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And when | turned, no facel saw,
For the shadow was my own,

Death Angdl's Shadow.

Reflectionsfor
The Winter of

My Soul

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

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

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



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

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

The servant uttered one great, wet cough that merged with afina spasm. The horse surgeon considered
thelimp wrig, criticaly pried up one eydid, and shrugged. "Well, hesdead," he proclaimed needlesdy.
There was disgppointment among the watchers, who had hoped to learn from the victim of hisassailant's
nature. Over them lay aclammy atmosphere of gnawing fear, and severa argued louder than necessary,
asserting that awolf, or severa wolves, possibly asnow cat had been the killer. Some had darker
suspicions aswdll, for thisfrozen land of Marsarovj had itslegends.

A sudden hideous movement halted their dow withdrawal! The corpse had lurched upward from the
dippery stones! Supporting itself with itsarms, it sat half-upright and glared at them with wide and
sghtless eyes. Red dobbering lips fought to form words.

"Death! | see him! Out of the storm he comesfor usdl!" blubbered that thing which should not spesak.
"Death comes! A man! A man not man! Deeth for al!"

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

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

|. The Rider in the Storm

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



endurance had been overtaxed by the days of flight which had left them logt in thisfantastic ice storm.

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

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

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

Many days behind him and to the southeast lay the independent principality of Rader, oncethe
northmost province of the old Serranthonian Empire, but now broken away in the collapse of the Empire
which had followed the extinction of the line of Halbros-Serrantho. Rader had become afrontier
backwater after the dynastic wars had destroyed the strength and wealth of the central states and had
created aband of desolation cutting Rader off from the civilization to the south. Law had been logt inthe
imperid disntegration and never restored. In obedience to ancient principle, brute power shaped chaos
into amore orderly framework, and Rader had been ruled for the past century (when it wasruled at all)
by avariety of warlords. It had been amotley succession, for theland was of little value or importance.
Thusits rulers had usudly been petty and relatively unambitious men--old nobility, adventurers, robber
barons, and thelike.

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

power.

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

But Kane a length accomplished that which no other man could have done. He emerged at the one
other place on thisworld wherethe Lair of Ydd impinged. It took him over ayear to recover from the
orded he suffered therein, but when he did recover he set out to kill the man who had driven him within



the crawling passages of that elder world nightmare. Thetrail to Rader had taken him from one end of the
known world to the other--atrail that twisted, forked, vanished, and reappeared again. But he followed it
with asingleness of purpose unfamiliar even to Kane.

And amost four years after the massacre of the Satakis at Ingoldi, Orted Ak-Ceddi found himself alone
in his chambers confronting Kane. The brief, vicious struggle ended most satisfactorily for Kane, who
was able to present Orted with a curious gem-like crystal derived from the venom of the now extinct
tomb worm of Carsultya. Embedded in hisflesh, the pardyzing venom seeped through Orted's writhing
form and slently commenced an indluctable disintegration of every nervein hisbody, working from the
tiniest to the largest cords. Kane wasforced to cut short his enjoyment of the fantastic contortions of
Orted's degth throes, when the Prophet's guards finally broke into the chamber.

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

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

support.

"Easy, boy," he murmured through hisice-hung beard. "Let you rest just aminute.” But only aminute, he
told himsdlf, and stamped his frozen boots, wearily brushing off the crust of ice that enclosed hisbody. A
bed of snow beckoned him to its softness, but he hurled aside its temptation. He would not accept defeat
thiseasily. He had cheated death time beyond comprehension, and if helost herein the sorm, his
adversary must take him not gracefully, but struggling blindly onward past the extremes of his power.
That thisfrozen eementa fury should be his doom infuriated Kane, and he glared defiantly into the
scouring wind. Frugtration. His enemy now was utterly intangible--a cosmic entity that heedlesdy had
engulfed him--whose massive presence now tore a him, smothered hislifefire. In no way could he even
force his destroyer to take notice of his existence.

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

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

As soon as hefdt clear he dowed his mount's headlong flight to asafer pace. "What in the name of
Temro wasthat!" he muttered. At first he had thought his pursuers had blundered upon him, but the



horse's reaction and his own sensations dispelled that impression. He had seen nothing, heard
nothing--for the howling storm had effectively blotted out and muffled both vison and sound. Y et Kane
and his horse had both definitely sensed the presence of something, and Kane knew better than to doubt
such extrasensory evidence. The strange workings of hisinner mind were not unfamiliar to him, unnatura
talents utilized and strengthened throughout his amazing career. And Kane was certain that some form of
horrible death had been very closeto himin the storm.

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

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

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

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

Thiswasirfinity.

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

Kane forced himself out of stupor, gathering together thefind dregs of hisremarkable strength. If the
horse had blundered into aforest there was hope yet. It seemed unlikely, for there had been no body of
treesin sight before the storm had hit--but how could he know how far the horse had carried him. The
wind's roar became muted, and its force was broken by the trees, causing the snow to fal dowly, sifting
through the branches. The blackness of night became settled, and in this darkness Kane's eyes could
penetrate--although another man would il be rdatively blind.

It was indeed aforest--or at least the grove of trees extended asfar as Kane could discover. From the



shelter it provided from the stormblast, it seemed likely that thiswas at any rate a considerable wooded
area. Kane urged hisfatering mount deeper into the woods. If he could reach a place far enough within
to bresk most of the ssorm'sforce, he might build asort of shelter and possibly get afire going.

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

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

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

Not bothering to puzzle over this good fortune, Kane pushed aside the gate enough to pass through. The
horses hooves clattered hollowly across the courtyard, as Kane shouted wildly, striving to awaken
someone within. Just as he reached the manor's main doorway, the anima stumbled and fdll, pitching the
rider upon the stones. Kane twisted clumsily, too benumbed for hisusua lightning reflexesto serve him.
Hefdl heavily before the door, rolling againgt it.

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

[I. Things Found in the Storm

Something white stood blurred in Kane's recovering consciousness. With an effort he forced awareness



into hismind, hiseyesto focus.

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

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

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

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

"Well, Breenanin, what have you found!" A bear of aman swept into the room, ahuge fur robe hastily
gathered about him. "Who isit that comes calling on anight fit only for ice phantoms and destroysthe
deep of honest folk!" he blustered good-naturedly.

"Hush, Father!" whipped Breenanin. "He'sinjured and nearly frozen!™

"Eh?" muttered the lord of the castle curioudy, and he made avagudly sympathetic noiseto mollify his
daughter.

Kane shrugged off the servants hands and drew himsdlf to hisfeet, reding momentarily in pain and
dizziness before he straightened. He met his host's curious gaze and announced formdly, "Forgivethisill
timed and unannounced intrusion. |'ve been wandering through this waste for severa dayswhen the
storm caught me, and | had about given out before | happened on this castle. My horsefdl inyour court,
and | was unconscious until amoment ago. Had your servants not found me, | would have frozen solid

by morning.”
"In the court, you say?' said the other in puzzlement. "How the hell did you make it past the gate?"
"It was unlocked when | tried it," returned Kane. "Mogt fortunate that someone neglected it."

"Maybe 0, but that kind of carelessness can get you murdered in bed. Gregig! Can't you remember
your duties just because we get alittle snow!"

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

"Mmm!" intoned hismadter. "Wdl, isit locked now?"



"Yes, milord!" the porter said hurriedly; then uneasily, "1t was locked when | checked it--after finding the
Sranger.”

"At least even anear snowman has more sense than somefat porters.”
"The wind must have shut it--for | didn't," Kane brokein.

He received a suspicious stare from hishogt. "That isn't possible,” he stated. Then he shrugged. " Perhaps
thefall shook up your memory abit. Not uncommon, | suppose.”

Kaneremained slent.

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

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

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

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

It was his eyes that bothered Troylin. He had noticed them from the first. It was to be expected, for
Kane's eyeswere the eyes of Degth! They were blue eyes, but eyesthat glowed with their own light. In
those cold blue gems blazed the fires of blood madness, of the lust to kill and destroy. They poured forth
infinite hatred of life and promised violent ruin to those who sought to meet them. Troylin caught animage
of that powerful body striding over a battlefield, killer's eyes blazing and red sword dedling carnageto al
beforeit.

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



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

"Father! Areyou just going to stand there like astuffed bear!"

Troylin snapped dert. "Ah--yesl Started to doze, I'm afraid. Well, Kane, as| say, welcome. The
servants will show you to aroom--plenty here, we're sort of under-populated at the moment. Just
wintering away from the civilized world for therest.” It occurred to him that Kane had no business till
being ableto stand after hisorded, and he redized again the fantastic strength the man must have. "Right!
So | hope you'l be recovering from it all by tomorrow.” He turned and strode away.

Hugging the fur about himsdlf, Kane followed the servants. 1t was al he could do to walk and hissight
blurred repeatedly, but he didn't wish to show weakness. At least his hosts didn't guess the extent of his
plight. With luck he could hole up here from the Satakis--and maybe the blizzard had finished them.

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

"Oh," muttered Kane, too exhausted to fed much interest. "How'd you let mein then?!

"It wasthelady, you know. She'd been having trouble deeping, heard it, and run down, woke the
porter, Ing and me."

"Surprised she could hear me even, with the wind." Kane gratefully collapsed onto the bed.

"Oh, it wasn't you she heard,” replied the servant, stepping through the door. "It was your horse
screaming, you know. Poor thing was pure mad from fear! Something sure had that horse frightened near
to desth--but there wasn't athing in the courtyard we could see.”

I11. Prisoners of the Storm

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

At length consciousness returned to Kane, and with it came the redlization that something hovered near



his side. Snapping into ingtant awareness, Kane hurled himself to one sde. His corded arm whipped
upward and be grasped a shock of white hair, as his other hand came up with the dirk he had strapped
tohissde.

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

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

"Who the hell areyou?' Kane growled.

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

"Why wereyou in here?' snarled Kane dangeroudly.

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

your deep!”

"That's been tried before," returned Kane, swinging to hisfeet. "Count yoursdlf lucky that | recognized
you asaharmless old lecher before | spilled your insides out. But as you have seen, I'm quite dl right

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

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

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

"Send my thanks and tell him | accept.”

"No doubt! Well, hell send his men-at-armsto butcher you, if | have my will!"

Kane elaborately drew back hisdirk to throw. Lystric departed.

There was atight atmosphere of uneasiness hanging over the dinner table, and Kane noticed it despite
his preoccupation with the board. He ate hisfirst full meal in many dayswith careful attention, savoring



each mouthful. A man who has been on short rations for many days does not bolt hisfood--it isanovelty
to be dowly and thoroughly appreciated. At the same time he watched with interest the others gathered
at thelong table in the castle dining hall. Baron Troylin and his daughter ate nervoudy, with aforced
lightheartedness that belied an underlying tenseness. Lystric the astrologer, who was a so present at the
high table, spent part of the time offering Kane dark 1ooks, and the remainder watching anxioudy the
young man Sitting next to him.

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

Henderin chose to end his petulant silence by bresking into an anecdote of hisfather. "Thismest is
burned!" heintoned hoatly. "I specificaly told you to bring me nothing but raw flesh!™

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

"l said | wanted raw flesh!" Henderin exploded. "Not burned dead by thefire, but till warm and
bleeding! Bring ittome!"

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

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

For the others the meal proceeded with relative quiet.

With the business of eating completed, the dinner began to gather steam. Servants cleared away the
debris and settled down to the more serious duty of keeping their master and his guest well supplied with
de. Kane prepared himself for along evening of drinking and conversation, aware that Troylin expected
him to repay the baron's hospitdity by entertaining him. It appeared to be developing into amost
comfortable evening. At the lower tables, the baron's retainers and men-at-arms were making alusty
charter, serving wenches made free with the de, and the grest fire was blazing. Even Henderin was qui€,
for the moment dowly drawing pictures on the table with an de dipped finger. In the shadow of acolumn
close by the high table atall man toyed with alute.

Kane had asked few questions during the medl, and to hisrelief neither had Troylin. The baron seemed
content to accept Kane's story at face value, and merdly listened with interest to his guest's anecdotes.



To hisddight, he found Kane an entertaining and informed conversationdist, with afantagtic variety of
materid to draw upon. Deeming it none of his concern, he showed no interest in Kane's businessin this
region.

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

Troylin laughed depreciatively and replied readily, "Wdll, | got tired of civilized winters after awhile. ol
thought it would be anice change to spend the winter herein the provinces. My family has maintained this
old castle for years-it'sredly afortified manor from the Empire days-and | thought it would make a
snug, rustic spot to spend the winter. Hunting is excellent too--dl year around.”

Helowered his voice and added uneasily, "Also I'd hoped the atmosphere would be good for Henderin.
The boy'salittle unsettled, you've noticed no doubt. Lysiric assures me though that thisisjust the thing
forhim."

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

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

Following Kati€'s gaze, Troylin caught sight of its object and called out, "Ah, Evingolis! There you are!
Wondered where you were lurking tonight. Come over and give as atune! We've been jabbering too
hard to do any serious drinking.” Turning to Kane he said, "Thisis Evingolis, the most accomplished
mingrel you'll ever have the pleasure of hearing. | had the fortune of attaching him to my patronage this
summer, and he'saddight to have around on these winter nights.” He went on to describe the many
virtues of the mingrel.

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

Therising lament that concluded the song died out with akeening moan from the lute. Hewas an arti<t,
conceded Kane, who could not recal hearing a better performance of that difficult poem. Men shuffled
their feet and made uneasy soundsin the dtillnessfollowing the song. "Excdlent!" commended Troylin
after apause. "Y ou aways have something now for us, don't you. Ah, how about another, Evingolis. One
abit morerousing for thiscold night.”

"Of course, milord,” spoke the minstrel, accepting atankard from a scurrying wench. ""One moment
while | sweeten my throat.” He tossed off the de and broke into arallicking ballad of awoodsman'sfive
daughters, which moved the baron's men to join in the bawdy chorus.



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

"Some hold that true beauty lies only in the uncommon,” Kane murmured, watching thefirdight'sgleam
in Breenanin's pale hair. She smiled, wondering if hisremark wasto compliment her. But Kane, sunken
into brooding, noticed only that her teeth shone white and sharp againgt her red smile.

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

"Well, Tdi. Back at last, | seel” Troylin greeted their leader. "What's it like out there?!

"A white hdl, milord, it truly isl So cold your spit cracksin midair, now that the sky has cleared. And the
snow's piled so damn high, it was almost impossible for usto push through asfar aswe went. Couldn't
even get aded out in that stuff. Were snowbound for certain until this crusts over solid.”

"No matter," said the baron. "Weve provisions hereto last al winter, and there's plenty of game, |
know."

Tdli shook hishead. "I don't know mysdf on that one. The areaiisfull of wolves, for some reason. Big,
mean fellows--and bold onestoo! Saw maybe haf adozen a one time following us aong--keeping just
out of bowshot! Looked like they'd just as soon rush us, they did! Game must be scarce to bring them
out in the open like that.

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

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

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

Kane examined the gold medallion with itsfamiliar circle of eder hieroglyphics. The followers of Sataki
would hound him no further.



V. Huntersin the Snow

"Persondly | think the baron is crazy to ride to the hunt after what Tdi and them told uslast night,”
observed the steward, evidently in alogquacious mood.

"Mmm?' Kane, grunted noncommitally, while he tested the balance of severa hunting spears.

"Y ou didn't bear dl those thingsthey told to us afterwards. Brrr! When | think about those poor devils
they found out there! Not much left but bare bones, they said! All those wolves around, and the baron
dill saysit'sabeautiful morning to hunt! 1'd think after all you've been through, sir, you'd of had your fill of
al that snow."

Kane selected the best spear and fdlt the edge of itsiron head criticaly. "Ought to do it," he concluded.
"I doubt if therell be any problem with wolves. They probably attacked those others because of the
storm. Our party islarge enough, and the light of day will keep them hidden probably. And in the woods
the snow's thin enough in most places so a horse won't bog down. Problem will be to run down any k.

"Of course," hewent on carefully, "I guess the game around here must be pretty sensational for the
baron to drag hishousehold al the way up herein the middle of nothing." He watched the teward fidget
nervoudy, fighting to hold hisloose tongue. "Or was there some other reason for this exile?!

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

"Baron Troylin had to leave Carrasahl! That son of his, you know, him being crazy asan owl and al!
Why, they were some actudly talking about burning poor Henderin! So the baron pulled out to let things
cool off. And Lystric--he'sin charge of the young man, you know--said it would be good for him to get
out away from things. All thisis supposed to be soothing to hismind. That's why Henderin does
everything nearly that the rest do--except they watch him careful--instead of being locked up like maybe
he should. Lystric says helll come back to norma easier if heleads anormd day'slife, which seemsto
make alittle sense.

"Personally though | wouldn't trust that crafty old buzzard--for dl hisfinetak, he'sjust apenny ante
wizard! Wouldn't surprise me at dl if some of those stunts he'stried haven't just made Henderin crazier.
And everyone knows he's never held down areputable position for long in hislife--until the baron took
him on as his son's physician.

"Beautiful bit of irony that! Few years back old Lystric was providing entertainment at a court banquet
the baron attended. Troylin's drunk and he makesjokes about the old bastard's spiel. Lystric gets stuffy
and he calsthe baron an unlettered hick, afeeble minded oaf and al that--so old baron sicsthe dogson
him and they chase him al down one table through the food and everything. Redlly wasfunny! Course
old Lystric's mad as can be, and the baron really had to eat crow to get him to take the position. Still
Lystricwasdl the help Baron Troylin could find after what Henderin done.”

"Just what isit about Henderin that made people talk about burning him?* asked Kane. "Madnessisn't
usually treated quite that peremptorily.”

The steward warmed to his subject. Thiswas getting to the good part. He looked about again and



lowered hisvoiceimpressively, "Because thiswasn't just some ordinary lunacy. No Sir! Henderinisn't as
harmless as he |ooks--that's why they keep so close awatch on him!

"Why, back at Carrasahl he killed aman, he did--one of the court guards! And that's not the worst of it!
Hekilled him by ripping histhroat out with histeeth! Was till chewing away at it when they caught him!
Growling just like awild anima worrying hisprey!”

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

"And I'll tell you something else! A couple days ago just asthe storm was hitting, one of the servants got
his the same way exactly! Something tore histhroat out! Babbled something right at the end about death
coming out of the torm for al of ud It plain wasn't naturd, let metell you! And I'll tell you something else
too! It may have been awolf that caught him--but there's some of uswho wonder if old Lydtricistelling it
graight about Henderin being in hissight al thetime!

"Ligten, | could tell you about some other stuff going on around here of nights that don't quite ring true!
No Sr!"

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

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

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

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

Kane rode with his heavy sword strapped to his saddle in easy reach. Evingolis had laughed t this.
"We're on ahunting party, wanderer, not awar party!"

Kane hadn't cared for the abino'sjibe, but remembering that mingtrels and jesters were expected to be
impertinent, he had only shrugged. "A man of my profession finds his sword alifelong companion.”

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



"Degth," answered Kanelevelly. "'But | make no charge for mingrels. Thereisn't acoin smal enough to
accept asafar payment, | find."

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

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

"Turn them loose!" bellowed Baron Troylin. "Hot damn! Venison tonight for sure!™

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

"Come on! After them! Well missthekill! Watch out, you bastard! A day's wages the houndsfinish him
before we even get there! Y ou're on! Remember Kane getsfirst throw after the baron! Hurry! It'sastag
for sure! Damn you! Stump! Listen to them howl!" Perhgps the hounds were shouting much the same.

The headlong charge broke into aclearing and fell into sudden confusion. Thetrail had abruptly split, and
the tracks plainly showed that the pack had l€ft the clearing in two directions. "Thoem's beard!" shouted
Troylinin delight. "Look! There's another onel”

From the evidence in the snow thefirst elk had come upon another here in the clearing. The second
anima had bolted off on adifferent trail, and the pack had split gpart to follow both spoors. "Well get
them both!" cried Troylin. "Kane! Take after that one heading west! Bunch of you go with him! Hurry,
damnit! The k'l kill the houndswith the pack split up!”

He plunged after what he judged to be thefirst ek. Kane and five of the baron's men broke off and
galloped after the newcomer. The forest quickly swallowed the sounds of their rushing passage, leaving
the clearing strangely till--but not untenanted.

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

At which point the wolves attacked.



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

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

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

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

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

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

And Kane was aone with thewolves.

Haf adozen gray killerscircled their prey warily. Some were crippled and bleeding, but they showed no
hint of abandoning the fast man. Their blood fury was completely aroused, and their savage minds were



set on an unshakeable god--to drag down the human and steep their muzzlesin his blood. Kane glared
back at them, lipsdrawn in asnarl and killer's eyes blazing with hellfire. His own insatiable lust to kill and
to destroy burned incandescently within his spattered frame. For the space of severd heartbeatskiller
looked upon killer.

Their attack was agray blur of coordinated fury. Two wolveswent for Kane, while the others attacked
his steed. Thewolf on hisleft Kane met with ablinding sword stroke that clove the beast's skull asunde.
The other wolf arched through the air in agraceful, deadly leap that carried it into Kane'slap. Itsfangs
snapped shut spasmodically, but without aim--for its yellow eyeswere dready stark in death. A dagger
had buried itsdf hilt-deep initsthroat. Right-handed, Kane had thrown the wegpon with unerring aim,
just asthe wolf had begun its legp. The wolf had died even asitsfelow had falen under Kane's sword.

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

Already Kane had vaulted clear of the saddle, and he landed catlike in the snow as his horse crashed to
the earth in mortal agony. Only a split second get his balance, and the last three wolves were on him. He
thrust out his sword; the wolf tried to twist aside and avoid the blade but was too dow. Asthe long blade
transfixed it, another wolf legpt at Kane from the right, even asthe third gathered itsfeet. No time to pull
free his sword, Kane caught thewolf in full leap with hisfree hand. Swinging the beest by itsforeleg, he
hurled it aside and jerked his sword up. The third wolf had been injured and was just alittle dow in
joining itsfellows rush. Kane'srising blade caved in its S de as the wolf legpt for the man'sthroat.

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

Kane looked about him carefully, but no more wolves cameinto theravine. He gulped air in great gasps
and tried to remember how long the battle had lasted. Something like five minutes, he guessed--blood
was streaming from the wounds of the ek yet.

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

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

A horseswhinny cut short hismusing for the moment. In thetrail ahead of him stood one of the horses
which had bolted at the start of the attack. The anima was sill quite frightened and eyed the man
nervoudy. It wanted human companionship in this danger ridden frozen forest, but was till extremely



spooky. Kane caled the horse softly, soothingly--coaxing it close enough to reach. At least the wind was
toward him--if the horse caught the scent of wolf blood, he'd turn and run for sure.

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

After afew milesKane heard a distant scream--aterrified pleafor help. He considered amoment and
decided to check it out. The cry seemed human enough, and it was definitely feminine. Kane cautioudly,
nonetheless hagtily, guided his mount toward the cry's source, curious to learn what number of throat
produced it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Or something. What in the name of the Seven Namel ess were you doing out here? | seem to recall
leaving you at the castle thismorning.”

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

"But dl of asudden this pack of wolves came after me. | knew | couldn't outrun them in the forest, so
when my horse ran under that low tree back there, | dowed him enough to grab a branch and scramble
off." She sniffled. "I thought my armswould pull out, but | knew | had to hang on. One of them nearly
grabbed my leg before | could climb clear of them. But most of them kept chasing the horse--1 guess
they got him, but | didn't see--and just the two stayed to wait for me to come down. So | shouted and
yeled hoping someone would come by from the hunt and hear me. And that'swhat you did,” she
concluded.



Kane was amazed at the girl's coolness. Most women would have been too panic stricken, too stupid,
too wesk. Y et Breenanin had survived and seemingly was relatively calm once again. It was unbelievable.

Herode into the clearing and saw with relief that Troylin and his party were waiting there. Intact and
complete with elk. They shouted an exuberant greeting, then fell into mystified silence at the bloody rider
adong with hisprize,

"Kanel What the hd|!" gasped Troylin in amazement.

"Here's your daughter--safe enough,” Kane said. "Therest are back with the elk. They won't be
falowingus”

V. Tdeson aWinter Evening

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

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

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

He caught sight of Evingolis, who was sitting in the shadows as usud, watching the diners while he
gnawed arib of venison. "Mingrd!" he rumbled. "This place has lesslife than awake. Let's have some
mudgicto liventhingsalittle A raucous cheer went up from the dinersin anticipation.



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

His clear voice began the song, and Kane bardly repressed astart. The minstrel's song wasin archaic
Ashertiri--atongue Kane doubted if another man within days of travel could understand! The song was

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

Within an endless mirror of my spirit'sinfinite soul,
| reach back into timeless ages beginning or unbegan;
And seeacrysta pattern, fluctuating panorama,

Forgotten by the gods, but unveiled to inward sight.

"Let's have something in Carrasahli!" roared adrunken soldier.

Aninsane elder god, in his madness sought to build,

A race of morta cresturesin theimage of divine.

In foolish egomania, fata folly, the artist had conspired
Within thismortd image godlike perfection to contain;
Blindly had forgotten that an image so conceived,

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

To the taunting laughter of hisfellows, amused to see afooal,
He cluttered dl the earth with his blighted handiwork,

And rested in smug content with hisidiot labor.

Severd louts began to beat on thetable in protest to the eerie, unintdligible song.

Intimethisfool's creation multiplied al through the land,



And disgusted those before them with their drive,

Content to live awormlike existence for the pleasure of their god,
Whoin hismindless conceit only giggled with hisdalls.

Y et in one there rose rebellion with this crawling in cosmic dung--
No maggot hot a serpent was this son of divinity'sfolly.

Andin hishdllish fury at the crooning lies of that crestor,

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

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

And recognized himsdlf asthe author of that image.

Thisrebe he cursed in rage to bleak, eternd wandering,

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

"Damn your pae hide, mingtrel!" bellowed the drunken soldier. "1 said give us something we al know!"
He lurched to hisfeet and ssumbled over to Evingalis, interrupting the ancient song. "Now let's hear
something elsel” Hetossed hismug of dein the minsirdl's face and roared with laughter. Hisfellows
joinedin.

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

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

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

"Just aswell!" the baron observed. "He's going to goad those guys alittle too far with his superior airs
one of these days--they won't stand for it in aminstrel. May not get off alucky punch next time." He
chuckled. "Quite acharacter, isn't he though? Sure can sing the strangest stuff 1've ever heard. Make any
sense of that one, Kane?'

Kanelooked after the departing minstrel in calculation. "Somelittle,”" he murmured, and fell to brooding.
His eyeslooked into the dancing flames, and none could say what he saw there.



VI. A Man Not Man

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

From the nighted forest, dark shapes were loping across the snow and silently gathering outside the gate
of the enclosure. The creature felt their presence with its mind and wel comed them. Many of its brothers
had answered its voiceless call. They too sensed the many hated man creaturesinsde the castle walls,
and their ferdl minds rgoiced in the scenes of daughter drawn for them by their leader.

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

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

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

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

The screams were stilled.



Now! snarled the leader in command. Now, go! Before the others can come! More of thiswill follow
for us But now, go! The wolveswore |oath to abandon their twitching prey. It was asking much to go.
But the leader must be obeyed. Reluctantly the pack released their booty and pointed their gray muzzles
to the outside.

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

It was slhouetted there in the pae moonlight--a ghastly hybrid of man and wolf. Covered with white fur
it was, and taller than the average human whose shapeit borrowed. Cruel claws ended itstoes and
fingers; itsarmslong and legs strangely set. Atop its great shoulders was set ademon's visage--afurry
head with high pointed ears and along jaw more wolf-like than human. 1ts sharp tusks dripped red in the
moonlight. And its bestid eyes gleamed an evil crimson with blasphemous hatred of mankind.

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

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

"Wolves!" he gasped out with hisfind breaths. "Dozens of them! It led themin herel A demon! A
werewolf! Let them in so they could murder usdl! A werewolf!" He died screaming shrilly of dripping

fangs.

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

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

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

"May dl the gods have mercy on usl" cried someone. "One of usisademon!”



VIl."Oneof us..."

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

"There are severd types of creatures generaly referred to as ‘werewolves," explained Lydtric. "One
typeisahuman who for some reason can ater his shape into that of awolf or semilupine hybrid. In other
cases, some maevolent demon, ghost or other spirit will assume such aform--athough thisis merely one
choice of many physica manifestationswithin its power." Hewarmed to hislecture. Y et another type
occurs when awolf is able to assume human form. Thismongter is usudly called the ‘wolf leader' and is
by far the most dangerous. While the other types represent basically solitary habits, the wolf leader is
ableto coordinate the action of many wolvesin order to carry out its fiendish goas-usudly wholesale
daughter of mankind. Of course, there are many finer shades and digtinctions. Not to mention those
harmlessindividual s who through some mental disorder imagine themsalvesto be wild beasts”

"Meaning your charge Henderin, no doubt!" snapped Tali. " Sorry, graybeard, but were not buying your
burst of finetalk and lecturing! We all know that madman's no harmless nut--we know about that poor
bastard hekilled in Carrasahl! Same as these other guys here! 'Demonic possession’ | believeyou said it
wasthen.

"Well wethink thisthing has gone far enough! Y ou've had your chance to exorcise the devil! All you've
doneisloaf around and use Henderin to get free meals Well by Thoem, we've had enough staling, and
now there's going to be some action!”

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

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



"May | remind you," Troylin hissed, "that murder of an aristocrat--no matter how insane--by a
commoner carriesasure pendty of crucifixion! And | assure you that anyonewho triesto lay ahand on
my boy I'll cut down mysdlf!”

The crowd was getting dangerous. Tdi retorted, "Wdll then, there's some of uswho'll run that risk if we
have to--better than taking our chances being snowbound with awolfpack at the walls and awerewolf in
our midst! And there's no punishment when theré's no witnessed!" he added significantly.

"What are we doing!" Breenanin shouted over the ugly growls of the crowd. ™Y ou stand there talking
about murdering someone whao's never given any of you ajust causeto complain! A month ago you
would have died for Baron Troylin! Time and again I've heard you congratul ate yourselves on being in
the service of one of the most generous and easy going gentry in the land! And now because you're
suddenly frightened, you talk of killing his only son--whom al of you thought was agrest guy before his
sckness! You even talk of massacring al of ud! I'd prefer |etting the wolvesin--they'd show more
gratitude! Y ou don't even know if Henderin had anything to do with these murdersl”

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

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

Tdi perssted. "Well, if Henderin isn't the werewolf, theré's sure alot of evidence againgt him! First, we
know hekilled that guard like he was awild animal, and we adl know he's crazy. All the time asking for
raw meat and howling nights and going berserk! Second, when the hunting party was attacked yesterday,
Henderin was running around loose. Caught him coming back from the forest. Mighty strange wolves
attacking armed men on horseback, while an unarmed man on foot runs around unharmed. Like he didn't
need to fear them--like he was out there telling them to kill us! Ok--whereis Henderin when these other
attacks happen”? Poor Bete gets hisin the storm, bunch of travelers get theirs too--and the thing last night
inthe soldiers quarterst And Henderin--oh, he's safely locked up! So we're promised. Only thing
is-we'vejust got Lystric'sword for that! And | for one don't care to believe everything that scheming old
fossl hasto say!"

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

"That'samost interesting point you've made." The baron eyed him in disgust, but he went on. "Let'stak
about Lystric for amoment. | understand he wasjust afifth-rate back of awizard with asmattering of
occult knowledge--unable to make ago of it, until suddenly he getsthisjob. Sort of suspicious, don't you
think? A perfectly normdl, likable guy beginsto act like awolf, and this cunning old fakir announces he
knows how to cure him. Nice soft position for him--but only aslong as Henderin stays mad. And |
understand about al Lystric'sideaof trestment consists of isletting Henderin run around until he snaps
out of it. Interesting way to treast demonic possession. Put it al together and it sort of soundslike Lystric
has made a plush position for himsdlf. There are severd strange drugs and countless spells that can make
anorma man begin to act like awaolf."



