making  their  own  good-byes.  As  Wil

waited  for  them  to  finish,  he  caught  Trobar's  eye.  The  giant  looked

away sadly, and Wil walked to where he stood behind the assembled

group.  Shadow  folowed,  of  course.  She  looked  up  at  Wil  as  he

stopped  a  few  paces  short  of  Trobar.  She  was  too  wel  trained  to

leave his side without permission. 

"Go  on,"  he  told  her  quietly,  and  she  went  to  Trobar,  her  tail

wagging in that slow, heavy rhythm of border shepherds. 

The  gigantic  man  knelt  to  farewel  her,  fondling  her  ears,  rubbing

under her chin in the way she loved. Her eyes closed with pleasure at

his gentle touch. Wil felt a sudden heaviness in his heart. He dropped

to one knee beside them. 

"Trobar," he said quietly, "look at me, please." 

The  giant  raised  his  eyes  to  Wil.  The  Ranger  could  see  the  tears

freely running down the big face. 

"I think a dog belongs with the person who names her," Wil said, 

his  voice  a  little  unsteady.  "Shadow  needs  you  more  than  she  needs

me. She's yours." 

He saw the disbelief in Trobar's eyes. The giant couldn't speak. He

pointed numbly to his own chest, and Wil nodded. "Look after her. If

she ever has pups, I'l come and take the pick of the litter." 









He held out his hand to Shadow, palm facing her, in the motion that

told her to stay. 

"Stay,  Shadow,"  he  said,  then  he  ruffled  her  head  one  last  time. 

"Good-bye, girl," he choked, then, unable to bear it any longer, he rose

and  walked  quickly  to  where  Tug  waited  for  him.  His  vision  was

blurred, and he fumbled with the reins as he prepared to mount. 

The little horse turned his head and looked steadily at his master. I'l

make it up to you, the look said. 

Wil  swung  into  the  saddle,  and  Tug's  hooves  clattered  on  the

flagstones  as  he  trotted  toward  the  drawbridge.  Alyss  and  Horace, 

caught  by  surprise  at  his  sudden  exit,  hurried  to  complete  their  fare

wels and folow him. 

They were half a kilometer down the track before Horace noticed

something  was  missing.  He  looked  around  them,  his  eyes  seeking  a

familiar black-and-white form. 

"Where's the dog?" he asked finaly. 

Wil  kept  looking  straight  ahead.  "I  gave  her  to  Trobar,"  he  said. 

Then  he  touched  Tug  with  his  heels  and  cantered  on  ahead  of  his

friends. He didn't want to discuss it just now. 
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Winter  was  on  its  last  frigid  breaths  as  the  three  old  friends  rode

southward.  With  each  passing  day,  the  snow  receded  further,  going

from  a  complete  ground  cover  to  isolated  patches  of  melting  snow

until, eventualy, it disappeared completely, and the wet, brown grass

was showing the first tinges of green. Wil realized with surprise that it

would soon be spring. 

He  and Alyss  maintained  a  facade  of  friendship,  but  there  was  a

subtle undercurrent of tension between them. Neither of them realized, 

however, that the other felt it. Wil thought that the slight awkwardness

between them was caused by his own reluctance to bring things to a

head. He had no idea that Alyss felt exactly the same way. 

A perplexed Horace watched his friends as they tiptoed around the

subject of the mutual affection they both stubbornly refused to admit. 

They're supposed to be the smart ones, he thought, while I'm just a

dumb  warrior.  So  if  I  can  see  what's  going  on,  why  can't  they? 

Sometimes,  he  reflected,  people  can  be  too  inteligent  for  their  own

good.  Too  much  thinking  could  confuse  things.  He  felt  tempted  to

knock their heads together, but Horace was not the type to intrude in

such a delicate area. 

Added to that was the fact that he wasn't completely sure about his

own motivation. Recently, he had been seeing more of Evanlyn – as he

and Wil stil thought of Princess Cassandra. In fact, she seemed to be

seeking him out more often as a companion. Much as he enjoyed her

company, he couldn't help feeling a little awkward about it – as if he

were  somehow  taking  advantage  of  his  position  to  go  behind  Wil's

back.  He  knew  that  Evanlyn  and  Wil  had  always  had  a  special

relationship and regard for each other. In fact, he sometimes suspected

that Evanlyn might enjoy spending time with him because it reminded

her of the times when Wil was around. 

