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Lynortis Reprise
Kar|l Edward \Wagner

Pr ol ogue

H gh above the blighted wastel and Lynortis broods in gloony mjesty. Lofty
eyrie on a fang of sandstone, the fallen citadel stares out over the silent

wi | derness of desolation far below. Lynortis. Fortress city whose walls no
arnmy could overwhelm Tyrant lord of the limtless forestlands sprawmed at its
feet.

Lynortis, your eyes are sightless now, and the rich rolling valley over which
you reigned is the boneyard of two hundred thousand souls. Lynortis is dead,
and there are no nourners. No |onger do carrion hawks nest in your gutted
hal | s; even the jackals have abandoned your dunes of bl eached bones. Al one and
silent, you are the funeral obelisk for your unburied tens of thousands--and
for the bones of your conqueror. Wen slayer kills slayer, all are one with
the sl ain.

Two nations died here although one was hailed victor. Ask the dead whose side
won the war.

|
Hunters in the Forest

The girl's breath cane in ragged sobs, and her stride was a broken stunble.
Hours before, her long legs had run swift, sure as a deer beneath the

m sshapen trees. A deer is swift, but hounds are patient. Since noon they had
hunt ed her through that insane nightmare of nopss-grown destruction. Now her
tanned | egs were scratched and brui sed as they punped wearily beneath the
thorn-1 aced branches, and her bare feet left smears of bl ood upon the gnarled
roots. Her Iong brown hair was disordered with twi gs and noss; her

t hi gh-1 ength shapel ess gown hung in griny tatters about her lithe figure. The
only sound she uttered was the jagged rhythm of her breath.

"Not here!" The hoarse drawl cane dimy front a hundred yards to her right.
"Not here!"™ An answering bail fromher left, and closer. There echoed a stanp
of hooves and jingle of harness.

She darted into the weckage of a huge trebuchet. A tent of saw briar overgrow
the rotting beamof its counterweight, and the shadowy shelter within was
tiger-striped by the declining sun. Heedl ess of tearing thorns, she wiggled
closer to the charred tinbers of the manmot h si ege machine. Sneared with soot
and | eaf nould, her tanned linbs and shift of coarse brown cloth nerged with
the rotting tinbers of the apparatus. Against her thin face her brown eyes
seened | arge as those of some nocturnal creature. She froze--notionl ess save
the fast rise and fall of her high breasts and the quick, hunted flicker of
her eyes.

At first there had been hounds. They had al nbst caught her then. But she had



slithered breathlessly through a debris-choked tunnel, and when the baying
pack had followed, the rotted shoring had given way. Now men's eyes had to

search out her trail, and it was enough to hold a scant | ead.
A nmoss-grown skull stared up at her, the rest of its bones still crushed
beneath the throwing armof the trebuchet. Two skeletons in rotting mail |ay

hal f-buried in the earthworks, ensnared in a nest of sawbriar. Near her feet
lay a rust-pitted dagger; a moul dering swordhilt protruded from beneath the

wr eckage of the throwi ng arm The rusted weapons gave her confort no nore than
the rotted bones caused her fear. Her terror was of the present, and of the
savage nen who hunted her

"Here! Fresh bl ood!"

From behi nd her--and close. She had been unable to bide her trail. Her

conceal nent was no refuge.

Hopel essly she broke from cover, flinging herself past the shroud of thorns.
Their excited shouts were close--in a few seconds they would reach the ruined
si ege engine. Rank brush and tw sted second-growth trees prom sed scarce cover
to bide her flight.

"Yo! That's her!"

Terror urged another burst of strength to her aching | egs. She dashed headl ong
through this graveyard of a battle three decades silent. Each breath was
agony, and still her lungs could not draw breath enough.

They were following close to her heels, confused in the war-scarred forest,
maki ng too much noi se thensel ves to catch the sound of her flight. But they
had hor ses.

She hurtled the fallen beans of a smashed springald, stumbling over the piled
rusted fragments of its iron-headed bolts. It brought her up just short of a
weed-grown trench that |lay hidden a stop beyond. But this was a region of the
battl eground she did not recognize, and she dared not chance shelter that

m ght instead be a cul -de-sac.

A tangle of yellowed bones filled its bottom she saw as she | eaped scranbling
across. Then into a brush-grown ravine a dozen painful strides beyond. Wiggle
snake-li ke down its slope, where bones Iine the eroded dirt |ike cobbl estones.
They are stopping by the trench, naking certain their quarry doesn't hide
there. ..

The gully enptied into a wash of detritus and sparse scrub. Beyond lay a thick
stand of broken trees--cover, if she could reach it. She darted onto the wash,
keepi ng | ow.

"Yee- hee!"

She skidded on the | oose rubble of the clearing. Half a dozen horsenen broke

t hrough the patch of woods ahead. They had encircl ed her

"Here! W got her!"™ They pounded toward her

She spun, but there was no escape behind. The others were pelting down from
besi de the ravine she had quitted. She stood in full sight in the | ow scrub of
t he wash. Again she whirled. She was trapped.

Fear twi sted her face. They | aughed as they closed on her, this band of forest
outl aws who would take their tine before letting her die. Hard-faced killers
whose plundered gear was as m smatched as the nen who wore it. They noved in
slowy, tenmpting her to try to run through their circle.

She sobbed a curse at them-half-crouched, backing away as one noved cl oser
spi nni ng about as another crept still closer from behind. They were playing
with the prey who had cost them so nuch toil. A circle of grinning wolfish
faces, casually nmoving in across the space of washed stone and dry bones.

The | ead horse of the group that had waited in the tinmber stal ked toward her
Its fat rider was the bandit chief, Gey--who had let his men drive his quarry
into his dread grasp. His blubbery lips twitched in a triunphant grin.

Then his horse stunbled, its hoof breaking through the gravelled crust with an
eerie brittle smash

Man and steed screaned in tearing agony. Fromthe splintered bubble beneath

t he wash erupted a spewi ng m st of black vapor, flow ng heavily across the
barren space.



The horse plunged to the ground, spilling its rider in a withing heap that
spared himthe mercy of a broken neck. She could see the bl ackened skin slough
away fromblistered features as the outl aw | eader screaned mindlessly for a
nmonent | onger. And already the black m st had bill owed over those who were
with him

Those who yet could, fled in desperate panic. The black vapor swirled like a
hel | -driven cloud, flow ng across the wash--breathing its searing death upon
all who were near.

The wi nd was bl owi ng back toward the ravine, she saw, and carefully gauged the
spreading cloud. O those with Gey, all lay shrieking on the bone-strewn
gravel . Those who had hounded her were trying to outrace the nmist, in their
terror forgetting their prey.

Sonmewhere she found strength for a final burst of speed. Perilously skirting

t he advanci ng cl oud of vapor, she escaped its withering tendrils and reached
the patch of forest that lay upwi nd. The vapor would slowy dissipate, but by
the tine the survivors regrouped it would be dark--if any still had heart for
their game.

On failing legs she stunbled into the shelter of the gnarled trees. And into
the grasp of the nan who stood watching fromtheir shadow.

She opened her nouth to scream but already one spade-like hand snothered her
lips, while the other enclosed her wists. Wth desperate strength she
struggl ed against him but he held her fast with casual strength.

"Quiet!" Hs voice runbled in her ear. "I won't hurt you!"

She shuddered and hung linp in his arnms. Her heart hammered painfully, but it
was useless to try to break away.

He renmoved his hand fromher lips, but retained his grip on her wists. "Don't

worry, I'mnot with them" he told her. "Let's just rest easy now, and let the
survivors di stance between us. | think they're too denoralized for any nore of
this."

He added, "What's your nane?"

"Sesi," she admitted, after a pause. She tw sted about to get her first good

| ook at the man who hel d her

No wonder she had not seen himas she plunged into the trees--he night have
been one of the gnarled and massive trunks cone to life. Wile he was not nuch
above the average height of a big man, he was built on the solid scale of an
anci ent oak. Chest and torso broad and hard as sone mghty bole, pillar-1like
legs, arns thick with corded nuscle--all gave himan aura of nassiveness nore
than size, of awesone and irresistible strength. The |ong-fingered hand that
pi nned her wists was |arge and sinewed; coarse red hair furred its back and
the thick forearm He wore a |leather vest trinmmed with tufted wolf fur and
silver conchos, |aced half-open, and a shirt of light mail beneath. Tight

| eather trousers flared to cover high riding boots. A heavy knife was sheat hed
at his belt, and the curiously wought hilt of a broadsword protruded from
behi nd his right shoul der. Sesi had never known a man to carry his sword
strapped di agonal | y behi nd his back, and she judged hi man outl ander

A short beard rusted his coarse-featured face and nape-length red hair was
tied by a |l eather band sewn with bright bits of girasole above the craggy
brow. H's eyes... Sesi shivered. Cold, blue. Eyes of a killer... eyes that had
wat ched many a man di e, had absorbed a fragnent of each death, and the
essence of death flaned within their blue depths.

"I amcalled Kane."

And Sesi tore her eyes away, wondered for a nmonent whet her her escape from her
pursuers had been good fortune.

Kane rel eased her, and she pulled away fromhim Her w de eyes regarded him
nervously, as she tried to gather the edges of a tear that opened her shift
hal fway up her side.

"Who were they?" He asked casually.

"Bandits. Scavengers. Their sort prey on travellers in the nountains nearby.
Sonetimes they slink into the battlefield to steal fromthe dead. Masale
decreed that this all be |left untouched as a monunent to his victory--but no



one guards the field, and the vultures creep in for what they can steal. There
isiron, gold..."