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

"So Lydtricthinkshesdl s&t," continued Kane. "Once in awhile Henderin gets away from him and tirs
up some mischief, so the old vulture finds it necessary to claim he was under lock and key dl thetime. Or
take it astep further. Maybe he's mad himsdlf, and he's using Henderin as atool to destroy us. |
understand he and the baron have no cause to love one another. Magicians have curious ways of settling
grudges.

"And for that matter, Lystric just might be awerewolf himsalf. Not the first time a sorcerer lost his
humanity by meddling in the black arts. With Henderin as camouflage, it would be a perfect set up to
wipe usal out while we chased the wrong fox."

"So what do you suggest we do?' asked Tali, no longer as sure of himsdif.

"Remain calm. My point iswe don't know that Henderin isredlly awerewolf, and Lystric has some
mighty questionable connections himsdf with dl this. So we place aguard on them both. Henderinis
locked up--we just need to make sure he staysthat way. At the same time put severa men to watch
Lystric. That way they're both harmless--and no one gets hurt. If they're innocent, well let them go. And
sncethey're under surveillance, were safe from them. No rebellion, no usdessfighting. We might even
see asudden improvement in Henderin's condition.”

He paused. About him his listeners were showing signs of assent. Here was areasonable solution that
both factions could accept.

"Sounds good,” concluded Tdi, who seemed to act as spokesman. "Well do it then. Forgive us, milord,
for our threats. Of course none of us mean any harm to you or to Henderin--if he'sinnocent. It'sjust this
whole business has gotten the lot of us unhinged. Weredl in abad fix here, and not knowing whether the
man next to you isafriend or amonger... Wejust lost our heads.”

"l understand,” assented the baron, histemper still aroused but somewhat suppressed. "L et this bethe
end of thisnonsense and I'll let matters pass. Sure welll put aguard on Lystric and my son--and well
watch them. But therell be no harm to Henderin while I'm master here!™

"All right!" Lystric hissed, forcing himself to speek dowly. "I've ligened to dl thissupidity aslong as|
can sand it. I've heard mysdlf insulted, my motives misinterpreted, my methods criticized--and by abatch
of ignorant dobs. I've been accused of all manner of nameless crimes and schemes. Now I'm to be put
under guard. All right! Go ahead! Obvioudy | can't sop you blundering, cowardly foolsfrom your idiotic
vigilantism! Solock me up then!

"But | promise you you're barking up thewrong tree. Time will prove I'm innocent aswell as my charge.
And while you're guarding me the redl werewolf--assuming it's not just the product of your terrified
delusons--will be running around with impunity! And don't forget I'm better suited to protect you from it
than anyone else among you. Who ese has any training or understanding of the necromantic arts? Given
time, | tell you, | can discover meansto ferret out this creature in your ranks--to seek him out and
destroy the beast! Didn't | earlier warn you al of the danger | bad foreseen in the starsl And no one
listened. Fools! Ungrateful scum thelot of you!" The astrologer's manner was not designed to win him

sympathy.

"And now let metdl you something for a charge. I've done some thinking on my own, and I've got some
of my own suspicions! Does that surprise you? Surel He's ascheming old charlatan, you say. Bah! What



do ignorant buffoonslike you know of true geniusl Peasants who measure ability by materia wedth! | tell
you, my taentsare o far beyond your mundane groveling imaginationsthat | waste my breeth even trying
to help you!

"But liglen! Think on thiswhile you smugly passjudgment upon your betters. When did dl this start?
When this man called Kane came riding up to our door out of the storm, that's when! And just what do
you know of him? A wandering mercenary, hetdlsyou. And you believel Well I'm not an ignorant
backwoods plowhand, and | know something of what goes on in the rest of the world!

"And there are plenty of legends and rumors and wild stories that 1've encountered about aman cdled
Kane. And none of them speakswell for him! At best he's atreacherous, murderous rogue who's figured
in more plots and dark schemesthan Lord Thoem and his demons ever dreamed of! And a worst the
legends hint hel's some sort of immortal cursed by the gods to wander the earth and bring havoc wherever
he stops”

About time to put a stop to this, Kane redlized. "Ok, old man! Y ou've had your chance to clear yoursdlf!
All you've doneisinsult good people and brag about your own dubious abilities! Asfor these dark
legends and nonsense, | don't suppose you can produce any of it either. Sorry, graybeard, but the old
divide and conquer ruseisalot older even than you--and these people are too smart to be sucked in by
your desperate ravings How about it, Tai? Heard enough from him?”

"Plenty!" came the hot reply. "Come on, fellows! Well takethisold viper up to hislair and see he stays
put. He can batter Henderin's ears with his garbage!

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

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

"Thanksfor what you did," Baron Troylin told Kane awkwardly. "For amoment | thought you'd thrown
inwith them. Now | see you werejust leading them aong, sdling for time.”

"I'd hoped you wouldn't think me so ungrateful for your hospitality. But it was the best way to manipulate
them.”

"Y ou seem pretty adept at that sort of thing,” returned hishost. " Seemstherésalot of talentsyou
possess that speak for more than a common mercenary.”

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

Troylin discreetly let matters drop. Nonetheless he found himsalf pondering the astrol oger's accusations.
The name of Kane was not unfamiliar to him, now that he strained his memory. Of course, political
matters other than those of Carrasahl were only obscure if interesting gossip to hisway of thinking. He
was asmpleman, and his chief concerns were usudly connected with filling the hours between waking
and deep with as much enjoyable activity as possible.

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



uncanny eyes.

VI1Il. Oneby One

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

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

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

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



his mind hung poised over time's chasm.

"l couldn't degp with dl thison my mind, so | came down to the firewhereit would be cozier," shetold
him, feding it necessary that she offer some reason for her presence beside him.

Kane gtirred. "It's ahaunted night. There's a certain tensenessin the air as before a battle. Death hovers
near, and man is reluctant to deep because he knows an eternal deep may be hisfate within afew hours
more.

"Some de to soothe your thoughts perhaps?' She nodded and Kane rose to pour a cup.

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

"Y ou never say another person's name when you speak to him," she commented.

Kanefavored her with one of hisuncanny, penetrating stares. "No," he admitted. "I don't suppose| do."
"Breenanin,” she prompted softly.

"Breananin.”

In sllencethey shared the fire and the minstrel's song.

| saw her inwinter'ssilent cold light

Clearly, with her warmth upon the sparkle

Of that magicd, crystdline night.

And lovel knew unspoken passed,
Itstimelesswarmth, one frozen indtant,

Eternaly encased in infinite amber.

But what | sensed | could not return;

Theingant vanished in that crystaline storm.
Invaindo | cdl through this dancing myriad

Of relinquished emotions, frozen fragments of time.

For the moment has passed, now lost in that swirl--



Splintered shards of time's reflection--

Reflectionsfor the winter of my soul.

The mingre'svoice echoed into slence; hisfingers stilled the strings of hislute. Quietly beleft the hal to
the two seated before thefire. In the far comer of the room, afew half-adeep servantsrolled dice.

"Whered you get him?' brokein Kane.

Breenanin shifted in her chair. The minstrel's song had lulled her into an dmost trance-like state. "He
cameto uslast summer. Came up from the southlands, | suppose--he never said anything about his past.
Sort of wandered about the court in Carrasahl for awhile, then attached himself to Father's patronage.
We were glad to got him--others offered him more money than we could. He talks occasiondly of some
far away places he's been, and most of his songs no one can understand. Guess he's just wandering
about theworld as hisfancy suitshim.

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

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

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

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

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

Faint winds from nowhere, damp ghost bregth, played upon the hairs of Kane's neck. Sudden scurrying
sounds haunted his steps, causing him to whirl about and stare dong the corridor through which he had
just passed--then reel about once more as the wraith-like movements teased him. There was nothing to
be seen. Even when Kane stopped long minutesto listen, or walked back again over the same stones.



Nothing even for his eyesto discover. He redized his nerves were getting the better of him, and fought to
control himsdf--for he knew he must not become dull and insengtive on this haunted night. Because
sometime ashadow might hold alessintangible menace.

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

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

Kane considered only amoment. He could bring more men, but the creature, if insde, could then escape
and mingle with those who came to assist him. He could shout for aid, but that would take awhileto
arrive, and the werewolf would be aerted of his presence. A sudden attack seemed best. Kane had
congderable confidence in the deadliness of his mighty sword arm.

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

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

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

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

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

Thefirg thing that struck him was that be had not been challenged. They couldn't al be adeep, surdly!

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

Still determined to see it through, Kane stepped to the door. It was unlocked, as he had expected. A



peephole was agape through which the guards had watched the interior. Looking through, Kane could
seenothing lurking within.

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

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

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

A sudden scratch of claws on stone warned him! Kane jumped from his atention to the bolt, whipping
around with blade swishing!

Thewerewolf glared a him baefully, its bloody tusks gnashing hideoudy! A low snarl rumbledinthe
cresture'sthreat. Taller than Kane it stood, and under itswhite fur rippled bands of stedl-like muscle.

Before Kane had a chance to do more than recogni ze the beast's awful presence, it sprang for him!
Putting dl histremendous strength behind his siroke, Kane smashed hisblade full againgt the lunging
werewolf!

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

In asplit second the creature was on him, fangs davering, fetid breeth in his face and taloned hands
clutching for histhroat! Kane had no chance to dodge! The snarling force of the creature's lunge smashed
him onto the floor! His head cracked againgt the stones, and consciousness mercifully Ieft him, asthose
burning eyes bored into his mind!

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

He spat in revulson and groggily stood up, staggering to the doorway.
"Don't move another step! I'll skewer you for surel™

Kane saw, with sudden awareness of his situation, that Evingolis was standing in the doorway--a
crossbow aimed at the other's heart.



Running feet and shouts sounded from the hallway.

"Well, Kane" said the mingrdl in awe, "you played it cleverly. I'll admit | never thought you'd bethe
werewolf!"

IX. Impasse

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

Evingolis had spdlled it out, point by point. The first desth had occurred right before Kane had ridden
out the storm. A search after the storm had disclosed the mutilated remains of another band of
travelers-abroad in the blizzard with Kane. During the hunt it had been Kane's party that the wolves had
attacked, and only Kane had been witness--himsalf miraculoudy unscathed. And when the werewolf and
its pack murdered the soldiersin their lodge, Kane had not come upon the scene until late. Findly, this
last attack had come while Kane had prowled the halways alone. And when Evingolis had discovered
him, he was crouched beside the torn body of the old astrologer--aman who had claimed to have
damning knowledge of this mysterious stranger.

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

"Y ou know you're making amistakein this," offered Kane.

"I suppose you killed Lystric because you knew held unmask you. And to think you even had me
suspecting poor man!™

"Damn your thick skull! That old fool couldn't count hisfingers and get a correct answer! | told you |
found him like that before the werewolf knocked me sensdless by the stairg!”

"Strikesme asabit odd thiswerewolf didn't kill you--even went to the trouble to drag you acrossthe
room. Didn't know such athing had that much restraint.”

Kane pounded hisfist on thewadll in frustration. "1t may be amonster, but the cresture's as cunning as
any man. Lookslikeit hoped to frame me and throw the rest of you off the scent.”

Troylin snorted in disbelief. " Speaking of framing, that's anice job you did on my son. Guess you figured



to makeit look like hed broken loose and dain the lot! Only we caught you before you could finish
preparations--had to stop for ameal, | guess! Too bad you didn't arrange for Henderin to escapefirst.
Y ou might have had usdl believing it washim!"

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

"Oh, I'll agreetherésafew thingsthat don't seem to check out. That's the only reason you're il
alive--which you won't beif you try to break out of here! Most of them would be just as happy to see
you burning right now, only | figure | oweyou at least a chance.

"So welll just watch you afew days--Henderin too, just to be safe. If the creature strikes again, well be
sorry for doubting you."

"Morethan likely you'll be dead--and me with you! And what if nothing more happens?'

The baron shook hishead grimly. "Guess then wélll just haveto build afirefor youto stin.”

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

After severa hours of watching vermin crawl through the straw, Kane heard afierce growl. He jumped
to the door and saw one of the baron's hounds bristling before the entrance.

"Stay back, milady! HE's on guard and hell bite your pretty leg sure'stheworld if you go any nearer!”
"Then call him off! | want to talk to Kane!" It was Breenanin.

"The baron said no one wasto talk to Kane except him." Some coinstinkled. "Well, guess you can see
him just for amoment. Make it short though! Don't want to make trouble. Come here, Slasher! Easy
boy! Cut that growling now! Hear me!"

Breenanin's frightened face appeared before the spyhole. "Oh Kane!™ she cried. "1 was sure they'd kill
you!"

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

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

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

"They'rewrong, | know! And timewill proveit to them!" She stopped uncertainly. "But the only way
they'll know you're innocent will be for the werewolf to kill again..." Shetrailed off, unsure where this|eft
her. It seemed horrible to hope for more deaths, but if the creature stayed hidden, then this man whom
she bdieved sheloved would die hideoudy in the flames.



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

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

"Il try totalk himintoit," Breenanin answered brightly. "And I've got alittle silver bladed dagger that |
wear for hunts. Not much of awegpon redly--just alady'stoy--but I'll keep it under my pillow."

The guard muttered anxioudy, ""Hey, come on now, milady! If the baron finds you here of al people,
hell damn sureflay mel Cut things short!"

"I've got to run now," shetold himwigtfully. "I'll seewhat | can do. Don't worry!" She ducked from the
gperture and |eft the dreary cdllar.

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

He shook the thoughts away. Again only guesses and circumstances! Any man here could be shown
guilty by that course! Troylin, Evingolis, Tdi--any of the baron'smen. And shewasbut agirl!

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

X. Fangsin the Night

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



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

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

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

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

Andinthedlent halways, death staked. No human eyes had seen it dip across the snow strewn
courtyard and in the shadow of the gate softly draw back the bar. Only the dead eyes of Gregig the
porter--he had dept at his post afind time--watched the long, gray shapes dink through the openingin
an endlessline of red desth. No one saw asthis silent pack of blood-mad wolvesfollowed its leader
through asmall, unguarded door in the castles rear.

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

The hounds werefirst to scent the presence of their natural enemies, and they greeted the pack with
fierce snarls. Thus the men who patiently stood guard outside Henderin's empty chamber looked upon
desth.

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

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



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

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

Sounds of the battle above them penetrated even to the cellar room where Kane was imprisoned. The
guards dropped their dice and listened. "What the hell isthat!" gasped Tali in shocked amazement. Kane
jumped to the door to see what was happening.

Someone threw open the door at the head of the stairs and shouted down, "Come on! Hurry! Wolves!
The cagtleésfull of wolved Hurry or they'll kill usal!"

The guardsrose up in panic. Snatching their weaponsthey ran up the sairstojoin ther ralying
comrades.

"Wait! Damn you! Wait!" Kane bellowed futilely. "Come back and let me out of here! Come back!
Thro'ellet take you dl!" He shouted after the last man had disappeared up the stairs, but it was useless.
Either out of panic or distrust they had left him here. In disgust he envisioned the fight in the upper floors
of the castle and its probable end. Bitterly he pictured himsalf sitting here helpless while the werewolf and
its pack came to finish the prisoner trapped in hiscell.

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

And through the wreckage of the shutters |egpt--Henderin!

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

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

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

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

And looked into the face of gore-splattered nightmare!

Howling in hideous glee the werewolf lunged from the crimson tiled hallway through the gaping doorway!
For the moment it had chosen to alow its pack to fend for itself againgt the crumbling ranks of the castl€'s
defenders. Its red eyes brimming with unspeskable lugt, the davering demon stretched forth itstalons for
theterror stricken object of itsdesire.

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



"No!" shrieked a voice that had been stripped of its humanity. "No! Y ou can't have her! You said she
would be mineg!"

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

Inasglent blur Henderin pounced upon the werewolf's back! Driving hiskneesinto the cresture's spine,
Henderin dashed it to the floor; even asthey toppled he locked his arms about its neck and dug histeeth
into the flesh of its ngpe. Caught off guard by the human's strike, werewolf and madman rolled to the
floor before Breenanin'sfeet. Henderin was a powerful man, and his strength was doubled by the surge
of hisinsanerage. Pressing his advantage, he forced the creature's snout into the stones, while continuing
to crush hiskneesinto its spine.

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

For amoment they lashed punishing blows at each other, neither of them able to secureahold on his
opponent. Then they flung themselves together in a clawing, gnashing embrace of deadly hatred; they
struggled vicioudy for severd heartbeats, and fdl in atangle on the floor. Over and over they rolled, as
each sought to remain on top.

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

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

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

scapulal

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

Its pale fur now matted with its own blood, the werewolf whirled to face its small assailant. Fury wasin
itseyes, but as Breenanin raised her dagger to strike again, something like panic also appeared. The
dread held by the creature for the sllver wegpon was out of all proportion to ahuman's judgment. But the
inhuman mind recognized athregt to its existence--athresat that held al the more terror because of its



unfamiliarity. Wounded and uncertain, the werewolf decided to try asafer Srategy. Snarling defianceiit
sprang to the open window and legpt front the room to the courtyard thirty feet below.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Stllness.



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

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

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

It turned at last to the baron, scarlet fury blazing in its eyes. Unarmed, he backed away in horror, pitiful
pleas dobbering from nervelesslips. The creature advanced relentlessly, arms outstretched and alow
growl initsthroat. Something pushed againgt the baron's back. It was the bal cony railing! He could
retreat no farther!

With ahowl the werewolf lunged for him! It raised the screaming man high aboveits head. Then it threw
him from the ba cony, arcing him high over the great hall. With asickening crunch, the baron's body
bounced upon the stone floor, but haf astep from his place at the high table.

And aslife leaked from his smashed skull, aflash of sanity returned to the human. In that moment Baron
Troylin knew that the end to the kaleldoscope was death.

Onefind kick and the cell door flew open; the stubborn iron bracket had at last been torn from its
socket. Breathing heavily from the exertion, Kane limped from the cdll. Around him al was silent. No
wolves met hissight.

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

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

Evingolis sat in his accustomed corner, hislong fingers once more drawing haunting notesfrom the [ute.
The two regarded one another in the tillness of the darkened hall.

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

Themingre continued to play, favoring hisleft arm dightly. "They seldom redlize until it'stoo late," he
began. "No one expects violence of a mingtrel--an abino, at that. Over and over it's happened. | prepare
thetrgp, and white they're fadling one by one, the survivors fight among themselves with fear and
suspicion. Break down trust, and men are helpless. And no one suspectsthe mingtrel. Alwaysit goesthat



way,"
"Always?'

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

"And once | succeed inisolating agroup of men into asituation that | control, my pack and | wreak our
vengeance! For it isyour race, Kane, that dared to leave itshomein the treesto challenge the
Brotherhood! Man and hiswesgpons and histraitor hounds! Man who seeks to banish the Brotherhood
to thewastelands! Man who declares his stifling cities to be civilization--a society superior to thewild
freedom of the pack!

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

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

"So | have asizable party of humansisolated from their fellows. Next step isto cut off escape. The
storm | summoned took care of that part. | amost had you on two occasions that night, but you €luded
me each time. Then it was Smply amatter of dowly cutting down their strength until an outright attack
could destroy the remnant. My strategy should be obvious to you by now. At first | arranged for my
wolvesto split the hunt by driving asecond ek across your path, then they ambushed your haf. They
should havekilled you then, but again | underestimated you."

"Then you know who | am," said Kane, "--and what | am."

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

Helaughed again. Kane remembered the panting laughter of the wolf--soft, tongue lalling. "1 even saw
you oncein my youth--over a century ago now, in old Lynortis. Y ou were scheming your way into the
court, | recdl. The city was destroyed not long after that--by treachery within, the tale was.

"S0 your presence here had me worried after | realized who you were. But | soon found ausefor you
asan added diverson. Y ou played into my handslast night in Lystric's chamber. | spared you thenin
order to make it appear asif you were the werewolf everyone so desperately feared. If they killed you as
| had intended, then you would be taken care of, and the rest would relax their vigilance. Instead they let
you live, split their strength to guard both you and Henderin, and were il careess.

"Tonight | had Henderin escagpe again, planning to use him for adiverson whilel let my pack ingdethe



castle. Asit happened | didn't need him for that--the guard at the gate dept until the moment Henderin
killed him. Later when | discovered Breenanin had barred her chamber with silver, | used him to bregk in
and drive her out. The fool attacked me then, and | had to kill him before | had intended. The bitch had
spirit though! She stabbed me with alittle dagger, and | |eft to circle around.

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

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

Evingolis snarled. "That grossfool killed her himsdf! Theidiot must have thought she wasto blamefor all
my work. Killed her with her own dagger!" Kane winced. "Really makes me furious--I had some
interesting plansfor the girl! She'still warm and | suppose 1 can gtill have some fun--but it isn't the same
aswhen her struggling heart forces hot red spurts over your muzzle!™

Helaughed again, running along tongue over hislipsin memory of unspeakable pleasures. "What's
wrong, Kane? | know you aren't squeamish about such things. No, | think you redly felt something for
that girl. Love? Y ou don't even know what the word means! Kane--doomed with the curse of eternal
wandering--in love with amortd girl! A flower who would be faded and gone before you could even
undergtland! Her lifetime aday of yours! By this nine you've surely seen this happen enough to understand
the absurdity of it! No, | know what it was! She loved you--and you were simply stunned to receive
anything other than faselove atificidly induced by your cunning manipulations--and more often by far, to
receive only fear and hatred! And you were so moved with the novelty you tried to discover tenderness
inthat stone you call your heart! Ah, Kane! Y ou've crown soft headed in your dotage!™

Kane stared silently at the taunting mingtrel. In hiseyesthe cold flames of desth were legping.

"Yes itisararejest! And herethe two of us stand-- human shapesin ahal of death. Human in shape
only, for the humansall lie dead! Kane--you're asfar gpart from this carrion in your ownway asl amin
mine! Two immortals, it seems, and both of usleave only death and destruction in our wake! | wonder,
Kane! Thewretch | killed at the first of my storm--from beyond death he made a prophecy that out of
the storm would come aman not man who would bring death to al! 1 wonder though--which of usdid he
mean!"

Thedbino laid asde hislute, still chuckling walfishly. "Wel Kane, this has been amogt interesting game.
| slute you. You have led an extraordinary career, to use an absurd understatement. | admire you.
Perhaps | understand you. And you of al men are thefirst to command my respect.

"1 will deriveimmense pleasure from killing you!" He arose.

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

That ruined one chance, cursed Kane, who had hoped to launch his attack while the creature wasin the
throes of transformation. As Evingolis hurtled toward him, Kane grasped the table which separated them,
and heaving with al hisfantastic strength he hurled the massive structure full againg the rushing besst. The
werewolf went under in acrashing tangle of splintering furnishings. For amoment it had to freeitsdlf from
the wreckage; in that second's hesitation Kane dashed for the stairs at the end of the hdl. From the
mingirel's sory, the Slver dagger should still beimpaed in Breenanin's lifelessform, growing cold in her



chamber. Kane knew his chance of reaching it was dight, but it would be aweapon against the werewolf
if hecould gettoit.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Kane's powerful hands gripped the werewalf's furry throat, holding those gnashing tusks away from his
graining flesh. Evingolis wrapped hislong arms about the human's body, striving to crush hisspinein this
deadly embrace. They rocked back and forth in the gloom of the hdl, two titanic figures straining with
unbelievable strength to overpower the other. The pressure on Kane'sribs was unbearable, but his
powerful muscles knotted to resst the avesome strength of the werewolf's embrace. All thewhile Kane



tightened his strangler's grip about the thick throat of the demon.

Evingolis began to fedl the consuming need for bresth. He rdentlesdy tightened his crushing hold on
Kanestrunk, trying to snap the human's back and thereby break his stranglehold. But the wound in his
shoulder kept him from getting full use of one arm, and the werewolf had never encountered such massve
strength and endurance in a human before. He champed his fangs futilely, unable to roach the human;
clawing Kane's back with hisfearsome talons, he fought the need for air. He could fed ribs sarting to
buckle under histightening armg!

The pain from hisback and ribs was awhite hot agony now, but Kane continued to lock his hands about
Evingolissthroat. He knew his only chance would be to outlast his opponent, even though the awful
pressure made it dmost impossible to force ar into his own lungs. Suddenly the werewolf loosed his
vice-likegrip! Evingolismust haveair; frantically hetried to bresk Kané's grip, sngpping hisdavering
fangs and ripping wildly with his clawed handd!

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

desperately!

Then thewild struggles of the werewolf grew wesker. Itsinhuman vitdity wasfailing under the attack of
amore powerful one. With glazing vison Evingolis stared into the cold blue eyes of Kane and recognized
the death that flamed within. Under Kane's deadly hands suddenly grated the dull crunch of snagpping
vertebrae.

"Thusdied Abd!" hissed Kane, dowly forcing hisfingersto relax their desthhold.

There came that same abrupt blur over Evingoliss body, and Kane found himself clutching the broken
neck of an abino wolf.

Epilogue

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



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

Somewhere in those flames was being consumed another who would sing no more. Kane had wrapped
her in her whitefur cloak and laid her gently on her bed, before setting ablaze the pyre. Perhaps
Breenanin had found peace, if death were peace. Kane could never experience either. Still he had for a
moment experienced something with her--some emotion that he had forgotten he ever had known. Even
in memory, he could not identify the sensation.

Kane shivered, suddenly redizing how cold it was.

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

Cold Light

The assault on the ogres stronghold had been brutdl, reflected Gagthaa as he wesarily looked over the
ruins. Pulling off hisslver-trimmed helmet, he ran ableeding hand over hisgrimy face, pushing the
swest-soaked blond locks from his eyes. He squinted through the smoke that made red the sun. Inside
thefortresswalls al was one chaotic turmoil of smashed and burning buildings, seige engines--bodies of
both his men and the ogres retainers.

He pushed a corpse from an overturned cart and sprawled onto the vacated space. Wincing against the
pain as he sucked in a deep breath--some bruised ribs there at best, but the cuirass had turned the
sword--Gaethaa permitted himself the tired exultation befitting aman who has brilliantly conceived and
executed adifficult task, one fully as honorable asit was dangerous.

Credit must be given to many others, to be certain. Had it not been for the genius of the young Tranodeli
wizard, Cereb Ak-Cetee, the sorcerous flames that guarded the ogres walls would not have been
extinguished, nor their impenetrable obsidian gate blasted into splintered rubble. Mollyl had been
meagnificent as he led the first wave through the smouldering gap and into the full fury of the ogres
minions. And the Red Three had very nearly succeeded in overwheming his soldiers, even with thefailure
of their spellsand the rout of their servants. Many had been smashed and torn under the huge wesapons
of the seemingly invincible ogre brothers. Then Gesdll, the middle brother, fell from the poisoned arrow
which Anmuspi the Archer threaded through the visor of his helmet. And Omsdll, the olde<t, was
grievoudy wounded from a swordthrust of the dying Maander, and asthe ogrefell to his knees, Gagthaa
himself had struck his hideous head from his shoulders. That left only Dasdll, who had been knocked
senseless when hetried to leap in escape from the fortress walls. Gaethaa had ordered him bound, and



now the ogre's twelve-foot body swung in grotesque dance, asit dangled from a gibbet overlooking the
valey that he and his brothers had so long held in terror.

Alidore approached him through the haze, his broken arm now roughly bandaged. Y ou did that when
you blocked Omsdll's axe from splitting me, thought Gaethaa, and vowed to make hislieutenant a
generous gift from his persona portion of the booty, dthough such bravery wastruly aknight's duty to his
lord.

"Wevegot it al about mopped up, milord.” Alidore had started to salute with his other hand, but
decided it would look foolish. "L ooks like we've rounded together everyone il diveinsde. Not too
pretty--the Red Three must have ordered al captives daughtered when it was obvious that we were
about to break through the wall. So that |eaves us with maybe twenty survivorsthat were holding for
your orders-the last of their soldiers and servants.”

"Kill them."

Alidore paused, reluctant to dispute hisleader. "Milord, most of them swear they were forced to serve
the ogres. They either obeyed their commands or were eaten like the others."”

A cold note crept into Gaethaa's voice and hisface was hard. "Mogt are probably lying. The others
deserve worsg, for they stooped to save their own lives by becoming tools for the endavement and
destruction of their fellow men. No, Alidore, mercy is commendable to be sure, but when you seek to
destroy an absolute evil, you must destroy it absolutely. Show mercy in expunging ablight, and you only
leave seedsto spread it anew. Kill them al.”

Alidore turned to give the order, but Mollyl had been listening and was dready |oping across the court to
seeit carried out. He would enjoy that, Alidore thought in distaste, then dismissed the Pellinite from his
thoughts. He addressed Gaethaa sincerely.

"Milord, you have done aredlly magnificent thing here today! For yearsthisland haslived in abject
terror of the Red Three. Most of the countryside has been stripped bare by them, and no one can say
how many captives have ended their lives asfood on the ogres table! With their desth the areacan
return to life once more--its people can farm the lands and sell their waresin peace, and travellers can
enter the valleys and pass without danger. And here--as before when | have followed you on your
missions-you will accept nothing from the people but their gratitude!”

Gaethaa smiled tiredly and waved him to sllence. "Please, Alidore! Save eulogiesfor my death. | can't
bear them now. Many have died to help mein my crusade, otherwise | could have done nothing. They
are the ones who deserve your praise.

"No," and hisvoice was dreamy, "my only desireisto destroy these agents of evil. Itismy god inlife,
and | ask nothing in return.”

Admiration glowed on Alidore's battle-weary face. "And now that the Red Three are destroyed, what is
to be our next misson?’

Gaethaa's voice wasinspired. "Asmy next mission | will seek out and destroy one of the most
dangerous agents of evil that history or legend knows. Tomorrow | will ride out for the death of aman
cdled Kane!"



|. Where DeathHasLan

At timesthe awesome curse of immortality weighed on Kane beyond al endurance. Then hewas
overcome with long periods of black despair, during which he withdrew entirely from the world and

spent hisdaysin gloomy brooding. In such dark depression he would remain indefinitely, hismind
wandering through the centuriesit had watched, while within there cried unanswered alonging for peace.
Ultimately some new diversion, some chance of fate, some aborupt reversa of spirit, would cut through his
hopel ess despair and send him forth once again into the world of men. Then cold despair would melt
before the black heat of his defiance againgt the ancient god who had cursed him.

It happened that such amood had seized Kane when he came to Sebbel. He had just fled the deserts of
Lomarn, where his bandits had for afew months been plundering rich caravans and laying waste to the
scattered oasis towns. An ingenious trap had cut down most of Kane's forces, and he had fled westward
into the ghost land of Demornte. Here his enemieswould not follow, for the plague which had annihilated
this nation was ill held in utmost dread, and athough it had struck this desert locked land nearly two
decades before, till no one entered and no one left slent Demornte.

Dead Demornte. Demornte whose towns lie empty, whose farms are dowly returning to forest.
Demornte where desth haslain and lifewill no more linger. Land of desth where only shadows movein
empty cities, where the living are but ahandful to the countless dead. Demornte where ghosts stalk silent
dreetsin step with theliving, where the living walk side by side with their ghosts. And aman must look
closdly to tell onefrom the other.

When the great deserts of Lartroxia West and Lomarn to the east had been carved from the earth, some
freak of nature had spared Demornte. Here, shouldered between two mighty deserts, green land had
held out againgt scorched sand, and a congderable region of gently rolling hills and cool lakes had
sheltered thousands of inhabitants under itslow forests. It had been asagiant oass, Demornte, and its
people had lived pleasantly, working their many smal farms and trading with the greet caravansthat
crossed the deserts from east and west.

The plague had ridden with one such caravan, a plague such asthese lands had never seen. Perhapsin
the faraway land from which it had come, the people had formed aresistance to the disease. But herein
fertile Demornte it sped like the wind throughout the green land, and thousands burned initsfevered
delirium, screaming for water they could not swallow.

Desert locked Demornte. The plague could not cross the sands, so its fury fdl fully on this peaceful
world. And when it had run its course at last, peace returned to Demornte. The land became one vast
tomb and knew the quiet of the tomb, for rarely were there enough survivorsto bury the dead.
Demornte, where ghogts stalk slent streetsin step with the living, where the living walk side by sdewith
their ghosts. And aman must look closdly to tell one from the other.



