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Mark of the Demons
The Sorceress
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This book isfor my son, Michael.

| have wrought my smpleplan
If I giveone hour of joy
Totheboy who'shalf aman
Or theman who's half a boy.

—Conan Doyle

Author's Preface

About aweek ago, one of the guests at my daughter's wedding reception asked me aquestion | didn't
expect. "What's happened to Brak?"

| was taken aback, but pleasantly so. So much attention has focused on the Kent Family Chroniclesin
the past few yearsthat sometimes | amost forget that an earlier series of mine (and one of my favorites)
attracted an audience no lessloyd than that of the Kents.

Hence my pleasure when | heard the question. The audienceis il there, it seems.

The gentleman who asked the question holds a doctorate in psychology—another nice proof of the wide
apped of fantasy literature in genera, and sword and sorcery in particular. When | was reading fantasy
worksin my teens, it was assumed that only dightly daffy kidswereinterested in that kind of writing.
Today only the uninformed offer such opinions.

It wasin the role of dedicated Conan fan that | wrotethefirst Brak tale, Devils in the Walls. In spirit,
anyway, the story was a Howard pastiche, and | have acknowledged the fact more than once. Still, as
literary characters often do, Brak soon took on adigtinctive life of his own. Sometimes the changesin his
persondlity, story to story and book to book, surprised even me.

| put together thisfirst collection of Brak taesin thelate 1960's. Sinceitsinitia publicationin 1968, it has
never been out of print; well, not for more than afew weeks, anyway. I'm pleased that this Tower edition
will maintain the continuity.

With alittle luck, one of these days| may find time to add some new piecesto the canon. | hopethe
gentleman who asked the question would enjoy that. | know | would.
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So sang the blind minstrel Tyresias, beforethe Serpent Throne of King

Diamondsin the caravans.
Pennonson theplain.

Yédlow fog and dime-red hands
Within awizard'sfane.
Horsedungin the palaceyard.
Wenches plump and fair.

Dead who travel. Dagger s bared.
Pitsthat belch and glare.
Rascalsin the market place.
Magii round thethrone.

Gryphon hullsand spiresof pearl.

Iron, amber, stone.

Clanging stedl and capon lords.
Rubiesflungin mud.

Unfurl thedarkling splendours—
| sing the Age of Blood!

The Unspeakable Shrine

Thegarsaretraling cloudsof Sn
While heroes drowze and dream.
Astemples crack and tumblein,
Mad holy men blaspheme.

Behold the soul's dark night begin—
Yob-Haggoth rules supreme!

"God is dead!"

Shubbojadd of Phryx:

TheVison of Nestoriamus



Tittering and drooling, the craze-eyed mendicant rattled his copper bowl and blocked the narrow street.
Filthy hair hung to his shoulders. His teeth were rotted brown stumps. Gaining no immediate response
from the huge, brawny barbarian whom he had chosen to stop and importune, the mendicant whined all
the moreinggently.

"God is dead, the abominations be praised! A dinsha for this most deserving and humble of the
Dark One's spawn...."

"A coin?' said the barbarian. "Beg e sewhere.”
"One coin only, barbarian.”

"Get away fromme.”"

"Only one, lord and magter...."

"| said get away."

A gigantic nauseafilled the belly of the strapping stranger whose way the mendicant blocked. Smells of
offa, of drugs, sweet sputtering torchwood, narrow thoroughfares that still managed to exude astink
despite the crispness of the frosty air, al mingled together in the nogtrils of the big man, making him want
to choke, or curse, or both.

He had waked through the wall gate of KambdaKai at chill sunset, and had been wandering
wonderstruck inits riotous streets for the better part of this night. Everywhere he had seen nothing but
squaor, sharp practices, licentiousness. If thiswere the dazzle of the greet civilized kingdoms that lay
between him and fabled Khurdisan, then he had erred in taking the southern road out of the high steppes,
the wild lands of the north.

The mendicant refused to be put off: "Just one lowly dinsha, outlander. One poor coin, and in return | will
direct thee to a certain house where most delicious spectacles are performed in honor of the Dark One,
Y ob-Haggoth, who has banished the Nameless God. If you but know the correct word to tell the
doorkeeper in that house, you will see amazing things, such as enchanted hill goats, and young, plump
maidenswhoturninto ..."

"l have no taste for that kind of depravity," growled the barbarian. His right hand dropped toward the
haft of the huge broadsword at hiswaist. " Stand out of my path.”

The mendicant's eyes flickered. He glanced right and |eft, as though seeking assistance. The narrow way
of frowzy shops was quiet. Just ahead, where the sireet became a dop-strewn stair and rose half the
height of ahouse-storey, revellers could be seen on the upper level. They raced back and forth acrossa
sguare under the frosted blue light of links hung inwalls.

Said the mendicant, "It's clear you don't have the proper respect for citizens of the |ce-marches, friend. A
foolish attitude. Mogt foolish.”

"I know nothing of this country you call the Ice-marches,” replied the barbarian. "Nor do | believe | want
to know more. | am passing through on ajourney. Now will you let me by?'

So saying, he withdrew the broadsword from its plain beaten scabbard just enough o that the mendicant
flinched backward a step, uncertain asto whether the barbarian meant to draw out fully and gut him. The
big stranger'slips skinned back over hiswhite teeth and with aghoulishly friendly smile he added: "If you

do mean to balk me in my journey, beggar, say out plainly. Then we shal see what can be doneto

changeyour mind."



The mendicant muttered epithetsin an unfamiliar tongue. But arumbling laugh built within the brawny
chest of the barbarian, for he had worked round a step or two so that the scroful ous beggar was now
backed against a shadow-stepped corner between intersecting walls.

The mendicant seemed to hunch in fright, cowed by the figure before him: the bigger man plainly wasan
outlander, a huge, yelow-headed giant whose hair was plaited in asingle long braid that hung down his
back. A glossy fur cloak and cowl around the barbarian's shoulders reflected the torchglare dimly. The
big man was naked save for thisfur and agarment of lion's hide about his hips.

The tense scene held amoment longer, the barbarian in awide-legged stance that indicated he was ready
for the worgt. The mendicant's face changed. It became fawning.

"May Y ob-Haggoth smooth my tongue for the proper gpologies,” hewhined. "I did not recognize in your
honor aman of such stout purpose. Of course you are free to go on your way. | will seek out another
newcomer to the city of Kambda Kai to fill my humble bowl."

With those words he raised his beggar's cup, as though to show it to the barbarian. But in so doing, he
suddenly cackled with laughter, snapping hiswrist hard.

Coinsflew. The dinshas struck the barbarian's cheeks and eyes, startling him. The mendicant squedled
and darted around him, strident breath clouding in the sharp night air. The barbarian spun asthe
mendicant raced toward the stairs at the street's end and let out ahigh-pitched cry: "Well see how
arrogant you are with the magica blind boys, clod." Waving hisarms, he howled, "Ho, Dartersl Ho,
down herein Sweatmest Alley. Ho, astranger!”

And in the blowing murk at the top of the sairs, acompany of small, lithe figures who had been racing
past whedled into sight.

The yellow-headed barbarian did over so that hisback was againgt the wall of abuilding along the street.
In an upper window across the way, ayoung girl looked out, deepy-mouthed, dream-eyed. She noticed
the uproar below as the dozen or morefilthy boys screeched and squealed down the sairs. Raising a
drug pipeto her pink lips, she turned away inside, indifferent. In the night there was the best of timbrels,
the clagp of hands, the shriek of mindlesslaughing.

Since leaving the high steppes and coming down through the foothills across the border of this craggy
land known as the Ice-marches, the barbarian had encountered no civilized places until he reached the
walsof KanbdaKai. At firgt it had seemed a splendid city. But now, from al gppearances, civilization
was turning out to be little more than thievery, blasphemy and other depraved occupations. And it further
appeared that he would be forced to fight apack of children.

The boys formed ahaf-circle just up the street. They were ragtag, underfed, dirty-skinned waifs with
straggly hair and pointed wolf's teeth. The big barbarian noticed with a start that something was amissin
their faces.

Where eyepits should have been, each boy carried two silver-crystal disks somehow embedded between
eyebrow and cheekbone. Thelr fingertips, too, were made of thisslver-crysta stuff, pointed, like
needles.

"Qur little acolytes of Y ob-Haggoth," the mendicant pat, "are most efficient when it comesto digposing
of outlanderswho mock the Dark One'sways. At him, Dartersl”

A boy somewhat taller than the rest stepped forward. The blind silver-crystal disks shone and winked
with reflections of the smoky blue torches round about. The boy capered, avaguely frightening little figure



in hisanimal-skin breech clout. He executed a contemptuous bow.

"Honorable greetings, outlander,” he piped. "Blessings on you and welcome to KambdaKai, capital of
the lce-marches. A difficulty here?!

"Onewasjust concluded,” the barbarian rumbled, "and another is about to begin if you mean to quarrel.
Be off, little boy, before | take this sword and whack your backside.”

The Darter's pointed teeth glittered. Othersin his company stirred, hopping from foot to foot, making an
ominous hiss between ther teeth. The slver-crysta disks of their eyes shone with strange luminescence.
The barbarian's spine crawled.

That he, agrown man, should be forced to confront such a pack of underfed striplings somehow did not
seem amusing. Rather, it seemed ominous. There was a sensation of great menace pressing near.

Perhapsit was the strangeness of this city, which he had expected to be so full of wonders. It wasthe
first city he had ever entered in dl his savage life. It had turned out to be a place of decelt, of shadows, of
the sense of vileness whispering behind athousand latticed, dark-lit doorways.

"Wewill forgive your crude tongue, outlander," said the boy, clicking his silver-needle fingertips together,
"if you will answer but aquestion or two."

The big barbarian quickly decided it was better to delay them with talk than to launch against them with
his blade. The notion of swinging his broadsword at a company of children till did not st well inhisbelly.

"Speak on," he rumbled.

"From where do you come?' the boy inquired, bobbing his head forward asif to listen closely.
"From the north.”

"Where are you bound?'

"Into the south.”

"Have you aname?'

"Among my people I'm called Brak."

Hedid not fed it was necessary to mention that he had been cast out by those people, cast out by his
own kind. Y et even before that dark event, he had aready decided to leave, for he had heard from a
wandering shaman about the strange, rich, warm lands that lay southward. He had mocked the warlike
gods of hisown kind once too often, and had been banished, he set out.

His banishment was not entirely grim. He had a destination.

He was bound to seek hisfortunein the warm climes of Khurdisan far southward, and was ready to be
dazzled by the splendors of the cities and kingdoms which, the shaman said, lay between. He was ready
to fight hisway, if necessary, until he cameto the great crescent-shaped land of Khurdisan that stretched,
S0 the shaman told, nearly from the Pillars of Ebon in the west to the Mountains of Smoke where the
world ended in the east.

Khurdisan. Khurdisan the golden. The namewas music, and his constant companion. In Khurdisan,
the shaman said, there was plunder, fat plunder for the taking. And golden sunlight, and gold-skinned
girls



And thiswas how, in ajingling, blue-lit street in Kambda Kai, hardly started on his quest, Brak the
barbarian found himself aready baked, face to face with acompany of weirdlings who hissed between
pointed teeth.

"One question more, Brak," the Darter boy said with another click of hisslver-needle nails. "What god
cdlsyouto histhrone?"

"I have been told there are many godsin the kingdoms between here and the south,” Brak answered. "In
this| find confusion. I know none of them. | bow to none."

With amaevolent little snarl, the Darter boy rushed close, his blind-eyed face upturned. "Thereisno god
but Y ob-Haggoth, outlander. We are his people. One of the needlelike fingers waggled under Brak's
nose. "If youwill but fall to your knees and vow fedlty to Y ob-Haggoth who rules not only the
|ce-marches but al the world, you may passon.”

Brak's pulses quickened with afury. "I told you | bow down to no one, spindle-legs.”

"Y ob-Haggoth is supreme! Y ob-Haggoth casts his dark and blessed mantle over al theworld. Y ea, over
those who claim him and over those who do not. He vanquished the Nameless God in times gone by,
and heistheking of dl the good darkness. Y ou will sweer fedty to him.”

Brak's patience had worn thin. Helifted his strong right hand and placed the palm against the forehead of
thefilthy-haired Darter boy, intending to thrust him away.

Just as his pdm made contact, a ghastly tingling began, a sharp, stabbing pain which lanced upward into
his shoulder and made him redl back panting against the wall.

The slver-crystd disksin the Darter boy's face glittered as he danced away. He laughed: "Ho, mates! |
think we've found our mystica third this night. One believer—one who worships the Nameless
God—and now this outlander, black in hisunbelief. Before the sun rises, three bloods can minglein
praise of Y ob-Haggoth."

Through thisindeci pherable harangue, Brak stood tensaly, still agonized by the painin hisforearm. He
tried to flex hisfingers so that he might pull his broadsword free. The Darter boys were closer now,
shuffling forward in aclosing semicircle, uttering those foul hisses between their teeth. The boy whom
Brak had touched raised hisfingers, pointed, cried: "Take him, lads. Take him for the glory of the Dark
One"

The Darters charged forward, blind eyesflashing.

Instantly Brak summoned whét little strength was left in hisright arm and hauled out his broadsword. The
time for scruples had passed. The mighty iron blade winked out. In the narrow street, adeadly silence
fdl.

From the square at the top of the Stairs at street's end, women cried out in abandon. Brak had adim
vision of ayoung girl sprawled prone and protesting on the back of ahe-goat that was dragged aong by
arope, theropein turn being pulled by haf-a-dozen revelerswho filled the night with licentious howls.
The evil sght was quickly obscured in the blowing smoke, but somehow Brak knew that the entire vile
tissue of thiscity of Kambda Ka periled him now.

The Darters shuffled forward. They hissed, their slver-disk eyes glowing. Swallowing, Brak hefted his
broadsword. He grasped its hilt with both hands to swing it around in front of him and hew a path free.



With an abrupt cry, the leader of the Dartersleaped high in the air. He grasped abeam that projected
from the storey of the house over Brak's head. The boy hung there, mewing and laughing and waving one
armto direct hisfellowsforward. Brak took alunging step. Somewhere the mendicant laughed with
revengeful pleasure. Brak swung the broadsword with al hismight.

Up flew the hands of the Darter boys. From the tips of their silver-nail fingers, tiny spurts of silver light
hissed through the air.

One molten droplet struck Brak's arcing blade and exploded with a shower of green and crimson sparks.
Another stung againg his shoulder, made him clench histeeth at sudden, violent pain.

He hacked the broadsword back and forth through the air, but it was suddenly enveloped by arainstorm
of those slver darts. Touching his blade, each burst into a star shower of sparks. Soon hisvison was
blinded by a phantasmd curtain of light beyond which he could not see.

Other droplets of the silver stuff pricked againgt his skin, bringing exquisite agony at every contact. Brak
flung back his head, howling with savage fury.

Thered tide of anger ran high in him now. He dropped his broadsword with aclang. He flung off hisfur
cloak and cowl, the better to maneuver. He bent down to retrieve the sword and stared into a dazzle of
sparksthat grew brighter, brighter, so bright that he could barely see the dimly glittering haft of his greeat

weapon.

At last hisfingers closed around it. The blade felt as heavy as the heaviest metal when he struggled to lift
it.

Theincreasing rain of slver darts drove him back along the wall. He raged and cursed and yelled in his
barbaric tongue, swinging his broadsword into the firestorm of exploding sparks which continued to spurt

from the needle-fingers of the Darter boys. Dimly he sensed them closing in around him. He saw flashes
of dlver-disk eyesthrough the exploding patterns of light.

He was being crowded back and back, driven along thewall of the street like a goaded animd in apen.
Each time he swung the sword with his pain-lanced arms, it cut through nothing at al but more
coruscations of fire. Rising in the noisy night of KambdaKai he heard the hissing laughter.

All a once something hard gave beneath his straining back.

Turning, Brak staggered into what appeared to be a courtyard. He felt paving stones beneath hisfeet. He
blundered ahead, eyes till smarting with the painful reflections of the darts of the boys. He nearly toppled
into a scum-covered pool where afish's skeleton bobbed.

Struggling to keep his senses, he whirled back around in asplit second, lunged, and threw his mighty
shoulder against the great basswood door that had opened in the wall. One of the Darter boyswas just
charging through. The dam of the door caught the boy by surprise. He shrieked.

Brak shouldered the door al theway shut. It would not close completely, for the Darter boy'sright hand
was thrust through the opening. The hand blazed with slver dartsthat shot away and illuminated the
courtyard.

Brak steded himsdlf with the thought that these were not children but savage, magicd creaturesin
children'sform. He raised his sword arm while still leaning against the door. Mercilesdy he chopped
downward.

The Darter boy's arm was lopped off. No blood gouted, only afoul-smelling puff of saffron smoke.



From the street came furious hisses and asingle insane blegt of pain. Brak was able to shut the door fully
with one more mighty heave of his shoulder. He rammed the bolt into its socket.

Panting, hiswhole body tormented by the stings of the darts which had touched him, he closed his eyes
and rested briefly againgt the rough door.

What madness was this? he wondered. How foul were these so-caled civilizations, these fabled
kingdoms and cities of men into which he had chosen to wander in quest of fortune? What pit-born
demons haunted the world? All at once he bitterly regretted the circumstances that had driven him from
the high steppes. He cursed the decision to bow to that fate and journey south.

But in amoment, hisbasicaly smple nature reasserted itself, and he redlized he had no choice but to go
forward. Taking atighter grip on his broadsword, he started across the courtyard.

It waslit dimly by the reflections of theicy northern stars high up in the velvet-dark sky. He must seek a
way out of this house, this city.

From the street the savage hisses continued. Brak circled the rot-crusted pool. He was half way to the
interior wall of the house when astrange, pearl-clouded light sprang up ahead of him. Doors seemed to
swing open in the house wall. He was bedazzled.

There stood agirl of incredible beauty. Midnight-colored silks clung to her body. Her eyeswere equaly
dark, and black hair floated like a cloud around her. She smiled with plum lipsthat glistened moist in her
lovely whiteface.

What new devil's snare was this? Brak asked himsalf. The pearl cloud seemed to hover about her as she
stood with hands on the ornamental copperwork of the doorsinto the house. Brak guessed she had
opened the doors from within, spilling out the pearl light. Y et he could not remember having actually seen
the doors open.

His head throbbed. His body ached with the stings of the Darters. Overhead, the very stars seemed to
whirl and pitch.

"Hereisthe way, outlander,” the girl said with asweet smile.

Hope surged within Brak. Her beauty was incredible. Perhaps he had found akindly siranger in this den
of wickedness at last. Wiping his mouth with hisforearm, he bobbed his head to signa that he had heard.
He started toward her, toward those doors into the house where he could discern no features, only a
pear| brightness.

From behind the girl's ebon robes a head covered with ringlets popped out. Silver-disk eyes glared.

Brak stopped, thunderstruck. The leader of the Darters pranced out from where he had been hiding
behind the girl. He chirruped at her: "A splendid ploy! Oh, splendid, my pretty Daughter of Hell." And he
raised his needle-fingersto point at Brak'sface.

"Gulled!" Brak cried, dragging up his broadsword.

"Aye, barbarian,” smiled the girl, her black eyes brighter now, bright but cold as stones from the earth's
chillest place. "The Darters summoned me here from agreat way off because the mysticd triad must be
presented on Y ob-Haggoth's dtar before the sun rises. His power must be renewed.”

The voice that had sounded so sweetly just moments ago was sweet till, yet now it wasfull of hidden
subtleties, asthough spiders crawled in her throat, spiders and other foul things that sherelished. The



Darter boy could hardly contain his glee. He capered from one dirty foot to the other: "Shdl | take him,
Ariane? Shdl |, shdl 17?7

"Yes, and quickly. Thestarsarefdling. My father's voice callsin my ears. We must haste."
"Foul pit-things!" Brak shouted, raising his broadsword and charging forward to gut them.

The Darter boy's slver-needle fingers flashed and flared with anew intensity. A hundred, athousand
spurts of light engulfed Brak. They battered him, pierced into hisvery skull to drive him senselesswith
pan.

He struggled to maintain agrip on his broadsword. He could not. Hefdt hisimmense legs wavering,
turning flabby. Slowly, dowly, hefdl spirding through afire-coruscating dark toward the paving stones,
leagues away.

Ashefdl hetwisted around. Through the spurt and flare of needles from the hands of the hissng Darter
boy, he saw something e se that filled him with horror and set his mind to wailing with sllent despair.

The depth of their evil magic reveded itself. Where there had been a splintery basswood door in the high
street wall, adoor through which he had escaped into this demon's courtyard, there was no door now.
Brak saw only unblemished stone. In ared burst of delirium, Brak sank down and knew nothing else.

There was a passage undernegth the stars, Brak waking briefly to dream or imagine himself lashed belly
down over the reeking hide of asnow camel. Its cloven hoofs struck phosphorescent yellow sparks from
the frozen date of the Ice-marches countryside. Darter boys ran dongside. They chittered and chirruped
among themselves, their huge disk-eyes upturned to catch the reflections of the lost, mournful stars.

And then al thisblurred away, like amirror whose surface has been dashed over with scented ail. Brak's
painincreased again.

Another time he waked to imagine himself lying on his back, cold upon damp paving stones. Hisblurred
vision focused somewhere high above.

He perceived arched stonework, mammoth ceiling blocks webbed with something like a spider'slacy
spinning. But this scarlet-colored web wasimmensdly thick in each strand, and dripped a viscous,
reddish fluid thet fdll plip-plop on the paving stones near his cheek. The fallen drops sent up astench
such ashe had never amdledin hislifetime,

For along moment, as his vison dimmed and cleared, dimmed and cleared, he stared up in hideous
fascination at the undulating web affixed to the calling. Under afar arch, the web'sinhabitant stirred.

Two faceted sullen red eyes blinked open in the thick shadows up there. For amoment Brak's vision was
sharp enough to pick out an image duplicated within every one of the facets of the eyes; a human shape,
without garments, but apparently sexless. The shape writhed and gesticulated as though being roasted in
the hottest of fires. Each incredible twist and turn of suffering was multiplied ten, ahundred, athousand
timesinsde each of the red facets of the web-dweller's eyes.

Close a hand, human voices muttered. Brak tried to turn his head, but could not. A cold, musty draught
played across his bare chest. He could recognize walls, the walls of the dim chamber, far away at the
limits of hisvison. The walls shimmered with reddish reflections, asthough somewherein thevast hdl a
fireflickered, holding back the dark that pulsed with some nameless sense of evil.

Somehow Brak knew it was an evil older and more foul than all the evil that had ever gone before.



Suddenly, the red watcher's eyes vanished, up there among the cables of the web. No, they merely
dulled, Brak redlized. A puzzling opa escent screen had come between him and the webbing.

Thisturned out to be ahuge, shimmering bubble, black at the perimeter, misty gray in the center. The
bubble was descending into hisline of vison.

Twiceastal asaman, thishovering bubble contained a human figure. Brak'sthroat clogged with a
vedtigia growl. Thefigurein the bubble belonged to the girl of the midnight-hued silks and robes, Ariane.

Her plum-red lipstwisted in alittle smile of interest. Brak somehow understood that from her mysticd
vantage point within the bubble, floating there twice human size, she could survey him.

In her chak-white face her eyes burned with aluster of unnatura curiosity. He struggled to rise. Nausea
swept over him.

The bubble dropped nearer. Within it Ariane stirred, her hair floating dowly, dowly back and forth
behind her, asthough she swam undersea. She lifted her right hand. She brought her curved nailsto her
lipsand blew akiss.

Her eyeslusted bright and strange. Down her wrists ran tiny red threads of fresh blood. Blood, Brak
sensed, that was not hers, not hers.... Ariane smiled and smiled, tempting him with those plum-ripelips,
tempting him, beckoning him.

Brak shuddered, went rigid. His eyes filmed over. His head began to pound once more, and he shivered
inthe grip of anameless Sckening fear.

The bubble floated up and away. Ariane'sfigure diminished. Brak bit into hislower lip and moaned. Icy
swest bathed him.

Muted male voices which he had heard briefly at the sart of the feverish interlude whispered again.
"Who, who?| cannot see.”

"Doesn't the crawling of your flesh tel you?' This second voice was hoarse, strained. "His daughter. She
iscurious about him, the stranger. And admiring of his strength, | think."

The other voice, older, with aquaver in it, came again: "But dawn comeson, friar! Thereisno timefor
her to take him to her arms.”

"Do you not understand her powers, old one? That foul bitch can stretch one beat of my heart into eons
with her magic. In that time she can claim athousand lovers, or only one, and make each wish afterward
that he had perished in his mother'swomb."

Overhead the reddened spider-like eyeswith their multifaceted images of ahuman creature writhing in
torment dowly closed. The last voice, located somewhere out aong the paving-stone floor beyond
Brak'sline of vison, murmured on: "If Arianeisinterested in the outlander, old one, then when theritua
ceremony commences a first light, he will not have asoul asbig asan olive seed left for Y ob-Haggoth to
gobbleup.”

The voice receded. Brak wondered with dull horror what would happen to him, now that he had roused
the curiosity of the bubble-locked witch. He must rise up.

Powerless, he fdt pain sweep through him again. He gave amighty groan. His head lolled to one side.
Fire danced up the walls of the gigantic chamber. He knew no more.



The last wakening was sudden.

Redlity wasthe chill, hard touch of stone under his naked spine. Thelion'stail of hisclout lumped under
his buttocks. His eyesflicked wide and he knew the enchantment had worn off.

A raw gurgle of curiogity coursed up in Brak'sthroat. Standing above him, limned againgt the background
he had seen before (distant walls, the web high up dripping its gut-stinking ooze), were two
outlandish-looking men.

Onewore dirty robes and had a matted beard, flowing mustaches and tangled hair. He might once have
been tall and commanding. Age had bent his shoulders. His tongue kept darting back and forth across his
cracked old lips. He was blind.

Hiseyeswere dits, thelids sewn tightly down againgt the flesh of his upper cheeks by means of thick
black thread. The thread was partialy overgrown with dark scabs and ugly cartilage.

The other person had aless darming mien, yet he terrified Brak the more. He was a stout, bald man of
small sature. Hewore agray cowl and robe. A girdle of beads hung a hiswaist. In hisright hand he held
asmall cross of pitted gray stone.

The horizonta and vertical arms of this cross were of equa length. The cowled man held it by itslower
vertical arm, and was passing the artifact back and forth through the air over Brak's head. The unfamiliar
symbol and the feeling that some hideous ceremony wasin progress combined to bring Brak legping to
hisfeet, screaming hisrage: "Take that thing from before my eyes, wizard!" His mighty fingerslocked
around the throat of the cowled man, who began to gasp and squirm in terror.

"He means no harm, he means no harm!" piped the old blind man who had heard the sounds of struggle.

Red madness crested behind Brak's eyes, and he saw close-up the rubicund face of the cowled man. It
was aface common, plain, and free of guilt. Brak took his hands from the man's throat and stood back,
figts clenching and unclenching at hissides.

The stone cross had falen to the paving stones. Brak pointed t it.
"I don't know what that thing is, gray robe. But | want no more spells cast on me."

With a peculiar tenderness, the cowled man picked up the artifact. "From where do you come,
barbarian?' Then his eyes narrowed as he guessed: "Northward? The steppes?”’

Brak'stone was guarded. "Aye."
"Then you have never seen a cross of Nestoriamus.”

"Isthat what you cal thething? No, | never have. Let me see" He extended his hand. The cowled man
closed hisfingers protectively. He would not release the artifact.

After amoment the cowled man said, "Thisisthe cross of the Nameless God whaose face cannot be seen
and whose nhame must be forever unwritten. | am the protector of this cross. | am apriest of the order of
Nestoriamus. | am called Friar Jerome.”

Brak grunted and peered around the chamber. The breath of amazement whistled across hislips. Ashe
had sensed in hisdelirium, the hall was high and wide and degp enough to have held an entire host of
warriors. There were no windows, and only one visible door, thisapair of mighty portasfivetimes
Brak's own height.



The only illumination in thewhole disma place came from asmall sunken pit in the center of the
paving-stone floor. There afew beech branches crackled, casting afeeble dancing light on thewadlsand
sending smoke curling into the air. Itstang could not obscure the smdll of the red droolings thet fell
steadily from the web on the celling. The droplets stained and even pitted the floor.

"I do not know why | am here," Brak said, advancing toward the fire, "except that | was set upon by
enchantersin the city of KambdaKai, to which | came peacefully.” The fire warmed histhick,
sword-caloused pams but scantily. A chill mist seemed to suffuse theimmense hdl. Hisvoicerang
hollow as he glowered at the monkish person and the tottering old wreck with the sewn-shut eyes. "Nor
do | know who you redly are, either of you. And | desire your company not at al.”

The Friar raised a pudgy hand. "Peace, outlander. We need not quarrel. We can do naught now but
await garset. At thefirgt light of day, the priest of thisplacewill ..."

"What place?' Brak demanded, sitting down on the low coping that circled thefire pit. "Isthisatomb? A
palace?'

"Anidol," whispered the blind old one. "Anidol that towersthirty timesaman's height. Towerstoward
the very gars, to blot everything below in darkness.” The ancient lipstwisted, as though tasting bitter fruit.
"Thisisthe northernmost shrine of Y ob-Haggoth, barbarian. The greatest of hisimagesin dl the known
world. From the outside it is an immense satue, with afearsome visage. It crouches near the borders
where the | ce-marches stops and the endless wastes to the north begin.”

Now Brak managed a sound faintly resembling alaugh. "Endless wastes? Tiswhere | was born and
suckled, old man. Where | lived and fought until they cast me out for mocking their gods. And here| find
myself, an innocent pilgrim—" Friar Jerome glanced at Brak's savage shoulders and registered weary
skepticism with alift of abrow. "—an innocent pilgrim within some cursed god's fane, about to be done
to death for the gods know what reason. | want no part of these dien ritualsl™

The blind man sank down upon the coping beside Brak. "Asthe Friar said, we can do nothing.”

Jerome nodded. "We too were plucked by the Darter boys from the streets of Kambda Kai. Wetoo are
prisoners. They will day usal come dawn, in arite too loathsome for description.” Jerome's eyes grew
agonized inthefirelight. "Theriteis conducted twice in each year. It isthe way in which the god

Y ob-Haggoth transfers his power to him who conductstherite.”

Brak'sbleak eyesturn quizzicd. "And who isthat?'
In awhisper Jerome replied, " Septegundus,” and moved the crossin theaair.

Brak's spine began to crawl with afoul, cold sweeat. The shadows seemed to stir within the vast hdl. High
abovein the dripping scarlet web, the faceted eyes flashed open, revealing again athousand souls
swaying and twisting in torments of posture that were identical, facet to facet.

Septegundus.... Septegundus. The name rang through Brak likethe ped of animmense bdl, chilling him
with adread he could not fathom. Suddenly he surged to hisfeet. He uttered alow, primeva yell. With
hisyelow braid trailing out behind him, he charged toward the mighty doors and hurled his still-aching
frame againg them.

They would not give the dightest bit. Brak threw back his head and howled along, furious anima howl.
He beat hisfists againgt the portals until his hands bled. Still he could not budge the great doors.



Findly, beginning to redize the enormity of the horror in which he found himsdlf engulfed, he saggered
panting back to the fire pit. There the old one with the sawn-shut eyes regarded the befouled ceiling while
one of his sere cheeks jerked in amad spasm. Friar Jerome shook his head.

"l do not need pity from you!" Brak shouted. "Not from a priest of a catchpenny god!”
Once more Jerome shook his head. "Of the one god, barbarian. The Nameless God."

A queer twitch of fright, of unbelief, of terror at the presence of forcestoo vast for comprehension filled
Brak then. When Jerome signed him to Sit once more on the coping, he obeyed.

He chastised himsdf slently. These men were not enemies but dlies. True, he would not have chosen
them asfighting companions. Not even as persons with whom to exchange afew wordsif they passed
each other dong amountain trail. But fate had thrust them together, and Brak decided that he should
attempt to understand who they were, and what their presence signified.

More calmly he asked: "I do not know your meaning when you talk of the Nameless God or this
Y ob-Haggoth or—(he was about to pronounce the name Septegundus. In hismind asinister bell
boomed, tolled, clanged.) "... or that other."

Friar Jerome nodded, and began to walk back and forth. His sandal's dapped softly on stone. "That is
because you have come from afar country. To what purpose, may | ask?'

Haltingly Brak told them how he had heard legends of the land of Khurdisan far southward, and had
determined that he would journey thereto find hisfortune. It was dl very difficult. Hewasill a easein
their presence. He fdt that his speech was rude. Furthermore he felt naked. His broadsword had been
taken from him.

In atone of patience smilar to that which afather might useto instruct a child, Jerome said, ™Y our lack of
knowledge of this place, this battleground, is understandable, friend Brak. But the shaman told you truly.
There are many splendorsin the world of man and dl of his kingdomsthat lie between these far northern
reaches and the hot crescent of Khurdisan in the south. There are perilsaswel. Theworld isfull of many
incredible, magical beasts and gods. Most are cruel. Perhapsthe crudest is man himsalf. Whether man
be god or beast, | have never decided.”

The words echoed eerily in the empty hal. A twig popped in the pit. Sparks stung Brak's flanks. He
brushed them away impatiently. "Help my ignorance, Friar. Tell me about these gods. One of them, |
gather, will take dl our liveswhen the sun rises.”

"Each kingdom and principdity of thisworld, Brak," Jerome explained with a strange weariness, "isruled
by itsown god. Some are powerful, with many spells and wizardries at their command. Y et most mighty
of dl aretwo who congtantly war for ultimate supremacy in theworld. Their presenceisfor the most part
undreamed of by the lords and princes and commoners and magi who keep their eyes focused upon
smaller, meaner matters, smaller, meaner gods.

"Centuriesin the past, before the Scroll of History was even alittle way unrolled, one of these two
powerful godsruled dl theworld. Y ob-Haggoth." Jeromée's lips curled, as though the word werefilth
upon histongue. "This very monument, asyou have heard, isone of hisbaeful images, ardlic of those
lost times when he was worshipped publicly in loathsomerites.

"Y ob-Haggoth and his worship have been banished these many years. But he has not died. He only
dumbers. Of late he had reasserted his power. Perhaps because this doctrine—" Jerome'sfingers
touched the stone crosswhich he had inserted in the girdle at hiswais, "—has gained converts here and



there. Theworld, you see, isacomplex and wondrous place. One force frequently begets another
counter-force. Until now Y ob-Haggoth could dumber undisturbed, for when the lesser wizards
perpetrated the evil of the lesser gods, they did the Dark One'swork. Perhapsthis," again atouching of
the cross, "hasturned thetide alittle, and the Dark One wakes, fearful.”

"And this Septegundus,” Brak said, forcing himsalf to pronounce the name, "isapriest of thisevil god?"

