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REFLECTIONS FOR THE WINTER OF MY SOUL

Sinceit was obviousthat the man was dying, the crowd of watchers had split apart, leaving only the
curious or those fascinated by the presence of degth. Certainly no man could live with so ghastly a
wound; the wonder was that the mangled servant had survived aslong as he had.

Outside, the blizzard gathered howling force with each minute—afury of white crystaline coldness
whose blasts penetrated the thick stone walls, raced through dark hallways and billowed the heavy
tapestries. Its coldness forced entrance deep within the castle, into this crowded room where an attentive
circle of eyes stared down at the thing that gasped futilely inits pool of spreading crimson.

He was one of the baron’ s servants, avery minor member of the household, whose usud task bad been
to care for the stables. The blizzard had come with the nightfal, storming suddenly out of the west asthe
sunwas dying. When itsfirst stinging gusts had hit, the court had been filled with scurrying servants,
struggling to secure the animals and materid within the outbuildings. One man had stayed behind the rest
to complete some errand—none remembered what. His scream of terror had almost gone unheard by
the last of those stumbling back to the castle gate. But severa men had staggered through the near
darkness and blinding windsto the darker figure lying in whirling white. They had borne his mangled body
into the castle with panic-sped steps, for no man had seen that which had attacked the human with such
savage suddenness and vanished again into the blizzard.

Thevictim lay closeto thefire, partidly lifted from the stone floor by an improvised pillow of rags. His
eyes gaped blankly in stark horror, and scarlet bubbles broke occasionaly from his stack lips. Relentless
fangs had shredded the flesh about histhroat and chest, foiled in their attempt to sever the carotids only
by the heavy fur cloak and the intervention of a protecting arm. This much could be determined from
scrutiny of the dying man, whose silence had been unbroken since that one shriek of mortd terror.
Severa had pointed out that the servant probably could not speak even should he come out of shock, for
the awful wreckage of histhroat would make speech most unlikely.

There seemed to be no end to the flow of blood that streamed through the rough bandagesto glisten on
the stones. The one who usually tended only to injury to livestock had been caled to hep—the baron’s
physician and astrologer could not be found, assuming he would have bothered. The horse surgeon knew
it was hopeless of course, but for appearances he made afew haf-hearted attemptsto forestall imminent
desth.

The servant uttered one great, wet cough that merged with afina spasm. The horse surgeon considered
thelimp wrig, criticaly pried up one eydid, and shrugged. “Well, he' sdead,” he proclaimed needlesdy.
There was disappointment among the watchers, who had hoped to learn from the victim of hisassailant’s
nature. Over them lay aclammy atmosphere of gnawing fear, and severa argued louder than necessary,
asserting that awolf, or severa wolves, possibly asnow cat had been the killer. Some had darker
suspicionsaswdll, for thisfrozenlandofMarsarovj had its legends.

A sudden hideous movement hated their dow withdrawal! The corpse had lurched upward from the
dippery stones! Supporting itself with itsarms, it sat haf-upright and glared at them with wide and



sghtless eyes. Red dobbering lips fought to form words.

“Deeth! | see him! Out of the storm he comesfor usal!” blubbered that thing which should not spesk.
“Death comes! A man! A man not man! Degth for dl!”

The corpse toppled hollowly back upon the stones, now silent.

“He must not have been quite dead,” offered the surgeon findly, but not even he believed that.

|. The Rider in the Storm

Kane at last was forced to admit to himself that he wastotally logt, that for the past hour he had been
without any sense of direction whatsoever. He kicked his plodding horse onward, curaing the fate that
had set him abroad in this frozen wasteland during what seemed to be the worst blizzard in hislong
memory. The shaggy steed was close to floundering with exhaugtion, for even its rugged north-bred
endurance had been overtaxed by the days of flight which had left them logt in thisfantastic ice storm.

Two impressonsfilled Kane' sweary mind. One was a sensation of unbearable, soul crushing
cold—cold accumulated during the days of travel through the wintered land and now multiplied by this
needled wind of ice. The chill sought for him through the thick folds of heavy fur that surrounded him, and
Kane knew that when he stopped moving, he would quickly freeze to death.

The second impression was one of awful necessity to outdistance his pursuers. They had dogged histral
relentlesdy for thelong, cold days, penetrating every trick this master of deception had employed to hide
the signs of his progress. But then with the last powers of the priests of Sataki, his pursuers had little
chance of missing atrall that no human eye could discover.

SincenoonK ane had often been able to catch sight of them, so close had they gained on him. Knowing
that they would amost inevitably overtake him by nightfal, he had welcomed the sudden blizzard when it
had come. Although he doubted if even this could cover histracks from the ken of those grim hunters, he
hoped to gain invauable time—possibly to recover hislead over them. But the storm had become a
screaming nightmare of whitein which Kane had lost hisway completely, and now frozen death joined
with those others who sought to bring down the ice-encrusted man who sumped forward in his saddle.

Many days behind him and to the southeast lay the independent principality of Rader, once thenorthmost
province of the old Serranthonian Empire, but now broken away in the collapse of the Empire which had
followed the extinction of the line of Halbros-Serrantho. Rader had become afrontier backwater after
the dynastic wars had destroyed the strength and wesdlth of the central states and had created aband of
desolation cutting Rader off from the civilization to the south. Law had beenlogt in theimperid
disintegration and never restored. In obedience to ancient principle, brute power shaped chaosinto a
more orderly framework, and Rader had been ruled for the past century (when it wasruled at al) by a
variety of warlords. It had been amotley succession, for the land was of little value or importance. Thus
itsrulers had usually been petty and relatively unambitious men—old nobility, adventurers, robber barons,



and thelike.

Until some few days before, Rader had been ruled by the hated exile Orted Ak-Ceddi, onetime bandit
leader turned Prophet of Sataki. Under hisfanatica command, the dark cult of Sataki had exploded from
obscurity into acrimson wave of terror that had overwhelmed the forestlandof Shapdlifar to the south and
had very nearly broken forth to hurl itslegions upon the southern kingdoms. But his power had at last
been smashed, and Orted had fled the ruins of his Dark Crusade with only afew of hismost loyal
followers. Safein the obscurity of this northern backwater, Orted had seized control of Rader with the
last remnant of hisformer strength and had settled down to ponder the tangled riddles of fortune and

power.

To Rader had come Kane in the night. Asthe mercenary genera of the Prophet’ s cavary, Kane had
both been creator of the fighting arm of the Dark Crusade aswdll asthe cause of its ultimate failure.
Treachery on Kane' s part had first sundered the Sword of Sataki, butOrted's find insane double-cross
had brought on disaster for them both. Orted had escaped the ensuing daughter of hisfollowers, but
Kane was trapped by the victorious army of Jarvo . To avoid capture by his enemies he had entered that
unhallowed interdimensiond corridor cursed by ancientsasthe Lair of Ydd. Thetormentshe
encountered withinY dd’s cosmic web of soulless horror were such that it might have been better to have
accepted the mere physicd torture and death from those he had thus escaped.

But Kane at length accomplished that which no other man could have done. He emerged at the one
other place on thisworld wherethe Lair of Ydd impinged. It took him over ayear to recover from the
orded he suffered therein, but when he did recover he set out to kill the man who had driven him within
the crawling passages of that eder world nightmare. Thetrail to Rader had taken him from one end of the
known world to the other—atrail that twisted, forked, vanished, and regppeared again. But he followed
it with asngleness of purpose unfamiliar evento Kane.

And amogt four years after the massacre of the Satakis at Ingoldi, OrtedAk-Ceddi found himself done
in his chambers confronting Kane. The brief, vicious struggle ended most satisfactorily for Kane, who
was able to present Orted with a curious gem-like crystal derived from the venom of the now extinct
tomb worm of Carsultyal. Embedded in hisflesh, the pardyzing venom seeped throughOrted' s writhing
form and silently commenced an ineluctable disntegration of every nervein hisbody, working from the
tiniest to the largest cords. Kane was forced to cut short his enjoyment of the fantastic contortions of
Orted' s death throes, when the Prophet’ s guards finaly broke into the chamber.

He had vaulted through the hidden passage by which he had gained entrance toOrted’ s private
chambers—the Prophet had not been able to learn dl the secrets of his sanctuary—and fled the city
before any organized search could be formed. Since that night Kane had been pushing steadily into the
northern wastes. But his pursuers were the last of Orted’ s fanatics, and Kane knew that only death would
halt their relentless pursuit of the dayer of their Prophet. Their fanaticism coupled with the few sorcerous
devices left to their dying cult had brought them within sight of their quarry after hard days of searching.
And then the blizzard had given Kane respite.

His horse ssumbled over some buried obstruction and half-fell to its knees. Kane fought to hold his
saddle, noticing the crackle of ice encrusted on his cloak. Gritting teeth he lurched from his mount and
helped the exhausted beast erect. The agony of forcing his nearly frozen limbsinto action racked his
powerful frame, and he swayed on his benumbed feet, clutching the neck of his gasping horsefor

support.

“Easy, boy,” he murmured through hisice-hung beard. “Let you rest just aminute.” But only aminute, he
told himsdlf, and stamped his frozen boots, wearily brushing off the crust of ice that enclosed hisbody. A



bed of snow beckoned him to its softness, but he hurled aside its temptation. He would not accept defeat
thiseasily. He had cheated death time beyond comprehension, and if helost herein the storm, his
adversary must take him not gracefully, but struggling blindly onward past the extremes of his power.
That thisfrozen elementa fury should be his doom infuriated Kane, and he glared defiantly into the
scouring wind. Frudiration. His enemy now was utterly intangible—a cosmic entity that heedlesdy had
engulfed him—whose massive presence now tore a him, smothered hislifefire. In noway could he even
force his destroyer to take notice of his existence.

Y et it was no ordinary storm, of this Kane was certain. It was too sudden, too violent to be natural;
Kane had never encountered anything its equa even on severd excursions much farther to the north. It
was awitch storm perhaps, for its abrupt ferocity hinted at sorcery. But why any sorcerous power should
summon such ablizzard in thiswasteland, he could not begin to guess. Surely the Satakis had not evoked
it, for it had cheated them of their prey.

The horse whinnied fearfully, and Kane decided he had rested aslong as he dared. As he remounted, his
steed started in fright. Kane sought to soothe the beast, thinking at first he had somehow startled it in
mounting. But the horse was genuingly darmed, he quickly noted—its nogtrils flared and eyeswidened in
fright. Soon Kane too sensed a presence, an awareness of alien scrutiny. He gave the horse his head, and
the animal bolted forward recklesdy through the storm. For atense interval Kane felt the sensation of
pursuit, of some entity reaching for him with awful hunger; then the fedling dacked off.

As soon as hefdt clear he dowed his mount’ s headlong flight to a safer pace. “What in the name of
Temro wasthat!” he muttered. At first he had thought his pursuers had blundered upon him, but the
horse’ sreaction and his own sensations dispelled that impression. He had seen nothing, heard
nothing—for the howling storm had effectively blotted out and muffled both vision and sound. Y et Kane
and his horse had both definitely sensed the presence of something, and Kane knew better than to doubt
such extrasensory evidence. The strange workings of hisinner mind were not unfamiliar to him, unnatura
talents utilized and strengthened throughout his amazing career. And Kane was certain that some form of
horrible death had been very closeto himin the storm.

Now be strained his senses againg the blizzard, while the horse plodded dismally through therising
drifts, his sudden surge of energy dissipated. For along time there was nothing, until Kane seemed to
hear awild howling that was not of the wind. Heinhaed carefully, drawing the frozen air degp into his
lungs. Faintly he began to catch the scent of wolf on thesormwind . The horse too caught the scent, and
he snorted fitfully.

Suddenly Kane hated. The howling had become more pronounced and seemed to come from many
throats. To his keen nostrils came the unmistakable sour scent of damp wolf fur. Somewhere ahead of
him—distance was impossible to gauge in the sorm—lurked alarge pack of wolves. Kane was puzzled
once more. From their criesthe pack was full in hunt—but it seemed impossible that awolfpack would be
foraging in such araging blizzard. Perhapsthe limits of starvation had driven them abroad, he mused. In
that case it was damned lucky that he was downwind.

But this advantage might vanish with ashift of wind and Kane turned his mount away from theinvincible
pack, putting the wind to his back. Might aswell back-track, he thought grimly. With no more sense of
direction than he now had, any course was aswell as another or as pointless. As he forged onward
through the drifts the howling was drowned out in the greater voice of the storm. Just asit was swalowed
up atogether, Kane thought he could also hear mingled in the cries of horses and men. But the sounds
weretoo faint for any hope of clarity, and Kane was too exhausted to pursue the fantasies of his
tormented senses.



The horse plodded on and on, stumbling more frequently now, but refusing to fall. Kane doubted if the
beast would be ableto rise once it did down again—doubted if he would be able to remount if it could
regainitsfeet. Time and distance had no meaning. He was utterly adrift from the world of time and space;
there was only himsdlf and the horse caught up in the rushing blizzard. Whether he moved or only the
wind moved, Kane could not tell. Nor could he distinguish whether the bits of white moved through the
darkness, or flecks of blackness through a sea of white. Now his entire body was growing atogether
numb. Soon he would be unable to fed the horse on which he rode, and then there would only be Kane,
bobbing helplessy, hopelesdy in this maelstrom of ice.

Thiswasinfinity.

Abruptly something clawed at Kane' sface. Hereded and lashed out at it drunkenly. His frozen hand
encountered atree branch. Severd more whipped at him, asthe horse painfully dipped itsway between
severd trees.

Kane forced himself out of stupor, gathering together thefina dregs of hisremarkable strength. If the
horse had blundered into aforest there was hope yet. 1t seemed unlikely, for there had been no body of
treesin sight before the storm had hit—but how could he know how far the horse had carried him. The
wind' sroar became muted, and its force was broken by the trees, causing the snow to fall dowly, sifting
through the branches. The blackness of night became settled, and in this darkness Kan€e' s eyes could
penetrate—a though another man would still berdatively blind.

It was indeed aforest—or at |east the grove of trees extended asfar as Kane could discover. From the
shelter it provided from thestormblast , it seemed likely that thiswas a any rate a considerable wooded
area. Kane urged hisfatering mount deeper into the woods. If he could reach aplace far enough within
to break most of the storm’ sforce, he might build asort of shelter and possibly get afire going.

He caught the smell of wood smoke on the wind and pulled up. Had his hunters aso found the trees, he
wondered—or perhaps he had come upon someone esein thiswilderness. He followed the smoke
hopefully. Should it be the fire of strangers, he would share it one way or another. If he found the
Satakis... Well, he had been hunted long enough. Kane loosened his sword from itsice bound scabbard.
At least the cold iron would then find warmth. They would not expect an attack, and maybe with
aurprise, and if his strength had not been fatally drained by the sorm...

Visions of carnage passed through his mind, as Kane followed the scent of smoke through the sentinel
trees. The ground seemed to rise now, he thought. Revitalized with the tangible before him, hope for
shelter and lust to kill, Kane encouraged his horse. The rugged steed was due to collgpse at any step, but
it too sensed salvation and forced itself beyond endurance.

The trees thinned and then broke into aclearing. As he came through the last of their number, Kane
caught Sght of severa small outbuildings clustered about awaled stone manor house or smal castle. The
structures|loomed darkly against the snow-filled night skies, their silhouette perforated with specks of
light from curtained windows. Desperately Kane forced his mount to this unknown castle herein the
frozen wastes. Let it be inhabited by demons and he cared not—so long as be found warmth. He
shouted hoarsely as he reached the gate. In sudden despair he redlized that no gatekeeper would be at
his post on such anight, and that no one within the castle manor could hear him above the scorm—should
they be awake. In his condition he could never climb over thewall. In white fury Kane pounded on the
gate with hisgreat sword. To his amazement the gate swung gar—it had been left unlocked!

Not bothering to puzzle over this good fortune, Kane pushed aside the gate enough to pass through. The
horses hooves clattered hollowly across the courtyard, as Kane shouted wildly, striving to awaken



someone within. Just as he reached the manor’ s main doorway, the anima stumbled and fell, pitching the
rider upon the stones. Kane twisted clumsly, too benumbed for hisusud lightning reflexesto serve him.
Hefdl heavily before the door, rolling againgt it.

With hislast strength he battered the iron studded oak with his swordhilt. He looked back wegkly to the
gate through which he had entered. Just before blackness overcame him, he seemed to see something
white cregping through that open doorway.

[I. Things Found in the Storm

Something white stood blurred in Kane' s recovering consciousness. With an effort he forced awareness
into hismind, hiseyesto focus.

Her eyeswidened in startled fright as Kane' s baleful gaze suddenly gripped her, but she recovered
quickly and said to cover her embarrassment, “Here—try to drink this.”

Kane accepted the cup she held to hislipsin slent appreciation, even in his condition savoring the
excdlent brandy. Warmth flowed from the cognac as fully as from the crackling fire they had laid him by.
So the people of the manor had heard his cdll after al, he mused, and quickly he took note of his
surroundings.

Hewasinasmal, ssone room, furnished by afew benches, some chairs and a heavy table drawn near
thelargefirethat blazed against onewall. An antechamber, he surmised, from its plainness—probably
where the porter and stewards kept attendance on the main door. Kane' s ice-crusted cloak had been
removed, and aheavy fur rug was thrown about him. Two servants supported himin ahaf supine
position before the fire; severd others and avery deepy maid milled about the room and doorway.

Holding the cup to hislipswas atouded girl of efish beauty. From her magnificent robe of whitesnowcat
and the emerad set ring on her delicate hand, Kane knew her to be alady of high estate. A mane of pate
blond tresses framed a perfect face from which apair of wide, grey eyes shone. Together with a pointed
chin and graight, finely chisdled nose, she presented the picture of asomewhat whimsical pixie—amouth
made for quick smiles now set in concern. Her age might be from late teensto early twenties.

“Wdll, Breenanin, what have you found!” A bear of aman swept into the room, a huge fur robe hagtily
gathered about him. “Who isit that comes caling on anight fit only for ice phantoms and destroysthe
deep of honest folk!” he blustered good-naturedly.

“Hush, Father!” whipped Breenanin. “ He' sinjured and nearly frozen!”

“Eh?” muttered the lord of the castle curioudy, and he made avagudy sympathetic noiseto mallify his
daughter.

Kane shrugged off the servants hands and drew himsdif to hisfeet, reeling momentarily in pain and
dizziness before he straightened. He met his host' s curious gaze and announced formally, “ Forgive thisill
timed and unannounced intrusion. I’ ve been wandering through thiswaste for severd dayswhen the
storm caught me, and | had about given out before | happened on this castle. My horsefdl inyour court,
and | was unconscious until amoment ago. Had your servants not found me, | would have frozen solid

by morning.”



“Inthe court, you say?’ said the other in puzzlement. “How the hell did you makeit past the gate?’
“It was unlocked when | tried it,” returned Kane. “Most fortunate that someone neglected it.”

“Maybe so, but that kind of carel essness can get you murdered in bed.Gregig ! Can’'t you remember
your dutiesjust because we get alittle snow!”

The porter looked most unhappy. “Milord, | distinctly remember locking the gate when the storm hit. |
can't understand it.”

“Mmm!” intoned hismaster. “Wdl, isit locked now?’

“Yes, milord!” the porter said hurriedly; then uneasily, “It waslocked when | checked it—after finding
the stranger.”

“At least even anear snowman has more sense than somefat porters.”
“Thewind must have shut it—for | didn’t,” Kane brokein.

He received a suspicious stare from hishost. “That isn't possible,” he stated. Then he shrugged.
“Perhapsthefall shook up your memory abit. Not uncommon, | suppose.”

Kane remained slent.

“Widl, anyway you'reinside. Welcome to my somewhat chilly manor! | am Baron Troylin of Carrasahl,
and the underfed cupbearer thereis my daughter, Breenanin. Y ou are welcome to my hospitality until this
blizzard lets up and you fed like moving on. We re dways glad for some company from the outside
world here—breaks the monotony.” He laughed, “ The way that blizzard’ s carrying on, it lookslike we're
al going to be snowbound for somewhile.”

Kane bowed. “Y ou are most gracious. | am deeply thankful for your hospitality,” he said formally,
gpesking the Carrasahli with little difficulty. He watched his company cautioudy. “My nameisKane”
There was no reaction, so he went on. “My profession isfighting, but at present | am without aposition. |
was heading toward Ensdljosto seeif Winston could use my servicesin hisborder war withChectaos ,
but | strayed off course trying to save some milesfrom the usud trails. When the storm caught me, | was
very well on my way to being lost.”

Troylin showed no signs of dishelieving Kane, dthough Kane doubted if he was as smple ashistough
and easy manner seemed to indicate. The baron was scrutinizing his guest carefully, trying to form an idea
of what the storm had brought him.

Kane was a huge man—not much over six feet, but massvely built. From animmense barrdl of achest
st atop pillar-like legs, Kane' s mighty arms hung like great corded tree limbs. His hands were of great
sze and srength—a strangler’ s hands, thought Troylin. The man must indeed be powerful, and probably
could handle that sword well too. He seemed to be |eft-handed, asfar asthe baron could tell. His hair
was red and of moderate length; the beard short aswell. His features were somewhat coarse and even a
bit foreboding, with afresh scar on one check that seemed to be fading.

It was his eyes that bothered Troylin. He had noticed them from the firdt. It was to be expected, for
Kane seyes were the eyes of Death! They were blue eyes, but eyesthat glowed with their own light. In
those cold blue gems blazed the fires of blood madness, of the lust to kill and destroy. They poured forth



infinite hatred of life and promised violent ruin to those who sought to meet them. Troylin caught animage
of that powerful body striding over abattlefield, killer' s eyes blazing and red sword deding carnageto dl
beforeit.

The baron hastily avoided those eyes and repressed a shudder. Vaul! What manner of man wasthis
cresture! Still, hewas amercenary, ahired killer. Such men were seldom tender poets. And from his
bearing, Kane obvioudy was no common ruffian. His manners and speech indicated aman of culture,
possibly of breeding. Sons of the best gentry, bastard or lawful, often took to amilitary career for fortune
or for love of adventure. Kane certainly was impressive enough to have been a high ranking officer, and
the rings and fine weapons indicated wedth a sometime. His age was strangdly difficult to guess. He
didn’'t look physicaly over thirty, but somehow his bearing made him appear much older.

Troylin decided he would keep entertained untangling the mysteries of his strange guest for the next
severd days. Probably have somered talesto tell too. A change from that minstrel anyway. Just afew
precautions until he was more certain about the man.

“Father! Areyou just going to stand there like a stuffed bear!”

Troylin snapped dert. “Ah—yesl Started to doze, I'm afraid. Well, Kane, as| say, welcome. The
servants will show you to aroom—plenty here, we' re sort of under-populated at the moment. Just
wintering avay from the civilized world for therest.” It occurred to him that Kane had no business ill
being able to stand after his ordedl, and he redlized again the fantagtic strength the man must have. “Right!
So | hopeyou'll be recovering fromit dl by tomorrow.” He turned and strode away .

Hugging the fur about himsdlf, Kane followed the servants. It was al he could do to walk and hissight
blurred repeatedly, but he didn’t wish to show weakness. At least hishosts didn’t guessthe extent of his
plight. With luck he could hole up here from the Satakis—and maybe the blizzard had finished them.

“Damn lucky we found you,” Offered one servant, as he opened the door to Kane's chamber. “No one
was on duty, you know. Fallen adeep with that storm blowing.”

“Oh,” muttered Kane, too exhausted to fed much interest. “How’ d you let mein then?”

“It wasthe lady, you know. She' d been having trouble deeping, heard it, and run down, woke the
porter,Ing and me.”

“Surprised she could hear me even, with thewind.” Kane gratefully collapsed onto the bed.
“Oh, it wasn't you she heard,” replied the servant, stepping through the door. “ It was your horse

screaming, you know. Poor thing was pure mad from fear! Something sure had that horse frightened near
to death—but there wasn't athing in the courtyard we could see.”

I11. Prisoners of the Storm



Kaneimmediately fdl into atrance-like deep, as histormented body sought to hed the ravages of days
of flight. Occasionaly its serenity was shattered by somefitful dream of past adventure or by needles of
pain from frogthitten flesh, but not even this could rouse him. At onetime he seemed to hear again that
eldritch howling of wolves, and in the midst of their cacophony two burning red eyes swam into his
fevered vis on—inhuman eyesthat seared him with savage and abominable hunger.

At length consciousness returned to Kane, and with it came the redlization that something hovered near
his side. Snapping into ingtant awareness, Kane hurled himself to one side. His corded arm whipped
upward and be grasped a shock of white hair, as his other hand came up with the dirk he had strapped
tohissde.

“Wait! Mercy!” croaked histerrified victim, and Kane hdted the disemboweling thrust just short of its
mark. He grasped the beard of a stern and elderly face that projected on athin neck from dark,
impressive robes. The robes flopped in extreme agitation, and apair of scrawny hands clawed in panic at
Kane sgrip. Kanereleased the old man, but retained his knife watchfully.

“By the Seven Eyesof Lord Thro' dlet!” choked the elder, massaging his bearded visage. “Damn near
rip off my face and dit my gullet, you did! Viciouskiller, that’swhat! A mad dog! What has my good
baron taken in?’

“Who the hdll areyou?’ Kane growled.

“I’d warned him about strangers! The starstell plainly that these are deadly daysfor us al—but he
won't listen! Bringsin ademon from the storm and expects me to concern mysdlf with him. | warn you,
you low born spawn of aviper! | don't intend to let this near murder go forgotten!”’

“Why wereyou in here?” snarled Kane dangeroudly.

The elder looked alarmed once more. He judged the distance to the door, decided it wastoo far, and
collected himsdf. “I am Lystric, Baron Troylin's persona physician and astrologer. Y ou’ ve been snoring
away here better than an entire day now, and the baron told me to took in on you.” He glared darkly at
Kane. “Asif afrolic in the stcorm would bother an ice phantom! | try to examine your injuries, and you
haf kill mefor my concern! Fine gesture! Nice mannered guest! Troylin should have daughtered you in

your deep!”

“That' sbeen tried before,” returned Kane, swinging to hisfeet. “Count yourself lucky that | recognized
you asaharmless old lecher before| spilled your ingdes out. But asyou have seen, I'm quite al right

Lystric reddened in anger. “Damn you! | warn you that my wisdom holds secretsthat could blast you to
ashes, should | seefit to unleash them! Maybe | will! Thisisno timefor Troylin to bring murdering
grangersinto hishold! Thereisdeath inthe stars! | have seeniit!”

Kane regained histemper with painful effort. “Would you care to examine me now?’ he asked
innocently.

“Damn your insolent hide!” shrieked Lystric and stamped toward the door, astately exit which he ruined
by glancing behind in apprehension. Halting at the door he glowered back. “ The baron directed meto
ask you to dine with him shortly, should | find you not too wesk to stir!”



“Send my thanks and tell him | accept.”
“No doubt! Wél, he'll send his men-at-armsto butcher you, if | have my will!”
Kane elaborately drew back hisdirk to throw. Lystric departed.

There was atight atmosphere of uneasiness hanging over the dinner table, and Kane noticed it despite
his preoccupation with the board. He ate hisfirst full meal in many dayswith careful attention, savoring
each mouthful. A man who has been on short rations for many days does not bolt hisfood—it isa
novelty to be dowly and thoroughly appreciated. At the same time he watched with interest the others
gathered a the long tablein the cagtle dining hal. Baron Troylin and his daughter ate nervoudy, with a
forced lightheartedness that belied an underlying tenseness. Lystric the astrologer, who was a so present
at the high table, spent part of the time offering Kane dark 1ooks, and the remainder watching anxiousy
the young man stting next to him.

Theyouth Troylin had introduced as his son Henderin. Ignoring Kane' s greeting, he had spent thefirst of
the meal glaring stonily at the food set before him. Kane observed that Henderin carried no knife with
which to eat, and that the two brawny attendants who stood close behind him seemed to pay an
unnecessary amount of attention to their charge’ s every move. No comment had been offered on the
Stuation, and Kane had discreetly raised no questions, athough it was obvious that something was amiss
in the household and that the baron’s son seemed to be the center of the anxiety. Hewas awdl built and
well favored young man—afew yearshis sster’ s senior—with the pale blond hair of hisfamily. He bore
no signsof ill treatment, although he somehow impressed Kane as a privileged prisoner who was alowed
toStin at hiscaptor’ stable.

Henderin chose to end his petulant silence by breaking into an anecdote of hisfather. “Thismest is
burned!” heintoned hotly. 1 specificdly told you to bring me nothing butraw flesh!”

The two retainers behind him stood poised. Breenanin hated her cup before her mouth and frozein
anticipation, while Troylin nervoudy glanced toward Lystric. The astrologer spoke in soothing tones, * Of
course—the cooks must have forgotten. I'll persondly speak to them about this. But since dl the rest of
us are eating, why don’t you have alittle cooked meet too. It’s il nice and red, you see—dl thefiredid
waswarmiit for you.”

“I said | wanted raw flesh!” Henderin exploded. “Not burned dead by thefire, but still warm and
bleeding! Bring it to me!”

Lystric went on hurriedly. “But there isn't any meet |eft that hasn't been cooked. So why not est just a
bite...”

Henderin screamed an oath and hurled his plate onto the floor. Behind him the two attendants rushed in,
but Lystric waved them to ahdt. Several hounds had sprung from the corners of the hall and had fallen
upon the scattered meet. Henderin watched enthralled as they greedily fought over the scraps. With a
wild smile he snatched alarge joint of meat from atray, pulled it to him, and buried hismuzzleinto it. He
tore the flesh in large chunks, devouring it with gusto. From time to time he gave alow growl.

For the others the meal proceeded with relative quiet.
With the business of eating completed, the dinner began to gather steam. Servants cleared away the

debris and settled down to the more serious duty of keeping their master and his guest well supplied with
de. Kane prepared himself for along evening of drinking and conversation, aware that Troylin expected



him to repay the baron’ s hospitality by entertaining him. It appeared to be developing into amost
comfortable evening. At the lower tables, the baron’ sretainers and men-at-arms were making alusty
charter, serving wenches made free with the de, and the grest fire was blazing. Even Henderin was qui€,
for the moment dowly drawing pictures on the table with an ae dipped finger. In the shadow of acolumn
close by the high table atal man toyed with alute.

Kane had asked few questions during the medl, and to hisrdlief neither had Troylin. The baron seemed
content to accept Kane' s tory at face value, and merely listened with interest to his guest’ s anecdotes.
To hisddight, he found Kane an entertaining and informed conversationdist, with afantagtic variety of
materid to draw upon. Deeming it none of his concern, he showed no interest in Kane' sbusinessin this
region.

Judging it not dtogether indiscreet, Kane a length asked, “How isit that you are wintering herein
Marsarovj? Even Carrasahl must be warmer and more congenia than thiswilderness.”

Troylin laughed depreciatively and replied readily, “Well, | got tired of civilized winters after awhile. So

| thought it would be a nice change to spend the winter here in the provinces. My family has maintained
thisold castle for years—it' sredly afortified manor from the Empire days—and | thought it would make
asnug, rustic spot to spend the winter. Hunting is excellent too—all year around.”

He lowered hisvoice and added uneasily, “Also I’ d hoped the atmosphere would be good for Henderin.
Theboy’ salittle unsettled, you' ve noticed no doubt. Lysiric assures me though that thisisjust the thing
for him.”

Kane nodded and changed the subject to the matter of hunting. Marsarovj, he knew, was a provincerife
withsubarctic game.

He became conscious of al unpleasant sensation of scrutiny after awhile and looked for the source. In
the shadows douched afigure with alute, alean man whose eyes gleamed astartling red in the firelight.

Following Katie sgaze, Troylin caught sight of itsobject and called out, “ Ah, Evingolis! Thereyou are!
Wondered where you were lurking tonight. Come over and give as atune! We' ve been jabbering too
hard to do any seriousdrinking.” Turning to Kane he said, “ Thisis Evingalis, the most accomplished
mingrel you' |l ever have the pleasure of hearing. | had the fortune of attaching him to my patronagethis
summer, and he' sadelight to have around on these winter nights.” He went on to describe the many
virtues of the mingrel.

The object of the baron’s praise strode silently from the shadows and took a vantage point by thefire.
Moving hislong fingers over the lute stringswith fluid grace, he sang in crystaline tones of ablind
princess and her demon lover. One of the Opyros Cycle, Kane recognized, and he recalled the bizarre
fate of that blighted poet. The minstrel was himsdlf an unusud figure. He was an abino, with the
characterigtic pae skin, white hair and pink eyes. Kane could hazard no guess asto his nationdity, having
found the singer’ s accent unlike any he could place. In height Evingoliswas severa inchestaler than
Kane, and dthough he was thinly built, there was no hint of softness or weaknessto him. Hisfeatures
were finely molded, but sharp rather than effeminate. Histhin hair he wore cut short; his facecleanshaven
. As he sang, his pink eyes stared into infinity—perhaps seeing the strange events of which hetold. Kane
noticed that Henderin watched the minstrel with rapt attention, seemingly magicaly charmed by thetde.

The rising lament that concluded the song died out with a keening moan from the lute. Hewas an arti<t,
conceded Kane, who could not recall hearing a better performance of that difficult poem. Men shuffled
their feet and made uneasy soundsin the stillness following the song. “ Excdllent!” commended Troylin



after apause. “Y ou dways have something now for us, don’t you. Ah, how about another, Evingolis.
Oneabit morerousing for thiscold night.”

“Of course, milord,” spoke the minstrel, accepting atankard from a scurrying wench. “ One moment
while | sweeten my throat.” He tossed off the ale and broke into arollicking ballad of awoodsman’sfive
daughters, which moved the baron’smen to join in the bawdy chorus.

“A bit morbid in histastes,” confided Troylin, “but if you indgst he can be common enough.”

“Some hold thet true beauty lies only in the uncommon,” Kane murmured, watching thefirelight’ sgleam
inBreenanin's pale hair. She smiled, wondering if hisremark was to compliment her. But Kane, sunken
into brooding, noticed only that her teeth shone white and sharp against her red smile.

The baron wasinvolved in an endless anecdote of awinter hunt he had once, enjoyed, and Kane had for
some time been making only ataken attempt to pay attention. At the point when some stag was goring a
favored hound, saverd of Troylin's men entered the hall, loudly stamping snow from their gear.

“Well, Tdi. Back a last, | see!” Troylin greeted their leader. “What'sit like out there?’

“A white hell, milord, it truly i So cold your spit cracksin midair, now that the Sky has cleared. And the
snow’ s piled so damn high, it was dmost impaossible for usto push through as far as we went. Couldn’t
even get aded out in that stuff. We re snowbound for certain until this crusts over solid.”

“No matter,” said the baron. “We' ve provisons hereto last al winter, and there' s plenty of game, |
know.”

Tdi shook hishead. “1 don't know mysdf on that one. The areaiisfull of wolves, for some reason. Big,
mean fellows—and bold onestoo! Saw maybe half adozen a onetime following us along—keeping just
out of bowshot! Looked like they’ d just as soon rush us, they did! Game must be scarce to bring them
out in the open like that.

“And that’snot dl, milord! We stumbled on something really terrible out therein the snow! Cameonit
just aswe was starting back. Party of dead men, it was, milord!” A horrified rustle went through the
ligteners. Tdi gulped and plunged on. “Looked like eight or nine of them and horsestoo, but they were
so torn up it was hard to say for sure. Wolves got them—ripped them to shreds! My guessisthat they
were attacked in the storm when they couldn’t see what was happening. Must have been aredly big
pack to attack that many men. All armed too, they was. Course you couldn’t tell much, but their gear
was strange. Not like anything you see around here. Well, when we saw this, you bet we turned around!
Best it back herefast aswe could! Wolves attacking armed parties—I’ ve never heard the like!”

He tossed a gold medallion onto the table. “ Saw a couple of these around the bodies.”

Baron Troylin frowned. “Well, wolves can’t get to usin here,” he concluded. Which seemed to strike
Henderin as quite amusing.

Kane examined the gold meddlion with itsfamiliar circle of elder hieroglyphics. Thefollowers of Sataki
would hound him no further.



V. Huntersin the Snow

“Persondly | think the baronis crazy to ride to the hunt after what Tdi and them told uslast night,”
observed the seward, evidently in alogquacious mood.

“Mmm?’ Kane, gruntednoncommitdly , while he tested the balance of several hunting spears.

“You didn't bear dl those things they told to us afterwards. Brrr ! When | think about those poor devils
they found out there! Not much left but bare bones, they said! All those wolves around, and the baron
dill saysit’sabeautiful morning to hunt! I’ d think after al you' ve been through, sir, you' d of had your fill
of dl that snow.”

Kane sdected the best spear and felt the edge of itsiron head criticaly. “ Ought to do it,” he concluded.
“I doubt if there' | be any problem with wolves. They probably attacked those others because of the
storm. Our party islarge enough, and the light of day will keep them hidden probably. And in the woods
the snow’ sthin enough in most places so ahorse won't bog down. Problem will be to run down any ek.

“Of course,” hewent on carefully, “1 guess the game around here must be pretty sensationa for the
baron to drag his household al the way up herein the middle of nothing.” He watched the steward fidget
nervoudy, fighting to hold hisloose tongue. “ Or was there some other reason for thisexile?’

It was too great atemptation. “1 don’t suppose the baron would care for you to know about it,” the
steward began, looking around dramatically, “but someone ssureto tell you, and so | might aswell.
Sinceit doesn't do no harm anyway.

“Baron Troylinhad to leave Carrasahl! That son of his, you know, him being crazy asan owl and dl!
Why, they were some actualy talking aboutburning poor Henderin! So the baron pulled out to let things
cool off. And Lystric—he' sin charge of the young man, you know—said it would be good for him to get
out away from things. All thisis supposed to be soothing to his mind. That'swhy Henderin does
everything nearly that the rest do—except they watch him careful—instead of being locked up like
maybe he should. Lystric sayshe' Il come back to norma easier if heleadsanorma day’ slife, which
seemsto make alittle sense,

“Persondly though | wouldn't trust thet crafty old buzzard—for dl hisfinetak, he' sjust apenny ante
wizard! Wouldn't surprise me at dl if some of those stunts he' stried haven't just made Henderin crazier.
And everyone knows he' s never held down areputable position for long in hislife—until the baron took
him on as hisson’ sphysician.

“Beautiful bit of irony that! Few years back old Lystric was providing entertainment at a court banquet
the baron attended. Troylin’sdrunk and he makes jokes about the old bastard’ s spidl. Lystric gets Stuffy
and he callsthe baron an unlettered hick, afeeble minded oaf and dl that—so old baronsics the dogs on
him and they chase him al down one table through the food and everything. Redly wasfunny! Course
oldLystric’'s mad as can be, and the baron redlly had to eat crow to get him to take the position. Still
Lystricwasdl the help Baron Troylin could find after what Henderin done.”

“Just what isit about Henderin that made people talk about burning him?” asked Kane. “Madnessisn’t



usually treated quite that peremptorily.”

The steward warmed to his subject. Thiswas getting to the good part. He looked about again and
lowered hisvoice impressively, “Because thiswasn't just some ordinary lunacy. No Sir! Henderinisn't as
harmless as he looks—that’ s why they keep so close awatch on him!

“Why, back at Carrasahl hekilled a man, he did—one of the court guards! And that’s not the worst of
it! Hekilled him by ripping histhroat out with histeeth! Was still chewing away &t it when they caught
him! Growling just like awild anima worrying hisprey!”

Seeing Kane' s obviousinterest, the steward expanded. “ So they locked him up, and it was all the baron
could do to got him out of the city and up here. Lystric saysit’s clearly possession, and he talked so
clever that the baron packed him along with the rest of usin spite of their grudge.

“And I'll tell you something else! A couple days ago just as the storm was hitting, one of the servants got
his the same way exactly! Something tore histhroat out! Babbled something right at the end about desth
coming out of the sorm for dl of ud It plain wasn't naturd, let metell you! And I'll tell you something
elsetoo! It may have been awalf that caught him—but there' s some of uswho wonder if old Lystricis
teling it sraight about Henderin being in hissight al thetime!

“Ligten, | could tell you about some other stuff going on around here of nightsthat don’t quite ring true!
No Sir!”

But whatever other gossip the steward had to exhibit remained under wraps. A cal from outside
announced Troylin's gpproach. The baron was impatient to get started. Swinging the hunting spear ashe
brooded over the steward’ s disclosure, Kane hurried to the courtyard and mounted the horse his host
had provided. The party, numbering over adozen, rode out into the snow-clad forest.

Hounds raced through the snow baying joyoudy, within their shaggy coats oblivious to the subzero cold.
Despite the crystaline coldness of the air and frozen ground, the distant sun shone through the clear sky
and dazzled the hunters eyes. Even under the trees the bright reflection from the snow was significant;
beyond the forest it was overwheming.

Kane watched sharply for wolves, squinting his cold blue eyes againgt the glare, but he could see nothing
of the great packsthat had terrified the baron’s party the day before. Tracks were uncertain, since the
snow drifted continually. Still the snow bore numerous signs that Kane recognized as marks made by the
passage of forest beasts. The hounds growled from time to time as they encountered the spoor of
wolves, and the huntsmen kept them in line with difficulty.

On the surface the group seemed anormal hunting party. Besides Kane, the baron bad brought aong
the mingtrel Evingolis and perhaps another ten of his hunters and men-at-arms. Shouts and the usual
banter passed back and forth. If any man was concerned over the grim discoveries announced by Tdi
last night, he gave no indication. Thethrill of the hunt and daylight had wiped aside such forebodings. All
carried hunting spears save the huntsmen who tended the hounds, but except for long knives and afew
bows no one carried exceptional weaponry other than Kane.