"l see bones."

"There are bones."

"Why were they chasing you?"

Sesi knotted the frayed edges of her gown over the tanned curve of her hinp.
"Can't you guess?"

He studied her, then shrugged, face inpassive. She could not read his

t houghts. "They went to great effort."

"You saw?" She conbed fingers through her tangl ed mane.

"I was curious to know why a gang of petty killers was so desperately
searching the forest."

"Why are you here? This land is forbidden to all."

"Do you live here?" he asked instead.

"There are a few of us," she told himuneasily,

"Then 1'Il take you there."
"I can find ny way."
Kane shook his head. "It's growing dark, and this land is treacherous wth

overgrown pits and unexpl oded shells--as those who hunted you | earned. My
horse is not far."

Sesi shrugged wearily and foll owed the stranger. It seened dangerous to trust
a man with eyes like Kane's, but then she had little choice.

I
The Key

The fire-blackened stone walls stood roofl ess beneath greying skies. Ragged
gaps in the masonry evidenced the inpact of stone nmissiles flung from mamoth
siege engines fromthe fortress high above. One wing lay in a smashed junble
of weed-grown debris; the main hall was gutted to bare walls. |ncongruously
spared am dst splintered stone, a stained glass rose wi ndow flamed red, gold,
and blue in the dying light.

Once the wooded plain at Lynortis's feet had known many stately manor houses
such as this. Two years of unl eashed hell had smashed the Iand and its people
like a princess's doll-things in the path of a mad stanmpede. The marvel was
that this much of the mansion yet stood one stone upon anot her.

A far w ng--once kitchens and servants' quarters--showed a streak of snoke
froma broken chimey. Yellow |light |eaked through chinks in the boarded

wi ndows, and the broken roof showed crude repairs. A gaunt-ribbed cur snarled
fromthe shelter of a wall as Kane approached.

"Let me down. They'll want to know," Sesi slipped fromKane's saddl e and
linped toward the | ow stone buil ding.

Kane sat on his horse, sensing the eyes that watched fromw thin. Casually his
fingers freed the clasp that held his scabbard to his left hip. Atug on the
hilt would pivot the scabbard on its shoul der swivel, freeing the blade in an
i nstant .

"Hranal!" She pushed at the door. "It's all right. Let me in."

The dog--he was not growing a challenge. He was snarling in fear. Kane
realized it just as the door was flung open

Her scream and the scrape of Kane's bl ade clearing the scabbard shivered in
the air at the sane instant. Kane spurred his nount toward the door, but

al ready strong arms had yanked Sesi inside.

The door was too |ow, or Kane woul d have bolted through--with roomto
maneuver, a mounted swordsnman could break up any free-for-all. Instead Kane

| eaped fromhis saddle and squinted into the dimess within--warily holding



onto the reins. Several shadowy shapes struggled inside the | owceilinged
room Kane started for the door, and a tall figure barred his way.

"Kane! Wait!" the man shouted. "This isn't your fight!"

Kane paused, watching the other's poised blade. Inside, the struggle subsided.
The figure stepped fromthe doorway--a broad-shoul dered bl ond man in

sil ver-studded mail .

"Kane! By the Seven! | said that has to be Kane when | saw you ride up!"
"Hell o, Jeresen." There were lines of hard living and a | ong sear that had not
been there fifteen years before, but the face was one he knew well. A

suggesti on of paunch and shadows beneath his eyes indicated the nmercenary
captain had lived well before hard tinmes left their recent mark.

The bi g bl ond-bearded man grinned and sheathed his sword. "Been a long tineg,
Kane since you and ne put Roderic on his brother's throne.™

Kane nodded, casually lowering his swordpoint. "That was a good fi ght,
Jeresen. \WWat eventual |y happened after | had to | eave?"

Jeresen chuckled. "After Roderic cal ned down, | got your old job. Now and
agai n someone woul d have doubts as to the justice of Roderic's claimto the

t hrone--enough to keep it interesting, and rem nd Roderic he needed ne and ny
men. Few years back, Roderic bit into a kidney with some unsuspected spices in
it. After that, all hell broke |oose, and when we finally cut our way out of
there, there wasn't nuch left of us. Since then we've done one thing or

anot her. Yoursel f?"

"One thing or another."

Jeresen eyed him suspiciously. "Wat are you doi ng here?"

"Going fromone place to another. Lynortis is a good place to pass through
when you don't care to neet anyone."

"Yeah, 1'll bet," grinned Jeresen. "What were you doing with the girl?"

"Pi cked her up along the battlefield. She was running froma gang of bandits,
until their |eader's horse smashed an unexpl oded gas bomb. | was carrying her
back here hoping for shelter for the night."

Jeresen swore exultantly. "That was that son of a bitch, Gey! So the goddam
fool busted open an old Lynortian gas bonb, did he? Wsh I'd seen it! The
bastard was trying to steal the key to a fortune right out of my grasp!"

"Key to a fortune?"

"Yeah, that's what you had cozied up on your saddle with you just now Hell
cone on in, and I'Il tell it over a few bottles. There's gold enough in this
to share with all ny old conrades.”

Kane returned his sword to its scabbard and foll owed Jeresen into the m ned
wi ng. Inside were maybe ten arned nen--bl ond WAl dann mercenari es under
Jeresen's command. Kane recogni zed a few faces and exchanged greetings. He
guessed there nmust be others who had not joined them-unless this battered
handful were all that remained of the once formi dable troop that had foll owed
Jeresen northward to earn a living by their bl ades.

Sesi, her arns tied behind her back, hunched miserably in a chair. Her eyes
sought Kane in desperate hope. There was bl ood on the stones of the floor, and
the old couple who cowered in one coner of the kitchen would not help her
Nei t her woul d the heavyset nan who lay in the center of the crinmson stain.
Kane | ooked away and sat down at the |long table.

"Hranal! Wne!" Jeresen yelled to the elderly man, who was dabbing at his
smashed lip. "Wne for us now-then have your worman cook neat. Make it good,
or you know what to expect. Laddos, go with him"

He sat across from Kane. "The place is a ruin, but the cellar still has
bottles of rare vintage unbroken by the siege. So you're only passing through
There's a coi nci dence. "

Kane declined to press matters. "A fortune, you were saying."

The Wal dann captain grunted. "Silver, gold, gens--as much as every man can
carry if we're quick."

"How qui ck?"

"We'd better be out of here by daylight.”

"There's nothing here but the bones of two arnies.”



"More than that if you know where to | ook," Jeresen assured him "Been near

thirty years since Lynortis fell, but what we're | ooking for won't have
rotted.”

The old man returned with dusty bottles of wi ne. Jeresen watched himpour wth
relish, warmng to his tale. "Hell, Kane, you know the story as well as | do,

probably. How Masal e of Wesvetin gathered together an arny fromthe sl opes of
the Myceum range and marched with a hundred thousand men to carve an enpire
fromthe lands of North Lartroxia. In the path of conquest stood Lynortis, a
fortress city carved fromthe top of a mountain and said to be unassail abl e.
The lords of Lynortis ruled the great valley stretched bel ow, and the citade
had for centuries considered Lartroxia's plains its fief. Masal e knew Lynortis
had to fall. He ravaged the towns and holdings at the city's feet, then laid
siege to Lynortis itself. A hundred thousand nmen against a single fortress.
"It wasn't battle; it was endless slaughter. Unassailable walls atop a sheer
pi nnacl e of rock. Gods! How many thousands died in sensel ess assaults! Two
years Masal e besi eged Lynortis. Two years his giant siege machines hurled
rocks, spears, and flamng balls of pitch at the fortress, and the catapults
of Lynortis returned the barrage undaunted--and rained death in glass shells
of burning phosphorus and deadly vapors fashioned by the wi zards of Lynortis
fromsecrets they found under the earth. Plague and fam ne sl ew thousands
nore. The conqueror's arny rotted away before his eyes; the entire | and becane
a desert of destruction--still Lynortis wthstood Masale's siege. Masal e, who
bad never lost a battle, could not bring the fortress to its knees, not by

m ght of arms, not by starvation--for Lynortis somehow was provisioned.

"At last the fortress fell by treachery. There were passages through the rock
spire that opened onto the valley below After two years of siege, someone
showed Masal e the way through the mountain--led the conqueror and the remant
of his arny secretly into Lynortis on one noonless night. The final battle was
a hard one, but the city was taken unaware, and two years of siege had |eft
its defenders weakened. By dawn Masal e was in conmand of a city of the dead,
and the rocks far bel ow were splattered with broken bodies of all those who
had escaped his arny's steel

"Masal e left Lynortis in flanes, boasting that he had spared not one life of
all within. But his dream of enpire died at Lynortis as well, for scarcely
twenty thousand remai ned of his army of conquest. Masale returned to Wesvetin
with nothing to show for his dreambut a | and drained white of its bl ood and
its wealth."”

Jeresen paused for a huge swall ow of wine. Kane waited for himto recount
somet hi ng not comon know edge.

"He brought back one survivor as part of the plunder of Lynortis--Reallis, the
young daughter of Yosahcora, its last ruler. It gave him sone bitter

sati sfaction to have his eneny's child as slave and whore. Oten when despair
was upon him he amused hinmself with Reallis, until at length it seened she
woul d bear his bastard. Masale nmeant to kill her then, it's said--but the girl
di sappeared. Escaped, Masal e thundered, and his peopl e wondered why he
bothered to lie.

