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  Prologue


  


  


  It was a light drizzle, the first rain in a month, and the parched ground sucked at it greedily.


  It was easy to imagine hearing the sound of the land's hunger, but it wasn't imagining for the Morigu. He heard the voices of all living things and he shuddered as he felt the earth things fight their silent battle for survival, for the precious drop of water that could mean the difference between life or death. 


  The whole south of the empire of Tolath had been suffering under the worst drought in its short history. It only added to the pain, the unbearable pain of the war, to the dead.


  Margawt once more stood among the dead, though these he hadn't killed. A family, a human family. Father, mother, sister, younger brother. Farmers of the land... caught in their fields, caught as they tried to keep their crops alive... caught by raiders from the south.


  They had been killed quickly: no torture, no rape. The goblin raiders were in a hurry, the humans had slowly stabilized the front not ten miles south of here. A guerrilla army had been built by the monks of the hunter, and it was no longer only the Morigu who hunted down raiders.


  The Dark Ones could no longer pillage the land at will.


  There was a price to be paid.


  The Morigu squatted down beside the dead farmer. The man had fought for his family, fought with a hoe as his only weapon. He hadn't lasted long. Long enough to see his family die before him. Margawt poked the dead face with one finger. There were worse ways to die, he thought, but not too many...


  The goblins had had time to savage the bodies somewhat, and all the corpses had many wounds, wounds that were slowly drying, hardening. Margawt waited.


  He waited for the blood to stop flowing, waited so the earth could suck up the last bit of liquid. The drizzle was already beginning to stop. And the land knew it. Margawt heard its sigh, its despair. He prodded the farmer's arm where it was half severed, forcing a little more of the thick blood out. He watched the red fluid as it slowly rolled down the white elbow bone, which jutted out from the ragged meat of the farmer's arm like some blind eye staring from a red, purple hell. Only a few drops hit the ground, fizzled in the dusty earth, then dispersed in its depths. He did not look up when Bronwen appeared from the tree line that bordered the dead farmer's small field. He just waited and watched the blood. 


  She was a small woman, but only in stature. Her full name was Bronwen ap Remon, princess and heir apparent to the throne of Fiodha. She had renounced her title, as she had renounced her father. She was a monk of the Hunter now, and many assumed that soon the god would choose her as the next stalker master of the hunt. She wore the light leather armor and clawed cestus of her calling. She moved quietly, making no sound, sniffing at the wind like a shy animal. She approached the Morigunamachamain carefully. He did not look up even when she stood before him.


  "There are twelve of them," he said. "They killed the family and went south. They left an easy trail. Find them and kill them." Bronwen bit her lip, holding herself very still. As the leader of the monks here in the south she knew the Morigu had been in this area the last weeks, hunting down the followers of the dark. But he was rarely seen, even by her. And he spoke even less often. And never, never had he been known to send another to hunt down raiders when he could do so.


  "I came with a message for you." He didn't look up. "My lord," she added hesitantly.


  "Go now and you can catch them easily."


  "But"--she clenched her hands till the metal of the cestus grated--"I was told to find you; undead have appeared in the villages north of here. Donal wishes you to track them down."


  "Go," he said.


  "Margawt," she spoke quietly, "you know the people fear the undead most of all and elven magic is no good in tracking them down. It is for you to do." He did not reply. Bronwen was confused. Though technically one of the leaders of the alliance, she could not order Margawt to do anything. Nobody could. He did as he willed. But it was known that he had a special hatred of the undead and before he had always been quick to go wherever they appeared.


  "Go!"


  "GO!" she shouted, and for a moment she stood revealed as the princess that she was. Her dark eyes flashed. "You do not order me, Morigu!" Still he didn't look up. "Damn you," she said, "if you want them so bad, hunt them yourself! Isn't that what you do?" She saw the muscles under his mail shirt tense and slowly he stood up. She took a step back. He was not tall, not for an elf. But his face had their unearthly beauty and his eyes were as black as his hair. And he was a power. A true power.


  "Yes, Bronwen ap Remon." His voice was quiet, but she could not meet his eyes. "That is what I do. That is all I do. I hunt and kill." He looked down on the dead farmer's blood on his finger. "I have asked you to do this thing for me. Why is it you will not?"


  "You are needed in the north," she said stubbornly.


  "I will go, you know that, all know that. Why will you not hunt down the murderers of these people?"


  "Because." She hesitated. "Because I am not like you!" she blurted out.


  "No, no one is like me. For I am the Morigunamachamain, the only one." He sighed. "Very well. I will make a bargain with you; hunt down the goblins for me, and I will go to the north and do as Donal has asked. Also, I will return the favor."


  "What?"


  "I will hunt for you, I will kill your father for you." She made an odd sound at his words, something between a moan and a cough. She shuddered as from a cold wind.


  "What are you, to say such things?" Her voice was a whisper.


  "I am the Morigu," he answered. His face was no longer hard, indeed he looked confused. He could feel her hurt, her anger. But he could not understand what it came from.


  "Are you so cruel..." But she could not finish her sentence.


  "I do not understand," he said. He did not like to talk, it was always so when he spoke with the others; with those who were not as he is: and no one was as he is. "Your father has destroyed your family, your nation. He has betrayed all and willingly serves the Ead. He is the enemy--your enemy. I have made a fair bargain. Why is it you react so?"


  "He is my father."


  "He is a follower of the dark. He is corrupt. He is the enemy. He must die."


  "Yes, but..." She shuddered and looked Margawt in the face. For a moment she could see what he once was. A young elf. A boy, nothing more. A child. "Margawt, I cannot speak of this thing. I--" She growled in frustration. "Damn, I will hunt the raiders for you." He nodded and squatted back down. For a moment she just stared at him.


  "Margawt!" This time he looked up. "At least tell me why you don't want to hunt them down."


  "Because," he started and then stopped. He had no need to explain, not to her--not to anyone.


  But she was soft. Not weak. Not fragile. She was soft. She was full. Alive. Soft. He didn't want her to hurt. No, that wasn't it. It was that he didn't want her to fear, not to fear him. For he was made to avenge, but also to protect. To protect so many things. Her included ...


  "Because the Morigu does many things other than kill." Her eyes were gentle, the light played in the wetness of them. "Because I, I sometimes must mourn." And he would say no more. He turned from her eyes, to the eyes of the corpse at his feet. To the dead around him.


  Bronwen stood there for a moment, quietly. She could hear her breath, the sounds of the forest not far away. The uncouth buzz of the flies making their meal on the dead. But she could not hear him, for he made no sound. He was silent even when he spoke. He had secrets he could never tell, even if he wished to. He stood there like some ancient marble statue, staring at the corpses. His long hair covered his face. His arms were well muscled and sleek, the skin a light, light brown. He was an infemo, standing there, a creature of terrible passions. He was a primal god of man's youth, a being of immensity, legend. And he was alone.


  "Margawt," she whispered, but he did not answer and she turned away. It was, she thought, the saddest thing, perhaps the saddest moment, that ever she had borne. For in this war all were being assaulted and burned, but the Morigunamachamain was burning for them all.


  ****


  It was an hour later when Margawt finally carried the dead family back to their empty home. It was a small home, but carefully crafted. One large room with a kitchen and pantry on the bottom floor, three small bedrooms on the top. The furniture was handmade, the walls barren of any ornament. One fading rug on the wooden floor. That was it--little more. But to Margawt it seemed to have the echoing silence of an ancient cathedral. A sarcophagus of the dead, their names etched in marble and forgotten.


  A large oak table dominated the main room, and about this Margawt sat the family, each corpse on its proper chair. The bodies were stiffening and it wasn't easy to get them to sit upright. But he did.


  He said nothing, made no sound, even when his hand slowly traced the table where the young boy had carved his initials. In the pantry Margawt found two brass goblets for the parents, wooden cups for the children. He placed them in front of the corpses and filled them with sour wine. A small candle in the middle of the table completed the scene. They were home now.


  "I had a family once," he said to the dead people. "They were murdered by goblins, as you were. What the goblins did to my mother and sisters was even worse than what they did to you. You were only killed." They didn't answer, of course. Their eyes were filmed over, the blood was dried, brown flakes on the waxy skin. The clothes were stiff and hardened. The mother's mouth was opened wide in a scream, the daughter's grimaced in the last pain.


  "I should have died then," he continued. "I think I might have died"--he started to pack wood from the hearth about the feet of the dead--"but instead I became the Morigunamachamain. I'm not even sure what that means, what I've become." He touched the boy's hand, as if expecting the child to turn and listen to him. A fly crawled into the corpse's tiny ear.


  "I think it means pain. I think it means that. It always hurts now. I can feel it through the floor of your house. I can feel all the agony and hear all the screaming." He started to pour the oil from the dead family's lamps onto the stacked wood. "It's worse now--it always gets worse. South of here, things are happening, things that... it just gets worse..." He stepped back as if to survey his handiwork, then he held out his palm and a bright red flame appeared there.


  But when you're dead you don't hurt, not anymore. You don't hurt, and I don't hurt. The screaming stops." He tossed the tongue of flame onto the mother's dress, where it quickly took hold. "Sometimes I think it'd be better if everyone's dead. Sometimes I wonder if I'm supposed to kill everybody." The flames' heat did not affect him, as one by one the corpses caught fire, but the red light of the pyre turned his face into a profile of hard dark lines.


  "I used to talk to Dammuth sometimes, but I can't find him, so I think he, too, must be dead, that he can't feel the pain either." The fire roared as it devoured the family, the table, and hungrily licked the roof beams.


  "The others killed themselves too soon. There's always someone to still hunt down, some creature that must die. It's what I do. I am the Morigunamachamain." The wind wiped the fire and it ravaged the house about him. It howled like a living thing and he stood among it, watching the flesh peel from the dead, the white bone crack and splinter in the heat.


  "I am the Morigunamachamain!" he yelled, "and I burn!"


  But the heat of the flames could not touch him. "I BURN!"


  


  C H A P T E R


  One


  


  


  


  The camp of the army of Maigull lay in a valley among the deep wood of Cather-na-nog. Three times, the dark ones had assailed the elven kingdom from the haunted lands of Maigull, the first two had been repulsed at the border. But this army had carved its way deep into the eldren lands, like a hideous worm burying through living flesh.


  All along the march route lay the decaying bodies of the invaders, for the elves had not met them in open battle, but fought them beneath the ancient limbs of the trees of Cather-na-nog in a devastating guerrilla war. But the dark ones had taken their toll, too. All summer long the two armies fought a dirty, hard war and one that must end in total defeat for one side or the other.


  He was only vaguely aware of all this, strategy and tactics meant little to him. He had fought as best he could with the mighty elves he adored, but such as he were not meant to war. .. .


  Goblin scouts had caught him outside his tiny home. He had known the Maigull army was marching right to his front door step, but what was he to do? He could not defend his home, so he returned to gather his treasure and then rejoin the elven warriors. But he had been too slow and they had caught him and his treasure, his only magic.


  They had nailed him to an old table set on one end. He hung there, watching with wide eyes as they drove the iron spikes into his ankles and knees, shoulder and elbows. They had taken a whip to him and knives and one of their necromancers tried magic, but his mind was not as other creatures': It was a thing of smoothness, no crevasses for the dark magic to take hold of, to insinuate itself into his soul and knowledge.


  They marveled at his courage, for no matter how they tortured him, he would not talk. But it was not courage, it was incomprehension. They sought to hurt him as they did all things weaker than they, but pain was not a feeling he possessed. When his body was damaged he felt a slight coldness, a tiny warning so that he might repair any harm. Even when they took the branding iron to him and his flesh melted and steamed, he felt only the burn of winter, as if he played in the snow. They had been questioning him since the sun had risen. He was very cold now.


  Over and over it was the same question: "Where are the elves?" for the defenders of Cather-na-nog had faded into their magic forest and the enemy could not find them. The invaders had slowly rebuilt their army from the survivors of the summer campaign. Forty thousand now sprawled about the once fair valley. They did not realize they had been led here by the elves, that even now thousands of the eldren watched them with eyes hot for their blood.


  He knew. He knew where the elven army was. But he did not tell them till the first war horn wavered in the morning air.


  "Where are the elves?" he said in his musical voice. "Why they are here, all around you!" He smiled to see the goblin captain's cat-eyes widen in fear. He kept smiling even when the same creature drove a short sword through his chest. After all, it didn't really hurt, and he had been cold before in his long life.


  He was indifferent to their scurrying about as they tried to organize a defense against the elvish attack. He had eyes only for the small stool before him, for on it lay his treasure, his magic. It was a small pearl-white shell. A thing of mystery for him, for in it roared the voice of the sea he had never and would never see. When he held it to his ear he dreamed of things and sights and thoughts that he could not place into words or action. It was his magic, it was why they had caught him. And he knew, though it was not a thought he wished to dwell on, that if they had threatened to break his shell, his magic, he would have told them all they wished to know. He sighed. As soon as he got off this table he would take back his magic and lose himself deep in the woods; he had had enough of the war and the cold.


  ****


  The sorcerers of the Maigull host had searched far with their spells to find the elven warriors, never realizing that they were so close. The might of Cather-na-nog had ringed this valley, its might in warriors and in magic. For where an elf stood, there the Dark Ones' magic touched only the heartbeat of a tree, while the more common scouts were dealt with with sharp blades under the shadows of the wood.


  Three of the elves' mightiest lords led the army. Breeda, the Battlemaid, Warden of the North. She led the charge of the foot from the south. Her warhorse was pitch black, as were her twin blades. The swords were called the "Twins of the Last Song," mighty relics of an ancient people. These swords had for a thousand years been carried to war by the Warden of the North and Breeda was the fifth chosen for that duty. It was she who had led the guerrilla war all summer. And among the elves, and indeed among all the creatures of the earth, she was as powerful in war as any. Next to Lonnlarcan, it was she who was most feared by the enemy.


  Fiachra was also there, for he was the greatest of the elven wizards, save only the High King Lonnlarcan. It was his magic that had hidden the whole elven army and it was his magic that called sheets of flame from the empty sky to burn the invaders' black tents and frightened warriors. He stood upon a hill overlooking the enemy and where he pointed his magic there the enemy died.


  And the last was in many ways the greatest. Cucullin, high prince of the elves. He led the elven horse from the north and west, fifteen thousand strong, strung out in three lines of flashing armor and deadly weapons. He rode naked to battle as always, but he was clothed in the most powerful of the elven magics. For in his mind's eye he wore the mighty armor of his father and wielded the magic ax Kervalen. Over a hundred years before, his father had fallen beneath the might of Apkieran, lord of the undead, who had claimed the armor and ax for his own. For a long century Cucullin had quested to regain his lost heritage and revenge himself on the demon prince. But he had failed. The only failure of his life. So he had called up the power of Aislinneena and relived his quest, this time successfully and such is the power of the elven kind that now it was as if he bore the ax and armor, for their power was his.


  Nothing could stand against the charge of the elven horse this day, especially with Cucullin leading. They crashed through the enemies' quickly formed shield wall and were soon deep in the camp, hewing down the invaders. The warriors of Maigull fought bravely and well as always the Dark One's minions did, but it was to no avail. Some made it to the woods and retreated north, but it was more a rout than a retreat and few would live through the nightmare of the next months, as they tried to reach their warrens and caves back in the land of Maigull.


  ****


  For him, nailed to his table, the battle was a thing of sound and smell. The bang and crash of weapons on shields, on armor, on helmets, was a parody of the pounding of the waves his treasure gifted him. There were numbing explosions of magic and terrifying war cries. Howls from the wounded, and cries from the dying. The thud of the elvish war steeds shook the ground even as the constant cheers of their victorious riders shook the air.


  And there were the smells. The dust swirling and choking, the smoke from campfires and burning tents and smoldering corpses thickening the air like the saltwater of his dreams. It filled his lungs and, quickened by the tang of blood, burned his nostrils. The smell of split and broken bodies, their contents spilling out and staining the ground, was a horrid living thing for him. A thing of evil and putrid corruption.


  But through it all he saw but one thing, one thing for his eyes to focus on. A thing of purity and unsoiled beauty. His seashell, his magic, lay before him on the crude stool. And that he watched with a hunger only a drowning man, who clings to a bobbing, sometimes submerged, piece of wreckage could know. For all the smells and sounds it was this and only this he saw.


  So it was indelibly etched upon his small mind when the goblin soldier fell back upon the stool. The creature's head was half severed, and its pink green blood was like the spray of a wave that had crashed into a jutting rock. His heavy body encased in dirty armor was pulled to the earth in a slow movement--a graceful tree finally giving up its race for the sun and toppling to embrace the earth it had sprung from. The goblin's lower back hit the edge of the stool and it began to tip over. At first he thought that the shell would fall free, knocked to the side, but the slow toppling sped up and the stool slid farther beneath the weight of the body. The back of the goblin's head, held on to its shoulders by one thick strand of flesh, snapped back and in an explosion lost in all the greater sounds of battle, shattered the fragile shell into a thousand shards. Fragments arched away from the destruction like the opening of a circular fan. They arched up and leapt away to be lost in the dust and smoke and blood.


  Cucullin, high prince of the elves, leapt from his warhorse and over the body of the goblin he had just killed. In a weird confirmation of the Aislinneena, a thin sheath of bloodstains covered him an inch from his flesh, held off the skin by the nonexistent armor his magic had provided him. It was a nightmarish effect, as if some brown-red phantom covered the prince and mocked his movements.


  "You are free," Cucullin said, reaching out to withdraw the spikes from the table. The little creature of the wood who lay nailed there looked up to meet the gray eyes of the elf before him. Here standing in the flesh was his dream, his dream of what he would, could be when he listened to the magic of his treasure. Beyond the blood and gore, Cucullin was the image of perfection and nobility.


  "You have killed me," said the little fey. It was not lost on the creature that if Cucullin's magic ax had swung truer and sliced the head clean from the goblin, the treasure might not have been destroyed. But it didn't matter, he was not meant for war. He was meant for cool streams and blue shadows among the trees. He was not even meant for death, but at least as his heart finally gave up, he one last time heard the sound of his beloved sea.


  Cucullin stood numb before the dead creature. He wanted to scream, to howl, as once he had heard the Morigu howl. For the fey was dead and with him the knowledge of how he had died; how the high prince of the elves had killed him. And for the first time in his long years, Cucullin felt envy for the peace of the dead.


  ****


  Lonnlarcan, Ard Riegh of the Elves of Cather-na-nog, sat in his throne in the hall of Dummo Sorcha. About him stood the lords of the elven kind, their perfect features oddly shadowed by the stars above them. For the hall of the elven king had no roof, only a vast expanse of the night sky, as it shone on the earth before the birth of the sun.


  The king well matched his people. His great frame was covered with golden armor, a red silk cassock draped about him. He held his sword across his knees, the bright sheen of the magic blade matching his silver eyes and hair. He was the High King of the most powerful nation of the land, his people the greatest of those who walked the earth, and he looked the part.


  But it is not always so with the great king. For in the battle for Tolan he was felled by treachery, and mortally wounded. Though Lord Death had refused to accept Lonnlarcan's life, the elf king paid a high price for his survival. Lonnlarcan, alone of all the elves that have ever been, was cursed with mortality. Outside his hall he was an old man, weak in muscle and bone, each breath a terrible pain, as he must taste the mortality of all living creatures save the elves.


  And so though the king was girded for war, he no longer rode out against his enemies. He sat in his hall, he planned with his advisers, he cast his mighty spells, but Lonnlarcan, the Ard Riegh of the elves, could no longer grant his own heart's desire--he could no longer meet his despised enemy in battle. And for such as Lonnlarcan, death would have been kinder.


  "So," the king said, "we are free of the invaders, at least for this year."


  "Aye, my lord," Cucullin answered. The High King just nodded to the prince. In the week since the destruction of the Maigull host, Breeda and her troops had nearly eliminated what was left of that once proud army. A great victory, the king thought, but hardly enough.


  "Cu," he said, "we must turn to the south. If the empire falls it is only a matter of time." The king stood up from his throne and walked down the marble dais. At his feet lay a great map of the land. Though the map was made of inset jewels and precious metals, most of it lay stained and dark. Lonnlarcan pointed to the stains, even now withdrawing from the north of Cather-na-nog.


  "The humans are hard-pressed," he pointed to the empire, "and the dwarves are still trapped in their caves."


  "I fear," Fiachra spoke up, "that it is the dwarves we need most, my lord."


  


  "Yes." The king nodded. "There is no great love between their people and ours, but the dwarven folk are the fiercest in war."


  "We must then," Fiachra continued, "find a way to lift the siege on the Crystal Falls." But none of the elven leaders answered this. All during the long months of the summer they had debated this over and over, with no solution. The nations of the land were being swallowed one at a time, and there was nothing that could be done about it.


  "Is that it, my lord?" one elven sorceress asked. "Is it already over now, naught but a matter of time 'til we all fall?" The king turned to her. She was young, forced by the necessity of war to take a position that she was not prepared for. Her predecessor had died before the walls of Tolan, as so many others had....


  "What would you have me say, my lady?" The king's voice was gentle. "We have done all that we can. All, who could, have heeded the call to arms, from all the lands. The enemy can simply wear us down with their greater numbers, there are no others to hear the war horn's call."


  "Not so, my lord," a voice called out. And the court turned to the entrance. There stood a tall woman, golden hair curled to her knees; a thin white dress did little to cover her beauty. Her pointed ears spoke of elven ancestry, but it was her eyes that drew all there. Oversized, they stretched across her face, but there were no pupils, just a dark blue, like stones from an idol.


  "Lady Orlaith," the king said as the court bowed to the demigoddess. "Never have I known you to leave your lake. I thought you still mourned and had withdrawn from the world."


  "Am I less than the many who have sacrificed so much in this war?" she asked. "Is my sorrow so much greater than theirs?" And with that she looked straight at Cucullin, but he could not meet her gaze. The lady favored him with a sad smile and turned back to the king.


  "It has been long, and longer still, since I have walked the earth," she said, "and I think it is the last time I shall." Her eyes turned gray, like slate and as hard. "Still, even in my halls I could not tum from the cries of the land. I have brought you hope, my lord, and a new ally." At her words the elves started. Allies--how could this be? The Lady did not answer the unspoken questions, but gestured once.


  Into the hall strode another woman and the elven blood in her was there to be seen. She was shorter than elves are wont to be, but her face was proud and her red hair bright and fiery, an equal match for her pure black eyes. She wore thick scale armor and a black cloak. A mighty sword lay strapped to her side. She marched past the Lady of the Lake straight to the king and there kneeled to him.


  "I am Maeve rab Kiel," she said, her voice harsh, "last of the line of Ail rab Kiel, once king of Mai Methra. I have with the Lady's help gathered the remnants of my people, lord; two thousand horse and eight thousand foot and I pledge them and myself to your cause." She looked up into the king's silver eyes, her own sad. "It is so much less than my ancestors led, so little a remnant of a once great people. Still it is yours, my lord. Use it well."


  For long moments the king said no word, he just stared at the form of the woman before him, refusing to meet her gaze. He remembered well the mighty kingdom of Mai Methra, the beautiful woods long burned to dust, along with the brown elves' fabulous tree cities. The brown elves had dwindled since that time, in numbers, in might, in magic, but still they were cousins to his own people and once they were accounted among the mighty. To see them come to this, a tiny army that would have been lost in the great host of Mai Methra... It must pass, he thought, all things. And his heart was heavy, as his mouth tasted once more the dry husk of mortal air.


  But then he looked at the woman and met her eyes. There was much in her face: hardship and violence, bitterness and harsh memory. But there were other things, too, things he liked well, though a human could never see past her elven beauty. To the king she was expressive in a way his people could never be.. She did look as the old ones had; and her aura was strong, surprisingly full of magic. The king turned a quiet glance to the Lady Orlaith. Maeve did not move from her knees.


  "She, and the ones she leads, are as their ancestors were," the Lady said, her musical voice filling the hall, and daring any to doubt her words. "You know, my lord, that long have I sheltered the remnants of the brown elves in my land, though most chose to go to Aes Lugh, and Arianrood's rule." And at that Lady Orlaith bared her teeth, to show the fangs hidden there. "In my land, my lord, under my protection the people of Maj Methra have not dwindled as they have in Aes Lugh, and elsewhere."


  "The goddess speaks true, my king," Maeve said. "My warriors are a fair match to a like number any warlord can call to battle." And there was pride in her voice.


  "How is it," Lonnlarcan said, "that in all these long years I have not known that any of the royal line of Kiel have survived?"


  "I hid them," Orlaith said. "Hard has Maeve's life been, for the enemy has long hunted the brown elves down; they do not forget that it was the people of Mai Methra that prophesied the Dark Lord's fall."


  "But surely," Fiachra dared to speak, "we could have protected her and her people."


  "As Arianrood has," Orlaith answered.


  "Lady," Lonnlarcan's silver eyes flashed wildly, "Arianrood is a traitor. Do you say that I and mine are?"


  "No, my lord." Orlaith laughed. "I am sorry. It is long since I had ever to speak at a court." She smiled; this time there were no fangs, just gentle humor. "I would just remind you that less than a short year ago Arianrood was your ally." The king nodded at that, but had no reply. He had felt Arianrood's betrayal the hardest, except for perhaps the Arch Mage Dammuth, if he still lived.


  "Remember, my lord," Orlaith continued, "I am a goddess to these people and a prophet to yours. And though I can see little in the future of this war, long ago I did see that the brown elves would have one more chance to rebuild their lost glory. If I have hidden this, and helped them build their strength in secret, can you really say I have done wrong?"


  "Nay, Lady, I cannot, and will not. You have ever been true and wise." The king reached over and took Maeve's hands, lifting her to her feet. "Lady," he said to her, "do not kneel to me, for you are a proud and noble line, and never did I rule your people."


  "There is no country that is ours, lord, no land that holds our destiny." Maeve's voice shook. "We are cast from the world's stage and forgotten."


  "Not so." Cucullin could hold his silence no longer. He moved to the little elf. "Not so, noble lady, for always here, at least, have your people not been forgotten, and still we mourn the loss of beautiful Mai Methra."


  "Thank you for your kind words," she answered, showing a brief smile, "but still the world is as it is, and Mai Methra is no more and never can that land be rebuilt."


  "True, little queen," Lonnlarcan said, and Maeve started at his words, "but kingdoms lost may be regained."


  "It would take more than my ten thousand, and even, I think, lord, more than your might to lift the curse that holds the land of Mai Methra enthralled."


  "Even so." The king turned back to the map. "But I wonder, is it not so that many of your people live in Aes Lugh?"


  "You know that to be the truth, my lord."


  "Indeed, and tell me, my queen, do you think all your people have joined Arianrood happily and willingly in her betrayal?"


  "Nay, my lord." The brown elf's face darkened. "I swear it is not so."


  "And then, my queen, what do you think would happen to the unhappy land of Aes Lugh if Maeve rab Kiel were to go there, and as is her right claim queenship of the brown elves, now under Arianrood's rule?" For a moment there was silence as all took in the High King's daring plan. Maeve looked about her at the faces of the mighty lords gathered there, and then she turned to the Lady Orlaith, the goddess of her people and all of Maeve's life the only mother the brown elf had ever known. She smiled at what she saw in the Lady's eyes and then filled the hall with her silver laughter. She turned once more to kneel before the king.


  "I think, my lord," she said, her laughter oddly bright and not hard at all, "that life would become very difficult for Arianrood and her twisted friends."


  ****


  And so it was decided in the magic hall of the elven king: Maeve rab Kiel, Queen of the brown elves, would lead an army to the south. With her would go thirty-five hundred elven cavalry and five hundred of the king's own personal guard, led by the High Prince Cucullin. With her, too, would go her own lords, her two thousand horse and another two thousand foot riding behind the elves on their mighty beasts. To the south they would go to the empire of Tolath and there gather what allies they could and then to Aes Lugh, to strike a hard blow at the heart of their most hated enemy, Arianrood, Queen of Aes Lugh, the Ead.


  ****


  On the hill that held the hall of Dummo Sorcha, standing amid the Richliess flowers that spread like stars on the dark earth, Cucullin said farewell to Orlaith, not a goddess to him, simply the woman he loved and could never have.


  "It is useless for me to ask you to come with me, Cu." The Lady's voice was heavy and choked with tears.


  "The Bright World is not for me, my lady," Cucullin answered. "My destiny is clear."


  "Do I not know it?" she asked, but there was no heat in her words. "I who you forced to use my powers and pronounce your doom?"


  "If doom it is, Lady, then it is one I can accept for it means the end of my hated foe."


  "Apkieran," she whispered, "Lord of the Undead." She turned from Cucullin, unable to bear the hurt that the sight of his beauty gave her. "It is too high a price you will have to pay for his fall, my lord."


  "No price is high enough to rid the worlds of that beast!" And his voice was harsh. For one hundred fifty years he had striven to destroy the demon prince and revenge his father's destruction. For Apkieran had not only killed the prince's father, but he had ripped the elf's soul from his breast and shredded it, destroying him for all time, killing him as no elf had ever died. Annihilating him.


  "Noble fool," she murmured, but he could not hear. She knew he was doomed more surely than he could realize, for the weapons he needed, the armor and ax of his father, were his only by the power of Aislinneena, and that power she knew would not be enough. He would fall, destroyed as his father had been before him, and for her... nothing...


  "If I begged," she asked quietly.


  "Then, my lady, you would shame me, and you would break my heart, but never, my lady, would you turn me from my path." She turned to him at that, her eyes filled with tears.


  "And that is it. The end. Ah, Cu, my Cu, I had hoped that in these months of war you would have seen, realized such cost is not..." But he held a hand to her mouth and gently quieted her.


  


  "My lady, I hate this war, I hate the death and the pain. It racks me as a fire would. But all it teaches me is that I must do what I can, whatever I can to make it end. I have no choice." She removed his hand from her mouth; holding it gently she kissed it once. She looked into his eyes, searching.


  


  She saw the love for her she knew would be there, and the great love he had for all things. She saw the mighty soul that could have been so much more, and done so much more good than his act of vengeance ever could accomplish. But most of all she saw what she must see, that being who and what he was, being all that she loved as only a goddess could love, being all that and more, he truly had no choice but to follow his doom.


  "Ah, my lord, what is happiness in this world?" she said, turning from his eyes and the truth written there. "For when you speak, you talk as the poor Morigunamachamain do." He kissed her then, gently and with passion, and then he held her, whispering so that she would not hear, though she could not help but understand.


  "In this war, my beloved, we are all becoming as the Morigu."


  ****


  And when they left the hall at the rising of the sun, they left one another forever, though they did not know it. And behind them, on the hill of Dummo Sorcha, the Lady left one more thing. Her tears had taken seed and a new flower spread its petals about the hill. It was not silver as the Richliess, the flowers of elfdom, were, but it was gray and it opened only on the darkest of nights, though it was afterward said that the fragrance of the flower was sweet and if deeply inhaled awakened and renewed gentle memories.. . .


  


  C H A P T E R


  Two


  


  


  He had slept for seven days, for there were great powers in the city of Tolan, powers that he sought to avoid, but the blood, the blood called him. Long had he been the hunter and he was wise in the ways of his evil, but the hunger was too great...


  There had been others, sent as he had been sent to plague the nights and lives of the humans, but he was the only one left. They too had been hunted, but by what or who the ancient one did not know and he had no great desire to find out. He was the last of the vampires in this city, the last of his kind. This night he had learned that much.


  But he would not run, nor would he hide anymore. He would feast on the human cattle of this city and he would tie their destiny to his. A small army of the undead, at his control and command--with them he would go beyond his original orders, he would work his way into the homes of the powerful and strike his enemy deep in their heart.


  He stood in the dark emptiness of an abandoned house, the home destroyed in the battle for the city long months before. To human eyes he could not be differentiated from the shadows. He was a shadow, a brooding shadow of power and an ancient curse. But it was not human eyes that watched the vampire.


  "There is nothing left but the wrongness in you," the Morigu said. "I have come to end your nightmare." The vampire turned at the sound, shocked that any could approach him without his knowledge. His eyes burned red to see a single warrior standing before him.


  


  The sight and scent bespoke an elf of a lesser breed. The intruder stood just six feet but was tightly muscled. He was clad in a chain-mail vest that wrapped about his loins. Thick necklaces and bracelets made of hundreds of fangs about his neck and limbs gave him a barbaric, savage aspect. His only weapons were the sword he carried, and the parrying blade at his side. The elf's eyes and hair were black; matched with his sharp pointed ears it gave him an almost sinister air. A thought that the vampire smiled at.


  "Ah, dinner has arrived." He smiled to show his sharp canines. Margawt was unimpressed and chose that moment to reveal his true self to the creature.


  The vampire let out a long hiss of longing, of despair at what his senses now showed him. It was health, health and life as the soulless creature had never experienced in his long existence. He could feel the beat of the heart from the chain-mailed breast, feel it in the very ground he stood on. It was hard and slow and the blood it moved was thick. The smell of that blood was heady to the monster, unfathomable in its force and being. Even so there was a taint about it, small, almost untraceable, but there. A sense of rot in all that health, a promise of decay in the unbridled urge to live, to exist, to be.


  It was too much to bear, too sweet to turn from. Forgetting his magic and his sword, the vampire reverted to the true beast that he was and with a howl leapt straight at the Morigu. The need was so great it was pain to the monster, a pain that could hardly be borne, a pain that could be assuaged only by that rich blood streaming between his fangs, soaking his withered throat.


  But it was not to be, for the creature, even if he had used all his magic, was no match for the Morigunamachamain. Margawt moved with a speed even a vampire could not duplicate and his sword flashed four times--four strokes, finished before the monster completed its leap, each perfectly timed and perfectly placed. The vampire fell to the ground limbless. His face smashed onto the hard floor, shattering one of the deadly canines.


  Margawt laughed once as he kicked the torso over so the vampire could see its severed arms and legs. The laugh was cruel and jubilant. The vampire's hands still feebly grasped as the Morigu made a sickening pile of the limbs. The vampire could do nothing, his magic now dampened and surrounded by the earth power. Quietly, it watched as Margawt continued his ghastly game. There was no pain at the loss of the limbs, for Margawt's weapons were not magic, nor even silver. It was the Morigu's pride that forbade him to use any weapons of power.


  Margawt lifted the vampire upright, smiling at the grisly sight of the head and torso. Casually, he lifted the vampire's lips to inspect the creature's teeth. The vampire, still lost in its need, helplessly snapped at the hand over and over, trying to get just a taste of that blood, that power...


  "It is over," Margawt said. He took off a bracelet on his arm and dangled it in front of the vampire's face. "Most of these ornaments are made from the left fangs of goblins I have hunted. This one here is special. It's made from both the fangs of each of your brothers I have hunted this last week." He squatted down, shifting to make himself more comfortable on the stone floor.


  "As I understand it," he said, looking the vampire straight in the eye, daring the creature to try its hypnotic power on him, "since you are really nothing more than an animated corpse, you can replace your limbs from any severed limb as long as enough meat is on the bone to hold it together." Margawt twisted his lip in thought. "I think here we may begin." He walked over to the pile of limbs and picked up a leg. Turning back to the vampire he said, "I do not trust your masters to punish you when I send you to Hell. And"--he sniffed the air once--"there is nothing for me to hunt nearby, I will teach you true horror this night." He laughed. "You and your kind are nothing to me--dead people who refuse to stay dead. Decaying meat with no true soul. But"--and his eyes gleamed darker than the shadows--"you hunt the living, infecting them with your corruption. The hate that you feel, the hunger that you know, is as nothing to the wrath of the Morigu. I shall enjoy your fear and pain. For you are no longer the hunter, you are now the prey."


  And finally the vampire began to scream and he did not stop until the light of day finally called what was left of his soul to its payment in Hell. But none heard those screams. They never went past the house, they never went past the Morigu. And he reveled in their music.


  ****


  Just before the sun rose to free the vampire from its torments, Dermot of the Shee rode out the newly built gates of Tolan. She was the last of her kind left in the empire; the other four had fallen in the siege of the city. She had grown since then, in skill and in magic, and was now accounted one of the leaders of the allies. But she was ill-suited to the part she was supposed to play, and today her heart was hard, trapped in a cage of duties.


  She rode to a great hill before the city, one of two that held the slain from the earlier battles about the capital. In one rested many of the fallen warriors, but in the other lay only two: Mathwei, colonel of the Army of Tolath, and Baibre, high sorceress of Cather-na-nog and Dermot's aunt. Many times the young elf came here to watch the rising of the sun and to seek what peace she could find at her beloved aunt's grave. But today she was surprised to see another horse and a tall figure on bent knee before the crypt's marble doors. The figure turned to her and slowly stood up and she felt a cold warning in her very bones. Dermot at first thought he was of the elven race because of his size, but then she smiled. She had made that mistake before with this human: Niall Trollsbane, general in Tolath's armies, and the greatest of the human warriors. 


  "My lord general," she said, dismounting gracefully.


  


  "My lady," he answered with a sketched bow. "Sure and it has been long, hard months since I've seen you, Lady." She gave him a brief smile.


  "Duty, my lord, has kept me quite busy."


  "Duty is it?" His grin was wide and stayed. "In truth duty can be a bit of a burden, can it not, Lady?"


  "My thoughts exactly." She moved a little closer to him. Though the sun had not yet risen, she could see him plainly with her elven vision. He was big and heavily muscled. He sported some new scars on hands and face and his gray eyes, once so clean and serious, were now somehow more merry, but also haunted. She was surprised to see his once short blond hair was now long and tied in a horse-tail braid. Noticing where she looked, the general tugged the braid self-consciously.


  "I wear it to remember him," he said, nodding toward the grave mound. She followed with her gaze and stared at the stone doors.


  "We all have someone to remember in these times."


  "True enough, lass, true enough." He could not see her as clearly as she could see him. Her form seemed to shimmer with a faint light like the air over a hot fire. And her eyes, though black, were too bright for mortal eyes. Even though Niall had been in close contact with many of the elven kind since the start of the war, he still could not get used to their beauty and etherealness. He coughed self-consciously; he felt awkward for having called her "lass."


  "I did not know you and Colonel Mathwei were so close."


  "Close enough." He looked to the ground, his voice low. "He taught me things, though in truth I dinnae think he knew it. Mathwei, he--ah, I'm no bard to speak of such things, Lady." But her silence compelled him. "He had no great power, no great skill. He was a young lad, from a family of no name, no rank. But Lady, he understood this war, what it meant, better than any I have met." Again he tugged the hair braid. "It is easy, is it not... or at least easier, to be brave when you have power? Aye, I can match blade work with any, save maybe the Morigu or some of your own lords, yet among men I am accounted great and . . . powerful."


  "Your name is held in high esteem, my lord," she answered, but she could not understand his words.


  "High esteem, och, what a grand phrase!" He said nothing for a moment, then took a deep breath. "Lady, I have seen--the things done... I can face it. I must, for wasn't I born to it? But Mathwei, ah, now the lad did nae have my training, my strength, the power of a great clan behind him. Yet, he faced it. Oh aye, he faced it all." The general turned from the elf maid, his head hanging between his broad shoulders.


  "How can I say it? Where, in truth, are the words? The dead of the empire. . . The songs I longed to be in. The dead were as nothing to me. Did I think of what it meant when a city fell to the enemy? Nay, only of the great glory of the recapturing of it by some noble hero. And may the gods forgive me, I longed to be that hero."


  "Surely, my lord, you--" But she stopped as he turned to face her. His face was now hard, and the newly won scars seemed to burn in the predawn air.


  "Nay, nay, Lady, you misunderstand." He dared to move closer, to look straight into her magic eyes. "I was not humbled by the powers greater than I. I was not overawed by the elves and the lords and the wizards, nor even by the enemy. But that one man, he shamed me. He pushed and pushed, striving to match the forces thrown against him, forces he could do little to stem and could never overthrow." She took a step back, unused to this show of emotion.


  "The dead," he continued, "they are all around us now, thousands and thousands, and how is it they died? Horrid ways. Och, there are no words for what is happening, even as we speak, to those I am sworn to serve and protect. But to me, Lady, they had ever been just the pavement for my road to glory." Finally he relented and once more turned away.


  "Do you nae remember, Lady, that talk we had on the walls not long before these two fell?"


  "I do indeed, my lord."


  "Well, lass, there I swore I had learned fear and humility." He shrugged. "But I, like Mathwei, have no fear for myself, only for those I must shield. Fear that I may fail." He laughed. "And as for humility, oh aye, I must be telling you the truth, it's not a virtue I have often indulged in."


  "I do not understand what you are trying to say."


  "Don't you?" He looked up the hill. "Perhaps it's best. But it seems to me, Lady, that the only heroes are those who do what they must, because it is right. Mathwei knew that, and truly I think he was such a hero as this world rarely sees." Just then the sun's first light touched the hill and Niall was surprised to see a figure on the top. He pointed.


  "Now who can that be?" he asked, even as he turned to mount his horse. Dermot's eyes were sharper and she could make out that the figure was on a pony and clearly she could see the aura of power. She shivered once then mounted and followed Niall.


  Near the top they both could see the apparition was a small woman on a dark pony. She waved once to them and began to ride about the hill. Niall kicked his horse to follow, and Dermot was right behind them. He said nothing, determined to face the intruder on this sacred ground. Dermot, however, now understood her earlier premonition.


  "Goddess," she whispered.


  ****


  Fin, Warlord of the West, shifted his bulk uncomfortably on the hard seat of the marble chair. He sat in a small council room dominated by a large oak table. The long, stained glass windows letting in the morning light, patterned the muraled stone walls with bright splashes of color. Across from the warlord three people sat: the leaders of the monks of the Hunter, each representing an aspect of the human soul.


  The maker sat in the middle, tall and blond, his youthful looks belying his years; he was the High Priest of the monks, the foremost of all human wizards now alive. To his right sat the enigmatic destroyer, first in war, and probably the equal to any in combat, including the elf lords. The destroyer was covered in a gray material that Fin learned had the consistency of plate armor and a tenth of the weight. And to the left sat Bronwen ap Remon, who had been freed from Arianrood's prison by Donal Longsword and Mearead. She had just short weeks before been chosen as the hunter, to replace the Stalker master who had fallen before the might of Apkieran. They were formidable and led a powerful force, but they were each unsettling in their own way. Fin sighed loudly.


  "So, the Duke of Tinnafar has agreed to give the castle at Brest to your order?"


  "Yes, my lord," the maker answered. "There we may train the acolytes and expand our numbers."


  "Good enough." Fin looked at the destroyer fingering his sword hilt. "I'm sure that Donal will agree to this. You monks are the only source of magic we humans have. We need more wizards."


  "And more of my own," the destroyer added. "I will train a new force of five hundred; they will be ready for the spring campaign." Fin did not answer. He could not deny the destroyer's skills and usefulness; that didn't mean that he had to like the man, however.


  "And you, Lady?" He smiled at Bronwen. She smiled back. Much of her natural aggressiveness had been tempered in her training, and now, more often than not, she acted like the shy animals of the forest that her powers emulated.


  "My order, of all the Stalkers, have had the fewest casualties, my lord." Her brown eyes refused to look at the fierce warlord. She hesitated for a moment, rubbing her chin against her shoulder. "All along we have recruited and our numbers now approach a thousand, with half of them ready for battle and fifty having reached master rank."