Kane rode with his heavy sword strapped to his saddle in easy reach. Evingolis had laughed at this.
“WEe re on a hunting party, wanderer, not awar party!”

Kane hadn’t cared for the albino’ s jibe, but remembering that mingtrels and jesters were expected to be
impertinent, he had only shrugged. “A man of my professon finds his sword alifelong companion.”



“And atrue colleague, no doubt!” Evingolislaughed. “I think it’ s rather an extension of your brawny
arm, and you can't leave it behind. But your professon—what exactly isthat?’

“Death,” answered Kanelevelly. “*But | make no charge for mingrels. Thereisn't acoin smal enough to
accept asafar payment, | find.”

The others were hugely amused at the byplay between guest and minstrel. But Kane and the abino did
not join in the laughter.

The hounds began baying in earnest, drowning the casua exchanges of their magters. In excitement they
strained againgt their leashes, dragging the handlers. “ Fresh spoor!” was the shout. “ Elk! Good big one
from thetracks!”

“Turnthemloosel” bellowed Baron Troylin. “Hot damn! Venison tonight for sure!”

Reeased, the hounds plummeted dong the forest trail, hurtling fallen logs and plowing through driftsin
their frantic haste. Exuberant howlstorethe air and rang againgt the dark trees as they poured forth their
eagernessto take their prey. Behind them galloped the hunters, no less eager than their dogs for the
blood of the quarry. Shouting their own calls of encouragement they recklesdy plunged after the
pack—heedless of looming trees or hidden obstructions that threstened to bring horse and rider to a
craching fall.

“Comeon! After them! We'll missthekill! Watch out, you bastard! A day’ swages the hounds finish
him before we even get there! Y ou're on! Remember Kane getsfirst throw after the baron! Hurry! It'sa
stag for sure! Damn you! Stump! Listen to them howl!” Perhaps the hounds were shouting much the
same.

The headlong charge broke into aclearing and fell into sudden confusion. Thetrail had abruptly split, and
the tracks plainly showed that the pack had |eft the clearing in two directions. “ Thoem’sbeard!” shouted
Troylinin delight. “Look! There' s another onel”

From the evidence in the snow thefirst elk had come upon ancther herein the clearing. The second
animal had bolted off on adifferent trail, and the pack had split gpart to follow both spoors. “We' Il get
them both!” cried Troylin. “Kane! Take after that one heading west! Bunch of you go with him! Hurry,
damnit! ThedK Il kill the houndswith the pack split up!”

He plunged after what he judged to be the first elk. Kane and five of the baron’s men broke off and
galloped after the newcomer. The forest quickly swallowed the sounds of their rushing passage, leaving
the clearing strangdly still—but not untenanted.

There was no presentiment of disaster. Kane's quarry had been fresh and the hounds had aready
chased the other ek far. Thus the second stag had run far before the pack had been ableto gain.
However, the greater endurance of the dogs along with the lesser hindrance posed for them by the snow
soon told, and with the pack hard on his hedlsthe bull ek chose asmall ravine to make his stand. Only
three dogs had followed this second quarry, and they were unable to bring the great elk down. Around
him they pranced, dashing at the giant, then darting back to avoid the deadly hooves and antlers. When
the hunters came upon them, one hound had aready been gored to death and the stag bled from adozen
tearsin his mighty body. Kane cast his spear with fata accuracy, hitting the ek in the neck. Histhroat
trandfixed, the forest monarch staggered, trumpeting in agony. The remaining hounds closed in for thekill,
as two more spears stabbed into the mortally wounded elk. Shouting in triumph the hunters surrounded



the body of their prey, lying red in the snow; two hurriedly dismounted and ran to pull off the crazed
hounds.

At which point the wolves attacked.

They fdl on the hunters swiftly, slently asadtriking serpent. A pack of perhapsfifteen huge, gray killers
suddenly were on them, having come up unseen from the trees behind the hunters. One second the thrill
and excitement of thekill; then ashriek of terrified agony and aravine swarming with snarling shapes!
They werethe great gray wolves of the northern wastes—nearly six feet long and 150 pounds of
dashing, ydlow-eyed death. In arage of blood lust they attacked the startled humans, and hunters now
switched roleswith prey.

Thefirg to scream died dmost ingtantly. A giant wolf had legpt upon him, hurtling him from hissaddle
and onto the snow. Choking the gaping fangs with an e bow, the hunter drew his knife and gutted the
beast with adesperate stroke. Y et before the beast’ s hold had broken in death, a second gray killer
dashed in and ripped open the man’ sthroat.

The two hunters on the ground never had a chance. One lived long enough to wrest free aspear from
the ek’ s carcass. He spitted the first wolf to meet him, but as he tried to pull the weapon loose, two
more bore him to the frozen ground and tore him apart. The other was down before he could react. But
he managed to get to his hunting knife, and benesth the gory huddle of gray shapes hisarm plunged in
and out—Iong after it seemed possiblefor life to remain. His effortsinflicted deep gashesin saverd of his
dayers.

The hounds closed with the wolves with the unquenchable hatred of the tamed caninefor hiswild
brother. At least one woalf rolled away from the snarling melee with his eyes glazed in death, and severd
others were flung back with crushed legs and gushing wounds. But numbers and wild ferocity
overwhelmed the vaiant struggle of the great hounds, and their fearless defiance ended in crimson ruin.

Kane had been among the first reached by thewolves deadly ambush. Only hisfantastic reflexes and
blinding speed had saved him from their initid rush. Twigting in his saddle asthe first beast had sought to
leap upon him from behind, his powerful hands had locked in the wolf’ sruff. Kane whirled the huge
creature about and flung it from him; the wolf dashed againgt atree close at hand and caromed into the
snow with abroken back. In aflash Kane' s mighty sword arm snatched the blade whistling from its
scabbard. A second killer had followed amost on the hedls of thefirgt, but Kane's draw was faster and
the keen blade sheared through the beast’ s skull. His horse reared in panic as the others closed in, and
Kane had to clamp hislegsto itsflankstightly to stay on. Another wolf went down, its skull smashed by
the plunging hooves.

The other two hunters were able to hold out briefly against the swirling, gray shapes. One still retained
his hunting spear. His cast caught the first wolf to reach him full in the chest. Had he not attempted to
bring hisbow into play, he might have lived awhile longer. As he struggled to notch an arrow he was hit
from two sides at once. For amoment hetried to jam his bow down the throat of one attacker, held in
the saddle by the opposing pulls of the wolves on ether leg. He succeeded in breaking one wolf’ s grip,
but before he could do more, the other dragged him to the ground. A gray nightmare closed over his
writhing form, and the struggles abruptly ceased. The remaining hunter buried hisknifein theribs of one
wolf which legped to drag him down, but the flailing beast had falen back with the blade wedged in its
ribs. Weaponless, the rider sought flight. However, before his horse had covered half the distance of the
ravine, it had been pulled down by the dashing fangs. Beast and rider collgpsed in a squirming heap of
gray and crimson, onewolf crushed benegth them.



And Kane was done with the wolves.

Half adozen gray killerscircled their prey warily. Some were crippled and bleeding, but they showed no
hint of abandoning the fast man. Their blood fury was completely aroused, and their savage minds were
set on an unshakesble goa—to drag down the human and steep their muzzlesin hisblood. Kane glared
back a them, lipsdrawn in asnarl and killer’ s eyes blazing with hdlfire. Hisown insatiable lust to kill and
to destroy burned incandescently within his spattered frame. For the space of severd heartbeatskiller
looked upon killer.

Thelir attack was agray blur of coordinated fury. Two wolves went for Kane, while the others attacked
his steed. The wolf on hisleft Kane met with ablinding sword stroke that clove the beast’ s Skull asunder.
The other wolf arched through the air in agraceful, deadly leap that carried it into Kane' slap. Itsfangs
snapped shut spasmodically, but without aim—for itsyellow eyeswere dready stark in death. A dagger
hed buried itsdlf hilt-degp in itsthroat. Right-handed, Kane had thrown the weapon with unerring aim,
just asthe wolf had begun itsleap. The wolf had died even asitsfelow had falen under Kane' s sword.

The heavy carcassin hislap encumbered Kane for one deadly instant. Before he could tossit aside,
another wolf buried itsfangsin the horse' s neck. Cursing, Kane broke free of the carcass; his sword
flashed out and chopped through the wolf’ s neck. But the damage had been done, and with a hrill
scream Kane' s horse fell to the frozen ground.

Already Kane had vaulted clear of the saddle, and he landed catlike in the snow as his horse crashed to
the earth in morta agony. Only asplit second get his baance, and the last three wolves were on him. He
thrust out his sword; the wolf tried to twist asde and avoid the blade but was too Sow. Asthelong blade
transfixed it, another wolf legpt at Kane from the right, even asthethird gathered itsfeet. No timeto pulll
free his sword, Kane caught the walf in full legp with hisfree hand. Swinging the beast by itsforeleg, he
hurled it asde and jerked his sword up. The third wolf had been injured and wasjugt alittledow in
joiningitsfellows rush. Kan€ srising blade caved in its Sde as the wolf legpt for the man’ sthroat.

Meanwhile the second wolf had recovered its balance after landing harmlesdy in the snow. Kane flashed
around to meet this last adversary. Thetwo last combatants in the death-filled ravine faced each other in
deadly concentration. For an instant their two minds met in understanding, in mutua admiration of the
other’ s sheer ferocity and awful capability. The wolf made amovement asif to turn and flee, then whirled
and sprang for the man in one mighty legp of ripping fury. Kane' s stroke dmost missed the twisting gray
blur. But not quite. And then only one living thing moved amidst the carnage.

Kanelooked about him carefully, but no more wolves came into the ravine. He gulped air in great gasps
and tried to remember how long the battle had lasted. Something like five minutes, he guessed—blood
was streaming from the wounds of the ek yet.

He glanced at himsdlf. By amiracle he was amost unscathed. Only arip in hisright arm where the last
wolf’ sfangs had raked him in passing. His clothes and face were smeared with wolf blood, making him
look like a crimson goblin. Quickly he retrieved and cleaned his wegpons. He had to reach the others
before any more wolves found him on foot. Assuming the rest of the party hadn’t met asimilar fate, he
mused.

The entire attack seemed fantastic anyway. That the wolves had been drawn by the noise of the hunt and
maddened by the kill would be anatura explanation. But unlikely. In the face of the other attacks
especidly. Theincidents amost seemed like carefully planned campaigns. He pondered uneasily over
what could inspire wolves to engage in systematic massacre of humans. The possibilitieswere not
encouraging.



A horsg swhinny cut short his musing for the moment. In the trail ahead of him stood one of the horses
which had bolted at the start of the attack. The animal was till quite frightened and eyed the man
nervoudy. It wanted human companionship in this danger ridden frozen forest, but was il extremely
spooky. Kane caled the horse softly, soothingly—coaxing it close enough to reach. At least the wind
was toward him—if the horse caught the scent of wolf blood, he' d turn and run for sure.

But the animal with agonizing downess came close enough to let Kane catch itsrein, after severa
heart-stopping attempts. He swung into the saddle and gave the skittish mount its head, galloping back
aong thetrall over which many had passed a short time ago.

After afew miles Kane heard a distant scream—aterrified pleafor help. He considered amoment and
decided to check it out. The cry seemed human enough, and it was definitely feminine. Kane cautioudy,
nonethel ess hastily, guided his mount toward the cry’ s source, curiousto learn what number of throat
produced it.

The horse caught ascent it remembered and whinnied in alarm. Kane tried to catch the scent too, but
the reek of wolf on his body masked whatever it was. But from the horse' s rel uctance to proceed, Kane
guessed it must be wolves the beast smelled. If there were wolves about, they were probably the cause
of the girl’ s shouts. However, it seemed unlikely that the girl would il be dive to scream—which argued
for an inhuman source of the disturbance. Kane was familiar with instances of would-be rescuers having
been lured to their doom by following unseen criesfor aid, and in view of hisrecent fight hefelt inclined
to caution.

Y et the screams sounded familiar, and acting on ahunch Kane spurred his reluctant mount forward.

Two wolves were snarling around the trunk of alarge, low-hanging fir. Perched on abranch wasthe
center of their atention—Breenanin.

Kane drew hisblade, shouted and charged the lurking wolves. They gave alast glare at the treed human
and broke for cover from the newcomer.

He hated under the tree and helped her from the branches; she landed in asobbing hegp in hisarms.
Kanetried to get afew questionsin, but Breenanin only clung to him and whimpered. So he made what
he hoped might sound like soothing, sympathetic sounds, and let her run down.

He had amost reached the clearing where the second elk had been come upon, when his charge
stopped long enough to sniffle. “Ugh! Y ou' reamess! Did you take abath in ek’ sblood or something?’

“Or something. What in the name of the Seven Nameless were you doing out here? | seem to recall
leaving you at the cagtle thismorning.”

“I wanted to go on the hunt, and Father wouldn't let me because of the stuff about the wolves. Only |
had to get out and see what the woods looked like after the storm, so | saddled my own horse and rode
after you. The porter let me out because I’ ve got the goods on him and anyway | said | wasjust going to
ride around the walls. Except | rode on after you and | thought | could catch up and Father would be too
interested in the hunt to send me back since | was aong anyway.

“But al of asudden this pack of wolves came after me. | knew | couldn’t outrun them in the forest, so
when my horse ran under that low tree back there, | dowed him enough to grab a branch and scramble
off.” She sniffled. “I thought my armswould pull out, but I knew | had to hang on. One of them nearly



grabbed my leg before | could climb clear of them. But most of them kept chasing the horse—I guess
they got him, but | didn’t see—and just the two stayed to wait for me to come down. So | shouted and
ydled hoping someone would come by from the hunt and hear me. And that’ swhat you did,” she
concluded.

Kane was amazed at the girl’ s coolness. Most women would have been too panic stricken, too stupid,
too weak. Y et Breenanin had survived and seemingly was relaively cam once again. It was unbelievable.

Herodeinto the clearing and saw with relief that Troylin and his party were waiting there. Intact and
completewith ek. They shouted an exuberant greeting, then fell into my<tified slence a the bloody rider
adongwith hisprize.

“Kane! What the hell!” gasped Troylin in amazement.

“Here syour daughter—safe enough,” Kane said. “ The rest are back with the ek. They won't be
following us”

V. TdesonaWinter Evening

The hunting banquet was arather dismal affair. These chases often had their fill of danger, and casudties
of the hunt were frequently toasted toin memoriam . But five corpses were too many. Men drank their
aletoo serioudy for fun, and in place of the usua raucous horseplay small groups spoke of the weird
attack in quiet, anxious tones. The behavior of the wolves was decidedly unnatura, and not afew old
legends wereretold in the gloomy shadows of the dining hall.

At the high table the diners were in ano more festive mood. Breenanin was till shaken from her
experience and did not pursue her accustomed banter with her father. The baron had been so thankful for
her safety, that he had forgotten to punish her.Henderin's place was empty, and his two wardens were
absent aswell. The crazed youth had dipped away from his keepersthat day and eluded them for severa
hours of frantic searching, before he was recaptured scrambling over the outer wall. He had been violent,
and Lystric had been forced to place him under restraint until the spell passed. Lystric himsdlf wasno
different from usud. The long-bearded astrologer sullenly gobbled hismed, while favoring the otherswith
abaleful 1ook.

Baron Troylin had just listened to Kane' sretelling of the massacre in the ravine. He had asked him to
repest it three times now, and each time he had shaken his head at the conclusion and made the same
comments about the uncanny behavior of the wolves. He wastrying to fix the detallsin histhick head, in
the vague hope that somewherein Kane' s narrative would lie the explanation for it al.

He caught sght of Evingalis, who was sitting in the shadows as usud, watching the dinerswhile he
gnawed arib of venison. “Mingrd!” he rumbled. “ This place has lesslife than awake. Let's have some



musicto liven thingsalittle” A raucous cheer went up from the dinersin anticipeation.

The dbino strolled from his perch and collected hislute. Playing over the strings amoment, he raised
mocking eyes to Kane and announced, “ Here' s atune perhaps our guest will recognize.”

His clear voice began the song, and Kane barely repressed astart. The minstrel’ s song wasin archaic
Ashertiri—a tongue Kane doubted if another man within days of travel could understand! The song was

the work of thelong dead and ill famed poet ClemGinech of ancient Ashertiri, whose efforts had |eft
those of his age uncertain whether he was a poet turned sorcerer or the reverse.

Within an endless mirror of my spirit’ sinfinite soul,
| reach back into timel ess ages beginning orunbegan ;
And seeacrysta pattern, fluctuating panorama,

Forgotten by the gods, but unveiled to inward sight.

“Let’shave something in Carrasahli!” roared adrunken soldier.

Aninsane elder god, in his madness sought to build,

A race of morta creaturesin theimage of divine.

Infoolish egomanig, fata folly, the artist had conspired
Within thismorta image godlike perfection to contain;
Blindly had forgotten that an image so conceived,

Must embody the very madness of its deluded parent.
Grest cataclysmic tail, cyclopean effort, did he make;

To the taunting laughter of hisfellows, amused to seeafooal,
He cluttered dl the earth with hisblighted handiwork,

And rested in smug content with hisidiot labor.

Severd louts began to beat on the table in protest to the eerie, unintelligible song.



Intimethisfool’s creation multiplied dl through the land,

And disgusted those before them with their drive,

Content to live awormlike existence for the pleasure of their god,
Who in hismindless concelt only giggled with hisdolls.

Y et in one there rose rebdlion with this crawling in cosmic dung—
No maggot hot a serpent was this son of divinity’ sfolly.
Andinhishelishfury at the crooning lies of thet crestor,

He chose to be his own master and defied this nameless god,
And with hishands he dew his brother—choicest plaything.

Now despair racked the broken mind of thisinsane elder god,
For he saw the flaws within his cherished children

And recognized himsdlf asthe author of that image.

Thisrebel he cursed in rageto bleak, eterna wandering,

And gave him eyes of akiller, so dl know the Mark of Kane.

“Damn your pale hide, minstrel!” bellowed the drunken soldier. “1 said give us something we dl know!”
He lurched to hisfeet and ssumbled over to Evingalis, interrupting the ancient song. “Now let’ s hear
something ese!” Hetossed his mug of dein the mingtre’ sface and roared with laughter. Hisfelows
joinedin.

In Evingolis sface there flashed alook of white, hot anger. Helaid the lute aside and wiped his burning
eyes. Then with amovement too swift to follow, hishand lashed out and struck the soldier’ s laughing
face. Asif kicked by ahorse the drunkard shot backwards onto the stone floor. He did not get up.
Shocked silence caught the audience; they had considered the lean abino aweskling.

“ Sonofabitch!” gasped Troylinin awe. “ Shows you not to pick afight if you can’t hold your brew! Must
have hit the floor on his head or something. Somebody get him out of here.”

Sneering a the startled crowd, Evingolis picked up hislute and stalked out of the hall.

“Just aswdl!” the baron observed. “He' s going to goad those guys alittle too far with his superior airs
one of these days—they won't stand for it inaminstrel. May not get off alucky punch next time.” He
chuckled. “Quite a character, isn't he though? Sure can sing the strangest Stuff I’ ve ever heard. Make any
sense of that one, Kane?’



Kane looked after the departing mingtrel in calculation. “ Somelittle,” he murmured, and fell to brooding.
His eyes|ooked into the dancing flames, and none could say what he saw there.

VI. A Man Not Man

It crouched in the shadow of the wall, watching the deeping manor in silent hatred. The cold wind ruffled
itswhite coat, and its panting breath raised small puffs of steam. Y et the creature felt not the cold, only
conscious of aburning hunger that shrieked to be satiated. With itsinhuman sight it regarded the quiet
out-building which housed the baron’ s off duty men-at-arms; in the darkness al objects stood clearly in
varying shades of light tan and brown. Within that lodge there would be soft human bodies—hairless
weekling ape creatures now deeping without care. Their tender flesh would be warm with seething
blood. The creature trembled in ungpeakable anticipation, lips drawn back over champing fangs.

From thenighted forest, dark shapes were loping across the snow and silently gathering outside the gate
of the enclosure. The creature felt their presence with its mind and wel comed them. Many of its brothers
had answered its voiceless cal. They too sensed the many hated man cresturesinsgde the castlewalls,
and their feral minds rgjoiced in the scenes of daughter drawn for them by their leader.

More than thirty lean, gray forms now were waiting beyond the gate. It was enough, decided the
creature. Once moreits mind reached out to its brothers, impressing upon them the plan they must
follow. No opposition was encountered. This was the wolf leader; they must obey his summons, must
carry through his commands. It had been this way since before man first dropped from the trees and
challenged the Brotherhood with his puny clubs and stores.

The creature unlocked the gate and effortlessdy swung it half open. Into the courtyard the hungry wolves
filed, dipping dong the shadows until they reached the lodge. Behind this door dept the detested humans,
wrapped in their stolen furs and besotted with burned flesh and rotted plant juices. The leader slently
stole to the door, knowing it was kept unbolted so that late revelers might stagger in. Another wave of
awful burger shook through it. Now!

Itsfearfullytaoned hand gripped the latch. Its red eyes shone with blood logt, and an inhuman grin of
triumph exposed the gleaming rows of fangs arming its doping muzzle. The cregture threw open the door
and sprang within! On its hedls poured the snarling pack!

The soldiers awoke from their dreamsto find anightmare of ripping fangs and flailing bodies. The
creature howled its victory—over adozen men for the daughter! Out of the blackness the pack sprang
upon the helpless deepers. Gray forms struggled over the writhing victims, snarling and tearing into the
warm flesh. Screams of desth agony—of utmost horror—filled the lodge and overflowed into the night,
mingling with the hideous triumph of the feasting wolves.

The screamswere tilled.

Now! snarled the leader in command. Now, go! Before the others can come! More of thiswill follow



for us But now, go! The wolveswore |oath to abandon their twitching prey. It was asking much to go.
But the leader must be obeyed. Reluctantly the pack released their booty and pointed their gray muzzles
to the outside.

Severd humans greeted them in the courtyard—the hopel ess shrieks of the dying had aroused the castle.
Now the humans stopped in terror to see the crimson-splashed pack pour from the lodge behind their
leader.

It was slhouetted there in the pale moonlight—aghastly hybrid of man and wolf. Covered with white fur
it was, and taller than the average human whose shapeit borrowed. Crud claws ended itstoesand
fingers, itsarmslong and legs strangely set. Atop its great shoulders was set ademon'’ svisage—afurry
head with high pointed ears and along jaw more wolf-like than human. Its sharp tusks dripped red in the
moonlight. And its bestid eyes gleamed an evil crimson with blasphemous hatred of mankind.

The soldiers drew their weapons in desperation. But they were only four, and the wolves smply overran
them—bearing their victims to the earth and dashing them to taiters. A few wolvesfel before the humans
died. The creature threw itsdlf in fury upon one soldier whose blade had smashed through agray
murderer. Knocking away the human’ s wegpon, the creature pulled him to its chest in an awful hug. Ribs
and vertebrae snapped, asrazor fangs buried in the unprotected throat. Then the leader tossed the husk
aside and raced through the gate with the pack, as now more men with torches and weapons emerged
from the castle. They vanished into the forest.

A scene of hideous carnage greeted the belated rescue party. Those who entered the fatal lodge recoiled
in horror a the sight of the dashed and mutilated carcasses of their comrades. In the trampled courtyard,
oneman yet lived.

“Wolves!” he gasped out with hisfina bresths. “Dozens of them! It led them in here! A demon! A
werewolf! Let them in so they could murder usal! A werewolf!” He died screaming shrilly of dripping

fangs.

Kane considered the man’ s disclosure. He had just gotten to the scene and had not seen the retreating
attackers. Questioning of the men revealed that no one had had any more than afleeting glimpse asthe
wolves dipped into the forest. The servants and soldiers who had dept within the dining hall had been
firgt to the scene, and none of them could give an intelligent story of what little they had witnessed.

In afrightened group they dared to go beyond the gate. The tracks of many wolves could be seenin the
torchlight. Other tracks were present aswell—a single set of dmost human footprints. But no bare
human foot had made them, for the steps were oddly contorted and the marks of talons reached deeply
into the snow.

The worst part was when they dared to follow these uncanny tracks. For thetrail of the werewolf led
only part way to the woods. Then it curved around and headed back to the castle, to a point along the
wall on thefar sde of the courtyard. Here the tracks indicated that the cresture had vaulted the high wall,
and on the other side the snow was too trampled to say where he had gone. But it was dl too clear that
the werewolf had not |eft the courtyard again.

“May al the gods have mercy onus!” cried someone. “One of usisademon!”

VIIl. “Oneof us...”



“Not counting the women, that leaves our strength at about thirty,” was Troylin’s gloomy conclusion.
“And out of thisnumber, one of usisawerewolf,” he pronounced, looking over the grim assemblage. It
was noon of the following day. A careful search since dawn had failed to turn up any trace of the
cresture. Since no one had |eft the enclosure, the werewolf had to be till within. The castle was
small—redly no more than afortified manor. A systematic search, check and recheck, of every
conceivable hiding place had been carried out. It was plain then that the demonic leader of last night’s
attack was not present in the form described by the dying soldier and only faintly glimpsed by those first
on the scene. Only one conclusion was possible. The creature was awerewolf—a demon capable of
assuming human form to mingle with unsuspecting mankind. Asit now was doing.

“There are severa types of creatures generally referred to as ‘werewolves',” explained Lystric. “One
type isahuman who for some reason can ater his shapeinto that of awolf orsamilupine hybrid. In other
cases, some malevolent demon, ghost or other spirit will assume such aform—although thisis merely one
choice of many physicd manifestationswithin its power.” He warmed to hislecture. “Y et another type
occurs when awolf is able to assume human form. Thismonster isusually caled the ‘wolf leader’ and is
by far the most dangerous. While the other types represent basically solitary habits, the wolf leader is
ableto coordinate the action of many wolvesin order to carry out its fiendish goals—usudly wholesde
daughter of mankind. Of course, there are many finer shades and distinctions. Not to mention those
harmless individua s who through some menta disorder imagine themselvesto be wild beasts.”

“Meaning your charge Henderin, no doubt!” snapped Tali. “ Sorry, graybeard, but we re not buying your
burgt of fine talk and lecturing! We dl know that madman’s no harmless nut—we know about that poor
bastard hekilled in Carrasahl! Same asthese other guys here! ‘ Demonic possession’ | believeyou said it
was then.

“Well we think thisthing has gone far enough! Y ou' ve had your chanceto exorcise the devil! All you've
doneisloaf around and use Henderin to get free mealsl Well by Thoem, we ve had enough stalling, and
now there’ sgoing to be some action!”

“Just what do you mean by that?” thundered the baron, pounding on the table. “ Just what sort of ‘ action’
do you havein mind against my son!”

Tdi retreated a bit, then supported by the opinion of hisfellows, he began lessbelligerently, “Now,
milord we al understand how much the boy meansto you. And the bunch of us has been loyal to you
throughout. There was plenty who said we' d regret ever coming up to this godforsaken place with a
madman adong. But damn it all, we' re not about to Sit here and be daughtered in our beds just because
your son istoohighdass to burn for hiscrimes” Hisfellow retainers murmured assent.

“May | remind you,” Troylin hissed, “that murder of an aristocrat—no matter how insane—by a
commoner carries asure penaty of crucifixion! And | assure you that anyone who triesto lay ahand on
my boy I’ll cut down mysdf!”

The crowd was getting dangerous. Tdi retorted, “Well then, there' s some of uswho'll run that risk if we
have to—better than taking our chances being snowbound with awolfpack at thewdls and awerewalf in
our midst! And there’ s no punishment when there’ sno witnesses!” he added significantly.

“What arewe doing!” Breenanin shouted over the ugly growls of the crowd. “Y ou stand there talking
about murdering someone who' s never given any of you ajust causeto complain! A month ago you
would have died for Baron Troylin! Time and again I’ ve heard you congratul ate yourselves on being in
the service of one of the most generous and easy going gentry in the land! And now because you're



suddenly frightened, you talk of killing hisonly son—whom al of you thought was agreet guy before his
sckness! You even tak of massacring dl of ug! I'd prefer letting the wolvesin—they’ d show more
gratitude! Y ou don't even know if Henderin had anything to do with these murdersl”

Thetwo factions glared a one another uncertainly. They were ordinary folk, acountry baron and alot of
provincid retainersfrom abackwater kingdom. Murder and mutiny were foreign to their rustic
background, but terror of the unknown and the presence of hideous deeth brutalized them dl. The
retainers must regain their accustomed security at any price; Troylin would fight to the desth to preserve
his son.

Kane had carefully avoided identification with either Sde. It was not hisfight and asaways hisonly
loyaty wasto himself. He needed the baron’ s hospitality until the way south was open. After that he
cared less how they resolved the dispute. Still aslong as he was here and awerewolf was haunting al in
the castle, he was an interested party. And at present he did not want to get involved in
mutiny—especialy since strangers made bad risks as witnesses.

Tdi persgted. “Well, if Henderin isn’t the werewolf, there s surealot of evidence againg him! First, we
know hekilled that guard like hewas awild animd, and we al know he' scrazy. All thetime asking for
raw meat and howling nights and going berserk! Second, when the hunting party was attacked yesterday,
Henderin was running around loose. Caught him coming back from the forest. Mighty strange wolves
attacking armed men on horseback, while an unarmed man on foot runs around unharmed. Like hedidn’t
need to fear them—Ilike he was out there telling them to kill us Ok—where is Henderin when these other
attacks happen? Poor Bete gets hisin the storm, bunch of travel ers get theirs too—and the thing last night
inthe soldiers quartersl And Henderin—oh, he' s safely locked up! So we' re promised. Only thing
is—we vejust gotLystric’'s word for that! And | for one don’t care to believe everything that scheming
old fossil hasto say!”

Lystric snarled a stream of curses, and the affair came close to blows. Kane saw his chance.

“That'samost interesting point you' ve made.” The baron eyed him in disgust, but hewent on. “Let’'s
talk about Lydtric for amoment. | understand he was just afifth-rate back of awizard with a smattering
of occult knowledge—unable to make ago of it, until suddenly he getsthisjob. Sort of suspicious, don’t
you think? A perfectly normal, likable guy beginsto act like awolf, and this cunning old fakir announces
he knows how to cure him. Nice soft position for him—abut only aslong as Henderin stays mad. And |
understand about al Lydric' s idea of trestment consists of isletting Henderin run around until he snaps
out of it. Interesting way to trest demonic possession. Put it al together and it sort of soundslike Lystric
has made a plush position for himself. There are severd strange drugs and countless spdlls that can make
anorma man beginto act likeawolf.”

Lystric was shrieking protestations and curses by this point, too enraged to make arebutta. The others
wereligening intently.

“So Lydtricthinkshe'sdl set,” continued Kane. “Oncein awhile Henderin gets awvay from him and stirs
up some mischief, o the old vulture finds it necessary to claim he was under lock and key dl thetime. Or
take it astep further. Maybe he' smad himself, and he' susing Henderin asatool to destroy us. |
understand he and the baron have no cause to love one another. Magicians have curious ways of seitling
grudges.

“And for that matter, Lystric just might be awerewolf himsdlf. Not thefirst time a sorcerer ot his
humanity by meddling in the black arts. With Henderin as camouflage, it would be a perfect set up to
wipe usdl out while we chased thewrong fox.”



“So what do you suggest we do?’ asked Tdi, no longer as sure of himsdlf.

“Remain cdm. My point iswe don’t know that Henderin isredly awerewolf, and Lystric has some
mighty questionable connections himsdf with dl this. So we place aguard on them both. Henderinis
locked up—we just need to make sure he stays that way. At the same time put severa men to watch
Lystric. That way they’ re both harmless—and no one gets hurt. If they’ reinnocent, we' Il |et them go.
And sincethey’re under survelllance, we' re safe from them. No rebellion, no usdessfighting. We might
even see asudden improvement inHenderin’s condition.”

He paused. About him hislisteners were showing signs of assent. Here was a reasonabl e solution that
both factions could accept.

“Sounds good,” concluded Tali, who seemed to act as spokesman. “We' |l do it then. Forgive us, milord,
for our threats. Of course none of us mean any harm to you or to Henderin—if he’ sinnocent. It’ sjust this
whole business has gotten the lot of us unhinged. We'redl in abad fix here, and not knowing whether
the man next to you isafriend or amongter... Wejust lost our heads.”

“I understand,” assented the baron, histemper still aroused but somewnhat suppressed. “Let thisbethe
end of thisnonsenseand I’ll let matters pass. Surewe |l put aguard on Lystric and my son—and we'll
watch them. But there' Il be no harm to Henderin while I’ m master herel”

“All right!” Lystric hissed, forcing himself to speak dowly. “I’ ve ligened to al this stupidity aslong as|
can gand it. I've heard mysdlf insulted, my motives misinterpreted, my methods criticized—and by a
batch of ignorant dobs. I’ ve been accused of al manner of nameless crimes and schemes. Now I'm to
be put under guard. All right! Go ahead! Obvioudy | can’t stop you blundering, cowardly foolsfrom
your idictic vigilantism! So lock me up then!

“But | promise you you' re barking up the wrong tree. Timewill prove I’m innocent aswell asmy
charge. And while you' re guarding me the real werewolf—assuming it’s not just the product of your
terrified delusions—will be running around with impunity! And don’t forget I’ m better suited to protect
you from it than anyone e se among you. Who dse has any training or understanding of the necromantic
arts? Giventime, | tell you, | can discover meansto ferret out this creature in your ranks—to seek him
out and destroy the beast! Didn’'t | earlier warn you al of the danger | bad foreseen inthe stars! And no
onelistened. Fools! Ungrateful scum thelot of you!” The astrologer’ s manner was not designed towin

him sympethy.

“And now let metell you something for acharge. I’ ve done some thinking on my own, and I’ ve got
some of my own suspicions! Doesthat surprise you? Sure! He's ascheming old charlatan, you say. Bah!
What do ignorant buffoonslike you know of true genius! Peasants who measure ability by materia
wedth! | tdl you, my talents are so far beyond your mundane groveling imaginationsthat | waste my
breath even trying to help you!

“But listen! Think on thiswhile you smugly pass judgment upon your betters. When did al this start?
When this man called Kane came riding up to our door out of the storm, that’s when! And just what do
you know of him? A wandering mercenary, hetellsyou. And you believel Wdl I’'m not an ignorant
backwoodsplowhand , and | know something of what goes on in the rest of the world!

“And there are plenty of legends and rumors and wild storiesthat I’ ve encountered about aman called
Kane. And none of them speakswell for him! At best he' s atreacherous, murderous rogue who's
figured in more plots and dark schemes than Lord Thoem and his demons ever dreamed of! And at



worgt the legends hint he’ s some sort of immorta cursed by the gods to wander the earth and bring
havoc wherever he stops!”

About timeto put astop to this, Kaneredized. “ Ok, old man! Y ou’ ve had your chanceto clear
yoursdlf! All you ve doneisinsult good people and brag about your own dubious abilities! Asfor these
dark legends and nonsense, | don’t suppose you can produce any of it either. Sorry, graybeard, but the
old divide and conquer ruseisalot older even than you—and these people are too smart to be sucked in
by your desperate ravings! How about it, Tali? Heard enough from him?’

“Plenty!” camethe hot reply. “Come on, fellows! We' Il take thisold viper up to hislair and see he says
put. He can batter Henderin's ears with his garbage!”

Spluttering ill, but trying to look dignified through it dl, Lystric let himsdf be borne away to the wing of
the castle where he and his charge were quartered.

Thetension in the room was eased. The enemy within was dealt with to the gpparent satisfaction of
most. It was daylight, and plans could be made for the night to come. Guards would be posted. Doors
locked. Wegpons kept at hand. The bulk of the survivors departed on their own business.

“Thanksfor what you did,” Baron Troylin told Kane avkwardly. “For amoment | thought you' d thrown
inwith them. Now | see you were just leading them dong, sdling for time.”

“I’d hoped you wouldn’t think me so ungrateful for your hospitaity. But it was the best way to
meanipulate them.”

“Y ou seem pretty adept at that sort of thing,” returned his host. “ Seemsthere salot of talentsyou
possess that speak for more than a common mercenary.”

“I never said | was acommon mercenary, though,” said Kane with assumed levity.

Troylin discreetly let matters drop. Nonetheless he found himsalf pondering the astrologer’ s accusations.
The name of Kane was not unfamiliar to him, now that he strained his memory. Of course, politica
matters other than those of Carrasahl were only obscureif interesting gossip to hisway of thinking. He
was asmple man, and his chief concernswere usually connected with filling the hours between waking
and deep with as much enjoyable activity as possible.

But now that he thought about it, hadn’t there been a general named Kane connected with that ugly
business down in Shapdli? And Kane wasn't exactly acommon name. Certainly, heredly did know
nothing at al about his mysterious guest. He began to speculate about this red-haired stranger with the
uncanny eyes.

VIIl. Oneby One



The hour was getting on toward midnight. Most of the castl€’ sinhabitants had sought their beds for what
deep their nerveswould alow them. All were not asleep, however. Several men stood guard outside the
chambers of Lydtric the astrologer. These were in the northwest wing of the castle—atower set gpart
from the more frequented hallways. Thiswas convenient for both occupants. Lystric could pursue his
sudiesin quiet, with agood view of the stars from the tower’ s summit, while Henderin could rave and
howl as he saw fit without disturbing the others. The open area on top of the tower was used by Lystric.
Immediately below this was the chamber wherein Henderin was confined; its one window was barred
and overlooked a seventy-five foot drop to the courtyard, and the door which opened onto the tower
stairswas thick and heavily locked. Below this was another room given over toLysric’'s sudiesand filled
with aclutter of sorcerous paragphernalia. Still below, at the base of the tower where it adjoined the main
body of the castle, was the room in which Lystric dept. This chamber had two doors: oneto the tower
stairs which waslocked, and the other which opened into the hallway at that end of the castle. This latter
door was now bolted from the outside, and five armed men stood guard beside it, keeping close watch
over the deeping astrologer. No one could enter or leave the tower chambers except through that door.

A few otherswere still awakein the great hal. A firewas burning lustily, and those who did not fed like
deep sought its companionship. It had been agreed that for some men to stay awake through the night
was an obvious precaution, aswell as having guards patrol the halwaysin pairs. More would have been
better, but the castle s strength had been dangerously cut by the previous attacks.

So Kane sat awake beside thefire, Spping larger quantities of ae than seemed wise and moodily
listening to the mingtrel. The abino sat in the shadow of the beams as usud, evoking strange melodies
from hislute and from time to time singing aong to these rare works of departed genius. Hewas an
unusua man, Kane mused, his performance and repertoire displaying fantastic sensitivity and kill. He
wondered what made Evingolis content to attach himsdlf to acountry bumpkin like Troylin—perhaps
something in the mingtrel’ s past had barred from him the richer, more gppreciative patrons of the southern
netions.

Scent of delicate perfume and sparkle of pale gold hair in the warm glow. Breenanin sat down beside
him in the hearth light. Kane remembered her face asit had first formed in hisvision. Only afew days
before wasit that he had come so close to frozen death in the storm. Time had no meaning to Kane. A
dozen years or as many minutes—once past both fitted into the same span of memory. Either acentury
ago or just that morning he had fled across the northern wastes—and for how long? It was nothing, for it
was past and beyond him. Hislife was only aminute focus of time, an instant of the present balanced
between centuries of past and an unknown duration of future existence. He felt amoment of vertigo, as
his mind hung poised over time' s chasm.

“I couldn’t degp with dl thison my mind, so | came down to thefirewhere it would be cozier,” shetold
him, feding it necessary that she offer some reason for her presence beside him.

Kane gtirred. “It’sahaunted night. There' sacertain tensenessin the air as before a battle. Death hovers
near, and man isreluctant to deep because he knows an eternd deegp may be hisfate within afew hours
more.

“Some ale to soothe your thoughts perhaps?’ She nodded and Kane rose to pour a cup.

She accepted it with adight smile, uncertain of her fedings toward the other. He was so strange—huge
and brutal, every inch amachine of destruction, she sensed. Y et hewas civil of gpeech and manner—and
far more erudite than any man of her experience, other than those learned fossils and smpering dandies
of the court. There were many contradictions embodied in the big stranger, nor could she hazard a guess
to his nationality or even his age. He seemed so inhumanly aoof and alone. He gave her the same sort of



eeriethrill that some of Evingolis s strange songs crested.
“Y ou never say another person’ s name when you speak to him,” she commented.

Kane favored her with one of his uncanny, penetrating stares. “No,” he admitted. “I don’t suppose |
do.”

“Breenanin,” she prompted softly.
“Breenanin.”

In silence they shared the fire and the mingtrel’ s song.

| saw her inwinter’ ssilent cold light

Clearly, with her warmth upon the sparkle

Of that magicd, crysdline night.

And love |l knew unspoken passed,
Itstimelesswarmth, one frozen ingtant,

Eterndly encased in infinite amber.

But what | sensed | could not return;

Theingant vanished in that crystdline sorm.
Invaindo| cdl through this dancing myriad

Of relinquished emations, frozen fragments of time.
For the moment has passed, now logt in that swirl—
Splintered shards of time' s reflection—

Reflectionsfor the winter of my soul.

The mingre’ s voice echoed into slence; hisfingers filled the strings of hislute. Quietly beleft the hdl to
the two seated before thefire. In the far comer of the room, afew half-aseep servantsrolled dice.