If Wil were to develop a strong relationship with someone else –

Alyss, for example – it might wel clarify his own position with Evanlyn. 

As a consequence, Horace couldn't be sure that he wouldn't be serving

his own interests by intervening between Alyss and Wil. 

So he kept silent. 

Inevitably, the little party came to the point where their paths must

diverge.  Alyss  would  head  southwest  to  Castle  Redmont.  Horace's

path  lay  to  the  east  and  Castle  Ara  luen,  while  Wil  had  received

messages  from  Halt  and  Crowley  that  directed  him  southeast  to  the

Gathering Ground for a debriefing. 

More farewels, Wil thought gloomily as they stood in a silent group

by  the  triple  fork  in  the  road.  Alyss's  smal  escort  of  men-at-arms, 

released  from  Macindaw's  dungeons  when  the  castle  had  been

retaken, stood a respectful distance apart as the three old friends bade

each other farewel. 

Wil and Horace shook hands, nodded to each other, shuffled their

feet,  muttered  a  few  uninteligible  words  and  slapped  each  other

awkwardly on the back several times. 

Then  they  stepped  apart.  A  typical  farewel  between  two  young

males. 

Alyss embraced Horace and kissed him on the cheek. 

"Thanks again, Horace." She smiled. "It was getting very boring in

that tower. I know if it weren't for you, I'd stil be there." 

Horace grinned at her. He felt no awkwardness being around the

tal, elegant Courier. 

"Aaah,  you'd  have  talked  your  way  out  of  it  before  too  long,"  he

said. They smiled, and she kissed his cheek again. 

Then she turned to Wil. She looked deep into his eyes, then finaly

said, "Thank you, Wil. Thank you for everything." 

He  shook  his  head.  "It's  me  who  should  thank  you,  Alyss.  You

saved my life, after al." 

They paused, then she leaned forward, rested her hands lightly on

his  shoulders  and  kissed  him.  But  this  kiss  was  not  on  the  cheek. 

Once,  long  ago,  he  had  marveled  at  the  softness  of  her  lips.  He  re

membered that time now. 

She  stepped  back,  and  again  they  looked  into  each  other's  eyes. 

Then, impulsively, she embraced him, and felt his arms go around her in

return. They held each other for a long, long time. 

"Write to me, Wil," she whispered, and she felt his head nod. 

Finaly, he got control of his voice and managed to say, "I wil. You

too." 

Then  he  stepped  back,  suddenly  breaking  the  contact  between

them. He nodded to her and to Horace and said in a rushed, unsteady

voice, "Good-bye, both of you. I'l miss you both so much..." 

He paused, and for a moment Alyss thought he was going to say

more.  She  actualy  took  a  half  pace  toward  him.  But  he  finished

abruptly, "Damn! I hate farewels!" 

He  swung  up  into  the  saddle  and,  in  the  same  movement,  turned

Tug's head to the southeast road. Horace and Alyss watched the horse

and rider grow smaler and listened as the sound of hoofbeats faded. 

Once, Wil held up a hand in farewel. But he didn't look back. 

He never did. 
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At  the  Gathering  Ground,  Halt  and  Crowley  listened  to  Wil's

report. He had already sent a written account ahead by messenger, but

the two senior Rangers wanted a report in person. So much could be

left out of a written report. They nodded as he described events over

the evening meal. Crowley was particularly interested in his description

of Malcolm's skil as a healer – as wel as his ability to create ilusions

and images and his knowledge of arcane chemicals. 

"He  could  be  a  handy  person  to  have  on  cal,"  he  said.  "Do  you

think he might be wiling to work with us from time to time?" 

Wil  considered  the  question.  "I  think  he  might.  So  long  as  we

guaranteed to safeguard his privacy. His first priority is to protect the

people who have come to him for help." 