  "Well, that is good news," Fin said. And he meant it. The monks of the hunt were the best scouts the army had and though they rarely fought with the regular army, it was they who led the guerrilla war along the southern front. Bronwen had learned her tactics from her god Himself and had perfected them in her seven-year-long rebellion against her father, Remon, the sorcerous king of Fiodha. Fin was constantly surprised by how tiny the girl was, and how young. But she was proving to be one of the empire's best assets.


  "Bronwen has done an excellent job," the maker said, beaming at the girl. "And thirty more of her monks have been sent to Donal in the south."


  "And what of your monks?" Fin asked.


  "Four more applicants will be tested this week for mage level," the maker answered. "I think all four shall make it, which will give us thirty-nine mages in all, and a hundred just beneath them." The Stalker master did not bother to mention that he was the only human archmage now alive.


  "So," Fin said, "we now have at least the power to continue the stalemate that exists." He scratched his thick red beard. "But I wonder..." But he did not finish his sentence, for at that moment Margawt appeared at the door. The thick, wooden door was still barred shut, and none had heard it open, but there stood the Morigu.


  "I have finished," he said. "None of the undead hunt the city." Fin noticed that the destroyer for the first time moved, a quick movement toward his sword, just as quickly stilled. "Now, I wonder," he thought, "what that is about?"


  "Well done, lad," he said aloud, still casually watching the destroyer. "We knew you would succeed."


  "I must go," said Margawt, and turned to leave.


  "Wait." Fin stood up. He towered over the Morigu, but Fin had seen Margawt fight and felt as if it was he who must look up to meet the other's eyes. "Where do you go?"


  Margawt said nothing for a moment, apparently puzzled by the question. He looked as if he would leave without answering, but then with a shrug he said, "I hunt." Again he turned to go, but Fin reached out a restraining hand. Only Fin, Laird of Dun Scaga, of all men, would have dared such a thing. Margawt spun from the grip in a whirl of speed, ending his movement with his sword at the warlord's throat. If Fin was surprised or afraid, he did not show it. The two looked at one another, down the bright length of the blade. Behind the warlord, the destroyer had moved nearly as fast. He stood to the side of Fin, his blade out, while Bronwen and the maker had not moved.


  Margawt stood like a stone statue. He stayed motionless for a moment as his mind tried to sort out what must be done. The man before him held no wrongness--bitterness, hurt--anguish 'even--but no wrongness. Indeed, Margawt realized that Fin held less taint of corruption in him than any mortal man, save perhaps the maker. With a sigh, the Morigu sheathed his sword. He did not even glance at the destroyer.


  "You should not touch me," he said. He shuddered for a moment. He had shielded himself from the earth power in order to give his message to the humans, but now it was creeping through his shields. It was pain to him, for it brought the cries of the living earth and her children as they fell before the enemy, in all the places of the land.


  "I must hunt," he gasped out.


  "Margawt," Fin said, "in three days Donal, Ceallac, and all the warlords will come to the city for a great council. We wish you to be here." Margawt turned to go. "The Lord Anlon told me to insist on it," Fin added. The Morigu stopped once more. Anlon, the unicorn, was the closest thing that Margawt had to a friend, since the disappearance of Dammuth. He nodded once and left, this time opening the door.


  "Put up your sword," the maker said to the destroyer. "It would do you little good against that one anyway."


  "I do not fear him," came the harsh reply.


  "Then you are a fool," Fin quietly added.


  


  C H A P T E R


  Three


  


  


  


  Lonnlarcan, Ard Riegh of the elves, stood before the silver doors of Dummo Sorcha. No farther dared he go, lest the curse of mortality once more claim him. On his right stood the Archmage Fiachra and on his left the Battlemaid Breeda. All three of the elf lords wore silver chain mail with a red satin cassock. In the Ard Riegh's hands the great sword of elfdom lay, the point of the blade resting lightly on the grass at his feet. A nimbus of power surrounded the three, a golden light that did not reflect off the silver doors behind them.


  On the hill behind the king stood the ranks of his warriors, each caparisoned as Lonnlarcan, each holding a sword, point to the ground. Brave banners of all colors flapped about them, while the two guard towers at the entrance to the glade where the hill lay burned white in the sun, as if constructed of heated metal. On the broad lawn before the king stood the captains of the army to be sent to the south. Here each of the elven warriors wore the different armor and colors of their clans and lords. Among the tall elves of Cather-na-nog stood the shorter, but no less brave, brown elves. Their armor was all of red and their colors black. The elven captains each had his own banner, but the brown elves rode beneath one. It was the coat of arms of Maeve rab Kiel, their queen. The banner bore a tree beneath a sun and moon, but each symbol and the field itself were black; only elven or dwarven eyes could have picked out the actual design and the subtle differences of shading that to such eyes showed the banner to be made of four different blacks, four separate colors. Such was the design of the queen's banner, so that all may remember the evil curse that held her land enthralled. But it was more than revenge her people wanted for their lost lands, more than retribution; they wanted justice and a new land to call their own. A land they planned to take from Arianrood, Queen of Aes Lugh.


  The horses of the brown elves were of lesser stature than the elven steeds, but of no less noble blood. All of one color they were, golden as a noon sun on a lake's still water. Each of the horses wore armor and was caparisoned as their riders and not a few of those horses had run through the fields of Mai Methra long ago. One last ally had the brown elves brought. The hawks of Diuann ai Di, large as eagles, they sat on their masters' shoulders. Intelligent as no beast should be, these birds had always ridden to war with the people of Mai Methra and all the elves of Cather-na-nog were heartened to know the noble hawks still lived.


  Maeve walked to where the Ard Riegh waited. With her came her two generals and the High Prince Cucullin. Maeve alone of her people wore black armor. Her bright red hair washed down her back, like a flow of blood. Her aura burned red, too, outshining all there, save the High King and Cucullin. She bowed once before Lonnlarcan, her followers kneeling.


  "We are ready, good lord," she said. Her eyes were as black as the banner and in them Lonnlarcan could see the hard memories of her life: assassins wrapped in magic, killing kith and kin, and more than once nearly taking the queen's life; the threat, the reality of death at any moment, the birthright of the rab Kiels. And now, long years after the fall of Mai Methra stood the last of that noble clan before him.


  Lonnlarcan bowed his head straining to contain his outrage. For beside Maeve kneeled Cucullin, and the doom light once more shone harsh about the great elven lord. "I should be riding with them." Lonnlarcan's hand tightened on his sword hilt. "Leading them, shielding them with his strength...." But such thoughts were still new to the king. Bitterness is not an emotion the elven kind ever feel, though regret is ever the lot of the immortals.


  "The people of Cather-na-nog," he said quietly, "do not laugh and sing as once they did. Many are the fallen, lives that were not doomed to end, but the sword knows no justice." He stood tall, his eyes lit with his knowledge and power.


  "Many of the ancient trees are gone now, and so, too, have many of the lesser powers of Cather-na-nog fallen." He looked the queen straight in the eyes. "Once all the rivers here, all the places of quiet and magic had their special guardians. They were no match for the enemy, and now"--he looked to the south--"I wonder, can any but I hear the cry of men whose short and often brutal lives are being stolen from them by the enemy? And in the caves of the Crystal Falls often now is heard the dirge of the wake's mad pain. The lands die, and the creatures of the land." He lifted his sword, watching the sun play along the weapon's lethal edge. "It is not death so much. But it is the way of the deaths, the why of them, the how of them. The world itself shall be driven mad by this pain." He looked to his host about him and where he looked the light grew brighter.


  "What has happened to Mai Methra, to all the lands trapped by the Desolation, shall not happen again." And though his bold words were quiet, all there shivered at their message. "The Beast, he calls me Witch King; I know that. And I know, too, his chains grow weaker and his servants call him to the world. I know the enemy well, I know of their great power and evil plans, their mighty armies and lethal magic. This I know, Maeve rab Kiel, Queen of the brown elves."


  "But I know one thing more." He leaned down to face her. "I know in the soul of evil is only madness. In the mind of darkness only discord. In the arms of destruction only weakness. We shall win, little queen; though it take a thousand generations, we shall win." He waved his sword as if in benediction to the elves there.


  "Ride and reap, little sister, ride and reap." With tears in her eyes Maeve grabbed the king's hand and kissed it. With that she and her people mounted. Only Cucullin gave one last look behind. And only Breeda met it.


  Between the mighty towers they rode to where their army waited. Eight thousand elves and brown elves with five hundred of the mighty hawks of Diuann ai Di. To the south they rode with ten thousand elvish warhorses, war horns crying about them. To the south this little army went, to wrest from the treacherous hands of the eldest of them all, one of the great nations of the world. To war and death they rode, with only black hopes and bold determination to speed them on. 


  ****


  Niall kicked his horse, urging it to increase its pace, but the animal was already running at full gallop and it could not catch the figure ahead. The little brown woman rode before Niall on a small, dark pony. She was naked and the lines of her body were fierce and hard, though she never turned to look at the two who chased her. Around the burrow in larger and larger circles the odd chase continued, though surely the mound could not be so large. Around and around he chased the phantom figure, but never could he catch her, though her mount never went faster than a slow walk.


  Besides the human, Dermot rode her elven steed. Wiser to the ways of magic than Niall, she no longer raced her horse, for if magic were not present then long ago the mighty animal would have left the man's mortal horse far behind. But she could not pass Niall, nor could she catch the woman ahead. Patiently she followed, her mount moving at a light canter.


  Niall never turned to look at Dermot; his eyes never left his quarry. Harder he pressed his horse, and ever it moved faster.. .to no avail. The day began to wane and still the animal tried. Neither Niall nor his horse felt any weariness or any hunger, though the sun went down and he knew both should be exhausted from the chase.


  


  He never considered turning his mount around and riding the other way about the hill to capture the woman. Somehow he knew if he did, it would do no good. Niall retained enough clarity of thought to realize long ago he had left the mound of Baibre and Mathwei. The hill he rode on now was a brighter green and seemed truly endless. Still he went on, oblivious to his companion, wanting, needing only to stop the woman ahead.


  For three days and three nights did the chase go on and never, no matter how either of them strained, did Niall or Dermot come closer to their quarry. Finally, on the third dawn Dermot reined her mighty horse to a stop. Niall continued, or so he thought, for though the land about the two changed and though the figure in front of him continued to move and though Niall's horse continued at a gallop, still Dermot was at his side.


  "My lord," she said, and in her voice was the magic of the elven people. Startled, Niall turned to her and stared to see her horse standing stock-still. Up ahead the small horse continued moving.


  "By the blessed Moriarty!" he cried, reining his steed to a rearing halt. The woman ahead, too, stopped and all motion ceased. Niall looked at the dark, black hair on the head that would not turn to face him.


  "Och, Lady," he said, "what spell are we under?"


  "Nothing so simple," the elf answered, her voice rich and melodious, "but I think there are no steeds we could ride that could catch that lady." Niall nodded once and then in a sudden movement dismounted.


  "Well enough," he said, smiling at the beauty of the elf. "In truth I've had enough of this daft ride."


  "Indeed," a voice said. It was not as any sound Niall had ever heard. It seemed not to be made of sound, but some other substance, some other vibration, and he did not need ears to hear it. He turned and before him stood a large white horse, unadorned with saddle or bridle. On it sat a tall woman with bright blond hair and black eyes. She wore a dress of some gray material that sparkled in the light. Niall knew the object of his quest sat before him. Dermot dismounted in one smooth motion and knelt, her head bowed.


  "Lady," she said, and now her elven voice seemed harsh compared with the other woman's voice, if voice it was. "I am ready."


  "No, child, you are not," came the answer, "and never would you be. Only one Morigunamachamain will fight in this war." Niall stood quietly, trying to understand. Then he realized that Dermot was a Shee and therefore could be chosen as one of the Morigu. But if that was so, he thought, then the woman must...


  "Goddess." Niall fell to his knees. "Forgive me. I dinna know who I chased."


  "Not so much a chase, as you were led, Niall of the Long Arm." She smiled at him, her face radiant. "I have brought you two here that I might send messages to the warlords." Niall waited for Dermot to answer, but the elf still knelt with bowed head and would not look up. Hesitantly Niall spoke.


  "Messages, Lady?"


  "Yes, messages." She turned to Dermot. "I have said it before, child; repeat it to the others: No other will I choose' to bear the burden of the Morigu." Dermot just bent her head farther. "It is not from a lack in you, but a necessity of mine." Niall realized that the dress the goddess wore was impossibly thin and revealed clearly the body beneath. He could see clearly the perfect breasts, the taut nipples, light pink and beckoning, and his body surged with heat.


  "Gods!" he muttered as his face flushed in shame. The goddess turned to him and this time Her smile was not so much sweet as it was inviting.


  "Do not be ashamed, young warrior," She said. "I am not simply the mother of the peoples of the world, but lover and wife as well." But Niall could think of no answer, horrified by the desire that pulsed through him. "Sit," the woman said, and the two were surprised to find stone seats behind them. Of their horses there was no sign, though the lady did not dismount from Her steed.


  They were on the top of a vast mound, a mountain in its size, though it was smooth as the burial mounds before Tolan. Niall squirmed on the hard stone throne, not daring to look at the goddess before him. But there was nothing truly for him to focus on, for no colors marred the perfect blue of the sky, and the foot of the mound was lost in the distance. No feature of land could the man see, and the sun, though not hot, was brighter than any sun he knew.


  "How many seasons since a human sat before me?" the goddess mused. "I cannot say, for I have lost count. He was a great hero, that one, and for a while my lover." Niall ground his teeth at that word. The goddess laughed and though it filled the air and Her teeth flashed white, underneath the happy sound of Her laughter was something else; though it was not quite cruelty, its savageness frightened Niall.


  "And tell me, man, are you a hero?" But now there was no mocking in Her tones.


  "I seek to do my duty, Lady, to do what is right." He expected more laughter at his words, but there was no sound. He dared to look up and face the goddess. She watched him, Her eyes now pure black with no pupils. But Her face held an etched sadness that made Her perfect beauty somehow more real, more human.


  "In this war, Niall Trollsbane," She said, "heroes as great as any have risen to strive against the Dark Ones. It is truly the last war." She turned from him to look at Dermot, forcing the elf to meet Her eyes. What the Shee saw there Niall could not say, but Dermot flinched from it, as if in horror.


  "Child, do not mourn that I have not chosen you. For if I had, on the day you died you would curse me with hatred, as all the Morigu before have done." The goddess stared straight into the too bright sun. "Now hear my rede and bring it to your peers.


  


  "First of all wars was the war for domination of the world's destiny and that was my war." Her form seemed to shiver, and for a moment Niall saw the early guise of the goddess, small and light, savage beyond comprehension and the need woke in him again. "That war I fought alone at first, against the black fomarians, but in time the dwarves joined in to fight the spawn of the earth gods, the cronbage. I was young then, and only on this continent did life move, though the oceans were full. The elves were here, for they were first, but they were young and lost in their youth. At last with the help of the new god, the Hunter, the fomarians were cast down.


  "The second of all the wars lasted ten thousand years, and many were the places it was fought. That was when the goblins came, made by the dark gods to be the shadows of the elves, as the cronbage had been made for the dwarves. For now the elven people were coming to their power. And many were the races that fought in that long and bitter struggle.


  "The dragons came, and the centaurs, gargoyles, and the lesser elves, trolls, and many creatures great and small, good and evil, indifferent and passionate. And then at last men. Once more the forces of light and dark warred for the future and all creatures stood on one side or another. But it was not my war, but the elves and the gods, and in some ways the dwarves too, for their destiny is linked tighter to the world than any of my children. And in that war the Beast finally took form, the ultimate enemy of all the powers of creation.


  "You must understand, my children, all endings are beginnings, all acts of destruction openings for creation. Each side opposes the other with equal force, but not equal desire." Niall could see no more, as the words took hold. Vision was lost to him and maybe hearing besides, though he was overwhelmed with an odd scent. It was heavy and thick. A pungent smell of a great jungle, though never having been to such a place he did not know that. Though something in him recognized the smell and unconsciously he drew it in with heaving breaths. All sensations came from emotions and they were confused and chaotic.


  "The Beast, the Dark Lord, was the shadow of the spirit of all the living things, the ultimate summation of evil and destruction. It was men, oddly enough, who had the final say in that war, and Fealoth cast the Black One far from the paths of the world. But truly it was never man's war.


  "And now the third great war is upon us. It has been fought longer than any guessed, for there are other nations, other continents, and there the Dark Ones rule supreme. But here in the land where life began, as always, will the final battles be fought.


  "And now, my children, this is truly man's war, for Death himself has taken sides and he is man's destiny. For brutally short is human life, cut off before it begins, and truly even the enemies of the world live longer, though in years it is not always so. Of all my children the lot of the humans is the hardest, for they were born in the midst of horror and blood. It stains them, though it need not rule them.


  "So this, little ones, is the final war--the last war. It must be won, for if it is lost, nothing will remain but the Dark, endlessly chewing off its own limbs in its frenzied hunger for power. The fabric of the future has been torn from me and even if my children are victorious, I do not know what the future holds. All that has happened was not by my will, never mine..." There was silence, and Niall's vision returned, the strange jungle slowly dissolving from about him. He sat on the grass of the burial mound of Baibre and Mathwei, and the goddess was nowhere in sight. His horse stood silently next to him. Niall turned to see Dermot looking at him, her elven eyes bright in the starlight.


  "A gift, little ones." The goddess's voice came from the mound beneath them, the sound deep and hollow. "Niall, Mathwei feasts in Death's own hall, honored by the heroes who have fallen before him. And Dermot, your aunt is freed from whatever is the destiny of the earth and her spirit dances in a brighter world."


  A bright light flared for a second at each of the two's feet. Before Dermot lay a thick, iron-bound book.


  "The Tome of Rhiannon," the goddess said. "In it lies the lore of the greatest elven wizards, long lost to your people." Niall looked down to see before him a plain, silver ring.


  "The Ring of Mannon mac Lir, it holds the power to unlock the secrets in your own soul and speed your progress toward your ultimate destiny."


  "Remember my words, my sad children, and use my gifts wisely. And one last warning: Tell the others that the gods themselves war openly in the Bright World. Time is short." And with that Niall and Dermot were filled with the knowledge of the return of Maeve and the Ard Riegh's plan to restore the queen of the brown elves.


  The two stood together to peer at the city beneath their feet. Neither said anything, but both held tight the gifts of the goddess as they walked toward the gates, their horses following. And it seemed to both that a dark wind walked beside them.


  ****


  In a cave beyond the world's paths two great spirits stared at the tiny figures of Niall and Dermot. Their forms were shadow, and human, but from the brow of the smaller one the outline of stag horns showed.


  "The goddess is generous with her gifts," said Lord Death.


  "There is always a price for her generosity," answered the Hunter and he did not seek to hide the bitterness of his words.


  "Is she right? Can the epochs of the world be split into three great wars?"


  "She tends to think in threes," the Hunter snorted. "It is a habit she has." Lord Death's laughter was harsh and filled the cave.


  "Indeed." He stood up. "But in one thing she is most definitely right." He mounted his golden chariot. "We cannot allow the Dark Ones to win, no matter what."


  


  "Even if the world is destroyed?" the Hunter asked, still not moving.


  "Even so." And Death lashed his black steeds and left that place.


  "But if the world dies," the Hunter continued as if his companion were still there, and indeed the god knew Lord Death could hear his words, "then I, too, will fall and the goddess with me." And the Hunter looked up and his shadow eyes burned a dark green. "And tell me, where is there room for Death when there no longer is life?



  "The fortunes of war," came the reply, followed by the harsh laughter. The Hunter bowed his head once more and did not answer.


  C H A P T E R


  Four


  Seven days after Niall and Dermot returned from their encounter with the goddess, the warlords of Cather-na-nog and their army of elves and brown elves rode into the city of Tolan. The whole population of the city thronged the walls and streets to see the eerie sight of the elven host. 



  "They came at night, their mounts' eyes burning red in the dark, a silver nimbus of magic surrounding each horse and rider. At their head rode Queen Maeve, her bearing proud and triumphant. On her left rode her warlord, Fergus Firemane; his name well earned, as his bright red hair matched the fierce glow of his queen's thick tresses. On her right rode the High Prince Cucullin, and the people of the city cheered to see him, for he was loved by all, man or elf.


  


  The elves rode in one long, sinuous line fifteen wide and they shouted and laughed, singing war songs as they came. The hawks of Diuann ai Di wheeled and dived above the host, their eyes so bright it seemed as if the stars themselves played in the night air. The elves came in all their glory, knowing the enemy would spy them out, taunting the Dark Ones with their display.


  It was a magic moment, and all there seemed somehow touched by the elven magic, as hearts once more grew bold and defiant, and the darkness that had been the city's enemy for long months was lit by elven song and human laughter.


  


  Waiting for the leaders stood Donal Longsword, once Warlord of Aes Lugh, now Warlord of the Armies of Tolath. He stood taller than any there, and all the people of the city took pride in their half-elven leader. On his right stood the Warlord of the West, Fin, Laird of Dun Scaga, and on the left stood the Arch Mage of the Stalkers, the maker. Behind them stood the lords of the empire, bright in jewels and armor, and a nobler assembly of humans had not been seen in the land since the Dark Siegn wars.


  From the group walked three more figures, and the crowd let out a sigh at their beauty. Ceallac, king's cousin. Warlord of the elves of Cather-na-nog, led them, and his power draped about him like a black mantle. Beside him walked Cormac, son of Cainhill, his manner stiff, the memory of the betrayal of his father always with him; a son weighed down by his father's sins. And last came Dermot of the Shee, and her beauty was more than any human could ever have.


  The two groups met and the leaders as one bowed to one another.


  "I have brought Maeve rab Kiel," Cucullin's musical voice filled the square, "and present her and her warriors to this grand city. She has come to join the alliance."


  "And welcome you are, my lady," Donal answered. "Truly, you are the hope unlooked for."


  "Thank you, my lord." Maeve bowed once. "My people and I will do all in our power to help."


  "We can ask no more," the warlord answered graciously.


  "Ho, cousin," Cucullin shouted out to Ceallac as he leapt off his horse. "I have missed your bright smile!" Ceallac answered this by a shout of his own and a quick hug. The two great elves searched each other's features, reading there the payment the war had taken from both. All eyes were drawn to them; it seemed to the humans as if two gods of some ancient tale stood before them. And all there knew that of all that walked the earth, Cucullin the Bright, and Ceallac, king's cousin, were accounted two of the greatest and it made all their hearts the stronger to see them together.


  There were more words said, but they were quiet and between the leaders. The night was long, as the whole city rejoiced at the coming of the brown elves, and all the inns of the city passed out free ale and wine. Though the elves of Cather-na-nog were as aloof as always, the humans were glad to find that the brown elves were happy to mingle and share a drink with the people of the city. Only dwarves could outdrink the small elves, as many a human found to his consternation that night.


  ****


  The next morning rose fine and bright, though the chill of winter was there to be tasted. But the people of the city woke to a day of holiday and of more festivities, for their leaders knew how much the long-suffering city needed it. But as the elves and humans began again to challenge one another in drinking and dancing, their leaders met in solemn council.


  Once more the council chamber of Tolan was filled with heroes. The morning light streamed through the high windows onto the relief map of the empire on the floor of the circular room. The amphitheater seats filled quickly, as one by one the leaders of the alliance came in.


  From Cather-na-nog, Ceallac, Warlord of Cather-na-nog, sat surrounded by his people: Dermot, the Shee; Cormac, son of Cainhill; and Cucullin, the Bright. There, too, sat Maeve, Queen of the brown elves, and her warlord, Fergus Firemane; and perched on the queen's shoulder was the great hawk Carlolis Bright Wing, quietly grooming his golden feathers.


  


  Next to the elves sat the human lords: Fin, Warlord of the West; Niall Trollsbane; Kevin, the duke of Tinnafar; Bran, earl of Althon; Crohan, baron of Mathia; Gwenyth of the Long Sight, duchess of Conlai; and Tara Brightblade, newly elected grand master of the Green Branch knights. All wore bright mail and white cassocks, like a painting of the elder days.


  There also sat the Stalker masters: the maker, calmly sipping his wine; the huntress, Bronwen ap Remon, shifting uncomfortably on her seat; and the destroyer, mysterious in his black hood and armor--he did not move a muscle.


  Near the marble doors stood the unicorn Anlon, son of the Hunter and the goddess. Next to him stood Margawt, the Morigunamachamain. And across from the others sitting by himself was the King of Crystal Falls, Mearead. The dwarf did not look at any of the others, but quietly stared at the bright sheen of his ax blade where it lay in his mailed lap.


  One other figure stood there, by the map. Donal Longsword, Warlord of the Empire of Tolath. He took the measure of each with his bright, gray eyes and finally nodded, as if in agreement to some previous conversation.


  "I welcome all to the council of Tolan," Donal said. His handsome face seemed lit by an inner light. "There is much to be discussed and settled." The others made affirmative noises, but none spoke up. Donal nodded his head once more, then took a deep breath.


  "First, I have some news I must impart to you," he said, his voice lowering. "And sad news it is. Yesterday, Cathbad, son of Trell'dem, was found dead." Donal let the statement sink in, then continued. "As you know, the prince was bespelled by some dark curse we could not lift. It kept him in a state of perpetual terror and nightmares. Apparently"--the half-elf shifted, making his mail coat ring--"the poor boy could not take the dreams and visions anymore. He ripped his eyes out with his own hands and bled to death. Nothing could be done for him. Let us hope the prince has gone to a happier place."


  None of the leaders said anything, but all were shaken by this latest blow to the alliance. It had been hoped that eventually the elves or the mages of the Hunter would break the spell that held the prince. It was a horrid way to die.


  "It leaves," Donal continued, "the throne empty. There are no more direct heirs to hold the scepter. The Archduke Mannon is the most likely candidate for the throne, but Fin and I feel we can wait until winter before an emperor is chosen."


  "Surely," Kevin spoke up. He was a short man but built solidly. "The land needs a ruler, now more than ever."


  "Perhaps." It was Fin who stood up to answer the duke. "But we have survived so far with no emperor. Better we wait until the campaign season is over. We don't want to weaken ourselves with squabbles over the succession." He sat down with a clatter of his mail shirt. The other humans discussed it for a while longer, and in the end all agreed now was not the time to decide the issue. Only Niall did not take part in the conversation, for as second son to the Archduke, he would benefit greatly if his father took the scepter. Some took Niall's silence as simply good politics, but the truth was otherwise. Niall sat watching the debate with something very much akin to fear. Last spring he would have leapt up, demanding the throne for his father, and in turn for himself, conveniently putting away the thought of his older brother. But now the thought of possibly being in line for the succession for emperor was unnerving. The general could no longer with surety say what he wanted out of life, but one thing he could definitely state, he would never want the scepter.


  "The next topic is equally grisly." Donal shifted his great bulk uncomfortably. "The monks of the huntress have confirmed what we all feared. In the south, those people who did not escape the enemy have been herded into armed camps. There they are the cattle for the enemy armies." And at this statement many of the leaders leapt up, shouting their anger and defiance at this latest of outrages. It took a few moments to settle everyone down. Then in a firm voice Donal continued.


  "These are not breeding farms," he said. "The enemy does not plan to keep the humans as permanent livestock. They are simply using the most convenient form of genocide." The eyes that watched the warlord were hard. "We can't be sure how many have survived, but we estimate that two-thirds of those who did not escape to the north are already dead. If we can't free the survivors by winter, none will be alive come springtime."


  It was almost too much to face. Most of the heroes at the council were veterans of this war. Each had seen too many horrors to recount them all, but this was too much!


  "Kill them!"


  "Vengeance!"


  "We can't allow this!"


  "Attack! We must attack!"


  And on it went. Donal said nothing, waiting for the furor to once more settle down.


  "It was," said a deep voice, and all looked with surprise at the dwarf king, for up to now he had been silent, "you, Donal Longsword, who five months ago in this room proposed we change the direction of the war and go on the offensive." The dwarf stood up, placing his ax gently down. "And all summer long we have strived to. But the enemy is numberless and all we've achieved is a cold stalemate." Donal sought to interrupt, but Mearead waved the giant warlord to silence.


  "I have thought long on this, Donal Longsword, even as my heart burns with the blood price." The dwarf pointed at Niall, then at Dermot. "Have these two tell their tale, and then I have words for all of you."


  


  At that Dermot and Niall looked at one another and in unspoken agreement she told of their meeting with the goddess. The humans all knew the story already, but the elf lords did not. Dermot's voice was soft and musical and maybe tinged by her magic, for the listeners felt as if it were their memory that was being recounted. Word for word, the elf reported the goddess's message and not everyone there understood its meaning. But Cucullin did.


  "So," he said, "it is the final war, not an extension of the Dark Siegn war. Win or lose, the madness has really only begun."


  "Maybe so, kinsman," Ceallac answered, "maybe so, yet the lady has given us some hope." The elven warlord shifted to the edge of his seat. His strong features lit with interest. "I know of the Tome of Rhiannon, for that lady was my great-grandmother. She was a sorceress of great power and wisdom and long ago she left this life for the Bright World." Ceallac's aura grew light enough for even the humans to perceive it as his enthusiasm grew. "Have you studied the Tome, Dermot?" he asked.


  "I have begun, my lord," she answered. "Day and night have I gone over it, but still I have not grasped all the meaning of the first page. I thought"--she hesitated for a moment--"I thought that perhaps I should give the Tome to Fiachra or another greater than I."


  "Nay, Lady," Cucullin answered, "for it is into your hands that the goddess has gifted this prize. There it must remain." The humans said nothing, for to them it was as if the gods themselves spoke. Though many had dealt with the elf lords as equals, still they could not shed their awe of the elven race. Even Niall, last to be humbled of all the humans, watched in rapt concentration, for it seemed to him that the elves spoke in more than words to one another, and he felt somewhat like a child trying to decipher the weighty dialogue of his parents. So it was he was startled when Ceallac turned his black elven eyes on him.


  "And you, my lord," the elf asked, "have you tried on the ring?"


  "I, I have not, lord," Niall answered in a stammer. "Though I carry it wherever I go. I get a strange comfort from it. But I have nae dared to place it on my finger." The elf lord nodded.


  "This ring is made of mortal magic and unknown to me," Ceallac carefully said. "But I think, Lord General, you should not waste too much time in using the goddess's gift."


  "Yes, well," Mearead's deep voice interrupted. All turned to see the dwarf thumping down the stairs to where Donal stood. "That's all fine and grand and, well, elflike," he said with a small smile. "And I'm sure the book has some grand spell and her ladyship"--he bowed to Dermot, his white beard brushing his boots--"will figure it out in good time. And," he continued, staring up at Niall, "I'm sure the magic ring will teach our favorite general how to fly, or think, or something equally wondrous."


  By now Mearead had reached the floor. He gave Donal a dirty look and the warlord moved to the side. Mearead placed his hands on his hips and glared up at the others. His feet straddled the great map on the floor. The sight should have looked ludicrous, but somehow it didn't, for the dwarf looked like an ancient god straddling the world, and the wisdom and power in the king's gaze was anything but funny.


  "I said I had some words for you, and I do," he said. "First things first, though." He cleared his throat. "One, we know that Fealoth has betrayed us." He ticked off each point with his stubby fingers as he spoke. "Two, we know that whatever the nature of this war, we have to win it or we die. Three, Arianrood has been in this for long years. Four, the enemy's battle plan has been well thought out, and I will say with some confidence they have so far met their objectives with perhaps one exception--they didn't take this city. Other than that I'd say all in all they got us right where it hurts, and all they need to do is keep squeezing.


  "The north is theirs. And I include Cardoc-nae-corond in that assessment, for if my cousins there have not fallen then they are like my own people, bottled up and out of the picture. We might as well face that Maihan and Ibhire are lost, too. The enemy has Fiodha, Aes Lugh, Fas-Nache, the Dark Siegn, and I'm sure most of the Borderlands. That leaves us with what's left of the empire and Cather-na-nog. As I've said, the Crystal Falls are surrounded by an army that my people cannot break. Now, figure the Devastation is of no good to any of us and I would say that we are in as bad a strategic situation as possible."


  "We know all that," Ceallac interrupted. "That's what we are here to discuss."


  "Fine. Well, I'm discussing it." Mearead began to pace, his wrinkled face hard. "The enemy leaders have left the field, with the exception of that devil dragon in the south. But it doesn't matter. We are helpless to try and discover what they are up to, though I think we can all guess. We need all our heroes with the armies; that alone has kept what little we now hold." He stopped and looked up at one window, the shaft of sunlight casting his broad form into shadow. "Now we know what Queen Maeve here plans." He nodded his head. "If it worked, we could not only hurt the enemy deeply in Aes Lugh, but have a chance at freeing Fas-Nache and the Crystal Falls. If that happens we have two more armies and some serious breathing room.


  "But, frankly, it's not enough, because I think even if the elves' plan worked, by the time they were finished there, the empire would be gone." Several of the humans interrupted to argue with this, but the dwarf king just ignored them.


  "We can't ignore the fact that the enemy holds the Tivulic mountains nor that the dragon is stirring trouble there. There are still enough troops in the south that the Dark Ones could overwhelm the empire."


  "Nay." Niall stood up. "You're wrong in that, dwarf. Ruegal Keep will never fall to the devils. They'd nae take it in a thousand years."


  


  "Well, they don't have to," Mearead answered. He pointed to the map. "All they have to do is leave a force strong enough to keep the warriors of Ruegal in. Then"--his finger followed an imaginary path--"one army to take Tolath, one to move to the north, one to take the coastal cities. A hundred thousand troops, with thirty or forty left holding the south. They'd take Tolan within two months." The dwarf whipped around to glower at Niall. "And don't you be doubting, my bonny lad, that they have the warriors to do it. Add one other thing: Cuir re Duriche, the last dragon. That bastard will bum Ruegal Keep right out from under us."


  "And so," he finished, "even with a reunited Aes Lugh, how many can they send help to the empire? For don't let us forget that Fiodha is firmly in Remon's hands, and Remon is Arianrood's dog. Even if a host marches from the Crystal Falls, they could never take the empire back. And tell me, Lord Ceallac, can the elves afford to leave their woods and send the main part of their strength to the south?"


  "You know we cannot, dwarf king."


  "Aye, I know it. I know it."


  "Are you suggesting," Donal said, "that Maeve stay here in the empire?" Mearead just shrugged.


  "Perhaps," Kevin spoke up, "if we consolidated our forces we could take some of the south back, then in the spring see if we can move against Aes Lugh." Meave said nothing, but her flashing eyes were clear evidence of her dislike of that plan. She stood up.


  "I want Aes Lugh. I want a kingdom for my people. I want to free them from Arianrood's embrace. This I want. But I came as an ally; I will do what the council decides." She sat down hard, her scabbard clinking against the stone seat.


  "We could, with the elves' help, take back the mountains of Tivulic," Tara Brightblade said. She was a tall woman with thick, dark tresses. Her hand constantly fluttered against her sword hilt, as if for assurance.


  "And, my lord--" For the first time the Duchess of Conlai spoke. Though she was old, her face lined, she sat straight and bore the weight of her war armor with no sign of discomfort. "--you forget there is still the royal fleet. I could with my mariners establish a beachhead in the south, and draw some of the enemy's might away from the mountains."


  "And if," Anlon spoke, "the dragon fell, unless the enemy brought more of their leaders to the battleground, we could take the mountains back."


  "And," Kevin said excitedly, "we could then use them as a bastion from which to attack the south and free the people there."


  "Some of the people," Bran, the Earl of Althon added.


  "Perhaps even Scaga could be reclaimed," Fin said quietly.


  "Yes, with the powers we have we could do it, though it would be hard fighting." The maker's voice was oddly sad. The humans continued on excitedly for some time, even Cormac joining them. As the plans were fleshed out all realized there was a chance, a real chance, to reverse the losses of the previous spring and summer and hit the enemy hard. But the other elf lords said nothing, and Mearead and Donal just listened. Finally, Donal spoke up.


  "It's not enough," he said. The others quieted down at that. "Even if we succeed we can hardly invade the Dark Siegn. The rest of the south will still be held by the enemy. Next year it will be even harder to dislodge the siege of the Crystal Falls, and I think Aes Lugh will be lost to us permanently."


  "No," Mearead emphasized, "it is not enough. We can free Tolath and lose Aes Lugh and the Crystal Falls, or we can free them and lose the empire. Either way we are doomed." The dwarf s voice fell at the last word and the chamber reverberated with his chilling appraisal. But it was Niall who saw that the dwarfs eyes were still bright and that Donal Longsword had a half smile on his face. Niall turned to Fin; the warlord was looking at the map, carefully stroking his red beard with one hand. He, too, was smiling and both Cucullin and Ceallac looked pleased. Niall surprised himself and everyone else when be began to laugh.


  "Oh aye, I see it now, you short little rogue," he said between laughs. "Oh no, not one or the other, my lords and ladies, not this one or that one. Na, na, the little devil dreams bigger than that." Niall walked down to where Donal and Mearead stood, both smiling at him. The general stood in front of his warlord. "Oh, fine, just stand there beaming, you ruddy giant." For even Niall was towered over by Donal Longsword. "You probably figured this out weeks ago."


  "No other choice, General," Donal answered, "though I admit the addition of Maeve and her army helps considerably."


  "I'm glad you're all so pleased with yourselves," Kevin interrupted, "but how about letting the rest of us in on the secret." He glared at the three. "My lords," he added.


  "Of course." It was the duchess who spoke. "Not one plan or the other, but both."


  "One grand throw," Niall continued, "all or nothing."


  "We either lose the war before winter is out," Crohan, the young Baron of Mathia, said, "or we change the strategic situation totally."


  "I love it," Fin said, a little annoyed with himself that he hadn't seen Donal's plan earlier. "It's madness. No chance in hell. Exactly what we need."


  "It will work," Ceallac said. "We have powers to bear; the enemy does not. It will work."


  "Because it must," Cucullin finished for him.


  ****


  


  It took the rest of the afternoon to decide the final plans. With Maeve would go the High Prince Cucullin and the Shee Dermot. They would add to their force another two thousand of the elves stationed in Tolan, also a thousand human horse, two hundred of the Green Branch knights, and a force from each of the three branches of the Stalkers. The monks would be led by the destroyer and Brownen, the huntress. Kevin, the duke of Tinnafar, would lead the humans and Donal Longsword would be the warlord of the host, for he more than any other knew Aes Lugh. 


   It was then that Margawt spoke for the first and only time in the council. All heads turned to face him, some hearing his voice for the first time.


  "I will go to Aes Lugh," he said, looking at the floor, "for that land was once as fair as any and Arianrood's poison must be withdrawn." He did not add that he had another reason for going, for he could not face the camps in the south; the outrage they burned in him was more than he could hear.


  It was then decided that Ceallac would lead an army to the south. It would be made up of all the six thousand remaining elves and some thirty thousand human warriors. With him would go Cormac, Niall, and Bran, Earl of Althon. To offset the power of the dragon would go Lord Anlon and Mearead. The dwarf king did not wish to go, but he had no choice. His help was needed and although the blood price pained in him, Arianrood would have to wait. So, too, would it be up to others to free his people, for the mountains of Tivulic were riddled with dwarven caves and there was the lair of the dragon. Only Mearead could find them.


  With this force the allies would move south and link up there with the Archduke Mannon and his warriors, attack the mountains, seek to destroy the dragon, and capture the dwarven caves.


  The Duchess of Conlai and Baron of Mathia would lead what was left of the empire's fleet and what warriors they could to force a foothold in the south and harass the enemy. Hopefully, this would force the Dark Ones to withdraw some forces from the mountains. With them would go Tara Brightblade and the last two hundred knights of the Green Branch.


  And to Fin was left perhaps the hardest task of all. With little more than twenty thousand troops, he must not only hold the enemy at bay from Comar to the Borderlands, but also convince the enemy that it was he who was leading the main attack. To that end Donal and Maeve's army would first move southwest to make the Dark Ones think they would attack there. Then they would turn into the swamps of the Devastation, hopefully concealing their presence till they came to the Borderlands.


  All knew that this might be their last chance, for this might be the only offensive they could mount for long years. It was now or never.


  


  C H A P T E R


  Five


  


  


  


  Donal Longsword sat in a near-empty room. On the oaken table before him lay a large pile of manuscripts. Besides the marble chair he sat in, the only other object in the room was a map of Tolan on the far wall. The warlord's great sword lay across the table, for he had sworn to never sheath it until it had pierced the heart of Arianrood. The stone door opened with a boom, and Mearead stood framed in the torch light from the corridor.


  "Don't you ever sleep?" he asked.


  "Sometimes," Donal answered quietly. Mearead marched up to the table and dropped a wine flask on it. He picked up a few of the sheets of paper and looked them over quickly.


  "Trell'dem?" he asked.


  "The emperor's contingency plans." Donal reached gratefully for the flask. "The man was a genius. He had spent years figuring out every possible invasion route and a hundred different responses."


  "Including recapturing the Tivulic mountains?"


  "Yes, but he didn't know of the dwarven caves there." Donal took a long swig of the wine. Mearead waited patiently for the warlord to continue. Donal put the flask down and looked at the dwarven king. "This is the room that Trell'dem was murdered in."


  "Oh, great," the dwarf answered, "kind of a gloomy place to be at three in the morning, don't you think?"


  


  "Should be." Donal shrugged his large shoulders. "But for some reason I like it. I feel him here. His confidence, his defiance. I think losing him might have been our greatest loss." Mearead grimaced at that. The dwarf lifted himself up on the table and sat down, swinging his short legs over the side.


  "You're not doing so bad, lad," he said, but Donal did not answer and looked away. "Tell the truth, Donal." Mearead picked up the flask and drank deep. "You've known for a long time that what we are doing now we had to do sooner or later."


  "Yes." Donal smiled. "Lonnlarcan and I figured that out last spring."


  "Well, there you go, boy. It wasn't 'til the summer that I saw it." Mearead laughed. "And I'm no slouch when it comes to war myself, you know."


  "He was a genius, Mearead," Donald said, "a military genius. If he had been here, we would not be in the situation we are."


  "Maybe and maybe not." Mearead answered. "But in strategic planning, you're his match, and maybe I am too. Tactically, Fin and Niall are as good as you get, and you're not bad in that department either. When Ceallac puts his mind to it he can be brilliant, and Cucullin, well, he's Cucullin. It's Lonnlarcan we really need." Donal raised his eyebrow and searched the other's face.


  "It's true," Mearead continued. "Lonnlarcan is the greatest of those left. He could have rallied everybody behind his banner. The enemy was wise to weaken the Ard Riegh; he was their most dangerous threat."


  "And what of you, King Mearead," Donal answered. "You in your own words are no slouch." Mearead laughed.


  "Son, if I had thirty thousand dwarves, I could take the mountains of Tivulic in two weeks. In two months I'd invade the Dark Siegn." Mearead looked away and sighed. "But I I don't have them, and I doubt I'll ever get them. The blood price eats at me, Donal; it chains me and blinds me with visions of death. I can only quench the fire that burns me in Arianrood's blood, and it looks like that will be a while yet." The dwarfs dark eyes studied the map on the wall.