Jerome gave anod, ashudder. "Ageess, timdess—some say the mightiest wizard known since
creation—that is Septegundus. He is Y ob-Haggoth's chief priest and emissary within the world. Heisnot
aman. Yet heis. He dwellsin aman'sform. But being of his god's essence, he never truly dies. When |
was set upon in the city and brought here, | discovered to my horror that he had regppeared. And soitis
that we are destined to be offered in the rite which Y ob-Haggoth demands twice yearly. Therite will be
presided over by Y ob-Haggoth's amyr, Septegundus.” Pausing, Jerome breathed, " The Amyr of Evil
upon Earth.”

Bowing his head, Jerome shuddered and made a quick crossike motion in front of his breast.
Brak pointed again. "And with that mystic crossthat you draw on the air you hope to ward him off?'

"Aye. Suchismy prayer." Jerome's eyes grew even more somber. "But faith in the Namedess God is
never asinecure, nor even aguarantee againgt harm. Hisfollowers and priests have been sorely tested in
past generations. And in this hour the battle waxes hotter till, for more and more soulsturn to

Y ob-Haggoth, who can gratify their public aswell astheir private lusts. The world through which you
sought to travel, Brak, isaworld at war. And my god, who is without a name and without an image,
faces the stronger opposition.”

When Brak asked an impatient, derisive question concerning the nature of this Nameless God, the Friar
did not bridle or grow enraged. Patiently he explained that the Nameless God was a deity who ruled all
the world without regard to nationa boundaries, or so hisfollowersand priests believed. It was a
peculiar and puzzling doctrine. Brak had never before heard of gods who crossed native boundaries.
Apparently the notion had first been enunciated by agoatherd named Nestoriamus.

Many centuries earlier, according to Jerome, the goatherd, founder of the cult, had met his death
attempting to carry the Nameless God's symbol, astone cross, high into the Mountains of Smoke in the
dim eadt, the areain which al gods were presumed to be born and have their seats of power.
Nestoriamus vanished. Thisonly confirmed the belief of hisfamily, friends, and neighborsthat hewas
crazed. The strength of his doctrine had waned for atime. But now, Jerome said, therewas asmall but
militant cult of Nestorians abroad in the world once more.

Brak snorted. "We could use afew of them here, armed with iron blades.”
Friar Jerome shook his head. "Our strength liesin this." He fingered the cross.

"Not my strength,” Brak snarled back. "If thereisadoor out of thishell, it will only be unlocked by a
length of fighting blade.”

The Friar'sfacefdl, as though he had been hoping for aless violent denid of hisfaith. Brak really could
not comprehend such theological niceties. He lunged to hisfeet. He stalked back and forth, his great
braid swinging behind hisback. At length he spun back to confront Jerome and the old blind man. A
drop of the filthy ichor from the celling web struck and splattered beside his naked left foot. A bit of it
touched his skin, burning painfully. Brak was reminded of the way the hours of the night marched on.

"What exactly isto happen to us at sunrise?' he demanded.



"A ceremony,” piped the old one with the sewn eyes. "We die for the glory of Y ob-Haggoth.”

Now Brak scratched his chin, buffeting his own brainsto cal up amemory. "In the street where they fell
upon me, there was some clack about it. The boys said three persons were necessary...."

Blindly plucking a hisrobes, the ederly man moved closer. His breath smelled of sour wine. "Yes, 'tis
the prescribed ritual, outlander. Y ob-Haggoth must be offered athreefold death. One desth must be the
death of afollower of Y ob-Haggoth'sfiercest foe."

Jerome pushed his cowl back and brushed at his swesting pate. "1 am that one."
"They cdled likewisefor an unbeliever,” Brak mused. "That ismy part?'

The thin-shanked old fellow nodded. "1t seems s0." Bitterly his cracked lips curled. "1 am the third of the

triad. | am he who believed. Oncel did not, you understand. But in my early manhood | struck abargain
with this selfsame Septegundus. In return for the pledge of my morta soul to the service of Y ob-Haggoth,
aswdl asthetangible sacrifice of my eyes asatoken of my good faith ..."

"The god blinded you?" Brak bresthed.
"Ah, no. It was the daughter of Septegundus who did the deed.”

Here Jerome whispered softly, "Ariane. The black-haired one. She came earlier, barbarian. She watched
you with curiosity and perhaps with more than that. Sheis called the Daughter of Hell with good reason.
Her beauty islike afestival cake with poison pus under its crugt.”

"Shewas as agelesdy lovely then as sheisnow,” the old blind man mumbled. "It was Ariane who took
the green wands fresh cut from the tree. She sharpened them, and while | lay on the earth, controlling my
trembling asbest | could—I had agreed to pay the price for what | lusted after, you see—she took the
sticks and with tender little motions of her wrists, she impaled both my eyes and put them out. The power
of my witsgrew after that. For many ayear my tongue sang beautiful songs." The silver head bowed and
the sewn-shut eyes seemed to twitch as the el derly man added softly, "My nameis Tyresas.”

Brak blinked. It meant nothing. But Jerome was stunned. " The minstrel? The nightingale mouth who could
make awarlord weep?'

Tyresiasnodded. "Y es, yes. All the kingdoms of the world flung their gates open to me when | was at the
height of my powers. Wine spurted red aslife at the courts. Maidens kissed the hem of my silver robe
and begged me for oneword.” He shook hishead. "' Tisal gone. Y outh and vigor have faded.

Y ob-Haggoth did not include immortaity in the bargain. | still have one or two rhymes|eft in me, though.
Or so | thought until | was captured. Perhaps there could be one about you, barbarian. From the sound
of your voice, you're avigorous fellow, with a courageous turn of mind. That, incidentaly, will not serve
you well in the world. Deceit isthe order of—but | speak as though tomorrow existed for both of us." He
lifted hisblind head to the darkness where the bl oated spiderlike thing stirred. "There is nothing for any of
usnow but theritua. And death.”

A dreadful Slencefdl.

Brak glanced at the blind minstrel again, then at the little bald Nestorian Friar who sat on the fire-pit
coping, head bowed, mumbling over the stone crossthat he cupped in his hands. Presently Tyresias
stumbled afew paces off and started to hum atune, raggedly and off key. The sound was jarring to the
€.

Brak began to circle the paving stones around thefire pit. He strode in an ever-widening circle, running



his eyes over thewalls. In them he found no crevice, no clue asto ameansto avoid the awful fate. In his
heart coldness gathered. He started when a bell chimed low four times.

Tyresas Sghed and ceased his humming. "The false morn will soon be breaking outside. Then it won't be
much more than one moreinversion of the hourglass beforefull sunrise.”

"We cannot just stand herelike bull oxen waiting to be poled down!™ Brak shouted.

The hoarseness of his cry set up odd wavering echoesin the chamber. Over them, blending with them,
Brak heard another sound—~birittle and piercing feminine laughter.

It wasfar away, tantalizing, tinkly aswater over brook pebbles. Suddenly the air al around siwvam and
dimmed.

Friar Jerome legped to hisfeet. He held his cross out before him at arm's length. There was adazzling
pulse of whitelight, bursting, flaring, as though something dien had reacted in anger to that stone symbol.
With aweak cry, Jerome suddenly tumbled to the stones, unconscious.

The cross had flown from his out-flung hand as he fell. With a peculiar dread he could not understand
(the cryptic symbol meant nothing to him) Brak peered and saw that the cross lay afew pacesfrom
Jeromesfingers. It was shattered.

Tyresias began to quake. "Sheis here. She comes. She comes again.”

Twisting round, Brak saw the source of the light-blaze. The opaescent bubble was descending from the
high darkness.

The bubble was il ebony at itsrim, paler inits center. But thistime, within it no dreamy-face watched.
Thistimetherewasonly amist roiling with asinister life.

The bubble dropped and dropped. Brak realized that it was descending swiftly, asif by plan, directly
upon him.

Tyresas shoulders shook violently. He sensed the peril. "Hdll's Daughter visits again, outlander. It is not
me she seeks, nor the Friar. Run! Run to the corner!”

A tightnessin histhroat, Brak neverthel ess stood his ground. The dreadful specter of the bubble terrified
him asit loomed over him with its center full of those awful, ceasdesdy shifting mists. But he had decided
that whatever would serve to take him from this chamber to another place where he might have the
chanceto use hiswits and hisfists, and perhaps even clutch abroadsword again, was good.

Confronting anything that gave him that dim chance would indeed be little worse than languishing here
with an ineffectua priest and a burned-out singer of songs. So he struggled to control hisfear. He dug his
fingersinto his own thighsto sting himself awake as the perimeter of the bubble danced radiantly before
him and touched ...

A thousand freezing nights on the high steppes, the wild lands of the north, could not have contained
more bone-hurting cold than that bubble-skin that brushed against him. His heart dugged more dowly.
Hisvison dimmed. Theroiling mists closed round his eyes and swallowed him.

Brak fdt himsdf totaly welghtlessthen. Hefdt himsdlf rising upward.

Findly he could see again. Bdow, he saw Friar Jeromefdl away. The holy man ill lay unconscious near
his shattered cross. Tyresias hunched at the fire pit, shaking his head in pity. Brak was caught within the



bubble now, prisoned there....

Heflung out hisarms, hands fisted. Heflailed and struck at the freezing smoke which had adelicioudy
pleasant tang, despite the pain it brought to his naked hide. The more he struggled, the more he
floundered in his curious weightless sate. The bubble drifted dowly higher through the chamber.

Then the mists began to swirl more furioudy. They darkened as the bubble neared the filthy webbing
strung by the creature at the top of the vast hal. Oddly, strands of this webbing seemed to penetrate the
bubble. Nauseated, Brak battled at them. He touched only freezing air.

The webbing had passed through the bubble, and through him, and now the bubble floated on upward
again, touching the great stone-roofed vault and being absorbed into it and through it.

Brak glanced downward. With morta fear, he saw hislower limbs dissolving, mdting, fading into and
through the solid ceiling-blocks. A strange numbness swept hisbody. It drove out the cold, asmore
and more of the bubble, more and more of his own mighty frame was absorbed. He was sinking upward
through thewall. Theline of thewall's surface crept up his belly—up the brawny planes of his chest, up
histhroat, across his chin. As hisface sank upward into that numbing darkness, the last thing he heard
was atinkling, ddighted laugh.

"Come, come, strong one," the gentle voice seemed to soothe. "Arianeis not so fearsome.”

Knowing hewas magicaly summoned, Brak cried out, "They caled you Hell's Daughter. | want no part
of youor..."

Darkness dipped across hisface and hismind aswell.

Wind lashed hisface. All about him Brak felt the thrust of it, buffeting him from one direction, than
another. In the instant when this holocaust of keening sound first beet upon his mind, fear spurted fresh
indgde him, like the gush of some poisoned fountain. He fought for one terrible, careening moment to
suppress the fear, but to no avail.

Thewind flayed hisface. It forced him to flick his eyes open. A league below, or so it seemed, the world
tilted and did away benesth the smdl, fragile car of moon-drenched copper in which he lurched back and
forth. Hisbelly flopped over with vertigo. He shot his hands out to catch the car'srail and steady himsdif.
A sense of bedazzlement spread around and above and beneath him.

Brak the barbarian found himsdlf riding in the ornamented copper car of achariot that flew through the
heavens. On the horizon the moon swam misty and full, adazzling coin of light. In the east, far past the
glinting blue frontiers of the ce-marches, yonder toward the Mountains of Smoke where the goatherd

Nestoriamus had died, pdlid light crept to illumine the day.

Brak's heart pounded with terror. Hisbody felt periloudy light, both real and unreal, as though the self
that rode up here above the world, rode here upon the wind in this chariot with a beautiful weirdling
holding the reins, was not hisred sdlf but merely some wizard's projection. His barbarian's mind
struggled to encompass within the space of afew seconds al the wonders he could view from the awful
vantage point.

Along the near southwestern horizon, the city of Kambda Kai crouched in darkness. Nearer, looming up
from the ice-crusted blue rocks, rose an immense stone carving, tall and huge around. The chariot was
sweeping through the sky away from it. Gradually the strange monoalith took on definition.

It was amammoth ruined idol, the squatting figure of asemihuman thing with bruta stonefistsresting



upon its crossed thighs and its sinister mouth turned downward, asthough to curse dl of theland that its
fearsome stone eyes surveyed. Suddenly Brak redlized that this mighty idol in the wilderness must be the
image of Y ob-Haggoth.

Of more immediate concern to him was the girl who held the reins of the chariot in her chalk-white hands.
She turned her head, glancing at him over her shoulder while her ebony hair streamed behind her. It
twisted and tangled with the misty-black robe she wore, so that it wasimpossibleto tell exactly where
hair and gown intermingled.

Arianeslipswere curled into acurious, speculative smile. Her little teeth were bared to the wind and her
eyeswere wide as she worked to control thereins.

Out in front of those gossamer-gray strands, apair of strange horselike creatures with sllver bitsin their
jaws lunged ahead through empty sky, great black hidesrippling. Never had Brak seen such monsters,
even in hismost fevered dreams. The incredible stallions had manesthat burned. Banners of firetrailed
from their distended nodtrils, shooting iridescent scarlet and orange and yellow sparks back into the night.

"Why have you brought me here, woman?' Brak bawled above the wind's tumullt.

"Do you redly know who | am, barbarian?’ the girl laughed back. "Have they told you, those two dung
hegps whose time has al run out?"

"Y ou're the woman who gulled mein KambdaKal. A strumpet enchantress.”

Thisangered Ariane. She whipped round and flicked the end of one of the gossamer reinsagaingt his
cheek. Therein cut awicked runne thin as aknife's edge down Brak's cheek.

He reached up to swab at the blood. His fingers came away dry. The wound had aready closed over,
thoughitspain ill sung.

Now at last Brak was certain that neither he nor Ariane were red. His body (his corpse, perhaps?)
dumbered down there in the shrine of 'Y ob-Haggoth while his damned soul rode up herewith this
black-eyed witch girl and the fire-maned horses drew the copper car downward across the sky.

The girl said through clenched teeth, "I am Ariane, the daughter of Septegundus. | command respect.”
"Since when must a man respect foulness?' Brak called back.

At once asubtle change cameinto Ariane's eyes. Shetugged lightly at the reinsagain. With incredible
downess and grace, yet with aspeed testified to by the roaring wind, the fire-maned horses turned in the
sky and sped southward. Ariane said: "The Darter boystold me you were just a peasant clod out of the
north. Y et you seem capable of fairly subtle turns of mind, Brak."

"Y ou know my name."
"Aye. And more."
"Wel, | know yourstoo. And more important, the meaning of it."

She whispered it, making it sound both mocking, and like atempting sweetmest: "Ariane, Ariane.
Ariane."

"Daughter of Hell iswhat the Friar said.”

Ariane shrugged. The digphanous blackness of her gown gave a sudden wild flutter, blowing over her



and wrapping itself around Brak's neck.

The fabric caressed his cheek with asubtle, sensuoudy perfumed pressure. He tore the black stuff away.
The wind whipped it back toward Ariane, whose white cheeks gleamed in the glare of the fire Streaming
from the manes of the phantom horses.

The moon had nearly set. The lce-marches had vanished back into the blue haze at the world's north rim.
Ahead, agolden city spread on aplain.

"The Friar'stongue will clack more softly when Y ob-Haggoth gathershim in, Brak. He has put poisonin
your mind about me."

Thisamost made Brak throw his head back and bray with savage laughter. "' Poison! Gods, woman,
what more would be needed than a clubbing and an enchantment followed by imprisonment and the
knowledge that I'm to be part of some sacrifice to gppease afilthy power of whom | have never heard?’

Now black sparks glittered in Ariane's eyes. Lightly sheflicked thereins, to show him that she could sting
him again.
"Do not blaspheme. Y ob-Haggoth isthe Dark One. The Supreme One."

"What of it? What do you want of me? 'Y ou watched me from that enchanted bubble when | wasfirst
ingdetheidol. For what reason?’

A little pink tongue crawled over Ariane's lips as she moistened them. Then she countered, "What else
did the wicked Nestorian tell you about me? That | take lovers? Well, that is so. My father and | are not
wholly creatures of the world. But still, we share certain earthly hungers which come with these bodies
weinhabit. Y ou are aman of parts, barbarian. Strong. Equipped with acertain primitive courage.
Courage, | might say, would be of very little vdue to you in the world. Such virtues are not prized among
men. If you were asmall man, atrickster, free of scruples—ah, then, barbarian, then you might reach
Khurdisan."

Brak turned cold again. She knew of his quest and dream. But he kept silent as she went on: "Aye, then
you might reach Khurdisan dive. But the world does not want your kind. Nor will the world do anything
but punish aman like you who rides by hisown lights, defiantly.” Shelaughed again. "It isour world, my
father'sand mine. A black, tormented pit of aplace.

Brak'sthick yellow brows quirked together. "How isit you know | was bound for Khurdisan?"'

"l know everything about you. | have sucked your mind dry like an apricot seed. Itisasmplemindin
many ways. Not so smplein others” Theteasng, lustful smilereturned. "All indl, | find you of
congderable attraction.”

"Y ou're mocking me with dl thistalk, woman. | am fated to die. Already the light breaks."

Ariane waved one long-nailed hand asthe greet gilt city with its domes and cupolas, itsimmense market
sguares and temples, glided by beneath them. They swept on down the world, swift asthewind that bore
them.

"Theritua isof no consequence, Brak."
"Of no consequence!”

"No, because | can dter the outcome."



"Savemy life?'
"Y es. The Darter boys can find another unbeliever in the stews of KambdaKai intime.”

His belly hardened, deathly cold in the center. A strange crisis, one which hewasill equipped to
comprehend or dedl with. The crisiswas upon him.

"For thisthere would be a price, eh, woman?'

Arianeleaned toward him. Sparks from the blazing horses manes caught in her hair, shone like jewd s of
fire

"Yes, barbarian. Yes, aprice. You bind yoursdlf to me."
"For how long? Until Hell cracks open and the world bowsto Y ob-Haggoth?"

A wild light shonein her eyes. "That time will not belong in coming, Brak, mark me. How long there
remains an—interest—between usis my right to say. Mine aone. But you would have to grant me that
right fredly, for that right isone thing | cannot take from you by aspdll. Y our dternativeissmply the
completion of the sacrificid rite”

With one fierce, sweeping turn, Brak faced away from her and confronted the encompassing horizon, the
gilt city dropping behind, a dun-colored plain sweeping up ahead.

Upon the plain an army maneuvered in the dawn light. Brak saw tens upon tens of thousands of horse
and footmen, and scythe chariots, and herads blowing great bronze war horns of teardrop shape. He
saw apanoply of martia splendors such as he had merely imagined in hisyouth.

The dream chariot raced above the sea of aguamarine and yellow and emerald and royal purple pennons
which dipped and whipped on lance tips. And nonein the great host saw the phantom chariot overhead.

Brak made a savage gesture that took in dl this richness of armed might. "Why do you ask the question
here, Ariane? Why here, woman? Why here, where | can see dl this? Why do you ask in this car which
amod fliesfagter than the light itself, over wonders I've never seen before?!

Ariane did not answer directly. Her mouth gleamed softly as shelifted it toward him. "L et me have your
soul, barbarian.”

"I know nothing of words likethat. | am sure | have athick right arm to wield asword, and two limbsto
carry me, but asfor other things..."

"You have asoul,” shewhispered. "'But you must grant it fredly.”
"Asthemingre Tyresasgrantedit?"

"What?"

"With the skewering of hiseyes by your own hand?'

Ariane seemed caught up in some sensud trance. She did not react to the words with anger as he
expected, only seemed to relax and sway gently against his bronzed forearm. Her cheek touched hisskin
with an odd softness that aroused thick, evil thoughtsin hismind.

He fought the thoughts as she rubbed her cheek againgt his forearm and murmured, "Brak, Brak, my
strong one. There is nothing, nothing in the great world which does not have a price that must be paid for



it. I can offer you so much. My own love, and more. All you want of theworld and itsjeweled cities. If
you do not believe how wonderful itis—look!"

Thelast word was ajubilant cry as she whipped the reins down upon the backs of the horses.

The wind increased. In moments the copper car was traveling with aswiftness that made Brak clutch its
raill and fear for hislife.

Beneath him streamed the kingdoms of the world resplendent in the dawn. He saw great border walls
and turquoise seas where fat merchantmen plowed under bright-colored sail. Strange shrines and
forgotten citiesloomed in yellow deserts, and there were craggy mountain regions, and silver mines
chopped from the peaks where thousands upon thousands of men labored, antlike, to gather the raw
gleaming Slver Suff.

Onward the chariot sped down the sky, past castles, forests, glades, prairies, uplands, over battling
armies and tribes of desert nomads wandering, past lofty enamelled city spires where holy men cried into
the sunrise, on and on and on in amad, dazzling pattern of sights and splendors of such hurting beauty as
to nearly crack aman's mind.

Under the plowing hoofs of the chariot that raced between land and stars, al the kingdoms of the world
fled by as she cried their magic names a oud—Phrixos and Phryx and Toct, Gat and Chamba or and
Ringarim, Bemkah and Kopt, Tyros and Thanzid and Tobool.

And then, burning with ayellow haze in agreat encompassing crescent at the south edge of the world,
thereit was. Brak's heart quickened fearsomely. Above the wind Ariane lashed the horses maniacaly
and shrieked: "Khurdisan, Brak my beloved. Khurdisan the Golden."

White knuckled, he clutched therall, straining for aglimpse of it behind the shining golden mist upon the
horizon.

Suddenly Ariane'slaughter bubbled up and died. With asharp, "Hai! Hai!" she lashed the horses again
and jerked thereins. The chariot swung round the sky, into the north.

Thegilt glow of Khurdisan fled behind them. Ariane murmured, "Not yet, Brak. Ah, not yet. That will
only beyoursif you bind yoursdlf and give yoursdf fregly to me."

Temptation enflamed him. Doubt and guilt assailed him. What would be so wrong in it, one awful part of
his mind argued. Was she not comely, exceedingly fair? Would not her arms be warm and perfumed?
Shewould spare hislifel And he could bargain! He could be in golden Khurdisan in atwinkling, just as
soon as shetired of him. He opened hislipsto speak ayes, for it would be so easy.

Ariane's black-velvet eyes glowed in anticipation. She leaned toward him eagerly. Into Brak's mind
flashed the hideousimage of Tyresiasand his sawn-shut eyes. Therewas evil in theworld. That much of
Jerome's prating he believed. This wasevil.

"No," he grumbled, hiswhole body hurting from the effort required to say that sngleword. Then again,
with aroar, "No! No!" He begt his huge fists on the car rail. His savage yelow braid trailed out behind
him in the wind as he bawled, "No, hell-woman! That part of me you will not have! | cannot believe |
have asoul, but the shinein your eyestellsme |l must. And | say no!™

For amoment Ariane's face wrenched in hate. Then her eyes narrowed, intensely curious. She studied
the agonized posture of the barbarian as he hung on the car rail, head tossed back, teeth bared, eyes
shut. He prayed to nameless gods whose origins and powers he did not know, praying for strength to



resst thistemptation.
And Ariane saw that he was strong, and somehow this produced not fury, but a sadness.

From around her neck she dipped asmal silver chain with a bauble hanging on it. Before Brak could
stop her, she had looped this chain over hishead. The baubl€e's gentle pressure on his chest brought his

eyes open.

The thing made hisflesh tingle where it touched. He saw that it was atiny replicaof that weird bubblein
which she had descended, a black-rimmed jewe with aheart of whirling gray stuff.

Arianetouched his cheek. "My poor barbarian. | should hate you with al my being. | do not. | want you
gill."

He shook his head, turned away. He did not want to look into her beautiful eyestoo long. All around,
cloudswhirled now, black streamers of them obscuring the world, as though the dawn through which the
chariot had raced were an illusion. The fires-maned horses were descending. Brak could tell by thetilt of
the car. Like a sad theme of music, the memory of golden Khurdisan shining on the horizon regppeared in
hismind. Wasit forever lost?

"With thelittle bubble,” Arianesad, "'l chain mysdlf to you. | bind mysdlf to you, even unto the moment of
your desth. Until that moment you can change your mind, barbarian. Y ou can cal me with the bubble.
Touch it and whisper my name. | will come. Otherwise ..." Her face hardened. "Y ob-Haggoth isthe
Supreme One. Y ob-Haggoth will be served.”

"Damn 'Y ob-Haggoth and thisworld | do not understand!™ he cried, but the words were blown away by
asudden clap of thunder that boomed through the black fog. The car, Ariane, the dreamsteeds, dl
disntegrated.

Heflailed hisarmsfor balance. Hisvison darkened. He was afraid. He very nearly reached up to touch
the glassy bubble hanging on his chest. He fought againgt the desire.

Inthe whirling dark he heard vile, jolly laughter. It was the laughter of Septegundus, welcoming him.
Blackness.

Blacknessthick and billowing. The maniacal laugh rose and rose in amdlicious crescendo. Like throbbing
drums, the laughter burst against Brak's ears while the foul black smoke blew and whipped al around
him. Hethrust his pdms againgt hisears. Still the noise perssted, making histemples beat with hurt.
Louder than thunder. Louder than a hundred-thousand warriors moving together across the earth.

Inaburg of bluelight, adl the smoky chaos burned up, blinded him, vanished. Hefet himsdf fdling. He
plummeted through nothing, sightless. Histhroat clogged with terror. In one moreflick of an eyelid the
gpell was broken, and the final horror loomed.

Thin bluish sunlight reflecting from the icy sweeps of the cold-rimed land pulsed and hurt hiseyes.
Directly over Brak's head a fearsome stone image leered down.

Hismind cleared dowly. He recognized the mammoth ruined idol, frozen for al timein green-shot
granite. Its body seemed to exude afoul dampness even though the dawn air was dry and frosty.

The closed stonefists of Y ob-Haggoth rested upon the crossed stone thighsjust above Brak, and the
higher portions of the image seemed to shoot into the pale morning heavens. The huge chisded eyes
regarded the world implacably. The stone mouth curved downward in acrud grimace.



Brak heard stirringsto either side. He was sprawled on his back. There was cold stone beneath him. He
turned his head to theright.

Tyresaslay there, eyesturned up to a sky he could not see. On Brak's | eft, Friar Jerome was rousing,
gtting hafway up now, shaking hisbald head. Brak discovered that the three of them were lying on an
immense stone platform that jutted out from the idol's base.

AsBrak propped himself up on one hand, he wondered how he and the other two had gotten out here
into the palelight of dawn. Then heredlized that they must have been carried. Behind him he heard
shuffling footsteps.

Twisgting round, he saw adouble line of the Darter boys emerge from a portal obscured with shadows.
This doorway was set into one of Y ob-Haggoth's knees.

Scrambling up, Brak glanced both left and right again. His face wrenched with savage fury. They were
hemmed in.

The Darter boys, two score now, then three, swiftly ranged themsel ves around the rim of the rectangular
platform. They faced inward, toward thetrio of sacrifices,

The Nestorian said, ™Y ou dept deeply, barbarian. Ariane took your mind away for atime and left your
body. Y ou whimpered and moaned and thrashed around on the floor of the prison hall. Once you
climbed up on your knees as though you wanted to throw yourself over the coping into thefire pit. | had
to drag you back. Y our eyes remained tightly shut the whole time. After awhile you seemed to losethe
fury. Asthough she had released you. | grew drowsy then. | remember nothing €l se until we wakened
here amoment ago."

Scowling and squinting, Brak watched the Darter boys range themsalves round the platform's edge. Their
eyesshone. Ther slver-needlefingers clicked at their sides, click-clack-click-clack. Thefant sound
made an ominous counterpoint to the wind's keen.

Y ob-Haggoth'simage leered out at the world. From the doorway which led ingde the shrine, there were
ruglingsand irrings.

Tyresias clutched the Friar'sarm, shaking like areed in rain. "Holy Friar, cal on your Nameess God.
Beg himto saveud”

Wearily Jerome shook his head. "1 do not command Him. Nor does He answer like alackey. Those who
swear faith to Him still remain men, beset by aman's perils. My only power, the stone cross, is smashed.
l..."

Jerome started. He had noticed the thin silver chain hanging around Brak's neck. His mouth soured.
"What isthat you wear, barbarian? Her mark?"

The Friar made asif to grab the bauble and tear it off. Brak seized the Nestorian'swrist. He closed his
fingers on flesh and bone until Jerome winced.

Through peded-back lips Brak said, "To touch it will summon her. If that happens, shell fetch mefor her

Tyresias nodded his head feebly. "What price did she offer to pay, outlander?’

For amoment Brak's heart was near to breaking. "The world. And Khurdisan of the south.”



Somehow Jerome managed a bit of wryness: "Wdll, old singer, the price quoted appearsto be higher
than ssimply a set of powerful lungs and a molten voice. Perhapsit's because our barbarian friend is

young.

"I'll have none of her!" Brak began. Suddenly his spine crawled. He felt someone watching, someone
other than the Darter boys. He snapped his head up.

There, above him, sanding in the frosted wind of the pae early morning, barefoot, with her ebony silks
whipping around her and mingling with her hair, was Ariane. She watched from a perch atop
Y ob-Haggoth'simmense right knee. She lifted one hand as though to beckon.

How easy it would be, Brak thought with weariness. How easy to touch the bauble. Call her name.
Surrender and be done with this quigt, evil place. In the cold wastes of black rock and blue, frozen
pools, Y ob-Haggoth towered thirty times higher than aman. At hisfeet the Darter boys clicked their
needle-fingersin soft, anticipatory rhythm, click-clack-click-clack.

Brak's gorge rose. Was he a puling child to be frightened into docility? The hot reeking blood of wolves
ran in hisbody. He would not whimper or cower. He would die as befitted aman of the wild lands of the
north. He'd take some of these crawling vermin aong to the unknown Pit, too.

What he needed was aweapon. A weapon, so that he could die with his head upraised, chanting his
rage.

The click-clack-click-clack of fingersintensified. Out from the portal of the shrine marched asquare
formation of Darter boys, three to aside. In the center another of the ragged wretches carried a polished
sheet of metal upon which rested five objects. A scrap of robe which Brak quickly decided matched the
color of Tyresias ragged garments and must have been ripped from them; the two stone fragments of the
broken cross; and Brak's own broadsword.

"So that iswherethe crosswent,” Friar Jerome whispered. " Evidently they need some token from each
of usto completetheritud.”

"Huh," Brak hissed back. "If | can but lay my handson that blade ..."
"Therewill be notime,” Jerome answered. "Mark well the fifth object on the tray.”

ThisBrak did. Hisbelly chilled again. Lying beside the other items was a short, thick dagger of bronze.
Its blade was green with tarnish, except for certain places where the bronze was total ly obscured by a
black coating of old, dried blood. The knobbed hilt of the ceremonia knife was shaped into a head of
Y ob-Haggoth.

The square formation approached within a haf-dozen paces of the three victims. Then the Darter boys
halted, and stepped to the Side, leaving the keeper of the tray holding his burden in proud, blind-eyed
isoletion.

Desperately Brak swept the scene again. The rocks and tundras were empty of all other sign of human
beings. Perhaps this place was so accursed that no travelers ever ventured near. And he searched in vain
for some other portal leading back into the idol. The door onto the platform seemed to be the only one.

Onefina time Brak looked up at thefigure of the stone god. He noticed alarge fissure about haf way up
theidol's belly. But the fissure would not serve as a hiding place, or aplaceto wedgein, turn and fight. It
was barely half ahand'swidth at itswidest.

One of the Darter boys flung his head back and howled, “The bringer of Y ob-Haggoth! The bringer of



Yob-Haggoth!" Every other Darter boy took up the cry: "The bringer of Y ob-Haggoth comes! The
bringer of Y ob-Haggoth comes! Septegundus comes! SEPTEGUNDUS COMES"

And from the black portd slently glided the Amyr of Evil upon Earth.

Brak jammed his knucklesinto his eyesocketsin dishelief. The man was not of overwhelming stature. He
was clad in aplain black robe with voluminous deevesinto which his hands were folded. His pate was
closdly shaven, hisnose aguiline, hislipsthin. His chin formed a sharp point, and the upper parts of his
ears were pointed, too.

Hiseyeswerelarge, dark, staring, nearly al pupil. Very little white showed. He had no eyelids. Evidently
they had been removed by a crude surgical procedure. Light pads of scar tissue had encrusted above the
socketswhich held eyesthat never closed.

But what turned Brak's belly to alumpy mass of terror was Septegundus very flesh. It was alive. It
crawled. The skin was etched on every inch of its surface with human figures. Tiny, naked human figures,
hundreds of them, intertwined and dowly writhing in postures of eternd torment. The figureswere
somehow prisoned within the thin layers of flesh and were crawling dowly there, crawling, moving, ina
never-ending pattern variation of bodies, arms, legs, torsos.

Brak wanted to bite down on hislip until blood ran.

Ceremonioudy Septegundus glided forward until he stood directly before them. "Welcomethree," he said
in alight, reedy voice. He bowed to Tyresias. "Welcome, believer. We have met before” A bow to Friar
Jerome. "Welcome, priest.” And then he bent at the waist and fixed those dreadful whiteless eyes upon
Brak, who stood rigid and swesting at the incredible spectacle of human misery crawling and turning
upon the forehead of Septegundus.

"Welcome, unbeliever,” Septegundus said. ™Y ou did not choose the way my daughter offered you, so the
thrice-fired hells of Y ob-Haggoth shall be yours."

Asthough mesmerized, Brak could not rip his own gaze from that of Septegundus. The creature (how
could he be thought of asaman?) cracked amerciless smile.

"Still, thereistime left, barbarian. | wish only pleasure for my child. We can yet find another to take your
place so that Y ob-Haggoth may drink the warm blood and be renewed in his power. My childisa
beautiful child. She could offer you the most tempting of ddights, themost ..."

In that moment, as the voice of Septegundus prattled on, somehow feeble despite the pa pable aura of
evil power that radiated around him, Brak's last thin veneer of civility and sense cracked away. With one
awful, anima yel he gathered spittlein hismouth, blew it in the crawling face of Septegundus and gave
thefoul cresture amighty buffet with hisbaled right hand.

Tyresas arched hisback as though he had been lanced with exquisite pain when he heard Septegundus
cry out. "Fool, oh you fool!" Tyresas shrieked. Septegundus tumbled backwards, flapping his hands free
of hisrobes. Theflesh of those hands crawled and crawled with tiny, tormented human figures, too.

Brak legped. He laid hands upon Septegundus and flung him back againgt the Darter boy with the salver.
Instantly black night descended, blotting out the landscape. Red lightning cracked in the heart of this
sudden blackness and struck the stone platform and burned and hissed.

Therewas athunderclap. Another. The red lightnings danced and flickered again, blasting to theright of
Brak, then to the | eft. The platform heated beneath his naked soles, blistering hot. Smoke poured in from



al directions. The eyes of the Darter boys flamed with reflections of the red lightnings asthey rushed
forward.

Blacknessfilled the world. Brak legped forward with another howl. The stone image of Y ob-Haggoth
towered. Red lightnings played around it, sparking. Septegundus had recovered himsalf, wasthrashingin
the smoke and crying wild, meaninglessincantations.

