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Ravenheart 1s dedicated with love
to the memory of Bill Woodford, a big,
flawed, tough, and kindly man. During
World War II he fought with distinction
at E1 Alamein, Anzio, Salerno, and
Monte Cassino, and was mentioned in
Despatches twice for gallant conduct. In
1954 he married a woman he adored and
raised her son as his own. As I said in
the dedication to Legend back in 1984,
without him Druss the Legend would
never have walked the walls of Dros
Delnoch. He was the heart of many of
the heroes I have created over the years
—none more so than Jaim Grymauch,
whose story is told within these pages.
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Prologue

THE SUN WAS setting, and Lanovar sat

slumped against the stone, the last of the
sunlight bathing him in gold. There was
a little heat in the dying winter sun, and
the brightness felt good against his
closed lids. Lanovar sighed and opened
his eyes. The huge figure of Jaim
Grymauch stood close by, gazing down
at him.

“Let me carry you to the Wyrd, Lan,”
he said. “She’ll cast an ancient spell and
heal you.”



“In a while, my friend. I’'ll just rest
here and gather my strength.”

Grymauch swore and turned away.
Loosening the strap at his shoulder, he
swung the massive broadsword clear of
his back. The black hilt was almost a
foot long, crowned with an iron globe
pommel. The curved quillons were
beautifully crafted to represent the flared
wings of a hunting falcon. Drawing the
fifty-two-inch blade from the scabbard,
Grymauch examined the sword in the
fading light. There were still bloodstains
on the blade, and he wiped them away
with the hem of his black cloak. Beside
him Lanovar lifted clear the wedge of
blood-soaked cloth he had been holding
to the wound in his side. The bleeding



had slowed, and the pain was almost
gone. He glanced up at Grymauch.

“That monstrosity should be in the
Druagh museum,” said Lanovar. “It is an
anachronism.”

“l don’t know what that means,”
muttered Grymauch.

“It means out of its time, my friend.
That blade was created to rip through
plate armor. No one wears plate
anymore.”

Grymauch sighed. Returning the blade
to its scabbard, he sat down beside his
friend. “Out of its time, eh?”” he said. “It
i1s like us, then, Lan. We should have
been born in the days of the real
highland kings.”

Blood was leaking slowly from the



cloth plugging the exit wound in
Lanovar’s lower back, a dark stain
spreading across the outlawed blue and
green cloak of the Rigante. “I need to
plug the wound again,” said Grymauch.

Lanovar made no complaint as the
clansman pulled him forward, and he felt
nothing as Grymauch pressed a fresh
wad of cloth into the wound. Lanovar’s
mind wandered briefly.

He saw again the standing stone and
the tall black-clad man waiting there.
Regrets were pointless now, but he
should have trusted his instincts. He had
known deep in his heart that the Moidart
could not be trusted. As their gaze had
met, he had seen the hatred in the man’s
dark eyes. But the prize had been too



great, and Lanovar had allowed the
dazzle of its promise to blind him to the
truth.

The Moidart had promised that the
turbulent years would end: no more
pointless bloodshed, no more senseless
feuds, no more murdered soldiers and
clansmen. This night, at the ancient
stone, he and the Moidart would clasp
hands and put an end to the savagery.
For his part the Moidart had also agreed
to petition the king and have Clan
Rigante reinstated to the roll of honor.

Lanovar’s black warhound, Raven,
had growled deeply as they walked into
the clearing, “Be silent, boy,” whispered
Lanovar. “This 1s an end to battle—not
the beginning of it.” He approached the



Moidart, extending his hand. “It is good
that we can meet in this way,” said
Lanovar. “This feud has bled the
highlands for too long.”

“Aye, 1t ends tonight,” agreed the
Moidart, stepping back into the shadow
of the stone.

For a fraction of a heartbeat Lanovar
stood still, his hand still extended. Then
he heard movement from the
undergrowth to the left and right and saw
armed men rise up from hiding. Six
soldiers carrying muskets emerged and
surrounded the Rigante leader. Several
others moved into sight, sabers in their
hands. Raven bunched his muscles to
charge, but Lanovar stopped him with a
word of command. The Rigante leader



stood very still. As agreed, he had
brought no weapon to the meeting.

He glanced back at the Moidart. The
nobleman was smiling now, though no
humor showed in his dark, hooded eyes.
Instead there was hatred, deep and all-
consuming.

“So your word counts for nothing,”
Lanovar said softly. “Safe conduct, you
said.”

“It will be safe conduct, you Rigante
scum,” said the Moidart. “Safe conduct
to my castle. Safe conduct to the deepest
dungeon within it. Then safe conduct up
every step of the gallows.”

At that moment a bellowing war cry
pierced the air. A massive figure rushed
into sight, a huge broadsword raised



high. His lower face was masked by a
black scarf, and his dark clothes bore no
clan markings. Lanovar’s spirits soared.

It was Grymauch!

The surprised soldiers swung toward
the charging warrior. Several shots were
fired, but not one ball struck him. The
massive broadsword swung down,
slicing a soldier from shoulder to belly
before exiting in a bloody spray. In the
panic that followed the clansman’s
charge Lanovar leapt to his left, grabbed
a musket by the barrel, and dragged it
from the hands of a startled soldier. As
the man rushed in to retrieve the
weapon, Lanovar crashed the butt into
his face, knocking him from his feet. A
second musketeer ran in. The warhound



Raven gave a savage growl and then
leapt, his great jaws closing on the
man’s throat. Lanovar raised the musket
to his shoulder and sought out the
Moidart. The nobleman had ducked back
into the undergrowth. More shots rang
out. Smoke from the guns drifted like
mist in the clearing, and the air stank of
sulfur. Grymauch, slashing the great
blade left and right, hurled himself at the
musketeers. A swordsman ran in behind
the clansman. Raising the captured
musket, Lanovar fired quickly. The shot
struck the hilt of the swordsman’s
upraised weapon and ricocheted back
through the hapless man’s right eye.
Across the clearing three more
musketeers came into view. Raven, his



jaws drenched with blood, tore into
them. One went down screaming. The
others shot into the snarling hound.
Raven slumped to the ground.

Lanovar threw aside the musket and
ran toward Grymauch. The musketeers,
their weapons empty, were backing
away from the ferocious clansman. The
swordsmen were dead or had fled into
the woods. Lanovar moved alongside the
blood-spattered warrior.

“We leave! Now!” he shouted.

As they swung away, the Moidart
stepped from behind a tree. Grymauch
saw him—and the long-barreled pistol
in his hand. Vainly he tried to move
across Lanovar, shielding him. But the
shot tore through Grymauch’s black



cloak, ripping into the outlaw leader’s
side and out through his back. “That is
for Rayena!” shouted the Moidart.

Lanovar’s legs gave way instantly.
Grymauch reached down, hauled him
upright, and draped the paralyzed man
across his shoulder. Then he ran into the
thicket beyond the trail. At first the pain
had been incredible, but then Lanovar
had passed out. When he awoke, he was
here on the mountainside and the pain
was all but gone.

“How are you feeling?” asked
Grymauch.

“Not so braw,” admitted Lanovar.
Grymauch had plugged the wound again
and had settled him back against a rock
face. Lanovar began to slide sideways.



He tried to move his right arm to stop
himself. The limb twitched but did not
respond. Grymauch caught him and held
him close for a moment. “Just wedge me
against the rock,” whispered Lanovar.
Grymauch did as he was bidden.

“Are you warm enough? You look
cold, Lan. I’'ll light a fire.”

“And bring them down upon us? I
think not.” Reaching down, he pressed
his left hand against the flesh of his left
thigh. “I cannot feel my leg.”

“I told you, man. Did I not tell you?”
stormed Grymauch. “The man is a
serpent. There is no honor in him.”

“Aye, you told me.” Lanovar began to
tremble. Grymauch moved in close,
pulling off his own black cloak and



wrapping it around the shoulders of his
friend. He looked into Lanovar’s
curiously colored eyes, one green and
one gold.

“We’ll rest a little,” said Grymauch.
“Then I’1l find the Wyrd.”

Jaim Grymauch moved out along the
ledge and stared down over the
mountainside. There was no sign of
pursuit now, but there would be. He
glanced back at his wounded friend.
Again and again he replayed the scene in
his mind. He should have been there
sooner. Instead, to avoid being seen by
Lanovar, he had cut across the high trail,
adding long minutes to the journey. As
he had crested the rise, he had seen the



soldiers crouched in hiding and watched
as his greatest friend walked into the
ambush. Masking his face with his scarf,
Jaim had drawn his sword and rushed
down to hurl himself at the enemy. He
would willingly have sacrificed his own
life to save Lanovar from harm.

The sun was setting, the temperature
dropping fast. Jaim shivered. There was
precious little fuel to be found that high.
Trees did not grow there. He moved
back alongside Lanovar. The Rigante
leader’s face looked ghostly pale, his
eyes and cheeks sunken. Jaim’s black
cloak sat on the man’s shoulders like a
dark shroud. Jaim stroked Lanovar’s
brow. The wounded man opened his
eyes.



Jaim saw that he was watching the sky
turn crimson as the sun set. It was a
beautiful sunset, and Lanovar smiled. “I
love this land,” he said, his voice
stronger. “I love it with all my heart,
Jaim. This is a land of heroes. Did you
know the great Connavar was born not
two miles from here? And the battle
king, Bane. There used to be a settlement
by the three streams.”

Jaim shrugged. “All T know about
Connavar is that he was nine feet tall
and had a magic sword crafted from
lightning. Could have done with that
sword two hours ago. I’d have left none
of the bastards alive.”

They lapsed into silence. Jaim felt a
growing sense of disorientation. It was



as if he were dreaming. Time had no
meaning, and even the breeze had faded
away. The new night was still and
infinitely peaceful.

Lanovar is dying.

The thought came unbidden, and anger
raged through him. “Rubbish!” he said
aloud. “He 1s young and strong. He has
always been strong. I’ll get him to the
Wyrd. By heaven, [ will!”

Jaim rolled to his knees and, lifting
Lanovar into his arms, pushed himself to
his feet. Lanovar’s head was resting on
Jaim’s shoulder. Moonlight bathed them
both. “We’re going now, Lan.”

Lanovar groaned, his face contorting
with pain. “Put ... me ... down.”

“We must find the Wyrd. She’ll have



magic. The Wishing Tree woods have
magic.”

In his mind he saw the woods,
picturing the path they must take. At least
four miles from there, part of it across
open ground. Two hours of hard toil.

Two hours.

Jaim could feel Lanovar’s lifeblood
running over his hands. In that moment
Jaim knew they did not have two hours.
He sank to his knees and placed his
friend on the ground. Tears misted his
eyes. His great body began to shake.
Jaim fought to control his grief, but it
crashed  through  his defenses.
Throughout his twenty years of life there
had been one constant: the knowledge of
Lanovar’s friendship and, with it, the



belief that they would change the world.

“Look after Gian and the babe,”
whispered Lanovar.

Jaim took a deep breath and wiped
away his tears. “I’'ll do my best,” he
said, his voice breaking. His mind,
reeling from the horror of the present,
floated back to the past: days of
childhood and adolescence, pranks and
adventures. Lanovar had always been
reckless and yet canny. He had a nose
for trouble and the wit to escape the
consequences.

Not this time, thought Grymauch. He
felt the tears beginning again, but this
time he shed them in silence. Then he
saw Gian’s face in his mind. Sweet
heaven, how would he tell her?



She was heavily pregnant, the babe
due in a few days. It was the thought of
the child to be that had led Lanovar to
trust the Moidart. He had told Jaim only
the night before that he did not want the
child growing up in the world of
violence he had known. As they sat at
supper in Lanovar’s small, sod-roofed
hut, the Rigante leader had spoken with
passion about the prospect of peace. “I
want my son to be able to wear the
Rigante colors with pride and not to be
hunted down as an outlaw. Not too much
to ask, is 1t?”” Gian had said nothing, but
Lanovar’s younger sister, the red-haired
Maev, had spoken up.

“You can ask what you like,” she
said. “But the Moidart cannot be trusted.



'37

I know this in my soul

“You should listen to Maev,” the
raven-haired Gian urged, moving into
the main room and easing herself down
into an old armchair. One of the armrests
was missing, and some horsehair was
protruding from a split in the leather.
“The Moidart hates you,” she said. “He
has sworn a blood oath to have your
head stuck upon a spike.”

“Tis all politics, woman. Peace with
the highland Rigante will mean more tax
income for the Moidart and the king. It
will mean more merchants able to bring
their convoys through the mountain
passes. This will bring down the prices.
Gold 1s what the king cares about. Not
heads upon spikes. And as one of his



barons, the Moidart will have to do what
is good for the king.”

“You’ll take Grymauch with you,”
insisted Gian.

“I will not. We are to meet alone,
with no weapons. I’ll take Raven.”

Later Maev had come to the hulking
fighter as he sat in the doorway of his
own hut. Normally his heart would beat
faster as she approached him, his breath
catching in his throat. Maev was the
most beautiful woman Grymauch had
ever seen. He had hoped to find the
courage to tell her of this but instead had
stood by as she and the handsome young
warrior Calofair had begun their
courtship. Calofair was now in the north,
trading with the Black Rigante. When he



came back, he and Maev would walk the
tree.

Jaim glanced up as Maev approached.
“You’ll go anyway,” she said.

“Aye, of course [ will.”

“You’ll not let him see you.”

Jaim laughed. “He’s a bonny
swordsman and a fine fighter, but he’s a
hopeless woodsman. He’ll not see me,
Maev.”

Gian came walking across to them.
Maev put her arms around the pregnant
woman and kissed her cheek. Jaim
Grymauch wondered briefly how it
would feel if Maev did the same to him.
He reddened at the thought. Gian
stretched and pressed her palms into the
small of her back. This movement



caused her pregnant belly to look
enormous. Jaim laughed. “Pregnancy
suits some women,” he said. “Their skin
glows; their hair shines. They make a
man think of the wonders of nature. Not
you, though.”

“Aye, she’s ugly now, right enough,”
said Maev. “But when she’s birthed the
rascal, she’ll become slim and beautiful
again. Whereas you, you great lump, will
always be ugly.” Maev’s smile faded.
“Why does the Moidart hate Lanovar
so?”

Jaim shrugged. The truth clung to him,
burning in his heart, but he could not
voice it. Lanovar was a fine man, braw
and brave. He had many virtues and few
vices. Sadly, one of his vices was that



he found women irresistible. Before
wedding Gian the previous spring,
Lanovar had been seen several times in
Eldacre town. Few knew the woman he
had met there, but Jaim Grymauch was
one who did. He suspected that the
Moidart was another. Rayena Tremain
was beautiful, no doubt about it. She
was tall and slender, and she moved
with an animal grace that set men’s
hearts beating wildly. The first affair
with Lanovar had been brief, the parting
apparently acrimonious.

Rayena wed the Moidart four months
later in a great ceremony in Eldacre
Cathedral.

Within the year there were rumors that
the marriage was foundering.



Lanovar began acting strangely,
disappearing for days at a time. Jaim,
concerned for his leader and his friend,
had secretly followed him one morning.
Lanovar traveled to the high hills, to a
small, abandoned hunting lodge. After an
hour a lone horsewoman rode up. Jaim
was astonished to see it was Rayena.

Beside him now Lanovar groaned, the
sound jerking Jaim back to the painful
present. Lanovar’s face was bathed in
sweat now, and his breathing was

shallow and labored. “I  was
never ... frightened ... of dying,
Grymauch,” he said.

“I know that.”

“l am now. My son is about to
be ... born, and I’ve ... given him no



soul-name.”
In the distance a wolf howled.
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THE THIN CANE slashed through the air.

The fourteen-year-old youth winced but
uttered no cry. Blood seeped from a split
in the skin of his right palm. The tall,
bony schoolmaster loomed over the
black-haired boy. He was about to speak
but saw the blood on the tip of his
bamboo cane. Alterith Shaddler gazed at
1t with distaste, then laid the bamboo on
the shoulder of the lad’s gray shirt.
Drawing the cane back and forth, he
cleaned it, leaving thin crimson streaks



on the threadbare garment.

“There are those,” said Alterith
Shaddler, his voice as cold as the air in
the stone schoolroom, “who doubt the
wisdom of trying to teach the rudiments
of civilized behavior to highland brats.
Since knowing you, boy, I am more
inclined to count myself among their
number.”

Alterith placed the cane upon the
desktop, straightened his threadbare
white horsehair wig, and clasped his
hands behind his back. The youth
remained where he was, his hands now
at his sides. It was a shame that he had
been forced to draw blood, but these
clan youngsters were not like Varlish
boys. They were savages who did not



feel pain in the same way. Not once did
any of them make a sound while being
thrashed. Alterith was of the opinion that
the ability to feel pain was linked to
intelligence. “No sense, no feeling,” as
his old tutor, Mr. Brandryth, was apt to
say regarding clan folk.

The schoolmaster looked into the
youth’s dark eyes. “You understand why
I punished you?”

“No, I do not.”

Alterith’s hand lashed out, slapping
the boy hard upon the cheek. The sound
hung in the air. “You will call me ‘sir’
when you respond to me. Do you
understand that?”

“I do ... sir,” answered the youth, his
voice steady but his eyes blazing with



anger.

Alterith was tempted to slap him
again for the look alone—and would
have if the distant ringing of the dusk
bell had not sounded from the Saint
Persis Albitane School. Alterith glanced
to his right, gazing through the open
window and across the old parade
square to the main school building.
Already Varlish  youngsters were
emerging from the great doors, carrying
their books. One of the masters came in
sight, his midnight-blue academic cape
shimmering in the afternoon sunshine.
Alterith looked with longing at the old
building. Within 1t were libraries filled
with historical tomes, fine works of
philosophy, and diaries of famous



Varlish soldiers and statesmen. There
were three halls and even a small theater
set aside for great plays. The teacher
sighed and returned his gaze to the cold
stone walls of his own classroom. It was
a former stable, the stalls having been
ripped out and replaced with twenty
ancient desks and chairs. Twenty chairs
and fifty students, the unlucky ones
sitting in ranks around the walls. There
were no books there, the children using
slate boards and chalk for their work.
The walls were bare except for a single
map of the Moidart’s domain and beside
it the daily prayer for the Moidart’s
continued health.

What a waste of my talents, he

thought.



“We will recite the prayer,” he said,
offering the customary short bow. The
fifty pupils in the class rose and, as they
had been taught, returned the bow. Then
the chant began.

“May the Source bless the Moidart
and keep him in good health. May his
lands be fertile, his people fed, his
honor magnified, his laws be known, his
word be obeyed, for the good of the
faithful.”

“Good day to you all,” said Alterith.

“Good dayj, sir,” they chanted.

Alterith looked down into the eyes of
the black-haired youth. “Begone, Master
Ring. And bring a better attitude with
you tomorrow.”

The lad said nothing. He took one



backward step, then spun on his heel and
walked away.

One day, thought Alterith Shaddler,
Kaelin Ring will hang. He has no
respect for his betters.

The master sighed again, then moved
swiftly across the room, lifting his
greatcoat from its hook on the wall and
swinging it across his thin shoulders.
Despite the promise of spring, the
highland air was still icy cold.
Wrapping a long woolen scarf around
his neck, Alterith left the old stable and
walked across the parade ground into the
school proper, striding down the now-
silent corridor leading to the outer
grounds. Several of the other teachers
were sitting in the academic chamber as



he passed. A fire was blazing in the
hearth, and Alterith could smell the
spices used in the mulled wine. It would
have been pleasant to sit in one of those
deep armchairs, his feet extended
toward the fire. But then, unlike the
members of staff at Persis Albitane,
teaching was Alterith’s only source of
income, and he could not afford the
chamber membership fee. Pushing
thoughts of mulled wine and warm fires
from his mind, he strode out into the cold
air. The sun was shining brightly in a
clear, bright sky. Immediately his eyes
began to water. Alterith squinted toward
the road and the lake beyond.

He could see the pony and open
carriage already making their way



slowly along the water’s edge. Alterith’s
heart sank at the prospect of the four-
mile journey to the Moidart’s estate. He
would be frozen and blue by the time
they arrived, his teeth chattering, his
mind unable to function properly.
Alterith hoped the Moidart himself
would not be present for his arrival. The
last time they had met, Alterith, limbs
trembling with the cold, had tried to bow
only to see his horsehair wig slide off
and land on the marbled floor at the
Moidart’s feet. Alterith blushed at the
memory.

The sound of the pony’s hooves could
be heard now, and Alterith walked down
to meet the carriage, anxious for the
journey to begin as soon as possible.



The driver nodded to him but said
nothing. He was, as usual, wearing a
thick overcoat and had a plaid blanket
wrapped around his shoulders. Alterith
climbed into the open-topped carriage
and settled back, pushing his thin hands
into the sleeves of his overcoat and
trying not to think about the cold.

Kaelin Ring had no coat. He had lent it
to his sick friend, Banny, though at this
moment he was regretting the kindness.
Banny had not come to school that day,
which meant the coat was hanging on a
hook in his hut and not keeping the
wind’s icy fingers from tugging at
Kaelin’s thin shirt.

Kaelin ran from the school yard out



onto the cattle trail leading up into the
hills. At least the cold made the pain in
his hands less worrisome, he thought.
Anger touched him then, warming him as
he ran. He pictured old White Wig, tall
and skinny, his thin lips constantly
twisted in a contemptuous smirk, his
pale eyes seeping tears whenever
sunlight shone upon them. His clothes
smelled of mothballs. That bony Varlish
bastard will pay for every stroke he has
ever laid upon me, Kaelin decided as he
ran. He tried to think of punishments
befitting such an ogre.

When I am a man next year, I’ll nail
him by his hands to the schoolhouse
gates, then I’'ll take a whip to his hide.
Five strokes for every one he’s laid



upon me.

Suddenly Kaelin’s good humor came
flooding back. He would need to be a
great deal better at his arithmetic to tally
such a sum. Perhaps he should ask old
White Wig for extra lessons. The thought
was so ridiculous that Kaelin slowed to
a stop and burst out laughing. How
would the conversation go? “I'm
planning my vengeance on you. So
would you kindly explain the
multiplication so that I may lash your
back to the exact number required?”

His laughter pealed out once more,
then faded as he heard hoofbeats.
Moving to the side of the trail, he
waited. Five riders emerged from the
trees. All of them were soldiers of the



Moidart, or Beetlebacks, as the
highlanders called them, referring to the
black breastplates of baked leather they
wore. The lead rider was a portly
officer named Galliott. He was known
widely as Galliott the Borderer, since
his main role was to track and capture
criminals and outlaws before they could
cross the borders and leave the
Moidart’s jurisdiction. Just behind him
was the thin, sallow-faced Sergeant
Bindoe and three other soldiers Kaelin
did not know.

Galliott drew rein and smiled at
Kaelin: “Cold to be going without a
coat, Master Ring.” His voice, as ever,
was friendly and warm, and Kaelin
found it difficult to hold a dislike for the



man. But it was not impossible if he
worked at it.

“Aye, it is, sir.”

“Perhaps your uncle Jaim will buy
you one.”

“I’1l ask him next time he visits, sir.”

“You’ve not seen him, then?”

“Has he broken the law, Mr.
Galliott?”

The officer chuckled. “Always, boy.
He was born to break the law. Two
nights ago he was in a fight at Cock
Crow tavern. Broke a man’s arm and
stabbed another in the face. Man was
lucky not to lose an eye. If you see your
uncle, tell him the owner of the tavern
applied to the magistrate for damages to
three tables, several chairs, and a



window frame. Damages have been set
at one chailling and nine daens, plus a
two-chailling and six-daen fine. If it is
paid by the end of the month, there will
be no charges against Jaim. If not [ am to
arrest him and take him to the assizes for
judgment by the Moidart.”

“If T see him, I'll tell him, Mr.
Galliott.” Kaelin shivered.

“And get yourself a coat,” said the
officer. Heeling his mount, he rode
away.

Kaelin watched as the riders cantered
toward the town. Sergeant Bindoe
glanced back, and Kaelin could feel the
malice in the man. Beetlebacks were
hated and feared in the highlands. Most
—though not all—were Varlish and over



the years had been responsible for many
outrages. Only a month previously a
woman living in an isolated cabin had
walked into town and reported to the
magistrate that she had been raped by
three Beetlebacks. One of them had been
Bindoe. Her story had not been
believed, and she had been birched and
jailed for two weeks for fabrication
while under oath. After all, i1t was said,
what self-respecting Varlish soldier
would touch a lice-infested highland
slut?

Kaelin waited until the Beetlebacks
were out of sight and then ran on. The
wind was less fierce within the woods,
and he was soon sweating as he ran. The
trail wound up, ever higher. He stopped



at a break in the trees and gazed down
over the hills below. Hundreds of small
dwellings dotted the countryside, and
many more, he knew, were hidden from
his gaze, their sod roofs blending them
into the land. Cattle and sheep and goats
were grazing on the new spring grass,
and some way to the west Kaelin saw
more Beetlebacks riding along the
Eldacre Road where it met the shores of
the lake.

Cutting away from the main trail, he
darted up a side slope, hurdling a fallen
tree and sprinting along the final stretch
to the crack in the cliff face. It had
rained in the night, and glancing down,
Kaelin saw that he was leaving
footprints in the earth. He continued to



run along the line of the cliffs until he
reached higher ground, then climbed to
the rock face. The face was sheer for
some fifty feet, but Jaim Grymauch had
taught him to overcome his fear of
heights and glory in the joy of the climb.
Wedge holds, hand hams, pressure holds
—all were second nature to Kaelin Ring
now, and he smoothly climbed the wall
of rock, traversing back until he was
once more alongside the crack in the
face. Swinging himself inside, he edged
along the narrow gap and then climbed
again, emerging into a deep cave. A fire
was burning in a roughly made hearth,
and a man was sitting beside it, gently
burnishing the blade of an enormous
broadsword. Kaelin leapt to the floor of



the cave and ran to the fire. The man
glanced up. He had but one eye, the other
covered by a strip of black cloth wound
around his bald head, and his face was
scarred and pitted. There was a large
purple bruise on his cheek, and a cut on
his lip was almost healed. Splashes of
dried blood had stained the black cloak
and kilt he wore.

“I hope you learned a goodly amount
today,” said Jaim Grymauch.

Kaelin settled down opposite the big
man. “I learned that Connavar was a
Varlish prince and not a clansman at
all,” he said.

“Aye, I’ve heard that. Did they also
tell you that he shit pearls and pissed
fine wine?”  Putting aside the



broadsword, Jaim reached out and took
Kaelin’s hand, turning the palm toward
the firelight. “I see that you’ve been
insolent again. What was it this time?”

“I told old White Wig that Connavar
was Rigante and that the man who wrote
about him being Varlish was a stinking
liar.”

“Im a great believer in diplomacy,
Kaelin, and it pleases me to see you
mastering it at such a tender age.”

“Oh, and I saw Mr. Galliott. He says
you've to pay one chailling and nine
daens for damages and you’ve been
fined another two chaillings and six
daens. He says it must be paid by the end
of the month or you’ll be taken before
the Moidart.”



“So how much do I owe in all?”

“A lot,” answered Kaelin.

“m not good with numbers, boy.
Calculate it for me.”

