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Chapter 1: The Chasm

	The howl of that infernal wind made it hard to even think. Menish, king of Anthor, hero of a dozen battles and many more songs, stood at the edge of the Chasm of Kelerish and shuddered.

	The cold was slowly eating into his ageing bones. It never snowed on the high plains of Kelerish but winter here was more severe than in the lowlands. White clad mountains frowned down at the plains and the wind carried their chill.

	Sometime in ages past these plains had been snapped in two leaving a dark, misty pit whose depths raged and echoed with an insane wind. It was a sound that chewed at one’s soul. He clutched his fur cloak tightly around himself in an effort to find comfort in what little warmth it gave in this hellish place.

	Hellish. The Vorthenki believed that Hell itself lay in the Chasm of Kelerish. The noise of the wind was the crying of imprisoned souls. It made him shudder again; the wind did sometimes sound like a cry of agony.

	He glanced over his shoulder at the pile of boulders that formed the ancient Tor of Gilish. It must have taken some days for his distant forebears to place those boulders there. He wondered how they had retained their sanity while they worked. For it was not just the eerie howling, nor the cold. There was something about the Chasm itself that made the skin crawl. One felt instinctively that there was some menace down there that would emerge if one did not watch.

	That was ridiculous, Menish chided himself. He did not believe in goblins and ghosts like the Vorthenki. That was why he was here.

	Deliberately he turned towards the Tor, placing the Chasm behind him. Beyond the Tor he could see his men, waiting patiently at a discreet distance. Hrangil stood by the horses looking towards him, but the other four simply huddled in their cloaks with their heads down. Althak had planted Menish’s standard in the ground near the Tor and it twisted in the wind, making the white horse device look as if it were galloping madly. Someone had tried to start a fire but the wind blew away any spark they made. The pile of sticks lay on the ground like a tiny replica of the Tor of Gilish that stood beside it. The wind would scatter it by evening.

	The morning sun rose in the sky, the wind continued to howl, and Menish continued to stand at the edge of the Chasm of Kelerish.

	No doubt his men were wondering what possessed him to stand here after he had impatiently led them through the mountains of Ristalshuz at a gallop. Several times he had made them ride all night. Hrangil, he knew, assumed he had turned to religion late in life. He had ventured to suggest as much to Menish but had received no answer. The Tor of Gilish was a holy place, so it was a natural assumption, if surprising. Menish was not given to religious display.

	He remembered how years before he had stood here with Hrangil surrounded by chanting priests. He had been just eighteen years old. The Emperor of Relanor himself had displayed the Eye of Duzral and initiated them into the ranks of the Sons of Gilish. It had been so mysterious, so impressive, so wonderful, and a few weeks later the Emperor was dead, the empire was in ashes and Menish knew it had all been foolishness. No one ever came here now.

	The other men, younger men than he and Hrangil, had never been near the place before.

	And what was Althak thinking? Althak was the only Vorthenki member of his escort. It must be disconcerting to believe oneself waiting at the edge of Hell.

	But they could all wait. Menish had not turned to religion. He had lost the faith of his fathers a weary number of years ago and he had no stomach for the ways of the Vorthenki. No. It was nothing like that. 

	He had to sleep, and those accursed dreams had finally driven him here. It was against his instincts, against what he had lived by for so long, yet he had come. The weariness of the past weeks was like a weight across his shoulders.

	He had tried everything else; avoiding heavy foods in the evening, brisk rides every day, engrossing himself in work, even reading the Mish-Tal, but all to no avail. A sleeping potion had prolonged his sleep, but it made his nightmares worse, for he could not escape from them. The dreams haunted him until he was afraid of sleep itself.

	He could not discuss it with anyone, not even Adhara, especially not Adhara. But night after night he either lay awake in fear or woke screaming and reaching for his sword.

	For night after night he stood here at this very place.

	And night after night the skeleton clawed its way over the lip of the Chasm to face him with its empty eye sockets and its tattered rags. The strange violet eyes were no longer there, but he did not even need the ragged remains of the court gown to know her.

	Thalissa.

	Her name was a byword for treachery and malice. For nearly twenty years he had slept easy in the knowledge that she was dead, but no longer.

	The skeleton spoke with her voice, blaming him for her death and prophesying his own in lurid detail. Another battle with the men of Gashan, the ones who had killed the Emperor forty years before, and Menish would fall with fire in his flesh just like the Emperor had. They were coming, they would attack in the spring.

	He had hardly slept for five weeks now.

	But Menish was determined. He was no ignorant Vorthenki who saw goblins in the woods and gods in the dragons. He was Menish, King of Anthor, and he did not believe in ghosts and premonitions. That was what had brought him here at last, in spite of the cold and the howling wind and the creeping terror of this place. He would see for himself that this was no more than a wind-blown hole in the ground with a pile of rocks beside it, and nothing would climb from those shadowy depths. Just a few hours and he would convince the dream to go away. There was no skeleton, there was no prophesy and there would be no attack from Gashan. Then he would be able to sleep in peace.

	But no matter how he denied it he could not shake off the creeping terror of the Chasm. The feeling that something was down there, lurking evilly, was intense. He thought of the hundreds who, like Thalissa, had been hurled from this edge. The Vorthenki were not above helping their enemies into Hell, lest their bloodthirsty dragon gods misjudge them. The unseen bottom of the chasm must be cluttered with bones. His dream stirred in his mind and he wished he had not thought about that.

	A piercing scream sliced through the howl of the wind. Menish turned, looking for the source of the cry. It sounded again. His nerves were on edge and it seemed to come from all around him. He saw the horses jerk their reins in fright and his men leap to hold them. One of them, Drinagish, pointed towards the sky.

	A dragon was swooping down towards them. It let out another cry, sounding like chalk scratching on a board. Menish winced. Even as he yelled to his men to arm themselves Althak was lifting his great spear towards the sky over the horses.

	Only then did Menish realise that the dragon was not hunting the horses, it plunged straight towards himself, talons outstretched.

	He ran. The Tor was not far away, if he could reach it he could find cover. The dragon cried again, a bellow this time. It sounded angry, it sounded close. Breathless, he slid to a halt at the edge of the Tor. There was a space between two adjoining boulders. He wriggled into it. Like a rat in a hole, he thought, but one does not argue with a dragon when one only has a sword.

	He peered out from his hiding place, but the boulders blocked most of his view. All he could see from here was the Chasm edge where he had been standing moments before. The dragon screeched as it back-winged to land.

	Then something made his blood freeze. A gnarled hand reached over the lip of the Chasm and felt for a handhold. The dragon bellowed again. It was just above him. Slowly a dusty head raised itself above the edge of the Chasm. Menish held his breath and stared. The dragon must be on top of the Tor now, he could tell from that last bellow. The figure from the Chasm lifted itself over the rim and sat on the edge.