  "My sister Sorcha," he said, "she grows in power and leads the people ably, but even though the caves are once more ours, my people are incapable of breaking the siege that contains them. Even I could not defeat that army." He said no more and the two sat in silence for a while, trading the flask back and forth. Finally, Donal stood up and walked over to the map. He turned to face the dwarf.


  Mearead looked rather silly sitting on the table like a small human child. But his armor was bright and his dark eyes bitter. The dwarf king's beard was pure white and the wrinkles in his skin were etched deeply. That face, Donal thought, it is a map of the world's pain and of its strength. The warlord knew as long as Mearead lived there was hope for them all.


  "Mearead," he said aloud, "can you take the mountains of Tivulic? Can you defeat the dragon?" Mearead looked down at the empty flask on his lap. Though it was Ceallac who would lead the army and there were many others who must contribute in order for there to be a chance and even though Anlon was a demigod, the dwarven king understood the half-elven. Mearead knew, had known since the dragon rose, since he had learned of the dwarven caves in the south, that this was his battle. It was he who must win it.


  "I can, lad," he said quickly, "goddess help me, but I will." Donal nodded and turned to face the map.


  "Then I must retake Aes Lugh and free the dwarves of the Crystal Falls," Donal said quietly. And it seemed to both that Trell'dem was truly there and the walls shook with the dead emperor's war cries.


  ****


  It was nearly a week before the two armies were ready to march. Messengers had been sent to all parts of the empire shifting all the troops south to the mountains. Donal's army left in a blaze of war homs in the middle of the night, heading southwest. Mearead, Ceallac, Anlon, and some of the elven troops allotted to them left at the same time. Bran, the Earl of Althon, rode to the east to meet the troops marshaled there and lead them to the war.


  So it was that Niall and Cormac led the march to the south the morning after Donal's departure. Behind them marched nine thousand on foot and a thousand on horse. The two rode side by side, the army following them like some many-footed leviathan. As the city slowly dwindled behind the two commanders, Cormac turned to Niall.


  "How long will it take us to reach our destination?" he asked. Niall faced the elf. Cormac was wearing black and silver mail with no surcoat. The elf's eyes were as purple as his father's, but there was no knowledge to be read in them for the man.


  "Well, let's see now. We have good roads and weather is fine . . . nine days I'd say, my lord." The elf made no comment. "Now, I am supposing to one of the elder people, we humans move awfully damn slow." Cormac again did not answer but turned around and rode back to consult with his officers.


  "Oh aye, my lord," Niall murmured. "Forsooth and 'tis so, my lord. Indeed, Lord General. It is so, good knight. In truth, sir," the general snorted, "pretty they may be, but isn't it the truth that these bloody elves have the manners of a sod?"


  ****


  And so it continued for the next days. Cormac spoke only to Niall when his duty demanded it; the rest of the time he kept to his officers. The other elves that followed him were more friendly with the humans and always quick to give a hand if their help was needed for anything. Some nights at camp one or more of the elves would sing--not for the humans necessarily, but still it was a rare treat for those who could hear the music. Having gotten more used to the elves during the long summer, Niall was not angered at their aloof ways, but he was ever the first to pass on a new elf joke making the rounds of the camp.


  The vanguard of the army finally crossed the borders of Ruegal, and that night Niall rode to a low hill. In the distance he could see the shadows of the great Tivulic mountains warring with the starlight, and he thought he could see the haze of light that the city gave off. In his right hand his finger massaged the ring he held there. The Ring of Mannon mac Lir, he thought. The maker had been able to find out that Mannon was a hero long ago, before the great migration of humans over the Tir Dium mountains. But that was all Niall knew of the previous owner of the ring, and no one really had any idea what power resided in the cool metal.


  It was a plain, silver band with a black star sapphire. Along the inner side were faint figures etched in some black metal. Niall could not really make out what they were except that one was of some sort of fish, and another of a man. The ring always felt cool to the touch, but if Niall held it long, he would feel a flush of warmth work up his arm from the metal. He was not afraid of whatever secrets the jewelry contained, but for some reason he could not put in words, he was loath to put it on.


  "Och, it's just a wee bit of metal," he told the night, but still he did not put the ring on. Something caught Niall's eye and he turned to see Cormac walking up the hill toward him. "I wonder what 'His Lordship' wants of me now?" he said aloud.


  The elf came up beside Niall making no sound. Cormac looked even more unearthly than usual, his lean, muscled body was covered in armor that seemed to catch the starlight and reflect it off ten times as strong. Cormac was as beautiful as any of his people and Niall couldn't help but start when that purple gaze turned to regard him.


  "Human," Cormac said.


  "Elf," Niall answered, interrupting the other. For a minute Cormac seemed confused and then abruptly he laughed. It was not such a sound as any human could ever make, for it was jubilant and sad, quiet yet full of passion. It was, Niall thought, quite simply the most beautiful sound he had ever heard.


  "Forgive me, my lord general," Cormac said, his laughter gentling and then lost on the night wind. "I have been rude." Niall smiled; he could hardly help himself.


  "Now, my lord, what cretin has told you such a blatant lie?" he answered. The elf replied with a sad smile.


  "I have heard, my lord," Cormac continued, "that you are held in high esteem by my people." Niall had no answer to that; actually he was shocked. He had doubted the elves even knew of him except as another coarse mortal. Except for Dermot, of course, and that thought surprised him most of all.


  "My lord, did you know my father?" And Cormac looked away at that.


  "I'm--I'm sorry, General." Niall stumbled over his words. "I only saw him briefly and never spoke with him." Cormac bowed his head. The elf's blond hair was long and covered his features.


  "I longed to go with the High Prince Cucullin." Cormac's voice was so soft it was hard for Niall to hear the elf's words. "The prince seeks vengeance on the Undead Lord. For over a hundred years has he sought to destroy the demon prince and it is said that in this war his quest will be fulfilled." For a moment the elf said no more, and Niall just waited patiently.


  "Apkieran destroyed the Lord Cucullin's father in the Dark Siegn war. He ripped Lord Kiernan's soul from his body and shredded it, annihilating the prince. Kiernan is lost to all time, all things, as no elf has ever been. It is a horrific sin that the Undead Lord has committed. Cucullin will see he is punished." Niall had to move closer to catch everything Cormac said, for the elf's voice grew soft and softer still.


  "My father Cainhill," Cormac sighed. "He was one of our great warlords, a match to anyone save the greatest. Do you know of his death?"


  "I know," Niall answered. Though he sought to be kind, his voice was harsh and loud.


  "He was corrupted," Cormac continued as if Niall had said nothing. "His soul was blackened and he committed the greatest desecration that any of the elven kind have ever done."


  "I'm sure, lord, that it is not as bad as all that," Niall said. "He was bitten by Apkieran and he was--"


  "He was corrupted!" Cormac shouted. Niall stepped back at the vehemence in the elf's voice, but still Cormac did not look up. "My father did not die nobly as Cucullin's. His fate should have been Kiernan's, but justice is only a word."


  Finally, the elf looked up. His face shone with a light like a bright star, but his eyes burned nearly red.


  "It is the shame not just of my family, but of the whole elven race, for he was corrupted." Cormac turned to Niall, and to the human it was like looking in the face of some old god of fury and storms. "Cucullin will find Apkieran, and the Undead Lord will fall. But Lord Kiernan's soul is gone for all time and my father's rots in some unnamed hell." Cormac took a deep breath and his gaze turned to the mountains in the south.


  "If I or my people seem to be aloof, my lord, we have burdens you could not know." Niall watched the elf but his eyes that had been filled with sympathy turned hard. It was a moment Niall recognized from the songs and ballads he had grown up on, from the great tales of elder days. It was quite enough, he thought.


  "Humans," he said, and he did not care if his voice was rough, "know something of pain." Cormac turned to him. The light was gone from the elf's face, but his eyes still burned.


  


  "The Caves of Meaglin," the elf answered, "are in a land no human could find. There the cries and tears of the whole elven race are ever fresh. There my people sometimes go, when they have despaired. There they go to die." He looked away from Niall. "There my mother weeps for the fall of Cainhill, Warlord of Cather-na-nog."


  "My mother was captured by goblin raiders, ten years ago," Niall replied. "We never found her. My father does not cry; he is Archduke of the empire, lord of the Clan Ruegal. Nae, my father does not cry, but he sleeps alone and I think his throne is a cold place." Once more the elf turned to Niall. He saw something that surprised him, for the human was covered with a bright aura, an aura that spoke of many things, but mainly of strength. A pulsing light came from Niall's closed right fist, and there was knowledge written in that sight that Cormac knew he could never read.


  "What I'm saying to you, Lord Cormac," Niall said, "is your father is a man to be pitied and a man to be mourned. There's no nobility in a son hating his father, no matter how well deserved."


  "And I thought to teach you something this night, Lord General," the elf answered. "But it is I who have learned." Niall pursed his lips for a moment then he opened his hand to show the ring that lay there. It did not glow; it didn't do anything but lie there. Niall carefully placed the ring in a pouch at his belt. He held his hand out and the elf lord grasped it.


  "Call me Niall," he said.


  "And I am Cormac," came the answer. For a moment the two held the grasp, then let go. Niall looked up at the stars.


  "In a few days we will be in Ruegal Keep, Cormac," he said. "Then I shall put this ring on. I would ask a favor of you. I would ask if you will be there when I do."


  "I will."


  "Aye, and I thank you for it." Niall smiled at the elf. "And what do you say we find a bit of wine? We have a long war ahead of us and I have a dragon to find and that black bugger owes me."


  ****


  Fifty miles away from the two generals, Mannon, Archduke of Ruegal, stood alone on a tower of his mighty fortress. The wind was strong from the mountains and it whipped his graying hair about his face. The archduke's face was strong and proud, and his eyes were the eyes of a hunter. But this night his skin was pale and his eyes were red-rimmed.


  "Guenivive," he called to the night. "Guenivive, can you not hear me, lass?" For a moment the only answer to his cries was the howl of wind about the battlements. There were powers in that wind, dark things and creatures of old sadness and lost pains. But the archduke could not see them or hear them and he continued to call.


  "I am here, my lord," a gentle voice answered. Mannon turned around to face the apparition behind him. She was as she had been when they had first met: a young girl of sixteen, full of the promise of her womanhood to come. She stood naked to the wind, but it did not chill her. And if her pale flesh glowed with a light that no mortal ever bore, the man blinded himself to it.


  "Guenivive," he whispered and he held her tight. Her skin was soft, soft as ever he could remember it. There was still baby fat beneath that smooth skin, and her hair was silver blond. He had lost her when she was thirty-eight, but ten years can do many things to a man's memory.


  She was warm, though he always thought on these moonless nights when she came that she should be cold, cold as. . . but that was not a thought he gave room to.


  "Tell me you're all right, my heart," he murmured into her ear. "Tell me they have not hurt you, sweet Guenivive." She held him as tight as he did her, but her eyes watched the stars. And there was no passion to be read there.


  "I am as you see me, my lord," she answered.


  "Tell me, lass, tell me you've come back for good now. Ah, gods, tell me you'll stay."


  "I can tell you that, my lord, but I cannot make it so." And he stood back and held her at arm's length, but she would not meet his searching eyes.


  "Then, lass," he said harshly, "I will make it so. I will free you from this devil game and bring you home."


  "No mortal, my lord, not even you, may break the bonds that hold me." And with that his strength was ripped from him. He fell to his knees and held her about the legs and he began to sob. It was a sight none of his people would believe that the archduke would collapse so. But she who was there turned from his sorrow and looked to the mountains that overshadowed the great city.


  From the highest of the mountains a small red light could be seen and it moved. Three times the light went about the mountain's sharp peak then it disappeared. Once more she saw it; this time it was much lower and it seemed to grow larger as if it moved toward her, then it was extinguished again. And at last she smiled, but there was no happiness in it.


  


  "I must go, my lord," she said.


  "Nay, lass, nay, do not leave me so."


  "Remember your promises, my lord, and maybe one day I will be freed." And with that she was gone, leaving the man collapsed on the cold stone, his hands grasping feebly in front of him.


  "Guenivive," he moaned, "Guenivive." But there was only the wind to answer him.


  


  C H A P T E R


  Six


  


  


  


  


  


  The army of Aes Lugh moved swiftly and silently through the night. Wrapped in a concealing magic of the elves, no creature was aware of the army's passage. The humans and their mounts were near exhaustion as both valiantly tried to keep up with the furious pace of the elven steeds, and even though the elder magic buoyed and supported horse and rider, the ride was beginning to take its toll.


  The army had fought its first engagement two days out of Tolan deep in the ancient wood of Ettorro. There the elves and their allies had virtually wiped out a small army of goblins that they had caught unawares. Now ten days later, the riders were close to the borders of the Devastation.


  It was essential to the allies' plan that their enemies not know of the army's passage. Donal had left a thousand elves, supported by some hundred monks of the huntress, in the wood of Ettorro. It was this small force's job to convince the enemy that the army was still in the woods preparing for an attack to the south.


  The elves exhausted themselves using all their magic to hide the army, and even Margawt claimed that he would be hard-pressed to follow the trail that was being left. It was hoped by the leaders that in the vast swamps of the Devastation all trace of the allies would be lost, and that the army could come to the north of the Borderlands unheralded.


  Margawt ran ahead of the vanguard, his feet leaving no marks in the ground that he raced over. It was the marvel of the army that the Morigu refused to ride any steed and yet he easily kept up with the bruising pace. He never seemed to get tired.


  To Margawt the long race of the last week and a half had been a time of real freedom. Each step took him farther from the agony in the south and the constant cries of need and pain of the earth things. There were many places of wrongness in the land now, but nothing could match the madness that the south of the empire was enduring. The Dark Ones were killing all life there, except for livestock, and even the animals the enemy fed on were butchered in the most painful ways possible. It was beyond evil, beyond destruction, beyond insanity. And Margawt was the Morigunamachamain and even a thousand miles away he heard every plea for mercy, every cry of pain, every death.


  So it was that the Morigu added his howl to the cacophony that always rang in his ears, for he felt the earth weeping once more. Margawt skidded to a stop and with a moan knelt down, placing his hands to the earth.


  It was not far ahead, the place of pain. There seemed to be no life, just the slow crackle of blood drying on the earth. Margawt extended his senses through the ground; his magic spread outward from him like the ripples of a pond when a stone is cast in its center. The power continued, then lapped upon an obstacle like a hard rock in the water. But it wasn't a rock. It was death. An area of the earth, dead. Rock and soul, root and vine, creatures above and below--all dead. All that was left was the hollow sound of a thousand dying shouts. It brought pain to Margawt, physical pain, as if his hands were immersed in molten lead. The pain stripped him of skin, of muscle, of bone, of thought, of mind, of emotion. It left him only one thing: need.


  Need for the blood of the desecraters.


  ****


  Margawt walked beside Donal's horse, and the two entered the town together. Around them, the warriors of the army of Aes Lugh spread out to seek survivors. The town of Cienster had never been an overly prosperous place, not by the standards of the empire of Tolath, but its people had been hardy and brave; this close to the swamps of the Devastation they had to be. Most of the warriors of Cienster had been with the regular army when the attackers came and the small garrison that was left was no match for the enemy. So the people of Cienster had taken up what weapons they had, even if those weapons were only a shovel or a butcher's knife and they fought to the bitter end. They paid the price for their courage.


  The Morigu and the warlord were both speechless at what lay about them". They slowly picked their way through the main street, its cobblestones black with the blood of the people of Cienster. The inhabitants were still there, or at least their corpses were. They hung on great poles where they had been crucified--man, woman, and child. They lay curled in the middle of the street, or pinned to the walls of the two-story homes, or piled in great tangles of naked death.


  The walls were broken in many places, and many of the homes and buildings still sullenly burned. The small castle at the town's edge was nothing more than a gutted shell. Even the fountains had been broken and the water poisoned with rotted corpses. But the worst, worse than the sights or the terrible smell of carrion and charred flesh, the worst to Donal Longsword was the silence.


  His horse's hooves clopped on the cobblestone, the sound echoing weirdly about him. A few crows cawed to the sickly moon, but nothing else. No barks of dogs, or cries for help; no nothing, just a hollow, empty silence.


  Ahead a small grove of trees had been chopped down; about the stumps lay nearly a hundred human corpses and twice that number of goblins. The fighting here had been vicious, neither side giving way. Donal remembered that Bronwen had told him that in Cienster there was a grove of oak trees sacred to the Hunter. The people had fought hard to protect their shrine. The warlord dismounted and walked over to the corpses. There wasn't one, human or otherwise, that didn't show signs of mutilation. Many seemed to have been gnawed on, like a hungry dog chewing on a bone. Donal had seen many horrors during the war, but nothing like this gray, silent town.


  "It is like this in the south of the empire," Margawt said quietly. Donal spun to face the Morigu behind him. The sound of a voice was jarring in this place, but even more startling was the fact that Margawt spoke. The Morigu rarely said anything and when he did talk the warlord was always surprised by the richness of that voice, and the sorrow in it.


  "The whole south is like this," Margawt continued, his black eyes searching the faces of the dead as if he could read something in their blank faces.


  "They kill everything--animal, vegetable--it doesn't matter. They only keep alive just what they need to feed themselves. The rest die. They die by the hundreds, by the thousands, one by one. Always the Dark Ones seek to make each death as painful as possible, to stretch the agony as long as they can." Margawt knelt down, staring into the face of a dead warrior. He touched her long black hair, now stiff with blood, and he nodded as if in answer to a question.


  "Why?" Donal said. Though he was warlord, he asked.


  "Because it makes them happy," Margawt answered, his hands tracing the dead woman's profile gently. "Some it makes stronger. Evil thrives on destruction." He stood up and shrugged. "It isn't really their nature, it is simply the requirements of the path they have chosen. Half is madness, half is necessity for their continuance." The warlord towered over the Morigu and his elven eyes glowed in the dark. They stood, the two of them, knee-deep in corpses, and stared at one another.


  "We will find who did this," Donal said slowly. "We will, make them pay." Margawt just nodded.


  


  "Many must die for this." And the two said no more but turned to see the rest of the decomposing corpse that was once the town of Cienster.


  ****


  It didn't take long for the hunters to find their prey: two thousand goblins led by a minor demon and a great goblin lord. The army of Aes Lugh picked at the fringes of Dark Ones, pushing and prodding the mass of the ravagers of Cienster into an empty plain. There the humans and elves surrounded their prey and at daylight's opening they attacked.


  It wasn't a battle as much as a massacre. The Dark Ones had nothing to match the power of the elves and the heroes that led the army of Aes Lugh. The demon fell to Donal, and the goblin lord to the destroyer. Cucullin was a bright, flame that burned everything in its path, Bronwen a cat among mice, and Dermot's magic tore through the Dark Ones like a black tornado. Fergus and his queen sliced through the enemy; Kevin's sword was stained red as he rode with them. And the Morigu, the Morigu raged through the goblin lines like an ancient god of war and nothing that day could have stood before him and lived.


  The goblins could not hold ranks but tried desperately to break the noose that held them. As always the Dark Ones fought bravely, but they had no chance, none at all.


  It was over in a matter of hours, the plain black with the dead. The army of Aes Lugh lost only a handful, the Dark Ones everything. Donal Longsword stood in the middle of the field carefully wiping his blade. Margawt came up to him and once more the two stood facing one another, standing in a pile of corpses. But this time, Donal thought, the right corpses.


  "They had scouts," Margawt said. He was covered with drying blood. Everywhere it caked him; even his hair was thick with it. Donal thought of the dead warrior that Margawt had so tenderly touched not so long ago, of how her hair had been, as the Morigu's now was: stiff with blood. And the warlord knew that Margawt had made a promise to that poor dead woman.


  "I wonder what her name was," he said aloud.


  "Who?"


  "The woman at the grove in Cienster." Donal looked away from the Morigu. Margawt's face was covered with a layer of dried blood and the half-elven could not meet those black eyes staring from the gruesome mask. "The woman who you touched."


  "Her name was Tael Golan," Margawt answered. "She was twenty-four years old. She saw the goblins tear her three-year-old in half, and her husband died with an arrow in his groin. She killed three goblins before she died among the trees and five before that; she wounded nearly twenty. Tael Colan was the best swordsman in Cienster. She was choking a goblin when the spear severed her spine. There wasn't much physical pain when she died, but her death cry will echo in the town of Cienster for a thousand years." Donal could not believe what he was hearing. He spun around and looked down at Margawt.


  "How could you know?" he said incredulously.


  "I know all the dead," came the quiet answer.


  The warlord had no answer for that. Donal was half-elven and would never die of old age. He had lived for a hundred eighteen years and to him Margawt was little more than a toddler. It was too much to bear, to face Margawt as he truly was, and now Donal understood why the elves avoided the Morigu as much as possible.


  "Margawt--" he said, but the Morigu interrupted.


  "They had scouts," he said. For a moment Donal was confused by this shift of direction. Finally, he answered.


  "I know."


  "They must die." Margawt licked a cut on his hand, the blood thick on his tongue. Donal watched a moment in fascination, then he shook his head as if to shoo away an insect.


  "I think there's been enough death today," he answered.


  "NO!" Margawt shouted, and for a moment Donal thought the Morigu might attack him. "There will never be enough! Never!" And with that he spun away from the warlord and ran off. Margawt could no longer take the pity in the gray eyes of the half-elven. No longer take the gentleness there and the memory of horrors that washed over that gaze but never left a stain. He ran drawing his sword, for the earth still cried its outrage and there were scouts out there, and he would hunt, because it was the only thing he could do, and the only way he knew to make it right again.


  ****


  So it was that Margawt wasn't there when they brought the woman into the camp of the army of Aes Lugh. They had found her some miles to the south of Cienster wandering along a small stream. She was naked and badly bruised. Her thighs were covered in blood and she held a notched ax head in her hands. It was an elven scout who found her, and she was quiet, entranced by his beauty, but when he brought her back to camp she tried to kill the first human she saw and her screams woke the whole army.


  She would not speak of what had happened to her, so it was Dermot who read the memories the woman could not face. Her name, Dermot learned, was Manwyn O'Shea and she was the daughter of a local farmer. She had escaped the pillage of Cienster through the sewer systems but had been caught deep in the clay sewer lines by three goblins. They raped her repeatedly, pushing her head under the foul water. Two had left and the third amused himself by cutting off the fingers of her left hand. But she killed the goblin with a blow to the head with the ax head she had carried from the fight above. Then she had wandered until the scout had found her. Manwyn O'Shea was two months short of her sixteenth birthday and though once she had been a pretty little girl, her broken nose and knife-scarred face held no hope of beauty anymore.


  After Dermot told Donal and Cucullin the tale, she left the command tent and for the first time in her life, she vomited.


  After Manwyn had rested, Donal had her brought to his tent. He gently explained he would send her back to Tolan with a strong guard. There she would be cared for. The woman spat in his face.


  "I won't go back," she said. "It's just another city, a city with walls to trap you in. I won't go!"


  "What would you wish, Lady?" Cucullin asked. She turned to him and her eyes grew a little less hard at his beauty, but only a little.


  "You have an army and you'll go and kill more of them. I want to go with you and kill more of them." Donal carefully wiped the spittle from his face and tried hard to think of how he could explain to her that she couldn't go with them. Just then the tent flap opened and the destroyer walked in.


  "My lords," he started, but he didn't have time to finish his sentence when Manwyn turned on him with a cry and tried to bash his head in with her ax head. Even Dermot hadn't been able to get the girl to let go of the pathetic weapon. The destroyer smoothly disarmed her and held her till Cucullin took the woman into his arms.


  "Hush, Lady," he said softly and under his gentle gaze her screams slowly ebbed, though she shook and would not look at the destroyer. The Stalker master looked at Donal trying to understand what it was he had done that had provoked the woman so.


  "It's your mask, I think," Donal said and the destroyer nodded his head. He turned to the woman who still would not look at him, though he did not move closer to her.


  "Lady," he said, but his voice was harsh, "I am the destroyer, priest of the Hunter. It is my power to defeat any living thing. I am the embodiment of the killer in all living things. My face is hidden that no one may know me or my weaknesses. No living creature has seen my face in twenty years." Then he slowly turned his back and lifted the mask from his face. His hair was thin and cut close to the head. Gently, Cucullin turned Manwyn so she faced the destroyer.


  "My name is Conan mac Fane," he said. Even Cucullin was surprised by the destroyer's features. He was not a young man and the wrinkles in his face were deep. His nose was once straight but had obviously been broken many times, and a scar was all that remained of his right ear. But the cheekbones were high, and the chin strong and cleft, and the Stalker master's eyes were a soft brown. Cucullin realized that Conan mac Fane was once an abnormally handsome man and his face looked to the elf to be one more of a healer's than a warrior's. Conan smiled and his eyes were bright with unshed tears.


  "I had a daughter; her name was Bridget. I left her and her mother many years ago to pledge to my god." He sighed. "She was a sweet girl and laughed a lot, I remember. I left the day after her sixteenth birthday." He took a step toward Cucullin, and the girl Manwyn just stared at him.


  "The god is hard, young Manwyn," he said, "but I had the sight and my ancestors spoke to me. I knew something was coming and I was needed." He shrugged. "I had no idea, no one did, what was waiting for the land, but men have their role to play too and we all must sacrifice." He held out his hand.


  "Come with me, Manwyn O'Shea, and I will take you as one of my monks. I will teach you to kill not in revenge, little one, but in necessity. We are like the rats now and we are cornered and we must fight or die." And Manwyn reached for his hand.


  "Who is this?" a voice said. And all turned to see Margawt standing at the entrance. None had heard him enter. No one knew how long he had stood there. He felt Cucullin's and Donal's anger at him and the destroyer's hand went to his sword, for the Morigu was not meant to see the face of Conan mac Fane. Margawt felt all that, but one thing more, the thing that had drawn him here. It had come as a surprise to him, for he had just returned from the hunt, but he saw his prey was not all captured.


  For while the others saw the girl's pain and pitied her, Margawt alone saw her soul. She had been, even at her age, heading down the path of corruption, though that was mainly the fault of her drunken father. But what she had endured was beyond anything sanity could bear; it had not so much broken her as bent her. And Margawt knew one other thing, the thing that Manwyn had hidden even from Dermot, for the young girl had drunk the blood of the dead goblin as he floated there, bumping against her knees in the foul water of the sewers of Cienster.


  Margawt's sword flashed out.


  "She is wrong, she must die," he said. And only Donal caught the hesitancy in the voice. But Cucullin was nearly as fast as the Morigu and he leapt in front of the woman and Conan mac Fane drew his longsword in one hand and his shortsword in the other. And then he attacked.


  Cucullin pulled the girl to the corner while the Morigunamachamain and the destroyer danced among their flashing blades. Donal lifted his own weapon, but he was unsure what to do with it. Meanwhile, the two warriors' weapons sparked from the force of their blows.


  


  Margawt quickly realized that Conan was the best swordsman he had ever faced, and though the goddess had given the Morigu the knowledge of all the ways of the sword, and though he was faster than all living things and the strength of the earth herself was his, he was afraid it would not be enough. The Stalker master was fighting with all the skill any man had ever had and his strength and speed were nothing less than inspired. Margawt knew he would probably have to kill the man to get to the girl, but he could not do that.


  There were many things in the destroyer that Margawt's magic could taste and not all were good. There was the smell of blood there, and the knowledge of a thousand ways to bring death. There was a little madness and a throb of guilt. There was fierce pride and a terrible anger. But it was not enough. It was close, but not enough, and Margawt could not kill something that was not wrong. He could not.


  He leapt back from the flashing blades and sheathed his own. Nearly did Conan make the final thrust, but at the last second he pulled back. He stood still, but he did not sheath his blades.


  "Margawt!" Donal shouted.


  "I'll kill you if you try to hurt her," Conan hissed.


  "She is wrong," he answered the two of them.


  "Morigunamachamain," Cucullin said and the power behind his voice was like a whip, and Margawt nearly ducked his head at the sound of that name. "Whatever you see in this girl, whatever your senses tell you, you will leave her in peace." And Cucullin's form shimmered. He was High Prince of the Elves of Cather-na-nog and in that moment he reminded all there of it.


  "It would be murder, Morigu, murder, and it would do more harm to the world." And that was the hardest blow. Margawt searched the prince's face, but Cucullin wasn't looking at him. His gray eyes turned to the destroyer, and Margawt understood. The Stalker master wasn't evil, though he was further bent than Cainhill had been. But Margawt realized there was no point in telling the others that. If Margawt killed the girl, he would have to kill Conan first, and probably Cucullin and Donal too. And if he waited to do it another time, then the Stalker master would come looking for Margawt. 


  "Murder?" he said.


  "She has no chance against you, Morigu," the prince answered. And Margawt bent his head at that, for how many had he hunted that had a chance against him? And his hunts always ended in one thing: death.


  He turned and ran from the tent, leaving the others far behind as he raced through the camp howling like a wounded animal. It tore and tore, for how could he say all that needed to be said? How could he explain that which words had never been meant to shape?


  "Murder?" he cried in a great voice. But there was none to answer him. But it seemed to the Morigu that he heard something on the wind, a recognition of his pain, if not an answer. It was faint and not really in this world at all. But it sounded very much like laughter. Cold, hard, maniacal laughter.


  


  C H A P T E R


  Seven


  


  


  


  Even as the army of Ruegal slaughtered the destroyers of Cienster, the leaders of the southern army of Tolath met in the great hall of Ruegal Keep. Mannon, Archduke of Ruegal, Warlord of the East, sat on his red-marbled throne. On the steps of the dais stood his eldest son, Shiel, warlord of the clan of Ruegal. Ringed about the front of the throne were the other leaders of the army, each sitting in a hand-carved oaken chair. In the middle sat Ceallac, cousin of the Ard Riegh Lonnlarcan and chosen warlord of the whole southern army. Next to him was Cormac, son of Cainhill; Bran, Earl of Althon; and Niall, son of Mannon; the generals of the army. Mearead, King of the dwarves of the Crystal Falls, sat a little apart from the others as he was first in rank of all there. Only Anlon the unicorn was missing, for he hunted the mountains of Tivulic seeking to track down the lair of the great dragon Cuir re Duriche.


  As had become the case in this war the lower-echelon officers of the army were not allowed in strategy meetings, for treachery was a real threat that had to be averted at all costs. So, too, was it the habit of all the leaders of the alliance that whenever they met, they were encased in magic, so that the enemy might hear no word of what was spoken in council.


  It was Mannon who, as lord of this citadel, was the chairman of the group and it was he who opened up the session.


  "My lords," he said, his voice weary and harsh, "before we decide specifics of what our next actions shall be, I have news from Lord Donal." The archduke reached for his goblet of wine with a shaky hand and Niall turned from that sight, for his father had once been a man of strength and determination. But it was apparent to the young general that over the last month his father had deteriorated physically, if not mentally.


  "First, the army of Ruegal has retaken the woods of Ettorro and left a small force there to harry the enemy. " Mannon recited the directive word for word in a monotone that gave no hint  of his  brogue. "Second, the army will move into the swamps of the Desolation in two days' time. And third"--the archduke took a small sip of wine then put down his goblet, heedless of a small red drop of wine meandering down his chin--"all the people of the empire--man, woman, or child-- who can, shall be given weapons and trained in their use. A militia of at least twenty percent of the population of each village, town, or city will be immediately formed and trained by regular units of the army. Said militia and any who can bear arms in case of attack are to fight the enemy to the best of their ability. If victory cannot be attained and retreat is impossible then any beleaguered force is to fight to the death, and under no circumstances are they to surrender. Furthermore, any and all refugees will be repatriated to a new location where the people will make their home. They are not to leave these places, unless ordered by military authority." Mannon took deep breath. "In other words, my lords, Donal Longsword has ordered the full mobilization of the population of the empire, and henceforth all decisions shall be made by the military government."


  To the elves this seemed another confusing human law that meant little to them. For in wartime all elves fight willingly for their lord. Mearead, too, could not see the significance of the order; dwarves were born half artist, half warrior. But to the humans it came as something of a shock.


  That it was necessary none doubted, not as more reports from the south filtered in. It was a war of genocide and all must fight. Still, the empire of Tolath was not a true empire, nor a real feudalistic society. There were two classes, true: the title nobility, which held hereditary power, and the rest of the population. But there were no serfs or peasants in Tolath. The empire was rich in resources and there were no real poor. Rules of the provinces was the right and duty of the nobility, but there were severe restraints on their power. All were subject to the courts of the land, where magic made the need of lawyers and jurist obsolete, for the truth spell was simple and easily learned. Where there was no real material want, there was little crime. Where all had access to fair justice, there was little abuse. And above all stood the emperor, who was the final arbitrator in most disputes, and the least of the society had access to him.  Also there were the knights of the Green Branch who owned no land and defended all in need of protection.


   But the emperor was dead, as were most who could do the least of magics, save for the monks of the Hunter god. The priesthood of Fealoth was disbanded and little spiritual direction and solace remained. The knights of the Green Branch had been sorely decimated in the first attacks and the survivors were off to war. Though there was no real threat of famine, many hoarded. Fear was a part of the fabric of the realm now, and people left their farms and villages and flocked to the north, in hopes of escaping the ravages of war. And small groups of bandits appeared, made up from the deserters of the army. They had become the scourge and shame of the empire.


  Some clans tried to withhold their warriors to protect their own, and more times than any liked to remember, force had to be threatened. Niall himself had hung a small clan lord, who would not meet his obligations. Plus the rifts in the armies had begun  to appear: Nearly half the warriors owed allegiance to a lord, before the empire. And not all these lords were easy individuals to deal with. Under the pressures of the war, the benign rule of the few over the many had begun to splinter, and badly.


  The warlords had realized long ago that that was the enemy's intention; to break apart the empire into tiny kingdoms, and swallow them one by one. Donal's decree was an attempt to stop this, to hold the empire together. And it was for one more reason. None at the council in Ruegal had seen the devastation at Cienster, but Donal Longsword had and he had finally accepted what many had refused to. All must fight, because otherwise all would die. It was as simple as that.


  "Och, it had to come," Niall said, and Bran nodded in agreement. Mannon waited to see if there was any other comment, but no one said anything. He wondered if any there realized what this truly meant for the empire. If any but he could see that the old ways were dying a hard death. Then he looked into the gray eyes of his youngest son and sighed. 


  "One more bit of news, my lords," Mannon said. "The duchess of Conlai has sent an expeditionary force that has recaptured the southern coastal city of Wyth. She will transport her army there and attack the enemy's supply lines."


  "And what of the enemy?" Bran asked, though he, too, was quietly wondering what would be left of the empire when and if this war was over.


  


  "They are in some disarray." Surprisingly, it was Ceallac who spoke. The elven prince was getting somewhat annoyed with the humans. Ceallac could not ignore the emotional turmoil each of the men felt, though Mearead, as always, was unreadable to him. The prince had no patience to deal with the intricacies of human politics and fears.


  "They have moved much of their southern strength to Scaga," he continued, "in preparation, I think, to retake Ettorro. Our ruse there has seemingly worked; though I thought it wouldn't." The elf looked at Mannon and the archduke picked up his cue and continued.


  "Much of the enemy's forces around the Dudny river have been withdrawn and it seems the enemy is rebuilding its forces in the southeast, perhaps to counter the duchess." He shifted from the burden of Ceallac's eyes. "It seems, my lords, the devils are doing precisely as we wish for no reinforcements have been sent to the mountains. Now it is that they have only one army this side of the mountains: a strong force of nearly thirty thousand camped in what is left of the town of Tonith. It lies right against the mountains some three days' march from here. Though, in truth, they are fortifying the passes through the mountains."


  "We couldn't take the passes anyway," Bran said. "The rains will start soon, and snow will cover the passes in a month."


  


  "Aye." Shiel spoke for the first time. His voice was deeper than his brother's, and though Niall was taller, Shiel was the brawnier of the two. His long brown hair was worn in a braid, with two long sidelocks. His good looks were marred by a broken nose and an angry scar on his forehead. "A winter campaign will do no good in these bonnie mountains."


  "It doesn't matter," Ceallac answered. "We don't need the passes; we need the caves beneath them." At that everyone turned to Mearead. The dwarf gave a crooked smile in answer.


  "Well, well," he said, "we know they're there, because young Niall here has seen them and I found the entrance that he and his heroes escaped through." Mearead did not add that it was the dragon Cuir re Duriche that had led Niall and his men through the caves, though Cuir re Duriche used a simulacrum of magic that hosted his soul and was made to appear as a somewhat dim-witted magician. "But it's been blocked up. However, this army you're talking about isn't near any of the major passes and since the enemy is obviously planning to winter there, they must be using the old dwarven caves to bring in supplies. Beat that army and I promise you'll find the entrance to the mountains of Tivulic."


  "We have no time for delay. We must move quickly," Ceallac said, "unless the enemy retreats to the caves."


  "Aye, and that's just the point, isn't it?" Niall asked. "Why have they nae done it before now? They have to be aware of our troops mobilizing here. They haven't the strength to siege Ruegal, so why sit there, I ask you that?"


  "A trap," Bran muttered.


  "It doesn't matter." And Ceallac's voice was firm. "We have no choice. We can't leave that army there. We must take them and we must do it now." So it was decided. The army would move that night and in three days' time they would attack the enemy at Tonith.


  ****


  The watch was crying midnight when the soft tap came at Niall's chamber doors. He opened the door and was surprised to sec Cormac standing there.


  "How, by the blessed Moriarty, did you know?" he asked. In answer Cormac pointed at Niall's closed right fist. Slowly, the general opened his scarred hand to reveal the Ring of Mannon mac Lir lying there.


  "I felt your decision," Cormac said, "and I had promised to be here." Niall just nodded and moved to the side, so Cormac could enter the room. As the elf passed, Niall felt a slight tingling that raised the hair on his arms and he realized that Cormac had cast a spell about the room.


  Niall's chamber was not large, Cormac noted, but comfortable. In one corner lay the bed covered with furs. Above it lay the heraldic device of the Clan Ruegal, while the wall on the side was covered with a tapestry of some battle between human knights. The opposite wall was empty, save for a small glazed window. Across from the door was a large fireplace, where a roaring fire heated the room. Cormac smiled to see the two upholstered chairs angled to face the flames. On the mantel of the fireplace was a single portrait of a pretty human woman. Cormac walked over to it and studied the portrait for a moment. The likeness was certainly there, more in Niall than in his brother.


  "Your mother?" Cormac asked.


  "Aye." Niall moved next to the elf. Both were nearly the same height, though Cormac was a little taller. "It was my father's favorite painting of her." Niall didn't mention that before the painting had always hung in his father's room, but for several months now Mannon refused to allow any likenesses of his dead wife in the castle. For that reason he also refused to enter his son's room.


  "The artist was very good," Cormac said as Niall moved to the chair on the left and sat down, not looking at the painting. The artist had been good and lately the incredible likeness had begun to unsettle Niall, for he had few real memories of his mother. But Cormac saw in that painting the strength of the woman; it was in her eyes, in the set of her chin. A strength he saw in both the sons, but not the father.


  "Lonnlarcan always claimed that humans have the harshest burden of all the earth's children," the elf said to no one in particular as he sat in the other chair.


  For a moment the two sat in companionable silence, staring at the flames.


  "There is such a fascination for humans in the fire," Cormac continued, his eyes brighter than the flames. "I have always wondered at that."


  "Aye, that's true enough," Niall answered, "though I did nae know the elves dinna share it." He shifted in his chair, feeling the weight of the ring in his palm. At that moment the fire spat a spark and Niall grinned. "It is a marvelous thing: fire. It warms us, it molds our metals, allows us to make many a bonnie thing, and," he added in a lower voice, remembering the fires of Tolath, "it burns our homes, ravages our crops, kills us...,"


  "It's not the same to us," Cormac said. "We don't feel the cold as you do, though we sometimes use fire to cook. We make our weapons from the flames of magic, though we work the forge for other things. But it seems you humans are divided inside. You are like the flame: You can temper yourselves like a good sword, or you can burn all you care for." It was a harsh observation, Niall thought, but a true one. He thought that for Cormac the burden of his father's treachery must be truly great, for the traitors in the history of the elven kind could be counted on a single hand, unlike human history. Which made, he realized, the betrayal of Arianrood even more of a blow.


  "Some of the clans," Niall said to the fire, "have magic in their blood, like the people of Tinnafar."


  "They are close to our borders," Cormac answered. "Donal isn't the first of the half-elvens, though the only one I know living, and perhaps the greatest. The people of Tinnafar have some of the blood of the elven kind and are closer to the spirits of the world than other men." With a thought Cormac turned the flames blue. "Dammuth was from the northern clans." If Niall noticed the fire's changed color he did not comment on it.


  


  "The clan of Scaga now, they're known to have the Sight," Niall continued, "and all the knights of the Green Branch are taught some knowledge of magic. The priests of Fealoth were once great healers and they came from all parts of the land. The Duchess of Conlai has the Seasight as do many of her people." Niall turned to Cormac, the blue flame casting odd shadows on his face.


  "And?" Cormac asked.


  "And," Niall repeated, "and I dinna know of a single enchanter that ever had the blood of the clan of Ruegal." 


  "The ring frightens you."


  "Nae, not the ring." Niall bit his lip, still searching Cormac's face with his gray eyes. "But the magic. That makes no bloody sense." Niall slumped back in the chair. "What I mean is, well, today in the council I saw things, things that were not there."


  "Like what?"


  "Cobwebs, cobwebs in the corners, and strange shadows, and it seemed that my father's throne was nae red, but white, white like a corpse's skin."


  "And this you saw with the ring?"


  "Na, na, that's just it, I have the bloody thing in my pocket." Niall shrugged. "I dinna believe it was the ring, though I cannot say why."


  "You stood in the presence of the goddess," Cormac said. "You are mortal, such a manifestation was meant to change you."


  "Aye, there you have it, Cormac, there you have it." Niall stretched his legs out as if he was taking his ease, but his, muscles were tight. "Change, that's the real problem now, isn't it?"


  "I don't understand."


  "Well, it's like this. The goddess, bless Her name, told me the ring holds the power to unlock the secrets in your own soul and speed your progress to your ultimate destiny." He sighed. "Now, the truth is that that could mean a lot of things. But I think the lady meant that I could learn more, grasp more than I was meant to in this life."


  "If that is so, then it seems to me that it is a great gift for a mortal man."


  "Is it now?" Niall's hand closed about the ring. "The ring could make me more than I was meant to be. Oh aye, on the face of it, that seems a grand thing: more strength perhaps, more power, a weapon to use against our enemies. But"--Niall slid farther down his seat--"does it nae strike you as a blasphemy? A trick to fool fate, to upset the balance? A gain for my soul, that I have nae earned?"


  "That is all magic is," Cormac said, "or so it seems to me."


  "Na, na, magic is like a good blade, no good to anybody unless you learn the use of it, learn it through sweat and practice." He held the ring up, watching the odd flame reflect off the silver band. "But this--ah, this little jewel promises instant power. It's like a child being given a magic sword. He canna use it; only in a fairy tale would he be able to. More likely he'll chop his wee hand off with the thing." Cormac did not answer, for the man was confusing him. Magic was such a natural part of his environment that he could not follow such an argument. It was like discussing the dangers of breathing; it made no sense.