“Where d you get him?’ brokein Kane.
Breenanin shifted in her chair. The mingtrel’ s song had lulled her into an amogt trance-like Sate. “He

cameto uslast summer. Came up from the southlands, | suppose—he never said anything about his past.
Sort of wandered about the court in Carrasahl for awhile, then attached himself to Father’ s patronage.



We were glad to got him—others offered him more money than we could. He talks occasiondly of some
far away places he' s been, and most of his songs no one can understand. Guess he' s just wandering
about the world as hisfancy suitshim.

“Must be nice to go somewhere new. In Carrasahl we don't get to travel much. Can't handle an estate
from somewhere far off, Father always says, and travel’ s dangerous for anyone to risk. Once we went to
Ensdljosto see Winston' s coronation, though.”

They taked of various mattersfor awhile—long periods of mutua silence between their spots of
conversation. At length Kane looked over and saw that she dept. He was reluctant to disturb her, but at
the same time he knew she should not be left donein the great hal with desth abroad in the night. So he
lifted her in hisarms and carried her up the wide stairsto her room on the balcony acrossthat end of the
hall.

She dtirred in her deep, but did not awaken. A half-smile was on her thin lips, and her fine teeth were
white againgt her pale skin. Shewas soft and warm in her fur robe. Kane felt an emotion stir within him as
he carried her that he had not experienced in long years. It might have been love, but then he could not
remember.

Returning to the hall, he sat before the fire again. But the spell had been broken. Now hefelt strangely
restless, sick of brooding over dead memoriesin thefirelight. After another cup of de, Kane arose,
fastened on his sword, and announced to the few remaining servants that he would walk around to see
how things went with the others.

The hallways were long and dark, their silence only faintly broken by Kane' s soft tread. He walked the
cold stones dowly, hand near swordhilt and keen eyes searching every shadow. There was an dmost
tangible aura of fear abroad in thetorchlit corridors, and death crouched invisibly in each spot of
darkness. The spirits of those horribly murdered danced about him, laughing and gibbering in hisears,
pointing derisive fingers at the lone man who in his conceit thought to avert their hideousfate. The
numbing cold of the winter soaked through the stones dong with the blackness of its night. The feeble
torches were usdessin digpelling either its cold or its gloom.

Faint winds from nowhere, damp ghost bresth, played upon the hairs of Kane' s neck. Sudden scurrying
sounds haunted his steps, causing him to whirl about and stare aong the corridor through which he had
just passed—then reel about once more as the wraith-like movements teased him. There was nothing to
be seen. Even when Kane stopped long minutesto listen, or walked back again over the same stones.
Nothing even for his eyesto discover. He redlized his nerves were getting the better of him, and fought to
control himsaf—for he knew he must not become dull and insengtive on this haunted night. Because
sometime a shadow might hold alessintangible menace.

He stopped suddenly, looking everywhere about him with painful concentration. Then he bent over
quickly and touched afinger to the spot, knowing even as he did it that the smear was fresh blood. He
drained his eyes againgt the uneven torchlight. Normal vision would perhaps have missed it, but Kane
could seethefaint trickle of blood trailing aong the stones. Sword in hand, he followed the shining
path—every sense strained to dert him of ambush.

Thetrail halted before the door of an unused bedchamber. Kane remembered checking through the
chamber during the morning search. They had found nothing, and had |eft the door securely locked. Now
the door was il closed, but unlocked. A smear of blood marked the jamb.

Kane considered only amoment. He could bring more men, but the creature, if inside, could then escape



and mingle with those who cameto assst him. He could shout for aid, but that would take awhileto
arrive, and the werewolf would be aerted of his presence. A sudden attack seemed best. Kane had
congderable confidence in the deadliness of his mighty sword arm.

He kicked the door open and lunged into the room, swirling his sword in ashining are of desth.

He whirled once quickly, saw nothing to attack immediately, then jumped back with thewall to his back
and carefully examined the room. The werewolf was nowhere to be seen among the dightly dusty
furnishings. But it had been there. At least it was unlikely that the four corpses had entered the room on
their own.

They were the broken bodies of four of the guards who were supposed to patrol the hallways. They
were freshly killed—till warm, Kane discovered. Of three the necks had been broken; the fourth had his
throat torn out. A crude attempt had been made to sop up the blood, but enough had trickled through to
leave atrail to the room. The creature was cunning, Kane redlized. It had slently killed these
guards—jprobably legping upon them from behind after they passed the door. It had tried to kill them
bloodlessly so as not to give evidence of their fate. Evidently on one the werewolf had been forced to use
itsfangs, and it had not been able to stop the telltale bleeding completely.

The question now waswhat to do. How did the werewolf’ s presence here rdlate to Lystric and
Henderin? Kane decided to check this out. He was close to that wing of the castle anyway, and those
guards would be his nearest source of help. He would investigate the Situation at that end, and if clear
summon their aid to hunt down the werewolf before it realized its presence had been detected.

Warily, asfast as he dared, Kane rushed to the tower chambers. The five guards till sat in front of the
door. At least they had not been overpowered, he thought with relief.

Thefirst thing that struck him was that be had not been chalenged. They couldn’t dl be adeep, surdly!

They were not. They were al quite dead. There was not asingle mark on any body—at least that a
cursory check could disclose. They sat or sprawled about the door in vaguely lifelike attitudes—probably
arranged that way, Kane decided. An empty de pitcher lay beside one of them, and Kane sniffed it
cautioudy. There was no scent of poison that he could distinguish, but there were many that bore no taint.
Poison seemed the only logica answer to these five silent, unmarked desths.

Still determined to seeit through, Kane stepped to the door. It was unlocked, as he had expected. A
peephole was agape through which the guards had watched the interior. Looking through, Kane could
see nothing lurking within.

He once more kicked in the door and hurled himsalf into the room, following his earlier procedure.
Nothing moved. Lystric wasin one corner, haf under atable.

Kane examined the astrologer. Whatever his schemes or abilities, he would exercise them no more.
Lydtric's head was dl but torn from his body, and hungry fangs had ripped away most of the soft flesh of
hisarms and legs. The werewolf had not been able to contain its unspeakable appetite dl night.

Nerves prickling, Kane dowly rose from the mangled ruin of aman. Perhaps the answer would liein
Henderin's chamber upstairs. Sword ready for instant action, he tiptoed to the door leading to the tower
gairs. The door was till locked, whatever that might portend. Kane carefully manipulated the bolt.

A sudden scratch of claws on stone warned him! Kane jumped from his attention to the bolt, whipping



around with blade swishing!

Thewerewolf glared a him balefully, its bloody tusks gnashing hideoudy! A low snarl rumbled in the
creature sthreat. Taller than Kane it stood, and under its white fur rippled bands of sted-like muscle.

Before Kane had a chance to do more than recognize the beast’ s awful presence, it sprang for him!
Putting al histremendous strength behind his stroke, Kane smashed his blade full against the lunging
werewolf!

Had his attacker been aman, the blade would have sundered him to the waist. But from the werewolf’s
shoulder the sword bounded back asif it had struck dightly resilient iron! The sound was a dullthunk ,
and no other evidence was there that the blow had landed—the werewolf’ s spring was not even
dackened! Y et Kane'sarm ached to the marrow with the force of the resounding blow, and his sword
bounded from numb fingerd

In asplit second the creature was on him, fangs davering, fetid breath in hisface andtaoned hands
clutching for histhroat! Kane had no chance to dodge! The snarling force of the cresture’ slunge
smashed him onto the floor! His head cracked againgt the stones, and consciousness mercifully left him,
asthose burning eyes bored into hismind!

Sometime later he regained consciousness. Kanerolled to his kneesweakly. His head wasin agony and
his mouth wasfull of blood. Then with astart he redlized two things. One, that for some reason he was
gtill dive. And secondly, he was no longer by the tower stairs, but lying besideLydric's corpse. In disgust
he recognized that the blood in his mouth was not his own!

He spat in revulsion and groggily stood up, staggering to the doorway.

“Don’'t move another step! I'll skewer you for surel”

Kane saw, with sudden awareness of his dtuation, that Evingolis was standing in the doorway—a
crossbow aimed at the other’ s heart.

Running feet and shouts sounded from the hallway.

“Wdl, Kane,” said themingrd in awe, “you played it cleverly. I’ [l admit | never thought you' d bethe
werewolf!”

IX. Impasse

The surprising thing was that they had not killed him immediately. Kane sfast tongue was some help in
postponing matters, but he suspected Breenanin had been more effective. The baron had not completely
forgotten that Kane had rescued his daughter from almost certain degth.

Evingolis had spelled it out, point by point. The first death had occurred right before Kane had ridden
out the storm. A search after the ssorm had disclosed the mutilated remains of another band of



travelers—abroad in the blizzard with Kane. During the hunt it had been Kane' s party that the wolves
had attacked, and only Kane had been witness—himsaf miraculoudy unscathed. And when the
werewolf and its pack murdered the soldiersin their lodge, Kane had not come upon the scene until late.
Finaly, thislast attack had come while Kane had prowled the halways done. And when Evingolis had
discovered him, he was crouched beside the torn body of the old astrologer—a man who had claimed to
have damning knowledge of this mysterious stranger.

But they had not killed him yet. Instead they had taken Kane and thrown himinacdl inthecastle’s
cellars. Now athick wooden door fastened by a stout bar stood between Kane and three menacing
guards. Through anarrow grilled gperture in the door, Baron Troylin regarded his prisoner.

“Y ou know you' re making amistake in this,” offered Kane,

“I suppose you killed Lystric because you knew he' d unmask you. And to think you even had me
suspecting poor man!”

“Damn your thick skull! That old fool couldn’t count hisfingers and get acorrect answer! | told you |
found him like that before the werewolf knocked me senseless by the airs!”

“Strikesme as a bit odd this werewolf didn’t kill you—even went to the trouble to drag you acrossthe
room. Didn't know such athing had that much restraint.”

Kane pounded hisfist onthewadll in frugtration. “It may be amonster, but the creature’ s as cunning as
any man. Lookslike it hoped to frame me and throw the rest of you off the scent.”

Troylin snorted in disbelief. “ Speaking of framing, that' sanicejob you did on my son. Guess you figured
to makeit look like he' d broken loose and dain thelot! Only we caught you before you could finish
preparations—had to stop for amedl, | guess! Too bad you didn’t arrange for Henderin to escapefirdt.
Y oumight have had usdl believing it washim!”

“You'rejust so damned anxiousto clear that son of yours, you'll grasp at anything else that presents
itself! Why was't | awerewolf when Evingolisfound me? Why didn’t | kill him and escape? How'd |
get this crack on the skull? Why did | rescue your daughter from the wolves?’

“Oh, I'll agreethere’ safew thingsthat don’t seem to check out. That’ s the only reason you' re il
alive—which youwon't beif you try to break out of here! Most of them would be just as happy to see
you burning right now, only | figurel oweyou at least achance.

“Sowe Il just watch you afew days—Henderin too, just to be safe. If the creature strikes again, we' ll
be sorry for doubting you.”

“Morethan likey you'll be dead—and me with you! And what if nothing more happens?’

The baron shook his head grimly. “ Guessthen we' Il just haveto build afirefor youto stin.”

Kane cursed in frustration as the baron departed. The yokels would do just that, and Troylin would
consider Henderin cleared of guilt. Meanwhileif the werewolf gill were at large, which seemed an
absolute certainty, theidiots would drop their guard and let him roam at will. He sat down in disgust,
enjoying the agony of his battered skull.

After severa hours of watching vermin crawl through the straw, Kane heard afierce growl. He jumped



to the door and saw one of the baron’ s hounds bristling before the entrance.
“Stay back, milady! He'son guard and he'll bite your pretty legsure’ s the world if you go any nearer!”
“Then cal him off! | want to talk to Kane!” 1t was Breenanin.

“The baron said no onewasto talk to Kane except him.” Some coinstinkled. “Wéll, guess you can see
him just for amoment. Makeit short though! Don’t want to make trouble. Come here, Sasher | Easy
boy! Cut that growling now! Hear me!”

Breenanin’ sfrightened face appeared before thespyhole . “Oh Kanel” she cried. “1 was sure they’ d kill
you!”

“About what | figured,” hereplied. “Thanksfor pulling for mewith your father. I'm afraid though that
they’ re convinced I’ m their werewolf, and either way things don’t look too bright for me.”

Shelooked a him in consternation. “Well, | know you can’t be amonster! Not after you saved me from
those dreadful wolves! Anyway, you' re too gentle to be amonster!”

Kane started. No one had accused him of gentlenessin sometime.

“They'rewrong, | know! And timewill proveit to them!” She stopped uncertainly. “But the only way
they’ Il know you' reinnocent will be for the werewolf to kill again...” Shetrailed off, unsure wherethis
left her. It seemed horrible to hope for more degths, but if the cresture stayed hidden, then thisman
whom she believed she loved would die hideoudy in the flames.

“The werewolf isstill here, you can be sure of that. But whether it’ll attack again soon, who can say. It's
truethat stedl can't hurt them, though! 1 should have cut the beast in haf by dl logic, but my blade
rebounded without amark. Uncanny sensation—it was al solid flesh when it hit me, but my sword was
turned back asif I’ d struck stone. Left my whole arm numb from the impact.

“They say only afew things can kill awerewolf, outsde of more potent sorcery. Fire, of course. Silver is
sad to bethe only metd to pierce itsmagic invulnerability. Outright physica combat can hurt one, too.
I’ve read of wolvestearing them in rare battles for leadership of apack. If you have anything silver to use
for aweapon, you might keep it near you. If the baron would only listen to me, he should cast some Silver
pointsfor arrows or spears.”

“I'll try totalk himinto it,” Breenanin answered brightly. “And I've got alittle Slver bladed dagger that |
wear for hunts. Not much of awegpon redly—just alady’ stoy—hbut I'll keep it under my pillow.”

The guard muttered anxioudly, “Hey, come on now, milady! If the baron finds you here of al people,
he' |l damn sureflay me! Cut things short!”

“I’vegot to runnow,” shetold himwistfully. “I’ll ssewhat | can do. Don’'t worry!” She ducked from the
aperture and |eft the dreary cdllar.

Kane listened to the watchdog' s snarl, and an uneasy thought recurred to him. Where had Breenanin
been during these murderous attacks? Something about her presencein that tree and the wolves
half-hearted attempts to reach her had been nagging the back of hismind for sometime.

He shook the thoughts away. Again only guesses and circumstances! Any man here could be shown



guilty by that course! Troylin, Evingalis, Tai—any of the baron’smen. And shewasbut agirl!

But wasn't the she-wolf fully as dangerous asthe mae?

X. Fangsin the Night

When thelight of the full moon shone whitely through the bars of hiswindow, Henderin knew it was
time. Mogt of the furniture of hisroom wasin shambles—smashed during hisrages. Now he rose from
the nest of litter he had collected in one corner; he assumed a crouched stance and began to shuffle
stedthily about the debris-strewn chamber, alow growl in histhroat. It was hard to think at times, but he
fixed the details of what he must do into his disordered brain. Excitement over what must happen tonight
ran riot through his senses, and he delighted in prowling around, listening for sounds of his guards,
savoring the thrift of the adventure.

All was slent. Henderin dipped to hiswindow and looked down over the courtyard below. Nothing
moved. Satisfied that none watched, Henderin pulled at the stone at the base of the window ledge,
grunting with the strain. As he knew it would, the stone tore free of its setting, for the crude mortar which
held it in place had been carefully weakened. He placed the heavy stone on the floor of the room, then
turned to the iron bars. With the stone removed, the bars set exposed in their sockets, which had been
cut into adjoining faces of the insde and outside stones of the ledge. Henderin easily worked the bars out
of their half sockets below and did them down from their upper attachment to the wall.

The way cleared, he swung onto the ledge and carefully lowered his body over the edge. Now was the
difficult part, but one which he knew he could carry out. The wall was built of rough-cut stones, whose
edgesjutted outward unevenly. Thetireless hand of the elements had eroded enough of the grainy mortar
to provide an appreciable crevice between the rough stones. These furnished a precarious hold at best,
but to one of Henderin's strength and agility it was sufficient purchase to climb down the wall and drop
into the empty courtyard. And furthermore, Henderin obeyed secret urgings beyond al denid—he could
not fal.

With abark of triumph he dropped the last few feet. It had been afaultless escape. Laughing softly,
Henderin vanished into the shadows of the courtyard. There was much yet to accomplish.

The castle dept uneasily. Degth had struck relentlessdy among itsinhabitants. Even now, when the
creature who held them al in cold letter must be securely locked and guarded, afearful doubt yet
gnawed at their hearts. But still man must have deep. So they trusted to locks and guards and Sumbered
fitfully—this pitiful remnant of the castle’ shousehold.

Andinthe slent halways, death stalked. No human eyes had seen it dip acrossthe snow strewn



courtyard and in the shadow of the gate softly draw back the bar. Only the dead eyes of Gregig the
porter—he had dept at his post afind time—watched the long, gray shapes dink through the opening in
an endlessline of red desth. No one saw asthis silent pack of blood-mad wolvesfollowed its leader
through asmall, unguarded door in the castl€ srear.

Nails clicking softly on the dusty stone, the deadly horde padded across the unfrequented storage room
and penetrated the heart of the castle.

The hounds were first to scent the presence of their natural enemies, and they greeted the pack with
fierce snarls. Thusthe men who patiently stood guard outsideHenderin’s empty chamber |ooked upon
desth.

For one startled moment they were frozen in horror as the howling wolves and their nightmare leader
raced through the hall toward them. Then they shouted the alarm and drew their swords for a desperate
last stand. The shouts of the doomed retainers added to the snarl of the lunging wave of gray fury—and
the combatant swirled in ahowling, milling melee!

Thistime the wolves faced not hel pless deegpers or unsuspecting victims. Theretainerswerewd |l armed
and mad with the hopelessness of their position. Dripping swords hewed into the onrushing ranks,
smashing through one furred devil after another. The hounds battled gamely beside their masters, equally
determined to meet death with as many of their hated enemy as possible. The stonesran dippery with
blood, asthe halls resounded with shrieks and howls of agony.

But the wolves were too many, and their avesome |eader made them invincible. In unspeakable fury the
werewolf legpt among the struggling figures and seized one of the soldiers. Ignoring the human's
desperate sword thrudts, it hurled its helpless prey against the stone floor, smashing his skull with the
impact. Already the hounds had gone down under an avaanche of dashing fangs, and the remaining
humans now fettered before the pack. Blood spurting from frightful wounds, they continued to hack
wildly at their dayers, even asthe pack pulled them down to mangled extinction.

Then the hallway was ill, but for the death throes of afew wolves. For an instant the pack stood
panting, tasting the warm salt of their victims' lifeblood. Already sounds could be heard asthe others
responded to the darm. The werewolf raised achilling howl of maddened power, then led its pack
dashing down the hdlwaysto find the rest of these terrified weaklings, whose stupid pride it wasto be
man.

Sounds of the battle above them penetrated even to the cellar room where Kane wasimprisoned. The
guards dropped their dice and listened. “What the hdll isthat!” gasped Tdi in shocked amazement. Kane
jumped to the door to see what was happening.

Someone threw open the door at the head of the stairs and shouted down, “Come on! Hurry! Wolves!
The cagtl€ sfull of wolves! Hurry or they’ Il kill usal!”

The guards rose up in panic. Snatching their wegponsthey ran up the stairsto join their ralying
comrades.

“Wait! Damn you! Wait!” Kane bellowed futilely. “ Come back and let me out of here! Come back!



Thro'elet take you al!” He shouted after the last man had disappeared up the stairs, but it was useless.
Either out of panic or distrust they had left him here. In disgust he envisioned the fight in the upper floors
of the castle and its probable end. Bitterly he pictured himsdlf sitting here helpless while the werewolf and
its pack came to finish the prisoner trapped in hiscell.

Kane strained to see the fastening of the door through thespyhole . He knew it was secured by aheavy
wooden bar, for asthey had thrown him in, be had automaticaly examined the fixtures of hiscell. Inthe
short glance he had had, it bad seemed that the iron fastenings that protruded from the stories of the wall,
and upon which the bar rested, would be the weakest point. With thisin mind he backed off acrossthe
cell, then hurled his over 300 pounds of bone and corded muscle against the unhinged side of the door.

He ricocheted painfully from the bruising impact. The door held solid. Making another attempt, he again
tried the door. It seemed to rattle dightly moreloosely. Perhapstheiron fastening was pulling away from
its setting in the stone. But the jarring crashes againgt the unyielding door were dealing him bruta
punishment. Altering his strategy, Kane launched himself in aflying kick at the spot where the bar
reached across the door to the bracket. With startling agility for hisbulk, Kane landed lightly after the
blow. He knew the fantastic power such akick could deliver when properly executed.

He lashed out again. And again. Teeth set in determination, he battered the door of his prison
relentlessy. Theiron bracket would give sometime, he was certain. But how much time was eft to him,
he could not guess.

Within her chamber Breenanin listened in terror to the fierce struggle outside her door. She had
awakened with these soundsin her ears—the shouts of the castle' s defenders and the enraged snarling of
the wolves. The deeth cries of man and beast. She tried to imagine how the battle was turning, but from
her chamber she could tdl little. And the scenes offered by her terrified imagination drove her to hysteria

On Kane' swarning she had provided herself with asilver dagger, although the weapon seemed
laughably inadequate. In addition she had tied asilver chain across the fastenings of both tier door and
the shutters of her windows. She had little faith in their efficacy, but it had been something she could do.

The fight now seemed to be moving to another quarter, for its clamor was growing dim. What could be
happening out there? she wondered. From what she had heard, evidently agreat pack of wolves had
invaded the caglle.

A sudden rattle on the stories outside one of her windows caught her attention! In abject horror
Breenanin riveted her eyes on the shutters. From without now came unmistakable sounds of something
scraping and clambering upon the ledge!

A heavy blow smote the shutters, caving them back dangeroudy! Petrified with terror, Breenanin
watched the fastenings with awful fascination. Another blow! And one more! With abrittle crack, the
lock splintered and the silver chain snapped apart!

And through the wreckage of the shutters |eapt—Henderin!

Her brother was almost unrecognizable. Hisfingers were torn and bleeding; his clothing disordered.
There was stark madnessin hisrolling eyes, and histeeth gnashed wildly. Blood ran upon hisface and
spotted his chest.

He dropped to the floor in a crouch. With abizarre blend of titter and growl, he began to stalk his
fear-sickened sster!



Breaking from the spell of dread that bound her, Breenanin uttered a soul-tearing shriek and bounded
across the room for the door. Behind her Henderin shambled, mouthing insane s obbering noises.

In panic she fumbled with the bolt of the door, pulling loose the silver chain. Gasping, she freed the bolt
and shot it back! She swung wide the door!

And looked into the face of gore-splattered nightmare!

Howling in hideous glee the werewalf lunged from the crimson tiled halway through the ggping doorway!
For the moment it had chosen to dlow its pack to fend for itself against the crumbling ranks of the

castle' sdefenders. Itsred eyes brimming with unspeakable lugt, the davering demon stretched forth its
talonsfor theterror stricken object of itsdesire.

Breenanin recoiled in absolute horror as the hulking abomination stalked across the room toward her.
Henderin was forgotten in the face of thisinhuman beast of scarlet streaked white that now crept toward
her in dreadful certainty of its prey. In amoment the werewolf had her trapped in one comer of the bed
chamber. The creature dowed, asnarl of fiendish laughter initsthroat; it clashed together the avful fangs
of itslong muzzle, savoring to the fullest the piteous terror of itsvictim. In despair Breenanin hurled an urn
at her attacker, but the werewolf disdained even to dodge, and the vessel smashed into fragments against
itshairy chest. It moved toward her confidently.

“No!” shrieked avoice that had been stripped of its humanity. “No! Y ou can’t have her! Y ou said she
would be mine!”

The werewolf halted and flung a contemptuous snarl acrossits shoulder to the frantic Henderin. The
insane youth was gnashing his teeth and jumping about in the frenzy of hisrage. Ignoring the, frothing
madman, the creature returned to the focus of its dark appetite.

In asilent blur Henderin pounced upon the werewolf’ s back! Driving his kneesinto the cregture’ s spine,
Henderin dashed it to the floor; even asthey toppled he locked his arms about its neck and dug histeeth
into the flesh of its nape. Caught off guard by the human' s strike, werewolf and madman rolled to the
floor beforeBreenanin’s feet. Henderin was a powerful man, and his strength was doubled by the surge of
hisinsane rage. Pressing his advantage, he forced the creature’ s snout into the stones, while continuing to
crush hisknessinto itsspine,

Reacting in the fury of its pain, the werewolf raked its assailant with its claws, at last securing agrip on
the human. With aburst of strength it ripped the writhing youth from its back and hurled him acrossthe
floor. Henderin landed heavily, but rolled to hisfeet in time to meet the mongter’ s charge.

For amoment they lashed punishing blows at each other, neither of them able to secure ahold on his
opponent. Then they flung themsaves together in a clawing, gnashing embrace of deadly hatred; they
struggled vicioudy for severd heartbests, and fell in atangle on thefloor. Over and over they rolled, as
each sought to remain on top.

Freed front her comer, Breenanin shook off her paraysis of fear and darted across the room for her
bed. Flight did not register with her—for the werewolf seemed inescapable. But she remembered Kane's
advice now, and in afrenzy she sought undernesth thebedd othing . Shefelt a surge of hope as her small
hand closed about the cold hilt of the silver dagger. Drawing the white, bladed weapon free, she turned
to the thrashing combatants!



Henderin had neither the strength nor the meansto presshometheinitia advantage of his sudden attack.
Only luck and his berserk strength had made it possible for him to hold out thislong. But now the
werewolf was agtride his struggling body. Locking itslong arms about its victiny' s chest, the monster
sgueezed him in a crushing embrace of death. Even astheribs cracked rottenly, its razor-like fangs tore
throughHenderin's failing guard and sank into the human’ s neck! Ultimate blackness closed upon the
youth’ s tormented mind, as human muscle and bone proved unegqud to the test. Overcome with
blood-lugt, hisdayer greedily gulped down the gushing flow from the ruined throat of itsvictim.

Seeing her chance, Breenanin rushed upon the momentarily pre-occupied werewolf. Her lithe arm raised
high; then she drove the silver blade with all the desperation of her fear and loathing into the creature' s
unprotected |eft shoulder! It sensed the danger at the last moment and tried to avoid the blow, but too
late! Only dightly off itstarget, the keen blade sheared through inhuman flesh and glanced dong the

scapulal

Had the dagger been aslong as area weapon, the stab would have been amorta wound. Instead, the
werewolf howled in unaccustomed agony and sprang to itsfeet. Only barely did Breenanin succeed in
maintaining her desperate grasp on the dagger’ s hilt, asthe werewolf wrenched itself freeinitslunge.

Its pale fur now matted with its own blood, the werewolf whirled to face its small assailant. Fury wasin
itseyes, but as Breenanin raised her dagger to strike again, something like panic also appeared. The
dread held by the creature for the silver weapon was out of al proportion to a human’s judgment. But the
inhuman mind recognized athrest to its existence—athrest that held dl the more terror because of its
unfamiliarity. Wounded and uncertain, the werewolf decided to try asafer Srategy. Snarling defianceit
gprang to the open window and leapt front the room to the courtyard thirty feet below.

Sick and shaken from her hideous orded, Breenanin dumped to the floor, moaning incoherent sobs. In
her shocked state of mind she knew only that the ravening demon had left her—beyond this she could
not understand. Weakly she dragged hersdlf to the torn corpse of her brother. She realized dimly that his
intervention had preserved her from an abominable fate, and with this came the recognition that this
importunity had cost the life of her brother.

Forgetting his madness and the crimes perpetrated under its cloak, she fell uponHenderin's mangled
body and sobbed hysterically. She did not even hear the shuttling footsteps that pushed through the
doorway behind her.

Baron Troylin staggered drunkenly into the room, his mind fogged with pain and horror. Behind him
tottered two of hisretainers, smilarly weakened front numerous wounds. Troylin seemed to regard his
shuddering daughter Without recognizing her. “All dead,” heintoned dully. “All dead but us. The
werewolf even smashed in the door where the women were hidden and let his pack loose on them.” No
one listened to Troylin, not even himsalf. Only his mind numbly recounted the events of the past haf hour.

“Wolves everywhere. Those awful bloody fangs. Snapping. Leaping at you front al sides. Onceyou're
down they just tear you to ribbons. Somehow we stopped them. Their leader |eft them. Werewolf gone
we could hold out againgt the rest. Kill the devils. So damn many though. Drove them off somehow.
Findly they stopped coming. Don't know if they’re al dead too, or just run off. But we' re dl that are
left”

He stopped his mumbling and stared dumbly at his daughter. Slowly his eyes began to focus. He saw her
stretched beside the scarlet stained body of ... Recognition dawned. Screaming an oath he raced to his
son’sside and flung his daughter away.



“Henderin!” His soul broke under the shriek of anguish. “Henderin! My son! Not you too!” He
collgpsed in the hysteriaof hisgrief.

Breenanin recovered somewhat. Her father and his men had returned. She was safe with them.
Hestantly shelaid ahand on his heaving shoulders. “Father,” she sammered.

His face snapped upward to gaze at her. In his eyesthe light of madness burned. The baron had been a
ample, graightforward man. During the nights of fear he had lived under strains unimaginableto his
worldly mind. And under the relentlessterror and daughter of thisfind battle with the wolves, he had
seen the comfortable world that he knew fal to crimson destruction. Death had brushed by him
everywhere, and now he looked upon the mutilated corpse of his son, his most bel oved possession. With
the crushing weight of grief and horror, his mind had broken.

Now he stared at his daughter’ s bloodstained nightdress. She recoiled before the soulless gaze of a
sranger. “You!” shrieked the baron shrilly. “You!” He clutched the silver dagger which Breenanin had
dropped and lurched to hisfeet. “Y ou killed him! Y ou' re the werewolf! Y ou killed them al!”

Mouthing insane curses, Troylin grasped histerrified daughter. The silver blade flashed downward! A
gasping shriek of agony. Sound of asoft form failing to the floor. White hands strained as they plucked
ineffectudly at the pain.

Stillness.

He gazed at her fallen form. Desth eased the lines of fear and pain. Below her |eft breast a spreading
crimson over her white gown, paeflesh. Red on white. Tumbling images through his mind. Red on white
over and over. Days, nights of red on white. So much red. So much white. And the end?

A harsh snarl behind him broke off his kaeidoscopic thoughts. Troylin ran to the doorway. The
werewolf had returned.

Oneretailer was aready dying, histhroat ripped open from the savage fangs that had struck without
warning. While they had stood there gaping at their master’ s madness, desth had stolen upon them from
behind. Troylin watched in the agony of disbelief asthe werewolf brushed aside the other’ s frantic sword
thrusts and crushed his neck initstaloned hands. The creature wasunkillable then!

It turned at last to the baron, scarlet fury blazing in its eyes. Unarmed, he backed away in horror, pitiful
pleas dobbering from nerveless lips. The creature advanced relentlessly, arms outstretched and alow
growl initsthroat. Something pushed against the baron’ s back. 1t was the bal cony railing! He could
retreat no farther!

With ahowl the werewolf lunged for him! It raised the screaming man high aboveits heed. Then it threw
him from the ba cony, arcing him high over the great hal. With a sickening crunch, the baron’ s body
bounced upon the stone floor, but half astep from his place at the high table.

And aslifeleaked from his smashed skull, aflash of sanity returned to the human. In that moment Baron
Troylin knew that the end to the kal eidoscope was degth.



Onefinal kick and the cell door flew open; the stubborn iron bracket had at last been torn fromits
socket. Breathing heavily from the exertion, Kane limped from the cell. Around him dl wasslent. No
wolves met hissight.

Carefully he ran up the stairsfrom the cellar and peered a ong the empty corridors. Again nothing.
Silently be dipped down the halways, heading for the main part of the castle. As he had no weapon, he
moved with extreme caution, knowing that his chances were dim should he encounter the pack. But
nothing challenged his progress, other than an occasiond cluster of dead. From the many human and wolf
carcasses he met, it was clear that within the castle had been fought avicious battle.

His keen ears caught the sound quickly, and he smiled grimly as he recognized it. Silently he followed it
to its source. He entered the gresat hall.

Evingolissat in his accustomed corner, hislong fingers once more drawing haunting notes from the lute,
The two regarded one another in the tillness of the darkened hall.

Kane broke the quiet. “ So it was you. | wasafool not to have realized it before! | had suspicions—but |
felt the same way toward too many others.”

Themingre continued to play, favoring hisleft arm dightly. “They seldom redize until it' stoo late,” he
began. “No one expects violence of aminstrel—an abino, at that. Over and over it's happened. |
prepare the trgp, and white they’ re falling one by one, the survivorsfight among themsaves with fear and
suspicion. Break down trust, and men are helpless. And no one suspectsthe mingtrdl. Alwaysit goesthat

way,”
“Always?’

“Perhaps. The pattern repeatsitsdlf. Variationsfal within the frame. Usudly it happensasit did here. |
wander into anew place, play around the area, pick up information until | find an arrangement that | can
manipulae.

“And once | succeed in isolating agroup of men into astuation that | control, my pack and | wreak our
vengeance! For itisyour race, Kane, that dared to leave its home in the trees to chalenge the
Brotherhood! Man and hiswegpons and histraitor hounds! Man who seeks to banish the Brotherhood
to the wastelandsl Man who declares his fifling cities to be civilization—a society superior to the wild
freedom of the pack!

“Perhapsthe day shdl come when man and his cities shall be destroyed by the plagues, the famines, the
wars hisidiocy perpetuates. And then shdl the Brotherhood once again run free. But until then there will
be those in your smug flock who will pay the pendty for the insolence of your race! These shdl know the
wrath of the Brotherhood!

“Hereit wasrather smple. | found out in Carrasahl that Baron Troylin owned this conveniently isolated
edate; then it wasjust amatter of discovering how to get him here. Easy enough. A spell on hisson
causes him to run berserk, a scandal results, and the baron isforced to retire. Thisway | not only could
use Henderin for a scapegoat, but under the spell | could aso control his actions. He was useful at
times—and so was old Lystric. Thefool gladly took credit for any suggestions | offered—even to bring
Henderin up here.

“So | have asizable party of humansisolated from their fellows. Next step isto cut off escape. The
storm | summoned took care of that part. | amost had you on two occasions that night, but you eluded



me each time. Then it was smply ameatter of dowly cutting down their strength until an outright attack
could destroy the remnant. My strategy should be obviousto you by now. At first | arranged for my
wolvesto split the hunt by driving asecond elk across your path, then they ambushed your half. They
should havekilled you then, but again | underestimated you.”

“Then you know who | am,” said Kane, “—and what | am.”

The minsirdl laughed softly. “Yes, | know about you—and I’ ve guessed alot more. As |’ ve wandered
I’ve cut across your trail occasionally—it seems neither of us staysin one place very long! And I've
heard agood many stories about awanderer named Kane. The old legends and sagas haven't forgotten
you ether. Even that old fool Lystric had some suspicions of the truth about you.”

He laughed again. Kane remembered the panting laughter of the wolf—soft, tonguelolling. “I even saw
you once in my youth—over acentury ago now, in old Lynortis. Y ou were scheming your way into the
court, | recall. The city was destroyed not long after that—by treachery within, the tale was.

“So your presence here had me worried after | realized who you were. But | soon found ause for you
asan added diversion. Y ou played into my handslast night inLystric’s chamber. | spared you thenin
order to make it appear asif you were the werewolf everyone so desperately feared. If they killed you as
| had intended, then you would be taken care of, and the rest would relax their vigilance. Instead they let
you live, split their strength to guard both you and Henderin, and were till careless.

“Tonight | had Henderin escape again, planning to use him for adiverson whilel let my pack insdethe
castle. Asit happened | didn’t need him for that—the guard at the gate dept until the moment Henderin
killed him. Later when | discovered Breenanin had barred her chamber with silver, | used himto bregk in
and drive her out. The fool attacked methen, and | had to kill him before | had intended. The bitch had
gpirit though! She stabbed me with alittle dagger, and | l€ft to circle around.

“Meanwhile Troylin had been able to fight off my wolvesin my absence. But | came on him outside her
room and finished them.”

Kane surveyed the destruction about him, the smashed figure on the floor. “And Breenanin?’ he asked,
wondering that he felt concern.

Evingolissnarled. “That grossfool killed her himsdf! Theidiot must have thought she wasto blamefor
al my work. Killed her with her own dagger!” Kanewinced. “ Redlly makes me furious—I had some
interesting plansfor the girl! She'sstill warm and | suppose 1 can still have some fun—but it isn't the
same aswhen her struggling heart forces hot red spurts over your muzzle!”

He laughed again, running along tongue over hislipsin memory of ungpeskable pleasures. “What's
wrong, Kane? | know you aren’t squeamish about such things. No, | think you redly felt something for
that girl. Love?Y ou don't even know what the word means! Kane—doomed with the curse of eternd
wandering—in love with amorta girl! A flower who would be faded and gone before you could even
understand! Her lifetime aday of yours By this nine you' ve surely seen this hgppen enough to
understand the absurdity of it! No, | know what it was! Sheloved you—and you were smply stunned to
receive anything other than fase love artificidly induced by your cunning manipul ations—and more often
by far, to receive only fear and hatred! And you were so moved with the novelty you tried to discover
tendernessin that stone you call your heart! Ah, Kane! Y ou’ ve crown soft headed in your dotage!”

Kane stared slently at the taunting mingtrel. In his eyesthe cold flames of death were legping.



“Yes itisararejest! And herethetwo of us stand— human shapesin ahal of death. Human in shape
only, for the humansdl lie dead! Kane—you're asfar gpart from thiscarrion in your own way asl amin
mine! Two immortals, it seems, and both of usleave only death and destruction in our wake! | wonder,
Kane! Thewretch | killed at thefirst of my storm—from beyond desth he made a prophecy that out of
the storm would come aman not man who would bring degth to dl! | wonder though—uwhich of usdid
he mean!”

Thedbino laid asde hislute, still chuckling wolfishly. “Well Kane, this has been amost interesting game.
| salute you. Y ou have led an extraordinary career, to use an absurd understatement. | admire youl.
Perhaps | understand you. And you of al men are thefirst to command my respect.

“I will deriveimmense pleasure from killing you!” He arose.

Kane had been prepared for the change, but he had not expected its abruptness. One instant the minstrel
stood laughing before him—there was a split-sccondblur, asif Kane' s eyes had momentarily gone out of
focus—then asnarling hulk of white furred death was legping for him!

That ruined one chance, cursed Kane, who had hoped to launch his attack while the creature wasin the
throes of transformation. As Evingolis hurtled toward him, Kane grasped the table which separated them,
and heaving with dl hisfantagtic strength he hurled the massive structure full againg the rushing beest. The
werewolf went under in acrashing tangle of splintering furnishings. For amoment it had to freeitself from
the wreckage; in that second’ s hesitation Kane dashed for the stairs at the end of the hall. From the
mingrd’ sstory, the silver dagger should till beimpaled inBreenanin's lifdessform, growing cold in her
chamber. Kane knew his chance of reaching it was dight, but it would be aweapon against the werewol f
if hecould get toit.

He pounded up the stairs. Howling in rage, Evingolistore clear of the wreckage and hurtled after Kane.
Kane had adight lead and he moved with al his great speed, but before be had reached the top stair his
awesome pursuer had nearly overtaken him. Snatching claws raked his boot. Kane made the top and
tried desperately to reach the door of Breenanin's room. Halfway there and he knew he would never
make it—another few steps and the werewolf would be on him!

Kane suddenly legpt into the air, pivoted inmidflight , and lashed out with his boot into the chest of the
werewolf. The power of hisblow knocked the creature backward, grunting in surprise and pain. The
dagger was beyond reach. Kane knew his only chance would beto kill his assailant with sheer physical
force. But man against demon seemed hopelesdy mismatched. Y et Kane was not an ordinary man.

AsEvingolisfettered from the surprise kick of the human, Kane hurled himsdf against the werewolf!
Driven with the brutal power of histhick legs, Kane s massive body caught Evingolis off balance and sent
him regling backward over the brink of the stairs. Wrapped in adeadly embrace, man and demon
plummeted down the long, Stairway, rolling over and over, crashing agonizingly againgt the steps and
wall! With asurge of strength Kane gained abrief contact with the spinning stairway and used the
purchase to push their fall over the edge. Splintering the railing, the locked combatants plunged off into
gpace ten feet above the stone floor under them! Kane wrenched himsdlf atop the snarling werewolf just
before they smashed onto the floor.

Theforce of thefdl flung them gpart. Evingolis sfurry body had cushioned Kane' sfdl, and herolled
away with only severe bruises from the tumble. Legping to hisfeet he faced hisenemy again. Thefal
would have crushed a human antagonist, but Evingolis appeared only to be even more enraged. Still he
seemed to be alittle stunned and staggered as he rose to meet Kane.



Once again Kane rushed the werewolf, hoping to hit him before he could recover. But the creature legpt
aside, catching Kanein aloose grip, and threw him across the floor. Kane skidded over the stones,
breaking hisfdl, and he was able to catch himsdlf just as Evingolis sprang for him. With lightning speed
Kane pulled up hislegs, and with his back on the floor he caught the lunging beast on the chest and
hurled him on over his body. The werewolf landed heavily, but was again on hisfeet with Kane.