Some few the plague had spared. Most of these gathered in Sebbel, the old capital, and here afew
hundred dragged out their days where before 10,000 had bustled about their daily tasks. In Sebbei the
remnants of anation gathered together to await death.

To Sebbel Kane came seeking peace. A deathless man in aland of the deaed, he was drawn by the quiet
peace of the city. Along overgrown roads his horse had carried him, past farms where the forest was
inductably obliterating &l sgns of min'slabors. He had ridden through debris strewn streets of deserted
towns, watched only by empty windows and yawning doorways. Often he passed piles of bleached
bones--pitiful relics of humanity--and sometimes a skel eton seemed to wink and smile knowingly, or
rattle its bonesin greeting. Welcome redhaired stranger! Welcome you with eyes of death! Welcome
man who rides under a curse! Will you stay with us? Why do you ride by so fast?

But Kane only stopped when he came to Sebbel. Through gates left open--for who would enter? who
would leave?--his horse plodded, past rows of empty buildings and down silent streets. But the streets
were kept reasonably clear, and an occasiona house showed occupants--sad faces that stared at him
with little curiosity. None chalenged him; no one asked him any question. Thiswas Sebbel, where one
lived amidst desth, where one waited only for death. Sebba with itsfew inhabitantsliving initssilent
shell--mice rustling through a giant's skeleton. To Kane Sebbel seemed far more eerie than those towns
peopled soldy by the dead through which he had ridden.

At thetown's one operating tavern he had halted. Assailed for amoment by the uncanny lifel essness of
the city, he paused in his saddle and licked his cold lips with tongue dry from travel. Over hisright
shoulder protruded the hilt of the long sword he wore dung across his back, and its scabbard rattled
when he shook the tightness from his corded muscles. Lightly he did from the saddle and entered the
tavern, gazing speculaivey at the incurious eyesthat greeted him. Eyes so dull, so lifeess, they seemed
clouded with corpsdlike glaze.

| am Kane, he had told those who drank there. His voice had echoed loudly, for in Sebbei they spesk in
hushed whispers. | have grown tired in crossing thisdesert, and | plan to stay herein your land for atime,
he had explained. A few had nodded and the rest returned to their thoughts, Kane shrugged and began to
ask questions of some of the townsmen, who listlessy gave him the answers he sought.

At length someone pointed out afaded old man who sat a atable in one corner, hisback straight but his
face broken. Here was one called Gavein, who served as Lord Mayor of Sebbei--a somewhat ironic
dignity, for hisdutieswere few in thistown of ghosts, and prestige only a haf-hearted echo of tradition.
Gavein regarded K ane without comprehension when he attempted to explain his wishesto the mayor, but
after amoment he seemed to awaken from hisreverie. There are many empty houses, hetold Kane.
Take whatever you require--there are palaces or hovels, as you please. Most of our city has remained
untenanted all these years since the plague, and only ghostswill take issue with your occupancy. Food
you may purchase here at our market, or raise what you desire. Our needs are few these days, so you
may soon grow tired of our monotonous fare. Thistavern furnishes our amusements, if you feet inclined
to such things. Stay with usthen for aslong asyour spirit desires. Do as you wish, for no man will pry
into your affairs. We are adying people herein Sebbei. Our visitors are rare and few stay for long. Our
thoughts and manner are our own, and we care not what chance brings you among us. It isour wish only
to beleft alonewith our thoughts. Wein turn leave you with yours. And Gavein tugged the worn folds of
his cloak closer about histhin shoulders and returned to his dreams.

So Kane wandered through the deserted streets of Sebbel, watched by only an occasiond pair of
clouded eyes from the few inhabited dwellings. At length he took resdence in an old merchant'svilla,
where the rich furnishings appeded to histaste for luxury, and whose neglected gardens dong asmall



lake promised solace to his anguished spirit.

But helived there not alone, for often there cameto him astrange girl named Rehhaile, whom many
caled asorceress. Only Rehhaile among those of Sebbel showed more than distracted aloofness to the
stranger who had stopped in their city. An outsider hersalf, Rehhaile spent long hoursin Kane's company,
and sheminigtered to him in many ways.

Thus came Kane to Sebbei in Demornte. Demornte where death haslain, and life will not linger.

[1. Death Returnsto Demornte

Desth came again to Demornte. Nine gaunt horses beet their hooves with hollow echo through the silent
streets of Demornte, past the overgrown fields, past the empty, staring houses, past the mocking smiles
of skeletons. Death had returned to Demornte flying varied standards--idedism, sadism, duty,
vengeance, adventure. New banners, but it was desth that marched beneath them, and the omniscient
eyes of the deserted houses, of the laughing skulls recognized death and welcomed it home.

Only nine men. Many had started, seasoned mercenaries hired with Gaethaals wedl th, adventurers
drawn by the boldness of the mission, men of hate with festered scoresto settle with Kane. But the way
had been hard, and some had fallen on the trail, others had deserted when they thought more about the
man whom they were seeking. At Omlipttel outlaws had mistaken them for atroop of the Lomarni guard;
their ambush had dain many. And when they at last had reached Demornte, many had not trusted the
triple spell which Cereb Ak-Cetee swore would protect them from the dreaded plague. They had tried to
desert; Gaethaa had pronounced them traitors and thus servants of evil, and he had ordered al deserters
executed. Thefight had been short and vicious, for these were hardened warriors. At the end there were
left only Gaethaa and eight of his men to ride to Sebbei, where Cereb Ak-Cetee's magic had shown
Kaneto be staying.

We are enough, said Gaethaa. We must not give this demon a chance to escape his doom. And so they
had followed him into the ghostland of Demornte.

Gaethaa--cdlled aso Gaethaa the Crusader, the Good, the Avenger--had fallen heir to extensive
baronid estatesin Kamathae. Asaboy he had spent most of histime in the company of hisfamily's
men-at-arms. He had grown to despise the pampered luxury and wasteful existence of his class, and to
yearn for adventures like those the men talked of by the fires. At manhood he had resolved to use his
wedlth to fight the battles of the oppressed, to seek out and destroy the creatures of evil who preyed
upon mankind. He was afanatic in the cause of good, and once he had recognized a center of evil, he
trampled over every obstacle that would hinder him from burning it clean. For severd years he had
marched forth againgt petty tyrants, evil wizards, robber barons, outlaw packs, and monsters human and



inhuman. Always he had vanquished evil in the name of good, shackled chaoswith law. And now he
rode againgt Kane, aname that had always fascinated him, but which he had half regarded aslegendary,
until he began to redize the truth that lay in the fantastic tales of this man. Kane would be a magnificent
challenge for Gaethaa the Crusader.

Alidore had followed him from thefirdt. A younger son of impoverished Lartroxian gentry, he had left
home early and had passed through Kamathae when Gaethaa was organizing his first mission. Gagthaa's
idedlism was mirrored in Alidore, and the young man had joined him with unfailing enthusiasm. Through
al of Gaethaa's campaigns he had followed faithfully and fought bravely against al odds. Now hewas
Gaethaa's lieutenant and most trusted friend. Alidore would follow wherever hislord should lead and fight
besde him with the same unfaltering zedl of idedism.

Cereb Ak-Cetee was ayoung wizard from the plains of Tranodeli. He looked like a gawking hayseed
choirboy in his silken mage's cloak, but be was very far from harmless. Cereb needed wealth and
experience before he could pursue histraining to the not inconsiderable height of hisambitions. Gagthaa
had noted the sorcerer's skill in penetrating defenses and ferreting out fugitives, and he paid Cereb
handsomely for his services.

Next in rank--athough Cereb's position was ambiguous--came Moallyl from theill-famed idand of Pellin
inthe Thovnosan Empire. Mallyl was adark man who smiled only when another screamed in agony. His
total lack of fear--perhaps helogt it in the exultation of killing--made him indispensable to Gaethaaiin
battle. Mallyl took Gaethaa's wedlth, but he would probably follow him without pay, so long ashislord
offered him new fields of ddight.

Also from the Thovnosian Empire, but from theidand of Josten, came Jan. Ten years ago when Kane's
pirate feet had terrorized theidand empire, Jan had seen hisfamily butchered, and Kane himself had
chopped off hisright hand when Jan had tried to fight back againgt the raiders. Since then Jan had laced a
padded base to the stump of hiswrist, and from the base he could affix either ablunt hook or one with
needle tip and razor-sharp inner curve. He had joined Gaethaa for vengeance.

Although aging, Anmuspi the Archer gtill boasted he could thread an axehead at a hundred paces. Few
who had seen the mercenary shoot would care to cal hisboast. Anmuspi's luck had run out in Nostoblet
in Lartroxia South. A pa ace revolution had failed, his employers were crucified, and Anmuspi was put on
the dave block. Gaethaa had bought him after hearing the auctioneer proclaim his skill asan archer. For
Anmuspi it meant only another shift in employers, and he followed Gaethaels every command faithfully.
For Anmuspi right and wrong were not his to question; obedience was his code.

Dron Missawas afootloose adventurer from far Waldann. His people were awarrior race, and even
among them Missa excelled as a swordsman. Gaethaa promised him adventure, so Dron Missa had
exuberantly come dong for theride.

Two others sought vengeance. One was Bell, a peasant from the Myceum Mountains. Bell wasfully as
stupid as he was brutal and powerful. Five years before Kane had sacrificed two of Bell'sssters as part
of anill-fated sorcerous experiment. Bell never tired of telling people what he planned to do to Kane
someday.

Sed tho'Dosso listened carefully to Bell's descriptions of torture, for like Jan and Bell he had ascoreto
settle with Kane. Severa months previous when Kane had been organizing the desert raiders of Lomarn,
Sed tho'Dosso had offered resistance on the grounds that he should lead since his band wasthe largest.
Kane had peremptorily smashed Sed tho'Dosso's forces and had |eft the bandit chieftain staked in the
sunto die. By afreak chance he had escaped death, and when he heard of Gagthaals mission in crossing



the Lomarn, Sed tho'Dosso eagerly joined him.

So they rode through Demornte, each man silent with his own thoughts. Death rode nine gaunt horses
through the familiar streets of Demornte, and dead Demornte bade Death wel come.

[11. Ripples and Shadows

The moon cast pae light upon Rehhaile's dender body as she watched Kane moodily toss stonesinto
the lake beneath their perch. Goose pimples rose on her tanned skin, and she wriggled over the velvet
moss of the bank to press her shivering form againgt his. His body was warm, though hismind was
distant, and she rested her head againgt his shoulder in contentment.

Rehhaile did not share the gloomy apathy, the bitter despair of her people. She loved the sunlight while
the others generdlly kept to their shops and houses. Asaresult her lean figure was tanned an even brown
that matched her unbound hair, and there was a strong hint of freckles across her face. Her featureswere
somewhat boldly shaped, athough not to the point of losing femininity. Her breastswere smdl and firm,
her hips dim--making her appear afew years younger than her twenty years.

Bunching her long fingers over the massive muscles of Kane's shoulders and back, she began to massage
them, trying to shape the knotted muscles to the pattern of the ripples on the lake. Kane seemed to
ignore her, but she reached out with her mind and sensed that she was drawing him into lazy arousal.

For Rehhaile was blind, her wide eyes atogether sghtless. Her mother had died from the plague while
Rehhaileyet lay in her womb. Her father had sworn that death should not take al from him, and a
physician had quickly torn her from the dead womb. Both father and physician died of the plague within
the week, but somehow Rehhaile had survived while dl about her Demornte was seared by the plague.
Someone had taken care of her, for Demornte was aland of motherless children and childless mothers.
Later she made aliving by whatever way she could, for the most part hanging around Sebbei's sole
tavern.

But Rehhaile had been blind since birth. And yet she had in place of Sght an infinitely more precious
power of vision. Her macabre birth, agenetic mutation, some whim of the gods--the reason was
unknowable and unimportant. She was given apsychic talent that provided afar more wondrous sense of
perception than any human eyes could afford.

Rehhaile could reach out to link her own mind with another. Through this psychic contact she could
share the other person's perception of his surroundings, in effect see through another's eyes, hear through
hiscars, fed through hisfingers. And dong with this sharing of sensory impulses, Rehhaile could actualy
sense the fedlings of another mind--not so much read the thoughts, but experience for herself the myriad



emotionsthat drift through the corridors of the mind. Her incredible talent to see into another human mind
established Rehhaile as a sorceress in the eyes of the townspeople of Sebbei, and in their despair they
accepted thiswithout concern or curiosity.

Because she could perceive the emotional turmoil of others, Rehhaile shared the distress of that soul she
touched. If there was pain, shetried to sootheit in whatever way she could. For the people of Demornte
nothing could be done. Theirs was an inconceivable, inconsolable grief, and their emotions were a burned
out wasteland that could never be hedled. The people of Sebbei largely ignored Rehhailejust asthey
ignored everything except their bitter memories. Rehhaile lived with them because there was nothing else
she could do. And in sharing their thoughts, she shared their joyless depression, a steeping in gloom that
amost overwhelmed her own soul.

The rare travellers whom chance brought to Sebbel were amarvel to her. She bathed in the exotic
colorsof their thoughts, finding auniverse of unimagined interest and vitdity evenin themind of astray
camel driver. She often tried to persuade these strangers to take her along with them across the desert,
but inevitably the knowledge of Rehhaile's witch powerswould turn them cold to her apped.

Then Kane had cometo Sebbei, and she had experienced worlds of sensation unlike any she had ever
imagined ahuman mind could hold. Kane had been awhirling labyrinth to Rehhaile. Most of hisemotions
were atogether dien to her, and many frightened her with their strangeness. But she had recognized the
awful need for rest that screamed within him--the unaswerable longing for peace. So she had goneto him
to minigter to hisagony in the artsthat only she knew, and through the months of companionship they had
known, it seemed to Rehhaile that the pain had somewhat dimmed within Kane.

She tugged a shock of red hair playfully. "Hey! What do you see down there in the pool ?*

Hismind was cold, far away. "Ripples on the water like the passing of years. Man enterslife and thereis
agplash. Hislife sends out ripples-smal ripplesfor alittle man, huge wavesfor agreat man--waves that
overwhemed thetiny ripples, wash them away or remold them. But intheend it isdl the same, for the
ripples go out into the lake of life and soon die away, to leave the lake smooth for new lives or stones.™

She scraiched lightly with her nails. "Make that up just now?"

"No. | heard that ana ogy from the sage Monpelloni whom | studied under in Churtannts.” Rehhaile did
not know that Churtannts had lain in ruinsfor over acentury. "Only | don't fit the frame he proposed
here. I'm something marooned on the surface of existence. Instead of a short splash, | keep floating there,
struggling about and making an endless succession of waves."

"I can seeyou there. Like an old bat fallen in and flopping about the pool.” She dug her nailsin deeper.
"Come back to me, Kane! Don't you love me?"

Herolled over so abruptly she nearly dipped off the bank. His cold blue eyes bored into her blind face.
Those eyes--how they frightened her with the promise of death that lurked within! But now Rehhaile
thought she sensed an even more haunted glare.

"No, Rehhailel" He said with dow intengity. "Can't you understand! Y our lifeisonly abrief ripple across
the pool, and mineisacongant flow of wavesinto infinity! Y our rippleisonly noted in passing and swept
addel”

She shivered with a coldness not of thewind.



"And do you love me?' he returned.

"No!" she answered him softly. "For you there can be no love. | can only pity you and try to soothe that
which can never be hedled.”

"I think you begin to understand,” Kane said with a bitter laugh. Then soon they lay together under the
pale moon. And about them the ghosts of dead Demornte dipped by unheeded.

V. The Crusader in Sebbel

"Their faces are as empty as the skullswe've passed!" commented Dron Missa, craning hislong neck to
stare down a seated townsman who stolidly watched them ride by. "Bunch of fish faces! I've eaten baked
fish that had moreintdligencein their boiled eyesthan these cretins.”

"Thought they ate only flesh in Waldann--raw flesh at that," scoffed Cereb Ak-Cetee.

Missalaughed unappreciatively. "Nothing wrong with raw flesh. Tastes good with alittle sdt. Once atea
squirrel raw on a bet--whiskersto tail with the thing still kicking. I've hated the little furry bastards ever
sance”

"How about keeping your mind on finding that tavern,” interrupted Gaethaa caugticaly. His nerveshad
been on edge since entering Sebbel. Ruined cities were no novelty to him. But the utter lack of curiogity
shown by the people was unnerving. Their indifference upon seeing aband of heavily armed strangers
rideinto ther city was unsettling and something of a subtle insult.

Thefirst person they encountered in this city of ghosts had been adisheveled fat man with ayelow
streaked beard. He was Sitting loosaly before a stagnant fountain near the unguarded city gates. With a
vapid expression he had watched their approach, then scurried off giggling when Alidore stopped to
question him. It was not an auspicious welcome.

Severd othersthat they met had turned away or closed their doors when hailed, and Gaethaa had grimly
recalled the stories heard while crossing the Lomarn that in Sebbel there dwelled only ghosts and
madmen. Still it seemed evident now that they would confront no organized opposition from the
townspeople. Thiswould make their mission one of more direct attack--Gaethaa had been prepared to
use more subtle tactics should it have devel oped that Kane had established himself asruler of the dead

dity.

Findly, persstent questioning of those they met indicated that someone named Gavein, who held the
office of Lord Mayor, was more or less responsible for central authority in Sebbei. This Gavein could



likely befound a Jethrann'stavern. Directionsto Jethrann's tavern had been given with the provincia
assumption that astranger knew hisway through the city to begin with. Sebbel wasan old city, laid out in
chaotic growth, and its narrow streets were disturbingly labyrinthian.

After severd wrong turns and unenlightening inquiries, they came upon abrown haired girl seated under
atree. She seemed to be adeep, for shefailed to notice them until the riders drew close. Then her head
snapped toward their approach, face wild in an uncanny wide-eyed look of fright.

"By Thoem--at |east here's somebody that doesn't have both feet in the gravel™ smiled Dron Missa
appreciatively. "Hey, Miss! Careto help some bone dry travellersfind a cool placeto rest? Were
looking for atavern--Jethrann's place.”

The girl rose to her feet and began to back away from them, her face oddly contorted in fear. Gaethaa
spoke quietly in reassuring tones, explaining that he and his men were strangers passing through Sebbel,
that they...

She turned from them and broke into arun. As she dashed from the shade, sunlight caught the flash of
tanned limbs beneath her short dress of green trimmed brown suede. Hooves struck the earth in faster
rhythm. Mocking laughter overtook her. Defiance edging her squed of fright, the girl was jerked from the
street by abronzed arm and swung onto a saddle.

Mollyl laughed as he pinioned her lashing arms againgt her sde. " Cuit it, sweetheart!” he grinned. "Y oung
girl like you must bered londly herewith al these dried up old scarecrows! Isthat why you shy away
when you see areal man, sweetheart? Maybe | could teach you the right way to say hello to astranger.”

"All right, Mollyl! We don't want to frighten her any more than we have dready!" Gaethaa growled.
"Stop squirming, child! We're only trying to get directionsto Jethrann's tavern. Please forgive my men's
lapse of breeding--we meant no harm to you. Now can you pleasetell usthe way?!

Fear il lined her features, but her struggles grew less. Helplesdy she perched on the saddie edge,
crushed againg Moallyl's hard chest, "It isn't far,”" she answered haltingly. "Keep on down this street
maybe half amile. Y ou can begin to see the market square on down to your left then. Thetavernison
the square.”

"My thanks, child," Gaethaareturned. "We were on the right track at least. Guess our preconception of
amarket square doesnt fit this ghost town.”

Thegirl wriggled hopefully, seeking to dip away. The expresson of unaccountable fear till marred her
face. Cereb Ak-Cetee grunted curioudy and leaned toward her, peering at her face. Frowning in
puzzlement he moved hislong fingers before her eyes. She drew away with a shudder when his hand
brushed her flesh. The wizard examined her speculatively.

Gaethaa spoke in command, and Mollyl reluctantly permitted his captive to dip to the ground. Shaking
hersdf asif to shed sometaint, the girl stepped back, till staring at them in dread fascination. Abruptly
shewhirled and disappeared into an dley.

"She'sblind," observed Cereb Ak-Cetee asthey rode away. "Did you notice? No focus. Her eyes are
Sghtless”

"What do you mean--blind?" Alidore exploded. " She damn well acted like she could see good enough.
Had a strange look to her eyes, granted. But she can't have been blind.”



"l said shewasblind," the wizard perssted tight lipped. "I'm not at dl sure how she perceives things, but
| know enough to recognize blind eyes when they present themselvesto me."

"Y eah--Ok!" Alidore answered in dismissal. He was not about to provoke the wizard's petulance.

"Hey, Bdl!" Dron Missawhispered. "Cereb sayswe just took directions from ablind girl. Doesn't that
ring abdl eveninyour thick skull ?'

"You'refunny, Missa" Bl rumbled. "Red funny. Y eah, you're ascream. Y ou ought to become ajeter.
You'd begood. Youreredly ariot.”

Alidore wondered how long it would take Dron Missato push Bdll too far--or vice versa. The
Waldann's sword arm was among the deadliest Alidore had witnessed, but Bell could tear him into
quartersif he ever got the drop on him.

"That'sit!" Jan pointed with hishook. "Hell, man! | can smdll that wine from across the square!™

"Good!" Gaethaa exclamed. "And this part of town is as stagnant as the rest of the place. Doesn't ook
like thereés any kind of organized force here, but we can't be sure what Kane will have done. Lookslike
he'sjust lying low so far though. So well play it by ear until we know the set up. Stroll oninto the tavern
just like we were on our way across Demornte and stopped to rest. Alidore and | will start stalking with
this Gavein--assuming he's here--and sound him out. Then well take it from there. But no mention of
Kane by any of you until | make the move. And easy on the wine--things might happen fast.”

Tethering their mounts before the three-storied stone structure, Gagthaa and his band entered the open
doorway. Insde the air was cool, abeit somewhat stale. A small number of men stood at the bar and sat
at small tables occupied with their drinks. Low-voiced conversation broke off asthe riders sauntered
across the smoky room to the bar--a conspi cuous entrance even had strangers been commonplace in
Sebbei. Still the townspeople returned to their incurious aoofness once the initia stir had settled, and the
murmur of quiet voices began again.

Jethrann, the scar-faced innkeeper, took their coin with an empty smile and brought them wine. In
response to Gaethaa's guarded inquiry he indicated the Lord Mayor, who sat done and half adeep a his
usud table.

Wiping the wine from his mustache, Gaethaa carried hislung acrossto Gavein'stable, followed by
Alidore who brought dong the bottle. "Mind if | join you?' he asked.

Gavein shrugged. " Suit yoursdlf.”
"Have adrink with us?' suggested Alidore, dready filling the mayor's empty mug.

"Thoughtful of you," Gavein observed. "Bunch of well armed toughs comes scomping into the place when
we see maybe a dozen strangersin ayear, and right away they want to share a bottle with the mayor.
Maybe mercenaries are better mannered now than in the old days, but | doubt it. So thanks for the drink,
and what do you want?"'

"My nameis Gaethag," he introduced himsdlf, deciding to come directly to the point. This gambit fizzled
when Gavein made no show of recognition at the name. But Gaethaa was not avain man, and he realized
that it was unlikely tales of his exploits had penetrated empty Demornte.



He shifted to another gpproach. "'l see my nameis not known here in Sebbei--but then there are many
names known far wider than Gaethaa. Take the name Kane for instance--there's aman whose fame has
reached across our world. | seem to have heard that Kane came through Demornte once--perhaps
youve met him?'

"I know aman of that name," Gavein admitted.

Gaethaa caught Alidore's eyes significantly. "Perhapsthisisn't the same man. The Kanel havein mindis
agiant of aman--stands about six feet and is built like he had the muscles of three strong men stretched
upon asingle frame. He has sort of acoarse face, has red hair and often ashort beard. Generdly carries
his sword dung across his back in the Carsultya fashion. Left-handed--although he's a deadly
swordsman with either arm. His eyes though--people remember his eyes. Has blue eyes with some sort
of insane menacein their gaze..."

"Weé're talking about the same Kane," Gavein grudgingly acknowledged. "What about him?"
Gaethaaforced himsdf to speak noncommittally. "So Kaneisin Sebbel, ishe?'

The mayor considered hiswine cup. "Y eah, Kane's herein our city--Thoem knowswhy he says. Lives
out inthe Nandai's old villa. Kegps to himsdf--Rehhail€'s the only one who sees much of him. Y ou some
friend of his?'

Gaethaalaughed and rose to hisfeet. His men aong the bar wavered hands near wegpon hilts at the
movement, but hated when they saw the eager triumph lighting the Crusader'slong face. "No--Kaneis
no friend of mine! Far fromit!" heintoned loudly. The townspeople gaped a him in Sartled amazement.

"In the world outside your ghostland men know me as Gaethaathe Avenger!" he announced. "I have
madeit my misson inlife to hunt down and destroy the agents of evil who bring desth and deprivation to
the helpless! Too long has evil held sway over our lives--too long have the creatures of evil run
unchecked among mankind! Evil hasruled the lives of men with the consuming might of merciless
force--and mankind has had to bow to itsterror or else be destroyed! But | have sworn to destroy the
servants of evil whatever they hold mankind inthral! | have time and again done battle with the forces of
evil, and each time | have triumphed and destroyed with the greater strength of good! Order has
mastered chaos--I have fought evil on its own ground, and with the superior power of good | have
conquered! Conquered because | have had the courage to confront evil face to face--because | have
turned againg evil the very violence with which it holds mankind under its hed--because | have met force
with force and destroyed brute power with brute power!"

Gaethaals face was bathed in demonic transfiguration as he breathed fierce sincerity into hisexplosive
diatribe. Hislisteners watched him with the awestricken attention commanded by saints and madmen,
and even here in Demornte none dared to break into the spell of ferocious fanaticism he spun for them.

Seeming to recollect himsdf, Gagthaa paused in his harangue and gestured toward hismen. "These are
my followers," he explained hoarsdy. "A smdl army at the moment, but they're picked fighters and every
man a seasoned and fearlesswarrior! Many have followed my command through other hard fought
campaigns, and dl have endured sufficient hardships and danger just in winning through to Sebbel to put
old sagasto shame! For | have come to Sebbel with my men to seek out this creature who calls himself
Kane! | am hereto ddliver your city from Kane!"

Gavein shrugged uneasily, uncertain how al thiswas going to involve him and histownspeople, "But



Kane does nothing to us here in Sebbei. He keegpsto himsdf in avillaat the edge of our city, asl've said.
We don't even see him except when he comes by from time to time to buy provisions. Why don't you
take your quarrd elsawhere?'

Gaethaawas aghast. Stunned by the mayor's indifference, he turned to Alidore to see if madness had
clamed al present. Alidore cleared histhreat and suggested in Kamathaen, "1t may well be, milord, that
we underestimated the parochia isolation of these people. Incredible asit seems, | don't think they have
any ideawho Kane might be. Why e sewould they have permitted him to remain in their city?

Once more assured, the Avenger addressed his nervous audience. "Obvioudy then you people don't
reglize what manner of fiend isliving hereinyour city! It ssemsincrediblein view of hisdark history that
he hasn't aready turned on you--Tloluvin only knows what demonic scheme he hasin mind for you and
your land! I've pitted mysdlf against some utterly ruthless black hearted mongtersin human guisein the
past, but this Kane could be the most evil man ever to walk the earth! His crimes are SO numerous, so
colossd ininfamy that most people believe Kane nothing more than wild legend! | once thought him
legendary mysalf until in my far searching crusade againgt the forces of evil, | began to cut across his
blood stained trail too often for me to doubt his existence among us!

"L egends--there are countless legendsiif you travel far enough to hear them! It's astonishing how far
back thesetales go in man's history. A lot of these things may well be spurious or latter day
reinterpretations, but there are enough common themes to make me give serious consideration to many
points. These legendstell that Kane isimmorta--further that he was one of thefirst true men! They say
Kane rebdled againgt his creator--some forgotten god who had attempted to create in mankind a perfect
race modeled according to his own warped idedl. Thisgod had failed many times before hefinaly
created a golden race that he kept in asheltered paradise for his own amusement. It's not clear how, but
evidently Kane provoked this golden race of men to revolt from their paradise existence--even killed his
own brother when be tried to prevent this. Kane's defiance and murderous violence resulted in the
destruction of the golden age, with the subsequent scattering of humanity across the ancient earth. Kane
himsalf was doomed by this god with the curse of immortdity! A curse of eternd wandering, never to
know peace, haunted by the spectre of the violence he introduced to mankind--marked an outcast from
humanity by the brand of hiseyes, akiller'seyes! Only through violence such as he engendered can he
die, but throughout the centuries no man has been able to destroy Kane in this his own e ement!

"Wadll, that'sthe gist of the oldest legends, and of course you can't tell where to draw the line with these
old tales. But there are too many other legends and sagas over the centuriesin which the name of Kane
appearsto lay thisentirely to chance or to recurrent poetic theme! A few facts appear certain. Kane has
lived for at least afew centuries-heis not the first agent of evil endowed with preternatural longevity by
any means--and during thistime he has brought nothing but deeth and destruction wherever he has
wandered! Catastrophic violence seemsto dither behind him like a shadow! And Kane has generdly
been the author of this bloodshed and ruin! He has engaged in the most hideous acts of black
sorcery--the wizards of Carsultya even drove him from their land in abhorrence at onetime! He has
been apirate, abandit, an n--committed countless numbers of violent deeds! He has gathered and
led gigantic armies and navies against peaceful lands for purpose of conquest and pillage! He hasruled
nations as the blackest of tyrants. He has been involved with--often ingtigated--numberless conspiracies
to overthrow lawful governments! His name has become abyword for treachery over the centuries!

"I'm not just rehashing abunch of fantastic legends for you to hear! Men who are with me today will
attest to his guilt--they have seen Kané'sinsane deeds with their own eyed” It was essentid to Gaethaa
that Gavein and his people recognize the justice of his mission--fully appreciate the infamy of Kane. "Tak
to them! Just ask either Jan or Mallyl there what the name of Kane meansto their fdlowsin the
Thovnosian Empire! Ask Bell what Kane did to the people of his native Myceum Mountains! Ask Sod



tho'Dosso to describe for you the murder

Kane and his bandits made upon caravans crossing the Lomarn here at your doorsteps only afew
months ago! I've talked enough now--go on and question these men!™

Gaethaa looked about him, earnest eyes seeking the faces of the townspeople--faces that turned away in
frightened confusion. Finally Gavein essayed to spesk, blinking at the Avenger asif hoping heand his
men would suddenly fade off into the late afternoon shadows. His response gave Gaethaa his greatest
shock of the long, trying day.

"Please! | don't really careto hear your tales of ancient legends and black evil run rampant in the world
beyond our land. We of Demornte have quite enough to consider in our own sorrows. Y ou speak to us
of murder and destruction--but we have watched the degath of our entire land and its people. Kané's
crimes mean nothing to us here; we care nothing and ask nothing of the outside world. What happens or
has happened there does not concern us."

The paeness of hisface made hislipsared wound Checking his hand that longed to seize sword hilt,
Gaethaa thundered increduloudy, ""Do you mean to say that you intend to protect Kane!"

Gavein looked at him with atouch of dmost pity in histired face. ™Y ou misunderstand. We care nothing
of your quarrdl. If it is between you and Kane, then go to him with it. The two of you settle it according
to whatever laws seem best to you. In Sebbel we ask only to be |eft alone with our sorrow. Asregards
your ‘'mission," we will neither help you nor hinder you in any manner whatsoever. It's your fight--do what
you wish. But leave usdone!”

Shaking his head in astonishment, Gaethaa turned to Alidore for counsd. "They're obsessed, you know!"
he exclamed in sck pity. "Thewholeland islike thisit seems. So obsessed with this one thing that
they'velost dl perspectivel | don't think aman here really understands anything I'vetried to tell them!”

