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Author'sPreface

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 theKent Family Chroniclesin
the past few yearsthat sometimes | amost forget that an earlier series of mine (and one of my favorites)
atracted 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 kidswere interested in that kind of writing.
Today only the uninformed offer such opinions.

It wasin the role of dedicated Conan fan that | wrotethefirst Brak tale,Devilsin 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 adistinctive life of his own. Sometimesthe changesin his
persondlity, story to story and book to book, surprised even me.

| put together thisfirst collection of Brak taesin thelate 1960's. Sinceitsinitial 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. | hope the
gentleman who asked the question would enjoy that. | know | would.

John Jakes
October 10, 1980

Chapter |



TheTwins

Wasit morning? Evening? An hour since the windstorm began, or an eternity? The big barbarian had no
way of tdling.

He stumbled on, hisbody angled forward against the wind'sforce. His path was erratic. He lurched to
the left, then the other way. A low outcrop raked his ankle, gashing open the tough, weathered skin.
Blood lesked as helost his balance and fell.

Helanded heavily, panting. Slowly heraised his head. He sucked the gusty air, spat as particles of grit
collected inside his mouth. No matter which way he looked the plateau was the same: acrumpled, barren
gray only dightly darker than the sky.

Anger glared in hiseyes. He wanted to strike the wind and kill it. On hands and knees, he resembled
some primitive anima snarling at ahostileworld.

But after amoment the cursing stopped. He wiped his thickly muscled wrist over hismouth. The long
yelow braid of hair snapped in thewind as he struggled to hisfedt.

Some of the fuming hate drained from him. He lurched to alarge rock, sat down and took stock.

At thelast inn, in the pleasant savannahs leagues to the north of this blasted hell of aplace caled Logal,
the old toothless men at the inn fire had warned him. In hisimpatience to continue hisjourney hed
refused to pay much heed. Now bits of the warnings returned.

The Logoal plateau and the desert that lay somewhere south of it were never crossed by prudent menin
this particular season. The big barbarian squinted. Wasthisfierce wind that roiled and clouded the air the
same viciouswind of Logol of which the old ones had talked? What was its name?

The Skulwind. Skulwind of Logol.

It dew the unwary, they said. It had been known to strip the flesh from aman'sface. The big barbarian
had laughed at thet.

On reflection now, he recalled that the toothless fathers had specificaly told him that the Skulwind blew
on Logol's desert. That lay beyond the barrier plateau. Still, thiswind was bad enough. Hed never liveto
wrestle the Skulwind unless he found aroute off thishigh and rocky waste.

And that would never happen while he sat and let the sudden warm drowsiness swallow him.

He pushed to hisfeet. The wind tugged the lion hide garment he wore around his middle, setting the
tufted tail to dancing. His broadsword, hung from hiswaist, dapped his powerful thigh through arip inthe
raggy cloak held purchased at the inn with hislast dinshas. He had tied scraps of the cloak around his
feet aday or two ago, because the ground cut even his toughened soles. Now he wrapped one of hisfeet
differently, so that the rag would soak up the oozing blood. Then he bowed his head and started

tramping.

The brief rest had left him fedling alittle better, but it hadn't changed the grimness of the Stuation. He
knew he was hopdessly lost. There was not acoin left in his pouch, nor agobbet of food either. Over his
shoulder ahadf full wineskin hung by a strap, doshing. Wine and asword were poor resources for
surviva up here, he thought. Perhaps his pony had been lucky that first day on the plateau. The animd
dipped into anarrow crevice and twisted its forelegs. He had no choice but to hold its muzzle with one
hand and day it with the other. Perhapsit would turn out that the pony had met the better desth.

He cursed himsdlf for letting the Situation get the best of him. Didn't he spring from the tough warrior



people of the wild steppes, the wild lands of the north? He was Brak, and he had come far on hismarch
to the south. He mustn't lose hope now. He must keep on. He knew that if he stopped again, the warm
lassitude would settle and he would never stir.

The wind blared and mocked. He picked the easiest path around tumbled boulders, making dow
progress. An hour went by. The wind song was louder, ululating strangely. Around him the rocks grew
lessdigtinct. The dust-blown sky turned from dirty gray to ashade of near black. Before long the night
would be on him—

All a once he planted hisfeet wide and listened. Redlly listened.
Intermixed with the wind's mournful bellow he thought he heard sharp, high notes.

He pounded a horny palm against one ear. Grains of dust trickled out against his hand but he was not
moved to smile. He strained to catch the piercing notes. They seemed to hide within the wind's very
sound.

He stepped forward without thinking. His knee cracked off a branch of one scrawny bush, the only
vegetation that lived on the plateau. Kicking the branch away, he turned his head | eft by accident. The
piercing notes blended together into one.

Brak sucked in his breath. “Either my mind's cracked or someone eseislost up heretoo. And yelling.”

Brak began to run. Hisraggy cloak stood out from his shoulderslike ripped wings and the yellow braid
flew aboveit. His ears detected a second voice mingled with the first. It had a deeper timbre. A man? He
was certain of that and of something elsetoo.

Thetwo crying out were crying for their lives.

Big hands thrust aside the ripped cloak at hismiddle. He freed the broadsword as he pounded
heavy-footed againgt the wind, up adight rocky risetoward arow of pillar-like ssoneswhich hid the view
beyond. The yells came from the other side of the stones. He heard a new sound that made his backbone
crawl.

Something flapped, heavy, leather-like. From the other sde of the pillar stones an apparition suddenly
shot into the sky. For an instant Brak broke stride.

Higher the bird wheeled, and higher. It climbed in a savage, wing-flapping spird. Itseyeswereyelow in
the murk. Its beak waslong asaman'sleg. Brak judged the thing to be four or five times hissize, wingtip

toflicking wingtip.

On each feathered leg the bird had but asingle curved talon. From its open beak athree-forked white
tongue snapped out. The starkly ribbed wings churned. The thing reached the pesk of its spird and
dived, theforked tongue shooting in and out.

Then the bird-thing vanished. The man yelled again, feebly. The barbarian raced for the rocks. He
emerged at one side of alittle depression. Opposite, a cluster of thicker pillar-stones towered to three
times his height. The tops of severd appeared to have sheared off. The bird-thing'simmensity darkened
the depression, so that for amoment Brak could make out only afew details.

A dender man who somehow glittered with dull points of light was vainly trying to fend off the bird with a
branch torn from adry shrub. The man moved with a strange exaggerated downess, as though totaly
exhausted. The bird-thing's right talon hissed down. By luck the glittering man moved aside. Thetaon
speared past hisfoot, embedded in the loose shde at the bottom of the depression. Out from the beak



lashed the white tongue, moigt, shining. One of the forks touched the man's cheek. With ahowl hefell
away, huddling on the ground beside awoman. She was as dender as her companion, and her body too
danced with tiny yellow and red and purplefirepoints.

Brak did down the depression's side, broadsword iron bared. The bird-thing jerked and flapped its huge
wings. Itstaon was caught in the earth. An odor not unlike spices mingled with the smell of rot blew into
Brak's nose. The bird-thing freed itstalon. It took a hopping step toward the cowering pair. The man
waved the branch. Brak reached the bottom of the natural cup, headed up the other dopewith his
broadsword aimed for the monster's puffy chest. Now he saw other details. hdf the carcass of apony,
bloodied benesth fallen rock; atumble of interwoven branches, the remains of animmense nest. The
stomach-turning smell drifted from what was | eft of three huge purple-shelled eggs.

Rockdlide, he thought at once.Loosed from the sheer face above the depression's far side. Pony and
eggs caught beneath it, and the wing-devil angry and ready to kill—

The giant bird pecked at the two on the ground. They rolled aside, the man pushing the woman, and
again it seemed they moved with maddening downess. The stink of the crushed eggs made Brak's mouth
fill with sour sdlivaas he ducked in under the left wing.

Fapping, the wing cracked him on the back of the head. Hisaim went bad. Thetip of the broadsword
skated across the leathery under-chest, which was harder than it looked. The sword |eft hardly amark.

The bird-thing squawked, swung its head down and around. Y ellow eyes regarded Brak, who by then
was moving again, hurling himsdf out from beneeth the wings. The bird lifted those wings, flapped them
down.

In the dust and fierce wind Brak's footing was uncertain. He stumbled, fought for balance. Over he went
on hisback. Theleft wing hit and pinned hislower body. The beak opened. The head dipped. The wet
white tongue snapped out—

Held flat from hiswaist down by the vibrating tip of the muscular wing, Brak locked both hands on his
broadsword hilt. He skewered up and out, straight into the open beak. The white tongue split in half.

Black iridescent ichor squirted. The bird's eyes burned a hotter yellow. Itswings best frantically. That
gave Brak theingtant he needed to roll free.

Now he backed away, crouched, waiting. The bird moved clumsily. A hop. Another. The dripping besk
reached for him. Brak jumped to theright. His chest was dready hurting from the strain of the struggle.
He hacked over and down.

The beak cracked. Thebird shrieked in terrible torment, lifted itsright claw, darted it forward. Brak
wasn't quick enough. The curved talon opened awound in the sSide of his chest.

Pain dazzled behind his eyes. Once more he retreated, seeking firm ground. The shae betrayed him
agan. He broke hisfall with one elbow at the last instant. The bird-thing swiped at him with itstalon.
Brak hitched out of the way. The talon tore aholein the earth where heldd been.

Lying on hisside, Brak struck the bird-thing'sleg, struck again. Gristle parted. Ichor glistened between
gringy fibers. The monger'sweight collapsed itsleg.

Brak scrambled up, panting. The beak probed for his eyes. He jumped in the air. The beak shot between
hislegs. He came down adiride it, the gray world tilting, whirling—

One hand grasping the hard beak, he used the other to drive the broadsword into the bird's | eft eye.



Sticky drops splashed Brak's face as the giant bird gave a hideous caw of rage and one violent
convulsion. Brak sailed off, striking hishead on arock as he landed.

He cursed adoud. Everything tilted again. The grayness streaked with colors. Grit filled his eyes. Wasthat
wind or the death yell of the bird?

He clung to the shae with both hands as the world revolved. Then he let himsdlf drift away into akind of
doze. He knew that blood smeared hisleft side, staining the lion hide. The earth reverberated with a
sudden tremor.

With effort he opened his eyes. He sat up. His back ached from neck to buttocks. But the bird-thing was
dead, collapsed into apile that looked like a cast off horse harness. Both his eyes had turned opague.
From the left one Brak's hilt stuck up, outlined againgt the blowing sky like astark cross.

Hisvison ill couldn't clear. He made hisway uncertainly to the dead mongter, fisted hishandsin the
short feathersthat covered the leathery hide, climbed up and worked the broadsword free. Over the top
of the dead thing's head he saw the man and woman, risen to their feet and shining in the dull light.

Like enchanted things they radiated multicolored brilliance. Brak wiped his eyes and clambered down.
For an eerie moment held imagined himsdlf in the presence of two of the unfamiliar gods that inhabited
these so-called civilized countries.

But then he redlized the man and woman shone because their dusty traveling clothes—the man's boots,
doublet, cloak lining; the woman's pantal oons, jacket, cape lining too—were crusted with hundreds of
tiny gems. Whoever they were, they wore treasure on their backs. Arms around one another'swaists,
they watched him.

Brak's broadsword hung from his right hand, dripping the iridescent ichor, as he shambled to them and
stopped.

“Our—our undying thanks,” the woman said in asweet but unsteady voice. She was not awoman at dl,
he saw. Rather, ayoung, dim girl not far out of maidenhood.

