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  INVOCATION


  I’ll tell the tale, since you insist, but it won’t be like the songs they sing. I saw much of what I’m about to tell with my own eyes, heard it with my own ears, felt it with my own heart. But I won’t be saying I-I-I all the way through. I was a different person then. And any time you tell a story about yourself, it isn’t about you, really. The teller is never the tale, or anyone in it.
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  Old Father Tyr, standing outside the world with Those-Who-Watch, shape my words like stones to build a bridge to the truth. Creator, guide my creation, which is yours also. Sustainer, give me the breath to complete it. Avenger, teach me when to end it, as you end all things in their time.
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  PART ONE


  The Winter War


  If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind?


  —Shelley, “Ode to the West Wind”
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  CHAPTER ONE


  Lone Survivor


  Night begins the day, and in the darkness of night the first day of spring was being born. In the west, great Chariot was rising, bright with hope as it re-entered the world. No other moon was in the sky, but Chariot’s light filled up the snow-covered plain of the Gap of Lone, and the gray-caped thain walking on it.


  The thain went his way toward the base of the cliff with slow deliberate steps, as if he had all the time in the world. His gray cape of office was charred with fire and stained dark with dried blood. Fresh blood, black in the moon’s blue light, was running down his legs and squelching in his shoes, staining his footprints in the new snow like mud.


  Among the gray stones of the cliff face was a hollow. In the hollow hung a golden bell. The thain picked up the copper striker that lay below it. He didn’t trust his trembling fingers to hold the slender stalk of metal so he gripped it with both hands, as if it were the handle of a sledgehammer. He struck the bell as hard as he could (which wasn’t so very hard): three times. Then he waited there, although he could hear his pursuers loping toward him through the snow, voiceless though they were. He struck the bell three more times and fell dead in the shallow snowdrifts at the base of the cliff.


  The bell rang in the little hollow. It rang in the watchroom of the Gray Tower, the Graith’s guardpost over the Gap of Lone. It rang in the thains’ Northtower, on the border of Thrymhaiam in the far north. It rang in Anglecross Tower in the west of the Wardlands, in Islandkeep that guarded the Southhold, in the Graith’s chamber in the city of A Thousand Towers. The same bell, or an image of it, swung in all those places. The same signal sounded in all those places.


  Many thains had set out to send that signal, but only the one survived to deliver the news before he died: the Wardlands had been invaded.


  When his enemies found him dead, they cut up his body and rendered it down for soup, as was their custom. But they could not work the striker loose from the thain’s hands, so they cut them off and left them there at the base of the cliff.


  Long the hands lay there in the bitter snows, waiting for nothing.
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  CHAPTER TWO


  Conversations in

  A Thousand Towers


  Two months earlier, in the dim noon of a late-winter day, two men fought a duel in the city of A Thousand Towers.


  The city street, where it could be seen through the drifts of snow, was green-gray as fungus—because, apart from the paving stones and the drifts of snow between the buildings, it was, in fact, fungus. A few decades ago, a maker in New Moorhope had developed a kind of mold that could be cultured into building materials. Whole neighborhoods on the edges of A Thousand Towers were built from the stuff. Some time later, they were as rapidly abandoned. It turned out that the fungus absorbed and accumulated bad dreams, so that buildings made with it became unpleasant, even unsafe to dwell in. Destroying the fungus released the bad dreams all at once with perilous consequences. It was decided to let the neighborhoods age and decay over time, releasing their evil dreams gradually in the world. Few ever went there—only those whose business required privacy, and who didn’t fear the infection of a temporary madness or two.


  And that day, these two men came there, laid aside their red cloaks in spite of the cold, and prepared to fight.


  “Let me see it again,” said the taller man. He was Naevros syr Tol, famed as the greatest swordsman in the Wardlands or the wide world beyond.


  The other man, Morlock Ambrosius, was famous for other things. He drew his sword and handed it to Naevros.


  The blade was black as death, veined with bone-white crystal down its glittering length to its point. The grip was black and bound with something that felt smooth but comfortingly resistant to his hand. The sword had heft, but was lighter than a metal sword this long would be. There was a disturbing presence to the thing, not merely physical. There was a power in it, and Naevros didn’t like it.


  He handed it back to Morlock, the man who made it and who owned it. Morlock was also the man who had married the only woman Naevros felt he could love. There were other women, many other women, in Naevros’ life, but Aloê Oaij was different, and this ugly crooked fellow with the sideways grin got to sleep with her every night.


  By rights, Naevros should have loathed the man like the slime from a pus-rat. Yet, somehow, he rather liked him. Morlock could drink a table of dwarves under the table, for one thing. He didn’t say much, but anything he did say was to the point. And he was the only person in the Wardlands who could fence at or near Naevros’ level.


  He handed the blade back to Morlock. “So that’s what you won from the Dead Cor on the Hill of Storms!” he said.


  “Eh,” Morlock said and shrugged. Days went by sometimes without him saying much more than that but this time, thank God Sustainer, he found the strength to go on. “Not exactly. The blade Gryregaest lay shattered on the Broken Altar when I went to claim it. Later I came to understand that the Dead Cor and his weapon were one, woven together. It died when he did, at last. I took the fragments and made them, unmade them, remade them into this blade. I call it Tyrfing.”


  “‘Tyr’s grasp’?” translated Naevros. “After Oldfather Tyr, of course.” Morlock had been born in A Thousand Towers, but was raised by his foster father Tyr syr Theorn in the distant north. Tyr was long dead now, but far from forgotten.


  Morlock bowed his head and made to sheath the sword.


  “Not on your dwarfy life,” Naevros said flatly. “Our bet stands. I’ll break your sword or take it in a fair fight.”


  “We were drunk last night, my friend,” Morlock said. “There is no need for this. We could fence with wooden swords. I brought a pair with me.”


  “But did you bring a pair of anything else?” Naevros taunted him, waggling his hips lewdly. “Afraid I’ll put your eye out? Think Old Ambrosius will be mad at you if you go back home with a broken sword?”


  He was joking and he was not joking. He was fond of Morlock and he hated him. He wanted to make him laugh (as he could sometimes do) and he wanted to cut his throat (as he might someday do). He mentioned Morlock’s father, old Merlin, because he knew it would sting Morlock to murderous rage. He was restless and he wanted a fight and Morlock was the only person who came close to his skill. His useless sterile skill.


  That taunt did it. Morlock was furious, though he hid it well. He stepped back on the mold-gray street and came to guard. His cold, angry eyes fixed on Naevros and he waited in the pale sunlight.


  Naevros drew his own sword—no wizardish wonder-blade, but a good piece of metal made for him by the weapon-masters of Thrymhaiam—and saluted Morlock with it. He lunged and thrusted; Morlock parried and riposted, and they proceeded to fight up and down the gray street, empty but for snowdrifts and nightmares.


  At first glance they were ill-matched. Naevros was taller, possessing a catlike grace and a fluent, sharp eloquence with the sword. Morlock was shorter, less lithe, with something askew in his shoulders. Still, he was swift and strong. If anger never quite left his ice-gray eyes, he never let his attacks or his defense become reckless.


  Apart from the recklessness of what they were doing. To fence with real swords was madness; it took even more control to refrain from injuring your opponent or being injured by him. That was why Naevros liked it. At any moment he could kill or be killed. It was like dancing along the edge of a cliff.