	Menish found his senses as soon as he saw that it was not a skeleton.

	“Get down, you idiot!” he bawled, but his call was lost in another bellow from the dragon. The figure stood up and walked towards Menish, the Tor, and the dragon. Menish swore.

	Sure enough, the great head of the dragon thrust into view above him, its jaws darting towards the man from the Chasm. The warrior in Menish was stirred. He had drawn his sword instinctively when he had run to the Tor and now he gripped it and searched for a weak spot in the neck of the beast. It was just possible....

	But before he could act the dragon let out a gurgling hiss and a torrent of blue flame erupted from its open jaws. The heat stung Menish’s eyes; he threw his hands over his face and retreated into his hiding place. The acrid smell of scorched earth drifted to his nostrils. Shielding his face with one arm he ventured a look to see if the man had somehow escaped.

	What he saw he did not believe. The man stood in the flame with his arms raised, facing the dragon. A look of wonder sparkled in his eyes. For a fleeting moment Menish supposed that he, too, would feel wonder if such a thing happened to him. But this simply could not be. He looked again; the heat was intense, especially when followed by the biting cold of Kelerish. It was true. It was impossible, but it was true.

	Above the noise of the dragon and the howl from the chasm Menish heard a war cry from his men. They must be attacking the dragon from behind. He wondered how Althak felt about that. The dragons were gods to the Vorthenki.

	As quickly as it began the dragon’s fire flickered out, its roar and heat replaced by the shouts of his men and the chill of the wind. The dragon sprang aloft and bellowed again as it beat the air with its huge wings. Menish looked helplessly from the man to the dragon as the latter climbed higher and higher.

	*

	The dragon flew on, eastward towards the sea following the Chasm. The high plains of Kelerish spread out below it, blotched and brown with the straggled tussock and lichens that grew there. The jagged line of the Chasm lay black across it.

	It flew over the coast close to the roaring mouth of the Chasm where the howling wind blasted out from a great crack in the tall cliffs. Water churned and foamed in and out of the gap, waves ever battling the wind. It was a place men feared and shunned, but today there was a small boat near the Chasm mouth.

	Curious, the dragon wheeled to look longer. Its sharp eyes made out a man picking his way over the rocks at the base of the cliffs towards a splash of blue. When the dragon dipped lower the blue shape resolved into clothing on a body.

	It was not interesting enough. The dragon was anxious to return home to the Isle of Kishalkuz, which lay far beyond the horizon in the great sea. It wheeled once more then resumed its journey.

	


Chapter 2: A God Before a King

	Menish watched from his hiding place between the boulders of the Tor. His face still stung from the heat of the dragon flame, and the man from the Chasm still stood unscathed by the same fire. He was surrounded by a circle of blackened earth, with his arm raised in a gesture of farewell to the dragon and his face shining with joy.

	He looked like a wild man. Menish had heard of children who had been raised by wolves and wondered if this was such a one. He was tall and gaunt with long, unkempt hair and beard. Like the wolf children he was naked, though his body was as hairy as a Vorthenki’s. Even so Menish wondered how he could be so apparently comfortable in this numbing cold.

	The sound of horses and men running interrupted his study of the man, and he felt suddenly foolish hiding in a hole now that the dragon had gone. He wriggled out of his refuge and stood up. His men were already approaching and he wondered how much they had seen.

	Drinagish reached him first. “Uncle, are you hurt?”

	“No, I hid in a hole while you drove it away.”

	“We can’t take credit for that, M’Lord,” said Althak, who was on Drinagish’s heels. “It flew off while we were still wondering what to do.”

	Indeed, thought Menish, he could guess at the source of that hesitation for Althak. But anyone would ponder what to do when confronted with a dragon.

	Hrangil was walking towards the man from the Chasm. The others fell silent when they saw Menish watching him. When he reached the man he fell on his knees and kissed his feet. There was a nervous murmur from Drinagish even as Menish realised what Hrangil was doing.

	Gilish!

	Menish felt suddenly old and tired. Hrangil was his oldest friend. He had been with him at the battle with the Men of Gashan, he had seen the Emperor fall and the Duzral Eye taken, yet he had never lost faith, he had never forgotten the promise that Gilish would some day return.

	The King of Anthor sighed; so the man was unscathed by fire, so he came out of the Chasm where Gilish had died a thousand years ago. His much vaunted Duzral Eye had failed Relanor when they stood against Gashan forty years ago. Menish refused to trust magicians, even fireproof ones.

	And yet who could not wonder at it? He stepped forward, intending to greet the man from the Chasm in a less extravagant manner. The man gazed about himself as if he had been blind and had just learned to see. He noticed the King of Anthor and their eyes met.

	Menish froze.

	For several seconds he stood and stared at the man. He felt his face pale at the sight. The man’s eyes, they were her eyes! Vividly he saw the eyeless sockets of the skeleton from the Chasm. This figure wore no tattered court robe, was not even a woman, but his eyes were her strange colour. He felt the wind howling behind him and his skin crawled with sudden sweat in spite of the cold.

	Yet this was not Thalissa, this was a wild man from the Chasm. Thalissa was dead and there were no ghosts. This was not a skeleton, this was flesh and blood. Flesh and blood? What flesh and blood could stand in dragon fire and live?

	The man seemed to sense his distress, for his elated expression clouded with concern. Menish snapped himself out of his fright and signalled the man to follow him. Conversation was difficult with this howl from the Chasm, and Menish led him behind the Tor where they could speak.

	While they walked Menish put his cloak around the man’s shoulders before he froze to death, although he still seemed comfortable in spite of the cold. It made him look a little more civilised anyway.

	“Greetings,” said Menish when they were out of the noise. “You must tell us how you learned the trick of standing unharmed in dragon fire. You’ve deeply impressed my men.” He nodded vaguely at Hrangil but he spoke with a grin; not making too much of the feat, yet not dismissing it. Keeping his options open.

	The man smiled, then he laughed. He had good teeth for a wild man, thought Menish, and he wondered if he had chosen the right language to greet him in. He spoke Relanese as his own native tongue and had used that, but the man looked more or less Vorthenki. He was about to try some Vorthenki gabble when the man replied.

	“There was no harm in the dragon. He breathed speech into my mouth, sight into my eyes and strength into my limbs. Before the dragon,” he glanced in the direction of the Chasm, “I was numb, but now I am alive!”

	His speech was odd. It was Relanese, but he spoke it in a strangely formal way, as if he were reading from the Mish-Tal. This was surely how Gilish would speak, for Gilish himself had written the Mish-Tal.