Kaelin closed his eyes. Best to
calculate the daens first, he thought. Nine
plus six made ... he counted it on his
fingers. Fifteen. Suddenly he thought of
Banny again, wondering if his cough had
improved. Jerking himself back to the
problem, he calculated that fifteen daens
made one chailling and three daens. To
which he had to add the fine: two
chaillings. Making three chaillings and
three daens. He told Jaim the figure.

“You’ve lost a chailling,” said Jaim.

“I have not!”

“Forget the daens for a moment. How



many chaillings was the fine?”

“Two.”

“And how many for the damages?”’

“One.”

“Well that makes three already. Now
you have fifteen daens. That makes one
chailling and three daens. So I owe them
four chaillings and three daens.”

Kaelin scowled. “You told me you
were bad at figures.”

“Iam bad at figures. ’'m just not as
bad as you.” The warrior sighed. “I’'m
getting old, Kaelin. Was a time when the
damages and fine always came to more
than five chaillings. But now I’'m weary
before I’ve bent the second chair over
some poor fool’s head.”

“You’re not old,” said Kaelin, moving



to sit beside the grizzled warrior and
enjoying the warmth of the fire. “You’ll
never be old.”

“That’s probably true.” He glanced at
Kaelin. “You staying long, boy?”

“Only an hour or so. Aunt Maev has
chores for me. Why don’t you come back
and have supper with us.”

Jaim shook his head. “I’'m feeling
solitary.”

“You want me to go?”

Jaim grinned, then winced as the scab
on his lip parted. He dabbed at it with a
finger. “No, I don’t want you to go.
Sitting like this reminds me of times I sat
with your father. You look just like him
save for the eyes. His were strange, one
green and one gold. You have your



mother’s eyes. She was a good woman,
Gian. Deserved better.”

Kaelin looked away and added some
sticks to the fire. His mother had been
killed two nights after he was born.
Beetlebacks had raided the settlement.
Few had escaped. Aunt Maev had been
one of them, carrying the infant Kaelin in
her arms.

“What was the fight in the tavern
about?” asked Kaelin, changing the
subject.

“I don’t remember.”

“You stabbed a man in the face,
Grymauch. You ought to remember.”

“Aye, that’s true, I guess.” The big
man stretched himself out beside the fire.
“It was probably over a woman. Most



fights are.”

“Have you ever lost a fight?”

Jaim was silent for a moment. “I think
that in a way I have lost every fight ’ve
ever had.” He sat up. “I'm like the
Rigante, Kaelin. I have fought men in the
highlands, in the south, and across the
great ocean. No man has ever bested me
in battle, and yet I sit in a hidden cave
nursing my bruises. I own no cattle. |
have no land.”

“You should wed Aunt Maev.”

Jaim’s laughter pealed out. “She’s too
good a woman for the likes of me, lad.
As she’d tell you herself.”

“You like her, though?”

“Of course I like her. She’s a woman
to walk the mountains with.”



“She’s mean with her money, though,”
said Kaelin.

“Aye, she’s careful. She needs to be.
The Varlish don’t like to see any
highlander gathering wealth. It makes
them uncomfortable.”

“Why? She pays her tax to the
Moidart and the king.”

“They mock us and tell us we are
stupid, but secretly they fear us, Kaelin.
Wealth is power. The Varlish have no
desire to see powerful highlanders.
Now, enough talk. You tell Maev I’'ll be
needing you at the week’s end. The pass
is open, and I’ve a hankering to see the
ocean.”

Kaelin laughed. “Will it just be the
two of us?”



“Of course. Together we’re an army,
boy.”

“And whose cattle will it be? Old
Kocha?”

“I’ve not made up my mind. I like to
spread my favors.” Jaim chuckled.
“They say the Moidart has brought in a
new bull from the isles. Ten pounds, he
paid for it.”

“How much is that in chaillings?”
asked Kaelin.

“Two hundred chaillings.”

“For a bull?” Kaelin was amazed that
such a sum could have been paid. “Are
you joking with me, Grymauch?”

“I never joke about the price of cattle.
I’m wondering how much Pinance would
pay for it.”



“How much do you think?” asked
Kaelin.

“At least enough for my fine,” Jaim
Grymauch answered with a wide grin.

The ride had not proved quite as
uncomfortable as Alterith Shaddler had
feared. The wind had died down, the
temperature hovering a few degrees
above freezing. There was still snow on
the high ground and the wheels of the
carriage crunched over icy puddles, but
Alterith believed he could finally feel
spring in the air.

The carriage slowed as it neared the
top of a rise. The driver cracked his
whip above the pony’s ears. The little
beast lunged forward. Alterith felt a



moment of motion sickness and took a
deep breath. Then the carriage topped
the rise, and the schoolteacher found
himself gazing down over the
magnificence of the Eldacre valley. The
first sight to catch the eye was the mighty
castle rearing like a giant tombstone on a
hill above the town.

The ancestral home of the Moidart,
Eldacre Castle was a monument to the
power and ingenuity of the Varlish race.
Alterith’s heart swelled each time he
saw it. It had walls forty feet high,
boasting twenty jutting turrets and four
massive gates of seasoned oak
reinforced with iron. Fifteen thousand
workers had labored for seven years to
build it. The finest stonemasons and



carpenters had been brought in from the
south at vast expense. Many of them had
stayed on in the valley after the castle
was built, including Alterith’s own
ancestors, one of whom had been
responsible for fashioning the curved
rafters of the chapel within the great
keep.

For three hundred years Eldacre
Castle had been an impregnable fortress
in times of war and a mighty symbol of
Varlish superiority in times of peace.
Just the sight of her massive walls and
turrets, fashioned with murder holes and
oil vents, was enough to quell any
thoughts of rebellion within renegade
highland hearts.

The carriage picked up speed as it



moved down the hill. Alterith’s motion
sickness returned. “Slow down, for
pity’s sake!” he yelled.

“Mustn’t be late, sir,” answered the
driver.

Alterith sat miserably, praying that he
would not be sick. It was bad enough
that his wig had fallen off at the
Moidart’s feet. The prospect of arriving
before the Moidart in a vomit-stained
coat was more than he could bear. The
Moidart would in all probability dismiss
him, and Alterith could 1ll afford to lose
the extra two chaillings a month.
Steeling himself, he clung to the strap on
the inside of the carriage door and tried
to focus his mind on something other
than his heaving stomach. He chose



history.

Eldacre. Originally Old Oaks, the
center of government in the ancient
kingdom of the Rigante, once ruled by
Connavar, Bane, Laguish, Borander, and
Sepdannet the Leaper. Now a town of
some twenty-five thousand souls with
three mines, two of coal and one of gold,
and five blast furnaces feeding a thriving
industry making muskets for the king’s
armies, iron rims for wagon wheels,
ornate buckles and accoutrements for
officers and gentlemen, and swords for
the military and for export. It was a
prosperous community, a healthy mix of
the industrial and the agricultural, with
seventeen churches, a massive cathedral,
and the Academy for the Instruction of



the Righteous. Alterith himself was a
graduate of the academy, having majored
in the terms of the Sacrifice and the
evangelical journeys of the Saint Persis
Albitane.

At last the carriage began to slow,
cutting away from the main highway and
onto a narrow stone road leading
between a line of fir trees. Leaning to his
left and looking past the hunched figure
of the driver, Alterith could see the
wrought-iron gates that barred the way
to the Moidart’s huge country manor. It
was here that the Lord of the Highlands
spent the winter. Two musketeers stood
sentry, the sunlight gleaming on the gold
braid and bright brass buttons of their
yellow jerkins. The first of them called



out for the carriage to stop and, laying
aside his long-barreled musket, stepped
forward to inspect the vehicle. He
looked closely at Alterith.

“Are you carrying any weapons, sir?”
he asked.

“Il amnot.”

“Be so kind as to step down.”

Alterith pushed open the small door
and climbed from the carriage. His black
frock coat was tight-fitting but, he
supposed, could still have hidden a
small knife. The soldier expertly ran his
hands over Alterith’s garments.

“My apologies to you, sir, for the
impertinence,” said the sentry.

Alterith resumed his seat, and the
second sentry opened the gates.



The sound of blades clashing was music
to the ears of Mulgrave. Such was the
skill of the fencing master that he did not
even have to see a duel to judge the skill
of the fighters. He had only to hear the
sweet sword song of kissing steel.
Mulgrave loved to fence and could have
made his fortune as a duelist in any one
of fifty major cities across the empire.
The problem—though Mulgrave did not
see 1t as such—was that he did not like
to kill. There were those who thought
him squeamish and others who
whispered that the swordsman was a
coward. None, however, were sure
enough of either view to dare speak them
to his face.

Mulgrave not only was a master



swordsman, he /ooked like a master
swordsman, tall, lean, and with reflexes
that could make a man believe in magic.
His eyes were a pale metallic blue,
close-set and piercing, his features
sharp, his mouth unsmiling. His hair,
closely cropped to his skull, was the
silver of polished iron despite the fact
that he was not yet thirty years of age.

Selecting a slender rapier, the point
capped by a small wooden ball, he
bowed to the golden-haired young noble
standing before him. His opponent
pulled his face mask into place and took
up his position.

“Are you ready?” asked the fifteen-
year-old Gaise Macon.

“Always,” answered  Mulgrave,



donning his own mask of fine mesh.

The young man darted forward, his
rapier lancing toward the chest guard of
the older man. Mulgrave sidestepped,
avoiding the thrust. Gaise stumbled.
Mulgrave’s rapier struck the young
man’s leg in a stinging blow. “A nice
idea but poorly executed, my lord,” said
Mulgrave. Gaise did not reply. Nor did
he react to the blow except to assume
once more the fighting stance. This
pleased the master. Their blades touched
and slid away, and the practice
continued. The lad had fine balance and
great speed of hand. Already he was
more than a match for most men with
rapier or épée. His saber work was not
of a great standard, but then, he was of



slight build. Maturity would add muscle
to his frame and strength to his arm,
Mulgrave knew.

Toward the end of the session
Mulgrave allowed the young noble to
score a partial hit. He did not want the
lad to become discouraged.

“Enough!” said the master, offering a
bow to his opponent. Gaise returned it,
then swept the mask from his face,
tossing it to the grass. His golden hair
was sweat-streaked, his face red from
his exertions—except for the star-shaped
scar upon his cheekbone, which

remained bone-white. Mulgrave
removed his face guard and placed it on
the ground.

“By the Sacrifice, you are not even



warm, sir,” Gaise said with a sudden
smile.

Mulgrave gave the young noble a
warning look, and the smile faded. Gaise
unbuckled his quilted chest guard and
glanced up at the house. A silver-haired
figure dressed all in black was standing
at the balcony rail, looking down on
them. Then he was gone.

The fencing master saw the look of
sadness that came to the young man’s
face. There was nothing Mulgrave could
say or do. “You are moving well, my
lord,” he told the young man. “You
almost had me in trouble twice.”

“I think that he hates me,” said Gaise.

Mulgrave took a deep, slow breath.
“Your history teacher is due soon, sir.



You should get out of those sweat-
drenched clothes and towel yourself
down. This is the weather for chills to
take hold.”

“Aye, ’tis a chilly house,” Gaise
Macon said sadly.

Mulgrave wanted to throw his arm
around the young man’s shoulder and say
something to cheer him, but he guessed
that the Moidart would be watching them
from behind a curtain at one of the upper
windows. It saddened Mulgrave to think
that Gaise had every reason to believe
his father disliked him. They rarely
spoke unless it was for the Moidart to
criticize some aspect of the youth’s
behavior, and often Gaise carried
bruises on his face or arms that



Mulgrave guessed came from beatings.

Mulgrave had been bodyguard to the
Moidart as well as martial instructor to
Gaise Macon for three years now and in
that time had seen much of the Moidart’s
cruelty.

“This afternoon we will try out the
new pistols,” said Mulgrave. “They are
beautifully balanced.”

“I will look forward to it,” answered
Gaise.

How can the Moidart dislike the lad
so? wondered Mulgrave. He is
considerate and kind, deferential in all
his dealings with his father, and has
shown great dedication in learning the
martial skills of riding, fencing, and
shooting,



Mulgrave looked into the youth’s odd-
colored eyes, one green and one tawny
gold. “You did well, sir,” he said. “I’'m
proud of you.”

“That means a great deal to me,”
answered Gaise. “I shall go and change
my clothes. Would you make my
apologies to Mr. Shaddler and tell him I
will be with him presently?”

“Of course, sir.”

Mulgrave watched the youth run
lightly up the steps to the side doors. Just
then the tall, spidery figure of Alterith
Shaddler came into view. Mulgrave
removed his chest guard and offered the
teacher a short bow. “Good day to you,
sir teacher,” said the swordsman.

“And to you, Master Mulgrave. I trust



that you are well.”

“I am, sir. Lord Gaise has asked me to
convey his apologies for lateness. Our
practice was delayed, and he is changing
his clothing.”

“The martial skills are always
considered ahead of the cerebral,”
Alterith said without bitterness.

“Sadly, sir, I must agree with you. A
true student of history would learn of the
endless stupidity war brings out in men.”

“And the nobility, Master Mulgrave,”
admonished the teacher. “That, too.”

“Indeed. Nobility 1s found in great
quantities among warriors. It is notably
lacking, I find, in those who send them to
war.”

Alterith Shaddler blinked and licked



his lips. “I must have misunderstood
you, sir, for your words could be seen as
a criticism of the king.”

Mulgrave smiled. “We were talking
of matters historical, sir. Not political.
For example, one could read the essays
on war of the emperor Jasaray. There is
little nobility there—merely a vaunting
ambition to conquer as much of the
known world as possible.”

“But there was great nobility in Conn
of the Vars, who defeated him,”
observed Alterith.

Mulgrave chuckled. “Conn of the
Vars? He was one of us, then?
Fascinating. I’d always been led to
believe he was a clansman.”

“A common misconception among



nonscholars, sir. The power of the
Source brought him to this realm as a
child in order that he could one day
defeat Jasaray.”

“Ah, yes, the Source,” Mulgrave said
with a grin. “I understand he is also of
the Varlish.”

“I believe that you are making sport of
me, sir,” Alterith said sternly.

“My  apologies, sir teacher,”
Mulgrave replied, with a bow, “for
indeed I am. When I was a child, my
mother taught me of the Sacrifice. As |
understand it, the early saints were
people who preached peace and love.
How strange it is that in their names we
have conquered many lands, burned
cities, slaughtered thousands. I’ll wager



the legendary Veiled Lady would turn
her face from us in shame. We are no
better than the savages she sought to
convert.”

All color drained from Alterith’s
face. “By the Sacrifice, man! You could
burn for such remarks! The Varlish are
the chosen race of the Source.”

Mulgrave’s pale eyes held to the
schoolmaster’s gaze. “Aye, 1 guess I
could burn for the truth. Other men
have.”

Alterith sighed. “I shall not repeat this
conversation, Master Mulgrave, but |
would appreciate it if you did not repeat
such heresy within my hearing.”

“Agreed, we will not talk of matters
religious. In the same spirit please do



not insult my intelligence with nonsense
about Conn of the Vars. It i1s enough that
we destroy the culture of the Keltoi
without polluting their proud history.”
“Connovar’s origins are a known
fact,” insisted Alterith. “The historian
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“I’11 tell you a known fact, sir teacher.
Four years ago a small church some
thirty miles from here, in the province of
the Pinance, was undergoing renovation.
They removed a cracked flagstone close
to the altar. Beneath it was an old chest,
and within it a number of old scrolls,
yellow and crusty with age. Upon one
scroll was written the table of Keltoi
kings and their lineage. An elderly monk
spent months deciphering the Keltoi



script. Many of the stories contained in
the scrolls were unknown to us, dealing
with myths of the Seidh. The old monk
became very excited. We always knew
that Connovar carried the soul-name
Sword in the Storm. We did not know
why. One of the scrolls explained it. His
name was actually Conn-a-Var, or in
pure translation, Conn son of Var. His
father’s name was Var-a-Conn, Var son
of Conn. He was not of the Var race at
all. The scrolls also gave insights into
known historical events, the battles, the
philosophy of the Keltoi kings.”

“l would have heard of such a find,”
argued Alterith. “It would have been
priceless and much talked of.”

“It would have been had word leaked



out,” said Mulgrave. “I knew of it only
because I was studying some of the
works held in the church library, and 1
got to speak with the monk. He sent a
letter to the Pinance, telling him of the
find. Soon after that a squad of soldiers
arrived and forcibly removed the
scrolls. They also took all the copies the
old monk had made. He wrote to the
Pinance, pleading to be allowed to
continue his work. There was no reply.
He wrote to his bishop, requesting that
the king be petitioned, detailing in the
letter all that he remembered from the
scrolls.

“On my last day at the church a
carriage came for him. I saw him climb
into it. He was happy, for he believed he



was going to be taken to the castle of the
Pinance, there to continue his work. His
body was found two days later in a
stream some three miles from the
church.”

“You are saying the Pinance had him
killed?”

“I am saying nothing of the kind. The
Pinance disavowed all knowledge of the
carriage or the men riding with it.”

“Then what are you saying?”’

“I am saying that history is always
written by the victors. It is not about
truth but about justification. The Keltoi
were a proud warrior race. It does not
suit us that they should remain so. So we
denigrate their culture, and what we
cannot denigrate we suppress. I do not



know if the scrolls were true. How
could I? The old monk could have been
wrong in his translations. But I do know
they have never surfaced again for other
discussion. That tells me much.”

Alterith sighed. “Why do you persist
in telling me things that could put your
life at risk, Master Mulgrave?”

“Because I am a good judge of men,
Master Shaddler. Your head may be
filled with nonsense, but deep down you
have a good heart.”

The teacher blushed. “I thank you for
the ... the half compliment, sir, but from
now on, let us hold to conversational
topics that do not bring visions of the
noose or the flame.”



Kaelin had never seen a more
magnificent bull. As tall as a horse,
black as a raven’s wing, the enormous
beast stood in the moonlit paddock like
an enormous statue cast from coal.
Hidden behind a screen of gorse on the
hillside above, Kaelin sat quietly beside
Jaim Grymauch.

“I have never seen horns so wide,”
said Kaelin. “They must be seven feet
from tip to tip. Is it a freak?”

“No,” whispered Jaim. “It is an isles
bull. One and a half tons of short-
tempered unpredictability. One flick of
that head and the horn would pass right
through a man.”

“Then how are we going to steal 1t?”

Jaim Grymauch grinned suddenly.



“We’ll use the old magic, lad. I'll
summon a Seidh spirit.”

“You shouldn’t joke about such
things,” the youth said sternly.

“There’s nothing in this world that I
cannot joke about,” the man told him, his
smile fading. “Sometimes, deep in the
night, I believe I can hear the gods laugh
at us. If they did create us, Kaelin, they
created us for a joke. Nothing else. And
a bad joke, to boot! I’ll mock the Seidh
and I’ll mock the Sacrifice. I’'ll mock
any damn thing I please!”

Kaelin Ring loved and trusted the
scarred warrior, but he knew when to
fall silent. Jaim was just like one of the
bulls he lived to steal: brooding, short-
tempered, and wholly unpredictable.



Dawn was still a little way off, and
Kaelin hunkered down into his
borrowed coat. It was thick and warm
and smelled of woodsmoke, coal dust,
and sweat. He closed his eyes and dozed
for a while. Pain woke him, and he cried
out.

“Quiet, boy! What’s wrong?” hissed
Jaim.

“IPve a cramp in my calf,” muttered
Kaelin, reaching down and trying to ease
the pain. Jaim knelt beside him, his huge
fingers closing firmly over the knotted
muscles. It was excruciating. Jaim dug
deep into the tortured tissue. Kaelin tried
to make no sound. Gritting his teeth, he
held his breath for as long as he could.
Just as it seemed he could take the agony



no longer, the muscles eased, the pain
sliding away.

Jaim patted the youth’s thigh. “Good
lad,” he said. Reaching up, Jaim pulled
clear the black cloth headband that
protected his ruined eye. The empty
socket had been stitched some years
before and was now sealed tight. Jaim
rubbed at the scars. “It baffles me,” he
said, “how an eye that is long gone can
still itch.” Settling the cloth back into
place, he glanced back down the
hillside. There was still no sign of
herdsmen even though the sun had been
up for some minutes. “They breed ’em
lazy in these parts,” he said with a grin.

Kaelin did not reply. He was gently
massaging his calf. They had crossed the



mountains the previous day, and though
Kaelin was strong and as fleet as any
youngster of his age, he had struggled to
keep up with Jaim Grymauch, especially
when they had reached the pass. Jaim
had said it was now open, yet still they
had had to dig their way through one
snow-blocked section and make a
precarious climb across a high icy
ledge. Kaelin had been relieved to see
the glittering water of Moon Lake, the
paddocks and outbuildings of the
Moidart’s western estate nestling by its
banks.

He and Jaim had slept in a derelict
shack close to a long-deserted coal
quarry. Jaim lit a small fire, while
Kaelin roamed the area in the twilight,



gathering fragments of coal that still
dotted the hillside. Kaelin loved to
watch coal burn. It was a mystery to him
how the black rock could catch fire and
how the flames could suddenly hiss and
turn blue.

They slept on the floor of the shack,
and Kaelin was awakened by Jaim three
hours before the dawn. “Time to find the
watching spot,” said Jaim. Sleepily the
youth followed the big man out into the
darkness and down into the lower gorse-
covered hills. Using a broad-bladed
knife, Jaim cut several thick branches of
gorse, handing them to Kaelin for
carrying. The youngster handled them
with care, for the needle-sharp thorns
could lance through skin as easy as



winking. Jaim cut more gorse, then
moved farther down the hillside, seeking
a hiding place. Deciding on an old gorse
bush skirted with heather, Jaim cut an
entrance into the eastern side of the bush;
then, from within it, he and Kaelin built
up a layered outer wall of the branches
they had cut. When the hiding place was
completed, Jaim squirmed across to the
western-facing branches and gently
parted them with his hands. Satisfied that
he had a good view of the outbuildings
and paddocks, he squatted down, delved
deep into his leather undershirt, and
produced two hard-baked oatcakes. He
passed one to Kaelin.

“Are you bored, young Ravenheart?”
he asked.



Kaelin shook his head. The truth was
that he loved to roam the mountains with
Jaim Grymauch. It made him forget for a
while that as a highlander he had no real
future in a world ruled by the Varlish.
He could not even publicly claim to be a
Rigante. The clan had been outlawed
twenty years before. The wearing of the
pale blue and green Rigante plaid was
an act punishable by death. All Rigante
males in the area had been forced to
change clans, most becoming Pannone.
Those who refused and took to the hills
were ruthlessly hunted down and
murdered by the Beetlebacks. A few
hundred had fled into the bleak northern
mountains, where they survived by
raiding and stealing. They were known



now as Black Rigante, and every few
years strong forces of Beetlebacks and
musketeers would enter the mountains
seeking them out. Ten years earlier a
small settlement of Black Rigante
clansmen had been surrounded and
slaughtered, though almost eighty
Beetlebacks had been killed in the raid
and two hundred had been injured. They
lived now in an uneasy truce with the
Beetlebacks.

No, Kaelin Ring was never bored
while with Jaim. “Do you have a poem
for the bull yet?” he asked.

“I thought I had,” replied Jaim, “but
now that I’ve seen him, I realize it is
inadequate. I shall work on another.”

Kaelin grinned. There were some who



thought Grymauch’s bull-stealing verses
were merely indications of the man’s
vanity. The one-eyed warrior was as
well known for his rhymes as for his
raiding. Many of his songs were sung at
festival feasts, and Kaelin knew at least
twenty bull songs by heart. He also knew
that vanity had little to do with
Grymauch’s  poems. Aunt Maev
reckoned it was merely Grymauch’s
deep, hypnotic voice and confident
movement that mesmerized the animals,
but Kaelin believed the verses were the
links in a magical chain between
Grymauch and the bull. He had twice
seen the big man walk into starlit fields,
take the chosen bull by the nose ring, and
gently lead him away from all he knew.



“Tell me the soul-name story again,
Grymauch,” he urged.

“By the Sacrifice, boy, do you never
tire of 1t?”

“No. It brings me closer to my father
somehow.”

Jaim reached out and ruffled Kaelin’s
black hair. “Where would you like me to
start it? The fight with the Moidart, the
flight to the mountain, the coming of the
stag?”

“The stag. Tell it from the stag.”

The sky was lightening as Jaim began
his tale. “We were sitting on a ledge of
glistening gray rock. Your father was
mortally wounded and knew it. He had
few regrets, he said, for he was a man
who—in terms of the clan he led—



always did what he thought was right.
He had lived true. Yet he was filled with
sorrow that he would not see you grow
and that he had found no soul-name for
you.” Kaelin closed his eyes, picturing
the scene. “We sat quietly, him and me,
and then we heard the howling of the
wolves. They were hunting. Canny
creatures, wolves. They know they
cannot outrun a stag. It has far more
stamina than any wolf. So they hunt as a
team. Four or five of them will harry the
stag, chasing it for a mile or two. The
forest lord is not concerned at first. He
knows the wolves cannot outlast him.
What he does not know is that the
wolves have formed a circle of death
and that others of the pack are waiting



farther down the trail. As the first
wolves begin to tire, the second group
takes up the chase, driving the stag
toward a third in a great circle. The
killing run goes on and on, the wolves
tightening the circle, until at last the
exhausted forest lord turns at bay. By
now all the wolves have come together
for the kill. This, Kaelin, 1s what your
father and I saw. A proud and massive
stag, a right royal beast if ever there was
one, was upon the hill opposite to where
we sat. He had a wonderful spread of
horn, and he stood weary yet defiant as a
dozen wolves closed in on him. Ah, but
it was a sight to see. The bravest of the
wolves darted forward and was tossed
high into the air, his body dashed against



a tree, his back broken. Then the other
wolves charged. There was no way for
the stag to win. No way. It was
finished.”

“And then came Raven,” prompted
Kaelin, excitement in his voice.

“Hush, boy! ’Tis I who am telling this
tale.”

“I am sorry, Grymauch. Go on,
please.”

“No more interruptions, if you please.
As I said, the stag could not win. Yet he
fought magnificently, giving no ground.
As the wolves closed in, something dark
came rushing from the undergrowth. At
first I could not see what 1t was, but it
charged into the wolves, scattering them.
Your father had better eyesight than mine



—and I had both my eyes then! He said:
‘By heaven, it 1s Raven.” We had both
thought the hound slain in the fight with
the treacherous Moidart, but there he
was, ripping into the startled wolves.
There was blood on his muzzle and two
more wolves dead when the others
panicked and ran.” Grymauch paused,
lost in the memory. Kaelin did not
prompt him. The warrior sighed. “And
—for the merest heartbeat—I saw Raven
and the stag standing together, looking at
one another. Both were bloodied. The
forest lord dipped its head toward
Raven as if in thanks, though I doubt it
was. Then it bounded away into the
trees, and the hound continued across the
hills toward us. He had followed the



scent, you see, and wanted to be reunited
with Lanovar. I saw him stumble twice,
but he carried on, more slowly than
before. Aye, he was a brave hound, right
enough. I swung around to see that your
father was in his last moments. My heart
was pierced as I watched him then. It
has never mended. I held him close. We
said nothing. Then the hound reached us,
and I saw that it, too, would not survive
the night. Musket balls had pierced him
deep, and he was bleeding badly. He
settled down alongside Lanovar, his
head on his master’s lap. I think they
died together. If not, there were only a
few heartbeats between.” Jaim fell
silent.

