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Darkness Weaves

Karl Edward Wagner

To thememory of Toad Hall,
and the Toad Hall crowd,

and Toad Hall days.

| say to you againe, doe not call upp Any that you can not put downs; by the Which | means, Any that
canin Turne cdl up somewhat againgt you, whereby your Powerfullest Devices may not be of use.



-Letter from Jedediah Orne: H. P. Lovecraft, The Case of Charles Dexter Ward

Intheir castle beyond night

Gather the Godsin Darkness,

With darkness to pattern man's fate.

S—

The colors of darkness are no monotonous hue--
For the blackness of Evil knows various shades,
Full many asEvil has names.

—

Vengeance and Madness, inseparable twins,
Born together and worshipped as one;

Nor can the Godstell one from his brother.
—

Intheir castle beyond night

Gather the Godsin Darkness;

And darkness weaves with many shades.

(Fragment attributed to Opyros)
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PART ONE

Prologue



"He'sevil incarnatel Stay away from him!™ Arbas glared at the young outlander across from him and
took adeep drink from the mug of ae the stranger had bought him. At present he felt only contempt for
the free-gpending youth who had sought him out herein the Tavern of Sdram Honest.

Arbas--called by many, Arbas the Assassn--wasin afoul mood. A sudden and ill-timed (suspicioudy
ill-timed, it seemed to Arbas) run of bad luck with the dice earlier this evening had stripped from him a
comfortable pile of winningsand al hisready coin aswell. The adoring tavern maid, who had been
dipping teasing fingers over the lean muscles beneeth hisleather vest, then turned coldly aoof and left him
with ascornful air. Perhapsit was a disgppointed air, Arbas mused sourly.

Then had come this stranger, whose upper-class manner was in dubious contrast to the rough dress he
displayed. The stranger had smply introduced himsdlf asIme and volunteered no further information
other than cautioudy chosen gossip. Seemingly he was an dtruist soldly devoted to kegping Arbass mug
filled to the brim with strong ale. Unconvinced, Arbas decided to let the fool throw away hismoney. He
was not aman who got drunk easily. Eventually Arbas knew that the other would in some very offhand,
S0 very casua manner, begin to talk about somerival, some black hearted son of a bitch--someone for
whose demise Imel would pay.

Arbas had been professonally estimating exactly how much Ime might be able to pay when the stranger
had abruptly demolished al the n's cd culations. Somehow the conversation had shifted to the one
man whose degth the Combine authorities so fervently prayed for. With agait Arbasredized that the
outlander was seeking information about Kane.

"Evil? But then, his character isnot my concern. Anyway, I'm not searching the dums of Nostoblet to
recruit ahousehold treasurer. | smply wish to talk with him, isal--and | wastold that you can tell me
how to reach him." The stranger spoke the didect of the Southern Lartroxian Combine with aburr that
marked him anative of theidand of Thovnos, capital of the Thovnosian Empire about five hundred miles
to the southwest.

"Then you'reafool!" retorted Arbas and emptied his mug. Beneath his hood the stranger'sthin face
flushed with anger. Silently damning the assassn'simpertinence, he sgndled apassing tavern maid to refill
Arbass mug. Carelesdy he tossed her three bronze coins from his purse, making certain that Arbas
noticed itsweight. The tavern maid did, and she brushed againgt Imel's shoulder as she poured, smiling as
she swung away.

"Fickle bitch!" mused Arbasillogically, sudying the crimson imprint of her rouged breast on the
Thovnosan'sgray cloak. The n dowly sipped hisae, but gave no indication he had noticed the
amoner. " Someone talks too much for me. Too damn much! Who told you | could find him?”

He asked me not to give hisname.”

"Names, names, please mention no names. By Lato! Y ou'll give me the name of that loose-tongued lying
bastard who sent you to me--or you can go look for him in the Seventh Hell, where he damn well
belongs! With that price on his head, theré's not a handful of men in the Combine who'd not sell their
soulsfor achanceto turn himin.”

About them the tavern was bustling with activity. The cadaverous form of Seram Honest could be seen
near the door to hiswine cdlar. A smile was etched through the grease of the gaunt proprietor's face as



he looked over the noisy crowd. Most werein afestive mood, loudly going about their pleasures,
gambling, whoring, carousing. Boisterous thugs from theiill-lit streets of Nostobl et, reckless mercenaries
inthe dark green shirts and leather trousers of the Combine's cavary, strange-accented wanderers
passing through the city for unguessable purposes, seductively clad street tarts whose hard laughter never
echoed in their too-wise eyes. Two blond mercenaries from Waldann were about to cast aside the bonds
of long companionship and draw knives over sameletha quarrd inteligible only to themsdves. A
pretty-faced whore with curious scars spiraling each bright-rouged breast was expertly rifling the purse of
the incautious seaman who embraced her. A bading, filthy onetime sergeant of the Nostoblet city guard
was amusing severd jeering rednecks with hiswhining pleafor adrink.

Here and there small groups of men sat hunched over their tablesin low whispers, hatching plans of
which the city guard would give much to learn. But the city guard seldom ventured into the riverport
alleys of Nostoblet except to collect bribes, and Selram Honest cared nothing for hisguests affairs, so
long asthey had money for his hospitaity. Each man's businesswas his own. No one paid the least
attention, therefore, to the hushed exchange that was taking place between Arbas the nand the
dranger from Thovnos.

At least, no one with the possible exception of a one-eared soldier in nondescript harness, who had
entered the Tavern of Selram Honest not long after Imel. The burly warrior's decrepit battle gear and
glowering visage insured his solitude from enterprising whores or talketive drunks. On the hand that
raised hisdecup occasondly to hislips, there shone acarven silver ring set with amassve amethyst. The
crystd flashed violet in the smoky yellow light of the tavern. But the silent man sat far across the crowded
room from Arbas and Imel, well out of earshot. And if his gaze seemed too frequently turned in their
direction, perhapsit was drawn by the dark-haired girl in multi-colored silks who danced upon the table
somewhat beyond the two.

Imel remained in Slent speculation for amoment, ignoring the smouldering anger in the n'sdark
face. This man was more difficult, more dangerous than he had at first judged him to be, and he was
uncertain asto how deeply involved Arbas might be with hismisson. At least for the present, he knew he
must rely on the n. Diplomacy, then. Satisfy his suspicions, but tell him nothing important.

"Then it was Bindoff who sent meto you," said the stranger, smiling at Arbass startled reaction on
hearing the Black Priest's name. "Now have we aded ?'

Arbass estimation of the Thovnosian underwent aradica change. He had haf assumed the stranger was
abounty hunter and was considering alonely spot for aknifing--but that he even knew of the Black
Priest's connections with the man he sought was atdlling point in hisfavor. Bindoff had guarded that
secret with characteristic thoroughness. Perhaps, then, the man had in some inexplicable manner gained
Bindoff's confidence. It might be worth the risk.

"Haveyou, say, twenty-five mesits gold [about two hundred dollars|?" Arbas asked casudly. The
stranger faked a hesitant pause--no merit in giving the N reason to think to ask for more. "'l can
raseit.”

Arbaslicked the foam from his mustache before replying. "All right, then. Bring it to me here two nights
from tonight. I'll arrange for you to meet Kane."

"Why not tonight?' Imel urged.

"Not achance, friend. Anyway, | guess|'ll do me some checking on you before we go anywhere.”
Noting the stranger's annoyed impatience, Arbas quoted: "Happy in hisfolly, the fool embraced the



devil."

The stranger laughed. " Spare me the scriptures. What is there about this Kane, though, that giveshim so
evil areputation? Surely one of your position isunjustified in casting aspersions on anyone.”

But Arbas only chuckled and said, "Ask me again after you've met Kane!™

Those Who Dwdl Within Tombs

Fed by cold springs and tiny streams of the highMyceumM ountains far to the east, the River Cotras cut
itstwisted path through miles of rocky foothills, until &t last it reached the wide belt of lowlands that
circled the Lartroxian coast. Thereit began itsrush to the western seas--a fifty-mile stretch of deep
navigable channe through fertile farmlands and rich forests. The city Nostoblet stood aong the banks of
liver Cotras, whereitswatersfirgt rushed from the low hills onto the coasta plains. By virtue of thewide
river channel, Nostoblet was an inland port, receiving both exotic trade goods from the merchant ships
that plied the western seas, aswell as the wedlth of the eastern mountains, brought down the roaring
waterway on rafts by the haf-wild mountaineers.

The hills behind Nostoblet were thinly forested and scarred by great outcroppings and canyons, where
long ago mountain streams had dashed through the soft rock. Stone cliffs stood out in endless profusion,
some rising hundreds of feet above the valeys below them. An amost uncrossable barrier, they guarded
the plains of South Lartroxia, marking the limits where, as some scholars maintained, the ancient seas had

oncerolled.

The diffsin the hills behind Nostoblet had been honeycombed with tombsin many places. The
comparatively recent southern spread of the worship of Horment had ingtituted the custom of cremation
of the dead. Consequently these tombs had been out of use for over a century now, and the paths that
led to them had been unwatched by human guards for amost aslong.

The people of old Nostoblet had aways been apractical folk, whose religious habits had not required
them to furnish lavish tombsfor their dead. The custom of the wealthy in those days when the tombs
werein use had been to lay their dead to rest in smple wooden boxes, which were set in nicheswithin
cavernsthat had been cut into the cliffs. None of the corpse's persona belongings were interred except
the clothing he wore and occasiond bits of jewelry of negligible vaue. (Consequently there was nothing
to tempt awould-be graverobber to dip past the few soldiers who had guarded the tombs in the past--or



to brave the inhuman guardians. For the tombs of Nostoblet were infamous for ghouls and other worse
dwellers, and the ghastly tales of their hauntings made dl of Nostoblet scrupuloudy shun the areaeven to
thistime.

It was dong the tortuous trails which ascended these cliffs that two men laborioudy picked their way one
sormy night. Lightning shattered the night'stotal blackness at frequent intervals, illuminating by itsglare
the rain-dick rock path that they followed aong the face of the bluff. Its unpredictable flashes lighted the
pathway far better than the feebly burning closed lantern Arbas carried.

"Careful herel" Arbas shouted back. "The rocks here areredly dippery!" Ignoring his own advice, the
assassin half dipped on aglistening boulder, and in struggling to keep hisfooting he very nearly threw the
uselesslantern over the edge.

The Thovnosian muttered savagely and concentrated on staying on the path. One dip on the streaming
rocks would mean certain desth among the rubble at the base of the bluffs. From somewherein the
darkness below, he could faintly hear the broken roar of rushing water pounding through the flooded
stream bed.

Still there was no trace of fear in hisvoice as he growled, "Couldn't you have arranged for Kane to meet
me somewhere dry?"

Arbaslooked back with awet grin of sardonic amusement written upon his dark face. "Changing your
mind about meeting him, are you?' He laughed as his companion answered him with atorrent of curses.
"It'sagood night for our purposes, actualy--the storm should give us cover from anyone who might try
to follow us. Anyway, you know well enough that Kane couldn't show his face anywhere in the Combine
with that price on hishead. And evenif it weren't for that, he's not too likely to come running for just
anyone, unlessit'sdamn wdl worth hiswhile."

He added pointedly, "Y ou still haven't said why you want to see Kane, you know."
"That's something for Kaneto hear," retorted Imel.

Arbas nodded solemnly. "Uh-huh. Something for Kane to hear. Uh-huh. Well, don't Iet me be spoiling
any dramatic secrets now. Wouldn't want that, of course.”

But the Thovnosian chose to ignore him and lgpsed into silence for the remainder of the climb.

Dark openings arose from the face of the stone wall to the right of them now. These were the doorways
of the abandoned burial caverns, hand-hewn passages forced through the soft rock by daveslong dead
with their masters. More than high enough to permit entrance of atal man were these silent openings, and
by the lightning flashesit appeared that the vaults within were congderably more spacious. Once-sturdy
gates had barred access to the tombs in the past, but al seemed to have been forced at some time over
theyears. A few of the stronger doors stood gar on frozen hinges, but most were missing entirely, or
hanging at crazy angles-broken relics of rotted timber and corroded metd.

Imel speculated uneasily asto what hands might have torn asunder these stout portalsto plunder the
tombs they had protected--and why. It was abad night for such thoughts. The darkness within the buria
chamberswas afar degper gloom than that of the night, and time had not fully dispelled the stale odor of
mouldering decay that tainted the damp air. His nerves crawled each time he nervoudy stepped past a
gaping doorway, and his spine prickled with a sensation of hidden scrutiny. Now and again he caught the
elusve sound of tiny scurrying and soft shuffling from within. Imdl prayed it was only largerats startled in



their lairs that he heard. But then the storm played eerie tricks upon the senses.

"Thisshould beit. | think," Arbas announced shortly, and he led the way into the musty shelter of one of
the buria caverns. Arbasturned up the lantern, which had miraculoudy remained burning, and Imel
observed that the cavern took the shape of an L. Therewas a preliminary passage some twenty feet long,
then at right angles asecond and larger passage about fifty feet in length. The eight-foot walls of thisfirst
section had been cut out to form atriple row of niches. Only afew of the mouldering coffinsthat were
laid in these niches remained intact. Most were broken apart and their contents scattered--although
whether thiswas from age or vandalism the Thovnosian could not immediately tell.

A double curtain of hide was hung across the passage just after it made its bend. The curtain had been
placed there to cut down the chill draft from outsides-- and to shut out the light from the lantern within.
For as he stepped through the curtains, Imel saw that the chamber had been recently furnished for human

occupancy.
Herein this ancient, shadow-haunted burid chamber Kane had made hislair.

"Wdl, whereishe?' asked Imel brusquely. He was eager to get down to business and thereby shake off
the dark, half-felt fears that had haunted him ever since he had entered the funerary didtrict.

"Not used to waiting, are we now? Wdll, hell get herein hisown time, At least, he knows were coming
tonight," said Arbas, and appropriated the chamber's sole chair.

Cursing the assassin'sinsolence, Imel cast about the chamber for another seat. There was none. Still the
chamber had been astonishingly well furnished--particularly so considering the difficulty and the danger of
survelllance involved in bringing anything to these tombs. In the corner on the floor was a good bed of
severd large pelts and a mattress. Along with the chair there was a table with two lamps, severd bottles,
items of food and--most amazing of al--anumber of books, scrolls, and writing implements. Scattered
about the floor and empty niches were various other items--jars of ail, a crossbow and severa quivers of
bolts, utensils, more food, a battle-axe, and an assortment of rather ancient daggers, rings, and other bits
of metadwork. There was abed of ashes, gill quite warm, where Kane had risked building small cooking
fires. A stack of unburned wood indicated the use Kane had found for the coffins whose resting piece he
had preempted.

Heaped in a pile were the discarded bones of the coffins tenants, and as Imel looked at this mound he
felt the hackles of his neck rise. He had never been known as a squeamish man, and there had been no
indication that the spirits of these dead were to be reckoned with. Rather, his disquiet semmed from the
state of these mouldering bones. It was enough that they had been gnawed--this could have been done
by rats--but beyond that, they had been meticuloudy cracked apart and the marrow scraped from within.
Something human--or vaguely human--would have devoured the rotting corpses like this, reflected Imel.
He shuddered even though the bones were old and crumbling.

Idly Imél stirred a curiousfinger through thelitter of antique ornaments and metalwork. He was dightly
disappointed to discover nothing of consequence. "Kane been pilfering tombsfor thisjunk?* he asked,
Sartled at the loudness of hisvoice.

The assassin shrugged. "I don't know. He's been holed up here long enough to go stir-crazy, but I'd
guess he was just collecting the stuff to keep busy. Maybe he's thinking about making something withit.
Maybe write up a catalogue for the pedants at the academy up in Matnabla. Y ou know, | mean what
would you do up here dl thetime? Kane's... | don't know." He broke off in a mutter and became
interested in his dagger.



Imel sghed in frustration, searching about the chamber for diversion. He noticed a cryptic pattern of
intricate design and archaic pictographs arched over the threshold. Based on what he had seen thusfar,
he shrewdly guessed that this represented some manner of charm againgt the supernatura . Without
comprehension he studied the talisman for a pace, scratching, dowly at the unaccustomed stubble he
hed let grow over hisfeatures.

The noise of the tempest outside, coupled with his unnatural surroundings, was making Imel more
nervous by the minute. He crossed over to the table where Arbas nonchalantly honed his dagger upon a
stone Kane had placed there. Leaning over, he looked at the books there in admiration--athough more
for their monetary than intellectua vaue. Curioudy he leafed through severd of them. Two wereinthe
language of the Combine, and of the others, only onewasin alanguage that looked even vaguely familiar.
One very old one was extremely unusual, for the strange characters on its pages did not quite appear to
have been handwritten. Imel wondered what type of book would seem so interesting to Kane that he
would have transported several of them to the crypt. It was surprising enough to see that Kane could
actudly read, mused Imdl. What little information he had compiled gave Kane the reputation of being a
rugged and skillful warrior--aviolent persondity by al accounts. In Imel's experience, such aman usualy
was contemptuous of anything concerned with the arts.

Idly he looked through one of the two volumes written in the language of the Combine. Suddenly his
eyeswere held by apagefilled entirely by a strange diagram. Startled, he dowly read the script on the
page opposite and found his suspicions verified. With horror he shut the book and abruptly set it down.
A grimoire. Was Kane then a sorcerer aswell asa soldier? Imel remembered Arbasswarning and
begantofed fear.

Helooked at Arbas and found the assassin grinning at him over his dagger. Sidelong he had been
watching Imel and had seen the sudden terror in his eyes. Anger a revedling his emotions flooded Imé,
washing away the fear--fear, he told himsdlf, that any sane man feels when confronted with the
parapherndiaof black sorcery.

"Stop your stupid smirking!™ he snarled at Arbas, who merdly chuckled in reply. Cursing fervently, the
Thovnosian paced the chamber. By Tloluvin! Hewasafool ever to have undertaken this mission--afool
ever to have becomeinvolved in her insane schemes! Redlizing that he was fast [osing control, he hated
and struggled to regain his composure.

"|s Kane going to get here or not?" he demanded.

Arbas shrugged; he seemed to be getting impatient himsdlf. " Perhaps he doesn't redlize were here yet,”
he offered. "L et'sjust take alantern and show its light out on the ledge for a bit. | doubt if anyone other
than Kaneisaround hereto seeit on anight likethis." So saying, he picked up his battered lantern and
moved toward the curtain wall.

They had just gone through the curtain and were starting toward the tunndl's mouth when an extended
burgt of chain lightning split the midnight skies and threw aflickering bluish light on the figure just entering
the crypt. Startled, Imel was unable to suppress agasp at the sight of the looming cloaked figure
slhouetted darkly againgt the lightning-blasted torrent. Arbasswords at their first meeting flashed through
Imd'smind: Look for him in the Seventh Hell! Truly, this nightmarish scene could judtifiably bethet of a
demon--or Lord Tloluvin himsdlf--emerging from the Seventh Hell.

For the pace of aheartbesat the lightning gave hellish illumination upon the figure. No feetureswere
discerniblein the glare. He appeared only as ablack shadow, the wind whipping his rain-drenched cloak



and garments, his powerful body braced againgt the ssorm. His drawn sword glinted in the lightning, as
did hiseyes-gnister spots of firein the darkness.

Then the lightning burst faded, and the figure stalked into the crypt. " Get thet light under cover!" snapped
Kane.

Arbas moved the curtain aside, and Kane stepped through, flinging off his sodden cloak and shaking a
flood of water from his massive body. Cursing in some strange tongue, he poured himsdlf afull cup of
wine, drained it, and began pouring another. "A beautiful sorm, but drying out fromit inthisdank holeis
not to my liking," he growled between cups. "Arbas, seeif that fire can be rekindled. The smoke won't
be adanger tonight.

"Sit down and have somewine, Imdl. It'sexcdlent for cleansing the damp from your insides. These
Lartroxians keep surprisingly good vineyards, I'll dways grant them that.” Pouring athird cup, he moved
to where Arbas worked with thefire.

Gratefully Imel dumped into the chair and, seeing no other cup, gingerly drank the heavy winefromiits
bottle. He had been unnerved by the past hour's events, and the liquor warmed and steadied him
Missions of this sort ran againgt his nature, and he wished again, as he so often had before, that he could
have talked her into sending someone else. That despicable Oxfors Alremas, perhaps. Not that he cared
to rate Alremas superior in hismissions of intrigue and cunning diplomacy. Still the Pellinlord's
sef-esteem at times grew insufferable, and Imel wondered how Alremass aristocratic sensibilitieswould
fare under the abuse he had himself thusfar sustained.

Arbas soon had the fire ablaze with the dry wood from the caskets. Most of the smoke was sucked
without by the storm winds, and it was not too uncomfortable. The flameslit the crypt asit had not been
before, and Imel was able now to get hisfirst good look at Kane.

Hewasalarge man, alittle over sx feet in height, although he seemed shorter because of the extreme
massveness of hisbody. Thick neck, abarrel chest, strong, heavily muscled arms and legs--everything
created in him an aura of great power. Even his hands were overlarge and the fingerslong and powerful.
Lessbruta, they might have been called an artist's hands. Imel had once seen such hands before--on a
notorious strangler, whose execution he had attended. As an embellishment on the Imperia law, the
severed hands had been displayed alongside the impaled head in Thovnosten's Justice Square. Kane's
age was hard to guess, he looked perhaps like aman of thirty in body, but he seemed to be older
somehow. Imel had expected to find an older man, so he estimated Kaneto bein hisfifties and well
preserved. Kane's complexion wasfair and hishair light red, cut evenly to moderate length. His beard
was short, and the features of hisface were rugged and heavy--too primitively coarse to be considered
handsome.

Kane sensed Imd's ingpection and suddenly locked eyes with him. Abruptly there returned the chilling
sensation that had earlier pulsed through Imel during the lightning burst. The eyes of Kane wereliketwo
blue-burning crystals of ice. Within them stirred afrozen fire of madness, death, torment, hellish hatred.
They looked straight through Imel, searching out hisinnermost thoughts, searing his very soul. They were
the eyes of amaddened killer.

With acrue laugh, Kaneturned away, releasing Imel from the spdll of hiseyes. His mind staggered
back, and it was with effort that he suppressed blind panic. In adaze, his hand groped for the wine
bottle. Gladly he made use of the win€'s restorative virtue.

Shewho sent him on thismission to Kane had awaysingtilled in Imel afeding of revulson. She was but



atwisted, broken vessdl of hatred, kept living by her depraved lust for vengeance. To be sure, no man
could approach her without feding the dark fire of her insane hatred. But this revulsion was nothing
compared to the terror that had blasted Imel when helooked into the eyes of Kane. Insanity gleamed
there, but in complement with a.cold murder-lugt. Insensate craving to kill and destroy--consuming hatred
of life. With such eyes would Degth receive the newly dead, or Lord Tloluvin welcome some hideoudy
damned soul to hisrealm of eterna darkness.

"Now then, Imel, what business do you have that concerns me?"

Imel snapped out of his musings as Kane addressed him. Looking up, he found Kane had quit thefire
and was haf-sitting on the table across from him. He was watching Ime closely, amocking smile over his
bruta features-the hellish blaze of his eyes subdued but smouldering gtill. Hislong fingers were toying
with aslver ring. Imd assumed it was one from the pile of artifacts.

"| think you'd better have avery good reason for demanding to see me. Not that my timein thisholeisin
anything like short supply, but your coming here has put mysdlf and Arbasin some danger.” Heheld the
ring to the light gppraisingly. Seemingly he wasintrigued with itsintricate carvings. ™Y ou're sure, of
course, that no one followed you..."

Casudly Kane drew the lamp closer to him, the better to examine the ring. Imel frowned in vexation.
"Interesting..." Kane muttered, extending the ring into the light. A soft violet glow emanated from the huge
amethyst. Imdl recognized thering.

Cold fear seized him asredlization dawned. Imel's hand streaked for the sword at his side. He had but
touched its hilt when an arm whipped around from behind him, and adagger point painfully tickled the
flesh of histhroat. Arbas! He had forgotten the n.

"Dontkill him just yet, Arbas" said Kane, who had not moved throughout. ™Y ou know, | think Imel
knowsthet ring."

The assassin tickled his dagger point as the Thovnosian wanted to rise. Iméd subsided. "Now how do
you figure that?" Arbas asked with assumed bewilderment.

"Wadl, | think it'sthe way hisface turned pale when he saw it. Or what do you make of that?"

"Could be he'sjust startled by that large a sapphire.”

"No, | doubt that. Anyway, thisis an amethy<.”

"Samething."

"No, | think you're on the wrong track, Arbas. I'll bet Imel was just thinking that the last time he saw this
ring, it was on someone's hand he knew. Say, maybe that big skulking bastard who was following you
two."

Arbass voice was edged. "Following usl Now, Imd, that makes me look sort of gullible.” He dug the
dagger point deeper. Imel's breath came in ragged gasps as he attempted to contract histhroat from the
ginging blade.

"ThisisaMycean blade," the assassin explained in Imd's ear. "Those mountain clansmen spend weeks
forging their sted, shaping it just so. They say the sted will grow week and brittlelike alowland



blade--unlessit takes along drink of an enemy'swarm blood every ten days or so."
"From here I'd say the workmanship was Pdllinite," Kane observed.

"That's because it was a Pdllinite craftsman who fitted the haft for me," rgoined Arbasin an offended
manner. "Anyway, the nobleman who owned the knife before | killed him had dways sworn it was a
Mycean blade. The gted is unmistakable--watch how it glides through Imédl's throat.”

Kane shook his head and stood up. "L ater, perhaps. Let him breathe now, though. Asit happened,
there was only one man who followed you, and | waswaiting for him. | think Imd will talk fregly now."
Hiseyesheld Ime inther deadly stare, now burning bright with anger. Imel knew hewas very closeto
death. "Who was he? Why was he following you?' Kane did not waste adding awarning not to lie, and
Imel probably couldn't have anyway--held in the cold grip of those eyes.

"An officer who accompanied me from Thovnos. He was my bodyguard. I've been through the dums of
Nostoblet trying to find you, and | felt it necessary to have him accompany me at adiscreet distance.
Tonight | ordered him to follow me when | went with Arbas.”

Kane consdered him at length. "Y es; because you didn't trust him--and with good reason. Once he got
you aone, Arbas would have killed you without compunction for whatever valuables you carried--had |
not told him to bring you here. Curiosity on my part. All friend Bindoff could tell me wasthat you werea
younger offshoot of somewhat impoverished Thovnosian gentry, aman of dubiousintegrity but reputedly
adroit--and that you came to him with rather curious credentials and asked where to find me.

"So you are judtified, but not pardoned. With every good soul in al South Lartroxiathirsting for my
blood, | can take no chances. Y our coming here was arisk; your coming with an escort was aworse
risk. Maybe luck favors methis night, for | could discover no evidence that your friend was followed. At
any rate, | wasforced to wait in therain even longer after I'd dedlt with One-Ear, to be certain he wasn't
followed. You see, | didn't trust you ether, Imel. So | was waiting out there in the rocks beside the path.
Watched you and Arbas go by, and then met your friend. | think | may have given him abad fright. He
did have an interesting ring, though."

With deceptive carel essness he tossed the ring onto the pile of odds and ends pilfered from the tombs.
He signed the disappointed n to release the Thovnosian, then demanded, "Once again, What's
your business?"

Imel dowly let out his bresth as the dagger point withdrew. Trickles of sweat stung asthey did aver the
scarlet line across histhroat. His neck felt dry where the assassin's hot breath had hit. Gathering his
shaken witsfor an effort on which he knew hislife hung, Imel began, "1 was sent here by one who desires
your services--and who iswilling to pay for them royaly."

"Redly? That'sabit vague, but it hasanicering. Be more precise, though. In what form?"

"Wedlth, power, position--a kingdom, perhaps.”

"Now you begin to interest me. Let's hear details. Particularly with regard to my 'services,' asyou put it."

"Certainly. But firgt, what do you know of the affairs of the Thovnosian Empire?”

"Of itscurrent affairs very little. It hasbeen someyearssince | visted theidands.



"In that event, you will pardon meif | embark upon asomewhat lengthy tale to explain my misson.”

"If | find it interesting,” Kane murmured--then exclaimed softly, "Damn! Look herel” An evil-hued tomb
beetle clattered to the table and lumbered determinedly toward the flickering lamp. Kane caught the large
scarab up and fascinatedly watched it crawl from hand to hand. "Messenger from the dead. They loveto
burrow insde arotting skull." He glanced up at Imel's strained face.

"Go ahead. I'm ligtening.”

Imd'sTade

Netisten Maril today rules as Monarch of Thovnaos, from which throne heis aso Emperor of the
Thovnosian Empire--an idand federation south and east of the Lartroxian coast, beyond the Middle Sea
that separates the continents of Lartroxia and the Southern Lands. Asyou may be aware, the Empire
was formed two centuries ago from this broken subcontinent of eight mgor idands, some 2000 to 3000
square miles each--along with adozen or so smaller idands and countless bits of land too small for
mention. Asthe largest and most powerful idand, Thovnos has been the seat of empire for most of the
Empires history, and Netisten Maril isatrue descendant of aline that has long bred strong, capable
rulers.

When hisfather, Netisten Sirrome, died, there was but one other claimant to the throne--Netisten
Maril's older haf-brother, Leyan, who was the bastard son of Netisten Sirrome and a seductive
noblewoman from Tredi. Because hewasiillegitimate, Leyan did not bear the dynastic name and had no
chance of succession--unless Maril should die without mae heir. Thus he was dismayed when at an early
age hisyounger brother married a distant cousin from Quarnora and soon had her with child.

Hisyoung wife bore him a daughter, M'Cori by name, and soon after became pregnant again. But as her
time again drew near, she sickened and died without giving birth. Gossip suggests that L eyan had her
poisoned to prevent anew heir, but she was dways known to be afrail child, and perhapsthe strain of
bearing two children in quick succession proved more than she could endure.

Maril was unapproachable for months theresfter, his spirit tormented by severa strong passions. Firgt
was aterriblefit of frustrated rage--for he himsalf had laid her womb open and wrenched out the son
who lacked only afew weeks of natura birth. But he had loved her deeply, and as hisrage subsided to
despair, he was, tortured with guilt--blaming himsdlf for forcing hisyoung wife too hard to bring him a
son. Time dowly hedled the passions that tore at him, but he was | eft ahard and loveless man--with a
temper made worse that had never been mild. He seemed to push dl thought of past or future marriage



from his mind, and the child M'Cori suffered from neglect. It was Leyan who cared for her needs--not so
much from pity, but because he himself had fathered two sturdy sons, Lages and Roget, and favored the
ideaof marrying ason to their cousin, M'Cori--thus securing the succession for hislineif not for himsdf.

The passing years favored his enterprise, as Maril remained unwed, and M'Cori grew into girlhood--a
child of gartling beauty and alack of guile that bordered on smple-mindedness. She felt atouching
gratitude toward her uncle and a clinging devotion toward his sons. Lages and Roget grew into strong
young men and were their father's pride--skilled in arms and leadership, well-favored in appearance,
adept in the graces of nobility. Leyan saw them astrue princes of the blood. He was stricken when
Roget, the older and lessrash of his sons, died ahero's death at twenty-two while leading his uncle's
army againgt rebels on the idand Fisitia He was avenged by his brother, Lages, who made up with quick
temper what he lacked of Roget's quick wit. M'Cori shared in the mourning for Roget, for the three had
grown up together as brothers and sister. But when mourning was done, she and L ages had become
lovers.

Then four years ago Leyan saw happen that which threatened dl hiscarefully laid plans. Netisten Maril
wasinloveagan.

From theill-starred northern idand of Pellin came awoman of unearthly beauty. Efrel was her name. She
was of the best blood; her family had given their name to the idand kingdom where they had ruled for
long centuries. When the Empire was formed, it was thought that the Pellin lordswould beitsrulers, as
their blood was the oldest and most noble. But Pellin had fallen on dark days, and the aged kingdom was
no match for the younger, stronger kingdoms to the south. Indeed, dl threats to Thovnoss domination
have come from its young neighbors and not from remote Pellin--although it is no secret that the lords of
Pdllin have dways dreamed of someday holding the reins of empire.

But theidand Pellin has had an evil reputation since the earliest days when man first crossed the Western
Seato sttleinthisregion. Our history isold, and very much of the centuries preceding the Empire's
foundation has become obscured by myth and legend. Nonethel ess, the strange stone ruins that are to be
found mouldering in certain shunned locations among the idands defy al understanding. Of the race that
built these monalithic citadels we know nothing. Legend indgsts that these ruins were here before the
coming of man to theidands. Certainly the crumbling stones are of marvel ous antiquity, and no man can
guess what ages have passed since these cyclopean fortresses were raised, nor a whose hand they were
destroyed. There are curious mythsthat hint of frightful carvings depicting colossa scenes of combat
among monstrous sea beasts from amad god's nightmare. Thefirst seafarers who settled the idands [ eft
unsavory rumors of things carvers upon certain of the eroded stones--hideous scenes they took painsto
obliterate forever with frightened blows of hammer and chisel. No such carvings today remain to verify
these myths. It ison theidand of Pellin that these lichen-covered ruins are to be found in grestest
concentration--nor are they in so advanced a state of decay as those on the southern idands.

Certainly it isnot solely due to the immeasurably deep watersto the north of Pellin that no fisherman will
cast netsthere, that merchants saill many leagues off course to avoid the region. Thisarea of the Western
Seais named the Sorn-Ellyn, which is said to mean "bottomless sea” in an archaic tongue. Its depths have
never been plumbed. Legend saysthat the Earth has split asunder there, and that the waters of the
Sorn-Ellyn flow down into the cosmic ocean upon which our world floats. A pretty concept, of course,
and derived from folk myths of our universe's creation--though philosophers have since learned more
bewildering theoriesto dispute.

Lesseasy to dismiss are the wild and unsettling stories told over the years by those few men who have
ventured across the Sorn-Ellyn and returned--or so they claim. They spread fantastic tales of ghostly
lights glimpsed at night from far down benesth the sea, of weird shapes only half seen that moved about



on the black waves on nights of the full moon. Some claim they have heard an eerie whining sound that
echoes from under the sea--a droning that makes men cry out in agony and drives ships dogsinsane with
fear. Horrible ssamongters are said to haunt the Sorn-Ellyn asthey lurk in the waters of no other
sea--loathsome creatures that can drag beneath the waves an entire ship and her crew. The oldest
legends speak of an elder race of demonswho dwell in the black depths of the Sorn-Ellyn, eager to
destroy dl foolswho dare trespass within their sunken realm.

And with these dark legends of the past there are mingled more recent tales that seamen speak of with
fear yet intheir eyes. Such reports are scoffed at by day, or told for a safe shudder over alecups--but not
mentioned a night and a sea.

One such: A few years back a captain from Tredi was sailing home with arich cargo of Lartroxian grain.
Wishing to expose his cargo to the ocean damp no longer than necessary--and to make port ahead of his
competitors--he chose to sail north acrossthe Sorn-Ellyn, rather than take the circuitous route through
the idands south of Pdllin. His crew was uneasy, but the captain bribed them with extra pay--knowing the
higher prices hisgrain could command if he returned before hisrivals.

Asthey entered the Sorn-Ellyn, the lookout sighted wreckage. Sailing closer, they discovered a
gplintered section of hull from an Ammurian vessd, and tied to the half-submerged timberswas alone
survivor. The sailor had been adrift for days after his ship waslogt, but it was not only exposure and lack
of food and water that had reduced him to a screaming, mindless madman. He went berserk when they
lifted him aboard. Throwing off those who tried to minister to tortured flesh, he shrieked insanely of dimy
black tentacles and facel ess demons from the sea. Asthey tied him to a bed, the crewmen were sickened
by the horrible scarsthat pitted his shrunken body--as if the man had been wrapped with links of red-hot
chan.

Little could be made of hispitiful raving, but enough came through so that the captain was forced to turn
his ship and speed away to avoid certain mutiny. And strangest to tell, during the first night after his
rescue the castaway suddenly awoke from nightmare-tortured deep, threw off the bonds that restrained
him, and with maniacal strength burst past those who tried to hold him. Laughing and gibbering, he threw
himsdf into the sea. A seaman who watched him swim out of sight swore he saw astrange light glowing
beneath the dark waters, and several others claimed to have faintly heard an eerie humming sound
coming from far below.

There are many other strange stories--enough to indicate that there is something unwhol esome about
Pdlin and the seaaround it. And this same shadow of evil hovers over theroyal family, for itis
acknowledged that the Pdllin lords have long delved into mysteries best left unsounded. 1t is commonly
known that Efrel’'s great-grandfather murdered his youngest granddaughter and bathed in her blood to
restore his youth. Of his success we shdl never know, as his angry son eviscerated him shortly thereafter.

Deep beneath the cellars and dungeons of Dan-Legeh, black citadd of the Pellin lords, thereissaidtolie
agreat subterranean chamber. Within thisvast cavern the Pdllin lords have for centuries tortured their
enemies and pursued their infamous study of sorcerous lore. The few outsidersto enter this chamber and
emerge again with whole mind have told of agreat pool in the floor of the cavern--whose waters rise and
ebb with thetides. Into this pool's black depths have disappeared many of those secrets Pellin has not
deigned to share.

But to bring my tale back to matters of the present day, and to Efrel:

It wasinto this same hidden chamber on anight somethirty years ago that Pellin Othrin, then Monarch
of Pellin, carried a screaming and naked girl--and though she was his teenaged cousin, Wehrle, no man



dared interfere. What they did there no man ever learned for a dawn Wehrle crawled forth half-lifeless
and with madnessin her staring eyes. Pellin Othrin was sllent asto what had transpired, nor did any man
dareinquire. Not long after, Lyrde, Othrin'swife, who had borne him no children, fell strangdly ill and
died. While the ashes of her pyre were yet warm, Othrin announced that he would make Wehrle his new
queen. Some wondered that he would wed the unfortunate girl, for they knew Othrin had no germ of pity
in hisheart. Nor could they understand why Othrin dew the physician and nurse who attended the birth
of their daughter afew months later, for the child was perfect in every way.

This daughter was Efrel. Wehrle's madness grew deeper after Efrel's birth, so that at times she had to be
restrained from attacking the child. Pdllin Othrin placed hiswifein private chambers with attendants
constantly on guard against her rages. When Efrel was old enough to leave her mother's breast, shewas
given over to anurse, and afterward no more was said of Wehrle, nor did any man ask. As Efrel grew
from infancy, Othrin kept her by his Sde and gave persona attention to every detail of her education--in
dtatecraft and in the secret delvings of the Pdllin lords.

One night Pdllin Othrin was found strangled in his chambers, though no outcry had been heard. His
guards could not explain how the n had dipped past them, nor guess what strangler's cord had
circled their lord's body with livid red stigmata, nor yet account for the seaweed that hung in his beard.

His sudden degath left Pellin without mae heir, but there was precedent in Pellin'slong history when the
idand had been ruled by awoman. And Pellin Othrin had taught his daughter well. Thus Efrel ascended
the ancient throne of Pellin as Queen. It was not to be long before she would be Empress aswell.

Of Efrd it issaid that she pursued the study of demonology and the black arts with a passion beyond
that of any of her unhallowed ancestors. Perhaps she was spurred on by the desire to rekindle the ancient
glory of the House of Pdllin, which wasinexorably drifting toward obscurity within the growing Empire.
Possibly she caught waysto revitaize the anemic blood of her line, whose heirs were fewer and sicklier
with each generation, and the madness that haunted the House of Pellin grew stronger apace.

Then again, thereis apersistent rumor that Efrel isonly haf human--that her red father wasnot Pellin
Othrin, but ademon of his conjuration, who had lain with Wehrle on that night when sanity was driven
from her. Certainly thereis somelittle to be offered in defense of thiswhispered theory. It might explain
Efrel's obsessveinterest in sorcery and other arcane researches, for onething. And further, it might
account for her inhuman beauty--or for her vitdlity that islike aweed to the anemic bloomsthat others of
her line resemble. Perhaps her unnatural parentage gave her power to inflame Netisten Maril, who in his
late thirties was as cold and unapproachable a man as ever.

Netisten Maril saw Efrel for the first time when she was presented to him at court one day. She moved
gracefully in aclinging swirl of agown pieced from the opal escent scales of blind sea-snakes dredged
from the Sorn-Ellyn. When introductions were effected by their servants as court etiquette prescribed,
the seductress explained to Maril that she had come from Pellin to pay her respectsto him and to remain
for awhilein the Imperid Court, such being the privilege of one of royd lineage. From that moment Maril
thought of little else but Efrdl, for her exotic beauty and her aura of mystery (and perhaps her glamour)
had thoroughly conquered hislong .dumbering passions. Rekindled after so long, they blazed anew with
pent-up fire--and it was evident to dl that Thovnos would very soon have anew queen.

To be sure, theturn of events dismayed Leyan, aswell as many others, who foretold that there could be
nothing but misfortune from aunion with ill-famed Pdllin. But Maril wastotaly inlove with this
pale-skinned beauty of midnight tresses and eyes so dark they shone like onyx. Even those who hated
the court's newest star granted that her beauty transcended in every particular that of any other woman of
their experience--including M'Cori, who under Leyan's shelter was advancing in the Imperia Court asan



ingenue of uncommon loveliness. And objections to the Emperor'simminent marriage were effectively
hushed when Maril ordered atrusted advisor beheaded after becoming enraged at his well-meant advice.

So they were married, and the Empire settled back to make the best of the new situation. However, to
her chagrin, Efrel soon discovered that athough she had won into Maril's bed, she could not insnuate
hersdlf onto histhrone. For Maril wasaman of strong will who kept the affairs of his persond life
unmixed with affairs of the Empire. Thus Efrd found her ambitions of ruling behind the throne tillborn for
al her wilesand secret glamour, and the many nohility she had brought as entourage remained without
influence or important position.

And astime went by, Efrdl felt even her hold on Maril's affections |oosening--for strong passionstoo
often exhaust the spirit and burn out quickly. But more important, despite Maril's enthusiagtic efforts, he
was unableto get Efrdl pregnant. Again amde heir eluded him, and this renewed frudgtration blighted his
passion for her. Of hisown virility there could be no question; it must then be Efrel who was barren. In
his dark moods perhaps Maril remembered the old rumors concerning Efrdl'sinhuman parentage--for it is
common that hybrids are serile. Angrily he severed dl but the most formd relationswith hiswife.

Despairing of redizing her ambitionswith Maxil, Efrel then turned to intrigue. Seeking out Leyan, she
easily seduced him with her ready beauty--and with the promise to aid Leyan in hisbid for the Imperid
throne. For if Netisten Maril died without male heir, Leyan would be his successor. The idea had, of
course, often occurred to Leyan, but he was well aware of his half-brother's careful measuresto prevent
assassination, and that he would be the obvious culprit in the event of success. But many aman haslost
al caution in awoman's embrace, and so it waswith Leyan.

The two conspired to murder Netisten Maril with a dow-acting poison of Efrel's devising, whose certain
toxinswould mimic anaturd illness. Any resstance at court to Leyan's succession they would qudl with
an army secretly loyd to them. The plot waswell underway, and severd of the nobility had sworn
alegianceto Leyan in return for promised rewards under hisreign. Then disaster struck the conspirators.

Maril had always been on the dert for conspiracy, especially from his haf-brother. He had taken
extengve precautions, and his spy system was more effective than either Efrel or Leyan had redlized.
Thus Maril learned of the plot before it could mature. One night he surprised the two together in Efrd's
bedchamber and announced to them that al who had entered into conspiracy with them were being
arrested even at that moment.

Leyan came out from the sheetswith time to draw his sword, if not draw on his pants, before Maril's
guards could intervene. But Maril with characteristic rashness ordered his men not to interfere and
welcomed his brother's attack. Then followed a desperate bit of swordplay--for Leyan might still win an
empire should he win thisduel, and the only aternative was certain death. For what those who watched
swore was fully half an hour, though exaggeration is understandabl e, these two seasoned veterans
fought--each skilled from constant training and hardened from many campaigns. Leyan was judged to be
the better swordsman, but Maril, | think by design, had confronted his brother while he was groggy from
wine and recent loveplay. Further, Leyan was naked, and Maril wore mail.

Gradudly Maxil forced him back, dowly wearing down his frantic defenses, parrying his superior
swords-play with growing confidence. A smdl cut here, abarely parried thrust there--dashes that mail
would turn and bare flesh could not. Findly Leyan moved a heartbeat too dow to counter the deceptive
dash of Maril's powerful sword arm. His brother's blade clove through his side, and down toppled
Leyan--hisfind curses strangled by the blood that filled sundered lungs. Hisfate was the easiest of the
conspirators.



Efrel then tried suicide, it is said--but the guards were too swift and stopped her dagger short of her
breast. Maril |eft her beside the corpse under close guard--there to ponder the fate that would await her
with the new day.

At dawn Maril sent out criersto tell Thovnosten's populace of the aborted conspiracy--and to summon
them to the execution at noon. The people flocked to the central square, eager for the spectacle and the
promised food and drink given in celebration of their loyalty to Netisten Maril. Peddlers, hawkers, and
vendors descended like vultures from the cloudless sky.

Efred arrived clad in her most splendid gown and jewd ry. Those with memoriesfor such things
recognized it as the gown she wore when first she bewitched Maril. She was enthroned at the side of
Netisten Maril asusud, but instead of ladies-in-waiting, there were guards to see to her comfort. Then
while Efrel watched, the sx lords who had sworn alegiance to Leyan were led out and bound to frames
erected during the night. After attention had been given to their tongues with red-hot pincers and to their
limbswith iron rods, their families and servants were brought out. Slowly, without breaking the neck--so
to prolong the agony--every man, woman, and child of them was hanged before the lords eyes. And
once they had witnessed the deaths of dl their households, the conspirators were cunningly impaled and
hung like spitted steers over dow fires. A ghastly pendty, but such isthe punishment just laws demand
for conspiracy against our lawful government.

Throughout the long afternoon--for it was near dusk when the last lord had died--Efrel had been forced
to watch the gruesome spectacl e--her torture made worse because she was till treated with every show
of respect. What must have passed through her mind only the gods know. She knew Maril to be without
pity--aman overruled by his volcanic emotions. She knew that mercy was not to be hoped for. But
perhaps mingled with dread anticipation there was a scrap of hope that Maril might ded mercifully with
one whom he once had loved. Foolish hope, if hope there was.

When the last gruesome carcass had ceased to writhe, and the crowd shuffled with boredom, awaiting a
findeworthy of their long attention, Maril turned to Efrd.

"For you, Efrel--deceptive whore with serpent's kisses--I have devised aless common death. One that
suits your animal lusts and noble blood. I've found a consort equal to your gentle character and pristine
moras." Asshe shrank in fear from the rage that twisted hisface and choked hisvoice, Maril sgned to
hisguard.