Her unusualy paeface wasovd, findy made, doof in spite of its coating of dirt. Her hair wasblack. In
the gloom her eyes were the color of pearls.

Brak wiped his sword on hisraggy cloak, forced asmileto hisaching face. “ Even met thisway, it's good
to find another human in thisforsaken place. Did you lose your way?’

“Wedid,” said theman. “And you?’
“Aye, days ago. I've been—" All at once the big barbarian stopped.

The young man—for he was that, looking approximately the same age as his companion—frowned a
sharp frown.

“Issomething amiss?’

Brak glanced at the girl's face, then to the man's. It too was oval, with a patrician nose. The cheekswere
sunken, the lips pale. But somehow in that face Brak saw signs of gregter hedlth in atime long past. The
young man's eyes were like two pearls.

“You look thesame,” Brak said. “ Twin-born.”



The girl managed atinkling laugh. Y ou're an outlander, aren't you? Don't they have twin-bornin the
north?’

“Yes. It took meby surprise, isdl.”

Brak surveyed the sky. He had no reason for doing that, except for vague uneasiness about the
mirror-perfection of the two faces. As he swung around to survey the ruins of the monster bird's nest, he
took a secret glance at them again. For some strange reason his palms prickled.

In truth he had never seen two human beings matched so perfectly. Like his sister, the black-haired
young man was pale, and could only be caled beautiful. Brak was not accustomed to that sort of look in
aman.

The barbarian wondered whether he felt self-conscious because of their jeweled clothes. Those, and their
manner, bespoke royaty. He had aways been uncomfortable with such.

“Perhapswed better find aplace to settle for the night.”
“Areyou feding wdll enough?’ the girl asked.

“Yes” was hisreply, though in truth his head buzzed and he was chilled dll a once. He hadn't esteniin
two days, and hunger gnawed his belly suddenly.

He ressted amounting dizziness, and added, “ L et's make shelter and afire somewhere a safe distance
from dl this. That bird might have amate.”

The young man gave Brak an odd stare. “ Asyou say, outlander. You lead. We will follow. Dueto the
long time we have been wandering lost up here, my sister and | are very weak. We cannot travel fast.”

That was a decided understatement, Brak discovered as he started away from the depression behind.
The twins, the hundreds of jewels on their clothing ticking and tinking against each other, never sumbled.
They were merdly infernally dow, dmost like infants whose limbs lacked strength. The young man kept
hisarm clutched round hissster'swais.

Side by side, they made dow progress. Brak was fegling worse by the moment. Time and again he
turned back to wait. The twins came on, leaning into the wind, like—no, not infants, he decided. More
like the elderly, sapped of strength. He wondered if they were afflicted with some dire malady.

Night dropped on the plateau. Making headway became harder. Finally Brak called ahalt at aplace
between two outcrops. It offered only minimum shelter from the gritty wind. He was about to ask the
young man to help him gather firewood when the twins sat down, backs to the rock. They regarded him

with those pearl eyes. They appeared utterly weary.

Resigned and fighting the pain and dizziness, he retied the scrap of cloak held bound around hisribsto
stanch the blood and went redling back into the open.

Twice he had to hang onto rocks for support until hisweakness passed. Eventually he returned to the
sheltered place with an armload of branches ripped from the stunted bushes of the plateau. He gathered a
second load, flung it on the first, squatted down. The twins had not moved.

Brak's scap crawled. Would he have two corpses on his hands by dawn? Two beautiful ivory statues,
dead in the wildernessin winding sheets encrusted with afortune?

He undung the wineskin, dropped it beside hisfoot. He took ahunk of flint from hisempty pouch, struck



gparks. Thewood, dry, burned easily. The smoke had a sweetish smell. It drifted between the barbarian
and the twins, making the scene al the more unredl. Full night had come, but the wind till howled as
srongly asever.

Up in the dark there was a sudden flapping. Brak clutched his broadsword. The wings best on through
the night and were gone. He breathed out, leaned back against arock.

“I have no food,” hetold them.

The girl'seydids moved. “Were not hungry.”

He poked the hdf full skin. “1 do havethis. Cheap wine, but it'll warm you.”
“No,” sad the young man. An afterthought: “Thank you.”

“Uh”

Brak's sound was noncommittal. He unstoppered the skin, tilted it, drank amouthful. Warmth spread in
hisbelly. But dmost a once the dizziness worsened.

No wonder, pouring wine down his gullet into an empty bdly! But what difference did it make? Hed had
the feeling ever snce the battle with the bird-thing that he was going to black out. Why not makeit a
halfway pleasant experience?

Acrossthe flames the beautiful girl and boy watched him. They sat with legs stretched out in front of
them. The young man's|left hand twined with the girl's right. Innocent, yet it disturbed the barbarian
somehow. Their bodies glared and flashed in thefirdight.

“| don't know your names,” he said, glugging down morewine.
Theyoung man'slidsflickered. “What isyours?’

That annoyed him, but he licked the corner of hislipsand replied, “I'm caled Brak. Asyour sister
guessed, | come from the north. The steppes.”

“Areyou amercenary soldier?’ thegirl asked.
“Only when | must be, to earn afew dinshas.”

Hetold alittle of hisjourneys sinceleaving hishomeand. Told of how he was bound to seek hisfortune
inthewarm climes of Khurdisan far southward; of the beginnings of hiswanderings when his own people
cast him out for mocking their gods. But of his encounter with Septegundus, minister of the evil god

Y ob-Haggoth, and of Septegundus's vengeful vow to stop him from reaching his goa, however, he said
nothing.

When hewasfinished, the young man finaly said, “My nameis Ky. Do you know of the kingdom of
Jovis?’

“Eaderly, in't it? Toward the Mountains of Smoke?’

“That istrue.” Ky'svoice unnerved Brak. When the barbarian watched the sparking fire, he couldn't tell
whether it was Sister or brother spesking. Ky continued, “1n Jovis| would be called Prince Ky or, today,
Lord Ky. My sister Kya—"

“Ky,” Brak interrupted without thought. “ Kya. Twin namestoo?’



The girl's pearl eyes were huge and staring. “We are the same flesh. We were cast out together.”
Brak spilled some of the wine down his chest. “ Cast out, you say?’

“By our uncle, who usurped the throne which rightfully should have been oursto share together.”
Strangely, there was no anger in Ky's voice as hetold this. His speech was singsong. “When Kyaand |
came of age, our uncle conspired againgt us. He seduced the loyalty of the priests with dinshas and
promises of power. He turned the military againgt us. We were exiled from Jovis and have been
wandering snce.”

“We have no placeto go,” Kyaadded. “No home anywhere.”

Brak squinted his eyes againgt the smoke, hisyelow braid hanging across his shoulder and ableary
expression of sugpicion beginning to smear hisfeatures. The girl went on dmaost mechanicaly.

“Wetravel from land to land, city to city, existing as best we can. These'—with adow hand she plucked
at thejewels on her bodice—"we sdll asit becomes necessary. For food. For lodging. Like you, we
were traveling to the warmer south when we became lost up here. Our horse somehow caused the rocks
to sart faling. They fel onto that nest, shattering the eggs. The bird came back—"

Her voicetrailed off. Its Sngsong faded into a sigh that blended with the wind.

“Thisregion—" Brak began. Another gulp of wine. His ssomach bloomed with hegt. He felt dmost
human, even though overwhelming wearinesswas setting in. “Thisregion's caled Logoal. Very"—apause,
to prepare to say the word clearly; he knew he was getting drunk—"dangerous for travelersthistime of
year. Didn't anyone warn you? At aninn? A caravanserai?’

Ky stared at the night with pearl eyes. “No.”
“How—Ilong've you been wandering up here?’
“Days. Weeks. We don't know,” Kyareplied.

“Gods! You must beassarved as| am.” Hethrust the skin acrossthefire. “Have alittle of this, at least.
It shows sgns of being cold again tonight.”

Beautiful and pae, Kyalooked into Brak's eyes. Her smile was fey and sad.
“No.”

Ky too refused. Brak grumbled, drunk now, or sick, or both. It was an affront to have generosity thus
rebuffed. Hetilted the wineskin and drained it to the bottom, making along, noisy affair of it, asif to
punish them for their stubbornness.

Heflung the skin aside. Night pushed at thefirdit circle. Thewind had afrigid bite, blowing noisly as
ever.

Brak wiped his mouth with his hand. He felt unhappy. Uneasy. Perhaps it was because he'd expected so
much, had felt so elated discovering otherslost up here. To have them turn out to be such a curious pair
was disheartening.

And it was not smply that they were of astation far above his. HEd met lords before, and gotten dong in
their company. Thispae pair frankly aarmed him.

Nothing in their manner was threatening. Just the opposite. The very absence of emotion, coupled with



the unredl perfection of their features, made him wonder about the thoughts hidden behind their shining
eyes. The singsong recitation of their exiling had sounded too pat, too rehearsed.

Clumdly hetook up the wineskin. Empty. He cursed. He was letting shadows and pain delude him. Ky
and Kyawere starved. Frightened too, probably. He had no redl reason to suspect them of anything. He
flung the skin away, hunched down on his sde, tugged hisraggy cloak up tight around him.

“The sorm will stop.” Hisvoice was barely agrowl. “Tomorrow. The day after. But it will. Then well
find our way down. | know we can.”

In the sllence after the sound of hisvoice died away, one of thetwins said, “Y es. We thank you.”

With the popping flames between, he couldn't see which. One had spoken. And he couldn't stay awake.
Immense fatigue muffled him. The flames dimmed and presently vanished atogether.

Chill wind dipped across his exposed cheek. Hetried to open his eyes. In the darkness there was
anging.

The music was strange, wordless, high and minor and eerie. It drew closer, then receded. In it could be
heard two voices. But they blended as one.

Thetunerose, fdl, murmured with asad, mysterious qudity that penetrated his dulled mind and made him
groan. The song seemed to wail and echo like aweird hymn out of the far reaches of the sky.

Brak rolled over, blinked. He saw only avague blur of orange. The remains of thefire. Themusic
continued.

He pushed ahand againgt the ground, tried to lift his body. With adrunken gasp hefdl down again,
flopped over on his back and snored. The music twined on through the dark dreams—

In one of those dreams something touched histhroat.

Something crept on the flesh of hisneck like thelegs of an insect. Touching. Exploring.
A hand.

A hand cupping itsdlf around the muscled column of his neck.

A hand stroking—

Out of the nightmare he lunged awake, giving ashout, fighting off the confines of the bundled-up cloak.
Gray light smote hiseyes.

He shuddered with the vividness of the dream. Even in thiswaking moment he could till fedl the obscene
touch of that hand on histhroat.

He wiped his mouth, sucked hislungsfull of cold air, shuddered asthe effect of the nightmare dwindled.
Wasit just that? Just nightmare, nothing more? The touch had seemed inhumanly rea—

With another blink he discovered that full dawn had arrived. The wind had dropped off. The air was
somewhat clearer. He could see aleague or more.

Heturned to look at the twins across the black coals of the dead fire. The two dept with hands twined.
They had not changed position. Rubies and emeralds dl over their bodies twinkled in the growing light.



Innocence. Slegping innocence. Hed only dreamed the touching hand. But as Brak watched the twinsin
the morning gray, his spine crawled again with inexplicable foreboding.

