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The Bane of Kanthos by Alex Dain


 
… Now in those days many were the omens that, proclaimed the coming of the King; yet no man save one still possessed the skill to read them, and of him we shall speak later. For now, enough to say that the Eastern Kingdoms realized that their doom was come upon them and readied themselves for war, but they held little hope for victory. Still, man does what he can, and the fleets were provisioned, the arms made ready. But few indeed ever thought to look for their strongest weapon in the place from whence U finally appeared….

—from the Book of the King

 

I

Lansing swung viciously with his machete at the oozing green vines that barred his way. He had long since run out of breath for cursing, but his mind snapped back and forth over the choicest words of a dozen languages as he stumbled along the twisting path. His tired arms felt like lead as again and again he brought the dull blade down against the jungle riot that surrounded him, the handle slippery and rough in his aching hands.

Occasionally he glanced around him, but he had long ceased to expect that he would see anything in the dripping leaves. Grimly he smiled to himself as he cut at an outrageous growth hanging in front of him. They were still there; no doubt of that. He didn't have to see them. With an effort he listened to the drums that had first sounded two days ago and miles away. The peculiar growling beat rose and fell in such a way that suddenly he shivered in the stifling heat and felt the jungle pressing in upon him.

Bloody savages! he thought… but he'd known what he might be in for when he first left the river and struck out into Jivaro country. Even now the heads of his oldest friend and a dozen bearers and guides were shrinking and drying in the Indian huts. Someone will pay for that, he thought. If he could just cut a few heads of his own instead of these stinking vines . . • He chopped again at the wall of dripping green and stumbled out onto a large overgrown clearing on the jungle floor.

The dim yellowish light that filtered down through the thick leaves fell upon the ruins of an ancient city. Before him lay a roughly level stretch of ground where great slabs of weathered paving led in a wide avenue past overgrown mounds of small buildings half buried in the rotting vegetation. It ended in a broad plaza at the foot of one building far larger than the rest. There the ancient stones towered massively in cracked and jumbled tiers for a hundred feet or more, until the top of the temple was lost in the gloomy roof of the rain forest growing close upon it.

Cracked and leering carvings peered from the dank walls. Sickly stains covered the eroded stones; gaping black holes showed through the crawling vines where doorways and shops once lined the square. Malignant blotches of fungus festered in the steaming shadows that the sun never reached. They gave off a foul, cloying odor that hung thickly in the heavy air. Standing there and looking at the leprous ruins, Jake Lansing felt the hairs rising on his neck.

Then the old excitement of discovery came flooding through him, washing away the weariness of his aching body and the shadows that had briefly touched his mind. For a moment he forgot his nearly hopeless situation and turned to examine one of the grim carvings peering out of the tangled bushes nearby.

Oh, what a story if I ever get out of this, Lansing thought. His fortune was made if there was any gold here. If I get out, he thought again. With a start, he realized that the monotonous dramming that had harried him through the jungle had stopped. Thinking back, he decided that it had ceased when he stepped into the clearing. That implied that he had now arrived at the destination the head-hunters had chosen for him.

The vague visions of piles of gold forming in his mind vanished and he quickly pulled a small stone from his pocket and began vigorously to sharpen his machete. From time to time he glanced around him while the stone rasped smoothly on the blade.

A sudden raucous screech shattered the muted buzz of the jungle and a flurry of red and green streaked through the air and pulled up short to settle with a ruffle of feathers on his shoulder. Lansing laughed.

"Well, Quito, you're still here. Things can't be that bad."

The parrot cocked his head and looked at the man warily, but said nothing. It fell to preening the vivid plumes. Jake reached up and scratched the bird affectionately. Quito had been his traveling companion for many years, and Lansing was in the habit of talking to the bird.

He adjusted the rotting pack on his back more comfortably and thought about the drums. What game were the savages playing? They could have killed him any time, had kept him going in this direction with the never-ending beat that dulled his brain, and with an occasional red-feathered arrow. He grasped the machete tightly.

"I'm not complaining, Quito; at least they've stopped that blasted noise. Let's go see who's home over there."

Picking his way carefully over the uneven paving, Lansing headed down the broken avenue and into the city.

As he approached the massive structure of the temple the bird shifted uneasily on his shoulder, digging its talons gently into the hard muscles, and sending a tingling message of alarm along his nerves. Quito had saved his life before, and now Lansing was completely alert as he climbed the tilting steps cut into the temple's side. He paused before a dark opening that yawned from between two massive columns.

Dimly he made out a passageway running back into the interior. If there was treasure anywhere in the city, it would be somewhere inside this towering ruin. He needed light. Glancing down, he stooped and picked up a thick piece of dead vine with a woody stem. The leaves were dry and twisted about themselves. Taking out his battered lighter, he lit the torch. It burned slowly, casting a lurid flame in the deepening gloom and giving off a thick brown smoke. Quito chattered angrily on his shoulder in protest.

Quickly Jake took out the last of his meager rations and ate them, breaking off a small piece for the bird. Then he dropped the now useless pack by the door. With a quick glance across the deserted plaza he grasped torch and machete and entered the temple.

 

II

… Now the time was for him Deep within the ancient temple, Not suspecting Serpent's waiting Nor the future he had chosen. Alone he went to meet his fortune Quito only for companion. Alone he came to time of passing , . .

—From the Song of Rocar

At first the tunnel ran straight and true, but after a little time it began to slope slightly down into the heart of the temple. The torch burned brightly and Lansing noticed a strong draft blowing about him as he cautiously followed the passage. The air was musty with the smell of centuries, yet was cool and invigorating as it flowed past him. It carried with it another odor he could not identify, and swept the choking fumes of the torch back toward the entrance of the tunnel. The fresh air made him laugh.

"We're not through yet, Quito. We'll look around down here for a while. Then we'll go back up, get some food and figure out where we are. First let's see where this breeze comes from."

The tunnel had developed a continuous turn to the right, all the while sloping downward. Trails of slime trickled down the smooth walls of stone, and thick webs flared briefly as he held the torch to them. Insects and spiders scuttled underfoot as they fled the light. He shuddered as they crunched under his boots and scurried across the ceiling. He wondered at the excessive moisture, which had eaten into the stone itself over the long years.

His footsteps made a muffled echo that sent faint noises through the deserted ruin. Sometimes small alcoves and chambers opened along the corridor, but these he avoided after examining the first few. They were all empty and damply mildewed with crawling fungus. As he penetrated more deeply into the temple he came upon wide cracks splitting the floor and walls, and fallen pieces of stone. The floor became more and more uneven as he descended, while the breeze grew stronger. As he continued the strange odor became more pronounced, and its foulness made his stomach turn.

Lansing judged that he must be well below the level of the plaza now, although he was uncertain. The torch flared in the strong breeze, and mixed now with the foul smell was the tang of salt air. But it was at least hundreds of miles to the sea! Quito too was acting oddly as he smelled the breeze. He was becoming excited, squawking nervously and dancing from one foot to the other. Jake only knew one thing that excited the bird like that—the sea. For years Quito had ridden the seas, and he loved the oceans as a second home.

"Come on, Quito, cut it out." Lansing was annoyed at the bird's silly behavior, but he had not forgotten that earlier uneasiness the bird had shown, and now the strange nauseating stench was almost overpowering.

They came to a corner in the tightening spiral and Lansing gasped as they stopped short in a large chamber in the base of the temple. Thousands of gleaming bones were strewn about the floor of the room, winking evilly in the dancing flame-light of the torch. Cracked skulls grinned horribly among the bizarre piles that littered the stones. Sometimes there were fragments of fabric or metal mixed with the bones.

In fifteen years of a checkered and hazardous career of adventure Lansing had seen many kinds of death. Never had he seen anything like this. Many of the skeletons were crushed and splintered, and he clutched the machete close to his chest as he slowly walked forward.

He threaded his way among the bones toward the opposite wall. It was from here that the strong salt breeze was blowing. He froze when he reached the place and read the message of his torch. There was no wall there. Instead there was a curtain of utter blackness that sucked up the light. He felt a faint tingling on his face and hands as he drew near. The wind coming out of the blackness was so strong that his torch nearly failed when he brought it close.

Quito squawked with gladness and shot away from Lansing's shoulder. He plummeted directly toward the inky blackness, struck it—and disappeared!

As Jake stared after the vanished bird, he heard a slithering rustle in the dry bones behind him. He whirled, machete in hand. The torch showed a monstrous coiling black bulk that hissed loudly and reared up before him. Eyes lit with greenish hell-fire gazed steadily into his as the huge flat head swayed slowly back and forth. A long darting tongue flicked rapidly in and out between terrible needle-like fangs that oozed drops of smoky venom.

Lansing saw with horror that the huge snake was at least thirty or forty feet long. This was the reason for the crackling bones under his feet; it was why the savages had driven him here to this ruined city. He was a sacrifice.

He could not move as he watched the hypnotic eyes swaying before him. With great effort he kept a hold upon the machete hanging loosely at his side. As though in a nightmare opium dream he watched the reptile slide toward him. Already the slimy coils were circling about his feet while the eyes held him.

At the first chilling touch on his skin the spell was shattered. Lansing thrust the flaring torch straight at the dead-ly eyes and struck blindly down with the machete at the thick trunk wrapping about his legs. Even as the torch died with a shower of sparks in the monster's eye, the coil seized him tightly and began to crush him. Chopping frantically in the dark, he fell heavily among the bones. The deathly embrace curled around his hips and moved up to his chest.

The serpent screamed with pain and rage at the puny being who had dared raise a blade against its ancient flesh. Jake could feel his body being crushed in that terrible grip. The evil head leaned down toward him. With a sob of anger and pain he grasped the two-foot machete in both hands, and with all his strength swung the edge toward where he sensed the monster's head must be. The steel bit deep and solid, jarring his arms with the force of the blow. Globs of hot rancid ichor sprayed over him. The reptile screamed again, writhing on the floor of the chamber. Lifting Lansing high in the air, it dashed him down against the stones.

The machete flew from his stunned grip and clattered across the floor. The monster convulsed, lifted him and hurled him through the air. Dazed, he felt a nauseating wrench at his consciousness, a terrible thinness that seemed to stretch the very atoms of his body. A great gong sounded nearby, a crashing, ringing note that he carried with him into oblivion.

 

III

Awareness returned with the hot sun beating down upon his naked body. Lansing slowly opened his eyes and saw that he was lying on a wide rocky shore. The bright glare dazzled him as he climbed stiffly to his feet.

•A gentle surf rolled out of a grayish sea that stretched endlessly to the horizon. Off to his right as he stood facing the ocean the beach extended for twenty yards or so, disap-pearing around an outthrust of jagged rock. A similar shore ran off to his left. Turning slowly, he saw behind him two ancient and weathered pillars of stone, carved from the living rock of a barren escarpment that rose high in the air, ending far above in a tufted scraggle of sea grass and stone. Between the two pillars hung the strange blackness of the temple room.

Graven with cryptic runes upon the crumbling columns was the hideous image of a giant serpent. There in that warm and pleasant place Lansing shivered as he recognized the monster of the temple chamber. Yet it was old, old. Time had cracked and stained the evil likeness, salt air had eroded the stone and sucked the vitality from it. The warmth of the sun faded away as it reached the black curtain between those ghastly pillars.

Lansing's body ached and burned. He looked down. Wide purple welts were rising on his body, and he was covered with a putrid black ooze. The blood of the serpent! The vague feeling that this all might be a hallucination vanished. This ■was no dream.

Jake was too used to the unusual to question the reality of his situation for long. He knew that somehow he was no longer in the Inca temple, no longer in the Amazon, and for all he knew nowhere else on Earth. The shore reminded him of some parts of the Northern European seaboard. He remembered the peculiar sensation of thinness that had seemed to twist his body over vast distances as he plunged through the freezing blackness.

Pushing aside the multiplying questions for a moment, Lansing turned and plunged into the cold salt water. He washed off the gummy black stuff, and the stinging salt drove away the last traces of unconsciousness. As he stepped out upon the shore a familiar screeching greeted him. A moment later Quito was settling on his shoulder with a contented ruffle of red and green.

"Ha, Quito, you got here all right, eh? We finally made it back to the sea, even if I don't know what sea it is. I don't know about you, but I was getting pretty tired of all that green stuff. We can't be any worse off than we were back there, so let's see what else there is around here."

With the bird on his shoulder and a last glance at the ominous gateway, he strode off toward the outcropping of rock at the end of the beach.

He hummed to himself as he started toward the rocks. Certainly things were working out a lot differently than he had expected. He smiled to himself. That was probably the understatement of the year. By now he had expected his head to be shrinking in the Amazon sun. At best he would have escaped into unexplored jungle with only a knife and a vague idea of which direction to go. He knew only too well what the odds were of coming out of that one! Instead, here he was walking down a pleasant beach on a warm day, and not a headhunter in sight. Lansing definitely approved of the change. So he was unprepared when he collided head-on with a gigantic moustached figure in armor rounding the corner.

With a startled oath the giant threw him down. Before he could make a move, Lansing found himself wrestled solidly to the ground. Several other shouting figures rushed to help their comrade. In a moment he was securely pinned to the beach, and he stopped struggling to stare at his burly captors.

Vikings was the word that flashed instantly into his mind. Seven fierce pairs of eyes bored into his from under high peaked helmets adorned with crescent horns. Flowing bronze hair and huge moustaches did nothing to soften their ferocious looks. Leather tunics belted at the waist with heavy chain and bound with bronze studs and buckles covered the muscular bodies. All wore scabbards and straight broadswords. Some also carried bronze-bound spears tipped with iron. They carried hard leather circular shields covered with beaten bronze and decorated with runes. High thonged leather sandals and woolen under-tunics completed their dress.

Lansing was jerked roughly to his feet and his arms bound tightly behind him.

"Frion's beard, what have we here? We come to battle demons and find instead a naked gull that walks daydreaming along the shores of the Gate!"

Loud laughter from the others greeted their leader's jest.

Lansing cursed himself for not being more careful. Still, there wasn't much reason to think he'd walk into a band of Vikings. Live and learn, as they say. He must appear highly gullible and stupid to them. From all he had ever heard, that was not the way to impress Vikings. Jake chose his next words with care.

"Perhaps passing through the Gate addled me so that I was no smarter than a gull. But had I been here in your world some little time longer, I do not think you would have taken me so easily."

His words produced all the effect he could have hoped for. The little band of men clapped their hands to their swords and murmured uneasily. A few made a curious sign with their fingers and stepped back a foot or two.

A sharp word from the leader brought them close again, but they were clearly upset. The sun-weathered giant drew his dagger and placed the point against Lansing's throat. The polished blade glittered in the strong sun and his cold blue eyes held a fey light as he studied his captive.

"Do you claim to have passed the Gate and its Guardian and yet say that you are mortal man, not demon? Or are you some magician and yonder screeching creature your familiar?"

He waved a meaty hand vaguely upward where Quito was railing indignantly at the armored men.

"I saw the bird riding on your shoulder in the way the falcons of Anzor ride their masters in the mountain keeps, but it is like to no falcon or bird that I have ever seen or heard of. Yet I, Valkar, have sailed all but a small part of the known world, and heard tales of all its wonders and creatures. Answer me now, and speak truthfully, or by Frion I'll puncture your smooth-shaved throat and leave your bones for the sharks to feed on."

Looking at the intense expression on the man's face, Jake had no doubt that Valkar meant every word he said. But he judged that the Viking was an honest man who would listen fairly to his story.

"I will tell you," he said, "but I ask only that you hear me out to the end before you decide to kill or release me." Jake didn't think there would be any halfway measures.

The others chorused agreement and Valkar nodded to his captive.

"Speak, then. But I will know if you are lying, and you will die if it is so."

Lansing's mind worked rapidly as he began his story. By now he was convinced that he had indeed crossed from the Earth he knew to another world, and so he took great pains to describe carefully the scene he had left behind. He told how the Indians had driven him through the jungle to the old city after killing all his companions along the trail, how he had wished they would fight him instead of herding him along with the strange drums and an occasional warning arrow.

The Vikings grunted sympathetically at his words, and the pressure of Valkar's knife on his throat lessened somewhat. Then he told of entering the temple ruins, of his descent down the passageway, and finally his arrival in the chamber of bones. Now the Vikings were listening intently, and when he told of meeting the giant serpent, an audible sigh ran around the little circle.

With the sure instinct of the natural storyteller he described the battle with the snake, the deep stroke which he felt severing the monster's head, and the terrible sensation as he was thrown through the doorway of blackness.

As he spoke, he could see that the Vikings were excited by the story, although some suspicion remained on the face of Valkar. Lansing finished quickly with the encounter on the beach and paused, waiting for Valkar's reaction.

The bearded giant was silent for a moment, then slowly he lowered the dagger.

"Blood and swords, off-worlder, that is a good tale. I have heard that there are ruins in Colchos which mind me of the temple you described in your world. And you have come, so you say, through the Gate of the Serpent. To do that you would have to pass its Guardian, and that would be no simple task, but one worthy of any hero of the folk of Valthar. Nor can I say that many of the Sea-Folk could pass through such an ordeal and live to sing songs about it in the Great Hall.

"I would that you could show me more proof that it is so, ere I release you. It would be wrong to keep prisoner the slayer of the Serpent, if such you be. Wrong also for me to free you, a stranger, on your word alone."

Lansing thought a minute, then pointed to his body. Vivid bands and welts of purple and yellow circled his hips and legs where the snake had coiled about him.

"Come with me to the Gate," he said. "There may still be some other traces of the battle."

Grasping their weapons tightly, the party moved nervously down the beach, until once more he stood before the crumbling portal. The blackness hung there, menacing and unchanging.

"Look," Lansing said. "Here is some of the blood of the Serpent, which I washed off in the sea."

There on the beach where he had lain a blackish stain was drying in the sun. A putrid smell rose from the sticky rocks.

One of the Vikings spoke. "Remember the gong, Valkar."

"Aye," said the chieftain. "The gong brought us here in the first place, else we should not have neared this cursed spot. The songs tell us that it sounds only when someone has passed the Gate, although I have never known anyone who ever heard it. But you must have passed the Serpent to go through the Gate; and if you had not gone through the Gate the gong would not have sounded. These marks and the blood here on the ground mean you did not walk lightly through. Off-worlder, I believe you. How are you called?"

One of the men stepped up and cut the bonds binding his arms. Rubbing his wrists where the bindings had cut into them, Lansing replied:

"In my own world I am called Jake Lansing. Perhaps here I could take a name more suited."

"So be it," cried Valkar, clapping him heartily on the back. Jake staggered under the force of that friendly blow. "I call you Rocar, Serpent-Killer!"

The gulls fled screeching from the clifftops as the Vikings clashed spear and shield and hailed the killing of the snake. Quito, till now circling above the band cautiously, perceived that these strange figures had accepted its master.

The bird returned fluttering to Lansing's shoulder, where it settled and fell to preening its gorgeous feathers.

"Come, Rocar, to the ship. It has been a weary journey, and we long for the warm halls of home and the cliffs of the Twin Cities. Let us be on our way."

As they moved off down the beach Lansing cast a last glance at the ominous gateway through which he had beep hurled into this new world. He felt only a brief pang for the world he had left. There was no one behind on Earth to miss him; no one who would wonder more than casually what had happened to him. He already liked this world and the big1, straightforward man who walked beside him. Had he known what lay ahead for him, he might have bolted back through the Gate; at the very least he would not have moved so cheerfully to meet his destiny.

 

IV

… Thus they sailed for the havens, Rocar with his new companions; Valkar, fearless battle chieftain, Althon, jealous with suspicion. So they sailed the salt sea waters And the Wind Gods blew them onward, Till at last they reached their homeland, Joyous brought their ship to harbor; Sent at once the news to Halforn, Mighty King who ruled the sea-lanes Master of the Sea-Folk Kingdom, That a hero was come among them…

—From the Song of Rocar

The ship lay anchored in a small cove some ways down the beach. A shout greeted the returning party as they approached. Several bearded and helmeted heads peered over the side at the naked man who walked among the Vikings. Valkar hailed the ship.

"Ho, Althon, I bring no demons but a man who crossed the threshold and slew the great Serpent. No more will that evil threaten our world, or harry our sea-lanes. I give you Rocar, Gate-Passer and Serpent Killer."

The man Valkar addressed as Althon was stocky and ill-favored, and he started as he heard the words. For a moment his face showed surprise and suspicion; then he quickly masked his features and answered his chief carefully.

"That must be a great tale, Valkar, and I would hear it later. But the ship lies ready with a fair wind for Val-thar, and we must catch the tide. Let us set sail and leave this cursed place, and have the telling of this deed in a while."

Valkar frowned, but said nothing as they waded out and scrambled aboard. But Lansing saw the careful look that Althon gave him, and thought to himself that the man bore watching. Apparently not all on this world were as ready as Valkar to accept him, and it would be well to remain on guard.

His speculations about Althon faded as he stood upon the deck and observed the vessel which was to bear them to Valthar. He was standing on a rather small afterdeck, the firm planks bleached white by sun and salt under his feet. Behind him the deck rose slightly and ended at the cabin bulwark in the stern of the ship. The waist was long and narrow, and some fifty or sixty men lounged easily at the banks of oars, resting on their benches and waiting for the ship to get underway. Under the benches, but handy at an instant's notice, was a variety of swords and axes gleaming and ready. Long spears rested in neat racks along the sides above the oars. Along the sides of the ship ran a heavy and ornately carved railing, from which hung rows of brazen shields, scribed with runes and figures and blazing in the brilliant sun. Midships rose the single mast supporting the furled sail.

Looking forward he saw the high prow of the vessel, towering full fifteen or twenty feet above the deck and carved in the likeness of a vicious tusked boar. Hatches showed along the deck and the ship rode low in the water. Lansing assumed they were returning home with a full and heavy cargo. The hull was painted a vivid green and gold, and red chasing followed the lines of the deck. Turning, he saw that the ship was steered by a massive wooden tiller manned by a husky Viking.

The huge man grinned broadly at Lansing as he caught the fellow's gaze, showing wide gaps where some of his teeth were missing. His broad hands rested lightly on the wooden bar, and a livid scar running across his face told of at least one good1 battle for the honor of the Sea-Folk.

"That is Halfer, a good sword at your back in a hot fight," said Valkar, coming up beside Lansing. "You could do worse than he for a friend, when others might doubt you."

He cast a significant glance at Althon, who seemed to be busily occupied forward.

Now Valkar shouted commands, and the crew bent to the oars. The muffled boom of a drum midship beat out the time, as the oars dipped into the flashing water and the ship moved slowly out of the cove. Now several men ran to the lines and with a rattle of canvas the huge crimson sail unfurled before the wind, flapping loosely and then snapping taut as it filled. The water began to bubble and sing under the bows and they steered north for Valthar.

Valkar smiled and led Lansing into the rear cabin. As they approached the low doorway, Quito started nervously on his shoulder, then squawked and flew off to the mast.

"My companion dislikes dark rooms since our encounter in the temple." Lansing laughed. "But I have no such feelings. Lead the way, and I hope you have some food inside to settle my stomach."

"And perhaps some clothes as well," said Valkar. Lansing had been so occupied watching the working of the ship that he had forgotten that he was still unclad. There was indeed an outfit of clothes inside, as well as a cold haunch of mutton to wash down with a powerful mead drink. When he emerged he felt relaxed for the first time in weeks.

The wind rose steadily, and at a shout from Valkar the sailors shipped oars and leaned back on their benches. Lansing looked up at the mighty sail, and saw now that it bore the runic device of the boar's head, woven in black against the vivid background. Spray came pluming over the bow as the ship surged forward. Lansing leaned thoughtfully on the carved railing and stared at the foaming wake, and wondered what awaited at their destination.