Thetwo circled warily, watching for the other to offer an opening. Evingolis was amazed with the
human' s strength and speed—and the punishment he had taken was considerable. Painfully throbbing
and bleeding once more, the dagger wound was handicapping him. Raw fury coursed through his demon
brain. He mugt kill this human—must tear out hislife. Kane was badly battered aswell, but hishellish
blood lust wasfully aroused. No fear did he experience—only the insane desire to kill and destroy.
Silently they waited for the other to make amistake.

Evingolis simpatienceto kill his human foe spurred him to bresk the impasse. Confident in hisinhuman
strength and razor-like wegpons, the werewolf sprang! Kane knew to leap back would only leave him
exposed to thefollowup of the creature’ s attack. Again he did the unexpected. Ducking down, Kane let
his opponent’ s clutching arms pass over him; then he hurled himself at the creature’ sthroat!

Kane s powerful hands gripped the werewolf’ sfurry throat, holding those gnashing tusks away from his
graining flesh. Evingolis wrapped hislong arms about the human’ s body, striving to crush hisspinein this
deadly embrace. They rocked back and forth in the gloom of the hdll, two titanic figures straining with
unbelievable strength to overpower the other. The pressure on Kane' sribs was unbearable, but his
powerful muscles knotted to resist the awesome strength of the werewolf’s embrace. All the while Kane
tightened his strangler’ s grip about the thick throat of the demon.

Evingolis began to fed the consuming need for breath. He rdentlesdy tightened his crushing hold on
Kane strunk, trying to snap the human’s back and thereby break his stranglehold. But thewound in his
shoulder kept him from getting full use of one arm, and the werewolf had never encountered such massive
strength and endurance in a human before. He champed hisfangsfutilely, unable to roach the human;
clawing Kane' s back with his fearsome talons, he fought the need for air. He could fed ribs starting to
buckle under histightening armsg!

The pain from his back and ribs was awhite hot agony now, but Kane continued to lock his hands about
Evingolis sthroat. He knew his only chance would be to outlast his opponent, even though the awful
pressure made it amost impossibleto force ar into hisown lungs. Suddenly the werewolf loosed his
vicellike grip! Evingolismust haveair; frantically hetried to bresk Kane s grip, snapping hisdavering
fangsand ripping wildly with his clawed handd!

They fell to the floor then. Kane landed atop the werewolf, and immediately he sought to pinion the
punishing arms, whose talons now sought his face. Hunching forward on Evingolis' schest, Kane
succeeded in pinning his shoulders with hisknees. The cresture writhed in great spasms, hislimbsflailing

desperady!
Then the wild struggles of the werewolf grew wesker. Itsinhuman vitdity wasfailing under the attack of
amore powerful one. With glazing vison Evingolis stared into the cold blue eyes of Kane and recognized

the desth that flamed within. Under Kane' s deadly hands suddenly grated the dull crunch of snapping
vertebrae.

“Thusdied Abd!” hissed Kane, dowly forcing hisfingersto relax theirdesthhold .

There came that same abrupt blur over Evingolis s body, and Kane found himsdlf clutching the broken



neck of an dbino wolf.

Epilogue

It was early morning, and a solitary horse and rider stood in the snow. Searching the outbuildings, Kane
had come upon his own horse, overlooked by the wolves, and now well rested and fed. Painfully he had
saddled him and put together a pack of provisionsfor another long ride. Kane had suffered severa
cracked and bruised ribs, a ong with numerous deep gashes and scratches from the werewolf’s claws,
but he dressed his wounds aswell as he could and mounted, determined not to spend another night in the

dead cadtle.

As he watched, the flames of the burning castle rose high into the air. Another floor had fdlenin, and
soon the sone wallswould stand completely gutted. Kane had fired the structure before he left, making a
giant funera pyrefor human and wolf dike. In those flames was now being destroyed the corpse of
Evingolisaswell; the mingtrel would sing his songs and cast hiswebs no more.

Somewhere in those flames was being consumed another who would sing no more. Kane had wrapped
her in her white fur cloak and laid her gently on her bed, before setting ablaze the pyre. Perhaps
Breenanin had found peace, if death were peace. Kane could never experience either. Still he had for a
moment experienced something with her—some emotion that he had forgotten he ever had known. Even

in memory, he could not identify the sensation.

Kane shivered, suddenly redlizing how cold it was.

He urged his mount southward. The snow was thickly crusted and bore him easily. But for spots.

MISERICORDE
The close chamber smdled of stde flowersand stder love.
Tamade shook the agate phid petulantly, found it drained of her favorite scent. Crossing her

bedchamber with long-limbed strides, she ripped aside a silken curtain and tossed the phia through the
window. She drew adeep breeth. Chill mountain air puckered her bare nipples. Distantly, the phial



Smashed againgt stone.
“I' will not loveacoward,” she said to the night.

Upon her bed, Josin girred uneasily. The agate phid of scented oil had been another of his gifts. He had
givenit to her the night before he had killed her previouslover.

“I would do whatever you wish. Y ou know that.”

“Do|?" Tamadd laughed derisvely and considered her reflection in the dressing table mirror. Her glossy
black hair hung in tangled masses. She flung its coils back across her white shoulders and gathered them
at her nape with agold-chased cord. Tamade studied her eyes, as her strong fingers crushed belladonna
berries againgt an onyx mortar.

Josin arose anxioudy. He stood behind her, hiding his suddendetumescence from the mirror.

“What you ask is death.”

“What | ask isdanger. A risk. Surely noman would hide hisface and creep away on hisbelly at asmple
request from hislady?’

“Y ou ask—you demand,” Josin lowered hisvoice as he glanced at the opened window, “that | stedl the
duca crown of Harngterm from the Vareishel clan.”

“Theystoleit easily enough when milord Lond wasfool enough to lead an expedition against them.”

“ Stripping a coronet from adead man’ s bloody pate is abloody different game from stedling it from an
outlaw stronghold.”

“Y ou dwayssaidyou were the cleverest thief of al Chrosanthe.” Tamade discovered an errant eyelash,
pitilesdy pluckedit.

“Andso | am,” Josin reassured her.
“It sonly adingy old fortress,” Tamade pressured him, *an uncouth band of robbers.”

“Who have held these mountains under their command since the assassination of King Janisavion ten
yearsago,” Josin reminded her.

“Who wearsthe coronet might well clamrulership of Harnsterm,” Tamade mused. “ Our lamented duke
was dain without direct heir. It will be years before Chrosanthe has exhausted al plots and deposed all
pretenders. What the people want now is power—rather, the assurance of power, the symbols of
power. | need not remind you that my own family isone of our city’ soldest, for dl our fal from grace
during these recent civil troubles.

“With the duca crown—andan dliance with the man bold enough to wrest it from these mountain
bandits...” Tamadei applied scent to the vale of her breasts.

“The Vareishel guard their stolen treasureswell.”

“And you say that you are athief.”



“| say thet | am your lover.”

“And | say that | will not love acoward.”

Josin shrugged his capable shoulders. His mustache made a sad smile into the mirror. He had climbed
thisfar. Dare he climb farther till”? Hewas the best. Of thieves. Of lovers. Of ambitious adventurers. Of
al this, hewas certain. Againg the Vareishei”? No man had ever won out.

“Y ou shdl have this coronet,” Josin promised.

“And you shdl have my love.”

It was afortnight later.
Two ravens had been cawing at her window.

Tamade at last awoke. She climbed from her cold bed. Upon her window ledge rested a shriveled lump
of muscle

Sheknew it for her lover’s heart even before she learned that his head stood atop a pole just beyond the
wallsof Harngterm.

It was then that she sought out Kane.

|. Four Namesin Blood

“l antold,” Tamadd said to the hdf-blind lamplighter, “that for acertain amount of gold one may
procure the fulfillment of her most fanciful wishes, herein the back streets of Harnsterm.”

Thelamplighter trimmed the wick and gpplied hisflame. Closing the lozenge-shaped pane, he stepped
down from his footstool and hefted his can of oil. He stank of oil and soot, and it seemed that a chance
spark might set the old man and his tattered garments ablaze.

“There are many wishes”

“My wish isto spesk with a certain man. HisnameisKane.”



“Dead. Dead, s0 | have heard. Dead, these many years.”

Tamade counted gold coinsfrom one palm to another. Josin had once told her that the old lamplighter
knew more of the affairs of Harnsterm'’ s underworld than did its denizens.

“But then,” said the lamplighter, flipping back hiseyepatch to gloat upon theroll of gold pieces, “I might
know someone whomight know where Kanemight befound...”

Tamade permitted agold pieceto drip from her fingers. It rolled into a pile of horse dung besidethe old
man’ sfilthy boots.

“When | have spoken with Kanein my chambersin theTamara Manson,” she said, nodding toward the
decaying digtrict whereHarnsterm’ s weal th once dwdt, “you shall have five golden companionsto clink
agang thisone.”

The lamplighter grubbed for the coin as she turned away. “If you live past that téte-a-téte,” he mumbled
to his beard.

Tamade tossed her cloak to amaid and entered her private chambers. She considered the muck that
smeared her boots and decided that a bath might remove the stench of the streetsfrom her nostrils. First
though, adrink to cam her unease.

Crossing to the decanter of brandy upon the sideboard, Tamade started to pour for herself—some
indication of the urgency of her need—when she noticed that one of the matched set of crystal goblets
was missing. In vexation, she glanced about the chamber, already preparing atongue-lashing for the
servant who had not cleansed and replaced the goblet—and aworse sort of lashing if it had been
broken.

The goblet, intact and only just now emptied, was held in ahand that dmost engulfed it. Tamade
splashed brandy onto the sideboard, staring open-mouthed at the man who watched her from the
shadows of her chamber.

He was huge—it seemed incredible that she hadn’t noticed him instantly upon entering the room, until
she thought of how beasts of prey seem to merge with their surroundings. He was dressed entirely in
black, from hishigh boots and leather trousersto his close-fitting leather jacket. As he leaned against the
wall, aswordhilt protruded above hisright shoulder, showing acomplex filigree againgt the dark panels.
A closdy trimmed red beard softened the planes of abruta face, but the cold blue eyes that studied her
from the shadow made Tamad e choke back the outcry that shuddered in her throat.

“Shdl | pour?’ suggested Kane.

Regaining her composure, Tamade promised hersdlf to take pains with the servant who had failed to
inform her of Kane' s presence. “Y ou came here quickly.”

“Bad newstravels quickly.” Kane measured brandy into their goblets. Closeto her, hissize was even
more forbidding, which made the polished grace of hismovementsal the more sinigter.



“YouaeKane” Tamadea’sinflection was not questioning. “ Josin spoke of you to me. He cdled you his
friend.”

“A man of great promise—and, one would have thought, of keener judgment than to attempt to stedl
from the Vareishe clan. | drink to acomrade departed.”

“And |, toalover.” Tamade briefly touched her lipsto her goblet “I imagine you will have guessed why
| have summoned you here.”

Abovetherim of hisgoblet, Kane' s eyeswere watchful.

“Josin told me that you were the best, the very best. He said that just as he was greatest of thieves
because he stole for the thrill of it, So were you greatest of assassins because you killed men for the
mrt-”

“Andfor aprice,” Kanereminded her.

“They say that for ten marks of gold one may purchase alife from you—thelife of anyone.

Kane set aside hisgoblet. Tamade looked into his eyes, and no other answer was needed.

“| wishto purchase alife,” shesaid. “Four lives”

She unclasped akey from the belt of her gown and unlocked the iron-bound door of amassive oaken
aumbry . From within she withdrew apair of leather dmoners. Carrying onein either hand, she deposited
them upon the sideboard. Returning to theaumbry , she placed two more heavy purses beside the first
pair. The decanter and crysta gobletsvibrated in dfin criesto the sullen clink of gold coins.

“Each purse contains ten marksin golden coins. For each purse, | demand alife. When four livesare

taken these four purses shdl be yours.” Her smile chdlenged him. “Or would you think to take them from
menow?’

“I did not come hereto stedl,” Kanetold her.
“Because even ns have their code—and their pride—just asthieveslike Josin do.”
“Certainrules of the game are essentid,” Kanereplied. “ Otherwise it isn't agame. For the true adept,

wedth isnot the object. If | am offered afeeto perform certain assgnment, | will not accept that fee until

|have accomplished it. Taking afee by force—or accepting at assgnment without the certainty that it will
be carried out—would be pointless, abore.”

“Thenyouwill accept this assgnment?’

“I am bored with the ordinary, and already this problem has surpassed the ordinary. It remainsfor you
to tell me the names of the four lives you desire, and the problem shall be solved.”

“Josin oncetold methat acertain etiquetteisinvolved,” Tamade said. “1, too, believein doing things
correctly.”

Shethrust her hand into her boot-top and unshesthed athin-bladed dagger. Setting its point to her



thumb, Tamade drew abright rivulet of blood. Using the dagger as a pen, she wrote aname in blood
upon each leather amoner.

Wevnor. Ogtervor. Sitilvon. Puridli.
“TheVaraishe can.” Kane sface showed interest.

“TheVareishd clan.” Tamadd’seyeswereaspitilessasKane' s. “They killed my lover. | want their
lives”

“I’'m fascinated.” Kane's smile suggested some secret jest.

“Further,” Tamade chose her words carefully, “thereisthe matter of a certain crown that dear Josin
sought to stedl for me. Should you chance upon the ducal crown of Harnsterm after the Vareishel no
longer have need of it, | shall pay you amost generous price.”

“So beit,” Kane agreed. *Y ou have purchased four lives—and a crown. | had meant to conclude other
businessthisnight, but instead | shal give immediate atention to this problem.”

“Y ou will find me most appreciative,” promised Tamadd.

Il. Fortress of Fear

Northwest of the Southern Kingdoms, Chrosanthe was a heavily forested, mountainous region of many
amall villages, usudly stuated within the protection of an overlord' sfortress. Over the years, some of
these clustered villages had grown together into fortified cities under the genera control of thelord of the
castle, who now vied for power with the city mayors. Such acity was Harnsterm, well isolated within the
deep valleys and rocky summits of the Altanstand Mountains, but acity of wealth and power for that it
had devel oped aong the main trade routes through the mountain passes and across the frontier.

It was aland where central power was difficult to maintain, and only the strongest of kings had ever
successfully controlled the wedlthy cities and the mountain-guarded fortresses of the powerful lords.
Since the assassination of King Janisavion adecade before, Chrosanthe had known only anarchy and
civil war that threatened to endure forever. Beyond the security of city walls, Chrosanthe was alawless
wilderness, ravaged by the private armies of the powerful lords and plundered by marauding bands of
outlaws. Often the distinction was of little consequence, if it could bedrawn at al: the Vareishel werea
casein point.

It was generaly agreed that Altharn Keep had guarded the mgjor pass through the Altanstand
Mountains between Harnsterm and the frontier for centuries before Harnsterm had grown into acity.
Other legends, according to on€e' s credulity, suggested that the stone fortress had aways scowled down



from the precipice there, that its ancient walls were raised upon older walls and yet older foundations—a
monastery abandoned for uncertain reasons, atemple to aforgotten deity, a castle raised and toppled in
an age lost to history, perhaps a prehuman edifice from the ruins of Elder Earth. Whatever its history,
Altharn Keep was as not acongenia locale, and the lords of Harnsterm had not been long in shifting the
segt of their authority to anew castle, built ong the trade routes somewhat farther within the lands of
Chrosanthe, which with the passage of generations became the city of Harnsterm. Altharn Keep, of
undeniable strategic importance, had remained under the control of Harnsterm—the command of the
fortressand its garrison usualy bestowed upon lesser scions of the ruling house.

It was not a holding such as younger sons plotted murder to possess. In the settled years of King
Janisavion, no one thought it unusud that Londl, duke of Harnsterm, had given command of Altharn
Keep to abastard brother, Vareishei. Presumably Vareishe’ s excesses would have soon demanded
intervention, even had not civil war and its ensuing anarchy given Vareishe afree hand to indulge his
despotic whims. To pass beyond the Altanstand Mountains meant to pass below Altharn Keep; where
previous wardens had collected taxes and duties, Vareishei took whatever he desired. As lawlessness
gpread and caravans grew fewer, Vareishe turned his attentions to the surrounding countryside and
villages, extending his depredations to the shadow of Harngterm’ s walls. Lonal at last had led an
expedition againgt his mutinous haf-brother. Some of hisarmy returned with tales of red massacre
beneath thesombre heights; Lond never returned at dl.

Vareishe might well have clamed lordship of Harnsterm had helong survived his haf-brother. Popular
balads had it that Lonal had given Vareishe hisdesthwound that their skeletonslay |ocked together in
eterna combat upon thefield of battle. Those who claimed to have fought in the battle swore that
Vareishe had ridden away unscathed. Regardliess, Vareishel was not seen again following that battle, and
some said he had died of hiswounds, and some said lie had vanished from his chamberson astormy
moonless night. Some few hinted that his children might know the truth of Vareishe’ sfate but thiswas
never said above awhisper, and often never a second time.

For some years now Altharn Keep had been held by the Vareishel clan. They were four. Wevnor was
the oldest son, powerfully built and aman to be feared in battle. Sitilvon, the sole daughter, was of a
subtle mind, and her poisons were subtler ill. Ostervor, her younger brother, had some of Wevnor's
talents and some of Sitilvon's, and it was not wise to turn aback to him. Thefourth, Puridi, wasa
half-brother, bornto agirl Vareishel had abducted from alonely mountain cottage; Puriali wasthe only of
his bastards that Vareishei knowingly spared, and some said it was out of love for his mother and others
said it wasout of fear of her. It may have been out of fear of Puridli, for hismother had guided his
footsteps upon darker paths.

As centra power and the rule of law fast became a distant memory, much as a cancer victim dimly
recalsalife without pain, the Vareishel clan assumed absolute rule of the mountains beyond Harnsterm.
Altharn Keep was unassailable; Harnsterm dared not spare more of its own soldiersto defend its
holdings. The Vareishei demanded heavy tribute from those they spared, and those they chose not to
spare might only beg for aquick death. Wheretheir father had been ruthless, the Vareishe clan were
malevolent. The people of Harnsterm looked to their walls and prayed againgt the evil day when tribute
would not suffice.

Kane smelled death long before he came upon the caravan. The fresh mountain breeze brought the
musty scent of stale blood, the sweetness of torn flesh, and an acrid stench of burning. Moving silently



benesth the stars, Kane' s black stallion stepped from the edge of the forest and onto theweedgrown trail.
Once this had been awdl-travelled road, but that was in days when corpses did riot dangle from tree
limbsto mark the way.

As Kane passed between the rows of the dead, he heardthe sound of hoarse breathing, and paused.
One, aboy bardly into histeens, was ill dive—athough, from the blood that yet trickled from his
mutilated loins down hislegs and into the earth, he would not see the sunrise. Kane cut him down from
the limb over which they had bound him. His eyes opened as Kane stretched him out upon the trampled
ground.

“TheVareishe?” Kane asked, more to prompt than to question.

The boy answered mechanically, like someone spesking from atrance. “We thought to dip past them
under cover of darkness. They caught us a daybreak. They said they would leave us here as warning to
those who would crass their domain without paying tribute.”

“And afterward?’

“They carried away al to Altharn Keep. They took my sister.”

“Doubtlessto be held for ransom. Now, let this powder dissolve upon your tongue; it will easethe pain.”

Thefirs wasalie, and the last was not, for Kane was seldom needlesdy crud. The artery benegth his
fingertips pulsed weakly until he had counted to twenty-seven, then the heart shuddered and stopped.

Remounting, Kane resumed hisjourney to Altharn Keep. The clods of turf torn by hisstalion’s hooves
fell soundlessly, for the dead cannot hear.

Puridi absently chewed at atidbit of raw liver as he searched the girl’ sentrails. His surgery was quite
precise, for dl that his captive had continued to struggle until amoment gone. Her virgin blood made
scarlet rivulets across the polished dab of pale-pink marble.

“Thereisdanger for us”
His hdf-sgter licked her lips. “Do you actudly give credence to augury such asthis?’
“Not redly, Sitilvon,” murmured Puridi. “But know that it pleases me. And you.”

Puridi wiped his hands againgt histrouser legs, mingled red with less certain stainsits as he stayed
upward into the night skies enclosing the tower’ s summit. “Merely a supportive exercise. The stars
cannot lie. They warn of death.”

Wevnor snorted and tightened hisfist about swordhilt. Ostervor shifted hisfeet and considered hiswine
cup. The brothers were both tall and black-bearded, though Wevnor' s meaty shoulders would have
made two of Ogtervor; their sster might have been a clean-shaven twin of the younger brother. Puridi,
who somewhat favored his mother, was shorter, dighter, with a spiky shock of reddish hair and face too
pockmarked to grow afull heard. The two brothers wore lesther trousers and stainedhacquetons , having



shed their mail. Sitilvon had thrown afur cloak about her ankle-length gown, but Puriai stood
bare-chested despite the chill mountain wind.

“The stars cannot lie,” Puriai repeated.
“Another thief?” Wevnor laughed and nudged hissigter. “I hope better sport than the last.”

Ogtervor did not sharetheir mirth. “1 have heard certain reports that Josin’ s bereaved mistress has made
inquiries about Kane.”

There was no more laughter.

“Kane may well be dead,” Wevnor scoffed findly. “Nothing has been heard of Kane in years now.
Some say he'sfled the land; some say he’ sgrown old and | eft histrade.”

“And some say he' swithdrawn solely to perfect hisart,” Ostervor said.

“Whatever artsthey may be,” added Puriali.

“Doesit matter?” sneered Sitilvon. “Kane or any other foe—if they come againgt us, they die. If the stars

give uswarning, then let us heed them. Let him enter Altharn Keep, if he dares. Otherswho havetried
have scarcely outstayed then welcome.”

Puridi pointed upward. “Look.”

Asif swept over by ablack wave of mig, the stars had vanished. Only a palid sickle of moon
interrupted the absolute darkness that enclosed Altharn Keep.

[11. The Summoning

Wevnor hunched his broad shoulders and blew upon his hands. Benegth the flaring cressets, frost
sparkled upon the massive stones of themerlons . The eldest Vareishel scorned cloak or gauntlets as he

continued to pace the darkened battlements of Altharn Keep. Save the measured challenge of an unseen
sentry, the thin scuff of his boots marked tile only sound of his progress.

Altharn Keep controlled the gorge through the Altanstand M ountains from atop a high cliff, benegth
which anarrow roadway crowded passage between sheer walls of stone arid thunderous white-water
rapids. More than two-thirds of the fortresswalls rose above a breathless precipice faling severa
hundred feet onto the eroded boulders where the river pounded through its bend. Approach to Altharn
Keep's heavily fortified entrance curled adong the steep ridge that completed its perimeter. Armies had
attempted assault along this dope throughout the ages, and their bleached bones could be found



entangled in the thickets of heather and rhododendron.

No onein memory had forced the gates of Altharn Keep. Guards had aways maintained harsh vigilance
over those who were permitted to pass through its gates, and with the degpening civil chaostheir
attentions only grew lessrestrained. Josin had managed to scale tile wals with a climbing rope, but this
initial success had not repaid him. It was alway's possble—just possible—that an intruder might attempt
to enter Altharn Keep by ascending the sheer face of the escarpment and scaling the less well-guarded
battlements that crested the precipice. Over the ages afew rash fools had attempted this, and where the
river had rolled their shattered bones no one knew.

Wevnor, while he might not be hissiblings equd in guile, was never one to migudge an enemy, and he
did lot discount the tales he had heard of Kane. Thus, Wevnor permitted himsdf athin smile of
vindication when he heard the soft clink of metd againgt stone.

With surprising stedlth for aman of his bulk, Wevnorclosed upon the source of the sound: a darkened
stretch of the parapet, a hundred feet or more between sentry posts, guarding the most treacherous face
of the precipice. Only an eye dert to discover that which the mind knew must be there would have seen
it: asted grapnd lodged againgt one crendl.

“I would have expected no less of you,” Wevnor said softly, even as his broadsword swung downward
through the darkness and parted the taut cord of knotted silk. The cord sang like a snapped bowstring,
the dack grapnd fdl the parapet with atiny clatter, and the rush of the river swallowed the sounds of
whatever might have falen far below.

Wevnor sighed and straightened.
He heard again the soft scrape of metal against stone.

Wevnor turned. The sickle moon, the distant cressets, together they gave light enough to see the hulking
figurein black, idly touching thetip of his broadsword to the battlement. Eyes of the coldest blue caught
thewan light as chillingly asdid thefrog.

“Your sentry,” said Kane.
“Damnyou!” said Wevnor, and lunged.

Wevnor’sonly emotion, as Kane' s blade checked his own downward stroke, was one of rage. While
Kane sphysical presence was formidable, Wevnor was himself aman of overawing stature, and he had
never seen hisequd in swordplay. Their broadswords warred together asif the storm gods gave battle
above the clouds—flickering sudden explosons of bright sparks, shattering the night’ s stillnesswith
tearingdangour of stedl againgt stedl. Driving againgt each other, their powerful two-handed blows jarred
through muscle and bone with sunning force, dl but smashingswordhilts from nervelessfigs.

Wevnor’ s breath shook in hoarse gasps, and, as he began to listen for thedamour of onrushing
guardsmen, he knew that he felt fear. And with that knowledge, Wevnor’ s desperate parry failed by a
fraction of a second, and Kane' s blade drove into his shoulder with crushing force.

Even the best mail cannot withstand stress beyond itslimits, enough links held to save dismemberment,
but Kane' s sword bit deep into Wevnor’ s flesh with bone-shattering force. Wevnor’ s blade rang against
the parapet, even as he was driven to his knees. Numbing, sickening pain racked him, and he knew
ingtinctively that in another instant would be surcease.



Kane, however, disdained the killing blow. Weaponless, his hands reached out for Wevnor.

“Wevnor, comewith me”

Ogtervor held his breath, gradualy increasing the pressure of his shoulder against the black oak pand.
He felt his bones begin to creak in protest, then the section of wall pivoted inward, corroded hinges
rasping under their first movement in more than a century. Cobwebs hung with the dust of another’s
ancestors curtained the gperture but the darkness within welled outward with the cold breath of frosted
night beyond.

Ostervor smeared swesat from his forehead with a dusty forearm, considering the three depressed inlays
in the parquetry of the chamber’ sfloor. Reputedly haunted, the north wing of Altharn Keep had remained
untenanted throughout living memory. Ostervor, who had long ago mastered the hidden passageway's that
crept through the other sections of the fortress, congratulated himself upon his having solved thisfina
mystery. The doggerdl inscription upon the chamber’ s mantle—One for the Bold, Two for the Gold,
Three for to Hold—had seemed nonsensical to generations of inhabitants. Recent perusa of a
centuries-old journd in Altharn Kegp’'s mouldering library had provided Ogtervor the essential clue, with
itsarchaic pun onbold andhold in reference to the coat-of-arms stylized in the parquetry. Other allusions
asto the treacherous pitfals within the north wing' s secret ways had determined Ostervor to pursueits
exploration after gppropriate deliberation. However...

Ogtervor did not discount his half-brother’ s premonition of doom, no more than did he dismisshisown
spies reportsthat Josn's mistress had sought out Kane. Granting Kane a cunning dmost equal to his
own—if the lurid tales bore any credence—Ostervor hardly expected their nemesisto present his shield
at thefortress gate. Given Kane' s reputation—even alowing for the inevitable exaggerations and
embellishments—Ostervor assumed that the nwould seek to enter Altharn Keep by stedlth of the
most devious sort. The ancient citadel was honeycombed with hidden passageways, al of which (now
that the north wing had given up its secrets) were intimately known to Ogtervor. It would be afatal
underestimation of their enemy to assume that Kane would not be privy to these secret ways aswell.

Nonetheless, it quite unnerved Ostervor to discern recent footprints etched upon the passageway whose
dust should not have been disturbed in more than a century.

Ogtervor hesitated, scowling at the dampbootprints that strode boldly through the smeer of light his
candle shed. He had aready seen to the citadd’ s other hidden passages, most of which were known only
to himsdlf; ascore of deadly traps—six of hisown devisng and ingtalation—meant certain degth for any
intruder. Y et, herein this passageway whose secrets Ostervor himsdlf had only lately mastered, another
had aready gained entry.

Ogtervor touched afinger to onebootprint , recovering afragment of lichen, flakes of frost still melting
upon it. Theintruder had passed thisway only amoment before. Ostervor pulled off his boots and
unbuckled his sword. The narrow passage was no field for swordplay, and the heavy dirk that he now
drew had served him well in close quarters many times before. He placed his candle upon the floor
outside the pivoted doorway. Silently, unseen, Ostervor would follow Kane through the north wing
passages, trusting to his own fragmentary knowledge of its pitfals. Kane, obvioudy, could not attempt
their traverse in darkness, he must show alight, and then Ostervor would creep upon him from behind.



Oservor, however, had not expected tire pand to swing shut as he passed through it.

He counted dowly to fifty, his eyes pressed shut, before he moved. Other than the spectral groan of
hinge, as the doorway closed, there was no other sound. At least, he told himself, he wasn' tbacklighted
by the feeble glow of the candlein the chamber behind thewall. Kane—and Ostervor had earlier peered
into the passage for agleam of the assassin’ slight—had likely passed beyondearreach in search of a
hidden entrance to the Vareishe’ s private quarters. Ostervor withdrew afresh candle from apouch a his
belt—there was yet another, and atinderbox to strike fire—and tied aneckscarf about it for bulk. Thishe
wedged against the now-closed doorway, marking itslocation. Silently counting his paces, Ostervor felt
hisway aong the pitch-dark passageway, following the direction Kane' sfootprints had taken.

He had counted only seven paces when Ostervor’ s outthrust fingers encountered a stone wall.

Ogtervor halted before the unexpected barrier, puzzled by its presence. He knew to expect the trapdoor
paving at thirty paces, to be wary of the pivoting steps midway down the first staircase, to avoid the
spring-loaded spears just beyond the second turning—these and other deathtraps were described in the
fragmentary journals he had discovered. There was no reference to ablank wall, such as he now
confronted.

A later modification, Ostervor decided. At some point the citadel’ s master had walled off this series of
passageways. And yet, Kane' sfootprints had led thisway. It was impossible that Kane could have
passed him upon returning; therefore the n must have known of another exit from the passage. Or
had his returning footprints, no longer damp from the night beyond, left marks unnoticed at Ogtervor’s
firg glance?

Stedlthily Ostervor retraced hisway aong the passage, seeking Kane in the other direction. Ten paces
beyond the point of his entrance, Ogtervor’ s outthrust fingers encountered astonewall.

Ogtervor swore slently, beginning to know fear. Feding hisway carefully across the blank wall and
back down the passageway, his toes nudged the candle knotted within its scarf.

Theflicker of histinderbox was blinding, and his hand shook as he applied its flame to candlewick. Its
light was more than sufficient to disclose that the passageway had been walled up a ether end.

The doorway by which Ostervor had entered the passage refused to open for al his cunning attemptsto
activate its hidden mechanism, nor did the thick oaken panelsyield to hisfrantic pounding.

Ogtervor wasted most of his one remaining candle seeking some other means of egress. Kane's
bootprints , maddeningly obscured by his own footprints, somehow seemed to lead in elther direction
and into nowhere. Giving it up, Ostervor began to hew upon the oaken panels through which lie had
entered. Hislast candle gave light long enough to disclose the stedl plating sandwiched within the
pandling, but it waslittle joy to Ogtervor that he had solved the mystery of the hidden doorway’ s solidity.

In the long darkness that followed, Ostervor’ s kicking and pounding brought no more response than did
his screams. The north wing, of course, was reputedly haunted, and seldom wasit visited. In time his
shouts became a hoarse croaking, his hands raw and bleeding, his body an agonizing mass of bruises
from usdlessrushes againg the unyielding walls.

The choking dust only made histhirst come upon him the sooner, so that the torture of histhirst for some
time obscured the redization that the air in the passage was growing bad. Whatever circulation might



exig, it wasinadequate for his needs, and Ostervor was dowly suffocating insdethis crypt. He lay
motionless, conserving strength, only hisbrain furioudy at work on the problem of escape. Time became
ameaninglessinterva between useless efforts to open the door; it may bethat lie dept, for the choking
darkness gave no indication of tire hours that passed. The poisoned air now hurt hislungs worse than the
agony of his parched throat.

Rising from a hope ess stupor, Ostervor knew his strength wasfailing. He forced stale air into his chest
for onelast jagged how! of despair and flying his pain-racked body againgt the unyielding doorway.

The doorway ingtantly pivoted before hisweight, and Ostervor fell headlong into the chamber beyond.
Upon thefloor beside hisface, the candle he had placed there was il burning.

“Time, after dl,” said Kane, reaching down for him, “isonly relative.”
Ogtervor’'s hoarse breath melted the flecks of frost upon Kane' s boots.

“Ogervor, comewith me.”

Sitilvon liked to refer to the cellar chamber as her studio. Seated at her writing table, she stared
thoughtfully at the half-covered page of parchment before her. Her pen had dried again, and she absently
wet itstip with her tongue to keep it from blotting—a habit that |eft her with ablotchy sort of mustache
when she kept late hoursin her studio. She considered the now-still body of the youth strapped head
down upon an X-shaped framein the center of the chamber. Benegth his dangling head, alarge silver
bowl was nearly filled with blood-tinged vomit. Sitilvon reread her notes of earlier that evening, then
dipped her clean pen into her inkwell and concluded her notes.

“Subject 3isyoung mae of sound physique and good hedth. Force-fedvomitus concentration from
Subject 2, placed upon frame. Severe convulsions observed by second hour, increasing intensity with
total vomiting of stomach contents by third hour, decreasing soon thereafter. No observable signs of life
after fourth hour.”

Sitilvon frowned and continued to write.

“There seemslittle point in continuing this line o study. Despite common belif, it isdemongrable that a
combination of arsenic and mercuric salts does not increase in toxicity asthe poison isrecovered from
thevomitus of one victim to the next.”

“Obvioudy you were only diluting its virulence, commented Kane reading over her shoulder. “ One might
aswdl maintain that ablade grows sharper each timeit hews flesh and bone.”

Sitilvon’ s pen shook a spatter of ink upon the page, but she gave no other outward sign of disquiet.
“The poison might have absorbed certain essences of death from each victim,” she said camly.
“What? Heavy metd salts?’ Kane was derisve. “Rank superdtition.”

Sherose dowly from her chair and faced Kane, gaining considerabl e assurance from the fact the



assassin had not simply cut her throat once he had crept upon her unseen.

“I had thought | had given orders not to be disturbed. Shall | call in my guardsmen?’

“They arerather less capable of obeying you now,” Kane said.

“What do you want?’

“| should think you must know that answer.”

Sitilvon knew, but she aso knew that while they talked, she remained dive. She smoothed the folds of
her gown across her hips and faced him coolly. While she scorned to take pains with her appearance,
she knew her features were good, her figure exciting to her occasiond lovers—and Kane, after al, was
only aman.

“Y ou are no common n,” shetold him, “or you would have dain me from behind.”

“I wasinterested in your conclusionsto this experiment,” Kane said. “I had earlier amused mysdf by
reading through your journd. Truly remarkable.”

“Onewould assume an assassin would beinterested in the practicd, if not the theoretical aspects of
toxicology,” Sitilvon smiled, edging toward a credenza. “May | drink aglass of wine?’

“It would be rude to refuse you, * Kane acceded. “ The notes where you established the toxic
characteristics of each portion of the monkshood plant were particularly methodical. Forty
children—fascinaing!”

“Will you drink aglasswithme?’ Sitilvon invited.

“Thisvintage haslaninour celarssinceit waspillaged  before my father’ s day. None of its has been
ableto identify it.”

She poured two ice-clear goblets with heavy, tawny wine, and then handed one to Kane.

Kane had been watching her every movement. “The other goblet, if you please,” he said, ignoring the
one she preferred.

Sitilvon shrugged and made the exchange. “Asyou please.”

Shetook aluxuriant sip from her goblet, then noticed that Kane was till watching her, hisown wine
untasted . “I’'m sure you' Il understand if 1 exchange gobletswith you once again,” Kane smiled, giving
Sitilvon hiswine and taking hers.

“Under the circumstances, | can understand your caution.” Sitilvon returned his smile above her goblet.
She drank deeply, and Kane followed suiit.

Sitilvon drowned her laughter in the wine. Both of their glasses were poisoned, for the decanter from
which she poured was steeped with enough ditillate of the amber poppy to kill ahundred men. Sitilvon,
whose addiction to the same rare drug had established an enormous tolerance, considered this tainted
liqueur no more than a pleasant nightcap. For Kane, the deep would never be broken.



Kane drained hisgoblet. “Thisis one of the sweet white winesthat could be had from regiond vineyards
where the Southern Kingdoms border Chrosanthe,” Kane decided, “until the killing blight of a century
past destroyed the grapes there. Its precise vineyard and perhapsits exact year | might have told you,
had the wine not been so heavily laced with atincture of amber poppies.”

Sitilvon’ seyes grew wide with fear.

“The timulant | swallowed as you poured for usis quite sufficient an antidote,” Kane said gently. “ After
al, I’ ve had time enough to peruse your journa—and to partake of your sideboard. The opium of the
amber poppy is no stranger to me.”

Sitilvon redlized that her heartbeat was too rapid, too erratic, even for fear. Pain lanced through her
chest.

“When you switched gobletswith me...”
“Actudly, it wasin your inkwell,” Kane explained.

Her pulse was shaking her entire body. Sitilvon clutched at her writing table, her legs nerveless. Kane's
hands reached out for her.

“Sitilvon, comewith me.”

Puridi dipped his brush of maidens eyelashesinto the jade cup of infant’s blood and completed the fina
astrologica symbol within the pentacle€ sinner circle an instant before the last weakened cry of the
newborn. Difficult in the extreme, each step had been, but then the stakes were the highest, and Puridi
knew he was too accomplished an adept to fail. He gathered his magician’ s robes close to hisbony
knees—it would be catastrophic should one of the lines be obliterated at this hour—and stepped
carefully outside of the pentacle. Its outermogt circle of power touched the threshold of the tower
chamber’ s door and encompassed hdf the room. Puridi seated himsdlf at hisdesk in view of the only
door. A block of tarry substance with which he had formed the outer circlelay in hisfingers, and his hand
hung down only inches from a short gap that broke the outer circle. Hislips barely seemed to move ashe
crooned alow chant in an archaic tongue.

The wait waslonger than Puriai had anticipated, but in time Kane dipped past the open doorway and
stepped into the circle of the pentacle. Puriali lashed out with his dubious chalk and closed the circle.
Kane halted at the sudden movement, watching the sorcerer.

Puriai nodded a complacent greeting. “By now,” he said urbandly, “it would no doubt be facetiousto
inquire after thewd|-being of my paternd siblings.”

“Do you really want to know?" Kane asked.
“Surely you couldn’t have thought | bore them any brotherly affection. They would have rid themsdves

of melong ago had we not needed one another. The solution to the problem isthat | wasfirst to realize
the others were superfluous.”



Puridi’s smirk bespoke private jests. He watched Kane pace about the pentacle, seemingly studying its
artistry try with the detachment of the connoisseur.

“I imagine you may be curious asto why | have summoned you to me,” Puridi suggested.

Kane ceased his pacing and regarded the sorcerer attentively. “1 was awaiting a polite opportunity to
ﬂ-”

“I know everything about you, of course,” Puridi assured him with benign humor. “ Everything.”

“Evarything?

“Which isboth whyand how | summoned you here.” Puridi held up ahand to forestal protest. “No
doubt you are thinking that you were sent here to carry out the vendetta of some bereaved whore with
grandiose dreams. Y ou should have understood by now that apparent free will isonly adelusion.

“Y ou were summoned here through my own arts, Kane. | knew my half-siblings hated me, plotted as
oneto berid of me whenever it seemed that my arts were more of a danger to them than an asset. Why
not? Together we killed our father when his usefulness was outlived. But thistime theirswas the error of
judgment. | was dready too powerful to require their continued existence.”

Puriai withdrew aglittering coronet from benesth his robes and jammed it down upon his shock of red
hair. “Theduca crown of Harnsterm,” he crowed, regarding Kane through over-bright blue eyes. “Fits
rather well, don’t you agree?’

“Gold can be bent to any shape,” Kane remarked.

“Very pithy, to be sure. No doubt your unsuspected wit will provide me with much needed amusement
whileyou serve my will.”

“Y ou were about to explain...?’

“Why, | should imagineitisall obviousto you by now, Kane.” Puridi adjusted the crown. “Who else
could have murdered Wevnor and Ogtervor and lovely Sitilvon? They werefar too vigilant to give methe
chance.”

“And now?’

“And now you shall serve me. With the others dead | shal require aloya henchman—one who can lead
men into battle as expertly as he can weave politicd intrigue. For thisreason | have spared you. With you
to carry out my commands, Harnsterm is only the first step toward conquest of this strife-torn land.”

“An ambitious scheme,” Kane commented, “if not particularly origina. However, | regret that my own
immediate ass gnmentswill make such an dlianceimpossible”

“Alliance?’ Puridi laughed. “Not so. It isservitude | demand of you, Kane—a though you will find that |
am akind master to those who serve mewdl.”

Heroseto hisfeet and gestured sweepingly. “By now you will have examined the pentacle into which
you so obligingly blundered. Still believein freedom of will, Kane? | summoned you tonight, willing you to
day the others, then to come to mein my tower. Y ou are imprisoned now within the pentacle, held there



by the symbols of power that represent the innermost secrets of your existence. Y ou cannot escape the
pentacle until | set you free, Kane—and this| will do only after | have bound you to me through certain
irrevocable oaths and pacts that not even you dare break.”

Puridi savored histriumph. “Y ou see, Kane, | know that you are no common assassin and adventure,
no matter how uncommon your &hilities. | know who you are.”