"I'll agreeit looks hopelessfor them. At any rate they'll pose no threat to us," Alidore observed. "Kane's
backed himsdlf into a corner thistime, and it appearsthat he has only himself to turn to for help. Ask the
old mantotell uswhere Kanésvillais"

"And get lost again?' Gaethaa growled. "Got a better idea. WElI let him lead ustherein person.”

Invited to accompany them, Gavein protested that it was not his affair. But when Bell and Sed thoDosso

eagerly stepped toward him at Gaethaa's nod, the Lord Mayor gloomily rose to hisfeet and was
escorted into the Street outside.

V.ToTragpaTigerinHisLar



Rehhailefranticaly hurried through the narrow streets of Sebbel, her mind still crawling with fear and
loathing. The shock of confronting Gaethaa and his men had been brutal, and her concern for Kane was
obscured by the pal of revulsion she had felt on touching their thoughts. Her soul felt outraged at the
contact. Never had she experienced such abarrage of depraved, bestial images and cravings. Kane's
mind was dtogether aien to her, and she took care never to reach too deep within its tortuous depths.
But among the thoughts of Gaethaa's band outright cruelty reveled alongside demented lusting, and
Rehhaileés mind il cringed in memory, sick and soiled by the touch.

Sheran dong recklesdy, sumbling in her haste, avoiding jarring collison time and again by the closest
margins. To her sghtless mind the twisting adleys of Sebbei assumed a bewildering pattern of clarity and
darkness. Wherever possible Rehhaile cast out her mind to draw sight from another. At fortunate
moments she made contact with one of the townspeople who wasin the vicinity and through whose eyes
she could see a portion of the course she followed. But in deserted Sebbei such chance encounters were
too few, and more often Rehhaile found her path blotted out in darkness. Where there were no other's
eyes through which she could see, she attempted to make a detour by reaching out to touch another
nearby mind and follow acircuitous route dong thisregion of light. But thiswasted too many invauable
minutes, and Rehhaile was forced to plunge into the darkened segments of the labyrinth frequently--there
to rely on shadowy hints from distant minds, or to feet her way aong blindly. Although she knew the
streets of Sebbel well, these passages of absolute blindness placed deadly obstaclesin her search for
Kane.

As she had felt certain shewould, Rehhaile found Kane at the abandoned Nandai villa. Gasping for
breath she ran through the walled gardens, her remaining steps made certain as Kane watched her
disheveled gpproach. Kane had been haf adeegp, moodily contemplating the late afternoon sun from the
shade of adensaly laced roof of flora vine. A nearly drained amphoraof thin Demornte wine leaned
beside him, gill damp from the cool waters of the lake. Alongside rested abowl of strawberry domes.

"Hello, Rehhaile," he greeted her thickly, rising to hisfeet a the panic that lined her face. "Hey, what the
hell's the matter? Somebody chasing you?'

"Kane!" Exhaugtion forced her words out in strangled bursts. "Kane! Y ou'rein danger here! Therere
some men in Sebbel! They've cometo kill you! They've been searching for you for weeks! They know
you'rein Sebbei! They'll be coming hereto kill you as soon asthey find out where you are! They'll be
here any minute! They're going to kill you!"

Desperately Kane fought to command his semi-drunken faculties. "Men in Sebbel looking for mel™ he
exploded. "How many? Who are they? How are they armed? How do you know they're on my trail ?*

Rehhaile poured out an incoherent account of her accosted by Gaethaa and his men, babbling frenziedly
of strange men with harsh minds and thoughts of violence and death. Her words were digointed,
attempting to convey sensations for which language failed to accommodate--but Kane immediately
understood the imminent danger of his position. Cursing bitterly the monumenta carelessnessinto which
his despair had lulled him, Kane questioned her sharply for details. She followed him into the villaas he
dashed about buckling on his sword and searching for an extra quiver of boltsfor his crossbow.

"Kane--what are you going to do?' Rehhaile moaned. "Are you going to try to stand them off from the
villg?'

Kane's boot caught the edge of abench, and hereded away clumsly, dapping at his shin and snarling



angrily. "I'm not surewhat I'll do! Nine seasoned professionas make tough odds in an open fight! And
they must be damned good to have trailed me to Sebbel--Tloluvin knows why, dthough that's besid ethe
point at the moment! If | wait for them here, they can bottle me up like abear in hiscave! | canrunfor it,
but if they've followed me thisfar, theré's no reason to hope they won't hunt me down somewhere elsein
Demornte or the desert beyond!"

With practiced hands Kane worked the action of his crossbow. He fdt grim satisfaction that he had
permitted no rust or dirt to collect on hisweapons--at least he had not fallen altogether under the spell of
dead Demornte! "The best chance is going to be for meto get out of thisvilla, but to stay herein Sebbei.
| can use the empty buildingsfor cover, and strike back at them on my own terms! These bastards won't
be the first huntersto make the mistake of daring their prey withinitslair!”

He started for the garden gate, when Rehhaile abruptly cried out awarning. "Kane! Get back! Those
men are dmogt here! Y ou'll never makeit to cover!™

"That tearsit!" growled Kane. Wheseling about he darted back into the villa--curang vehemently in
severd languages. Quickly he gained the second floor of the dwelling and glanced through awindow in
the direction Rehhaile indicated. The sun cast long shadows away from the group of riders who stood
near the edge of Sebbei watching the villaexpectantly.

"Y ou can seethem now," Rehhaile observed.

"Yeah, | seethem!" Kanerasped. "And they seem to know just whereto find me! Isthat Gavein with
them?Wonder what's holding them back now!"

At the outskirts of Sebbel Gaethaa hated with his men to consider the villa before them. Beyond the old
wall extended a periphery of newer structure--shops, inns, estates of the wealthy--a scattered suburban
areaoutsde the dirt, noise and stench of the crowded old city, but still within the confines of Sebbel's
widdly flung outer wall. Only now the outer wall guarded a ghost city from nonexistent raiders, and the
forest was seeking to reclaim the outer city unchallenged by any hand.

The old Nandai villahad been stuated somewhat apart from the neighboring structures. It sood against
asmall lake on one side, alake which curved back upon theinner wal in one direction and extended
toward the low outer wall in the other. Rotted piers tenanted by half-sunken vessals reached out across
its quiet surface, and the |ake shore was overgrown with tall reeds and low shrubs. The overgrown
gardens encircled the old villa, and outside garden wall there had once beentilled fields. Thesefields
were now in weeds with a sparse growth of young pams and pine trees, but there waslittle or no cover
afforded here, and the villawas in effect surrounded by aclearing.

"No chance of riding up on him unobserved,” Alidore commented.

Gaethaa grunted acknowledgement. Turning to Cereb Ak-Cetee, he asked, "Gavein still swears he
knows of no protective magic that Kane hasinvoked to guard hislair. How about it?"

The wizard absent-mindedly picked a his nose and stared a the villa. "Waéll, theré's no immediate
evidence that well be dedling with sorcery here. | think we've caught Kanetotdly off guard. Giveyou
odds we could ridein on him right nbow and take him."

Mollyl looked at Gavein knowingly and whispered something to Jan, who laughed and stropped his
gleaming hook across hisleather pants. "Now, Gavein,” Mallyl grinned, "'l just know you'retdling usthe
truth about old Kaneliving out here dl done and dl. But Jan here thinks maybe you might be holding



back something on us--maybe K ane kegps some men around here as bodyguards, or maybe Kane has
some little sorcerous devices waiting for hisenemies. Y ou sure you got your story straight, Gavein?

Y ou're not going to let Jan change your mind for you now, are you?' Gavein shuddered, eyeing the
razor-edged hook in fascination.

"Cut it out, Mollyl," Gaethaa commanded. "I believe him. These people aretoo gutlessto lieto us.”

"Cereb, make damn sure Kane doesn't have anything in store for uswe aren't expecting! The black
hearted devil didn't live thislong on the strength of his reputation alone. Others have been destroyed by
Kane when they thought he was helpless, and I'm not about to believe well wak in and find him snoring
away on apile of empty winejugs"

The wizard dipped to the ground and began to remove anumber of items from his voluminous packs.
"Let you know for certain in aminute. But well end up wasting our advantage of surprise a thisrate.”

"Kane has no reason to expect us," Alidore pointed ouit.

"No, we don't look too suspicious, do we now." Cereb Ak-Cetee shrugged and bent to hiswork. His
movements were certain, and his dender fingers arranged his paraphernaliawith professiona confidence.
For al hisyouth, the Tranoddi waswell on hisway to becoming a powerful wizard. In hisown mind,
Cereb had decided to seek tutelage from one of the old Carsultyal masters after he had gained
experience and wedlth of afew more of Gagthaa's missons.

Carefully hefilled acopper bowl with weater from a canteen, poured afew droplets of oily fluid from
three vids, then dusted the opa escent surface with tiny pinches of powdered substance from other
containers taken from hiskit. He squatted over the bowl, his bony knees poking tightly against hisrobe,
and began to chant into the bowl, but its surface remained clouded. Abruptly atiny mote of red fire
seemed to dance upon the center of the bowl. The surface shimmered faintly for amoment, then
vaporized with arush of thick fumes. The red flame lingered sullenly for asecond, then winked out.

Dusting his hands on his cloak, Cereb straightened and began to collect his accoutrements. "As| said,
nothing,” he explained. "Any forces of magic connected with the villa before uswould have been reflected
on the surface of my bowl. Asyou observed, the only response was aflicker of crimson. This| interpret
asrepresenting Kane himsdf, who if dl tales are true has sufficient sorcerousinfluences about him to dicit
areflection.”

He chuckled affably. "I'd say we've caught Kane completely by surprise. They claim he's agood enough
wizard in hisown right, but so far as| know Kane's never made a sorcerer's pact with any god or
demon. That means he has no powersto turn to for immediate assistance. Without some form of patron
deity to cdl upon, a sorcerer--no matter how adept he may be--requires alot of time, effort and
materiasto cast any sort of effective spell. Black magic isn't some cheap charlatan'strick you can
perform with afinger snap and a puff of smoke, after al. Wdl, Kane hasn't had any time, and | doubt if
he has any sorcerous materias at hand either. He's dl yours, Milord Gaethaa."

"Well done, Cereb," Gaethaa returned with athin smile. "Well put your wordsto atest then. All right
men, well play it like Kane doesn't know we're searching for him yet. The road to the outer wall leads
sraight past the entrance to the villa. Well ride along it like we were headed on out of Sebbei minding
our own business. Then once we get abreast of the villa, welll rush the place. With luck he won't suspect
anything until that moment. The garden gate will pose no problem, and once through, Mallyl, Jan, Bell
take the front with me; Sed and Missa take the back with Alidore; Anmuspi and Cereb hold back to see
if he gets past us. Cereb, I'm counting on you to be dert for any sorcerous defenses. Gavein, you can go



now. So act nonchaant then, and let'sget him!™"

Released, Gavein gloomily watched them ride away toward the villa. He ran damp fingers across his
throat, asif to convince himsdlf it was yet intact, then shuffled back through the streets of Sebbel
muttering under his bregth.

Gaethaaled hismen at adow pace dong the road, offering only casua attention to the villathey
approached, Dron Missa argued with Mollyl over an imaginary dice game, and Jan loudly complained
that both men had cheated him of his share of the pot.

They drew closer to the villa Still there appeared no threstening movement frominsde. Y et it seemed
impossible that Kane was not watching their gpproach. Did he suspect?

At about two-hundred yards there sounded a sudden deadly hiss! Bell screamed and fell back on his
saddle, reddened fingers clutching at the crossbow bolt that had abruptly sprouted from his left shoulder!
Hishorsereared in darm at the scent of fear and pain.

So Kane had been waiting! Gaethaawhirled in his saddle to shout an older, and a second bolt screamed
through the space he had just turned from! Alarmed at the accuracy and speed of Kane's marksmanship,
Gaethaaagain redlized there was no cover for them until they could reach the villa

"Get back!" he bellowed, as his men started to spread apart to ride in low. " Get back out of range!
Hurry!"

A third bolt glanced acrossthe back of Alidore's mail asthe men whedled on his command. Alidore
cursed and bent low over hishorse's neck. Luckily the shaft had struck him as he was turning and merely
glanced on past him. Even at thisrange adirect hit from apowerful crossbow would dice through chain
mail such ashewaore. A fourth bolt narrowly missed Dron Missa before they galloped beyond range.

Bell held his saddie until they returned to the shelter of agrove of pams. There be dumped to the earth
and sat againgt a pam trunk while Sed tho'Dosso examined the wound.

"Can't befad if hecdl ill cusslikethat," Missa offered thoughtfully. " A few inches off the heart, but not
bad for the range. Why cdl us back here, milord?"

Gaethaa scowled at thevillain regppraisal. "Don't want to risk any further casuaties. Too little cover
around the place, damn it! Fast as he wasfiring, Kane must be working the cocking lever by hand. Hed
be sure to get off afew more shots before we reached him, and at the range he hit Bell he must be as
good amarksman asthey clam! Damn near finished afew others of us anyway--he waited till we were
well in hisrange before attacking! Not worth therisk to rush him now. Well have darkness shortly. So
weéll hit him again when the light'stoo poor for archery, but till too bright for Kaneto dip away--if we
watch carefully!"

"That's cutting it close," Alidore commented.

"Donttdl mewhat | aready know!" Gaethaaretorted, "Anmuspi! Think you can get afirearrow in
whereit can smoke him out? If we drive him from the villa, then Kane will be the one caught in the open!™

The archer smiled deliberately, hislined face asymmetrica with the sword sear that flashed whitein rare
moments of anger. "Roof of that placeistimber, of course. | can ride abit closer and pepper it with as
many fire arrows as you want. It's an easy target that size, and I'll till be out of Kane'srange. No



crosshow can shoot asfar as aheavy horn bow--unless you count those stupid-looking contraptions that
take five minutes for astrong man to wind to acock."

"Great? Well burn him out then!" Gaethaa declared.

So Anmuspi the Archer rode back toward the villa. Dismounting beside aclump of young pams, he
kindled asmdl fire and wrapped the ends of severd shaftswith resinous materid. Lighting these from the
fire, Anmuspi stepped into the open to draw hisbow. He sank hisfirst arrow into the roof of thevilla,
and his second shot struck about two feet from the other. They burned dismaly, evidently unableto fire
the timbers. Thethird arrow was snuffed out in flight and fell without effect upon the roof.

"Try for awindow, Anmuspi!" Alidore called.

The archer nodded and shifted histarget. Without apparent effort, he fired two more arrows through one
window and embedded another in the wall beside the opening. Thistime he was rewarded with billows
of smoke from within. Dron Missa gpplauded loudly.

Anmuspi was drawing a seventh arrow then, when acrossbow bolt tore straight through his heart.
Released, thelast arrow shot into the sky and made aburning arc through the gathering night before it
plunged into the lake.

"Damn!" exclaimed Gaethaain amazement, staring at the archer's body on the ground. "Theredied a
good man! Chalk up one more point on Kane'staly--hell make an accounting soon!™

"Lookslike he's put the fire out too," observed Alidore glumly after a pause. " See--the smoke hasjust
about cleared away. Bell will live, but he's usdess for the moment. That leaves seven of usto ded with
Kane now, milord."

"Sevento rush him, it seems" Gaethaamused. " Still that looks like our best strategy. Onceit getsalittle
darker well chargethe villa. Spread out and move fast in the bad light--all of us ought to makeit to him.
One man isn't going to prevail against seven like us. Kane may get afew of us before he'staken, but take
himwewill!"

Cereb Ak-Cetee had been rubbing his narrow jaw in thought for severa minutes. Now he smiled likea
school boy with the solution to an examination question and announced brightly, "It may be that Kane will
offer us no further resstance milord. | know of one spell that has afair chance of drawing hisfangsand |
should have enough timeto cast it before the light grows too dim to keep watch!™

"Y ou picked afinetimeto remember it, wizard!" Alidore exploded. "What kept  you from mentioning
thisspdl earlier!”

"Just remember that you're Gaethad's lieutenant, Alidore, and leave the science of magic to me!™ Cereb
snarled. "In smplewordsfor smple mindsto grasp, I'll remind you that sorcery hasitslawsand
limitations. Asyou know, I've made no pact as yet with any patron god--if | had | wouldn't be wasting
your sort! 9 my timeriding around with

"Without direct demonic aid, | have to resort to the pure science of sorcery. That meansin generd that |
require lengthy and arduous preparations to weave any powerful spell. Thefact that | have no bit of hair,
piece of nail, any fragment of Kane's body--not even an item intimate to his person for that matter--to
sarve asafocusfor my magic diminates most possibilitiesfor any sort of redly potent spell. I've never
even seen Kane, and were no more than reasonably certain that he's the man inside the old villa. Add to



thisthefact that Kane is himself a sorcerer of considerable ability--a man who can probably block most
of my spdlsthrough his own knowledge. Now then, tell mewherethat leavesmel™ |

"All right! | gpologize," conceded Alidore with little grace. " So where does that leave us? What do you
haveinmind?"

Cereb Ak-Cetee went on with asneer in hiseyes. "'l know afairly smple spdll to induce stupor. | can
diffuseit to include anyone within the villa, which will serioudy wesken itsinfluence. And Kane may bear
some counter-charm againgt such minor sorceriesfor al | know. Infact, he can probably resst its effects
to an extent purely through force of will, granting he's had extensive occult training. But regardless of
whether he can resist it or not, unless he's completely protected the spell isgoing to dow him down
considerably, evenif it doesn't lay him out altogether. | didn't mention this spell earlier, because | had
assumed he would be too great an adept to fall under itsinfluence. Now I'm not so sure--I doubt if he's
made any sort of preparations to guard against attack, in fact. Anyway the spell can soon be cast, and if
it doesn't work we're no worse off than before.”

"Cast your spdll, Cereb,” Gaethaa ordered eagerly. "If it can silence that crossbow and nothing more, it
can drop Kaneright into my hands!"

Kane watched the spot where his attackers had taken cover carefully, the closing darknesslimiting his
visgon far lessthan for another man, "They seem to have given up the fire arrow ideafor now. Guessthat
means a concerted attack before long. Anyway we seem to have dl the fires put out.”

He caressed the crossbow stock appreciatively. Kane had had it crafted according to his design, and he
prized it highly. "There's agood wegpon, though | doubt if many men could draw it with nothing more
than thislever. Still the thing takes too long to cock and fire--though that fast shot proved its worth once
again. Thoem! If | just had that archer's bow, | could pick off every last one of them before they could
crossthe clearing!™

He addressed Rehhaile. "What are they doing now?"

Rehhail€'s face was tight with concern under the soot--she had helped Kane put out the fires--working
through the vison his eyes had given the scene. Cautioudy she reached out with her mind to link with the
attackers. Avoiding the touch of those whose contact so distressed her, shefelt for Alidore. At that
distance she could gppreciate only dimly the sensory impulses his mind emanated.

"It's hard to say, Kane. The one you shot first is still moving. They don't seem to be getting ready to
charge just yet. Some are watching us, and the others are watching someone who seemsto be working
at something on the ground--I can't tell what. Kane--he's the one that scared me worst--the one who
knew | wasblind! | think he must be asorcerer from bits of their thoughts. | could never touch that
demented mind of hisagain!”

"A sorcerer! Asif asimple attack by aband of professonalswasn't enough!” Kane swore. "l wonder
though--I've heard of some madman called Gaethaa the Avenger who travels with awizard in hisband.
A savior of the oppressed, they call him. Maybe thisis Gaethaa then who's goneto al thetroubleto trall
me here--hesfanatica enough to pull the stunt from al | hear! Thought he usualy kept asmall army with

him though."

Anxioudy he gauged the amount of daylight left. " Suppose theré's no chance they'll let it grow dark
enough for usto make abreak. They'll rush as soon asit'stoo dark for meto pick them off in the open.
Break through the garden without any problem and be at the door. I'll try to take them one by onein the



entrance hal--maybe get afew shots off first. No, they'll expect that and enter in groups from both sides
to surround me. Damn! Wish 1 knew what that wizard or whatever they have can do! Rehhaile, can you
maybetry to enter hismind long enough to..."

Rehhaile cried out in terror. "Kane! Something'swrong! | can't stay awake! Kane! | fed likel..." Her
frightened voicetrailed off. Like acollgpsing puppet, she dumped to the floor. Arms pushed out to hold
back the lethargy gave way brokenly, dropping her body to the planks with a soft thump. A tremor
shook her as she struggled to rise, then her face fell back, unconsciousness preserving amask of fear.

Kane struggled to keep to hisfeet! Blackness dashed through his mind, and hislimbswere cased in
lead! His strength dipping from him, Kane grimly recognized the cold touch of aspdll of pardyss! A
smple spell, but one for which he was totally unprotected. No time even to work the counterspell that
amost any third-rate conjurer could command.

Desperately he fought the spell. It was aweak one, or hetoo would lie stretched out on the floor. Still he
knew he was helplessto fight off an attack unless be could break free. Swest dripping from hisframe,
Kane forced wooden musclesto move limbs of sone. There was achance for him if he could only move
outsde the spell'srange.

He tottered to the Stairway, commanding his body to resist the spell with every atom of hiswill. Onthe
first step helost baance and did drunkenly down the entire flight, rolling to a painful stop at the bottom.
Setting histeeth in a death head grin, Kane crawled to the rear door. Already he could hear the
hoofbesats of hisenemies closing in for the kill. Somehow he pushed through the doorway and kicked it
closad behind him. The lake offered an avenue of escape--or adegth trap if he could not swim. Still it
was hisonly chance.

Staggering, lurching, crawling, writhing on his belly--franticaly Kane forced hisbody to crossthe twilit
garden. The sound of riderswas closer now, and Kane had no way of knowing whether they had
gpotted him in the semidarkness. Hunching forward, he gained the bank of the lake at last. Now he could
hear them pounding againgt the front gate. A find few yards remained. Kane rolled weekly down the
dope of the bank and did off into the lake.

He floundered for amoment, trying to reach deeper water. The cool water closed over hisbody, and
theweight of the sword on his back drew him down. Grimly holding his breath, Kane kicked against the
bottom in an effort to get farther from shore. If the water were deep enough, he hoped to be able to float.
But dthough Kane was a strong swimmer, he knew hismassive bulk permitted him to float with difficulty
in the best of circumstances.

His breath was growing short. With amagjor effort he wrenched his head above the surface to draw a
gasping breath. He had progressed agood many yards from shore, he saw with relief, and asyet his
attackers were too busy breaking into the villato search for himin the lake,

The spdll seemed to belifting! Each movement seemed easier now; no longer did blackness seek so
ineluctably to overwhem his consciousness. The water, the distance he had moved from its focus had
stolen power from the pell. The wizard must have ceased to send it against the villanow that hisfellows
were within, Whatever the reasons, Kane fdlt his sirength begin to return to him.

With glent, powerful strokes Kane svam away underwater across the darkened lake. Behind him his
baffled enemies were angrily searching through the silent villaand its gardensfor their prey. But it would
betoo late to act by the time they redlized how their quarry had escaped.



V1. Sword of Cold Light

Gaethaa had been furious once it was obvious that Kane had somehow escaped him. A careful search
of thevillahad turned up no one other than Rehhaile, till unconscious from thewizard's spell. A search
of the gardens had disclosed atrail such asacrawling man might make that led into the lake.
Reconstructing Kane's probable actions, Gaethaa had ordered his men to circle the lake shore. But by
thistime darkness had settled, and it was a hopeless task to search aong the overgrown shordine. Of
Kane there was no sign.

In baffled disgust they finaly returned to Jethrann'stavern in Sebbei. Rehhaile they bound and brought
with them, for Gagthaa had hopes of |earning something of vaue from her.

"Maybe he drowned,” Dron Missa offered. "'If Cereb's spell was so efficacious, he shouldn't have been
ableto swim. But then he shouldn't have been ableto crawl off ether.”

"Don't make any betson it," Gaethaa growled. The Avenger frowned and tugged at his mustachein
frugration. "Missal Damn it dl--stop the racket! I'm trying to think!"

Dron Missa garted and laid aside his dirk. He had been nervoudy tapping the born handle against the
table.

"What now?" Jan wanted to know.

"Good question,” Gaethaa cursed. "We do nothing now--nothing we can do until morning! By then Kane
will be half way across Demornte, no doubt! And for the moment we can't siop him. All wecando is
patch up Bell and try to pick up Kanestrail when it getslight.

"Wdll, what's the story with this girl we captured?’ he asked, as Alidore took a seat beside him.

"Got kind of acrazy story on her, but they al say about the same," Alidore explained. "Her name's
Rehhaile, and she's the one Gavein mentioned earlier as spending alot of timewith Kane. Seems she'shis
mistress, dthough | gather she's pretty much anybody's who wants her. Lived in Sebbe dl her life--family
died in the plague--and makes aliving anyway she can. Seemed fascinated with Kane when he showed
up, so she's been living with him mostly since then.

"The townspeople consider her to be asort of witch. They say she's been blind since birth--and that
bears out--but she seems to have some type of second sight. It's claimed she can look into your mind
and see through your eyes so to speak. They say she can read your thought--scan tell exactly what your
fedings are and what you're thinking. | tried her and the story seemsto betrue.”



Gaethaa nodded solemnly. A witch with psychic powers. Cereb has been telling me of such--he noticed
her from thefirst. Just the sort of creature to bein league with Kane! Obvioudy she sensed our intentions
when we met her on the street and ran off to warn Kane while we were wasting time here with Gavein.
Damntheluck!"

"What are you going to do with her?' Jan persisted.

"I'll decide what to do with her tomorrow. She may be of some useto usyet, so well hold her for now.
Asan accomplice of that devil, she deserves death."”

"No objectionsto our having some fun then?* murmured Mollyl, winking at Jan.

"She cost us our quarry,” Gaethaa said coldly. "But don't you guys tough her up so shewon't be of use
to me later. Doesn't look like she knows anything important about Kane, but maybe ther€ll be
something.”

"Even if we must execute her," Alidore protested, "isit right for the men to rape her? This seemslike
pointlesstorture.”

"Can't rape awhore, Alidore!" laughed Dron Missa, joining the other men in a squabble over seniority.

After the others moved away, Alidore remained at the table beside Gaethaa, afrown il troubling his
tanned face. Hiswine cup stood before him untasted. An occasiona twitch flickered along the squareline
of hisjaw, asif there were words that must be uttered, but that he kept to himsdlf.

Gaethaa noticed hislieutenant's mood and turned to him in concern. The Kamathaen lord prized
Alidore's comradeship highly. He had admired the Lartroxian youth's tough courage and intelligent zedl
when Alidore had first joined his band nearly two years ago. Alidore had been in hislate teensthen, and
Gaethaa, about a dozen years his senior, had grown to consider him ayounger brother. He knew he
could count on Alidore to stand beside him in any battle and he relied on his counsdl in deciding many
points of strategy. While most of hisfollowers over the years rode behind his banner for gold, adventure,
revenge or other persona motivations, Gaethaa recognized that Alidore more than any of the otherswas
drawn by the same idedlism he fdlt. His present mood puzzled Gaethaa.

"All right, Alidore," he said quietly. "What isit? Something has been gnawing away at you for agood
while now. I've watched it building up insde you bit by bit. Out with it--what's bothering you? Y ou know
you don't need to hold it back from meif you don't fed right about the way something isgoing.”

Alidore bit hislip and raised hiswine cup, not yet meeting Gaethaals eyes. "It's nothing worth... It's
vague..." he began uneasily. "Just something that's been getting to me more and more as it kegps showing
up. | don't know, maybe I'm getting battle fatigue after too many campaigns. | just notice it more.
Nothing definite liketo bring up, but..."

Gaethaa watched him anxioudy, knowing that in time hislieutenant would speek hismind. Thismuch
reticence was out of character for him.

"It'sthisgirl Rehhaile.."

"Rehhaile?" Gaegthaa's hawk-like face twisted in surprise. "Rehhaile? What's there about the witch that
bothersyou?'



"Wdl, it'snot just her, it'salot of thingsthat keep hanging in my mind. Shé'san exampleisdl,” Alidore
continued. "The mutiny we had at the border of Demornte. The execution of the prisoners when we
destroyed the Red Three. The way we took the town apart last year in Burwhet when we took on Olidi
and hisgang of raiders. Those men you let Moallyl tortureto tell uswhere Recom Launt would attack
next. The hostages you let him butcher when you refused to lift the seige of hisfortress...”

"The dternative was to withdraw--to turn tail and let that murderous robber baron regain his stranglehold
on thetrade routes. And | had to know when and where to strike for that first battle with him. The lives
of his henchmen and of some hostages were unimportant weighed against the greater good |
accomplished there by destroying Launt and permitting thousands to cross his domain in peace. Perhaps
the men were abit out of hand in Burwhet, but regardless of the destruction we caused there, Olidi and
every last one of hiscutthroats died in the fighting. Burwhet could rebuild and prosper with that gang of
renegade banditsfinaly scoured from the land. Those weren't prisoners we executed--they were
accomplices of the Red Three and tainted with the ogres inhuman crimes. As for the men who turned
traitor to mein the shadow of Demornte, any man who's ever carried asword in hislord's army knows
that mutiny is punishable by death. No leader could ever command respect and discipline of hismenif he
ignored blatant desertion. We've been through this before, Alidore.

"This sorceress Rehhaile-in view of her youth and ignorance | could have overlooked her living with
Kane. But she deliberately gave him warning of our presence here, and for that crime she must pay the
price. If we had taken Kane by complete surprise--asit seems likely now we would have--our mission
here would be completed. Anmuspi might well be dive ill, athough it's foolish to think we could have
taken Kane without some casudties. Foolish to speculate over what should have happened anyway."

A woman's moan of pain broke from the upstairs of the tavern, accompanied by thick laughter.
Alidore winced. "Why not give her a clean death then? Why torture her like this?

"She's awanton--you told me as much yoursaf.” Gaethaa shrugged. " She's not getting anything such a
woman isn't used to. Besides the men need a break--they've ridden long and hard without any sport. Let
them have thar fun--1'll deal with Rehhaile tomorrow maybe.”

Alidore gill seemed troubled. "It'sall logical when you explain it. I'm not implying we've ever sooped to
senseless brutdlity, of course. | don't know, maybe my backbone's getting soft. It seemslike there could
bealittle room for mercy..."

Drawing ahand across his high forehead to push back the blond locks that drifted down, Gaethaa drew
adeep breath and leaned back in his chair. His blue-gray eyes grew bitter in memory. " Sure, mercy.
Remember the time years ago when Reanist talked me into sparing that girl we found chained in the
sorcerer'stower? The people of the region protested, but Reanist had an eye for beauty and insisted she
was only aprisoner. That night her kisses killed Reanist and five other good men before my sword ended
her inhuman thirst, and even Cereb Ak-Cetee wasn't certain what manner of demon we had harbored.
Or earlier when we spared Tirli-Sdlan's family, then had to return later and fight afar more costly battle
when we learned that they were bloodier despots than their uncle.

"Alidore, it doesn't work out like you'd hopefor it to. I've let too many men die from blood poisoning
gtill begging my surgeon not to amputate all of agangrenous limb. Poison spreads. A tiny cancer will
ultimately corrupt and destroy the strongest organism. Let afragment of evil evade your exorcism, and it
will inevitably flourish to cause even more degth and suffering to humanity. False mercy isworse than
ill-advised in my struggle against the forces of evil. Its consequences can completely pervert and destroy



dl thegodsfor which | fight."

Gaethads face grew pae with emotion. His eyes glowed with vision, and swest glistened over his
forehead. A tremor passed through his clenched hands, as hisvoice shook with intensity.

"l am called Gaethaa the Crusader, and the nameis one | hope to be worthy of always. | have made my
lifeacrusade againg evil, and it isacrusade that will end only when the last spark of lifefailsme. When |
wasachild | listened to the grest sagastold by my father's soldiers around the fires—-and | listened to the
darker taesthey whispered of the strange lands where forces of evil held power over al who dwelt
therein. Even then | vowed to mysdlf that when | became aman | would not waste my life among the
perfumed sycophants of Kamathaen nobility. | turned my back on indolent court life, and choseinstead a
life of riding against the cold wind with awar cry on my lipsand asword raised in my hand. | worked
from childhood to prepare myself for thislife. For tutors | drew upon the best tacticians available to teach
me military strategy; my training at armswas & the hands of masters of their chosen wesgpon. | learned to
read and converse in a dozen languages, and the wisest scholars of our age instructed mein logic and
philosophy--for | knew it was not sufficient that | learn to wield a sword untemptered by reason, nor
alow other men to be my ears and tongue.

