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CHAPTER ONE

The | ast caravan had departed ten days before, and the next was not expected
for at least a fortnight. Skelleth's market lay still and al nost enpty in the
watery sunlight of early spring. No merchants or farmers disturbed its
silence, though a few l|loafers and strolling pedestrians were in sight. On the
east side of the square, the door of the new Baron's house was cl osed,
indicating that its occupants were not to be disturbed. Garth, one of only two
overnen still in Skelleth, sat in the King's Inn, staring out the w ndow at
the lifeless market, with nothing to distract himfromhis own sour nood and
gl oony t houghts.

No news had conme down fromthe Northern Waste since the | ast snows had
nelted. That neant that Garth had received no word of his famly, nor a report
about his latest petition to the Gty Council of Ordunin, asking that his
sentence of bani shnent fromthe Waste be revoked. He was still an exile from
hi s homel and, stranded in Skelleth for lack of anywhere better to go.

From the overman's point of view, Skelleth was not a particularly
pl easant place to dwell, but it did have certain advantages. First, it was on
t he border, the closest human habitation to his native city of O dunin;
therefore, his family could visit himnore easily here than el sewhere, and his
petitions and letters to the Council could be delivered nore quickly.

Second, he was on good terns with the local rulers. Saram Baron of
Skel |l eth, before being el evated to his present position, had been the cl osest
thing Garth had to a human friend. The Baroness Frim was the only ot her
person who m ght possibly be considered for that title; Garth had brought her
to Skelleth hinself, after rescuing her froma sacrificial altar in her native
city of Disarra. It was he who had introduced Frima to her husband.

Furthernore, the Treasurer and Mnister of Trade was the forner naster
trader, Galt of Ordunin, the only other overman still in Skelleth. Garth had
brought him down fromthe Waste to aid in opening trade between Skelleth and
Ordunin. That trade was flourishing now, despite the fact that Galt, I|ike
Garth, was under sentence of exile.

Third, although the I ocal populace did not, in general, like or trust
Garth, it had learned to accept his presence. The people of other human towns
m ght not be so accommodating. Three centuries had passed since the Racial
Wars between human and overman had dwi ndl ed away to nothing, but hatred, Garth
knew, could linger long after its cause was forgotten

Fourth, at |east at the noment, Skelleth was at peace-and that was an
increasingly rare distinction. Although the news fromthe |lands to the south
and east and west tended to be nuddl ed and sonetimes contradictory, Garth knew
wel | that nost of the world was at war. No one, including the Eramran barons
t hensel ves, seenmed to have a cl ear idea which side any given baron was on in
any given war; yet by all accounts, that uncertainty had not inpeded the
fighting one whit. The greater wars provided the excuse for settling old
border squabbles or for sinple raiding and | ooting. The civil war in Eranmg,
begun al nbst three years earlier when the Baron of Sland rebell ed against the
H gh King at Kholis and declared himto be a false king and foul usurper, had
settled down into an apathetic |ack of cooperation after Sland had been
defeated in a long and nessy battle. The war between Eramma and Orun, which
had been | aunched by the opportunistic King of Orun in hopes of taking
advant age of Eramma's seemi ng dissol ution, appeared to have reached a bl oody
stal emate along a front somewhere to the sout heast of Skelleth. Despite the
justification of an ancient border dispute, the war was not popular in Orun
and had created such discontent that there were now runors of inpending civil
war in that land as well.



Vague reports came in of wars in the western real mof Nekutta, though no
one seened to know who was fighting whom and no word at all reached Skelleth
from Mara, Amag, Tadumuri, Yesh, or the other |ands of the far south.

A possible fifth reason for Garth to stay was a result of the fact that
Skel |l eth was peaceful and in a far happier state under Saramthan it had ever
been under his predecessor. Wth so many of the world's trade routes disrupted
by war and insurrection, Skelleth's very worthl essness had hel ped to nake it a
center of commerce. No conqueror in his right mnd would bother with so
desol ate a piece of land, so far fromall the traditional caravan roads; that
| eft Saram and his patchwork governnent free to pursue untraditional trade
whol eheartedly and unhi ndered. The nerchants of Skelleth, with their lord's
active encouragenment, dealt inpartially with the men of Eramm, the overnen of
the Northern Waste, and the nixed society of the Yprian Coast. Wth no assets
but peace, a willingness to trade, and a manageabl e | ocati on, the town had
grown prosperous for the first tinme in nortal menory.

It had also, in Garth's opinion, grown placid and boring.

No one el se seened to share his feeling. Galt was too busy buying and
selling, planning new routes and new met hods, or setting prices and taxes and
tariffs to be bored. He had beconme far wealthier than any other overnan since
the Racial Wars, yet he appeared interested only in expanding trade, enriching
the treasury, and acquiring still greater wealth.

Saram seened content to enjoy the rewards of his new position as Baron
while others did the work. He held el aborate feasts to greet every new envoy
or caravan master, dressing hinmself in fine furs and enbroi dery-over man work,

i mported from O duni n-and growi ng steadily plunper, thus losing the trim
fighting formhe had had when he served as a lieutenant in the guard under the
| ast hereditary Baron of Skelleth.

Frima didn't appear to mnd her husband's added wei ght. She had arrived
in Skelleth with nothing; even the clothes on her back had been borrowed from
Garth. She had been no one of inportance, a tinker's daughter who worshi pped
t he ni ght goddess Tema and was ki dnapped by the rival cult of Sai, goddess of
pain. Garth had rescued her and brought her to Skelleth against her wll,
| eaving Disarra, long the greatest city of Nekutta, devastated by fire and
pl ague. He had not wanted the inconveni ence of caring for her and had turned
her over to Saram That had led to their marriage, and thus to her present
position as Baroness. She seened far nore grateful to Saram who had taken her
in, than to Garth, who had saved her life. Though she still treated Garth as a
friend, her primary interests in |life now were pleasing Saram and enj oyi ng
their sudden wealth. Despite certain disappointnments-her only child so far, a
son, had been born dead-she was happy. She did not find her new station at al
t edi ous or boring.

The ot her humans of the village m ght have been bored, but Garth ignored
thementirely. They, in turn, avoided himfor the nost part. They could not
forget that it was Garth who had nurdered the old Baron sone thirty nonths
earlier, Garth who had | ed a conpany of overnen in the sacking and burning of
the village. Men, wonen, and children had died. Al the Baron's guardsmen had
peri shed except the disgraced Saram who had been renmoved fromthe guard for
refusing to kill Garth in a previous confrontation. It had been this
elimnation of all other candidates, rather than any real qualifications for
the job, that had made Saram the new Baron of Skelleth

Galt had gradually been accepted and forgiven; his part in the battle
had been snmall, and his trader's expertise had so benefited the village since
its reconstruction that he was now sonething of a hero. Garth, however,
remai ned an outcast.

At first there had been others anong the surviving overnmen who had
chosen to stay in Skelleth after its destruction, and even after the
rebui | di ng had been conpl eted, but they had gradually drifted away with the
passi ng nonths. Sone had returned home to the Northern WAaste and been pardoned
for their part in the attack, though the Council steadfastly refused to pardon
Glt and Garth, the two supposed | eaders. A few had gone to explore the Yprian



Coast and had not returned. One had been sent a special envoy to the court of
the Hi gh King at Kholis, whom Skelleth's governnent still recognized as the
rightful lord of all Eramma.

At one point there had been tal k of using the overmen as the nucl eus of
a new conpany of guardsnen, but nothing had come of it; Skelleth had no
mlitary at all at present, save for the handful of warbeasts that the overnen
had brought. The great aninmals were now tended by a special contingent of the
Baron's staff, an entirely human contingent. Garth believed this to be the
first time in history that warbeasts had been under human care.

He had consi dered demandi ng that he be put in charge of the creatures,
on the grounds that it was not fitting for warbeasts to be tended by nmere nen
and worren, but he had never actually done so. He had feared that he woul d be
turned down, as he had been turned down for every other duty in Skelleth. To
be refused a position as a keeper of beasts would be too rmuch for his pride;
he preferred not to risk it. There had been enough blows to his self-esteem
al r eady.

The aversion to his presence that the townspeopl e displayed did not
bot her him he was accustonmed to it, could understand it, and furthernore
cared very little for the opinions of nmost humans. There were, however, other
natters.

H's three wives, one by one, had cone to Skelleth to see him once the
City Council had revoked his chief wife Kyrith's house arrest, inmposed for her
part in the sacking of Skelleth. Each had conme, but each had refused to give
up her home in Ordunin to join himin exile.

H s children had visited as well, acconpanying tradi ng caravans, but he
had not even troubled hinself to ask themto stay; they were old enough to
fend for thensel ves and make their own hones w thout his neddling.

Overnen did not have the strong famly ties that humans had, but the
triple rejection by his wives, and the failure of any of his five offspring to
volunteer to settle in Skelleth, still hurt.

The City Council had refused petition after petition, so that he could
not rejoin his wives in Ordunin. The councilors had, in truth, not even taken
the tine to consider his requests; they were too busy trying to deal with the
wor seni ng depredations of human pirates along their coasts and could spare no
time fromthat obsession to discuss clenmency for a troubl esone renegade
prince. Garth had tried to argue, by proxy, that he had fought pirates before
and coul d be of sufficient value in fighting themagain to make his pardon a
real public benefit, but the Council had continued to ignore himnonethel ess.

Thi ngs had started to go wong when he found the so-called Sword of
Bhel eu in Disarra. Until then, his word had been good and his actions his
own-but at his first sight of the weapon, he had begun to | ose control. He had
taken it fromthe altar of Bhel eu, god of destruction, w thout any conscious
decision to do so, and thereafter had been seized every so often by fits of
what appeared to be a form of bl oodthirsty nadness. He had gradually conme to
realize, though, that sone external power was possessing him using the sword
as a conduit. Even know ng that, he had been unable to free hinself.

As the power had gained in influence and clarity, it had declared itself
to him clainng to be Bhel eu hinself, cone to assert his dom nance over the
dawni ng Fourteenth Age, the Age of Destruction, through his chosen norta
host .

Garth had declined to serve willingly as host to the god, if god it
truly was. Hi s refusal had done little good; the god had controlled him
anyway, and he had been unable to put down the sword.

Whi |l e under the sway of the god and his sword, Garth had slain the
previ ous Baron of Skelleth and destroyed much of the vill age.

In the days that had foll owed, as he becane nore aware of the sword's
nature and seemingly limtless magi cal power, his compani ons had grown to
trust himless and | ess. That had been the period when Skelleth's new
government had taken shape, and Garth had been excluded on the basis of the
madness t he weapon had i nduced. He had not argued with that decision; he had



been conscious of his own erratic behavior and therefore had been far nore
concerned with freeing hinself of Bheleu's control than with village politics.

The sword was a magni fi cent weapon, a great two-handed broadsword with
an imrense red gemin its ponmel. It was supernaturally indestructible, able
to cut through stone or metal with ease, and could control the elenents,
sumon or di sperse stornms, even shake the very earth. It gloried in fire and
could burn in a hundred strange ways w t hout being consumed. Had it not been
under the evil aegis of Bhel eu, dedicated to wanton destruction, Garth would
have been proud to be the chosen w el der of such a thing.

As it was, though, he had wanted nothing but to free himself and he had
at |last done so. He no longer had the sword. The sword al one had been
responsi ble for his madness, so that with its | oss he was hinsel f again; for
these two years and several nonths past, he had been as sane and trustworthy
as ever in his life, yet he was still not allowed to hold any post in
Skelleth's little bureaucracy for fear he would again turn berserk. He
resented this exclusion.

Per haps the deepest hurt to his pride and self-esteem however, was a
personal matter, one closely tied to the mal evol ent power of the Sword of
Bhel eu and to his freedomfromthat power. The voice of the professed god of
destruction had told himthat he, Garth, had been born to serve Bhel eu
i ndeed, he al one had been able to wield the sword, and on his own he had been
utterly unable to resist its hold.

He had not freed hinself al one.

Just to the north of its nmarket square, Skelleth had an ancient tavern
called the King's Inn, and in this tavern dwelt an old nan who call ed hinsel f
the Forgotten King. It was the presence of this individual that, nore then
anything el se, nade Skelleth a center for inportant events.

Garth was not entirely sure whether, on bal ance, the King's presence was
good or bad.

He had originally come to Skelleth seeking the King, because an oracle
had told himthat only the Forgotten King could grant himthe eternal fane he
had, at that time, thought he wanted. He had returned to Skelleth a second
time, after getting over that particular aberration of desire, because the
Ki ng had pointed out the possibility of trade. He had gone to Disarra at the
behest of the mysterious old nan and had brought back Frima, now the Baroness,
as well as the Sword of Bheleu and the know edge of trading prospects on the
Yprian Coast. His life, and the influence he had upon Skelleth, seened to have
been inextricably linked to the old man since Garth first left O dunin.

In Disarra he had | earned something of the King's history; the old man
was apparently the one true high priest of the god of death, the chosen of The
God Whose Nane |Is Not Spoken, just as Garth was the chosen of Bhel eu. As such,
the King could not die; he had lived through several ages and now desired
not hi ng but the death that was deni ed him

In pursuit of his own destruction, the Forgotten King had sent Garth on
several errands. He sought to perform sonme great suicidal magic; fromvarious
clues, Garth had tentatively decided that the old nan hoped to manifest the
Deat h-God hinmself in the nortal world, so that the King m ght renounce the
bargai n made so | ong ago. The problem was that the proposed magi c, whether
Garth had correctly determined its nature or not, would involve many deat hs,
by the King's own admission. Garth did not care to contribute to unnecessary
deat hs and had therefore refused to aid the King further.

Then, though, the Sword of Bhel eu had possessed him and there was no
power Garth could find that could free himfromit, save the power of the
strange old man. O all the Lords of Dis, the dark gods, only the god of death
was nore powerful than the god of destruction; thus only the chosen of the
Final God, in his own right perhaps the nost powerful w zard who had ever
lived, could break the |ink between Bhel eu and his chosen one.

To free hinmself, therefore, Garth had sworn to aid the Forgotten King.
He had promised to fetch for himthe final item needed to conplete his magic,
an object of great arcane power that he called the Book of Silence. Garth had



sworn that oath knowi ng he had no intention of keeping it, and the suppressed
know edge that he was an oat hbreaker, a being devoid of honor, in thought if
not yet in deed, had gnawed upon hi m ever since.

As an injured man woul d probe at an open wound, fascinated by the pain,
Garth found hinmsel f haunting the King's Inn and watching the Forgotten King
for hours on end. The King had told him when first he swore his oath, that he
was free to roam as |long as he checked back every so often. The old man had
not yet told himwhere the mysterious Book of Silence mght be found; he said
that he had left it sonewhere, centuries ago, and was trying to recall where
When he did renenber, Garth would be sent to retrieve it. Until the nenory
returned, Garth could do as he pl eased.

There was not hing el se, however, that he felt any need to do, and so he
stayed in Skelleth, alternately wandering ainessly through the streets and
sitting silently sonmewhere, glowering at the village, as he now sat in the
King's Inn and gl owered at the quiet marketpl ace.

The Forgotten King was there as well, seated at his usual table. Hs
presence there, at alnobst any tine the tavern was open for business, was so
reliable that he was thought, of by the villagers not so much as a regul ar
patron, but as a permanent fixture, like the dark wooden paneling of the walls
or the heavy oaken tables. Day after day the old man sat al one, unnoving and
silent, in the back corner beneath the stairs, wapped in his ragged yell ow
mantle, his face hidden by his tattered cow .

As he had a hundred tines before, Garth turned away fromthe w ndow and
its view of the square and stared instead at the ancient hunan.

The King gave no sign that he was aware of the overman's scrutiny, but
Garth had no doubt that he knew he was bei ng wat ched.

Hal f a dozen nore ordinary humans were in the tavern and they had al
certainly noticed the overman's presence. Mst had seen himturn away fromthe
wi ndow as well. Overmen were unm stakable, and highly distinctive in Skelleth.
Garth's size, quite aside fromany other details, nmarked himas sonething
different fromthe comon run of humanity; he stood al nost seven feet in
hei ght, but was so heavily nuscled as to | ook al nbst squat. He dwarfed the
chair he sat upon and seened out of proportion with the entire taproom though
intruth he was of only average size anmong his own species. H s eyes were
| arge and red, the oversized irises bright blood-red, though his pupils were
as round and bl ack as any human's. Unlike human eyes, no white showed, only
bl ack pupil and red iris.

H s hair was dead straight, dead black, coarse, and thick; it reached
his shoul ders and no farther, though he had never cut it. Sparse black fur
covered his entire body, save his hands and feet and face. Were no hair or
fur hidit, his skin was | eathery brown hide, |like that of no other species
that ever existed and certainly unlike anything human.

H s face was as beardl ess as a woman's; overnen grew no facial hair, and
his body fur stopped well short of his chin. Hs cheeks were sunken by human
standards, normal to his own kind. He had no nose, but two close-set slit
nostrils. To human eyes, a healthy overman bore an unsettling resenblance to a
human skull; the hollow cheeks, nissing nose, great red eyes, high forehead,
and hairless jaw all contri buted.

Garth's hands, too, were unlike a human's. Rather than having a single
thunb at one side, his hands had both the first and fifth fingers opposabl e,
maki ng possi bl e acts of mani pul ati on that humans had troubl e even i magi ning.

It was hardly surprising that nen and wonen feared overmen, as they
feared anything that seemed nonstrous and strange. Nor was it startling,
therefore, that the other patrons of the King's Inn should glance occasionally
in Garth's direction, wary of what he might do. Garth in particular, of al
overnen, they feared; the possibility of a new berserk rage such as those
brought on by the Sword of Bhel eu was al ways at the back of the villagers
m nds.

When he turned away fromthe w ndow, therefore, to | ook across the
taproomat the yellowclad figure at the back table, what little conversation



t here had been faded and di ed. The townspeopl e watched, to be sure that the
overman was not | ooking at any of them

Garth rose, and even the rustling of clothes and the bunping of chairs
ceased.

H s gaze wandered for a nonment fromthe old man to the great barrels of
beer and ale along the western wall. H's nug was enpty; he picked it up, nade
his way through the tables and chairs, and drew hinmself afresh pint. The
i nnkeeper, a plunp, mddle-aged nman, stood nearby and silently accepted a coin
with a polite nod.

Garth sipped off the top layer of foam then let his gaze wander back
toward the Forgotten King's table, where it settled once nore on the silent
old man. Wthout quite knowi ng why, he noved in that direction

When he reached the table, he thunped his mug of ale down and seated
hi nsel f across fromthe King, as he had done so very nany tinmes in the past
three years.

"Greetings, O King," he said.

The ol d man sai d not hi ng.

Garth | ooked himover, as he also often had done. He noted again that
the old man's eyes were invisible, lost in the shadows of his ragged yell ow
hood. No one, as far as Garth knew, had ever seen the Forgotten King' s eyes. A
thin wisp of white beard trickled fromhis bony chin well down his
yel | ow-w apped breast. H s hands | ay notionless on the tabletop, things of
bone and winkled skin nore like those of a mummy than the hands of a living
man. The scalloped tatters of his robe hid the rest of himfromsight, so that
little el se could be said of his appearance with any assurance, save that he
was thin and seened tall for so aged a human, though still shorter than any
grown over nan.

Garth wondered, once again, why the old man wore rags and why they were
al ways yellow. Garth had heard himreferred to as the King in Yellow, so it
was scarcely a tenporary or recent habit, yet there seemed no reason for it.
The old man had noney, the overman knew, and power, yet he spent his days in
this ancient inn and wore only tatters. When Garth had first sought eterna
fame, the Wse Wnen of Ordunin had described the yellowrags to identify the
Forgotten King.

Garth had Iong ago lost interest in the pursuit of undying glory that
had originally brought himto the King; the price had been too high and the
rewar ds, upon consideration, too intangi ble. He no | onger had a single goal he
was consciously pursuing. In fact, he did not know any nore what he wanted
fromhis life, though he was sure of certain elenments. He wanted to go hone.
He wanted the respect of his fellows, and to be rid of the stigm he now bore
of being known as subject to fits of madness. Beyond that, he was unsure.

He did know, however, that he wanted nothing fromthe old man, unless it
was the spontaneous renunciation of his oath. The King's gifts and bargai ns
al ways seened to have unwanted strings attached; Garth's dealings with him had
been full of unspoken words and hi dden neani ngs.

Still, Garth found hinmself at this back-corner table nore and nore
of ten.

It was, he told hinmself, a natural curiosity in the face of the old
mat's enigma that drew him that and the |lack of anything better to do. He was
wi thout family or friends and had no job to occupy his time; why should he not
take an interest in such a nystery? He could speak to the old man wi t hout
maki ng bargai ns, w thout being sucked into his plotting and pl anni ng.

If the thought had ever occurred to Garth that he sought out the King
because the old man, alone in all of Skelleth, had absolutely no fear of Garth
or the Sword of Bhel eu, he had disnissed the idea as absurd and irrel evant.

He gul ped ale, then said, "Geetings, | said."

The King noved a hand, as if to wave the overman away.

Garth was not willing to be turned aside that easily. He knew sonet hi ng
of the King' s background and had sone idea of his i mense power, but he was
not frightened. Very little could frighten Garth; he would not allow hinsel f



such weaknesses as unnecessary fears. He shrugged at the old man's gesture and
drank al e.

The King sat unnoving, watching with hidden eyes.

Garth finished the contents of his nug, notioned to the tavernkeeper for
nore, and stared back

The King was old, Garth knew, ol der than anything else that lived in the
worl d. He had survived for nore than a thousand years at the very |east,
per haps for several thousand. He had been in Skelleth since its founding three
centuries earlier. He could not die in the natural way of things. It was
hardly surprising that his behavior should be strange.

As Garth had pieced together the story, the King, in the dimand ancient
past, had nade a bargain with The God Whose Name |Is Not Spoken, Death hinself.
The King had then been a nonarch in nore than nanme, the w zard-king of the
| ongl ost and forgotten enpire of Carcosa. He had sought immortality and agreed
to serve as the Final God's high priest in exchange for eternal life. In tine
he had come to regret his bargain and had forsaken the god's service, only to
find that he was unable to die. Blades could not cut him blows could not harm
him the petrifying gaze of a basilisk had I eft himuntouched. He stil
possessed knowl edge and nagi cal power far beyond anythi ng known since the fal
of Carcosa, but he had no call to use it, for it could not get himthe one
t hi ng he want ed.

One great magic could attain his death, a nmighty spell requiring both
the Sword of Bheleu and the Book of Silence. He had the sword, but |acked the
book. Garth had sworn to fetch the book in order to be free of the sword, but
he did not intend to fulfill his vow

As far as Garth was concerned, that put an end to the matter, save for
one detail. He had not been called upon to carry out his prom se; he was not
yet truly forsworn. He was able to naintain a pretense of honor-a pretense he
knew to be false-as long as the King did not demand that he fetch the book

The King had not nade that demand yet only because he had not recalled
where, several centuries earlier, he had left the book. Garth hoped that the
menory was | ost forever; then he m ght never be forced to break his sworn
wor d.

At the same tine, though, he found hinmself wi shing that the affair were
over with, that the oath were broken and done, rather than still hangi ng over
hi m

He | eaned back, his chair creaking a protest beneath his inhuman wei ght,
and coul d not resist asking, "Have you renmenbered yet, O King?' H s voice was
expressionless, for overmen's enotions were displayed differently from
humans'. The nmixture of bitterness over his false oath and anticipation of its
final ruination that had pronpted the question was so well hidden that Garth
was not really aware of it hinself.

The King said nothing; his head noved very slightly, alnost
i nperceptibly, to one side and then back

"You must tell ne where it is, old man, if you want me to fetch it."

The King did not reply and noved not at all. Garth felt a surge of anger
at this silence.

"Speak, old man," he said.

No answer came. Garth's annoyance i ncreased.

"Has your tongue shriveled in your head, then, O thronel ess King? Are
you trying to imtate the corpses you resenble, since you cannot rightly join
t hen? Have you now forsaken speech, the better to serve your foul black god?"
He did not shout; his voice was flat and deadly, a dangerous sign anong his
ki nd.

The Forgotten King nmoved slightly, as if emtting a faint sigh, but
still said nothing. Garth drew breath for another question, but was distracted
by the arrival of the innkeeper with a fresh nug of ale. The overman snat ched
it fromhim swallowed half its contents at a gulp, and then ordered, "Be off,
man! "

The taverner risked a glance at Garth's baleful red eyes and i nhuman



face, then hurried away, wondering if it would be safe to cut the overman's
next serving of ale with water. He knew the signs of Garth's anger; rudeness
to underlings like hinself was one such indication. He did not want to worry
about dealing with an overman in a drunken fury-but an overman enraged at
bei ng cheated mi ght be equally bad. He | ooked at Garth's mail-covered back and
decided, at least for the nonent, that his reputation for honest neasure and
good drink was worth preserving. He could only hope that the old man woul d

cal mthe overnman down.

Garth was in no nmood to be cal med down. Wen the innkeeper had noved
away, he asked, "Why do you not speak? Is it perhaps that | amunfit to
address you, O King of an enpire |ong since dust, nonarch of a dying nenory,
lord of a real munknown? Is the Prince of Ordunin, a lord of the overnmen of
the Northern Waste, suited only to serve your whins, but not to speak with
you? Does the master of ashes and woe, wearing rags and tatters and dwelling
in a single dimroomof an ancient inn, not deign to answer the exiled killer
t he di sgraced berserker? WIIl the servant of Death not choose to acknow edge
t he pawn of destruction?" H's voice was calm as still as water pool ed on
bl ack ice, and laden with far nore threat than any shout as he said, "Answer
me, old man."

The old man answered. "Garth," he said in a voice |like ice breaking,
"why do you disturb ne? You know | prefer not to waste words in idle chatter."

The overman was w enched nonentarily from his anger by the sound of the
old man's voice, a sound unlike any other, dry and brittle and harsh, so
unpl easant to hear that it could not fully be renenbered. He regained his

conposure qui ckly, however, and replied, "Is everything | say idle chatter?
Have | not the right to an answer when | ask a polite question?"

"Hardly polite," the old man denurred. "I wll answer, however. No, |
have not yet recalled where | left the Book of Silence in those ancient days
when last | held it."”

"So | must linger here, still waiting?"

"Garth," the old man replied, "you are bored, frustrated by inactivity.
You are a warrior, given to violent action, not to sitting about a peaceful
village. | have told you fromthe first that you are free to | eave Skelleth
and that your oath does not hold you here, as long as you return at intervals
to |l earn whether or not | have recalled where the Book of Silence lies. Wy,
then, do you not find yourself sone task to occupy your time, rather than
remai n here disturbing nmy contenpl ati on?"

So long a speech was unusual for the King, and Garth knew it well. He
realized that he nust have seriously annoyed the old nman. Hi s own anger
however, had not faded

"And what task shall | pursue, then? Wiere am| to go? | am forbi dden
the Northern Waste and therefore cannot aid ny honel and agai nst the human
pirates who assail it. What other task awaits me? | have little taste for
roam ng aimessly, particularly when the world is strewn about with wars and
battles that do not concern me. | have no reason to side with any human
faction and no desire to kill nerely for ny own anusenment, so | will not join
in these wars. | amwel conme no place outside Skelleth. | have seen Mrnoreth
and left it in the hands of nen who conrades | killed in self-defense; wll
they greet nme as an old friend? | have visited Disarra and left it aflane and
pl ague-ridden, its every citizen ny eneny. The other |l ands and cities of the
south are unknown to nme, and overnen are unwanted strangers throughout. Where,
then, shall | go?"

"What of the Yprian Coast?"

"And what night | do there, but find another tavern wherein | might sit
and be bored? | amno trader, | know that now, | have no desire to seek out
new nmarkets and new routes."”

"Think you that is all that may be found there?"

"What el se might there be? Farns and vill ages, markets and nmen and
overnen. The caravans have told us what may be found there, and it does not
interest me. Gthers have gone before ne as well; where mght | explore that



they could not have preceded ne?"

"Must you be first, then, as you were first in coming to Skelleth, first
to think that overmen mght trade here?"

"For all the good that did me, yes. What point is there in doing what
has been done before?"

"I think, Garth, that you resent the ingratitude of those who have
benefited fromthe trade you began."

"Perhaps | do, old man; what of it? Does it matter to either of us that
I am scorned by those | have made weal thy? O that ny old conpani ons all ow ne
no responsibilities in the village | gave then? They are no concern of ours. |
amsworn to aid you in your death-magic, O King; that is what concerns us. |
amwaiting for you to tell me how!l may fulfill my oath."

"I have told you that | have not yet renenbered.”

"Then | must wait until you do."

"And pl ague ne with angry questions?"

"Should I so choose, yes."

The King did not reply i mediately; during the pause, Garth drank the
rest of his ale and deci ded agai nst ordering anot her.

"Garth, | would have you | eave ne in peace,"” the old man said at |ast,
"so that | might be able to think nore clearly and recall nore easily what |
wish to recall."

The overman shrugged. "I care little what you would have, old man. | am
not sworn to heed your every whim only to fetch your book and aid you in your
magi cs. "

"You are bored. What if | gave you a task that could harm no one, but
woul d result in great benefit for many i nnocent people?"

Garth stared into the depths of his enpty nug, then | ooked up, gazing
across the table into the shadows that hid the old man's face.

"What sort of a task?"

"Slaying a dragon that has laid waste the valley of Orgul."

Garth considered. His anger was fading, but his mnd was slightly hazed
with liquor. "A dragon?"

The ol d man nodded, once.

Garth thought it over. He was bored. He was irritable frominaction. It
woul d be good to travel again; to see new places, to spend each night
somewhere different fromthe night before. It would be good to get out of
Skel l eth, away from so nany unpl easant nenories. It would be good to
acconpl i sh somet hi ng useful, and there could be little doubt that killing a
dragon was useful. He had never seen a dragon, but he was familiar with the
stories and | egends about them All agreed that the creatures were huge,
danger ous, and phenonenal |y destructive. He hinself had been a destroyer far
too often in the past, he felt; here, then, he nmght find a chance to make up
for sone of that by destroying a nenace worse than he had ever been

In a way, it mght be a step toward avengi ng hinmself on Bhel eu. The god
of destruction had used Garth as a puppet, and the overnan resented that. He
felt that it might be a snmall sort of retaliation to kill a creature that
coul d be considered one of Bheleu's pets.

He nodded. The nore he thought about the proposed adventure, the nore it
appealed to him "I think I'd like that," he said.

The Forgotten King's mouth curved into a faint snmle

Far to the west, in a wi ndow ess chanmber draped in black and dark red, a
man stared at the image in his scrying glass and snmiled as well. The i mage had
been exceptionally clear and detail ed, and he had been able to read the
overman's lips. He had only the tail end of one side of the conversation, but
it was obvious that Garth was being sent on an errand of some sort. That
shoul d provide an excellent opportunity for actions |ong del ayed. Nearly three
years had passed since the overman had defied the cult of Aghad, smashed the
god's altar, and slain his high priest; much had happened during that period,
but the cult had not sought vengeance. Haggat, the present high priest of



Aghad, was a patient man, and had taken his tine in gathering power and
pl anni ng his actions. He had wanted to be sure that nothing would interfere
with the proposed revenge. Now, at |ast, everything was ready.

He put down the glass, blew out the single candle that lighted the
chanmber, and went to give the order that would set the prepared machinery in
noti on.

CHAPTER TWO

Garth was unsure just where, amd the hills and nmountains, he had crossed the
border between the Eramman Barony of Sland and the independent region of

Ogul; if there were any signposts or markers, he had missed themin the dark.
Shortly after dawn arrived, however, he topped the crest of the fina
encircling ridge to see the valley of Orgul spread out before him its fields
and forests a thousand shades of green, its rivers gleam ng blue and silver in
the norning sun. He saw no traces of the draconic ravages he had been led to
expect .

In fact, he thought as he | ooked out across the countryside, O gul
appeared far richer and nore peaceful than the | ands he had traversed to reach
it.

For the first three days after |eaving Skelleth, he had ridden at a
| ei surely pace across flat plains brown with nud, traveling openly by day and
stopping freely at the very few inns and taverns along the way. He had been
turned away once, sinply because he was an overman, but had net no ot her
serious inconveni ence or opposition until the third evening, when, am d the
snol dering ruins of a farmthat chanced to |lie between disputing baronies, a
human sol dier took a shot at himwith a crossbow. The quarrel mssed its
target, and the man fled when Koros, Garth's warbeast, bared its fangs and
roared; Garth hinself did not even have to draw his sword. Still, he knew he
had been lucky that the bolt had m ssed; he had not seen the man crouching
behi nd a broken wall.

After that he had travel ed by night, sleeping by day in whatever cover
he could find. The I and had grown ever richer as he nmoved south; though he
could see no color by night, at sunset and dawn the earth was |ush and
green-where it hadn't been burned bl ack

That first burned-out farm had not been uni que; as he continued on to
the south, he found many others, usually in clusters along the invisible lines
bet ween baronies. Nor were farnms the only things destroyed; he passed an inn
that was reduced to charred tinbers, and a gallows nearby held three rotting
corpses. On one piece of prine |and the bl ackened crops were still snoldering.
Sone fields had been destroyed not by fire, but by marching feet, and one had
apparently been the site of a recent battle; it had been churned into a nuddy
waste, strewn with broken links of mail and scraps of cloth spattered with
dark bl ood. Everything of value, every weapon that might be reforged or nelted
down, had been renoved, though Garth suspected that had been the work of
| ooters rather than the contending armes.

He rode by still nmore farnms, some abandoned, some where families cowered
behi nd barri caded doors, and others where the doors were w de open in wel cone,
on the assunption that resistance to the whinms of soldiers would be fatal
Garth avoi ded vill ages and towns and castles, giving themall w de berths, and
dodged any armed nmen he spotted in tinme. No unarnmed humans were to be found
abroad after dark.

Those few patrols and sentries that he could not avoid, for whatever
reason, invariably let himpass unhindered after the warbeast clearly
indicated that it was ready to defend its nmaster. Only rarely did Garth fee
it necessary to draw a bl ade or speak a serious threat. He considered hinself
fortunate that he had not encountered any conpany | arger than a patrol squad,
nor any other sniping bowran with a grudge agai nst over nen.

Eranma, in the throes of internal war, he had seen as a patchwork of the



land's natural wealth and the barren | eavings of battle.

The last portion of his journey had been the worst. The fighting had
begun when the Baron of Sland had attacked the Hi gh King at Kholis, and
al t hough the Hi gh King had never managed to restore his full authority,
several barons had hel ped hi m make sure that Sl and would no | onger be a
threat. The troubl esonme Baron had been assassinated after his defeat on the
field of battle, and his successor had nmade peace with his Eramman
nei ghbor s-though Garth had heard runors that the new Baron had designs on the
| ands beyond his western border, outside Eramma's limts. Unfortunately, by
the tine this peace had been established, much of Sl and was a burned-out
desert. The | and showed sone signs of recovery after a year of peace, but was
still largely desolate and enpty. Garth had been relieved to get up into the
hills, into the forests where he was not surrounded by nud and ash.

And now, as he energed into the valley of Orgul, the warm green vista
bef ore himwas a staggering contrast.

It was very odd. He had spoken with people along the way, wherever it
had seened safe to do so, and those who had heard of Orgul at all had al so
heard of the dragon; they had described the valley as a scorched wastel and.
Even in Sland, the survivors, racked by hunger and di sease, had consi dered
t hensel ves nore fortunate than the people of Ogul. They had spoken of burned
crops, seared fields, enpty, ruined villages, and whol e popul aces devoured or
destroyed.

That description did not accord with what Garth now saw. He wondered
briefly if sonehow he could have gotten turned about in the forest's darkness
and wound up in the wong valley. The sun was where he had expected it to be,
and he had noticed no other trails as he had ridden, but he resolved to ask
the first person he found.

If he was | ost, he had no idea where he mght be or howto get to the
real Orgul. He had little choice but to assune that he had indeed reached his
destination and that the stories of the dragon's depredati ons had been
exagger ated. He wondered whet her the Forgotten King had known nore of the
situation than he had said; Garth hoped that he was not once again beconing
entangl ed in sone | abyrinthine scheme the old man had concoct ed.

Wth an al nost inperceptible shrug, he urged the warbeast forward. The
spire of a small tenple gl eaned gol den above the trees before him not nore
than two or three | eagues away at nost; he was sure that he would find a
vill age there, and soneone from whom he could ask directions. If there were no
one in the temple or village, then it was a safe assunption that he was in
Orgul and that the dragon was real and terrible.

The ride down the hillside was pl easant; the hi ghway wound down fromthe
promontory through a final patch of forest before opening out into farm and,
and the norning sun poured through the | eaves in a spatter of honeyed light.
Birds sang on either side. A deer wandered across the narrow road, then turned
and flied at the sight of the warbeast. Of to the left, Garth heard the
spl ashing of a rocky stream its cheerful burble accompanyi ng hi mdown the
sl ope. He glinpsed a hawk overhead, soaring in graceful, w de circles.

It seened utterly incredible that this peaceful valley could harbor a
dragon. Dragons were said to be the nost form dable and destructive creatures
inall the world, and the dragon of Orgul, Garth had been told al ong the way,
was the nost ferocious dragon ever known. Sonething here was not as it seened,
and his mstrust of the King's notive for proposing the mssion steadily
i ncreased. Having cone this far, however, he was not inclined to turn back

The road he followed was little nmore than a narrow trail at this point,
but it was not seriously overgrown; Garth wondered what traffic it bore that
kept down the weeds and grasses. He had been told that no outsiders dared
venture into Orgul and he decided that the O gulians thenmsel ves nmust be
responsible. This inplied that they still conducted a mninumof trade with
the outside world, which did not quite accord with the stories Garth had
heard. The people of O gul had been described to himas a dw ndling handful of
humans who lived constantly in hiding and in perpetual fear of the nonster



that ruled their |and.

Qoviously, if this valley was Orgul, all the stories were greatly
exagger at ed.

The exact details were immuaterial, however. He had come to di spose of
t he dragon once and for all, regardl ess of the extent of the damage it caused.
A singl e unnecessary death was enough to justify his task.

It struck himas odd that the Forgotten King should allow himto risk
his life in such an altruistic venture-if altruistic it actually were. He grew
nore certain that the old man had sone ulterior notive, sone subtle and
sel fish reason for sending Garth off on this journey.

H s thoughts were interrupted by a growl from his beast; he glanced down
at the creature's flattened ears, then at the road ahead.

A figure was energing fromone side of the forest and wavi ng desperately
at him Woever this person was, he evidently wanted the overman to stop
Garth spoke a word to his nount, and the warbeast cane to a snmooth halt a pace
or two away fromthe nman.

The overman gl ared down at the human. He was aware that his appearance,
particul arly when nounted upon Koros, was inpressive and even intimdating; he
made good use of that fact at tines.

The man hesitated, gazing up at the huge, dark form of the overnman. He
had heard of overnen, but had never seen one before. Descriptions had not done
them justice, and he was certain of Garth's species only because he knew of no
ot her | arge humanoi d bei ngs.

Koros he could not place at all; he sinply stared.

Two pairs of inhuman eyes stared back, one set gol den and catlike, one
red as bl ood and whitel ess, but otherw se al nost human.

He hinself stood a little over five feet tall and was thin; the overnman,
he judged, was nearly seven feet in height, were he to stand on his own booted
feet. He was not standing, of course, but was seated atop an i nmense and
frightening animal, black as the heart of a cave and resenbling an oddly
proportioned, |ong-legged panther

The man had never seen, nor heard of, a panther eighteen feet |ong and
five feet high at the shoul der. The warbeast | ooked down at him and he was
not accustomed to having animals | ook down at him Its rider, noseless,
dar k- ski nned, bl ackhaired, and beardl ess, towered above himas if he were no
nore than a crawing infant. Still, he finally managed to gat her hinself
together sufficiently to stanmer out his nessage in the face of these awesone
i ntruders.

"Turn back, ny lord! Do not venture further, | beseech you!"

Garth stared down a noment |onger; then, w thout noving, he demanded,
"Why not ?"

Mormentarily cowed still further by Garth's bass runble of a voice, the
man had sone difficulty in continuing, but at |ast got out, "The dragon, ny
| ord! The dragon has once nore awakened, after a nonth's sleep, and is very
hungry! | fear that this tine the entire valley is dooned!"

After a brief pause, intended for dramatic effect, Garth asked, "This is
Orgul, then?" He wondered about the nention of a nmonth's sleep; could that
account for the valley's green richness? No, he decided, it could not. He had
ri dden through parts of Eranma that were not yet recovered from nere human
battles after a year's respite; how, then, could the devastation caused by a
dragon vanish in a nere nonth?

"Yes, nmy lord," the man said, "this is the accursed valley of O gul
hone of the great dragon.”

"I have cone to kill this troubl esome beast,"” Garth remarked casually.

"Ch, my lord, it cannot be done! His hide is like steel, his fangs |ike
swords, his talons |like scythes! He can outfly a hawk, and his breath is flane
hotter than any forge!"

Garth saw that the man was al nost trenbling, but could not guess at the
reason. He supposed that it mght be fear of the dragon, or fear of Koros, or
fear of hinmself, or sone other enotion entirely. Even after living anong them



for three years, he still did not fully understand humans and knew that he did
not .

"You think to frighten ne, little man," he replied. "Know, though, that
| am Garth, Prince of Odunin, Lord of the Overnmen of the Northern Waste. No
beast lives that might defeat me." This was not exactly true, he knew, he
woul d not care to tackle a hungry warbeast, and a dragon night al so prove too
much for him Still, alittle boasting was expected froma warrior. H's
statement was not quite an outright lie; had he kept the Sword of Bhel eu and
al l owed hinself to becone the pawn of the god of destruction, he could easily
have butchered any dragon that m ght exist.

He did not have the magic sword, but only an ordi nary broadsword of good
steel; even so, he thought he would be able to deal with the nonster

The man tried again, saying, "Please, ny lord, turn back; the dragon is
no ordinary beast!"

He was clearly desperate, and Garth hid sonme small surprise. Wiy, he
wondered, was this fellow so concerned? Even if he was conpl etely convinced
that the dragon would kill both overman and warbeast, why shoul d that upset
hi m so? He had given his warning, done what he could to prevent a catastrophe
why should he be so distressed at Garth's determ nation? In Garth's
experi ence, humans did not worry much about what befell overnen.

"Do you fear that | shall enrage the dragon?" he asked. "lIs that why you
seek to turn nme aside?"

"No, no, ny lord, I amconcerned only for your own safety! Oher heroes
have conme, and all have di ed beneath the dragon's flames and cl aws."

Garth shook his head slightly, nentally dismssing the man's actions as
i ncomprehensible. "Stand aside, little man," he said, "lest Koros tranple
you." He signaled to the warbeast and rode on, ignoring the continuing
protests and warnings that the man shouted after him

It was not nuch later, and the sun was still lowin the east, when Garth
rode into the village that clustered about the tenple spire he had seen from
the slope. The shrine itself was an open pavilion, ringed with pillars that
supported its spiraling cone of a roof; it faced onto a snmall plaza, from
which five roads led off in various directions. A handful of small, tidy,

t hat chroof ed cottages stood on each of the roads, and a | arger structure that
m ght have been an inn, with a roof of red tile, occupied one corner

The plaza was paved with tessell ated stone, and a small fountain played
inits center. As Garth's warbeast neared the pavenent, a breeze tinkled its
way through miniature bells that hung fromthe eaves of the tenple, joining
the hiss and splash of the fountain and the soft steps of sandal ed feet.

The vill agers stopped and stared at Garth's approach, and the footsteps
ceased. Then soneone turned and ran for the inn, and the streets cleared
al nost instantly.

Garth found hinself alone in the center of the square, |ooking about at
the five roads with no idea which one he should take. It was tine, he decided,
to ask for directions. Getting hinself and his beast a neal wouldn't be a
nm st ake, either, he thought. Koros was already drinking fromthe fountain,
whi ch rem nded Garth that he, too, was thirsty.

He di smounted and stepped up to the fountain, where he filled his hands
with water and drank.

A sound behind hi mcaught his attention; he let the rest of the water
drop and whirled, his hand falling automatically to the hilt of his sword.

The door of the inn had opened again, and several people were energing.
A white-haired man stepped forward fromthe group and addressed him

"Greetings, nmy lord overman!"

"Greetings, man." This human, Garth thought, unlike the one he had net
on the road to the village, at |least had the grace to speak politely.

"My | ask, ny lord, what brings you to our hunble village?" The man's
manner was al nost fawning.

"I have cone to slay your dragon, to save you fromits depredations,"”
Garth replied, naking an effort to sound casual



The spokesman hesitated, then said, "My lord, do not think us
ungrateful, but we ask that you turn back. W do not wi sh to see another great
man...ah, | mean, another great warrior such as yourself die fighting the
nmonster. Too many have perished al ready."

"I have no intention of dying, man."

"Do you suppose that any of the dragon's victinms did? Please, ny lord,
turn back. You can do nothing for us. You would only throw your life away."

Garth was becom ng annoyed by this manifest lack of faith in his
prowess. "My life is ny owmn, to throw away should it please me to do so," he
said. "I have come to fight your dragon and | amnot to be turned aside so
readily, frightened by nmere words."

The spokesman bowed i n acknow edgnent of Garth's words, but said, "W do
not seek to frighten you, ny lord, only to advise you. It would be foolish to
waste your life in battling the nonster."

Garth's tenper, already frayed, gave way. "You are the fools," he
called, "to refuse a chance of freedomfromthis nenace! | am Garth, Prince of
O dunin, Lord of the Overmen of the Northern Waste, who brought the Wite
Death to the black city of Disarra, who stole the sword of a god, who has
fought the beasts of Death hinmself! | have conme here to slay the dragon and
will have no one tell nme that | nust not!" He realized, as he finished his
speech, that w thout consciously intending to, he had drawn his sword and was
flourishing it about.

The little group of hunmans had cl ustered together and backed away from
hima step or two, toward the inn. The spokesnman | ooked back at his conpani ons
for support and, finding little, said nothing further

H s anger spent, Garth returned his sword to its scabbard and added,
"But first, | have not eaten recently and would prefer not to face death on an
enpty stomach. Is this building whence you all cane an inn, where an overman
can break his fast?"

The spokesman reluctantly admtted that it was.

The inn was called the Sword and Chalice, though its signboard had
fallen years ago and never been replaced. Garth had a goat sent out to his
war beast while he hinmself consumed a hearty neal of roast beef, carrots, and
ale. He ate surrounded by a ring of wary villagers, silently watching his
every nmove. He steadfastly ignored their presence and made a point of paying
no attention to their com ngs and goi ngs.

He paused in the mdst of his neal at the sound of women screaming in
the plaza, but a quick glance out the door reassured him The screans were in
response to the warbeast's eating habits. Koros had killed the goat with a
single blow of its paw and i nmedi ately devoured it, hair, hooves, and all
t hough the warbeast spat out the horns and | arger bones. Those villagers who
happened to be watching had been horrified to see a living animal reduced so
quickly to a spatter of blood and a few scraps.

When Garth had eaten his fill, he rose, tossed a gold coin on the table,
and wal ked back out into the plaza. The circle of villagers parted before him
then coal esced into a single mass and foll owed himout-all save the innkeeper
He had not expected to be paid, and took a nonent to hide the coin before
joining his fell ows.

Hal f a dozen villagers were watching in fascinated revul sion as Koros
licked the blood fromits paws. They were naintaining a safe di stance, Garth
not ed; he was pleased by that. It showed that they respected the beast's
power .

"Whose goat was it?" he demanded | oudly.

A worman timdly raised a hand in an affirmative gesture. He tossed her
anot her of his gold coins, which she caught deftly and quickly pocketed.

A boy at her side whispered sonething and was hushed. Garth noticed nen
and worren staring at him at the warbeast, and at the broadsword on his hip
and the battl e-axe slung on the saddl e. He | ooked around, but the spokesnman
was nowhere in sight. Choosing a man at random he remarked, "I take it you
see few warriors around here and fewer overnen."



The man gaped at him then gathered enough wit to reply. "Yes, ny lord.
Very few. The dragon keeps them away. No overnen, ever."

"I would think that many would conme to try their skill at
dr agon- sl ayi ng. "

H s unhappy respondent gl anced to either side, but saw no sign that any

of his townspeople were willing to take over the burden of the conversation
"No, my lord," he replied, "not anynore. Long ago there were sone, but
the dragon killed themall, and after a time they stopped com ng. There were

never overnen, though; only the nen of the Baron of Sland, or roving
nercenari es and adventurers."”

"They stopped comi ng?" Garth said, encouraging himto continue.

"Yes, nmy lord. After all, there is no reward offered, no great prize to
be won."

"Not hi ng but a chance for fane and glory, and the risk of death, nore
easily found el sewhere, to be sure.” Garth nodded, then swung hinself up into
t he saddl e.

"Forgive nme, nmy lord," the man said, gathering his courage, "but
why. ..ah, why have you conme here? Wiy do you bother with our accursed and
wr et ched val | ey?"

"Your valley does not seemwetched to ne, man. | have conme here out of
boredom people of Ogul; |I grew weary of a life of quiet and deci ded, on a
whim to cone here and aid those the dragon oppressed. | have lived for nore

than a century and adventured in nany | ands, but never before have those
cane to aid tried so hard to turn ne away."

"But, my lord," soneone protested, "we seek only to prevent the | oss of
anot her brave-"

"Enough, human," Garth interrupted. "Tell ne, now, which road is nost
likely to lead me to this vile nmonster?"

Rel uctantly, the man pointed to the western road, and with a word in the
war beast's triangular ear, Garth rode on

CHAPTER THREE

The road he took fromthe plaza appeared to run through the village's
conmer ci al area; the houses on either side held small shops, displaying fine
rugs and fabrics in their many-paned wi ndows, or delicate carvings, or

gl eam ng pots and kettles, or other goods. A blacksmith's forge trail ed snoke
into the blue of the sky, but the smth was not at work as the overnman passed.

Even though the people he encountered shied away fromhim averting
their eyes and hurrying out of sight, he enjoyed the ride. This village, it
seened to him was nore the sort of place he might have liked to live in, if
he were to |ive anong hunmans, than the wastel ands of the north. Skelleth m ght
be flourishing, but it was stop cold and dirty and gray, huddl ed on a barren
pl ai n against the long harsh winters; this village was bright and cheerful
trailing off without a border into the surrounding green of field and forest,
rat her than being chopped off short by a ruined city wall. The sunlight was
warm on his back, the breeze fresh with the snells of abundant greenery.

Garth found it quite inmpossible to believe that this was the hone ground
of a dragon as terrible as the one he had heard described. He puzzled anew at
the Orgulians' insistence that he turn back

Looki ng about, he wondered idly whether overmen had ever lived in this
delightful valley, back in those |ong-lost |egendary days before the Raci al
Wars, before his people were driven into the barren Northern Waste. For
centuries the overnen of the Waste had believed thenselves to be the only ones
to have survived those bitter wars, but recently Garth hinself had di scovered

that others still lived on the Yprian Coast, a region nearly as desol ate as
the Waste itself. Could there be nore, scattered about the world? M ght sone
still linger in the hills around Orgul? Garth found that an appealing fancy;

this country was one he woul d have enjoyed calling his hone, and it pl eased



himto imagine that it mght not wholly be wasted on humans.

H s musings were interrupted when his eye caught a sudden novenent in
one of the village shops; he turned to see what had drawn his attention

The last of the buildings that lined the street was a strange little
shop on the left, its msmatched wi ndows full of whirling, whirring cl ockwork
toys. Fascinated, Garth stopped his nount, swung hinmself to the ground, and
went over for a closer look. He was in no real hurry, he told hinself; the
dragon had reportedly gone its way for decades, and another few nmonents woul d
surely make no difference.

The shop's display held dozens of intricate toys, full of gears and
springs, which did amazing and delightful tricks. An arnored warrior, with
head and hands of china, swng a mniature sword in |ong, swooping strokes,
narrow y m ssing the bent-over back of a mechanical smith striking sparks from
a half-formed steel rake with a stone hanmer-the head of which, Garth
realized, nust be flint, a clever nethod of creating the sparks that so
resenbl ed those of a real blacksnmith at work. Nearby, a toy dog wagged its
tail, its tongue noving as if panting, and a plaster witch stirred a tiny
copper caul dron. El sewhere, dancers whirled, acrobats |eaped, and ani mals
paced, in a glittering festival of copper and brass and silver and ceramics. A
few devi ces had no recogni zable form but were unabashed nachi nes, tossing
arnms and gears about in conplex and fascinating patterns.

Garth had never seen so fine a display of machinery; northerners, either
the humans of Skelleth or the overnen of Odunin, had little tine for such
i nessentials. Oockwork was used for clocks on ships, which needed accurate
ti mekeepi ng for navigation, but was sel dom used el sewhere.

He could not resist a broad grin as he studied the things; he hoped that
no one noticed it, lest it destroy the i mage he had been cultivating of the
i mpl acabl e i nhuman warrior. Anyone who saw it, though, mght not recognize it
for what it was; humans were not always able to identify the expressions of
overnen, being distracted fromthe fundamental simlarities by the hollow
cheeks, thin lips, and noseless slit nostrils. The two species reacted
somewhat differently to various situations and enotions, furthering the
confusion. To the uninitiated man or wonman, Garth's happy smle night appear
to be a ghastly grimace; his delight in the clever toys and nachines to be
bitter disgust.

The shop wi ndow was not |ighted, and Garth's own shadow bl ocked out a
nmeasure of the norning sun; he peered in, trying to make out the shapes that
flopped and fluttered in the di mess at the back of the display. A brass
rooster crowed, with a flapping of wings, and he marvel ed anew.

"Wuld you like to buy one, ny |ord?"

Startled, Garth whirled to face the owner of the pleasant little voice
that had interrupted his studies. A small, whitehaired man stood in the door
of the shop, squinting and blinking in the bright |ight of day; he smled,
revealing a jawmful of randomy assorted gold and white teeth.

The overman stared at the man for a noment, then back at the w ndow,
where the swordsman's bl ade continued to miss the smith's broad back and
swi ngi ng hamer by the breadth of a few hairs; where the yappi ng dog bounced
merrily along and the plaster witch grinned gruesonely.

"I think I might, yes," Garth said at last. "Are they expensive?"

"Ch, no," the little man replied. "I don't need much to live on. | have
a pension of sorts-l suppose you could call it a pension. Enough to nake do,
at any rate. But it does get so dull! So | keep making these toys, to anuse

nysel f. The children seemto |like them Have you any children, ny |ord?"
"Five; two sons. They're grown, though, old enough for famlies of their
own. "
"Grandchil dren, then?"
"Not that | know of; | haven't been hone lately." He smiled wyly to
hi nsel f at that.
"A pity, a pity." The old nman shook his head, |ooking downcast, as if it

were the greatest tragedy of his life that this fine overman shoul d have no



grandchil dren and should be so | ong away from hone.

Garth's smle becane a little less bitter; the man was anmusing. "Did you
say that you find this village dull? What of the dragon, then? Does it not
provi de enough excitenent for you?"

"Ch, the dragon..." The man shrugged, as if the | egendary nonster were
beneath his notice. "I meant that doing nothing for nyself was dull, not that
there had been no exciterment in nmy life. | like to keep nmy hands busy when the

dragon is not about, my hands and ny mind." He gestured, wiggling his fingers
to show that they were still agile.

Garth decided that he liked this fellow "Have you children yourself?"
he asked.

"Ch, all long since grown, like your own, ny lord; even my grandchildren
are married now, sone of them" He glanced at the shop wi ndow. "Tell me," he
sai d, "which do you like the best?"

Garth turned back and studied the collection; his gaze wandered over
shi ps and horses, men and castl es, wonmen and machi nes. The swordsman had run
down, frozen in midstroke with his sword thrust out before him

"I cannot say," Garth replied. "I have not seen themall run. Some are
not displayed to their best advantage here."
"Come inside, then, and I will show you nore closely any that interest

you." The toymaker grinned and beckoned, and Garth foll owed him

The building' s interior was dimand snelled strongly of metal and oi
and herbs. A narrow passage | ed between two great tables that held the two
wi ndow di spl ays; beyond, a fair-sized roomcontained a fireplace and oven, a
table, a few chairs, and a workbench. The | ast was cluttered with gears and
wheel s and sni ppets of copper, chisels and scissors and knives, powders and
pastes, jars and vials, a potter's wheel, and a pedal -driven |lathe. At the
rear, another door stood slightly ajar

Garth | ooked over the two tables; dozens of toys were displayed, perhaps
a hundred or nore. The toynmaker wound up a spider that danced in circles as
the cauldron-stirring witch ground to a halt.

Everything was a maze of arns and | egs and wheels, plaster faces staring
i n the waxed- paper wi ndows of wooden castles, and Garth could not inagine
picking a single favorite fromthe nuddle. He Il et his eyes roam and found
hinsel f staring at a glistening copper shape that gleamed in one corner

"What's that?" he asked, pointing. The object stood out because of its
snoot h, curving surface, unbroken by flailing arms or whirling gears.

The old man foll owed his pointing finger and fetched the object in
guestion out into the light that poured through the window It was a copper
sea gull; two eyes of snmpoky quartz stared unseeingly fromits tapered mnetal
head, and its wings were polished to mrror brightness. "Ah, ny lord,"” the old
man sai d, "you have excellent taste."

"What does it do?" Garth asked.

"Why, what else would a bird do but fly?" He pulled a silver key from
somewhere, inserted it in an opening in the nechanical gull's back, then
gestured for Garth to follow himback outside. "Let nme show you."

The overman foll owed and watched as the toymaker turned the key. Wth a
small click, the key stopped; the old man pulled it out and, with a proud
smle, cast the gull away.

Garth instinctively reached out to catch it, to keep its graceful curves

frombeing scarred or broken by its fall, but it did not drop into his waiting
hands. Instead, its metal w ngs caught the breeze and fl apped once, twi ce,
lazily, with the languid grace of a living sea gull, and it swooped away.

Riding the wind, it glided upward, then | ooped back and circled slowy
overhead. Garth gaped in astonishment.

For several long mnutes the gull soared overhead, flapping snoothly now
and then, gleamng golden in the nmorning sun; then, gradually, it settled
lower and lower, until at last, with a rueful smle, the toymaker reached up
and plucked it out of the sky.

Garth heard a click and a final soft whirr, and the gull was still.



Garth stared at the nan with deep respect. "It is very beautiful," he

said. "I was not aware that such things could be built of nere netal."

The toymaker | ooked down, obviously enbarrassed. "Well, actually," he
admtted, "they can't. | cheat. It's not just clockwork."

"I't's not?"

"No. | use magic."

"Ch," Garth said knowi ngly. He had seen magic before, nore of it than he
liked. At |east, he thought, this magic was harm ess.

"I didn't originally-at least, | don't think I did. |I started off using
just clockwork when | was an apprentice, but |I found right fromthe first that
I could nake machi nes that no one el se could understand, things that worked
when by all rights they should not have. Even when | built ny clocks and toys
in the usual ways, mne would run far | onger and nore snmoothly than any of the
others. | got better and better at it, too, until | was doing things that were
plainly inmpossible to do with just clockwork. | had no idea how | did what |
did back then; it sinply came to me, as naturally as breathing, wthout ny
ever thinking about it. Wien | realized what was happening, | studied sorcery
briefly; even though ny teacher said | had a real talent, |I didn't care for
it. It seened too dangerous, too uncertain. | went back to cl ockwork, but now
| know a bit nore about what |I'mdoing. | even use spells intentionally now,
though | still make themup, rather than follow the old formulae. As | said, |
have the knack for it. A fellow who came through here | ast year, fleeing from
Sland, a wi zard by the name of Karag, told me that it wasn't anything to be
concerned about. He said that there are a ot of minor magical talents |ike
m ne scattered about; probably one of my ancestors back in the Twel fth Age,
when magi ¢ was w despread, was a wizard of some sort, and | inherited a bit of
his lingering power wthout knowing it."

"I had no idea it could work that way," Garth said.

"Neither did | when | was young, but it seenms that's just how it does
work. That gull wouldn't fly if anyone el se had nade it. |'ve shown ot her
tinkers and craftsmen how to make flying toys, and they've done themjust as
do, but theirs don't fly at all, they just fall."

Garth reached out, took the gull fromthe toymaker's hands, and turned

it over, studying it. "Magic or not, it's a beautiful thing," he said.
"Yes, it is," the toynaker agreed.
"Do you wish to sell it?"
"Of course; | have no use for it. Besides, | have others and | can
al ways nake nore. Wuld you like it?"
"Yes, | think | would; it's a wondrous device, whether clockwork or

magi c. What is your price?"

The man named a figure; Garth declined politely. After a brief and mld
bout of bargaining, a price was settled upon as fair to both parties.

"WIl you take it with you now, then?" the toymaker asked.

"No," Garth answered, handing it back, "I think not. | am seeking after
the dragon at present; were | to take the gull, | fear that it mght be broken
inthe fight. I will stop here and buy it on ny way back, at the price agreed
upon, if that will suit you." After a second' s pause, he added, "Assum ng, of
course, that | cone back; the stories | have heard of the dragon inply that |
may not."

"The dragon?" Surprise and concern were plain in the toymaker's face.
"You' ve cone to slay the dragon? Ch, dear. That's nost unfortunate."

"Is it?" Garth asked as he noved to nount his warbeast. "It may prove
unfortunate for the dragon; it has never faced an overman before."
"Well, that's true," the old man admitted, "but still..." He fell into a

confused silence and stood watching, the metal bird in his hands, as Garth
rode on past himand out of the village.

CHAPTER FOUR



Garth rode for an hour through peaceful groves and flourishing farm and; on
all sides, blossons were giving way to budding fruit and grain, and it was
obvi ous that, barring some disaster, there would be an abundant harvest at
sumer's end. He could still see no sign anywhere of a dragon or a dragon's
depredations. He did see, to his surprise, recent footprints, all human, on
the road he foll owed; they were w de-spaced, as if the nen who nade them had
been hurrying. They all seemed to run westward, the same direction in which
Garth was bound. He wondered if the nakers of the marks had been fleeing from
the dragon. The villagers had seened quite certain that it was awake and
active and somewhere west of the town; perhaps they had seen it pursuing sone
of their countrymen al ong this highway.

There was no trace of the dragon itself, however. Garth scanned the
hori zon.

To the north and east, he saw nothing but trees. To the south, a few
cl ouds hung in the sky above green fields. To the west, the hills reared up
before him the valley was narrow at this, its northern end, and he had
al ready crossed half its w dth.

To the southwest, a thin trail of snmoke was curling upward, blue snoke
al nost invisible against the blue of the sky.

He signal ed Koros to stop, to allow hima better view, the warbeast
obeyed, and Garth stared at the faint wisp. It seened to be growi ng thicker as
he wat ched.

Dragons, it was said, breathed fire. Garth had never taken that aspect
of the nonster's description very seriously; |egends tended to be distorted in
the retelling. Still, there was general agreenment that nuch of a dragon's
destructiveness resulted fromfires. Garth had assunmed heretofore that the
creatures might produce sone sort of highly conbustible substance, a venom or
vapor, perhaps.

If they actually did produce flane, however, then the smoke he now saw
m ght be conming fromthe nonster.

O course, it could also be comng fromvillage cook fires and heart hs,
but he saw no sign of a town in that direction-no tenple spires or roofs above
the treetops. If there were a village, though, perhaps the people would be
able to direct himto the nonster's current |ocation

He pointed toward the snoke and called a conmand to his nount. Wth a
grow , the warbeast turned off the road and began running cross-country toward
t he thi ckeni ng col um.

Koros' normal pace was al nbst unnaturally snooth and silent, far nore
confortable for its rider than that of any other nount Garth had ever ridden
but when running, even though it was |oping along well belowits full top
speed, Koros bounded up and down in such a manner that Garth was forced to
cling precariously to its harness, rather than risk being thrown.

The beast's long strides ate up the distance, carrying the. overman over
farm and and nmeadow wi th phenonenal speed. Animal and rider passed through an
orchard, then a patch of pine forest, then out into a new stretch of neadow.
Beneath them the ground began to slope upward, and Garth saw that the snoke
was rising fromjust beyond the crest of a grassy hill ock.

If he were to ride on directly over that rise, he realized, he m ght
find hinmself face to face with the dragon without any time to prepare; the
nmonster could easily be lurking in anmbush

He called a command, and Koros canme to a sudden stop. Garth gathered
hi nsel f together and | ooked at what |ay before him

He was on an open expanse of grassland, unfarmed and apparently wild;
ahead, the land rose into a sort of nound, and the snoke behind it streaned
upward in a single thick colum. It did not |ook |like the dispersed traces of
snoke froma village or the thin mark froma farmhouse chi mey. Some farmer
m ght be burning debris, or a cremation might be under way, but Garth thought
that caution was called for in any further approach

Beyond the rise, the ground sloped downward again, into a riverbank; he
could not see the streamitself, but the broad cut into the earth that



extended in either direction beyond the hillock could be nothing else.

The nearest cover was a patch of forest that he had passed through on
hi s approach; it lay a hundred yards behi nd hi m

He had, he judged, four choices. He could head on directly over the
nmound, he could circle it to the northwest, he could circle to the southeast,
or he could retreat into the woods.

He gl anced down at the warbeast's harness, naking sure it hadn't been
| oosened by the fast ride he had just finished, and consi dered. Remai ning
where he was did not seem prudent; he was out in the open, an ideal target. If
he advanced, he did not know what he m ght be facing. If he retreated, the
dragon m ght depart-assuming it was there at all

He woul d have to face the unknown eventually; he decided to advance. |f
he | ooped to the northwest, his shadow woul d be away from whatever awaited
him but the sun would be in his eyes when he turned south again on the far
side of the nmound. If he went southeast, his shadow m ght signal his approach

He had just resolved to head on directly over the nmound, slowy and
cautiously, when Koros let out a grow that he recognized as indicating
surprise. He |l ooked up fromthe harness and found hinself staring straight at
an i mrense red-gold dragon that was sailing down at himon huge, batlike
Wi ngs.

It had made no sound, no bell ow of challenge, no great flapping; but now
that he was alerted, he noticed a faint hissing that he had not heard over the
breeze rustling the grass.

The creature was at | east a hundred feet long, with a slender, graceful
tail w nding out behind it and al ong, arching neck. Its w ngspan was even
greater than its length, easily fifty yards, perhaps sixty or nore. Its hide
was covered with glittering scales that flashed |ike golden coins in the sun

Its head was a thing of horror; its gaping jaws were bl ack, and | ong,
curving teeth lined both top and bottomlike rows of knives. The great
heavy-1idded eyes were faceted ovals, as red as Garth's own but without white
or pupil. Snoke billowed fromits flared nostrils and streamed back behind it.

Seeing it, Garth realized for the first tine that perhaps he night not
defeat the creature. It was nuch bigger than he had expected and had the
advant age of flight and was arnored as well. It really did breathe flaneg,
apparently. He understood now why the villagers had despaired of ever killing
such a monster; it noved with sure grace and cal m power, a truly awesone sight
as it swooped down, gleaning in the sun

He drew his sword and waited for its attack

It swept past him out of reach overhead, enveloping himin a cloud of
bl ack snoke; he fought down the need to cough, but blinked frantically to
clear his eyes. The hissing grew, crescendoed, then faded as the nonster drew
away. The snoke stank; it was greasy and vile, and the smell of it filled his
nostrils.

When he coul d see again, he | ooked up; the dragon was | ooping about in
t he eastern sky, com ng back for another pass. It had not actually attacked
him he realized, but nmerely spewed forth its snmoke as if it neant to blind or
frighten him

He watched it, his face inmobile and calm It would soon | earn that
overnen, or at least Garth of Ordunin, could not be frightened easily.

He signaled for Koros to turn, so as to face the dragon's next pass,
then stood in the stirrups and swng his sword as it rushed down at him

He did not strike squarely, but the blade dragged al ong the side of one
great, curved tal on, making a harsh scrapi ng sound. Again the nonster did not
actually attenpt to hit him but nerely swooped by, leaving a trail of thick
snoke behi nd.

He whirled when it was past and saw it swi nging around toward hi m agai n.
Its mouth gaped wider, and it roared, belching forth an i nmense cloud of snoke
and fire.

Garth wat ched the nonster spout yellow flane and bl ack snoke and
realized that he might do well to retreat, at |east temporarily. The thing had



been easy on him it could have fried himon its first pass, yet it had not.
He wondered why. Perhaps it wasn't hungry, and nmerely wanted to drive
himaway without a fight. Or perhaps it was hungry and did not want to destroy
its dinner. It probably preferred its food raw, not roasted.
Koros roared an answer to the dragon's bellow and turned to face it; the

war beast, at least, was still ready to fight. Garth deci ded agai nst
retreating; he had cone to kill the thing and he would never kill it by
fl eei ng.

The creature finished a long, slowturn in md-air and cane at him
again, screaming this time |like a naddened denon, its cry |like nothing the
overman had ever heard before. It tore past him inches above his | owered
head; he thrust his weapon upward, where it glanced ringingly off the
creature's forel egs without seem ng even to scratch them Garth doubted the
dragon had felt the blow through its scaly arnor.

The nonster wheel ed about again, and again it rushed down the sky at
him even | ower than before; he | eaned sideways in the saddle, ducking out of
its path, and struck upward again. The point of his sword bounced and
scratched along the creature's belly, then rang netallically froma hind | eg
and was knocked aside. There was still no sign that the dragon had felt a
t hi ng.

If it cane in any lower on its next pass, Garth knew, he would be unable
to duck under it where he was. As it |ooped about w th another roar, he
prodded Koros' flank with his heel and shouted a conmand.

The startled warbeast broke into a run, noving forward under the
dragon's next howing lunge. This tine the nonster spat forth a jet of flane
that seared the grass where the warbeast had stood a noment earlier, and Garth
congratul ated hinmsel f on his decision to dodge.