	As for his explanation of the dragon flame, that would have to do for now, odd as it was. To Menish it sounded suspiciously Vorthenki, hardly the sort of thing Gilish would say.

	“You are alive,” echoed Menish, still amazed at the fact. “You are speaking with Menish, King of the Anthorians.” He waited for a reaction. In the days of Gilish the Anthorians were enemies of Relanor. But Gilish, if he was Gilish, merely looked at him, smiling. Menish began to find that smile irritating. It made the man seem like an idiot.

	“And you? Do you have a name?”

	“A name?” The smile vanished and he looked confused. “I have said the dragon gave me life. Is there more?”

	“A name,” repeated Menish. “You must have a name, and kin folk. Were you thrown into the Chasm?” Menish could feel an intensity behind him from Drinagish and Hrangil. What name would he say?

	“I... I don’t know.”

	That was no use at all. If he would outright claim to be Gilish then they could discuss it, argue about it perhaps, although arguing with Gilish himself was perhaps best avoided. Menish pressed him further.

	“Your people, your kin folk, where are they? Did they not give you a name?”

	“My... people?”

	“Parents, wife, children, where are they?”

	“There is only myself.”

	“Flame of Aton! You must have had a mother!” Menish regretted this as soon as he had spoken, but he was weary and the man raised more questions with every answer. Vorish would get more out of him, but Vorish was not here. He felt Hrangil’s disapproval. A man, even a king, should not shout at a god. He stepped back from the man, wondering for the first time if this was just another dream. He felt so tired. How could he feel tired if he was asleep and dreaming?

	“Get him some clothes, Althak. Bring him with us.” He turned and stamped off towards his horse.

	Hrangil was at his heels.

	“Sire?”

	Menish turned to look at him. He realised that it was not disapproval in his old friend’s face, it was awe. It was awe at Menish himself. “How did you know, Sire? How did you know it would be today?”

	“You really think he’s Gilish?”

	“It is written ‘...and I will walk among you again, when I return. Some will know me, some will not.’He walked in fire. It is a sign. But how did you know?” A touch of resentment. Hrangil the faithful had been passed over and the knowledge given to Menish who cared nothing for Gilish.

	Menish shrugged and then shivered.

	“I dreamed it”

	“You dreamed of Gilish?”

	“No. I dreamed of... of something else. He came instead.” Menish did not want to tell Hrangil any more than that. He swung himself onto his horse. “Hrangil, he made no claim to be Gilish.”

	“He has forgotten. It has been so long.”

	“Could Gilish forget who he was?”

	Hrangil’s enthusiasm was suddenly checked. His usual reserve returned. “Perhaps not,” he said slowly. “But, again, perhaps.”

	“Then before we fall down and worship him we might try and add some certainty to the matter,” said Menish coldly. He did not want to hurt Hrangil but he was so weary the words slipped out. What did it matter? Hrangil was being a fool.

	Hrangil’s lips thinned as he suppressed a retort.

	“Where are we going now, Sire?”

	Menish sighed. Through his weariness came several clouded thoughts.

	“Atonir, I suppose. We must go to Atonir.” Hrangil’s old eyes sparkled as if Menish had just declared the man to be Gilish after all. To Atonir, to the city Gilish had built in a day and a night.

	But Menish was thinking of something else entirely. He had faced out his dream, and while the reality was different, there had been truth in it. What, then, of the prophecy? How much truth lay there? His answer was Vorish, and Vorish was in Atonir. Vorish would be able to make some sense of this man from the Chasm. But Hrangil was speaking again.

	“The fastest way to Atonir from here is to take the old road to Lianar and then sail down the coast. I have been that way long ago, before the Vorthenki came.”

	“By sea?”

	“I don’t like it either, Sire, but by horse would take more than twice as long.”

	Menish nodded. “Tell the others then lead us.”

	By this time Althak had supplied the man from the Chasm with a spare jerkin and a pair of breeches. They made him look even more Vorthenki, for Althak’s clothing was garishly coloured, unlike the sedate garments of the Anthorians. Althak had no spare boots, so the man went barefoot. They had provided him with one of the spare horses, a quiet mare, and he sat on it as if he had never seen one before. Surely Gilish would not forget horses!

	The others had mounted too and Hrangil sat waiting for his signal. Menish nodded and Hrangil spurred his horse, leading them away from the howl of the Chasm and eastwards across the plains of Kelerish. Menish could feel relief in the rhythm of his horse’s stride; it was glad to escape that howling wind and, no doubt, it was still shaken from the dragon’s attack. Hrangil held up his arm and deliberately slowed their pace. It would not do to spend the horses on a mad dash that would last half the distance they should travel today.

	In the familiar rhythm of the horse’s canter he let his mind turn to the man’s eyes. Anthorian eyes were inevitably dark and almond shaped. Vorthenki eyes were blue, or sometimes green, and always rounder. It was because they were a sea people, obviously. Just sometimes they were violet.

	Thalissa was such a one and the Vorthenki considered her beautiful. It was only a matter of time before Sinalth, the Invader, had summoned her to his bed.

	At noon they stopped to rest themselves and the horses and to take some food. Bolythak passed around some of the honey cakes and dried fruit he carried in his pack. Menish noticed that Althak was explaining something to the man from the Chasm, but he paid little attention. He was in no mood for riddles. He was more concerned with the way the others looked oddly at the man, they were bothered by what they had seen and their questions were unresolved. Even Hrangil seemed uncertain of what to do with him. All but Althak kept their distance.

	There was a partial solution to that problem at least. He beckoned to Hrangil who came and sat beside him on the ground.

	“He must be given a name.”

	“We know his name, replied Hrangil.

	“We do not,” snapped Menish. “There is too much doubt for anyone to insist that he is Gilish. He must be given another. It will ease everyone.”

	Hrangil said nothing.

	“Did you see him ride? Would Gilish sit on a horse like a tent sack? Watch him ride off with us, then tell me he is Gilish.”

	Hrangil paled as if Menish had just damned himself. But the man from the Chasm was clearly no rider. When they had finished their short meal he had to be helped back into the saddle and, although Menish had seen Althak explain its use, he seemed to have no idea what to do with the harness. Fortunately the mare he had been given was the sort of beast that ran with the rest. Althak had seen to that, of course.

	In the afternoon the tussock plains gave way to low scrub land and then to small trees which gradually turned to forest. Hrangil found the old road that the imperial retinue had used in the days of the Sons of Gilish and, though it was overgrown, it was still passable.