Then severa strong daves cameinto the square. They led afiercely heaving wild bull. To restrain the
animal caled for dl their sweaty effort, for it was driven mad with pain and drugs. More so were those
who held Efrdl compelled to exert dl their strength--for the girl had become frenzied a the sight of her
fate.

They carried the struggling girl, beautiful despite her terror in dl her exquisitefinery, into the square.
Therethey cuffed her wriststo two long silver chainsthat were fastened to a collar about the bull's neck.
A section of the crowd was moved aside, and the bull and the Empress were led into anarrow Street
leading through the city and beyond the gates.

As she saw the hopelessness of her plight, Efrel'sterror gave way to venomous fury. She cursed
Netisten Maril and vowed vengeance in amanner that chilled the souls of those already sated with
torture. She swore by strange gods that she would return to bring red flames and utter ruin to dl
Thovnos, to wrest from Maril histhrone and dl that was his. Maril only laughed at her and signaled the
davesto release the bull.



With alast shriek of inhuman hatred, Efrel wasjerked from her feet and dragged acrossthe paving as
the maddened bull plunged away. The enraged beast plummeted down the winding, cobbled streets asiit
sought to find the freedom of its native meadows--pounding headlong past walls and buildings and
taunting creatures, past tenements and hovels and paving that gave way to dirt. It never gave athought to
the dight burden that bounced and smacked behind its hooves--a mewing, broken thing that |eft atrail of
blood and scraped flesh upon the rough pavement over which it passed.

"The whore leaves us with her new consort!" roared Maril. "Therell belittle of the bride |eft for the
groom by the time he carries her past our walls--but | wish him better luck with it! Let her serpent's
carcass lie unburied wherever it chancesto fal--and let no man again spegk her nameto me!™ With that
Netisten Maril contrived to dismissthe matter from histhoughts.

Better would it have been for Maril had he first made certain of her desth. A number of Efrel'sloya
retainers had e uded Maril'swrath. They caught the bull asit reached the twilight-hung outskirts of the
city, and there they killed it and stopped its flight. Although they did this seeking only to recover their
queen's body for proper burid, they discovered to their utter astonishment that the mutilated body il
lived!

Again the haf-human, haf-demon parentage seemsto gpply--for surdy only an inhuman vitdity could
survive such an orded. Y &, live she did--for the Pellinitesimmediately bore her to the ship they had
hidden in asecret cove and set sall for their homeland. Fearing relentless pursuit should Maril learn that
Efrd till lived, dl were sworn to secrecy--agreeing to say no more than that they had reclaimed their
queen's corpse. And al human logic would suspect nothing further.

Thiswas nearly two years ago. In thistime Efrel has recovered--thanksto her unnatura vitality and to
the skill of the court physicians. But sheisno longer awoman of unearthly beauty--only ahideoudy
muitilated wreck of humanity that hidesfrom the sight of men. Lifeisheld in her ruined body only by an
al-consuming lust for vengeance upon Netisten Maril and dl that is his. In her hidden chamberswithin
Dan-Legeh, Efrel spins her web of vengeance, and only atrusted dlite are privy to her commands.

Unceasingly since her return to strength has she intrigued to gather an army about her. She has delved
ever deeper into the occult mysteries, seeking to marshal forces of the other planesfor her vengeance.
The others of her family are powerless or unwilling to hat the destructive designs of her fiendish energy.
Her hidden conspiracy againgt Thovnos and its Monarch progresses daily, and she seeks everywhere for
those who will aid her in this. Soon the magnitude of the venture must dert Maril toits
existence--assuming he does not aready suspect.

In some unknown manner Efrel became aware of your presence here, milord--and sheis convinced that
your generaship is essentia for her victory in the rebellion. Accordingly, she has sent meto you asan
emissary to secure your aid.

In conclusion, Efrd offersthis proposition: Assume leadership of her navd forces, and when victory is
ours, your reward shdl be theidand kingdom of your choice--saving Thovnos and Pdllin.

Therewas quiet as Imd finished his narrative. Kane sipped his wine and brooded over thetae. The
tomb beetle had findly given up its obsess on with the lamplight and escaped on some other errand.



At length Kaneturned to Imel and said, "Well, your story doesinterest me. I'll have to look over your
Queen's set-up before | decide definitely, but what you say sounds attractive. Dramatic, but in content
your account isin kegping with variousthings I've heard from timeto time.

"The main problem, though, ishow to get out of here. | assume you have made some sort of
arangements?’

Imel fdt hisingdes dowly unknot asthe tension left him. Thefirg part of hismissonwasgoing to bea
success. The rest would be on more familiar ground for him. ™Y es. We have asmdl craft, fast and
well-manned, hidden in a cove dong the coast maybe thirty milesfrom here. If wereachiit, | think we can
run or fight through any blockade the Combine may have sent out--these L artroxians never were worth
much on the sees”

"Our light cavary isgood enough,” growled Arbas, feding something approaching patriotism.

"That'strue," conceded Imd. "And hereinis our grestest danger. They have mounted patrols covering
the roads and passes through the mountains, so well have to sneak through them or plan arunning fight.
Fortunately, the authorities have grown lax in their search for you, Kane, and we won't have as much
trouble as we would have had, say, two months ago.”

"Y eah. | know about those damned patrols. | was waiting for them to grow laxer ill," said Kane.
"There are definite advantagesto biding your time..."

"Advantages we can't wait for, I'm afraid. We've already pressed our luck by waiting thislong. If the
ship isdiscovered, everything isruined. We don't dare hold off any later than tomorrow night.”

"How many men do you have with you?'
"Seven--no, Sx," Imel corrected.

"Well, that should be enough men to carry usthrough arunning fight, though that many will beticklishto
dip past any large patrols unseen.”" Kane rubbed hisbeard in thought. "Coming along, Arbas?'

"No, thanks," the nreplied. "My trade affords me both wealth and excitement enough for my
tastes. Conspiracy on so large ascaleisnot to my liking."

They passed another hour settling details and swapping anecdotes over ajar of wine, and Imel began to
think that Kane could be dmost likableif you just avoided his eyes. The man was an enigma: gigantic, of
savage strength, a hardened warrior; witha he was no barbarian outlaw, but aman of cold intelligence
whose knowledge was extensive in whatever areatheir conversation touched.

At last when the storm had somewhat abated, Arbas and Imel dipped out and began to pick their
course carefully back along the rain-dick ledge. They were amost beyond the tombs when the light of
Arbasslantern caught something white moving toward them.

"Watch it!" hissed Arbas and whipped out his sword. Biting back the taste of fear that the weird
gpparition had churned in hisgut, Imel did likewise--hoping it was only soldiersthat they had to dedl
with.

Arbasthrew open the lantern shield. The white object suddenly fdl with adopping thud. Half-seen inthe
flickering light, emaciated figures with leprous flesh crouched and snarled--then scurried off into the



shadows. The shapes disappeared into the night, although an occasiond pair of luminous eyes could be
glimpsed beyond the lantern light.

Sted thily the two men approached the motionless object, and Ime suddenly felt recognition and withiit,
sickness. It was the corpse of the unfortunate bodyguard who had followed him and been cut down by

Kane. The mystery of his presence here was clear at first glance. Hisbody had been partidly eaten, the
fleshy parts of hisface, ams, and legs gnawed away. Entrails hung across the ledge.

"Ghould" cursed Arbas. "Those were ghouls carrying him back to their densto ripen!” He studied the
shadows with grim intengity. "Wdll, let's just hope those carrion-eaters haven't the courage to attack two
amed menwith alight!”

"Ghould" Imel echoed. "What kind of man would choose as hislair these ghoul-infested tombs?’

Of Weavers and Webs

The storm began with renewed fury after Arbas had left with Efrel's emissary. Lightning flung forked
tongues against the eroded escarpment; thunder blasted the pitted stone, shook the mouldering deepers
intheir beds of plundered decay. Within Kane'slair, the reverberating echoes sounded distant and unreal.
Hickersof bluish light stole past the curtained doorway in fitful effulgence.

Kane hunched in his chair, drinking cup after cup of wine. Ordinarily he would have drunk no more than
congtant vigilance permitted. Tonight his mood was blacker than the storm outside, and enemies human
or inhuman might steal upon him at their peril. His crud face was set in dark rage, and the death-firesin
his cold blue eyes matched the flickering hell of the storm.

Kane drained his cup with agrunt and reached carefully for the wine jar. It was empty. Kane swore and
flung it into a corner of the crypt, aready littered with broken glass of earlier jars. Thethick glass struck
something soft and bounded away without shattering. Kane muttered a curse and went to retrieveit. He
intended to smash it properly.

The wine bottle had bounded onto amound of rotted debrisin adisused section of the crypt. It hung in
the air afew inches clear of the wreckage. Its thick, black-green glass was smeared with blood and
ichor.



Kanetook apull from the new bottle he had broken open as he crossed the chamber. His uncanny eyes
focused in the near-darkness.

A cave spider had spun her web across the niches with their mouldering coffins and sardonic skeletons.
Aslarge as Kane's hand, the white-furred arachnid had snared a bat. The heavy bottle, flung amlesdy in
Kane's blind wrath, had struck weaver and prey together--pul ping them againgt the debris. Clotted with
fur and chitin and venom and gore, the chance missile soun dowly in the thick web. It was athing of
beauty, the web, and meticulousy woven....

Kanelaughed mirthlesdy. His blade dashed the web to make a shroud.

Escape to the Ship

Therain had stopped, but the quiet of the night was broken intermittently by rumbles of distant thunder.
High among the splintered rocks that guarded the unfrequented roadway |eading up to the escarpment,
Kane crouched behind aboulder. Beside him lay asmall pack of personal belongings aong with an
assortment of weapons. Crossbow at hand, Kane scanned the darkened roadway for sign of Imel and
his men. From thetrail below he wasimpossible to be seen--even by eyesthat might search intently.
Kane had told Imel to meet him at apoint farther dong the cliffs--but dwayswary of treachery, he chose
to await the renegade from this point of vantage.

Regretfully he considered the priceless volumes of black knowledge which he had been forced to leave
behind. Wéll, he had committed most of them to memory, and the Black Priest would recover them
presently and return the accursed tomes to their niches within his shadowy vaults. There had been avery
early transcription of Alorri-Zrokross monumental Book of the Eldersthat had particularly captured his
admiration. The later transcriptions could be deadly from errors and omissions, Kane well knew.
Presumably he might have found room to include just this one bulky volumein his pack, but he knew the
crumbling parchment would never survive the frantic dash to escape the Combine's vengeance thet lay
ahead. Perhaps he would return to Lartroxia when those who now hunted him were dead and their

curses forgotten...

His keen ears caught the sound of hooves on stone. Riders were coming up the road--but who were
they? Kane cocked his weapon past its safety stop, then searched aong the path with eyesthat saw
more in darkness than man should.



Eight riders and nine horses--presumably an extramount saddled for him. Their approach wasfurtive,
soldierswould be watchful, but more confident. Kane strained his eyes and recognized Imel on the lead
horse. Certain that thiswas his party, Kane fired the crossbow bolt acrosstheir path, drumming it into the
trunk of adead tree. It brought them to an effective, albeit abrupt, halt.

"Don't pissin your pants It'sme!l” Kane called to the Sartled riders. Gathering hiskit, he scrambled
down over the boulders. Muttered profanity greeted him as he paused to cut the quarrel from the
hardened trunk where the iron head was bored with force that would pierce the best mail asif it were
glk.

"Have you been followed?' asked Kane, wrenching the bolt free.

"We don't think so--though it's adamn fool who saysfor sure. Did you have to shake the crap out of us
likethat? 1 was damn well surewed run into an ambush!™

Kane recognized the angry growl. "Arbas! So you're ftill with usl Surely sentiment hasn't driven you to
seeme off."

"Bindoff decided I'd better go along as guide in case we have to start dodging patrols,” Arbas explained,
watching Kane stow his gear on the horse they provided him. "I told him you could get ot in these hills
aswell as| could, but he was persuasive.”

"An assassin for aguide. | likethat," chuckled Kane. He swung his heavy frame into the saddle and
made certain his battle-axe wasin easy reach. "Let'sride, then."

The nineridersretraced their way up the neglected road. When they findly reached the main roadway,
they headed southwest for the coast. One man rode ahead to scout for patrols. It was Imel's plan to
force their way to the hidden ship by following as rapid a course as possible--speed rather than stedlth,
and trust to luck that they might not run into anything aquick fight could not carry them through.
Drumming hoofbests muffled their flight aong the sodden road benesth storm-heavy midnight skies.

Twice along the way they had to leave the road to make awide detour of army outposts that kept a
check on dl travellers. Then the ride was suddenly halted--as Essen, the scout, rushed back upon them.

Savagely reining- in his plunging horse, he gasped out, "Five of them! They heard meturn bark, and
they're hot after me!™

Five. They had blundered upon asmall patrol.

"Keegp on running, and well ambush them,” ordered Kane, taking charge without thinking twice.
"Quick--therest of you over here and take cover in the trees. They'll ride past hot on thetrail and never
look up. Y ou with bows--get ready and well cut them down!™

He gave aquick critical glance at the terrain, then snapped, "Y ou there without a bow--down the road
and head off anyone who gets past us. Hurry, damn you!"

With aloud thrashing but not undue confusion, Kane's commands were carried out. Imel kept sillent as
he did behind cover. He had had no illusions about who was commanding the band, anyway. Barely had
they withdrawn into the shadow of the trees and readied their weapons when four Combine cavarymen
toreinto view.



Hoping that Imel had carefully selected his party, Kanefired his crossbhow and sent theiron quarrel
drilling through the eye of the lead rider. A deadly chorus of twangs followed on his shot, and two other
riders catapulted from their saddles--each with apair of shafts quivering in his chest. The fourth rider
raced through unscathed--saved not by bad marksmanship, but because there had been no time for the
archersto cdl thar targets.

"Stop him, Labe! Damn it man, stop him!™ shouted Imdl, derting the survivor to his new danger. He
jerked free hissword just in time to meet the attack of the Pellinite who lay waiting for him. Desperately
the soldier traded blows with his adversary--knowing the otherswould be on him in an instant. Then,
using atrick that caught theinferior horseman unaware, the cavaryman crashed his mount into the other.
Startled, Labe swayed off-baance, and the cavalryman dashed his blade downward through unguarded
shoulder and into the other's spine.

Ripping his sword free from the blood-gushing corpse, the soldier bolted across the road for the shelter
of the woods. He had just |eft the roadway when a searing pain pierced histhroat and lifted him head
over hedsfrom hissaddle. He fell in abroken jumble on the forest floor, blood pouring hotly over the
quarrel that skewered his neck.

Kane lowered his crossbow, thankful that the brief struggle had given him time to get off a second shot.
The crossbow's greater range and power balanced againgt the additional timeit required to load and fire;
someday Kane hoped to find abow with equa power that was practical to use from horseback--not that
acrosshow was much fun to manage on arunning moun.

Essen rode back warily, having assumed from the disappearance of his pursuersthat the skirmish was
over. Kane questioned him, "Did | hear you right that there were five horsemen?”

"Yes, Five--I'm certain."

Kane made aremark about cavarymen's mothers. "It seems then they weren't the eager fools | had
hoped. They must have kept aman behind in case they ran into more than they could handle. Lato
devour their cautious sould! If only they had been overconfident!"

"Now what?' Imel wanted to know. "How far isit to your cove?'

"From Imel's description I'd guess we're maybe halfway," Arbas answered without enthusasm. Kane
caught the n's eye and shrugged. "Wdll, the dice are cast now. The other soldier will have the
whole Combine on the dert by now. It's suicide to bypass the roadway and try to dip through the forest
now. Heavy patrolswill be combing the' areaiin an hour--they'll cordon us and closein. Our best chance
now isto ride like the Pack of Volutio--and gamble we can beat them to the ship. So let's move out!™

Off they gdloped, leaving the dead to watch slently the lightning-flecked heavens.

They had ridden perhaps an hour with no sign of pursuit. Twice more they had to bresk their courseto
bypass army posts, and Kane cursed the delay this entailed. Imel watched landmarks carefully, and
concluded that they had only about another mileto travel before they could leave the main road and cut
through an expanse of forest to reach the cove.



He was about to ride forward to tell Kane, who had moved dightly ahead, when the red-bearded man
signaed ahdt. Essen was returning from point at a galop, and Kane wondered what the scout had
learned.

A burgt of lightning lit the landscape in abrief, sharp glare. In that plit second of light, Kane caught sight
of thelarge, dark-red blotch that soaked Essen's tunic--and the wind carried to his sensitive nostrilsthe
odor of blood.

"No man wounded like that rides that well!" muttered Kane. His hand streaked for his dagger.

Ashisfingersclosed onitshilt, therider plunged into him. " Die--you treacherous hellspawn!™ shrieked
the man in Essen'stunic. His dagger flashed toward Kane's chest.

Clamping hisknees againgt his mount's flank, Kane kept his baance as their horses collided. With a
motion too quick to follow, he caught the descending arm with hisleft hand, halting the thrugting blade.
The assailant screamed as Kane's inhuman grip snapped the bonesin hiswrist like brittle twigs--but the
scream had hardly begun before it choked into agurgle. Kane's other fist drove his own dagger deep into
the man's belly and ripped upward in adisembowel ling stroke.

The corpsefdl heavily to the road, and the cloak was pulled back from hisface. "That isn't Essen,”
observed one of the men sagacioudly.

The horse on which the unknown attacker had ridden whinnied in wild pain. It rolled to its knees, then
collapsad drunkenly upon the body of itsrider. It kicked spasmodicaly for amoment and lay till. Its
eyeswere glazed in the lightning glare.

"Hisdagger cut the horseinfaling,” said Arbas, who had been closest to Kane.

Kane nodded. "Y es, a poisoned dagger--very pretty. They must have done for Essen, then sent thisson
of abitch back for me on asuicide misson. By Tloluvin, the bastards redly want me!”

Helaughed bitterly. "' One consolation, though. The Combine wouldn't have tried a stunt like thisunless
they're desperate. My guessistheir soldiers at thisend haven't had time to prepare for us yet.”

"If they need time, we're giving them enough with stalling on our asseshem,” Imel snapped. "Wevelikea
mile to cover before we can leave the road. So let's get out of herel”

"Right--only thisis going to be tense," Kane warned. "Maybe well bein the clear once we leavethe
road--but this dumb fool's friends are dmost certainly waiting for us before then. So well haveto take
things dow and careful until then, or they'll get usdl like they did Essen. Just pray to your gods that we
can get past them before reinforcements arrive.

"So don't panic and run into something--spread out alittle and watch close! Fortunately thetreesare
thinning out some, so there's not as much cover for them--but look sharp for anything that doesn't fit!"

They moved on dowly, feding the gnawing terror of hunted crestures. Each moment they expected to
hear the deadly hiss of an arrow. Never could aman be certain if he would draw a second breath before
ahidden archer sedled his desth. Muscles twitched under the painful strain. Flesh crawled in anticipation
of aniron-fanged bite. Each shadow held a dozen crouching soldiers.

It was avery wdll-hidden ambush. Kanerode into it with dmaost no warning. However, the Combine



soldierswere alittle too widdly dispersed, and too eager to strike. In the darkness and confusion, they
were uncertain as to the number of Kane's men, perhaps. Asit was, they failed to use their cover to
maximum advantage and struck prematurely before their trap could close.

Thetense sllence of the night was abruptly dashed as the ambushers arrows stabbed through the
Pdliniteranks.

One arrow skidded across the top of Kane's shoulder, deflected by the chain mail hewore. " Split off
into thewoods!" he roared, thankful that someone had overrated hisarchery skill in atempting adifficult
head shot. " Surround them and force the bastards into the road!" Kane thought it unlikely that his handful
of men could surround anyone, but the attackers didn't know that.

One of hisband was hit in the thigh, but otherwise the volley had somehow |eft them unscathed. Arrows
shivered past them in the darkness as they ingtinctively sought cover. Desperately Kane spurred his
mount from the road, bellowing for the othersto follow.

Weaving rapidly through the trees, they crashed into the Combine cavary patrol. Kane felt a surge of
relief as hejudged the soldiers numbered less than ten, with only afew armed with bows. No wonder
their old-maid's caution--thiswas only avanguard of the larger force Kane was certain must be moving
toward them. The surprise of Kane's break for the sea after months of inaction, whileit was generaly
assumed he must have fled or been killed--and not knowing the size of Kane's band--worked against the
Combine patrol. Now, bettle criesringing, the cavalrymen galloped headlong from their ambush to meet
their enemy hand-to-hand.

"Keep them gpart! Don't let them form achargel” yelled Kane, still not daring to, believe that the main
body of cavary wasyet to enter the combat. He lunged to parry the dash of thefirst soldier to meet him.
Furioudy they traded blows--the long curved blade of the cava ryman dancing nimbly back from Kane's
massive broadsword. Then Kane hewed one mighty stroke against the other's saber that drove down the
narrow blade, smashed its guard asde, and chopped through the arm that held it. The horseman had
scarce timeto redlize hiswound, before Kane's return dashed through hisribs.

Whirling about, Kane just met the charge of another horseman on his opposite flank. The sivordsman
was good--Arbas's opinion of the Combine's cavary waswell justified--and it took all Kane's effort to
cope with the lighter blade. And now another cavaryman galoped up on Kane's other sde--facing him
with desth from two sdes a once.

Seeing his new danger, Kane swiftly reached for the battle-axe a hand on his saddle. Instead of
attacking Kane's unprotected flank, the newcomer discovered too late--as had so many before him--that
Kane could use hisright arm with dmost the proficiency of hisleft. Risking al on one effort, Kane dung
the heavy axe around in one awful blow that no sword or shield could turn. The assailant was hurled from
his horse, hischest atorn ruin.

The momentary diversion proved nearly fatal to Kane. Wrenched off balance by the heavy axe, it wasdl
he could do to deflect aquick thrust from his other opponent. Knocked aside at the fina ingtant, the
blade still dipped under Kane's guard to smash agonizingly into hisside. The mail held true and stopped
the edge, but itsforce drove the chain links cutting and bruising into hisflesh. Kane snarled in pain and
relentlesdy forced the other back. The soldier's guard fatered under the strain, and Kane disabled him
with a cut to the shoulder. Asthe Lartroxian frantically sought to raise his crippled sword arm, Kane
thrust his blade through his unprotected abdomen.

Sending his steed hurtling over the dead, Kane recovered his axe and turned to the battle behind him.



Three of the Pdllinites were down, including the man who had been hit during the ambush. Three of the
cavarymen survived. One was engaged in aringing interchange with Imel, who was bleeding from two
minor cuts on hisarm and other shoulder. As Kane watched, Imel dispatched the man with a sudden
thrust to his heart. Arbas was occupied with another of the horsemen in a cat-like due, but was dowly
getting the upper hand, The other Pdllinite fought gamely with the remaining cavalryman in an uncertain
match that Imel decided by charging the unsuspecting soldier from behind and running him through.

With a sudden burst of desperate energy, the surviving soldier of the Combine forced Arbas back in his
saddle, then plunged his blade into the neck of the n's horse. Trumpeting in pain, the horse
crumpled, throwing Arbas heavily to the ground. Landing clear of the horsesflailing body, Arbaslay
dazed by theimpact. He groped dully for hisfalen sword. The soldier hurtled madly upon him, leaning
from his saddle to ddliver the decapitating blow.

Kane's arm snapped forward. His flashing axe clove through the soldier's helmet and skull to bury its
razor edgein his chest.

Recovering quickly, Arbas lurched to hisfeet and seized the bridle of the riderless horse. Sword in hand,
he swung into the gore-spattered saddle. "Thanks! Arewe even yet?'

"I'moneup onyou at least,” grunted Kane dourly "Four of usleft? Better than we deserve. We may ill
make it--if we don't run into any more trouble. Let's get out of here--Arbas, leave the bastard's ears on
his head!"

The n reluctantly abandoned his trophy. With a pounding of hooves the victors vanished into the
darkness asrain began to fal. Pushing their tired mounts to the fullest, they raced for the trail that led to
the cove. Trees flashed monotonoudy by in the drizzle, and mist grew deeper with the approach of dawn.
It seemed impossible that they would not miss the turn-off.

ThenIme shouted, "Thereitid That'sit just ahead!" Triumphantly he pointed to where an dmost
indistinct trail left the roadway. "Werein the clear!" He laughed. Spiritsrisng with escapein sight at las,
the fugitives dashed for thetrall.

No sooner had they reached it than shouts and the clamour of many riders reached their ears. Bursting
into view and bearing rapidly down upon them was aforce of fifty or more cavary. The trap had
closed--reinforcements had gathered. The Combine'sindefatigable hunters had finally caught up with their
prey. Clearly only speed could snatch them from death's touch now.

Kane snarled in rage. "May their wives and daughters rot with pox--the bastards have sighted us! Lead
onto your craft, Imel. And ridefor your lifel™

The headlong flight was a panic-ridden nightmare to Imel. Hoping desperately that he would not blunder
off thetrail in the darkness, he plummeted through the dripping forest. Branches heavy with wet foliage
overhung the path, forcing him to bend low against hisweary mount's froth-spattered neck.
Night-prowling forest beasts started from the path ahead and fled crashing through the underbrush. It
seemed inevitable that a clutching root, a sudden trunk or branch would end theride in plunging disaster.

The trees had thinned out bardly enough to permit their rushing passage, and in the darkness this sparse
cover prevented their pursuers from getting any exact ideaasto their course. This alone saved them at
first--and made it possible to stretch a scant head start into a respectable lead as the minutes flew by.

The horses were ready to give out, when the trees suddenly vanished atogether, and they streaked out



of the forest onto awide gravel beach. The rain-wet stones glistened in the lightning blasts. With relief
Imel discerned his ship waiting afew hundred yards offshore.

"A boat! A boat! Where'sthe rowboat?' he yelled, gazing frenziedly through the rain and grey mist. "l
ordered them to have the rowboat at ready!"

"Therel" called Kane. He pointed to where severd sailors were running toward them from abeached
rowboat.

"Thank Onthe! They did as| ordered!" gasped Ime jubilantly. He raced toward them, shouting, "Cast
off! Cast off! Double wages to each of you for this--but damn you, cast of f!"

Doggedly clinging to hiskit, Kane legped to the beach and sent his mount pelting off into the mist. Imel
hed picked hishorseswéll, or they could never have madeit. In mad haste they piled into the rowboat
and put out from shore.

Scarcely had the boat cleared the surf when the Combine cavary streamed out of the woods and onto
the beach. The rdeased mounts had momentarily confused them in the night. Straining mightily, the
rowers pulled over the cove toward the ship, taking them out of range of the hail of arrows and curses
that followed from the shore. The pouring rain served as cover, and none of the misslesreached its
target.

"Goodbye, dear friends--and thanks for your most courteous hospitdity!" shouted Kane and laughed
derisively. "Someday I'll return to repay you in kind!"

Curses of baffled rage answered him from the mist-cloaked beach--along with floundering splashesas a
few reckless ones attempted to swim after them. But the Pellinite craft was set to sail, and the Lartroxians
were helplessto stop them.

Kane wiped the froth and spray from hisbeard and flowing red hair. He grinned at Arbas. "Wdll, then,
S0 you have decided to come along after dl. It ssemsthat expediency remains your god.”

"An n'sservicesarein demand in any realm,” shrugged Arbas philosophically.

v

Passageto Pdllin



Arbas carefully adjusted the telescope for the tenth time and squinted through the brass tube with
determined concentration. Kane watched him with amusement. "Damn it, Kane!" he muttered in
annoyance. "'l dill can't even find their frigging sailsin this charlatan'stoy!™

He lowered the telescope and regarded it with afrown, the powerful muscles of hislean armstwitching
in eegernessto crumplethefrail ingrument.

"Dont!" interceded Kane in anticipation of the other'swhim. "That little toy required weeks of
pangtaking craftsmanship to turn out, and | think friend Imd vauesit more highly than the jewdlery he
loads himsdf down with."

Arbas snorted and closed the telescope with callousirreverence. "Right. Our well-dressed friend likes
his pretty toys. Sure don't want to piss him off. No, wouldn't want that!"

"I don't think you like Imel," Kane remarked. Arbas grinned at some pleasant thought. "No. No, | just
don't gppreciate thefiner things, | guess.”

"l don't think Imdl likesyou very much, ether.”

The assassin rai sed the tel escope once again. He worked its sectioned tube smartly. "No. Don't think
Imel gppreciatesthefiner things, ether.”

"Y ou propose aquandary.”

"It'sanaturd taent." Arbas pressed hislipstogether and sighted through the lens resolutely. "Ah--think
maybe | just caught aglimpsethere. Y eah, the Combine of Southern Lartroxialost its grestest
philosopher when Arbas left the dusty path of scholarship for the dleys of Nostoblet.”

Kane spat into the sea. "Y eah, that's what you've told me on occasion. Though when you ever graced
the hdls of academeis till apuzzle--unlessit wasto stalk some sage whose ideas offended someone
with wedth."

"I was one of the most promising students of the city--arising young star, no less. I'd dready begun to
gather students about me--when one day | wondered whether they must be as bored with it al as|
was..." Arbas sighed.

"Inthetaéesladt reteling wasn't thereagirl.."

"All that and more. My memoirswill someday fill ashdf. Stirring adventure, ribald wit, biting socia
commentary, agelesswisdom. If you'll cut the sarcasm, | might fed moved to devote avolumeto our
lurid asociation.”

He fumbled with the instrument, nearly dropping it into the sea. "And if this damned ship would stop
pitching, | might be ableto hold thisdiabolica device on target long enough to focusit. Why don't they
carve these lenseslarge enough to see something through them, anyway?

"Yeah, and I'll spend severd pagestelling how | carved my namein Iméd's heart, for no payment other
than the gratitude of my fellow man--and to the dismay of jewellersand tailors dl over the Idand Empire.
Hey, I'm getting the hang of it now, | think. Y ou get the object in view, then adjust the sections.”



"I think you'll find the Imperid aristocracy attach considerable importance to the refinements of dress,”
Kane pointed out. "Prestige is extremely important to them, and a man's appearance should reflect his
wesdlth and rank--just astheir elaborate court etiquette and code of conduct isamark of breeding. They
have made afine art of snobbery, it seems. Ime probably fed sthe strain of hiseffortsto improve his
gation in their society, and we have been atrifle rough with him. Anyway, he fightswell enoughina
scramble--so watch him. Besides, we're dlies for the moment, don't forget.”

"Didn't know you were an authority on the customs and mores of the Thovnosian Empire," Arbas
scoffed.

"Heads up! Here comes our man now," interjected Kane, changing the subject.

The Thovnosian's spirits had improved considerably once he had escaped the pressures of hismission to
the mainland. Decent food and drink, a bath, and along deep had driven the harassed look from his
features. To be treated with due respect by his men after aweek of skulking undercover in the dums of
Nostoblet had bolstered his self-image, and a change to finer garments had restored a swagger to his
step. With highest gratification he had watched his body-dave commit his ragged costume to the sea.
Now--bathed, massaged with scented ails, hisface shaved clean, hislong hair meticulousy combed
down to his shoulders--clothed in dark green silk hose and shirt, brown woolen jacket with Silver tracery,
soft leather knee boots--resplendent with four costly rings, gem-set cloak pin at histhroat,
jewel-pommeled dagger with slver-studded scabbard and belt--now he once again consdered himself a
whole man, and no relation to the sixth son of an impoverished and wine-besotted petty-gentry father,
who had been driven from home years back.

He sauntered across the main deck and sprang up the stairs onto the high stern deck, where Kane and
Arbas stood gazing across the sea. There was hard muscle beneath the silk, Arbas conceded. Although
the dender Thovnosan renegade was maybe fifty pounds lighter than the broad-shoul dered n, he
was of equal height--and Arbas had seen that he could wield a blade with dangerous speed and skill.
There was a deceptive frankness about his thin face--a boyishness contributed to by clean-shaven
features and ahint of freckles under the tan.

Imel nodded greeting to Kane and raised aquizzical eyebrow to the seemingly preoccupied assassin.
"Teaching our landlubber to use atelescope?’ he queried. He had heard with profound regret that Arbas
had shown no seasickness despite a reckless appetite.

Arbas bristled. He had been to seafor severa short excursions and considered himsalf abit of an old
sdt--if somewhat unfamiliar with atelescope.

"Arbas actualy isan old hand with aglass,” Kane offered smoothly. "He's fascinated with the precise
powers of resolution your instrument demonstrates.”

"Hmmm." Imel brushed back awindblown lock of brown hair. "I thought | saw him looking through it
backward amoment ago.”

"l was admiring the flawless workmanship,” growled Arbas, fending for himself. Though expensive,
telescopes were not ararity. But when aman seldom needs to see farther than across an aley, such
devices were uncommon--and Arbas had far more use for eyesthat saw all about him, rather than at
great distance.

Imel discreetly dropped the matter. He gestured toward the two sails that rose in the distance over their
wake. "Still following us, arethey?' he observed. "If | may borrow this."



He accepted the tel escope and expertly trained it on first one, then the other of the pursuing vessels.
Silently he watched them, lips pursed in concentration.

He handed the glassto Kane. "Well, as you have by now observed for yourself,” he glanced blandly at
Arbas, "both ships are indeed Combine vessals. That lets out our other vague conjecture that they might
be curious pirates.”

The sails had first been sghted late in the morning. Imel had arisen at the lookout's cry, but had not,
deemed the matter of more pressing importance than his own grooming. The sails had perssted into the
afternoon, and from idle speculation it had become quite certain that they were being pursued.

"The Lartroxians were dways an obstinate people,” mused Kane. "The claws of their vengeance reach
farther than | had anticipated.

"They saw us escape by ship, and so knew that we must sail through the mouth of the Bay of Lartroxia.
In the darkness we dipped past any patrol vessalsthat waited there, but they have other ships stationed
aong the coagtd idands. At firgt light of day, they must have derted dl craft within range of their sgna
mirrors. Knowing our point of departure, they had only to plot an intercept coursefor al possible routes
leading out of the Bay of Lartroxia. Simple enough,” Kane concluded. "All things consdered, it'sabit
surprising that only two ships were able to pick up our wake."

"Not so surprising considering the generd ineptitude of the Combines navy,” Imd remarked--displaying
adeep-water sailor's scorn for those who seldom sailed out of sight of land.

"Still, two ships discovered us," Arbas pointed out. "And to my untutored eyeit would seem that they're
ganing.”

Kane studied the shipsin question carefully through the glass. "Gaining dowly, but closing on us
nonetheless," he acknowledged. "The Combine has afew large vesselsin their navy, after dl, and we
appear to have drawn two of their finest. They're biremes--with that long, dender hull some shipbuilders
are experimenting with of late, trying to design an oared vessdl that's asfast asagood craft under full sail.
Thetrick isbaancing keel enough for the sail without too much drag under oars. They're carrying more
sall than abireme should--see how high their masts stand. Works great until a strong wind turns them
bottom up, which usudly happensif the ballast and kedl aren't dtered just s0."

He uneasily contemplated their own small ship. Imel had picked a blockade-runner, with an eye toward
combining secrecy, Speed, and fighting power--in order of descending importance. His choicewas alean
racing hull that was built low to the waves and displayed dl the sail her design could handle. Shewas dso
fitted with asingle row of oars, which could be unshipped in acam. The crew were picked fighting men,
but of necessity few in number. The pursuing biremes had easily twice their size and strength.

"I think it will be unfortunate for usif it comesto an open battle," Kane went on. "And that seems rather
likely. With the wind they're dowly gaining on us. Should the wind die, they have over three times our
rowing speed, at aguess. Our only chanceisto lose them both in the darkness--if we can hold our lead
until after nightfal.”

Imel's confidence seemed undimmed. "They can't overtake us before morning,” he estimated coally.
"And whether welose them in the night or not, before dawn well have reached the northernmost limits of
the Sorn-Ellyn--assuming the wind holds. They won't follow usvery far into the Sorn-Ellyn."



"A questionable prediction, cons dering the Combine's well-demongtrated tenacity,” Arbas commented
sarcadticdly. "Besdes which, from your lurid account | recdll that the Sorn-Ellynisn't avery lucky stretch
of water to sail across. Perhaps your men would prefer to take their chances with the Combine's navy.”

Imel smiled without rancour. "Efrel hersef commanded meto sail acrossthe Sorn-Ellyn. We did so
unscathed on our voyage to Nostoblet; we shall do so again on our return. | have complete confidencein
Efrd'swisdom in such matters. And | don't believe the Lartroxianswill follow us across the Sorn-Ellyn.”

Kane shrugged, having nothing more feasible to put forward as an dternative. Arbas till looked
dubious.

"Perhaps, Arbas, you might care to make some sort of bet on this matter,” Imel suggested suavely. "Say
that prized dirk of yours against my jewelled dagger. A token bet, and | give you ridiculous odds--a
blade of dubious origin against one set with gems of obviousvaue.”

Arbasran hisfinger dong hislong mustachesin thought, not wanting to permit the other to outface him.
At length he shook hishead. "No. No, | don't like that bet. To my way of thinking, aknifésworth liesin
its blade and not in agarish hilt. I've seen pimpsin Nostoblet who'd be embarrassed to wear that thing.
But asdefrom that, it occursto methat if | should win the bet, it ismost unlikely that I'd live long enough

to enjoy my prize."

"I hadn't thought you so cautious,” chided Imdl. "We shal seein the morning, though.”

The remainder of the day passed uneventfully, with the Combine ships gaining enough on them by
nightfal to discern with unaided eye their double-tiered oars. Still the wind held for them. The Pdllinite
blockade-runner sailed unerringly toward theill-famed Sorn-Ellyn.

After darkness hid their pursuers from view, Kane sat up for severa hours drinking wine and throwing
dicewith Arbas. Neither man gave full atention to the game, though, astheir ears were strained to catch
thefirst sounds of the biremes closing in on themin the night. Their craft ran without lights, ablack arrow
in the starless darkness. In the distance the lights of the biremes bobbed up through the mist now and
again. They were on aconverging course with the blockade-runner--and gaining.

The game at last broke up when Kane forgot what his previous point had been, and Arbaswas at aloss
to remember aswell. Arbas soicdly collected hissmal pile of winnings and left for hishammock. Kane
was .in adark mood and remained on deck with thewine. At length he lay aback on amound of rigging
and spare sail, and lgpsed into afitful deep.

His dreamswere troubled, but he dept on without ever quite returning to full consciousness. Then
toward dawn he started suddenly from his dreams--uncertain what had been going through hismind, not
knowing why he had awakened. There. His hand closed comfortably about his swordhilt. Again the
sound. From far off inthe night it came.

The creaking of timber? The shouting of men? He concentrated an the sound. No. It sounded more like
the splintering of timber. VVoices howled in terror. Soundstoo dim to distinguish. And silence.

Slence.



In darm Kane redled to hisfeet. The wind had died with the gpproach of dawn. Above him the sails
hung limp, listlesdy rippling with avagrant night breeze. Kane consdered arousing the ship to man the
oars, but discarded the idea. The Combine vesselswould bein asimilar position, and in the darkness the
sound of oarswould give away the position of the first ship to utilize them. Presumably the watch had
dready informed Imd, and he had reached asimilar decision. Perhaps they might drift awhile until dawn.
Then they could at least appraise their position.

Helay awake, watching for thefirg light in the east. After maybe an hour the sky began to turn grey, and
he went to therail grimly. Hearing shining and scraping on the deck behind him, he turned to see Imée
emerge from his cabin, sretching luxurioudly.

The Thovnosian yawned hisway over to him. Kane wondered how much of hisair of unconcern was
assumed. "Morning," greeted Imel. "I had the watch wake me soon asit grew light. See you beat meto
the sunrise anyway. Can you see anything yet?"

Kane shook his head. Mists ill obscured the waves with a blanket degper than the night's darkness.
Then the rising sun seared through, and the sea around them was empty asfar as he could seeinthe
fading mists of dawn.

"Damned wind hasn't started up yet, either,” Imel observed with acurse. "That's going to mean another
night on the Sore-Ellyn, unlessit picks up before noon. I'll get the men to their oars.”

Hisorders were carried out. The deepy crew filed onto deck--grumbling that fighting men should have
to do thework of galey daves--another luxury that space had precluded. The sky grew brighter and the
mist cleared. Still the searemained empty.

The craft dowly got underway as the rowers worked her up to speed. The sun appeared and climbed
out of the sea. There was no sign of either Combine bireme to be seen, even after Kane dowly scanned
the horizon through the tel escope.

"They didn't follow usinto the Sorn-Ellyn after dl,” Imel reminded them, after it was certain that they
were alone on the ocean. "Even a Lartroxian's persstence must have alimit, it seems. Efrel once again
has caled the game down to the last exigency." For dl his complacency, there was anote of rdlief in
Imel's smooth tone.

"Soit seems," agreed Kane softly. Hisfull attention was directed through the telescope at that moment.
In the distance he could make out scattered fragments of wreckage. Bits of broken timbers, cargo of a
ship's store, unidentifiable flotsam. 1t was from alarge vessa--and a recent wreck, as the debriswould

have drifted far gpart before long. There were no bodies floating in the tangle.

But there was nothing to run aground againgt herein the Sorn-Ellyn. Could the biremes have collided? A
smple callision could not have splintered the hull into inggnificant fragments. What then?

Kane handed the telescope to Arbas. He doubted that they would again catch sight of pursuing sails.



Vv

Godsin Darkness

It waslate at night, and al aboard ship dept soundly, when the seaman on watch saw standing at the rail
adark figurein ahooded cloak. Glad for the companionship on thislondly night, hejoined him therein
dlence. The other's face was hidden in the shadow of his hood, so the watch was uncertain asto the tall
sranger'sidentity. He pondered little over the mystery as he leaned on therail, looking out over the
nighted ocean.

A gtrong breeze was sending the ship knifing over the foam-flecked black waves, rippling water that
coldly reflected the pale light of the gibbous moon above. Looking up, the sailor saw only afew gars,
and those gleamed evilly--like cats eyesin the firdight. For the heavens were obscured by heavy clouds.
Strange clouds--racing across the skiesin the night wind, and forming fantastic patterns as they passed
over the dead-white moon. Weird, titanic figures that writhed grotesquely, asif possessed with
life--contorting ominoudy about the few leering stars and watched over by an insane moon.

"L ook at the skied" exclaimed the seaman in wonder. "Why do the clouds roll about so wildly?!
"They aregodsin darkness," camethe rasping reply. "And they weave the lattice of man'sfate from the
infinite shades of cosmic darkness. Y ou see their shadows now--for the forces of evil are gatheringin

celebration of the coming days."

The words seemed cracked and distorted, echoing across eons of time and space. The seaman started
at these edritch tones, and looked around at the speaker. There was no one beside him at therail.

PART TWO

VI



Within the Black Citadel

Approached from its northern coast, Pellin was adark, forbidding idand. Its cliffs were sheer columns of
black basalt, broken and eroded by the minds and pounding surf. Beyond the headland, the soil wasthin
and infertile. Trees grew sparse and sunted adong the dliff, and farther inland black and gnarled trunks
struggled above aforest of vines, and underbrush.

At intervals could be seen barren spots where even this vegetation refused to take root. From these
wastel ands strange piles of basalt gleamed darkly in. the sun--weird masses of stone too regular to be
caled the work of nature, too unthinkably ancient to be the work of man. Cyclopean ruinsthat had
brooded over the seafor lonely centuries.

To the southern sde of the idand lay the wide harbor of Prisarte, main city of theidand and seet of
Efrel's power. The harbor was well protected, with fortifications guarding the narrow straits that opened
into itslarge bay, now filled with many ships as Efrel prepared for war. The bay itself was surrounded by
dry docks and shipbuilding yards, warehouses and barracks, unlovely structures of timber and basalt,
with afew lavishly congtructed palaces of the nobility easly discernible.

But dominating the entire view was Dan-L egeh, black fortress of Prisarte--the looming ancestral castle
of the Pellin blood since timeimmemorid. Dan-Legeh was a bizarre megdlithic structure, whose towering
wallswere strangdly reminiscent of the ancient ruinsthat haunted the desol ate regions of theidand.
Various sections of the fortress had obvioudy been annexed to the origina over the years. One glance
might notice atower that seemed somehow out of place; another look might reved awall of one
congtruction awvkwardly joined to another wall of different masonry. The additions were ancient
themselves, relics of attempts to make Dan-Legeh more acceptable for human usage. They looked
discordant, gar with the origind. Legend told that the fortress had stood here before man first cameto
theidand, but Pdllin was aland that abounded with such myths.

Dan-L egeh was an ominous hulking mass, silhouetted againgt the sunset as Kane sailed into the harbor
of Prisarte. A thin wind was blowing, and the city lay under the long shadow of itsfortress. Dusk had
falen by the time Kane and his associates touched shore to meet the armed escort there awaiting them.
Thetwilight grew deeper asthey agpproached Dan-Legeh, riding along the narrow gloomy streetsto the
clanking of accouterments and the deceptive flicker of torchlight. Night closed over them when they
findly stood before the mighty drawbridge and barbicans that guarded the main entrance to the citadd.

An officer stepped forward to meet them asthey entered Dan-L egeh--a powerful nobleman from his
extravagant attire and splendid accouterments. Hewastall and dender of build--with the pale, handsome
features and glowing black hair of the Pdllinite aristocracy. His denderness was that of a cat--glk-smooth
muscles and perfect coordination. A man beautiful and deadly asthe black panther. His eyeswere as
expressionless asacat's as he came toward them.

"Congratulations, Imd," he said by way of greeting, "on fulfillment of amogt difficult mission. | knew our
confidence waswell placed. Well done."

Hewent on crisply, "Y ou, then, must be Kane." He hesitated over the name, as one doesin repeating an
obscenity in polite company.



The two men regarded one another in cool gppraisal for amoment. Kane instantly sensed a deep fedling
of hatred and rivary on the part of the Pdllinite. Hisrigid stance and haughty mien made it clear that he
had been opposed to Kane's presencein Pellin since Imel's mission had been planned. Only his mistress's
command and a sense of noblesse oblige barred him from overt hostility. Kane found ironic amusement in
that the first to welcome him to Pellin should be a deadly enemy whom he had never before met.

The Pdlinitelord looked at him with barely restrained contempt. Their eyes met, and he hastily glanced
away. His manner became more cautious--calculating.

"l am Oxfors Alremas," he announced. "My will is here subservient to none but that of Efrdl." He paused
to let thissink in, then recollecting himsdlf, he went on unconvincingly: "1 welcomeyou to Pellin and to
Dan-Legeh. Therewill be dinner served for you presently. First, though, let me guide you to your
quarters. | suspect you will need to wash away the sdt of your voyage. More suitable garments await
you there, should you care to dressin accordance with your new position.”