  But the two fought for hours, as the dim sun slid from its cloudy zenith to just above the ragged gray-green peaks of the abandoned houses, and the blades never struck home on either combatant.


  As a greenish dusk began to rise, they found their swords in a bind. Naevros tried to force the crooked man back. But the crooked man set his feet and pushed in turn. The taller man slipped out of the bind and leapt aside as his opponent tumbled past, blundering into a wall. The taller man eagerly leapt forward to strike at his fallen foe, but then backed away, gasping as his opponent rose in a cloud of dead spores and dark dreams to face him, his shining dark sword at guard.


  Naevros then felt something like fear. He saw the crooked man wearing the blue skull-face of Death, with Death’s blue blade in his hand, as the Kaeniar paint him in their Inner Temples. Most frightening of all was something Naevros felt in himself—an easiness, a welcoming of peace and rest. It would all be so much easier if—


  “Enough!” he gasped, lifting his free hand in a call for rest. “Morlock, step out of that stuff! We don’t want you tracking nightmares back to Tower Ambrose.”


  Morlock Ambrosius never said a word if none would do, so he simply nodded and stepped forward. Naevros stood back and leaned on his sword, breathing heavily, trying to settle his mind, hoping his fear hadn’t shown in his face.


  When his breathing slowed to near normal, he said, “We’ll call it a draw, I think. If I ever want to kill you, I guess I’ll have to sneak up behind you with a rock or something.”


  “Eh,” Morlock replied. “Do you want to kill me?”


  “‘If,’ I said. I said, ‘If.’”


  “That’s why I asked.”


  “All right, then. Since you ask. I thought about it for a long time. Are you surprised?”


  “No. I once thought about killing you, too.”


  Naevros turned and looked straight at his opponent, colleague, and friend. “Did you really, you sneaky son-of-a-thrept? May I ask why?”


  “I envied your closeness to Aloê,” the crooked man said, naming his wife and Naevros’ one-time thain-attendant.


  Naevros found he was blushing. He exhaled completely, inhaled, exhaled, and finally he laughed. “I hadn’t realized you knew about it.”


  “Everyone knows.”


  “Not everyone knows it’s an intimacy that rivals your marriage.”


  For a moment Naevros was afraid Morlock would say It doesn’t in that flat unemphatic way of his that somehow managed to roar in the ears like thunder. And then Naevros would really have to kill him.


  Morlock shrugged, and Naevros wondered briefly if that was reason enough to kill him, too. But then Morlock lifted his accursed blade and said, “This was the wrong tool for the job, anyway.”


  Tool? Job? Naevros stared at Morlock’s impassive face and wondered if there was some phallic innuendo in play. “What do you mean?” he asked.


  “If I cut your throat,” said the ice-eyed man, “I might as well cut my own. That’s no way to reach her heart. She loves you too much—is loyal to those she loves.”


  “I see. You couldn’t afford to kill me.” It was interesting to see how much his rival’s thinking had mirrored his own. “So you befriended me instead,” Naevros said speculatively.


  Morlock turned away. “No,” he said, with his face averted. “That was always there.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “You accepted me when few would accept me—trusted me when almost no one trusted me. You saw me as myself, not just my ruthen-father’s son. That . . . matters to me. Will always matter.”


  Naevros had mostly done it to irritate Noreê. But, to be fair to himself, he had seen something in that surly young Morlock, something others were disposed to overlook or throw away. Over the past century, he often wished that Noreê had succeeded in her attempt to snap baby Morlock’s neck. But if she had, he would have missed many an evening of drunken conversation, many an afternoon of brilliant fencing. That would have been a loss, no matter what else might have been gained.


  Rather than say any of that, Naevros clapped his free hand on the higher of Morlock’s shoulders and said, “Well, I’ll walk you home. Maybe you’ll figure out how to get rid of me on the way.”
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  Every few days when the Graith was in Station, Aloê and a few of her friends had been meeting to watch the weather and drink tea. The Station was now ended and this was their last meeting.


  It displeased Noreê that this meeting occurred in Tower Ambrose, which had bad memories for her. But she never let personal discomfort prevent her from doing what she thought of as her work. And the world’s weather these days was her work—a threat to the Wardlands even greater than a thousand Ambrosii, or so she feared. In any case, she knew she would spend very little time inside her body while that body was in Ambrose.


  She stood now in the sky over the Sea of Stones, a thousand miles away from her body. Normally, visionary rapture so extreme would result in physical death. But her friends had interwoven their psyches with hers, and they stayed more firmly anchored to their bodies, barely in rapture. Their strength, their collective anchor, strengthened and anchored her voyaging mind. What she did now was dangerous enough, but something short of certain death. And it was utterly necessary.


  She saw mostly by not seeing. Her vision in rapture was a perception of living things, or at least potentially alive things implicit with tal. But what she was looking for was death, the absence of life or the elements of life, a black river in the sky with many tributaries from all over the world.


  Its source was deep in the north—all the way to the end of the wide world, or so she suspected. It remained tantalizingly, painfully just beyond her scope of vision. If she extended herself farther, still farther. . . . What was distance to the soul? Nothing.


  But it was something to the body, and she knew that if her body and soul were not to part company she must not go farther; she must turn back. After a timeless time, contemplating the ice-dark river of death inundating the world, she did retreat.


  There was a comfort in turning away from the stark smiling skeleton of the dying world, to cover herself with warm flesh like a blanket, to settle for being herself and only herself again.


  She opened her eyes and met the golden gaze of Aloê, who smiled a slow, worried smile in response. “You took a long time to wake up.”


  “I was. I was a long way away from myself,” Noreê replied, her tongue feeling as thick and about as flexible as a plank of wood.


  Aloê rang for tea; it was brought by a beardless dwarf Noreê thought might be a female. She had a strong distaste for dwarves, but she strove to never display or act on that emotion. She thanked the server and sipped her tea in silent companionship with her fellow Guardians.


  “Do you think it’s getting worse?” Aloê said, after part of an hour, at exactly the moment Noreê was ready to speak. Her intuition was powerful, subtle, enviable.


  “Yes,” Noreê replied. “The world’s weather is growing colder. The life of the sun is being drained by something in the deep north.”


  “Will the Wards protect us?” Thea asked.


  “For a time. For a time. But there is something there, preying on the sun.”


  “Someone will have to go and do something about that,” Thea said.


  They all nodded and talked about the details of their separate visions.


  Presently Thea looked out the window and said, “Your men are home, Aloê.”


  “I only have the one.”


  “Oh. Well, Morlock is with him.”


  Aloê reached over to yank gently on Thea’s nose, then got up from the couch they were sharing to shout out the window at the men.


  Noreê drank her tea with slow deliberation. She would have enjoyed talking with Thea and Aloê some more, but now she would leave as soon as possible. She disliked how other women, even fairly intelligent women, often became twittery in the presence of men. Not all women, of course, but Aloê and Thea were apparently not among the exceptions.


  Now the heavy unmatched footfalls of the two men were ascending the stairs outside the room. Her cup was dry, the teapot was empty, and she had the distinct impression she had missed several remarks by Thea and Aloê. No matter. These brief fugues often occurred in the wake of extended rapture; everyone knew about them, and that knowledge might help mask her distaste.


  Now the men had entered the room, and Aloê put her lovely mouth, lips like dark rose petals, on the scarred face of that pale, crooked man. Not perfunctorily, either, but hungrily, as if it were a half-baked pastry and she was going to eat it. Disgusting.