The Commandant nodded several times. "We'l talk about that later. 

Right now, I'd better get started on my report for the King." 

Halt stood and caught Wil's eye. 

"Let's take a turn around the Ground," he suggested."I can't stand

to hear Crowley grumbling and groaning as he tries to write reports." 

Wil grinned and rose to join him. 

They  left  Crowley  chewing  the  end  of  a  pencil  and  muttering  to

himself  and  walked  in  silence  for  some  time.  They  stopped  under  a

giant  spreading  oak  that  marked  the  end  of  the  Gathering  Ground. 

Instinctively, they sought the concealment of the shadows, avoiding the

open ground around them. Part of being a Ranger, Wil thought. 

"You did wel," Halt said finaly. "I'm proud of you." 

Wil  looked  at  his  old  teacher.  The  simple  words  meant  more  to

Wil than any number of awards or decorations or promotions. As on

so many previous occasions, Halt's face was concealed in the shadow

of his cowl. 

" Thanks, Halt," he said. 

Halt turned to look at him in his turn. Wil's features were shadowed

too, but Halt was a student of body language, and he saw the boy's

shoulders were slumped a little. He'd felt an air of sadness surrounding

Wil since he had arrived. 

"Everything  al  right?"  he  asked.  He  saw  the  slight  shrugging

movement of Wil's shoulders under the cloak. 

" Yes... wel, no... oh, I suppose so." 

"Wel,  there  are  three  answers  to  choose  from,"  Halt  said,  not

unkindly. He waited, but Wil didn't seem about to say anything further. 

They  started  walking  again.  They  were  silent,  but  the  silence  was  a

companionable one. It took them both back to old times, and they felt

a warmth at the memory. 

"Halt," said Wil eventualy, "can I ask you a question?" 

"I think you just did," Halt replied, with the faintest hint of a smile in

his voice. It was an old formula between the two of them. Wil grinned, 

then sighed and became serious. 

"Does life always get harder when you get older?" 

"You're  not  exactly  ancient,"  Halt  said  gently.  "But  things  have  a







way of turning out, you know. Just give them time." 

Wil  made  a  frustrated  little  gesture  with  his  hands.  "I  know...  it's

just, I mean... oh, I don't know what I mean!" he finished. 

Halt eyed him carefuly. "Pauline said to thank you for rescuing her

assistant," he said. This time, he was sure he saw a reaction. So that

was it. 

"I  was  glad  to  do  it,"  Wil  replied  eventualy,  his  voice  neutral.  "I

think I'l turn in. Good night, Halt." 

"Good night, son," Halt said. He chose the last word intentionaly. 

He watched as the dim figure strode away toward the fire, seeing the

shoulders  straighten  as  he  went.  Sometimes,  life  threw  up  problems

that even the wisest, most trusted mentor couldn't solve for you. It was

part of the pain of growing up. 

And having to stand by and watch was part of the pain of being a

mentor. 
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There was a sense of deja vu about arriving back at Seacliff Fief. 

Very little seemed to have changed in his absence. The shadows were

lengthening  in  the  late  afternoon.  The  trees  that  had  lost  their  leaves

during the winter were busy regaining them now. There was a feeling

of  peace  and  safety  about  the  gentle  woods  and  fields  that  was  in

distinct contrast to the past few months. 

The ferry was drawn up on the far side of the narrow strip of water

that separated Seacliff from the mainland. After he rang the gong, Wil

waited patiently as the ferryman cast off the mooring ropes and hauled

the flat-bottomed boat back across the river. 

"No  charge  for  you,  Ranger,"  the  man  said  automaticaly  as  Wil

urged Tug forward, and the little horse's hooves clattered on the ferry's

deck. Wil alowed himself a wry smile. Halt had taught him to always

pay his way. He took out a royal and handed it down to the man. 

"One person. One animal. I make that a royal." 

The ferryman showed mild interest, glancing around. 

"No dog this time?" he asked. Of course, Shadow had been with

him  when  he  first  arrived  at  Seacliff,  badly  injured  and  riding  on  the

back of his pack pony. 