Brak stumbled against the Darter boy with the salver. He closed his hands around the magica boy's
throat. The salver fell. Brak wrenched the Darter boy to theleft, snapping his neck with one congtriction
of hisfingers.

Then Brak bent down and scrabbled in the smoke. All around thunder pounded and the red lightnings
crisscrossed, 9zzling past the barbarian with the smell of perdition in them. Brak could not find the hilt of
hisfdlen sword.

Hisfingers ached as he quested down into the whirling smoke. Somewhere Tyresias bleated in terror.
Somewhere Friar Jerome mumbled adimly heard prayer. At last Brak's hurting fingers touched
something cold, hard, and familiar. He closed hisfingers and jerked upward. The red lightnings blazed
and glared on the blade of the broadsword he had retrieved.

Septegundus tottered at him through the billowing smoke, hands upraised. In each hand was awrithing,
wet-scaled black serpent with atriple-forked tongue, a serpent long as Brak wastall. Septegundus gave
athin, derisive cry and hurled first one serpent, then the other.

With amighty hack of the blade, Brak diced one of the foul beastsin haf. Its parts twitched away to be
lost in the smoke. The other snake dithered past his shoulder and the triple-forked tongue darted out to
the nearest target, the neck of a Darter boy charging in to fight.

One kiss of that tongue and the Darter boy reeled back, eyes bulging. He shook with afatal ague while
the serpent wrapped its coils round and round his neck.

Brak fought. He drove his sword left, through a Darter boy's throat. He pulled it out, dammed it to the
right and lopped off another head. It spun away, fountaining blood from the neck. Thunder roared
incessantly. Brak's brain was full of fear and madness, for his savage attack upon Septegundus had
somehow unleashed the power of Y ob-Haggoth.

Up therein the blowing blackness theimage of 'Y ob-Haggoth was beginning to shudder and vibrate. Its

surface was played over by the glare of the red lightnings. One bolt struck the idol's head. Another hit its
belly. Each time the stone grew more luminous, until the entire idol was pulsing an eerie scarlet. Its stone
eyesburned brightest of dl.

Somewhere off in the murk Septegundus mouthed spellsnoisily. A rain of lizards and toadsfell al around
Brak. He trampled and smashed them underfoot. A hand plucked at his elbow. He whirled, ready to
hack off the head of another Darter boy. The hand dipped off. The smoke was so thick that
Septegundus acolytes were confused. They bumped against one another. Their curses added to the din.

The sweating face of Friar Jerome appeared. His mouth worked violently, panting: ™Y ou have roused
Y ob-Haggoth himsdlf. Look." Jerome pointed up.

Scarlet light seemed to shine from within the very stone of theidol now. The stone eyesflamed. Brilliant
red beams shone out from the fissure in theidol's belly. It was as though afoul living essence of evil had
gathered within the image and was pouring forth.



"Y ob-Haggoth come!™ Septegundus shrieked, hisface looming briefly in the murk. "Yob-Haggoth send
down thy power and aid thy servant!"

In dreadful fascination, Brak peered high upward at the light seeping out through the fissurein theidol's
belly. 1t wasthe light of evil seeping out, seeping out through an opening which—

An opening? With awild yell, broadsword raised, Brak ran. Darter boys like half-real phantasms
blocked his charge through the billowing murk. Brak swung his broadsword left and right, left and right in
murderous arcs, and dew them. Some primeval fear told him that the world was shattering, coming to an
end in thunder and searing blasts of lightning that sent fierce red sparks burning and hissing againgt his
skin. If thiswere so and dl was doomed, he had nothing left to lose, 0 he let the wild fighting madness

possess him.

Therewas no more civilized restraint left in him. He was the savage, seeking to wresk as much hell ashe
could, and his broadsword sang back and forth like agory scythe.

A few spurts of fire sizzled toward him from the fingertips of the Darter boys. Brak managed to dodge
past these and soon none of the acolytes attacked any longer, for his broadsword had proved afierce
weapon. It hung in hisdack right hand as he blundered blindly into the carved and crossed stone legs of
Y ob-Haggoth. From Brak's blade rivulets of red dripped. Bits of human brain and cartilage clung to the
cutting edge. His entire body was smeared with this scarlet and gray dabbing. As he struggled to jump
high and catch the upper horizonta edge of the crossed leg, atill-wet human handprint, marked in
blood, glistened out on the naked flesh of hisback where hislong yellow braid swayed.

With one hand Brak seized the stone leg's upper edge. He flung the broadsword up and over so that he
might use both handsto pull himsdlf upward. This he did with considerable effort, conscious of how the
night'sorded had drained his strength. Hate wasin his baefully glinting eyes as he dragged himsdlf
forward across the stone to where the sword lay. His dl-encompassing desire for revenge buoyed him a
little, gave him the strength to seize the sword and stagger forward to do what he must.

The holocaust of smoke, lightning, and thunder increased. 1t was dmost beyond human bearing, awild,
phantasmagoric interplay of lights and noise. Down below on the platform, Septegundus was howling to
Y ob-Haggoth for succor. Above Brak the evil idol pulsed with its sinister glow, and thisawful brilliance
lit itseyes and continued to pour out through thefissureinits belly.

Suddenly another magicd rain descended upon the lurching barbarian. There were spiders by the
hundreds. Some werefat and yellow and 0ozing transparent liquid poisons through the tips of their
feders, otherswere smal, quick, and mottled. Shuddering, Brak tore three, six, then whole handfuls of
them from hisarms and torso and stamped others under his feet, staggering ahead through the awful
putrefying ruin of their squashed bodies.

He dammed againgt theidol's one belly, recoiled with acry. The sone was smmering, weirdly flaccid.
It had logt its solidity and become a scalding, undulating tissue of evil that lived, lived, and poured hot hell
glare out through the fissure just above Brak's head.

A ddirium was beginning to fill hismind. It seemed that the monstrous stone head of Y ob-Haggoth began
to incline downward then, turn downward upon its stone neck.

Not possible! hismind cried out, fighting off the fear the terribleillusion created. And yet he knew
somehow that it was possible, with Septegundus caling upon al the necromantic force of hisevil
god-master.

The areain which Brak stood baanced periloudy on theidol's crossed legs began to brighten to an



unbearable radiance. Thelight poured from Y ob-Haggoth's eyes and boiled smoking out of the split
stone.

Then the god looked down.

In but afew more heartbesats, Brak felt, he would die. He cursed the unknown gods that had drawn him
to thisingloriousfate. He fastened his hands on the hilt of his broadsword. He brought the broadswvord
up over his head with one last burst of effort, fingerslocked atop the hilt, pam-butts supporting the hilt
from underneath as though it were a double-handed spear. And with every mighty thew and every great
musclein his body wrenching and writhing, he gave afrenzied scream of hate and drove the sword into
thefissure of light.

Winds of monumentd forcetore a him, threatening to blow him from his perch. The billowing smoke
became even darker. A smell of the tomb, astink of ten-thousand corpsesrotting fumed within a
pal pable cloud that gushed from thefissure.

Thelight within theidol began to dim. The thunderclaps blended one into another without interruption.
Brak'sown vison grew feeble as he tottered in the screaming wind.

The world was darkening. The statue of Y ob-Haggoth was changing from living, undulating light back to
sickly green-shot stone. From within the statue's heart came atitanic grinding.

"Y ou barbarian filth!"

Brak twisted around, gasping in horror. Crawling up over the edge of the crossed stone legs came
Septegundus, the repulsive images on hisflesh till turning, writhing, twisting. Hislidlesseyesstood out in
that crawling face like inhuman dark lanterns. In hisright hand Septegundus clutched the bronze dagger
with the head of Y ob-Haggoth fashioned into itshilt.

Brak fdlt hislegs grow weak and wavery. Hetried to brace himsdf against the hardening, cooling stone
of the rumbling idol. With hisface radiating ultimate evil, Septegundus clambered to his feet and fixed
Brak with his pitiless stare. Then he released the bronze dagger.

Incredibly, the dagger hung suspended, shaking faintly in the air that roiled between them. Septegundus
supple, image-etched hands whipped back and forth in strange, mystic gestures. Hislips,
blood-blackened where he had bit them through in rage, formed syllables Brak did not understand.

The barbarian knew he must move, dodge, flee, try to escape. But the wind battered him, and his senses
no longer served himwdl. Hisright leg shook with aviolent muscle spasm. It buckled.

The dagger floating before Septegundus began to glow cherry colored. Slow and straight, it sailed
forward through the air toward Brak's huge, panting chest.

For one cataclysmic moment the scene held: the blood-stained barbarian sunk to one knee, staring dully;
the servant of Y ob-Haggoth suddenly throwing his arm above his head, forming fisssand howling in glee;
and between them the dowly rotating blade piercing the air straight and true for Brak's breastbone.

Brak had no strength, no energy, no witsleft to move or avoid it. Onward the dagger flew, looming in his
vison. And then, asif by ingtinct, hisright hand clawed up to histhroat. He clutched the bauble on the
slver chain. He cried through the tumult: " Ariane!™

Therewas quicksIver blur. She materidized facing him, triumph in her eyes. Ariane bent forward to suck
out hissoul with agentlekissof her plum lips on his. Her fingers touched his gore-stained shoulders. Her
hair blew al around like awild black web as she brought her face nearer, ever nearer, whispering sweet



foul wordsto him.

"Daughter!" Septegundus cried, but it wastoo late. Arian€e's fingertips made claws on Brak's shoulder.
Her fingers dug and ripped flesh away as her back arched violently. Her eyeslocked with Brak'sand
comprehension of her pain blazed out. Then the lovely eyes glazed.

With onelast yell, Brak dragged himself away. He leaped far out into the swirling, empty smokiness
beyond the grinding, swaying idol. Ashefedl he saw Arianelikewisefal, her father's dagger implanted in
her back, till rotating dowly to burrow itself ever deeper in her flesh.

Septegundus knelt over her. Above him, amammoth crack appeared in the top of Y ob-Haggoth's stone
skull. The crack worked itsway downward swiftly, splitting theimagein half.

Septegundus snatched up his daughter in hisarms. He pulled her againgt the bosom of hisrobe. He
turned his head outward, toward Brak who was falling as though suspended in adream. The eyes of the
sorcerer caught Brak's and held for one knock of time, promising that Septegundus would find revenge.

Suddenly Brak's body struck stone jarringly, rolled. He had hit a portion of the lower platform. Smoke
darkened hisvision. Great chunks of Y ob-Haggoth's image began to shear away and tumble asthered
lightningsburgt in anew frenzy.

Brak's pain increased, drove out the sight of Septegundus as 'Y ob-Haggoth toppled.

Brak went rolling on, downward over rough stones. Through the cataclysm of sound he heard the voice
of the sorcerer whispering, somehow sharp and clear and close. It brought to Brak amortal dread: "The
road islong to Khurdisan, barbarian. | will be there."

Down Brak dammed, rolling and rolling over rocks he could not see. The awful promise echoed in his
brain.... | will bethere. | WILL BE THERE. | WILL. ...

A cool, piercing slence engulfed him. It rang in his earslike the echo of nothing, of aworld empty and
destroyed. There was no more.

Tyresiasand Friar Jerome had lived.

They fled from the platform in the maglstrom following Brak's attack upon Septegundus. After Brak fell
free of the collgpsing idal, the two men dragged the burly barbarian to the shelter of some rimed
boulders.

The Nestorian priest dressed the worst of Brak's wounds with unguents from apouch a hiswaist. The
sun stood straight overhead, fierce and blue-yellow when Brak woke. His entire body was a mass of
torment. Unmoving, herested. Tyresas sat againgt arock, hislegs straight out. He mumbled an
incoherent tune. Friar Jerome knelt through the long hours of afternoon, hands clasped, head bowed as
he prayed to his Nameless God.

Findly at sunset, Brak had the strength to regain hisfeet and stagger toward the ruins. The tumbled-in,
wrecked image of Y ob-Haggoth now cast along shadow on the cold plain of the Ice-marches. Feding
drained of emotion, Brak clambered up over the stones. They were piled in atremendous mound, having
collapsed upon themselves. Ghastly fragments of the dead bodies of Darter boys lay wedged between
the shattered pieces of rock.

Here acold, pocked gray stone eye of Y ob-Haggoth watched the emerging stars in the orange-streaked
heavens. There a shattered fist lay clenched but powerless. Rooting in the ruins and still half-delirious,
Brak saw dull meta wink.



He gave alow growl. He reached down with one straining arm and caught up his broadsword. An
omen? The cutting edge was nicked, but otherwise the weapon was unharmed.

Not wishing to think or remember, Brak climbed down from the tumbled ruins again and shuffled toward
the rock where Friar Jerome was tending asmall campfire built from shrub twigs he had laborioudy
gathered. Jerome was on his knees, blowing into the flames he had kindled with hisflint. Brak lumbered
into the flickering circle. His broadsword dangled from hisright hand. He held it tight, as a child would
clagp some childish tdisman.

"Where are they?' Brak's voice was so hoarse he could barely speak. The chill night wind of the
|ce-marches brushed againgt his skin, prickling it. Thewind carried a sound like the clinking of
caravan-bells perhaps hdf aleague off. In amoment the sound was gone.

Friar Jerome's eyes were strained with the shadows of fatigue. " Septegundus?”’
"Yes" sad Brak.

"Gone”

"Dead?"

"Never dead. Away for atime. Retreated. Hidden in whatever foul universe created Y ob-Haggoth. A
separate world, | think. Unseen by us, but just an eyeblink away for those whose soulsthe Dark One
takes. You killed only the images of Septegundus and his daughter, Brak. Y ou can never kill them."

Forlornly Brak peered up at the sars, estimating direction. He swung round until he could scan the velvet
darkness of the southern sky. Strange constellations winked white and beckoning.

"He said he would be there, somewhere aong the road to Khurdisan,” Brak whispered.

Friar Jerome nodded. "Then hewill be, and the Daughter of Hell aswell. No man has ever mocked them
o hitterly asyou did with that iron tooth.”

Sowly Jeromeraose. Thefire was crackling now. Brushing his pudgy hands againgt hisrobe to dash off a
few ashes, he approached the brooding barbarian whose eyes burned dully as he stared into the blaze.

Jeromelaid ahand on Brak's shoulder. "Turn back. Y ou would be wiser."

"Thereisnothing to which | can return, holy man. 1 will leave you and go south until | can stedl or buy a
pony. Then | will ride."

| will be there. Thewordsrang faintly in Brak'sbrain, filling himwith terror. | will be there. It was not
anidlepromise,

Friar Jerome pondered. "Very well, then. | travel the roads of thisworld too. Perhaps we shall encounter
one another again. Come, | caught ahare while you dept. It's a poor emaciated thing, but Tyresias says
his hands are steady enough to skin it. We can sup.”

Starlight softened the ruins of the unspeakable shrine of Y ob-Haggoth. Brak glanced at them and glanced
away. He gave a short, sharp shake of his head.

"I want to be away from this place. Put it far behind me. | have had enough of the world for one night.”

"And yet yourewilling to go on,” Jerome said.



Suddenly Brak's spirits seemed to lighten alittle. He rubbed a sore place in hisarm, kneaded it with his
powerful fingers until some of the ache abated. Then he shrugged.

"Fate writes, holy man. Even thisiron tooth asyou cdl it cannot lop off that hand.”

Jerome fumbled at hisbelt, producing asmal cross of Nestoriamus which he had gpparently fashioned of
twigstied together with athin green strip of tundra-shrub bark.

"Y ou do not belong in thisworld, barbarian. Y ou belong in asmpler world where men do not dedl
dishonestly with one another, or traffic with devils. If you will not turn back to your homeland, take thisto
protect you."

Almost longingly Brak peered at the stick cross. Then again he shook his head.
"l am not achild of your god. | cannot.”
"Y ou are his child but you do not know it."

"Thenif | amignorant of thefact, 'tisthe samething." Impatiently now, for the conversation was beginning
to puzzle and embarrass him, Brak hefted his broadsword and dapped it across hisleft shoulder, resting
it there lightly while his hand curled around the hilt.

"l sduteyou, priest. | sdluteyou, singer,” he called acrossthefirdight.

Veined old hands busy with aknife which he plied on the hare's skinny body, Tyresias did not hear. The
minsirel seemed to be caught up in some sort of private vision. He hummed to himsdlf. Miraculoudy, the
old lipswere turned up at the cornersin alondy smile.

Jerome sad, "Heismaking asong, | think. He hasbeen at it all day, ever since we redlized we had lived
thanksto your courage. | heard him sing your name severa times. Hisvoice sounded firmer and clearer
than before. Perhaps one day as you travel you will hear someone sing the song he's making up about
you." Jerome looked at him long and then added, "Thereisthat kind of legend in you. And in your
sword."

Shrugging again and shaking his head so that the long yellow braid settled in place behind him, Brak
turned on his bare hed. He moved off into the thick purplish darkness of the tundra.

Brak disappeared dowly, growing smaller as he trudged away, agiant of aman naked savefor the
garment of lion'shide a his hips. Friar Jerome shielded his eyes againgt the reflection of thefireand
watched.

He watched until Brak the barbarian was gone, lost there in the place where tundra and night horizon
melted together, lost there among the white southern stars.
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Flame-Face

Break the chaind
Smashthewadld

Blood shdl runin
Granitehdld



Lost were we,
Fettered kine,
Prisoned in
Uzhiram'smine
Till astranger,

Tdl and freg,
Struck hisblow for
Liberty.

Broke the whips,
Laughed at fate,
Taught us how to
Howl with hate—
Toct shal fal!
Break her door!
Turn her streetsto
Streams of gorel
Chaos comes!
Vengeancereignd
'‘Ware the daves with
Shattered chaing!

Song of the Toctish Rebellion

For fifty days and fifty nights Brak the barbarian had toiled now, a captive, down among the accursed in
the ore mine of King Uzhiram of Toct.

He shared afoul cdll that was one of arow of ahundred carved from the dimy stone that shone faintly
emerald a night. His cell mate was aformer caravaneer called Jath the Iramite.

Thewiry little man had falen into debt three years previoudy. He had bound himsalf voluntarily to labor
in Uzhiram's minesin order to wipe his name from the debtors roll and save himsdf from the headsman.
He and the brawny wanderer with the long braid of yellow hair hanging down his mighty back got dong
well enough in their enforced intimacy. But Jath did not share Brak's boiling blood.

"Y ou may fate yourself for worse than you've aready got, barbarian.”
Thus spoke Jath on thefifty-first night of Brak'simprisonmen.
By the dim, evil glow of the moist rock wallsthe face of Brak was astudy in furious frustration.

Using the small piece of granite which he kept hidden benesth hisfilthy palet, he had just made amark
on the comparatively dry floor to indicate the passing of thisfifty-and-first day of captivity. Now Brak sat
with hisback against the wall, employing the bit of granite to wear away & alink of strong black metdl.

The link was one of a chain running between iron cuffs fastened to his ankles. The chain was short, S0
that Brak could take only hobbling steps. His hands remained free. But even aman as hot-tempered as
Brak would not turn on his captors under such conditions. The big barbarian had seen afew men go mad
and try, though. He and Jath and ten thousand otherstoiled in the smoky sulphurous warrens during
endless sunless days, carrying reed baskets of raw reddish ore to the huge fire-lit chamber where the
oreswere melted.

"I'll take my riskstomorrow in any case," Brak growled at length. He had been working on the
wesakened link, grinding the bit of stone back and forth over it as quietly ashe could, for the past



twenty-two nights. "There are better things than swallowing your tongue when the Princess or her
overseer layson thelash. Even dying is abetter thing."

Somewhere aong the endless corridor onto which the rock pens opened, a prisoner shrieked in the grip
of dementia. Guard boots dammed. A bolt was shot back. An argument ensued. The maniacal captive
could not be silenced.

All at once, then, hisburbling came sharply to a stop. Coarse laughter and the dower footfals of the
guardsindicated that a dagger had served where blows and oaths would not. On more than one occasion
the big barbarian had seen atroublemaker thus dispatched in the mines, his corpse flung into the glaring
furnaces.

"What if you don't find freedom or even degth, Brak, but life? Captivity agan?' asked Jath.
Brak shrugged one brawny shoulder. "If | do?I'll not be worse off, will 17!
Jath shuddered. "Y ou have heard the tales they tell.”

Brak looked doubtful. "That below these levels where we work are other levelswhere thefiresareten
times hotter and the horrors ten times worse? Aye, those things I've heard, and often. Probably they are
lies put out by the overseersto forestall rebellions. What bottom of the pit could be blacker than this?"

Jath said nothing, sitting huddied and round-eyed in one corner. A guard in metd trappings passed
outside, torch a-sputter. Quickly Brak bent his head over and appeared to doze. The guard peered
through the spy hole in the thick door. Brak held his breath tight. Findlly the guard passed on. The
barbarian breathed deeply of the sulphurousaair. It no longer bothered him asit first had on the day—or
night? no telling down here—he had wakened, shouting and brawling, to find himsdlf in chains.

After several minutes he picked up the bit of stone again. Steadily he worked away on the weak link.
Every so0 often he would put down the rock and test the link by pulling the chain from both ends. Findly
thelink gave, nearly snapped. Brak growled under his breath. The sound could not be called alaugh. He
tossed the hit of granite aside.

He sprawled on his back on the pallet, a savage figure, wide-shouldered and naked save for his garment
of lion's hide about his hips. The garment he had been allowed to keep by the masters of the mine. His
broadsword had been taken.

Through the nighttime stillness of the underground came a steady, far-off hammer-clang, hammer-clang
, the sound of the forges making weapons of war for Vian, the Princess with the gold skin and cold

purple eyes.
At length Jath cleared histhroat and spoke: "Brak—my friend. | fed entitled to call you that.”

"Yes" Brak replied. ""Twas you who first shared with me acup of that dop that passesfor broth, when
none of the other prisoners would because | was an outlander.”

"Then heed me. Do not try to escape tomorrow. Y ou'll surely be caught and sent below.” Dreadful
horror crept into Jath's voice. "I have been herelong enough to believe the tales. Especidly that one
which tells of the beast.”

Brak looked dubious. "A six-legged creature taler than aman?”’

"Doomdog has been alegend in the kingdom of Toct sincetime forgot. Hisimageis carved on temple
pillars. That is, it was carved there until Princess Vian dew her uncle, King Uzhiram of Toct, with



warlockmade poison daubed on the claws of his cockatoo. His body was spirited away so that none
ever saw it, and the evil girl put on the coronet. Since then she has razed the temples, or so | understand
from those prisonerswho have arrived here within the last twelvemonth. But in the old days, the image of
Doomdog was everywhere. Don't risk being condemned to the tunnelswhere it prowls.”

Brak shrugged again, trying to feign an indifference which he did not fed. "I have seen monstrous
creatures before, and fought them. | will do so again if that'sthe levy for my freedom.”

Y et Jeth had started Brak's mind imagining, and remembering. With horrid clarity, he recalled the awful
events at the shrine of Y ob-Haggoth. And he aso recalled something el se, which had taken place more
recently.

Some days ago, he had been shuffling along with his ore basket in the human chain that ran continuoudy
back and forth from where the ore was dug by purblind old men with mattocks to where it was dumped
into heated vats. The endlessfile of men had passed adark stair mouth leading downward. Moving with
the line, Brak the barbarian had heard adistant, ugly rumbling from below. Herecaled it now, vividly,
and his backbone prickled with terror.

The noise from below had sounded like the monster roar of a cur dog, thundering as though caught by
wind and blown into a sound a thousand times louder than normal. Doomdog—in the tunnels below.

And Brak remembered other things. From time to time the more rebellious prisoners were dragged
away, never to regppear. And on occasion, the Princess Vian appeared in the mines with a party of
fawning, elegantly-robed courtiers. She would sdlect one or two prisoners who were then plucked forth
by the guards and borne away. Where were they sent? Below? To Doomdog? Would he be dispatched
amilarly if hefailed to make his escape?

"Please, barbarian,” Jath began again. There was astrained catch in hisvoice. "Understand what |, as
your friend, antryingtotdl you."

"Then spesk it plainly.”
"1 will be granted my freedom in another four-year."

"So you have told me severa times, Jath. Because | am an outlander, I'm condemned to stay here the
rest of my days, unless| do something about it."

"Don't think less of meif I—do not help you in the morning.”
"l won't." Brak's voice was low, somber. "Seep soundly on that.”
"In truth you mean?"

"Jath, you have befriended me. | do not ask you to shed blood for me. | will take my own risks. But stay
clear of me, for your own sake. Thelink inthisleg chainisweak enough et lagt. | will not wait."

"Then | will pray to the gods of Tardam and Shargan thet if you are overwhelmed, asyou surdly will be,
that you take sword deep in your bowels and that it kills you, so that you will not be sent below.”

Beow.... Theword rang in Brak'smind like agrest, dolorous bell peding in a haunted waste. Quickly
he turned hisface to thewall so that Jath the Iramite could not see his expression of strain and
uncertainty.

Through the darkness rang the hammer-clang of the forges, without cease. Since daying her uncle and



hiding his body away and usurping the throne, Princess Vian had sent her foot soldiers and her chariots
(soit had been told to Brak) into all the neighboring kingdoms to make war and ravish theland. And
though the mineswere gtill called after the former lord of the land—Uzhiram's Mines—they served a
more Snister ruler now.

Out of the minesin Uzhiram'stime had come metas for the sword and spear that defended the land of
Toct. Only criminas were sent to the mines, or debtors, self-bound like Jath. Now the mines teemed with
political prisonersaswell, and Princess Vian's overseers drove the captives at a merciless pace, for
production needed to be tripled, quadrupled to sustain the armories of her war-making host.

Enough. Hewould not stay and die here. His destiny was aclear choice: either the road to golden
Khurdisan, the dangerous but free road; or dow, fatd dying, in chains.

So on the morrow he would take his chances, and dice with death.

Brak's naked backbone shuddered in the creeping chill of night. Histan skin reflected the dim emerald
radiance of the walls. Shortly he rolled over again. He could not deep. The past made a shadow play of
imagesin hismind.

The way on foot out of the Ice-marches had been arduous. Findly, however, Brak had come upon a
crossroads caravanseral whose proprietor had been willing to take him on to do rough labor, outlander
though he was. A period of months passed, at the end of which time Brak had saved up enough dinshas
to purchase apony to carry him south.

Thus Brak departed the crossroads, and a proprietor sorry to see him go, for Brak's brawny back made
him an excellent worker, worth three ordinary men. Brak explained that he was bound to seek hisfortune
in thewarmth of Khurdisan far southward, and rode out.

Some fifty-one days and nights ago, Brak had been riding his pony at asmart clip acrossan
orange-sanded waste. He had been on the road the better part of amonth, passing through desolate
country. Because the land was barren, and he astranger, he had never heard of Uzhiram, or Princess
Vian, or the Toctish army'sroya drill lands upon which he was unknowingly trespassing.

Toward sundown he cantered into a deserted oasis. As he was resting and watering the pony, a party of
horsemen appeared on the horizon and swept down on him. These carrion turned out to be Princess
Vian's Royd Blackbirders, daversdignified by an impressive scroll bearing the mark of the Princess, new
ruler of Toct.

Brak fought when they surged upon him. His broadsword chopped heads and limbs. But the davers
outweighed and outnumbered him. He was overwhelmed, and tried and convicted on the spot. The crime

was trespassing.
Again Brak howled with rage, struggled to break loose, and was clubbed sensdess.

He awoke in the mines of the murdered King Uzhiram, with iron circlets upon his ankles and black links
between.... Now one of the links was worn away. He would shatter it tomorrow.

Sound deep ill would not come. He lay drowsing uneasily, and once he thought he heard agridy
barking out of the depths of the earth. Then came awild, forlorn moaning.

Some victim of Doomdog? he wondered. Or wasit only Jath, strangely sobbing near at hand?

Hemust have dept, drifting in uneasy limbo where facelessfoul things stirred and menaced him, for his
awakening was abrupt and ugly. His eyesflew open. A raw stinging burned itsway dong hisribson the



right Sde, sending him rolling ingtinctively toward the wall. Someone had pricked hisflesh crudly witha
Spear tip.

Strange shimmering lights played near the half-open door leading to the rock corridor. Brak redlized the
lights were sputtering torches, with the gloom-warped figures of men looming behind them.

Hands seized hisankles. A voice cracked out: " See to the week link so that we may know whether the
informer spoketruth.”

Brak recognized the voice of the night overseer of the prison corridor: a shalow-cheeked mercenary with
aright eyethat pointed crazily upward and away from his hooked nose. Other hands rattled the chain
between Brak's ankles and bore down to hold hislower legs pinioned.

Then came asecond voice: "Aye, thelink's nearly worn through.”
"Hold him fast and fetch up the new irons;" the overseer barked.
Brak's mind sang asingleword. Betrayal.

Jath had been sobbing. Now the yellow-headed barbarian thought he knew why. Helay for only a
heart's thud longer, | etting them hold him. Fresh chains clinked in the corridor. Men shoved forward with
the new shackles. Their torches glared on drawn broadswords. The overseer's bad eye stood out in
flicker and shadow, moist and horrible, disembodied, suspended in space. Brak knew he could not wait.

Giving one violent salow, he dragged hislegs back, doubling them at the knees and toppling the men
who had been holding him. Then he kicked out with al his strength.

The big barbarian's right foot caught the chin of one of the guards who had tumbled avay amoment ago.
The power of Brak'sleg thewsturned hisfoot into ajuggernaut that snapped the man's head violently to
the right. The mercenary's neck snapped even as he shrieked and writhed to hisfeet. In the confines of
the cell, the criestouched off pandemonium.

Jerking up to agitting position, Brak caught the bronze greave of the nearest guard, and tugged.

The man stumbled. Brak jumped up and wrenched the broadsword from the man's hand, using it to chop
agreat arc left toright.

At short range the stroke had tremendous force. The man's head fell from his neck and rolled. The
headless body jetted blood that laved fierce and red over the barbarian.

Growling, anima-like, Brak thrust downward hard and at an angle. One stiff wack with the broadsword's
edge and the weakened link sngpped in half.

There was hesitation among the guards. The overseer howled, "Gut him! Gut the outlander, you
wesk-bdllied wormd™

But fear held them off.

Brak was an awful Sght, naked savefor thelion hide, his ankles dragging chains as he charged, hiswild
ydlow braid flying out, his sword arm springing back, then ramming forward.

The soldier nearest him could not parry intime. Brak's blade opened his bowels. The barbarian hauled
his sword free of the corpse and kicked the body aside. He jumped across the ruin of the headless man
and, turning swiftly, brought astroke of vast power down across the nose of the next maninline.



Thefront haf of the man's head was hacked open by the savage cut. Fresh blood gouted. Oaths, shrill
ydlsof panic, the blundering of terrified men set up afearsomedininthetiny cell.

Scenting freedom close, Brak closed both hands on the broadsword's haft and began to hew ared path
toward the door.

Another guard perished. Another. Othersjabbed their spears at him, but more cautiously now, edging
away from him into the corridor. In the other cells prisoners had set up amaniaca clamor of
encouragement, approval.

The cast-eyed overseer let his soldiersfight while he scuttled to the |eft along the corridor. Parrying the
lunge of aswag-bellied guard, Brak saw the overseer reach an a cove where a hanging lanthorn swayed.
The overseer caught athong attached to the clapper of alarge bell hung from the calling. Wildly he
yanked the thong back and forth. The darm pealed and echoed in the warrens of the mine.

Panting, Brak lowered his broadsword. The three guards remaining aive were retreating toward the
overseer and the bell. Brak could not fleein that direction. He spun half around.

Beyond the overseer, metal flashed in the torch light. More troops were coming in answer to the bell's
clangor. The cdl corridor stretched into sinister gloom in the other direction. Brak had no idea of his
position in the mine, but his choice was clear: either remain and be dain by superior numbers; or flee and
take his chancesin mazy darkness.

He chose the latter alternative, sucking in greet draughts of air as he dammed down theline of cells, using
his free hand to shoot open as many door bolts as he could.

The ssumbling, weakened derdlictstottered into the light, fearful at first. But by the time there were two
dozen of them freed and milling behind Brak as he ran, they had begun to chant and roar with anger.
They formed ahuman wall between the barbarian and his pursuers.

The soldiersarrived. They started fighting and hacking their way through the freed prisoners, who fought
fiercely with their fists. A spear snaked past Brak's shoulder as he flung open one more cell door.

Another spear grazed hisflank. About to plunge into the unknown dark beyond the point where the cdlls
stopped, Brak stumbled againgt ahulking figure.

"Brek?' Thevoice piped in fear. "Brak, you must understand why—"
The barbarian's trembling left hand caught the man'sthroat. " Jath! "

"Understand,” the Iramite wept, "understand why | crept to the door and called the overseer asyou dept.
| bargained. They said they would remit the four-year that | have left to service and make me afree
man!" Hisvoice keened up as he seized Brak's gore-streaked forearm. "I sent myself here but it has been
ahateful, accursed life. | could not bear any more of it. Thiswas my only chance! | tried to persuade you
not to try to escape. Y ou wouldn't heed me. I knew | might weaken, tell them. Y ou wouldn't heed. |
couldn't help what | did."

Howling, Jath the Iramite ssumbled backward along the dimly glowing rock wall. A cold, powerful
draught swirled around Brak's|egs suddenly. Hisright arm shook with violent tremors. He drew hisright
arm back to kill the man who had betrayed him.

Never before had Brak dain aman who had not threatened him first. But his mind was racing out of
control.



Behind him prisoners clogged the corridor. The soldiers could not fight their way through. They hurled
more spears. One pricked Brak's shoulder blade, dug arunne out of flesh, spun off to clank against the
far wall.

The darts of pain maddened the big barbarian even more. Whirling, he scooped up the spear with the
hand he had freed from Jath's throat. He hurled the spear hard.

Just breaking through the clutch of rioting prisoners, the overseer caught its metal head in hisbelly. The
overseer danced backward, trying to pluck out the shaft. He sprawled into a pack of the prisoners. They
fdl on himlike dawing steppe wolves.

Turning back, the barbarian took a harder grip on his broadsword and peered ahead into the deceptive
darkness of the corridor.

On hisleft, il feding hisway aong thewall, Jath moved hunched over, hampered by hisclinking leg
chain. Brak shambled after him, broadsword hanging from his bloody hand.

The darkness thickened. The area of cellswas|ogt behind. Only torchlight from back there helped Brak
locate the darker patch of shadow that was his betrayer. The biting air struck hisface and chest, stinking
asthough it rose from the center of the earth.

"Let meaone" Jath whimpered. "Let me alone.” Then, shrieking past Brak: "Overseer, hep me! You
promised to protect ..."

"Crazy-eye won't hear you," Brak growled. "'l gutted him with a spear.”

With one swift leap Brak closed the distance between them. Just as his free hand fastened on Jath's
throat, the Iramiteflailed wildly. He had been backing up, dong thewall, and now suddenly there was no
wall to support him. There was only a stygian opening.

Brak crashed againgt Jath as the man howled in fear and fell backwards through the opening, dragging
the barbarian with him.