He watched intently as the creature turned again; it noved snoothly and
gracefully, but was not actually very fast in maneuvering. It seemed unable to
bank nore than a few degrees; Garth guessed that, perhaps due to its size, it
was not as stable in flight as a bird. A sufficient tilt might bring it down.
He wondered if there were any way to use that against it, then forgot about
aerodynam cs as it swept down toward hi m again.

He sent Koros sideways this tine, turning the warbeast out of its path.
He m sjudged slightly, or perhaps the dragon had allowed for his notion, and
he felt the heat of its fiery breath at his back. Koros roared in pain; the
fur of its tail had been singed.

Garth patted the warbeast, apol ogi zing, as he considered the situation
The traditional method of dragon-slaying, according to | egend, was to find
sonme minute chink in the creature's arnor and strike at it. He had seen no
sign of any flaw in this dragon's defenses-but then, he had been too busy
dodging to study it very closely. Still, the arnor on this nmonster seened
al nrost unnaturally perfect-countless rows of fine golden scales in flaw ess,
gl eam ng array.

The dragon was not maki ng another attack, he realized; instead, it was
circling, far out of reach. It appeared alnbst to be waiting for something, as
if to see if the overman still intended to fight. Garth considered retreating,
then di sm ssed the idea. Wen diving, the dragon noved with the speed of a
falling stone, and it could probably catch him from behind before he could
reach the forest. It nmight, he thought, be trying to coax himinto just such a
f ool hardy maneuver.

He watched it wheel about, and an idea struck him The thing was
gigantic, and as it nmade the far part of its turn, he glinpsed its broad,
snoot h back, as wide and solid as the deck of a ship. If he could get atop it,
he could hack at it at his leisure; with its limted aerodynamc ability, it
m ght be unable to dislodge him He had used a similar technique against a
nonster once before, the great wormthat |ived beneath Disarra; though that
particul ar creature had not had the benefits of flight, flane, and arnor.

The difficulty lay in getting onto the thing, but even that night not be
i npossi bl e. He | ooked down at Koros' blackfurred back, shoul der nuscles



rippling under its hide as it shifted its stance. He had seen the warbeast
leap to and from | ow rooftops, and bound over crowds of humans. It could
al nrost certainly manage the junp he wanted.

O course, he was not at all certain that he hinself could manage his
part of the feat he planned, but if he did not, it would probably nean not hing

worse than a long fall. He could take a fall. He could see little to be |ost
by trying; the dragon could slay himjust as easily if he did not make the
attenpt.

The dragon still circled smoothly in the sky above the nmound; he turned

t he warbeast toward it and gave the comand to charge.

Koros roared, so loudly that Garth's ears rang, and began boundi ng up
the slope. Seeing this, the dragon turned and cane to neet the overman and
war beast, bellow ng and scream ng and snoking like a burning city. As they
drew nearer to one another, Garth gauged the distance carefully and, when he
judged the monent to be right, shouted the command to | eap

Koros | eaped, jaws wi de and claws out, to attack the dragon; the
war beast was roaring with bloodlust. Garth felt the |leap as a great surge
upward; so snmooth was the novenment that he hardly realized when Koros left the
ground. As the dragon | ooned up before him a gl eaning coppery wall, he |eaped
hi nsel f, flinging hinmself upward fromthe saddle to grab at the nonster's
neck.

He struck hard against a shining red-gold flank and cl ung desperately,
digging fingernails into the overl apping of the scales and scranbling upward
with his feet.

H s faithful mount, thrown off course by his own junp, hit the dragon

full in the chest, then fell away, yowing with pain and anger, as its fangs
and claws failed to penetrate and grip the gl eam ng arnor.
Garth wat ched, concerned, as the warbeast fell. \Wen Koros |anded,

catlike, on all fours and rose, apparently unhurt, Garth turned his attention
back to his own situation with great relief.

He had a precarious purchase on the nonster's shoul der, the w nd
whi ppi ng about him as the dragon sped through the skies. Wth all his
super human strength, he forced hinself upward against the hard scal es and,
wi th muscl es straining, managed to haul hinmself up atop its back

When he felt that he was reasonably secure between the mghty shoul ders,
he | ooked the beast over. He was surprised to discover that the scales felt
fully as netallic as they | ooked.

The dragon seened to be searching for something, |ooping back and forth
across the nound and the neadow bel ow, and Garth realized that it was unaware
of his presence on its back

It could feel nothing through its arnmor and thought that he, too, |ike
Koros, had fallen.

He smiled, brushed aside a | ock of black hair that had fallen into one
eye, and drew his dagger. He had lost his sword in his leap, releasing it
wi t hout consci ous thought when he had to find a fingerhold, but his axe was
slung across his back, and the dagger's sheath was secure on his belt. He set
about prying at the scales on the back of the dragon's neck, wedging the point
of the knife beneath their overl apped edges and wor ki ng upward.

The scales tore loose and fell, tinkling down past the dragon's w ngs
into space. To Garth's surprise, the nonster did not react. He | eaned forward
to l ook at the spot of hide thus uncovered, as the wi nd of a high-speed turn
| ashed at him

Beneath the scaly arnmor was a fine wire nesh, and beneath that, Garth
could faintly make out a nyriad of gears, chains, springs, and sprockets,
ticking quietly.

He sat notionless for a noment, absorbing this discovery of the dragon's
true nature. Quickly, he reached a decision; he could not kill this thing,
obvi ously, and now he decided that he did not want to destroy it. He sat back
and waited.

It was al nost pl easant, crouching atop the broad netal back of the



dragon as it swooped through the air. Garth had never flown before and found
what little he could see fromwhere he sat to be intriguing indeed. The wi nd
was fresh and exhilarating when the nmonster was not in one of its sudden turns
or dives, and the view was amazi ng.

He did not have to wait |ong; after a few nore passes across the hillock
and neadow, the dragon | ooped back up across the riverbank, then soared
gracefully down into the gaping mouth of a cave on the eastern shore, at the
base of the hillock. It braked by cupping its w ngs forward.

Inside the opening, it folded its wings and settled neatly to the
ground, landing with a heavy thud and a m|d bunp. Then, in a scant second, it
froze into total immobility, losing conpletely its incredible senblance of
life and becoming a nmere netal construct.

Garth gl anced up and about and saw that the entire inside of the mound
was hollow. Nor was it a natural cave; stone arches braced the ceiling, and
ni ches were occupied by flaring oil |anmps. Three young nmen stood off to one
side, well away fromthe dragon; they had not yet noticed its unwanted
passenger.

The snoke that still streamed fromthe creature's nostrils suddenly
t hi ckened, and a | oud hi ssing came from sonmewhere beneath the overman; then
t he snmoke stopped entirely, leaving a thinning cloud to obscure the chanber's
sooty upper reaches.

Garth | eaned over the dragon's shoul der and watched as a door inits
belly swung open, just barely visible to himbeyond the curve of chest and
foreleg. Three men crawl ed out, then two nore, and finally two nore still.

Garth lifted the axe off his back with his right hand, keeping his drawn
dagger in his left, and vaulted down to the cave floor. He landed in front of
the party of seven that had enmerged fromthe dragon, with the other three
humans to his right. The junp was |onger than he had realized in the poor
[ight, but he managed to catch hinmself and keep from spraw ing, though it was
not the dignified and dramatic entrance that he had hoped for

The nen froze, staring at himin astoni shnent. He stared back

After a noment of stunned silence, Garth demanded, "So it was all a
fraud?"

The faces of the nen were bl ackened with some sort of gritty dust, but
Garth thought he recognized one of themas a person he had seen in the village
where he had eaten that norning. It was this man who answered. "No, no...
mean, not originally. There was a real dragon once, really there was."

"But he died," another man said.

"We fed himpoi soned sheep,” a third added. "It was really very sinple.
My grandfather told nme all about it."

"And you built a new one, so that no one would know it was dead. Why?"

The nen | ooked at one another; it was plain to Garth that they were
terrified of him overawed by this huge i nhuman warrior they faced, and none
wanted to be the first to give an answer he mght not IiKke.

"Why?" Garth denmanded agai n, brandi shing his axe.

There was a sudden babbl e of response as they all decided sinultaneously
t hat not answering m ght be even nore dangerous than speaki ng unpl easant
truths. "To frighten off outsiders and keep away invaders,"” one replied.

Garth | owered his weapons; everything was suddenly clear. Orgul was a
peaceful valley; any warriors it mght once have had to defend it nust have
died fighting the dragon. Yet it was surrounded by avaricious warl ords who
would gladly turn it into a battlefield-the Baron of Sland, for exanple, would
undoubt edly be delighted to have an undefended target for conquest that was
not a part of the Kingdom of Eranma and thus not covered by the terns of his
predecessor's surrender. Wiile the dreaded dragon had |ived, though, no one
had dared to attack; the tales had kept potential invaders away, assuring them
that the nonster could destroy an arny.

The Orgulians had not neant to harm anyone, but mnmerely to protect their
hones. They had not slain Garth with their toy even when they had a chance.
They coul d have burned himto death three tines over, yet had not. He could



not hold against themtheir desire to defend thenselves and to frighten away a
nmenace to their security.

It was inpressive indeed, this device of theirs, and obviously a needed
precaution; stories alone would not have staved off adventurers forever, but
the sight of a dragon flying overhead, perhaps snorting fire and snoke, would
deter all but a dedicated lunatic such as Garth.

He | ooked at the great machine and asked, "How does it work?"

The change in the human faces was dramatic as the tension suddenly
di ssipated. "Ch, it's nost conmplex!" a young man, perhaps only a boy,
excl aimed. "Conme and see! There is a furnace for the snmoke and flanme, and one
man works that, and there's one to each wing, while another serves to guide
them | control the tail, and Deg, here, controls the claws, and then there's
a man in the neck. It's all nost intricate, and all clockwrk, all mechani cal
machi nery like no other. It takes all ten of us all day to wind it."

Garth nodded in response to the youth's enthusiasm and a tentative
snmi | e appeared here and there anmong the humans. "Who made it?" he asked,

t hough he thought he knew t he answer.

"Why, old Petter, the toymaker, did nost of it, designing and building
nost of the machinery. The smith built the framework, and the tinker and three
apprentices nade the scales. Gerrith the jewel er made the eyes, and the whole
village worked on it where we could. Every town in Orgul helps in mning coa
for the furnace now

Anot her man interrupted, asking desperately, "You won't tell anyone,

will you? It's all that keeps the Baron of Sland away!"

Garth's grin faded. "I should tell the old man who sent me here-but no,
| need not do that; | can tell him truthfully, that the dragon is dead.
will say nothing to any other, and | think that you need not worry about the
old man; he speaks little and will keep silent about it."

"That's all right, then," soneone said. Relief was evident on severa
coal - dar kened f aces.

"Wuld you like to see inside?" the young man asked.

Garth nodded. "Yes, | would. But | nust not stay too |ong; my warbeast
nmust be found and its injuries tended."

"I don't think he's hurt nmuch," one of the dragon's crew vol unt eered.

A roar fromthe nouth of the cave confirnmed his opinion; Koros had had
little trouble in tracking down the dragon. It stalked silently into the
chanmber to greet its nmaster

Garth made it wel conme, then remarked to the man who had | ast spoken
"I't, not he; only the neuters ever grow | arge enough to be ridden." He told
t he war beast to behave, then followed the youth into the dragon's belly to
study the workings of the great machine.

CHAPTER FI VE

Garth spent the night in a roomat the Swmrd and Chalice, but the inn had no
stabl e adequate to house Koros, so the warbeast stayed out on the plaza. There
was little danger that anyone would try to steal it or any of Garth's

bel ongi ngs still on its back; the beast knew well who its master was, and
woul d not acconpany a stranger without Garth's orders, or pernmit anyone but
the overman to disturb the supplies it guarded. No one in his right mnd would
argue with a warbeast. No one mad enough to try woul d survive the argunent.

The overman arose late, a good hour after sunrise, and took his time in
preparing for his departure. The afternoon, he knew, would be nore than enough
for himto find his way out of Ogul; once he was in Eramma agai n, he intended
to travel by night, as he had done before.

When he had finished his packing, eaten a hearty breakfast, and nmade
sure that Koros had been tended to, he swung hinmself into the saddle, ready to
| eave. Before Koros had taken nore than a single step, however, he changed his
m nd and ordered the warbeast to turn west rather than northeast. He had no



reason to hurry; no urgent tasks needed to be undertaken, no one eagerly
awaited his return to Skelleth. It could do no harmif he lingered for a visit
to the toymaker; after all, he had a purchase to make.

Koros had no objection; it strode silently down the western street and
hal ted obediently at the door of the |last shop

The door was closed, and the curtains were drawn across the display
wi ndows; Garth saw no sign of the old man. He di snmounted and rapped lightly,
twi ce, on the wooden panels.

A muffled call answered him and a nonment |ater the toymaker energed,
blinking in the bright sunlight. He stared up at the overman.

"Ch, it's you," he said with an uncertain snile

"Greetings," Garth said. "I hope | did not wake you."

"What? Ch, no; | was just eating ny breakfast. Hadn't had tine to open
the shop yet." He blinked again and then said anxiously, "I heard about your
fight with the dragon. | hope you didn't hurt it too rmuch; I'mnot sure
whet her | could fix any serious damage. It's nostly magic, you know, and magic
is tricky stuff. I'"'mno w zard; | don't usually know how what | do works.

just build things and they work-or sonetinmes they don't. Did you do it much
har n?"

"No," Garth replied. "I pried a few scales fromits back and I m ght
have scratched the belly a little. | think that hurt ny sword nmore than it
hurt the dragon-or maybe the bl ade was dulled when | dropped it." He had
retrieved the weapon before returning to the village; it had not been bent,
fortunately, but part of one edge, fromthe tip halfway to the hilt, had been
rui ned.

"\What about yourself? Were you hurt?"

"No. My warbeast's tail was singed, |'mafraid, and it seens to have
been brui sed here and there.”

"Ch, | amsorry!" The man stared past the overman at the beast, his face
radi ati ng synpat hy.

Garth decided that it was tine he got to the point. "I canme for the
gull," he said.

"Ch, of course!" the toymaker exclained. "Just a nmonment!" He vani shed
back into the shop, then energed a few seconds |ater holding the netal bird.
Garth accepted it, paid out the agreed-upon price of half a dozen silver
coins, and placed it delicately on the saddle.

"You'll need the key," the old man rem nded him

Garth turned back and held out his hand; the toymaker dropped the silver
key onto his palm and he closed both thunmbs over it. "Thank you," he said as
he dropped it in his purse.

"Take good care of it," the man said. "It's one of my finer pieces."

"It is indeed," Garth agreed, gazing at the gleani ng cl ockwork gull
"But not your finest," he added, with a nod to the west.

The toymaker smiled. "No, it's not ny finest, but my very best is not
for sale." He watched as Garth seated hinself in the saddle, the copper bird
perched before him and gave a command to his nount.

Koros turned and headed back through the village, its smooth, silent
progress carrying it and its master quickly northward out of O gul

That steady stride seened effortless, and the warbeast could keep it up
for hours on end, perhaps days on end; Garth was continually inmpressed by the
creature's incredi ble power and stam na

It took themthe renmainder of that day and the follow ng night to reach
the northern edge of the Barony of Sland, nmoving along the foothills east of
the nmountains that forned Eramm's western border. Garth made canp atop a
ri dge overl ooking the desolate site of a noderately recent battle.

Hs brief stay in Ogul had put himin a state of mld euphoria. He had
not fought and slain a nmonster, but instead had found that his real task, that
of freeing people fromthe nenace that beset them had been acconplished | ong
before by the threatened people thensel ves. That was heartening; only rarely
in his long life had he seen nuch evi dence of human conpetence. Even anong his



own species, it often seemed that the average nortal had no nore anbition or
wit than a | ower aninmal had. Too many people were willing to suffer under
various forns of oppression, rather than make the effort necessary to inprove
their |ot.

No one anong the overnmen of the Northern Waste had attenpted to cone
south overland for any purpose during the three centuries of relative peace
that had foll owed the Racial Wars; they had been told that the border with
Eranma was guarded ni ght and day by ferocious human warriors and they had
believed it until Garth nade the journey to Skelleth hinmself, for reasons of
his own, and di scovered the pitiful state of the human defenses.

No overman had troubl ed hinmself to explore other kingdoms until Garth,
on an errand for the Forgotten King, ventured into Nekutta and | earned that
there were other overnmen still in the world, living on the Yprian Coast. And
no attenpt had been nmade to establish trade until Garth began it.

Among humans, the people of Skelleth had tol erated an insane baron
wi t hout serious conplaint, ignoring his bizarre behavior and occasi onal
arbitrary executions, until Garth nurdered him In the Nekuttan city of
Disarra, the popul ace had made no protest against the dom nation of the cults
of the dark gods, nor had it tried to halt the kidnappi ngs and human
sacrifices of the nore vicious cults.

In Orgul, though, when heroes had failed to kill the dragon, ordinary
farmers had managed to poison it, and comon village craftsmen had built and
mai nt ai ned a replacenent to ward of f other predators, nore human but no | ess
Vi ci ous.

That fact cheered Garth considerably.

H s own behavi or pleased himas well. For the first tine, he had
ventured out into human | ands beyond Skell eth, acconplished as much of his
purpose as he saw fit, and headed homeward wi thout killing a single person

He was, he had been told, the chosen avatar of Bhel eu, dooned to
synmbol i ze the Fourteenth Age, the Age of Destruction. Heretofore it had seened
that he was destined to bring chaos and di saster wherever he went; he had | ed
t he sacking of Skelleth, been responsible for bringing the Wiite Death to
Disarra, been involved in the death of the w zard who had rul ed Mornoreth and
killed its popul ation, and, he suspected, sonehow contributed to the coll apse
of the Kingdom of Eranmma.

On this particular journey, however, he had not destroyed anything, nor
killed anything nore inmportant than goats, and those only for food for his
nmount .

This raised his spirits so much that even the battlefields and soldiers
he passed on his way north did not dissipate his good cheer. He noved on past
Sl and and al ong the nountains until he came within sight of the towers of
Ur - Dor mul k, where he turned east and circled around the city. He had travel ed
this far by night, but fromhere on, the population was thin and the |and
i nhospi table; the war would therefore not be nuch in evidence. Furthernore,
beyond Ur-Dornul k, overnen were no | onger totally unknown; the Yprian caravans
had been crossing these | ands occasionally for nost of the past three years,
and the people were accustoned to them Househol ders woul d not attack Garth on
sight sinply because of his species.

He could, if he chose, travel by day and use the highway to Skelleth
openly.

Switching his schedule all at once, however, was not particularly
conveni ent; instead, he |engthened each leg of it, riding on into the norning
until he was too weary to want to go farther, then sleeping on past sunset
until he awoke naturally and fully rested. He did, however, follow the high
road; the plains were still nuddy fromnelted snow and spring rain.

He finally came within sight of Skelleth around noon, but he had been
awake since mdnight, so that as far as he was concerned, it was late in the
day and he was ready to rest. He had bought a goat for Koros the previous
nmorni ng and eaten well hinself, at a small farm he had passed, but he had had
not hi ng since, save for a handful of dried fruit and salted beef; his



provi sions were beginning to run low. He was tired and hungry and | ooki ng
forward to cold ale and hot food at the King's Inn, followed by a soft bed in
t he house he had rebuilt for himself fromthe ruins at the edge of town.

The prospect of a good rest, and his lingering good nbod, put a snmle on
his face. He glanced down at the clockwork gull he kept on the saddle before
him he had not cared to pack it away where it m ght be damaged by bunping
agai nst his other belongings. It gleanmed golden in the thin, dreary light that
seeped through the thick clouds overhead. The weat her had been good t hroughout
his trip, but he knew that could not |ast nuch |onger; indeed, the sky | ooked
very much as if there would be rain before nightfall.

When he gl anced up fromthe netal bird, Garth noticed that something or
someone stood outside the town wall, beside the highway he rode upon. His
snmle faded. The last time he had ridden up this highway, soneone had been
waiting upon it, an overman naned Thord; he had been posted there as part of
an inept siege laid by Garth's chief wife Kyrith, and it had been that siege
which had led to the sacking of Skelleth. Garth did not rmuch care to be
rem nded of that.

He wondered whom or what he was seeing; the distance was such that he
could not yet make the figure out. He hoped that, whatever it was, it was not
t he harbi nger of nore trouble.

The thing stood about the height of an overman, Garth judged, or perhaps
an unusual ly tall human, but the shape seened slightly wong. He rode on

Wien he had drawn somewhat nearer, he saw that it was, indeed, an
overman, or somrething very much |ike one, but slunped forward, and with
somet hing projecting upward at the back of its neck.

Anot her of the warbeast's long strides allowed Garth to determ ne that
the overman-if such it truly was was hanging froma post or stake, apparently
l'ifeless.

Garth was confused; he had no idea what this thing could signify, what
overman could be there, or why. He did not like it. The figure was utterly
lifeless, and Garth wondered whet her perhaps it was an effigy of hinself, put
there by sone eneny, a townsman, perhaps, who had never forgiven himhis part
in Skelleth's destruction.

The other possibility, that it was a real overman's corpse hung up as a
war ni ng of some kind, was rmuch | ess appealing.

He rode cl oser and began to perceive details. Black hair hung down
linply, hiding the face; the hands were pulled back, out of sight, presunably
tied to the pole or to each other. The figure faced directly toward him A
bl ue tunic covered the torso, and brown | eather riding breeches the legs, with
nmudspattered boots on its feet. There was a disturbing famliarity to it.

The possibility that it was just an effigy grew dimer with each step
and vani shed | ong before he reached the corpse's side.

The sensation of famliarity increased, and with it Garth's concern. By
the tine he told Koros to stop, he was seriously worried, convinced that he
had come upon the body of sonmeone he knew wel |

He di smounted, and as he turned toward the suspended corpse he realized
for the first time that it was fenale. Overwonmen were not as clearly
differentiated fromovernen as wonmen were frommen; there was no difference in
hei ght, and both sexes were equally flat-chested, though nmales tended to be
broader at the shoul der and narrower at the hip. The prinmary sexua
di stinction was in the odor.

Wth the realization of the sex of the corpse, he was suddenly sure of
its identity; he ran to it, hoping that he was wong, and lifted the drooping
head.

He had not been wong. It was Kyrith. Her red eyes were open, blank, and
staring, and her |eathery brown skin was cold and clamy; Garth could have no
doubt that she was dead.

He was so horrified, so caught by her dead gaze, that he did not at
first consciously notice the marks on her forehead. Like all their people, she
had a broad, high forehead, the skin drawn tight across the bone; now her brow



was caked with dried blood, and bl ood had congealed in rivulets down either
si de of her face.

When Garth was able to turn his eyes fromhers, he saw the bl ood and
followed the dried streanms to their source

There were cuts in her forehead, nmany of them but not nere random
slashes; Garth did not imediately see the pattern, for the bl ood had bl urred
it, and shock had dulled his wits. As he continued to stare, however, he nade
out the nature of the marks. On her right side was a horizontal curl, and a
di agonal, and then a | ong downstroke-the rune for A Next was the upward
curve, hooked downstroke, and downward curve of GH, then another A, and
finally the short upright and | ong double curve of a D-except that here the
curve was broken and awkward, nore |like a series of short slashes. Runes were
meant to be drawn with ink on paper, not cut into flesh

AGHAD

Garth knew that nanme well. Humans swore by it, sometines, and used it in
jesting reference to liars or unfaithful spouses, but Garth knew it to be no
joke. It was the name of the god of hatred and treachery, and of a cult he had
defied and defiled when he robbed their tenple and slew their high priest in
Disarra about three years before.

The cult had nmade a habit of casual and gruesone nurders, and had sworn
vengeance upon him but he had long since dismssed it fromhis thoughts. He
had believed the cultists to be Iimted to their own city, far to the west,
and had considered their threats nmerely hunman boast ful ness.

He had, he saw now, been w ong.

No trace renained of his earlier euphoria, nor of the boredom and
pur posel essness that had driven himto undertake his errand to Orgul. A cold,
hard determ nation burned in his breast; he would destroy the cult of Aghad,
and if the means could be found, he would kill the filthy god hinmself. Garth
was an oat hbreaker, forsworn, so he made no spoken vow, but his unvoiced
conm tment was none the less certain for that.

The initial astonished horror was fading, driven out by rage, and he
| ooked over his wife's corpse.

A cord was wrapped around her throat, then | ooped back and tied around
the stake. Wre bound her wists behind the post so tightly that it had drawn
bl ood, gouging deeply into the flesh. Athird strand, this one of hideously
i nappropriate gold braid, passed across her chest, under her arnms, and up to a
spi ke driven into the back of the stake; it was this last that actually
supported nmost of her weight and hel d her upright.

Garth drew his dagger and cut away the braid with a single short slash,
then caught the corpse with his left armas it started to slunp. Another cut
severed the Iine around the neck, allowi ng a snmall pouch he had not previously
noticed to fall to the ground.

He ignored the little bag for the nonment as, holding his dead wife with
his left hand and body, he tried to pry apart the wire at her wists. It
resi sted; although it had the appearance of cheap iron, the wire notched the
bl ade of his knife when he worked the point underneath. Nor could he find any
| oose end whereby he might untangle it.

He | owered the body into a sitting position, the hands resting on the
ground behind the stake, and considered. The foll owers of Aghad, he recalled,
took a perverse delight in doing everything they could to infuriate their
victinms. They were also fond of nutilation. They probably intended to
frustrate and annoy Garth with sone manner of trickery, until he becane
sufficiently maddened that he would sever Kyrith's hand to free her fromthe
post .

The wire, he decided, nust be ensorcelled in sone way. There was no
point in struggling with it-yet he had no desire to gratify the Aghadites by
di smenbering his wfe.

The problem could be handl ed i n another way. He fetched his battle-axe
fromthe warbeast's saddle and, with three blows, cut through the foot-thick
stake just above Kyrith's saggi ng head. Having elim nated the spi ke that had



held the braid, Garth was able to lift her easily, so that her hands slid up
over the broken end and came free.

That done, he renmenbered the pouch that had fallen fromthe neck cord.
He laid the corpse gently on the ground and | ooked for it.

The little bag lay where it had fallen, at the foot of the stake. He
picked it up, opened it cautiously, and drew out the roll of parchnent it
cont ai ned.

He had heard of spells that worked through runes, of nmessages that could
bi nd an unsuspecting victimto the witer's will, but he did not seriously
consider it likely that this parchnent was anything of that kind. He thought,
rather, that it would be a threat or a boast, or perhaps both; the Aghadites
had seened to himthe sort of vicious creatures who woul d not be satisfied
with the nere fact of nurder, or with the crude attribution carved on the
corpse's brow.

He unrolled the parchnent and read the following: "Geetings to Garth of
Skel |l et h, once Prince of Ordunin. The righteous vengeance of Aghad has begun

and you will suffer a thousandfold for the affronts you have committed. For

t he desecration of the god's shrine and the nmurder of his chosen high priest,
you will pay with everything you value. Al those you care for will die
horribly. Your sons will die slowy as you watch. That which you have built
wi Il be cast down and destroyed. That which you have opposed will be exalted.
That whi ch you own shall be taken fromyou. As your pain grows, know al ways
that Aghad will take joy in it, and his worshippers will |augh at your agony."

There was no signature.

Garth crunpled the parchment in his fist and thrust it into a pouch on
his belt. Before he could withdraw his hand, he felt a sudden warnth, and the
snel | of snoke reached his slit nostrils. Startled, he withdrew his hand and
dunped the pouch onto a patch of bare earth.

Not hi ng rerai ned of the note but snol dering ash

He snorted. If the indestructible wire had not been proof enough, this
little denonstration |eft no doubt that the cult was using magi c agai nst him
He | ooked up, glanced quickly around, but saw nothing. He had fought magic
before, several tines, and knewit to be a real and sometines deadly force; he
woul d need to keep a careful watch.

Soneone, he realized, mght be watching himeven now, and he could no
| onger resist speaking. "Your god will not save you, filth," he said, his
voice flat. "Your cult will die, to the last man or wonan. My wife's forehead
bears your death warrant." He picked up the axe he had dropped and, in a
sudden di splay of fury, splintered the stunp of the stake with a single blow.

In Disarra, in his inner chanmber, Haggat watched the overman's actions
and pernmitted hinmself a small, silent chuckle. Events were proceedi ng al nost
exactly as he had envi sioned-though the failure of the wired wists was
slightly disappointing. It was still rmuch as he had wanted. The stol en magics
wer e working perfectly.

This mght, he thought, be worth the Iong wait.

CHAPTER SI X

H s anger under control once nore, Garth returned the axe to its place on the
war beast's saddl e. He | ooked around at the scattered shards of the stake, then
gat hered up everything of possible value. That done, he picked up Kyrith's
body and ordered Koros to follow him Carrying his dead wife in his arms, he
mar ched i nto Skell et h.

The manner of expressing certain enmotions differed between human and
overman. Overmen made no show of grief or anger on their faces, but instead
di spl ayed at such tines an expression that in humans woul d appear to be one of
utter disinterest. This was not a result of training in stoicismor any other
cultural influence, but a difference in genetic makeup. An overnan who seened



bored mi ght be in a nurderous rage.

A human guard was posted at the southwestern gate-not a professional
sol dier, but a volunteer, put there not so nuch for defense as to run ahead of
an arriving caravan to inform Glt and the town's nerchants of its approach
The man assigned to this job carried a crossbow and a short sword, nore or
less as a formality.

The i ndi vidual who was on duty at the tinme of Garth's return from O gul
had not heard the overman's approach, having dozed off in the shelter of a
ruined wall. He had stirred slightly at the sound of the axe smashing the
post, but did not conme fully awake until Garth's footsteps had drawn quite
near .

Startled, he got to his feet, his hand on the hilt of his sword, and
prepared to call a challenge

Garth's face was calmand still, but had the guard spoken, Garth woul d
have taken delight in killing him probably using only his bare hands. He was
in no mood to deal with strangers, particularly human strangers; the cult of
Aghad was conprised nostly of humans. Few overnen took an interest in anything
so ethereal as religion

Only the fact that the guard recogni zed both Garth and Kyrith saved his
life; he was so shocked at the sight of the corpse that he could not speak at
first, and when he had recovered sonething of his conposure, a glance at
Garth's bl oodred eyes di scouraged any questions he m ght have had. He stood
back respectfully and |let the burdened overman and riderl ess warbeast pass
unhi nder ed.

When they had noved on up the road, he debated briefly with hinself. He
was supposed to run ahead of new arrivals and give warning of their approach
Garth, however, was a resident of Skelleth, however unwel come his presence
there m ght be to sonme of the villagers. Furthernore, the overman did not | ook
as if he would appreciate a wel com ng conmittee.

The guard decided, with a glance at Garth's arnored back, that he woul d
prefer facing a charge of dereliction of duty to risking the overman's
annoyance. He stayed where he was.

Most of the outer portion of Skelleth was a ring of uninhabited ruins, a
rem nder of the town's long decline; only the central area, around the market,
was popul ated. As a result of this, Garth wal ked sone di stance on enpty
streets, between fallen stones and broken beans, before he was again seen by
human eyes.

Li ke the guard at the gate, the villagers who saw hi s approach
recogni zed him Renenbering the sacking of Skelleth and seeing the warbeast at
his heels, they hung well back and | et himpass w thout hindrance or coment.
The traditional fear of overnen had been largely dissipated by three years of
trade, but Garth's berserker reputation, the sight of the corpse, and the
presence of the warbeast were enough to send even the bol dest scurrying out of
his path w thout concern for their dignity.

He reached the market unnol ested, not having spoken a word since he
entered the walls. There he |l owered Kyrith's body to the ground, turned toward
t he new house on the east side of the square, and bell owed, "Saram"

W ndows opened instantly, and faces peered out. Saranmlis was not anong
them but Garth recogni zed one that appeared on the upper floor of the Baron's
house. He pointed at the girl and shouted, "You, there! You get Lord Saram out
here!"

The girl, Saram s housekeeper, vani shed inside.

A moment | ater the front door opened, and one of the Baron's clerks
thrust her head out. "My lord Saramis occupied at present, ny lord Garth,"
she said. "How nmay | hel p you?"

Garth's hand fell to the hilt of his sword. He replied, slowy and

clearly, without shouting, "You will informLord Saramthat if he is not out
here within the count of twenty, he will not live to see the sun set today,
and this stinking village will not see tonmorrow s dawn."

The clerk's politely noncommittal expression vanished instantly, to be



repl aced with a gape of terrified astoni shnent. She di sappeared back inside,
| eavi ng the door open

Garth did not bother to count; as he had expected, Saram appeared on the
doorstep within a few seconds, a napkin in his hand.

The Baron of Skelleth did not trouble to | ook about, but sinply stared
directly at the overnman. "Wat is it, Garth?" he asked, a trace of annoyance
in his voice.

Garth's reply was tonel ess and deadly. "Cone here, human," he said.

Saram knew better than to argue. He cane; hal fway to where Garth waited,
he suddenly noticed Kyrith's body and stopped dead. After a nonent's
hesitati on, he continued on and stood a few feet away, staring down at the
corpse in surprise

"\What happened?" he asked.

"You will tell ne that, man, or 1I'Il burn this town to the ground. How
could this happen?"
"I don't know, Garth, | swear by all the gods! She came into town two

days ago, |ooking for you; she said you had sent an urgent nessage asking her
to come to Skelleth. W told her it nust have been a mi stake, that you'd been
gone for days, and that was the |ast we saw of her-until now. | thought she'd
gone back north again, gone honme?"

"She was | ast seen alive tw days ago."

"About that; 'twas midafternoon of the day before yesterday."

"She has been dead only a few hours at nost, Saram Were was she in
bet ween?"

"I don't know, | swear it." The Baron nmet the overman's gaze for a
nmonent, then turned back to the corpse.

Garth reached out and grabbed the front of Saram s el aborately
enbroi dered tunic. "What do you know about the cult of Aghad?" he demanded.

Startled, Saram | ooked up again. "Wat cult of Aghad?" he asked. "There
isn'"t any, is there? | never heard of anyone outside Disarra who worshi pped
himor any of the other dark gods, and the Wite Death has destroyed Disarra’

"Look at her forehead, human." Garth rel eased Saranis tunic and grabbed
his neatly trimed back hair, pulling his head down close to Kyrith's face.
Saram | ooked as Garth added, "There was a note as well, a magical one that
destroyed itself after | read it. A cult of Aghad still exists, and his
foll owers have killed my wife."

"I don't know anything about them" Saraminsisted after Garth all owed
himto straighten up. "Perhaps 'tis some other eneny of yours, trying to avoid
the bl ane."”

"\What enemy?"

"How shoul d I know? Maybe 'tis that bunch of w zards that tried to kil
you three years ago."

"No; why should they kill Kyrith? Why woul d they not attack ne directly?
I am no | onger defended by the power of the Sword of Bheleu; the wi zards woul d
surely know that. If they sought revenge they would sinply slay me, attacking
directly, as they attacked nme before. No, Saram this is cruelty for its own

sake; this is the work of evil people, to kill an innocent like this just to
get at ne. It nmust be one of the cults | angered. The followers of Bheleu are
all dead; the priest of Death is a harmess old man. | did nothing to anger

the cult of P hul. That |eaves four: Tema, Andhur Regvos, Sai, or Aghad. Only
Aghad takes pride in treachery; had one of the others slain Kyrith, that cult
woul d have proclainmed itself openly. The foll owers of Aghad m ght have lied
and bl aned others, but no one would falsely accuse them It is in truth the
Aghadi t es who have done this, | amcertain."

"Then what do you want of ne?" Saram asked. "I am no Aghadite."

"You are the Baron of Skelleth. Watever happens in this town and the
territory surrounding it is your responsibility."

"I accept no blame for this nmurder, Garth."

"You have allowed the cult of Aghad to exist, to take action in your
domai n. "



"I have not! | told you, | thought the cult was extinct."

"The cult is not extinct, Saram but if you value your life, you will do
what you can to see that it becomes extinct."

"OF course | will! Do you think I want nore nurders? Do you think | do
not regret this one? Kyrith was ny friend, Garth, and you are ny friend as
wel | . What has hurt you has hurt nme. | wi sh that there were sonething I could
do to undo what has happened, but | amas nortal as you; | cannot turn back

tinme."

Garth did not reply; the phrasing of Saram s defense rem nded hi mthat
he had ot her business to attend to. As Saram had said, he was nerely norta
and could do nothing to restore Kyrith to Iife, any nore than Garth coul d- but
there was one person in Skelleth who was sonething other than nortal. The
Forgotten King was the chosen of the god of death; he had lived for centuries,
perhaps for mllennia, and had powers and abilities greater than any ordinary
priest or w zard.

He was al so a treacherous old schenmer. Garth did not say so to Saram
but he suspected that if anywhere in the world there was anyone other than the
cultists of Aghad who was inplicated in Kyrith's nmurder, it was the Forgotten
King. Hs part init, if he was involved, might have been anything fromthe
nost indirect sort of encouragenment to planning and carrying out the whole
schene hinself and fal sely accusing the Aghadites. The old man coul d, of
course, be innocent, but Garth would not take that for granted; the King had
been entangled in Garth's life too often for the overman to dismiss the
possibility of his conplicity. It was the old man who had suggested that Garth
shoul d go adventuring and who had proposed his destination and thereby ensured
a certain mninmumtravel tinmne.

Per haps the old man had pl anned the whol e ghastly murder for sone
perverse reason of his own; perhaps it had been calculated to goad Garth into
sone action he woul d ot herw se have avoi ded.

It was just as likely, though, that the cult of Aghad had sinply seized
upon the opportunity Garth's absence had presented and that the old man had
had no part init.

Garth had nmulled this over while carrying Kyrith's body through the
village to the market; the possibility of the King's invol vement had been
i medi ately obvious as soon as Garth had gotten over his initial shock

It bore |ooking into, but he had wanted to acquaint hinself with the
avai l abl e facts about Kyrith's return from O dunin and what ever was generally
known of her death. The Forgotten King, with his reluctance to speak, would
have been of little help there. Nor had Garth wanted to waste any tinme in
alerting Saramto the nmurder, the probable presence of the cult of Aghad, and
Garth's anger.

He had done that; now he could turn his attention to the King

Saraml s words had al so suggested a faint possibility Garth had not
previously considered. The King, no nmere nortal, had an undeni abl e connecti on
with The God Whose Nane Is Not Spoken; if there was anyone in all the world
who m ght be capable of restoring Kyrith to life, it was he.

Wth that in mind, Garth turned, |eaving Kyrith's body on the packed
earth of the marketplace, and marched toward the King's Inn. "See that she is
not disturbed,"” he called back over his shoulder to the Baron, "and that the
cult of Aghad is driven from Skelleth."

Saram st ood i n opennout hed astoni shment at this sudden change. Garth
seened to have abandoned the conversation in mdstreamand had sinply wal ked
of f after dragging him Saram Baron of Skelleth, out of his hone. Koros, too,
was apparently caught by surprise; the warbeast gave a | ow, questioning grow,
whi ch the departing overman answered with an order that meant "stand and
guard." Saram | ooked at the beast, noticed the gleanmng nmetal bird on its
back, and grew still nore confused. Wat, he wondered, was that thing? He
| ooked again at Garth, then back at Kyrith's body, and decided to stay where
he was until he could get everything straight in his mnd

Garth stal ked across the wooden wei ghing platforms that occupi ed what



was once the site of the old Baron's mansion, across the narrow strip that
used to be a back alley cut off fromthe square by the mansion, and through
t he open door of the King's Inn

The tavern | ooked very much as it always, had; there was no indication
that anything within was not as it should be. The heavy, worn tables were in
their accustomed places, the great brass-bound barrels still lined the west
wal I, and the vast stone hearth still took up nobst of the east. At the rear
stairs led to the upper floor, and the Forgotten King's table stood in the
corner beneath. Everything was clean, with the soft sheen that could only
result fromcenturies of use and care.

The tavernkeeper stood by one of his barrels, a mug and a polishing
cloth in his hands; two custoners were conversing over wi ne. The Forgotten
King sat notionless at his table.

Garth marched across the room He did not bother to seat hinself, but
stood beside the King's table and denanded, "Wat did you have to do with it?"

The ol d man croaked, "Nothing."

"I's that all you have to say? Am| to trust you so readily?"

"I swear by ny heart and all the gods, by the true nane of The God Wose
Name |s Not Spoken, that | had no part in your wife's nurder."

Sonme portion of Garth's mind was aware that the old man was taking this
seriously indeed, to make so | ong an answer so quickly, but his anger would
not permt himto consider that. "And what good is your vow? How can it bind
you? Death holds no terror for you, old man; you have little to lose in that
regard. Nor have you shown any thought for your honor; what need have you of
honor or trust, you who have inconprehensi bl e power and no desire but death?
You have abandoned the service of your god; can | know that his nane stil
hol ds you?"

"You cannot be certain. Take ny word or not, as you please."” The old
man's ghastly voice was as dead as ever

Garth was by no nmeans so calm with a wordless bellow, he reached out
and grabbed the King's throat in one huge hand. "Lying scuml” he cried.
"Deat hl ess nonster! Do you dare to nmock me at such a tinme?" In his rage, he
cared little for accuracy or fairness and ignored the fact that, if any
nockery had been spoken, it was he who had nocked the King and not the
reverse. He squeezed.

H s hand went |inp and dead, falling with a heavy thud on the table.

"Your pardon, Garth. | lived for several years with a broken neck once,
| ong ago, and | have no desire to repeat the experience."

Garth stared down at his hand. Sensation returned in a sudden rush of
pai n. He had bruised several knuckles on the oaken tabl etop

The disconfort quickly faded to insignificance, but served to distract
himfrom his anger | ong enough for his rationality to reassert control. As the
i nci dent had denonstrated, the King had power. Garth could not harm him but
he m ght be able to use him After a nonment's hesitation, he noved around the
tabl e and sat down opposite the old man.

"It is |, rather, who should ask for pardon, O King," he said. "Forgive
me; | let ny grief get the better of ne. | cane here not to chall enge you, but
to ask a favor. | do not know the linmts of your power, O King; perhaps what |
ask cannot be done. Still, | nust nake the attenpt. Can you restore Kyrith to
life?"

The Ki ng paused before he nmoved his head once fromside to side. "No,
Garth. | amsorry."

"It is not possible?"

"l cannot do it."

"Why not? You are the high priest of Death; have you no power over hin®"

"You ask ne to undo the god's work. Could you create with the Sword of
Bhel eu, restore what you had destroyed?"

Garth had to acknow edge that he could not have done such a thing; the
very essence of the sword's power was destruction. He was not willing to give
up conpletely, however. "Wat of your own spells? You were a m ghty wi zard in



your own right, were you not? Knew you no nmagic to restore the dead?"

"If ever | did, it is centuries forgotten."

"I's there no talisman that can serve? Bheleu has his sword, and the
Deat h- God hi s book; has the god of life no toten®"

"The totens of the Lords of Eir lost their virtue at the center of tine,
in the Eighth Age, when the balance first shifted against them They have no
power now, if they still exist at all."

"I's there no way to shift this bal ance agai n?"

The old man shrugged al nost inperceptibly. "There may be; if so, it
woul d be in the Book of Silence. That is not the totem of The God Whose Nane
I s Not Spoken; but of Dagha, god of tine, the creator of both Eir and Dis." He
stopped suddenly, as if he had neant to say nore and then thought better of
it.

Garth, listening intently, noticed the peculiarly abrupt stop, but could
read no neaning into it. He ignored it and considered instead the words that
had preceded it.

He had taken it for granted that the Book of Silence was the totem of
The God Whose Nanme |s Not Spoken; after all, the Forgotten King had obviously
expected, three years ago, that Garth would find it on the Final God's altar
in Disarra, as he had found the Sword of Bheleu on Bheleu's altar, and the
Stone of Terma on Tenma's altar, and the Stone of Andhur Regvos on the altar of
Andhur Regvos. Furthernore, the book was needed for the King' s great fina
magi c, and Garth was fairly sure that that sonehow invol ved conjuring the
Death God into the nortal world. That, too, seenmed to inply a fink with the
Final God. Garth knew relatively little of human theol ogy, and nmpost of what he
did know he had |l earned on his trip to Disarra, but he had had the definite
i mpression that Dagha had few dealings with nortals. He had never heard of any
cult of Dagha, nor any tenple dedicated to Dagha. Wy, then, should so
powerful a talisman be linked with this obscure deity?

It did not seemreasonable. He decided that the King was |ying, hoping
to trick Garth into keeping his oath and fetching the Book of Silence on the
basis of a false hope that it might aid in the resurrection of his dead wife.

If he could expose this trickery, he might find hinmself in a better
position fromwhich to deal with the old nman.

He reached this conclusion in barely three seconds; the pause in the
conversation was scarcely noticeable before Garth said, "lIndeed. Then what is
the Death-CGod's toten? Surely you must have it, as his high priest and chosen
vessel . "

"I left it in Hastur, in ny chapel." The King's voice was softer than
usual , barely audible, a grinding, scratching whisper. He seened not to be
| ooking at Garth, though how Garth knew that, when the old nan's eyes were as
i nvisible as ever, he could not have said.

"Hastur ?"
"Hastur, capital of Carcosa."
"Where was this place? Surely the chapel must be |ong gone; | have never

heard of Hastur, and Carcosa has been forgotten for centuries by all save
yoursel f."

"The barbarians took the city and it became Hastur-dar- Ml ek,

Hast ur - of -t he- Bar bari ans, but they could not have destroyed it, even had they
tried. They buried it instead, Hastur bel ow, Hastur-dar-Mllek above." There
was a strange animation in the old man's tone.

"I have never heard of Hastur-dar-Mllek, OKing."

"That was | ong ago, before overnen were first created; the nanme has been
shortened to Ur-Dornul k."

"Ur-Dornul k? That was your capital?" Garth was astoni shed. He had heard
the Forgotten King speak of his |ong-1lost kingdom of Carcosa once or twice
before, but he had not paid very nmuch attention to the stories. He had never
doubted that the old man had once been a true king, yet he had not seriously
supposed that this vani shed enpire had had any connection at all with the
world as it was in this, the Fourteenth Age.



Now, suddenly, he was told that Ur-Dornul k, the nost ancient and
i ndependent of Eramma's cities and Skelleth's trading partner, which he had
seen fromafar on his trips to Disarra and Orgul, was once the King's capital
This revel ation provided a new and nore definite |ink between his own era and
the old man's vague past. Sonehow Garth had al ways thought of themas two
separate worlds, unconnected save by certain magi cal objects and by the King
hinself; it required a major readjustnent of those thoughts for himto realize
that it was all one, divided only by tine.

There were a few seconds of silence as the overnan absorbed this news.
Then he thrust it aside; it was not relevant.

"You have not said what it was that you left in your chapel."

"I left themboth there, the Pallid Mask and the Book of Silence, and

seal ed the chanber with the Yellow Sign. | knew that the invaders could not
pass that, and that they could not use the book or the mask if they did, but I
posted a guard as a matter of form | was still concerned with formthen, and

with nmy reputation as a great wzard."

"You renenber, then? The Book of Silence is there? How very conveni ent
that you should recall that just now" Garth did not try to keep the scorn out
of his voice; he was quite sure that it was no coi ncidence that the King's
menory had returned just as he had suggested how the Book of Silence m ght be
of use to Garth.

The old man seenmed to be alnmobst lost in reverie, quite oblivious of
Garth's tone; he made no answer.

"Do you think, then, that | should fetch the book i mediately, so that
Kyrith mght be revived?" Garth's tone was still sarcastic, but there was a
sincere thread of hope init.

The Forgotten King shifted suddenly, and the tattered edge of his hood
fl apped. "No," he said.

"No?" Garth's surprise was genui ne.

"Your wife is dead, Garth," the King said, "and I know of no way she can
be restored to you. Even were the cosm c bal ance shifted again, and the totem
of the god of life found and used by its rightful master-for | pronise you, we
who are bound to destruction and death could not touch it-I doubt that it
could turn the corpse into anything better than a half-rotted vegetable. Too
much time has passed al ready."

"I's time, then, the crucial point? Could not the god of tine be coerced,
wi th the Book of Silence, into undoing what has happened?”

"No. | doubt that the book wastes space on anything so trivial."

"The reversal of time, the resurrection of the dead, are trivial? Wy,

t hen, have you recalled where it |ies? Wat good can it do me now?"

"There was no deception in ny sudden nmenory, Garth; your mention of the
Deat h-God's totem the Pallid Mask, reminded me. | had brought the book from
Disarra so that | mght have both nmy great devices in a single safe place."

"In three years, you did not recall so sinple a fact?"

"In three centuries, three millennia, | did not. Perhaps | was not
i ntended to; though | do not currently wield the mask directly, no greater
power has freed ne of my patron as | freed you of Bhel eu. The Age of Death is
not yet cone, but Death holds sway in every era.”

This presented Garth with another new concept. It had never occurred to
himthat the Forgotten King mght hinmself be the victimof the machinations of
t he gods beyond the fact of his inmmortality. Garth had assumed that the old
man had had no contact with the gods since he left the service of The God
Whose Name |s Not Spoken, that he dealt with no being nore powerful than
hi nsel f. The suggestion that his patron deity was still affecting him perhaps
i nvol ving himagainst his will in sonme divine schene, was unsettling.

The entire conversation was becom ng unsettling; it was getting out of
hand, Garth decided. He had come with the intent of asking a few sinple
guestions and receiving a few sinmple answers. He had wanted to know what part
the King had played in Kyrith's death and whet her she m ght be brought back to
life somehow. He had not wanted to listen to details of the King's past, or to



anyt hi ng about the Book of Silence that mght rem nd himof his own false
oat h. The King was being nore | oquaci ous than ever before in the three years
Garth had known him but everything he said related to his own concerns,
rather than to Garth's. In mxed anger and desperation, Garth declared, "I
care nothing for that. Answer me ny questions.”

The Ki ng said not hing.

"I's there any way known to you, no matter how fantastical or difficult,
in which Kyrith mght be restored to life?"

"No." The old man chopped the single syllable off short, but it was
unmi st akabl e and definite.

"Have you any reason, however slight, to believe that there m ght be
some way not known to you?" Garth was reluctant to give up until he had
exhausted every possibility.

Again, the King said, "No."

That seemed final; Garth could think of no other approach. The old man
m ght be lying, but if he were, Garth had no way of coaxing the truth out of
hi m

"You had no part in her death?"

"No. | am no oat hbreaker."

The added phrase hurt, and Garth wondered whether the old man knew of
his intended infidelity. It was only after a few seconds of silence that he
realized that the King had had no need to nention his oath, for the King did
not like to speak unnecessarily. Garth had no choice but to conclude that the
Ki ng knew very well that the overman had sworn falsely when he agreed to fetch
t he Book of Silence and was rem nding himof it as delicately as possible.

He was not at all sure why the old nan should do so. Perhaps, Garth
t hought, the King nmeant to shane himinto fulfilling his false oath. The
overman | eaned back, his chair creaking beneath his shifting weight, and
t hought in silence for a nmoment.

In Disarra, watching his scrying glass, Haggat decided that this was an
i deal opportunity for his next planned event. He gestured to his waiting
acolyte, who hurried off to tell a priest, especially trained for this com ng
performance, that it was tine to begin.

A moment later, in the King's Inn, something flickered at the edge of
the overman's vision. He whirled, startled, his hand already on the hilt of
hi s dagger, since the table's presence would have made it difficult for himto
draw his sword.

The glinting had not been, as he had first thought, the gl eam of
firelight on nmetal. There was no one behind him The flash of |ight had cone
from somet hi ng he could not identify, a blurry redness hanging in nid-air and
glowing faintly.

It hovered at the level of his eyes, perhaps a foot wide and a foot and
a half in height, a blot of color against the dark background of the taproom

This, obviously, was nmagic at work. He kept his hand on his dagger
t hough he knew ordi nary weapons woul d probably be usel ess agai nst whatever it
was. Various possible origins for the thing passed through his mnd. It m ght
be a manifestation of Bheleu, cone to reclaimhimw th or w thout the sword.
It might be a sending of the council of w zards that had sought to destroy
him as a nenace to the peace of Erammma, three years earlier. It could be
somet hing the Forgotten King had contrived, for reasons of his own, or it
m ght have been sent by the cult of Aghad as part of its revenge upon him

He had, he thought, made altogether too many enemies in his life, and
too many of them possessed of supernatural power.

The bl ot was changing as he watched; it swirled and roil ed about, not
i ke smoke or even liquid, but as if it were nade of flowing light. It grew,
and shadows appeared within it.

Red was Bhel eu's preferred color, but that was the bright red of fire or
fresh bl ood; this thing was of a duller, browner shade, |ike blood that had



dried. The King was the King in Yellow, but could, of course, use any color he
chose; the council w zards had enployed a wide variety of spells. Still, Garth
found that he associated the unhealthy hue of the thing with Aghad.

As he realized that, the thing suddenly resolved itself into an inage.

It was a face, a not-quite-human face, tw sted and sneering, with curving
fangs protruding fromits upper lip. Garth stared; he knew he had seen it, or
one like it, somewhere before.

He gl anced around; the Forgotten King was paying no attention to this
mani festation, nor to anything else for that matter, but the tavernkeeper was
staring in horror. The other custoners had depart ed.

Garth turned back; the apparition was still there, hanging notionless,
as if waiting.

"What are you? Wy are you here?" Garth demanded. "Speak, O vision, and
expl ain yoursel fI"

The face grinned and replied, "G eetings, Garth. It is good to see you
so untroubl ed that you can share a drink and pass the time with this doddering
old fraud." The voice was a | ow runbl e, |ower than any human voi ce and not
easy to understand; it spoke with an accent unlike that of Skelleth, but one
that Garth had heard before.

"Who are you?" Garth asked.

"Do you not recognize me? Have you never seen ny |ikeness?"

"You are fanmiliar, but |I cannot place you."

"Ah, so, feeble a nenory, and in an overman! It is scarce three years
since you invaded nmy hone and destroyed my altar."

"Aghad!" Garth renenbered now where he had seen that face; it had

appeared on the small, carved idols sold in the Disarran market. The accent,
too, was Dlsarran
"You do renenmber! | amflattered! "

"Filth!" Garth spat. He did not give any serious consideration to the
possibility that this might be the god hinmself; he was quite sure that it was
some sort of trickery contrived by the cultists. He shifted, so that the table
woul d not inpede him drew his sword, and rose to his feet.

"I had feared that you woul d be displeased by ny paltry attenpt to
return the favor you did nme, but | suppose you nust have tired of your bitch
years ago. Perhaps you would like to thank ne for freeing you of her?" The
thing grinned again.

Garth's sword came up and sl ashed through the inage in a single snmooth
motion. It cut a narrow swath through the ethereal substance of the thing, but
t he speaker did not seem perturbed. In fact, it did not seemto notice his
action at all. Garth had hoped for sonme sort of mmgi cal feedback

"I notice that you haven't troubled to bury her; were you planning to
feed her to your warbeast? You need not fear for its health; we used no
poi son. Nothing that could harm a warbeast, at any rate; we did not want to
hurry her death. She took quite a long tinme to die; we found it very
enj oyabl e. Wuld you care to guess whomwe plan to kill next?"

Garth growed lowin his throat and sl ashed at the i mage again, striking
vertically this time. The sword passed through w t hout resistance, |eaving the
floating i mage divided into quarters, but still unconcerned.

"You' re not guessing, overman," the voice runbled. "WII| it be another
of your w ves? One of your children? Your cousins, or your uncle? Your friends
on Ordunin's City Council? Perhaps the next won't be an overman at all; maybe
we'll kill one of your friends here in Skelleth. The old nman might do for a
start. O perhaps we might take the best of both worlds and kill your
traitorous conrade, Galt the swindler. WII you guess, overman? WII| you
guess, or will you just wait and see?"

Garth hacked at the thing again, splitting it further and | eaving six
fragnents. The face was no | onger clearly visible; the edges of each segment
were blurred, and the whol e image seened to be distorted.

It grinned and vani shed conpletely, with a sound of fading | aughter

Garth stared at the enpty air, then | ooked about, seeing no sign of any



further supernatural manifestation. The sword still in his hand, he announced,

"Hear me, Aghadite scum | have had ny fill of you. You owe ne a life for ny

wife's death, and a hundred nore for the manner of it. | swear that | wll

find you and destroy you, wherever you may hide. | will return to Ddsarra,

smash your tenple, and grind it into the dust. Your nmagic will not protect

you; your god will not save you. | swear this, by everything | hold dear."
There was no answer but the silence of the alnmpst-enpty tavern

CHAPTER SEVEN

After a long, wary nonent, Garth finally admtted to hinmself that he could do
not hi ng nore i medi ately. He sheathed his sword, flexed the bruised knuckl es
of his right hand, and sat down agai n.

The apparition's words rankled, particularly the remarks about | eaving
Kyrith's corpse untended. One didn't bring a cadaver into a taproom however,
and he had hoped that the Forgotten King m ght resurrect her; that had seened
nore inmportant than providing the body with an appropriate rest.

He gl anced at the Forgotten King. The old man wasn't goi ng anywhere;
Garth could conme back here later if he decided he had to speak with him
further. Wthout any nore conversation, he rose and nmarched out the door. The
Ki ng said nothing and nade no nove to stop him

A crowd had gathered in the market, clustered about Kyrith's body. Garth
was tall enough to see over their heads and noted that they were maintaining a
respectful distance. A young boy had cl anbered up on the base of the statue
that stood near the center of the market, a statue that had once been a young
thi ef who had been petrified by a basilisk by the order of the previous Baron
of Skell et h.

The crowd's presence irked Garth; it did not seemfitting that these
menbers of an inferior species should cluster around Kyrith's remains |like a
pack of wolves around a dead warbeast. "Get away!" he bell owed. "Go honme, al
of you!"

Startled, the townspeople's faces turned toward him but no one noved to
depart until he picked up two women on the northern fringe, one in each hand,
grasped by the shoul der, and placed themoff to either side. They backed away,
rubbi ng where his hands had gripped, and the rest of the villagers backed away
as well.

"Go hore!" Garth bell owed again; he drew his sword for enphasis, and
peopl e began vani shing into houses and down streets. A noment |ater no one
remai ned in the square but hinself and Saram both standing over Kyrith's
body. Koros stood nearby, as it had stood since its arrival in the market, the
copper gull gleamng dully on its back

Saram wat ched Garth closely, waiting for himto speak

The overman spent a few seconds staring down at his dead wife's face. It
was sinking in that she was really dead, gone forever. She had al ways been his
cl osest conpanion in O dunin, rmuch nmore so than his two renmai ning w ves; he
regretted, now, that he had spent so nuch of the last few years away from her

Wrd woul d have to be sent to Ordunin. She had kin there, not just her
sister and co-wife Myrith, or her other co-wife Lurith, but two brothers and a
few nephews and nieces. At l|last report, her nother was still alive. Kyrith
al one, of Garth's wives, had no children; Garth had regretted that before, but
now it seened al nost conforting sonehow. Fewer people would grieve over her
| oss.

The overmen of the Northern Waste were not much given to el aborate
cerenony and did not bother with funerals after the human fashion; since nost
had no belief in an afterlife of any sort, there was no religious necessity
for them The customwas, rather, to combine the disposal of the body with the
di vision of property, whether by the reading of a will or by adjudication. The
body itself was ordinarily sunk in Odunin's ocean or buried in nore inland
regi ons, w thout fanfare, once the. property settlenment was announced and no



doubt remmined of the subject's identity and deat h.

That woul d not be appropriate here, Garth deci ded. Shipping the body
hone woul d be difficult and unpl easant, and the people of O dunin would think
it wasteful and eccentric, at the very least. Holding the reading of the wll
in Skelleth would seemequally bizarre to all concerned, since, save for
hi nsel f, none of her heirs were present or likely to turn up; to the religious
and sentinental humans, it might well seemcallous and disrespectful

There was certainly precedent for separating the ceremony fromthe
burial; overmen who died at sea were sinply tossed overboard, and the ritua
of |l egacy was perforned |later on shore. A death in a foreign land, it seened
to Garth, would follow the same pattern. He would see the body interred in
Skell eth, and Kyrith's other famly would hold the cerenony in O dunin,
wi thout either Garth or the corpse.

To keep up the dignity of his species anobng the humans of Skelleth,
Garth knew that sone sort of cerenony; though perhaps not a real funeral
woul d be in order. He would have to devi se sonet hing.

For the present, however, there was no hurry. He knew that humans waited
as much as two or three days before burning or burying their dead. He wanted
to use that tine to consider how best Kyrith's nenory m ght be honored. He
recal | ed what he had heard of human custons and broke the silence by saying,
"She nust lie in state.”

Saram had been waiting for sone such indication of Garth's plans. "I
will have a bier prepared inmediately, in ny audi ence chanber," Saram sai d.

Garth nodded, and the Baron hurried away.

Once in his house, Saram summoned the nearest courtiers he could find
and sent themto |locate an appropriate platformand fine cloths to cover it.

He knew that running errands for the overman woul d not help his inmage as
an authority figure, but he didn't nmuch care. Garth was, after a fashion, a
friend, and he had just received a terrible blow, one had to forgive himfor
failings of etiquette under the circunstances. Saram did not resent being
manhandl ed and ordered about. He knew that he woul d behave no nore politely or
rationally if his own w fe had been mnurdered.

The very thought of Frima's death gave hima nmonent's disconfort; he
shook it off and began pl anning what he could do to elinmnate the cult of
Aghad from Skel | et h.

In the square, Garth knelt and studied Kyrith's body. It was not
i medi ately obvi ous what had killed her; the wounds on her forehead and bound
wists were quite mnor, really. He felt her throat, and although it was
brui sed and | acerated, she did not appear to have been strangl ed.

He noved a hand to her chest and felt broken ribs.

He stopped, withdrew his fingers, and stepped back. He had deci ded that
he didn't really want to know the extent of what the Aghadites had done to
her; it was enough to know that she was dead and that they were responsible.

The marks on her forehead woul d have to be covered, he thought, while
she lay on display in the Baron's house. The bl ood woul d need to be cl eaned
off her face. If he was going to subject his wife's remains to human ritual
he woul d do everything he could to ensure that the cerenony remained as
dignified as possible.

Koros growl ed, and a shadow encroached at the edge of Garth's vision. He
| ooked up to see a hunman, covered by a | oose, heavy, red robe, face hidden by
an over hangi ng hood, standing nearby. The overman could not tell if the figure
was man or womran.

The people of Skelleth did not ordinarily wear robes or cloaks; the
peopl e of Disarra did, and this robe was the color of dried blood. Garth's
hand fell to the hilt of his sword.

"What do you want here, human?" he denanded.

"Greetings, Garth," the creature said. Its taunting voice was nal e,
Garth deci ded, and the nman spoke in the guttural manner of the Disarrans. "I
cane to bring you a nmessage.”

"\What message? From whon?" The overman w apped his hand around the



sword's hilt.

"W heard your oath just now, and your offer to cone and visit us in
Disarra. "

Garth drew his sword, but did not attack; he was wary of unseen nenaces.

"You will be wel cone, of course. W would be delighted to have you stay
with us; on your last trip you rushed off so quickly! This time you really
must stay to dinner."

Garth saw no sign of any hidden threat, yet the Aghadite nessenger
simply stood, speaking calmy, ignoring the overman's bare steel

He was probably arnored, Garth reflected. He thought that padding and
metal would protect him The heavy robe was to conceal the hel met and
gauntl ets that woul d have been exposed by the sort of tunic normally worn in
Skel | et h.

"W have a request, though," the Aghadite said as he extended a | ong,
bare finger and pointed it at Kyrith's body. "You bring the neat."

Wth a wordl ess bellow, Garth swung the sword.

The bl ade struck the man's robe and instantly exploded in a burst of red
flame and splintered steel, leaving the overman clutching the useless hilt.
The Aghadite |aughed, but even in his state of unreasoning fury, Garth could
detect the nervousness in that |laugh, its forced quality. The man was not as
sure of himself as he wi shed to appear

Garth tossed the broken sword asi de and reached for the Aghadite with
hi s bare hands.

A wisp of red snoke swirled up fromenpty air between them Garth
ignored it as the man backed away hurriedly. The Aghadite was not yet running,
nerely stepping back, away from Garth's outstretched hands. Garth knew that he
could catch the man; no human could outrun an overman. He grinned and
advanced; the Aghadite continued to retreat.

The red snoke thickened and grew, gathering about the human, and Garth
bel atedly remenbered seeing a sinmlar mst once before. Wth a grow, he
| unged forward, wasting no nmore tine. His fingers closed on the edge of the
red cl oak, then passed through, holding nothing but air. The Aghadite had
vani shed.

Furious, Garth whirled, |ooking for other enemies, and with a cry of
angui sh saw Kyrith's body di sappear in a red cl oud.

He ran, but in the second or so that it took to reach it the corpse had
vani shed as conpletely as the Aghadite or the inmage that had spoken in the
King' s Inn

He staggered to a halt in the center of the market, staring about
wildly. Several of the people of Skelleth stood watching him clustered in
small groups in the streets that |ed out of the square. They muttered anong
thensel ves. Garth realized that they had seen the entire affair, had seen him
hum | i ated, had seen Kyrith's body stol en. They had done nothing; no one had
noved to aid him

But then, he thought, why should they? He was not their kind, and the
Aghadites were. At |east none had joined in taunting him

"Leave ne!" he bell owed. "Get away from here!"

A few of the villagers obeyed, retreating out of sight; nmore did not.
Garth glared at them and a few nmore backed away; others met his gaze w t hout
flinching.

Seeing no practical alternative, he resolved to ignore them He turned
and stooped to pick up the stump of his sword. As he did, Saram cane runni ng
fromthe door of his house. The entire altercation had |asted only noments,
and he had not at first realized-that the noi ses outside were of any
real - concern.

"What happened?" he call ed.

"Shut up," Garth replied.

Frima's head appeared in the doorway, but she said nothing. Saram cane
to a stop, |ooking about the market, his eyes returning regularly to the spot
where Kyrith's body had lain. He glanced at Garth, but did not care to venture



a question.

Garth stood, glaring at the hilt and the jagged shard that projected
fromit. Somehow the Aghadites had acquired a powerful nagic. They had
apparently possessed sone sorcerous devices or nethods at the time of his
previ ous encounter, in Disarra, but it had been his clear inpression that they
had relied primarily on trickery and sinple machinery. Now, though, they
seened to be using real wi zardry. The red m st that caused people to vanish
had been used by the council of w zards he had fought, but never before by the
priests of Aghad. The protective spell that had shattered his sword was
not hi ng he had ever seen them denonstrate before, and the floating inmage that
had spoken to himin the tavern was al so new.

He knew that ordinary weapons were not enough agai nst nagici ans. He had
defeated the wizards only by wi el ding the Smord of Bheleu, and it had been the
sword that he used to slay the high priest of Aghad.

He had given the Sword of Bheleu to the Forgotten King to free hinself
of its power, but now, he decided, the tinme had cone to take it back. He would
use it to destroy the cult, and then, he told hinself, he would return it to
the King's keeping. He knew that Bheleu would try to reassert his authority,
try to take over Garth's body and possess himutterly, but he believed that he
woul d be able to resist, to direct Bheleu' s destructiveness, |ong enough to do
what he had to do. The Aghadites had angered the chosen of the god of
destruction, and they woul d be destroyed in consequence. Garth woul d use any
nmeans needful to nake sure of that.

He obviously no | onger needed to waste tine on Kyrith's funera
arrangenents, with her body stol en; he marched north across the market and
into the King's Inn.

Behind him Saram Frinma, and several other people watched himgo. When
he had vani shed t hrough the tavern door nobst of themwent on about their
busi ness, but Saram and Frima foll owed him

At his table in the rear, the Forgotten King sat exactly as he had sat
when Garth left the inn. The overman made his way across the deserted taproom
and seated hinmself, as if he, too, had never departed the place. Saram and
Frima found seats at a nearby table, but did not intrude or do anything to
draw Garth's attention

The roomwas silent for a noment. Garth was aware of the two humans
behind him but did not care to acknowl edge their presence. The King
acknow edged nothing, merely stared at the table, as he usually did, his eyes
fixed on the little spot of nmismatched wood near the center. The Baron and
Bar oness wat ched, making no attenpt to hide their concern for Garth; they
wat ched, but sai d not hing.

Finally, Garth spoke, addressing the yellowrobed old man.

"Greetings, O King," he said.

The Ki ng said not hing.

"I have cone," Garth continued, "to ask that you free me fromny oath,
given three winters back. Return to ne the Sword of Bhel eu and rel ease ne from
my conmitnment to aid you; and all will be as it was."

The old man gave no sign of replying, but Saram burst out, "Garth, have
you gone nad?"

"Silence, human," Garth said without turning. "This is not your affair.”

"Garth, that thing will possess you again and drive you mad! You m ght
destroy Skelleth again, and that means it is ny affair. | cannot allow you to
take back the sword!"

"Silence!" Garth bellowed. "Saram | need that sword to take ny
vengeance upon Kyrith's nurderers; their magic protects themfrom ordi nary
weapons, and | have no other magic available."

"I cannot allowit," Saraminsisted. "Not in ny village, not while | am
Baron. "

Garth turned to face himand said, "I have no intention of staying in
Skelleth with the sword. Once | have slain whatever Aghadites | may find here,
I will go to Disarra to destroy their tenple, as | have sworn to do. | may not



return. If | do return, I will try my best not to bring the sword back with
me. If | do bring it, rest assured, | will be doing everything | can to keep
nmysel f free of its control. | do not like the sword, but | need its power.
Now, be quiet!"

Saram had hal f-risen as he protested, and woul d have stood and argued,
but Frima was pulling at his enbroidered sleeve, urging himto sit down again
and listen. Reluctantly he yielded and sank back into his chair.

Garth glared at himfor a second, to be sure he was done arguing for the
present, and then turned back to the Forgotten King.

"Your pardon, O King. | ask again, |let us abandon our agreenent, and
return to nme the Sword of Bheleu."

The ol d man spoke, without |ooking at the overman. "No. You nust being
nme the Book of Silence.”