" That's right," Wil said, and his tone told the man he didn't wish to

discuss the matter. The ferryman shrugged. He was happy not to get

into a conversation with a Ranger. 

Wil dismounted and leaned on the rope rail at the bow of the ferry

as the cumbersome boat began to slide across the narrow waterway to

the  island.  The  ferryman's  comment  had  highlighted  his  sense  of

aloneness.  After  weeks  spent  in  the  company  of  Horace,  Alyss, 

Gundar and Malcolm, he felt the solitude al the more keenly. Even the

comfort of the dog's company was denied him now. 

A shaggy head butted him, and he looked around into Tug's eyes. 

I'm stil here. 

He  smiled  again,  then  rubbed  the  rough  muzzle  and  scratched

behind the horse's ears. 

"You're right, boy," he said. "I've stil got you, and thank god for it." 

Tug shook his mane in that violent, vibrating way that horses have. 

It seemed an affirmation of Wil's statement. Wil glanced around and

saw that the ferryman was watching him suspiciously. He had spoken

in a low tone, so there was no way the man could have heard what he

said, and for that he was grateful. It wouldn't do to have it known that

a grim-faced, taciturn Ranger could actualy be moping from loneliness. 

But the fact that he was talking to the horse confirmed the ferryman's

superstitious  belief  that  Rangers  were  black  magicians.  He  turned

away and made the warding sign against sorcery. The sooner this one

was off his ferry, the better. 

The  blunt  prow  grated  into  the  beach.  The  ferryman  tossed  a

hawser  around  a  pole  sunk  deep  in  the  sand,  hauled  it  tight  and

secured it with a quick series of half hitches. Then he unfastened the

bow rail, alowing Wil to ride off onto dry land. 

" Thank you," Wil said. 

The  man  didn't  reply.  He  watched  as  the  cloaked  and  hooded

figure  disappeared  into  the  first  of  the  trees,  made  the  warding  sign

again and then settled down to await his next customer. 

The stag's head banner stil floated above the castle as Wil rode out

of  the  trees  at  the  top  of  the  winding  path.  The  vilage  seemed

unchanged, and he experienced the same looks as he rode through – a

mixture  of  wariness  and  interest.  Some  of  the  vilagers  wondered

where  the  young  Ranger  had  been,  what  he  had  been  doing.  Others

were  more  than  content  not  to  know  anything  at  al  about  his

movements. 

He rode past the inn. Alyss had joked about the pretty innkeeper's

daughter who lived here. When Wil had first arrived in Seacliff, he had

enjoyed the girl's company. Delia was her name, he remembered. But

there  was  no  sign  of  her  and  he  felt  vaguely  disappointed.  He  could

have done with the sight of a friendly face. 

As  he  rode  up  to  his  little  cabin  in  the  trees,  there  was  no  wel

coming  curl  of  smoke  from  the  chimney.  Not  surprising,  he  thought. 

Delia's mother, Edwina, the woman engaged as caretaker, would have

had no warning of his imminent return. He unsaddled Tug, rubbed him

down and fed and watered him. Then he carried his saddlebags inside. 

At least the cabin was clean and tidy. Edwina had obviously dusted

while  he  had  been  gone.  There  was  no  musty,  confined  smel  either, 

teling  him  she  must  have  aired  the  place  regularly.  He  dropped  his

saddlebags  across  his  bed  and  returned  to  the  larger  room,  his

footsteps sounding loud in the empty cabin. He glanced down, saw the

dog's  water  and  food  bowls  ranged  neatly  beside  the  fireplace.  He

shrugged  sadly,  picked  them  up  and  took  them  outside,  setting  them

down  on  the  smal  veranda,  against  the  wal  of  the  cabin.  He  didn't

want to sit around staring at them through the night. 

Oh,  for  god's  sake,  snap  out  of  it!  he  told  himself.  So  you're  on

your  own.  That's  the  way  you  chose  to  be. You  chose  it  when  you

chose to be a Ranger. You chose it again when you wouldn't take the

risk of teling Alyss how you felt about her. So stop moping and get on

with life. Do something useful. Light a fire and make dinner. 