Biting hislip pensively, Imel watched Kane and Arbas leave with Alremas. Then, shaking his head asif
to clear it, he turned to the remaining soldiers and ordered them back to their barracks. Asfor himsdf, a
changeto better clotheswasin order aswell, certainly. And than to the banquet Alremas had mentioned.

Moving away, Imd thought of wine, laughter, and the roguish company of the court ladies. Hefdlt
curioudy relieved that Kane was no longer hisresponsibility.

Vil

Queen of Night

Kanefound his quartersto be of truly imperid splendour. Histaste for luxury was entranced by the
codtly furs, silks, and tapestries that covered the spacious rooms. Gracing the chambers throughout were
many expensive and beautiful Satues, ornamental pieces and objets d'art that complemented the
exquistely done furnishings. And there was afine sunken pool for bathing, in which Kane found pleasure
with thelovely davegirl sent to him asapersona servant.

Dinner was Smilarly magnificent. The banquet was served in agigantic firdlit grest hal, with countless
dishes of roasted meat and cups of foaming ale or wine carried dl about by scampering serving wenches.
The great hdl wasfilled with dmost two hundred guests-for the most part, nobility and officers. Loud
talk and laughter rose from the long wooden tablesto the high vaulted ceiling.



But it seemed to Kane that the laughter was alittle thin and strained; their voices held anervous quality
not wholly hidden. Moreover, the shadowsin the great hall were somehow too deep. More than once his
eyes caught quick traces of movement from the shadowy curtains. And throughout the medl his keen
senseswere aware of some hidden surveillance--one of dmost inhuman intensity.

Although its place was s&t, the master seat of the head table stood vacant.

Kane sat at the head table with Oxfors Alremas on one side and Imel on the other. Arbaswas several
places down--the Pellinites were uncertain of his satus, but assumed he was of someimportance since
he had come with Kane. Conversation with the others at the table was guarded and kept to matters of
commonplace. So Kane bided histime, waiting for thingsto develop. Of Efrdl there was till no sign.

Asthemedl drew to aclose Alremasturned to Kane, who was just emptying histankard. "Now that
you have had a chance to recover somewhat from your journey, I'm to take you to Efre."

Kane nodded impassively and rose to follow him. Alremasled him through a bewildering progression of
stone stairways and long, winding passageways. Theinterior of the fortress was far more extensve than
outward gppearances indicated. Again Kane sensed that much of thewalls and stairwayswere diento
the origina externa congtruction--perhaps additions made after the original portions had collgpsed with
age. Alwaysthe outsde wall could be distinguished by its cyclopean architecture--megalithic blocks of
basalt cunningly fitted. To raise such awal would have demanded an engineering genius of adegree
unknowninthisage.

At length they stopped before a heavy door of iron-studded oak. Alremas knocked loudly with his
dagger hilt, and the door was opened by ahuge dave. The obese servant Kane recognized asthetypica
eunuch bodyguard of alady's private chambers. What was not typical was that this man stood closeto
seven feet in Sature, and his massive form hinted of considerable strength under the rubbery blanket of
fat. A parang of formidable length hung in a shegth a hisbelt. His face was without expression.

"L eave your wegpons with the eunuch,” growled Alremas. He gave Kane aglowering look and strode
away down the shadowy passageway .

Crossing the threshold, Kane entered a spacious anteroom--boudoir seemed an ingppropriate term for
such achamber. The room was brightly lit and decorated in abizarre fashion. It bore an obvious feminine
touch initsfurnishings, but there were other objects of asinister, diabolica nature--weird paintings and
bits of statuary, strangely bound volumes, unusua pieces of gpparatus and alchemica impedimenta,
exotic incenses and unfamiliar scents. From somewhere Kane sensed an indefinable aura of evil. It wasa
macabre hybrid of a sorcerer's study and alady's boudoir.

At one end of the room was a curtained doorway. The curtain was only athin veil, and no light shone
behind it. A person watching from the room beyond would be able to observe occurrences on the other
gde, while he himsdf remained invisble.

Not particularly rishing the Situation, Kane sat down and watched the curtain. He had not long to wait.

"So, then. Y ou are Kane." The low voice from beyond the vell was an eerie one. Its accents were
beautiful and feminine, but somehow distorted and maimed. It was asif the speaker had difficulty forming
thewordsin her throat--as if the speaker were struggling to articulate arage beyond sane expression.
"And you are Efrd?' Kaneinquired.



Her answer was a hateful titter. "Y es-and no! | was Efrel. | suppose convenience dictatesthat | till be
caled by thisname. But | am not Efrdl. Efrdl isdead. Two yearsdead. But | an dead--and | am Efrel!
Or was Efrdl, since Efrel is dead. So where does that leave us, Kane? It doesn't matter. Yes, do cal me
Efrd. It will dofor now.

"But the dead do not dways die! Beware, Netisten Maril, of the dead that yet livel” Thelast wasa
maddened shriek. Silence followed as Efrel fought to control her passion.

She began again. "Yes, | am Efrd. And by now Ime should have told you of my past--and something
about your placein my plans.”

Kane nodded. "Imel told methat you intend to avenge yourself upon Netisten Maril, and to reestablish
Pdllin asthe center of power in the Empire. According to him, | was summoned to command your naval
forcesin the coming war. At this point, however, it isn't a al clear to me why you don't rely on one of
your own generasfor this. Oxfors Alremas seems definitely to fed the position of command should be
his "

Again laughter. "Poor Alremas. Dear Alremas. He was dways faithful to me--in bed and in battle. | think
he has assumed dl the while that he should hold the reins of power in my new Empire--and leave my
pretty hands for more delicate pursuits. It was cruel of meto indulge his conceit, don't you think? |
believe he hates you for usurping the position he had taken for granted. Poor faithful Alremas.

"He comes of proud blood, though, and I'm afraid his jeal ousy may now detract from his usefulness.
And, of course, | couldn't forgive him that transgress. But Alremas couldn't manage this task, anyway.
He's better at rolesthat suit hisfeline cunning--intrigue rather than outright war. No, he couldn't be my
generd. Enough of Alremas. Y ou will be given command over him, aswell as command of the rest of my
forces."

Alremas might have further thoughts on that, mused Kane. He continued, "But neither can | understand
why you should choose me to command your rebellion--for that matter, how did you know of me?
Granted, | have enjoyed some fame asagenerd in severa campaigns within the continent east of your
idands. But | have only recently comethisfar into the western reaches of Lartroxia. | wasn't aware that
any talesweretold of mein these distant regions.”

"Areyou so sure of this, Kane?' Efrel’'s voice was edged with mordant mockery. "No. Y ou know why |
have summoned you. | have summoned you, Kane--evoked you as | might ademon. The people do not
liewhen they say | am asorceress. It istruethat | have delved deeply into the mysteries of the black arts,
of the ancient gods who have not yet entirely forgotten their home of old...

"But of thisyou will know morelater. For now it pleases me to entertain you with astory. A talewhich
you dready know well--or the demon who whispered it to meisaliar.”



Efrd'sTde

My tale goes back over two centuries, to days when Thovnos and Pellin were but two of the many
disunited idandsin thisregion. Tredi, Josten, Fisitia, Parwi, Raconos, Quarnora, and dl the other lesser
idands--unstable independent relms and holdings. Petty kingdoms weakened and impoverished from
recurrent internecine wars between theidands.

In addition toits larger land masses, thisregion is dotted with avast number of tiny idands. ISandswhich
provided countless harbors and bases for fishermen--or for pirates. Y es, there were a great many pirates
herein those troubled years. For the advantages of inexhaustible places of refuge, ineffectua retdiation
by the authorities, and heavy interidand commerce made this region atrue paradise for their kind.

But such pirates were never much more than a dangerous nuisance--for like the idands, they were weak
and unorganized. They were but jackals, stedlthy killers who preyed upon the helpless and the unwary. A
single well-armed escort would send the jackals scurrying to their lairs.

Then there came into theidands astranger from the Southern Lands. He was aruthless and deadly
fighter in combat, aswell asagenius at nava strategy and tactics. In afew years he built up an
unassailable pirate stronghold on the rocky idand of Montes. Hisrivals he either absorbed or destroyed.
Under hisformidable command was agigantic pirate fleet established--a bloody, deadly sword that first
sweypt the seas of commerce and soon threatened the very ports themselves.

Arrogant squadrons of the pirate fleet prowled the seas at will, attacking any shipsthat they
encountered. Spiesin every port kept them informed of the merchants shipments and of their desperate
countermeasures. No secrets escaped the pirates. No convoy was too well guarded for them to dare.
Even the largest warships of theidands rulersfell prey to them, and it invited certain disaster for any
vessd to venture away from its harbor.

Eventudly the pirates had the seato themsalves, for not even afishing boat risked leaving its port. The
sea-wolves had driven away their prey. It seemed that the pirates must now disband and seek more
prosperous sea lanes e sewhere, but their leader had more ambitious designs than this. With the seas
barren of commerce, he drew hisfleet together and turned his might againgt the cities of the coast. Now
he struck at the very sources of the riches he had plundered upon the sea.

Out of the night, hisravening fleet would sail into some deegping port. A short battle would wipe out all
organized resistance, and the city would be histo plunder. Then with ruthless efficiency wasthe stricken
segport utterly despoiled of its wedth. His pirate hordes would overflow the streets with bloodshed and
rapine--taking whatever they wanted in booty and women. When the city was sacked, they made apyre
of their carnage and sailed into adawn reddened from its blazing ruin.

And the man who commanded the pirates--the man whaose evil genius had forged this awesome wesgpon
of destruction--he was named Kane.

But the success of the pirateswas ultimately to prove their undoing. Thewarringidand lords at last
redlized that they were in extreme danger from Kane's pirate empire. Forgetting their private quarrels,
they followed their enemy's example and united themsalves under one overlord--the house of Pellin,



chosen because of its prestige and power. The new Empire gathered together its scattered forces and
pieced together afleet powerful enough to chadlenge the pirates. After long and inconclusive months of
skirmishes and chase, the Imperid fleet under the command of Netisten Ehbuhr of Thovnos attacked
Kane on the seabefore his pirate stronghold on Montes. The fighting was vicious and theissuelong in
doubt--for both admirals were brilliant commanders, and it was evident that the fate of the idandswould
be decided by this desperate battle. Throughout the day the struggle raged across the sea, but asthe
evening approached, the vastly greater numbers of ships and fighting men that the Empire could draw
upon swung the balance of battle.

Redlizing he was too badly outnumbered to continue the fight on the sea, Kane withdrew the shattered
remains of hisfleet into the harbor of his cliff-top fortress. The sege that followed wore on for hard and
bloody days, but the catapults and trebuchets of the Empire gradualy smashed down the stronghold's
defenses. At afearsome cost in lives, Netisten Ehbuhr forced hisway into the devastated citadel, and in
onefind deadly battle the grim survivors of the pirate horde were dain.

The battle was a costly one for the new Empire aswell, and many noble lives met red doom at
Montes--including the principa lords of the house of Pellin. Thus was Netisten Ehbuhr able to usurp
control of the new Empire for himself and hisline--for there were none to oppose the hero of Montes
among the surviving aristocracy. And so the usurper line of Netisten has sat upon the Imperia throne for
al but theinfancy of the Empire existence--stedling the throne that rightly belongsto Pdllin!

And amost curious thing was discovered after the last of the pirates had fallen. Although many soldiers
had seen Kane fighting alongside his men up until the very end of the fina battle, hisbody was never
discovered. No trace of Kane was ever found, even though the victors searched meticuloudy through the
blackened ruins and crimson hegps of the dain for his body. Some maintained that Kane's men had
hidden his corpse to save it from dishonor. Others laughed at this conceit and argued that the pirate lord
must have escaped through some secret tunnel, dipped past their lines and sailed away from another part
of theidand.

It was strange, to be sure. For years theresfter, those who dwelt beside the sea il felt the gnawing fear
that one night Kane and his black fleet would return to wreak bloody vengeance for his defeat at Montes.
Even today his nameis a curse--an anathema of evil, terror, and rapine.

And so the dread name of Kane the pirate lord has merged into the dark legends of our people. A
demonic figure was this Kane of old. His past was shrouded in rumors and myth even in hislifetime, and
his death could never be proven. He flashed through our troubled history like some dl-destroying comet,
appearing suddenly from the blackness of night and as aoruptly vanishing to regions unimagined: Men told
that Kane was agiant in stature, more powerful than ten strong men. In battle no man could stand before
him, for he fought with asword in either hand--widlding easily wegpons that another warrior could
scarcely lift. Hishair was red as blood, and he feasted on the still-beating hearts of hisenemies. Hiseyes
were the eyes of Death himsdlf, and they cast ablue flame that could shrivel the souls of hisvictims. His
only ddight wasin rapine and daughter, and after each victory his banquet hals echoed with the tortured
screams of captive maidens.

Of course, these legends grew wilder and more luridly exaggerated with each retelling. But histories and
accounts written at that time speak of the dread pirate lord with superstitious awe, and their authors
credit him with dmaost superhuman attributes. And though they curse and vilify Kane asthe most evil man
of the age, they nonethel ess record with grudging admiration hisindomitable prowessin battle.

This much is commonplace--old talesthat dl of us have heard as children. But | have powersat my
command beyond the frightened dreams of the common folk. Y ou have heard their whispers. Know then



that 1 hold power over the demons of darkness, whose wisdom is not blinded by the cringing frailties of
the mortal mind. On countless nights have | summoned forth these creatures of an dien
plane--commanded them to obey my will, listened as they whispered to me knowledge that has been
eons--hidden from the minds of man. And they have told me many strange secrets.

It was of acertain demon from beyond our starsthat | demanded to be told the name of the general who
would surely lead my forcesto victory in the coming war. My lovely demon that night told me that the
triumph or failure of my vengeance hung balanced upon forces so powerful asto defy control or even
prediction by a creature of its plane. But as| pressed the demon to obey my commandsto the full limit of
its powers, it was forced to name to me the man who could best aid me in my revenge.

The name that the demon snarled was Kane.

| cursed the creature then for its mockery. And cringing from my fury, it fawned and cackled to me of
certain secrets that no other man in al our Empire has ever known. The demon told me of the fate of the
pirate lord, Kane, after hefled the defeat at Montes.

Those who knew the pirate's cunning had guessed well. For this Kane of old did not die at Montes, but
had escaped the massacre to sail away into the West with the last of hisreavers. Acrossthelimitless
Western Sea Kane wandered, to spread his curse through many a strange land upon its far shores. And
asthe years passed and his enemies grew old, this Kane mysterioudy remained young. For by means of
acurse to which my demon gave only vague hints, Kane the pirate lord had escaped age aswell as
death.

Thuswhile new generations trod the inescapable path from womb to grave, Kane lived on to wander the
earth. In the Empire his dark fame became legend, and from legend melted into myth. But more
incredible than any myth--none of us has ever dreamt that our ancient enemy yet stalked theland. More
than two centuries have crept past; and none ever guessed Kane's secret. And how--so my demon
swore to me--from out of the East, Kane has returned to our shores.

It was of you the demon whispered, Kane! Y ou are the man my demon named asthe generd | must
have to achieve my vengeance! And by oathsit dared not perjure, the demon sworeto methat in
Nostoblet | would find the same man who brought terror and death to this region two centuries ago.

And thus, Kane, | know beyond doubit that it is the Kane of dread legend who stands before me now!

If Kane was surprised, he gave no sign of unease. His only acknowledgment wasadight nod and a
trace of acold amile.

"You carry your yearswell, Kane. Y ou seem unchanged from the descriptions these old volumes give of
you."

"Rather colorful descriptions, from your words," Kane commented sardonically.

"Then you are that same Kane of whom so many fearsome legendstell!”

"Y ou have dready told methisyoursdlf."

Efrd laughed a her cleverness. But there was no mirth in her sudden command: "Gravter! Kill him!™

Startled by the unexpected death sentence from beyond the velled doorway, Kane whirled from his sest



to meet the sudden danger. All the while his mistress had spoken to her guest, the huge eunuch had stood
motionlessin the shadow at his post by the door. At her command Gravter tore the heavy-bladed parang
from its sheath--legping for Kane's back as Efrel's words yet hung on the air. His thick-upped mouth
gaped widein aslent shout of murder-lust.

Cursing his own weaponless ate, Kane had just enough time to recognize the danger--then Gravter
was upon him. The colossus of rubbery flesh was ablur as he charged, his parang swinging downina
drawing are. With quicknessthat belied a man of his bulk, Kane dipped past the dashing blade and
kicked the eunuch'slegs from under him. It took Gravter afraction of a second to regain his
balance--time enough for Kane to snatch up aheavy silver candlestick.

Eyeing the candlestick, Gravter moved confidently. Warily the two combatants circled in afighting
crouch, poised to strike or retreat a any instant. The eunuch feinted, and Kane swung the candlestick
clumgly to meset histhreat. Eyes derisvey crinkled, Gravter opened his mouth and uttered abizarre
coughing hiss. Within his dobbering jaws remained only the gnarled and blackened stump of histongue.
Again he made afeint, which Kane, distracted by the mutilated mouth, again parried avkwardly.

Certain of hisadversary now, Gravter svung his curved blade for Kane's belly. But Kane was no longer
there. With bewildering speed he sidestepped the duped eunuch's stroke and lashed out cobra-quick
with the candlestick. The silver club clashed againgt the hilt of the heavy knife, ripping it from Gravter's
benumbed fist.

With the hideous croak of atonguel ess man seeking to voice hisrage, the- eunuch grappled with
Kane--who foolhardily flung the badly bent candlestick after Gravter's parang. Although a castrado,
Gravter was powerfully muscled, and he had been trained to perfection for his duties as bodyguard.
Many times the towering giant had broken men with his bare hands for the amusement of hismistress.
Massvely built, a skillful wrestler--any ordinary man was doomed once caught in Gravter's blubbery
grasp. But asthe eunuch wrestled now with Kane, he encountered a man far more powerful than any he
had been pitted againgt. Sweet trickled on Gravter's near-naked body. Desperately he sought to crush
his adversary beneath his 350 pounds of muscle and bone and rubbery bulk.

A statue would have been easier to wrestle down than the iron-muscled fighter Gravter now contended
againg. Displaying a master's knowledge of wrestling holds, Kane broke each grapple Gravter
attempted--and only the eunuch's aily flesh enabled him to wriggle free from Kane's clawing grasp. Strips
of skin tore away, asthe two surged together. A sudden twist, and Kane wrenched Gravter's arm behind
hisback in anirresgtible vise. Gravter struggled helplesdy, one arm rendered usdless, as Kane bore him
to thefloor. A muffled snap. Gravter convulsed. Grimly Kane broke the eunuch's other arm, and his
hopeless groan of animal pain was the loudest sound uttered throughout the tense struggle. Ignoring the
grotesque flailing of the castrado's twisted arms, Kane seized Gravter's fat throat in his mighty left hand
and dowly gtrangled him.

Contemptuoudly tossing the corpse aside, Kane cameto hisfeet and moved toward the curtain--his
bloodlust thoroughly aroused, his eyes blazing pools of blue hell.

Efrd'sinsane laughter greeted him. "Easy! Softly now! Y ou have just proven your identity to me, Kane!
Itissaid in thelegendsthat your hands are your deadliest weapon--they called you Kane the Strangler,
aong with many other lurid names. Peace now! | only wished to test the old talesfor their vdidity. | have
no use for alegend whose prowess has been exaggerated out of all proportion--no matter if heis
seemingly degthless.”

Kane smiled humorlesdy, hismood as dangerous as an enraged tiger's. "Waell, your curiogity is satisfied.



Y ou know who | am. So now let's have alook at you!™
Heripped asdethevail...
...and looked into horror.

Efrd lay tittering on a couch of costly silks and precious furs--their luxurious beauty utterly defiled by the
hideousness that lounged upon them. The mistress of Dan-L egeh was amaimed, broken caricature of a
woman--evil maignancy taken materia form. A black auraof vengeful malice exuded from this twisted
mongstrogity, made al the more loathsome by her jewels and gown of green silk.

Hanging from the wall above her couch was anearly life-sized full-length painting of another woman. The
lady of the painting was one of the most beautiful that Kane had ever seen. Shereclined upon a
fur-strewn couch, seductively attired in thefilmiest of sk veils. Her skin wasaluminouswhite, her figure
acompeling synthesis of feminine loveliness and licentiousness. The artist must have spent weeks seeking
to portray the exquisite delicacy of her face, the dark glowing eyes, the silken black hair.

Thegirl in the painting, and the girl on the couch before him. Perfect beauty and mutilated depravity. It
was amind-destroying contrast of absolute extremes. And in one awful moment, Kane understood that
both of these women were Efrdl.

She had been tied by her wrigts, so that her arms were relatively unmarred--at least no bone waslaid
bare. The remainder of her entire body was hideoudy scarred. Her flesh was but shapel ess masses of
twisted tissue; in places pallid bone shone benesth the expanses of scar. Jagged stumps of rib poked
through her side, where flesh had been stripped bare by her ride. One leg was amputated just below the
knee, torn away or too maimed to be salvaged. On her other leg, her foot was no more than aflattened
stump below her ankle.

Worgt of al was her face. It must have dragged the earth after Efrel had |ost consciousness. Long
strands of black silky hair grew from the few patches on her scalp that were more than just splotches of
scar tissue. Most of the flesh of her face had been scraped away; her ears were scraggly stumps of
gristle, her nose but agaping pit. Efrel's difficulty of speech was easily accounted for. Her cheeks had
been fearfully lacerated, and her mouth was drawn into a shapeless dit that was unable to cover the
broken bits of her teeth. One eye was horror, the other worse because it had been unmarred. Thisone
dark eyewas still beautiful in this hideous travesty of a human face--an onyx in amaggot pile.

The creature caled Efrel should not be dive; clearly no human form could survive such mutilation. Y et
shelived. And the maevolent force of vengeance that somehow kept her living blazed forth insanely from
her one eye--an eye which looked straight into Kane's eyes without flinching.

Kane stared dispassionately at the horror on the couch, his manner portraying no emotion other than
urbane curiosity. He laughed mirthlesdly. "Yes, | an Kane. And | seethat you are Efrel. Now that we
have introduced ourselves, who have you summoned meto Dan-Legeh?”

"What? Business? So soon?" tittered Efrel, al shackles of sanity cast far aside. "Why do you speak to
me now of business? See! Y ou arein the intimate bedchamber of the Empire's most beautiful lady! See
me there on the wall! See me here before you! Have | changed so? Do you not find me beautiful ill?
Am | not the most lovely and desirable woman your eyes have ever beheld? Once | was!"

"Compared with what lieswithin your flayed carcass, you are ill abeautiful woman," Kane thought
aoud, revulsonrisng within him.



Another burst of insane laughter. "So gallant, Kane? But | know the evil that lurks behind your eyes!
Andwe aretwo of akind, youand I! Mated in evil!"

She opened her armsto him. "Come, Kane the pirate! Come, Kane the Deathless! If you aretruly to
take Alremas’s place, remember that he was once more than genera to me! Come, Kane, my lover!”

Kane went to her side. The tattered lips writhed againgt his.

On thefloor, the dead eyes of the strangled eunuch watched in horror.

VIII

Conspiracy in Prisarte

Sipping sweet wine from asplendid crystal chdice, Kane thoughtfully looked over anumber of closdly.
written sheets of parchment. The body of Gravter had been carried off, and another attendant stood
watch beyond the door. Kane's sword hung at his belt once again, as Dan-L egeh's macabre mistress had
atogether accepted him into her confidence. Efrel, Kane sourly mused, wasfully satisfied with him.

Now she emerged from her bedchamber to bring another stack of papersto the lamplit table where
Kane sat. For al her broken limbs and maimed flesh, Efrel was not bedridden. To the ssump below her
right knee was strapped a bizarrely carved wooden leg. Set with costly gems and embellished with
strange carvings, it resembled a demon's forepaw from some drugged nightmare. Thus Efrd was ableto
walk about, although her task was difficult, and she required the aid of a caneto hobble for any distance.

She extended the papers to Kane triumphantly. "Here are afew other documentsthat will interest you:
ligts of the ships of war under Marin's command, the numbers of fighting men he can muster, secret
pledges of fedlty to me from variouslords, the current status of my own forces--all thesethings are
tabulated here. Wouldn't Maril give afortuneto read it!"

Kane glanced up from one of the statements. ™Y ou've done an extraordinarily thorough job here of
gathering and assimilating information--excellent work in accounting for your own preparations, aswell as
in finding out your enemy's strengths and wesaknesses. I'm impressed.”

Efrdl made what might have been aamile. "Yes, my spiesare very efficient. Mogt efficient. Thereislittlel
do not know of my enemies. Where my human servantsfall me, | have other means of gathering



information.”

Kane's eyebrows rose dightly, but he moved on. "Yeah, so | see. Well, these show you have made
thorough preparations. I'll need to study these more carefully, of course--but for the moment, just where
do things stand? | mean, can you give me aquick summary, say, of the present stage of your overdl
plans?’

Painfully dropping into achair, Efrel waited a moment before beginning. "It isgrowing late, and dawn
cannot befar off. I'mtired, and so | shall makethishbrief. Later we can work out details together--I'm
certain your own knowledge will proveinvauablein thisventure.

She began speaking with ddliberate downess, her voice risng with tension at each phrase. "1 have spent
these past severd years plotting to overthrow the usurper rule of Netisten Maril. Of the failure of my first
effort, you aready know. | paid an inconceivable penalty for that failure, but the gods of darknesswere
moved to spare their daughter for a second attempt.

"Thistime | have soun my web more cunningly. Thistime | have summoned to my command forces
powerful beyond human imagination. Thistime | will not--1 cannot fail. | must restore the rule of the
house of Pdllin to thisregion. | must claim the Imperia throne that was predestined to be mine. | must
avenge mysdlf upon Netisten Maril and dl histhrice-damned line. | must have my vengeance!”

Thislast utterance was almost a shriek. Her next words were whispered. "And no man, no god, no devil
shdl obstruct my vengeance."

It was amoment before Efrel went on. "Asyou see, | have prepared well for this. Yes, prepared
well--and Maril ill haslearned nothing of my plans. | have been secretly building up Pdlin's navy. Many
aship that floats at anchor in some southern harbor waits not for cargo, but for my commands. My
emissaries have sought out the clandestine alegiance of many of theidand lords-great lordsaswell as
those from the lesser idands. Imel, whom you have met, istypica of my new servants--arenegade noble
from Thovnositsaf. Like the scions of other noble houses which have dwindled under the Netistenrule,
he recognized the chance to seize the rich holdings that would restore the prestige of hisblood. In some
instances promises of expanded power, or of unbridled pillage and looting have brought anoble over to
me. Or it may happen that some lord who hated me has suddenly died, and a secret friend to my cause
has taken his place. Armies of mercenaries have given their dlegiance through my proxy lords. I've even
enlisted whole regiments from bands of pirates, recruited hunted criminals for my service--so you, Kane,
should be among congenid souls.

"Thus, piece by piece, | have added to my forces--amassed an army of vengeance without Maril's
suspicion. The exact strength that | can muster at this moment isrecorded here. | etimate that perhaps as
many as one hundred shipswill sail behind my battle pennant--and there are many more who will join me
once they have seen our initiad success. Fighting men and galley daves| can producein the thousands,
and my workers|abor day and night over new arms and armor and engines of war."

"What you say isimpressive, certainly,” interrupted Kane. "But witha well be heavily outnumbered by
the Imperid navy. Asnear as| can tell from your documents here, Maril till has the firm alegiance of the
monarchs of the other sx mgor idandsin the Empire, not to mention that the mgjority of the smaller
idands arelargely under hisdirect control. He can easily muster afleet three times our strength, and every
vessH afirg-classfighting ship. He has only to call upon hislordsto render to him the support that they
are pledged to give their Emperor. And in manpower we're even worse outstripped.”

Kane scowled at the sheaf of documents. "Hell, if Maril scrapes the bottom of the barrel the way you



have, he can command better than four times our number of ships, and man them better, too. As| found
out once before in these idands, no amount of daring and ingenuity can conquer an enemy whose
resources are vastly superior to your own. It ultimately has to come down to human terms--man againgt
man--and in the final balance the stronger force will be victor and the weaker will be dead.”

"Of course!” Efrel dismissed Kane'sforebodings. "But as| havetold you, | have more than human
powers at my command. These scribbled sheets of parchment do not hint of the hidden forcesthat | shdll
unleash in good time--but only at the proper moment may | do s0."

She paused to relish Kane's obvious curiosity.

"Ligten, Kane! Seeto the organization of my mundane powers. | know you have the geniusto forge
these disparate fragmentsinto afighting unit--an army that shall conquer despite our inferior numbers and
my thrown-together fleet. Y our reward for this victory will be akingdom--power in the Empire second
only to my own.

"Only seeto your army, and don't speak to me of balances and of odds. For | tell you, Kane--when the
time comesto strike, | can turn the tides of war for usl No man dare guess from what secret redms Efrel
shal summon forth anirresistible power. They who shal answer my call will smash aside any petty
advantage Maril may have over usin numbers and strength.”

Kane pounced to draw her out. "Y ou interest me. What manner are these supernatural powersthat you
claim to command? If they are so potent, why do you need me?"

Sending his challenge, Efrel again became evasive. Her nightmarish face assumed avague interpretation
of acunning smile. "Later, Kane, when it istimeto take you into my fullest confidence. Later | shdl tell
you dl. But now the dawn bregks: '

IX

The Prisoner in Thovnosten

There exists an unmistakable aura about a prison cdll. A man blind and deaf can sense this qudity, even
though he cannot see the walls and bars, or hear the curses, the pless, therattle of chains. The prison
may be afilthy hole buried in some forgotten dungeon; it may be aroyd suite offering every convenience
and luxury. Regardless of its station or the range of accommodation, every prison deniesitsinmates two
pricelessrights--freedom and human dignity.



For every prison there stlands some form of barrier--arusty chain, amouldering wall, asurly guard, or
perhaps only an obsequious but adamant attendant at the door. Some definite barrier imposesitswill
upon theimprisoned and saysto him Thisfar you may go, but no farther, this much you may do, but
nothing more. As surdly as a prison robs aman of hisfreedom to choose for himsdlf his movements and
actions, the same doesit strip from him his dignity as an independent individua. And from thisdenid
arisesthat characterigtic rancid atmosphere which every prison exudes--an invisible miasma of tension,
compounded of hatred and fear, apathy and pain, frustrated hope and inexpressible despair.

M'Cori sensed this. Her heartbesat raced in subconscious panic as she followed the guards, and she
breathed rapidly asif the air were growing stale. It was st e, she thought uneasily. No fresh air, no
sunlight, no companionship--alingering deeth by suffocation. Shivering, she repressed this painful line of
thought As she descended the stairway, she gathered close the vagrant folds of her silken gown, dreading
that atouch might absorb some intangible taint from the stones. Shewore alight cloak about her white
shoulders, dthough the bodies of the guards showed beads of sweat outside their dirty harness.

A hdf-dozen guards waited viligantly outside the heavy door that opened into an underground room
from which there was no other exit. They stood with weapons ready, suspicioudy awaiting the approach
of the others. A challenge was sounded and answered. The newcomers advanced, and the guards
relaxed somewhat asthey recognized the daughter of their Emperor.

"He's been asking for you, milady,” explained the captain courteously. He peered through the tiny barred
spyholein the thick door. Inside were posted four more guards. "It'sal right. Open her up!™ he ordered
them. "The Lady M'Cori has cometo pay avist."

The captain of the guard thrust his keysinto the two massive locks on his side of the door, while from
within heavy bolts were pulled back. The door sivung open ponderoudy, and the guards within stepped
back to dlow their captain to enter the antechamber. Another key turned the lock on the door of thick
barsthat good insde. The guards watched tensely asthisfina barrier creaked open, but of the inmate of
Thovnosten's most secure cell there was no sign.

The captain held the door. "If you please, milady, no more than half an hour. Y our father's orders, you
know."

Nodding hafheartedly, she crossed the threshold. Again she experienced that same tremor of trapped
hopel essness, and she wondered if ever again they two should meet beyond its chill shadow. She called
softly, "Lages?'

The room was slent--in subterranean darkness but for asingle lamp and the torches outside. It was
gpacious enough so that much of the chamber was|ost in shadow beyond the flickering light. As her wide
eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, M'Cori could make out the spartan accommodations of the cell.

For this cell was no dank pit where prisoners were left to rot in chains, although no man had escaped
from herein dl the dungeon'slong history. Thiswasavery specia cell. Here the monarchs and emperors
of Thovnos choseto incarcerate politica prisoners whose threst to their established order demanded that
they be imprisoned beyond hope of escape--yet whose rank required certain considerations and
privileges. Death was a more certain warden, but it was often expedient to confine apopular figure
herein--until public sympathy waned, and his demise could be handled discreetly, conveniently.

M'Cori thought she could discern atill figure stretched upon the chamber's narrow bed. She moved
closer, anote of darmrising in her voice. "Lages?"



Thefigure on the bed started as she stepped close. He gasped hoarsely and blindly struck out at her.
M'Cori cried out, as apowerful blow of hisarm dammed back her hesitant touch.

The youth shook himself awake. "M'Cori!" he breathed. "It'syou! By Horment, I'm sorry | startled you,
M'Cori. | wasinthe midst of anightmareand 1..."

Hisvoicetrailed off as he haphazardly brushed hisfingers through his disordered brown hair and wiped
the cold swesat from his stubbled face. He fumbled for hiswater jug.

"Hateto drike alight, darling--1'm such amess" he apologized. "Didn't redly expect you until
tomorrow, or | would have straightened the place up. Hey, what are you doing here in the middle of the

night?"
Hisvoice became edged. "M'Cori! Don't hide anything back! Have they...?"

She hurried to his side, cutting short his sudden panic. "No, Lages! Stop it, please! Father has decided
nothing yet. Nothing has changed.”

Her eyesclouded. "Lages, it isn't night. It'sthe middle of the day."

Lages cursed and swung to hisfeet. "Wait--I'll strike some more light. Middle of the day, do you say?
Damnit, I've dept too long again. Wait--I'll make it day down here, too. High noon, if you like. I'm
getting to be a vegetable down here, damn it al--amushroom. Day, night, what difference! | eat when
I'm hungry, | deep when I'm tired. Lately I'm not too hungry, so | degp most of thetime. Someday I'll
just not bother waking up, and I'll snore away here until the world outside haslong forgotten Lages.
There! Two lampsfor morning, threefor noon, and I'll blow one out for evening. Midday, you said--that
meansal three”

Heturned to her then and saw the horror reflected in her face. Uneasily Lagesredlized that hiswords
were bordering on alunatic's raving. He straightened his rumpled clothing and muttered reassuringly,
"Forgive me, sweetheart. That nightmare still has my nervesdl shot to hell. Get used to talking to mysdlf
down here, and | forget how to converseintelligently.”

He smiled crookedly, and she brightened hopefully. "Sorry if | frightened you,” he went on, trying to
push away the nightmare.

The nightmare that haunted him with every deep. The nightmare of the young man who lay trapped and
helplessin his cell--who cowered like awhipped davein adark corner, as he heard the footsteps of his
executioners marching closer. Closer, ever closer. Never quite reaching the door--before the dave began
to scream in spinelessterror. And then Lages would wake up, screaming.

Someday the footsteps would reach the door and enter. Someday he would not wake up. He
shuddered. It was degrading enough to have to wait here, wait to be led out and daughtered like some
condemned felon. But to be tormented by the fear that his enemieswould find him groveling on the
floor...

He knew hedid not fear death. Even so ignominious a degth as doubtlesslay in store for him.
Digtasteful. Something to be fought, to be avoided aslong as possible. But he did not fear death. Then
why the nightmare--why the dreams of cowardice? Could any man say for certain how he would
ultimately face death? His captivity was eating away at his mind. Perhaps his manhood was rotting away



aswell. Maybe in another month--or another... For the thousandth time he cursed the fate that had let
him be taken dive by hisenemies.

The cell was no longer silent. Someone was speaking. Speaking to him. It was M'Cori. Gods, he had dll
but dismissed her from histhoughts. Hoping she had not noticed hiswithdrawn slence, Lages started to
smile--and redlized he had been smiling blankly for severa minutes now. Had she noticed? She gppeared
not to have. Was she then behaving discreetly toward one whose mind was sarting to wander? He
forced himself to concentrate on her nervous account of the past week's court gossip, of anewly arrived
troubadour, and Smilar inanities.

She sensed that he had returned to her, and cut short her chatter--looking toward him anxioudy. Outside
the barred doorway, the guards stood impassively. Lages wondered if Maril enjoyed hearing their
reports of hisincreasingly disordered conduct.

"Has your father made any further mention of me?* he asked, dready knowing the answer.

She shook her head solemnly, rippling the waves of blond hair. He noticed her perfume for the first time
and remembered that he should have complimented her on her gppearance. Clearly she had spent hours
planning and preparing for this half-hour. She was gowned and groomed asiif to attend abanquet. He
wondered if it weretoo late to express his gppreciation--without giving her the impression he hadn't
noticed earlier. He decided it was not.

"No, Father pretends that he has forgotten al about you. Never does he mention your name. It'shis
favorite trick when anything happens that disturbs him deeply. Darling, I'm sure he meansto spare you.
Why e sewould he have kept you dive these lagt--7"

"These last two months," Lagesfinished for her. "There's any number of reasons, but don't worry
yourself over it. After dl, I've lasted two years under Maril'sthumb, and I'm till not down.”

But damn closeto it now, hetold himsdf. Third timeistheladt.

L ages had been at seawhile Efrel was weaving her conspiracy with Leyan, and consequently he had not
been implicated in the plot. Certain of hisson'sloyalty to him, Leyan had postponed involving Lages until
the find moment. Thusthe first knowledge Lages received of hisfather'stragic fate came when he
returned to port, and hisfellow officers reuctantly declared him under Imperid arrest. Showing unwonted
mercy, Maril did not execute Lages with the others of the congpirators households, but chose instead to
keep him under careful survelllance,

Enraged over hisfather's death, Lages had recklessly plotted to kill Netisten Maril. His abortive
conspiracy had never achanceto take form, and Maril thistime placed Lages under gented confinement.
He imprisoned his nephew within asuite of roomsinside the Imperia paace, extracting from Lageshis
solemn promise to engage in no further conspiracy againg hisuncle. Again the Emperor departed from
character to show mercy.

With the help of some friends, Lages made a daring escape from his gilded prison. Gathering together a
number of hisuncle's enemies, Lagesthistime organized an amost successful attempt to assassinate the
Emperor and seize the throne. In his hatred of hisuncle, Lages gave little thought to the fact that he was
being used by powerswhose only ambition wasto gain control of the Empire for themsalves. Using
Lagesfor afigurehead, hisfellow conspirators had developed a considerable popular following for the
fiery youth. Again Netisten Maril had crushed the conspiracy, and Lages once more became his prisoner.



But thistime there was to be no escape for Lages, no one that he could turn to for help. He was buried
dive. Only M'Cori was privileged to vist him, and she would never betray her father--or so Maril
believed. The weeks had dragged by, while Maril ferreted out the last of Lages's co-conspirators. And
Lages knew that thistime Netisten Maril would grant no reprieve to the nephew who hated him.

"I brought you afew things," M'Cori was saying. She held up her basket with the ddighted air of achild
bestowing treasured gifts upon afavorite playmate. It was thisingenuousness--this ability utterly to

divorce hersdf from her surroundings, from redlity, to draw othersinto her enchantment-that made him
love M'Cori, so Lagestold himself.

"A sword and aset of keys, | hope," he said with unconvincing levity.

M'Cori flashed asmile. "I'm afraid your guards confiscated that along with the battle-axe | had tucked
away inmy coiffure

She blushed nicely as he took this chance to pay some painfully awaited compliments. "They missed the
magic ring of invighility | dipped into my decolletage, though,” she added wickedly.

"Whereisit, then?' he asked.
"l can't find it myself now," shelaughed. "It's charm must work too well."

"Might | help you search for it?" Lages suggested. M'Cori kicked at him playfully and reached into her
basket. Lages caught the secret promisein her averted eyes, though thiswas hardly the time and place. '

"Here" she sad, extending aheavy flask. "I stole a bottle of Father'simported brandy from his most
secret cdlar bin."

Lages sghed his gppreciation. "What other surprises, little magician?”

"Wdll, heré'sabook. | thought you might want to read."

"What sort of book?"

M'Cori kept her eyeslowered as she proffered the opulently bound volume. "Well, it's poetry. Written
by Pacin of Tredi. | know you'l think it's awfully tender stuff. But it'smine. My favorite book. | read it a
lot. I mean, | thought you might like to look through his poems--if you knew that | liked them and that
they mean alot to me. Then you'd have something that was dear to me. Something to keep with you

whileyou're down here."

"Thank you, M'Cori," Lages said galantly. "I'll read these poems over carefully at night. If it would
pleaseyou, I'll even learn them dl by heart. Recite them to you like your persond minstrel.”

She laughed at his proposa, but there was afaint catch before she continued. "Here's one more present
| brought." Carefully she reached into her basket and lifted out a smal bouquet of wild flowers. Timidly
she displayed the handful of colored fragrance to Lages-hoping desperately that he would accept them,
terribly afraid that he would laugh, or beinsulted.

"Howers, M'Cori?" he asked her in wonder.

"l picked them with my own handsin the meadow this morning. My maidsthink I'm mad,” she said



hesitantly. "Oh, darling, | know it'ssilly for agirl to bring flowersto aman! Only | keep thinking of you
locked away from the sunlight down here. | thought something full of life like these flowers-I thought
maybethen it would belike... like..."

"Like capturing afragment of the sunlight and bringing it hereto me," Lagesfinished for her.

M'Cori nodded and smiled her appreciation of his understanding. Since she had nothing moreto say, she
let Lages hold her closefor awnhile. Kissing, they were obliviousto the impassive scrutiny of the guards.

She nestled her head under his chin and clung to himin silence. Lages felt each best of her heart againgt
his chest. Hefdt her relax dowly in his arms--content for the moment, like achild at rest. He wondered if
she had gone to deep, so till shelay, when abruptly she pushed away from him.

Sheran her soft hands over hisfacein elaborate disdain. "Y our faceislike ascrub brush! You've
scratched meto ribbons! Why don't you either scrape that mess off, or let it grow out?' She looked at
himin appraisal. "Y ou'd look sort of dashing with afull beard, you know. If you kept it trimmed nestly."

Lages darted to protest, but redlized shewasjust trying to goad him out of his gpathy. Instead he told
her dowly, "Youre my last hope, M'Cori. | would have given up--gone mad with despair long ago, if it
weren't for you."

The captain of the guard discreetly cleared histhroat from the doorway. "Milady, you'll have to go now.
I've let you stay dmost an hour aready, and your father will have my hideif hefindsout."

Reluctantly she got up to leave. "I'll be back, beloved,” she whispered. "And you'll get out of here--I
know you will. I'll keep begging Father to parole you--at least to move you to acell in the tower. | know
he meansto spareyour life, Lages!”

He found himsdlf dmost sharing her optimism. " Sure, darling. Keep trying, in any way you know how. |
know you're doing everything you can for me. And I'll bewaiting for your next vigt."

"Goodbye, Lages," she called from the door. "Don't forget the priestess's prophecy.”
He listened to her departing footsteps. Y es, the prophecy. Don't forget the prophecy.

Long ago--how long ago? They were three haf-wild kids on a spree at aholiday carniva. M'Cori,
Roget, and Lages--they had dipped away from Leyan and run amuck through the throngs and stdls. In
one dark booth they had discovered an ancient crone, who swore to them that she was the last priestess
of Lato, adevil-worship suppressed decades before by the priests of Horment. She said that if they
would let her taste adrop of their blood, shewould tdll their fortunes.

An exchange of dares had made it impossible to back out. Solemnly each had pricked afinger Roget's
dagger and thrust the ruby-spotted tip is the hag's toothless mouth. She had sucked so rapacioudly that it
seemed their fingers would be stripped of flesh.

For Roget she forecast fame and glory asawarrior; for Lages, akingdom to rule; for M'Cori, marriage
to her dearest love, who would be a prince and would father her seven strong sons. They had |eft
quarreing over whose fortune was the brightest, and when Leyan at last found them, he had been
tremendoudy darmed at their adventure. They never saw the old priestess again.

He shrugged, fedling the bitterness return. Prophecies and childhood dreams. True, Roget had found



fame and renown as awarrior, but he had encountered death as well--shot from ambush by some
unknown n after hisglorious triumph over therebelson Fistia

And the man whose throne Roget had died to preserve had butchered their father. Now Lages was the
rebel. And hisfortune was dmost played out.

Grimly Lages contemplated M'Cori's gifts. Ingpid poems. And flowers. Just the thing he needed to
escapethiscdl, thisfate. At worst they only reminded him of hisimprisonment here below ground.

He snatched up the bouquet in hisfist and glared at it angrily. Whether he wanted to trample the
blossomsinto the floor, or pressthem to hislips--Lages could not decide.

X

The Emperor's Spy

Cass was a hunted man. Most of hislife he had been ahunted man. Childhood in the dleys of
Thovnosten leads ether to rapid maturity or to early desth--for surviva thereisamerciless game whose
winners are the strong and the clever. Cass had been ascrawny child, but his mind was sharp and
cunning asarat's. Thisnatura taent eventually established him as one of the Empire's most resourceful
thieves. And when the youth had finally been captured, he cheated the waiting galowswith an
unprecedented escape from the Imperial dungeons. Never again could the Imperiad guard ensnare him,
and his colleagues marveled at hisincredible fortune.

Withal, there were afew--avery few--who knew him instead to be one of the Empire's most capable
gpies. For Netisten Maril had recognized in Cass a craftiness that could render great serviceto the
Emperor. Maril had himsdf arranged for Cass's escape, once he had procured hisloyadty, and the
fabulous thefts that made Cass dmost legendary among the Empire's underworld were clandestine
payments for some vaued item of information.

Vague suspicionsimpeled Maril to send his spy to Pdllin. He had maintained a careful watch upon this
idand ever since the collapse of its Queen's conspiracy. The reports he received had been purely routine,
and his nephew'streason had later necessitated hisfull attention. Otherwise he might have felt darm,
when one by one of his spies on Pellin ceased to make their reports. Those few who did return from that
idand assured him that al was peaceful there, that the Pellinites were unconcerned over the death of their
Queen. But Maril was no fool, and he knew that a spy was aweapon not difficult to turn upon its
wielder. A great many separatdy inggnificant circumstances throughout the Empire hinted to him that



some plot might be festering unseen. So the Emperor ordered Cassi to go to Pellin.
And Cass found his master's suspicions vindicated.

A rumor had perssted for some months throughout the dums and waterfront diveswhere Cass skulked.
There was ahaven, so men whispered, that promised weslth and safety for any rogue, regardless of his
crimes, in return for his cooperation and obedience in some secret venture. Just where this haven was, or
what was expected of them once there, no one would say. Talk was that some mastermind contemplated
an Empire-wide smuggling ring, or that anewly formed pirate band was recruiting hands, or that one of
theidand lords sought to raise aprivate army in secret, or ahost of other wild guesses.