	Just before dusk they halted at a grassy glade beside a small stream. It had once been a camping place for pilgrims on their way to the Tor of Gilish. Many emperors had pitched their pavilions here in days gone by. Hrangil explained all this as Menish dismounted, for he had never been here before himself; his only other visit to the Tor had been via the direct road from Anthor.

	Hrangil’s words made him think of those emperors: Telish IV; Telkun VII; Azkun V who was murdered; Gilish III, surnamed the Warrior because he had fought the Men of Gashan long ago; the names stretched back hundreds of years to the first emperor, Gilish himself, who was said to have come from the sun as it rose out of the sea. He had learned the names as a child and had never forgotten.

	*

	The man from the Chasm knew nothing of emperors and Gilish. It was as if this was the first day of his life. The discomforts Menish had experienced standing on the edge of the Chasm were as nothing compared to the horror that lay within. The eerie wind howled with nerve shattering force in the blackness, and the creeping terror that Menish had felt a mere shadow of had left his mind numb. It filled every fibre of him until there was nothing more to live for but fear, nothing to gain but another toehold of the cliff face. Above was nothing but grey mist, below lay the blackness that both called and menaced at once.

	And then came the dreams.

	Whether they were dreams or visions he did not know. In the Chasm there was little difference between waking and sleeping. They were half hearted, wispy things, merely an after taste and a sense of loss that there was nothing more than the wind and the darkness. Mere gaps in the emptiness that opened behind his back and snapped quickly shut when he turned to look.

	Once, and only once, he thought he had seen it clearly. He glimpsed a power, an awful, all consuming power that would have terrified him if he had not seen beyond it to a deep well of sadness, something that in all his terrors he had never seen before. The thing was so vast, so powerful and yet so sad that the mere glimpse he was given changed him.

	He had seen more than terror and darkness. He could no longer cringe and clutch the cliff face. There was something else, something wonderful.

	Today he had fought off the numbness at last, thrust away the paralysing fear and climbed upwards. So high the cliff rose! Many times he had told himself it was folly. Did he expect the cliff to end? Surely it went on forever, there was nothing more. But he drove himself on, remembering that brief glimpse of wonder and forcing aside the terror.

	His perseverance was rewarded. As he struggled over the lip of the Chasm the great dragon was there to meet him in all its glory. Here, at last, he could see clearly what he had seen in shadowy form. Here was wonder clothed in flesh.

	The dragon had bathed him in gentle fire and, incredibly, he had felt speech on his tongue. Words flowed into his mind for the first time, for the Chasm had no language but terror. More than words. His chasm-dulled senses sprang to life. He could see the golden sun in the sky and the wide plains of Kelerish made his head spin. But most of all he could see the dragon.

	It was so perfect. Its silver green scales flickered in the sunlight and its great jaws gave him the kiss of dragon fire. Everything sang with beauty. The round boulders of the Tor and even the far off mountains seemed to glorify the dragon with their own echoing perfection.

	But the dragon could not stay. Rather than continue to awe him it had flown away. He was touched that he should be allowed to experience the attention of one so magnificent. He instinctively knew there was more than one such creature, the same way he knew what it was called. And he knew that they had made him, he knew that they had called him from the Chasm.

	When he first saw these men from this New World he assumed that the dragon had sent them. They looked like dragons in a way, especially the one called Althak with his shining breastplate and his cloak that blew about him like wings. But when the one named Hrangil had kissed his feet he had seen into his thoughts and sensed the awe he had felt; and the other man, Menish, had been troubled by him and asked him strange questions. The others had been afraid of him. In fact, they had all been afraid of him.

	All except Althak.

	Althak was untroubled by him. It was Althak who had given him clothes and Althak who had placed him on the horse. Althak was different from the others in many ways. He was taller, compared to the others he was a giant, his hair was yellow brown and his beard was thick. His clothing was bright and he wore a bronze helmet with spreading wings. The others were short and dark-haired with wispy beards and almond shaped eyes. Their clothing was dark and sombre and they wore no armour, not even helmets. Furry caps covered their heads, though there was metal in them too. 

	Some of them seemed to not quite trust Althak.

	He liked the horse. She had been afraid of the dragon, he knew that, but he also knew that she was an ignorant beast and should be excused for such foolishness. He reassured her as best he could by touching her mind with his own, and he soon found her to be a helpful animal. He could touch her with his thoughts and she would turn from side to side or change her pace as he directed, although she mostly wanted to just keep with the others.

	At noon when they stopped Althak handed him one of the little cakes and he gave it to the horse, for he knew she wanted it. Althak had rebuked him, laughing as he did so. The cakes were for men; the horses could eat grass, he had said. But the man from the Chasm did not understand, he had never seen food before.

	When they continued in the afternoon his awe at his new surroundings abated enough for him to wonder about his companions. They all carried swords and shields, he knew the words for the objects but not their use. Althak’s shield was big to match his size and a dragon in flight was painted on it. The others’ were much smaller and carried no device. They seemed clumsy things, difficult to carry.

	He also wondered why they bridled their horses. When they had stopped he had taken the opportunity to look at the bridle of his own horse. A leather thong stretched through the mare’s mouth and was attached to metal plates on either side. His reins were attached to these. Althak explained to him how to pull on the reins to control the horse but it seemed unnecessary when all he had to do was to touch his mind to the beast’s. A brief tug at the reins brought an instant response from the horse when he tried it, as well as a peeved complaint, so he did not try again.

	When they entered the forest he had no more time to wonder about such things. There was so much life there. Trees, birds, squirrels and mice, all were a source of amazement to his so recently opened eyes. Yet not only to his eyes. He looked into the minds of the small animals and felt their thoughts. The bird was singing with delight at the sunshine. The squirrel was hungry and searching for food.

	As dusk gathered he became uneasy. He had never seen night before, for the Chasm was always gloomy. Yet as the night descended it was as if the Chasm were re-enfolding him. He shivered, though not with cold. The world was changing, it was no longer a place of light and air. He could no longer see clearly.

	By the time they stopped he was glancing fearfully around him. The air felt close and thick and the darkness threatened him. Was this another dream? Would he wake now back in the Chasm? But he had never had dreams like this. He would have asked Althak what was happening, for he rode beside him, but fear caught his tongue. What if this was what the upper world was really like? He did not want his fears confirmed into facts.

	“What’s the matter, my friend?”

	It was Althak, he had dismounted and had motioned the man from the Chasm to do likewise. But he sat there, frozen with his fear of the unknown. He could not see the ground clearly. Was it still there? Or was there a chasm waiting for him to leap into?

	With an effort he groped for words. Were the words real? It was like a slippery handhold but he had to use it.

	“I... can’t see,” he choked.

