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Vindrix, son of Vorthan, sat still on his chestnut stallion on a hillside deep in Gorthic territory. His blonde hair and blue eyes marked him for an Asbalnian, and though not a big man, he wore his plain iron helmet easily, and the chain war-shirt hung on his shoulders as though without weight. At his waist was a dark red sash, through which were thrust two iron rods with fabric-wrapped handles. Each was about twice the size of his thumb in diameter, a bit longer than the distance from his elbow to his outstretched fingers, and in his capable hands they were shield and weapon at once.

On his left hand he had a ring, the mysterious Third Ring of Thumill the Lucky, who had died in the Great War against the Lord of Vandethair. Thumill had the ring as a gift from the strange Other People, and it had been given to Vindrix by Ammerlyn, who had taught him the ways of weapons and wizardry.

He remembered the bushy brows arching over the direct gaze. "I have taught you what I could. You are no wizard, you never will be, though you may use a spell or two, but you have wisdom, and you are a real warrior.

"You undertook, as a payment for your training, to do a task for me, and for that reason, and because you are no magician, I give you this gift. This is the Ring of Thumill, the Beast-Ring, whose powers are several. Of them all, only two are known. If you would know what another thinks, concentrate your mind toward them through the ring, and you will know what is in their mind. Use this power sparingly, for if it is used too much, your mind will be lost in the other one, and your body would die.

"The second power is this; If you would take the form of any animal, turn the ring on your finger, and you will have the form of the animal for so long as you wish. But beware; if you hold a beast-shape through sunrise or sunset, you will never be able to be a man again.

"I give you this, because the task I ask of you is to ride to the Gorthic lands, find the Coven which is to meet there, and deal with it." He paused, and a smile crossed his face, "Yes, I see all the questions, where and how and who? Go to the village of the Cluthengas, whose chief is Clutha Fortha's son, a strong and honest man. Attain his friendship, and it will make your task the easier.

"The Coven is to meet at a place which the Gorths call Tyr Dochan, the Banerocks, which is near to the village. You must find the time of the meeting and prevent it. How you do this I must leave in your own hands."

"Are there others abroad, besides the Gorthic warlocks? Who else will I face?"

"As yet, none know of your coming. But do not deride the powers of the Warlock Lord of Vandethair, for he sometimes has knowledge hidden from others. Expect that there will be those who know why you are come, and intend to stop you. And may the High Powers smile on you.”

Vindrix had bowed low. Over the long months of training, he had gained increasing respect for this old wizard. "I thank you, Teacher."

So, three weeks later, Vindrix sat alone in the wilds. According to his judgement, and the rough map drawn for him by Ammerlyn, he was near the town of the Cluthengas. He had been fortunate here in the Wild lands; he had had no serious encounters with barbarians.

A troop of Briandes marching southeastwards had ignored his presence, lithe blonde men bearing javelins and throwing axes, lightly armoured, off on some raid.

Five or Six Dumnovai (he was never sure how many) had trailed him at varying distances for two days, but had apparently decided against attacking him. He had seen the last of the slim, half-naked men on a hillside beside a berry bush, leaning on his oblong shield and idly tossing his three-foot spear in his right hand.

Twice in three days he had seen bands of Harvatai, jolting and jouncing briskly southwards in their war-carts, and had been interested to note that several rode astride their horses, a fashion hitherto very rare among them. In appearance and stature like the Dumnovai, to whom their race
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