 

V

The Twin Cities of Alcar and Ilnon stood high on the towering southern cliffs of the island kingdom of Valthar. As the vessel neared the base of the cliffs, Lansing saw that one of the cities was built upon a sheer and rugged island separated from the mainland by a narrow channel studded with great jagged rocks, where the foaming water swirled and cast up tall plumes of spray. Treacherous eddies and spinning pools formed around the rocks and, as they neared, the roar of the tortured sea came to meet them. From the battlements high overhead came the braying of horns and clashing cymbals as the homecoming ship steered straight for the narrow passage.

The Viking chieftain stood at Lansing's side and pointed to the tall piles of gray stone.

"Alcar and Ilnon," he said. "Ilnon lies there on the mainland to the left, and is the chief city of the Sea-Folk. It contains the open markets where the country dwellers bring their wares and the traders their furs from the Northern Marches. There also live the families of the fighting men and all their dependents. The King resides in the Citadel of Alcar in the Great Hall, and it is there that we are going." He gestured toward the grim battlements now rushing nearer on the right.

The ship had entered the passage, and Valkar's words were nearly drowned out by the sound of the roiling water.

Spray broke over the sides and commands rang out across the glistening deck as the rowers banked oars and the ship swung into the rushing current. The sharp rocks slid by on either side as they steered their dangerous course.

Lansing knew that the smallest error on Halfer's part would drive the ship upon the rocks, and no man could swim in that rushing water. But Halfer was relaxed at his post, grinning easily and seeming for all the world to be steering a calm sea with a thousand fathoms beneath the keel. Only the unnatural brightness of his eyes and his white-knuckled grip upon the bar betrayed his unspoken tension. Then they abruptly shot forward through the twisting shoals and, swinging hard to starboard, they sailed calmly into a peaceful harbor at the base of the cliffs. Many vessels already lay anchored there.

Ropes and tackle rattled as the sail was reefed. As the rowers backed oars and the ship glided to a halt four grunting sailors heaved a large rock overboard with the anchor rope. Shouts of welcome and greeting echoed across the water, and a small boat put out from shore.

As the boat drew near, a tall, dark-haired man stood up in the bow and hailed the ship.

"Ho, Valkar, what news from the south?"

The hailer was dressed in the familiar leather tunic and carried a short broadsword. Silver studs and buckles dotted the polished leather, and across his helm and shield he bore silver runes of a double stroke of lightning.

"That is Balnor, Captain of the King's Guard. An honest man." Valkar turned from Lansing with these words and addressed the young captain.

"Greetings, Balnor! Long have I waited to see the Twin Cities again, and I bring a full cargo of tin from the mines of Anzor. Great news is to be had, nor is it all of the best; war stalks the Boarder Marches of Anzor, and dark forces are on the move in Sulmannon. But that later. I bring with me one who was found on the Isle of the Gates, and who slew the Serpent that laired there in his own world, then passed through the Gate itself, where we found him upon the shore. Rocar I have named him, Serpent-Killer, and we must speak to the King. Take us to the Great Hall and hear the tale from his own lips. Then you shall know all."

Balnor hesitated but a moment, then replied:

"This is indeed news, Valkar, and as you say, perhaps not all of the best. Still, we have long known that some foul work was brewing in Sulmannon, so that is no surprise. But the King would hear more about this stranger. If he has killed the Serpent, then we should feast and honor him. I will take you to Halforn, and he will judge the tale."

So saying, he made way in the boat and Lansing scrambled down with Valkar to sit beside the captain. Quito hovered and perched on his shoulder, causing no small reaction among the boat's crew. Balnor looked searchingly at Lansing, then relaxed slightly, but he seemed puzzled.

"Truly, that is a marvelous creature," he said, as the parrot ruffled and basked in the afternoon sun. "I have not seen its kind before, and it is not of the falcon breed they keep in Anzor. How came you by it?"

While Lansing tried to find words to explain to Balnor about the parrot, he glanced back at the vessel they had just left. Standing by the railing and looking after them was Althon, and the expression on his face was not pleasant to see. Then they grounded, and Lansing was too occupied by the sights around him to worry about what Althon was thinking.

They had landed at the foot of the cliffs, and the parapets and walls of Alcar loomed high above him. There was great activity along the shore. Men hurried back and forth carrying huge coils of rope, stacks of weapons, provisions and other stores, piling the items in a central loading area near a short wharf that jutted out into the harbor. From the walls far overhead hung long ropes and cargo nets moving endlessly up and down, returning empty to the loading gates above. The men working had discarded the hot and awkward leather tunics and sweated bare-chested on the narrow beach. They cursed freely under their burdens, but there was no loafing or wasted motion. Valkar turned questioningly to Balnor.

"What means this storing for the fleet? Has some word preceded us, that Halforn already prepares for war?"

Balnor answered, "I know only that last night one of the falcons of Anzor arrived in the keep, bearing some message for the King which he has not revealed. This morning he gave orders for the loading, and is in great haste to provision the ships. Perhaps he will tell us tonight at the feasting.

"Come, let us take the quick way up with the nets, for I think he will be anxious to hear your news from the mainland. And I have been up and down the stairs so many times today that my legs would welcome the change."

Grinning, he stepped into one of the empty nets lying on the ground, and when the others had joined him signaled the waiting crew above. The net tightened about them and they rose swiftly up the cliffside.

The long narrow stairs cutting back and forth across the face of the cliff were crowded with toiling figures who cursed good-naturedly at the trio as they shot past. They shouted and laughed, and made jokes about Balnor's lazy legs, and stared curiously at Lansing and the parrot. Lansing caught his breath at the receding view beneath, at the toy ships on the sparkling water and the ant-like industry upon the shore. Then they were swung through the loading portal and stood within the Citadel of Alcar.

 

VI

Balnok quickly led the way from the loading area into the center of the city. In a few minutes they had left the confusion of cargo handlers and nets behind them, and their footsteps echoed noisily in the broad corridors. High overhead the lofty ceilings were lost in gloom. Narrow shafts of sunlight pierced the dusky light of the passageway, slanting down from slots cut in the gray stone walls. At intervals flaring cressets lit the way. Sometimes gigantic tapestries broke up the smooth expanse of gray, hanging silently and portraying warriors and kings long since passed to dust. At every corridor that branched off the main passage stood two of the King's Guard, armed with tall spears in addition to their swords. They were dressed as Balnor, except that the runic strokes of lightning were marked in bronze, not silver.

At last the trio came to a set of large wooden doors, polished smooth and set with golden handles. With a word to wait there, Balnor slipped inside to inform the King of their presence. In a few moments he returned.

"The King is engaged with the scribe at the moment, as he is drafting a reply to the message he received from Anzor last night. He bids you, Valkar, show the off-worlder to the guest chambers in the east wing, where both of you can refresh yourselves and recover from your long journey. He will send for you in the evening and hear you then. Until later…"*

Balnor sketched a quick salute and strode away on some errand for the King. They watched him go, then the two walked off to the guest chambers, Valkar leading.

"That must be an important message your King is writing, to put off seeing us until tonight."

"Aye, but all will be told soon enough," answered Valkar as they came to their quarters. He seemed troubled, but Lansing did not press for an explanation.

The rooms were simply furnished, but luxurious. Rich tapestries covered the whitewashed walls, woven ingeniously with thick metallic threads and cloth-of-gold. Bronze lamps and braziers cast a warm glow about the room, sending flickering shadows dancing across the low ceiling. At one end of the room stood a heavy table, carved and inlaid with figures of ivory. Upon the table rested wooden platters heaped with food and fruit, and great tankards of the mead brew Lansing had tasted on the ship.

The floor was covered with thick fur rugs from a variety of animals, white, brown, black and striped, but all equally soft and rich of texture. A raised sleeping dais at one end was hung with deep blue rugs and more of the magnificent skins. Another room revealed a spacious sunken tub, heated underneath by glowing coals fanned by a hidden vent that kept the water in the tub gently steaming.

Lansing stripped off the salt-encrusted tunic, unbound his sandals and slipped with a sigh of pleasure into the water. After a few minutes he picked up a rough piece of sea sponge and scrubbed himself thoroughly. He stepped out and dried himself with a large towel, and selected a new tunic and garments from a pile placed nearby on a low stool.

When he emerged from the room he found Valkar already well into the* food, and Lansing joined him. For several minutes the only sounds in the room were the smack of lips and the gurgle of mead as the tankards and platters were swiftly emptied.

When they had finished, Valkar gave a loud belch and settled himself on the edge of the dais, while Lansing stretched out full length along the furs. Quito waddled among the scraps on the table, happily grabbing crumbs and bits of food and squawking contentedly. Valkar scratched and spoke of the King.

"Halforn is a mighty king, and a man much given to having his own way, as is only his right. He will listen to council and the advice of the chieftains, but still he rules his own mind in most matters. Only his daughter, Ilyana, can sometimes have her way with him. She often checks his more impulsive actions. She is the pride of his life and overly wise for her years, and moreover she can wield shield and spear among the best of the Sea-Folk. When you see Halforn tonight he will most likely accept your story, as I did, when I tell him of our meeting. But Ilyana will be suspicious.

"It would be wise to think carefully on what you say if she is to believe you. Do not think that all the chieftains will find it easy to believe, or accept your word. Althon is high in the King's favor, but Halforn has more than once been forced to punish him because of his rash actions. He was sent with me to Anzor because he needed taming. He dislikes you and may cause trouble at the feast tonight, so be wary of him. I think, though, that you can well handle the matter. And besides, as I know you speak truly, I do not fear the outcome."

Lansing felt a wave of friendship toward Valkar, for he knew that the Viking was telling him more than any stranger in the hall of Halforn normally knew. It was good to know that he had at least one friend here in the Citadel. From what he had seen of the rugged Sea-Folk so far, Lansing thought that it would be very unpleasant for him if he was disbelieved, if not downright fatal. Anything he could learn about this world would help.

"Tell me about this world, Valkar, and of the other lands besides your own country. Tell me of Anzor, which I have heard mentioned many times, and of Sulmannon. What is the war for which the ships are now preparing? And lend me your knife, so I can shave."

He took the knife and went to the tub to fill one of the empty tankards with water. While he scraped at the stubble on his chin, Valkar told him.

"Anzor lies two and a half weeks' voyage to the south, and has long been our friend and ally, both in trade and war. It is a mountainous land, filled with rushing streams and high peaks, beautiful to many, although I like the sea-cliffs of Valthar better. They also raise fine horses on the grasslands that lie everywhere around the mountains. That is a sight, Rocar, to see the horsemen of Anzor charge across the waving grass, and the sun flashing off their bright shields.

"In Falkeep, too, they breed their terrible falcons, terrible to their enemies but messengers to their friends. The mountains are full of tin and precious ores, and we trade our furs for tin so that we can make bronze. The people of Anzor can ride like the wind, but they are not sailors, and our ships ply the coast year round with goods and cargo. Always a third of our fleet or more is busy there."

He paused and grinned, remembering seasick horsemen, but then a shadow passed over his face as he continued.

"North of Anzor, and not more than five days' sailing from here, lies Sulmannon. It is a land somewhat larger than Anzor, with strong armies and a fleet greater than our own. We have often had trouble with their ships." He fingered an old scar on his arm, remembering.

"Sulmannon was once a great empire, extending twice a thousand leagues from border to border, ruling Anzor to the south and Colchos to the west, carrying trade far to the hot countries and the desert cities of Ilrad. North of Sulmannon at that time was the Kingdom of Kanthos, equal in power and wealth to Sulmannon, although not so large in its boundaries. The two great powers were separated only by the Kanthal River. While broad and very deep, it is not enough of a barrier twhen two such nations border one another.

"The King of Kanthos, Katharos, was an honest man, but greedy, and the day came when he sent his armies across the Kanthal and struck deep into the heart of Sulmannon. He erected a beautiful city in the north of Sulmannon and called it Katharos, after himself. Great are the tales of that marvelous city, and the bards still sing of the golden towers and emerald halls which he built there.

"In Sulmannon the war was going badly, and the rulers grew desperate. They raised a terrible power there by black sorcery and foul magic, that they might drive out the invader and so have the victory."

Valkar paused a moment in his tale, the better to remember the grim terrors of that ancient war. Something in the chieftain's expression caused Lansing to stop his scraping and listen intently.

"Katharos' armies were destroyed at the very gates of Suldum, and everywhere his forces were blasted with great lightnings; his men were driven mad by the horrible Shadow, and where they managed to hold they were crushed by the hordes of Sulmannon. The city he had raised in the north and named after himself in his pride was left in ruins when the Shadow passed over it. Not one of its thousands was left alive. Katharos himself was killed on the banks of the river, cut down as he tried to retreat through the White Cliffs to safety. The Shadow crossed the river and passed into Kanthos. It ravaged and destroyed that land so completely that today it is still no more than desert and scattered oases, and a handful of nomad kingdoms which constantly war on one another.

"The rulers of Sulmannon then sought to stay the forces which they had unleashed, but to no avail. Even as Kath-aros lay dying on the river bank, they tried frantically to curb the Shadow before they too were destroyed. Finally one nameless sorcerer among them discovered a way not to banish the Power, but at least contain it, and so it was done. The Empire of Sulmannon collapsed after the terrible destruction, and Anzor drove out the Sul troops and reestablished her borders, where they remain today."

The Viking took a deep breath and fell silent. Lansing sat musing on this tragic tale of sorcery and war.

"What does this have to do with the war now, Valkar? Surely legends do not repeat themselves!"

Valkar looked at him, and for the first time since they had met Lansing thought he saw real fear in the Viking's eyes.

"No, Rocar, legends do not repeat themselves. Kanthos* and Katharos are long dust, nor will they rise again. But strange reports are coming out of Sulmannon recently. They tell of a dark tower deep in Narkash Forest, where lightnings flicker and darkness covers the sky. It is said that Sulmannon tests its strength again as of old, and that once again there are sorcerers to call upon the Ancient Powers. It is said that they gladly serve those Forces, and that now they have learned to control them. Once again they are calling up that terrible Shadow. Once again they are planning to unleash the Bane of Kanthos!"

 

VII

… Sixty-three winters had Halforn, King of the Sea-Folk, seen. Yet age had not bowed his head nor weakened his strong right arm. Nor did he hesitate now that the times were quickly moving toward war. It would be a mistake to say that he was a pawn in the game about to be played; say rather a knight or a bishop. Still, all men were now caught up in a pattern that was little of their own weaving. Halforn acted; and who is to say where Man's will ends and that of the Gods begins. …

—From the Book of the King

While Valkar was explaining these things to Lansing, King Halforn pondered the message he had just dictated:

To Lord Cowar, King of Anzor, Son of the Gray Mountains and Sword Brother, In the Palace at Anzac, Greetings:

Long has it been since we last rode forth together, to war against the Corsairs and the tribes of the Southlands. Yet I think the time is now not far away when our swords shall ring together again; perhaps for the last time.

I have ordered the fleet made ready, and we sail in two days' time for Sulmannon, before the rising of the moon. Should we have the victory over the great fleet your spies report gathering at Narfell, then will I join you after at Anzac, where I fear the next move in the game will be played.

These are times of great peril for us all. The Darkness is gathering once again over Sulmannon, if the reports are to be believed, and strange portents are appearing even here in Valthar! One of my chieftains, Valkar,

has just now returned from Anzor, and has brought with him one who claims to have passed through the Gate of the Serpent from the other side, and who says he has fought and killed its evil Guardian.

These are indeed great tidings if they be true, for you well know how that monster has harried our shipping for these many years. But mayhap it is some foul trickery of the Masters of Sulmannon, and if so this stranger will meet a quick death before he can work any of their evil. Still, it would be good to gain an ally, and perhaps his appearance here now is no accident, but the Will of the Gods. Such a one as could pass the Gate would be no ordinary man!

I will inform you of the situation here as it develops, and perhaps you can speed messages to our ships plying your coast and hasten them toward Narfell. We dare not wait for their return to Valthar, as Sulmannon's fleet may destroy us should we let them reach the open sea. We shall try to keep them closed up in the Bay, where they can not spread out and so surround us. Our numbers are small compared to theirs, but with Frions help and a fair wind we will make them curse the day they ever set sail!

I do not deny that I look forward to the battle, and it will be ivorth a good song at least! So, guard well your borders and look to the Northern Marches. Rumor has it that troops now gather near Kar-Mun, and that forces are on the move toward Anzac, though no doubt your own spies have informed you of this also. Till we meet in Anzac by the Marble Towers, I bid you well.

Halforn

Halforn sighed, then reached out for a jade block lying nearby. He inked it and quickly rolled his seal at the bottom of the message. He deftly rolled the parchment into a tight cylinder. Rising from the ivory chair on which he had been sitting, he walked across the large chamber to the window. His footsteps rang in the sparsely furnished room, and he paused in the deepening twilight by the opening.

A curious whistle sounded in his throat, taught to him long ago by Cowar, King of Anzor, long before either had mounted their thrones and when they had ridden as boys together in the mountain keeps of Anzor. The rapid beat of great wings filled the evening air. A dim, ferocious shape darted toward the window, settling on the stone ledge with a final flurry like muffled drums.

Halforn reached out and stroked the crest of the magnificent bird, and the yellow eyes gleamed with intelligence. The cruel beak opened and gave out a ringing cry.

"Aye, wind-master, you'll soon see the roosts of Anzor again. This message is for your King."

He grasped a thin metal container strapped with leather along the bird's back, and inserted the message he had composed.

"Fly quickly to Anzor, and may the Sky-Gods guard your journey."

Again he gave that curious sound, and instantly the falcon soared off, climbing high above Alcar. It circled once, as if for bearings. Then it turned south and, with a final cry, streaked swiftly into the distance. So fast were these birds that Cowar would have the message within two days, though a ship might take three weeks to reach the same destination.

The sound of the door closing behind him caused Halforn to turn around. There stood his daughter, Ilyana, a frown creasing her firm features. She wore a sleeveless coat of light chain mail. The shimmering silver links did not quite conceal the shapely curves of her body, nor could she hide the luster of her raven hair completely beneath the peaked helm. A pale glow suffused her cheeks. Her full lips betokened the woman, not the warrior, in spite of her habit of compressing them tightly together to make them as thin as possible. A broadsword hung at her side, and a green undergarment covered her arms to the wrists. Her black eyes were disturbed, and she spoke as Halforn turned from the window.

"What is this I hear of a stranger who has passed through the Gate and killed the Serpent? Balnor told me only a little while ago, and the city buzzes with the news. Did he truly pass the Gate, or is this some trick of Sulmannon's? How does Valkar know he is who he says he is? He could be one of their spies, or worse, one of the Masters themselves in disguise, come to destroy us by his magic before we strike a single blow."

She stopped suddenly as if debating whether the stranger should be killed on the spot. Halforn was used to his daughter's quick tongue, and she was ever ready to see the worst in an unknown situation.

"Calm yourself, Ilyana; the stranger is with Valkar at this moment in the east chambers. All the passageways are doubly guarded around the rooms. I myself do not know if his story is true, but I trust Valkar and there is time enough tonight to find out whether he lies or no. I do not believe Valkar would bring an enemy into the Twin Cities, much less one of the evil Masters themselves! Still, we will question the stranger closely and judge him in the telling.

"But come. I have answered Cowar and he knows we are sailing; we must celebrate the battle that approaches. If the stranger whom Valkar calls Serpent-Killer is indeed worthy of his name we must rejoice the end of the Serpent and make him welcome. It is almost time for the feasting, and we will hear the tale soon enough. Leave your questions for later."

Ilyana started to answer, then changed her mind. Together they walked from the chamber. Halfom was thinking of the coming battle, and of the green fields of Anzor which he had loved as a boy. Old friends were Cowar and Halforn. Each had learned much from the other, and each had spent years of his youth in the other's country. Halforn counted Anzor as a second home. But never was the aging King to see that fair land again.

 

VIII

Lansing was dreaming of the snake. Back and forth it swayed in the dream, back and forth while he stood helpless. He stood in a murky gray no-man's land of dead light. Behind the Serpent he could sometimes make out three gigantic blocks of ancient stone, stained with reddish splotches and sweating oily drops. It was hard to see the stones, for there was a blackness that swirled and shifted about them. Deep among the shadowy blocks something glowed redly and was lost to view as the blackness moved restlessly.

Pale flashes of lightning played constantly about the dark stones. His lungs struggled in the thick mists, and dimly he sensed that this monstrous blackness was somehow alive—and it was growing! Soon, he sensed, soon it would be ready! A terrible feeling of triumph emanated from the black foulness, an exultant glee that froze his body and brought cold sweat starting to his forehead. His mouth felt flat and metallic with fear. It knew he was watching!

Lansing felt its attention come to focus on him, felt slimy feelings plucking in his mind. Paralyzed with horror, he felt the snake coiling slowly around him, and a hideous chuckling sounded louder and louder in his ears. He struggled to free himself from the invisible tendrils that sucked at his brain, drawing him toward the Blackness.

Faintly, he heard someone call his name, but the mocking laughter howled about his head, and the snake's dripping jaws drew closer, closer… "Rocar!"

He sprang up in bed, wide-eyed and gasping, as Valkar shook him violently. The big Viking was alarmed, staring in concern at Lansing's drawn features.

"By the Gods, Rocar, but you were struggling there on the furs as though your life was in the bargain. Come, we have been summoned to the King's board, and I am thirsty."

Shaken by the dream, Lansing stumbled into the tub room and splashed water on his face. The polished panels on the walls showed dark shadows under his gray eyes and his face was pale underneath the deep tan. What had caused the dream? He shuddered as he thought of the ugly splotches running down the sides of the damp black stones. What thing lurked and pulsed there by the stained altars?

It had seemed much more than a dream, more as if he had actually been standing there while the Shadow groped for his mind. He came out of the room to find Valkar pacing impatiently. Together they left the chambers and made for the Great Hall.

As they walked along, several of the King's Guard fell in unobtrusively ahead and behind them. So Halforn was taking no chances, but was carefully doing it in such a way that his guest could not be offended. Lansing smiled at the King's precaution, and remembered what Valkar had told him. It should be an interesting evening.

The feast was already well under way when they reached the Hall. The high bronze doors were swung wide, and a roar of sound and shouting voices smote their ears as they stepped inside. There was a momentary lull as heads swung in their direction, then a renewed outburst louder than before. Blazing torches and braziers illuminated the scene.

Down the long center of the Hall ranged three huge pits, filled with glowing coals that cast a smoky glow. Over the pits turned sizzling haunches of meat, sputtering and popping as the grease dripped down onto the embers. Waves of heat and warm cooking odors washed over him. Along the sides of the pits ran tremendous wooden tables covered with steaming platters of food and piles of fruit. The yellow light of the torches gleamed off rows of tall, polished wooden columns flanking the crowded benches. Great barrels of mead were positioned at convenient points along the length of the tables. As soon as one barrel was empty, it was rolled away and quickly replaced. Lansing counted at least a dozen huge dogs under the tables, tearing at the scraps the Vikings carelessly tossed on the floor. They looked something like a cross between a mastiff and a wolfhound, shaggy and powerfully muscled.

From the lofty ceiling hung dozens of silk and woven banners, some old and stained and torn from battle. All were embroidered with runic symbols and figureheads in a profusion of brilliant color. Lansing recognized the twin lightning stroke of the King, silver on a field of jet black, as well as the vicious boar's head that had adorned Val-kar's crimson sail. Laughter and shrieks from the buxom serving maids sounded all about, amid shouts for more drinks and food. Then his eyes came to rest on a raised dais at the far end of the Hall.