“What about my soul-name?” asked



Kaelin.

“Oh, yes. Forgive me, boy. I was lost
in moments past. As we watched the
hound attack the wolves, Lanovar
whispered something, I didn’t hear it
quite, so I moved alongside him.
‘Ravenheart,” he said. 1 didn’t
understand at first. Then he drew in a
breath and said: ‘My
son ... Ravenheart.” I knew then, and I
promised him I would see that your
mother was told that this was to be your
soul-name.”

“Most of my friends don’t have soul-
names,” said Kaelin.

“The Varlish fear them. The names
hold us to the land and give us pride.
The Varlish need to see that pride eaten



away, so they claim soul-names are a
sign of heresy and paganism. Few
parents want to risk a visit by the knights
of the Sacrifice and then be staked above
the fire.”

“Why do you think Raven rescued the
stag?” asked the youngster.

“I don’t believe that he did intend to
rescue the creature. Raven was a
wolfthound. He was born to fight wolves
and protect cattle. I think he was just
trying to reach Lanovar and the wolves
were in his way. Once he came upon
them, instinct took over. The stag was
irrelevant.”

“I think 1t was a magical stag,” said
Kaelin.

“Magical? Why would you think



that?”

“Because 1t brought me my soul-name
and because the Wyrd told me.”

“Be careful, Kaelin. The Wyrd knows
some ancient spells, and she’s dangerous
to know.”

Kaelin smiled. “We are sitting on a
hillside waiting to steal the Moidart’s
prize bull, and you tell me the Wyrd is
dangerous to know. You are dangerous to
know, Uncle.”

“Aye, well, I guess that’s true, right
enough.”

Jaim fell silent as a group of men
emerged from a thatched building to the
north of the paddock. They walked to the
fence and stopped to gaze at the bull.
The animal swung its shaggy head and



stared at them, then pawed at the ground.
Jaim chuckled. “Settle back, Kaelin.
Now we’ll see how skilled they are.”
Three of the men clambered up to sit on
the fence. A fourth ducked through
between the posts and approached the
bull, hand extended. Wind noise,
whistling through the heather, prevented
the youth from hearing what the man was
saying, but Kaelin knew he would be
speaking softly, making soothing,
friendly noises to calm the beast. Jaim
was watching the scene intently. “That’s
good. That’s good,” he said softly as the
unknown man below moved alongside
the animal. The bull was a little calmer
now. “Ah, he has a talent, the man,” said
Jaim. “But don’t get cocky now. He’s



still not sure of you. Just stay away from
his head.”

Kaelin smiled. Jaim was probably not
even aware that he was speaking aloud.
The man below was stroking and patting
the bull’s flanks. The animal ceased to
paw at the ground and was standing
quietly. The man eased himself around
the huge horns and reached for the bull’s
heavy nose ring. “Too soon!” whispered
Jaim. The bull lunged forward. The man
was hit hard by the bull’s forehead.
Instinctively he grabbed the horns. The
head dropped, then flicked upward. The
cattleman was hurled up. One hand lost
its grip on the horns, and the other clung
tight. The man came down across the
bull’s back, the impact causing him to let



go of the horn. Half-stunned, the
cattleman fell to the earth. His comrades
on the fence shouted at the bull, seeking
to divert its attention. They succeeded
better than they hoped. The bull charged,
its massive head thundering against the
fence post, which split down the middle.
Two of the men managed to jump clear
just as the bull charged. The third fell
headfirst into the paddock. The bull
swung on him. Kaelin saw a streak of
crimson smear the air. The man was
flung some ten feet across the paddock.
He landed heavily and did not move.

The first cattleman, still dazed,
staggered across the paddock toward the
fence. The bull ignored him as it ignored
the fallen man. Kaelin saw blood



dripping from one of the horns. He
transferred his gaze to the fallen
herdsman. “Is the man dead?” he asked
Jaim.

“He most certainly is.”

“Are we still going to steal the bull?”

Jaim nodded. “Aye, but I'll need a
stronger bull song, by heaven!”



C20

FOR SEVERAL HOURS Jaim sat unmoving,

watching the bull. For part of the time
Kaelin dozed. He felt safe there, hidden
at the center of a gorse bush, the giant
Jaim Grymauch alongside him. Jaim was
a ferocious fighter, and even though he
had not brought his mighty glave—
clansmen were forbidden, under pain of
death, to own swords—he was carrying
two broad-bladed hunting knives held in
horizontal sheaths stitched at the back of
his wide belt. Kaelin doubted if even a



black bear would have the nerve to face
Jaim Grymauch in battle.

The youngster yawned and stretched.
He moved alongside Jaim and, looking
through the parted gorse branches, saw
that the body in the paddock had been
removed. Several men were repairing
the fence, and Kaelin could just hear the
distant sound of hammering.

“They’ll not try to move the bull
today,” Jaim said suddenly. “Time to
stretch our legs and see the country.”

“Will we go back to the shack?”

“No. We’ll grace the town with a
visit. I’ve a hankering to taste smoked
fish soup and fire-black bread. Aye, and
a pint or two of brandy barrel ale.”

“You’ll get into a fight, Grymauch!



Then we’ll be in trouble,” warned
Kaelin.

Jaim Grymauch chuckled. “You listen
too much to your aunt Maev. Women
exaggerate matters. It is in their nature.
Anyway, it will be an education for you,
Ravenheart. Moon Lake boasts one of
the last of the timber castles. You’ll not
see their like again.”

Grymauch eased himself back across
the hide and pushed aside the interlaced
branches. Staying low, he moved back
through the gorse and the heavy
undergrowth until he could no longer be
seen from the outbuildings. Kaelin
followed him, and they were soon
walking across the low hills toward the
woods above and behind the Moidart’s



western estate.

“Why do we steal cattle?” Kaelin
asked him as they entered the trees.

“It is an honorable tradition, my boy.
A man should always treat with respect
the traditions of his elders.”

“If it 1s that honorable, why do you not
steal from clan herds?”

Jaim laughed. “Balance, Kaelin. The
Varlish have stolen our lands, our cattle,
our homes, even our traditions. My
stealing of their cattle—and on occasion
horses—brings me a sense of harmony,
of balance.”

“Do you hate them, then?”

“Hate them? A man might as well hate
the sea for the friends who have
drowned in it. No, boy, I don’t hate



them. I don’t kznow them all, and it is a
principle of mine never to hate a man I
do not know. It just so happens that I
have come to dislike all the Varlish I do
know. Their arrogance works into my
skin like a thorn.”

“I hate Mr. Shaddler,” said Kaelin.
“One day I’ll show him!”

“I fear you won’t,” said Jaim.
“Teachers are never shown, for they are
never wrong. If you rise up to be a great
man, respected and admired by all who
know you, Mr. Shaddler will swell out
his bony chest and say: ‘I taught him all
he knows.’ If you become a brigand and
a terrible killer, he will say: ‘I always
knew he was bad. I told him so to his
face every day.” ”



“Perhaps I’ll just kill him,” snapped
Kaelin.

“Whoa now!” said Jaim, pausing in
his walk and turning to face the black-
haired youth. “No, Kaelin, that you must
never do. The man may be Varlish and
misguided in much that he teaches—
though I doubt he is in al/ that he teaches
—but he has still chosen a profession of
service. He 1s a poor man, this Shaddler.
There are rats where he lodges. He
owns no house and has no private
income. His topcoat is threadbare, and
his shoes have soles like paper. He
could earn far more chaillings in
Eldacre, in commerce or in the law. He
teaches because he wants to serve, to
pass on knowledge to the young. And he



suffers poverty for his dedication. Hate
him, by all means, for the stick across
your hands or the corrupting of our
history but never, ever consider killing
him. You understand, boy?”

“Yes, Grymauch,” Kaelin lied, unable
to comprehend how killing a worm like
Shaddler could be considered wrong.

They walked on, pushing up a long
rise until they crested a hill and gazed
down on the town of Moon Lake. Along
the shores were fat-bellied fishing boats
and tall net huts, while the town itself
was draped like a necklace around a
steep hill upon which stood a circular
keep. The hill was deeply terraced, and
Kaelin could see a broken line of
crumbling ramparts.



“It doesn’t look like timber,” said
Kaelin, staring hard at the white-walled
keep.

“Looks can be deceiving. The keep
was crafted from timber, then covered in
plaster and faced with pebble stone.
When it was first built, the rampart
walls would have extended around the
town as protection. Back then the
Varlish who constructed it were on
hostile soil. Clansmen would attack them
at regular intervals. Back around five
hundred years ago a Pannone uprising
saw every Varlish male within the castle
and its baileys put to the sword.”

“Did they build a new castle then?”
asked Kaelin.

“What do you mean anew castle?”



responded Jaim.

“After the Pannone destroyed it.”

“Ah, T see. No, Kaelin, they didn’t.
They didn’t have to. The Pannone killed
all the men, then went away. They left
the castle standing. The Varlish just
reoccupied it and then, using it as a base,
brought up an army. It was led by the
knights of the Sacrifice, and they all but
annthilated the clan.”

“They were powerful, then, these
knights?”’

“Aye, they were. Still are. They
become squires when they are your age,
almost fifteen. Then they spend five
years training with sword and mace,
pistol and musket. At least half of them
fail the stringent tests conducted every



year. | was told that of a hundred men
seeking to become knights, only fifteen
receive the white cloak. Tough men. A
long time ago a hundred knights bested a
thousand rebels. There is no give in
them. Aye, and no mercy, either.”

“The Pannone should have burned the
castle,” said Kaelin.

“Aye, they should. That, however, is
the downfall of the Keltoi peoples. We
win great battles and lose all wars.”

“Why should that be?” asked the
youth.

Jaim shrugged. “We were never
besotted with the idea of conquering
lands. If an enemy comes, we fight and
defeat him. Then we go home. If the
enemy keeps coming, then eventually he



is going to win. The only way to
thoroughly destroy your enemy is to
follow the example of the knights. Go to
his home and burn it. Kill him, kill his
wife, kill his bairns. Those you allow to
survive you enslave, and you hold them
in thrall with harsh laws. When they
transgress, you flog, burn, or hang them.
We just never developed a taste for that
kind of butchery.”

“But Bane fought against Stone and
captured it,” argued Kaelin. “He took his
army across the sea and all the way to
the heart of the empire.”

“Yes, he did. Then he brought the
army home again. He sacked Stone, but
he did not destroy it. He was a great
warrior king. No doubt about it. Yet



within twenty years of his death the
armies of Stone had conquered all the
southlands. Within fifty they had hill
forts at the Rigante borders.”

The two travelers moved on down the
hill toward Moon Lake. As they came
closer, Kaelin caught the smell of fish in
the air. It was thick and acrid. “It
stinks,” he said.

“You’ll adjust to it faster when you
have some fish inside you,” said Jaim.
“There’s a market close to the shoreline,
and within it a food hall. I’ve eaten there
a few times. They know me.”

“If they know you, will they still serve
you?” Kaelin asked with a grin.

“They’ll serve anyone with a copper
coin in his pocket, you cheeky rascal.”



Their good humor faded as they
entered the town and saw the four-rope
gibbet in the square. A ten-man squad of
Beetlebacks was guarding the structure.
Four bodies dangled from the gibbet.
Kaelin saw that there were two men, a
woman, and a youth of around his own
age hanging there. The oldest of the men
had suffered the agony of having his eyes
burned out and his hands cut off.

The crowd moving through the square
did not pause by the gibbet but moved
on, eyes downcast. Kaelin could not take
his eyes from the scene and slowed. A
man behind walked into him and cursed
loudly. Jaim grabbed Kaelin’s arm and
drew him on.

The market beyond the square was



thronging with people as Jaim and
Kaelin eased their way through. At the
far side was an eating area with a series
of bench tables set around three fire pits
and several long stone-built grills. It
was crowded, but Jaim found a couple
of seats and he and Kaelin sat, awaiting
one of the many serving maids rushing
hither and yon, bearing trays laden with
food.

A stout, round-shouldered woman
with buckteeth approached the table and
stood before Jaim. “So, it is you, is 1t?”
she said, her voice cold.

“Good to see you, Meg. You look
lovely,” said Jaim.

“You cause any trouble today and I’ll
see you dungeoned. I swear I will!”



“I’m just here with my nephew for a
little breakfast,” said Jaim, nervous
now, for several of the other diners were
staring at him. “Kaelin, this is Meg, the
finest fish cook this side of Caer
Druagh.” Kaelin rose and bowed. “Meg,
this 1s Kaelin, the son of Lanovar.”

The woman’s hard face softened
momentarily. “Aye, you are a handsome
lad,” she said. “You have your father’s
looks and your mother’s eyes. You are
also, it seems, blessed with good
manners. You should know, though, that
a man is judged by the company he
keeps.”

“Only until his deeds are known,”
said Kaelin.

“His deeds are known,” snapped



Meg, returning her attention to the one-
eyed clansman. “He is a drunkard and a
troublemaker. He should have stayed in
the north with the Black Rigante.
However, since you, at least, are the son
of a hero, I’ll give him the benefit of the
doubt and feed you both. You can have
the soup and the bread,” Meg told Jaim.
“No ale, though. And 1t’ll be payment
now, if you please.”

“You're an unforgiving woman,”
muttered Jaim, delving into his money
pouch and producing two copper coins.
Meg took the coins without a word and
moved off toward the main building.

“She really dislikes you, Grymauch,”
observed Kaelin.

Jaim forced a smile. “How little you



understand women. She adores me, boy.
I sang her a song once, and her heart is
mine. Oh, I’ll admit she struggles against
it. *Tis only show, however.”

Kaelin said no more on the subject.
He had seen—and recognized, despite
Jaim’s attempt to hide it behind a
display of good humor—the
embarrassment and shame the big man
had felt. The woman had treated Jaim
scornfully, and Jaim had accepted it.
This surprised Kaelin, for had it been a
man who had spoken so slightingly, Jaim
would have reacted with sudden and
extreme violence. Not that the youngster
would expect Jaim to strike a woman—
no clansman worthy of the name would
ever commit such a heinous act—but for



the warrior to meekly accept such
treatment without at the very least
rebuking the woman was beyond
Kaelin’s understanding. It left the
youngster feeling vaguely uncomfortable.
He felt that one of life’s lessons had
been laid out before him, yet he could
not quite grasp the significance of it. He
shivered as the wind shifted, then pulled
up the collar of his coat.

Jaim seemed lost in thought, and
Kaelin did not disturb him. Instead he
thought back to the four-rope gibbet and
the people hanging there. He wondered
what their crimes had been and what the
oldest of them had done to deserve
having his eyes put out and his hands cut
off. He shivered again.



“ °Tis getting colder,” said Jaim.
“Could snow today, I reckon.”

“What was the crime, do you think,
Grymauch? You know ... for the man on
the gibbet. The one who was maimed
first.”

Jaim shrugged. “I’'m not a great
student of the law. 1 know the
punishment for cattle stealing, but I don’t
know what a man would need to do to
suffer having his hands cut away.”

The buck-toothed woman laid a
wooden tray on the bench table. Upon it
were two deep bowls of fish soup and a
loaf of crusty bread. “Best not to ask
about the hanging,” she told them.
Dropping her voice, she leaned in close
to Jaim, though Kaelin could just make



out what she told him. “The trial was in
secret, but it is said that a Varlish
noblewoman claimed the man climbed
into her bedroom and assaulted her.”

“What did the others do?” asked
Kaelin.

“The woman was the man’s wife, the
other two his sons. Apparently they lied
to the Beetlebacks about his
whereabouts.”

“They hanged his whole family for
that?” said Kaelin, shock making him
forget to keep his voice down.

“Hush, stupid boy!” hissed Meg. “You
want to hang with them?”’

Red-faced and angry, Meg walked
away. Kaelin leaned in toward Jaim.
“You think she was telling the truth?” he



asked.

“Probably, boy. Eat your soup.”

“I have lost my appetite, Grymauch.”

“Eat, anyway, you’ll need your
strength later.”

“I think I can hate the Varlish without
knowing them all,” Kaelin said
suddenly.

“I hope not,” Jaim said sadly.

The moon was bright in a clear sky
above Moon Lake, the dark water
glistening and still. Jaim Grymauch crept
down the hillside, his young apprentice
moving silently behind him. With great
care they approached the outbuildings of
the Moidart’s estate. Jaim led Kaelin to
a log stack, and the two of them



crouched down behind it and waited.
After a short while two guards came
wandering along the shoreline, talking in
low voices. They passed the paddock on
the western side, skirted the fence, then
swung toward where Jaim and Kaelin
were hidden.

The black bull stirred, its great head
swinging toward the walking men and
fixing them with a baleful stare. “Should
have killed it,” Kaelin heard one of the
guards say. “It near ripped Ganna apart.”

“He’s a fine beast, though,” said the
other. “No denying it.”

“I’1ll remind you of those words when
you’re lying on the ground with your guts
in your hand.”

The men were closer now, and



Kaelin, peering through a gap in the logs,
could see their faces in the moonlight.
Both looked powerful. They wore no
swords, but one carried a staff while the
other had a long knife scabbarded at his
hip.

Jaim drew the youngster back as the
guards strolled past the log stack. As
they moved out of sight, the huge warrior
came smoothly to his feet and followed
them. Kaelin heard a grunt, then a stifled
cry, followed by the sounds of a scuffle.
Grabbing a length of wood from the
stack, he ran around the corner of the
building. Two guards were stretched out
on the ground, but two others, who had
arrived unseen, were grappling with
Jaim. One of them drew a knife.



Moonlight glinted on the blade. He
lunged. Jaim parried the knife with his
left forearm and hammered a swift
counterpunch, a straight right that sent
the guard hurtling back unconscious. The
fourth man also drew a knife just as
Kaelin moved in behind him, swinging
his makeshift club. The wood thudded
against the back of the guard’s head.
There was a tremendous crack. The
guard’s legs buckled, and he toppled to
the ground. Jaim moved to the fallen
man. Kaelin saw blood seeping through
Jaim’s left shirtsleeve.

“You are hurt,” whispered the
youngster.

Jaim did not answer. He knelt by the
guard, his fingers pressed against the



man’s throat. “Is he dead?” asked
Kaelin, worried now. Jaim relaxed.

“No, thank goodness. I’d not want a
man to die for the sake of a bull.”
Reaching out, he took the club from
Kaelin’s hand. “The wood has split
through. When I heard the crack, I
thought you had broken his neck. But his
pulse 1s strong, and I think he’ll be fine.
Damn, boy, there was a time I could
have taken four men without help.”

They dragged the unconscious men
back behind the log stack. Jaim took a
ball of tough twine from a pocket sewn
into his cloak. Rolling the first man to
his belly, he looped twine around the
man’s ankles and up to the hands, which
he tied behind the guard’s back. As Jaim



was working with the twine, Kaelin
gagged the man. Only when all four
guards were securely bound and gagged
did Jaim set about bandaging his own
wound, a shallow cut to the forearm.

“You can’t go into that paddock
smelling of blood,” said Kaelin. “Let us
just leave!”

“No, Kaelin. I’ve set my mind on a
stroll with the beast,” Jaim said with a
smile.

Then he walked out toward the
paddock. The gate was held closed by a
hinged iron hoop. Jaim lifted it clear and
stepped into the enclosure. Kaelin
watched him from the log stack, fear
causing his heart to pound.

Kaelin saw the bull’s tail twitch. He



pawed at the ground. Then Jaim spoke,
his voice soft, his tone mesmeric.

“There was a time,
The old man said,
Before the dream,
Beneath the sky,

When bulls were born
With iron horns
And golden eyes.”

Jaim continued to move across the
paddock. Kaelin was scarcely breathing
now as the big man approached the
deadly horns.

“That was the time,
The old man said,
Between the stars,



Before the ring,
When bulls could fly

And graze the sky
On silver wings.”

The black bull was no longer pawing
at the ground, and he did not turn his
mighty head as the man walked by his
horns. Kaelin watched as Jaim stroked
the bull’s dark flanks. It seemed as if
even the wind died as Jaim spoke, and
Kaelin believed he could hear a soft,
distant music echoing from the stars. He
blinked and watched the bull. Moonlight
was gleaming on its horns, and Kaelin’s
mouth was dry as the one-eyed warrior
stood beside the beast.

“Then came the time,



The old man said,
Beyond the song,
Beside the lie,

When bulls wore rings
Instead of wings

And learned to die.”

Still stroking the bull, Jaim moved
completely around it and then strolled
back toward the gate. He stopped at the
entrance and held out his hand.

“Come walk with me tonight,
my friend.
On moonlit trails we’ll talk awhile,
Of olden days when bulls were
gods
With iron horns and golden eyes.



We’ll walk together to the end
Of weary trails and dusty miles.”

For a moment the bull remained
statue-still, then it seemed to shiver as if
waking from a trance. It walked forward
slowly, toward the outstretched hand.
Jaim’s fingers curled around the ring in
the bull’s nose, and together man and
beast walked from the enclosure and
away into the night.

Gaise Macon awoke with a start, his
heart pounding. He sat up and looked
around. Moonlight was shining through
the open window, illuminating the
leather-topped desk and the assortment
of quills, ink pots, and papers scattered
there. The breeze had lifted some of the



papers, causing them to flutter to the
floor. Gaise pushed back the covers and
swung his legs from the bed. As always
when he awoke, the star-shaped scar on
his right cheekbone was itching, the
white, puckered burn feeling tight and
uncomfortable. He rubbed the spot
gently, then gathered up his papers.

Mr. Shaddler had set him to write an
essay on the warrior king Connovar, and
Gaise had scoured the library for
information. Much of it was either
contradictory or cloaked in ridiculous
fable. Mr. Shaddler had urged him to
prepare his piece “only on what is truly
known. Try to avoid conjecture, Lord
Gaise.” It was an odd assignment. Mr.
Shaddler would normally direct him to



specific historical tomes.

In the end Gaise had employed a
different method of analysis. He had
removed all references to gods, demons,
and sprites, treating them as exaggerated
representations of more human virtues
and frailties. Connovar was, for
example, said to have been enchanted by
Arian, a Seidh goddess of mischief and
torment. By her he had a son, Bane, half
man, half god. It seemed to Gaise that
Arian was more likely to have been a
Rigante woman who bore Connovar a
bastard son.

He had worked for some hours, his
thoughts focused entirely on this man
from the far past.

Perhaps it was this that had caused the



dream.

It had been so intense, so real. He had
become aware of walking in a wood, the
smell of decaying leaves and moss
filling his nostrils. He had felt the breeze
cool upon his skin, the earth wet and
cold beneath his bare feet. There was no
fear. In fact, quite the opposite. He felt at
one with the forest, in harmony with the
beating hearts of the unseen animals all
around him: the fox by the riverbank, the
white owl perched on the high branch,
the tiny mouse in the mound of leaves;
the badgers wakening below the ground.

The smell of woodsmoke drifted to
him, and he walked toward a small
campfire set within a group of stones. A
white-haired woman was sitting there.



There were tools at her feet: a small ax,
a long knife with a curved serrated
blade, a shorter knife with a hilt of bone.
In her hands was a length of curved
wood. She was carefully stripping away
the bark.

“What are you making?”” he asked her.

She glanced up at him, and he saw that
her eyes were green, her face unlined. It
was a face of great beauty, ageless and
serene.

“I am crafting a boughstave longbow.”

“Is that elm?”

“No, it 1s yew.”

Gaise sat down and watched her. “It
does not look like a bow,” he said,
seeing the knots and dimples on the
rough wood.



“The bow is hidden within the stave.
It is beautiful and complete. It merely
needs to be found. One must seek it with
love and care, gently and with great
patience.”

Gaise shivered at the memory.

The room was cold. His father
allowed him only one bucket of coal per
week, and with only four lumps left and
three more days to go, Gaise had
decided not to light the fire that night.
Instead he had put on warm woolen
leggings and a nightshirt before climbing
into bed. The sheet and the two thin
blankets did little to keep him warm, and
he had draped an old cloak over the
blankets to add a little weight and
warmth.



The young noble swung the old cloak
around his shoulders and padded across
to the fireplace. There was kindling
there and several chunks of wood beside
the coal bucket. Anger flared in the
young man. The Moidart desired him to
be tough, so he said. That was why he
kept his son cold in the winter, why he
mocked his every effort, why he had
killed Soldier. This last thought leapt
unbidden from an unhealed wound in the
young man’s mind. He had loved that
dog, and even though three years had
passed, the hurt he had felt at its slaying
still clung to him with talons of grief. It
had been an accident, the Moidart had
said. The hunting musket had had a faulty
hammer spring. It had struck flint before



the Moidart had placed his finger on the
trigger. The red-haired retriever had
been sitting alongside the Moidart, and
the lead ball had smashed his skull. Not
for a moment had Gaise believed the
tale. As a child he had loved a white
pony, which the Moidart then had sold.
After that it had been Soldier, which the
Moidart slew. When Gaise had first
attended school and made friends, he
had arrived home full of joy. The
Moidart had removed him from the
school, hiring Alterith Shaddler and
others to tutor him privately. Then there
were the beatings, administered when
Gaise failed to achieve the high grades
the Moidart demanded for his
schoolwork. The beatings had stopped



since Gaise had reached fifteen, though
it was not, he believed, his coming of
age that had ended them. It had more to
do with the rheumatics that had afflicted
the Moidart’s shoulders and back. He
could no longer lay on the lash as once
he had.

Gaise wondered if life would have
been different if his mother had survived
the assassination attempt. Perhaps then
his father would not have hated him so.
He shivered again as a cold wind blew
through the curtainless window behind
him.

Gathering the cloak more tightly about
his shoulders, Gaise leaned forward
and, upon an impulse, picked up the
pewter tinderbox, struck a flame, and



applied it to the crumpled paper and
wood shavings beneath the kindling in
the fireplace. The paper caught first,
orange flames licking out over the
kindling. Gaise felt the first of the
warmth touch him, and he shivered
again, this time with pleasure. As the
larger kindling accepted the fire, Gaise
added several chunks of wood and two
of his precious coals.

Fire shadows danced on the walls
around him, and a golden glow filled the
room. Gaise felt the muscles of his
shoulders losing their tension, and he
relaxed before the flames. It must have
been thus for the caveman, he thought,
safe and warm, free for a time from the
many perils of the day. He thought again



of Connovar and pictured him sitting
before an open fire, planning battles
against the armies of Stone.

The dream came back to him then, the
walk in the woods and the damp musty
earth, the woman crafting the bow. She
was quite small, with long white hair
pulled back from her face and tied in a
single braid hanging between her
shoulders.

“How do you know that a beautiful
bow is within the stave?”

“The yew whispered it to me. That is
why I picked it up.”

“Wood cannot speak,” he said.

“It cannot speak to those without a
name, young man,” she told him, her
voice low and musical.



“I have a name,” he had told her. “I
am Gaise Macon.”

“Not a name recognized by the trees
that surround you. Not a name whispered
in the valleys or borne on the wind
toward Caer Druagh. Not a sou/-name.”

“You are speaking nonsense. Who are
you?”

“I am the Flame in the Crystal, Gaise
Macon. My mother was the Shadow on
the Oak. Her mother was the Sheltering
Cloud. You wish to hear the names of all
my line?”

“I note you do not mention the men
involved in your ancestry,” said Gaise.
“Did they have no soul-names?”