  Naevros stood aside, a patient smile on his face, and waited until Aloê turned her golden gaze on him. Then he stood imperceptibly taller, smiled imperceptibly broader. If most women were fools for men, most men were equally foolish for women, even if they didn’t like them much. Noreê didn’t listen to what they were saying; it couldn’t possibly matter. These people had spent a century never saying what they really meant, until it wasn’t even necessary to say it anymore.


  Now Thea was chiming in; greetings, apologies on Noreê’s behalf, yes, yes. Now they started talking about the vision. Noreê was interested to hear Aloê and Thea’s account of it. Of course, most of what they said was quotation from her, right down to her assertion that “there is something there, preying on the sun.”


  And echoing Thea, Morlock said, “Someone will have to go see about that.”


  “Not you,” said Noreê and Aloê in the same instant, surprising each other and everyone else.


  “Why not?” Morlock asked, saluting Noreê with a mugful of tea. Her own cup was half full again. Perhaps she was really coming out of it, now. But she chose not to answer. She rarely spoke directly to young Ambrosius, never without regretting it.


  Aloê said lightly, “Thea is already going. You don’t want to steal her thunder.”


  “I suspect there’ll be plenty of thunder to go around,” Thea said dryly. “Let’s talk it over when you’re back in town again, Vocate,” she said directly to Morlock.


  “Couple months,” Morlock said. “Maybe three.”


  “A halfmonth on the southeast coast, a halfmonth in and under the Northhold,” Aloê said, “plus travel time.”


  “Soon enough,” Thea said. “It’ll be spring by then, with summer before us.”


  But what if you never see another summer? wondered Noreê. It was a cold thought from a cold future.


  She sat there, drank tea almost as cold as her thoughts, and tried to pretend interest in what the others said.
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  CHAPTER THREE


  Knife


  Two months and some days later, on the twenty-fifth of Drums, in the cozy red gloom of their shelter, Aloê Oaij said to her husband, “I dreamed you were suspended between heaven and earth. Then flying knives pierced your body and all four of you fell. That’s how it always ends. I’ve had the dream dozens of times since the new year.”


  “Eh.”


  Aloê was bitten by a century-long, never-slumbering annoyance. She sat up in her sleeping cloak and said, “That’s all you have to say? Really?”


  Morlock Ambrosius shrugged. “There are not four of me. I don’t see how that dream can be significant.”


  “Noreê says it is.”


  Morlock was silent for a time. Finally he said, “She probably thinks there are four of me. Under her bed.”


  “You should stop napping there.”


  In reply, Morlock flipped a snowball at her. She fell over squawking, “Where did you get that?”


  “It snowed again last night.”


  Aloê dodged out of the warm, fire-edged darkness of the occlusion into the fresh-blazing air of a snow-covered morning. She laboriously made a pair of snowballs (it was not a skill she had learned at her mother’s knee in the Southhold) and then shouted into the occlusion, “Come out and fight! Aroint thee, dastard! If that means what I think it does!”


  Aloê felt the impact of a snowball on her shoulder. Morlock had taken advantage of her concentration to sneak out of the shelter. She turned and smote him hip and thigh with flying, fragmented snow (her snowballs tended to come apart in midair), and from there it was a tangle of confusion where snow weapons gave way to hand-to-hand combat and, eventually, some uncomfortable but enthusiastic sex in a snowbank—a first, in Aloê’s experience.


  They repaired shivering to the welcome warmth of the occlusion and its dim red hotlight.


  “After a hundred years of marriage, you still surprise me sometimes,” Aloê said wryly, as they scrambled into dry clothes.


  He smiled and pointed at her. She was left guessing what he meant by that—a feeling that did not surprise her, unfortunately.


  Morlock packed up while Aloê unmade the occlusion. The icy bite of the unseasonably cold spring air was not as unpleasant as she had feared: maybe it was a good idea to start the day with a snowball fight and some frosty muckling. More experimentation was needed to confirm, she decided.


  The snowfall wasn’t deep enough to necessitate snowshoes, but it was deep enough to slow them down a bit. The day was half-gone before they reached the Shaenli farmstead, their usual last stop before ascending the Whitethorns through the Whitewell Vale.


  When they got there, she found herself wishing they’d skipped it this time.


  The farmhouse was burnt down to its timbers—a charcoal sketch of a farmhouse on the paperwhite landscape.


  The farm animals and people were gone. But not all gone: what was left of them was bones—shattered marrowless bones covered with teethmarks.


  “What happened here?” she asked Morlock.


  “I think they made soup. There’s the remains of a fire over there by the bone heap, and supports for a cauldron.”


  “That’s not what I mean. Who did it? Why did they do it?”


  “They came from the unguarded lands, I guess. Times have been hard there.”


  “This hard?”


  Morlock shrugged and turned away. He poked with a stick in a couple of different places, brushing away the snow.


  “Think they came that way,” he said at last, pointing toward the Gap of Lone. “Maybe left to go up the Whitewell, into the Northhold.”


  Aloê had already drawn both those conclusions. “And so . . . ?”


  “Something must have happened at the Gray Tower,” Morlock said. “One of us should go there. The other should head north to bring warning to the peoples of Northhold.”


  “Well, would you like to flip for it?”


  “I think I should go north, because—”


  “Sh. I was joking. I’ll collect what survivors I can from the Gray Tower and follow you north. Or maybe I’ll take Grynidh’s Underroad westward,” she added reluctantly. “I should be able to raise some help from around Three Hills.”


  Morlock shot a gray glance at her. He knew how much she hated travelling on Grynidh’s Underroad—miles of which were underground, hence the name. But he said nothing. What was there to say? If invaders were making soup out of the Guarded, she would have to put up with a little claustrophobia or stop calling herself a Guardian.


  “Get along with you, then,” she said.


  He walked over, held her, kissed her, and walked away. He half ran in a springing long-legged stride that let him hop over the snow rather than slog through it.


  She tried to imitate it as she went eastward. But, like so much he did, it was irritatingly inimitable, and she settled for slogging.
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  CHAPTER FOUR


  Red and Gray


  Along the trackless way leading to the Gray Tower, Aloê passed signs of the intruding enemy. She found another site of a cannibal soup-feast, scattered with gnawed broken bones that could only be from men and women; the blanket of new snow made it seem more innocent and more horrible than the other. She saw the intact skeleton of a unicorn: they had somehow managed to kill it and strip its flesh, but its bones had proved unbreakable. No animals remained in the destroyers’ wake, not even scavengers.


  She dreaded what she would find at the Gray Tower. She had spent happy months there as a thain, a long time ago now, and some useful ones more recently as a vocate. The memory of the tower said safety to her, as few places did. But now she suspected everyone there had been slaughtered and eaten. It was the only way to explain how the invaders had gotten so deep into the Wardlands without being stopped or, it seemed, even followed.


  It was as bad as she had feared, and not so bad.


  The Gray Tower stood on a bluff high over the Gap of Lone. It had done so, anyway. Now it was no more than a broken, blackened tooth against the bright winter sky. Aloê, climbing the path to what had been the entrance, passed heaps of discarded weapons, campfires ringed with shattered bones, shattered blue stones from the fallen tower.


  There were no bodies.


  But when Aloê came to the base of the broken tower she was greeted by a friendly face: Thea’s. She was digging a trench around the tower’s base. When she saw Aloê approaching she waved her shovel in greeting.