Chapter 11
Caravan Into Darkness

The sun appeared, adim burnished disc behind a haze. When the twins roused, Brak suggested that the
three of them immediately begin searching for away off the plateau. Ky said that thiswas agreegble. His
polite, lifeless voice continued to disturb the big barbarian, as did the beautiful girl'sintense stare.

Brak hitched hisbroadsword in place. As heretied the rusty cloak scrap around hisribs he noticed Kya
watching him again. The moment he looked at her, she glanced away.

Coming from another kind of woman, such attention would have stirred the big barbarian's blood. But
even granting that Kyawas beautifully formed, Brak gill found something unpleasant in those faintly
danted pearl eyes.

Of hisdream of singing and the hand he said nothing.

They set out with Brak leading theway. Visbility was better thismorning. Thewind, light and gusty, was
no longer aphysica forceto be fought. From the sun's position Brak could estimate where the south lay,
and they worked in that direction.

Hisribsitched. But other than that, he felt tolerably well, though hunger was beginning to devil himin
earnest. By the time the dim sun stood directly overhead in the murk, hisbelly hurt.

How the royal twins survived with not so much as ableat about food or drink he had no idea. Perhaps
those from palaces were taught to accept hardship without complaint. For his own part, he grumbled and
cursed the unlucky gods every tenth step.

Progresswas dow. Ky and Kyalabored aong like aged invaids, saying hardly aword between them.
Brak stopped often to let them catch up. When the sun began to drop, he was growing short-tempered.
He swore at them, then was ingtantly angry with himsdlf. The brother and sister gpologized for the feeble

pace.

“Sit and rest amoment,” Brak said, avoiding their eyes. “I'll range ahead alittle. Theland seemsto be
taking adownward dope.”

Heleft them and ran, dodging and jumping through the rocks. The exertion made hisribs ache but he
welcomed therdlief of motion and action. There was something faintly foul about thelimpid twins. He
banged his shins repeatedly and scuffed his knuckles bloody crawling to the top of a cone-shaped rock,
but grunted, pleased, when he stood up. What he saw gave him thefirst sgn of hope.

Perhaps two |leagues distant, the plateau ended in adiscernible rim. Beyond, sweeping in dun colored
dunesfrom horizon to horizon, lay the Desert of Logal.

Equdly asforbidding asthe plateau in its own way, the waste was till awelcome sight. Perhaps the three
of them could find an oasis. A brackish pool. Palm fruit. Brak whooped and clambered down again.

Ky and Kya greeted the news with polite interest. Brak gave up worrying about their curious behavior,
leading the way to the plateau rim where they camped for the night. He built another fire and settled
down to deep as best he could. Thistime he kept the cold iron of his broadsword near hisbelly. Ashe
dozed off, he wondered how such aweakling pair could have journeyed through lands inhabited by all



sorts of robbing ruffians and not have had the gems on their clothing stripped away. The puzzle was soon
submerged in his heavy deep. No singing and no dreams of ghostly hands troubled him.

In the morning they made their way down from the plateau. It took half the day. The wind began torise
again. The clouds thickened. The sun, no more than ayellow-gray smear all morning, disappeared. The
dunes of Logol stretched in front of them, empty and stark.

They labored on. Presently Brak halted. He lifted his head, turned an ear to the wind.
“Didyou hear?’

Ky lidded his eyesamoment. “1 heard nothing.”

“| swore there were bellsfar off.”

But the sound was not repeated. They started forward again, lurching up the Side of asizable dune. The
sand wasfine and yellowish. Brak'sfoot sank to the ankle at each step. He reached the top, turned to
wait for the twins. Down thewind drifted aringing.

He spun, hisyelow braid whipping out from his shoulders. Perhaps a hdf aleague distant, limned against
the dull sky, along train of men, plus dromedaries and horses or mules, moved south. The backs of the
animals bulked with big baes. Again abdll clanked.

“A caravan!” Brak cried. “ By the gods, we've come across someone fool enough to crossthiswastein
the wrong season.” He cupped his hands round his mouth and let out a bellow. He repested this cry
three, four, fivetimes.

Thewind keened. Brak craned forward. Suddenly, at the head of the caravan, men clustered together.
One pointed. Brak pulled his broadsword, wigwagged it high over his head and hallooed again.

In amoment, adromedary broke from the caravan and came racing toward the dune where the
barbarian stood.

The rider seemed to be an expert, swaying and bounding as he clung to the saddle. The dromedary
clipped off the distance with long stilt-legged strides.

Brak whirled around, startled to find the twinsright behind him. Ky and Kyawatched the rider approach.
Their faces were expressionless. Brak dapped Ky's shoulder. “Men! Food! It'sworth asmile at least!”

Sowly Ky stepped back, amost asif Brak'stouch had insulted him. He did smile then, lazily.
“Yes, barbarian. That'sindeed awelcome sight.”
Kyas pearl eyesnever left the pproaching rider. “ Unbelievably so0,” she breathed.

In another moment the dromedary arrived &t the base of the dune. Therider sat surveying the three
suspicioudy. Brak didn't particularly care for the man's looks. He was large, on the heavy side, wearing a
lightly padded coat decorated with cheap-colored embroidery. Once the gaudy threads might have
formed adesign; now most of them were torn or raveled. The man wore sturdy boots and aflat fur cap.
A northerner, Brak guessed, from the Ice-marches or elsewhere. The man had ahooked nose, skin
westher-burned a dark brown, and afierce red beard. Red hair curled uncut around his ears.

The man snicked his crescent sword from its scabbard. “Who be you there?’ He had a deep, raspy
voice.



“Travelers who became lost back on the plateau,” Brak replied. “We met by accident.”
“Those two with you are gentlefolk,” the man said. “But you're not.” The burly man spat into the sand.

Brak's gut muscles tightened up. He had learned to expect thiskind of treatment by now. It happened
too often to fight over. Even so, he had difficulty reining histemper when it did. With effort, he controlled
hisvoice.

“My nameisBrak. ThisisLord Ky and Lady Kyafrom Jovisin the eest. Whereisyour caravan
heading?’
“To the south. To Samerind. And it isn't my caravan. It belongsto old Hadrios”

“Areyou the caravan scout, then?’

“Useyour eyes. Do | look like one of the lads who shovels up dung behind the mules?” With aflourish
he ruffed up thetip of hisred beard. “My name is Gorzhov, outlander. With due respect to my position,
you will address me as Captain.”

Brak bristled. “ Captain of what? Not much, to judge from that coat.”
Kyaunexpectedly touched Brak's arm. Her fingerswere coal. “Don't anger him.”

Gorzhov glared. “ The lady has more sense than you, outlander. It's you three who need my master's help
and not the other way around.”

Swallowing hisrage, the barbarian nodded. “Aye. We need food, and drink, and aplaceto rest.”

Captain Gorzhov chuckled. He eyed the twins. “ That can be had. Let's arrange asuitable price. For a
dart, shall we say four of the largest stonesthe fine folk are wearing?’

Brak's mouth went hard. “Well negotiate with your master, no one else.Captain."

“Oh, aye? What if | ride back and tell my master that you're robbers? Tell him that we should pass on
quickly and leave you?’ Gorzhov'sfingersflexed ever so dightly on the curved sword hilt. Hiseyes
seemed to hope there would be trouble.

“Why, then, Captain,” Brak murmured, “1'd be forced to put thisiron in your back before your beast
took two lopes. We're starved. These people are exhausted. | won't bargain with athief.”

Gorzhov drew back his crescent sword. “Watch your insolent tongue!”

Ky uttered a protest Brak didn't hear. The big barbarian started down the dune side, ready to fight,
driven to quick temper by his own tiredness and the scout's durs. Captain Gorzhov'steeth glared in his
red beard. He kicked a boot over his dromedary's back, as the beast knelt, ready to drop to the ground
and fight. A sgnd trumpet blested from the caravan.

Brak hated. Gorzhov swung his head. Halloos back there. Men waving.
“Y our master tugsyour chain,” Brak said. “Captain.”

Gorzhov hesitated. Hate clouded his eyes amoment. He said carefully, “Very well, outlander. Follow me
and settle with Hadrios. We will settle another time.” And he cracked theflat of his crescent blade on the
dromedary's flank.



The beast straightened itslegs, Gorzhov rose up with it, and man and animal headed back over the
dunes. Brak and the twins started after on foot.

Ky and Kyawaked more rapidly than a any time since Brak had met them. Over his shoulder he
noticed them whispering together, even smiling. Of course they had aright to be pleased. But having met
agreedy scoundrd like Captain Gorzhov, the barbarian expected the worst when he encountered the
scout's master.

Asthey approached the caravan Brak counted at |east twenty-five dromedaries and fully as many pack
mules. Each anima bore aminimum of two chests or bales, and some three or four. At the end of the
caravan, about adozen raggedly dressed older boys clustered together to watch the arrival. With them,
Brak saw, wasaman in along gray robe, and what appeared to be awhite-haired crone wearing a
collection of bright-colored rags.

But it was toward the caravan's head that Captain Gorzhov led them. The scout dismounted near a
bearded man and awoman walking out to meet the trio. Gorzhov bent quickly to spesk to the
white-beard. Brak decided that he might or might not mention the way Gorzhov had aready tried to
extract payment for help. It al depended on the behavior of the caravan's master.

White-beard came forward. His right pantaloon leg, fashioned of once-beautiful aquamarine silk that was
now patched and frayed, ended near the knee. The old man stumped aong on athick peg of wood.
Most dl his clothing had seen better times. Hewas old, as his graying beard attested, but his skin was
dark and smooth. He had ahook of anose, and his eyes were pale and keen. He did not seem
unfriendly.

“Welcome to the three of you. My scout tellsmeyou arelost.”

Brak gave anod. Heindicated the dark smudge of the plateau in the distance. 1 came acrossthislord
and lady by chance. My nameis Brak, and they are Ky and Kya of Jovisinthe east.” He said no more
about the background of the twins, preferring them to tell their story if they wished. He mentioned that he
was traveling south to Khurdisan, and concluded by saying, “1f you can feed usand let usdeep
peacefully for anight, well thank you.”

“And why not?’ the old man answered “ There's cursed little companionship on Logoal asitis” Heeyed
the horizon uneasily. “ Though well have the Skulwind for avisitor any day now.” Recovering himself, the
old man dapped his pams againgt the threadbare bosom of hislong coat. “Forgiveme. | fal inthe
amenities. | am Hadrios, trader of the city of Samerind in southern Kopt. Sometimes called Hadrios the
Star-Tracker, because I've followed stars across wastes like thisal my life. Y ou have met my scout—"

“Your captain,” Brak said with mockery that made Gorzhov redden.
“—thisismy daughter, Helane.”

The wench standing beside the trader gave anod and a pleasant smile. Brak smiled in return, for she was
astrapping, wel-formed girl with tawny hair and gray eyes. She wore atight jacket, a colorful skirt and
desert boots. Banglesjingled on her arms. Unadorned by the kind of paint Brak had seen on the faces of
women in cities, Helane's mouth was full and red and pleasant.

“It's nearly dark, father,” the girl said. “Can't we camp early and build our cookfire? The boys can raise
the extrapavilion for the vistors.”

“That would be most welcome, my lady,” said Ky. “My sister isweary indeed.”



“| don't need atent,” Brak said. “Just meat and wine.”