"But Reallis did escape sonehow. Survivors of Lynortis, or enem es who sought
to use his bastard agai nst hin? Wo knows? For Reallis was never heard from
again. Now, twenty years later, word cones to Masale that Reallis had escaped
to hide anong the few refugees who live anong the ruins of the

battl eground--and that Reallis had given birth to a daughter. Wrd got out
finally through some drifter who' d been holed up here. Took a fancy to the
daughter, but couldn't get to her because she was always inside tending to her
not her, who was dying of fever. One night he sneaked in and got cl ose enough
to overhear Reallis on her deathbed telling the daughter all about a secret
room piled high with gold and jewel s hi dden somewhere in the, caverns beneath
Lynortis. He couldn't get close enough to hear where the treasure was hi dden
but the daughter was there until the end and heard it all. Next night he tried
to get to the girl, but they caught himand beat himhalf to death. So he
linped off and canme to Masale with his story--figuring on sharing in the



treasure when Masale got his bands on it. Masale sweated himpretty hard
before he was certain it wasn't some trick. The bastard talked a lot and | oud
on the rack. Not everyone who listened was as hard to convince as Masale."
Jeresen drained his cup with a flourish and pointed. "Wrd reached ne through
Bonaec there. He was hired to Masal e, but after what he heard he shipped out
and came running back to his old captain for help in beating Masale to the
treasure. Bastard in nmy own outfit then sold out to Gey for a bigger cut of
the gold. Grey's boys got here a hair before we did, and now |'mcertain
Masal e is hard on our heels.”

Al eyes were fixed on Sesi. She stared hopelessly at the floor, uttering no
sound.

"Just a matter of getting her to talk." Jeresen grinned. "W'Il grab what we
can carry and rmake a run. You'll have equal share, too, Kane. Not that |I'm
doing it all for old tines' sake. W may have to fight past Masale, and | know
what you're worth in a fight. Agreed?"

"OfF course," Kane said, draining his own cup

Jeresen grunted and cl apped Kane's thick shoulder. "Wll, enough, then. And

time to nmove." He smiled wol fishly at the bound girl. "You see we know what
the score is, Sesi. Tell us quick where the treasure lies hidden, and I|']

take you with us beyond Masal e's reach--and your lap'll be heaped high wth
gold. It's the only choice you have."

Her voice was alnost too lowto bear. "I don't suppose it would do any good to

tell you I don't know what you're tal king about."

Jeresen hit her without seeming to nove. Her head flew back. Blood started
from her nose. The circle of eyes watched nercil essly.

"Al'l right," Sesi said shakily. "But | can't describe the place. Gve ne a
horse, and 1'll |ead you there."

"Very smart," Jeresen congratul ated. "Bonaec, make a noose for her neck. Sesi,
| hope you don't think you can slip away in the dark. We really don't have
tine to waste."”

Be wat ched Bonaec haul the girl to her feet and snug a noose to her throat.
The stocky nercenary paid out several feet of stack and tied the other end to
his thick wist.

"The first time you cause ne to find fault with you," Jeresen told the girl
"I"ll tell Bonaec to cut off your cars. Bonaec will enjoy that. So will 1. So
make sure you don't make us wait too long to get to that gold."

11
As Ni ght d oses

There had been nore of the Wal danns--another thirty nen left with the horses a
di stance fromthe ruined manor. Jeresen had not expected resistance fromthe
few refugees who lived there, and nore nmen m ght have warned Sesi away. The
girl was lifted onto a saddle, and the others swiftly nmounted to foll ow her

| ead. N ght was fast closing over the battle-scarred forest, and, Kane noted,

t here woul d be no noon tonight.

"I don't understand how Masal e coul d have nmissed a roomfull of gold," Kane
remarked to Jeresen

The \Wal dann captain paused to shout an order. "It was hidden in the caverns
beneath Lynortis. Few knew its secret, and Masal e took no prisoners when the
city fell. It was a treasure Yosahcora had amassed to buy an arny to break the
siege. There were those who didn't care to see Masale continue his march to
enpire. The treasure was to persuade themto attack Masale and lift the

si ege- - Yosahcora had planned to send part of the gold out through the secret
passageways with a few trusted agents. But Lynortis fell before his plan could



be tried, and Reallis was the only one left alive who knew of the treasure.
She wasn't inclined to share the secret with Masale."

Kane nodded. "Sounds plausible. And you' re certain Sesi knows the secret?"
"She'd better," Jeresen stated. "I need this gold, Kane. The years don't seem
to have bothered you, but |I'm pushing fifty. You don't get much older in this
gane, and |'ve nothing to show for my years of living close to death but a few
beat -up veterans to follow nme and | ess gold between us than a | ord squanders
on his whores on a night of slummng."

He broke off and studied the shattered terrain. "Maybe we'd better |ight
torches. It's getting dark, and there's no trails through this damm junk
pile."

Shadows | ay thick over the nightmarish tangle of blasted trees, rotting siege
machi nes, weed- grown enbanknments. Ahead of them | ooned a huge ballista, its
giant tinmbers charred and frozen as if the phosphorus bomb that seared its
catapult and the crew had struck only hours ago. Charred skel etons yet nanned
its broken arm Touch a man with fire hot enough, nused Kane, and his bones
will last forever.

H gh above them Lynortis | ooked down--a ruined fortress atop a spi ke of

sandst one thousands of feet high. Kane could barely nake out the narrow
roadway carved into the face of the stone, spiralling the pinnacle to a

di zzying sutmmit. Stones hurled fromthat hei ght had gouged craters into the
earth as deep as a man was tall

Cautiously they worked around the earthworks of the ruined ballista. Trenches
and craters scarred the terrain, and where the earth was not barren from sone
still virulent poison, scrub growh of three decades nmade their passage al nost
i mpossi bl e.

"Can't you find a better trail?" Jeresen demanded of his captive.

Sesi shook her head. Her horse and Bonaec's |led the way. "W are followi ng a
trail of sorts. You forget that the battlefield has been deserted these many
years."

"Well, sonething' s been going through here,’
tunnel s running through the scrub.”

Sesi's horse screaned and plunged forward--its hooves breaking through the
crunmbling sides of an unseen trench. Wists bound behi nd her back, Sesi fel
fromher saddle' Her neck jerked back with the throttling halter as the
falling horse carried her into the hidden trench

Kane's sword sl ashed across the tethering rope just as the slack snapped taut.
The strands parted with a crack an instant before the noose could break her
neck, and Sesi rolled away from her stricken nount, into the weed-buried

eart hworks. Her legs flashed white as she wiggled head first into cover.

"Cet her!" Jeresen yelled. Bonaec | eaped fromhis saddl e and dove into the
trench after her. Its |log broken, the foundered horse lay on its back at the
bott om hooves thrashing dangerously. The thickset Wl dann ski dded around it
and plunged through the brush where the girl's long | egs had di sappear ed.

Fart her back, the others milled in confusion, not know ng what had happened in
the thick gl oom

Jeresen bawl ed orders for his nmen to encircle the trench. Horses crashed and
stunbled as cursing riders tried to force themthrough the twlight wastel and.
"If she gets away in the darkness..." snarled Jeresen in a rage.

"She can't run far with her hands tied," Kane said. "She would have told us
nothing with a broken neck."

"Hell, you did the only thing..." Jeresen started to say.

A scream echoed eerily fromthe bottom of the trench. Bonaec. He only screaned
once.

Soneone finally lit a torch. Men dropped into the trench and forced their way
into the tunneled path through the thick scrub. In a nonment they backed out,
draggi ng Bonaec by his heels. They didn't find the nmercenary's head. Nor did
they find Sesi.

"There's a tunnel down here!" someone announced, as their blades hacked away
the cover of undergrowth. "This animal trail runs straight into an old

Jeresen pointed out. "There's



tunnel I'"

"Then follow it!" Jeresen yelled, and swre as they slowy obeyed him Farther
down the line of the trench, his riders were finding no sign of the girl.
"She knew it was here," Kane decided. "Rode her horse into the trench and
chanced it. Msale's arny spent two years digging tunnels and earthworks

agai nst the counter-bonmbardnment. |If Sesi knows the battlefield, she could be
crawm ing off to hide where we'll never find her."

"Found an old bl ade down there, too," Jeresen surmsed gloomly. "Sawed her
hands free and | opped ol d Bonaec's head off when be craw ed after her."

"Must have been a dull blade," observed Kane. "Fromthe stunp of his neck I'd
say his head was chewed off."

IV
The Hand of Kane

"I wouldn't be out there tonight for a pile of gold as high as Lynortis,"
grunbl ed Hranal, handing Kane a platter of boiled neat. "Too many nen di ed out
there."”

"GO |1 ?" said Kane, jerking his hand away fromthe steam ng neat. After an hour
of scouting around the site of Sesi's disappearance, Kane had decided the girl
had made good her escape--at |east until daylight. Leaving the problemto
Jeresen, he returned to the ruined manor for a long-deferred nmeal. |If Jeresen
wanted his nen to risk their necks in a pointless search, that was between the
Wal danns and their | eader

"Too many died," Hranal repeated. "Too nany to stay dead on nights like this.
|'ve seen things nmoving around the old battleground in the dark of the noon,
and |'ve stayed behind bolted doors since.”