“Sadly they did not,” she said. “My
grandfather was a Varlish captain, my



father a merchant from Goriasa, across
the water, where they have robed the
magic in stone and thus imprisoned it.
When this happens, men forget the magic
of soul-names.”

“Why did you bring me here?”

“I brought you nowhere, Gaise
Macon. You walked to my fire. You will
walk away from my fire. Or run or fly.
Whatever pleases you.”

“I am dreaming,” said the young man.
“You are not real.”

“Aye, you are dreaming. But it is a
real dream, Gaise. A dream of meaning.
A moment of magic, if you will. Would
you like to see a story?”

“You mean hear a story?”’

“I know what I mean, Gaise Macon.”



“Then, yes, I would like to see a
story.”

The woman raised her hand and
pointed toward a small stream a little
way to her right. Water rose up from it in
a shimmering sphere as large as a man’s
head. It floated some three feet above the
grass and hovered before the astonished
young noble. Then it swelled and
flattened, becoming a circular mirror in
which Gaise could see his own
reflection. He saw that he was wearing a
patchwork cloak of many colors fastened
with a silver brooch. The brooch was
the crest of his house, a fawn trapped in
brambles. He was about to ask the
woman about the cloak, but the mirror
shimmered, and he found himself gazing



on a distant moonlit mountainside. Two
men were there. The images came
closer, and he saw that one of the men
was wounded. The scene changed. Now
a stag was at bay, a great and majestic
beast surrounded by wolves. His heart
went out to the stag. A black hound,
blood upon its flanks, charged at the
wolves. They scattered, though not
before three were dead.

The 1mages faded away. Water began
dripping from the circle, first as a few
drops and then as a rush, falling to the
earth and soaking through the soil.

Gaise sat very still, trying to make
sense of what he had seen. A dying man
and a wounded hound. A brief battle
with a wolf pack.



“Do you know what ageasa 1s?”
asked the woman.

“No.”

“It 1s a prophecy of a kind. King
Connavar’s geasa was that he would be
killed on the day he slew the dog that bit
him. And he was. What you have seen
today is part of your geasa. You are the
stag, Gaise Macon. You will stand
against the wolves.”

“And who is the hound who will
rescue me?”

“He will be a kinsman.”

“I have no kinsmen. Only my father. |
doubt he would risk himself for me.”

“All will be revealed in its own time.
Would you like a name that the
mountains can hear, that the leaves can



whisper and the rivers sing?”’

“I am Varlish. Why would 1 want a
Keltoi soul-name?”’

“Come to me again when you do,” she
told him.

That was when he had felt the cold
sweep over him and had awoken in his
bed. Now he was troubled and did not
know why. Gaise sat by the fire until it
began to die down. He reached for the
coal bucket only to see that he had used
all four lumps. Anger swelled again, and
with it the first seeds of rebellion stirred
in his heart. He was the heir to the
earldom. One day he would be the
Moidart. Yet he sat here in this cold
room with no fuel for his fire despite the
huge store of coal stacked alongside the



rear kitchen wall.

Gaise rose smoothly to his feet, pulled
on his boots, took up the brass coal
bucket, and opened his bedroom door.
Beyond it was the gallery overlooking
the entrance hall. No lanterns were
burning, and Gaise stood for a moment,
allowing his eyes to grow accustomed to
the darkness. The faintest sign of light
could be seen at the foot of the stairs,
where a heavy velvet curtain had not
been fully closed. Gaise moved across
the gallery landing until he reached the
safety rail. Keeping his hand to the rail,
he edged to his left and onto the stairs.
His heart was beating fast now. If the
Moidart discovered him stealing coal,
he would no doubt punish him severely.



In that moment Gaise did not care.
Slowly he descended into the hallway,
then through to the kitchen. There it was
lighter, for there were no curtains on the
paneled glass of the window. The rear
door leading to the yard beyond was not
locked. This surprised Gaise, for the
Moidart was strict about security within
the Winter House. Gaise smiled. When
he returned with his coal, he would lock
the door, thus saving some poor servant
from a flogging.

He stood silently, waiting for one of
the sentries to pass by the kitchen
window. It would not be wise for the
Moidart’s son to be seen collecting coal.
All the guards were obliged to note
down every unusual activity while on



watch. The Moidart would scan their
records every week. Gaise waited. The
grounds of the Winter House, though
large, were easily patrolled at night. It
would not take a man more than a few
minutes to walk the perimeter of the
house. Time dragged on. No guard
passed the window. Gaise felt a flicker
of annoyance. It was getting very cold
standing there in nothing but his
nightclothes.

Moving to the door, he lifted the latch.
The guards were obviously huddled
somewhere out of the cold. Gaise
stepped out and made his way to the coal
store. With great care he half filled the
bucket and then returned to the kitchen.

A dark figure flitted past the window.



Gaise jerked. The man was moving fast,
and Gaise barely glimpsed him. Yet he
saw enough to know that it was no
soldier. Retracing his steps, Gaise
walked back to the hallway and saw that
the main doors were ajar.

Fear touched him. Stories of night
creatures, demons, and blood drinkers
swept up from the depths of his
imagination. Angrily he forced them
away. He had seen a man. No more than
that. Probably one of the servants
returning from an assignation with a
serving girl. Gaise reached the staircase
and began to climb. The coal bucket was
heavy, and his arms were still weary
from the sword work earlier in the day.

He was halfway up the stairs when he



heard a cry that echoed from the gallery.
There was a crash, and a pale figure
appeared at the top of the stairs. The
light was not good, but Gaise could
make out the Moidart’s sharp features.
He was wearing a white nightshirt
stained at the shoulder by something
dark. A black-garbed figure rushed at the
Moidart, and the two men grappled and
fell to the floor. Another man came into
view. Gaise saw the gleam of a blade.
With a great heave Gaise hurled the coal
bucket at the knifeman. It struck him on
the shoulder, knocking him back. Gaise
ran up the stairs two at a time. He could
hear the Moidart shouting: “Assassins!
Assassins!” But no guards came.

Gaise rushed at the knifeman. The



blade slashed out. Gaise swerved and
threw himself to his right. The assassin
was fast. Gaise managed to block a
thrust with his forearm. The knife blade
slid along his sleeve, ripping the cloth
and creating a shallow cut in his skin.
Gaise leapt at the man, ramming his
elbow into the assassin’s face and
following it with a head butt to the nose.
The assassin cried out and fell back,
half-stunned. In that split second Gaise
sensed someone behind him and threw
himself to his left. Something heavy
cracked against his right shoulder,
sending searing pain into his neck. Gaise
fell to the floor. The new attacker,
wielding an iron club, ran in. His foot
twisted on a lump of coal, and he, too,



fell. Gaise rolled to his feet and
launched a kick into the newcomer’s
face. The man made a grab for Gaise’s
foot and missed. Gaise ran back to the
gallery wall. It was decorated with
shields and ancient weapons: lances and
spears, broadswords and bows. Gaise
tried to lift clear a sword, but it was
held too firmly in place. Instead he
grabbed a hunting lance, wrenching it
from its bracket. The man ran at him.
With no time to turn the spear point
toward his attacker, Gaise spun on his
heels, the haft of the lance cracking
against the man’s temple. With a grunt he
toppled to the floor. Bringing the lance
to bear, Gaise hurdled the fallen man
and plunged the lance into the side of the



attacker struggling with the Moidart. The
man gave out a terrible scream and
dropped his knife. The Moidart took up
the weapon, ramming it into the
assassin’s throat. Pushing aside the
corpse, the Moidart wrenched the blade
clear and rose to his feet.

The last of the assassins hefted his
dagger. “I’ll kill you yet, you black-
hearted bastard!” he yelled. He rushed at
the Moidart. A gunshot boomed. The
assassin staggered, blood pumping from
a great tear in his throat. He grabbed the
gallery rail and tried to pull himself
toward the Moidart. A second shot
echoed in the gallery. The assassin’s
head snapped back. Gaise saw that he
had been shot this time through the right



eye. The young noble swung to see the
tall figure of Mulgrave walking along the
gallery, two long-barreled dueling
pistols in his hands. Gaise ran to a
curtain, wrenching it open. Moonlight
bathed the gallery.

Mulgrave placed the pistols on a
nearby table and moved alongside the
Moidart. “You are cut, my lord,” he
said.

“It 1s nothing,” said the Moidart, his
voice cold. “I see one of these wretches
still lives,” he said, pointing to the
unconscious man Gaise had struck with
the lance butt. “Take him to the cells. I
will attend his questioning myself.”

“Yes, lord.” Mulgrave glanced at
Gaise. “You fought well, sir,” he said.



Gaise bowed and returned his attention
to his father.

The Moidart did not look at him but
walked back toward his room. “Send the
surgeon to me,” he told Mulgrave. Then
he paused and stared down at the carpet.
He swung toward Gaise. “I see that you
were stealing my coal. We will speak of
this another time.”

At thirty-one Maev Ring was a
handsome woman, tall and green-eyed.
Her hair, still a lustrous red, now shone
with faint streaks of silver. She was
regarded by many clansmen as cold and
remote, largely owing to the fact that
following the death of her husband ten
years before, she had refused all



advances from the many widowers
among the clan. Maev had been just
sixteen when she had wed the young
warrior Calofair. It was widely
accepted that they were the best-looking
couple in the highlands. Many of the
young men envied Calofair’s luck. Maev
not only was beautiful but also was the
sister of Lanovar, the chieftain, and all
men knew that this brilliant and gifted
warrior would bring prosperity to the
clan. Through his efforts, the Rigante
name would be restored to the Scroll of
Clans and lands stolen from the clan
would bereturned to their rightful
owners. Those were days of golden
promise.

But Lanovar had been murdered by



the Moidart, and the Beetlebacks had
descended on clan villages, killing and
burning. For years those with Rigante
blood were forced to stay away from
towns and settlements, building homes in
the bleak highlands. They survived by
raiding Varlish settlements and convoys
and stealing cattle and coin or any
merchandise that could be useful. Life
was harsh back then.

Maev Ring remembered it without
sentiment: the squalid sod-roofed
dwellings, the sickness and death among
the old and the weak. As she sat now by
the kitchen window of her six-room
house, she thought again of Calofair, his
flesh eaten away by the fever, the wound
in his chest festering and angry. He had



been beyond speech at the end, only his
eyes showing any sign of life. Maev had
sat with him, holding his hand. And then,
as the light of life had faded, she had
kissed his brow. She had been tempted
to take a dagger and slash open the veins
at her wrists, to fly away from the woes
of the world and travel with the spirit of
Calofair. She shivered at the memory.
Four-year-old Kaelin had approached
her, tears in his eyes. “Will Uncle get
better, Aunt Maev?”’

It was a summer night, and the last of
the sun’s rays was shining through the
roughly wrought door of the hut. By its
light the twenty-year-old Maev could
see the flea bites on the child’s ankles
and wrists. His face was pinched and



sallow. Maev put her arms around him,
drawing him into an embrace. “Uncle is
better now,” she told him. “He is
walking across green hills with
comrades he has not seen in years. He 1s
tall and proud and wearing the colors of
the Rigante.”

“He i1s still in the bed, Aunt.”

“No, Kaelin,” she said softly. “All
that lies in this bed is the coat of flesh
that Calofair wore. And we must bury
that coat, you and 1.”

Ten years on, and even now the
memory brought a tear to Maev’s eye.
Angrily she brushed it away and rose
from her seat. She gazed around the
kitchen at the furniture crafted from pine
and the iron stove set upon a bed of slate



in the hearth, at the windows with
leaded panes of clear glass, at the floor
with its neatly fitted flagstones. Pots and
pans hung from brass hooks above the
worktops, and the larder had food
aplenty.

Kaelin walked into the kitchen and sat
down at the bench table. “Shula is
sleeping,” he said. “I left Banny with
her.”

“She should have come to me
sooner,” Maev said sternly.

“Aye, she should,” he agreed. “Banny
said she went into FEldacre to the
poorhouse to ask for food. She was
turned away.”

“Where did she get the cuts and
bruises?”



“Banny says it was Morain, Galliott’s
wife. She and several other women beat
her as she was making her way home.”

“There is a deep well of bile in that
woman,” said Maev. “It shames us all
that Morain has Rigante blood.”

“Will Banny’s mam be well again,
Aunt Maev?”

“We will do our best for her, Kaelin.
We will feed her and keep her warm. Do
you still have that chailling Jaim gave
you?”

“Ido.”

“Then go to the store man and buy a
dozen eggs and three jars of honey. Then
go to the butcher and tell him I want
double the amount of beef for Holy Day.
Then ...” She paused. “Can you



remember all this, Kaelin?”

“Aye, a dozen eggs, three jars of
honey, double the beef. What else?”

“Go to the apothecary Ramus and tell
him I need some powders for fever and a
potion for the cleansing of the blood. If
he has any fat hen weed, I will take that,
too. The woman has a festering wound
on her lower back. Tell him that.”

“Is that all?” asked Kaelin.

“Aye. Is Jaim still in the front room?”

“Yes, Aunt.”

“Send him in to me and then be on
your way.”

Kaelin smiled at her, then swung
away. Maev walked to the larder and
lifted down the stone milk jug. She filled
a cup, then sipped the creamy liquid.



“You wanted me, Maev?” said Jaim
Grymauch. She finished her milk,
leaving the huge, one-eyed warrior
standing in the doorway. Then she turned
and looked at him. Jaim normally
radiated a physical power that was
almost elemental, but he was nervous
now under her gaze.

When she finally spoke, her voice
was hard and cold. “ *Tis said that one
of the Moidart’s men was killed when
two raiders made off with his prize
bull.”

“Whisht, woman! No one died. *Tis a
terrible lie.”

“It 1s also said that the Moidart has
offered a five-pound reward for the
naming of the criminals.”



“Five pounds. That is a lot,” Jaim
said with a grin. “By heaven, I'm
tempted to hand myself in for such a
reward.”

“Wipe that smirk from your face!”
snapped Maev. “Will you be smiling
when they take Kaelin and put the rope
around his neck?”

Instinctively Jaim touched two fingers
to his lips, then tapped them upon his
chest in the sign of the Sacrifice. “Do not
say such things. Not even in jest. Kaelin
wasn’t seen. When I took the bull to the
Pinance, I made the boy stay back in the
woods.” He stepped in closer. “Now
tell me the truth. Are you angry with me
for stealing the bull or for carrying the
sick woman here?”



Maev was shocked. “Do you think so
little of me, Grymauch? Bringing her
here was to your credit. No, I am angry
because of your stupidity.” Maev sighed.
“It 1s more than the bull, Grymauch. |
think you want to die. I don’t pretend to
understand it, but there is a need in you
to spit in the eye of the Devil. Had I
known you were planning to rob the
Moidart, I would have refused Kaelin
permission to go with you. All cattle
owners know that some of their stock
will be lost. Largely they accept it. Not
the Moidart. He will not rest until the
thieves are found and hanged. You will
take Kaelin on no more raids. You
understand?”



“He’ll be a man within the year, Maev.
He’ll make his own choices then.”

“Aye, he will. But until then no more
raids. I’ll require your oath on that.”

Lifting the black headband clear of his
face, he rubbed at the stitch marks above
the empty socket. “It troubles me still.
Can you believe that?”

Maev was unmoved. “Your oath,
Grymauch.”

“Aye, all right, woman,” he snapped.
“You have it. No more raids until he is a
man. Then perhaps you can find him
employment licking the boots of the
Varlish.”

She stepped in close, her green eyes
blazing with anger. Even so her voice
was calm and controlled. “And what



will you teach him, Jaim Grymauch?
How to puke after too much ale? How to
break the bones of men you do not
know? How to hide in the heather while
other men gather crops or tend cattle?
Where is your home, Jaim? Where is
your wife? Where are your bairns? You
have none. So what are you?” Maev
moved in even closer to the big man.
“You're a seed blowing in the wind.
You cannot settle, you cannot change,
you cannot grow. When you die, Jaim
Grymauch, it will be as if you never
were. You will leave nothing behind
save a few memories, and even they will
fade in time. Lick the boots of the
Varlish, you say? How long would it
take them to defeat us if all men were



like you? One generation, Jaim. Then
we’d all be gone.” She swung away
from him and moved to the larder,
returning the milk jug to its place on the
shelf.

“It might be better if we were,” he
said softly. “Once we were wolves; now
we are puppy dogs to be kicked and
thrashed by the Varlish. And look at you,
Maev. You are bright and intelligent.
Aye, and you are rich. But you wear old
clothes, and Kaelin has threadbare
shirts. And why? So that you will not
appear to shine before the Varlish. They
will accept a wealthy clanswoman only
so long as she does not stand out. Do not
lecture me, woman, especially not on the
subject of a wife and bairns. I had a wife



and two sons. Varlish soldiers ripped
out her throat and drowned my boys in
the weir. But tell me, Maev, where are
your sons? Where is your gift to the
future of the Rigante?”

“The man I loved died,” she said.
“You know that.”

“Aye, he died. But it was you who
chose to shrivel up inside and turn into a
harridan.”

Maev Ring swung away from the shelf
and moved swiftly across the room. Her
hand lashed out. Jaim made no attempt to
block the blow, and her hand slapped
against his face.

“Well, at least there’s still some fire
in you, lass,” he said.

Then he turned and walked from the



room.



O30

ARLEBAN ACHBAIN SAT by his mother’s

bedside. What he saw frightened him.
Shula’s eyes were sunken, her cheeks
hollow. She was scarcely breathing. A
large bruise had formed on the right side
of her jaw, and her lips were split.
Banny could not understand why Morain
and the women in Eldacre had set upon
his mother, but then, he had never
understood why both clan and Varlish
youngsters used to torment and beat him.
It was not that he did not know why. He



had been told often enough. It was
understanding he lacked. His mother had
fallen in love with a highlander. A union
between Varlish and Pannone, though not
illegal, was highly unusual, and both had
suffered as a result. The clan had turned
its back on his father, while the
townsfolk, most of them Varlish, had
shunned his mother. Even so their love
had endured for some years. But it had
been worn down and eroded season by
season by the relentless hatred washing
against it. Banny was seven when his
father left home, never to return. He had
gone north to find employment in an area
where no one would know of his wife’s
tainted blood. He would send for her
and the boy, he promised, when he had



found a place to settle. They never heard
from him again.

From then on Banny and his mother
barely scraped together a living. In the
growing seasons they gathered mountain
herbs for the Old Hills apothecary,
Ramus. Every week she would collect
the few coppers she earned, buy food at
the store, and carry it home to their
dugout. She always saved a farthing
from every payment. This would help
feed bothher and Banny through the
harsh winter months. Last year’s summer
had been poor, and the herbs were not so
plentiful. Their money had run out weeks
earlier.

Shula’s mouth was open, and Banny
saw that she had lost two teeth on the



upper right side. Banny’s own teeth
were loose. He could move them with
his tongue.

Outside the sun was shining, and for
the first time in months there was
genuine warmth in its rays. Banny
wanted to walk out in the sunshine and
feel the heat upon his skin. But he was
too weary, and there was no strength in
his legs.

He heard a movement and looked
around. Kaelin’s aunt was coming into
the room. She was an imposing woman,
tall and fierce-eyed. Banny was a little
frightened of her. Back in the summer,
when he and Kaelin had come running
into the house, she had grabbed him by
the shoulder and marched him outside.



“You will play out here,” she had told
him. “T’'ll have no fleas on my
furnishings, if you please!” It had been a
shaming experience.

As Maev leaned over the bed and laid
her hand on Shula’s brow, Banny turned
his gaze back to his mother. She would
not die, he decided. It would be too
unfair. A trembling began in his stomach,
and he felt his throat tighten. Tears
spilled from his eyes. Fighting for
control, Banny sat very still, making no
sound. He squeezed his eyes shut to
prevent more tears from shaming him.
Then he felt Maev’s hand upon his
shoulder.

“Sleep 1s good. Sleep is healing,” she
told him. “Now you come with me. You



need to eat again and then to bathe. You
have both lice and fleas, and there is no
room for either in my house. Come
now.”

Banny rose on trembling legs and
followed her into the kitchen. It seemed
like a palace to the twelve-year-old. He
sat down at the pine table and stared at
the golden sheen on the wood. Aunt
Maev placed a deep bowl of beef gravy
soup and a hunk of bread before him.

“Do not chew on the bread,” she said.
“Your teeth are already loose, and we
don’t want them falling out. Just dip it
into the soup.”

“She won’t die, will she?” whispered
Banny.

“Not if I have a say in it,” said Aunt



Maev. “Now eat your soup, Banny. Take
it slow.”

It was almost a week since Banny had
eaten solid food, and that had been a
gnarled root his mother had dug from the
edge of the forest. It had been bitter and
had made him nauseous. His stomach
was still queasy, and when he gazed
down at the soup, he felt suddenly sick
and dizzy.

“Be strong now,” said Aunt Maev,
moving swiftly alongside him. She tore
off a small hunk of bread and dipped it
in the warm soup. “Here. Just hold it in
your mouth and let the juices run.” Banny
opened his mouth, allowing her to feed
him like a babe. The juices of the meat
flowed on his tongue, awakening his



hunger. His stomach cramped, and he
almost choked on the bread. Carefully he
chewed the morsel, then swallowed it. It
tasted divine.

“That’s good, Banny,” whispered
Aunt Maev. “Take a little more now.”

Banny sat very still, staring down at
the soup bowl. It was white-glazed, but
only on the inside; the outside was the
golden brown of lowland clay. It was a
pretty bowl. His mind swam, and he felt
himself falling. He did not care. Maev’s
arms held him close, and when he
opened his eyes, he found to his surprise
that he was still sitting at the table. It
seemed to Banny that he had fallen from
the world, spinning down and down into
a blessed darkness where there was no



hunger, no pain, no fear. “I’m sorry,” he
whispered. “I have fleas.”

Maev said nothing, but she dipped
more bread into the now-cold soup and
lifted 1t to his lips. Banny ate until both
the soup and the bread were gone. “I
think we’ll forget about the bath for
now,” said Maev. “Let’s get you to
bed.”

Banny’s legs were unsteady, but Maev
helped him up the stairs to a small room.
The window shutters were closed, but
thin lines of golden light could be seen
between the slats. They shone on a
patchwork blanket that covered the
single bed of pine that nestled against the
far wall. Maev drew back the coverlet
and the two thick blankets beneath.



“Let’s get you out of these clothes,” she
said. She took hold of the torn and filthy
shirt he was wearing. Banny raised his
arms, and she lifted it clear. His ragged
trews were held up by a length of string.
He fumbled with the knot. Maev gently
moved his hands aside and swiftly undid
it. Banny stepped out of the garment, too
weary to feel shame at being naked
before a woman.

He sat down on the white undersheet
and became aware of the ingrained dirt
on his arms and hands and the red flea
bites on his belly and thighs. “I should
bathe,” he said.

“Later, Banny. Lay your head upon the
pillow, there’s a good boy.”

He had no strength to refuse. The



pillow yielded beneath him, soft and
inviting, and he felt the blankets and a
soft oversheet being drawn up around
his thin shoulders.

Once more the world spun away, and
Banny’s mind cried out in the joy of it.

The apothecary Ramus was a small man.
Round-shouldered and stooping, he
rarely looked into the eyes of his
customers. He would nod continuously
as he listened to their requests and, when
they had finished, mutter, “Good, yes,
very good,” as if complimenting them.
His movements were quick and sure, his
judgment of weight uncanny. He would
tip powder or shredded leaf into small
bags of muslin and rarely weigh them.



Occasionally a new customer would ask
to see the item weighed on his small
brass scales. He would nod and smile
and say, “Good, yes, very good.” The
scales would then show the exact weight
in ounces the customer had asked for.
But then, the silver-haired Ramus had
been an apothecary for twenty-nine
years. Judgment to the quarter ounce, he
considered, was a small enough skill to
acquire in almost three decades and
certainly not one to cause undue pride.
Ramus was not wealthy, nor was he
poor. He lived in a small house with a
slate roof and a half acre of ground on
which he grew many herbs. Other plants
and fungi were gathered for him by
women who lived in the barren empty



areas of the high hills. The apothecary
Ramus had no friends and no wife, for
he was not a man comfortable with
intimacy of any kind. Neither did he
have enemies. He was not even disliked,
which was unusual for a Varlish living
among clan folk. Ramus was
punctiliously polite to all, Varlish or
Keltoi, and never offered an opinion
except on matters herbal and never
entered into debate with anyone. It was,
he had long ago decided, safer that way.

Ramus cast a quick, nervous glance at
the black-haired youth standing at his
counter. He felt uneasy around Kaelin
Ring, though in truth he could not think
why. “Fever, you say? What is the nature
of the fever, Master Ring?” He listened



intently as the young man told him of
finding Shula Achbain and her son on the
verge of death from starvation and cold.

“Aunt Maev said to ask you to select
herbs to heal them. She told me to ask
also for fat hen and something for a
festering wound.”

“Good, yes, very good,” said Ramus.
“Please take a seat, Master Ring, while |
prepare the necessary ingredients.”
Ramus was anxious to please Maev
Ring. She had become a powerful
personality in Old Hills and, truth be
told, in Eldacre itself. More than sixty
women were now employed by her in
the making of dresses, shirts, blouses,
and other articles of clothing. It was said
that she was a shareholder in three other



ventures, though Ramus knew of only
two. Maev Ring now had minority
interests in the businesses of Gillam
Pearce the bootmaker and Parsis Feld,
owner of the forge and armory in
Eldacre town. Both men had been in
danger of bankruptcy and debtor’s
prison, but Maev Ring had settled their
debts. As soon as she acquired her stake
in the businesses, their fortunes changed.
Orders came in, and prosperity
followed. Other merchants talked of
Maev Ring being lucky. It was easy to
see how they would think that, but
Ramus was not fooled. Once might be
luck, not twice. No. Maev Ring was a
clever woman with a sharp eye for
opportunity.



The apothecary stood for a moment
surveying the scores of earthenware jars
on his shelves. Each jar was marked
with a symbol or a series of letters. The
first he chose bore the legend “DHS” in
black. Uncorking the jar, he scooped out
a portion of the contents and then, with
his left hand, opened a small bag of
muslin into which he tipped the powder.

“What 1is that?” asked Kaelin Ring.
Ramus jerked. He had not heard the
young man leave his seat and move once
more to the counter. It unnerved him a
little. Had it been anyone else, he would
have asked him politely to return to his
seat. But this boy was the nephew of
Maev Ring and therefore needed to be
treated with a little more respect.



“It 1s the Ileaf of the dwart
honeysuckle,” said Ramus. “I shall give
you four half-ounce bags. The powders
must be boiled with sugar to make a
jelly. It will help dispel the fever.

“For the festering wound I shall also
make up a potion with honey wort and
saffron. Your aunt will know what to do
with it. You may expect some
immoderate movements of the bowels in
the early stages of their recovery. To
alleviate this I recommend myrtle berry
extract. This is, however, expensive. It
is six daens a bottle, and you will need
two bottles.”

“A whole chailling?” said Kaelin
Ring, astonished.

“Aye, Master Ring. The myrtle tree



does not grow in the highlands. Indeed,
no one has successfully grown it on this
side of the sea. The extract needs to be
shipped from Goriasa and then brought
overland. It 1s, however, as effective as
it is costly.”

“I’1l take the one bottle,” said Kaelin.
“But I’1l have to owe you.”