“So | would have guessed, outlander,” Hadrios answered, with an gppraising glance. He surveyed the
sky, sniffed thewind, licked hissere old lips. “ A bad season for passage of Logol, asyou may know.
We make dl the haste we can. But—" Thinking it over, hefinadly nodded. “I imagine we can spare the
extra hour today.” He clapped his hands. “ Civix, you lice-ridden cur! Bed the beasts and put up the
spare pavilion. We camp herel”

Actually it was none too soon. By the time the animal's had been picketed and a striped tent—likeits
owner's garments, much patched—had been raised, the darkness of Logol was on them. The night out
here was dl enfolding, cool and empty and whispering with the voice of wind across dunes.

Civix, the head of the caravan boys, was no boy, but aferret-eyed little whelp of aman with dirty ankles.
He smelled vile. He directed the rest of the boys by means of cuffs, kicks and screeched obscenities. A
cookfire was started, a pot hung up, wine passed round. Before long Brak was squatted cross-legged,
ripping into asavory joint pulled dripping from the kettle.

He grunted and smacked hislips. Acrossthefire, Helane glanced up. Brak grinned but kept right on
gobbling, a the same time letting his eye wander down the curve of her bosom. She did not ook away.
She amiled in lusty good humor.

At the entrance to their pavilion near thefire, Ky and Kyasat Sde by side on small stools. They picked
at the meat chunks served to them on the only plates which Hadrios the Star-Tracker could provide, thin
sheets of ivory hastily unpacked from abae. Brak continued to munch and grunt. He felt much better.

Hadrioswas off in the darkness somewhere, attending to asick mule that brayed in pain. Now and then
Helane drew adripping joint from the pot, walked nearer the fire. Captain Gorzhov caught her bareleg
above her boot, ran his hand higher and started to say something. Helane smacked his cheek with the
joint, leaving asmear of grease.

“Not tonight, Captain,” she said, “nor any other night. I'vetold you before. I'd aslief kissaturtleasa
braggart who inventstitlesfor himsdf.”

Gorzhov jumped up, flushed. Brak watched with amusement. Gorzhov was on the point of caling her a
name when he spied Hadrios ssumping back to thefire on his peg leg. The Captain picked up hiswine
cup and, with aglare a Brak, stalked off in the dark to sulk.

Hadrios scooped meat from the pot and sat down beside the big barbarian. The old man'sjoints popped
ashearanged himsdf.

“The afflicted mule died. That'sthe third we'velost. That cur Civix hasn't tended them well since
Anaximander was taken. Our journey's cursed. And weve yet to crosstheworst of Logol! Y et to hear
the Skulwind howl and prowl.”

“If | can ask,” Brak said around amouthful, “why do you travel thistime of year?’

“To get those bales of gold and gems and spices and ivory and jeweled mirrors and combs to Samerind,
why else! In short, to recoup my losses! Caravans are risky business. Last year the gods smiled. This
year they frowned. My fortunestook a sharp reverse. | lost two caravansin arow. Thefirst timethe
master whom | had the misfortune to hirewas athief. He sold off al the goodsin another city and fled,
never returning to Samerind at al. The second caravan was'—Hadrios's pale eyes drifted past thefireto
the windy dark—"was taken by the men we ourselves may face one day soon.”



“Hemeans,” said Helane softly, “the horsemen of Quran.”

When Brak said he was unfamiliar with the name, Hadrios snorted. “Brigands, that's dl they are. Quran
sguatsin the middle of this damned waste, a city-kingdom of desert robbers older than time or sin.

Y ou've never seen aman of Quran? Y ou'd know if you had. When the boys come of age, one eyeis
gouged out and replaced with aruby. Theritua makes them prideful and savage. The Red
King—Ibrahim, he's caled—and hiswoman Queen Shar are reputed to be fierce fighters. And just like
al their people, they're wondroudy strong. Living on Logol makesit so.”

From the pavilion entrance Kya said, “ Stronger than ordinary men, do you mean to say?’

Hadrios swung round. “Not supernaturally so, my lady. Just extremely tough and powerful because of the
chdlenge of living off the desert.”

Ky patted hislipswith afold of his cape. Brak noticed that the young lord had hardly touched the food.
The pearl eyes had an odd, musing shine.

“My sgter admires strength, Master Hadrios. And | dso. We envy the outlander's powerful body and the
lifeit holds”

Tothiscurious remark Brak made embarrassed, grumbling reply. He didiked the whole discussion
somehow. Ky returned to picking at hisfood but Kya's gaze lingered awhile longer on the barbarian.
Hadrios heped himself to more wine, then fdl to grumbling.

“We may very wel encounter the riders of Quran, and the—the one who rideswith them.”
Struck by the catch in the old man's voice, Brak asked, “Who isthat?’

“A huge, dumb giant. Some say he was a man once but was enchanted and given abnorma strength.
Others say he'still just aman but of remarkable power. Instead of one ruby eye'—Hadrios poked his
face twice—"two. A legend? Who knows? Some whose caravans have been plundered by the Quran
clam the giant led the horsemen. Pray we don't meet Stoneyes.”

“A peculiar name,” remarked Brak.

“Let him remain that and no more!” Hadrios gestured. “ I've gambled everything on this caravan,
outlander. I've gone dl the way to Timbello, in the west, to personaly gather the merchandise. | spent
nearly my last dinsha on the contents of those bales and chests. And | have flown in the face of prudence
by taking acaravan across Logol in thisdark season. | had no choice. It wasthisor ruin. Ruin—" His
words became avague, unhappy muiter.

Turning from the depressing forecast of what lay ahead on Logol, Brak said at length, “I had planned to
make my way south done. But perhaps | could travel with you to Samerind.”

The old man glanced up, blinked muzzily. “What?’

“A splendid idea,” Helane said. “We could use an extrasword arm, father.”

“What"—Hadrios hiccoughed, lowered hisvoice—"what of thefinefolk?’

Brak said under his breath, “1 doubt that Ky would be of much help in abattle.”

Hadrios didn't hear, standing now and moving toward the pavilion. “How far will you go with us?’

Ky smiled with utter charm. “Why, magter, to your city of Samerind, if we may.”



“I'm not averse, mind you. But can you earn your keep?’

An embarrassing silence. Clearly Ky and Kya, two people of quality, did not know how to ded with
such aquestion. Reluctantly, Brak felt compelled to say, “Will my services providefor dl of us?’

Hadrios pivoted on his peg leg. His pae eyes were shrewd. “Why, perhaps so, outlander, perhaps so.
Y ou heard me mention one Anaximander? My master of caravan boys. Dead eight days ago—another
curse on thisjourney! The waterplague took him. Y ou saw that ferret Civix who's now in charge.
Shiftless. Untrustworthy. I'd prefer to give you the responsbility. If you'l take charge of the boystill we
reach Samerind, I'll gladly carry thelord and lady with no complaint.”

For amoment Brak hesitated, recalling what Hadrios had predicted about the terrorsthat might lie
ahead. Helooked up, found Helane watching him, her tawny hair blowing in the night breeze. Her mouth
looked sweet and fair—

Wédll, why not? Wouldn't it be safer crossing Logol in company with other swords? Brak bobbed his
head. “A bargain.”

Hadrios chortled. “Let's break the newsto Civix at once. | can't wait to see hisface when helearns helll
no longer earn extramoney for doing nothing!”

Near asmdler campfire at therear of the caravan, hard by the picketed animals, a dozen grimy faces
turned up in the flame-glare as Civix heard Hadrios's announcement. Civix gave hisreaction by spitting
on the ground at Brak'sfet.

“Takethejob away from me and give it to an outlander? Be damned, oneleg!”
“Have a care how you speak,” Hadrioswarned, “or I'll turn you out into Logol aone.”
“That would be preferable to taking orders from a northern thick-head.”

A dow, angering smile spread on Brak's mouth. “ Shal we have alittle test to see who gives orders and
who takes? With swords, Civix? Or bare hands? Y our choice.”

Civix spat again. “1 wouldn't dirty myself.” Heturned away.

The other caravan boys were not quite so vocal. Most of them eyed Brak's huge frame with an uneasy
respect.

“Well,” Hadrios Sghed as he and Brak turned away. “ That's done. With alittle cunning and afew blows
I'm sure you can bring them into line. Most of them aren't bad, even though | did scrape them from the
Timbello gutters. But Civix—well, you saw.” The old man plucked Brak'sarm. “Comethisway and
meet the last two members of the company. Both tend to be solitary by nature, most often taking their
food by themsalves. Oneismy own relative. The other isafr—"

Brak never heard the rest, twisting around as sandal's dapped the sand behind his back. Something bright
flashed. Hadrios yelled. The knifein Civix's hand dashed at Brak's chest.

The barbarian rolled his shoulder under, lunged forward. The knife skimmed past his neck. He brought
hisbody up beneath Civix's, lifted, flung his attacker off like a sack. Civix hit the ground spitting and
swearing. Brak dropped on him with both knees.

He pinned Civix'sright wrist to the earth, snatched up the knife with his other hand and drove it down
toward Civix's chest. The little man squedled and shut his eyes. Instantly Brak deflected hisaim with a



wrench of hiswrist. The blade chunked into the ground between two fingers of Civix's pinned hand.

Wind hissed in the sllence. Civix breathed heavily under Brak's knee. His stare mixed fear and hate. All
at once the caravan boys laughed. The tension broke.

Brak got up dowly. Hiseyeswere baeful. “ Remember, Civix, the first time you're tempted to disobey an
order. Come at me the second time from behind—I'll leave you dead.”

Hadrios harrumphed his approva asthey moved toward another smal fire burning out beyond the last of
the slamping mules. The fire glowed in the center of aring of stacked bales and chedts, illuminating the
person who sat there. It was the crone, lank-haired, without teeth, shivering and shuddering. Shewore
the collection of colored scraps Brak had seen from afar. With a start the barbarian saw that her eyes
wererolled up in her heed, leaving only the moist whites showing.

Hadrios acted flustered, whispering, “ Sheis my father'ssster. Thereisno oneto carefor her in
Samerind, so | fetch her with me. On occasion it can be helpful to have the services of a seeress.”

“She has magica powers?’

“Some sKill a prophesying, yes. And notice that little tan bag in amidst the rags? Her private cache of
philtresthat cloud the mind. More than once they've come in handy to quell the rage of adrunken
caravan boy.” Hadrios seemed unusualy concerned about the old woman, glancing nervoudy around the
areaof piled chests and bales. At last he gave up, turned to the crone.

“Mother Mil? Can you hear me? It's Hadrios spesking.”

Bubbles of spit popped on the old woman's hairy upper lip. Head thrown back, hands locked white and
tight together in her lap, she shivered and muttered. Brak's palms began to itch as he understood alittle of
what shewas saying.

"We go to the dark. We ride to the dark. A stranger leads us to the dark—"
Hadrios scowled. Brak started violently as a man stepped from between the piled bales.

Sender, of middle years, with abalding high forehead, the man wore agray cowl and robe. A girdle of
beads circled hiswaist. From this girdle hung a pitted gray stone crosswith arms of equal length.

“Friar Pol,” said Hadrios.

“I waswaking alittlein the desert,” explained the Friar. “1 didn't think it would hurt. Mother Mil has
been speaking from deep perhaps an hour now.” He stared at Brak. This precipitated a quick
introduction and explanation from Hadrios.

“Friar Pol isreturning from Timbello to Samerind. Heisamember of the Nestorian order. Persondly |
don't hold with their teachings of asingle Nameless God &t dl. But | didn't think it would hurt to have a
spiritua person with uson thistrip. Besides, he's paying for his keep.”

“Ever the practica man.” Friar Pol said, smiling rather wryly.