  "Don't you see, Cormac?" Niall whispered. "A magic sword, now that I could use and know how to. But a ring? A ring that will give you knowledge you're not meant by nature to have. Power, Cormac, power you aren't supposed to wield!" With a jerky motion Niall leapt up from the chair. He moved to the fire, the ring held gingerly in his thumb and finger and away from his body as if it held some evil influence he daren't get near. He held the ring out in front of Cormac's face.


  "Don't you see, Cormac? Isn't she doing to me what she did to that poor, loony Margawt?" Cormac's purple gaze focused on the ring. The blue light of the fire seemed to beat against the metal. He could see the rays hit the ring and bounce off, not deflected as they should be, for the light did not bend away but returned straight to the source. .It was the oddest thing he had ever seen in his life. And what Niall had said of the Morigu frightened the elf, for his sister was one of the Shee back in Cather-na-nog, and despite the fact that the goddess had said no more Morigunamachamain would be chosen, She was a willful goddess at times, and elves had no faith in the words of gods.


  "It is dangerous to deal with the Lords of the Bright World," Cormac answered, "for their hearts are hidden and their minds unfathomable, even, I think, to themselves. The goddess is mother to us all, but She is hard and She is cruel, and I do not trust Her." Niall opened his mouth as if to respond, then closed it with a snap. He drew himself up straight and tall and squared his shoulders.


  "You, my unworldly friend, are no bloody help at all." Cormac just shrugged and said no more.


  "Aye, I see. It's my choice and no other's." Niall took a deep breath. "Right, well, I suppose there is nae point in beating my head against the wall all night, is there? I'll do what I must. But before I put the damn thing on and perhaps lose my soul and sanity, there's one thing I've been meaning to tell someone for a long time." Niall turned his back to the elf and grabbed the mantel with his left hand. He held on tight, the warm stone hard beneath his grasp.


  "I'm tired, Cormac, tired so my bones ache and my muscles are like stones to me." Niall's head hung low and he rested his brow against the mantel. "I'm sick and tired of the bloody banners, and the noble speeches, and the bonnie war horns shaking the air in grand defiance. The empire is up to its neck in shit and blood, and a thousand corpses float in the black waste. Each day we become harder and dirtier and meaner. More than once I've had to stop my men from torturing some damned goblin. And I killed one of my own men, for he raped a lass--one bonnie bright day after battle. The shiny armor and flashing swords are all red with blood and notched from war, and we die by the thousands no matter how brave we are.


  "The horror is always there, Cormac mac Cainhill. The evil stalks us at night, with dreams and visions, with plagues and pestilence. The dead come back and they try to eat you, by the gods! The women abort their babies rather than offer one more life to the enemy's talons. The old hang themselves, because they are too slow to run." His hand closed on the stone convulsively. "I fear, oh, I fear, not the death, not the enemy, but us. I fear we become like them and if it doesn't end soon, neither man nor goblin will be naught but the same nasty beast in different clothing, and all the bright heroes a memory to be scorned." Niall turned around, his teeth clenched so tight the muscles of his jaw danced. His eyes were dry, for Niall, son of Mannon, had no tears to give.


  "I'll do what I must, Cormac, because I must, because if I don't someone else will have to and I never wanted to be a man that turned away." He bared his teeth as if in challenge to some enemy. "But before I do this thing, I want you to hear the oath of Niall Trollsbane!


  "Should I die or should I live, should I fall or should I fail, with all my power, all my strength, all my heart and all my desire I curse the murderers and the rapists, the destroyers and the power mad. I curse the sellers of souls and the annihilators of dreams. I curse those who have been and who will be followers of the black path. And I pledge by all that I am and might be and should be that I will hound them, hound their black and dirty souls from now unto eternity." He did not shout the words, he said them quietly, but with an authority in his voice that Cormac had never heard in mortal man. Slowly and deliberately, Niall went back to his chair and sat down. Then he placed the ring on his finger.


  To Niall nothing changed and he felt a bit foolish. But to Cormac it was otherwise. He heard a great metal door grate open, and the room filled with a wind that moved nothing, but whipped nonetheless about, chilling the elf and causing him to shiver. And it seemed to him that a gray hand rested on Niall's shoulder and on his own, though its touch was lighter on the elf than on the man. It was the same hand, the right hand of he who is not seen. It was the hand of Lord Death.


  "It is not my world," Death whispered to man and elf, "any more than it is any others, but I am bound to it as you are not. There are limits on all things in all places, but all must strive to break their bounds. It is the way of life, and it is the way of death."


  Niall could not see the hand, though he heard Death's words. But he felt a weight on his shoulder and that weight moved to his neck then to the back of his head and it forced him, though he fought it, to look above the fire, at the portrait; the portrait of Guenivive, his mother.


  Her eyelids were closed, and from the corners tears of blood ran. Her lips moved, but it seemed to Niall that she stood beside him and whispered in his ear.


  "Trapped," she moaned, "trapped for so long. Free me, my son, free me." He could not tear his gaze from the portrait, though her flesh rotted on her face and decayed before his eyes. "They killed us, so many of us. The others escaped, but I am held." Now there was only a skull, though the eyelids remained and they stayed closed. "You are betrayed, my son, betrayed."


  "Betrayed," he managed to gasp out.


  "Betrayed!!!" she shouted, and then her eyes opened. And Niall Trollsbane for the first time in his life screamed in fear. And he screamed and screamed and screamed....


  


  C H A P T E R


  Eight


  


  


  


  He sat upon a black throne carved from the heights of a mountain larger than the world. He was nothing more than a shadow, a shadow that encompassed all that lived, all that must one day feel his touch, all that will die. His right hand stretched forth, into all the worlds that he held sway, and they are legion.


  He is called the Scavenger Lord, the Master of Destiny, the Final Face, and a hundred other names. He is feared, hated, despised, longed for, and by some--loved. He is as no other. More than a god, he is everywhere, while unseen, his presence is always felt. He has always been and will be to the bitter end.


  He is Death.


  He felt called to the land, for there the core of creation began. His hand rests heavy there, for the war has overshadowed all that preceded it, in its cruelty, in its sheer magnitude, in its dead.


  And once more the war horns call him to his duty. Once more a battle has begun.


  ****


  The army of southern Tolath lay spread out in a great semicircle before the town of Tonlith. In front of the town and behind its battered walls the dark host of the enemy waits. The two antagonists stand in silent ranks as their leaders ride back and forth extolling their warriors to their duty, to their destiny. All prepare for the rising of the sun.


  To Lord Death they look to be naught but thousands of metal toys, placed carefully by some child lost in a dream world of his own desires. He marks the leaders of the allied army. Mighty Ceallac, cousin of the Ard Riegh, who sits upon his elven warhorse at the center of the army he leads. Beside him carrying his banner of black and silver, Cormac mac Cainhill, his purple eyes alight with the promise of the blood to come.


  Mearead, the king of the Crystal Falls, leads the left flank, and Shiel, son of the archduke, the right. Mighty heroes with a mighty army. And a hard fate.


  Death walks among them, though they do not acknowledge his presence. This moment, this moment is when they truly fear him. Before the cry of the charge, before the rumble of hoofbeats and lowering of lances, before the crash of arms and armor. Now in this time they struggle to turn their thoughts from him, for they have not come here to greet him, but to present him to their enemies. Their hated enemies.


  Death turns his attention to the dark host; their thoughts are not so different. Perhaps the hatred is more intense, more personal, as the fear of him is. They hold their ranks with pride, and their weapons and armor are well kept. But their leaders are no match to their adversary's and they haven't the strength to match the elves' magic. There are few powers among them, none to match the allies. The only true power that walks their lines is he. Waiting, waiting, as he most always does.


  But not all is as it once was, for Lord Death has done in this war what he has done in no other, he has chosen sides...


  So as he walks next to the warriors of the dark, he whispers things, whispers into the ears of goblin and troll. He whispers of a promise, a promise it is his duty to fulfill, that all mortals are given at birth. He promises them death.


  There is a thrill of fear in their ranks when the sun rises to the east and the elven and human war horns seem to shake the very mountains as they greet the morning light. Ceallac's sword flashes once in that light and the main weight of cavalry follows him as he rides straight for the center of the enemies' line.


  Death rides at the elf's side as he does the dwarf king's. For nothing the enemy has can resist these two. Lord Death laughs to see the goblin lines cave in to the cavalry. It take less than a half hour for the dark ones to sound the retreat and race for the crumbled walls of Tonlith. Their right flank is cut off by Mearead supported by a charge led by Bran, Earl of Alton. Shiel cracks the left flank and races for the south of the city. It is a battle foreordained.


  Again Death thinks of a child's game, for it is rare in warfare for an attack to work with such precision, for defenders to be in such straits, for a battle to be decided in one charge.


  Perhaps there is some odd nobility in the courage of the enemy, as they struggle to hold ranks. Though the rear guard cannot hold their shield wall against the elvish horse, still they contest every foot of the battlefield. Mearead slowly encircles the right flank, closing his warriors about the enemy, a noose tightening about the murderer's neck. Less than half of the dark ones make it to the city's walls. But they fight, fiercely and with determination. Perhaps there is something to admire in that, but not for Death.


  He cuts the cord of each with glee. He severs their black souls from their bodies and gifts them a hard grin as their essence shriek in horror at what awaits them. It is not an unknown pleasure for him to do his duty, but this day it is truly a dark pleasure. And with each death, He chants to himself, a litany of names, another promise, a prayer to himself that He must fulfill, the list of those He longs to grasp in his cold hands.


  "Remon." And a goblin falls with an elvish lance in its chest.


  "Cuir re Duriche." A troll's skull is shattered by Mearead's red ax.


  "Shadowlord." And a burst of magic from Ceallac implodes ten who stand against him.


  "Arianrood," he howls as he reaches forth.


  "Apkieran." And the earth turns to mud from the blood.


  "Brother, oh brother," he cries, "black beast of hell with your dark princes, do you see this, do you feel my wrath?" And a hundred more die.


  A mighty army dies beneath him. An army that had always known victory, but this day meets only him. Only Death.


  The walls of Tonlith are shattered by the power of Anlon, the unicorn. He races from the mountains of Tivulic, his horselike form lost in the fire aura that covers him. He is a demigod. Son of the Hunter, child of the goddess. He is a demigod and his coming is the last herald of the Dark Ones' doom.


  Lord Death walks the cobblestones of Tonlith, He trods the corpses and wades the slow streams of blood and gore that overflow the streets. No longer is it a battle; it is nothing more than a slaughter. The men of Tolath fight with a wild abandon and shout in joy as their weapons and armor grow dull with their enemies' spraying blood. It is a victory as has not been had by them in this war, and they savor the destruction of the enemies with fierce delight. Delight that he shares.


  The elves are there, too, fighting as they always have, always will: viciously, ruthlessly, deadly. The dark host is devoured beneath the flashing' blades, and none escape their doom.


  The elves hunt the night through, as the humans collapse in exhaustion. The army of Tolath has lost few warriors in the battle; the dark ones have lost all. Mearead's troops had waged a similar decimation of the enemy in the hills, and the walls of Tonlith were decorated with the heads of thousands of goblins, wolves, and trolls. It was the most complete victory either army had experienced since the war had begun.


  And he enjoyed every minute of it....


  ****


  


  In a small audience hall still wet with blood, Ceallac, Bran, Shiel, and Cormac met. All four had small cuts and bruises but not one of the leaders had suffered a major wound. Through the thick stone walls the warlords could hear the ragged celebrating of the army of southern Tolath.


  "It doesn't make any sense," Bran said. The four sat at a battered table, the top covered with reports. The Earl of Althon shook the paper he held in his hand. "It was too simple, too. complete. It never should have happened!"


  "Aye, that's the truth of it," Shiel added, his face shadowed in the torch light. "I've fought these bastards over, about, and through these damnable mountains and I tell you that their warlords are smarter than this!"


  "It was beyond stupidity," Bran continued. "Are we supposed to believe all of a sudden an enemy that has shown itself to be, in every way, a brilliant strategist, would make such a blunder as this?"


  "Och, they gave us this slaughter, like one of their bloody offerings," Shiel said. "I cannae believe for a moment that this battle was fairly won."


  "You are both right," Ceallac answered. The elven prince sat rigid, his face hard. "There's a riddle here I cannot read."


  "For what possible reason," Cormac interjected, "would they throw forty thousand troops away?"


  "I cannot say." Ceallac shook his head slowly. "There can be no gain here for them. And," he continued, "I agree with the Lord Earl and General Shiel. This was not a tactical error; this was deliberate. The enemy wanted us to destroy this army. But why I cannot say."


  "Could it be that as Lord Shiel has said," Bran asked, "it is some black magic, some sacrifice we were unwitting partners to?"


  "Nay," the elven prince answered, "nay, for the demonic practice of sacrifice is ritualistic and there was no conjuring here. I would know if there had been."


  "Then for some unknown reason," Shiel's voice rasped in exhaustion, "the devils simply handed us the greatest victory of the war, improving our morale, wiping out a force they needed--''


  "And handing us the key to the mountains of Tivulic," a deep voice boomed out. All turned to face the speaker. Mearead walked into the hall, his footsteps echoing about the room. "I've found an entrance to the dwarven caves, and even now our men hold it."


  "So," Ceallac said, "it is done and we have accomplished our mission. We can now move into the caves and try and retake them."


  "Sure, and that will be no easy task." Shiel stood up and looked at the others. "We have the battle; we wiped out their forces: Ruegal is safe. Now, to be sure, we can move into the mountains because we've found a gate. And it isn't something we've been trying to do all summer long?" The general grimaced. "I wonder now, have any of you thought of the most important riddle? Where, by all the gods, is the dragon?"


  "Oh, lad," Mearead answered with a smile, "that's an easy one to answer. The dragon is no doubt in the caves of Tivulic. Waiting for us..."


  ****


  The maker, High Priest of the Hunter, brooded as he stared out the stone window of the tower. Through his mages he had learned of the victory at Tonith and the archmage had duly informed Lord Fin. But it was as clear to Fin and the wizard as it was to the leaders of the southern army that something was terribly wrong about this victory. It was simply too easy.


  The maker sighed, his breath forming a quick cloud in the cool night air. Winter is coming, he thought, time is ever against us. Even though so far all the plans set forth by the council were going perfectly, the wizard was hardly comforted.


  He was one of the few alive who had actively prepared for this war. For over thirty years, that had been his sole obsession, but the scope of it was beyond imagination, and the forces the allies called to their defense seemed to him woefully inadequate. So many had fallen, so many they could not spare. The loss of Trell'dem had been a personal blow to the maker, for the emperor had been the founder of the monks of the Hunter. But the greatest loss, the wizard now knew, was the loss of Dammuth.


  Earlier in the day, for the fifth time this week, the maker had tried to enter the tower of Dammuth. Again and again during the summer he had made the attempt, but he could not pass the barriers of protection that Dammuth had laid down about his workroom. And the Stalker master had learned something during those attempts. He had learned of the incredible power that Dammuth had wielded. It dwarfed the maker's and it seemed to him that only Lonnlarcan could match that power and he, too, had fallen.


  It was clear to the maker that Dammuth had died, but how the enemy could have managed such a deed was unfathomable to him. No poisoned dagger could ever have bought Dammuth, Arch Mage of the land, down. And that meant, of course, that none of them were safe from the assassins' attack.


  The empire now looked to the maker to fill the void that Dammuth's death had caused, but the monk hardly felt capable of such a daunting task. He dug his hand into his fine, blond hair and turned from the window, walking toward his bed with a sigh. He sat down on the.bed and clasped his hands. There clearly on his right hand were the pale scars of a swordsman, for that is how the maker had begun his long path to this place in time.


  Rys Longfinger he had been called and in battle he had proven to be a fine bladesman. He had fought for the empire in the Dark Siegn wars, one of the few humans left who had done so. He remembered clearly that long war, the great powers that fought, the coming of the Beast, the rising of Fealoth, the great dragons' triumph, their power with bright flames slashing the night air. He remembered it all, but most of all, he remembered Dammuth.


  


  Dammuth fought in every major battle. He alone went to the lands of the Dark Siegn and defeated the greatest of the dragons, Sessthon. To Rys, Dammuth had seemed more of a god than Fealoth ever had and the Stalker master knew he could never equal the grandeur and glory of the great Arch Mage.


  The maker lay back on the bed, closing his eyes so that his memories might gain shape in his imagination. The long path, he thought, the long path through time that he had walked, the years gone by, barely aging him as his companions one by one passed on. The call of magic and finally the mightier call of the god. The Hunter seeking human allies and a new path for men to trod that they might confront the trials the god knew were ahead, trials that the wizard knew were greater than had ever been faced in the Dark Siegn wars, though that seemed truly incomprehensible. His mind turned from the thoughts of Rys, lost so long ago in the quick passage of day and night, and turned to his god. The Hunter, the Lone One, once husband of the goddess, the Ancient One. The Hunter, hard, cold, vicious, but never stained with cruelty--and with that thought the mage slipped into the warmth of sleep.


  Slowly, he felt the gray darkness recede, until once more his mind formed images. They were hard and indistinct at the same time and he could make no sense of them.


  "You are my priest," the colors said to him, "my High Priest, first that I have ever had." And a bright flash of claws swiped at him. "Read the riddles, maker. It is your destiny, it is what I have called you for. It is not the answers I need." Fangs devoured the pumping flesh. "It is the proper questions." And then emptiness once more.


  The maker struggled to wake, so that he might decipher the god's sending, but something held him still. The empty void filled, though this time the images held no color. He stood on a dark plain; sharp, black peaks surrounded him and the land was covered with a thick mist. Though he did not move, the sensation of motion was inescapable, as the peaks seemed to race toward him. At the base of a great crag-filled mountain a dim line of dirty white light appeared, and still unmoving he rushed toward it.


  As he approached, the light fractured until before him stood a line of pale forms. There were women, of many races. Each stood naked before him, and unmoving, their eyes pure black orbs. He could not tell how many there were, for numbers and measurements meant nothing in this world. Then one by one they began to topple, falling as statues would; but as each landed the wizard could see a bloody knife jutting from their backs. Only once did he make a sound, for he cried out as he recognized the face of Rhee, wife of Trell'dem, but he could make no move to help her and she in her turn fell.


  And so the ghastly vision continued until only one form remained. She did not fall but stood unmoving as her flesh ripped from her whole, until only the revealed red, blue muscles, and fat remained. Slowly, these corrupted, as her organs did, decomposing before the maker's eyes, into a wet slosh that flowed down to make a grisly pile at her feet. Then when all that remained was a wet skeleton still retaining a few fragments of meat, she reached to him. But even as she did, the bones, too, began to crumble and mix with the horrid stew at her feet.


  Suspended above the rotting pile was a shimmering length of light, and quickly it darted toward the gray sky. But something grasped and held the strand and forbade its passage. It was a thing of fire and darker powers, but the wizard could make no sense of it. A cold wind blew about him and it picked up the stripped flesh and ballooned it into a ghastly parody of life. In this empty shell the light, now darkening in despair, was thrust through the mouth.


  The maker stared at the grotesquely flapping skin, his eyes seeking the light, but unable to find it. The face he realized was somehow familiar, somehow recognizable; it reminded him of--


  "Niall," he said aloud, and the general stood before him, though his back was to the apparition of the woman. Niall's eyes were like those of the woman, solid black, though they seemed liquid in the odd light of this world. Though he was human in features, there was a fluidity and strength to the general that recalled the elves. Niall, too, held his hand out to the maker as the woman before him had. His hand was held rigid as if gnarled by age, and about his finger a dark blue flame burned.


  "What happened to all the women?" the maker asked him, but Niall had no answer. His form seemed transparent and wavered at each breath of the wind.


  "So the god sends me an offering," a voice interrupted and abruptly the maker felt his feet touch the hard earth. He spun to confront the voice and caught his breath at the sight before him.


  That it was a demon prince he could tell by the evil it exuded like a clinging mist. It stood above him, thrice his size, and its eyes burned yellow. Its form was black and indistinct, though the maker could see one arm was handless.


  "This is becoming a new vocation for me." The demon laughed, showing foot-long fangs. "Killing wizards, I mean."


  "Father," the maker prayed, "save your son." The demon laughed again and pointed to the highest mountain, and there a green ghost light, covering the tops of the black peaks, glowed. The wizard's magic showed him the form of Arianrood in the middle of that nimbus of power. A great fist appeared, beating against her magic, striving to break through.


  "You have been causing problems, Rys Nimblefingers," the demon said. And at his words the maker felt all his power stripped from him and he fell to his knees at the brutal magic of the dark prince. "Though I grant that traitor dragon has done more to harm us than you ever could." The demon looked down, and the maker was knocked to his stomach by the power there.


  "Crawl, worm." The demon's great foot lifted. "Crawl before your master!" And with that the foot came down, crushing the man beneath it.


  


  A great cry shook the dark land and the rocks and stones split at that sound. Arianrood's bar was broken and the Hunter entered. He howled once at the demon, but it disappeared in a flash of fire and laughter. The god turned to Arianrood and his eyes were like two great red suns.


  "You dare to lift your hand against me?" And his anger stained the dark land with a blackness it had never known. One great hand swept the Ead off the mountain, flinging her through the air with the ease of a child throwing a doll. But she, too, escaped in a blast of magic.


  The god stood a mile high, but his form dwindled to that of a man as he made his way to the corpse of his follower. He reached down and held the maker to his breast, shaking off the shadow hand that held the maker's cold shoulder.


  "Brother, could you not have withheld your black hand?" the Hunter cried to the shadow that stood before him.


  "You know I could not," Lord Death answered, "not here." The Hunter's fierce gaze turned from the other and looked straight at Niall. At that look Niall's eyes turned gray once more and he blanched at what he saw.


  "They did not know of you," the god said--nearly was it an accusation. "--so you must remember." Niall just shook his head numbly.


  "What happened to all the women, Niall?" Death asked, and for a moment, long and true, the heart of Niall ap Mannon stopped upon hearing the voice of Death. With a sharp pain it began again, as he felt himself pulled away. He was sucked to the sky faster and faster. The two shadow forms dwindled beneath him, the cold corpse of the maker white between them.


  "The answers are in the questions," the Hunter said, and Niall heard no more.
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  For a week the army of Aes Lugh had wormed its way through the terrible swamps of the Devastation. Though winter was fast approaching, the swamps held the heat of the summer; the land was wet and unsure underfoot. The trees were warped and bent, trailing stringy vines instead of leaves. Thickets of brambles ten feet high and an acre broad had to be avoided, or hacked through one foot at a time. The once mighty river of Kiennon was now a slow, vast thickness of sludge that hardly resembled water at all. The air was cloying and stuck to the lungs like an incorporeal spider web, and the humans began to sicken from a variety of diseases.


  It was more than demoralizing for the army. Even the elves seemed to grow dim in the dank light of the swamp and many began to wonder if they would ever escape the clinging grip of the Devastation.


  Many creatures inhabited the swamp, but they were bent and twisted things, warped by the dark magic that had blasted this place long years ago. Patrols disappeared, scouts were found raving in madness, and in the morning a handful of those who had died in the night were always found. It was enough to break the strongest, to drive fear into the souls of the bravest, but for Margawt it was much worse than that.


  The swamp wasn't just a land holding evil and wrongness, it was in itself a thing of corruption. The earth itself was diseased, putrefying all that grew in it and on it. It was for Margawt an agony beyond any torment he had ever borne. For if a hell had been devised to torture the Morigunamachamain, then this place would be it.


  Donal Longsword was not unaware of what the swamp was doing to Margawt. He had not forgotten the words of the Hunter, and that the god had told him to befriend the Morigu, but the half-elven was the warlord of this army and his responsibilities were many. So it was that he found himself thinking not of Margawt this gray morning, but of the body of the brown elf found not three feet from the perimeter of the camp. Maeve came up to the small circle of guards that surrounded the corpse and knelt down beside it. She examined the wounds carefully, for the brown elf had deep, long slashes on the inside of each arm, and it was apparent to all that something had restrained him until he bled to death.


  "So close to the camp," Donal said. Maeve did not look up at the warlord. She just cradled the corpse's head in her lap and rocked back and forth. Donal motioned for the others to leave, then went down on one knee. He said nothing, waiting for the woman to speak.


  "I don't know him," she finally said. "I never even knew his name."


  "I'm sorry," Donal answered. Maeve nodded her head slowly as if agreeing.


  "It was a terrible death." Her voice was soft. "For anyone, Donal Longsword, for anyone." She put her arms under the body and stood up. The sprawled body in her arms was a grotesque sight and Donal moved to help.


  "No," she said. "He followed my banner; he is my responsibility." She sighed and sniffed once. "So many of them I don't know, and they'll die following me, before I ever have the chance to even learn their names." Donal stood up, his giant frame casting a shadow that covered the elf.


  "I wish I had words of comfort for you," he said, "but there is truly no glory, no honor, no victory that can wash the blood off the hands of a leader."


  "We should at least know their names," she insisted. Donal shrugged and for a moment the two stood silent, the sorrow a palpable weight that enveloped both of them.


  "He says he knows their names," Donal finally said.


  "Who?"


  "The Morigu. He says he knows the names of all the dead." 


  "Then his burden is greater than mine," the queen of the brown elves answered. She walked back to the camp still holding the corpse, but her eyes were dry and her shoulders straight, and in that moment Donal admired her as much as he had ever admired any living being. He watched till her form receded and was lost in the vastness of the camp, knowing she would not bury the dead elf here. None of the dead of the army of Aes Lugh were buried here. Indeed there was a whole new addition to the army, as wagons had been built to carry the corpses of those who fell to the darkness of the swamps of the Devastation.


  And that thought brought him back to the Morigunamachamain. Just last night one of the commanders had complained that Margawt was often seen near the wagons carrying the dead, and the humans were beginning to get frightened by the Morigu's odd behavior. Actually it was rare for any to see Margawt. He was always on his own, hunting the creatures of the swamp, and Donal realized that Margawt was in his own way trying to help by clearing the path ahead of any threats. Still he knew what he must do, and holding tight his sword, the Warlord of the Army of Aes Lugh went looking for the Morigunamachamain.


  ****


  It took most of the day for Donal to finally catch up with Margawt, for the Morigu was not somebody to be found if he didn't want to be. Donal did not try to hide his presence with magic; indeed, he broadcasted his desire to speak with Margawt. And now, at last, the Morigu had allowed Donal to feel his presence within the swamp.


  Donal found Margawt by a small pool of scummy water. The area around the pool was oddly hard and broken, like that found in a place where there has been a long drought. A fringe of small trees surrounded the area, but they had branches on only one side, the side facing away from the pool. On the other side the gray bark was disfigured with streaks of a sickly yellow color and an ugly fungus that was white and hair-covered. It was as evil a place as the half-elven had ever encountered.


  Margawt sat near the edge of the water and he was covered with the same orange-white scum that choked the pool. The Morigu did not look up, occupying himself by cleaning his sword with a dirty rag.


  "I killed it," he said, and something about that place seemed to amplify and echo his voice.


  "Killed what?" Donal asked, as he slowly moved to stand near the Morigu. Margawt pointed at the pool.


  "It was once one of the spirits of the river, and had in its day been a great king.. .long ago." Margawt sheathed his sword and tucked the rag in his belt. "But it did not run as the others had and paid the price." Margawt reached out and stirred the scummy water. "Twisted and seduced by the dark spirits, it had become that which it had fought and despised for a thousand years." He shrugged. "It's dead now." Donal waited, but Margawt said no more. The warlord squatted down, but he did not touch the Morigu.


  "Margawt," he said, but he could say no more. He could think of nothing to say, no way to communicate with this being that sat before him. The silence between the two stretched on for long moments, and still the half-elven could think of nothing to say.


  "I should have gone south," Margawt said. His hand still idly played with the diseased pool. "There is no relief for me here, no moment of non-pain." His hand darted into the water. He brought it out, holding what looked to be a gray-white tentacle. Donal could tell by a sluggish turning of the water at the middle of the pool that the tentacle was connected to some vast body. Margawt's hand constricted and the strange limb burst asunder like ripe fruit, covering the Morigu's hand and arm with a yellow pestilence.


  "Have you come to offer me help, Longsword?" Margawt whispered, "or to chastise me for some deed I have done?" He slowly stood up and turned to Donal. The half-elven was shaken by the Morigu's face. It was pale and somehow seemed to be disjointed. The skin was tight as if something pulled it from behind the Morigu's head. But his eyes were pure silver--no whites, no pupil, just flashing silver orbs. Small wisps of steam rose from those eyes and Donal turned from the sight of them.


  "It burns me, Longsword!" Margawt shouted. "This land burns me like no flame could ever damage any flesh. It seeks my soul, seeks to infect me! It laughs at me and delights in a thousand little torments!" Margawt raised his hands to the sky and a silver nimbus surrounded him and now from his palms smoke rose and he howled his name.


  "Margawt!" he cried. "Margawt the Morigunamachamain! Chosen of the goddess, murderer, and assassin! How!" And his words were filled with power and only one such as Donal could make sense of them. "How," Margawt screamed, "how do you kill a land!!!!" And his screams trailed off to a high-pitched wail.


  Donal fell back before the immensity of what he was witnessing. Pain, outrage, despair--what were these but words? How could they in any way encompass the totality of the agony of the Morigunamachamain? The warlord was humbled by such a thing, humbled and shamed, and his great frame shook. But he could not say if it was for sorrow at the Morigu's plights or some other thing. It was a complexity he felt was beyond emotion, beyond logic, beyond words, and not knowing what he did, the half-elven added his own shouts of anguish to that of the Morigu.


  It was over almost before it began, and Donal found himself again looking into the face of the Morigunamachamain. But Margawt's face was once more as the half-elven had known it, and his eyes as black and savage and sad as ever.


  "What, Donal Longsword," Margawt said in his oddly gentle voice, "what would you say to such as I?"


  "You." Donal had a hard time finding his voice, and his words came out a hoarse whisper. "You," he gasped, "you Margawt, you know the names of the dead." Margawt sat back, caught off guard by Donal's statement.


  "They are there," he answered, "in the wind, in the stones, the trees--all the lives, all the dead." He bit his lip, his eyes trying to solve the mystery of the warrior before him. "They affect all of us."


  "All?"


  "All, Longsword." Margawt squatted on his toes and leaned closer. "A good person can affect the actions of the living for a thousand years."


  "And evil?"


  "Gone, lost." Margawt placed his elbows on his knees. "Evil simply repeats itself, always striving to outdo its last outrage, doomed to the same acts of desecration over and over. They are meaningless once dead." He shrugged again. "Kill them and they are gone like a fog before the sun. Useless in life, empty and barren in death. Leaving nothing, but an edge of guilt and shame. And that doesn't even last."


  "And you kill them."


  "It is all that I am, all the meaning that is mine to claim."


  "Why do you tell me"--Donal waved a shaking hand-- "show me this?"


  "Because you wanted to know." Margawt stood up. "Because, Donal Longsword, you are the first being I have ever met that I respect, who would have done differently."


  "Differently?"


  "You feel the wrongness, but it washes over you; it leaves no mark, no stain. Yet, you feel it. I do not know how that could be." Margawt sniffed the wind. "You would not have made the choice I made, yet I do not know if that makes you greater or lesser than I." And with that he was gone.


  Donal Longsword, half-elven, once Warlord of Aes Lugh, then of the Empire of Tolath, now of the Army of Aes Lugh, sat on the hard ground like a child who hides from a hurt. His powerful limbs shook, though no tears touched his eyes. His hand grasped the great sword that lent him his name, and the runes on that blade, put there by a god, burned blue in the gray line of the swamps. He lifted the blade, and the light from the magic it held cast his noble face in bright shadows. Of all that he had seen, all that he had heard and felt and learned in this war, in all his life, nothing was as this had been. Now at last he felt he understood the blood price that tore at his friend Mearead, King of the Crystal Falls. Now he understood the insane force that pushed the High Prince Cucullin to his doom. He heard Cainhill's cries. He heard them now on the wind, as the great elven lord drove Kianbearac through the womb of a pregnant woman and moaned.


  "No!"


  Donal leapt to his feet. The last gift of the Morigu was bitter indeed; to hear the anguish in Cainhill as he fell to the darkness. Lost, a soul's anguish at realizing it was lost for all time. His thoughts turned to his own pain and betrayal. To Arianrood.


  And at last he began to understand Arianrood. What was it, he wondered, that began her fall? A small act of pride? An anger overindulged, backed by her near limitless power? One pain too many, as fate kept her alive while so many died? What, he asked himself, does it mean to be the Ead? The eldest of all the world's children? Does it dwindle in time? The meanings? The victories that give hope? Do they become repetitious? Agony in their sameness? Does power become meaningful only in its constant use?


  He understood now what the Morigu was striving to show him. Margawt was not, as he feared, his opposite; it was far worse than that. Donal knew it was Arianrood alone who was his shadow. They were the same, he realized. He was her youth and she the end result of his trials.


  And the ability, the thing that was in him to always be young, to be the ever-young--the half-elven died in the face of such a truth. It was easy to be callous, he thought, when you have the strength to survive where most could not. How many, he wondered, how many of the enemy could truly face me? How much magic runs in my veins? How much courage in my heart?


  He was the half-elven, and the strengths and weaknesses of two great races were his birthright. He came from a family of heroes, never failing in their long years of loyalty and bravery. His mother was a human archmage, his father great among the warlords of the world. His ancestors strode the pages of history like colossi of a bard's ancient poem. And Margawt knew what Donal had never faced. His ancestors, those heroes of ancient times, had one thing in common: They were all dead.


  And Arianrood had cared for them all; shared their lives with them and mourned their deaths.


  There was no rational conclusion to draw from all this. No statement to be made. No gesture that could encompass his knowledge, and the changes he must now endure. There was nothing more but a hardening of desire, of the crushing passion of determination. A determination and passion he now shared with Margawt, and Mearead, and Ceallac and a thousand others whose names he would never know.


  He left the pool and that moment of time that had changed him. He left it, holding his sword that he had vowed never to sheath till it tasted the blood of a traitor.


  "You're going to die, Arianrood," he whispered with voice and magic, "and your master with you."


  And even Donal with all his powers could not see that he did not leave that place alone, but surrounded by a thousand shades. And each walked in step with him. And each held a sword. Unsheathed.
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  "YOU HAVE NO GUIDE." The voice filled Niall. "YOU WILL NEVER HAVE A GUIDE." The words were clear, but the meaning gave only--


  "Loneliness." Niall answered with a whisper. "Alone."


  The general stood in the midst of a destroyed city that he did not recognize. The great buildings hung drunkenly over the cracked, narrow streets or squatted like huge gray toads among their own ruins. There was no life here, no movement. The only sound, a thin wind that whipped through the empty stone carcass of the once great city. Neither evil nor good was here, life or death. Right and wrong have no meaning in the face of the void. The city carried no memories of the inhabitants that surely must once have bustled through it. It held nothing but blank annihilation.


  How such a thing could be, Niall could not say. Where such a land could be found, he had no idea. He had seen many places in the long journey he had taken since putting the ring on, but they were lost to him like half-remembered lines from a long-forgotten poem. He knew there had been beauty and horror, pain and sorrow. He had seen things that brought an almost unbearable joy, and others that made him burst out in laughter at its sheer fun. But it was all lost to him, standing there among the hard ruins of the desolate.


  One more thing, too, the vague memory of a giant, a giant crushing the maker as if the arch mage were nothing more than an annoying insect to be shooed away or swatted down. There was that, and the question of the shadows. 


  "Where are all the women?"


  And now there was the voice. Its message was for him, too, but he could not grasp its meaning.


  He was, he knew, alone. There were no answers in this empty place, and the questions he brought with him whirled through him like the wind through the ruins. They did not cleanse him or heal him or hurt him, they did not take hold of any part of him, they left him as empty as he was before. If that wind shifted the debris it made no difference, for there were none to care.


  Alone.


  "YOU HAVE NO GUIDE." And it seemed to Niall that the buildings shook at the sound of that voice. But he knew they didn't really, he just wanted them to. But the city showed no more concern for the voice than it did for anything else.


  "Take me from this place," he begged the night sky. But the stars here were harsh and hot. They were not the stars he knew, they were nothing to dream of, to wish to. They seemed to reach down to devour him, to bludgeon him with his own insignificance. If they wanted anything of him, it was to force him into the cracked and broken buildings, to find some corner to hide from their unnatural light.


  And this he could not do.


  "Dishonor is immortal." The phrase from the creed of the Green Branch knights came unbidden to Niall. He wondered at it. For what is honor's meaning in such a place as this? Here, there would never be any to care what he did or didn't do. Here, there were none to protect or impress or need. What he did, thought, felt would never mark this world one way or another. There was such despair in that thought, that Niall Trollsbane was driven to his knees to cry once more in anguish.


  "Take me from this place!" But there was no answer to his plea. Almost then did he truly beg, on his knees, clasped hands raised in supplication. Almost


  "Dishonor is immortal."


  "Does it matter?" he thought, kneeling there among the ruins. "Does it matter that any know?" He had seen in his long journey a thousand heroes in a thousand triumphs. Who now remembers their names, their deeds? Was it enough to know, to believe, that they had been so? That somewhere, sometime there was a hero who had faced his anguish? Was it necessary to know he won? To know his name, his deeds?


  "YOU WILL NEVER HAVE A GUIDE!"


  And this time Niall felt only anger.


  "I need no guide." He longed to shout, but he could not, instead his voice was a defeated whisper. "I will be my own guide. I am a man. I will carry my own burdens. I will find my own questions.".


  "YOU WILL DIE."


  "Oh aye, it has happened to better men than I." "YOU WILL BE FORGOTTEN." "Then, in truth, I'll be in good company."


  "IT WILL ALL END IN THIS."


  And Niall knew the voice meant the city. "To this?" he wondered . . . All the hopes, all the pain and it ends only in this desolation? He shrugged. So what? He stood up and faced the glaring stars.


  "Go away, you maddening devil. I'll not be listening to any more of your depressing nonsense." 


  "YOU KNOW IT TO BE TRUE."


  "I know nothing!" Niall shouted back. "Nothing, damn your black soul!"


  There was silence then, and somehow Niall knew the voice was gone and would not return. He was trapped here in this empty shell of a world, and none would ever know what he did, or what he felt, or even where he was. But he had the memories of his life, of the war, of the sad little triumphs and tragedies. And whether it was enough was hardly the issue, it simply would have to be.


  ****


  Niall could not say how long he dwelled in the empty city, for there was no way to mark time. He never felt hunger or thirst, nor did he ever feel the need for sleep. He wandered the harsh ruins, his own imagination his only companion. And in it all he could find no meaning.


  He pulled an old, half-burned table into the middle of the main street and there he deposited the pathetic treasures the city offered up. Sad little reminders of the life that once dreamed here, but when that had been, Niall could not guess.


  There was a cracked drinking glass, a half-moon gouged in its side. The edge was sharp and more than once the general longed to press that jagged blade into his wrist. But there was never any real point to such an act.


  Next to the glass lay a small marble box and Niall amused himself by trying to decide what had once rested in the cool interior of the box.


  There was a shirt, or what was left of one. It was made of some material that was unknown to the man, but soft to the touch. One sleeve was half burned away and Niall was glad to see no bloodstains marred the faded blue of the material. He did not doubt that the former owner had died in some horrific way.


  And there was a small wooden leg, tiny really. Once it must have belonged to a child's doll, but now the partially bent limb was unattached. It seemed to Niall to be the saddest thing he had ever seen.


  There were other odds and ends, some he knew that had once been dear to somebody. Not all that he found was familiar to him, but even the alien objects held memory, if he could just crack the riddles they presented.


  


  When he knew the city as well as any man could, when he knew the rubble-strewn streets, and the crumbling buildings, and every dark corner of that awful place, he finally went out of the city. He stood on its borders and looked at a landscape that fitted perfectly this place of non-life.


  There were mountains not too far away. Or what had once been mountains. In his mind's eye Niall could picture them as once they stood. Proud and bold, so tall the clouds merged with the white snow ever on the mountains' peaks. There would have been determined forest there, the trees lurching from every precarious foothold to make a try at touching the sun. But all that and so much more had been lost long ago.


  There were only black shapes of painful crags and sharp hard peaks now. The shadows the once-mountains cast under the awful glare of the dying stars stretched out toward him like some deformed and maniacal beast. The land itself was pitted and cracked like the city it held. There was nothing green, nothing of any color or life. It was a decaying skeleton of the world, all the flesh stripped from it. Not even the maggots left here to gnaw its bones.


  And in that sight Niall for the first time knew despair, true despair. A feeling, a knowledge beyond any emotion, any thought. He cried out in a great voice, but he did not know what he said and the sound of it was lost in the ever-present wind anyway. He shook his fist, but at what? There was no target for hatred or anger or outrage. There was nothing here, not even decent memories. 


  And then he remembered the ring.


  It would not come off though he bent all his great strength to the task. At last he raced back to the city and retrieved the glass cup. It seemed to take only minutes until he was back at the border, back to face the shadows of the once-mountains that reached for him. He placed the cup on the hard ground and then squatted before it. He methodically laid his ring finger on the sharp edge, and bent his other fingers out of the way. With his right hand he pressed down on his left and on the finger that held the ring.


  The pain was greater than any wound he had ever received. But Niall did not trust that thought, for it was so long since he had felt physical pain. Harder he bore down and bit by bit the sharp edge of the cup sliced through the flesh and muscle, till the horrid sound of the glass scraping the bone of his finger filled the land. And if there had been pain before it was as nothing to what he now felt.


  But there was a delirious pleasure in that pain, a reaffirmation of something he could not name, only feel. With a fierce heat suffusing him, he gasped once and then thrust as hard as he could down on the finger. It cracked and split and finally it fell, severed from his hand, dropping with a plop into the blood-filled cup.


  It floated there half-submerged, bobbing in the red liquid as a small fall of blood from his disfigured hand continued to fill the cup. Niall watched with sick fascination, his stomach turning at what he had done, at the result of his despair. The finger was now brown with the blood, and a light steam rose from the cup. The digit rolled once like some great beast in a lost sea of Hell and as it did it presented Niall the stone of the Ring of Mannon Mac Lir.


  The star in the black sapphire burned silver and the light it gave off was so great that Niall backed away and covered his eyes with his arms. But the light was stronger than that and it pierced his flesh and fractured his sight. Now there was only the silver light surrounded by the steaming sea of the man's blood. And that light turned to him and regarded the man, and though Niall strove to avoid that awful gaze, he could not, nor could he hide from the many things in the silver eye.


  There was such sadness there that Niall felt his heart would burst. But there, too, were many other things also. And most of all, there was a plea--a plea for forgiveness. It was not a wish that came from weakness, but from intolerable strength and power. But Niall could not find it in him to forgive, nor to hate, but surely the anger was there and could easily become more.


  "Let me go," he gasped, "send me back." And the eye still filled with that overwhelming sadness turned from the man and he knew no more.


  ****


  Niall awoke to face the violet eyes of Cormac mac Cainhill. The general tried to turn from the elf, for he thought he saw a silver light behind that alien gaze.


  "How long?" he gasped out.


  "A few days." The elf's melodious voice was soothing and Niall felt some of his strength returning at that sound; though his mind screamed refusal to the elf's message.


  "Nay, it cannot be," Niall answered, "for I have been lost for so long."