"Alidore, | have seen the cold light of good! The cold light shed by truth, righteousnessjustice. The cold

light that dispelsthe darkness of evil! The universeis structured on these two forces--the power of good
shining as abeacon of cold, clear light againgt the smothering blackness of evil! And as surely as sunlight
drives away the night, the cold light of good annihilates the darkness of evil!

"And | have vowed to serve the cold light! To destroy with asword of cold light the shadow of evil that
darkens our world! Darkness is vanquished by fight, and the forces of evil fall before the powers of
good! But in the battle of light against darkness there can be no intermediate shades--no twilight powerd!
Those who do not follow the cold light are children of darkness, and they must and shal be destroyed by
the cold, clear fight of good!

"And if my crusade at times strikes you as without mercy, it is because there can be no mercy, no
uncertainty in thisstruggle! The cold light shal burn away the darkness of evil, even if athousand must die
to drive back the shadows! Their suffering isa petty priceto pay for the ultimate victory!"

Totdly swept up in the spdl of Gaethaals exhortation, Alidore listened with mind awhirl--uncertain at
times whether he served a saint or madman.

Gaethaa had been silent for severad minutes before Alidore broke from his near trance. "'I'm sorry to
have sounded unworthy of the confidence you placein me, milord," he spoke dazedly, not certain how
the Crusader had interpreted his misgivings.

A quiet smile crossed Gaethaas face, and he rose to brush hisfist againgt hislieutenant's shoulder. "Why
areyou gpologizing, Alidore? Y our concern is understandable, and mercy isan invauable principle when
itiscdledfor. Your fedings are misplaced, that'sal, and | hope I've done alittle toward clearing awvay
the confusion in your mind. Y ou need to remember that we're only abadly outhnumbered few dignedina
cosmic struggle between diametrically opposed forces. Softnessin this struggleisn't mercy, but
unforgivable Supidity.

"L ook, it'sgetting late, and we'll be up and after Kane as soon as there's daylight outside. I'm going to
get some deep now, and why don't you turn in yoursdlf. Y ou're exhausted now, and alot of thingswill be
clearer to you in themorning.”



Alidore watched hisleader depart. Thingswere alot clearer after listening to Gaethaa, be redized. Still
hedid not fed liketurning in. A strange restlessness till haunted him, and he sat up mulling over his
thoughts and dowly sipping hiswine. Sleep did not come, perhaps because every time his eyes sarted to
close he caught the sound of choked cries from the room above.

At length when the otherslost interest, Alidore went to Rehhaile aso.

It was near dawn when Alidore left Rehhaile and started to pull shirt and trousers over hislean body.
She was not adeep, but turned toward him on the bed, her uncanny blind eyesred from tears. There
were many sullen purple bruises marring her tan skin, and her back was crossed with livid welts.
Compared with other women whom Mollyl had amused himself with, she hadn't been badly messed up,
Alidore thought.

Shelooked so forlorn there on the rumpled bed, and Alidore felt remorse for what they bad doneto her.
She hadn't been like awhore at al--there had been no hardness, no professionaism. In away it had
made him feet like he had rgped one who loved him, and Alidore couldn't shake the awful fegling of
betrayal.

Rehhaile ran atongue, over swollen lips, senang hisguilt. "Don't fed too bad. Y ou were kinder than the
othersat least.”" Alidore muttered something and offered her a cup of wine. "What isto happen to me
now?' she asked, and he felt uncomfortable and told her noncommittally that thiswas for Gagthaato
decide. Weskly she sat up and touched her bruised abdomen tenderly, awhimper hovering on her lips.
"Why areyou doing thisto me?"

Alidorelooked away. He could tell her that she deserved no better because she had chosento dign
hersaf with evil, but somehow the words seemed unred now. ™Y ou did afoolish thing when you helped
Kane escape. In doing so you have thwarted the cause of justice, and punishment must be carried out.”

"Wasraping me an act of justice? Do you think | deserve what is being doneto me?' Rehhaile
responded illogicaly.

Alidore was fumbling for areply, when ashriek echoed from the stables!

VII. A Wounded Tiger

Kane had not fled Sebbel.

Regaining his strength, he had crossed the smdll Iake in the darkness. Reaching the inner wall of the city,
Kane had lain hidden among thetal reeds while Gaethaa and his men floundered about in afutile search



for him. Silently he had watched from the shadows as Gaethaa returned to Sebbei. With noiseless step he
had followed his enemies back to Jethrann's tavern.

Like a phantom he had stalked them through the ghostly streets of Sebbei, and in hiskiller's eyesthere
gleamed the cold fires of death. For Kane had no thought of fleeing from his pursuers. Their attack had
made afool of him--nearly succeeding because of the apathy into which he had drifted. Now only blood
would shake the fury that drove him after those who hunted him.

Crouched in the darkness outside the tavern, Kane watched and listened, striving to learn more of his
assallants. Among them Sed tho'Dosso was the only man he recognized. But once he heard spoken the
name Gaethaa, Kane understood the reason for the attack.

Gaethaa the Avenger--so the Kamathaen lord had at |ast determined to include Kane in his crusade.
Kaneworked to recall dl the scraps of information he had come across concerning Gaethaa. The
prospect was not pleasing. Gagthaa was a dangerous opponent--a man of tenacious courage who was
reputedly adeadly warrior aswell as brilliant strategist. His mercenaries were one of the best private
armiesin the civilized world, it was said. From their numbers they must have had afew setbacksin
finding him though, Kane mused.

Eight men--dl professiona fighters--plus the unknown factor represented in the wizard. The wizard
would be that young Tranoddli he had heard alittle about--one of the Cetee clan whose talents had run
toward sorcery. And he was supposed to be as brilliant a mind to study the black arts since the strange
fal of Carsultyal. The odds were clearly too grest for direct attack. The game would have to be played
by more subtlerules.

And s0 Kane waited in the darkness, waited for a chanceto kill, and to his earsthere came at times a
girl'scry of pain.

Toward the approach of dawn Kane crept into the shelter of the tavern stable. He had hoped for a
chance to attack Gaethaa's band while they dept, but severa of the men had been up throughout the
night--not so much standing guard asraising hell. Abandoning the idea, Kane sedthily climbed into the
darkened loft to wait for eventsto unfold. Evidently Gaethaa's confidencein his own power was sufficient
that he assumed Kane would spend the night hoursin full flight Lurking in his very shadow wasas safe a
position as any. Besides the night was cold, and Kane was sill damp and caked with mud from the lake.
Shivering from the chill, he helped himself to apile of horse blankets and snuggled into the straw of the
loft. There were fleas crawling through the blankets, but they were warm.

In the last quiet moments before dawn his vigilance was rewarded. A man now stumbled through the
door--tho'Dosso, Kane recognized with grim delight. The desert bandit had been awake most of the
night, and now he deepily cursed Gaethaa for sending him to took after the horses. With groggy
movements he passed from st to stall, checking to see that each mount had dl the grain and water it
required. Completing hisrounds, Sed rested hislantern on abarrd and sullenly contemplated the pile of
saddles and equipment that would have to be harnessed to the horses before long. Therewastime
enough for anap, he decided. With a groan be sank down against astall and closed hiseyes.

Kane watched the Lomarni bandit chieftain intently. Here was an excellent chanceto rid himself of one
of hisenemies, but there were afew problems. Kane dill carried his sword and dagger, but neither
wespon was useful at the moment. With Sed tho'Dosso below him, he would have to descend the | oft
ladder to reach him--and that meant too much noise to hope to take the other unawares. In his huddled
position, the bandit presented a difficult target for adagger throw. There was no chance for aquick,
clean kill, and Kane knew he would have to strike silently. At the first shout of danger, Gaethaals men



would come swarming over the stable, and Kane would again be trapped.

Sowly Kane dipped free of the blankets. A coil of ropelay at hand in the loft, suggesting a possbility.
Cautioudy he crawled acrosstheloft, watching the deeping bandit for the first sgn of darm. Theloft was
laid with thick beams, and they held hisweight without creaking. Still the boards were widdly spaced,

and athin trickle of dust and straw sifted down from the loft as he passed. The stream was not noticesble
in the darkness, but asit drifted closer to Sed tho'Dosso, there was danger that he might feet the dust
brushing hisface.

The desert man snored softly. Gingerly Kane roseto hisfeet and reached for the rope. The sky was
darting to gray, but the loft was il hidden in shadow. At any moment another of the Crusader's men
might enter the stable to help Sed with the horses, and Kane knew histime was running out. A chance
entrance, aflash of lantern light, and he would be slhouetted againgt the rafters.

Quickly heworked one end of the ropeinto adiding noose. Playing the hemp through his hands, he
coiled it into athrowing lariat that he felt he could count on. Poising himself on the open edge of theloft,
Kane looked down at the deeping bandit. Grimly he readied the noose in his hands.

"Sed! Sed tho'Dosso!" he called softly. "Wake up, Sed!"

With aguilty start the Lomarni roused himself. Still groggy, he raised his head and |ooked about him
Supidly. "Huh?"

Kane cast hislariat the instant Sed lifted his head. Perfectly aimed the noose dropped over the bandit's
head, and with ajerk Kane snugged it tight againgt his neck. Sed had time for one thin shriek asterror
dashed through the curtain of deep, then the biting noose cut off his breath! Even as hisfrenzied fingers
tore a the choking coail, the Lomarni was violently yanked from the stable floor and swung into the air!

Kane swore in anger, the muscles bunched adong his shoulders and back as he hauled the bandit free of
the earth. His cast had been on target, but he had meant to draw tight the noose before his sartled victim
could cry out. Now awarning had been sounded. Helplesdy twigting like afly in a spider's web, the wiry
desert man kicked and contorted in Kane's grasp.

Holding the writhing bandit chieftain suspended with one hand, Kane hurriedly tossed the free end of the
rope over arafter. Then he seized the loose end and legpt from the loft. Sed tho'Dosso jerked and shot
relentlesdy toward the roof, as Kane's greater weight bore his end downward to the floor. Lightly he
landed and knotted the rope over astal. The entire episode had taken seconds.

Eyes bulging horribly, Sed tho'Daosso watched his laughing enemy wave aderisve farewd | as he stepped
through the rear door to vanish into the dawn.

Seconds later Gaethaa and his men pounded into the stable. They glared about without comprehension
until Jan pointed his hook upward, and then they cut him down. But the Lomarni's neck was broken, and
even as hislips formed the name "Kane," his body shuddered in desth.

"Kane!" shouted Gaethaain exultation. " Then he came back! By Thoem! | wasafoal to think that he
would flee usl Like awounded tiger, he'sturned on his hunters! Well, he'sthefool thistime, because
now we don't have to ride off after histrail! We have him trapped!

"How about it Cereb--can you flush him out for me?”



The wizard tossed his bony shoulders beneeth his cloak. " Just watch,” he replied lazily.

Shortly thereafter Kane was not overly surprised to see the walls of Sebbel suddenly burst into blue
flame. From his vantage point on the flat roof of an empty house, he watched the fires blaze with
undiminished heat, despite the fact that they were fed by nothing visble, and that within them thewall
stood undisturbed. But anything living would be instantly consumed he knew, for he recognized the spell.

Hedrew back hislipsin asavage grin. Yes, it was a powerful spell, onewhich he had no hope of
breaking in his present position. He was trapped in Sebbei. But then, he had no intention of fleeing the
city until the game was played out. Gaethaa probably sensed this now, so perhaps he and his pet wizard
hed something in mind that might shake hisresolve.

Something had to be done about the sorcerer, and Kane searched through his fantastic stores of black
knowledge for something that be could useto retaiate. Findly in utter frustration he redlized that his
opponent was certain to be protected against any spell available to him under present circumstances.
Gaethaawould keep hiswizard well guarded from physica danger aswell. An arrow might do it, and
Kane again regretted the loss of his crossbow. So far the only serviceable long range weapon he had
found in the deserted buildings was athick spear--designed only for stabbing and short casts.

Disgusted, Kane dipped away to see why his enemies had not yet followed.

In the square before the tavern he found them. Fascinated Gaethaa and his men observed while Cereb
Ak-Cetee performed along incantation over an intricately designed pentagram. Abruptly the
incense-choked air within the pentacle wavered, and then within the smoke crouched ademon with
checkered, reptilian scal es-summoned from some unguessable plane.

Pleased with the success of hisinvocetion, Cereb's flushed face broke into a boyish grin. Trapped within
the pentagram the demon glowered back wrathfully and champed its reeking fangs. Suddenly its hunched
shoulders heaved and the demon's crusted talons ripped out for the wizard--only to strike crimson sparks
asthey encountered the magic barrier! Cereb Ak-Cetee chuckled at the monster's howl! of agonized
rage. "Fight al you want to, dave! The pentagram will hold you fast until | grant you release! And thet |
won't do until you first swear to perform aservice for me!™

The demon spat out a mockery of human speech. ™Y ou have summoned the wrong servant then! In my
gphere | hold only very minor powers. Release me now, and summon one grester than | to do your
bidding!"

"Modest, aren't you now. No--I'm not about to call any of your brothers! A bigger fish might prove too
strong for my net to hold. Y ou can do what | require of you well enough though. We have aman who
hides from us here, and | command you to bring him to us. He's trapped here--1've enclosed the town
within aring of fire. And my spell will makeit possible for you to move within thering of fire, despitethe
disparity of your universe and thisone. All you need do isferret him out, and to help you we've procured
this...”

"Watch out!" shouted Jan. "It's Kane! Making arush!™

They al whirled a the shout to see Kane dashing toward them with spear poised!

"Cover Cereb!" Gaethaa ordered. "Weve got..."

And Kane hurled the spear! Wobbling, the clumsy missile curved across the square--easily dodged even



in the short space. But Kane had not thrown at the sorcerer, nor at any of the men; such an effort would
have been wasted at thisrange. Instead he cast the spear for the pentagram!

The iron spearpoint skittered upon the packed ground and ripped into the earth, cutting through the
border of the pentagram!

The demon howled in unearthly laughter asit catapulted from its shattered prison! Cereb Ak-Cetee
uttered one grest scream of inexpressible horror as the vengeful creature swept him up initsawful
embrace! "Now who commands hisdavel" roared the demon in triumph.

Shuddering roar asthe cosmic portal swung open, then shut--cutting off hopeless shriek and mocking
laughter in mid-peal! Then only atrading puff of sulfurous mist marked the spot where wizard and demon
had disappeared.

Nor--when they at last broke from their shock to look--was there any sign of Kane.

VIIl. To Degtroy the Servant of Evil

Glumly Gaethaa considered the fate of hiswizard. So now it wasjust the six of them againgt Kane.
"The flame barrier hasfalen, milord," Alidore observed. The spell had broken with the wizard's deeth.

Gaethaa pengvely scratched hislong jaw. "Doesn't matter. Pretty obvious by now that Kane meansto
finish the chase right here. Looks like Kane haslived up to hislegend--easily the most deadly and
resourceful agent of evil I've set out to destroy.” There was grim satisfaction in hisface.

Heturned for the tavern, and his men followed willingly. Dron Missarummaged around franticaly for an
unopened flask of wine among the wreckage of last night; adelighted cry marked his success.

"Quegtionis, how dowefind himinadl thismaze," continued Gaethaa. "Damn it! Quit fighting over that
wine and let methink! Jan--tell that spineless host of oursto bring up some more on the double! After
what weve just seen, adrink isdamn well called for!" He frowned and pulled a his mustache in thought.

Mollyl glanced towards Rehhaile, who dumped bound against a pillar. "Kane seemed hot for the bitch
there. Maybe if we took her outside and started to tickle her abit, Kane would make arush to get her. If
she can't tdl us anything, sheldd till be good bait.”

Gaethaa conddered the suggestion carefully, staring blankly a Rehhaile, mindless of the girl'sterror.
"Could be," he concluded.



A sick feding was growing in Alidore's ssomach. Witch, whore, whatever her crimes might be--it was
too much to turn thisgirl over to Mallyl'stwisted amusements. "Milord," he said hadtily, "it seems
atogether unlikely to me that ademon like Kane would give asecond thought to the sufferings of another
person regardless of the fact she saved hislife with her warning. Mallyl's suggestion would only give
Kane vauable time either to escape or hatch further schemes.”

Gaethaa nodded at hislogic, and Alidore felt unreasonably relieved. And in noting the expression of
gratitude flashed him by Rehhaile, he missed the glare of hatred on Mallyl'sface.

"Nothing for it but a house to house search," concluded Gaethaa. He roseto hisfeet. "Only six of us.
That meanswell need the help of the townspeople.

"Gavein! | want you to call together dl available men who can carry awegpon! Well initiate a systematic
sweep of the town until we can uncover that devil!"

Hisface wastired beyond human endurance, but hisrusty voice rasped in weary determination. "Please,
milord. | have aready told you that we of Sebbei will have nothing to do with your fight with thisKane.
Wewishonly..."

"l know--only to st around and dowly die. Thoem! Y ou people take longer to die than anyone hasa
right to! Wéll, you can go on with your merry little moldering lives as soon aswe finish with Kane! Until
then I'll demand that your people give mefull co-operation!™

Gavein st hisstubbled jaw. "Demand al you want then. But no onein Sebbei will bother to obey your
ranting!"

Gaethaa uttered a curse of baffled anger, "Mollyl! Y ou and Jan talk to thisfool outside where they can
al seewemean busness! If | haveto bully them into helping uslook for Kanel will! 1t's plain this bunch
of gutlessdugswont lift ahand againgt ugl™

With athin smile Mallyl grabbed the scrawny mayor, while Jan painstakingly rescrewed the hook to the
stump of hiswrigt. " Gaethaa--you can't be going to torture this man because he refusesto help us”
Alidore protested.

The Crusader's face was grave. "Regrettable | know, Alidore. But desperate measures are called for. |
am prepared to sacrifice any number of livesto destroy this madman Kane--because in the end many
more liveswill be spared from his monstrous schemes! Anyway, in refusing to help, Gavein and his
people are giving direct aid to the cause of evil! They've brought thisal upon themsdves!" He stalked
resolutely from the room.

"Stay here with the bitch if you're squeamish,” suggested Mollyl with asmile. "Jan, you and Bell give me
ahand. Go call the people together, Missa."

Alidore frowned irritably and started to follow, but Rehhaile called his name. So he stopped, mind in
indecisive turmoail, and hesitantly approached their captive. From the square outside came a howl of
agony and an inspired laugh.

"Isthat what's going to happen to me?* she asked him.

Hefdt asharp nausea of unreasonable guilt. "I'll seethat you'l fed no pain," he declared, then cursed his



calousness as he saw her frightened tears. Damn! He had no business permitting persond fedlingsto
intrude on aclear-cut matter like this. What difference did the fate of this devil'swhore make to him? She
mattered nothing weighed againgt the rightfulness of their misson. Uneasily Alidore redlized that despite
her guilt, her own fate meant agreat ded to Rehhaile.

Hedrew hisknife. "Look. You don't redly belong in thismess. Y our crimes aren't that important to us."
He mumbled on clumsily, unableto say anything that did not sound foolish in hisown ears, ill unableto
shut up. Theknife diced her bonds as he talked.

Unsteadily sheroseto her feet. "Y ou'reletting me go," she said needlesdly.

Alidore gave atight lipped nod. "I can dip you through the rear door--I can see everyone elseisout
front." She shuddered, her face frightened and pae. Alidore thought of her uncanny second sight and
redlized she could sense every detail of the beating going on outside.

"Get away from them!" shewhispered fiercely. "Y ou don't belong with them! In your soul thereis ill
some human feding! All but burned out!"

"What do you mean!" Alidore protested. "These men are my fellow soldiers on amission of good! We
may be forced to resort to savage methods, but our god isto help mankind! 1'd die for Gagthaawillingly!
Hé'sthe greatest man of thisage!”

She laughed then--or maybe it was a sob. Alidore could not be certain. Her sightlessface held him as
she spat back in scornful pity. "Do you cal meblind, Alidore! Gaethaaagrest man! A Crusader battling
theforces of evil! While Kane haslived here he has harmed no one. Since you came yesterday, your
great man and your fellow soldiers have terrorized the town, raped me and threastened worse, demolished
thistavern, bullied Gavein--and now you're beating him to desth to force the people of Sebbel to obey
commands meaninglessto them!™

Alidore protested hotly. "Buit it'sfor the good of dl! The man were after is one of the most villainous..."

"Are you so much better then? Is Gaethaa a saint who has brought al this upon us? Are men like Mallyl,
Jan, Bell and the others heroes? Perverted killers! Animalsl Mercenarieswho kill for profit and pleasure!

"Alidorel Please|leave them now!"

"Get out of here! Right now!" he snarled. "I'll not desert Gaethaal" His mind awhirl of confuson, be
buried his head in hisarms upon the table. Her steps moved away hurriedly, but he no longer listened.

A thousand years passed before Gaethaa called him, and he dazedly went outside. "Wdll, the old fool's
dead!" the Crusader snapped in annoyance. "Completely uselesstoo. These walking dead men only ran
off when wetried to show them alesson! Locked in their houses! They'll dl diein their shadows before
breaking out of their gpathy! Never mind though! Their cowardice makes them worthlessto us. Well find
Kane oursalves one way or another!”

Hoping that Rehhaile would have time to reach some place of safety before the others noticed her
absence, Alidorejoined Gaethaain the square. The twisted body of Gavein lay sprawled in the dugt, a
patch of dampness growing in the late morning sunlight. His veins should have contained only dust,
Alidore mused, avoiding the ruined face that tilted upward toward the sky. Jan caught hiseye and
grinned, fastidioudy polishing hishook across histhigh.



"Shdl | bring out the girl?* Moallyl smiled, his paeface atight mask. "Anything'sworth trying now."

Gaethaa shrugged. "Might aswell. Well stake her out in the sun and leave her. It might draw Kane's
attention and keep him close by, even if hewon't risk getting to her,"

Alidore casually watched as Mallyl and Bell entered the tavern. No longer did he have second thoughts
on hisdecison to release her. He dmost amiled at the angry shout from within, as Mollyl discovered her

escape.

"Hey, she'sgone!" Moallyl bellowed from the doorway. "Her bonds were cut! Damn you, Alidore! You
turned the witch loose!™

Brigtling in defense of himsalf, Alidore snarled back "The hdl | did! Shewastied tipwhen | |eft her a
minute ago! One of the townspeople must have doneit! Maybe Kane came back! Hell, there's broken
glassdl over the tavern--she might have cut hersdf free while you were playing with Gavein!™

"All right! Let it passl She'sgone!” Gaethaa shouted to halt the dispute. He looked at his lieutenant
narrowly, but decided it was not worth an inquest. Maybe Alidore would be less moody now.

"Shewasn't of any real useto usanyway," he continued. "If she'swith Kane now, that'sfine for us. Shell
only hinder his movements, and the two should be ten times easier to find than Kane alone.

"Well divide our forces and start searching from house to house. That will make it three to one when we
find Kane, and I'd rather the odds were greater after what we've learned of him. Still it's the best we can
do. If we stuck together, we'd only chase around in circles through this ghost town. And if we spread out
any more he might pick us off one by one. So don't underestimate our quarry. Remember he has untold
centuries of cunning to direct his every move. When you find him don't give him achance. Cdl for the
rest of uswhen you get closeto him, and be ready for anything.

"Ok then. Mollyl and Jan come with me--well start to the west from the square. Alidore, you take
Missaand Bell and search east. Good hunting!"

Dron Missacritically eyed Bell, whose |eft shoulder was wrapped in thick bandages. " Too bad you can't
trade that ding for ahook like Jan's," he commented. " Then you'd maybe be worth something in afight.”

Bdl's coarse face grew scarlet in anger. " Anytime you want to find out, kid! Anytime--you don't even
need to ask! I'll push in your smirking little face just as sure with my right arm as with both! Want to try it
right now?'

"All right! Saveit for Kane when wefind him!" Alidore ordered.

Eyesdert for thefirst Sgn of danger, the hunters strode across the square and into the silent Streets.
Somewherein thiscity of ghostslurked the man they had come to destroy. Thismission that had aready
cost so much hardship and death must soon be completed.

"By theway, Alidore," Dron Missawhispered as they moved away. "That was agood move with
Rehhaile"

Alidore looked at the Wadann curioudy, then answered hisgrin.



I X. Degth in the Shadows

Kane edged a ong the rooftop cautioudly, keeping in view the three men who walked through the Street
below. The morning had faded into afternoon, and now the shadows again were stretching out acrossthe
empty streets. Soon they would reach al the way across, then the shadows would soften and begin to
creep over the entire city. And darkness would return to Sebbei.

Kane waswaiting for the night. Throughout the day be had assduoudy avoided his pursuers, moving
awaysjud alittle ahead of their search. Thisway he could keep them in view at dl times, and thereby
preclude a chance confrontation. He had considerable confidence in his own prowess, but he recognized
that his opponents were hardened fightersaswell. At present it seemed pointlessto meet hisenemieson
their own terms. Three of them might well hold him & bay long enough for the othersto arrive. Kane did
not care to be caught in atrap again.

So he waited for darkness to come. Night would be to his advantage, and in the interim Gaethaa and his
men could grow exhausted and careless.

The roof was hot. Exposed on the glossy date surface, Kane was reminded most emphatically that it
was adesert sun shining down over Demornte. Thetiles stung his bare flesh as he crept over them--dabs
of green--and gray-hued black, whose relative darkness Kane could judge from the heat that met his
touch. Sweet trickled across his body, leaving damp patches wherever he rested, making hishands dip
againg the date as he climbed the doping roof.

It was easier to stedl through the streets, keeping to the alleys and dipping through the empty buildings.
The few townspeople that Kane encountered dunk away from him with faces averted, dl but squeezing
shut their eyesto avoid any contact with him. So did they creep away from his pursuers, Kane had
observed, scuttling for their burrows when the strangers demanded information of them. They would not
betray him, Kane felt assured. They only stood wretchedly by while his hunters searched suspicioudy
through their shops and houses, or pointed blindly when impatient threats demanded an indication of
Kanes hiding place. At length Gaethaa's men too dismissed the townspeopl e as participants or even
witnessesin thishunt.

But Kane made it a point to leave the maze of narrow streets and empty buildings at frequent intervals.
Their cover masked his enemies movements as welt as his own, and such gpparent sanctuary could too
eadly become acul-de-sac. Climbing aong the rooftops he could follow their progress and ater hisown
course as their movements dictated.

A rustling scrape derted him, and he spun about with knife poised. It wasalong, gray lizard, crawling
acrossthetilesaway from him. The reptile hafted, settled againgt the sun steeped states, and regarded the
human with aglassy, inscrutable stare. Kane licked hisdry lips, tasting sdlt, and wiped his sticky face with



agrimy arm. His sword belt chafed his back, and sweat dripped across his chest to soak the harness. He
had rolled the deeves and opened the front of his shirt, but hisleather vest and pants offset any help this
afforded toward cooling him off. With darkness the air would soon grow chill again.

Theinner wall of Sebbel was growing close again, so the search had now completed half of its second
circuit--once aready Gaethaa's men had worked their way from the square to the wall and back again,
and now they had returned to the wall a second time. Tempers were as burning hot asthe datetiles he
rested upon, and Kane caught shreds of argument that he probably had left the old city altogether.
Vigilance had relaxed as frustration piled up, and Kane decided it was an opportune point for himto
drike.

Kane had dways been careful to stay well ahead of his pursuers while he climbed across the rooftops.
His boots made a soft scuffling upon the dates no matter how gingerly he moved about. In each group of
searchers, one man aways held an arrow ready to draw, and no building was entered until they made a
close scrutiny for evidence of their quarry lurking somewhere above them. Now as he saw them
approaching the empty apartment house on whose roof he lay hidden, Kane held his position.

Huddled against the stone cornice, he watched through a chink in the blocks as the three halted before
the structure and looked it over. Alidore stood back with an arrow nocked and ready, his eyes scanning
the building front for any sign of danger. Swords drawn, Dron Missaand Bell entered the tenement
ahead of him. Oncethey caled out to him, Alidore hurriedly stepped insde aswell.

His ear pressed to the roof, Kane could bear an occasionad faint crash from within, asthey carried out
the tedious business of examining each room of the crumbling gpartment. There was no accessto the roof
from within, so Kane knew they could not reach him a the moment. This particular tenement had
obvioudy been in disrepair even before the plague, and the intervening years were not far short of
bringing it to total ruin. Earlier in the day Kane had dmost lost his balance when a cornice stone hed
shifted beneath hisweight, and the decrepit state of the entire building front had suggested a possibility.

Now while his enemies searched through the rotting apartments, Kane busily attacked the cornice with
hisknife. The dagger point dug into the crumbling mortar asif it weremud. A growing pile of grit and dirt
spread about his knees as he worked, hoping that the soft grating of metal on stone would not be heard
below.

The sound of voices reached the street again, and Kane sheathed hisblade quickly. Rising to hisfeet he
tried to peer through the cracks to see when the men would step out into the street. Luck was still with
him--they had not attempted the rotted stairs leading from the tenement'srear exit. But hisvison was
limited by the position, so the best he could do would be to estimate by the sound of their voicesthe
gpproximate moment they would wak beneath the cornice.

It wastimeto taketherisk. If histiming were off this might prove catastrophic. Hisfeet set against the
dates, Kane braced his shoulder againgt the cornice and dowly heaved, hoping that the entire building
front would not collapse aswell. The cornice resisted his pressure at first, so he threw againgt it the fulll
strength of his massive frame. With a sudden treacherous release of tension, the stone facade buckled
outward and collapsed! Thrown off balance, Kane waved hisarmswildly and tottered on the brink,
about to topple after the plummeting stonework!

Thethree were just emerging from the doorway in chagrin, when Dron Missafdt atrickle of grit Sift past
hisface. "Look out!" be howled, hisfighter's reflexes reacting faster than thought to the cold breath of
death he sensed. With the blinding agility of an acrobat, Missasprang into the Street and rolled ina
somersault acrossto the opposite side! Still in the doorway, Alidore legpt back into the hallway at the



Waldann's cry of warning!

Bell'sdull mind was dower to react. Not comprehending the cause for Missa's shout, he wasted a scant
second to glare upward. His eyes had barely timeto register the terror that started within him as Bell saw
thewall of rock hurtling down upon him! His scream had scarcely reached hislips before it was
swallowed in the thunderous shock of the facade damming againgt the street!

Alidore glanced in horror at the scarlet splotched heap of rubble strewn before the doorway. Only the
barest fragment of time had separated him from such a desth.

"Thereheid" shouted Missa, recovering from the shock in time to see Kane regain his balance and dart
back from the roof's edge. "Quick, Alidore! Bring the bow! Kane's on the roof!"

Scrambling over the roofing tiles like an ape, Kane dashed for the neighboring building. Not so distant
shouts were answering the darm in the street below, and Kane had no desire to be caught in the open.
Another building stood adjacent to the tenement. Kane threw himself upward to clear the few feet
discrepancy between the two structures and started across the steeper doping roof.

A tile broke loose under hisfeet halfway up, and Kane skidded dizzily downward, hands clawing to
secure agrip! But there was no purchase! Helplessto halt hisdide, Kane floundered over the edge and
dropped back to the tenement roof. His heart racing, Kane legpt up and began his climb again, thankful
that hisfal had been only afew feet rather than al the way to the street below. An arrow grazed past to
shatter atile under hisfingers. Then Kane gained the crest of the roof and did clown the other side,
protected for the moment.

This sde abutted upon a building onefloor lessin height. Catching the gutter as he reached the edge, he
lowered himsdlf over the side and dropped lightly to this next rooftop. Angry shouts sounded closer now
as his pursuers sought to close in, but Kane felt more confident. A stairway at the far end of this structure
led him down to an aley in back.