“Not a problem, Master Ring. I trust
you implicitly” Ramus carefully
gathered all the herbs and powders, then
took up a swan feather quill and dipped
it into a small pot of ink. In immaculate
copperplate script he wrote out the
details of the purchase and the sums
required, sanded the finished receipt,
and, when he was sure the ink had dried,
folded the paper and handed it to Kaelin.



The young man pocketed it, then heaved
a large canvas shoulder bag to the
worktop. It was already half-full. Ramus
opened the flap at the top and packed his
powders and potions among the contents.
The bottle of myrtle extract he placed
within a wooden box half-filled with
straw. “Be careful with this, Master
Ring.”

“Twill, sir.”

A commotion began outside, and
Ramus could hear voices being raised.

The outside door was thrust open, and
a young man pushed inside. He was red-
faced, his eyes wide with excitement.
“There was an attempt on the Moidart’s
life,” he said. “Assassins broke into his
home last night. There are soldiers all



over Eldacre, and there have been many
arrests.”

“Was the Moidart injured?” inquired
Ramus.

“No one is saying, sir.”

“Thank you, Master Lane. Most kind
of you to let me know.”

The young man nodded excitedly,
moved back to the street, and entered the
bakery next door. His voice could just
be heard through the thick walls, but
only the occasional word sounded
clearly.

“Moidart ... assassins ... arrests ...”

“We live in perilous times, Master
Ring,” Ramus said with a sigh.

Kaelin Ring lifted the canvas bag to
his shoulder, offered a short bow to the



apothecary, and walked out to the
cobbled street beyond.

Ramus could see people gathering in
the street and wandered back into his
storeroom, sitting himself down in an
old wicker chair. Leaning back against
the embroidered cushions, he closed his
eyes. So much violence in the world, he
thought sadly.

On the table beside his chair was a
package of herbs and ointments he had
prepared for the Moidart only that
morning, soothing balms for the old
burns on the skin of the lord’s arms and
neck. Those wounds had come from yet
another act of violence, when assassins
had set fire to the old Winter House.
Eleven people had died in the blaze—all



of them servants. Before that, some
fourteen years ago, there had been the
murder attempt that had seen the
Moidart’s wife strangled and the
Moidart himself stabbed in the groin
while trying to save her. He had almost
died from that wound. It had been the
Moidart’s good fortune that Ramus had
been summoned. There was much
internal bleeding, but the apothecary had
managed to stem the flow and halt the
onset of infection. Even so, it was a full
four months before the wounded man
recovered sufficient strength to walk
unaided. Years later the angry scar was
still occasionally leaking pus and
causing the Moidart bouts of fever.
Ramus sighed. Acts of violence were



beyond his imagination. Never in his life
had he desired to hurt anyone.

This latest attempt on the Moidart’s
life would cause great anger among the
Varlish. It was likely there would be
riots and bloodshed in Eldacre,
followed by more arrests and hangings.

Ramus felt the weight of sadness
heavy upon him.

Thirty-two years earlier his own
father had been hanged for stealing a
sheep. He had not stolen the sheep, and
the true culprit was discovered later.
The lord of Goriasa had sent five pounds
in gold coin as recompense for the
mistake. The family had used part of the
money to pay for Ramus’ tuition at the
apothecary college. His mother had



spent her remaining years hating the
lord, her soul corroded by bitterness and
resentment. Ramus’ brother, Aborain,
had taken to the hills for a life of
outlawry and murder, culminating in his
execution on the same scaffold that had
claimed his father.

On the night of Aborain’s hanging
armed soldiers had come for Ramus,
taking him before the lord.

“Do you wish revenge?” the lord of
Goriasa had asked.

“No, sir.”

“Yet you hate me?”

“l hate no one, sir. My brother
deserved to die for the sins of his life.
My father did not deserve to die. But his
killing was an error and not born of



malice.”

“You know why you are here?”

“You are considering whether it
would be prudent to kill me.”

“You seem very calm, young man.”

“I cannot prevent you from killing me,
sir, if that be your will.”

The lord had sat silently for a while,
watching the young apothecary. Then he
had drawn in a deep breath. “I will not
kill you. Equally, I cannot have you
living within my realm. It would concern
me that you might one day discover
hatred in your heart. I shall give you
coin, and you will travel far from here.
There 1s always a need for apothecaries.
So where will you journey?”

“I have always liked mountains, sir.”



“Then cross the sea, Master Ramus.
Travel to the north and find a home in
the Druagh mountains. I am told it is
very beautiful there.”

“I will, sir. Thank you.”

“A man should not be thanked for
resisting evil. I wish you well, Master
Ramus.”

“And I you, lord.”

The sound of shouting cut through the
old man’s memories. Angry voices
could be heard.

Ramus rose from his chair, pushing
shut the heavy storeroom door.

Now there was silence.

Mulgrave reined in the chestnut and sat
gazing out over Old Hills Lake. The



water was shimmering in the afternoon
sunshine, the jagged lines of the western
mountains reflected on the still surface.
The sight of the lake calmed him. “We
are such fleeting creatures,” he told
Gaise Macon. “Here for a heartbeat and
then gone forever.”

“Why do you say that with a smile?”
asked the young noble, drawing his
palomino gelding alongside Mulgrave’s
mount.

“It makes the evil of men more
bearable to know that it is largely of no
account,” replied Mulgrave.

“If that be the truth,” said Gaise, “then
the good that men do is also of no
account.”

Mulgrave chuckled. “Now, there is



b ]

something worth debating, sir.” The
smile faded. A cold wind blew off the
lake, a gust billowing Mulgrave’s gray
cloak. The sudden movement caused the
palomino to rear. Gaise fought for
control, calming the horse. A lesser
rider would have been thrown. “You
handle him well, sir,” said Mulgrave.

“He 1s a skittish beast,” said Gaise,
leaning forward to stroke the palomino’s
golden neck. For a moment the two
riders sat silently as Mulgrave once
more returned his attention to the
glittering water.

“Why did you want me to ride with
you to the apothecary?”” asked Gaise.

Mulgrave sighed. He was entering
unknown territory here. “I wanted to tell



you that your actions last night filled me
with pride, sir. You tackled armed men.
You did not run. You saved your father’s
life. Of that there 1s no doubt.”

Gaise Macon reddened. “I was
stealing coal,” he said.

Mulgrave swore suddenly and swung
in the saddle to face the younger man.
“You are a fine man, Gaise. You have it
in you to be a great one. Do not let the
man’s malice change you.”

“It would be a help to know why he
hates me,” replied Gaise. “But we
should not speak like this, Mulgrave.
The Moidart is the law. Your words
could see you hanged if reported to
him.”

“Aye, sir, that is true.” He chuckled.



“You are not the first to offer such a
warning. The truth will be the death of
me yet. Come, let us find the
apothecary.” Mulgrave gently heeled the
chestnut forward.

“Time to ride!” shouted Gaise Macon.
The palomino surged into a run,
thundering along the shores of the lake.
Mulgrave’s chestnut followed, and for
the remainder of the short gallop the
swordsman’s burdens fell away.

Gaise cut to the left, racing toward a
fallen tree. Fear touched Mulgrave. It
was not that the palomino could not jump
the obstacle but that Gaise could not
possibly know what lay beyond it. There
could be jagged rocks, or rabbit holes,
or twisted roots. The palomino could



snap a leg. Mulgrave had seen riders
crippled or killed by such falls, their
backs snapped, their limbs flopping. The
palomino rose majestically. Mulgrave’s
breath caught in his throat. It seemed as
if the golden horse hung in the air for an
eternity. Then it sailed over the fallen
tree, landed smoothly, and ran on.
Mulgrave’s chestnut followed. As
Mulgrave leaned in to the jump, he saw
that the falling tree had broken several
saplings, which now jutted from the
earth like spears. The chestnut, as had
the palomino, just missed them. Furious
now, Mulgrave rode to where Gaise
waited.

“Did you see the broken trees?” raged
the swordsman.



“Yes,” said Gaise.

“That was monumentally stupid! You
could have been killed.”

“Aye, I could.” The young man
shrugged. “Did you not say that our lives
were fleeting and of little account? So
what would it have mattered?”

“Your life is of great account to me,
sir. I do not like to see you risk it for so
small a matter as a moment of
recklessness.”

Gaise shrugged. “It was not a small
matter, Mulgrave,” he said. “I needed
that jump.”

“W}ly?”

Gaise did not reply instantly. Instead
he leaned forward and ran his fingers
through the palomino’s white mane.



Mulgrave sensed the sadness in the
young man. Gaise looked up. “Last night,
as I returned to my bed, I could not
sleep. I began to tremble. I felt fear like |
have never felt 1t before. You
complimented me for saving my father.
Yes, 1 did that. I did it through instinct,
not through any considered courage. You
understand? The fear came later, and
with it a terrible doubt. I came close to
death. If T was faced with the same
situation again, would I react
differently? Would the fear unman me?
Would I run? Would I cower and cry
like a babe?” He fell silent.

“So, with the tree you were facing
your fears?” prompted Mulgrave.

“Aye, even so.” Gaise smiled.



“He either fears his fate too
much,
or his desires are small, that dares
not
put it to the touch, to gain or lose it
all.”

“Fine words, sir, but I’d sooner have
seen the poet make that jump than
yourself. In my experience poets are like
politicians. They talk like lions and live
like weasels.”

“Let us hope they are not all like that,”
said Gaise, “for I wrote the words
myself last night.”

Mulgrave saw the young man laughing
at him. “Ah, give me a moment, sir,
while I prize my boot from my mouth.”



“Do you still think me foolish for
making the jump?”’

“I have to say that I do, sir, though I
better understand the reasons for it. You
doubted yourself, but you did not have
the confidence—or the patience—to
wait for a better moment to test yourself.
It was reckless and unnecessary. Had
you asked me, I would have told you that
you have all the courage a young man
could desire. And I would have set you
tasks to prove it to you. You have a fine
future ahead of you, sir. Yet, but for a
stroke of fortune, I could have been
kneeling beside your crippled body,
your legs and arms useless, your life
ruined. Within a day the Moidart would
have had me hanged for failing in my



duty. You think the risk was worth 1t?”

Gaise laughed. “One can only
measure deeds by results. I made the
jump, and I feel free of fear, and strong,
and young and happy. Therefore, the risk
was worth it. Now let us debate it no
more. You will not lecture me, and I
will jump no more fallen trees.
Agreed?”

“Agreed, sir,” answered Mulgrave.
But he remained troubled. He knew then
that Gaise Macon was cursed with a
reckless spirit, and such a vice could
prove deadly. Given time, he thought, |
can cure him of it.

The two riders moved on. “I wish I
had killed the poor wretch,” Gaise said
suddenly.



Mulgrave remained silent. The
screams from the captured assassin had
been terrible and had lasted for hours.
There was no escaping them. At last
there had been silence, and the Moidart
had walked back from the cells, his
clothing drenched in blood. Then he had
written out a list, and soldiers had
ridden into FEldacre to arrest those
named on it.

The assassins had killed three of the
four guards. The fourth was missing, but
a warrant for his arrest had been issued.

“He should not have been tortured,”
said Gaise. “Hanged, yes, tortured, no.”

“The Moidart needed to know if
others were involved in the plot,” said
Mulgrave.



“You heard him, Mulgrave. By the
end he would have named Saint Persis
Albitaine as a coconspirator.”

“The saint was arrested once, I
understand,” said Mulgrave, “and taken
to Stone for execution. I think it was the
time that Bane fought for the Veiled
Lady.”

“Not Bane,” said Gaise. “It was a
gladiator named Rage. And you are
changing the subject.”

“It is probably best we do not discuss
the Moidart’s methods, though I will say
that I agree with you. I wish the man had
died before he did.”

The gray stone schoolhouse could be
seen now and the cobbled streets leading
into the village of Old Hills. As they



approached the town, Mulgrave saw a
crowd gathering. A fight was just
starting.

A black-haired youth was being set
upon by two—no, three—larger men.

Taybard Jaekel had always disliked
Kaelin Ring. If asked why, he could
have come up with a number of reasons,
though none of them were entirely
convincing, even to himself. The
powerful young Varlish would have said
that Ring was “too cocky for his own
good” or that the clansman looked
“down on him.” Taybard knew that those
statements did not convey anything like
the real reason, yet even he could not say
exactly why the mere sight of Kaelin



Ring would set his blood boiling. The
easy, graceful way he moved infuriated
Taybard. The fact that the local girls—
even Varlish girls—smiled at him and
hung on his every word was like salt on
an open wound to Taybard Jaekel. Now
Chara Ward, the girl of Taybard’s
dreams—who had never even given
Taybard a second glance—had set her
cap for Kaelin Ring. Everyone knew it.
Taybard Jaekel would have walked
through fire to see Chara look at him the
way she stared at the clan youth. And so
his dislike had distilled into a cold
hatred.

Taybard and his friends had been
earning coppers in the market, fetching
and carrying for the shoppers, when



news had come in of the assassination
attempt on the Moidart. All business had
stopped momentarily as people paused
to discuss the dreadful incident. Most of
the residents of Old Hills were Varlish,
and many could remember the last clan
uprising fourteen years before. Those
had been bloody times, days of rape,
pillage, and murder, ending only when
the Beetlebacks had crushed the last of
the Rigante. An attack on the Moidart
might be the herald of a new uprising.
Kaelin Ring had come walking along
Market Lane, a canvas bag hanging from
his shoulder. He had not seen Taybard
and his friends, nor did he seem to
notice the gathering crowd. It looked to
Taybard as if Ring felt that the worries



of the townsfolk were somehow beneath
him.

Kammel Bard, one of Taybard’s
companions, an overweight redheaded
youth, saw him staring at Kaelin Ring.
“He can’t be bothered with the likes of
us, Tay,” he said.

“He will today,” snapped Taybard.
He ran across the lane, catching up to
Kaelin Ring just as he reached the gates
of the school. “Heard the news, Ring?”
shouted Taybard.

Kaelin Ring stopped and turned. “I’ve
heard. What do you want, Jaekel?”

“Stinking clansmen attacked our
Moidart.”

Ring said nothing and swung away to
continue his walk. “Don’t you turn your



back on me, you bastard!” shouted
Taybard, rushing forward. Kaelin Ring
sidestepped as Taybard grabbed at him.
Taybard felt himself falling and landed
hard on the cobbles, bruising his knees.
Kammel Bard and Luss Campion came
running over. “He’s attacked Tay!”
shouted Kammel.

Taybard pushed himself to his feet.
The crowd moved out, forming a half
circle around the two young men. Kaelin
Ring still had his canvas bag on his
shoulder. Taybard advanced more
warily. At least a head taller than Kaelin
Ring and twenty pounds heavier, he was
known for his street-fighting skills. His
heart pounded, and a savage exultation
filled him. He would make Ring beg for



mercy. Taybard darted forward. Kaelin
Ring ducked, moved to his left, and
hooked his foot over Taybard’s instep.
Taybard stumbled and fell once more. A
sharp stone slashed his leggings and cut
a shallow wound into his leg. Taybard
cried out more in anger than in pain. He
looked up. Kaelin Ring was still holding
his bag. Twice now Taybard had hit the
ground. He scrambled to his feet, aware
of laughter in the crowd. It stung him
worse than a whiplash. He advanced on
Kaelin Ring. The black-haired clansman
laid his sack on the floor. Taybard
moved in and let fly with a straight left.
Kaelin swayed aside from it and
delivered a right uppercut to Taybard’s
belly. Air whooshed from his lungs, and



he sagged forward into a powerful head
butt that smashed his nose. Taybard fell
back, blood streaming. Fat Kammel ran
at Ring and grabbed him. Kaelin Ring
slammed an elbow into Kammel’s face.
As he did so, Luss Campion ran in and
thundered a punch to Ring’s cheek. The
skin split, and blood sprayed out. Kaelin
Ring lashed out with his foot, kicking
Luss Campion’s feet from under him,
then hit Kammel twice more with his
elbow. Kammel let go and threw a
clumsy punch. Ring blocked it and hit the
fat youth in the jaw with a straight left
followed by a right cross. Luss Campion
had regained his feet and ran in behind
Ring, grabbing him in a bear hug and
pinning his arms. The clansman leaned



forward, then threw his head back. His
skull struck Campion full in the face.

Taybard watched Luss fall back.
Blind rage and pain from his smashed
nose overcame his reason, and he drew
a small knife from a sheath at his belt.
Kammel had grabbed Ringagain, and
Luss ran in, hurling blow after blow at
the clansman. Taybard moved in, ready
to grab Ring’s hair, pull back his head,
and rip open his throat.

Just as he reached the struggling trio,
a shadow moved across him. He glanced
to his leftt A golden horse surged
forward, its shoulder slamming into
Taybard, knocking him once more to the
cobbles. Two officers of the watch, one
of them the famed Sergeant Bindoe,



moved through the crowd and pinned the
arms of Kaelin Ring. Luss Campion
smashed two blows to the clansman’s
face while he was being held. The
officers holding him did nothing to
prevent the attack.

“That 1s enough!” shouted Gaise
Macon. “Release that man.”

The watch officers let go of Kaelin
Ring, who half stumbled and then righted
himself.

“Sir, this man attacked a Varlish
citizen,” said Bindoe. “It was witnessed
by most of the people here.”

“l also witnessed it,” Gaise Macon
said coldly. “Three men against one.
And he almost had the beating of them.”
He turned his palomino toward Taybard



Jaekel. “And you, sir. Let me inform you
that had you used that knife, I would
have seen you hang for murder. Now
begone from here.”

In that moment all anger drained away
from Taybard Jaekel. It was not the
threat that caused it but the realization
that he had come close to killing an
unarmed man. Shame swept over him,
and he swung away.

He did not go back to the market but
instead ran down to the lake, where he
sat on a fallen tree and offered up a
prayer of thanks to the blessed Saint
Persis Albitaine for preserving him from
murder. Kammel Bard and Luss
Campion found him there.

Taybard’s broken nose was deeply



painful, and a headache was pounding at
his temples. Luss had a lump on his
cheekbone, and Kammel was sporting a
swollen, blackened eye.

“We’ll get him another time,” said
Luss Campion.

Taybard did not respond.

“We’d better be getting back to the
market,” put in Kammel. “You coming,
Tay?”

“No. I’ll sit here awhile.” His friends
strolled away. Taybard moved to the
water’s edge and gently washed the
blood from his face. His head felt like it
could burst at any moment. He sat down
heavily, dizziness swamping him.

A white-haired woman came
alongside him. “Drink this,” she said,



offering him a small copper cup
brimming with a murky liquid. “It will
take away the pain.”

“What is 1t?” he asked.

“Drink,” she ordered him.

Taybard did so. The taste was bitter
upon the tongue, but within moments the
sharp, jagged pain receded, replaced by
a dull throbbing ache.

“Thank you,” he said.

“How did you hurt your nose?”

“It was ... a fight.”

“Did you win?”

“No.”

“And that saddens you?”’

“No. I didn’t ...” He paused and took
a deep breath. “I didn’t deserve to win. |
almost killed a man. I would never have



forgiven myself.”

“Then be glad, for you learned a
lesson that some men never learn. It will
change you and change you for the better.
This has been a good day for you,
Taybard Jaekel.”

He turned toward her, his gaze taking
in her ragged clothing. “Who are you,
and how do you know my name?” he
asked, looking into her green eyes.

“I am the Wyrd of the Wishing Tree
woods,” she told him, “and I know all
the children of the Rigante.”

A heavy weariness flowed over him,
and he lay down on the soft earth. “I am
Varlish,” he said sleepily.

“You are Taybard Jaekel, and your
line goes back to the days of greatness



and beyond. In you flows the blood of
Fiallach, Connavar’s iron general. He,
too, was a man of uncertain rages. Yet
he was loyal unto death.”

He wanted to reply, but his eyes
closed, and he slipped into a velvet
sleep.

Kaelin Ring could feel the blood on his
face, and his head was pounding
Taybard and the others had left the
scene, but the hatchet-faced Sergeant
Bindoe was standing close by, staring at
him malevolently. Kaelin ignored him
and reached for his shoulder bag.

The golden-haired young nobleman
dismounted. “You are bleeding,” he
said. “Let us check the wound.”



“It is nothing,” answered Kaelin,
pressing his fingers to the cut on his
cheekbone. “It will seal itself.” He
wanted to be away from there, away,
indeed, from all things Varlish.

“I expect that it will,” said Gaise
Macon. “I am sorry that I did not arrive
more swiftly.”

“You were swift enough,” said
Kaelin. He paused, aware of how
ungrateful he sounded. “I thank you,” he
managed to say, having to force the
words out.

A second man approached them, tall
and lean with prematurely white hair.
“You fought well, lad. Fine balance.
Who taught you those moves?”

“My uncle Jaim. No one can fight like



him.”

“He 1s a good teacher.” The soldier
put out his hand, and Kaelin put down
his sack and shook it. The grip was firm,
and despite himself, Kaelin warmed to
the man. Then he spoke again: “My name
is Mulgrave. The gentleman who saved
you is Gaise Macon.”

“The Moidart’s son,” said Kaelin,
stiffening.

“That 1s so,” said Gaise, his
friendliness fading as he saw the cold
look in Kaelin’s eyes. “You know my
father?”

“No. He knew mine,” said Kaelin.
With that he stepped back, swept up his
sack, and walked away, his heart beating
fast. He was angry now. Just for a



moment he had found himself relaxing in
the company of the Varlish, one moment
that now felt like a betrayal of his blood.
This man’s father had treacherously
killed Lanovar and hundreds of other
Rigante men, women, and children. Now
the son had saved his life. It was galling.

Kaelin trudged on past the school and
up into the hills. The blood dried on his
face, the bruises on his flesh throbbing in
the cool wind. He had known fear—real
fear—for the first time in his life when
he had seen Taybard Jaekel advancing
on him, the knife glittering in his hand.
He saw the scene again and shivered. It
was not the knife that frightened him or
even the prospect of death. It was that he
had been helpless, his arms pinned. He



would have been slaughtered like a feast
bull.

The strange thing was that he had
never hated Taybard. He did not much
like Luss Campion or Kammel Bard, but
Taybard, he had always felt, was
essentially good-hearted. He had once,
so Banny had told Kaelin one day,
stepped in to save Banny from taking a
beating. He had also been heavily
involved in the rescue of little Jassie
Wirrall when she had fallen into the
weir and almost drowned. Taybard had
hurled himself into the rushing torrent,
grabbing the child and holding her head
above the water until Galliott had
thrown a rope and dragged them both to
the bank.



He found it hard to understand the
youth’s hatred of him. Yes, Taybard was
Varlish, but only nominally. Everyone
knew there was clan blood in his line.

Kaelin walked on, keeping a wary eye
out for Taybard and his companions in
case they had decided to waylay him
farther from town.

Up ahead was a cluster of dwellings
used by the families of timber yard
workers. Several women were hanging
clothes out to dry on rope lines strung
across the open ground. The houses had
been built more than a hundred years
before, the outer shells constructed of
gray granite slabs, the sloping roofs of
black slate. Freezing in winter, cold in
summer, they stood colorless and drab



against the bright green wooded hills.
One of the younger women saw Kaelin
and called out. He glanced up to see
Chara Ward moving toward him.

Kaelin paused, his mood lifting.
Chara was tall for a girl, and she walked
in a way that caused Kaelin’s pulse to
race and his mind to focus on thoughts
that were entirely inappropriate. She
was dressed in a pale blue blouse and a
flowing gray skirt that hugged her body
as she walked. As she neared him, she
smiled, her hand moving up to sweep
back the long blond wisps of hair that
had fallen clear of her bright blue
headband. The lifting of the hand caused
the blouse to press against her body.
Kaelin could not keep his eyes from the



plump, perfect outline of her breasts.
Guiltily he looked away. As she came
closer, Chara saw the blood on Kaelin’s
face.

“What happened to you?” she asked,
suddenly concerned.

“A scrap. Nothing serious,” he
answered.

“Who did that to you?”

“It 1s not important.” He shuffled from
foot to foot as she came closer, her hand
reaching out to touch his face.

“It 1s very swollen. You should come
inside and let me bathe the cut.”

“It 1s nothing, Chara. You look
beautiful today,” he said, catching hold
of her hand and kissing the fingers.

She smiled, and a faint blush touched



her cheeks. “You shouldn’t do that,” she
whispered. “Mother is watching.”

Kaelin recalled that Chara’s mother
had recently been sick with yellow
blight, a fever that caused the skin to
pale. Yellow blight was rarely fatal, but
sufferers lost great amounts of weight
and were liable to bouts of weakness
that might last for months. “Is she better
now?” he asked.

“She i1s still a little weak, but she is
improving. Thank you for asking. Will
you come in and sit with us for a
while?”

“l would like to,” he told her, “but I
must be getting home. I have medicine
for Banny and his mother.”

“I heard about the attack,” said Chara.



“It was shameful. 1 sometimes think
Morain has a streak of wickedness in
her. Will Shula be all right?”

“I don’t know. She is very 11l.”

For a few moments they stood
together in comfortable silence. Then
Chara spoke again.

“Will you be attending the feast come
Sacrifice Day?”

“I thought that I might,” he said.

“Would you like to walk there
together?” she asked.

“You know that I would. But it might
be best if we did not.”

“l don’t care what people say,
Kaelin.”

“It is not about what they say.”

“Im not frightened of them, either.



You are my friend, Kaelin. I value that
friendship, and I’ll not hide it to please
bigots.”

An older woman called out: “There is
work still to be done, child.”

Chara laughed. “I must be going. Will
I see you at midday, then, or will you
want to be walking there sooner?”

“Midday 1s good,” he said. She
smiled and swung away.

Kaelin watched her and found himself
imagining her without the skirt and blue
blouse. Then he caught the older woman
staring at him. It was as if she could read
his thoughts. He blushed and continued
his way along the lane.

Cutting across the fields, he was
within sight of his home when he saw the



Wyrd sitting at the edge of the trees. He
had not seen her in some months and
waved at her. She gestured for him to
join her. Kaelin strolled over, laid down
his bag, and sat beside her on a fallen
tree.

“My, but you have been busy today,
Ravenheart,” she said. “So much of
import in so little time.”

“I have merely been to town and had a
scrap,” he told her.

“You have seen the stag and set in
motion events that will shape the future
of the Rigante.”

He shook his head and looked into her
green eyes. “I have seen no stag.”

“What did you think of Gaise
Macon?”



“What was there to think? He is a
Varlish nobleman.”

“Did you like him?”

“I don’t know him.”

“Come, come, Ravenheart, I have no
time for word games—unless of course
they are mine. Did you like him?”

“Aye, sadly I did.”

“Nothing sad about it,” she told him.
“Gaise Macon is a fine young man—
doomed but fine. I'm glad you took to
him, and I am delighted he took up for
you.”

“Why do you say he i1s doomed?”

“He lives to ride the storm horse. No
man can ride it for long. Those who do
are bonny and brave—aye, and
doomed.”



Kaelin chuckled. “Every time we
meet, you add a little riddle to the
conversation. Stags and storm horses.”

“You enjoy it, though?”

“Aye, I do. Will you come home with
me and share a meal?”

“No, though it is kind of you to ask. |
have a long journey ahead. I am going
back to the Wishing Tree woods. I need
to rest awhile and seek the wisdom of
the Seidh.”

