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From Adr and Earth comes seed,
By Fire and “Water is tempered:
In “Wood is kernel’s secret essence knowwn,
And purpose comes to light.

—Hargaof the Dunderfosse
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AY AHEAT), CVER THE FAR MOUNTAIN FEAKS,
the sun was setting Halfway toward thetmn, in the mid-
dle of the high platean, the stall, solitary figure of a
boy stopped, closing his eyes against the brilliant light, and leaning weari-
ly on his staff.

staff ? It wras really awalldng stick: quite new, finely carved with wild
animals chasing up and down and arcund its length, nose to tail. A pert
brown sparronw perched atop it, her tiny blade eyes seemingly alive and
scanning the way ahead. Stig had fashioned the stick to suit his own great
size, with the sparrcowr for handle. INowr it served his son for staff, the spar-
row coming level with Gom’™s chest.

“That’s a fine stick, Father. The best you've ever mnade]” Gom had said,
not even aweek before. Stout, too, to bear Stg's massive weight

“Aye. IPl serve you well enough when I'm gone]” his father had
angwered, as though he'd known his time had come.

sure encugh, only twro days age Gom had buned his father on “Windy
Mountain and, grieving, had raised a cairn of gray stones over his grave.
After that, in spite of the promise Gom had made to Stig to stay safely
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home and become Clades next woodautter, Gom had left to seek Harga,
his mother.

His hand strayed inside his shirt to the stone that hung about his neck
from a leather thong Harga’s rune. Themagic charm his mother had left
with him when she'd disappeared the day of his birth. Feeling its faint
vibrations under his hand, he put it to his ear, but heard nothing. All his
life the stone had remained silent—save for that last moment by his
father’s grave when there had come from the rune such beautiful hum-
ming as had filled Gom with wonder

His eyes still tight shut, he pictured the lonely pile of stones above the
towrn. It would be days before anyone could get up there because of the
snowr Even for him that 1ast trip down theicy trail had been perilous and
no one knew that trail as well a3 he—now that Stg was dead. At that
thought, grief welled up afresh within him, catching at his throat.

Turning, Gom locked back to the far horizon owver which night wwras
falling fast. Even after only a few hours traveling Gom had lost sight of
the peak that had been his home for all of his life. And why not? Hadnt
Hoot Ol said that Windy Mountain wras but a pimple on the great face
of the world?

somewhere badg in that twilight the townsfolk were drowing curtaing
and lighting lamps, Hoot Ol was waking up to hunt, while Shg—

His breath became a sob.

Father! Ch, Father

He stared through a blur towrard his distant home, feeling desclate and
done. Alone? Mot entirely A sudden gust reminded him of Wind, old
friend of uncertain temper. “Wind, who owver the years had brought him
whiffs of the Sea, and scents from Far Asyay

Morar that very “Wind blew in his face, whipping his hair, snatching his
breath. Sér pawrselfl or freeqe! it urged. On pour !

=tll fingering the rune, feeling the familiar lines criss-arossing the
smooth blade stone, and the tiny knobs and wheotls that held the power
of Harga’s name, Gom turned sway from the darkening mountaing and
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stumbled on toward the radiant peaks ahead, over winter grass and brake
until the sun set and the ground glowwed with its own lumin escen ce.

He began to lock about him in the turilight for 4 suitable resting place,
It wwras almost too dark to see where he trod when he finally came across
a little stream beside a stand of spindly alder hung with wines

He leaned his staff agamst atree and pulled some of the wines down
behind him to make 2 windbreak Then he groped around for what dead
and brittle branches he could find in that poor light. Some of the tinder
he set aside, and piled the rest like 2 tiny com stock in front of his
makeshift shelter. Fishing out his tinder bowx, he struck 2 spark against the
dusty kindling, whereit caght, smoldering. “Wind touched the spark, and
fanned it lightly into flame. It was small, scarce big encugh to warm his
hands, but the light was welaome.

He sat, huddled into his jadket, his hands cutstretched, staring into the
sputtering flames. He thought with longing of Harga’s old blanket worked
with suns and moons and stars; a blanket small and light encugh to roll
up and carry on one’s back—if only one had thought of it. Fool, to leave
hotme s unprepared at the tag end of winter!

Grom Gom, damb ar a by
His eads all wnd, and fes fongues all frog!

The townschildren's old tannt might well be true, he thought bittery

He pictured the little hut, his bed by the farwall. And Stghs, opposite.
And the hearth, dark and cold. There'd be no songs by the fire that night.
Cr ever again. He doubled over, tight with grief.