  "A few days in time only, Niall Trollsbane, but for you, I think, it has been otherwise."


  "I have seen..." but Niall stopped at that. How could he truly put into words all that he had seen? All that had happened? "I have lost the ring," he whispered.


  "Nay, you have not." Cormac lifted Niall's hand that he might see the ring that still lay on his finger. "But perhaps better for you if you had." Strong hands lifted Niall to a sitting position. In the room besides Cormac was Niall's brother Shiel, and the general was surprised to see Mearead there also. The dwarven king smiled.


  "Well, well," he said, "I was beginning to wonder if you'd ever grace us with your smiling face again."


  "Then it was naught but a dream?" he asked but none would answer him. At last Shiel moved to his brother's side and grasped Niall's forearm.


  "I'm afraid, little brother, that it was much more than any dream I've heard tell of." Shiel lifted a mirror to his brother's face and Niall swore at what he saw.


  


  For his once blond hair was now as white as snow, and his eyes . . . that was the worst of it, for they, too, were white, the black pupils stared back at him from some great distance. It was, he thought, as if all that he had seen had somehow bleached the color from his features, though his face was as tanned as ever.


  "That, my friend," Mearead said, "was one helluva a dream."


  "Nightmare," Niall whispered and he pushed the mirror away. Seeing his mood, the elf and dwarf left, and so it was Shiel who answered the many questions Niall now had. He told Niall of the battle of Tonith and of the news of the army of Ruegal. When he told of how the maker had been found dead in his chambers, his body crushed as if by some great weight, Niall simply nodded but did not speak. "The fight in the caverns beneath the Tivulic mountains continues, but two days ago the Laird Ceallac and King Mearead felt that it was secure enough to come and try and help you." Shiel smiled warmly down on his brother. "We thought we'd lose you, laddie, and Ceallac said it was yourself and no other that freed you from the trance."


  "And Father?" The muscles in Shiel's face hardened at Niall's question.


  "I cannot say what ails the man, Niall,he answered. "He would not ride into battle with us, claiming he would nae leave you while you were in your coma. But he did nae visit you once." Shiel ground his teeth together. "He sits upon his throne all day, and at night he just roams the battlements. He willna speak to anyone, not even me." Niall left it at that, what questions he had about his father he would save till he met the archduke face-to-face.


  "The dragon?" he asked, and Shiel was frightened by the odd light in his brother's strange eyes.


  "We cannae know where the beastie is," he answered, "but between Mearead and Anlon I think that overgrown lizard's doom is nie upon him." But Niall did not answer him and stared straight ahead. For a while Shiel stayed with him, all the animosity and jealousy between the two now wiped clean by Niall's burden. Shiel remembered his brother as he had been as a boy. A laughing child and in their youth the two had been great friends, perhaps brought closer by the shared loss of their mother. But in his manhood Niall had ever striven to outshine all others. There were times that Shiel had hated his brother for, that, but now he looked upon the strange features of Niall, and there was no longer any anger at the past. For Niall had obviously paid a terrible price for his daring, and Shiel knew he would never turn from his younger brother again.


  But such thoughts were not for Niall Trollsbane as he slowly fell asleep under his brother's gaze. There were many things for him to remember, things he must remember. And not the least, the question that had begun his true journey.


  "What happened to all the women?"
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  The goblin's short pike darted out toward Mearead's chest; the dwarven king deflected the blow with his small shield and in the same motion brought his ax down on the wooden shaft of the pike. The ax sheared the weapon in two. Mearead leapt at the goblin, slicing open the creature's chest with the sharp spike topping his dwarven ax. The goblin fell, trying to scream through its blood-filled snout.


  Behind Mearead three companies of Ruegal's finest, led by Shiel mac Mannon, charged. The dwarf waded through the goblin horde, his ax blade killing at every stroke. The men who followed him struggled to keep up with the king, but he was ever in the forefront of the battle.


  After fifteen minutes of fierce resistance, the goblins broke and fled the large chamber. In two days of hard fighting the army of southern Tolath had finally cleared the mid-halls of the dwarven caves of the Tivulic mountains.


  It had been some of the hardest fighting since the war had begun, and both sides had taken atrocious casualties. There had been no place for large battles to settle the issue, just a continuous series of sharp clashes in the dusty halls and long-unused chambers of the dwarven caves. The Tivulic mountains were being washed in the blood of warriors.


  The goblins were better suited for this kind of fighting than the humans or elves, being on the average about half a foot shorter than the men and better able to fight in tight corners and small hallways. But with Mearead's leadership, the army of southern Tolath had been able to outmaneuver the goblins time and again.


  Mearead leaned against the cavern wall as Shiel's men helped their wounded and beheaded the goblins left behind, dead or alive. Shiel came up to the dwarven king and bowed low. He had learned in the weeks of battle that the dwarf was a fierce and ruthless warrior, and here in the dwarven caves none could match Mearead in skill.


  "And now, my lord?" he asked. Mearead did not answer for a moment. The dwarfs white beard, plated with iron, was stained a brown red and his scale armor stank from the gore that covered it. He looked up, and Shiel was glad that the dwarf wore his dragon helmet, for in moments after a battle no man wished to look into the berserker eyes of Mearead, lord of the Crystal Falls.


  "Now, my overlarge friend, we find a path to the lower halls." Mearead's whole head and face was covered with the dragon helmet and due to some property of its metal the dwarfs voice sounded thick and alien.


  "The lower halls?" Shiel sheathed his sword in one fluid motion. "My lord, I thought we would move to the other side of the caves, maybe even to the upper halls."


  "No, that's what they expect of us." Mearead pushed himself off the wall, shrugging his weariness away. "Somewhere near here will be a path to the lower levels. I doubt there will be any great defense of them. Like most dwarven caves these were built for defense from the bottom up, a memory from the time of the Fomarian wars and their dogs, the cronbage."


  "But even if we take the lower levels, we'll then have to move up, and you yourself just said that the caverns are built in defense of such an attack."


  "The problem with you, my boy, is you lack the three-dimensional thinking necessary for this," Mearead answered. "We'll have the whole bottom levels and half the middle. In essence we'll have the enemy surrounded on three sides. From there we can--ah, never mind." The dwarf reached up and patted the man's arm. "It'll take me half an hour to explain it to Ceallac anyway, so come along and let's see if I can teach you lunk-heads something of strategy." The dwarf turned and walked away, Shiel following, shaking his head. Mearead passed out insults as easily as wisdom, he thought. But in truth it was hard not to like the dwarf, even if he was an irritating little bastard.


  An hour later Ceallac was silently agreeing with Shiel's assessment of the dwarven king. The three of them, joined by Cormac and some of the other captains, were holding council in a small hall captured from the enemy just the night before. The floor and walls were still stained with blood.


  "I understand, Mearead, that it is a dreadful bane you must bear," Ceallac said. Mearead just looked questioning at him. "Having to explain such obvious strategy to such lesser minds as we." A few of the humans laughed at this.


  "Now Ceallac," Mearead answered with a grin, "be careful what you say or some here might be thinking you are the first elf to ever have a sense of humor." None took offense at this, for all the leaders had become used to one another during the long battle of the caverns. And all realized that the dwarfs strategy would work, even if it did take a little time to understand it properly.


  Just then a warrior arrived with a message from the earl of Althon. Bran had found the entrance they sought to the lower caves.


  "That's it then," Mearead said, lifting his helmet upon his head. "Good luck, everyone, and try to remember what I've said." One by one the warriors left, talking quietly among themselves. Cormac tapped Shiel's shoulder.


  "Have you heard any news of your brother?" he asked.


  "Aye, I have, lord." Shiel's features were drawn with a look of exhaustion. "The lad is still too weak to leave his bed, and though he asks for our father every day, the man will nae come to his own son."


  "I'm sorry," the elf answered.


  "Na, na, there's nothing to be sorry about, my lord." Shiel shrugged. "Niall will recover and be fiercer than ever, I deem; as for the archduke, well, he isn't the only member of the Clan Ruegal, and if he has forgotten his honor, neither of his sons will ever."


  "You push yourself too much, Shiel mac Mannon," Cormac said. "Your father's actions leave no mark on you for good or ill. You cannot bear the burden of the whole Clan Ruegal."


  "Can't I now?" Shiel felt puzzled by the elf's concern; Cormac acted like no elf he had ever met. "My father will nae ride to war, nor even speak to his sons. The heart is gone in him, and none of us have the time to find out why. And Niall," Shiel sighed, "the lad has been through too much, too much, I think. And I don't doubt the Dark Ones will turn their minds to him now."


  "Don't speak of such ill fortune."


  "Och, am I a coward to keep from facing the truth?" Shiel's voice filled with anger. "I don't know what that damned ring did to my brother, but he paid a hard price for his daring. In truth, I fear for the lad, even though I know he is now greater than he was, and greater than ever I will be. . . still I fear for him. Aye, the truth of it is, I think he has become a man to fear."


  Cormac said nothing to this, for he well understood the forces that tore at the man. Shame of his father's apparent cowardice, for Mannon would not leave his hall now for anything, and now the added fear for Niall. Whatever had happened to Niall, he had truly changed. There was a promise of magic and doom about the man that was all too clear to elven eyes. It was Ceallac himself who pointed out that Niall had been the greatest of the human warriors, save perhaps Fin, and whatever the ring had brought him, he now was stronger than before. But what that meant, the elven prince could not say, though Shiel wasn't the only one who feared that the Dark Ones would seek to strike Niall down before he reached his promise, as they had so many before....


  ****


  It was Lord Anlon, the unicorn, who found them and it was he who first understood their significance. He bellowed once, and his great hooves stamped the stone beneath them with such force that the whole cavern shook.


  "My father should have known!" he cried. "Or the goddess," he added quietly. Then snorting fire, he turned and raced from the caves and no one knew where he went.


  Prince Ceallac went in search of Mearead to tell him the news. The elf found the king directing a group of warriors who were rebuilding a small tower that had guarded a crossroad here, deep beneath the mountains of Tivulic. The lower halls had fallen to the allies in a week of battle, and now they controlled the whole lower levels from the north to the south of the dwarven caves. Mearead's strategy had been a brilliant success, and the old dwarf was enjoying himself by reminding everyone of that fact. But now Ceallac must crush that joy.


  "Lord Mearead," he said softly and the dwarf turned with a quick smile, a smile he lost when he saw the look on the elf s face. Mearead sighed.


  "What now?" His voice, too, was soft.


  "We have found something." Ceallac's dark eyes swept the warriors in the room. "I think it best you see for yourself before it becomes general knowledge." Though the dwarfs curiosity was apparent he asked no questions. Leaving some last-minute instructions to the foreman, he trudged after the tall elf.


  They waited for him in a humongous cave, waited patiently, feeling little. There were perhaps ten thousand, maybe more, and the cave was hot and dank with their despair--if they even felt that. They were the slaves of the dragon and the allies had known that in time they would find such. But they expected them to be dead and they expected them to be human. None thought to find this. None expected to find ten thousand dwarves, beaten and defeated by their long years of slavery.


  And they were beaten and that was the hardest thing of all for the dwarven king. Never had he thought to see any of his people so. They were barely covered with bits and pieces of rags. Their bodies were slumped over in postures of submission, their skin covered with thick scars of whip and chain. All were unbelievably emaciated, many too weak to stand, or even move-- They were ridden, it seemed, with horrid diseases, and the cave stank with the smell of the sewer and decay. But it was their eyes that the dwarven king could not face.


  A sea of dark eyes faced him, but they were eyes of animals waiting for the butcher's knife. No intelligence, no defiance, not anything shone in those empty eyes. They stared at him with little curiosity and even less recognition. They waited for the orders that had ruled their lives, the listing of the rules they must follow till they died. But no orders came, and the great dwarven king simply stared back, but they could not recognize what he felt. Sadness was not an emotion they had indulged in, in their brutal lives.


  "Who are they?" Mearead's voice was husky.


  "We think the original inhabitants of this place," Ceallac answered. The elf clenched and unclenched his jaw repeatedly, making the muscles of his cheeks dance about his face. Only in this way did he show his anguish. "They've been bred to slavery, Mearead. All these here, their whole lives, it is all they have ever known. For several generations at least, probably more."


  "But they are dwarves." Mearead sat down slowly and faced the crowd before him. "They are dwarves," he repeated. But Ceallac had no words for the king. The two stood on a great rock facing the dwarven slaves about them. The cavern was so vast that its far walls were lost in the darkness, for no lights burned here. Earlier when the elves had lit torches the dwarves had cried in fear. They had never seen the sun in their life; even the red comfort of fire had been denied them.


  But Mearead's sight was not impeded by the lack of light, though he wished it were.


  This cavern had been rough cut, and not by dwarven skill. The near wall was uneven and full of sharp projections as the low ceiling was. The floor was broken and covered with refuse. In some comers pathetic attempts had been made to create ragged tents that some slave could call home.


  They just stared, he thought, waiting, waiting. But he could not guess what it was they waited for, it was beyond any horror his mind could conjure. A whole race of dwarves reduced to this.... Some standing, some sitting, some so weak they just collapsed in their own filth. He wanted to scream at them, to cry: "How dare they?" How dare they allow themselves to come to this? He was filled with hate for them, even as his heart broke at their agony.


  "He wanted me to see this," Mearead finally spoke.


  "Who?" Ceallac looked down at the dwarf sprawled at his feet like some child. The elf's hand grasped his sword with such power that the metal of the grip bent to the pressure of his fingers. "Who?" he repeated and there was such menace in his voice that Mearead looked up.


  A light shone about the elf, not a bright light, not the usual aura of the elf. But something dark and gray and active. Ceallac's face was terrible in its beauty and he bared his teeth like fangs. "Who?" he rasped out once more, and though they could not hear his words, the dwarves about the elf shivered as they felt the power in them.


  "Cuir re Duriche," Mearead answered, "the last dragon." The dwarven king bowed his head, placing his hands in his lap. "Never in all the long years of our history has any done this to the dwarven people, never have we been so defeated. It is his revenge, his hatred and madness made physical. Here"--Mearead gestured to the dwarves--"here you see his mind, his black soul as it truly is. Here you see a black stain on life that a thousand victories can never wipe clean."


  "I--" the elf began but he stopped, for what could be said? What words could have any meaning in the face of this? And Ceallac's body began to shake and a slow moan escaped his lips. He could not fathom it, could not understand such a thing, not if he lived ten thousand years. It was beyond evil or wrongness or anything. Madness was a light thing compared to such hatred, such viciousness.


  But Ceallac felt no hatred of those before him, nor even sympathy, because his mind could not deal with them as individuals, as living, breathing creatures. His hate was at himself, at his cowardice. For he knew that he was a coward, though never had he known that before. He thought of the many battles of this war, and of the darker battles in these caverns. During these long months he had not ever risen again as he had in his defiance of the fomarian, because he knew--he had become afraid. He had seen the great and near great brought low. He had watched the terrible burden that a simple breath was for his cousin, the Ard Riegh. He had seen them one by one, strike back in defiance of the enemy, of the evil, and seen them one by one be brought low. There was no glory in this war, he knew that now, there were no triumphs, no magic tales that he could see. Only horror, only tragedy so great that he had refused to face it.


  He had not called all his power to him, he had not defied the fates as even the human Niall had. He had done only his duty. Not brilliantly or bravely, just well. He had not done as so many others had. He had done only what he must. And this. Now--


  He knew what the dwarven king was feeling, knew Mearead's anger at these wretches before him. How could you let this happen to you? That's what Mearead longed to cry, but he would not. For the elf it was different, much different. Mearead could not see what was really here, could not accept that this could happen to anyone, no matter their power or strength or greatness. Any could be reduced to this. Ceallac knew that. He had known it when Lonnlarcan fell to the harsh breath of mortality. He had known and sought to avoid it at all cost.


  Mearead must turn anger at his people, so that he could survive, for it was too much for the brave king's heart to believe that he could ever be so beaten. And maybe that was true. But Ceallac could see now, finally, that it was not so for him. He could fall to such a state and in a way he had begun the long path. He had done what was expected of him, no more. He had done what he must. Meaningless. Like the humans who followed what the elves called the pain way. The religion that said: Do right or be punished. What strength then? What glory then? What meaning in doing what is right only to avoid pain? There is no honor in that, no life. You must, he thought, do what is right because it is right and for no other reason.


  And I must, he added, defy this enemy with all that I have, all that I am. No matter the price.


  And he felt shame, for he realized so many already knew that. Mearead, Cucullin, Lonnlarcan, and so many more, many whom he could never know, many who had already fallen. And dead or not, defeated or not, they had been right. There could be no compromise here, none, ever. Death and pain, loss and failure, what is that to fear? What life can reside in such a way?


  "A riddle," he said to the dwarven king, "in this, a riddle, we will read it and understand it. We will bring these people to a new height and forge them into a new metal. We shall win this war, and those here, some, some of them will survive and they will not forget. Nor will they let others forget for it must never happen again." And Ceallac thought of Margawt and of the Morigunamachamain he had known in the Dark Siegn wars. He remembered how those who survived had killed themselves after the war because the world had no use for them. But, he thought, they were wrong, because if they hadn't died, this never would have happened.


  "I will war," he said quietly, "I will war forever. And I shall never stop and I shall never be defeated. I will war 'til all that can think such things, can devise such cruelty are not just dead, but forgotten. Until this is a world that can no longer create such blasphemous monsters."


  "A riddle," a third voice said and the dwarf and elf turned in surprise to see the massive form of the unicorn. "I have spoken with my father. I have spoken with many powers, none knew, none knew." The unicorn snorted once. "But there is one who has the key to this riddle, one who can answer it for us."


  "Who?" Mearead asked.


  "Niall Trollsbane, Lord of the Ring of Mannon mac Lir."
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  The three great lords returned to Ruegal to speak with Niall the next day. In a quiet voice the general repeated all he could remember of the journey the ring had taken him on. None spoke as the man dredged his memory for the sights, sounds, and smells of his remarkable adventure. And finally he came to the last, the ruined city on the empty world, and Niall wasn't the only one who shuddered as the story was told.


  After he finished, the four heroes wrestled with the meaning of it all, and only the unicorn could face the terrible white eyes of Niall mac Mannon. It was Mearead who finally broke the uneasy silence.


  "I was thinking of Rhysa," he said in a gruff voice, and the others turned to him and he answered their unspoken question. "She was a lovely girl, from an ancient family of Cardoc-nae-corond. I met her after the Dark Siegn wars. We were to marry. She was so very lovely." And the dwarf's dark eyes shone with his own memories.


  "Twelve years ago she wrote me a letter. It wasn't very long and I threw it in the fire some time ago." He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. "I remember it though, word for word. At least I think I do." He gave a brief hard smile, but there was no mirth in it. "Anyway, she wanted nothing to do with me, nothing from me, never wished to see me. I have never been to Cardoc-nae-corond again."


  "Where have all the women gone?" Niall asked quietly.


  "There was a beautiful elven woman," Ceallac said, "a hundred years ago, and we all loved her. When she danced in the forest the spring would come and the little creatures came to watch. She was wise and kind and many wooed her, but she was the Ard Riegh's heart and they were to be one. She disappeared, she was lost to the elven race a hundred years ago." And the elf's eyes burned bright.


  "My mother," Niall began, but he could not continue.


  "Trell'dem's wife died in childbirth," the unicorn added, "though the greatest healers of the land watched over her."


  "Healers, healers that were priests of Fealoth," Niall said and his voice was harsh.


  "Fin's wife, that marvelous woman Katherine." Mearead shook his head. "How many? How long?"


  "What fools we've been," Ceallac added bitterly, "with our songs and banners and proud speeches. They have been cutting the heart out of us for a hundred years--"


  None would voice it, but all understood. The enemy had been planning long and with vicious genius. The women had died, and the children of the great had not been born. Women, who would have on their own been leaders and heroes. Who were still every day mourned by those they left behind, by the living.


  "It is a cold dagger they have used," Anlon said, "and it has been driven deep into the heart of the goddess."


  "Into life itself," Ceallac added. And once more the four were quiet, and again it was the dwarven king who broke the silence.


  "The dwarves of the Tivulic mountains," he said, "were making weapons and armor for the dragon. But they have told me of the design, and it is not as any we have seen on the battlefields." Mearead's eyes bore into Niall. "They told me these weapons were sent north, north through Ruegal."


  "Oh, goddess," Niall murmured, "do you not see what they do to your children?" He slowly stood up. "It is time, I think, that my father and I spoke. Time it is for this horror to end." The others got up to join him, but the human shook his head, looking at that moment like a very old man. "Nay, my lords, it is my duty. Mannon can nae avoid me." And with that he left the room that seemed so cold.


  ****


  Mannon, Archduke of Ruegal and most likely the next emperor of Tolath, waited in his empty halls. He watched silently as his son walked the marble hall to finally stop before the great throne of the Ruegal Clan. Mannon made no gesture, said no word, he just waited.


  "Tell me, my father," Niall said, "tell your son of your treachery." And Mannon tried bravely to sit tall and face this man with the white eyes and hair, this man that was his youngest son, but now was also his worst nightmare. But he did not have it in him and Mannon, Archduke of Ruegal, seemed to shrivel before Niall's cursed eyes. Like a great oak dying beneath some alien harsh sun, so was the life drained from the man.


  


  "I knew, lad," he said, "oh, I knew long ago." He waved his hand to the north. "She comes to me on moonless nights, and her embrace is cold." He could not meet his son's strange eyes and looked at his feet. "Guenivive," he whispered, "sweet Guenivive-- I loved her, lad, loved her as a man is rarely given to love. She comes to me on the tower and tells me what I must do, must do if ever I wish to hold her once more." He shrugged and cleared his throat, but still he wouldn't look up.


  "It wasn't much, boy, not much that was asked of me." He shrugged again. "A few carts to cross my borders, nothing more and for that I could still hold my Guenivive, sometimes, in the night, when the moon was dark...."


  And what could Niall say to this? He who had never truly loved a woman? The contempt, the anger he had felt drained from him at his father's sad words. For if this was truly treachery, what price could the man pay greater than that he already had? His honor, his pride, his conscience--for the brief cold embrace of the dead woman he could not forget.


  "I saw her, Father," Niall said and the archduke looked up at these words. The anguish, the shame in those eyes would once have been too much for the general to bear, but Niall had changed, changed forever. "She is not dead, not truly, for her soul is held here, though her body has long ago passed the way of the flesh." The old man just nodded.


  "I have known it, lad, long ago in a secret place I would not face, I have known it. I have done what I have done, hoping she would be set free." His hand started to reach out, shaking toward Niall, but then it fell to Mannon's knees before his son could acknowledge the gesture. "But there were ever more carts, lad, ever more, and always I hoped too that she would come to me once more--" He turned away, his proud face lined with shame, and in a quiet voice continued: "I have betrayed us, I know lad, I have betrayed Guenivive, your mother. But"--he took a breath--"I swear to you here in this hall of our clan, that no more did I do, than what I have said, only the carts, lad, only the carts, though I do not know where they went after they left Ruegal, nor what they contained." He took a shuddering breath.


  "So boy, so Niall Trollsbane." He smiled briefly at that. "Tell me now, what is it that will be done with me. Will you see me hung on the gates of our castle?" But still he could not look up. "Ah, lad," he whispered, "what have you ever done to be burdened with such a thing?"


  "I can nae tell you what shall be done with you, Father." Niall climbed the stairs to the throne and grasped the archduke's shoulder with one strong hand. "I will tell you, though, what your son shall do." And finally Mannon forced himself to meet that white gaze though it cost a great deal to do so. "I shall find my mother and free her, this I shall do."


  What is behind them? Mannon thought, behind the white eyes of my son? What has done this to him? Where has he learned such compassion and justice? He was always brave, always strong, but now he is something so much more than I, something more than human, I think. And with that thought Mannon became a little afraid of his son. But he understood the wish that Niall could not say, the secret hope that sprung into the part of him that was still bonnie, little Niall, who dreamed so grand. And Mannon knew he could not do it for himself, nor, he reminded himself harshly, for Guenivive, but he could do it for his son, who had already paid too much, too much for his courage.


  "Nay, lad," he said aloud. "Nay, it is my task, and in it at least I may redeem something for our clan. I shall ride out and find your mother, and Niall, my bonnie boy, I shall never stop 'til I free her." Niall stood back and bowed once to his father, and saying no more he left the hall, his footsteps ringing in its emptiness, as his footsteps had in a city only he had seen. He left his father alone, that the man might have one last chance at salvation, and there, alone, he might find the courage to do what must be done.


  ****


  That night Mannon left the proud city of his ancestors. He went quietly, with no fanfare, and he rode alone. Only his son was there at the battlements to watch the small figure dwindle in the darkness. But Niall was proud to see his father's back straight, and if Mannon's armor did not fit as well as once it did, and if the hand that held his lance shook, then who was to see it but Niall Trollsbane? And he would tell no other.


  "So he is gone." And Niall turned in surprise to see the dwarven king walking toward him.


  "Aye, he is gone," Niall answered. "He will follow the route the carts took and see where it leads. What he learns he will send word back to us."


  "Is it a task for an old man?" Mearead asked.


  "He was not so old a few months ago." Niall turned to search the darkness to catch one more glimpse of that tiny figure lost among the great emptiness about him. "And it does nae matter, my lord, nay, I tell you truly, it does nae matter whether he succeeds, it only matters that he found the strength to try."


  "Wisdom," Mearead said with a smile, "from a human no less...." Mearead tapped Niall on the arm getting the other's attention. "I've come looking for you, lad, because I have news I thought you'd want to know." Niall just lifted an eyebrow and waited. "The dragon," Mearead said, spitting out the word, "Cuir re Duriche is in the caverns of Tivulic and even now he leads an army against your brother and Cormac."


  "Dragon," Niall mouthed the word. "Dragon." And saying no more, the two left to prepare once more for battle.


  ****


  


  It was fitting that the dragon Cuir re Duriche, last of his cruel breed, should face the army of southern Tolath for the first time in the black cavern that had housed his dwarven slaves. But the dragon was not alone, for he brought his army with him. A vast, stinking horde of goblins and trolls and they surrounded his great bulk like a thousand larvae writhing among a black carcass. A bard, had one been there, would have seen the rightness of it, but there were none there that day. Most of the bards were dead now, for their magic is ever the greatest of threats to the worshipers of the Dark. So it was in Shiel's mind that that thought was found as the warlord ordered the ranks of his warriors about him. Here in this evil place there was enough room for the two great armies to meet head on, and both were hot for the dread embrace of battle.


  The dragon's eyes burned a liquid red and the acid that slid from his jaws was black and burned anything it splattered upon. Light orange flames spouted from his nostrils, a taste of the fires to come, and in that unnatural light the great body of the beast was outlined. Forty feet from head to tail he was, and his great snout waved twenty feet straight up. He was a dream of horror and madness, with his black wings tucked in tight to his sides and his thick claws digging deep trenches in the rock floor. He looked invincible and all in that place feared him.


  Shiel mac Mannon held tight his shield and sword and sought to dare the gaze of the dragon. The warlord did not wish his men to see his fear, though they were too busy with their own to notice his. He was lord here, he knew that. It was his battle and he knew that, too. For there had been whispers in this hard little army that had fought for so long and payed so much. Talk of the Clan Ruegal, of the laird who would not leave his throne room and a younger son cursed and changed by some black magic. Now there was only Shiel and he carried no title of Trollsbane or Archduke. But he was firstborn and if in his short life that had more often been a burden than a gift, so it was, he knew, for the eldest in any family.


  It was his battle, for the honor of his clan, for the defense of his people and the necessities of duty, but most of all for his broken father and cursed brother. For the pitiful remnants of one of the greatest of the families of the empire of Tolath. The "blood of Lir the Liberator was in his veins, and of Fealoth and Trell'dem and many, many other heroes. But you cannot breed courage or ability in a man as you can in an animal. It was little to hold on, that long line of ancestors in this moment. For with them, ignored but not forgotten, were a hundred other names, names of mediocrity, of shallowness, of stupidity and of betrayal.


  So it was that Shiel could not know what it was that made his eyes flash, not with fear, but defiance. That gave strength to the scared hand that held the hilt of his weapon steady and true. He could not say. Not breeding, but maybe tradition. Maybe the gift to believe he had it in him, and maybe it was something more. But whatever it was, that indescribable feeling, it filled his muscles and braced his heart and filled his lungs and-it-made-him-STRONG!


  "He waits for us warriors of Tolath," Shiel cried in a great voice that filled the cavern. "He waits there, the black beast, with his swine about him. He has come for our land, for our people, he has come to devour and destroy, he has come at the bidding of his masters, to crush us and all we hold dear. Look at him." Shiel pointed his sword at the dragon and he dared to meet Cuir re Duriche's evil eyes. But the hatred and power there did not dissuade the man. "He is great, he is powerful, he is the blackest nightmare come true, but I say," Shiel smiled, "I say in the end, my bonnie lads, he is nothing more than dead lizard meat!" For a second there was silence, as the fear left the eyes of the men and women there. And then came the smiles, and then the cold determination.


  "Ruegal!" they shouted and the elves joined that cry and in one great motion like a leviathan's tail surging through the deep ocean, the whole army stood straight and shook their weapons. And they charged. Charged to meet the flames of the dragon.


  That might have been the end of it there, deep beneath the mountains of Tivulic. That mighty burst of magic flame might have stopped the charge in its tracks and things would have ended differently. But Cormac mac Cainhill was there with his elves, and the magic of that people raced out to intercept the dragon's malice.


  It was as if the wave of fire crashed upon some unseen rock when the two magics met, and the dragon's flame was shattered and dispersed. But such was the power in these mighty fires that a hundred warriors fell crying with one voice as their bodies turned to red fire. But it didn't stop the warriors of Ruegal, nor Shiel mac Mannon.


  He led them, the whole army, his bodyguard about him. It was Shiel whose sword took first blood as he cut down the terrified goblin that stood before him. On and on he and his warriors went crashing through the ranks of the enemy. Like a great arrowhead they raced, raced for the last of the dragons.


  Cuir re Duriche waited, but not in silence. His mouth parted to show a black interior, lined sharklike with four-foot fangs. His great, forked tongue danced out like red lightning as he howled like a wolf and bellowed his defiance and hatred. Orange flame followed and poured upon the ranks of the men and though the elves were there again, still more fell.


  Cormac, too, joined the charge and none could withstand him and his elves, but as terrible as they were in battle, they could not catch up with Shiel as he plunged deeper into the body of the enemy, to get at its heart, to strike at the dragon.


  


  The cavern resounded with the crash and clang of the weapons and armor of the two armies. The cries of the wounded were lost in that clamor, as were the pleas of the dying and the shouts of the victorious. Like two great beasts struggling in the foulest of embraces, the two enemies swayed drunkenly back and forth. The dragonflame cast a red glow about everything, and mixed with the auras and magic of the elves, it made all things unreal and hallucinatory. To Shiel it was as if he waded through some great black river of sludge, where periodically a face or body of a demon would pop to the surface, only to be met by his flashing sword.


  A great roar filled the air, and an explosion made the whole cavern shudder. A bright white light burst forth for a second, catching the faces of man, elf, troll, and goblin in harsh clarity. In front of Shiel a giant goblin momentarily blinded by the light blinked away its tears, even as the warlord's sword drove through the creature's breast; the man's mind engraved the picture of the goblin's cruel face on his soul. It was pale somehow, but nothing human. The small snout was open, so Shiel could see the red mouth and the dry spittle that clung to one of the large tusks of the monster. Its eyes were yellow and slit like a cat's and even as it knew it was dying, the goblin showed no fear to its enemy, but found strength for one black oath that the man could not understand.


  And still it went on, and still he continued with his bodyguard about him. And if he realized his followers were half as many as they had been, and if he knew that the main force of his army was cut off from him, it could not have mattered to him. For this battle was won, Shiel mac Mannon was enough of a general to know that. It had been won in that first great charge when the dragon's flame had not stopped them. His duty was done. And in battle he was victorious. But it was his honor and his family's honor and most especially his father's that mattered now. Niall had brought home a magic ring, and white hair and eyes, and both brothers had names of reknown as leaders and as warriors. But Niall had brought home one more thing, the name of Trollsbane, and Shiel mac Mannon meant to gather a name, too, the name of Dragonslayer.


  His brother could have told Shiel that it was not necessary, that the world of songs and tales had nothing to do with true courage and true war, but Niall was not there; he was on a castle wall watching his father ride to his death.


  And Cormac mac Cainhill could have explained that the father's sins are not inherited by the son, not if the son does not wish it so. He could have told Shiel that and more, but Cormac could not reach Shiel, for a great sword wielded by a troll captain had just cut through the elf's shield, deep into his side, and Cormac was falling, falling amid the gore and bodies of the battlefield.


  There were others who could have stopped Shiel, or helped him, or in his place done what he felt he must do, but they were not there and so amid all the carnage of warfare Shiel mac Mannon at last stood face-to-face with the dragon.


  "Oh, little man," Cuir re Duriche chuckled, "you have worked so hard to find your death." But Shiel said nothing as his sword lunged for the dragon's breast. The green scales were hard here, and thick, but Shiel was a strong man and his sword had some of the ancient magic in it. So his sword bit and bit deep, but never deep enough--


  The dragon reared away from the blow and his heavy tail crushed thirty goblins as it slammed down in anger. The dragon's head smashed into the rough ceiling, splintering the stone, sending down a crashing flood of stone and dust. A moment, a moment, the man stood before the ancient beast. His sword smoking from the thick, hot blood of the dragon. A moment to stare in those red eyes, to face them with no fear, not even of hatred. A moment to bring his sword back for one more blow before the dragon was upon him.


  Cuir re Duriche's head darted down like a great snake, and it shrugged off the pain in its snout as the warlord struck once again before its mouth encircled him. The dragon's teeth were as spears and they pierced the man's chest and legs and the heat was such in that mouth, that Shiel's clothes took fire and his armor began to melt. Once more he tried to strike with his mighty sword, and if there had been a bard there, he would have said he did; but Shiel's back was broken, and death was in his veins and all the strength he had left he gave to one word, even as his mouth filled with hot, red blood--the last he would ever shed.


  "Father."


  And so in the mouth of the last of the dragons, Shiel mac Mannon, eldest of the Clan Ruegal, died. He died too quick and too fast to realize what this would mean for the warriors who followed him. They should have broken then, seeing his body flare up in flames between the monster's teeth and hearing the cry of the elves as their warlord Cormac mac Cainhill fell to the sword of the troll. But they did not, and once more--it was because of the dragon.


  He swallowed Shiel's body whole, armor and weapons and charred flesh. He swallowed the hero's corpse, and that broke their hearts. But then Cuir re Duriche laughed and looked down upon them all as they gazed up at his terrible majesty and he laughed again.


  "Finish my work for me, little toads," the mighty beast said and he laughed for a third time and turned and left the cavern. The dragon shouldn't have laughed and he certainly shouldn't have left his army, but he did. The warriors, men and elf both, roared in one great voice and if their charge before was undeniable, this one was invincible. They howled like animals and more than one had tears on pale cheeks for their fallen lords. But they were not soldiers, these men and women of two different races, they were warriors, each. They did not follow blindly those who led them. Their generals had to earn their respect, their trust, their leaders must be heroes and made of strength and justice. They had to be the equal of those they led.


  The elves' magic blocked the path of retreat and no creature of the Dark, no goblin, no troll left that place alive.


  The cavern that had so long been stained by the gross desecration of the dwarves' slavery was washed clean with the warm blood of the enemy. The bodies were piled hip-deep in some places and the stench of the dead was everywhere. It was beyond victory for an army to have two such battles, it was beyond good luck or strategy or tactics, it was something else entirely. It was enshrined by the hero death of Shiel mac Mannon, though Cormac mac Cainhill would live to war again. But it was marred by a terrible truth of the words of the dragon.


  "Finish my work--" he had said, and it didn't take too long for the warriors to understand that this battle and the battle of Tonith were given to them, that for some reason the last dragon in the land had wished the allies to destroy his armies and recapture the mountains of Tivulic. Their victory was also his, and there was a terrible injustice and gall in that. And a terrible fear.
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  Gwenyth of the Long Sight, Duchess of Conlai, stood upon the walls of Wyth, the coastal city in the south of Tolath that her forces had captured weeks before. It had been a heady time as winter slowly came, for her army spread out from the coast and cut deep into the enemy's lines of supply, overrunning one outpost after another, and freeing many of the Dark Ones' captives--but it hadn't lasted.


  The winter storms were on the sea with a vehemence the lady had never seen before. The fierce weather beached her great fleet, and following on the heels of the storms came the black armies of the enemy. One by one they recaptured the strongholds from her, till now all she controlled was this city. All her warriors were locked behind its walls and surrounding them on three sides was a vast army of the Dark Ones. And this day, two days after the fall of Shiel mac Mannon, the siege had begun.


  But the duchess was not afraid. The walls of Wyth were strong and her army well provisioned. They could hold out through the winter, and now that the mountains of Tivulic were once more controlled by the forces of the empire, come spring, she would have relief, especially since her beloved fleet would once more be free to ravage the flanks of the Dark Ones.


  No, it was not fear the old woman felt, but anger, a deep anger unlike any emotion she had ever felt, for it was a living thing congesting her lungs and weighing down her limbs.


  The mages of the monks of the Hunter had kept all three armies of the allies well informed of the progress of each, and this improvement of communications their magic had allowed proved indispensable and had done much to offset the enemy's advantages. Wherever a mage of the maker was, there was access to all the information known to any of the leaders of the armies. And it was the most recent news that cut so deeply at the noble lady.


  It had bothered Gwenyth from the beginning of this war that the women of the land played a lesser role than they had in the Dark Siegn wars and it had made the duchess more determined to strike hard at the invaders. But she who carried the gift/curse of the Seasight, had not seen through the enemy's machinations. The revelations of the Dark Ones' long campaign against the women of the land stoked a cold fury in her that was directed not only at the enemy, but at herself as well, and at the lords of the land. If it had been the men that had been struck down so, she was sure that notice would have been taken, but that was the evil genius of the Dark Ones' campaign, for the majority of the warriors and lords of this land had always been men and it was the men that were most remembered in the ballads and tales of history.


  But what was Lir without Ellawyn? And surely the women of the elvenkind had always been the equals of the men. Many were the tales of Lonnlarcan's mother Megahn, who had ruled the elves of Cather-na-nog for a thousand years and in all his majesty, the son had never come close to eclipsing the mother. It was a hard thorn that pierced the duchess this day and the worst to her was the thought of Arianrood. The eldest of the world's children. First in knowledge, in power, in wisdom, and now--one more tool of the Dark. It was an evil thing for the women of the land, that black betrayal, and hardest of all for the old woman on the wall was the sure understanding that the Seasight gave her that Arianrood had known, known long and longer still, of the hard, sharp blows that the Dark Ones had struck in secret, in silence against all women. Against the goddess herself.


  But there was some hope in all this, for as the war continued the women of the empire took a larger and larger role in it. There was the Shee Dermot, who by all accounts was growing mightier by the day, and Queen Maeve determined to free her people and carve a nation from Arianrood's own kingdom. And little Bronwen, who of all had been fighting in this war from the beginning and now was the huntress. There were others waiting in the wings and first and foremost in the duchess's heart there was Tara Brightblade'. Tara, grand master of the Green Branch knights.


  Tara's younger brother had fallen in the battle of Greenway. Malchai, like his sister, had had the Witchsight and his memory was still held in reverence by the noble knights, even though so many had died during the year. Malchai was remembered, and all now understood that his sister was greater than ever he was. Tara Brightblade had been on a quest when the war started, and deep into the lands of the Devastation she had ridden, alone, for in her heart she had felt the stirrings of evil in the land and sought to find the cause. None would reproach the knight that she had looked in the wrong place for the threat, after all how many had even believed such a threat existed? And since her return last summer, Tara had ever been at the forefront of battle and the enemy had learned to fear her mighty sword.


  Brightblade, she was called, and next to Niall and Fin she was the most accomplished of all the humans in sword work. Her sword had a name, Amargin it was called, and it had always been wielded by the best warrior of her clan. It flamed in battle, a light blue fire, and the source of its power came from the heart of its owner, and it was said by the knights of the Green Branch that the mighty sword had never burned as bright as it did in the hands of Tara.


  The duchess smiled at the pride she felt for the grand master. Tara's family was related to her own, and the Witchsight that she bore was not so different from the Seasight of Gwenyth. And that same sight told her that Tara would play a role in this war, a most important role -----


  ****


  Even as Gwenyth of the Long Sight stood looking down from the walls of her captured city, four hundred miles away Fin, Warlord of the West stared up at the walls of the city he planned to capture. The warlord had not been idle these last months. With his tiny army he had outmaneuvered the enemy again and again in the woods of Ettorro, and now those woods were firmly held in the hands of the empire's forces led by Fin's son Brasil. Now with the victory of the Tivulic mountains complete and the duchess's army forcing the Dark Ones to withdraw troops from the front to deal with her, Fin could move against this city he had longed to take since it had been lost at such cost so early in the war.


  "Comar," he breathed the name like a quiet prayer. Here the brave General Fintan had fought his final battle and payed such a terrible price for his bravery at the hands of the Demon Prince Roella, the Firelord. Every warrior that had defended this city had died, but they had succeeded in their desperate ploy and had held the enemy here for precious days. Days that allowed the forces of the alliance to gather and defeat the invaders before the gates of Tolan and ruin the Dark One's bid to shatter the empire. Now the time had come to replay the events of those desperate months, and now it was the humans who attacked.


  He studied the walls carefully and smiled in satisfaction. Comar had been a trading city, built after the Dark Siegn wars and far from the borders of the Dark Siegn. It had not been built for defense. Fin was pleased to see that the enemy in their arrogance had not, during the long months of occupation, improved the low walls. Indeed, in some places the destruction of the defenses in that earlier battle had only been hastily repaired.


  


  "Comar," he said again as he turned to trudge through the light snow to his command tent. He would have that city! He would rebuild it into a mighty fortress to sweep down into the plains of southern Tolath come spring and free his land.


  ****


  And a third figure stared up at city walls, the walls of Wyth. With his inhuman vision he could see the frail figure of the duchess looking down at his army and he could feel her anger and surety that she was secure. But he, too, was determined. He, too, whispered to himself.


  "I will have that city."


  He was a warlord and a wizard and once he had been human and known by the name of Tallien. He had ruled a mighty city in Maihan, and his people had been proud of their stern lord. But that was long ago and the cities of Maihan were ruins now, and its people dead or enslaved. It had been the dragon that had been their undoing and the mighty demon prince called Dubh, that mixed with the people's own pride.


  Tallien had led the Free States of Maihan in turning from their friendship with Tolath. He had led them in their romantic dreams of conquest and empire in other lands and other continents. And for a hundred years that dream had been realized. But the dream had a black worm chewing its bowels, and one by one the subjected people threw off the chains of bondage. The people of Ibhire turned their back on their neighbors and the mighty empire of Tolath neither needed, nor was inclined to deal with Maihan. One by one the cities of that once noble land turned against each other, one by one their might was crushed beneath wars that had no purpose save loot, revenge and rapine.


  And the Dark things moved in, as the people's hearts turned cold. From the dread land of the Dark Siegn they came, single at first, monsters to stalk the land, then in small groups to raid an already devastated people. And finally, last summer, in an overwhelming wave of invasion that crushed the Free States of Maihan once and for all.