Garth hesitated. He could no | onger agree and sinply hope that he would
not be asked to deliver; the King had renenbered, just mnutes earlier, where
he had | eft the book, where it might be found and recovered. Garth had hoped
that by taking back the sword, he m ght avoid the problemand retain his
pretense of honor; it now appeared that he was not going to be allowed that
[ uxury.

Now that he took the time to think about it, even through the haze of
his righteous rage, he realized that he had been ridiculously optimstic. The
King had no reason to free himof his vow He cared nothing about whether he
had the Sword of Bheleu or not; he wanted only to have the Book of Silence.

No, Garth corrected hinself, that was not quite right. The old man's
greater magic required both the book and the sword, if the overnan had
understood himcorrectly. That made himeven less likely to agree to give up
bot h.

"Let us forget ny oath for the present, then," Garth said. "I wll not
ask you to renounce it, but rather will ask sinply that you return to nme, only
temporarily if you would prefer it so, the Sword of Bheleu."

"I'f you do not renounce your oath, then when will you fulfill it? I have

told you that |I know now where the Book of Silence is."

Garth struggled to keep his anger under control, not to lash out
usel essly against the old nman. Hi s face was so slack and expressionless with
rage that he appeared alnost half-wilted, |like a drunkard or one under the
i nfl uence of narcotic potions. He still held the fragnent of his sword; to
di spel sone of the tension in his body, he ramred it down agai nst the table.
The jagged, broken edge bit into the oaken tabletop, scarring it, but did not
enbed itself as a real blade would. Instead, it turned and skidded across the
surface, gouging up curls of wood. Garth's wist was tw sted painfully, and
his sore knuckl es scraped as well.

The pain added to his fury, and he lost control, blurting out the truth.
"I have no intention of fulfilling my oath, foul deceiver. You extorted ny
agreement, knowing | had no choice. | would rather die in disgrace than aid
you. "

Behind him he heard Frima gasp, and Saram draw breat h.

The King lifted his head slightly and murnured, "Your word is not good?
Your sworn vow neans not hi ng?"

Feeling cornered, his fury subsiding as he realized his mstake, Garth
replied, "No."

"The vow you swore in this place not an hour ago is neani ngl ess?" The
old man's voice was a low grating that tore at Garth's nerves.

Rage fl owered anew, and Garth said, "I did not say that! | will destroy
the cult of Aghad."

"Can one oath be binding and anot her neani ngl ess, sworn by the sane
t ongue?"

Garth, trapped, said nothing, and a nonent of tense silence ensued.
Saram and Frima dared not speak

"Garth," the old man said at last, his voice nore nearly normal, but
with a trace of either sorrow or sarcasmin it, "I regret to hear this. If you



are not bound by your oath, then | mnust propose a new bargain. You want the
Sword of Bheleu so that you nmay destroy the foll owers of the god of hatred and
t hose responsible for the death of your wife. I want the Book of Silence so
that | may performa certain magic that will cause many deaths, nmy own anong
them | will not give you the Sword of Bheleu at present, but we both may yet
have what we want. You want the Aghadites dead. | want to conplete a spel

that will kill them"

He paused, and Garth said, "What?"

The King | owered his head again and sai d not hi ng.

"Do you mean that your magic will destroy the cult?"

The ol d man nodded.

"Are you sure?"

The Ki ng shrugged.

Garth tried to think; it was difficult, for his mnd was full of anger
and confusi on.

It had never occurred to himthat the King's final magic m ght be
gui ded, that the King mght have some control over who died when it was
performed. Garth had assuned that the spell would involve conjuring The God
Whose Name |s Not Spoken into the mortal world and that, thus freed, the god
would kill all those in the inmedi ate area.

Perhaps this was not the case at all. Perhaps the god woul d demand a
certain nunber of deaths, but this summoner coul d choose who woul d be
sacrificed in order to banish himagain. That seened to be what the King was
i mpl yi ng. There was no reason to assune that a god would be limted by
di stance or even by time; weren't gods supposed to be everywhere and nowhere
all at once?

He did not trust the King, however.

Furt hernore, there seened to be sonething unsatisfying about the
solution the King proposed. Garth wanted to kill the Aghadites hinself, to see
the color of their blood, to watch them die.

"I..." he began, then stopped. "I am not sure."

"Anot her bargain, then. Bring me the Book of Silence, and | will |oan
you the Sword of Bheleu. | nust require it back fromyou eventually, but | am
sure you will not object to being freed of the god's control."

Garth turned that proposal over in his mnd and, awash in fury as he
was, could see nothing wong with it at first. He would have the Sword of
Bhel eu, and with it he could destroy the cult of Aghad. He dism ssed w t hout
t hought the fact that he would be giving hinmself over to the god of
destruction rather than sinply wi elding a weapon; it did not occur to himthat
Bhel eu might not be satisfied with killing only Aghadites.

He did, however, realize that he would be delivering the Book of Silence
to the Forgotten King, and after planning for three years to avoid that, he
was reluctant to give in so quickly sinply because the King now cl ai ned t hat
the other victinms of his magi ¢ woul d be Aghadites.

The old man nmight be telling the truth; it mght be that delivering the
Book of Silence to himwould do no Harmto innocents. Although Garth had been
fooled in the past by partial truths and things |left unsaid, the King had
never, so far as he knew, told an outright lie.

This was a matter that deserved nore than a nonent's thought, but there
was no time to waste, he felt, in his pursuit of his wife's nurderers.

That pursuit would go nowhere, however, w thout the Sword of Bhel eu

If he accepted the King's offer, he would be in possession, at |east
temporarily, of either the sword or the book, and it was his belief that both
were required for the final magic. If he remai ned unconvinced of the King' s
i ntentions, he could always w thhold whi chever totem he had at the tine; after
all, he was already forsworn, in his heart, and had no nore honor to | ose by
such treachery. It would, he thought, be a just repaynment for the King's own
deceptions and nani pul ati ons.

"Yes," he said at last, "I agree. Tell ne where | may find the Book of
Silence, and I will bring it to you."



"I left it in the royal chapel of ny palace in Hastur. That palace is
now a part of the crypts beneath Ur-Dormul k. Signs and portents will be
sufficient to lead you to it." Sonething like glee was in the old man's tone.

"WIl you provide ne no further guidance?"

"You need none."

Garth found hinmself growing wary. He was beginning to realize that he
was again trusting hinmself to the Forgotten King, again agreeing to perform an
errand for the old man. Al ways before, such errands had had unwanted and
unpl easant results. Even his journey to Ogul, just conmpleted that day, had
ended in Kyrith's death.

An idea occurred to him a strange idea. Always before he had set out
al one, while the King stayed in Skelleth and awaited his return. Garth had
been a nessenger, a servant. Wat if the King were to acconpany himthis tine?
The old man's magic could protect themboth fromwhatever difficulties they
m ght encounter; they would travel as equals, rather than Garth's assum ng the
inferior's role again.

"O King," he said, "will you cone with ne?"

Behind him Saram and Frima stared. The King was silent for a noment
before replying, "No."

"Why not?" Garth demanded. "Why must | act on your behal f?"

"I cannot venture far from Skelleth. My power is centered here."

The old man's tone was final, but Garth was in no nood to be put off.
"Why?" he persisted. "Because you have lived here for so long? Is it possible
that you do not wish to disconfit yourself ?"

"No," the King said, with perhaps a trace of anger in his voice.

"Then why? Why did you come to Skelleth in the first place? How did you
becorme trapped here? Explain yourself!"

"This place is the center of power in this tinme, as Hastur was of old;

the worl d's energies have shifted with the ages. | had no choice in ny
dwel I i ng place once |I had given up the book and the mask, but was conpelled to
live wherever the power's heart nmight be. Had | the book once nmore, | could go

where | pl eased. "
"You left the village once, when | gave you the sword."
"Only a few | eagues, and yet that was near nmy linmt."
"What woul d happen to you, then, if you were to | eave?"
"Garth, this is not your concern."
"What woul d happen?" the overnman insisted.
"l cannot |eave."
"What if | were to carry you?"

Wth apparent reluctance, the King admtted, "I would | ose ny strength,
bot h physical and netaphysical. | would have no nore power than a corpse, yet
I would still live."

"You mean that you would be unable to work magi c?"

"I woul d be unable to nove or speak or see or breathe; | would be in

appearance as ancient as | amin truth."

That expl ai ned, of course, why so powerful a being dwelt in this
nm serabl e border town and needed an ordinary overman to run his errands. For
that reason, if for no other, Garth was willing to accept the King's
expl anation, at least for the present. He still hoped, however, to have sone
sort of further aid.

"Then can you give nme no protection against the cult's nmagic?" he asked.

"No. "

"You mght loan me the sword now " That, of course, would be ideal; he
could then sinply renege on his agreenent.

The King did not bother to answer. Garth knew that, quite aside fromhis
own present trustworthiness, once he was beyond the King's power it m ght not
be Garth but Bhel eu who occupied Garth's body; no oath or power would be able
to restrain the god or bring himback to Skelleth against his will, if the
King's power were in truth limted to the imredi ate area

"They have powerful magic," he said, as a |last resort.



The King shifted slightly, but said nothing.

"The i mage of the god, for exanple. What am| to do if they attack mne
wi th such things?"

"That was a sinple nessenger image; it could not even speak unti
ordered to."

"What of the spell that shattered ny sword?"

"A warding spell against metal, usel ess for any other purpose.™

"The red m st that caused the Aghadite and Kyrith's body to vani sh,
then. ™

"A tel eportation device taken froma dead w zard; they have few nore and
will not waste them"

"Surely, though, they have other magic and will not hesitate to use it
agai nst me. Can you do nothing to protect ne?"

"Have you turned coward, then?" The King lifted his head, and though his
eyes were still hidden in shadow Garth thought he saw a glint of light. The
springtime warnth seenmed to fade fromthe air of the tavern, replaced with a
clamy chill. "Regardl ess of what nagic they may possess, did they not say
that you would see all those you care for die before your own tinme cane to
peri sh? They will not harmyou directly, then, until they have carried out
their threat. Now go! Fetch ne the Book of Silence, and trouble nme no nore
until you have it!"

Di sconcerted by the King's sudden col dness, Garth nodded and rose to
depart. Saram and Frima rose as well. The Baron began to speak, to make one
nore attenpt at di ssuading the overman, but Garth ignored himand stal ked out
into the marketplace, where a thin rain had begun to fall

CHAPTER EI GHT

The eastern gate of the ancient walled city of Ur-Dormul k stood between two
massi ve stone towers, set in a gap in the ridge that supported the eastern
ranparts; the great valves thensel ves were carved fromtwo i mense sheets of
ebony, bound in the brown-black hide of sone extinct nonster. There was no
shining metal or bright paint anywhere on the gate or the sonber gray walls to
either side. The tower walls, Garth saw, were carven fromroadbed to

battl ement with spidery runes of a tongue that he had never seen before.

Sone of the runes seened to have an odd fanmiliarity about themthat
Garth could not explain to hinmself; he wondered idly what |anguage they
represented, and what they said. Perhaps they gave a history of the city's
foundi ng, he thought, or were protective incantations of sone kind.

He was quite sure fromthe very first that they were not Eramman or
anything like it. As a child, he had cone across other, ol der |anguages, al
dead, and this strange script was none of them

O course, he told himself, U -Dornmulk was very old. It had stood, mnuch
as it was now, before Eramm becane a nation half a m |l ennium ago. There had
been plenty of tinme for the builders' native tongue to die out.

The whol e matter was irrelevant, he told hinself. He had an errand to
perform Despite the protests of the Baron and Baroness, and the argunents
Galt had nmade when he had been inforned of the situation, Garth intended to
find the Book of Silence and return to Skelleth with it.

He was not conpletely certain as to exactly what he woul d do then, save
that he woul d somehow pursue his vengeance agai nst Aghad's followers. He was
not sure whether he would give the Forgotten King the book or whether he woul d
take the Sword of Bhel eu, but he had not cared to say anything that m ght
cause anyone to doubt his intention of honoring his agreenment with the King.

Saram had gone so far in his concern for the overman as to offer to
acconpany himon his journey; Frim had protested, and Garth had turned him
down. Saram had a barony to run, and could not go haring off on adventures
wi t hout warning. Garth had no commtments, save his vows to fetch the Book of
Silence and to destroy the cult and tenple of Aghad. He did not want to



i nvol ve anyone el se in either of these.

As a conpronmi se of sorts, he had accepted a letter of introduction to
the overlord of Ur-Dornmul k, signed by both Saram and Galt. That had been his
only concession, and it was a practical one. If he was going to search the
city looking for signs and portents, he would very much prefer not to have to
worry about explaining hinmself to guardsnen or homeowners whil e doing so.

H s only other delays had been to nmake a few basic preparations. He had
left the copper gull at his house, borrowed a sword, and bought a few
supplies, but had been in Skelleth so briefly that this new journey seened
al nrost a continuation of his trip to Ogul. The nmood, however, was very
different; this was a task of real personal consequence, not the casual |ark
his attenpt at dragon-slaying had been

Since he intended to introduce hinmself to the overlord or at least to
his representatives, he had no need for stealth in entering the city. That was
just as well, as he saw no easy way to pass the fortifications unseen. Unlike
Skell eth's ruinous outer wall, these were intact and well maintained,
extendi ng quite sone distance along the ridge top and then turning back
westward out of sight.

Seeing no other entrance, he had ridden directly up to the huge gate,
and now sat for a nonent |ooking up at the black portal and rune-covered
t owers.

This was the sort of fortress the | egends of Ordunin had descri bed
Skelleth to be, until he had ventured down and di scovered for hinself how
greatly the stories had exaggerated. He wondered why he had heard no tales
descri bi ng Ur- Dor rmul k.

It didn't matter, he told himself. He was stalling, putting off the
necessity of announcing hinself and having to deal with unfamliar hunmans.

"Ho, the gate!" he bellowed, refusing to delay any | onger

An answering shout came, nmuch nore |oudly than he had expected.

"State your business, overnman!"

He | ooked, but could not see any face above the parapet, and the echo
fromthe towers made it inpossible to judge just where the sound had
ori gi nat ed.

That, he decided, was probably intentional; the builders of this city
had done their work well.

"I come from Skelleth on a personal errand; | bear a nessage, as well,
fromthe Baron of Skelleth to the overlord of U -Dornulk!"

"Di snount and approach," the voice called. "Leave your sword and axe on
the saddle!"

Garth realized that the voice was not com ng from above, or at |east not
fromvery far above; the speaker was, therefore, not on the battlenents at
all. The only other place that he could be was in one of the towers, and the
overman | ooked at the runes with new interest, noticing how deeply sone of the
synmbol s had been cut. Somewhere in those shadowy traci ngs were openings into
the towers, fromwhich a nman could peer out, or shout commands, or perhaps aim
a crosshow.

It was a very clever device, he thought; it would be al most inpossible
to find the actual holes anmid the nmyriad |ines and curlicues. He would want to
renenmber this for later, but for the present he had business to attend to. He
swung down fromthe warbeast's back, checked the axe that hung on the saddl e,
then took the scabbarded sword fromhis belt-a sword he had borrowed from
Galt, since he had not wanted to take time to have a new one forged after
shattering his on the Aghadite protective spell, and since human-si zed weapons
were not suited to his grip-and hooked it through one of the straps that held
the saddle in place.

He | ooked questioningly up at the nearer tower, his hand on the sheat hed
dagger that remained on his belt; no conmand or conment cane. The knife was
apparently not considered a serious threat. He shrugged, |owered his hand, and
strode toward the gate, the dagger still in its place.

Wth a series of rattles and thuds, the bars were renoved fromthe gate,



and one side of the great portal swng slowly ajar. A guard in a peculiarly
shaped brass hel met and dull green tunic | eaned out through the opening.

"You have a letter?" he said. The voice was not the one that had called
fromthe tower.

Garth said nothing, but proffered the fol ded parchnent.

The guardsman took it, |ooked at the seal, and hesitated. "It | ooks
genuine," he said, not to Garth, but addressing soneone out of sight behind
the gate.

A hand appeared, and the guardsman surrendered the letter.

A monent |ater a new voice called, "Let himin."

The guardsman st epped back and motioned for Garth to enter. The overnan
hesitated. "What of nmy weapons and ny mount?" he asked.

"Your pardon, mny lord, but we prefer to be cautious until we have

establ i shed that you are what you say you are. Your weapons w |l be brought,
if you like, and returned to you when your identity is confirnmed."
"I would appreciate that,'." Garth said. "Wat about Koros?"

"Your beast? | regret, ny lord, that no beasts of burden are welcone in
the city, for reasons of sanitation and public safety. We maintain a stable
outside the wall to serve visitors such as yourself."

Garth was not happy about that. The indomtabl e warbeast had served him
well in human cities in the past when, on occasion, things had turned nasty.
He was, however, on a peaceful errand, one that mght well stay peaceful. To
the best of his know edge, even if the people of Ur-Dormul k knew that he neant
to take the Book of Silence, they should have no reason to object; he had been
told that no one but the Forgotten King could use it and that for anyone el se
even to handle it might well prove fatal-though his own undesired connection
wi th Bhel eu woul d be sufficient protection to allow himto transport it.

Logi cal ly, nobody should nmind if he were to renpbve so dangerous an object from
the city.

He woul d just have to hope that nothing went wong and that no one had
any unreasonabl e obj ecti ons.

"Do you know anyt hi ng about handling warbeasts?" he asked the guard,
certain of what the answer woul d be.

"No," the man replied. "I never saw one before."

Gart h nodded; he had assunmed that to be the case, since the creatures
had been invented by the overnen of Kirpa, in the Northern Waste, too late to
have been used in any nunber in the Racial Wars. Even three centuries after
the wars ended, they remained rare and val uabl e and were al nost all owned by
governments, as being too precious and dangerous to be left in private hands.
Garth had one of his own only because he had accepted it in lieu of al
further tribute that, under an ancient agreenent, the people of Kirpa had owed
to himas Prince of O dunin.

"What sort of animal do you have in the stable ordinarily?" he asked.

The guardsman shrugged. "Horses, | suppose, and oxen; |'mno stabl eboy.
Yackers, too, | think."

Garth gl anced at Koros, standing notionless on the highway, triangular
ears flattened back slightly, golden eyes half shut, three-inch fangs gl eani ng
dully in the m dday sun. The warbeast woul d have no objection to being
stabled, but it wouldn't mnd staying out in the open, either, as long as the
good weat her that had followed the brief rain held. The other occupants of the
stable m ght not care for its presence; the snell of warbeast was not
recogni zable to nost aninmals as that of a predator, due to its magical origin,
but the sight of one tended to make many beasts understandably nervous.

More inportantly, it was possible that Garth might find hinmself fleeing
the city, and in that case he would not want to waste time finding the stable.
Havi ng t he warbeast waiting right at the gate would be far nore convenient.

"I think "Il just leave it where it is," he said.

The guardsman shrugged. "As you pl ease.”

The voice that had first answered his hail called out, "Did you say
you're | eaving that nonster where it is?"



Garth call ed back that yes, he had said as nuch.

"Wuld it not be better if you were to nove it out of the road?"

Garth realized that Koros might be a serious obstruction to traffic
where it was. He bellowed a conmand, and the warbeast turned and padded off
t he hi ghway. Once well out of the way, it stopped.

"I's that better?" Garth called.

The voice replied that it was.

"Good. Now, if one of you would fetch nmy sword and axe, as you
suggested, | trust we may proceed. And might | suggest that you feed ny beast
a goat or a sheep or two; ny business may keep ne for some tine, and | cannot
speak for its behavior if it becones hungry. Water, too, would be appreciated.
I will pay the necessary expenses."

The guardsman at the gate nodded. "I'Il have soneone see to it." He
swung the gate open a few feet farther, allowing Garth past himinto a small
courtyard encl osed by gray stone, its nearer side conprised of the great
portal and its farther side occupied by another, identical barrier. Half a
dozen men in green uniforms and brass hel nets were scattered about the court;
one had a golden plune that curled upward from one side of his hel net and was
hol ding Garth's letter of introduction. The overnman took himto be the officer
i n charge of the squad manning the gates.

As one of the others trotted down to fetch Garth's weapons, Garth called
a command to the warbeast so that it would not rip the man apart as it would a
thief; ordinarily it allowed no one but Garth to touch anything it carried.
When the soldier had retrieved both sword and axe whil e evoki ng not hing nore
than a mld grow of displeasure fromKoros, he started back, and Garth
ventured to ask the officer, "Do you treat all your visitors like this?"

"No, of course not," the officer replied.

"What makes ne worthy of such special attention, then?"

The human | ooked at himuncertainly, as if he suspected that the overman
m ght be slightly insane, or perhaps attenpting sone sort of bizarre hunor.

"W get very few arnored overnen arriving unannounced, riding nonstrous
gi ant cats and asking to see the overlord," he said.

"Ah." Garth had to agree that the nan had a point. "It's a warbeast,
only partly a cat, despite its appearance. See the long |l egs? And | did not
ask to see the overlord, but said nerely that | carried a letter intended for
him"

"Perhaps | misunderstood, then; would you prefer to wait here while
deliver the letter?"

Garth considered very briefly. "No," he said, after only a slight

hesitation, "I would like to speak with him if | my." Dealing with the head
of state directly was bound to be nore efficient than working with underlings.
"I think he may well wish to speak with you, as well. W see very few

overmen here." The officer ventured a small snile

The sol dier bearing Garth's sword and axe had returned to the courtyard,
and the other guardsnen were pushing the gate closed. Garth watched with
casual interest, noticing fromthe corner of his eye that the man carrying his
weapons was maeking a concerted effort to stay as far away fromthe weapons
owner as the small area between the gates all owed.

When the portal was closed and a half a dozen bars and | ocks were back
in place, the inner gates were opened by nmen on the other side; to Garth's
surprise, they opened away fromthe city, into the court where he waited. That
was not the usual custom

The officer gestured, and Garth found hinsel f neatly surrounded, two
soldiers before him one on either side, and two behind, while the officer |ed
the way and t he weapons-bearer brought up the rear, several paces back. Garth
had not realized there were as many as eight humans in the group; he wondered
if more had joined themfromthe towers or behind the inner gate, or whether
he sinply hadn't been paying close attention

At a command fromthe officer, the little party marched forward; Garth
cooperated, marching with them H s exact status here was uncl ear, perhaps



intentionally; the men marched with hands on their weapons, but swords stayed
sheat hed, and the | ances borne by the pair behind himwere shoul dered. He was
not chai ned or hobbl ed, but he was disarned. If he was a prisoner, then he was
being treated with courtesy and a | ack of caution; if he was a guest, he was
being treated with great suspicion. The escort could be considered either an
honor guard or a party of jailers with equal reason

This uncertainty, he decided, accurately reflected the guards' attitude;
he had cormitted no crine, and clainmed to be a person of some significance,
but they had seen no proof of his good intentions. They were not eager either
to trust himor to offend hi mbeyond what prudence demanded.

He was not particularly troubled by this. The thought did slip into his
mnd that, had he carried the Sword of Bheleu on this trip, he would have
taken umbrage at such treatment and nassacred the | ot of them

Hs first sight of the city of Ur-Dormulk distracted himfrom questions
of protocol or concern over proper behavior. He had expected the inner gate to
open onto a street of packed earth or rmud, lined with houses of stone, wood,
and pl aster, such as he had seen in other human habitations; or, if not onto a
street, then perhaps into a market square. Skelleth had been built of
fieldstone and half-tinbered plaster; the buildings of Murnoreth had been
faced with white marble; Disarra was a junble of gleaning black stone and nore
hunbl e structures.

Ur-Dormul k was built of granite, and rather than on a street, he found
hinself at the top of a long staircase, easily half a hundred steps, whence he
| ooked out at an array of towers and turrets. Crags of bare rock thrust up in
the distance, remnding himthat he was in the foothills of the western
nount ai ns.

He had noticed fromw thout that the ranparts stood atop a ridge, and
that the gate was set into the top of that ridge, so he had expected to find
the city inside sloping dowmward fromthe heights; he had not expected to find
the drop so sharp that steps were necessary, or so long that only the higher
towers reached above eye | evel

He had known that there were stone towers, and had even glinpsed t hem
froma distance; he had known that they were old and weat hered and strange,
but now he could see that they were nore bizarre than he had realized. The
towers were not nmerely pitted and dull, but worn down to near shapel essness;
not a single sharp corner remai ned anywhere in sight. Flat-topped or spired,
each of the tall buildings seemed nore |ike a rough nound than anyt hi ng
structured by nman-save that they stood as much as a hundred feet above the
city streets. Some were al nbst indistinguishable fromthe weat hered hunps of
rock with which nature had ornamented the city.

Those out croppings struck Garth as being slightly eerie, rising up in
naked spl endor throughout Ur-Dornulk, differing fromthe towers only because
they were larger, wi ndow ess, and slightly nore irregular. They seenmed to form
a rough line, beyond which he could see nothing of the city; he wondered if
they formed part of its western perineter and if they had been incorporated
into the defenses as the ridge had been used in the east.

A cool, damp breeze brushed his face, and he blinked; then the soldiers
were escorting himdown the steps, and he was too concerned with his footing
to look at the city further. The steps thensel ves were badly worn, polished by
t he passage of thousands, perhaps mllions, of feet; the central portion had
been smoot hed down until it was alnost a ranp, so that his guards directed him
to one side, where the steps, though gl eam ng snoboth and worn far below their
original level, still had enough of an edge separating one fromthe next to
make them nore readily negotiable than the sheer slope.

When he was reasonably sure that he was not going to slip and tunble
down the remaining length of the stair, he lifted his gaze fromhis own feet
to the foot of the steps. They ended in a broad plaza, paved with the sane
gray stone that seenmed to nake up the entire city and as level as the plains
of Skelleth. He was certain that that |evel surface was not natural, so close
to the steep ridge.



He had at first been certain, also, that the gray stone was granite, a
fam liar substance in his honel and, but doubts began to creep in. Ganite was
a very hard stone, difficult to work, heavy and brittle-and it did not erode
easily. He glanced at the steps again. There was an old granite wall in
Ordunin, not far fromhis hone, that had been erected when he was young, a
century before; the edge that ran along its top was still sharp enough to cut
an overman's finger. These steps, assuming that they had originally been |evel
all the way across, had worn down a good eight inches in the center. If the
stone were in truth granite, and had been eroded only by foot traffic, then
its age nust be inconprehensible.

The stone, he decided, nmust be sonething el se, sone substance that
nocked granite in appearance, but which was far softer. O perhaps water
drai ned down the steps and had cut them away-though the fact that the wear was
so broad argued against that, since water ordinarily cut a single channel, not
a wide, uneven swat h.

It didn't matter, he told hinself.

He reached the bottom and | ooked around with interest. The plaza at the
foot, though paved with this seeming granite, was worn down as well, wth
pat hs sunk i nches deep into the stone show ng where the nerchants set up their
boot hs on narket day, where the traffic was heaviest, and what were the nost
popul ar routes across the square. The streets that led off in various
directions were |ikew se paved and level, and likew se worn. Narrow parallel
troughs indi cated where carts had passed over the centuries, and broader
depressions reveal ed where pedestrians wal ked. There were no gutters visible
anywhere, save for these signs of wear, and no bare earth, and Garth realized
why animal traffic was forbidden. Such streets would need careful cleaning;
there was no natural drainage, since none of the streets sloped at all, and
what drai nage the paths provided would carry sewage directly to those areas
t hat enjoyed the heaviest traffic and, therefore, the deepest wear. It struck
himas odd that a city in the foothills should be so flat, save for the single
ridge and the distant outcroppings. It was obviously contrived, and probably
at great expense. He wondered why the builders had thought it worthwhile.

He wondered al so, for perhaps a second, what pulled the wagons that had
cut the parallel grooves he had noticed, but that question was answered by the
sight of a young man pulling a small, two-wheeled cart, balanced on a single
axl e for ease in hauling.

The buil dings that surrounded the plaza were all of the gray stone,
anci ent and worn. Most stood three or four stories in height, but were
weat hered into rounded, noundlike shapes, all corners erased by tinme. Any
surface ornanmentation that m ght once have exi sted had vani shed | ong ago; only
the size and | ocation of doors and wi ndows served to distinguish one from
anot her.

He noticed that here and there gaps were visible, as if somnething had
fallen away; here a door lintel was sunk back fromthe facade, there a few
dark hol es were arranged above a wi ndow. He realized that these must be where
subst ances ot her than the gray rock had weat hered away conpl etely, and guessed
that iron fittings had succunbed to rust-though if so, then it nust have been
a very long tinme ago, for all trace of rust had washed away.

The stone walls, he saw, were incredibly thick. They woul d have to be,
to weather so badly and still stand strong.

The entire city gave the inpression of sonething indescribably ancient,
somet hing that had stood so long that it had been accepted by the earth as
part of itself, rather than being a nortal creation erected thereon

The peopl e of Ur-Dornul k gave no such inpression; in contrast to their
city, they wore gay silks and enbroidered velvets in ornate and fantastica
outfits. Garth saw no ordi nary honmespun anywhere; even the | owiest
cart-hauler's garb was brightly dyed and enbellished with col ored threads.

Red, green, blue, and purple-the streets were aswirl in color wherever the
peopl e of Ur-Dornul k went abroad.

There were no great crowds, but neither were the streets enpty;



strollers dawdl ed al ong, while others hurried about their business. Many
gl anced at the overman curiously, but none stopped to stare, and no one
ventured too near the forbidding cluster of soldiery.

One figure, wearing a drooping hat and flow ng tunic and cape all the
color of dried blood, seemed to | ook at himfor |onger than nost, and Garth
was reni nded very strongly of the magically protected Aghadite he had fought
so futilely in Skelleth. He wondered whether the cult was active in
Ur - Dormul k, whether it was an open, tolerated religion here or a secret
soci ety wor ki ng under ground.

He had not been nol ested by the sect since the incident in the market
that had cost himhis own sword, and his anger had therefore had a chance to
cool slightly, but nowit flared up again. He resolved that he woul d see that
person who stared at himso insolently gutted by the Sword of Bhel eu.

He turned his head to foll ow the red-garbed human out of sight and found
hi nsel f | ooking at the profile of the soldier to his left. That rem nded him
where he was, and he fought down his ire. The human m ght not be an Aghadite,
he told hinself; the color mght be coincidence, the gaze sinple curiosity.

O perhaps, his reasonable self had to admit, it was indeed an Aghadite
agent, sent to watch him or to taunt himwith his or her presence-he was not
certain of the creature's sex beneath the | oose robe and overhanging hat. If
it were an agent, then Garth had been meant to see himor her; why el se would
he or she wear the cult's color so ostentatiously?

Thi s assuned, of course, that the cult had known he was coning to
Ur-Dormul k, and it was not at all clear how they could have known. It would
have required either nagic or the presence of spies in Skelleth and sonme way
of sending nessages faster than Koros travel ed.

The cultists did have nagic, of course; he knew that well. He knew al so
that they had not given up their plans of vengeance, however quiet they m ght
have been during his preparations and journey. The figure in red m ght indeed
have been an Aghadite. The overman woul d need to be very careful, here in a
strange city.

H s escort was conducting himup the wi dest and strai ghtest of the
streets that led westward fromthe market, and they were al nost at the pal ace
before Garth noticed that no one wore yellow. Every other col or was
represented, it seenmed, but nowhere was there cloth-of-gold or yellow silk, no
anber or straw, saffron or chrone. Wite and beige were in evidence, and he
gl i npsed copper or orange occasionally, but no hue that could truly be called
yel | ow.

That struck himas very curious indeed. A tradition, he guessed, dating
from some ancient respect for the King in Yell ow

The party of soldiers, with the overnman in their mdst, arrived at the
steps of the palace that closed off the end of the avenue and marched wi t hout
hesitation up them Geat doors sheathed in sonme nmetal blackened with age
bl ocked their way; Garth wondered whet her the covering m ght be silver. Flecks
of gold clung to the upper portion, form ng broken curves, as if a synmbol had
once been traced there but had worn away, until only these scant traces
remai ned.

The doors opened as they approached, and Garth was led into an ornate
tapestried hall. Two nmen and a wonan, wearing vivid red robes, net the party
there. As two of the soldiers closed the huge doors, the woman gestured toward
a row of stone benches. "Make yourselves confortable,” she said. "W will
announce you, and informyou of the prince's pleasure.™

The officer nodded to his nmen; the six who had ringed the overnman found
t hensel ves places and sat. After a nonment's hesitation, Garth joined them
taking a bench to hinself, with three soldiers to either side on adjoining
benches. The weapons-carrier remained standing, noving to the far side of the
room where he chatted with one of the red-clad nen too quietly for Garth to
hear .

The officer and the other red-garbed man wal ked of f through the arch at
the inner end of the hall, into the interior of the palace. The woman stood



off to one side.

After a noment, noticing Garth gl anci ng about inpatiently, she remarked,
"The wait may be quite long, my lord; would you care for food or drink?"

Garth shook his head and sat there in silence.

CHAPTER NI NE

Al'lowi ng for the sl ow passage of tine when one was bored, Garth estimated that
he waited half an hour in the antechanber before the officer returned, Garth's
letter of introduction in his hand and the red-robed man at his heel

He gave the overman the |etter and announced, "Follow ne; three guards.
Bring the weapons."

Garth rose; after a few seconds of debate over who would go, so did
three of the soldiers. They fornmed a cross, the overnan in the center, a
sol di er on each side for the crosspiece, and the third behind, followd by the
swordbearer, while the officer and the red-clad courtier |led the way.

From t he ant echanber, which was gray stone hung with faded tapestries,
they entered a long gallery of black and white marble, the floor nmade up of
bl ack and white di anmonds of marble, the walls alternating white marble pillars
wi t h gol d-vei ned, black nmarble slabs. Their footsteps echoed fromthe bare
stone. Garth was inpressed with the architecture.

An open door gleam ng golden at the far end led into the overlord's
audi ence chanber, a vast hall clouded with incense and decorated in gold and
red. Lines of soldiery stood to either side, their dull green uniforms and
brass helmets identical to those of Garth's escort. Two dozen courtiers stood

casually at the foot of the dais; about half wore the brilliant red of the
pal ace staff, while the rest were as variegated in their clothing as the
people on the streets-nore so, in truth, for one tall, red-haired woman wore a

yel | ow gown beneath a knee-length, sleeveless vest of red velvet. She appeared
to be staring at Garth with a strange intensity while she clung to the arm of
an elderly man in blue; though it was only natural for the overman to be the
center of attention, her gaze seened unusually fixed.

The overlord hinmself wore bl ack, gl ossy black vel vet, unadorned save for
acirclet of gold set with glittering gens that shone on his brow. He sat upon
an i mrense throne of red plush and gold, raised up on a red-carpeted platform
three feet high, at the top of a flight of six golden steps. He was a man in
m ddl e age, heavy but not really fat, with pale skin and dark brown hair that
fl owed down well past his shoul ders. He wore a curious ring of carved and
cracki ng wood on the fourth finger of his left hand. Hi s face was broad, his
eyes dark.

As Garth approached the dais, the officer stepped off to the right, the
courtier to the left; the overman stopped at the foot of the steps and bowed
politely.

There was a nmurmur and a nonent of awkward silence; Garth suspected, too
|ate, that sone further form of abasenent was custonary.

A red-clad courtier stepped forward from sonmewhere and announced,
"Behol d, O supplicant, Hldarad, seventh of that name, Prince of Al ar, Lord
Dor mul k, Master of the City, Conqueror of Hastur, supreme in Al debaran and the
Hyades! Speak, then, if you dare!"

Garth wondered what Al debaran and the Hyades ni ght be, and where Al ar
was, as he replied, "I am Garth, Prince of Ordunin, Lord of the Overnmen of the
Northern Waste. | come with a letter of introduction from Saram Baron of
Skelleth, to ask a favor of you, O Prince." He had al nbst addressed the
overlord as "overlord," but caught hinmself at the last nonent; the title of
prince was nmore prestigious, and therefore nore courteous. He had no idea if
the overlord actually had a legitimate claimto it, but he did not care to
risk any insult.

The overlord shifted slightly on his throne and said, in a
conversational tone, "I have glanced through this letter you bring. My lord of



Skell eth asks me to accept you as minister without portfolio in his governnent
and to treat you with all respect due hinmself. If you are in truth Prince of
Ordunin-and | do not question it-that might seemlittle favor, to give you the
courtesy due a baron, yet the relationship between my own domain and the
Baroney of Skelleth is nost exceptionally warm and | think that is what he

had in mnd. Therefore, | invite you to ask your favor, knowing that | | ook
upon you as a good friend and ally."

"Thank you, O Prince," Garth replied. "I am seeking a book, an arcane
vol une known as the Book of Silence. | amtold that it lies in or beneath

Ur - Dor mul k, nmost probably in what was the royal chapel of an ancient pal ace."
He had nmeant to continue with a few nmeani ngl ess courtesies and then ask
for assistance in locating the book, but he was distracted by the expressions
on the faces of two of the overlord s courtiers. The wonan in the yell ow gown
had turned pale, her face as bl oodl ess and white as bl eached wool; besi de her
the blue-clad man's nouth was open, his eyes w de, his broad face flushed.

The overlord, looking at Garth and not to the side, did not notice. He
remar ked casually, "The Book of Silence? An odd nane; is not a book neant to
speak to its readers? | have never heard of it; my tax collectors will be
grieved to learn that there is sonething of value within the walls that they
had not discovered for ne." He snmiled at his jest, and Garth smled in return
some of the courtiers chuckled politely.

The two who obvi ously had heard of the Book of Silence nanaged to
conpose thensel ves while their |ord was speaking, Garth noticed, though the
worman renmai ned pal e and unsteady. He wondered who they were. He was slightly
di sappoi nted that the overlord seened unable to tell himwhere to find the
book, but it looked as if this pair mght be of help.

Serious again, the overlord asked, "Is this book some sort of grimoire
or book of spells?"
"I don't know," Garth admitted. "I seek it on behalf of a wizard of ny

acquai ntance, who has told nme that he requires it to performcertain magics |
wi sh himto perform" That was not quite the truth, but it was close enough to
serve.

"And was it this wizard who told you the book was in Ur-Dormul k?"

"Yes," Garth replied. "He told ne that it lay in an ancient chapel, or
per haps the ruins of one."

"I know of no such chapel, and this palace is the only one that has
stood in this city in all its recorded history."

Garth shrugged. "I have said what | was told."

"This is all strange to me, and | fear | can be of little assistance. Is
there any other way in which | nmight aid you?"

A trace of color was returning to the wonan's face, Garth saw, and the
man besi de her had wholly recovered, pretending that nothing untoward had
happened. Those two, Garth decided, were definitely worthy of investigation
He found hinself thinking that there was sonething famliar about them but
dismssed it as overactive imagi nation

That could wait, however. He had another concern he wanted to nmention to
the overlord, and another audi ence m ght not be easy to obtain, despite the
man' s expressed goodwi | I .

"O Prince," he said, "forgive ny ignorance of your city, but is the cult
of Aghad active in U -Dormul k?"

The overlord appeared nonmentarily startled. "Aghad? The Dis god of
hatred? There is a tenple to himhere, certainly, and it has, | suppose, its
conpl emrent of priests and devotees. W of Ur-Dormul k pride oursel ves upon the
toleration of all faiths-or at |east all save the npbst repul sive. The dark
gods and their followers may be distasteful, but we permit themto remain and
wor ship as they please, so long as they do not disturb the peace. One or two
have, in truth, been banished for practicing human sacrifice, but to date, the
Aghadi t es have behaved t hensel ves. Wiy do you ask?"

"I have a personal interest in the cult of Aghad, O Prince. Its
foll owers nmurdered nmy wfe."



Garth's tone was flat and dull; the humans probably took it for the
enptiness of grief rather than the seething anger it was. A few of the
courtiers made vague, synpathetic nurnurs.

The overlord was slowin replying. "I amsorry to hear of this," he said
at last. "Why do you nention it? What would you have of ne?"
"OPrince, | amsworn to destroy those who slew nmy wife, yet | do not

wi sh to trouble your domain. The Baron of Skelleth, the people of Skelleth,
and | would esteemit a very great favor if you were to expel the followers of
Aghad from Ur-Dormul k, so that they mi ght be renoved fromyour protection."
That seemed the nost he coul d reasonably ask. He would have preferred to
demand that the overlord send his soldiers immediately to burn the tenple and
kill its priests.

"I amreluctant,"” the overlord admtted. "It goes against the traditions
of the city to banish any faith that has not directly harmed nmy subjects.” He
paused, then continued. "I will take what you ask for under advisenent; | am

well aware that it is to our benefit to respect Skelleth's wi shes, yet this
request is unprecedented. If you could identify any person who had a direct
role in your wife's death, I mght have himarrested and sent to Skelleth for
trial-but to exile the entire sect! You ask nmuch, and | nust consider well
bef ore maki ng ny deci sion.™"

Garth bowed in polite acknow edgnment. He had both feared and hoped t hat
the overlord would refuse him He was already planning a venture of his own
into the temple. He knew, rationally, that to destroy the tenple hinself would
ant agoni ze both the overlord of U -Dormul k and the Baron of Skelleth and woul d
make his life |l ess pleasant all around. Enotionally, however, the prospect of
wr eaki ng havoc was very appeal i ng i ndeed.

"I's there anything el se, overnman?"

"I'f I my, OPrince, | wuld Iike to consult with some of your advisers
regardi ng the possible |ocation of the Book of Silence, if there are any who
m ght have know edge of it."

The overlord raised a hand and gestured. "I have here with me two npst
excell ent wizards; if this book is indeed nagical, they m ght be of sone
assistance." He indicated the woman in yellow and the man in blue. "This is
Chal kara of Kholis, Court Wzard to the High King at Kholis, retired recently
and come here upon |l eaving the King' s service; and Shandi ph the Wanderer, a
magi ci an of some note and a native of Ur-Dormul k, returned honme to join ny
court. There is also,"” he said as he turned and indicated an old woman in
somber brown and burgundy velvet, "my court archivist, Silda; she knows nore
about this city than any other living person. They will acconpany you to the
Rose Chanber, where you may speak in confort. Now, if you will forgive ne,
there is other business | nust attend to."

Garth nodded. He had suspected that the pair night be magicians or seers
of some sort and had hoped that the overlord woul d answer as he had. Only one
nore point renmained to be nentioned before the end of the audi ence.

"O Prince, | thank you for your consideration; if | mght trouble you
Just a monent | onger, however, there is a detail..."

"What is it?" The overlord was becom ng inpatient and trying
unsuccessfully to hide it.

"My sword." Garth pointed at the soldier who carried his weapons. "WII
it be returned to ne?"

"Yes, of course." The overlord waved a hand in dism ssal. "Wen you
| eave the pal ace, your weapons will be returned." He gestured at the officer
who had escorted Garth. "See to it."

"Thank you, O Prince. May your reign be I ong and prosperous,” Garth
said. He bowed, retreated a few steps, and | ooked about.

A red-clad courtier stood ready to guide him wary and unsniling, the
t hree advisers stepped fromtheir places at the dais and joined him

The party made its way out of the incense-filled audi ence chanber
t hrough a side door, then down a | ong panel ed corridor that seened chill and
enpty by contrast, and finally into a snmall roomthat opened off to the right.



The walls of this roomwere lined with rose-col ored velvet, and the
floor was an el aborate rosewood inlay; chairs of rosewood and vel vet were
gat hered around an ebony table that held a vase of fresh-cut white roses.

Thi s was obviously the Rose Chanber, and Garth settled cautiously into
one of the chairs, uncertain at first that it would support his weight.
Shandi ph took the place opposite the overman, while Chal kara seated hersel f on
Garth's right and Silda on his left, so that each occupied a different side of
the table.

The red-clad guide pulled the two superfluous chairs off to one side,
out of the way of extended |legs or stretching arms, and then vani shed
di screetly.

For a monent of awkward silence, the four studied one another. Garth
noticed that Silda seemed, if anything, slightly bored, but the two magici ans
wer e obviously nervous and ill at ease. Chal kara appeared al nost desperate, he
t hought, while Shandi ph, funmbling with sonething small and shiny, was only
mar gi nal |l y cal ner.

He wondered what had so upset them

When the sil ence had dragged on unconfortably long, Garth said at |ast,
"I saw your faces." He was turned sonewhat to the right, |eaving the archivist
out for the noment. "You two have heard of the Book of Silence.”

The two wi zards gl anced at each other, then back at the overnan.

"W have heard of it," Shandi ph admitted.

"You seemreluctant to speak of it," the overman remarked.

After a noment's hesitation, Shandi ph nodded w thout answering.

"Why?" Garth asked

Again the two | ooked at each other before replying.

"Do you think we shoul d explain?" Chal kara asked.

Shandi ph nodded slowy. "I fear we nust."

Chal kara turned away and studied the velvet walls. "You do it," she
sai d.

Garth glanced at Silda; she | ooked very confused and was obviously not a
party to whatever conspiracy was afoot.

"To begin with," Shandi ph said, "we have net before, Garth of O dunin,
somet hi ng over two years ago."

Garth gazed with new interest at the wi zards' faces; that explained why
he had thought they might be familiar. He had encountered various w zards in
various ways, but he was fairly sure where he had met these two. They had
al nrost certainly been anong the group of fifteen or twenty that had attacked
him appearing out of thin air in the hills north of Skelleth. The Sword of
Bhel eu had turned back their every assault and retaliated; Garth had seen that
several had been killed before the Forgotten King had stepped in and ended the
battle by nmagically transporting the wi zards to their respective hones. That
was the battle that had driven himto swear his fal se oath; he was hardly
likely to forget it, but in the red haze of the sword' s power and the flare
and shadow of spell and counterspell, he had not seen clearly the faces of al
the wi zards.

"l believe |I recall the incident," he said.
"I thought you mght," Shandi ph said. "I hope you bear us no ill will
for our attenpts to kill you; it seened at the tine to be the only way in

whi ch untold destruction night be averted.™

"I have wondered, since then, who you m ght be, why you chose the tine
you did to attack me, and why you made no further attenpts after your initial
defeat,"” Garth said in a tone of polite curiosity.

Shandi ph gl anced at Chal kara, then replied, "As for who we were, it
doesn't matter any nore; our organization was destroyed. The survivors of our
conflict with you were scattered, and the wars that foll owed prevented al
attenpts to regroup from succeedi ng. W had attacked you in hopes of halting
the onset of the Age of Destruction, which was heral ded by your acquisition of
the Sword of Bhel eu. W made no further attenpts after our initial failure
because there was no reason to, even had our organi zation remai ned intact; you



no | onger had the sword, and it was obvious that, whatever your part in it
m ght have been, the Age of Destruction had al ready begun. Eranma was
destroyed by civil war."

Garth nodded, though he thought to hinmself that the destruction hadn't
been very conpl ete.

"Chal kara and | fled here, hoping that Ur-Dormul k, which has lasted so
long with so little change, would remain safe. W had not expected to see you
again. Your arrival was sonething of a shock-nost particularly when you
prof essed to be seeking the Book of Silence."

"And that," Garth said, "brings us back to the original question. \Wat
do you know of the Book of Silence?"

"Littl e enough. What do you know of it? Why do you seek it?"

Garth shrugged. "I agreed to fetch it for an acquai ntance of mne. |
assune it's a book of magic of some sort." He saw no reason to give any
unnecessary details, but he could scarcely claimconplete ignorance.

Chal kara asked, "Who is this acquaintance?"

"A wizard, of sorts,” Garth replied.

"The wi zard who took the Sword of Bheleu fromyou after the battle?" she
persi st ed.

Rel uctantly, Garth admitted, "Yes."

The yel | ow- gowned w zard exchanged gl ances with her conpanion

The archivist broke her long silence and remarked in a slightly
querul ous tone, "I wish | knew what you three were tal king about. Wat battle
was this? Wwo is this w zard, and what is the Sword of Bhel eu?"

Shandi ph held up a hand. "Patience, Silda. Let us speak a nonent | onger
and | will explainit all to you when | can." He paused, and the wonman settled
back into her silent discontent.

When he was fairly sure that Silda would not make any further protest,
Shandi ph went on. "Garth, this w zard-the one we saw two and a hal f years ago.
Is he the King in Yell ow?"

Sil da gasped. "The King in Yell ow?" she blurted.

"Silda," Shandi ph said. "Please!"

The archivist stifled another outburst. Wen order was restored,
Shandi ph repeated, "Is he the King in Yellow, Garth?"

The overman shrugged. "He's an old man who lives in Skelleth. He told ne
hi s name once, but |'ve forgotten it; it was hard to pronounce."

A glance around the table made it plain that both wonmen were now
struggling to keep fromshouting at him Shandi ph sighed. "I w sh you were
nore cooperative, Garth."

"My apol ogies, wi zard, but | amnot here at your conveni ence, to be
interrogated as you see fit. You are here to answer ny questions, are you not?
That was the overlord' s instruction.”

"I know that. I'msorry. This is very inportant, though, and very
dangerous. "

"\Why 2"

"Because of what the Book of Silence is, dam it!"

"Perhaps if you were to tell me what you believe it to be, we would both
gain," Garth replied. This verbal sparring, each side trying to get the npst
i nformation in exchange for its own, was beginning to annoy him yet he was
not about to end it by telling all he knew. Wre he to do so, the w zards
woul d have no reason to reveal their own secrets.

"It's death,"” Shandiph told him "It's the end of everything."

One expression that was the same in both species was that of skepticism
and Garth | ooked openly skepti cal

"It's the totem of death," Shandi ph insisted. "You know that the gods
each have their unique devices; you nust know it. You were the chosen of
Bhel eu. the one who bore his totem who was to be his nortal incarnation.”

Garth gave a nonconmittal nod. "Go on," he said.

"I amno theurgist, no expert on dealing with the gods, but an old
friend of mne was; he died in the hills outside Skelleth. He had no



protective spells that could defend himagai nst the Sword of Bhel eu, though he
knew what it was. He explained it to ne, and | have studied further since
then. Each of the greater gods has a period of ascendancy, an age in which the
bal ance of power is tilted in his favor, and those things that please himare
prevalent in our own nortal realm Each of these ages has its particul ar
heral d, soneone who wields the totem of the dom nant god or goddess. \Wen an
age ends, the servants of the waning deity performa service for the
representative of the ruler of the new age, as a synbol of the shift in power.
W are now in the Fourteenth Age, the Age of Bhel eu, god of destruction, as

you know only too well; you are Bhel eu's chosen representative, though you
have, with the aid of a power | do not pretend to understand, refused that
role. | amnot aware of the circumstances, but according to theory, a

representative of P hul nust have done you a service of sone sort, to mark the
begi nning of this era and the end of the Thirteenth Age, ruled by P hul
goddess of decay."

Garth nodded. The cult of P hul had, in fact, spread the White Death in
Disarra when he had asked, in a fit of madness, for the city's destruction

"Now, you see, the King in Yellowis the undying priest of The God Wose
Name |Is Not Spoken. It is a safe assunption that he will be the chosen avatar
for the Final God when the Age of Death arrives. That neans two things: he
must have the totem of the god of death, and a representative of Bhel eu nust
performa synbolic service for him Do you not see, then, why we cannot permt
you-you in particular-to deliver the Book of Silence to the King in Yellow?"

Garth remai ned skeptical. "It has been scarcely three years since the
Thirteenth Age ended; that is hardly an age."

"No rule is known that limts the length of each god' s age, either
maxi mum or m ni num Perhaps your refusal to accept your role, welcone though
it is, has cut short the Age of Bheleu."

"Why are you so certain that | wish to take the book to the King in
Yel | ow?"

"I saw that old man who took the sword, Garth, and felt sonething of his
power. Who else could it be?"

Chal kara made a suggestion. "You do not trust us, Garth, but Silda,
here, has heard of the King; let her describe him and we will let you decide
whether it is he you serve."

Garth was quite well aware that the Forgotten King was al so known as the
King in Yellow and that he was exactly what the w zards said he was, but the
overman found hinsel f wondering what the archivist knew. He would wel cone any
new i nformation that m ght help in his dealings with the old man.

"Speak, then, archivist," he said.

Silda | ooked at each of the three in turn, then said in a precise voice,
"The King in Yellowis a legend in the npost ancient histories of Ur-Dornulk.
know of no connection between himand any deity, nor of any connection with a
book, or with overnen, or anything else you have spoken of, save only
destruction and death. He once ruled an enpire fromthis city, |ong ago, when
it bore another name; one version called it Hastur, another Carcosa. Hi s
ori gins have never been explained; in the very earliest records and even
earlier myths, his presence is accepted as an ongoing thing since tine
i menorial. The | egends are all vague as to who or what he was-many seemto
assune that any reader will already knowbut it is clear that he could not
die, and that he was an object of terror throughout the world as these
historians knew it. His visage was said to hold death or madness for all who
met his gaze.

"Al t hough he was once a king in fact, and a ki ng whom enperors served,
he gave up his throne to a successor who founded the ancient Inperial dynasty
that the founders of the present Ur-Dormul k overthrew centuries later-yet it
was said that in tine the King would return and reclaimhis rightful place,
and when he did, the stars would fall and the earth shatter. He disdained al
trappings of royalty and went about the world in scalloped tatters that were a
strange shade of yellow hence the nane, the King in Yellow H's servants wore



bl ack. This is said to be why the lords of Ur-Dormul k wear black and the
peopl e of the city shun all shades of yellow"

Si | da paused and shook her head. Chal kara gl anced down at her yell ow
dress, and Garth was unconfortably aware of his custom of wearing black arnor.

Silda continued. "Such a bare recounting of the facts known to ne does
not convey the essence of what | have read and heard concerning him
Throughout all the city's recorded history, fromtimes so ancient that we
cannot interpret the dates and on until the chaos of the Twel fth Age, the
shadow of the King hangs |ike snmoke. In every account of tragedy he is
nmentioned, and in descriptions of nore pleasant tines there is always an air
of foreboding associated with him In the wars of the Age of Aghad, the city
was sufficiently disrupted so that the continuity was | ost and the nyths
forgotten anong the public. But there can be no doubt that, before that age,
the tales of the King had persisted, at |east anmong the | earned, for nore than
ten thousand years. This, despite the fact that no historian or storyteller
ever dared set down anything but veiled hints as to his true nature. | had
t hought that no one now alive had ever heard of him save nyself; that only in
the anci ent books and scrolls was he nentioned-books and scrolls that no one
but me has read in three centuries or nmore. To hear you three speak of him as
if he were alive today, as if you had seen him.."

"I have seen him" Shandi ph said.

"He has been lost for nore than a thousand years!"

"You said yourself that he could not die," Chal kara pointed out.

Garth said nothing. He was mulling over what he had heard.

He had thought of the Forgotten King's life span in terms of centuries,
not mllennia. He could not conceive of anything existing for el even thousand
years. He could not truly conceive of living even one thousand years. That
woul d be seven tinmes his own lifetine, roughly; eleven thousand years woul d be
his years seventy-sevenfold. H's species itself had not existed for nmuch over
a mllennium

For the first tine he honestly thought he understood why the King wanted
to die. The weight of so nany years was surely nore than any mind coul d bear

He had known that the King had a sinister reputation anbng any who knew
of himat all; Garth had attributed this to his position as the high priest of
death, but here there seemed to be sonething nore. Wiy were the city's
histories silent on the exact nature of the King' s nenace? Wy was it said
that the heavens would fall if he returned?

Woul d delivering the Book of Silence truly begin an Age of Death? If so,
what woul d that nmean?

That, at |east, was a question he mght ask. "Wat would an Age of Death
entail ?" he inquired.

"W despread death, obviously," Shandiph replied. "Just as the current
age is one of war and chaos and destruction, and the last was a tine of
stagnation and decay."

"And after it, what?"

Shandi ph shrugged. "Who knows? Perhaps nothing will survive the Age of
Deat h, not even the earth or the gods thensel ves. Perhaps humanity will be
destroyed but the rest of the world will go on, and your people will begin a
new cycle of their own. Perhaps death will be linited, and many, even whol e
nations, wll survive, and the | esser gods will have their turns as the rulers
of the ages. | don't know. | do know that an Age of Death is not sonething
want to see."

Garth considered these possibilities, particularly the first and nost
horrific.

What if nothing were to survive the Age of Death? The world itself
vani shed, and the gods dead; would not even tine itself cease to be? The end
of time would be an actual fact, not just a poetical turn of phrase.

He recalled, with a grow ng apprehension, that when he had bargai ned
with the King for eternal fame, the King had sworn that Garth's nanme woul d be
known "as long as there is life upon this earth." Wen the King had of fered



himinmortality-or so he had understood the offer-the old man had said that
Garth might live until "the end of time" if he aided the King's magic. The
King had said that his magic woul d cause many deat hs, including those of the
entire cult of Aghad. And perhaps nost inportant of all, the priest of The God
Whose Narme |s Not Spoken in Disarra had told Garth that the Forgotten King was
bound to live until the end of time. The King sought to performa feat that
woul d allow himto die.

It appeared very much as if the Forgotten King nmeant to bring about the
end of tinme and the death of everything. He had nmeant to assure that Garth
m ght |ive and be known until the end of time, not by extending the overnman's
life, but by destroying the world and tine itself.

CHAPTER TEN

After a noment of silence in which Garth absorbed the basic concept that he
m ght be aiding in the utter destruction of the world, he began to consider
the possible ramfications and pernutations of his situation.

One question cane to mind i Mmediately. It seenmed reasonable to assune
that the world could not end, and the King could not die, until the end of the
Age of Death. Yet the old man had inplied that his death would be imedi ately
achi eved by his conjuring. Wien Garth had believed that the method invol ved
sumoni ng The God Whose Name |s Not Spoken and renounci ng his bargain, he had
seen no contradiction there. He had thought that the King's offer of eterna
life was based on substituting Garth for hinself in the Death-God' s power, but

that no |l onger seened reasonable. The offer had not been of eternal life at
all.

"How | ong, " he asked, "would the Age of Death |ast?"

Shandi ph shrugged. "I told you," he said, "I amno theurgist, nor am!|
an astrologer or a seer. | don't know. | have heard phil osophers say that the
l ength of an age is subjective and cannot al ways be predicted or neasured.
Perhaps it will last a mllion years, until the sun grows cold and the seas
run dry, or perhaps it will be over in an instant, and the world will vanish

in a puff of snoke."

That was a very unsatisfactory answer, in Garth's opinion. "Wzard," he
said, "I was told by Bheleu, in a vision he sent while | held the sword and he
sought to donminate nme, that his reign would last thirty years. Now you speak
as if it mght be over in just three. How can that be? Could the god have been
wrong? That was not part of my understanding of the nature of a god. M ght ny
refusal to serve himhave altered that, when the god hinmself had once said it?
| had thought that the ages were fixed in the stars, and that only failures of
i nterpretation caused the uncertainty and di sagreement anong astrol ogers."

"I don't know," Shandi ph admitted. "Perhaps the stars offer a choice;
perhaps the god lied. My friend Mloshir told nme that Bheleu' s reign would
last for either three years or thirty, but could not say which; it may be that
hi s know edge was | acking, or it may be that it had not yet been determn ned.
Your refusal mght in truth have been the crucial event; perhaps you
aneliorated the Age of Destruction only to hasten the Age of Death."

Garth remenbered the snoking battlefields and charred wastel ands he had
seen in his journey south through Eramma. |If these were the scenes of a mld
Age of Destruction, what would it have been had he not refused his role? That
was a depressing line of thought.

The possibility that by limting the destruction he had brought the end
of the world half a generation earlier-or a full generation for humans-was
even nore disheartening. It appeared that he had faced a situation in which he
woul d cause di saster, whatever course he night choose

"You say that nmy actions mght bring the Age of Death; how could that be
prevented, if that is to be the next age? Mist there be an Age of Death? Need
it be the Fifteenth Age, and not the Hundredth?"

"Again, Garth, | cannot say with any certainty. MIloshir spoke as if



there were to be fifteen ages to conplete the current cycle, the first seven
dedicated to the Lords of Eir and the last to the Lords of Dds, while the

Ei ghth Age was an era when |ight and darkness were in bal ance. Wether this
schene of being is truly fixed and inmutable | do not know. If it is
unalterable, then there will be a Fifteenth Age, a final age, an Age of Death,
and it will occur imediately after our current Age of Destruction."”

"It seens little to choose, between destruction and death." Shandi ph
shrugged. Chal kara, who had been foll owi ng the conversation closely, said, "I
woul d prefer to live, however terrible the times in which | live, than to
perish."

"Do you think that by stopping ne fromperfornm ng ny errand you m ght
avert this Fifteenth Age?"

"W feel we nust try. It may be that it can be del ayed for another
twenty-seven years, or perhaps it can be weakened, as Bheleu' s reign was, so
that some m ght survive where they otherw se would not."

Garth sat back and thought for a noment. He was not happy about this new
i nformati on. The possibility that the wi zards were making it all up for
reasons of their own did not escape him but that seened unlikely; it al
fitted far too well w th what he knew. The blue-clad man had suggested the end
of the world as just one of several possibilities, which did not jibe with a
lying attenpt to frighten anyone; it was Garth's own know edge of the
Forgotten King that convinced himthat that was exactly what was fated to
occur .

The Fourteenth Age had | asted al nost three years thus far; before it,
the Age of P hul had been three centuries, and the Twel fth Age was ol d when
the first overnen were created a nillennium ago, as he understood it, so it
had | asted at |east seven hundred years. The ages appeared to be getting
shorter. The Fifteenth m ght be three days, or three hours. The end of the
worl d, and his own death, might be only a few days in the future.

Thi s assuned, however, that the Fifteenth Age would really begin when
the Forgotten King received the Book of Silence. Garth knew of a serious flaw
in that theory.

"Wuld it | essen your concern," he asked, "if | told you that the Book
of Silence is not the device of The God Whose Name |s Not Spoken?"

Shandi ph considered for a nonent, and then said, "Not really. If it is
not, then what is? And you, Bheleu' s chosen, will still be doing the King in
Yellow a service if you bring himthe book, even should it be the totem of
another god. Mloshir told me that it might be the device of Dagha hinself,
god of tine, the father of all the higher gods. But in that case, what is the
totem of Deat h? He thought it mght be the basilisk that dwelt beneath
Mornoreth, but that seenms unlikely; the creature died, did it not? And
bringing the King in Yell ow Dagha's totem m ght easily be as devastating as
bringing himhis own, whatever it mght be."

Garth had to adnmit the logic in this speech; after all, he had taken the
Sword of Bheleu fromBheleu's altar, and not fromthe followers of P hul

"Still," he said, "the Age of Death, as | understand it, cannot begin
until two conditions are nmet; | nust do the King a service, yes, but nore
i nportantly, he nmust acquire the totemof his god. Is that not correct?"
Shandi ph nodded. "1 woul d ask, though, how you know that the Book of

Silence is not that totem when you profess to know nothing about it."

"The King told ne," the overman replied; alnost imediately, he realized
how feeble that sounded. Still, he believed the old man. He knew that the King
was a schemer, adept at speaking half-truths and inplying fal sehoods w t hout
actually stating them yet he had never heard himtell a direct and definite
lie. The old man had said, in effect, that the Book of Silence was the totem
of Dagha, not of Death. At the tine, it had seened odd that he had wasted so
many words, rather than letting Garth believe what he chose, but now it
appeared the King had foreseen a nmonment such as this, when Garth m ght be
reluctant to fetch the book if he believed it to be the device of the Fina
God.



The Final Cod-that nanme suddenly seened nore appropriate, if his age was
to end the world.

"You may have reason to accept his word," Shandi ph said, "but we do not.
Furt hernore, how do you know that he does not already possess the synmbol of
t he Unnanmed God, whatsoever it nay be?"

"He did possess it once, but left it here, inthis city, with the Book
of Silence.”

"He told you this?"

"Yes." Garth renenbered that the old man had said also that he was not
wholly free of the Pallid Mask even when apart fromit, but Garth suppressed
the thought. He wanted to bring the Book of Silence to the King so that he
mght trade it for the Sword of Bheleu and kill Aghadites with the sword.

The t hought of killing Aghadites, of watching thembleed and die, was so
appealing that he let hinmself linger over it for a nmonent, and Chal kara's next
qguestion did not register at first.

"I said, what is the totem of Death?" she repeated

Garth recalled hinmself and shrugged. "He called it the Pallid Mask."

The two wi zards gl anced at each other, then at the archivist.

"l never heard of it," Chal kara sai d.

"Nor 1," Shandi ph decl ar ed.

"I amnot sure," Silda said. "It mght have been nmentioned in the tales
of the fallen nmoons."

"That doesn't matter,"” Garth said. "I have no intention of bringing

anything to the King but the Book of Silence. You have ny word."

"I would rather have your word that you would give up this quest
entirely," Shandi ph said.

"I cannot do that. | need magic for ny revenge, a nmagic that the cult of
Aghad cannot counter."

There was a nonent of silence. It was Chal kara who said at |ast, "You
want the Book of Silence for that?"

"No," Garth replied. "I want the King's aid, which he has promised in
exchange for the book." It seemed inpolitic to nention that he neant to take
up the Sword of Bhel eu again; the wi zards would surely oppose that as strongly
as they opposed the Age of Death. The Fifteenth Age was a theory, but they had
seen the sword's power and suffered under it.

"You would risk the lives of every man, wonan, and child, every overnman
and overwoman, every bird and beast in the world, to avenge your wife's
mur der ?" Shandi ph asked.

Garth answered sinply, "Yes." He did not think it worth pointing out
that the cult of Aghad was a nmenace to all and had threatened further deaths,
or that destroying it would be both an act of vengeance and one of prevention.
Kyrith's death was reason enough

Chal kara gl anced at each of the others in turn, then whispered to
Shandi ph, "He's nad!"

She had not allowed for the keen ears of overnen; Garth heard what she
said, but ignored it.

"Garth," Shandi ph said, "please reconsider. W will aid your vengeance
in every way we can, if you will not bring the King either the book or this
mask, or serve himin any manner."

That was a tenpting offer, but Garth reluctantly knew he had to refuse
it. These wi zards had little real power; much of what they had turned agai nst
hi m before, they had lost, either destroyed by the Sword of Bhel eu or seal ed
away by the Forgotten King. They might be a match for an Aghadite magician in
a fair contest, one against one, but the cult was clearly w despread and did
not trouble itself with fairness; rather, it nade a point of being unfair,
treacherous, and hateful, in keeping with the nature of its deity.
Furthernore, the full party of w zards that had fought himand surely they had
sumoned their greatest strength for that conbat-could not have exceeded two
dozen, and at least one in four had died, perhaps half or nore. That neant
that far less than a score could have survived, while the cult night well



nunber in the hundreds or even the thousands.

More inportantly, he had sworn an oath. For two and a half years, the
know edge that he had nmade a fal se vow had eaten away at him and that pain
had finally been alleviated slightly when he undertook this journey. He did
not care to let it return. He had regai ned sone trace of honor, tarnished
though it might be, and preferred to keep it for as |long as he coul d.

"No," he said. "I amsorry." He rose, before any protest could be nade.
"I came to this chanber hoping that you might aid ne in my search for the Book
of Silence, perhaps tell me nore of its nature. You have told me rmuch, but it
was not what | w shed to hear. This conversation has been nost enlightening,

and | thank you for it, but still, | must pursue ny original intention. | do
prom se you that | do not want to see the Age of Death begin and that | do not
intend to aid in bringing it about, if |I can avoid it and still neet ny sworn
obligations. It is plain that none of you would willingly help ne in ny search
for the Book of Silence, and | will not conmpel you to do so; you act as you
see best, as do |I. For that reason, | believe there is no point in continuing

this discussion.” He nodded politely to each, then turned and marched out
t hrough the door they had entered by.

The panel ed corridor was al nost enpty, but, hal f-hidden in a nei ghboring
doorway, Garth saw a red-clad figure. "Ho, there," he called. "Can you show ne
t he way out ?"

In the Rose Chanber, the w zards watched himgo and then turned to each
ot her.

"W have to stop him Shandi," Chal kara sai d.

"I know that, but what nethod would you suggest? | have no magic |eft
that can kill fromafar, and | see no other way of stopping him And even if |
had some, it mght not work; true, he no longer carries the sword, but he is
still the chosen of Bheleu."

"I's he really?" Silda asked. "You two and the overnan seemto know a
great deal nore than | do about all this."

"Yes, he is. Everything we have said here is true."

Silda glanced at the door Garth had cl osed behind hinself. "W should
tell the overlord," she said.

Chal kara agreed. "She's right, Shandi. Garth hasn't got the Sword of
Bhel eu; ordinary soldiers should be able to kill himif necessary. At the very
| east, the overlord might insist that he leave the city; that would rmake it
harder for himto find the Book of Silence, if it really is here.™

Shandi ph nodded. "I think you're right. If we act quickly, we might be
intine to prevent the return of his weapons; even an overman woul d not be
likely to put up too nuch of an argument at sword point when he's armed with
not hi ng but a dagger."

Chal kara asked, "Who will speak to the overlord?"

"Speed is inmportant, and we nust inpress upon himhow urgent this is. W
must all go, at once."

He rose, and Chal kara did the sane. Silda got to her feet nore
hesitantly, then followed the w zards out of the room

In the corridor, they caught a glinpse of the overman vanishing into a
si de passage. Chal kara hesitated. "Should we pursue hin? One of us, perhaps?”

"No," Shandi ph said. "lI'msure that the overlord will have himfoll owed
as a precaution, and by soneone | ess recogni zable than we are. Let himgo for
now. "

"He'll get his sword and axe back," Silda pointed out.

"He may be del ayed, if he chooses to take advantage of the overlord's
hospitality by accepting a neal or a drink, and we have no authority to
prevent the return of his weapons without the overlord' s word. You know t hat
we are all three distrusted here, as w zards al ways are."

"I"'mno w zard," Silda protested.

"You're a scholar, which is close enough for npst people. You know
things they don't. If we try to interfere without the prince's support, we'll



be accused of conspiracy and treason, nost likely. Better to risk Garth's
armng hinmself while we talk to the overlord."