Cass's own information had tied the rumor to Pellin, so he acted on intuition and made known his
interest in thisrefuge. On cue, the Imperid guard began making things very hot for the thief, and very
shortly Cass made contact with those who promised sanctuary and riches. He was then taken to Pellin,
aong with ashipload of companionswho would have provided afull day of hangingsin Justice Square.

On arriva they were taken to newly erected barracks that housed hundreds of other green recruiits,
chosen from the dregs and the gutters of the Empire's underworld. Here they were given food, weapons
and equipment, and the promise of gold. To earn their keep, they were ordered to drill for battle each
day. Although the pretense of secrecy was maintained, it was obviousto the dullest of them that open
rebellion was planned. Tak flowed endlesdy--gloating prospects of plundering an Empire, excited
speculation on al aspects of the bold venture, wild conjectures regarding the sinister stranger who
directed dl preparations.

As soon ashefound it discreet, Cass dipped away to make contact with Netisten Maril's spy network
on Pdlin. After failing to turn up severd of those he sought, he finally contacted one Tolsyt, who was dso
the chief wine merchant to Dan-Legeh.

The wineshop stank of stale vinegar and sour swest. It had the look of an empty tavern after the bar has
closed--seedy and abandoned in the stark absence of customers. Tolsyt himself looked only haf therole
of afat, jolly wine dedler. He was quite plump, certainly--although a noticeable looseness to his skin
hinted that he had lost anumber of pounds recently. But he was not jolly at al. Hewas scared. And he
looked as though he hadn't seen a sober day in months.

"All right, what's happened here?’ Cass demanded, as soon as he caught the frightened wine merchant
adone and satisfied him of hisidentity. "By Lato's black heart! Y ou people must have known something
was going on in Pdllin for monthsl Why were there no reports? Why did the few agents who returned to
Thovnos never tell usadamn thing about this blatant conspiracy? And Maril has more than doubled his
inteligence force here--where are dl the others?”

"Dead. All dead." Tolsyt's soft voice answered Ssmply. "By the gods, how they died!”

Hiswords quavered. Cass noted in darm that his eyes were damp with tears, though hisface was
drained of emation.

Cass exploded. "Dead! Everyone dead but you! Do you expect meto swallow that line of bullshit?' His
eyeswere narrow; now they drew narrower. Cass wasasmall man, of drab and undistinguished
appearance. An aspissmal and unimpressve aswell, until it strikes.

The other man smiled stupidly through histears. "Dead, yes. All but me. Just Tolsyt done. Therewerea
few others whom she must have bought over to her service. These few she spared so they could bear



false reports to Netisten Maril--poisoned lies about quiet, peaceful Pellin. They earned their pay well, it
seems. Maybe they told her where to find their former comrades. Maybe she tore betraya from some of
the otherswith her hdllish instruments of torture,

"If you only had seen what she did to them. She was proud hung their carcasses up before the walls of
Dan-Legeh, so everyone could admire her art. Must have spent days at her sport. Flayed, burnt, broken
bodies-"

"And why not you?' cut in Cass suspicioudly.

"Maril dwaystook into consderation the chance of betrayal, you know that,” Tolyst answered. "'He
even employed two separate spy networks on Pellin, neither one supposedly aware of the other. And he
used afew completely independent spies. And, of course, there were other agentsjust like me--assigned
to watch over one segment of the network without anyone e se knowing our identity. Guess that'swhy
I'm gtill dive--no one here knew | was Maril's agent.

"Shefound al the others, though. All the men | knew, and Horment knows how many othersthat Efrel
claimed were spies. Maybe her demonstold her their names. | only know they didn't tell her mine. |
didn't dare try to warn Maril, to try to help the others--1 was afraid even to try to escape. | did nothing to
give any hint of my true busness here.”

Hewinced under the other's sneer. "'If you had been here, it would have been the same with you, Cass.
Watching the witch hunt us down like aweasd in arabbit warren. Living in endless dread of the day
she'd hang your shredded corpse up on the walls of Dan-Legeh.”

"So you bdieve their propagandathat Efrel ill lives?' Cass asked contemptuoudy. What jest of fate
had preserved this coward's worthlesslife, he mused, while better men had died horribly.

Tolsyt snorted in aflash of anger--the first indication he had given that some backbone remained to him.
"Efrd alive?You can bet your sweet ass she'salive! That's not just arumor they've cooked up to firethe
public'simagination. Everyone here knows Efrd is till alive--no matter if no one has seen her. But it's
Efre'shand in thisrebdlion. Who did you think was behind this entire affair? Alremas? Kane?

"Oh, you'reared bright one, aren't you just? Sneaking in here after dl of uslie butchered. Knowing right
off exactly what's been done wrong. Doubting the words of the only man who was smart enough to
escape the damned witch.”

Cass scowled at the wine merchant in dubious appraisal. He needed the man, but wasn't certain
whether he could rely on hishelp--or even trust Tolsyt. Perhaps more than luck had spared the agent's
life

"Why did no one escape theidand?' Cass demanded suspicioudy.

"Few had the chance, she struck so fast. And no ship leaves Pellin except under closest surveillance--not
even afishing boat. Something aways happensto shipsthat try to dip away in secret.”

"They'redl caught?' Cassi frowned skeptically. "No blockade can stop every boat."
"Out there thereés worse things waiting than Efrel's navy,” Tolsyt shuddered. "Candon and Mosna

ecaped. Stoleasmdl boat, and sailed off into the fogbound night. | watched them leave. | saw them the
next day, too. Hung up outside Dan-Legeh, al pale and bloated--and their bodies covered with



puckered gouges and welts, like they'd been whipped and branded dl over. That was al anyone knew
about it. They sailed out to sea one night, and the next morning they were dragged out of Dan-Legeh and
hung up to feed the crows. And | don't know how many other attemptsfailed just the ssame way."

Cass changed the subject. "What do you know about this man Kane?"

"No more than what you will have heard. Nobody knows anything much about Kane. Efrel brought him
in to take charge of her rebellion. Oxfors Alremas had to step down for him, so the two are deadly
enemies. Alremasistoo popular and too powerful alord to dispose of easily, and Kaneis doing hiswork
too well for Alremasto recover hisleadership. Something hasto bresk therein time."

"What about these... storiesthey tell about Kane?'

Tolsyt shrugged. "Y ou mean, that people say heisthe Kane of old? Red Kane the Pirate, come from the
past to wreak vengeance on the Empire that destroyed him two centuries ago? For al | know, it may be
true. Why not? Efrel was destroyed by the Empire, too. She still lives-why not Kane? Everything else
about this conspiracy defiesthe laws of nature. Why did Maril ever take a sorceressto his bed?”

"Ask him when he gets here,”" advised Cass caudticdly. "And you may be certain that Maril will be here
with hisfleet to destroy this cancer as soon as| make my report to him. And that I'll do just as soon as|
can find away to get back to Thovnosten--without joining your not-so-lucky colleagues,” he added
pointedly.

Tolsyt seemed ready to dismiss the matter. " Sure, you go on and make your report. Just swim back to
Maril and tell him hislate wife and acenturies-old pirate are sort of planning on pulling histhrone out
from under him. Y ou do that. I'll just walit right here for the Imperid fleet to land.”

Reluctantly Cass decided he would have to trust Tolsyt. "I'll work something out. For the moment, I'm
going to scout around and see what other information | can pick up. Then tomorrow, say, you are going
to get usinto Dan-Legeh, If Efrd redly isdive, Maril will want to know."

Tolsyt's plump face blanched. "Me? Like hdl | will! That's suicide! Maril paid meto spy for him, not to
get mysdf killed. I'm through with this™

"l don't think you are," Cass told him pleasantly. There was casud cruety writtenin hiseyes. "l need to
get into Dan-Legeh, and since you furnish wine to the fortress, you've got an excuseto pay avigt with
your new assistant. And don't even think about crossing me, Tolsyt. | know waysto makeaman die
horribly, too,"

"But I'm not due to make my delivery there for aweek," the other protested.

"Tomorrow, Tolsyt. You'vejust gotten in some specid stuff, and you know the chief steward there will
be interested.”

He turned his back on the vintner's pleading and hurried from the shop. After wasting time to check on
the other agents whose names he had been given, Cass wasforced to admit that Tolsyt had not
exaggerated. It seemed incredible that Maril's entire intelligence network had been utterly wiped out, but
that was the case. He would haveto rely on Tolsyt, then.

The preparations for the rebellion were extensive, Cass noted, as he waked through the city. Armed
men were everywhere, and dozens of forges spewed forth wegpons and armor. Ranks of soldiersdrilled



on severd of the open fields beyond thewalls, and Cass had dready learned that anumber of military
camps existed farther inland. The rebels must plan to strike soon, he redlized, since the scope of
operations had now reached a point where it was obvious that some major plot was underway. Enforced
isolation and clever lies could cover up only so much. He would have to get word to Maril soon.

The harbor wasfilled with ships, and hundreds of workmen toiled at building new vessals and refitting
old ones. He spotted some unusual construction in one corner of the harbor and decided to risk a closer
look. Munching on some rather green apples he had acquired from an unwary peddler, Cass strolled
over toward the docks.

He gazed at the work in puzzlement. Workers were constructing anumber of gigantic catapults,
weapons of asize sometimes used to besiege cities. They werefitting these catapultsinto huge
barges--clumsy vessels equipped with long rows of oarsfor propulsion. Cass frowned. When
completed, these lumbering vessalswould scarcely be seaworthy. They certainly could not be rowed as
far as Thovnos; and if Kane planned on using them to besiege Thovnosten, the practica course of action
would beto transport the bulky catapults disassembled in the holds of hiswarships and set them up once
landed.

It was growing late. Cass decided he had best get back to his barracks before someone took notice of
his overlong sghtseeing excursion. With al the confusion herein Prisarte, it was unlikely that anyone
cared--but then the Pellinites had demonsirated their efficiency at ferreting out spies.

Riders were approaching. Cass stepped back to let them pass, and was startled to recognize Imel on
one of the horses. He had already learned of the Thovnosian'streason, for Imel had been given ahigh
rank in the rebel army. Moving cautioudy, Cass kept to the shadow of ashop awvning. He had seen Imel
on numerous occas ons around Thovnosten, but fortunately the renegade did not know him.

On another of the horses rode a dark-haired man of rather tough appearance. He wore leather trouser,
and avest with slver conchos. Broad bands of muscle bunched can hisarms and chest asthewind
whipped hisvest. Cass did not recognize him.

Although the spy had never before seen him, the third rider could only be Kane. There was no mistaking
his massive build--even his mount stood seventeen hands at a guess. Kane wore boots and trousers
smilar to those of his companion, along with afine rust-colored jupon that matched his beard. Thered
hair and primitive features followed the descriptions of Kane--and one look at his demonic blue eyes
removed any doubt. With ashiver Cass looked away. He found himself wondering whether thetales
whispered of Kane might not be true after al. Certainly there were many bizarre mysteries on this earth,
and who could say what manner of creature a demented sorceress might summon to her aid?

The riders paused within afew yards of him, and Cass listened carefully to hear their conversation while
heidly looked over the shop's assortment fruits.

"Seemsto be coming aong asfast asfeasible, anyway,” Imel was saying. "'l dill don't quite see how
going to bevery practica, though. | mean how much accuracy can you get on any target over maybe a
quarter of amile?’

"They'll do the job they're madefor,” Kane asserted. "I've seen it done afew times. True, their useis
rather limited--but they're devastating when you can utilize them. Anyway, catapults are essentia to any
sege, so wed have had to congtruct them eventudly. And if we can just get thetimeto drill them
properly, their crews can get pretty damned accurate with the things. With afireball you don't need to be
too accurate, so long asyou get it to any target where it can splatter.”



He shrugged. "I think we've got time to check on Alremas before dark yet. He ought to have some
thoughts on how hisgroup did during battle maneuvers at seatoday. Getting hungry mysdf. Arbas, are
those apples any good yet?!

The dark-haired man grunted. "Not much. All I've seen so far have been on the green side. But then if
you like green apples, it doesn't matter. Had some orange wedges that were pretty good."

"Wdll, it was athought,” Kane muttered asthey rode away.

Asthey left, Cass selected abunch of grapesand paid for them. The proprietor had been watching too
closdly thistime. He wandered off in the direction of his barracks, spitting seeds as he walked.

Xl

Ebb Tide and Undercurrent

The water was cold and as black asthe basdt of Dan-Legeh'swalls. Kane stuck hisfoot in it and
cursed.

"Sure you know what you're doing?' Arbasinquired.

Kane declined comment. The night was starless beneath a heavy blanket of seamist, and acold wind
made a scattering of whitecaps across the inky water. The tide was out, and the surf made a sobbing
moan againgt the rocks where they stood. The mist was sour with the scents of kelp and stale sea.
Blacker in the blackness, the towers of Dan-Legeh stabbed through the fog into the night above them.

"Just don't let some bastard swipe my stuff--and save some of that brandy for me," Kane growled,
gingerly wading out into the ebbing surf. His boots and clothing lay piled upon hiscloak, aong the

kel p-wreathed rocks of the headland. Kane's sword and scabbard waited there as well, but the hulking
man kept his heavy-bladed dagger strapped to his naked waist.

Arbas watched him with a dubious expression. Shaking his head, the ntook along pull from the
brandy flask. He was used to Kane's mad schemes, and used to seeing Kane pull them off. If thistime
were different, well then, held wait until the tide turned or the brandy gave out.

Swimming out across the mist-shrouded surf, Kane made hisway toward the cliffs below Dan-Legeh.



He was confident no human eye could pick him out on anight like this, though Kane found hisown
course through the darkness without apparent difficulty.

When Kane reached the base of the cliffs, he dived. Sat water stung his eyes, and the cold numbed his
flesh. Strands of kelp clutched at him, entangled histhrashing limbs--and it took al of his strength to swim
againgt the sucking undercurrents. Kane was a powerful swimmer, but he knew better than to dare for
long the treacherous undertow here. If he fdtered, the current would drag him down to the bottomless
depths of the Sorn-Ellyn--and Kane had an idea of what would welcome him there.

He dived as deeply beneath the moaning surf as he dared--swimming down until the pressure lanced his
skull with intolerable agony, until the undertow sucked at his aching limbswith a current amost beyond
his power to resist, until his chest shuddered with pent-up breath. There was nothing to indicate he had
neared the bottom of the sea beneath the cliffsthere.

Kane sensed movement far below his degpest dive.

He returned to the surface, gulping air in great gasps. His hand gripped hisknife. A chill touch
enwrapped hisleg. It wasonly atrailing strand of kelp.

Again Kane sensed movement from below. Quickly he swam for the kelp-strewn rocks--scrambling
onto adimy knob to catch his breath. Behind him, the sea convulsed for an ingant. Kane drew back into
the cover of the seaweed and broken rocks, watching.

A head broke through the surface and stared about. Kane pressed closer to the clammy rock. Against
the choppy whitecaps and the boiling surf, the face was a pale blotch. The waves about the other
swimmer swirled from the passage of other shapes. The swimmer dived again, and did not return,
athough Kane watched along time.

He swam back closer to the shoreline. Because he did so, Kane found the body that was wedged in the
rocks.

It was aman's body, naked, looking dead or drowned in that pale, bloated manner that dead and
drowned things have. The crabs had not been at their work so well yet that Kane could not examine the
wounds that scored the man's bloodless flesh. Kane had once seen aman enwrapped with chains that
had been heated white-hot. These wounds called that vision to mind, although closer examination showed
they were not burns, but puckered gouges.

Kane | &ft the crabsto their meal. He was chilled from more than theicy surf when he clambered back to
where Arbas waited.

The assassin tossed Kane the flask, grinning as Kane turned it up. Kane's teeth chattered as he towelled
himsdlf with his cloak and struggled to drag clothes over his ill-damp flesh.

"If you've had enough skinny-dipping for one night, let's go find awarm fire and akeg of that same
brandy," Arbas prescribed. "I've been fighting off hungry crabsfor agood hour, waiting for you to get
back. What did you do--run into a pretty mermaid?”’

Kanelooked a him strangely for amoment; then he wrestled some more with hisboots. "1 did see
ancother svimmer out there," he commented in alow voice. "'l don't think she saw me."

Arbas suspected ajest. "Was she a sea sprite?!



"It was Efrd."

Xl

Two Wentin...

The next day Cass bribed a sergeant to put him on sick call. Once on his own, the Emperor's spy
hurried to Tolsyt's wineshop, where he exchanged his soldier's harness for adirty smock and
wine-stained apron. Tolsyt received him glumly and told him that he had picked up awagonload of
choice Lartroxian wine to take to the fortress. His breath indicated that he had sampled the vintage
thoroughly. The two climbed onto the wagon seat and drove dowly through the crowded streetsto
Dan-Legeh, Tolsyt wearing the mien of aman driving his own funeral coach.

Still, he played his part well enough when they reached the fortress. The guards passed them through the
gateswith little argument and caled for the chief steward, who presently came to ingpect their wares. It
was agood vintage. Tolsyt was a better vintner than spy, although he was too worried to haggle well,
and the steward purchased the wine at abargain price. They took their time unloading the barrels, then
loaded the wagon with empty kegs--dawdling until mealtime, whereupon they received permission to eat
with the kitchen servants.

Having more or |ess established their presence within Dan-Legeh, Cass and Tolsyt casualy took an
after-dinner gtroll through the fortress, talking with the servants and listening to the conversations of the
soldiers. The very multitudes of people who thronged the sprawling citadel formed a cover for them. To
anyone who gave them notice, they appeared to be merely apair of loafers gawking at the sights.

Cass beckoned his companion aside. "Well split off now,” hetold him. "I want to do some snooping
around the north wing and see what we can hear from the servantsin the living quarters of the Pdllin
lords. It might get ticklish if we're spotted hanging around there, but any names or scraps of information
we can dig up will be worth plenty. So keep your eyes and ears open. I'd till like to know something
definite about Efrd. All we've heard so far doesn't prove athing.”

"Damnit, Cassl! Let'sget out of here now!" Tolsyt begged. "Weve found out enough for Maril already.
All the servants swear that Efrel isaive and kegpsto the northern wing of the fortress. Come on, we
know enough. They'll kill usif they find uswandering around any farther.”

But Cass silenced his protests with threatening curses and ordered the panic-stricken vintner to do ashe



wastold. Tolsyt left him with dragging steps at an intersection of the [abyrinthian corridors. The man was
closeto breaking, Cass redized. But he would haveto risk him and Cass was quite willing to sacrifice
Tolsyt if necessity demanded.

Cautioudy he strode along the halways, casting a curious eye into whatever open doorways he passed.
His steps were bold, and he assumed the appearance of aman who was going about his accustomed
business. Now and again he stepped behind tapestries or into open doorways, choosing to avoid
confrontation with those whom he heard approaching.

He began to sense an oppressive tension as he approached the northern wing of Dan-Legeh. There
were fewer peoplein evidence now, which only madeit al the more difficult to, account for hisown
presence. Still he pressed on, determined to earn Maril's richest bounty by bringing him the first-hand
information the Emperor would demand with regard to the conspiracy's leaders.

He rounded a corner and found himself facing two lounging guardsmen. Cass felt the chill of their
suspicious stares.

"Where the hdll do you think you're headed, buddy?' one of them growled.

The smal of hisback was cold with swest, but Cass smiled ingratiatingly. "Gosh, am | glad to seeyou
guys" he blurted in hisbest yoke accent. "How doesaguy get out of this place? | been walking pretty
near for an hour, and | just keep getting lost. Wow, this place sure gives me the cregps! How do you
guysdand it beingin heredl day?'

"What were you doing in thefirgt place, buddy?* the guard continued suspicioudy.

Cass hitched hisbelt awkwardly. "Wdll, you see | was ddlivering aload of winewith the boss. Ten
hogs-heads of that real quality Lartroxian stuff--man, it'sthe best you can get, too. Well, after that we ate
us abite, and the boss he sort of dozed off for abit like he does. So | decided to take me alook at this
huge paace folksis adways talking about back home--so | could tell them &l abouit it, you know. Thought
maybe I'd even see some of that elegant indoor plumbing these bluebloods put in even for the servantsto
use, sothey say."

He paused, smiling amiably--wondering whether he were laying it on too thick. He hadn't been ableto
bring aweapon with him in hisrole of avintner's flunky--but even if he could lay hands on asword, he
knew he could never cut hisway out of the fortress.

The other guardsman looked him over contemptuoudly, noting the wine stains that blotched his clothing.
"Hell, let him go, Joren," he yawned. "Kane would skin our assesif we bothered him about this hayseed.”

He glowered at the spy. "Turn around and go back, boy. Thisisoff limits, get it? Keep left when you get
to the main corridor, go straight past three cross passages, right on the fourth, then straight toward the
kitchen smells. Hell, find somebody else down at that end and ask them. Now bet it, boy--and you
better plan on crapping in your britches before you come looking for plumbing around the north wing

agdn'”

Cass thanked them profusely and dunk off. The secret pleasure of making fools of the guards
compensated for their bullying treatment, he told himself. But he had been marked and warned off. Now
he would have to try another avenue of gpproach to learn anything here. Wondering how Tolsyt fared,
Cass cut across the route the guard had directed and turned into ahalway that felt dank and disused. He
hoped he might catch up with Tolsyt before the other man encountered the same pair of guards.



He was uncertain asto the exact course his companion might have taken--or even how far Tolsyt might
have gone before his courage failed. When Cass had last seen him, Tolsyt was headed down aflight of
gairs, evidently intending to work hisway to the north wing through the lower levels of the fortress. With
thisin mind, Cass descended the precipitous stairways into the colossal citadel's foundations-—-marveling
yet again at theimmengty of thislegendary structure.

illfully he picked hisway through the maze of murky chambers and dusty corridors. Stealth was
imperative in these seldom-frequented nether reaches, so that Cass stepped into conceal ment to avoid
meeting chance intruders. Thus, when he caught the faint scuff of furtive footsteps, Cass was quick to dip
behind an ancient tapestry.

Cass cautioudy looked down the gloomy corridor, wondering whether he was being cut off by
suspicious guards. After amoment he caught sight of theintruder. It was only Tolsyt, creeping down the
torch-lit passage toward him. The vintner was maybe a hundred feet from his own hiding place--but
Cass easily recognized his portly slhouette, even though the light was too poor to reved hisfestures.
Cass darted to call out to the wine merchant--he would learn how Tolsyt had done, then decide if they
dared risk further snooping. But instead of hailing Tolsyt, Cass could only gapein terror.

AsCass dared, Tolsyt's movements suddenly were becoming tiff and dow-paced. The vintner moved
his plump limbs asif they were weighted with stone--he struggled like aman seized in quicksand,
dragging himsdlf to an uncanny standdtill. Tolsyt's face was frozen in agrimace of Stark terror. A hoarse
bleat of fear sarted from hislips, became agroaning rattle as even histongue failed him. All voluntary
motion ceased. He stood paralyzed in astance of terrified flight--trapped into hel plessimmohility. It was
asif Cass watched a scene from acommon nightmare.

For aningtant Cass fought back headlong panic. Then there cameto his earsthe shivery squed of stone
and oiled meta diding together. Thetorches flared brightly asafaint breeze caught their flame. A section
of the musty tapestries billowed outward, disclosing a conceded door that swung open from the stones
of the corridor wall.

Two figures stepped out from the darkness beyond the doorway. One, Cass recognized as Kane, for
the man carried atorch that threw light on hisfeatures and cast a hulking shadow about him. Beside him
hobbled a creature who |ooked only remotely human. She limped along on agrotesquely carved wooden
leg, most of her body swethed in clinging folds of silk. The Silhouette of her body againgt the torchlight
was vaguely feminine, but strangely deformed. When she turned her face toward where he crouched,
Cass had to gtifleacry. Cass knew beyond al doubt that Efrel the sorceress yet lived. There was one
eyeto remind him of the beautiful Efrel he had seen at the court of Thovnosten, but the hideoudy
disfigured, face was beyond the most depraved imagination. He only fdt relief that the torchlight shone no
more brightly.

She regarded the helpless vintner in amusement. " So you see; Kane, my darm system does not fail when
meddlers trespass upon my sanctuary. There'slittle here to tempt athief, and after we saw the fool
creeping about so inquisitively, there can be no doubt.”

Efrd uttered ajoyful cry, likeachild with anew toy. "A spy! A fat little spy! Prowling about, little fat
mousie? Were you going to bear talesto your master?* Shelaughed delightfully. "And after I'd thought |
had purged my reslm of such vermin. Poor little spy. Areyou frightened?"

"What spell holds him like astatue?' Kane wanted to know.



"What spdl holdsyou, little mouse?' she mocked. "The spell of my beauty, perhaps? No, Kane. He's
too shy. It'ssomething ese, | think.

"Did you not see Efrel cast her pdll then?" Shetittered. "But | remember now. | told you to watch my
fat little spy through the peephole, whilel turned hislimbsto clay. No matter. Perhaps|'ll show you on
another day. No one e se of the Pdllin line has ever mastered it--but Efrel is mistress of Dan-Legeh and
al who venture within my hdls. It isasmple spell, but apotent one. It isquickly cast, and stels from my
victim al powers of voluntary movement.

"See, my fat spy can only stand and breathe. Wait, | hear his soft little heart pounding away inits plump
nest, and | think my mousieis standing in apuddle that wasn't there before. But he can move his limbs
and head only as | will him to do--he is my automaton now. Were he one man or a hundred, my spell
would make him dance to my command. Will you see my little puppet walk?'

"I'd rather hear him talk," Kane rumbled. "Make him tell us hismission here. Ask him who else spieson
us. Where can--"

"I can make him speak only such wordsas| command hislipsto form," interrupted Efrel impatiently.
"But come, my little spy, join uswithin my secret chambers, where you so dearly wanted to pry. We will
show Kane agame or two with my pretty toys, and soon | think you'll beg to tell usal the secrets your
fa litttemind holds."

"He may have accomplices herein the fortress," Kane suggested. "We should order dl gates barred
immediately. If you summon some of your servants, we might learn immediately on what pretext he came
to, Dan-Legeh--and who e se came with him. It won't take more than afew minutes to determinethis,
regardless of the obstinacy of histongue--which | judge to be ready to spill over with words right now."

"Kane, at timesyou digplay adepressing boorishness." There was an insane tone of menacein the
sorceresss words that silenced Kane. " Spies arerare visitors to Dan-L egeh these days. Since my last
pets languished here, I've thought of savera new tricksto play on them. This one will spesk to us
presently. But firgt | intend to have my sport, and | mean for you to watch."

She whispered soothingly. "Come, fat little mousie.” Hisface till set in amask of abject horror, Tolsyt
followed her beckoning finger. With awkward steps he plodded through the doorway and into the
concealed passageway beyond. Kane frowned in chagrin, but entered behind him.

Efrel'swords drifted back asthe door did shut. "Dear little spy. What games shdl we two play? |
wonder if you were one of those who whispered of my plansto Netisten Maril alifetime ago? Do you
know how it fedsto have your flesh torn from your bones? Shdl we play that game, too? Poor little
plump spy--I1 think you're frightened of me."

The closing door cut short her mocking laughter. Warily Cass stepped out of his concealment. Tolsyt
had maybe had more nerve than Cass had credited him with. At any rate, Tolsyt had managed to reach a
sector of the fortressimportant enough for Efrel to guard it with some manner of darm. Clearly Tolsyt

had blundered upon something--and in doing so had drawn Efrel and her henchman to investigate.

Cassi licked histhin lips. At least the wine merchant had succeeded in flushing the sorceress from her
lair--but whatever knowledge he had gained waslost forever now. Cass regretted that loss, though he
felt no regret at his companion'sfate--only relief that it had not been his own.

With asudden rush of fear, Cass realized that Efrel and Kane would soon be party to Tolsyt'severy



secret regarding the two spies operationsin Prisarte. Only Efrdl's sadigtic lusts had kept Tolsyt from
spilling everything on the spot. Cass hurried through the passageways as fast as discretion permitted. It
would only be a short time before Kane had the pieces together, he knew. Had it not been for Efrdl's
interference, Kane's men would be combing the fortress for him this very moment.

The minutes dragged by as Cass rushed through the endless passages. Vduabletime waslost in ducking
out of Sght to wait for soldiersto pass by, or in ambling casualy aong once the spy reached the safety of
the kitchen area. But hisluck till held.

Returning afew nods and greetings from acquaintances made earlier in the day, he eased himsdlf onto
the wagon seat. He clucked to the horses, and the wagonload of empty wine barrels rattled toward the
sarvants gate. The guards waved him through without interest, and there remained only the main entrance

gatesto pass.

The sergeant of the guard looked at him quizzicdly. "What happened to your master?' he drawled.

Cass swore. "Thefat bastard sent me back to haul back a second load by himself. I'll be busting agut,
while heloafs around pinching the kitchen maids.”

The guards laughed. "Wdll, go on, then," grunted the sergeant. "I guessyou'll haveto hustle to get
through by dark, anyway."

Cass |et out a deep breath as he rode from under Dan-L egeh's shadow. The horses were impatient
from their long wait, so he let them jog along. As soon as he reached the empty wineshop, he jumped off
and raced to pull on his soldier's gear. No one noticed as he strode from the building and hurried for the
docks, but he knew histime wasfast running out.

He knew he must get off theidand at al costs before the larm went out for his capture. Holing up
somewherein the hillswas out of the question--even if he escaped, he would have no means of getting
hisinformation to Netisten Maril. Not that Cass felt any extraordinary loyaty to the man who had saved
his neck from the gallows, but the Emperor paid generoudy for his services, and thismission could make
Casd rich asany lord.

He had considered and discarded a number of hasty plans on hisway to the docks, based on his
knowledge of the Pdllinites blockade. Once at the waterfront, Cass sighted a ponderous trireme in the
process of cagting off. It was as good a chance as any, he decided. Raking his memory for bits of
information he might work from, Cass ran toward the vessdl and jumped on board even asit did avay
fromitsmooring.

He amiled chearfully at the milling sailors and marines, who gazed & him curioudy. Sitting againgt therail
to catch hisbreeth, Cass pulled off his newly issued helmet and wiped hisface with hisforearm. Below
him, the daves rattled their oarsinto place. The ship began to get under way.

An officer gpproached him with afrown. ™Y ou! What's your story?" he barked.
Cass clumdly clapped on his helmet and snapped a salute. "Better late than never, Sr! |... uh.... was sick
thismorning and | didn't wake up till they threw me... | mean, | got here asquick as| could, but | got

turned around..." He sputtered on sheepishly, keeping an eye on the receding shordine.

The officer gpat. " Shit! Y ou damned marines can't even spend anight in awhorehouse and bear up the
next day. | ought to have you flogged as an example, soldier! Shitload of good that would do, with your



sort of gutter-scrapings. Where Kane digs up scum like you, and how he expectstrained officersto
make fighting men out of you, ismorethan | can figure!™

The angry officer continued to chew him out for the benefit of al those on deck, while above them the
sallsfilled with wind and the trireme plowed out to sea. Out of breath, he thumbed through his rollbook.
"What did you say your name was, soldier?" he growled.

Cass told him, and watched him run hisfinger along severd dirty pages of names. "Thisisthe Sorpath, |
guess?' he queried asthe officer cameto the end of hisroll and started over.

The officer looked stricken. " The Sorpath sailed for baitle maneuversthismorninng,” he said heavily.
"You stupid ass! Y ou're on the wrong ship! Thisis the Hast-Endab, and we're bound for two weeks of
patrol south around Figtial"

Cass burgt into astonished protests of innocence. Hed thought it was before noon yet, and how could
he recognize anew ship, and he didn't have time to ask, and he couldn't read what it said on the bow,
and...

By thetime the officer finished cussing him out, the ship had put not afew miles behind them. "Damn well
got anotion to feed you to thefish!™ he concluded. "But I'm stuck with you, so you'll get tofill in for the
oneswho didn't make it out of the whorehouses for this crew. Lato knows how Kane expects disciplined
troops out of the crap he keeps handing usfor recruits Stay out of my way, soldier! That'sal!"

Orders Cass gladly planned to obey. He joined the laughing marines, weakened and sick asthe tension
dipped from him. All that remained for him wasto find away to jump ship when the propitious moment
came,

He lapsed into adream of the rewards Netisten Maril would heap upon him in afew days. It amused
Cass that he, agutter-born thief, had boldly entered and then escaped the diabolica web Efrel was

spinning.

X1

Two Enemies Mest

Netisten Maril sat on the obsidian-and-gold Imperid thronein his high-vaulted audience hal. About him
rose the towering wals of his palace at Thovnosten, capital city of Thovnos and of the Empire. His



black-bearded face was dark with barely restrained anger, and he nervoudy tapped the golden throne
arm with hisdagger hilt, adding anew pattern of tiny dents across the soft metal. The Emperor glared at
the assembled counselors, evidently chafing for an excuseto cut afew throats. He usudly needed little
excuse.

Maril wasawel-built man, fill in hisearly forties. If hisprime of life had passed the Emperor, therelay
no hint in his hard-muscled frame. His aristocratic face was lined with traces of frequently vented
rage--creases and suffused veins that matched the thin white scars on his weathered skin, hallmarks of
past battles. Here was aman who held on to what he claimed for his own--aman who had never yielded
ground to an opponent, and considered any man aweskling who would yield for him. It made for a
volcanic temper and a domineering, uncompromising spirit. The Emperor was a dangerous man to cross,
and he was dangerous now. Netisten Maril had just learned that his power in the Empire was serioudy
threatened by an enemy whom he believed he had utterly destroyed.

A guardsman entered the doorway from the halway beyond the throne room: "They're bringing him up
now, milord," he announced, resuming his post.

Maril grunted, and watched the doorway with hostile eyes.

An unarmed youth of about twenty-five entered, followed by two other guards, who stopped at the door
to let him enter alone. Lages carried his powerful body well erect as he stalked toward the
black-and-gold throne. Exercise had passed the time and kept him in shape, but the paleness of his
complexion evidenced the more than two months he had spent in his cell. His gppearance was somewhat
shabby witha--hislong brown hair unkempt, and his clothing carelessly chosen and hastily arranged.

L ages had been given only ashort timeto prepare for this audience--and he fully expected it to end in an
audience with the headsman. His expression was sullen, hiswell-muscled body tense. His brown eyes
quickly surveyed the room--searching for M'Cori. But the girl was not present. Only Maril's most trusted
counselors-—-and the ever vigilant guards. Arrogantly, he drew himself up and glared back at Maril.

Maril fought down his resentment and forced himself to speak calmly. "Wdll, Lages--I hopethislast stay
in my dungeons hastaught you alittle something.”

No answer came but an insolent glare.

Maril shrugged. "I could have killed you. | should have killed you. Only your high rank and your
innocence in your father's treasonous plot spared you when | punished the origina nest of conspirators.
Then thefirgt time when you so rashly attempted my life, | spared you out of acknowledgment that your
father's death had robbed you of sanity. A questionable premise--astupidity compounded by my
accepting your promise of honorable conduct asthe valid word of agentleman. But when you broke
your vow and escaped to let that pack of jackals make a puppet and afool of you--when you again tried
to plot against me! By dl rights and reason, | should have executed you on the spot. If it hadn't been for
the old friendship | bore your family, and my daughter's unreasonable fondness for your worthless

"Leave M'Cori out of this, you damned butcher!" Lages exploded. "And your lies of friendship aswell.
Y ou hate me nearly asmuch as | hate you, and you've never cared adamn for M'Cori'sfedlings. There's
only one single reason why you haven't iminated me, and it's the same reason today as you had two
years ago. We two are the last direct heirs of the Netisten blood, and you're too proud to let that blood
dieout. If you could possibly get amale heir, I'd be dead in an instant. So spare me these accusations of
my having violated your mercy--1've seen what mercy you showed my father and hisfriends.”



"Y ou insolent bastard's son! Y our father was atraitor to the Empire, and | killed himin afair fight!"

"Y ou murdered him in bed when you found he/d seduced your wife! Couldn't you even get it up for
Efrd?'

Maril snarled in rage and leaped from histhrone, dagger poised to strike. Lages jumped back into a
fighter's crouch--eyes wild, watching the object of his hatred warily. Bare-handed and in the presence of
his guards, hewould kill the man &t first opening.

"Milords! Stopit!" shouted acounsdor. "For the sake of usall, don't fight among yourselves now! It will
only mean ruin for the Empire and death for al of us" Severad of them started to move toward the
two--hesitantly, asthey knew what it wasto interfere with Maril when he was enraged.

With difficulty, Maril regained control of himself. Lowering his dagger, he ordered, "Get out! All of you
get out! I'll cdll for you when | want you!"

With backward glances, the court nervoudly filed out of the audience chamber. The guards followed,
with al the rductance of sallorsleaving aburning ship.

"Now then," intoned Maril, once they were aone. "Despite your perversity, your obstinance. Despite
your hogtility and past treason. Despite dl reason and judgment. I'm going out on alimb to show you
mercy onefind time. | may be acompletefool, but I'm going to give you alast chance to redeem
yoursdlf.

"If you can prove to me once more that you can be trusted, I'll let pass what has happened between us.
I'll release you from confinement and restore to you dl the privileges of your station. I'll give you
leadership over the Imperid fleet. I'll even place you as my second-in-command, as though you were my
son and true heir. Remember that you can gill ascend my throne someday, Lages. But cross me just once
agan, and | swear toyou I'll kill you evenif you were my only son!"

L ages was Sartled--dumbfounded--for he knew the Emperor to be implacable. He had cometo this
audience fully expecting death; instead, his enemy offered to return hisfreedom and high position.
Amazement a thisincredible turn of fortune broke through his armor of hatred.

"What makes you think you dare trust me?" he wanted to know, wondering suddenly what devioustrick
Maril intended with this offer of full pardon.

Maril settled back on histhrone, watching Lages carefully. "I think | know your heart, Lages. Eveniif you
won't admit it, you know | did the only thing | could with your father. It wasn't some petty court
intrigue--it was high treason he entered into. Custom and law alike demand only one end for conspiracy
againg the Empire. If Leyan wasyour father, don't forget he was also my brother. That waswhy | dedlt
with him as| did--giving him his chance ether to kill me or to die honorably in equa combat.”

Lages clenched hisfigts, but held back the anger in hisreply. "Perhaps that's true--1 won't say. A man's
motives are his secret done. But | know one thing for certain: custom aso demandsthat | avengethe
deeth of my father."

Maril nodded acknowledgment. "Y es, | redlize this. Another reason why | haven't executed you."

"That doesn't mean I'vetried to kill you only to satisfy custom. Thisquarrel isablood feud between the
two of us--man to man. | swear to you, there's no pleasure I'd crave more than to savour your desth by



these handdl" He raised both fists before him to punctuate hiswords.

Maril's eyes burned with reflected fury--but he answered with aharsh laugh. "Nevertheless, you're going
to have to put aside our feud for now, nephew. Instead--if | understand your heart as| think | do--you're
actudly goingto hdpme..."

“I'll help strangle you with your own gutsl”
Maril ignored the outburdt. "Y es, help me. We both seek to avenge your father.”

Lageswas taken off guard. "What do you mean?' he asked quietly, wondering wherein lay the crud jest.
Such deviousness was as dien to Maril's temperament as the show of mercy he had thusfar extended to

his deedly enemy.

Maril smiled coldly, pressing hisadvantage. "I didn't kill your father; you should know that. Sure, it was
my hand that put asword through hisflesh--but | didn't kill him. Leyan was my brother; | had never
desired hisdeath, until fate demanded it. I'm no more responsible for Leyan's death than isthe sword that
cut him down. My hand and my sword were merely instruments of the dark fate that has caught usal up
inits web--an evil fate woven by a cunning fiend who has plotted to destroy al of our blood.

"No, Lages. It was not | who murdered Leyan. It was the scheming witch who poisoned my brother's
mind againgt me--who lured him into a black congpiracy to fulfill, her own twisted motives. It was Efréd
who murdered your father. | say to you that Efrel murdered Leyan, just as surdly asif her hand had
plunged the blade into his heart!"

Lages stood slently scowling. The circumstances of Efrd's guilt had occurred to him before, to be
sure--but the furious rush of his emotionswould not let reason channel his rage to the dead sorceress.
Often on deepless nights he had tossed about in frustrated agony of spirit--cursing the beautiful
enchantress who had destroyed so many with her treacherous schemes; But it was Maril whose victory
meant hisfather's ruin and the collapse of his own hopes. Maril lived while the others died, and this Lagos
could not endure.

"Yes, Efrd." The Emperor saw uncertainty in Lages face and drove relentlesdy with hisargument. "Y ou
knew in your heart that the witch wasto blamefor Leyan's downfall, but you wouldn't acknowledge
it--even to yoursdlf. Efrel was beyond your revenge, and | was someone tangible to focus your hatred
on--an obvious villain when grief and shame fired your senses with blood-madness. So you raged at
Netisten Maril, forgetting the venomous creature who seduced your father to his own destruction.”

Struggling beneath an intolerable emotiona strain, Lages bent his head and said in dmost awhisper,
"Efrd! Yes, what you say istrue. | redlize that now. Perhaps1've known it secretly all thistime. But Efrel
isdead, and I--"

"No!" interrupted Maril. A note of awe--dmost of terror--entered hisvoice. "No, Efrel isnot dead! In
her lair on Pellin the sorceress till lives. | tell you, Efrel ill lives—-and by al the gods, | can't understand
how or why!"

"What! How do you know this?" Lages's troubled thoughts redled from yet another incredible reversal of
what he had considered solid actudity. "It can't be true! What jest do you--"

"I've sensed something has been afoot for months now,” Maril cut him off. " Agents have brought me
reports of unusua movements of ships and men throughout the Empire. A number of my lords have been



restive; others have discreetly withdrawn from my surveillance. And there's been an darmingly high
mortaity among my spies. Especidly havel found it difficult to obtain information pertaining to Pdllin. The
few humdrum reports of peaceful activity there made a suspicious contrast to the associated
information--and to the sinister fact that most of my agents on Pellin had ceased to report at dl. It was
obviousthat a plot was taking shape against me, but | have been unable to secure any specific
information--nothing that | could pin down and move to destroy.”

Maril scowled. "Of course, your own ill-advised efforts not only caled for dl my attention, but until
recently obscured this deeper threat to the Empire. | had assumed, not unnaturaly, that you somehow
had ahand in the plot | sensed was taking shape." He did not add that one reason he had spared Lages
was to seek to draw out hisimagined co-conspirators.

"Then thismorning, Cass, one of my most capable spies, returned to me from Pellin, where he had
ventured along with aband of cutthroats who had been told there would be work for them there. Even
Cass was barely able to escape from that accursed ide to make his report. He was half-dead when he
finally was picked up by afishing boat off Fistia--after hed jumped off arebe warship at night and
paddled toward the mainland with just a cork-stuffed pair of pantsto keep afl oat.

"But Cass brought away with him theinformation I've been seeking. He tellsmethat Efrdl is il
aive--adthough badly disfigured after her ride through our city. Cass saw her in the cellars of Dan-Legeh
with hisown eyes, so he swears. He can't explain how she managed to live through it, but her punishment
did nothing to cripple the hellish cunning of her mind--and now the fires of hatred egt a her evil soul.
Over the months Efrel has made far-reaching preparations to conquer Thovnos and to seize the throne of
Empire. Cass saysthe witch has amassed a dangeroudy large following for her rebdlion. Hedso tells
methat Efrel has gppointed as her generd some enigmatic outlander whom she brought in from the
Lartroxian mainland. He cdlshimsdf Kane"

"Kane? | know of only one man to bear that name."

"Yes." Maril'svoicelogt its domineering assuredness. "Thisis another strange thing that plagues my mind.
Cass got close to the man on two occasions, and he says Kane even looks like the monster of legend.
Further, he saysthat the rebel's boast among themselves that their new leader and Red Kane, whose
pirate hordes pillaged our coasts two centuries ago, are one and the same man!”

He paused for amoment, lost in speculation. "Wait, I'll summon Cassi. He should be somewhat rested
from hisorded. Well listen to his complete report now."

Maril bellowed for the guards. Bodies crowded the doorway in an ingtant. " Guardsman! Bring Cass to
rTE"

"The Kane of old, uncle?" Lages shook his head in bewilderment. "No, that doesn't seem possible.
Morelikely thisismore of the witch's cunning. Efrel has found someone of chance resemblanceto Kane
and isusing hislegend to give her rebds confidence.”

"That'swhat | thought, Lages," replied Maril, noting with pleasure that his nephew had once again
acknowledged their relationship. It was beginning to look asif he would be able to count on hisloyalty
after al. "But then again, it isn't possible that Efrel should have lived. Who can say what powers that
sorceress commands? Events are taking aweird turn, and | don't likeit. Not at all. | fear nothing of flesh
or of stedl--but sorcery..."

Maril spoke with compelling earnestness. "Then | can count on your loyalty in this matter, can't 1? Will



you give me your word of honor to end this pointless feud? Will you fight at my sideto destroy thiswitch
whose black crimes and foul lusts have affronted the gods and brought doom to the house of Netisten?'

According to his code, there was only one answer Lages could give. He nodded thoughtfully. "Yes. You
can count on my loyalty. | give my oath to help you destroy the witch. If it istrue that Efrel has escaped
her deserved fate, you can be certain that I'll never rest until she and her hellish conspiracy are wiped out.
Efrel has my father's death to answer for, and neither aresurrected pirate lord nor al her sorcerous
powers shal save the scheming whore from my vengeance!”

"I knew | could trust you to see reason,” exulted Maril. He grasped his nephew's hand with convincing
enthusiasm. "There's sill hope that the rebellion can be nipped in the bud. Well get afull report from
Cass--precise details on Efrd's plans and defenses, the names of the traitorsin our midst. Then I'll send
the Imperia fleet to Prisarte under your command. As much of the Imperia navy aswe can mobilizeina
short week should be enough to crush the rebels and burn the city and itsfortressto clean ashes.”

A guardsman entered the throne room. Hisface was pallid, and he was aone.
"Where's Cass?' Maril demanded.
The guardsman licked hislips. "Milord, | think you had best seeto thisfor yourself."

Maril glared a the unhappy guard. With an oath, the Emperor heaved himsdf from histhrone and
daked fromthe hall.

Lages stood in the empty audience hall, arms folded across his broad chest, eyes pensive. His brow
furrowed in speculation. Too many revelaionsin one hour left hismind in turmoil. Thismorning hewasa
prisoner, disgraced and awaiting execution. It was not yet noon--and he was free, restored to hisrank,
given command of the Imperid fleet, promised succession to the throne. Glory and power were histo
grivefor. The gods had given him the chance to win vengeance on Efrd, his place on the Imperia throne,
and M'Caori for hiswife. Ambitious plans--but with daring and ability, a strong man could conquer

anything.