  “How was your vacation, Guardian?” Thea called out when they were close enough for speech.


  “Shut up.”


  “You shut up.”


  “Were you here for . . . ?” Aloê waved at the ruined tower and its environs.


  “No, thank God Sustainer. Banyon Fourthstone was here, though. Seems to be dead now, along with everyone else.”


  “How’d you hear about it?”


  “The boy on duty in the Maze managed to ring the warning bell before the invaders got him. Banyon sent a brief report through the message sock before he led the thains out to die.”


  “Uselessly?”


  “Depends. They must have taken some of the invaders with them.”


  “And afterwards he provided the invaders with a hearty meal.”


  “Thank God Avenger you said that. But I’ve been thinking it.”


  Aloê tried to put herself in Banyon’s place. She had never liked or respected him much; the Graith had voted him in out of respect for Lernaion, whose great-nephew he was, and Aloê thought that kind of thing was always a mistake. But what could have driven him to lead all his thains against what must have been a superior force? Maybe he couldn’t stand the thought of staying safe in the Gray Tower while the Guarded suffered. Maybe that was it: Maintain the Guard! and all that. It covered a multitude of sins. But it didn’t cover a failure of this magnitude.


  “How’d you hear about it?” Thea asked, and then Aloê had to tell her about the grisly soupfest at the Raenli homestead.


  “So they went up the Whitewell?” Thea asked. “And Morlock went after them alone? That’s some kind of man you’ve got.”


  If I’ve got him, why isn’t he here? Aloê thought peevishly, but she managed to avoid saying it aloud. They all had their jobs to do.


  “Earno will want to know about this,” Thea continued. “He and Noreê are around here someplace.”


  “What is it that you’re doing?”


  “They broke through the Wards somehow. The Maze in the Gap of Lone is gone entirely.”


  “God Avenger.”


  “And all the other gods, too. The Wards hereabout are anchored at the base of the Gray Tower, so I’m seeing what’s left of them. Want to help?”


  “No. But I’ll be back after I’ve seen Earno.”


  Earno was the Summoner of the Outer Lands—the highest-ranking Guardian, except for his two peers, the Summoners Bleys and Lernaion. Aloê found him shoveling dirt into a pit. Noreê was shoveling alongside him, wearing the red cloak that marked her as a vocate, and quite a few gray-caped thains were also flinging dirt. Apparently the Graith of Guardians had become a company of ditch diggers.


  “A dark, cold day, Guardians,” she greeted them all.


  Earno nodded, but did not stop throwing dirt. Aloê was about to ask what they were doing when she realized this must be a mass grave for the remains of the people who had died here. She sighed. There was no shovel that wasn’t being used so she began throwing double handfuls of dirt from the heap into the pit.


  Before they were done, Thea had come to join them, dragging her cloak behind her and carrying her shovel. Aloê took the shovel and finished the burial while Noreê and Thea stood conferring over the contents of her cloak.


  When the pit was full, Earno threw down his shovel and turned away. Apparently any ceremony, if there even was one, preceded the burial. Aloê stayed to say a few quiet words to the departed spirits of the dead Guardians. She wasn’t sure that it did any good, even for her, but she had caught the habit of talking to ghosts from Morlock’s dwarvish kin.


  When she lifted her head she saw the thains were making fires and setting up shelters. Earno was assisting them. Noreê and Thea were still standing together talking. Aloê joined them.


  Thea’s cloak contained a set of bluestone wedges shot through with crystal: the anchors for the Wards on this side of the Maze.


  “What’s wrong with them?” asked Aloê.


  “Nothing, in a way,” Noreê replied. “They are structurally sound. But they bear no more talic imprint than any other piece of stone—less than some. I’ll look at the other anchors, but I expect to find the same.”


  Aloê nodded. It had to be something like this, of course. The Wards were not a physical barrier, in the ordinary sense. They were a vast talic web that made it difficult, not impossible, for a conscious entity to decide to enter the Wardlands—or to execute a decision already made. A skilled seer or a sufficiently determined individual could make it through the Wards. But in the Gap of Lone a shifting, multifarious set of Wards were (or had been) in place that would allow anyone to enter—but only by taking a long and constantly shifting path over the plain. If the horde of cannibals had walked in with no warning, either they were all seers of a very high order or the Maze must have been completely suppressed somehow. The question was . . .


  “How?” Aloê asked Noreê.


  The white-haired seer shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ll stay here and see what I can do about it. If the Wards can be broken beyond repair . . . the Guard is not maintained.”


  “Maintain the Guard!” whispered Thea through pale lips.


  Noreê said, “I think you two should go north after the cannibals. Take as many of the thains as you can pry loose from Earno. We must save as many as we can of the Guarded.”


  Aloê met Thea’s bright, brown eyes, and they both nodded.


  “A good plan,” said Aloê. “We’ll meet you back here when the battle is done.”


  “I hope you will,” said the cold, white woman. “Go as soon as you can, if you would be guided by me. I fear our world is ending, but we must fight as long as we can. . . .”
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  On the first night of the month of Rain (ill-named in that bitterly cold year), deep in the southern marches of the Whitethorn Mountains, Sharvetr Ûlkhyn was shaken out of his nest by an insistent knabe.


  Sharvetr had been the Longtooth of Graytown for five years now, and he had almost grown to like the job. But he did not like it—he would never like it when he was awakened in the middle of the night to deal with some terrible crisis. A cow that had failed to return to its pen, or the terrible discovery of a horde of cookies secreted by some ill-informed youngling.


  So he snarled, “What is it?” at the knabe who came to wake him, and be damned to kithness.


  The knabe, a female named Vyvlidh, said curtly, “Morlock’s here. He says there’s trouble.”


  “Thanks, kithling. Where’s my kilt?”


  “You’re wearing it.”


  Sharvetr rolled out of his nest and strode away to the guest hall. Morlock was sitting there, drinking wine from the guesting cup. He set it by and stood as the Longtooth entered.


  “Longtooth Sharvetr. I come with bad news, I’m afraid.”


  “Morlock, my oldest friend: you are welcome here with whatever news you choose to bring, or none. Sit. Drink your wine. We’ll talk it out.”


  Morlock was an old friend to everyone in Graytown. He was one of the few who had argued against killing the mandrakes, born by the hundreds in the Year of Fire, hatching out of the teeth of slain dragons.


  The mandrakes had been planted carefully in an empty valley of the North and tended like plants. When their minds awoke they were taken and taught the New Way of Theornn, gently but urgently, as if their lives depended on it.


  Which they did. The Graith of Guardians was ruthless when it came to threats, or even potential threats. If the mandrakes could not resist the dragon-change, they were too dangerous to live in the Wardlands.


  But the New Way blossomed in the hearts of the Gray Folk: the words of patience, hospitality, generosity, loyalty. Most resisted the dragon-change, and they took on themselves the honor and burden of destroying or exiling the occasional throwback.


  Now Morlock sat on the couch and Sharvetr sat beside him and listened to his troubles.


  “Khnauronts, are they?” Sharvetr said at last. It was the word used in Dwarvish of a being that eats the flesh of those that think and speak—often, but not exclusively, used of dragons. “They took the wrong turn in the Whitethorns, then. I doubt they would relish a bite of one of the Gray Folk, eh, ruthen-Morlock?” The Gray Folk, like Morlock and his Ambrosial kin, had blood that burned in open air.