Hunger stirred him, finally He foraged in his left jacket pocket, and
pulled cut a hunk of stale bread, awedge of cheese, all there'd been left
in the larder. The cheese was too hard and dry to break He reached inte
his back podiet for his knife. It wasnt there He felt in another podket,
then ancther. Itwam® in those either. Had he dropped it? INo. He remem-
bered norr. He'd left it on the tablein the hut. He, awoodcutter's son, had
actually left home without his knifel Disgusted at him self, he settled for
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using histeeth. One nibble of cheese, one nibble of bread, and he stowed
them mray again. He well knew how to make little go far

From his right jacket pocket, he tock out Stghs ancient green glass
water bottle and <weighed it in his hand. 5tll half full He removed the
stopper and drank deep, as he could afford to,with that nearby stream.

Gom replaced the stopper and stowed the bottle xway again, guiltily
thinking howr it had been his father’s aistom every winter’s evening to
have thetn wash before going to bed. He certainly needed it. His hands
were black from messing with the fire, and he was covered in grit. He
clanced toward the stream and shuddered. Too ald.

Zold, and lonely. Everybody i the world that night had a roof to lie
under, and someone with whom to share it, he thought miserably
Everybody—save Gom Gobblechuds,

He reached inte a badk podiet. His fingers encountered a tiny wood-
en box fitted with cunning hinges that hed fashioned years ago under
Shig’s watchful eve: empty, he knew, and notwhat he sought. He dugdeep-
gr and pulled out a small leather pouch. Loosening the drawstring, he
shook the contents onto his palm. He aouldn®t see them well in that fee-
ble firelight, but he could feel his old treasures, mementos of home: seeds,
the pod of ahoarbell, s honeybee’ sag, the cocoon of amoon moth, and
a tiny flake of gold. Lightly, lovingly, he fingered them, caressed them
dimost, taking comfort from each one, then restored them back to the
pouch.

Gom tock up the last of the kindling, placed it carefully on the little
fire, then pulled his jacket arcund him and lay doern to sleep.

After few minutes, he was aware of the glass bottle pressing into his
tibs. He rolled over, tried another way Ah, that was better. He brought his
knees up, wrapped his arms about them, and tried to let his mind drift.

As helay there, shivering, waiting for sleep to come, his body began to
tingle.

He came alert.

He'd not 2 waking dream since the time hedd found the hermit
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Mandnk's bonesin the caves under “¥indy Mountain and had taken them
out to bury them under the stars. Ah, what 2 wondrous dreamn that had
been, when the ancient skull had come to life and Mandrik had told Gom
that Harga was the greatest wizard in the world and that Gom must go
seek herwith the rune after Stigwas gone.

The tingling increased, but this time without the warm bright licht that
usually came to dazzle him. He gazed up expectantly into the darkness,
accepting the change After all, it had been so long

suddenly a cold came upon him, colder than the chill of the winter
plain. Ioy, unseen hands touched him, as though exploning his shape in the
sam e careful way Gom had just fingered his treasures

He reached out to push the hands swray, and with surprise met with
nothing Still the probing went on.

He sat up, angry nosn, and afraid. This was not a waking deam, but
something else. He seized his staff, as the fingers moved down his face,
his nedk until they reached the rune

There they stopped. In the darkness he heard nothing but hiz own
indrawn breath, and yet he knew that someone or something ewvil had
aome upon him.

suddenly, there appeared before him a pinpoint of light, 4 tiny star not
an arm’ length saray. As he watched, it grew into the shape of a skull: not
a fine, mellowr skull like Mandrik®, but a stark death’shead, bone-white.

In a panic, Gom raised the staff to knod it mwray, but a3 he did so, the
jrw moved, and a voice grated in the darkness with flat, metallic sound.

“Har—ga™

The coldness intensified, creeping ower him like death. Ancther
tninute and he'd be paralyzed. Cuickly, Gom sought the rune, dosed his
hand owver it, and silently called his mother’s name

Harga!

Warmth filled his hand, spread up his arm, chasing cut the cold.

“Who are your? What are you?” demanded Gom, his courage returning.

The skull hovered, silent, the dark sockets on him, watching, waiting
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Forwhat? Gom noticed that the cold was creeping in again, despite the
rune In desperation, he strudk cut with the staff, and the skull vanished
at the sparrowr's sudden touch.