On reaching the dley, he pushed through a door in an opposite building and vanished before Gagthaa's
men could circle from the other street. Whilethey frenziedly sought to retrace his movements, Kane
ducked through severd empty buildings and findly reemerged some distance away. The darkening streets
cloaked his escape.

The twilight degpened and was swallowed by the night. Across dead Demornte settled the blackness of
the tomb. No lights shone in the empty towns and abandoned homes, and avelvet curtain was drawn
over the plague scarred corpse of the stricken land. Starlight and gibbous moon |ooked down on dead
Demornte, their soft illumination no more than shading the night to gray. Their glow waslike candles
burning at awake, sculpturing the face of the deceased with stark angles and shadowed hollows. Among
the bones of a nation crept the creatures of night, stepping solemnly as mourners through the spectra
dlence

In Sebbei only afew houses showed light, and this through cracks in bolted shutters and doors. For
death again stalked the streets of Sebbel, and even in their despair the townspeople trembled at the
familiar sound of his step. In the darkened streets even the phantoms who nightly walked the stones
seemed aware that death had returned to Demornte, and the wraiths melted into the silent shadows,
abandoning the night to the spectre of death with his bared sword.

Haf adozen torches blazed yellow in the deserted streets, driving back the shadows as they passed.
Grim-faced men cast suspicious eyes over each segment of nighted city laid bare by the torch flames.



Warily they searched for some new evidence of their quarry's presence.

Determined to put an end to this deadly maich of cat and mouse, Gaethaa grouped his remaining men
together and ordered an al night search. Now by torchlight he and his band relentlessy pushed through
the city of ghosts, staking their prey through the now familiar streets and deserted buildings. If thiswasto
be a contest of endurance, Gaethaa meant to give his enemy no chance to rest. Not even Kane could
hold up againgt the strain of ceasdl ess skulking from place to place, never gaining more than afew steps
on hispursuers. And if Kane'srole asfox were any less taxing than that of hound, the hounds
outnumbered him and could hunt in shiftsif need be. Eventually Kane would grow weary and then
careless. They would trap him and learn how well an exhausted fox could fight asthe pack closed into
kill.

"Hell, I'll lay you odds Kane's clear out of Sebbel right now!" Jan growled, his surly temper worn thin
from the hours of tedious search. "Probably deeping somewhere out beyond the wall--while we're here
wearing ruts down the streets. Hed be afool to stay hereinside the walls dodging usdl night.”

"That's true enough--assuming Kane is running from us," Dron Missa pointed out, an unaccustomed note
of uneasein hisvoice. "But that isn't the case here. It ssemsto me Kaneis staking usjust aswere
hunting him. Weve thought we were hounds chasing down afox, but | think it'smore redistic to consider
thisatiger hurt. | was on one once far south of here, and | remember the crawling sense of danger that
haunted each step through that shadowy jungle. We were stalking the beast in his own eement, and no
one had convinced the tiger that he was supposed to be the quarry. Three of us died in the shadows
before we findly brought him down."

"Well, it's obvious enough by now that Kaneisn't exactly infull flight," Gaethaa broke in brusquely.
"Weve known that ever since he followed us back to the tavern and murdered Sed tho'Dosso. He's il
with us--staying just out of sight like acobra, waiting for achanceto strike at us. But his boldnesswill be
his undoing eventualy--well wear him out before he does us. So keep your eyes open, damnit!
Remember he'swaiting desperately for usto give him an opening!”

Doggedly the Avenger and his men concentrated on their search. Alidore worked hisway closeto Dron
Missaand studied the normally flippant Waldann. "What's the trouble, Missa?' he asked quietly. "I don't
recall seeing you in so gloomy amood before. Isthis place getting to you?”

The other man glanced at him edgily, somewhat ashamed at broadcasting hisill ease. "I'm dl right. Been
along day, that'sdl." He paused, "No, that's not all of it. Kane, this place, these people... Something's
getting to me. My nervesare dl sort of... Well, like on that tiger hunt--right before that striped devil came
bounding out of the brush and tore apart the guy three steps back of me. Only I've got the samefeling
worsethistime... thinking maybe I'll be the one the tiger picksto spring upon thistime...”

Hisvoicetrailed off uncertainly. Then he smiled and punched at Alidore's shoulder, hisold smile
returning. "L ook--don't let me pass my bad nerves on to you. I'll be in fine form once we drive Kane out
into the open. This monotonous game of poking through a ghost town trying to flush acobrais not my
syle, that'sall. Give me an open fight, and I'll shake off my depression soon enough.”

"Hell, I'm not worried about your nerves, Missa," Alidore assured him. "All of usare on edge by
now--who wouldn't be! Kaneisfedling it worse than we are though, and my guessishell either make a
stand or bresk and ran before much longer. Dawn can't be more than afew hours off."

Death waited in the shadows.



Stedthily Kane raised the heavy trapdoor. Itsdry hinges rasped in loud complaint, and Kane uneasily
peered about the darkened warehouse. Satisfied that no one was near enough to catch the sound, he
grimly inspected the dank smelling subcellar below, then replaced the trap over the opening. Whether the
old tunnd 4till lay open wasimpossible to say without light, but at least the trapdoor would open for him.
Silence. His pursuers had not yet reached the warehouse, although their torches had been drawing close
to the seemingly abandoned structure when last Kane had looked outside.

The warehouse was alooming structure of unyielding stonewalls, stoutly built to protect costly
merchandise from thieves and the dements dike. It ssood somewhat apart from neighboring buildings,
with only a short open space intervening between itsrear wall and the inner wall of the old city. At some
timein the past, evidently before the outer wall had been raised, the merchant owners had found it
expedient to drive atunnel beneath the city walls--and thereby link the warehouse with the cellars of
another establishment located a short distance beyond the inner city. In those days caravans with trade
goods had stopped by the outlying inn to rest and partake of pleasures offered there. It had been
profitable to bring certain goods directly to the warehouse from theinn by way of the tunnel, an artifice
which avoided the needless expense of custom duties, aswell as suspicions eyes of city officiaswho
might scruple over legd ownership of someitems.

Thetunnel had falleninto disusein later times, abandoned atogether after the plague. Kane had
discovered it one day while prowling through the deserted city in search of nothing in particular. Despite
its advanced state of disrepair, curiosity drove Kaneto risk one trip through the tunnel with itsrotting
timber braces and settling walls. Now he remembered the old warehouse with its smugglers tunnel, and
centered upon this he had planned arather dangerous attack upon his pursuers--atrap that could strike
ather way.

As Gaethaa and his men drew close to the deserted warehouse, Kane moved on ahead of them, certain
that they would again enter to search again, the dust laden stacks and bales. There was no evidence that
the trapdoor had been discovered--it waswell concedled, and Kane himsdlf had originally come upon
the tunne from its other end. Thiswould leave him an exit from the warehouse once they knew hewas
ingde. Therewas no way they could trap him insgde--assuming the tunndl had not collapsed since he
passed through many weeks before. That was arisk he could not escape at this point, through.

With soft steps Kane ascended the cellar stairs and crossed the darkened warehouse. At the side and
rear doors he paused to make certain their heavy barswerein place. A smaler front door was smilarly
bolted. There remained only the massive main door through which to enter the warehouse. All doors
were of thick, iron-bound timber, windows there were none, and the walls built from heavy sandstone
blocks. Once the main door too was locked, long hard work with axes and prybars would be needed
before entrance could be forced.

About him in the darkness lay boxes and piles of costly merchandise, waiting under awrapping of dust
and spider webbing for buyers who would never come. They formed fantastic shapes in the darkness,
crouching patches of blackness againg the night--all but invisible until they were brushed upon. Mounds
of moldering rugs, rotting hegps of cloth and furs, shelves of tarnished metawork, pieces of furniture
standing in musty aloofness, broken boxes of spicesimparting asick pungency to the odor of decay.
Wedlth lay crumbling benegath the cold caress of time, and the same vermin now crawled dike over the
bones of merchant and buyer and the corpse of their wares.

The warehouse ceiling stretched high, and the door which closed its main entrance wasimmense. A
system of chain and pulleys lifted the main door verticaly aong grooves cut into the jamb, diding the
heavy barrier upward and down by means of a capstan. Entire wagons could be driven through the
doorway when open; once closed it would require a powerful battering ram to smash through. For years



the door had stood open, raised upward to the ceiling--the warehouse abandoned to the plague when
death clamed its owners.

The cagpstan mechanism was mounted alongside the front wall. A thick iron chain strained from the
winch, ran dong heavy pulleysjutting from the stones, and fastened to the massive door. Kane had
ingpected thefittings on earlier occasions and was familiar with their operation. Now he drew hislong
sword from across his shoulder and crept into the shadow of some bales piled against thewall closeto
the capstan. A rat darted away from his boot and scurried off cursing into the darkness. Kane'slips
pressed in athin smile as he saw firgt flickers of torchlight streak the entranceway, heard shuffle of
gpproaching steps, low muitter of voices. Tightness of anticipation dipped from him. Cunning or
foolhardy, he was committed now.

Closer camethe light, the sound--spilling echoes across the deserted darkness within. Light brighter.
Figures appeared at the doorway. Entered.

They stood just inside the door, torches raised, eyes narrowly scrutinizing the shadows beyond. Kane
mashed himsdlf againgt thewall, unseen in the cover of the bales. Two had entered. The rest would hold
back amoment.

"See anything, Mollyl?' camethe call from outsde.

"No. Therés nothing here--asusud!" came the grumbling reply from the one who bore a hook for aright
hand. Jan bdligerently pushed hisway into the warehouse, Mollyl beside him. They turned to inspect the
wall behind them, just as the others moved to follow them inside.

Kane legpt from the shadows and reached the capstan in abound! Framed against the darkness by
ydlow torchlight, his blade flashed amenacing gleam, reflected in hiseyed

"Kane! Hereheigl Watch out!" Mollyl shouted in warning. From outside Gaethaa swore in triumph.

Only seconds were | €eft to close the trap--or to be crushed in its jaws himself! Kane'sright hand lashed
out as he gained the capstan--saizing the brake lever and hauling it free! Thelever snapped back in his
grasp and ripped loose from itsfitting! The winch now stood free from its pinion--no brake locked its
mechanism to hold the main door suspended!

The door should havefdlen. It remained in its place.

Dismayed by the failure of his strategy, Kane wasted afew secondsin sick conjecture. Had he
miscal culated the capstan's operation then? Was the mechanism frozen after years of stressed immobility?

Snarling in rage, Kane threw himsdf against the horizontal crosshars, sraining his massive bulk against
the capstan handles! Another few seconds and he would be hemmed in by his enemies! Even now Jan
and Mollyl were recovering from initial surpriseto attack! Excited shouts, cold degth knell of iron, boots
pounding for the doorway!

Kane's shoulder struck the crosshar, and seasoned wood cracked. Muscle and timber rebounded.
Jolted by the terrific impact, the capstan shuddered and recoiled in submission. With adry, grinding snarl
the mechanism began to rotate! Rusted chain groaned and cracked in protest! The immense overhead
door shook itself in angry arousal and broke free of its bed of dust! Debrisfell in atrickle then exploded
through the night. Aninch... three... ten...



Thunder roared in fury asthe tons heavy door tore loose and hurled itself down acrossthe
entranceway--building to blinding acceleration! The capstan shrieked on its pivot, spun like agigantic top
by the stresking chain. Crossbars whirled avortex, the wooden arms driving Mollyl and Jan back in
adarm. As he darted back from the berserk mechanism, ahandle struck Kane across the side and sent
him reding againgt thewdl|.

The entire warehouse rocked as the door crashed againgt its sill with thefindity of the gate of hell.
Caught by theinertiaof itsfal, the chain snapped short on the spindle and ripped the spinning capstan
free of its smoking mounting. Wooden drum and iron chain lashed across the warehouse like a beheaded
python, sending al three men flat behind cover. The mammoth scourge cracked againgt apile of crates
and exploded into a storm of splintered wood and glassware.

Chips of stone pelted Gaethaa and the other two asthey frantically drew back from the downrushing
barrier. Clouds of dust blasted their faces, whipped the torches as the door thundered shut. Baffled rage
again cut through the chill of death's brush, as Gaethaa howled orders. "Alidore, Missal Left and right
fast! Find an entrance! If they're all locked, well break through the weakest! Damn his cunning! Kane's
split usup again, and welve got to get in there fast! Movel™

Within the warehouse silence droned as the dust and echoes fell away. Picking themselves up warily,
three killers moved to renew the attack. Mollyl and Jan till field torches, giving light acrossthe interior.

The crossbar had struck only aglancing blow, but Kane's side throbbed agonizingly as he straightened.
He shifted weight experimentally, judging from the ache that no ribs had broken. With hisright hand he
drew hisdirk.

"Kane!" Jan hissed. "Remember me? It's been over ten years though--ten years ago when | till had a
right hand--and ahome and family! But you and your Black Feet saw to that--didn't you, Kane! Should
have cut off my head then, Kane--instead of just ahand! I've hunted you since then, Kane! Missed you
at Montes--they said you died there! But | knew you were il dive--till playing your devil'sgamesin
other lands! | knew we'd findly cross swords again! Fate ordained this-just as Fate ordained your heart
should dangle from Jan's hook!"

" S0 you know me, Hook?" sneered Kane. "Sorry, but I've forgotten your name aswell as your face. |
ought to remember anyone fool enough to cross blades twice with me!™

From the side door came the shock of muffled pounding. But Kane knew the timber was sound.

With asnarl Jan hurled historch at Kane'sface! Severa yardsyet separated them, and Kane easily
dodged the missile. Its flames fanned hisred beard and smoke stung his eyes, as the torch shot past him
to thud against some bales of cloth. Oil soaked fragments spattered across the bales, and the torch
spread itsflame over musty rolls of fabric.

"Don't lose our light!" cursed Mollyl, lodging historch between two crates. "I know you for ablack
hearted pirate aswell, Kane! Surprised to find two of the Idand Empire dogging your twisted path even
across the sands of Lomarn?'

"Spread out, Jan! Well find out for oursalves how Kane can fight without his men behind him--seeiif the
Serpent can strike when he's chased out of hiding!”

Jan's sword wasin his good hand now, and the torchlight caught the razor edge of hishook'sinsde
curve. Dagger replaced torch in Mollyl's grasp, and the Pellinite rushed for Kane with sword thrusting.



Jan did off to the Sdeto press Kane's flank. Behind Kane, flames streaked across the bales of cloth like
sparks through tinder.

Crackling heat againgt his back, Kane's sword sprang across Mollyl's, driving the other man back ina
powerful followthrough. Hisdirk roseto block Jan's blade at the same instant, sparks shooting asthe hilt
turned the heavier wegpon. Desperately Kane backed to the burning mound, preventing his assailants
from circling behind. Again and again their blades clashed together, Kane's blinding defense turning aside
the attack of two skilled swordsman. At the side entrance heavy blows shuddered the door againgt its
bolt and hinges, but the thick barrier held. 1t would take some time for Gagthaa and his men to break
through. Neither Kane nor his lants fought with armor or mail--their duel would be ashort one.

Thefireat hisback spread rapidly, licking acrossto ignite closely piled heaps of rugs, crates, furniture.
Heat became scorching, forcing Kane away from the flames. Smoke stung their eyes and nodtrils.
Swinging his blade in awhirlwind of death, Kane drove back his opponents attack and leapt between
them. Jan's sword dashed past his shoulder by afinger's width.

Into the open now they fought, Kane pressing more on the offensive as he heard axes bite into the side
door. The warehouse was brightly lit now, as the fire spread across one end. Sheets of smoke poured
over theinterior, shading the firdlight to dark yellow. The countless piles of merchandise threw long,
grotesgue shadows across the floor and far wall--twisted shapesthat drew away in fear from the
destroying flames.

With apowerful effort, Kane forced his opponents apart. Before Jan could recover, Kane lunged at
Mollyl. The Pdlinite lacked the strength to match Kane blow for blow. Frantically he retreated, only
barely parrying Kane's thrusts. The flames seared his back now, and his pale face twisted in fear and
pain. His defense wavered an instant. Kane's blade dashed downward faster than Mollyl could turn, its
tip dicing acrossthe flesh of his sword arm. Dropping his sword with ahowl of terror, Mollyl jumped
back to avoid Kane'slunge. Hisimpetus carried him over alow crate at the firé's advancing edge! Arms
flaling wildly, Mollyl tumbled backwardsinto ablazing mound of furniture! Hames wrapped about him as
he fell, smashing through ared hot jumble of carven wood and padded |egther.

Screaming in agony, Mallyl lurched to hisfeet and stumbled from the blaze, tongues of fire dancing over
hishair and clothing! Blinded by the flames, flesh seared and blackened, he flopped acrossthe
warehouse floor, smashing into objectsin hopeless effort to escape the unendurable pain. Kane ignored
him as he crumpled into awrithing mewing smouldering mass.

Kane's concentration on Mollyl gave Jan sufficient time to renew his ondaught. In the secondsit took for
Kaneto drive Mallyl into the fire, Jan rushed his hated enemy from behind--his sword darting for Kane's
back even as Mollyl tumbled onto his pyre. But Kane had not forgotten the other man, and sensing the
danger as he heard the scuffle of boots, he twisted sidewaysto avoid the striking sword tip. Jan's blade
shot past him narrowly, but aflash of pain stabbed across hisright shoulder as he turned. Jan's hook
dashed through leather vest and tore the flesh of his shoulder, but failed to lodge.

Redling back, Kane thrust hisdirk for the other's ide. The agony in his shoulder dowed his movements
though, and with awild laugh Jan jerked his reddened hook against the dagger, skittering down the blade
and meshing it into the hilt. The hook'stip gashed Kane's hand, and jerking back Jan tore the dagger
from his weakened grasp. Jan yelled in triumph and dashed out with his sword. In red fury Kane beat
back his attack and hammered his blade againgt his assailant's guard. The fire was spreading, and the side
door was beginning to splinter. A brutal stroke stunned Jan's sword arm for an instant, and Kane struck
before he could parry effectively. His blade tore through the other's side, shearing through ribs and lung!
Jan toppled to the floor, eyes brimming hatred through death agony. His sword had falen, but he crawled



on hisbelly toward Kane, hook outstretched, its razor tip scoring the planks as he dragged his broken
body onward. He died as his hook stabbed inches from Kane's boot.

Heat from thefire beat at Kane's face. He stepped back. Already the flames had engulfed the section
where Mollyl'sbody had lain. The side door still held against Gaethaals assault, but the warehouse was
ablaze. Flames now had legpt over half the floor, and in places the planks had given way to collapseinto
the cellar. It was hard to breathe, even to see with the rapidly building smoke and beat. Hurriedly Kane
retrieved hisdirk and started for the cellar stairs. His enemies were outside waiting--the tunnel was his
only escape now. But if the blazing floor collapsed over the cellar trapdoor before hereached it...

Thetrgpdoor was il clear of flaming wreckage. Seizing arough torch from the edge of the fire, Kane
heaved open the trapdoor and descended the steps into the tunnel. Here the musty dampness of the earth
was undisturbed by the holocaust above. Though stae, the dank air was relief from the burning smoke
that clicked the warehouse.

Rapidly as he dared, Kane passed through the tunnel. Historch offered poor light, but sufficient to pick
out hisway. Rotting timbers sagged overhead, bowed out from the walls. Dirt had trickled through to
make soft ridges dong the floor, and in afew places mounds of debris dmost occluded the passage.
Gingerly Kane crawled over these crumbling heaps of dirt and shoring, torch outthrust to give light. Clods
and sand felt over hisback and legs, making adark paste with the blood that flowed from his cuts.

At any second Kane knew the tunnel might give way atogether, sedling him in thistomb beneath the city
of the dead. At one point adull shock echoed through the tunndl, dong with amuffled crash from behind
him. The warehouse roof must have falen, Kane guessed, nervoudy eyeing the tunnel walls. But by now
he had come a good distance beneath the earth, and the tunnel seemed somewhat more solid as he
approached its far end.

The floor rose, and aflight of steps appeared before his dying torch. Eagerly Kane ascended them and
pushed open the concedled door in theinn's cellars. Moving confidently through the deserted inn, Kane
found adoor and stepped outside. Within the walls of Sebbei the blazing warehouse threw a glow against
black skies soon to gray with dawn.

For the moment his enemies must believe him dead. Wincing & the pain, Kane paused by theinn'swall
to wash his scorched, bleeding body and bind hiswounds. Three yet lived of those who had hounded
him, and neither injuries nor fatigue had abated Kane'sfury.

X. Land of the Dead

When smoke began streaming from cracks and opening throughout the warehouse, and the splintering



door began to emanate heat from the inferno within, Gagthaa called ahdlt to their frantic effortsto break
in.

"Thisplaceisdoomed!" he pronounced, laying asde hisaxe. "Anyone dill divein there hasto get out in
ahurry, or the smoke will kill them if the flames don't! Jan or Mollyl will open up if Kane hasn't finished
them--and if he has, then well give Kane the choice of roasting inside or coming out to meet our swords!
Either way helll be burning in hell before dawn breaks! Spread out and watch the doors.”

His men did as ordered. One man had aways kept watch on the warehouse doors while the other two
had attacked the Sde entrance. Clearly no one had escagped from within while they fruitlesdy attempted
to break down the door. Swords ready for instant use, they watched vigilantly for one of the doorsto
swing open, for afigureto sumble out in a shroud of smoke and flame, blinded and coughing. If it should
be Kane who emerged, Gaethaa meant to give him scant timeto draw clean air into hislungs.

But no door was flung open. No scorched figure stepped out. Crashes from within indicated the floor
was giving way, and then came aripping concussion as the warehouse roof collapsed ponderoudy upon
the wreckage within. A cataclysmic blast of flame and cinderslegpt into the night skies, transforming the
yet sanding walls of the warehouse into the cone of a volcano. Soon the doors crumpled from the hest,
falling inward to reved ablazing holocaugt. Still sood the thick stonewalls, red hot now from the furnace
that raged within. But long before this, the watchers had ceased to guard the exits.

"Kanesfunerd pyrel” observed Gaethaa triumphantly. "He took two more good men with him, but they
died as heroes." He turned to accept Alidore's congratulations. "Only three of usleft. It's been a costly
campaign--the most dangerous of my career clearly. But our goa was agreat one, and we have at last
met success. Higtory's blackest mongter has finally met the death that for centuries he had cheated.
Mankind will be grateful for thiswork we have done. Once again | have cleansed adark shadow of evil
with the cold light of good.”

A rustlefrom the alley behind them abruptly drew attention. "Why, it'sthe witch," Gagthaa announced,
catching sight of her in thelight from the blaze,

Rehhaile hung poised at the alley's entrance, dmost conceded in the shadow of abuilding. Firdight
shone across her face and limbs, as her blind eyes stared beyond them. She seemed to be summoning the
courage to gpproach them, yet remained on the verge of flight.

Why had she come back? Alidore wondered. Surely her second sight told her she had been seen. Had
Kane meant so much to her that she had thrown away al caution just to be present at his desth? Alidore
sensed anote of jedlousy in hismusing. "Milord,” he began, "can't we forget about her...?"

Gaethaa shrugged. Hewasin ajubilant mood, and if hislieutenant felt concern for this cresture, he could
eadly grant him hiswhim. "Sure, Alidore, if thiswill assuage your misgivings. Kaneis dead, and shewas
only hiswhore and dupe. She was punished for her tiny part in his crimes.

"Come on out of the shadows, witch," he called magnanimoudy. "We have decided to grant clemency.
Y ou need have no further fear of our justice. Come see the fate of the monster you served.”

Senging the leniency of the Avenger's disposition, Rehhaile stepped forward to join them. "Kane's dead,”
sheinformed them dully. "I knew when you at last cornered him, so | cameto bein on thefinish,
however it turned out. But Kane was trapped within the burning warehouse. He died in the flames--I felt
his death in my mind. Y ou destroyed Kane as you had intended; your mission is complete now. Will you
leave Sebbel at dawn?'



"So your witch's Sight showed you Kane's death,” Gaethaasmiled. "'l envy you--that wasavision |
would have given much to have shared. But see, Alidore--despite your concern for her, she only desires
our departure. Well, my men and | will ride on as soon as we've rested and reprovisioned. | never care
to wait around for the fulsome praise of those whom | have served--and Sebbel holdslittle attraction for
me. But for now I'll soothe the strain of this mission by basking in the glow of my enemy's death pyre.”

"I'll take some fresh air instead,” Dron Missayawned. "The smoke from thispyreisasredolent asa
burning dump. Thoem! What kind of junk did they have stuffed away in there!" The Wadann strolled
toward the city wall and climbed the stepsto the parapet. His lean figure could be seen silhouetted
againg the graying skies as he leisurely paced a ongside ghost guardsmen of dead Sebbel.

Gaethaathe Crusader settled himself againgt awall and stretched hislong legs out before him. Dreamily
he smiled into the dying flames of the warehouse, rdliving the excitement of the past days and wondering
where the cold light would lead him next. Firgt to Kamathae for new men and equipment. The death of
Kane could occupy the court poets, but el sawhere there were others who needed the help of the
Avenger.

Alidore and Rehhaile wandered on down the street. The witch was eager to draw away hislieutenant,
Gaethaamused. Still Alidore seemed fascinated with her, and he was entitled to the diversion.

Thelakelay below him, itsgray mist risng in the predawn darkness. Idly Dron Missaleaned againg the
parapet and fdt the tight muscles of hisback dowly loosen. A scrape of boot on stone met his ear, and
helooked up, wondering who had joined him.

A figure gpproached him aong thewal, striding through the mist as ominoudy asthe angd of degth.
Menace radiated from the fog wrapped figure, shonein hiskiller's eyes, gleamed aong his drawn sword.
"Kane!" gasped Missa, recognizing the singed and bandaged swordsman. Only asecond did hewaste on
amazed confoundment. Missa's own blade leapt from scabbard to answer Kane's chalenge!

Kane rushed upon the Wadann, his sword hissing through the fog. Missa's blade moved in swift parry,
then thrust past in asudden lunge. Sipping away from the razor point, Kane swore and renewed the fight
with more cautious tactics. His opponent was an excellent swordsman, and Kane's iff right arm could
wield hisdirk only clumsly. Carefully he pressed his attack, Missa's darting blade baffling his own efforts
to overwhelm hisguard.

L eft-handed opponents Missa had fought before, and he had no difficulty adjusting to the other's stance.
Kane's speed amazed him though--astonishing agility for aman of hisbulk. And as Kane continued to
batter him relentlesdy, Missa became conscious of the vast power that underlay his speed. Here was as
skillful and deadly an opponent as be had ever confronted, and only Missas own brilliant swordplay
saved him from Kane's blade time and again. With growing concern, Missa coldly remembered the tales
he had beard of Kane--recalled the spectre of violent death that had haunted them ever since Gaethaa
began his mission to destroy Kane.

A twinge of pain shot dong Missasright thigh as Kane's partially deflected blade turned to dice
shalowly across hisleg. Ignoring the wound, Missafell back apace asif to stagger. As Kane stepped
forward to follow his advantage, Missaraised his sword to parry and lashed out with the dagger in hisleft
hand. Kane's recovery with his own dirk was too dow, and Missa's blade gashed across hisribs
flegtingly as Kane twisted away.

Cursing in anger Kanerecklesdy hurled hisdirk a the Waldann. Badly thrown, the blade cleanly missed



the other. But as Dron Missa dodged to avoid the streaking knife, his guard fell for an instant. Kane's
sword flashed down, dashing Missa's swordarm to the bone--only its downward course spared hisarm
from amputation. A return flick of Kane's weapon sent his opponent’s blade spinning into the dawn migts.
Badly wounded and armed with only his dagger, Missa saw Kaneskilling stroke dash toward him with
dreamlike downess, nightmare inexorability.

In the split second of life that remained to him, Missa reacted with desperate speed. Darting back from
the searching blade, he threw himself from the parapet and dived into the lake below. The darkness, the
cold water, received him in astunning embrace.

Surfacing quickly, Missa paddied away clumsily. Hiswounds were bleeding freely and stung even more
fiercdy asthe water bathed them. Still they were not of themsalvesfata, dthough disabling. Once he
could bind them, stop the bleeding--with proper care they would heal, and not too many monthswould
pass before he could wield asword as expertly as before. But that would be for another lord and another
cause. Gaethad'sinsane missions had paid him well, yet the Crusader had not bought hislife. Missa
understood concepts of loyalty and duty of mercenary to hislord, but only within reason. Gagthaa's
mission to destroy Kane had been cursed with dark fortune from the beginning, and Dron Missa decided
it wastimefor discreet withdrawa. The gods plainly had given him this chance; it would be sacrilegeto
ignoretheir intercession.

Helooked back at the hulking figure leaning against the parapet in the dawn light. "Go to hdll, Kanel" he
shouted back, then disappeared into the migts.

When Gaethaa had first heard Missas shout and the clash of arms, he stared at the scene of combat in
disbdlief. Then through his astonished mind filtered the incredible truth--Kane till lived! The devil had not
died in the flames--by some sorcery he had escaped! The witch had lied to complete the collgpse of their
vigilance! Now Kane had again returned to strike from the shadows! How many more times could the
demon chest desth!

"Alidore! Alidore! Kill that damned witch and get over here quick!" He bellowed ghrilly, watching the
parapet dud. "Alidore! Run, damn you! Kanes il dlivel He's attacked Missaon thewall!”

Forgetting Rehhaile for the moment, Alidore dashed to hislord's cal. Againgt graying skies could be
seen the deadly display of swordplay atop thewall. Swordsin hand, they rushed to the steps that
ascended thewall in this quarter. But the distance was considerable, and as they reached the sairs, they
saw thefight's abrupt climax, watched Dron Missa plunge from the parapet into the lake.

"Missatoo!" Gaethaasworein rage, "Now he'skilled Missal | think wefight Lord Tloluvin himsdf! But
we two have not falen! Well let Kane taste our iron before this sun hasrisen!”

Y et when they reached the top, Kane had stolen away into the mists of dawn, eluding them once again.

"Herunsfrom us, milord!" Alidore exclaimed bewilderedly. " Strange Kane should dink off with only two
to face. He won't face an opponent in the open it seems.”

"No!" hissed Gaethaa, his eyes aflame. " See there on the stones! Blood! A blood trail! Kane's been
wounded! Missadied not without giving account! No telling how badly wounded Kane might be! Weve
put him to flight now though--and heresthetrail to lead usto him!"

But thetrail of blood dwindled and vanished dtogether after they had followed it for only ashort
distance through the Streets of Sebbei, where now the rising sun was cuiting through the concedling night.



Grimly Gaethaa redlized that Kane's wounds had not been as severe as he had hoped. However
serioudy he might be disabled, at least he had been able to staunch the bleeding. And now Kane had
again hidden himself in the maze of dead Sebbeal.

"The game continues,” intoned Gaethaa heavily. "We have gained nothing. Again we must search for
Kane through this damned labyrinthian ghost city, stalking him through hislair. Except today there are
only you and | to hunt thetiger, Alidore. We can never destroy Kane like this."

Alidorelooked at hislord in concern. There was a sharp cry of despair in Gaethaas voice that his
lieutenant had never heard before. But though the Crusader's lanky figure was dumped and hischin
propped againg fist, his eyeswerelost in thought. Hislong face bore twisting lines of raw emotion as his
keen mind sorted through and rejected dozens of stratagems from past campaigns.

Abruptly hisface broke into inspired smile, and atriumphant laugh barked from hislips. "We're not done
yet, Alidore!™ he cried wildly. "WEelIl burn this accursed city to the ground!™

"Burn Sebbei!" Alidore exploded increduloudly.

"Right! Burnit al! Let it dl burnto the ground! Kane's using these deserted buildingsfor cover--well
smoke him out into the open. Thoem knows how he escaped that warehouse without our knowledge, but
his cunning won't help him when dl Sebbel isin flames! Hell burn with the town, or helll head for open
country. Even if wemisshim &t firg, picking up histrail will be child's play in thisghost land. Well run him
to earth even if hetriesto cross the Lomarn--wounded as heis, hewon't get that far! No more playing
into histrgpd”

"Milord Gaethaal" Alidore protested. "Y ou can't be serious! Burn down the entire city to kill one man!
Wheat of the townspeople?’