Moving  more  briskly,  he  went  back  inside  and  began  setting

kindling  in  the  potbelied  stove  that  stood  in  the  center  of  the  living

room. As  the  tiny  yelow  flames  licked  around  the  wood  and  grew

brighter and fiercer, he felt a strengthening of his resolve. He'd warm

the cabin up, light a few lamps and drive the gathering darkness back a

little. Then, he decided, he wouldn't make his own meal. He'd wander

over to the inn and have dinner. And Delia might be there. 

Yes,  he  thought.  That's  what  he  needed.  A  good  dinner,  and  a

pleasant  time  with  an  attractive  girl.  He'd  report  to  the  castle  tomor

row. But tonight it was time for him to cheer himself up! 

He turned as he heard a footstep behind him. For a moment, since

Delia was on his mind, he thought that the figure framed in the doorway

was  her.  Then  his  eyes  adjusted  and  he  recognized  her  mother, 

Edwina. 

"Sir, you're back. I'm sorry, I had no idea you were – " 

He waved her apology aside. "Not your fault, Edwina," he told her. 

"I should have sent word ahead that I was on my way. But I see you've

taken care of things while I've been gone." 

"Oh, yes, sir. I made sure I opened the place up every few days to

let the air in. Place gets musty and moldy else." 

She was looking around curiously, and he saw her gaze light on the

two bowls that he'd placed outside the front door. He forestaled  the

next question. 

"I  left  the  dog  with  a  friend,"  he  said,  and  she  nodded,  not  sure

whether he thought that was a good or bad thing. 

"I'm sure you did, sir. Wel, I'l be happy to bring your dinner over

directly. Are you hungry, sir?" 

Wil  smiled."I'm  starved  –  and  looking  forward  to  your  cooking. 

But I think I'l eat at the inn. Save a place for me, would you? I'l be

over in an hour or so." 

"Indeed, sir. We'l be honored to have you. And welcome home." 

She gave a hint of a curtsy and turned away. Wil's spirits rose a little. 

Amazing what the sight of a friendly face and a few words of welcome

could do, he thought. 

"Edwina?"  he  caled,  and  she  paused  at  the  edge  of  the  porch, 

turning back to him. 

"Yes, sir?" 

"Your daughter, Delia, I trust she's wel?" He made sure his voice

sounded  casual.  Her  face  lit  up  in  a  smile  of  motherly  pride.  "Oh, 

indeed she is, sir! You've heard, have you?" "Heard? Heard what?" 

"Why, the happy news, sir! She was married, not two weeks ago. 

To Steven, the ferryman's boy." 

Wil nodded, a smile frozen on his face. At least, he hoped it looked

like a smile. 

"Excelent,"  he  said.  It  was  an  easy  word  to  say  with  his  teeth

clenched. "I'm delighted for her." 



Some things had changed in Seacliff, he was glad to see. Over the

next few weeks, as he settled back into the daily routine of the quiet

little fief, he saw a new sense of application and professionalism in the

Battleschool. Discipline had been tightened. The drils for apprentices

were  being  properly  conducted,  and  al  around  there  was  a  greater

sense  of  sharpness.  Baron  Ergel  and  his  Battlemaster,  Norris,  had

learned  their  lesson  when  they  had  nearly  lost  the  fief  to  Gundar's

marauding Skandians, he thought. 

Of course, when he first reported in on his return, Ergel and Norris

had both quizzed him eagerly over the reason for his sudden departure

some  months  earlier.  But  he  told  them  nothing,  politely  averting  their

questions. 

"Just a little trouble up north" was al he would say. There was no

need for them to know details about the actions of the Ranger Corps. 

They accepted his reticence as the natural secrecy people associated

with Rangers. 

He did offer to invite Horace to spend some time at Seacliff, to give

tuition on sword dril. The Oakleaf Knight was recognized as one of

the  Kingdom's  best  swordsmen,  and  Wil  knew  he  regularly  visited

Redmont to conduct classes. Norris seized on the idea eagerly. 

"I'l write to him," Wil promised. In fact, the prospect of having his

best friend visit from time to time was a decidedly pleasant one. 