Fom sagged, exhansted. He drew up his knees and hunched owver them,
the staft stll in one hand, the rune in the other “What evil had chanced
upon him, he but one day from home? He peered about uneasily.

Chanced?

He shook his head. He had an uneasy sense of having been sought,
and found. But for what? And—aefe even Erew of Fem ondsede Clack?

He sat up again. It was not Gom that had drawn the death’s-head, but
the runel He set the staff across his lap, shivermyg at the memory of the
unseen fingers probing him, lighting at last upon the key to Hargas
nam e—and power.

Harga the skull had said. Harga,

é'—.{ V ; 1._}{('%' ™~

Bright sunlight flaking through his shelter awoke him. He lay for an
instant, the bad feeling from his vision still upon him. Then he stiffened,
becoming aerare of warm breath on his cheek. He opened his eyes to find
4 sharp-nosed gray fox cub bending over him, sniffing him inquisitively.

Relieved, Gotm sat up, but before he could utter a word, the fox leapt
back with a bark and raced off.

“Heyt” Zom called after him, in the voice of the brown foxmes of
Windy Mountain, but it didn™t even turn its head. Gom watched it go rue-
fully. Yet what else could he expect? In the wild, all good mothers trained
their offspring to beware of strangers Up on Windy Mountain, where
everyone knew Gom, mothers trusted him, knew he'd do no harm.

Eeing a stranger wasn't pleasant. He felt hurt that the animal hadn’t
sensed his fnendliness, and it left him feeling small and msignificant.
Sighing, Gom stood up. Maybe the fox had sensed his lingering fear from
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the dream, and had run from that The idea comforted him, somehow

He stretched resolutely, and, turning his face to the light, prepared to
meet the ney day Hed dept late The sun was high and climbing, Dessrn
in Clack, the town sfolk would already be thinking of elevenses.

som pulled out his bread and cheese, tock a half-hearted bite of each
and stowred them sway again, Then he drank from the streamn, and gave
his face a dutiful splash of icywater.

That dene, Gotn filled his bottle and returned it to his pocket. Which
way should he go? He shaded his eyes, his badk to the sun. “hy that way,
of aourse, the way “Wind was steering him.

He trudged on ower the late wwinter plateau, his eyes on the ground,
seeking plantain or fools-button, any of the wild roots that Farga had
taught Stig to use to eke out meager rations But he found nothing: no
dead leaf clumps to tell where roots lay buried, waiting for the sun to
touch them badk to life. From time to time he glanced badg toward the far
honizon. Every step he took brought him nearer to his goal—and also far-
ther from home. WWhen held said poodbye to his eldest brother and sister,
stok and Hilsa folk had crorvded out to wratch, scandalized. Was he still
the butt of gossip? Probably, for who else had ever quit that place?

Why, his mother, of coursel Gom brightened at the thought, and
strode forsard with new resclution. He was going to find Harga He'd fix
his mind on that, even though he had as yet no idea where to find her, or
howr long it wrould take.

For hours he moved on, but the only thing that seemed to changewas
the angle of the sun. Slowly, it cimbed, hung overhead, then began its
downward arc Gom stopped for a spell, gazing arcund the platean at the
ring of ever-distant peaks around him. “It% all the same]” he cried. “Ts this
all there 15

O coxerse mod WWind breathed on him briskly s D fold pox offen ernongh,
Theeox brf g furty pack of pefly peaks, MNaw move o bejbre yox starve and cafeh your
death, Jjor theret neciter food nor shelfer here af wenderl end

Gom heeded Wind’s wrarning and stepped up his pace. Time to locok
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for ancther resting place, make another shelter;to find some drywood for
a fire, and water to drink. The sun’s warmth wouldn’t last much longer.
Then Windwould grow cold again, and the thin air would <hill him to the

bone.
ﬂ s
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For four more lonely days Gom trudged on, calling out to the occa-
sional fox and evening rabbit, but to his disappointment, not one came up
to exchange newswith him. Once or twice migrating birds flew overhead:
blackbirds, for the most part, and a few wild geese, returning a little early
to spring nesting grounds, a3 Gom would judge, and far too intent on
their destination to heed him. S4ll, it cheered him, going along, to think
of warmer weather.

Under the sun he didn’t fear the death’shead. But under the night sky
when “Wind whistled across the darkened plain and arcund his makeshift
shelters, hedd remember his awful vision and he'd wait apprehensively for
it to come again. The nights passed, however, without further wisitation.