There sat a man in his early sixties, hair and beard streaked with white and gray and face lined with the years, but sitting firmly in his ivory seat and studying Lansing intently. A heavy cape of furs rested about his broad shoulders, and his helm was covered with beaten gold. On his left and slightly below him stood a beautiful young woman dressed in the uniform of a warrior and grasping the hilt of her sword tightly as Valkar and Lansing approached. Behind the throne stood Balnor, Captain of the Guard. He never moved his eyes from Lansing as they came to the throne.

As they reached the King, Valkar clapped his arm to his breast and saluted Halforn.

"Hail, Halfom, Lord of the Sea-Folk and Chieftain of the Clans! I bring you Rocar from the other world, for so I have named him: Serpent-Killer. Hear his tale and judge whether he speaks the truth, though I for one do not doubt it."

The Sea-Folk had quickly become silent as they observed the tableau at the head of the table, and Valkar's last words rang clear for all to hear in the smoky hall. Lansing bowed slightly, and for a full minute the King did not speak. He stared hard at Lansing and their eyes locked and held. The air was tense and charged as they looked deeply at each other, and Lansing understood that the King was summing him up. Then Halforn relaxed and allowed himself a brief smile. There was an almost audible sigh throughout the Hall, and Lansing realized he had been holding his breath. Halforn spoke.

"It is well, Valkar, and good to see you home safe from Anzor. I have long listened to your advice in Council, nor after seeing this stranger am I inclined to doubt you now. Both of you sit here beside me and tell me of these deeds while we eat."

He gestured toward his right, where platters were quickly laid for the two. They had seated themselves and the roar of the Hall had been resumed before Halforn spoke again.

"Well, off-worlder, tell me of your journey through the Gate, and of the Serpent. It would seem a good tale for the Bards, at least."

Lansing obliged the King, again describing his flight through the jungle and all the subsequent events that had led him here to the Kingdom of Valthar. From time to time Halforn muttered his approval as Lansing told his story.

Lansing ate and drank sparingly as they talked, for the dream of the strange altars and the swirling blackness had thoroughly ruined his appetite. When he paused to let Valkar pick up the story, he caught Ilyana staring at him with a puzzled expression. The King's daughter flushed as he coolly returned her stare. With a shake of her head that set her raven tresses shimmering she turned aside to the King.

"A good story, Father, but what proof have we besides the fact that Valkar heard the gong sound and that he found this man by the Gate a short time after? And what was Valkar doing there on that accursed spot to begin with? Perhaps he was ensorceled so that this stranger might be brought here for some dark purpose of the Shadow."

The Viking slammed his tankard down on the table and rose angrily to face the Princess.

"Frion's beard, woman, have I not told you of the Serpent's blood there on the stones, nor of the great bruises that rose on Rocar's body even as I watched? As to .why we landed, a storm took away our mast and we were forced to put in for repairs else row all the way to Alcar.

Am I an inexperienced babe who does not know the difference between good and evil? By the Gods, if you were a man I'd show you how ensorceled I am!" His face was red and angry, and his long moustaches bristled as he fumed at the maiden.

Ilyana sprang to her feet. "Do not let the fact that I am a woman stop you," she said. "I can teach you a sword lesson as well as any man." White faced, she bit her lip and grasped the hilt of her sword, half drawing it from the scabbard.

During this exchange the King's face had grown dark, and now he rose in his chair.

"Enough," he cried, shouting them both into instant silence. "Ilyana, you shame my house to act thus. Here in the Great Hall no one may raise weapon against another. As well you know, Valkar, though you spoke in anger and perhaps not without reason. I believe Rocar's tale, for I have never yet met the man who could keep the lie with me, or cloak the stain of evil with fair words. Rocar is welcome here, and I have said it. Men of Valthar! Hear me!"

Halforn's voice cut through the noise of the feast, and all turned toward him.

"I say that this man, Rocar, has truly slain the Serpent of the Gate. I say that he has earned the right to sit here in the Hall, and the right to fight with us if he will. I say that from this moment on no man shall doubt the truth of this matter, and that we accept him as one of our own people, shield for our shield, sword arm to guard our backs. If any gainsay this, let them speak now as befits free men in open speech."

The King paused, and from down the length of the table one voice called out: "I challenge."

A murmur ran through the assembly, then died as Althon rose unsteadily to his feet. The broad-chested giant had been drinking heavily from the flowing tankards, and his words were somewhat blurred by the powerful drink as he spoke.

"I gainsay it. I do not like this stranger; I mistrust him. He carried a strange familiar on his shoulder, and seemed too interested in the working of our ship. I say he is a spy for Sulmannon!"

A few of the Vikings nodded and muttered agreement. Lansing thought of Quito asleep on one leg back in the guest chamber and smiled at the description of the bird as a familiar. Perhaps he was, in a way! But this matter could not be brushed lightly aside. He spoke to Halfom, but loudly enough for all to hear.

"King Halforn, if I understand your custom rightly, no man may raise his arm against another here in the Hall. The outside of the Hall is but a short distance away. Let Althon and me go there and settle the question between us, since only this man seems to have taken a dislike to me. Let the truth of the matter be decided by unarmed combat between us, so that we will have no more of this spoiled child's crying. Besides, he interrupts my meal."

Rocar reached down for a joint of meat on his plate, and tore off a piece of the juicy flesh. All eyes were upon him. Chewing casually, he glanced offhandedly at the bone in his hand and then contemptuously tossed it at Althon. It landed squarely in front of him, spattering grease and juice all over the front of the stocky man.

Althon roared with rage. "I'll kill you, off-worlder! I'll crush your bones and squeeze your skull till your eyes pop out. No man insults me and lives!"

Halforn silenced him with a gesture. "How say you, II-yana? Will this test satisfy you as well? The Gods will decide the contest fairly."

She cast a cool glance at Rocar, and nodded. "I agree," she said.

The royal party rose, as did Valkar and Lansing, and the entire company made their way outside, where they formed a ring in the wide passageway.

Lansing was gambling that he could take Althon in the match, as the quickest way of settling all doubts about himself. If he was going to live in this world among these people, he damn well didn't want Althon hounding him at every turn, and it would be a quick way to earn the Sea-Folk's respect. Now as they stripped to their loincloths Lansing studied his opponent.

Althon was ruggedly built with bulging arms and thighs. His chest and shoulders were broad and powerful, and Lansing knew that he must try to stay out of reach of those arms that were so eager to crush him. All the same, not all of the advantages were on Althon's side. Although the Viking outweighed him by a good fifty pounds, Lansing was in better condition, and his six feet plus gave him the reach on his stocky opponent. Lansing was thankful now that he had eaten so lightly at the table, but it was obvious that Althon had suffered no such reservations. His swart features were flushed with drink and anger, and his belly bulged from the meal. But solid muscles rippled under the surface fat, and his powerful hands clenched open and closed waiting for a chance at Lansing's throat. Lansing did not make the mistake of underestimating Althon, and knew that he was in for a rough time.

Valkar whispered to him, "Care, Rocar, he will try to kill you. Do not let him get his arms around you, or he will crack you like a rotten cheese. I have seen him do it before."

As Halforn stepped into the circle, Valkar clapped Rocar on the back and melted into the crowd. The King raised a cup brimming with mead.

"The challenge has been spoken and accepted. Will you change your mind and each drink from the cup?"

He addressed Althon, who snarled in reply. Lansing only shook his head as the King turned to him, and without further words the wintry ruler turned the cup upside down and poured the sticky brew onto the floor.

Lansing was tense and alert, balancing on his feet and ready for Althon's first move, but even so he was almost caught and finished on the spot. Even as Halforn stepped back from the edge of the circle, Althon charged with a roar across the open space, launching himself into the air, hands reached out for Lansing's throat. Lansing barely sidestepped in time.

The Viking crashed headlong into the watching throng, and Lansing found a brief second to be amazed at the speed the burly man had shown. Instantly Althon was on his feet and charging again, and again Lansing sidestepped.

This time he brought the edge of his palm down hard on Althon's back as the Viking sailed by, and kicked him smartly in the rear as he again crashed to the floor. Laughter echoed around the room and Lansing saw that not a few of the Sea-Folk were on his side, or at least sympathetic.

As Althon once more rose to his feet, Lansing saw that the time for games was past. The squat features of his enemy were contorted with fury, his ears burning from the laughter of his comrades. This time he did not charge but circled slowly around the ring, waiting for a chance to use the crushing power of his great arms. His bronze skin glistened with sweat, and Lansing felt his own sweat running freely.

Warily the two men eyed each other as they circled. Lansing was conscious of the sea of faces closing him in and of the blazing torches jutting from the walls. A flash of green and silver caught his eye as Ilyana shifted her position for a better view. That glimpse was almost his undoing as Althon suddenly moved and in a quick step was at Lansing's side. In a flash the terrible arms were circling about him. Lansing shot out a blow with his left fist that jarred solidly against Althon's head and rocked him on his feet. The Viking only smiled and squeezed him tighter.

The great arms were around him, pinning his right arm uselessly to his side as he rained blow after blow on Althon's thick skull, to no avail. Althon's stinking breath blasted into his face from grinning lips as the pressure increased. Gasping for breath, Lansing felt himself bent slowly backward. He tried to force Althon's head back with his left hand. Now his breath came in short and painful jerks as the two men stood locked together, muscles rigidly taut and straining. The torches glared and shone from their sweat-streaked bodies.

Red mists flickered before his eyes as Lansing desperately brought his callused heel down sharply with all his force on the Viking's instep. There was a loud and satisfying crunch as the small bones snapped under the blow. With a howl of pain, Althon released his grasp and instinctively reached for his injured foot. Lansing brought his knee up solidly into the Viking's groin. Althon doubled over with a moan and Lansing smashed his two hands down on the man's neck, driving Althon's face into his upraised knee. Blood gushed from his broken face, and Althon collapsed on the floor in a pool of blood and vomit. He twitched and lay still.

Drawing deep gulps of air into his burning lungs, Lansing was hardly aware of the roar of approval from the crowd. Valkar was at his side, shouting something in his ear and pounding him vigorously on the back. Lansing grasped the garments that were thrust at him and, dressing as he went, he half stumbled and was half carried back into the Great HaH.

Everyone was talking at once, and it was some time before his breath returned to normal and he could do more than grunt his appreciation. He seated himself once again at Halforn's side, while the noise about him continued unabated. Idly he hoped Althon would recover, but it would be a while before he need expect any trouble from that quarter again. He was suddenly ravenously hungry and as he dug into food he heard Halforn address Ilyana.

"You see, Ilyana, Rocar was not lying, else he would never have beaten Althon. And well you know that no man has ever defeated Althon in single combat. Were he not so pig-headed and stubborn, I would long ago have posted him to the Guard. He has never been able to take orders or discipline, but perhaps now he has learned a lesson, and we will see less trouble from him in the future! Rocar!"

The King turned smiling to his guest.

"Tell us of the world from which you come, and of the people there and how they live. If they are all like you they must be a mighty race, and terrible to face in war."

Lansing was about to answer when there was a sudden commotion at the far end of the hall. A harried looking youth, barely eighteen to judge from the down on his cheeks, and wearing the tunic of a palace soldier, burst into the gathering and ran to the King. He knelt and blurted out his message.

"Halforn… he comes. The Old Man comes." He was about to say more, but all had turned toward the great doors at the herald's words, and all eyes were riveted on the figure standing there. Halforn half rose from his seat and uttered a single word, "Koros," then fell back once more into his chair. He seemed to have aged ten years in as many seconds.

The figure standing in the doorway seemed harmless enough to Lansing, and he could not see why the King was so disturbed. An old man stood there, at first glance no different from a hundred old men Lansing had seen in his many journeys around the world. He wore a flowing, travel-stained robe of deep blue that swirled about his feet and whispered on the floor as he slowly approached the dais. In his gnarled hands he grasped a heavy wooden staff, and Lansing saw that he was blind. The sightless eyes were fixed rigidly ahead, the dull whites staring vacantly. His long white hair was streaked and matted; the beard trailing down below his waist was equally stained and streaked with yellow and gray.

When he had entered the Hall every man there had fallen silent. Now the only sound in all that great company was the hollow tapping of the staff on the stone floor, and the whispering of his robe as the old man slowly made his way forward. Silently the Vikings moved out of his way and cleared a path to the dais, until finally the gaunt figure stood before the King. His vacant eyes were bloodshot and showed no pupils, but he faced directly at the King. The ancient gums beat together dryly once or twice before he spoke.

"Greetings, Halforn. Is this the way you treat your guests, with no word of welcome?" He chuckled, and a chill settled on Lansing's mind. He did not fear the old man, but he could sense some terrible power here. Somehow he did not think it was power for evil, but it was not to be understood. As he looked a strange feeling came over him, as though a door had been closed and bolted behind him, and he felt caught up in some unguessable chain of events that was beyond his control. While these thoughts caught and held him Koros was speaking again.

"No matter, Halforn, no matter; soon enough the feasting will be over, and I may return to my cave and fire. Can you at least spare a bowl of milk for an old man who can no longer chew his meat or send an arrow to bring it down?"

The ancient voice grated harshly, and he cocked his head to one side. Halforn signaled, and in a moment a frightened page appeared bearing a wooden bowl of goat's milk. Halforn took it from the trembling boy and placed it himself into the outstretched wizened hand. The old man slurped noisily at the milk, leaning on his staff, and slowly turned his blind eyes toward Lansing. Lansing started, for he could not shake the sensation that this sightless and grinning figure was aware of his presence, and more, that he knew who he was. But that was impossible. Yet Halforn and the others were certainly acting oddly if this old man was only the blind beggar that he seemed. Now Halforn spoke, and Lansing was surprised to hear a faint tremor in the King's voice.

"What brings you, Koros? We thought you long dead, for none has seen you in forty winters or more, not since the great shakings in the earth brought half of Alcar and Ilnon to ruins. You were an old man then, and I have not thought to see you again so many years later. Have you come once more to pronounce doom upon us?"

The old man cast the empty bowl aside, and it clattered noisily across the pavement to rest at Lansing's feet.

"Perhaps I am older than you think, Halforn, and some would think it no disservice to warn of coming disaster. Yes, it is true that the Gods have once more sent me to your Hall. I bear a message and a prophecy to one who has recently come among you. Off-worlder! Hear me!"

He flung the heavy staff up and pointed it quivering at Lansing's chest. Lansing sat frozen, unable to move before that threatening gesture. The old man's voice grew rich and powerful as he uttered the words, and the frail body seemed to expand and fill in the flickering light of the torches.

"Hear me, and know your doom!" Koros continued. "The Gods have spoken. You must go alone to Katharos and there seek out the Arsenal of the King, where the silent waters lie deep and cold. Take what you find there and seek the Paths of Silver in the black fields of Narkash, west of

Suldum. Thrice must you challenge at the gates of the Tower, and thrice will you be answered. Hear me!" The soothsayer's voice became imperious. "You must not fail at the gates. If you die it is ordained that the Shadow will triumph, and a new age of darkness will lie over the land." Old griefs and memories were heavy in his voice. "You must enter the Tower and fight the Darkness. It is given that only you can destroy the Power. Only you can destroy forever the Bane of Kanthos!"

The Sea-Folk murmured, and Lansing saw awe written on their faces as they stared at him. He was about to speak, but Koros gestured with the staff.

"There is more." Once again the room fell silent, stunned by the prophecies and dreading any further revelations. Halforn sat rigid in his high seat, hands gripped convulsively on the carved arms. The knuckles stood out whitely on his fists.

"If you succeed you are doomed to taste only lightly of victory. Beware the gifts of the Evil ones, else a hundred winters will pass before you again know the summer's sun. Listen to me now. You are allowed three questions of me, now or at any time during your journey. I will answer all now if you wish, but you would be wise to save them for need. Wherever you are, I will answer you, and you may wish for aid later. Think carefully before you speak."

Lansing regarded the old man thoughtfully. Somehow he never doubted the old man's words. He accepted without question the doom pronounced upon him. From the very first time he had set foot in this world, even back in the Amazon jungle, he had felt strangely caught up in some unguessable pattern completely beyond his control. It seemed as though everything he had ever been or done had been leading up to this moment.

For an instant his mind balked at the enormous implications of the reality he had just consciously accepted. Then the moment was past as long-conditioned reflexes snapped into operation. They had done so often before when he decided upon a course of action. Instead of answering Koros, he turned to the King. He needed more information before asking any of the vital three questions.

"Halforn, how far is it to the city of Katharos?"

"It is a long and hard way, Rocar, many leagues by ship and horse and foot, and at least five or six weeks' journey. No man here knows exactly where it lies, nor has any been there in many hundreds of years. Even the Nomad tribes shun it, for it was once a place of great power, and nothing remains the same after the Shadow passes. I do not see how you can reach it soon enough, for it is still far from there to Suldum and the Black Forest of Narkash. With Sulmannon's forces on the move, I fear that time may be measured in weeks, not months, before the last battle. Valthar and Anzor must surely rise or fall on that day."

The long reply showed Lansing that the King was deeply troubled. Indeed, he was pale and nervous, rubbing his hands together ceaselessly as he spoke.

Turning again to Koros, Lansing made up his mind.

"I have decided on one question, Koros. How may I reach Katharos and the Tower in time to face the Shadow before the final battle?"

The ancient figure smiled. "Well asked, Rocar; you have chosen well. You must return once again to the island where you were found by the folk of Valthar. On the northern shore of the island is another Gate, like to the one through which you passed to this world. It has been long forgotten and concealed, and it leads to Katharos. From Katharos you must speed to Suldum as best you can. Make east to the Angol River, and from there south to Suldum. There is only one road into the Forest, west of Suldum and leading straight to the Tower. Beware the city itself, and do not under any circumstances leave the Paths of Silver once you are in the Black Fields. That is all I can tell you. Do you have another question?"

"No, Koros; I will save my questions for later, if you will truly be there to answer them."

"I will be there," the soothsayer replied, smiling to himself once again. "Then I will take my leave of you, Halforn."

Without another word, he turned and slowly tapped his way past the silent Vikings, past the dying embers in the great pits, past the cowed dogs under the tables. The dogs groveled and whined as he passed. As he reached the door he paused and turned. "Do not fail, Rocar," he cried. Then he was gone.

For moments after he had left, there was no movement in the Hall. Then quietly the Vikings rose and left one by one, until only Lansing and Valkar remained behind with Halforn, his daughter, and the young Captain behind the throne. Halforn spoke.

"Long have I remembered the last time that Koros appeared in this hall, and I had hoped never to see him here again. He has always prophesied great dangers for the Sea-Folk, as my father and his father knew well before me. Still, not all hope was missing from his words, and it is better to be forewarned than to meet fate blindly. A ready hand is always quicker to the sword. It is a mighty doom the Gods have laid upon you, Rocar. What think you of this, Ilyana?"

The maiden brushed a dark lock from her forehead. "I know not what to make of it, Father. I see now that I was much mistaken in my thoughts about you, Rocar. You have no easy road, but I wish that I might share it with you."

She paused as she realized that her words might have several meanings, then rushed on.

"Another sword is always welcome, but this thing must be done by you alone, and no other may aid you. It promises to be no dull adventure, at the least."

Lansing stretched his aching limbs and suddenly realized that he was dead tired. His ribs and back were sore and stiff from his fight with Althon, and he needed sleep and a chance to think over all that had happened in the evening. He rose and bowed slightly to the King's daughter.

"I thank you, Ilyana; I think a man could do worse than to have you shielding his back." She flushed with pleasure at his words, and the old King smiled. Valkar had risen with his friend and now Lansing addressed the King. "By your leave, Halforn, I am tired and cannot think any more tonight. Let us talk again in the morning, and decide on our course of action. But for now, rest well."

Saluting the King and nodding at Balnor, Rocar—for now he was truly Rocar, a man of this world—left the Hall, Valkar half a step behind him. When they reached their chambers even Quito's excited squawks of greeting failed to pierce the fog of weariness that surrounded him, and with a grunt of relief Rocar sank fully clothed upon the furs. With a last flicker of awareness he wondered briefly whether he would dream again of the Black Chamber, then he sank into oblivious sleep.

 

IX

...What is there to say? When a man comes face to face with his destiny, he must accept and flow with the forces that are directed toward him. One does not succeed when he resists the will of the Gods ...

—From the Book of the King

… So did Rocar see the pattern That the fates had woven 'round him, Saw and knew that by his actions Would the battle be decided, Rise or fall the Eastern Kingdoms, Death or life be left around him; Knew that if he had the victory Great would be the tale for singing, Knew that if he ever faltered Death would still the songs forever.…

—From the Song of Rocar

The next morning Rocar was standing in the central courtyard digesting a solid breakfast and longing for a good pipe of strong tobacco. He must remember to ask Valkar if such a custom existed here. Since he had seen no sign of it here in the city or aboard ship, he did not hold out much hope.

The bright morning sun streamed down in the enclosure, and Rocar was absorbed in watching several young apprentice Guardsmen at sword practice. The blows rang out in the crisp morning air, echoing off the stone walls as the booming voice of the instructor called the cadence. "Stroke! Parry! Stroke! Parry! Cut! Parry!" The youths concentrated on their task, obeying the commands as they came, the bright blades glittering as they swung and whistled through the air.

Rocar thought of the times when cold steel had saved his life. He had learned to handle with skill and deadly ease the curved blades of the desert fighters in North Africa. And in the bandit highlands of Pakistan and the Himalayas the heavy talwar had served him equally well. These were blades for hacking and slicing, from horseback or on foot. Well handled they created a shimmering wall of death that was not easy to pass. Like the broadswords used here, there was little or none of the finesse that was associated with the rapier and other, lighter blades.

His reverie was interrupted by Valkar.

"Ha, Rocar, I see you watch the fledgelings at their play. Would you like to cross swords with a man?" He grinned broadly and Rocar could not help grinning back.

"Of course, Valkar; let's choose blades." Walking over to a rack of weapons next to one of the walls, they chose two medium-length broadswords. Both donned the heavy pads of leather which protected somewhat against the practice blades. Although dull, the swords would nonetheless seriously injure or maim an unprotected man. Pads went around their arms and calves. There was a heavy belt-like affair to shield the groin and hips, and a sort of helmet ringed with iron to cover the head. After buckling the straps tightly and adjusting the pads, they faced one another. The heavy blade felt comfortable in his hand, and Rocar whirled it around his head several times to get the feel of the weapon. Then the two circled warily until soon the clash of blade against blade ran through the courtyard. The training Guardsmen paused in their practice to watch the exhibition.

Rocar exulted in the feel of the sword as it rose and fell, turned and deflected, flashing to meet Valkar's blade and singing an eerie song in the air. For ten minutes or so they worked back and forth on the stone flags of the court, but neither was able to obtain the advantage. Finally Valkar laughed and, resting on the pommel of his blade he stopped and removed his helmet to wipe the sweat from his eyes.

"Enough, Rocar. You are my equal at least, and there are few enough among the Sea-Folk who can say that. What say you we put away these toys and go to see the King? We must plan our actions for the next few days."

Reluctantly Rocar removed the padding and placed the sword back in its rack, wishing that he had a good blade of his own. Then he recalled the words Koros had spoken last night. He was going to the arsenal of King Katharos. "Take what you find there…" Perhaps there was the place where he would find his weapons, although he had doubts that any ordinary weapon would do him much good in the coming weeks. He shrugged his shoulders and dismissed the thought. What would be, would be, and there was no point in worrying too much about the future now. He followed Valkar into the building.

Valkar spoke as they strode along the corridor. "After we see the King, perhaps you would like to cross and visit the marketplace in Ilnon. Many of our ships have but recently returned from Anzor and the Southern Kingdoms, and also today is one of the days when the country folk bring their wares into the city."