So the gods had chosen to ater the woven pattern of hisfate. He smiled, remembering the prophecy.
The priestess had known Lages was favored by the gods.

Lagess smiletwigted into asnarl. " This changes nothing, dear uncle,”" he whispered to the shadows. "I
gaveyou my word to beloyd until Efrel isdain. After that..."

Only the shadows heard his mirthless laugh.

XV



...And One Came Out

Cass opened one eye, saw the silken sheets and lush fur coverings of his bed, opened the other eye,
saw the luxurious gppointments of his quarters. He yawned, stretched overtaxed muscles and stiffened
limbs. Hewasin the Imperid paace of Thovnosten. He was no longer a hunted man.

Hewas awealthy man. Cass scratched the stubble of his pointed jaw and mused upon the extent of the
Emperor's generosity. From now on, hewould live thelife of an aristocrat--no more prowling about the
dleysof Thovnosten. Hewould live in asplendid manor, stay drunk and well fed and well laid, worry
how to keep hisformer colleagues from stedling hisjewe s and costly furnishings.

Something had awakened him. He glowered at the doorway to his chambers. Netisten Maril had posted
enough guards there to keep out an army. The security was comforting, but right now Cass wanted to
deep. If thefoolswould makealittlelessnoise...

"Sir? Areyou awake?" A guardsman stood at attention on the threshold.

Cass savoured the sight of amember of the Imperia guard addressing him in such manner. He curled his
lipstoreply. "l am now. What isit?' Helet histone insnuate that the interruption had better not be over
sometrifle

"Someoneto seeyou, Sir.”

"Tdl himto go bugger himself," Cass yawned. A man of his station could not entertain casud callers,
and if Maril wanted him, the guards would not be so circumspect.

"But I'd prefer that you do that for me, milord,” purred anew voice.

Cass sat up. Segp wasthelast thing on hismind. "Netisten Maril sent meto you," she smiled. "Do you
like me?'

Shewaslithe as adancer, with atight figure that pressed againgt the clinging folds of the sheer silk gown
that she wore. Her hair was short and tightly curled, extravagantly dyed in the colors of autumn leaves.
Her face was as somber and coquettish as a child's, and her nailswere long and lacquered in black.
Cass guessed she could barely have reached her middle teens.

"Come here," he grinned.

"Milord, our orders are to admit no one but the Emperor himsdlf,” the guard protested. "There is danger
that--"

She chuckled in asurprisingly throaty tone. "Do | ook so dangerous, milord?"
Black-nailed fingers plucked at the fastenings of her gold-and-yellow gown. Thefolds of slk floated

down upon her ankles. She was willowy and white, and she had followed the pattern of autumn-hued
dyesthroughout. She made aleisurely pirouette.



"Do you fear me, milord?' she smiled. "Do | hide weapons upon my person?"
"Comehere" Cass invited thickly.
The guardsman interjected, "Milord, our orders are to--"

"To hdl with your orders, fool!" Cass sneered. "My friend, Netisten Maril, sends me evidence of his
favor. Now, go!™

Shelaughed asthey closed the door. "What is your pleasure, milord?" She stepped away from her pile
of slks, and danced toward him like some fantastic butterfly.

"WEell think of something, you and I," Cass grinned, making way for her on the bed.

Shewas accomplished, Cass had to admit. After awhile, helifted her up and rolled astride her. "Maxil
shows hisgratitude in afine style," he gasped between kisses. "Ahhh... Watch your nails, bitch! My back
issunburned, and sdted asasalor's... Ahh..."

Her breath came in sudden gasps as her nails dug into the flesh of hisback. "Do they not cal this ecstasy
thelittle death?' she panted, biting at hisear.

Cass fdt his orgasm shudder through him. He was till dizzy and shaken, wondering at her words, when
the venom encrusted beneath her raking nailsfired hisveinswith final agony.

Shelicked the froth from his dead lips, and winked as she sauntered past the guards.

XV

A Tower a Dawn

The night skieswere pale with the approach of dawn. Two figures stood side by side on atower before
the harbor gate of Thovnosten, watching the stars go out. Lages stood straight and proud as if the months
of imprisonment had been but a bad dream, forgotten now. The youth was resplendent in his sllvered
mail, crested helmet, and scarlet cloak of an Imperia general. M'Cori stood beneeth the shelter of his
am, slent asthefirgt light of dawn high lighted the cascade of fine blond hair that spilled over her
shoulders. Caught at her delicate throat by an emerad pin, asplendid cloak of white ermine held back



the cold sea breeze. The wind fluttered her gown againgt her dender form, whipped strands of hair
across her patrician features. She wasfragile and beautiful as some exquisite porcelain goddess--pale
and golden with eyes green as the sea bel ow them.

"It'sdawn,” said Lagessmply.

"Dawn. And now you must sail." M'Cori stared down at the fleet tossing at anchor below them. She
counted dowly, the syllablesfalling softly under each breath. "Only twenty-four ships. So few to meet the
witch'straitor fleet.”

"These are dl the warships we can have at battle-ready on such short notice. In amonth we could have
another hundred, but in amonth Efrel will have mobilized her forces, too. It's best we attack now, while
her preparations areincomplete. And don't forget--our vessels are every one of them first-class
warships, well armed and manned by trained soldiers. Well only be facing amob of undisciplined
renegades. It'sapity that Cass didn't get the chanceto tell usal he knew. From what he indicated, their
fleet probably consists of ahandful of real warshipsand amotley scattering of jury-rigged merchants and
barges converted to haul troops and supplies. Well sweep them from the sees.”

She seemed to disregard his confidence. "I'm losing you again, dearest--again, after all those weeksin
prison. Lages, | lied--at times | was sure Father meant to kill you. He would have eventudly, if he hadn't
needed you to fight Efredl.

"Now you'e free. Free--only to leave me again, after but afew days of happinesstogether. | amost
wish you had remained in that cell. Y ou were safe there, and | could visit you whenever | wished.”

Lagesturned on her. "Like apet bird in acage! Something to bring sweets and flowersto! A man
prefers death to an existence such asthat!"

He caught himself. He hadn't meant to snap at her like that. Horment! She was only concerned with his
safety. Her baffling system of illogic a timeswasinfuriating. He started to apologize--but, feding
awkward, said nothing. Instead he looked at the skies and knew he had to |eave.

"I loveyou, M'Cori," he whispered.

She threw her white arms around his mailed shoulders and clung to him desperately. After amoment he
gently loosened their embrace. Fedling akeen desire to possess her--and at the same instant alonging to

be free of her--Lages marched down the steps from the tower and to the harbor.

Through her tears, M'Cori watched the fleet sail out.

XVI



Visons of Black Prometheus

Cut deep into the basalt beneath Dan-L egeh lay the secret chamber of Efrel. Few were those who came
herewillingly, and fewer those who left again. In this darkened vault--agreat hollow of cunningly hewn
stone, where the flickering cressets cast the brightest light that ever would shine here--Efrel engaged in
her sorceries and experimentsin the black arts. For ages past, the chamber had been put to this accursed
usage by the Pdllin lords, and the expansive room was filled with debris of evil enterprises centuries

forgotten.

The chamber was avagt, shadowy cavern, and greet oil lamps--most of them unlit for centuries--were
positioned at frequent intervasto giveillumination. The lamps stood on tripods haf the height of aman,
and many gdlonsof ail filled their tanksto feed the lambent flames. The center of the chamber was taken
up with awide poal of inky water--ablack mirror-like surface encircled by alow wall with curious
carvingsin bas-relief. About the pool stood anumber of man-sized statues of some obscendly tentacled
seademon. A visitor might wonder if thiswere not the fane of some forgotten devil cult, whose acolytes
were now dust with their gods. The pool gave back the torchlight like polished jet, and no conception of
its depth could be redlized from peering within. It must be very deep, for itsleve rose and fell with the
tides--indicating communication with the sea.

Around this circular pool were arranged the apparatus and parapherndiaof Efrel's supernatural
delvings--strangely bound tomes of forbidden knowledge, weirdly shaped alembics and retorts and other
achemical devices, caskets and vidsfilled with powders and dlixirs and preserved objects of dubious
origins, edritch carvings on the floor and walls. The stained and freshly oiled instruments of torture were
the least abhorrent objects within the chamber.

Efrel was not alonein this place. Before her, imprisoned within the borders of ameticuloudy ordered
pentagram, reared the serpentine coils of her familiar demon--a cregture of hideous maevolence
summoned by Efrel from another plane of existence. The demon was no stranger to Efrel or to this
chamber. The sorceress was wont to evoke her monstrous pet in order to gain certain knowledge that no
human resource could supply. For this purpose she had summoned her creature once again.

The pentagram defied its wrathful effortsto break free. Disappointed, the demon abandoned the
attempt. Glaring at the triumphant sorceress, it spokein its harsh, whispering tones "1 see that you have
succeeded in bringing Kane to your side. To be sure, he seemsto be most energetic in his servicesto
you. How doesyour new lover suit you?'

Efrel smiled at the demon'sleering snicker. "I am completely satisfied with your recommendation. Kane
isexactly the man | needed for this venture. He has given me invaluable lessonsin treachery, introduced
new strategy and tacticsfor my navy, organized al aspects of my rebellion with an incomparable ability."

She paused, then went on to the reason for this evocation. "Kane seems to me more than human,
somehow. Kaneis a unique combination--a man of incredible strength, ruthless daring, intellectua genius,
and evil to the core. There's something utterly inhuman about his eyes—-they are the mark of akiller, or
my every ingtinct lies! Yes, | can make good use of Kane. A deadly weapon, to be sure--and as
treacherous as heis dangerous. | will use Kane, but | won't trust him aninch!™



The demon laughed mockingly. "1 see--like recognizes like. Can you be certain, though, that you can
control him? | wonder."

Efrel snarled in anger. "1 can handle Kane! He's but a man--for al hisblack heart and long life. Thefool
has an inkling of but afraction of my powers, whilel know Kane for what heis. Kane can withhold no
myderiesfrom Efrdl!

"But thisiswhy | have summoned you. Thusfar you have told me very little of Kane. Only that Red
Kanethe pirate lord till lived, that he was the one man who could gain victory for me, that he could be
found on the Lartroxian coast. Tonight | intend to devote this entire evocation to learning everything
about Kane. Tell me now, who--or what--is Kane? What has he done during these decades since he
terrorized the Empire? Who was he before he appeared in our realm to lead his pirate horde on their
reign of carnage? And how has he escaped death for these two centuries?’

Again the demon laughed. "There are many things you may not know of Kane. Evenin my world there
are mysteries concerned with Kane that have escaped our wisdom. Even to, tell you what we know of
him would require far more time than your evocation can hold me here. But while your spdll lasts, | shall
tell you alittle of the man you have called forth from the past.

"1 obey your command. Behold now, as| show to you but afew tableaux of past momentsin Kane's
fantagtic higtory.”

The outlines of the underground chamber suddenly began to fade. The massive lamps, the grotesque
dtatues, the circular poal, the instruments of torture, the sorcerous paraphernalia-—-all grew indistinct
before her eyes, dissolved into blackness. Efrd seemed to stand vertiginoudy in the midst of infinite
oblivion, with only the sardonic demon visible in the cosmic darkness.

Then light began to form out of the chaos. Wavering images began to take shape before her, tumbling

kaleidoscopic patterns of time. Flashing in front of her eyes now were frozen instants of the past--brief
glimpses of Kane's past life, wrested from eternity by the demon's supernatural powers and projected
onto her consciousness.

Efrd saw Kane running through aruined city, adim girl dashing a his side. Behind them thundered a
dozen vicious-looking bandits--triumph on ther cruel faces asthey urged their mounts after the fugitives.
The city's towers were broken and toppled, its buildings gutted and fire-scarred. Horizons were strangely
foreshortened, asif the city were built upon a pinnacle above a plain. The rubble-choked streets gave
Kane ashort lead over the riders—-and as he momentarily escaped their sight, he leaped through a
darkened doorway, pulling the girl after him.

Kane lay naked across a mouldering bed, in aroom where moonlight spilled through awindow curtained
with dusty cobwebs. Beyond the window stretched the crumbling parapets of afortressthat had
dumbered in ruin for decades. A deserted village could dimly be seen in the valey below. Kane seemed
to give no notice to the decay rampant about him as he lay there, weakly, in adream. Stepping elseto,
him in the musty chamber was a pae-skinned woman, her porcdain figure veiled with rotting sllk. The
moonlight shone white upon her long fangs as she amiled at the man who awaited her.

A gore-spattered Kane redled, locked in combat with atowering demon of twice his bulk. Doll-sized
imps scampered about the thrashing legs of the combatants-stabbing at Kane with tiny razor-edged
spears. Severd of theimpslay crushed and sundered upon the red earth. Behind them, anaked girl stood
bound to arock, watching the battle in terror. Desolate mountains and black stones ringed the figures,
and from the cliff beside them yawned a black cave that seemed to drop off straight into the bowels of



the earth. Kane's sword was broken, and he dashed desperately with the jagged forte--holding away the
demon'sjawswith hisfreearm.

Kane dipped stedthily dong empty streetsin acity where no window showed alight against the
darkness. There were no signs of destruction, but the buildings stood asiif deserted for severd years.
Here and there the moonlight disclosed a scattering of dry bones. Torches followed behind Kane as half
adozen grim-faced men stalked him through the dead city.

The night exploded into a chaos of bloodshed and flame. Kane strode through the pillaged streets of a
city, sword red in hisfigt-laughing mightily as his pirate horde rioted dl about him. Barbaric figures
smashed down doors of humus, daying al who confronted them. Howling warriors raced through the
sheets, loaded down with riches and plunder. Woman and children were being cut down aongside their
men, asthe younger girlswere carried off, bare-limbed and screaming, into the darkness. Kane seized a
wine bottle from apassing looter and poured its contents over his blood-flecked smile.

Kaneran up along flight of gain, pursued by adavering white-furred creature, haf man and half wolf.
Below them lay a castle hall--its tables overturned and its floors crimson with blood. Strewn about were
the tom and broken bodies of scores of men and grey wolves. At the top of the stairway, Kane suddenly
turned to hurl himsdf upon the hulking werewolf. Locked in a bone-crushing embrace, man and
were-beast hurtled back down the stairs, bounding through the railing near the bottom and crashing to the
hal floor. The stunning impact threw them gpart. Kane shook the pain from his head groggily asthe
werewolf champed its reddened fangs and lunged for him.

Stars shone down upon atower jutting far into the nighted sky. Wearing robes of afantastic pattern,
Kane hunched in concentration over atable strewn with strange volumes and scrolls of rust-red writing.
He was muttering to himsaf while he worked over pages of diagrams and cdculations. Often hereferred
to the dark tomes of necromantic lore that lay before him. An intricate system of pentagrams and occult
glyphics covered much of the tower walls, while aterrified girl wept in chainsin one corner.

Kane sat upon an immense throne of obsidian; on his head was a crown of unfaceted jewels. A snarling
lionlay at hisfeet, causing the courtiers who stood beside histhrone to keep their distance. Their manner
of dresswas unfamiliar, nor was the race immediately recognizable. Kane's face was twisted with anger,
and hislips formed strange syllables as he made some decree to those assembled before his throne.
Congternation shuddered through their ranks at hiswords--but they dunk away when helegped upin
fury and brandished his scepter asif it were amace.

Shambling man-sized creatures, who looked like monstrous hybrids of man and frog, stood watching
Kanein the shattered chamber of some colossa prehuman structure. Great bronze swords were clutched
in webbed fists asthey waited in the shadows of the cracked and leaning walls. Slimy water covered
much of the floor, and fleshy vines stole through jagged apertures to enshroud looming machines of
unguessable nature. A gigantic crystd filled the center of the chamber--a sullen dome nearly ahundred
yards across, composed of a substance that resembled bloodstone. The scarlet veins of the crystal
suddenly seemed to glow with life. Blinding flashes of coruscant energy burst from long-dumbering pillars
of machinery, driving the amphibian creatures back in fear. An eerielight of green, veined with red, shot
forth from the depths of the awakened crystal and bathed Kaneinitsfire.

Kane stood in what appeared to be a cavern, stretching endlesdy far beneath the earth. Jagged
gdactites hung like black clouds from the cavern roof amile above; about him the horizon vanished over
asmoking plain of shattered rock and angry lavapits. In this nightmare vision of Hell, Kane was not
aone. Dark creatures of blighted beauty stood around him--bizarre demons with leathery wings, and
beautiful facesthat glowed with evil wisdom. They wheeled about Kane in attitudes half of menace, part



curiogity. Kane spoke earnestly to one who seemed to be their leader--atall demonic figure of perfect
beauty and consummete evil, whose eyes shone like yelow suns.

Kanerolled on the floor of afantagtic temple, struggling with another man before its smoking dtar.
Kane's eyes were wild with murder-lust, as he wrestled there on the stones. His powerful hands were
locked about his opponent's throat--who now flailed only weskly at Kane's grinning face. Thelivid face
of the man he strangled bore a striking resemblance to Kane's own primitive features.

The pictures flashed through Efre's mind at a bewildering speed--taking shape, then dissolving, dmost
faster than she could recognize each scene. It was awhirlpool of images that spun past on and on--some
only an ingtant's glimpse of Kane'sface, others compl ete tableaux that |asted for perhaps aminute. The
demon's grating voice reached her ears through the phantasmagoria--while Efrel sought to comprehend
the frozen moments of Kane'sincredible saga asthey burst from the vault of eternity.

"Two centuries--they are nothing to Kane. Y ears are only flickering moments to aman who has seen
agesrall past him, empiresrise and crumble, mankind emerge from infancy, and the elder races passinto
darkness. Y ou have badly underestimated K ane--as you can see now, Efrel. Heis not, asyou had
supposed, amere pirate lord who has been kept living past histime by afreak of fate. No, Efrdl? Pirate,
thief, beggar, king, sorcerer, warrior, scholar, general, poet, assassin--hisroles have been myriad. This
man who measures centuries like years has been many thingsin his endless wandering.

"Kanewas one of thefirgt true men--born into a hostile world of strange ancient beings. In thisdawn
world of humanity, Kane defied the insane god who had created his race--an experiment that had turned
out far from the creator's expectations. This demented elder god dabbled at creating arace of mindless
creatures whose only existence would be to amuse and delight him. He dmost succeeded, until Kane
rebelled againgt this stifling paradise and spurred the young race to independent will. He killed hisown
brother, who sought to oppose his heresy, thus bringing violent desth aswell asrebdllion to the infant
mankind. Disgusted at the failure of his depraved design, the god abandoned his creation. And for hisact
of defiance, Kane was cursed with immortality--doomed to roam this world under the shadow of
violence and death. His blighted wandering will cease only when Kane himself can be destroyed by the
violence to which hefirgt gave expresson. And to distinguish Kane from the rest of mankind whom he
has renounced are his hellish eyes--killer's eyes-the Mark of Kanel

"For centuries he has wandered from place to place, and wherever he lingers, he brings death and
destruction with him. Heisaharbinger of death--alord of chaos. To tear down, to kill and destroy ishis
very nature. For wasit not Kane who first introduced murder to anewborn race? ThisKane, Efrd, isthe
man you have chosen to league yoursdf with.

"To besure, Kaneis gill aman--and asted blade through Kane's heart will kill him as dead as any other
man. But yet, Kaneis not quite human. Natura desth is closed to him, and his body has not aged an hour
from the inception of the curse. Injuries quickly hed, to leave hisbody asit was at the moment of that
curse. Only through violence can death claim him, and Kane has so far proved too strong for those who
have sought to destroy him. For violence and desth are the proper eement of thislord of chaos, and
herein heismadter.

"But no man can livefor centuries and remain atogether human. His mind isfilled with the wisdom and
experiences of centuries. He has seen things of which others can only dream; he has tasted knowledge
that would drive sanity from the mind of another man. And heis not sane as your world reckons sanity.
Kane'sthoughts are not like those of another man, for he sees dl thingsin the perspective of centuries.
Livesof others are flashing motes of light. Time stands il for him, and everything you hold to be
permanent Kane consders no more than ever-changing phenomena



All that remains permanent for Kaneishis own existence, and to make thisinterminable existence
endurableisal that drives him on. His motives are unguessable, his actions unthinkable to human
minds--for helivesin aworld of flux in which he himsdlf isthe only stationary force.

"Thisthen is he whom you have presumed to use to gain your revenge. And certainly Kane can
accomplish al that you wish--I did not lie to you when | advised you to seek him out. Kaneisyour
wegpon; manipulate him if you can. Only remember that no pentagram holds safdly this demon you have
evoked. Beware, Efrel--not even the queen of night dares kindle her fire with the comet!”

With afina mocking laugh, the demon vanished. The darkness of infinity burst into afind vortex of
images, then collgpsed like a cosmic bubble. The chamber lay as before, dtered only by the empty
pentagram.

Shaken by the creature's revelations, Efrel sat donein the darkened chamber, thinking over what she
had learned and cursing the unreliability of demonic aid. Uneasily, she recaled an ancestor who had
asked to be showered with wealth--and was buried under an avalanche of gold.

At length she smiled confidently. After all, Kane had never encountered Efrdl in hiswandering. She
whispered to the darkness, " So, then! Thisknowledge | shdl not fear, for it shal be my strength. As|
know Kane's secret, thus shal it be easier to deal with him, when | know that | must. Let Kanefirst
conquer an Empire for me--then there will betimeto test Kanesimmortdity!"

XVII

Cdl toBattle

Kane drew on his battle gear, with movements sure and rapid from long practice. Although only just
awakened, he moved about in the cold dawn-lit chamber asif he had been up for hours. Adjusting his
mail hauberk, Kane wondered to himself--how many times had he done this before? How many battles
had the dawn watched him prepare to fight? Not so many that the familiar chill in hisguts ever failed to
appear. Musing whether this|ast-minute uncertainty would ever leave him, he buckled on his greaves.

Over hisshoulder, Kane caled to Efrd, "Whenisit estimated that the Imperia fleet will reach us? And
do we know its exact strength?"

It seemed to him that Efrel watched him with astrange intensity from her seat in adarkened corner of the



bedchamber. "My information tells metheir fleet eft at dawn five days ago,” the sorceressreplied, "sailing
under good winds until yesterday's cdm. So, assuming they will push on at their best speed to take us by
surprise, the Imperid forces should enter our waters sometime between late morning and early

tomorrow. Asto their fleet, my informant counted twenty-four first-line warships--€leven of them
triremes”

"Is Netisten Maril commanding them?' Kane inquired, fitting agreave over his other boot. Above the
greaves, trousers of heavy leather ran from high boot topsto protect knee and thigh in the interval below
the mail skirtsof his hauberk.

"No. My spiestdl me the Emperor hasfinally made peace with his nephew, Lages, and issending him
ingtead. Knowing Maril, he'sbeing cautiousin his old age--or likely he hopesthat Lages will destroy both
himsaf and my flegt. At any rate, he only now has received word of my congpiracy--so he'strying to hit
us quickly before my plans can reach fruition. Hence the rdatively small fleet.”

Kane grunted and buckled his two-handed broadsword across his back. For amoment, he considered
leaving it in favor of ashorter blade for the close fighting--when ashort, chopping blade had an
advantage in the press of bodies. Still, the broadsword had a nice balance, and he felt confident hisarm
could swing it without tiring. Its greater reach might prove ussful, he decided.

Kane continued, "Are you certain that thisisthe full extent of their attack? This could be just the
vanguard of alarger fleet. Try to draw usout and...”

"No. Thisonefleet isal Maril has sent. It would take him weeks to mobilize the entire Imperid navy, of
course. Anyway, my source assured me that there are no other warships moving againgt Pellin at the

"Wherethe hell's Alremas?' muttered Kane, selecting along dagger, flat-bladed and weighted for
throwing. "Y our source seems amazingly sure of himself. Will hishead roll if hesmade an error, |
wonder? Who isthis mysterious informant, anyway--another one of your demons?”

"Not ademon.” Efrel smirked a hisignorance. "But creatures of this plane--creatureswho dwell in
hidden places of thisworld, whose secrets few humans have fathomed. They watch our foolish wars,
unsuspected by forgetful mankind. Dare you guess? | assure you, Kane, my information comes from
cregtures as dien to mankind as any demon from the outer dimensiong!”

She paused enticingly. "But | will tell you more of this at another time. Efrel does not share her secrets
needledy.”

Imel burst in, out of bresth. Busly the renegade fretted with the fastenings of his magnificent cuirass. He
winced at the thought of how the crimson lacquer the gold tracery would ook by the end of the day, but
at least he knew hewould cut an imposing figure--victor or corpse.

"Have dl the officers been derted?" snapped Kane, taking hisanger a Efrel out on Imdl.

"Yes. I've seen to that persondly.”

"And the men?'

"The trumpeters have sounded the call to armsin every barracks, and the fleet has acknowledged. The
marineswill be ready to board in an hour. Meanwhile, we've managed to arouse the entire city. Things



aremoving in good order, dl things consdered.”

Kane scowled as Imel fidgeted with his cuirass. "'l hope you can swim with that thing on--you'll never get
it off inthe water. All right--see that everything moveswith al possible dispatch. Lages and the Imperid
fleet may be herein amatter of hours, and | want to have every available ship manned and ready to meet
them. So get to it and stop preening yourself! And tell Alremasto get hisass up here, if you see him!™

"Yes, milord" sdluted Imel. He whedled smartly from the chamber, dmost colliding with Arbas. The
assassin sprang agildly aside and entered the room cursing to himsdif.

"Béttle dert dready, Kane?' Arbas queried. "Thought we were supposed to have more time. Did that
damned spy screw things up?”

"It seems he did. But things couldn't have gone on like this much longer. Fortunately, Maril hasn't sent
the entire Imperid flegt, but it's still going to be touch and go. I'll want you with me on the
Ara-Teving--1'd like someone at my back | can trust. In the meantime check around on how
preparations are going. Your pa, Ime, will be glad for any help you can give him, but mostly let me
know where theré's any problem.”

AsArbas|eft, Kaneturned to Efrdl. "Now well see how well | was able to get your navy kicked into
shape in the past weeks. And don't worry about acourt martia if my leadership turns out to have been
ineffective. But to return to my earlier questions. Y ou tell me that your information on Maril'sfleet has
come from these inhuman alies you keep hinting about. That you should keep them amystery from your
genera seems pointlessto me. That'syour affair, though. In any case, | hope you've caled for their aid
againg Lages-we can use whatever supernatural powers you command.”

Efrel ignored hisprodding. "Y ou'll have to fight this battle completely on your own, Kane. Asyou know,
the Imperia fleet will be protected againgt all commonplace sorceries. And thetimeis not right for meto
cal upon those forces to which I've often dluded. Otherwise I'd never have needed you, would 17!

Kane started to argue further, but at that moment Oxfors Alremas |eisurely entered the chamber. "Well,
you managed to take your sweet time getting here!" Kane growled.

Alremas gave him an angry glare. "'I'm not accustomed to being ordered around like acommon soldier.
And don't send that renegade parvenu calling for me next time, either! | may beforced to act as
second-in-command to you for the moment, but don't forget that you only usurp the position that 1--"

He caught sight of Efrel and checked himsdlf. "Good morning, my Queen,” he greeted her calmly.

Efrd raised hersdf. "And good morning to you, Oxfors Alremas." She hobbled to the door. "I have
thingsto do mysdlf now, so I'll take leave of you, Kane. I'm sure Alremas will give you hisfull
cooperation. Won't you, Alremas?' She smiled at him with serpentine menace, then limped for the dair.

All the rebellious spirits seemed drained from Alremas as he dazedly turned to Kane.

"Now then," began Kane, "if | may have your gracious atention, there's a battle to be fought. Lagesis
commanding afleet of some twenty-four warshipsthat will reach herein amatter of hours. Almost haf of
these are triremes, and all of them arefirst-class fighting ships. Asyou know, we haven't dared to mass
our own forcesfor the danger of discovery, so adl we can mobilize at this moment are five triremes and
seven other red warships. Add to this about twenty-sx converted merchants, barges, and smaller
craft--and we're |eft with adamn smdll fleet to take on the Imperids. Also Efrd tells me she can't help out



at thistime with whatever secret powers she makes boast to control.

"So we're going to have aclosefight of it, and welll need every available man and ship. And | want them
ready as soon aspossible! | don't intend for Lagesto catch usin the harbor. Well put out and wait for
him on the open sea, where we can count on enough room to maneuver. If this patchwork navy hasjust
followed through with the program I've drilled into it, we should be able to give Lages amore dangerous
game than he had thought to play.

"Weve planned this out before to the last detail, so you understand what you're to do. Now by Lord
Tloluvin'sred eyes, get busy and seethat my plansare carried out! Our persona quarrel can wait until
Thovnogten istaken. I'll see you on board the Kelkin in an hour for fina orders. That'sal."

Alremas snarled something that was hardly a salute, and stalked out.

Kane buckled on a crested helmet and snatched up hisaxe. "'If you survive today's battle, then I'm going
to haveto ded with you myself, Oxfors Alremas!" he muttered, scowling after the Pellinitelord. It
occurred to him as he | eft to check on the battle preparations that his enemy was doubtlesdy thinking
adong amilar patterns.

XVIII

Fireonthe Sea

They met the Imperia fleet about an hour before noon. From hisflagship, the Ara-Teving, Kane
observed the gpproaching fleet. Lages had wasted no time, and without Efrel's mysterious intelligence, he
amost certainly would have ripped through the rebel blockade and descended upon Prisarte before any
effective resistance could be mounted. Lages had made use of yesterday's calm to beach hiswarships
and unstep hismainmagts for battle. Under oars, hisfleet was advancing at ramming speed.

Through histelescope, Kane admired the beauty of the long warships--their double or triple rows of
oarsknifing the water strongly and evenly, their jibsailstaut in thewind, driving their ram-mounted hulls
through the choppy sea. Then Kane grimly surveyed his own navy--amotley fleet of refitted antiques and
converted merchants, with afew firgt-line warshipslike the Ara-Teving and the Kelkin. But they would
have to do the job, he realized, thankful that there had been time for dl the shipsto move into formation
here at a point some fifteen miles from the harbor of Prisarte. Whatever itsworth as afighting force,
Efrd's newborn fleet now awaited the Imperia ondaught.



"Well, what do you think?" asked Arbas from beside Kane.

"No different. If al their warships hit usin awedge, we're going to bein aredly bad postion--if not to
say, ahopeess position. So well have to make certain that al of them don't reach our formation--and
that'swhy | designed these specid barges. Now we're going to know the truth about this floating artillery
that I've been getting so much lip about.”

He pointed to the ten ponderous barges that were dowly being rowed out into aposition dightly in
advance of therest of the fleet. The barges had been carefully converted according to Kane's dictate.
Each hull was dominated by a gigantic catapult--not the small petrary that some warships carried, but a
massive siege engine of the type that normally was constructed to breach awalled town or fortress.

Baskets of broken rocks along with stones of a hundred pounds or morefilled the hold of each barge.
But there was a stranger type of missile provided for the catapults as well--on which Kane was gambling
for victory againgt asuperior force. Specid bundles of cloth, matting, kindling, and thatch had been
bound together into aball some two feet thick. Each bundle of tinder had then been soaked through with
amixture of saltpeter and sulfur, stirred into pitch, tar, and other combustible oils. The fireballs, aweapon
Kane had used in past seges, burned with an intense flame as they soared through the air--and on hitting
they burst into dozens of fiery fragments. One such missile could burn aship, or divert the greater part of
the crew to fighting its spreading flames.

The only other cargo the unwieldy barges carried was a crew of dave rowers and ateam of soldiers
trained to man the catapults. These crafts were far too dow and awkward for any use except as seagoing
artillery--and because of the danger of heavy seas, they could not be safely rowed very far from port.

Judging the Imperid fleet to be within range, Kane gave the sgna to commence firing. Ten catapults
lashed forth their long throwing arms--the recoil forcing the barges dangeroudy low into the sea. A rain of
rocks and firebd|s arched high through the air toward the oncoming fleet. At least hdf were far off the
mark, but afew rocksfdl among the fleet Hurriedly the catapult crews rewound their instruments,
adjugted the dings, and fired again.

The second volley was more deadly.

From hisflagship, the Mon-Ossa, Lager watched in amazement as the trireme next to histook two of
thefireballs at once. The blazing missles splattered the decks and the men with awave of clinging,
inextinguishableflame.

"Forward, full speed!" Lager shouted. Battle pennants relayed his command, increasing the pace from

ramming speed. The Thovnosian genera seethed in frugtration, for hisfleet was ftill agood distance out
of bowshot. "Full speed, forward--and close with them! We've got to get in where their catapults can't

reach us! Archersl Fire as soon aswe get in range! Silence those damned catapults!™

A massive sone smashed into a bank of oarsmen behind him, leaving a bloody, confused tangle of
splintered timber and crushed flesh. Ungteadily, his ship veered into another's path as the daves on the
untouched side continued to row without break. The other warship did past at spitting distance, its
captain only narrowly avoiding collison. To Lager'sleft, asmaller warship took afirebdl initshold and
began to belch gresat clouds of black smoke. Other vessels were flaming now across the wedge
formation. And gill the misslesfdl reentlesdy among them.

Lager bawled out orders and cursed the rowersfor their laziness. The catapults had found their range at
agood haf-mile away. They were pounding hisfleet into blazing wreckage, well beyond effective archery



range. Oarsfrothing the waves, the Imperid fleet bored through the deadly hail.

Kane observed with satisfaction the effects of the catapult barrage. By now the catapults were no longer
firinginvalley, but at will--asfast astheir crews could reload. Already severa of the Imperid warships
were noticeably crippled--and four ships, two triremesincluded, burned out of control. A sudden
rushing, ripping tear derted Kane that Lages had ordered his archersto open fire--too soon, for their first
volley fdl short into the sea before the dowly backwatering barges.

"Move forward!" shouted Kane. "Ramming speed!" Battle pennants relayed his ordersto the other
warships. Asthe rebe navy surged forward to meet the Imperid fleet, Kane called for hisown archersto
prepareto fire. In amoment Lager's fleet would be at too close quartersfor the retreating catapult barges
to continue their attack. And then the rebel navy would speedily come into bowshot.

Kanelaughed recklesdy, sensesinflamed with the thrill of battle. The decks were dashed with sand to
blot the blood that would shortly make footing dippery. The mainmasts were unstepped--the impact of
ramming would have sent them crashing onto the decks. Plowing through the seaunder the rhythmic
stroke of long cars, hisfleet of warships bore down on the Imperials at a speed of somefour knots. The
dice had been cast, and the battle was upon them.

Asthe formations began to close now, ahail of arrows from the Imperid fleet fell upon the retreating line
of barges. An iron-barbed shaft struck a crewman on one barge in the chest. Redling in pain, hefell back
againg the brazier used to ignite the fireballs--knocking it into the barge's hold. The scattering coas
ingtantly caught the remaining store of fireballs. With a sudden roar, the barge exploded into a spewing
column of aily flame and shrieking men.

Undaunted by the hissing arrows, the rest of the catapult crews continued to fire--until their own
warships advanced past them and into their line of fire. Usdessin the close-quartersfighting, they
withdrew to Prisarte before the Imperid fleet could take revenge for their murderous barrage.

Thetwo fleets rushed together amidst ablack rain of iron-barbed arrows and jagged rocks fired from
small deck-mounted petraries. And through the hail of death they met.

A mighty Imperid trireme rammed a converted merchant that had rashly advanced before her sster
warships--amost knocking its broken hull out of the water. Two biremes collided nearly head-on, leaving
the rebd vessd crippled in the water and the other ship sinking. Cries of "Ramming speed!” were
drowned out in adreadful fury of splintering timber, screams of pain, and bestid roars.

Shouting orders savagely, Kane directed hisflagship against the nearest enemy trireme. Reaching
ramming speed, the rowers desperately hauled in their oars a the final ingtant--just as Kane skillfully
heaved the ship'swhed to theright. The Ara-Teving veered aside from her opponent and glanced dong
her hull--splintering the oars and maiming the rowers on one sde of the enemy warship. Still under
momentum, the Ara-Teving shot past, then returned her own oars to the water and pulled away, leaving
the Imperia warship dead in the water for the smaller vesselsto swarm over.

Across the seething battleline, the rebe warships were attempting the same maneuver--not dwayswith
equal success. Unable to avoid her opponent's grappling irons, the Hast-Endab was trapped between
two triremes before oars could be returned. Asthe grapples caught, adouble wave of Imperia marines
leaped onto her decks. Two converted merchants raced to the stricken warship's aid, and the ensuing
conglomeration took on the appearance of afloating idand. The air wastorn with the cries of dying and
injured combatants, the clash of arms, sounds of crashing and splintering timber. Arrowsfel everywhere.



The Mon-Ossa advanced into the mel ee somewhat after the initia contact, as Lages had lost way until
the crippled oarbank could be cleared. Sighting the Imperid flagship, Kane gave the order to ram,
determined to take the warship and demoralize the Imperiaswith her defeat. Lages saw the rebel trireme
bearing down on his ship, but the damaged oarbanks cost him some maneuverability. He sought to veer,
but could not entirely evade the bronze-capped ram.

The two flagships smashed together, and with the thundering impact came the roaring battle cries of the
soldiers. The two sides rushed upon each other as fierce hand-to-hand combat prevailed over both
decks.

Kane legped into the fray, his great sword cutting a path to the other ship. Confident that he could wield
the long blade effectively with hisleft arm, he tossed aside his shield and ripped a cutlass from the side of
acorpse, hefted it in hisright hand. Although left-handed, Kane had trained himself to use hisright arm
with equal prowess. Having full use of both hands made Kane doubly deedly in a close fight--as those
who tore at him quickly learned.

Driving back the enemy marines, Kane reached the high prow of the Ara-Teving and legped onto the
Mon-Ossas decks. A host of Imperiad soldiers rushed to meet him. Kane smashed down the first with
his broadsword, briefly parried the blade of the second before finishing him with a sudden gutting dash of
the cutlass, then whirled to spit athird marine on his broadsword. Shouting for his crew to follow him,
Kanetoreinto theranks of the Imperids, histwo blades |eaving agory trail. Snarling faces and glittering
blades whirled about him in a crimson vortex. It was close work for thefirst minutes. Kanes mail held
true, though his bare flesh bled from minor gashes--cheap payment for the lives he took. Then his crew
was spilling over theralsto give him support.

In the first wave, Arbas wasfighting like a blood-mad panther. Recklessy the dark-haired assassin
ripped into the Imperial marines. Kane wished he could find alull to watch an artist a work--for the
assassin'sdeadlinesslay not only in hisstedth, but in hisraw fighting ability aswell.

Camly and ddliberatdly, Kane dashed through the Imperid forces, his sensesinflamed with the rush of
battle and the ecstasy of killing. Much as he longed to lose himsdf in an orgy of death and carnage, Kane
kept hisblood-lust in check, and it wasintellect, not emation, that governed his actions.

An officer inthered cloak of an Imperia generd broke through the reding marinesto hurl himsdf against
Kane. "You must be Kane!" he shouted, swinging avicious upward dash that Kane barely knocked
asde. "Wl then, know that | am Lages! Today | command thisfleet, pirate! Tomorrow your death shall
make me Emperor!”

"You will never be Emperor, then!" snarled Kane, and pressed his attack with increased fury. "But I'll
giveyou acrown of good sted!"

Lageswas an excdllent swordsman, but Kane's lightning-swift, two-bladed attack baffled him. He had
seen men fight with sword and dagger before, but never with two swords. And Kane wielded with
complete ease a sword that most men would use with both hands. Taunts that sneered on hislips now
passed unspoken as Lages struggled for breath. In spite of hisskill, Lages found himsdf being forced
back steadily to the ship'srailing. For the first time his confidence began to waver. Had the weeksin
prison so weakened him? Was this Kane truly the monster of old, againgt whom legend claimed no man
could prevail?

But Lages was a strong man. His notched buckler continued to turn back the rain of blows Kane
hammered against him, while his reddened blade stabbed to pierce his enemy's guard. In growing panic,



Lagesredized that less and less was he on the offensive--that now he was hard pressed even to weave a
defense againgt Kane's rentless attack. Grimly he sought to keep Kane's blades away from his aching
flesh. His shield was being cut to pieces; his sword was dulled from parrying Kanes sted. Findly came
one blinding-fast stroke that could not be parried. Kane's cutlass moved like reflected light and dashed
across Lagess sword arm. In agony, Lagesfelt his sword arm go nerveless, his blade clatter to the

dippery deck.

"Goodbye, Lages!" Kanelaughed, and raised his broadsword for the killing blow. "Go join your flegt in
hell!”

Frantically, Lagesjumped back to avoid the blade, tripped over the ship's broken railing, and fell into the
sea below. The waves dammed againgt him with stunning force, and the icy water closed above him. His
armor weighted him down, dragging him under. Lages sank, struggling desperately to force his gashed
arm to unbuckle his heavy cuirass.

"Lagesisdown! Lagesisdown!" The hopeless cry ran from ship to ship among the Imperias.

Kane started for the rail to make certain of hiskill, but was swept back as a pack of vengeance-mad
Imperid marinesflung themsealves againgt him. Fighting desperatdly, Kane needed dl his strength to best
back their crazed ondaught, and for atimelessinterva, sted clangoured againg stedl faster than mind or
eye could follow. But their attack finaly wavered before the figure of death they had centered upon, and
from behind rebel soldiers quickly cut through to Kanesaid.

Then suddenly, there were no moreto fight. The Imperia flagship was taken.

Kane wiped the swesat and gore from his face and gasped for breath. He stood covered with blood,
some of it hisown. But around him he could see that the tide of battle waswith him. The catapult attack
had broken the Imperia formation, and the glancing-ramming tactics had disabled enough of the warships
for the smaller rebel craft to swarm over them. Dismayed by thefall of their flagship, the survivors of
Lagessfleet would fight for retrest, not victory.

Kane grinned. It began to look asif his efforts on Efrdl's behdf had not beenin vain.

Arbas came up, limping badly, a crude bandage soaked with blood decorating histhigh. "Come on,
Kane! Thisshipissinking! Oh, shit! Some son of abitch damn near cut my leg off! Damn, wasthat a

fightt"

"Damn!" Kane frowned at the assassin's crimson trouser leg. "L ooks like someone cut you straight to the
artery! Get atighter bandage on that mess before you bleed to death! And we're not through this fight
yet, Arbas."

Kane bellowed to hismen. "Back to the Ara-Teving, men! Bring whatever of our wounded you see! Get
the lead out, damn it! Hurry!"

Giving Arbas ahand, Kane left the sinking Mon-Ossa. The assassin was cursing with each step, but till
game. Kane decided hisfemord artery was spared--otherwise Arbas would have bled out by now. The
Ara-Teving backed away from the wreck and moved to another quarter of the battle. A rebel bireme
and an Imperid trireme were locked in combat nearby, and Kane gave the order to ram the enemy
warship. Asthe Ara-Teving rowed away, no one gave athought to a bleeding figure who floated on a
piece of wreckage in their wake. The water was filled with such.



L ages clutched the broken timber and tried to paddle with hisgood arm. The sdt water waslike acid on
his dashed arm, and he cursed with breath better saved for swimming. He could not die here now! Not
with so much to live for! Hisfleet lay stricken about him--already assuming that their leader was dead, as
the Mon-Ossallifted her stern and sank. Had Lages not won free of hisarmor, he would be lying on the
bottom a thousand fathoms below. Withal, at the moment there seemed small odds of escaping ether
drowning or capture. He desperately looked about him for aid.

At this point Lages caught Sight of an Imperid trireme--by some miracle unscathed in the melee--rowing
straight toward him. The trireme had dispatched the two rebel vessalsthat had tried to take it and was
now steering for another quarter of the battle.

Lages waved with his good arm and shouted hoarsaly. Rescue? In horror, he realized that he lay directly
in the vessdl's path. "By Horment, no!" he prayed. "Don't let me die, run down by my own men!”

But someone aboard the Imperia warship recognized the thrashing figure in the water--thanks to the
scarlet cloak that Lages had flung across the broken timber as he struggled to cling to it. Thetrireme
dowed under momentum and swerved beforeit could hit him. Lages caught the rope they threw to him
and clambered aboard.

"Thank Horment!" he gasped. "And thanksto dl of you here! Y ou won't go unrewarded for thisl Who's
captain here?"

An officer ran up--Lages recognized him as one of hisold comrades. "Oh, it'syou, Gable!" Lages
laughed shakily. "Y our ship has saved me from becoming fish food, and | won't forget that!"

"I thought we were hauling aghost on board, milord,” Gable told him. "The Mon-Ossalieson the
bottom, and men say Kane sent you there to captain her.”

Lagesswore. "I'll settle with Kane another time. But what do you think of the battle? What's happened
snce | wasgiven up for dead?’

"It goes againgt us, milord," Gable answered glumly. "Other than our ship, | can see only two biremes
that are gill moving fredy. Thefireballs hurt us bad. Now these damned rebels have us hemmed
in--they're grappling and are overwheming the rest of our fleet that is till afloat.”

"| feared asmuch!" groaned Lages. "So it's hopeless, then. Kane isthe devil that legend declareshim to
be! All right, sgnal theretreat. WEell try to get back to Thovnosten with what we can save.”

The lone Imperid trireme moved away from the battle, and fled for Thovnosten. The two biremesand
severd other crippled warshipstried to follow suit--but the rebel fleet closed .in, and only one bireme
was able to escape. No chase was given--as the rebel's were too busy massacring the survivors of the
Imperid flet.

And so0 out of twenty-four proud ships, two limped back to Thovnosten, leaving the rest to the victors
andtothe sea.

Meanwhile the rebel forces were inexorably overwhelming ship after ship of those trapped by their
grappling irons. And as each craft was taken, the victorious rebels moved on to reinforce their comrades
on board another stricken warship. The Imperia marinesfought gdlantly, but their position was hopeless,
and the wise ones surrendered their ships for whatever mercy they might find in Prisarte.



Having finished with her second opponent, the Ara-Teving drove on againgt another. In yet one area of
the battle, the issue was going against therebels. The Ara-Teving's Sster ship, the Kelkin, was caught
between two Imperid triremes, and the Imperia soldierswere dowly besting down the outmanned
rebels. Despite hisfedings about Alremas, Kane could not risk losing the best warship next to hisownin
Efrd'sentire navy.

Kane ordered the atack, thinking by fighting to save Alremas he might at best achieve some stature
among the doof Pdllinites. At hiscommand, the Ara-Teving pulled ongside one Imperid triremeand
quickly grappled. Leading his crew, Kane rushed over therailsto atack the Imperia marinesfrom
behind. Giving them little timeto redize this new threat, Kane burst into the enemy ranks, hewing about
him with histwin blades. The Imperid marines gave back and faltered under the renewed rebd strength.
Their apparent victory now cruelly loomed as defeat. With the rage of a cornered beast, they fought to
the death without regard for wounds or danger.