"W have no choice now, " Chal kara said. "While we' ve been standing here
debating, he's undoubtedly gotten that nuch farther away."

"True enough," Shandi ph replied. "Let us waste no nore time, then." He
turned and |l ed the way down the corridor toward the audi ence chamnber.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The overlord did not pay nuch attention when the archivist and the two w zards
re-entered the hall; he assumed that they had finished their discussion wth

t he overman and had cone back to the audi ence chanber in case their prince

m ght require their services. He was rather startled, therefore, when, instead
of resum ng their accustoned pl aces, they stood before himand nade the
accepted ritual obeisance.

He had been chatting with his treasurer while the doorkeepers sel ected
the next petitioner to be granted a hearing; during the tinme that the overnan
had been talking in the Rose Chanber, he had settled a property dispute and
refused to hear the appeal of a convicted thief, turning the nan back over to
the jailer for flogging. The day had been going well, and except for the
arrival of the overman from Skell eth and his unorthodox requests, it had been
routine.

There was not hing routine, however, in having three of the prince's
advi sers appear before him uninvited, while he was holding court. They knew
better, he told hinself. If they had public business, it could go through the
regul ar channel s-though, of course, they would have fewer delays than
outsiders would face-and if it was private, it could be handled informally
after the day's work was finished.

He paused for a few seconds, letting the trio perceive his annoyance and
grow a bit nore nervous, then demanded, "Why have you come here? Speak, if you
have any excuse for your action!"

Wth his head politely bowed, as protocol required in a petitioner, the
mal e wi zard said, "O Prince, we beg your forgiveness, but we have urgent
busi ness, very urgent indeed, and nust speak with you i mediately."

The overlord considered for a noment. The formalities and rituals of his
life served a definite purpose, in that they nade it easier for himto dea
wi th the unendi ng demands made upon him Each piece of business, whatever its
nature, was categorized and run through the appropriate cerenoni es, del ays,
and sortings, so that only a tiny fraction of the whole ever needed to reach
himat all; when it did, it was stripped down to the essentials, his choices
laid out for himand awaiting a quick decision. Cutting through the rituals
was a dangerous precedent; if he permtted the formal structure to weaken, he
m ght be deluged in trivia. Only foreigners, who nmust be assuned to be
i gnorant of the usual procedures, were ever allowed to deviate fromthe
pattern, and then only if it seened a di plomatic necessity-as it had appeared
with the overman.

On the other hand, he faced here not a single unknown individual, but
three of his nost |earned counselors. He had not yet had time to become truly
famliar with either of the wizards in the nonths since their arrival, but
Chal kara had been the chosen magician of the Hi gh King at Kholis, despite her
yout h-if she was as young as she appeared, which was not sonething one could
be sure of with wizards. She, in turn, deferred to Shandi ph, so that he, too,
nmust be considered worthy of respect-unless it was his age that engendered her
def erence. The vani shed Deriam the overlord' s previous w zardly advi ser, had
spoken wel |l of Shandi ph; these two said that Deriamwas dead, and the
possibility of a magical feud had occurred to the overlord, but that did not
detract fromthe pair's apparent worth. The archivist Silda had lived all her
life as a nmenber of the court, under first his father and then hinself, but
the prince knew | ess about her than he knew about the wi zards; she seened to



care little for his conpany, or for that of any of his friends or inforners.
She was given to long historical discussions full of obscure references
whenever he consulted her professionally; he suspected that she hoped to
inmpress himwith her erudition. He was not easily inpressed, but he had to
admt that she knew her job well.

These three, he thought, nust honestly believe that their need was
urgent, or they would not have interrupted the day's routine. Despite the
unfortunate precedent it set, he decided to hear them out.

He woul d not do so publicly, however, whatever the matter m ght be. That
woul d be too damaging to his aura of inperviousness.

In fact, as he prepared to speak, a way of settling the affair to his
benefit occurred to him a schenme that would nake plain to all present that
the overlord was not to be disturbed w thout good reason

He waved an arm finger pointing. "Guards! Take these three to the Bl ack
Hal |, and summon the executioner! | will hear their plea, as | must in
fairness do, but the penalty for usurping my attention thus and del aying the
wor k of governance nust be no | ess than death, if the cause is not
sufficient!"

That, he thought, should inpress any overeager father wanting
rei mbursenment for his daughter's |ost mai denhood, or a househol der denandi ng
that his nei ghbor's hounds be silenced, enough to keep themout of his hair.
He rose, watching as six guardsmen snatched the advisers up off the floor, a
sol dier at each arm An officer had gone for the headsman; that was good. The
prince led the way to the black and gold door, nmoving in his stately, slow
wal k, aware that the soldiers were bringing the three advisers along a few
paces behi nd him

A footman opened the door into the back corridor, then ran ahead to the
bl ack iron door of the execution chanber. The overlord entered the room
waited as the w zards and the archivist were brought in, then waved
i nperiously at the guards and servant. "Begone," he said.

The seven vani shed, and he | ooked about for somewhere to sit. The room
was enpty, save for the black stone platformin the center and the great bl ock
of ebony that stood upon it. The walls and floor were rough, black stone; the
ceiling was bl ackvei ned red marbl e, arched and vaulted. It was a thoroughly
unconfortabl e place, he decided as he settled on the edge of the platform

The three counsel ors stood awkwardly, facing him unsure whether to
prostrate thenselves, to bow, or just to stand there.

"Now, " the overlord said, "what is it that's so urgent?"

"O Prince," Shandi ph replied, "you nust prevent Garth from taking the
Book of Silence!"”

"Garth? The overman?" The overlord was puzzled. "Wy?"

"O Prince," Chal kara said, "the Book of Silence is perhaps the nopst
deadly object ever to exist. It is linked with the higher gods, the gods of
life and death and even Dagha hinself, it seens. Its arcane power is so great
that ordinary w zards cannot use it, for to speak a single word fromits pages
woul d be instantly fatal." She paused to catch her breath.

The overlord remarked, "That woul d seemto nake it one of the nost
usel ess of objects.”

Shandi ph dermurred. "I fear not, my lord. As Chal kara has said, no
ordinary wi zard can use it, but Garth of Ordunin serves one who is not an
ordinary wi zard. The book was created to be used by a single individual, the
i Mmortal high priest of The God Whose Nane |Is Not Spoken. That is whom Garth
intends to deliver it to."

"How do you know t hi s?"

Shandi ph asked, "Which part, O Prince?"

"How do you know whom the overman plans to give the book to? He
mentioned a wi zard, not a priest."

"We know him Chal kara and |, froma previous encounter. W know that he
is associated with the King in Yellow, as the high priest of Death was known
of old, and with no other w zards. He admtted as nuch to us when we spoke



with himjust now "

"The King in Yell ow?" The overlord | ooked at Silda. "I believe you've
nmentioned an ancient |egend about sonmeone with that description.”

"Yes, ny prince."

The overlord saw that the archivist had no intention of elaborating, and
did not pursue the matter.

"Well, then, what if the overman does take this book to this priest? How
will that harmus here in Ur-Dornul k?"

Shandi ph answered, "W believe it will bring about the start of the
Fifteenth Age, the Age of Death."

"You fear that? Are not the ages preordai ned and unchangeabl e?"

Shandi ph hesitated, and Chal kara answered for him "W do not know, O
Prince. It may be that they are not."

"We are only in the third year of the Fourteenth Age; it seens to ne
that any worry, about the next age is premature.”

"W do not know how | ong the Fourteenth Age is to be," Chal kara sai d.

The overl ord nodded; he had heard the court astrol oger bewailing that
uncertainty. "Still," he said, "I cannot believe it will be so brief as that."

"We think that it may be," Chal kara insi sted.

The overlord | eaned back on his hands and | ooked at the three schol ars.
"I think," he said, "that you have all nanaged to frighten one another with
ol d nyths and vague suppositions until you have convinced yoursel ves that we
are all in nortal peril, when in truth we are in no nore danger fromthis nad
overman than fromthe Enperor of Yesh." He held up a hand to forestall any
protest. "Furthernore, | think you're missing a few essential facts in your
worrying."

He shifted, |eaned forward again, and held up a finger. "First, the
danger you envision may not exist at all. Second, if it does, this overnman may
have nothing to do with it. Third, whatever else he may be, the overman is a
representative of the Baron of Skelleth. You may not realize just how
dependent we are upon Skelleth in these unsettled tines. You may take
seriously my magnificent titles and the splendor of this palace, but | know
better; I may call mnyself a prince and be known throughout Eramma by the title
of overlord, but the hard truth is that |I'm nothing nore than an Eramman
baron. Those lesser lords in ny court who give me the claimto be an overlord
have no power at all; they are worth no nore to ne than the officers of ny
guard- probably | ess, actually.

"Maybe in ancient tines U-Dormul k was a real nation unto itself and a
power to be reckoned with; maybe Al ar and Hastur and those other lands | claim
really existed; | don't know and | don't care. All | ruleis awlled city, a
few nmles of |akes and nmountains, and a good-sized piece of plain that's
totally inpossible to defend, should one of ny neighbors decide to i nvade. One
of those neighbors is the Baron of Skelleth, and right now he's the only one
who isn't at war sonewhere and the only one conducting any trade at all. W
haven't had a caravan in from Therin or Kholis in eighteen nonths; have you
noti ced what fresh fruit costs in the markets and shops these days? And what

there is, is all our own, at that; | haven't seen a date or an orange in over

a year, and if any were available in the city, I'd knowit, | prom se you.
"That may not mean rmuch to you, but if we lost the trade with Skell eth,

you'd know it and you'd feel it. I don't know where the goods are com ng from

but we've been getting better furs and wool than we had in tines of peace,
pickled fish at half what we used to pay, and ivory and gold and a dozen ot her
t hi ngs-nmore than a dozen-scores, or hundreds! From Skelleth, which used to
sell nothing but ice and hay! It was a gift fromthe gods that the new Baron
began selling to us just about the tine the other routes started to be cut,
and | don't dare jeopardize that. The Barony of Skelleth covers half our
borders, to the north and northeast, and if this Saram can bring us caravans
out of nowhere, he might be able to bring armes with equal ease. Now he's
sent us a representative, and an overman at that-where in all the world did he
find an overman? | thought they were extinct, despite the stories we heard



fromthe traders out of Skelleth. I was wong. Wat's nore, the gatekeeper
tells ne that the overman arrived riding a nonster twenty feet long with fangs
the size of a man's fingers.

"And now you ask ne to throw away the goodwill of this overman, and with
it the goodwi |l of the Baron of Skelleth, because of a vague |egend. You ask
me to risk losing our only remaining trade route, the richest |'ve ever seen
You ask me to risk an invasion, perhaps | ed by overmen on nonsterback, |ike
those in the tales of the Racial Wars. Why? Because you don't want a nagica
book no one can read to be taken to a mysterious w zard.

"And that brings me to ny fourth, and nost inportant, point. \Wat nakes

you think that this overman will find this Book of Death, or whatever it is?
He says that it's in the royal chapel of sone pal ace. Wat pal ace? The only
pal ace in U-Dormulk is this one, and | prom se you all, on ny soul and the
shades of my ancestors, that there is no royal chapel here containing a
nmystical book no one can read! If this book exists at all, it must be in the
crypts sonewhere. Have you ever been in the crypts, any of you?"

The three advi sers nodded in unison, |ike chastised children

"Al'l of you. Then you should know that you can't find anything in the
crypts unl ess you know exactly where it is! They go on forever, in a naze,
like a mass of worms tied in knots.

"So do you know what |I'mgoing to do? I'mgoing to let this overnman
wander about the city all he likes, and if he wants to get hinmself lost in the

crypts, I'll allowthat, too. I'll even give hima guide, if he asks, one who
will lead himin nice, large circles through the nore famliar corridors. If
he persists I'Il let himwander all he wants. He can go explore the ruins
between the | akes. He can kill a few Aghadite priests, if he does it quietly,
and | won't do a thing about it. If he does find the book, or anything el se of
real value, I'Il know it, |I prom se you. |If that happens-if it happens-then

"Il talk to you again, and maybe have it taken away fromhimif you can
convince ne it's really that inportant. That's what |'mgoing to do about this
overman, and | hope it satisfies you, because | amnot going to offend the
Baron of Skelleth unless | really have to, for my own safety and for the
safety of U -Dormulk. |Is that clear?"

The three, overwhel med by this | engthy speech, nodded agai n.

"Good. So if you want to make yoursel ves useful, you m ght apply your
magi ¢, you two, to help keep an eye on the overman. Al three of you m ght
want to see if you can get sone idea where this book is, if it exists, so that
we can get to it before he does-if we have to." The overlord waved a hand in

di smissal. "So nuch for that. Now, about the matter of your barging into the
audi ence chanber. As you may have guessed, | amnot going to have you
executed. "

Silda was visibly relieved to hear this; Shandi ph and Chal kara, who had
never taken the threat seriously, were startled by its nmere nmention

"However," the prince continued, "I amnot at all pleased that you took
it upon yourselves to interrupt ny routine; therefore, you are all confined to
the north wing of the palace until further notice. | don't want you in the
hall with ne, | don't want you in ny apartnents, and | don't want you in the
front roonms. |s that understood?"

"O Prince," Shandi ph began, "I think you underestinmate..."

"Silence!" the overlord bell owed.

Shandi ph subsi ded.

"That's better. If you do that again, w zard, you'll be a wanderer once
nore; | won't execute you, as that would be a stupid waste, but | won't
hesitate to banish you fromthe city if you becone nore trouble than you're
worth to nme."

Shandi ph bowed hi s head in acknow edgnent.

"Good." The overlord got to his feet and brushed off his velvet robes.
"Now | et's get back to work." He gestured, and Silda opened the door

The executioner, hooded and robed in black and yell ow, stood outside,
his axe in his hands. Behind him a ring of nervous guards and footnen waited.



The prince spread his arms theatrically. "My thanks, ny lord, for
heedi ng ny sunmons. | have deci ded, however, to be nerciful; your services
will not be needed."

The headsman bowed | ow, backed up a pace as soldiers scurried to clear a
path, then turned and marched away wi t hout speaking.

The overlord spotted an officer anong the clustered guardsnmen and

called, "Captain, if you would escort these three to their quarters, | would
appreciate it. They are not prisoners and are not to be confined, but | think
they would like to rest. They have been overexcited. See to them | nust

return to my own business."

The officer saluted, setting the crinson plune on his hel net bobbing; he
pulled two of his nen off to one side as the others formed an honor guard
around the overlord, then waited as servants, soldiery, and prince marched
back into the audi ence chanber. Wen the bl ack and gol d door had cl osed behind
the I ast footman, the officer gestured for the first of his two men to
acconpany Silda and for the other to guard Chal kara, while he hinmself escorted
Shandi ph. Thus arranged, he bowed politely and said, "At your service, ny lord
wi zard. "

Shandi ph was in no nood for pleasantries. "Lead on," he said.

Toget her the party trooped up the corridor, past the gol den door of the
Hal | of Pronotion, and through the ornate gate at the end of the passage. Al
turned right, but Silda and her guard continued directly down the carpeted
corridor, while the wi zards and their unwanted conpani ons headed up the gil ded
staircase. The archivist's apartments were on a |lower |evel, near the archives
t hensel ves, which were in an upper part of the crypts. The wi zards, in keeping
with tradition, were housed on the topnost floor of one of the pal ace towers.
Shandi ph, not as young and spry as he once was, sonetinmes regretted that.

During the long wal k along the Iength of the north wi ng, ascending each
flight of stairs they encountered, neither Chal kara nor Shandi ph spoke. Each
observed the ot her, however. Chal kara saw Shandi ph's fists cl ench and
uncl ench, saw himbiting back words. Shandi ph saw Chal kara's eyes shifting,
her face pale, with the | ook of a hunted animal in her manner

They reached the spiral stair that led into the tower proper, and
Shandi ph broke his silence. "You need go no farther,"” he told the soldiers.
"There's no reason to tire yourselves out by clinmbing all these stairs.”

The captain stopped, gl anced about, and nodded. "Very well. The prince
said you were not under confinement, and at any rate, there is no other exit
fromthe tower."

"I ndeed, " Shandi ph said. "Thank you for your conpany, captain, and a
good evening to you." He bowed slightly.

The officer saluted, but did not depart; instead he stood where he was
and watched as the two wi zards nade their way up the staircase. d ancing back
Shandi ph noticed, with sone amusenent despite his worry over Garth's actions,
that the young guardsman who stood at his captain's side was not watching both
wi zards, but only Chal kara. Unaware that he was observed, the soldier stared
at her hips as she clinbed the steps. Shandi ph was not surprised; Chal kara was
worth staring at. He guessed that the youth was wondering whether the tales
one heard in every barracks were true, that sorceresses are not |ike other
worren.

Shandi ph turned away, resisting the urge to coment. The stories were
not true; Chal kara was as human as anyone.

The curve of the stair took them out of sight before they reached the
first floor of the tower; their own roons were in the fifth and hi ghest
storey. Shandi ph paused, out of breath, at the first |anding, but then marched
det erm nedl y onwar d.

"Shandi, we..." Chal kara began as they rounded the next curve.

He waved her to silence and trudged upward.

At the third |l anding he stopped and |istened; Chal kara cane and stood
besi de him

"I don't think they can hear us,"’

he sai d, keeping his voice | ow



"Chal a, do you like it here?"

"What ?"

"Do you like Ur-Dormul k? Do you want to stay here?"

"I don't know. It's confortable, even if it isn't hone, and where else
could we go?"

"Sland, perhaps; | understand that it's at peace now, and Karag fled
years ago. There might be a place for a wizard or two."

"Shandi, what are you tal king about? Wy should we | eave Ur-Dornul k? I|f
the Fifteenth Age starts, it won't nmatter where we are.”

"It mght, but that's not ny point. | want to know if you'll go al ong
with me if | disobey the overlord and get us both exiled."
"Ch, Shandi, of course | will! W have to do sonething, whatever he

says! The King in Yellow woul dn't have sent Garth here unless he knew t he Book
of Silence could be found!"

"We'| | have to run for our lives, probably. The prince may deci de to put
us to death if we stay here.”

"I don't mnd. Maybe we shoul d | eave anyway, Shandi, even if he doesn't

do anything. | want to see Kholis again; the fighting hasn't reached there

yet, not all the way to the castle, and |'msure the King is over his anger by

now. | may not live |long enough to go hone if we don't stop the overman."
"Don't be so pessinmistic, Chala; we'll stop him at least for now He's

just one overman." Shandi ph did not wholly believe that, even as he said it.
Chal kara did not believe it either, but she said nothing to contradict
the ol der wizard. "What are you planning to do?" she asked.
"I"'mnot sure yet, but | have an idea. Can you nmake a gol enP"
Chal kara consi dered, then shook her head. "No."

"What about illusions?"

"Ch, | can do those, but they aren't always reliable. Wat are you
t hi nki ng of ?"

"I"mthinking of ways of killing Garth. | don't have any spells that can
do it anynore; do you?"

"No. At least, | don't think so."

"Well, I"mnot about to go up and try to kill himin person; he's
dangerous. That means we'll have to send sonmeone else to do it."

"Shandi, should we do that? Isn't there any other way to stop hin®"

"I doubt it. He's stubborn. I'msure we can't destroy the King in Yell ow

or the Book of Silence, but we can probably get Garth killed."

"Shoul d we consult with the rest of the Council ?"

"Why bot her? The Council is broken, Chala, you know that. W're not
bound by its rules anynore. Besides, his death was authorized three years ago,
by vote of the quorum”

"You're right. We'll kill him™"

"W won't; the city guard will. Did you know t hat Sedrik has al ways
hat ed overnen? One of his ancestors got butchered in the Racial Wars, |
suppose. "

"How do you know t hat ?"

"I got himdrunk one night; it's always a good idea to | earn sonething
about the people who run the place you're living in. I was hoping to find out
who was intriguing agai nst whomthere's always sone of that in a pal ace-but
instead | got a tirade about nurderous inhuman nonsters and a | ecture about
the cowardi ce of the Eramman nobility in not invading the Northern Waste and
Wi ping the vermn out."

"I see; he'd | ove an excuse to kill an overman, then, and it's probably
one of his men followi ng Garth." Chal kara nodded.
"And if he should receive an order fromthe overlord hinself, | don't

think he'd bother to wonder why the prince changed his nind."

"From the overlord?" Chal kara | ooked puzzled for an instant; then
conpr ehensi on dawned. "GCh, of course! A golemwould be better, but an illusion
should work if the light isn't very good."

"I hope so," Shandi ph sai d.



"You start packing, Shandi; the overlord won't like this at all if he
finds out. I'lIl need sone things for the illusion, but you can pack up
everything else.” She hurried up the last two flights; Shandiph, still weary,
pl odded after her.

Ten mnutes later, Sedrik, Commander of the Guard, Marshal of the City,
was startled by the appearance of his lord and master in the door of the
war droom The overlord's voice seemed odd, higher in pitch and not very clear
The corridor was dimand the wardroom s wi ndows did not illuninate the doorway
this late in the day, so the prince's black robes seemed insubstantial and
al nost bl ended i nto shadow. There was no sign of the prince's customary
entourage. Still, there was no m staking who it was that spoke to Sedrik, or
what his orders were.

Sedri k was absol utely deli ghted.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Garth acknow edged the return of his sword and axe with a deep bow, then
turned and marched down the steps of the pal ace.

When he reached the stone pavenent of the avenue, he paused, unsure
where to go. He had two goals to achieve and no clear idea of how to pursue
ei ther one. Somewhere in the city was the Book of Silence, and he had sworn to
find it and bring it back to Skelleth. Sonewhere in the city there was also a
tenmpl e dedi cated to Aghad, and he was determined to destroy it and kill the
god' s worshi ppers, regardl ess of what the overlord might say or do about it.

Fi ndi ng the book, he decided as he slung the axe on his back, should
cone first; the overlord had expressed no objection to that, despite the
m sgi vings of his counselors. The wi zards mght try to change his mnd, but so
far, at any rate, Garth had a free hand to do as he pleased with regard to the
book. The cult of Aghad, on the other hand, was under the overlord's
consideration. If Garth were to attack the tenple now, the overlord m ght well
take it amiss and try to have Garth killed or driven fromthe city.

Once he had the book, he would have no objection to |eaving Ur-Dornul k.
Therefore, the book came first.

That settled, and with his sword on his belt once nore, he | ooked about,
trying to |l ocate the signs and portents the Forgotten King had prom sed him

The sun was hal fway down the western sky, and the shadow of the
overlord' s pal ace stretched over him To the east, nmuch of the avenue was
still brightly lit; citizens were bustling about the gray stone buildings in a
flickering river of vivid colors. Streets branched off to either side; in a
variety of wi dths and angl es.

As he turned to the southwest, |ooking toward one corner of the pal ace
facade, a gust of cold, damp wind caught himin the face.

That seemed as good a sign as any; he strolled south and around the
corner.

He did not notice the green-clad figure that followed him nor the two
inred-one in the brilliant carmine of the overlord s household staff, the
ot her wearing the color of dried blood-that watched himclosely but did not
pur sue.

He wandered al ong aim essly, watching for other signs, yet found none
save the occasional wet breezes. He gradually worked his way westward,
noticing as he went that the nunmber of people on the streets and the general
noi se of the city dimnished steadily with his increasing distance fromthe
avenue that connected the eastern gate and the overlord's pal ace. After sone
time spent thus, he rounded a corner and found hinself | ooking out across a
rift. The city appeared to end in a broad stretch of pavenment running north
and south along the edge of a valley or chasm fromwhere he stood he could
not see what lay in the gap, but he could see the far side, a granite barrier
topped with buil dings. Sonething was odd about the view, but mists drifting up
fromthe valley made it hard for himto decide just what he was seeing.



He wal ked onward, out onto the w de pavenent, and noticed to his
surprise that there were no people anywhere on it. This promenade was the
first conpletely uninhabited place he had seen since arriving in Ur-Dornul k.

He nade his way cautiously up to the edge, wary lest it crunble beneath
hi mthough it | ooked as solid as any part of the city. Wen he had gotten as
near to the precipice as he cared to, he gazed out beyond it again.

More than fifty yards below | ay the smooth, dark surface of a | ake,
bl ack and chill; thin clouds rolled across it in bands, |ike waves upon the
ocean, and mnist rose in dissipating plunes.

That, Garth told hinself, explained where the cold wi nds came from

He Iifted his gaze, |ooking out across the |ake; the mists blurred his
vi sion, and he could not deci de whether the barrier that reared up on the
opposite shore was natural or man-nmade. The buildings atop it, he now saw,
wer e ruins.

It occurred to himinmrediately that the Book of Silence was quite
possi bly buried sonewhere in those ruins; that woul d explain why not hi ng was
known of it.

The sun was behi nd the broken towers, which nmade it inpossible for him
to make out nuch detail, but he guessed that those towers had once been part
of a palace or citadel, such as the Forgotten King must have nmaintai ned. He
stared intently, but the shadows and mi st prevented any clear view The sun
itself seened distorted by the fine spray, broadened to alnost twice its
natural w dth.

He turned his eyes away and blinked, then | ooked at the gray stone
paverment for a nonment to rest them As he did, he noticed two things.

First, the pavenent here was not worn nearly so much as the city
streets. He woul d have supposed that a | akeside promenade woul d attract
strollers in the hot days of sumrer, or perhaps fishernen-soneone, at any
rate-yet there was no one anywhere in sight save hinself, and the stone sl abs
were only lightly marked by the passage of feet.

The second thing he noticed was a sound, a very faint, deep, distant
sound; he could not quite make it out.

Nei t her item seened of inmredi ate inportance; he | ooked up once nore,
avoi ding the sun for the nonment, and scanned quickly around the edges of the
| ake.

It was long and narrow, with the city on one of its long sides and the
ruins on the other. At either end of the pronenade on which he stood walls of
natural rock thrust up, raising the |lakeside cliff to greater heights and
cutting off the streets to the east, turning them back fromthe lake. Garth
realized he had seen those stone barriers fromthe steps at the gate.

Sim | ar outcroppings divided the opposite shore, but beyond and between
themlay nore ruins. The area directly opposite himwas the |argest, but there
were four clusters of buildings in all on the western shore, each split off
fromthe others by the masses of rock and connected to the rest of the city
only by the | ake. The ends of the lake, at north and south, were sheer cliffs,
with no signs of human habitation upon them He could not see if there were
ruins or other inhabited areas el sewhere on the eastern shore; the
out croppi ngs at either end of the pronenade bl ocked his view

Once, he guessed, the various enclaves nust have kept in touch with one
anot her by boat, so that all were part of a single great city. Now, though
there were no signs of docks or boats, but only the still black water, |aced
with m st and cloud, far below He theorized that over the centuries the |evel
of the | ake had dropped, making such water travel nore difficult, and finally
i mpossi bl e. The | ake might be too shall ow to navigate-though it | ooked
infinitely deep.

He turned his gaze back to the ruins opposite his present position and
noticed for the first tine that nmists seemed to be rising behind themas well
as in front. He was unsure whether this indicated the presence of another
| ake, or whether it was nerely an optical illusion

Wth a sudden shock, he spied something very strange that could only be



atrick of the mist; the sun had split in two, and twin crimnmson orbs, |ike
bal ef ul eyes, were sinking behind the towers into the m st of the farther
| ake-if such a | ake was really there.

He blinked, but the illusion persisted, and it was only after a nonment
of staring that he realized how | ong he nmust have been wandering about
U-Dormul k if the sun-or suns-was setting.

He wondered if this strange vision m ght be one of the signs he was to
fol | ow.

The sound he had noticed before inpinged again upon his awareness, and
he found hinmself trying to making out just what it was. It, too, mght be a
sign, he told hinself.

It seened to be coming across the |lake, or up fromthe ground, rather
than fromthe city behind him He resolved to followit if he could.

He still had no idea what it was; it was so lowin pitch, so | ow and
drawn-out, that he could barely perceive it at all. Picking a direction at
random he turned right and strode north al ong the promenade, then paused and
l'i stened.

The sound had grown very slightly | ouder; he was going in the right
direction. He marched on. At the northern end of the | akeside pavenent, he
stopped and | i stened once nore.

The sound was once again slightly | ouder; he did not appear to have
passed its point of origin. It seened, nore than ever, to be coming fromthe

ground beneath his feet, still barely audible, as nuch felt as heard, and felt
only as slow, crawling uncertainty. A cold wi nd brought a puff of m st
swirling around him chilling himeven through his surcoat and arnor.

The sound, or vibration, or whatever it was, was as slow as the turning
of the universe, slow as no human-generated sound ever was; a vague forebodi ng
trickled through the back of Garth's mind as he listened to it.

From where he now stood, he could not go west, over the cliff into the
| ake, nor north, up the sheer stone face of the outcropping; south would take
himfarther fromthe sound. That left only east. Two streets |ed back into the
city proper fromthe northern end of the pronenade at diverging angles; Garth
took the left-hand, nore northerly route, hoping that it would bring himto
the source of the nysterious low throbbing. If it did not, he told hinself, he
woul d have to find a way across the | ake.

The route he had chosen was a narrow, wi nding street lined with an
assortment of buildings. Garth recogni zed sone as shrines, though they |acked
t he dones and spires he had cone to identify with tenples, by the scent of
i ncense and the sound of chanting. He wondered if any were dedicated to Aghad;
the thought triggered a rush of anger and adrenaline, and his hand fell to the
hilt of his borrowed sword.

He saw none of the dark red robes he had | earned to associate with the
cult, however, and the name Aghad was not written above any doorways or
audible in any of the prayers he heard. He gradually rel axed as he wal ked on

Around him in contrast to the deserted | akesi de, |arge nunbers of
humans went about their business, going to and fromthe various shrines and
shops. Their bright garnments were lighted in fiery shades or lost in
| engt heni ng shadows as the sun sank farther in the west and the evening
torches were set ablaze. No one interfered with Garth's progress, though
several people stared, and al nost everyone who saw himgave himat |east a
second gl ance. Overnmen, he knew, were not seen in Ur-Dormnul k.

The street curved to the north, follow ng the contour of the upthrust
rock, separated fromthe bare stone only by the row of buildings that |ined
the left-hand side. Oher alleys and byways led off to the right, but to the
left there was nowhere to go.

This road, like all he had seen in Ur-Dornul k, was paved with gray
stone; the marks of wear clearly indicated the parallel tracks of carts and
the wi der pat hways of the nore common pedestrians. Branches led fromthis
central route to each of the tenples and shops and houses. Garth realized that
he could judge the relative popularity of the various establishnments by the



depth of the path that led to each door

He paused to listen for the sound; he had lost it anong the noi ses of
the busy street. As he listened, he noticed that one tenple, nestled close up
against the rock wall to the west, had no visible path at all. That struck him
as curious. He watched for a monent and saw that not only did no one approach
the shrine but sone people actually veered away to give it a wide berth. The
trough in the center of the street swayed to the right in consequence. This
avoi dance was obvi ously not of recent devel opnent.

H's curiosity piqued, Garth approached the shunned buil ding. He could
see nothing about it that might inspire dread; it had a low, sinple facade, a
row of pillars supporting a narrow porch in front of a bare stone wall and a
singl e open door. A central portion of the roof was raised up above the
facade. There were no adornnents of any kind; no incense drifted fromthe open
portal, and no chanting could be heard. No bells chimed, no draperies rustled;
t he shrine appeared desert ed.

Garth paused for a nonment, then heard the dull sound he had been
follow ng, just barely perceptible over the pattering feet and fl apping
sl eeves of the passing traffic. He was about to conclude that the tenple was
conpletely enpty, perhaps a relic of an outlawed death cult, when he realized
that the sound itself, that [ow, slow throbbing, seened to cone fromthe
abandoned f ane.

Hs red eyes fixed on the sonmber stone, he watched the tenple for a | ong
nmonent. He saw nothing, no sign of life; it was just a building, a row of
pillars, a wall, and a roof, jamed in between two other buildings. The sound
went on unchanged, and with each nmonent, each slow beat, Garth becane nore
convinced that it emanated fromthe buil ding he studied.

Wth a mental shrug, he took the few remaining steps across the street,
up the single step onto the porch, and to the open door

He paused there as he heard gasps behind him He turned back for a quick
| ook and saw that several passersby had frozen in their tracks to stare at
him It was obvious that there was sonething about this tenple, about the
t hought of someone entering it-even an overman-that frightened them

Superstition, Garth told hinmself. He turned back to the door and peered
through it, into the gl oomof the chanber beyond. The sound was | ouder than
ever. He decided that it might not be wise to rush in. He backed down the step
and out onto the street.

The peopl e who had stopped to stare renmai ned where they were, stil
staring. He | ooked about, picked out a man he judged to be intelligent in
appear ance, and called, "Ho, there! What is this place?"

The man was reluctant to speak, but those behind himthrust himforward,
appoi nting himtheir spokesnman.

"This is the tenple of Dhazh," he replied at |ast.

"Dhazh? | have never heard of him" Garth said.

"His cult was outlawed for feeding people to the god; it is said that he
takes the formof a great nmonster and still dwells within, asleep."

"What is that sound |I hear, that seens to cone fromthis place?"

"What sound?" The man seemed both frightened and genuinely perpl exed. "I
have never heard any sound here."

"A low, throbbing sound; do you not hear it?"

"I hear no sound fromthe tenple,"” the man insisted.

"Listen, then; all of you, listen!" The overman held up his hand for
si | ence.

The crowd that had gathered around himlistened, and the street grew
qui et, though beyond the inmediate vicinity people still went about their
busi ness, tal king and | aughing and rattling things.

After a nonment, a woman called, "I don't hear anything."

"Nor do |," soneone else said, and a volley of agreenment sounded.

"None of you? No one hears it?" Garth was surprised; he had heard the
sound nore clearly than before during the nonent of |istening.
He was aware that his hearing was somewhat keener than that of nere



humans; overmen had several advantages, he knew. But the sound had seened | oud
enough for even human ears. Perhaps magi c was at work, and he al one was neant
to hear the sound, whatever it was. If that was the case, it was al nost
certainly one of the signs the Forgotten King had neant himto find.

Wth that in mnd, he disnissed the humans from his thoughts and turned
back to the tenple. There was said to be a nonster in there, he rem nded
hi nsel f; he checked his axe, naking certain he could get it free quickly if
the need arose, then drew his sword and marched back up the step and into the
abandoned shri ne.

A few nonents later, while the little crowd was still largely intact, a
cluster of jabbering humanity discussing Garth's presence and actions, Sedrik
and a small conpany of chosen warriors marched up the street.

It had taken Sedrik a quarter hour to find his men; he was not so
foolish as to try taking on an overman singl e-handed, however nuch it m ght
have suited himto do so. He had been ordered to kill the troubl emaker
ordered personally by the overlord hinself, and he knew that he woul d be
derelict in his duty if he were to get himself killed in single conbat,
satisfying as that conbat might be. He was responsible for making certain that
the overman died, and for that a dozen nmen were wanted, the very best nmen he
had.

Those he had chosen were now arrayed behind him armed with sword and
spear, four of themcarrying crossbows as well, four with heavy shields, and
four with nmaces. Sedrik hinself carried an axe in addition to his sword; he
hoped to be able to strike off the overman's head with it, as befitted a
crimnal.

Arm ng had taken nore tine, and then he had had to wait until the spies
changed shifts and brought back news of the overman's whereabouts. He had
marched his men out to the edge of the | ake Denmhe, only to learn that the
overman had | eft. The commander had sent out the scout he had brought wth
him and followed as soon as the fugitive's path had been reported. Now he saw
no sign of the overman, but the cluster of people on the street seenmed worthy
of investigation.

Sedri k gave orders to his nen, who formed a quick but effective bl ock
across the street, preventing the departure of the gathered citizens. That
done, he marched forward and bell owed, "You, there! \Wat is this?" He pointed
his sword at the nearest person of responsible appearance. By chance, he had
chosen the sanme man Garth had spoken with.

"My lord,"” the man said, recognizing the black plune that marked Sedrik
as marshal, "an overman has come and entered the tenple of Dhazh!"

Startled, Sedrik realized that he was standi ng before the forbidden
shrine. He did not like the tenple of Dhazh; to a man born and raised in the
weat hered streets of Ur-Dornul k, the unworn condition of its step, and indeed
of the whole building, sheltered as it was by the great rock barrier, appeared
alien and sinister. Furthernore, he was an educated nan, as the Marshal of the
City had to be, and knew sonething of the cult itself, outlawed centuries
earlier. Dhazh had been a denonic earth-god, and as such did not fit anywhere
in the accepted Eranmman theol ogy. A destructive nale earth deity seenmed to
contradict several basic tenets of the popular religion. No one had ever
visited the shrine but a handful of hereditary priests and their unwilling
sacrifices, even in its heyday, and Sedrik considered it a wi se decision of an
ancient overlord to have outlawed the cult and put its priests to death.

There was al so the unpl easant nyth of the god's heartbeat, a sound said
to be heard by those the god had chosen as servants or sacrifices.

Sedri k's thought was echoed by the crowd's spokesman, who added, "He
sai d he heard sonet hing!"

Sedrik glanced at the pillared facade. Perhaps there was some connection
bet ween the overman's presence in the tenple and the order to kill him The
overlord m ght be worried that the overnman woul d sonehow restore the cult to
life.



That was none of Sedrik's business; his duty was to obey orders, not to
guess why they had been given. He had been told to kill the overman, and the
overman was in the tenple of Dhazh. Therefore, it was his duty to enter the
tenmpl e and seek the crimnal out. That such an action m ght serve to dispe
some of the lingering respect accorded the denon-god was an added bonus,
really. The nore he thought about it, the nore he liked the idea of entering
and defiling the tenple. It should have been torn down | ong ago, he told
hi nmsel f.

The t hought of killing the overman was al so pl easant; he found hinsel f
| ooking forward eagerly to the conming battle.

"Al'l right, nen," he called. "Follow ne, arns at ready!"

Wth that, he marched up the step and into the tenple.

After a noment's hesitation, the twelve soldiers followed him with
varyi ng degrees of reluctance. Each knew that he was one of the city's best, a
chosen master in the art of killing, but the dark | egends that clung to the
temple lingered in each man's mnd. The finest warrior was no match for an
angry god.

Had one sol di er hung back, others m ght have joined him but none dared
be first to be called coward, and all marched on into the forbi dden tenple,
foll ow ng their conmander.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

The only light in the tenple cane fromthe open doorway; the few clerestory

wi ndows were heavily curtained, and the prickets and sconces on walls and
pillars held only nelted wax, al nobst invisible beneath dust and cobwebs. There
were no torches, no clouds of incense, no chanting priests; there was no sound
at all, except for Garth's own footsteps scraping through the dust and the
low, dull throbbing he foll owed. The fane was enpty, save for a stone altar on
either side of the single great hall that nade up nost of the building's
interior, and dust lay thick everywhere. No carpets covered the stone floors;
no tapestries hid the stone walls.

Garth stood still for only a nmonent as his eyes adjusted to the di nmess;
then he advanced into the room sword ready. He saw no sign of a nonster, and
not hi ng that m ght be maki ng the sound he pursued.

He found a | arge door, black with age, at the rear of the chanber; Garth
pushed at it gently, hoping it was not |ocked, and it fell to dust beneath his
hand.

He stepped through i mmedi ately, sword held before him sw nging the
bl ade gently fromside to side to help himfeel his way; though he held his
breath and blinked, the dust fromthe door stung his eyes and nostrils. The
i nner chamber was even dinmer than the main hall, due to the dust and the
greater distance fromthe main portal, but once Garth had rubbed the grit from
his eyes with the back of his free hand, he could see that the roomwas quite
desert ed.

The sound, however, was definitely |louder here; he listened, trying to
i gnore the noise that still reached himfromthe street.

The vibration grew, then dropped, then sounded a | ong beat like a
di stant, rolling thunderclap, then began again, with a steady, ponderous
rhythm each cycle taking whole mnutes. Hearing it nore clearly now, Garth
realized what it was, or at |east what it seenmed to be

He was listening to a heartbeat, so slow, so deep, that he could only
think it to be the pulse of the earth itself; no conceivable | eviathan woul d
be a fit possessor of that drawn-out throbbing.

As he listened, his eyes took in the details of the inner sanctum He
was in a small, bare chanber, with a thin trickle of |ight seeping around the
curtain that covered a wi ndow high in one coner. There was no furniture, only
dust, layered on the floor and drifting in the air around him On either side
of the roomwere open doors, the areas beyond themutterly in darkness.



At first glance, Garth saw nothing to choose between one door and the
other, but a second's careful listening convinced himthat the sound was
slightly louder to the left. Accordingly, he turned | eft and stepped through
t he doorway.

The room beyond was totally black, and Garth found hinsel f groping al ong
cautiously; nonetheless, he alnost fell when he reached the top step of a
staircase | eading down. He had been alert for walls, doorways, or living
creatures before him he had not been paying attention to the floor beneath
hi m

He caught hinmself at the brink and paused, hesitant to continue onward
in the dark. If there was a nonster in the tenple, it would have the advant age
of himinits lightless lair; he was unfam liar with his surroundi ngs, but any
| ongti me i nhabitant would be at home here.

A slight nmovenent of the air distracted him The sound was definitely
com ng up from bel ow, he decided, and that was one attraction beckoning him
on, but the faint breeze was strange. It took hima nmonment to realize what was
odd about it.

A slight current could be felt com ng from al nost any cave or cellar at
ti mes, cool and noist, and he would not have been surprised by such a thing
here, particularly since the chill water of the | ake mi ght seep in
sonmewher e-but this breeze was warm

That did not seemto nmake sense. The only places Garth knew of where
under ground chanbers or passages were warm were vol cani c, and he had thought
that the nountains around Ur-Dormul k were no nore prone to vol canic activity
than the Yeshitic jungles of the distant south were prone to snow in
m dsunmer. Furthernore, the air that he felt ascending the stairway was danp
and slightly fetid, like the air of a swanp.

Fasci nated, Garth was determ ned to investigate further, but the
darkness still daunted him He had flint and steel and tinder in a pouch on
his belt, but nothing that would burn well enough to provide a reliable |ight.

It occurred to himthat sone of the nelted candles in the nmain hal
m ght still retain enough of their substance to serve him but he disni ssed
t he thought; he had no idea how far he might want to pursue this venture and
he needed somet hing that would | ast |onger than a burned-out candle stub

Surely, he told hinmself, the priests who had once used this shrine would
have had some way of lighting the stairs. He reached out and felt along first
one side of the room then the other. H s hand struck something nmetallic that

rattl ed, and he heard a faint gurgling as well. He sheathed his sword
carefully, reached up, and felt the object he had discovered.

It was an oil lanp, still partly full, hanging froma hook

Once he had found the lanp, it was a sinple matter to light it. The wick
was still in place, but cut off fromthe reservoir by an airtight nmetal lid
that had to be unscrewed; even after he had worked the lid free and di pped the
| ower end of the wick into the oil, it remained so dry that it ignited al nost
i mediately, only to flare up and burn nostly away before any of the fue
caught .

The oil had thickened with age, and after the first bright flame died
away, the light was | ow and snoky, scarcely reaching above the remnaining stub
of the wick. Still, it was adequate for his purpose. He marvel ed that, even
seal ed, the oil had not all dried up long ago, and wondered whether the tenple
m ght not have been conpl etely abandoned for as long as he had first supposed.

Wth his sword again naked in his right hand and the lanp slung in his
left, he began his careful descent.

The staircase was much | onger than Garth had first thought, and after
about fifteen feet, the steps changed fromthe solid and unworn ones that he
had expected fromthe condition of the street outside the tenple to shorter
narrower treads worn to a slippery polish, sufficiently ancient and used that
the center of each step was an inch or nore bel ow the ends. They were al nost
as difficult to negotiate as the steps at the city gate and made for very sl ow

goi ng.



Garth guessed that this change nust indicate that he was below the city
proper and entering the | egendary crypts. Wen he finally reached the foot of
the staircase, he paused to catch his breath and shine the |ight around; as he
di d, he thought he heard sounds above him He dism ssed the idea as absurd. He
had just come through the tenple and seen it to be conpletely enpty; if he
was, indeed, hearing anything fromabove, it could only be street noise,
refl ected down to himby sone freak of acoustics.

He was in a rectangular room long and relatively narrow, with side
wal I s that sloped inward at the top and curved over to blend snoothly into the
ceiling; the coners of the chanmber were al so curved. The floor was a curious
uneven inlay of several different varieties of stone, and the ceiling was | ow
over head.

The walls and ceiling were gray, and the floor a naze of dull colors
hal f - hi dden by dust. The sound of the monstrous heartbeat, if heartbeat it
actual ly was, was |ouder than ever.

There was a door in the far end; Garth flashed his |anmp around, but
could see no other entrance or exit, save for the staircase and the single
door.

He strode the I ength of the chanber and pushed at the door, halfway
expecting it to crunble to dust as the one in the upper tenple had done. It
did not; with a high-pitched creak and a flurry of disturbed dust, it swung
open, revealing another chanber.

Garth stepped through, lamp held high. This second chanber was identica
with the first, save that the walls and ceiling were a dull red instead of
gray.

He had now descended at |least thirty feet bel ow street |evel and noved
nore or |less due west, with only the single jog to the left at the top of the
stair, since entering the tenple. A rough estimate told himthat he had cone
at least a hundred feet fromthe front pillars-which nmeant that he was now in
or under the great stone outcroppings, since the tenple itself had been no
nore than sixty feet fromfront to back

That was very interesting i ndeed, he thought. He wondered if he mi ght
find his way under the lake, to the ruins on the far side.

He proceeded through the second chanber and into a third, this one
wal  ed and ceiled in dead bl ack, the floor again a dust-covered pol ychrone.
The door at the end of this chanber opened onto anot her staircase |eading
down; he followed it w thout hesitation

It seenmed to run on forever. He had been in crypts before, in the
Orunian city of Mornoreth, but this stair appeared far |onger than any he had
previ ously encount ered anywhere.

It was al so straight, which mght have added to its apparent |length; the
crypt stairs in Mornoreth had wound slightly back and forth, so that he had
never been able to see their full length at one tine. Here, though, he found
it disconcerting to hold up the lanp and see step after step after step
stretching away into the di stance both above and below him both ends lost in
t he darkness beyond the reach of his feeble | anplight.

Finally, as the lanp swng forward, he glinpsed the | ower end; he
i ncreased his speed as much as he dared, for the steps were as treacherous as
the ower portion of the first set.

The stair ended in a short corridor, and that in turn led to another
stair, this one ascending. Garth wondered whether he would find hinmself in the
m dst of the ruins beyond the | ake.

He did not; the upward-bound steps ran only a tiny fraction of the
di stance he had just descended. Al npst as soon as he reached the first step
he glinpsed the upper end.

A moment | ater he energed into another room away fromthe confining
stone walls of the stairway, and paused to catch his breath again.

Agai n, he thought he heard noi se behind him but now it was al npbst
drowned out by the slow beating ahead of him a sound that had acquired a
sinister, menacing note as he drew nearer its source. Something about it made



hi m nervous.

He had not yet given much thought to what the beating m ght be; he had
decided that it was a heartbeat w thout considering what that m ght nean. Now,
as he stood in a passage that he judged to be several hundred feet bel ow the
| evel of UWr-Dornmulk's streets, he wondered what he might find if he went on
Could there be a nonster with a heart so great? If so, he would stand no nore
chance against it than a beetle. A nmere mechani cal dragon had been capabl e of
killing him how could he think to face a creature whose heartbeat could be
heard half a mle away?

On the other hand, why would such a nonster even notice hin? He need not
worry about being devoured; an overman could scarcely begin to feed the
appetite of such a thing, and he could easily retreat into places where a
behenoth coul d not reach him

The idea of such a creature went against all his instincts, and he
decided that it was far nore likely that the sound was being artificially
produced by some | ost remmant of the outlawed cult, for reasons of its own. In
any case, he was not about to turn back at this point. He held up the |anp.

He was in another long, narrow, |owceilinged room |onger than the
three on the upper level and walled in gray stone. Again there was a single
door at the far end, yet this one was not a sinple portal in a post-and-Ilintel
frame, but an el aborate carved construction of several different woods, hung
in a red stone arch enbellished with gol den tracery.

Garth approached cautiously; the ornate door, so different fromthe
ot hers, seened al nost threatening. He paused when he had reached it and put a
hand to one of the wooden panels. It vibrated beneath his fingers with the
sl ow, slow beating.

For a third time he thought he heard sonet hing behind him the sound
only detectable in the interval between beats, and | ost thereafter in the
t hr obbi ng he had followed for so far. He turned and | ooked back at the stairs,
but saw not hi ng.

This new portal did not yield to a sinple push, but the latch handle
still noved freely; he lifted it and shoved the door w de.

Beyond |l ay a chanber unlike the others; although the walls curved into
the ceiling in the sanme fashion, this roomwas circular rather than obl ong.
The walls were black, and the floor here was al so bl ack, made up of stones
arranged in a spiral leading in toward the room s center

It was what stood in the center, however, that was nost different. A
col um of horn or ivory projected upward fromthe floor, yellowed w th age but
still alnmost white, tapering froma dianeter of eighteen inches or so at the
base to about a foot where it was cut off, three feet above the floor, to form
a slanting surface. In the center of this tilted top, a single drop of sone
reddi sh- bl ack substance was very slowy oozing forth.

A circular trough surrounded this strange columm, and Garth saw t hat
there was a trickle of the red-black goo down the side of the colum and a
shal  ow pool of it in the trough

He saw no way in or out of the chanber, save for the single arched door
Garth entered cautiously, |anmp and sword both held high

There was nothing to | ook at but the columm and its curious issue, so he
studied that. As he watched, a fat black drop rolled sluggishly fromthe
center of the colum's top to the edge, joining the slowtrickle. Its
separation fromthe central spot coincided exactly with the end of one of the
vast heartbeats, Garth noted idly.

Anot her drop began to grow as Garth studied the walls, |ooking for
conceal ed openings. He turned back as a beat ended and saw the new drop foll ow
its predecessor.

That the first drop had happened to fall in time with the sound had
struck himas nothing but coincidence, but the second one nmade it seem nore
than that. He |istened, watched, and soon reached an i nescapabl e concl usion
the sound he had foll owed cane fromthe base of the nysterious shaft.
Furthernmore, it was sonehow connected with the oozing fl uid.



It occurred to himthat it mght be the vibration that caused the drops
to fall in synchronization with the beating, rather than any nore direct
connection. It did not seemreasonable that so great and ponderous a throbbing
shoul d do not hing but punp out a stream of blacki sh goo. He | ooked for sone
secret opening or lever on the colum or in the trough surrounding it, being
careful to touch nothing, lest he trigger a trap

H's investigation of the small metal pipe that allowed the excess fluid
to drain off when the trough was full ceased abruptly, however, when for the
fourth tine he heard sounds other than the beating, com ng from sonmewhere
out si de the arched doorway.

Once, perhaps twice, he could dismiss this as illusion, or the action of
overw ought nerves, but now there was no chance at all that noise m ght be
reaching himfromoutside the crypts. No vernmn would be audi bl e over the
great throbbing, yet the sound was there once nore. It was closer than before,
and he did not lose it again after the first hearing. Now that he was no
| onger noving deeper into the cataconb, whatever nmade the noi se was gai ning on
himquickly. After listening carefully for a few seconds, he thought that it
was the rattle of arnor.

He dropped the lanp where he was; it flickered, but stayed lit, as it
bounced once and came to rest on the stone floor at a sharp angle, tilted up
on the curve of its netal oil reservoir and prevented fromrolling by the
t hi ck dust.

The circul ar chanmber offered few places of conceal ment, with no corners,
al coves, or hangings that night hide him The | oom ng shadow of the centra
colum, stretching up the wall opposite the spot where the | anp had fallen
woul d provi de sone cover, but Garth decided against it, preferring the nore
obvi ous pl ace behind the only door. \Woever was approachi ng woul d probably not
realize imediately that he had reached a dead end in the little room The
person woul d wonder why the lanmp was there, certainly, but would probably not
think to check behind the door before entering. Putting out the |lanp would
leave Garth in total darkness, and he did not care for that idea; let his
pur suer wonder, then.

Besi des, he had no time to think of a better plan

The sounds were drawi ng nearer; in the pauses between beats, he could
make out footsteps and the rasping breath of human exertion. He pressed up
agai nst the wall behind the carven door, sword ready in his right hand, axe
swung around w thin reach, awaiting whoever m ght cone.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Sedrik's pursuit of the overman was del ayed slightly by the darkness of the
tenmpl e; he had assuned that he would find his quarry on the streets or in sone
wel | -1ighted shop and had not bothered to equip his men with lanterns. Wen it
becanme clear that Garth was not to be found anywhere in the dimprecincts of
the tenple proper, and giving due consideration to the fact that the overman
was a newconer to Ur-Dornmul k who coul d scarcely have known of secret exits,
Sedri k had no choice but to conclude that Garth had taken the stair to the
crypts. Sedrik had his orders, and his own hatred as well, and was eager to
foll owbut no glinmer of light indicated the overnan's presence: surely he
woul d not have ventured into the depths without a light of some kind! Sedrik
had to assume that Garth had either built up a considerable |ead, or turned
corners, or passed through doorways. To pursue himin total darkness would be
reckless to the point of abject stupidity. Therefore, lights were needed, and
Sedrik had to wait with half his conpany at the head of the crypt stairs while
the other half returned to the street to fetch torches or |lanps fromthe
surroundi ng shops.

As he waited, the faint, fetid warnmth that drifted up from bel ow nade
his skin craw .

Finally all his nen were together again, torches in hand. No | anps or



| anterns had been secured, but a plentiful supply of torches intended for
lighting temples and storefronts had been avail able; the rightful owners had
been willing to give themup w thout paynent beyond a prom se of government
reconpense | ater. The possessors of other neans of illum nation had not been
so obliging, and the soldiers had not cared to argue.

Wth one man in four carrying a lighted brand, Sedrik and his party
descended the steps, following in Garth's wake. Sedrik, in his inpatience at
the delay and in his eagerness for battle, tried to hurry the soldiers al ong,
but with limted success. The worn steps, the evil reputation of both the
tenmpl e and the crypts, and the unsteady torchlight all served to keep the pace
down.

At the foot of the first flight, sone of the men sighed audibly with
relief; Sedrik paid themno mnd but noved forward nore briskly, now that the
floor was solid underfoot.

They passed through the gray room the red, and into the bl ack; here one
of the nen whispered, "Shh! | think |I hear sonething!"

Sedri k gave the command to halt and held up a hand for silence. H's nen
obeyed, and all Iistened.

Uncertain, they | ooked at one anot her

"Do you hear it, commander?" one rmurmured.

Sedri k nodded, reluctantly.

"What is it?" another asked.

Sedri k shrugged.

"'Tis the heartbeat of the god!" soneone said.

" Dhazh?"

"That's only a nyth!"

Sedri k spoke at last. "This sound is no nmyth; we all hear it. Perhaps it
is what first gave rise to the tales of Dhazh's existence. | suspect it to be
an underground waterfall; after all, we must be near Denmhe here, and no one
knows where its bottom may be, or where its waters cone and go."

"I don't hear anything," a soldier at the back confessed.

"Then it's your hearing that's at fault, for the sound is there," one of
his conrades retorted.

"Whatever it is, nmen," Sedrik said, "it is no concern of ours, wherever
it cones from It may well be beyond the walls of the crypts entirely. | doubt
that anything could fit into these roons that we would not be able to handl e;
certainly the nonster-god of the old | egends could not squeeze beneath this
roof!" He gestured at the |ow ceiling; someone chuckl ed, which pleased Sedri k.
He saw about an even nmix of smiles and worried | ooks; that was worse than he
had hoped, but better than he had expected. Even the best fighters could be
di scouraged by enpty darkness and narrow passages.

"W go on," he said. "W have an overman to catch.”

They noved on down the I ength of the black chamber in formation, six
ranks of two, with Sedrik to one side of the second rank. At the door at the
i nner end, the first rank bal ked. The forenost torchbearer, in the second rank
at Sedrik's elbow, held his light high and forward, its flame spattering on
the ceiling, its snmoke | ost against the black stone, its light spilling down
the second stair.

"I cannot see the bottom conmmander," the torchbearer reported.

Sedri k stepped forward and peered over the shoul der of one of the first
pair. "And | cannot see the overnman, nor have we seen anywhere he m ght have
turned. W go on." He noticed, but did not nention, that the faint roaring-the
god' s heartbeat-seenmed to be coming up the stairway from somewhere bel ow

"We don't know what's down there!" another soldier protested.

"The overman is down there!" Sedrik said, repressing the urge to bell ow
as if on a parade ground; there was no knowi ng how far an echo m ght carry,
and he had no desire to alert Garth to his presence. "I see no sign of any
danger, save that one of you clumsy fools night stunble and crack his skull on
the steps."” Despite his anger, Sedrik inmmediately regretted those words; they
woul d only serve to make his nmen nore nervous, which would in turn nake their



descent still slower and nore cautious. "W have orders, fromthe overlord
hinsel f, to hunt down and kill this inhuman foreigner. He's somewhere bel ow,
and | intend to find him Now, conme on!" He pushed past the | eaders and
started down, thinking to hinself that he should have taken the | ead position
right fromthe first.

Rel uctantly, his nen foll owed.

The I ength of the stair eventually becane daunting even to Sedrik; he
heard his nen muttering unhappily when the rearnmost torchbearer had | ost al
sight of the top, but he forced hinmself onward, determned to show no fear in
front of his subordinates, and resolved that he could face any dangers that an
overman could face. The distant rhythm c runbl e becane nore distinct as they
went on; Sedrik had hoped that they would pass its source and lose it, but so
far there had been no sign of that happening.

It was fortunate, he thought, that the stair remmined barely w de enough
to march two abreast; had they been forced into single file, he knew that his
men woul d have been even nore anxi ous.

At | ast the conpany reached the short corridor and, with visible relief,
continued on, up the ascendi ng steps beyond. They energed into the |long gray
roomat the top of the final stair, and the beating sound was clearly audible
even over the rattle of arnor and their heavy footsteps. Sedrik stopped and
rai sed his hand for silence; the nmen stopped, the first rank just inside the
chanmber, the rest still arrayed upon the stairs.

He was not absolutely certain, but Sedrik thought he had at | ast
glinpsed a dimlight sonewhere in the darkness ahead. He pointed to the torch
nearest him and nmade a passing notion; its bearer understood and obeyed,
passing it back to the nen farthest down the steps, who held it and the two
ot her torches down |ow so as to disturb the darkness at the far end of the
chanber as little as possible.

Sedrik stared into the gl oom shading his eyes against the glare from
behi nd, and made out that there was indeed a |ight ahead, just beyond a w de
door way.

The Iight was not noving; whatever the overman had come for, he had
presumably found it. Sedrik did not think he had nerely paused to rest; the
natural place to do that would have been at the foot of the long stair, or the
top of the last.

Unl ess, the commander thought, yet another stair
and the overman had paused before tackling it.

Still a third possibility occurred to Sedrik. The overman m ght have
brought nore than one |ight and abandoned this one when it burned |l ow. Staring
at it, Sedrik observed that it was low, far dimer than any of his own three
torches, which had burned al nbst to stubs.

"Change torches," he whispered, reninded of their state.

Wrd was passed down the steps, and three new torches were |ighted,
flaring up brightly; the old were stanmped out and cast aside.

The presence of the doorway was not hel pful; Sedrik had no way of
knowi ng what |ay beyond it. Marching his nmen in w thout further investigation
woul d be stupid and reckless. He was tenpted to go forward hinsel f and scout
it out, but that was not a conmander's job, and he knewit. If he were to
stick his head through the door and be slain, his men would flee; if another
were to do the same, Sedrik knew he could fire up the survivors with a | ust
for vengeance and lead themto the attack

Rel uctantly, he signaled for one man to step forward.

"Nal ba," Sedrik whispered, "I want you to go and see what's beyond the
door there." He pointed. "Be careful about it; | don't want you killed. If the
overman's in there and you have a chance, junp himand call for help; we'll
cone. If you don't think you can get him or if he sees you com ng, you cone
back here and tell nme. If he's not there, conme back and report; don't do
anything foolish." Sedrik pointed to the mace on the soldier's back. "Use that
if you can; it's harder to parry than a sword, and overmen are strong. You're
nore likely to keep himbusy with that than with your sword, even if you can't

ay beyond the door,



kill him Have you got all that?"

Nal ba nodded silently, then crept cautiously past his comander and down
the I ength of the room unslinging the heavy nmace as he went, so that it was
ready in his hand when he reached the arch.

He peered through, and saw the lanp flickering on the floor. He glinpsed
the tapering columm and thought for an instant that it was the overman,
crouched to spring. He swng back out of the way; then, when no attack cane,
he inched forward again.

This time he made out the colum's nature nore clearly and determ ned
that it was not an immedi ate threat. He advanced, slowy and carefully, into
the room

Behi nd the door, Garth watched and waited.

Nal ba paused a few paces in, just short of the trough encircling the
central pedinent, and peered around into the darkness. He saw not hi ng-no
overman and no way out of the room

A chill ran through him despite the chanber's nmuggy warnth, as the
noti on arose that the overman they pursued had vani shed by neans of sorcery.

Hs first thought was to run back and tell the marshal that the overnan
had di sappeared into thin air. He stopped hinsel f, however, and tried to think
it through.

It was undeni able that, as far as he could tell, the roomwas enpty of
everyt hing but dust, shadows, and the abandoned | anp; but he could not see al
of the room Sedrik would be disappointed in himif he were to turn and | eave
now, and if it were later discovered that the overman was hi di ng behi nd sone
secret panel lost in the gl oom

Besi des, he saw no actual danger.

Mace held out before him Nal ba began to nmake his way around the room
poki ng his weapon at the wall every so often and peering into the shadows. He
cane at last to the deep darkness behind the broad door and paused; any
conceal ed opening there would just |ead back out into the | ong chanber, but he
knew he should check it for the sake of conpleteness. Sonething about it made
hi m nervous; he thought he saw sonething glinting, or heard sonethi ng
breat hi ng, or perhaps both. He could not be sure of his sight in the unsteady
light and clinging darkness, or of his hearing while the dull throbbing
pounded on his ears, or of his thoughts in the foul, noist air of the chamnber.

If the overman were hiding there behind the door, Nalba told hinself, he
woul d have junped out and cut ny throat |ong ago. The soldier prodded with his
nace.

Steel flashed, and the tip of a sword slipped between his chin and the
t hr oat pi ece of his hel net.

"One word, human, and | sever your head," Garth warned.

Nal ba froze, fighting a sudden urge to swallow, his teeth clenched to
hold in a scream

"Put the mace down, slowy and quietly,"” the overman said.

Nal ba tried to obey; he |owered the head, but was unable to handle the
wei ght of the weapon. The metal ball struck the stone paving with an audi ble
thud, and the terrified sol dier discovered that he could not reach down any
farther to place the handle on the floor. If he dropped it, it would rattle;
if he bent down, the sword would be forced into his gullet.

Garth grasped the situation and said, "Drop it." He did not see how it
could matter; anything |istening would have heard the sound of the nmace's head
falling.

Rel i eved, Nal ba dropped the mace; the handle rolled down and clicked
agai nst the stone.

That done, the two stared at each other, Garth seeing a shadowy backlit
figure wearing the green uni formand bronze hel net of Ur-Dornul k's sol diery,
whi l e Nal ba could see nothing but a great black shape holding a sword at his
throat. A few inches of the blade caught a stray glinmer fromthe fallen | anp,
and the soldier thought he could make out sonething shiny and red where his
captor's eyes should have been



At the head of the stair, Sedrik had been watching Nal ba's actions as
best he could. He had seen the soldier begin his circuit of the chanber,
vani shing to one side, returning to visibility for a brief nonment as he
crossed back into Sedrik's line of sight to the rear wall, and then
di sappeari ng agai n along the other side.

Nal ba seemed to be taking plenty of tine to search the second side,
Sedri k thought; then he heard the thud, just barely audi ble over the steady
beati ng sound, of the mace hitting the floor

Sonet hi ng was wong, Sedrik was sure. He did not know what, but one
possibility was obvious: the overman had been hiding there and had caught
Nal ba by surprise and cut his throat so quickly that he had no tinme to cry
out. The nonster had not managed to catch the mace before it fell, though, and
that m ght prove his undoi ng.

Sedri k knew there were other explanations avail able, but he was certain
that this was what had happened. He ordered his men, "Wapons at ready!"

Swords slid from scabbards, shields were raised, the thongs of naces
were | ooped around wrists, crossbows were cocked and | oaded-.all as silently
as the dozen men could contrive. Sedrik unslung his war axe, hefted it with
his left hand, and drew his sword with his right. The deep throbbing covered
much of the noise they made.

Still, Garth heard sonething other than the beating. He had intended a
| ei surely questioning of his captive, using |long pauses to increase the nan's
nervousness, but he suddenly realized he m ght not have tinme for that.

"Are you al one?" he asked.

Nal ba stared, petrified, unable to nod, not wanting to shake his head in
a truthful answer, lest it enrage the nonster that held the sword.

In the long hall, Sedrik whispered, "Something's gotten Nalba; it mnust

have surprised himsonehow. | don't know if it's the overman or not, but it
probably is. | don't want himto surprise us. If we charge in there at ful
speed, we may startle himout of attacking; then we'll be able to see where he

is and fight himfairly. Understood?"

Most of the men nodded; he ignored those who did not. They would foll ow
al ong and do well enough, he was sure.

"W want to catch himoff guard, so no yelling until we're through the
door; then you can bellow your lungs out if you want. We're going to run in
there and kill himbefore he knows what's happeni ng. R ght?"

This time alnost all of his nen nodded.

"Cood. On the count of three, then. One..."

Garth pressed the point of his sword forward slightly, forcing Nalba's
head back. "You're not alone, then. How nany of you are there?"

Nal ba noved back a step, but the gleam ng bl ade foll owed, keeping the
pressure on his throat. H's head was tilted so far back that the base of his
hel met was di gging into his neck.

"How many?" Garth insisted. "Five? Ten?"

Nal ba managed to shake his head.

Sedri k advanced a step, allowing the rest of his men to cone up off the
stair and into the room He half-turned toward the door beyond and raised his
sword. "Two," he said.

"Twenty?" Garth denmanded, his voice slipping into a grow .

"Three!" Sedrik breathed. He charged toward the open door

Nal ba was trying to take another step back, his head forced up by the
sword so that he could no | onger see the floor, when one of the slow beats
ended, allow ng both Nalba and Garth to hear the clinking of netal and the
poundi ng of booted feet running toward them Hoping that the overman-if it was
i ndeed an overman that held the blade to his neck-would be distracted, Nalba
groped for the hilt of his sword and tried to tw st aside.

Garth was not sufficiently distracted to forget his prisoner; he saw the
hand reaching for the belt, though he could not clearly see what weapon hung
there. He knew that the man nmight be of value as a hostage, but he m ght also



be dangerous, since Garth had no time to bind him The overman coul d not
afford to divide his attention. Unhappily, he ramred his sword forward,

t hrough the human's throat; it scraped past the spine and thunked agai nst the
back of the bronze hel net.

The soldier died without a sound; Garth pulled the sword out and sank
back into his shadowy corner, letting the corpse fall to the floor with a
sodden thunmp. The hel met bounced off and rolled noisily to one side.

An instant later a streamof nmen burst into the chanber, steel bl ades
flashing in every direction; the first stunmbled over the |anp and sent it
spi nning away toward the far wall

Startled by the nunber of foes, despite what Nal ba had indicated, Garth
did not wait for themall to arrive and surround him he braced his back
agai nst the wall behind himand kicked out with all his strength at the carved
door.

It squealed in protest, but slammed with satisfying force into two of
t he humans; one went sprawling off to the side, within the circular chanber,
and the other was knocked back agai nst his advanci ng conpani ons, gashing
hi nsel f on an uprai sed sword.

A second kick closed the door, and Garth braced hinsel f against it,
knowi ng as he did so that a solid blow of an axe fromthe other side m ght
injure or even kill him

Not counting the bl eeding corpse on the floor, six or perhaps seven nen
were in the roomwith him the shadows made an exact count very difficult. One
held a snol dering torch. Al carried weapons. One was down for the nonent,
bow ed over by the door; he had dropped a crossbow, but still gripped a sword.

Three held swords and shields, one had a mace and a sword, another bore
a mace and the torch while a sword hung on his belt, and the last-there were
seven, Garth realized-was coning at the overnan with a rai sed axe.

Garth had no tine for finesse; he raised his sword and | unged forward,
nmeeting the axe-wielder's attack with his own. The bl ade slid between the
man's ribs and stood out fromhis back, gleaming wetly red in the flaring

torchlight.
Sedri k had underesti mated the overman's reach, and had not been aware of
hi s superhuman speed at all until it was too late. He felt the sword go into

hi m above the belly, and knew he had m sjudged. Hi s mouth gaped open, bl ood
froma pierced lung gurgling in his throat, and he made a desperate try with
his axe, swinging wildly. Hs right armfell aside and went linp; his sword
clattered to the floor

The arc of the axe brought it down across Garth's sword arm grazing it,
but doing little real danage; then Sedrik sagged and fell.

Garth pulled his blade free in time to face the charge of a
mace-w el ding soldier on his right and a shielded swordsman on his left. He
ducked back and to the left, letting the mace slaminto the wooden door
hopi ng the spi kes woul d becorme caught; splinters flew, but the mace scraped
onwar d.

The swordsman was being cautious, his shield limting his nmovenent, and
m ssed an opportunity to strike at the overman as Garth slid back off the door
and around to the soldier's right. Startled by the overnman's speed and fool ed
by the common human idea that |arge size nmeant slow reactions, the swordsman
was still turning to face his opponent when Garth gripped the axe in his left
hand and brought it around.

The soldier flinched back and the axe missed his right arm but his
sword was knocked fromhis grasp. The axe continued on and bit into the side
of the shield with a | oud thunk

Sei zing the opportunity, Garth used the axe to force the shield down and
ran his sword into the man's face

The mace was com ng down for another blow as Garth yanked his sword from
t he shield-bearer's eye; the overnan nmet the descendi ng weapon with his bl ade.