Creeks he found a-plenty to keep his water bottle filled, but by the fifth
motrning, the bread and cheese were adlmost gone and hunger shrank his
belly Allhe had for brealdfast that day were a few shriveled berries that
event hungry birds had disdained. He must find food soon or perish. It
was too far to turn back nomwr

T, on Wind shrilled. Themgs sell gof bedter you® sop. Beyond those mownians
afead e land drobs far, Iit warmer there, Thinge are sproxing lender and green
akready, and yow be sere fo fnd sometheng fo edl,

“If T ever get there” Gom answered, eyeing the knobbly spine of low
rounded peaks that he must pass to reach it

By noon, the platean had come to an end, and the ground was rsing,
Gom was soon cimbing up steep rock face scored with deep defts—mas-
stve aracks big encugh for him to shelter in—and pocked writh small black
holes that promised cawves.
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Allhis life, he'd lived among the mountains. Even Cladt, at the foot of
Windy Mountain, was still high up. The idea of going down into lowland,
real lowland, rallied his spirits

It couldnt quite give him the energy to travel faster, though. Only foeod
would do that IMevertheless, he struggled along, pulling on his staff until
late afterncon, when his strength finally gave cut.

Mot to worry, he told himself. Perhaps if he stopped nosr, he'd have
enough energy by morning to make that last push over the range—or
through it, if he were lucky encugh to find a pass.

Locking about for shelter, he spotted a small dark hole about turelve
feet above where he stood. A cave He stared upward. The staff was a
problem, for he'd need both hands to climb.

On a sudden idea, Gom felt around in his pockets and pulled out a
spare bootlace of long and sturdy leather. He tied it firmly about the staff
at hand height, then knotted the loose ends together, making a loop. Was
it big enough? He put his head through the loop, sipped one arm through
it, then slid the staff around vntil it hung squarely at his bade Tleased
with his ingenuity, Gom began to dimb the sheer rods face.

Faw a care, Wind warned him. That caw may be onwpeed,

WAnd wras right: if was,

Reaching level with the cave, Gom peered in. A huge dark shape lay
aurled up in the back corner: a great brown bear, aeature of fierce, uncer-
tain temper that Gom wouldn®t presume to tangle with, not even up on
“Windy Mountain, whete he knew every one. It appeared to be still lodied
in winter sleep.

et even as he stood watching, it stirred, and turned over,

om left, fast,

It wras dlmost dark before he found ancother shelter, a second cawve,
which he entered against Wind’s most urgent wamings.

Femember what yox found ihe lact fome! Agh, you may B sorry.

The cave was small, and sheltered—and empty

With a trinmphant wave to “Wind, Gom went in. It was indeed 1 good
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find, =rith solid wralls, no holes for chily draughts Cr sudden bear.

Gom stood the staff by the bad wall, and sat dovwmn, leaning again st
the rough stone, and gazing out at the twilit sky He took a good swrallowr
of wrater, then lay down to sleep, rubbing his middle to comfortit. If only
hewreren’t so hungry, he thought, for with hunger came such cold. He pic-
tured a small fire burning in the middle of the floor, throwing welcome
golden light onto the walls, filling the tiny shelter with snug warmth. But
there wasn't the smallest twrig of a tree on this bare rodk face.

He scught the rune for comfort, slid his nail along the groowves etched
in its smooth, shiny surface. Why had Harga left it with him ¢ And why, if
Mandnk spoke true, was he supposed to take it to her? If Harga really
were the most powerful wizard in the world, couldn’t she get it back her-
self in a finger-snap? Gom frowned. Did even wizards have their limits?

The sun was suddenly gone The shadows in the cave deepened,
smudging the sharp rock walls, filling the corners with menace Gom
glanced around, thinking of bears—and skulls Stop if, he told himself
firmly Another fess hours and you’'ll be on your way.

The shadows flowed together into one dark mass, enveloping him.
The moon rose, faintly outlining the cave entrance in silver.

He lay on his side, and drew his knees up. “Mother;” he murmured,
huddling into the warmth of hisjadket. “Where are your? “When shall we
teet?’ With his hands clasped about the rune for comfort, he lay fadng
the ditn moaonlight and drifted.

When he came to, the moon’s radiance filled the cave. Atop the staff,
the sparrows tiny black seed-eyes gleamed mysteriously

All at once the light cut as a huge shambling shape blocked the cave
entrance.

A bearl

Gom went stiff with panic

Abear, and there was he, I'ying in the middle of its floor!
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