"I would like that, Valkar. I must leave soon, but I do not think to go today, unless Halforn thinks it best."

They had come to Halforn's audience chamber and, seeing that the doors were open, they entered. The King was sitting behind the long table, finishing a late breakfast. When he saw the two standing in the doorway he quickly drained a large silver tankard he was holding. Wiping his hands on a thick folded cloth, he signaled a page to take the food away.

"Come in, Rocar; we must speak of your journey."

The King's years seemed to .weigh heavily on his shoulders this morning, but his eyes were bright and alert in the lined face. They sat down facing him, drawing up two heavy wooden chairs. Halforn came directly to the point.

"As you have probably heard, Rocar, we sail for Sulman-non tomorrow night to meet the enemy fleet before it escapes to the open sea." He pulled out a crude chart and tapped his callused finger on the parchment. "Here are we now." The finger rested at the tip of Valthar and on the cities of Alcar and Ilnon.

"We will sail straight south and to the east of the islands here off the coast of Sulmannon." He traced the route along the map. "About ten days from now, with luck, we will enter the Bay of Narfell, here, and engage the Sulmannon fleet as soon as possible. If we are lucky, they will not yet have left their harbor at Narfell, but I do not think it will be that easy. They are sure to have guard-ships posted along the entrance to the Bay, and watch-beacons on the islands. The moon will not be very bright, waning in the last quarter, so that we may avoid their sentries and thus surprise them. I have already sent a ship to keep watch outside the Bay in case they leave and reach the open sea before we arrive. It will be much more difficult then. In either case, after the battle is over we will continue south"— the finger moved again—"and sail to reinforce Anzac, where the main blow is sure to fall. If they can destroy our fleet and take Anzac, we are lost. But I do not think they expect us at Narfell so soon, nor can ordinary armies easily storm the great wall before Anzac or the city itself." He paused and left unspoken the thought in all their minds—that perhaps it would not be the usual kind of army or battles that they must face this time. Halforn continued:

"Your journey takes you east, about here." He pointed to a vaguely defined area marked Katharos. "When you leave the city, Koros has said strike east for the river, and I agree, that is the only way. You will pass through the dead lands and the marshes. Be carefuly in these lands and carry your own water, for they were blasted by the Shadow in the ancient wars, and still harbor all manner of strange creatures. Even the dark armies of Suldum avoid these places, and no living man knows their secrets. Stay on the river and keep from sight.

"If you survive the marshes, then you must be especially cautious, for you will be getting very near to Suldum. As for Suldum itself, I can tell you nothing that might be of help, and you must get by and into the Forest as best you can. Perhaps you can circle the city; I do not know. If you succeed in destroying the Shadow, try to make your way to Anzac, but you will need goad horses to do, it quickly. If you can cross the mountains into Anzor, the garrison at Grimhold will aid you. I will send a message to Cowar so that you will be expected."

Rocar studied the chart and pointed to a large island about halfway between Valthar and Sulmannon. "Is this where you picked me up?" He addressed Valkar. The Viking nodded. "When shall I leave, Halforn? There is little enough time to go from Katharos to the Forest as it is, and we do not know exactly when Sulmannon will move. Perhaps I should leave tonight."

Halforn nodded assent. "I had it in mind already that you should sail with the tide this evening. Valkar's ship is swift and ready to sail. He can meet us after he leaves you, here, to the east"—again he traced his finger across the chart—"and sail on with us to Narfell."

Halforn paused a moment, then continued: "There is not much else to say to you, off-worlder. The Gods have chosen the path you must follow, and none may accompany you. Still you will need all the aid that I can give you." He reached inside his tunic and brought forth a glittering, dangling object, and handed it to Rocar. It was a beautifully wrought silver amulet, hung by a massive silver chain and intricately carved and chiseled with runic signs. Four great stones were set precisely about the edges, flashing and sending off streaks of color as they caught the sun streaming through the window. Two of the stones were bright, blood red and two clear as crystal.

Rocar carefully took the gift and held it in his hand, feeling a faint warmth from the stones against his palm. The amulet seemed to grow light as he placed it around his neck, the great jewels pulsing faintly with the beating of his heart. For a moment he could not speak, for he realized that this was no ordinary gift that Halforn had given him. The old King was speaking again.

"This was given to me by my father, who had it from his father before him, who had it from his father, and so on back to the earliest in our line. It is very old, and dates from the reign of Katharos before the ancient wars, the same who built the city to which you must go. It is said to have great protective powers, and all the kings of Valthar have worn it into battle. But yours is the greater need, now, and upon your mission rests the fate of us all, if Koros is to be believed. I do not doubt him. He is very old, and some say that he even remembers the War with the Shadow and the golden towers of Katharos when that city was in its glory. I do not know, but it is true that he has appeared in Alcar in times before the oldest of us can remember. Take the amulet, and may it guard you well."

Rocar saw that the King was tired, and that the audience was over. He rose with Valkar. "Thank you, Halforn. It is a great gift, and I am grateful for it. I shall return it to you in Anzac, at the end of my journey." Secretly he felt that he would not see the King again, but he could not say why. "We will sail tonight for the island and the gate to Katharos. Good luck to you at Narfell." They saluted Halforn and strode from the room, heading for the upper parapets and the footbridges to Ilnon.

 

X

As they emerged from the topmost passageways of the citadel, Rocar was blinded by the glare of the brilliant sun. High overhead the sky was a clear, deep blue, broken by a few scudding clouds scattered here and there. To the south, beyond the Keeps of Valthar, stretched the calm surface of the sea. Far off on the horizon Rocar could make out the tiny sails of two ships beating their way to the island kingdom. A cool breeze softened the heat of the sun and dried the light sweat that started on his forehead.

Looking out over the edge of the parapet, he could see the sparkling harbor far below, half darkened by the shadows of the towering cliffs. The sheer rocky expanse of the fortress fell away beneath him, down to the loading area and the narrow beach. His stomach gave an odd twinge as he gazed at the scene from the great height.

Something of what he was feeling must have shown on his face, for Valkar laughed and clapped his hand on his leg. "A sight to see, is it not, Rocar? I can remember the first time I ever looked over the edge, and even now I have never gotten used to it. An enemy would have a hard time troubling us here."

He gestured along the rim of the parapet where sentries stood easily at regular intervals. Rocar noted neat piles of large rocks near each man, and tools and chutes to lever the rocks over the low wall. There were also many taut skins filled with oil and fastened to simple wooden beams that could be swung out over the heads of attackers coming up from below. A pull string would release streams of oil from the bulging skins, and torches ready to hand would turn the streams into rivers of fire that could sweep the walls clean of any who managed to get so far. Rocar did not think that any enemy could succeed in scaling those heights, no matter how determined.

Across the chasm separating the citadel of Alcar from the mainland lay the city of Ilnon. The gap was crossed by a series of suspended footbridges barely wide enough for three men to cross abreast. Rocar saw that they were fastened in such a way that a few swift strokes of the sword would send them crashing to the rocks and waves below, sealing Alcar off from the mainland and leaving it even more inaccessible than before. Probably there would be more than enough time to evacuate the people of Ilnon into the citadel, if any enemy chose to attack from the land rather than attempt the heights. Rocar's admiration for the Sea-Folk rose considerably as he made his brief survey of the defenses, and he shook his head in admira-tion of their marvelous simplicity. In a world without aircraft and modem weapons the mechanics of warfare were certainly less complicated.

Valkar led the way out onto one of the bridges, and the wooden pathway creaked and swayed underfoot. The wind was strong here above the chasm, and Rocar held firmly onto the rope guardrail. Then they were across and walking in the streets of Ilnon.

The first thing that struck him was how different this city was from the one he had just left. Whereas Alcar was grim and warlike, a fortress guarded and closed and built high to withstand any siege, here the buildings were low and open to the sky. The narrow cobbled streets wound in and out past shops and dwellings. As they moved away from the citadel they began to see more and more people moving about their business. For the first time he saw children, playing freely on the worn stones, laughing and shouting as they darted in and out of the doorways and alleys. Here too he saw the women of the Sea-Folk, relaxed and happy as they went about their daily routines. They wore brightly colored skirts and blouses, and some balanced woven baskets easily on their shoulders or on the top of their heads. From the windows and open doorways he caught snatches of song and cheerful conversation. Tantalizing odors of food drifted from all directions. Bright awnings and colors caught his eye, and the handsome women cast giggling glances in his direction as they passed by.

Valkar had been guiding him easily through the confusing maze of streets. Now they emerged into a great square in the center of the city, thronged with chattering crowds that milled endlessly among the many open stalls. This was the marketplace of Ilnon, and the trades' center of Valthar.

Rocar realized that not all of the Sea-Folk were like his Viking friend, but that many of them preferred the less adventuresome life of the city and countryside. The babble of voices in the marketplace nearly drowned him out as he spoke to Valkar: "There is almost too much to see here, Valkar; let's get some food and something to drink before you show me more. My stomach has been complaining since we finished our swordplay this morning, and you must be hungry as well."

Valkar's face lit up at the mention of food, and he quickly cleared the way through the jostling crowd to a small booth nearby. They worked their way up to the counter, where a beaming merchant immediately set out two tankards of ale. He waddled back to a flaming brazier in "the rear of his stall. Bright red bands of cloth swaddled his short round figure. Picking up a long-tined fork, he deftly switched several smoking sausages from the hot grill to a wooden platter.

"Here, sirs, the best in all Unon, food fit for the King himself, if he only knew it. Have you come from Alcar? What news do you hear of the stranger who came here from the other world? Strange things, indeed! They say he goes alone to fight in Sulmannon, and that old Koros himself laid a doom upon him. All the city is talking about it, and…" He stopped short suddenly as he caught sight of the flashing amulet around Rocar's neck. Rocar choked on his ale and sputtered with laughter as he caught sight of the look on the merchant's pudgy face. The little man had not expected to meet the stranger in person!

"Aye, we're from Alcar, and I am the one to whom Koros spoke. I do indeed go to Sulmannon, and it seems you know as much about it as I do. I need some help; perhaps I will take you with me. Would you like to go?" He winked at Valkar, who seemed to be having trouble drinking his ale.

For a moment the fat man paled and stuttered, but then seeing that it was a jest, he smiled weakly. "Oh, no, sir, I could not go, even if I would. Why, my wife and children would be very upset, sir, if I left, and I have grown too fat on my own wares to be of much use to you." He was recovering rapidly from his momentary shock. "But at least I can give you food for your stomach, and my ale is the best in the market. All of us have heard of your journey to Sulmannon, and all of us here in the city wish you luck and success."

He filled their tankards once again, and rattled on. "Oh, no one will believe me when I tell them of this. Boobal the merchant serving the off-worlder! It was a great day for all of Valthar when you came here. Even the Gods know this, else why would they send Koros to see you? Did you really slay the giant Serpent that used to plague our ships?" The little merchant was fairly dancing up and down with excitement, and a small crowd had gathered at the stall, listening to every word.

Rocar was surrounded by a ready-made audience, and he could not resist telling his story once again. He noticed one man who was particularly attentive, with a swarthy face partially hidden under a dark cowl. In the gay crowd he stood out like a cruel scar on the face of a beautiful woman. Rocar felt a faint sensation tingling in the back of his head, but he decided the man was probably some foreigner visiting in Valthar. Possibly he was from the Southlands Valkar had mentioned, which might account for the darkened skin. Rocar dismissed the man from his mind.

The city-folk listened in awe as he told of his adventures. When he finished they crowded around, touching his sleeve and wishing him luck. The dark man had disappeared. After a few moments the friends escaped from the gathering, Boobal the merchant loudly refusing payment when Valkar tried to give him money. They wandered off around the marketplace. An excited babble rose from the spot they had just left as the people clustered around the fat shopkeeper, who puffed himself up and beamed with delight at all the attention he was getting.

Rocar felt flushed and happy as they continued through the market. The many smells and colors deluged his senses. They passed stalls full of gay fabrics and furs, booths of fruit and vegetables, butchers' stalls where the hot sun brought packs of flies swarming about the meat. Once they paused to watch a clownish juggler dressed in tattered strips of gaudy yellow and orange balancing an incredible assortment of different objects in the air, flashing and twirling as they tumbled end over end. Armorers and potters displayed and loudly hawked their wares, and the shouts of the roving vendors carried over the noise of the crowd.

Rocar was almost dazed by the ale and the excitement of the market, and it was barely in time that he heard the soft rush of feet on the stones behind him. Instinctively he threw himself to one side, just as a dark figure leaped through the air at his back. Steel glinted in a wicked arc as he ducked, slashing downward and burning into his left arm. His tunic tore with a ripping sound as both attacker and would-be victim fell to the ground.

The two men rolled together on the dusty street. Lifting his arm high, Rocar brought his hand smashing down against the end of the man's nose with all of his force. There was a soft snap as the cartilage gave and splintered into the brain, and the man collapsed with a grunt. Blood poured from his face as he convulsed on the ground; his heels drummed and then he lay still. Shaking his head slowly, Rocar got up and stood looking down at the body.

It had all happened so fast that Valkar still stood frozen to the spot he had been standing in when the attack occurred, but now with an oath he jumped forward to examine the dead man. As he touched the hooded figure the cowl fell back, revealing the dark foreigner who had listened so closely to Rocar's story at the booth earlier. High up on his forehead was a curious red mark, twisting in on itself and branded deeply into the skin. Valkar was grim when he arose from his examination.

"That is the mark of Suldum," he said. Then he ripped a piece from his own tunic and bound up Rocar's bleeding arm. "The wound is not deep, Rocar, although your arm may be stiff for a few days. Let us return at once to Alcar. There may be others of his kind around."

A number of curious onlookers had gathered and from somewhere two of the King's Guard appeared. With a word to the guards and a gesture at the body of the spy, Valkar swiftly led Rocar away and they hurried back to the citadel. Not until they had crossed the swaying bridge did the Viking chieftain speak again.

"It seems that they already know of your arrival and your mission in Sulmannon. At least that one will not carry any word back to his black masters. That was a mighty blow, Rocar. Sometime you must teach me your way of fighting."

Rocar did not feel like explaining the killing art of ju-jitsu at the moment. The pleasant feeling brought on by the beautiful day and the colorful market had vanished long ago. Spies here in the Twin Cities bent on killing him! No doubt they would be waiting for him when he reached Suldum, if not before. How could they know so soon? Then he thought of the dream he had experienced when he first arrived, and told Valkar about it.

"So they must have known from the first that I was here, Valkar. I remember that evil laughter as though I heard it still. But I think they will find that I am not so easy to kill as that. And I have Halforn's gift." He fingered the great pulsing jewels. Valkar nodded and they entered into the keep.

They returned to their chambers, where Valkar quickly packed up his few belongings into a small bag. "We sail with the tide, Rocar, and I must see that all is ready with the ship. Meet me there in half an hour."

Rocar nodded. "I'll be there soon. Let me wash this arm, and I will see you in a little while." Valkar grunted and left for his ship.

After cleaning the wound and wrapping a clean strip of cloth around it, Rocar went over to the table where Quito eyed him curiously and squawked with pleasure as its master ruffled the feathered crest. "Well, Quito, this is it for a while. I can't take you with me where I'm going, and I don't think you'd like it if I could. I'll arrange to have someone take care of you, and it should only be for a few weeks anyway."

"I will look after the bird." Rocar turned at the sound of the voice and gazed directly into the dark eyes of Ilyana. . She was standing in the doorway, and for the first time since he had seen her she wore neither sword nor helm. Instead she was dressed in a plain gold knee-length tunic belted at her narrow waist and simply embroidered with silver. Her long raven hair flowed unbound down around her shoulders, and she looked troubled as she gazed at Rocar from the doorway. The parrot rasped happily and flew to her shoulder, regarding Rocar owlishly across the room.

At his puzzled look Ilyana laughed lightly. "We became friends this morning, when you and Valkar went to look at the market. But what happened to your arm?" She moved into the room, concern for him written on her beautiful features.

"It is nothing, Ilyana, just a scratch. And now it is time for me to sail with Valkar. Walk with me to the stairs." They left together and moved through the passageways, talking as they went.

"Listen to me, Rocar." They had reached the portals, and Valkar's ship waited below. "You have a dangerous path ahead of you, and I have already told you that I wished I could go." She bit her lips, then went on. "I have tried to hide the feelings that awakened in me when I first saw you, even tried to persuade Halforn that you were not what you seemed." She was having trouble choosing her words, and Rocar reached out and took her hand. It was cool against his hard palm. "Now I think that I was foolish, and I would not have you go off thinking that I was against you."

"I know you are not against me, Ilyana. I, too, felt something when I first saw you." He wondered why his heart was hammering against his ribs, why the blood was rushing to his face. No woman had ever made him feel so uncertain. For a long moment they stood there holding hands and staring deeply into each other's eyes. Then it passed and she withdrew her hand, hid it behind her back.

"Goodbye, Ilyana. Until I see you in Anzac."

"Until Anzac," she murmured, but he was already partway down the steps. Once he glanced back and she was still standing there, holding the parrot on her arm and stroking it gently to prevent it from flying after its master. But her eyes were on him. Then the towering rock wall blocked her from view and he turned his attention to the rocky stairway and the harbor below.
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… Sailed Rocar for the city Once the pride of King Katharos Famous for its golden towers, Silver halls and sparkling fountains, Emerald parks and crystal statues, Now no longer bright with laughter Now lies only dark and silent Ruins that catch the pale moonlight Cold black pools forever seeping, Tumbled pillars cracked and broken Blighted weeds and foulness creeping, Glory turned to death and sorrow; To the blood-soaked ruins of evil Rocar came, his weapons seeking. …

—From the Song of Rocar

With the beating of drums and a blare of horns from the parapets, the ship eased out of the harbor and into the treacherous waters of the cliff passage. The crimson sail rattled up and filled with the wind as the tide carried them through the rocks and out into the open sea. Far off in the west, the bloody sun dropped slowly beneath the horizon.

Shipping oars, the vessel sped south before the wind toward the Isle of Gates. Once as he looked back Rocar caught a flash of gold from the battlements, and he knew that the old King was standing there, watching all his hopes disappear into the gathering night.

All during the next day and night Rocar thought of Hal-forn and Ilyana, of Valthar and the Sea-Folk, and of the ominous words of Koros. He barely spoke to Valkar. The Viking respected his mood, and was himself preoccupied with the workings of the ship and thoughts of the coming battle with the enemy fleet at Narfell.

The weather and the wind held and the journey was uneventful. Midmorning of the second day the craggy rocks on the northern shore of the island loomed before them. Rocar pointed to a small cove that seemed the only place on that forbidding shore where a boat could land.

"There, Valkar, put me ashore and I will seek out the Gate to Katharos as Koros told me."

The small boat was lowered and they rode in over the surf to the tiny beach. It was clogged and matted with sea-wrack and dried brush. From the shore a steep cleft arrowed sharply upwards through the rocks that formed an almost unbroken wall on this part of the island.

The two friends stood together on the cluttered beach, and Valkar clasped his hand. "Good hunting, Rocar, and may the Gods go with you and give you victory against the Shadow. We must go now to meet the fleet and sail for Narfell. If we both succeed I will see you in Anzac."

"And you too, my friend. Until Anzac."

Valkar waded out to the boat and jumped aboard, and the men pulled hard at the oars until they were beyond the surf and heading back to the ship. Rocar turned and plunged into the thick brush of the ravine, scrabbling for footholds in the loose pebbles and earth as he made his way onto the island. Once he looked back. Valkar had already set sail and the ship was fast drawing away from shore. Rocar was alone on the island.

He concentrated on the climb up the ravine, tediously pushing his way through the brush and scrubby growth that barred his way. The dry branches tore at his clothes and scratched his arms and face. Suddenly the brush thinned, and he found himself standing on a narrow ledge. It ran off to his right, about three-quarters of the way up the cliff face, following along the ledge he came after several moments to a large cave, thickly overgrown with stunted trees and brush that effectively concealed the opening from all but close inspection. A few steps beyond, the ledge petered out in a slide of rubble.

Rocar stood at the cave entrance, feeling a familiar tingling wash over his body. He knew that this was the place where the Gate was located. Pushing aside the brush he picked up a dried piece, and with a flint from the pouch at his waist struck sparks until the dead leaves caught and smoldered. In a moment the torch was blazing and he made his way into the cave.

As soon as he entered, Rocar knew his assumption was right. The cave was not a natural one. The walls and floor were smooth-hewn from the living rock, and a few feet overhead the ceiling stretched evenly, showing the ancient marks of chisel and hammer. Thick puffs of grayish dust rose sluggishly with every footstep as he followed along the tunnel. No one had been here in a very long time.

Turning a sharp corner, the passage widened and ended abruptly. Directly in front of him hung the familiar lifeless black of a Gateway, set between two carved pillars that bore the grim visage of long dead warriors with upraised swords. So life-like did they seem in the flickering torchlight that Rocar halted abruptly, half expecting them to jump down at him. But the stone guardians did not move. Holding his breath and clutching the amulet that Halforn had given him, Rocar stepped between the pillars.
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Again Rocab felt that awful wrenching, a stretching that seemed to go on and on, spreading his body out over half the cosmos and tearing at his mind with strange colors while nausea gripped him. Then he was through, standing upright and gasping for breath as he looked about him. At first he could see nothing in the darkness, for the torch had not come through with him. From somewhere a cold wind raised gooseflesh on his skin, and he realized that he was naked. Whatever the Gate was, however it worked, apparently it would not pass anything but a living body. In panic he thought of the amulet, realized that his fingers were still clutched reassuringly around it. It seemed to pulse with greater strength as though it had taken energy from the transfer through the Gate. Whatever magic or forgotten science that had forged it must be itself kin to that of the Gate.

Gradually his eyes adjusted, and Rocar could see that it was not entirely dark, only very dim. He was standing in a vast chamber that opened out around him as far as he could see in the poor light. Huge columns of black marble marched away in rows down the sides of the hall, towering high above his head to end in shadows at the vaulted ceiling. Rocar marveled at their size, for they were many feet around, and at least seventy feet tall. Far above, tiny windows cast a dim glow, mere slots in the polished basalt walls.

The hall was empty, stripped bare long ago. What furnishings remained had long since crumbled into dust. Dust lay everywhere, inches deep and rising in choking clouds as he walked toward the far end. Behind him the Gateway was only a darker blur in the black wall, and soon he could not make it out.

Once that great hall must have been filled with light and echoed with the sound of many voices, but now it was utterly silent and grim. Even his footsteps made no sound in the thick dust, and Rocar hurried to find an exit. This place was better left undisturbed. He did not like the deep pools of shadow that lay behind the mighty columns. Perhaps it was only imagination, but he felt that his presence was barely tolerated. Something still lingered here, and he did not want to find out what it was. The feeling grew stronger, and he fought to keep from running as he neared a doorway at the far end of the hall. Quickly he stepped through into the open, and found himself standing on a ruined, colonnaded walk that ran off to either side.

The cold light of the afternoon sun cast no warmth on the dismal ruins of proud Katharos. To his right and left the walk was a pile of rubble, strewn with tumbled and broken pillars. A few still stood, leaning at drunken angles like rotten teeth. Sickly growths of brownish grass and slimy lichens crawled over the chill stones.

He was facing a large plaza in the center of the ruined city. Once a great fountain had played here, but it had been destroyed, and the water had seeped out to cover the lower levels and avenues of the city. Broad steps of stained marble led away from the spot where he stood, down into the silent waters and disappearing under the black surface. The water was absolutely still; not a ripple disturbed its mirror surface. Pieces of stone and marble jutted here and there from the depths. Over all the city brooded an ominous silence. There was only the faint sound of the cold wind blowing in from the wastelands.