Fdling, tumbling in sickening emptiness, Brak knew moments of blind terror. Then hisback struck shay
rock. It angled downward. He shot out a hand to try to sop himsdlf, could not. Over and over he
tumbled, knocked, whacked, battered.

Herolled faster and faster down adope tunneled within the rock. A dope, hisagonized mind told him,
like othersin the mine, up which ore carts were hauled by winch chains. This one, apparently, was
abandoned.

Somewhere below areddish glare rose. Brak barely managed to hang on to his broadsword and keep its
cutting edge turned away from hisflesh as he tumbled over and over. A rock banged his head. Another
gouged his backbone. Still he kept rolling down the abandoned dope, hearing somewhere ahead Jath's
moan.

The glareincreased, flaring outward to engulf him. Bruised, hurt, Brak pitched suddenly from the tunnel
into an open place filled with the blood-hued light.

He sprawled onto solid rock which was hot to the touch. He came rolling and twisting to astop against a
sodden hulk. He dragged himself to his hands and knees and |ooked at the hulk. His eyes grew less
blurred. The hulk dowly took on definition.

It was Jath the Iramite. Thelife had been crushed out of the man'sfrail form by the long fal. Jath's neck



had snapped. His head lolled at atwisted angle. His eyes bulged, reflecting fire. His tongue protruded
between clenched teeth.

Horror-struck, Brak breathed a prayer to nameless gods on the poor wretch's behaf. Then, from the
corner of his eye he caught a strange shimmer and glanced toward it.

He bit down upon his bottom lip until he tasted the salt of blood in his mouth. Therelay his broadsword,
its blade agllitter with the reflection of a face made of fire.

Sowly Brak clambered to hisfeet. He turned full around. His eyesflew wide. The great room hewn from
the rock at the bottom of the earth stretched into near-limitless dark on every hand. Acrossitsfloor was
srewn the effluviaof past suffering: rusted mine carts, rotting wooden trestles, caved-in smelting
equipment, and bleached bones scattered like awhite salt. Two corpsesin the foreground looked
fresher, some gobbets were | eft on the skeletons. Rats of immense size, with glittering eyes, chittered and
scampered in and out among the picked rib cages until aclink of Brak's ankle chains sent them scurrying
into the dark.

But Brak's gaze was drawn past dl thisto animmense arch in thefar wall. Beyond it, as though springing
up from subterranean furnaces, great bonfire tongues of flame legped, scorching hat, turning the rock
floor benesth hisfeet to blistering hest.

Suspended by wrist-ropesin the heart of this conflagration directly beyond the arch hung a bearded
ancient, a half-seen thing with limbs, robe, and head wreathed infire.

The thing's beard was flame tongued. Its hair writhed in tendrils of light and smoke. Y et ahuman form
was discernible. The mouth writhed as though in exquisite agony. Even across the distance of the
chamber, Brak could seethat itsal too human eyeswere open.... Open and staring.

It was an old, old man suspended in aholocaust of fire. Hisrope bindings did not burn; his garments did
not burn; hisbeard and hair did not burn; and yet he was al &fire, suspended in the flame and apart of it,
burning, burning but never dying.

Laughter camelike ddlicate bells.

"Another guest,” said alilting feminine voice. " Quite by accident, it seems. Well, he may enjoy the sight
we show to those we select to be our guests down here.”

Within the furnace the prisoned creature writhed at the end of its ropes, its mouth opening and shutting as
if in criesof torment. Brak thought he heard afaint moan as, numbly, he turned in the direction of the
femininevoice

Shadows stirred on the chamber'sfar side. There was a clinking of armor. Severa figures separated from
darkness, becoming defined as they moved forward. Brak glimpsed helmets, breastplates, the livid faces
of haf-a-dozen soldiers with narrow, gem-encrusted blades drawn.

The courtiers formed aring around the girl who had spoken. She moved forward aso, clad in pearl-sawn
white dippersand amist of rich purple cloaks.

Out of Brak's mouth came agrunt of wonderment and fury: "Vian."
"Call her by her proper title, filth," one of the courtiersyelled.

The girl stood there, golden skin degpened by the firdight but her purple eyes were colder than the great
glaciers Brak had ridden acrossin perilous winters. The girl laid abangled band on the wrist of the



nearest courtier.

"Ease amoment, Radoran,” said Princess Vian. Her mouth was moist, sweetly smiling, tempting asa
poisoned fruit. "Thisone | have seen on those occasions when | have plucked a political prisoner out of
the mine cells. Heis an outlander. Look at the lionskin, the blood dl over him. He and his dead
companion lying there must have falen down the old incline in afoolish attempt to escape.” Sheraised
her voice dightly. "Barbarian? How are you cdled?!

Thewords spat out: "Brak ismy name, hell-woman."

The courtiers surged forward again. The Princess restrained them. And now that his eyeswere becoming
accustomed to the red glare, he could see beyond the little group. He noted severa details; cloth-of-gold
carpets spread on the rock; silver ewers and viand baskets nearby; and still deeper in the dark, a muted,
sckly-yellow torch hanging in a socket above a staircase cut from the chamber'swall.... Where did the
Saircase lead?

"Wl my wild man Brak from somewhere," the Princess mocked, "you have surprised us on our outing.
Our guest went into the furnace only afew moments ago. He was aformer adviser to my uncle. Brought
not from the minesthistime, but directly from the paace by that more direct, secret route,” indicating the
dtaircase. "Before our guest died, we showed him the prized possession of our regency. There."

Sheflung out abangled arm. Brak turned, awe-struck, for her face was etched in evil despite its youthful
beauty as she pointed at the writhing apparition within the monster furnace.

"There, barbarian. There hangs my dear Uncle Uzhiram. Neither aive nor dead. His body is not harmed
by the hottest fires of hisown mines. Y et heis never released from the unending torment that burns and
burns and burns him."

Her voice had dropped low, vile with madness. Sweat on her face made her beauty amockery. Dimly
now, Brak understood: "I heard that the King's body was never found ..."

"For areason, dear guest. My uncle was enchanted by my warlocks just at the moment the poison from
the cockatoo's claws coursed through his being; the fleeting moment before hislife flickered out. He was
enchanted and hung up down hereto fed the pain of fireforever. And there you see him, a source of
pleasure to me, and fitting find sight for those traitors, caught and uncaught, whom | must gradualy
remove from the palace and the mines."

"Y ou show your enemies—this?' Brak'stone was rich with loathing.
"Aye," shereplied merrily. "'Tis quite sobering."

"And you make an outing of it?"

"Yes. You glimpsed the food and the wine things, then.”

"l did," he choked back. "Thewholething isafilthy crudty.”

"To abarbarian, perhaps. Tisnot to me."

"How can prisonersin the mine harm you?!

"There are rebelious men among them.”

Brak wondered what transpired on the levels above, where he had |eft the freed prisoners brawling with



the guards. He could not comprehend the thinking of the Princess. "But they arein chains. Why torment
them?'

"Oh," she answered with a shrug, setting the diamond-crusted rings of her cape-fasteningsto jingling and
winking with white pinpoints, "because it gives me pleasure. When | release them to bring them down
here, | dways make apromise of clemency. Then | show them my Uncle Uzhiram and let their hopes go
crashing.”

The courtier Radoran had developed a strange twitching in one cheek. His head swiveled, asif he were
listening. Brak swayed a moment, then rubbed his eyes. The rock burned beneath his naked soles. He
was weakened by the terrific pounding he'd absorbed on the long fal down the dope, and only with
difficulty did he attune his earsto caich the noise that had aarmed the courtier.

A mixture of sounds congealed in Brak's ear: far away, an awful, sustained roar, nearer at hand,
somewherein the dark to hisright, a heavy, menacing pant of breething, afrightening
scrape-and-scratch. Brak isolated the source of the former noise. It was an answer to his mental
guestion of moments ago, about the fate of the prisoners.

Theroar issued from the crumbling mouth of theinclined tunnel down which hed falen. Radoran
identified the same source dmost Smultaneoudly.

"Princess, we must haste back up the staircase to the horses, and ride for the palace. Therestumult in the
mines.”
"Men crying for freedom,” Brak said. "And gtriking for it. | loosed them.”

Princess Vian licked her lips as the fire-glare washed over her twisted face. "Then, Radoran, sincethe
outlander admitshis guilt, we must punish him."

"But Princess, we should not delay when ...."

"Weshdl ddlay! Y ou will catch the barbarian on spears and lift him out into the furnace. Of asudden, his
face and his swagger disgust me.”

"Princess," another courtier whispered, "we beg you to listen to Radoran. The outlander's limbs stink of
blood. And blood will bring the—"

Annnnngghhhh.

Terror crysdlized in Brak's mind. Theinhuman, ear-hurting moan of anguish had issued from the
flame-wreathed mouth of the enchanted King hanging within the furnace. Once moreit came.
Annnnngghhhh.

Brak turned to seethe flame-figure twig, roasting & the end of itsropes, yet never burning, never dying.
Again and again the moan was repeated, filling the whole of the underground chamber while the face of
King Uzhiram seemed to turn toward the barbarian standing there, gore-stained sword in hishand, asif
hewere addiverer.

And then, even louder than the hideous moaning, came anew grinding, panting horror of sound that
turned Brak around gill one moretime. Thistime it wasto face the beast-thing that snuffled and crept
from blackness on its Six long-clawed feet.

A vile-bulbous head sat on immense shoulders. The head itsdf was three times wider than aman wastall.
Immense, davering jaws click-clocked open and shut asthe thing hdted, swiveling its head. Obvioudy it



was searching for the source of the blood-sméll.

Its baeful milky-colored eyesrolled like bals of mist within its head. The foul-odored fur of its body
seemed to bristle and ripple as dowly, dowly, the monster's head dipped and turned and the ebony-wet
muzzle distended.

Blood-smdll had brought the Doomdog hunting. It scented the big barbarian al at once. It ticked the
claws of itsmiddle right leg on stone. With ponderous stepsit began to advance.

Brak took ahard grip on his broadsword haft. The thing's ghastly red tongue lolled from its head, water
dripping off and splashing into huge pools where it walked. Cautiousy Brak began to take backward
seps. One.... Two.... Three....

The Doomdog stalked him, sure of its strength. Princess Vian and her trembling courtiers huddled in a
group. Of them all, only the girl watched with interest, with death-lust and no fear on her face.

Of asudden, as Brak backed up, hisleft foot went down on something coldly tubular. It rolled under his
naked ingtep. He windmilled hisarms, pumping for balance, and fell.

Hefdl backward. Everything spun around him. He had atortured glimpse of the long, bleached thigh
bone that had caused him to stumble. Unbearable heat fanned his naked back.

Wildly hisleft hand stabbed out, fingers closing and clawing around rock. He dug in his heds. Hiswhole
arm ached as he hung braced by it, his back and head angled out over the flames of the furnace. He had
nearly tumbled backward through the arch, and had caught himsdlf on the left-hand edge of the archway
jugintime.

Carefully, carefully, he adjusted the weight on the soles of hisfeet. With aquick pull, he jerked erect,
struggled to balance himself. The backs of hisheds ill hung out over emptiness, flame.

Directly behind him the ghoulish specter of the ever-burning King Uzhiram swayed faintly in the
sulphurous updrafts from the pit of flame. The victim's moaning filled Brak's ears with atormented
thunder.

But the big barbarian could ill afford to rip his eyes avay from the monster bearing down on him with
measured steps. Somehow the Doomdog sensed that the barbarian had accidentally worked himsdlf into
apostion in which he wastrapped, flames at his back. The Doomdog began to pant faster, its misshapen
head waggling back and forth asit advanced and closed the distance.

Suddenly it broke into aswift charge, moving with fantastic speed. Over Brak's head yawned the wet red
maw and the huge teeth, as the head dipped downward to bite and kill and swalow him.

The yellow-headed barbarian dropped to al fours and crawled between the pairs of the Doomdog's legs.
Herolled and twisted and sprang up, ramming his broadsword high over his head with two hands and
gtriking once, twice, three times, four, deep into the Doomdog's underbelly.

From the ripped wounds a thick, tainted white ichor began to drip and plop. The Doomdog dug its claws
into the stone, striking sparksthat flew againgt Brak's skin and burned. The Doomdog had pulled itsdlf to
ahalt onthelip of therock floor just at the arch, so that now it had to turn to search for the attacker
bedeviling it with swordbites from benegth.

Brak struck upward again, again. Theichor was raining around him. The Doomdog's underbelly strained
in and out, threatening to crush the barbarian as he dodged back and forth, stabbing.



Then, dimly, Brak redlized that his strategy might be hisundoing. The monster was bellowing in pain,
giving great yelping barks that shook the rock walls of the cavern. It was hurt, perhaps mortaly.

Oneof itslegs skidded wildly, asthough its strength had suddenly ebbed. If dl those legs gave way a
once, Brak would be crushed benegth the faling hulk.

Blood and ichor smearing him from head to foot, the yellow-headed barbarian turned and charged for the
beast's right foreleg. Taking alast, desperate double-handed grip on the broadsword haft, he hammered
the blade with al his power against the back of that foreleg.

He hacked open the Doomdog's fibrous hide to the bone. Ichor gouted, and Brak sensed rather than
saw above him the sudden collapse of the mongter's gigantic body. He hurled himsdlf to theright.

The Doomdog wasfaling, ablack sky descending. Brak seemed unable to move fast enough. The
Doomdog's mongter bulk was tumbling down on top of him, down, down, blotting out everything, the
cavern, Princess Vian, the redness, the hanging King.

Twidting, writhing, Brak hit the scorching stone as the Doomdog collapsed. Brak's |l eft foot was caught
benesth the hideous weight of the beast. He shrieked aloud in pain and dragged it free.

The Doomdog's bulbous head hung over the fire-pit, the hair sngeing, sparking, smoldering. Then, witha
fearsome whimper, the Doomdog dragged its forelegs up beneeth it, attempting to stand.

The foreleg that Brak had dashed gave way, the paw dipping off the pit's edge.

With agrowl and roar that shook the earth, the Doomdog did over into the legping flames. Asit fdl, its
milky eyes searched for the source of itstorment. It saw the flame-wresthed body of King Uzhiram
hanging. It snapped its dying jaws around the King asit fell.

Ropes and tackle pulled out of the roof of the furnace pit. Blocks of stone and mortar gaveway ina
tremendous thundering roar. The Doomdog dropped down, down into the flames, other flames streaking
from its clamped-shut mouth.

King Uzhiram was gone. The Doomdog was gone. From the depths of the furnace there came a sudden
vast uppouring of purplefire, asmashing explosion that hurled Brak skidding adong the rock.

Then camedlence.

Dazed, bleeding, nearly sensdless, Brak hauled himsdlf up on one knee. Hisfingers twitched toward the
haft of hisfalen broadsword as footsteps rustled, voices whispered.

The courtiers, Brak thought. He saw winking bladesin hisfogged brain. Beware the courtiers.

He heard aclicking and raised his head. The courtiers were fleeing up the great staircase dong the far
wall. Closer to hand, smal fists clenched at her sides, Princess Vian shook with rage.

"Radoran! Martix! Y ou filthy cowards. It makes no difference that Uzhiram isgone! My power isthe
same. Come back! My power isthe same. It is not diminished.”

The courtiers believed otherwise. Terror had driven them away because her talisman, the enchanted
flame-corpse, no longer hung in the arch. And with it, perhaps, had gone the strongest source of her
authority over thefearful minds of the men who followed her.

Princess Vian'sright cheek shone with something crysta-bright. A tear?



Brak stumbled to hisfeet. He shook his head and rubbed his bleeding palms on thelion-hide at hiswai<t.

"l anglad,” hesad dowly, "that | am an outlander, with no friends among civilized men. Their courageis
like aglass bauble. Empty and worthless."

"Stand away from me," Princess Vian whispered. "'l dill rule here.”

Brak's cracked lips pedled away from histeeth in ahideous smile. "'l think not, little Princess of blood.
Ligen"

Up theincline leading to the mine, aclamor of voices rose stronger. It was a chant of freedom being
ripped from others by force. It wasthe cry of ten-thousand daves|et loose.

Even now firefly torcheswinked in the portion of the angled tunnel which Brak could see. He chuckled
deep in hishuge, aching chest as half-a-dozen blinking prisonersin filthy tunics legped and scrambled
down theincline, firebrands raised high. The men carried swords and spears, freshly red at the tips. One
of them saw Brak.

"Y onder! The outlander. The one who was prisoned with us."

"And seewho'swith him," said another hoarsaly. Hate brimmed in hisvoice. "The usurper of Uzhiram's
throne."

"Sheisaprisoner,” Brak sad.

On dippered feet Princess Vian ran to him. She huddled against him, then raised her face and looked into
his eyes. Her hands crawled on his body. She pleaded: "Kill me."

Brak wasslent.
"Please. Kill meyoursdf."

Brak hegtated. Red rage washed highin him. It dowly diminished. "No," he growled. "That right belongs
to the men who have carried the day in the mine above."

Leaning down, he caught up his reddened broadsword in onefist, dung the girl over his shoulder with the
other hand and began to walk toward the ex-daves with the torches. From up the incline came the sound
of jubilation.

Princess Vian lay againgt him, golden flesh cold, immobile. Halfway to the daves, Brak turned aside. He
walked into the darkness to the site of the gridy outing. Silver ewers gleamed on cloth-of-gold spread
upon the hot stone. Butts of meat and scraps of bread lay al about.

With asnarl Brak kicked over thetallest Slver ewer and watched its rich purple contents gush forth onto
the gold cloth, staining it. Princess Vian sobbed once. When the last of the wine had trickled out, Brak
raised hisfoot. He crushed it down on the ewer, bending the vessdl into a shapeless scrap.

Then he turned and carried his burden toward the ragged men with the torches and the merciless eyes.
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Touch not the Silks of Shaitan, Prince,
For filthy gods have spun them well,
And haunted each with fearsome pow'r
To suck thy heart straight down to hell.

The Abominable Wisdoms of Lady Yrain, xxxii

Hall opened onto grest, brooding hall as the strange little procession of four went to answer the
summons. In each succeeding hall, the sense of pervading evil grew.

The big ydlow-haired barbarian scowled. A breeze tugged at the edge of the splendid silken cloak which
Lord Tazim had bid him wear as part of the scheme. His single long and savage braid was hidden
benesth a high-wrapped headpiece of cloth-of-gold. In al respects, down to the kidskin boots with
curling toes, he was garbed identically with the scrawny, obvioudy awe-struck retainer who marched
beside him, but whose name Brak did not know.

A puny, worthless blade in the shape of a crescent moon hung from the barbarian's ruby-studded belt.
Helonged for his own mighty broadsword, the one the blood-maddened rebels of Toct had givehim asa
token of comradeship. But the broadsword was conced ed back among the pearls and opals, the
sapphires and enameling and silverwork, in one of the chests containing the dowry of Princess Jardine.

The dowry chests had been left behind in a sumptuous apartment. Y et for al practica purposes, they
aready belonged to the overlord of thisvast, opulent and weirdly deserted collection of spires,
battlements and courts perched on abasat outcrop above the pass that |ed through the mountains. They
would belong to the overlord of this place, unless Brak made up hismind to play the n.

"*‘Ware." The jeweled robes of the middling-aged, stern-faced Tazim winked in torchglare. "Therésa
brighter glimmering ahead. At last perhaps we can meet this bragging bandit who invited usin to be
robbed.”

"I wish he had afew courtierswith lyres, whoever heis," said the supple, lovely girl walking besdethe
older man.

Her feet and hands were ddlicate, her hair a copper shimmer, her mouth as ripe-looking as the orchard's
fruit. But she had awhining and petulant way about her which Brak had didiked from thefirt.

Thegirl continued: "There are only empty chambers and afew surly guardsin this place. | will say that the
furnishings give the lord the look of awedthy man. Otherwise hisdomain's as dull asthat belonging to
Omer, the poor clod. My sisters have said it's adeepy kingdom Omer rules, anyway.”

"Stop your clack, Jardine." Tazim was curt. "'Tis unseemly to speak of your intended, the Prince, in such
fashion.”

"I'm not the one who arranged the match, Father!" The girl's pae white gown rustled in the fitful night
breeze.

Borne by that breeze came astink such as Brak had never smelled before during hiswanderingsin the
so-cdled civilized world. The nauseating aroma, as of awharf and charnd house mingling their taints,
seemed to drift up from avast pool. The pool occupied the center of the roofless court that they were
entering.

Just alonetorch flickered in the high mountain wind, along the colonnade. Despite this the court was
remarkably full of light. An unearthly radiance seemed to rise from the depths of the pool, on the surface
of which sweet-scented petal s floated by the hundreds.



No flower petas could mask the stench pouring up from that pool, though, Brak thought. It was a degth
gench.

Lord Tazim and hislovely daughter were aready hurrying ahead toward afurther arch. Beyond it, ail
lamps gleamed. As Brak the barbarian and the frightened retainer kept pace, therewas aripple, thena
splash.

Tense throughout his till-aching body, Brak swung his head. He blinked, asif to drive out dreams. Petals
bobbed gently on the water. For the merest space of time, Brak had been positive he had seen something
frightful beneath the surface—a great tusklike whiteness, distorted by the water, quick to disappesr.

"Don't stand goggling,” whispered the poor creature at hisleft. "The Lord was afool to bring usinto this
accursed place. And he was doubly foolish to persuade you to help him. No man, not even alawless
outlander, could ..."

One of Brak's brawny armsthrust out. He was beginning to get a bellyful once again of the civilitiesand
courtesies of those who were, supposedly, the opposite of barbaric. Brak's powerful fingers closed
around the retainer's wattled throat.

"Not one word," Brak whispered.

"Let mego," the man cheeped, wriggling.

"Yes, | will. But make any signto reved that | don't belong to your Lord's pack of retainers and thistoy
of asword they gave me can probably dit your somach open beforeit snaps.”

"I—I'll say nothing," the man quavered. Brak let him go. The retainer rubbed histhroat. "What the Lord
could have offered you to go through with this mummery | can'timagine.”

Brak scowled. "What do you mean?”

"A fortune wouldn't be enough to pay asane man to be here. | have no choice. But you, didn't you see?
In that pool amoment ago ... gods, | don't know what it was. But it swam there, dive, and it—"

At thefar arch, Lord Tazim called, "Lift your feet, you oafs. Promptly.”

Ah, thought Brak with mingled fury and fear. There had been something unnamed and awful in that pool
beneath the high mountain stars. Well, whatever it was, hed faceit. Hed struck abargain with Tazim.

The Lord had offered him balm for his back, buria for the Nestorian Brak was unable to save, and a cart
to carry off the butcherwork done to the splendid pony that the new rebel governors of Toct had
awarded him. Tazim had aso promised him haf the contents of the dowry chests.

Brak distrusted the offer of al that wedth. On the other hand, it might carry him far and more smoothly
on theroad to Khurdisan, with less difficulty than he had encountered thusfar.

The only contingency upon which Brak's reward depended was that he do murder.

Tazim, Lord of the Tilling, was thus called because of his penchant for agriculture and peaceful rulein his
domain a the mountain'sfoot. Tazim knew the master of thiseyrie only by reputation. To test the
superstitious legend, Tazim had taken the direct route through the mountain pass, rather than alonger
way. His purpose wasto deliver his daughter as a bride to one Prince Omer, who lived in Kopt on the
mountain'sfar Sde.



For alord of peaceable repute, Brak thought, Tazim concedled arare courage beneath his mild mien.
Brak had met the Lord in perilous circumstances.

After the successful rebellion of the Toctish miners, and the establishment of a peoplesruleto replace
that of the depraved Princess Vian, Brak had lingered in Toct amonth, resting and taking his pleasure
until he grew weary of the fights and the adulation that the old Uzhiram loyalists had hegped upon him. At
length he departed for the south. The call of Khurdisan still was strong in his blood, as he knew it would
aways be until he reached his destination.

After severa days of uneventful traveling herode into the land ruled by Tazim, Lord of the Tilling. Ata
caravanseral, hangers-on warned him of the menace that made the pass through the mountains unsafe.
Y es, they did agree that this route was the shortest to Kopt and the south, but they advised ...

Brak |eft them scratching their beardsin puzzlement as he rode away with his broadsword dapping his
flank. From their expressions, they thought him amadman to take such a beclouded route.

AsBrak wastaking thetrail up into the mountains, he chanced upon another pilgrim, a priest of
Nestoriamus. Brak was suspicious of the man'sreligion, but he vividly recalled the kindness with which
Friar Jerome had treated him during their awful encounter with Septegundus in the lce-marches. So Brak
made courteous conversation with the priest, and they rode on up into the mountains together. The priest
was on hisway to convert the heasthens of Kopt.

They were soon set upon by four of the riders who served the mysterious ruler of the pass. One of the
riders pulled the priest's cross from its cord and spat upon it. Another demanded Brak's pony and the
few dinshasin his pouch. The barbarian drew his broadsword.

Numbers were against him. Soon both Brak and the Nestorian were roped by their thumbs from a
cypresslimb, then whipped unmercifully and left to die.

Only the huge barbarian, with hisimmense resources of strength, was still breathing when Lord Tazim's
gmadll train cametinkling up thetrail in ascarlet sundown. Tazim, too, despite warnings, had chosen the
most direct route to Kopt.

Hisretainers cut down the dead priest and buried him. They aso dug apit for the daughtered remains of
Brak's pony. From among Tazim's supplies came bam for Brak's whip marks.

Thefollowing dawn, the campsite was visited by three new outriders bearing a demand from their magter,
plus an invitation to discuss the terms as guests of the ruler of the pass. When the horsemen rode away,
Tazim gpproached Brak at the campfire. The barbarian was gnawing on a greasy bone of besf.

"None of my people has ventured though this pass since | wasasmall child, barbarian," Tazim began.
Brak put down the bone. "So, Lord?"

"We had no need. Thetales drifting down from these peaks have been grim over the years. At our
hostels we warn the traveler to follow the longer river trail around the mountain spur.”

"Yes, | was o warned."”

"Thefirst two parties of emissariesfrom Prince Omer of Kopt climbed the pass but never reached my
border. "Twas with the third such party, which came the long way around, that | struck the bargain for
Jardine.

"Why areyou tdling meadl this?'



"So that you understand the menace of these mountains.”
"If you knew such a menace existed, why didn't you take soldiers and wipeit out?

"For generations, barbarian, we've thrived with no army to speak of in my land. Y ou said you had ridden
through. Did you see soldiers anywhere?'

"No, only farmers and herdsmen.”

"l am apeaceful man. Even so, the time has come for strength. | will not be frightened off by amountain
bandit who cloaks himsdf in superdtition. | have brought my daughter and her dowry thisway of my own
choice

Brak grunted. This Tazim had courage despite his mild way of spesking.

"l have comethisway," the Lord continued, "and found you, amid a scene of hopeless, heartless

"Thelord of the pass deservesto have an army hammer down his gates and gut him," Brak agreed.
"But | have no army. Y ou will have to be my army if we cannot reason with the master of those riders.”
"Me?1 am only oneman.”

"A gtrong-looking man, though. Isthere no thirst in you for revenge?'

Brak thought of the dead Nestorian, of his pony, of the way theriders had laid on the lash to his naked
back.

"Yes, | have astrong thirst that way, Lord."

"Very wdll. | offer you haf the contents of the dowry chestsif | decide to have the bullying creature who
rulesthis passkilled.”

Brak reflected amoment. "And what will decide you?'

"Why, merely whether he persigtsin the demands made by thet trio of horsemen who just rode off.
Namely, that | surrender to him al the dowry intended for Omer of Kopt who isto marry my daughter.”
A flinty light gleamed in the nobleman's eyes. "Turnabout. What will decide you whether you will kill him
for me, outlander?’

"Why," Brak echoed uneasily, "how hein turn treatsyou."

"There may be consderable danger,” Tazim sad.

"Aye. But you are going."

"I must. Elsewe will never be permitted to leave this savage place at dl.”
"At the caravanseral, there were tales—"

Tazim's eyes narrowed. "That the master of the pass has awful powersat his command? Indeed, | have
often heard them, as| intimated. | do not know their truth. We will haveto learn for oursalves one way
or another. Well?"



With another grunt, Brak rose from his haunchesin the chill dawn air. " A bargain. I'll go."
"Splendid. Come, we will seeto outfitting you.”

Moving aong toward the arch now, Brak felt atwinge of conscience. Heredlly had no use for ass-loads
of pearls and sgpphires. A full pouch of dinshas would speed histravel south toward the warm climes of
Khurdisan, but as for accepting more, Brak was not certain that he could.

What drove him most of al was the bloodthirst for revenge.

Suddenly a gong sounded, its weird note shivering away to silence. Brak scratched hisside. He was
uncomfortable in the accoutrements of acourtier.

"Please be welcome in my modest home," said a voice beyond the arch through which Tazim and his
daughter were just passing. Brak and the other retainer hurried ahead.

The chamber beyond the arch was large, high-cellinged and relatively well lit. Brak and the retainer, who
was shuddering now, entered and moved to the left, hanging back againgt the rear wall. No armed guards
were visible anywhere. Though this should have comforted Brak, it did not. Other circumstanceslent an
ominous note.

Tazim and Jardine gpproached adais. The man who had spoken rose from around, low-backed throne.
Toitsright stood afiligreed taboret on which rested an ebony casket, medium-smadl, its sdesand curved
top glittering intorch light.

Tothel€ft of the dais, hundreds of strangely veined, shining black rocks were piled up in abizarre
pyramid. While some were dightly smaller than others, al had roughly the same unusua shape.

"If you have no objection,” said Tazim haughtily, "may we dispense with the formaities? Other than your
name, of course. Y our true name. | didike dealing with anonymousthieves."

From the shadowed place where he watched, Brak saw the figure on the dais stiffen. The man was
sallow skinned. He had thinnish cheeks, atuft of beard. His eyes were mocking, black as hislittle cask or
the robe which belled about hisfeet. In acertain light, he might have passed for ayoung, handsome
adventurer. At close range, there was an unhedthy, flaccid quality about his skin which somehow told
Brak that the man was older than old.

The man touched the tips of hisringed fingerstogether. A thief? Isit wrong to extract a price for passage
across onesown land? Ah, well. That'sa quibble. But anonymous? That, | am sure, cannot be the case.
Don't the loutsin your kingdom know my name, Lord?"

"Some call you awizard," was Tazim'sreply. "A practitioner of the hellish arts, asorcerer. | don't believe
aword of it."

Two tiny spots of scarlet gppeared in the man's whey cheeks. "My name is Ankhma Ra, and thus you
will addressme."

Tazim snorted. "l am not accustomed to accepting orders from—"

Ankhma Rawhirled down from the dais suddenly, startling Tazim into silence. "Curb your stupid tongue if
you want this pretty little minx to reach her betrothed in Kopt beyond this pass. | ask the dowry chestsas
payment for passage, and | will get them. Isit not better than throwing away your lives?'

In dismay Brak watched the copper-haired Princess. Her head was cocked at a curious angle. Her



cheeks were flushed as she gazed at the spindly man called Ankhma Ra. She spoke with a certain tone of
perverse admiration: "He has aquick tongue, Father. Few men would dare call you down that way. He
aso seemsto have accumulated enough wealth in this place to prove—well, perhapsthat histhreats are
not entirdy idle

So furiouswas Tazim, his gnarled brown hands knotted at his sides. But he spoke no reply. AnkhmaRa
bowed to the Princess.

"Thank you, little one. Y ou are a perceptive child. And amost fetching one, too."
Tazim did not miss the girl's sudden, wanton flush, nor Ankhma Ra's low laugh.

"Y ou addle-pated little strumpet!” Tazim whispered. " Of dl my daughters, 'tisyou who have been a
plagueto medl my life"

Never had Brak seen agirl shruginamore crud or calousway, asif to say that it mattered little.
Ankhma Ra strode quickly to the cask on the taboret. Helaid along-nailed hand atop it.

"Shall we cometo the point? The dowry chests or no?”
Tazim glared. "'l will not even deign to answer such a presumptuous—"

"l am not aman of infinite patience,” the other interrupted again. "Don't imagine you can smply leave at
your leisure, even though | did invite you as my guests so that you might ponder the dternatives. Should
you think of swords, of your retainers, two of whom | see hulking back there, my men, though few in
number, are loya. They know the passages in this place while your men do not. They would like nothing
better than feeding morselsto the amusing creature | keep in the pool. No one knows how deep that
pool runs, incidentaly. Perhapsto hdl itsalf. | have a certain adeptness with natural substances, among
other things, and from the earlier generations of creaturesin that pool, | have managed to breed—but no
need to dwell on that. Sufficeit to say the Fangfish ishungry.”

The Fangfish.

Brak's pams turned clammy. Undernegth the blue surface of the water, he had seen something
loathsome, darting away. Tusk or fang, it had been aslong asaman wastall.

"Thereisasmpler way," Ankhma Ra continued, opening the black sack. He pointed.

Likeared flower, ascarlet slk was baled within the cask. The fabric seemed to shift and modulate from
shade to shade of red.

Said Tazim, "I've dready had abellyful of thistawdry marketplace performance. Y ou try to frighten
grown men with asimple kerchief of—ah!"

Tazim's cry was sharp, pained. The Lord had been reaching out for the shimmering silk. Ankhma Ra had
struck hishand away with greet force.

"Do not pose as an authority on things you know nothing about,” said the dark-bearded man. Carefully
he drew from ether Sde of the slk apair of immenseiron gauntlets. Into the red-velvet linings of these he
fitted his hands. Only then did Ankhma Ralift the bit of scarlet, tossit up and catch it again.

In bazaars along hisroute, Brak had often seen conjurers do tricks with silks. Y et never before had he
lad eyeson aslk whose very texture seemed congtantly mottling, shifting, dtering between ghastly
shadesand tints of red. It seemed alive.



Ankhma Rawalked past Lord Tazim and the copper-haired girl. He approached Brak and the other
retainer.

"The Silks of Shaitan are very ancient,” AnkhmaRamurmured. "Very rare. | am privileged to possess
one, thisone. To pick it up with my bare hands would be dangerous.”

He smiled, pausing afew pacesin front of Brak and the other man. A shudder of tension ran through
Brak's gigantic body as Ankhma Ra subjected him to amoment'sfierce scrutiny.

Would the man recognize the description of abarbarian hung up by histhumbs from a cypress? Surely
Ankhma Rahad gotten such a description. Only the robes, the cloth-of-gold head wrappings might
prevent such discovery. Hisfingers curled, ready to reach for the ornamentd scimitar.

But apparently Ankhma Ra preferred to abuse someone less formidable looking. He glanced at the
gmaller man beside Brak. The wretch could hardly stand still, he was trembling so.

Theiron gauntlets clanked as AnkhmaRarolled the scarlet slk into atiny ball. "The Silks of Shaitan (in
the hands of a properly knowledgeable person, of course) have remarkable power. When they merely
brush againg human skin ...."

Suddenly Ankhma Rathrew thelittle ball of silk. It struck the retainer's bare throat. The man's eyesflew
open. He arched his back and shrieked in agony.