The sorcerer gestured impressively. “Kane, son of Adam and born of Eve, you are within my power and
my power aone. For centuries beyond counting you have followed your accursed fate, but after this night
you shdl follow only the dictates of my will. | have seen your destiny in the Sars, and the astrologica
symbols of your nativity bind you powerless within the pentacle.”

“Most impressive,” Kane admitted. “Y our work would do credit to afar older sorcerer whose wisdom
would transcend this provincia backweater. Y ou have committed only afew mistakes, but regrettably this
isnot an art in which one learns through experience.

“In time even the stars change,” Kane explained, casualy stepping out of the pentacle, “and yours are
not the congtelations of my birth.”

Puridi shrank back againgt the tower wall, seeking it, vain for an avenue of escape.

“And it'sironic that you hadn’t known Eve was only my step-mother,” Kane continued, reaching out for
Puridi, “inasmuch as | rather suspect there's some trace of my blood in your veins.

“Puridi, comewithme”

V. Payment in Full

Tamade awoke from dreams of Josin to discover Kane seated beside her bed. It was not a pleasant
prospect, and she clutched the fur robes protectively about herslkclad shoulders. Remembering the
thin-bladed dagger sheathed just behind the headboard, she regained composure.

“What do you want, Kane?’ Her voice was surprisingly level.

“Payment. | have completed my part of our bargain.”

Tamadei turned up the wick of her bedside lamp, increasing its companionable glow to brightness that
gplit the chamber into shadows. Her figure was supple beneath the tranducent silk.

“No doubt thereis proof?’ Tamadéa’s eyeswere upon the large bag that Kane carried. Its|leather folds
seemed too flaccid to contain the evidences she expected.



Kane stonewasformal, but held neitherrancour nor scorn. “Tamadd, | give these to you in accordance
with our agreement.”

He took her hand and dropped severd bright objects onto her palm.

Tamade’sfirg thought was that they were jewel s, then she saw they were something more. They were
four oblong Sigils carved of some crysta resembling jet, approximatelythe Size of thefirgt joint of her
thumb, unusudly heavy for their size and curioudy warm to the touch. Each bore acarving upon its
flattened side, and each carved figure was different: adragon, a spider, a serpent, and a scorpion.

“I’m not certain | understand the jest, Kane. | hired you to kill the Vareishel clan, and unlessyou have
brought me their heads as proof that you have fulfilled our bargain, | insst upon awaiting news of their
deaths before | give you payment.”

She had expected protest, but Kane' s voice was patient. “Y ou did not ask meto kill the Vareishe clan;
you said you wished to purchasetheir lives. Y ou were most explicit.”

“Cometo the point of your jest, Kane.”

“Thereisno jest. Y ou made a contract to purchase four lives. | took four lives. Y ou hold them in your
hand: Wevnor, Ogervor, Sitilvon, Puridi.”

“Do you think me afool!” Tamade did closer to the hidden dagger.

Kane took the serpent-carven sigil from her hand and pressed it to her forehead. Tamade tiffened for
or amoment, then flung hersdf away with aviolent shudder.

“Thesecretisdl but lost,” Kane said, “but | assumed you understood when you agreed to our contract,
and | took from them their livesas | promised to do.”

“And what of their physical bodies?” Tamade no longer doubted.

Kane shrugged. “Lifeless carrion. Perhaps their followers were of amind to burn their bodies upon a
pyre of their stolen riches, perhapsthey left them for the ravens. Their life-force remainsimprisoned
within thesesgils”

“And what shdl | do with them?

“Whatever you wish.”

“If | amashthesgils?

“Their life-force would be released to reanimate their former flesh, such as may remain of it. However
trangent that experience might be, it cannot be a pleasant one.”

Tamade rosefrom her bed and seated herself at her dressing table. One by one she dropped each sigil
into her onyx mortar, smashing brutally downward with its pestle. The crystal's shattered under her
determined blows, suddenly disintegrating into thousands of dull granules. The sound of their shattering
waslikeacry of anguish.



When she had finished, Tamade seemed to remembered Kane' s presence, like one recalling along-ago
dream. “ And the coronet?’ she asked, coming to hersdlf.

Kane produced the crown of Harnsterm from the depths of hisbag. “The Vareishel no longer had need
of it”

Tamade snatched it from his hand and gazed into her mirror. Her eyes glowed as she adjusted the
crown upon her head.

“There remainsthe matter of payment,” Kane reminded her.
“Of course! And you shal find me more than generous.”
“I only demand payment as agreed upon. A gameis pointlessif one disregardsitsrules.”

Tamade unlocked theiron-bound door of heraumbry , as Kane held open his bag. One by one she
drew them out: four bulging leather dmoners, aname written in blood upon each heavy purse. One by
one they disappeared into the black depths of Kane's bag.

“I have kept these forty marks of gold in readiness for you, as promised,” Tamade explained. “I ingst
on paying you full valuefor thiscrown aswell. However, | don't have enough gold on hand to make fair
payment. Tomorrow evening, when you cal upon me. | shal have obtained the full payment you have
earned.”

Tamadei judged that by that time she could obtain haf a dozen sufficiently competent and considerably
less expensve assassinsto liein wait for Kane.

“The crownisyoursto keep,” Kane said unexpectedly. “1 rather think Josin would have wanted you to
haveit.”

He pointed toward the depths of theaumbry . “If you will just pull out the fasenailheads immediatdy
above and below the middie shelf at the left, that will release the lock on the false bottom. Hand me as
payment what you find within, and this mogt interesting assignment will be completed.”

Tamadei bit her lip in anger, wondering how Kane could know of theaumbry’s secret compartment. But
he was not as clever as he thought, for the fal se bottom concealed nothing of real value—it wasluck that
Kane had not learned of the hidden space beneath the hearth.

To her surprise, her fingers closed upon athick leather purse. In wonder she dragged it out. It was afat
amoner, heavy with gold, just the same asthe other four. Tamade gaped &t it, turning it about in her
hands.

Therewas aname written in blood: Tamadel.

She remembered the thin-bladed dagger beside her bed, then saw that it was now held in Kane' s hand.

“Josin knew you were sending him to amost certain death,” Kanetold her, stepping near. “ Josin came
to me before he set out, and we made a contract.”



THE OTHER ONE

Thereisadory, soitistold, of certain bandits who took shelter benegth atree, and as the darkness and
the storm closed over them, they gathered about their fire and said to their leader: “ Tell usatae, to pass
the night hoursin thislonely place;” and their leader spoke to them: “Once certain bandits took shelter
benesth atree, and as the darkness and the storm closed over them, they gathered about their fire and
sadtother leader: “Tell usatde, to passthe night hoursin thislondy place; ‘and their leader spoketo
them: ‘ Once certain banditstook shelter beneath atree...””

Blacker againgt the darkening sky, the thousand-armed branches of the huge banyan swayed and
soughed before the winds of the storm. Tentative spats of rain struck the barren stones beyond their
shelter—dtreaking like the ranging shots of massed archers from the lowering thunderheads that marched
toward them from across the desolate plain beyond.

Someone got afire going. Y dlow flames crackled and spat as the damp twigs caught; grey smoke
crawled through the roof of banyan limbsto be whipped away by the winds. There were more than ten
of them about the fire—outlaws and renegades whose dirty mail and mismatched matched weapons
showed the proof of hard and bloody service.

Another hundred of them might have gathered benesth the banyan, pressed between its pillared maze of
limbs and roots. The tree had spread its limbs and stabbed downward its roots, growing upward and
outward for imperturbable centuries. Behind—along thetrail the outlaws had followed—Iay unbroken
miles of tropica forest. Beyond—toward which their path led—siretched amiles-wide plain of utter
desolation. Beneath the grey curtain of the gpproaching storm, could be glimpsed thewalls of forest that
enclosed the farther perimeters of the plain.

Acrossthe jungle-girded plain, new forest crept through where a century before had been carefully tilled
fields, crawled over flattened stones and heaps of broken rubble where once had reared a grest city. Of
the city, no walls or towers remained; so utter was its destruction that scarcely one stone yet stood upon
itsbase. It was an expanse of tota annihilation—awasteland of toppled stone and fire-scarred rubble.
After more than a century, only scrub and vine and secondary forest had invaded the ruin. More than
another century would pass before the last mound of shattered wall would vanish benesth the conquering
forest.

They gathered about their fire, laying aside their well-worn gear, pulling out such asthey had to make
their evening meal. Three days march, or maybe four—and their leader promised them more plunder than
they in might carry. Thisnight the prospects did not bring the usua chatter of anticipation. Uneasily, the
men watched the closing storm, gloomily considered the plain of ruins beside which they were camped.
For these were the ruins of Andaar the Accurst, and no man cared to linger in this place.



“The greatest city of theland,” one of them murmured pensively. “ Nothing now but broken stone and
rotted bone. Not even pickings to tempt a vulture there now.”

“Oncethere was pickings asrich asyou’ d dare dream,” another commented. “ Anddar wasthe
proudest city inthewould.”

“And the gods destroyed Anddar for its pride,” athird intoned, with less scorn than had he spoken in
another place than this. “Or so I’ ve heard.”

“I’ve heard anumber of tales” the first bandit argued. “ No one seemsto remember anymore.”
“I remember,” their leader murmured.
“Do you indeed know the tale of the doom that cameto this city? Pray, tell usthetae.”

Their leader laughed, as at a bitter jest, and began.

The news of the death of Andaar’ sking came as no great surprise to Kane. Luisteren VII was late into
his eighth decade. Nor was the news—at firss—any tragic blow to Kane; for he had taken certain
measuresto insure that Andaar’ s ruler would never enter his ninth decade. Kane, as Lord Minister of
Anddar, waswedl known to be agreat favorite of the senile king' s haf-witted heir, and, athough it was
lesswdll known, the king’ s youngest wife, Haeen, was agrest favorite of Kane.

Asthefirg shrill rumors of Luisteren’simpending desth sped through the paace, and the funerd
trumpets of the priests of Inglarn howled atocsin throughout the twilit streets of the city, Kane smiled,
filled his golden chdlice and drank a silent toast to the memory of the departed. The king' s death had
falen several months earlier than his plans called for. Perhaps he should have administered the powders
more conservatively, or possibly the aged despot’ s heart had simply choked in its dusty blood.
Whatever, Luisteren V1| was dead. Kane' s position was secure. When the king’ s favorite son mounted
the throne as Middosron 111, the new king would be only too content for Kane to manage the affairs of
Anddar as he pleased.

Kane finished the brandy, leaned his massive body back in his chair, and reflected upon the past yesr. It
had been a heady rise to power, even by Kane' s standards—but then, Andalar had been a prize ripe for
the picking, and it mattered little to Kane that his course had been so formularized asto be tediousto
him.

As captain of aband of mercenaries, Kane had entered Andalar’ s service not quite ayear before.
Successin battle had brought him to the king' s attention, and hisriseto generd of the city-gate’ sarmies
had quickly followed. Anddar’ s border wars victorioudy concluded, Kane used the king' sfavor to
advanceto high officein theroyal court. A judicious prescription of certain esoteric eixirsknown to
Kane restored the aged king' s vigor and virility, assuring Kan€e sinfluence over Luisteren. After that, it
was only amatter of cunning statecraft: after Kane's chief rivals were exposed (by Kane) to be
conspiring againgt the king, Kane' sriseto Lord Minister of the city-state was asinevitable asthe king's
imminent decease,



Whileit was hardly anove stuation for Kane, he did fed a certain pride of accomplishment in that never
before had an outlander risen so fast or so far in Anddar’ s power structure. Andalar was the oldest and
grandest of the scattered city-states that held suzerainty over thisjungle-locked region, and if a
pronounced obsession with traditions and a decided xenophobia accompanied that proud heritage, so
had an inca culable fortune accumulated in the royd coffers over the centuries. Kane was anusing himsglf
with idle schemes asto the use he would make of Andaar’ s bounty, when Haeen dashed into his
chambers.

Luisteren’ syoungest wife had not aquarter of her royal husband’ s years. Haeen was dender, closeto
Kane' ssx feet of height—but neither boyish nor coltish. Her figure was as precisely formed asthat of a
marble goddess, and she moved with a dancer’ s poise—for she had once been adancer in the temple of
Inglarn. She had the rare combination of bright green eyes and hair of luminous black. At the moment her
long hair was disordered, her dfin features bleak with despair. Kane wondered at her tears, for Hagen
had shown no such evidence of wifely devotion during their own clandestine trysts.

“You know?’ she said, coming to hisarmsin aswirl of slks.

Kanewondered at the lifelessness of her tone. There was no need for such convention in his private
chambers. “I wastold he had lapsed deeper into stupor about dawn. When the priests started their
damned caterwaul amoment ago, | drank to your widowhood.”

Haeen made a choking sound beneath Kane' sred beard, wrapped her arms about his barrel chest. “1f
only he could have withstood thislast fever. We might have had so many more nights from which to stedl
an hour of ecstasy.”

Kanelaughed urbandy. “Well, of course propriety will dictate ajudiciousinterva of mourning, but
after...”

She stopped hislaugh with her kiss. “ One last embrace, beoved! They will be coming for usin another

“What are you talking about?’ Kane began, suddenly aware that her despair was al too redl.
But dready they had come for them.

Gaudy in their flame-hued cloaks, the priests of Inglarn filed into Kan€e' s private chambers. Their faces
were palid beneath sooty ritud designs of mourning; their expressions were unreadable as they regarded
thepair.

“Come, O Beloved of the King,” intoned their leader. “Y our master summons you to dwell with him
now in the Palace of Inglarn in the Paradise of the Chosen.”

“I left ordersthat | was not to be disturbed,” Kane snarled, groping for understanding. His personal
bodyguard—all handpicked men—should have thrown these fools from his threshold, given darm had
Kane' s secret designs miscarried. But aglance beyond the doorway showed Kane' s soldierscamly
withdrawing from their sations.

The contempt in his tone cut through the sonorous phrases of the high priest. “Y ou are an outlander,
Lord Kane. Y ou hold high office such as no stranger before has been entrusted. Y et, outlander that you
are, thereremainsthefina and highest duty that you must perform to your master.”



Kane had newly cometo thisland, had only a sketchy impression of itsinnumerable laws and traditions.
If they suspected poison, why had come priestsinstead of armed guards?

“What isthis, Haeen?”’

“Don’'t you know?’ Haeentold him dully. It isthe Law of Inglarn. When theking of Anddar is
summoned into Paradise, his household and his chief counselors must accompany him. Thusthey will
continue to serve their master in the Palace of Inglarn, and the new king will begin hisholy reign untainted
by the ties that the departed king had established.”

“Of course,” Kane agreed blandly, while behind hisimpassve face his thoughts were chaotic. His
knowledge of thistradition-bound land wasincomplete. Inglarn was purely aloca deity, and Kane had
not troubled to learn the secrets of his cult. Luisteren V11 had ascended the throne as a child, more than
seventy years before. In his concern with court intrigue, Kane had not delved overmuch into events
beyond the memory of dmost everyonein the city.

“Comewith usnow to thetemple of Inglarn,” the high priest invited. His two fellows produced the ritud
fettersof gold. “Thisnight youwill pay afind earthly court to your master upon his pyre. On the morrow
you will passthrough the flameto join him in the Blessed Palace of Inglarn.”

“Of course,” Kane smiled. Savefor the priests, the hallway beyond his quarters was for the moment
deserted. One does not intrude upon asacred ritual.

The high priest’ s neck snapped with a sound no louder than his gasp of surprise. Kane flung his corpse
asdeascardessy asachild discards adoll, and his open fist made letha impact with the neck of the
second priest, even as the man stood goggle-eyed in disbdlief. Thethird priest spun for the open
doorway, sucking breath to shout; Kane caught him with an easy bound, and sted-like fingers stifled
outcry and life.

Haeen raised her voice in ashrill scream of horror.

It was not atime for reason. Kane's blow rocked her head back with amost killing force. Pausing only
to strap hisword across his back, Kane bundled the unconscious girl | in hiscloak and fled likea
shadow from the paace.

Darkness, and theinitia chaos as news of the king' s deeth stunned the city, made possible Kane's
escape. That, and the fact that Kan€e' s sacrilege was so unthinkable that the tradition-bound folk of
Anddar at first could not react to so monstrous a crime.

Kane made the city gates before Haeen had fully recovered consciousness, and before knowledge of his
outrage had derted the confused guard at the wall. He would have ridden beyond Andaar’ sbourne
before pursuit could be organized, but forest trails are treacherous in the night, and while Kane might see
in the darkness, his horse could not.

Kane swore and sent his crippled horse stumbling off into the darkness. Thefasetrail might throw off
pursuit for long enough to let him make good his escape. Haeen ill seemed to be in shock—either from
hisfist or from his sacrilege—but she followed him slently as Kane struck out on foot.



They waked for atimelessinterva through clutching darkness—Kane holding his paceto
Haeen's—until at last ataint of greyness began to erode the starlessroof of trees.

There was muffled thunder of water somewhere ahead of them, and abreath of cold mist. Inthe
greyness of false dawn, they crept toward the rim of agorge. Kane dowed his pace, uncertain how to
reach theriver below. He had campaigned along the borders of the city-state’ s holdings, and had afair
ideaasto hisbearings, athough he did not recognize thisvicinity of the forest.

Haeen huddled miserably on aboulder, watching as Kane prowled about along the mist-lapped
escarpment.

“WEel find away down onceit’sdaylight,” hetold her. “ There srapids aong here, but if we follow the
river farther down, it flows smoothly enough to float araft. We' Il lash some drift together and float
beyond Andalar’ s borders before the fool s can guess where to search for us.”

“Kane, Kane,” Haeen moaned hopelesdy. “Y ou can’t escape. Y ou don’t even know what sin'you
propose. Kane, thisiswrong!”

He gave her an impatient scowl that—in the haf-light—she could only sense from histone. “Haeen, |
have not lived thislong to end my lifein some priestly ritud. Let the fools burn the living with the dead, as
tradition demands. Y ou and | will laugh together in landswhere Anddar isareadm unknown.”

“Kane.” She shook her midnight mane. “Y ou don't understand. Y ou' re an outsider. Y oucan'’t
understand.”

“I understand that your customs and sacred laws are sham and empty mummery. And | understand that
| loveyou. And you love me.”

“Oh, Kane.” Haeen' sface was tortured. *Y ou scorn our laws. Y ou scorn our gods. But this youmust
understand.”

“Haeen, if you redly want to die for the greater glory of a husband whose senile touch you loathed...”
“Kane!” Her cry tore across his sneer. “Thisis evil!”

“Soisadultery in some socia structures,” Kane laughed, trying to break her mood.

“Will youligento me! What you mock isapart of me.”

“Of course.”

“Anddar isthe oldest city in theworld.”

“One of thewedthiest, I'll grant you—Dbut far from the oldest.”

“Kane! How can | make you understand, when VVon only mock me!”

“I’'m sorry. Please go on.” Kane thought he could see a path that might lead downward, but the mist was
too thick to be sure.



“Andaar was built by Inglarn in the dawn of theworld.” She seemed to recite acatechism.

“And Andalar worships Inglarn to thisday,” Kane prompted her. It was not uncommon to find local
deities worshipped as the supreme god in isolated regions such asthis.

“When Inglarn departed in a Fountain of Flame to the Paradise Beyond the Sun,” Haeen recited, * he | eft
aportion of his sacred firein the flesh of the kings of Andalar.”

Kane had heard portions of the legend. But he had long since lost interest in the innumerable variations
of the solar myth.

“Therefore,” Haeen continued, “the persona household of each king of Andaar is sacred unto the fire of
Inglarn. And when the Fire Made Fesh of the king transcends the Flesh and must return to the Fire of
Inglarn, then so must al of those who are apart of the king' s Radiance enter with their king into the Fire,
to be reborn in the Paradise of the Chosen.”

“There must be away down to theriver not far from here,” Kane mused doud. “It might be best if |
seek it out by myself, then come back for you.”

“Kane, will you ligten! Thisisthesnyou have committed! Y ou have defied the Sacred Law of Inglarn.
Y ou have sought to escape the fate that Inglarn has ordained for you. And the Law decreesthat, should
any of theking's household so blaspheme Inglarn asto flee from their holy duty to their king and their
god, then shdl Inglarn come back from the fire—return to utterly destroy Anddar and dl its people!”

Kane sensed her agony, listened to her anguished phrases, tried to make himsdlf understand. But Kane
was aman who defied all gods, who knew no reverence to any god or law. And he knew that they must
make good their escape within the next few hours, or be encircled by their frantic pursuers.

“I have heard such legendsin ahundred lands,” hetold her carefully. But he now understood that the
people of Andalar would spare no effort t to capture them for the pyre.

“But thisismy land.”
“No longer. I'll take you to athousand more.”
“Only hold mefor thismoment.”

And Kane took Haeen then, on the moss-robed boulders of the gorge—while the river rumbled beneath
them, arid the skiestattered with grey above them. And Haeen cried out her joy to the dying stars, and
Kanefor an ingant forgot the loneliness of immortality.

And after, Kane unbound their spent bodies, and kissed her. “Wait here until | return. You're
safe—they’ll need full light to find our trail. Beforethen I'll have found a path down to theriver. We Il see
thelast of Andalar’ s borders and its mad customs before another dawn.”

And she kissed him, and murmured.



It was late morning before Kane findly discovered a path into the gorge that he was confident Haeen
could traverse. They could follow the river for a space—throwing off pursuit—until he could fashion a
raft to carry them beyond Andalar’ sterritories. While this avenue of escape was by no means as certain
as Kane had given Haeen to believe, Kane knew their chances were better than even. Cautiousy Kane
retraced his steps to the boulders where he had hidden her.

At first Kanetried to tell himsdlf that he had missed hislandmarks, but then he found the message Haeen
had scratched onto the boul der.

“I cannot let my city be destroyed through my sin. Go your own way, Kane. Y ou are an outsider, and
Inglarn will forgive”

Kane uttered awordless snarl of pain, and turned his baeful gaze toward Andaar.
Kanefollowed her trail, recklessly, hoping that some fool might chalenge his course, praying for a
mount. He found where Haeen had met their pursuers, and where their horses turned to gallop back to

Anddar.

But by the time he limped to within sight of the wdls of Andaar, thefunerd pyre of King Luisteren VI
and al his household had blackened the skies...

The skieswere black with night and the lowering storm, astheir leader concluded histale. Rain sought
them through the massed banyan limbs, hissed into the fire. They looked upon the ruins of Andalar the
Accurg, and shivered from more than the rain.

“But the legend then was true?’ one bandit asked their leader. “ Did Inglarn destroy the city because of
the sacrilege the outlander had committed?’

“No. Theirgod spared their city,” Kanetold him bitterly. “Butl returned with an army of ahundred
thousand. And | spared not asoul, nor |eft one stone standing, in al of Anddar.”

SING A LAST SONG OF VALDESE



|. The Girl Beneath the Oak

“Reverencel Hold up amoment!” The burly priest drew reinin aswirl of autumn leaves. Calloused
fingerstouched the plain hilt of the sword strgpped to his saddle as hiscowled head bent in the direction
of her call.

Raven-black hair twining in the autumn wind, the girl stepped out from the gnarled oaks that shouldered
the mountain trail. Bright black eyes smiled up a him from her wide-browed, strong-boned face. Her
mouth waswide aswell, and smiled.

“Y ou ride fast this evening reverence.”

“Because the shadows grow deeper, and | have agood way to ride to reach the inn ahead.” Hisvoice
was impatient.

“There san inn not more than amile from here.” She swayed closer, and he saw how her full figure
swelled againgt her long-skirted dress.

The priest followed her gesture. Just ahead thetrail forked, the left winding dongside the mountain river
the right cutting along the base of the ridge. While the river road bore sgns of regular travel, the other trail
showed an aspect of disuse. Toward thisthe girl was pointing.

“That trail leadstoward Rader,” hetold her, shifting in hissaddle. “My businessisin Carrasahl.

“Besides,” headded “I wastold the inn near the fork of the road had |ong been abandoned. Few have
causeto travel to Rader since the wool fair was shifted south to Enseljos.”

“Theold inn haslately been reopened.”

“That may be. But my path liesto Carrasahl.”

She pouted. “I was hoping you might carry me with you to the inn yonder.”

“Climb up and I'll take you to the inn on the Carrasahl road.”

“But my path liesto Rader.”

The priest shrugged thick shoulders beneath his cassock. “Then you' d best be going.”

“But reverence,” her voice pleaded. “1t will be dark long before | reach theinn, and I'm afraid to walk
thistrall a night. Won’'t you take me there on your horse? It won't take you far from your way, and you
can lodge the night therejust aswell.”

Shadows were lengthening, merging into dusk aong the foot of theridges. The declining sun shed only a

dustyrubrous haze across the hilltops, highlighting tall hardwoods aready fired by autumn’ stouch.
Stregked with migt, the valeys beyond were swallowed in twilight.



Night was fast overtaking him, therider saw. He recalled the warnings of villagers miles behind, who for
his blessing had given him food and sour wine. They had answered his questions concerning the road
ahead, then warned him to keep to thetrail if night caught him and on no account make camp by himself.
The priest had not been certain whether they warned him of robbers or some darker threat.

His horse slamped impatiently.
“I could make it worth your while to ride out of your way.”

About to ride off, he glanced back down at her. Her smile was impish. Hidden by the cowl, hisface
could not be read.

She touched theties of her embroidered bodice. “1 would see that you had amost pleasant stay at
Vdd's Cove Inn, reverence.” Therewaswitchery in her voice. The bodice |oosened, parted across her
breasts.

“Though | can’'t seeyour face, | can seethere’saman beneath that priest’ s cassock. Would you like to
enjoy amountain flower tonight? Y ou'll remember her sweetness when you grow old in some musty
temple”

Her breasts were firm and well shaped. Againgt their whiteness the tan flesh of her nipples matched the
color of the swirling oak leaves.

Whatever hisinterest in her, the priest carried gold beneath hisrobe. The girl’ s eagernessto draw him
onto alittle-frequented trail aroused deep suspicion.

“The lure of wanton flesh is nothing to a priest of Thoem,” heintoned,

“Then bugger yourself!” she spat, and lunged with a shrill scream for hishorse' sface. Sharp claws raked
blood across his nose.

Already nervous, the horse screamed and reared. Caught by surprise, the priest lost his stirrups.
Cassock flgpping about his limbs, he scrambled for balance, then was thrown from the terrified mount.
Hefdl heavily, somehow landing half on hisfeet, and cursed as his ankle turned under him.

The rearing horse bolted down thetrail, took the right fork toward Rader, and disappeared. With
mocking laughter, the girl ran &fter.

Limping badly, the priest sumbled after her, cursing with blasphemous invective. But the darkness
quickly swallowed the flash of her whitelegs, though her laughter taunted him invisbly ill.

[1. Thelnn by the Side of the Road



Thelights of theinn were smoky yellow through the thick, leaded panes. The night winds caught the
smoke and smell of horses, drove it down the road to Rader, so that the priest came upontheinn all at
once.

He noted the many horsestethered in the outlying stables. There were anumber of travellers at theinn
tonight, and it seemed lesslikely that the girl meant to lead him into atrap. Or had her confederateslainin
wait dong thetrail, probably they were content to steal his horse and gear. The priest swore angrily,
decided he had been too suspicious.

His ankle stabbed with pain, but at least it bore hisweight. His boots had probably prevented worse
injury. He damned the voluminous grey cassock asit flapped about histrousered legs. It wasdlitted front
and back from ankle tomidthigh , and while that enabled him to straddle ahorse, he blamed the clumsy
garment for hisfall.

The two-storey square log structure was awelcome sight. The autumn night grew chill; mist flowed like
waves acrosstheridges. A night spent in the open would be uncomfortable at best. Worse, he bad been
warned of danger, and his sword was strapped to his saddle somewhere in the darkened hills.

A dgn hung over thedoor:VVad's Cove Inn. The carving seemed of recent work, the priest noted as he
climbed up to the door. The latch was not out, though the hour was not late, Hearing voices within, he
knocked loudly.

He was about to knock athird time, when the door was opened. Light and voices and the smell of
warmth spilled out into the night.

A narrow, beardless face frowned out at him from the half-open doorway. “Who... what do you
want... reverence?’ Hisvoice wasthin and nervous, and he spoke in half-whisper.

“Food and lodging,” the priest tumbled impatiently. “Thisisaninn, | believe. The priest’ shuge fist
checked him. “Are you afool? Whereisthe innkegper?’ he demanded, suspicious at the man’s show of
anxious confusion.

“I'm master here,” the other snapped in annoyance. “I’ m sorry, reverence. I’ ve no more room, and
you'll haveto—"

“Look, damn you!” The priest’s bulk shouldered onto the threshold. “My horse threw me, and I’ ve
hobbled for miles aready to get here. Now I’ll have food and lodging if it's no more than floor space
near thefirel”

The skeletd innkeeper did not quail before the bigger man. His narrow jaw clamped in anger; he
clenched his black-gloved hands.

“What isthis, man?’ demanded avoice fromwithin. “Do | hear you denying lodging to a brother servant
of Thoem! What manner of innkeeper are you?’

Theinnkeeper sarted, then cringed effusively. “Forgive me, eminence. | only meant that my
accommodations were not sufficient for one of hisreverence s—"

“Lethimin, youidiot! Turn away apriest of Thoem, would you! | seeit’ strue how sadly you mountain



folk have falen inyour respect for thetrue god! Let himin, do you hear?’

The priest pushed past the suddenly solicitous innkeeper. “ Thank you, eminence. The manners of these
folk are pitigble”

Therewere severd peoplein the common room of the inn. Seated aone at one of severa small tables
was atal, thin man whose scarlet cassock identified him as an abbot in the priesthood of Thoem. Like
the priet, hisface was hidden by thecowled garment. He waved to the other man with afinely groomed,
blue-veined hand.

“Comejoin me by thefire and have somewine” heinvited. “I see you're limping somewhat. Did | hear
you say your horse threw you? That’ s bad luck. Our host must send his servants out to find it. Are you

bedly hurt?’
“Thoem saved me from serious harm, eminence, though I d rather not walk another mile on it tonight.”

“I’'m certain. More wine, innkeeper! And hurry with that roast! Would you starve your guests? Sit down
here, please. Have we met? | am Pasdo, on my way in the service of Thoem to take charge of the abbey
at Rader.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Eminent Pasd0.” The priest touched hands as he seated himsdlf. “I am
Cdligratis, journeying in the service of Thoem to Carrasahl. I’ ve heard the abbey a Rader hasfdlento
the Dudigsin these evil times.”

The abbot scowled. “ Certain rumors have reached usin the South. Word that there are certain rebel
priestsin the northern provinces who would contend that Thoem and Vaul are but dua expressions of the
same deity. No doubt these heretics consider it prudent to dign themselves with the god of these northern
barbarians, now that the empire driftsinto civil war.”

The priest poured wine and drank hunched forward so that his lips were hidden in the shadow of his
cowl. “I have heard such attemptsto vindicate the Dudist heresy. It may bethat our errands are the
same, Eminent Pasdo.”

“Well, Revered Cdligratis, that doesn’t surprise me. I’ d sensed immediately that there was a presence
about you that argued for more than the smple priest. But I'll not intrude further on one whose misson
requiresthat hetravel incognito. But tell me, though, how would you ded with the Duaists?’

“By the prescribed formulafor any heresy. They should dl suffer impalement, their bodies|eft for night
beasts and carrion birds.”

The abbot clapped him on the shoulder. “ Splendid, Revered Cdligtratis! We are of one accord! It
pleases me to know that those who believe unswervingly in Thoem' s sacred precepts have not al passed
from the priesthood! | foresee a pleasant evening of theological discusson.”

“Come, revered gentlemen, don’t judge too harshly. After dl, thereis precedent for Duaisminthe
history of your priesthood.”

A short, stocky gentleman with afine grey beard looked gravely at the priests. He straightened from the
firewhere he had stooped to light his pipe. A silver medallion embossed with auniversity sed depended
from achain about histhick neck.



“Precedent?’ the abbot snapped.

The short man nodded through a puff of smoke. “Yes. | refer to the dogma formalized under the reign of
King Habros| that Thro’ elet and Tloluvin are but dud identities of the evil principle. No onein the days
of the monarchy considered such doctrine hereticd, dthough ancient beliefs plainly ascribe separate
identities to thesedemonlords .”

The abbot paused to consider. “ Aninteresting point,” he conceded grudgingly, “dthough the manifold
embodiments of evil are certainly acknowledged by our doctrine. Nonetheless, your argument does not
hold in thisinstance, for thereis but one true cosmic principle of good, whom true believersworship as

Thoem. May | inquire, Sr... 7"

The grey-bearded gentleman blew smokein aflourish. “1 am Claesna, of the Imperid University a
Chrosanthe. Y our proposa of theologica debate caught my ear, eminence. The prospect of intelligent
discussion promises sdvation from what | had previoudy feared would be adull eveningina
back-woods tavern. May | join you?’

“Claesna?’ The abbot’ stonewas surprise. “Yes, |I've beard agreat ded of you, Sit. Pleasejoin usl Why
doesascholar of your high renown pass through these disma mountains?’

Claesnasmiled acknowledgment. “1’m headed for Rader mysdlf, actudly. I’ ve heard of certain
inscriptions on what are said to be prehuman ruins near there. If so, I'd like to copy them for study and
comparison with othersthat I’ ve seen.”

“Soit’ struethat you plan to supplementNentai’ slnterpretation of Elder Glyphics 7’ suggested the
grey-cowledpriest.

Claesnalifted abushy eyebrow. “ Supplant, not supplement, Revered Caligtratis. Well, | seeyou are an
extraordinarily wel-informed man yoursdf. Thisdoes promiseto be anilluminating evening.”

“Oh, please, learned gentlemen,” mimicked asneering voice from the corner. “Don’t bore us dl to death
with such learned discussions.”

“Shut up, Hef!” A gruff voice cut him off. “You'll find a neater death than boredom when we get to
Rader!”

The other made an obscene reply. An open fist dapped on flesh, then sounded the clash of chains,
subdued cursing.

“Ranvyas, you son of a pox-eaten whore, you busted that tooth half out of my head. Takes gutsfor a
pissant bounty hunter like you to bust aman al chained up.”

“Y ou had an even chance before the chainswent on, Hef,” growled Ranvyas. “ And you won't need that
tooth once | get you to Rader.”

“WEe |l see, Ranvyas. Oh, we' |l see, won't we? There was other smart bastards all set to count their
bounty money, but ain’'t one of them lived to touch acoin of it.”

Claesnaindicated the two men in the near corner. One was atall, lantern-jawed swordsman with
iron-grey hair who wore the green tunic of aranger. The other, his prisoner, was awiry man with pinched
face and stained ydlow heard, whose blue eyes seemed startlingly innocent for one weighed down with



wrigt and legirons.

“That's Mad Hef over there, whose black fame ought to be known even to you, revered sirs. Looks
harmless enough, though | doubt al the prayers of your priesthood could cleanse his soul of the deeds
he' s committed here in the mountains. They were talking about it before you camein. Theranger findly
tracked him to the cave where helaired, and if he succeeds where so many other brave men havefailed,
the public executioner a Rader is due for a strenuous afternoon.”

From the rooms above came the echoing moan of awoman in agony.

The priest started from his chair, then halted haf-crouched when none of the room’ s other occupants
seemed to pay heed.

Againthe cry of pain ripped through thepandled halway above, down the narrow log stairway. A door
dammed at the foot of the stairs, muffled the outcry.

Two othertravelers exchanged glances. One, grotesquely fat, shrugged and continued to devour an
apple pastry. His smdler companion shuddered and buried his chinlessface in his hands.

“Pray Thoem, make her stop!” he moaned.

The fat man wiped his dobbery lips and reached for another pastry. “Drink more wine, Dordron. Good
for the nerves”

Pasd0’'shand pulled at the priest’ sarm. “Don’'t be darmed, Revered Cdligratis. The merchant’ s young
wifeisgiving birth upstairs. No one thought to mention it. Asyou see, the father isuntroubled. Only his
brother seems abit shaken.”

“Thefat blobisahdf-wit!” sneered Claesna. “I judge hismind is rotten with pox. | pity hiswife, poor
child. If our host hadn’t sent aserving girl to stay with her, these swine would certainly have left her to
labor done”

“The mystery of birth,” quoted the abbot, “where painisjoyful duty.”

Now the innkeeper moved among them, setting before each guest awooden trencher and loaf of black
bread. Behind him walked a swarthy, bristle-bearded dwarf, the first servant the priest had noted in the
inn. His squat, powerful arms carried agreet platter of roast meat, which be presented to each guest that
he might serve himself as he desired. The fat merchant growled impatiently when the dwarf halted first
before the abbot and his two table companions.

“Please, Jarcodl” hisbrother begged. “Don’t offend these revered sirgl”

Hef giggled. “Don’t egt it al now! Save anice hefty bone for poor toothless Hef!”

From overhead the screams, distant through the thick boards, sounded now at closer intervals.

Theinnkeeper smiled nervoudy and wrung his black-gloved hands. “1'll bring out more wine, Bodger,”
hetold the dwarf. “Bring out your mandolin and play for them.”

The dwarf grinned and scuttled into the back rooms. He cavorted out again in amoment, wearing a
flop-brim bat with afeather and carrying a black-stained mandolin. His strangely pointed fingers struck



the strings like dagger tips, and he began to caper about the room, singing comic baladsin abullfrog
voice.

The moans from upgtairs continued monotonoudy, and soon thetravellers forgot to listen to them, or to
notice when they ceased.

[11. Do Y ou Know the Song of Vadese?’

“Then, just asthe hunter spun around at the sound, the werewolf |egped down from the roof of his
cabin! He clawed for the silver dagger at his belt, but the sheath was empty! Too late he remembered the
old man’swarning! And as he died, he saw that the beast at his throat had the sun-colored eyes of his
wifel”

Claesnaleaned back againgt his chair and blew smoke at the listeners circled about thefire.

“Bravol” squedled Jarcos, the fat merchant. “ Oh, that was go, good! Do you mean that the werewolf
wasredly hiswife, then?’

Claesnadid not deign to reply, instead nodded acceptance of the others applause.

The med was a scattering of picked bones and cheese rinds. The autumn night tightened its chill around
theinn, whereingde thetravelers shared the companionship of wine and awarm fire. The hour grew late,
but no one yet sought hisbed. Pulling chairsin arough circle about the glowing hearth, they had listened
to the ballads of Bodger the dwarf, and as the night wore on someone had suggested that each tell a
story.

“The mountains of Halbrosn seem haunted with al manner of inhuman fiends,” Dordron remarked with a
shiver. “Jarcos, why did you insst we make this journey to Rader?Y ou know the wool market there has
been dead for years.”

“My astrologer agreed thiswas awise venture. Let me worry about our business, little brother.” Jarcos
contrived to shape hisralls of chinsinto aresolute expression.

“Not only ‘inhuman fiends' to watch for,” Ranvyas commented, jerking agnarled thumb toward his
prisoner. “Up until two days ago there was Mad Hef here. Thoem knows how many poortravdlers he's
waylaid and murdered. Had afavoritetrick of crawling out onto the road al covered with blood and
moaning he was one of MadHef’ s victims. Too damn many good-hearted folks|eft their bonesin the
rocksfor the miceto nest in. And I’ d as soon forget if | could some of the things| seen back in that cave
wherehewaslaired.”

Hef snickered and shook his chains againgt the post. “ Got aspecid niche for your skull there, Ranvyas



dear. Old man like you should' ve brought help along, ’ stead of trying to sneak after meall done. You're
just too brave for your—"

Ranvyasraised hisfist; Hef broke off in an angry mutter.
“There have been human monstersin these mountains worse than this carrion-egter,” the abbot said.
“Oh? Do you know thisregion, eminence?’ asked the innkeeper, who had joined them &t thefire.

“Only from my learning. | dare say that the old provinces of the Habros kings have figured so
prominently in our history and literature that al of us know sometae of their mountains—though we are
al srangershere”

He glanced around at the others. “ Perhaps you observed the stone ruins that crest the ridge along the
gap ahead. Quite triking againgt the sunset, | thought. That was the fortress from which Kane held these
mountainsin thrall for ahundred years. He ruled the land with abloody fist, exacted tribute from al who
passed through, fought back every expedition led against him. Some say he had made a pact with the
forces of evil by which they granted him eternd youth and victory in return for the innocent blood he
sacrificed each dark of the moon.

“For awhile he aided Habros-Serrantho in the imperid wars, but even the great emperor sickened of
Kane' s depravity and finally used the combined armies of the new empireto pull the tyrant’ s citadel
down on hishead. They say hisevil ghost hauntsthe ruinsto thisday.”

“A tde somewhat garbled by popular superdtition,” Claesnaremarked. “ Actudly the legend of Kane has
far darker implications. Hisname, | have observed, resppearsin al agesand dl lands. The literature of
the occult recurrently dludesto him. In fact, thereisan ancient compendium of prehuman glyphics that
Kaneissaid to have authored. If it exists, I’ d give afortuneto read it.”

“A rather long-lived villain, thisKane,” said Pasdodrily .

“Some occult authors contend that Kane was one of the first true men, damned to eternal wandering for
some dark act of rebellion against mankind' s crestor.”

“I doubt Thoem would have damned a blasphemer to immortality,” scoffed the abbot. “Doubtless his
legend apped sto certain evil typeswho take his name for their own.”

“Then they stedl his physical appearance, aswell,” Claesna countered. “Legend describes him asaman
of powerful build, seemingly awarrior in his prime years. Hishair isred and heisleft-handed.”