The parry was successful, but Garth could see that the sword was badly
not ched-Galt's sword, he renmenbered, not his own-and he could feel the neta



straining as he forced the mace back. He pulled at his axe, using his left
knee to knock the shield away. The other two shiel dnen were advancing on his
left, he saw, he turned, and a crossbow quarrel whirred past his face, then
went spinning fromthe wall beyond. The fallen bowran had recovered his
weapon.

Garth did not worry about that; the man woul d have to rel oad before he
could fire again, and rel oading a crossbow was sl ow work, particularly when
lying on the floor. The weapon was designed to be held between the knees and
braced agai nst the ground, with the feet hol ding down the crosspiece.

Soneone was banging and calling on the other side of the door; Garth

ignored that as well. Three men were down, dead or nearly so, but five were
still trying to kill him

A small part of his mnd, unconcerned with the battle, wondered who
t hese nen were and why they had come after himand tried to kill him Al wore

the uniformof the city guard; that worried him Tenple guards or warrior
priests he m ght have expected, but this party |ooked official. He hoped that
the overlord had not sent them He had no desire to antagonize Ur-Dormul k's
rul er. Perhaps, he thought, it was all a m sunderstanding.

The two surviving shieldmen were advanci ng confident of their safety
behi nd their heavy protection, and Garth deci ded that they needed a
denonstration of his strength, something that woul d damage their confidence
and thereby dimnish the threat they presented. He noved |left, away fromthe
mace and its wi elder. The shieldnen turned and kept their swords weaving,
| ooking for an opening; the man with the mace stunbl ed when a swing nmet no
resi stance and stepped back to recollect hinself.

Wth himout of the way for a few seconds, Garth hel d one shiel dman back
with his sword and brought his axe down on the other in a | ong overhand snash,
like the swing of a sledgehamer, with as nuch of his strength behind it as he
could rmuster. He had to angle the blow to avoid hitting the |ow ceiling.

The axe split the man's sword in two, the tip spinning away to the side,
the hilt dropping frominpact-nunbed fingers, and drove on downward, hacki ng
into the riveted steel shield as if it were rotten wood. Had the soldier not
had it securely strapped to his arm he would have dropped that, as well.

Di sarmed and terrified, the man fell back, wenching his shield off the
axe and saving Garth the trouble of having to free his enbedded weapon. That
left the other shieldman's right flank unguarded. Garth sent the axe choppi ng
si deways, behind the shield. It scraped across nmail, but did not cut.

Still, the shieldman was di sconcerted now He turned his armto fend off
the axe, and Garth's sword slid into his left arnpit, making good use of the
overman's superior reach and speed.

Behind Garth, the door started to open again, and he slamed it shut
with his foot, throwi ng hinself off balance for a nonment, unable to pursue the
nmonent ary advant age he had gai ned. The mace-wi el der came at him again; Garth
turned, parried the mace with his axe, nmet sword with sword, and drove both
back by sheer strength. Wen he had forced the soldier's arnms up so that the
man had to retreat or fall backward, Garth pulled the axe down the shaft of
the mace and twi sted, yanking the mace fromthe human's weakened grip.

While he did this, however, his left side presented an open invitation
to the two shiel dnen; the one who still held his sword gat hered enough courage
to accept and |unged forward.

Garth dodged, so that the bl ade scraped across his back, gouging him
slightly but not penetrating deeply. He brought his left arm sw ngi ng back and
caught his attacker on the right shoulder. The man w thdrew, wary of |osing
sword, sword arm or both.

That permitted the overman to force his way past the guard of his
now- macel ess opponent and drive his sword into the man's shoul der. The sol dier
gasped as Garth's blade w thdrew and bl ood spurted; he fell back, dropping his
own remai ni ng weapon.

Garth was working hinself up into a state of unreasoning fury; in
consequence, when he saw the unarnmed maceman fall back, he gave no thought to



subtlety, but swng around to face the shieldnmen-and the other nmace-w el der
now advancing to join the' attack-head on. "Fool s!" he shouted, breaking his
si | ence.

"I nhuman nonster!" soneone replied.

The crossbowrman was still on the floor, apparently just watching; the
i njured maceman was upright but unarmed and al so seened content to play
spectator. The axeman, the first shield-carrier, and the original advance
scout were all down for good. That left Garth facing three opponents, one of
them tw ce wounded, with no reinforcements ready to junp to their aid.

That meant he no | onger needed to be cautious; no one was going to sneak
up on hi munexpectedly. He roared wordl essly and brought his axe arcing
overhead, barely missing the low ceiling, to smash through a human skull. The
man tried to parry the blow with the sundered shield he bore, and his arm et
Garth's in md-air. The soldier's forearm broke under the inpact; Garth
recei ved a bruise, but the axe continued on and spl attered bl ood and brains
across the next man over.

The shi el dman dropped, and Garth faced two terrified opponents. The
fight had gone out of thenm they were retreating, staying out of his reach. To
one side, the unarnmed sol dier was struggling to open the door and escape. The
crossbowran had finally gotten to his feet, but showed no interest in anything
but flight.

Garth took a step forward, pursuing the eneny. They stepped back; one
stunbl ed over the trough around the central colum and dropped the torch. The
flame flickered and went out as the burning tip |anded, hissing, in the dark
fluid. The only remaining |light was the faint glow of the oil lanp, stil
burning where it lay against the far wall

Garth tried to lift his foot to take another step forward, but something
prevented him sonething was gripping his ankle. He | ooked down.

Sedri k was not dead; he supported hinself on one el bow, his axe clutched
in that hand, while his other clutched at Garth's | eg. Blood was seeping from
his closed mouth. He was trying to lift hinself up and raise the axe to
strike, his novenments uncoordi nated and feeble.

Garth stared at himin surprise for a second, then decided that,
nortal |y wounded as he was, the nman was of no consequence. He thrust his foot
forward despite the encunbrance upon it.

Sedrik's grip did not |oosen; instead he was dragged forward, and Garth
turned again to | ook at him

The maceman who had dropped the torch saw his opportunity; he danced in
and nade a desperate, wild, sideways swi ng. The heavy spi ked ball caught
Garth's sword where it had been notched, snapping the bl ade off.

Garth whirled back and roared in anger. That was not his sword! Galt
woul d be annoyed, he knew. He swung his axe and saw it bite deep into the
sol dier's chest, grating against bone.

It did not come free when he tried to pull it back. He attenpted to step
forward, the better to brace hinself, and found that Sedrik was still clanped
onto his ankle. Enraged beyond all thought, he released his axe, letting the
dying soldier fall to the ground with the weapon still in him then flung
aside the broken hilt of Galt's sword, reached down with both hands, and
yanked Sedrik free.

The man's mouth opened and bl ood spilled out. "Mnster," he tried to
say; the word emerged as a croaking gurgle. He struggled to lift and swing his
axe.

Garth saw that the man was obviously dying, too weak to be anything but
a m nor annoyance; infuriated, he flung Sedrik away in the general direction
of the surviving soldiers.

At that instant the door burst open and light poured in fromthe
remai ni ng torches, allowing Garth to see clearly what next took place.

Sedri k's body slamed agai nst the central columm, his arm fl opping and
the bl ade of the axe bit into the yell owed substance of the thing the cut
penetrating the tubule whence the black fluid oozed. Three great drops



spattered forth across the steel head of the weapon, and the beating stopped.

For a nonent nothi ng nore happened; the conbatants, human and over man,
in the inner chanber or the long hall, all froze in astonishment.

"Cods, " soneone said.

A |l ow runbl e sounded, far different fromthe earlier sound, and the
beating returned-but not as the tortuously slowthing it had been before. The

new sound was higher in pitch, but still bone-shakingly deep; it was nmuch
| ouder, and faster as well, a single beat now taking no nore than a few
seconds.

One of the soldiers in the outer roomturned and ran; Garth heard others
novi ng uncertainly.

A new sound added itself to the racket, a loud runble; Garth felt the
floor vibrate beneath him Somewhere, sonething broke with a sharp cracking.
The wounded maceman Garth had di sarned screaned and ran, and others followed
hi m

More runblings sounded, and the throbbing grew still |ouder and faster
as if whatever creature possessed the mighty heartbeat were awakening from
sl eep. The floor shifted, then seemed to drop a few inches beneath Garth's
feet; he saw that the colum was sinking downward out of sight.

Then it paused, with only the uppernost foot still show ng, and the
runbl i ngs subsided for a nonment; the heartbeat continued unabated. Garth had a
sensation of know ng that sonething was about to occur w thout know ng what it
woul d be.

The remai ning soldiers who were still capable of fleeing did so during
this brief interval, but Garth resolved to stay where he was. He had cone to
this place seeking a nmagi cal device of great power, and it was possible that
t he shaking of the earth and the m ghty runblings and beating were sonmehow
connected with it.

At his feet lay three corpses; just ahead lay Sedrik, still twtching
slightly, his eyes open and staring at the overman. The various novenents of
the roomhad left himlying on the floor free of the strange colum, his axe
still clutched in his hand.

Then the runbling began again. Wth an i mense crashing, the col um.

t hrust upward, splitting the floor of the chanber into scattered shards and
sendi ng Garth back against the wall. The wall itself turned and gave, and he
fell back into dark enptiness; all around him he could hear the grinding of
stone on stone and the sound of breaking rock. Hot, fetid air rushed past him
He had a final glinpse as he fell of a vast nmonstrosity rising up before him
its hideous visage twenty feet across. Flat, golden eyes gl eaned from sunken
bl ack sockets on either side of a great curving nose-horn, its tip broken and
oozing dark fluid. Garth recognized that horn; its upper end had been the
mysterious colum. Here, then, was the beast whose heartbeat he had foll owed,
awakened and unl eashed.

A piece of rubble snashed agai nst the back of his head, and he saw
not hi ng nore.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

Garth awoke with sunlight warmon his face, and with no i dea of where he was.
He lay sprawl ed across a small heap of rubble, a sharp stone digging into the
back of one thigh, his head hangi ng down off the edge of sonething, his whole
body tipped at an unconfortabl e angle.

He lifted his head with effort, closing his eyes against the glare of
light, and shifted his leg off the point that gouged it. Wth a little
struggling, he managed to get himself sitting upright, then opened his eyes
and | ooked about.

He was perched on a slab of broken pavenent-or perhaps a broken
wal | -that lay atop a nound of debris, three or four feet high. This pile was
one of many, in varying sizes, scattered across a broad stone floor. Most of



t he wreckage was al so stone, but Garth saw netal scraps, shards of tile, bits
of wood, fragments of furniture, the remains of various tapestries, drapes,
carpets, and hangi ngs, and at |east one human body, that of one of the
sol di ers he had fought, half-buried in a pile near his own. He and the heaps
of rubble were all scattered about an i mense chanber, but nost of the walls
were | ost in shadow, and he could not guess what the chanber m ght be, or
where. Only one section of the far wall was in full sunlight, a small area
centered on an arched doorway. A yellow synbol gl eaned brightly on the black
door; it seened fanmiliar, but Garth did not recognize it.

The uneven light and drifting dust made it difficult to judge the size
of the place, but Garth estimated that it was a good fifty feet to the far
wal | .

He turned around to see what |ay behind him and di scovered that he was
only a few feet fromthe wall. He saw no door, no w ndows, and wondered where
the sunlight was coming from He | ooked up

The room extended upward incredibly far, easily a hundred feet; graceful
col ums soared out fromthe walls into el aborate vaulting, the details lost in
di stance and shadow. Much of that vaulting was in disarray; a |arge section of
the roof was missing and, Garth realized, a large part of the wall directly
behi nd hi mwas gone as well. He had not noticed it sooner because the wall was
intact to a height of twelve or fifteen feet, but fromthat point up, nost of
it was gone.

That expl ai ned where nost of the rubble had conme from

The sunlight was spilling in through the break, and the steep angle
i ndicated the middle part of the day-though Garth could not be certain which
day it was. Dust was drifting everywhere, sparkling and blurring in the beans
of light; surely, Garth told hinself, it would have settled if nore than one
day, or at nost two, had passed since the wall was shattered.

The overman considered his situation. He had no clear idea where he was;
he coul d not even be certain he was still in U -Dormul k, but the presence of
the dead soldier inplied that Garth was still wherever he had fallen when the
i mense honed nonster had burst up from beneath. It seemed reasonable to
assune that the break in the wall and roof had been nade by the creature. O
t he beast itself, however, there was no trace, save a faint, lingering,
unpl easant odor; the sound of its heartbeat was gone. The silence, in fact,
was nearly total; Garth felt as if he could hear his own breathing, his own
heart beat, and perhaps even the faint hiss of the dust sifting down onto the
stones. The air, too, was alnobst still; no wind could be heard bl owi ng around
t he broken col unms over head.

That did not necessarily nean that he was safe fromthe nonster; it
ni ght be lurking just beyond the walls.

Al most anything m ght be out there, Garth thought. He had no way of
knowi ng that there had been only one nonster. Even |eaving nonsters aside, he
coul d reasonably assunme that any humans he might find would be hostile. After
all, he had been attacked for no reason he knew of, and now any survivors
m ght consi der himresponsi ble for awakening the creature-though Garth was
sure it had been the blow of the human's axe on the thing's horn that had done
t hat .

He could not in good faith deny all responsibility. He had been
i nvestigati ng where he was not wel come, and perhaps he had interfered in
things best left alone. He had not, he had to admit, known what he was doing.
He had apparently been the indirect cause of nore destruction; it seened that
ever since he had first touched the Sword of Bhel eu, he brought destruction
wher ever he went.

That was not of immediate concern, however. He had no desire to sit
where he was all day. The sun was reassuringly warm He was stiff and sore,
with several mnor wounds, but he was well rested and thirsty. It was tine to
be up and about.

Garth stretched, hoping that the novenment woul d not reopen any of the
cuts he had received in the fighting and his fall, and clinbed down off the



sl ab.

He | ooked hinself over carefully; he still wore his mail, which was
dented and twi sted here and there, with several broken |inks. The black netal
was stained brown in several places, but Garth did not think any of the blood
was his own.

H s breeches, too, were bloodied but intact, though no one would ever
again take themfor new. One | eg had cone untucked fromhis boot top; he
stuffed it back in.

The boots thensel ves seemed sound, but sonething had gashed one of them

across the instep; Garth doubted it was still watertight.
H s sword, axe, and helnmet were gone, but his belt was still in place
and his dagger still in its sheath; he was not conpletely unarmed. He recalled

that the sword-Galt's sword-had been broken. That was unfortunate.

Not hi ng remai ned of his surcoat but tatters; he renmoved them Hi s cloak
was m ssi ng.

He gl anced around, seeing nothing but broken stone, scattered debris,
drifting dust, and sunlight. There was no sign of life, nothing that could be
consi dered threatening. He decided to take a conplete inventory. Slowy, he
renoved his coat of mail.

The ganbeson beneath was filthy, soaked through with sweat and bl ood,
and pierced in several places, though Garth could not remenber feeling
anything stab through it. He untied it and began to peel it off.

Bl ood had clotted inside it, and yanked painfully at his fur and flesh
as he tore the garnent away, but at |ast he managed to get it off.

He | ooked hinmself over, tugging here and there at matted patches of his
sparse black fur. He found half a dozen scratches, none of which he could
renenber receiving. Al were healing adequately, though he had reopened at
| east one when he renoved the ganbeson. Brui ses were nbre numerous; one armin
particul ar ached.

He had nothing to clean his wounds with, save his own saliva; he
noi stened one of the scraps fromhis surcoat in his nmouth and then dabbed at
the cuts with it. He had kept nedicinal salves in a pouch on his belt, but
that was missing; he was not sure what had happened to it. Only his dagger
remai ned on his belt; the pouch and his purse were gone. A wild slash m ght
have cut the pursestrings and the strap that held the pouch, he thought; he
had been fortunate that such a blow had not done far worse, if that was what
had occurr ed.

Though the sun had seened al nbost hot on his face when he first awoke, he
found himself growing chilly with only his fur protecting his chest and back;
reluctantly, he donned the stiff, stained ganbeson again and pulled the
battered mail back on

That done, he considered his next step

He had several things he wanted to do. He wanted to find the Book of
Sil ence, do whatever he could to damage the cult of Aghad, and see what had
becorme of the nonster, whether it had gone on a ranpage or just settled down
qui etly somewhere. He felt responsible for it and hoped that it had not done
too much damage. He had caused nore than enough death and destruction al ready,
wi thout the aid of any nonsters. He might also want to investigate the attack
on him to find out whether the overlord had sent those soldiers. |If he had,
retaliation mght be called for. Garth had cone to U -Dormul k on a peacef ul
errand-rel atively peaceful, at any rate, vengeful though it was-and the
troubl e had begun only when he was attacked wi thout warning or cause.

If the nonster was on a ranpage, he mght want to do somet hi ng about
that, too-but he was not about to try to defeat anything that large without a
great deal of help, preferably magical

Al of that could wait, however, because his first priority, as always,
was survival. He did not know where he was; he was stranded here w thout food
or water or decent weapons.

Wat er seened |ike the nost inportant concern. He had the dagger and no
vi sible foes, so weapons were not urgent, and if he grew sufficiently



desperate for food, there was the corpse of the soldier. He hoped that it
woul d not cone to that. He had never eaten human flesh, nor wanted to; no
overman had, so far as he knew, despite what sone of the nastier human | egends
suggested. The idea of eating what had once been a fellow sentient being was
slightly revolting. Still, if it came to a choice of that or starvation, he
did not intend to starve.

Water, then, was what he had to find.

If he was still where he thought he was, in Ur-Dormul k, then water
shoul d be avail abl e one way or another. He had not forgotten that |ake.

He saw no sign of water in the vast chamber about him however. He woul d
have to find a way out.

He | ooked up at the broken wall and the m ssing section of roof. He
could, if he had to, | eap high enough to pull hinmself up to the bottom of the
openi ng-but he was not at all sure that he wanted to. He could not be certain
that he would be able to go nuch farther fromthere. Furthernore, if there
were enem es or nonsters anywhere about, they would, he thought, probably be
in that direction.

The door on the far side of the room ]l ooked nore prom sing. He had no
i dea where it led, but at the very least, it pronised a nore conplete shelter
than the great, broken chamber. It was a sign of civilization, and
civilization could not exist w thout water.

It occurred to himthat he was far below the level of the city
streets-assuning that he had awoken where he had fallen. He had been deep in
the crypts beneath and behind the tenple and had, he was sure, fallen stil
farther. This door, then, whatever it was, was also part of the crypts rather
than part of the city.

He wonder ed whether he was bel ow the | evel of the | ake; he had descended
a goodly distance, but the |lake itself had been sunk down far beneath the
city. If he was below the water line, then it would be wi ser to turn and head
upward; the nonster might have damaged the walls enough for water to find its
way through the ruins at any time, and he might be trapped and drowned.

Even as he thought of this possibility Garth dism ssed it, wthout
knowi ng exactly why. He intended to investigate the door. He felt hinself
drawn to it by something nore than sinple curiosity.

Besides, he told hinmself, if the chanber did flood, he would be able to
swi mout through the break in the wall and at |east he would not die of
thirst.

He began picking his way cautiously across the pavenent, dodging the
scattered heaps of rubble and watching for any place that |ooked as if it
m ght crack beneath his weight; the thought that the nonster m ght have
damaged the structure of the crypt nmade hi m suddenly very suspicious of its
stability. He | ooked up at the vaulting overhead, and around at the walls,
trying to learn as nmuch as he coul d about this place where he found hinsel f.

The hall was square, or nearly so, and about sixty feet on a side, he
judged. The walls began curving i nward about a hundred feet up, and the peak
of the central vault was another twenty or thirty feet above that. The broken
si de appeared to have been smashed outward all at once-undoubtedly by the
horned nonster. Garth regretted that; it was one nore act of destruction that
could be laid to his account.

The architecture was rather odd, in that there was no ornanmentation
above eye level save the vaulting-if that could be considered ornanentation
It was not needlessly el aborate. There were no galleries, no sign that there
had ever been hangi ngs or any other display. The room was bare and col dly
functional, which seened very peculiar in so vast a space. A chanmber this size
was surely built to be ostentatious, Garth thought, yet it showed no sign of
ostentation beyond its size.

As he passed the center of the chanber he noticed that the floor seened
slightly warner there, and the air fouler, with a vague fetidness about it.
That was, he guessed, because the |l eviathan had stood in this spot while it
sl ept, presumably throughout the city's recorded history.



Wth that, it seened plain that this immense hall had existed solely to
house the creature; it had been the cage wherein the creature was pent. That
woul d explain its dinmensions and architecture; nothing else Garth could think
of would do so as well

Realizing this, Garth grew slightly uneasy. Wat if, after so long a
resi dence here, the nonster considered this its home? How would it deal with
any piddling little pest, such as an overman, that it found here upon its
return? Most likely, Garth thought, it would stanp himflat, if it had feet in
proportion to its head. He felt instinctively for his weapons.

Sword and axe were gone, as he already knew, he had only the dagger on
his belt.

It didn't matter, he told hinmself. The nonster would barely notice his
best blow with either axe or broadsword. Human enenies he could handle with
t he dagger or whatever weapons he might find, if there were not too nany of
them at any one tinme, and the nonster he couldn't handle at all with any
ordi nary weapon. He gl anced back at the breached wall, wondering what the
creature had done to Ur-Dormul k and what had become of the city's people.

What ever had happened, there was nothing he could do about it. He
stepped forward and studi ed the door he had cone to investigate.

It was not |arge; he would have to duck to pass through it. It was made
of some dull black substance, not ebony, though it appeared to be wood. The
yel  ow synmbol, only a single character, was etched upon it in bright netal -not
pure gold, Garth was sure, as the hue was nore vivid than gold. It was no
nmetal he recogni zed, and the synbol was al so strange-yet sonehow fanmiliar. He
had an uneasy feeling that he had seen it before and that it had not boded
well. He realized he was staring at it and turned his gaze away.

H s hand was on the latch, though he did not remenber putting it there.
It was a very curious latch, made of a metal that gl eaned like silver, yet had
no trace of tarnish, though surely it had been centuries since any nortal hand
had touched it. There was no sinple lever to lift, no bolt to draw, but a
handl e that Garth gripped and squeezed, w thout having consciously figured out
t he mechani sm

He felt the latch rel ease and pushed on the door, only belatedly
t hi nki ng that he was being incautious.

The door gave with a hiss of air, then swung silently back. It did not
squeal or creak, but noved as smobothly as if the hinges had just been oil ed.

Finally growing wary, Garth hesitated on the doorstep. Sonething had
drawn him here, sonething beyond his own curiosity. He did not |ike being
conpelled; he tried to resist the inmpulse to step into the room he glinpsed
t hrough the open portal

Per haps, a part of his mnd whispered, this conpul sion was one of the
signs the King had spoken of; perhaps the power of the Book of Silence, eager
to be rel eased, was drawing himto its hiding place. That was what he had cone
for, and he should follow the urging and seek out its source.

The logic of this swayed him and he took a step forward into the dim
interior. He found hinself in a small chanber, about twelve feet w de and
twenty feet long; thick, dark carpets, coated with dust and noldering with
age, covered the floor, while the tapestries that had draped the walls had
fallen to pieces beneath their own weight, leaving only faded tatters on their
supports. At the far end, a black stone oval hung on the wall, with the sane
sign etched in gold upon it as ornamented the door. Below it stood a small
altar of finely wought gold; to either side of the altar stood tal
candel abra, hol di ng nothing but | ow stubs of wax lost in dust and cobwebs.
There were no wi ndows, and the only |ight was what poured in through the door
Garth's shadow | ay across nuch of the floor, and the altar was buried in
gl oom but the overman coul d see sonething gl eaming palely upon the altar's
upper surface.

Trying to retain some senbl ance of caution, yet strongly drawn, Garth
made his way slowy toward the altar, pausing after each step, weighing his
own wi shes and his own will against the force that pulled at him and all ow ng



hinsel f to yield.

The thing upon the altar, he saw when he had crossed half the | ength of
the room was a mask, of a size to fit a hunan face. He tried to see what it
was meant to represent, but with each step its aspect changed. At first he had
thought it was sinply a human face with a peculiarly hostil e expression; next
it seemed to bear a strange and bitter snmile; seconds later, it was not the
visage of a living man but the white, drawn features of a corpse. At his next
step it showed the marks of advanced decay, swollen and bloated, with remants
of flesh drawn back fromteeth and eyes; then it became the face of a rmumy,
its dry and winkled skin drawn tight over the bone beneath.

Finally, as he stood over the altar and | ooked down full upon the mask
in the shadows of the chanber, it was plainly a representation of a naked
skull, distorted so that it might be worn by a human over a living face.

What ever the thing was, Garth did not like it, yet he found his hand
reaching out for it. He drew back, and for an instant the object seemed not a
mask at all, but the face of the Forgotten King, its eyes lost in shadow, the
wi sp of beard trailing fromits chin, its skin shriveled but still alive

Then it was a skull once nore.

A vagueness seened to be invading Garth's thoughts, not totally unlike
t he sensations he had sonetines felt when holding the Sword of Bhel eu, and he
guessed that this nust be a simlar object of power-presumably the Pallid
Mask, totem of the god of death.

The aversion that should have accompani ed that realization did not cone,
and it took a ferocious effort of will to draw back his hand and keep from
stepping forward and picking up the ghastly thing.

He was not the chosen of The God Whose Nanme |s Not Spoken; he knew that
and asked hinself why he should be drawn to the mask. He wondered if he could
handle it at all; ordinary people were unable to wield the Sword of Bhel eu
and he had seen Glt seriously burn his hands just trying to touch its hilt.

Perhaps, Garth told hinself, the Death-God knew that he woul d be
returning to Skelleth in tinme and seeing the Forgotten King. Perhaps, as the
chosen of Bhel eu, he could handle the mask wi thout harm as the King said he
coul d touch the Book of Silence.

O perhaps the Deat h-God was hungry and wanted himto pick up the nask
and die. The overman was quite sure that its nmere touch could be fatal if the
god so chose.

A sudden wave of revul sion swept over him he kicked out at the altar,
hoping to smash it and | ose the hideous nask in the dust.

The gol den franmework tilted back, wobbled, rocked forward, and then fel
back on its side. The mask slid off into the dust, as Garth had wanted, but he
hardly noticed. He was staring at the space where the altar had stood.

The floor beneath the altar was bare stone, nmade of cut bl ocks arranged
in neat rows, and one block, directly beneath the center of the altar, was
mssing. In the gap it left lay a book

The conpul sion that had drawn Garth before was as nothing to the force
that seized himnow, he lunged forward and pulled the thing fromits place of
conceal nent totally w thout thought or volition of his owmn. As soon as his
fingers touched it, he felt an electric tingle run up his arm and the room
seened alive with eerie colored light. The mask no | onger concerned him he
all but forgot its existence as he lifted the Book of Silence.

It was miracul ously light, weighing no nore in his hands than a single
straw. The binding was of sone hide that at first gl ance appeared bl ack, but
had a subtle sheen to it in which other colors could be seen as it was noved;
it had a faint oiliness to it. Garth stared at the book, running his hands
over its surface, and only realized that he had turned and found his way out
of the chapel when bright sunlight washed over the cover, sending a wave of
i ridescence across it.

He forced himself to pause. He had been seeking water, not the Book of
Silence, and had found this thing al nost against his will. It would seemt hat
t he chamber, the nmask, and the book were in all probability the royal chapel



the Pallid Mask, and the Book of Silence-but could he be sure that everything
was what it seenmed? He had been | ed here by mystical force, yet had no
assurance that this was what the Forgotten King had meant by his signs and
portents. This was obviously a book of great power, Garth told hinself, but
could he be so certain that it was the Book of Silence? He took it in one hand
and reached out with the other to open it.

A sudden forebodi ng swept over him and his hand drew back. He paused
agai n.

The thing was playing with him manipul ating his enmotions, making hi mdo
what ever it pleased, rather than what he wanted to do. A surge of anger
seethed up within hin he reached out and opened the book

As he lifted the cover, the characters seenmed to withe on the page
beneath, and he felt a cold breeze, as if it issued fromthe book

The synbols were as stationary as any ordinary witing when he | ooked
directly at them each lying sedately on the page and form ng neat bl ocks that
were words and rows that were sentences. The runes, however, were totally
alien, like nothing he had ever seen before, and he could not read a single
word or recognize a single letter. The shapes hinted at meani ngs sonehow,
sinister and cold neanings, and Garth repressed a shudder

He was unsure how |l ong he stood staring at the inconprehensible runes,
with their subtle suggestions of dark power and evil truths; finally, though,
he tore his eyes away.

H s gaze cane free of the book only after considerable effort; he felt
as if there were sonme physical connection between his eyes and the page, sone
power ful force keeping his head turned toward the text. Wen at |ast he
managed to pull away, he suddenly realized that he was wal ki ng, not standing
still as he had thought. He had noved away fromthe chapel door, across the
chanber toward one of the far corners; furthernore, he saw with a shock that
the sun now hung well to the west of where he had | ast seen it. The patch of
sunlight no I onger brightened the black door; it had swung over to what he
judged to be the northeast corner of the hall, where it illumnated a
lowrelief carving so worn with age that its subject could not be determ ned
with any certainty.

Garth had apparently wal ked so as to keep pace with the sun; he stil

stood in its full light. Frightened, he closed the book w thout daring to | ook
at it again.
When it was safely-shut but still held securely in both hands, he

gl anced about. Nothing in the great chanber had changed except the light. The
scattered piles of debris were undisturbed, and the broach in the wall was
just as he renenbered it. The door to the chapel was cl osed again, though he
had no recollection of shutting it. He no | onger doubted that the room behi nd
hi mwas the Forgotten King's royal chapel and that he held the Book of

Sil ence. The circunstances fitted too well for anything to be otherw se. He
renenbered the King's nmention of posting a guard-for the sake of formand knew
that that guard had been the nonster he and his attackers had awakened. This
vast chanber had been built around it to hold it.

He wondered for a nonment that the leviathan had left as it had, but then
realized that its job was done; the old man had sent himto fetch the book and
had freed the creature of its charge. The Forgotten King had planned the
course of events sonehow, Garth was sure. Signs and portents, indeed!

The carved panel in the northeast corner caught his eye; when he had
entered the chapel, it had been |l ost in shadow and effectively invisible. He
had t hought the walls blank, as nobst of them were.

He studied the surface, but could not nake out what the scene was
intended to represent; there were two figures in it, one tall and straight,

t he ot her short and stooped, standi ng agai nst what had once been a detailed
background but was now just a maze of broken lines. So blurred were the edges
that Garth could not say whether the figures were even nmeant for humans, |et
al one their age, sex, or station. He supposed that the carving was rmuch ol der
than nost of the chanber, to be so badly worn



At one edge, however, one detail renained sharp and clear; a circle was
i nci sed deeply into the stone, and the hand of one figure was stretched out
toward it.

Curious, Garth reached out and felt the knob of stone isolated within
the circle; it gave beneath his fingers.

Startled, he drew his hand back, but a nonment's thought convinced him
that this rmust be an ancient, secret door and that the knob was the trigger
whereby it mght be opened. He had no idea why such a door should be here, but

it seemed very prom sing; after all, he had no idea why nost of what he had
encountered in Ur-Dormul k should be what it was. He did not particularly want
to go cl anbering about the w eckage beyond the broken wall, and he had seen no

back door in the chapel; this appeared to be the only other way out of the
creature's chanber.

He wondered if the Book of Silence, or the power controlling it, or
per haps the Forgotten King, had |l ed himhere intentionally. He guessed that
t he chanmber had been designed in such a way that when the nonster broke out,
t he afternoon sunlight would fall upon this door; he could only inagi ne what
t he anci ent buil ders had been capable of in the way of prophecy, planning, and
engi neering. They might well have foreseen everything that had befallen him
si nce the behenot h awoke.

At any rate, he determined to take advantage of his discovery; he
reached out and pressed the stone knob

Sonet hi ng clicked, and the whol e panel swung back beneath the pressure
of his hand. He peered through at the tunnel beyond.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN

The need for light, far nore than sinple caution, was responsible for Garth's
deci sion to gather what supplies he could fromthe debris in the huge chanber.
The passage he had found, unlike the stair down fromthe abandoned tenple, was
not conveniently equipped with lanmp or torch; he was forced to rummge about
in the weckage for sonmething that woul d serve. He had an idea that he m ght
recover the battered oil lanmp he had had with himin the round chanber, and

t heref ore began his searching in the general vicinity of the dead soldier, on
t he assunption that the man had not been very far fromthe | anmp when the floor
erupted, and that the two nmight not have becone far separated. Only after
several mnutes of unsuccessful exploration did it occur to Garth to

i nvestigate the corpse itself.

The soldier's belt held flint and steel and a small flask of sonething
oily. Garth was not quite sure what the stuff was, but after a broken length
of wood was soaked in it and then wapped in strips of cloth fromthe
overman's surcoat, simlarly soaked, it made a thoroughly adequate torch

Before venturing into the tunnel he also took the opportunity to
appropriate the soldier's only remaining weapon, a sword that was | udicrously

short for Garth's use, but still better than his dagger. He al so gathered up
pi eces of cloth, scraps of wood, and other itenms that he thought m ght prove
useful and wapped themall in a torn tapesty, which he knotted and slung over

hi s shoul der. The Book of Silence he tucked under one arm

Thus prepared, he marched on into the passageway, his makeshift torch
hel d hi gh.

The tunnel was not straight; it wound sinuously back and forth, but
seened to run generally in one direction, which Garth judged to be east or
slightly south of east. Doors lined either side, and side passages
occasi onal |y headed off at various angles, but Garth ignored those. He was not
eager to get lost in the crypts, and the sinplest way to avoid getting | ost
was to keep his route sinple. Furthernore, he theorized that the exit fromthe
nmonster's chanber had been set up intentionally for the use of someone such as
hi nsel f, someone who could not be expected to know his way around the crypts.
Such an individual would not be expected to make the correct decisions at



every crossing or doorway unl ess those decisions were so obvious as to be
unavoi dabl e-and that neant, in Garth's opinion, continuing straight ahead.

Whet her his theories were correct, or whether by chance, he eventually
cane to a set of steps |eading upward, just as his inprovised torch, which he
had noi stened and rew apped until both oil and scraps of fabric had run out,
began to burn low. He gazed at the staircase with relief; he had been pl anning
to start tearing strips fromhis fragnment of tapestry, and he was not sure
that those would burn well without oil, quite aside fromleaving himw thout
his bundle. He started up the steps eagerly.

He had forgotten how far he had descended; his torch flickered and died
while he was still out of sight of the top. He made his way on in the
dar kness, noving entirely by feel. Fortunately, this flight of steps was not
worn as badly as the others he had encountered in U -Dormulk, and his footing
remai ned secure.

Finally, his outthrust hand struck an obstruction; he stopped and felt
it carefully. H s hand canme across a latch; he lifted the | ever and pushed.

It did not vyield.

He had a brief noment of uncertainty before it occurred to himthat
doors could open either way. He pulled at the latch

The portal swung inward with a dull grinding, and di sappoi nt nent seeped
into Garth's breast as he saw darkness beyond. It was not the total, absolute
bl ackness of the tunnel and stair he had just traversed, but it was obviously
not the daylight he had hoped for, either

Nonet hel ess, he saw little choice. He stepped forward through the door

To his surprise, he felt a cold, danp breeze on his cheek and realized
that he was, indeed, out of the crypts and on one of the stone-paved streets
of the city. The darkness was the darkness of night; he had taken | onger than
he had thought to find his way through the underground passages. Low hangi ng
cl ouds obscured the noon and stars, but enough diffuse illum nation reached
himfromthe surrounding city to let himmake out the i mediate area.

He did not recognize the street he was on; there were no lighted torches
or bright windows to help himin making out details. The area was qui et and
seened utterly deserted. Since he was unsure of the hour, he could not be sure
whet her this atnosphere was natural and ordinary.

It occurred to himthat he m ght have come up into one of the ruinous
districts, but what little he could make out of the buil dings around him
di spl ayed no signs of decay or abandonment. Doors were all secure on their
hi nges and tightly cl osed, save for the one he had just enmerged from which
was | ocated near the corner of a large, old house. Looking back at it, Garth
guessed that, when closed, the door would blend in with the ornate stonework
and appear to be just part of the wall. He stepped out onto the street, away
fromthe shelter of the wall, and | ooked about.

An orange glow lit the sky in several places above the surrounding
rooftops; Garth could not decide whether it was the normal torchlight of the
city going about its business, or sonething brighter and nore sinister. It was
the only sign of life he could see; the street he was on was dark and enpty
for as far as he could see-not that that was very far, since, like nost hunman
streets, it curved out of sight in a block or two in either direction

Sounds reached him sounds he could not readily identify; he heard a
di stant crashi ng, and what mi ght have been voi ces shouting sonewhere, and
beneath it all a dull, |owpitched runbling.

He turned, |istening, and decided that the runbling and crashing cane
primarily fromwhat he judged to be the northwest, while the voices were on
several sides. Furthernore, the rumbling seened to be approaching; at any
rate, it was grow ng | ouder

He wondered what was going on. Did this eerie situation of deserted
streets and strange sounds relate to the freeing of the nonster? Mght it have
something to do with the Book of Silence? It seemed om nous; although he saw
no obvi ous danage to the buildings around him he suspected that, once again,
he had triggered w despread destruction. He hoped that there were Aghadites



anmong the victins.

Now t hat he was aboveground again, and fairly certain that he could find
food and water, he was curious. He suppressed his thirst, tucked the book nore
tightly under his arm then turned and headed north, toward the runbling.

As he did, he realized that he was actually very thirsty indeed, and
hungry as well, but he did not turn aside. He might obtain food and water by
breaking into one of the buildings, but he was not yet desperate and preferred
to obtain themlegally. Where there was sound, there was life, as a genera
rule, so he hoped that he would be able to find soneone who could feed himif
he headed toward the rumnbling.

Wth that in mnd, he quickened his pace, so that it took hima nonment
to stop when he turned a corner and found hinself facing a scene out of a
ni ght mar e

The city was abl aze ahead of him or as nmuch of it as could burn in a
conmmunity built primarily of raw granite. Towering over the burning buildings
stood the nmonster fromthe crypts, upright on two legs, with a wagonl oad of
scream ng hogs clutched in its claws, the traces whereby the wagon had been
drawn dangling fromone side. As Garth watched, the behemoth janmed the
animals into its gaping mouth and bit down; the remaining fragments of the
wagon fell out of sight with a distant crashing.

The horn on the creature's nose gleaned a sickly reddish yellow in the
firelight, a thin line of black trailing down one side where its ichor ran
Its eyes bl azed gol den and seened to Garth to be alight with madness. Its hide
was wrinkled and black, its body shaped |ike nothing the overman had ever seen
before. It was vaguely humanoid, in that it stood upright and used its forward
linbs to grasp, but it had a hunched, ugly shape, its body proportions closer
to those of a bull than to those of a man-though no bull had ever stood upon
such hind | egs, each as thick around as a castle tower, and no bull had such
talons, long, agile fingers ending in vicious, curving claws.

The thing stood easily a hundred feet high; in fact, Garth estinated
that it rmust have had to crouch down, badly cranped, to fit into the chanber
that had held it for so long. The runbling sound that had drawn hi missued
fromthe creature, though whether fromits heart or its belly Garth was
unsure.

Wth the hind legs of a pig still trailing fromits jaws, the nonster
turned and reached down toward sonething Garth could not see over the
i ntervening buildings. It seened to struggle, like a man pulling at a stubborn

root; then, with a tearing, crunbling roar, it lifted up the conplete upper
fl oor of a house.

The stones held together for a brief nmonment, then crumnbled and fel
t hrough the creature's claws |ike sand through the fingers of a child, |eaving
it holding a pitiful assortment of roofing tiles, bedroom hangi ngs, and broken
furniture. It flung them asi de and reached down agai n.

Garth had seen enough. He could do nothing at all against this nonster
by hinself; it would take magic to destroy it.

He was determ ned, however, that it had to be destroyed. He had not seen
it kill anyone since it first burst up through the floor, but it was doing
i ncredi bl e amounts of damage, and he could scarcely doubt that it had killed
any number of people, perhaps w thout even nmeaning to, in naking its way
through the city. The creature was his responsibility, the overman told
hi nsel f; he had ventured where he shoul d not have gone, and it had been
awakened as a result. He had brought destruction again, as he always did when
he agreed to aid the Forgotten King.

He knew what could destroy it, he was sure; nothing could stand agai nst
the Sword of Bheleu. That would befitting, using the tool of the god of

destruction to kill such a destroyer. That would not atone for freeing the
thing in the first place, but it would put the Sword of Bheleu to constructive
use. If for any reason the sword should fail, the Forgotten King m ght well be

able to use the Book of Silence against the nonster
He, Garth, could not use the book; he could not read it. He did not have



the sword. The sword and the one who could read the book were both in
Skel |l eth. Any doubts he had about swapping the book for the sword had

vani shed. He was still concerned about the possibility of the King' s bringing
on the Fifteenth Age, but that was mere theory, while this ranpagi ng beast was
a fact. Furthernore, he was certain that the King required nore than the Book
of Silence for his final magic.

He had to get to Skelleth w thout delay. Hi s campai gn against the cult
of Aghad could wait; this nonster was a far nore inmediate threat to the
safety of innocents. The tinme he had spent in nmaking his way through the
crypts, or in his leisurely exploration of the creature's prison, or in the
King's little chapel, now seermed to have been horribly wasted; the nonster had
probably killed dozens or even hundreds of people during that period. Even the
time he had | ain unconsci ous now seened unforgivabl e.

He wondered how he coul d have been so thoughtless as to have not given
the nonster's whereabouts and behavior his inmmediate attention. Even as he
spun and headed eastward on a side street, he berated hinself for allow ng
such destruction.

He did not know the city, nor where in it he had found hinself, but he
knew t hat the gate where he had | eft Koros was near the easternnost extremty;
for that reason, he kept headi ng east whenever possible. A nost inmmediately,
he passed through an area where the creature had obviously already been; many
of the buildings were stanped flat, the rubble ground into powder against the
granite streets. In places, the streets were indistinguishable fromthe
buil dings. Garth marvel ed that none had coll apsed into the crypts which, he
knew, honeyconbed the entire area beneath the city.

He passed several fires, varying froma few snol dering curtains thrown
in an alley to conflagrations consunming entire blocks. Only very rarely did he
see any humans, and then it was merely a fleeting glinpse of someone vani shi ng
behi nd a closing shutter or fleeing around the corner of a building. Nowhere
were the streets lighted by the usual torches or lanterns, and the shops and
houses were dark.

This both reassured and disturbed hinm npst of the popul ati on had
obviously fled fromthe city, which was probably a very good thing, but why,
he wondered, were the few stragglers avoiding hin? Did they assune himto have
some connection with the nonster, or to be a threat in his own right by virtue
of his species?

Finally he reached the steep slope that led up to the eastern wall of
the city, but he had not nanaged to arrive at the gate. After sonme study of
t he surrounding buildings, the firelit rooflines and the parapet of the city
wal | in particular, Garth decided he was north of his intended destination and
turned right.

A wal k of four blocks south, complicated by dodgi ng around in the
tangl ed web of streets, brought himto the central avenue and the renenbered
steps. There, however, he stopped, hangi ng back out of sight around a corner

The steps were not deserted, as the streets had been. I|Instead, what
| ooked like the entire city guard was ranged on them illum nated by hundreds
of torches. Perhaps half were just standing and | ooki ng watchful, while the
other half were conming and going and bustling about. Garth could not decide
what they were doing; part of it seemed to be gathering in stragglers and
escorting themup to the gate, but that did not account for all the novenent.

Crowds of civilians were still in the area; the overman noticed them
streaming in and out of one large building, under the gaze of a row of
t orch-bearing sol diers.

VWhat ever was happeni ng, there seened to be a fair neasure of order and
organi zation to it; Garth saw no signs of screaning panic and no bodies |ying
in the streets. That was prom sing.

It was inportant that there should be order, because this was the only
way he knew that would get himout of the city; he would have to pass through
that array of soldiery and do it peacefully. Had it been a desperate nob, that
woul d have been virtually inpossible. They mi ght well have panicked at the



sight of him

Havi ng assessed the situation, he saw no reason for further delay. He
st epped from conceal nent and marched purposefully toward the gate.

As he had half expected, several people noticed himimediately, and a
cry went up. "An overman! There's an overman here!"

To Garth's dismay, he could al so nmake out shouts of "Kill the overnan!
It's another nonster!" O her voices nuttered and babbl ed, and he was sure
that, despite the outward senbl ance of calm this crowd could easily
degenerate into a raging nob.

Several of the soldiers had noticed himas well, and one, an officer
was appr oachi ng.

"Ho, there!" Garth called. "How goes it?"

"Who in hell are you?" the soldier replied.

"I am Garth of Ordunin; | was a guest of your overlord, but becane | ost
and have only now found ny way here."

The man | ooked uncertain. "What do you want?" he asked.

"To pass through the gate."

The sol di er nodded, as if that were what he shoul d have expect ed.
"You'll have to wait your turn," he said.

That was di sconcerting. "I think," Garth said carefully, "that it would
be wise to let ne through imediately.” He did not want to seem arrogant, or
to take any action that might start trouble, but he also did not want to wait
inline; every mnute he was del ayed fromreturning to Skelleth neant another
m nute of the nonster's ramnpage.

"You can wait |ike anybody el se, damm you," the soldier replied.

Garth started to protest, but a call fromthe dark at the top of the
stair interrupted him

"Have you got an overnman down there?" soneone yelled

Startled, the soldier who had stopped Garth turned and | ooked. The cal
was repeat ed.

"W've got an overman here, yes," the officer called back

"I's it the one who owns this damed ani mal out here?"

The soldier started to turn back to Garth, who said, "That is ny
war beast, yes. | left it there because it was not allowed in the city."

"He says it's his," the soldier bell owed.

"Then get himup here and tell himto get the thing out of the way! It
won't nmove, and it's slowi ng up the whol e evacuation!"

The officer turned back toward Garth with a sour expression. The overman
tried to smle ingratiatingly and avoi ded sayi ng anything that m ght annoy the
sol di er.

"Go on up," the man said, waving hi mon.

Garth obeyed with alacrity, bounding up the worn steps as fast as he
dared. At the top he was waved through, and another officer pointed out the
war beast, standing quietly in exactly the spot where Garth had left it.

The problem was that the entire eastern side of the ridge, fromthe wall
down to the plain, was ablaze with torchlight and jamred with peopl e- except
for a wide circle, perhaps thirty feet across, around Koros. That circle
happened to take in the only easy path around the south tower, and its north
edge skimred the mai n hi ghway.

"Can you get it out of here?" soneone asked.

Garth nodded.

"Then do it, please.™

Garth nodded agai n, then paused. He was rather overwhel ned by the vast
crowmd of people; he had never seen so many individuals of any major species
gat hered together before. He had known, in an intellectual way, that
Ur-Dormul k held tens or perhaps hundreds of thousands of people, but that had
not prepared himenotionally for seeing nost of the popul ati on packed toget her
on a hillside at night without shelter or nuch of anything el se but a few
per sonal bel ongi ngs.

"What are you going to do with themall?" he asked the officer



"How should I know?" the man replied. "I just follow orders. Wth any
luck we'll be able to start letting themback into the city by daybreak."

"You will?" Garth was startled. "How can that be? Wat of the nonster?"

"The court w zards are trying to drive it into one of the |akes,
under st and- probably Demhe, but Hali if they have to. | doubt anything that big
can swm"

"How can they do that?"

"How woul d I know? |I'm no sorcerer. They've kept it from chasing the
crowmds so far; they should be able to handle it."

Garth was far less optimstic, but did not say so. |Instead, he asked,
"These wi zards-do you speak of Chal kara of Kholis and a person called
Shandi ph?" He had forgotten the cognonen attached to the latter nane, if he
had ever in fact heard it.

"Those nanmes sound right," the soldier replied. "The two fromthe
prince's court, whoever they are. They were about to flee the city thensel ves,
| hear, when they got ordered to deal with the thing." He was obviously not
interested in such details. "Now, could you nove your animal ?"

"Yes, of course,"” Garth said. He considered telling the man that he
woul d be returning shortly with the means of dispatching the nonster, but
deci ded against it. This fellow did not appear to have nuch authority, and
even if he had some, what good would such a message do? Besi des, the
possibility of something going wong was al ways present; Garth m ght be
del ayed or might have difficulties with the Sword of Bheleu, or with the cult
of Aghad, that would prevent his return. There was no point in raising hopes
that m ght go unfulfilled.

He said nothing, but marched down to the side of the waiting warbeast.
The crowd parted reluctantly before him pressing back upon itself.

He stowed his possessions, including the Book of Silence, and nade
certain they were secure. A nonment |later he was in the saddl e again; he
shouted a warning to the people gathered before him then gave Koros the
command to advance.

Those imredi ately in the beast's path noved back as quickly as they
could, eager to stay out of its way, but the resistance of the mass behind
them ensured that Garth's progress remai ned slow until the crowd thinned out,
a hundred yards farther down the slope. At that point Koros began picking up
speed, and when rider and mount passed the line of soldiers that marked the
outer perineter of the clustered refugees, Garth gave the warbeast the order
to run.

Kor os obeyed magnificently, hurtling forward so fast that the overman's
eyes stung and watered with the wind of their passage. He was able to do
little but cling desperately to the harness, casting an occasional glance back
to be sure that the pack behind the saddl e that held the Book of Silence
remai ned secure.

He rode on thus for hours, pausing only at a roadside tavern for a
| ong-overdue drink and a hearty neal .

It was this scene, of Garth bent over his warbeast's neck, charging
onward at top speed, that Haggat conjured up in his scrying glass when he
found time to check again on the overman's whereabouts. He was startled; he
wonder ed what urgency drove Garth to maintain such a pace. He had not bot hered
to follow events in U -Dormul k personally, relying instead on reports fromthe
cult's many agents there; half a dozen had been equi pped with the
conmuni cati on spells acquired from nmurdered w zards, which provided al nost
i nstant news-a great inprovenment on the old system of relays and carrier
pi geons that they had relied upon before the breaking of the Council of the
Most Hi gh.

No reports had reached himfrom Ur-Dornul k, which could nmean many
things; he told hinmself that he would have to look into that |ater

For the present, Garth was obviously returning to Skelleth with al
possi bl e haste, and if the cult were to maintain its imge and its hold upon



him then a greeting of sone sort would have to be arranged. The overnman's
honecom ng- Haggat thought of Skelleth as Garth's honme, even though Garth did
not - coul d not be allowed to go unheral ded.

The high priest had already considered this matter in his planning and
had devi sed two possi bl e unpl easant surprises. The better one, unfortunately,
was the nore difficult and time-consuming, and at the rate Garth was novi ng,
it might not be ready in time; therefore, the other would have to do.

Haggat paused before giving the signal, however, and studied the inmge
in the globe thoughtfully. The warbeast had to be taken into consideration. He
was determ ned that his people would mai ntain an appearance of total
i nvul nerability, and the warding spells that he had provided his |ast group of
tornmentors would not serve against so powerful a creature as a warbeast.

Well, he told hinself, he had a device that would. It was one of his
nost prized possessions, acquired by careful planning and considerable craft
fromthe wi zard who had pocketed it in that nysterious vault beneath
Ur - Dor mul k, whence so much of the cult's pilfered magi c was derived. It was
truly a shane that the chanber was lost and that all attenpts to locate it had
failed; if a score of nmgicians had brought out so much worthwhile magic just
by retaining what they had casually picked up in a few hours' stay, what other
treasures might still lie there, undiscovered?

One of Haggat's dreans was to find and reopen that vault; another was to
obtain and use the Sword of Bhel eu. Acconplishing either feat would give him
he was sure, nmastery of the entire civilized world. He did not wholly
under st and why he had nmade no progress toward either goal. Divinations that
were usually infallible came to nothing; spies vani shed nysteriously and were
never heard from again; healthy agents died of sudden heart failure while
climbing the stairs of the King's Inn. It was obvious that sone other power
was bl ocking him He was deternined not to be thwarted; once Garth had been
dealt with, he would track down and destroy whoever was responsible for the
i nterference.

First, though, he had to deal with Garth, and for that, he wanted to
provi de the appointed agents with an infallible protection. He had only one,
apparently unique in all the world, a sinple netal rod that could, if properly
used, tenporarily render up to half a dozen people imune to all harm After
taking it from Hal adar of Mara, he had intended to keep it solely for his own
personal use, but this situation was special, and called for special neasures.
He woul d, he decided, loan it to the chosen cultists.

That, he was certain, when conbined with the other magic at his
di sposal, would ensure that Garth received the greeting the foll owers of Aghad
t hought he deserved.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

After further hours of traveling at high speed, with its rider clinging to its
neck, Koros slowed as it approached the crunbling walls of Skelleth. Garth
rose fromhis crouch into a nore confortable and dignified posture; thus he
was able to see clearly, in the gray light of norning, what awaited himat the
gate. He had tine, also, to hide his shock and di smay.

Three red-robed figures were slouched confortably on the broken
battl ements, gathered around a pole that stood ten or twelve feet high
leaning at a jaunty angle and topped with Kyrith's severed head.

Lyi ng crumpl ed agai nst the wall bel ow was the dead body of the man
assigned to guard the southwestern gate; a long, crooked streak of blood ran
fromhis slit throat down his armto the ground

Garth was as much appal l ed by the pointless nurder of the sentry as by
the defiling of his wife's corpse. After all, Kyrith had al ready been dead,
insensible to further indignity. Even though she was his own species and his
own famly, the awful waste of killing the man sinply because he was in the
way-and Garth was quite sure that was the only reason the Aghadites had slain



him to renove himfromthe chosen site for their little display-was
si ckeni ng.

As Garth fought to keep his anger |eashed until he knew what he faced,
one of the l|oungers called, "Back agai n?"

"W've been waiting for you," another said; his accent was Disarran. "W
didn't want to kill anyone el se inportant while you were off adventuring; that
woul dn't be fair. So we've just been playing ganmes." He waved casually at the
gory trophy.

Garth growl ed involuntarily, as much at the cal mdismssal of the
guard's death as uninportant as at the taunts, and drew the undersized sword
he had picked up in Ur-Dornmul k.

The Aghadites | aughed.

Enraged as he was, Garth renenbered what had happened before when he
struck at one of his red-clad tornentors. He saw no point in breaking another
sword, even so poor a one as he now carried-but he was not sure that the
protective spell worked agai nst other weapons. The Forgotten King had called
it a warding spell against netal. The overman | eaned forward and whi spered a
word in the warbeast's ear.

Koros roared in reply and plunged forward, fangs bared and cl aws out.
Wth a bound, it landed atop the three-and slid off, scrabbling for a hold it
could not find. It was as if the Aghadites were sheathed in indestructible
gl ass. They obviously had nore protection than a ward agai nst netal

Garth lost his balance and slid fromthe saddl e as the warbeast withed
about, trying to get at its indicated targets; he landed with a heavy thunmp on
a patch of bare dirt, the wind knocked out of him but not otherw se injured.

When he had regained his breath, he clanbered to his feet to find
hinself facing a truly bizarre tabl eau. The three humans were sitting where
t hey had been, trying desperately to | ook unconcerned, while Koros, standing
awkwardly upon its hind | egs, wapped its i mense forepaws around one man and
tried to bite his head off. Garth could hear the grinding of teeth agai nst
somet hi ng i nper vi ous.

The warbeast twisted its head for a better grip, but had no nore
success. The other two Aghadites wore ghastly, contrived smles; the beast's
i ntended victimwas frozen with fear, despite his magical defenses, and his
expression was one of sick terror as three-inch fangs skidded across his
throat |ike fingernails on marble.

Garth took a great deal of pleasure in seeing the Aghadites
di sconforted, even though he realized that he could do themno real harm He
did nothing to interfere; sonething else had occurred to him He stepped
forward, sword in hand, clinbed atop a pile of rubble, and, |eaning over the
head of one of the trio, swung the blade agai nst the wooden pol e.

As he had hoped, the protective spell had not been extended that far
The wood splintered gratifyingly, and the upper portion toppled over. Before
any of the Aghadites could recover, he had stepped over and scooped up his
wi fe's head.

The two not involved with the warbeast called out in protest; Garth
i gnored them He watched for another few seconds as Koros continued trying to
gnaw of f the other's head and wi shed that it were possible for the beast to
succeed. It woul d have been an appropriate retaliation for the desecration of
Kyrith's corpse and the nurder of the guard. He regretted |l eaving the nman's
corpse where it was, but did not want to burden hinself with it and perhaps
give rise to unpleasant speculation in Skelleth as to how the guard had di ed.
He doubted that the Aghadites would bother to desecrate the corpse; they were,
he suspected, sufficiently ignorant of overman psychol ogy not to realize that
Garth woul d care about the man at all

Rel uctantly, he at last called the warbeast away, afraid that, inits
mounting frustration, it mght damage, its teeth.

The two unnol est ed Aghadites had gone into a huddle, conferring with
each other; they made no nove to interfere with Garth as he | ed Koros onward
into the town. The intended victimhad fainted; when Koros released him he



tunmbled to the ground in a heap

After the overman had noved on out of sight of the Aghadites, he paused
for a noment to wap the head in his tapestry bundl e, dumnping uncerenoniously
the assorted litter that he had gathered and transferring the fewitenms he
still thought m ght be useful to the pack behind the warbeast's saddle. He
checked to be sure that the Book of Silence was still secure, then continued
on his way.

He ignored the townspeopl e he encountered on the streets and marched
across the marketplace without glancing to either side. At this point he was
not concerned with anyone in Skelleth, save for the Forgotten King and the
Aghadites. He intended to spare a few m nutes, once he had the Sword of
Bhel eu, to kill his three tormentors before returning to U -Dormul k to dea
with the monster. This latest neeting with the cult, he thought, had conme out
a draw, he intended to be victorious in the next one.

He wondered if Chal kara and Shandi ph actually had any chance of getting
t he awakened creature into one of the | akes and whether that woul d be enough
to kill it. Drowning such a thing would require a very deep | ake i ndeed; he
doubted that the one he had seen in Ur-Dornul k woul d do the job.

The nonster night, however, be unable to clinb out, given the |long drop
that surrounded the | ake on all sides. If that happened, Garth was sure that
t he people of Ur-Dornmul k would be glad to have it destroyed, rather than have
it remain as a perpetual nuisance.

And, of course, if the wizards failed, Garth would have to kill it to
prevent whol esal e sl aughter. Odinary soldiery, however successful it mght be
in defending the city agai nst human foes, could do nothing agai nst such a
creature.

The t hought of soldiery rem nded himthat the men guarding the eastern
gate of the city and serving to control the crowd of refugees had not tried to
kill him nor had hindered himin any way; he wondered again why the party
that had pursued himinto the crypts had done so. Had they been given orders
to slay him orders that were never spread to the other troops? O had their
conmander taken it upon hinself to kill the intruding overnman?

It was all rather confusing, and Garth decided that none of it really
mattered. All that mattered was getting and using the Sword of Bheleu to
avenge the wongs done himby the cult of Aghad and to destroy the nonster he
had unl eashed.

That thought was uppernost in his mnd when he reached the door of the
King's Inn, but he paused for a nonment before entering. He carried the bundle
containing Kyrith's head in one hand, intending to keep it with himso that
the Aghadites could not recover it once nore to taunt himanew. The Book of
Sil ence, however, was in a pack on the warbeast's back. He debated leaving it
there; the Forgotten King would not be able to take it fromhimas readily if
he left it outside while he spoke with the old man. On the other hand, thieves
m ght happen al ong. Koros coul d easily dispose of nost threats and guard
anything it carried fromthem but if the Aghadites with their protective
magi ¢ shoul d chance upon it, could the warbeast prevent them fromtaking the
book?

In the interests of at |east knowi ng what becane of it, should anything
go wong, he renoved the book and tucked it under his arm Then he ordered
Koros to wait by the door and strode into the King's Inn, marching directly
for the table in the back corner.

He was hal fway across the room before he noticed that though the old man
sat in his accustomed pl ace, somethi ng new had been added. The Sword of Bhel eu
lay across the table, the hilt pointing straight at Garth. The i mrense gem set
inits pormel was not the dead black it had been when | ast he saw it; instead,
it was nmurky and dark, its dull reddish hue seeming to shift as the overnan
approached, as if sonething were seething and swirling within it.

The sight of the sword gave him pause; his stride faltered, and his
t hought s grew nuddy and uncl ear. He sl owed and stopped, still several feet
away fromthe weapon's waiting hilt.



The great jewel seenmed to flicker; Garth, staring at it, was now quite
sure that sonmething was moving within it. He had an unpl easant feeling that he
was bei ng watched by the power that lurked in the sword, and fancied that he
could make out the image of a baleful red eye in the strange stone.

The idea of handling the thing was suddenly far |ess appealing, as he
renenbered the sick joy and dull thoughtlessness that he felt while w el ding
it. He started to take a step back, then stopped, angered by his own
cowardice. Irritated, he tried to stare back at the stone, to confront
directly the hostile power that dwelt therein.

After a second or two of notionless glaring, he realized he nust | ook
like a fool, watching an inanimate stone as he would a deadly foe. H's
annoyance grew.

He knew, vaguely, that he should not let hinself be angered so easily,
and that only enraged himstill further. Confused and furious, he was tenpted
to step forward and snatch up the sword; that would settle the whole affair.
Hi s free hand reached out.

The Forgotten King's hand nmoved as well, a subtle shifting of the
fleshless fingers, and the gem went black. Garth's anger vani shed, and his
m nd was cl ear again.

The anger and confusion, he knew, had been caused by the sword. He
rai sed his gaze fromthe nowdormant gemto the withered face of the old man.

The King had intentionally let the sword affect him that was obvious.
He seened to be able to danmp its power effortlessly whenever he chose and for
as long as he saw fit, yet he had let it affect Garth.

Even then, though, he had kept it weak, kept the stone dim he had not
wanted it to seize full control of the overnan.

Realizing this, Garth felt a surge of his own authentic, self-generated
anger. "Wy did you do that?" he demanded, striding up to the table.

"Aremnder," the old man replied in his hideous, dry voice.

Garth hesitated. The sound of the Forgotten King' s voice was al ways
di sconcerting; no matter how often Garth remi nded hinself that it was horribly
unpl easant, it always cane as a surprise. Menory and imagi nation could not
live up to the reality.

"A rem nder of what?" he said at last, his tone | ess belligerent.

He did not really need to hear the old man's answer. The King had ways
of knowi ng of events without seeing them Garth was certain that the hunman had
known he was coming to the King's Inn with the intention of taking the Sword
of Bhel eu and had staged the brief incident to remind Garth what the sword did
to his mnd and enotions.

As it happened, the old man did not bother to answer at all; he nmerely
shrugged once, al nost inperceptibly.

But why, Garth asked hinself, would the King want to rem nd himof the
sword' s dangers?

Qoviously, the old man did not want Garth to take the sword; that was
the only explanation that seemed reasonabl e.

And why woul d he want to keep the sword?

Garth thought he knew the answer to that. He recalled that when he had
first brought his booty from Disarra, the Forgotten King had di sm ssed nost of
it as junk, but had been pleased to see the Sword of Bheleu. Later, he had
agreed only to loan it to Garth in exchange for the Book of Silence, but not
to trade it outright. The wizards in W-Dornulk, in their theory that the King
sought to bring about the Fifteenth Age, the Age of Death, had said that he
required a service fromthe servants of Bheleu. Garth was, as far as he knew,
the only servant Bhel eu had alive; had events followed their predicted
pattern, he would have the Sword of Bhel eu

He believed, therefore, that the old man's final death-magic, the spel
that Garth thought would destroy the world, required the sword as well as the
Book of Silence-and presumably the Pallid Mask as well. It would do the King
little good to acquire one of the tools he needed if he were to give up
anot her in exchange. He was therefore, Garth guessed, trying to coax Garth



into giving himthe Book of Silence w thout taking the sword.

O perhaps it was sonething subtler than that. Perhaps the old nan did
not mnd giving Garth the sword, but feared that after the overman took it, he
woul d renege on his side of the bargain and keep the book. After all, Garth
had admitted that his word was not good. In that case, the King presumably
sought to frighten Garth out of taking the sword, so that the only way in
whi ch the magically protected Aghadites, or the nonster in U -Dornul k, could
be slain would be by the old man's use of the book

It m ght even be that he sought to anger the overman into thoughtless
defiance, and then Garth would snatch up the sword i medi ately. That didn't
make very nuch sense, however, as surely the King could achieve the sane
result sinply by letting Bheleu's power go free, so that it would suck Garth
in.

If that |last possibility was the truth, Garth decided, the old man m ght
yet have his wi sh, because Garth was now nore determ ned than ever to take the
Sword of Bhel eu and use it against the Aghadites and the leviathan. If the
Forgotten King wanted to keep the sword, it was alnost certainly in the best
interests of all nortals for Garth to take it away fromhim

As he arrived at that conclusion, Garth reached down toward the hilt of
t he sword.

The old man's hand shot out w th unbelievable speed and grabbed the
overman's descending wist. To Garth's astoni shnent, he found hinself unable
to pull free or nove the hand either nearer to or farther fromthe sword. It
was as if the bony fingers were solid steel-and a very good grade of steel at
that, to resist an overman's full strength wi thout yielding the slightest
fraction of an inch. The winkled skin even felt cool and dry, |ike netal

"Why do you stop nme?" Garth was now sure that the old man did not want
himto take the sword, but thought it unwise to admit his belief.

"G ve me the Book of Silence." Again, even after so brief an interval
the King's voi ce was shockingly ugly.

Garth struggled to free his wist; the old man gave no sign he was even
aware of the overman's efforts. Finally, after several seconds of usel ess
strain, Garth conceded defeat. "Take the book, then, if you want it," he said.

The Forgotten King rose, the tatters of his yellow mantle rustling. He
reached out his free hand, plucked the volunme frombeneath Garth's arm and
held it before him but did not |oosen his grip on the overman's wist.

"Rel ease ne," Garth said, nustering as nuch dignity as he could in so
awkwar d and enbarrassing a pose. To be held so easily by a mere hunan, even
one as uni que and powerful as the Forgotten King, shaned him

"My reminder, Garth," the King warned. "Bhel eu is insidious and powerful
and can donminate you with ease, perhaps without letting you know he is doing
so. Renenber, though, that | can free you of his influence as easily as you
can blink an eye. You nust serve one of us. The choice of nasters is yours.
Now, take the sword, if you want it, but renember, |I lend it, | do not give
it." The bony grip was gone, and Garth watched as the old man, the great bl ack
book clutched in both hands, turned away and noved across the room and up the
stairs.

When the Forgotten King had vani shed into the gloomat the top of the
stairs, Garth | ooked down at the sword.

It lay, untouched, on the table; the gemrenained black and |ifeless.

Had that, then, been the purpose of the King's actions-to renind Garth
that he woul d never again be free while both the Sword of Bhel eu and the King
in Yellow existed?

But then, with the Book of Silence in the King' s possession, how nuch
| onger woul d he exist? He sought his own destruction and needed the book to
acconplish it. Perhaps Garth was wong about the other el enents required, and
the old man was even now weaving his final spell, a spell that would destroy
the cult of Aghad and perhaps all the world as well.

No, that could not be. The old man had not said it, but he had
definitely inplied that he would live for sone while yet, long enough to



require Garth's services. Furthernore, the overman was certain that either the
Sword of Bheleu, the Pallid Mask, or both were needed. Qther things mght also
be required; he recalled that the Forgotten King had nade hi m swear, al nost
three years ago, that not only would he fetch the book but he would also aid
in the final magic.

Garth shook his head, dismissing all such considerations as not
i mediately rel evant. He had nore inportant concerns than maybes. He had his
wife's murder to avenge, Aghadites to kill, and a nonster to dispose of.

He reached down and grasped the sword's hilt; as his fingers closed on
the black grip, the gemblazed up a fiery blood-red, washing the overman in
crimson light. Savage joy and a blinding fury burst into being within him and
somewher e nocki ng | aught er sounded.

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

At first the surge of enotion was too powerful to allow any consci ous thought
or awareness of the external world at all. For three | ong years Bhel eu had
been suppressed, held down, his control of his chosen nortal formcut off; now
that he was free once nore, he reveled in it. The sword crackled with eldritch
energy, and the air around the overman's body gl owed redly.

Garth's own consciousness was |lost for a long nmoment. He felt hinself
cut off, drifting in a fornl ess nowhere of red and bl ack, and he struggl ed
desperately to regain his body. He fought to contain the all-consuning
bl oodl ust that possessed him The initial wave of ecstasy, the enotiona
overflow fromBheleu's relief, passed away. Anger renmi ned, but as he pushed
his way to the surface, he managed to redirect it, to channel it against the
usur pi ng presence in his body and m nd.

"Bhel eu!" he tried to call. "Listen to ne!"

He knew, even in his confused state, that the words had not been spoken
that his |lips and tongue had not obeyed him neverthel ess, he heard his own
voi ce, made terrible by the god's power, answer him

"Why do you call ne, Garth? You have taken up the sword again, of your
own choice, and freed me fromall restraint. Now you will serve nme in
destruction, as you were nmeant to serve nme. \What need is there of words?"

"I want to nmake a bargain," Garth nmanaged to say-or at least to
conmuni cate, though he knew he had still not spoken al oud.

The god did not reply in words; instead, Garth felt a wave of contenpt
sweep over him felt his consciousness slipping into darkness, and he
struggled to retain what feeble control he had.

"No, wait! Bheleu, you are not free yet! There are ternms to be set!"

"I amfree," Bheleu replied.

"No!" Garth insisted. "You must meet ny terms, or the Forgotten King
will stop you again as he did before!™

There was a pause that seemed to stretch for hours, a timeless waiting
while Garth's awareness drifted in nothi ngness and Bhel eu consi der ed.

"What are your terns?" Bheleu said at |ast.