  And there during it all, towering over all figures, first as hero, then as blackest traitor, stood the dread figure of Tallien, Warlord of Maihan. He presided over the death of his land and laughed at his people's doom. He played for bigger games than empire and now the time was coming to make the first move of the mighty plans he and his master, Cuir re Duriche, had devised.


  He must destroy the duchess and her army, take her city and burn her fleet. And he must destroy the army that followed him. Tallien had played no major role in this war. The allies did not know of him and the powers of the Dark Ones dismissed him, but that was unwise.


  He was an arch mage of the level that Dammuth had been, though none except he and the dragon knew of that. His skills as a warrior were the equal of any, he was more than a man, and a match in his own way to the demon princes who thought they ruled him. But the dragon was wiser than they and he knew none ruled such as Tallien, even if the man called you master, no one could control the elemental power of such a dark soul.


  He sat upon his skeletal horse, his powerful frame covered with a suit of black plate mail, forged in the fires of Hell. He wore a great black helmet that covered his features and had the shape of a skull. A purple haze surrounded him and small flashes of red lightning danced periodically among that aura.


  "No," he thought, "none truly know of my power and of the magics I contain, but now it has come time for all to taste it!" He laughed then, for he was fond of laughter, though there was never humor in that sound, only cunning and pride. It was a holocaust he planned this day, a holocaust that would devour the army behind the walls and in front of them, and none from either host would survive his spite.


  ****


  Inside his great black tent Tallien prepared his magic. He stood over a raging fire that burned a deep red. In one hand he held a staff of oak, in his other a silver dagger. His deep voice chanted in a twisted language never meant to be spoken by mortal man.


  In the heat of the fire a picture slowly evolved. It was tiny and hard to see, but the city of Wyth could be made out, with the hulking shape of the army that surrounded it. The words left the mage's mouth as wisps of smoke that slowly trailed into the fire, into the picture, into the hearts and minds of Tallien's army. It was a subtle suggestion he first wrapped in that magic, a vague feeling of hunger that the goblins felt. A little hunger, a nagging feeling, so they must either put their minds to ignore that twinge or tiredly get up to search for some food. Tallien smiled.


  He knew that goblins, like all intelligent species, except perhaps for the elves and maybe the dwarves, tend to spend as much time not thinking as possible. Man and goblin were much alike in this. They filled time with meaningless ritual and insignificant problems, so as to build a reality about them that closed out the world at large. That was the key to his spell.


  The goblins grumbled as they roused themselves to find food, perhaps one stumbled on a root, or another noticed something in his eye. Or they rolled tighter in their blankets filling their thoughts with foolish dreams, wishes really, of power or glory. Each became involved in his own little world and all the many problems there that kept him safe, and therefore their minds were not sharp, or guarded.


  The hunger became more acute, but now it was less in the stomach, now it had become something else. The smoke poured from the mage's lips, and it was a storm-gray and there was thunder in it. One by one the goblins shifted uncomfortably, feeling a need, a desire they could not place, and some began to look at the city walls. And Tallien had them then.


  His words became harsh and demanding, no longer cajoling a reaction, but coercing an action. Their eyes turned to the city, becoming bright and expectant. The goblins licked their lips and toyed with their weapons. None spoke, but it was there. Slowly the camp awoke, and the night noises changed, filled now with the quiet clank of armor and here and there a low growl.


  He turned their attention to Wyth and he bound them to it. Tallien stole from the goblins their private dreams and magnified them, directed them at the city. The desires built in the area like a summer storm, growing stronger and more powerful each moment he contained them. The magic drew the goblins' dreams into a tighter and tauter whole, and now he added their fear. Their fear of the little things, and of the greater things. Those, too, he added into the mighty cauldron of his will, and the tension in the camp trebled.


  Now he took their hate, that reservoir of emotion that the goblin race seemed to have no end to. He ripped it from them and left them gasping on their knees. It was made of so many things, pride and self-pity, self-consciousness and self-righteous-ness. There were many things for the mage to work with in the army he led.


  The hate was a bleary red force that tightened about the magic, constricting it, till Tallien thought the pressure would tear him to shreds. But past the moment he was sure he could not go, past that moment and another and another he held that evil mass. Then he jerked the noose once, and a great crash was heard in the land for a hundred miles. He unleashed his magic and as a great wave of impossible strength and power it overwhelmed the whole army. It crushed them and entered them and it made them his.


  "Kill," he cried and all there heard, "kill the city and all within it. Destroy it! Rape it!" They heard his voice but they felt his orders. Nothing to live, nothing to survive. Attack again and again till all are dead. This city and those within it are all that stands between you and all you can be, should be, were meant to be. It was a mighty spell and not only goblins would have fallen under it.


  As one the whole army charged, charged those mighty walls, with no cries or orders, no horns or reasons. Tallien's magic went before them crashing against the city as great bolts of red lightning. Gates crumbled before those blasts and gaping holes were ripped through stone fortifications. Through these wounds the Dark army poured, insatiable and uncontrollable, and all before them died.


  ****


  Tara Brightblade had woken with a cry when she first felt the beginnings of the spell. She raced to the center of the castle to where the mages of the Hunter kept watch. She burst into the great hall, her head pounding from the pressure of Tallien's magic to meet a scene of madness.


  They were there, the few mages the army had, they were there with some of the Green Branch knights, and all had striven to understand the threat and intercept it. But none had expected the might of he they sought to interdict and even if they had, it would not have mattered.


  It was there in that room, the darkest of magics. It surrounded each of the men and women there, surrounded them in a cocoon of sickly yellow and purple power. It was almost physical, so thick was it, and it was squeezing them to death one by one.


  They fought it, of course, but individually and alone, and who could hope to muster the power to withstand such a force? It was the madness of the darkness inside all the black souls of' their enemies. They tried to scream as their bones were shattered and organs exploded. Their eyes popped, their tongues thickened, their backs broke, but still the magic held them. It surrounded them, holding them immobile so that there was no escape and those that still lived drowned in their own blood.


  Tara gave a wordless cry and tried to reach the mage nearest her, but a tendril of the evil stuff reached for her and she had to leap back. Mighty Armagin cut through the grasping magic as if it truly were some physical limb. The piece she had severed dissolved into an evil gas that alone nearly overwhelmed the knight. Tara realized there was nothing she could do for the dying mages, and even as her mind was struggling, trying to decide what to do, Tallien unleashed his spell and the red lightning began to crash against the city.


  The first jolt of that power made the whole castle shudder and Tara fell to her knees. The magic that held the mages surged together and exploded, leaving little of the men and women who had died here. Tara struggled to her feet and turned to make her way to the walls. She moved slowly, as if in a thick fluid, for she knew the time had come for her to die, and all her companlons with her.


  ****


  Gwenyth of the Long Sight stood upon the gate tower to the castle and watched it all, and her tears traced each line in her noble face. She left the ordering of her army to Crohan, the baron of Mathia, Tara, grand master of the Green Branch knights and her other commanders. It was all she could do, to stand there and watch. To bear witness.


  The defense of the city was more than heroic, it was inspired. Every foot was contested and no warrior of the duchess's army after the initial onslaught, fell without taking at least one enemy with him or her.. The knights of the Green Branch were everywhere it seemed, Tara always at the head, the monks of the Hunter fighting fanatically alongside. But no strategy, no tactic, no bravery was enough. The goblins had become one living being. One giant that had no heart a deathblow would kill, no limbs that might be severed, no brain that could be outwitted. They were one beast and their appetite was unsatiable as they devoured the city of Wyth.


  


  The castle finally fell on the fifth day. In that time no goblin had felt hunger or thirst or weariness as the humans that fought them did. The Dark Ones died by the thousands, but it didn't matter at all. Only a handful of survivors still fought in the city proper, the rest were all dead. Everything breathing in the city, man, woman or child, was destroyed, every animal slaughtered. And Gwenyth of the Long Sight lived just long enough to see her beloved fleet put to the torch.


  She died there on that wall, where once she had stood full of anger and pride. A spear through her heart was enough and it was relatively painless. With her sword and knife she took four of the goblins with her. As she lay on the pile of bodies about her and as her life's blood poured from her, the Seasight gave her one last vision.


  He stood upon the tallest tower, his golden chariot idle in the burning streets beneath him. He took them all, goblins and men both, as He must. And His heart was filled with a rage no mortal could ever bear.


  He turned to the duchess, His pale eyes sad and quietly He gathered her to Him. It was not a hateful thing for Him to be as He was. Death is more than an ending and is often the gentlest of releases. It gave shape and meaning to time, though not to Him, but to the others that defined life as the opposite of death, though He knew it was much more than that.


  He had his worshipers in all the lands and all the races, though He hated them, for they did not understand His true nature. But that hate was as nothing compared to His outrage at this war. He was a lover of glory, of defiance and nobility, and His court was the grandest of them all. But this war had become something unknown in His vast experience. He had seen useless wars, brutality beyond sanity, for was He not everywhere, standing next to all things? But this was no battle of good and evil, light and dark, creation and destruction. It was something more, something even more elemental, more harsh. So many, so many His hand must clasp, but too many went unready, unfulfilled. He was used to the fear, but not the hopelessness. "How," He wondered, "can it be that I, Death himself, am forced to take sides?"


  But it was, and so when He reached for the duchess and she saw His eyes, she dared to do what few others had ever done before in this, the last of moments. She asked his help.


  "Tara," she said, though her lips did not move, for they were already cold. "Tara," she asked again and then she was free and gone.


  He could not say no, for it was too much of the answer He needed. He found the grand master in a room with a handful of warriors, making a final stand. Tallien's magic had infected all by now, and Lord Death knew that man and goblin would fight until none remained alive, and Tara, too, was entranced.


  He could not break the spell, for to do so would unbalance the physical world beyond the point of survival and so He could not free the knight from her madness. And such was her will that He could not bear her from this place. So He did the next best thing.


  He cast the shadows of his being about her and cloaked her in power and fear. Any less a mortal than she would have died beneath that weight, but she drew it tight around her and, her flaming sword leading the way, she attacked. The goblins that faced her were stripped for a moment of the magic and felt the toll of these last days, and that was time enough for Tara Brightblade.


  ****


  Four more days did she and Lord Death stalk the streets and by-ways of the city of Wyth until all the goblins were dead, as all Tara's companions were. Those who did not die by combat finally fell to exhaustion, as the spell drove them past mortal limits. It was over in seven days, two great armies annihilated, a once proud city of the empire in ruins, and the fleet of Tolath sunk. Only two survived it, Tallien who had left long ago, and Tara Brightblade, who was alive only because of Death.


  He brought her from the city, and cast a healing sleep on her, for Wyth was now no place for the living. The holocaust that had enveloped it had invaded every corner of it and stained the city and the land it rested on with a black pestilence. In nine days, Wyth had been transformed and Death now knew it to be full of such evil and terror that few places in all the land could compare. So He left her in a safe place by a stream. A place that still had a small guardian, though the little creature was weak and she would never see it, still it would guard her well. She would live, Tara Brightblade, for Death had found a new gentleness inside Himself, a sympathy greater than ever He had before. And He found out one more thing. He liked to make war--
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  Donal led his array into the great wood that was his land of Aes Lugh. Once he had been warlord here, and the trees knew his name. But the land had changed, changed as the heart of its mistress had. 


  The trees still held their leaves, even though dirty snow covered their roots. But the leaves were brown and crippled, as the trees tried to protect themselves from the infection that ran through the land. They drew just a little from that black pool, but it was bequeathing them a slow and painful death. And Donal could hear their silent wails. Not all died, some sucked on that corruption eagerly, with great draughts, and they knew power and madness. Donal kept his eyes from the wood and watched the ground; there was nothing here he wanted to see.


  The army had spent the past weeks in the Borderlands. It was an empty land, settlements few and far between, but here, too, the Dark Ones' long hand had reached and most of the Borderlands were firmly in the enemy's hand. Kevin, the Duke of Tinnafar, remained in that country with the human cavalry and most of the Green Branch knights, for the men and women of Tolath had suffered horribly during the long march through the swamps of the Devastation. The duke would try to pull together the scattered remnants of the people of the Borderlands and using his small force as a nucleus, build an army. None of the leaders had forgotten the huge host from Aes Lugh that sieged the Crystal Falls; if there was victory in Aes Lugh, this army would have to be dealt with next.


  


  Behind Donal the army of Aes Lugh followed soundlessly. Only a handful of humans went with them, a small force of each of the Stalker monks, and fifty Green Branch knights. But the battle would be for the elves to win or lose. Six thousand elves of Cather-na-nog, and four thousand of Maeve's people. With this tiny force they hoped to wrestle one of the great kingdoms of the land from the enemy.


  Every step of the long march from Tolan, the elves had wrapped their army in the strongest of magics so that the enemy would not know of them and unbelievably, it had worked. But that was because they did not march alone, for a god walked with them.


  How long the Hunter had marched beside the army no one could say; his own priests had no idea, for it was Margawt who first recognized the presence of the god. The Hunter had not communicated in any way to anybody and none spoke his name aloud, but he was there, and they knew it. He was one of the few gods that the elven people had any respect for. It was the Hunter who kept the enemy from knowledge of this army, it was He who made sure they came to the forest of Aes Lugh unheralded and unopposed. Now it was up to the elves and their warlords.


  They moved quickly as only the elves can, keeping their ranks somehow straight through the thickly clustered undergrowth. No one knew they were there, nothing heard or saw or felt the passage of that little army. They were covered by the hand of the god of the wood, and here He was and always would be master.


  It was Margawt who led them deeper into Aes Lugh. The magic was not totally lost to that strange land and even the elves could lose their way here; and maybe their sanity. He followed a scent only he could smell, a straight line into the heart of the land. The Morigu felt the evil pulsing there, a small cancer among the many that ran rampant through the earth and air.


  Swiftly, the days passed and the Morigu led the army carefully past the enemy outposts. Like a living arrow the elves moved, flying, through the woods on their marvelous steeds, seeking out their target.


  Donal rode quietly, his anger building with each mile. To the elven eyes about him, he was a giant pillar of fire and few dared to approach him. Finally, Maeve moved next to him ignoring him as he did her. After a few hours the warlord finally looked down at the queen riding beside him. Her horse was smaller than his elven steed, but its golden coat gave out a light of its own. He smiled to see her, for she really was so childlike compared to his massiveness. She looked up and answered his smile.


  "A pretty land I have chosen for my people," she said. Donal looked about him. The area they were riding through had no undergrowth. The trees were massive and impossibly tall. But their nobility was marred by the yellow and grey lichens that sprawled among the empty branches like some evil web. At the base of each tree lay a stinking pile of leaves that were white and leprous resembling blotted corpses of some pale sea animal. Donal bit his lip and turned from that sight to meet the dark eyes of Maeve.


  "It was not always such," he said quietly, "these trees had names, had souls, and their leaves never fell. They were silver in the winter and gold in the summer." He took a breath of the evil air and shuddered. "Some of the fey creatures lived here and they danced day and night, for here the sun never touches the ground, nor does the rain or snow."


  "This place," she said waving her hand, "is dead, Donal Longsword." He just shrugged. "I was told," she continued, "that last winter you were still warlord here. Did you not see the changes?" Donal clenched his teeth and Maeve flinched a little from the violence of that movement. But she held his eyes.


  "I was asked that once before," he answered. "I rode through here not long ago, not so long ago and I watched the fey dance under the silver leaves. For me it was the same and in my heart it remains so." Maeve nodded once. It was a good answer, a noble reply, and she respected the many things that it said. She dared to reach up and pat his massive knee as if to comfort a child.


  "It will be again, Donal Longsword," she gently answered. "We will make it so, you and I." There was such strength and surety in her that Donal could not help but be impressed.


  "But lady," he gestured about him, "do you really have such faith in our chances?"


  "Chances?" She laughed. "Chances, hell! As the humans would say, it is destiny, warlord, destiny and the fate's balance for the wronging of Mai Methra. My people here in this land will heed my call, and I shall take this land from the black witch and it shall be everything you remember, young Donal, and much, much more!" Donal started to reply, but his horse shied, and there stood Margawt. 


  "A city." The Morigu grinned, an unsettling sight. "A city of wood, filled with humans, and," he nodded in Maeve's direction, "the little people."


  "It is Pwyl," Donal stated, for he knew Margawt would not fail him, and it was this city that the warlord had chosen for their first attack.


  "Half a day's march," Margawt said, turning to leave, "a few mortal mages. Nothing to stand in our way 'til we get there." And then he was gone. Donal turned to Maeve.


  


  "Now, Lady, the time I have waited a long year for. Now comes the time to strike at the witch and begin the payment she owes me!" His horse leapt ahead, urged on by the wrath of the warlord, and his army followed behind.


  ****


  The city of Pwyl spread haphazardly across three small hills lying in the middle of a large lush valley. The valley was surrounded by high hills where the thick wood of Aes Lugh towered over the city below. There were no trees in the quiet valley, instead it was covered by an ankle-deep blue-green grass, dotted here and there with flowers of all colors and designs. The city itself was a fantastic structure of curved walls and needle-thin towers. There were no angles or straight lines anywhere in Pwyl and everything was built of wood, even the streets.


  The city and the surrounding valley retained much of its former beauty, but it was only on the surface. There was a haze in the air, a miasma of heat and weight that covered everything. The strange grass here was not so bright as once it had been, and there were large areas that were brown, like liver spots on the hands of the aged. The marvelous wood that Pwyl had been built from, wood that had retained its life and vitality, was now grey and corpse-pale. The city looked like a beautiful woman, dying slowly of some terrible disease that could only be seen if one stood close to her. Then the blue, thin veins could be seen with the sad, yellow caste to the skin and the bones beginning to push up through the dying flesh.


  The army of Aes Lugh silently surrounded the city, quickly overrunning the outposts in the hills. The encirclement of the valley was completed just as night came and Donal Longsword, Warlord of the Army, rode forth to the gates of Pwyl alone. In his arms he cradled a long pole wrapped in cloth. He reared his horse to stop a bowshot away from the city's walls and scanned the battlements for a moment. The defenders of the city stared down at him with wide eyes, for they had been caught completely unawares. Donal noted that though there were many humans on the walls, the majority of the warriors were brown elves. He smiled grimly at that knowledge, for this is why he had picked this city to begin the campaign. He sat tall in his saddle, unconsciously rolling his powerful muscles under his armor.


  "People of Pwyl," he cried, "you know me, for once I was your warlord." Not a few of the brown elves on the wall shifted uncomfortably at his statement. "I did not join the black witch in her treachery." Donal knew they understood he meant Arianrood. "I did not sell my soul to the Dark!" The half-elf's sharp ears picked up some murmuring at that. "I have come back with an army, to free Aes Lugh from the evil that grips it, and I have come back to help give this land something more than freedom." Donal picked up the pole he had brought with him and began to unfurl the cloth about it. "I have come back to give Aes Lugh a new queen!" With that the wind caught the banner he held, and though to the humans it was only a black cloth, the brown elves could make out the banner of long-dead Mai Methra and a moan of sorrow and longing filled the night air.


  In answer to that sound the army of Aes Lugh blew upon their great war horns. The valley filled with the power and beauty of that sound. From their ranks a small group rode toward Donal, even as the sky above Pwyl filled with the mighty hawks of Diuann ai Di.


  The riders ranged themselves about Donal that the defenders of the city might see them. The destroyer rode up, the banner of the Hunter god in his hands, and two of his monks beside him. Bronwen, too, came, not as the huntress, but as Bronwen ap Remon, princess of Fiodha; and she carried her people's banner with a handful of Green Branch knights acting as her honor guard. There, too, rode the High Prince Cucullin, his king's banner flapping in the night air. Beside him rode the captain of the Ard Riegh's personal guard, and the generals of the army. And on Cucullin's right rode Dermot, carrying the High Prince's colors, her magic flaring in a white aura about her.


  And last came two riders, the gold of their steeds flashing in the night, the fierce red and black of their armor a stark threat in itself. They rode to the front of the small group at the gates of Pwyl. The leader's eyes burned like flame, and her hair was a wave of blood. Her face was proud and stern and in that moment, Maeve was the match of any hero that had ever walked the face of the earth.


  "I am Maeve rab Kiel," she spoke quietly, but her voice filled every corner of Pwyl and everyone heard her as if she spoke to them alone. "I am the last of the rab Kiels and rightful ruler of the people of Mai Methra." Behind her Fergus Firemane took the banner from Donal and defiantly planted it in the ground. "I have come to claim this land of Aes Lugh for my people. To free it from the dark sins of Arianrood Blacksoul. I will not be denied in this by any being, by any power. Join me and we shall build a new future for our people. Defy me and die!" She said nothing more and simply waited as if she expected the gates of the city to be thrown open for her.


  It was a moment that could not be forgotten for the brown elves behind those walls. They had followed where Arianrood their mistress had led. Followed, for what choice had they? Their people had been cast from the stage of the world, the greatness that had once been theirs had become dust, dust covering the ruins of their cities, the bones of their people, the land of their birth. They had accepted their fate, the destiny that had overtaken them. They had borne loss of their pride, their hearts and hopes. The war for them had not been a great conflict or a choice. It had been simply the continuation of their own slow and sure decline. If they made war, then it was against the dwarves, and that was no great change, for the two races had warred in earlier ages. It was not a revolt against the goddess or the light. Aes Lugh had dwindled, surely, but so had they. No goblins had crossed their path, these were not the ones chosen to fight besides the Dark Ones. They were not led by demons, or monsters, or evil men. They were led by their own people, who were doing what they had done for so long--following the orders of Arianrood and believing her lies.


  But now--


  The men on those walls did not understand what was happening; they did not know what the name of "rab Kiel" meant to their allies. They did know Bronwen and some few respected her for long rebellion against her father. Not all the warriors of Fiodha were pleased with their king, or this war, or their garrison duty in a strange land. Not a few began to question, though the majority belonged to the Sorcerer King Remon heart and soul, and therefore to Arianrood.


  It was a strange night that began the campaign of Aes Lugh. The gates did not open to admit Maeve, no one kneeled and called her queen. But none came to the walls to answer her challenge, none dared to face the mighty leaders of the elven army. The defenders of Pwyl stayed on the walls, but they talked to themselves quietly, and their leaders did not like the questions that were being asked.


  The hawks of Diuann ai Di, like tiny golden comets, danced over the city of Pwyl. Every once in a while one of the powerful birds would swoop down to tear a banner from the walls. It would bring its prize to a great height and drop it while its fellows slashed and tore at the cloth in its slow fall, till only scraps landed on the streets of the city.


  Small groups of riders, elves and brown elves, would break from the encircling army and race up and down the broad valley. They would leap from their horses and catch the arrows their fellows sped through the night. They would sing and dance and call for the people of Pwyl to join them and there was magic in their voices. Sometimes they would ride over one of the dead spots of grass and it was seen with great wonder that when they did so, the land came back to life, and the grass turned a piercing blue-green once more.


  And the fairy lights came back to the valley. Even the people of this land could not say truly what the fairy lights were. Some said they were the souls of the dead who so loved their land, they had to periodically return and visit. Others said the lights were the dreams of the trees dancing to some unknown tune that only the wood can hear. Whatever they were, the fairy lights had not been seen in the land in a long time, and none could miss the implications in the fact that they came with the army of Maeve rab Kiel.


  They were beautiful, those strange magic lights, of all colors and ranging from as small as a flower seed to as large as a man's head. Some floated about the elves' shoulders lighting their exotic faces with a mixture of delightful colors. Some drifted among the trees, as if a long line of people marched with candles in their hands. But as lovely as they were, they were eerie and somehow threatening, and many shivered behind the wood walls of Pwyl.


  Wisps of fog drifted over the valley, obscuring the fairy lights some, and making the whole remarkable scene even more dreamlike. And with the fog came one more thing, one more surprise for the people of the city. Even as the fog slowly drifted through their stout walls and into their streets, so, too, came Margawt, the Morigunamachamain.


  He did not come alone, but blanketed Bronwen in his magic, so that she, too, might pass all barriers unseen. But Bronwen remembered little of that strange journey, for her human sensibilities were already dazzled by the elven magic that held the valley in its thrall. All she knew was that she crept alongside the Morigu, staying as close as she dared, for he made no sound to follow and would not speak. She would later remember it as a walk through a long dark tunnel, whose side and roof could not be touched, yet were always pressing in on her. How long it took, she could not say, but in time she found herself in a shadowed corner of a side street of Pwyl.


  With a light touch on her arm Margawt led her through the crazy twists and turns of the city's streets, finally bringing her to a large home surrounded by a grey garden. This was the house of Grannia of the clan Powl and Donal had thought that here allies could be found. Margawt left Bronwen hiding beneath a dying hedge and continued to the house alone. She felt she should protest, after all she was the huntress, but she knew that there was no one, perhaps not even her god," who could hunt as the Morigunamachamain could; so she just waited.


  He came back an hour later, and his sword was wet with blood.


  'An old one," he whispered, "she waits for us. I killed the traitors." He turned and walked boldly to the front door, Bronwen hurrying to keep up. The odd, round door was opened by a tiny brown elf whose blue eyes seemed wet with tears. She ushered the two in, closing the door firmly behind her. Only then did Bronwen notice the little woman had donned a rusted chain-mail shirt and carried an ax that seemed larger than she.


  "I have called them as you asked, lord," Grannia said quietly to Margawt, bowing deep to him, "and I myself shall destroy the traitors." The old woman stifled a sniffle as she struggled to raise the giant ax.


  "Nay, woman," Margawt answered, reaching out and taking the ax from the brown elf. Bronwen was shocked by the gentleness in the Morigu's voice and manner. She did not know that already this night Margawt had killed most of the old woman's family. "It is my destiny and my duty." Grannia relinquished her weapon hesitantly, then with a gasp fell to her knees and much to the embarrassment of Margawt grabbed his hand and kissed it.


  "Lord, lord, we have waited, waited so long for you." Her tears covered Margawt's hand. "We almost gave up, and now you come, with a queen and our own good Donal. Ah, lord, we have waited for you." Bronwen could not hide her shock at the elf's words. Margawt had not brought the others, he was not the leader of the army. "Or," she thought again, "maybe he is?"


  Margawt lifted the old woman up and gently removed his hand from hers.


  "Lady, it is time, and the earth cries to me." She nodded once and led Margawt and Bronwen into a room with no ceiling, a large pool of water in the center and two roaring fireplaces at either end. Four other brown elves waited; they were younger and their armor and weapons were in good shape. They grimly bowed once and the gruesome events of that night began.


  It was later called the Night of Goddess, though that was a gentle name for the bloody work that happened in that strange room. One by one brown elves and humans were called to that place and there they were judged. It was Margawt and Margawt alone that decided life or death for the visitors. No words were spoken. He simply looked at them and either nodded briefly or with one swipe of his sword beheaded them. Humans and brown elves came to the summons and two elves, but both of them failed and Margawt killed them with a savage glee. Some of those that lived left the room to plan, others stayed to pile the heads of the traitors about the pool. The water soon turned red.


  Not a few brown elves were killed that night and most of the humans who entered that house never left, but many were untouched by the darkness that had invaded Aes Lugh. The leaders of the city knew nothing of what was going on as the rebels stationed themselves about the city; the elves waiting for the coming of their queen, the humans eager to support their princess. Maybe there was an inevitability about it all that the strange elven magic portended, for several of the leaders of the city tried to escape in the night. All were caught by the waiting elves beneath the trees in the hills and there hung from thick branches. And when daylight finally came and the lords of the army of Aes Lugh rode to the gates of the city, a hushed expectancy filled the valley.


  It was Dermot who rode straight to the gates. She was dressed in white armor and her dark hair and eyes seemed wild in the sunlight. Though she stood barely twenty feet from the walls, no arrow was shot, no spear flung, no stone dropped, as if all knew such missiles would never reach her, as they would not have.


  Though she bore no weapon it was noticed that in her left hand she carried a thick book whose edges seemed to glitter like sunlight on water. Dermot lifted her right hand and spoke to the gate as if she spoke to another person.


  "It is I, Dermot of Cather-na-nog, sorceress and Shee, who comes before you," she said in a soft dreamy voice. "I come in the name of my Lord Lonnlarcan and in the name of Queen Maeve. I come in my own name and stand before you as one of the many who would defy the Dark of this place. Will you heed me? For in justice's name I bid you, open." It was a gentle command, but command enough, for it was followed by words of great power that only Cucullin of all there could rightly be said to understand, but even he had not seen such a spell as this before.


  From Dermot's hand a dazzling splash of yellow-gold light leapt forward and covered the gate. The light coalesced into a yellow humanoid giant, his form insubstantial and semi-transparent. With slow grace he went to one knee before the sorceress, then he turned to the gates. Two great hands spread across their solid doors and with a ponderous motion he began to push against them. Behind them the great silver bars lifted from their braces and fell to the ground and slowly the gates opened. He continued to push until the way to the city was clear and then he slowly dwindled as if he still struggled to open some unseen barrier down a long, long path. When he was finally lost in the distance Dermot turned to Maeve.


  "Your city awaits, oh, Queen," she said. Maeve lifted her sword and with a great cry led the charge through the gates. No one raced to bar her path, for all had been lost in Dermot's magic, and now it was too late. The rebels inside the city led by Bronwen ap Remon cut down the defenders and opened the other gates. It was a fast furious fight and over in less than an hour, for truly most of the people of Pwyl were Maeve's now. None of the enemy escaped that valley to tell of what had happened, for the brown elves were nothing if not efficient in their vengeance.


  ****


  So it was noon of the second day since the coming of the army of Aes Lugh to Pwyl that Maeve stood on a tower and addressed her new subjects. Not many could remember what she said that day, for the people of the city needed no words to strengthen their resolve, nor did they need it explained to them the consequences of their action. They had defied Arianrood, the Ead, she who had been their goddess, defied the most powerful being in the land and Arianrood would not take that lightly. The path had been chosen, either they or Arianrood would be destroyed; there was no other way.


  But also this day, they had become a people again, more than a nation, or a culture. They were once more part of the future of the world; once more would the threads of their destiny be woven in the great pattern of life. They could never be truly beaten now, they knew that in their souls. They had a queen and an army, but most of all, they had their pride. In this moment the brown elves, the people of desecrated Mai Methra, the little people, knew that always some would survive and now and forever would they strive for the light.


  That day was the first and last time that the fairy lights of Aes Lugh were seen in the day and it seemed that most of them ranged themselves about the tower Maeve stood in, not so much in homage, as in friendship and welcome. It was a day not to be forgotten.


  Donal and Cucullin stood side by side in the crowd staring up at the new queen. The people around them sang and laughed and in their happiness even did they dare to reach out sometimes and touch or even rarely talk to the two lords. Donal smiled back at them and traded jokes with those about him and Cucullin's laugh filled the air. But the High Prince turned to Donal when the others about them did not see and said:


  "It shall not be so easy next time, my lord." The elf's voice was quiet that no one should hear his words.


  


  "No," the warlord replied, "as we get near to the city of the witch, the defenders will be more loyal to her." He shrugged his powerful shoulders. "But others will come to Maeve's banner and I think not a few of the greater elves still survive."


  "True, but there is a great evil in this land," Cucullin continued, "and I do not think Arianrood will lightly give up her kingdom." Cucullin's words were thoughtful and he meant no harm by them, so he was surprised by Donal's reaction. The warlord whirled on the prince and lifted his great sword.


  "The bitch!" Donal shouted. "She will have no choice, for we will take it from her dead hands if we must!" The crowd around the two quieted at Donal's outburst, but Cucullin said nothing. He simply reached out and grasped the other's shoulder. And under that gentle gaze the warlord's anger dissipated.


  ****


  Another figure watched all this, from the shadows of one of the insanely twisted alleys of Pwyl. Margawt grimaced to see the giant Donal still so full of rage, but he understood. After all, he was the Morigu; he had no choice but to understand.


  He shuddered once at the memory of his deeds the night before, of his part in the freeing of the city of Pwyl. It was not his way to play the spider, to trap his enemies so. It was not his way at all. But he had no choice, for he was the Morigunamachamain and if he once more had payed the greater price, who was he to say it should not be so?


  One single blood tear traced his hard face, for it was not over, not nearly over. The land here was corrupted and filled with a sickening disease. Each step on the earth was pain for him, each breath ripped like glass in his lungs. No, it wasn't over, for the trees, as the people here, who did not submit to the Dark died; died, and Margawt was getting sick of death. He was tired of the endless list of the fallen and longed for something more, to accomplish something other than the destruction of his foes.


  But it was not for him to say it should not be so.


  


  C H A P T E R


  Fifteen


  


  


  


  During the next month the various armies of the alliance worked to consolidate their gains. In Aes Lugh the army slowly spread out in a semicircle, bringing the whole northeast of that country under its control. The people of Aes Lugh lived mainly in small groups and except for Caer Lugh, there were no great population centers for the allies to capture, though two small towns fell to their forces. As the days and weeks passed, more of the people of Aes Lugh made their way to join the army and pledge loyalty to Maeve. Some of the greater elves came, too, though they were lean and haggard, for they had been fighting a lone guerrilla war against Arianrood for many months.


  So far the plans of the allies had gone well, except for the destruction of the army at Wyrh. Still, the enemy had been sorely hurt and could not prepare any sort of offensive on any front. The largest of the enemy's forces still sieged the Crystal Falls and the Dark Ones dared not pull it back to Aes Lugh's defense, for that would have allowed the dwarves to field an army and that they most especially did not want.


  Though Donal was able to harry the supply lines of that army somewhat, Arianrood's forces firmly controlled Fas-Nache. So it was that Donal had but one choice, he must move on Caer Lugh, Arianrood's capital city. And on this goal all his strategy was based. Bronwen and Fergus Firemane formed small tactical units to fight the enemy deep in the woods of Aes Lugh, while the other leaders rebuilt the army, adding to it the defectors from Arianrood's forces. Margawt ranged far and wide on his own missions, and the Dark that had infested the land feared his coming. The Morigu always checked the new recruits, making it impossible for the enemy to place spies in the allied army.


  In Tolath Fin took Comar with little loss of life and busied himself with making the city into a powerful fortress. The loss of the duchess and her army was a hard blow to the empire, so there was no possibility of mounting a winter campaign in the south. But with the capture of the dwarven caves in the Tivulic mountains, Fin was able to reorder his armies and send some reinforcements to the Borderlands where the duke of Tinnafar continued to build a small army.


  But perhaps of all the leaders it was Mearead, king of the Crystal Falls, who had the hardest job, for it was to him that the others turned for the answer of what to do with the dragon's dwarven slaves. They fed the dwarves and gave them their freedom, but no one, it seemed, could give them back their dignity and to this task Mearead bent his formidable abilities.


  It was found that the dwarves, while slaves of the dragon, had uncovered a previously untapped, rich vein of gold, some years before. Mearead was sure the early culture that must have been here had known of the gold vein, but had saved it for a later time. It was a place to start.


  The first thing that the king ordered was for the purification of the cave where the dragon had kept his hoard. It was a long process and dangerous, but with the help of the elves and most especially Ceallac, Mearead was able to cast out the lingering traces of the monster's power. He then had the cavern walls, ceiling, and floor covered in the purest of gold, with no adornments whatsoever. Everyone was confused by his motives till he called all the dwarves together.


  "I have chosen a name for your future," he said, "you shall henceforth be known as the people of the Golden Hall." And some say that was the first of his gifts to the dwarves. But it was a small thing compared to what was to come.


  The three gifts of Mearead they were later called and it was in these acts that the dwarven king most reputed the Dark Ones.


  The first gift was simple, on the outside, for each night Mearead would gather all the dwarves in the cavern where they had been slaves. There sitting on the great out-thrusting rock where first he had seen them in all their misery he told them stories, which is to say he gave to them his experience, his knowledge and his humor. Each night he would sit in the pitch black cave, usually with one or two small ones tumbling about him, and he would speak of many things. And always Niall mac Mannon stood with him, though the man never spoke a word.


  Mearead told the people of the dwarf's ancient history, and of the war that now ravaged the world. He would paint pictures with his words of his own home and those he loved. And the people learned to mourn the loss of Colin, Mearead's sister-son, for often did the king speak of him. Every night before the king was done, he would tell one humorous story, and though the people never dared to laugh aloud, this was the high point of the day to all. All thought that the funny tales were ancient stories and none knew that Mearead made them all up. And, too, he would talk of little things, food and farming, metalwork and all the crafts. And most especially he would talk of art.


  He told them it was in their very being to reach for that elusive phantom, ever and ever he said:


  "Remember you are dwarves, and all dwarves are artists and warriors bom."


  This was the first gift and a great gift it was, for it gave the people something to look forward to. It gave them questions and many wonders to wrestle with. And in time the eldest of the folk came to Mearead and asked him to be their king.


  "This I will not do," he said that night, "though you honor me by asking." And the people were sad for they felt that Mearead did not think them worthy. So that night Mearead told them of the blood price and the terrible oaths he had sworn and explained until he had cut the bloodeagle into the flesh of Arianrood he could not go back to his own kingdom, never mind rule a new one. This they understood, for they were beginning to feel the stirrings of the savage fierceness of the dwarves, the other side of their nature. And it was to this part the king bequeathed his second gift.


  "I will be your warlord," he said, "at least for a time, for you must make war on those who have abused you so." And many feared at his words. Some even protested; had they not suffered enough? To this Mearead answered sadly:


  "Perhaps, if you were not dwarves," his eyes shone in the dark of the cave, "for a dwarf can bend knee to no creature, mortal or immortal, and I tell you, a dwarf without his pride is one who has lost his soul. You have been brutalized as no creature should and you must not think it happened because you deserved it. You must get angry. You must feel outrage. You must fight back. But not for vengeance--that is the human way. Fight for justice." And then he chose four thousand of them, that in time would be their army. From these he chose five hundred and it was these who would be the nucleus of that army. And he asked Niall to help train them.


  


  Mearead had the forges and anvils brought to one room and with mighty spells he consecrated that place into a dwarven cave of the making. He commissioned an elven artist to paint a huge mural of Cuir re Duriche on one wall.


  "Know your enemy," was all he answered to the dwarves' questions of his motive for the painting.


  In this room Mearead and the dwarves of the Golden Hall designed the armor their army would wear. First it was decided that the weapons would be of one type, that all the people might learn the use of it. Though it would be easier to learn the skill of the mattock or mace, Mearead decided that the battleax would become the weapon of this people. And when they asked why, he told the story of the mighty dragon Ruhtivak, brother to Sessthon and of how he had severed the monster's neck with ax and magic, after the monster had killed his father, King Connal. All then agreed it was the proper choice. And it was noticed that after that Niall Trollsbane began to carry a battleax instead of his sword.


  The armor created was chain with metal reinforcements. Mearead found a few pieces of the dragon's hoard that the monster had left. These he melted down, mixing in pure gold and small flakes of the dragon's dried blood that had been found on the battlefield floor. Blood that Shiel mac Mannon had shed at his ultimate cost. He kept a cauldron of this metal in the cave of the making, further enhancing it with his own magic. One drop of it was added to each suit of armor, giving it two added qualities: one that the armor came out a bright gold as if it had been made completely of the precious metal, and the second, Mearead promised, was that the armor would be resistant to dragonflame.


  To the axes he also added the metal of his cauldron. And one thing more. A single drop of his blood, that the sacred bond of the blood-price might strengthen the weapons and the resolve and courage of those that bore them. The axes, when cast, turned out a strange gold color which in certain light turned dark red. So it was, his second gift was seen by some as the gift of war, but to those who understood it was the gift of defiance and courage.


  The third gift was thought by many to be the least, but to the dwarves of the Golden Hall it was understood to be the greatest and most important. Mearead brought it to them one night and at the sight of it the cavern grew unnaturally quiet, for the king had worked quietly and secretly on this gift and none had known of it and that night he did not speak.


  It was a sculpture, some four feet by eight feet at the base, some six feet high. It was made from a solid piece of white marble and it portrayed Mearead and Donal Longsword at the grave of Colin. The people knew of this moment from the king's stories. It was the greatest work of art that Mearead had ever created, though he knew there was one more sculpture he must do--someday.


  The two figures of the dwarf and half-elf seemed vividly alive. Donal's hand was lifted as he rubbed the grave dirt into his noble features. His face was twisted and jagged with the half-elf's shock and horror at the betrayal by his mistress. It was the face of the leaders of this war, of their feelings of failure at protecting the people, and their savage determination to crush the enemy.


  But Mearead's face was different, for it was the face of the people themselves. In that wrinkled and lined skin was the map of a long, full life, one now struck by a tragedy it could not ever have imagined. His eyes held the intolerable sorrow of all parents who bury their children, and in the set of those broad shoulders was the hard burden of going on with such a loss, a loss that all pray never happens. But in the strong hands, seeming to tense about the ax-handle even as the dwarves watched, there was another thing. Not the mighty outrage and anger of Donal, but the sure determination to continue, to go on doing what must be done, no matter what the cost. It was there in the whole stance of the statue, unknowingly Mearead had shown in his work his secret heart, his absolute conviction that he will win, because he must. And if Arianrood had seen that sculpture she would have known fear.


  For the dwarves of the Golden Hall it was otherwise. They saw in both figures for the first time a future for themselves. Not an easy future, it was surely one full of hard payments, but a future nonetheless. They saw at the pitiful grave, so small in the scheme of things, their own tragedy. The many, many dead they had not mourned. The terrible living death they had all somehow survived, and the crushing guilt that haunted them in their survival. It is probably only dwarves who would respond so, for in that moment the folk truly became a people. They stood there weeping silently with their young looking at them uncomprehendingly, and that night they once more became individuals.


  A young dwarf, a lad really, methodically climbed the rock that Mearead stood on. He reached out his hand to the king and Mearead grasped it. The young dwarf's eyes searched the face of the king.


  "Thank you," he said in a quiet voice, "we thought we had been conquered, beaten to the point that we only deserved the fate we bore. But you have shown us it is otherwise. We can be brutalized, battered, beaten, but nothing and no one can change the fact that we have the right, nay, the duty to live, to seek our own way, to find our own truths." And then because he was a dwarf the lad turned to the others and shouted out.


  "I think it is time we planned on how to carve some dragon flesh!" And the cavern resounded with their cheers, while the old king just smiled, his hand lightly touching the sculpture of Colin's grave.
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  Dermot shook her long hair from her eyes, letting a small sigh escape her tightened lips. She sat at an ancient table in one of the small auxiliary study rooms of the Pwyl library. The table top was covered with half-brittle scrolls and archaic books of lore, and in the middle of all that accumulated knowledge lay the Tome of Rhiannon. Dermot had hoped that the extensive collection in the library would help her to decipher the ancient knowledge that the goddess had bequeathed her. But so far she had found little that helped.


  She let out another sigh and shifted irritably in her chair. So far the heart of Rhiannon's wisdom had eluded her; the only real magic she had acquired from her constant study of the tome was the opening spell she had used on the gates of Pwyl. But except for that she had gained no other spell and her search was beginning to frustrate her beyond bearing.


  It was against her nature, this role of sorceress that she found herself in. She was at heart a wild creature of instinct, not deliberation. She felt trapped by the gift of the goddess as if everywhere she turned there was a wall refusing her passage. She was like some great cat, placed behind bars, always pacing back and forth, held but never controlled and never, never tamed.