Still balled, the silk clung to the man's skin like some supernatural leech. Where it touched, the man'sflesh
began to turn to dripping gray.

Ankhma Ralaughed again. He leaned forward, plucked back the silk, somehow swollen into aball much
larger than before.,

The retainer shrieked again as the dripping grayness round histhroat vanished. Moaning, hefel, kicked,
and died.

Carefully, even daintily, Ankhma Ra pedled back the petaled corners of the Silk.

Lord Tazim retched. Brak goggled, hisbelly cold. Even Princess Jardine pressed the back of her hand
againg her mouth and bit down.

Resting in the center of the silk in Ankhma Ra's hand was a pulsing, besting human heart, ripped bodily
from the retainer's flesh by some demoniaca power. It was still bleeding. The heart's awful ooze seemed
to blend into the curioudy dive pattern of the silkstuff, blood upon blood.

Ankhma Raturned. "Perhaps now, Lord Tazim, you comprehend why | require no great force of men.
All' I need do is offer my reluctant gueststhe gift of asilk." Then hislipswrithed. From them came
strange, cabdigtic syllables Brak did not understand. The pulsing human heart began to change hue,
darken.

On theface of Princess Jardine Brak now saw awild, gruesomely fascinated little smile playing asthe
heart hardened, blackened, hardened, blackened.

With disdain, Ankhma Rathrew the petrified heart onto the pile of smilarly frozen things besidethe dais.
Asit gtruck, the heart clacked like arock, didodging severa others. They rattled down the pile and
rolled acrossthetiles.

"When thesunisup,” AnkhmaRasaid, "you will deliver the dowry chests™" He replaced the slk and



gauntlets and shut the cask. And, with alast quizzica glance at Jardine, he vanished through ahanging.

"Then, these many years ..." Lord Tazim looked suddenly much older, feebler. "Thetaes—all true.
Quickly, out of thishdllish place, both of you."

In the torchlit gloom of the gpartments provided for them, Tazim and Brak held awhispered conference.
The big barbarian, remembering the dead priest, his daughtered pony, the dain retainer, said only: "I will
try tokill him, Lord."

"By firg light,” Tazim shuddered, completely unnerved. "It must be by firdt light."

Grunting to conceal his own mounting dread, Brak swung round, knocked at the brass lock, opened the
chest and dipped his powerful handsinto opas and sgpphires until his fingers touched theiron of his
broadsword. He pulled it free and turned. Theterrified Tazim had vanished. Brak was aonein the
shadows.

Twicethesilver grainswithin the hourglass, which Brak had found, trickled down before he set forth on
hisgory errand.

Emotion prodded him to sart the moment he found himsalf deserted in the clustering blackness of this
high, awful place. Indtinct lonerestrained him.

On the high steppes of his birth, the big barbarian had learned the primitive virtue of patiencein stalking
prey. Thus he paced the lavish apartment where the flung-open dowry chest threw back from jewel
facetstheflicker of low oil wicks. The night chill deepened. Again and again Brak glanced at the trickling
dlver gran.

When the last ones settled the second time, he gripped hard on the haft of his broadsword, blew out the
last lamp and went steding.

Here or there, atorch in acresset illumined the distance. The opulent courts and halls remained empty as
ever. Brak cameto an intersection of corridors. He hdted, puzzled. "Now," he muttered half aoud,
"whichway?'

His spine crawled as the echo of his voice came whispering back through the labyrinth:
Whi chway—whi chway—whichway—whichway ...

Mounting dread filled him. He tried to wipe from hismind the sight of that beeting heart in Ankhma Ra's
palm; wipe out the memory of the petrified heart tossed onto the pile that symbolized the sorcerer's
truthfulness when he boasted that his demands were never rebuffed. Brak chose the right-turning of the
cross corridor. From that direction apearly light gleamed.

The broadsword haft in Brak's right hand grew dick with the dampness of chill fear. At least hewasno
longer encumbered by the so-called civilized garments, in which he felt lessthan free. Thelong, savage
yellow braid hung down his brawny back where the lashmarks stood out, barely healed. He was naked
now save for the familiar garment of lion's hide about his hips.

Shortly he reached an arch that led into the pool court. The surface of the water was untroubled except
by thelight wind. The pool till radiated that eerie glow. The hundreds of petal's bobbed like miniature
fishing boats.

Long moments Brak crouched just within the arch, waiting and watching for sign of guards, of Ankhma



Ra, or of the thing that supposedly swam in the bottomless pool. From his position, he could view a
section of Ankhma Ral's apartments through an opening on the pool'sfar side. He saw the dais and a part
of that monstrous rock pile half-velled in gloom now.

A sound like muted laughter came drifting. Brak stiffened. He searched the court again.... No one.

Perhapsit had been night birds crying out on the basalt peaks roundabout. Brak stole forward, intending
to move around the left perimeter of the pool, enter Ankhma Ra's quarters, and then go past the hanging
through which the wizard vanished. Brak would find him degping and drive the broadsword into his gut.

Hewas hdf the distance adong the pool, moving like a ghost through the colonnade. Abruptly the sound
came again. Even in thishour a the depth of the night, this hour of frozen gtars, of londlinessand
madness, he was sure. It was awoman's voice.

A whispering, bubbling turbulence disturbed the surface of the pool. Suddenly, above hishead, iron
squeded in the colonnade's roof. Brak whipped his head up as the hinges squealed louder.

Three brutesin corselets of hammered brass dropped through the trap one after another. They landed
with thumps and curses. Thefirst drove hislong wickedly tipped spear a Brak's middle.

Brak legped back, face contorted savagely as he hacked and parried. The broadsword's edge diced into
the soldier'sarm at the elbow. Blood jetted. Brak lifted hisfoot, drove his naked hed against the brass
breastplate.

The soldier ssumbled backward. His spear fell out of his hand and rolled away, onto the pool's mosaic
coping. With aghastly cry the man splashed into the water. Blood from hiswound spread out in a
whorling cloud.

From somewhere in the depths of the poal there came new turbulence, as of something rising toward the
gpreading blood above.

Theremaining pair of soldiers came on warily. They circled toward Brak from right to left. He crouched,
mighty shoulders cording, tensed for the lunge he knew would come. In his jumbled thoughts, one
question thrust through: How did they know | would be hunting for ...?

"At him," one of the soldiers snarled. Spear points out, both rushed.

Brak fastened his hands on the broadsword haft, brought it swinging from left to right in ahuge chopping
arc. His sudden high leap as he swung confused the soldier to hisright. The man's spearhead tore only air
as Brak came down again, hurling the man to the pavement.

The soldier writhed, tried to stab upward from a prone position with the spear. Brak rammed the
broadsword point through the man's neck. Then the attacker on the | eft jabbed out with his spear.

A violent pain tore through the barbarian's right arm. He shouted in pain, tried to leap away, and tangled
hisfeet on the other soldier's corpse.

Quick to pressthe advantage, the remaining soldier twisted his spear around. With two brutal smashes a
Brak's forearm, he knocked the broadsword |oose. The blade clanged and did adong the pool rim. Brak
raised his handsto ward off the next blow. He was till off balance. Blood |eaked down hisright arm.
The spear flew toward hisface.

Hetwigted hishead aside. The blow wastelling anyhow, damming him backward. By ingtinct done did
the barbarian manage to close his hands around the wood, trying to wrest the weagpon away.



He moved too late. He was fdling, hisfeet skidding and dipping.
Brak tumbled into the pool and sank like a stone through glowing water and bobbing petas.

Down and down into the pearl-shining depths he plummeted. At last his daze and numbness abated
under the hurting of hislungs. He began to thrash upward again. A mammoth shadow flickered across his
vision as hefought to the surface.

The spear was il clutched in hisright hand. His head broke water. He panted for air. He saw that he
had been carried to the center of the large pooal.

Just as hetried to gather hiswits and strength to pull toward the Side, a series of iridescent spines, one
behind the next, broke the surface not far away.

Treading water frantically, Brak saw the spinesrise higher, higher till. Then utter horror filled him. He
saw theridged, green-dimed backbone to which the spines were attached.

Arrowing toward him came athing of great dimness but immenselength. It had aflat, milky-blind eyein
either sde of its head. The head looked maformed because it widened out twenty times the thickness of
the creature's body and fanned, blicking tail. Gilldits astall as Brak himsdf throbbed open and shut just
above the water.

Theimmense round jaw of the gigantic fish opened, then opened wider till. From that maw gusted the
gink of the wharf and charndl house.

Fangfish, Brak's brain screamed. He tried to swim away. But the weaknessin hisright arm and the
weight of the spear dragged on him.

Thetusks on the cresture Ankhma Ra had bred and nurtured were unbdlievably huge and white. The evil
thing rapidly closed the distanceto its newest med.

Brak redized dimly that the monster must be some vile crossbreeding of life forms older than time. It was
abletoliftitslong fish'sbody haf out of the pool by means of a series of froglike webbed appendages
down ether side of its shimmering scaled body. Brak counted eight, ten, twelve of those webbed
half-legs on one 9de. They churned in arhythm like galey oars as the Fangfish bore down.

Wider the stinking maw opened, lined with dimy, pink flesh. Wider ...

Asthe monster mouth loomed, those immense ivory fangs had risen far above the surface; the jaw was
full open. Pain and deethly fear beset Brak now.

Hewastoo far from the pool's edge. The puny spear aching in hisright fist would never penetrate the
scaesthat glittered hard asarmor.

Water roiled. Waves cascaded around him as the Fangfish literally hurled itsalf closer and closer, its maw
gaping to swallow the bit of human mesat bobbing beforeit.

Hewould die as best he could. Brak trod water ferocioudy and pulled back histhrobbing right arm from
which blood drained into the pearly water. He would launch the spear into the maw of the Fangfish, try to
drikeat the pulpy lining of ...

Wildly Brak flailed. His back bumped against something afl oat. He twisted hishead. Spray flew in his
face as the pool was thrashed into huge waves by the Fangfish dmost upon him.



Drowned and bloated, hair floating weirdly, eyes open and swollen, it was the corpse of the first soldier
with whom Brak had collided.

Mighty shoulders aching in torment, Brak floundered around and dove beneath the corpse. He drove the
head of the spear upward under its chin, then thrust against the resistance of the water, which seemed
heavy aslead. He shoved and thrust until the musclesin his brawny arms shuddered; at the last ingtant he
let go.

Driven, with the dead man hanging on the spearhead like bait, the wooden weapon went into the maw of
the Fangfish. Brak threw himsdlf backward in the water asthe huge milky eyes on either sde of the
fishhead brightened.

The corpse on the spear bumped the ingde of the monster's maw. The fangs shut, snapping off the butt of
the wegpon. The closing of that awful mouth nearly swamped Brak in breaking waves. He was hurled
violently againg the pool side. He reached upward with hisleft hand to grasp and lift himsdlf.

A black boot crushed down upon hisleft hand and pinnedit.

Panting and dmost blind, Brak flung his hand back. From the pool coping, Ankhma Rawas reaching
down with an iron gauntlet.

"Oneway," came the voice through theferociousring in Brak's ears, "will do aswell asthe next—
assassin."

And while Brak hung by one hand on the pooal rim, unableto let go, his mind pardyzed with surprise and
fear, Ankhma Raleaned down still further. He extended the ball of the Silk of Shaitan toward Brak's
cheek.

AnkhmaRaSs brittle laugh grew, a demoniac cackle racketing inside the walls of the barbarian's skull.
Time seemed to stand il asthat dreadfully dive bit of sk swelled and swelled in Brak'svision, drifting
toward his skin to rip the heart from his chest by magic and petrify it.

A dash of iron blazed at the right corner of Brak's vision, reflecting torchlight from water droplets. It was
hisfalen broadsword.

Nearly blotting out the Sight of that |ast hope, the Silk of Shaitan whispered and rustled toward Brak's
face. Theiron gauntlet grew larger, like the mailed fist of agigantic statue.

With one pain-wracked lunge, Brak flung out his right arm. He dapped his hand down upon the
broadsword haft. Then asthe blood-hued silk seemed tofill al the world, Brak used the tip of the sword
in hisfree hand to snag a corner of it and drive it back upward.

The firgt sound from Ankhma Rawas astartled gasp. The pressure on Brak'sleft hand ceased. Inawild
scramble he flung himsdf up out of the poal.

The broadsword point had driven into the sorcerer's neck. Brak tottered forward and seized the haft. A
burning, inhuman pain vibrated through hiswhole body, making him arch his back and shriek doud in
torment. But he held fast, pulling. The broadsword came out.

The Silk of Shaitan remained embedded in the wound in Ankhma Rals pasty skin.

The moment Brak had freed the weapon, the worst of the pain stopped. He stumbled, and fell off
bal ance from the force of the pull. AnkhmaRa plucked madly at the sk againgt histhroat, tearing it loose
with hisiron gauntlets. But the very flesh of his neck was aready dripping gray.



For one ghagtly ingtant, the conjurer stood rigid, staring down at his own heart lying blood red and
pumping on the silk in his hand.

Savage fury upon him, Brak legped. He struck with the haft of his wegpon. Thethrust drove Ankhma
Rasflaccid body forward. Brak had a brief, mad vision of the sorcerer'siron gauntlet closing down upon
the beating heart in one awful condtriction before AnkhmaRas body (living or dead now, Brak did not
know) tumbled forward and dropped into the pool.

The spines of the Fangfish broke water again. The monster came dicing through hundreds of flower
petalsfor its new tidbit.

There was a scuffling of boots. Brak turned, an incredibly savage, gore-streked figure, broadsword in
his blood-bathed right hand, the lion's hide hanging sopped around hismiddle. Six of AnkhmaRals
soldiers had dipped into the court in the gloom. Brak took one halting step toward them, his head abuzz,
thekilling urge driving himon.

"Come," he croaked in ahoarse, broken voice. "Come, soldiers. Thereisno conjurer to protect you with
hell'stricks.” He made agesture with his broadsword, asif by invitation.

Thefirgt soldier uttered afaint, guttural cry, flung away his spear and plunged off into the shadows.
The othersfollowed. Six spears, crisscrossed like matchwood, lay abandoned after they had gone.

Trying to shake the daze from his head, Brak was unprepared for the sudden fresh rip of agony down his
back. He cried out, caught himsalf on a colonnade pillar. Even before he pulled himsalf around, he knew
who it would be. The attack had come from behind; from the direction of the gpartments of Ankhma Ra.

Standing there with Brak's blood glistening on thetip of atiny dagger, her nightdress disarrayed, her hair
unbound, her cheeks flushed and her breath tainted with wine, was Princess Jardine.

"Hewasaman of great parts,” she said in awhisper. Her eyeswere drunkenly bright. "He was better by
far than that cow to whom my father would have married me. And you dew him. Y ou, awitless,
moneyless brute.”

"Hewasathing of filth," Brak croaked.

"I would have stayed with him. There was treasure here. There were ddlights.” The Princess swayed, her
eyesglazing dightly. Her lipscurled into asmilethat sckened Brak, for init lay alove of awful vileness.
He had suspected it was there, lurking beneath her loveliness, but now he saw it unmasked.

Brak shook hisyellow head. "I watched the sorcerer glance at you, there in his chamber thefirst time.
And you returned it. Asif you'd found the kind of man who suited your black soul'sneed for ..." Brak
stopped, eyesflaring. "1t must have been you. Y ou went to him. So that he had men waiting.”

"Yes." Princess Jardine gave a contemptuous toss of her head. "I dipped off to his night chambersand
told him you were to be the assassin for my father."

Brak shambled forward. He lifted the broadsword with his throbbing, blood-dripping right arm.

"l am going to kill you, girl. I am going to kill you so Lord Tazim will never know what you becamein this
place, with that abomination of aman. Y our father said you, of dl his daughters, were aplagueto him,
didn't he? Well, no more." Brak twitched the sword at the pool. Its surface was cam again, save for the
faint ripplesthat bobbed the floating flowers. "1 can feed you to that creature and tell your father that
AnkhmaRahimsdf destroyed you.”



Thelaugh from the girl'slipswas ghrill.

"But you will never do that, barbarian. Y ou are aman of honor. Or what you consider honor, anyway."
"I will." Brak raised the broadsword high.

Her eyes sparkled up at him defiant, assured.

"No," shesad.

The evil taint was on her. Her beauty was hollow, betrayed by the sickening, knowing smile upon her
mouth. Brak the barbarian knew what she was. He knew what she had become when that which was
deep within her had responded to the attraction of the conjurer. He lifted the broadsword higher, temples
hammering.

Down came the sword again.
He could not strike.

She laughed, atinkling sound. She darted the little dagger teasingly at Brak's exposed chest, likea
flickering serpent'stongue. "I have no such scruples, barbarian,” she said merrily, asthe dagger'stip bit
into hisflesh.

Therewas apulping thud. The pricking against Brak's chest stopped. Grasping at the wood shaft
vibrating in the center of her breast, Princess Jardinetried to pluck it out, in vain.

She staggered away. She cried out in wild terror at the sudden emptiness beneath her. Down she
plummeted. Brak watched, shuddering in revulson.

After aheartbesat or so, the spines of the Fangfish broke water. The maw opened, then clamped shuit.
The glowing pool roiled and then grew cam again.

Sowly the barbarian looked around. Where there had been six spears cast away by the frightened
guards, Brak now counted five. In the murky shadows where he had listened, Tazim, Lord of the Tilling,
raised his pamsto cover hisface and turned away, that he might weep in private.

Inthe sharp air of dawn, Lord Tazim rode back downward toward his kingdom. With fresh poultices
upon hiswounds and straddling his sole reward, a pony taken from among those belonging to Ankhma
Rasfled soldiers, Brak went the opposite way, following the trail downward into Kopt, the trail that
pointed somewhere between the sunrise and Khurdisan. He had said few wordsto Lord Tazim the rest
of thenight.

Nor had he mentioned the bargain, or the dowry chests.

The only reward Brak wanted to claim was a quick and merciful forgetting.
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Ghosts of Stone
When umber evening fadesto night,



Thelondy pilgrim, parched and sore,
May hap upon the awful sght

Of thousandslocked in granitetight,

All doomed as they were doomed of yore
In Chambalor.

When morning tints the wasted plain,
Thelondy pilgrim wakes, looks o'er
Theruins, presseson again,

For al the ghogtsin soneremain,

Still damned asthey were damned before
In Chambalor.

Rhodymandias, Canto IV
When the big barbarian opened his eyes, he thought he had gone mad.

Moments passed while the wind keened. He fought back the blinding ache from agresat red sun searing
itslight into hisface. And only then did Brak recall that thiswas not madness. Rather, it was the product
of madness, of the sand, and of the wind.

Wasit aday ago? Or acentury? Gradualy the memories returned.

Brak had ridden down from the mountain passinto the land of Kopt, and thence southward. For the
better part of several weeks he had loafed along through this pleasant kingdom and that. At length he
reached a border marker, crossed it into land that gradually changed from arid foothills to sandy waste.

At an casiswhere caravan trails to the south intersected, he had been warned that the shortest route to
Khurdisan was not necessarily the safest. If he followed adirect but little used caravan trail, he wastold,
he would find himself in ared-sand waste where the breath of the gods often blotted the skies and earth
with impenetrable storm clouds of sand.

Brak had struck out on the lonely trail nevertheless. And then the ssorm had struck, awhistling, gritty fury
out of thewest. Helost the trail completely. Now the Siege was over, and Brak woke from hours of
dumber. He remembered collgpsing with exhaustion just as the hot wind was beginning to blow itsalf out.
At least he could be thankful that he was dive.

Blinking into the reddish sundown, Brak fdlt for his broadsword. He discovered it still hanging at his hip.
Herolled over.

Trackless waste stretched away. Thewind lifted the sand in isolated veils here and there. He saw his
pony where it had fallen, jaws, eyes, and ears so coated and filled that they |ooked like parts of some
grotesgque sand sculpture. At the height of the storm, while the heavens blackened, the pony had broken
itsleg. The poor dying beast had saved Brak'slife, offering him ashelter until the worst of the torm

passed on.

Brak's tongue was parched. He crawled toward the animal. He laid his palm against the pony'sflank,
uttered aguttural word of sorrow. At least he had been spared daying the strong little beast.

Squatting on his haunches, Brak considered his predicament. He wasin utter isolation. He had no
provender, no water, and no real knowledge of where he was, except that he waslost in the middle of a
vast desert. The warnings of the hook-nosed loafers back at the oasis he recalled now with bitter clarity.
Only men with thefed of sand in their bones, only nomads born to this part of the world, attempted to
crossthis desert. And even they crossed at arelatively safe corner of the waste.



Thewaste, said the men at the oasis, was fearful. Once it had bloomed green and fertile, ages ago. But
now it was cursed, dry, and empty. And haunted.

Rigng, stretching the ache from his mighty body, Brak shouted: "Hdlo?Hallo?' Hal-lo, hal-lo, the
emptiness thundered back. Thewind piping carried the grace notesweirdly. Lo-lo-lo-lo ...

Brak walked to the top of adune, calf deep in sand. At the top he shouted again. Thistime, the cry had a
different, distorted sound. A moment later he saw why. Something had interrupted the emptiness. He

gaped in wonder.

"Atthe oasis" he muttered to himsdlf, "they talked of thisplace, | remember. | thought they were ignorant
sots mouthing cradletales. It had aname, | recal.”

Then, like athousand great gongs, the word came into his head before the word touched histongue.
Chambalor.

"What did they cadl it? Chambalor the City of Gold Chariots." Brak'sface was pained. "Wdll, it'safine
burid place, anyway."

The scene before him was awvesome. Nothing remained of the city of Chambal or except two rows of
pillars stretching into the distance. All else had been covered by the blood-lighted sand. Y et in the
reddening evening, those pillars were magnificent, avful, mgedticintheir sze.

How wide the great avenue must have been. The rows of pillars stood fully a quarter of aleague apart.
He counted fifty in each row, converging into the blurred distance before he lost track. And each pillar
looked to be a hundred times as thick as aman, and fifty times as high. Up they soared, into the red sky.

While the big barbarian could not make out precisely what was carven upon their one surfaces, the
dimly-seen decorations lent the pillars a curious, shifting ook, as though the stoneswere subtly dive.

With asense of crawling horror washing over him, Brak thought of thelivid, living skin of the
arch-enchanter Septegundus. There was a strange kinship, like an echo of music, between the face of the
sorcerer whom Brak had defeated in the |ce-marches, and these mighty pillars that seemed to blur and
svimwith agrangelifedl their own.

Brak screwed up his courage and decided to take acloser look at the ruins of Chambalor. He lurched
down the other side of the dune, kicking up sand spray as he went. Hissingle long, yellow braid bobbed
down his naked back, above the garment of lion'shide a hiships.

In the shadow of one of those awesome pillars Brak could find protection when the night wind
sharpened. Already the sun was down between the mighty twin rows of towering stone. It would be
deep night soon.

Some blue-veined basalt had been unearthed by the windstorm, Brak saw. The barbarian kicked at the
rock as he went by. He had taken two more steps when ghastly, stinging pain seared his|eft leg.

Looking down, he froze. A black, obscenely hairy feder was twisting round and round histhick, tanned
leg.

Even as hisfist closed over the haft of his huge broadsword, Brak screwed his head around. No basdlt
dab lay there. Rather, agreat lumpish black thing with trangparent veinsin intricate tracery over its body.
The thing came rousing up out of the sand where it had lain adeep.

Through the transparent surface veins, amilky bluefluid full of black motes pumped. Two pouches on the



sdes of the black monstrosity opened. Grest, ghastly pupil-lesswhite eyes stared a him. From under the
centra body more fed ers began to uncoil and extend. One closed around Brak's free arm. The stinging
doubled.

With aroar and stir of sand, the enormous spiderlike horror lifted itself on spindly legsand trundled
toward its new enemy. A mouth yawned suddenly, giving off awild, rhythmic clacka-clacka-clacka.

Hackles on his neck crawling, Brak diced at the feder congtricting hisarm. The edge of his broadsword
barely dented the pul pish surface. Clacka-clacka-clacka went the mouth. The thing had agood
two-dozen legs for propulsion. And twice that many feders, al waving and questing in the dark red air. It
lumbered closer to its prey.

Brak sawed hard at the tentacles. His heart thudded in his gigantic body. Taking afirmer grip on the haft
of hisblade, helifted theiron over his heed, and brought it flashing down.

With ajerk and alash, the feder was cleft.

Its backlash struck Brak in the cheek. Drops of hot, sticky ichor dribbled down his chin. That ichor
burned like afire-heated iron. The pain was far worse than that from the tentacle coiled around his calf.
With another grest stroke, Brak diced that tentacle in half.

The clacka-clacka from the creature's maw stopped. Its white eyes clouded to adark pearl.

Then, with afeeblelittle scree of hurt and anguish, the mongter, some preternatural thing whose fellows
had long ago died off, turned and went scurrying up the side of the dune.

Although huge, it moved with surprising speed. Thelast Brak saw of it, its fearsome federswaved
againg the dark sky like anest of worms. Then the beast vanished down the other side.

Brak held his broadsword a moment longer. He feared the nightmare thing would return. He heard
nothing except the wind. He rubbed at his cheek. It burned amost beyond bearing. With amoan, he
dropped to his knees.

He picked up ahandful of sand. He rubbed it cruelly hard across hisflesh. Still the dreadful ichor-touch
pained. Dizziness began to cregp over him. Had the fluid somehow been absorbed into his body, bearing
its poisons to the center of his being? The two great rows of pillars of Chambalor seemed to waver,
sway. Suddenly Brak wrenched over on his back with an inhuman shriek of pain.

His heds began to kick furioudy. He could not stop the hurting. It increased each second. As he writhed,
he experienced the delusion of thinking he would be rescued. Black against adistant dune, he thought he
saw the humped, long-necked silhouettes of apair of nomad dromedaries. Did the desert bells around
their neckstinklein the distance?

Pain blotted out the hdlucination. Sdeto side Brak rolled, everything dimming, swimming, until, witha
last gasp of agony, he did down into soothing dark.

"Newt's toe, Hemp vein. Powder of sapphire ... hmm, yes. The pouch isfull enough.”
"Thisisvile business, Father. To plan to bargain, haggle, when he may be dying.”

"No doubt of it, daughter, heisdying. But not o swiftly asto justify your shrill accusations and
hanawritings. Twill be the fullness of the sun tomorrow &t the earliest before the toxic strains blend
together. Although the fluid of T'muk isfatd, 'tisaso dow to work. Hmmm. I'd thought the caravan
masters had driven off the last of those creatures years ago. But | suppose since no man daresto vist



Chambalor nowadays, some of the beasts dtill liein their dune burrows. We only saw it from adistance,
but I'm sure this hulking lout, whoever he may be, did not day it. T'muk is till about. And wounded, 'tis
even moreferocious."

Dimly Brak heard the conversation against abackground of whistling wind and the crackle of afire. He
opened hiseyesto adit. The darkness lightened hardly at dl. Then afire pattern appeared, blurred,
sharpened. Againd it, the speakerswere visble; two figuresin flowing cloaks, both smdl, onefeminine.

A brass desert bell tinkled. One of the humped beasts, which Brak had not imagined &fter all, blew its
lipsnaisly.

Suppressing agroan, Brak sat up. "Thisplace on my jaw," he said thickly. "Thereis much pain.”

The robed man gtirred, walked around the fire. Thefirgt thing Brak saw wasthe glitter of asilvery
half-moon dagger with abossed handle. The dagger was gripped in thin, frail fingers.

The man wasincredibly old, wrapped in grimy white linens. Under its hem pointed dippers curled up.
Out of his head wrapping his face peered like a cage-imprisoned monkey's; thin-lipped, heavy-nosed,
with thousands of wrinkles. His pale green eyes, however, were agelessin the firelight. And though he
was indeed spindly, he seemed to possess an aura of strength.

The man stood warily afew paces from Brak. He said, "Much pain there will be. And degth, too. Unless
| apply apoultice. | am aman of many professions, outlander. Mendicant is one, Magian apprenticeis
another, herb doctor isathird. And bargainer,” with a cackling laugh, the old man bared perfect, even
white teeth, "that ismy best profession.”

Brak saw that the ancient with the merciless greenish eyesindeed carried afat pouch at his belt cord.
Upon hisbreast rested a gold mystic symbol, aradiant star fastened to alink chain.

The man continued: "1 will be pleased to concoct the necessary poultice, provided you lend your back
and your broadsword, if need be, to an effort upon which I'm engaged.” Hiswrinkled hand, fingernails
longer than awoman's, lifted. By the sickled light of amoon, Brak saw him point to the strange stone
pillars of Chambalor marching into the desert dark. "Y onder.”

"Who areyou?' Brak snarled. "A robber captain?’
"Nay, outlander, aman of commerce," chuckled the other. "Zama Khan, by name."
"Y our cdlousness disgusts me!" said the second person beside thefire.

ZamaKhan whirled. "It was not required that you come on thisjourney, Dareet.” Then, with avicious
crinkling of hismummy'slips, he bowed at the barbarian lying sprawled on the sand. "My daughter
Dareet has been stricken by a peculiar malady, outlander. An attack of scruples.”

Now full consciousness, and with it anger, returned to the yellow-haired barbarian. Before he could
gpesk, however, the girl Dareet rushed forward. She confronted her father: "Long and long have |
followed you from one dishonest living to another, hoping to change you, hoping to soften you, and only
watching you grow harder, more avaricious. But thislast istoo much. It was not enough that you drugged
the wine of that merchant of Vishnuzin, then fled the city with those gimcrack clay tablets. Now your lust
for atreasure that doesn't exist has maddened you to the point where you'll make an innocent man joinin
your madness or pay with hislife"

"Those slver doors are mouldered with age," Zama Khan said. "We cannot open them alone.”



"So this poor stranger, dying from the kiss of T'muk, must help, or you'll not help him?”

From deep in histhroat Brak growled, "Y ou are saying many things that are strange to me. Who are
you? What kind of treasure are you hunting? And what is T'muk?’

Licking hislips, ZamaKhan hunkered down. He still gripped the dagger. " T'muk is the ancient name for
the primitive sand spider that attacked you. The caravan masters know him as The Thing Which Crawils.
That specimen you hacked is lurking about, I'll wager. 'Tis another reason for usto be away before the
moon fully wanes"

Zama Khan ran histhumb aong the dagger's shining edge. Beyond the crouching man, Brak saw theface
of the girl Dareet illuminated by the dung-chip fire. A thin, rather undernourished face. She was
doe-eyed, olive skinned, and pretty, too, except for the gloss of fear on her face. The girl sensed evil in
the empty desert night. An evil larger than that in the green, heartless eyeswaiching Brak where helay.
What was that evil? Brak wondered.

Trying to quell hisanger, Brak thought perhaps he might reason with this strange old man. He said,
"While passing through your land, I've heard of this place, Chambaor. What isit you seek here?

"Fird," came ZamaKhan's prompt reply, "why isit that you passthrough a al?"
"My nameis Brak. | come from the high steppes, and I'm traveling to Khurdisan in the south.”

Zama Khan snorted. "A barbarian! With no skill in |etters or numbers or the magic arts. Well, stranger
Brak, that matterslittle, | suppose. Y our back iswide and roped with muscle. Pitting that back against
the silver doorsto the treasure chamber, you should be able to open them. Then, with the tablets that
|—ah—released from the possession of the merchant in Vishnuzin, | shal read theincantation, clearly
written. | shall shatter the wizard's spell upon theivory chest, which is sealed to ablock of marble, so the
tablets say. If it were not so sealed, 1'd carry it off entire. The contents will go into the camel bags, and
one night'swork shal make up for alife of poverty, of crawling and scraping before the nabobs.™

Dareet said softly, "Never until now, Father, did | seeyou intruelight. Thereisatwisted evil in you
which nothing can untangle now."

"Besdlent!" ZamaKhan cried. "Y ou're flesh of my loins, but you scken me.”
"No morethan | am sickened by seeing you at last for what you are.”

Once more Brak's cheek began to burn and tingle. The pain nearly doubled him. He gasped out:
"Y ou're—not lying to me? There are—are medicamentsin your pouch to—fix a poultice so
the—mongter's touch won't—be fata 7"

"That iss0," answered ZamaKhan. "In return, you will come with my daughter and meinto the ruins.
Help usforcethe doors."

With asmal sound of disgust, Dareet turned away. Brak waited a moment longer. He wondered whether
he was being skillfully gulled. Suddenly his anger flamed. He whipped his hand across, wrapped his
fingers around the broadsword haft.

Breast chain clanking, Zama Khan was swifter. He legped. The dagger flashed. Zama Khan crouched
suddenly beside Brak, the flat of the blade bearing down crudlly on the barbarian'swrist, bending it
enough so that it was pinned, and he could not draw the broadsword swiftly.

Though Zama Khan's teeth were perfect white, foul breath gusted from his mouth as he whispered: "Bare



your iron and you'll not live another sundown, outlander. | promise.”

Quickly Brak looked a Dareet. She nodded. "He speaks truth, Brak. Though you might take the pouch
from him by force, you could not mix the poultice. Nor could I."

T'muk, Brak thought. The Thing Which Crawls. Its poison stung hisflesh, hurting, hurting....
"Very wdl," hesaid low. "I will try to open your slver doors. But fix the medicinefirst, and apply it."

Chuckling, Zama Khan stood up. He sheathed his dagger with aclick. "Why, yes, friend Brak. That | will
do. | haveyou at adisadvantage, you see. | cantell you give apromisethat iskept. | know you will do
what you say. Whilel ..." ZamaKhan shrugged, ... wdl, you must trust in me."

Helifted the flap of his pouch, took out a stone mortar, asmaller stone chipped into arod shape, and
severd phides. Brak watched, smmering with fury. Zama Khan had rightly seen that, once making a
bargain, Brak would stand by it. So he wasimmediately at a disadvantage.

Devious and wicked were the ways of the world through which he traveled to seek hisfortune. The only
boon Brak's agreement had gained him was akind of sad and thankful ook of relief from Dareet. She sat
acrossthefire, sarting and shivering with each whine and gust of wind.

Presently Zama Khan daubed a sticky yellowish mess upon Brak'sjaw. He pressed severd dry leaves
againg it. "Hold those in place amoment or two. Twill work rapidly.”

That part was true, anyway. The pain soon lessened. As Zama Khan handed Brak a scrap of gray linen
with which to wipe his cheek, the latter asked, "What isit you seek in Chambalor, old man?'Y ou spoke
of atreasure. Surely none exists. Though I'm an outlander, | heard the tales back at the way stations.
Chambal or flourished generations ago, in atime almost beyond memory."

Zama Khan's greenish eyes showed pinprick reflections of thefirdight. "Aye. But consder those stone
pillars. Have you looked a them closely?'

"No. | got no nearer than the den of T'muk.”

"Then give a glance when we reach them. For on, or perhaps in those pillars, frozen in damned tormert,
sedled in goneto live their agoniesforever, are the princes and courtesans of Chambalor. The warlords
and the women who once in adim time made Chambalor the feared and savage kingdom shewas."