Brak said nothing. He had encountered the priests of the order founded by the ecstatic goatherd
Nestoriamus before. He was well aware of the supposed symbolism of the stone cross which the holy
man carried. The presence of aman of the friar's persuasion ways made Brak ill at ease, so hewas
thankful when Hadrios turned their attention to the old woman.



“What has she been saying, Pol?’
“I make no sense of it.” The Nestorian glanced at Brak. “Or couldn't until now.”

Through spittle, Mother Mil moaned,” Into the dark. All, all together into the awful dark. Led there.
Taken there. A stranger leads us. A stranger takes us."

Round-eyed, Hadrios turned to Brak. The barbarian scowled. Hadrios bent forward.
“Mother Mil? Who isthe stranger?”’

" Someone"—the crone shuddered—"newly come. A savage man. His presence brings the evil
down. He takes us into the darkness."

“We mugtn't put too much faith in an old woman's—" Friar Pol began.
Head back, Mother Mil shrieked,"He brings the evil down!"

“What evil?" Hadrios exclaimed, upset. “Who ishe?’ He seized hisaunt's shoulder. “Mather Mil, you
must tell mel”

With another moan the old woman crumpled like a boneless thing.

The Friar studied Brak with acurious, penetrating gaze. Hadrios seemed flustered, asif not wanting to
embarrass Brak by pointing out that the prophecy must certainly concern him. Y et the words of the old
seeress had | eft the caravan master shaken. Brak fdlt it wastimeto leave. He grunted a curt word and
moved into the darkness.

Heturned oncefor alast glimpse of Mother Mil hunched over unconscious. One degping hand clutched
the little tan bag of mind-clouding philtres.He brings the evil down—

With long strides Brak swung past the fire where the caravan boys were laughing and arguing over beer.
Again there were respectful stares as Brak passed. Of Civix the barbarian saw no sign.

Helane fetched Brak ablanket. He took it out to the sand near the dromedaries, having lost histaste for
being near human beingstonight. All the talk about the predators of Quran, plus the quick-won enmity of
Civix and Captain Gorzhov and the mad maunderings of an old witch—well, it was far too muchin one
day for aman of Brak's plain turn of mind.

But asherolled into the blanket under the chill sky, Mother Mil's voice kept rattling through hismind.
He bringsthe evil down.He brings the evil down.

Seep seemed dl too short. He awoke suddenly to acommotion in the camp. Men running, shouting; the
dromedaries stirred, rising up on their stilty legsto pedl back their lips and snort in fright. Overhead the
sky was briefly clear of cloud. The stars burned far and sharp in the deep of night.

Something echoed in Brak's mind. Something he had heard just before waking. A shadow-man raced
past with atorch streaming out. Brak fought free of the blanket tangled round hisfeet.

Across the waste under the stars the scream his dozing mind had heard rang loud again.
It wasaraw, uneven cry, full of bubbles and gasps. A scream of vile pain and suffering.

The big barbarian's mind edged with fear as he joined the running shadows. As sure as he knew the



shape of his hand, he knew the scream had come from Mother Mil.

Chapter 111
Into The Vdley of the Hdll-Fits

Brak ran with the dawn wind splashing hisface. Shadows and voices kept pace with him. In the east the
duneswere edged a sickly salmon color.

The big barbarian passed the mules, frantically braying and snapping at their picket ropes. Ahead, flame
flickered between the stacked bales and chests that formed Mother Mil's hideaway. A thicker shadow
appeared there suddenly. Brak kept running, saw the shadow become aman thrusting a sweet-smoking
torch high. A red beard gleamed.

“I heard her scream,” shouted Gorzhov, evidently thefirst to arrive. “But | can't find her.”

Off to the right, Hadrios interrupted his quieting of the animalsto cry, “ She can't have gone far, Gorzhov.
She'stoo feeble”

Brak redlized someone had caught up with him. Helane.

Her gray tawny eyeswere stark with terror as Captain Gorzhov bounded out of sight again behind the
mound of trade goods. Within another moment Brak and the long-limbed trader's daughter reached the
warren of bales.

Caravan boys, deepy and frightened, scrambled from al directions. Brak blundered into Friar Pol
coming out of the dark. Enraged, he shoved the Nestorian aside. At that instant they dl heard Gorzhov's
hoarse, horrified voice.

“Here, Hadrios. Blessthe gods—hurry! All speed!”

Brak led Helane down a sandy dope toward the Captain. He was knedling beside a stunted, scrubby
bush. Its bare branches clacked in the breeze, adry relic of life amid the waste. Brak's eyes detected

something stringy and raggish draped over the branches. But it seemed to have—to have human form,
with arms and legs that flapped, and white hair.

Bilerosein Brak's throat. Helane stopped, hands pressing her mouth. One of the caravan boys turned
adde and emptied hisbdly noisly.

The stricken Gorzhov stumbled to hisfeet. Sparks streamed from his torch. Hadrios pushed up beside
Brak, seized hisarm. Tearsran from the corners of hiseyes.

“Inthe nameof al sanity, what vileness—such a thing cannot be."

Friar Pol passed his stone cross through the air. He too looked on the point of illness. “L ook away,
Hadrios”

But none who had comethisfar could. Rustling, flapping, Mother Mil's body was stretched over the
stunted branches like apiece of cloth. Her face, her scrawny bosom, her midsection, her legs had been
hideoudy compacted, as though a great weight had pressed the life juices from her. There could be no
blood in such adisfigured body. No blood and no bone. Brak dug histhick nailsinto hisown pamsand
wondered whether he was mad.

“A knife” Hadrios gagped it in avoicelikerattling husks. “ Someone—aknife.”



Helane tried to hold him back. “Father, look away from her. Don't torment—"
"Aknife!”

One of the caravan boys spun a bright dagger through the air. Hadrios caught it. Gorzhov backed up,
swallowing hard. Hadrios dropped to one knee. He lifted what had been Mother Mil'sright hand but
now was areedy, rustling thing no thicker than Brak's own thumb.

Carefully Hadrios ran the edge of his dagger across the remains of Mother Mil's palm. It made adry,
scraping sound. Brak saw the edges of the cut pucker.

A tiny pink drop oozed forth. One drop, no more.

Hadrios dropped the dagger. Helane leaned on Brak's arm. Friar Pol was sweeting and fingering his
cross. Even Civix looked cowed.

Hadrios shuddered once. Then he bent to examine the flapping thing on the bush again. After amoment
he raised his head, motioned.

“Any with the ssomach, come here and see a strange thing.”

Brak and the Friar took up the invitation. Hadrios's shaking finger pointed to the papery-dry flesh of
Mother Mil'sright shoulder.

“See? Three marks,” breathed the old man.

Threetiny black prick-points, close together, formed the corners of an invisible triangle on what had been
Mather Mil'sliving flesh,

Friar Pol wiped his mouth. “ Some anima—"

“No animd,” Hadrios whispered. “No animd that haunts Logol could have sucked bone and blood from
her living body.” Hisface was unhedthy in the breaking daylight. “ Some thing, some devil roaming this
damned, haunted, cursed waste crept in and dew her and left its sign. And she predicted it. She said only
last night—"

Aninvoluntary glance at Brak. Hateful, then quickly hidden. With awracking sob, Hadrios turned away
and let the pain of hisagony comeforthin anguished crying.

Brak held Helane awkwardly.He brings the evil down . Mother Mil had meant Brak himsdf. And the
evil had come quickly. But from where? Wind sighing across the sdmon-tinted emptiness of Logol gave
No answe.

Presently Hadrios got control of himself. He gpologized for hisemotiona outburst, and let Helane lead
him away. Brak conferred uneasily with Friar Pol. Together they decided that, rather than try to move the
strangely marked corpse, they would await Hadrios's decision on what to do with it. Brak ordered Civix
and two of the boysto stand guard. There were resentful glaresfrom Civix, but no retort.

Before moving away—and gladly—Brak noticed one other odd thing. Mother Mil'slittle tan philtre bag
was gone.

Hewaked back up toward the restless dromedaries, but he heard no sound except onein hismind: the
rustling click-clack of that bloodless body on the branches. He knew with certainty that he would hear
the sound until the hour of hisdying.



Shortly after sunup, Brak and Gorzhov piled straw over the horror on the bush. As Hadrios watched
with spent, bleak eyes and the Nestorian priest gestured with his stone cross and mumbled haf-aloud,
the Captain tossed on atorch.

The smell that rose with the fire was abominable. It made Hadrios sick al over again. Another two hours
passed before the caravan could move out. By that time, the sunlight had faded behind thick clouds
rolling out of the south. Men and animals [abored through the wind while the day grew darker and
darker.

By dint of hisbrawn and his sword, Brak kept the caravan boysin line and made them perform their jobs
with reasonable dacrity. Only Civix shirked, malingered, was dow to obey orders. Brak recognized the
obvious hate in the ferret-man's eyes. But he didn't provoke him because he knew that if he did, there
would be afight, and then hewould haveto kill Civix outright.

A day passed. Another. The desert was unchanging, gray-covered, endless. Now and again the wind
rose to sharp gusts, aforetaste of the Skulwind to come.

Brak mastered the riding of a dromedary without much trouble. He found that he enjoyed the lurching,
rolling motion of the high perch. Ky and Kyatraveled heavily muffled and sat in the doorway of their
pavilion in the evenings, saying little. The barbarian noticed that they seemed abit plumper and healthier
sncether return to adegree of civilization. Onetime he caught Kyawatching him with astrange little
smile. Though hedidn't fed likeit, he smiled in return. Spots of color brightened her lovely cheeks.

A third and fourth day went by. The caravan toiled ahead. Near evening, Friar Pol rode a bell-jingling
mule to the head of the caravan where Brak bobbed aong on his dromedary. Captain Gorzhov, hunting a
campsite, was a spot on the horizon aleague ahead.

Brak looked down at the Nestorian. “From having met members of your order in the past, Friar, | would
guessthat you're an educated man.”

“Soit'ssad,” returned Pol, rather ruefully.

“What killed the crone? No onetaks of it. It'sasif they're afraid.”

Pol's eyes turned unhappy. “ Perhaps they are. Perhaps silenceis wisdom.”

“But someterrible thing got at her. Perhaps there are more of them lurking—"

“Beadts of the waste?” A gray arm gestured at the desexrt. | think not.”

“Then what wasit?’

“Y ou have an unusud interest in something so bizarre. | thought outlanders were smple men.”
“Aye. That's 0. But it's smple wisdom to learn about a possible enemy. Well?’

Friar Pol coughed into one hand. “I—do not speculate on the cause.”

“Y our eyes say otherwise.”

Stung, Pol glanced up. Brak towered over him, ahuge, mighty-thewed figure jogging on the dromedary.
The Friar's suspicion and even outright fear showed plainly on hisface. He hid hisemationswith effort.

“Private speculation is one thing, barbarian. VVoicing it isanother. I'm not sure whether al the earsare
friendly in this conglomeration of pilgrims. Until | know for certain, | intend to keep my thought to mysdlf.



Especidly snce your manner makesit clear that you believe men of my persuasion are contemptible.”
Brak scowled. “Priest, you're hiding the real reason you won't speak out. Tell me—"

But the Nestorian was dready riding away, hismulésbel clanking.

That night, long after the camp had quieted, Brak was wakened by the music.

Herolled over in hisblanket. The night smelled of the dromedaries picketed nearby. He listened, and
then hislips peeled back from histeeth.

Two voices, far avay. The song without words rose and fell, asadly joyous minor strain. It raised the
hackles on his neck. He had heard such singing before.