Even in ruins, Rocar could see that the city had once been very beautiful. Many of the buildings remained standing, although gaping open to the sky and cracked and weathered by time and wind. The graceful forms given to the towers and houses by their builders could still be glimpsed through the crawling growths that blurred their outlines. Everywhere the black water had seeped out of the square and along the streets, creeping over the open thresholds and submerging the floors of the deserted buildings. Beyond the last houses Rocar could see a dreary flatland with low scrubby plants of a reddish hue that gave a drab touch of color to the bleak landscape.

Rocar did not like the looks of the water at all. He started off to the left along the ruined walk, clambering over and around blocks of stone and fallen columns. Ahead loomed a large building, better preserved than the others. He remembered the words of Koros: "Seek the arsenal of the King, and take what you find there." He needed weapons and clothing before anything else could be done. The sun cast little heat in the chill air, and he hurried to keep warm.

The building was in good condition, and was more massive and solid than any of the others. A heavy door was set into the smooth face of the stone, and it opened slowly when he pushed heavily against it. Stepping inside, he found that he was standing in a great, windowless vault. A dim bluish light played softly over piles and cases of equipment stacked everywhere. The glow came from long luminous strips set around the walls and running from floor to ceiling. Some of the strips were out or very dim, while others still seemed strong although spotted with dark blotches like leprous sores. More of the ancient science, thought Rocar. There were secrets here that someday would bear exploring, but now was not the time.

He walked slowly through the towering piles, wondering where to begin. Along the walls faded murals showed fierce soldiers in armor riding in odd shaped chariots drawn by teams of four horses. The gigantic figures sneered down at him, and arrogance was stamped deeply into their features. Their contemptuous smiles were frozen forever on the walls, and forever they mocked their enemies lying trampled and bloody beneath the great chariots. The eyes made him uneasy, and Rocar searched for armor and weapons.

As he paused before a pile much smaller than the others a voice whispered in his ear, "Choose well, outlander."

Rocar jumped nearly a foot in the air, and looked wildly around for the speaker. It was the voice of Koros, but the old man was nowhere to be seen. "Koros," he called. Three was no answer. After a moment he again turned to the small pile at his feet. First he pulled out several garments that had not suffered badly from the passing years. Setting aside a grayish cloak, he chose a dark red tunic trimmed with gold, and a finely woven loincloth. He dressed and belted them on with a thin chain and clasp of gold. Next came high-thonged sandals of tough and supple leather. Then he threw the cloak over his shoulders.

The clothes were a passable fit, and he felt much better with the soft cloth wrapped around his body. Poking through the pile, he found a hard leather cuirass that buckled easily around his chest and back, and dipped below his belt to partially protect the lower part of his body. He ignored the heavy chain mail shirts and steel breastplates that also lay in the pile. The hardened six-ply leather was far lighter, and almost as strong. It would easily turn the point of a sword or an arrow, although it was not proof against a spear or crossbow. But then neither was the linked mail.

There were several swords nearby, but he did not like their feel and after a few trial swings he continued his search. Over in a dark corner something flashed and caught his eye, and he walked over to it. The sight took his breath away, and even as he reached for it he knew he had found his weapon.

A long broadsword lay gleaming in the blue light, the scabbard burnished mirror-bright and set with golden runes worked along two-thirds of its length. The hilt was simple in design, with a plain cross-guard turned down slightly at each end. The grip was wrought in silver, chased with designs of flying dragons and snarling wolves. Set deep in the pommel was a blood-red stone that glowed with a smoky light and flashed as he drew the sword from its scabbard and twirled it about his head. The razor blade gleamed and shimmered, and the hilt seemed to mold itself to his hands as he grasped it, becoming an extension of his arm. A wild thrill coursed through his veins and a gutteral cry of triumph burst from his lips as he wielded the sword, feeling its power surging in his arms.

As he placed the blade back in its sheath he thought that it glowed faintly with a light of its own, but he could not be sure. As he buckled it about his waist, Rocar heard once more the whispered voice of Koros: "This is Gorsander." The voice seemed pleased with his choice. Gor-sander! What tales would this weapon tell if it could only speak! With a grim smile Rocar thought he would add a few more tales of his own to its long history before he was done.

Little remained for him to do here, and he quickly picked out a long, jeweled dagger from one of the piles, and a strong helm of hardened leather bound with iron. Something prompted him to turn aside as he was about to leave, and examine an opened case near the door. Inside were several leather pouches containing flints and dry packages that broke into bits as he examined them. Curious, he tasted one. Although flat and dry, it was definitely food of some sort, probably iron rations for the vanished army of Kathar-os.

By this time he had ceased wondering how all this had been preserved when all the rest of the city was in ruins. With a shrug he slung two of the full pouches over his shoulder, together with an empty waterskin. Leaving the building, he pulled the door shut behind him.

Rocar was surprised to see that the sun was already setting when he emerged, and the wind was picking up from the desert. The fading light cast long shadows as the sun sank further behind the lifeless towers, and again he felt unseen eyes watching. Throwing the warm cloak about him, he moved back along the broken walk, anxious to get out of the city before nightfall.

He came to the plaza and the still waters and passed it, following the walk as it continued to the east. The ruins became more broken as he neared the city's edge, and once he heard scuffling noises in a nearby building. Nothing showed itself, but he kept a hand on Gorsander and eyed every dark opening carefully as he passed.

He reached slightly higher ground as he approached the desert, and here the black water did not cover the streets. Moving off the walk, he made better time on one of the crumbling thoroughfares, still heading east. In front of an ancient tower that was now only a jumbled pile of stones, a small, clear spring trickled over the mossy rocks, losing itself in the debris of the gutter and the cracks of the stones. Breathing a sigh of relief, Rocar filled his water-skin, thankful that he did not have to taste the black waters that lay over most of the city. It might be safe to drink that still liquid, but he did not want to risk it.

He followed the street past the last of the scarred buildings and on into the desert. The road stretched east across the hard sand, visible as a white shimmer in the fading light. Rocar paused a little way into the desert and looked back at Katharos.

The sun was almost gone, and the city was darkly outlined against the gloomy sky. A pale greenish luminescence was becoming visible in the darkness, spreading like some loathsome sore across the silent ruins. Shuddering, Rocar turned his back upon it and set off along the road, toward the river many miles away.
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All that night he walked without stopping, chewing bits of the tasteless rations and swallowing sips of water as he strode along, eating up miles with his steady stride. Dawn came but brought no warmth, and dark clouds spreading over the sky hid the sun. He wrapped his cloak more tightly about him and hurried on. Once he rested and slept for a few hours, but soon he was up again and holding the grueling pace.

A terrible sense of urgency nagged at him, driving him on when his legs would have given way under him and when his steps faltered. After a while he could no longer feel the cracked surface beneath his feet, and the featureless desert slid monotonously by, mile after mile.

He could see no life anywhere around him in the dreary land. There was only the reddish sand and crumbling rocks, casting long shadows in the dull light. He wondered if these were the dead lands Halforn had mentioned. Even the insects of the desert were missing. It seemed as if all life had been blasted out of existence, and not even a dead tree or bush broke the endless waste. There was no sound but that of his own passage, no movement but drifting whirls of sand sometimes raised by the wind.

At the end of the second day after he had left the city, the land began to change. Gradually it began to slope and roll, and the fine sand gave way to a dull brown earth that still supported not so much as a blade of grass. By now Rocar had his second wind, and his muscles worked smoothly as he strode along. Once or twice he tried singing or whistling to break the monotony, but in the still, flat air the notes fell away and died as they left his lips. Eventually he gave it up.

It was on the third morning that Rocar topped a rise and saw the river far ahead of him. It wound down out of the north, a shining ribbon that cut through the bleakness and curled off to the south and east, until it was lost in the haze that hung over the land. Along the banks.he could make out immense tottering stones spaced at intervals of a quarter mile or more along the river's edge. Rocar realized that they must be huge to be visible at all at this distance, for the river was still many miles away. The sight of the water cheered him. He adjusted his lightening pouches more comfortably and started down the long slope that led to the distant gleam.

It was near dark when he reached his goal. The road ran up to the river's edge and ended in a low crumbling pier that once served the masters of Katharos when their armies moved across the breadth of Sulmannon. Wearily, Rocar sank down against one of the gigantic stones that he had first seen that morning. He considered his next move. Deciding that he needed rest before anything else, he stretched out and instantly fell asleep.

In the middle of the night, something woke him with a start, a soft thumping noise that came from the direction of the river. Quietly he drew his sword and padded to the end of the pier. Far overhead the stars blazed out and filled the clear night sky, casting a soft light on the slowly winding water. Rocar cautiously leaned over the end of the pier.

A dark object bumped gently against the stone pilings, where the eddies of the river had carried it away from the main current. Reaching down, he pulled it further in toward the shore. A boat! Rocar could not believe his luck, but then he remembered that other forces than himself were at work on this journey. Perhaps it was not so surprising after all.

The boat was a high-prowed river skiff, squared off fore and aft, made of some lightweight dark wood that left it riding high in the water. A frayed rope hung from the prow, dragging lazily over the side. Inside was a long oar, resting across the single seat set toward the rear. A few inches of muddy water sloshed in the bottom.

Rocar ran back to the place where he had been lying, grabbed his pouches and the waterskin, then ran back and climbed into the skiff. Grasping the oar, he poled himself away from the pier and let the current tdke him, and soon he was moving quickly down the center of the river. The current was swift here. Emptying one of his pouches, he bailed the water in the boat over the side and then lay down on the damp boards. He rested his head on the seat and watched the banks slip by. If anyone should spot the vessel from the shore, they would see only a small boat broken loose from its moorings and drifting down the river—nothing to arouse suspicion. The peaceful motion of the river soon lulled his senses, and he drifted back into sleep as he gazed at the bright stars overhead.
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The sun beating down in his eyes woke him the next morning. After washing down his dull breakfast of crumbly rations Rocar turned his attention to his surroundings. He was drifting fairly swiftly past the banks, much faster than a man could run. The lifeless brown of the dead lands stretched to either side as far as he could see. The view was broken only by the towering stones spaced along the water's edge.

Idly he wondered who had raised the monoliths, and for what purpose. They seemed even older than ruined Katharos, stained and cracked by the wind and rain. The race that built these had so long been dust that even the memory of their name had been forgotten. All they had left behind were these strange monuments. Late in the afternoon they finally came to an end, and only the dun-colored earth bordered the river.

The sun set once more and again the stars appeared, but now they were partially obscured by a thin mist rising from the water. Rocar began to see tall reeds and scraggly growths along the banks. The faint odor of rotting vegetation became stronger as he moved south.

Morning confirmed what he had already began to .suspect. The current slowed to a crawl and the water became muddy and unclear. He was entering the great marshes that lay a day's journey to the north of Suldum. Now the river channel narrowed and twisted, and rank growths of stinking plant life brushed against the skiff.

Rocar started poling and rowing with the oar. Every stroke brought foul bubbles of gas rising to the surface, gagging and choking him as they burst. Clouds of tiny red insects swarmed about him, crawling into his clothes and his swollen eyes. His hands were sore and blistered from pulling the heavy oar, and the wound he had gotten in the market at Ilnon throbbed and ached.

Always he kept a close watch for any signs of an enemy. He sensed that danger lay hidden in these stagnant waters, but he saw nothing. Sometimes he heard curious splash-ings and gurglings in the thick reeds. All he could see were the sickly rushes swaying in the wind.

Once he somehow drifted away from the main course and into a stagnant channel that ended in a coarse tangle of blighted weeds. There was a nightmare time when he had to get out of the boat and stand waist-deep in the scum and push the craft free. When he climbed back in, there were dozens of mottled slug-like things attached to his legs. In disgust he tore them off, leaving little trickles of blood where they had been feeding. Cursing, he slowly retraced his course, praying that he would not become lost in the many channels that wound through the marshes. Somehow he found the right channel again, but he had lost almost a full day getting back to the river.

Nine days after stepping through the Gate to Katharos, Rocar was still winding his way through the putrid bogs and fetid scum of the marshes, and beginning to wonder just how much farther they extended. The strange gurglings and noisy splashes had increased, and now scarcely a minute passed without those ominous sounds. Once he thought he saw a gray shape moving in the weeds behind him, but the glimpse was too brief to make out any details.

Silently he unsheathed Gorsander and carefully eyed the thick growth. Anything could hide in there, he thought, and now he realized that the noises were sounding ahead of the boat as well as behind. It was just as the sun sank behind the rolling hills and only a bloody glow showed In the west that the things attacked.

Suddenly the stagnant surface roiled about the boat. Croaking and gurgling, two squat toad-like shapes bounded into the boat and hopped toward Rocar. Their filmy eyes were alive with a hellish green light. A horrible stinking slime dripped down their bodies, oozing from their outstretched talons and gnashing fangs. More of the hideous creatures were grasping at the edges of the boat, clambering over the side as others rose to the surface and swam toward the craft. Even as the first of the monsters reached for his throat, Rocar saw that he was surrounded.
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The fleet of Valthar lay shrouded in darkness just off the entrance to the Bay of Narfell. Aboard the King's flagship a whispered conference was being held among the Viking captains as they discussed the battle now only hours away.

The creaking ropes and the slap of -small waves against the hull played a soft counterpoint to the muffled conversation. Gathered together on the afterdeck were Halforn, Ilyana, Balnor, Valkar and a dozen others who each commanded a small squadron of half a dozen ships.

In the darkness it was hard to see the dim figures clustered there, and only the occasional clink of sword and buckler betrayed their restless movements. Dark clouds scudded across the waning moon. At times the changing light cast weird shadows on the wooden deck as it caught the rigging. Halforn was speaking.

"Cowar has sent word that the fleet of Sulmannon is ready to sail. We have arrived only just in time, but it will be enough for our purpose. He also tells me that a great army, many thousands strong, has marched from Nar-fell and even now approaches the great wall before Anzac.

"Sulmannon plans to attack the city from land and sea at the same time, striking with troops landed from the fleet at the rear while her black armies lay siege across the wall. Cowar has only some six thousand troops in the city, and about two thousand cavalry. All the rest of his forces are concentrated at Grimhold, where they expect another thrust. Even so, they will be few enough to turn away the hordes that will pour through the mountain passes from Kar-Mun. The women, children and old ones have fled to Grayforge. If the city falls, they will have bought only a few days of life at best. The Black Masters have sworn no quarter, and except for those they take as slaves, they will put every person in Anzor to the sword."

The assembled captains murmured angrily at the King's words, but Halforn raised his hand for silence and continued:

"We must destroy their fleet, or Anzor will surely fall. And after Anzor comes our own homeland. Even the tall cliffs of Alcar may be no proof against the Shadow."

Valkar leaned forward in the darkness. "I will take five ships and run ahead of the fleet, to scout out and destroy their guardships so that they will have no warning of our coming. When we spy their main force we will fall back and join the fleet, where we can be of more use with the greater number."

Halforn nodded approval. "We will not be far behind you, Valkar. We must strike deep into their main force and keep them closed in about the edges. If they cannot maneuver we will have the advantage. In the confusion of the attack they may even turn upon themselves. The Corsairs of Simbul bear no love for their allies, and they may sus-pect treachery. I only wish the rest of our fleet was here from the south. No matter. Perhaps they may still arrive in time to help us. Are the fire-throws ready?"

One of the burly figures on the edge of the circle nodded, then realized the gesture had not been seen and answered.

"Yes, Halforn, one in every three ships have them prepared. We will make good use of them tonight."

"All right then," ordered the King. "Go back to your ships and tell the others of our plans. We raise sail at once. Valkar, you leave now. The rest will follow in a quarter hour. Good hunting."

The King stepped back and saluted the chieftains. They returned the salute and melted away into the night, scrambling into waiting boats and silently rowing back to their ships.

Soon one group of five ships detached itself from the others, and with muffled oars disappeared softly into the darkness. Uyana and her father stood on the gently swaying quarterdeck and watched them go. The King laid his hand on her shoulder.

"My daughter, it is a great battle we go to this night, and I feel that it is my last." He gestured impatiently as she moved to speak. "No, no, Ilyana, I have lived through many long winters; many times I have come back to harbor. What better way to greet the gods than in battle with my ax singing a death-song for me?" As an old friend, he grasped the heavy golden blade that hung in his belt.

"Ilyana, you are the last of our line. Although I have often wished for a son, you have been all that a son could be and more to me in these last years. It remains to you, now, to carry on the bloodline of our ancestors. Marry whom you will, the off-worlder, perhaps, and prove to our people that you are worthy to rule, or they will quickly choose another."

"If the Gods will it, I will rule, Father. And if you are not at my wedding feast I will drink a toast to you and to the memory of your valor." Ilyana turned away, unable to go on. After a moment Halforn went silently to his cabin. The squadron of Valthar gathered way, and sailed to their destiny.

 

XVI

"No man seeks his own death foolishly; but if you see the Dark God approaching, go to Him like a man, and take five of your enemy with you.

—From the Training Manual of the King's Guard

Valkar's ships spread out across tKe bay, quartering back and forth in the darkness, seeking out the enemy. Occasionally the shrouded gleam of a signal lantern flashed from one ship to another as they tacked back and forth across the black water. As the hours passed without contact, Valkar paced nervously up and down on the small quarterdeck, wondering if they were too late after all, if perhaps the enemy had slipped away before their arrival. He could not even make out the forms of the nearest ships in his small command, so dark had it become.

Suddenly he spied a glow of light far ahead of him. It disappeared as the ship rose and fell with the motion of the waves, only to reappear a moment later. Almost at the same time a brief signal flickered from the ship to his left. They had seen it too, and soon the glow became steady on the horizon, growing brighter as they approached.

As the minutes crawled by, Valkar became more and more excited. He could hardly believe his luck. Was it possible that the enemy did not even suspect their presence, had not even bothered to take the elementary precaution of guarding the approach through the Bay? Apparently it was so, for the glow rapidly resolved itself into the riding lights of many ships, making toward Valkar, and beyond him the sea. Unseen in the darkness where his ship rode in silence, Valkar placed a crude glass to his eye and gazed upon the great fleet of Sulmannon.

At least a hundred ships rode there, with more coming up over the horizon every minute. A dozen great war galleys gleamed evilly in the flaring torchlight as the triple banks of heavy oars dipped rhythmically in the shimmering water.

Snarling rams of chiseled iron protruded cruelly from the huge ships, each capable of smashing Valkar's ships to splinters with one savage blow. Flanking the monsters to either side were dozens of smaller ships, the raiders, so close together that only a few feet of foaming water separated their churning oars. Beyond the galleys, he could see more large ships, bulky in outline and riding low in the water. These must be the troop carriers bearing armies for the siege of Anzac. Beyond them were even more ships, some carrying bulky structures that looked like they might be pieces of siege engines and towers. It was the largest fleet Valkar had ever seen.

Now the cool breeze brought sounds with it over the night waters. Valkar could hear laughter and singing, loud shouts and sometimes screams. Suddenly the wind brought the foul stink of the galleys across the water. Valkar wrinkled his nose in disgust. He had seen enough. Quickly he gave the order to put about, and in minutes the sleek craft were racing back toward the main fleet of the Sea-Folk to bring word to Halforn.

In a short time they sighted the others. Signaling that he had sighted the enemy fleet, Valkar led his ships smoothly back into the formation. Now, following the prearranged plan, the Viking ships split, into three groups, two fanning out to the sides while the third, led by Halforn, formed itself into a menacing arrow pointed straight for the heart of the Sul fleet. Thus they swept down out of the night, unseen and unheard by the overconfident enemy.

Halforn smiled grimly as they plunged toward the mass of enemy ships, now clearly visible and only a mile or so away. Beside him stood Ilyana, sword drawn and gripped tightly in her hand, eyes glittering with anticipation and excitement. Closer they came, white foam curling around the bows as the rowers bent to their tasks and the dark sails stretched taut with the shifting wind. A weird note throbbed and hummed from the ropes of the rigging. Now they could clearly make out figures crowding the enemy decks, but as yet no cry of alarm had been given.

Then one of the figures paused in his arrogant stride and stumbled as he glanced over the rail. Unbelievingly, he stared at the racing ships emerging out of the darkness. For a few seconds he stood blinking stupidly, but • then he turned quickly and began shouting. Simultaneously on some of the other ships scattered figures here and there cried out and ran for their weapons. Too late other faces turned to stare at the doom come suddenly upon them. All this time the narrow gap of water that now separated the two fleets was closing rapidly, and with a roar from four thousand throats the ships of Valthar smashed into the enemy.

Instantly the crowded formation of Sulmannon dissolved in chaos. The wedge led by Halforn struck deep into the center toward the huge galleys, the frozen silence of the second before battle shattered by the crackling agony of splintered wood and piercing shrieks as oars snapped under the impact and crushed the helpless wretches that manned them. Carrying through the first screen of ships on their momentum, Halforn's ships made for the larger war galleys. Grappling hooks whistled through the air and bit with a dull solid thunk into the wooden decks, and the Vikings swarmed up over the sides, their swords singing a bloody song of death.

Now the fire-throws came into action, and the air was filled with crossing arcs of fire. Each was a clay pot filled with oil, stopped by a twisted rag soaked in the stuff and now ignited easily by torches previously concealed. On each Viking ship stood two men swinging pots violently at the end of a thin rope. Each time they released the ropes the burning pots would soar high into the air, to smash and explode in a glare of flame on the decks of the black ships all about them. The fire quickly snapped at the dry timbers, and soon the battling figures were lit by the lurid flames of many burning ships.

Halforn roared and sang as his golden ax rose and fell gleaming among the enemy. His old battle fury was upon him as he hacked away at the screaming bodies, and he laughed as the hot blood splashed upon him. Soon he stood in a slippery pile of dead. A snarling soldier rushed at him with a heavy pike, but with one hand Halforn lightly brushed it aside, and with the other he brought his dripping ax heavily down between the man's neck and shoulder. The blow severed the head like a ripe melon, blood gushing high into the air like some bizarre fountain and raining down on the deck in crimson spatters.

Further along the deck Ilyana laughed as she cut off a man's arm with one blow of her razor-sharp sword. Ducking under a whistling ax she thrust upward at another and spilled his bowels out onto the flowing deck. Blood ran thick over the slippery boards, and everywhere men fought violently back and forth across the drifting ships. The noise of the battle was deafening as steel clashed and rang, and the roar of the flames played a crackling background for the chorus of screams from the wounded and dying.

Now the forces of Sulmannon were rallying, and dark hordes of soldiers were pouring over the sides of the troop carriers, carrying the battle to the decks of the fleet of Valthar. Oily black smoke from the burning ships drifted heavily across the water. The thick smoke brought on tears and coughing fits among the battlers as the fierce slaughter continued. The ranks of Valthar were finally thinning before the onslaught of the soldiers. Everywhere the Vikings were starting to go down before so many swords.

Valkar was on the fringes of the battle, although the fighting was no less fierce at the edges. For a 'moment the swirl of struggling figures eddied away from him, and he glanced to the east, where the first light of dawn was beginning to show. Then he gave a great shout that was soon taken up by the rest of the Sea-Folk, and suddenly there was an ominous pause in the battle as all eyes turned toward the rising sun. There came more of the ships of Valthar, forty or fifty vessels from the southern coasts of Anzor, silhouetted blackly against the dawn. Their sails were stretched taut in the wind and their decks were lined with helmeted figures shouting and waving their glittering weapons. Chanting grimly, the fresh troops swept into the midst of the battle.

The enemy fought doggedly on, for there was no quarter given or expected on this day. But they had suffered a tremendous psychological blow by the appearance of fresh ships and men to aid these terrible fighters with their huge axes and swords. The heart went out of them. They fought, they ran, they dived over the sides, they leaped screaming into fires to escape the flashing blades. But always, they died. By the time the sun had risen a full hour into the sky, the battle was over.