  Dermot would be the first to admit that the Tome of Rhiannon had increased her knowledge and her power. Her view of many things had changed in the last months, for the words of Rhiannon were subtle and twisted one's vision first this way and then that. But at the same time Dermot's quest had a way of insulating her from the events around her. She was changing, but not from the effects of the war as the others. Her changes came from the lonely struggle to understand the genius of a sorcerer who had died centuries before. She longed to see Niall. She knew of the changes the ring had forced on him; all the leaders of the army were interested in deciphering what exactly had happened to the general, Donal especially. Dermot wondered if Niall felt as oddly isolated and insulated as she did. She amused herself sometimes by trying to picture his new eyes and hair. It was odd for her to realize she missed him, missed anyone for that matter, especially a human-- But she was sorceress enough to know that the goddess had bound her and Niall's fate together, though she could not guess what that truly would mean.


  "I must speak with you." Dermot jumped at the voice behind her and nearly knocked over the table as she leapt to confront the speaker. All her defenses went up immediately, for none should be able to sneak up on her. Dermot turned with her magic in her eyes to face the intruder.


  Margawt just stood there, ignoring the implications of the snapping gold aura about the young Shee. He just watched her with his solemn eyes, till Dermot collected herself.


  "I must speak with you," he said again. For a moment Dermot could not think of a reply. He had frightened her and she knew somehow something was wrong. As a Shee and as a sorceress of great power, she routinely placed guards and wards about her, wards that none, not even a Morigunamachamain, should be able to pass without her knowledge. But that wasn't the only reason there was a touch of fear in her eyes.


  Dermot was the only Shee outside of Cather-na-nog, the only one to survive the battle for Tolan, and only a Shee may be chosen as a Morigunamachamain. It was always uncomfortable for her to speak to Margawt, for he was a constant reminder of what she could have been, may still become, and for Dermot there could be no cruder fate than to be driven as Margawt was. He had no free will, no individuality, he was a force of nature. He could never break his fate. His destiny was not his own to Dermot it was as if he had no soul. He terrified her as no creature of the Dark ever could.


  "You," her voice was husky and her hand shook as she reached out for the chair and slowly sat down, "you startled me."


  "Only you, I think," he continued as if she had not spoken, "can help me now." He stood staring down at her, his hand unconsciously resting on the parrying dagger at his side. He did not move in the slightest, indeed he barely seemed to breathe. He was like some statue of an ancient and terrible god. A god that demanded human sacrifices. He made no sound and Dermot shivered as she realized the silence spell that he bound about himself was the most powerful spell she had ever encountered.


  "Help you?" she stated. She hardly liked the sound of that. "It is the trees," he said quietly and there was such a sadness in his voice, Dermot nearly forgot her fear. Nearly. 


  "The trees?"


  "They are dying, or they have accepted the corruption." He shrugged. "I have survived the swamps of the Devastation, though nearly they destroyed me and I have withstood the plagues of the Night Hag, but--" He stopped and he moved. Just a slight twist of the shoulders, a quiver about the nostrils, that was all, but it was so like some trapped animal, so like some small creature caught in a situation it could not understand that Dermot felt a flush of pity for him. "He is more like me than ever I guessed," she thought. "He feels the cage about him and cannot break free any more than I can. But," she reminded herself, "his burden is beyond any I have ever been called to bear."


  "Margawt," she spoke in a soft voice as to a child, "I cannot understand you, you must explain more clearly what you want of me." Again he shifted and then to her horror he began to rock back and forth on his heels and a small sound, like a moan came from him.


  "It eats me," he whispered, "it reaches through the ground and it eats me piece by piece. It whispers to me, promises me freedom, release, ending to the pain. But it lies as it always has, always will."


  "Why--who whispers to you?"


  "You don't know?" His voice was incredulous. "Surely Donal and the others understand?"


  "Understand what?" Dermot was confused. What could he possibly be speaking of?


  "The land, the land." Margawt clenched both his fists in his hair. "Oh, goddess, is it true, can it be they do not know?"


  "Margawt, what are you talking about?" Dermot asked angrily.


  "The evil that infects the land, that destroys Aes Lugh, do you not know it? Do you not recognize it? Can it be you fight what you do not understand?"


  "Of course I understand," she snapped out, "it's Arianrood. She is part of this land. She is the Ead. Her betrayal, her acceptance of the Dark has infected the magic of this country. We have to--"


  "NO!" Margawt shouted, and he whirled away from her and braced his two hands against the wall. In a quiet voice he continued.


  "I have come to you, Dermot of the Shee, because you have the Tome of Rhiannon, because you have the same blood in your veins as I, because you have the potential to be as powerful as once Dammuth was. I have come to you also because you are a woman and close to the goddess. This land is dying and what does not die is twisted and corrupted as no living thing should be. I am the Morigunamachamain and the vengeance of the earth is my destiny. But I am protector, too." He laughed harshly as he said that. "But it does not matter, Dermot of the Shee. I cannot kill the land-- Ah, how to explain, why must I explain? I am the Morigunamachamain, the only one. If only I did not know how mad I truly am--"


  For long moments neither spoke, for it was as he said. He was the Morigunamachamain, and it was not her right to ask explanations of him. She was an elf and a Shee; Dermot knew Margawt was beyond her judgment, beyond her comprehension. Yet how could she help if she did not understand?


  "You cannot," he said. Margawt turned and Dermot gasped in astonishment. His eyes were pools, pools of red thick blood; she expected to see them bleed down his face at any moment. His skin was stretched taut and the muscles in his face were like thick bands of iron. But in that face that should have horrified her, there was such beauty, such pain and sadness that Dermot nearly wept.


  "What is happening to you, Margawt?" she asked, and she could not help but lift a hand toward his face, but he shied from her touch.


  "I do not know. I am not as the others were. I know things, feel things-- I can do things no other Morigu could." He moved closer to her and looked down with his blood eyes. "Dermot, if the land is corrupted, if the earth herself becomes one with the Dark, is my only choice to seek a way to destroy the world itself?" And she began to understand.


  "The evil in Aes Lugh, it affects you like the evil in a creature of the Dark," she said.


  "It is much worse, for the land has little choice, no real mind as a man, or elf, or to an extent a goblin."


  "I understand you cannot kill the land, so you have come to me to find a way to change the land, to drive the Dark from it."


  "I have that power, I found it in my battle with the Night Hag, but I do not know how to control it, how to direct it."


  "Margawt, what you speak of, it is the power of a god!"


  "A god?" He laughed. "What are gods to me? There is only the goddess, and if you think she is as other beings that are called gods are, you are very far from the truth."


  "Cannot the goddess then do this thing?"


  "I am the avenger. I am the protector. The hunter. The sword of the earth. The mad passion of the earth things. Vengeance. I must find a way to cleanse the land, or I must destroy it; I have no choice."


  "Perhaps if we defeat Arianrood, perhaps if she is--"


  "No!" Margawt's fist slashed through the air. "NO! You do not understand! Do you think Arianrood is as the others? Do you think the Dark seduced her with power over other creatures? Do you think it is power like that she craves? She is the Ead, she knows, she knows it all. Don't you understand? Don't you see?"


  "See what?" Dermot shouted. She was half in a rage, though she did not know why. She did not understand, could not understand. And finally she realized she did not want to understand. She leapt up and tried to stop him from speaking, for she knew in that moment if she let him speak, all things, everything she was and everything she would have been, would be lost forever. But he was the Morigu and he could not help but understand.


  "It is not Arianrood," he said sadly for he recognized what a terrible moment this was for her. He understood what he was doing to her. "It is not her magic gone evil that infects the land, that kills it. It is the voice of the Beast, Dermot of the Shee, it is He who whispers to me, whispers to us all. It is His breath that kills all with insane delights, and mad wishes." Dermot sat back down and said nothing.


  "I do not yet know what He has offered Arianrood, what knowledge or what power He offers her. This I do not know." Dermot stared at his face, mesmerized by his blood eyes and godlike features. "But they were fools to think that such as Fealoth could ever defeat the Beast. He was never truly cast out, never truly gone. His form, His mind, perhaps His soul, but not His spirit. He has always been here, and Arianrood fell to Him as so many others have. As it seems the whole world must. Even I. For He has plans for the least of us, Dermot of the Shee, and for me He plans something beyond bearing. He plans for me to destroy the world." ,,


  "If the whole world is corrupt," she whispered, "if the land itself if wrong..."


  "I am the Morigunamachamain... I have so little of my own. I would have no choice. I would be driven to it. And Dermot," he added almost gently, "I would find a way."


  "I believe you." He did not answer, just stood there waiting. It was all too much to fathom for her. But she understood now why it was so hard for him to speak clearly. He was truly not like any other creature, he was a force, like a hurricane or a tornado. He was directed, but not by himself. She realized it must be an almost unbearable strain for him to talk as he had. How much easier, how much simpler, to just do as he was driven to do. To just kill and never think of it. Never weigh it and try to understand it. Who had the right to judge him? Who could say it is wrong for him to do one thing or another? Who but he could ever truly understand the unbelievable agony that every breath must be?


  She understood now. She understood why he came to her, and what he asked of her. A new thing, a Morigu striving to give life instead of taking it. She understood why he rebelled oh so subtle against his fate. And she understood one more thing, she now knew why the other Morigus had killed themselves after the Dark Siegn wars. They had known, they had known as only they of all creatures, mortal and immortal, could know. They understood that the great war had only been the beginning. They knew the Dark Lord hadn't been defeated, that he was stronger than ever, and they, as Margawt now did, heard his voice and his subtle promises. They understood the future for them was to be the murderers of the very earth, and rather than be a part of that they killed themselves. As Dermot knew she would have.


  Margawt was the Morigunamachamain, the only one. Dermot wondered if the goddess truly understood how well she had picked him. And she wondered if in the end he would go as the others before him had. He bore the burden alone now and could look to no other to lift it for him. But still, she thought, we can help--there's always that.


  "There are prisons and there are prisons, Margawt," she said, "and you shall come to know the size of mine. Together we shall read the Tome of Rhiannon and there, I promise you, we shall discover the magic you seek and free Aes Lugh from its doom."


  He did not answer her, he only waited. But as his eyes and face returned to normal, and as he once more bore the manner he had always had, he could not hide the one quick moment when his shoulders relaxed and his hands relaxed and almost, almost he gave a quick smile of pleasure. Dermot did not acknowledge it, did not show she had seen it. She picked up the tome and turned her thoughts to the task ahead, but even as she did, she knew that there would be a price for all this. They would find a way to free the land, she was sure of that, but there would be a price. For the Beast would never forget their defiance. Never.


  ****


  As Margawt and Dermot began their task in the capital city of Aes Lugh, the sorcerer king of Fiodha, Remon anxiously awaited word from his mistress Arianrood. Remon was not a big man, but spare and lean, and as is often the case with such men, he was physically extremely powerful. The long, black robe he usually wore, paired with his dark eyes and high cheekbones, gave him the look of an ascetic, an appearance blunted somewhat by the sword and long-bladed knife strapped about his waist.


  He paced back and forth across the large stonechamber he had appropriated as his workroom. The place was filled with the paraphernalia of magic and a slight stench of corruption seemed to permeate the very air. The king was anxious. Since the spring he had led the huge army that sieged the dwarves of the Crystal Falls and he feared that the allies' advance into Aes Lugh would force him to abandon the siege. Remon was not sure that he had enough troops to hold Caer Lugh, and if the city was taken, the entire northern army would be isolated. And then the dwarves would be free to take the initiative. And Remon had learned in the long year of warfare to fear the dwarves.


  It was for this reason that he had sent a desperate message to Arianrood. He did not fear the Ead's anger, for the setbacks of the last months could not in any way be blamed upon him, but he wondered if even Arianrood could devise a way to alleviate the deteriorating strategic situation. If she could not, then Remon felt it was only a matter of time till the allies gained the upper hand.


  The king continued pacing as he pictured the movement of the various armies in his head. Numerically the allies were still at a severe disadvantage, but the quick victories of the spring had, he felt, come too easy. The Dark armies were overextended in the south in a vast unsteady line from Aes Lugh to the sea. Since early summer, Remon had argued for a halt on all fronts, while the armies consolidated their positions, especially in the north. He had prophesied the destruction of the Maigul armies in Cather-na-nog, though that was small consolation in the loss of so many thousands.


  But all the strategic situation, bleak as it seemed, was simply the symptom of the problem, not the cause. To the king this had always been a war of conquest, a war between nations for the control of the continent and inevitably, the world. Slowly, however, he had realized that for the demon princes and for Arianrood herself it was otherwise. Remon had objected strenuously, when the Ead and the others had withdrawn from the battlefields, though he could guess the reason for it. But with the withdrawal of such power from the armies, the allies were given the chance to stabilize their fronts and then go on the counteroffensive. To make it worse, even Remon had been caught off guard by the size and scope of the allies' attacks.


  Then there was the dragon. Remon had always seen Cuir re Duriche as an ally, for the dragon, too, was first and foremost interested in conquest. But his behavior in Tolath was nothing less than betrayal, for now the humans would be able to start an offensive in the south come spring. It was madness. The sorcerer could not fathom the purpose for the dragon's actions.


  The king's anger built with each moment, for there were things here he did not understand. It wasn't help he wanted from Arianrood, it was explanations and if he was expected to continue as her warlord, he must have them.


  Just then there was a blinding green light in the center of the room, and Remon stumbled back from the awesome display. The light slowly dimmed and there Arianrood floated two feet off the floor. Her body was slightly insubstantial as she was in astral form, but the king was surprised he had expected a messenger, not the Ead herself. To make his discomfort complete, Arianrood stood naked before him, and he could see the incredible power that she commanded. He bowed low and waited for her to speak.


  "Remon," she said as if barely remembering who he was. Since she was there in astral form, which is to say her personality and soul were in the room, but not her actual body, her voice had an odd, hollow ring. "What is it you desire?"


  


  "Answers." Remon did not shout, but all his impatience came back to him. "Answers as to why our enemy is allowed to counterattack. How did they get to Aes Lugh with an army of elves? Why did the dragon destroy his army? Answers, my queen, for if you don't realize it, the whole war is turning against us."


  "The war, yes," she answered in a dreamy voice.


  "Don't you understand!" Remon could not hide his exasperation. "If we don't do something now, if we don't check the enemies' advances, we could lose!" Arianrood stared silently at the king for a moment; slowly her form solidified somewhat and for the first time she looked straight at Remon.


  "Armies will not win this war," she said.


  "They could have!" Again Arianrood was silent for some time.


  "Remon, do you know what I and the demon lords are doing?" Now it was the man who did not speak. Finally in a small voice he answered.


  "You seek to free the master from his bonds."


  "The master?" Arianrood laughed, a harsh hollow sound. "Your master perhaps!" Abruptly her laughter stopped. "But you are correct, we are breaking the chains Fealoth cast about the Beast and we will bring him here to tread the earth once more." Her form drifted closer to him. "Remon, little king, do you think the people of the land can resist the might of the Dark Lord himself?"


  "They did before," Remon dared to answer, though his voice shook at the implications of his words.


  "Indeed." Arianrood again laughed her weird laugh. "Indeed they did. But then again that was another time, another war, and that time I fought against the Beast." The king had no answer to that.


  "The war, Remon, is secondary," she said, "do you understand? Your task and that of the other warlords is to keep pressure on the enemy so they cannot afford the resources to hinder the freeing of your master." She stressed "your." "Now, Remon, tell me how I may help you."


  "The enemy advances daily. I think they will reach Caer Lugh and here a final battle for control of Aes Lugh will take place. We cannot lose that battle, or the whole northern army will be cut off. Now with the loss of the dragon's army in Tolath our forces are stretched thin. I dare not divert any units from the Crystal Falls, or we will have the whole dwarven nation on our backs. We need warriors! We need the return of the princes and yourself to hold our positions! Caer Lugh must not fall!"


  "There are no armies to give you." Arianrood spoke with flat finality. "Neither I nor any of the powers that assist me will turn from our task. Do you not realize, Remon, that the Bright World itself is riven by war?" She smiled. "If it had not been for the Hunter, the elves never would have reached Aes Lugh. It was that ancient god and the damnable Morigu that allowed their progress through the swamps of the Devastation. If the dragon had not betrayed us, the humans would never have recaptured the mountains of Tivulic. As it is they are on their last legs."


  "The dragon," Remon murmured, still confused as to the monster's motives.


  "Yes, he plays his own little game, Remon." She shrugged, still smiling. "It is he, not the elves or humans, that has hurt us most, but Cuir re Duriche is a fool. He dreams of lost glories and of his race once more ruling as of old. But the dragons are no more, and he is the last of his kind. And in the end either we or our enemies will deal with him." Arianrood extended her hand and in it lay a glowing black jewel.


  "But I have a gift for you, king," she said. "Trapped in this stone is a demon unlike any other. He is a creature I defeated long ages ago. He is constrained by no rule, not by time, or fate, or duty. Free him and he will offer one service. Use him to strike at the heart of your enemy! Use him to break their will and turn their triumphs into tragedies. The price they are paying in this war is a cost they cannot continue to afford and in the end all of them will pay the ultimate price." Hesitantly Remon reached out and picked up the stone, once more in awe of Arianrood's power, for to bear a physical thing while in astral form was an unheard of feat. The stone was warm and Remon could feel the demon's attempts to free itself from its prison. Attempts that in centuries had not diminished in power or perseverance.


  "Lady," he said, "how can I get the demon close enough to strike? The Morigunamachamain has found all my spies and assassins no matter how clever and destroyed them all."


  "Yes, the Morigu, he must be dealt with," she answered, "right now he is the primary threat, and the Beast has plans for him." She was silent for a moment considering. "This demon, oh king, is not like others, it is why even I could not kill him. He is free in a way no other I know is. Death is unknown to him. There are no other worlds waiting for him, no other paths. He is free. Send him, he will find a way. He will find the weak point and will strike the enemy where most it will hurt them. And then," she sighed even as she faded from sight, "he will be free once more. Free." Her voice echoed weirdly in the room and then she was gone.


  Remon, wizard king of Fiodha, held the black jewel in his hands, staring at the spot where the Ead had been. Now he was beginning slowly, slowly, to understand. Free, she said, free. "She does not seek conquest, power, domination," he thought, "it is something else she wants, and all of us, the Dark Lord himself, are just pawns in her game." And he shuddered, for all his power what was he compared to the many that schemed in this mad war? All seemed to serve their own purpose, and Remon doubted seriously that the dragon could be dealt with as easily as Arianrood intimated. Remon swore under his breath as he took the stone to a work bench. Until he knew more he could do nothing, save what he was ordered to. He was trapped and in that trap he smelled his own doom.


  C H A P T E R


  Seventeen


  


  


  


  He was an old god. Many centuries ago the pyridin had "chosen" to capture him, and in those long years of captivity he had dreamed of all that he had lost. The young gods had come when man had changed, and the people had no use for such as He anymore. He had wanted a mighty battle to end it all, an apocalyptic crash of might between his own and the upstart gods. It was his way after all.... But it had not happened that way, not that way at all.


  The people turned from him and his bloody ways. No longer did their hearts stir to his call to arms, no longer would they give the sacrifices he demanded, and so like others before him, he and his dwindled. One by one his brothers and sisters, his children and their hero children, passed away to legend, to myth, to forgetfulness. But such an ending he could not accept--would not accept. And so he stayed, holding on to what power he could.


  It was the pyridin that taught him the futility of his dreams. Once he would have waded into them, the sun his shield, the lightning his spear, the thunder his war horn. Oh, he had been mighty in his day--


  But they had humbled him, chased him down like an animal and caged him with their strange magics. And then, worst of all, they forgot him.


  He had languished in their prison of spells for longer than he had ruled. He, once King of all Gods, Master of the Fates of Man, the War God of the Conquerors, the Storm God of the Powerful, he, God of Gods, had simply been forgotten by his capturers and existed only for his dreams; his vague, vague dreams of gold and women and crashing mortal armies. And in time, even the dreams had no more meaning. They had become simple acts of repetition that could no longer arouse his anger, or his hope. Little things, his once mighty visions, little inconsequential things. 


  And then he came.


  The Beast, the Destroyer, the Dark Lord, the Master of Evil, the Annihilator. He came to the land, and ripped the life out of the old god, stole from him the blood and savagery that once had made him lord of the world. He was left with nothing, nothing, for his memories were of a dead world of violence and mayhem that he no longer could respond to, no longer lust for. He was dust--


  But he could not die, would not die, though often he longed for it. His own mind became a stranger for him. The wisdom that had ruled all things no longer had any value. The world had continued on and left him behind. He had been a two-faced god, a god of judgment and cruelty, wisdom and savagery, hope and madness. But the Beast stole from him half his power and all his passion, and the old one could find nothing to replace it with, though he did not even know he was trying, not until Dammuth's call shook the inner and outer worlds.


  Many answered that call and joined the Arch Mage in his doomed battle. Some of them had once called the old god lord, some had been his family, the heroes that he had created so long ago. He had not known so many had survived and he was proud of the power they were able to gather, the bravery and skill they fought with. He was proud of them, but he did not join them, even though he could have. He did not--


  It was truly a tale of his own age, Dammuth's stand against Hell, a true ending of apocalypse and Armageddon. It had the blood, the enemies, the defiance, the glory. It had it all. All that he had not only lived for, but was. He had always been the incarnation of that world, that belief. It was he who chose death over life: he who taught man to love death, to love power. It was he who placed violence as the ultimate good, the final answer to all questions. The strongest was the only one who mattered, and he was the master of violence, the one who understood the power in brutality--in fear. He taught his followers to love their own fall and seek it above all things. Such a man would have fought with Dammuth, such a god would have. But the old one in that moment realized that he had changed; for he had done something else.


  For the first time in centuries he stretched forth his power and sought to reach Dammuth, not to join the wizard in his death struggle, but to give him one message, one bit of wisdom from a god who should have died long ago.


  He tried to tell Dammuth, Arch Mage of the land, Dragonslayer, Shield of Light, one thing. He tried to tell the old man to run--


  The old god had changed, changed and could never be the same. He had not filled the void that the Beast had left inside him. He was still only half a soul, but still he had changed. It was fool's glory, that old wizard's stand--fool's honor. And since that moment when he had strived to help Dammuth, the old one knew he could no longer lose himself in the pathetic memories of his dim and bloody rule. He could not retract the power he had sent forth, could not turn from the knowledge of what was happening to the land.


  War! Yes, he knew war, but he had not ever truly understood it. For what was war to him? If he lost, he rose to fight again. If he won, he would seek a new battle. The broken forms of the corpses he left on those ancient battlefields meant nothing to him. They had no names, no lifes, no purpose, save to do his will. For he was the strongest.


  But that was all long ago and no longer was he the strongest; he was nothing but a half-remembered tale to frighten children with. And in his fall he learned new things, though he was slow to accept them. He had learned the names of those on the battlefields; he had learned the reasons behind the wars. There were many other things for him to learn, but he had not the method, he had not the skill. He was nothing.


  ****


  And so it had been for the old one during the long year of the war, as he strove with the little power that still remained to understand what he could not. Yet perhaps his power was not so diminished, for he was not surprised when after centuries of neglect the pyridin finally remembered him and during that cold winter day offered a new path for an old god.


  "Pyridin peoples make choice," the ugly little creature said in a squeaky voice, its stick-thin body bending and weaving in some strange pattern that made sense only to the pyridin. "Dorrerilassarslany made choice, help big peoples fight unthings, black unhealth stain all lands now. Even pyridin lands." The creature squealed in disgust. "We help, we war, but pyridin peoples chose no army, chose stealth, chose trickery, chose magic, claws and fangs in dark!" The pyridin moved close to the god, its pink eyes bright. "Pyridin people, we search, search. We do what no others can do--our choice. We seek the Unthing's deepest hole, blackest den. Evil!" it screamed, dancing away. "Evil! Black! Dark stain! No choice! No choice!" Again it moved closer, speaking in a husky whisper. "They seek. They do. They seek to free the Dark One, to bring the Beast here to take away all choice. All choice--even theirs. Pigs! Unthings! No choice! No choice evermore!!!!" And the creature shrieked like a dying horse.


  


  "What is it you wish of me?" the god said, though he could not hide his excitement. He knew his moment had come. His chance to pit his will against the true enemy, the only enemy. The Beast.


  "Hate gods," the pyridin answered petulantly. "Less gods, more choice." It gave a dramatic sigh, shrugging its shoulders in resignation. "But best choice. We free old god--he help humans. Like humans, though they stupid and follow others. They scared of choice." It shrugged again. "But pyridin people like them." It reached out a tentative paw and poked at the supine god. "Ancient one, old one, do you choose to fight? Can old god understand? Can old god see? All peoples, all peoples must fight now, but pyridin people don't choose armies, don't need armies. But old god, he could fight?"


  "I will fight, little one," the god answered. He should hate this creature and all its kind; once he would have, but he did not hate them and he could sense the fear the pyridin felt. That all the people of the land felt. "I will do battle in the name of your people. The people of the land will know that the pyridin war, too."


  "Good choice!" It yelled at the top of its voice, "Good choice!" It danced a moment, then abruptly squatted down. "Old god, changed. Made new choices. Not same god pyridin people capture long ago. Not same unthing. Now no longer great god, now less god. But pyridin people think old god more than he was. Pyridin people remember old god's choice, is good choice." The pyridin stood up and waved a paw in the air. "Tell big peoples, pyridin seek. Pyridin have chosen. Beast! Black Unmaker! That is true enemy. Must not be freed! Must not make war! Must not be!" The pyridin's voice turned dark with its anger, and the god saw the power in these odd creatures, the savagery. "Take Black One's choice away. Unmaker will take all choices from unthings." It sighed. "Tell big people this. Make war, old god. It must be done."


  The god thought long on the pyridin's words, especially its last. It must be done, the creature had said. Must be done. That was not a phrase that he had ever heard a pyridin speak. He understood there was a need here, a need to fight, but it wasn't his need. His need was to fill the void, the void of lost purpose, and of the half soul that was all his claim in the world. So he searched, searched the land, for he had no power as of old. He needed form. He needed purpose. He needed an avatar.


  It was to the humans he looked, for they were always his. He felt the changes in their souls. He did not comprehend the differences, but he, for once, saw the people as individuals, as something other than his tools and toys. He had need of a pact, a body, and a name.


  There were many, many of stature; he had no time for a childhood. No time for a lifetime to train. He knew that much. So he searched the land and because old ways die hard, he looked only to men and only men of great power and great ability.


  Fin. He was too singular, too unique. There was nothing the god could offer Fin, laird of Dun Scaga, for the man had all he needed. Brasil. The son. Proud, brave. But not the father's equal, still no less for that. Strong, good warrior, but no.


  Niall. Ah, that one. The god shuddered, for the white eyes turned to stare at him. They were filled, filled with so many things. And a city the god knew. Never that one. His fate could not be interfered with. Only Niall could choose it.


  And so it continued, one lord after another, all discarded, but not always for reasons the god could understand. But he was always a being of instinct. And those he had something to give--power; they were the wrong ones. They had the old blood in them, the old ways. He wanted to know the world through new eyes, eyes that--


  And then he saw him.


  Death, Lord Death waited as he always did, and his manner was sad, as it had not always been. He stood over the man waiting, waiting as the human slowly froze and Death's hand tightened. There.


  And Death looked up at the old god and he almost smiled.


  "So, brother, I wondered if you would ever make an appearance." But the god had once been more entwined with Death than any creature, once they had nearly been one, so he saw what he could not believe.


  "Death, Death has changed?" he asked softly.


  "And the king of kings, can he change?"


  "Do not mock me, once I was your equal!"


  "No, never that, though you enlarged my kingdom, old one. Oh yes, you were quick to send the poor fools to my halls."


  "Death makes war?"


  "Is that so strange?"


  "More strange than anything I can remember and I remember much, brother."


  "Do you remember the sacrifices, oh mighty one, do you remember the flames and the screams?"


  "So, scavenger, it is so, you have changed."


  "No, old one, where is your great wisdom? Your vaunted knowledge that encompassed all things?" Death moved closer and his eyes burned cold. "Death does not change, only what he shows, only what is seen of him. Death does not change. And-You-Never-Knew-Me!" Faced with that cold fury, the old god was silent for long moments. Finally, he spoke.


  


  "Do you hate me, brother? Do you hate the heroes I sent you?"


  "Fools, old fool. You sent me fools who died for nothing. Lived for nothing. Your world worshiped me and never knew how I hated it for that!"


  "Death has compassion?"


  "If not he, then who?"


  "And so." The god turned to the man in the snow. "Avatar, Death. I would walk the world once more."


  "Do you think I have stayed my hand from you in pity?" Death hissed. "Do you think I will let you carve the world once more? The wounds are deeper now than ever you could make. Do you think I will let you add?"


  "Look at me, brother, see me as I am. I am incomplete. What you hate in me is stripped from me and lost in the years. I have no will, no reason. I have no madness. I have nothing. I need avatar." For long moments Death did not answer, for he could see the truth in his brother's words. But he had followed this one through the ages, he had seen his many forms, though the old one could not remember them all, for the span of years was too great for him to gather. But once there had been a triad: Death, the Hunter, and the God of War.


  "Our little brother will not be too pleased to see you, old one." Death said, but his voice held no anger or threat.


  "I am less, I am no god, nothing. I barely hold together what soul is left to me. Give me the man. He is of no use. I need the body. I need the memories. I need purpose."


  "Who would you fight, Lord of Crows? Who would you lead to my arms?"


  "I will bring you no more sacrifices than I must, scavenger!" The old god turned on Death and in his anger something of his old self shone through, and the sun was darkened by his words. "I will fight the Beast! For he is of us, the three of us, brother. He is our son! He is our father!"


  "He is nothing of me. Nothing!"


  "He is the fear of you, the madness of me, the savagery of the Hunter. He is our doom, our destiny. I have not loved the men I ruled, but I have respected them. I have not cared for them, but sometimes I helped. Not all that I was hurt them. I knew kindness. I knew gentleness. And now, I know what you have learned, brother, what has changed you. I know fear."


  "Fear--?"


  "Yes, brother." The old one's face hardened. "The Beast has gone beyond us. He has broken his bounds. He will crack the world in two. He will strip us of future, of past, of now. He no longer needs you, brother. He has gone beyond death, beyond insanity. He is the Annihilator. He will destroy, so that in all worlds, all paths, only he is. Only he."


  "And you fear this. You fear an ending."


  "No!" the god howled. "Not I, not I-- There is not an I, not anymore. There is nothing. But I have seen, brother.


  I have seen in the humans' hearts. Memories, memories that should not be there. Dammuth was one of mine, though he almost broke from the chains of my rule. Is the Morigu the goddess's, my brother, or is he mine? Is he yours?"


  "I do not know."


  "What happens when we die, scavenger? What lies beyond your halls?"


  "If I knew, could I tell?"


  "If you knew, could any stop you telling?"


  "Why this man?"


  "He has lived, he has needed as of old, but sought his relief in other ways. He has died here, broken and alone. He has died for love."


  "You never were a god of love," Death answered. "Lust, envy, pride, possession; this your pantheon knew, but never love."


  "Neither do the young gods." 


  "Is that the answer?"


  "Can Death know the answer to such a question?"


  "Now you taunt me and you wound me as of old." Lord Death reached to the man and freed his soul. "Ask him, butcher. Ask him if he will give you all that once was his." The god turned to the shining thing that beheld its broken body.


  "Mannon, Archduke of Ruegal," he said, "does that name still have meaning for you?"


  "The cord is not completely severed," Death hissed, "not yet, hurry, for he still knows pain."


  "I will war against your enemies, mortal," the god said, "I will take your form and make it mine. Your wants will be mine. Your desires mine."


  "And my flaws?" came the hollow answer.


  "Yes, but all will change. I will not be you. I will improve the tools you had. I will strengthen the body and the skills."


  "Guenivive."


  "Ah, why is that a name to cut you even as you are freed?" 


  "Guenivive."


  "I will find a way. She will be freed." 


  "Guenivive."


  


  "Perhaps, old man, she will find you in time. I will complete your quest somehow. Do you understand? I will do this for you."


  "I looked for Death, and I have found him."


  "But you made a promise. You pledged your word to your son."


  "Niall."


  "Niall."


  "He will be your son and Guenivive's. He was never truly mine." And the old god was silent at this. There was truth in Mannon's words; a terrible truth the god could not understand.


  "Give him what he asks, Mannon," Death said. "I think it is meant to be so."


  "Guenivive."


  


  "She will be freed. My word. My oath."


  "Then take it. Take the burden, if you can bear it, for I could not." And then the last tie was loosened, and Mannon was truly dead. The god wasted no time and entered his new body. It took seven days and Death watched it all. The god lost some things, some knowledge, for the mind that was now his could not, would not remember all. The power burned inside the body and the old bones, so weak during the last months, grew stronger and thicker than ever they had been. The muscles reformed, reknit, infused with divine strength now. The frozen chainmail ripped to make room for the new body. And at the end of seven days, the god was no longer, and Mannon was no longer, but something new opened its eyes on the world for the first time and its first sight was the sun on the snow and its second was the sad not-eyes of Lord Death.


  "So old one," Death said, "now you have what you wanted. What will you do with it?"


  But there was no answer, for the giant's frame shook and he fell to its knees. For long moments Death waited, and finally, Mannon, Archduke of Ruegal, looked up and met his brother's eyes.


  "All this time, all this time and I never knew! It is so lonely. So terrifying--"


  "You used them for a thousand upon a thousand years. You used their fear, fed on it, and you never understood it. They were always greater than you, for their lot was harder."


  "I will not fail." But what he would not fail the once god would not say, and Death did not ask. For he had heard so many before make that same sad and solemn promise.


  


  C H A P T E R


  Eighteen


  


  


  


  As the old god struggled to possess the body of the dead Archduke of Ruegal, Remon, king of Fiodha, planned on quite a different type of possession. Long the sorcerer had pondered what use he might make of Arianrood's gift, for the Ead was less than clear in her instructions to him. Indeed, Remon wondered at the strange behavior of his mistress and he felt somehow he had fallen out of her good graces. However, now he felt he had a way of pleasing Arianrood and striking a blow at his enemies.


  Carefully, Remon opened a small silver casket placed precisely in the center of the giant pentagram that dominated the same room where he had a week before spoken with Arianrood. Inside lay the black jewel, the prison of the great demon. Gingerly, Remon picked up the jewel with one hand while placing the casket in his robe with the other, replacing it with a small bronze dagger. With the blade he cut deep in his left palm cupping his hands, so a small pool of blood formed. Next he placed the jewel in the blood where it floated as if on a tiny red lake.


  Words of power filled the room as Remon carefully undid the magic bindings that held the demon. The jewel began to open up, like the petals of a flower, and as it did so, its color changed from black to a startling bright green. For long moments the sorcerer peeled apart Arianrood's magic. It was a subtle and unbelievably powerful spell; Remon learned much of magic and his mistress's true strength that day.


  


  At last, the final binding was broken and the demon freed. Black sparks flashed from Remon's bloody palm and coalesced like thick dust motes ten feet in the air. Slowly a form took shape and Remon, who had spoken with the princes of Hell, shuddered at the sight of the demon of the jewel.


  It was at least seven feet in length and some three feet wide and looked like a great black insect; something between a spider and fly, though at the ends of its six arched legs were perfectly formed human hands. The demon's eyes were like a cat's, except they were slitted sideways and bright blue. For a moment the thing simply hovered in the air staring at Remon, its red veined wings beating at a furious pace.


  "Free," it said, its voice hushed and expressing no emotion. "Free," it repeated. Its eyes roamed the room, taking in everything, then turned back to the sorcerer. Remon lost his concentration for a moment, partially hypnotized by those oddly beautiful eyes. There was something there in those eyes, something the wizard could not place. It was not relief, or anger, or anything the wizard would have expected; they seemed instead to be laughing, filled with some odd humor Remon could not decipher.


  "I have freed you," he said, trying not to step back from the demon, "and so you owe me one task."


  "Yes, yes, that is the way it always is." Again the flash of that strange look. "So what is it you wish of me?"


  Carefully, never daring to take his eyes off the demon, the sorcerer explained the task he had for it. The creature did not speak the whole time, simply listening, its wings never missing a beat, its position in the air never moving an inch. When the king finished he was surprised to find himself chilled by his own sweat. The demon clicked its mandibles once.


  "This is your will?"


  "Yes, this is my will."


  "Then I shall do as you have asked." And with that the demon flew from the room at an unbelievable speed. One moment it was there and then it was gone. Remon let out a sigh and placed a shaking hand to his brow. The demon had frightened him. He could not sense its strength, its mind. He did not understand it. It was as no creature he had ever met. But one thing he was sure of, the damned thing had been laughing at him!


  ****


  The demon flew through the air high over the woods of Aes Lugh heading northeast. Lightly it chuckled to itself, for truly Remon was a fool.


  The demon had many names on many worlds, but it thought of itself as the Outsider, for the rules of the worlds meant nothing to it. It had power, power beyond the sorcerer king's world, and it could have wreaked untold havoc on his enemies. But in the end Remon was a small man, a little man of little consequence, and doomed to always miss the obvious.


  He wanted the death of the little Queen Maeve, thinking that in this way he would please Arianrood. The Outsider laughed, for what cared Arianrood of such things? She was long, long past the need for pride or vengeance, or much of anything. All she had was the Need. The passion for freedom, for the end of all responsibilities. All pain. But not of life. Chaos is what she craved, though she did not know it. No rules, no path, no future or past; simply put, she longed to be as the demon was. She longed to be the Outsider.


  It laughed out loud at that thought. For the Outsider was the one, the only one. She could never understand, never truly be as he was.


  He did not hate the Ead for the long confinement she had placed it in, but the Outsider would have its revenge. It had long whispered to her of things she could never have, should never truly want. It had spoken of the thousand worlds that were and would be. Of the path of no path. Death and life meant nothing to the Outsider, for he was not truly a part of either. The demon was neither evil nor good, right or wrong, it simply was. It wished for no domination over others. Fate had no hold on it. It watched, it participated, but it never changed.


  The Outsider was not fond of this world, though here beat the heart and soul of life. But that meant nothing to it, nothing at all. Still it was bound here for this task, though none could bind it if it did not wish it so. Arianrood thought she had defeated the Outsider, but that was a fool's game and once she would have known better. But the years affected her, as they could not touch the Outsider; she was part of time. The demon had whispered of places where time had no hold. She longed to be free of the burden of life and death, and that was the Outsider's doing. She was doomed. Doomed. She thought the Outsider lived, but it did not. Her path could lead only to annihilation, though she thought she was breaking all paths. It laughed at the subtlety of its game.


  Now it planned a new game, a smaller thing, but Remon had sought to order the Outsider, to force his will on one who was nothing but will. That, the demon thought, will not do.


  ****


  The Outsider hovered above the city of Pwyl, its mind searching for the tool it needed. It was surprised by the power of the tiny creatures here and impressed with their determination and strength of will. It did not mind that in hurting Remon it would help these creatures, though of course there would be a price. And the first price would be that of a soul.


  


  She was exactly what he needed, and the Outsider admired the perfection of his tool. Manwyn O'Shea walked alone and could not see the demon hovering above her. Her thoughts were filled with the training of the destroyer, her emotions flooded with the richness of the power he offered her. The Outsider laughed at her pathetic thrust of intelligence and gloated over the darkness that stained her soul. This was the one.


  Once the Outsider touched the land in physical form the rules of this world would apply to it and that meant it must deal with the Morigunamachamain. But the Outsider knew of Margawt's attempt at Manwyn's life and that she was under the protection of Cucullin and Donal. She was a hard little blade in the Morigu's side, for he could not destroy her and he could not bear her to live. So he shut her out from his existence, and wherever she walked the land was empty, for the Morigu withdrew his power about her. And so she was truly the perfect tool, the Outsider could walk free as her and none would know of Remon's petty plans; till it was too late.


  The Outsider lanced down, crashing through what little defense the girl had and casually he batted her soul away. It was done in the blink of an eye. The small soul of Manwyn O'Shea was trapped far away, as the Outsider took her body, her mind, her memories. There are many ways of possession.


  But still it was the Outsider and rules were meaningless to it. It reached out and touched the mind of Donal Longsword. It was simple for the demon to push here and pull there without Donal realizing the Outsider's presence. It did not invade, it simply clarified what Donal himself sought to understand. And in his study, Donal Longsword leapt up and ripped down the map from the wall. He studied it carefully, hardly containing his enthusiasm. It was true, he realized, Remon had no choice! He would place his army on the hills of Longherin, some five miles from Caer Lugh. Yes, he could see it now, the king would try to hurt the army of Aes Lugh before retreating behind the walls of the city. And the hills were a perfect defensive position.


  Donal knew, he knew, how Remon would place his forces. The elves' spies were excellent and Donal was well informed of the composition of Remon's army. Yes, he could see it now, see how he could break the shield wall and anticipate Remon's staged withdrawals from the hills. It was all so clear!


  And then he remembered another thing. Of course! The city of Caer Lugh was spread among some twelve islands on the river Shannon. And Donal remembered that once the river had been shallower; long ago, ages ago. Still the old gates were there, some ten feet below the current water line. If they could somehow lower the river level, they could easily break through the defenses of Caer Lugh, take the city in one battle instead of a costly siege. It could be done. He knew it. It could be done!


  And the Outsider laughed.


  It was the demon that had picked the knowledge of Remon's battle plans from the sorcerer king's thoughts. It remembered the old gates from an age long gone, and now that knowledge was Donal's.


  "Yes, little king," the Outsider thought. "I will do your bidding and kill the would-be queen, but you shall lose the battle and Arianrood's city!"


  Several soldiers were startled to hear Manwyn O'Shea laugh, for no one had ever seen her happy. They watched, bemused, while she skipped down the street whistling some odd but merry tune.


  ****


  Anlon appeared at Pwyl that week, in time to join Donal and Margawt on their quest. Donal's elven steed was hard pressed to keep up with the supernatural speed of the unicorn, which once more Margawt rode, as the companions raced through the thick forest of Aes Lugh. It took them six days to reach their goal: the place where the river Shannon entered Aes Lugh. Here the fall of Caer Lugh would begin.


  It was a place of unnatural beauty, for the river came pouring into Aes Lugh from Fas-Nache through a land of rocky hills and dark crevasses. Here the river announced the boundaries of the two ancient lands by crashing over a powerful waterfall, sixty feet high and a hundred broad. The water poured over the edge leaping into the small lake beneath, but where once the river continued on through rough rapids, laughing for those with the ears to hear, as it raced deep into the heart of the land it loved, now it crashed and roared in anger and funnels of water spun through the air as the river spirits vented their rage and despair.


  Donal dismounted and stood watching as Margawt and the unicorn approached the edge of the lake. The warlord marveled at the sun-bright lillies that spun in mad circles about the jutting rocks surrounded by a pure white foam. The water here was an unnatural blue, the shadows of its depth an odd silver color. The half elven could feel the concentration of magic in this place and he wondered at the alienness of its feel.