Carefully he clambered out of the blanket. A dromedary, knedling and adeep, blew air fromiitslips. Brak
crept through the shadows. The music receded. On the other side of the camp, Civix and some of his
mates shouted, dicing beside afire. Brak's hands chilled as the desert music curled inside hismind, rising

up, fdling, riang agan—
Ky and Kyawandering out there at night?Snging?
Madness! And yet—

Brak padded out into the sand. He searched for the better part of an hour, but found no one. Every time
he seemed to draw near the Singing's source, it shifted to another quarter. Finaly, dismayed, he tramped
back to the camp.

Everyone ese was deegping now, including the caravan boys. He must have been the only oneto hear the
eldritch melody.

Ashelay down again he wondered. What sort of star-crazed lunatics could these twins be, indulging
themsdavesin midnight rambles and weird vocaizing? Brak tugged the blanket up around his cheeks. The
anima smell roundabout was yeasty, familiar, comforting. But the voices sang on, even twining through
his restless dreaming.

"Barbarian?"
Thebig man whirled, hisbraid legping out in the wan starlight.

A few clouds scudded. Today had seen the best weather since Brak had joined the caravan, but Hadrios
predicted a change tomorrow. Unableto Sit tamely at the evening fire with the others—and with Helane
nowhere to be seen—Brak had wandered a short distance from camp, to be startled by the swest,
sudden voice.

A figure glided to him. It glowed with radiant shafts of light, amber and pale blue.

“My lady.” Brak saluted with the wine cup he was carrying. “I didn't see you standing there.”
Kyamoved closer. She smdled of aclove scent. Her cheeks were full and white in the starshine.
“Isthere some specid reason you're not with the others?’

“No, none.” Thetinkle of the gemson her clothing and the shine of her pearl eyes unnerved him. Hetried
not to show it. “I just wanted alittle time to mysdif.”



“Would you shareit with me, then?’

She stood quite close now, her wet lips dightly parted. He tried to read her eyes. They were opague as
the pearls of which they reminded him.

Kya's hand tickled along his bare forearm. The ingnuating touch was pleasing in away. Y et therewas a
Strange, tired monaotony in her voice.

“Wak with mealittle way out into the desert, won't you? The stars silver the sand so. It'slovely beyond
belief. Two people could become lost in that light. Lost.” Touch went her hand. “Log.”

Heforced coarsenessinto hisvoice. “| prefer getting lost in awine keg. My cup's empty.”
And he stalked back to the camp.

L ater, at the campfire, he puzzled at his own behavior.

Why did Kyadisturb him in an unpleasant way? She was young, desirable.

Wasit the subtle boredom in her voice and manner? He didn't know. But he preferred Hadrios's
daughter, and was delighted to see her return to the fire. He dapped her rump, she dapped hisfacein
return, and they both fell to laughing. He helped her to fresh wine. Before too long, he managed to forget
Kyaamost completely.

The weather worsened. The sky was dark lead, and the wind picked up. They toiled on for two, three,
four more days. The waste grew more formidable, the dunes higher and steeper.

Brak saw Ky and Civix spending much of their free time together. The two whispered and walked at the
camp's edgein the evening. He wondered whether the men had devel oped some sort of unwholesome
friendship.

No longer did Civix glare angrily during the day. In fact, he grew lifeless and lethargic, dow to obey
orders. He looked even more undernourished than usud. Brak watched him secretly one afternoon, but
could find no evidence that Civix was helping himsdf to extrarations of mind-dulling wine.

Next noon, Gorzhov rode in with grim news.
“I saw the hell-pit smoke half aday ahead.”

Hadriostraced asign againg evil eye. “Well pass round them by the north route. Find us a suitable camp
site, Captain. But not too near, not too near.”

Riding alongside the caravan magter, Brak watched Gorzhov race off again. Man and dromedary
dwindled rapidly, struggling at last to the top of ahigh, faraway rise. Brak thought he saw puffy columns
of yellow smoke drifting up behind that curve of dune. He turned to Hadrios with a question and noticed
that the old man had afixed, frightened stare.

“Arethese pits so terrible?’ Brak wanted to know.

“Don't scoff till you see them, outlander. The blasphemous eder godsinfested them with life that lusts
after the unwary. The part of the journey aready finished wasthe light part. Now we cometo this evil
region. And Quran beyond.”

Hadrios hesitated amoment. Worry softened his strong face. His beard flew crazily inthe wind. “ Brak?’



“Y&?’

“Mother Mil'skilling still hangs like astone round my neck. | was a bad nephew to the old creature. |
gave her preciouslittle attention these past few years. But something dew her. Something uncommon and
anful. Pray the godswe l€ft it behind.”

“If 1 knew the proper gods, Hadrios, | would.”

The old man saw that Brak was sincere, and it seemed to comfort him alittle. Brak said nothing about his
conviction that Friar Pol knew something of the nature of the horror that had killed the crone.

At midafternoon the first dromedaries toiled over the highest rise. Brak sat till asthe caravan went by
him, so wonderstruck by the sight below that he hardly paid attention to those passing: Civix on foot,
whipping arecacitrant mule with alight wand, then Ky and Kya muffled to their eyes againg therising
wind, two statue-figures on the high backs of their beasts. Kya's pearl eyeslingered on Brak's blocky
face as she rode across the top of the dune.

Captain Gorzhov was leading them to avaley. A haze darker than the sky itsdf hung over it, lending it a
misty and forbidding quality. The valey stretched agood four or five leaguesto either hand, effectively
blocking a straight-ahead route. Its floor bubbled with natura pits of varying size, some quite large.

Inthe pitsaturgid yelow-tinged liquid roiled. The pits gave off those puffy towers of smoke Brak had
glimpsed earlier. The smdl of the pitswas aysmd; dmost like the odor of burned flesh. And now and
again—there! Brak's sharp eye caught the movemen.

Up from the yelow dime curled amulti-stranded tentacle.

Bilious belly-white, the thing waved gently, seekingly in theair. Then it withdrew under the bubbles. In
other pits, other tentacles probed upward from time to time. Some had severa branches. Brak asked
Captain Gorzhov about the nature of the life under the surface of the dime-pools.

Gorzhov spat and clicked histeethin arigid smile. “No onethat | know has ever seen more than those
dightful arms. Only athick-wit would want to.” He rode on.

Campfirethat evening was adismd affair. Thewind had falen and every now and then, a puckering pop
drifted to the ears of those gathered at the night meal. Gorzhov had selected a spot agood hdf aleague
from the pits. Most of them were mercifully hidden behind anatura barrier of tumbled rocks. But the pit
smell could neither be hidden nor forgotten. And the tops of the concedling rocks shone adusty yellow,
another constant reminder.

Brak finished only part of hisfood. He tossed the gnawed joint back in the common pot. Friar Pol
looked at him with revulsion but said nothing. Brak wiped his hands on hislion hide, searched for Helane.
Gone on some private errand.

Turning his head again, his gaze met that of Kya. She was seated outside her pavilion. Brak's belly
wrenched hard.

With afaint, dow smile the beautiful girl motioned to him. He had no choice. He went.

Kyas cheekswere round and pink. The strain of the journey, evident in the haggard faces of everyone
else, seemed to have affected her not awhit. Asthe barbarian walked to her in long, loping strides, he
noticed Gorzhov and Civix exchanging snickers on the other side of thefire. Brak was abit surprised. He
had thought Civix's new friend was Ky. Tonight Civix looked more tired and laconic than ever.



“Lady, good evening,” Brak said with an awkward bob of his head.

“Areyou lessinterested in wine kegs tonight, Brak?’

Confused, he blinked. “What?’ Sudden memory of the other evening. “Oh. My lady, |—"
“No matter. The past's both forgotten and forgiven. But | wondered whether tonight—"

A pause. Her moist, sweet lips peeled back ever so little from long, perfect teeth. Thetip of her tongue
caressing her underlip. In the way she sat, torso thrust dightly forward to accent her figure, therewas
unmigtakableinvitation.

“—tonight would you walk with me near the pits? | have adesireto seeasight so unusud at closer
range. But | hesitateto go aone.”

He cursed himsdlf in silence. Something about her sibilant monotone turned his reaction to suspicious and
sour.

In the silence she sensed his unease. Above the dazzle of her jeweled clothing, pearl eyesreflected the
campfirelikesuns.

“Barbarian—"
“My lady?

Now Kyas voice had an edge that cut softly. “What do you see that makes you turn away?’ Another
pause. “Areyou araid to tell me?’

“Lady, | would be pleased to go with you, but—"

Helanestawny hair glimmered. She was standing where Gorzhov and Civix had been amoment ago.
They were gone. Quickly Brak finished.

“| promised the daughter of Hadriosthat | would walk with her awhile.”
“You'relying,” Kyasmiled. The pearl eyesloomed. “Now tell me.What do you think you see?"

The chalenge was implacable. She was stronger than she looked. But she was aso awoman, and he
would not be ordered about by one of her sex.

“Good evening, lady,” he said curtly, and l€ft.

Hadrios watched with aboiled and questioning eye as Brak made directly for Helane. The barbarian
took the girl's elbow, thrust her gently into the blackness away from the firelight.

“To get away from her, | said you and | would look at the pits. Save mefrom aliar.”

He stood close to Helane just then. Some of her tawny hair, windblown, danced across hisface. She
gudied him for along momen.

“The twinsfrighten you, don't they?’ she asked.

He shook hishead, but he was lying when hedid it. He said, “It'sonly that | understand little of royaty. |
have afeding they think on every word they say. | do not.” Heforced agrin. “To my regret, many
times”



“Very wdl, Brak.” She caught his hand, started toward the yellow tinged rocks. “I'll redeem your poor
prevaricating soul. Father has seen the pitsbut | never have.”

Asthey walked, Brak wondered whether she saw through his fase bravado and lame explanation. He
suspected she did. He was grateful for her tact.

The pits plip-plopped. The yelow light brightened. Brak's broadsword best on his thigh with the motion
of hiswaking, asteady dap of sound. He thought he heard an animal scurrying on theright, half spun,
haf drew theiron. Then he clanked it back when the sound was not repested.

Helan€e's laugh was gentle. “It's not only roydty you don't trust. Y ou're wary of everyonein the caravan.”
“Girl, that's not tr—"

“Butitis. It showsin your face. The caravan boys seeit, and they fear you for it. But now I've
discovered the one thing you do trust.” She touched the hilt of the blade.

“Um.” A curt nod. “I learned that in the north.”
“Exiled, you told Fether. For mocking warlike gods. And where are you going?’

“South. Khurdisan.” The old magic sang along the wind and rang like holy bells.Khurdisan the Golden.
Hisvoice rumbled on asthey approached the rocks. “A huge kingdom, they say. A land shaped likea
sickle moon, long enough to reach from the Mountains of Smokein the east to the Pillars of Eboninthe
west. Andrich! Inthe cities, gold clingsto the buildingsin little thin layers you can scrape off, s0.” He
showed her with atwisting motion of his horn-nailed thumb. “ Theidols are gold too, the shaman told me.
And it'snever cold there.”

Helane's hair blew behind her like a banner. Something made her link her arm with Brak's. Her breast
was awarm, soft push againgt his naked muscle. His blood heated unbidden. He thought with guilt of
Rhea the queen whom he had loved above dl.

“I' know Khurdisan iswarm, Brak. Four winters ago, my father and | traveled there.”
“Traveled—?" Stunned, he turned. “Y ou reached Khurdisan?

“Aye. And came back.”

“Then you must tdl me about it. Everything.”