  “It’s true,” Morlock agreed. “But there are the folk of Ranga and its colonies—of Haukrull Vale—the Silent Folk in Kwelmgrind Vale—”


  “Say no more,” Sharvetr stopped him. “We are of one blood, harven coruthen, with all the people of the North. They could have killed us in the tooth, yet they let us live and taught us the New Way, so that we could be people and not mindless greedy animals. We will do what we can do to help. I take it kindly that you have come to us first. Unless you have already . . . ?”


  “No, I go next to Thrymhaiam, and then to the Silent Folk. I hope I’m not too late.”


  “Then send a message through us to Thrymhaiam. You go to the Silent Folk. Your friend Naevros syr Tol is here—”


  “He is?”


  “He is, although he does not say why.”


  “Can we go to him, Longtooth? There’s no time to lose.”


  “We can, but unless I am mistaken, here he comes to us.”


  Naevros burst into the greeting room and fell shouting on Morlock and embraced him. In the century or so that Morlock had known Naevros he had never seen him do something like that; he was embarrassed and honored and confused. He gently pounded Naevros on the shoulderblades with his fists.


  “Now we’re talking!” Naevros said, letting go of Morlock at last. “You know of the invasion, of course?”


  Morlock told him what they had seen at Raenli farmstead.


  “I was visiting with Illion’s people at Three Hills when the news came to us, via message sock,” Naevros explained. “The Graith sent me to rally the peoples of Northhold. Because half a millennium ago I was born in a fishers’ cottage on the Broken Coast. Ridiculous. But you were on the road and no one could reach you. My apologies, Longtooth,” he said, turning to the elected leader of the Gray Folk. “I should have told you my news when I arrived, but I was not sure what to ask—what I should ask—I—”


  “You are not our blood, harven ruthenclef, as Morlocktheorn is,” Sharvetr said with steel-cold civility.


  “Yes. Exactly.”


  “Ruthen Sharvetr,” said Morlock quietly.


  “I understand, ruthen. He does not know our ways and no offense is meant.”


  Naevros raised his eyebrows at the word offense and would have spoken, but Sharvetr raised a long seven-jointed gray finger.


  “Though you are not ruthen, I choose you as harven. We are of one blood, you and I. Ask what you would of me, kinsman, for blood has no price.”


  Naevros’ eyes crossed momentarily at the thought of being blood-kin to a mandrake. But his practiced suavity soon came to his aid, and he said, “The Gray Folk chose their Longtooth wisely. I beg pardon for any offense, and swear kith with you and your folk on any terms you choose.”


  “There is no oath. Say or say not.”


  “I say it, then, and say too that you honor me too much.”


  “You are my ruthen’s friend. That is already much. We’ll speak no more of honor, but of this danger in the land.”


  Morlock understood, as Naevros apparently did not, how angry Sharvetr was; many found the long-snouted, gray-scaled faces of the mandrakes hard to read.


  “Have you told him, Longtooth, about the banefires?” asked Naevros.


  “I have not.”


  “The night is deep and clear. Shall we go look?”


  They went, with Naevros and Sharvetr refusing explanations until Morlock had seen what they thought he should see.


  Morlock was deeply concerned. The banefires had been set on the gravehills in the Northhold a thousand years before. They were magical prisons for the Corain, the undead sorcerer-kings of the Coranians. While the banefires burned, the dead Corain could no longer wander the land by night and afflict it, stealing bodies and lives. That was ominously like the Khnauronts.


  Naevros led the way through the tunnel-like corridors of Sharvetr’s house to a doorway that faced north and west.


  The sky above was dense with stars. The major moons, Chariot and Horseman, stood high and bright above the ragged horizon to the west.


  The land below was not utterly dark. Beyond the shuttered lights of Gray Town, Morlock could see Ranga’s mining town, a sullen brownish glow to the north and east. He knew where Thrymhaiam was, farther north, but there were no lights to be seen: dwarves didn’t like to break the darkness with light unless they must.


  Due north were the gravehills, where the not-quite-dead Corain had been buried, and later imprisoned. Banefires were still burning there, as they had burned every night for a thousand years or more. One terrible night a century ago, the banefire on the Hill of Storms, oldest of the gravehills, had gone out when the Dead Cor within it died.


  But now there were more banefires missing—a long, meandering gap into the heart of the gravehills. At the end of the gap was a cluster of campfires. “The camp of the Khnauronts, or so I guess,” Sharvetr said, pointing.


  “Are the—the Khnauronts freeing the Dead Corain?” Naevros said in his ear. “Are they eating them? What are they doing?”


  Morlock shook his head. He didn’t know. But, “We need to know. Ruthen Sharvetr—”


  The Longtooth was only a red-eyed shadow against the lit doorway behind him, but Morlock saw him hold up his hand. “You Guardians will go into the gravehills. I will send a messenger to the Little Cousins under Thrymhaiam, and another to the Silent Folk beyond Kirach Starn. I think you had better write them a letter yourself, Morlocktheorn. Many of them dislike the looks of us.”


  “Ruthen—”


  “Ruthen, enough. Blood of yours is blood of mine, whether they know it or not. I only speak the truth.”


  “And we should send a line south to warn the Graith of what we know,” Naevros added.


  “Harven,” said Sharvetr, “it will be done. If you write that, and Morlock writes the others, then we can dispatch the messengers and go back to our several nests.”


  Sharvetr Ûlkhyn was not greedy for gold, or power, or rage, or any of the things that led to the dragon-change. But he loved to sleep nearly as much as he loved those of his blood, be they harven or ruthen.
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  CHAPTER FIVE


  Evening in the Gravehills


  The gray plume of smoke coiled in the darkening sky over the invaders’ camp, deep in the gravehills.


  Evening soup, thought Naevros glumly. Just like mama used to make.


  His mother’s cooking was infamously bad—one of twelve or thirteen reasons he rarely saw his parents in recent centuries.


  He and Morlock had been worming their way into the gravehills for most of a day, trying to keep out of the invaders’ way. So far it had worked, and this was their reward: a cold spring twilight was falling; they were days away from anything Naevros considered a civilized place to sleep; and a thousand paces away or less, a ghoulish tribe of cannibals was preparing their evening feast.


  And, in fact, just when things seemed their worst, they actually got worse (as Naevros often found to be the case). As darkness rose into the sky, the major moons opened their eyes above, and blue light bloomed on the gravehills’ ragged heights. These were the banefires, those magical prisons for the Dead Corain, buried in the graves that gave these hills their baleful name.


  The banefires’ blue light revealed nothing but itself. It cast no shadows and shed no heat. In fact, the gathering night grew suddenly colder as the banefire light leapt up on hilltops all around them, including the hill they were standing on.


  Beyond the blue ridge of fire upslope from them there was . . . something. Something within the flames ringing the hilltop. Something that moved and looked vaguely like a man.


  As Naevros watched in fascination, he heard a voice whisper his name. His name. . . . It was his name—yet no one had ever called him by it. Only this voice knew it; only this voice could touch that part of him. He climbed, against his own will, a step or two upslope. He heard the name that was secretly his again, louder this time.


  “Naevros,” Morlock whispered, and drew him back.


  “Eh?” Now he had lost the name, like a dreamer loses a dream on awakening.


  “Don’t look into the flames. The Dead Corain can draw you to themselves through the banefire. They hunger for your tal and your living flesh.”