"Their backbones have dryrot! Don't worry about them. WEell fire afew buildings acrossthe
city--enough for the wind to spread the flames over the rest! It will be done before they canlift a
hand--not that | believe any man of them has the guts to stop us! Maybe we can tell some that Kane
darted the fires-might jolt them out of their cowering lassitude to the point they'll tell uswhere Kaneis,
though | doubt if they're worth even that!"

"No! | mean, we can't raze an entire city just to destroy Kane! These peoplewill be killed--at best
they'll lose everything they possessl”

Gaethaa shrugged impatiently. "The town has no more than afew hundred. Most should escape easily
enough, and there's any number of empty towns and villagesthey can move into. And don't waste pity on
them! Had they done their duty to mankind, they would have pitched in and helped us destroy Kane! By
their cowardly negligence they're responsible for the deaths of al my men--aswell asbeing traitorsto the
cause of good! Burning these whining rats from their rotten densis afitting punishment for their
complicity! Come on Alidore, were wasting time!™

Alidoré's voice was strained, as he grasped Gaethaa's shoulder and turned him half around. "But to burn
an entire city for oneman! Kaneisn't worth it!"

Face white with rage, Gaethaa threw off hislieutenant's band. "Kane not worth it!" he roared. "Alidore,
have you lost your mind! Weve crossed half a continent to destroy this demon! All of your comrades
have given thar livesfor thismisson! And after dl thiseffort, this sacrifice, the man | cameto destroy il
mocks me! I'll raze ahundred townsif need be to destroy Kane! Y es, and consider the price a cheap



one balanced againgt the evil this man has committed evil he will continue to bring upon mankind until he
is hunted down and dain! What's the worth of this city of ghosts opposed to the greater good of
mankind!"

Thelogic wasinescapable, but Alidore till balked. "But the strategy may be entirely invain!" he argued
weakly. "Kane won't be trgpped in the flames! Hell escape the city easily--we can't begin to guard the
gates, let donethe entirewal! Hell flee Sebbei, and well never pick up histrail in the confusion!™

"A genera who believes hisplan of attack infalibleisafool!" Gaethaa sngpped. "Tell me abetter one,
and I'll accept your counsdl. The plain truth isthat Kane has beaten us at this damnable game of cat and
mouse! He knows Sebbei better than we do, so he hasonly to liein wait for usto enter histraps! We
faled yesterday with Sx men--it's hopeless to try again with two! We haveto force himinto the
open--make him run instead of spin websto ensnare usl Damn it, Alidore--what's wrong with you! Have
you lost your idedls and your nerve together!™

The Lartroxian wavered, thoughts spinning in soul wrenching tumullt.

A voice cried out from behind them. "Alidore! What are you doing? Have you completely sold your soul
to Gaethaa? That madman and hisband of killers have done more evil than Kane has ever been
responsible for! Will you help him now to destroy Sebbel and its wretched people on the chance you
might kill Kanewith thisatrocity! Alidore, if you have anything but iron left to your soul, leave Gaethaal
Stop him before he sacrifices more lives to his merciless godd ™

"Ah! I hear awitch!" Gaethaa whispered in knifelike tones. "The same lying voice that told me of Kane's
death. Now we see the harvest of false mercy! But it'sall apparent. The witch has perverted my
lieutenant's soul-twisted his spirit with her sorcery--seduced him to serve the black powers of evil!™

He drew his sword and stepped toward her dowly, blade held low. "Come embrace me, witch!™ he
hissed. "I think thistime you have overestimated my blind stupidity and your own dark glamour aswell!™

Alidorelegpt infront of him. " Stop, milord!" he pleaded. " She means nothing by her words--she has no
sorcery! "

There was pity in Gagthaas voice as he moved to push Alidore aside. "Y ou're bewitched, Alidore--your
reason no longer serves you. Stand back now while my blade severs her spell over you, and sendsthis
witch back to the darkness she serves.”

Resolution hardened Alidore's face as he planted himsdlf firmly and drew hisown sword. "It's not
madness, milord--nor isit Rehhail€'s sorcery! | recognize the truth in her words, understand the
misgivings that have plagued my spirit theselast months! | can't et you kill an innocent girl..."

"Innocent girl! She'sawitch! She'slied to you! She's helped Kane strike at us from the first moment we
entered Sebbei!”

"...Nor can | permit you to burn this city just to destroy Kane!" Alidore rushed on. "Come on, Gaethaa,"
he begged. "Let's get out of thisland of the dead! WEell return to Kamathae, raise anew army, and return
with sufficient strength to destroy Kane!"

"Out of the question! Now Kane knows | intend to kill him! Hell hide where no man could find him--use
hisevil powersto build up defenses| could never hope to overcome! Stand aside, Alidore, and I'll forget
your insaneinsubordination!™



"I'm sorry, milord Gaethaa," he returned dowly. ™Y oull kill Rehhaile and raze this city by yoursdf--but
firg youll haveto kill me!"

Sudden rage claimed Gaethaa. "Betraya isit--and from you, Alidore! Damn you--if you stand among
theforces of evil, stand against the cold light of good, then by the cold light you shal be destroyed! Get
out of my way!"

"Don't force meto cross blades with you, milord!" Alidore's pleawas awarning aswell.

Geaethad's face broke into a pale mask of vengeful fury. "Youreafool, Alidore!" he screamed. His
sword streaked outward, al but tearing Alidore's weapon from hisgrip.

Alidore jumped back, blade weaving a defensive pattern. His soul was close to shattering with the
conflicting emotionsthat raged through him. His entire universe had suddenly collapsed about him, so that
now he found himsdlf locked in deadly combat with the man for whom an hour ago he would have
willingly given hislife. Suddenly he was pitted against the beliefs and idedl's he had sworn dlegiance to dl
hislife. Spurred out of hisemotiond magstrom only by the ingtincts of saf-preservation, he desperately
parried Gaethaa's maddened attack.

It was not the state of mind to offer a chance againgt an opponent of Gaethaa's prowess. Rapidly, easily
the Crusader wore down hisguard. A sudden thrust Jay open Alidoré's Side, and as herecoiled in pain, a
glancing stroke tore off hishelmet. Alidore was driven to the ground, blackness flashing through his skull,
while his eyeswere blinded by blood pouring from his gashed brow. A thousand miles avay echoed a
girl's scream.

Gaethaa surveyed hisfalen lieutenant, madness il in hiseyes. "I'm sorry, Alidore," heintoned with
heavy regret. "Y ou were a brother to me--a friend through many battles. Though | must kill you now to
purgethisevil spell that has stolen you from me, I'll dways remember you as the loyd and courageous
lieutenant you once wereto me." He raised his sword for the coup de grace. "The tales spoke of the evil
curse that follows Kane--evil that destroys those who cross his twisted path. Now | understand the truth
behind those legends. Good-by, Alidore--Kane has destroyed you, but die assured that you will be
avenged!”

"Hdl, kill him if you're going to--but don't give me credit for it. It bothers me to accept favorsfroma
man I'm going to kill in another minute." The mocking voice grated from the street behind Gaethaa. "Or if
you're embarrassed to kill afriend, let him liethere and I'll finish him &fter I've carved out your heart.”

Gaethaa whirled to face Kane. His enemy stepped from out of the fog and smoke and casudly strode
toward him, sword poised. Rough bandages were bound across his ribs; others made crimson bands
across hisright shoulder. A murderous light shone from his blue eyes, brutal face drawn in asavage snarl.

"So the tiger has come out of hiding!" Gaethaa purred. "I had thought 1'd be forced to smoke you from
your lair! But now comesthefina cast of dicein thisgame weve played, and it's only fitting that the
principal players should mest a lagt. Y ou've cost me every man in my command, Kane--it'sfor therr lives
you now must answer--and for the centuries of crimesthat lie behind you like an accusing shadow!™

"Y ou've achieved afair number of atrocitiesin your own short career--soon to be lamented!" sneered
Kane, raising his sword.

Gaethad's silent lunge brought them together. Their swords clashed and locked, then Kane hurled the



lighter man back. The knifein Gaethaa's other hand diced empty air. Blow upon blow hammered a
vicious cacophony to death. Kane'sright amwas al but usdessto him, but the dazzling speed of his
sword arm made the 10ss seem minor.

"Cdl upon theforces of evil to ad you, Kane!" jeered Gaethaa, observing the crimson stigma of fresh
blood spread over Kane's bandages. The wounds were opening, and soon his strength would waver. " Or
have your dark godseft you in fear, just as evil must aways flee before the invincible sword of good!”

"| serve neither gods nor fool's causes!” Kane growled. "And don't delude yourself into terming
invincible principles that are meaningless except to the relative viewpoint of the beholder!™ His gpparent
feint twisted into a sudden lunge that diced across Gaethaals cheek. "First blood!" he laughed.

The men struggled on in silence then, voiceess save for panting breath and animal grunts. Gagthaawas a
deadly opponent--a shrewd and skillful sivordsman with wiry strength driving hislong frame. In addition
he was rdatively fresh, while Kane was fatigued and bleeding from wounds suffered in recent combet.
Still hisendurance did not falter before the Avenger's fanatical attack, nor did the lethal beauty of his
swordplay grow strained. Relentlessly the two men dashed and thrust, parried and feinted--each
confident that his attack would exhaust the other and soon bring an end to the stalemate.

Again their swords locked hilts. They strained against one another, man to man, blade to blade--a split
second would see them thrown gpart again! Gaethaas dagger dipped past Kane's guard and dithered for
his sde. Heaving against the other blade, Kane threw Gaethaa back a step, dropping his own knife at the
sameingant. As Gagthaafell away, Kane seized hisleft wrist in passing. Forcing the thick muscles of his
injured arm to respond, Kane crushed the wrist in hisgrip and bent it back as his enemy lunged away.
Gaethaa's dagger stabbed around to gash hisarm. Then with a grating snap, the forearm bones cracked
under the twigting pressure.

Gaethaa gasped and swung his sword wildly at Kaneg'sarm, frantic to relieve the crushing agony. Kane
released hisgrip and jerked hisarm clear. At the same moment his sword flashed out at Gagthaals
unprotected trunk, before the other could recover his guard. The powerful blow clove down through
Gaethaa's right shoulder, dl but severing arm from trunk! Kane's reddened blade gleamed and dashed
out again, catching his opponent as he spun about and sundering head from body! The head bounced
twicewith ahallow tolling.

Kane stood before the grotesquely strewn corpse of Gaethaa the Crusader, sucking grest gasps of air
into his hammering chest. In the crigp dawn chill tiny tendrils of smoke seemed to writhe from the scarlet
gplashed stones, from his dripping sword, from historn flesh. It blended with his steaming bresth and
vanished into the morning mi<.

Shaking himsalf wearily, Kane frowned at Alidore'sfalen form, stretched out across the deserted stre<t,
his head staining Rehhail€'s skirt. Kane strode toward him purposefully.

"Don't, Kanel" Rehhaile pleaded. "Please don't kill thisone!l Alidore saved my life severd timesfrom
those killersl Spare him now for me! Please, Kane! Alidore can't harm you now!"

Kane swayed before them, sword raised, murder lust still twisting hisface. Alidore stared up a him
blankly, face an expressionless mask. No move did he offer in defense or in flight; hiseyes met Kane'sin
uncaring gaze. With ashrug Kane lowered his blade, blood fury dipping from hisface--only to remain
smoldering in his eyes, whereitsfires never daked.

"All right, Rehhaile," he said. "1 give him to you. But | doubt that your pity will be of much useto him. It



seemsthat Gagthaa's blow knocked loose his brain ingde that thick skull."
"No, Kane! It'shissoul that'storn loose within him! | can hedl his spirit'stormentintime.”

"Sothat'sit,” Kanelaughed mirthlesdy. "No point in asking you to come with methen, | see. Just as
well. I'm leaving now, Rehhaile. I've had my fill of living among ghodts. I'm sick of morbid
brooding--there's till adventure to amuse mein the world outside. Y our companionship here has been
interesting--soothing. I'm grateful .

"Good-by, Kane," said Rehhaile softly, turning her mind from the winter of histhoughts and spirit.

Kane muttered something she did not quite bear, then turned and stalked away down the empty Streets.
The ghosts of dead Demornte watched him depart. Go from Demornte, land of the dead, world of
shadows, where death haslain and life cannot linger.

Alidore stirred. Sitting up dizzily he reached for hisfallen sword. With shaking hands he placed its point
againg hischest. His universe had toppled, pinning him in the wreckage of his unshakable beliefs,
unassailable truths. What use to survivetire death of his gods?

"Alidore! Don't!" screamed Rehhaile, sensing what he was about to do. "For my sake--don't! | want you
to livel Together we can leave thisland of the dead--we can go out into the world of lifel™

"| thought | followed the cold cleer light of right, of god," Alidore spokein agony. "Instead | served the
cold light of deeth!"

The swordpoint wavered againgt his chest. The soothing oblivion of death? Or try to returnto lifewith
Rehhaile? His soul was too wounded to decide.

Mirage

Desth came shimmering through the afternoon hest.

In silence broken only by cursing, the battleworn band of mercenaries had fled dong the dusty mountain
road. Overhead the sun burned dismaly, scornfully; its heet lanced through the ragged forest cover and
seared the disheveled fugitives. Stumbling over scorched stones, they had plodded along in the weary
desperation of flight, dust choking their panting bresth and smothering them in agrimy blanket
compounded of sweat and caked blood.

Half ahundred soldiers of afallen cause. Men who had gambled their lives for the ambitious bastard



brother of Chrosanthe's dainty king. But Jasseartion had proven no fool despite hislaces and curious
affectations; his pies, his persond army had been as meticuloudy efficient as his subjectsfoolishly loyal.
Inthe end, his brother Tayvion had hung moaning in atiny cage suspended from the great beams of the
same throne room toward which his ambitions had lured him. Now the scattered remnants of his smashed
army fled acrossthe land, pursued by Jasseartion's tireless soldiers and vengeful subjects, abounty on
each man'shead.

For Kane the bounty was great. Kane wasthe last of Talyvion'slieutenants till unaccounted for by
Jasseartion's so very efficient servants. And although Kane had only entered into the conspiracy shortly
before its downfall, his remarkable talent both for cloaked intrigue and open battle had impressed a
particular enmity upon Chrosanthe's ruler, and upon his subjects aswell. Even to arebd would comefull
pardon and more gold than he might earn in ten years soldiery, so promised theroya proclamation.
True, Jasseartion'sword had never been so inviolable as to inspire confidence among the fugitives from
hiswedll-famed justice, but it was nonetheless a most tempting proposal.

With thisin mind, Kane had wrapped his face in bloody bandages, padded his bdlly to outsize
proportions, and covered his mail with afilthy, voluminous cloak. So disguised, he had mingled with a
band of fleeing refugees, hoping that neither Jasseartion's followers nor his own companionswould
recognize this dirty, obese foot soldier with bandaged face as the aristocratic stranger who had joined
with Tayvion not long before the latter's fortunes had changed.

Then the searing summer air wasfilled with the sharp hiss of glinting arrows. Ambush! A detachment of
Jasseartion'sarmy had lain in hiding among the trees and the smoldering rocks that enclosed the dusty
mountain trail.

Furious a having been caught in ambush adong with the sheep he had hoped to masquerade among,
Kane broke for cover, hisright hand fumbling in the damp folds of his cloak for hissword. A deep
wound from the lat battle caused hisleft arm to be il too week to use effectively, and dthough Kane
was amost as dexterous with hisright arm, he knew he was at a disadvantage in the chaotic fighting that
enveloped him.

Theking's soldiers rushed upon the stricken mercenaries smultaneoudy asthe last arrowstore into

them. Many of their number aready writhing upon the burning pathway, the desperate fugitives staggered
to make ahopeess stand againgt their assailants. The first man to reach Kane he hurled back again with a
crushing swordblow. Another charged past his comrade's husk and swung an axe in aglittering are that
took al of Kane's strength to turn aside. The axeman snapped backward and raised his weapon once
more. Kane cursed impotently. The man would be gutted by now had Kane free use of hisleft am. As
he sought to face the axe, another soldier fell upon him front hisleft, just asthe axe again svung down.
Kane legpt back and caught the axe once more with his blade, frantically dodging his other foe. Twisting
his blade, he dashed outward through the axeman'swrist, and as the other dropped hisweapon in agony,
Kanesreturn thrust caught himin theribs.

A second to free the sword. Too long. The other soldier's sword was dicing for him. Kane forced his
left arm into action, clumsily grappling with the sword arm that thrust for histrunk. A double wave of pain
shook him as hiswounded arm only partialy deflected the swordblow, and the edge gashed through the
heavy cloak and padding to smash against the mail beneath. Kane toppled, his powerful grip yet locked
on the other'sarm, pulling him to the ground along with himsdf, and impaling the soldier on hissword as
they fell. And as he struck ground with the dying assailant atop him, an impossible weight dammed
againg Kane's skull. In ablack wave of agony helost consciousness, never knowing whether he had
been purposefully struck, or smply kicked by some other pair of combatants.



|. The Forest by Night

His eyes opened into the cool of night. Groggily he rolled from under the soldier's corpse and sat up.
Vision blurred, ground rocked with the roaring pain in his skull. Kane bit hislip and forced himsdlf to his
knees. About him lay only the dead.

Gingerly he unwound the heavy bandages that swathed his head and ran fingers over the achein his
skull. It had been ahard blow, but the bandages and histhick red hair had effectively cushioned it. He
roseto hisfeet and disgustedly threw off the envel oping cloak and the dashed padding beneath. His mall
had stopped the swordthrugt, but the force of the siroke had mashed the links painfully into hisside.

A bad dedl dl around, mused Kane, once more cursing the poor judgment that had led him to seek to
hide among the rabble rather than strike out on his own. Still, under the circumstances he had been lucky
enough to escape from the collgpse of the conspiracy, not to mention to survive this ambush. He looked
about him, thelight of the newly risen full moon cagting sufficient illumination for his exceptiona night
visonto seeclearly.

Silent. Still. Death. Cold moonlight cast over a strange panorama of white shapes strewn carelesdy,
hopelesdy across the dark ground. Not even ahint of wind to break this frozen tableau. Black trees
casting shadows--can moonlight cast shadows?--dark shapes clutching, covering the fallen. Contorted
young face--had death been so dear with that dash through his belly? Perhaps the one who was asking
Kane some forgotten question when the attack came. Perhaps not. The moonlight gave an unred
illumination to the scene, and facesfirm and real by sunlight now seemed hollow, fantastic. Kane was not
certain even that the pain in histormented body wasredl.

Where am | now? he wondered, forcing thoughtsinto the blur of his consciousness. Nearly out of the
lands claimed to be holdings of Chrosanthe--avery isolated area of the kingdom. Chrosanthians avoided
thisforest region, and with that in mind the fugitives had sought to escape aong this route. Another bad
idea, Kane reflected. Jasseartion's vengeance had ignored his subjects didike for this particular corner of
therealm, but then Tayvion's mercenaries had earned an especial hatred for themsaves during the
abortive coup d'état.

The trees shimmered crazily when Kane gained hisfeet. At least the cool night air soothed wherethe
scourging sun had lent additional agony to each move. Can't stay here, Kaneredized. The soldierswould
return for their dead with morning--certainly to loot the corpses. Only nightfall and their dread of the
region had kept them from thisritua.

The ghouls. That wasit. Kane remembered that the Chrosanthians had fought an uncommonly vicious
civil war some two centuries previous. This region had been exceptionaly torn apart by the struggle, with



the victorious faction relentlesdy daughtering the greet lords together with their tenants. Jasseartion's
ancestors handiwork. The areahad never been repopul ated--severa strange legends regarding the fate
of those victors who had attempted to establish themsel ves upon the unburied bones of their luckless
predecessors. And that ancient carnage had attracted packs of ghoulsto the area--or perhaps made
ghouls of the few starving survivors, Kane mused. Y es, every reason to get away from thisplace as
quickly as possible. Damn! For ahorse of any description!

Wearily Kane recovered hisfallen sword and limped away among the white shapes patterned acrossthe
dark ground, his feet dipping occasiondly upon still darker patches. Wincing, he tossed his head, but the
blur would not leave hisvison. A large rock benegth the trees was enticing, and Kane sumbled to its
rest, half reclining as upon one of the many thrones that fortune had cast him over the years, and later
stolen again from his embrace. Thoem! So many long years! Could any man bear their weight! For a
moment a kaleidoscope of bitter memories tumbled through the pain of his mind, doomed centuries of
wandering, an outcast from mankind.

Brooding at atime when flight should be his sole concern. Delirium. The nightscape wavered in cadence
to the throbbing within his skull, ahoarse roaring that at times engulfed him atogether. And Kane knew
he had been struck harder than he had earlier redlized. A concussion maybe. Just beautiful! By daylight
Jasseartion's soldierswould return to find him Sitting here mindlessly raving of fallen, forgotten empires.

Histhroat wasthick with thirst, and he wondered if he might find some wine somewhere among thedain.
That was stupid; the mercenaries had had little enough water among them. Wine tastes very good though,
especidly the white wine they brew in Latroxia. Although many consider it too sour. And wineis good to
bathe woundsin, due to the purifying natures of the engendered sting. St water reactssmilarly, but is
uselessfor drinking purposes. A pity the oceans didn't flow with wine. Many shipwrecked sailorswould
have gpplauded thisinnovation, athough it would probably disturb the fish. Once ate an octopus
pickled in wine. Subtle taste, but on the whole an unfortunate mesl.

An ocean of winelifted Kanein itstentacled arms, bobbing him up and down rhythmically, while about
him the corpses of these pickled sailors swirled atop the purple waves, and octopi crept from their
seaweed lairsto reach out cautioudly.

Sound. Sharp snap. Reflexes cutting through the delirium. Startled into a semblance of dertness, Kane's
cold blue eyes searched the battleground suspicioudy.

Again cracked the sound, and Kane recognized it thistime. It was a harsh, splintering snap such asan
anima makesin crunching the marrow bones of its prey.

Now he could distinguish the ghoul. Crouched over its meat on the dark forest road, its dead-white
body had resembled one of the corpses upon which it fed. And from the silent trees were dipping other
pale, misshapen creatures, their ooped and twisted bodies asick parody of the human form. So the
legends had not lied.

Ghouls normally would not attack an armed man, Kane knew, but their numbers and his disabled state
might prove too tempting. Besides, their hunger was apparent--ghouls abhor freshly killed flesh much the
same as many men have little appetite for raw mest.

Carefully Kane limped back into the trees. The ghouls had interest only for the rich feast spread before
them, hunger overruling their normal caution. A stone grated under his boot, and Kane froze to look
about hurt apprehensively. A few pairs of dead, pae, dmost luminous eyes stared in his direction, but
none of the creatures seemed moved to investigate. Satisfied that he had not been detected, Kane



dipped deeper into the shadows of the forest, and once the cover of trees and jutting rock outcrops
shielded him dtogether, he hurried away from this moonlit scene of horror.

It was Kane'sintention to skirt the battlefield through the forest and then to pick up the mountain road
once more. With luck he could put quite afew miles behind him by dawn, and during the daylight rest
hidden within the forest. But the road twisted and meandered in amanner unknown to Kane--and ashe
wandered through the trees attempting to recover histrail, over hismind again crept tendrils of deirium,
only momentarily pushed back by shock of immediate danger. An hour passed and Kane was not only
utterly lost, but beyond caring aswell.

Beneath his boots the earth pitched and yawed, but his sea-legs were up to treading any deck, and
Kane strode recklesdy into the storm, occasionaly staggering againgt ameast for support. Then the trees
whirled maddeningly about him, ensnared like himsdlf in sonic cosmic vortex. Caves undernesth the
limestone shelves yawned at him, gaping caverns that snapped thunderoudy, some emitting rank, dismal
breath. Under the staring eye of the moon danced thousands of colossal phantoms, tormenting the fool
who stumbled through their eldritch circles. Long claws reached for hisface, gnarled talons lashed out to
knock him sprawling again and again. Faces of those long dead smirked at him from the
blackness--sneering visages of ancient enemies, soft faces of old mistressesthat abruptly grew stark with
age. A spinning phantasmagoria.of mocking smiles, and for half of them Kane could not even remember
their names.

Eventualy hefound himself stlaggering through arained village. At least it seemed so--these crumbling
wallsremained solid to histouch, while other figures of histortured mind faded mistlike into the darkness.
He smashed afist against the stones and studied the pain. Yes, it must be real then. An abandoned
village, with vine-covered stone wals dill carrying, the charred signature of forgotten fire and pillage. All
in ruins now--roofless dwellings, falen walls--gutted structures whose gloomily gaping windows and
doorways made them appear as monoalithic skullsto Kane's fevered mind.

Desolation was dl pervasive. Only the white shadow of half-hidden bones served evidence of former
human habitation--at least Kane thought he could see these scattered relics discarded among the other
debris. Had it not been for curious, narrow paths weaving through the rank underbrush, Kane would
have believed no living cresture had passed through this dismd artifact of ancient strifein many years.

Full moon silhouetted the deserted castle looming darkly upon the steep hill that overlooked its empty
village. Inthat find baitle the castle had fallen dongside the village which had paid it tribute in return for
an inadequate protection. A fantastic mass of black stones piled againgt the moonlight, the crumbling
fortressimpressed Kane with an even more consuming sense of desolation than did these ruinswhich lay
beforeits not quite unassailable height.

"There stands your funera monument!" laughed Kane, pointing to the castle, and the empty windows
winked agreement "By the gods, atruly epic tombstone! Right?* The overgrown walls nodded.

Sharp, knifing pain from hiswounds: dull, numbing agony of fatigue. Too much. A bed of maossamong
toppled stones was too tempting. Gratefully Kane dropped onto its cushion. To hell with
what's-his-name's soldiers. A short rest was paramount, and no one would find him here.

Lolling his head upon the stones, Kane breathed in fitful gasps, hismind trapped in ablack delirium
somewhere between waking and dreaming. After awhile he saw the destroyed village return once more
toitsold state. Gutted ruins blossomed into busy shops and bright houses; the weed grown paths
became wide streets. Throughout this reborn village hurried its townspeople, most of them occupied with
their own business and paying no attention the stranger who reclined in their midst on aswaying litter of



vevet.

But there were some who noticed the interloper. These few gathered about him and gazed at Kane with
pae, hungry eyes. And even though Kane haf redized that these were ghouls who surrounded him now,
it mattered nothing.

Cautioudy, like vultures fluttering down upon adying lion, the ghouls dunk ever closer to Kane. Foul
gpittle hung from rotten yellow fangs as they reached with anxious paws for their indifferent prey.

"Back!" Her voice lashed them into fearful obedience. "All right, damn you! Get back, | said!" They
tumbled backward before her anger.

For afleeting ingtant full consciousness returned to Kane. In that dreadful interva he saw before him haf
adozen palid, twisted shapes cowering away from him, driven back by the awful fury of agirl whose
strange beauty rivaled that of any hismind could recall.

Only for astartled second did he regain his senses; then cametota oblivion. And ashe sank into its
welcome release, there echoed her joyouswords: " This one shdl be mine!”

[1. Beyond the Forest

"How many days exactly?"

The dderly servant meticuloudy added five drops of yellow fluid to the wine goblet before answering.
"Oh, three days, four days, something likethat." Gently he stirred the éixir, taking care not to spatter his
extravagant livery. "What doesit matter?"

Kane'stemper seethed within him. "I really would like to know how long I've been unconscious,” he said
with great patience.

"Mmm?"' The servant handed him the goblet. Kane's hand shook somewhat as he accepted it, and afew
dropsflicked upon therich fur peltsthat covered hisbed. A dight frown lined his attendant's lean face.
"How long indeed. That'sorigind. Trust afool to come up with alinelike 'Wheream 17 or 'How long
have | been likethis? every damntime.”

"Yeah, sure! That's another question I'd like answered," Kane growled, as be sipped the tonic. It burned
histhroat, without totally masking a nauseousy sweet undertaste. Kane paused in darm, then reflected
that his hosts could easily havekilled him whilein coma, and he gulped the rest of the mixture. "Thelast
thing | remember was..." He groped for memory. "'l seem to remember lying in aruined villagein the



moonlight. There were ghoulstoo. A pack of them closing in on meas| lay there. Someone scattered
them just as| blacked out for kegps. A woman, | think."

The steward laughed dryly. "That must have been some knock on the head, stranger! Y ou were down in
the deserted village, true enough. But it was just afew mangy thievesthat my mistress chased off when
they found you. Lucky for you she and her men were late in returning from the hunt. Best up asyou
were, you wouldn't have lasted the night in the open.” He accepted the empty goblet and gingerly placed
the delicate vessel on aglver tray.

Kane shrugged and sat up. The dixir was potent. Already his head fdlt clearer. "So wheream | now?"
he asked.

"Why in Altbur Keep!" laughed the steward. "Didn't you see the castle as you came up?"

"The only 'castle | can recall passing near,” mused | Kane with afrown, "was an empty heap of mossy
gonesatop the hill abovethevillage.”

"Heap of mossy stones? Doesthis placeredly look like that to you, now?' The seward'sairy gesture
included therich tapestries of thewalls, the lavish furnishings of the room. "Well, I'll grant you maybe
Altbur isn't as magnificent asin my ancestors days, but still ‘a heap of mossy stones? Redly!” He
chuckled. " Jasseartion's boys must have redlly given you aknock on that thick skull!™

Kane's eyes flashed dangeroudy, but the servant only laughed again. "Oh, thought we couldn't guess
who you were then? Serioudly, how stupid do you take usto be! Sure we know about that ambush. Oh,
don't get edgy now. We're no friends of Jasseartion--1 promise you that! No sir, my mistressis surely no
friend of that line of opportunistic bandits! Not quite! His ancestors ravaged this area, you know. No
friends here, you can be certain! My mistress even took you under her protection out of spite. Just thank
your godsthat she didn't mistake you for one of Jasseartion's soldiers!”

"Who isyour mistress? And when can | offer my gratitude for her protection?' Kane questioned.

"Her nameis Naichoryss, if that means anything to you. And shelll accept your courtesy when thetime
comes. Until then just think about regaining your strength--although you seem to be doing that
uncommonly fadt, asitis" He iffly recovered histray and stepped for the door.

Kane cdled after him: "And how about you, steward? Do you have aname?”

"Now | haven't asked yours," wasthereply.

Kane bit hislip in annoyance and siwung hisfeet to the floor.



1. Altbur Keep

If you looked just s0, Kane decided, you could dmost see where the summer heeat faded out against the
chill of Altbur Keep. Maybe just atrick of the fading sunlight, but there was dmost a perceptible aura
formed where shimmer was blotted into haze. He shivered on his perch atop the battlements and drew
his cloak more closely about him. His own clothes had vanished aong with his wegpons, he had
discovered on regaining consciousness, but his still unseen hostess had given him far better gppard in
their place.

No, he had no complaintsin regard to his treatment. Superb apartments, excellent food and drink, and a
daff of servantswho gave him utmost attention. But still, his wegpons had not been Ieft him. And although
he was free to roam the fortress at will, the gates of Altbur Keep were politely, emphatically locked to
him. Wéll, if you were a prisoner, thiswasthe way to do it.

Kaneleaned out recklesdy from the battlement and considered the castlewalls. A sheer drop and easily
killing height. Still there were severd promising pots which should offer enough conced ment. A matter
of securing sufficient rope then. And no one actualy guarded him, athough Kane was aware that there
were few times when someone was not unobtrusively going about his own business from a spot where an
eye could be kept on the guest's movements. At the moment, in the shadow of a nearby watchtower a
kitchen maid wasin close embrace with adisturbingly grubby stable hand.

All indl anot overly difficult placeto dip out of, if need arose; Kane had considerable confidenceiin his
ability here. And maybe he was too uneasy--"paranoid” in the language of an obscure tregtise he had
read through long ago. Hislife had been saved quitelikely, histreatment here wasfirst rate, and it was
essentia that he have a safe place to hide until he was ready to escape Chrosanthe. Some caution in
taking in a strange mercenary was atogether natural. And there had been no difficult questionsto answer.