"You're full of crap, old man," muttered Laddos, who had remai ned behind to
watch the manor and its tenants. "Dead nmen stay dead--unless there's sorcery
at work. Ain't nothing but bones here." He dug a grinmy hand into the platter
The old man stared at the mercenary without anger. He and his wife had shown
little enotion after their initial terror, serving the Wil danns' wants in
docil e silence. "You may have seen many a man die," he stated, "but you never
were in a battle like this one. There never was a battle |ike the siege of
Lynortis. They died here by the thousands. Suicide assaults to stormthe
fortress walls--when the roadway was buried tinder crushed bodies twenty deep
Then the nonths and nont hs of siege--stones and springald bolts droppi ng down
day and ni ght, bodies snashed and skewered. And the gl ass bonbs of phosphorus
and bl ack vapor bursting over the trenches--they died by the hundreds then
burnt to the bone and screanming their insides out. You can see whol e sections
of the battlefield at night ghost-lit where the phosphorus bonbs struck."
"I'"ve been through sieges," Laddos grow ed.

"Not like this one. There never was a siege |like this one. Masal e was

determ ned to take Lynortis--kept bringing in new troops as fast as they could
die. He cane here with a hundred thousand nen, and he rnust have brought in at
| east that many nore as the siege wore on--no one knows how many. And pl ague
set in when the countless dead were piled in heaps as high as Lynortis. They
couldn't bury that many dead, they couldn't burn that many dead, they coul dn't
carry that many off. For two years the air was foul with death, and the
survivors fought on behind breastwrks of the dead.

"Then the night Lynortis fell. You could hear their screans all through the

ni ght, and at dawn the pinnacle was red with bl ood, and the earth beneath was
piled with smashed bodi es nore than a hundred deep. They died by the tens of

t housands that night, and you can see their broken bones piled |ike snow
drifted against an oak at the base of Lynortis. Lynortis cost Masale his



enpire, but Msal e made Lynortis pay with its life.

"Who can say who won the war? Who can nunber the dead here? Masale left the
field a graveyard, and the bones of two nations bl each unburied here am dst
the ruins of war. And they don't rest easy, ny friend--take the word of a nman
who's lived through it all."

Laddos cursed himand gnawed at the stringy nmeat. Hi s gaze wandered to the
bol ted door.

"You've lived here ever since?" Kane asked. "Wy?"

The scarecrow figure gestured weakly. "Were else to go? The wonan and

served the master before Masal e swept upon us. No one kills the servants. For
a space Masal e hinself nade this house his quarters, but when the trebuchets
found the range, he noved back. Sometimes his generals quartered here,
sometines his surgeons worked over bodies too broken to fight again. W served
themall. And when the nmissiles fell about the house, we hid in the cellar
until it stopped for a while, and when we crawl ed out we'd find our nmasters
buri ed beneath the walls and ceilings, and then new masters woul d cone.

"We hid the night Lynortis fell, and when Masal e marched his broken armnmy away
there were no nore masters. \Were else to go? Wwo else to serve? W remai ned
here in the weckage with a few others who survived, |ived off what we could
scavenge, and shivered through nights when the ghouls and ghosts narched
around the manor and pounded at our door..."

From somewhere in the cellars beneath them a dog began to bark frantically.
Laddos and Kane exchanged gl ances.

"Arat," explained Hanal, as the two nmen started to their feet. "He likes to
chase them"

The dog yel ped in pain, howed in sudden fear. The sound rolled eerily through
the ruined halls beyond

"Big rat," observed Kane, w ping grease fromhis hands. He headed for the

cel lar.

"Il just come with you," Laddos deci ded.

"Thought Jeresen said to watch the old man."

The Wal dann's broken nose jutted truculently. "Hell, they ain't goi ng nowhere.
| want to see what scared that dog."

The cell ar beneath the kitchen was clean and well kept. Shelves of wine
bottl es and foodstuffs were neatly ordered along the walls. One end was
curtai ned off, and behind was a small bed and pl ain furnishings, a broken
mrror and a fewitenms of woman's clothing laid over an old trunk. Sesi's
quarters, guessed Kane. The others slept upstairs.

A heavy door opened into the cellars beneath the main house. The door was

aj ar.

"Thi s been open?" asked Kane.

"How shoul d I know?" Laddos shrugged, edging the lantern into the room

The floor of the gutted halls overhead had been broken through by falling
stones. Sections had caved in under the weight of rubble. A few stars could be
seen through the jagged apertures. Dust and decay and broken walls. The ruin
was conpl ete.

"There' |l be another cellar beneath the far wing," Kane surm sed. "Probably at
| east one subcellar beneath this one. Over there, steps go down."

"\Where?" Laddos raised the lantern, stepping cautiously around the shadowy
piles of debris. "Gods, if there's a weak place in the floor here..."

Kane crossed to the steps that |ed bel ow. "Something' s disturbed the dust
here.”

"Jeresen searched the place pretty thorough when we got here. | don't hear
that dog no nore." Laddos kept glancing over his shoul der

"Paw prints in the dust, too. Something else | can't figure--too blurred and
bl otchy." Kane started for the stairs.

"Let's forget it. The dog had a rat."

"Gve me the lantern if you're going back."

Laddos swore and fol |l owed hi m down the narrow steps.

Sonet hi ng growl ed from bel ow.



"Watch it!" Kane's bl ade waver ed.

Laddos hurried with the light. Twin circles of fire glared at them The dog
was backed into a comer at the foot of the stairs. Hackles raised, fangs
bared, tail between his legs in paralyzed terror. He didn't seemto see them
until they reached the base of the steps--then be bolted between them and
dashed nadly off into the ruins above.

The two nervously surveyed the subcellar. Its ceiling had not given way, but
t he chamber was cluttered with noul dering debris of uncertain nature. In the
| anpl i ght Kane saw a skeleton still sprawl ed across a rotting pallet, both
legs clipped off at mid-fenur. A torture chanber or hospital; the distinction
seened meani ngl ess, as he gl anced over the cobweb-shrouded tables and

i mpl enents, noted the dry bones asl eep under bl ankets of dust. A gas bonb Kane
guessed. It would have lingered for days in this | ow place'

"What's that?" Laddos hissed.

Sonet hing scurried crab-1ike away fromthe circle of lanplight. Kane had
the inpression of a nmisshapen spider the size of a hound. He started for it,
but the creature scranbled agilely beneath a nound of overturned furnishings
and vani shed before he could get a good | ook at it. Something squat and
shaggy, with a gait inpossible to describe.

"There's a burrow here!" Poi nted Laddos.

Kane nodded. He had seen one like it in the trench where Sesi had escaped. A
cranped burrow t hrough which an agile youth m ght wiggle, piercing the wall
of the subcellar.

"Did Masal e have trenchworks connected to the manor?" Laddos demanded.

"I don't know "

"Then what...?"

"I don't know "

A broken-1egged chair toppled over with a crash froma mound of rubble close
to the burrow. Laddos whirled with a curse--then dropped his sword and thrust
hi s arm beneath an overturned table.

"CGot you--you goddam bitch!" The mercenary yanked the snarling girl out from
where she crouched, his arm gashed where her dagger had struck. He flung her
spraw i ng onto the stones and kicked the blade from her hand.

"Hol d her, Kane! Jeresen's going to--"

Laddos didn't finish. Kane caught the lantern fromhis nervel ess hand as the
nmer cenary spraw ed forward

Sesi stared wi thout conprehension as Kane w ped the bl ood from his swordbl ade.
Slowy she came to her feet--eyes on Kane as she straightened the torn edges
of her short gown over her scratched and nuddy thighs. "That's three tines
you' ve interceded, Kane. Whose hand do you play? Not Grey's; not Jeresen's. Is
it Masale' s?"

"I play Kane's hand," said Kane. "Does it nmatter?"

Sesi grimaced. "l suppose not--in the end.”
"Don't edge any closer to that tunnel, or I'll pin foot to the floor," warned
Kane.

Sesi halted her stealthy retreat. "Wat now? Do you call Jeresen?" Her voice
was cool for the terror that shone in her eyes.

"Shoul d | ?"

Sesi gl anced at Laddos's body. "So Kane means to share Lynortis's treasure
with no one. What difference will it nake to ne?"

"You'll find nme kinder than Jeresen. |f this treasure exists, it's usel ess

know edge unl ess you have someone who can arrange to get both you and the gold
out of this devil-haunted graveyard."

"I's that why you think I haven't made use of ny secret before now?"

"There's some reason why you haven't. Could be you needed tine to think it

out. The gold is useless to you here, but to get it out you' d need soneone you
could trust."
"Meani ng you.'
"That's right."

"Suppose | told you I didn't know of any secret treasure?"

Her voice was sarcasti c.



Kane shrugged. "It might be. But the story the old folks tell of your nother's
conm ng here corroborates Jeresen's account. WAs Real lis your nother?"

"She was--but that doesn't prove she told ne of any hidden treasure."

"You'll never prove that to Jeresen."

Her shoul ders sagged. "I know. Or to anyone."

She stood a noment slunped in despair, her lips pressed tight. Kane wondered
that she had no tears. Then her hands caught the hem of her shift. Wth a
qui ck movenent she pulled the gown over her head and tossed it to the floor
Her tousled brunette nane and her defiance were all that clothed her. Her
flesh was a warmtan, her breasts high and proud. The dirt that sneared her
lithe Iinbs and piquant face was a contrast to the clean |lines of her hips and
torso.

"This is all | have to give you, Kane. \Wether you believe that or not, you're
the only hope I have. Get me out of this, and I'Il give to you the only thing
| can offer.”

Not original, and nothing he couldn't take by force, but Kane |liked the set of
her jaw as nmuch as he approved the rest.

"Al'l right," he said. "We'll take this up again later. R ght now there's
Jeresen to think about. How d you get back here?"