  “Do they?” Naevros shook his head and said, “Well, they can stand in line with everyone else. I’ll get around to them eventually.”


  Morlock’s shadowy face wore a shadowy smile. He led the way around the hill’s shoulder, and Naevros followed him, taking care not to look at the dead shape whispering beyond the blue flames.


  Eventually, Morlock went down on his stomach and squiggled forward like a worm across the hard windswept slope of the hillside. Naevros nearly rebelled at that. But anything Morlock was willing to do, he could do as well. He got down on his belly and squiggled. But—damn it!— he thought he did it with a certain style.


  When they rounded the edge of the gravehill they could see the Khnauront camp in the valley below. But there were also many Khnauronts moving about on the slope of the gravehill opposite. What they were doing was not exactly clear in the evil light. But they were walking parallel with the ring of fire, not toward it—that much was clear.


  As Morlock and Naevros watched, the banefire on the gravehill opposite guttered and went dark.


  Morlock retreated instantly behind the shoulder of the hill and then drew to a halt. His face was unreadable in the shadows.


  “What happened?” Naevros whispered finally.


  Morlock whispered back, “I think somehow they killed the Cor who was trapped behind the banefire of that hill. The flame only goes out when its prisoner is dead.”


  “How do you know—?” Naevros started to ask, and then he remembered a story about Morlock. He changed his question: “Are they that desperate for soup stuff that they’re digging up half-alive mummies and boiling them down?”


  “Doubtful,” said Morlock’s shadow. “They want something else. The Dead Corain were entombed with great treasures. Maybe . . .” His voice trailed doubtfully off. “Anyway: for the time being, this is keeping them from attacking the Rangan settlements, or Gray Town, or Thrymhaiam. Maybe we can pin them down here. Somehow.”


  As Naevros was about to remark, And at least we weren’t seen, he noticed two skeletally thin ragclad figures creep around the shoulder of the hill he and Morlock were lying on. Morlock was looking past him with unaccustomed alarm, which meant there were probably other Khnauronts bracketing them on that side.


  The two vocates leapt to their feet.


  “Has to be quick,” Naevros gasped.


  Morlock said nothing but drew Tyrfing with his right hand and a long dwarf-forged stabbing spear with the other. He dashed north, while Naevros unsheathed his sword and turned south.


  It had to be quick before they sounded an alarm and called the rest of the Khnauronts down on them. If they hadn’t already.


  The Khnauronts: it was the first time Naevros had seen them so close. They looked like men who had been a year dead, their flesh sunk down into their bones. They wore no armor and very little clothing of any sort. They carried a pair of weapons: a long serrated blade with a forked tip and something that looked like a short staff. Except, he saw as he grew closer, they were hollow, like tubes.


  As he dashed up to the nearest one, he shattered the tube first. He didn’t understand it, and therefore it was the most dangerous thing.


  Whatever the Khnauront used for muscles, it was pretty effective. The one whose tube he had broken stabbed at him instantly with the forked blade. Naevros caught the fork with his own sword and twisted it out of his enemy’s hand. Without bothering to shake his blade free, he thrust straight through the Khnauront’s throat.


  One down. So he briefly thought.


  But the Khnauront’s body didn’t go slack. When he made to withdraw his blade, he found that the Khnauront’s throat, flesh, and bone (so he guessed from the grind he felt through his blade) had already healed around his sword. Meanwhile the other Khnauront was attacking him.


  With his left hand he snatched at the forked blade of the first Khnauront, trapped between the Khnauront’s leathery flesh and the guard of Naevros’ own sword.


  With his hand on the grip of the unfamiliar weapon he brought it up in a swift parry to strike aside the stabbing weapon of the second Khnauront. He glanced at the second Khnauront’s staff, fearing whatever use it might have. But he saw it was not being directed at him. The second Khnauront was pointing the tube at the throat of the first Khnauront.


  Was it a healing device rather than a weapon? Naevros wasn’t sure.


  The weaponless Khnauront was flailing with his arms, striking out at Naevros and the second Khnauront with equal hostility. Did he have good reason? Or was he deranged?


  Naevros swung his sword so that the Khnauront still impaled on it was between Naevros and the other enemy. Then he kicked the impaled Khnauront on the chest with his right foot, and kept up the pressure with his foot until his sword was free from the closed mouth of the wound.


  The weaponless Khnauront danced with frantic hate, spinning around and around with his arms and one leg extended, striking with equal fervor at Naevros and his fellow Khnauront.


  The second Khnauront kept his tube or staff or whatever it was directed at the first Khnauront.


  The dry white lips of the Khnauront’s wound opened in his neck again and emitted a whistling hiss. He dropped to his bulbous skeletal knees. His head fell askew, nearly severed anew by the wound Naevros had made, which had so spectacularly healed and was now spectacularly unhealing.


  That was what the tube was for. It fed off life, the tal of the wounded or dying, and the Khnauronts were as prone to devour each other as anyone else.


  He threw the forked blade like a spear, straight into the slack, gaping mouth of the second Khnauront. The Khnauront flailed a bit and then ran straight at him, keeping the tube directed at his dying comrade.


  Naevros deflected the forked blade with his own and grabbed at the tube.


  The second Khnauront began a freakish dance much like the first had, only it had a weapon to stab with. But Naevros parried the forked blade with his own and kept his grip on the tube and spun against the Khnauront at every turn. Between the two of them, they soon snapped the Khnauront’s wrist and Naevros snatched the tube free in triumph.


  He turned the tube on the second Khnauront.


  Naevros didn’t expect anything to happen. Obviously, whatever the tube was, it didn’t take great intelligence to operate. These beasts (he could no longer think of them as even approximately human) clearly had none to spare. But he expected that they were in rapport with the instruments, somehow, that one couldn’t just pick up one and use it.


  But, as it turned out, he was wrong about that.


  The shock of new life rushing into him was almost more than he could stand. All of a sudden he was many people, many voices. He saw their lives and deaths. He could do all that they could do; he knew all that they knew.


  And then he was the master and they were all and forever part of him. He knew the Khnauront kneeling before him had been a farmboy until extreme poverty forced the farmer to fire all his workers. The ex-farmboy had returned in the middle of the night, using his knowledge of the house, and stolen one of the children. He ate it with great satisfaction over the next few days. Then, as there was no other place for him in the world, he had joined the Khnauronts.


  Then all the other voices, all their knowledge and their suffering and joys were gone. He could not get in contact with them any more than he could get in contact with his liver: they were that ineluctably a part of him. But their strength was now his.


  He turned away from the fallen Khnauronts, both dead now, and went to Morlock’s side of the hill.


  There is no time in a match with the sword; that was one of the things Naevros loved about fighting. Each moment is an eternity leading to another.


  But the night was darker, significantly darker, than it had been. He guessed his duel against the Khnauronts had taken some time. He was interested to see that Morlock had not killed even one of his opponents yet.


  Naevros usually preferred sex with women, as often as he could get it, but he considered himself a connoisseur of male beauty. As such, he usually had little regard for Morlock, a man without commanding height or any other particular charm in his appearance or manner.


  But what Morlock could make that misshapen body do was indeed remarkable. The strength he could command! The grace with which he could apply it! And there was something about his eyes. . . . Naevros had to admit that Aloê’s choice was not completely ridiculous.