The huge bloody ball of the rising sun shone down on a sea turned crimson, reddish waves lapping dully against smoking and sinking hulks that drifted aimlessly in the current. The proud fleet of Sulmannon was destroyed. In the weird light that pierced the drifting curtains of thick smoke that still curled over the water, all that could be seen of that great gathering of ships were the sorry, listing hulks and a great spreading blotch of wreckage that covered the surface. Bodies floated everywhere, mixed in with the charred timbers and broken masts, caught in grotesque tangles of rope and canvas, splintered railings and blackened gratings. The bodies bobbed and rolled with a sickening motion in the crimson tide.

Nor would more than a few of the courageous ships of Valthar ever again return to the gleaming cliffs of the Sea-Folk kingdom, for they had followed their enemies to the bottom of the deep bay, locked in the death throes of battle even as the waters closed forever over their heads. And many were the women who would mourn when news of this great battle finally reached the Twin Cities.

Valkar leaned wearily against the mast of his ship, easing his weight away from his bloody leg. He coughed and cursed as the vagrant winds blew a great cloud of sooty smoke across the deck. Beside him stood Halfer, the brawny steersman who had guided him into safe harbor so many times before, who had been with him on that strange morning when they had found the off-worlder wandering about on the Serpent's isle. Valkar wondered where his friend was now. Halfer stood silently near, thinking his own thoughts, his head wrapped in a bloody rag. He would have many new scars to show for this past night's work. Valkar straightened and spoke.

"We have won the day, Halfer, but at what cost! Such a price as I do not care to think about." Indeed, as they looked about, all too few of the swift ships of Valthar remained. The groans and cries of the wounded drifted across the waters. Sometimes there was a bright flash and a scream as some injured survivor of the enemy was discovered and ruthlessly sent to join his comrades.

"Where is the King?"

Halfer shook his head and pointed to the dismasted hulk of one of the great war galleys. High on the after-deck Valkar could see Ilyana, kneeling and rocking silently back and forth as she clutched the body of the dead King. The deck about him was heaped with slain enemies hacked to death by the great golden ax. Valkar lifted high his sword and saluted.

"It is as he would have wished. We will send him to the Gods in glory, and his name will be sung forever in the Great Hall."

Abruptly he turned and hobbled away, turning to the task of restoring order to his ship. Many of his crew were dead or gone, but in a short time those who remained had cleared away the worst of the carnage and manned the oars. Soon they were pulling alongside the scarred wreck where the King lay dead. Throughout the fleet others drifted toward them, and soon all that remained of Halfom's navy were holding station nearby.

Valkar and the other captains came on board, and joined Balnor and Ilyana. Not one among them was unwounded. Miraculously, Ilyana had suffered only deep cuts and bruises. Balnor had an ugly gash on his handsome face, and his arm was bound tightly to his chest. He stood white-faced and drawn beside his King, still clutching a bloody sword.

Without words the captains went about the ship, collecting the weapons of the enemy and throwing the bodies over the side. Ilyana stooped and gently washed the blood from her father's body, and laid his banner over the gaping wounds. Now the captains improvised a rude bier from several heavy boxes dragged from the hold, and with sorrow lifted Halforn's body draped in the black banner of his house and placed him upon it. Then they piled high the weapons they had taken from the dead, until the King seemed to rest on a pile of swords and spears, axes and daggers. At his feet they laid their own comrades who had fallen with the King. The golden ax they placed upon his breast, and Ilyana crossed his hands over it.

All this time the rest of the men of Valthar stood silently in their long ships.

Now Valkar and some of the others rigged a jury mast to take the black sail that had born the ill-fated galley out of Narfell. When they were satisfied that it would hold for their purpose they turned and faced Ilyana, waiting by the bier.

She stood there for a long moment, and the freshening wind lifted the raven hair and whipped it about her face. Suddenly she drew her sword and, lifting it high in the air, called out in a loud voice taut with grief, "Halforn." With a whisper of metal and leather a thousand swords leaped from their scabbards and flashed in the sun, and a thousand voices echoed her cry: "Halforn." Three times Ilyana dipped her sword and raised it high again, three times she cried her father's name, and three times was the cry repeated. Then she took a ready torch from Balnor and thrust it at the dry timber beneath her father's body. Valkar and the others hoisted the grim, black sail and lashed the ropes in place. Then with great dignity they walked to the side, even as the wind caught at the flames and set them roaring about the bier. The boarded the boats waiting for them and returned to their ships. The black sail filled in the strong breeze, and the funeral ship moved slowly away, now gaining speed and moving swiftly toward the east and the morning sun. Smoke poured from the burning deck and roiled about the King, and once a bright golden gleam showed for a long moment as the sun flashed from the golden ax resting on his chest. Then the light was gone and only the thick smoke remained, touched with reddish flames.

For a long time the Vikings watched the burning ship as it sailed away from them, growing smaller in the distance. Then it was gone. The Sea-Folk turned away from the dead to the living, and the business at hand.

In two hours time they set sail for the great city of Anzac where the next blow would fall. And none among them knew what fate awaited them there.

 

XVII

Even as the first of the hideous toad things reached for his throat, Rocar severed the deformed head with one swift stroke of his sword. The croaking and screeching things swarmed into the skiff, and he hacked them to pieces as they clambered over the side. Strength poured into his arm from Gorsander, pale lights flickered along the edge of the blade. At each blow of the mighty sword a foul gush of greenish ichor gurgled into the air, and the stench of their hot breath almost gagged him as he desperately cut the monsters down.

Rocar gave way a few feet before them, but he knew he was doomed if he fell into the water. He struck again and again, ripping off huge graying pieces of rotted flesh. One good stroke would bring a toad thing down, for they seemed to fall apart almost as soon as he struck them. Suddenly the onslaught wavered and broke. Screeching in bafflement and rage they turned and were gone as quickly as they had come, hopping in all directions into the dark waters. He listened to the splashings and gurglings grow fainter as they retreated into the marshes. Wearily, Rocar lowered his sword.

Many toad things lay in decomposing heaps in the bottom of the boat, and pieces of foul meat floated nearby. The stench was sickening. Shuddering, he heaved the decaying bodies overboard. Grasping the oar, he sent the boat skimming over the stagnant surface, pausing now and then to listen for any return of the monsters. The gloomy marshes were silent.

It was now very dark, and only a few weak stars showed through the steaming mists that began to rise over the evil waters. Tired as he was he kept at the oar until he realized that a sluggish current had caught the boat, .the first in days. After that he used the oar only to fend himself off from the tangled growth that choked the edges of the channel. After some time the banks receded and the thick reeds and clumps grew sparser. Finally the sickly plants fell behind and he found himself once again on the broad river, the marshes behind him. When he was satisfied that the current was keeping him well away from the shores, Rocar grunted and sank down onto the slimy bottom of the boat. In seconds he was asleep.

All the next day he rested and lay hidden in the boat. He was now in the heart of Sulmannon, and guessed that he was rapidly approaching Suldum. In the afternoon his guess was confirmed, for he swept around a great bend in the river. Remembering Halforn's map, he knew that he was now not too far from the city. Quick glances over the edge of the skiff showed that he had entered a region of farms and fields. The land itself seemed to squat under a lifeless sky, ragged and dusty trees grasping at the rocky soil as they struggled for life in the heavy air. Sometimes a drab building slipped by as he peered at the shore. Twice he saw colorless peasants working in the fields. None looked up or paid any attention to the dark object floating in the river, and he heard no cry of alarm.

As soon as dark fell Rocar rowed quietly to the river's edge and concealed the boat in a heavy thicket near the water. An eerie glow shone in the west long after the sun was gone, and he guessed that it came from the city. He was reluctant to leave the easy path of the river, but it was time to go forward on foot. He had no way of telling what guardians had been set on the river ahead, but he knew it passed directly under the walls of the city and it would not do to be caught drifting helplessly on the water.

Quietly he climbed the bank and gently parted the tall weeds which grew there, looking out on a wide dirt track running almost parallel to the river. It was deeply rutted and worn, showing that at times it must be heavily traveled, although he could see no traffic now in the soft star-shine. Probably it was used mainly by carts bringing produce from the outlying districts into the city. Running along the side was a shallow ditch, broken sometimes by scrag-gly growths.

Boldy he stepped out upon the road and strode in the direction of the city. The countryside was flat and offered no cover. If soldiers or others appeared he could scramble into the ditch and trust to luck and darkness to conceal him. He did not think there was much to fear from the peasants he had seen working in the fields. They had seemed cowed and listless, more like dumb animals than men.

So it proved as he walked along. Only once did he pass an ill-clothed man hurrying along, head down and furtively scurrying to the side to give Rocar a wide berth as they passed. Briefly the peasant gave a frightened glance at the tall man as he strode along. Apparently not many chose to travel at night in this land.

Some time later Rocar topped a small rise and found himself gazing down at the awesome fortress that was Suldum. Involuntarily, he stopped short and stared. The city was like a vision from some monstrous fairy tale come to life. Grim battlements of gleaming basalt towered high above the plain. At measured intervals a smoldering reddish glow lit the narrow slits that served as windows in the huge watchtowers. High they rose, square and massive, dominating the tiny figures that paced steadily back and forth upon them. Somewhere in the distance Rocar could hear the metallic booming of a powerful gong, and there was a brief flurry of activity as the ant-figures on the walls and towers changed places with other ant-figures who took their positions.

The road on which he stood rolled down and away from him, ending at a heavy set of gates that brooded ominously between two of the monster towers. Beyond those incredible walls rose great chimneys of brick and stone, belching out glowing clouds of thick smoke that cast a heavy pall over the city. Rocar could see great furnaces where terrible flames roared out of their gaping maws like the breath of some demented beast. More tiny figures were silhouetted against the vivid flames. The glow from the furnaces illuminated narrow, twisted streets and darkened buildings. Over one building much larger .than the rest there was a weird violet light that flickered back and forth. Faintly came the sounds of hammering and forging and the hiss of steam, and every so often huge white clouds rose into the air over different parts of the city. This was Suldum, capital of Sulmannon, armory and fortress of the Black Masters who served the Shadow!

Suddenly Rocar heard the sound of flying hooves on the road behind him, and he dove into the nearby ditch. Now he" heard the clink of armor and the rattling of wheels. A moment later a small company of dark riders pounded by. Clouds of dirt and dust flew up from the road as they raced past. Rocar saw five riders and a heavy wagon that rocked dangerously from side to side on the rutted road. He drew his cloak tightly about him and grasped Gorsander as he pressed into the earth, hoping he would not be seen. The riders did not notice the dark blur in the ditch, and the sound of their passing quickly faded into the night. A few moments more Rocar lay in the ditch. Then he rose and, dusting himself off, started cautiously down the slope to the city.
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Tanza, priestess of the Shadow,

Born of human, it may be,

Slew her father when a child

And ate the flesh to make her meal.

Hanged her handsome brother slowly

After he had been her lover,

Laughed to see her sisters screaming

While wild ape-men raped and tore them,

Tanza, lover of the demons,

Tanza, sweet as poisoned flowers,

Tanza, soft and fair and evil,

Tanza, priestess of the Shadow.…

—From the Song of Rocar

Deep in the heart of Suldum, in a darkened chamber somewhere in the violet tower, a figure rose from the glowing crystal which she had been intently observing. With an impatient motion she reached out and pulled the elaborately braided tassel that hung nearby. Instantly a door swung open and a dark, hulking shape entered. It was a man, of sorts, fully nine feet tall, his hairless body covered with glistening oil. The giant wore billowing pants of vivid silks that covered legs like tree trunks, and rope-like muscles rippled under the shining skin on his massive torso. A terrible long curved sword was thrust through the sash at his waist. He knelt silently before the woman and, raising his head, awaited her command.

When she spoke her voice was like poisoned honey. "The off-worlder approaches from the east road, Kazul. A moment ago he was nearly trampled by a troop of the guard, but the fools never saw him. After you leave here have them taken to the pits and flogged for a while. Later you may take one eye from each of them…" She paused and smiled as the ugly giant gurgled and trembled a bit with anticipation, a horrible grin spreading over his twisting features.

She laughed lightly and rubbed Kazul's grotesque baldness with her hand. He wriggled in pleasure. "Yes," she continued, "an eye from each. That will teach them to be more observant in the future."

Her voice hardened. "Go you to the East Gate and arrange for the guards to pass him through when he arrives. I think he will brazen it out and attempt to enter the city openly. There is no other way for him to pass Suldum without losing time, which to him"—her lips curled in scorn —"is precious. Once he is inside capture him and bring him here to me. Go!"

The kneeling hulk bowed his head against the floor and rose, backing out of the room. The woman turned once again to the glowing crystal. As she peered into it a small figure materialized in the shining globe, striding swiftly along the road. An evil smile flickered briefly on her full red lips as she watched Rocar approach the city.

Unaware that he was being observed, Rocar strode along, his mind working furiously. He had already decided that his best approach to the west lay through the city itself. The looming walls stretched away on either side. Off to the right lay mountainous piles of slag and refuse, smoldering darkly with many small fires. Sulfurous clouds and stenches rose in oily columns of yellowish smoke, and he could see bubbling pits of foul scum. He would have to cross all this if he went in that direction.

On the left lay the river, but instinct told him that it was the most dangerous route of all. Here where it ran alongside the city the water became strangely phosphorescent, glowing and shimmering with eerie light. Beneath the transparent surface Rocar could glimpse strange dark shapes moving slowly back and forth. He did not try to see them clearly, but he knew that they were hideous. The river was closed to him.

Rocar knew that his plan was weak, but he could see no alternative. There was no time to make a wide detour around the city, no time to waste looking for a single road and the black tower in the immense forest on the other side. He knew only that the road ran somewhere from the west wall of Suldum, and to the west wall he must go. With luck he could kill the few sentries manning the guardhouse at the base of the gate and slip quickly into the city. One man would be hard to find in a city this size, or so he reasoned with a confidence he did not feel. Urgency drove him forward. He sensed that the Shadow was gaining strength and would soon be unleashed. He must reach the tower before that happened.

As he had thought, there was a small guardhouse and entrance at the foot of the massive gates. Two soldiers lounged there, coming alert as they saw him approach. They were sloppy and unshaven, dressed in leather plates of armor bound with dull metal. Rocar suppressed a strong impulse to tell them to polish their brass. Assuming an arrogant expression, he stalked up and stopped directly in front of them.

"Open the gate at once! I bear important news for the Masters." He kept his hand lightly on the hilt of his sword.

After only the briefest hesitation one of the men saluted, and the other turned to the small door set into the wall. "Yes, sir," he said; "right away, sir." Was that a faint smile on the man's face? Rocar could not be sure as the door swung open, but this was too easy. Something tingled a warning at the back of his mind, but he was committed. Boldly, he stepped through the door. He hardly felt the crushing blow that knocked him unconscious. He did not see the dark figure that reached down and lightly tossed his limp form over its shoulder, nor did he hear the gleeful laughter of the guards.

 

XIX

A bed, thbobbing pain pounded mercilessly inside his skull. Waves of dizziness rolled over him. With an effort that wrenched his insides Rocar opened his eyes. He was lying on some sort of dais in a strange chamber. Overhead was a ceiling of smooth, dark stone. A strange and heavy incense thickened the air. He fumbled for his sword, but it was gone, as he knew it would be. Trapped! The word exploded in his mind. Dimly he made out the blurred figure of a woman sitting nearby. With a sinuous motion she reached out to a small table beside her and picked up a goblet brimming with liquid. She held it out to him. "Drink this, off-worlder. It will restore your senses," Shakily he raised the cup to his lips and drank. Liquid fire burned in his throat. He choked and gasped as he handed the cup back to her. Weird currents pulsed in his veins. Suddenly his vision cleared and the hammering pain in his skull vanished. He sat up and observed his captor with awakened interest.

She was terribly beautiful. The priestess was clad in light folds of some shimmering metallic material that whispered softly when she moved. Her full, taut breasts were exposed in a style ancient when Rome was but a future dream. The coral nipples stood out sharply in the yellow light cast by the braziers that lit the chamber. The soft hollow of her throat was perfection, a soft shadow against her ivory skin. Greenish eyes mocked him from under the heavy lashes. Golden bracelets circled her arms and wrists, gleaming dully against that perfect skin. Her face was like an exquisite cameo etched by some master artisan, and her lips were the most sensuous Rocar had ever seen. Though he knew her for the enemy, Rocar was violently aroused. He wanted to crush her to him and possess her.

She saw his thought and laughed, throwing her head to the side and brushing at a wisp of long, dark hair.

"What do you see, Serpent-Killer? Am I not beautiful?" She stretched easily and plucked a ripe fruit, popping it delicately into her mouth.

"You are very beautiful," Rocar said. "I am overwhelmed." He meant it. He did not think it necessary to add that her beauty repelled him at the same time it attracted so strongly. There was something infinitely corrupt hidden in the perfect flesh that clothed it.

His answer seemed to please her, and she reclined easily on the couch opposite him.

"I am called Tanza, and you are Rocar, although that name sounds ill here in Suldum. The Others were furious when they discovered that you had slain our little playmate. But the name amuses me, and you shall keep it for now. Come closer, sit here beside me."

It was a command, not a request. Rocar heard the threat implicit in the silken voice. Wearily he moved over to her couch. As he did so a gleam of metal caught his eye across the room. Gorsander! The sword shone out in the corner. At the same moment he saw a huge figure standing in the shadows near the sword.

Tanza followed his gaze, and her brittle laughter rippled in the incense-laden air.

"That is Kazul, who brought you here. Do not think that you can reach your sword before he crushes you like a fly. I had his tongue removed long ago, and now he speaks with his strength only. Show him, Kazul."

She clapped her hands, and the hairless giant stepped forward into the light. With one arm he picked up a heavy brazier mounted on an iron pole as though it were a toy. Spreading his huge hand, he extinguished the leaping flames by crushing the red-hot coals in his palm. Then he took the thick iron stand and effortlessly bent it in two. He tossed it aside and grinned mirthlessly at Rocar. At a gesture from his mistress, he stepped back into the shadows.

After that little display, Rocar knew better than to try for the sword. Better to bide his time and find out what the priestess wanted from him. He was surprised that he was still alive.

"Why have you brought me here?" he asked. "How did you know of me?"

"There is little that is not known to the Masters of Sul-dum. Even less is hidden from the priestess of the Shadow."

Although he had guessed at her identity, Rocar was horrified. He kept his face impassive while inwardly he reeled with shock. If she had noticed anything, she gave no sign.

"It was a simple matter to follow you in the crystal." She gestured toward the glowing jewel resting on the table.

"I have been watching you ever since you arrived in Valthar. I brought you here because it amused me to do so, and because I have a proposition to make to you."

I'll bet, thought Rocar, as she wriggled seductively.

"You have been chosen by the old Gods to defy the Power that grows daily, the Power which I serve. That it was a foolish and useless attempt you can now see clearly by the fact of your presence here."

Her voice dripped with poisonous sweetness. Rocar was not so sure that he had failed yet in his mission, but he said nothing.

"Nonetheless, you were chosen. That fact makes you interesting to me. Listen to me now." Her voice grew excited. "Daily the Shadow grows in power. None can oppose it. None will stand against it when it is released. Once before it spread over the Earth, and empires crumbled into dust. Nothing now lives where it touched the land, not even a thousand years after. It is terrible, Serpent-Killer, more terrible than you can imagine." There was a strange look on her face, but it was gone in an instant.

"After those fools of the old empire contained it in the Tower it waned, and waited for a new time when men might bring it forth again. Now we have succeeded. We serve it, yes, but we are also its masters. We will sweep our enemies before usl We will smash these wretched peoples with their ships and animals and birds, and 'take their children for our slaves… and for other purposes." She smiled sweetly, and it was pure evil written there on her angelic face.

Rocar chose his words carefully.

"I believe you when you tell me of your power. But why are you telling me this? Why have you spared my life when you know that I was sent here to destroy the being you serve?"

"Watch," she said.

She waved her hand and darkness filled the room. On one wall a spot of light appeared. It grew larger and brighter, until suddenly he seemed to be looking out at a great, dark city spread beneath him. He was looking out toward a wide harbor, filled with hundreds of warships, vessels of every size and description. Swarthy, soldiers swarmed over the docks and crawled about the vessels, loading supplies and moving back and forth.

The voice of the priestess came through the darkness.

"This is our fleet before they sailed from Narfell, the city you see below. They are on their way to attack Anzac, where they will join our armies on the land."

The scene shifted, and he was looking at a high wall, manned by all too few men. Before the wall were spread the tents of a great army. Black banners fluttered in the breeze; thousands of campfires dotted the plain. He could see huge siege engines in the foreground, and others under construction nearby. This was the plain before Anzac.

The view changed once again, and now he saw a rugged mountain pass filled with battling men. No sound came from that strange vision, but swords glinted and flashed in the clear mountain air, and he could almost hear the clash of steel. Flights of arrows filled the air like flocks of evil birds. A horde of black-mailed soldiers poured into the bloody pass, pushing back a handful of lean and grim-faced men who fought and retreated slowly in the face of that overwhelming tide.

"Grimhold, the mountain stronghold of Anzor. It will fall by evening. Now look once again."

This time he saw a large hall, filled with fabulous treasures. Heaps of golden cups and plates littered the floor. Massive chests overflowed with shining coins and glittering jewels, piles of rare furs and precious silks. In the center of the room stood a throne of solid gold set with many precious gems, and on it sat a figure knee-deep in the heaped treasure. Incredibly, the figure was himself!

He started, and the vision changed. In rapid succession he saw powerful armies, ranks of beautiful, naked women dancing to bizarre rhythms; groaning tables of food and drink, vistas of great castles, strange machines that flashed weird colors; all these he saw, and in each he saw himself at the center of the vision, possessing powers that the Gods themselves might envy.

Dazed, he watched the visions fade.

The darkness vanished and the braziers flared up brightly in the room. Tanza reached forward and poured two glasses of wine. She regarded him thoughtfully.

"All this can be yours, off-worlder. Why should you choose to stand against us, to waste your strength in a senseless battle? You are not of this world. You have your choice of sides. You could be my consort. Join me, and such power as you never dreamed of is yours for the asking. Your slightest desires will be granted. Choose to rule with me and together we shall build an empire such as the world has never seen."

She smiled sweetly. "Of course, there are other alternatives, if you refuse… but you could not be so foolish."

Those simple words chilled Rocar to the marrow of his bones. With a mild gesture of impatience, Tanza lifted her golden cup. Her eyes glittered, mocking him.

"Come. What do you say, off-worlder? Is it so hard a choice to make? I will not ask a third time."

Stalling, searching for the right answer, Rocar slowly raised his own goblet. Although his heart had leaped with desire when he viewed the incredible visions, he did not consider them seriously. Tanza would never allow any real power to pass from her hands. Nor did he have any doubts that when she tired of him—as she surely would— he would find himself perhaps given as a plaything to her torturers, or in some other situation he did not like to imagine. And it never occurred to him that he could betray the trust placed in him by Halforn and the others. Yet as he raised the cup he knew that his life hung on his next words.

He was saved unexpectedly from making any reply, and he never knew what he might have said. At that instant a disheveled messenger burst into the room and threw himself at the feet of the priestess.

"Mistress," he cried. "Mistress, the fleet has been destroyed by the scum of Valthar. All are lost."

The priestess sprang to her feet, upsetting her wine and trembling with rage. Even Rocar shrank back from the fury that contorted her beautiful features. The wine spread in a sullen purple stain at her feet where the groveling messenger lay beating his head against the floor.