  "The guardians go no farther than this place," Anlon said, his dark eyes contemplating the water. "Here the river is still clean and filled with life, but in Arianrood's realm all things are tainted." Margawt reached into the water with both arms and sighed.


  "Here is the land's heart," he murmured, "here is the remembrance of what once was."


  "Call them, Morigu," Anlon said, "they will heed you." But Margawt did not answer. Slowly he rose and walked into the lake. A faint steam came from his skin where the water touched him, but if it hurt the Morigu at all, he did not show it.


  Donal watched fascinated as Margawt stopped chest-deep in the water. Around him the lake turned a darker shade of blue and it seemed to the half-elven that he could see figures swimming in it. The forms moved quickly and held no stable shape. The water frothed around the Morigu, great waves crashed inches from him, but no water touched Margawt's face, and he stood stock-still.


  Then some thirty feet from Margawt the water stilled, and a large serpentine head broke the surface. Donal could not make out the being's features, though he was sure the creature was golden and its eyes silver. The great jaws of the water spirit crashed shut, a splintering sound like a wooden ship breaking on the shoals.


  "Have you finally heeded our call, avenger?" The spirit's voice was impossibly deep, and Donal had to concentrate to understand it.


  "I have come for the land," Margawt answered, "I have come to free it of Arianrood's plague."


  "And how will you accomplish what all the people of the river could not?" There was something dark in that voice, something that spoke of gasping lungs and unheard pleas for help.


  "The river must turn to other paths, deep into the earth in forgotten veins of the mother. The river must cleanse the roots of the dying land." The creature crashed its teeth together once more, the sound of deadly rapids.


  "The people of the river go no more to Aes Lugh. We do not pollute ourselves with the Ead's darkness!"


  "You will go," Margawt answered quietly.


  "Are you so sure of that young one?" The spirit's long neck stretched out so its silver eyes were scant inches from Margawt's. "Who is it that commands the people of the river?"


  "I command." Margawt's face turned hard and the spirit shied from the Morigu as if from a flame. "I am the Morigunamachamain. The only one. I command."


  "We are free! Free! We run with the waters, we carve the land. You are the Morigunamachamain! You are the goddess's avenger. Her warrior. Make war and leave us, mad one!"


  "You, too, will make war," Margawt answered, his voice now a bare whisper.


  "Nay! Nay, it shall not be. We will not cross into Arianrood's stinking swamp! The filth of that land fouls the waters, chokes it with a rot and decay no power can wash clean! You do not know what you ask. You do not understand the cost to us!"


  "Never speak to me of cost! Never speak to me of payment!" The lake water churned and crashed like a great storm upon the ocean. "You will withdraw the river from its age-old path. You will guide it to the heart of the land and awaken the trees. You will do this whatever the cost, because it must be done. It is the only way."


  At Margawt's words the water turned black and a horrible chorus of cries filled the air. There were great howls in that sound, last defiance of a strong man dying alone; and wails, sounds of a mother seeking her child in a river's depths; and worst of all, high-pitched cries of terror as of the child pulled to his death by some creature of the deep with cold hands. But through it all Margawt stood straight and unmoved, and as a wave beating hopelessly against some ancient rock, the spirit's terror vainly tried to reach him. And for the first time, Donal Longsword knew the fear the enemy must feel when it heard the approach of the Morigu.


  "It is time," Margawt said and at his words the water calmed and the water spirit plunged into the lake. In moments all was still and Margawt stood alone. His two hands grasped the water as if he clutched something solid. Slowly Margawt spread out his power, first to the lake, and there he touched the water spirits and sent them forth like war spears cast at the beginning of battle. Faster and faster he pushed them, twisting and turning, as the water welcomed their passage.


  He directed them to small streams that led underground, to larger streams and finally to cold and dark rivers that had never seen the light of day. Here the first true resistance was met, for many of the spirits of these lightless places had welcomed the new rule of the Ead, but they were overwhelmed and crushed by the might of Margawt's strange army. And by the power of his vengeance. Deeper and deeper the spirits raced, carving new passages for the river, doing a thousand years' work in days.


  In Caer Lugh Remon was aware that the river was receding, but he did not know what it meant, nor did he see any reason he should fear it. But there were some in the Ead's city that watched the waterline dropping and shuddered at the sight. They knew such a thing should not be.


  Through the land an odd expectancy took hold, so that even the birds were silent and no animal dared to leave its den. More and more Arianrood's minions put up a fight, all unknown to the king of Fiodha, as Margawt battled to free the land.


  The battles took place in dark and silent places within the very veins of the earth. Monsters battled there and creatures that would drive a man insane should he ever see one in the light of day. They ripped and tore at each other, the spirits of the waters, and their savagery was something only Margawt could truly understand. The least of the inhabitants of the waters took part and the dead and dying were uncountable.


  Earthquakes shook the land and where once there had been a green glade, now would be a dark lake; where once a stream had merrily danced, now a torrent of rapids ripped apart everything in its path. Harder and harder Margawt drove his army, heading always toward the city of Pwyl. There the trees awoke, and the wooden walls moaned in pain as the land battled itself. There beneath the city, the great spirit that had spoken to Margawt fell to a minion of the Cold One. But the victor had little time to gloat over its victory, for it was torn limb from limb by shrieking hags from a child's worst nightmare.


  And there in a deep cellar waited Dermot of the Shee.


  She stood alone, holding the Tome of Rhiannon in one hand and a white candle with the other. Dermot felt Margawt's power rip through the land, lancing into her very bones like liquid metal. She cried out in pain and shock, but somehow she kept control.


  In a slow monotone she began to chant the words she and Margawt had wrestled from the Tome of Rhiannon. They were sounds really, sounds that no throat was ever formed to make, no lips designed to shape. Sounds of the forest, of the rustle of leaves and the tiny sounds of the wild creatures. The sounds of the sun drying the morning dew, of the seeds bursting and pushing through the thin veil of the earth; the cracking and shuddering of limbs battered by a storm. And most of all the constant and never-ending motion as the children of the seed stretch and twist in their endless and futile attempt to touch the sky itself.


  Many, innumerable were the memories Dermot created, tying them with Margawt's power, spreading them out, out through the land. Memories of the new, young laughter, newly wakened hunger. Memories of spring--


  Still Margawt's army forced back the enemy, and the land for hundreds of miles about Pwyl was cleansed. The trees pushed their roots deep in the muddy ground and new life sprung from their branches in a bewildering array of colors. Elsewhere, whole areas of vegetation shriveled and died; places where Arianrood's power had been accepted. The earth things took no pity on those that had betrayed them, and the creatures of the Dark were hunted down and destroyed mercilessly.


  In Pwyl the people cried in wonder as the land awoke and the heavy burden of Arianrood's betrayal was lifted.


  The wild creatures dashed about madly, hardly comprehending the joy that they felt. The beings of fairy returned and once more sought out places that they could make magic, and the land in the midst of winter bloomed like the first of springs.


  But there was a price to pay and many creatures that had once laughed and danced amongst the waters of Aes Lugh were no more. Dermot at last collapsed in exhaustion. And once more Margawt, too, payed a price.


  


  Donal forced himself to stand for three days and nights, his eyes never shifted from the form of the Morigu, and Anlon joined the warlord in that grim vigil. Margawt never moved the whole time, his hands still clutched the water. Donal could never say exactly what it was that happened, but it seemed to him that the waters about the Morigu turned blood red, eventually coating Margawt in a liquid shroud. But perhaps it was the Morigu himself who bled. Perhaps, but if so, it must have been from every pore in his body that he bled. 'And surely," Donal thought, "no creature can have so much blood that he can dye a whole river red," At least Donal hoped that it was not so.


  For three days and nights it continued, Margawt bleeding in or bled on, standing alone in the bright red water. His mouth was stretched open as if he screamed the whole time, but no sound did he make. His skin was stretched tight as if his muscles sought to burst through to the cool air. His eyes burned silver and for Margawt it was pain beyond even his knowledge.


  It was as if his skin was stripped from him and his nerve endings laid open to the world. He was pulled and stretched along all the pathways his army raced. Each blow that was struck in that battle he felt. Each death was his own. But for the Morigu there was never release in death, only another to follow. It ended as all things must, though that was the worst of it all, for only with the ending of the pain did Margawt realize how great it had been. He could not bear it, could not face it. He had no strength to cry or howl or even curl up and whimper. He had nothing left and fell like a tree facedown into the water. And if in his deepest heart he hoped that the spirits might return and pull him to his death, who then could blame him? Who then could judge--


  


  C H A P T E R
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  Donal and Anlon brought the Morigu back to the city of Pwyl, for Margawt had not regained consciousness after collapsing. Donal carried the Morigu in his arms, striding up to the gates of the city where the other warlords awaited him. The whole city watched, and no one dared to speak. Cucullin moved from the others and met Donal halfway, holding out his arms to take Margawt into the city.


  "No," Donal said, "I will carry him." Cucullin studied the warlord's face for a moment and then silently nodded, stepping out of the half-elven's way. Donal moved to face Maeve.


  "I bring back Margawt, the Morigunamachamain. Never forget, Lady, that it is he and he alone that has given you the chance to claim a throne."


  "He is the greatest of the Morigus," Maeve said, her low voice shaken with awe, "no other could have done as he has."


  "Another victory he has won for us," Donal answered, his face stern, "but of the price he payed I will not speak."


  "I know of the price," Dermot said. She stared at Margawt's limp form as if she looked at some half-dead monster. "I felt the Morigu's power. I felt his burden. I think he must be mad."


  "If so, Lady, then he is greater in his madness than any of us will ever be in sanity." Saying no more, Donal continued through the city, the warlords parting to make way for him as the people of Pwyl lined the streets paying silent homage to the Morigunamachamain.


  ****


  


  Spring was in the air the day the army of Aes Lugh marched to Caer Lugh, though the Borderlands were still covered with snow. The trees were bright with new leaves, and the grass fresh and strewn with multicolored flowers. The army had tripled in size in the months since it had taken Pwyl. Such an army had not been seen in the land since the Dark Siegn wars and it was a spectacular sight.


  At the head of the army rode Donal Longsword, his face hard, his sword winking in the moming light. Beside him rode Queen Maeve and her dour warlord, Fergus Firemane. There, too, rode the mighty Cucullin and his form shimmered as brightly as the sun. Next to him rode Dermot of the Shee, and Bronwen, dressed this day not as the huntress, but as the princess of Fiodha. The destroyer rode silently behind the others, his monks ranged about him. But if the warlords were a noble sight then the army that followed them was even more so.


  The elven cavalry rode in close columns, their banners flapping in the morning air, their armor blinding to the eye. Long ranks of foot soldiers marched steadily behind in unison, yet their feet made no sound when they touched the ground. Today all the warriors wore the black and red of Queen Maeve, which made the army's appearance deadly and fierce. Their weapons gleamed, multicolored jewels winked at throat and brow, and a hundred feet in the air the golden hawks of Diuann ai Di darted about. There was a mighty doom about that army. A sense of a shift on the scales of fate. These warriors would not be denied and those who thought to thwart them of their goal would earn red death and nothing more.


  Day and night the army continued, the land awakening about them. Only the dwarves could have kept up with such an unnatural pace and the few humans in the army soon became exhausted. No enemies tried to hinder the army's passage, for Remon had withdrawn all his forces to the hills of Longherin, and there, like a great black spider, Arianrood's host waited. And the elves were eager for their meeting.


  Donal said little on the long march, for his mind was filled with visions of the recent past. Once more he raced from the battle of Morhalk valley, leaving Colin and his dwarves to their doom. He relived the terrible ride to the Crystal Falls and watched in awe the bloodrite of Mearead. The long months of the war played out in his head. The mighty battles, the cries of the fallen, the constant deadliness of the enemy's plans. Again Fealoth sought their deaths in his own crypt, once more the dragon roared, and Feth rose to battle the Ard Riegh. Step by step, day by day the warlord relived it all.


  "I know all the names of the dead," Donal heard Margawt once more say, and he shuddered as the Morigu played with the white tentacles of the swamp spirit. And over it all the warlord saw Margawt standing in the bloody lake, his mouth locked in the scream he could not utter. There was a terrible grimness about Donal that the whole army was aware of. No longer was this battle for the queen of the brown elves. It was somehow more personal, something between their warlord and the traitor Arianrood.


  In the end it always came back to that for Donal, back to the queen he had served so faithfully and who had betrayed all so callously. It was her that he felt the blame for everything that had happened should rightly be layed on. He would take Caer Lugh. He would take her city and with his own hands he would crown a new queen of Aes Lugh. And then, too, he would leave the armies and battlefields behind. He would find Mearead, and together they would finish what they started so long ago: They would find Arianrood and drown her in her own black pool.


  Cucullin rode some ways behind Donal Longsword, for he of all the allies gathered in that mighty host was the only one with the power to see that the warlord did not ride alone. On the half-elven's left walked a god, the Hunter, and Cucullin was surprised to see a shadow sword in the god's hand. Once only did the god acknowledge the high prince as he turned to regard the elf. There was a savagery in those hidden eyes that reminded Cucullin of Margawt, but there was something else: a speculation; a question that the prince could not understand or answer. But Cucullin did not turn from that gaze. The high prince was not one to be awed by anyone or anything, not even a god.


  But Cucullin did feel a chill as he studied Donal's second companion. Death rode his golden chariot once more and the prince wondered what it meant that he rode on the warlord's right hand. Death, too, turned to appraise the elf, but in his eyes there was only a lonely sadness.


  There was one more creature that could see the god and his dark brother. The Outsider drew his magic tight around it, for he had not expected two such powers to join the army. It was tempting for the demon to reveal itself, for the Outsider felt that Death, and Death alone, might truly comprehend it. But now was not the time, for the Outsider had its thoughts and goals, too.


  ****


  The army of Aes Lugh came to the hills of Longherin just as the full moon began to rise. Quickly, they organized their ranks and faced the host before them.


  Remon had placed his warriors well and he was sure of victory. His army was made up of mostly men, with many brown elves and not a few of the greater elves. Lesser demons by the hundreds waited on the hills, and other creatures of the Dark. The king had hoped for a larger force, but the goblins that had left Fiodha to join the army had disappeared without a trace as they marched through the woods of Aes Lugh. Still, most of Arianrood's wizards were there and the armies were about equal in number.


  Donal Longsword rode between the two lines of the armies, his armor jingling faintly as he studied the disposition of Remon's forces. The warlord was more than a little surprised to find that the king had placed his units exactly as Donal thought he would. He had Remon, the half-elven knew that, though he did not know he owed the Outsider for his knowledge. The warlord rode back to his ranks and gave the final orders. But even as he lifted his sword to order the advance, Anlon burst through the ranks, a dark figure on his back.


  "No," Donal whispered, "goddess, no. It is not right." But there was no answer to his plea and Donal forced himself to wait till Anlon reached him.


  "Warlord," Margawt whispered, his face pale. The Morigu was bent half over the unicorn as if in pain. "I have come."


  "Anlon," Donal's voice was harsh. "Why! Could you not leave him?" The unicorn looked up at the warlord and fire snorted from his nostrils, but the demigod's voice was soft.


  "I am called the Trickster," the unicorn answered, "and I have loved war. But if you would know why I turned from my mother, then look at this poor creature on my back and ask me no questions."


  "Why didn't you leave him behind? He had not the strength to follow."


  "Because, Warlord, he would have followed, though it kill him! Can't you see? Don't you know? He has no choice."


  "Kill," Margawt murmured, straightening somewhat on the unicorn's back. "Murder. Blood. Death." Surprisingly, Maeve rode up and approached Margawt. She laid a gentle hand on Margawt's hot brow. 


  "Morigu," she said softly. "Morigu, can you hear me?" For moments Margawt's eyes darted wildly about, then finally they focused on the queen.


  "I hear."


  "Then listen well." She rode closer and gently wiped his forehead with her cassock. "Listen well. I will win this kingdom, I will do it for many reasons, not the least for you and not the least because of you. And when the crown is on my head, I shall call the goddess, as is my right. And then Margawt, I shall find a way to free you."


  "Free me?"


  "All my life the assassins have hunted me. Since I was a child bloodshed and violence have been my lot, but nothing that was done to me or to any of us is worth the burden you bear." She smiled a sad smile. "You are really so young, aren't you, Margawt? So young for the elven kind. I will free you that you may seek another destiny."


  "No destiny. I am the Morigu. I am nothing else."


  "We shall see," the queen answered in a curiously light voice, "we shall see."


  ****


  "Can she do it?" the Hunter asked his brother. At first Death would not answer, but the god repeated his question and could not be ignored.


  "He is doomed," Death answered, "as I begin to think they all are." And with that he turned to once more stare at Cucullin, who met that look unflinching. "Doomed!"


  The war horns of the two mighty armies shattered the stillness of the night and the elves crashed into the shield wall of their hated foes with a boom that shook the hills. Donal led the way, his mighty sword burning blue in the dark, sweeping the enemy from his path. Indeed the giant warlord seemed possessed of the dwarven berserker spirit. Nothing could stand in his way.


  Even as he cleaved the head of a human captain with an impossibly powerful blow, Donal's thoughts followed the plan of battle. In his mind's eye he could see the units of his army moving into position like a giant chess game, each move preordained. It took only moments for King Remon to realize that he was in serious trouble.


  His magic was completely blanketed by the Shee Dermot and that of his mages as easily countered by those of the elven host. Each contingency he had planned for, he was outwitted on, each tiny weakness in his army exploited. Strong units were ignored, while the full power of the elves' attack hit the few weak points in the line. The king shifted his reserves to plug the holes, but even as he did a cavalry charge collapsed his flank. It was unbelievable, but it was happening. In less than a half hour of battle, Remon knew he was in a no-win situation.


  The army of Aes Lugh continued its grim work. The elves' auras flared in the night and for everyone that fell, five of the foe died. The hawks of Diuann ai Di tore into Remon's cavalry like some berserk wind, scattering the ranks, laying the riders open to the charge of the elven horse led by Cucullin. Before the High Prince and his elves, Remon's cavalry crumbled and in moments all thoughts of resisting were forgotten. Those that could fled.


  Quickly Remon ordered the withdrawal, having worked out beforehand each stage of the retreat that he might inflict terrible damage on the elves. But it was not to be, for his fortified positions were overrun before they could be properly manned. And before half the king's army had begun to retreat, Donal Longsword had pierced the center and was rampaging through the rear lines.


  


  "Remon!" The warlord's voice carried over the terrible sounds of the battle. "Remon!" his voice full of madness and death. But the king had no wish to meet Donal Longsword in battle and he fled, trying to save what remnants of his army he could. And so it was not Donal he met that night, but his own daughter, Bronwen, the huntress.


  She stood before him, her hands empty of weapons, wearing only the clawed cestus of her calling.


  "Father, do you not know me?" she asked.


  "Bronwen," and there was a hesitancy in his voice. "Bronwen."


  "Yes, Father. King. Traitor," she hissed. "It is your daughter, the last of your children. You remember that you murdered my brothers and sisters." It was not a question.


  "Murdered!" Remon howled. Forgotten was the battle, the pressure of Dermot's magic, the need to save as much of his army as possible. "Murdered!" he repeated, "they forfeited their life by rebelling against their father and liege lord!"


  "They were murdered because they would not sell their soul as you have!" Bronwen tensed as she prepared to leap, and Remon did not miss the fact that her cestus were red with blood.


  "Fool! You cannot understand, will not understand! You talk like some idiot in a child's tale." And then his voice changed and he smiled. "Come daughter, will you really kill your own father? Patricide it is called, I believe. Will your new friends understand such a thing?" Bronwen hesitated a moment.


  "Come, Bronwen, it is I, your father. Was I harsh to you when you were a child? Did I not hold you on my knee and tell you stories of long ago?" Bronwen crouched lower; uncertain. It was true. Remon had been a good father, a good man. "Yes, daughter," he continued, "yes. Do you think I have changed so much?"


  "But the war, the evil, the--" But the words failed her.


  "Yes, I know, my child. But is it not always so? Does not change always come through destruction? The breaking of the old ways, to make way for the new? Come, Bronwen, look at me. Will you not join your father and find the future at my side? Will you not accept your destiny as rightful heir to the throne of Fiodha?"


  Bronwen could not help herself, her mind was flooded with memories. Memories of long ago. Of a happy childhood in a cold castle. Of the sea crashing against the cliffs at night of-- And then she wrenched free of her father's spell, for she remembered other things; remembered her eldest brother dying in her arms as the life bled from him: killed by a poisoned arrow. And of her baby sister tortured by her own father that she might reveal where Bronwen and her rebels hid. Even though she never knew, never--


  "Never!" Bronwen cried, though still she could not find the strength to leap at her father and tear the life from his throat.


  "Then die," he answered and from his upraised fist a terrible blast of magic stabbed at Bronwen.


  It would have shredded the meat from her bones, it would have killed her instantly, but she was the favored of her god--and He was there. He intercepted the magic and it broke apart on His shields. And then He revealed himself.


  He stood twelve feet high and His skin was dark brown and glowed as if cast in metal. From His brows the mighty stag horns rose silver and gleaming. His face was still indistinct and His hands more paws than not. But His eyes were clear. They were green, green like the sun through a leaf, or like a dark moss in a forgotten glade. He held a mighty sword eight feet long and black flames danced along its edges.


  "Enough!" He roared and the trees themselves seemed to pick up that cry and shout it about the land. "I have had enough!" And He lifted his sword to cleave the sorcerer king in two.


  And then Dubh came.


  That was what they called him, he the darkest prince in Hell. He was of equal size to the god, and where once he had only one hand a new one had been forged for him in Hell. It was made of some black metal that shimmered like oil in water, and it held a spear that spat flames.


  "I have use for this one yet," the demon spoke insolently, "so be gone, old one. I have no need of you."


  "No need of me!" the god thundered. "Spawn of Hell, what are you to me? I shall kill you and all your kind!"


  "God, you are a god, and what are they to me!" The demon's black eyes burned and he took a step toward the Hunter, then he stopped himself. "No, now is not the time, another day, old fool, another time." And with that he raised one arm and the fires of Hell claimed him and Remon and the two were gone.


  The god, too, disappeared, as he chased the demon down the paths of the worlds. But it was a futile chase, for Dubh would not meet the Hunter in battle and there was no way that the god could catch the demon prince, nor follow to where he fled.


  But Remon was gone and what resistance was left in his army fell apart. The warriors fled desperately, trying to reach the haven of the mighty walls of Caer Lugh and as they fled the elves chased them.


  The corpses of two thirds of that once mighty army covered the earth in a long line from the hills of Longherin to the banks of the Shannon. They ran as fast as they could, crying in horror at the doom that followed them. Leaderless, they made for the ships that waited to take them to the islands that made up the city of Caer Lugh, but there another surprise awaited them.


  The Shannon was frozen. In its long life, the river had never frozen here in the heart of Aes Lugh, never had even frost touched its banks. But now a thick sheet of ice covered the water, and the ships that were to save the army were locked in that cold grip. It was Dermot's magic that had frozen the river, for as Rhiannon's Tome spoke of spring, so, too, did it whisper of the dread secrets of winter.


  Some of the fleeing warriors raced onto the long marble bridges, but others, unable to follow, tried the ice, hoping it was thick enough to hold their weight. It was, and the river had even frozen in such a way that tiny ripples formed everywhere so that the footing was not slippery. But, unfortunately for the fleeing warriors, the spirits of the river were beneath that ice and they reached through it with cold, cold arms to pull the warriors to their watery graves.


  It was beyond standing and the men cried in horror and threw their weapons down at the bank of the river. But the elves that had followed Arianrood's warlord dared not surrender and many made their way across the bridges, though none made it across the ice. Behind them the army of Aes Lugh reformed preparing for the final conflict. They had a queen to crown and a land to free and there was nothing left to deny them.
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  The victorious army of Aes Lugh waited for the rising of the sun. In silent ranks they stood on the banks of the Shannon and their eyes glowed in the dawn light. As one they stepped onto the ice ignoring the mighty bridges of Caer Lugh. With no break in their rhythm the elves divided up into twelve separate groups, one for each of the islands that made up the city. There was no stopping them; the elven warriors crashed through the long forgotten gates of the city, now exposed to the sun with the lowering of the river. They were inside before any sort of resistance could be organized.


  The defenders fought hard. Like trapped rats they died fighting, each and every one. It was grim work and the ancient halls of Caer Lugh ran with blood. But it was inevitable, and by the next morning no follower of Arianrood had escaped; all were captured, or dead.


  And through it all the Morigu fought, though he was nearly half-dead. He was not so fast, nor so strong as once he was, yet he was still deadly. And if the enemy's swords and spears marked him, it meant nothing to Margawt, for what pain could such wounds give him that compared with what he had already borne? Donal, Cucullin and Anlon stayed near the Morigu and more than once did they save his life, but there was no thanks for their actions and none was expected.


  The Outsider was there, too, in the stolen body of Manwyn O'Shea and the demon laughed with maniacal glee the whole time. It enjoyed the fight, enjoyed killing the minions of Arianrood, for the Outsider it was all good fun.


  But it was Maeve's hour and even if Arianrood had defended her city, many thought the Ead might not have been able to withstand the little queen that day. A queer light hung about Maeve and her eyes flashed fire. She fought for more than a crown, more than a kingdom. She fought for a people cast from the pages of history, cursed by the crudest of fates, doomed to genocide. In that fight Maeve was truly queen of her people. She was the personification of all that they had been and all they dreamt of becoming, and it was afterward remembered that more than one god had been born in the ancient land of Mai Methra.


  It was Maeve that led the elves to Arianrood's throne room and it was Maeve that met the guardian of that place in single combat. The guardian was a creature of clay and mud, animated by an evil and long-forgotten demon. Once it had ruled its own land and the people there had worshiped it as a god, but that was long, long ago and it was a strange place for it to finally find its death.


  The guardian held black, curved swords in its four hands, and acid dripped from its snout. Magic rolled from the monster like great storm clouds and its red eyes spit fire. But Maeve was equal to all the demon could give, and the hall rang with the clashing of their blades and the thunder of their magics. There was something of destiny and perhaps doom; and though the demon fought as he had not in a thousand years, he was overcome and his dark soul was cast to the blackest nether regions.


  Maeve stood over the corpse of the guardian, her blade steaming from its acid blood. Her red hair floated about her like a nimbus of fire and her face glowed with rapture.


  'Arianrood!" she cried and her voice was heard in all the worlds. 'Arianrood!" And Maeve knew her enemy heard her. "It is my land now, bitch! The people of Mai Methra are no more! Now Aes Lugh is ours and no one and nothing shall ever take it from us! This I swear, Ead, this I swear; though the earth itself crack and die, still will this land be ours!" And truly in all the worlds there were none who could doubt the pledge of Maeve, Queen of Aes Lugh.


  ****


  It was a time for feast and laughter, songs and tales in all the lands of the allies. The military loss of the last year had been reversed and the Dark Ones had been badly wounded.


  Cather-na-nog was still strong, and the empire rebuilt her armies and fortifications. In the Tivulic mountains, Mearead trained his little army and in the Borderlands the humans and wild dwarves grew strong. Aes Lugh was the elves' again and the magic returned to the land. Arianrood's army that sieged the Crystal Falls was cut off and all rejoiced, for they knew, come spring, the mighty dwarves of the Crystal Falls would be free to march to war.


  From all parts of the land the warlords gathered in Aes Lugh for the crowning of Maeve. Ceallac was there, and Niall. Breeda, the battlemaid, came with priceless gifts from her lord, and Mearead sent the young dwarf Cor to represent the people of the Golden Halls. Many lords of the empire were there, led by Brasil mac Fin, for his father had to stay to prepare the armies for the spring campaigns. And all that remained of the Green Branch knights, though they were grim, for their grand master was still presumed dead and the knights refused to honor another with the title.


  They all gathered in the huge throne room that now belonged to Maeve. The room was a bewildering array of precious metals and priceless statues. The golden roof was held by twelve ancient oaks, and their leaves matched the color of the ceiling. A small stream meandered about the hall and its waters sparkled as if filled with tiny flakes of silver. And in the limbs of the mighty trees were hundreds of multicolored birds, all with their own gentle song to sing.


  Maeve stood on the stairs leading to the white marble dais that held the throne. She was radiant and deadly in her red and black armor. Fergus Firemane stood beside her proudly holding her banner. The other lords and ladies stood in a half circle facing the throne, and if the room itself was a thing of beauty, the people there far outshone it.


  Donal waited by the throne, which was carved from a single golden jewel that shone like the sun. He held the ancient crown of the Ead and he would not say where he found it, or how he came into possession of it. Alone of all there, the half-elven did not smile, but his face was hard and his eyes sharp. To Donal Longsword this was the first of steps that would lead to Arianrood's fall, but only the first--


  Maeve walked up the steps to the throne and knelt before the warlord. He held the crown high that all might see.


  "Maeve rab Kiel," he said in a mighty voice, "I, Donal, called the Longsword, the half-elven, once Warlord of Aes Lugh, do crown you queen of this land. For it is your right and it is your destiny." With that he placed the crown on Maeve's head and the new queen turned to address those assembled before her.


  


  She looked beautiful and deadly. Her dark eyes were soft, though, and filled with wonderment as if she could not truly believe that she stood where she did, that she had accomplished the dream her people had long lost hope in. She raised her arms in front of her preparing herself to call the goddess. Maeve rab Kiel had made clear to all that her first act as queen would be to try to free Margawt from his curse.


  The Morigu watched her silently, his thoughts incoherent. Could she really do it? Could the nightmare end? And did he really want it to? He felt a surge beneath his feet, for the goddess had returned to Aes Lugh, and Margawt had regained much of his former strength. He moaned quietly. She was coming. What was her will? "Goddess," he murmured, "have mercy, mercy."


  And then the Outsider struck. It leapt from the crowd, Manwyn's sword held high and with one stroke severed the head from Maeve's neck. Donal froze in horror as Maeve's body collapsed, the fountain of blood shooting from her shoulders covering the Warlord in sticky warmth. The crowd about the throne cried in one voice and all surged toward the throne, but it was Margawt's voice alone that was heard clearly.


  "MURDER!" he howled and there was surely no sanity in his voice. With one mighty leap he was on the dais, simultaneously drawing his sword and cleaving Manwyn O'Shea's body in two. "MURDER!" he cried over and over as he hacked the corpse into an unrecognizable heap.


  It was Cucullin that reached Maeve first and it was he who stared incredulously at the queen's head. Maeve's bloody lips moved and her eyes still shone.


  "No," the decapitated head hissed, "no, not now, not nowww--" And then it was silent. Only more blood came to the now dead lips.


  The Outsider was not hurt by Margawt's blade, but the demon heaved itself into its proper form and sped from the room. For the first time since it could remember it was afraid. The warlords in the room were enraged beyond the Outsider's experience and for all its power, the demon did not dare and fight. As it sped from the room a grey form appeared and Death's eyes blazed.


  "You are marked!" Lord Death cried, and the Outsider let out a high-pitched whine and fled as fast as it was able.


  But it was not only Death that could see the assassin's flight. Margawt had felt a touch of its essence when he struck down the body of Manwyn. Quickly, he searched for the strange thing he had felt and stood up in time to see the large black insect fly out of the room. And standing in his way was the destroyer. Alone of those in the room the man was looking at the bloody corpse of Manwyn O'Shea.


  "How?" he murmured, his whole body shaking. "Why? Why, little one, why?" Margawt gripped the destroyer by the neck.


  "It is on you, human!" he spat. "On you!" The monk fell to his knees seeming not to hear Margawt. He reached out and gently touched what was left of Manwyn's face.


  "Na, na, little one, na, na, it's not so bad. Not to worry. Na, na, little one, I am here. Nothing for you to fear, na, little one, I will protect you, my Bridget--" Margawt turned from the scene, his soul shrieking inside him and the need for vengeance beyond anything he had ever known. He pushed through the crowd and with his unnatural speed raced after the Outsider. Unknown to him Anlon followed, for the demigod alone of those in the room had also seen the Outsider for what it was.


  The two chased the demon through the twisting maze of Caer Lugh. As fast as the Outsider could fly, Margawt and Anlon were gaining. The demon could not believe it, could not understand how anything could catch it. But they were. The creature screamed in frustration and fear. Could it die? It did not think so, but it feared the two behind, it feared as it never should fear. Never had.


  So when they offered to help, it did not turn from them in scorn as was its wont. Eagerly the Outsider followed their directions and once more found itself in the room where Remon had freed it. And they were waiting.


  Anlon and Margawt burst through the door seconds behind their prey and so intent were they on the Outsider, they did not realize the demon was not alone, not until it was too late.


  They waited, in full physical form, and the room vibrated from their power. They were three: Apkieran, Lord of the Undead; the Shadowlord, the most powerful of all the fomarians; and Fealoth, once God of Light, now the blackest traitor of all. They waited and sprang upon the unicorn and the Morigu before either truly knew what had happened.


  Margawt's screams shattered the windows of the room. The evil was so strong, so powerful, so wrong, that he was nearly overwhelmed simply by the presence of his enemies. But he was the Morigunamachamain and he leapt into the battle with mad abandon.


  Anlon, too, lost no time in closing with the three dread lords. He knew he and Margawt had little chance, but the Trickster did not for a moment consider fleeing.


  Margawt's sword shattered as he blocked a mighty swing of Apkieran's ax, but the Morigu continued past the demon prince and leapt at Fealoth. The Morigunamachamain called all his power to him and the city shook with the surge of power as the earth answered his call. His hands clasped about the neck of the god and he sunk his teeth deep in Fealoth's breast.


  


  Anlon smashed through the Shadowlord's magic barriers and the unicorn's horn speared the fomarian's side. Apkieran attacked the Trickster with the great ax Kervalen that so long ago the demon had taken from the dead hand of Lord Kiernan, Cucullin's father. It was one of the few weapons that could truly harm the unicorn, and with one stroke, the undead lord nearly severed his foe's spine.


  The battle raged with such intensity that the room was pulverized in minutes; the floors above collapsed on the combatants but they took no notice. All five howled their hate and screamed in rage at their wounds. They savaged one another with a maniacal fury that the world had never seen before.


  Fealoth cast the Morigu from him and the god's sword nearly disemboweled the elf. But Margawt was back up in seconds, unmindful of the terrible wound he had taken and his fist smashed the god's shoulder so hard that the bones beneath shattered. At the same moment Anlon reared and a gout of flame shot from his nostrils covering Apkieran. The demon nearly collapsed from the shock of the pain, for fire had never before touched him.


  Yet, the Shadowlord was hardly done and from somewhere he produced a giant black chain and with the terrible strength of the earth god he once was, the fomarian smashed the weapon across Margawt's back. From Fealoth's eyes his divine lightning struck, and Margawt was caught between the two attacks and nearly crushed to pulp.


  So it went back and forth, magics and mighty blows, the whole of the city collapsing around the horrible battle. Yet, despite all of Margawt's and Anlon's power, they faced three of the mightiest beings in all the worlds and their doom was upon them.


  The Morigu fell first, his head half severed by the ax Kervalen. Anlon lasted mere moments longer and his fate was harsh. His horn pierced Fealoth's chest, but the god's sword severed it. The Shadowlord blasted the flesh from the Trickster's bones, and Apkieran sank his canines deep into Anlon's neck. And the demigod collapsed.


  Death was there as he had to be and he, too, waded in to do battle. But Apkieran was waiting for him and amidst the swirling dust and blood-filled air the two met. They lunged as one, their weapons forgotten in their battle madness, but neither could touch the other. Death swore in fury and Apkieran laughed.


  "Even Death cannot kill he who is already dead!" The demon prince gloated. "You cannot harm what cannot be!"


  "I will be your bane, swine!" Death shouted. "I will be your bane!"


  "You can do nothing!" Apkieran's laughter was full of scorn. "Nothing!" But Death stood back and smiled. It was a terrible smile, and if a mortal had seen it, his heart would have burst, and even the undead lord took a step back. There was a promise in that smile the demon prince could not fathom.


  "I will be your bane, Carrion." Death's voice was calm and sure. "I know how I may reach you. And reach you I shall!" And with that he was gone.


  The three Dark lords were quick to leave, too, for the other warlords were making their way to the battlesite, and the Hunter was breaking through the shields they had cast to hold him out. And all three could feel the anger of the goddess and none dared to meet her.


  


  They took Margawt with them, binding his half-dead body with the black chain. The Morigu regained consciousness for a moment and tried to escape into the earth, but he could not, for the metal of the chain held him. That could not be; nothing could hold him, he knew that. "What chain was ever cast that could hold the Morigu?" he cried. But there was none to answer him and helplessly he was carried away by his deadliest enemies.


  


  C H A P T E R


  Twenty-one


  


  


  


  The Hunter kneeled in the wreckage of the battle, his arms holding the broken neck of his son. Beside him stood Lord Death and his hand touched the unicorn's brow.


  "Must you take him?" the god asked, his voice hollow with his sadness.


  "Would you have me destroy the world so that your son can last a few more breaths?" Death asked harshly.


  "What is that to me?" The Hunter stared into his brother's eyes. "He is my son!"


  "And how many other fathers have lost their sons in this war? How many times have I heard the same plea since spring?"


  "My only son," the god murmured.


  "But not mine," a new voice added and the two powers turned, startled to see the small form of the goddess before them. "Not my only son." She, too, knelt down beside the bleeding body of the unicorn. "I have lost so many children in this war."


  "Lady," Death asked quietly, "do you blame me?"


  "You? Nay, never you, sad one," her eyes were oddly gentle for her. "No, your brother."


  "You blame me?" the Hunter cried.


  "No, my once husband, never you." She sighed and sat back on her heels. "I meant the Beast."


  "My brother?" the god hissed.


  "Our brother," Death added.


  "Yes, he was never one of mine," the goddess said. "Never really part of me. He was unwanted. He did not belong and he wishes to make us all pay for his mad loneliness."


  "He is so much greater than ever he was," the Hunter said. "Where did he get such power?"


  "From the dead," Death's voice was unbearably sad and he was thinking of another brother who was now a man. "From all the dead he is responsible for; all the torture and madness and pain. He is a larva that thrives on suffering. He is truly the enemy. The only one that matters."


  "And what shall we do about him?" the goddess asked. Neither answered her and at last the Hunter stood up, his black sword once more in his hand.


  "I am through with mourning." His voice was quiet. "I will finish what I started. I will hunt."


  "Hunt?" The goddess looked at him.


  "Your Morigu is only part of what I am. I am the Hunter. I will find my brother."


  "And then?"


  "Then I shall destroy him." And with that he was gone. Death looked at the goddess.


  "Gods can die," he said. "Can the Beast?"


  "If Death cannot answer that, how could I?" Death just nodded and gently he reached to Anlon, but the goddess stopped him, daring to grasp his hand.


  "Lady, what do you do?" he asked incredulously.


  "Possession, lord," she said. "There are many types, and my son is not ready for your halls." And Death realized that what he had thought was only his knowledge, was hers, too.


  ****


  Caer Lugh echoed with the wailing of the mourners. Maeve was buried in the ancient crypt beneath the city, the unicorn beside her. The next day Fergus Firemane disappeared. His people had asked him to take the throne and rule in Maeve's place, but he would not. Yet before he left, he swore he would return and that the throne of Aes Lugh would not long be empty.


  It was obvious to the warlords that Margawt had been captured and it was oddly enough the destroyer who voiced what all felt.


  "It doesn't matter anymore," he said to the assembled council, "the war, I mean. It is bigger than armies now, more important than borders." The others silently agreed. "But Margawt, mad Margawt.. .. Regardless of what else we do, we must find him and free him, if we can. If not, we must die trying."


  "We cannot throw away all we have won," Donal said, ignoring the surprised looks the others gave him, "we still have a war to win. We cannot leave the people defenseless while we search for Margawt."


  "Then what will you have us do?"


  "What we have been doing and what we must." Donal's voice was hoarse as if he had not spoken in long weeks.


  "Because of the dragon the empire is safe, and Aes Lugh is ours thanks to Maeve and the Morigu. We will follow through with our spring campaign, but"--he held up one hand--"but, we will do what we must. What we knew we had to all along. We will hunt down the Beast and those who seek to free him, for surely where they are, so will be the Morigunamachamain."


  And so, unknowingly, the warlords came to the same conclusion as the Hunter and it was decided that come spring, warlords for the various armies would be chosen. Then they would choose those who must go on the quest to seek the heart of the Darkness that strangled the world, though surely it would mean their doom.


  ****


  And in a tower high above Caer Lugh, Cucullin, High Prince of the Elves of Cather-na-nog, spoke to the grey shadow that was Death.


  "He was here," the prince's voice shook, "Apkieran was here."


  "Yes, Prince," Death answered, "he was here, and I could not touch him, for he is the Lord of the Undead." 


  "Is he then unkillable?" 


  "Maybe, but not invincible."


  "Then there is a way. A way to avenge my father and to destroy the demon."


  "Yes, Prince, I think there is a way. But are you willing to pay the price?"


  "Do not toy with me, Lord." Cucullin held his head high. "Do you really think I do not know what my doom is?" For a moment Death was silent and his hands clenched.


  "Prince, I see you for what you are," he answered, "and I tell you that another way can be found. You can do more for this world and the sad mortals doomed to live."


  "Tell me, lord, for it is said you never lie, can you say with surety that another way can be found?" And again Death was silent. At last, he sighed.


  "You know, Prince, I cannot."


  "Then you do what you must, and I will do what I must." "The cost--"


  "It does not matter, for I will be Apkieran's bane!" And Death did not answer, for anything he could say to the noble elf would only add to the prince's burden. "It is beyond bearing," Death thought, "for this war is destroying all that is good in the world!" He left the elf there on that high tower and he longed to escape. For Death was gentle and he was harsh, he was just and he was capricious, but never before had he been desperate.


  


  Epilogue


  


  


  


  


  In a room that was not a room, a place that was not a place, in darkness that was more than darkness, a shadow that was less and more than what surrounded it began to take form. The chain, the chain of his bondage was gone, and now little stood in his way.


  Eyes began to take shape, but they were unlike any eyes any other being bore. They were filled with crawling, struggling shapes, maggots and worms, white grubs and blacker things, grown strong on corpses and the blood of the damned. Those eyes were bright with their evil and power and where they looked the darkness grew thicker, and the borders that made this place thinner.


  "Dragon," the Beast hissed and the not-place shivered like a living thing. "Dragon, you have betrayed me." And there was a promise of punishment in that voice, punishment beyond the dreams of madmen. The shadow's chest surged as if it took a deep breath, though there was no air here. And those eyes turned to view the world that still lay far from that place, but not so far as before.


  "I will eat it." The voice was like a shriek in some torturer's dungeon. "I will gnaw it and spit it out." And again the shadow pantomimed a breath and its form filled out more and grew twice in stature.


  "Mine!" it screamed. "Mine!" And in all the worlds that cruel voice was heard by some, and in the land by many. But in all the worlds only one dared to answer, one who had been forgotten, one who all thought beaten.


  Alone in his darkened hall he sat on his ancient throne. And Lonnlarcan, the Ard Riegh of the Elves of Cather-na-nog, turned his silver eyes to the stars of the eldernight that were the ceiling of his hall and he said only one word. One quiet word, but the Beast heard him and howled at the king's defiance, slashing the darkness with claws and fangs in his fury. Just one word very quietly spoken.


  "Never."
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