“So are many others.”

“But hiseyes are hismark. The eyes of Kane are blue, and in them glows the mad gaze of aruthless
killer. No man may look into Kane' s eyes and not know him.”

Ranvyas sarted. “ There stak of an assassin who's behind these murdersthat are pushing the empire
into civil war. Said to be an outlander brought in by Eypurin to remove those who oppose hisfalse claim
to the throne. His name is reportedly Kane, and whét little isknown of him answersto your description.
DidthisKanedieinthefal of hiscitadd ?’

Pasdo looked startled. “Why, of course... | suppose. Y es, he must have. That was centuries ago, man!”



“I had been warned againgt staying the night in the open,” suggested the priest. “While nothing definite
was sad, | can seethat these mountains have more sinister legends than the road has turns.”

“That's 0, Revered Cdlidratis,” affirmed the ranger, running ahand over his short-cropped hair. “You
say you lost your horse on thetrail? Lucky for youyou didn’'t meet Vadese while you was limping dong
inthedark.”

“Vadese?

“A lamia, reverence,” explained theinnkeeper. “A most beautiful spectre, Vadese is—and most
malevolent. Legend says she haunts the mountain trails a night. Enticestravelers into her asams and leaves
them bloodl ess benesth the moon.”

Suddenly it had grown very quiet. Leavesrustled againgt the frosted windowpanes.

The innkeeper sensed the unease of his guests. “Had you not heard that legend, gentlemen? But |
forget—you' re strangers here, dl of you. Still | thought you must have heard her song. Do you know the
Song of Vadese?' He raised ablack-gloved hand. “ Come out, Bodger. Sing Vadese' s song for our
gueds”

The dwarf scuttled out of the shadow with his mandolin. Bowing to his audience, he began to sing, his
voice comic no longer.

In the dark hills of Halbros' land,
There dwelled alovely maid—
The brightest flower, the rarest jewd,

Shonedull in Vadese' shand.

Her father’ sinn stood beside the road,
Great was hiswedlth of gold—
But the choicest treasure of the land,

Wasthe heart of fair Vadese.

Then came brash suitors to her door,
Six bright and bold young men—

Said they bad come to win the hand,



Of themaiden called Valdese.

“Srs” shesad, “don’t think me crud,
For | love another youth—
He must be gone for seven long years,

To study in ahidden schoal.”

And when shetold them the suitors laughed,
“Oh, your beauty isnot for him—
Choose instead from one of our band,

And not somewizard’ sfool.”

Then came her lover inacloak of grey,
Returning from the hidden school—
Said, “I’ ve been gone these seven long years,

Now I've comefor thelove of Vadese”

“Oh no,” sworethe suitorsin jealousy,
“You'll not stedl our prize’—
And with crud knivesthey took hislife,

And the heart of Vadese after.

Now Vadeseliesin the cold, cold ground,
And her spirit hauntsthese hills—

But her lover was sworn in the Grey Lord’' sname,



To serve seven times seven years.

“That' sterrifying!” breathed Dordron, when the dwarf stopped singing. “ So uncanny an ending, that last
versel”

“Perhapsthe last verse hasn't been written,” the innkeeper suggested. “Bodger, see how thingsare
updtairs. It sgrown strangely quiet up there.”

“Wall, a least we servants of Thoem have nothing to fear from lamiag!” muttered the abbot stoutly. “ Do
we not, Revered Cdlligratis?’

“To be certain, eminence,” the priest assured him. “ Thoem protects his servantsfrom al creatures of
evil.”

Pasd o suddenly drew a crystal-hilted dagger from the folds of his cassock. “ And for added protectionin
these shadow-haunted hills| carry with methis sacred blade. It was shaped from star-meta by priests
long dead, and the runes on its blade give it power over evil’ sfoul servants.” He did not add that he had
stolen the blade from the abbey vaullts.

“Seven yearsin ahidden school,” mused the priest. “ That can only mean onething.”

Claesnanodded. “He was apprenticed to the cult of the Seven Nameless—and sworn to the Grey
Lord.”

“Thoem grant that we someday see the extinction of that black cult of devil worshippers!” growled
Pasdo.

“The cult isfar older than your own rdligion,” Claesnainformed him. “ And it isn’t devil worship, grictly

speeking.”
“Wadll, they’ re devilsthey worship!” Jarcos said dhrilly.

“No. The Seven Nameless are elder gods. Or * protogods,” more accurately, sncethey exist beyond the
ordered universe of good and evil forces. Their realm is one of timeless chaos, alimbo of unformed
creation and ultimate dissolution—opposite forces that somehow exist Smultaneoudy.”

Claesnapreened hisbeard. “ Their entireworship is structured on the energy of opposing systems. Little
isknown of the cult, sinceits devotees worship in secret. New initiates must Sudy seven yearsina
“hidden school’ to master the secret powers of the cult; then each is sworn to one of the Seven for the
space of forty-nine years. The names of the Seven are secret, for should theuninitiate utter them he would
evoke the god without having power over him. A rather hideousfate, it's said. Korjonos was sworn to
the Grey Lord, who isthe most feared of the Seven.”

“Korjonos? Was that the young wizard' sname?’ the priest inquired.

Claesnabit hispipestem testily. “Yes, | believe so. After al, the ballad was based on true events.
Happened a century ago, | believe.”

“Not at dl,” corrected the innkeeper. “Not quite fifty years ago. And very near here.”



“Indeed?’ Dordron’ s voice was strained.
“Infact, at thisvery inn.”
The eyes of thetravellers bored back into their host’ s smiling face.

“Why, yes. But | forgot you gentlemen are strangers here. Would you like to know the story behind
Vadesg ssong?’

No one spoke. Hewent on asif there were no tension in the room.

“Vadese and Korjonos were childhood lovers. She was the daughter of one of therichest menin
Halbrosn, while hewas the son of aservant at hisinn. They were both barely past ten when Korjonos
was orphaned. Penniless, be left the inn to study at a hidden school and vowed to return for her in seven
years, with the wedlth and power that hiswisdom would bring him.

“Vddese waited for him. But there were others. Six coarse young louts from the settlements close by.
They lusted for her beauty, and more for the gold she would inherit. VVadese would not have them, but
they argued and waited, for the time was near when Korjonos had promised to return.

“And after seven years he did return. To their brutish anger, Vadese' slove for the young wizard had not
diminished with time. They were married that night at her father’ sinn.

“But hate was black in the hearts of her rgjected suitors, and they drank long into the night.”
A log burst gpart in ashower of sparks, cast light over the circle of nervous faces.

“The guests were gone; her father they dew with the few otherswho were there. They took hisgold,
and they dragged the lovers from their wedding chamber.

“They hung Korjonos between two trees. Vadese they threw to the ground.
“*Hell not curse us,” said one, and they cut out histongue.

“ *He Il not cast pdllsagaingt us,” said another; and they cut off his hands.

“ *Nor seek to follow after us,” and they cut off hisfedt.

“Then they cut away his manhood and told her, ‘He snot fit to lie with.’
“And they cut away hisface and told her, ‘He snot fit to look at.’

“But they spared him his eyes so that he might watch what they did to her, and they spared him hisears
s0 liemight listen to her screams.

“When they werefinished... shedied. Korjonosthey left hanging. Then they divided the gold and fled,
each choosing a separate path to follow. And while theinfamy of their deed shamed the land, not one of
them was ever punished.”

“Korjonos?’ asked the priest



“Did not die. He was sworn to the Grey Lord for seven times seven years, and death could not claim
him. Hisfamiliar demon cut him down and carried him away. And the rage of the sorcerer waited years
upon painful yearsfor fitting vengeance to transpire.”

A chair crashed as Claesnaleaped to hisfeet. “Gods! Don’t you see? It’ s been near fifty years, and our
faces and names were otherwise! But | thought severa of your faces seemed familiar to me! Don't deny

it! It sno coincidencethat al six of us have returned to thisinn tonight! Sorcery has drawn us here! But
who...?’

Theinnkeeper smiled in secret mirth astheir startled voices shouted in protest. He crossed over toin
front of thefire. Still smiling, he peded off the black gloves.

And they saw what manner of hands were grafted to hiswrists.
With these hands he dug at the flesh of hisface.

The smiling lips peded away with the rest, and they saw thenoseless horror that had been aface, saw
the black reptilian tongue that |ashed between broken teeth.

They sat frozen in shock. The dwarf entered unnoticed, atiny corpsein hishairy hands.

“Stillborn, master,” he snickered, holding by its heds the blue-skinned infant. “ Strangled by her cord,
and the mother died giving forth.” He stepped into the center of their circle.

Then the chill of the autumn night bore down upon them, achill greater than that of any naturd darkness.
“Seven yearstime seven,” hissed Korjonos. “So long have | plotted for this. I’ ve shaped your lives from
the day of your crime, et you fatten like cattle, let you live for the day when you would pay as no man

has ever paid!

“Cdlligretis,” hecalled asde, “thisisn't for you! | don’'t know how you came here, but go now if you still

Faces st in fear, they stared at the wizard. Invisible bonds held them in their places about the circle.

Korjonos chanted and gestured. “Holy man, evil man. Wise man, fool. Brave man, coward. Six corners
of the heptagon, and |, adead man who lives, make the seventh. Contradicting opposites that invoke the
chaos lords—and the final paradox isthe focus of the spell: an innocent soul who has never lived, a
damned soul who can never diel

“Seven times seven years have passed, and when the Grey Lord comesfor me, you six shdl follow into
hisrem!”

Suddenly Ranvyas sprang to life. “The dagger!”
The abbot stared dumbly, then fumbled at his cassock. He seemed to move at a dreamlike pace.
Hissing in rage, Korjonos rushed into the incantation.

Pasdo clumsily extended the dagger, but the ranger was faster.



Tearing the dagger from Pasd 0’ strembling fingers, he hurled it at the grinning dwarf.

Bodger shrieked and dropped the stillborn infant. Reeking smoke boiled from his chest where the crystal
hilt protruded He redled, seemed to sag inward upon himsdlf, like a collapsing coat of mail. Then there
was only acharred greasy smear, apile of filthy clothes—and ahairy spider that scurried away to vanish

through achink inthewall.
“Wdl done, Ranvyasl” Claesnagasped shakily. “ Y ou' ve dain hisfamiliar, and the spell is shattered!”

He sneered a the wizard. “Unless, of course, you' ve another * damned soul who cannot di€’ who can
complete your incantation.”

Korjonos sbowed shoulderssgndled his defest.
“Let’'sget out of here!” blubbered Jarcos. His brother was weeping mindlessly.

“Not until we day thewizard,” growled Ranvyas.

“And set mefree,” Hef advised. “I don't think you' |l want meto tell them in Rader about my five old
comrades.”

“Thoem! It'scold!” chattered Pasdo. “ And what’ swrong with thelight in here?’

The priest brokeinto their circle and bent over the pile of seared clothing. They thought he meant to
retrieve the enchanted dagger, but when he straightened he held the tillborn child in hisleft hand.

His cowl fell back. They saw hisred hair.

They saw hiseyes.

“Kane!l” screamed Clagsna

Korjonos shouted out syllables that formed another name.

Handswent for futileswordhilts , but aready the room was heavy with the sweet dust stench of ancient
decay.

At the doorway behind them the bolt snapped with rust; boards rotted and sagged, crumbled into
powdery dissolution. They stared in dread understanding. On the threshold stood atall figurein atattered

cloak of grey.
Kaneturned hisface.

And the Grey Lord lifted his mask.

Kane shook the darkness from his mind. He started to come to his feet, then amost fell because he



aready stood.

He was standing in the gutted interior of alog building. The floor overhead had collapsed, as had the
roof, and he could see gtarsin the night sky. Small trees snagged up through the rotting debris. Theinn
had been abandoned for many years.

The air was musty with decay. He ssumbled for the doorway, thought he heard the snap of dry bones
be-neath his boots. Outside he breathed raggedly and glanced again at the sky.

The mist crawled in wild patterns across the stars. And Kane saw awraithlike figure of grey, his cloak
flapping in the night winds. Behind him seemed to follow seven more wraiths, dragging their feet asif they
would not follow.

Then another phantom. A girl inalong dress, racing after. She caught the seventh follower by the hand.
Strained, then drew him away. The Grey Lord and those who must follow vanished into the night skies.
Thegirl and her lover fell back in an embrace—then mdlted as oneinto the mist.

Kane' s horse was waiting outside the ruined inn. Kane was not surprised, for he had recognized the girl
inthe mist. His hed s touched the horse’ sflanks, and Kane vanished into the mist aswell.

RAVEN'SEYRIE

Prologue

The child awoke at the sound of her own scream. A thin scream, imbued with the fever that parched her
throat. And till a scream tight with the terror of her dream. 1ts echo hung on the bare-timbered walls of
her narrow room as she bolted from her damp pillow.

Her fever-bright eyes stared wide with fear asthey darted about the room’ s shadowy corners. But the
phantoms of her nightmare, if nightmare it was, had receded. Klesst brushed the clinging tendrils of red
hair from her moist forehead and sat up.

Through the greenish bull’ s-eye glass of her lattice window she could see the declining sun, impaled upon
the reddened fangs of the mountains. The |ate autumn night would close quickly, and the darkness of her
nightmare would surround her. And thiswas the night when the Demonlord walked the earth. ..

Shivering despite her heightened temperature, Klesst dropped back againgt the straw mattress.



“Mother!” she cdled plaintively, wondering why her outcry had not brought someoneto her side.

“Mother!” she called again. She longed to call Greshha' s name, but remembered that the stout serving
woman had been sent away from theinnfor the night. Greshha had not wanted to leave her. Not when
shewas sick, not on the night of her birthday. Not onthis night. It was crud of her mother to send her
away, Greshhawhom she looked upon as her nurse. Smiling Greshha, Greshha of warm hands and soft
bosom. Not hard and cold like Mother.

Greshhawould have answered her cry. It was cruel of Mother to ignore her like this.

“What isit, Klesst?’ Mother’ sfrown regarded her warily from the doorway. She had heard no footsteps
on the thick boards of the long hallway. Mother moved so silently dways.

“I’'mthirsty, Mother. My throat feels so hot. Please bring me some water.”

How pretty Motherwas... Her long black hair brushed down the sides of her face, clasped at her nape,
and let fal over her shoulder and down her left breast. Under her shawl, her straight shoulders rose bare
from her wide-necked blouse of bleached mudin, full-deeved and gathered at her wrists. Her narrow
waist was cinched by awide belt of dark leather, crisscrossed with scarlet cord. Her skirt of brown wool
fel inwide pleatsto low on her caves, and her small feet were shad in buskins of soft leether. Klesst
wore gold circlets pierced through each earlobe—just like M other—but Greshha had helped her sew
bits of embroidery on her garments, while Mother’ s were unadorned.

Her mother crossed the tiny room with her quick stride. She caught up the crockery pitcher from the
stand beside Klesst’ s bed, then frowned asit doshed. “ There' swater here, Klesst. Why can't you get
your own drink?’

Klesst hoped she had not triggered her mother’ s cold anger. Not when loneliness shadowed her room,
and the night was closing over theinn. “The pitcher is so heavy, and my armsfed so weak and shaky.
Please, Mother. Give me some water.”

Silently her mother poured water into Klesst' s cup and placed the blue glazed mug in her hands.
Greshhawould have held it to her lips, supported her head with her strong arm...

Klesst drank thirdtily, gripping the cup with both her hands—surprisingly long-fingered for achild's
hands. Her great blue eyes watched her mother over the brim, searching her face for anger, impatience.
Mother’ sface wasimpassive.

The child sfebrilelips sucked noidly at the last swallow of water, and her mother took the empty cup
from her fingers. Shereturned it to its place beside the pitcher, then turned to go.

“Please, Mother!” Klesst spoke quickly. “My head—it burns so. Could you place something cool on my
head?’

Her mother laid her thin hand over the girl’ sbrow. Yes, that was so cold...
“I had the bad dreams again, Mother,” whispered Klesst, hoping her mother would not leave.
“You have afever ill. Fever brings bad dreams.”

“It wasthat same nightmare.”



Mother’seyeswere wary. “What nightmare, Klesst?’

Would sheget angry? Might she stay beside her if she knew her fear? Klesst dreaded the thought of
being donein the darkness.

“It was the dog again, Mother. The great black hound.”

Her mother drew back and folded her long arms under her high breasts. “ A great black hound?’ she
sad. “Do you mean awolf?’

“A giant hound, Mother. Bigger than the bear hounds, bigger than awolf. | think he’ seven bigger than a
bear. And he' sblack, al black, even his chops and histongue. Just hisfangs are white. And his
eyes—they burn likefire. He wants me, Mother. In my dream | see him hunting dong theridgesin the
migt, sniffing the night windsfor my scent, And | can’t run, but he kegps hunting closer—until he's
snuffling up to the inn. Then he seesme, and hiseyes glow red and freeze me so | can't scream, and his
jawsyawn open and | see smoke cutting from hisfangs...”

“Hush! It'sonly abad dream!” Her mother’ s voice was strained.

Klesst shuddered asthe memory of her fear crept back again, and she wished Greshha were here to
hold her. “And | can see something e se walking theridges. There saman, dl in black with agreet black
cloak that flaps behind him. A man who hunts with the black hound. I can’t see him clear because the
night hides him—but | know | musin’t look at hisfacel”

“Stopit!”

The child gasped and looked wonderingly at her mother.

“Taking about it will only make you have the bad dream again,” her mother explained tensdly.

Klesst decided not to mention the other strange man who walked through her nightmare. “Why are they
hunting for me?” she asked in afrightened whisper.Dared she ask Mother to stay with her? Sheagain
glanced to seeif shewere angry,

Her mother’ s face was shadowed, her lipstight and pale. She spoke in awhisper, asif thinking aloud.
“ Sometimes when your soul is o torn with pain and hatred. ... it can burn you out inside, o your spirit
can never fed anything else... and you can think thoughtsthat are different, turn to paths that you
wouldn’t... before. And later maybe your soul isburned out and cold. .. But thefire of your hatred
smoulders and waits... And you know there's abad moon rising—but there’ s no way to hold it back.”

A gust of wind rattled dry leaves againgt the panes. Outs de the lattice window, night was striding over
the autumna ridges.

I. Ridges of Autumn

“How ishe?’



Braddeyas shrugged. “Alive, | think, but that’s about al. He' Il be dead by morning if we don't stop
soon.”

Weed spat sourly and nudged his horse aongsde the wounded man’ s mount. The man sumped over his
horse' s neck was huge, but his thick muscled frame was now nerveless, and only the ropeswhich held
him to his saddle kept him from toppling to the mountain trail.

Knotting hisfingersin the thick red hair, Weed lifted his head. “Kane! Can you hear me?’

The blood-smeared face was dack and pale, the eyes hidden under half-closed lids. Hislips moved
slently, but Weed could not tell whether there was recognition.

“Then again, he may not last the night even if we do stop somewhere,” Braddeyas commented. “Fever’s
gettingworse, I'd say.”

“Kane!”
No response.

“He' sbeen out of it Sncethefever setin,” Braddeyaswent on. “And he'slost alot of blood—still losing
some.” Absently he scratched the dirty bandages that bound his own hairy forearm. Signs of recent and
desperate combat marked each man of their small band.

“I don't liketo stop,” frowned Weed, assuming Kane' s leadership. “They'retoo closeon usto risk it.”

Braddeyas drew his cloak tighter about his narrow shoulders. “Kanewon't last till morning unlesswe
re.”

“Peddiswon'’t push on through these mountains tonight,” offered Darros, who had ridden back to join
them. “Why won't be?’ Weed demanded. “He must know we re only hours ahead of him. The bastard’s
probably counting his bounty money right now!”

The dark-bearded crossbowman shook his head decisively. “Then he' Il be counting it besde aroaring
fire. Y ou won't find nobody riding these trailstonight. Not with thismoon. A man will risk hislifefor gold
maybe, but not his soul.”

Weed glanced toward the rising moon in sudden awareness. The long-limbed bandit was from the idand
Pdlin, and not anative of Lartroxia. Nonetheless, years of raiding aong the continent’ s hinterlands had
made him familiar with the tales and legends of the Myceum Mountains. He looked at the red moon of
autumn and remembered.

“The Demonlord’ sMoon,” he whispered.

“Pleddiswill have to make camp,” Darros asserted. “His men won't ride past nightfal. He' |l have to wait
for dawn before he takes up our trail again.”

“We canrisk ahdlt, then,” Weed surmised.

“We ve no choice,” commented Darros, hisjaw set.



The two remaining members of their band, tall Frassos and crop-eared Seth, proclaimed agreement by
ther grimfaced slence.

“By the red moon of autumn, the Demonlord bunts;
His black hound beside him, lie seeks along the ridges,

Hunting blood for demonhound, soulsfor Demonlord...”

“Shut up, Braddeyas!” growled Weed, hisragged nervesoverstrung by the cregping sense of fear.

“Weain't going to make camp aong thetral, arewe?” mumbled Seth uneasily. “Kane' sjust dead
weight, and that’ sonly five of usto wait through the night.”

“Any other ideas?’ demanded Weed. “Night's coming on fast.”

Kane s head did not lift from where he dumped against hishorse’ s neck, but his voice durred thickly:
“Raven’sEyrie”

“What' d he say?’ Weed asked.

“Raven’sEyrie,” answered Braddeyas, bending close to Kane. He held water to their leader’ s cracked
lips, then shook his head. “ Still unconscious. Like he's saving up what strength he has. I’ ve seen him do
thisbefore”

“Any ideawhat be meant?’

“Raven’sEyrieisan inn not far, maybe two milesfrom here,” explained Darros, who knew the region
well. “It overlooks the River Cotras and the road that runs along the river gorge. Used to be amajor
caravanseral, before Kaneraided it years back. They never rebuilt the place, and my guessisit’sdl in
ruins now.”

Weed nodded. “Y eah, | remember Kane talking about that raid. Must have been about eight years
back, because it happened just before | joined Kane.”

“l wasthere,” stated Braddeyas with crusty pride. He had raided these mountains even before Kane had
cometo them ten years before. His hair was grey-streaked and thinning now, which said something about
the man, for the mountain outlaws seldom died in bed.

All too true for the others of Kane's once powerful band—men cut to pieces by mercenary swords
when Pleddis encircled their camp. This handful had dashed their way through histrap, but three days of
desperate flight <till found the free-captain close on their hedls. Nor was he likely to quit their trail. The
Combinecities of Lartroxia s coastal plain had set a high bounty on Kane, and Pleddis meant to claimiit.

“If itswdlsare standing, theinn will give us shelter until dawn,” Frassos pointed out. He coughed thinly,
wincing as pain shot through cracked ribs.



“Y ou know the way, Darros, then lead usthere,” Weed decided. “Daylight’ s just about gone.”

“Itisthat,” someone muttered.

Night was closing over the mountains on great raven’ swings. Shadow lay deep benegth the blue-grey
pines and frost-firedhardwoods which shouldered over the narrow trail. Darkness hungrily swallowed the
valleys and hollows that spread out below them—pools of gloom from which waves of mist roseto storm
the wooded dopes and poor over the limestone ridges.

A battered, gut-weary handful of hunted men—ruthless, half-wild outlaws hounded by killersas
remorsaless as themselves. Shivering in their dirt and blood-caked bandages, they rode onin grim
determination, thoughts numb to pain and fear—al though both phantoms rode bes de them—intent on
nothing more than the deadly necessity of flight. FHight from the hired bounty killerswho followed dmost
on the sound of their hoofbests.

They were well mounted; their gear was chosen from the plunder of uncounted raids. But now their
horses ssumbled with fatigue, their gear was worn and travel -stained, their weapons notched and dulled
from hard fighting. They werethelast. Thelast on thisside of Hell of those who had ridden behind Kane,
asfeared and daring an outlaw pack as had ever roamed the Myceum Mountains.

No more would they set upontravellers dong the lonely mountain passes, pillage merchants camps,
terrorize isolated settlements. Never again would they sweep down from the dark-pined dopes and lay
waste to villages of the coastdl plains, then dart back into the secret fastness of the mountains where the
Combine' s cavary dared not venture. Their comrades were dead, fed ravensin aforgotten valey
countless twisted miles behind their bent shoulders. Their leader, whose infamous cunning and deadly
sword at last had failed them, was dying in his saddle,

They wered| dead men.

And night was upon them.

“Thoem! It sdark astheinsde of atomb!” cursed Weed, trying to follow the shadow-hidden trail. He
glanced uneadily at the blood-hued disk rising above the ridges of autumn. The moon cast no light this
night.

“We reamost there,” Darros promised him from the darkness ahead.

Moments later thetrail rose over agap, and he called back, “Thereit isl And there' slights Theinn
hasn’t been deserted, after dl.”

Not quite, Weed observed. Even in the thick gloom, he could see that Raven’s Eyrielay hdf inruins.
The grey stone and black timber structure crouched on the edge of the deep valley below them, rising
from abluff overlooking the River Cotras. By the dim-eyed rows of windows, Weed noted that the main



building of the sprawling caravanseral stood at least threestoreys . The outlying wings of the inn appeared
no more than fire-gutted walls. River mist hung over the blackened walls of Raven’ sEyrie, and inthe
darkness below the limestone bluff, the Cotras thundered its unseen rush to the western coast.

Cautioudy they urged their exhausted mounts down the twisting path that descended the ridge from the
gap. Thelast grey ghost of twilight died away asthey emerged from the pine-buried s ope and reached
the river road. Though wider than the path they had been following, the river road showed signs of
neglect. New saplings speared through its hoof-beaten surface, and older trees reached out from the
looming forest on either side. Men and horses had ridden by, and smaller hoofprints marked the passage
of an occasional drover, but wagon ruts were few, and these old and eroded. Weed reflected that the
depredations of Kane and his men probably explained the near abandonment of this once heavily
travelled trace.

In darkness they approached theinn. Only afew of the outbuildings remained standing, but they could
catch the smell and soft noises of horses and livestock. Severa lighted windows of bull’ s-eye glass sared
dimly toward theroad. A pair of smoky lanterns hung beside the front entrance, but the thick timbered
door had the look of being bolted. A wooden sign hung out above the lanterns, swinging dightly, though
thewind waslessraking herein the valey. Its paint was charred, and the pandl bore blade scars, but
Weed could make out the blocky Lartroxian letters. “Raven’ sEyrie.”” On the sign abovethe letters
perched a huge raven, in bas-relief and painted black. Someone had set abit of red glassinto the bird's
eye, and lamplight glinted there. The raven seemed to watch their gpproach.

“How many would you say?’ Weed asked Darros, after the other had ridden ahead for a closer [ook.

“Not very many, by al sgns,” the crossbowman replied. “Lookslike just afew people are keeping the
inn going. Them and maybe afewtravdlers, I’ d guess. Strange their dogs haven't scented us.”

“Shouldn’t be much trouble, then.” Weed turned in the darkness to give orders. Frassos did not respond
when he cdled hisname.

“Frassos?’ hecdled again.
No reply. Hisriderless horse wandered forward instead.

They conferred in startled bewilderment. Frassos had ridden behind, guarding their rear. No one had
heard him cry out; no onehad heard the sound of afdll.

“We'real of usdoneintwice over,” suggested Braddeyas. “Maybe he passed out and fell.”
“We should have heard him if hedid,” Weed pointed out.
“Should we go back and look for him?’

The red moon burned down on them from the misty ridges. Weed shivered under itsrusty glow,
remembering the mountainlegends he had heard of thisnight.

* Does anyone want thejob?”

It was too dark to seetheir eyes, but Weed sensed that no one met hisface.



“If Frassosisdl right, he can catch up to us at theinn,” muttered Seth. There was no confidencein his
voice.

I1. A Guest Returns

For the space of adream, Klesst drifted in the restless deep of fever. Shaken front her half-deep by
sudden angrystridor , sheflung hersdlf free of coversin frightened awakening.

The moon’ s burning eve stared at her through the rippled panes of her window, and Klesst threw her
hand to her lipsto tifleair outcry. From below in theinn, angry shouts, splinteringdamour of overturned
benches, araw scream of pain.

Had the black hound at last found her? Had it broken past the door? Wasit even now climbing the stairs
to her room?

But the angry voices continued. The words were indistinct to her, but their tone was clear. Now more
cariousthan afraid, Klesst decided she must see what had happened.

Dizzily she dropped her feet to the floor and held fast to the oak bedstead until steadiness returned to
hot limbs. The night’s chill pierced her thin cotton shift, and she hurriedly wound about her shouldersthe
woolen coverlet Greshhahad woven for her. For the moment, her fever had left her, andthough suddenly
cold, shefet acertain shaky strength in itswake. Her teeth chartered; the fire in her room had dmost
died, and no one had filled thewoodbox .

The angry shouts had subsided by the time Klesst tiptoed down the narrow hafway to the balcony
overlooking the inn’s common room. Cautioudy she crept through the shadowsto the pinelog railing and
peered from behind agnarled post.

She darted back in fear—then, certain that the shadows concealed her, risked alonger glance. Her eyes
grew wide with achild’ swondering stare.

The front door of theinn was flung open. Cold gusts danted the lantern flames, spun curled leaves
across the threshold. Strangers—wild, dangerous men—had burst into Raven' s Eyrie. Death had entered
with them.

A burly, black-bearded man held a cocked crossbow; his eyes searched the shadows of the common
room and raked the balconywhere Klesst crouched closer to thelog railing. Another man with gangling
limbs and mousy, straw-colored hair brandished anarrow blade of unusua length. He seemed to bein
charge, for he snarled commands to someone outside the inn.

The inhabitants of the inn and its few guests stood frozen against the long bar. There was Mother, her
expression unreadable, with Sdlle, the scrawny serving maid, cowering againgt her. Pot-bellied Cholos,
who served her mother astapster, licked hislips nervoudy and glanced sidelong at the hulking Mauderas,
who kept the stables and saw to such heavy work aswas ever done at Raven’ s Eyrie. Mauderas s eyes
were sullen as he pressed a hand to his crimson-sodden deeve. Two guests, apparently drovers, were
backed againgt the bar aswell. Another guest, whose green tunic identified him as aranger, lay crumpled
beside an overturned table, a crossbow bolt through his back.



Banditd Klesst redized with a shudder, recaling the many lurid tales she had listened in on, safely
crouched by the corner of the fireplace. The murderous outlaws who held sway over the mountain
wilderness—who had laid waste to Raven’ s Eyrie one awful night before her birth.

There was adisturbance at the door. Two more bandits appeared, staggering under the burden of a
third man. Onewas awiry figure, partialy bald and gap-toothed, though his hair was barelygreyed . The
other was a husky, swarthy-faced tough with cropped ears and battered nose. The man they shouldered
between them was aslarge as the two together. His clothes were filthy with dirt and caked blood; matted
red hair bung over hisbearded, brutal face. Klesst remembered the stories she had heard of ogresand
trolls that were said to haunt the mountains, lairing in hidden caves and cregping forth at night to pull
downtravelers and sted little girlsfrom their beds. Klesst had thought the big man unconscious. But as
the outlaws supported him into the room, his knees suddenly straightened, and she heard him say, “I'll Sit
over there”

Somewhat impatiently he pulled free of their gragp and hdlf fell onto alow-backed oak chair next to the
fire. The crop-eared bandit righted the overturned table and shoved it before him, while the blond
procured athick bottle of brandy from the trembling Cholos and crossed the room. The red-haired giant
mutely accepted the bottle and tilted it to hislipsfor along swallow. When he thudded it to the table, the
dark green glass was empty to half its depth.

Gingerly he brushed the tangled strands of hair from hisface and settled hiswolfskin cloak about his
shoulders, his manner a once domineering. Fresh blood soaked crude bandages aong the dashed side
of hislestherhacton , and a crusted wound on his scalp had streaked his face with dried blood. Beneath
the rust of beard and caked gore, hisface was white with fever.

His eyes seemed to glow with astrange blue light by the fire. Perhapsit wasthe fever. Almost casudly
his gaze wandered about the room, touched the shadowed bal cony where Klesst crouched. For an
ingtant his eyes met hers, and Klesst froze with fear. There was something unnatura about his eyes, she
ingtantly realized—and something familiar. But while he must have seen her, hisgaze did not pauseiniits
quick surveillance of the common room.

Instead, his stare hated on her mother’ sface. Thoughtfully he studied her, asif searching for amemory.
“Good evening, lonor,” he greeted her then.

Mother’ slipswere atight line, and Klesst could sense the tension in her unsmiling face. “Hello, Kane,”
she whispered, and quickly turned her eyesfrom his stare.

Klesst sucked in her bresth, recognizing Kane from the countless tales she had overheard of the dread
bandit leader. No wonder they stood frozen in fear at the bar...

Then she heard Kane ask, “Weed, did you check to seeif there was anyone else in the upstairs
rooms—aother than that kid up there by theralling?’

Thelanky blond outlaw started to reply, “ Just checked the outbuildings so far—going to search theinn
right now. They said there wasn’t anybody else here...”

“Becertain,” ordered Kane. “ And stick that kid in bed.”

But Klesst had areedy fled to her room.



“How areyou feding?’ asked Weed, more than alittle surprised that Kane had regained consciousness.
But then there dways seemed to burn some last reserve of strength within his huge body.

Kane grunted noncommittally. “ Damn fever comes and goes. Hard to know where | am part of thetime.
Could swear | wasn't wounded that bad—unless that quarrel was poisoned.”

“Ought to have Braddeyas clean that holein your sde, Put on afresh dressing. Likely it'sdl festered
aong your ribs”

“Later, maybe. Don’'t want to start it bleeding again.” Kane rubbed his forehead wearily, wiping away
dried blood and greasy trickles of swest. “Feel stronger once | get some food down, catch some seep.
Can't spare more than afew hours—Pleddis can't be far back.”

“Figurewe can risk it heretill dawn. Darros says Pleddis will have to camp. Demonlord’ s Moon
tonight.” Weed paused, then added: “We lost Frassos coming down theridge.”

“No point looking for him,” Kane concluded smply. “Not this night.”

Seth came stomping down from the rooms overhead. “Nobody else here,” he reported. * Just askinny
girl, and | locked her in her room. Second floor’ s pretty near empty, but there’ sabig room with afire
going on thethird.”

Kane nodded. It was hard to concentrate, and he could fed his strength ebbing once more. “ Put aguard
where he can watch outside, Weed,” he ordered. “ Another man stay awake to watch things here.
There sabig storeroom past the kitchen there. Tie the men and lock them inside it—no point killing them
if they stay inline. Tossthat body in with them.

“Leave the women out to clean up thismess. Doubt if anyone else will come dong tonight, but if they do,
we don't need to give alarm the ingtant they walk in. Then they can put together some food for us. Watch
them closdy, though.”

Hiseyesreturned to lonor’ s drawn face. “ But you wouldn't try to poison me, would you, lonor?’

“It'sacleaner death than I’ d wish for you, Kane,” came her strained reply.

“Bring me another bottle,” Kanetold her mockingly. “And one of those hens| smell roasting.”
Grudgingly she complied. Kane watched the sway of her body as she stiffly came toward him; memory

of her drew hislipsinacold smile.

“Stdown,” hesaid. Sinceit was not an invitation, loner sat down across from him, taking the chair his
boot dragged forward.

“Areyour memories so hitter, lonor?’

Her voice was cold, drained of anger—deceptive, for hate edged itstimbre. “Y ou and your bandits
raided my father’ sinn, daughtered our guests, murdered my family, looted and set fire to Raven’ s Eyrie.



Y ou gave my younger sistersto your men to rape until death wasamercy! | could hear their screams
even asyou had your way with me. | can gill hear them. No, Kane! Bitter istoo sweet aword for the
memories| have of you!”

No emotion touched Kane' s pdlid face. “ Shouldn’'t have run off on melikeyou did,” he said, dividing
the roasted fowl with curious delicacy. “1 could have made you forget that night.”

His eyes seemed to wander from focus, and lonor smiled inwardly to see the fever that racked his giant
body. “Nothing will ever erasethat night!” she whispered.

A rough hand sgueezed her shoulder and drew her from her segt. “ Bring food for us,” growled Seth, his
mouth stuffed with meat he had scooped up from the dead ranger’ s plate.

“WEe |l talk morelater, perhaps,” Kane cdled after her. Her shoulders tensed, but she made no reply.

“Want some opium?’ queried Braddeyas, once they had secured the men in the storeroom. “1t'll take
the sting out of your side to where you can deep good. You'll need your strength.””’

“I can deegp,” mumbled Kane, swalowing amouthful of brandy. “Don’t want to dull my wits, with
Pleddislikely to catch us before the next ridge.” His chin declined dowly toward his chest.

Then he jerked his head erect and stared fiercely about him. “Bring my sword from my saddlel” he
demanded. “Pleddis on our necks, and | sit here like abesotted lord at hiswedding feast. Thisisno time
to deep! Fix me apipeto hold me awake.”

Weed signed insstently to Braddeyas, and the broken-toothed outlaw began to fill a pipe with coarse
tobacco, secretly stuffing alarge crumb of opium into the bottom of the bowl. Helit the pipe with awood
splinter and handed it to Kane.

Darros regppeared &t the door, carrying Kane' slong sword in one hand, while he hastily drew the bolt
with hisother. “Thoem! | don’t likethat mist!” he muttered, not voicing histrue thoughts.

Kanetook the strangely-hilted blade from him and rested the scabbard againgt hisleg. Hisfingers
touched it, sensed its strength. Steel knew neither pain nor exhaustion, and its only fever was the warmth
of an enemy’sblood. Kane wished such unfegling strength were his, for he was desperately tired, and he
dared not rest. Hisvision blurred and cleared with the throbbing of hisskull. “I’ ve goneinto battle in
worse shape than this” he said defiantly, drawing at the harsh smoke that passed so easily into hislungs.

When the pipe was out, Weed took it from his relaxed fingers. Kane' s dumped head did not lift from his
chest; hisbreathing was dow and regular, his eyes closed.

“He ll rest better likethis,” explained Weed. “Let’ s get him to abed. Did you say there was aplace
ready upstairs?’

Staggering under Kane' sweight, Seth and Darros hauled their unconscious leader up the narrow
gtairway to the inn’ stopmost floor. There acommon room had been prepared for several of the guests; a
fire burned on its hearth, and a straw-ticked bed was covered with a quilted blanket. They stretched
Kane across the bed and threw the quilt over him.

“Go on and get somerest,” advised Weed. “Braddeyas and | will take first watch.”



Hewaited until they had quit the chamber, then bent over Kane' sear. “Kane,” he whispered, “Kane,
can you bear me?’

Kane made anoisein histhroat that might not have sgnified anything.

Frowning, Weed bent closer. “Where did you hideit, Kane? Remember? Y ou dways cached part of
your share of theloot. Where did you take it, Kane? Y ou can tell me, Kane. I'm your friend. We'll find
your cache and use it to escape. We can livelike lordsin some other land. Whereisit, Kane?’

But the other man seemed too deep in deep.
Sadly Weed rose from hisside. “ At least don’t die and leave all that gold to rot,” he begged.

Opening the lattice window afew inches—for the room was warm, and Weed feared thiswould
increase Kane' sfever—he wearily |eft to join Braddeyas.

[11. Ravens Fly by Night

A shower of sparks started up from the fire and disappeared into the black cavern of the chimney.
Weed grunted and shoved again with the poker, wedging the new logs closer to their charred
predecessors. Perhaps the fire would burn brighter now. The huge fireplace of limestone blocks occupied
most of one end of the common room. It should have warmed the entire areg; instead its flames crawled
dispiritedly over thesmouldering logs, and anunseasond chill for autumn crept through the room.

Wiping his hands, he turned from the hearth to gaze once more through the window. Though the full
moon was rising higher above the ridges, thick mist rolled from the Cotrasto cloak the valley beyond.
There wasl little to see as Weed squinted through the whorled panes; only the neglected grounds of the
inn, the leaf-paved roadway beyond. Above the doorway, the signboard swung with the wind. Its hinges
squawled like araven’s croak, and againg the inn’slightsit flung a swaying shadow across the frosted
earth like the shadow of raven’ swings.

He examined the bolted door. There should be aman posted outside, he redlized. Even on thisnight,
even though Pleddis was certainly camped a safe distance back on their trail. Again he thought of
Frassos's strange disgppearance. It was not anight to venture beyond the security of bright lights and
locked doors. Even as a stranger to these mountains, Weed sensed the presence of evil abroad beneath
Demonlord’s Moon.

Gloomily he sank onto a bench, his eyestoward the door. Behind him he could hear sounds from the
kitchen. Thewarm smell of roasting fowl carried from the cooking area beyond the bar. Braddeyas kept
watch on the two women. Once food was prepared for the ride before them, the women could be bound
and locked in with the others. Then perhaps he could get Braddeyas to stand guard outside the inn.



Weed dug hisfingersinto his eyes, more savagely than need be, for degp was numbing his senses.
Braddeyas might refuse. Weed wouldn't blame him; he doubted that he would accept the risk, either.
And while Weed was second in command now, Braddeyas had been with Kane too many yearsto be
bullied into obedience by the younger outlaw.

The noises from the kitchen seemed farther away, amost melodious. The fire was burning better now,
and he could fedl its heat on his sSde. Weed dapped hisface singingly, fighting off the deadly fatigue.
Perhaps he should walk about the room.