“I thought they had gone from the
world.”

“Not from the world, Kaelin. Only
from Caer Druagh. There are still places
where they walk the wild woods and
leave their magic in every footstep.”

“Why did you say I had seen a stag?”



“Not a stag, Kaelin. The stag.”

“You have lost me.”

“Of course I have.” She smiled at him,
and he wondered anew just how old she
was. When she smiled, her face seemed
suddenly youthful. “I am as old as I
choose to be,” she said.

Kaelin jerked as if stung. “You can
read my thoughts?”’

The Wyrd’s laughter pealed out. “That
is no great talent. You are still young,
and your expressions are honest. You
have not yet learned to disguise what
you are thinking. Though you should—at
least when you are around Chara’s
mother.”

Kaelin chuckled. “She’s a fine-
looking girl. I think she knows magic, for



my heart beats like a drum whenever she
is close.”

“All women know that magic,
the Wyrd.

“Even you?” The words were out
before he could stop them. “I am sorry,”
he said swiftly. “That was rude.”

“Yes, but 1t was honest. Yes, even the
Wyrd. T have chosen to hold that magic
within me. It strengthens my powers to
be celibate. Why that should be, I don’t
know.” Her green eyes locked to his
dark gaze. “However, my time in Old
Hills 1s short, and I’ve little of it to
waste on matters philosophical.”

“Nor I” said Kaelin. “Aunt Maev
will be angry about the fight, and I need
to be getting home. I don’t doubt she’ll

bl

said



scold me over it. Scolding is one of her
talents.”

“Aye, she’s a hard woman. Difficult
to live with.”

Kaelin laughed. “I’ll vouch for that.”

“You know how you came to live
with her?”

Kaelin looked away. “I know my
mother was killed two nights after I was
born. The Beetlebacks came into the
village. They slew all who could not
escape to the woods. After that Aunt
Maev raised me.”

“It was a mnight of sickening
slaughter,” said the Wyrd, her voice
low. “Some women managed to run to
the woods. However, Maev, instead of
fleeing, ran back to your mother’s hut.



The soldier who killed Gian was
standing over her body when Maev
slammed a dagger into his throat. She
killed him, Kaelin. She avenged Gian
and took you from your crib and carried
you to safety.”

“She has never spoken of it,” said
Kaelin. “I did not know.”

“She is Rigante, Ravenheart, and in
her flows the blood of Ruathain and
Meria, two of the great heroes of our
past. Aye, and Lanach and Bedril, who
held the pass. Maev is old blood. As are
you. As is Gaise Macon.”

“Varlish blood. Murderer’s blood.”

“Chara Ward 1s of Varlish blood,
Kaelin,” said the Wyrd. “Do you hate
her?”



“No, of course not.”

“Then think before you speak,
Ravenheart. Chara Ward is good and
kind.” The Wyrd suddenly seemed sad.
Kaelin expected her to speak, but instead
she reached down to a canvas sack at
her feet and opened it. From it she took a
muslin pouch. “Now, listen to me.
Ramus has given you good herbs, and
they will help Shula a little. They will
not, however, save her life. When you
get home, put this in a pint—no more—
o fboiling water, then leave it until the
water 1s merely warm to the touch. Make
her drink at least half of it. When she
does so, she will fall into a deep sleep.
It will be like death. You may not be
able to detect a pulse. Do not fret. She



will recover, but she will sleep for at
least three days. You understand?”

“Aye. Thank you, Wyrd. And now
will you tell me about this stag?”

The Wyrd smiled. “I’ll tell you this
for now: When Raven the hound came to
the rescue of a stag, it brought you your
soul-name. It linked you to the land. Yet
it was also a prophecy, Ravenheart. One
day you, too, will need to rescue the
stag. Now get off with you and take my
herbs to Maev.”



O 40

BANNY HAD NOT yet regained anything

like his full strength, and the walk up to
the hidden meadow had all but exhausted
him. He lay on the grass watching Jaim
Grymauch and Kaelin Ring practicing
with wooden swords. The sun was
shining, and the grass felt soft as a
feather bed beneath him. Jaim and
Kaelin were laughing and joking as they
circled each other. Banny felt privileged
to have been invited to join them. Even
wooden swords were outlawed among



the clans, and Banny felt a glow within
that these two full-blooded clansmen
should trust him so.

Everything seemed to be going well
now. His mother had slept for three
solid days but had awoken feeling
stronger. She had eaten a good breakfast,
and it seemed to Banny that there was
color in her cheeks.

“Don’t think, boy!” roared Jaim
Grymauch. “Just do!”

Kaelin leapt at him, cutting and
thrusting. Jaim swayed aside. He moved
very fast for a big man, parrying
Kaelin’s blade and whacking his own
against Kaelin’s shoulder. “I’d have had
your arm off!” he shouted gleefully.
“Concentrate now.”



“How can I concentrate while I’m not
supposed to be thinking?” answered
Kaelin.

“Concentrate  on not thinking,”
answered Jaim.

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“I know, but that’s what old Lanash
taught me.”

“Was he drunk at the time?”

“He was always drunk.”

“Is that someone coming up the hill?”
Kaelin asked suddenly.

Jaim turned. Kaelin leapt in and struck
him a blow on the buttocks. “You cheeky
rascal!” yelled Jaim, and the two began
to hack at each other yet again. Banny
rolled to his back and stared up at the
sky, wondering what it would be like to



have wings like an eagle and soar
through the clouds, to look down on the
green earth far below, safe from any
danger. Would it be cold up there, or
warm because you were closer to the
sun?

Banny yawned. He had spent the last
few days resting, eating, and sleeping. It
was a strange feeling to be without the
call of hunger or the pressure of the
cold, to sleep under warm and heavy
blankets, his head resting on a soft
pillow. Banny pressed his tongue against
his teeth. They were firm now.

Life was good.

The spring feast was tomorrow.
Banny, who rarely had an opportunity to
eat fine foods—honey-roasted pig,



wine-marinated steak, stuffed goose—
was looking forward to it. Unfortunately,
there was a touch of dread within the
anticipation. In a crowd someone was
bound to pick on him: Luss Campion or
Kammel Bard—any one of a dozen
Varlish youngsters. He had hoped to
spend most of his time with Kaelin, but
now his friend was going to the feast
with Chara Ward.

Banny sat up and watched Kaelin
fightt He moved swiftly and with
confidence, unafraid of the pain that
would come if Jaim’s wooden sword
pierced his defenses. Banny wished he,
too, could learn to be unafraid. The two
fighters closed in on each other. Jaim
tossed his sword away and grabbed



Kaelin in a bear hug, and the two fell to
the ground, struggling and laughing.

“Enough! Enough!” shouted Jaim,
releasing the youngster. The one-eyed
warrior sat up and glanced across at
Banny. “Would you like a try with the
swords, lad?”

“No, thank you, sir,” answered Banny.

Jaim rose to his feet and wandered
across to sit beside him. For a moment
Banny remembered the first time he had
seen Jaim Grymauch and the terrible fear
that had swept through him. Banny had
been very young then. Five or six? He
could not remember. What he did recall
was seeing this gigantic creature striding
toward their little hut. Grymauch was so
ugly that the child thought he must be a



demon. His one eye seemed to glare
balefully. He had a bulging sack on his
shoulder, and Banny was convinced that
the bodies of other little boys were held
within it. As Grymauch approached,
Banny screamed in fear and ran for his
mother. Hearing his cries, Shula came
from the hut. Seeing Grymauch, she
curtseyed. Grymauch smiled, and in that
moment Banny’s fear drained away. The
smile was broad and infectious. Even
so, Banny hid behind his mother’s skirt,
peeking out at the giant.

“I know your man is away seeking
work,” said Grymauch, “so I thought you
might like a little extra meat.”

“Thank you, Master Grymauch, but we
are doing well.”



“I didn’t doubt that,” he said swiftly,
“but I owe your husband a small debt,
and having no coin, this was the only
way [ could think of repaying him.”
Dropping the sack, he opened it and
drew out a large hank of ham and
several small sacks. “There is sugar
here, and salt, and a pot of that mustard
the Varlish are so fond of. No offense,”
he added.

“None taken, Master Grymauch. I
shall tell my husband when he returns
that you have repaid your debt.”

“Oh, this 1s only part of the debt,” he
told her. “When I have the time and the
coin, I’ll come back.”

With that he had wandered away.
Jaim Grymauch had often visited after



that time, dropping off food and
sometimes a few daens. Banny had come
to realize that there was no debt to his
father. Jaim never came into the hut.
Always he would stop outside, chat
briefly, then leave.

The previous week, when his mother
had been too weak to move and Banny
had been semidelirious, Grymauch had
entered. Kaelin had been with him.
Banny had struggled to sit up. Grymauch
had leaned over his mother’s bed and
lifted her to his arms. Her dress was
filthy and vomit-stained, her face
covered in a sheen of sweat. “You hang
on, lass, and we’ll take you home,” he
remembered Grymauch saying.

Kaelin had helped Banny to his feet



and half carried him after the departing
Grymauch.

Now, days later, Banny was feeling
strong and the giant Grymauch was
sitting beside him. “How is your
mother?”

“Better, sir. Almost strong, I think.”

Jaim placed his huge hand on Banny’s
shoulder. “Do not call me ‘sir.” My
name 1s Grymauch. It is a good name,
and my friends use it.”

Banny nodded, unsure of how to
respond. Kaelin joined them. He sat
quietly, rubbing his forearm. “Those
swords are heavy,” he said.

“The wood 1s hollow,” Jaim told him.
“There 1s a center rod of lead to give
them the same balance as a steel blade.”



He grinned at Kaelin. “I hear you are
soon to walk the tree with a young
Varlish girl.”

“There’s no talk of marriage,” said
Kaelin. “She 1s my friend, 1s all.”

“Then you’ll be walking your Varlish
friend to the Beltine Feast?”

“You mustn’t call it Beltine. It is the
Feast of the Veiled Lady. Beltine is a
pagan festival, born of devil worship.”

“Pah! What nonsense.” Jaim leaned in
close to Kaelin, sniffing loudly.

“What are you doing?”

“Im picking up traces of Varlish
bullshit on you, boy.”

Kaelin burst out laughing, “That
coming from the man who last had a bath
when the world was young. By heavens,



Grymauch, your armpits could fell an
ox.”

Banny lay back on the grass and
listened to their argument with great
pleasure, feeling himself a part of their
easy camaraderie. After a while Jaim
fetched a canvas sack and from it drew a
bottle of golden Uisge. He took several
deep swallows and offered it to Kaelin,
who shook his head.

“Good for you, lad. Cleans the
blood.”

“I’ve no wish to get maudlin,” Kaelin
told him. “In a few minutes you’ll be
talking about the old days when men
were men.”

“Ah, true enough,” admitted
Grymauch. “So tell us about this walk to



the feast with the beautiful Varlish
maiden.”

“Why do you keep saying Varlish?”
snapped Kaelin.

“Because that’s what she 1s, Kaelin.
Are you in love with her?”

“I don’t know. I like her company,
and ... she is very beautiful.”

Grymauch took another drink. “Have
you kissed her? Be honest now.”

“A man shouldn’t talk about such
things,” said Kaelin, embarrassed.

“Aye, maybe he shouldn’t. So let me
say this: If you have kissed her and you
still don’t know whether you’re in love,
then maybe you aren’t. Beautiful women
are a wondrous temptation, Ravenheart.
But by all accounts Chara is a good lass.



So you listen to your uncle Jaim. Don’t
bed her until you are sure that you want
to walk the tree with her.”

“I don’t want to talk about this,” said
Kaelin. “It is not seemly.”

“If you must sow your seed,”
continued Grymauch, ignoring his
protestations, “and I fear a man must,
then there are plenty available who will
not have their hearts broken by it. I
myself visit the Earth Maiden at the old
mill house.”

“Parsha  Willets?” said Kaelin,
pulling a face. “She must be close to
forty.”

“She’s a good girl and bighearted,”
said Jaim.

Kaelin laughed aloud. “By bighearted



you mean she extends credit?”

“I do,” said Jaim.

“You are a disgraceful man,
Grymauch,” Kaelin put in, chuckling. “It
is no surprise that decent people avoid
your company.”

“Will you be attending the feast,
Grymauch?” asked Banny, more to
practice the use of Jaim’s name than
anything else.

“Perhaps, lad. I'm still considering
1t.”

“You won the fistfighting two years
ago. There’s another tournament this
year, they say.”

“Not for me, Banny. The Varlish will
gather around the circle and bay and
cheer as clansmen whack and thud at



each other. I’ve no mind to add to their
entertainment.”

“The tournament is open this year,”
said Kaelin. “There’s thirty chaillings to
be won. I’ve heard that there will be
Varlish looking to win it.”

“Is that so?” replied Jaim, taking
another deep swallow.

“According to Captain Galliott, two
fighters are coming up from the south.
Big men. Varlish champions. I expect
they’ll be looking to show that clansmen
are easy meat.”

Jaim chuckled. “You are trying to
goad me, boy. I'm not so drunk that I
cannot see it.”

“I am not trying to goad you,” Kaelin
told him with a wink to Banny. “You are



getting too old to fight, Grymauch.
You’ve said it yourself. 1 think you
should let the tournament pass.”

“Too old, am I? You rascal! It may be
that I will show these southern Varlish
the error of their thinking.”

“Thirty chaillings is a great sum,” put
in Banny.

“There’ll be more to be made on the
side betting,” said Jaim. “I’d say the
winner of the tourney would clear maybe
four ... five pounds.”

“How much is that in chaillings?”
asked Banny, who had never seen a
pound.

“Tell him, Kaelin.”

“Twenty chaillings to a pound ... one
hundred chaillings.”



“That 1s a fortune,” whispered Banny.
He closed his eyes. There were twelve
daens to a chailling. He knew that much.
The sum was the equivalent of twelve
hundred daens. Enough to feed Banny
and his mother for ... for ... He tried to
calculate the sum, but it was too large.
Shula had managed to scrape together
enough food for them on three daens a
week. Ten weeks, then, would be thirty
daens.

Concentrating hard, Banny carefully
built the sums in his mind. A year would
cost 150 daens; ten years, 1,500. The
difference was three hundred, or two
years.

According to Banny’s calculation, the
winner of the tourney would have



enough money to feed himself and his
mother for eight years!

“Could you teach me to fight,
Grymauch?” he asked, sitting up.

“I could teach any clansman to fight.
It’s in the blood.”

“I’m not a clansman,” Banny told him.
“My mother 1s Varlish.”

Jaim put down his bottle. Removing
his black headband, he scratched at the
empty socket. He turned his one-eyed
gaze on Banny. “This Rigante eye is
magical,” he said. “It sees into the hearts
of men. And when I look at you, young
Banny, | see a clansman. And that’s an
end to it.”

Banny felt as if his heart would burst.
His throat tightened, and he could not



speak. He glanced away so that the
others would not see the tears in his
eyes.

“Let’s be getting back,” said Kaelin.
“Shula has made a fruit pie.”

“It’s a good one,” said Jaim. “I had a
little taste before coming to meet you
boys.”

The apothecary Ramus drew rein on his
small, fat-bellied pony and -carefully
dismounted at the gates of the Moidart’s
Winter House. A soldier expertly
searched him, then opened the gate.
Ramus did not remount. A small man
with an arthritic hip, Ramus needed a
mounting step or a box in order to climb
to the saddle. Slowly he walked toward



the house, leading the pony.

A servant came out to meet him.
Ramus recognized the old retainer
Maldrak and greeted him with a smile.
The pony picked up its paces as Maldrak
approached. He knew the old man would
feed him carrots or sweet apples.

“Good morning, Apothecary,” said
Maldrak. “Are you well?”

“l am, sir. Is the nettle tisane still
keeping the rheumatik at bay?”

“Mostly. Except when the weather is
bad.”

Ramus nodded. “No herb can
completely repair the ravages of time.”
Maldrak took the reins, and the two men
walked side by side toward the rear of
the house. Some two hundred paces to



the north, almost hidden by the trees,
Ramus could see the blackened remains
of the old house. Weeds had grown over
the ruined walls, and a tree was growing
through the collapsed roof. “You were
here, were you not, when fire consumed
the old house?” said Ramus.

“Aye. A terrible night that was. The
screams of the trapped were terrible to
hear. Even some of those who got out,
their clothes on fire, died later.”
Maldrak shivered at the memory. “We
all thought the Moidart would die. But
he’s tough, the man.”

Another male servant, a round-
shouldered young man, met them at the
side door. Ramus patted the pony’s neck,
removed his small pack from the saddle,



and followed the servant into the house,
through the kitchen, and onto the stairs.
His right hip ached as he mounted the
stairs and continued his walk along the
corridor toward the Moidart’s private
rooms. The servant tapped on a paneled
door, then, on hearing a command from
inside, entered. He reappeared moments
later. “The lord will see you in a few
moments, Apothecary. Please be
seated.”

Ramus gratefully sank onto a couch by
the balcony rail and gazed up at the
paintings adorning the wall. Mostly they
were of the Moidart’s ancestors, dressed
in martial fashion, shining plate armor,
swords 1in their hands. There were
occasional hunting scenes and, closest to



where he sat, a stunning portrait of a
young woman with golden hair. She was
standing beside a tall horse and was
dressed in riding garments of velvet and
silk, a long split skirt that had been high
fashion half a century earlier. Ramus
always found himself captivated by her.
He had first seen her as a real woman
just before her death some ten years
before. She had been old then, her skin
wrinkled and leathery, her eyes sunken.
Here, in this portrait, she was young, and
the artist had captured the fire of her
spirit and the quintessential lure of her
femininity. The face had strength and yet
compassion, sensitivity allied with a
steely determination. She was the
Moidart’s grandmother, and people still



spoke of her with reverence and love.

The door to the apartments opened,
and a young officer stepped to the
balcony. His face was flushed. “You
may enter now,” he said, then walked
stiffly to the stairs.

Ramus pushed himself to his feet and
moved to the doorway. The room within
was double-aspected, tall windows
looking out to the north and east.
Glowing coals burned within a red brick
fireplace. A single armchair was set
before it. Beneath the eastern window
was a broad desk with yet another single
chair behind it. No one else could sit in
the Moidart’s presence.

The Lord of the North was standing by
the northern window, hands clasped



behind his back. Dressed all in black,
his silver hair shining in the sunlight, he
stood motionless. A distant gunshot
sounded, followed instantly by another.
Ramus remained in the doorway.

“Come 1n, Apothecary,” said the
Moidart, his voice, as ever, without
emotion. “And close the door. It is
creating a draft.”

Ramus did as he was ordered and
stood before the desk. The Moidart
remained where he was for several
seconds, then returned to his desk,
seating himself. Then he looked up into
Ramus’ eyes. Ramus thought he had
prepared himself for this meeting of
eyes, but it was always a shock. It was
not that the man had a malevolent gaze or



even that Ramus could see the cruelty
and power of the lord. No, it was that
the Moidart’s eyes were empty, devoid
of emotion. The look seemed to say:
“You are nothing, a speck, insignificant
and disposable.”

“My scars have been causing me
discomfort,” said the Moidart. “In cold
weather the skin still cracks and weeps
even after fifteen years.”

“Most men would have died, lord,”
said Ramus. “The burns were severe.”

“I am not most men. Did you bring me
salves?”

“I did, lord. They should be used
sparingly, for they are most potent.”

Ramus waited, still unsure why the
Moidart had summoned him. Usually a



retainer—Mulgrave or one of the other
officers—would collect the balms,
salves, and powders required.

“You are an artist, I see,” said the
Moidart.

“An artist, lord?”

The Moidart opened a drawer at the
front of his desk and removed a glazed
jar. It was from the apothecary, and upon
it was a hand-painted label showing the
leaf and flower of a honeysuckle.
Beneath it in delicate script were written
the instructions for preparing the tisane.
“You drew this?”

“Yes, lord. I am a sketcher. No more
than that.”

“One of my retainers 1is also
a ... sketcher.” The Moidart rose and



moved around the desk, gesturing for
Ramus to follow him. He walked to the
rear of the room. A framed painting had
been hung on the western wall. Light
from the window shone upon it. Ramus
gazed at it, awestruck. He had never
seen the like. It was a winter scene of
mountains and pines laden with snow.
There was no delicacy in the brush-
work, which was vibrant and swift,
creating an elemental power that was
both immediate and stunning. Ramus
stood before the canvas. The trees were
breathtaking for their depth. Ramus felt
he could step into the canvas and walk in
that winter forest.

“What do you think?” asked the
Moidart. “Does the man have talent?”



“It 1s majestic,” whispered Ramus.
“One can almost feel the cold emanate
from the mountains and hear the birdsong
within the trees. And the light shining on
the pines. Oh, sir, this is exquisite. How
did the man create such depth?”

“Lighter  layers  upon  darker
backgrounds,” said the Moidart, “then
further highlighted with just the corners
of a two-inch brush.”

Ramus glanced at the Moidart,
knowing in that moment that he was the
artist. The Moidart saw the realization in
his face. “You did not guess?”” he asked.

“No, sir. Not until you spoke of
method. It 1s an amazing piece. How
long have you been painting?”

“Many years. You are the first to see



my ... efforts.”

“l am honored, sir. More than I can
say.” The words were spoken with
genuine feeling, for Ramus was not
skilled in the art of flattery.

“The hardest part was the water upon
the lake and obtaining the reflection of
the mountains and trees. I discovered it
by error. One merely pulls the bristles of
a dry brush down in sharp motions.

Would you like this painting?”

“I could not afford such a ... a
masterpiece, lord,” Ramus said,
astonished.

“I am not some peasant who needs to
sell his wares. It is finished. I have no
more use for it.”

“Thank you, lord. I don’t know what



to say.” He paused. “Are there others? |
would love to see them.”

“No.”

“But what of the paintings you have
completed over the years?”

“Time for you to go, Master
Apothecary. I have much to do. I will
send the painting to you.”

Ramus bowed deeply. The Moidart
ignored him and returned to the window.

The little apothecary walked to the
door, then realized he had not unpacked
the salves from his sack. With a sigh he
left it behind and stepped from the room.

His mind was reeling as he descended
the stairs.

In the town center of Eldacre twelve
corpses were hanging from the



Moidart’s gibbets. Three of the men had
been tortured, their eyes burned out
before their execution.

And the man who had ordered such
brutality was an artist of exquisite talent
who could capture the beauty of a
moment and the raw majesty of nature in
a few brushstrokes.

As Ramus emerged into the light, he
saw the young Gaise Macon and the
soldier Mulgrave approaching the house.
He stopped and bowed.

“Good morning, Apothecary,” said
Gaise Macon. The young man seemed
suddenly concerned. “Are you all right,
sir? You seem very pale.”

“I am well, lord. I heard you
practicing,” he said, pointing to the two

b



silver-embossed flintlock pistols in the
young man’s hands.

“Yes, they are fine pieces.”

The old servant Maldrak came into
sight, leading the pony. Ramus bowed
once more to Gaise Macon. The young
man stepped in. “Allow me to assist you,
sir,” he said, cupping his hands and
helping Ramus into the saddle.

“Thank you, lord. Most courteous,”
said Ramus. The sun broke through the
clouds, its light shining on the young
man’s face. His strange green and gold
eyes glinted in the sunlight.

Just like the portrait in the gallery.
“You have your great-grandmother’s
eyes,” said Ramus.

“So I have been told, sir,” answered



Gaise Macon. “I wish I had known her,
but I was a small child when she died
and remember only a stern woman who
dressed in black.”

“She was greatly loved,” said Ramus.
“During an outbreak of the lung sickness
she and her ladies-in-waiting worked in
a hospital, tending the sick. She was a
woman of great courage and
compassion.”

“Compassion is not a word one hears
often in talk of my family,” Gaise said
with a bitter smile. “It was good to see
you, Apothecary.”

Maev Ring closed her book of accounts
and replaced it in the bottom drawer of
the pine cabinet. There was ink on her



fingers, and she walked out into the
sunlight, drawing up a bucket of water
from the well. Dipping her hands, she
washed her fingers but could not quite
remove the stains.

Glancing up at the sky, she saw that
rain clouds were bunching over the
mountains. Shula Achbain emerged from
the main building and curtseyed as she
saw Maev. She was painfully thin, but
Maev was pleased to see some color in
her sallow cheeks.

“I have cleaned the rooms upstairs,
ma’am,” she said.

“I told you to rest, Shula. And do not
call me ‘ma’am.” I am Maev Ring, a
clanswoman by birth.”

Shula gave a shy smile, curtseyed



again, and went back into the house.
Maev sighed. Shula was Varlish, albeit
“kilted Varlish,” as the poorer people
were known even among their own kind.
Even so, it would normally be
unthinkable among her people to call a
clanswoman “ma’am.” No wonder
Morain and the other Varlish women
hated Shula. She had no sense of place.
Bad enough, they would think, to marry a
highlander without treating them as your
betters. But then Maev knew that Shula’s
sense of self-worth was almost
nonexistent. She had no confidence.
However, questions of Shula’s broken
personality were not uppermost in
Maev’s mind as she stood by the well.
Following the assassination attempt on



the Moidart’s life, twelve men had been
executed—all of them clansmen. That
was not in itself surprising, but three of
them had been successful businessmen in
Eldacre. Maev had known two of them
well and doubted they would have taken
part in any such murderous enterprise.
No, their crime had been to be too
successful in the Varlish world. One,
Latimus Esher, had run a pottery
enterprise, his wares shipped as far
south as the capital. That burgeoning
enterprise was now owned by the
Moidart.

Best be careful, Maev, she warned
herself. Her own businesses were
booming, and she had now invested in
three cattle farms in the far north. It



seemed that anything she turned her mind
to became profitable. Already she had
more than five hundred pounds in gold
hidden in the house.

There was movement on the hillside,
and shielding her eyes, she saw Jaim,
Kaelin, and young Banny returning from
the high meadows. Her mood softened as
she thought of Jaim. Born out of his time,
he was a true clansman no matter what
she said to his face. He was strong,
proud, and angry, and his heart chafed
constantly against the Varlish yoke. One
day his temper would get the better of
him, and he would do something even
more rash than usual and be walked to
the gallows.

The thought made her shiver. There



had been a time when she had believed
Jaim Grymauch desired her, when they
had both been young. She had waited for
him to approach her, but he never had.
Then Calofair had wooed her. He had
been a good and kind man, brave and
strong. Though she had loved him, she
had never felt as easy in his company as
she did with Grymauch. Whenever Jaim
was absent—which was often—Maev
would find herself gazing out over the
hills, longing for his return. Yet
whenever he did come back, she would
find herself becoming angry with him,
often for no reason that she could fathom
later.

Kaelin idolized him. For Maev this
was double-edged. There was much to



admire about the big man, yet she did not
want Kaelin to imitate him. The thought
of her child with a rope around his neck
was more than she could bear.

He is not your child. The thought was
a surprising one. No, Kaelin was born of
Gian, but Maev had raised him from a
babe. I could not love any child of mine
more, she thought.

They reached the house. Kaelin
waved at her and took Banny inside.
Jaim strolled across to the well and
dipped a gourd into the bucket. “I have
washed my hands in that,” said Maev.

“Then 1t will taste all the sweeter,”
Jaim answered with a grin. He took a
long drink. “He will be quite a
swordsman,” he said. “He moves well,



and he is fearless.”