	It seemed meaningless but Althak nodded as if he understood. He reached his big arms around him, lifted him bodily from the horse and set him down. The ground was there after all.

	“You’re cold. The fire will be lit in a moment.”

	Fire! The word kindled joy and comfort in his heart. It made him think of dragons.

	The rest of the company had been moving about in the darkness and he could now make out a pile of something they were building in the middle of the glade. There was a sudden gleam of orange in the centre of the pile, which flickered and grew, casting shadows all around.

	The man from the Chasm walked towards it, heedless of everything else. Here was his dragon in the darkness. It grew into a blaze, crackling and sparking in the branches the others had placed on the pile. Surely a dragon had done this.

	He bowed down before it then sat entranced, staring at the flames, unaware of the murmuring of the others. Someone sat down beside him. He knew without turning that it was Menish, Althak stood not far away and Hrangil was near too. Menish was exhausted. He wondered why.

	Menish was indeed exhausted. His lack of sleep, along with so much activity, was telling on him relentlessly. Would he sleep tonight? Or would the dreams haunt him still? Perhaps the dream was awake now? These questions had been going around in his head all day, and now, as if to taunt him, the man had bowed to the fire, as Gilish might have done.

	“Friend.”

	The man turned and looked at Menish, but he did not take his eyes from the fire for long. Menish muttered. Did he not realise who was speaking to him? Even if he were Gilish he should be courteous to the King of Anthor. Yet his own men would forgive any insolence if he were Gilish. They would forgive Gilish anything.

	But would they? He wondered grimly. Would they forgive him for losing a war with Gashan?

	He sighed.

	“Friend, I have to ask you again. Who are you? Who are your people? How did you come to be in the Chasm?”

	“This is fire,” he answered irrelevantly as far as Menish was concerned.

	“And your folk? They had hearths? Where did they live?”

	“The fire is all. The fire is of the dragons. I am of the fire.”

	The expression ‘of the fire’, especially the way he used it in his old fashioned Relanese, was near enough to ‘Azkun’. It was not a common name nowadays but it had been once. Several Emperors had taken that name.

	“Is that how you wish to be called? Azkun?”

	His attention had wandered back to the fire again and he did not turn to Menish when he replied.

	“Must you call me something? Oh, I see that you must. Then I am Azkun, I am of the fire.”

	Hrangil let out a sigh as if he had been holding his breath. He caught Menish’s eye and nodded slowly. The man had made a subtle declaration only someone versed in the mysteries of the Sons of Gilish could understand.

	Menish stepped close to him. He knew the others would not have understood the meaning.

	“Say nothing, not until we are sure. See? He claims this name.”

	He turned to Althak and said in a louder voice. “We should make Azkun welcome with a song. Fetch your harp and sing for us, Althak. Something Vorthenki.”

	Althak looked at him in surprise, then nodded his understanding. He always carried his harp, it had been his father’s, it was said. They sometimes asked him to play when they sang Relanese or Anthorian songs. Menish had never specifically asked for Vorthenki music before.

	But Menish did not want them singing ‘The Lay of Gilish and Sheagil’ or ‘The Death of Gilish.’He sat down on the blanket by the fire and Drinagish passed him some food, some more cakes and a leather flask of ambroth. There was a pot of mein simmering on the fire now, under Bolythak‘s watchful eye. Menish hoped he would not overdo the pepper again tonight. Beside him sat the man, Azkun, staring at the fire again. Althak began to tune his harp.

	Menish worried about his men. It was not that they were disloyal. He had always been popular with his people, first by returning as a war hero from the battle with Gashan, then by protecting his kingdom from the Vorthenki Invaders. He had tried to be good to them, it was a king’s duty to love his people, not to oppress them like the Vorthenki chieftains who hunted their peasants for sport.

	There had been many interesting incidents in the long wars against the Vorthenki, but they were forever making up tall tales about him and putting them in songs. Once, at the spring games, he had publicly castigated a bard who had attempted to entertain the gathering with a particularly ridiculous song. But still they made the songs and sang them when he could not hear.

	He looked at Azkun. A god comes before a king. Gilish, if this was Gilish, was all but a god. If he could climb out of the Chasm after a thousand years the difference was too subtle for Menish, too subtle for his men.

	Althak started to sing. It was a Vorthenki tale of a foolish farmer and had a bawdy chorus. No Anthorian would have sung such a thing a few years ago. Even now, Menish thought, an Anthorian lady would quite likely deem it sufficiently offensive to draw her sword on Althak without the formality of challenging him to a duel. But among men alone in the wild he was safe enough, and they all thought it uproariously funny. Soon they were all singing and laughing, and Menish noted how tactful Althak was. Most Vorthenki songs had a dragon in them somewhere, a fact Menish had overlooked when he asked him to sing one. Either Althak had found one that had no dragon, or he had left that part out. Azkun did not sing. Most of the time he stared at the fire, but sometimes he gazed around himself and Menish saw joy in his eyes.


Chapter 3: The Pig

	Menish woke with the sun. It had been a cold night and his face felt chilled to the bone. He rubbed it with his hands to restore the circulation. Sleeping on the ground had left him stiff and sore, and a sharp ache in his left leg reminded him of an old wound. Was it really fifteen years ago he had cracked the bone in the battle for the Ammuz bridges? Some Vorthenki oaf had tried to chop him in half with a battle-axe and he had taken the blow on his shield. Unfortunately the shield had twisted in his grasp and smashed against his leg. Vorish had cut down the Vorthenki before he could follow with another blow and, though the leg had healed in time, the cold always made it ache.

	With an effort he clambered out of his blankets. That leg was so sore this morning! Everyone else was still asleep except Althak who had drawn the early morning watch. Hrangil lay flat on his back with his mouth wide open, snoring. Drinagish was sucking his thumb like a child. Grath had thrown his cloak over his head and was snoring like a pig beneath it. The cloak rose and fell slightly with each snore.

	Apart from the snoring there was a deep stillness about the glade. The birds were not yet awake, and the gurgling of the nearby stream as it crept over the rocks and boulders in its path only emphasised the hush. It was a clear winter morning, with just a hint of pale mist through the trees, and the sun shone golden through it. Spider webs glistened with frost in the bare branches.

	Menish smiled. This was a pleasant place, far better than Kelerish. It made him think of Adhara, made him wonder what she was doing. She had warned him his leg would be sore if he slept in the open but until now it had not troubled him.

	Realisation suddenly struck him. His leg was sore this morning, it had not been so yesterday morning for then he had spent the night with the watch or tossing and turning in his blankets. Last night he had slept soundly and still, and dreamless.