Sesi slithered into her ragged shift. "I grew up here; | know the battlefield
wel . When | led Jeresen to the trenches | thought it would either be a chance
to escape or a quick death. Wen you cut ny halter, | dove into the tunnel at
the end of the trench. Wen you have to, you can wiggle pretty fast, even

wi th your hands tied. | came out in the brush farther down, slipped away in

t he darkness and crept back here through the ruined wing. | thought Jeresen
woul dn't think to search here again."

"Your hands were tied? What killed Bonaec?"

Sesi started. "Was that the screan? It nust have been one of the half-nen.
There was one in here just before you came down. | was afraid to nove or cry
out, with Jeresen's nen upstairs. | don't think they'd hurt nme, but they
terrify me."

"Hal f - men?" Kane renmenbered the m sshapen crab-1ike skul ker

"They live in the ruins of Lynortis--the other survivors of the battle. They
don't like to be seen.”

It was time to get away, Kane decided. Jeresen m ght swi ng back to the manor
at any mnute, and it would not be good for themto be here.

"We'll slip out the way you canme in," Kane told her. "Let Jeresen puzzle it
out. If we can hide in Lynortis, Msale and Jeresen can fight it out while we
make our break."

Sesi nodded. "This way, then." Kane foll owed her back up the stairs and into
t he ni ght outside.

Behind themin the darkness there were scurrying, scraping sounds fromthe
bur r ow.

\Y
Hunters in the Ni ght

"How much of what Jeresen said was true?" Kane asked. They were close to the
summit, and Kane judged it safe to rest for a nonment. In the darkness it had
been easy to steal across the battl eground, although tw ce the search had cone
cl ose. Once on the spiral road, the danger increased. Horses had passed this
way, and if they encountered Jeresen's men here... On one side rose the
sandstone cliff, on the other there was only enptiness. Nowhere to hide--it
woul d have to be stand and fight.

"True? You're asking nme?" Sesi was fighting for breath. She | eaned agai nst the



low wall of the road's outer edge, watching the shifting torchlight far bel ow.
Jeresen had spread his nmen out as best he could. In places huge bonfires
served as beacons to guide their search. It was a desperate search, even for
that many men--but Jeresen had no choice.

Kane noved beside her, studying the lights below. They had crept through the
tangl ed weckage of the battlefield not daring to show the |lantern. Sesi
wondered tine and agai n as Kane uncannily avoi ded unseen obstacl es and
pitfalls that even with her famliarity with the field she would have

bl undered into. Wen she realized her conpanion could see in the dark, she

al nrost turned and fled. But Kane, enigmatic and menaci ng, was her one
uncertai n hope.

Kane was speaking. "l nean about soneone overhearing your nother tell you
about the treasure and going to Masale with that know edge."

Sesi tried to see his face in the darkness. "That would have been Anmenit.
Drifters pass through fromtime to time--drifters like yourself, if that nuch
is true about you. If you don't mind stealing fromthe dead--and Amenit
didn't--there are many dead here. Mdther never was very strong; she died a
nmont h ago. Before she died we tal ked of things. Several nights later, Amenit
was drunk. He crept in and tried to force hinmself upon me. Orsis beat him
rather badly, and the next nmorning Arenit was gone. Poor Orsis--he was a
protector for us both. Jeresen had to kill him™"

"And you say Reallis never spoke to you of treasure?"

"Not a word. You have to believe ne, Kane!"

Kane shrugged. "Sonething doesn't add up, |I'Il grant you. But we need to reach
Lynortis. CGot your wi nd back?"

The once inmposing gates of Lynortis had been torn fromtheir hinges and the
bronze doors thrown fromthe summt, after the city had fallen fromwthin.
The citadel's dark streets were bl ocked with rabble. The skyline was one of
foreshortened horizons, broken towers, gutted buil dings, and fire-blackened
wal | s.

Kane paused at the enpty gateway, peering across the open plaza beyond. Sesi
pressed cl ose agai nst his nassive body. "A npbst no one ever comes up here,”
she whi spered. "And never at night. Only the hal f-nen."

"I thought | saw sonething nove over across there," Kane nurnured, straining
to see. Sesi could discern nothing but thick shadow.

"The hal f-nmen are other survivors?" he asked. "How many are there?"

"I don't know. There aren't nmany of themleft. |I've seen some of them creeping
about the battlefield at night. They never tried to hurt me, but | never
waited to find out."

Kane frowned uneasily. "I don't like this--but we've got to reach cover. Let's
try it." He started across the open plaza for the shadowy streets beyond.
"Here she is!" bawl ed sonmeone fromthe darkness. A blurred figure stirred from
the wreckage of a petrary. "Kane's got her! Here!"

Kane snarled and threw his knife at the onrushing Wal dann. The man cried out
and pitched backward fromthe force of his throw Kane retrieved the heavy
dagger fromthe mercenary's chest as he dashed past. But the danage had been
done.

Hooves and boots stanped across the plaza at the shout--indistinct shapes
rushing toward them A torch flared to life, another. Jeresen had posted nen
to guard the entrance to Lynortis. The Wal danns closed in on the fugitives
like wol ves for the kill--how many, Kane couldn't tell. It was enough

Kane cursed his luck and broke into a run. If he could cut through the first
to reach them he and the girl stood a chance of losing the others in the
chaotic ruins of the city.

Hal fway to the safety of the rubble-strewn streets, Sesi cried out and fel
headl ong across the stones. Kane spun about to help her. She withed in pain,
clutching her Ieg.

"Kane! My knee! It's broken!"

Kane hauled the girl to her feet. Sesi gasped as her injured | eg buckled. He'd
have to carry her. And they wouldn't make it.



"Kane! Go on!" Sesi hissed, trying to crawl for the shelter she'd never reach
But nowit was too late for Kane to get clear. The first horsenen were upon
them hooves striking sparks as they drew rein.

They weren't certain about Kane in the initial surprise. Kane's knife caught
one rider in the throat, spilling himfromthe saddle. H s horse broke away as
Kane lunged for its reins. The other mercenary reacted instantly, taking
Kane's swordstroke across his buckler. He yelled out a warning and sl ashed
down at Kane's face. Kane parried, at disadvantage agai nst a nmounted foe. The
horseman did not press his attack--waiting for the others to close in.

It was hopel ess, and Kane knew it. In seconds they would ring himw th steel
In the open he had no chance agai nst mounted veterans; if he broke for cover
they would ride himdown. It would be good sport for them but a ganme quickly
finished. Sesi was tugging Kane's knife fromthe fallen mercenary, whether for
defense or a quick death, Kane had no time to speculate. The circle had

cl osed.

Angry faces snarled down at himas the horsenmen pressed in. Kane parried one
bl ow, hanmstrung the horse as it bolted past. Its rider died as he fell. That
made the others nore cautious. Their prey was certain, but the first to reach
hi mwoul d die. For a heartbeat they mlled about, each waiting for someone
else to rush in.

Anot her horse screaned and fell, hanstrung frombehind. Its rider vaulted
clear, landed heavily. Steel flashed Iowto the ground and the nercenary's
head rolled free.

The man nearest swung his torch. In its flaring light something spider-Ilike
scuttled back into the shadow. It was a man--or half of a man. He ran on his
hands, |egless torso sw nging between his thickly muscled arms. He clutched a
heavy knife in his teeth; there was blood an its bl ade.

Then an arrow sprouted fromthe torchbearer's chest. The |ink dropped fromhis
hand, struck the stones, and went out.

Kane | unged for the horseman nearest him Stunned, the Wil dann remenbered his
shield an instant too |ate. Kane's upward thrust di sembowel |l ed him

Anot her scream of pain fromthe darkness. Kane caught a glinpse of a nmercenary
on foot being dragged down by a tw sted shape that rose fromthe darkness of a
fallen wall.

"Down!" a bass voice yelled.

Kane dropped as a springald snapped. A wooden shaft as thick as his arm drove
its iron head through the mail of the Wal dann opposite him scarcely sl ow ng
as it lifted the man from his saddl e and carried himback into the darkness.
Anot her arrow hi ssed past, and the remaining torch was snothered beneath its
bearer's toppling body. In the darkness another man shrieked, nmore in terror
than pain; his second outcry was cut short.

Two horsenen remai ned. Kane went for them but they had had enough. They
bolted past him driving for the gate. One of the riders made it. His

hoof beats clattered for a long while up the w ndi ng roadway.

Kane could still hear their echo as the hal f-men gathered about them

Y/
In the Tenpl e of Peace

On the ground a fallen torch snapped and flickered to life, spreading a poo
of wan yellow light. Sesi shivered against Kane's arm |eaning heavily on it
for support. The sword in Kane's |eft band was poised to strike.

"CGet the torch," he grated

Sesi hopped quickly to the sputtering link, scranmbled back to Kane. Her |eg
was badly | amed, but she was able to linp. Kane judged her knee had not been



br oken, only wenched and nunbed by her fall.

"You can put down your sword," said a voice frombeyond the ring of light.
"We're allies, it seens.”