Maybe he should walk through the door, mount his horse, and ride out. One man would stand afar
better chance of escaping pursuit. Let Pleddis overtake Kane and the others. Kane was the reason for
his relentless pursuit; he would not bother to press on after one bandit. The price on Weed' s head was
tempting for asingle bounty hunter, but Pleddis had to pay his men; economics would save him. And yet,
Kane might well win free. The bandit leader had done the incredible time and again before this. Perhaps
Kane could elude the arrows of fate once more,

Weed felt acertain loydty to Kane. He had fought beside Kane, followed his commands—and Kane
had proved to be ahighly capable and generous leader, Indeed, in the final battle Weed and the others
had broken through Pleddis s ambush on the savage force of Kane' scharge through the mercenary ranks.
But Weed felt agreater loyaty to hisown neck, and it appeared certain that Kane would never again
hold power over the Myceum passes. There remained the secret cache of loot that Kane had hidden
away—againgt adisaster such asthis. At present Weed' s possessions consisted of a sore-hoovedmourt,
anotched sword, and his battle-torn gear. If Kane would lead them to his cache...

The sweet-smoke scent of roasting hens wrapped about him, watering his mouth, though his belly was
warm with wine and mest from the med just esten. His head fell downward onto hisarm. He should get
up before deep claimed him.

And hedid riseto hisfeet. Or he seemed to see his body stand, pace about the room, peer through the
fogged bull’ s-eye panes. The shadows seemed to creep and hover in grotesque patterns as he paced...

With a sudden jarring crash, Weed fell to thefloor.

Inaningtant of confused panic, he thrashed free of the overturned bench and tried to regain hisfeet,
thinking dully that he had rolled off in his deep. Then he became aware of the jeering face above the
swordpointleveled at histhroat. Weed froze.

“Now there we went and woke him up,” grinned Pleddis.

Weed swallowed and waited for death. Many hands jerked him to hisfeet, tore away his sword and
dagger. A dozen or more of Pleddis' s men were pouting into Raven' s Eyrie—entering through the
kitchen, where Braddeyas lay with asplit skull. A sudden uproar, fierce but quickly stilled, echoed across
the inn as the mercenaries burst in on Darros and Seth. They died where they dept.

Weed swesated. Pleddis s blade glinted before his throat.



The mercenary captain’sface was jubilant, but his eyes were like the edge of his sword. “Where' s
Kane?' he demanded softly.

Scarcely comprehending that disaster had so swiftly overtaken them, Weed stood silent, siaying back
from the blade. His mouth was dry.

“Y ou got hdf aminuteto tell me. And you' ve just about used that up.”

lonor gppeared from the kitchen. Her face was flushed and her blouse disordered. “They carried him
upgtairs,” she announced, hatred bright in her voice. “I’ [l show you where.”

“Carried?’
“He' swounded near deeth, by thelook of hisside. He couldn’t walk.”

Peddis smiled like awolf at her words. “By Vaul, you were right about your aim, Stundorn! I'll double
your shareif it sure enough was your quarrd that brought the devil low. Quickly now, show usl”

Leaving Weed under guard, the captain and anumber of his men followed lonor up the sairsto the third
leve. Triumphantly sheled them to the door of the room where Kane had been taken. Pleddis s amile
it hisleathery face. Inade thisroom lay the object of his pursuit, the successful conclusion of a
dangerous campaign. And a bounty that would leave him awedthy man.

Knowing Kan€e' s cunning, their weapons were poised for whatever |ast trick he might have left. Inthe
darkness outside, others of his men surrounded the inn. Kane would not escape. But even with a
crippling wound, they feared the savage power of his sword.

Sucking in his breath, Pleddis kicked open the door. It was unlocked. Sammed back againgt the wall.
Only slence met them. Kanelay sprawled across the bed, unmoving. A chill wind eddied through the
open window. Blood stained the blankets. Kane' sarmslay at his sides, in the attitude in which hismen
had left him. Hisface was turned to one side; atiny pool of dampnesstrickled past his partly opened lips.
Intheflickering firdight hisface seemed unnaturdly lax and pale.

Wary of tricks, Pleddis approached the bed. Kane did not move. Only when he reassured himsalf that
no weapon lay near did Pleddistouch the silent figure. Kane' s skin was cold as a snake's. Almost
impatiently the captain shook histill form, found hisbody unnaturdly rigid. Frowning, hefelt for apulse,
then held his blade before the motionless nostrils. No moisture fogged the cold sted.

Peddis stood up, amost with an air of disappointment

“He'sdead.”

V. Hounds and Carrion Crows



Weed dumped againgt atable, hisarmstightly bound behind his back, his mind seeking desperately for
some hope of escape. With asick chill in hisbelly, he redized his position was without hope. And cuiting
through the dull panic was the agonizing thought that he had thrown away hislife to stay with adead man.

Pleddis s men filled the common room, warming themsalves with fire, food and drink, excited
congratulations. He had pulled them dl insde when it was evident that the bandits had been taken; they
had rushed into the inn asif it were the last refuge againgt the mist-shrouded night. Maybe it was. There
were more than twenty men milling about the room, wearing the motley gear of mercenary soldiers. With
their ssamping and loud laughter, they sounded like huntersjust come in from agrueling and successtul
hunt. From their impersonal stares, Weed felt like a snared fox surrounded by a pack of baying hounds.

Seated by thefire, Pleddis wasin high spirits. He drank wine from adoshing cup and accepted the
gpplause of hismen, hiswesathered face dmost flushed. There wasllittle enough color to the man. Hisskin
was pal e and seamed bleached instead of tanned by wind and sun. His hair was close-cropped and grey,
his face clean-shaven; his eyeswere of a peculiar washed-out blue so asto appear grey. He was of
average height, but compactly built, giving him a deceptively stubby appearance. Gear of worn lesther
and chain malil ionic were nondescript as his person—and the same faded grey. But histeeth were
straight and white, and he flashed them in abroad smile when he laughed, which was often—arapid,
mirthlessbark.

He was laughing now.

“A finelast stand for Kane and his fearsome band of killers, eh? Trapped like rabbitsin ahole, degping
like they wasin their mother’ sarms. One man snoring at his pos, the other so busy trying to get under
the mistress s skirtsthat he never noticed she' d unlatched the woodshed door to the outside. Vaul, what
dreadful desperadoes! I'm going to fed slly asking for the bounty on the likes of you! But I'll till ask!”
Hismen joined in hislaughter.

Peddis gulped down hiswine, his shrill laugh muffled againgt the cup. “ Of course, you must have figured
Captain Pleddiswould lie low tonight, St shivering at his campfire, jumping every time an owl screamed.
Did you now? Sureyou did. Y ou redly thought I’ d quit atrail not hours cold, and after three days of
chasing after you! Well, | grew up on Thovnos, so | guess| didn’t hear dl the gruesome tales of
Demonlord’ s Moon you mountain people like to shudder over. Same goes for most of my men, though
some of them had their worries about riding on.”

Hisface turned grim, and he stared contemptuoudy over their ranks. A number of them avoided his
eyes. “But it wasn't too hard to make them see that a pack of devilswas a better risk than crossing
Pleddis, en?’” Helaughed again.

“Huh! What about the two men welost getting here?” grumbled amercenary from the rear, who quickly
ducked from Pleddis s searching scowl.

“You'll not seethem again,” ahusky voicetold them. “The Demonlord hunts beneath this moon, and
you'll see no more of them his hound pulls down.”

Pleddis made an annoyed grimace. “Well, he would have found afat enough morsd in you, old woman.”



“Greshha” Therewas astrange hint of anger in lonor’ svoice.

The older woman crept dmost guiltily from behind the mass of soldiers whose entrance she had
followed. The servant’ s plump checks were till ashen with fear, and she blinked and trembled asiif
dazed.

“So she does belong here,” said Pleddis. “We found the old woman hanging back along the road.
Seemed s0 glad to see us she came running into our arms. Couldn’t talk two words of sense—something
bad her bad scared. Now | see it was her own bogey tales.”

“She'saservant here” explained lonor in atight voice. “ She had been given the night off, and | had
supposed she would spend it with friendsin the village near here” Shejerked her hand toward the
kitchen, and Greshhadumbly followed her gesture.

Meanwhile Erial, one of Pleddis s lieutenants whose face Weed knew, had carried in agridy burden.
“Herethey are,” he announced holding out both fists. Clenched by their scarlet-spattered hair, three
heads dangled from hisgrip. Their jaws hung loosdly, tongues|lolling, eyesrolled upward in afish Sare
behind haf-closed lids.

“Recognize your friends?’ laughed Pleddis. “Eridl, you' re dribbling blood al over your hostess sfloor.
Wher€ syour manners?’

The other grinned and showed the heads to Weed. “Maybe this piece of shit ought to lick the boards
clean”

“Too bad the one' s skull is busted near in haf,” mused Pleddis, mourning a damaged trophy. “Well,
pack them good in sdt with the others. They bring us five ounces of gold each in Nostoblet, and | doubt
the Merchants League will careif their purchases are a bit damaged in transit. Mind you cut off that
earring there”

“Why don’t | just take dong hiswhile I’m doing the rest?’” suggested Eriall.

Pleddis stroked hisjaw thoughtfully. “How about that, Weed? Want to ride back to Nostoblet all
packed in sat? They set twenty ounces of gold on your head, but maybethey’ Il pay alittle extraif we
hand you over intact. Y ou’ d rate a public execution al to yourself. Bered nice. Which way do you want
it now?’

“Let mekill him,” snarled lonor.

Pleddis considered her gravely. “Bloodthirsty isthe lust of awoman,” he misquoted. “But I'd like to
carry one back diveto Nostoblet, so he can tell everyone there how Captain Pleddis ran them down and
made raven food out of the whole damnedwolfpack .

lonor’ s face was twisted, her breath fast. Weed thought of a hot- cleftedd ut who had been cheated of
her climax. “Hang him from the railing then for me—I want to watch him die. It smy right. Y ou caught
them in my inn. Y ou might till betrailing them if they hadn’t stopped here.”

Peddis seemed to be weskening. “ They might pay extraif he'sdive.”

“I've given you food and lodging here,” argued lonor. “The extragold will be less than payment.”



“But you owe meyour livesfor saving you from Kane smen,” Pleddis pointed out. The game amused
him.

“Should | add Kane' s head to the others?” brokein Eriall.

“Not when they’ll pay mefive hundred ounces of gold for Kane,” Pleddis brayed. “For that I'll bringin
the whole carcass. Bad asthey want Kane, they’ Il likely pickle him in brine and put him on display. Bet
they could charge admission just to see him. Bet they will, in fact!

“No, it's cold enough we can ding him over ahorse, and he'll last until we can get back to Nostoblet.
They won't care what he smellslike there. Stundorn, take afew men and drag Kane' s body down here.
We Il leave him in the stables wherethe frost will keep him from getting ripe too fast. Watch that the dogs
don'tget a him.”

They had left Kane where he lay when they found him dead. Severd minutes had passed sincethen, in
the confused aftermath of Pleddis s attack on the inn. But now the captain’s attention returned to the
prize quarry of hishunt. Stundorn and some others disappeared up the Sairs.

“Weed, I'm till not sure what to do with you,” he continued.

“Hang him,” lonor pleaded, her memory reliving ascene eight years back. A memory of familiar faces
turning purple, of limbs thrashing adeath dance from an impromptu gallows, while murder-crazed animas
roared in laughter below.

“I suppose | can grant the request of ahandsome lady,” galantly remarked Pleddis, thinking that his
hostess had a definite beauty beneath the harsh mask of hatred.

Weed forced himsdlf to speak with scornful assurance.

“Grant it and be damned. | can’t hope for any better in Nostoblet. And I'll die with the secret of Kane's
hidden cache of loot.”

It was afoolish bluff, heredized in panic. But againgt imminent degth, any respite would offer hope.
“Wadl, now...” began Pleddis, hiseyeslighting with sudden interest.
Stundorn burst onto the balcony, his bearing totally shaken.

“Kane sgone!” he blurted.

V. To Chase the Dead



Kane breathed a silent curse as his boot dipped from its purchase on the limestone wall. For an ingtant
he swung precarioudy in the darkness, only the steel grip of hisfingers againgt the sone block saving him
from athirty-foot drop to the frosted earth below. The fal might not kill him, but it was crippling height
for surety. Grimly he forced his scrambling boot back into amasonry crack and rested hisarmsfrom the
tearing weight of hismassive frame. His great strength now seemed scarcely sufficient to stand upright,
and hiswounded side was lancing agony—but at |east the strain and the chill air had cleared histhoughts
somewhat.

From the open window above him, Kane heard the startled shouts of Pleddis s soldiers. Baffled rage
flamed within him. He had needed more time to descend the wall of the inn. Weskened ashewas, he
could never reach the ground before afrantic search reveaed him to his enemies. Again his boot dipped
as he sought to hurry his descent. The limestone blocks of the inn had been st flush inthewall
originally—a precaution againg athletic thieves or guests who cared not to settle their account. Only
because mountain winds and winters had eroded the masonry over the years was Kane ableto find
purchase—such purchase as there was.

Not even extreme exhaustion and the mists of opium had completely dulled Kane' s uncanny senses. The
fera inginctsthat countlesstimes had drawn him from deep to full awvareness of imminent danger had
caled to him once again. Kane had awakened to the brief damour of Pleddis s attack, and almost
ingtantly he had understood his position.

Even at peak condition Kane would have stood no chance against a score of seasoned mercenaries.
And he knew he was trapped—knew without wasting a glance outside that aman of Pleddis's capability
would have surrounded Raven’ s Eyrie before thrusting within. In another minute his enemieswould be
smashing down his door—unless he decided to make asuicida rush down the sairs, or let an archer
pick him off as be scrambled down the outsde wall.

A desperate plan came to him then. Pleddis knew he was gravely injured. He would let the bounty
hunter find him dead. Any number of risks suggested themselvesto him ingtantly, but plainly therewasno
other course. Pleddiswould lower hisguard only if he believed his quarry dead.

It was not too difficult for one of Kane' s knowledge. His appearance was ghastly enough for a corpse,
and the cold draft through the window coupled with the chill swest that had seized him would impart a
convincing clamminessto hisflesh. Over the centuries Katie had delved deeply into al mariner of occult
studies, and the discipline of imposing menta control over physica functions was known to students far
less adopt than Kane. For much of their ride, Kane had held himself in anear trance to conserve his
strength, and now he withdrew his consciousnessinto adeeper coma, rigidly controlling breath and heart
beat to so low air ebb asto appear lifdlessto Pleddis s inspection.

Several minutes after his enemies had quit hisbedside, Kane returned to full awareness. Heredlized he
now had only afew minutes to escgpe—a short interval once Pleddis had ordered his men from their
survelllance of theinn. They would celebrate the success of their lone hunt; for amoment al would be
jubilant confusion. Then for any of a hundred reasons someone would return to the dead man upgtairs.
By then Kane must be gone.

Hehad cut it close. Too close. Kane had barely lowered himsdlf through the window when Stundorn
entered the room. In another instant their stunned fright would |leave them. Someone would peer out the
open window.

And he could never reach the ground in time. Quickly Kane took the only course left to him. Another



window was close at hand. Recklesdy Kane clawed hisway to the darkened aperture. Somehow he
managed to maintain ahold long enough to rest hisweight on the ledge. He pushed at the lattice.

It was secured.

Kanebit hislip and tore aknife from hisbdt. Hejammed its blade into the crack between window and
casement. His movements seemed panic-driven, but his haste was that of one experienced in histask. In
only afew seconds the latch snapped free.

Swinging open the heavy lattice, Kane squeezed through the window. No sooner had his cloak and
sword scabbardcleared the ledge than a shout from close by sgndled that someone had looked outside.

“No oneonthewall!” asoldier called out.
Kane grinned savagdly and glared through the darkness of the room. He was not alone.

A smadll figure crouched on the room’ s narrow bed. Her wide eyes were dmost luminous as she stared
a him—ahuge, menacing figure outlined in the moonlight at her window,

“Areyou dive?’ shewhispered. His appearance was supernatural, and she had been listening to the
shouts outside her door.

Kane made no comment. He had swung into the child's room, and he remembered that the door was
locked fromoutside. His dagger still shonein hishand. “Don’t make asound!” he hissed.

Klesst’svoice was grave. “I won't tel them you're here,” she said, “Father.”

“I remember onetime down aong the coast,” Pleddis said, staring into the empty room. “It waslate fall,
and we were making camp for the night. Dragging in driftwood for afire, and one of the ouitfit haulsloose
abig snag—and there’ sa swamp adder thick asyour arm, dl laid out and duggish with cold. Kid was
from the coast, knew what he had, so he just laid into it with the stick of wood he was carrying, not even
wadting timeto pull hissword. Mugt of hit it fifty times, till the stick busted and the snake was hdf
flattened out. Had to be dead; we didn’t think any more about it.

“Long about the end of second watch we al woke up—Vaul, it was a scream to chill your guts! There
wasthekid flopping out of hisblanket rall, that damn black snake with itsfangs buried in hisneck. Hell,
its head was bigger than your fist and full of venom, and | don’t guessthekid lived long enough for usto
dir up thefire.

“After that night | never trusted adead snake. Always hack them to chunks, no matter how dead they
look. Except just now,” he concluded bitterly.

“Hecan't of got far,” Eridl judged. “Hadn’t had no time, and crippled up like hewas.”

Pleddis grunted and ingpected the window casement. Lanterns flashed from the ground below. “What
do you see?’ he called down.



Nattios bawled back, “Nothing. No marks below. We re looking along the wall.”

The mountaineer was no fool at tracking, Pleddis knew. “Wdll, look closer. There' sblood on the ledge
here”

“No. Nothing,” camethereply after a pause.
“There srocks down there,” Eridl said, craning his squat neck to look down.
“Yeah, and there sfrog, too,” Nattios retorted gruffly. “Good as sand for leaving tracks. Ain't nothing.”

“Waél, Kane couldn’t have crawled down that wall, anyway,” the stocky lieutenant declared. “Mail that
big couldn’t scale these stones even if hewasn't busted up. Theblood safdsetrail.”

Pleddis s laugh returned. It was not pleasant. “Kane could have doneit. HE snot lying in bed there. He
either went out the window or out the door. | got men a every exit, o if there’ sno tracks outside lie has
to be hiding ingde. Won't do him any good, becausewe Il find him.”

“Could be he got out somewhere ese, mixed histrail in with our tracks,” Eridl perssted. “We camein
from dl around the sSdes, you know.”

“Could be. But | figure Kane didn't have the time to do anything too fancy. He shiding in here
somewhere. If he' snot, we'll pick up histrail with the dogsthey got here. Long aswe keep him from the
horses, hewon't get far.”

Stundorn’ sstubbled face was strange. “ Captain, you' re sure he was just faking he was dead, then?’

Pleddis glared at him. “Dead men don’t run out on you.” Abruptly he scowled. “ Unless some bastard
dipped back and stole the corpse for the bounty!” He thought carefully. “No, | can account for al of us,
and for the bunch that stay here, too, Still, if 1 find some bastard’ s pulling afast one, there sgoing to be
one more head in that salt pack, and it won't cost the Merchants' L eague a copper!”

But Stundorn remembered that his quarrel was supposed to have given Kane his death wound. “ All the
same, captain, it’ sthe Demonlord’s Moon. They say his powers hold sway over the mountains tonight.
Maybe he could make the dead rise. And there' sall kinds of black legends about Kane. We may be

trailing adead man, captain.”

Pleddis stood amoment, face impassive. Then hislaugh barkedrudily . “Maybe so, Stundorn. But you
just remember that corpse isworth five hundred ounces of yellow gold, and if he comeslooking for you,
just yell for me”

“Father!” exploded Kane, in alouder tone than he intended. He crossed the room to the girl’ s bed.

“Yes” Klesst whispered. “I saw you comein, and they said you were Kane. The children in thevillage
cal me Kane sbastard. They say you carried Mother away after you raided the inn, and after she
escaped and came back she had me, and you were my father.”



Kane stared &t her.

“See. | havered hair like yours, and my eyes are bluelike yours.” Klesst did not flinch from Kane's
gare. “1 caneven seein the dark better than the other children, like the storiestell about you.”

“Y our grandmother,” Kane muttered, touching the child’ sface.
“So | won't tell those soldierswhere you are,” Klesst concluded.
“You should hate me.” Her skin wasfeverish. Aswashis.

“No,” declared Klesst. “ The others hate me. But when they hear stories about you, then they look
frightened. | liketo seethem frightened. | like to think they’ re even alittle frightened of me.”

Kane shook his head. The excited shouts of his pursuers brought him back to the moment. Turning from
her, he risked a glance through the window. Outside they were circling the inn with torches and lanterns.
He knew they would find no trail. Then they would begin to search theinn. Digging grime from his boots,
he smudged over the bright scratches made by hisknife on the latch. There was no smear of blood on the
casement that he could see.

Grimly hetook stock of his chances. They were not good.All that his ruse had accomplished wasto give
him another few minutes. The end wasinevitable, unless he could dip through their net. And even then...

Kaneforced hismind to think clearly. For the moment, the thregt of certain death had spurred him from
exhaugtion. Some fina reserve of strength kept him moving when he should lie sensdless, pushed back
the black waves of fever and opium. The barricades must soon break.

“I knew you from my dream,” his daughter told him.“But then | didn’t know your name.”

About to warn her to be silent, Kane stopped. “How can you dream of someone you' ve never seen?’
he wondered, somewhat in awe of the child. Seeing her brought memories that he cared not to linger
upon just now.

“I saw you,” Klesstinssted. “ And another man, dl in black with agreat black cloak. He has a great
black hound...”

Kanefranticaly signed for her to be silent. A number of men were coming down the hdl. They were
searching the rooms.

Kane s hand reached over hisright shoulder, and the ancient blade of Carsultya sted silently swung
from its scabbard. It was a good weapon, Kane thought with grim pride. This one had been difficult to
find—probably few likeit till existed. Carsultyd lay buried by sand and seaand time. And the ancient
city’slagt citizen would very shortly lie dead with its memory.

Agan he glanced outsde. They were watching from below. The soldiersin the hdl—he might kill the
first group to enter, but there were more to take their place, and Kane was trapped—wounded so that
his last fight would not even be agood one.

The door was locked from outside. And there was Klesst. It might make them lessthorough in their
search; they would likely assume the child would cry out if Kane had somehow hidden insde her room.



A futile hope, probably. And the room wastoo small. Kane assumed it was one of the narrow single

roomsfor wedthytravellers who deigned not to share quarters with other guests. Such accommaodations
cost dear and were cramped, but at least awell-to-dotraveler would not have to share abed with three
hog drovers.

The search was only afew doors away.

And there was no place to bide. Just a bare-timbered room. No chests, no tapestries. Kane' s huge
frame could never squeeze under Klesst’ stiny bed. Therewasacloset. That initself marked the room as
once aluxury accommodation. Kane swung open itsdoor. The closet was surprisingly large, considering
the economy of gpace that an inn demanded. An oddly dank smell came from within. A few nondescript
items of clothing hung from pegsdong theinterior.

It was worth a chance. At any event, Kane decided, when they opened the door be would hurl himself
out, with luck cut down a couple of them before they could meet hisrush. It was better than standing
there like acondemned man in the middle of hisdesth cell.

“What’ syour name?’ he asked suddenly.

“Klesst”

“Wdll, Klesst, I'm going to step ingde your closet. | want you to pull thislatch down from outside, and

then get back in bed. When the soldiers comein, just tell them no one sbeen in here. And if they don't
believe you and look ingde... well, afterwards you can tll themthat | said I’ d hurt you unlessyou did as
| told you.”

Klesst nodded, impressed by the important task he had given her. She smiled uncertainly as she shut tile
closet, then quickly shot the latch. She barely had time to scurry back to bed before they cameto her
door.

“Thisisthekid’ sroom,” someone observed. “ Been locked.”

“Wadll, openit, anyway,” ordered a gruff voice.

A scraping of the bolt, then suspicious faces peered in from the hall.

The gruff voice belonged to a paunchy man with thick shoulders and arolling gait. He carried an
arbaledt, hisfingers near thetrigger. “Hey, kid,” he demanded, “anybody comein here?’

“No, gr,” Klesst said, being polite to make him trust her.

Their eyes carefully searched the shadows of the room. “Y ou sure?’
“Yes gr.”

“Y ou been awake?”’

“Yes, gar.”

“You sureyou an't been adeep?’



“No... | mean, yes, Sir.”

The man with the arbaest entered the room. Severa other men followed. Swordswere barein their
fids.

A thin-faced mercenary examined the window. “It’ slocked, Stundorn. No sign of blood or anything,” he
gated in anasal voice.

Stundorn shifted his arbalest. Klesst wondered why the steel bow didn’t snap its string. “Might have
been open before. Thisroom isbelow Kane' s, off to the side only alittle. He might have climbed down.”

Hefrowned at Klesst. “Y ou see anything, kid?’

“No, gr.”

“Y ou wouldn’t lie now, would you?’

“No, gr.”

“Do you know what happensto little girlswho lie?’

“Yesdr.” Klesst' simagination grappled with the possibilities.

“And you haven't seen any sign of abig bandit with blood just pouring down hisribswhere | shot him?’
“No, gr.”

“Closet’ slatched from outside,” someone noted.

“Now you aren’t hiding my bandit insde your closet, are you?’ Stundorn rumbled.
“No,gr.”What did happen to little girls who lied?

“Doyou know | got anitchy nose?’

“No, gr.”

“It safact. My noseitchesevery timel hear alie”” Klesst stared in horrid fascination.
“Now why do you supposeit’ sitching right now?’

“1 don’t know, gr,” she answered shakily.

Stundorn stood back from the closet door. He brought his arbalest to his shoulder, sighted about chest
height on the door. Hisfingers curled over itstrigger.

“Now open that door,Profaka,” he directed the thin-faced mercenary.
GingerlyProfaka reached acrossto the latch and drew it back.

He yanked open the door.



The closet was empty.

“Thisplaceisclean,” Eridl informed hisleader. “Been through it from attic to cellar, looked in every hole
bigger than achamber pot. Ain't no Kane, and that’ safact.”

Pleddis nodded tiredly. He hadoverseen most of the work. “Y eah, and no one made a break for the
outside; | had men out there watching every block of stone on thisinn.”

The captain banged hisfist on thewall in anger. “ Obvioudy, then, Kane somehow got outside before we
redized histrick.”

“But how? We pretty well proved he had to beinside.”
“Wdll, we damn wdll just proved he' snot insde! Now you tell me wherethat leaves us!”
Eridl was silent. He massaged his shaven skull. Pleddis slaugh startled him.

“Sure, | know what he did!” Hiswhite teeth flashed in agrin. “ Y ou just got to think like Kane thinks.
Now Kane' s smart, and he' sgot alot of tricks. He went out the window, sure, but he didn’t climb
down. That'swhat he knew we' d think he'd do. So instead Kane climbedup! He was on the top floor,
S0 getting to the roof was actudly easier than climbing dl the way to the ground.

“Kane must have worked hisway aong the roof up towhereit abuts the burned-out north wing. Then he
just climbed down onto the old walls and groped his way down into the gutted interior, and dipped
through the rubble and into the night—while we were standing like fool s wondering where his body had
got to!”

“Then he' shad agood start dl thistime we been looking under beds!” Erial growled.
“Maybe,” Pleddis admitted, still pleased with his cleverness. “But Kane don't have ahorse. Wounded
and on foot we'll run him down in an hour. Nattios! Find lonor and tell her we' [l need dogsfor tracking!

Hurry! What' sthe matter?’

“WEe re going to track Kane now?’ the mountaineer queried uneasily. “It will soon be midnight. The
Demonlord will hunt-"

“Move, damn you!” Pleddis hissed. “Y es, we re going to track him! Do you want the Demonlord to
catch him? Lord Tloluvin don't need that gold!”

“Don’t speak hisnamel” Nattios gasped. Seeing the vicious anger risein Pleddis seyes, heranto find
lonor.



VI.InSeven YearsYou'll Hear aBdll...

lonor turned on Greshhawith thinly checked fury. “Why did you come back? | told you to take tonight
Orf_”

They wereaonein theinn’sgreat kitchen. Shoutsclose by told of Pleddis s fast-moving search of the
rambling structure. The two drovers had joined in, and lonor had ordered Cholos and Mauderasto help
the mercenaries—even directingSd e to guide the searchers through the huge inn. lonor felt certain Kane
would befound if he were hiding within the wals of Raven’sEyrie. If not...

Her jaw tightened as she scowled at the older woman. Greshhawas avoiding her eyes. “| said, why
didn’t you stay away?’

The servant woman took a deep breath. Her thick body shook. “I guess| know you didn’t want me
here,” she mumbled, face downcast.

“What did you say?’

Greshharaised her chin; her eyes were shrewd. “1 guess | know why you wanted me to stay away
tonight,” she stated in alouder voice, defiantly.

A hiss escaped lonor’ stightly drawn lips. She started to swing back her hand, then checked her arm.
“What are you talking about?’ Her voice was like adap.

“I'mnofooal. | can remember,” Greshhagtolidly told her. “I know you hate the child.”

lonor’ slong fingers clenched and opened, like apantheress flexing her claws. She tossed her head, and
her loose braid flicked over her shoulder, twitched down her back like an angry black tail.

The stout mountain woman did not quail before her mistress's obvious ook of menace. * Poor Klesst. |
can't blame you for hating her when she came. But after al these years! | kept taking care of her when it
was your place, hoping you'd learn to love her. But you never did, lonor. There sno loving leftin
you—only hate. Hate' s eaten the soul out of your breast, so you can’t even love your own flesh...”

“Shut up, you fat fool! I’ ve tolerated your meddling, but you' ve overstepped your place thistime!”

“I never thought you' d go through with it. All thistime | kept thinking you' d soften to her. But you're
cold, burned out, lonor. There' sno heart Ieft inyou. | know now you meantodoit.”

lonor drew back against the cutting table, her lipstwisted in asnarl. “What are you talking about?’

Ducking her head for breath, Greshha plunged on. Her round face took on an aspect of sullen
determination. “1 was here when you were birthing her, don’t forget. | stayed with you when your
screams and curses drove everyone e se from your bed. | held you down and tried to comfort you when
the midwife had to use the knife to bring her forth from your womb. And even while you screamed out



things to make the gods turn away from you, | stayed with you and pitied you because no one thought
you could livethrough the night.

“Seven years ago tonight, it was, lonor. And they al said it was amiracle when both you and the child
lived through. But only | knew what kind of miracleit was.”

“You'rean old fool, Greshha!”

“QOld, but no fool. The things you was screaming weren't good to cry out—not with the Demonlord' s
Moon shining down through your window. They weren’t good to hear, and that’ swhy the others drew
away from you that night. I'll confessit, | was afraid myself, and when the child was born, and the
midwife had done what she could, and we thought the opium would let you easeinto deep... Well, | left
you, too, and told mysdlf to look to the child because her mother would be gone by daybreak.

“Then when the dogs began to howl and cringe, and the others all huddled by the fire and prayed... |
couldn’'tleave you doneto die, not when the firesal burned low and blue under the shadows. | crept
back to your room, praying each step, and afraid to think what it was we heard snuffling outside the inn.

“And | stopped at your door when | heard your voice, and when | heard thatother voice answer, |

knew who you was talking with, and | knew it was worse than death to open your door. | just froze there
too scared to tremble, and the words you two spoke burned into my memory like hot iron into flesh. And
afterhe l€ft, | ftill stood there crying and praying and not making a sound. And when | findly took heart
to look in the door, | saw you lying there adegp with ablack smile on your lips, and | knew your strength
would be back in the morning.

“But before the gods, lonor, | never thought you' d do it! | swear | would have smothered you there as
you lay if | had believed that. | kept thinking, she'll learn to love once she' s held the child to her breast
and she forgets the horror and the shame and the pain. But you never held the child to your breast, and
you never learned to love her—because dl that’ sleft in you is hate, 1onor.

“So | knew why you wanted me gone tonight, and that’ swhy | wouldn’t go. And I'll not go. I'll not let
youdoit.”

“You meddling old fool!” spat lonor. “If you dareinterfere... But what can you do?’

Greshhaexpanded her shoulderstruculently. “ There' s soldiers here. Captain Pleddis has League
authority. Hewon't let you do thisthing.”

lonor laughed. “ Pleddisis acold-blooded bounty killer. His soldiers are hired thugs. He' Il not care what
| do. He only wants Kane.”

“Maybe 0. | guessI’ll find out what he'll do.”

“Don’'t beabigger foal!”

Maybe he'll beinterested if | tell him he might not get Kane.”
“I'mwarning you!”

Greshhalooked at her livid face and backed away. No longer was there doubt in her mind; instead there
was fear. The servant woman started for the door to the Common room; she could hear heavy boots



gpproaching from there.

Assheturned, lonor’s hand came away from the cutting table. The sharpening stedl in her fist made a
rotten crunch as she brought it down over Greshha' s skull. The mountain woman crumpled to the floor

with no more sound than a dropped sack of grain.

Ignoring the huddled body’ Ionor glared at the door. She had acted out of desperate rage, without
forethought. And someone was entering the kitchen.

It was Mauderas. He hdted at the threshold in surprise. His hulking figure blocked the doorway; behind
him stretched the inn’ s bar, and beyond she could see severd of Pleddis s men moving through the

Common room.
“Closethat door!” she hissed. “Lock it!”
Mauderas obeyed, a stunned expression on his dark face. “What happened?’
“Never mind,” lonor told him. “1 had to stop her from talking to Pleddis.”
“She dead?’
“I think s0. We can't let them find her.”

Mauderas licked his mustache and surveyed the room. The outer doors were barred, but Pleddis s men
were watching from outside. Fortunately the windows were shuttered on the back wall. No one had

seen... yet.

“I don't see what Pleddis would care about—"

“Don’'t forget Captain Pleddisisalawman!” she snapped. “Maybe he wouldn’t use his authority, maybe
he would. No point in tempting luck. | don’t want to fool around with that bounty hunter right now. We'll
have to hide her body—tell them she went back to the village, if anyone asks.”

“How? She' stoo big to stuff under something, and Pleddis smen are dll over the place. Someone's
going to want to come in here any minute. They can't turn up Kane anywhere, and Pleddis was about to
tear up the floorboardslooking for hiding places.”

“I know; they came through here twice before. Does it look like Kane lft the inn, then?”
Mauderas nodded. “Pleddis figured out how. They'll be out scouring the ridges next.”

lonor thought carefully for amoment and cameto adecison. “Then we |l do it the old way. Take her
out the passage and sink her. That way it’s certain they won't find her.”

Mauderas put abroad hand on her shoulder. “Been along time since | sunk anyone.”
“| fed confident you haven't logt your touch.”

“Passage hasn't been opened since the raid. Thought you wanted to forget the old days, keep the
passage closed up.”



“I know what | said. But | don’t want to risk complicationswith Pleddis.”
Mauderas shrugged. “ Anyway you cdl it then, lonor.”

Stooping over the limp body, he arranged the loose limbs with the calm competence of one who knows
his task. With agrunt he rose up again, Greshha slax figure dung across his broad back. “ The old woman
weighs more than aside of beef,” he grumbled.

But lonor had left him. Descending the steps to the wine cellar, she paused to grasp a portion of the
railing. With asharp tug, the upright swung out from the banigter like alever. It was alever. Somewhere
below a counterba ance rel eased, and alarge section of the flagstone cdllar floor rumbled smoothly into
the outer wall.

A sguare of blackness opened in the cellar floor, fromwhich a stale, damp wind welled up. It waslike a
breath from some dumbering behemoth. Indeed, the sound of muffled breathing seemed to emanate from
within—adigtant rushingmoan.

Starsof greasy limestone descended into the gloom. Mauderas took alamp from lonor, holding it
dumdlyunder theweight of his burden. He eyed the passage doubtfully.

“Hurry! | think | hear someone calling for me!”

Mauderas grunted and put a boot on the top step. “Oh, I'll hurry. But I'll hurry back to keep you warm
tonight.”

lonor made an impatient gesture. “ Stay there for awhile before you return to the inn—and leave by the
other way. They'll believe meif | say you went to walk Greshha part way to thevillage. And later no one
will question a disappearance on Demonlord’ s Moon.”

“Any way you cdl it, honey,” Mauderas drawled, hisicerisng from the darkness. “1'll be along to keep
youwarm directly...”

Hurriedly lonor swung the lever back to its upright position. The section of flagstones grated back into
place. Pounding on the kitchen door was thunderous as she emerged from the cellar.

“Sorry. | was getting brandy,” she explained, unbolting the door to admit Nattios and severa of his
felows. “With that devil running loose, alady likesto keep hersdlf locked in safe.”

VI1l. Raven's Secret

Satisfied that no bones were broken, Kane struggled tohis feet. He would limp badly, but his high boots
had reinforced his ankles so that the shock of impact had not resulted in adisabling sprain or worse. Or
worse. He massaged his aching shoulder; hisright arm had almost been torn from its socket. But by all
rights he should be lying here with a broken neck.

Kane looked about him, reconstructing what had happened now that the scarlet bursts of pain were
receding from his consciousness.



When Klesst had fastened the closet door, Kane had stepped back against itswall. He had avague
impression of reaching to steady himself. His groping fingers closed on something—had it been one of the
pegs?>—that had swung inward with his shove.

Then the section of closet floor on which he stood dropped away, and Kane felt himself plunging through
darkness. Blindly he struck out. His fingers closed on wood—the rung of aladder. But the rotted wood
tore away under the wrenching force of Kane' s three hundred pounds of bone and muscle.

Spun about by the jarring contact, Kane desperately clawed at the wall. Other mildewed rungs smashed
againg hisgrasp, splintered under hisweight. But it was enough to check his hurtling body. Kane' s stedl-
tendonedfingerslocked onto the flashing rungs, dmost bringinghis fal short. Then the dragging mass of his
body proved more than the weakened timbers could withstand. The ladder tore loose from its anchorage
to thewall and careened to the stones below.

It had been enough to break hisfall, Kane dropped the final eight or ten feet and struck the stoneson his
feet, the wreckage of the ladder splintering beneath him.

Helay for severa minutes, semiconscious after the stunning impact. Above him stretched aseemingly
endless shaft of blackness. Kane had no clear idea of how far he had fallen. He was in a chamber
benesth the cellars of Raven’ sEyrie. Klesst’ sroom must be at least fifty feet above—probably more,
since the sound of hisfal seemed to have brought no response from his pursuers.

Petches of skin were abraded from his hands, and he dug out severa large splinters. Gingerly heflexed
hisfingers, found they were otherwise uninjured. A smiletwitched hisbleeding lips, for aman with
crippled hands was more helpless than if he had broken hisleg. Casting about, he found his sword, its
point buried inchesin the damp limestone. He drew it out, reflecting he had narrowly missed being
impaed onitstempered stedl.

Oncemore he gazed up the pitch-dark shaft. He had triggered atrapdoor in the rear of the clost,
somewhere above. Obvioudy a counterba ance had sprung the trap shut once again, otherwise hewould
see light and puzzled faces would be staring down at him. A ladder was anchored to one wall of the
shaft, though it appearedunlikdy he would be able to climb back up after the destruction hisfal had
caused.

Kane had just begun to form a guess asto the shaft’ s purpose, when he heard a grating rumble
overhead. Light suddenly washed down from the roof of the chamber somefifty feet to hisleft. A section
of stone had did open, reveding along flight of stone steps. V oices trickled down.

Baring histeeth in asnarl—Had Pleddis s hound s sniffed him out even in thislost hole?—Kane
conceded himself behind amassive stone column. Sword in bleeding fist, he waited.

Instead of the anticipated rush of mercenaries, Kane saw only one man descend the steps—and then the
door overhead did shut. His eyes narrowed in calculation. The man he recognized as one of lonor’'s
servants; the deadwoman he carried dung over hisback Kane had never seen before. Thisturn of events
wasamystery to him. Moreto the point, it meant that his presence here had not been discovered—on
the contrary, the brawny servant seemed intent on atask which demanded secrecy.

The newcomer carried alantern in hisfigt. Itslight was hardly sufficient to disclosethewalls of the
chamber—tens of yards across, and in places shared and vaulted, Evidently the room was anatural
cavern which at one time had been roughly restructured to serve asa hidden cdllar. A damp breeze



ghosted through the darkness, causing the lantern flame to dance, and Kane noted a narrow passage
leading out of the cdllar’ sfar wall.

Mauderas glanced about the hidden cellar, his face showing more fear than suspicion. Thiswas aplace
where countless dark crimes had bloodied the stones. It was not awholesome spot to linger, particularly
on the night of Demonlord’ s Moon.

“What the hell!” he muttered, raising hislantern suddenly He tensed as the feeble light picked out the
splintered endsof the ladder, pointing in al directions like the haf-flexed fingers of adead man’s hand.
The woman'’sbody did from his shoulders with a heavy flopping sound.

“That wasn't so rotten it would of collapsed by itsdlf,” Mauderas thought aloud. Drawing his sword, be
shuffled toward the wreckage, the lantern thrust before him like ashield.

Whichleft him blind to anything outsde the closedrle of itslight. As he crept past, Kane leaped from the
shadow of the pillar. Mauderas sensed his rush andstarted to turn. Kane's heavy blade sheared off half
hisface asit passed down through his neck.

The lantern smashed againgt thefloor. A pool of flamelicked over the damp stone. Grotesque shadows
writhedOverthenitre -frosted walls, mocking killer and dain, as Kane wiped his blade clean of the dead
man’ sgore.

“Kane...” A rasping voice caled to him.

He spun on his hedls, a curse exploding from histhroat.

“Kane... isityou?’ theeerie voice whispered.

Kane stalked toward the sound. In the rippling light he that the woman Mauderas had carried had raised
herself weskly.

Heknelt at her sde. “I'm Kane,” hetold her, noting the blood that matted her hair.