“A useless talent for a clansman these
days,” she observed.

“Times change,” said Jaim. “There’s
talk of unrest in the south. The king is not
popular in all quarters. Only last month I
heard merchants talking of the risk of
civil war. A nice thought, eh, all those
Varlish killing one another?”

“It 1s never nice to think of killing. I
only ever killed one man, and I can still
see his face.”

“He deserved killing,” said Jaim, his
face darkening. “He murdered Gian.”

“Aye, he did. Let’s talk no more of
killing. So will you be coming with us to
the feast?”

“You want me to?”



“I don’t care, Grymauch. But I’ll not
have you shaming me again by getting
drunk. If you come, you must promise to
avoid the brandy tents.”

“I shall give you that promise, Maev.
There’1l be little time for drinking. I plan
to enter the bouts.”

Maev took a deep breath, seeking to
calm the angry words she felt clawing
their way toward her throat. “Do you
never learn, Grymauch? There’ll be
Varlish in the tourney this year.
Champions, I’'m told. Men who make
their living by stalking the circle.”

“I can handle them.”

Her left hand whipped into his cheek,
the slap sounding like a distant gunshot.
Jaim stepped back, his face angry. “By



heaven, you go too far!” he shouted.

“Do you still not understand,
Grymauch?” she said softly. “You did
not see the blow coming. You are blind
in one eye. I can understand how a
clumsy clansman might not take
advantage of it in a friendly feast bout,
but a Varlish fighting man? He’ll whip in
hooks and crosses and turn your face to
pulp.”

Jaim stood silently for a moment.
“Aye, there’s truth in that. But the
bastard will have to be on his feet to do
it.” He bunched his fist. “You know
what this 1s? It’s the Rigante hammer. I’d
like to see the Varlish who can stand
against it. It strikes like thunder and
brings only darkness.” Suddenly he



winked at her. “And if you ever strike
me again, woman, I swear I’'ll put you
over my knee and let the hammer fall on
your buttocks.”

Her hand flashed out. Jaim caught her
wrist. “Fool me once, shame on you;
fool me twice, shame on me.”

“Let go of me, you lummox.”

“Only if you promise not to hit me.”

Maev did not struggle, but she glared
at im. Jaim grinned and released her
arm. “Will you place a bet on me,
Maev?”

“I do not gamble, Grymauch. But I’ll
place a cold compress on your bleeding
face at the close. I promise you that.”

He held to her arm for a moment
more, and she felt the power in his grip.



His expression changed, and just for a
heartbeat he seemed wistful. Then he let
her go, and they stood together in
awkward silence. It seemed to Maev that
Grymauch was struggling for the right
words.

Then Kaelin called out from the
kitchen. “You greedy hog, Grymauch.
You ate the whole pie!”

Jaim turned toward the lad and
grinned. “And mighty fine it was, too.
Though 1 am a little peckish now.”
Grymauch strolled toward the house.

Maev rubbed at her wrist. She could
still feel where his fingers had held her.

On the outskirts of Eldacre was the
common land known as Five Fields. It



was only nominally common land these
days, for much of it was permanently
fenced, ready for the four major feast
days of the Sacrifice calendar. The
fencing had been installed more than
thirty  years  earlier, effectively
segregating Varlish townsfolk from the
clans. Stewards patrolled the entrances
to each section, preventing any Pannone
from entering the wrong enclosure.
Mulgrave had arrived early to ensure
that the Moidart would be as secure as
possible against assassination. He
interviewed the officers of the lord’s
guard, making them aware of all the
necessary precautions. “Watch the
crowd always,” he told the assembled
soldiers. “Ensure that no one comes



within twenty feet of the lord. Watch
especially for those with very pale
faces. When a man is about to commit an
act of premeditated murder, his blood
runs cold and his features whiten. Watch
also the hands of those closest to the
lord. Ifthey slip inside their cloaks or
coats, move to block their view of the
lord.”

Dismissing the soldiers, he then
gathered the red-cloaked stewards who
would be patrolling the entrances. “Be
good-natured if you find someone in the
wrong enclosure,” he told them. “Do not
insult them; merely escort them to the
correct area. Be always in pairs. If you
suspect there 1s danger, one man should
fetch help while the other merely



watches the likely offender. The most
obvious reason for a clan man or woman
to be in the wrong enclosure is that a
child has wandered and they are seeking
it. Assure them that the child will be
sought and brought to them and then
escort them from the enclosure. You
understand this?”

“Why be polite to clan vermin?”
asked a tall, thin man standing at the
back.

“Your name?”

“Jannie Clippets.”

“You are no longer a steward, Jannie
Clippets. Hand back your cloak to the
feast marshal.”

“I only asked a question,” shouted the
astonished man.



“If I see you in a steward’s cloak this
evening, | shall have you flogged for
impersonating an officer of the
Moidart,” Mulgrave told him. “Do the
rest of you understand my instructions?”

Some of them muttered “Aye,” while
others merely nodded.

Mulgrave strolled away. Guarding the
Moidart was never easy, for the man
was hated. At feast times it became
nightmarish. Some eight thousand people
would fill the Five Fields, moving
between tents and stalls, shows and
exhibitions. A killer probably would
come dressed as a Varlish in a white
wig and black cloth. Obtaining an entry
disk was not difficult, and the Moidart
would be in full view of the crowd for



much of the afternoon. One pistol ball,
well aimed, and no amount of guards
could prevent a murder. And there was
likely to be other trouble.

Largely the clan folk did not trespass
on the Varlish areas. The punishment
was too severe: twenty lashes at a
public flogging. The same was not true
in reverse. Many Varlish townsfolk
liked to wander the clan sections,
watching the boulder hurl, the rope war,
and the fistfighting tourney. Food and
drink were cheaper, and this year there
was the added complication of the fist
tourney being an open event. It was
foolishness, the thinking behind it
obvious and crude. Bring up Varlish
champions to hammer the clumsy clan



farmers and cattle workers, thus
displaying Varlish superiority in matters
martial. No one seemed to have
considered the possibility that a
clansman might prove just the opposite.
The Moidart had said nothing about the
plan, but Mulgrave sensed he was
irritated by it. Cruel he might be, stupid
he was not. He had made it clear to
Mulgrave that he would not be present
for the final bouts.

The feast was organized by the
Eldacre Elders, a committee of wealthy
town merchants of which the chairman
was the bishop of Eldacre. Their plan of
events had been, as usual, posted and
advertised without reference to the lord.
The Moidart’s power was based on the



twin pillars of tax and defense. He had
no say over Sacrifice feasts, which came
under the jurisdiction of the church.

Mulgrave walked across the first of
the fields to where the best of the
fighting circles had been constructed on
a raised wooden dais. Two channels led
away from the circle, one to the clan
area and one to the Varlish. At the circle
itself the crowd would again be
segregated, the Varlish area containing
tiered bench seating and the clan folk
being obliged to stand in the mud.
Mulgrave sighed.

He saw two men approach the circle
and climb to the fighting area. Both were
large, but his eyes were drawn to a
powerful black-haired figure with a



large, flat face and huge hands.
Mulgrave recognized him. He was Chain
Shada, a former soldier who had
become wealthy through his fistfighting
skills. It surprised Mulgrave that a
professional such as Shada should have
been interested in such a small event. He
had once earned two hundred pounds
fighting in Capital Park before a crowd
of forty thousand. It was said he owned
several properties in the capital and two
racing stables near Baracum. What
would such a man be doing traveling
hundreds of miles for a thirty-chailling
purse?

Intrigued, Mulgrave waited until the
two fighters had examined the circle and
climbed down to the ground. “Good day



to you, Master Shada,” said Mulgrave.
“It 1s an honor to have you visit our
town.”

“I’'m sure 1t 1s,” said Chain Shada
without a hint of humor. He was several
inches over six feet tall, wide-
shouldered and bull-necked. His face,
though showing the marks of more than a
hundred fights—scarred eyebrows, a
broad flattened nose—was still savagely
handsome. His eyes were dark and
wide-set, his voice deep. “Who are
you?”

“Captain Mulgrave. I will be in
charge of security.”

“Will the Moidart be watching me in
the final?”

“Sadly, no.”



“Pity. He’ll miss a fine exhibition. I
expect it will be against Gorain here,”
he added, slapping the shoulder of the
powerful man standing alongside him.
“He’s good. In a few years he’ll be even
better. Luckily I will have retired by
then.”

“I saw you fight the champion from
Goriasa,” said Mulgrave. “It was at
Werwick Castle four or five years ago.
You broke his jaw 1n the first period, but
he fought on for nigh on an hour.”

“Aye, he was tough, that one,” said
Shada. “Had a good left-right
combination and knew how to use his
head. Split my nose with a good butt in
the eleventh period. Thought I’d gone
blind. Are you a fight follower?”



“No. I was on duty that day also. But |
recall your footwork was exquisite.
Always in balance, even when in
trouble.”

“It’s all in the legs, Mulgrave. Every
punch comes from the toes, and every
blow received is absorbed and lessened
by correct footwork. Tell me, are there
any highland men who should merit
concern?”

“Fistfighting is not a sport here,
Master Shada. It is not even considered
a craft. In the highlands a fight involves
two men throwing punches until one falls
down. But there will be some big lads
facing you, and you’ll take a few whacks
before the final.”

“Not so,” replied Chain Shada. “I am



here only to fight the final. The bishop
offered me fifty pounds. He is a fight
follower and my greatest supporter—or
so he tells me.”

Mulgrave fell silent for a moment.
“That 1s hardly sporting, sir. The man
you face will have fought maybe
five ... six opponents before he steps
into the circle with you.”

“I shall go easy on him. As I said, it is
more of an exhibition and will give
Gorain an opportunity to test himself.
I’m hardly likely to want to batter my
own apprentice.”

“Indeed, I can see that. However,
there is always the possibility that you
will not be facing Gorain.”

“You think some highland lout can



beat me?” sneered the other man.
“Nonsense!”

Mulgrave looked at him. Like Chain
Shada, his face was broad, the
cheekbones and brows rounded and
therefore less likely to suffer cuts. There
was a brooding power in the man, but
Mulgrave took an instant dislike to him.
There was something in the man’s eyes
that spoke of cruelty and malice.

“A lucky blow, sir,” said Mulgrave,
“a slip, a rush of blood to the head. It
could happen.”

“In a pig’s eye!” snapped Gorain. “I
am unbeaten in seventeen fights. No
stinking sheep shagger will beat me. You
can wager your fortune on that, Captain.”

“I don’t gamble, sir.”



“It wouldn’t be a gamble,” said Chain
Shada. “Gorain has the talent to be the
best I have ever seen. I intend to make
twice the fortune from his career that I
have made from my own. Next month he
will be fighting in Baracum, in the
King’s Tourney. There he will make a
name for himself. And now we must be
going. The bishop has promised us steak
and Uisge. It 1s said there is no finer
steak than that found in the highlands.”

“The same can be said of the Uisge,”
Mulgrave told him.

“l may try it, but only after the
tourney,” said Chain Shada. “A fighter
needs a clear head.”

“An old fighter, maybe,” said Gorain.

Mulgrave saw a momentary flash of



irritation cross Chain Shada’s features.
“It was good to meet you, Captain,” he
said. “Perhaps we can meet for a dram
of Uisge later tonight.”

“I shall look forward to it, sir.”

The Wyrd was close to exhaustion. She
had traveled far, and her work had
barely begun. It was cold now, deep
within the Wishing Tree woods, and she
shivered and drew her tattered cloak
more firmly around her shoulders.
Resting her back against the bole of a
twisted oak, she tried to rest her mind.
There was so little magic left now in
Wishing Tree that all her efforts
amounted to little more than adding a
drop of perfume to a stagnant pond. The



analogy annoyed her, for it made her
life’s work seem futile. I will not
become defeatist, she told herself. I will
persevere.

The Seidh were long gone, the land
having become increasingly barren
without them. Yet the Seidh alone did
not create the magic that once flowered
across the land. They merely harnessed
it. It lived within the hearts of all living
things, but it radiated most from man.
Acts of love and unselfishness, heroism
and duty, all added to the magic, feeding
the earth and the trees, flowing across
the mighty mountains, carried in the
rivers and streams. A mother singing to
her child, a farmer giving thanks for his
crops, two lovers arm in arm by a



riverbank, a hero standing alone on a
wooden bridge defying the enemy. Thus
was the land enhanced.

Sadly, the opposite was also true.
Acts of selfishness and vengeance,
thoughts of greed and avarice, and dark
deeds of savagery and murder robbed
the land, draining it of harmony. The
Varlish were not inherently evil, but
their arrogance and lust for power
blinded them to the majesty of their
surroundings. The mountains were
merely lumps of rock, yielding coal and
gold and silver, the forests sources of
timber for their ships and buildings.
Their furnaces polluted the sky with
black smoke, their cities of stone
became breeding grounds for disease,



and their endless rapacious need for war
and conquest brought with it oceans of
despair, sorrow, and hatred. Like a
plague of locusts descending on a
cornfield, the Varlish ate into the magic
of the world, corrupting its soul.

The Wyrd felt anger touch her and
quelled it swiftly. She could not allow
their malice to find a place within her
soul. “They do not know what they do,”
she whispered. Much like a child
running around and stamping on the ants
beneath his feet. They have no sense of
what they are destroying.

A water rat emerged from a stream
close by and scampered across the
clearing, pausing to look at the Wyrd
before vanishing beneath a bush. The



Wyrd closed her eyes, seeking calm. She
rested there for an hour, dozing and
dreaming of her youth and remembering
the first day she had met the spirit of
Riamfada. She was a seven-year-old
gathering herbs for her mother on the
edge of the Wishing Tree woods. He
stepped from the trees and spoke to her.
He seemed to be just a young clansman,
fair-haired and sweet of face. “Walk
with me,” he said.

“We should not enter the woods,” she
told him. “It is forbidden.”

“Not for you and me, Caretha.”

“Doom will fall upon any mortal who
ventures into the wood. Everyone knows
that.”

“Not every mortal. Connavar walked



here. Bane walked here. Trust me.
Come.”

Looping her herb sack over her
shoulder, Caretha took his hand and
walked into the woods. It still surprised
her that she had done so. Her mother had
warned her of strangers and their dark
ways.

Riamfada brought her to a little
clearing. A fire was burning, and upon it
was a copper pot hanging from a tripod.
Steam was rising from the pot. It filled
the clearing with a sweet smell, a
perfume she had never forgotten.
Riamfada sat by the fire and plucked a
small blue flower from the ground close
by. He held it up for her to see. The
flower was almostdead, its petals



fading and brown at the edges. He
closed his hand around it and reached
out. The child leaned forward. His hand
opened. What he held was no longer
dying but vibrant with color, the blue of
a summer sky at sunset, its center white
as new snow. His fingers curled over the
bloom once more. This time, when they
opened, the flower had gone, replaced
by a small silver brooch in the shape of
the bloom.

“That 1s a clever trick,” she said.
“Can I touch it?”

“You may touch it and you may keep
it, Caretha.”

The child pinned it to her dress. “It is
very beautiful,” she said.

“Only you will be able to see it.”



(.GWhy?j’

“Because it is magic, and it is yours
alone.”

“Does it work spells?”

“Not yet. But it will.”

“When?”

“When I have taught you all you need
to know.”

She touched the brooch. It was warm
and made her fingers tingle. “Do you
live near here?”” she asked him.

“No. I died near here,” he replied.

Back in the present the Wyrd smiled,
recalling that the child had not been at
all surprised at such a statement. Her
memories of Riamfada were fond ones,
and she felt refreshed. Glancing down,
she touched the tiny brooch on her faded



green dress. It tingled still.

Rising, she returned to her work.

Unwrapping the crystal from its
covering of black velvet, she held it in
her hands and began again the chant
Riamfada had taught her so many years
before. Freeing her mind of all stresses
and burdens, she focused on all that was
clean and clear: the freshness of the air,
the birdsong in the trees, the rustling of
the leaves above and around her. She
pictured the energy flowing from the sun,
golden and invigorating; from the waters
of the stream, white as a saint’s
conscience; from the trees, healing and
green.

“I am a vessel, empty and pure,” she
chanted, feeling the power begin to fill



her. The crystal in her hands became
warmer and warmer. Slowly the color
changed from white to gray and then to
black. Threads of gold grew within it
like blades of yellow grass. They
thickened and swelled until the crystal
itself had ceased to be, replaced by a
block of what appeared to be solid gold.

The Wyrd let out a weary sigh. Rising
to her feet, she carried the golden block
to the center of the clearing and laid it on
the sun-dried yellowing grass. Kneeling
beside it, she spoke the seven words of
power.

The crystal began to glow. Around it
the grass thickened, becoming emerald
green. The Wyrd closed her eyes. Blue
flowers sprang to life as the magic



rippled out from the crystal, flowing
across the clearing until it touched the
ancient oaks.

When she opened her eyes, the
clearing was verdant, the grass rich and
velvet, the trees swelling with new life.
The air tasted as sweet as honey, and the
sunlight sparkled on the waters of the
stream.

She lay down on the grass and fell
into a deep sleep.

In it she saw Riamfada. He was
walking in the shadow of mountains she
had never seen. It was a land of
exquisite beauty, filled to overflowing
with magic: vast lakes swarming with
birds, huge plains rich with grass and
wildlife.



“Where is this place?”” she asked him.
“Home,” he told her.

It had taken Chain Shada no more than a
few minutes to realize that he disliked
the bishop of Eldacre. Within the hour he
had come to loathe him. The Source
alone knew what he would have felt if
he had had to spend a day in the man’s
company.

He and Gorain had dined with the
bishop at his fabulously appointed
mansion behind Albitane Cathedral.
Built of limestone faced with marble, the
mansion boasted eastern rugs of silk,
curtains of lace, furniture covered with
the softest leather. Red-liveried servants
were everywhere, polishing and



cleaning, fetching and carrying. The
bishop was at the center of it all like a
vast, bloated red spider. To be honest,
Chain realized, he had begun to loathe
the man on sight. As a fighting man and
an athlete he despised gluttons, and the
bishop was so fat that it seemed his skin
would burst. Chain could not take his
eyes from the golden rings the man wore
on every finger.

The meal he had promised them
turned out to be a feast: three roasted
geese, a suckling pig, several roast
chickens, and platters of steamed
vegetables coated in butter. There were
cakes and pastries, wines, ales, and
spirits, and the twenty guests tore into
the meal as if they had not eaten in a



month. Chain ordered a steak with gravy
and some fried bread. He drank no wine
or ale and was irritated that Gorain did
not abstain from the golden Uisge.

“You are fighting in less than two
hours,” he warned him.

Gorain grinned at him. “I fight better
on a full stomach.”

No one fights better on a full stomach,
thought Chain, but he did not argue. This
was, after all, more a pleasure excursion
than a real tourney.

The bishop sat Chain beside him on
his right and began by telling him how
privileged he was to have the legendary
Chain Shada at his table. “I have seen
almost all of your bouts. Remarkable. |
was a fighter in my youth, you know.”



He made a pudgy fist. “I had quite a
mighty punch.”

And now you have a mighty paunch,
thought Chain. A serving maid refilled
the bishop’s golden goblet with rich red
wine. The fat man grinned at her, then
reached out, patting her behind. Chain
looked away. He had noted that no
words of thanks had been offered to the
Source for the food, and now he had
seen that the bishop was a lecher as well
as a glutton. It was dispiriting, to say the
least.

He listened politely to the bishop’s
conversation, the story of his vastly
successful life, the seemingly endless
anecdotes 1llustrating his wisdom, his
intellect, and the huge respect he enjoyed



throughout the empire. “... The king
complimented me on it. He said he had
rarely met a man with so much ...”

Wind, thought Chain.

“Why did you invite me to take part in
your tourney?” he asked, more to change
the subject than to hear the answer.

“These highlanders need keeping in
their place,” the bishop told him. “They
are a troublesome, rebellious people.
Only recently they tried to kill our
Moidart. It will be good for them to see
the superiority of the Varlish fighting
man.”

“And they shall,” said Gorain, leaning
in to the bishop. “I shall break their
bones, their hopes, and their hearts.” He
drained his goblet and raised it toward



the serving girl.

“You have drunk enough Uisge,” said
Chain.

“What are you, my mother?” Gorain
asked with a laugh.

Something inside Chain Shada
snapped. He looked at Gorain and for
the first time allowed himself to see
beyond the man’s talent. Yes, he had the
potential to be great, but not the
discipline.

Chain took a deep breath. “No, I am
not your mother,” he said. “I am the man
who thought you were the heir to my
crown. I was wrong. Do as you please,
Gorain. You are my protége no longer.”
Chain rose from his seat and bowed to
the bishop. “My thanks for the meal, sir.



And now I must prepare.”

“Wait, Chain,” Gorain called out.
“There’s no need for this. I’'m sorry. All
right?”

Chain ignored him and walked away.

Gorain’s face darkened. “I don’t need
you,” he called out. “I’ll fight my way to
the top without you.”

Chain was angry with himself as he
left the mansion. He turned away the
offer of a carriage to return him to his
lodgings and strolled out through the
gates and down the wide avenue that led
to the cathedral. It was an imposing
building, twin-spired and shaped like a
vast white crown. The doors were open,
and he walked inside, enjoying the cool,
calm atmosphere. Statues of the saints



lined the walkways, and the rows of
pews were scattered with red velvet
cushions. A young priest was placing
sheets of paper on the seats.

“Good day, Brother,” he said. “May
the Source bless you.”

“Mostly he has,” said Chain. Many of
the statues were decked with golden
laurels, and there were paintings on the
wall in gilded frames. “This is a rich
church, I see.”

“Indeed, Brother. Our congregation
numbers the finest citizens of Eldacre,
rich and powerful men who see to our
every need.”

“In my experience the rich are seldom
the finest,” Chain told him. “But I am
just a poor fighting man, born in a hovel.



What would I know?”

The priest gave him an uncertain
smile, then carried on laying prayer
sheets on the pews.

Chain walked around the cathedral for
a while, then returned to the sunlight.

Be honest with yourself, he thought.
You always knew Gorain was
undisciplined and uncouth. So why end it
now? He still has more talent than any
fighter you’ve seen in ten years. He
could still make you a fortune.

You are thirty-six years old, he
reminded himself. Soon you’ll have to
retire or endure the indignity of some
young, strong challenger beating you to
your knees.

Why now? The question came back at



him. It was seeing Gorain in the
company of the fat lecher and realizing
that Gorain himself was little better. He
was a braggart and, like most braggarts,
filled with fear. Some men fought
because they loved winning, others
because they feared losing. Gorain was
in the latter group. He would never be a
champion.

“I’ll fight on for a while,” Chain told
himself aloud. “And when some young
bastard sinks me, he’ll at least know he
beat the best.”
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TAYBARD JAEKEL DID not enjoy feast

days, though he pretended to. Sometimes
he could almost convince himself. Today
was not one of those days. Dressed in
his best shirt and breeches and an old
coat of his father’s, he joined others
from Old Hills on the two-hour walk to
Eldacre. The threadbare white wig had
belonged to his grandfather, and he
could feel the sweat prickling his scalp
as he walked.

The day was fine, but there were rain



clouds in the distance, and the air was
still chilly with the memory of winter.
Some way ahead he could see Kaelin
Ring walking with Chara Ward. She
looked beautiful in a simple dress of
corn yellow and a pale blue shawl.
Taybard watched her closely. Every
now and again she would reach out and
touch Kaelin’s arm as she chatted to him
or lean in to whisper something,
allowing her shoulder to brush against
his. Taybard tried not to stare. He
transferred his gaze to Kaelin’s aunt
Maev. She was strolling beside the huge
one-eyed clansman Jaim Grymauch.
Everyone said he was little more than an
outlaw destined for the rope, but
Taybard had a sneaking admiration for



the man. The previous summer he had
fought three tough men in a tavern brawl,
emerging victorious. Behind them came
Banny and his mother, Shula. Taybard
liked Banny. There was no malice in the
boy, and Taybard had stopped Luss
Campion and Kammel Bard from
tormenting him. For some reason Luss
hated Banny, though when pressed, he
could not explain why.

There were maybe fifty people on the
road now, with more joining as they
passed the outer houses of the village.

Slowly they trooped up the hill,
cresting it to see the distant castle and
the sprawling town below. The wind
was picking up. Taybard was relieved to
see the rain clouds being pushed back



over the mountains.

Luss Campion and Kammel Bard
emerged from the last house, saw him,
and strolled to join him.

Both young men were wearing black
coats and sporting ill-fitting wigs.
“Looks like the rain will keep off,” said
Luss.

“Aye.”

Luss and Kammel were also wearing
their best clothes, though, as in
Taybard’s case, “best” meant least
mended. There was a patch on Luss’
coat, and Kammel’s breeches were thin,
the original black now showing as
powder gray. Taybard’s polished shoes
had holes in the soles and had been
packed with paper.



True, they were smarter than most of
the clan folk, but once they were
segregated at the feast, all three of them
would look exactly what they were:
“kilted Varlish.” All around them would
be the citizens of Eldacre in their finery,
spending silver money at the many stalls.
Taybard had three copper daens in his
pocket: enough for a jug of ale and a
piece of pie in the Varlish area.

“Have you heard about Grymauch?”
asked fat Kammel Bard.

“What?” inquired Taybard.

“He’s entered the bouts.”

Luss laughed. “He obviously hasn’t
heard about Gorain Wollam and Chain
Shada. Either one will rip his bald head
from his ugly shoulders.”



“Chain Shada is going to fight?” asked
Taybard, astonished. The man was a
legend.

“So my father says,” Kammel replied.

“Varlish against clansmen? Is it
allowed?”

“Maybe our boys will fight with one
hand tied behind their backs,” said Luss.
“Make it more even.”

Taybard said nothing. Chara Ward
had linked arms with Kaelin Ring. The
sun was glinting on her golden hair, and
Taybard felt as if someone were slowly
twisting a knife in his gut.

“That shouldn’t be allowed,” said
Kammel Bard. “It should be an offense
for clan filth to match with Varlish girls.
My father says it pollutes our



bloodlines. Weaker races should be
forbidden to wed outside their own
kind.”

“Your grandmother was Pannone, for
heaven’s sake!” snapped Taybard.
“Everybody knows it. Does that make
you polluted, Kammel?”

“That’s a stinking lie! You take that
back.”

“That’s not a good thing to say to a
friend,” put in Luss Campion.

The moment was broken by the sound
of hoofbeats on the road. The column
moved aside as four Beetlebacks
cantered by. Taybard recognized
Sergeant Bindoe 1n the lead. He slowed
his horse as they neared Kaelin Ring and
Jaim Grymauch, but he was not looking



at them. He was staring at Chara Ward.

“There’s someone else who doesn’t
like to see our Varlish blood tainted,”
said Luss Campion. “Uncle Jek knows
how to treat the bastards.”

“I do not like the man,” said Taybard.

“Maybe you’d like to tell him /e has
clan blood,” snapped Kammel Bard.

Taybard turned to his friend, seeing
the hurt on his face. “I am sorry,
Kammel. Friends should not cause each
other pain.” He held out his hand.

Kammel ignored it. “Do you take it
back?”

Taybard felt his anger rising. “I tell
you what. Tomorrow you and I will go
the church and look at the records of
births. They go back two hundred years.



We will find the entry for your
grandmother and see what it says. If it
says Varlish, I will drop to my knees and
beg forgiveness.”