Almost crooning, Zama Khan began to rock back and forth on his hedls. His eyes stared off toward the
obelisksrisgng inthemoon'sglare.

"Shewasasink. A pit of cruelty, war, and bestial evil, was Chambalor. One man, one powerful leader
drove the people down to these depths of lust and depravity.”

"The king?' Brak asked, low voiced.
"No, awizard. A wizard who caled himsdlf Septegundus.”

The namerang in Brak's mind again like asonorous, sinister bell. Generations ago? he thought. How
could that be?

The answer came back, Because Septegundus never dies, only walks the world at will, to bring it
evil.



"The Lord of Chambalor,” ZamaKhan crooned on, "grew tired of thisfomentation of evil and drovea
knifeinto the sorcerer's heart. No blood poured forth upon the ground, so saysthetae. And evil smokes
and fumes arose from the place where Septegundus stood. The wind smote Chambalor in amaelstrom,
and before Septegundus vanished in the smoke he cursed Chambalor. His spell locked Chambaor's
treasure—emerads, piles and piles of emerdds from the minesthat once flourished nearby—in anivory
chest behind silver doors.

"And to revenge himself upon the Lord, the wizard froze dll the people of Chambaor in rock, even those
who had followed him. Thousands of them he locked in each of the great columns aong the triumphal
avenue, and it al happened in abreath'stime. Before the smoke rose, the wizard had vanished.

"In later times, a certain wandering mendicant—called Juhad, he was, Juhad the Pit-waker—claimed to
have had concourse with this master-sorcerer Septegundus. Juhad carried with him until the day he died
tablets of clay, written upon with astylus. Those tablets bore the incantation that would release the
tormented souls of Chambalor and, incidentally, the treasure one day.

"Juhad defended the tablets from many athief, saying that his master, Septegundus, to whom held been
‘prenticed in his youth, would decide when Chambaor had suffered enough. Juhad vanished ina
sandstorm of the kind that swallowed you up, barbarian. But his clay tablets endured, passed from hand
to frightened hand, age upon age. —ah—borrowed them, as| mentioned, from the merchant | chanced
uponinVishnuzin."

The big barbarian could not resist asnort of disbdief. "Old man, 'tisafable.”

Dareet gave ashudder. "Y ou are wrong, barbarian. No one has plundered the treasure precisely because
itisrea. Many times, they say, others have wanted to come. Some, the awful T'muk has frightened
away. Others—well, Chambalor is cursed. Not until thistwisted soul who once was my father wasthere
aman greedy enough, or mad enough, to dare at last ..."

With acry, ZamaKhan struck her. Brak leaped to hisfeet, pulled the broadsword. Zama Khan's
half-moon dagger whispered out, winked in the moon.

"l think not," he said. His evil monkeylike face smiled. "A bargainisabargain.”
"Then let's be done!" Brak grumbled.

He was convinced the old man had lost hiswits. Despite encountering Septegundus before, Brak felt sure
nothing remained of Chamba or's fabled wedlth except alustful dream passed from generation to
generation. But when Dareet began to weep, Brak had doubts.

Brak put hisarm around the girl's shoulder. After making a sneering remark about the barbarian's
solicitude, Zama Khan moved off into the dark, where a dromedary stamped.

Standing with hisarm around the shaking girl, Brak redlized that for thefirst timein hislife, he actudly had
the desire to bresk hisword. He wanted to go so far asto gut Zama Khan with his broadsword, from
behind. The only reason that he did not was Darest.

She was shaking violently now. Shewas afrail girl. He did not want to leave her done with the
green-eyed old madman, who now came back into the firdight clutching a bundle wrapped in frowsy
lambskin.

ZamaKhan's brown fingers trembled as he unwrapped the bundle. "These are Juhad's tablets,” he
breathed, hisface lightly dicked with swest, hislower lip actudly trembling with expectation. "L et us put



them to use. Bring your broadsword, barbarian. And the girl, if she can walk. Or, if she chooses, she can
reman here"

"'No!" The outcry from Dareet was sharp. "This placeis accursed.”
Three shadows, they set out across the dunes and soon reached the head of the buried avenue.

The mammoth pillars towered up on ether hand, black against the moon and casting blacker shadows.
Brak's ssomach turned over and sour bile rose in his mouth as he studied the carvings reaching to the sky.

Round and round each pillar, in endless circling friezes, the princes of Chambalor and their begirdled
women were portrayed with such vividness that Brak felt thousands of damned, tormented eyes watching
him.

The garments, and the appointments surrounding the figures, were splendid indeed, though they had an
ancient look. But thefiguresthemselves ...

Sickened, Brak turned away from one lower band on the first greet pillar. Upon it, sione soldiersin
breastplates bashed out the heads of babes by holding their ankles and swinging them. Murder, plunder,
torture, lust, depravity; no vice was missing, no sin unrepresented, as figure after figure, group after
group, had been caught by Juhad's curse. So many sins actudly defied belief. Though he had seen much
of savagery, injust amoment or so, Brak viewed many things of which even he had never dreamed.

The most hideous feature of al was the look upon each of the faces. Over his shoulder as he walked,
Brak could see many in the moonglare. And each face showed torment.

He'd seen such torment before, on the crawling skin of the Amyr of Evil upon Earth.
They kept trudging.

"Yonder," ZamaKhan said at |ast, rushing ahead. Brak had dready counted fifty-five pillars on his|eft.
Now he glimpsed at least adozen more ahead. "The last on the left was the treasure tower,” ZamaKhan
cdled. "Beow ground liesthe chamber.”

Suddenly Brak stopped. Dareet gripped hisarm. "What do you hear, barbarian?'

"Fancies," Brak whigpered in reply. He scanned the dune horizon, black, silver bathed, empty beyond the
pillars. Had the wind carried afaint clacka-clacka-clacka?

No, he was dreaming.

Asthey approached thefind pillar on theleft, Brak saw adark opening in the base. Outside of this,
ZamaKhan waited, hands clutching tightly at the bundle. The clay tablets shone dull gray wherethe
wrappings fell away. Stark black lines upon them were the places where a stylus had inscribed many
strange, ancient symbols before the tablets hardened. All at once, Brak began to believe ...

ZamaKhan was mad in his own way. But the story of Chambalor's curse might betrue.... Impossible!

Then why did Brak have the uneasy fedling that benesth the stone surfaces of the carved depravities
rising on every hand, atormented, imprisoned life crawled and writhed, awaiting release?

"Theréstinder indde," ZamaKhan whispered. "I'll strike a spark.”

In amoment, he had asmoky torch going. Therewas asmell of decay, dust, asthey hurried down a
winding stair. They emerged into awide, paved circular hdl. At the far Sde, huge silver doors,



greenish-blue with mold growthsin their crevices, shone dully.
"Theright hand one givesbut alittle.” Zama Khan's voice was hushed, echoing. "Theleft not at al.”

"Thisiswrong." Dareet wastrembling. "Thisiswrong. And too dangerous. Father,” she seized the old
man'sarm, "why else has no one ever come before us? Because they knew ..."

"l will not be balked!" Zama K han screamed, dashing at her with hishand. The sound of the blow was
loud, sharp. Dareet fell, sobbing.

Watching ZamaKhan, Brak let histhick yellow brows hook together in aferocious scowl. The old man
licked hislips.

"Thebargan,” he said softly, his green eyes bright. "The bargain isto open the doors.”

Turning, Brak pushed his shoulder againgt the right-hand door of slver. It squedled faintly, moved hardly
aadl.

He braced his palms againgt the door, pushed harder. The musclesin his mighty shoulders and brawny
arms corded, pulsed, jumped. His hands grew damp with swesat. He had to stop and wipe them on the
garment of lion's-hide a hiswai<.

He pushed harder, still harder. Hisforehead began to hurt. The door opened a hand's width, then two.

Foul fetid air gushed out. Zama K han's breathing was dry, intense behind him. Brak pushed with al his
might. His belly muscles corded. Histhews strained. Three hand'swidths ... Four.

"A littlemore!” ZamaKhan cried; straining forward with thetorch. "A little more and the bargainis
accomplished.”

Brak threw hiswhole body against the door, felt it sway, give asqued of tortured fittings, lurch inward.
Simultaneoudly, Dareet's scream rose up:

"Brak!"

Long yellow braid swinging, the gigantic barbarian spun. Zama Khan had thrugt the torch into arusty iron
wall bracket. The half-moon dagger blazed, arcing higher, higher, as Zama K han's robes flowed out
behind him, driven by the rush of hischarge.

"I've kept my word," he was babbling, hiswhite teeth ashine with spittle. "The bargain isended and only |
will go through the doorsto theivory chest of ..."

The whirling broadsword blade in Brak's two hands cut off Zama Khan'swordsin ashower of blood,
and cut off haf hishead, too.

For oneinsaneingtant, Brak saw the corpse till dive. It wobbled before him on its curl-toed dippers, the
light of treachery dying inits green eyes asits head hung half-severed on its neck. Then ZamaKhan's
robes were showered with the blood that fountained up and out of his neck. His hands opened and he
dropped the half-moon dagger and the tablets of Juhad.

The clay tablets smashed apart.

Thelight that followed the clap of noise when the tablets broke was white as lightning, searing-white.
Brak was hurled back againgt the wall. Dareet shrieked wildly. Beyond the slver door standing half
open, that blazing brilliance bloomed. Anivory chest that had been fused upon astone block became a



billow of smoking thunder.

Green flowers grew in the radiance, then crumbled and fell gpart in midair, dripping down like greenrain.
Shaking with terror, Brak stumbled across the antechamber. The very foundations of the greet pillar
began to rock. The very air seemed to swirl and darken with arush of wind.

Then, from somewhere, aghastly screaming chorus of thousands upon thousands of cursed, condemned
souls began to wail and howl.

"The place will collapse," Brak yelled, seizing Dareet'sthin arm, dragging her dong toward the Sairs,
pulling her upward. " The shattered tablets broke the curse. But they must have broken something more,
because ..."

Milk white and round, great eyes stared at Brak from the head of the stairs.

Benesath the surfaces of the trangparent veins twisting obscenely over the humped body of T'muk, pae
blueliquidsflowed and pulsed. Clacka-clacka-clacka went the mouth. Two of itsfeders dangling
useless, The Thing Which Crawls came limping downward toward the enemy who had hurt it.

"Back, girl!" the big barbarian cried. "Hide at the bottom."
"The pillar is shaking, the earth istrembling,” Dareet moaned.
"Go!" Brak bawled. "Thereisno other way out of ..."

Clacka-clacka-clacka. The Thing Which Crawls came down and around on the stairs, its vile body
jammed between thewalls, its fed erswaving. Brak charged up haf-a-dozen steps, raised the
broadsword over his head. Then cold pit-terror claimed him.

Bring the blade down upon a feeler, cut one of the thing's evil, worm-like, lashing arms, and the
ichor would flood again.

Zama Khan was dead.

And only Zama Khan knew how to mix the healing poultice.
Brak was wracked with the agony of uncertainty.
Clacka-clacka-clacka.

From out of time, from aforgotten world, T'muk came squeezing and oozing and crawling down the
stairswhile Brak retreated a step, another, shaking with weariness and desperation.

If he died, the girl Dareet would die aswell.

He reached the bottom of the stair again. The base of the pillar rocked. The awful chanting, moaning, had
intensfied now. It sounded from above ground.

There was one chance. One chance, and he must gambleit. Brak could use the weapon only thisway.

He closed hisright hand midway aong the crudly sharp sword blade. Closed hisfingers and bit hislips
until blood ran because the sword edge diced so deep. But he could get agrip no other way.

Then, drawing back hisright arm, he threw the sword, spear fashion, feding his own bloodied pam dide
away astheiron sailed straight and hard. It was buried haft degp in theright eye of The Thing Which



Crawls.

Clacka-clacka-clacka, clacka-clacka-clacka ... Themouth pulsed frantically. The hairy crawling legs
twitched. Brak stumbled down to where Dareet crouched. He shielded her with his own sweet-stresked
body. Hisright hand was running raw with gore as T'muk the ancient thrashed and heaved and died,
jammed into the Sair.

Brak whispered shakily, "Now—we must climb up and over. Thereisonly alittleichor leaking from the
eye. We can passit safdy.”

But asthey climbed the stair, the stench of the dead creature reached them. Dareet gave along,
struggling cry and went limp. Brak dung her over his shoulder.

Hetried to keep hismind clear to concentrate on what he was doing. He planted afoot on the hideous,
black-haired hump of the dead monster. Gripping other tufts, he began to climb.

Once he dipped.

Sobbing, he hung on, hisfoot shaking and trembling, just the width of afinger from dipping into the
gleaming ichor track that leaked down out of the skewered eye.

Sowly, with dl the strength in his mighty body, he controlled that one trembling leg, pulling it up and
away. Leaving the broadsword where it was, he kept climbing.

Outside, there was magstrom.

Thewind had risen. Great dark clouds of sand whipped past in the night, stinging hisface. Brak tried to
wak. His body was pushed into an oblique angle by the force of the scorm. He somehow knew that was
not like the storm that had felled him earlier. The winds blew black, papable, whirling round and round
each of the great pillars, then rising up toward the ky intrain after train of writhing lifelike suff. Within
these clouds, awful human shapes twisted, turned, moaned, moaned, moaned. ...

Carrying Dareet in hisarms, Brak the barbarian staggered asfar as the end of the avenue before thewind
and the blinding sand and the awful ascending moans weakened his body and mind and hurled him
sensalessto the earth.

At dawn, his hacked hand bound in linen, Brak ventured once more into the treasure-house pillar to fetch
the body of ZamaKhan.

Peering into the treasure room, he saw nothing except bare, mouldering black walls. In the center of the
floor, ascattering of ivory chipslay among green emerald dust. The treasure was no more.

Returning to the campsite, he hel ped Dareet bury the old man. Because she professed no rdligion, he
thought of Friar Jerome's Nameless God. Brak fashioned a crude cross of Nestoriamus from bits of a
stick and placed it in the blowing sand over the mound. Perhapsit would help.

Dareet stood with her head down. Brak wiped his mouth. He was heavy with guilt.
"My sword killed him," he grumbled. "I—I am sorry."

"It makes no difference.” The girl'svoice was empty. "Wemust leave."

"The beastswill carry us." Brak was dlill tortured. "Girl, | had to kill him."

"It makes no difference," she repested. "He was evil. The greed that drove him to come here, where no



sane man would come, made him astranger to melong ago. He was not my father." But despite her
words, she began to weep, shuddering in her sorrow.

At length Brak put hisarm around her. "Girl? It hasjust come to me. The dark gods have strange ways.
Y our father came here to plunder. Y et the breaking of the tablets released thousands of tormented
sufferers from the prison where the wizard's spell cast them. Though he never intended it, your father
freed them from their pain and ended their bondage. Surdly, surely that is something for which to honor
him. All men must be honored in someway."

The wind whistled, keened in the silence. "Dareet? | speak thetruth. Y ou can seeit. Look. Y ou must
look."

Shedid, seeing for perhapsthefirg time that the mighty pillars of Chambalor, stlanding in the blinding
white desert sun, were bare. Bare of ornament, the figures—gone.

Sowly Dareet's eyes cleared. Wearily shelifted one hand. "Yes. | see. He freed them. It is something.
We, we must see to the beasts.”

In an hour, Brak and the girl and the dromedaries were gone beyond the horizon.
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V
The Barge of Souls

Down from the north rode awild barbarian,
Down from the north with hissword in his hand.
Down from the north rode Brak the barbarian,
Seeking the way to afar-distant land.

Bound for the south and the warm climes of Khurdisan,
Bound for the south where the gold idols gleam.
Bound for the south rode Brak the barbarian,
Seeking the way to agolden dream.

Black wasthe pain of the wild barbarian,

Black wasthe pain for the maid on the hill.
Black was the pain of Brak the barbarian.
Herode awvay and herides somewhere still.

Tyresias, The Song of Brak

Further down the bed of the dry watercourse the big barbarian had been following, the trail twisted
around and out of Sght past an up-thrust pillar of obsidian. It was from around this bend that the terrified
dhriek came keening.

Brak had been sitting on his haunches on one doped sde of the water course while his pony rested. Now
he rose. The norma tightness of his belly increased as his mind absorbed thewail of terror, together with
the eerie sound that followed it amoment | ater.

The sound was something like aprolonged, dryish rasp, as of arough, calloused warrior's palm being
scraped over rock. The resemblance ended there. The sound was so loud that, to makeit, the warrior



would have needed to own ahand fully aswide as Brak himself wastall. And that wastall indeed.
Scrape-and-grind. That wasthe noise, repeated with asinister persistence.

Brak hestated. He did not relish mingling in affairs that were none of his concern. Another moan,
unmistakably human, followed a brief pausein the scraping. The moan obvioudy came from the throat of
the same man who had shrieked in sudden alarm amoment before,

Brak scrambled down the dlope and dapped his pony's lathered neck.

"Enough rest, now." He siwung up. "WEell see what grinds away the rock yonder, and who's so afraid of
it"

Gently the big barbarian kneed his pony aong. He reached across hiswaist to free the haft of the mighty
broadsword bobbing in itsimmense scabbard. The hour was twilight.

The country through which Brak had been traveling for the past six dayswas ajumble of blasted,
multicolored rock. The land looked like the result of an evil god reaching down with afist, smashing one
great stone and breaking it into score upon score of random parts, some the Size of boulders, somethe
size of smal mountains, but dl predominantly glassy-black. Savefor distant gleamsfrom war chariots
traveling the opposite way from that which he was taking (Brak was bound roughly south), he had seen
no sign of human lifein dl hissix daysin thewastdland.

The flesh on his bare back prickled as he neared the watercourse bending. He shushed his pony. He
tugged its milky mane to dow its pace to a soft-hoofed clop. Two sounds became clearly defined.

Firgt, the human (in pain or fear or both) had begun alow, continuous cry, wordless except for an
occasiona babbled syllable that might have been an gppedl for help. Then, againg this, like ahideous
counterpoint, came that huge, ominous scrape-and-grind of something dragging down over rock
surfaces.

"Whatever thing makesthat racket,” Brak breathed to himsdlf, "'tisnot smal.”

Just thisside of the obsidian pillar, Brak hated his pony. He did the broadsword loose with aniron
whisper. The brooding, diffused light of red sunset wasfaling from hisright. Acrossthe jumbled southern
horizon, great pals of inky smoke blew. The smoke was closer now than it had been when the barbarian
first Sghted it just this past dawn.

War smoke? It seemed logicd, judging from his glimpses of whedling chariots hammering north.
Inretreat? Yes, if their speed meant anything.
Brak had no notion who the combatants might be. He was a stranger,, in a strange kingdom.

The voice ahead rose, suddenly clear with hysteria: "The Horned Lady protect me! The Horned Lady
accept my soul and carry it beyond the Dark Vellsto paradise. May | dwell in paradise numberless days!
May my soul know peace, absolution, comfort in the Horned Lady's embrace.”

Digging in his bare hedls, Brak headed the pony forward in atrot. The man was crying aprayer, and it
sounded like the prayer of onewith not much timeleft to live.

"The Horned Lady bless mewith her eternal embrace,”" came the terrorized voice as Brak burst around
the outcrop, riding hard.



Light and shadow interplayed where the watercourse widened. As Brak hurled himsalf from his pony's
back, he had time enough for a quick estimate of what had happened.

A huge-whedled bronze chariot had overturned, throwing its driver from the car. From the rolled upper
rim of the car, wicked knife blades protruded, short and glittering, spaced about three fingers apart. The
charioteer had been gored by two of these spiny daggers, which were obvioudy meant to fend off those
who would legp aboard the chariot to attack. The driver lay benegth the car, an indistinct blur of bronze
armor and creeping redness.

Brak'srapid impression convinced him that here was a different kind of chariot from those he had
distantly observed rolling away to the north. Upon the front of this car, in rich bronzed bas-relief, wasthe
device of agoddess.

Shewas acomely young woman, shown from the waist upward, and without garment or ornament,
except for athin dagger hanging down upon alinked chain between her breasts. From her bronze
forehead sprouted two horns of lovely whorled intricacy. In one of her uplifted hands she held a shesf of
plenty. In the other shetore alightning fork down from the sky.

The Horned Lady. Theimage of the warrior-goddess was picked out by abeam of red light that fell
adant the car. Her bronzed eyes seemed to mock Brak, defy and dare him.

All these details the big barbarian absorbed amost in abreath'stime. Abruptly he heard again the
scrape-and-grind, so loud thistimethat it hurt hisears.

Brak whipped his head around. Up the dope, he saw what made the noise, and choked. Six timeslonger
than Brak wastdll, the duglike creature was like some gresat tube of sinuous substance. Far overhead, the
black mouth of its burrow in the obsidian mountain stood out. From thisthe creature must have been
roused.

All dongitscylindrica body it had smdl, white, pulpy gppendages, the merest vestiges of legs. It actualy
seemed to propel itself down the dope and around boulders toward the dying charioteer by means of an
obscene wriggling action. Rather than by skin, it was protected by lizard-shiny plates which gleamed with
agray-metal luster. These plates were hinged together by moist pink membranes Brak could glimpse as
the body articulated. The plates scraping rock caused the grinding sound.

And as the monstrous thing worked itsway down toward its victim under the chariot, that armor-plated
body smashed and ground the solid rock beneath it to dust.

Armor that could pulverize obsdian? Brak's brain nearly boggled. But the frightful cloud of dust hanging
intheair behind the crawling nightmare testified to the abrasive strength of those plates.

At the head of the tubelike thing, two round, opalescent eyes twice as large as Brak's own head burned
in the gloom. Thething was drawing near theflat bottom of the watercourse. Half of its body ill
extended up the dope. Suddenly adlit in the lower part of its head opened.

Tensdly crouched, broadsword bared, Brak waited with the blood-hammer of danger running highin his
veins. All pretense that he might be civilized had vanished from hisface, which was ugly. Twilight scarlet
glinted on hisblade. He was asavage figure, abrawny anima like the very beasts he had hunted in the
wild lands of the north that gave him birth.

The charioteer continued to babble his ddirious prayer. Sowly, dowly, amoigt, evil, sckeningly red
tongue began to uncoil from within the beast's ditlike mouth. On the surface of thislong tongue, tiny
sucking polypswaved to and fro.



The creature gave afrantic wrench to the rear part of its body and advanced again, up and over asmall
boulder. There was a grind and screech of abraded rock. The boulder collapsed into whorled dust.

Thelong tongue uncoiled and uncoiled, dithering acrossthe bed of the watercourse as though it
possessed life of itsown. Then, amost asif the creature sensed Brak's presence, the tongue turned
toward him suddenly.

The vile sucking polyps waved with even greater agitation. All a once, however, the tongue retracted.
A moment later it did out dongitsorigind course.

The charioteer had pushed himsalf up on his pams. He watched the scene with horror-crazed eyes.
Below the waist his body was hidden by the deadly tines of the chariot. He stifled another scream asthe
tongue started toward him and the lizard-armor body followed, crushing and pulverizing rock asit
moved.

Brak wrenched himsaf free of his state of dazed awe.

Swiftly he hauled up asmooth, oval rock with hisfree hand. He felt hisback thewswrench as he shot his
arm forward to hurl the rock through the air. Hisaim was true. The rock smashed down upon the
fantadticaly long, cregping tongue.

Vileichor squirted suddenly from the crushed polyps. The creaturéstail region thrashed. Two gigantic
boulders were blasted to ahail of pumice. Bits of the sharp, stinging rock rained down upon the
yellow-haired barbarian.

Now the opaescent eyesrolled in Brak's direction again. But there was a bloody smell suffusing the air
around the chariot, and Brak sensed that the monster could somehow scent the warm stuff. The creature
sent its tongue shooting out again, straight toward the pinned charioteer.

Instantly Brak knew what he must do. He covered the ground in long strides, ramming the broadsword
back in its scabbard as he bawled, "Cover your head! Hide your face and pray that those iron teeth miss
you thistime!"

Then he was legping across the ripped ends of the traces, from which the chariot horses must have bolted
loose, and he was around to the car's other side. Rapidly he calculated angles. He hoped the car would
fal far enough. He brushed past the whedl which was upturned to the twilight sky and set it spinning ashe
thrust his shoulder againgt the car's bottom. He pushed hard.

A savage, angry grunt of effort dipped from hislips.

The bronze car was fiendishly heavy. Worse, the charioteer had begun to babble again. Perhaps out of
fear that he would be crushed, but more probably, Brak guessed, because that polyp-quivering tongue
would be near him now, ready to—what? Suck the flesh from his bones?

Brak strained and shoved. His back began to ache violently. Hisleft foot dipped. A point of rock dashed
it bloody as he fought for balance.

Thechariot lurched alittle,
He had to moveit. He had to tip it. Hisforehead throbbed as he pushed harder and still harder.



And, so closethat it seemed to drown out al other soundsin the universe, the evil scrape-and-grind
signaled that the rock-creature was drawing closer to its quarry.

Brak bent hiswhole body into the effort to overturn the car. His head beat and sang. Suddenly the car
gave adigtinct, sharp lurch.

But il it did not fall.

The charioteer let out the most hideous scream Brak had ever heard from a human throat. The big
barbarian knew the monster's polyp tongue had touched the man's flesh. With ashout of primitive rage,
Brak dammed hiswhole gigantic body against the car alast time. The jolt nearly knocked him sensdless.
But the car began to tip.

It seemed to hesitate, hanging balanced. Then it toppled.

Brak leaped back. The charioteer writhed as one of the knives embedded in the car's rim raked the flesh
of histhigh. Crashing, the chariot fell.

And awhole long row of those same rim knives dashed down through the polyp tongue, piercing it,
pinning it to the earth of the watercourse.

The mongter'slizard-plate tail began to whip back and forth through the air, shattering any rock it
touched. One huge fragment struck Brak on the forehead as he fastened ahand on the car'swhedl. He
legped up on the precarioudy teetering vehicle.

The monster wastrying to pull its pierced tongue free, and its efforts sent a series of sickening jolts
through the car. Brak braced his bare soles around one edge of the chariot's car.

Then he leaned out. He hung from the whed by hisleft hand, straining down, down, down, and drove his
broadsword into the monster's opa escent right eye.

Like amadman he struck again, again, thrust after thrugt, until the eyes were lightless, blood-boiling pods.
Then he let go and jumped wide. He landed on his chest, the wind knocked out of him.

The rock-monster gave one last thrash. This deathly quiver seemed to shake the earth's foundations.
Then, as pumice and dust drifted down and settled, the thing died.

Panting, Brak picked himsdf up. He cleaned his broadsword blade in the dirt and sheathed it. He
staggered to where the charioteer lay. The whites of the man's eyes shone faintly in the gloom. Thesun
had set. Only afew faint beams of rednessisolated points a ong the watercourse. Brak and the charioteer
were shrouded in dark.

The big barbarian kndlt over the dying man.
The man gasped, "The Horned Lady—uwill not—receive mein shame now."
"Y ou could not fight thething," Brak said. "The knives gored you."

"The Horned Lady—expects—a death of honor. At least when the chariot overturned—I| was—pursuing
our enemies”

"Therewasabattle," Brak stated. "The sky hangs with smoke.”

"Aye, abattle." The man's breath whistled reedily between histeeth. "\We—the Horned Lady's
people—the people of Phrixos the Shining River—we turned back the armies of the hairy men of Gat.



Wefought there, that way."

One gauntleted hand twitched out, indicating south. The charioteer panted on: "L ong have the men of Gat
threatened us. Phrixosis—the delta of the Shining River, anarrow, fertile land d ong—hboth its shores.
We defended our land. We sent the hairy men of Gat away with but atenth of the numbers which they
had when they—rode to attack us. But we paid a price. Many of us paid—a price."

Abruptly the charioteer began to cough. Brak gnawed hislip.
"Where are the physicians with your army?" he asked.

"Gone," wasthe reply. "Back to the cities by the Shining River. | was sent out after the Gat stragglers.
The chariot overturned—my own chariot knives cut me to death. In the dust, the noise—my comrades
did not see the accident, and—raced on. My own knives." He coughed hard. "A bad joke, en? A
physician won't help. But you have helped, stranger. To die unableto fight that foul thing would—be
dishonorable. Therock beasts have lived in these hills since before timeitsalf. And to die without
fighting—the Horned Lady would know. She might not fetch me down the Shining River, through the
Dark Veilsto her paradise. Please ..." Suddenly the feeble voicelifted. "I cannot pull out my sword. |
have not the strength. Will you do it?"

"So the goddess will see?’ Brak said.

The soldier's head bobbed alittle. In the gloom Brak could smell weltering blood, and it waswarm on his
fingers as heloosed the small sword from the man's scabbard, then curled thefingers of the charioteer's
cooling hand around it.

Brak fdt hel pless, baffled. "What more can | do?| cannot leave you here to die without help.”

"No helpispossible" the soldier replied weakly. "But that is no matter, because now—the Horned Lady
will know. Would that | could repay you. The tonesin which you spesk—they're strange to me. Are you
an outlander?'

"Aye. My nameisBrak."

"Thereisthelook of the barbarian about you, though your faceisin shadow."

"l am on along journey from the high steppes.”

"May the Horned Lady blessyour passage.” The charioteer was trembling now.

Aching from hisfight with the rock creature, Brak rose. He shook his head in pity and weariness. The
brightly-armored man was dying, and there was nothing he could do.

The big barbarian stood a moment, staring down. In that ingtant, one of the last feeble rays of the
sundown light falling across the blasted rocks illuminated the stark shape of hisface.

Brak heard a scrabbling, amoaning at hisfeet.
"What iswrong?' he said, fearful. "Isablack spell onyou?’

"Do not crossthe Shining River," the dying man rasped. "Barbarian, do not cross! | see your face for the
firgt time. Turn north again. Turn avay."

Was this some brink of the grave madness? Brak's barbaric brows crooked together.



"I cannot understand your meaning. | must ride south.”

"Phrixosthe Shining River lies south!" the charioteer panted. "1 warn you, turn away!"

"Tdl mewhy | mus.”

"Thereisasign on your face. A sign on your face, of ..."

With along, rough aaaaggggh of breath, the charioteer stiffened. His hedls drummed once, no more.

Brak shook his head and went to find his pony. He ached. He did not understand the man'swild words.
Besides, how could he turn away? He was bound to seek hisfortune in the warm climes of Khurdisan far
southward.

Weeks ago, Brak had |eft the ruined hdll city of Chambalor with the girl Dareet as hisresponsibility. Their
journey out of the waste took many days. Findly they reached a city lying south of the huge desert but
north of thisland. Inthat city Brak bade Dareet farewell, turning her over to the care of adistant cousin,
asuccessful merchant of hides and skins.

Brak then asked directions of an old seer in the city's public market. The crabbed old man drew a sand
map with the point of his crook. He sketched along, scrawling line that was Phrixos, ariver he said Brak
must eventually crossif hisjourney's end lay south in golden Khurdisan. War and rumors of war lay in
that direction also, and fearsome peoples. The ancient one wheezed that they might well take Brak'slife
by means of sword or sorcery if he were not quick of wit and swift of blade.

A river, then. He must cross. Phrixos the Shining was its name. Wearily Brak climbed onto his pony's
back. Surely what the charioteer had said was only the delirium of desth.

He clucked to the pony. They went jogging up the watercourse. Brak was eager to be away from the
dead rock monster and the dead charioteer who had seen hisfacein scarlet light and cried warning.

A dgnonhisface? What sgn?
No matter. Brak knew he must cross Phrixos. There would be no threat.

Y et as he rode through the ominous black land in the new starlight, the smoke floating in the southern sky
grew thicker. So did his sense of danger.

The next night Brak dept on ahaunted battlefield. All during that day, the day following his encounter
with the charioteer, he had ridden across the burned plain. Here the armies of the kingdom of Phrixos
had beaten back those of the hairy men of Gat.

By dawn Brak had reached the near border of thisfield of carnage; aborder marked by apile of corpses
of squat, bandy-legged men in lesthern armor. Their flesh wasthickly haired, their jawbones thrusting and
bestial. Even glazed in desth, their eyeswere small and mean.

He chanced upon the pile of corpses as his pony rounded alow outcrop. He was passing fewer and
fewer of these cairns as he rode. He had come down out of the obsidian wilderness, and now theland
leveled and doped away, asthough toward ariver delta

Theszeof the plain of war was difficult to determine. Many baggage vans and silken pavilions had
evidently been torched in thefighting. These till-smoldering ruinsfilled the sky with the smoke Brak had
glimpsed far off. AsBrak rode past the corpses, the smoke grew so acrid that vison was difficult beyond
afew paces. The pony shied often.



At highest noon, the sun was but a pae silver-white disk through the murk overhead. Everywhere lay
bodies, whole or dismembered, stinking of blood that mingled with the richer, redder stuff bled out of
horses daughtered by the hundreds. Brak saw gridy remains of units of foot soldiers, of mounted horse,
the wreckage of war engines, and of dl the pargphernalia of a gigantic combat.

The ground benegth the pony's hooves was loamy. Thissilt partiadly covered many of the bodies. But it
was evident that the army of Gat had suffered decisve defest, for the numbers of its dead far outweighed
thosein metal armor bearing the device of The Horned Lady.

Stll, the kingdom of Phrixos had not escaped lightly, either.

Riding in the smoke al the day long, Brak occasondly heard amoan of pain from some survivor. Twice
he reined in. Twice he attempted to | ocate the source of the cry. Each time, tricks of illusive gray light, of
shifting smoke, of slk bannerstattered but flapping, bedeviled him. Each time he became hopelesdy log,
and failed to locate the wounded man.

On three other occasions, Brak passed ghostly parties of men slently crossing the battleground. The men
carried tapers that winked eerily in the blowing smoke. They halooed to one another. Burid partiesfrom
Phrixos? So Brak assumed. He avoided these groups by remaining immohbile on his pony until they had
passed out of earshot. Then he picked hisway ahead.

The more he rode, the more the big barbarian didiked the route. He felt, somehow, like a scavenger, like
one of the monstrousivory-beaked birds that now and then wheeled down out of the smoke to caw and
pluck away adead eye or hit of flesh. But despite hisloathing for thisendless array of the dead, he
recognized an essentia fact of hisStuation.

In histravels he had known both thick and fat purses. At the moment thelittle pouch tied by athong to
thelion's-hide garment at hiswaist was empty of dinshas. Brak cared nothing for coin, but on occasion
found it anecessity.

Thus he kept asharp eye out. He planned to set aside his scruples momentarily when the occasion arose.
Hewould set aside the somewhat unclean fegling the very notion caused in him, so that he might search
for abooty, some vauable trinket or item of war he might later barter for food or shelter.

Hefound the pickings dim as he rode. The sun dipped down. He saw ajeweled sword agleaming
beyond a burned baggage van. But when he dismounted and approached, he discovered the weapon
was gticking up from the backbone of asoldier of Phrixos.

Brak knew that, in worldly terms, he might be counted afool. Y et he did not have the ssomach to violate
the dead so thoroughly. He rode on, empty-handed.