"You fool!" It was a scream. The seductive woman was transformed into some demented Harpy. The ivory skin was flushed with ugly reddish blotches. Now the scream dropped to a sibilant hissing as she spoke.

"So, you dare to blurt out messages that are for no one's ears but mine; you dare to interrupt me. Well, you shall bleat even more loudly when the flesh is rotting from your splintered bones before your eyes, and you will beg me for death. But I will not give it to you. Guards!"

At once two misshapen figures appeared, dressed in strangely glittering armor, and bearing horrible swords that split near the point into a cruel double bill.

"Take him to the pits," she commanded. She pointed at the unfortunate messenger, too paralyzed by fear to speak or even beg for mercy. The guards seized him by the legs and dragged him away, clutching futilely at the smooth stone floor.

Tanza turned to Rocar, and grinned evilly at him. For the first time, Rocar saw that several of the teeth on either side of her full mouth had been filed to sharp points. He shuddered.

"Do not think that this changes anything, off-worlder. The army alone is more than enough to crush Anzac, and those sea-rats also. And the Shadow will aid them! Now I will send messages to the armies, so that they may attack at once. When I return, have your answer ready. Kazul! Guard him well."

She raged out of the room, and the giant closed the door and stood before it. He watched Rocar carefully.

Rocar still held his cup, untasted. He thought fast. The priestess would be gone only a short time. Whipping his arm around, he threw the contents of the cup into the giant's face, blinding him with the fiery wine. Kazul roared with pain and wiped at his eyes, drawing his great sword with the other hand. Rocar dove headfirst into the corner and grasped Gorsander. With one motion he rolled to the side and leaped to his feet just as Kazul brought the wicked blade whistling down in a blind slash that missed by inches. Gorsander snickered through the air and bit deep into the monster's side, spraying blood over the silken tapestries that hung nearby.

Kazul bellowed with anger but the cry died gurgling in his throat as Rocar's blade thrust half its length into the broad chest and found the pulsing heart inside, piercing it through. Blood spouted from the gaping wound, and the giant toppled and died.

Gripping the bloody sword, Rocar stepped into the hall, quickly ducked back as a spear hurtled past, clattering down the hall. Shouts echoed in the corrider as another spear flew by. The fight had been heard, and guards were coming on the run.

Rocar slammed the door shut and pushed the heavy couch against it. A moment later blows sounded on the wood and the door shook as fists rained against it. Quickly, he piled more furnishings against it, but he had no illusions that it would hold for more than a minute or two.

Desperately he examined the chamber. There must be another way out. Instinct told him that the priestess would never trap herself behind a single exit. But he could see no way out at all. Already the door he had blocked was splintering under the blows of axes and swords. Then he remembered Koros.

Three questions, the old man had said, and he had asked one. The pounding on the door grew louder.

"Koros," he called. "I ask you the second question. How the hell do I get out of here?"

Instantly, the light in the room flickered and died. A thick grayish pillar of swirling mist appeared, and resolved into the shadowy figure of the blind soothsayer. Dimly,

Rocar could see the outlines of the room through the ghostly figure. The pounding at the door had grown strangely muffled, and the air was thick and heavy.

The apparition turned slowly, raised its staff and pointed at a large tapestry hanging on one of the walls. Rocar ran to it and ripped it down. Koros reached out with his staff and touched the wall. A narrow crack appeared, widened into a doorway. Rocar slipped through.

The panel closed behind him, and he found himself in a narrow passageway lit by a feeble glow. The soft light came from the misty figure of Koros, now standing in front of him. The hooded figure nodded once and moved away in the darkness. Rocar followed.

The air in the passage was flat and stale. Rocar brushed through thick cobwebs hanging everywhere as he walked, although Koros seemed to pass straight through them. The floor was covered with a thin layer of powdery dust that muffled his footsteps. As they hurried along Rocar strained his ears for sounds of pursuit, but he heard nothing except his own soft passage.

After some time, they came to a narrow flight of stairs descending into the darkness. Rocar kept his sword ready as they followed them down, but nothing hindered them. At the foot of the stairs another passage opened off to the right, and they turned into it. Always the ghostly form of Koros bobbed ahead. At one point the walls became moist and slippery, and Rocar guessed that they were passing under the river or near it. Trickles of water seeped down from the low ceiling.

For what seemed a long time they walked along, passing dark entries and branching tunnels that curved off in all directions. Rocar had given up trying to count the turnings and branchings that they took, but Koros seemed sure of his direction. Once they stopped where a tiny stream of water had broken into the tunnel and collected in a shallow pool. Koros gestured, and Rocar drank gratefully of the brackish water. It was unpleasant to the taste, but it would serve.

They continued on. Rocar had no idea how long they had been wandering through the seemingly endless tun-nels. They came to another long flight of stairs and climbed upwards. When they reached the top, Rocar gazed about him in awe.

He had come out into a fantastic underground cavern that soared away in vast, scrabbled tiers and galleries. Silently shrieking specters peered down from the vaults above, frozen forever in twisted pinnacles and falls of stone. Their shapes were lit by crawling patches of phosphorescent fungus that glowed with a cold, yellow light, casting deep shadows on the moist walls. Water dripped and splashed in little pools on the rough cavern floor, sending sickly colored ripples scuttling in all directions.

Rocar gripped his sword more tightly as they threaded their way through the cavern. They wound in and out among the strange rock formations, a primeval labyrinth filled with the sweetish stench of rot. Every scrape of the foot sent odd echoes tapping through the hollow chambers, and sometimes there were curious slitherings and rustlings that continued when the echo died away.

At last they reached a shallow slope leading upward to a narrow opening in the rocky wall. The wraith gestured with his staff, and the man went ahead, squeezing his body through the narrow cleft until he came out into a small cave.

Rocar cautiously stepped through the small entrance and found himself standing on a brushy hillside, gazing at a brooding forest that lay shrouded in mist and stretched away as far as he could see. He turned to thank Koros, but the figure was gone. The old man had kept his word. The second question was well answered.
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Rocar followed a faint path down the hillside until he stood on the forest floor. Here there was a wider track that once might have been a well-traveled road, for he could see cracked and weathered slabs of some smooth stone thrusting up in places through the earth. The road led straight away under the trees.

The air was stifling and hot under the gnarled branches, and it was deathly quiet. No birds sang, no small animals rustled in the thick undergrowth. The forest floor was choked with dead brush and creeping vines, and over everything hung the heavy odor of decaying vegetation. The trees themselves were unlike any he had ever seen, rising to a great height but subtly twisted and tangled together. It hurt his eyes to look at them for any length of time. They were dark and shadowy, and the blackish leaves hung curiously still. They seemed to press in when he stepped out on the road, almost as if they sensed his presence and resented it. Certainly he felt a strange sensation of malevolent hostility surrounding him. He could not shake the feeling that unseen eyes were following him.

Thin mists were rising slowly in the feeble light that filtered down through the overhanging branches. Obscene clumps of fungus bulged on the twisting trunks of the trees. This was ancient Narkash, the Black Forest that housed the Tower of the Shadow, the home of the legendary Bane of Kanthos. Tight-lipped, Rocar walked along the road.

The morning wore on and it grew even hotter under the thick trees. Although the sun was rising in the sky it brought no increase in light. On the contrary, the farther Rocar penetrated into the forest the darker it became, until he was walking in an endless gloomy tunnel formed by branches curling overhead, the trees to the side and the road below. He was soaked with sweat, and the stiff leather hauberk chafed and rubbed his skin raw. The heavy cloak had been left behind in Suldum, nor did he miss it now. Sometimes he absentmindedly fingered the amulet Halforn had given him where it rested under the salt-stained tunic, but it brought no relief from the oppressive heat.

He came to a swiftly flowing stream that rushed black and silent beneath a rotting footbridge of decaying wood. Cautiously, he tested it. The decaying timbers groaned beneath his weight, but they held. He was terribly thirsty, but he did not try to drink of the dark water, remembering the warnings not to sample anything in the forest. Sometimes he passed queerly shaped bushes that drooped heavily with reddish fruits. The fruit hung invitingly within reach, exuding a sweetish, tantalizing smell that made his mouth water uncontrollably. These too he resisted, with difficulty.

The hours passed slowly, and the gloom deepened. He pulled out the amulet and clutched it in his hand. The warm pulse of the stones eased some of his weariness, and it seemed to grow a little less dark under the trees.

Rocar began to wonder how long it would take him to reach the Tower, for he had no idea where it lay. He knew that he must reach it soon, or he would be too exhausted by lack of food and water to fight when he got there. That he would have to fight, he had no doubts. It was what he might have to fight that worried him. Then, as the fading of the small amount of light told him that evening was upon him, he came to the place he sought.

Abruptly the trees fell away, and he found himself standing on the edge of a great open field of black flowers that nodded endlessly in a rippling, poisonous carpet of evil beauty. Their fragrance drifted to him, teasing him with fleeting visions and fragments of color that whirled dizzily in his mind. He shook his head to clear it, and retreated a bit from the subtle incense. And in the center of the field, rearing its dark mass high into the air, stood the Black Tower of the Shadow.

Rocar despaired when he saw that immense fortress. His eyes followed it upward, tier upon tier of shining basalt and obsidian, cresting far above the trees in a flickering violet nimbus that played hazily on the topmost battlements. The reality and strength of the Power against which he was pitted was brought forcefully home to him. How could he hope to force an entrance into that impregnable mass, or once inside stand against the Presence within? Better to fall on his sword and have a clean death, at least, or even lie down in the soft, black bed of the flowers and lose himself in their fragrant caresses. Yes, sleep for a while, and when he was rested, perhaps he could think of a way…

He stumbled and looked down, and with a start realized that he had moved forward to the very edge of the field, that his next step would put him among the ebony petals brushing at his feet. Cursing, he jumped back and retreated from the numbing fragrance as the poppies rippled and whispered. He thought he could hear a high keening pass over the field, but he wasn't sure.

The words of Koros echoed in his ears: "Seek the Paths of Silver in the Black Field. When you reach the Tower, challenge three times, and the door will open."

There lay the Black Field. But where were the Paths of Silver? He sat and pondered as the sun disappeared and night descended.
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How long he sat there, Rocar did not know. Gazing at the waiting Tower, he gradually became aware of a thin pale brilliance that crept down the shining black surface and reached the swaying flowers. The moon was rising in the night sky. Silvery beams of light began to play upon the ebon poppies. As the moon rose higher, misty streaks appeared at random on the dark field, wandering and shifting as he watched. The moonbeams made narrow paths that started and ended suddenly in the midst of the flowers, vanishing only to reappear a little further off. A few reached all the way to the foot of the brooding building. One appeared nearby and cut a silvery swath from the.edge of the field directly to the gates of the Tower.

Jumping up and unsheathing his sword, Rocar stepped out upon the silver path of moonbeams. Immediately, the silence grew taut and watchful around him as the petals were crushed beneath his feet. The heavy scent of the flowers swirled around him, but seemed unable to numb his brain as it had earlier. More confident now, he approached the tall doors set into the base of the Tower, carefully stepping only where the moonlight showed its fragile path. Barely had he set foot on the wide stone flags that ringed the building when the moonbeams shifted and the path broke into dancing fragments. Now there was no way back.

The immense doors that he faced were tightly shut, sinister and beautiful in the moonlight. They rose at least fifty feet in the air, perhaps twenty feet across. Black they were, a velvet shining darkness of polished ebony, bound with a double border of smooth gold. There were no handles. Set deeply in the center was a flat, golden circle, inscribed with awful runes of ancient power. A thin crack split the circle in two halves. He could barely see the division in the pale moonlight.

Grasping the amulet in his left hand, Rocar raised his sword and brought the pommel crashing down on the door. "Open," he cried. Inside, the hollow boom of his blow echoed and rang. He waited for whatever was to come.

A cackling, screeching cry rent the night. Looking up, he saw a monstrous, slavering beast descending upon him with outstretched talons. Leathery wings beat a fierce gust of fetid air that nearly drove him to the ground. A cruel, dripping beak shrieked and yammered and snapped madly at the air. Glowing red eyes burned from the ghastly head plummeting toward him.

Rocar grasped Gorsander in both hands and struck vicious-ly as the thing closed. The glowing blade sliced neatly through the crooked neck, and the screeching was cut off abruptly as the stinking body fell heavily against him. Claws raked convulsively at him in the thing's death throes, tearing deep furrows in his chest. Then suddenly the beast shimmered and was gone.

The moonlight shone down on empty stones as Rocar struggled to his feet, and blood oozed slowly through the rents in his leather armor. After a moment he raised the sword and struck a second time at the doors.

"Open!" Again the hollow boom echoed inside. A noise behind him made him spin swiftly around. Where the stone paving ended and the field began, something was happening to the earth. A spray of dirt and stones and shattered flowers hurtled into the air as three lumps swelled and grew before his eyes. The mounds cracked open and three skeletons sprang out of the earth. Each carried a short broadsword and shield. With a clatter of bones they leaped toward him across the pavement, jaws clacking in their empty skulls.

His sword whistled in the air as he smashed downward at the first to reach him. The ancient skull shattered into fragments and the rib cage came apart in little pieces. It collapsed, but the other two were on him, moving with incredible speed.

Rocar slashed and parried with his blade, his blows ringing harmlessly on their shields. A sword flickered out and cut deeply into his leg, and the blow knocked him to the ground. Desperately, Rocar parried the flashing blades. With his left hand he grasped the fallen shield of the first attacker and chopped the legs away from one of the skeletons. The bones scattered and it fell, but still the thing kept swinging its sword. He hurled the shield sideways at the third, and it broke into a hundred twitching pieces of bone. Another stroke at the legless skeleton, and it too fell into pieces. Then in an instant the gleaming bones vanished, and again he was alone before the great doors.

Rocar rested a few minutes, and bound his leg tightly with a strip torn from his tunic. Gods, what would come next? He smiled grimly and brought the sword crashing against the door for a third time, shouting hoarsely, "Open!" In a red, calm mist that closed over his mind, he waited snarling for the next trick of the Masters. At first he heard and saw nothing. Then a shadow falling on the moonlit stones caused him to look up. Racing down the side of the building came a hideous great spider, dropping swiftly from a sticky cable suspended somewhere far above. He could see the sharp drooling fangs of the creature as it burbled and squelched above him. Drops of greenish venom spattered down and hissed smoking against the stone. The huge, foul sac of its body swayed and sloshed against the Tower wall, while the eight hairy legs scrabbled wildly in the air. Rocar sprang aside as it landed with a dull thud a few feet in front of him.

The moonlight glittered from the facets of its malevolent eyes, and as it attacked it uttered a soundless scream that sent cruel vibrations ringing in Rocar's skull. Leaping wildly about to avoid its fangs, Rocar struck again and again at the hairy body. He severed three of its legs and drove Gorsander deep into one of the ruby eyes. The spider was screaming continuously now, shattering his nerves. He leaped upon its back and plunged the sword- into the soft sac, shuddering at the spongy resistance and at the gout of slime that shot into the air. Then he was falling awkwardly to the ground as beneath him the spider shimmered and disappeared like the other horrors that had fought him. Rocar looked up. The tall doors swung silently outward.
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… Softly stole on paths of silver Rocar, sword-arm lightly swinging Till he stood before the Tower, Heard his pulse-beat heavy pounding, Gripped Gorsander, grasped him tightly, Pounded on the doors his challenge, Listened to the hollow echoes Singing in the sorcerers' chambers, Sought to rouse the Bane of Kanthos. First came Arrak, bird of evil, First to fall from bright blade flashing; Next were Askoth, Nar and Rimbul, Ancient warriors of the Death-Lands Broken into bright bones clashing; Last was Sa'soth, Lord of Spiders Left behind by aeons' passing, Rocar stopped his silent screaming, Stilled that ancient horror forever. Then with bright blood slowly streaming He came at last within the Tower…

—From the Song of Rocar

Thus did Rocar come at last into the Tower of the Shadow. As he stepped across the threshold the doors closed silently behind him. He was standing in a vast square chamber. It was completely bare and quiet, palely lighted by a cold, yellow radiance. He could not see where the light came from. The ceiling, the walls and the floor were all faced with shining panels of obsidian and jet, shot through with flecks of opaline fire. In the very center of the floor was a huge inlaid circle of gold, and carved on it were more of the cryptic runes that he had seen on the doors.

Across the room Rocar saw a high archway, and beyond it he could make out a ramp ascending and curving off to the right. After a moment's hesitation he moved toward it and started cautiously up the ramp.

He climbed silently. He came to a series of sealed doors on each side of the passageway. They did not budge when he tried them. At intervals there were more of the curious signs carved in gleaming gold. The climb grew steeper, and his wounds throbbed and ached. Blood seeped through the makeshift bandages and left small, dull spots on the floor behind him.

The ramp leveled out and he entered another large chamber, filled with strange machines that hummed and clicked softly. Flares of unearthly color shot off from them at random, and Rocar shielded his eyes against the glare. The air stank of ozone, and tiny sparks jumped off his sword. Under his feet he felt a deep, muted throbbing.

It was impossible to get a good look at any of the machines. Their angles were not quite right somehow, bending hazily in and out of sight in a confused jumble of vibrating crystal rods and spinning wheels. It was hard to say exactly where the rods began and ended. He passed them by uneasily, and still no one barred his way.

At the far end of the room the passage continued, always climbing upward. Rocar moved reluctantly. Something was aware of him, something brushed his spine with icy fingers, something evil and ancient and foul was waiting for him above. Every instinct urged him to turn and run, run blindly, get away before he reached the thing that laired above. Every step was a conscious effort, and he began to sweat, though the air was cool and dry. And at last he came face to face with the Thing he had been seeking.

Rocar stood trembling in the Chamber of the Shadow. Vast, vast was that room. Massive arches soared away into the gloomy reaches far above, ending in a groined and vaulted ceiling carved in blackest basalt with hideous gargoyle images. The bestial faces leered blasphemously in the violet glare that lit the room.

Directly in front of him was a broad, low dais of pol-ished stone, chiseled in a running frieze of twisting serpent* and shapeless demons. Upon it rested thrse monolithic blocks of blackened jade, each mounted by a narrow flight of steps cut into the side. Curious blotches and stains spilled over the top edges of the altars and ran thickly down the sides. It was the room he had seen in his dream the night he came to Valthar. And in the triangle formed by the three monstrous altars hung the Shadow.

Slowly it swirled and eddied, black as the pit, black as the deep gulfs of the timeless dimensions in which it had been spawned. Slithering madnesses curled in its inky folds. As Rocar stood there, waves of ravaging hatred smote against him, mixed with hints of foul desires too awful for man to conceive, slimy wisps of thought that made his mind gibber with fear. He struggled with the fear and succeeded somewhat in controlling it.

As he overcame the terrible initial shock that had paralyzed him, he saw that six darkly hooded figures stood watching him silently at the foot of one of the sinister altars. Heavy cowls and folds concealed their hands and faces, and their robes reached all the way to the glimmering floor. One other figure stood slightly apart from their misshapen forms. Her tinkling laughter was like a slap across his face. Tanza mocked him and spoke:

"Welcome, Rocar. Welcome to our small gathering. We have been waiting for you."

She placed a strange emphasis on the "We," and Rocar felt the torrible Blackness straining at whatever fragile bonds still held it. The others felt it too, and one of the robed figures stirred.

"Shall we not hurry, mistress? Even now Xathul has gone before us to prepare the way at Anzac." He shuddered visibly. "It grows impatient."

Tanza turned a cold eye on the speaker. "Time enough, Nursag, to crush Anzac. When we finish here we will be on our way. But perhaps you are right."

She turned once more to Rocar. "The others did not think you would ever reach here, but I did not misjudge you. A pity that you chose to reject my offer. And poor Kazul," she mused, "you carved him so nicely. No matter."

Her voice became brisk and imperious. Her arm shot out and she pointed at him.

"Gaze upon your doom, Rocar. Gaze until your blood freezes and your eyes bulge out of their sockets, until your puny soul has gone shrieking to the Black Abyss and your lifeless body has crumbled into dust."

She raised her hands high above her head and screamed: "Haz-nash, i kar-u! A bez ie Ka-mtil, Ka-mtil! A bez ie Ka-mtil!"

As the awful syllables died away, the Shadow pulsed and grew. Thin streams of black substance curled slowly out and reached for him. Deep in the heart of the swirling foulness a great crystal blazed with a deep, bloody glow. The room grew cold, and the mocking laughter of the priestess rang hollowly in the chamber as the icy tendrils reached for his brain.
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Cowar, King of Anzok; Valkar, first among the Viking Chieftains; and Ilyana, last survivor of the royal line of Halforn, stood on one of the high stone towers along the Great Wall and stared gloomily at the vast enemy encampment scarcely a double bowshot away.

All that morning there had been a great increase in activity among the tens of thousands bivouacked there. Lumbering siege engines but recently constructed were being moved forward into position and readied for the assault, and weapons were being sharpened under the bright sun. A gentle breeze lifted the fluttering silks and banners over the endless sea of tents and standards, lending a false air of gaiety to the preparations.

In the midst of the camp a great black tent had been erected during the night, and it was rumored that one of the Black Masters themselves had arrived to surpervise the coming battle. One of the Evil Seven! As if the army alone was not enough to face. Cowar knew that time was running out.

Still, there was little more that could be done. The ones too old or young or sick to fight had been evacuated to Grayforge. Many of the women had refused to leave, arguing that there was little point in living for a few more days at the Keep in Grayforge if their men fell here in the city. It was true that Grayforge was lost, should the city fall.

The wall itself was stronger than it had ever been, and massive chunks of stone brought from the quarries had been heaved into position behind the gates, making them impassable. Three thousand soldiers manned the wall, and a thousand bowmen, all too few to stand against the coming onslaught. Their scattered pennants waved bravely from the towers and battlements.

Cowar considered the wall already lost. Yet the enemy would pay dearly to cross it, and once beyond they had still to lay siege to the city itself.

Directly behind the wall two thousand cavalry milled uneasily. They were waiting for the time when they would cover the retreat of the archers and soldiers to the city.

Cowar was a large man, vigorous in his years, sporting a shocking head of luxuriant red hair, streaked with gray. He wore a flowing yellow cape of plain design over his armor; it swirled about his feet as he paced restlessly back and forth on the small, open platform. The long sword at his side clinked and tapped against the jointed bronze greaves protecting his legs and thighs. He paused suddenly and slammed his fist into his palm with an oath.

"What are they waiting for? Are they afraid that sixty thousand men isn't enough? Or are they waiting while their wizard brews some foul sorcery to aid them? I long to see the issue decided. This waiting and standing gets on a man's nerves!"

"Patience, Cowar." It was Ilyana who spoke. "All too. soon they will launch the assault, and you will have fighting enough before the day is out, or I sadly miss my guess. Look."

She pointed toward the plain. The enemy was moving at last. Lines had formed, and now the helmeted soldiers were advancing slowly toward the wall. Faintly came the sounds of trumpet blasts and beating drums. The dark banners stood out stiffly in the breeze, and the great siege towers were rolling forward.

In the front ranks marched the fierce, dark men from the lands far to the south, willing allies of the Shadow. They carried tall ladders for scaling the walls, and the sun glinted from gold baubles dangling from their ears. Whitely gleamed the sharpened teeth with which they tore the flesh of their victims. They were chanting a song of death that chilled the blood. The words rang clear across the fields:

Raise the ladders, red sword swinging Crush and crack the soft skulls Blood before the marble walls Blood to water the dry earth Blood in streams to cleanse the sword Blood in crimson rivers running Doom, Doom, Doom.

The last words echoed with the beat of the drums. Not a sound passed among the defenders as they grimly bent their long bows and fitted the slender war arrows to the string. Only the wind whispered across the battlements, bringing the sounds and shouts of the approaching army.