“A pox on you!” shouted Kammel
Bard. “You are my friend no longer.”
With that he stalked away.

“Why did you do that?” asked Luss
Campion.

“By the Sacrifice, Luss, you know he
has Pannone blood. So how stupid is it
to talk of taint and pollution? Most of the
Old Hills Varlish have some highland
links. Everyone knows it. It’s why when
we get to the feast, the town Varlish will
look down their noses at us. It’s why
they call us ‘the kilts.” Do you feel you
are a lesser man for it?”



“There’s no clan blood in my line,”
said Luss Campion. “And [I'll kill
anyone who says different. My blood is
strong. My blood is Varlish.”

“Strong blood? These clansmen
crossed the sea and sacked Stone
hundreds of years ago. They crushed
every army that came against them. We
defeated them by burning their villages,
destroying their crops, butchering their
women and children. They are not weak,
Luss. They are just conquered.”

“Which is what makes them weak.
The Varlish are unconquered and
invincible. However, i1t 1s obvious
where your loyalties lie. But then, just
like poor Kammel, you are also part
clan. At least he has the strength to resist



the call of his tainted blood and desires
to be Varlish. What is it you desire,
Tay? A clan wife and a little home
carved from dirt?”

Taybard could think of nothing to say.
Thoughts whirled in his mind, but he
could find no voice for them. Yes, he
was proud of being Varlish, but why did
that fact need to be allied with contempt
for others? And if the clans are so weak
and spineless and lacking in ambition,
why do we fear them? he thought.

Luss Campion walked away from him
to join Kammel Bard.

Taybard was irritated with himself for
alienating them. He had experienced no
difficulty with traditional Varlish values
before he had met the Wyrd. He had



believed in his people with iron
simplicity.

His trouble had begun when she had
told him he was Rigante.

Her words had washed across his

soul, and his heart had soared, though he
knew not why.

The various entrance channels to the
Five Fields were growing busy as the
first of the arrivals from Old Hills
approached them. Red-cloaked stewards
stood at the entrances. The Varlish
spectators produced small red disks
stamped with their family tax numbers
and were ushered to the right, while the
clan folk waited patiently to be allowed



through to the left.

Kaelin Ring was feeling
uncomfortable. Once again Chara Ward
had linked arms with him and showed no
desire to separate and follow her
Varlish  neighbors  through.  Luss
Campion and Kammel Bard had already
passed the entrance, and Taybard Jaekel
was presenting his disk to a steward. A
Beetleback moved through the throng.
Kaelin glanced at him. It was Sergeant
Bindoe, his thin hatchet face wearing a
scowl. He approached Chara Ward.

“This way, miss,” he said, beckoning
her to follow him. Chara seemed
uncertain. “The Varlish area is to the
right,” he told her. “You are standing in
the wrong line.”



“l know where 1 am standing,
Sergeant,” she replied. “It is not
unlawful to enter the clan area.”

“That’s right, miss. Once the
festivities are under way, there is
freedom of movement for all Varlish.
But the festivities are not under way, and
you have not yet presented your disk to
the steward. Once you have done so and
entered the correct area, you can do as
you please.” People were staring now,
and Chara reddened.

“Best go, lass,” said Jaim Grymauch.
“We’ll see you later.”

Chara stood for a moment, then
disengaged her arm from Kaelin’s and
crossed to stand behind Taybard Jaekel.
Sergeant Bindoe followed her, then



leaned in and whispered something that
Kaelin did not hear. Taybard Jaekel did,
however, and Kaelin saw the young
man’s face go white with anger. He
swung around, but Bindoe had walked
on.

Chara seemed close to tears. Kaelin
heard Taybard say: “Ignore him, Chara.
I’d be proud for you to walk with me,
and I’ll escort you back to the clan area
once we’re through.”

The clan line began to move. Kaelin
glanced back, butChara and Taybard
had vanished into the throng. Jaim laid
his hand on the young man’s shoulder. “I
have to register my presence for the
tourney. I’'ll see you by the pieman’s
stall in a while.” Kaelin nodded, still



distracted by the events at the entrance.

Aunt Maev hooked her arm in his.
“Don’t let Bindoe get to you, Kaelin.
The man is scum. Put it from your mind.
Look!” she said, pointing across the
field. “There are jugglers. I have always
loved to watch their skills.”

Banny tapped his friend on the arm.
“Shall we explore?” he asked.

“Why not?”” answered Kaelin.

For some while the two young men
wandered the area. Already there were
thousands of spectators, and fresh
columns of new arrivals could be seen
on the hill roads leading from Eldacre.
The Five Fields were filling fast. To the
north was the equestrian area, largely a
Varlish  entertainment, since most



highlanders owned no horses. Special
collapsible fences had been erected to
reduce the risk to the horses and riders,
while at the far end straw dummies had
been fastened to several rails for the
martial events. Kaelin enjoyed those
events, watching the horsemen thunder
across the field, their sabers shining in
the sunlight as they slashed at the heads
of the dummies. The skill of the
horsemen was high; as the straw men
were attached to ropes and hidden, men
would tug and sway them as the riders
approached. The object was to lop the
heads from as many straw men as
possible in four passes.

Most of the stalls in the large clan
area had already been set up; crafts such



as pottery, jewelry, clothing, and cutlery
had been placed around the eastern
perimeter. Cattle dealers and merchants
selling agricultural merchandise were in
the south. Here there was much activity.
Clansmen loved to engage in barter. A
man could sit happily for several hours
arguing the merits—if he owned it—of a
particular plow or work ox or the
demerits of a pony or a wolthound if he
did not.

Kaelin and Banny moved through the
throng, heading for the cluster of food
stalls and the rough benches set close by.
Kaelin kept glancing across to the
Varlish area, seeking sign of Chara
Ward.

The smell of roasting meats from



cooking pits made him realize how
hungry he was, and the slab of dark
bread and fresh butter at breakfast
seemed insubstantial after the two-hour
walk. He fingered the few coins in his
pocket and decided to wait until dusk.

At the center of the field three circles
had been marked out with ropes, and
already two men were fighting within
one of them. As the blows rained in, the
crowd moved closer. Kaelin recognized
one of the fighters, a herdsman from the
High Pines settlement, half a day south
of Old Hills. The fight was brutal and
short, the herdsman catching his
opponent with a high right cross that
hurled him from his feet.

“I didn’t think the fights were due to



start yet,” said Banny.

A tall clansman standing close by
turned and said: “This is not the
tournament proper. There were thirty-
three entrants, so two had to scrap to
decide which of them would be allowed
to take part.” The man suddenly swore.
Kaelin saw he was staring at a big dark-
haired man who was strolling away from
the bout. Despite the heavily muscled
upper frame, he moved with easy grace.

“Who is he?” asked Kaelin.

“Chain Shada. He is the Varlish
champion. One hundred bouts, they say,
and never defeated. He gets to crush the
winner of the tourney.” The anger and
contempt in the man’s voice surprised
Kaelin.



“Why do you say ‘crush’?”

“Think on it, lad. Thirty-two fighters.
The man who faces Chain Shada will
have fought five times in a single day,
while Shada himself will be untouched
by pain and exhaustion. Indeed, look at it
the other way. If Chain Shada had to
suffer five tough fights, /’d probably be
able to take him in the sixth. Still, it
won’t be so bad,” the man added with a
rueful smile. “The other Varlish fighter
is said to be almost as good as Shada, so
I guess they’ll fight each other in the
final. It will be good to see one Varlish
pound upon another.”

“My uncle Jaim will beat them all,”
Kaelin said loyally.

“Grymauch is fighting?”’



“Aye.”

“I’m not sure I'll stay to see that,” the
man said sadly.

“He 1s a great fighter.”

“l know that, lad. He 1s also one-
eyed.” He held up his hand. “How far is
my hand from your face?”

“Just over two feet.”

“Do you know how you estimated
that?”

“Of course. I can see it.”

“Yes. Both your eyes focused on the
hand. It is why we have two eyes, so that
we can estimate depth and distance. A
one-eyed man has no true perception of
depth. Added to which his field of
vision is restricted. Grymauch is tough,
and by heaven, he’s a highlander to walk



the mountains with, but I don’t want to
see him step into the circle with either of
those bastards. He’ll be lucky if he isn’t
blinded.”

Aunt Maev had raised a similar
objection, and Kaelin felt suddenly
fearful. He had goaded Grymauch into
fighting, and if anything happened to the
big man, it would be his fault. He moved
away from the circle, scanning the
crowd. Banny came alongside.

“You think he was right?”

“Can you see Grymauch?”

“No.”

Together they made their way back
across to the food area. Eventually they
found Jaim sitting beneath a dead tree.
He was drinking from a clay cup. “I



hope that is not Uisge or ale,” said
Kaelin, dropping down to sit beside him.
“Aunt Maev will cut off your ears and
give them back to you as a necklace.”

Jaim  grinned. “It is  water,
Ravenheart.”

“I don’t want you to fight, Grymauch,”
said Kaelin.

Jaim looked surprised. “You don’t
want to see me pound on those Varlish?
Why?”

“You could be hurt by them.”

“Iwill be hurt by them. No one steps
into the circle without knowing there
will be pain. Now, what is really
troubling you?”

Kaelin sat silently for a moment.
“They are circle warriors. They do this



all the time. It is their craft. Chain Shada
has fought a hundred times and never
lost.”

“I know. I saw him fight once. He
moves like a dancer. Every time his
opponent hit him, he rolled and swayed.
It must have been like trying to punch a
leaf in the wind. It was beautiful to see.”

“And you think you can beat him?”

“It 1s not about beating him, Kaelin,”
said Grymauch. “It 1s about being
willing to face him. We are a conquered
race. | cannot argue with that; it is a sad
fact of history. But I am not conquered. I
am Rigante. There is no man on earth I
am frightened to face.”

“You have only one eye. You could
lose it.”



“Aye, and a tree could fall on me.
Now, you two lads go off and enjoy
yourselves. I have a bout in a short
while, and I need to focus my mind. Oft
with you” Grymauch leaned back
against the tree and closed his eye.
Kaelin wanted to say more, but Banny
tapped his shoulder, and the two youths
walked away.

“I wish 1 had never mentioned the
tourney,” said Banny.

Chain Shada watched Gorain’s first two
bouts and felt a sense of embarrassment.
All the Varlish fighter’s bouts had been
scheduled to take place on the raised
wooden circle so that he would not have
to suffer the indignity of crossing into the



clan area and fighting on mud
surrounded by rope.

Gorain’s first fight had lasted no more
than three or four heartbeats: a heavy
straight left followed by a crushing right
cross. The big highlander had hit the
wooden floor face first, where he lay
unmoving. The Varlish crowd had
roared its approval. The second bout
had been longer but only because Gorain
had toyed with the man, a bearded cattle
herder with ten times more guts than
skill. He had kept coming, walking into
Gorain’s lefts, which had snapped back
his head. Gorain was pulling his
punches, picking the man apart with
ease. When he finally went to work in
the fourth period, he all but tore him



apart, keeping him on his feet with
wicked uppercuts before sending him
sprawling to the canvas with a clubbing
left. The man’s face was cut to pieces,
and attendants had to carry him away
before wiping the blood from the
boards.

Chain had had enough. Rising from his
seat, he wandered across to one of the
select dining areas. The red-cloaked
steward bowed as he entered. “I think
the kilts will remember your visit, sir,”
he said.

Chain nodded and moved inside. A
young woman brought him a goblet of
crushed apple juice, and Chain walked
through to the rear, where several
benches had been set close to an iron



brazier filled with glowing coals. He
saw the young white-haired officer—
Mulgrave, was it?—talking to several
stewards and beyond him a black-
garbed, hawk-eyed nobleman in
conversation with the fat red-caped
bishop. Chain cursed inwardly and was
about to swing away when the bishop
saw him.

“My dear man,” he boomed. “Do join
us. Let me introduce you to our
Moidart.”

The fighter approached them,
towering over both men. He bowed to
the Moidart, and their eyes met. Chain
felt something cold touch his blood.
This, he knew instinctively, was a
dangerous man.



“I am honored to meet you, my lord.”

“I trust you will ensure that this
nonsense ends well,” said the Moidart.
The bishop’s face was flushed with
embarrassment.

“How should i1t end, sir?” countered
Chain.

“It should never have begun, sir,” the
Moidart told him. “It is foolishness in
the extreme. But at close of day the arm
raised in victory must be Varlish. You
understand this? Anything else would
be ... perilous. For all concerned.

“It is merely an entertainment for our
people,” put in the bishop. “There is no
peril, my lord.”

“You are an idiot. You explain it to
him, fighter. Tell him the danger.”



Chain looked into the bishop’s eyes.
The man was frightened. “Even the
strongest fighters, the finest champions,
can be caught by a lucky punch which
scrambles their brains. Or they can meet
a man who just won’t quit. Or they could
slip on a blood-covered board just as
their opponent throws a wild blow.
Nothing is certain.”

“But ... but ... Gorain said he could
defeat any clansman.”

“In theory he should do just that,” said
Chain.

“If he does lose,” said the Moidart,
“you will destroy the man who beats
him.”

“I am here to fight an exhibition bout,
my lord. If Gorain should lose—which



is extremely unlikely—the man who
beats him will have fought five or six
times today. He will be in no condition
to face me.”

“Then you will have little difficulty in
crushing him,” said the Moidart. “The
consequences of any alternative outcome
will be severe.” The Moidart walked
away without another word, the bishop
trailing after him.

Chain was angry now, though he did
not allow it to show. Leaving his drink
untouched, he left the area and walked
out into the crowd. Everywhere he went
people smiled and waved; some even
bowed as he passed.

He did not return to the raised dais but
wandered instead into the clan area.



There no one bowed, but he felt eyes
upon him. Coming north had been a huge
mistake. He had lost his protégé and was
now caught in the middle of a potential
Crisis.

“You don’t look so tough,” said a
voice. Chain glanced to his right and
saw a burly highlander wearing a ragged
kilt and a long cloak. The man was
holding a jug and was swaying slightly.

“Looks can be deceiving,” Chain said
mildly.

Two stewards moved in swifily,
grabbing the man. Chain realized they
had been following him. “Let him go.
Now!” said Chain. “We were having a
conversation.”

“Sir, we are instructed—"



“Leave him and go about your
business. I do not need an escort.”

The men stood for a moment, then
released the highlander. “Now, I thank
you for your concern, boys, but leave me
be.”

The two stewards seemed uncertain,
but they left and returned to the Varlish
field.

The drunken highlander swore at
Chain. “Always need backup, don’t
you?”

“Certainly seems that way,” Chain
told him. The fighter moved on. Another
bout was under way in one of the mud
circles. He paused to watch. A huge
one-eyed man was fighting. His
opponent was younger, with good



shoulders and a long reach. The two
circled for a few moments, then the
young man moved in swiftly, feinting
with a left and then throwing a right. It
was a good move. The one-eyed man
swayed away and delivered a chopping
left that exploded against the younger
man’s jaw. His legs gave way, and he
pitched to the ground.

“Grymauch! Grymauch!” chanted the
crowd. The one-eyed man raised his
arms and bowed to them. Then he saw
Chain.

“Would you like a little lesson,
Varlish!” he called.

“Perhaps later. That was a good
blow.”

“The ... Pannone ... hammer,” said



the man. Chain noted the hesitation. So
did the crowd, and they laughed.

“You need to look to your comrade,”
said Chain. “I fear he is drowning in the
mud.”

The fighter glanced down, then
dropped to his knees, rolling the
unconscious man to his back. It was true.
His mouth and nostrils were caked with
mud. The one-eyed man wiped it away,
and the stricken fighter suddenly gasped
for breath.

Chain walked on, stopping by a stall
selling trinkets. They were cheap, mostly
of copper or bronze, but one or two
shone with silver. As he was looking at
the jewelry, a man came alongside him.
He saw that it was Mulgrave.



“Are you enjoying yourself, sir?”
asked the white-haired young officer.

“I like to see the sun shine. Are you
now escorting me?”’

“It would be ... unfortunate to suffer
an incident on a feast day. There is a
good deal of strong drink available
everywhere, and a riot could ensue if a
drunken highlander were to attack the
Varlish champion.”

“Let us walk awhile,” said Chain.

“It will be my pleasure, especially if
we walk back to the Varlish fields.”

“As you say, Captain.” The two men
crossed the field and went through the
entry channel. “What is going on here?”
asked Chain as they paused by a small
wood at the northern tip of the Varlish



field.

“In what way?”

“This absurd need to crush the
highlanders’ spirit.”

Mulgrave sighed. “You are asking the
wrong man to justify it. However, I will
try to explain it. It is, you will hear, a
historical problem. You are from the far
south. You have no idea of the festering
hatreds in these mountains. Old men still
remember the rebellions, the clans
sweeping down upon townsfolk and
farmers, the savagery and the bloodshed.
The clans do not forget the days—not so
distant—when soldiers raided their
settlements, killing their wives and
children. The fear among our own
people is that if pride is allowed to seep



back into clan mentality, they will rise
again. This is why the Moidart is angry
about the tournament. Is Gorain going to
win it?”

“He should,” said Chain.

“He’d better,” said Mulgrave. “The
Moidart does not suffer disappointment
lightly.”

“I would guess that.”

The sun shone brightly for much of the
afternoon. Gaise Macon, riding the
palomino, won the first of the equestrian
events, the twelve jumps. His victory
was received with great acclaim from
the citizens, though Gaise himself
seemed less than ecstatic. Captain
Mulgrave won the saber event, lopping
eleven “heads.” Gaise finished fourth in



that event and seemed far more pleased
than he had with his own victory.

As they groomed their mounts,
Mulgrave asked him about it. The young
man put aside his brush. “I won because
the last rider’s horse balked at the water
jump.”

“I'saw.”

“Did you also see that the rider
intentionally balked?”

“I did,” agreed Mulgrave.

“So it was not a win at all. The rider
allowed the Moidart’s son to claim the
crown.”

“l am glad you spotted it,” said
Mulgrave. “Many men would not have. It
was done skillfully, and I doubt many in
the crowd noticed it. However, there



were some fine riders today, and second
place—which you won fairly—is a
matter for pride.”

“Why did he do it, Mulgrave?”

“You do not really need to ask that,
sir. Your father is not a forgiving man,
and the rider was one of his officers. I
expect that he feared retribution.”

“A sad state of affairs,” muttered
Gaise. “But understandable, 1 suppose.
Have you seen Gorain yet?”

“I have. Most accomplished. A fine
example of Varlish manhood.”

“Who 1s he fighting next?” asked
Gaise.

“I understand it is a blacksmith from
the Pinance’s region. Last year’s
champion. [ believe his name is



Badraig.”

“Yes, I saw him last year. Big man,
very powerful. What about the other
semifinal?”

“I do not know the result, sir. They
were fighting while we were competing
in the sabers. A one-eyed man was
taking part.”

By late afternoon Kaelin had still not
found Chara Ward, and he was growing
irritated. There were thousands of
people in the fields now, and trying to
hunt down one girl was like seeking a
single leaf in an autumn forest. At one
stage he had even lost touch with Banny,
finding him by accident as he sought the



latrine area.

Kaelin watched Jaim Grymauch win
his semifinal in a fight that lasted only a
few minutes, congratulated his uncle,
then once more sought out Chara. Had he
had any sense, he would have shouted
out a meeting place to her as she
vanished into the Varlish area. He and
Banny wandered through the various
stalls close to the fighting circles, then
angled out toward the cattle markets.
“Why would she be there?” asked
Banny. “Her relatives are not herders.”

“She won’t be, but it is higher
ground,” Kaelin told him. “We’ll be
able to see better.”

As they walked, they heard a sudden
roar from the Varlish field. Kaelin



glanced back. From there he could see
the small figures in the wooden circle.
One man was down. Attendants were
gathering around him. Banny, whose
eyes were not strong, asked: “Is it the
Varlish?” Kaelin shook his head. Gorain
was standing, hands on hips. Then he
pulled a towel from his belt and wiped
his face. Moments later another roar
went up. “What are they cheering for
now?”” asked Banny. “The fight is over.”

“I don’t know, Banny. I’m not there,
am [?”

“Sorry, Kaelin. Hey, there’s Tay.
Maybe he knows where Chara went.”

Kaelin saw the stocky figure of
Taybard Jaekel making his way up the
hill. Crowds were swirling around



below, groups of people gathering and
speaking in an animated fashion. They
saw Taybard stop and listen, then the
young Varlish began to climb once more.
Kaelin did not want to have to talk to
him. He was still nonplussed over the
fight and had no wish to find himself in
another disagreement. And yet he needed
to know. With a soft curse he moved to
intercept the youth. Taybard glanced up
as he saw him. He neither scowled nor
smiled but stood still, his eyes wary.

“Have you seen Chara?” asked
Kaelin.

“No. Bindoe said he wanted to talk to
her and told me to go away. I lost them
in the crowd then.”

“Why is everyone gathering below?”



asked Banny.

“Gorain killed Badraig. Broke his
neck.”

“That’s what the Varlish swine were
cheering,” hissed Kaelin.

“Aye,” Taybard Jaekel said sadly.
“That’s what the swine were cheering.
Makes you sick, doesn’t it?” With that he
walked away.

“Your uncle fights him next,” said
Banny.

Kaelin was staring after Taybard
Jaekel. The youth was heading out
through the gates toward Old Hills and
home.

“What did you say?”

“Grymauch fights him next.”

“Aye.” Kaelin was less worried than



he had been. Grymauch had fought four
times, and not one bout had lasted long.
He had a swelling on the cheekbone
under his empty left socket and a few
bruises on his upper body, but he had
emerged triumphant. Kaelin could no
longer imagine any man thrashing him.
He glanced again at the forlorn figure of
Taybard Jaekel. On impulse Kaelin ran
after him, calling out as he ran. Taybard
stopped and waited.

“If you want a fight, I’'m not in the
mood,” Taybard said as Kaelin paused
before him.

“I don’t want a fight, Tay. But the
feast is only an hour away. It would be a
shame to miss it. Why don’t you come
with Banny and me?”



“You want a Varlish at your feast?”

“Whisht, man, you’re an Old Hills
neighbor. We’ll watch Grymauch whip
the southerner and then eat till our
bellies swell.”

Taybard stood silently, his mind
racing. He wanted to apologize to
Kaelin for the fight. He wanted to say
how sorry he was that men cheered
when a highlander died in the circle. He
wanted to tell him about the Wyrd and
about his jealousy concerning Chara. He
looked into Kaelin’s dark eyes.

“Aye, I could eat,” he said.

And the three youths walked back to
the clan fields.
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THE VARLISH SEATING tiers around the

fighting circle were full, and hundreds
more townsfolk crowded around the
base as the two fighters made their way
to the boards. On the other side of the
circle clan men and women were packed
so closely together that there was little
room for movement.

The sun had gone down, and tall
lanterns had been set around the circle,
casting flickering shadows over the two
large men who were about to fight.



Gorain, bare-chested and wearing tight-
fitting gray leggings and knee-length
riding boots, waved to the Varlish
crowd, cocking his fist and laughing. He
was unmarked, only the last of his bouts
having stretched beyond a few periods.
He was perhaps an inch shorter than his
opponent, but his breadth of shoulder
was enormous, and the lantern light
glinted on his finely sculpted muscles.
On the other side of the circle Jaim
Grymauch seemed ponderous and
massively ugly. He, too, sported huge
shoulders and arms, but there was
nothing of the beauty of Gorain. Stripped
to the waist, he looked more like a bear
than a man, clumsy and slow.

Sitting on the highest tier, Gaise



Macon could feel the fear emanating
from the clan crowd. It was as if they
were witnessing an execution rather than
a contest. Gorain began to move through
a series of stretches, cartwheeling his
arms and swaying from side to side. The
one-eyed clansman watched him. The
keeper of the sands took his place beside
the circle, and the two white-cloaked
adjudicators held a short conference
before one climbed into the circle. The
crowd fell silent.

The adjudicator, facing the Varlish
tiers, bowed. “This contest,” he called
out, “will be of unlimited duration,
ending only when one of the contestants
can no longer climb to his feet before the
sands run out. Each period will end



when either contestant drops his knee to
the board and will resume when the sand
keeper orders the horn to be blown. No
blow shall be struck after a contestant
has indicated the end of a period. Under
the rules of wvalorous combat any
contestant who grapples, gouges, bites,
or kicks will have the prize forfeited.”
Gaise listened as the adjudicator
named the contestants. The roar for
Gorain shook the tiers, and the fighter
responded by raising both arms and
bowing. The clans cheered for the one-
eyed fighter, but the sound was muted.
Gorain walked to the side of the
circle and called out to one of the
attendants. The man brought him a strip
of black cloth, which he tied around his



head, obscuring the sight in his left eye.

“A noble act” said Gaise to
Mulgrave.

“Indeed, sir, unless it is meant as
mockery.”

The bright moon emerged from behind
a cloud, and a chilly wind blew across
the circle, making one of the lanterns
gutter. An attendant relit it with a taper.

Gaise looked around and saw Chain
Shada sitting some twenty feet to his
right. He was leaning forward, his chin
resting on his fist. He, too, wore the
fighting leggings. A blanket was draped
over his bare shoulders.

The adjudicator climbed down from
the circle, and the keeper of the sands
raised his arm. A single horn blast



sounded.

Gorain moved swiftly across the
circle. Grymauch advanced to meet him.
Gorain feinted with a left, then sent a
right hand whipping toward Grymauch’s
blind side. The clansman stepped inside
the blow, hammering a right uppercut to
Gorain’s belly that almost lifted the
Varlish from his feet. Air whooshed
from  Gorain’s lungs. Grymauch
followed it with a left cross that cracked
against Gorain’s cheek. The Varlish
managed to roll with the blow.
Regaining balance, he blocked a right
and sent a straight left slamming into
Grymauch’s mouth, snapping back his
head. The clansman was forced back.
Gorain bore in, punches thudding into



Grymauch’s belly. Grymauch suddenly
sidestepped to the right while snapping
out a left hand that took Gorain high on
the right cheek. The Varlish, off balance,
stumbled and almost fell. Grymauch
followed in. Gorain ducked his head and
counterattacked: three punches to the
belly and a left uppercut to the face.
Grymauch stumbled. Gorain threw a big
left, but the covering of his left eye made
him misjudge the depth, and the blow
sailed harmlessly past Grymauch’s jaw.
The clansman attacked again. Gorain hit
him four times without reply, big meaty
blows that rocked the highlander. The
Varlish  were cheering themselves
hoarse. Gorain hammered a punch to
Grymauch’s bearded chin that half spun



him. Gorain rushed in, hitting him twice
more but missing with a flurry of
punches as Grymauch swayed and
rolled. An overhand right cannoned into
the blind left side of Grymauch’s face.
Blood splayed from a gash to his cheek.
A huge roar greeted the blow, and for a
moment Gaise thought the clansman was
about to fall. Instead he leapt forward,
slamming a bone-jarring left into
Gorain’s face. As Gorain fell back,
Grymauch dropped to one knee, ending
the period. The Varlish crowd booed
and shouted.

“Canny,” said Mulgrave. “He needs
time to clear his head from that big
right.”

“They seem evenly matched,” put in



Gaise.

“In raw talent, perhaps,” said
Mulgrave. “But Gorain has more learned
skill. He is also younger.”

“You think he will win?”