The plain continued to dope downward beneath Brak's pony. The sky darkened. A breeze sprang up,
dtirring the smoke from athousand fires. The stench of burning had become noxiousin Brak's nodtrils. He
hoped the wind would clear the air.

He found the going more difficult as darkness came on. Soon he decided that he must camp the night.
Phrixosthe Shining River was further away than he had anticipated.

At last he settled upon alow hillsde where held chanced on the remains of agreat silken pavilion. Its
poles had collgpsed. Itsfine hangings were dready haf covered by blowing silt. He climbed down from
his pony. The light wasfailing, which was ablessing of sorts, for it obscured the landscape of corpses.

Brak used severa of the snapped halves of pavilion polesto erect asmall shelter consisting of scraps of



vermilion and gold silk. As he worked, he noticed marksin the earth that indicated that burial searchers
had aready passed thisway. Fresh animal tracks, plus the imprints of crude digging tools, showed that
some person of importance had died at this Site. Much attention had been given to turning the earth in the
vidnity.

Brak's broadsword worked handily to hack some cedar-wood spokes from a split van whedl. Brak piled

the spokes up in acupped place in the earth, struck fire and blew until he had asmall blaze going.
Hunched over this, abarbaric, melancholy figure, he munched on abit of tough meat from his pouch.

Then, laying one hand upon his broadsword haft and pulling another ripped sweth of vermilion silk over
his upper body, herolled over on hisside and tried to deep.

Whether he dreamed or woke, he did not at first know.

Gigantic armies clashed on amisty plain. Screams arose. He heard moans of torment, and the funeral
chanting of tens of thousands of massed voices. Suddenly he sat up.

The darkness had thickened around him. Points of fire danced in his eyes. These he recognized asthe
last, smoldering cods of the blaze he had built. The vermilion silk fell away from his shouldersashe
scrambled lithely to hisfest, ligtening.

Somewhere on the other side of the silken barrier he had erected, something stirred, rustling acrossthe
earth. Brak's palm chilled on the broadsword haft.

The sky had cleared while he dept. A few crystal starswere visble, and in the heavens only occasiond
tatters of smoke drifted now. Smudged grayish light over eastward indicated dawn was quite near.

Thewind had achilly nip in this cold, ghostly hour. Brak's temporary shelter flapped and snapped in an
occasond gust. Thewind had blown hard enough, Brak saw, to wipe out the traces of the searchers,
and reshaped the loamy soil into new mounds and depressions.

Quite suddenly, he heard avoice cdling from beyond the sheltering silks.

"Close, so very close—beloved? | have come a long way on the search. | sense the spirit close
enough to touch.”

A woman'svoicel

No mistaking the rich, sorrow-haunted tone, full of eerie echoes, but somehow not quite redl. Brak's
savage face wrenched into ascowl of puzzlement. His empty belly turned colder.

Something about the voice was unnatural .

Half-crouched, he moved to hisleft with deliberate downess. This path would bring him out from behind
the shelter. In amoment he would be able to see what lurked on the other side.

Thevoice rose up, now faint, now compellingly louder. The big barbarian had the wild notion thét,
somehow, he was hearing weeping that had been articulated into words: "Acrossthis plain of woethey
have hunted. And come back to say the butchers of Gat worked too well. That nothing remainsto be
borne beside me through the Dark Veils. It costs me pain to come searching across the night, beloved,
but | bear it, for | must find you. Else theriver will be dark and paradise empty. | know they are wrong,
| know you can be found. Close now | feel a spirit, itswarmth.”

So oddly clear wasthat voice, that Brak almost expected to look beyond the shelter and find awoman



standing there. To seethat areafully, he would have to move another paceto theleft. Carefully he shifted
hisweight. Thelong, savage braid bobbed gently againgt his naked backbone.

Hisleft foot struck something sharp. Glancing down, Brak saw adull-gilt gleam in the uncertain light. The
wind sighed. Without thinking, he reached down toward the gleam. Hisfingers closed around therolled
meta edge of something very heavy.

He tugged. From beneath an accumulation of windblown silt, agreat shidd camefree.

Just as Brak pulled up the shidld, the wind gave agust. One of the hastily-rigged support posts toppled
over. One by one the sheltering silks streamed away like enchanted flags.

Brak stood rooted with hisforearm dipped through the lesthern loops on the inner sde of the shield as
thelast silk blew away and he saw her.

Tiny beating pains began in histemples. He was sure he was mad.

The woman searching the dark plainwas dim, regd, lovely, and of ardatively young age. Her locks
were dark and down to her waist. But they floated out behind her with aweird undersea motion.

Already the stars had paled. Dawn was very close. There was enough light for Brak to see that the
woman's arms, widespread and supplicating, were soft and white. Her gown was of an even purer white,
except at her breast. Brak's mind chilled. An evil black clot of blood appeared on her breast, long dried
now, but so large, it must have been the mortal wound.

Brak sensed somehow that the young woman was roya. She bore hersalf so. But where her gown
should have reveded the tips of dippers, there was only blackish migt.

Through her face, her body, through the dark eyes turning toward him suddenly, Brak saw the sky and
starlight.

He brought the shield up ingtinctively. Out of the wind came asudden sighing: " They did not search well
enough. | have found you. Y our faceis strange, not quite the same. And yet you have the great shield.”

With atir of strange mists, the ghostly girl seemed to float closer to Brak. "Quickly, beloved! Stretch out
your hand. Touch mine. Then we will leave together."

Closer the ghogt-girl floated, sad and smiling. Closer.

The big barbarian was hel pless. How could he strike at awraith?Y et he sensed that once those
trangparent fingers touched his body he would be as shewas.... Dead.

"Beloved? Beloved, come touch me. No longer will the bier beside mine be empty.”
The outstretched fingers were near Brak's shoulder, nearly touching.

A line of corpses nearby suddenly flushed rosy. Brak swallowed violently. Eyes squeezed shut for an
instant, he shook his head. Therewas awild swirling of cold wind al about. A sad, forlorn wail.

Brak opened hiseyes again. He was done on the little hilltop, save for the tumbled grotesqueries of the
piled-up dead lying pink in the gleam of the sun on the eastern horizon.

Who was she? Why had she wanted him? Because of the shield? The big barbarian turned it dowly in his
hands.



Not brassat dl, he saw with a gasp. He fingered the rich bossing. Gold! Purest beaten gold, worked
with strange devices. At the center, ashining bas-relief of The Horned Lady stood out. Brak had seen
other weapons lying discarded on the battlefield. He had seen nothing so fine asthis anywhere.

Towhom had it belonged? A prince? A king? He was tempted to throw it away. Then he remembered
his empty pouch.

Perhaps the shield was a sacred article. Perhapsit could be redeemed in one of the cities of Phrixosfor a
night'slodgings and aparcel of food. Gradually the degpening daylight, the thinning smoke, helped dispd
hisfright at having encountered the fleshless, dead-yet-living bealty.

Had he dreamed it al? There was not amark upon the silted earth where amark should have been had
her body been solid.

Again Brak weighed the Stuation. Hisfortune seemed to have taken another, ominous turn. Still the
conclusion he reached was inescapable. He had no choice but to press on and cross the River Phrixas,
for inthat direction lay the god of hisjourney.

He kicked out the last embers of his dead fire and climbed up onto his pony's back. He looped the
carrying thong of the great shield over hisleft shoulder so that the shield hung danted across his mighty
back. Riding, he soon passed into agrove, away from the field of battle.

Even though it was full morning, akind of dappled twilight enfolded himin the grove. A bird with red
eyes swooped past, cawing crudly. Brak gnawed hislip. Hetried to recal what the girl's haunted voice
had caled to him. Something about his face being strange, not quite the same.

The same as what? With a shudder, he remembered the charioteer'stalk of asign.

Prudence cautioned him to cast the mighty curved shield aside. He was hungry, and was anxious to be on
hisway southward. So he rode ahead, soon emerging from the grove.

He wended hisway down rutted paths past rude huts squatting among fertile croplands. Far away to his
right, the spires of acity shone. He was more interested in what lay before him, however.

In the distance, just discernible, sparkled the silver thread of ariver in the sunlight.

Brak clucked to his pony and jogged ahead. The distances played tricks. He had ridden for dmost all of
the day by the time hefinaly caught sight of the shoreline.

Theriver was plain now. A great shining span of lead-colored water, it ran from right to left, horizon to
horizon, flanked on ether bank by pleasant pastord fields. The land had amore decided dant here, tilting
down to the nearer shore.

And upon this shore some distance directly ahead, Brak saw adeepy, sprawling inn, and asagging pier.
At the pier aferryman's barge wastied up, bobbing empty on the waters of the Shining River in the dusk.

That barge would be his means of escaping from this strange, bewitched kingdom.

Gresat gold warshield still looped across his brawny back, the big barbarian made haste toward theinn
and pier on the shore side of Phrixos. He had gone only a short way when he reined in abruptly.

Midway between him and his destination, the rutted track that bore the marks of cottager'swhedls



intersected a broader highway. This highway was constructed of massive interlocked squares of bluish
stone. It wound away along the riverbank on Brak's right hand. Undoubtedly it led to the city whose
pinnacles aternately glimmered and hid behind fast-blowing cloudsin the distance.

A party of half-a-dozen armed horsemen had appeared dong this paved highway, coming from Brak's
left in the lowering twilight.

Cautioudy Brak kneed the pony forward. He and the horsemen would reach the junction at
approximately the same time. Brak's ssomach tensed.

The men were clearly soldiers. Oddly garbed soldiers, though; behind each man fluttered ablack and
yellow barred cape, reminding Brak of tiger hides he had seen displayed in market places dong the route
of hisjourney.

These sinigter tiger cloaks whipped out in thewind asthe riders flashed dong. Their swords clanked.
They were an ominous pack in the waning light, mean-faced men, al mounted on splendid glistening
black horseswith fierce rolling white eyes. The stark sameness of their black mounts and clothing,
relieved only by the yellow striped cloaks, told Brak that the men must be retainers of somelord's grest
house in the neighborhood.

Though Brak did not shrink from meeting the men, he recogni zed that he was an outlander, and little
would be gained by drawing attention to himsalf. So he hung back dightly, holding the pony'sreinstight
in. Heintended to let the riders clatter past the intersection unimpeded.

The horsemen came ahead a full gdlop. The hooves of their wild black horses struck hissing green and
slver sparks from the huge paving stones.

Hunched over on his pony Brak dawdled aong, keeping one eye upon the ferry station down by the
riverbank.

That was his destination. To crossthe River Phrixos was his main purpose. Better to avoid a
confrontation.

Stll, something in him seemed to stir and rebd at the Sght of the shouting pack of bravos storming aong
the highway. Brak wasirritated by this unfounded anger. Although he was a barbarian, histravelsand
adventures had taught him the virtue of prudencein certain Stuations.

S0 he attempted to blend into the shadows of evening as the retainers thundered into the crossroads. It
wasthe big barbarian'sill luck that one of the riders chanced to ook in hisdirection.

Immediately the man sawed on hisreins. His black mount skidded and stamped to a stop. More sparks
showered and spurted from hisiron-shod hoofs. The man raised ablack gauntlet to point.

Theothersreined in, tiger cloaks flapping. One of the men wastaller than the others. He had athin,
pinched white face between the jawflaps of hisleathern helmet. He cupped agloveto cal: "Outlander!
Stranger! Ride apiece closer. Wed have aword with you.”

Brak hesitated. His hand dropped toward the haft of his broadsword. He was acutely conscious of the
weight of the great gold shield across his back. He tensed his knees againgt the pony'sflanks, trying to
decide what to do. Among the retainers there was aloud clack of talk and comment, and much craning in
the saddle to see, for the light was rapidly going out of the cloud-blown sky.

"Doubtless he's just some clod vagabond, captain,” Brak heard one of the retainers say loudly. "And the
evening shadows can play tricks."



"Nay, | had afair shot at hisface," replied the man who had first sighted Brak. Quickly he snaked out a
narrow, wickedly bright sword. "He's not a perfect match. Still, 'tiscloseenough that ..." Theman
redized Brak had not gigged his pony forward. "Y ou! Did you hear? Ride over to usthis moment.”

Another retainer nudged his captain. "What's that upon his back?"

Carefully Brak drew out his broadsword. He waited, sitting unmoving on his pony in the middle of the
rutted road.

"On hisback?'

The captain craned up in the saddle. Then he sank quickly down again and gave a shudder. Onto hisface
flashed alook of pureterror. A moment later, Brak redlized the man must have identified the
configuration on the shield, for Brak's pony had shied alittle, and half-turned in the track. The elaborate
gold bossing would be dimly visble from the highway .

"The Horned Lady protect us!" came the captain's shaky voice. "He must be some scavenger of the
dead. He's carrying the warshield of Nicor."

Among the black-booted riders, this statement set off a pandemonium of whispers and hasty signs againgt
evil eye. One of the men, however, was a bit bolder than the others.

"If that's S0, | can't see the cursed thing clearly, then we ought to chop off his blasphemous hands and
take it back." With an iron whisper, the man's sword came free.

"Hold!"

Even after the command, the retainer kept urging his ebony-colored horse forward toward the highway's
edge. Quickly the captain dashed his own blade down on the man's forearm, making the bravo howl.

"l said hold!" cried the captain, reaching out to grasp the other man'srein. He jerked so violently that the
retainer was nearly tumbled from the saddle. "I will not put my hands upon that shield and neither will
you." Then the captain bawled to Brak, "Outlander! Put up your sword. Ride over here. No harm will
cometoyou."

It was natural for Brak to suspect treachery behind the promise. He kept the broadsword ready, laid
across his powerful thighs as he urged the pony on. If he did not bluff them out, he risked afight, achase,
or worse. Therefore the most prudent course seemed a so the most direct.

As he jogged to the crossroad, Brak noticed that the looks of awe and apprehension directed at the
gigantic shield on his back were genuine. Theriders actualy hung back, with akind of strained respect.
Swords had been shesthed.

The hooves of Brak's pony clacked loud and sharp on the blue paving of the highway as he drew up
before the riders. They studied him carefully. They took in his huge frame, the savage yellow braid
hanging down his mighty back, thelion'shide a hiswas.

"l wasright indeed to call you outlander,” the captain said. "Y ou come afar distance.”

Brak was il tense, but less so than he had been amoment before. "Aye. And my only intent isto pass
on without trouble.”

"Where are you bound?'



"Khurdisaninthefar south."

There were murmurs. "That'salong way to go,” said the captain. He paused. Then, carefully: "Where did
you come by that shidd?"

"Upon the battlefield | rode across,” Brak replied. "I discoveredit fairly, and | clam it as poil. If it
bel ongs to someone important in your land, I'm willing to barter it for food and afew coins.”

The captain laughed uneasily. "For abarbarian, you have asharp trading sense, anyway."
"To whom does the shiedld belong?' Brak asked. " Someone daughtered in the battle?"

The corners of the captain's mouth tightened. "It's of no matter. On closer inspection, | see'tis not the
shidd wethought it was at dl.”

Brak knew the man lied. The answer wastoo flat and swift. Nervous, gemlike black eyesflicking across
Brak'sface, the captain gave awave of his ebony gauntlet. "Aye, we were mistaken.”

His sharp glance wiped away the sudden looks of surprise on the faces of his men. The captain turned his
horse's head aside, deferentialy, but with a certain subtle menace that Brak did not miss.

"Y ou may pass on, outlander. We beg your pardon for troubling you. As one of my men observed, 'tis
thistwilight that playstricks. May the gods put strong winds at your back to carry you to your
dedtination.”

And with athin, inancere smile playing on hislips, the captain nudged his horse further out of the way.
Brak had aclear passage across the highway.

The big barbarian did not hesitate. He clucked to the pony and clattered off.

Once back on the rutted track, Brak sent the pony ahead full speed, following the downward dope.
Severd personswere dirring in the inn yard by the pier. A lantern shutter opened suddenly, spreading a
fan of yellow light across the dirt of the yard. Brak rode a distance more, then dowed and turned around.

Up on the highway, the retainers were still watching him, sinister black figures againgt the reddening
horizon line. Brak knew that the captain's last words to him had been deceptive. And he somehow knew
that he carried upon his back awarshield belonging to an important personage. The sooner he got rid of
it, and traveled across the River Phrixos, the safer he would be.

Thewind stirred hislong braid eerily as he watched the silhouetted riders on the highway. Suddenly there
was a barked command. The company of men spurred away into the distance, sparks and tiger-blazed
cloaksflying behind them.

Brak watched until they were out of sight. Then he turned and started toward the inn and pier. Suddenly
he shouted in dismay and kicked the pony savagely ahead.

"Ferryman! Hold your bargeto shore! Ho! Listento me...." It wastoo late.

Intheinterva during which Brak had watched the road, severa persons emerging from theinn had
climbed aboard the rickety barge, and the ferryman was aready poling them out acrossthe River
Phrixos, in the genera direction of asmal cluster of lights that marked a village on the opposite bank.

Brak's pony thundered into the inn yard. Lantern in hand, agreasy fat man with an immense reddish
beard and a soiled |eather apron was just preparing to return indoors. Brak leaped down from the pony's



back.
"Landlord, cal the barge back. | wish to cross.”

The bearded man lifted the swaying light. "It cannot be done, stranger. There are no more crossings once
thelight fails. At dawn, he will be back."

Beams from the lantern spilled across Brak'sface. Gilt highlights glittered and flashed from therolled
edge of the shield dung across Brak's back. The landlord turned the color of cooked grainin ameal pot.

"Wheredid you get ...?" he began. Then, without warning, he made a cabaigtic sign. “"We have no room
here. We're full to therafters. Y ou'll haveto ride on." He turned away toward the entranceto his
dilapidated and obvioudy empty place of business.

By now Brak's fury and puzzlement were out of bounds. He legped forward. He seized the landlord's
shoulder and spun him around, thrusting the shuddering man bodily against thewall.

"Landlord, I'm sick of the mooning and eye rolling and gasps and shudders| find every timel encounter a
human being in this cursed country. | want food, and asack of wine, and a place to stretch out for the
night. | want passage acrossthisriver. In return, you can have thistinnish toy that seemsto arouse so
much interes.”

Brak unlooped the shield and would have thrust it & the landlord, had not the latter thrown up his hands
and sdled crabwise along thewall, asif he feared to touch the gold-bossed thing.

"No, no keepit! | could not. That is, | don't want it. Sleep in the stablesif you want. I'll seethat you get
somefood. Just don't pollute my—don't enter my house, | beg you." The landlord's face seemed to
dissolveinto lardy softness as he whined away, "We have had enough woe in Phrixos, we need no
more."

His hand indicated a patch of black mourning-cloth pegged to the inn door. He kept glancing back and
forth from the great gold war shield to Brak'sface. In the glow of the lantern, the man's skin glistened
with swest that ran down in his great red beard. The poor oaf was virtualy blubbering!

Brak tried to conced his contempt: "Landlord?’
"What?"

"Am| scarred?"

"l don't understand.”

"Am | some mongirosity? What is upon my face that so affrights everyone? And who isthis Nicor | heard
about?'

"Nicor! Blagphemy, blagphemy! Oh, gods, | will be punished.”
"Nicor owned this shield. Who was he?'
Thelandlord tried to pull away again, snuffling.

Brak whipped out his broadsword. ™Y ou blubbering fat calf! I'll split you from neck to hip if you don't
sop wailing and tell me.”

The landlord gave another fierce pull, darted to the Side and managed to get inside the building and dam



the door. A latch rattled.

Brak heard the river's soft Iapping at the edge of the rotting pier behind him. A frenzied, frightened eye
looked out of a pegpholein the door, to seeif Brak had disappeared. Then ashadow blurred acrossthe
dimly-lit window. The landlord made wild mations, directing Brak away from the building.

The big barbarian uttered a soft but heartfelt curse. He shouldered the golden shield and tramped off,
broadsword in hand, to find the stable and some fodder for his pony.

A lanthorn provided some light within the smelly stable building. Brak fed and bedded his mount. While
he was doing 0, the landlord evidently crept out of the inn and back insde again, for Brak eventudly
noticed some objects lying in the stable doorway: an earthenware vessdl, and a platter with ajoint of
meat and abutt of grayish bread on it.

Ravenous, Brak devoured the bread, meat, and thin, sour wine. He wiped his mouth with hisforearm. He
was beginning to shake off his uneasiness. Being feared—for whatever the reason—had some
advantages. No doubt the landlord had been willing to feed him to keep him out of the inn proper.

Settling down in afragrant pile of hay with his broadsword beside hisleg, Brak blew out the lanthorn. He
reflected idly upon these latest peculiar circumstances. But weariness soon swept over him. Perhaps he
was eager for the advent of dawn and the return of the ferryman; he wanted to escape from this
fear-crazed kingdom. Sleep would hasten time.

Heyawned and closed hiseyes.
And during the night, while Brak dept, they trapped him.

He awoketo aclink of armored trappings, a stamp of hooves, gleams and reflections of lantern light.
There was a sudden halloo, and the rush of agreat hemped spiderwebbing dropping down over his huge

body.

With acry he was up. He dashed and chopped the broadsword at the immense, heavy net that had been
cast over him by shadowy figures he glimpsed clinging up high on the stablesrafters.

"Get that sword away from him!" aman'’s harsh voice commanded. "But make no wounds!™

Brak dashed, clubbed, fought. He was not fully awake. His eyeswere bleary. Men ran round and round
him, wrapping him tighter and tighter in the strands of the great net. He cut one cable, then another, then a
third. He tried to lunge out through the opening. A spear came whipping at his head.

The impact was brutal. He went to his knees. More folds of the net closed around him.

Suddenly aboot stamped down on his outstretched hand. His broadsword was wrenched away. He was
jerked over on hisback and lifted, dizzyingly, as arope-whed creaked. The net was cranked and lifted
up and away from the stable floor.

Stifled, with ahuge strand of the net cable binding mercilessly tight across hisface, Brak hung swaying in
the net, directly in front of two people who had ridden into the stable and now sat their horsesas men on
foot scurried around them, weapons bared and bright in the glow of fluttering torches.

A hoarse, wordless cry of rage tore from Brak's throat, because the net cable was so tight across his
face. He saw thelivery of two dozen men who filled the stable and clung goblinlike to the rafters. They
were clad in black from helmet to boots, and wore flamboyant tiger-hide cloaks.



The man who led them was one of the two persons on horseback. He wastdl, dender, and unhedthy
looking. He had awhiplike strength that came acrossin the way he leaned forward to poke the point of
histhin, wicked sword through the netting and against Brak'sribs.

The swordsman was clad like his servants. But a single ornament set him apart; a clasp made from ahuge
tiger'sclaw. It held hiscape at hisright shoulder. The man twisted his hand dightly, touching the blade's
sharp point to Brak'sflesh. The metal was stained adark rusty color half the length of itsflat side.

"We do not know your name, barbarian. | am called Hel, Lord of the Tigers. It ison behalf of her
highnessthat | am acting.”

The man indicated the second rider, awoman seated on awhite charger beside him. Though wearing an
emerad cloak, vell, and partid facecloth, the woman could still be seen to bear a startling resemblance to
the ghostly girl Brak had encountered on the battlefield. She was dark, lustrous eyed, and heartbreakingly
lovely.

Stll, she seemed strangely uncertain seated on her splendid mount there beside the crud, commanding
figure of thelord called Hel, who spoke again.

"| suppose | owe you some explanation, lout.” The Lord spoke conversationally, asif he talked every
day to ahuge savage trussed and hanging before him in anet. "'Tis Smple enough. Queen Rhea hererules
Phrixos of the Shining River now that her older sister, Queen Joenna, has perished on the battlefield. She
died when our armies routed the men of Gat. The husband of Queen Joenna, Prince Nicor, was likewise
killed in the conflict. Unfortunately his body was not recovered. In order that the ceremonies and augurs
may be fulfilled, so that Queen Rhegls reign may be established, the bodies of both Joennaand Nicor
must be sent down the river through the Dark Veilsto paradise. Otherwise the priests will take new
omens and search another royal house for aruler. And that, of course, iswhy my men, whom you met on
the highroad, cameriding to tell us of the twist of circumstance that had brought you here, for reasons|
can't guess and frankly don't care about. My men did say that you are traveling to Khurdisan. Rather,
you were."

Lord Hel chuckled. It had a cold, malicious sound. Queen Rhealeaned over to him.

"Lord, if wemust engage in thiskind of wicked sport, at least let it be done quickly. He is an innocent
man. He knows nothing of our customs.”

Irritated, Lord Hel twisted in hissaddle. The nails of the tiger-claw clasp at his shoulder glinted with a
dead ivory paleness.

"Forgive meif | call those words unseemly, my queen. | trust you redize the Sze of the stakesinvolved.
Y our rule hangs upon the completion of the ritua. It hangs upon your sister's body, and the body of her
husband Nicor, entering paradise together on the holy barge. We aready have Joennd's corpse
embamed. Now we have our Nicor aswell.”

"I don't carefor your tone, Lord. Y ou presume too much."

"My lady, | only ..."

"Y ou also display acertain greedy eagernessto trick the people into believing that we have recovered
Prince Nicor's body."

"My lady, it isto your advantage!” Hel sad, irritated.

"And to yours, now that the priests have betrothed us?'



The Lord of the Tigers shrugged e oquently. "Asyou will, my queen. | have no regrets about using this
stranger to fulfill the desired end. By chance he has found Nicor's sacred warshiedld when our searchers
could not. And by an even greater stroke of luck, heiswell suited for the purpose. The palace
cosmeticianswill havelittleto do on him."

"And you have no scruples aswell as no regrets, Lord?"

"None, my lady. Y our rule depends upon our success. Besides, whoever the outlander is, he should be
pleased. Somewhere, in whatever pigsty land spawned him, his gods smiled. 'Tis not every hulk who can
play the part of aroya consort's corpse. Eh, barbarian?’

And, with ajingle of black trappings, Lord Hel rode closer to where Brak hung helplessin the net.

From histunic Hel removed something round and golden. He held it up close to where Brak's fevered
eye looked out through the net's crisscross. Tight trussed, Brak remembered many things then.

The words of the charioteer. The ghostly voice of the spectra queen searching, searching the battlefield
for her husband, her coruler.

Againgt abackground of the pae, upturned faces of Hdl's retainers, Brak saw the thing the Lord held. It
was around coin inscribed dong its border with unfamiliar characters. The coin twinkled in the torchlight.

On the side at which Brak looked, awoman's face was struck. It was aface much like that of Queen
Rhea. It was the face of the dead queen whom Brak had met on the haunted field.

Another twinkle, and Hel reversed the coin. Hisbright, dark eyeswere full of foul amusement.
"Look well, barbarian. Y ou should be honored."

On the coin's opposite side, another head had been raised, thistime that of aman. Undoubtedly he was
Nicor, the dead Joenna's consort.

Prisoned within the net, Brak writhed in fright and horror.
The face of the man on the coin was dmost identically Brak's own.

Strange mists of unconsciousness began to shred and part. And Brak heard a cacophony of weird,
marrow-chilling sounds.

Thefirst wasthe high, piercing ring within his own ears. It brought absolute agony.

Helay Hiff. Hiseyeswere closed on adarknessfull of subtly shifting flickers of light. Somehow, hefelt
that agreat dedl of time had passed, perhaps as much as severa days and nights, since he had hung
trussed in the net. He remembered ...

Almost magicaly, Hel, Lord of the Tigers, had made the twinkling coin disappear into his black doublet.

Then, with aclap of gauntlets, Hel summoned a crabbed, white-locked, sandaled old man to hisside.
The dderly shaman had been lurking back in the gloomy depths of the stable, awaiting the signal. His
voluminous russet sackcloth robe rustled as he began to move his hands and mutter incomprehensible
incantations just below the net.

Suddenly, with one of hislong-nailed hands, the shaman plucked something from the folds of his
begrimed garment. Hislipswrithed as he mumbled. He had the wild, rolling-eyed look of the alchemica
priest, the holy madman.



The big barbarian remembered what the aged one had lifted to rake aong his exposed flank as he hung in
the net. It was arugty, fishhook-shaped needle, multibarbed and glistening with athick, iridescent yellow
gum. At thefirgt prick, the gummy potion immediately produced the avful ringing in Brak'sears. Hewas
overcome with such leaden stiffness, that he was unable to do so much as shift alimb after abit.

As Brak passed from consciousness, the last thing he saw was atorchlit cameo of two faces. onewas
Hd's, smugly satisfied; the other was Queen Rheas. She was in the background, and still looked
uncertain, asif she didiked this charlatan's scheme to keep power.

So now, as Brak again grew aware of the awl-sharp ringing insgde his head, hefelt ared fury, mingled
with a sense of deep dread. Very likely he was doomed.

He attempted to shift hisarms. He could not. He could not move them so much as afraction. They
seemed to lie likewood logs at hissdes. A fedling of terror and frustration welled inside of him.

In his ears, many wild sounds beet. He knew he was ill in the grip of the drug, whatever it was. His
heart thudded faster in panic.

Calm, calm! hecried a himself slently. There was a sensation of undulating motion. Instantly he knew he
was aboard some gently-moving vessal upon water. Calm now, he thought. You've strength enough

to open your eyes, if only you want to. Do that much, to learn where you are. Then find a sword. A
sword to take you out of this ... this dead place.

Brak could fed that he had no broadsword strapped at his hip, for the lingering, ear-piercing effects of
the drug left him dully aware of the state of his brawny body, even though he had no control over it. He
was lying horizontally. Odd-feding silks and linens were wrapped around historso, hislower body. His
amsfet heavy with metal ornaments.

And in his nostrils rose a stench like the stench he had smelled once in agreet city through which hed
passed on the day aroyd heir died.

The stench came from the sweetish unguents of embamers.

Overcome suddenly by total terror, Brak flashed his eyes open. He stared from his stretched-out position
into ashimmering, blazing, blowing wal of fire.

Orange tatters blazed and burned. Seconds passed. Brak's mind focused with less darm on the flaming
wall. Itsindividua components separated, grew more distinct.

He was gazing obliquely down arow of torches, closely spaced. Each torch wasinserted in a socket at
thetop of ahighivory poletwice astall asaman.

Then the sounds.... The sounds bedeviled him. But these, too, gradually sorted themselves. First there
was the wet, restless purling of awatercraft moving down theriver. He heard the restless bubble of a
prow dowly, lazily breaking the way in a current that bore the vessel dong. And he heard aclash of bells,
amutter and thudding of drums. The music mingled with ahigh, thin wail as of aeunuch priest chanting.

All thiswasin the distance, overlaid with an occasiond roar of laughter, a babble of voices with the
incongruous sound of revelry.

Findly, Brak heard afar-off massed song, asound of ten times ten thousand voicesraised in some hymn.
All around him floated the cloying scent of blooms, of incense curling green from censers, of the
embamer's unguents upon his body.



He found that he was growing less and less pardyzed with each passing second; was the drug failing?

With an aching exertion, he found he could roll onto hisleft shoulder. He looked, and gasped and
gnawed hard on hisown lipsto sting himsdlf back to sanity.

The scene did not vanish.

Brak lay upon ahigh, golden catafalque. It rested in turn upon the stern castle of agrest, wide barge. The
ivory-poled torches were planted in two rows down therails. Beyond the row on his|eft, Brak saw the
dark water of the River Phrixos reflecting highlights of yelow and vermilion from the barge's torches,
lanterns, and lamps.

Looking harder, Brak saw that the shape of the land had changed. This suggested that the barge had
been in passage for sometime.

Despite the darkness, Brak could make out some detail. Instead of low delta shores, steep bluffs reared.
Their summits were defined by thousands upon thousands of pinpricks of fire.

Torches...

Suddenly, every detail flooded back. The barbarian redized who he was, or was not. From the distant
shore, lying as he was, bathed in torchlight, he would look like the man whaose body was supposed to be
journeying down the river to paradise beyond the Dark Vlils.

He was Prince Nicor, aboard the death barge. From the bluffs, citizens of Phrixos watched the vessdl's
passage, and countless voices chanted afuneral hymn.

Escape! That was what counted now. Escape from the tangles of this cursed plot, this evil deception.
Brak found that he could lift hisleft leg. Gripping the edge of the catafdque, hetried to swing his lower
body down from it. As he turned his heed, his gaze fell upon his own hand. Aghast, he held it up before
hiseyes.

The flesh was bone white. He sniffed. Dimly, he remembered Hel mentioning palace cosmeticians. For a
moment he wanted to cackle with savage, disbdieving laughter. He was adead man, tricked outin a
dead man'srabes, his skin whitened to a corpselike paleness.

Abruptly Brak jerked his hand down again. Helay till asgranite, staring straight up a a great
peacock-hued canopy that hung above the catafa que. The multicolored hangings of this silken pavilion
were drawn back to alow the shore watchersto glimpse the dead bodies bound for paradise. He should
not have raised his hand to his face. Someone might have seen from shore.

No outcry disturbed the singing. Brak relaxed alittle, but remained stiff on his back. It would not be wise
just yet to treat the watchers to the sight of the dead rising.

Thedead ... Another cold shiver crawled up hisback. He was but a consort. He was some swaggering
prince named Nicor, married to ...

Brak wrenched his head far enough to the right so that he could see for thefirst time what lay in that
direction. There, upon asimilar catafa que, rested the robed body of Queen Joenna.

Her eydids were apale bluish color, closed in death. Her hands were folded upon her breast. Her lips
had been tinted coral. A smple pearl chaplet adorned her head. Beyond her, more torches were ranked
along the starboard rail. On that far bluff, too, thousands sang, and lined the night with fire dots asfar as
the eye could see.



A foreboding of evil filled Brak then. The queen lay dead. The same queen whose cold, tranducent saif
he had encountered on the battlefield as she searched for her husband's body.

Where was that haunted spirit now?

Close, very close. Brak sensed it. Her soul might be hovering within that pale ivory body that was
stretched out unmoving, and yet seemed (had the gods made him mad?) subtly alive.

Floating down Phrixos on atimber-hewn idand of light, Brak felt more helplessthan he ever had in his
life. True, mogt of hislassitude was drained away now. But he had no weapon. The moment he left the
catafal que, thousands upon the shoreswould see, and cry out.

Cautioudy heinched hishead up just enough, so that he could peer past the tight, binding toes of the
cafskin boots that had been jammed onto hisfeet. He wanted to assess the size of the barge, the number
of persons aboard.

The big barbarian judged the barge to be the most immense he had ever seen. He trandated the Sizeinto
an easy, familiar scale of reckoning. It was perhaps aslong as ahundred great gray e ephant bulls
gtanding trunk to tail, and afourth aswide. Mammoth. The priestly wall, the music, and the clamor of
celebrants came from atiny patch of light far ahead at the prow.

There, at least three dozen people were gathered in asmdler, lamplit silk pavilion. Wine cups twinkled.

In between bow and stern pavilions, the deck pit of the barge was nearly pitch dark. Once, perhaps, the
vessel had been equipped with rower's benches. Now the barge seemed propelled along by the swiftness
of the current of Phrixos, no oars or saillswerein evidence. And dl that wasvisiblein the old oar pit was
asmall, square sone dtar, fitfully lit by three peculiarly shaped lamps on atrident stand. They cast a
smoky purple glow.