He pulled her pell mell past the rocks, only stopping short asthey emerged beside the yellow-glowing
pits. Sowly writhing, asickly white tentacle sensed their presence and stretched toward them. But they
were safe by distance. Brak flung a stone.

The tentacle snapped around the stone and whipped it out of sight beneath the surface.

The smdl, theunnaturd glaring light, the white thingsweaving inthe air al acrossthe valey could not
bother him now. He sat Helane down on arock, crouched at her feet, begged her to tell him of what
sheld seen in the hot southern lands.

“Very well,” she smiled. “Though thisisn't avery gppropriate setting.”
Almost like achild, he pressed apam to hisforehead. “Make me seeit.”

So she began to talk of fountains and golden plazas, and women with pale gold skins. Brak waslike a



drunkard, each word intoxicating. He only half heard arattle-clack of pebblesrolling loose up among the
boulders. The sound was similar to the one that had made him start as they walked here. He dismissed it,
listening to Helane. When she screamed low, it wastoo late.

He stumbled to hisfeet, snaked hishand for his broadsword. The rocks at the edge of hisvision
reminded him that he and the girl had wandered out of sight of the caravan.

“Outlander,” said Captain Gorzhov by way of greeting as he stepped from the shadows of arock.

The Captain's teeth were fiercely whitein hisred beard. “We have ascoretotaly at last.” Gorzhov held
his crescent sword in hisright hand, something esein hisléft.

“And the Captain has help with the tallying,” said alabored voice.

Out from the rocks lurched Civix, his dagger acurved diver of light. He moved and spoke dowly, as
though dazed. “ The Captain and | agreed that two doing the settling would make the little game come out
the way we wanted.”

Immobile, Helane watched with terrified eyes. Brak crouched, did his broadsword the rest of the way
out. He backed up one step. Two. Helane cried aquick warning. Brak jumped forward as something
wavy-white snatched at his ankle from the nearet pit.

Gorzhov and Civix walked toward him. The Captain's gait was steedy. Civix ssumbled, blinking in his
downess. They had Brak flanked.

Gorzhov tossed up the object in his free hand, caught it.

It wasasmdl tan pouch.

“Being thefirgt to reach Mother Mil had its advantages,” he chuckled.

“Y ou robbed her?’ Brak's voice turned ugly. “Plucked and plundered a dead woman?’
“Doesthis strutting lout from the steppes deserve an answer, Civix?" Gorzhov snorted.

Flick-flack, Civix twisted his slvery dagger. His cheeks looked hollow, as though he were starving. But
his speech was thick, clogged. “ Aye—aye, Captain, he does. The kind we planned.”

“Watch him close, then.”

Gorzhov tucked the bag between histeeth, swiftly employed his free hand to draw something from inside
it. Before Brak was half ready to take advantage of the Captain's momentarily awkward position,
Gorzhov thrust the bag away insde hislight padded coat. He was on guard again, sword up. In his other
hand he hddd asmall yellowed ivory phid.

“One of Mother Mil's specid preparations,” he grinned, making theivory phia wiggle between the balls
of histhumb and thick forefinger.

“Mind-clouding dust. When | fight, you see, | prepare well ahead of time. My plan hatched the day we
met. In essence, it's dways been smple—to repay you for the way you dealt with methat day.”

“So you dew Mother Mil—"

“No!” Gorzhov's answer was quick, rasping. For an instant his eyesreflected adumb terror. “That | did
not do. But | won't deny | took advantage of the Situation. Filched the bag and sat by to spring my trap.



Tonight seemed the proper moment. The daughter of Master Hadrioswill forgive me, but somethings
can't be borne. What's between the outlander and meis amatter of blood honor.”

In other circumstances Brak might have laughed at the pomposity of those words. But Gorzhov didn't
consider them pompous at dl. There was gritty hatred in the clench of histeeth. He believed he had been
wronged, and there was but one remedy. Murder.

“Honor, you say?’ Brak whispered the words, maneuvering for time. He shifted hisweight for better
footing. “Y ou certainly display it in plenty, Captain. By staking in the dark. By looting corpses. By every
kind of coward's trick—"

Gorzhov lunged forward. “ Arrogant son of adut!”
"Ca-ca-captain!" Civix let out the feeble cry as Helane scooped up astone and flung it hard.

Captain Gorzhov staggered asthe rock broke the skin of hisforehead. Red drops splattered down both
sdes of hisnose. Despite hislethargy, Civix managed to reach Helane€'s side, fist his hand, and strike her.
The blow did not ook like ahard one, but it caught her unaware and she went down. Brak was moving
then. Mouth open, he growled.

Hethrust his broadsword out ahead. Gorzhov squeezed the little phid. Thethin ivory shell wentcraack .
A trickle of dust trailed out, glowing with afaint green nimbus. Brak loped one stride nearer Gorzhov—

The Captain whipped the broken phia from left to right. It spewed the green dust. The dust showered
into Brak's eyes. He took one more lunging step—

Then, asif some supernatural hand had seized his middle and squeezed, he went rigid.
Hethrew his head back. He was blind.
Heydled. Hlane moaned somewhere. Captain Gorzhov laughed.

“Now, beast!” he exclaimed. “Now you'll behave for us, won't you? We don't want to gut you just yet.
Wewant you to show uswhat kind of anima you redly are.”

Brak's mind seethed with colors. Theinside of his mouth wasfiery hot. His body began to shake
uncontrollably under the sudden effect of the enchanted dust. Without wanting to, he tossed his head
back and screamed wildly. Foam bubbled at the corners of his mouth.

He knew that succumbing to the power of the dust would render him an easy target for them to strike
whenever they wished. But he couldn't help himsdlf. Heydled again.

Captain Gorzhov roared. Civix's feebler laughter joined in. Brak's body wrenched and writhed like a
possessed thing. All hiswill, dl the reason and rage left in onetiny corner of hismind couldn't stop
another awful yell.

He screamed from the belly, howling and howling, still blind. Captain Gorzhov's voicerosein
thunder-pedls of mirth.

They'll kill you, the sane corner of Brak's mind fought to tell him.Kill you—
He knew. Could do nothing. Another convulsion shook him. He bayed like a beast.

Chapter 1V
Demon's Mark?



Y dlow light from the pits sSmmered againgt his eyeids. Brak managed to get one eye open, then the
other.

Thevalley tilted lazily. Hisvison was pulled violently out of focus by a convulsion. Each spasm induced
by the green dust affected al of him a once—made muscles under his skin legp; made hiseyesblue;
made a sickening vertigo churn hismiddle. And made him howl. The yellow light grew brighter. He was
moving. He heard Captain Gorzhov's taunting laugh, the higher-pitched, sammery sound of Civix
enjoying the torment. Thefirst convulson waned. A new one struck—

Equilibrium log, Brak felt himsdlf faling forward out of control. He bayed from araw throat.
Time seemed to suspend as he fell. Y dlow radiance drifted up at hisface.
The pit!'—you're tumbling!

He struck hard on his chest. His head hung over the pit's rim. His broadsword was gone; somehow he
sensad histwitching hand empty. Right under hiseyes, the turgid surface of the pool fattened into an
obscene bubble that broke with awet plipping sound.

The gtink of the pit was vile. The smdll intensified the moment the bubble disappeared. Brak's scream
turned to aretch.

Haze. He couldn't see clearly. He didn't know whether it was because the mind-clouding dust was till
making his eyes blur, or whether it was the result of lying so close to the surface of the pool wherethe
mist hung thickest. Everything looked distorted, moving with alimpid motion. Another spasm wracked
him, wrenched him over on hisside, flung him on hisback with legsthrashing.

The stink worsened. Plip-plop-plip , the pool gave off itsfoulness. Brak tried to brace hishands at his
sdes. Thefingerswriggled like the legs of insects. He screamed without wanting to.

A flickering thought: Helane. Had she escaped?

He hoped so. Thereéd be none for him. He fought, but the struggle was only in his mind. His body
wouldn't obey. The faraway stars shone with tails of fire and sparks. No, that fiery mist came from his
own blurred sight—

He had to get up. Had to pull himsdlf away from the pit's rim.Plip-plop-plip. The pool sounds came
more frequently. Abruptly there was anew one. An oozing splash, as though something disturbed the
pool's surface—

Up across his shoulder and around his neck twined something damp and reeking.

Heydled. Thistime of hisown volition, in surprise and terror. A writhing white strand crossed hiseyes,
twisting againgt the night sky. The tentacle dropped, flopped across his mouth and nose. Five or Six
branches of the same tentacle constricted on his neck.

Ingtantly there was exquisite pain.

Brak'smind signaled to hisbody in automatic desperation:hand, tear it away—! All a once hewas able
toflex hisfingers.

But the pain was worsening, as though thousands of tiny hot hooks dug into his skin and tugged. The
tentacle on hisface pressed tight, flattening againgt his cheek, hisnose. The pain centered there. The
tentacle wasstripping his flesh away—



In the distance, Captain Gorzhov whooped with delight. Suddenly Brak's eyes focused. He saw grayness
closeagaing hisnose.

The tentacle tightened on histhroat. Helifted his hands. They came up like weights. Too long! Too dow!
Plip-plop-plip , the yellow pit bubbled dl the faster.

The barbarian's hands were rocks he strained to lift. Hisface was livid with hurt. Another scream rosein
histhroat. He choked it back.

Just then, some primitive sense told him that the pain had saved him, had somehow nullified the effects of
the mind-clouding philtre.

Time began to run again, perilousfast. Brak's aching hands came the rest of the way to histhroat and
tore, tore, tore with brutal ferocity—

The tentacles were pulpy, gelainous. They writhed and tightened the moment his horny nails dug into
them. Brak dipped hisfingers between his cheek and the white strand, flung it off. Pain was bright firein
his face as the tentacle released.

But he had a chance now. His body no longer shook so hard. Instead of screaming, he growled and
grunted, sound of hisown making; hate-sounds.

Hands under another branch of the tentacle on histhroat. Tug, tear—his back muscles strained with the
effort.

One strand loose—
Then the other—

The stench from the pool gagged him. He raked his nails over the next strand of the pit-thing. With a
murderous violence he ripped the strand off, flung it so hard it flopped end-over into the pool .

Y dlow-shiny bubbles burst. The haze roiled faster. The big barbarian bent up from the waig, tucked his
right leg under, pushed. Hetore a the last tentacles as he came upright, rising to hisfeet through wave
after wave of pain.

One moretentacle to loose—
Gone.

Hewas erect and dizzy. The last white strand did off his shoulder, leaving atrack of bloody little
indentations. The big barbarian weaved back and forth. Blood seeped from dozens of tiny wounds where
the tentacles had gripped.

He searched the areafor Gorzhov and Civix, discovered that they were further away from him than they
had been ashort time ago. The two stood close, swords glinted back the yellow pit light.

Gorzhov seemed to be urging Civix to join him in aconcerted attack. Evidently the pair had retrested to
safe spots to watch the pit-thing do their work for them. The Captain was plainly dismayed by the sight
of the big barbarian standing wide-legged, head down, eyes glaring out from under histhick brows.

Brak leaned down for his broadsword. Bdlieving hed won his escape from the pit, he was unwary. The
tentacle-thing shot up between hislegs from behind with astonishing speed. Its branches dithered up his
chest, whipped round and round his neck—



Theviolence of the congrictions pulled him off baance. Hisleft hed did to the pit'srim. A massve lunge
forward held him balanced againgt the tugging power of the tentacle for one desperate moment. He
brought his broadsword up, twisted, hacked over and down with both hands locked to the hilt.