Garth did not allow hinself to feel relief yet, though he was sure that
the god's willingness to listen at all proved that the point had been won, at
| east for the nonent. "I took the sword back for a reason,"” he said. "lI have
enemes and | wish to destroy them" He felt a surge of hunger, of desire, as
he said that. "They have the neans of defying my own strength, so | need the
sword and the power that goes with it."

"I amthat power, " Bheleu said, fury and bl oodl ust seet hing.

"I know," Garth answered, struggling against the overwhel mi ng force of
the god's driving enotions. "And 1'll allow you freedomto destroy ny enenies,
but no others."

"You woul d use ne, the destroyer god, as a tool for your own vengeance?"

Garth was al nost swept down into nonexi stence by the god's wath, but
managed to answer, "l would use anything | found necessary. \Wre you not



pl anning to use ne for your own ends against my wll?"

"I ama god, Garth; you are nothing."

"I am a not hi ng who knows how you can be stayed; | amthe chosen of a
god. Is not the freedomto destroy nmy foes better than no freedomat all?"

"What do you propose?”

"I propose that you | eave ne in control of nmy own body and ny own nind
in exchange, | will allow you free rein to work your will upon ny enemes. If
you refuse, you will surely be restrained again."

There fol |l owed anot her tineless pause; then, abruptly, Garth found
hinsel f fully conscious once again, albeit dazed and awash in unreasoning
anger. He stood in the King's Inn, the sword clutched in one hand, its bl ade
dripping red fire. The fl oorboards were scorched beneath his feet, in a circle
a yard across, and a line had been burned across the top of the King's table
where the sword had rested, obscuring with char the Iine he had gouged with
hi s broken sword before | eaving for Ur-Dormul k.

He coul d detect no sign of Bheleu' s presence save for the heat of the
sword, burning without harmng him and the eerie flame that flickered from
it. His thoughts seenmed slow, but unnaturally clear; a fierce joy suffused him
at the realization that he had won his argunment, and righteous wath filled
himat the thought of Aghadites l[urking sonewhere in Skelleth waiting for him
to conme and kill them

No one else was in the tavern; the innkeeper and the handful of other
patrons had vani shed whil e he debated with Bhel eu. He did not concern hinself
with their whereabouts; they had, he told hinmself, undoubtedly fled before his
mani f est power.

He strode out the door, the sword's fiery aura gradually fading, and
mount ed his warbeast. Wth a word, he directed it back the way they had cone,
out toward the sout hwestern gate, hoping to find the three Aghadites. The
Forgotten King had told himthat the red-m st transporting spells were rare
and precious; surely, then, the trio would not have wasted one, but would be
nmovi ng on foot.

By the time Koros reached the south side of the marketpl ace, the sword
appeared to be ordinary steel, though the black grip was hot in Garth's hand.

He found the three robed hunmans perhaps hal fway to the gate, walking
toward the center of town. They saw him at al nost the sanme instant that he
spotted them one turned to flee, another hesitated, while the third funbl ed
wi th somet hi ng beneath his ruddy robe.

Garth bell owed, urging Koros into a charge.

The funbl er stopped his actions and stood up straight, defying the
war beast and overman. "Ho, Garth!" he began

Then the Sword of Bheleu struck his neck; with a roar and a sheet of
flame, the bl ade passed through the protective aura and into the Aghadite's
throat. Blood spurted, and the man's severed head rolled forward, tottered
grotesquely, and fell to the ground as his body began to crunple. VWite sparks
spattered fromthe dripping blade, and sonething hissed fiercely.

The man who had hesitated had no time to react before the sword swung

around in a gleam ng arc and beheaded himas well, spraying blood and fire
across the packed dirt of the street.
Bef ore the second corpse could fall, Garth twi sted the sword back and

i npal ed the dead man, holding it upright, the blade thrust through the
chest -t hough the head had fallen to one side, where the overman ignored it. He

was not willing to let both these foes escape with so quick and clean a death
as sinple decapitation.
The third Aghadite was still fleeing; Garth urged the warbeast after

him draggi ng the headl ess corpse al ongside with the sword.

He gai ned on the human rapidly, despite the encunbrance of the dead
body, but not rapidly enough; he saw wi sps of red vapor gathering about the
man's head, staying with himas he ran. Wth a grow, Garth tore the sword
fromthe corpse's chest, letting the body fall aside, and urged Koros to
greater speed.



It did no good; the Aghadite vani shed before Garth could reach him
The overman bellowed in rage and frustration. The man had escaped him

Haggat was standi ng by the pentagram when the cult's surviving agent
reappeared in a cloud of nystic vapor; he had given up trying to follow events
in Skelleth. The Sword of Bheleu had the capability of resisting any attenpt
at scrying spells, should it choose to do so; Aghad's high priest had | earned
that fact alnobst three years earlier, at the cost of a good glass. On this
occasi on he had not bothered to try to observe the overnan at all, after the
i mage di storted and vani shed at the instant that Garth's hand touched the
sword's hilt. Instead he had followed the actions of his three cultists,
keepi ng one of his w zard-acol ytes ready with one of his handful of
transporting crystals. Even that image had been | ost, however, when the
overman attacked the threesone, and Haggat's brief resulting confusion had
given Garth time to kill the two who had chosen to rely on the protective
spel | .

It was of interest, Haggat thought, that the spell, which he had
bel i eved quite potent, had been unable to resist the Sword of Bhel eu for as
much as a second. The sword was obviously a weapon well worth having, and a
very serious threat in Garth's hands.

He had not thought that the overman woul d take the sword back fromthe
strange old man in rags. That, it seenmed, had been a miscal cul ation, one that
had cost the cult two good nen already and that m ght prove disastrous.

Garth had sworn to return to Disarra and wi pe out the whole sect; now
that he had the sword in his possession once nore, there was a chance that he
m ght actually manage it. Haggat considered it essential to distract the
overman, to harry him to do whatever could be done to keep hi mbusy unti
def enses coul d be prepared.

Wth that in mnd, Haggat signaled for his advisers and assassins to
attend him bediently, a dozen red-robed figures clustered around him

Whil e the Aghadites were gathering about their master, Garth sat astride
hi s warbeast, roaring with anger and swi nging the Sword of Bheleu in circles
over his head. Streaks of shimrering white fire hung |ike smoke, emtting
waves of intense heat. Thunder rumbled in the distance, drawn by the sword's
power .

The human had to be sonewhere, Garth told hinself. The red mi st was
nmerely a transporting spell, nothing nore. It did not create people out of
thin air, nor snatch theminto nothingness. The Aghadite was still alive
somewher e, perhaps nearby, perhaps |aughing at his escape.

Wherever he was, Garth would find him he would find himand cut him
apart, watch his blood pour out, watch himsuffer and die. He prom sed hinsel f
that, ignoring the tiny inner voice that protested this open bl oodl ust.

Koros had sl owed and stopped when its prey vani shed; now, at the urging
of its rider, it turned back toward the inhabited portion of Skelleth. As it
passed by each of the headl ess corpses, Garth thrust the sword out casually
and set both afire with the weapon's supernatural flane.

That done, he rode on, considering his next nove.

Hs first thought was to return to the marketpl ace and begi n searching
for the escaped Aghadite there, but that, he decided, would be a m stake. The
man was al nost certainly hiding sonewhere in the ruins, where no stray
vill agers woul d wonder at nysterious col ored snoke or strange noises. Garth
had lived in Skelleth for alnmost three years and had not seen anyone wearing
the distinctive red robes between the tinme of his giving up the Sword of
Bhel eu and his finding of Kyrith's body-yet now these three had turned up
suddenly. None of the faces was famliar; he could not recollect having seen
any of themin other garb. Therefore, he guessed that they had only recently
arrived in Skelleth-and since newconers, other than caravans, were rare enough
to excite a great deal of conment, Garth thought he woul d have heard of them
if they were living openly in the inhabited part of the town.



Therefore, he concluded, they had been living in conceal ment sonewhere
in the ruins, and it was in the ruins that he nust search for the survivor,
and any ot hers who m ght have taken part in Kyrith's nurder

Sonmewhere in the back of his mnd, he remenbered the behenoth destroying
Ur - Donmul k, but sonehow it seemed far | ess inportant than dealing i nmediately
with the cult of Aghad.

Besi des, he told hinself, surely he couldn't object to destroying ruins,
and that woul d keep the sword busy and Bhel eu happy.

That thought troubl ed hi msonehow, something seemed wong with it, and
perhaps with his other decisions as well. Something appeared to be cl ouding
hi s thoughts.

The idea refused to cone clear, so he dismssed it. He had an eneny to
hunt down and destroy; that was what nattered. He turned Koros off the road
| eading into the market and set out instead into the ring of ruins that
encircled Skelleth's inhabited core.

The town had been built as a border fortress, and its houses were
constructed nostly of stone as a result, so that they would not burn readily.
After three hundred years of neglect, many houses and buil dings had | ost roofs
and floors, and sone walls had fallen, but many still stood, making the
streets a maze, with sonme routes bl ocked by rubble, others still open, and al
di vided by crunbling buil dings.

Garth, arnmed with the Sword of Bheleu, did not bother to find his way
through this labyrinth; instead, he di smounted and marched in a straight |ine,
Koros trailing behind. Wienever he found his way bl ocked by a standing wall or
a pile of debris, he blasted it apart with the Sword of Bhel eu-only open pits
were sufficient to turn him aside. Wien he canme across those, he woul d pause
and send a wave of flame down into them to incinerate any Aghadites who m ght
be lurking therein.

The use of the sword's power, he found, came very easily, alnbst without
any thought or effort at all; the god's long restraint had not affected the
i ncrease in power that acconpani ed the establishnent of the Fourteenth Age.
Garth discovered quickly that all that vast resource was at his conmand, ready
and eager to be applied.

When he had held the sword before, the Age of Bhel eu had been j ust
begi nni ng. The god's power had been erratic, sonetines manifesting itself
unbi dden, other tines appearing only after great nmental effort. That was no
| onger the case. Now, Garth had alnost infinite energy literally at his
fingertips.

He had been cutting a swath through the ruins for an hour or so,
enjoyi ng the exhilaration of battering down the enpty houses until he had
al nost forgotten what he was | ooking for, when a red-clad figure appeared,
perched precariously atop a wall off to his right.

Garth did not notice the human's presence at first; he was basking in
the delight of shattering a foot-thick stone pillar with a single blow of his
sword and therefore did not see whether the nan had arrived nagically or had
simply clinbed up the other side of the wall

"Ho, Garth!" the human call ed.

Startled, Garth |owered the Sword of Bhel eu and turned toward the source
of the voice.

"You'll never find us that way!" the Aghadite said.

Wth a grow, Garth swung the sword about, pointing it toward the hunman.
After an hour of practicing with the sword's power, he had no intention of
wasting time in unnecessary pursuit. He had | earned better

"We've got a surprise for you in town," the man began; then the sword
spat flame toward him bl azing across the intervening distance in an instant.
| mredi ately, red m st gathered about him but Garth listened with satisfaction
to the Aghadite's screans as the sword's fire reached himfirst. The spel
woul d deliver a burned corpse

It did exactly that; Haggat stared in dismay at the snol dering renains.



He had been using up transporting crystals far faster than he liked, and to
little effect. He had | ost another good agent. He had not expected the overnan
to react so quickly.

At |east, however, Garth was still searching Skelleth and was not on his
way to Disarra. The cult would have tinme to devise an effective strategy.

That assuned, of course, that any strategy could be effective against
the Sword of Bhel eu. Haggat was not sure that was the case. He began to wonder
whet her the cult mght have done better to have forgotten permanently about
its vengeance agai nst Garth.

It was too | ate now, though

Per haps the overman woul d think that he had succeeded in killing all his
wi fe's assassins, as in fact he had, and woul d abandon his retaliation,

Sonehow, though, Haggat doubted that, in light of both Garth's oath to
destroy the cult's tenple and what awaited himin Skelleth's marketplace. The
hi gh priest wondered if committing another atrocity m ght have been a m stake.

He | ooked down at the bl ackened, crumbling heap in the pentagram and
hoped very much that Garth would be satisfied by the three cultists he had
kill ed.

Garth was satisfied, but only for a very brief noment, as he thought of
the transporting spell dunping a flanmi ng ruin before Aghadites expecting a
[iving man.

That very thought, however, gave himpause. If he had killed the man,
who had conpl eted the spell? Sonmebody had, apparently, because the red snoke
had gat hered, thickened, and then vani shed, taking the burning Aghadite with
it. By the tine he di sappeared, the man was al nost certainly already dead.

Had the human set up the spell in advance so that he would not need to
conplete it, but only to set it in nmotion? Garth wi shed he knew nore of the
exact mechani smi nvol ved.

And whet her the man had worked the spell hinself or not, could Garth be
sure that there were not still nmore Aghadites lurking in Skelleth? He had, as
far as he knew, encountered only the three he had slain, but that did not mean
that there were no others.

That corpse had gone sonewhere, he was certain of that.

Had he killed all those directly involved in his wife's death, the
desecration of her corpse, and the nmurder of the guard at the gate? Qhers
m ght still be hidden. For that matter, he could not be sure that these three
had actually killed Kyrith at all

He had every intention of returning to U -Dormul k and killing the
nmonster, then proceeding fromthere to Disarra to fulfill his vow to destroy
t he headquarters of Aghad's cult, but he wanted to be certain first that he
had dealt with the sect's outpost in Skelleth and with those who had actual |y
taken part in Kyrith's nurder

He tried to think, to marshal what information he had, in hopes of
finding some clue that would tell himwhat he wanted to know. Hi s thoughts
seened vague and elusive. He wondered if he had been hasty in killing the | ast
of the trio so quickly, rather than taking himalive and interrogating him

The man's | ast words had been about a surprise of sone kind-"in town,"
he had said.

That, Garth was sure, neant in the inhabited portion of Skelleth; npst
likely, he thought, he would find whatever it was right in the marketpl ace.
Per haps that woul d provide the clue he needed to Iead himto nore Aghadites.

He was vaguely aware that the surprise mght be unpl easant, but that
seened uninmportant. Wth only the prospect of nore enemies to kill in his
m nd, he turned and headed toward the square. He told-hinself that he had no
time to pick his way through the wi nding streets and marched strai ght ahead,
continuing to cut through every obstacle with the Sword of Bhel eu.

It took a severe conscious effort to restrain hinmself when he reached
the first of the occupi ed houses, but he nanaged it; fromthat point on, he
found his way through the streets, forcing down the bl oodlust, forcing hinself



to be calm Koros followed himplacidly, undisturbed by the sword's fiery
di spl ays of power and seemingly indifferent to the route it foll owed.

Garth was still a few short bl ocks fromthe market, his anger faded to
i nsi gni ficance under the steady pressure of his will, when he heard the
wai | i ng begin.

It was an eerie sound, a wavering, high-pitched note that went on and on
interm nably. It sounded like a human voice, but not quite natural, somehow
it grated on his nerves and made himfeel uneasy, despite the aura of
invincibility the sword bestowed upon him

If it was a human voice, Garth told hinself, then whoever was wailing
had to be in a state of indescribable enotional upset. He had heard nmen scream
and bel | ow and whi nper, but he had never heard a wailing like this. It was not
a screamor an ordinary cry; it had no words, no rhythm no break in the
constant stream of sound.

Unsettl ed, he hurried forward, Koros follow ng at his heels.

He entered the marketplace fromthe northwest, waving for Koros to stay
back out of the way, and found hinmself at the rear of a silent crowd. The
wai I i ng came from somewhere on the far side, near the door of Saram s house.

He gl anced back, to be sure that Koros was staying behind; it was
standing in the mouth of the street and gl ancing about as if the sound nade it
uneasy, too. Reassured that the warbeast would cause no trouble, Garth peered
over the heads of the gathered humans.

Sonet hi ng dark was hanging in the open doorway of the Baron's house;
shadows and distance hid the details, but Garth felt a sick certainty that
this was the Aghadite surprise. The crowd faced toward the thing in the
doorway, but had left an enpty semicircle around it, and the wailing seened to
emanate, not fromthe house, but from sonewhere in that semicircle.

Determined to find out what was happening, Garth marched forward and
began shoving his way through the crowd; people parted readily when they saw
hi m and al nost seened to be hurrying himonward. He crossed the square as
quickly as if it were enpty and energed at last into the little cleared area.

He found there that the wailing was coming fromFrim, who knelt facing
t he door of her home, her head thrown back, her arms |linp at her sides, her
eyes shut and her nouth open, pouring forth her grief.

Garth woul d not have guessed that such a sound could cone froma | one
worman, particularly one as small as Frinma; he stared at her in hel pless
ast oni shment for several seconds before thinking to | ook up at the cause of
her despair.

The ghastly thing that hung suspended in the doorway by its outstretched
arms was all that remained of Saram Baron of Skelleth. H's wists had been
nailed to the doorfrane with heavy nmetal spikes. H s eyes were gone, |eaving
bl oody sockets, and nore blood spilled fromhis open, tonguel ess nouth. The
front of his enbroidered robe had been cut away and strips had been peel ed
fromhis chest, forming four red runes that spelled out AGHAD

Gief and rage mingled with a feeling of hel pl essness before such
savagery; Garth felt a need to do sonething, anything, to react to this new
abomi nation, to help the woman who knelt, keening, before him Fighting down a
boi l i ng wave of anger, he suppressed the urge to send forth white-hot flame to
destroy everything before him That would do no good, he told hinself; it
woul d only | eave Frima still nore bereft.

"You," he called, pointing at the nearest man who | ooked strong enough
to be of use, "get himdown fromthere!"

The man hesitated; Garth growed and lifted the Sword of Bheleu. "Help
him" Garth ordered, pointing to two nore villagers. "You wonen, prepare a
place for himto lie." He spotted Sarim s housekeeper in the crowd and call ed
to her, "Find sonmething to dress himin!"

The villagers did not nove quickly enough to please him he struggled
against the urge to blast themall. Frima's keening bit through him adding to
his irritation, until he could not tolerate it further. He reached down,
grabbed her shoul der roughly, and dragged her to her feet.



She refused to stand on her own; he supported her with one hang as he
barked at her, "Listen to ne, woman!"

Her wailing died away as the overman shook her; her head fell forward
and her eyes opened, but then fixed on her husband's mutil ated corpse. She did
not speak and woul d not neet Garth's gaze.

"Listen to me!" Garth insisted. "Your husband is dead; there is nothing
t hat anyone can do about that. It does no good to bewail his death like this.
You do yourself only harm by kneeling here and scream ng."

Frima hung linply in his grasp, and a synpathetic murmur ran through the
crowmd. The villagers were all watching intently every second of the drana
taking place in their mdst.

"Stand on your feet, wonan! Do not let the scumwho did this see how
much they have hurt you!"

Frima met Garth's eyes for an instant, then turned her gaze back to the
doorway. The man Garth had chosen was trying to pry out a spike, using a knife
someone had handed him He was making a nmess of the wooden frane, but
careful |y avoi ding any contact between the bl ade and Saram s dead fl esh.

The Disarran swal | owed and tw sted her dangling feet about so that she
could stand. Garth | oosened his grip, and she did not coll apse.

"The cult of Aghad has killed your husband and vilely abused his body;
stand strong now so that they will not have harmed his dignity as well," Garth
muttered in Frim's ear

She nodded.

"You are the Baroness of Skelleth," Garth rem nded her quietly. "You
nmust behave accordingly."

Fri ma nodded agai n, then denmanded hoarsely, "Where are they?"

Startled, Garth asked, "What?"

"Where are the filth who nurdered hinP"

"I don't know," Garth admitted. "I killed one of themjust a few nonents
ago, when he cane to boast to me of this latest crime, but there nust have
been others. | have sworn to destroy themall when | find them and the

tenmpl es and shrines of their foul god with them™
"I"'mcomng with you," Frim said.

"There is no need," Garth told her. "Sarami s death will be avenged.
swore to destroy the cult for what it did to Kyrith, and this new butchery
strengthens ny resol ve beyond what | can express in words. | will make them

all pay for this."

"I amcomng with you," Frima insisted. "They killed ny man."

Garth thought it best to shift the grounds for argument. "You stil
live, my lady, and are still the Baroness of Skelleth. You have other
concerns. "

"They don't matter. Are there any Aghadites in Skelleth, or will you be
goi ng to Ddsarra?"

The first spike came free, and the men struggling with it hurried to
catch Saramis body as it fell. Wiile two held the corpse, a third began
wor ki ng on the other spike.

"I don't know where they are," Garth replied, "but I will find them"

"W will find them™

Garth could not think of any good way to deal with this. He turned from
the intense, fixed stare that Frinma was giving himand watched as the workers
freed Sarami s other wrist.

They stood for a nonent holding their lord' s body, uncertain what to do

next .
"Take himinside," Garth said. "The housekeeper will find a place for
him"
Two of the nen earned the corpse out of sight while the third closed the
doors.
Rel uctant to neet Frima's gaze again, Garth | ooked about and realized
that the market was still crowded with onl ookers. A surge of irrational anger

at their gawking boiled up within him



"Go home, you people!"™ he called. "There is nothing nore to seel!™

He was answered with muffled voices and shuffling feet, but the
vill agers seemed reluctant to depart.

"Go away, | said!" he bellowed, raising the Sword of Bhel eu in one hand.
The bl ade gl owed white, crackling with chained energy, and the crowd nelted
away rapidly before the inplied threat. In a nmonent the square was enpty of
all save the overman, the new w dow, and the warbeast that waited at the
nort hwest corner.

Garth gl anced about again, trying to decide what to do with Frinma; he
did not think it would be wise to send her hone, into the house where her
husband' s mangl ed corpse waited. He was unsure how humans dealt with the
deat hs of those they | oved.

"Are there any rites you nmust perfornP" he asked.

"No," she replied. "We don't bother with fancy funerals in Disarra. \Wen
the other cults kill sonmeone, the body usually isn't found; we grieve, but
hol d no cerenoni es. The people of Skelleth can attend to the cerenonies. W
have to go avenge him" She | ooked about the square and noticed Koros, waiting
patiently, at ease now that the keening had stopped. Wthout hesitation, she
slipped fromunder Garth's hand and began wal ki ng unsteadily across the
mar ket pl ace toward the warbeast

Garth followed. He could easily have stopped her, but was not sure how
she woul d react.

Hal f way across the square, she stunbled; he Iunged forward and caught
her before she fell. They stood for a nmonent while she regai ned her bal ance.

"Garth," someone called, in a hideous dry croak

The voice was instantly recogni zable. Garth turned, astonished, and saw
the Forgotten King standing in the doorway of the King's Inn, the Book of
Sil ence tucked under one arm

"There are no worshi ppers of Aghad in Skelleth,"” the old man said.
"Their transporting spells are not affected by di stance; they have been
striking directly fromtheir tenple in Disarra.”

Garth stood dunbfounded by this unexpected speech. He knew that the
Forgotten King never volunteered information without a reason

"Then we have to go to Disarra,” Frima said calmy

The Forgotten King nodded, moving his head very slightly beneath the
conceal i ng hood of his robe.

"Why are you telling us this?" Garth asked.

"So that you will not waste tine."

"WIl you swear it to be true, by The God Whose Nane |Is Not Spoken, at
the cost of all oaths I have made to you if you lie?" Garth could think of
not hi ng nore binding; he knew that the old man would not be eager to give up
the vows Garth had sworn. He was startled by his own cleverness in com ng up
with such a promise so readily; his thoughts had not been very clear of late.

"I swear it," the King replied.

Garth | ooked at the shadows that hid the old man's eyes, and at the firm
line of his mouth, set in dry, winkled skin above the thin white beard that
trailed fromhis chin. He glanced at Frima, who was obviously waiting for him
to accompany her in pursuit of revenge, and at Koros, still standing
patiently, and finally at the Sword of Bhel eu, which dangled fromhis right
hand, its tip alnost dragging in the dust of the market, the red gemin its
ponmel flickering faintly. He still did not know why the Forgotten King should
vol unteer such information. Perhaps, he thought, the old man was eager to get
the sword back, lest it gain too strong a hold upon Garth; he would want the
overman to go about his errand as quickly as possible, so that the sword's
return would not be delayed. That would be in Garth's own interest as well.

"Very well," he said at last. "Then | will go to Disarra and | will
destroy the cult of Aghad there. | swore | would and I will honor that oath.
But | go al one."

"No!" Frima cried. "I'mcomng with you!"

"I do not want to endanger you, Frima, and the journey will be very



dangerous. You nust stay in Skelleth." H's major concern was that the Sword of
Bhel eu mi ght usurp control of himand cause himto kill any traveling

conpani ons, but he did not care to explain that. It would be too rmuch |ike

adm tting weakness to say that he feared he woul d be unable to control his own
body.

"I have to avenge Saram There's nothing | want in Skelleth. Besides,
you'll need a guide; you don't know your way around Disarra as | do. | grew up
there."”

"No," Garth began, but before he could continue, Frima interrupted.

"Besides, do you think |I'm safe here? You heard what the old man said,;

t he Aghadites can strike anywhere, and they've just heard you say that you
don't want me hurt. I'ma target now. If you don't take me with you, I'lI
foll ow you on ny own."

The overman | ooked at the human's face and deci ded that she neant what
she said. She had a good poi nt about being in danger in Skelleth, and al so
about her utility as a guide. She would certainly be safer guarded by Koros
and hinmself than trying to traverse Nekutta on her own.

"Very well," he said. "W will go by way of Ur-Dornul k, however; | have
something | nmust do there." The nonster had waited too | ong already. Garth
found hi msel f wondering how he coul d have del ayed so | ong.

"Al'l right," Frinma agreed.

"We' || need supplies,"” Garth said, his practical instincts coning to the
fore.

"We can forage on the way," Frima replied. "I don't want to wait."

"I will provide for your needs," the Forgotten King said.

Startled, Garth turned to look at him "You will? From here?"

The old man noved his head to one side, then the other, in so brief and
snooth a novenent that it could hardly be described as shaking his head.

"I will cone with you," he said.

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

As the little party made its way toward Ur-Dornul k, Garth found hinself
feeling that he had been rushed into action against his will. He had not

i ntended to dash so precipitously out of Skelleth. Wthin half an hour of
di scovering Saram s death, he had ridden out the southwestern gate, Frina
perched behind him the Forgotten King wal ki ng al ongsi de.

He told hinself that every m nute saved meant that nuch | ess destruction
the nonster in U-Dormul k could cause, and that he had already wasted far too
much time destroying enpty ruins. Still, he felt unprepared and harri ed.

Thi nki ng back, he wondered at his own willingness to delay in order to
knock down buil di ngs, conpared with the insistent hurry of both his
conpani ons. He suspected that the sword had had sonething to do with his
dawdl i ng, and also with his eagerness to conme to grips with the Aghadite
assassins. Wiatever the cause, he had behaved stupidly.

If he had not del ayed, the cultists mght not have bothered to kil
Saram He was sure that Saram had been alive when he slew the first two
assassins. Had he left Skelleth i mediately, the Aghadites m ght not have
returned and the Baron mght still be alive and well, his wife secure and
happy at home, rather than perched on a warbeast seeking revenge. Instead of
| eavi ng, though, Garth had gone smashi ng about the ruins, wasting tinme and
gi ving the worshi ppers of Aghad the chance to carry out another of their
ghastly nurders.

Could it be, he asked hinself, that Bhel eu had diverted him
intentionally, to further the cause of his brother deity? M ght Aghad hinself
have affected himsomehow? O had it just been the workings of chance?

Had the Forgotten King been involved? He had certainly appeared in the
doorway at an opportune nmonent, with exactly the information that woul d send
Garth and Frima on their way w thout hesitation.



The overman glanced to the left, where the yellowclad figure strode
al ong as smoothly and silently as the warbeast itself. The Book of Silence was
still held under the old man's right arm and Garth rem nded hinself that the
totem was what enabled the King to travel freely. He would no | onger need an
overman to run his errands for him

What benefit could the old man have gained from Sarami s deat h? For that
matter, what could Aghad or Bheleu gain fromit? Garth woul d have gone to
Disarra soon enough w thout this added inpetus, and the King could have
acconpani ed himor followed him Saram s nurder had increased his hatred of
the cultists, if that was possible, and had inpelled Frima to acconpany him
but that was little enough. What good would it do anyone to have Sarami s w dow
cone al ong? How much difference could the increase in his fury nmake?

Garth could see no purpose in it and concluded, reluctantly, that it had
been chance, rather than manipul ation, that had led to the Baron's nurder
That meant that his own weakness in yielding to the whimto search the ruins
had been the indirect cause; he was at fault. Once again he had brought
destruction, this tine to an innocent friend.

The cult of Aghad would pay for that, he promi sed hinself, and if he
could ever contrive to acconplish it, the gods thenselves, both Aghad and
Bhel eu, would suffer as well for what they had done to him

He rode on, silently mulling this over.

Haggat watched the little group as best he could, trying desperately to
thi nk of sonme way of diverting them He could not focus the scrying glass on
Garth while the overman held the Sword of Bheleu, nor on the old man in yell ow
at all; he had to satisfy hinself by follow ng the warbeast's pawprints, or by
cl ose scrutiny, just barely possible despite the sword' s influence, of the
girl's face and the reflections in her eyes of the surroundi ng countryside.

The high priest had thought that Garth woul d be searching Skelleth for
days, time which the cult could have used to lay false trails and arrange
di versions; instead, he had set out inmediately, and there could be little
doubt that he was bound for Disarr a.

Haggat did not understand what had happened. Something was interfering
with his plans. He suspected that it was the nysterious old man. The overnan
had apparently spoken with himin the market and deci ded then and there to
| eave Skelleth w thout further delay.

Who, Haggat wondered, was the man? He could be glinpsed only briefly,
and even then not clearly, in the glass; nost of what Haggat knew of him cane
fromthe reports of spies or fromhis occasional reflection in windows and in
the eyes of others. Once before he had becone involved in the cult's affairs,
when he had, put an end to the carefully contrived battle between Garth and
the Council of the Myst High, saving the |ives of several councilors and
taking the Sword of Bhel eu away fromthe overman. That had apparently worked
to the cult's benefit in the long run, though its foll owers had been slowto
t ake advantage of it, by rendering Garth vul nerable and by allowing themto
track down, rob, and murder several of the surviving w zards.

Now, though, the old man had given the overnman back the sword and seened
to be leading himin his attack on the sect.

That was not to be borne.

Al three of the party would have to be killed. The cult could neither
afford further delays nor waste tine on any nore such pleasant prelimnaries
as the nurders of Garth's wife and the Baron of Skelleth.

Only four of each variety of transporting crystal remained in the cult's
cache of magic; they were not to be squandered. Furthernore, the Sword of
Bhel eu was a form dabl e protection agai nst any assault, magical or nundane.

Haggat could not afford another failure. He glanced at the scarred face
of his personal acolyte; he was well aware that she would be glad to replace
himas high priest, should he allowthe cult's prestige to suffer

He needed to think out exactly what to do. He recalled all too well
that, three years earlier, the full power of the Council of the Mdst H gh had



been unable to do anythi ng agai nst the m ght of the overman and his dammed
swor d.

Sone tine did remain, however; the journey from Skelleth to Disarra was
at least a ten-day ride. Perhaps his best course would be to use every nonent
of that tine to prepare an anbush

At any rate, although he would want to keep a careful eye on the
progress of the approaching party, Haggai decided that he would not waste any
of the cult's hoard of nmagic in tornmenting them along the way, nor in abortive
attacks that the Sword of Bheleu could easily counter. At |east, he would not
do so until he had devised sonmething nore subtle and effective than a direct
assaul t.

Perhaps the three would | ower their guard if left alone, he thought, or
woul d decide that Garth had killed all the cultists involved in the nurders
after all and turn back.

Haggat wondered again who the old man was and why he had given the sword
back to the overman

As he first canme within sight of the walls of Ur-Dormulk, Garth was
surprised to see notion along the battlenments. The distance was such that he
knew he coul d not be observing any ordinary patrolling sentries, nor even
maj or troop novenents

When the party drew nearer, he realized that he was seeing the head of
the nonstrous creature, projecting above the ranmparts; the novenment was its
i mpati ent marchi ng back and forth. The wi zards had obvi ously not succeeded in
driving it into the |ake.

The sl ope below the walls was still thick with people, though they had
spread out considerably fromtheir earlier close-packed arrangenment. Tents had
been erected, made fromrobes or overcl oaks draped across wal ki ng sticks or
scraps of wood. The perimeter was still patrolled by brass-hel neted guardsmnen;
nore soldiers were posted al ong the base of the wall and clustered around the
gate, their netal headgear gleanm ng in the mdday sun. The sparse grass of the
hillside had vanished into the dirt beneath the tread of so many feet.

The great beast prowl ed behind the battlenents, but the people seened to
pay it little heed; they had al ready grown accustomed to their situation
Garth wondered at that.

He al so wondered why the nonster stayed behind the wall when it was
obviously eager to leave the city. Surely, he thought, it was capabl e of
breaki ng through the stone barrier, as it had broken out of its own chanber
and had broken apart the buildings of the city.

Then he remenbered the I ong sl ope on the other side of the wall. The
creature mght be unable to clinb it; the natural barrier could confine it,
where the man-nade one could not.

There were also the two wi zards. Garth saw no sign of them they had
pl ainly been unable to drive the leviathan into either of the | akes, |et alone
destroy it, but perhaps they were able to keep it from breaking out of the
city.

That assuned that they hadn't been squashed in their attenpts to defeat

t he thing.
The sol di ers posted around the ranshackl e encanpnment saw the party
approaching while it was still sonme distance away. That was hardly surpri sing;

t he nmounted overman, towering far above the tallest of the crops that |ined
t he roadsi des, was visible for a thousand yards or nore across the flat plain.
Had the guards not seen him they would have been derelict in their duties.
Garth knew he had been seen, but was unconcerned. He had no need for
stealth; he had come to performa vital service this tine. He watched as
sol diers ran hither and yon, obviously carrying news of his coming up to the
gate, and orders back down in response. A party began to formon the road,
presunably to greet him and his conpanions, and to stop themif necessary.
In keeping with his idea of the dignity appropriate to his position
Garth pretended not to notice them but rode directly forward, head hel d-high



until he canme within a dozen yards.

At that point he deigned to react visibly to the presence of an
obstruction in his path and spoke a comand to the warbeast. Koros could, he
knew, have gone straight through the little cluster of men w thout even
sl owi ng down, whether they resisted or not, but that would scarcely have been
di plomatic. Instead, at his order, the warbeast stopped dead, and Garth stared
balefully at the party before him

He felt a twinge of fanmiliar bloodlust, an urge to order Koros forward
and strike out with the Sword of Bhel eu, but he fought it down.

"Greetings," he said.

An officer with a golden plume on his helnet replied, "G eetings,
over man. "

"May | pass?"

"That depends. As you can see, the situation in U-Dorrmulk is very
unsettled at present." The man gestured, taking in the crowded hillside. "A
nmonster," he said with a wave toward the ranparts, "has driven us from our
hones. What busi ness brings you here?"

"I have cone to rid you of this troubl esonme creature.”

The officer stared up at Garth for a nonment, then | ooked down, turned to
one of his nen, and nuttered, "He's mad."

The sol di er nodded agreenment. Garth wondered just how poor human hearing
was; he had made out the remark without straining.

There was a pause in the conversation; the officer was obviously
consi deri ng how best to handl e an i nsane overman. He gl anced at Garth again,
then said, "Forgive ne for the delay, overman, but | rust confer with ny
superiors.”

"Sol dier," said a croaking, hideous voice. Startled, the officer seened
to notice the presence of the Forgotten King, standing beside the warbeast,
for the first tine.

"Let us pass,"” the old nan said. "What harmcan it do if the overman
wi shes to destroy hinsel f?"

The officer stared for a second, then turned away, unconfortable with
| ooking at the King. He shrugged. "As you say, old man. Go on, then."

Garth was at |l east as startled by the old nan's intervention as the
sol di er had been. The Forgotten King was becomi ng positively chatty, it
appeared. He wondered if this was a result of traveling, of |leaving his
fam [ iar surroundings, or was perhaps sonme side effect of possessing the Book
of Silence. Perhaps the seemnming nearness of his |ong-sought, goal had cheered
hi m out of his usual gloony taciturnity.

If so, he would be di sappoi nted, because Garth had no intention of
aiding the old man any further.

The party of soldiers divided in half, allow ng the warbeast and its two
riders to pass between, and the Forgotten King to follow in the ani mal's wake.
Garth urged Koros forward. Behind him he could feel Frima shifting
unconf ortably.

The officer signaled, and the two groups of soldiers marched al ongsi de,
escorting the overnman and his party to the city gates.

Once there, they were passed over into the care of another officer and
his own conmmand of a dozen green-garbed nen, who guided the travel ers through
the double gates and to the top of the staircase that |ed down into
Ur - Dor mul k

Garth stopped his nmount at that point. The soldiers hurriedly departed
and cl osed the gate behind them |eaving the overman and his conpani ons inside
the city, face to face with the nonster.

The creature was watching the new arrivals with dull interest show ng on
its inmense and ugly face. It stood a hundred yards or so to the north, at the
far side of a block of buildings it had tranpled flat, and at the foot of the
sl ope bel ow the wal |

Garth | ooked out over the city and was appal |l ed by what he saw. The
nmonster had torn up or smashed down a significant portion of the buildings,



| eaving a crisscrossing naze of rubble. Once or twice, Garth saw, it had
broken through the streets and cellars into the crypts, leaving great pits
partially filled with the remains of the structures that had stood above them
A dozen fires flickered in the daylight, conbining with others less visible to
draw thirty or forty lines of snoke across the sky.

He was relieved to see no corpses in the streets and no circling carrion
birds; the people of Ur-Dormul k had apparently had sufficient tine to escape.
Nonet hel ess, the destruction was startling and saddeni ng; |ess than a week
before, he had stood in the same spot and seen an intact and vigorous city
where he now saw ruins.

Wiat nmade it worse was that his own actions had caused this. He had been
responsi ble for freeing the nonster

He turned back to face his foe. It was still standing and studying him
it had not noved.

He paused, unsure just how he was going to deal with the creature. He
was quite certain that the sword had the raw power necessary to kill the
t hi ng, but he had not decided how best that power m ght be applied.

Probably, he thought, it would be wise to approach the nmonster on foot.
He turned away and di snounted, a bit awkwardly due to Frim's presence on the
back of the saddle.

Rem nded of the Disarran's existence, he considered what to do with her
and decided to | eave her where she was, astride Koros. The warbeast was the
best protection she could possibly have, short of Garth hinself.

He gl anced up at her; she sat notionlessly and stared back, her lips
drawn tight. The hurried, high-speed trip from Skelleth had told on her, Garth
was sure; she was obviously tired, but still determ ned. She said not hing.

Garth shrugged and | ooked about; he realized for the first time that the
Forgotten King was not close at hand. Startled, he spotted the old man at the
foot of the steps, walking calmMy down the avenue and into the shattered heart
of the city.

The overman stared after himfor a nmonment, then turned away. The ol d man
could take care of hinself; it was not Garth's concern if he went off on his
own. Garth reached up and pulled the Sword of Bheleu fromwhere it had been
strapped onto the warbeast's harness, along Koros' flank

| mredi ately the blade flared up into a bright white glow, and the red
gemin the hilt dripped crinson fire; Garth felt a surge of joyous strength,
of riotous enthusiasmand vigor. He had not been wholly free of the sword
during the journey, but nowits power washed over hi munhindered. He threw his
head back and roared with | aughter. The King, Saram s w dow, and the warbeast
were all forgotten; nothing mattered but the sword, its power, and his
i ntended target.

Frima watched the bl azing sword with apprehensi on; she was exhaust ed
fromthe ride, still dazed with the shock of her husband's death, and slightly
nauseat ed, but alert enough to recognize the danger the weapon represented.
She slid to the front of the saddl e and | eaned forward, ready to command Kor os
to carry her to safety, should Garth appear to be runni ng anok.

On the city's ramparts, struggling to rmaintain the warding spells that
kept the nonster fromclinbing up the slope and smashing the wall, Chal kara
and Shandi ph were suddenly startled by a vivid flash of white |ight somewhere
off to their left. As they glanced at each other in surprise, the sound of
i nhuman | aught er reached t hem

"What' s that?" Chal kara asked.

"I don't have any idea," Shandiph replied. "I think we had better
i nvestigate."

Hesitantly, Chal kara nodded in agreenent. The two abandoned t he
pent angl e they had etched in gl owing blue on the stone of the battlenents and
| eaned out between the nearest merlons.

Garth, or whatever was using Garth's body, saw them but paid no
attention; he was interested only in the nonster

Frima glinpsed a | ock of Chalkara's hair as it blew out fromthe wall



for a noment, but mistook it for a mlitary banner accidentally left flying.

The creature itself stood motionless, as if hypnotized, watching the
overman with the glowi ng sword nmarch di agonally down the steps toward it. It
seemed unaware of the two wi zards who had done so nuch to thwart it.

When Garth judged that he was cl ose enough, standing on |evel ground not
far fromthe bottom step and perhaps a dozen yards fromthe nonster's gigantic
feet, he raised the sword, gathered his will and the sword's energy, and sent
flame ravening forth.

The glare blinded the wi zards tenporarily; they noved cautiously back
feeling their way, blinking and trying to restore their vision

Frima, too, blinked and turned her head aside, but could not retreat out
of sight so easily. She was farther away and had not been | ooking directly at
the sword; when the initial flare had faded sonewhat, she | ooked back, peering
between two cl ose-set fingers, and wat ched.

The first burst of fire caught the nonster full in the chest and
spl ashed upward around its chin; any sound it mght have made was lost in the
roar of the flames.

Frima, squinting, could see little detail, but it seemed to her that the
flame was not so nuch burning anything as it was washi ng away the nonster's
flesh, like a spray of water washing away nmud. Swirls of fire spattered in

every direction, setting the air shimering with heat and creating how i ng,
fiery whirlwi nds that seened to pull and tear at the monster's |inbs.

The creature clutched at its chest, and the flane swept across its
cl aws, scorching away the talons, nelting away their substance and | eaving
bare bone.

The nonster staggered, |eaned forward, but did not fall; it was as if
the torrent of pale fire pouring fromthe sword were supporting the |eviathan
even as it destroyed it.

Its eyes had |l ost their gl ow ng appearance at the first flash of the
sword's power, paling in conparison to the weapon's glare, and now, as Frima
wat ched, the yellow orbs gl azed over. The nonster was obviously dying, but
could not fall.

The flames subsided for an instant, and Frinma saw that the creature's
| ower jaw had been stripped clean of its flesh, |eaving gl eamnm ng bone that
shone white in the sword' s bl eached, colorless light. No blood or ichor
fl owed; the heat had cauterized wherever the fire touched.

The girl shuddered at the thought of the pain the thing nmust be feeling,
if it were nortal enough to feel pain at all; her stonmach twi sted in enpathy.
Then, as she watched, the behenoth finally fell, not so rmuch forward as into
itself, the neck collapsing, the skull sliding down into the cavity where its
chest had once been

She turned away, sickened, while Garth continued to spew forth the
sword's destructive fury, stripping neat from bone, w ping the nmonster out of
exi st ence.

Frima cl osed her eyes against the light and refused to | ook back. Wrn
out by the long ride and the ghastly events that had befallen her, she dozed
fitfully, leaning forward on the warbeast's neck, her gaze averted and her
eyes cl osed.

On the city ranparts, it was several nminutes after the initial flash
before the two wi zards could see again, and even then they dared not return to
their earlier vantage point, for the white gl ow brightened and di med
erratically as Garth wi el ded the sword.

When at last the light died away conpl etely, Chal kara advanced
cautiously to the break, notioning for Shandi ph to stay where he was.

Al t hough the |ight was gone, she was al nost blinded anew by flying dust;
a fine gray powder was bei ng whi pped about by a small but powerful whirlw nd,
forcing her to turn away and wi pe her eyes clear with a corner of her sleeve.

She | ooked at the residue that clung to the fabric; it was white ash.

Wary this time, she again approached the opening and | eaned out,
squinting to protect her eyes.



She saw no sign of the nonster. The whirlw nd was dyi ng down, and the
swirling cloud of ash that it carried was slowy subsiding. Blinking, her eyes
wat eri ng painfully, Chal kara | ooked down to see what remmi ned of the overnan
and where the nonster's trail |ed.

Garth was still where she had | ast seen him but rather than standing
with the glowi ng sword rai sed, he was kneeling, |eaning heavily on the hilt of
a sword that Chal kara did not recognize at first as being the sane weapon.
This sword was bl ack, fromthe obsidianlike stone in its pormel to the
m dpoint of its tarnished bl ade; the remainder of the blade, frommdpoint to
tip, was buried in a nmound of debris that held the weapon upright. The
overman's arns were draped across the quillons, his eyes half-closed, his
mout h hal f-open; a perfect portrait of exhaustion

Where the monster had stood was only the seething ash; Chal kara stared
at it, puzzled. As the cloud sank, something white protruded fromits heart,
and the wizard realized with a shock that it was the end of an i mense
t hi ghbone.

Fasci nated and repul sed, Chal kara wat ched as the dust cloud sank down to
nothing, revealing a pile of dry, white bones, half-buried in ash, that were
obviously all that remained of the leviathan that had terrorized the city. The
upper portion of the skull stared with enpty sockets at the afternoon sky from
atop the heap, a few of the |onger bones |eaning up against it; with the great
teeth buried in ash, and the broken-tipped horn lost in a tangle of ribs, it
seenmed al nost pitiable.

"Shandi," she call ed.

The ol der w zard joined her and stared down, as fascinated as she.

"I think we should | eave," she said.

He didn't answer.

"I think we should get out of Ur-Dornulk and not |et anything stop us
this time. We should get out of here and keep away from anywhere else Garth is
likely to be."

Shandi ph nodded, blinking away an errant fl ake of ash

"We can visit Kholis, but | think we should keep goi ng-head sout h,
per haps. Maybe to Yesh. They worship different gods in Yesh. Maybe Bhel eu has
no power there."

"The gods are the gods, Chala; only their names change."

"How do you know that? It's worth trying, isn't it?"

"Yes, it's worth trying. You're right. It's certainly better than

staying here; |'ve been in one place too long. It's tinme | wandered again."
"lt's time we both wandered. | don't think | care to be Chal kara of
Kholis anynore; | don't think it's safe. Chal kara the Wanderer sounds better."

Shandi ph nodded again. He did not believe that anywhere was safe, but
t hought better of saying so.

CHAPTER TVENTY

Garth was not aware of having | ost consciousness, but he realized fromthe
altered light that he nmust have. It had been shortly after noon when he had
attacked the nmonster, with the sun bright overhead, and now the sun was in the
west, the shadows as long as the things that cast them He had been standing,
and now he knelt, |eaning upon sonething. The sword had been hot in his hands,
and now hi s hands hung enpty, the palns stinging with mld burns. The pain
rem nded him of the various injuries he had received during his first visit to
Ur-Dormul k, and he realized they were gone; he had forgotten until now that
the Sword of Bhel eu had healing properties as well as destructive ones.

He blinked and | eaned back, off whatever had been supporting him He
felt drained, but managed to rise to his feet only through a concerted effort.
Once he was upright he | ooked about, trying to assess his situation

He had been draped across the hilt of the Sword of Bhel eu, which was
burned bl ack and thrust two feet or so into a pile of dirt and ash. He stood



now in a wide circle that had been blasted flat and carpeted with fine gray
ash, extending fromthe bottommost step of the clinb to the wall out across
nmost of a city block. Its even surface was broken by three things: hinself,
the nmound that held the sword, and a great heap of ash and bone that spraw ed
across the farther side, directly in front of him

The bones were unbelievably | arge; had he never seen the nonster whence
t hey came, he would have been certain that they were fakes made of stone or
pl aster. A thighbone that |eaned up against the hal f-buried skull was taller
than he, and as thick through as he was in full padded arnor.

VWhat ever el se they mi ght be, the bones were clear proof that he had
succeeded in the task he had set hinmsel f. The nonster was destroyed.

Furthernore, he was free of the Sword of Bheleu, and this wthout the
Forgotten King's intervention. Destroying the |eviathan had at |ast burned out
the sword's power-though only tenporarily, he was sure. Even now he thought he
could see a faint stirring in the black gem a distant flickering of dull red.

He was not sure whether he wanted to keep the sword or not; he stepped
back out of easy reach to consider the matter

He still intended to take his vengeance upon the cult of Aghad, and it
was undeni abl e that the sword woul d be useful against the god' s foll owers-but
it was also true that the weapon had a continuing influence on his thoughts
and behavi or, despite Bheleu's acceptance of his terms. He did not know
whet her the god was attenpting to deceive himor was unable to prevent the
effects, but he was quite certain that it had been the god of destruction, and
not Garth hinmsel f, who had wanted to go wal ki ng off through the ruins in
Skel |l eth, blasting everything in sight, while the nonster tranpled Ur-Dormul k.
He was convinced that the god had influenced his thinking and his actions, and
he did not |ike that idea.

He stood a few steps away, at the edge of the flattened circle, staring
at the sooty sword and trying to deci de what he should do. A faint rustling
attracted his attention

Startled, he turned to see the Forgotten King standing three paces away
on the worn stone pavenent of the nearest street. The old nan's tattered
yellow mantl e flapped in the danp breeze that blew fromthe | akes, his cow
pull ed well forward about his face, a bundle wapped in black silk beneath his
right arm

The bundl e caught the overman's, attention inmediately. The Book of
Si | ence had not been wapped up, and this thing was irregularly shaped and
| arger than the neat rectangle the book al one woul d form

"What's that?" he asked.

The Forgotten King ignored his question and stood wat ching.

Garth gl anced back at the Sword of Bheleu and then at the bundl e again.

"\What have you got under your arn?" he asked. He had a suspicion that he
knew what it was, and a cold knot of dismay formed within him

"Are you done with nmy sword?" the old man asked. His awful voice seened
to blend with the wind that stirred in the rubble, but that nade it no | ess
horri bl e.

Wthout meaning to, Garth replied, "No!" He paused; the King gazed
cal My, expectantly, at himout of his shaded and invisible eyes.

Garth | ooked away, at the heap of bones, at the sword itself, at the
devastated cityscape and the high slope that led to the city wall. He saw no
cheer anywhere, only destruction or failed protections. The nonster's rel ease
and its death had both been his responsibility, and he felt sickened by the
resulting chaos. He did not want to allow nore of the sane, but he was unsure
how best he mi ght prevent it.

The dangers of taking up the sword again were obvious; he had lived with
that before. He had forgotten in his years of freedomwhat the hold and the
power of the sword were |ike; he knew now that he would never be able to
restrain conmpletely Bheleu's personality while he drew upon the god's power,
and that he could not carry the sword without wielding it.

On the other hand, he did not want the King to have the sword. He was



certain it was necessary to the magic the old man planned, magic that, Garth
was sure, would bring on the Fifteenth Age and spread death throughout the
world, even if it did not actually bring tine to an end. Garth tended to think
that the spell would destroy the world itself. Therefore, as long as Garth
kept the sword away fromthe King, he was preventing such a disaster-but would
instead find hinself conpelled into destructive acts of his own on a | esser
scal e.

He renenbered that he had previously excused hinmself for bringing the
old man the Book of Silence on the grounds that the King would not have the
sword or the Pallid Mask and woul d therefore be unable to bring about the Age
of Deat h-yet now that bundle was tucked under the King's arm and Garth was
sure of what it held.

That, he was certain, was the Pallid Mask. The chosen of the god of
death had reclained his naster's totem

To give that person the Sword of Bheleu as well would be to give him al
the power and every tool he night need. That was obvi ously unconsci onabl e.
Arriving at that conclusion, Garth started to reach for the sword.

He paused with his armoutstretched. Could he be sure he was doing the
right thing? He was acting on a series of assunptions and deductions. He had
no objective proof that the Forgotten King intended to destroy the world and
needed only these three itens to acconplish that goal

He quickly revi ewed what he knew. The King had adnmitted that his nagic
woul d cause many deaths. Further, the old man had expressed interest in the
Sword of Bheleu. Garth did not know that the sword was actually a necessary
conmponent of the King's great magic, but it seened al nbst certain. He knew
that the King was the chosen of The God Whose Nane |s Not Spoken, of Death
i ncarnate. He knew that the wi zards said that the next age, the Fifteenth Age,
was to be dominated by the Final God. He knew that it was said that the
Forgotten King could die only at the end of tine, and that the old man said he
wanted to die.

It all added up. Garth still could not know that he was right, but he
made his decision. A period of such destruction as the Sword of Bhel eu m ght
cause, even as nuch as thirty years of it, could not possibly be worse than
the end of time itself and the acconpanying extinction of all life. He grasped
the hilt of the sword.

The gemflared up redly, and the bl ade seenmed to nove of its own
volition as it slid fromthe heap of debris. White |ight flashed, and the soot
that had coated it vani shed, |eaving the bl ade gleamng silver, the jewel
glowi ng the color of fresh blood. A wave of heat swept over the overman.

The Forgotten King watched silently, and the initial burst of warnth and
bl oodl ust passed away qui ckly beneath his cold stare. Garth stared back, the
sword in his hands. He knew t hat Bhel eu had again tried to assert hinself, but
had backed down before the threat of the King's power. Garth realized that he
could control the sword only as | ong as he remai ned near the King, keeping
that threat viable. Were he to becone separated fromthe ol d man, Bhel eu woul d
be able to dom nate himeasily.

He was, he saw, trapped, worse than he had ever been before. He needed
to keep the sword to prevent the King fromobtaining it, yet he also needed to
remain near the King to prevent the sword fromcontrolling himconpletely. He
could not be sure that he would be able to prevent the King fromtaking the
sword away fromhim should the old nman ever choose to exert his own
consi der abl e power, now augnmented by both the Book of Silence and the Pallid
Mask.

What was perhaps as disheartening as the situation itself was the
know edge that Garth had brought it on hinself. He had chosen to go to Disarra
and bring back the Sword of Bhel eu. He had chosen to go to Ur-Dormul k and
fetch the Book of Silence. He had willingly given the King the book, which had
made it possible for the old nman to nove freely and get the Pallid Mask for
hi nmsel f.

Now Garth found hinmself in a precarious bal ance between the power of



Bhel eu and the power of the King, each determi ned to weak havoc, with only
Garth's refusal to cooperate preventing the unl eashing of those powers.

Furthernore, he did not know if he could naintain that bal ance forever.
In fact, he realized that he definitely could not, unless Bheleu, |like The God
Whose Name |s Not Spoken, bestowed inmortality upon his chosen agent.

That was a possibility, as the god did seemto make Garth invincible and
i nvul nerable, but it was not really an appealing prospect. Surely, the |onger
he held the sword, the greater Bheleu' s control would becone. The god was
i nsi di ous.

Garth stared at the blade before himand understood that he was dooned.
He could see no way out of his predicanent, and if the theol ogy of the humans
was correct, insofar as he understood it, then there was no way out, no
possi bl e solution. H's end, and the end of the world, were foreordai ned and
could be no nore than del ayed-and then only for as long as he was willing to
wield the Sword of Bheleu. Even a miracle would not change the terrible
circumst ances, for miracles were sent by the gods, and the nost powerful of
the gods were those who had trapped him Ever since he had first consulted the
Wse Wmen of Ordunin in his quest for eternal fane, he had been gui ded toward
this hopel ess situation; and furthernore, he realized, the Wse Wnen had
known it. He recalled the reluctance Ao had di spl ayed so | ong ago, when first
she told himof the Forgotten King. Surely that had been because she had known
what would, in the end, result.

He had not thought this through before, had not considered the long-term
consequences of the events that surrounded and involved him Now that he did,
anger flared up within him

He nade a brief, desultory attenpt to suppress it, knowing that it was
as much Bheleu's doing as his own, but w thout success. He found hinself
furious, eager to lash out at something. The gods had brought himto
t hi s- Bhel eu, Aghad, the Final God, and the other Lords of Dds-but there was no
way he could strike directly at any of them The Forgotten King, too, had
wor ked to enmesh himin the workings of destiny, to drive himand the world to
destruction. He lifted the sword high and strode toward the old man, his anger

nmount i ng.

The King stood his ground as the overman approached, and even through
the cloud of rage, Garth remenbered his previous attenpt to kill the old man
with the Sword of Bheleu. He had been totally unable to harm him

Still, as his fury grew, he found it inpossible to believe that a weapon
that could reduce so vast a nonster to ash, and bone could not kill a scrawny

human. He sl ashed out viciously, aining for the old man's throat.

The blade left a trail of sparks. Despite Garth's efforts to keep it on
course, it sheered wildly upward, skinm ng over the Forgotten King' s head.

Frustrated, Garth spun it back and struck again, this tine slanting
downward. Again the sword refused to cooperate, curving down and to the side,
veering away fromthe old man wi t hout touching him

Garth grow ed.

"Stop it, Garth," the old man said. "I amnot so easily destroyed as
Dhazh. You cannot do it like that."

The overman fell silent and |owered the sword, his red eyes flat and
dead with rage. He could not kill the King any nore than he could strike at
t he gods.

Per haps he could strike at one god, though; not directly, of course, but
t hrough his followers. He struggled to think, but his mnd seenmed hazy and
slow. He had already slaughtered the cult of Bheleu, when first he took the
sword, and The God Whose Name |Is Not Spoken had no servants except the King
and one or two decrepit priests. But the cult of Aghad still flourished, and
nore than any other had driven himinto his current predicanent. He had sworn
vengeance upon that god's worshippers, sworn to destroy them Sonewhere in
Ur-Dormul k was a tenpl e dedicated to Aghad, he renenbered; he | ooked out
across the battered city.

"Where is it?" he nuttered, half to hinself.



"What ?" The Forgotten King's question was calmand indifferent.

"Where is the tenpl e of Aghad?"

"The center of the cult is in Disarra."”

"They have a tenple here, in Ur-Dormul k. Wiere is it?"

"It is uninportant.”

"Where is it?" Garth's tone was flat and dangerous. The King scarcely
needed to beware of the overman's anger, but he chose not to argue further

"I will show you," he replied. He turned and wal ked down the street.

Garth followed himthrough the ruins, through sections where buil dings
stood rel atively undamaged, past smoking pits that had once been cellars or
crypts, until the pair arrived in front of a | ow stone structure tucked up
agai nst one of the great outcroppings of rock that studded the city.

The King stopped and gestured at the nondescript buil di ng.

"This is it?" Garth asked. The tenple was nothing Iike the one he had
robbed in Disarra. There was no netal gate, no courtyard wth poi soned
fountain, no names etched in the stone walls, but a sinple single story of
weat hered granite, with a few narrow wi ndows that peered out, black and enpty,
upon the deserted streets. The wi ndows flanked a heavy wooden door

The King said nothing, but nodded once.

Reassured, his anger driving away any |ingering doubts, Garth marched up
to the entrance and swng the sword against it.

The heavy wooden door burst outward in a shower of splinters and dust,
with a sound |ike sudden thunder.

Garth stepped through into a small, bare anteroom and | ooked about in
the unlit gloom Three other doors led further into the depths of the
bui | di ng; he chose one at random and smashed it down with the sword, sending
shards rattling against the walls on all sides.

Beyond lay a small roomhung in dark red and richly carpeted in soft
gray; near the far wall stood a metal altar, and upon the altar lay a woman's
corpse, partially disembowel ed. Garth stepped cl oser

A curtain plumeted down before him with a grow, Garth hacked it apart
intine to see the altar sink into the floor, taking the corpse with it.

This sort of mechanical trickery was simlar, indeed al nost identical
to what he had encountered in Disarra. Any further doubts he mi ght have had
were dispelled by his final glinpse of the dead body.

Runes had been carved into the woman's chest, four runes, spelling out
AGHAD

Satisfied that he had found the right place, Garth |lashed out with the
sword and bl asted apart the sliding stone that noved into place to hide the
sunken altar and its grisly burden. Wthout bothering to consider that the
victimmght deserve better, he then sent a burst of white flane that utterly
consunmed the corpse, leaving a thin layer of ash. That done, he set about
serious destruction, shattering the ceiling and the roof beyond and worki ng
his way down the walls.

When at |ast he was satisfied that the job was done, he stood at the
bottom of a great pit, anid a heap of rubble, where no stone |larger than a
man' s body remai ned and no stone stood intact upon another. He had found and
destroyed hundreds of conceal ed machi nes and nechani snms, a dozen or so hi dden
bodi es, a handful of dangerous beasts, and a vast arnory equi pped with
everything from si ege engi nes to endl ess shel ves of varied poisons. The single
fl oor aboveground had stood atop three levels of cellars and dungeons t hat
ext ended out beneath the buildings on both sides and across the street into
t he house opposite.

Hal f a dozen doors led fromthe cellars into the crypts, but he did not
bother to investigate those after blow ng the doors thensel ves apart. He knew,
even in his rage, that there was no point in destroying the entire system of
crypts, and that to do so woul d nmean destroying the entire city he had slain
Dhazh to save. He drew the line at the point where the architecture and the
texture of the stone changed, revealing the difference between the ancient
buried tunnels and the far newer tenple built to take advantage of them



Nowhere in the entire structure were there any living humans.

In Disarra, Haggat watched, worried, as the tenple in U -Dornul k
crunmbl ed. He was unable to focus his scrying glass on the overman or the sword
and could not watch the destruction directly as a result, but he was able to
see the remains. It distressed himto see so powerful an outpost of the cult,
second only to its heart in Disarra, reduced so quickly to worthless rubble,
but he knew he could do nothing to stop the denolition

He coul d, however, save the cultists who had used the shrine. The
overman's next step, obviously, would be to pick the Aghadites out of the
crowmd that waited outside the city gates and kill them Haggat did not want
that to happen. He abandoned the scrying glass for the nmonent, to order his
di sciples to send a nmessage of warning.

When Garth clinbed out of the hole he had nmade, he found the Forgotten
King waiting, notionless, in the street.

"Are there any Aghadites in the city?" the overman denanded.

"No," the old man repli ed.

Garth was glad of that; he had not relished the thought of hunting them
down in their hiding places, one by one. Far easier and nore satisfying to
bl ast the lot of themat once! He would divide themout fromthe crowd as the
citizens were readnitted to the city, standing at the gate and stopping them
as they passed. He did not consider how he woul d recognize them he was sure
he woul d manage it. The old man was apparently in a cooperative nood, having
led himto the tenple and now havi ng answered his question directly; perhaps
he woul d be willing to point them out.

There would be tine for that later. H's next step was to return to the
gate and arrange with the authorities for perm ssion to di spose of the
Aghadites. It seenmed a very minor demand to make in exchange for slaying the
nonster that had done so much danage to their city.

The sun was down, and Garth lighted the way back to the gate with the

glow fromthe Sword of Bheleu. Fires still flickered in the distance, but in a
city so largely built of stone, nobst were rapidly dying out.
Frima and Koros still waited atop the stairs at the gate, just as Garth

had I eft them save that Koros was now asleep and Frina awake. As a result of
her rest, awkward as it had been to sleep in the saddle, she was alert and
eager to pursue her vengeance agai nst the worshippers of Aghad.

She had awakened feeling ill shortly before; after she had vonited, she
had felt somewhat better and had noticed that Garth was m ssing. She had not
been seriously concerned by his absence; she knew he would return for Koros,
if for nothing else, and she had correctly concluded that he had gone in
search of their common foe

"Are there Aghadites in this city?" she asked as Garth and the Forgotten
King clinbed the I ast few steps.

"No," the overman replied. "But there are many, | amsure, in the crowd
outside the gates. | have just destroyed their tenple here; now we nust search
them out fromthe other humans."

"No," the old man said unexpectedly. "They have fled."

"What ?" Garth demanded. Frima stared silently.

"They are gone."

"They can't be," Garth insisted. "I have to kill them™

"They were warned nagically and have fled."

"Are you sure?" Frinma asked.

The Ki ng nodded.

"They're really gone? You swear it?" she persisted.

The Ki ng nodded agai n.

"Where did they go?" Garth asked.

The ol d man shrugged.

"To Disarra, perhaps?" Garth guessed.

The ol d man shrugged agai n.



"To Disarra, then," Garth said. Frim nodded agreenent.

The conversati on had awakened the warbeast; now, at the overman's
urging, it turned and followed its master out the city gate and into the
torchlit night beyond, where the people of U-Dornmulk waited to reclaimtheir
city.

CHAPTER TWENTY- ONE

Garth and his conpani ons stayed the night on the hillside by the gate,
ignoring a thin drizzle that began around m dni ght. They kept a careful watch
on the line of nen, wonmen, and children nmoving slowy back into the city,
whi | e guards stood nearby. A few reports cane in of people who had vani shed
around sunset, wandering off in one direction or another, confirmng the
Forgotten King's claimthat the Aghadites had been warned of their danger. The
sol diers had generally not tried to prevent these people fromcrossing the
perimeter; that was not what they had been posted for. Their orders were to
keep dangers out, not to keep their own people in, and if a score or perhaps
two dozen had chosen to depart for destinations unknown, it was no part of a
soldier's duty to stop them Garth, angry as he was at the escape of the
Aghadites, had to admt that that was reasonabl e.

He and Frima, as well as | arge nunbers of guardsmen, observed the whole
re-entry operation, and nowhere did Garth see the dark red robes of the
wor shi ppers of Aghad. He knew, of course, that the cultists mght well be
di sgui sed and that he had no reliable means of spotting themin the horde of
nmuddy, bedraggl ed citizens who wound their way up the hill and through the
gates. Still, he was sure that nost, if not all, of those people reported
m ssing had been the god's followers in U - Dornul k.

Around dawn, it was noticed that the two w zards coul d not be found.
Garth wondered briefly if they m ght have been Aghadites, or whether they
m ght have been devoured by the nonster the Forgotten King called Dhazh, or
whet her they were sinply | ost sonewhere. Eventually he decided that the matter
did not concern him

The overlord and his court had gathered in one particular area of the
hillside and established thenselves in charge of the return to the city,
giving orders to the mlitary and generally taking credit for the organization
sol di ers had inposed. This kept them busy running about, |ooking very out of
pl ace wearing their gaudy robes in the rain and nud. It seened to Garth that
such bright attire would | ook out of place anywhere other than in a
pal ace-whi ch m ght well have been exactly what was intended.

Despite the di sappearance of the w zards, there were enough w tnesses,
and enough evidence, to establish to the satisfaction of all concerned that
Garth had, indeed, been responsible for the nonster's destruction. The
overlord's courtiers made at | east a pretense of gratitude, confused and wet
as they were, and their orders enabled the overnman's little party to nmake a
good breakfast from stocks of food brought out of the city by the nore
foresighted refugees. A fat sheep was found to feed the warbeast, and a few
supplies were laid in for their comng journey, all at the city's expense.
Soneone even managed to dig up a sheath | arge enough to hold the Sword of
Bhel eu from an obscure arnory in the city wall, and Garth strapped the weapon
on his back rather than continuing to carry it naked in his hand.

Finally, at mdnorning when Garth was convinced that it would do no good
to watch the remaini ng popul ation return to the ruined city, he and his party
gat hered t hensel ves toget her and departed for Ddsarra.

By then the hillside was al nost free of humanity, but had been left a
littered expanse of churned rmud, where makeshift tents flapped forlornly in
the warm breeze

Garth found hinmself alternately slipping and sinking in the nuck, and
rather than struggle on, he clinbed astride Koros. The warbeast did not seem
to notice the nud at all, and the Forgotten King wal ked on as snoothly and



tirelessly as the beast. Frima had been in the saddle to begin with and stayed
t here, perched behind the overman.

Garth wondered idly for a noment how soon and how wel | the people of
Ur-Dormul k woul d rebuild their homes. He doubted that any of them had ever had
any experience in building he had seen no structure in all the city that could
have been | ess than several centuries old.

It occurred to himthat it mght not matter for |ong whether they
rebuilt or not. If the world were to end, it would make little difference if
the citizens of U-Dornulk died in the streets or beneath new roofs.

Wth that thought, his attention returned to his own situation, to the
task that |lay before him and the presence and nature of the Forgotten King.
He glared at the old man, without effect, and wi shed that he had never net
hi m

From Ur-Dornul k their route | ed southwest along the foothills, then west
across a pass in the mountains into the |Iand of Nekutta, across a broad
val l ey, Around the southern end of another nountain range, and across anot her
plain to the foothills of a third nountain range, this |ast one vol canic.
There, perched on the side of a vol cano, stood the black-walled city of
Dasarra, where the cult of Aghad was centered.

Disarra's name neant "gathering place of the dark gods," which was a
fair description; each of the seven Lords of Dds, despised el sewhere for the
nost part, had a major shrine there, serving as the center of his or her cult.
In other | ands the Dis were considered to be wholly evil, and their worship an
aberration, at best-though the nore decadent and tol erant pernitted that
worship to continue, as it had in Ur-Dormul k.

In Disarra the dark gods were dom nant; no other deities were
wor shi pped, as far as Garth had been able to learn during his stay there or in
di scussions with Frima in the subsequent nonths, save for a few ninor
affiliated gods, such as Bheleu's son Koros, god of war, or Tema's servant
Mei, goddess of the noon

El sewhere, people would have said that since the Lords of Dis were evil,
a society dedicated to them nust also be evil and nust therefore quickly
destroy itself, by the very nature of evil. Yet Disarra had survived for
centuries, perhaps mllennia. Garth was not sure how t he Disarrans had nanaged
it.

Garth's previous visit had brought fire and pl ague upon them and at
| ast report, the city was in a state of chaos; yet the cult of Aghad remai ned
active. Garth was not sure how to explain that, either-but he intended to put
a stop toit.

From Ur - Dor nul k, however, the journey to Disarra would require at |east
ten days.

It occurred to himthat the Aghadites, with their tel eporting nagic,
could cover the distance alnost instantly and that the Forgotten King had
pronounced their spells to be trivial. Did that nean, then, that the Sword of
Bhel eu, or the Book of Silence, or the Pallid Mask, or perhaps the King's own
personal magic mght serve the same purpose?

"King," he demanded without preamnble, "can you transport us nore
qui ckl y?"