To hisdisgust, Kane saw that Oxfors Alremas was il fighting--Kane had hoped the Imperiaswould
kill. the Pellin lord for him and save him from athorny problem. Grudgingly, he admired the Pdllinite's
intricate swordplay. The man fenced with brilliance, and there was speed and endurance within that
foppish frame. Kane had not thought Alremas tough enough for amelee such asthis. If only the bastard
weren't too popular afigure to murder, Kane mused with regret. Arbas would handle that matter most
willingly. On Kanefought, striking death al about him. Alremaswould wait until another day. For now
therewasthe dirty, bloody work of mopping up the last of the stubborn resistance. At length the fighting
ceased. Thelast Imperia soldier had falen or surrendered.

A weary cheer went through the rebel ranks. Half their number lay dead or badly wounded, and half
their warships were broken wreckage. But the captured Imperia warships would more than replace the
loss of their fighting ships, and more soldiers could dways be found. 1t had been adecisive victory over a
more powerful, better-equipped enemy, and the men had aright to be jubilant.

Sensing the popular feding, Kane presented himsealf upon the prow of his flagship. Kane was now an
even more awe-ingpiring figure--his mail hauberk torn, his bare arms and face gashed, his body
splattered with blood from helm to toe. He raised his gory broadsword in salute to the men he had led to

victory.

Amidst wild cheersof "Hall, Kane! Hail, Kane! Hall, Red Kane!" he led hisfleet in atriumphant return
to Prisarte. It was with secret satisfaction that Kane noted it was his name and not Efrd’s that the men
roared out in adulation.

PART THREE



XIX

Return to Thovnosten

Netisten Maril wasin avolcanic temper--his most common mood when confronted by any obstacle.
"Only two shipsreturn! By Horment! By the thrice-damned Tloluvin! Thisisintolerable--impossible!
How could Kane deal such a smashing defest to theimperia navy! By Lato, | knew | should have
commanded the expedition mysdf. Y ou let amob of rebels and pirates rout the finest warships on the
Western Seal”

Trying to keep his own temper in check, Lages stonily listened to his unclesraging. Hiswounds were
giving him pain, and each time he tried without success to bregk into Maril's stream of invective, hisown
temper flared. At length, Maril ran out of breasth and lapsed into fitful slence, hislivid facetwisted in
uncomprehending dismay.

Bitterly Lages began, "All right, so we took a beating. Wedll, atantrum won't reverse things, and if you
want to scream curses at anyone, then take your anger out on Kane. The men fought vaiantly throughout
the battle, and | doubt that you could have commanded them better yoursdlf. Wetried to take Efrel by
surprise, and we made a mistake. Kane was waiting for uswith afar stronger fleet than we had ever
anticipated. He used afew ingenious tricks to offset our superior fleet, and we got hit bad. Now weve
shown our hand, lost asignificant portion of our total naval strength, and let Kane win atremendous
drategic victory aswell. Okay, it was your ideato attempt a sudden attack--1'm not saying | wouldn't
have ordered the same. The strategy failed, and let'sleaveit at that!"

Unappeased, Maril muttered an incoherent snarl as an attempt to reply, then subsided. He smoothed his
black beard while he continued to glower at his nephew.

Hurriedly Lages continued. "So let's take stock of things. We know we have amajor rebellion on our
hands--a plot that has been taking shape for many months. Now we know whereits center is, and who
itsleaders are. The battle will have drawn everything into the open. Now that open warfare has broken
out, we can assume that Efrd will summon to Pdllin al the aid that has been promised to her through
secret aliances. Kane'svictory isgoing to pull in awave of support from those more cautious traitors
who were undecided before-so the witch will probably have a considerable following once the news of
our defeat tempts shaky loyaties. And with Kane as her generd, Efrdl's rebellion congtitutes as deadly a
threat to us and to our Empire as the Netisten blood has ever faced.

"Now then, we lost twenty-two ships and maybe five thousand men and daves. But this only represents
about half of Thovnoss navy, when you consider the warships that were out on patrol or otherwise
unavailable a the time we sailed. Then, if we make ared effort, we can convert agood number of
merchant vessel s to warships and man them with freshly recruited troops. That was Kane's own game, so
we know that it works. So much for Thovnositself. Now, we can cal upon thelords of dl theidandsin
the Empire to render their support, since Efrel does pose athreat to the entire Empire. | doubt if her
congpiracy can have netted too much support from among the great houses, so we can probably assume
that Tredi, Fistia, Josten, Quarnora, Raconos, and Parwi will remain loya--aong with many of the lesser
idands. Counting their support, I'd estimate we can mobilize afleet of maybe three hundred warships,
plus around another hundred serviceable conversons and the like.



"The rebel stook heavy losses, too. I'd be surprised if Kane can muster ahundred ships of all
descriptions--and helll be hard pressed to man them in any fashion. So we can probably count on
outnumbering the rebels agood four to one, maybe better. That meansthisfirst defest hasn't cost usthe
war by any means. Well gather our forces, go back to Pellin with areal invasion flegt, and level that
damned witch'sfortress to the ground!

"But let'sworry about that tomorrow. 1've hardly dept for days. I'm exhausted and | ache all over. So if
you'll forgive me, dear uncle, I'm going to my chambers.

Without waiting any further, Lages whedled and stalked from the audience hall. Maril muttered afew
dark thoughts about insolent youths and fdll into gloomy thought.

Lageswas panfully removing his battle-stained clothing when M'Cori burgt into his chambers. "M'Cori!*
he smiled. "Held it asecond.” He shrugged a clean, loose-fitting shirt across his grimy shoulders and
darted to shove thetails back under his belt.

Ignoring his effortsto look presentable, M'Cori hurried his bodyservant out of the room. "I had to come
and seeyou right away. Oh, Lages--I thank al the gods that you've come back! Everyoneistaking
about the disaster--about Efrel'svow of revenge! | heard that Kane almost killed you--that they almost
didn't seeyou inthewater!" Shefdl into hisarms, trembling violently.

Lageshdd her close, disregarding the pain in hisarm. For awhilethey stood in atight embrace, Lages
murmuring soothingly in her ear. Eventualy they kissed.

"And Kane," began M'Cori, in control of herself again, "they say that hetruly isthat Kane whose
legendary pirate hordes dmaost conquered the Empirein thefirst years of our history. They say Efrel has
brought him back from the dead to create an invincible army for her conspiracy.”

"That | can believe, now that I've seen him!" Lages exclaimed. "The man isn't human! Helooked like
some sort of demon of death out there--all covered with blood, and with that insane light in hiskiller's
eyes! He was daughtering our men like sheep. In battle Kane was as much within his element asa shark
in the seawe fought upon--and just as deadly.”

M'Cori gasped, and Lages went on reassuringly, "Buit that's al nonsense about him. | know he's human
enough. He was definitely wounded in severd places. An incredible warrior he may be, with an uncanny
resemblance to Red Kane the pirate, but this Kane is no supernatural demon from out of the past. |
know his measure now, and when we meet again, I'll kill him--no matter who heredly is. I'll makeyou a
meatched set of drinking mugsfrom his skull and from Efrd's"

M'Cori seemed entranced at the thought. "Ugh! That's a gruesome present! Y ou've been paying too
much attention to those gory old sagas the minstrels wail. How could anyone drink out of a skull--even
those wild heroesinthetales It wouldn't hold water even. That's an awful idea, Lages. Give them to
Father instead."

Her mind wasn't half on her words, Lages knew. He was very much aware of her thinly gowned figure
pressing againg his bare chest. Dreamily it seemed as though her heart beat in cadence with his
own--possibly that was why his own pulse was throbbing. He thought about al the years he had known



M'Cori, wondered when there had been atime that he had not loved her. He had been an utter fool to
have |et the tumultuous events of the past few yearsinterfere with their relationship. Those yearswerelost
forever now, he redlized, and the future was uncertain. How many times had desth come within abreath
of cogting him the yearsto come?

Lageswhispered to her then, not daring to raise hisvoicefor fear it would shake. "Listen to me, M'Cori!
When thisisal over, Maril should be reconciled with me. And I'm through with this blood feud now. Il
no longer be afugitive; | won't be alandlesstraitor's son, trying to prove himsdf worthy of the Emperor's
grace. I'm going to ask Maxil for your hand, M'Cori--and | know helll consent.”

He looked a her with painful intensity, asif hewould hear her thoughts before she could form the
words. "And will you have me? Will you be my wife, M'Cori?"

M'Cori clasped him with fierce passion. The words had been formed years before. "Oh,
Lages--beloved! Y ou know the answer to that!™

She kissed him deeply. For the next minutes Lagesforgot al about his exhaustion and pain. Forgot
about the web of darkness whose patterns were not yet completely woven.

XX

From the Ancient Seas

Late one night several days after the battle, Kane sat reading over reportsis the tower room he had
chosen for his headquarters. Assuming that repairs on the captured warships and others could be
completed in time, hisfleet had about broken even--maybe better, since the acquisition of afew
firgt-class warships more than made up for the loss of many of the less serviceable craft. Casudties had
been high, though, which was more serious. A lot of replacements had to be found. Common soldiers
were not too hard to scare up, but trained officers were another story.

Assuming Arbas recovered in time, he could probably be trusted with acommand. The assassn wasa
loner, Kane knew, but he was aformidable swordsman, and as such could command the respect and
obedience of his men--making him a good battle leader, even though he cared for none of the
respongbilities of long-term leadership. Arbas just might be talked into it, Kane reflected, if he could
apped tothe n'sego. And perhaps Imel could persuade some more of his acquaintances to come
over to hissde. The aristocracy had al the experience and mystique needed to command--the common
folk were used to taking orders from their superiors. The sametradition of subservienceto the nobility



caused problems with promotions from the ranks.

Kane laid the papers aside. Some sixth sense detected the presence of Efrel even before his keen
hearing caught the clump of her wooden leg on the stairs. What cause drove her up such adifficult climb,
he wondered? He had chosen thistower room for his study partly because it made such excursions
inconvenient for Efrel.

Kane considered his relationship with the sorceress a difficult one. At present she was atogether pleased
with him, but catering to the whims of amadwoman taxed even Kane's nerves. Her attitude of elaborate
secrecy and incessant inginuation annoyed him far more than he cared to show, and her unpredictable
seizures of raving insanity weretrying, to say theleast. Kane's jaded sensesfound dight fascinationin
seeking to satisfy Efre'samost bestid lusts, but there dways persisted adeeper feding of disgust that
could not be dispdled. Unconscioudy Kane found himsalf counting each step of the passageway by the
echoing thump of Efrel's demon's-paw limb. There was an dmost hypnotic rhythm to her progress, he
decided.

Soon Efrd's maimed figure limped through the doorway. He looked at her expectantly. "Good evening,
Kane" she began in her strange voice--beautiful tones as mutilated as her nightmarish body. "So | find
you hereworking late hourslikeaclerk.”

"A good genera should know his strengths and weskness to the smallest detail," Kane stated, somewhat
annoyed. Actudly it had been insomnia, not diligence, that kept him here so late. " Successin battle isn't
won by accepting the standards and incompetence of others. So many hot-headed amateurs think wars
are fought by throwing two armiestogether and letting justice and the gods grant victory to their cause.
My sword has dulled its edge on such fool s, settled causes past counting.”

"Don't take offense--I was only jesting. Certainly, after last week's victory | have no criticisms either of
your ability or your philosophy.”

Efrel sank into achair beside Kane. "But | cameto tell you that Imel has once more proved his worth to
me. Another of his highborn friends has yielded to his persuasion. Imd hasjust informed methat Lord
Gdll of Tredi hasthrown hislot in with us. He's the most powerful lord on that idand, as you should
know, and helll cometo us presently with afleet of eighteen warships. | must find some new way to show
Imel my gopreciation.”

Kane smiled. "There's a coincidence--1 was just wondering if Imel might come through for us. Buy hima
new wardrobe, and hell win over dl of Tredi. But thisis good news. I've needed afresh fleet to guard
Pdllin's waters--in case Maril sends another expedition sooner than expected. If | werein hisplace, I'd
attempt araid of, some sort--a quick strike to disrupt operationsin Prisarte. But after the beating we
gave Lages, | imagine Maril will wait to bring the entire might of the Imperid navy againg us before he
mounts another attack."

"Offersof aid are pouring in from every quarter,” Efrel exulted. "Every adventurous rogue, every greedy
nobleman, al those who have cause to hate the house of Netisten--they arerallying to me as news of our
victory spreads throughout the Empire.”

The sorceress paused to gloat, and her eye caught sight of the puckered seams of the minor gashes
Kane had suffered in the battle. Strange, she mused, only dight scabs or pinkish scars marked them now.
So theimmortal had strong recuperative powers, aswell. She recalled the demon’'s words that Kane
could receive no permanent scar, Snce hisbody never dtered from itsorigina state. Considering his past
career, she wondered whether his body might not otherwise be as scarred as her own. It was pleasant to



think that another cresture might live through such mutilation.

Kane was speaking. "Yes, | can see that response to our cause is mounting. But, as Hedusi complained:
Speak no more to me of numbers,

"Though truth, your words are lies--

| fill my goblet drop by drop,

Whileyou pour from the amphora.”

"I've never heard the proverb in that form before," returned Efrel.

Kane had forgotten the passage's antiquity. Vexed at having been trapped into pedantry, hetold her
bitterly, "It isn't aproverb originaly. It'safamiliar quotation from one of Gorovin's plays. Don't tell me
that Gorovin'swork has been lost herein the East.”

"So Kaneisascholar aswell asawarrior. How unusual! We must talk together at length over the
knowledge you've acquired over the centuries.” Efrel had caught Kane's unconscious reference to the
Thovnosan Empire asthe East. Thiswas clearly the West with respect to the Lartroxian supercontinent,
and if Kane had not merely made adip of the tongue... She wondered how long Kane had lived in the
semi-mythical lands beyond the Western Sea.

"Y ou wouldnt like Gorovin,” Kane said caudtically. "No one ever getsflayed divein hisplays. But my
meaning should be clear--certainly I've repeated mysdf often enough. We can't take on Netisten Maril
and the entire Empire with just bits and pieces from here and there--not when he has the resources of his
Empire to draw upon. Why, most of these recruits we've gathered since the battle are usdless against
seasoned troops. Just sword-meat to waste the strength of the Imperid forces. If I'm to be of any real
useto you, I'm going to have to be told exactly what manner of supernatural powers you've made an
dlegiance with. Tdl mewhat thismysteriousforceisthat you've so devilishly hinted of al dong. Then
maybe | can make plans accordingly.”

Efrel laughed wildly, and for amoment Kane feared that she was entering into another of her spells of
incoherent madness. But the sorceress was merely enjoying her moment of triumph, and presently she
grew camer. Efrel must have been anticipating the unvelling of thisfinad mystery for sometime, judging
from her secret amusement. She assumed a grimace that her torn featuresinterpreted as a mysterious
smile--Kane had grown to recogni ze the expression--and asked: "What do you know of the Scylredi?"

Though the direction Efrel’s revel ation was taking was not an unsuspected one, Kane remained
impassive. Histhoughts at that moment might have shaken the sorceress, but he only said, "I have heard a
few bizarre taes of the Scylredi from the seamen of this region. Some sort of maevolent seagods, they

Efrd tittered scornfully. "Y es, so they say. Garbled legends and old wives tales. They are but frightened
guesses--pale shadows of the hidden truth. Listen, Kane!

"In the eons before man walked the earth--when the seawas avast, teeming wilderness of primitivelife,
its oceans far more immense than those of today--the race of creatures known to mankind asthe
Scylredi arose and flourished. Most of the continents we know today had not yet risen from the primeva
seq, and only afew jungle-choked land masses stood out from the boundless seas of Elder Earth. The



Scylredi lived benegth this ancient sea and created for themselves acivilization beyond man's wildest
conception. Herein thisvery region they built ther cities, for a that time dl theseidandslay upon the
ocean floor.

"They were astrange race, these creatures of awesome antiquity. Nothing on earth truly resembled
them, even then. Were they some freak of evolution, arace from another world--or perhaps, like man,
the result of some insane god's whimsy? Who can say a this distant age? The most ancient writingsthat |
have studied are uncertain on so many points. But then, this earth has held many strange races about
which mankind can only speculate, and al but afragment of the secrets of prehuman history has been lost
forever.

"Whatever their origin, the Scylredi were as gods themsalves. They had control of powers both natural
and supernaturd. They used the great beasts of the primordia seafor their own purposes, controlling
fantastic monsters known to mankind only through legend. With their knowledge of the physical sciences,
they built great submarine seacraft--unearthly enginesin which they traveled the oceans and waged war
with the other inhuman races of Elder Earth. That age was afar more violent world than the earth of our
day, and there were many powerful forces the prehuman races must constantly contend againgt in the
battle to survive. They were versed in the elder sorceries, aswell--the secrets of the gulfs beyond our
gars-and legend only hints at some of the hideous deeds that were committed by the Scylredi in their
wars.

"Magnificent fortresses they rai sed--huge basdlt structures that surpassed human imagination. Theruins
of these gresat castles can be seen today--on hillsides where they have crumbled for millennia, ever since
the waters receded from these idands. This very fortress, Dan-Legeh, istheir creation. For the Scylredi,
itisonly aminor citadel, and built after their race had declined. It was an age of giants, and the Scylredi
commanded both sorcery and science in their constant battle for supremacy in that prehistoric age of
chaos.

"But asthe centuries passed, their power dipped from them. Perhaps it was the shrinking of the great
sess, or the cooling of the earth that caused their decline. It isrecorded that there was along period of
horrific warfare between the Scylredi and some other race of elder beings. The conflict was waged with
wespons of unimaginable power. Many of their colossal basalt castles were blasted into fused rubble,
their gigantic seacraft destroyed, their fearsome servants annihilated, and the greater part of the Scylredi
werekilled. Both raceslay near to extinction upon the termination of that war, and the scattered survivors
wereleft to mourn amidgt the ruins of their vanished civilizations,

"Then mighty quakes and tremors shook the earth. M ountains rose from the muck, and great cracks split
apart the ocean floor. The waters receded, as the ocean floor buckled and heaved forth to form new
lands. Theruins of the Scylredi'stitanic fortresses were left to moulder in the sun. And Dan-Legeh itsdlf
findly emerged, to dry benesth lonely grey skiesuntil the day some centuries-removed ancestor of mine
conquered his superstitious fears and adapted the fortress for his own use. Surely you have noticed the
dienness of thiscitadd. The innumerable additions and modifications man has made--new wals and
chambers, stairways and cellings—-they can't disguise thisinhuman heritage,

"Asfor the Scylredi themselves, their numbers were dwindling. Creatures of preternaturdly long lives,
they were dow to reproduce--but this was only afragment of their dilemma. Most of the great beasts
that had served them were dead; their fortresses were virtually destroyed, as were the strange machines
they had created. Their power broken, the Scylredi were too weakened to confront that hostile age. As
time passed, they were not prepared to cope with the changing world--and after the oceans receded,
their remnants withdrew into the depths of the Sorn-Ellyn, to the north of what istoday Pdllin.



"Herein this deep trench whose abyss has never been plumbed, the last survivors of this once mighty
race yet dwdl. Few men have guessed that they still survive, or that thereistruth to the many legends
concerning these vanished sea demons. Seldom do they venture forth, and the seas over thisabyssare
shunned by thewise. Still, it isnot uncommon to hear tales whispered among the seamen of poor fools
who have strayed into the Sorn-Ellyn and paid horribly for their trespass. The Scylredi carelittle for the
puny race of man--the weaklingswho fell heir to their ancient home.

"But | have not been bound by human ignorance or weakness. Through my sorceries | have established
contact with the Scylredi. | have learned to communicate with them, and have drawn them to me from
their lair in the depths of the Sorn-Ellyn. Far below thisfortressis cut from the bedrock agigantic
chamber. Y ou have seen my pretty toysthere on the day we played with that fat little spy. Hereaso is
where | perform my incantations and rituals of the black arts. But the chamber has other uses than you
may have guessed. Located thereisacircular pool. | saw you peering into it; it isvery deep, this
pool--bottomless, to be truthful. For the pool is nothing less than one end of atremendous tunnel that
runs beneath thisidand and terminates within the Sorn-Ellyn. The Scylredi cut thisand other such tunnds
through the rock beneath our feet in the age when Dan-Legeh was till their citadel. Through thistunnd! |
am able to communicate with the Scylredi at will.

"It isthrough the Scylredi that | have been ableto keep in close touch with the maneuvers of my
enemies. Here, too, lies the secrets of the fortuitous disasters -which have destroyed afew of those who
sought to, invade my waters, or to escape the idand. It isto the Scylredi that | look for aid againgt
Netisten Maril. With their assstance | shdl be avenged in full. Not even the entire might of the Empire
can stand before the power of the Scylredi, when they arise to my command!

"For dthough they have kept from the sight of man for centuriesin that great abyss, they are not stripped
of dl the power that once wastheirs. Not dl of their undersea craft have been destroyed. They have
fantastic machines, built by an dien science of ascope far beyond human comprehension. Colossal meta
shipsthat move a tremendous speed beneath the sea, propelled by a power that is not pure magic but of
ascience which even they no longer fully understand. They have weaponsthat can burn right through the
soutest warship. Their submarine craft can lash out with fearful streams of eementa flame--controlled
bolts of energy that can blast to cinders al that they strike. True, they have only afew of these seacraft,
and the power that drives them isamost exhausted, but asmall number of such weapons can destroy
countlesswarships.

"And they gill have anumber of their great sea crestures under their command. Alongside uswill fight
creatures known only in the most dread legends--the Oraycha. Many tales are spread of the Oraycha,
the primeva monsters of whom the octopus and squid are only puny descendants. Only afew of these
gigantic beasts survive today, but whatever regions these creatures haunt are seas over which no sane
man dare sall. It isno, lurid myth that an Oraycha can drag down an entire ship in its tentacles. With their
alien science, the Scylredi have been laboring to produce devicesthat will enable the Oraychato
digtinguish my shipsfrom the enemy fleet. The Oraychawill be able to range beneath our embettled
navies--to ensnare and annihilate any warship that lacks a protective talisman.

"Thisthen isthe power to which | have sworn alegiance. The Scylredi are the source of my secret
strength--the power | shal wield to complete my vengeance. What do you think now, Kane? With such
aliesasthese, can Netisten Maril stand before me? Efrdl shall be Empress of anew Empire, and the
Scylredi shdl lend aninvincible might to my rule!”

Kane had been ligtening intently throughout, but if he felt astonishment at anything Efrd told him, he kept
his emoations hidden. Hisvoice held no hint of amazement or uncertainty, dthough histhoughtswerein
consderable turmoil. "If the Scylredi truly come up to your expectations, then perhaps you will be



Empress of theidand Empire," he acceded. "But | would like to see persondly what the Scylredi haveto
offer us, though. Obvioudy their powersare limited, or you would never have rdied on my own efforts
for your cause."

Efrdl giggled. "Jedous, Kane? But | still require human warriors, aswell. And you shall seethe Scylredi,
if you wish--if you are prepared to confront a nightmare from earth's dreaming infancy.”

Kaneignored her taunt and pressed on. "But what really interests me about your secret alliance comes
down to this: Why should the Scylredi aid you? These are no demonsthat you can command with spells
and conjurations. What have you offered these creaturesin return for their intercesson?”

She eyed him dyly before explaining. "1 told you that the Scylredi are god-like. Alorri-Zrokros even
postulates that they are gods, falen from the sky to dwell on earth. And it is natura that gods require
worship. Fallen gods or falen devils--they till dream of ancient glory. The Scylredi have speculated that
through their eder sorcery and therituas of mass worship, they will be restored to their origina power.
Worshipped as gods, they will become gods once more. It is evident that a god draws strength from the
supernatura bondsthat link the faithful to him. The Scylredi mean to absorb the psychic energies of
untold thousands of neophytes.

"And so the answer to your question should be obvious. The Scylredi shal help meto fulfill my revenge,
to achieve my ambition to rule as Empress--and in return | shall establish the worship of the Scylredi as
the onerdigion of the new Empire. Efrel shall be Empress; the Scylredi shdl be gods. Ah, they havetold
me of therituasthey will require--and they're magnificent! | shdl be priestess aswell as Empress. They
will demand numerous human sacrifices, of course. Y ou should see what the Scylredi can do with aliving
human, Kane! A few spies have dready learned.”

She doubled with afit of insane laughter. "Think of it! Was ever an Empire bought more chesply? Only
for ayearly payment of afew hundred lives. It's absurdly chegp--more than that starve to deeth every
week in the Empire. Well, how about it, Kane? Y ou sit there so quietly. Does the bargain seem too
repulsve?’

Kane smiled thinly. "I think you know enough about my past to redlize that human life means nothing to
me. And what manner of demons you choose to make your pact with isyour own affair. My only
apprehenson concerns whether you can trust the Scylredi to carry through with their part of the bargain.
Supernatura weapons have often proved unwidldy, | have learned.”

Still tittering, Efrel rose and hobbled to the doorway. "Y es, | knew you would be the last to get cold feet
over thisaliance. Y ou only complain of distrust, where sane men should fed overwhelming dread.”
Pausing at the gairs, she shot back, "Imagine--Kane scrupling over taking human lifel™ She limped on
down the stairway, her maddened laughter rising back after her.

Kane sat on the window ledge for along time after, looking out over the darkened sea. The Scylredi.
There had been certain hints of such an dliance--ones he should have pursued further than he had. Those
statues he had barely glimpsed by the pool beneath Dan-L egeh were one thing that had made him
suspect Efrel's secret. There had been other such hints, but such an alliance had seemed too alien to be
credible. Kane had feared that something unforseen might complicate matters for him--aforce entering
the picture that he could not control, afactor defying manipulation.

He had seen a Scylred once long ago--along-dead one floating in the sea. Kane had recognized it
primarily from the description given by Alorri-Zrokrosin his ancient treatise on the prehuman races,
Book of the Elders.



Death could not have made the bloated form much uglier. It had been more than half again aslargeasa
man, and vagudly analogous to man in form. Only where legs should have been, itslower trunk sprouted
sx thick tentacles, and likewise from its upper trunk grew two longer tentaclesin place of arms.
Alorri-Zrokros claimed that these tentacles were armed with suckersthat could draw the lifeblood from
itsvictim. He had dwelled upon the creature's feeding habits with customary morbid detail. At the other
end of the central trunk, where the head should be, was a short projection that was encircled near its
extremity with half adozen or more eyes. At the base of this grotesque head was alarge, gaping
toothless cavity that served the function vaguely of amouth. Water was drawn in here, passed over gill
bars, and jetted out from the base of the trunk. Like the octopus the creature resembled, the Scylred was
capable of Jetting through the water at considerable velocity. An atogether hideous creature from the
earth'sinfancy, and if Alorri-Zrokros could be beieved, its soul was even more monstrous.

Withal, it was not this that bothered Kane--although he bore universal hatred and distrust toward all
forms of gods. What now disturbed him was the redli zation that here was ameans by which Efrd might
dispose of him should the occasion arise--or more likely, afactor that would complicate his disposing of
Efrel. For to remain in asecondary position was utterly aien to Kane's nature. And Kane knew that the
defeat of Netisten Maril would only bethefirst phase of the crimson pattern fate was weaving for the
daysto come.

XXI

Of Games and Goals

There was athin wind blowing from the sea, carrying away some of the stench of the waterfront, but not
much. The stars were high and lost benesth cloud. Enough of the moon was | &ft to show the cobbled

drests.

Imel led the way through the moonlit streets. His stride was quick and nervous. "1 thought I'd seeif you
could do something with him," hesaid. "Y ou're hisfriend. Y ou know his moods.”

"Some of them, | guess," Arbas grunted, limping to keep pace with the renegade.
"I thought | ought to do something,” Ime muttered. "Does he get like this very often?"

Arbas shrugged. "1 don't redlly know him that well. But I've seen him like thisafew times. He getsthis
way when the mood is on him. Doesn't deep, starts smoking too much opium, washesit down with too



much brandy. Any other man would be out cold for aweek, but Kane..."

"Here," said Imd, indicating the waterfront dive. There was no sign over the door, but the smell of sour
wine and stale vomit and urine was familiar to the assassin. He cautioudy pushed past thefilthy leather
curtain and peered into the darkened interior. A man's body lay acrossthe threshold, smashed and
crumpled. Arbas stepped over it.

"Kane?' he called softly.

Thefigure who reclined acrossthe tavern bar lifted hishead. "Come onin, Arbas" Kane muttered.

The n entered the poorly lit common room. Imel followed uneasily. There was another broken
body lying amidst the wreckage of atable.

"Lookslike you've got the place dl to yourself,” Arbas observed.

"Almogt," Kane agreed. Helifted the bottle to hislips, drank, and tossed it to Arbas. A thin-faced whore
handed him another from behind the bar. Her eyes darted anxioudy from the newcomers facesto
Kane's.

"The tavern keeper |eft," Kane said. "My friend here has been telling me her life story. It'svery
interesing.”

"What are you doing?" Arbas asked casudly, passing the bottle to Imel.

"I waslooking for aquiet placeto get drunk.” The girl's face was abnormaly palid beneath itsrouge.
Arbas glanced down and saw athird body sprawled behind the bar at her feet.

"Some quiet place,”" the assassn commented.

"It got alot quieter after awhile," Kanetold him.

Imel sighed and dumped onto a bench. His men had reported the brawl to him. By then Kane had been
recognized, and by that time there was no longer reason to interfere. Whileit might be permissblefor a
generd to have adrink with the rank and file, the renegade was uncertain as to the propriety of brawling
with them.

Kanefrowned at Imd'stroubled face. "Drink up,” heinvited. "Y ou look upset. Want to borrow my girl
friend?"

Theidea brought aharsh laugh from Kane. He rolled off the bar, gathered a fresh bottle in each huge
figt, and made hisway acrossthe littered room. Hewas till laughing ashe did into achair a acorner
table.

Arbas nodded to Imel, and the two drew up chairs beside Kane. The whore watched uncertainly from
behind the dirty bar, eyeing the doorway.

"Kane, you're getting too old for this," Arbas said sarcagticaly.

Kane'slaughter rumbled in his chest, around the mouth of the upturned bottle.



"Arbas" said Kane, "you ever make it with aone-legged lady?"
The assassin shook his head and tilted back his own bottle.
"Imd." Kaneturned to the Thovnosian. "Y ou ever made it with a one-legged lady?"

Imel took along pull from hisbottle, hoping grimly that there were no other earswithin hearing. The
brandy made the sordid room seem to glow, and suddenly he began to laugh with Kane.

"Timewas," Kane began, pushing his other bottle toward his companions. "Time was, when an Empress
took you to her bed, it was something worth fighting for. Go out the next day, spill your giftsal over the
field of battle--what the hell, let's die for the kisses of her imperia highness. Why not? Men diefor
stupider causes. But this..."

Arbas was laughing now as well. The whore dipped from behind the bar and fled into the night. No one
paid her heed.

"Imd," Kane muttered, "your girl friend got awvay"
"Shewastoo thin," the Thovnosian alowed, working on his second bottle.

"All those poor old heroes of legend,” Kane mourned. "Gone out and died for their [ady'slove. All we
three got between usis a one-legged madwoman, and | can't even give her away."

"Got to be a better reason than that for getting killed,” Imel agreed.

"Well, what's your reason?' Kane asked.

"Best reason of al," the renegade answered with drunken candour. "1'm fighting for mysdlf. Thingswork
out right--by thetimethisisdl over, I'll be one of the greatest lordsin the new Empire. Lands and riches,
power and prestige. No more putting up with sneers from the likes of Oxfors Alremas. My blood isas
good asthe proudest of them--all | need is the wedlth and the power."

"If you liveto enjoy it," Arbas said cheerfully. He returned from the bar with afresh round of heavy
green bottles.

"| threw my lot in with thewinning sde," Imel rgoined. "1 know therisks. Every god worth striving for
hasitsprice.

"And thetrick isto avoid paying the price," the ngrinned.

Imel toasted him. "I'll risk it. So what was there worth living for otherwise? But what about you, Arbas?
Y ou with your boasts of having studied at the great university at Nostoblet. Why does awould-be
philosopher leave the dusty libraries and lecture hdlsto sall his blade for bloodstained gold?!

"Same reason you offer, Imel," Arbas drawled. "I'm just a bit more sdective about whom | kill than your
average soldier of fortune. Lucrative work, though it doesn't carry the glory of battlefield daughter.”

"Then what are you doing here with Kane?"

"W, why not?I'm getting paid.”



"That'sno answer."

"It'sas good as any. Hell, does any man redlly control hisfate? Does he ever redly know why he does
what he does? We act out the dramas that the gods place usin, follow the web of our fates--and what
meatter the reasons we rationalize to explain our lives and our actions?"

Imel belched. "Horment! Y ou should have stayed at the university. But what about you, Kane? Can you
explain why you're here? Or are you going to spout philosophica nonsense like Arbas here?’

Kane laughed hitterly. "Itsagame| play. An old game with an old enemy. And tonight | find | grow
weary of it."

Hewas on hisfeet and through the door before they quite realized he was moving. They scrambled after
him, following his mordant laughter through the darkness.

XXII

Up from the Abyss

Under sail, the Ara-Teving stabbed her bronze ram through the black waves of the Sorn-Ellyn. Half a
mileto her starboard, the blegk cliffs of Pellin's northern coast thrust into the star-flecked night. A scatter
of fish-scae clouds drifted high across the lonely: moon. Thetrireme had sailed from Prisarte that dawn.
Nightfall found the Ara-Teving cutting across the unfathomed waters of the Sorn-Ellyn.

"Thisisthe place" Efre told Kane.

The Ara-Teving lost headway as Kane gave the order to takein sail. The trireme drifted dowly inthe
thin wind. Efrel, bundled in ahooded cloak of ermine, made her way to the prow and stood there silently
at therail, staring out across the jet-black sea.

Arbasfollowed her gaze. " So thisis where were to meet our new dlies,” he remarked dubioudy. "When
you told mewhat Efrel had in mind, | was startled that you would accept at face value the ravings of a
madwoman. Now that I'm out here, I'm not so skeptical. Wereit not for the black line of cliffs off there,
I'd swear we were adrift on the seas of hell. No wonder even the Pdllinites shun these waters!™

"The bottom of the seahereisas closeto thefloor of hell asyou'll ever seeinthislife” Kane murmured.



"Asfor the Scylredi and their giant pets, they gtill haunt these waters—-make no doubt. Weve aready
seen evidences of their presence--during our flight from the Lartroxian coast, and later in Prisarte. What |
find astonishing isthat Efrd clamsthe Scylredi dtill have functiona seacraft after untold millennia. The
prehuman races created strange machines and weapons through their knowledge of dien technology, but
| haven't seen afunctiond rdlic of Elder Earthin... Well, inalong time.”

Arbas, who in hisuniversity days had come across only afew vague alusionsto the races of Elder
Earth--an age now lost in the vells of myth--declined to press Kane for details. "'l see crumbling piles of
basdt that Efrel clamswere once Scylredi fortresses,” he commented. "How can anything mechanica
outlast columns of basalt?!

"My thought aswell," Kane mused. "If the seacraft were built at the close of the age, as was Dan-Legeh,
and maintained carefully over the eons--who can say what is possible or impossible when we speak of
the science of Elder Earth? We know far more of our own black sorceries than of prehuman science.”

Kane frowned and went on. "There is another possibility. | had wondered why Efrel sought me out to
lead her rebellion, and why she waited so long to tell me of her secret aliance.”

Imel, who had been listlening in gloomy silence, brokein: "Presumably for anumber of good reasons.
Firgt, Efrel needs a human navy and invasion force. Second, she needed an immediate defense againgt
Maril's retdiation once the Emperor learned of the plot--as she knew he must. Third, she needed a
smashing initid victory to swing support to her cause. Finaly, the Scylredi demanded some convincing
show of strength on Efrdl's part, before they chose to interfere in human wars.

"Good," Kane grinned. "Exactly as Efrel hastold me--along with the fact that time was needed for the
Scylredi to devise ameans by which they and their creatures could distinguish our vesselsfrom the
Imperid flegt. 1t Al fits"

"Then what's bothering you?' Ime wanted to know. " Suppose these aren't relics from prehuman earth
that the Scylredi intend to use," Kane said. " Suppose these are new seacraft that the Scylredi have been
congtructing to aid Efrd--and that they weren't ready until just now."

Arbas glanced quickly at Kane's brooding face. "Go on."

"If that guessis correct,” Kane suggested, "then we know that the Scylredi till have some measure of
their ancient knowledge and power. And after untold millennia, Efrel has somehow persuaded them to
use this power to intervene in human affairs.”

He paused, staring across the jet-black sea. "'| wonder whether, having called the Scylredi forth, Efrel
will find them lesswilling to return to their lost redm” Efrel's glad shout cut short his speculation.

"They come!"

Thetrireme's hull seemed to reverberate with ahigh-pitched humming from far below. Crewmen looked
at one another uneasily. Men shouted and pointed out to sea

The black waters of the Sorn-Ellyn boiled and heaved. And the Ara-Teving no longer floated alone on
the sea.

Therewerefour of them, and they rose up out of the water like a school of gigantic black whales,
circling about the Ara-Teving. Only no whales had ever existed to maich the Size of these metallic



leviathans, nor could any creature of the seaswim with their blurring speed.

A cry of astonishment and of fear went up from the crew. Kane felt asoaring thrill--how long had it been
since he had seen amarve to compare with this?

The Scylredi seacraft were perhaps three times the length of Kane's flagship, although not much broader
than thetriremées hull at itswidest. Their shape was basicdly that of an e ongated teardrop--ovoid
toward the bow and tapering to a point at the stern. Arranged like a crown at the pointed stern, aring of
ovoid protrusions emanated a pale-green glow. Steam rosein atrailing vapor from the lambent
cluster--each unit perhapsten feet in length, and constructed either of near-opague crysta or
semi-tranducent metal. At regular intervals along the doping meta hullswere positioned other conica or
ovoid protuberances--these black and apparently lifeless. Otherwise, the Scylredi submarines were
featureless.

For amoment the four metallic leviathans hovered upon the surface. Although the crew had been
warned what to expect, the gppearance of these aien seacraft left every man of them shaken and afraid.
Then--as effortlesdy as ashark turnsfor its prey--the submarines accel erated and sped out acrossthe
waves, leaving the Ara-Teving shuddering in their backwash. Streaking a alevel just below the waves,
the submarines tore through the sea--glent, save for the roar of cleft water and the uncanny drone of their
engines. Kane could follow their lightning-fast course by the glow of their propulsive units. He roughly
estimated their speed to be in excess of sixty knots. From the jet of steam that spewed from their wakes,
he guessed that considerable heat was being generated by their engines.

Out across the Sorn-Ellyn, until their palid green wakes dwindled and vanished. Kane waited. As
suddenly as before--the whining hum from the depths, the upheaval of black water--the Scylredi seacraft
once again breached the waves about the awe-stricken humans and their puny wooden ship.

"Look now, Kane!" came Efre's shrill cackle.
Kanefet hishair tingle--asin theinstant before alightning storm closes.

Near the bow of one of the alien seacraft, aconica protruson suddenly glowed into violet
incandescence. From this cone of lurid brilliance, abolt of crackling energy lashed forth to play across
the basdlt cliffs of the half-mile-distant shordine. The beam of energy struck the headland--and instantly
trees and vegetation flared into roaring flame, rocks splintered and shattered.

In another second al four submarines had opened fire--coruscant bolts of energy lancing forth from the
turrets spaced aong their black hulls. Theflamesof hdll burgt forth from the night, where the fury of their
ravening bolts struck the cliff. The searosein gouts of shrieking steam, as red-hot masses of basdt
crumbled away in a semi-molten avaanche and crashed into the hissing surf below. The stunted forest
was ablaze in one instant, white-hot ash in the next. Across ahundred-foot section of shordline, it was as
if apurple-flamed volcano had suddenly erupted.

Asabruptly asit began, the barrage of violent energy ceased. Kane let his breath out and redized he had
been holding it throughout. His vison was dazzled from the sorm of destroying lightning. Againgt the
coadtline, a sullen red wound glowed through the haze of steam and smoke.

The crew were too stunned to fed panic. Thiswasjust aswell.

"Look now, Kane!" Efrel howled. "Look again!"



Kane followed the sorceresss triumphant gesture. The four Scylredi craft had moved out from the
AraTeving and now formed a square. Kane stared at the square of black water in their midst.

A gasp went up from the crew.

Rising from the waves now, looping black tentacles lashed through the air and dapped spitefully at the
submarine hulls. The sea convulsed--and then atitanic writhing mass of tentacles thrashed forth from the
sea. For an ingtant, an immense bloated bulk lurched above the surface. Kane had aflegting impresson
of acentra body as enormous asthe largest whae, of impossible lengths of coiling tentacles whose girth
was more than aman might reach around, of a huge gnashing beak that might crush awarship'shull as
effortlessy as a parrot cracks an dmond, of pallid eyes as wide as an open doorway that stared back at
lirawith maevolent intdligence.

The mongtrosity from earth's dawn breached, then plunged benegath the inky waves. Kane knew then
that the Oraychawas fully asterrible aslegend had portrayed the monster to be. And Kane knew he was
glad it was gone. It gave him achill to think of such acreature lurking in the depths benegth the
Ara-Teving. He wondered whether the Scylredi could keep such abeast under contral...

In another moment the Scylredi submarines had vanished aswell. The Ara-Teving drifted aone on the
sea once more-with a panicstricken crew and only adying red glow from the smouldering shorelineto
prove dl had not been an insane nightmare.

Efrel threw back her head in laughter. The ermine hood fell back, and Kane looked upon the face of
nightmare, howling at apallid moon.

et the men moving!" Kane snapped to Imel. "Let's get out of these waters before the shock wears
off."

"What do you think now, Kane?" Efrel exulted. "Did I lie? Y ou asked to be shown, and did | not show
you? Do you il fear Netisten Maril and hisfleet? Do you till doubt that Efrel commands powers
beyond the frightened dreams of mankind?"

"But do you command this power?' Kane wondered aoud.

XX

Night in M'Cori's Chamber



Light was dim in M'Cori's bedchamber. The faint candle glow fdl softly on the two figureswho lay
together on her bed, where M'Cori lovingly caressed Lagess hard-muscled back. Helay there quietly,
resting for the moment and enjoying the soothing movements of her hands. Lages gave a contented sigh.
"Indolent brute!" M'Cori exclaimed, and teasingly dapped him across his buttocks. He grabbed her
roughly and pulled the soft, giggling girl againgt him. The fastenings of her gown had been loosened earlier
intheir embraces, and asthey kissed, Lages drew it down from her shoulders. She made alow sound in
her throat and snuggled againgt his bare chest. After amoment, she giggled and playfully pushed him
away. "What liberties do you presume, cad!" she cried, mimicking arole from aromantic drama. "It
seemsyou take alady'sfavorstoo lightly. Would you ruin me?”

Jumping into the act, Lages struck an affected pose-somewhat unsteadily after the wine they had
enjoyed-and declaimed: "Ah, fair lady! Spurn not my advances! It reflects but the undying ardor of a
poor soldier about to face death in battle!”

M'Cori gasped and fell back upon the pillows. Her face was pale as she dug her fist against her mouth
and bit down on the knuckles to hold back the tears.

Lages cursed himsdlf for his oafishness. Damn it! Always saying the wrong thing! She was trying so hard
to forget--to find lighthearted refuge from the tension of the gathering conflict--and he had to remind her.
The past months had been hard for her, he knew. For dl her infectious gaiety, she was a heart fragile as
achild. At times Lages feared hewould break her with his coarse hands and rough manner.

He touched one naked shoulder and turned her to him. Her sea-green eyes werefilled with tears again,
but shelooked at him and uttered no cry. "Y ou'll never come back," she said softly. "1 know it."

Lageslaughed and shook her gently. "M'Cori, M'Cori! Thisisso silly! Y ou said the samething the last
time, remember? And thistime there will be much lessrisk. We know what Kane'stactics are, and we
know how to face them. Why, we've even fitted some of our warships with catapultslike his. And well
have, the rebels overwhe mingly outnumbered.

"l won't even bein command,” he added, not without considerable chagrin. ™Y our father is commanding
thisfleet himsdlf." He noted with satisfaction that M'Cori felt no such concern for her father. Maril had
never warmed toward his daughter, for dl hisfond words.

Her hair wasin disorder, and coils of blond tresses had fallen across her breasts. Lages lifted back each
strand with acautious finger. The pain was going from her eyes now. There was hidden strength benesth
her delicate appearance.

"Remember your prophecy, M'Cori," he prompted, fegling the pulse of her heart upon hisfingertips.
"Y ou aren't going to give up on that, after you've kept faith thislong, are you?"

M'Cori's face was dreamy. " So long ago,” she mused. "1 wonder if that woman redlly was a priestess of
Lato." Color had returned to her face now. Her lips were half-parted.

He looked down at her pale beauty reflected in the candllight. "When we are man and wife, you'll have
to grow accustomed to my absences whenever the Empireisthreatened.”

Shelooked up a himin resignation. "Let'slivefor now," she whispered, and reached for him.



XXIV

Night in Efrel's Chamber

The giant oil lamps blazed brightly in an effort to dispd the inky darkness of the subterranean chamber.
Their harsh, glaring light illuminated a scene as ghadtly as any the chamber had witnessed in many
centuries.

Kane stood beside Efrédl in the shadows and watched as a nervous guard of trusted soldiers escorted a
party of prisonersinto the hidden chamber. The prisoners, some sixty men who had been captured during
the battle of three months previous, were unbound; but made no move to escape. Instead, they marched
with gtiff, wooden legs, their faces frozen in masks of absolute hopelessness. Caught in Efrdl's paraytic
spdll, they were powerlessto control their movements as they marched inexorably to their doom. Like
mindless robots, the Imperials were drawn by the witch's menta commandsinto the chamber. Thefear in
their eyes grew deeper asthey helplesdy stepped ever closer to their fate. The cause of their anguish
could befound in the black pool of water toward which they were being lured by invisble tethers.

The wide pool was not calm and mirror-like tonight, asit usualy was. The water boiled and tirred with
swift movement beneath its dark surface, and undulating shadows could be glimpsed from timeto time,
Sometimes a black shape would lift itself above the water, then resubmerge faster than the eye could
form adigtinct image. Nightmare lurked within the pool tonight. The very air reeked with deadly horror,
and the prisoners sensed their doom.

Efrel was speaking. "Netisten Mari 1 is going to make his move very soon, from al indications. He has
gathered together just about al the support he's going to get, and the feverish preparations he's been
making are about to draw to completion. | assume you are prepared to mobilize on amoment's notice.”