The huge siege engines creaked and rumbled as hundreds of straining men pushed and pulled each one nearer. Thick shields of bark and leather protected them from the arrows and rocks that would soon come raining down from the wall. In some, companies of black-mailed soldiers waited on the swaying platforms. The archers of Anzor held then-fire.

Behind the rumbling towers came a van of heavily laden wagons pulled by teams of oxen driven by cursing soldiers. They were loaded with large barrels marked with curious red symbols. They were heavily guarded by foot companies armed with pikes and swords. Behind them came the main body of the army, and flanked out to the sides and rear rode fully fifteen thousand cavalry. These would wait until the gates were breached, and then they would charge wildly through the defenders and cut down those who tried to retreat.

It was a magnificent and evil sight, and Cowar hastily revised his estimation of the attacking force upward. Altogether, they were eighty thousand strong. Such an army had not been seen in a thousand years, not since the days of King Katharos and the ancient wars.

Valkar saluted the King. "I will join my men, Cowar." He trotted away along the wall, stopping now and then where small groups of his comrades waited with the men of Anzor. Their heavy axes would take a dreadful toll among the besiegers when they reached the wall.

Cowar sent Ilyana to join the cavalry waiting below.

"You have a strong sword-arm, Princess. But the wall is a place for size and strength such as you do not have. Go instead among the horsemen, where a good steed and a swift stroke will make you the equal of any man. I will stay here."

Ilyana was proud, but she knew the truth of his words.

"I will go, Cowar. Good luck to you." She hurried away.

Cowar walked among his men, joking with them. At short intervals pots of fire blazed hotly, and troops near . each waited with special fire arrows for the approach of the siege towers.

Tension built as the army drew closer. Now arrows and missiles began to whiz in the bright morning air as the attackers loosed sporadic shots. Still Anzor held fire. The enemy came closer.

With a loud shout the battle was suddenly joined. A cloud of aiTOws shot from the wall, cutting down the front ranks like wheat at the harvest, and choking off the bloody chant of doom in mid-verse. Others picked up the fallen ladders and ran forward to fling them against the wall. The shouting became confused and deafening, a constant roar that beat against the very sky. As fast as the ladders rose they were hurled down again, but here and there men were falling along the wall, and there were fewer hands to push the attackers away each time.

Now Cowar signaled, and the fire arrows blazed through the air, fanned to a white heat by their passage. They thudded by the hundreds into the wooden towers, and the fire leaped greedily over the dry frames. Frantically, the enemy beat and doused the fires, but one after another1 of the swaying structures burst into flame. Men jumped screaming to their deaths as the flames caught at their clothing and hair, rolling in agony on the ground. But some of the towers reached the wall, and there was heavy fighting at these points. Thick clouds of dark smoke billowed upward, and the odor of roasting flesh was sweet and strong. The clash and clang of sword and shield mixed with the screams and added to the terrible din.

The ladders were gaining a foothold against the wall, and hundreds poured up the frail paths. Rocks and burning oil rained down on the attackers as they cursed and screamed and died, but for every one that fell two took his place. Gradually the wide space at the top of the wall became filled with a tangled, swarming mass of battling men.

Valkar swung his double-bitted ax again and again, chopping and hacking at the black-clad soldiers. Blood streamed into his eyes from a deep gash across his forehead, and soaked his tunic from a dozen cuts and slashes. He shook the blood from his eyes and struck and swung, chanting and laughing, sending red showers splattering with every blow.

Elsewhere Cowar thrust and parried with his long sword. It dripped red in the sun, and bodies piled about his feet. He had cast off the cumbersome cloak, and he too sang and laughed while the slaughter whirled around him.

Enemy dead lay piled thick on the wall, and rivers of blood stained the white marble. Cowar had just split another skull when a tremendous roar drowned out the noise of battle and he was flung violently to the ground. A geyser of earth and stone blew high into the air and rained down heavily about him.

Dazed, Cowar scrambled to his feet. Where the main gate had stood there was now a great smoking hole in the wall, heaped high with shattered rock and splintered wood. The enemy horde poured through the gap and some fell to clearing away the rubble to make a path for the cavalry. He saw in an instant that the wall was lost. Grabbing a dazed trooper with a horn, he shook him violently.

"Sound the recall. We must retreat to the city."

The man raised the curved horn to his lips, and a moment later the notes blasted out for all to hear.

All along the bloody wall the forces of Anzor fell back, dropping rapidly down ropes and hastily regrouping below. Flame blazed up behind them as burning oil flowed into specially dug trenches, temporarily blocking the pursuit of the enemy. In small companies, cutting as they went, the troops trotted toward the city, three miles away across the plains of Anzor.

Now Cowar's cavalry swooped down and rode through the packed bunches of Sulmannon's forces, bright swords whirling above their heads as they slashed and trampled, their horses fetlock-deep in blood. Animals screamed and fell as a dozen pikes pierced their heaving sides, and men died with their brains bashed out on the earth in a gray, sticky smear.

Cowar waited while his men left the wall. Ilyana rode up to him, leading the King's powerful bay stallion. Her eyes were bright and her full lips half open, her long black hair streaming behind her. Cowar quickly mounted and they rode down a group of five soldiers who sought to stop them as they made for the city. Behind them black smoke poured thickly from the burning works.

They gained the city with the remains of their forces and hastily shut the heavy gates behind them, almost in the faces of the pursuing enemy. They had gained a temporary reprieve, but Cowar knew that morning would bring a new assault on the city. Remembering the blasted wall, he wondered if the gates could withstand the blow. Wearily, he dismounted.

That night the forces of Sulmannon moved their tents onto the smoking plain before the city. Fires winked redly in the night as they burned and pillaged the outlying districts and fields. Again the great tent of the Black Master rose in the center of the encampment, although none had seen him or could tell if he was really there.

The weary defenders gathered for a conference in the council chamber. Seated in a semicircle before the King were all the surviving captains of the forces of Anzor. Val-kar was carried in on a stretcher, for his legs were sorely wounded, and he could not walk. He had escaped .the carnage by a miracle. But his spirit was as strong as ever. He lay propped up beside Ilyana, who drummed her fingers restlessly on the arm of her chair. Balnor stood nearby, his useless arm hung in a makeshift sling.

Cowar laid his sword on the table before him and called them to order.

"We have bought some time today, my friends, but at a terrible cost. Of our three thousand who manned the wall, only four hundred remain, many of them badly injured."

There was a sharp intake of breath around the table, but none spoke. Cowar went on:

"Our friends from the north fought bravely and suffered as heavily as we. Their great axes made the enemy rue the day he ever came to Anzor." The Sea-Folk nodded at the compliment.

"It is tomorrow we must think of now. The Suls did not gain their victory lightly, and their numbers are somewhat reduced. The odds will be a little more even when the sun rises in the morning. I worry most about the Black Masters. Surely it was some sorcery of theirs that breached the gate today. Did any see what happened?"

A lean figure rose near the end of the table.

"I saw it, my King. The strange wagons with the heavy casks were pushed up against the gate and packed against it."

Murmurs ran around the table. All had seen those odd barrels with the bright red markings before the battle was joined, and all had wondered at their purpose. The man who had spoken continued.

"Many of the enemy were killed bringing the wagons up, but always more ran to take their places. When the barrels were stacked against the gate they scattered in all directions, and one thrust a torch at a thick pile of black dust poured out on the ground. The dust flared brightly, and suddenly all the barrels burst with flame and thunder. I was knocked senseless, and when I regained my wits the gate was breached and troops were swarming through the gap." He sat down abruptly with a puzzled expression.

Cowar nodded. "It is as I feared. Some foul magic of the Masters. But if flame can set it off when they want it, fire arrows may work a little magic of our own."

The men grinned and relaxed a little around the table. No one feared magic that could be turned to their own advantage.

For the next hour they discussed the defenses they had prepared, the distribution of their men, and the probable strategy of the invader. Then the meeting broke up and they went their separate ways. As Valkar was carried out of the room he spoke with Ilyana as she walked beside the litter.

"Let us hope that Rocar still lives, my Lady. If he can destroy the Shadow and its servants we have a good chance for victory tomorrow. The city is well supplied, and I do not think they have the heart for a long siege. Without sorcery to aid them, they are just another army to be beaten. Think on Rocar, and sleep well until tomorrow."

He was carried out of the room, and Ilyana wearily went to her lonely quarters. But she did not sleep well at all, and her dreams were strangely troubled by weird visions of terrible monsters, glowing lights and nameless horrors. It was still dark and black outside when a loud commotion roused her from her feverish slumber.

 

XXIV

Far from the bloody fields of Anzor, high in the Dark Tower of the Masters, Rocar stood trembling as the inky tendrils of the Shadow reached hungrily for his brain. His sword hung loosely from his right hand, almost forgotten.

Fear crawled down his spine as he felt the first faint touch of Darkness. His vision faded away as it enveloped him, and he was lost in a swirling darkness lit only by a weird ruby glow that pulsed and flickered. A freezing wind that sprang from nameless pits of bottomless evil plucked at his body with icy fingers. Gaping chasms opened and yawned in his consciousness, and from them leaped nightmare fantasies that strained his sanity. He sensed a foul gibbering awareness drawing him nearer and nearer to a vast rent in the fabric of the universe, a bottomless abyss of horror. From far outside of space and time something loathsome and evil was drawing him to itself.

From a vast distance a tiny voice echoed in his ear, a vaguely familiar voice from the past: "The amulet, Rocar. Fooll The amulet!"

Something he must do… He struggled against the thing that was drawing him, confused. Unaware, the fingers of his left hand slowly clawed up his breast and closed about the precious stones of the amulet. Now he could sense a new emotion from the Blackness, a trace of uncertainty. The amulet pulsed with warmth beneath his unseen fingers, driving back the freezing cold that numbed his senses and sucked the Me from his body.

With a violent tearing that wrenched every atom of his existence, the Tower chamber snapped back into focus. The amulet was clasped in his hand and raised straight out before him. From the dangling gems streaked solid rays of brilliant white light that starkly illuminated the entire chamber. He squinted his eyes against the glare and took a step forward toward the altars. The light flared even more brightly.

Now he could see the priestess throw up her arm to shield her eyes from the incredible light pouring from the amulet. She stumbled backward and Rocar could see the fear distorting her features.

"Ea hash na frazdl," she screamed. "Ag kah, ag kohl Ka krashma Ka-mul! Nyar-lothep!"

As the last words were torn from her throat in a rising scream the Shadow convulsed upon itself. A brilliant bolt of violet lightning hurled from the twisting mass straight to-ward Rocar. The amulet flared to incandescence as the lightning struck it and was hurled aside, rending the great wall of the Tower with a terrible splitting noise of tortured stone. Bolt after bolt hurled out and was turned away, ravaging and crackling in the gruesome chamber. One of the gigantic altars tottered and fell crashing in ruins, and the building shuddered on its foundations. The glare was blinding, and Rocar slowly moved forward, the bright sword blazing in the brilliant light.

"Koros," he called. "I ask the third question! What must I do to banish the Shadow?"

Mixed with the roar of the crashing lightnings came the ringing voice of the old man.

"Smash the great red jewel in the center of the Blackness. Destroy it, and the Bane will be gone forever!"

The lightnings crashed in redoubled fury as Rocar moved toward the red glow. He had eyes only for the baleful jewel, shining in the darkness, that now retreated from the terrible white light pouring from his hand. Great blocks came smashing down from the ceiling as the Tower trembled and shook from the force of the blasts; clouds of dust and smoke rose in the air; the floor heaved and split under his feet as again and again the lightning struck and was turned away.

Now he stood looking at the great crystal that was the very heart of the Shadow. It pulsed and burned; rapidly shifting colors played over the faceted surface, changing from deep bloody crimson to purplish red to smoldering ruby. A frenzied roaring filled his ears. Rocar raised the gleaming sword and smote the bloody jewel into a thousand fragments.

A horrible inhuman scream sounded for an agonized instant, and died away in a shuddering wail. The flaring light of the amulet died also, and the echoes of that awful cry died with it. An ominous rumbling silence descended on the Tower.

Rocar looked about him. The building shifted and trembled, and great cracks were slowly spreading along the walls. The Shadow was gone, vanished into the timeless gulfs from which it had been called a thousand years be-fore. The great altars were thrown down and shattered, and clouds of black dust drifted slowly through the air. The roof gaped open to the sky in half a dozen places where the lightning had struck and smashed the stone.

Where the Masters had stood now remained only six crumpled robes, and small piles of reddish dust that swirled away in the rising wind even as he looked. Of the priestess there was no sign.

A strange creaking and grating sound started as the rumbling grew louder. Rocar nearly fell as the floor shifted again under his feet, tilting and rocking. Bits and chunks of stone were clattering down and the cracks in the walls opened wider.

Quickly he turned and ran back down the long ramp-way. The smooth floor was uneven and cracked, and twice he leaped over widening chasms that opened before him. Down he ran, until he came to the room of the machines. Huge sparks arced in crackling rainbows from the glittering surfaces. Huge crystal wheels spun madly, faster and faster until one by one they flew from their shafts and shattered in iridescent splinters against the stones. Vibrating rods snapped and showered deadly splinters in a continuous popping roar of sound that blended in a demented fugue with the gnashing stone.

Down he ran, leaping and scrambling. A whole section of the passage caved in behind him as he passed. Down he ran, until he came to the vast chamber at the bottom. Huge blocks of basalt smashed around him and pillars toppled and fell, raising great clouds of pulverized dust. Flames roared up from the floor as the foundations split and crumbled. Down to the great doors Rocar tripped and stumbled in his headlong flight. The noise was deafening as he burst through the shattered doors, leaning crazily on their twisted hinges.

The field of evil flowers lay withered and sere and he plunged across the blasted field to the edge of the clearing, where he fell exhausted, gasping for breath.

He rolled over and gazed at the destruction he had wrought. The towering fortress groaned and shook, and wide gaping rents appeared suddenly in the shuddering walls.

Smoke and fumes shot out from the sides. Gigantic square blocks of stone tumbled from the heights and struck the blasted earth with heavy bouncing blows. The noise was terrific, an insane symphony of crackings and splittings, grindings and crunchings, whistling shrieks of escaping vapors and weird moanings as the very atoms of the building were wrenched apart.

Then with a tremendous roar the structure fell in upon itself and collapsed slowly into a towering jumbled pile of jagged stone.

A billowing cloud of rock-dust rose high over the spot and hung suspended lazily in the air. An awesome silence fell upon the blasted clearing.

Rocar climbed slowly to his feet and gazed speechlessly at the devastation. Here and there small flames were licking about the pile and an unbalanced rock or two rattled about until it came to rest. Absentmindedly he sheathed his sword and flexed the cramped fingers. Then he turned his back upon the ruins and set off for Anzor.

 

XXV

… Beware the gifts of the Evil Ones, else a hundred winters will pass before you again know the summer's sun....

—From the Katharian Prophecies

Many days passed before Rocar finally reached the marble city of Anzac. Making his way around the riot-torn city of Suldum, he crossed the river and headed south toward Grimhold, where he spent two nights hiding from the fleeing remnants of the invading army of Sulmannon. He was almost killed by the advance parties from Anzor before he could make his identity known. They gave him horses and an escort, and after a week's hard riding they came finally to the city of Anzac.

Exhausted after the long ride, and half expecting to find the citadel beleaguered or taken, he found instead streets decked with flowers and filled with cheerful, laughing people who danced and sang and offered him cups of wine and ale as he passed. It was not until he found a much recovered Valkar convalescing with half a dozen giggling girls that he learned what had happened to the invaders.

"Well, you know we lost the wall and retreated to the city, where we made ready to stand or die against the armies of Sulmannon." Valkar paused dramatically and sighed a bit too deeply, enjoying himself immensely as his friend fidgeted with impatience.

"Yes," Rocar said, "but what happened to them? I expected to find you all grimly hacking away with those big axes you love to carry, or worse. Not that I'm sorry that it turned out otherwise."

Valkar grinned and pinched the big-breasted girl who was filling his cup with golden wine. She giggled and hustled out of the room to refill the pitcher.

"It was you who saved us, Rocar, else you might indeed have come upon a dreary scene. In the middle of the night after the battle for the wall, a great noise sounded in the enemy camp. We rushed to the battlements and saw a strange sight. The black tent of the Master was in flames, and strange bolts of lightning played about the camp. Their horses went mad, trampling and stampeding among the troops and carrying all before them. Fires spread everywhere. Some must have thought that we had struck a secret blow, and in the darkness they ran about cutting the others down. Many suspected treachery, and soon they were all fighting among themselves.

"We saw our chance and sent a sortie from the city, but I do not think we even needed to do that. So great was their terror and confusion that by morning they had scattered far and wide, and we easily pursued them back into Sulmannon, striking at their rear as we went. By evening they were far gone from our walls, and the siege was over before it had fairly begun. All Anzor knows what you have done, and tonight there will be a great feast in your honor."

He glanced over Rocar's shoulder at someone who had just entered the room. "There are others who wish to welcome you, my friend."

As Rocar turned a screeching streak of emerald and crimson darted to his shoulder, and with a ruffle of feathers Quito landed and danced delightedly on the perch. The bird pecked gently at his ear, and Rocar smiled. In the doorway stood Ilyana, but an Ilyana he had never seen before.

She had put aside the tools of war and was dressed in a long flowing gown of pale blue, shot through with silver threads woven like stars into the soft fabric. Her shining raven hair was bound with a thin circle of gold and broke in shimmering gentle folds over her shoulders. Her eyes brimmed with happiness and in a moment he had caught her up and hugged her closely. Then he took her hand and led her away.

 

XXVI

That evening Rocar sat with Cowar and Ilyana at the head of the great tables that filled the King's huge dining hall. The marbled walls rang with song and laughter. An endless procession of steaming platters passed around the board as the people of Anzor celebrated the great victory. Presents and gifts for Rocar and Ilyana had been arriving all day, for it was common knowledge in the city that the two would soon marry. Now they made a gaudy pile that threatened to tumble into the soup.

Toasts sounded again and again as cups were raised to Rocar, to Ilyana, to Cowar, to Anzor, to the Sea-Folk, to victory, to life, in fact to anything at all that would fill the rounds once again. Remembering her promise, Ilyana drank to the memory of Halforn and all joined her as she raised the cup to her lips. If King Halforn was watching from the misty palaces of the Gods, he must have smiled.

They had been celebrating for some time and Rocar was listening to Valkar describe the sea battle. Suddenly the laughter and shouting died away, and Rocar rose to see Koros entering the great hall. He went to meet him and in the silence led the old man to the head of the table.

"Greetings, Koros. You are welcome here. None will deny it." He looked around the hall, but the great company was deathly still. The words of the old soothsayer now carried to all in the room.

"Well met, Rocar. You have done what no other man could do. Listen to me now, and learn of the doom that once befell me."

The words were clear and strong, with no trace of an old man's quaver, and they bore a strange tone of sorrow and gladness.

"Well you all know the story of King Katharos, who a thousand years ago raised his golden city in the north of Sulmannon, whose proud armies swept the length of the known world, and who thus forced the sorcerers of Sulmannon to raise the Bane that destroyed him. It is told how Katharos fled the wrath that was raised against him, and how he met his end far to the north near the White Cliffs that border Kanthos and Sulmannon. But you do not know this: Katharos survived, and he made his way north through the ruins of his once mighty kingdom."

Not a sound was heard in the great hall, except for the echoing words of the old man. Understanding dawned in Rocar's mind as pieces fell into place and completed a pattern. And Koros went on:

"The Gods saved Katharos from death that he might undergo a greater punishment. Because of his actions, the Black Power had been brought from its proper place at the edges of time and set free to work its foul evil in the world of men. It mattered not that his enemies had raised it to destroy him. He was responsible. Hear me! I am Katharos!"

For a second the words hung frozen in the stunned silence. Then a babble of voices broke loose in the festive hall. Men shrank back and signed with their fingers, benches overturned as they scrambled to their f@et. Cowar leaped up. "Silence," he roared. The noise died down at quickly as it had started. Katharos spoke on.

"I was cursed by the Gods as penance for the evil I had caused in my pride and lust for power. My sight was stricken from me, and in its place I was given the great sight of looking into the future. I was doomed to wander across the Earth, forever bringing news of death and disaster until all men shunned and feared me as an evil omen. Not until the Power that I had indirectly called up was destroyed and banished to its black pits of horror would I find peace."

As he spoke these words a curious light began to glow about him. He seemed to grow cloudy as they watched, and Rocar could make out the dim outlines of the room through his body.

"Now I can rest. The Bane has been destroyed, and I have helped undo the evil that I caused."

His voice trailed away as the light grew stronger and his body became almost transparent. He raised his hand to Rocar, and his voice seemed to come from a great distance.

"Beware, off-worlder. Remember the words I spoke to you in Valthar. It is not over yet."

The voice failed and Rocar reached out to grip the extended hand, but his fingers closed only on a shadowy outline.

"Wait, Koros. Tell me what you mean." But the figure faded completely from sight. From somewhere far, far off the voice of Koros came once more faintly.

"Goodbye, Rocar. You have given me rest after all these years…" Then it was gone.

The company sat stunned. Ilyana was pale as she gripped his arm.

"What did he mean, Rocar? What were his words?"

"He warned me in Valthar to beware the gifts of the Darkness, and there was something about a hundred winters passing. But the Shadow is destroyed. I do not know what he meant. Come, it is late. Let us return to our chambers."

They filed out of the hall and the crowd spilled out over the steps, whispering and talking among themselves.

As they neared the foot of the steps an old woman appeared and hobbled forward. She was dressed in ragged cloth of the poorest quality, and the folds combined with her aged stoop to conceal most of her withered features. As Rocar made to pass her by, she reached out and tugged at the hem of his tunic. She spoke in a quavering, senile voice.

"Good sir, a moment if you will." Her words pleaded for his attention, and Rocar stopped and smiled down at her.

"Yes, grandmother, how can I help you?" The ancient voice sounded vaguely familiar, but he could not place it.

"Sir, you have saved us from the Dark Forces of

Sulmannon, and all the city rejoices. They say that you are soon to wed the fair princess, Ilyana. Sir, I am a poor and humble woman, but I beg you to accept this small pitiful token of my good wishes for you and your bride to be."

She held out a small, glittering object in her wrinkled palm. "It would make an old woman happy if you would accept it."

He smiled at her and took the object from her hand. It was a ring of twisted golden wire, set with a small red jewel. It glittered redly in the light of the flaring cressets that lined the palace steps.

"Thank you, dame. It is a gift fit for a prince…" He gasped as the ring changed before his eyes into a large poisonous looking red centipede which bit him savagely on the finger. He dashed it to the ground and crushed it into a red smear on the marble pavement.

A small drop of blood oozed from the bite, and he felt an icy coldness in his hand that rapidly spread along his arm. The old woman cackled madly and threw back her cowl, dancing with glee in the ruddy light.

"Ha, Rocar, so kind and generous to take a gift from a poor old woman. The conquerer Rocar, the off-worlder who has defeated an empire, and even gets to marry the princess at the end of the tale. Ha, Ha! Do you know me, my hero, do you recognize me now?"

Mists swam thickly about his eyes and there was a low roaring in his ears. The cold was spreading over his entire body. As he swayed there he recognized in the hag's face the once beautiful features of the priestess, Tanza. Her laughter was cut short as Cowar raised his sword and with an oath cleaved the dancing crone in two.

Rocar sank to the ground, fighting for breath. Through his fading vision he saw the tear-streaked face of Ilyana bending over him, heard the indistinct sounds of Valkar and Cowar talking to him. The buzzing grew louder in his ears. Then the cold gripped his chest, and consciousness left him.

Rocar slept.
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