The old man did not trouble hinself to | ook up, but nerely shook his
head negatively.

Garth was not satisfied by that reply. It did not seemreasonabl e that
this party shoul d have such great mmgi cal power at their disposal, yet be
unable to performa feat the Aghadites managed with far feebler resources.

He recalled that the King had been confined to Skelleth for centuries
and wondered if perhaps the old man wanted to see sonething of the world
before attenpting to destroy it and hinmself. The King was not making any
visible effort to study the scenery, marching on steadily w thout turning his
head, but it was a possibility.

Per haps the powers they carried were too specialized, too strongly
dedi cated to death and destruction



What ever the reason, Garth regretted the delay; it meant that nuch nore
time for the cultists to strike against his famly and surviving friends.

Galt, back in Skelleth, was alnost certainly in danger, as well as Myrith and
Lurith and Garth's children.

He could think of no way to conpel the Forgotten King or anyone else to
speed them magically on their way, however, and could nmerely plot, plan, and
worry as Koros strode onward into the nountains.

Behind him Frima was slowy recovering fromthe shock of Saram s death.
Her initial reaction had been wordl ess grief, which Garth had transforned into
a cold, bitter hatred and a driving need for revenge with the words he had
spoken to her in the market. Hatred and anger, however, had to be sustained by
somet hi ng out si de oneself in order to dom nate one's thoughts over an extended
period of time. Had she stayed in Skelleth, Frim would have been reni nded
repeatedly of Saramls nmurder by the sinple fact of his absence, by the enpty
side of her bed, by the unused or perhaps usurped baronial seat in the hall
where soneone el se might be giving orders, or nerely by the old fanmiliar
pl aces where she had seen himso often and the ordi nary objects he had handl ed
so frequently.

Here, though, as she clung to Garth with her arnms and to Koros with her
l egs, riding for days on end through strange country and suffering froma
vague illness that came and went, those remi nders were | acking.

The sight of Saramis nmurderers, or any sign of their presence, would
have served to sustain her craving for vengeance, but the nmountains they
crossed, and the plain beyond, were unmarked by any trace of Aghad or his
foll owers. They passed small farms, stone cottages, and other human
habi tati ons, but nothing that could stir her dwindling fury. Instead, she
found hersel f distracted by new sights and experi ences.

This had begun with the burning of Dhazh. Seeing that had provided a
countershock to Saram's death; it had been the first thing she thought about
ot her than death and revenge since she had seen her husband's nutil ated
cor pse.

Now, as she rode behind the overman across the rolling countryside of
eastern Nekutta, she was able to, think clearly again, her thoughts no | onger
snot hered beneath an unbearable |oad of grief and rage. For the first tine,
she began to consider her situation now that Saram was dead.

Was she still the Baroness of Skelleth? She had no idea. She had held
the title only by virtue of being Saramis consort, but since both he and his
predecessor had died with no other heirs known, that claimmnmght be sufficient
to entitle her to rule in her own name. Had the stillborn son she bore al nost
two years earlier lived, he would have been the new Baron, and she the dowager
and probabl e regent-but he had not lived. Nothing of Saramlived on; he had
had no brothers, no sisters, no living famly at all. Even his friends had
nostly perished in the sacking of Skelleth three years ago.

That thought upset her anew, that there should be nothing left of the
man she had | oved, and she reaffirmed her vow of vengeance.

It was not fitting, she thought, that so fine a man should die so young
and with no offspring-though it occurred to her that she had not known just
how ol d he was. O der than she, certainly. Nor could Frina be certain that he
had not sired children; she had not been his first wonan, she knew, though she
was his only wife.

Still, he had no legitimate heir-and she had no child to ease her
| onel i ness.

She remenbered her recurring illness and wondered if she m ght be w ong
about that, but she suppressed the thought as mere w shful thinking. She did
not want to fill herself with fal se hopes, and her bouts of nausea were far
nore likely to be caused by grief, or the rigors of travel, than by pregnancy.

Per haps she should have stayed in Skelleth and tried to | earn whet her
Saram had chil dren whom she m ght claimand rai se as her own. She woul d never
have asked so inproper a question while Saramlived, of course, but it
occurred to her that Garth, who had known Saram before she met him m ght know



somet hing. She inquired tinmdly, "Garth?"

The overman did not answer, but gl anced back

"Did Saram have a | over before | net hin®"

Garth shrugged. "I don't know," he said. "I never saw any evi dence of
one." He turned his attention forward again, to the trail ahead, wondering
what quirk had brought Frima to be questioning her dead husband' s past at this
|ate date. It was an al nost-wel come distraction fromhis own gl oony,
repetitious thoughts, which ran over and over again al ong the sane deadend
pat hs, considering ways out of his predicanent that he al ready knew woul d not
wor k.

Frima rem nded herself that she was not totally alone; she had friends,
or at |east acquai ntances, back in Skelleth, and she was sure that they would
not desert her if she returned there. She had Garth, who had agreed to help
her in her revenge and who still seenmed to feel some obligation toward her
fromearlier events. She had her father and siblings, perhaps, though she
could not be sure that any of them had survived. She had not thought nuch
about themin alnost three years, not even |ong enough to send them a nessage
reporting her own survival and her inproved estate as the Baroness of
Skel l eth, but surely, if they lived, they would wel cone her back

She felt suddenly guilty that she had never told themthat she was stil
alive. They nust, she realized, believe that she had died on Sai's altar |ong
ago- unl ess her father or brother had been in the nob in the nmarketpl ace when
Garth slew the high priest of Aghad. They woul d have seen her there and known
she still lived, but would have no idea what had become of her after she fled
the city.

O course, if they had been present, they night well have been anpbng the
first to contract the Wiite Death, which was invariably fatal. And if the
pl ague had not killed them the fires she herself had set, and the chaos that
ensued, mght well have caught them

Her younger sisters would have been safe at hone, she was sure-but the
fires and plague and rioting m ght have found them even there. And if their
father and brother had di ed, how would they have survived? Mst probably they,
like herself, would have wound up on a sacrificial altar sonewhere-but w thout
a strange overman to rescue them

She was suddenly inpatient to see Disarra again, to discover how nmuch
the stories of its destruction had exaggerated. She wanted to know whet her her

father, her brother, and her two sisters still lived. What remai ned of her
father's shop? Were any of her old friends still there? Was the cult of Temm
still active? She renenbered the priestess Shirrayth, who had tried to teach

Frima sone of the nysteries of the goddess in hopes of recruiting her as an
acol yte, and wondered what had beconme of her. She renenbered the magnificent
stone idol in the tenple's domed chanber, which had awed and conforted her as
a child, and longed to see it again. She was certain that it nust still be

i ntact; the goddess would protect her own image, Frima was sure of that.

She remenbered how she had been consol ed by a priest-she had never known
his name-after her mother's death and how she had prayed to Tema and sensed
her presence in the night sky in response. The know edge that the goddess
wat ched over her followers had eased Frima's mind many ti nes when she was
young, yet during her stay in Skelleth she had neglected her religion
conpl etely.

She tried to excuse herself on the grounds that Tena was a Ddsarran
deity, not to be found in strange eastern |ands, but she knew that for the lie
it was. Tema was the goddess of night, and the night came everywhere, not just
to Ddsarra.

She had not kept up her childhood faith; she had lived nostly by day,
for conveni ence, since the people of Skelleth, unlike her own, were wholly
diurnal . She had relinqui shed her ties to the night.

That was not right.

Had she remai ned steadfast, Frima thought, perhaps Tema m ght have
war ned her, or protected Saram somehow, or turned away Aghad's foll owers-or at



the very | east, eased the pain and grief.

Per haps the goddess had watched over her fam ly and she would find her
father and siblings waiting for her in the tinker's shop, untouched by the
cat astrophes that had struck the city. They, surely, had remnai ned faithful

No, she told herself, that was going too far, believing that anyone who
wor shi pped Tema woul d be preserved against the wath of the other gods-for it
was P' hul and Bhel eu who had caused Disarrans suffering, at Garth's behest.
Tema was the |l east of the seven Lords of Dis, unable to stand agai nst any of
her six siblings. If P hul's plague, or Bheleu's flanmes, or the nachinations
of Aghad had been directed against Frima's famly, then they surely would have
di ed. She could only hope that they had been fortunate.

It would do no good to pray to Tema that they had been spared, for not
even the gods could alter the past, except perhaps for the being called Dagha,
who had created the gods thenselves. If her fanmly still lived, she would find
t hem when she reached Disarra; until then, it would do no good to worry about
t hem

Nonet hel ess, she worri ed.

She wanted themto be alive, for there to be soneone she could go to,
now t hat Saram was dead. She wanted to return to the conforts of her
chil dhood, to the relative security she had known before her ki dnapping.

Wth that in mnd, as the party was com ng within sight of Nekutta's
central mountain range, she | eaned forward and asked Garth, "Don't you think
we should travel by night?"

The overman gl anced back at her and asked, "Why?"

"Wouldn't it be safer?”

The overman | ooked out across the peaceful |andscape of green pastures,
grazing cattle, and occasional houses or plowed fields scattered al ong the
roadsi de. Nothing within sight seened in the | east threatening.

Still, he renenbered that reports had reached Skelleth describing wars
and ot her disturbances in Nekutta. He had seen no evidence to support the
stories-but caution would do no harm

So far, the party had been spending | ong days on the road, traveling on
well into the evening every day, and rising again before dawn to get an early
start. Garth had no intention of slow ng the pace, but he saw no reason not to
nove the sleeping period fromnighttine to day. It might, he thought, provide
a smal |l decrease in the chance of danger

"dd man? Do you have any preference?"

The Forgotten King shook his head and wal ked on, tirelessly, w thout
| ooking at the overman. He had no trouble in keeping up with the warbeast. An
ordi nary man woul d have been left far behind in a single day, or else would
have col | apsed from exhaustion, but the King marched stolidly and silently
onward, his pace always steady and matching the warbeast's own. It was one
nore little denmonstration of his strangeness, but one that pleased Garth
because it nmeant faster travel

"Very well, then," Garth said. "Tonight we ride until dawn."

Frima smiled; she was returning to the night, where she bel onged.

The habits of years were not so easily broken, however, and she dozed
of f shortly after midnight, only to be awakened half an hour later by the
cessati on of novenent.

Startl ed, she opened her eyes and saw that Koros had stopped and was
standing notionless in the mddle of the road. No inn was in sight, and the
eastern sky was still black and strewn with stars.

"What ' s happeni ng?" she asked.

"Silence!" Garth warned in a | ow voi ce.

"Why?" she whispered. "What's happeni ng?"

"I see canpfires ahead, where none should be," Garth replied.

Frima lifted herself up on her hands and stared over the overman's
shoul der. As he had said, several lights were visible on the hillside ahead of
t hem

"Couldn't it just be a caravan?" she whi spered.



"It could be," Garth admtted, "but | think it is not. Look how nmany
fires there are.”

Frima peered into the darkness and tried to count the flickering lights;
her hand slipped before she had finished, and she bunped down onto the saddle,
| osi ng her pl ace.

She didn't need to finish her count, however; Garth's point was obvious.

"I estimate thirty fires," the overman whi spered. "At the |east. And
assum ng ten humans to each, that neans three hundred people are canped there.
| have never heard of so large a caravan. Raiding parties, however, are often
such a size."

"Maybe the caravan set extra fires to scare away bandits,’
suggest ed.

Garth did not bother to reply to that.

"What are you going to do about it?" Frima asked.

"I have not decided," he replied.

H s first inpulse had been to nake a detour around the encanpnent, but
t he t hought of going out of his way, even so briefly, annoyed him He was
tenpted to ride straight through, as if nothing were out of the ordinary-and
if anyone in the canp tried to stop him well, the Sword of Bheleu could dea
with such interference

In fact, he thought it mght be fun to destroy the canp, whether he was
bothered directly or not; after all, the fools had settled thensel ves on the
hi ghway, obstructing traffic, and deserved whatever response travel ers m ght
be able to make.

He found hinself considering with anticipation just how he would go
about it. He might burn down the tents first-assuming there were tents-and
t hen hunt down anyone who got out in time. He would pursue themindividually,
he deci ded, and skewer each one on the sword, so that he could watch the bl ood
run up the blade and spatter across the ground.

"Garth?" Frima's voice was worried.

He ignored the girl; nothing she could say would be of interest.

"Garth, the jewel is glow ng," she said.

He gl anced up and realized that she was correct. The red |ight that had
tinged the edge of his vision had been neither his inmagination nor the
approach of dawn, but the gl ow of the gem

An instant's worry vani shed. What did it matter, he asked hinself, if
the stone were to gl ow? He had made his bargain with Bhel eu, and the god woul d
not dare to interfere with his thoughts. The urge to destroy the canp was
entirely his own, he told hinself.

Al the glow did was rem nd himof the sword's readi ness and waiting
power. It occurred to himthat he might be able to use it to keep his prey
fromfleeing. A good thunderstormwould douse the fires and drive the people
under shelter, making it nmore difficult for themto escape his anger. He
reached up for the hilt projecting above his shoul der

"Garth!" Frima said, her voice | oud and unsteady.

"Silence, woman!" Garth growed in reply. H's hand closed on the sword's
grip, and he felt a surge of strength.

"dd mn!" Frima called. "Stop him"

Garth bellowed and tried to draw the sword; Frima pressed up against his
back, hol ding the scabbard down so that he could not pull the blade free.

Enraged, Garth tried to twist away while sinultaneously reaching up with
both hands to lift the blade out of its sheath hand over hand.

"King! Help!" Frima called.

The gl ow of the gem suddenly died, and the stone turned bl ack, darker
than the ni ght sky above.

Garth stopped instantly; his hands fell, and the sword slid back into
pl ace. His irrational anger had vanished, and with it all thought of
assaul ti ng whoever blocked their way. He felt as if a haze had cleared from
hi s thoughts, a haze that had been present in varying measure ever since he
had picked the Sword of Bheleu up off the table in the back of the King's Inn

Frim



Even when the sword had been black with soot and unable to hold himdirectly,
he realized, his thoughts had been tainted and nuddied by it. Perhaps the nost
frightening of the sword's effects was that he was not even aware of its

i nfluence until it was broken; it made him believe Bheleu' s reactions and
enotions to be his own.

Now, though, he was free again, at |east for the nonent.

"Thank you," he said.

"Bheleu is not to be trusted," the old nan's hi deous voice rasped from
t he darkness. "He woul d have del ayed us here for no good reason, and | do not
wi sh to be thus delayed. Further, | prefer your conpany, poor as it is, to
his."

"I won't give you the sword," Garth insisted. He was wary, and his
t houghts had not had tinme to reorder thenselves fully, so he stated his
position directly to avoid confusion, on either the King's part or his own.
The old man had made a | onger speech than usual, which was, in Garth's
experience, often a sign of trouble. The extra words mght be part of a subtle
schene, or a result of the old man's excitenment-and anything that excited the
Forgotten King was likely to be unpl easant for mere nortals.

"As you please,” the King replied.

Garth rel axed very slightly. It could be, he told hinself, that the old
man had spoken the exact truth and that his notives were just as he sai d-but
why had he bot hered to expl ain thenf?

Frima did not worry herself about that. "Are you all right?" she asked.

"Yes," Garth answered, though he was not yet conpletely certain hinself.

The party had continued onward as these events had taken place; when
Garth had reached for the sword, he had urged Koros forward, and the warbeast
had obeyed, undi sturbed by the actions of its riders. The Forgotten King had
mar ched al ongsi de. Now, Garth realized, they were drawi ng near to the npst
easterly of the canmpfires; furthernore, they had been shouting at one anot her

"Wait," he called softly as he signal ed the warbeast to stop

Koros stopped. Garth | ooked off to the side and saw no sign of the
King's yellow mantl e. He | ooked back, in surprise, wondering where the old man
had gone.

Sonething rustled; he whirled to face forward once again, and found
hi nsel f | ooki ng down the shaft of a spear

CHAPTER TWVENTY- TWD

"An overman!" exclained an unfamliar voice very near at hand-the voice, Garth
was sure, of an overman, deeper and nore resonant than any human's.

"Who are you?" Garth denmanded. He | ooked up fromthe spear poised at his
throat and saw that it was clutched in doubl e-thunbed hands bel ow a nosel ess,
red-eyed face. Two other figures stood nearby, one of overman size, the other
smal l er; both held their weapons ready.

"Who do you think we are, idiot?" the smaller figure asked in
unm st akably human tones.

"More inportantly, stranger, who are you?" the overman with the spear

i nqui red.

Garth considered his situation and decided that he did not care to admt
his identity yet. "I'"mjust a travel er headi ng west. Wy does it concern you?"

"You travel at night?"

Garth shrugged. "Why not? It's cooler. | mean you no harm whoever you
are. If you prefer, I will go around your canp, rather than through it. It

matters little to ne."

"It may be that you won't be going anywhere for sone tine,
who had not previously spoken remarked.

"Why not? Who are you?"

"Who do you think we are?"

"I don't know," Garth said. "I didn't think there were any overnen in

t he overman



Nekutta. Either | was wong or you have cone here from sonewhere el se-but |
have no idea where or why." This was not exactly true, of course; it did not
take much intelligence to guess that the canp was a raiding party from Yprian
Coast and that these three had been sent out to investigate the noise on the
r oad.

"We didn't think there were overnen native to Nekutta, either, which is
why you still live," the second overman said. "You may be a spy, perhaps a
| oner hired by sonme village to direct us away fromit-but we have not
previously encountered such a thing. Wy would humans hire an overnman, when
surely they know we have both species anbng us? And | m ght suspect you to be
a scout for one of our rivals, save that we had thought ourselves the nost
easterly party; why, then, would you be approaching fromthe east? Did you
circle around unseen, and then become carel ess on the way back? It seens
unli kely. Therefore, stranger, we are puzzled, and want to hear your
expl anati on of yourself before we do you any permanent harm"

"And I want to know," the human interjected, "what that thing is you're
riding, and who that is behind you."

"The animal is a warbeast,"” Garth replied, unsure how rmuch of the truth
it would be wise to adnmit. "The girl is Disarran and has hired me to escort
her home." That story seenmed as good as any and certainly nore acceptable than
the truth. He could not know what attitude this group had toward the cult of
Aghad.

"Ah," the second overman said. "And who is this Didsarran? Who are you,
that she should trust you enough to hire you?"

"Her nane is Frima, Baroness of Skelleth," Garth answered. He hoped t hat
the title would inpress his questioners. He did not care to reveal his own
nane yet; they m ght have heard it one way or another. "As for why she should
trust ne, that is her own concern-but | have been known to her for sone tine,
and ny word is good." He felt an unconfortable twi nge at that |ast statement,
knowing it to be less than the truth.

"Skel | eth?" the spearbearer and the human excl ai nmed in uni son

"I think we've got a real prize here," the overman added.

"Thi nk what a hostage she'll be, if she's really the Baroness!" the
human sai d.

Garth had not considered that. He had assuned that these Yprians would
not want to interfere with the friendly relationship between Skelleth and
their own | and.

"That woul d not be good for trade," he said.

"That, fool, is the whole point!" the human decl ar ed.

The second overman held out a hand, gesturing the human to silence. "I
think I understand,"” he said. "You aren't Yprian, are you?"

"You nmean he really is Nekuttan?" the human asked, surprised.

"No! Silence!"™ The overman's hand struck the human's helnmet with a dul
clunk. Turning back to Garth, he asked, "You're from Eranma?"

"No," Garth replied. "I cone from Odunin, in the Northern Waste."

"Ah, yes. That explains everything."

Annoyed, Garth said, "Perhaps it explains everything to you, but it does
not to ne."

"No, of course not. Come, then, and I'Il explain." He sheathed his sword
and held out a hand in friendship.

Hesitantly, the human returned his own sword to its scabbard, while the
first overman | owered his spear

At the second overman's urging, Garth dismounted and | ed Koros, with
Frima still astride, into the canp. There was still no sign of the Forgotten
Ki ng.

Once inside the circle of light fromthe nearest fire, Garth was able to
get a good |l ook at his captors. As he had thought, they were obviously Yprian
wearing the brightly enaneled, flaring helnmets and gaudy, enanel ed ar nor
customary on the Coast.

They were not, however, exactly like the Yprians who had traded in



Skel | eth. The designs and colors on the arnor were different, the accents, he
realized, subtly altered

When they had drawn near the fire, Frima was lifted off the warbeast,
and both she and it were placed under polite but thorough guard-though Garth
was sure that the Yprians were underestimating the warbeast's strength and
that Koros could easily |leave anytinme it chose.

Garth hinmself was treated solicitously, led to a confortable folding
stool by the fire, and offered a cup of mulled wine. Wary of drugs, he refused
t he beverage, but seated hinmself and waited politely while the other overman
made hinsel f confortabl e.

When both were settled, the other began his explanation. Garth, upon
seeing the differences between this group and those who had cone to Skelleth,
had al ready guessed part of it.

The Yprian Coast, it seemed, was not a single united region living at
peace with itself, but rather a patchwork of squabbling tribes, sone human,
sone overman, nost m xed.

For the last century or two, the situation had been rel atively stable;
each tribe had its area staked out, and borders were only rarely viol at ed.

Rai ds were not unheard of, by any means, but full-scale wars were a thing of
the past. The tribes traded with one another and forned el aborate networks of
allies and trading partners, the better to get what they needed. Goods not

obt ai nabl e on the Coast were bought fromthe nost southwesterly tribe, the
Dyn-Hugris, who traded with Disarra, and who were consequently the nost

power ful of the various groups. The Dyn-Hugris, however, were kept in check by
an alliance of half a dozen other fairly large and wealthy tribes in the
central part of the region. All in all, there had been a stabl e bal ance of
power and an acceptabl e division of the avail able wealth.

Then, al nmost simultaneously, two things had occurred to disrupt this
si tuation.

Disarra had been stricken by plague, its nmarketplace and warehouses
burned and much of the city evacuated. Trade had col |l apsed. The Dyn-Hugris
| ost their power base overnight; their control of the trade routes to Disarra
was suddenly worthl ess.

In the east, a party of traders had cone through the badl ands from
Eranma and offered to trade with anyone who was interested. The first tribe
t hey encountered had been little nore than a small conpany of bandits, but the
second had been the Chuleras, a large and anbitious group previously linited
by their poor |ocation and neager resources.

Now, abruptly, the Chuleras had gold, |arge anounts of it, and were able
to hire mercenaries, bribe allies, and generally assert thenselves. They had
done so with none of the tact the Dyn-Hugris had devel oped over the centuries
and were in the process of driving the six Alliance tribes out of their
central honel ands.

Even without the resources of Disarra, the Dyn-Hugris were a formdable
enemny, so instead of retreating westward, the six tribes had cone south,
maki ng the hard trek over the mountains, |ooking for new hones, new | ands, and
new weal t h.

The Dyn-Hugris, not to be outdone, had sent armes south along their
now usel ess trade routes.

The old alliances had col | apsed under the new strains; now the six
tribes, and the Dyn-Hugris as well, were all rivals, gobbling up as nuch of
Nekutta as they could. It had been a pleasant surprise to find it all so
poorly defended. Usually a conpany of Yprians could take over as much | and as
they pleased by sinply nmoving in and decl aring thensel ves the owners. The
| ocal inhabitants, nostly farners, rarely dared protest.

Conquest was so easy, in fact, that the Yprians becane nervous, certain
that there had to be a catch sonewhere, sonme dire threat that would arise to
thwart them So far, no such thing had appeared-but Garth's arrival had been
very suspi cious. The canp was the forenpst outpost of the army of the Khofros,
nost easterly of the six tribes, and just recently cone around the centra



nmount ai ns hoping to claimthe entire eastern region of Nekutta. The presence
of an overman to the east of them was an unwel cone surprise

Garth listened to this explanation silently. He realized that he,
virtual ly single-handed, had managed to disrupt conpletely the society of the
Yprian Coast and had thereby caused the invasion of Nekutta by these
sem barbaric tribespeople. Both the destruction of Disarra and the rise of the
Chul eras had been his doing.

Once again, actions he had thought beneficial had |ed to mass
destruction. He wondered if it was possible for himto do anything significant
at all that Bheleu and fate would not twi st and pervert.

The Yprian, done with his story, asked, "Is that girl really the
Bar oness of Skell eth?"

Garth had been waiting for this question. "I wanted to inpress you," he
replied. "I thought the whole Yprian Coast traded with Skelleth, not just one
tribe."”

"I's she the Baroness?" the other persisted.

Garth realized that he was not going to be allowed to dodge the
guestion. "Not anynore," he said. "She was the Baroness; her husband was
recently nmurdered by his enemes. | doubt that anyone woul d care much about
the wi dow of a deposed baron. There were no children to claimthe title; she
was | eft alone and decided to return to her hone in Disarra rather than risk
her life by staying in Skelleth."

He hoped that the inplication that Frina had been exiled by a rival
facti on woul d be accepted. If the situation on the Coast had in fact been as
the Yprian had described it, such things would probably have been conmon and
famliar.

"Ah," the Yprian said. "A pity, if true."

"It is true." Garth spoke as if offended, his voice flat. As it
happened, nost of what he said was indeed accurate. It was the way it was said
that gave a wrong inpression, by inmplying that the enem es who had nurdered
Saram had been usurpers in Skelleth, rather than outside foes.

"A shame; she woul d have been such a good hostage in dealing with the
Chul eras. "

Garth shrugged. "I amsorry she is of no value to you. She has sone
worth for me; | amto be paid by her famly upon her safe delivery to
Disarr a'

"That seens very odd, you know. Disarra is largely deserted now. And how
did a Disarran ever cone to be married to the Baron of Skelleth?"

"I do not know the details; she turned up in Skelleth al nbst three years
ago. The dead Baron was sonething of an adventurer, you know, he took the
title for hinself, rather than inheriting it. H s predecessor was mnurdered, as
well."

"You still haven't told ne your nane."

"Thord," Garth said. "Thord of Ordunin, son of Dold and Sherid."

"l am Chorn of the Khofros."

"What do you plan to do with ne?"

"l have not decided."

"I would like to point out that I will put up serious resistance if you
do not rel ease ne very soon. Besides nyself, the warbeast is a form dable
threat. | do not think it worth your while to keep me here or to kill me. Far
better to let me go in peace."

"You have a good point there. | will keep it in mnd while | discuss
this with our elders."” The Yprian rose and signaled with one hand.

Three guards, all overnen, stepped forward and kept Garth under close
wat ch whil e Chorn strode off and vanished into a large tent. They made no
attenpt to disarm Garth; he guessed that they judged the great two-handed
br oadsword too awkward a weapon to be much of a threat in such a situation
Were he to reach for it, he could be killed | ong before he could get it free
of its scabbard-or at any rate, he could have been killed if it were an
ordi nary weapon rather than the Sword of Bhel eu



Garth was pleased that no one touched the sword; he was unsure how it
m ght react, even when its power was danped by the Forgotten King. He sat
waiting patiently for several mnutes.

When Chorn finally energed again he was smling. Garth did not know how
to interpret that until he saw the Yprian gesture for the guards to depart.

They obeyed, vanishing into the darkness beyond the fire's |ight.

Garth rose as Chorn dismissed the watch on Frima and Kor os.

"Qur apol ogi es, Thord, for detaining you," he said. "You understand our
situation, |I'msure."

Garth nodded.

"You are free to go, and we hope that you will speak well of the Khofros
in the future. W bear no nalice toward any people in Eramma or the Northern
Waste, nor even in Disarra, and woul d wel come peaceful contacts with them |
amsorry that we were not nore hospitable, but in war the anmenities are
negl ected. "

"Thank you," Garth said, still slightly suspicious.

No one interfered as he nounted the warbeast and hel ped Fri ma up behind
him no one attenpted to stop themas they rode on westward through the canp
and out the far side, past the sentries.

The stay anmong the Yprians had del ayed them for sonething over an hour
but Garth was not excessively annoyed. He knew that it could have been much
worse. He was relieved that the Khofros had apparently decided that they did
not need anynore enenies.

He was not sure, however, whether he was pl eased or dismayed at the
Forgotten King's di sappearance; he was still debating the point as he rode out
past the final sentry, whereupon it becane nobot. The old man was wal ki ng
al ongsi de again as soon as they were out of sight in the darkness, as if he
had been there all along-and Garth was not entirely sure he had not been
Invisibility could well be one of his wizardly talents. The overman deci ded
not to nention it, and the old man did not volunteer any information

Frima, however, was not so reticent. \When she noticed the King' s
reappear ance, she demanded, "Where were you?"

The Forgotten King did not reply.

After she had repeated the question three tinmes, each |ouder than the
| ast, and had finally been hushed by Garth, while the King renmai ned obdurately
silent, she gave up. Instead, she asked Garth, "Wy didn't they kill us?"

"Why shoul d t hey?"

"W m ght have been spies."

"W weren't."

"But we mght have been.”

Garth shrugged.

"I think they should have killed us."

"You woul d prefer to be dead?" Garth inquired politely.

"I didn't nmean it that way-though | don't know, really. Maybe when | die
"Il see Saram again."

Garth did not like the trend of that thought. "They did not kill us
because it was not worth their trouble. Koros and I woul d have put up a good
fight, and they would have | ost several warriors before they could kill us-if
they could kill Koros at all," he said, hoping to direct Frinma away from
t houghts of an afterlife. Even though he had cone to believe in the existence
of gods, or at any rate of supernatural powers, he had not accepted the hunman
superstition of life after death. He did not want to risk saying anything that
mght tenpt Frima to comit suicide or to permt herself to be killed at what
m ght be an i nopportune nonent.

"I suppose that's true," Frinma agreed. There was a brief silence before
she asked, "Who were those peopl e?"

"Yprians," Garth replied.

"What were they doing there?"

Garth expl ained the situation, repeating points every so often
clarifying what Frima did not inmediately conprehend, and adm tting ignorance



when she asked questions he coul d not answer.

When at |ast she was satisfied with his explanation and convi nced t hat
t he whol e canp had not been put there by the cult of Aghad, she fell silent.

Garth gl anced back and noticed that the sky was beginning to lighten in
the east. They woul d be resting soon

That, he was sure, would do themall good.

He had been thinking over recent events while answering Frima's
guesti ons; one subject was Frima herself. She was tal king again, as nuch as
she ever had. Garth took that as a sign that she was getting over the shock of
Saram s death and wondered whether she still grieved.

She was certainly nore entertaining, if sonetimes exasperating, as her
normal talkative self than she had been during her long spell of silence.
Travel ing by night could be boring, with the scenery obscured by darkness, if
one' s conpani ons refused to speak

He began | ooking for somewhere they could take shelter for the day. It
woul d not do to be caught unawares by another party of Khofros, or by any
other Yprian tribe.

They found an abandoned, partially burned farmhouse shortly after
sunrise, its former owner's skull on a stake by the door. A nessage was
scratched on the wall with charcoal: "This is the fate of our enemies. This
| and bel ongs to the Khofros."

Frima was reluctant to enter the ruin, but Garth was insistent, despite
the ash and odor. It was shelter, burned or not.

They spent the day sl eeping peacefully; no one found them Garth awoke
in mdafternoon and found the King sitting, fully awake, on the one intact
chair at the unscathed kitchen table. The overman snmiled at the faniliar pose
in the incongruous setting. He said nothing, but roused Frima, and the party
set out anew.

Having |l earned fromtheir first encounter, Garth carefully avoi ded al
contact with humans or overnen thereafter, circling w de around the canps and
out posts they encountered, sleeping in ruins, caves, or other places of
conceal nent, and stealing supplies rather than buying them They passed
several Yprian encanpnents of varying sizes, and Garth tried to distinguish
the various tribes by the differences in their arnor and accouternents; he was
fairly certain of sone identifications, |ess confident of others. Since they
were avoi ding contact, they never |earned the nanmes of the five tribes between
t he Khofros and the Dyn-Hugris, but Garth was reasonably sure he saw
representatives of at least three of them

The sword's gem renai ned bl ack throughout, to Garth's relief. He had no
desire to defend Nekutta by destroying the invaders; after all, many of the
Yprians were his own species, which the Nekuttans were not.

As well as the invading armes, they canme across canps of ragged hunans,
nostly unarmed, whom Garth guessed to be refugees. Many of the inhabitants of
t hese canps wore the traditional hooded robes of Disarra; others wore the
honespun tunics of farners.

Checkpoi nts had been set up at several places along the road; circling
around t hem became enough of a nui sance that, Garth gave serious consideration
to Frima's suggestion of abandoning the road altogether, before finally
rejecting it. He had traveled this route once before, but he was by no neans
sure that he would be able to find Disarra if he |left the highway.

They were, by Garth's estimate, about a day's travel-or rather, a
night's-from Ddsarra, with the nmountains visible on the western horizon, when
their rest was interrupted early one afternoon

They had taken shelter in an orchard, hidden fromview by the thick
foliage of the apple trees. Garth did not expect anyone to trouble them unl ess
t he owner of the grove should turn up, and a farnmer or two was a threat the
overman knew he coul d handl e easily.

It was not a farner, however, who coughed politely to awaken him He
roll ed over, reaching automatically for the Sword of Bhel eu, and found hinself
| ooking up at a man of indeterm nate age, nuscular in build, and clad in a



gray robe and hood.

There was sonething fam liar about him Garth realized as his hand
closed on the hilt of the sword.

"Greetings, Garth of Ordunin," the man said. "I cone in peace; you wll
not need the sword."

The fact that the man recogni zed hi m sonmehow did not surprise Garth; he
was certain that they had met before, though he could not recall when or
wher e.

"Greetings, man," he said.

"You don't recognize ne?"

"No. "

"I amthe Seer of Wideth; we nmet three years ago, on two occasions."

"I recall only one," Garth replied. He had run afoul of illusions sent
by the Seer and the village el ders of Weideth when first he traveled to
Disarra. He remenbered the incident well and saw that this man was indeed the
one who had called hinmself Seer on that occasion. On the way back to Skelleth
he had passed through Wideth w thout incident, and without neeting the Seer
agai n.

"I was one of the Council that fought you in the hills north of
Skelleth," the gray-robed man expl ai ned.

"Ch, yes." Garth had not realized that the Seer had been included in
t hat group, along w th Shandi ph, Chal kara, and a score or so of others whose
nanes he did not know. There had been so many in robes, the traditional garb
for a wi zard, that he had not noticed the Seer anong them "Wy are you here?"

"l have not conme to interfere; it's far too late for that. You need not
worry. | just wanted to see you and | ook at the sword that has caused so nuch
destruction and nmeet the King in Yellow while we both still live."

There was a sadness in the Seer's tone, and sonething else Garth did not
recogni ze; overnen were not prone to wistfulness, so Garth was not faniliar
with it. He saw no harmin the nan.

"Here | am" he said, "and here is the sword. The King is the old nan in
rags over there."

"I know." The Seer |ooked down at the sword Garth held and renarked,
"It's hard to believe that that thing can hold so nuch power."

The overman shrugged.

"And you have the book and the nask, as well. Do you know how | ong the
spell will take?"

"I know not hing about it," Garth replied.

"O King, do you know?"

The old man had been sitting quietly, ignoring their visitor, but he
answered, "Three days."

"And you have a day's travel renmining-four days in all. Wy, then, can
I not foresee ny death? Is ny gift that weak?"

The Forgotten King said not hing.

"You seemcertain that the old nman will be allowed to work his nagic,"
Garth said, irked. "I amnot so eager to see himsucceed."

The Seer | ooked sideways at him "Wat can you do?"

"I hold the Swmord of Bheleu-and I intend to hold it."

The King stirred, and the gemin the sword's ponmel suddenly flared up
vividly red. A wave of unreasoning fury swept over the overnman; he propelled
hinself to his feet, the sword ready, its blade glowing white.

Then the gl ow di ed, the stone bl ackened, and the King nuttered, "Do you,
Gart h?"

"If it is the only way to prevent you from bringing on the Age of Death,
yes, no matter what it may cost ne." The rage had vani shed as quickly as it
had come, |eaving his head feeling light; his right hand was warm al nost hot,
where the sword's grip pressed against it.

"You swore to aid ne in ny magic."

Garth did not know howto reply to that at first, but finally said, "I
did not know then what was involved."



"Do you now?" the Seer asked, openly curious.

"Do you?" Garth countered.

"In part. | have spent nuch time in study since |ast we met, |earning
nore of what was to come. My own gift of prophecy is feeble, but it was
sufficient to make clear the witings of others.”

"Then tell me, Seer, what | aminvolved in. Wat is this magic the King

pursues? What will it do? What is the Fifteenth Age to be?"

"The Fifteenth Age is the Age of Death; it will last no nmore than three
hour s- perhaps less-bringing time to an end. The gods thenselves will die, and
the Forgotten King with them It will be brought about when a ritual fromthe

Book of Silence is performed in the place of Death, a ritual requiring the
totens of death and destruction as well as the book itself."

"And the world will be destroyed, as a result?"

"I would think so," the Seer replied. "How can anything exist when the
gods are dead and tinme has ended?"

"The spell requires the Sword of Bhel eu?"

"Yes."

Garth turned to the Forgotten King and smiled. "I think that | may stave
it off for sone tine yet," he said. "Can even the King in Yellow, high priest
of Death, take the sword fromits chosen bearer against his will?"

"You have seen, Garth, how easily | restrain its power," the old man
sai d.

"True, O King, but you have not restrained nme. | amstill an overman,
while you are only human."

"Do you think my powers so strained by confining Bheleu that | cannot
use them upon you?"

"If that were not the case, O King, then why have you relied upon nore
mundane net hods of bending nme to your will these past three years? Wy did you
not sinmply conpel ne to do what you wi shed nme to do? Wy did you allow nme to
return to Ordunin after slaying the basilisk? Wiy did you not send ne directly
to Disarra? | think that, mighty as you are, you cannot directly force ne to
act against ny own judgnent. | don't know why this should be so, but | believe
it is. If I amwong, then | have |lost, and the world is doomed, and you have
but to command me to give you the sword to prove it."

The King did not answer inmediately. At last, he shrugged slightly and

said, "I have waited for seven ages; | can endure further."
El ated by what he took as an admi ssion of defeat, Garth grinned. He was
still trapped between Bhel eu and the King, but he saw now that his position

was, perhaps, not absolutely hopeless. He might find some solution if he could
hold the King off |ong enough and remain sufficiently free of Bheleu's
i nfluence to think rationally about it.

It did not occur to himto wonder why the King should continue to
suppress the god of destruction when Garth had openly announced his intention
not to cooperate.

The overman turned back to the Seer and said, "There, you see? Your doom
has been del ayed. "

The Seer nodded, but asked, "For how | ong?"

Annoyed at this ingratitude, Garth replied, "For as long as | can
prevent it."

"And how long will that be? WIIl you live forever? | cannot foresee your
death, any nore than | can nmy own, but ny power of foresight is weak,
particularly when far from hone."

"I expect to live for many years yet, human, and perhaps in that tinme |

will find some other way of forestalling the end.”

"I can only wish you well, overman."

Somewhat nollified, Garth relaxed slightly. He stood silently for a
nmonent as the Seer gazed dolefully at him then at the sword he still held.

Feeling that the silence was beconm ng unconfortable, Garth asked, "How
is it that you are here, rather than in Wideth? If you cane to see us, would
you not have done just as well to wait at home? Qur route passes through your



vill age."
"Weideth is gone," the Seer replied. "It was taken by a Ddsarran arny
over a year ago and destroyed a month | ater by advancing Yprians. Many of us

fled, in small groups. | amthe only survivor of ny conpany and | have | ost
contact with the other parties. |1've been living alone, a few | eagues south of
here.”

Rem nded anew of the chaotic conditions in Nekutta, Garth was uneasy. "I
amsorry to hear it," he said.

The Seer said not hing.

"I'f you wish to join us, you would be safer than while traveling al one."

"Thank you, but no. | couldn't stand it. Sooner or later | would take up
the sword, or |ook at the mask, or touch the book, and I would die, even
before the world ends. | prefer to live out whatever time remains to ne

wi t hout facing such dangers.”
"As you wi sh, then," the overman said. He watched as the Seer departed,
wal ki ng away slowy until he was lost to sight anong the cl ose-packed trees.

CHAPTER TWENTY- THREE

Haggat had planned it all carefully. The cult's best assassins and nost
power ful magi ci ans woul d be enpl oyed systematically, one after another or in
smal | conpl enentary groups, until one or another nanaged to get through. The
overman was to be their primary target; the old man came next, and then the
war beast. The girl was of no inportance; she might wind up on a sacrificial
altar, as she had once before, but with no rescuer this tine.

He was aware of the Sword of Bheleu's power, but he could not believe
that it was omi potent and i npregnable. He had gathered all the nost potent
deat h-spells the cult could devise or steal, all the nost deadly killers, and
had | aced every water supply between Disarra and the plains with the nost
| ethal poisons at his disposal. He had devi sed stratagens and diversions,
nmet hods for separating the overman from his sword, nethods of disposing of
both simultaneously. He had thought of little else for alnost a fortnight. For
t hree days he had not even taken the time to use his scrying glass, save for a
qui ck daily check on the overman's progress each norning. He had forgone the
nightly sacrifices and neglected the cult's other business. He had eaten
hurriedly, if at all, and had not touched his acol yte-though she renai ned
al ways cl ose at hand, translating his commands from sign | anguage or witing
to spoken words, carrying nmessages, running errands, and generally attending
to his needs. He had not given her presence nuch thought; he had been too busy
to bother himsel f about her

Now, though, all was ready. The killers were in place. The overman and
his party were in the foothills, advancing al ong the hi ghway, and Haggat
wat ched his glass avidly. Unable to observe the overman or the old man
directly, he had focused upon the road before them

He was so involved that he negl ected one of his customary precautions
and allowed his acolyte to remain in the black draped chanmber with him She
stretched up on tiptoe to peer over his shoulder at the glass. Together they
wat ched as the warbeast's forepaws rose and fell, always at one side of the
i mge, noving al ong the highway toward the crossroads.

Garth remenbered the narrow defile that led straight into Weideth; it
was a wel cone change fromthe wi nding of the road through the outer foothills.
He judged that they would reach the gates of Disarra shortly after dawn; the
eastern sky was just beginning to turn pink behind them

When he had first ridden this road, Wideth had vani shed before his eyes
al nrost i Mmedi ately after he turned the | ast corner; that had been the doing of
the Seer and the village elders, using illusions in hopes of diverting Garth
fromhis path. On this second journey there was no such magical trickery.
Not hi ng di sgui sed the devastation that had befallen the little town.



Wiere once an inn and a dozen houses had clustered around the
crossroads, there were only heaps of ash and jutting, blackened tinbers.
Stones lay scattered about, strewn across the roads and hillsides. Garth
renenbered a small stand of trees that had adorned one slope; nothing renai ned
but scorched stunps. Weds grew thick in what had been tidy little gardens,
and here and there white bones showed in pale contrast to the snoky darkness
left by the destroying fires, catching the pale predawn |ight.

It was a depressing sight, and the overman wi shed that it would vanish,
| eaving his nmenories of the village untarnished.

The Forgotten King's voice interrupted his thoughts.

"Garth," the old man said, "be ready."

Puzzl ed, Garth glanced at the King, but saw no sign that would tell him
what he should be ready for. The old man was wal king along as calnly as ever.

A red glint caught his eye, and he realized that the gemin the pomrel
of the sword was glowing. Wth the realization came an uneasi ness. He tw sted
around to look at the jewel, then | ooked back at the King.

The ol d man nodded and kept wal ki ng.

Confused, but trusting for the noment in the Forgotten King's
super natural know edge, Garth reached up, |eaning forward so the bl ade woul d
not smack Frinma, tipped the scabbard up over his shoul der, and unsheathed the
swor d.

The hilt felt warmand conforting in his hands.

"What' s happeni ng?" Frinma asked. "Wy are you doing that?"

Garth did not answer; he was too busy enjoying the mounting rush of
strength and bl oodl ust that swept through himas he held the sword. The grip
was hot in his hands, the gemglow ng brightly, the blade shining faintly in
the dimnmorning light. The sooty ruins of Wideth no | onger saddened him
i nstead, the vista seenmed al nost inviting, the evidence of destruction sonmehow
sati sfying, even though it had been caused by hands other than his own.

There were enenmi es here, he knew, many of them hidden away anong the
heaps of rubble, sonme conceal ed by magic, others by natural neans.

This, he thought, would be fun

Sonet hi ng twanged; he whirled the sword about to nmeet the crossbow bolt
that flew toward his head. Sparks trailed fromthe blade, bright in the
hal f-1ight, and the quarrel shattered spectacul arly agai nst the gl eam ng
nmetal, sending a shower of splinters to rattle against the rocks beside the
roadway. Frima yelped as a stray sliver pierced her arm

Garth's buoyant energy turned suddenly to rage as he saw the bl ood
trailing down the girl's sleeve; the sword blazed up in a burst of white fire
that snatched the pale colors fromthe | andscape around them stretching
shar p- edged bands of light and | ong bl ack shadows out in all directions.

"I"a bheluye!" the overman screamed as he brought the sword sweeping
back before him Flame erupted wherever it pointed, in great rushing waves,
and the screams of dying nen mngled with the roar of the fires as crouching
Aghadi t e assassins were caught in the bl aze.

Sonet hing flashed crinmson, and Garth | aughed horribly as he felt the
sword fend off a death-spell. Slung stones whistled past his head or expl oded
i nto dust against the sword's edge; arrows of every sort were diverted or
destroyed by the blade's coruscating energy. Col ored snmoke arose froma dozen
attenpted spells, only to be dispersed and driven away by the force of the
supernatural flames. The overman did not bother to |locate his attackers, but
simply blasted everything in sight, destroying anything that mi ght conceal a
foe. The piles of ash were swept away in whirlw nds, the burned tinbers
powdered by fiery bursts; the ground shook, sending rocks tunbling and
bouncing like the spatter of rain on flat stone. The |ight of dawn was first
lost in the nore vivid light of the sword and then buried in clouds as Garth
gat hered a storm about hinself. The fire of the sword was joined by flashes of
['i ght ni ng.

Long after the attacks upon himhad ceased, Garth drew on the sword's
power to keep the earth dancing and to send bolt after bolt of electrical fire



onto every avail able target.

When at last he allowed the fury to subside and the clouds to part, the
sun was bright gold above the eastern horizon, but lighted only bl ackened
earth and drifting ash. No trace remai ned of Weideth or the assassins who had
lurked there, save for scattered fragnents of bone, shards of scorched netal
and a thin layer of cinders. The surrounding hills thenmsel ves had been gouged
deeply and reshaped into stark, angul ar new forns.

Amid this devastation, Garth and Frima sat astride Koros; the Forgotten
Ki ng stood al ongsi de, untouched by the havoc the sword had wought. Frima had
cl osed her eyes and kept her head down throughout the conflagration; now she
stared about in stunned disbelief, ignoring the blood that trickled from her
si ngl e wound. Koros growl ed uneasily and shied away fromthe heaps of ash that
still smoked. Even Garth, who had caused it, seenmed inpressed by the result of
his actions.

The Forgotten King al one remai ned unperturbed and cal m

In Disarra, Haggat stared in disbelief at the final image that filled
his glass in shades of gray. He realized, with a sick certainty, that he had
done everything he could to destroy the overman and had failed utterly.

That was the last thing he thought; the acolyte who stood at his
shoul der throughout had seen the truth as well and knew that Haggat's power
was broken. She chose her spot carefully, making certain her thrust slid
cleanly between his ribs and into his heart, forgoing the pleasures of a sl ow
death to be sure that the high priest would not live |Iong enough to retaliate.

She sniled as she drove the knife into his back

CHAPTER TWVENTY- FOUR

The gates of Disarra were closed and barred; that cane as sonething of a
surprise to Garth. It was not, however, rmuch of an obstacle. The gemin the
sword's pommel still glowed red, and a single blow sent the splintered
remmants of the massive city gate slanm ng back agai nst the neighboring walls
whi l e showering the marketplace that lay just beyond with chips, sawdust, and
ash.

Garth had disnmounted to wield the sword and remai ned on foot as he
marched into the city. Koros padded al ong cl ose behind, Frima on its back, and
the Forgotten King brought up the rear, the Book of Silence and the Pallid
Mask in a bundl e beneath one arm

The overman stopped in the mddle of the square, and the others drew up
behi nd himand joined himin | ooki ng about.

The market was not as Garth and Frinma renenbered it. Wen Garth had
first arrived in Disarra the square had been lined with nmerchants' stalls,
shaded with canvas and lighted with torches; it had been swarm ng w th people
in robes of gray and red and bl ue, buying and selling and goi ng about the
busi ness of the city. Now the sides of the square were bare stone walls, the
bl ack stone stained with snoke. Several of the buil dings had obviously been
gutted by fire; the charred ends of tinbers projected, the wi ndows were enpty,
bl ackened hol es, and the doorways yawned enpty. In sone cases daylight was
vi si bl e through the openings, showing plainly that in those buildings the
roofs were gone.

The market was totally deserted, and the entire city seemed abandoned,;
Garth could see nothing alive and could hear nothing stirring, save for his
own little group

"Now what do we do?" Frima asked.

Garth considered that. H s ultinmate goal, of course, was the tenple of
Aghad, on the Street of the Tenples in the northeastern part of the city. They
had, however, been traveling for quite some tine, having set out late the
previous afternoon and it being now m dnmorning. For his own part, he was not
particularly tired; his use of the Sword of Bheleu had left himfeeling nore



i nvigorated than drained on this particular occasion. He did not understand
why that should be so, yet it was. H s conpani ons, however, mght not feel up
to further activity.

G ven that they were to rest, he was unsure where to go. Fromthe
appear ance of the marketplace, he doubted very nuch that the Inn of the Seven
Stars, where he had stayed before, would be open for business.

"What do you suggest?" he said at |ast.

Frima gazed about at the desol ate market that she herself had set afire
so long ago and said, "I want to go hone." She was weary and di stressed and,
at least for the nonment, nore concerned with her own security than with
avengi ng her nurdered husband.

Garth m stook her neaning. "W have conme to destroy the cult of Aghad
and we are not returning to Skelleth until that has been done. Wuld you have
this whole journey go to waste?"

"I don't mean Skelleth, | nean ny home, Garth!"

"Ch," the overman said, realizing that he had m sunderstood. "Were is
it?"

"W |ived above nmy father's shop, on the Street of the Fallen Stars,"
Frima replied, pointing off to the northwest.

Garth nodded. That seemed as good a course as any; the girl's home woul d
provi de | odgi ng and a base fromwhich to work. He would be able to plan his
course of action, rather than sinply charging in blindly.

O course, this delay would allow the cultists time to plan as well, and
to lay traps-but they had had ten days and nights already since he |eft
Ur-Dormul k, and the result of all their planning had been the anmbush he had
destroyed in Weideth. He doubted that they could contrive anything nore
effective in one day. If they did attenpt another, simlar surprise, it would
nost probably give hima chance to kill nore of their nunber.

If they chose to hide, another day could nmake little difference, since
surely they woul d al ready have spent considerable tinme upon their
preparations.

Better, he decided, to allow themthat tinme, while he, Frima, and Koros
rested and prepared, than to march up to the tenple now, in broad daylight,
and begi n bl asti ng away.

"Lead the way," he said.

Frima | eaned forward and spoke a word in the warbeast's ear; she had, by
listening, |earned nobst of the commands it was trained to obey.

The beast grow ed and | ooked at Garth, who nodded and waved it al ong.

Wth a muffled snort, it strode forward, letting the girl direct it by
twi sting at the guide handl e attached to its harness. The overman wal ked
al ongsi de.

The Forgotten King did not; instead, when the warbeast headed for the
nort hwestern corner of the market, he began wal king toward the northeast.
Garth, glancing back, noticed this divergence.

"\Where are you goi ng?" he called

The King did not answer.

Annoyed, Garth lifted the Sword of Bhel eu, which he had not sheat hed
after breaking in the gate, and set the ground in front of the old man afire.

Wt hout even pausing, the King made a subtle gesture with his free hand.
The flames vani shed with a rush of air, and the gemin the sword' s pommel went
bl ack.

Sonet hi ng whi stl ed past the overman's ear.

Startled, he whirled in tine to glinpse a human head ducki ng down bel ow
a burned-out w ndow.

"Wait," he ordered Koros. Sword in hand, he ran toward the w ndow. Again
somet hi ng whi zzed past his ear; this time he sawit was a dart and realized
that it came froma totally different direction. He spun about, but did not
see the source

He was unsure just what was happening, but he found it very inconvenient
to have the sword's power repressed at this particular nonent. He had cone to



rely on the weapon.

"I regret, OKing," he called, while he kept nobving to remain a
difficult target, "that | so rashly annoyed you. | beg your forgiveness and
ask that you release the sword fromyour restraint."” It had been stupid, he
knew, to have tried using the sword against the old man in the first place.
H s power was able to stifle the sword's greatest fury with ease and had
protected the entire King's Inn fromdestruction during the sacking of
Skelleth. It had been foolish for Garth to think that the old man would be
hanpered by a sinple supernatural flane. Furthernore, causing himany of fense
at this point was probably a m stake. Garth's regret was conpl etely genui ne.
Most of all, he regretted that he tended to behave stupidly when the sword's
gem gl owed.

Still wal king northeasterly, conpletely unperturbed, the King waved a
hand in dismssal, and the jewel flared red once nore.

Awash in power and his mnd hazy with rage, Garth pronptly turned back
and bl asted to powder the wall that had concealed his first attacker
reveal i ng not hing but the burned-out shell of a small shop. The assassin had
escaped.

Garth could find no trace of whoever had thrown the second dart; he,
too, had fled.

Annoyed, but struggling to force his anger down and to maintain careful
control of himself, the overman again ordered Koros to wait and then ran after
t he Forgotten King.

He caught up to the old man half a block away, in a street |eading out
of the market, and slowed to a wal k al ongside the King. Wien he had conposed
hi nsel f sonewhat, he said, "Your pardon, O King, for ny |ack of nanners.
However, | find it disturbing that you should choose to part ways at this
point. | respectfully ask to know where you're goi ng and why you do not
acconpany us."

"I go to the tenple of Death," the old nan replied, "to restore the Book
of Silence to its proper place, in preparation for nmy final magic. That was ny
purpose in com ng here. You have your own purposes to pursue. Go pursue them
and | eave ne to nmine."

Garth was unsure howto reply to this; he began to phrase anot her
guestion, then broke off as he realized that he had stopped wal ki ng and t hat
the Forgotten King was nmoving on ahead of him He tried to wal k, but found
that his feet would not obey him He stood and watched as the old man marched
on up the street, around a corner, and out of sight.

A red fury seethed through him but he knew that there was nothing he
could do. He struggled to tight down his irrational anger

The King could do nothing, either, he told hinself. He did not have the
Sword of Bheleu, and Garth had not done himthe service he had sworn, to aid
in the final magic. The Fifteenth Age could not begin while those conditions
remai ned unmet-or perhaps it could begin, since the King had the Pallid Mask
and Earth had done himthe service of bringing himthe Book of Silence, but it
could not end, the world could not be destroyed. Let the old man go and make
his spells, speak his incantations; they would be nothing wthout the sword!

That, at any rate, was what Garth told hinself, yet even when his anger
had subsi ded, when he had fought down his rage sufficiently to dimthe vivid
glare of the sword's jewel, he worried. Wiy should the old fool be so
confident, if his magic was usel ess without the sword? D d he perhaps know
somet hing that Earth did not, something that would deliver the sword into his
hands?

If that were the case, Garth asked hinself, what could he, Garth, do
about it? The King's powers had stopped himin his tracks here and coul d
surely do so again. He could only go on, ignoring the old man and dealing wth
new threats as they arose, relying on the deduced fact that, for some reason
the King seened unable to take the sword fromhimw thout his consent.

Wth that decision, he sheathed the sword and turned back toward the
market. His feet noved normally once nore; he had no trouble in retracing his



steps and rejoining Frinm and Koros.

Wth Frima pointing the way, they made their way onward into the streets
of the city, away fromthe shattered gate. They were | ess than a hundred yards
fromthe market when they passed the first skeleton. It lay on one side of the
street, partially buried in the dirt; it had obviously been there for sone
tinme and had sunk into the nud after a rainstorm No flesh remained; the skul
gazed up fromenpty sockets

Fri ma shuddered and | ooked away. Koros ignored it conpletely. Garth gave
it alook, then dismssed it as uninportant. It had undoubtedly been a victim
of the Wite Death.

O course, the presence of an unburied skeleton was a sign that the city
was nowhere near recovery. Disarra was not wholly dead, since the cult of
Aghad still remained alive and active, but any town where the dead were
allowed to lie in the streets indefinitely was far from healt hy.

They saw nore skel etons as they proceeded into the city, but fewer
burned buil dings; the fire had not spread nore than a few blocks to the
nort hwest of the market. Mst of the houses and shops were intact, but |ooked
deserted. Sone doors stood open; a few had been broken in. Fallen roofing
tiles lay in the street here and there, and scraps of rotting cloth could be
found in places, as well as scattered bones. There were no people to be seen
anywhere; the resulting silence in the center of the city was eerie and
unsettling.

Eventual |y they reached what Frima proclainmed to be the Street of the
Fallen Stars and found her father's little shop. The door was cl osed and the
wi ndows intact, but Garth was not very optimstic about finding anyone alive
wi thin. The stone doorstep was dusty; no one had gone in or out recently, he
was sure. Besides, they had seen no one alive since |eaving the marketpl ace,
and Garth thought it very unlikely that, in this dying, abandoned city, they
woul d find the handful of people they sought still living in their old hone as
i f nothing had happened.

Frima did not bother to think logically about such things. She hurried
to di snount and ran eagerly up to the door, ignoring the dust on the stoop and
wi ndows. She knocked | oudly; no one answered. She tried the latch. It clicked,
and the door swung open. She stepped in, Garth right behind her

The shop's interior was dim and dust |ay everywhere; human and overnan
both left clear footprints. To either side stood wooden di splay racks, from
whi ch hung pots, kettles, ladles, and tin vessels of every description. On
shel ves behind them were arrayed pl ates and tankards of pewter, copper bow s,
and other inplenents. The tin and pewter were gray and dusty; the copper was
dul'l and beginning to show fl ecks of green corrosion

At the back of the shop stood the tinker's worktable, four feet across
and ten feet long, a fewtools laid out in a row near one corner, other tools
hangi ng on the wall behind. Scraps of netal |ay scattered about.

Sprawl ed across the center of the table were the bones of a man's arns,
his skull grinning between them his other bones in a heap on the floor behind
the table.

Frima was horrified; she froze, stared, and stifled a scream

Garth waited, ready to lend any hel p he could, but his assistance was
not needed. The girl closed her eyes and fought down her trenbling, forcing
hersel f under control

The overman decided not to ask if she could be sure it was her father
He was sure that it was; who but the tinker would be found at the tinker's
bench? He saw no point in raising fal se hopes. Instead, he said, "W should
| ook upstairs.”

Fri ma nodded, took a few steps toward the curtain that closed off the
back of the building fromthe public part of the shop, and then stopped. "You
took," she said. "I can't."

Garth nodded. He had lived | ong enough anmong humans to understand how
strongly they became attached to their hones, and to realize that Frima could
not bear the thought of finding nore dead in what shoul d have been her



sanctuary. He had no idea how |large a famly she cane fronm perhaps she was
afraid of finding the remains of her nmother or stepnother or siblings.

He noved cautiously through the curtain into the back room and from
there up the narrow staircase to the upper floor. Everywhere lay a thick
carpet of dust. Cobwebs adorned the corners of each of the three small beds he
found upstairs. A metal bow on a small bedside table, now dry as the dust,
had obvi ously been left full |ong ago; the bottom had corroded and sprung a
| eak, and the table had rotted where the, water had dripped.

There were no nore bones, no corpses, nho sign of any other inhabitants.

When he had satisfied hinmself that no unpl easant surprises lurked in
war dr obes or under the beds, he returned to the shop to find Frim standing
over the table, studying her father's skull.

"Are there any others?" she asked.

"No," Garth replied.

" Good. "

"Did you have any other famly?"

"Two sisters and a brother."

"Perhaps they escaped, then, and are still alive somewhere."

"Do you really think so?"

Garth hesitated, then lied. "Yes, of course."

Frima stared at the skull. "Are you sure this is ny father's?"

"No," Garth said. "How could | be sure? | never nmet him after all."

"I know, but can't you tell? |I've been looking at it, and I can't be
sure. It doesn't look like him There's no hair, no eyes; it could be
anybody's."

"I know no nore than you," Garth answered. "But who else could it be?
Who el se would be sitting here at your father's table?"

Frima shuddered and turned away. "Get it out of here," she said.

Garth obeyed, gathering up the skull and several bones and carrying them
out into the street.

He returned to find Frima huddled in a conmer, weeping. Qietly, he
gat hered up and renoved the remai ni ng bones, placing themin a corner out of
the wind, where they were unlikely to be disturbed, between the shop and the
house beside it.

When he had finished he went upstairs, cleared away the dust and cobwebs
fromone of the beds, tested it, and found it marginally usable. Then he
returned to the shop, led the girl upstairs, and put her in the bed.

She went willingly and quickly fell asleep

Garth wat ched over her briefly, then went downstairs again, found a
water punp in the back, and filled one of the larger vessels with water for
Koros. That taken care of, he settled hinself on the floor of the shop and
sl ept.

Qut si de, Koros stood guard, dozing occasionally, but always alert enough
to warn away with a growl any Disarrans who ventured near

CHAPTER TVENTY- FI VE

Garth was awakened by the roar of a warbeast. Startled, he sprang to his feet
and hurried to the door of the shop. There he paused, waiting, the Sword of
Bhel eu i n his hand.

The roar was not repeated; instead, he heard an unfaniliar voice calling
hi s nane.

"Garth! Garth of Ordunin! W would speak with you!"

Puzzl ed, and without opening the door, he bellowed back, "Wo are you?"

"I amUyrim a priest of Aghad; | have been sent to seek a truce!"

Garth considered that. H s i medi ate suspicion was that it was sonme kind
of trick, an attenpt to lure himinto a trap, but after further thought he
decided that the offer nmight be genuine. After all, although he had suffered
at the hands of the cultists, losing his chief wife and his best human friend,



they had suffered worse in return. Perhaps they had had their fill of sending
assassins to be fried by the sword; perhaps they did not want to see their
tenmpl e reduced to ash, as the remmants of Wideth had been

He Iifted the latch and swng the door an inch or so inward, so that
conversation woul d be nore conveni ent, but he did not energe, nor present any
part of his body as a, target. "I amlistening," he called.

"Haggat, who set assassins upon you, who had your wife killed, who had
the Baron of Skelleth slain, who sent the Council of the Mst Hi gh agai nst
you, is dead, and his killer is the new high priestess of our sect. W wish to
start anew. We are willing to forgo our rightful vengeance for the killing of
Haggat's predecessor if you, in turn, will consider your own vengeance
acconplished in the deaths you have al ready brought upon us. You have slain
ei ghteen trained assassins and our fourteen nmagicians and cost us al nost al
our magical arsenal. You have destroyed our tenple in U -Dormul k and
elimnated our influence in Skelleth. Leave those of us who yet survive in

peace, and we will, in turn, |eave you and yours in peace. Swear that you will
accept this offer, and we will swear in return, and you may | eave Disarra
unnol ested. Refuse us, and we will strike against you in whatever way we can.
W know now t hat we cannot kill you while you bear the Sword of Bhel eu, but we
can kill those you care for. For every nenber of our sect you slay fromthis
nmonent on, a nenber of your family in Odunin will die. Those, O Garth, are
our termns."

"They're lying," Frima said close behind him Garth started; he had been
so attentive to the Aghadite's words that he had not heard her approach. The
war beast's roar of warning had awakened her as it had the overnman, and she had
made her way carefully down the stairs in time to hear nost of what the priest
had sai d.

"How can you know that?" Garth asked.

"They always lie," she said.

"They lie when it serves their purposes and tell the truth when that
woul d serve better. Perhaps this is such a time," Garth said.

"They aren't going to give up their revenge. Aghad is the god of hatred,
renenber? And besides," she added, her expression turning hard and fierce and
a hand going to the crudely bandaged wound on her arm "I'mnot going to give
up ny revenge."

Garth considered that and quickly agreed that the Aghadites could not be
trusted. Still, the offer of peace m ght be genuine; he had, he knew, cost the
cult heavily.

That did not necessarily nean that he shoul d accept the offer. After
all, if the cult could thus change direction once, it could do so again, when
next its leaders felt they had the upper hand. The fact that they were
offering a truce now inplied that Garth currently had the advantage-and the
essence of tactics was to pursue every advantage. If he were to attack now, he
suspected that he could destroy the entire sect; if he accepted their truce
and thereby allowed themtinme to rebuild, they mght find sone way of
attacki ng hi msuccessfully while he was of f guard. Quite aside fromhis desire
for revenge, the cult, by its nature, was a nenace not just to hinself, but to
anyone el se who encountered it, for so long as it existed.

By the priest's own adnission, Garth had destroyed the cult's influence
in Skelleth, and he could not believe that they had ever been strong in the
Nort hern Waste-after all, he had seen no Aghadite overnen, save the high
priest he had killed in Disarra's market three years before, who had al nost
certainly been Yprian; and had they not had to lure Kyrith south before they
could kill her? Therefore, if he were to wi pe themout now, they would be
unable to carry out their threat to destroy his famly and friends; whereas if
he were to wait, they mght well manage sonme retaliation

There was no question in his mnd as to whether or not they deserved to
die; these people were, by their own boast, dedicated to hatred and treachery.
They had butchered Kyrith and Saram They had insulted and reviled him
attacking himrepeatedly. They deserved to perish, and he deserved the



pl easure of dispatching them

The t hought of spilling Aghadite bl ood was warm and conforting; a
pl easant reddi sh gl ow seened to suffuse his thoughts. He did not notice the
literal, physical existence of that glow, emanating fromthe gemin the
sword's ponmel .

Frima noticed it but, knowing it to be directed against the followers of
Aghad, chose not to point it out.

"Who are you, to offer ne ternms?" Garth called through the crack in the
door. "You are a priest of Aghad, you say, and you speak of a high priestess,
and of soneone nanmed Haggat. | know nothing of any of you. You say that it was
t he dead Haggat who sought to harm ne; why should | believe that? Your cult
has acted against ne, not as individuals, but on behalf of your god. |I do not
defy you, or your high priestess, or your dead Haggat, whoever he nay have
been if he truly existed at all. | defy your god hinself. | spit upon your
deity. | denounce Aghad as the filth he is. He has defied his brother and
superior, Bheleu, god of destruction, and nmust pay for that affront." An
inspiration came to him and he called to Koros the comrand that neant,
"Attack!"

The warbeast roared in response. An instant later Garth heard the sound
of somet hi ng being crunched, followed by human screans. He swung the door wi de
and stepped out, the Sword of Bheleu ready in his hand, glow ng white and
dri ppi ng hissing white flane.

The scream ng stopped, and he saw Koros standing in the alley across the
street, gnawi ng on the bl oody remains of a red-garbed dead man, while anot her
br oken corpse lay spraw ed nearby. A sling was draped across one |inp hand,
and half a dozen darts were scattered in the black dust of the street.

Sonet hi ng noved, and Garth swung the sword, spraying flame, only to find
that he had roasted a plunp rat, drawn by the scent of bl ood.

It seemed unlikely that the party sent to negotiate a truce had been
only two nen; Garth | ooked warily about for nore, but saw none. |If there had
been others, they had slipped away unseen

Frima emerged fromthe shop to stand behind the overman; her father's
sword, taken fromits place behind the curtain, was naked in her hand. Here,
in her home city, however changed it mi ght be, she was no | onger content

nerely to watch Garth kill her foes for her. She was determined to kill a few
hersel f, and her father's sword seemed an appropri ate weapon. She w shed she
had thought to bring Saram s bl ade; that would have been still nmore fitting.

She knew, however, that she was no swordswoman, and the sling in the
corpse's hand caught her eye. She picked it up, gathered up the darts, and
tucked theminto the pouch she wore on her belt in inmtation of Garth and
defi ance of Disarran custom

That done, she | ooked about and saw no enenmies to attack, only the
war beast devouring its prey and the overman standing warily nearby.

"Now what do we do?" she asked

"We attack," Garth replied w thout thinking.

"Attack the tenple?"

Garth glanced at her, his red eyes ablaze in the afternoon sun. "Yes,"
he sai d.

"Good," Frima said. "Let's go."

Garth turned, |ooked about, then reluctantly turned back to the girl and
asked, "Wich way?" He was alnost totally unfamliar with this part of
Disarr a.

Frima suppressed a giggle at the hel pl essness of the god-overman who
needed to ask directions of a tinker's daughter. "This way," she said,
poi nti ng.

Garth nodded, signaled Koros to acconpany him and followed as Frina | ed
the way through the maze of the city toward the Street of the Tenples and the
templ e of Aghad.

In a red-draped room beneath the tenple, the new high priestess was



arguing with sone of her congregation-who consi dered her sudden

sel f-procl ai nred el evati on and subsequent policy to be faulty. The di scussion
had been goi ng nowhere; Haggat's former acolyte had an irrefutable claimto
her new position by virtue of being the only surviving person who knew all the
cult's secrets, and she was utterly unyielding in her determ nation to abandon
any attenmpt to kill the troubl esome overnan.

The objectors were equally adamant in their insistence upon follow ng
nore traditional rules of succession and in pursuing the cult's ancient policy
of unrelenting vengeance. There was nothi ng unorthodox in noving up through
assassi nation, and they agreed that Haggat had deserved renoval for his
bungl i ng, but the post of high priest was not to be taken by a nere acol yte
with no grounding in theol ogy. They argued that the high priestess should
i mediately begin training a proper priest in the inner nysteries of the
cult's workings and return to her own rightful position as first anong
acol ytes-though they were willing to guarantee her accession to the priesthood
shortly after that return

She knew just what such promi ses frompriests of Aghad were worth. After
com ng into her post as Haggat's acol yte, she had naneuvered for three years
to obtain power and was not about to relinquish it nowto please a bunch of
doddering traditionalists. She was saying as much, thickly laced with
i nvective, when a nessenger arrived, gasping fromhis long run

"Your pardon, O priestess, chosen of Aghad, blessed of the darkness,

m stress of treachery, but | bear urgent news," he said.