The speaker stepped into the light. Kane thought for an instant it was a

t wo- headed hunchback. The figure canme cl oser and Kane saw it was one man
carrying another--or part of another man. Wal king toward himwas a tall
heavily nmuscl ed man, who appeared quite normal except for the eyel ess mass of
scar that was his face. Over his shoul der peered the head of the other man--a
linbless torso slung in a harness to the blind man's back

"Stop here, Senoth," he spoke in his bearer's car. "W've saved their lives,
but they're still not certain we are allies.™

Behi nd the blind giant scanpered the man wi thout | egs, his knife sheathed in a
sling behind his neck. No, this man was beardl ess; the one Kane had glinpsed
earlier was shaggy as a bear. Another man stepped toward them-the archer
fromhis bow and quiver. H's face and arnms were m sshapen knots of burned
scar, though an upflung arm had spared his eyes fromthe spew ng phosphorus.
Anot her man joined them Kane thought hima dwarf, but he had not been born

wi th wooden cl ogs on the stanps of his thighs, or a steel hook where his right
arm shoul d have been. Ot hers noved about in the shadow -mai med, tw sted things
whose mi sfortune had been not to die fromthe hideous wounds that had
transformed men into freaks.

"W have overheard much,"” the linbless torso spoke. "It's easy to hide and

wat ch when you're only half a man." Several others joined his nirthless

| aught er.

"Who are you?" Kane asked.

"I amByr," said the torso. "In my other life | was Captain of the First
Guard. Masale's soldiers left me for dead beneath a fallen wall, and gangrene

did the rest. My friend Senoth commanded a trebuchet crew, until a chance
stone struck the throwi ng armas they were | oadi ng a phosphorus bonb.

"We all have simlar stories as to who we were in past |lives, and how we
becanme creatures who nust shun the sight of nmen. W are the creatures of war,
the veterans for whomthere was no victory, no spoils, no poens and parades.
Qur conrades who are past caring are the honored dead, while we who nust live
are the despised and pitied cripples. "

"You've lived here since the battle?"

"We have. Though we fought on opposite sides, the aftermath of war found us a
nati on of the mainmed--united by our afflictions. And where would you have us
live? Wien we returned to our hones, our w ves and children cringed from us
our nei ghbors |aughed and t hrew stones when we entered our old towns. How
could we live? As beggars or as freaks to amuse the crowds? No, we chose to
dwell in Lynortis, where no nan ever cones--to live out our wetched lives in
dignity where our fellows would not jeer and pity.

"And is it not better? Once we were nen and enemies who hated and killed. Now
we are hal f-men and conrades, and we live here in peace."

"Your peace has ended," Kane told him "Jeresen will be up here in force in
anot her hour."

"To all things nust conme an ending," Byr stated heavily. "It is the | aw of
nature. Even to the war there was an ending, although | think there was no
victor. The war was the ending for three hundred thousand. Tonight may be the
endi ng for the handful who have survived."

"Masal e is coming back to Lynortis."

"We know. " Byr's snile was quiet, but not serene. "Masale is already here."
"Here! How can you know?"

"W watch where no man sees us," the legless man snickered. "In thirty years
we know every hol e and nound of rubble here. The Crawl er saw Masal e's scouts
sneak in two hours ago. He told dint," he nodded to an arm ess man, "and Ghot
brought word to us."

Kane warily stepped past them Sesi linping at his side, he clinbed to the
par apet and | ooked down. There were nore torches now, many nore. In places the
notes of |ight rushed together; sonetinmes one w nked out.



Senoth clinbed after him Byr guiding his blind steps. "Masal e al ways was a
good general ," Byr comrented wi thout adnmiration. "He | earned the Wl danns
position fromhis scouts, then encircled themin the dark--using no betraying

light. They'll fight for a while between thensel ves, and at dawn those who are
left will doubtless conme to Lynortis."

"What will you do? They'll take Lynortis apart stone by stone |ooking for
Sesi . "

"W will not hide fromthem" Sempth spoke for the first time. "Sesi is our

gueen. Masal e shall not have her."

"This is hardly a tine for idealism" Kane protested. "The passage through the
mountain is still open--Masale not have it guarded yet."

"Where would we flee?" asked the blind man.

"To all things there nust be an ending," Byr repeated.

"You'll be butchered,"” Kane stated. "And aren't sone you Masale's old
sol di ers?"

"That was in our other lives," Byr said calmy. "Now are outcasts--half-nmen.
Lynortis is our home, and Sesi is our queen. CQutcast and hunted, she shares in
our suffering and Lynortis is her hone. The war has not ended for us, nor has
it ended for Masale. Now there will a final battle and a victor, for that

whi ch began thirty years ago nust have an ending."

"You're all nad."

"Yes, we're all nad."

Kane swore in exasperation.

"Come with us to the Tenple of Peace,"” Byr invited gently. "It nmay help you to
under stand. "

Kane consi dered his chances of getting Sesi away from Lynortis. The roadway
woul d certainly be guarded now, and Masal e had brought nore than a hundred
men, by their torches. The outl ook was grim Lynortis was shelter for the
nmonent, but Lynortis was also a trap

Since there was nothing he could do for the nonment, Kane followed the hal f-nmen
to where they all now were going. Sesi |linped painfully while holding his arm
she coul d wal k, but wi thout a horse they were not going to outrun any pursuit.
"This is the Tenple of Peace?" Kane queried, as the half-men entered the
featurel ess basalt nmonolith that squatted in an open court not far beyond the
city's gate.

"It is now," Byr declared. "The old days, the old gods are no nore--they died
with Lynortis. We who survive worship a new god."

"The darklings...?"

"The darklings are no nore--fled down into the nether regions fromwhich they
cane, and only their burrows remain. A thousand screaning sacrifices were
given to them but their hell-spawned vials of killing vapor and searing
phosphorus woul d not bring us victory. W rolled their poisons and fires back
down into their burrows, and now we worship the god of Peace."

Nerves on edge, Kane followed the half-nmen past the weckage of the tenple
doors and into the black stone tenple. Its walls were stark and barren of any
enbel | i shnent, drab and sonber as an unmarked tonb. Once inside, the
featurel ess walls were as cl austrophobically oppressive as the inside of a

sepul cher.
Wthin the sanctum several torches flared brightly. Here had once yawned an
open pit into which uncounted sacrifices had been drawn down to Hell. Now the

tunnel mouth was closed with great blocks of stone--an altar. And fromthe
altar rose the statue of a man--a giant battle dress, sword upraised in fierce
chal | enge. The statue's face had been obliterated.

"The Peacenmaker!" intoned Byr.

"The Peacemaker!" echoed the others.

"Kane! What is it?" Sesi whispered anxiously, as Kane bal ked inside the

sanct um

"The Peacemaker--our god," Byr told her. "The bringer of peace.”

"But that's the statue of a warrior!" Sesi protested.

"A special warrior!" Byr explained. "He is the man who | ed Masale's army up



t hrough the passages of the nountain. H's face is mssing, for no man knows
his face."

"You worship the man who betrayed Lynortis!" Sesi exploded in disbelief.

"We are soldiers fromeither side of that battle--and are we not equally

mai med? The soldiers never win in any battle--only their |eaders are victors.
The soldiers fight and suffer; sone live, sone die--nany like us don't quite
die, but nust live on as m serabl e human w eckage, while our |eaders grow old
in the luxury we suffered to win for them Generals and princes live in glory,
but the soldier dies in pain."

Byr's braids flew as he shook his head fiercely. "No, the Peacemaker did not
betray us. He brought a swift end to two years of nightmare."

"But tens of thousands di ed because of him"

"Tens of thousands died below, and died here. Who can say how many nore woul d
have di ed had the siege dragged on for two nore years--for ten nore
years--with Yosahcora bartering wealth and souls for nmen and weapons, and
Masal e whi ppi ng thousands nmore of his subjects to add their bones to their
brot hers'?

"The Peacemaker brought an end to this, and for this we give himthanks."
Byr's face was calm for all the hate and anger of his words. "But now we
shall worship for what may be a final tinme. Take ne to the altar, Senoth."
The blind man obeyed. The burned archer hel ped himw th the harness and Senoth
carefully propped Byr's linbless trunk at the foot of the statue.

"Hail to the Peacenmaker!" Byr's bass voice intoned. The assenbl ed hal f-nen
echoed his chant.

"Hail to the Bringer of Peace!"

"Hail to the Bringer of Death!"

"Hail to the Bringer of the End!"

"Bring to us now an Endi ng!"

Kane grabbed Sesi's arm and steered her out of the Tenple of Peace.

There may be a way out. W can make a break while the hal f-nen engage Masal e.

It may draw men away fromthe passage through the nmountain. Masale will be
confident and attack up the roadway."

"Kane, | can't run any nore," Sesi said wearily.

"You sure as hell can't wait here!"

"Does it matter? If Masale defeats them he'll hound ne wherever | run."
"I'f I can get us out of his lands, he'll never find our trail."

Sesi gl anced at her swollen knee. "W'd never make it. You know that. It's e
they all want. You can get away by yourself."

"I can try it with us both."

"I't's hopeless. My best chance is to stay here with the half-nmen. If they can
drive back Masale--"

"Sesi, they aren't going to defeat Masale! They're too few, too old, too
crippled--and they're mad! You are, too, if you don't come with ne."

"Stay and fight with them"

"Dead | can't spend that gold."

Sesi bit her lip. "Kane, damm you--there isn't any | gold!"

Kane stared at her without expression.

"I'f I knew the secret of a hidden treasure room do you think I'd be in this
wr et ched situation?"

"You mght--if you hadn't had time to figure out how to nmake use of that

know edge. You couldn't just pick up a chest of gold and go wal king off to the
nearest city."

"Kane, ny life hasn't been rmuch, but | want to keep living, and | can't stand
pain. Jeresen could have had the secret on his terms--if | only knewit."
"We've been over this, Sesi. Soneone's |lying somewhere."