Near thisatar, Brak thought he saw something. A shadow, alump of living dark stirred and whipped
past the wan circle of radiance cast by the dtar lights. Then Brak blinked, uncertain.

A gust of wind gtirred distant hangings. Brak glimpsed men wearing tiger stripes, there among the
revellersin the bow pavilion. Would they be leaving the barge? Undoubtedly, for beyond the Dark Vlils,
whatever they were, lay the sacred abode of the dead. But the priests and funerd cel ebrants would need
ameansto leave the barge at the crucid point. Wherewasit?

Resting perfectly flat on the catafaque, Brak listened more sharply to the lap of the waters. He heard two
separate sounds. One was the lumbering rush and bubble of the great barge in passage. Therewasadso a
heavier dap and splatter, as of asmaler craft, like agood-szed punt, being towed.

Blazing brightness behind him attracted Brak's attention.

He craned his head back and saw theimmense gold warshield of Prince Nicor suspended by silken
cordsimmediately above and between the two biers. The hanging shield swayed in the wind. The Horned
Lady, holding her sheaf and lightning fork, looked down from the great shield with implacable
hammered-meta eyes.

"Barbarian!"

The sibilant whisper made the hairs at the back of Brak's neck prickle. Hislong, savage braid was
wrapped and hidden in some kind of headcloth, which shifted uncomfortably as he twisted his head to the



right, toward the sound.
Was the dead queen's spirit moving?

"Barbarian?' The voice came again, husky, emotion-choked, but somehow familiar. "Do not turn your
head too far. | crept up from the dtar pit."

S0 he had seen someone moving down there after al.

"Where areyou?' he whispered back.

"Hiding down here, crouched between the biers. It'sa strange, humiliating position fo—for a queen.”
Then Brak knew, from only the voice:

"Queen Rhea?'

"Wes"

"Why areyou ...?"

"Don't question me!" The reply was sharp. Wasthe girl sobbing? Against the lap of the waves, it was
impossibleto tell. "I may change my mind, and decide that the preservation of my kingdom ismore
important than the life of one name ess outlander. Meantime, I've brought something with which you can
grikefree, if you dareto try. Now | must return. Even the stolen cowl of one of the serving girlswon't
cover my absencedl that long."

"I do not understand this," Brak said. He stared straight up, unmoving, playing the game now. His heart
thudded fast within his mighty chest as he peered through the silken hangings overhead at astarry sky
where cloudswere closing in fast. "1 know little enough about this rogue's game, because they drugged
me. But | know enough to redlize that unless my body goes the full journey on this death barge, the
priestswill take it asabad omen. And the throne won't be yours.”

"TisHel the Tiger Lord who wants the throne, and me, so badly.”
"And you do not want the throne?'

"Of course| do. You crack-brained lout! Do you want me to change my mind and take back what |
brought you?'

"No," Brak replied. "But | must understand the reason.”

"Thereasonis, | am fool enough to place value on a human life, even yours. | warn you, waste many
more moments talking, and there will be no time for you to leap overboard. We are near the place on the
river where the priests and the celebrants must leave. Already the current's picking up. And can you see
the sky? Those are thefirst clouds of the Veils puffing in overhead.”

"What arethe Vels?'
"Immense clouds forever stting up the River Phrixos from one bank to the other.”
"What lies beyond them?"

"Paradise," she said softly. "Or perhagps hell. A sound of thunder boils out of them. The great clouds
gpread over the land for leagues all around. It isaholy place, into which no one dares venture.



Approaching the Vells by land, you come upon agreet, clammy wall of settled cloud. Wheat lies beyond,

| cannot say. The area has been sacred since time forgotten. Perhaps the River Phrixos dips and falsinto
the bowels of the earth ingde the Vells. But the priests say it is paradise. Big fool! Areyou going to
gabble questions at me without end? My safety is periled too, you know."

Brak gnawed hislip as he lay in the flickering torchlight. " The mourners on the diffswill cry out when |
move."

"So they will. But if you legp into the river, and are strong enough to swim againgt the current, strong
enough to avoid being dragged to the Vells, perhaps you can escape.”

"And what of you? What of the throne?"

Her reply, from where she crouched unseen between the biers, was a strange mixture of venom and
sadness. "1 would not have come, barbarian, if the throne had mattered more than decency. Theworld is
not exclusvely made up of Lord Hels, you know. Perhapsthat iswhat | must prove. Joenna, she was
awaysthe hard one, the audacious one—the warrior queen. | am younger. And softer, it might be. Once
the court necromancers called me ateary-eyed goose. | wept over ayoung kidling they gored on a
feast-day dtar. Don't ask meto explain why I'midiot enough to risk the Horned Lady's wrath, or risk a
throne I'm obliged tofill but, in truth, have no redl heart for. I've stayed long enough. | must go, I ..."

Therewas aquick little sobbing sound, followed by arustling. The lovely dark-haired girl rose abruptly
from her hiding place. Her features were partly hidden by the rude cowl of her robe. But Brak could see
that her cheeks gleamed with the diamond tracks of tears.

Rheaswarm, faintly trembling hand dipped up, touched his chin for a heartbeat of time.

"Must you make me say it al, barbarian? Y ou are like that animal | wept over long ago. | cannot seea
thing diewhen | have afeding of lovefor it."

Quickly, she pressed her lips down againgt his. Then she dropped from sight. Brak heard the soft flurry
of her movements as she stole down toward the blackness of the atar. Her voice floated back with alast
warning: "Swim hard once you legp off the barge. Phrixos runsfast here. Y our strength should be
returning. The lagt time they would have pricked your skin to drug you, | deceived them and wiped the
needle clean on my hem. May the Horned Lady forgive mefor what | have done!”

Slence
The dtar lights guttered and fumed purple down in the old rowing pit as she passed somewherein the
dark.

At once Brak felt a desperate surging of hope. The barge seemed to be picking up momentum.
Overhead, through the intervening silks, he saw clouds beginning to fly thick and swiftly. Or wasit the
barge doing the flying, into thefird tatters of the Dark Vells?

The curtains swirled wildly around the catafa ques now, asthey swirled around the bow pavilion. The
wind increased.

Upon Brak's mouth was the sweet-salt memory of thekiss of the girl Rhea. That kisswas explanation
enough for the awful conflict that must have raged within her before she decided to risk everything in
order to spare him. He must not waste her courage.

Carefully he dropped hisright hand over the catafalque's side, reached down, and closed hisfingers
around the hard iron shaft of his broadsword.



She had brought it! Smuggled under her cape. The gods thank her!

The piercing ring in his ears, caused by the potion of the needle, had waned. Brak knew he could move
from the catafalque now. He took atighter grip on the sword's haft, gulped air, suddenly levered himself

up.

He swung over the left side and dropped with athud of boots to the decking. The deck itsdlf tilted and
swayed sharply in the glare of the ivory-poled torches. The barge seemed to be traveling ever more
rapidly. The waters of the River Phrixos had grown choppy. Occasiond cold cloudlets went streaming
past therail. It was one of these low-skating clouds that shredded gpart an ingtant after Brak leaped to
the deck.

Hisfree hand went up to rip the encumbering gem-crusted headcloth away. He shook hislong braid
loose with awild, savage bob of his head. The cloud over the water blew away. There was a sudden,
growling change in the massed voices from the shore.

It was now aroar, ashout, an darm. Brak's lips skinned back in acrud grin. In the pavilion'slight, he
had jumped from the catafa que. The watchers had seen the dead spring to life.

"Halloo, haloo the barge! Masters? Masters ‘ware!l” The sudden cry sent Brak racing to therail. The
voice belonged to atiger-cloaked functionary dimly glimpsed down by the welter of foam off the port
bow. There, tied and plunging at the end of athick hemp, wasasmaller barge. The man who had
shouted swung alanthorn. He was calling to the roydly-garbed women, the tiger-cloaked officers, the
priests now pouring out of the bow pavilion and lighting the old rowing pitswith the glare of their oil
lamps and high-borne torches.

The officer in the smaller barge being towed adong down on the river's roughening surface cupped one
hand and bawled again: "Masters! Lord Hel! Most holy Queen. | beg you to come down and aboard.
The water growsworse. We are dready far past theritual debarkation point. | fear ..." A curse. The
man's hand went out. It caught that of a comrade. Otherwise, the first man would have been pitched into
the black roil of Phrixos.

Clugtered at therail near the old oar pit, several of the tiger-cloaked officers hastily began to rig akind of
ding chair to aline. Brak thought he saw a chaplet gleaming against the woman's lustrous hair. Queen
Rheawould be the firgt to leave. The barbarian decided that he would not question her boon. Hewould
go ahead of them dll.

He caught hold of one of the torch poles, jJumped lithely to therall.
"Nicor!"

"Nicor!"

"Prince Nicor walkd"

In wave after wave of booming thunder, thousands of voices upon the shore at last articulated their
message. The impact struck home to those gathered in the old oar pits, and suddenly there was much
shouting, baring of blades. From one knot of men, Lord Hel broke loose. He ordered severd of his
soldiersforward at the run.

They came boiling back toward the stern, black and yellow cloaks standing out in the wind, swords
gleaming sharp. Brak hesitated on therail. There was asavage fury besting within him that demanded at
least onelifein repayment for their plotting to use him to dupe awhole kingdom.



A ceremonial spear lay canted across the base of the catafalque Brak had just quitted. He jumped down
again, shifted sword hands, snatched up the spear. Grinning crudly, he waited until the black-shining
breastplate of thefirst of Hel's men rose above the deck level asthe man climbed the narrow stair from
the oarpits.

Brak cast the spear straight and hard.

The man shrieked, spread eagling in the air. Caught on the stair, he spun and fdll with the spear sticking
from his chest, and vibrating. Hisfellows knocked him aside ingtinctively. The speared man went tumbling
off therall, sraight down.

A welter of cries. When Brak |ooked again, one of Hdl's officers had been thrown from the prow of the
smaller barge bobbing below. And somehow, the lines that had secured the smaller craft to the great one
had parted.

In the space of a breath, the narrow gulf of black water between the two crafts widened. Thus, by one
awful stroke of circumstance when the speared man fell, was the escape route cut.

Down in the pits, panicked screaming and cursing broke out.

Sickened, Brak whirled from therail. His own headstrong rage for revenge had caused the accident. He
went into afighting crouch as the troops of Hel, Lord of the Tigers, regrouped to come charging up the
darsagan.

Tdl and desperate faced, Hel himself pushed up behind them, besting at them with hisfids, crying: "Take
him! Take him and carve his damned-of-the-gods bowel s from his body! We've no way off this death
scow thanksto him. Take him before asingle one of you triesto jump and svim!™

A little thicket of blades gleamed asfour of Hel's soldiersinched their way aong the deck. The barge
lurched. It was heading swiftly into the thickening mists. Upon the shores the thousands howling their
fright and fury were dmost invisible, their massed torches muted by the blowing dampness to the merest
orange flickers. Brak's broadsword flashed up.

He was prepared to stand and kill and die now. Past the charging soldiers, he saw another frightening
little vignette: Lord Hel had turned back a moment, found Queen Rhea, and was shaking her violently by
the shoulders. Hel bent toward her, berating her as he thrust and knocked her frail body against the
maekeshift dtar.

Had the Lord guessed she had helped him? Brak didn't know, but Rhea hung limp in the Lord's hands,
and her face shonein the distance. Fresh tears of fear?

"Attack from thel€eft," snarled one of the tiger-cloaked officers, closngin.

Two others dipped around to come at Brak from the opposite Sde. Breathing fast, Brak darted
backward until he bumped againgt the catafalque. He scrambled up on top of it, a desperate ideataking
wordless shapein hishead. Thefirst of the soldiers lunged.

Brak thrust downward hard, then lifted. The man went spinning back, hands at his blood-spouting throat
as hefdl and kicked hishedswhile he died. By that time Brak had spun, ripping off the Silken tunic so
that he could move more fredy. The bargetilted again, running faster and faster through a growing roar
and rumble of water.

Brak fought for balance, reached high. He grasped the rolled rim of Prince Nicor's great gilt shield.



With alunge that nearly ripped hisarmsfrom their sockets, Brak tore down theimmense shidd. He
staggered under itsweight, looping it over hisleft arm. Atop the swaying catafaque, he Sarted to pivot
back to face his enemies, broadsword coming up.

Turning, Brak went rigid.

Rising from the other bier where the body of the dead Queen Joenna till lay was athin, transparent
floating ghost.

Beyond the Queen's phantom shape, the dazed, stunned Brak saw the tiger-cloaked soldiers warily
dodgngin.

Could they not seeit? See her? Could they not see her ghostly cod eyes burning toward him? Hear the
weird, etheredl voice keening above the shouts, the cursing, the rumble of water?

"Beloved ... beloved? | dept at peace until | felt you near and moving. And now the shield isgone, and
you leave, | cannot have you go, beloved. We must enter the Dark Veilstogether. Together ..."

And aghostly hand reached out and closed on Brak'sright forearm.

The gigantic barbarian saw with stunned shock that where the phantom hand gripped, hisflesh turned to
purple dime. Through hiswhole body, there was a sudden, al-consuming cold. A cold of thetomb, a
cold of frozen eons, acold of death's soul calling and pulling a him, taking thelifefrom him.

Hetried to lift the broadsword, tried to drive the blade through the queen's shade. But hisfighting arm
was powerless, heavy, immobilein that awful, fleshless clutch.

Closer shefloated.... Closer.

Brak'sright arm purpled wetly benegth its already sickening tint of embamer'swhiting. Now the
tiger-cloaked soldiers began to dip in for the find attack. Thrusting up through them came Lord Hel, his
pae, sckly face distorted with frustration and fury.

Brak saw it dl dimly. Redling, writhing, trying to drag away from the ghostly touch of the dead queen's
fingers, hefelt some dim sensibility within him say that the soldiers could not see her. To them, he must
look like a man possessed as he jerked and twisted. Lord Hel's boots hammered as he ran.

"Takehim! Lay on him! Give him iron through his back, you scum!™

"Tisthe holy sckness," one tiger-cloaked officer shrieked back. "L ook at him twist and arch like he's
becomeadevil'sthing.”

Hel's black gauntlet smashed the side of the head of the tiger-cloaked fighter who had protested. The
man's nose ran with red pump. "Will you dl defy me?' Hdl screamed. "Take him, holy sickness or no.
Y ou, Phidor! Gut him, you're nearest!”

All thiscameto Brak asthrough aseries of shifting, wind-whipped silks, beyond which everything was
unredl. Thetrue, terrible redity was the ghostly voice and shape of the dead queen swirling closer.

"I will not let you go fromme. | will not."

The eerie cadences hammered insde his head. Somehow, the ghost seemed to have a hundred handsto
touch Brak's shoulder, touch hisface, touch hisleg, freeze him, with theice of death.

"Strike, Phidor, strike!" Hel shrieked above the wind.



Tiger cloak flapping, the soldier thrust severd of hisfellows aside and drove hisbright blade a Brak's
naked ribs.

The ydlow-headed barbarian saw the wegpon only asaglitter of light in one corner of hiseye. He gave
another violent wrench to escape the shade's grip. That surge threw him to the side, made the thrust miss
when otherwise it might have did trueinto hisvitds.

Thefore half of the attacker's blade seemed to disappear in fogginess. The tiger-cloaked officer
staggered back, dropping the sword as he clenched his teeth in unbearable pain. Then, asin adistorted
glass, Brak saw that the man's skin was running and dripping like purple pond scum.

The man bit his own hand and ran to therail. He hung there, mouth foaming, howling like arabid dog.
Never had Brak fought a stranger dudl than the one he fought then.

Onedim part of hismind told him he must watch and be wary of the dozen glittering bladesto hisleft and
behind him, where the soldiers clogged the deckway under the rows of ivory torches. He knew why they
hung back. To them, he gppeared to be wrenching, capering, jerking like amadman in frenzy. But he had
to fight his greatest battle with the queen's gridy shadow.

The face of Queen Joennaswam closer. Through it Brak saw torches, mist, the barge, dl fading as
though in adream. The sad, londly ghost-eyes seemed to swell, congedl, take on added redlity, until Brak
felt that he waswrapped in aswirl of pearl migt, felt himsdf growing duggish. His body was siff and
unworking. Hismind screamed darm. And till the lips of the queen came toward him, only a moment
away from touching his mouth and draining the lat little life from hisforever.

More dim shouts among the tiger cloaks. Their faces were insubstantia as the ivory-poled torches
standing out obliquely above them.

"Lord," one man shouted, "'tis sure daughter to touch him."

"And daughter if you don't by my hand!" Hel screamed back, knocking his way to the head of the gang.
"A bunch of milk-sucking weanlings." The Lord's unhedthy face blurred in the torchglare, as hismouth
gpat filthy curses. "I'll put theiron through him. Then, stand out of my way!"

Onetiger cloak stumbled directly infront of Hel. The soldier'sfeet tangled, and he went down. The Lord
booted him in the face and blood spurted from the man's eye-socket.

With superhuman concentration, Brak tried to be wary of the sword that was shining bright, now that
Lord Hel had whipped it from its ornamented case. Y et the queen’s shade was wrapping round and
round Brak so that al his bronzed skin turned blotchy, purpled, and began to glisten wet benegth the
funera-white paste.

AsLord Hd dipped infor thekill, Brak saw again what he had seen in the stable of the net.

Theflat of the Lord'slong, wicked blade was marked hdf itslength with some dead enemy's blackened
blood.

Inamoment of frightening lucidity, asif dl his senseswere enlarged, Brak thought he detected tiny silver
gleams among the patches of the bloodstain. Silver-wire marks from an armorer's whed that had ground
and ground, to polish off the blood, but had not done the job completely.

"Beloved, beloved, beloved," keened the dead queen.



Then Lord Hel threw his entire maddened strength into the lunge. Like astab of slver fire, hisblade
rammed Straight and true at Brak's wide back.

| amnot Nicor, Brak wastrying to force his clogged tongue to shout at the clutching wraith. | am not.
Hewasvoicdess.

Hetried to think each syllable. The effort nearly split his skull with pain.
| am not Nicor.

Asif timewere suspended so that Brak might savor agony forever, Hel's blade seemed to float, blinding
bright except where it was blood marked. Vainly Brak struggled to duck downward and away. The
queen'swraith dragged on him, shrilling insde his mind with an intensity that was like adagger dipped
between his brainlobes.

"Beloved, the Dark Veils wait—"'

The ghostly voice was soft thunder, sweet roaring, filling hismind and body. Shewastouchinghimina
hundred places, moving against him and through him because she was a dead soul reaching out to pull
his own soul into hers.

Temples beating so hard he thought they would burst, Brak the barbarian drew back his head, choked
out agreet, brokenyell: "I AM NOT PRINCE NICOR!"

The barge lifted, lifted high in the stern, and the night wasfull of screams.

Experiencing the sensation of lift, Brak saw clouds go whipping among torches. The River Phrixos
roared. The barge had swept into limitless murk, into the heart of the Dark Vells, and it was running now
on ablack, foaming tide. All this sank home in the heartbeat in which Brak saw the blade of Lord Hel
diding at his neck, the direction of the stab atered suddenly by the heaving of the barge. Time which had
dowed so agonizingly began to run again, too fast and frighteningly. With onelast, tortured spasm Brak
threw himsdlf backward away from the dead queen's shade and cried, "' l—am—not—yprince—"

Thunderclap! Thunderclap! Thunderclap! THUNDERCLAP!

The night was amaelstrom of shattering noise. Through it, Brak heard an awful, sepulchral voice
compl ete the sentence he had begun: "—NICOR—"

Twigting hishead, Brak saw Lord Hel's face but a hand's width from his own. Hel's eyes bulged like
peded grapes. His swordthrust had missed by adim margin, plunged into the darkness. There, so bright
Brak had to shidd hiseyes or go blind, the bloodmarks on Hel's sword were glowing like fire writing out
of the darkness.

Thevoice out of thunder drummed, NICOR, NICOR, NICOR, NICOR.
A puff, aflash, awhirl of light ...

Something pearlescent and tangible seemed to billow and rise from Hel's blade half hidden in the mist of
the queen’'s shade. Hel tried to let go the haft. He was powerless to do so. Hiswhole body twitched and
trembled.

... NICOR, NICOR ... thundered the billowing murk spouting from the bloodmarks on the blade. Brak
saw hisown right arm whitening. The purple melted off, disgppearing. In that desperate moment, asHel
stood with his lunge completed but unable to draw back the bloodied blade, from which he had been



unable to scour certain sains, Brak understood: "Murderer!”

Brak bellowed it again. "Murderer! He was able now to move enough to ding hisleft arm free of the
shield loops. "There isNicor, dl that'sleft of him. A stain on your sword." Brak gulped air, laughing
wildly as he grappled both hands on the haft of his broadsword, raised it over hishead and shouted
agan, "Murderer!"

Thetiger-cloaked officers sensed the threat. They legped in, three bladeslike alittleiron forest aimed at
the barbarian's exposed belly. Brak kept shouting, "Murderer, murderer of your own prince! So you
might take Rheaand the throne you killed him!"

Brak brought his broadsword down full, and split Hel's skull to red and gray ruin.
The transformation was instantaneous.

Thewraith of Queen Joennalost form and substance. It began to blend, coalesce, form awhirling cloud
that was part the dead queen's soul-stuff, part the awful, haunted ghost-stuff that had come pulsing out of
Nicor's blood left on the sword of Lord Hel.

The cloud grew larger, spirding up and up as the barge began to lurch even more ferocioudy. Great
crashing crests of water broke over therails. Brak leaped high to the top of the bier. From there he
began to chop the broadsword back and forth through the air, lopping off heads and arms of the
attacking soldiers.

One of their wegpons gashed open his cdf. Soon he was standing in apool of his own running blood,
dipping, diding, struggling for balance as he rammed the broadsword through the garments and
breastbone of the attacker who had cut him.

Hejerked the blade free with a s ckening crunch of wrecked bone. Hiswild braid flew in the wind behind
him. Suddenly he wasforced to his knees by the power of the wind that filled dl the night, the wind that
marked the passing, the uprushing, of the soul-stuff of the dead queen commingled in awhirling pillar of
cloud with the soul-stuff of the murdered Nicor. That soul-stuff had been some preternaturd life force
that had somehow lived on within the blood-clot that could not be polished from Lord Hel'siron until
vengeance was taken.

Below him, clustering around the bier, the tiger-cloaked soldiers thrust and hacked at hislegs. Brak
lopped off ahead. Then he cut downward and did the same to an arm. But his mind was haunted,
bemused. He wondered if death were near. He could think only, A soul out of a sword ... Nicor's soul.
His body was butchered but his soul remained, until Joenna found it, touched it, set it free, seeing
at last that | was not Nicor at all.

The strange thoughts reverberated in his mind like a chant as he fought. Blood bath followed blood bath,
corpse piled on corpse as Brak fought off the tiger cloaks. The barge raced faster. The silken pavilion
hangings were shredding away, blowing off into the wind-whipped mist. Black-shining boulder cliffs
loomed on either side. The barge was rushing down adark gorge.

Brak dit the cheek of another attacker, stamped down upon yet another's hand asit crawled in to grab
his naked foot where it was planted on the gore-running bier. Then the big barbarian recognized a
different sort of thunder in the blowing darkness ahead.

This paradise for the people of Phrixos was only afog-shrouded gorge where the great river plunged fast
over foam-bubbling rapids and, if hisearswere ill functioning aright, crashed over agargantuan fdls.



Brak knew his assessment was true when the barge gave another [urch, struck arock, and nearly went
over onitsrail. A great smashing wave extinguished dl the torches and snapped the ivory polesto port.
The last few tiger cloaks gave up and went for therail, legping wide, disgppearing into the foaming water
with demoniaca howls of fright.

"Barbarian? Barbarian! Thelightsare gone, where are you?"

Above the roar of thewind and water, above the shrieking of priests and sycophants flinging themselves
off the doomed craft asit plunged toylike through increasingly rough rapids, Brak heard the thin voice
crying out. Hislungs ached as he shouted back:

"Here, my lady! Queen Rhea, here! On the stern inthe dark. Cling to therail and beware of the dead
mendiding.”

"I'm afraid, barbarian. We have passed the Dark Veils."

"l seeyou,” Brak shouted, though in truth he barely could see at dl. Foam-cresting waves threstened to
knock him from his dippery perch onthe bier. A seething luminous comber went washing past him ashe
knedled and held on, searching the dark for Queen Rhea.

A few starboard torches till managed to flicker in thewind and roar. By ther light, Brak saw afrightful
gpparition. A woman with breasts of gold blared vengefully out of the dark at him, her horns ashine.

Theshidd!
"Thisway! Follow my voice, my lady. Thisway!"

Brak'sthroat was growing blood raw as he bent over to grapple for the great shield before it washed
overboard. It was a prize he knew he must save, even as he tried to save himself and the queen, who
appeared suddenly, servant's cowl sodden at her shoulders. She lurched past the corpses littering the
deck and fell panting againgt the edge of the bier.

"We have blasphemed, blasphemed,” she moaned, rolling her head Sdeto side.

"Girl, stop your maundering and hang onto my arm,” Brak panted. He clambered down from the bier and
caught Rheaiin his arms as another ferocioustilt of the barge plunged them both againgt the rail with
brutal, bone-hurting impact. The barge was twisting round and round like a cork in the blackness. The
roar of thefallswas deafening.

Rhea sobbed, kicked at him, scratched, terrified: "We have angered the Horned Lady! We have entered
paradise dive. We deserve—"

Furioudy, Brak knotted hisfist in her hair and yanked her head back until she trembled under his baeful
gaze. "Girl!" he thundered. "We will die, deserving or not, unlesswe get overside. This paradise of
Phrixosisafdlswithout bottom. Now hang onto me!"

And, with his strength ebbing, he gathered her up within the crook of hisleft arm, from which the shidd
now hung. Samming his broadsword back into place, he used hisright hand to grasp one of theivory
poles and drag himself up on therail with his double burden.

Then, nothing but seething wet thunder bel ow, he legped.

The maelstrom caught them and tossed them. It battered Brak's brains into such dullness and confusion
that, later, when he came back to his senseswith his gashed leg il throbbing, he did not know how they



had gotten to the place where they clung precarioudy.

The temporary sanctuary was agrest, black piece of hump-backed granite, one of severa thrusting up a
the point where the rapids foamed most furioudy, just before River Phrixos plunged into afallswhose
nether depths, fathomless, were hung with dowly coiling mist.

Now Brak remembered a shattering impact, asif awave had flung them against the stone. He discovered
that he was bloody from fingertipsto ebows, even with the river laving him.

Helooked down at Queen Rhea, damp and huddled againgt his gigantic chest. Somehow he knew that
they had clung to therock al thelong night. The dull, hazy whitelight of morning filtered down through
the swirling fog.

"I'd guessthisisal the daylight well get in thisforlorn place," Brak panted. He scanned the rapids. It
would bealong, cruel clamber. But they had no choice. "My lady? My lady, wemust ..."

Through cracked lips, Brak suddenly made a sound that was supposed to be a self-mocking laugh. Hed
remembered that at the moment when they had been closest to death aboard the barge, he had stripped
away pretense and screamed at her as Girl.

"Girl?Ligen.”
"The Horned Lady will destroy us," Rheamumbled, delirious. "We have profaned.”

"It wasthe Tiger Lord who did the profaning,” Brak gasped. "He dew Nicor on the battlefield and
destroyed his body, hoping that, through you, he would gain the throne. But he couldn't destroy Nicor's
soul. It lived on."

The barbarian's voice faded. He had been prattling to himself. She could neither hear nor comprehend,
she was 0 frightened.

Silently Brak held her and marveled. He had seen many wonders, awful beasts and magicd featsin his
long journeying. But never before had he known of alove as strong as that of the dead Queen Joennafor
Nicor. It was alove that had ranged past death, and kept her soul searching, until she found his soul aso,
or dl that was left of it, prisoned in its dayer's sword. Brak doubted he would ever be able to forget the
sght of that swirling pillar of cloud rising from the barge, two soulsliberated to whatever paradise their
own gods arranged.

Another wave crashed and drained down Brak's back. He looked down at the sorry, bedraggled but
somehow lovely creature shuddering in the crook of hisarm and the scant cover of the battered gilt
shied. Hefdt chilled, weary, dmost beyond caring. But the girl's face stirred him strangely.

"After dl," he sad (or perhaps he only thought) "remember—sheis the Queen.”

Thus Brak found strength to begin, and eventualy complete, the dow and torturous creep over
wave-battered rocks. He brought them exhausted and dive to the rocky and mist-hung shore.

Therethe big barbarian sank down upon hisarmswhile the shield rolled away and theicy river spray
pelted him. Hismind drained to black emptiness.

L eagues to the southward, Brak the barbarian sat on anew, blooded pony at the fringe of afig grove
overlooking the spires and gilt-leafed onion domes of agreet city to which he and Queen Rhea had found
their bedraggled way.



Considerable time had passed since their arrival. One harvest had ripened to the full. Brak had led them
to the city for apurpose, counsding Rheaagaing returning to Phrixos until the time was propitious. He
had reminded her in his own rough fashion of the thousands who had stood on the shores that haunted
night when the barge entered what was supposed to be paradise.

The watchers had seen what they thought was the corpse of Nicor rise and fight. Thus, if Queen Rhea
wereto rule, she must rule with asign and symbol of her coming that was far more powerful than any bad
omensthe priests might read into the barge's strange passing.

Together, they had hatched and plotted such asign and symboal.

For six waxes and wanes of the moon, Brak had bonded himsdlf into one of the dust-choking granite
quarrieslying outsde this great kingdom-city, which was famed for itsfigs and cut stone. He and Rhea
had taken a poor upper chamber in abad quarter. They had dept on pallets with a straw screen between
them, and lived al the months much like brother and sister, untouched and untouching, athough severa
times, on nights when his mighty back ached from hours of work with the quarry-hammersin the broiling
sun, Brak had yearned to speak to her.

He had not. For he knew if he did, hiswordswould put him forever in bondage.

Y et he owed Queen Rheathe debt of hislife. And for that reason, he suffered the ten-thonged whi ps of
the quarry overseers on his back. He suffered the insults of the ragtag workers who spat on him and
jeered at his barbaric ways and mien. Weekly he and Rheawould add atiny pile of glittering dinshasto
those dready in the hide pouch she guarded both night and day.

Finaly there was enough.

More weeks had passed while the metalsmiths labored. Brak dept in their shop, dozing with broadswvord
across histhighsin acorner, so that there might be no chicanery. Lagtly, he and the girl had visited a
caravansera, there hiring two dromedaries and one disreputable-looking but reputedly trustworthy
trailman. Thisfdlow waited now ashort way off, near the edge of the fig grove. Meditatively the man
scratched fleas upon the flanks of his beasts and upon his own raffish person.

Around her dark hair, Rhea had drawn asimple, sky-blue veil. Her gown waslinen, poor stuff, but new
and clean. Her eyes were brightened by the sundown flash from the busy city's gilded and silvered onion
domes. To Brak she was heartbreakingly beautiful.

"Brak, thereare no words ..." she began.

"None can suffice anyway," he said gruffly. He hid his hurt behind arough smile. Beneath him, the pony
dirred to be away. "What you gave mewaslife. What | gave you isless. Only ametd thing."

Undinging it from whereit gleamed across his back, he passed it acrossto her. The weight of the great
gilt shield caused her to gasp alittle, but she managed to hold it.

"Remember," he cautioned, "tell them nothing, save that you were borne into paradise beyond the Dark
Véils, but have returned to rule. Present them with the sign that your goddess, the Horned Ladly,
protected you from death and thus finds favor in your rule. The sign will convincethem.”

Brak's huge, powerful hand pointed to the surface of the great shield. It gleamed free of dents now. Inthe
red light of evening, the Horned Lady |ooked out warlike at the world, her dagger on its chain between
her breasts, her lightning fork and sheaf upheld in either hand. But the metal smiths had worked aclever
artifice upon the face of the goddess. It was atrick that had occurred to Brak upon remembering the coin



Lord Hel had twinkled under the net.
On the shield, the Horned Lady's face was now that of Rheain every detall.

The girl touched hisforearm. A tear gleamed on her cheek. Brak stiffened. Thiswas pain worse than any
he had ever known in battle.

"Brak, ride north with me. Together, we ..."

Brak's smilewas heavy in the slence. "But Khurdisan is south.”

"Those monthsin the quarry, they were unbearable for you, werent they?!

"l owed them to you, and more," he replied, though her comment wastelingly true.
"You ... you must go on to the south?"

"Y es, Khurdisan liesthere, Rh—my lady. That iswhere | must go."

"Surdly that isaterrible road for aman like you to follow, full of perils™

"Yes, that'ss0." For amoment Brak's memory was haunted by avision of the dark-molten eyes of
Ariane, and of the crawling face of Septegundus, the Amyr of Evil upon Earth. Septegundus would never
forget. Septegundus knew that Brak was bound for Khurdisan, and one day he would bar the way with
horrors past imagining. | will be there, said Septegundusin the lce-marches. Y et Brak would not turn
asde. "l must go on, that'sal," he repeated in alow voice.

"Why?" It was softly said, and pleading.

"If I knew that for certain," he said dowly, thinking it out aloud, "why, then, | would not haveto go. Partly
| must go there because | was cast out by my own people. Partly | must go there because the tales of
Khurdisan burned insde my head from the moment | heard them. But the greatest reason is something |
don't even understand mysalf—call it the working of the fates. It saysthat my road liesthat way, and
theré'sno point in questioning.”

Abruptly she clung to him. She kissed his grest corded neck. The trailman soothed his dromedaries,
whose bells were tinkling. The man coughed with great loudness.

"Then ride to Phrixos when you return,” Rheawhispered. "Evenif it isten yearsfrom now. Or ahundred.
Therewill be but one woman on the throne, and no man. No man, ever—unless you ride back.”

"Perhaps| will. But it would bealongway. And | ..."

So wrought with emotion was the big barbarian, he was forced to dter histone, speak out dmost as
though issuing acommand: "My lady, thetraillman isanxiousto be away. Thelight isfalling. Takethe
shidd and rulewel. Good-bye."

"Brak!"

Sheran afew paces after him as he jingled off through the rustling fig trees. Her voice was sweet
witchery, but he did not turn toward her even for an instant. He did not dare.

Then, when finally he reached the base of the grove's hill, he risked abackward look at last. She and the
driver and the dromedaries were gone from the sullen sundownlit crest. The grove was empty.



He reached down to pat the warm neck of hispony. "I hope you'refleet, my friend. Time's been lost.
And amost more than time, too. For I'll tel you though I'd tell no one ese, | could have gone with her. |
amog did. Wdll, enough.”

So saying, the barbarian rode ahead to the traffic-laden highway, and back into the hurly-burly of the
gredt city, where heimmediately set about asking directions to the best highroadsinto the far-lying south.
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