"Speak, then," she conmanded.

"Garth refused the offer of truce and sent his warbeast agai nst us.
Uyri mand Hezren were slain; the rest of us escaped.™

"Aghad devour you!" the priestess shouted. "Why? What went w ong?"

"I don't know, O mistress. Uyrimspoke well, | thought, yet the overman
refused to parley. He said that his quarrel was not with Haggat, but with
Aghad hi nsel f."

"That's idiocy! It was not Aghad who slew his wife, it was nmen, nen
acting on Haggat's orders. Haggat was a fool, attacking the overman openly;

t he essence of Aghad's power is deceit and coercion, not nagic or brute
force."”

"Yes, mstress," the nessenger agreed; the gathered priests remined
silent, but many wore expressions approving the priestess' words.

"Did UWyrimwarn himof reprisals?"

"Yes, mistress."”

"He must know how weak we are in the east, that he does not fear such a

threat. We'll have to show himthat we are not so weak as he believes. He has
two nore wives; | want them brought here as quickly as possible, alive and
intact.” She turned to the closest thing the cult still had to a w zard, an

apprentice who had been given charge of the few remaini ng nmagi cal devices. "Do
we have any neans of teleporting thenP"

"No, mstress," the girl replied. "The last were used in Wideth."

"Ch, gods, may Haggat's soul be Sai's plaything forever! Do we know
where nore such magi c may be found?"

"No, mistress-at least, | do not."

"Then we nust do it the hard way and hope that we can hold out until the
overworen are brought here. That could be a nonth." The high priestess had a
tendency to think out |oud, now that she was free of her naster. Haggat had
been unable to speak, having had his tongue cut out in punishnent for killing
his own master |ong ago, before he had joined the cult, and in consequence had
been resentful of those who spoke freely around him Hi s acol yte, who had
al ways been near him had | earned quickly to keep her nmouth shut. Since

killing him she had taken much pleasure in being able to speak as often as
she wanted and for as |long as she chose.
She turned back to the nessenger. "Does the overman still have the

Bar oness of Skelleth with hin?"
"Yes, mstress."



"He treats her well?"

"Uh...l amnot certain, mistress."

"He seens to care for her, doesn't he? And she's not protected by the
magi ¢ sword. And the strange old man is no longer with themto protect her
W'l | have to nake use of what we have. She won't be as good a hostage as
Garth's wives would be, but she may serve, at least for a time." She paused
and was about to speak agai n when anot her nessenger entered the room and
prostrated hinself before her.

"Your pardon, O priestess, chosen of Aghad..

" Speak, messenger," she ordered inpatiently.

"The overman is on his way to the tenple, with his sword bl azing and the
war beast beside him"

"You're certain?"

"Ch, yes, mistress.”

"P hul!" the high priestess spat. "Tell everyone. W can't face him

he began.

yet.

"\What ?" one of the older priests protested. "You can't nean to abandon
t he tenpl e?"

"You are free to stay here and die if you choose, Sherrend, but I, and
anyone else with any wits, will be hiding in the tunnels. Nothing can stand
agai nst that sword of his. | saw in the scrying glass what it did, and our
surviving scouts have told all of you. You heard what it did to our tenple in
U -Dormul k. Only a fool would stay here to face it." She ignored the priest's
sputtering objections as she clinbed down from her cathedra and announced,

"Gat her everything of value and make sure everyone is armed; we |eave
i Mmediately. And | still want people sent after those overwonen, and after
that woman he has with him"

The nmessengers and the wi zard's apprentice bowed obediently; the priests
squabbl ed anong t hensel ves, sone bow ng and hastening to obey, others staying
to voice protests that the priestess ignored.

Even the stodgi est, however, had souse sense of self-preservation, and
within mnutes the roomwas enpty as the Aghadites prepared to evacuate their
st ronghol d.

Garth was conpletely unaware of this activity. He reached the Street of
the Tenples as the sun was sinking behind the western nmountains, washing the
shrines in shadow. The topnost edge of the silvery gate of Aghad' s fane caught
a stray beamand glinted brightly as the overman drew near

Garth smiled, and the Sword of Bheleu blazed up whitely, chasing away
t he shadows and drenching the netal gate in its own sickly gl ow.

The val ves of the gate were worked into ten-foot-high runes, two to each
panel , spelling out AGHAD, the top of the GH rune was still dented where Garth
had struck at it three years before. The walls of the tenple were built of
bl ocks of stone, each block carved into those sane four runes, a myriad
rem nders of his eneny's nane.

Wien | ast he had been here, he reninded hinself, he had been unable to
deal with the trickery of the Aghadites. Hi s sword had broken agai nst these
gates. Now, though, he carried the Sword of Bhel eu. He swung the bl ade up and
brought it crashing down against the top of the gl eam ng metal valves.

The bl ade sheared through the netal as if it were paper; it could just
as easily, Garth knew, have expl oded the gates into shards. That was not what
he wanted; he wanted to destroy this place slowmy, at his |leisure, and enjoy
each step of the process.

He sl ashed again, cutting away a triangular slice of the second A rune.
Anot her bl ow renoved the top of the GH and another cut apart the D

Hal f a dozen bl ows reduced the gl eam ng gates to scrap, and Garth
st epped through into the courtyard beyond, |eaving Koros and Frima waiting in
the street.

The col onnade that ran around three sides of the court was dark, the
torches mounted on its colums unlit; the fading sunlight did not penetrate



its gloom The fountain in the courtyard' s center gurgled, but Garth could not
see the spray; it was hidden behind a barrier of rotting severed heads,
stacked up like bricks around the fountain's rim five deep. None were of
recent origin, that was obvious; the bottonmmopst tier was conprised nostly of
al nost-bare skulls, and those in the top rows were sufficiently decayed for
the worst of the stink to have passed.

Al t hough the majority were human, of both sexes, the skull that faced
himnmost directly on the | owest |evel was that of an overman.

Revol ted, Garth swung the sword up and sent a bolt of crinson flane at
the grisly pile. The heads scorched, bl ackened, and crunmbled to ash, revealing
t he bubbling spout of the fountain.

When Garth had first visited this place the fountain had punped cl ear
clean water, liberally laced with poison; now, the fluid that punped forth was
thick and red. He did not care to investigate further, but sinply reinforced
the sword's power and reduced the stone and netal of the fountain to powder,
boiling away whatever liquid it had held.

He paused and considered his next step. It occurred to himthat no one
had, as yet, opposed him no voice had addressed himfromthe shadows. In
fact, there was no sign that anyone was in the tenple at all. That worried
him was it possible that the Aghadites had seen himcom ng and had fl ed,
giving up their sanctuary?

Wasting no nore time, he began blasting away at the tenple itself,
slicing the colums that supported its porches, breaking down the walls
beyond. Masonry fell roaring, and the tenple crunbl ed about him He marched

forward into the rubble, continuing to blast at the walls that still stood.
In the street that fronted the shrine, Koros and Frima waited, alert for
an attack. Frima was eager to spot and kill any Aghadite who might flee from

t he destruction; Koros, as always, was not concerned with the reasons for its
master's orders, but was ready to obey them and sl aughter anyone who cane
near .

No one cane. Walls tottered and fell, sections of roof caved in
spectacul arly, stones shattered, but no one energed fromthe tenmple of Aghad.
Garth's rage grew steadily as he broke into chanber after chanber
wi thout finding a living foe. Couds gathered in the sky above him Iightning
flashed, and the earth shook beneath his feet, breaking open the extensive

tenmpl e basenents

He continued to weak destruction, working his way down beneath street
| evel into the cataconbs under the shrine. He found corpses, sone of them
fresh, sone ancient, but none wearing the dark red robes of the cult, none
that were still warm He found ani mal s-bats, serpents, great cats, and
ot hers-and slew them but he found no humans. He saw machi nery and smashed it,
but saw no one operating it.

At last, as he had done in Ur-Dormul k, he found hinmself standing in a
great pit where the tenple had been, a pit that was as enpty and lifeless as
the one in U-Dornmul k. His foes had escaped him He had destroyed their
stronghol d, but they had escaped.

He bellowed with rage, the sword swinging in circles above his head;

t hunder rumbled, and lightning flickered through the clouds, as if reflecting
the streak of fire the blade left hanging in the air.

He | ashed out in frustration, blackening the snoking rubble and cutting
a groove in the stone that surrounded him The ground trenbl ed bel ow hi m

A pile of debris tunbled aside, revealing an opening into the black
vol cani ¢ bedrock; the flame fromthe sword sliced through a stone sl ab
uncovering another. Alerted, Garth hacked away at the walls of the pit and
found several such openings, thirteen in all, ranging frombroad passageways
skillfully conceal ed behi nd canoufl aged stone doors to narrow craw ways, too
small for an overman to enter, that had been hidden by the heaped rubble.

Here, then, were the neans by which his enemies had fled. He could
pursue them overtake them destroy them he needed only to |earn which of the
passages they had taken



He growed in frustration; there was no way he coul d know whi ch routes
t hey had chosen. He pointed the sword at the nearest and sent a gout of flane
intoit, illumnating the dark stone with an orange glare, but he could see no
sign that would tell himwhether the tunnel had been used or not. No dust |ay
on its floor; no footprints showed.

Enraged, he sent the flane winding on into the depths, out of his own
sight, a withing serpent of living fire.

A moment | ater he heard an i mrense expl osion, and shards of stone and
wood spattered across the rubble from sonewhere well beyond the edge of the
pit, hidden fromhis view Gobbets of flame flickered across the night sky,
and he, knew that his fiery nessenger had reached the end of the tunnel

He al so knew that it had not found any Aghadites.

"Garth?" Frima's voice called fromthe edge of the pit, at the spot
where the silvery gates had once stood.

He growl ed a wordl ess response.

"\What happened? A house up the street burst apart; did you do that?"

"Yes," he said. He struggled to think, to plan; the raging fury in his
head nade it difficult to do so. "Did you see anyone | eave that house?" he
cal | ed.

"I don't know, | mght have," Frima answered. "There were sone people on
the street just after we got here.”
Garth growl ed. "Those were Aghadites,” he said. "I"msure of it. They

had a dozen escape routes here. They could be anywhere in the city by now " He
realized, as he spoke, that they m ght even have left the city. A party m ght
well be on its way to Ordunin, to carry out the god' s vengeance agai nst
Garth's famly. Quite aside fromhis desire for. revenge, the cultists were an
ongoi ng threat to innocent people everywhere, and Garth was nore determn ned
than ever to destroy themall.

"Ch," Frima said.

"W will hunt them down, wherever they hide," the overman said as he
turned the sword's flane agai nst one side of the pit to carve hinself a way
out .

CHAPTER TWVENTY- SI X

The | ogi cal place for sonmeone to hide, Garth and Frima agreed, would be in one
of the tenples. Each one had its secret entrances and hidden chanmbers, or so
the | egends said, and each was suitable for fortification

They resolved to explore the nearest first; that was the tenple of Sai
goddess of pain, Aghad's twin sister

Garth bl asted open the spi ke-steel gate with the Sword of Bhel eu and,
renenberi ng what had happened to his boots when [ast he had entered this
shrine, he nelted snmooth the jagged, broken obsidian courtyard. That done, he
marched on into the tenple, Frima at his heels, Koros waiting outside.

They found no one in the sanctuary. Garth was ready to give up and go,
but Frima, recalling her own unconpleted sacrifice, pointed out the secret
doorway through which she had been brought up fromthe vaults bel ow

Garth agreed that the vaults were worth exploring-a decision he found
hinself regretting a few hours |later, when an extensive search had turned up
no Aghadites, but an inpressive array of dungeons and torture devices, as well
as a handful of half-starved, desperate worshi ppers of Sai who had taken
shelter there when the plague began, three years earlier. Despite a surge of
bl oodl ust, Garth did not kill these people, but instead drove themout into
the streets. They pronptly headed toward the market, obviously intent on
| eaving the city.

By the time he and Frinma had investigated all the corridors and roomns
beneath the tenple of Sai and radiating out fromit under the surrounding
buil dings, it was al nost dawn, and Garth was tired. He had used up a great
deal of the sword's energy in blasting the tenple of Aghad, and the



expenditure was telling upon him

Neither Garth nor Frima saw any point in returning to Frima's old hone;
i nstead, they broke in the door of a convenient house and nmade t hensel ves
confortable there. Frima found a store of preserves in the kitchen, and dried
salt beef that had not yet spoiled; the w ne cupboard included several bottles
that had not yet turned to vinegar, though Garth was not inpressed with any
t hat he sanpl ed.

At last, when they had both eaten their fill, the girl and the overnman
found beds and went to sl eep.
Garth did not sleep very well; the bed was far too small for him Around

noon he gave up and noved to the floor, which served himbetter

He awoke again well after dark to find Frima hacking off strips of beef
for their breakfast.

They debat ed what shoul d be done next. Garth suggested the tenple of
P'hul as their next target; Frima objected that no Aghadite would venture into
t hat di sease-ridden pesthole. That, after all, was where the Wite Death had
cone fromin the first place

Garth had to concede the truth of her argunent.

He then considered the tenple of Bhel eu, but dismssed that imediately;
it was a ruin, with no roof and an earthen floor. \Were could anyone hide in
t here?

The last tenple on the Street of the Tenples was the tenple of Death.
That, Frima insisted, would be the very surest place. Any Ddsarran woul d
consi der hinself safe frompursuit there, as no one would dare to enter it
| ooking for him

Garth doubted this hypothesis. Wuld not the Aghadites, he asked, be at
| east as frightened by The God Whose Nane |Is Not Spoken as by their pursuers?
After all, the cultists knew that Garth had entered the tenple once before and
energed alive, the first person not a devotee of the Final God to do so.

Frinma agreed with this reasoning finally. That left the two tenples
| ocated in other parts of the city-those dedicated to Tena and to Andhur
Regvos. Accordingly, the little party headed for the tenple of Andhur Regvos,
god of darkness.

Here Garth did not waste tine in exploring every nook and cranny;

i nstead, he sinply used the Sword of Bheleu to blast the domed pyramd into
rubbl e, as he had done to the tenple of Aghad.

As with the tenple of Aghad, however, he found no trace of any Aghadites
in the weckage. The sanctuary held the desiccated renmains of a dozen peopl e,
all dead for quite some tine; Garth guessed themto be the blind priests of
the god, slain by the plague three years before. Nowhere else in the maze of
chanmbers and tunnels did he find anything that m ght have been alive recently.

That left the tenple of Tema. Garth proposed to treat it nuch as he had
the shrines of Aghad and Andhur Regvos, but Frima protested violently. After
some argunent, the overman gave in. The followers of Tema had not done hi m any
real harm unlike the Aghadites.

He did not |ike the delay, which would allow the surviving Aghadites
that nuch nore tinme to devise new schenes and for their em ssaries to travel
toward Ordunin, but he decided that he could live with it.

It was well after m dnight when he and Koros, with Frinma on the
war beast' s back, reached the steps leading to the tenple's entrance. He hel ped
the girl off the beast and then led the way to the door, up between the
serpent-carved bal ustrades.

To his surprise, the door swung open as he approached.

He entered the antechanber and stopped. Frina proceeded on past him
toward the conceal ed i nner door, but before she reached it, a voice said,

"Pl ease wait, girl."

Startled, Frinma stopped.

A bl ue-robed, white-haired priest energed fromthe darkness into the
sword's light, blinking in the vivid glare. "Your pardon, but we have grown
cautious in these unhappy days. W cannot admit you to the sanctuary until you



gi ve an account of yourselves, and swear that you do not carry the Wite
Deat h."

"We do not carry the plague," Garth said, "and | will swear that however
you |like. W have come seeking the Aghadites who fled the destruction of their
temple.”

"There are no Aghadites here,
templ e of Temm, goddess of night."

the priest said patiently. "This is the

"You will forgive me if | insist upon investigating for myself," Garth
replied.

The priest hesitated, and the overman held up the glowing sword; it
dri pped streamers of white flame. "You will, | think, see that |I have the
means of enforcing my wishes. | intend to search this tenple w thout delay,
and if you or anyone el se should oppose me, | amafraid that | will feel it
necessary not only to kill you, but also to destroy this entire building, |est

nmy enemi es escape ne."

The priest stepped back and said reluctantly, "As you wi sh." The inner
door swung open, and Garth stepped through it into the great doned sanctuary.

Thi s chamber was the first place he had seen since returning to Disarra
that could be called crowded; fifty or sixty ragged people had nmade thensel ves
at home here, sleeping or sitting on beds nade of bunched rags, each with a
few neager possessions clustered about. Many of them gl anced up at the new
arrivals, then stared at the strange, fiery sword the overman carri ed.

Garth | ooked at the notley collection of humans and demanded, "How | ong
have t hese peopl e been here? Did any arrive within the last tw days?"

The priest at Garth's el bow shook his head. "Ch, no," he said. "You are
the first newconers in half a year."

The overman swung the sword around and held it at the man's throat.
"WIl you swear to that, by your goddess and all the other gods?"

"Ch, yes, ny lord," the man said, not nodding for fear of cutting or
burning his throat on the sword's point if he nmoved his head. "I swear it, by
Tema and by all the gods! These peopl e have been here for nmonths.”

Garth decided that he could trust the human. He | owered the sword,
ignoring Frima's loud protests regarding his treatnent of a holy man.

Agai n he | ooked over the great hall, noticing that in the sword' s |ight
the stone idol was rather |ess inpressive than he recalled. It stood agai nst
the far side of the chamber, the goddess' cloak stretching up to cover nost of
the done. It was still a fine piece of scul pture, beautiful and conforting,
but he could see the nmarks of the carvers upon it, which he had not seen in
the dark; its ethereal quality was gone.

He spotted dark stains on the wall near the door, but did not inquire
after their origin. He was afraid that they m ght be fromhis own previous
visit, when he had killed a priest very near to the spot where he now stood.

Escorted by the priest, with Frima trailing along behind, Garth made his
way around the room investigating every place that | ooked as if it m ght
conceal a doorway or niche. Fromthe sanctuary he noved on into the vestry,
and fromthere to the refectory and the dormitory, and finally into the crypts
bel ow.

Nowhere did he find anyone in a red robe, or anyone out of place. A
t hose who wore the blue robes of the priests of Tema al so had the red eyes and
white hair required of her servants, and he could i nagi ne no way in which the
Aghadi tes coul d have di sgui sed thensel ves to pass as such, unless they
possessed sonme magi c of a sort he was totally unfamliar wth.

He passed the remai nder of the night searching the tenple, and on into
the norning, until at last, around m dnorning, he was satisfied that no
Aghadi tes | urked anywhere in the great edifice.

He apol ogi zed, nore or less, to several of the priests and took his
|l eave, Frima still trailing after him

Koros was waiting at the foot of the steps, and together they found
t hensel ves a new resting place where they m ght spend the day. Tired as they
were, they did not bother about searching for food.



Garth awoke around sunset, ravenously hungry, and di scovered that the
house they had chosen to sleep in had nothing edible left init. He began
smashing in back doors and investigating the neighboring hones, and eventual ly
cane across a wheel of cheese that was still good, and a keg of ale that had
al nrost gone flat but was still nore or |ess potable. He brought these finds
back, and found Frina awake and hungry.

When both had eaten, he asked whether the girl had any suggestions,
since none of the tenples they had expl ored had yiel ded anyt hi ng.

Frima suggested returning to the Street of the Tenples and | ooking into
the remains of the tenple of Aghad again, in hopes of finding a clue that
m ght |ead themto the vani shed cultists.

Havi ng no better suggestion to offer, Garth agreed, and by the tine the
last trace of twilight had faded in the west the two were standing at the rim
of the pit, Koros close behind.

They found nothing of any conceivabl e use. Garth had been thorough in
destroying the shrine, and no papers or docunents of any sort remained,
not hi ng that might provide any information except for the tunnels thensel ves.
Garth explored a few of those, but all came to the surface relatively near at
hand, and none showed any sign of continued habitation

The overman stood, at |last, at the edge of the hole, |ooking up the
Street of the Tenples toward the shadowy bl ankness at its northern end that
hid the entrance to the tenple of Death. He found hinmself doubting his own
logic in dismssing the underground tenple as a possible hiding place. The
Aghadites were the disciples of hate, and the high priest he had slain had
said that self-hatred was the nost basic of all the things that an Aghadite
nmust possess. Such people mght well be willing to hide in a place where no
sane Ddsarran would go. Furthermore, they might follow his own earlier Iine of
reasoni ng through to its conclusion and decide that, because they would be
expected to be nore frightened of it than Garth would be, the tenple of Death
woul d be the one place where the overman woul d never bother to | ook

Thi s convol uted thinking seened exactly the sort of thing he had conme to
expect fromthe followers of Aghad, and the tenple entrance was only a short
stroll away. It was certainly worthy of investigation, he decided; he led a
rather startled Frima northward, up the Street of the Tenples.

Al ong the way, however, he found hinself distracted by the ruins of the
tenmpl e of Bhel eu. The skel eton of the ancient donme was gone, but the jagged
fragnments of the wall that had supported it still renmained. A w de gap
i ndi cated where the door had once been, and a heap of ash in the center was
the last trace of the burning altar whence Garth had drawn the sword.

It occurred to Garth that there was sonething unnatural about that pile
of ash. Surely, after three years, it should have been buried or scattered by
the wi nd.

He had taken the sword fromthat spot; he had come full circle in the
three years since that nonent.

It had been three years al nost exactly, he realized. He tried to
calculate the interval, but could not do so; his nenory was not sufficiently
preci se. He was not even absolutely certain of the present date, |et alone
when he had taken the sword. Still, within a margin of three days or so, it
had been exactly three years since he first touched the Sword of Bhel eu

He wondered whether he might be able to | eave the sword here, replacing
it whence it cane. It seenmed worth attenpting. Furthermore, an Aghadite or two
m ght have deci ded to take shelter here-what shelter there was. He stopped at
the entrance, startling Frim anew.

"What is it?" she asked. "\What are you doi ng?"

"I want to look in here," Garth said.

Frima peered into the darkness within the stone circle. "Wy?" she
asked.

"It is atenple, is it not? You thought that the Aghadites might take
shelter in the tenples."

"Not this one!" she protested, obviously having forgotten her earlier



suggesti on.

The overman did not bother to argue further, but sinply marched into the
temple, the sword lighting his way. Frima and Koros foll owed, Frina
reluctantly, Koros with its usual calm

Garth strode unhesitatingly across the earthen floor, directly to the
little gray mound in the center, where he stopped. He | ooked down at the heap
then reached out with the sword to stir the ash

A sudden warmnmth surged up through the hilt, through his arm and into
his mnd, and he was no longer in the eerie gloomof the broken tenple, but
floating in a crinson void flooded with ruddy light.

He froze, waiting for whatever woul d happen next.

"Garth," said the voice so like his own, the voice he recognized as the
thing that called itself Bheleu. "Wy have you cone here?"

Garth could not answer that; he was unsure of his own reasons. He had
entered the tenple on a sudden inpul se, thinking two contradictory
t hought s-that he nmight find Aghadites here and slay themw th the sword, or
that he mght be able to free hinself of the sword here w thout the Forgotten
King's intervention. He was not sure which was his true desire. He had been
carrying out his revenge against the cult of Aghad, but it was, so far
unsati sfying. There was no pl easure, no reconpense, in the sight of a dead
cultist or a blasted tenple. The only pleasure came in the instant of
destruction, and that was a fleeting and unheal thy passion that he did not
believe was truly his own. He still felt driven to destroy the cult, but he no
| onger found any real value in that destruction, nor any easing of his own
m nd.

He wanted to be free of the sword, he knew. Despite his bargain with the
god, he knew that his thoughts were tainted, that he had becone an uncl ean
irrational thing, and that he would remain such as long as he wi el ded the
sword. Yet he wanted the sword's power, the ability to strike down whatever
affronted him and he feared what nmi ght happen if the weapon should fall into
the hands of the only other earthly being who had denponstrated the capacity to
handle it safely: the Forgotten King.

He did not know how to answer the god' s question

"Garth, my time is drawing to an end, and you have denied ne ny freedom
t hr oughout what shoul d have been ny reign over the nortal realm You have cut
my age to a tenth of its anticipated |ength. There is nothing left to nme but
the I ast destruction, the end of nyself and ny fell ow gods. If you w sh, |

will free you of the sword and relinquish all claimto you; you need but
thrust the blade into the ash and leave it there, and there will be no nore
little destructions by your hand, but only the final cataclysm when the tine
for it has come. Decide now, I will not allow you another chance. Take the

sword and go on as ny enmissary, or leave it and be free."

Garth struggled to think, to weigh his decision logically. He wanted to
| eave the sword, to | eave behind all his involvenent in supernatural events;
if he still planned further acts to avenge Kyrith and Saram he could carry
themout with his own abilities. He had done well enough for over a century
wi t hout any divi ne assistance. He rel eased his hold on the weapon, and it
seened to float notionlessly in the void before him

On the other hand, Bheleu's nention of a final cataclysmfrightened him
He tried to convince hinself that a god would see tinme differently and that
this last destruction mght still be mllennia away, but he could not bring
hinself to believe it. He knew that somewhere in the city the Forgotten King
was preparing magi c that was nmeant to destroy the world, and he was absol utely
sure that if he were to leave the sword in the tenple of Bheleu, it would find
its way to the old man and the final spell would be conpl eted.

He could not allow that to happen. "I will keep the sword," he said. His
hand cl osed on the hilt.

He had expected the god's nocking |aughter, but there was only silence;
the red light faded, and he was in the ruined tenple again.

Frima had watched with concern as her overman conpani on had wal ked up to



the pile of ash, poked the sword into it, and then frozen. "Wat is it? Wiat's
happeni ng?" she called, but Garth did not answer; he stood staring off into
space. She cane nearer, waved her hand before his face, but got no response.
Wrried, she fished the sling she had appropriated fromthe dead Aghadite out
of her pouch

Garth rel eased the Sword of Bhel eu suddenly; it wobbl ed, but renained
upright, held by the nound of ash. Its glow died away, froma vivid white
light to a pale yellow flickering, but Garth did not nove or speak. He stil
stared ahead blindly.

Sonet hi ng appeared off to one side; Frinma whirled, a dart in the sling,
and let fly.

Not one dart but two rattled off stone; her own had struck the broken
wal I near where she had glinpsed the nmovenent, and anot her had whi zzed past
Garth's head and hit the far side of the chanber. "Koros!" Frima called. "Kill
them ™

The war beast | ooked at her, as if debating with itself whether or not to
obey soneone other than its master. Another dart flew, ricocheting from
Garth's armor with a sharp ringing, and Koros decided; with a roar, it |eaped
toward the hidden attacker.

Garth remai ned unnoving. Frim had another dart in her sling and was
crouched, ready and waiting, glancing warily about.

Soneone screamed, the cry mingling with the warbeast's growl and endi ng
i n an unpl easant bubbling. Frima could not see what was taking' place in the
dar kness, but it was obvious that Koros had found its prey.

Agai n sonet hi ng noved, and she turned to see a dark shape approaching
with sword held high. She flung the dart in her sling, and the figure
st aggered and dropped.

Light flared up; Garth held the Sword of Bhel eu once nore, the bl ade
burning brightly with its unnatural white flane. The overman was novi ng as
well, turning away fromthe ashen remains of the altar. He and Frima gazed
wi th al nost equal surprise at the red-robed man who lay, his fallen sword
near by, nidway between the Disarran girl and the tenple's entrance.

The man was not dead, but only stunned. Garth picked himup with one
hand, the sword blazing in the other, and demanded, "Were are the rest of
you?"

Koros energed fromthe shadows, its jaw sneared with bl ood. The Aghadite
stared in terror, first at the warbeast, then at the flam ng sword, and
finally at the grimovernman.

"l don't know!" he cried.

"Yours is the god of treachery, filth; betray your conrades!" Garth
demanded.

"I can't,
can't!"

"You swear it, by all the gods?"

"Yes!" The man was noddi ng and weepi ng. "Yes, yes, | swear it!"

Di sgusted and enraged, Garth flung the human aside; his head hit the
stone wall with a sharp cracking sound, and he slunped in a heap at the base.

Garth had not intended to kill the man, but he did not doubt that he had

the man insisted. "I would, | swear to you by Aghad, but I

done so and he did not regret it. "There may be nmore," he said.

"Koros got one," Frima told him "I haven't seen any others."

"We'll search," the overman said.

They did search, going over the entire tenple area carefully. Frinma
stopped and becane ill when she saw what Koros had left of the sling-w el der

They found no nore Aghadites, though, nor any evidence that others had been
there.

When Garth was satisfied, he |led the way back out onto the street and
onward toward the tenple of death. Frima followed reluctantly, Koros beside
her. Garth did not | ook back, but he did find hinself wondering whet her he had
done the right thing in keeping the sword.

That m ght, he realized, have been his last chance to get rid of it;



still, he resisted the urge to run back and try to bargain with Bheleu. If he
rel eased the sword, the Forgotten King would get it, he was certain. He could
not allow that, now or ever. He marched up the street, sword held up before
himto light the way.

The city seened deserted; nothing nmoved on the Street of the Tenples
save hinmself and his two conpani ons. He wondered if anything still lived in
Disarra other than the Aghadites, the huddl ed people in the tenple of Tens,
and his own little group

At the end of the avenue, the glow of the sword reveal ed bl ack vol canic
rock forming a narrow defile that led into a cave; the sword' s light did not
penetrate the shadows of the cave's entrance, visible as a deeper blackness
am d the surroundi ng stones.

A human corpse lay spraw ed half in, half out of the shadows. That was
hardly surprising in this city of death, where Garth had found hinmsel f al nost
tripping over bare bones at every turn. This body, however, was still fresh;
it had not yet begun to rot. Garth could detect only the faintest scent of
i nci pient corruption and judged that it had been dead no nmore than three days
at the nost.

The remains were those of a very old man; Garth paused to study them
and recogni zed who the man had been

He was clad in a robe of so pure a black that the sword's light, or
al nrost any other light, was not reflected at all, naking the corpse seem
al nrost a heap of tangible shadow. It was small and frail, with one leg tw sted
and shrunken, one hand missing, half the face hidden beneath a purplish
growm h, one eye |long gone and the other buried beneath white cataracts.

This pitiful thing had been the caretaker of the tenple of Death.

The overman gl anced around warily, but saw no sign of anything that
m ght have killed the ancient priest. It was entirely possible that age had
caught up with himat last. Even the priests of Death died eventually-with one
excepti on.

It was very near this spot that the overman high priest of Aghad, whom
Garth had | ater slain, had once taunted himfrom conceal mrent. One of the
tunnels leading fromthe tenple of Aghad m ght, Garth guessed, cone up in this
vicinity. He peered at the surrounding rock, but could see no sign of human
pr esence.

"\What happened to hinP" Frima asked, staring at the corpse.

"He died," Garth said. After a pause, he added, "Probably of old age."

"Ch," Frima replied, suppressing a shudder. She found so fresh a corpse,
dead so mysteriously, to be far nmore unsettling than the |ess recognizabl e
remai ns of the plague's many victins.

Garth was no longer interested in the body and felt reasonably certain
that no assassins lurked in the imedi ate area. "Cone on," he said.

"That's the tenple of Death," Frima said, not noving.

"Yes," Garth agreed, "it is."

"I don't want to go in there," she said.

"Why not ? You suggested before that Aghadites might hide here; are you
frightened of then? Have you deci ded to abandon your vengeance?"

"No, that's not it!" she cried. "I'mfrightened of Death!"

"I amhere to protect you," Garth replied. "I have been here before and
energed alive. | have the power of Bheleu to defend us. However, if you
prefer, you may wait here while |I investigate the tenple."

Frima hesitated, but finally said, "Al right. 1'll stay here if you
| eave Koros with nme."

Garth had no objection to that; he had not intended to take the warbeast
into the temple in any case. He was not sure the huge creature would fit
t hrough the entry passage.

He ordered the beast to guard the girl and then strode onward into the
cave.



CHAPTER TWENTY- SEVEN

The fl oor sloped gently downward; there was no gate or door, but the corridor
narrowed slightly at one point. Thereafter it gradually w dened, opening at
last into a |large chanber, the heart of the tenple. Although the passageway
was entirely natural, this main roomhad been artificially enlarged, the floor
snoot hed and | eveled, the walls carved into el aborate friezes separated by
colums, and the ceiling around the sides ribbed with carved vaulting. The
central portion of the ceiling remained rough, natural stone, and beneath this
stood the altar, cut froma large stalagnmte and carved in the formof a
lectern, with a strange horned skull riveted to its upper edge.

The glare of the sword was not the only light here; a sullen red gl ow
cane fromthe tunnel that | ed dowmn and away fromthe far side of the chamnber.
The carvings and the altar cast strange double shadows in this eerie
illumnation.

Garth paid no attention to any of this. He had expected the tenple to be
deserted; he had conpletely forgotten, in the press of other concerns, that
the Forgotten King had announced his intention of com ng here and begi nni ng
his magi c. The overman had di sm ssed that, convincing hinself that the King
could do nothing without the Sword of Bhel eu, and had somehow assuned that the
old man was | urking somewhere in the city, waiting for Garth to relinquish the
sword to him

He had been wong. The Forgotten King stood before the altar, his back
to Garth, chanting sonething unintelligible. The Book of Silence |ay upon the
altar, open, and it was evident that the old man was reading fromit.

The sound seened to reverberate fromthe stone walls, turning the
Forgotten King's al ready-hi deous voice into an unspeakabl e cacophony. Garth
could not recogni ze the | anguage of the spell, save that it bore no
resenbl ance to his own tongue. The words were harsh and sibilant, with
unpl easant conbi nati ons of vowels, and consonants that seened to be all either
hi ssing or guttural. Wrds and phrases ended in the wong places, and the
rhyt hm was broken and hard to follow, but the King appeared not to notice; he
chanted on, the words spilling forth in a constant stream

Garth watched for a | ong nmonment, unsure what to do. He knew that he did
not want the King to conplete his spell, but he did not know whether it would
be safe to interrupt it.

The chant ended abruptly with a high-pitched grating sound, and w t hout
hesitation or pause the King said, "Geetings, Garth." He did not turn

"Greetings, OKing."

There was a nonent of growi ng silence as the |ast echoes rebounded,
faded, and di ed.

"What are you doi ng?" Garth asked at |ast.

"I prepare the final magic," the King replied.

The overman stepped forward, circling wide to the left so that the old
man woul d not be able to reach out and snatch the sword away from him " How
can you do that," he asked, "w thout the Sword of Bhel eu?"

"The sword is required only in the final stage, at the end of the three
days, a point that will arrive shortly. | can prepare the nagic, but | cannot
conplete it without both the sword and your assistance."

This answer troubled Garth, not so nuch because of what was said as
because it was given so freely and seemed so cooperative a response-totally
out of character for the old man. Sonethi ng about hi mhad changed; Garth
guessed that having begun his spell, after so long a wait, had affected him

The overman took anot her few steps and | ooked at the old man's face.

For a nonent he did not realize what he was seeing, but only that
somet hing was wong. The King's face seemed to shimrer and alter as the
overman wat ched, distorting itself, and after several seconds Garth realized
that the old man was wearing the Pallid Mask. The mask had fitted itself to
the contours of the King's face, but remained snoboth and pale and netallic,
retaining its unsettling ability to shift its appearance inexplicably. The old



man's | ong wi sp of beard was caught up inside the mask's chin, out of sight,
and the eye sockets were | ess sunken than his own-though his eyes remai ned
i nvi sible, hidden now, not by the shadows of his cowl, but by the mask.

"You will not receive ny aid." Garth said. "It may be that you will
somehow get the sword fromme, but | swear | will never help you to destroy
all the world just so that you may die."

"No, perhaps you will not-but mght you not destroy all the world so
that your enenies, the followers of Aghad, will perish with it?"

"No. "

"Do not speak so quickly, Garth. Think first. You seek to slay themall;
you have sworn to destroy them How el se can you do this? Wth the Sword of
Bhel eu you can destroy the entire city of Disarra, it is true-but to do so
will take time, and in that tine many will be able to escape, to flee
el sewhere. Some may al ready have done so. WII you hunt them down throughout
the worl d, one by one? Do you expect to live forever, then? Are you ready to
devote centuries to this pursuit? It will take centuries to find and kill them
all, Garth. You cannot destroy each of themthat way. Nor can you use the
Sword of Bheleu to destroy every place that they mght hide; the sword' s power
is not great enough to destroy all the world. Together, though, we night send

themall to their deaths with a single sinple spell, this sane spell that |
have al most fully prepared.”
"And in so doing, consign the rest of the world, as well, to

destruction, nyself along with it."

"Wuld that really be so unbearable? A nonment, and it would all be over.
Is your life so pleasant, then, that you nust cling to it so tenaciously?
Wuld it not be a confort sinply to let go, to let yourself fall into the
not hi ngness of death? | have sought for that peace for long centuries now, can
you find it so repul sive?"

"My life is ny owmn, old man, and none of your concern. | do not want to
die, nor to be responsible for the deaths of nmillions of innocent people."

"I nnocent ? Who, Garth, is innocent? The overnen of O dunin, who exiled
you for aiding themand refused even to consider your pardon? Your famly, who
refused to | eave a frozen wasteland to join you? The Yprians, perhaps, who
squabbl e among t hensel ves and have i nvaded, w thout cause, the lands of their
nei ghbors? The Erammans, who have turned the richest empire in this decadent
world into a chaos of civil war, who drove your people into the wilderness to
di e? The Orunians, who tried to take advantage of their neighbors' interna
strife? The people of Skelleth, who despise you even after three years,
despite all you have done for thenf? The people of Ur-Dormul k, what few remain,
who sent soldiers to kill you? Wio anong these is worthy of your
consi derati on? \Were are the people who deserve to live so nmuch that you woul d
gi ve up your just vengeance and go on living a |ife that has becone a burden
to you, merely so that they might survive a few years |onger am d war, plague,
and fam ne?"

"You distort the truth with words; old man," Garth said, resisting an
urge to give in, to adnmit that the Forgotten King was right. He was uncertain
whet her this inpulse canme from hinself or from Bhel eu or from sone nagic
wrought by the King, the book, or the nmask. Whatever it was, it was powerful,
al nost hypnotic; his gaze was fixed on the Pallid Mask, white and gl ean ng
and he found it hard to think of resistance. "Wat of Frinm?" he asked,
grasping at the first menory he could dredge up. "She has done nothing to
deserve death. Surely there are nmillions nore |ike her."

The old man did not answer; instead, he |eaned his head forward and
began chanting agai n.

Garth remenbered suddenly why he had cone to this place and demanded
loudly, "Od nman, are there any Aghadites here?" He doubted that there were.
The Forgotten King would not care to be disturbed by their presence, and Garth
knew t hat the King was capable of enforcing his whins.

The chanting broke, and the King said, "W are alone here, Garth, alone
with our gods."



The overman, refusing to trust the old man, tried to figure out sonme way
i n which this pronouncerment could be interpreted that would allow for the
presence of cultists. He could think of none; after a monent's hesitation he
nodded and turned to go.

The King was chanting again, but his voice was suddenly drowned out by
anot her sound, distorted by the echoes of the passageway and by the distance,
but still, unm stakably, the roar of a warbeast.

Startled, Garth froze, staring into the shadows of the entry passage;
then, with the glowi ng sword held out before him he broke into a run

CHAPTER TWENTY- El GAT

Bl ood spattered across his face as he enmerged fromthe cave. Garth blinked and
raised his free hand to shield his eyes. His ears were filled w th human
scream ng and the roaring of the warbeast.

Hs first inpulse was to strike out with the Sword of Bhel eu, bl asting
what ever stood before him but he restrained hinself. Koros and Frinma were
around sonewhere, and he did not want to harmthem The sword's power was not
sel ective enough to | eave themunscathed in a blind attack

After the first shower of blood across his face, nothing nore struck
him although Garth did not yet realize what had actually hit him He | owered
hi s hand and opened his eyes.

Koros stood before him fangs bared and dripping bl ood, several mangl ed
corpses beneath its nassive paws, others flung up agai nst either side of the
defile, weapons scattered on all sides. Its roar had died to a sullen
grow i ng.

Garth wiped at the liquid on his face, |ooked at the residue on his
hand, and then understood that bl ood had been flung upon himby the warbeast's
attack on the last of the Aghadites. It was, he was sure, human bl ood.

The war beast was not uni njured, however. Three crossbow quarrels
protruded from one shoul der, and a fourth fromone of its forepaws. Sonething
had gashed it across the face, narrowWy nissing one of its great golden eyes.

No further threat remmi ned. There could be no doubt that every human in
si ght was dead.

Wth that thought, Garth becanme aware that Frim was not there. He
| ooked over the bl oody bodies, but saw none that mi ght have been his Disarran
conpani on.

The sound of screami ng was still continuing, he noticed, coming from
somewher e beyond the rocks to his right. Koros was |ooking in that direction
apparently trying to locate the sound's source. It was only then that Garth
realized he was hearing, not the wordless yelling of dying nmen, but a human
femal e calling, "Koros! Koros!"

It was Frima's voice, but no sooner had Garth recognized it than it fel
silent.

"Frimal" the overman bel | owed.

There was no answer; his cry echoed fromthe surroundi ng rock and was
foll owed only by silence.

"Frima!" Garth called again. Koros grow ed; there was no other response.

It was obvious that the Aghadites had gotten her, separating her from
t he war beast somehow, and then killing her. Garth felt his anger nount. He saw
the gl ow of the sword deepen to red and brighten to a ferocious glare. The
Aghadites would pay for this, he prom sed hinmself. They would all die, every
one of them no matter where they night hide. They had destroyed an i nnocent
girl and they would regret it-if they lived | ong enough to know what happened.

He renenbered the Forgotten King's words, and his own reply. Frim was
gone now, and with her, his concern for the world' s inhabitants. The world
m ght be full of innocent victinms, he told hinself, but if he didn't destroy
them sonmeone el se woul d.

"I"a bheluye!" he cried. "Aghad, | will destroy you!" He turned and



strode back into the tenple of Death.

Wat ching fromtheir conceal ed vantage point at the mouth of a tunnel in
t he surroundi ng stone, the high priestess of Aghad and two of her conpanions
saw t he overman's magi ¢ sword blaze up a baleful red, and heard him proclaim
hi s anger.

"I think," the high priestess said, "that we should wait until he's had
some time to calmdown. If we try to bargain with himnow, he's liable to fry
us all before we can speak a dozen words; he's too nad to worry about the
girl. When he's had nore tinme to think, we should be able to nake a deal ."

Her conpani ons nmade noi ses of agreenent, peering warily out. Farther
down the tunnel, a loud thunmp sounded, followed by muffled cursing.

"Be careful with her!"™ the high priestess warned. "She nay be the only
thing that keeps us all alivel™

"I beg your forgiveness, mstress," someone answered. "But she fights
like a mad creature. She chewed through the gag already, and we had to drop
her to prepare another."

The priestess turned away fromthe tunnel opening and stared down at the
struggling formof their captive, barely visible in the light of the single
shuttered lantern allowed so near the entrance. "You can hurt her if you need
to," she said, "just as long as you don't kill her or cripple her."

Frima thrashed harder and tried to scream one of the Aghadites jammed
anot her wadded cloth into her nouth, stifling the sound.

Garth did not hear Frima's struggles, and would not have paid enough
attention to recognize themfor what they were if he had. He was convinced
that she was dead. Whenever soneone else had fallen into the hands of the
Aghadi tes, he or she had died. Kyrith had died and Saram had died; Garth saw
no reason to think that Frima had fared any better. He expected to be
confronted with her nutilated corpse when next he enmerged fromthe tenple of
Death-if he ever did energe.

He strode down the passageway with the sword bl azing before him the
gl ow feeding on his anger and stoking it as well. Hi s rage, or the conbination
of his own despair and rage with the malign influence of Bhel eu, had driven
all conscious thought fromhis mnd, save the necessity of destroying the cult
of Aghad, regardless of the neans or the cost. He stormed into the inner
chanmber of the tenple just as the Forgotten King's chanting paused.

"What nmust | do, old man?" CGarth demanded.

"You will know when the tine cones,"” the Forgotten King replied. He
began to chant again.

Garth was in no nood to wait, but he forced hinself to stand behind the
King, awaiting the instructions he was sure would cone. The old man woul d gi ve
hima sign, some way of know ng what was expected of him and he would act;
the spell would be conpleted, and the world would end.

H s enem es woul d be destroyed-the cult of Aghad would be w ped out to
the I ast stinking, treacherous menber. The city of Disarra, which had so
blighted his life, would vanish. The gods thensel ves, the foul Aghad and
Garth's own unwant ed master Bhel eu anong them would die. The Forgotten King
woul d perish, and his Unnanmed God with him

Garth hinmself would die, but what of it? He had little enough left in
the world. Hi s people had scorned him Kyrith and Saram and Fri ma had been
murdered, and his world had sunk into an era of chaos and destruction

The old man woul d have his wish; his life, which had | asted so
i mpossi bly [ ong, would be over

Everyt hi ng woul d end.

Ever yt hi ng.

Koros woul d di e-both the warbeast and the god it was nanmed for. It was
hard to i magi ne the ani mal dying. The sun would go out, or so he assuned;
there would be nothing left for it to shine upon. The green fields of summer
woul d never be again; sun above and earth bel ow Wul d both be gone. The



farmers in the fields would be gone, human and overman alike.

There would be an end to war and hatred and death, Garth told hinself.

Yes, and an end to love and life as well. The destruction would swall ow
up the good with the bad, and there would be no nore world, no nore tinme, no
chance to make anything right. He woul d never again feel the wind in his face
or the sun on his. back, not only because he woul d be dead and beyond al
feeling, but because there would be no nore wi nd, no nore sun, ever again.

Fi sh would no longer swmin the sea, for the sea would be no nore, and birds
woul d not fly. No new year would ever follow this one, no autumm woul d
supplant this final sumrer-all because he, Garth of Ordunin, had defied the
gods and | ost. He had been defeated by Aghad, Bhel eu, and Deat h; he had | ost
hinself in the anger and despair that the dark gods sent. He was allow ng the
gods to mani pul ate him

Thi s nust not be.

The Forgotten King's harsh voice cut through to him raised suddenly to
a new pitch and vol une, w apped around the nmassed consonants of the chant, and
Garth felt magi cal power seething around him

He wanted to stop, to retreat, to reverse his decision. He did not want
the world to end, did not want to aid in its destruction, but he could not
nove. He felt a fierce conpulsion to give in, to do what the old man want ed
to serve the gods who had shaped the world in this one final act, and he
fought desperately against it.

The chanting stopped, and the old man turned to face him the mask
gleaming dully in the red Iight of the sword, as if washed in bl ood.

In desperation, struggling to destroy the compul sion that he felt
overtaking him Garth |lashed out with the Sword of Bheleu, striking at the old
man, hoping to disrupt the spell before his part in it was needed. He thrust
t he gl owi ng bl ade against the King's chest, expecting it to be turned aside
and to receive a backlash of magical force, a resistance that woul d break the
web of power that held him

The bl ade sank easily through the old man's frail body with a sound I|ike
a soft sigh, emerging a foot or more fromhis back and scrapi ng agai nst the
stone of the altar. Thick, dark blood oozed slowy forth onto the shining
net al

The Forgotten King sniled, the Pallid Mask twisting to fit his face, and
Garth realized, even before the first rumbling began, what his part in the
final ritual had been. He had been destined, all along, to plunge the Sword of
Bhel eu into the heart of the King in Yellow

He stared in horror at the nask. Sonething was happening to the King;
his bl ood was evaporating fromthe sword, and his body was fadi ng, thinning
away to nothing. The mask was nelting into the flesh of his face, bl ending
with it, reshaping itself; it sank back against the bone of the old man's
skull, pulling itself tight.

The King's yellow mantle fell open, and Garth tried to screamat the
sight of what |ay beneath, but sonething had happened to the flow of tine; he
was unable to nove normally. An eternity wound itself past himand through him
as his nouth cane open

The King in Yellow turned i nsubstantial and seened simultaneously to
grow and shrink, departing fromGarth's presence in some inpossible direction
He was no |l onger nmore than a vague caricature of a human being. H s head was a
fleshless, grinning skull, the mask indissolubly joined; his fingers were
gl eam ng bone, his whol e bei ng sonmrehow snoky and indistinct.

Then he was gone, and Garth remained frozen in an instant of distorted
time, waiting for his own death.

The Sword of Bheleu was still held out before him inpaling the space
where the King had been; and now, as Garth watched, his mouth still opening in
his need to scream the blade puffed away in glittering, |um nous powder, and
the gemin the ponmel burst into a shower of crystal, light, and bl ood. The
grip crunmbled away, and his hands were enpty.

He becane aware of a deep runmbling all around him



He felt hinmself standing in the tenple, suddenly conscious of every
instant, of every action of his body. He felt his heart punping bl ood, an age
passi ng between each beat, felt his nmuscles contracting, and waited for it al
to stop, waited to die.

It did not stop. Tine dragged on, horribly elongated. He felt eldritch
energy whirling about him filling the air

Then, abruptly, it was over-but he was not dead.

He stood in the cave that had been the tenple of Death, his nouth open
as if to scream but the need to cry out had passed. H s mnd was clear and
calm The air was still, and the forces that had filled it with tension were
gone. The sword of the thing that had called itself the god of destruction was
gone. The old man who had called hinself the Forgotten King was gone. The
strange pal e mask was gone, and the old book on the altar as well. Nothing
remai ned but a holl owed-out cave, its walls carved into ugly friezes. A dul
runbling still persisted.

Behind him a voice said, "So it's finally over."

CHAPTER TWVENTY- NI NE

Garth whirled, reaching automatically for the dagger on his belt.

An ol d woman stood in the entryway; she wore heavy robes, their color
i ndi stinguishable in the dimred glowthat Iit the cave-aglow that seened
brighter than Garth renmenbered it. He attributed that to the distorting
ef fects of whatever he had just gone through

The wonman smiled cheerfully at him looking utterly harm ess despite the
eerie light, but Garth was not conforted by her expression. He noticed,
rather, that he was unable to focus clearly upon her face. Her features
appeared to shift-subtly as he wat ched.

"Who are you?" he demanded.

"I am Wi da, goddess of wi sdom and | earning," the old woman replied,
crossing her arns over her chest-or perhaps they had already been crossed,
Garth could not be certain. He wondered if sonething was wong with his
vision, or if the weird events of the |ast few nonments had addl ed his brain.
Not hi ng el se was affected; the walls were as solid as ever. It was only the
ol d worman whose appearance was uncertain.

Even so, he rel axed sonewhat. She might be a wi zard of sone sort, but
she was obvi ously mad, and probably harm ess. He guessed that she was a
survivor of the plague who had wandered into the tenple by accident. The
absurdity of her presence was such a relief after the terrifying experience he
had just undergone that he smiled broadly.

"I really am Wida," the woman insisted. "Cbserve."

She vani shed.

Garth's smle vani shed as wel | .

She reappeared again, seeming to coal esce fromnotes of dust. "I know, "
she said. "It's a trick any good nmgician could probably have managed a few
days ago, but honestly, | really am Wida, and | am one of the Arkhein, what
you woul d consider a minor goddess."

"If you are a goddess," Garth asked slowly, though he was still not
ready to accept the idea, "then why are you still alive? Did not Bhel eu and
all the others perish? \Wat else could it nean, when the Sword of Bhel eu
crunbl ed and the Book of Sil ence vani shed?"

Bef ore the woman coul d speak, he added, "For that matter, why am | stil
alive?"

"Why shoul dn't we be alive?" She sniled, her face shinmering as she did,
and for an instant Garth thought he saw the i mage of Ao, one of the Wse Wnen
of Ordunin. Before the overman could protest, she went on. "No, never mnd. |
know what you're thinking-that's my province, after all. You thought that al
the world would end, all the gods would die, when the King in Yell ow conpl eted
the ritual. The King thought so, too. It nmay be that he convinced hinself that



woul d be the case, back when he first realized he would prefer death to
unending life; he couldn't stand the thought of anything living on after him"

That sounded pl ausi bl e, but Garth objected. "Wat about all the
propheci es? Everyone agreed that the Forgotten King would live until the end
of time! That was the bargain he made with the gods!"

"It was the bargain that deceived the oracles and prophets. The bargain
was fulfilled, in a way, and the Forgotten King did live until the end of
time. The problemlies in the exact neaning of that phrase. You nust
understand it, not in nortal terns, but in the way the gods neant it. It is
not “the end of tine,' where "tinme' is a comon noun, but “the end of Tine,"'
where "Tine' is a proper noun, the name of a god. The King could not die so
Il ong as the gods that had given himinmmrtality still lived-all three of those
gods. He was not given eternal |life by the Death-CGod al one, nor even by Death
and Life in partnership, but by Death, Life, and Tinme-the god you knew as
Dagha. It was Dagha-Tine that created the Lords of Eir and Dids, who in turn
created the world and everything in it-nyself included, and much |ess
directly, you as well. And it was Dagha that ended when the King conpleted his
spel | ."

Garth grappled with this explanation for a nmonent, then asked, "But how
can the world exist if time is no nore? How can | nove? How can we speak?"

"Time still exists; it is Dagha who is no nore. Dagha created tine, but
does that nmean that the two nust perish together? Wien a house-carpenter dies,
do all his houses fall in? W are nore than the dreanms of the gods; though

they created the world, it has an existence of its own. Dagha, itself,
m sunderstood this; it was incapable of conceiving of our world continuing
after the fourteen gods who had created it ceased to be."

"The fourteen gods are truly gone, then?"

"Ch, yes; they had no real independent existence of their own. They were
not so nmuch Dagha's dreans, perhaps, as parts of itself-concepts that Dagha
split off fromitself. They couldn't exist beyond Dagha; each nerged with his
or her opposite and returned to the nothingness that brought themforth."

Garth considered this. "But then why," he asked, "do you still exist, if
you' re a goddess?" He was beginning to believe the woman's claimto divinity;
her know edge of the King's passing, and the calmrationality of her
expl anations, did not accord with his theory of a nmad w zard.

"Dagha didn't create nme from nothi ngness, Garth; Leuk and Pria did.
Dagha, self-obsessed and sel f-contained, could not create anything directly
that coul d have an independent life of its own, but the fragnents it broke off
and gave names to were not so restricted, being already inconplete and out of
bal ance t hensel ves. Dagha didn't create the world, either, nor living beings
such as yourself; it was the fourteen beings Dagha had created who, in their
turn, did that. W were all started by the Lords of Eir, and Dagha thought
that, in balance, we'd all be finished off by the Lords of Dis-but Dagha got
that one wong. Its playing at creation threw the balance out. | wasn't sure,
t hough, to be truthful, how much of our little world would cone through
intact."

A sudden cold uncertainty soaked into Garth's thoughts.

"How much did come through?" He had visions of finding nothing but space
out side the tenple cave; perhaps nothing renai ned alive anywhere save for
hi nsel f and this peculiar self-proclai ned goddess.

"Ch, alnpbst everything; you need not worry, Garth. A few stars nay be
m ssing, a few things may be changed in how the world works, but in general
Garth, everything remains as you knew it."

"You're sure?"

"Ch, yes. |I'ma goddess, Garth, and the goddess of know edge, at that.
know a very great deal. We are not alone. The world remains nmuch as it was;
nost peopl e are probably unaware of any change, save a brief spell of
di zzi ness. "

"And you knew that the world would survive?"

"Well, as | said, even | was not certain until right at the end."



"How coul d you know what the other, greater gods did not?"

"Because | amwhat | am Garth, the goddess of wi sdom | saw through the
deceits and partial truths that Dagha used to fool itself and its constituent
deities. | knew fromthe start that it had done nore than it knew in creating
our world, creating something so renoved fromitself." She smled wyly, and
for a nonment her face seened solid and normal. "I nust confess, however, that
| had ny doubts. | saw the pattern of tine that Dagha had set up, and saw how
neatly the world followed along its set path, and feared that it mght all end
as Dagha had planned. It was not until you refused the service of Bheleu,
three years ago, and thereby cut short the Age of Destruction, that | could be
certain the pattern was broken. That act, nore than any other in all the
fifteen ages, threw the world aside fromits predestined course and assured it
of continued existence when its creators had gone. You disrupted the whol e
cosm c bal ance, Garth, by favoring |life over death."

Garth was falling behind in follow ng the expl anati ons.

"But why are you different fromthe other gods? Did all the | esser gods
survive, whatever they're called?"

"We are called the Arkhein, Garth, and | am not yet certain whether we
have all survived. Sone of us were closely tied to our creators; others, like
nmysel f, were nore independent. | amnot bound up in the tine that Dagha
controlled. The Eir and the Dis were all predestined, with no say in their own
exi stence; each took his turn for an age, tied to the schene that Dagha had
set up. The order of the ages was established fromthe beginning and the
nature of each predeterm ned. Each had its rules, synbols, totens, and
i ntended duration, all part of the pretty pattern that Dagha had designed for
its little creations to dance through. When the pattern was finished, so were
they. The Arkhein, however, were not part of that grand pattern. W were free
to do as we pleased, pretty nuch-or at |east nost of us were. Dagha hadn't
made us, didn't control us, and had no place for us in its designs. It hadn't
made the world and it didn't control that; surely you knew enough theol ogy to
know t hat nobody bot hered praying to Dagha, since it never did any good."

"Yes, | knew that," Garth admitted.

"Garth, if it confuses you so, don't worry about reasons and
expl anati ons. Just accept the situation as it is. The fifteen higher gods are
gone, but the world continues. W're all free now, coasting on, as it were.
There are no nore predeterm ned ages-you survived the Fifteenth Age in the
three mnutes it took the higher gods to die. Nothing is set anynore; there is
no nmore predestination. You are no | onger the chosen of Bhel eu, but nerely an
overman. There is no nore Bheleu."

Garth thought that over, watching Wida's shifting features. The
runbling grew |l ouder, and the floor trenbled beneath his feet. The red gl ow
appeared to brighten

"What is that sound?" he asked. "It seened to start during the King's
spel | . "

"That's the vol cano. Disarra was built on an active vol cano, you know,
and the priests of the seven dark gods worked a great spell to restrain it.
Now t hat the gods are dead, the magic they powered won't work anynore. Major
theurgy is a dead art-and nobody ever called on us Arkhein very much. Most
magi ¢ drew on the higher gods, either Eir or Dds; and when they died, al
their magic went with them Their totens all burned out during the Fifteenth
Age; the dying gasp of the fifteen gods, | suppose you might call it. You saw
three of them go yourself. And because the magic is gone, the volcano is free;
it's been pent up since the city was founded back in the Ei ghth Age, so
suppose it will erupt any minute now This cave is one of its old exhaust
vents; it will probably fill up with lava quite quickly."

Garth turned around and stared apprehensively at the brightening red
glow. "Wbuldn't that kill us both?" he asked.

"Ch, | suppose it will kill you, but it will take nore than a volcano to
harm a goddess. "

The overman turned back, enraged-and relieved to realize that it was



whol Iy his own anger, untainted by Bheleu's malign influence. It was a cl ean
and sinmple feeling, very unlike the seething, perverse fury the god's power
had engendered so often. "Way didn't you warn me sooner?" he demanded.

"Why should I? What does it matter to nme if an overman dies?"

"If you don't care what happens to nme, why are you here? Wy have you
mani f ested yoursel f and spoken with nme?"

"Ah, you've seen through me. | do care, Garth, at |east sonewhat. |
wanted to watch the fireworks, to see the end of our old order. | wanted to
speak with the nortal involved, and to congratul ate you on the part you've
pl ayed in everything. Most of all, | was curious; it goes with wisdom Only
the curious ever learn much. That's why | alone am here, of all the Arkhein.
But that's all done now, and it's not the place of a goddess to becone too
attached to a nortal. You nust die eventually, after all-and have | not now
war ned you?"

Garth heard the runbling grow | ouder, and the stone floor shook from a
sudden shock far bel ow. He gl anced back at the red gl ow, which now seened
di mmer .

"You have a few m nutes yet, Garth," the goddess said.

"A nmoment," Garth said. "If the god of death is gone, can | still die?"
He wondered if the goddess, if she was in fact what she clained to be, m ght
be amusing herself at his expense. Could it be that he had inadvertently
obtained imortality, not just for hinmself, but for all the world?

"The ol d god of death is gone, The God Whose Nane Was Not Spoken, who
was a Lord of Dis and a part of Dagha, but there is still death. There mnust
al ways be death. W have a new god of death now, one that you hel ped to
create.”

"What ?"

"Certainly. You didn't see the King in Yellow die, did you? You were
wat chi ng; he changed, and nmoved out of your realmof perception, but he did
not die. He merged with the Pallid Mask, assumi ng the power it signified, and
became Death hinself. You saw it happen."

Garth remenbered what he had seen beneath the King in Yellow s nantle
and knew that Wida-if it was Wi da-spoke the truth. A perverse anusenent
twitched his mouth into a smle. "Then after all that, he didn't die? Hs
great spell was for nothing?"

"Hardly for nothing, Garth. The human part of him perished utterly, and

Yhtill of Hastur is no nore. The King in Yellow no |onger has any materi al
exi stence, but he still goes on, the enbodi ment of the power and concept of
Deat h."

Hal f a dozen ot her questions came to mind while Garth puzzled this over,
but the runbling changed again, with a deep, slow grinding sound, and the
overman decided that any further inquiries were inessential. He ran toward the
entrance.

Weida m ght or mght not have stepped aside to | et himpass; he was not
sure whet her she did, or whether he passed through her, or some inpossible
conbi nati on of both. Disconcerted, he stunbled against the wall of the passage
and gl anced back.

The wonman was gone-or the image, or goddess, or whatever it had been

The voi ce, however, lingered, calling, "I think you had better hurry,
over man. "

Garth righted hinmself and hurried on. While noving, he asked al oud, "How
is it that you materialized here before ne in this cave? None of the other
gods | was involved with ever did that, not Aghad, nor Bhel eu, nor any of
them Bheleu could only speak to ne in visions."

"They were Dds, Garth, and not tied to this world as we Arkhein are,"
the voice said quietly, speaking fromthe air near his right ear

"Al'l right, then, if the Arkhein can manifest thenselves where the Er
and Dis could not, why have | never heard of it happeni ng before?"

"The rules are different now," the voice replied. "W were restrai ned by
Dagha's rules, confined by the power of the higher gods even while we drew



much of our own power fromthem Now, things have changed. Everything has
changed. Even | don't know all the differences yet; | have never been so free
bef ore and have not yet had time to learn what this freedom neans."

A brutal shaking distracted Garth fromthe conversation; he staggered up
t he dark passageway, grateful that there were no branches where he m ght make
a wrong turning. Ahead, he glinpsed a pale gray glimrering; he noved onward
and saw that it was the first faint |light of dawn.

CHAPTER THI RTY

Frima had been blindfolded as well as bound and gagged, and did not see what
happened to her captors. She heard a runbling, then a crashing, and then the
deaf eni ng roar of an angry warbeast, mnmixed with human screanms. The hands t hat
had hel d her fell away, and she tunbled heavily to the floor, bruising her

el bows on the stone. She tried to call out, but the gag stopped her voice. She
struggled with her bonds in an attenpt to work the | oops of rope and fabric
down over her hands.

She heard thrashing sounds and the scraping of stone on stone in those
brief instants between the warbeast's growm s and roars; the screamng of its
victinms was al nost constant. At |east once she heard a crunching she knew to
be the splintering of bones. Something warm and wet sprayed across her |egs
where they protruded from her disarrayed robe.

Finally, when the roaring seemed to be al nbst upon her, the screaning
faded and di ed.

The roaring, too, died in its turn, and she heard a harsh, inhuman
breat hi ng. Sonet hi ng vi scous and unpl easant dri pped onto her face.

She nmanaged to work one hand free, thanking Tema and the ot her gods for
gi ving her such small, delicate hands. Saram had conplinented her on them nore
than once. She reached up and pulled away the blindfold, both hopeful and
afraid.

Koros | ooked back at her, its golden eyes gleaning strangely in the
faint dawning light that filtered into the Aghadite tunnel. She saw, behind
the beast, that a large part of one wall of the tunnel had been broken away;
Koros had obvi ously managed to track her down and come to her rescue, letting
not hi ng bar its way.

That noment of realization seemed to stretch on forever; tinme distorted
and sl owed, and she felt herself drawn out across an eternity, staring into
t he warbeast's eyes for endl ess eons.

This was nore frightening than anything the Aghadites coul d have done to
her; the three-m nute piece of warped and broken tinme was utterly beyond her
experi ence or conjecture, and she was certain, while it was occurring, that
t he universe had cone to an end for her, that she was dead or dying. She could
t hi nk of nothing but death that m ght be so unlike life as she had known it.

Then, abruptly, time returned to normal. She wenched the gag from her
nouth and cal | ed, "Koros!"

The warbeast growl ed a greeting in reply, and she noticed for the first
time that it was standing astride a di senbowel ed corpse, and that the
subst ance dri ppi ng upon her face was blood fromthe creature's jaw

"CGet me out of here!" she cried, still unsure what was happeni ng, but
eager to be away fromthe dead and mangl ed Aghadite, away fromthe place where
she had felt reality com ng apart around her

Koros seemed to understand; it backed up into the opening it had smashed
t hrough the stone wall of the hiding place, ignoring the ruined corpses it
trod underfoot as it noved.

Frima reached down and struggled with the ropes that bound her ankl es,
getting themfree after a few nmoments of tugging. She staggered to her feet,
pulling at the bindings that still renained, and tottered after the warbeast,
out onto the Street of the Tenples and into the Iight of dawn.

She realized for the first time that the runbling she had heard was



still continuing, even grow ng. She had thought it to be caused by sone
Aghadi t e machi ne, but now discovered that it was com ng fromthe earth beneath
her feet, and that the ground was beginning to shake. She didn't like it.

She was unsure what to do; she did not know where Garth had gone,
whet her he was still in the tenple of Death, whether it would be safe to enter
the tenple. She stood for a | ong noment, gl ancing about indecisively, trying
to deci de upon a course of action

Finally, as she was about to try to coax Koros into hunting down its
master for her, Garth emerged fromthe shadows of the tenple cave, running
unsteadily. She let out a glad cry at the sight of him happy to see himstil
alive, and then noticed that the Sword of Bhel eu was gone. She started to say
somet hing about it, concerned lest it fall into the wong hands.

Garth ignored that; he stopped, stared in surprise at the sight of Frima
alive, saw Koros, and called, "Munt up! Quickly!"

Confused, Frima obeyed; she had | earned not to argue with Garth when he
gave her direct orders so urgently. She clanbered awkwardly onto the
war beast' s back.

An instant |ater the overman | eaped up behind her and called a word to
t he beast. Koros growl ed in response, then bounded forward and set out at ful
speed for the city gate. It seenmed unhindered by its recent injuries, or by
the two crossbow quarrels that still protruded fromits shoulder. One had cone
free fromthe shoul der, and Koros had worked out the one in its paw, |eaving
an 00zi ng wound.

For a long nonent Frima had no time to do anything but hang on, as Koros
nmoved at incredible speed through the city's deserted streets.

The runbling sound grew and deepened, and she could feel the ground
shaki ng whenever the warbeast's paws touched it for nore than an instant. The
air had turned very hot and dry and was full of sound and vibration; black
dust was rising fromthe ground and vibrating off the buildings on either
side. Something terrible was obviously happeni ng, or perhaps was about to
happen, but she did not know what it was.

The street in front of them cracked open, and a stone house at one side
fell inward with a roar; undaunted, the warbeast |eaped the crack and bounded
onward. It seemed untroubled by the trenbling of the earth. Wen it reached
t he open ground of the market, it charged across at a speed that forced Frima
to close her eyes and gasp for air.

Then they were out of the city, past the broken gate, and still Koros
ran, headl ong down the slope of ancient black |ava.

Finally, when they had left the stone surface behind and reached the
end- or the begi nning-of the highway that |ed eastward through the site of
Weideth, Garth | eaned down and signaled to the beast with a blow on its flank
It slowed to a linmping walk, its head low Even its huge supply of energy was
not inexhaustible. Frima struggled up into a sitting position, releasing her
arnmhol d around its neck, and peered back under Garth's arm

A columm of thick black smoke was pouring up from Disarra, from every
part of the city, as if the black walls were the rimof a vast chimey; an
orange glow |lighted the sky. More snoke and nore of the orange |ight streaned
fromthe crater above the city. As Frim watched, she saw one of the tenple
towers sway and then collapse. The runbling was now a steady roar, but
confortingly distant.

Nobody energed fromthe gate. She wat ched, expecting a fleeing
mul titude, but no one appeared; instead, the walls on either side of the
ruined gate abruptly tottered and fell inward. Something red and gl ow ng
poured forth where they had stood, and she realized at |last that the vol cano
had awakened and was consumi ng Ddsarra.

Garth gl anced back at the crumbling black city and the | ava that was
devouring it. "So much, then, for the cult of Aghad," he said.

"Do you think they're all in there?" Frima asked.

Garth shrugged. "Enough of themare. Their god is dead and their tenples
destroyed; | won't trouble nyself about any who may have survived." Wt hout



the Sword of Bhel eu driving himon, he was no | onger obsessed with the cult's
destruction to the Iast man. He had his revenge.

Frima | ooked up at the overnman's | eathery, nosel ess face, then back at
her vani shing birthplace. She did not understand what Garth nmeant about the
god; gods did not die, she told herself.

Still, she, too, felt that she had had her fill of vengeance. She was
ready to begin finding herself a newlife. She suspected, as well, that she
m ght be carrying nore than her own life; she was beginning to notice other
i ndications, in addition to her bouts of nausea, that she m ght be pregnant.
The prospect delighted her. She turned away from Disarra and | ooked eastward
toward the rising sun.