	No dreams, no eerie wind. No skeleton, and no prophecies. He looked at Azkun, sleeping still by the dead embers of the fire. His eyes were closed but behind those lids they were Thalissa’s eyes.

	That was why he had gone to the Chasm, of course. To face out that dream. What did it matter if some wild man had climbed out while he waited? He was not a skeleton anyway.

	Yet he could not silence a nagging voice in his mind that whispered he had been sent to meet Azkun. The eyes somehow confirmed it.

	Shaking his head at his own foolishness he limped down to the stream where Althak leaned against a fir tree.

	In the long war against Thealum Menish had used Vorthenki auxiliaries to fight against their own kind. Althak was one of these. Most of them had settled in Relanor but Althak preferred Anthor. Menish valued him while not understanding his choice. His garish clothes and other Vorthenki ways meant he was often snubbed. Few of the Anthorian women would even speak to him and he had no chance of ever finding a wife there.

	“Good morning, M’Lord. Are you well?” He still referred to Menish as ‘M’Lord’ rather than ‘Sire’. To the Vorthenki folk ‘sire’, was not a particularly respectful address for they did not greatly revere their ancestors. His question was more than politeness, he had noticed Menish’s limp.

	“Well enough, thank you, Althak. The cold has got into my leg, that’s all. It will pass. And you? You played well last night.”

	He smiled and bowed his gratitude.

	“Thank you, M’Lord. Our new companion... Azkun, he didn’t seem very impressed.”

	It was true. Azkun had stared at the fire until Menish had rolled himself in his blankets to sleep.

	“Did he have anything to eat? I didn’t see him do anything but stare at the fire.”

	“No, M’Lord. He did not eat or drink.” Althak hesitated.

	“What is it?”

	“I don’t think he has eaten in his life. He didn’t know what to do with the cake I gave him at noon yesterday and he ignored the food last night. He’s a strange one, M’Lord.”

	“Nonsense.” Menish frowned. “How can a man not eat and live?”

	“How can a man stand in dragon fire and live?”

	“Hmm. Well, you worship dragons. How do you say he did it?”

	Althak looked pained for a moment, as if he wanted to correct something Menish had said, but could not. 

	“I don’t know, M’Lord. At first I thought he might be a korolith, a spirit of the wind, but he is not.”

	“I assumed you would say... well, surely he’s escaped from Hell, has he not?”

	Again Althak looked pained.

	“He has escaped from torment, he said so himself. But no one escapes from Hell, M’Lord. Yaggrothil, the Dragon of the Deep, guards it. But some are released.”

	That made Menish uneasy. It made him think of evil dreams and strange coloured eyes. But it hardly mattered what Althak thought. He was a Vorthenki. Menish could not think why he had asked him.

	There was a grunt from under Grath’s cloak, then a loud groan as blanket and cloak appeared to erupt from the ground, falling away to reveal the heavily built northerner. Grath came from the lands beneath the Ristalshuz Mountains where the folk were nearly as big as Vorthenki. He stood there for a moment, shaking his head and muttering. Menish saw Althak grin. Grath was like an ox and sometimes the resemblance was all too obvious. Still half asleep he stamped across to the edge of the glade, treading on Hrangil’s blanket as he did so. He urinated noisily for what seemed an age and then stamped his way over to Menish and Althak. He favoured them with a brief grunt then he knelt down by the stream and thrust his head under the water.

	Althak grinned, “Too much ambroth again.”

	With a bellow he raised his head, water dripping down his tunic. “Oomph! That water is cold.” He stood wringing his hair. “There is no rest gained in sleeping armed. That should be in the Mish-Tal.”

	Hrangil was awake now, disturbed by Grath.

	“It is, indeed, in the Mish-Tal, oaf,” he said as he rolled up his blankets. “You should read it. There is much about allowing your fellows to sleep as well.”

	“A good day to you too, Master Hrangil.”

	Hrangil ignored him.

	“Good weather again, Sire,” 

	“Yes. Cold but no rain yet.”

	“I thought it always rained here in the north.” That was Drinagish. 

	“No,” said Grath. “The north is cold and bracing, but we have crisp, clear days in winter.”

	“But rain on the coast,” put in Althak. “And we head for the coast today.”

	Azkun was awake too, but he was silent. Menish saw him look around himself in confusion for a moment, then his eyes lighted on Althak and he smiled.

	“Yes, we head for the coast. How far is it, Hrangil?”

	“We could reach Lianar by this evening, Sire, if we make good speed.”

	“Lianar? The Vorthenki fishing town?”

	“Yes, it was the place the imperial retinue always landed. I remember there used to be a Relanese inn there years ago.”

	“It’s still there,” said Althak. “I passed through Lianar on my way north two years ago. The building is Relanese, at least.” There was an awkward silence as they remembered just why Althak had travelled north.

	“And how is our new friend this morning? Are you hungry?” Menish walked over to Azkun and squatted beside him.

	“No, not hungry... thank you. But...” he hesitated.

	“Yes?” prompted Menish.

	“The fire is gone.”

	“Of course, it’s burnt out.” Was he a half-wit?

	“But there is a fire that does not burn out.”

	Menish noticed Hrangil’s ears prick up at that.

	“There’s a fire in Am-Goluz that is always alight. It’s been burning ever since Gilish lit it, nearly a thousand years ago.”

	“That is where we are going?”

	“We are going to Atonir. It’s not so far from there.”

	“Drinagish!” called Grath. “Stop combing your hair and give me some help with these horses.” 

	“Some of us,” replied Drinagish testily, “require more than ducking our heads in the nearest stream.” He resumed combing his hair with the little silver comb he always carried. “This place we hope to reach today, is there any chance of a bath there?”

	“The inn used to have a Relanese bath with a hypocaust, but that was long ago,” said Hrangil.

	“I didn’t go inside the inn,” said Althak. “But no doubt we can contrive some hot water. We Vorthenki do bathe sometimes.”

	“We’ll never get there unless Drinagish finishes combing. Here, let me help—” offered Grath.

	“No, get off!” Drinagish gathered his hair back in the characteristic Anthorian ponytail and fastened it with a gold clasp.

	Menish sat on a log and pulled his own hair back while the others packed up the blankets. He too had a gold clasp. It was a mark of royalty.

	After they mounted their horses and resumed their journey his leg was better for a time. The winter sun shone through the trees, casting dappled shadows on the road and sparkling on the stream that ran beside it. In places the road was choked with bracken or blocked by fallen trees, but no serious obstacle presented itself. Once they had to wade the horses into the stream to pass a place where the road bank had collapsed across their path. Menish noticed that Azkun controlled his horse well, even when it began to paw the water with its hoofs as horses inevitably do when forced into streams. He wondered how he had learned that in so short a time.