"l don't know what Anmenit made out of what he heard. | think he |liked to sneak
around and watch ne undress--he janmmed the bolt and came into nmy roomthrough
the main cellar the night Orsis beat himand drove himaway. Mdther was out of
her head as the fever got worse. She talked a | ot about her girlhood in
Lynortis. Not much of it made sense. Several tinmes she tried to tell ne about



aroomfilled with gold, where she'd taken her own necklace to add to the
pile. But she never said where it was or what it was all about. Kane, she
wasn't ten when Lynortis fell!"

"I's that the truth?" Kane asked finally.

"Dam you, Kane! O course it is! |I've wanted to tell everyone this fromthe
start! Only everyone knew | was |lying when | wouldn't say what they wanted to
hear."

Kane seened | ost in thought. Sesi could not read the feelings in his face.

"Look," she pressed him "If | knew the secret of the treasure, 1'd tell you
before I'Il tell those who have hounded ne. You've done all in your power for
me--1'd tell you now. No, I'd hold the secret over your head to nmake you throw
your |ife away agai nst Masal e's attack. Kane, believe ne--1 don't know the

secret of any hidden treasure!™

"I believe you," said Kane softly. "Masale won't."

Sesi shuddered and clung to him "Wen Jeresen's men surrounded us on the

pl aza, | got your dagger. | thought | wouldn't let themtake ne, but | don't
think I could have done it. | don't want to die, Kane."

"For all things there must be an ending," croaked a grotesque voice fromthe
shadows.

Sesi screaned. Kane whirled in the direction of the voice.

The creature on the stones had once been a man--though it took imagination to
recogni ze that. He had no nore | egs than Byr but enough of his arns remmined
to make stubby flippers. Wapped in a shaggy fur sack, he scooted over the
stones like a seal. His jaws had been torn away, and in answer to sone norbid
whi m he had had the broken nmandibles fitted with snoutlike jaws of
razor-fanged steel. There was bl ood on the polished fangs.

"The Crawl er is back!" shouted the arm ess man called Giost. He ran out of the
tenple to help the steel -jawed anputee--pushing himwith his foot as the
Craw er rolled up the | ow steps.

The other half-men energed fromthe sanctum "What is it, Crawl er?" Byr
demanded.

"The roadway is guarded, but they never saw ne," the Crawl er announced in his
barely intelligible voice. "I cane as fast as | could ' but they'll be here
any mnute. Jeresen and Masal e agreed to a truce after only a skirnish.

Wrd came down of our presence here fromone of Jeresen's nmen you |let get
away. He was scared out of his wits--enough to convince them Jeresen and
Masal e had a council, and when | left Masale was arguing final ternms to hire
Jeresen and his mercenaries to help himstormLynortis. Instead of fighting it
out, they're going to attack together!™

Byr yelled frantic orders. The hal f-men rushed about to prepare their defense.
"That does it," Kane said grimy. "Let's try to get out of this."

"Kane, | nmeant what | said. I'mstaying with them"
There was that set to her jaw he admi red. Kane shrugged. "All right, then. I'm
not . "

Sesi started to call out to himas he turned. The words woul d not cone.

VI |
Echoes

Kane | eaned against the nerlon of a deserted bartizan atop the fortress wall.
At a distance nmuch farther down, the half-men were preparing to defend the
broken portals of Lynortis. In the darkness he could only glinpse vague shapes
scurrying around the plaza before the barbican. Bel ow he could see the Iine of
torches withing |ike a serpent up the spiral road to the citadel

He knew he should be going, finding cover until this was over, until there was



a chance for escape. Kane cursed the girl's stubbornness. He m ght have been
able to win free with her. By hinmself he was confident of escape; Sesi was the
only one they wanted--to lead themto a treasure she could never find. Kane
regretted her loss. But this way was best. He'd have taken any risk for the
secret of treasure, but one piece of gold would buy a bedmate nore
acconpl i shed than Sesi. He shoul d be going.

From the di stance echoed a cl ashing roar. Kane knew t he sound. Boul ders hurl ed
down the steep grade of the roadway. He coul d vaguely make out struggling
knots of half-men rolling the huge stones onto the road--1ike ants swarm ng
over a beetle. Once started down the slope, boulders plumeted downward wth
gat hering speed--striking sparks as they caronmed fromthe face of the
mount ai n, glancing fromthe outer wall with sharp thunder. There was no room
to avoid their aval anche for those on the roadway.

But Masal e had endured two years of countless attacks and counterattacks al ong
thi s bl oodst ai ned road--and he knew to expect resistance fromthe ruined
citadel . Like phantom echoes through the night came the shouts of nen, the
splintering crash of falling boul ders--then the brazen cl angour of stone

agai nst arnor. Masal e advanced behind a mantlet hastily pieced together from
relics strewn over the field bel ow.

Men yell ed, horses screaned as the aval anche of boul ders struck the arnored
framework of the mantlet. Kane coul d see nothing of what took place on the
road. Listening to the cries and crashes, watching the torchlit |ine waver and
fall back, seeing rows of torches suddenly snuff out and fall spinning into
the night, he could envision the chaos bel ow. Rocks bounded over the wall to
pl umret down upon those on the tier bel ow Boul ders snmashed into the advancing
mantlet, splintering hastily repaired tinbers, flinging shards of stone and
broken armor over those who crouched behind. And when the runble of the
rocksli de echoed away, the line of torches continued its advance.

Masal e's troops were closer now Kane heard the clatter of hooves, the roar of
warcries. Then the creak of ancient siege machinery. The springald smacked

vi ciously, and Kane knew its heavy bolt was arching downward. He heard the
rasp and recoil of an onager, flinging its basket of fist-sized stones.

Agai nst one torchlit barbican be saw an archer firing into the advancing |ine.
More stones rattled down the slope fromthe mangonel on the opposite barbican.
Frantically the hal f-nmen worked over the few |light siege weapons they could
bring to bear at this close range. Masale's columm pressed inexorably upward,
al t hough time and again sections of torches were swept away to oblivion. Kane
felt admiration for the half-men's determ nation--a handful of cripples
fighting with a few pi eces of outworn weaponry. G ven enough nmen and weapons
to defend the entire perineter of Lynortis, Masale would never have a chance.
As it was, the half-men were forced to concentrate all their defense on the
section of the mountain directly bel ow t he gateway. Thus, as they advanced
upward on the spiral road, only a fraction of Masale's troops cane under
attack at one time. There was no stopping his ascent to the open portal

Now they were within a hundred yards of the gateway, and Kane coul d nmake out
white snmears of faces in the flaring torchlight. The snashed mantl et had been
di scarded, and they advanced in testudo formation--foot men in the van,
mount ed farther back. In minutes the van would force past the enpty gates, and
t he horsenen woul d sweep through to annihilate all in the plaza. Arrows and
rocks still rained on upraised shields; a springald bolt tore a path through
their ranks. But now they ad advanced at a run, and Masale's archers were
raining death amdst the city's defenders.

Fart her back across the plaza a scorpion recoiled with a deadly slam-the
heavi est si ege engi ne Kane had noticed that was still operational. Daylight
suddenly burst over the steep slopes before the citadel's gates. Kane threw up
his arm dazzled by the white-hot blast. A phosphorus bonb--the hal f-nen had
uncovered an unexpl oded shell sonewhere. Spew ng tentacles of incandescent
deat h bl ossoned over the roadway. Were it struck nen flamed into cinder
Searing fragnents reached out like lethal fingers, burning all they touched.
Men and horses shrieked in pain and terror, bolted over the outer wall in



blind panic. Flani ng bodies pitched over the edge, falling like stars into the
dar kness far bel ow

The advance was broken. The scorpion bucked agai n, and anot her phosphorus bonb
spread searing hell across the slope farther down. Masale's troops mlled in
terror. Another few bonbs and their assault would be routed.

The scorpion lashed out a third time, but Kane saw no sunburst bel ow. Far at
the end of Masale's colum, a score of torches were snuffed out. Fromcries in
t he ni ght bel ow, Kane guessed that a gas shell had struck there--too far down
hill for the heavy vapor to have reached the main force.

Masal e's troops were disciplined. Death before and beside them they regrouped
in the shelter of the far side, beyond the range of the defenders. Again they
advanced--now i n a headl ong rush over the bl ackened bodies of their fell ows.
The hal f-nen waited with their last shell until the first Masale's troops
burst past the open portal. The phosphorus bonb exploded full in their
ranks--turning the gateway into a screamng hell of death.

For a nonent the gateway was bl ocked with charred withing bodies. Then the
rest of the columm surged over the fum ng barrier, carrying the battle to
Lynortis's | ast defenders. The phosphorus fl ames di ed, and darkness swal | oned
the final battle.

But Kane no | onger watched the death struggle before Lynortis's gates. He
stood frozen, |ooking out over the crenel, his eyes seeing a battle of three
decades past.

He saw Lynortis before the fall--ten thousand nen defending its walls agai nst
ten thousand nore who struggled up the road to reach the citadel above them
He saw a hundred siege engines fire at once, hurling death down upon those

bel ow. The night was alight with starbursts of phosphorus flam ng across the
forests thousands of feet below And fromthe attackers arched missiles and
stones to smash through the towers of Lynortis and crush those who coul d not

hi de.

Nowhere was there a place to hide.

Fire raged across the city where flam ng balls of pitch and naphtha spl ashed.