  Naevros watched with impartial interest as the crooked vocate slashed a dark, dripping wound in the sagging, leathery stomach of one of the Khnauronts. It healed visibly . . . but much slower than his enemy’s had. The second Khnauront fed off the first, extending his claw-faced tube toward the healing wound. But the second Khnauront had already been wounded in the eye, Naevros saw, and the first Khnauront was feeding off that. . . .


  Why had Morlock not finished them off? Naevros wondered. Naevros felt a natural pride in his own abilities, but he knew those of his sparring partner equally well; surely Morlock could have finished off at least one of them by now.


  As he watched Morlock watching them, he guessed that . . . that Morlock was curious. Yes, that was it. He was wounding them, watching them, waiting to see what would happen.


  Naevros realized that here, at last, he had a chance to be free of his rival once and for all. He could, for instance, trip Morlock and walk away while the Khnauronts finished him off. No one could blame him: there were always casualties in war. And he would bring a secret that would help defeat the Khnauronts completely. Aloê would grieve, of course, and Naevros would have to wait. But he knew he could wait as long as he had to. This was his chance indeed.


  He didn’t take it. He raised the claw-faced tube in his hand and drained the wounded Khnauronts. The torment and the ecstasy swept over him as before, but it was less distracting. There was a sense of satiation, almost of bloat.


  Did the Khnauronts cultivate their starved, stringy frames to be more receptive to the stolen tal from their victims? Was the constant quest for this ecstasy what had gnawed away at their intelligence—their souls? For the first time, Naevros understood the Khnauronts: what they were, and why they did what they did. It wasn’t the hunger for food. It was the hunger for that: the burst of life that came from someone’s death. And now he knew that hunger himself.


  The Khnauronts fell sprawling, losing grip on their weapons. Morlock advanced cautiously and severed the hands holding their tubes. He impaled the hands each through the wrist with his sword, like chunks of meat on a skewer. Then he carried the skewered hands, still gripping the claw-faced tubes, over to Naevros.


  “Let’s go,” he whispered. His throat was dry; his face was wet; his stance was weary. Naevros felt for him the smug pity that the well-fed rich feel for the hungry poor.


  “What are those?” Naevros said, gesturing at the hands. “Souvenirs?”


  “The wise should see these things and learn from them,” Morlock said. “Noreê, Illion, the seers of New Moorhope.”


  “But you don’t want to touch them.”


  “No. You,” Morlock said, nodding at the tube in Naevros’ hand, “are a braver man than I am.”


  Naevros remembered the cold, gray gaze as Morlock watched the Khnauronts feed on each other while he fought both for his life.


  “You’ll do,” he told his friend and enemy.


  They fled westward then, bearing their trophies and the news that would restore the Guard, at least for a little while.
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  CHAPTER SIX


  The Hill of Storms


  War was not a business at which the Graith of Guardians excelled. The Guard was supposed to keep enemies outside the borders, and the Wardlands did not indulge in wars of conquest.


  An army needs a command structure, and the Graith was designed to provide nothing of the sort. All the vocates were free agents who could disregard direct orders even from the summoners, and the summoners were coequal in authority and reputation, at least in theory. Thains were bound to follow orders of senior Guardians, but even they were known to disobey. In fact, the most disobedient thains were viewed as having the most potential as vocates.


  The force of Guardians that went north along the Whitewell, in response to the summons of Sharvetr Ûlkhyn, was an army replete with commanders and woefully short on common soldiers. The Summoner Earno was there, with an attendant cloud of thains and vocates. Aloê Oaij and Thea Stabtwice were there, and they had been joined in the jaws of the mountain pass by dry, dark Summoner Lernaion and fifty attendant thains.


  In the end, it was Aloê and Thea who ended up leading the group by the simple expedient of getting up early and walking in the direction they thought most advisable. They listened politely to everyone who gave them advice in the course of the day, but they only conferred with each other.


  That changed one morning on the slopes below Gray Town. The mountain village was completely abandoned—not in a panic, it seemed, and not because of attack from the Khnauronts (as Sharvetr had named them—as good a name as any). The Guardians spent the night indoors there, and the next morning they cautiously descended into Northhold.


  They were negotiating a tricky path down a steep slope, dense with shik-needle trees, when one of the conifers spoke to then: “Rokhleni!”


  Aloê and Thea both halted, and the trail of Guardians behind them did likewise.


  A short stocky shape detached itself from the tree and walked up to them. It was a female dwarf, her dark, plaited hair streaked with gray. She was clad in mottled grayish green; there was a longbow and a quiver slung over her broad shoulders and a long knife in her belt.


  “Harven Rynyrth!” called Aloê. “Well met, Rokhlan!” added Thea.


  “Harven Rokhlanclef Aloê,” said Rynyrth kyr Theorn. They were harven to each other because Rynyrth was the daughter of Oldfather Tyr, and Morlock was his harven son. “And Rokhlan Thea. We are well met indeed, but not by accident. Eldest Vetrtheorn knew that Guardians would be travelling north to fight the Khnauronts, and he told us to meet you. I’m glad the Graith sent you two.”


  “We sent ourselves,” Thea said.


  “Yes, I see that,” Rynyrth replied with a half-smile, glancing up the slope at the trail full of Guardians. “Weidhkyrren!” she called out. “Greet your allies!”


  The needle-thick trees gave birth to a company of short, stocky, militant dryads. Aloê’s guess was that their company had doubled in size.


  The Weidhkyrren from Over Thrymhaiam are the huntresses and farmers of the underground realm. Aloê had come to know a few of them over the years, especially their leader Rynyrth, who she would without question want at her side if it came to a life-or-death fight. Vetr the Eldest of Theorn Clan was a steady, honest fellow. His sister Rynyrth was dangerous.


  “What are your people armed with?” Rynyrth asked. “The latest from my brother Morlock says that distance weapons are best against these beasts.”


  Thea displayed her spear. Aloê shamefacedly presented the knife she had scavenged from the burned-out Raenli homestead, and a club that had, until recently, been a tree branch.


  Rynyrth examined them gravely. “I know you are dangerous with any weapons,” she said. “But my weidhkyrren bring songbows with gravebolts, enough to arm most of you.”


  Aloê dropped her club and sheathed her knife with great relief, accepting the new weapons offered by the dwarves. Thea was more reluctant: she was used to her spear, which was strong enough for stabbing but balanced for throwing. But there was no denying the greater force of the songbow, so she slung her spear over her shoulder for emergencies and adapted to the needs of the moment.


  The gravebolts were much like ordinary arrows, but the shaft of each one contained an impulse well.


  “The gore,” Rynyrth explained to Thea, tapping the pointed arrowhead, “bears a talic oculus. See that silver ring around the point? You take the bow; you aim the bolt at what you would strike. If the target has a talic presence, the arrow will perceive it. The pattern in the arrowhead freezes at the moment of release from the bow. The bolt will travel straight from the release to the target. Don’t count on a rise and fall, as you would with a normal arrow.”


  Rynyrth drew a gravebolt from her own quiver. She showed a mark on the shaft to the Guardians: it looked a bit like a pine tree with the branches missing on one side. “Note the rune. Your gravebolts will fly at the note of your songbow, no other.” She spun the arrow a few times to fill its impulse well and then fitted the bolt to her bow. She took aim at a nearby tree; she released the arrow and the bow sang it on its way. It struck the tree with splintering force and the tree shed a year’s worth of new needles. Rynyrth retrieved the gravebolt and showed it to Thea and Aloê: it was undamaged. She replaced it in her quiver.