"Of course," asserted Kane. "Y ou've dready seen that any men are a battle-ready, the fleet gathered
together and ready to sail. Just make certain your pretty friends over there are ready when | need them.”

He reflected upon the dl but insurmountable difficulties he had been plagued with in order to fit the
Scylredi and their terrifying wegponsinto a unified attack formation. Aside from the obvious problems of
coordination, there had been tremendous problems arising from the necessity for absolute secrecy. These
difficulties proved trivia compared to that of handling the reaction among the men, once they learned the
nature of their secret dlies. Kane had shown and told them asllittle as possible, and had maintained
discipline with an iron hand. No one left the idand except on specific orders.

In the weeks since that night when he had visited the Sorn-Ellyn with Efrel, there had been countless



mestings with the Scylredi in Efrdl's hidden chamber. Here, surrounded by the relics of centuries of
sorcerous delvings, Kane had watched Efrdl communicate with the hideous creatures.

Communication was through mentd telepathy--although how Efrel was able to exchange thoughts with
such inhuman mongters remained a mystery to Kane. Kane had cultivated his own psychic abilitiesfar
beyond the limits of most men, but he was able to understand nothing that passed between Efrel and the
Scylredi. If the Scylredi could form amental contact with ahuman mind, they choseto do so only with
Efrel--or ese the witch could draw upon incredible psychic powersin her own right. However the
sorceress accomplished the feat, Kane had been able to work out the details for the coming battle
through her interpretation.

It mattered little to Kane. The prospect of linking mindswith a Scylred did not greetly apped to him. He
was far more interested in the secret of Efrdl's spdll of paradyss. She guarded that secret well--as she
guarded dl her secrets. Kane thought he recognized the bas ¢ enchantment and toyed with the thought of
attempting a counterspell with one of the prisoners.

Efrd brokein on hisrevery. "This should be the talismans coming up to us now."

Kanefollowed her gesture toward the surface of the pool where astubby, miniature version of the
Scylredi seacraft was just breaking the water. The tiny submarine moved closer to the low wall at the
edge of the pool. A hatch dip open acrossits spheroid bow.

Kane spoke sharply, and aline of uneasy soldiers stepped dongside thewall next to the vessd. With
shaky hands, they withdrew the heavy containers that waited within the water-filled hold. One man
gasped and dmost fdll in—-as ablack loop of tentacle lifted a container to him.

"Be careful, you clumsy assl" barked Kane. "WEell need every one of those talismans.”

The bulky containers held dozens of heavy, egg-shaped globes of metal--featurel ess objects about the
Sze of aman's head. These talismans were the solution to the mgjor problem of coordination, and their
production had been essentia before the Scylredi could serve effectively as alies. With these devices, it
was possible for the Scylredi to distinguish the rebel warships from the Imperia craft. Products of
Scylredi science, the metal eggs emitted a constant drone inaudible to human ears, but which the
Scylredi--and their giant servants, the Oraycha--could hear and understand. Each ship in the rebel fleet
must carry one of those talismans againgt its kedl--or risk destruction by Efrel'sinhuman alieswhen the
fighting became close.

Unloaded, the submarine departed. An aura of awful expectancy settled over the chamber. Imél, in
charge of the work crew, gladly led the line of porters from the chamber. Arbas stood with hisarms
folded across histhick chest, waiting to seeif Kanewould leave.

"Onefind thing, Kane," reminded Efrel, watching the pool's surface intently. "Remember that neither
Netisten Maril nor M'Cori isto bekilled or injured in theleast. I'd like to have Lages aive, too, but with
himit isn't essential. Regardless of the cost, Maril and M'Cori must be delivered to me unharmed. Kill a
thousand men if it is necessary, but bring them to me so that they may suffer the full vengeancethat |
promised to wreak upon the house of Netisten! | have elaborate plans regarding those two, and | will not
be thwarted in this. Seethat it isunderstood by al your men.”

"Certainly!" Kane assured her--asif hearing thisfor the first time. In her insane obsession with
vengeance, Efrel had impressed this command upon him ahundred times. " Just you see that your ugly
friendsleave Maril'sflagshipto me.”



Efrel nodded. "They understand. One conspicuous ship they can single out and avoid.”

Turning from him, sheraised her hand in abeckoning gesture. In agonized terror, the Imperia prisoners
jerked forward--puppets dancing on invisble strings. Their muscles twitched with desperate effort, but
they could not bresk free of the spell. Cringing strides carried them closer to the pool, then to the very
edge. And over.

Instantly the water came dive--as hordes of the waiting Scylredi rose to seize the struggling captives.
Released at the final moment from the spell, their doomed screams echoed throughout the cavernous
chamber.

Kane watched in fascination as the tormented victims were dragged benegth the surface in a snare of
dimy black tentacles--to be sported with, torn apart, sucked bloodless by these creatures from the lost

past.

Scarlet froth lapped aong the pool's edge as the last tortured face sank into the bottomless well.
Alorri-Zrokros had not lied in regard to the Scylredi's feeding habits.

XXV

Battlefor Empire

The seawind blowing through hisred hair, Kane stood at the bow of the Ara-Teving and watched
through his telescope asthe Imperia fleet crawled across the blue horizon. The seawas dark with
ships-warships of dl descriptions, flying the red banner of Thovnos, the blue banner of Raconos, the
green-and-black dag of Fistia... Kane gave up trying to count. Warships were here from every quarter
of the Empire, ralying to their Emperor to meet the threat of Efrel'sinsurrection.

The Imperial armadamust outnumber his own navy about four to one, Kane decided. Maril was
confident in his numbers, and for this reason the Emperor had e ected to movefirst and crush the rebe
navy in one decisive encounter. Kane had predicted such amove--and as he regarded his own fleet, he
consdered Maril's strategy judtified.

A disparate formation of outmoded, overhauled and refitted vessels, with only a scattering of firdt-class
warships. Response to Efrd's rebellion had been good--but almost entirely from those minor powers
who stood to gain the most from this venture. Withal, Efrel had won a number of the more powerful lords



over to her cause, and their warcraft dong with those of Pellin formed the backbone of Kane'sfledt.
Altogether Kane had nearly a hundred vessals under his command--a powerful navy, but pitifully
outnumbered and outclassed by the Imperid armada. They would be daughtered, if the Scylredi failed to
comethrough.

On the deck of hisown flagship, Netisten Maril felt no misgivings asthe rebd fleet cameinto view. "By
Horment!" he laughed to his captain. "That pox-eaten witch put together a bigger navy than I'd thought
she could. | didn't know there were that many derelicts afl oat on the entire Western Seal A damn lot of
good it will do her. Were going to roll over these damned rebelslike atidal wave on amud flat.”

He grinned as an aide handed him his crested hdmet. "By nightfal we should bein Prisarte, watching the
city burn. I'm going to teach them alesson here that will quell any thoughts of rebellion for the next
century. Pellin has been poisoning the body of the Empire like arotting cancer for too long. Today I'm
going to excise and then cauterize this stinking abscess once and for dl. And asfor Efrd and her
so-called deathless generd...."

A shout of darm roared across the vanguard of the Imperia formation. Maril cut short his gloating to see
the cause. Stunned, the Emperor pointed and demanded increduloudy, "What in dl the seven hells of
Lord Tloluvinisthet?"

From out of the sea between the two opposing armadas, the four submarine warcraft of the Scylredi
breached like apack of colossd killer whales. Soundless, save for the uncanny ultrasonic whine of their
engines, the dien submarines bore down on the Imperid fleet.

Whatever the strange craft might be, their hostile intent was obvious. Maril shouted for his petrariesto
openfire.

From across the gigantic armada, deck-mounted catapults--smaller than those Kane had used, and
more conventionally armed--lashed forth their deadly missiles. A storm of rocks and pitch-soaked
firebals arched across the seaand fell among the Scylredi seacraft. Flame splashed harmlessy acrossthe
metallic hulls; rocks struck the impervious leviathans with resounding crashes and glanced aside.

The petraries had scarcely fired afirst volley when the Scylredi craft attacked. Crackling bolts of violet
energy lanced from their conica turrets. Acrossthe Imperia front, warships suddenly exploded ina
hissing roar of flame,

It was asif the Imperid fleet had been caught up in some unthinkable lightning storm on the blazing seas
of hell. Ravening bolts of energy devastated the vanguard of the armada, wreaking havoc throughout the
proud fleet. Doomed soldiers screamed in horror asthey saw their comrades and sister ships blasted into
acharred mass--waited for the next destroying bolt to send them to hell. Here wasterror that no human
weapon could counter, no defense confront. In desperation the catapult crews kept up their ineffectua
fire--only to be answered with a continuous barrage of coruscant death from the Scylredi warcraft.

"Keep firing!" yeled Maril, trying to maintain order in the burning chaoswrought by the Scylredi. "Ram
them! Whip the oarsmen to full speed!”

Somehow his orders were relayed. Across the deadly waters, his captains desperately sought to close
with the Scylredi submarines.

Again and again the violet beams lashed out to destroy. Ships by the score exploded into flaming
oblivion. Like aburning, broken thing, the Imperial armada advanced resolutely againgt the Scylredi craft.



Charred debris clotted the steaming waves. The ocean seemed to boil from the heat. Reeking billows of
smokefilled the air, dmost obscuring the stench of ozone.

Then Maxil felt the deck lift under hisfeet, asalance of destroying energy struck the Imperia flagship.
Wherethe bolt fell, the stern of the warship exploded into a pillar of flame--as the intense heat seared
timber and flesh in awash of incandescent flame. A gaping hole was blasted through the hull. Steam
shrieked through ruptured planks as the sea gushed into the blazing wound. The warship tilted sharply on
itsked.

"Abandon ship” Maril shouted needlesdly.

Panic swept the flagship. Men jumped from the flaming hell of the deck into awreckage-strewn sea.
Most were pulled down instantly by the weight of their weapons and mail.

Maril quickly flung off helmet, cuirass, and greaves. He gained therail, even asthe flagship began itsfind
roll, and dived into the water. Cutting the littered surface with clean, powerful strokes, he swam in the
direction of the nearest ship. A drowning marine clutched at hisleg, dragging him down. The Emperor
broke free with a curse and a kick to the wretch's face.

"Here, Unclel" The cry wasthat of Lages, whose warship had been dongside Maril's flagship.
Swimming through the chaos of charred wreckage and drowning men, Maril reached the other ship. A
rope was hurled down to him, which Maril quickly seized. Dodging the oars, he pulled himsdf aboard.
"Laged" he cried, and grasped his nephew's hand. "No longer do | regret sparing your life! Someone
bring measword! | won't let another good blade go to the bottom before it'swell oiled with stinking
rebel blood"

Lages smiled grimly and cursed. "What hellish weapon isthisthat Kane has brought againgt us? The men
are being daughtered, our ships blown out of the water--and we have yet to strike ablow.”

"l don't know what it is," shouted Maril. "But | see Efrd’'shand in this. And if we can't destroy the
sorceresss demon ships, dl we can do is get close to Kane'sfleet--where they can't fire on usfor fear of
hitting the rebel ships. Full speed, forward! If stones and firebal s bounce off their armored flanks, well
see how they take to being rammed!™

The Imperial armada surged through the water, through sheer force of numbers bearing down on the
Scylredi craft. Sowly, taking awful casudlties, they closed with the submarines. The Scylredi warcraft
hovered motionlesdy upon the surface--firing into the onrushing fleet asfast as their weapons could be
charged.

Thefirst line of warships came abreast of the alien seacraft. One trireme attempted to ram and smashed
full into midships of one of the submarines. Thetrireme's bow crumpled under the impact, doing no
damage to the metdlic hull other than to knock the submarine backward in the water. In another instant,
the warship and the poor fools aboard were consumed in aripping blast of flame.

But during the uproar, a second trireme rammed at full speed into the stern of another Scylredi
submarine, tearing into one of the ovoid projectionsthere. The force of the suicidd collison drovethe
bronze-capped ram through the glowing ovoid--buried its sharp beak degp within the submarine's
droning engines.

Almogt on impact, the Scylredi craft exploded into an incandescent ball of searing white flame. A
blinding light--brighter than the sun--engulfed both vessals. With afantastic concussion, trireme and dien



warcraft were annihilated in one awesome blast. Roaring steam spewed in greet, scalding cloudsinto the
sky. Bitsof cinder and fused metd ripped the sea apart. Ships closest to the blast burdt into flame from
the hest.

And with the explosion, the remaining three submarine craft dived benegth the surface and disappeared.
Either they feared to join their Sster ship in death--now that a point of weakness had been found--or they
choseto let others continue the battle,

With this deadly obstruction gone, the Imperia fleet surged forward to meet Kane'sforces. The soldiers
cheered at the destruction of one dien warship and now were in afrenzy to do battle with atangible,
human foe. But Maril was painfully consciousthat well over haf hisfleet had goneto afiery desth
beneath the deadly weapons of Efrel's demonic dlies.

Only afew hundred yards separated the two fleets. Already the air wasfilled with missiles and arrows,
and the battle cries made aroar like angry surf. Then new terror struck--aweapon fully as dreadful and
as unexpected as the attack of the Scylredi warcraft--and war cries shuddered into atocsin of horror.

A dimy black tentacle--thicker than a man's body--suddenly lashed through the waves and wrapped
itself around one of the lead warships. Even asthe Imperidsfrozein dishdlief, aflurry of tentacles snaked
out of the water to seize the doomed ship. Soldiers screamed in horror as anightmare from the ocean's
pits climbed to the surface behind its tentacle--a bloated mountain of rubbery flesh, two dead-white eyes
glaring at the hated sunlight. One of the seal's most fearsome legends had cometo life.

The Oraychatightened its grip on the warship. Timbers cracked and splintered in its crushing embrace.
Its monstrous, yellowed beak gaped wide as a castle doorway, then snapped together, smashing through
the ship's stout hull. Shrieking, flinging themsalvesinto the churning sea, the hel pless soldiers were pulled
down to hdll with their crumpled ship.

More tentacles were bresking water now. More of these monstrogities of primordial evolution arose
from the ocean depths to attack the Imperial fleet. With appalling ease, the gigantic Oraycha crushed ship
after ship. An uncanny intelligence seemed to direct the monsters methodica attack.

Shaking off the numbing grip of terror that the sight of such abominations had aroused, the Imperid
forces pressed forward to meet this new threat. Arrows were less than pinpricks to the mongters, and
sword blows had no more effect than against atree trunk. Attemptsto ram proved futile, asthe Oraycha
moved too quickly. Those foolhardy enough to attempt to ram one discovered that the creatures would
dive benesth them and saize their warship from below in afata grasp.

The soldiers fought valiantly against the seamonsters. One reckless captain hurled a spear deep into the
eye of an Oraychaasit roseto attack his ship. Those near the scene felt, rather than heard, a
soul-searing hiss of agony as black blood geysered from the wound. A gigantic tentacle spasmed
upward, then fell to smash the cagptain into his deck. With a convulsive movement, the enraged creature
crushed thewarship into kindling.

Emitting great gouts of black ink, the wounded Oraycha attacked one ship after another, tearing at them
inamurderous frenzy. Then, asit wrapped itself around one vessd, atrireme seized the chance to bore
infrom behind and bury its bronze ram into the creature's head. Mortaly wounded, the Oraychalashed
about in onelast orgy of destruction--before snking to the bottom in acoiling, writhing mass.

On another gtricken ship, the soldiers cast flaming pitch upon the monster that ensnared them. Asthe
flames burned into its dimy flesh, the Oraychareleased the warship and plunged benegth the sea. Leaking



badly from sprung timbers, the ship was quickly engulfed in flame. Her men scrambled off into asea
whipped to froth by the mongter's agony. They might aswell have stayed on the burning decks.

Somehow, through al thisturmoil and chaos, the two fleets came together. Shouting their war cries, the
Imperid soldiersleaped upon the rebels--carrying them back in thefirst rush of their charge. Ship
smashed againgt ship, and waves of vicious hand-to-hand combat washed aver the decks asthe
opposing forces clashed. The battle exploded into maddened carnage--with each warship, each man,
fighting for life

Kane saw with satisfaction that the Oraycha had further depleted the Imperid armada. Now their
numbers were nearly even--and if his disreputable-looking navy could just fight together, he could wrest
avictory out of this battle yet.

An Imperid trireme bore down on him. With experience of countless battles, Kane svung the
Ara-Teving asde and struck do other ship aglancing blow with the bronze ram. With amoan of
protesting timbers, the two ships grappled. Throwing down the shield he had held against arrows, Kane
drew histwo swords and rushed to meet the Imperial marines. Cutlass and broadsword flashed like
lethd slver through the air; Leaden impact flowed from stedl to muscle, and Kane howled at thefirst
shock of combat. The twin blades swung back again, spraying aline of scarlet behind them. Kane
laughed wildly as an avalanche of shining sted and snarling fazes sept to overwhem him. With powerful
left-handed blows, he cut down al who rose to meet his chalenge.

The sand-strewn deck lurched beneath hisfeet, and only Kane's lightning-quick reflexes saved him from
faling onto his opponent's thrusting swordpoint. A second Imperid trireme had struck the Ara-Teving,
and now her soldiers poured over in an al-out effort to take the rebd flagship.

Shouting orders deliberately, Kane directed his men to meet the near menace. Hisrole of commander
was adangerous incumbrancein this close fighting, he redlized--even as a group of marines used the
digtraction to try to day the rebel leader. Surrounded by vengeful warriors, Kane found himself hard
pressed. Laying about him with deadly precision, Kane chopped off ahand of one assailant, laid open an
exposed bdly of another. He unerringly struck wherever atarget presented itself--taking a dreadful toll of
his attackers. Only aman of Kane's fantastic prowess could have parried the vortex of stedl that sought
for him--and many arash fool died under hisflashing blades.

Not al blows could bewholly parried, and deflected blades struck painfully against his mailed body. His
hauberk was snagged and bloody, thin gashes bled down face and forearms, and an unseen archer
amost skewered histhroat with an arrow. It seemed inescapable that some assailant must soon dip
beneath Kane's guard and deal him amgjor wound. Once crippled, Kane knew he would instantly be
dragged down, cut to pieces by the jackals. Heedless of his danger, Kane taunted and jeered at his
frantic assailants. Covered with blood that matched hisred hair, Kane fought on vicioudy--exulting each
time his sword struck home.

Then the Imperid marines began to fal back, leaving amound of bodies about Kane. Cutting hisway
across the blood-soaked sand of the decks was Arbas. For the first time Kane realized that Arbas had
grappled hiswarship into the melee, had thrown his men againgt the overwhelming Imperid force. His
entrance had been well timed, and numbers now swung to more favorable odds for the rebels.

"Hey, assassin!" greeted Kane. "How's businesstoday?' Arbas's appearance gave him respite to waste
breath on bravado. Kane rested his aching muscles and grinned at hisfriend.

"There's death enough that the market's flooded!" complained Arbas. He paused to hurl afalen dagger



through the throat of a soldier on the other side of the deck.

"Therésadamn fine throw," the burly assassin gpplauded. "But finesseiswasted in thismelee. Kane,
I'm afraid my office as captain will be short-lived. My ship took aram earlier, and she'sleaking badly. In
fact, docking her to thismesswasthe only course left to me, short of swvimming.”

"Then well combine what's left of our crews onthe Ara-Teving," Kane declared.
Arbas nodded, then yelled, "Hey, watch that son of a bitch at the bow--up there by the jibsail!”

Kane leaped back as an arrow struck at hisfeet. Savagely, Kane tore afalen spear out of the decking
and hurled it at the hidden archer. Bow and quiver fel to the deck as the spear ripped through the jibsail.
The sniper hung writhing across the bowsprit, like an impaled figurehead.

Kane grunted in satisfaction. "Let's hit them hard, Arbas! Clear our decks, and cut loose."

Arbas glanced at the seg, then cursed. "Damn! Thisisgoing to be crowded in aminute! |-lere comes
more company, and those marines are going to be swarming over uslike stink on shit!"

Two more Imperia warships, atrireme and a bireme, were converging on the embattled Ara-Teving.
Kane looked at the fighting around him, estimated his strength, and realized that his Stuation would be
serious, if not hopeless, when these new warships locked into the melee,

But then the trireme suddenly stopped in her rush. A maze of black tentacles|ashed from the depthsto
ensnare the warship. While her sster ship watched hel plessly, the trireme was crushed in the grip of the
colossal seacreature. Men spilled into the seaand wallowed about, striving piteoudly to reach their
comrades on board the bireme. Hundred-foot tentacles stirred the sea about the struggling wretches,
killing with azed thet only intelligence could have lusted for.

The Oraychawere hunting benesth the battle-locked fleets now. In response to the ultrasonic impulses
of the talismans, they were continuing to single out and destroy the Imperia warships.

Kane had no time to watch further. There was hot, deadly fighting before the reinforcements from the
bireme together with the marines from theinitia fray could be cleared from the decks. Despite Arbass
men, it wasasmadler crew that findly disentangled the Ara-Teving from the floating bettlefield and moved
on to another foe. Arbas shook his head philosophicaly as he watched his own abandoned vess tilt
awash with thewaves.

Aboard the new Imperid flagship, asal acrossthe battle formation, fighting was smilarly hard and
without quarter. Twice Lager and Maril had rammed and destroyed rebel warships, and twice they had
beaten off attacks againgt their own ship. Their luck could not continue. They were caught between two
rebel warships at once asaglancing blow of one ram tore agreat wound below their flagship's waterline.

Lagesfought silently beside his uncle on the pitching deck, marveling at Maril's endurance and skill. The
choleric emperor had not held his throne through the strength and ability of other men--and he was ill
the formidable warrior the court poets exalted him to be. But it was evident that their soldiers were
dowly faling back before the rebel advance, and Lages redlized that soon their ship would be taken.
They wdll knew what capture meant for them, so the two fought recklesdy--planning to die with their
swords dripping in enemy blood rather than surrender to Efrel’'s mercy.

Then help came from amost unexpected quarter. One of the rebe warships was suddenly seized in the



death-dealing grip of an Oraycha. The creature'sinhuman senses had been confused by the proximity of
the grappled warships and had attacked the wrong vessel. As the one ship disappeared into broken
wreckage, the Imperia marinestook new spirit.

"On to the other warship! We're not through with these rebelsyet!" Maril shouted, and siwung his blade
with new zed. "Kill the gutter-scum! They can't sand againgt us on even termg”

With desperate fury, the Imperiasjumped from their rapidly settling decks onto the rebel warship. The
struggle dragged bloodily on across the other ship, until dowly the rebels were beaten down. There was
neither quarter nor mercy--on the decks or in the sea. At last only an exhausted, tattered band of the
Imperias stood on the decks of the rebel bireme.

Taking over the ship for hisown, Mari1 ordered his crew to pick up survivors from the seain an effort
to rebuild their strength before moving on to anather fight. Grimly he reflected that thiswas histhird

flagship of the day.

So the battle raged everywhere, and victory hung in the balance as the hours wore on. At first the
advantage had been with the Imperiad armada. But as the battle formation closed into a chaotic melee,
their superior warships could not be used to best advantage. It was not an ordered battle they fought
now, but amael strom of brawling violence. Strategy had long been logt in the chaos. Throughiit al, the
relentless attacks of the Oraychawere dowly cutting down the advantage the Imperias had enjoyed in
numbers.

It was agridy, merciless struggle to the death. On both sides, fighting was vicious and desperate--for
both sides knew the price of defeat. But the Scylredi's devastating attack and the crushing embraces of
the Oraycha had taken a hideous toll, and now Kane's genera ship began to assert itsdlf. The scales of
battle shifted, and gradudly Kane's forces gained the upper hand.

Nonethd ess, the battle was far from won--as the violence increased inversdy with the falling numbers of
the combatants. It was adirty, persond straggle of man against man, ship againgt ship--with only onefate
for the vanquished.

Imel arrived too late to save hisclose friend, Lord Gall of Tredi, who fell &t last an the decks of his
warship, surrounded by amoraine of Imperid dead. Thirsting for vengeance, Imd saw toit that no
Imperial soldier left the ship dive. The renegade seemed obsessed with the lust to destroy all those who
cdled himtraitor. Asthe day dragged to agory close, his gleaming battle gear was sodden with the
blood of his countrymen--and the foppish youth was agrim and haggard stranger to his men.

Elsawhere, Lord Bremnor of the backwater idand of Olan--an indifferent swordsman himself--killed the
famed warrior, Gostdl of Parwi, by an amazingly lucky thrust. Lord Bremnor had scarcetimeto enjoy his
new renown, for he was dain by ahidden archer while leading his soldiers onto an Imperia warship.

In another quarter of the battle, avictorious rebe crew had but amoment to celebrate their triumph over
the Imperid trireme they had just taken when an Oraycha seized the vessdl and smashed it into abroken
coffin for victor and vanquished dike.

And so the battle went on...

The AraTeving pulled near her sster ship, the Kelkin, where Kane saw areduced force of the Pdllinites
sriving to meet the ondaught of afresh wave of Imperid marines. Oxfors Alremas was battling

desperatdy, trying to raly hisweary men:



Saizing this chanceto rid himsdf of hisenemy, Kane unobtrusively picked up afalen spear. All eyes
were fixed on the Kelkin asthe Ara-Teving closed to succor the beleaguered trireme. Waiting for a
moment when none of his crew watched him, Kane hurled the spear across the water at Alremas's back.
Hard pressed, Alremas chose that moment to stumble to his knees beneath an axe blow to his notched
shield. Kane's spear shot past the vacated space and buried itsiron blade in the axe-wielder's chest.

"Nicethrow, milord!" came the shout from one marine. A murmur of approva passed through the men
of both ships asword sped that Kane had saved Alremas through amiraculous spear cast.

Kane swore. His throw had been witnessed, after al, although hisintent was favorably misconstrued.
Aware that thiswas too open aplace for murder, Kaneraised hisfist in acknowledgment of the praise,
seething inwardly at the thought that the axeman might have killed Alremas. Then they were upon the
Imperid warship, and Kane was too busy rescuing his enemy to hatch further schemes.

Looping across the faltering battle, Netisten Maril came to the shocking redlization that hisforceswere
being defeated. Of his giant armada of some four hundred warships, only about twenty-five remained
afloat--mogtly in crippled condition.

The Emperor had amost lost thisthird flagship--when one of his own warships had seen the Pdllinite
banners and nearly rammed him. The remaining Imperid warships were being dowly and relentlessly
overwhelmed by the rebel navy--still with maybe forty ships afl oat, and the constant threet of the
Oraychagiving them confidence. Their exact strengths were allittle uncertain, because of the frequent
exchange of control of an embattled warship. Maril had been told of one trireme that had changed hands
three times. This morning the thought had been inconceivable; as the shadows lengthened it was
inescapable. The entire might of the Thovnosian Empire had been brutaly annihilated by the forces of an
insane sorceress. Efrel had conquered. Tota defeat wasinevitableif heremained on thefield.

"I'm going to order aretrest,” he bleskly informed Lages. "Weéll at least try to save something to useto
defend Thovnos.™

His nephew grimly worked to stanch the flow of blood from his side, where adagger point had forced
thejoint of hiscuirass. Lages said nothing. There were no wordsto say.

Giving the signd to retrest, Mari1 headed for Thovnosten with his captured warship. The surviving
Imperia warships followed suit--those that were able to escape the melee. What |ooked at first to be
pursuit, turned out instead to be a number of other captured rebel warships, whose new magterslittle
redlized that they may have owed their livesto the droning impulses of the Scylredi talismansfixed to their
prizes keds. Altogether, fourteen ships|eft the wreckage of the battle and made for Thovnosten.

"They'rein flight!" shouted Arbas. "We've beaten then at last! Kane, you've defeated the largest armada
ever assembled in this part of the world--maybe even the damn biggest fleet in history!™

"It soothes some old wounds,” said Kane, thinking of asimilar battle with an opposite ending, two
centuries before. Hiseyes grew clouded in revery.

"Shall we chasethem?' Arbas wanted to know. "Hell, if Efrd's seademons hadn't turned tail, we
could've sent them out to blast every mother's son of them. But we might still overtake them before
dark."

"No. Well let them run,” Kane decided. He was limping somewhat, and hisright arm was hard to use



from a deep gash that continued to seep through the crude bandage. Even Kane's fantastic strength had
been pushed past limit in the grueling, day-long bettle.

"WEeII hold our position and consolidate our victory,” he concluded. "There's plenty of savageable
material in the water that we're going to need--and the men need a chanceto lick their wounds and

celebrate. We'll mop up here and head for Prisarte.

"Efrel won't likeit that we've let her enemy escape, but welll finish Maril later. Right now | could seea
bath, adrink, and some soft kissesto draw out the pain of battle. We just may burn down Prisarte

tonight by oursalves."

He scowled weerily at the dwindling warships. Evidently the Oraycha had tired of their sport and were
feeding by now. The seawas an overflowing storm sewer of death. The water wasfilled with the
wreckage of hundreds of ships, the bodies of thousands of men. And Kane could see other dark shapes

feasting among the debris that were not Oraycha.

XXVI

A Victory Toast

Theriot and jubilation that claimed Prisarte did not penetrate into me northern wing of Dan-Legeh. Inthe
night beyond the black citadd, the city resounded with the rebels victory celebration. Tavernsand
borddllos overflowed into the streets and aleys, where mobs of revellers feasted and drank and caroused

without care or thought for the next battle.

Oxfors Alremas stood gtiffly in Efrel’s private chambers, spping paewinefrom acrysta chalice. The
Pdlinite lord was impeccably groomed, resplendent in brocaded houppelande and silken hose. He might
have just emerged from acourt bal, rather than from a grudling and bloody day of battle.

"Thejoy of my victory is made tasteless by the escape of Netisten Maril," Efrdl murmured.

Alremaswiped hislipswith aperfumed handkerchief. "I should consider it ill graceto criticizeaman
who has saved my life," he said urbanely. "However, | do fed that Kane should have given pursuit. There
was sufficient time to overtake the fugitive survivors before darkness. | imagine that Kane had had
enough fighting for the day. Certainly, helost no time upon landing to go out drinking and brawling with

the common soldiers.”



"The gods of darkness have granted mevictory,” Efrel mused. "In amatter of days Thovnosten will have
fdlento me. Then let Netisten Maril be dragged from the smoking ruins of hislost mgesty, be brought to
mein chains and disgrace. My vengeance shdl have the more savor for the anticipation of afew more

days:”

"| suggest that you remind Kane that the Emperor isto be taken dive," Alremastold her. "It ischurlishto
disparage one's superior officer, but | must say that Kane showed little concern for capturing Maril.
Looking back upon the conduct of hismen during the battle, it'sawonder that Maril wasn't killed in the
meee”

Efrd'soneeyeglared at him baefully. "That must not happen,” she hissed. "Netisten Maril must be
brought to me dive--at any cost!"

"l shall do dl in my power to seethat your wishes are obeyed,” promised Alremas.

"And M'Cori," Efrd breathed. "M'Cori must aso be brought to me--untouched and unharmed! Do you
understand?"

"l understand, my Queen,” Alremas assured her. "And | shall continue to remind Kane of your
commands.”

He set aside his chalice and knelt beside her couch. "Efrdl, let me command theinvasion fleet. Kane has
served his purpose. The man is dangerous. Y ou think you use him--but | fear that Kane usesyou
instead.”

"Enough!" snarled Efrel. "'l use men as| please--and discard them when it pleases me! See that my

wishes are obeyed, Oxfors Alremas--and beware that your jealousy of Kane does not detract from your
usefulnessto me! Y ou may go now."

Alremas stood up, saluted stiffly, and withdrew from Efrel’s presence. Hatred smouldered in his eyes.

Efrd finished her wine and felt the rush of anger subside. Reclining upon her couch, she sared at the
painting on thewadll.

Efrd of another life stared down at her.

Efrel loosened her fur pelisseand let itsfolds fall away from her naked flesh. Her unblemished hands
trailed across the hideous expanses of twisted scar and torn flesh. She gazed entranced upon the girl of
naked beauty in the painting, caressed her mutilated body. Were these maimed legs once those ivory
thighs of the painting? Were these tattered breasts those same rouge-crowned hillocks? Was this mass of
scar and broken rib once that dim white belly? Wasthisface...

There weretearsin that eye that could yet ditill tears.

"Soon," Efrel crooned to hersalf. "Soon..."



XXVII

Attack On Thovnosten

A week after the defeat of the Imperia armada, Kane watched the coastline of Thovnos climb out of the
sea. Thisday he commanded afleet of some seventy-five shipsof al descriptions, crowded to therails
with fighting men for theinvasion of Thovnosten. Thiswasto be the final assault, for Kane estimated
Maril's strength to be too decimated to withstand afull-scale attack. The only difficulty would bein
penetrating the city's defenses, and Kane trusted to the Scylredi to accomplish thistask.

Whatever their reaction over theloss of one of their irreplacable submarine craft, Efrel had succeeded in
maintaining their support in the rebellion. But, so the sorceress warned Kane, the energy that powered
their engines and terrible weapons was dmost exhausted. Unable to replenish this energy source, the
Scylredi had made only sparing use of their warcraft for centuries. Efrel had persuaded them to consume
somefina reservoirs of this precious energy, but the Scylredi indgsted that their annihilating rays be utilized
only where it was absolutely essentid.

As he had expected, Kane encountered no resi stance on the passage to Thovnos. Maril had redlized it
would only be afoolish waste of strength to oppose Kane's fleet with the remnants of hisown farce. The
Emperor had gathered together everything at his command to mount a desperate defense of
Thovnosten--knowing that he must preserve his capital from Efrdl's power &t al costs. The seawas
barren of Imperid warships now. Without incident, the rebel fleet took up position outside the harbor of
Thovnogten.

Thovnosten's harbor was too wide to be blocked, but through the glass Kane could seethat at strategic
places wrecks had been sunk and sharp poles driven into the bottom, in an effort to stop the invaders.
They would have to proceed carefully if the Scylredi did not remove al obstructions, and that would
expose the shipsto the defenders fire. And thiswas only the outer perimeter of the harbor defenses. The
surviving warships of the grest battle were armed and ready to repel the invaders within the harbor. Dane
noted dozens of fishing boats and other nondescript hulls drawn up before the Imperia fleet. Fireboats
and other pleasantries, Kane decided.

Thewadls of the city were lined with defenders. Every able-bodied man in the city must have turned out
to hold the walls. Also visible were great numbers of catapults--along with mounds of boulders and vats
of flaming ail to be hurled down on the atackers. The city gates were strong and well fortified--work for
amassive battering ram, assuming men could endure the congtant fire from the walls. Altogether,
Thovnosten was well prepared to withstand the rebel assault, and the city's defenders were determined
not to yield.

Ordinarily Kane would never have considered taking the stronghold, except by long siege.

But Efrd'sinhuman dlies fought with wegpons no human defenses could withstand. Beyond the harbor,



the Scylredi warcraft now surfaced to signd the start of the fina assault.

Deadly bolts of violet hegt crackled forth from the submarines and diced into the walls of Thovnosten.
Hundreds of screaming defenders died in searing blast after blast asthe very stones shattered to cinder
under theincandescent heat. Catapults and siege machinery flashed into charred heaps, while kettles of
oil exploded into gigantic firebals. Howling mobsfled in terror. The frightened tales of the battle's
survivors had only been hafway believed. Now the horrors of prehuman science rose up from the ocean
depths to confront the race that dared to declare itself masters of the earth.

From the city came an answering hail of arrows and missiles of dl kinds. The rain of death glanced
harmlesdy off the metal hulls, or fell among the recklesdy advancing warships with more serious effect.
But as the lashes of destroying energy raked the walls of the city, the return fire became ragged--and
faled. Columns of black, reeking smoke boiled up from the battlements. Screaming figures sumbled
from the wall, trailing flame as they plummeted to the smouldering ground below.

Then the Scylredi turned their fire againgt the city gates. With athundering concussion, theiron gates
were blasted into aflaming gout of molten fragments and fused cinder--leaving gaping holesin the
cracked walls. Thovnosten's heart was guarded now only by tumbled hegps of flaming timber and
gplintered rubble.

Turning from the smouldering walls, the submarines unleashed a salvo of quick bursts of coruscant
hdllfireinto the waiting ships. Fireships exploded amidst the lines of warships. Thelast of the Imperia
navy withered beneath the destroying barrage. Then, as suddenly asit had begun, thefiring ceased and
the warcraft submerged. But in less than ten minutes, their awesome attack had annihilated the defenses
of Thovnogten.

"Now! Let'sget in there before they pick themselves up!™ shouted Kane--and the rebel fleet droveinto
the harbor.

Severd captains were careless, smashing their shipsinto hidden obstructions--but the greet part of the
rebel fleet entered the harbor unscathed and rushed to meet what remained of the Imperid navy. Ship
crashed into ship asthe Imperia forces recklessy attacked the rebels. They knew theirsto be asuicide
mission, and they fought like maddened devilsto take as many souls as possible with them into the eterna
night.

Fishing boats filled with combustible materia s were set afire and driven into the ranks of theinvaders. In
the close quarters, precise maneuvering was impossi ble--and the blazing fireboats smashed against
severa warships, showering them with flame. And as the battle dragged on, a scattered but steadily
increasing rain of arrows and missiles descended upon the struggling warships. The survivors were
quickly returning to the smoking walls.

But the res stance wasineffectud. Defenses geared to the repulsion of anatura enemy had been
shattered by an inhuman force. Therebel invasion fleet pressed relentlessly forward, and dthough a
number of shipswerelost, the desperate defenders were driven back. Decks swarming with rebel
soldiers, thelast of the Imperid fleet was overrun--hepless againg the irresistible strength of Kane's
hordes. The rebel fleet landed, and thousands of soldiers rushed ashore to carry the battle into the city.
Following Kane's commands, the rebel forces now split into three sections, each entering the city through
adifferent breach in the wals. Thiswould cut the regrouping defenders off from each other--and make it
impossible for the Thovnosansto throw their remaining strength againgt any single front.

Taking severa arrows on his shield, Kane jumped ashore and pushed to the glowing ruin of the main



gate. His men were milling about the smouldering wreckage--momentarily checked as the Thavnosians
concentrated their shattered forces to defend the mgor portal. The soldiers shouted awelcome ashe
joined them, and confidently they followed him into the hard fighting around the breach inthewadll. Likea
demon of death, Kane cut through the defenders--smashing them aside with powerful razor-edged
strokes. For this heavy fighting Kane chose to carry his short-hafted battle-axe. Swinging the
double-bitted wegpon with his strong left arm, Kane ripped men gpart in crimson eruptions of
dismembered limbs, entrails, and gore. Behind the bludgeon of hisaxe, the cutlass Kane widded in his
right hand flashed like a serpent's fang. Heedless of arrowsin the dense melee, Kane discarded his
buckler and trusted to hismail to turn the stedl that stabbed past his guard.

On through the ranks of the Thovnosians, Kaneled hismen in an irresistible wedge. The sireets and the
rubble of the walls were choked with fallen bodies as the Thovnosians fought vaiantly to repd the
invaders. But they were relentlesdy crushed against the smoking ruins and the corpses of their comrades,
Sensing victory, the rebels stored over the windrows of dead and began athree-headed invasion of the
city itsdf.

For hoursfierce fighting raged, but Thovnosten now was doomed. Her defenses were annihilated, and
thousands of the enemy were pouring into her streets. No organized res stance could be thrown against
theraiders, and the small pockets of defenderswere cut down to aman. Soon the fighting ebbed, to be
replaced by waves of looting and rapine.

Therebelsran from house to house--killing al who could not flee, seizing wheat they wanted, and setting
fireto the rest. The smoke-filled streets of the Imperia capital echoed with the shrieks of tortured
women, the wails of children, the screams of the injured and dying. It was a dream become redlity for the
pirates and cutthroats recruited by Kane--as all men returned to their true state of bestidity and reveled
inthe mad glory of rgpe and pillage.

Racing through the orgy of rape and unbridled destruction, Kane led a strong force of raidersto the
Imperid palace. Here the resstance was still organized, and the fighting was fierce and unyielding.
Another band of rebesled by Imel quickly joined them at the beleaguered walls. If the Thovnosian
renegade felt any remorse over the sack of his native capital, hefailed to show it.

"Where's Alremas?' Kane shouted.

"Working hisway around from behind,” came Imel's answer. "He should get herein ten or twenty
minutes." Kane felt bitternessthat his enemy seemed invulnerable in these affairs. "L ook, you know your
way around here. When we break through, take some men and capture M'Cori. Remember--bring her
to me unharmed. I'll handle the resistance until Alremas can bring up hisreserve.”

Imel nodded and returned to his men. Sending a party under Arbas to mock up mantlets and battering
rams from the wreckage, Kane began the assault on the stronghold. The defense from the palace walls
was rugged and determined--but rebel archers kept the defenders pinned down effectively, until the
improvised battering rang could driveitsway through the main gate. With Kanein the 1eed, the rebels
poured through the palace gardens and courts, into the halls themselves. The palace guard fought
vaiantly, but they were steadily driven back by Kane's superior force.

"Kane!" A haggard figure in armor suddenly loomed before Kane. Netisten Maril had watched his
Empire crumble about him--and now after hours of furiousfighting in avain effort to blunt the rebd drive,
he had returned to defend his pdace. "By Horment, & least I'll have the satisfaction of sending your black
soul down to the Seventh Hell!™



"There have been many who havetried!" sneered Kane. "And Lord Tloluvin now watches over them
ai”

With abull-like bellow of rage, Maril rushed upon Kane. The Emperor was a powerful man, and he
fought driven by an insane fury. Here at |last was the man who had brought about the ruin of hisvast
Empire. If victory had eluded the Emperor, at least vengeance was within his grasp. Kane gave ground
dowly under Maril's violent attack, stopping blow after blow with his sword--smashing at the Emperor's
shield with hisaxe. Recklessly Maril avoided the flashing battle-axe in Kane'sleft hand and pressed his
attack in astorm of sted lightning and thunderous clangour. Berserk strength guided hisfurious
swordplay.

A sudden twist of Maril'slonger blade caught Kanein hisright arm--gashing painfully through the
partialy healed wound he carried there. The cutlass clattered from Kane's grasp, and he now faced Maril
with onearm useless. A red lust to kill overwhelmed Kane's senses. Ignoring the pain, Kane carefully
circled Maril, watching for an opening. His axe wove a dlittering pattern as he snarled defiance.

But Maril wastoo recklessin his eagernessto finish his hated enemy. One dip was al Kane needed.
Kanefeinted with the heavy axe and recoiled as Maril's blade siwept wildly past his head. For an instant
the Emperor was overextended with theimpetus of his decapitating stroke. With blinding speed, Kane's
axe swung out and clove through Maril's cuirass and ribcage. His eye il brimming with hatred, Netisten
Maril crumpled to the floor and died in arush of blood a Kane'sfet.

"Well, you'vekilled him," observed Arbas, who had been watching the duel with greet interest. "Efrd, |
think, will not be amused. And to make things perfect, | see our friend, Alremas, has broken through just
intimeto witness the Emperor'slast stand. I'm sure he won't waste time telling Efrel who killed him.
Kane, maybe we should take our time about getting back to Pdlin.”

Kane cursed and examined his badly wounded arm. " Screw her! I'll talk to Efrel! | wasn't about to let
Maril kill mejust to satisfy her whim! I've handed Efrel the Imperid throne--and if Imel comesthrough
with M'Cori, she should be happy enough.”

Imdl, in the meantime, had fought hisway to M'Cori's chambers. There the renegade and hismen findly
cut down the last of those who had been stationed on guard and forced an entrance into her rooms. The
rebelsfdl upon the screaming servant girls, then swaggered into M'Cori's presence.

M'Cori fought down her gnawing terror and rose defiantly to meet the grinning intruders. Thoughts of
suicide had raced through her mind, but the ideawas too repulsive. While there wasllife, there was
hope--and until she knew that Lageswas dain, she refused to relinquish al hope.

Savouring her beauty, Imel cursed Efre for reserving M'Cori for her own uses. The girl would make a
nice prize for the sorceresss most vaued servant. "Come along quietly, and | promise you won't be
harmed,” hetold his blond captive. He smiled reassuringly. "Y ou're an honored prisoner, after dl. Were
to escort you to the Empress at Prisarte.”

"Nothing islower than arenegade!™ spat M'Cori.

"Better avictorious renegade than a defeated patriot,” Imel shrugged. He ordered her bound, then led
her back to Kane. There would be less principled girls el sewherein the plundered city.

Meanwhile in the red chaos of the Streets, Lages till carried on a desperate resistance. Separating from
his uncle early in the battle to meet the multiple rebel attack, Lages had been bypassed by the main thrust



of theinvaders. Asaresult of this chance, he and aragged band of Imperia soldiers till roamed the
riot-filled Streets, cutting down scattered looters. Knowing that the Imperia capita waslost, Lages fought
on without thought of escape, intending to die amidst the ashes of hiscity.

Then amessenger reached him with word of the palacesfdl, of the Emperor's death and M'Cori's
capture. At thisnews Lages brokeinto asuicida frenzy, howling for hismento follow himinan
impossible atempt to rescue M'Cori. But hisweary soldiers held him back, convinced him that it would
be sensdlessto throw dl their lives away in ahopeless attack against Kane and his army of marauders.

At last Lages redlized the hopel essness of the situation. He gave orders to spread the word for all
loydiststo join him, then grudgingly retrested with his baitle-worn band. Picking up stragglers asthey
passed, he moved out of the burning city and into the hills of Thovnos, where he could organize guerrilla
resistance to the Empire's conquerors.

And thusfell the Thovnosian Empire, in ashes and blood--at the hand of the man who had indirectly
been respongblefor its creation.

XXVII

The Hand of Kane

Throughout the city of Prisarte, there was wild celebration among the victorious rebels. The tension of
battle broke loose into jubilant hysteria. Captured gold and wine flowed fredly, as drunken revelry and
raucous gaiety prevailed.

Within the black fortress of Dan-Legeh, the atmosphere was otherwise. Efrel wasin atowering rage.

For an hour she had shrieked and cursed insanely at Kane. His crushing defeat of the Thovnosian Empire
meant nothing to her in this state of madness. All the sorceress knew was that Kane had dain her enemy
himsdlf. His colossal stupidity had forever destroyed her long-cherished dream of vengeance. For months
she had been kept dive through her hatred for the man who had shamed and mutilated her--and now
Netisten Maril was beyond even her revenge.

Oxfors Alremas watched smugly as Kane stoicdly withstood Efrel's endlesstirade. At times she could
only utter ashrill, incoherent shriek of impassioned rage. Never had Alremas seen her in such wrath. He
judged with satisfaction that he no longer would have to worry about Kane. With hisriva'sfal from
favor, he should be able to convince Efrd that Kane was too dangerousto have around. Then it was just
ameatter of lega murder.



Kane gave up dl effortsto reason with the sorceress. Redlizing that she was beyond rationdity, he
braced himself and waited for her anger to dacken. It took sometime, but finally her tirade ceased.