	As the morning wore on Menish’s leg began to hurt again. The movement of the horse jarred it and he found himself clenching his teeth with pain.

	When they stopped at noon Hrangil, who had just passed him a honey cake, looked at him anxiously.

	“Sire?”

	“It’s my leg, Hrangil. The cold crept into it last night.”

	Hrangil nodded. He had been there when Menish received the injury and he knew the trouble it could give him.

	“You look ill, Sire. Shall we rest a while?”

	Menish was about to snap at him but he clenched himself. He was in pain. It irked him, though, to see Hrangil, who was two years older than he, in no discomfort. But Hrangil had had an easier life than Menish.

	“Perhaps,” he said. “If I could only get some warmth into it.” 

	“We could make a fire.”

	Menish shook his head. “It would take too long. I would rather we pressed on and reached Lianar by this evening.”

	“Lianar is still a long way off, Sire. The road has deteriorated since I came this way. We’ll have to spend another night in the wild I fear.”

	Another dreamless night, thought Menish.

	“Then we might as well make a fire here. We can use the daylight to get fresh meat.

	“Grath! Drinagish! You are going hunting while I rest my weary old bones. But build me a fire before you go.” Painfully he eased himself off his horse and found he could hardly stand. Althak took his arm and helped him limp over to a log to sit on. Drinagish and Bolythak piled some bracken near him and started a fire. Grath used a little axe he carried on his belt to chop a fallen branch into convenient sized pieces.

	When Azkun saw the fire he reacted much as he had done the previous evening. He sat beside it and stared into it, seemingly oblivious to all else.

	“Well, it seems Azkun is not interested in hunting,” remarked Menish. “I’ll not be left entirely on my own.” He looked at Azkun, feeling more pity for him now than anything else. The man was simple, he needed care.

	“I’m staying with you, M’Lord.”

	“No, Althak, you enjoy a hunt. Let us old men stay here and rest.” Hrangil sat on the log beside Menish and loosened his coat.

	“As you wish.”

	The four younger men decided on the most profitable direction to take and set off on foot. Azkun did not even turn his head. The fire held all his attention. It was different in daylight, but it was still fire. The heat warmed his face.

	He was vaguely uneasy about something, but he did not know what. There was something in the thoughts of Althak and the others that he did not recognise. But the fire claimed most of his attention. They were gone now anyway. Menish and Hrangil were talking, but he was not interested in them.

	This morning the whispers from the minds of his companions were faint and fuzzy. He could control the horse well enough, although he was starting to use the harness sometimes. Yesterday he had caught snatches of thought from Menish and Hrangil, but today all he could sense was the pain in Menish’s leg. It echoed as a dull throb in his own leg.

	It was Grath who had made the fire. Or, at least, he was the one who had held his hands in the bracken and flame leapt from it. Perhaps he had breathed fire into the bracken like a dragon. But Grath did not like dragons, he had felt that yesterday.

	Menish and Hrangil’s conversation became more animated and he looked up from the fire. They were talking about him.

	“... and I say he’s a victim of the Vorthenki, thrown into the Chasm. You know how they treat invalids. He’s clearly simple—”

	“Sire, he stood unharmed in dragon flame!”

	“Yes... yes, that’s true. But it proves nothing. Telish was supposed to able to do the same thing, but he died in the fire of Gashan. I have my doubts that Gilish could do anything of the kind. The fact that this wild man did does not make him Gilish.”

	“Sire! Remember we may be sitting before Gilish himself! Is it right to speak so?”

	“If he takes offence let him speak,” replied Menish, looking at Azkun with cold defiance in his voice. But Azkun merely looked back at him with mild interest. Menish shrugged.

	“If he is Gilish he’s content for us not to know it.”

	“But the sign. ‘Some will know me for my name is written in the fire.’Whenever he opens his mouth he quotes something from the Mish-Tal, or sounds as though he is.”

	“Yes, he speaks old Relanese. Grath’s phrasing is sometimes archaic. We are in the north, after all, though not very near Grath’s country.

	“Azkun.”

	He looked up from the fire again. “Yes?”

	“We need to know who you are and where you come from. I’ve asked you before but you were, perhaps, not quite yourself at the time.” He paused, waiting for Azkun to speak, but he could think of nothing to say. Speech was still new to him and he could feel something strange in the forest around him.

	“If there is some... danger in telling us be assured we can protect you from any enemies you may have made. You need have no fear.”

	“No... no I am in no danger. I was in the Chasm, but you know that.”

	“Yes, but where were you before that?” asked Menish with forced patience.

	“I only know the Chasm. There is nothing else.”

	“Did you ever see a belt, a golden belt, in the Chasm?” asked Hrangil.

	“A belt?” Azkun looked back in his memory of dark mists and terror and shuddered. “No. I have never seen such a belt. Is there one in the Chasm?”

	“There may be, I suppose it is still there.”

	“Hrangil, it’s only a story,” said Menish wearily.

	“It is in the Mish-Tal!”

	“It was not written there by Gilish, then.”

	“Of course it was.”

	“How could he write of his own death?”

	“It was prophecy at the time.”

	“Little use is prophecy if a man knows his own death and cannot prevent it.”

	At that Hrangil glared at him.

	The strangeness of the forest was growing more acute to Azkun. It was like being watched. He felt uncomfortable and shifted his position.

	“Are you saying you were born there?” Menish pursued his line of questioning.

	“I do not remember my birth.” Azkun glanced over his shoulder. A tremor of fear ran through him.

	“I expect not,” replied Menish sarcastically, “but you must have had kin folk who did.”

	“I have told you that I have none.” Again he felt the fear, as if something lurked in the trees, something evil.

	“Then what became of them? Are they dead? Were you cast out from them?”

	“I... I remember nothing but the Chasm. You were the first person I saw when I left it.” The evil was moving closer. He looked about, but there was nothing.

	“What about your mother? You must have had one.”

	Azkun suddenly realised that it was not his own fear he felt, but that of something else. It was neither Menish nor Hrangil. Something not very far away was afraid and he did not know what it was, nor why. Menish and Hrangil did not show any sign of being aware of it.

	He turned his thoughts back to Menish.

	“I do not know. Must I have?” ‘Mother’ was a word like many words he knew, his mind had a vague meaning for it but his understanding was fuzzy. Besides, he was distracted.

	Menish muttered something and turned back to Hrangil.

	“What is it?” asked Azkun, meaning the fear he felt.

	“What is what?”

	But he could not explain. He did not have the words. Instead he felt out the fear of the thing. Trying to find its source.