  Thea was impressed. “What is its range?” she asked.


  “It will vary from weidhkyrr to weidhkyrr. We find a gravebolt usually travels three or four times as far as an ordinary bowshot.”


  “And it always hits its target.”


  “There is no always. The target must have a talic imprint, and that imprint must be more or less stable. But usually a shot means a strike.”


  “It’s not very sporting.”


  Rynyrth’s dark eyes crossed with amusement. “Listen, Rokhlan, I don’t know how it is with you. We do not shoot for sport. For sport we sing and dance; we climb trees; we juggle; we do many things. When we shoot, we kill.”


  Aloê almost spoke to interrupt the tension she saw developing between the two females, but Thea laughed and put her hand on Rynyrth’s shoulder and the moment passed. Thea was much like one of the Weidhkyrren, Aloê reflected. She never fought without purpose, and then she fought without quarter.


  From that moment their dual leadership became a triad. In principle, Guardians could not command the Guarded, and in addition Rynyrth was a sensible female who had seen combat before, albeit not since the Year of Fire when dragons invaded the Northhold.


  They paused for part of that day so that the Guardians could acquaint themselves with their new weapons and so that the two groups could acquaint themselves with each other. Rynyrth had news, too, that the senior Guardians needed to discuss. Lernaion and Earno, their resplendent white cloaks somewhat the worse for travel, joined the informal council but listened more than they spoke. There was an art to being a summoner; Noreê called it “leading without command.” Aloê didn’t fully understand it, but she was glad that the males didn’t try to steal the thread of conversation.


  Rynyrth used the butt of her songbow to sketch out a rough map of the gravehills on a patch of soft ground. “Eldest Vetr is sending his bowmen—” She used the Wardic word with a wry inflection “—here, in the northwest. The Gray Folk, all but the children and their caregivers, hold the hills in the south.”


  “Where is everyone else?” asked dry, dark-skinned Lernaion. “We found their town empty.”


  “They are under Thrymhaiam, enjoying the courtesy of their ruthen kin, the Seven Clans.” Again, Rynyrth smiled as she spoke: there was some tension there, Aloê knew, between the dwarves and the mandrakes. Or was it between the male and female dwarves?


  “Word from your fellow vocates, Naevros, and my harven-kin Morlock is that they will rally the Silent Folk beyond Kirach Starn and attack from the west. They say they will drive the Khnauronts before them.”


  “Bold words,” observed Thea dryly.


  “Maybe. That harven-kin of mine is reckless enough to earn a hero’s grave.” She drummed her fingers thrice on the wood of her songbow. “Not in this war, we hope, Oldfather Tyr.”


  Aloê did not disagree with any of this, but there were more urgent matters to discuss. “Then we stand in the east and await the retreat of the Khnauronts?”


  “You stab at the matter’s heart,” Rynyrth said agreeably.


  “Then I recommend we take up station on and around the Hill of Storms,” Aloê said. “It is the tallest of the gravehills—best for watching, best for defense, and it commands the passes to the south, if the Khnauronts try to flee that way.”


  “You speak my thought, harven.”


  “Agreed,” said Thea.


  The summoners said nothing, but turned away to call their junior Guardians back to the march. The red-cloaked vocates among them had as much right as anyone else to participate in the decision just made, but none of them seemed to have been interested. Aloê was often struck at how often the independence of the vocates was merely theoretical. As soon as most Guardians got the right to stand among the Graith at Station and wear the red cloaks of vocates, they sought out one of the summoners to follow, as if they were still thains. It was odd to her . . . but in this case it made for a quicker result.


  They pressed their march and halted at last in twilight on the dark shoulders of the Hill of Storms, or Tunglskin, as the dwarves called it. Thains, vocates, and weidhkyrren sat side by side, drank water or bitter ale from bottles, and munched cold provisions. There was not much talk.


  Aloê, Thea, Rynyrth, and the summoners stood atop the hill, in front of the Broken Altar. Once the first and greatest of the Corain had been imprisoned here, but he had been slain at last and in truth during the Year of Fire by a bewildered young man whom Aloê had later married. She took some comfort from that thought but didn’t speak of it. She spent part of the time going through her quiver and making sure the gravebolts all bore the same mark as her songbow: a tangle of curves with a sharp protrusion or two—something like a rose. There was little chance her harven-kin would have made a mistake and included the wrong gravebolt in her quiver . . . but it is the kind of life-losing chance that sometimes happens in combat. Anyway, there was little else to do.


  As night arose, the three moons opened their eyes: Horseman glowering and red in the west, Chariot perhaps halfway up the vault of the sky, with Trumpeter rising, searingly bright in the west.


  “Khai, gradara,” whispered Rynyrth to the rising moon.


  As if in response, the banefires were kindled on the gravehills—but not on all of them. There was a cloud of darkness in the heart of the burning blue graves.


  “Rokhlan Earno,” Rynyrth said, “why do they kill the dead Corain? We know it is so because the Guardians said it in their message, and because we in Over Thrymhaiam watched the banefires go out, one by one. But we don’t understand. Why kill the dead?”


  “Dead is a relative term,” Lernaion began, but Earno, talking over him, said, “Incidental, I think. The banefires are tal-sinks—they are meant to drain away the tal of the dead Corain. Unfortunately, they learned to master them and use them to drink the tal of living beings nearby. It is the tal implicit in the banefire web that the Khnauronts crave. We think they live on tal as much or more than they live on flesh.”


  Aloê could feel Lernaion’s unspoken anger, Earno’s obvious indifference. There was a cleft between the summoners, that much was clear.


  She turned her insight outward, to the darkness in the gravehills. She saw no smoke in the sky, tasted no distant fire on the cold wind. If the Khnauronts had made camp, it was far away indeed.


  Rynyrth, too, had been looking into the dark gravehills, and now she lay down on the face of the hill and embraced it like a child embracing her mother. Presently she leapt up.


  “Lukharnadh hai, ruthenen!” she cried. “Be ready, too, Guardians of the south! I hear dwarvish boots on these hills. I hear the tramp of many slender feet. The battle is joined and comes toward us!”


  Guardians and dwarves alike leapt to their feet. Rynyrth ran up and down their lines, arranging them in ranks of three.


  Aloê reflected that the command of three had shrunk to one. A glance at Thea’s face, rueful in shadows, showed that her comrade was thinking the same thing. But the anarchy of the Wardlands worked because people were willing to let the work be done by the one who could do it best. In this place, in this hour, it was Rynyrth.


  Rynyrth returned to them, saying as she approached, “Each fighter has only so many gravebolts, and the Khnauronts drink life, as Rokhlan Earno has told us. A warrior without bolts, or who has been wounded, must make place in the front for another. The unwounded shall be a wall for the wounded.”


  “Earno told you,” said Lernaion, “yet I think you knew it already.”


  “It was in Harven Morlock’s last message to us.”


  “Hmph. He takes a lot on himself.”


  Aloê didn’t like where this conversation was going. It wasn’t for Guardians to be keeping needful knowledge from the Guarded, but Lernaion seemed to think that Earno and Morlock should have done so. She wondered if Rynyrth would be offended, but the dwarf said only, “He was ours before he was yours. He will be ours again when you are done with him. You will pardon him, I hope.” As she spoke, she unslung her songbow, drew a gravebolt from her quiver, twirled it and set it to the bow. The Guardians, more slowly, with less practiced hands, did likewise.
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