In the valley below, |ethal clouds of black vapor drifted, slaying all in
their breath. Whnmen and children fought in the streets for the pitiable
rati ons of food and water that were spared them Plague stalked themall, in

the valley and on the pinnacle. And the cries of the maimed and the dying were
as a ceasel ess noan of w nd.

On and ever on the nightmare continued, while days of horror nerged with
nights of terror like the flapping of batw ngs. Death glutted hinself here,
taxi ng even death's insatiable greed, and the breath of corruption was scented
with the acrid perfume of burning. In high Lynortis and on the plain bel ow,
hundreds of thousands died in fear and viol ence, and death was the only peace
in this endlessly vision of hell

At last all was quiet. The flanes, the cries were no nore. A dead city | ooked
over a dead valley, where only those noved who sated thensel ves anong the

endl ess rows and piles and pits and nountains of the dead.

Kane coul d see the dead stirring now See the smashed and burned and torn and
fever - pocked and fam ne-eroded bodies rise fromthe norai ne of unnunbered
bones. See their spectral hordes march across the war-blasted forest rise from
the talus of broken bones below, drift through the shattered towers and
rubbl e- choked streets, dance a withing spiral about the obelisk of Lynortis.
Kane npaned and shook hinself awake fromhis trance. He stared about himin a
daze. The night was still, close and cold in the darkest hour before dawn. The
battle was over, then. Masale's nmen had overrun the |ast defense. It was tine
to be going.

VI



The Bringer of Peace

Kane noved |ike a ghost through the enpty streets of Lynortis. H s stealth was
needl ess; there were none to bid himhalt. The gates of Lynortis were guarded
only by the slain. H s path to escape was open, but Kane paused on the

t hreshol d.

The hal f-nen had fought well, and in the end had died well. Masale had | ost
heavily on the assault up the roadway; scores nore |ay dead upon the stones of
the plaza. Wth nothing to live for, the half-nen had slain w thout fear for
their lives. The price of Masale's victory had been costly, and fromthe
strewn corpses of both his soldiers and the nercenaries not nmany had won past
t he pl aza.

The Craw er lay snmashed like a slug, his ghastly steel jaws still clanmped in a
throat. The blind giant Senmoth sprawled with his face over a heap of Masale's
sol diers. The others were there, too. Kane didn't see Byr at first, until he
heard hi s name whi spered

Kane turned. A heavy bolt fromthe springald had been rammed butt-first into a
mound of rubble. The | eader of the half-nen was inpaled on its iron head.

"No! Don't touch ne!" Byr warned hi mwhen Kane wanted to lift himfree. "I'm
bl eeding inside. Only have a few breaths left to ne."

Kane stood back and gazed at the carnage.

"So you cane back," Byr said.

Kane studi ed his drawn face and knew what the man meant. "So you know ne,
then. ™

"I know you. None of us ever knew for certain, but | guessed.”

"You fought well here.”

"Not well enough. Masal e and the Wal dann captain fought past, with rmaybe ten
or fifteen of their men. They have Sesi."

"I"'msorry for that."

"Wy, Kane?" Byr whispered "Was it for gol d?"

Kane shrugged, his face hidden in shadow. "The gold had | ong ago been
spent--even Reallis's necklace. | grewtired of the sensel ess slaughter... |
wanted it to end.”

Byr coughed a frothy beard of blood. "For nme it ends now. But the war that has
festered here for thirty years still goes on. Kane, bring to us now an

Endi ng. "

He |ived just long enough to see Kane wal k past him away fromthe open

gat eway.

A pair of guards |ounged at the entrance to the Tenple O Peace. They m stook
Kane for a Wal dann straggler until it was too |late. Kane let their bodies fal
quietly, then wal ked into the torchlit sanctum

Sesi hung naked from an overhead support--a dozen nercil ess faces intent on
her. Her wists were tied behind her back, and her arns drawn over her head by
a rope thrown over the roof support. Wen the full weight of her body pulled
down, the agony was excruciating and in tinme her shoul ders would be torn from
their sockets. A second rope made a noose about her throat, slowy strangling
her whenever the rope that held her wists was allowed to go slack. Her tanned
flesh was crisscrossed with livid welts.

Jeresen was drawi ng up the slack on her bound wists when Kane entered. One of
Masal e's men was carefully paring resinous splinters froma torch. Sesi stared
down at Kane through pain-gl azed eyes.

The Wal dann captain was first to see him His face twisted into a sneer. "You
got balls com ng back now, Kane! | know all about how you tried to steal this
little bitch for yourself."

Masal e started at his words. He spun and stared at Kane in wonder. "You!" he
shout ed.

"That's right." Kane smiled coldly.



The woul d-be conqueror touched his scarred and lined | ocks of hair. Hi s hooked
nose had al ways made himl ook |ike an eagle, but he was an old and tired eagle
now. Hs eyes were rinmed and haunted; his warrior's body showed the effects
of dissipation beneath his splendid mail.

Masal e shook his head in disbelief. "You amaze me, Kane. After thirty years
you stand before nme once again--yet on ny oath, you haven't aged a year since
that night you di sappeared after |eading ne through the nountain passage into
Lynortis!"

"By the Seven, that fits with some of the tales | heard about Kane when we
fought together under Roderic!" Jeresen grow ed. "Sone whi spered he was a
sorcerer--or denon--a deathl ess bringer of doom whose nanme figures in a
hundred | egends! Kill himl say!"

"I give orders here!" Massie snarled. "Kane has served ne well in the past. If
he serves ne again, he'll share in the gold."

The | egendary warrior-Kking considered the red-bearded giant with the uncanny
eyes. Masal e had never cared to | ook into Kane's eyes. He liked it even |ess
just now. "Well, Kane. Have you conme to share in the gol d?"
"You' ve chased a shadow, " Kane | aughed. "Sesi knows of no gol d.
"W have plenty of time to question her," Masale stated. "If you don't think
she knows of hidden treasure, why then have you come back?"

"Because to all things nust come an ending, Masale--even to this war. And you
have no time left."

Masal e sensed his nmeaning, but already Kane's left hand had found his sword.
Masal e bellows a warning and its echo floats on the air. Seconds of tine nove
dream i ke, for they are final seconds--all that happens in that instant before
the brain knows that it is dead is |like the passage of a lifetine.

Jeresen has dropped the strappado rope. Sesi's wists fall to her back, and

t he noose cl oses on her throat. The crossbow -cocked and ready--Jeresen
reaches for it. Kane's right hand flicks out--there's a knife--glittering
across the room-through Jeresen's eye.

And Kane's sword lifts clear of his shoul der scabbard. Hi s fingers have just
touched its hilt, but its blade continues its outward are. A soldier sees his
belly spilled open, his conrade's hand spinning in the air. There is a ribbon
of crimson, and Kane's blade is still moving.

Now behi nd Kane--they rush him H s blade turns to neet them A Wal dann head
lifts into the air along with the falling hand, H s conpani on takes the

swor dpoi nt through his heart.

Kane pulls his blade free--his right hand catches the dead man's fallen sword.
Kane whirls. He has a sword in each hand. In his powerful grasp they are no
nore than knives to him Kane's twi n bl ades carve flashing scarl et
runes--parry and thrust--slash, parry and thrust. Attack, Kane--you've no tinme
to defend. His forearmis bleeding--there's a gash across his side. Five nore
lives lie spraw ed at Kane's feet.

Al together they're on himnow No wall for Kane's back. They're trying to
circle. Rush in and be next to die--will it be you? Another man dies. The nan
with the axe--try to block its swing. Kane's right hand hol ds a broken
sword--the axe-w el der holds an arm oad of his entrails. Fromthe right

fl ashes a spear, goring Kane's thigh. Kane staggers--hurls the broken sword at
the spear thrower's face. Jagged steel zips his eyes--the spearman never sees
t he swor dbl ow that cl eaves through his ribs.

They fall away now. Fear tw sts cruel faces for perhaps the first tine. Kane
sei zes another blade in his bleeding right hand. A blond skull is split open
alegis but a stunp--and now the last few would flee. One dies with Kane's
steel through his back--the other can only stunble to the door before the

bl ood spurting fromwhere his armwas is suddenly a trickle.

Masal e stands al one now, face livid with rage. For Msal e there has never been
retreat, and he thinks only to slay this gore-splattered denon who has w eaked
carnage anong his nmen. He lunges for Kane, his blade a blue flicker. Kane
noves faster, his blade faster still. Masale knows fear--then he knows not hi ng
nor e.



And the echo of Masale's warning floats away into the night.

Kane stood reeling on the crimson-splashed stones. About himwere only the
dead and the dying. He gl owered through the red haze of killing lust that

t hr obbed t hrough his huge frame. There were no nore to kill. It was over.
Sesi's nude figure withed at the end of the strangling noose. Her neck had
not snapped, since there had been no drop, but her face was turning dark from
the throttling coil.

Kane | unged quickly. Hi s blade fl ashed above her head. The rope snapped like a
bowstring, and Sesi's |linp body tunbled into his arns.

He renoved the noose and cut the rope at her wists. Sesi lay weakly in his
arnms, gasping for breath. She npaned when he touched her bruised, bl eeding
flesh, but there were still no tears.

"There are horses for the taking," Kane told her, wapping a cloak about her
shoul ders. It was cold just before dawmn. "We'Il stop to pick up whatever you
want to take with you. The war is finally over here."

"Who won the war, Kane?"

"1 did."

"You didn't win a thing, Kane. You only survived."

"It neans the sane thing."

"But there nust be nore to victory than just survival."

Kane nodded to the fallen as he carried her fromthe tenple. "Ask them now
Ask me in a hundred years."