Before  he  had  a  chance  to  write  the  letter,  however,  he  received

some  interesting  items  of  mail  himself.  Prominent  among  several

envelopes was a large parcel, carefuly wrapped in oilcloth and padded

with  wool  clippings  to  protect  it  on  its  long  journey.  He  looked

curiously at the place of origin and was interested to see it came from

Castle Macindaw, Norgate Fief. 

He  unwrapped  it  eagerly.  Inside  a  case  of  shaped  leather  lay  a

beautifuly formed, gleaming mandola. There was a brief note as wel. 



I felt I owed you this. Perhaps a better instrument wil improve your

technique. My thanks once more. Orman. 

He  inspected  the  beautiful  instrument,  his  hands  running  over  it

reverently. On the head stock was a single word in elegant script:  Get. 

Gilet, he thought, the master luthier renowned for creating some of

the finest instruments in the Kingdom. Quickly, he tuned it and played a

few  notes,  marveling  at  the  richness  of  its  tone  and  the  silky

smoothness of its touch. But, much as he admired the i nstrument, he

felt little desire for music in his life these days. Somewhat sadly, he set

the mandola to one side. 

There was a letter from Crowley, a general dispatch alerting Corps

members  to  a  self-proclaimed  prophet  and  his  folowers  who  were

working their way through the Kingdom – and bilking people of their

savings. In addition, there was a note from Gundar. The skirl had paid

a  professional  scribe  to  write  it  for  him.  The  new  ship  was  nearly

ready, he said. They had decided to cal it



Wil smiled to himself. Doubtless one of the Skandians would carve

a  suitably  horrific  figurehead  for  the  ship.  He  hoped  Gundar  would

honor the joking promise he'd made at their parting and come visit one

day. He began to tidy away the oilcloth and torn envelopes and found

another letter that had been concealed when he tossed the mandola's

wrapping aside. He ripped it open without looking to see the sender's

name. 

His heart lurched as he read the first few words. It was from Alyss. 



 Dearest Will, 

 I trust this letter finds you well and happy. 

 Lady Pauline is keeping me busy, but she gave me some time

 off to entertain Horace last week. He was visiting for one of his

 swordsmanship classes. He said to give you his best wishes. While

 he  was  here,  I  told  him  about  a  strange  dream  I  keep  having. 

 We're back in the tower, and I have Keren's sword in my hand, and

 he's teiiing me to hurt you, and I cant refuse him. But then you say

 the most amazing and wonderful thing, and it completely breaks

 his hold over me. 

 Horace says it might not be a dream. He believes it's a memory. 

 I wish with all my heart that he's right, and that you did say what

 I  think  you  said.  He  also  told  me  that  people  like  you  and  me

 spend  too  much  time  thinking  things  over  and  not  enough  time

 just  coming  out  and  saying  them.  I  think  he's  right.  Write  to  me

 please  and  tell  me  what  you  did  say.  In  the  meantime,  I'll  take

 Horaces advice and just say it myself. 

 I love you. 

 Alyss. 



He dropped the letter on the table, staring at it. He could write to

her. A letter would take a week to reach Castle Redmont. But Tug was

outside,  saddled  and  ready,  and  he  could  be  there  in  less  than  three

days. He dashed to the bedroom and began cramming spare clothes

into  his  saddlebags.  He'd  leave  a  message  at  the  inn,  teling  Baron

Ergel he'd be gone for a few days. 

Or a week. 

His boots rang on the floorboards as he made his way to the door, 

stepped down from the veranda and slung the saddlebags over Tug's

back. The little horse looked up in surprise. There was an energy and a

purpose about his master that he hadn't seen for some time. Wil was

about to mount, then he hesitated. He ran back inside and picked up

the Gilet in its case, slinging it over one shoulder. Suddenly there was

room for music in his life after al. 

Making his way outside again, he paused for a second as he locked

the  cabin  door  behind  him.  He  was  conscious  of  an  unfamiliar

sensation,  something  he  hadn't  felt  for  some  time.  Then  he  realized

what it was and smiled quietly. 

It was happiness. 
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