Her ashen face waslax; her arms quivered spasmodicaly. Seemingly she had barely strength left to
whisper. “The child, Kane... SaveKlesst... She may be of your seed, but she' sinnocent.”

“Why isKlesst in any danger, old woman?’

“lonor... She birthed her seven years ago tonight... Nothing but hatein her... She cdled out to him for
vengeancethat night...”

“Cadlled out to whom?’

“I heard him at her bedside... Hisblack hound was clawing at our door... The Demonlord cameto

Only willpower held life in the mountain woman' s dying flesh. All strength had | eft her—only her eyes
and lips showed trembling movement, like thefind flickering of alampwick when no more oil remains,
Her voice wastrailing off, and Kane anxioudy bent his ear to her face.

“The Demonlord bargained with her that night. In seven years he’ d draw you back to Raven’sEyrie. In



seven years he' d come with hishound to drag your living flesh down to Hell. lonor would see her
vengeance fulfilled—but the price would be the child. lonor must take Klesst to Raven’ sBad where the
Demonlord and his black hound wait. She must give the hellhound your spoor by throwing the child into
itsmaw...”

“Then the black hound will come for you Kane, to drag your evil soul down to everlasting torment in its
master’ sream. .. and there' s no place you can hide from the hound of Hell! It's no worse than you
deserve, but the child’ s done no wrong. Don't let her sacrifice Klesst. .. There's naught but hate in—"

Greshha swhisper was no longer audible. Kane shook her till form, intent on learning more. And now
her eyes and lips were fixed and silent. Asthey would be forevermore.

The pool of flaming oil crept into tiny idands of fire that one by one snapped and died. Kane arose from
the dead woman, and the chamber was once more in darkness.

He stood wondering for amoment, while his uncanny eyes adapted somewhat to the thick gloom.
Numbness was stealing over hisbody. Fighting the pain and exhaustion that clouded his perception and
dragged at hislimbs, Kane limped toward the passage at the opposite wall. The damp and softly moaning
breath issuing from the blacknessindicated the passage must |ead outward—and Kane had no desire to
return to theinn, evenif be could gain entrance without discovery.

The passage was cramped, with walls and floor of irregular masses of limestone. Kanejudged that
portions of the rock had been broken away to enlarge the natural tunnel. He had begun to form an idea
of the hidden cellar’ s function, and when he reached the end of the passage, his suspicions were
confirmed.

The tunnel opened onto anarrow ledge, jutting mid-way from the limestone bluff below Raven'sEyrie.
The River Cotras rushed thunderoudy beneath the mists another hundred feet down. Close by the mouth
of the passage lay apile of fist-sized stones and broken rubble—harmless enough, but Kane read amore
gniger interpretation.

Beforethe raid, Raven’s Eyrie had been a prosperous caravanserai. But lonor’ s family had gathered its
great Wedlth by darker harvests than the hosting of trail-wearytravellers . Kane suddenly redized that he
had uncovered the chilling secret of Raven' s Eyrie.

Such inns of terror were not rare aong desol ate roadsthrough untilled wilderness. Kane had encountered
them on occasion, athough never on so grand a scale as Raven' s Eyrie, whose dark secret had never
been suspected. He wondered how many other hidden passages opened into guest’ srooms like the one
he had unwittinglystood over and tripped. How many black crimes, what hegps of stolen riches, had this
hidden cdllar known? Studying the cairn of fist-sized rocks, Kane thought of namelesstravellers who had
been secretly dragged from their bedsto this unhalowed cellar, where here, thair bellies ripped open and
weighted with stones, their corpses were thrown from the ledge to sink forever in thedeep current far
below.

No doubt their disappearance, if noted, would havebeen laid to marauding gangs of outlaws, some of
the crimes Kane bitterly reflected, were probably laid to his name. But now the passage showed
evidence of long disuse, and Kane wondered why. Did wedlthytravellers no longer risk these trails, were



their gueststoo few to disappear without notice? Or was lonor of aless murderous temperament than
her predecessors here? Remembering the hatred in her eyes tonight, Kane doubted thislast.

He dismissed the matter; it was of no concern. Instead there was Pleddis to ded with. And the words of
the dying woman. Truth or madness? Kane dared not disregard her whispered warning. He knew the
power of hate.

Klesst—he must get to Klesst. For the child was the key to the doom lonor intended for him. But the
ladder in the shaft was hopelesdy damaged; even if Kane could somehow bridge the missing section, he
doubted that it would bear hisweight. And Pleddis held the inn. There were other secret doors, he knew,
but it would be impossible to evade detection if he returned to the inn. His escape from there had taken
thelimit of his strength and guile—and then it was chance that had saved him. He could not hope for this
asecond time.

Kane shead fdt light, dizzy. It was death to get to Klesst. But if he could not reach the child, lonor
would sest her pact with the Demonlord. Then Pleddis and his hired killerswould show him far grester
mercy than the doom which would certainly clam him.

It was hard to concentrate. Kane' s strength ebbed, as pain and fatigue racked hisflesh, fever and drug
mists swirled through his brain. Raven’s Knaob, the old woman had whispered—there lonor wasto sedl
her unhallowed bargain. Kane had amemory of that jutting, spur of barren rock and lightning-blasted
trees. Risng from the blesk crest of ahigh ridge, it was alandmark in the region and the setting for any
number of dark legends. No sane man would approach Raven’ s Knob when the Demonlord’ s Moon
rose behind it. Possibly not even Pleddis could force hismen to carry their search to its dopes.

lonor would take Klesst there. Kane knew he must reach Raven’ s Knob first. But he had no idea how
much time remained to him. He had heard lonor’ s voice when Mauderas entered the hidden cellar. Very
little time had passed. lonor, however, would take a straight course for Raven’ s Knob. Kane, weakened
and uncertain of the path, must elude Pleddis s searchersin order to reach thepoint. And the night held
dangersfar more sinister than mercenary stedl.

Therewas no other way. Cold anger seethed in Kane' sheart. He had been driven across the land,
ensnared inthis deadly web, each step of his course seemingly predetermined.He would not be the blind
pawn in somedark game fate played.

The ledge seemed to twist downward at a steep dantfrom the mouth of the passage. Clumps of laurel
anchored to cracks and foldsin the dmost sheer face of the bluff; their roots held crumbling shelves of
s0il andbroken rock. They were treacherous foothol ds under thebest conditions; tonight Kane could not
imagine worse. Presumably, though, he could work hisway to the riverbank along this deadly pretense of

apath. If hedipped...

There was no other way.

Fighting the weakness that gnawed at him, the vertigothat aready blurred hismind, Kane set his boots
againg the dippery ledge.



VIIl. And That Will BeYour Call toHdll...

“Stundorn, you know better than to hit an unconscious man,” Pleddistold him. “Wait until he comesto
again 0 hecanfed it!” Hethrew back his head with braying laughter.

The paunch-gutted mercenary spat and unwound the cestus from hisfist. “May beawhile.”

“He'll keep,” grinned Pleddis, critically studying Weed' s broken face. It took some of the frustrated pain
from hisbelly to picture Kane hanging there instead.

Weed' s battered body dowly spun about. The bandit’ s arms had been tied behind hisback. Then a
longer rope had been tied to hiswrigts, its other end wound around the balcony railing. They had hoisted
him above the floor in this manner, histoes only inches from support. While he hung there, his shoulders
threatening to tear from their sockets, Stundorn had worked him over with the cestus.

“When we come back with Kane, he'll tell us the truth about this cache of loot,” Pleddis promised.
“Because he knowsthisisjust ataste of what will happen if heliesto usjust once. Only way to makea
man tell the truth when he expects death in return—you got to make him want to die.”

Hesmiled jovidly at lonor. “Now heis going to be alivewhen | get back, isn't he?’

“Thisis better than killing him,” she said flatly, watching Weed' stortured body asit dowly spun from the
force of thelast blow.

Peddislaughed gppreciatively. “Don't think I’d want you for my enemy—no, | don’t! Wéll, then, we'll
let you and that fat tavern keeper guard him close—and your man Mauderas when he comes back. Of
course, I’ ve got some of my men posted here insde, in case Kane doubles back, and there’ smore
guarding the horses. Persondly, | expect to find him crawling along the mountainside not even amile from
here, but with Kane you best keep al bets covered. He comes back, there’ sawelcome here for him.”

A harried Nattios pounded in from outside. “ Captain Pleddis, it'sno use!” he blurted. “I can’'t do a
damn thing with them hounds. Y ou got to drag them out of their kenndl, and then they justscrounch down
on their bellies and whimper. Hell, one damn near chewed oldUsporris's arm off trying to drag histall
back insde! They' retoo scared to piss, captain. They ain’t good for so much as barking at athief if he
was to step over them—ain't no way we' re going to use themto trail!”

“S0.” Pleddis shrugged his shoulders, affecting nonchaancehe did not fed. “ Then we trail without dogs.
Didn't need them before now. | know damn well you can track aman on foot over thisshort afield.”

He glared at thelong-nosed mountaineer. “Unlessyou ' re too damn scared to do your job. And you and
any otherswho fed that way know what | think about aman who won't do hisjob.”

Nattios nodded unhappily. He knew. They al knew.

“Stundorn—you aren’t afraid to chase down afortunein gold.”



“No, captain,” helied, face pale beneath stubble beard.
“See, Nattios. Stundorn’s not afraid.”
“Y ou find where Kane strail leads off, I'll take you to him,” Nattios promised sullenly.

“I'll hold you to your word.” Pleddis steeth gleamed brightly. “Now let’ s not waste any moretime.”

When the sounds of the hunters had been swallowed by the night, |onor moved from the window and
took down her hooded cloak. The dark brown wool would be dmost invisiblein the night, which wasto
her liking. An encounter with Pleddis' s soldiers was something she wished to avoid—athough it was not
for Pleddis to question her coming and going, nor for any man to bold her back from the path she had set
foot on seven years before.

Klesst’ swide eyesgreeted her when she opened the door. Perhapsif her eyes had not reminded her of
Kane... if her hair had not been red like his...

“You'reawake,” lonor stated in automatic reproof.

“I couldn’t deep with everything happening, Mother. And I’ ve dept so much of the day.” She wanted to
ask if the soldiers had captured Kane, but she dared not show interest. But Kane was magic, for he had
vanished from her closet. They couldn’t catch a sorcerer, could they?

“That'sdl right. Put your clothes on now, Klesst. We re going to go for a short walk.”

“Why, Mother? Tonight’ sthe Demonlord’ sMoon.” Shefelt athrill of bewildered fright.

“That'sal right. The soldierswill protect usfrom any bad things. The night air will bresk your fever. Just
get dressed now.”

“I think my fever isgone now.” Could soldiers protect her from the black hound?

“Just get dressed.”

She wondered if Mother had a surprise for her birthday. One of the girlsin the village told her how she
was taken out to the stable on the night of her birthday, and there was ababy colt just born, and she got
to have him because he was born on her birthday. But Mother never gave her surprises on her birthday.
Sometimes Greshha did, and pretended that they were gifts from Mother, too, but Klesst knew better,
because once she saw Greshha embroidering the birthday skirt with her own hands.

“Did | hear one of the soldiers say that Greshha came back?”’

“No, Klesst. Why are you dawdling?’

“Which skirt shdl | wear, Mother?’

“It doesn' t—Wear the dark blue one.”



That was her best one. “Can | wear my good linen blouse?’ Maybe it was a birthday surprise.

“Yes. Hurry, Klesst.” lonor fidgeted with her fingers, subconscioudy seeking to speed her dressing, but
not wanting to touch the girl. Her body felt tense as she watched Klesst hurry on her clothes, struggleto
push her feet into buskins she had outgrown. She would need anew pair soon...

lonor pushed the thought from her mind. It wastoo late to turn back; she knew that when Kane returned
to Raven's Eyrie. Pleddis s gppearance had made her think briefly that the Demonlord could be cheated
of hisbargain. Y et while thisthought might have stirred a phantom of hope, far greater was her anger at
the chance that her vengeance would not be fulfilled. But the Demonlord would not be cheated. The
game was his, and thiswas only another cat-and-mouse crudlty of hisdark humor. She had struggled
seven yearsto quel any lovefor the child, knowing the unholy bargain she had sworn to consummeate.
And yet, if Pleddis had taken Kane, might she havelearned in timeto. ..

Then surged stronger the screaming vision of seven years past—the death and horror of Kane'sraid, the
shame of her captivity, the tearing agony later in the ruins of her home...

“Mother , I'm ready now. Why isyour face so strange?’ Wrapped in her woolen shawl, Klesst looked
up a her anxioudy.

lonor shook her head and closed hereyesfor amoment.” Nothing’ swrong, Klesst. Now come aong
quickly.”

| X. Broken Barricades

The mass of laurdl roots sagged beneath hisweight. Bits of rock and humus crumbled away from where
the bush anchored itsdlf to the bluff. He heard the trickling sound of itsfall. With painstaking care Kane
transferred hisweight to another shelf of rock and inched forward againgt the bluff. No handholds
here—just the desperate pressure of his body against the bare rock.

Migt rose from theriver far below, breathing adamp film upon the dippery rocks. At timesthe mist
completely obscured the tiny ledge Kane followed, so that he became uncertain which fragmentary path
led down to the riverbank, or ended instead severd yards beyond in asheer drop. Time and again he
had to backtrack over some perilous section of blind trail which moments before bad required dl his
effort to negotiate. No longer was Kane sure whether he actudly followed the path to the river—or even
if such atrail existed. Thefog held its secrets well, and often he had to rely solely on touch to discover
the next foothold.

The migt writhed through hismind aswell. Kanelost note of time; it seemed he had been crawling for
ages across the treacherous bluff, never coming closer to either summit or base. And in truth he waslost.



The rudimentary path he struggled aong wormed across the escarpment above the River Cotrasfor miles
beyond the point where Kane had hoped to descend. This path was only abroken ledge along a series

of faultsin the sirata deadly trail no mountain man would attempt even by day. Pleddis, who was scouring
the gravel beds betweenriver and cliff, never consdered that his wounded quarry would be rash enough
to crawl aong the escarpment where no path existed. And so Kane passed beyond the line of his
pursuers, athough the crumbling ledge that had saved him from capture threatened at any instant to cast
him headlong into the mist-wreathed darkness.

He seemed to move in adream. The mist crawled in phantom shapes; spectral hands clawed out to tear
him from the ledge. Even the cold, swesting rock seemed unred, insubstantial. Kane knew thiswas no
dream, but be had to force himself to be aware of hisredlity. Otherwise he would lose concentration, no
longer care whether atangled clump of laurel would bear hisweight or crumble benesth his boot. He

ground his bleeding hands against the rock and savagely pressed down on hislimping ankle, using the
pain to drive back the sense of dream.

But the phantoms waxed more substantia, the lichen-garbed stoneslessreal. And no further could the
agony of hisbody overcome the fever in his mind. Somehow Kane managed to lurch on toward where
the ledge seemed to broaden—or was that, too, atrick of hisfaltering senses? Unable to determine, he
sprawled heavily onto thedank shelf of rock.

Hislimbswere nerveless. His exhausted body ached for air, but his chest seemed too weakened to
draw bregath fast enough. Kane shuddered; great spasms shook his sweet-dimed frame.

Helay like one dead, while he fought to hold consciousness. Vertigo shivered through hisbrain. The
ledgehe pressed against tilted, spun away, dissolved...

And then the rocks dissol ved.

And the stone became transparent, clearer thanthefinest diamond.
And the mountains opened to Kane.

And Kane looked within the mountains.

He saw the treasures of the hillslocked in their crypts

He saw thetreasures of the hillslocked in their crypts of Primal ssone—veinsof gold and silver, raw
gemstones, buried crowns, and chests of coins—and the grimguardianswho watched over them.

He saw the graves of the hills, where forgotten skel etonsmoul deredinto dust, and lost tombs whose

corpses lay unquiet and imprisoned, and their rotted eyes burnedwith blue flames as they writhed to
return his stare.

He saw thegraveless dead of River Cotras—who had been claimed by the river’ s fury, who bad thrown
themsalvesintoitsflood in futile search for oblivion, who had been flung into its depths to hide the fruits
of murder—white scattered bones, and current-tossed skulls, and moss-crusted lairsfor fishes and
wriggling things

He saw thelost mines of the ancients, and that which they mined and that which they buried—that which
they sought after and did not find, and that which they feared and could not flee—and the knowledge
made him close hiseyes and cry out.



He saw cavernsthat crawled downward and downward, and the blind flapping things that dwelled
within them—and the cities that were raised there, where no light would even burn—and the misshapen
facesthat peered fearfully fromditted windows in towers for which there were no doors.

He saw the black flames of the far abyss, toward which monstrous worms gnawed chaotic tunnels
through the rock, seeking the flames of Hell, where as obscene moths they would burst forth to whed
and dart, until theirsmouldering wingswould fail and they would plunge like meteorsinto the lake of fire.

He saw the hidden creatures of the mountains, risen from their secret densto hunt by the Demonlord's
Moon. Huge, bloated toads that hopped through the fog, flicking forth searching tongues from reeking
jaws of acid-venomedfangs. Lonely abandoned cabins, inviting atravdler to shelter—that were neither
cabins nor abandoned, and their invitation was not for refuge. Glowing-eyed creatures shaped somewhat
like men, who ran on furred limbs, and showed wolves fangs when they howled. Shambling giantslike
misshapen apes, yellow-toothed and shovel -ta oned—some shaggy as bears, some scaled like
shakes—begtial descendants of those who first claimed man’ simage. Creegping from caverns, naked
cregtures no longer quite human—filthy, scabrous packs of men, women and mewing children, not haf so
hideous as the hunger that brought them forth. And that which followslondytravellers in the dark of the
woods, until at last they look behind, and in that moment die (Kane looked upon itsface, and terror
scarred his soul).

There were others. ..

And Kane moaned and gnawed histongue, crushed hisfiststo hiseyes. Until the visonsfaded into grey,
and only the knowledge remained.

He opened his eyes. The rock was solid about him. The fever had broken.

And now asteaming, fetid breasth snuffled hisbody. Eyeslike red glowing stars stared baefully down
upon his upturned face.

“No, Serberys,” said avoice, “Kaneisnot ours... yet.”

Kane snarled and flung himself aside. Larger and blacker than any bear of these mountains, the hound of
Hell snarled back at him.

“Now we ve spoiled hisdream,” came the sardonic laugh. “Were you dreaming, Kane?’ The
Demonlord' s onyx-talonedhand rested on his bound' s heckled neck. He stood tall and lean and
muscular; his garments were black and findly cut to the current mode—full-deeved shirt and tight
trousers, knee boots of soft lesther, and along sword at hisbelt. A wide black cloak seemed to flap
about his shoulders, but Kane knew it was not a cloak.

Kaneglared at the mgjesticaly evil face and theunwinking black eyes. “If you' ve comefor me,
Sathonys, you'll find my stedl asready asever.”

The Demonlord smiled; mockery robbed his expression Of any warmth. “We ve met on friendlier terms
in past years, Kane. Why do you show your fangs now?’

“WEe |l play thisgame no longer,” growled Kane, edging back along the ledge so thet the face of the cliff
was close behind him. Serberys' s squat bulk completely blocked thetrail before him; black tongue licked
smoking jowls. He flexed the cramped pain from his sword arm, but did not yet draw his blade.



“But avassd playshislord’ sgamefor so long asthe master wills,” mocked Lord Tloluvin, his cloak
billowing about him.

“I’'m not your vassal.” Kane' sfists clenched like rocks.

“But you've served mewell in the past.” The night winds moaned aong the escarpment, but his cloak
did not swirl in obedience to thewind' s caress.

“And you' ve served me better—and we' ve fought sde by side. But Kane owes alegiance to neither
god nor demon, and I'll not be your pawn in this game you play now.”

“If not pawn, perhaps prize,” the Demonlord laughed. “And yet, you must surely understand thet all
mortas are but pawns.”

“Nor am | mortal.”
“Perhaps before dawn you'll be proven wrong on both counts.”

Thismay be my lagt night, but who comes for mewill find no pawn!” warned Kane, the fury of hisblue
eyes as hdlish aflame asthe Demonlord’ s own.

Lord Tloluvin studied the death in Kane' s are. “1’ ve cause enough to respect you, Kane, true, and
admireyou. At times our battles have been in the same cause.”

“Y ou show little gratitude for acomradein ams.”

“Kane! You know better!” protested Lord Tloluvin in sardonic reproof. “I only follow my nature—one
you well understand. Sathonys, Tloluvin, Lato, by whatever name—my nature isthe same. Only afool
expectsloydty in the Demonlord’ sfriendship.”

“Perhaps then you, too, are only a pawn—to your nature, or whatever laws you obey.”

The Demonlord’ s smile was suddenly menacing. Serberys growled like brazen thunder and took half a
stride forward on the ledge, “Y our wit isas bold as your arrogance, Kane. W€ Il argue thislater, | think.

“But stop to consider my game, since | doubt its nature confuses you. Y ou must admit I’ ve set the
gameboard well. For seven years |onor’ s festering hate has poisoned this wounded land—twisted her
soul and tainted the spirits of those about her. And now to sedl her pact of vengeance she will give methe
child, the daughter she hastortured herself to keep hating for seven years. Isit not awork of art, Kane?
Y ou can admire art such asthis, | know. Or do you better appreciate the mastery with which | drew you
to me here tonight—held by bonds of fever like achained sacrifice, with greed and ruthless crudty likea
snarling pack to drive you—and atrail of desth and ruin to mark the passage of the hunt.”

“If you ve set thegameboard for this night, Sathonys,” Kane spat back, “you still cannot manipulate dl
the pieces. Other men you may use as pawns, but not Kane! I'll yield to no predestined fate, and if | fall,
I’ll diehardand I'll die afree man!”

“Still shaking your bloodstained fist at fate, Kane? But | supposethat isyour nature, and | return your
accusation. Before dawn comeswe' I speak further on freewill, and then | think we' | know better
whether this arrogance isvain boast or desperate faith.”



Serberysraised his sooty muzzle and bayed. The ravenous howl! sent echoes of terror resounding
through the night.

Lord Tloluvin stroked his massive shoulders. “Yes, Serberys, | senseit, too. lonor approaches Raven's
Bad with the child, and we must go await her.”

Hissmilewas agelesdy crudl. “By your leave, Kane—but while we ve tarried here, the seeds sown
seven years ago in hate, and so carefully nurtured since, are about to flower beneath my moon.

“And did you know that thistrail you' ve so desperatdly followed endsin asheer precipice only ashort
way from here?’

Thunder smashed down over the ledge, like deafening laughter.

Kane stood aone.

X. Demonlord sMoon

At first Kane hoped that the Demonlord had lied. Asrage fired new strength through his muscles he
plunged recklesdy aong the now wider trail. For some distance the ledge offered a secure path dong the
face of the cliff. Kane realized now that he was not on thetrail he had thought to follow, but at the same

time hewas headed in the direction of Raven’s Bad. Lord Tloluvin would have known this—had bethen
lied to make Kane turn back?

The Demonlord had not lied thistime.

Kane skidded to a hdt, as before him theledge abruptly fell away. Here the fault in the strata had broken
loose, and a great section of the escarpment had sheared off into the River Cotras far below. No trail
crossed the black chasm.

Straining to pierce the river mist, Kane peered upward. Above him the cliff marched into the night;
below he could hear the muffled roar of River Cotras. From what he remembered of theriver gorgein
thisregion, thisledge must be a least a hundred feet from the crest. He was trapped here, unless...

Examining the chasm he thought he discerned anarrow crack which appeared to lead to the area of the
fal. If he could find handholds dong this crevice, he might be able to reach the dide, where the broken
rock might provide an avenue to scale the bluff.

Therewas, of course, no hopein turning back.



Am | truly apawn in the Demonlord’ s game?

The crack in the rock ran perhaps fifty feest—a sheer plummet—Dbefore it reached the dide rubble. The
stone was damp and dippery, white with frogt in places. Bits of splintered rock plugged the crevice every
few inches. There scarcely seemed space enough to dig hisfingers.

Stretching out, Kane forced his powerful hands into the crevice. He heaved his massive body off the
ledge and into space. His giant shoulders bunched and strained; his legs scuffed againgt the rock, while
the river mist swirled up about him from far below.

His movements wererapid, for he knew his overtaxed strength would fater in another moment. Likea
great ape, he siwung across the escarpment, driving his body on by force of will. Deeth awaited hisfirst
migudged grip.

The crevice dowly narrowed. Kane found he must support hisweight solely by his clawing fingers—and
gtill the crack tightened. Until there was no longer spaceto thrust hisfingers.

Kane' s breath grunted an inarticulate curse, but with each second akilling agony, he wasted no time.
Hanging periloudy by one arm, Kane quickly drew a dagger from hisboot. Itsflat balanced blade was
designed for throwing; whether its steel would support his bulk, Kane had only oneway of determining.
Using the knifefor a piton, Kane jammed it into the crevice and tried hisweight.

The tempered sted shivered and grated; the hilt seemed to bend dightly under the tearing stress. But it
held. Clinging desperately to the swesty hilt, Kanejerked itsmate from his other boot. Hethrust it into the
crevice, then swung out with the other blade. Two insignificanthefts of sted and leather were al that
supported himabove the deadly abyss. It seemed the blades could never endure the strain. They did;
Kane' s desperate gambl e succeeded.

With these makeshift pitons, he struggled acrossthefind few yardsto what was rdlative safety. Reaching
the rubble |eft by the avalanche, he gratefullyrested his boots on anoutjutting boulder. An hour’ srest
would seem life saving now, but he knew there was not a minute to spare. Grimly he began to scaethe
chaos of broken rock which marked the dide.

Stundorn wasill at case. The blocky mercenary distrusted the strange swirling mist that cloaked, then
reved ed the autumna ridges. Nor did he like the eerie shadows that seemed to flash along in the
darknesson dl sdes of them, dthough time and again a sudden frightened challenge had revedled
nothing.But would shadowsmakesounds?

Once more he tried to fight down gnawing fear. He had lost hope of finding Kane in the night—already
they had hunted farther than Pleddis had been prepared to. Pleddis had overstretched their lines, spread
the search too far. Now they wandered through the darknessin small bands. Stundorn glanced ahead on
the ridge as the Demonlord’ s Moon rose high over Raven’ s Knob. Dread chilled his pirit. Thistrall
skirting the river gorge was no placeto linger tonight.

“Areyou sure you know what you' re doing?’ he demanded of Nattios.

The mountaineer’ s nerves were, if anything, worse. “ There' sthe tracks. Look at them yourself, and tell



me what we' re doing. Woman and a child, and not too far ahead. I'll kissyour assif it’s not the woman
from theinn and her kid.”

“But why would she be on the trail to Raven’sKnob?” the other persisted. “No sane errand would take
her there tonight of dl nights. Hell, you know the Soriesthey tell.”

“| didn’t say shewas goingto Raven’sKnob,” Nattios argued. “| said thistrail leadspast Raven’s Knaob.
We don't know where she' sredlly headed.”

“Then why don’t we turn back?’ grumbled one of the other half-dozen men in their party “Damn woman
wants to take her kid and risk what' s out here tonight, that’ s her business.”

“Noneof that talk,” growled Stundorn, thinking the man had avaid point. But no he would have to face
Pleddis, and his captain took a harsh view of cowardice.

“lonor’ s out here she' s got to have agood reason,” he explained. “ Could be she' s gone to meet Kane.
That kid'sgot hair like Kane, and those blue eyes. Didn’t get them from her mother, and we don’t know
who she callsfather. Might beit's Kane—he' s been through thisrange of hills before.”

“Seemed ready enough to drink his blood back at theinn,” the grumbler persisted.

“Could have been fake,” guessed Stundorn. *Kane decided to hole up at Raven's Eyrie after all—and
she was fixing them food. Could be Kane' s more welcome therethan anyone guessed. Might explain how
he managed to dip out of the inn without our knowing it.”

“Well, there s something sure funny about that inn,” Nattios contributed. Tak drowned out the night’s
eerie sounds. He hoped the conversation would continue.

They shuffled on abit farther in slence. The movement from the corner of their eyes seemed to increase;
the night sounds edged closer a hand. Bolder.

“How close are weto Raven’sKnob?' Stundorn asked, uneasily gazing at the bald spur of rock on the
crest of theridge.

“Pretty close—maybe amile or so by trail,” the tracker hazarded. “ Stundorn, you suppose Kane knows
you shot him?’

“That ain’t certain,” protested the man with the arbalest, who had earlier boasted of it.
“Because maybe Kane' s dead after al. We ain't none of us seen him sincethefirst. There’'s some damn
weirdthings you hear about Kane, and if he died tonight... Well, there’ s been dead men before that

didn't lieinthar graves.”

“Shut up!” Stundorn cursed him, thinking that adead man would surely take vengeance on hisdayer if
hecould return from the grave.

“I just wondered if you knew for sure you shot him, and if you knew where the quarrel hit him, that’ sall.
Then maybe we' d know whether Kane' sjust crippled, orwhether up ahead somewhere there’' s adead
manwating...”

“I said, shut up! Keep your mind on thetrail.”



“Ain’'t nothing there to keep my mind on. A blind mancould read these tracks—they’ re leading Straight
dongthetrall to Raven’sKnob.”

“Vaul! What' sthat?” someone gasped.

They frozein their sancesto listen. A scraping, scrambling sound not far away ...

“It' ssomething climbing up from the river!” another cried out.

“Fool! That'sasheer drop”* Nattios swore.

“It' scloser!”

“Thenwhat...?’

With abloodcurdling howl, Kane flung himsdlf over the last shelf of rock. A man screamed in terror.

Kane sface was battered, hisbody and clothing torn filthy, stained with blood. His sword flashed from
the scabbard as he cleared the precipice, aydl of animd ferocity twisting hislips. He had sprung out of
the abyssasif by sorcery—a vengeful phantom who loomed to giant stature in the terror of that moment.
The Demonlord’ s Moon cast itsred glare upon him, and hiskiller’ s eyes blazed with the sure promise of
desth.

Stundorn’ s shot was wild, for only fear had triggered hisweapon. “Kane!” someone bawled in panic.
The bounty hunters broke and fled.

With aroar of insane fury, Kane lunged after them. With no thought of danger, he drove them before
him. Too long had he been hounded by jackals; the wounded lion had turned to kill.

Stundorn wasted an ingtant trying to crank the cockingrachet of hisarbalest. The reflex wasfata now,
for his comrades had |eft him to stand alone. As he dropped the useless wegpon and groped for his
sword, Kane' s hell-driven blade split him amost in haf. The others made no attempt to stand before his
rush. In frantic haste to escape the bellowing demon, Nattios migudged the edge of the cliff; his screams
were swdlowed in theriver migts.

Kane ravened after them. Another mercenary died with Kane's sword sunk to the hilt through his spine.
The survivors split from thetrail to plunge into the forest, and Kane legped after them to tackle the last
man. Brutaly he pounded the mercenary’ s skull againgt the rocks, again and again, until hisfists held only

pulp.

Then the red mists of rage parted, and Kane rose from his gory work. From the black trees he heard
another man scream once and break off. Under the dark pines, shadows rustled to close on the echo of
death. Kane coughed and shook his head. Asthekilling rage left him, awareness of his danger returned.

Had Pleddis heard the cries, the fury of Kane's attack? Had someone escaped to warn him of Kane's
presence? The problems seemed only of minor importance; Kane knew afar deadlier menace was
closing about him. He stared defiantly at the ridge before him.

There before the red moon rose Raven' s Knob. Andthistrail climbed toward it. Ahead was lonor with
the child—buthow far ahead?



Kane paused only to snatch up andrecock Stundorn’s arbaest—for the stedl-bowed weapon was
accurate tokill at over one hundred fifty yards, and he might still get close enough. ..

Throwing hislast strength into his stride, Kane pounded up the trail to Raven’s Knob. His sense of
hideous danger dl but drowned the agony that shrieked through his frame with every step.

Klesst suddenly stopped and tugged at 1onor’ s cloak. “Mother, let’s not walk any farther. I'm tired

“Comeon, Klesst. It isn't much farther. If you don’t stop thiswhining, I’ [l dap you.”

Mother’ s daps stung dl the worse because the girl sensed the anger in her blow. “But Mother, I'm
frightened out here. The soldiersare way behind us.”

“| said, come on!” lonor jerked her arm forward, then released her hand once Klesst started to follow.
She had dwaystried to keep from touching her... It was betterthat way.

“Mother, | think | remember this place.”
“Surely you' ve played near here often before.”
“Never. The other children are afraid to come here, and | don’t like to be done so far in the woods.”

lonor walked resolutely on, impatiently dackening herquick stride to let the child stay beside her. It was
not asif Klesst were hers. She was Kane' s—and a stolen part of her own flesh. Stolen. Raped and
shamed and stolen.Klesst wasn't her daughter—she had been determined onthat from thefirst. Shewas
acancer which Kane had implanted within her body, and in pain she had beenpurged of the cancer.
Almost. The child was something gpartfrom her. If there had ever been love thiswould be different, but
there had never been love; there never would be love. Shewould fed no more guilt for Klesstthan for a
cancer that asurgeon excised and destroyed.

It would be over in another few minutes. Seven years of hate. Klesst would not suffer. Not like she
hed...

“Mother, | think thisisthe placein my dream.”
“Hush, Klesst.”

“No, Mother! | know it's the same place. That great big rock up there is where the black dog first
appears, and the black man who waks behind him.” Klesst’ svoicerosein sharp fear.

lonor frowned at the girl. She had hoped to avoid physica contact— physical force—with thechild,
though she had alength of cord under her cloak if she needed it “Don't be afraid, Klesst. When you get
to that big rock and see that there’ sno black hound and his master, then you won't have those silly
nightmaresany more.”



“I'm still scared,” Klesst whispered, her eyes round and frightened.
“Comeon, quickly now.”

Klesst walked dowly on. She did not want to anger Mother. She used to think that if she never made
Mother angry again, then Mother might forget the awful thing she once had done—athough what this
crime might have been, she never understood. Of late Klesst had lost hope of making Mother ever
forget.

Then her owl-like eyes stared at the barren spur of rock. lonor had forgotten—if she ever knew—how
well Klesst could seein the dark.

“Mother!” screamed Klesst, breaking away. “I can see them! It’ sthe black dog and the black man!
They’ rewaiting in the shadow of those big rocks up ahead! Mother! The black dog sees me, too! Can't
you see how red hiseyesglow?’

“Come here, damn you!” shouted lonor, reaching for the cord. In her urgent need to catch the terrified
girl, she lunged and stumbled over aroot. “Come herel” sheyelled, as she sprawled after the retreating
child.

It wasthe last fragment of horror for Klesst. She whirled and dashed back down thetrail, utter panic
lending horribleimpetusto her childish stride.

lonor called once more, then saved her breath for overtaking Klesst. The girl could not stay ahead of her
for very long.

But terror gave her strength, so that Klesst flew headlong down the path, running faster than she ever
had. She could hear lonor’ s boots drawing closer from behind, and in her mind Mother, the black hound,
and its magter dl merged into one onrushing phantom of dread.

A giant, diseased apple tree overhung thetrail. Thelast of ablighted orchard that once had stood along
thisdope, the huge tree reached over the path with grotesque and nightmarish limbs. The sick-sweet odor
of rotting apples hung under its shadow like the smell of sate flowersin agraveyard. It had frightened
Klesst when firgt they passed benesath its clutching branches.

Now as she rushed past it, her feet skidded on the rotted fruit. Klesst howled and pitched flying onto the
decay-strewn ground. The jar of her fall Ieft her no breath to cry out.

Desperatdly shetried to scramble back up to run. Too late. A frenzy of motion in the darkness, and
lonor’s cold hand knotted in her disordered hair. Still trying to draw breath, Klesst was yanked to her
fedt.

lonor dapped her, hard. “Now I’ll show you what good it isto run!” she panted. And she drew the
girl’ swrigtstogether, fumbled with the cord.

Klesst watched mutely as her hands weretied, till tooterrified to grasp what was happening to her. She
wondered if Mother meant to whip her like once shedidSde .

There was ascuff of boot on stone, then another silhouette joined the apple tree' s contorted shadow.

It' sthe black man,thought Klesst.He' s come with his hound. Mother will give me to him...



“Kanel” snarled lonor, legping up in fury.

There wasfury in Kane' seyes.

Thearbalest in hisarms shuddered.

lonorshrieked in clawing agony astheiron-barbedquarrd toreinto her belly and flung her back against
thetree. She should have falen then; instead she hung there, writhing in torment. At point-blank range the
quarrel haddrilled through her spine and sunk into the gnarled trunk.

She struggled frantically to break free, but her strength suddenly failed. Hate was dower to desert her,
and shespat curses through her bubbling lips as she died. And findly there was an end even to her hate.
Her dumped figure hung limply from the apple tree, impaled on the spike like ashrike’ s prey on athorn.

Clumsily—for his chest pounded with agony, and scarlet mists blurred his vison—Kane gathered up his
sobbing childand wrapped her in hiswalfskin cloak. “Wel played. Kane!” came sardonic congratulations.
“I hed thought the game won.”

Klesst buried her face in Kane' s shoulder. Kane warily shifted his burden away from swordhilt. The
Demonlord and his hound stoodbefore him on thetrall.

“Doyou ill say I'm your pawn?’ he growled. “ There stands your pawn. Y our pact isforfeit, and you'll
haveto play a my gameif you think to clam thisprize!”

“Your game, Kane?’' mocked Sathonys. “1 think not. And perhaps | waswrong to cal you apawn.
We'll play the game another day, and then we' |l see whether Kane istruly master of hisfate, or smply
fool of luck.

“Still, I won't say this outcome displeases me. Our souls are like matched blades fired in the sameforge,
Kane. After al thesecenturies, | believel’d missyou, and you' veserved me well so many times.”

Kane seyesblazed in anger.

“Asanaly, of course,” the Demonlord amended, with asarcastic sdute.

He touched the hound’ smisshapenedhead . “ Come, Serberys. The moon isgrowing old, and our friend
Kane hasled so many soulsinto our domain tonight. We must not delay our hunt any longer, aslseemy
cregtures have become quite hungry.”

Serberys openedhis davering jawsin abaying note of horror.

Hound and magter vanished into the night.

Kane dmost found pity for those who had dared to pursue him beneath the Demonlord’s Moon. But
pity wastoo rare in Kane to bestow upon his enemies.



Through the throbbing haze of pain, Weed felt himsdlf lowered to the floor. He waited blindly for the
torture to take some new direction, only thankful that the agony of hiswrenched shoulders had let up.
Then aknife sheared through his bonds.

He opened his swolleneyes. It was Kane, although it took a moment to be sure. The outlaw leader was
agridy sght to seethissde of Hell.

Kane pushed abottle of brandy into his mouth. Weed tried to take it in his hands but found them too
numb to respond. The brandy wasfire on historn lips and broken teeth, but he swallowed greedily as
Kanetipped the flask.

In amoment he had come to himsalf enough to note the torn bodies of his guards strewn about the
room. Kane had descended on them in amurderous rush of fury, but Weed had hung unconscious
throughit dl.

“Canyou ride?’ Kane demanded.

Weed glanced at Kane' sface, then quickly looked away. “I guess s0,” he grunted, feding cracked ribs
as be struggled to stand. “1 guess so. Give me aminute to get my breath.”

“Therée re horsessaddled and ready in the stable,” Kanetold him. “ The guards won't bother you.”

“Thoem! What' shappened?’ muttered Weed, swaying for balance. “Where' sPleddis and al his men?
They dl went out to look for you...”

A chilling howl dtirred the night winds. It sounded like the bay of ahound as he closeson hisquarry. It
was not pleasant to hear.

“I think they found other hunters already out there,” said Kane.

Hethrust abulging scrip into Weed' s hands. It was heavy, but the weight of gold was one that Weed's
tingling fingersfound strength to close upon. “Here sgold,” Kanetold him. “Useit asyou need it. When
you're strong enough to ride, take Klesst here and go. Dawnwill soon break, and you'll be safe
enough—besides, Sathonys owes me for agame. Take Klesst with you toObray’ s Station—that’ swell
north of the Combine s authority, and no one will follow. Take good care of thegirl, and when | join you
shortly, I'll share my cachewith you. | know that interests you.”

Weed wiped the blood from hisface, not redlizing until later that Kane had known hisdesigns. “ Sure,
Kane. Whatever you say. But what about you? Pleddisis going to return any minute now...”

“I'll seeto my end,” Kane grimly vowed. “Y ou makedamn certain about yours.”

Dawn wasgreying the skies, the Demonlord’ s Moon had plunged benegath the black ridges, when
Pleddis pushed open the door of Raven's Eyrie. He staggered into acommon room, his garments ragged
and bloody, hisface more colorlessthan ever. Hislimbs trembled, and there was gore on his sword no
human veins had spilled. Helost hislaugh.



“Demong!” he blurted out with a choked voice. In a dazed stupor, he lurched across the center of the

room. “Devilsfrom the hilld Vaul! The thingswere everywhere! Sngpping, clawing, leaping out on you

from the trees and the shadows and the rocks! Too many—reaching out from al around us! Couldn’t
make astand!”

Hiseyes 4iill shone with horror. “ And that hound! That hideous black hound! | saw it drag Eridl down

asheran! Vaul! | can ill hear itsbaying! Drove melike ahunted fox acrossthe ridges—but | outranit,
medeit back divel”

He paused for breath, and awareness of his surroundings cameto him. The hugeinnlay intota slence.

“Where—whereiseveryone?’ Pleddis called ouit.

“I’'mright here,” said Kane, risng out of the shadow.