Before she could begin again, Kane rushed to speak: "In every particular but this, | have fulfilled your
every command. When before this have you had any reason to criticize me or my methods? And despite
what some lying tongues say, | only meant to disabrm Maril. Thefool refused to surrender--he dl but
threw himsdlf against my axe. So how am | to blame for his death? Forget this one whim of vengeance.
Haven't | ddlivered the Empireinto your hands? | have accomplished everything else | agreed to perform
inyour service. And remember, you still have M'Cori to work your revenge upon.”

A drangelight cameinto Efrel's eye. Her atention seemed no longer fixed on Kane, but on some secret
thought. "Y es, but another was responsible for her capture,” she hissed.

"May | point out adight dissmilarity between capturing ateenage girl and subduing a seasoned warrior?
Anyway, it wasadl carried out according to any orders.”

Kane added shrewdly: "Lagesis till on theloose--and with an army of sorts under his command. Until
he and his guerrillas are destroyed, you will always have that threat hanging over you. Perhaps you fedl
that another should dedl with Lages."

Efrd snarled infrugtration, "No, damn you! | gtill want you to root out the last shreds of Imperid
resistance. When you have accomplished this, you may then claim your reward. Now get out of my
sght--before | treat you to thefate | had reserved for Maril!™

"Thank you for your benevolence," said Kane dryly--trying to mask hisfedings. "l assure you that Lages
will sraightway be delivered to you for this pleasure.”

He hadtily left the council room, hisface taut with cold anger. Arbas waswaiting around outside. "'l
wasn't sure you'd come out of that with your hideintact!" he began. ™Y ou know, you could hear her
howlsdl over thisfortress. Damn! I've never heard anyonein such arage!™

Kane grunted and walked on in silence. "Let'sgo wherewe can talk," he finally muttered.

"Any aehouse should do for that. There'stoo much noise and drunkenness for spying tonight. Anyway,"
the assassin added reflectively, "it'sagood occasion to get drunk, if nothing else.”

So they eventudly found their way to abustling tavern, where crowds of battle-weary soldiers mixed
drink and women in loud celebration. Picking their way to arelatively deserted corner of the room, they
took up mugs of ae and sat down. Arbas eyed the dancing girls calculatingly, but therewasred concern
benegth hisfestivearr.

"| think you know what | haveto say," Kane began in alow voice. "I never intended to leave that
madwoman in control of the new Empire. | had hoped to bide my time until the choice moment. Now it
looks as though I'm going to have to move faster than I'd planned.”

He frowned, remembering Alremas's supercilious smile during his ordeal with Efrel. "Anyway, therésno
other course left to me. Alremas|ooked at melike | wasan old friend with afatal disease. Thiswar has
depleted Efrd's strength as much as the Empire's. | can count on enough men to do the job. The
mercenaries from outside the Empire will follow me--aswill most of those who werein on thisfor
motives of pure gain. Imel will sdewith me, | know. Efrel can only count on the Pdllinites to support her



damtorule"

The n spped his beer thoughtfully. "Y ou figure you can swing enough support, then? 1 mean,
you'll be up againg dl of Pdllin--and Efrd's sorcery.”

" think 0. | intend a coup d'éat, not a conquest. Well strike fast and secretly. By the time anyone
knows what's going on, it will betoo late to do anything. Besides, weve got M'Cori--and unlessI'm
mistaken, she's going to bring us some more help.”

"What do you mean?' Arbas asked, belching and refilling their mugs.

"Lagesisholed up somewhere on Thovnos with quite afew men. We can make use of their swords.
When | offer him achance to save M'Cori from Efrel, I'm certain thefool will join us. Afterward,
something can happen to him.”

Kane's eyes |ooked beyond the room. "1 dmost had this place in my grasp once before. | don't mean to
letit dip away agan."

XXIX

The Vengeance of Efrd

Far beneath the revelry of the night outside, smoky yellow flames from the greet oil lampsgavelighttoa
shadowy scene of bizarre antithesis. In her subterranean chamber, Efrel stood gloating over the chained
form of M'Cori.

The tableau presented absol ute extremes of the feminine soul. M'Cori crouched in chains before her
captor. Ingenuous, blond and fair-skinned, face and figure of fragile loveiness-M'Cori wastruly achild
of light. Before her strutted a cold-hearted girl of spider-like cunning. Efrel--black-haired and
pale-skinned, uncanny beauty corrupted into hideous mutilation. Efrel, aqueen of night. A soul that loved
the world of daylight was ensnared by asoul of malevolent hatred.

M'Cori moved asfar back as the chains anchored to the floor would permit--recoiling in horror from the
evil mockery of femininity that leered at her. Efrel watched her terrified captive with unutterable ddight.

"M'Cori, dear--don't you recognize me?' she taunted. "Have you forgotten Efrel ? It'strue that | was
much lovdier a your father's court--but your father saw to that, didn't he? It'sa pity Maril died without



once more enjoying the beauty that his malice had moulded. Did you weep for Efrel when she died,
M'Cori?"

Shetittered at the expression of absolute horror frozen on her captive'sface. "But as| remember, you
never did care much for Efrd, did you? Efrel wastoo dark aspirit to meet favor in your deer little
thoughts. Well, that's forgiven--all isforgiven--because you're going to makeit up to me now."

She stared intently at the fragile beauty of M'Cori. "M'Cori will be spared the fate | had planned for her
father. Pretty M'Cori, you shouldn't be frightened of Efrel. No flaying knife shdl caresslovely M'Cori's
soft skin. Ah, you aways were o beautiful achild, weren't you? Some even claimed more beautiful than
| was. Beautiful child, let me see more of you!" Savagely, Efrel's hands clawed out at her captive and tore
away the silken shoulders of M'Cori's gown.

M'Cori jerked back from her clutching fingers. "Efrdl! Why are you doing thisto me?' she sammered. "'|
have never wished you harm! | was promised | would be treated as an honored prisoner. Instead you
chain mein your dungeons--threeten me with torture!”

Efrel cackled wildly. "Torture you? No, no--rest assured that | won't harm one hair of your golden
body. Oh, no! But asyou will learn, pretty one, | have every right to examine al your beauty.”

She swayed before her captive, like aserpent before a hypnotized bird. "Do you know what | have
planned for you, dear M'Cori? Not torture, | promise you.

"Have you ever studied the arts of the occult sphere? Sweet M'Cori, you're trembling. How careless of
me to forget--your bright little world revolves around happier pastimes. M'Cori hasawayslived ina
flower garden world--her lifeisagame of adventures and childish laughter. So it is not strange that you
should show such revulsion toward sorcery.

"For Efrd it was otherwise. | wasfar younger than you, beautiful child, when first | ripped avirgin's heart
from her breast and offered it to a howling demon from the world beyond night. But M'Cori read foolish
love poetry, instead of blood-stained grimoires. Witha, we might be siters for the nearness of our
ages--but you frolicked in the sunlight, while Efrel danced in sulfur-lit darkness. Y et | wonder if you could
stand herein my place--dreaming the dreams of hatred and vengeance that | know--had it been M'Cori,
and not Efrd, that Netisten Maril gave to the bull. My gods spared meto fulfill my curse. Would yours
have done the same?

"Still 1 see only horror in your eyes. Sweet M'Cori only feels compassion for pretty things. WWhen you
saved astruggling butterfly from hiswebbed prison, M'Cori darling, did you ever shed atear for the
spider you thus left to starve? Have you ever thought, dear child, what you might have become had our
lives been reversed? Would you fed sympathy for the spider, had you been born a child of night? Had
there been dark Pellin blood in your heart, instead of tepid Netisten blood--perhaps lovely M'Cori would
have learned to chant spells, rather than to recite sugary poems. Perhaps M'Cori would have abandoned
her flower gardensto the conqueror weeds and spent her nights poring over cryptic lines paged on
human skin.

"But | was speaking of sorcery. If your childhood had passed like mine, perhaps then M'Cori would
know of an ancient spdll of transmigration. She might know that through certain magics, the soul can be
excised from its earthly body and projected through the cosmos, that through patent sorceries a captive
soul may be stolen from its natural breast and imprisoned within another body. She might even know how
to perform the difficult spdl through which the human soul may be exchanged from one body to
another--wrested from its corporeal form and imprisoned within the body of the adept.



"Efrel knows such aspell, pretty one."

Efrel swayed closer to her cringing captive. One hand lifted her chin, the other dipped the torn gown
away from M'Cori's shoulders. The girl's face was blank with frightened wonder.

"Now do you understand why your body interests me so? Dear M'Cori, you stare at me so
innocently--without comprehension. Must | tell you what your naive mind refuses to accept?

"Y our body will soon be my own."

She laughed with insane pleasure at M'Cori's scream of horror. "Yes! Yes, my lovely one! That iswhy
I've spared you from these instruments of crude torture. No harm shall come to pretty, pretty M'Cori.
Because before very long your body will be mine, and your spirit will be trapped in this shattered hull that
oncewas Efrd! Think of theirony of it! Maril's own daughter--imprisoned within the mutilated flesh he
had lusted for and then destroyed. And the woman he had doomed to a hideous death--alive and
beautiful once again in his own daughter's body."

Numb with fear and shock, M'Cori watched the sorceress fall to the floor in maddened laughter. Ina
haf-faint, she huddled in her chains and watched asin adream while the cavorting, taunting madwoman
hopped about her, tearing away her clothing and greedily pawing over her body. Efrdl's scarred face
giggled inchesfrom her own. Sharp nails clutched at her bare flesh. Torn lipswhispered intolerable
demands and promisesinto her ears.

M'Cori tried to crawl away, but chains fettered her wrists and ankles. Shetried to struggle free, but the
sorceresss mad strength was too much for her. Her screams were lost in the shadows of the hidden
chamber. Her garments were in shreds now. Efrel’s hands crawled over her naked flesh. She was pinned
beneath the sorceress's writhing body, naked now aswell. Tattered lips caressed her face, sucked at her
lips, bit her breasts. M'Cori moaned in revulsion as Efrel forced her legs apart and bent her hel pless body
to serve her lugts.

Sick with loathing, M'Cori writhed helplesdy benegth the bestial assault of the raving sorceress. Her soul
shriveled with the horror of it--as awave of evil crushed her to the stones, smothered her sobbing bregth.
Pain and nausea and shame shook her violated flesh in great paroxysms. Shefet hersdf fdlinginto a
deep black well, and somewhere in the nightmare came oblivion.

Sometime later, when M'Cori awoke, she was unable for amoment to orient herself. In her hollow
weakness, it seemed for a space that she il lay tossing in the ddlirium of afever-dream. Then she saw
the dark stones, the chains, the torn clothing, her scratched and bruised flesh--and knew that the
nightmare wasredlity.

Groggily she sat up, praying that the scene of horror might yet dissolve into fragments of dream. The
wallsdid not waver, and the Sckness remained. Weird odorsfilled the air; bluish lightsflickered in the
darkness. Looking about, M'Cori saw that she now was chained in the center of agreat circle.

An evil laugh drew agasp from her. "Back with me so soon, my darling?' Efrd jeered. "Wasit passon
that made you faint beneath my tender caresses, pretty child? Touching modesty from one who isnot



evenavirgin."

She laughed cruelly and bent to examine alarge parchment-paged volume. Around her were stacks of
other strangely bound works of varying stages of antiquity--along with jarsand vids of paints, chalks,
incenses, and the dubious powders and dixirs of her black art. From the vast quantities of occult
paraphernalia the sorceress had drawn together, it was evident that Efrel was a work on some grest
necromantic project.

"You look interested,” sneered the sorceress. "Waell, you should be. After all, this spell will be of nollittle
persond interest to you, won't it? Besdes, thisisavery intriguing spell--and amost difficult one, aswell.
| shdl need afew daysjust to get everything in readiness to begin the actua conjuration. But | have
prepared well for thistriumph, so you won't be inconvenienced too long. A few days are nothing to one
who has dready suffered alifetime of agony and shame asthis crippled monster your father made me.

"Poor pretty M'Cori, | hope the delay won't tire you. But we shall find ways to amuse one another from
timeto time, you and I. And if you find yourself bored, just take alast long look at your lovely body. You
may find your new one a considerable change.”

M'Cori stretched out on the cold stones and sobbed wretchedly.

XXX

An Unexpected Alliance

"l don't know why | don't cut out your black heart!" snarled Lages, by way of greeting.

Kane shrugged. "For the same reason that you agreed to this meeting. Because you want to see M'Cori
again--and you know that if you don't act quickly, you won't like what you'll see."

Hewaited for that barb to sink in. Announcing that he intended to mop up Lagess guerillaforce without
delay, Kane had sailed for Thovnos dmost immediatdly following hislast meeting with Efrel. With him
Kane had brought a good-sized force loya to him--former pirates and brigands, mercenaries, and afew
ambitious adventurerslike Imd. The Thovnosten renegade Kane l€ft in Prisarte, to gather more men and
to stand ready at the Pellin stronghold when he returned. Efrel, Kane learned, had withdrawn into her
hidden chamber, with the command that on no account was she to he interrupted. Her action boded ill
for M'Cori, but was perfect for Kane's designs. Finding where Lager and his hand were holed up was
not too difficult for aman of Kane's resources--although arranging ameeting had been more of a



problem. Desperation and the tempting possibilities of Kane's proposal had caused Lagesto take the
risk. They had arranged to meet in an isolated region of the great forest that covered much of Thovnos.
Here they each brought fifty men along with them--well armed and suspicious of traps. Kane guessed
that Lages probably had many more within caling distance--but then, so did he.

"I assume you understand what I'm proposing,” Kane prompted.

"Y our emissary was clear enough,” replied Lages sullenly. "Only tell mewhy | should trust you?
Regardless of the legendsthey tell of Red Kane, you've done enough to our Empirein the past year to
make the name of Kane acursefor centuriesto come. | know you have no scruples against luring me out
of hiding--then springing atrap and daughtering usto aman.”

"That's true enough,” Kane conceded gracioudy. "Y ou'll have no reason to trust me. Only consider: |
found out where you and your band were hidden easily enough. If | really wanted to destroy you, |
would smply have brought up the large army a my command, encircled you, and wiped out every last
one of you. And by doing o, | wouldn't have had to risk my own neck trying to hold a conference with
you.

"And now consider this: Efrel has your friend M'Cori--and you can be sure the witch has something
most unpleasant in store for her. Efrel would probably suspect my treachery, in fact--if she weren't so
preoccupied with her captive.

"Oh, | don't think she's done too much to her yet!" Kane interjected, to hat an outburst from Lages.

" She's going to make whatever she doesto her last along time. Probably only mental anguish to Start
with--nothing that will leave physica scars. I've seen that Efrd likesto savour her games. But you can be
certain that you'll have to act pretty damn fast to save M'Cori--and skulking around herein the hillsisn't
going to accomplish anything. Besides, if | can't make an dly of you, I'll have no choice but to wipe you
out mysdf."

Kane leaned forward earnestly, pressing his advantage. "Actudly my men and | would be hunting you
down even now, if | had not discovered that Efrel intends to dispose of me as soon as| have destroyed
al resstance to her rule. The witch's treachery went too far when she plotted against me.

"Moreover, I've grown disgusted with her methods--with these hideous sea demons she hasformed a
pact with. Despite the lies you've heard of me, | only entered Efrel's service to command her military
forces--the same as any mercenary general would do. Black sorcery and wholesale massacre sicken
me--to say nothing of the unhallowed bargain the witch made with the Scylredi. | sold her my sword as
her generd, not wizard--and | fight with weapons of stedl, not inhuman magic. I'm through fighting for that
madwoman--even if | weren't certain of her plot to kill me once I've done her work.

"So here's my proposd: | want Efrel dead. Y ou want Efrel dead. Y ou help me, and together well
accomplish this. Inreturn, you'll get M'Cori back again--and, if you pledge loyalty, I'll Iet you have
Thovnos back aswell. Of course, I'll retain the throne of Emperor for myself, and establish my seat of
power on another idand.”

"All very logica but | till can't trust you!" Lages growled, thinking how long hewould alow Kaneto
usurp the Imperia Throne.

"So? Take achance. All you've ever backed werelosing causes. Staying herein the hillsisonly going to
get you killed. Throw inwith me, and you'll end up with your girl and akingdomto rule. Y ou know that



it'sabetter dedl than Netisten Mari1 ever redly planned to give you."

Lages bristled, but turned it over at length. Redlly there wasllittle choice--and he knew it. It wasa
madman's gamble, but Kane was hisonly hope. "All right," he concluded. "I'm in with you. But if thisisa
trap, Kane--1 warn you..."

"I knew you could listen to reason,”" congratulated Kane, grasping his hand. Lages knew aflash of dga
vu. "Now we've got to make plansfast.”

XXXI

Gather the Gods

On adark night some five days after his departure from Thovnos, Kane sailed into the harbor of
Prisarte, hisfleet crowded to the gunwaes with amost athousand Imperia soldiers. Together with
another seven hundred of hisown men left with Imel in Prisarte, Kane ca culated he had strength enough
to take Dan-Legeh by stedlthy attack and hold it until the city grew accustomed to his being in command.
No one noticed anything amiss, as the soldiers disembarked from the warshipsin the darkness. It
appeared at first glance as though Kane had returned from anormal campaign.

Quickly Kane met with Imd and informed him of Lagessdliance. The renegadefilled Kanein on
developments since his departure. Imel was enthusiastic.

"I've brought over as much support as| dared. | could have gotten alot more, but it would have risked
discovery. They'll back you once you make your move. Only the Pellinites, will stay loyd to Efrd, | think.
After dl, to most of the men Kaneisthelr leader--not some mad sorceressin Dan-L egeh.

"So far there's been no trouble. Efrel hasn't been seen for days. Word hasit, thewitch is till locked up
in her secret chamber with M'Cori--only Lord Tloluvin knows what sort of torments the girl has endured
inthistime. And most of the Pdllinites are till too busy celebrating to pay attention to what's going on.
We should take the place with ease.”

"Don't count Efrel out just because you don't see her,” warned Kane. "That witch is sureto have afew
deadly tricks|eft to her yet. Dolt forget we're attacking her in her own lair.”



"Well, the Scylredi can't help her onland,” said Imd with considerable relief.

"That'strue." Kane scratched his beard in thought. This night would settle the fate of too many opposing
ambitions. Perhaps his own, aswell. He grinned ruthlessy and drew his sword.

"Let's get started,” Kane ordered.

"Y our time grows short!" hissed Efrel, drawing afinal detall to the pair of complicated pentagrams on the
stone floor. Wesak from terror and the foul drugs she had been forced to swallow, M'Cori lay moaning
within one of the complex figures. In the other Efrel had positioned hersdlf, long with severd articlesshe
would need for her fina incantetions.

Efrel was haggard from lack of deep, but her deranged mind drove her on to the completion of her
grand design--pausing only to take meds and snatches of rest. The spdll of transmigration was
complicated and difficult in the extreme. Many of the components had to be prepared explicitly for the
spell, and often many pages of incantations had to be read over asingle phase. Two full days had goneto
the preparation of an ordinary-looking paste that had to be used to form atiny, but essentid, figure within
the twin pentagrams.

Now the last preparation was complete. Sealing her pentagram, Efrel moved to the center and fastened
achain to her ankle. "When you awake to find yoursdlf in my body, | wouldn't want you to wander about
and hurt yoursdf," shetold M'Cori solicitoudy. "After dl, it will take you quite awhileto get used to
waking on only oneleg.”

Efrel paused amoment to savour the despairing sobs of her captive; then shetook up her grimoire and
began the find incantations.

To M'Cori's drug-clouded mind, the abominable incantation went on forever. An eerie chill stole over
her body--a numbness that invaded every fiber of her being. Waves of nausea racked her, broken by
searing blasts of intolerable pain. An dl pervasive lethargy made even breathing an unendurable effort.
Sowly shefdt her soul being sucked down into awhirlpool of darkness, her physical sdif drifting farther
and farther away from consciousness...

The guards at the city gate till thought nothing amiss when a gang of fellow soldiers staggered up to
them and demanded in drunken tonesto be let out. Then suddenly knives flashed, and the Pellinite guards
died without an outcry. Quickly the gates were opened, and Kane dipped through--followed by silent
filesof hissoldiers.

"All right, here we split off and head for Dan-Legeh from different routes," he ordered. "Each group
captain remember: Keep together, move fast, and try to raise aslittle hell as possible. Tell people
anything, and try to avoid fighting until you reach, the fortress. This hasto be finished before the Pellinites
can suspect anything. Good luck!™



Kanetersaly whispered find ingtructionsto Imel and Lages, then strode away with Arbas at the head of
his own band.

The march through the streets was largely uneventful, and only afew occas ons necessitated swordplay.
But as Kane's men converged on Dan-L egeh, the populace knew something was astir--and the wise
ones bolted their doors and prepared to mind their own business.

At Dan-L egeh, the guards had been derted by the sight of asmall army advancing through the streets
toward the citaddl. The fortresss basalt walls were bristling with men and weapons hastily summoned in
the middle of the night. Even so, discipline had been lax following the greet victory, and agood
percentage of the man were still out celebrating. The reduced garrison looked nervoudly down upon the
encircling soldiers. An attack on Dan-Legeh at this moment was absurd to contemplate--thusonly a
skeleton force had grudgingly remained to man the stronghold.

"What's going on out there?' demanded the captain of the guard from timeto time. Only silence
answered him. Lies could do nothing but verify their suspicions.

Findly Kane judged his men were in position-and shouted achdlenge. "Thisis Generd Kane! I've
uncovered afull-scae plot by Oxfors Alremasto seize control of the army! I've cometo arrest the
conspirators! Asyour generd, I'm ordering you to surrender Dan-Legeh to my men! If you don't, I'll pull
it down on your headd!"

The captain was not buying any. "Treason, isit! We owe alegiance to Pllin, not to adevil of apirate
mercenary!"

"Openfire!" yelled Kane, and avalley of arrows shot from his soldiers ranks, raking the parapets. Their
fire was answered, and the battle for Dan-Legeh began. The Pdllinites were short of men and
unprepared, but they had the security of aformidable fortress. Kane knew it was going to be a bloody
struggle, and that it must be quickly concluded.

Using anything for shelter, Kane's soldiers kept up adeadly fire at the defenders. Arrows and spearsfell
inaninvisblehall of desth, and the night air wasfilled with shouts and cries of pain. Curious citizens came
to investigate--and quickly fled, or were cut down by thosein therear. Alarm of the combat immediately
spread to the soldiers encamped beyond the city wals--but those who were loya to Pellin found the
gates of the city held by Kane's men. Then, asword of Kane's coup d'étét circulated, they were instantly
st upon by factionsloyd to Kane. Fighting erupted throughout the city.

A moat surrounded the fortress, crossed at the main gate by adrawbridge. Improvised bridges of
wagons and other loose materid allowed men to crossto the walls, advancing beneath interlocked
shields and crude mandate. Covered by punishing fire from Kane's archers, they findly succeeded in
climbing to the top of the wall, dthough initia casudties were spectacular. But the Pellinite guard had no
reserveto replaceitsfalen, while Kane's force outnumbered them heavily. A death blow was struck
when some of Kane's men atop the wall succeeded in overturning avat of boiling pitch onto the soldiers
who rushed to repd them. By the time the Pdllinites struggled over the flaming pile of dead, Kane's
soldiers occupied a section of the battlement.

A foothold was established. Then more and more men were swarming up the ropes and ladders, forcing
back the desperate defenders of the gate. It was aviciousfight, but findly Kane's men reached the
controls of the drawbridge and dropped it. The main gate swung open. At the head of his soldiers, Kane
led the howling band into the fortressitsdlf.



The pain passed, then the sickness. Even the cosmic blackness at |last began to fadeinto grey.
Light.
One eye opened. Images took shape. Images subtly distorted from their familiar patterns.

Two eyes opened. Emotion shook their unaccustomed focus. Tears blurred the shapes that legped from
the gloom.

Hesitant fingers softly caressed the smooth lines of her face.
A laugh of ghoulish triumph echoed from lipsthat had never formed such tones before.

Efrel was admiring her new body in incredulous delight when Oxfors Alremas came dashing into the
chamber. He gaped at the uncanny scene before him in astonishment.

"Hello, Alremas," amiled Efrdl, and posed provocatively. "How do you like me now?"

Alremas gasped in stunned disbelief and stared at the blond beauty who spoke to him with Efrel's
inflections. He was unutterably shocked, even though Efrel had hinted to him of her intended revenge. His
mouth opened foolishly for amoment, before he found speech.

"Efrel! By Lato--have you really doneit! Have you indeed transferred your spirit into M'Cori's body ?*
Efrd laughed prettily. "Shdl | proveit, then? On the night of my sixteenth birthday, | met you in the
gardens as you had begged meto do, and you suggested that we move back from the path to talk..."

Alremas stood stunned as she finished the anecdote. None other had ever known of his attempted
seduction that had proven the reverse once they entered the shadows.

"Now takethat slver dagger from the stand, and open this pentagram,” she ordered. The tone and
inflection were Efrdl, dthough the voice was M'Cori. "There's keys there too for these chains. Hurry up! |
want to fed what it isto wak about again.”

Coallecting himself, Alremas rushed to comply, explaining in agitated tones. Y ou've got to come
immediately! Thefortressisunder attack! Kane hasrisen againgt yow! He's a the gate this moment with
hundreds of men behind him. | understand the devil has even brought Lageswith him. Thingslook bad
for ug"

Efrd's beautiful face was demonicin rage. "Hurry with these chains, you fool! | should never havelet him
live after he killed Maril! Another genera could have finished with Lages and his pathetic remnant of the
Imperid army. Curse histhrice-damned soul! Kane shdl pay for thistreachery asno man hasever I'll
prepare areception for Kane that he wasn't expecting!”

Thelast chainfdl loose. Howling imprecations, Efrel ran up the stairs from the chamber--not even
pausing to cover her nakedness.

Behind her in the silent chamber, M'Cori dowly regained consciousness. She opened her single eye,



gazed at her body--and screamed.

With the entrance to Dan-L egeh secured, Kane's forces quickly overran the guards along thewall and
passed into the sprawling citaddl. Insde, soldiers were boiling up like bees from an invaded hive. The
Pdlinites fought hard, but Kane had the strength of numbers. Foot by bloody foot, he and his men gained
ground.

Hisright arm was nearly healed--thanks to his preternaturd recuperative powers—-and Kane was able to
useit sparingly. A long dagger in hisright fist, sword in hisleft, Kane fought like amadman. Facesrose
and fdll about him as he steadily hewed hisway through the stubborn Pellinite res stance. Behind him, his
men kept up the relentless pressure.

With M'Cori primarily in histhoughts, Lages soon separated from Kanein the soreading melee. With a
band of his own men, he pushed hisway through the maze-like corridors of Dan-Legeh, searching for his
bel oved. Doubt tortured him, as Lagos had no certainty that M'Cori till lived--or whether she would
want to live if he did rescue her. Perhaps she had been murdered at the inception of the attack.

Lages and his men, encountered fewer and fewer soldiers asthey followed through the winding hallways,
getting ever farther from the canted battle as they descended to the lower levels. Leaving thefight to
Kane, Lages pressed on, intending to search the fortress dungeons for M'Cori. If be wastoo late...

Then he saw her. In the darkened passageway beyond, naked and terror-stricken, running toward him,
her blond hair flowing past her white body.

"M'Cori!" he cried, crushing her trembling body against him. "Thank all the gods that I've found you safe!
What have they doneto you! Kane said that Efrel was going to..."

Efrel buried her facein his shoulder and sobbed. "Kane! Don't speak that accursed nameto me! I've
only now escaped from his private chambers. Oh, Lages—-it wasterrible! That first night he camein and
forced meto do hiswill! | fought but he was dways too strong. HE'd beat me until | couldn't take any
more pain--I had to surrender to his depraved lusts. | begged him not to..."

The halway swan before Lagesin acrimson haze. "Kane told me you were imprisoned by Efrdl," he
began in astrange voice. "l joined forces with him to rescue you and to kill the witch.”

"Oh, | know! Kane boasted tome of his plans before he left for Thovnos. Lages, Efrel was never behind
this conspiracy! She died months ago on Thovnos. Thishasal been aplot by Kane. He found some
mutilated beggar-woman to pretend to be Efrel, and used that deception to form the nucleusfor the
rebellion he has secretly led al dong. Now the Pellinites have begun to suspect hisruse, and they've
started amoveto get rid of Kane. Kane had to destroy them before that could happen. So Kane tricked
you into helping him solidify his phantom rule.”

Her face twisted in terror. Hysterical tears choked her words. "Oh, darling, now helll kill you, and take
me again to... No! Kill menow! Please! | couldn't endure hislustsfar another night!”

Lagesfdt aroaring in hisbrain. Hefought to, speak coherently. "Hidein the lower chambers. I'll come
for you when thisisover. There's no need to fear Kane any more. I'll bring you that treacherous devil's



heart!"

Lagesturned and ran down the hall--babbling of treachery, ordering his men to spread the word to
attack Kane'sfollowers.

Efrel doubled up with laughter.

The first group Lages came upon wasled by Imel, who with afew score men was searching the lower
levelsfor Pdlinite survivors.

"Treachery! Kill thelying bastards!" shouted Lages. "Weve been betrayed!”

After only amoment's hesitation, Lagess men turned on the rebels. The passageway flamed into a
seething, deadly brawl.

"What the hdl!" Imél ydled, and pulled hisblade up just in time to miss being spitted by Lagess rush.
"I've found out the truth of your schemes!” snarled Lages, dashing wildly. "Did Kane take me for afool 7"

"Youve gone mad!" rgoined Imd, retreating in confusion.

The hals erupted into a chaos of struggling soldiers. The Imperid soldiers were in the mgority, and the
rebelswerefdling fast. Only the cry of "Treachery!" was understood in the confusion but it was enough
to detonate the barely restrained antipathy between the Imperials and the rebels.

Imel realized his plight and fought with renewed vigor. But Lages fenced with blood-mad rage behind his
blade, and his powerful strokes were numbing Imel'sarm, dashing gpart hisbuckler. The renegade felt
panic gibber through hisbrain. Frantically he sought to defend himself but against a better and stronger
swordsman. Hewasthe only rebd |eft standing now. Bitterly Imel remembered Arbasslong-ago
warning and cursed the day he had become involved with Kane.

His defense was fdtering, and. he knew it. A sudden blow glanced off Imel's sword and struck him
acrosstheribs. Imel gasped in pain and dropped his guard. With a powerful stroke, Lagos clovein
Imd's skull.

"There's onetraitor down!" he roared. "Now where's the blackest of them al?"

The Imperid soldiersraced through the labyrinthine hallways, picking up support asthey went.
Throughout the citaddl, soldierswho had just fought side by side suddenly turned on one another.
Constant suspicion and smouldering enmity exploded in aviolent reaction.

At length, Lages burgt into the great hal, where he found the bulk of Kane'sforces ill engagedina
tense struggle with the last of the Pdllinite guard. Shouting for vengeance, the Imperids attacked their
dliesof amoment gone.



Utter chaos enveloped the citadd asthree forceslocked in a battle to the death. In the confusion it
became difficult to follow any onefaction. For the combatants, it was sufficient to accept that any man
not personaly known to them was probably an enemy. Lages caught sight of Kane--battling at the head
of the stairway to the bacony above the great hal. "Now I'll kill you, you prince of traitorsl" Lages
roared, and charged Kane. "Y ou've hidden from degth for the last time!™

One glance told Kane not to argue. "Y ou crazy son of abitch!" he growled, and met the youth's attack.
"Thisisfor what you did to M'Cori! Andto Maril! And to the entire Empire!" Lages shouted, ashe
smashed blow after wild blow against Kane. But in Kane he had an opponent stronger than himsalf--and
abetter swordsman, aswell. He was not able to wear down Kane's guard as he had done to Imel, nor
could he force Kane to remain on the defensive.

Fighting silently, Kane knocked aside every dash, parried every thrust, backing Lagesto the Sairs.
Kane was bleeding from severd fresh cuts, and hisinjured right arm was beginning to throb agonizingly.
Setting histeeth in adesth's-head grin, Kane hurried to finish his assailant. Methodically he pressed his
attack upon Lages, but the youth again and again e uded him. Anger and hysteria gave seemingly
boundless strength to Lages, and he desperately fought toe to toe with Kane, taking Kane's stedl on his
shidd, griking grimly with hisown blade.

The end struck blindingly. Kane countered a vicious thrust--then feinted with the long dagger in hisright
hand. Lages swerved his shield to meet the dagger blade--for an instant he left an opening--and Kane
hewed his broadsword into his adversary'sright side. The blade dashed deep--cleaving through cuirass
and bone. With acry of morta agony, Lagesfell backward from the force of the blow, plummeted down
the stairs and into blackness.

Kane watched Lagess body roll down the staircase, then turned to meet anew threet. The battle was
too hot to waste time sorting out the puzzle. Killing the vengeful Imperid soldier nearest him, Kane
wondered what could have happened to make Lages attack him. The matter defied logic.

A Pdlinite leaped back to avoid Kane's sword thrust and was neatly skewered by Arbas. The assassin
was a S0 puzzled over the sudden reversdl of Kaneswell-laid plans, but hisfighting skill had lost none of
its professiona polish. Grimly Arbas fought beside Kane, knowing that whatever strange twist fate had
taken, Kanewould bein at thefinish.

"Kane!" The cry was ademand.
"What now?"' wondered Kane--and whirled to face Oxfors Alremas.

"I've waited for thismoment!" hissed the Pellinite lord. "I've known you for atreacherous pirate from the
first. Well, Efrel knows that, too, now and it'sapity I've got to kill you instead of saving you for her
vengeance. Still, thisisone pleasure I'll share with no one--not even Efrd."

It was afine speech, but Kane saved his own breath to reply with aflicker of killing stedl.

The Pdlinite fenced with amazing speed, fighting with catlike grace. Kane had to move fast to parry each
thrugt, and hisright arm was rapidly becoming usdless. Y et Alremas, had seldom faced aleft-handed
swordsman, and Kane's speed astounded him. He had thought such abig man would be dow and
awkward. Reentlesdy hefound himself forced to give ground before Kane's attack. With unfatering skill
his opponent parried Alremass every stroke.



Then, with arush of exultation, Alremas saw his sword tip stab into Kane's thigh below the skirt of his
hauberk. That should dow the devil down, he thought with asmile, lunging to press home his momentary
advantage. It wasthe last enjoyment Alremas ever would know. Even as his smile broadened, Kane's
sword deflected the thrusting blade, spun in atight arc, and chopped through Alremas's, neck. The
Pdllinite lord dropped dead at hisrival'sfeet, but his head fled avay down the stairway.

Pressing hisright hand to the wound in histhigh, Kane cursed and looked about him. In theinterval while
he and Alremas dueled atop the staircase, the remaining Pellinites all seemed to havefdlen or fled, and
the Imperias were steadily being wiped out by the survivors of Kanesforce. Within the citadd, it would
only beamatter of hunting down me fugitives. And things must be going wdll for his men outside, or
Pdlinite reinforcements would have swamped them by now. If nothing else, Lagess sudden change of
heart had ultimately resulted in the destruction of thelast Imperid forces.

Tying abandage to histhigh, Kane smiled wearily. "Wéll, Arbas," he began, "it looks asif the Empireis
mineat lag."

The nrolled Alremass head cautioudly with his boot and nodded. The head nodded back at the
prodding of histoe.

At that moment Kane felt an uncanny gtiffness steding over him. His muscles seemed to condtrict, refuse
to obey him. Was Alremas's sword a poi soned blade, Kane wondered in anguish.

Then he saw Arbas's congternation--saw that al about the blood-covered hall, fighterswere halting in
their combat. Everywhere, in the embettled citadd, soldiersfelt an unnaturd rigor saize therr flesh, dl
power dip from their limbs, astheir minds became prisoners within their own bodies.

With one tremendous effort, Kane forced his head to turn shout. Hi astonished eyes beheld anaked girl,
completing a series of cryptic passes-M'Cori?

Consciousness returned to Lages through ahaze of pain. Sowly he forced himsdlf erect, wincing at the
agony in hisside. Kane's blade had driven deep, and Lages coughed blood. Severd ribs were smashed,
and hisleft arm seemed broken by the fdl. He gazed around him in wonder. Except for amountain of
corpses, the great hall was empty.

How long had he been unconscious? Surdly there must be someone around yet--someone must be
victorious. The fighting must have moved e sewhere, Lager decided. He wondered bleskly if Kane yet
lived. The dead on the floor told him that his own men had suffered seriouslosses.

Bending painfully, Lager picked up hisfalen sword. "Got to find M'Cori!" his pain-fogged brain told
him, and he repeated to the dead. He forced himsdlf to walk. His steps were dream-like; hislegs seemed
numb and apart from the rest of him. Remembering that he had told M'Cori to hidein the lower levels,
Lages sarted walking in that direction.

The corridors seemed to be endless. Door after door Lages passed, calling M'Cori's name weskly. Only
the dead returned his searching gaze. He passed by the corpse of Imel; the ruined face glared at him
accusingly. On and on he staggered through the black stone maze. Were none but the dead left to
chdlengehim?



Then it seemed to Lagesthat he could hear M'Cori's voice. He listened bewilderedly. It was so hard to
listen, to concentrate--even to breathe. But there again came the sound. He felt sure it wasn't delirium.
From far below, he seemed to hear the sound of M'Cori's voice.

A black doorway yawned from the wall before him. Y es. It was from here that her voice arose.
Gripping his sword tightly, Lages entered the doorway and started down the long dark stairs.

The stairs went on forever, and Lages began to believe he would never see the end. But the voice grew
stronger, 0 heforced himsdf onward. Then, quiteillogicdly, theinfinite stairway cameto an end. Lages
found himsdlf standing on alow bal cony, with wide stepsleading down to the floor of afantastic cavern.

There was ahuge black pool, and standing al around were afew hundred soldiers. It was strange the
way they just stood there--like so many statues, Lages decided. Then he recognized with astonishment
that the soldiers were both his men and Kane's. Y esl There was Kane himsd f--and with him was Efrdl.

But the greatest shock of al came to Lages when he beheld M'Cori--pacing back and forth before the
eerily motionlessfigures. What could it mean? Had M'Cori somehow captured dl these warriors? The
scene was atogether incredible. In dreamy bewilderment, Lages started to call out to M'Cori.

Then the words she spoke penetrated into his consciousness.

"Ah, Kane! If you could only have seen how surprised you looked, when you felt my little spell stedling
away your strength! Now here you stand--with all those traitors who followed you. Completely helpless,
unable to walk or even nod your head, except at my command. Remember those others you have seen
under my spell? Remember their fate? Won't it be ddightful to stand there utterly helplesslikethis, when
he Scylredi comefor you? Just like in the nightmare, when you vent to run, to scream but can't. Didn't
you once describe the spell in such words? And now you will have the added sophistication of knowing
how this nightmarewill end.”

Shelaughed in crud triumph. "And haven't you any words to praise my new body? Beautiful, isn't it?1
haven't had the heart to cover it yet. It was so kind of you, dear M'Cori, to give me, your body. I'm sure
your father would be amazed at your generosity. A pity Maril never lived to see my vengeance
completed. But | haven't asked you how well you like your new body. Speak to me--pretty, pretty
M'Cori!"

"Can't you just kill me and be done?' came the hopel ess response from the mutilated form.

Efrel sneered. "What?'Y ou want death so soon? Stupid little bitch! | begged your father for aquick,
clean death--and look what mercy he showed me! What a disappointment | can't arrange for you to
savour thethrill of being dragged by abull through ajeering city! But theré's not much left on those bones
to maim further--is there, M'Cori?

"Well, | have the body of the beautiful M'Cori now!" she exulted. "And you'l have to be content with the
maimed one your father gave to me? At any event, if it's death you wish, you won't have long to wait.
The Scylredi will soon be hereto feed. | give you freedom. I'll let you decide whether to dinewith the
Scylredi--or live yet awhilein your new body."

Sowly understanding dawned on Lages. To histortured mind came the redlization that somehow Efrel
had stolen his beloved's body. A crime monstrous beyond imagination had been perpetrated by the
sorceress. Cobwebs of ddlirium melted, and he saw things clearly. Strength suddenly flowed back into



hisframe. The pain was gone.

With ahoarse shout of "Efrd!" Lages jumped from the low balcony and raced for the malevolent
creature who masqueraded as M'Cori.

Efrel whirled in amazement as the blood-smeared swordsman charged toward her. She raised her hand
to cast the spell that had trapped her odor enemies--the spell that gave her power over al who entered
her fortress. There was no time to halt the vengeful specter.

L ages plunged his sword into the breast of the body he had |oved--impaled the desecrated beauty on
cold stedl.

Efrel screamed as bright blood spurted from the wound. Her fingerstore futilely at the blade. Her eyes
blazed with intense concentration, then momentarily went blank.

And Lages|ooked into the eyes of the girl heloved. Escaping the dying shell, Efrel had reversed the
psychic bonds, returned to her own body--and returned M'Cori's soul to her violated flesh.

"Lages... thank you... I..."
The weak voicetralled off, and Lages |ooked into dead eyes once more.

He started to cry out her name. But the words were choked, as agreat rush of blood filled his throat and
the last flame of strength failed. Lagesfell lifeless over M'Cori's body.

Theinterval had lasted only amatter of seconds. But it had been sufficient to break the full concentration
of Efrel's spdl. With amind trained in studies of the supernatural, Kane fought to escape the weakened
enchantment. Summoning up every ultimate reserve of his psychic energy, Kane forced hislipsto obey
hiswill. Sowly he croaked the words of the counterspell that he had learned in centuries of delving into
the black arts. If only he had correctly identified Efrel's secret spell...

The spell snapped, and Kane was free. Around him the others began to shake off their trance.

But on the floor the twisted body of the sorceresswas stirring. Initsold flesh, Efrel’'s spirit was quickly
resuming control. Her eyesflashed open in ablaze of insane hatred. Rising to her feet before the
stuporous soldiers, she opened her mouth to cast her spell again.

With lightning speed, Kane snatched a spear from the grip of a soldier whose hand had never received
the command to releaseit. Before Efrel could utter a syllable of he spell, he cast the spear Straight
through her heart.

Theforce of impact threw the sorceress backward onto the floor. She writhed upon the black stones
like an impaled serpent, clawing at the spear that pierced her maimed flesh. Her sirength failed.

Efrel uttered alast hideous shriek: "Father!" Then crimson laughter sprayed from her lips, and came no
more.

Then cameafind horror to surpassdl that had transpired. As Efrel's mutilated body fell back in degth,
its outlines began to blur. The armslogt their joints, the fingers foreshortened. The head retreated into the
trunk, as mouth and nose parted into a gaping hole, while ruined eyes grew round and white. Skin color
darkened, and glistening dime oozed across the bloated hide. The mutilated legs grew bondlessand



attentuated. Before their eyes, the corpse of Efrel began to assume the maimed form of a Scylred.

Shaking the numbnessfrom his brain, Kane seized one of the great oil lamps. Helifted the huge copper
vessd on high--then brought it smashing down upon the transforming corpse. A flood of flaming oil
engulfed the haf-human, half-Scylred abomination. Clouds of putrid smoke steamed up from the
crackling pyre.

At that sameinstant--Efrdl's last cry still an echoing ghost-the black pool erupted with Scylredi. Scores
of them had been summoned to the sacrifice. Now the feast began. The sea demons reached out and
seized those nearest to the poal's edge, pulling them down into the black water. Y et in the grip of the
horror they had endured, the soldiers were too dow in recognizing the doom that had cometo claim
them.

"Get back!" shouted Kane. Dragging the dazed Arbas with him, he hurtled toward the stairway.

For now looping from the pool were the immense black tentacles of an Oraycha. Somehow the boneless
monster had passed through the vast tunnel dong with its magters. Like a giant scythe, the tentacles
swept across the chamber--smashing dozens of men to the stonesin each blow, catching them upinits
suckered grasp. Thelampswere hurled to the floor, spilling oil in Spreading poolsthat blazed briefly
across the bare stones.

Kane gained the stairway, followed by Arbas and severa of the others. Behind them the subterranean
chamber dissolved into a nightmare of screaming men and feasting black shapes.

Darkness swallowed up the entire chamber and dl those who wereiniit.

XXXII

Farewd|

From the deck of the Ara-Teving, Kane watched the ruin-haunted coasts of Pellin drop from sight.

He had escaped from the carnage within Dan-Legeh only to find hisforces on the short end of the battle.
The heavy lossesthat resulted from the fight with Lagess men--and the horror in the subterranean
chamber--had deglt amorta blow to his plans. With al of Prisarte raised against Kane, the battle with
the Pdlliniteswas going againg him. Fighting hisway clear, Kane had gathered together as many of his
followers as escaped on the Ara-Teving. With ship and crew, Kane set sail, leaving behind him the chaos



of hisown crestion.

"What wasit that happened to Efrdl therein her chamber?' asked Arbas from beside him, finding pause
at last to reflect. Eventhe n'sirreverent tones were tinged with a note of awe.

"Thetades of Efrel's demon parentage weretrue,” Kane answered pensively. "Somehow, by some dark
sorcery--who knows what Pellin Othrin intended to achieve that night--Efrel wasthe offspring of an
unhallowed coupling of human and Scylred. No wonder her mother went insane that night in the
sorcerer's chamber.

"Efrel was beautiful, certainly--appeared completely human. But that's not uncommon among
were-beasts--which isroughly what Efrel was, although she couldn't change form at will. | often
wondered how she could communicate so well with such aien crestures-her bond with them wasa
deeper one than any had guessed. Her half-demon heritage explainsalot of other things, now that | think
back on it. Asto what took place in the end--like awerebeast, Efrel assumed her true form in death.”

Kane spat into the water in the direction of the vanishing coastline. " So it seems as though no one could
achieve hisambition in thisgame. And thisregion istoo hot for meto linger in now. After dl that has
happened, it would be impossible for meto raise another army large enough to consolidate any strong
position within theseidands.

"No, I think I'll head on south and see what's happening around the more civilized part of the world. It
has been quite awhile since | tried my luck in the Southern hands. With atrireme and agood crew,
there'sno telling what | might find to do."

He grinned at his companion. "Care to come dong, Arbas? I'll show you lands where aman can carve
out akingdom.”

"No, thanks," decided Arbas. "Just drop me off somewhere where | can get a ship back to the Combine
and the alleys of Nostoblet. | have afedling that my caling isto be an assassin, not asoldier of fortune.
And anyway, |'ve noticed that people who come in contact with you don't live long lives.”

Kane laughed. "Perhaps another time."

Two weeks later, in the southern port of Castakes, Arbas watched Kane sail away on another voyage
of hiseternal wandering. The sun wasjust beginning to rise, and perhapsit was only hisimagination that
colored the dawn skies so deep ared.