Y et Kane continued to be uneasy, and he had lived far too long to discount the forebodings of hisinner
mind. Of course he had little way of knowing just how much of what he had seen in his ddlirium had been
redl. From the castle the village looked forlorn, deserted--but not the sinister tangle of ruins seen that
night. Altbur Keep seemed a bit empty and forgotten by the world--again it certainly was not the ruined
fortress Kane had envisoned it to be. Should it be here at dl though--in aregion ill famed and by
common knowledge laid waste for two centuries? Kane knew it was not extraordinary to find the dying
embers of aonce proud and glorious family that continued to dwell amidst the ruins of their ancient
power and grandeur.

Other thingslived in ruinstoo.

Silence. Chill. Events within the castle somehow frozen moments of time, disremembered fragments of a
dream strangely caught up again, And somewhere just beyond the power of recognition a hint of
mustiness--flawing the representation as amirror image tarnished with antiquity. Vague hintsthat in some
manner the world of Altbur Keep was but amirage.

Kane sensed it as he walked through its hallways. To be sure it was nothing concrete. Perhaps only for a
moment a shadow would seem out of place, or adetail of atapestry subtly atered. In the servants Kane
thought it was most apparent. Almost asif they were actorsin agrotesque play. To perfection did each
one perform hisrole; no detail, no minor touch had been neglected in the characterization. Kane scowled
at the impassioned coupl e in the shadows and wondered how often the scene had been rehearsed.
Perfect servants, yet it seemed a perfection born of repetition. Polished as the hundredth performance of



apopular drama--equally as brittle and unredl. Still there was nothing Kane could pin down to precision.

He wondered if the performance continued as he passed from one particular areato another, or whether
the players caled abreak without their audience.

And his hogtess. The mistress of Altbur Keep. Naichoryss. Where was she then? His questions received
only politely noncommittal answers from her servants. Naichoryss. Fabrication? A character held in

reservefor later in the drama? Or was she the author of the masguerade, who remained behind the

curtains to watch the audience response? Naichoryss. Mistress of Altbur Keep, or Mistress of the
Mirage?

Kane did from the parapet. It was time he found out.

IV. Mistress of Altbur Keep

"Thisway, gr, if you please.”

Kane turned to discover his acquaintance, the steward, had dipped up behind him unnoticed. That wasa
nice touch: seen and not heard. Withered creep was lurking behind a tapestry doubtless. Bastard could
probably dide under afresco. "Thisway?'

"Certainly. My migtress," he prompted. "Naichoryss has had prepared asmall dinner in her chambers.
She asksthat you join her now.”

That smplethen. "So she's at |ast decided to have alook at her discovery.”

The steward shrugged and quoted:

A woman'smind, friend Eigendlis,
Isamygery;
Whose unfathomabl e depths,

Riva the uncharted currents of agod'swhimsey.



"Curiousthat your quotation isthat of Halmonis as he led Eigtendllis to arendezvous from which the
courtier failed to return,” remarked Kane, as he followed his guide.

"Ah! Y ou know the work of Ganbromi then? A literate mercenary!"

"I knew Ganbromi," Kane muttered, hoping he would not provoke a further outburst of erudition from
the supercilious prig.

"Here we are then," the steward concluded and rapped against a brassbound door. Seeming to hear
acknowledgment from within, he swung it open and stepped aside, his expression correctly impassive.

Stepping within, Kane was received by two smiling maids dressed in identical garments of soft leather
and interlocking brassrings. Silently they opened a second door and invited him to enter.

She rose from her couch to greet him as he pushed through the curtained entrance; her red lips parted,
secretly smiling upon tiny white teeth. "I am Naichoryss." Her voice came clear and cold--digtant asina
dream. "l welcome you to Altbur Keep." A long white arm stirred from the black folds of her gown and
curved towards a couch across the low table from her own. ""Please be seated now, and tell me of
yourself. It isso seldom thet | recelve visitorsanymore.” A dight gesture to her maids, then she returned
to her couch with the quiet grace of a shadow.

Kane easly sretched his massive frame upon the indicated couch, watching as the serving maid filled his
chalice with wine as clear and red asthe rubies of the vessd'srim.

"My nameisKane," he began. There seemed no point in subterfuge under the circumstances, and he
was too proud to be taken as a common mercenary amidst such splendour.

Naichoryss smiled. Thin lips poised over the red wine dark eyesreflected its crimson, wave on wave of
long black tresses wreathed a pae, ddlicate face, featuresfindy chisded. A study of eerie beauty, cold
and doof asan exquisitely carven masterpiece of gemset ivory and jet.

"Kane." Her lips caressed the sound. "A crud name, | think. Not acommon one.” Thelight in her eyes
was amocking glitter. And Kane knew that Naichoryss had been aware al dong of hisidentity.

Kane was not aman easily mistaken for another. Hisred hair and fair complexion, his powerful bearlike
frame set him apart from the native Chrosanthiansin aregion whereracid features leaned to dark hair
and lean wiriness. And hisrather coarse features and huge sinewed hands did not make him too
exceptiona from the mercenaries displaced from the cold lands far to the south. It was his eyes that
branded him as an outsider. No man looked into Kane's eyes and forgot them. Cold blue eyesin which
lurked the wild gleam of insanity, hellish fires of crazed destruction and bloodshed. Thelook of deeth.
Eyesof abornkiller. The Mark of Kane.

Kane returned his hostess's amused scrutiny with assumed indifference. "Sinceit's obvious that even here
in Altbur Keep the detail s are commonly known regarding Jasseartion's quarrel with hislamented
half-brother Talyvion, | won't bore you with stale news. Asyou can understand, it was urgent that |
should outdistance Jasseartion's malice as rapidly asfeasible. However, | wasalittle dow. Perhgpsan
underestimation of the flit's thoroughness, but it is startling to discover stedl insdeaviolet. At any rate, his
soldiersdidn't recognize me, Ieft me for dead, and | blundered about the forest out of my head until you
chanced to find me." He went on to express gratitude for her protection and hospitality.



Her laughter was a symphony of slver flutes and bells; its sound light and merry, but underneeth lay a
shivery note. "So Kaneisthe gifted courtier that ladies praise him to be! To turn your own comment,
how unusud to find polished graces disguised behind such bruta strength! But then | discover paradoxes
at every turn with you, Kane! Arid what vitdity! In amatter of days you appear dtogether recovered
from wounds that should have left you dead or disabled for weeks! I'm delighted now that | had you

gpared that night in my village!™

"My mind isablank for that time, I'm afraid,” Kane brokein. "Y our excellent steward mentioned that
there were bandits..."

Naichorysss dender band waved dismissd. "Bandits? Hardly! A few miserable sneakthievesand
poachers who would have dit your throat for your boots. They fled like rats when my huntersand | rode

by.

"Please, though! All these forma expressions of introduction and gratitude are so boring! And existence
herein Altbur Keep isdull enough without that. Y ou must tell me now of dl the fascinating things going
oninthe outsdeworld, or I'll spend the whole night yawning. Tell me of those exotic lands your
wanderings must have led you through. Dispe my boredom, and you'll remain here until Jasseartion
growsold and forgetful!"

The arrangement seemed satisfactory to Kane. Therole of dinner partner was onein which he had
enjoyed great experience, and an evening of anecdotes would keep his hostess from |earning more about
her guest than Kane felt she should know. So while Naichorysss maids boretray after tray of delicacies
acrossthe room, slent but for the jingle of their brass ringlets, Kane entertained the strange mistress of
Altbur Keep with curioustales of old battles and intrigue in lands that were almost fabled.

Thewinewas of ancient vintage; Kane savored its rare and delicate taste with enthusiasm, and watched
with high approva asthe atentive maid kept his chaice brimming. Hismind seemed inflamed with its
potency as be taked--so much so that he wondered if the wine contained some subtle drug. Yet his
hostess was served from the same vessdls, athough she both ate and drank only sparingly.

And when the serving girls had taken away the last course and only the wine remained, Naichoryssrose
to her feet and beckoned him toward the open bal cony. Kane followed her onto the moonlit stones, his
movements somewhat heavy from the wine and the magic of her beauty. For amoment they leaned in
slence againg the parapet, looking out over the valey where cold moonlight etched the ruined villagein
slver and black. Only afaint wind stirred, lightly rippling her raven hair with its chill breeth, so cold, so
empty for asummer'snight.

Moonlight shone through her smoky gown, making amost luminescent the white skin it haf veiled.
Kanesthroat grew tight with emotion, and his senses grow even more tumultuous. Here was beauty
which drew him with afascination more compelling than any he had yet experienced.

"Aren't you cold?' be began lamely, not trusting himsdlf to an opening less conventiond.

Naichoryssturned to him, only just beyond hisarm'sreach. "Cold? Yes. Yes, | am cold. Not from the
night though. It'safar, far deeper cold that | know--one that can be warmed only..."

The moonlight glowed on her sharp white teeth, while the hunger of her eyes matched the invitation of
her smile. "1 think perhaps you can warm the cold that torments me."

Kane reached then to take her in hisarms, but his movements were clumsy and she dipped through his



grasp with secret laughter. Dumbly he stared at her, entranced hopelesdy as an adolescent bumpkinin
the hands of ataented courtesan. Where hisfingers had brushed across her flesh they string asif
scorched by ice.

"Not so impetuous, my rough warrior!" she laughed. "Thisisamoment to be savored! With an eternity
of nights before us, would you fall on melike arutting bear?'

With extreme annoyance Kane fought to control himsalf. What was thiswoman's witchery, that it left him

all the grace of ahorny plowhand? But the desire to possess this strange creature overwhelmed every
attempt to restore sophigtication to his usualy polished manner.

Naichoryss gathered into her armsalyre-like instrument, cradling it to her breast as she swayed
mockingly afew pacesfrom him. "A moment to be savored," sheintoned huskily. "Fully. Tothe last
glistening droplet. Shall | sing for you, Kane? Can you contain al that vitdity for yet afew moments
more?"

His hand shook as he raised the chalice to hislips, and though he did not trust himself to speak, Kane's
eyes blazed with the desire that racked his soul.

Almost pensively her fingers dipped acrossthe lyre strings, although Kane sensed that her casuaness
was atogether assumed. He thought of the seeming disinterest exhibited by acat whenit playswith its
prey.

A tune caught her whimsy and she hummed to herself therein the moonlight. And from the moon and the
cold and the londliness and the night itself she wove the fabric of her song.

Cometo me, my lover, join me herein the night,

In the moon's cold, clear light, stand before me,

And upon my dtar of cold stone, offer to me your soul.
Touch my hand, my lover, fud my fleshlikeice--

Rest your head upon my breast; it isapillow of soft snow.
Caressmy lips, my lover, taste my frozen breath--
Look deep into my eyes, they hold the chill of night.
Then let metake you in my cold embrace,

Come with me to my world beyond al pain;

And with my kiss, then shdl you know,

That love's purest expresson

Isin death, isin death.



With languid movement Naichorysslaid aside her lyre and stretched herself. Kane stared a her in utter
entrancement. "There! So slent, Kane? 1 hope my song didn't lull you to deep.” She glided away from
him, out of the moonlight and into the broken shadow of her bedchamber.

Kanefollowed her into the room; his every muscle stiff with tengon, hismindin addirium of wild
emotion. "Naichoryss," he whispered hoarsdly.

But she put afinger to her lips, and he was slent again. She faced him there beside her bed, and her
dark eyes shone with her hunger for him. Then her dim fingers brushed the fastenings of her robe and it
fell away from her likemist. A great band of moonlight framed her in the darkness, bathing every curve of

her perfect beauty with new sorcery.
"Do you desire me, Kane?' she asked, laughter now vanished from her voice.
"You know | do!" he answered neediesdly.

"And do you give yourself to me now, body and soul, for dl the nights of eternity?* Wasthere still ahint
of mockery in her eyes?

And even though Kane had now begun to understand the fate to which he was committing himsdlf, he
could not hold back hisreply: "I give mysdf to you."

A flash of wild triumph crossed her face then, and she opened her armsto him. "Come to me now!" she
cried joyoudy.

Kane crushed her in his powerful arms, melting her lithe body against his strength. Deeply they kissed,
and the unholy chill of her lips seared thefire of hisown. Almost unnoticed he felt the sudden thrust of her
sharp fangslocking into position.

With surprising strength her hands tore through the fabric of his shirt, ripping it away from histhroat and
chest.

Hewatched dizzily as Naichoryss ended her branding kiss and settled back upon the furs of her bed.
Feverishly Kanetossed asde therest of hisclothing, noticing even in his haste the long scratches her nails
had dashed across his chest. Her fangs glinted evilly in the moonlight, quite obvious now, but Kane was
beyond concern at this point.

Her cold arms pulled him down to her, and they entwined in an embrace of black ecstasy. Kane
shuddered as wave upon wave of unendurable pleasure broke over him, and his sensations swirled inan
impossible blend of flame and ice, revulson and delight. He made no protest even when Naichoryss
twisted over atop him and broke their kissto trail her icy lipslower across his body.

When her fangsfindly bit into histhroat, it was asif the fireswithin him were suddenly unleashed. An
unspeakable vortex of pain and ecstasy engulfed Kane, drowning him as he spun hdplesdy into its
blackness.



V. Into the Mirage

Time became meaninglessto him. It was asif dl existence had become one endless night. Kane no
longer knew the sun, athough whether thiswas because he lay unconscious during the daylight hours, or
whether timeitsdf had ceased to move for them, he could not tell.

Readlity conssted only of their nights together, and even then Kane could never remember how many
timesthey had lainin dark embrace.

He would awaken. Outside there would still be darkness. Sometimes Kane would fed strong enough to
walk about Naichorysss chambers; other times he felt too weak to do more than drag himself far enough
to reach the smdl dinner of wine and flesh that was set out for him. No sign did he ever see of the castl€'s
servants, athough he never ventured beyond her chambersto search. He even lacked the strength or
curiosity to determine whether the door waslocked, the possibility of escape smply did not occur to him.

When he looked at hisreflected face in amirror, Kane saw how haggard and gaunt he had grown, yet
he felt no alarm. Without interest he contemplated the two close set wounds which made sullen red
swdlings upon the white flesh of histhroat.

His only emotion was that of expectation--of anticipation for the disclosure of strange mysteries and
secret pleasures for centuries denied to him. It was asif after an endless period of frustrated yearning, he
wereto have his every longing now fulfilled--at last to be free to embark upon an eterndly desired
journey. In adelirium Kane waited there, too week in spirit and body to feet concern, waiting for death.

She cameto him always. Sometimes through the door, sometimes she just seemed to be in the chamber.

In mock concern Naichoryss would comment upon hisweskness, ingst that he take nourishment, drive
him out of hislasstude. Always Kane made the effort to please the mistress of Altbur Keep, drawing
failing strength from some hidden reservoirs within him. They would talk together, or Naichoryss might
sang. But each timeit would end in the same manner. Together they would make love. And when Kane
lay spent and exhausted to the point of fainting, he would once morefed the searing kiss of her lipson his
throat and know the pain of her hunger--that would drive him once again into darkness.

Sometimes Naichorysswould talk to him about hersdlf, about her plansfor him. For the vampire was
certain of her prey now, and she knew that knowledge of hisfate could not change Kane's

powerlessness to escape her spell.

Shetold him of thefall of Altbur Keep two centuries beforein the civil wars of that period, told Kane of
how the victors had daughtered al those within village and castle. On this same bed she had suffered the
lust of the victorious troops, until someone had seen fit to strangle her. But violence and hatred were
forcestoo powerful to vanish without legacy. Thusit happened that the mistress of the fallen stranglehold



had drawn strength from the curses and the frustrated vengeance of athousand dain--had become the
focus of energies stronger than death itself. At night she had roamed the shadows of her plundered
domain, and the light of dawn had exposed many a bloodless corpse to mark her unholy revenge. And
eventualy it wasterror that drove al men from the region, leaving Naichoryss migtress only of
ghoul-haunted ruins.

Many years had passed. The grandchildren of those on whom she sought revenge grew old and died;
the war itself became a hazy fragment of history, its factions and issues now confused even by scholars.
The stones of Altbur Keep grew weathered and mossy; most of the ghouls moved on to more propitious
lands. Still Naichoryss remained to haunt the forgotten ruins of her redlm, preying only upon the animas
of theforests or arare stranger who unwittingly passed through.

It was lonely. Only the undead can know al the loneliness of desth without the find rest of the grave.

When she drove off the ghouls that had discovered Kane, Naichoryss had known at once what she
would do. Bringing him back to her castle, she had raised Altbur Keep from the dust of centuriesto al its
former glory. Carefully she had nurtured her treasure while Kane regained his strength. Painstakingly had
she ensnared him in her spell. And when she considered him fully recovered, Naichoryss had taken him
into her embrace to feed upon hisimmense vitdity,

But death was not to be Kane'sfate, this Naichoryss promised. Kane's destiny was to become her
eterna consort--to join Naichoryssin the shadow realm of the undead! Slowly therefore was she
draining life from him, carefully preparing Kane so that he might in death become as she--a creature of
the night. And then together they would be rulers of this ghoul-haunted wil derness--together they would
share the dark and unthinkable pleasures of the undead!

One night it happened that upon awakening Kane was too wesk to leave the bed. He lay there,
breathing in shallow gasps, hisflesh pale and sunken, waiting for her to come to him once more.

Her dark eyeslit with exultation when she found him that last night. "At last!" Naichorysss cry was as
joyous as a bride's on her wedding night. "1 had amost begun to believe your vitality an unquenchable

park!™

A note of tenderness crept into her voice then. "Thisisto be our fina night like this, Kane beloved. Only
for thislast time must you know the pain of mortdity--for when you next awaken it will not be from
mortal deep, but the sweet dreamlessness of death. And when you arise from death--then we shdl at last
betruly together! You and |, Kane--together for eternity!”

Kane smiled dmost wistfully as she bent over him. Wesekly hetried to speak, but her lips sedled hisin
Slence.

Deeper and deeper burned her kiss. Needles of icetore at every nerve of Kane's body, chilling his soul
with unearthly cold. Cosmic emptiness was reaching through the darkness, engulfing him. Ecstasy and
agony together assaulted and overwhelmed hisfailing senses, the two extremes s multaneoudy tearing him
gpart then fusing together to create an intolerable sensation.

Her raven black hair was tangled about his face and smothering him. The weight of her cold body was
forcing thewind from his chest. Her insatigble lips were sucking the very life bresth from hislungs. He
could no longer breathe. Hewasfaling...



VI. Return

Blackness. Kane drifted endlesdy through infinite darkness. Not merely absence of light, but
nonexistence of everything--matter, energy, time. Foating in the cosmic gulf between life and dezath.

Somehow through the darkness there extended athread, adelicate web of substance that would not
permit him to drift outward acrosstheinfinite void. A miniscule pull, it exerted upon him across the cons,
itsforce weak and amost extinguished, yet too eementd to flicker away atogether. Life made onefina
attempt to reach Kane, relentlessy demanding expression of its most primeval ingtinct.

Centuries past, Kane had |eft the darkness of the womb, a squirming red creature whose firgt act of life
wasto draw squawling breath. And now through cosmic darkness this same ingtinct summoned him forth.

Kane gasped and opened his eyes. Hard stone wals held him tightly and his eyes saw only more
darkness. Theair in hislungs was stde and foul with century-old dust. Hoarsaly he cried out, throwing his
amsand legsin blind panic againgt thewall that pressed upon him. For an ingtant it seemed he had not
the strength to break free, but then every primitive inginct within him howled in fear and loathing, driving
hisfalling limbs onward with strength that surged forth from stores dormant since birth.

Thewal gave under his straining heave and toppled away from him. Gibbering insanity only abreath
away, Kane shot bolt upright in his sarcophagus and gulped down the cool, musty air of the sepulchre.

Kane sat there in the darkness, dowly breathing in the tomb air. Aslife streamed through his shivering
body, his mind once more began to function clearly, rationally--freed from the enchantment that had so
long imprisoned it.

He could see somewhat now, for the darkness of the sepul chre was daylight after the blackness that had
s0 nearly claimed him. Kane decided that he must bein the family crypt that lay beneath Altbur Keep, for
in the gloom he could discern the cobweb-hung shapes of other stone coffins, some reposing in niches of
thewall, others set like his upon pedestal s above the floor. With an effort Kane hoisted himsalf out from
the confines of his sarcophagus and fdll to the floor. Somehow he found the curiosity to wonder what had
happened to the previous tenant, as he lurched across the dustladen stones. Hisfeet encountered a
stairway, which he sumbled hisway up, following wan threads of sunlight that stole past the door to the
crypt. Throwing his shoulder to this door, Kane forced it grudgingly open and staggered through the

opening.

The hdlway inwhich he stood was strewn with debris, and late afternoon sunlight shone brightly through
collgpsed celling a itsfar end. Painfully Kane dragged himsalf along the corridor to stand in wonder
among theruinstowhich it led him.



Altbur Keep was a deserted ruin. As Kane wandered through its silent halways he met only desolation.
No servants greeted him; only bats dwelled here now, aong with certain wise-faced rats that scurried
into hiding at his approach. The fortresswalls till loomed solid upon the hilltop, although in places parts
of the roof had given way. Signs of the cagtlesfal could till be seen in sundered gates and afew
blackened walls where fires had sprung up. Many of itsrich furnishings had been carried away by
looters, although Kane encountered numerous mounds of rotting cloth and wood that indicated the
tapestries and furniture of Altbur Keegp's ancient magnificence. His own clothing was ill the battle worn
gear he had had with him, now showing signs of further abuse.

A bit of metal caught the sunlight, and Kane was pleased to discover hiswegpons stashed in a corner of
one of the empty storerooms. Grimly he buckled on the battered sword and dirk, then made hisway to
the chambers of Naichoryss.

He paused often to regain his strength. His limbs shook and every cdll of his body ached with numbing
weakness. Nevertheless Kanefelt agood dea stronger now than he had for along while--shaken free of
Naichorysss spdll, heignored the dizziness and fatigue and willed histortured frame to walk.

The sun was setting when Kane regled into Naichorysss chambers. Here too, al lay in dust and decay;
yet there was adifference. The floorswere not littered with trash and broken debris; here it seemed that
the disorder |eft by the looters had been cleaned away and the room restored to a semblance of itsold
gate. Thewalls il displayed tattered hangings, moldering rugs covered the stones, furniture reposed in
proper order, vases and items that awoman treasures lay within dusty cobweb cocoons about the room.
It was as though aloving hand carefully compaosed these chambers before their centuries of rest.

Kane warily examined the shadow haunted rooms, but no sign of life met his scrutiny. Much of her
chambers was as he remembered, aside from the erasion of time--athough he noted that many of the
costly itemswhich he had seen while helay here were not present in this tableau. Her bed was il there,
but Naichoryss did not lie upon its moldering furnishings as Kane had expected. For that matter, the dust
that blanketed it appeared to be undisturbed. He frowned in consternation. Kane had supposed that the
vampire would have chosen the bed upon which she had been dain as her resting place during the hours
of daylight. This error was serious, he had wanted to confront Naichoryss once more--thistime at his
own advantage.

From the balcony Kane saw that twilight was growing deeper. He swore in frustrated anger then,
redlizing that Naichoryss had doubtlesslaid hisdl but lifeless body near her own in the castle crypt. And
now he knew that his chances were dim of discovering her resting place before darkness called
Naichoryssforth. Wesarily he sumbled back into the darkening halway, intent on reaching the crypt while
Altbur's mistress yet dumbered.

He lacked the strength to win arace with nightfall. In apatch of light from the newly risen moon,
Naichoryss stood awaiting him. Her beauty had not faded under that rough caress of time which had
separated Altbur Keep of her spdll from the ruin in which they now met. At least that unearthly beauty
was not atrick of the mirage, Kane mused.

Her hungry lips smiled as she held out her white armsin welcome. "So | find you already up and about,
Kane. Were you so eager to taste your new existence that you had to rush off without me? Perhaps..."

Her smile melted with distress then as Kane reached her. " Something'swrong!" she cried in horror.
"You'redill divel Yourenot..."

"Y es, something is very wrong!" Kane smiled mirthlessy. "Despite your best effortsto the contrary,



theres somelittle lifeleft within me! Enough to recognize the world of the living once again! Enough so
that your sweet invitation to join you in the crypts of Altbur Keep no longer tempts me!™

Her cameo face was amask of dismay. "I don't understand! It's not possible that amortal could stand
living before me after he has known my kissl Drop by drop | had taken from you your vitality. Y ou were
too weak then to resst last night as | sucked from your lipsthe very essence of your lifeforce. It seemed
that your body was aready growing cold in my armswhen | carried you to the crypt before dawn."”

Naichoryss broke off pensively. "I laid you in the coffin beside my own. Those two had been set aside
s0 long ago for mysdlf and for the husband whom | was never to mest."

Kane sank onto awindow ledge and gazed upon the vampire with brooding eyes, histhoughts hidden
beyond their blue depths.

Naichoryss stood in silent contemplation, studying him. Somewhere in the shadows sounded the beat of
velvet wings, whilein the comer arat rustled cautioudy through dry leaves.

"I think 1 know now," she mused. "Y ou recovered from your wounds so fast--even the scars are fading.
Then it seemed that | would never sap your lifeforce, though | drank of it each night. It was unnatural for
ahuman body to replenish itslifeblood so rapidly. And only an extraordinary vitality could break the spell
of my death kiss and fight itsway back from the abyss of eternd night.

"The night spirits speak at times of one who bears the name of Kane. One of the first men, they say he
is—aman cursed by the gods because he rose in rebellion againgt his crestor, because he wasfirst to
bring violence and desath to the paradise in which primeva man was nurtured. This Kanewas given the
curse of immortality--doomed to wander the earth for eternity, never to know peace, but to bring evil
and destruction wherever he walked--until he might himself be destroyed by the violence that be had
been firg to give expression. That men might know him for what heis, Kane was marked with eyes of a
killer."

Awewasin her voice. "Animmorta body would be quick to heal any wounds that were not immediately
fatal. Nor would it show age. Probably it would maintain itself in the exact condition it had known when
the curse was pronounced.

"There was something unnatural in you, Kane--1 had sensed it dl dong, but | had chosentoignoreitin
my dreamsfor us. Now | seel wasafool to discount the whispers of the night winds."

Kane shrugged, il sllently brooding.

Desperation edged her voice. " Stay with me, Kane beloved!" Naichoryss gppeded. Y ou have only to
cease this pointless resistance and surrender to my kiss! Please don't fight to break my enchantment
again! Surrender to mejust thislast time, and then you will awaken to be my lover, my master, for
eternity! | swear to you, we shdl be lord and lady of Altbur Keegp! We shdl reign together here until the
garsfal spinning into the seaof night! Our love--together in aworld without age, without pain!

"Do these ruins oppress you now? Then gaze upon their sublime tranquility through the eyes of the
undead! Did you prefer Altbur Keep initsformer splendor? Our spdlswill restoreit to al the
meagnificence in which you have lived these past daydl If it isyour whim, we can bring our entirerealm
back to its old glory and reign together in state, while in the outside world kingdoms rise and crumble!™

Laughter. Laughter of bitterness. "A mirage," Kane murmured.



Naichoryss hurried in darm. "Mirage? The resurrection of Altbur Keep of my youth? Not so, Kane! To
you and meit shal be atogether asred astheseruinsareto itsnow! Y ou spent days within the shelter of
itsancient walls, attended by servants long bleached bones, nourished by itsfood and drink, clothed in
the luxuries of past centuries! Wasn't dl of that real to you then? Can you truthfully say in your mind
which vison of Altbur Keep isred and which one dream?”

"Redlity and dream are often impossible to distinguish,” mused Kane. "Philosophers have argued that
redlity is nothing more than man's persona interpretation of the microcosm in which he moves. Perhaps
lifethenisonly adream from which death will awaken us.

"But you have misunderstood me, Naichoryss. Misunderstood me from the beginning, | think.

"Death. The mystery of desth. Isit oblivion or anow adventure? Doesit bring peace as so many have
clamed?Isit some higher plane of existence? Isit arebirth? So much has been theorized of death, but so
littleisknown. I've spent years at atime brooding over desth. Sometimes | exult in my defiance of desth,
other times | ache with ayearning to fathom this forbidden mystery. In circles. Pointlesscircles.

"When | first regained consciousness here, | sensed that something was unreal with Altbur Keep. My
curiosity was simulated and | stayed on, even when | met you and later recognized you for what you are.
You see, | could have broken your spell, | think--at least at first. Only | was so curious. Curiousto
sample desth at last for mysdif.

"And | suppose | came as close as any man can come to knowing desth, and yet return to life with that
knowledge.

"But | found that death wasamirage. A promise on the horizon. Distant, unattainable. A vision of
strange pleasures and mysteries. And once attained, there is only awaste of bare sand.

"Boredom isthe nemesis which has stalked me without rest over the centuries. Life, unfortunately, tends
to repest its favorite and dullest patterns with monotonous regularity. Death seemed to me anew
adventure--an escape from aworld of which | grew weary ages ago.

"But death--or at least the variety of death in which you so nearly ensnared me--is only another endless
waste of tedium. An eternity spent either hidden in acrypt, or esein haunting these forest choked
ruins--or in reliving astagnant dream of the past. The proposa strikes me as agreater boredom than any
| have yet encountered!

"And s0 | found that in death | sought amirage--only amirage! It wasthisredization that sparked my
rebellion to death and gave me strength to return to theworld of life! This knowledge that now demands
that | leave you and the world of Altbur Keep!™

Naichoryss appeared to tremblein the moonlight, her beauty flickering with warring emotions. "l see
then that | cannot break your will. Even now you are too strong to succumb to the enchantmentsthat held
you erlier.”

For amoment rage replaced tragedy in her voice. "If | can not make you my consort, you can yet
become my victim! Thistime| can tear open your soft throat and drink every crimson droplet of blood
from your veind Y es-and leave you adry hulk for the ghoulsto fight over and devour! This has been the
fate of dl otherswho have intruded within my realm! Y ou're too weak now to deny me should | desire
your lifel"



Kane's eyes glowed dangeroudy; his hand strayed toward swordhilt. "Don't force my hand,
Naichoryss" he snarled. "My stay with you has proven interesting and | bear you no grudge. Interfere
with my departure and Altbur Keep will loseits mistress!™

Kane thought for an ingtant the vampire would hurl hersalf upon him, but instead Naichoryss chose to
sigh. "Perhaps| should. | don't know. One way or another, it would be an ending.”

She drew herself up proudly; an aristocrat does not forget her breeding. "Still | don't believe you'll be
quick to forget my kisses, Kane." Her smile wasresgned. "Go on and leave me now if your mindis
made up! Take your chances getting past the ghouls and Jasseartion's soldiers! Only leave now before...
while my hospitdity |lasts

"But remember dwaysthat | am herein Altbur Keep. And when your existence grows more arduous
than you can bear--when memories of my embrace, my kisses torment you in your dreams--remember
then that two coffinsawait in the crypts of Altbur Keep! Remember the peace to be found in one, the
lovethat ties dreaming of you in the other! And then, Kane bel oved, come back to me herel™

Kane eased himsdlf from thewindow ledge. "I'll remember. But don't delude yourself by expecting my
return. Altbur Keep taught me something, and | won't travel this one road again.”

"Areyou certain of that, Kane?' Mockery had returned to her voice now.

"Good-by, Naichoryss," was his answer.

Cautioudy Kane picked hisway down the dope from the lonely ruins of Altbur Keep. If he avoided the
deserted village, there should belittle chance of encountering any ghoulsin the few hours|eft before
dawn. Then deep in atree perhaps during the day. A rabbit or two would do wonders toward improving
his condition. Once past the Chrosanthian border... Severd possihilities suggested themsalvesto him.

He paused at the base of the hill to glance back, thinking of the beautiful child of death who walked
those forgotten hallways done. Kane knew full well the agony londliness could be--understood the pain
Naichoryss had felt when he had |eft her there donein the moonlight.

Pain? Can the dead fed pain? Tearsfrom dead eyeswould coldly sparklein the moonlight.