	Suddenly a blaze of clarity struck him. He felt the blood lust of Grath, Drinagish, Althak and Bolythak as they fell on their prey. Felt it, and recognised the minds from which it came.

	Yet, far more acutely, he felt the terror of the pig. His body whirled and jerked, echoing the animal’s frenzied attempts to escape. A stab of pain raced down his side, another across his throat. Pain, searing pain, blackness and death. A dark chasm opened and shut, taking the pig into oblivion. He screamed and slumped to the ground.

	But he was not dead. Heart pounding, he stood up and backed away from Hrangil, who was reaching towards him with concern on his face. He was not deceived. These were not servants of the dragons, they did that to the pig.

	“Azkun? What’s wrong?”

	“You... you...” but he could not say it. The horror of that dark chasm welled up inside him and he screamed again. Hrangil tried to catch hold of his arm, but he span out of reach, glaring wildly about him.

	“He’s gone mad—” even as he spoke Menish caught his breath, for Gilish had been mad.

	Azkun panted, still backing away from Hrangil. They would kill him too. They would send him into the blackness he had seen. Terror gripped his heart. He flung himself into the trees, up a bank and ran for all he was worth.

	


Chapter 4: Corruption

	Azkun ran blindly. He clutched desperately at the pain across his throat as if he expected his lifeblood to gush from it. Shouts from Menish and Hrangil only added to his desperation. They were ghouls on his heels. The pig’s pain was his own and the oblivion beyond filled his mind with the darkness of the Chasm. That alone would have driven him to run from the horror, but there was more.

	He had seen the lust of his friends, even Althak, to inflict pain and darkness. Such ferocity appalled him. 

	Yet the evil he had seen was somehow consistent. He understood part of it. The weapons they carried, the way they controlled the horses, their deference to Menish, it began to make sense. Their whole lives were but re-enactments of the murder of the pig.

	Trees flicked past him in his desperate run, some loomed over him like spectres of evil and he lurched away from them, still clutching his throat. His lungs were now gasping, and his chest ached with exhaustion. He did not know how far he had run, but it would never be far enough.

	Only when exhaustion totally overcame him did he realise that they were not chasing him. He had not considered any other possibility. What other evil were they engaged in now? With a moan of pain he sank to the ground and sprawled panting and helpless among the leaf litter. Where were they? He cast his senses about him but he could not detect anyone. The pain in his throat ebbed away slowly, as if it were reluctant to lose its hold on him, while the glimpse of darkness beyond still made him want to scream. 

	But he could hear his own heartbeat, alive and strong, beating out its reassuring rhythm in his temples. Slowly, so slowly, his panic subsided into something less desperate and vented itself in quiet sobbing.

	He must have lain there under the trees for some time. It seemed as if hours had passed. Certainly the angle of the sun had shifted when he slowly raised his head from the forest floor. He had heard the noise of something moving nearby. Trembling, he reached his senses in that direction. The undergrowth hid whatever it was but his mind found it.

	It was only a deer. He could feel its watchfulness, its tenseness as it considered the faint scent of man. Azkun was still, hardly daring to breathe now. He had no experience of this kind of animal, although it reminded him of the horses. This one was all quivering fear. It picked its way through the undergrowth and now he could see it.

	It was a tall, stately animal. He had been right, it was like a horse, but more delicate, more vulnerable. He understood its habitual tenseness, its continual sniffing for dangerous scents. Its ears were large enough to detect the sounds of enemies approaching, its eyes were placed to give it a wide angle of vision, and its long, slender legs were perpetually poised for flight.

	He wanted to reach out and touch this creature, to reassure it. But he had no answers to the death of the pig. Horror he knew, but the threat itself now seemed secondary to the sadness that he could do nothing to aid this creature.

	A whimper of despair escaped from him and instantly the creature was gone. It turned and bounded gracefully through the thicket. He could feel it leaping through the trees up the hillside beyond. Running, ever running, even as he had run from the death of the pig. He wept for it.

	As he felt it run he detected a sudden change of direction, it avoided something else it was afraid of. Azkun tensed, casting his senses in that direction.

	It was Grath.

	The northerner was still some way off, Azkun could not see or hear him yet. But he knew where he was. His senses had been driven to acuteness by the pig’s death. He was also aware that Grath could not detect him in the same way. But he was following Azkun’s trail unerringly. He would find him in a few minutes.

	Cold fear gripped his heart. The deer had escaped, but Grath was not hunting deer, he was hunting man. The blood lust in his heart was abated but it was still there. It still ruled the way he thought. Azkun had no way of knowing when that evil would seize him again. And Grath was coming for him.

	His legs still trembled from their previous exertion, but he willed them into use. Some instinct told him to climb a tree, but he overruled that urge. Grath was following his trail as if he could see his footprints. To climb a tree would be to wait for death. No, he could only run like the deer, alone and desperate.

	But this time he was not driven by panic. He was careful to avoid making too much noise, he tried to leave as little sign of his passage as possible. But he did not really know what signs Grath found to follow so he had little gauge of his success, or failure.

	He found himself moving down the forested hillside. Twice he slipped on the leaf mould and despaired at the clear marks left for Grath. At the bottom of the hillside ran a tiny freshet that spilled and gurgled over moss covered stones. The sun sparkled through the trees and caught in its waters, flickering and dancing. But he had no time to enjoy the spectacle that yesterday he might have looked at forever.

	He leapt across the stream easily, but his foot landed in mud on the other side, leaving a deep print that shouted that he had passed this way.

	Azkun looked at it for a moment, debating with himself whether he should attempt to cover it, or keep ahead of Grath. He decided to keep moving. Grath would find other signs to follow anyway, one more could make no difference. Grath would catch him in the end.

	But when Grath reached the stream he hesitated. Azkun could feel his confusion and did not understand it. His trail was obvious. Why did Grath stop? He did not stop long, however, and when he resumed his pursuit he was somehow smug and confident. Azkun’s fear mounted. He felt as if he had missed some opportunity, but he did not know what.

	On the other side of the stream the ground sloped steeply upward. He found himself using both hands and feet to climb. The leaf litter was more slippery. Panic began to lurk at the edge of his mind.

	The hill rose before him interminably. The vegetation was changing. The trees were shorter. Azkun ran on, blindly hoping that Grath would grow weary of following him before he himself grew weary of running.

	His path led him out from the trees. He was suddenly standing on a rocky outcrop that formed the summit of the hill he had climbed.

	The world as he knew it spread out before him like a vision of creation. Far below he could see the wrinkle in the forest where the little stream ran. Somewhere down there Grath was following him, but his urge to keep running was stilled by the panorama before him. This was but a low hill compared to the others that surrounded it. Great blue giants thrust their massive
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