Iron diced through the tentacl€'s main branch. Released, Brak pitched forward. The arms of the white
thing let go of his neck. He grabbed them, threw them onto the shale where the whole severed
many-branched monstrosity gave off ahigh-pitched, dmost enraged whistle,

Sowly, dowly, the branches of the tentacle fdll to the earth. The angry whistling stopped. With alast
plip-plop , the main tentacle from which the branched one had been cut did away beneath the surface of

the pool.

Once more the big barbarian shook himself. Thistime, he edged a careful distance from the pit. Hiseyes
focused on Gorzhov and Civix up by the rocks. He suppressed the pain by remembering what they had
doneto him. He stared amoment longer, asavage, gory figure with bedraggled braid and lion-tail
hanging down behind.

Then he charged them.

At thefirst step he knew how severely the battle with the pit-thing had taxed him. The effects of the
mind-dust were gone, but his head till buzzed and his legs wobbled. He reached Helane, paused only
long enough to see that athough she lay awkwardly crumpled, her breast moved with life. Then heran
on.

Captain Gorzhov ingtantly showed himself the most dangerous of adversaries: the kind wanting dl the
advantages on his sde before he struck. Now, with the big barbarian lumbering toward him through the
shifting haze, there was quick fear on Gorzhov's bearded face. He siwung around, pushed past Civix and
bolted. A shadow melting through the blacker shadow round the tumbled boulders, Gorzhov was soon
gone. Civix blested in alarm, redlizing what had happened. He tried to run. But he looked like aman
wallowing in mud. His speed was negligible, and he lacked a sense of direction. Hisferret eyeswere
curioudy glazed.

The barbarian ran hard, sucking inwind, trying not to let hiseyesblur. A good distance still separated
him from the blundering Civix. What was wrong with the wretch? Brak wondered, his hunger for revenge

dready waning.

He had no belly for killing aman who moved as Civix did, with snail's downess, cheeks dl a-glisten with
sweat. Civix's mouth worked ferocioudy, as though he labored for air—

The fool was blundering straight to the edge of another pit! A wavery whitefork did up from below to
writheintheair, waiting—

None too sure of foot himsdf, Brak failed to spy arock in his path. He whacked hisleft leg hard, spun
aside. He toppled, dropped his broadsword, thrust out hands to cushion thefal, hit the earth hard.
Pieces of shale gashed his pams. Helost track of Civix amoment, looked again, shouted in disbelief—

Swift and seething-black, a cloudiness separated itsalf from the rocks and boiled through the air toward
Civix.

Brak'stemples ached. His eyeswatered. Hetried to stand. His left hand betrayed him, dipping. Hefell
again, onto hisleft sde. For oneinstant he had a distorted view of Civix teetering at the pit's edge asthe
sygian doudiness enfolded him.



Civix screamed in unbearable torment. The opague blacknessrolled away as quickly asit had come and,
in an eyeblink, again became a part of the darkness surrounding the rocks.

Brak swiped at his mouth.
No sgn of Civix. The dark thing had taken him at the pit's rim and he was gone—

Brak's neck itched. He sensed evil hovering. Whatever the dark formlessness had been, one thing was
certain.

Itlived.

The big barbarian felt baffled and deeply frightened. What could possibly have snatched Civix away
from—?

He saw it then. Something rumpled and wrinkled. It lay in the shale where the man had been standing
when the cloud caught him.

Sowly Brak walked forward. The bile of fear rosein his mouth.

He dropped to his knees, laid his broadsword aside. He put out his hands to touch the—remains, but he
couldn't bring himself to do it. He turned to stare at the rocks where the cloud had vanished.

Civix was abonédessrag, of no more substance than the torn robe containing his decimated corpse.
Something had sucked out his bone and hisblood and left abag of crinkled skin no thicker than Brak's
own wrist. The man's head was folded down onto his shoulder like an empty sack. The barbarian
swallowed, touched the dead cheek. It had a brittle, papery fedl. He picked up Civix'sarm. Lacking
diffness, the arm hung from hishand like an empty deeve.

That was dl Brak could bear. He turned away and emptied his ssomach.

Finally, after resting on arock and holding his head till the dizziness passed, he was able to walk back to
the ruin that had been hisenemy.

He reached down again with both hands. Just as he was about to touch the corpse, he pulled his hands
back a second time and growled low.

On Civix'sankle, wrinkled and grimy, threetiny black prick-marks stood out stark. The three formed the
points of an invisbletriangle. It was the same deathmark he had seen on Mother Mil.

Instantly Brak's weary mind tumbled with unanswerable questions. What was the cloud-black thing that
had killed Civix? Some kind of demon or evil essence? For no reason Brak saw afacelikeamedalionin
hismind.

Ky, pearl-eyed, head together with Civix in whispering colloquy.

That made no sense! A nobleman of Jovis connected with this vileness? The two had been unlikely
companions recently. But how could that possibly explain Civix's awful lethargy, the lethargy which hed
left him behind to die victim of—something—while Captain Gorzhov, unwilling to face Brak, escaped?

Countlesstiny wounds from the white tentacles had leeched Brak's blood until he was near to fainting. A
great dry nauseafilled hisbelly. He lumbered to hisfeet, seemed to clench hiswhole body. With one
swift motion he scooped up the flapping remains and flung them into the nearest pit.

The corpse spread on the bubbling surface like ahuge doll cut of cloth. Then atentacle curled up and



over theflattened head, dragged it under. The rest soon disappeared too.
A bloody disastrous night. Brak limped back toward Helane, who il lay unconscious.

WEI, hethought,at least now we know one thing for certain. If Logol is haunted by demon-animals
unknown to any who travel these wastes, then—the demon is following us.

Sickened and afraid, he was tempted to run away. After amoment the desire passed.

He had cast hislot with Hadrios the Star-Tracker. No matter how he might want to, he could not
abandon the old man and the othersin the caravan now. As he passed the rocks from which the
cloud-blackness had come he turned his head away sharply. His face was wet with swedt.

Helane did not seem badly hurt. Brak maneuvered her onto his shoulder, went back to retrieve his
broadsword and then started up toward the rocks with labored step.

A bubble went plip-plop. The haze drifted. Somewhere ahead men were halooing, rushing out from the
caravan with torches. Brak stumbled on.

Chapter V
River Sniger
“Fifty strokes.”

The hooking nose of old Hadrios stood out sharp against the flat gray sky as he spoke. Hislips pressed
tight together. Then:

“Andwdl lad on.”

Nervoudy the caravan boy named Kes uncoiled the long whip in the sand. A few of the other boys stood
about, none looking cheerful. Some had chosen not to witness the punishing, which wastaking place at a
discreet distance from the morning campfire.

The wind lifted particles of sand againgt Brak'sface. In the distance, one of the mules brayed. The only
other person present was Friar Pol. He faced the man to be punished but did not look at him.

The Nestorian fingered hislittle stone cross. Hislips moved. Taking to hisNameless God, Brak
supposed, uncomfortably.

“Will you give me the count, master?” Kes asked.
“I will,” Hadriosreplied. “Begin.”
Craaack. Thewhip left ared line on Captain Gorzhov's naked back.

The scout lay on hisbelly in the sand. Hiswrists and ankles were fastened to tent pegs by ropes. His
head was turned to the left. Shivering and itching inside a borrowed cloak, the big barbarian could not
see the Captain's eyes. But he saw Gorzhov's neck muscles tighten and cord as the lash was pulled back
for the second stroke.

“One” Hadrios said. His eyeswere without pity.
Keslaid on the next stroke.

“Two.”



Brak didn't enjoy watching. He would have been just as happy if matters had been settled another way.
But Hadrios had taken affairsinto his own hands. Friar Pol clutched his crossto the bosom of hisgray
robe, raised closed eyesto asky dready filling with darker clouds.

Brak's hide itched from the unguents and dressings that had been gpplied to hiswounds the night before.
He eyed the sky as the sound of the whip quickened. If the Skulwind did not blow today, it would soon.

Brak had no solid evidence for that belief. But it was fill afirm conviction. If the worst could happen to
this caravan it would.

Craack.
“Fourteen.”

It went on and on, giving Brak no satisfaction, only aleaden certainty that there would be more trouble as
aresult of it. Gorzhov was a devious man. He had apparently chosen to return to camp the preceding
evening asif nothing had happened, gambling that Brak would never leave the area of the hdll-pitsdive.

It had turned out otherwise.

The whip sang and popped.
“Twenty-four.”
At the count of forty-one, Captain Gorzhov groaned aloud. Hadrios held up a hand.

“Enough.”

Breath hissed out Gorzhov's teeth. Hadrios said, “Hear and heed me, Captain. If | am caled upon to
punish you for asmilar offense again, I'll give you deeth, not the lash.”

The bearded scout groaned to signify held heard. His back glistened with red criss-crossings but none
was particularly deep. Despite Hadrioss instruction, the boy Kes had not lashed with al-out ferocity. He
redlized that Captain Gorzhov would gtill be with the caravan after his punishment. Obvioudy Kesfeared
the scout'slong memory.

Hadrios caught up the hem of hisrobe and turned away. “Cut him loose,” he said as he | ft.
Kesfumbled for his dagger. Brak stepped forward. “I'll doit.”

Kes and the other boys departed. Alone with Gorzhov, Brak knedled down beside the big man and
began to saw through the rope binding hisleft wrist.

Gorzhov's eyes seemed tiny and dull. Whether the man was chastened or merely hiding his hatred, Brak
couldn't be sure. He suspected the latter.

The rope strands parted. Brak stared straight at the Captain.
“Thiswasnone of my doing,” he said.
“What makes you think that lessens the pain one whit?’ Gorzhov said, without emotion.

“But | want you to know. When | taly scores, as| think you caled it last night, it's not from behind an
ambush. Nor with another man holding awhip for me. Hadrios learned what happened from another.”

“From Hdane?’



“What difference doesit make?’

Captain Gorzhov didn't reply. Histongue licked at a cracked upper lip.

“Civix—" he began.

Brak's eyes shifted to the blowing horizon. “ Gone. He ran away.” 1t was the same lie held told Hadrios
and the others.

All night long held lain awake in his blanket, staring into the starless murk and debating his own wisdom
or lack of it.

Tdl Hadrios the demon-anima—or whatever it was—had struck again? What good would it do?
Perhaps held reved the truth to the old caravan master in aday or o, if he could first sort out answersto
some of the questionsin hisown mind. Y et even if Hadrios knew, what defense could he, or any of them,
mount?

At any rate, Brak was till convinced that for the time being it was better that he alone carried the secret.

But he had definitely decided to approach Friar Pol again a an opportune moment. He was sure that the
Friar knew or suspected the nature of the demon. He didn't look forward to the encounter with the
priest. It was necessary, though.

Brak hacked the last rope. Gorzhov wobbled up, massaging hiswrist. Hisred beard looked dusty in
places, sticky with swest in others.

“Doyou redly meanto tell me, outlander, that you didn't enjoy the whipping?’
A dow nod from Brak. Captain Grozhov blew a bubble of spit on the sand.
“That much for your lying. You rdishedit. I'll remember.” And he limped off.

The big barbarian turned to watch him go. Past the place where the caravan boys were scurrying to
ready the beasts for the day's march, the striped pavilion occupied by Ky and Kya bulked at the top of a
low dune. Someone watched from there: atwinkle, ablaze of jewels; nothing e se could be seen.
Standing just ingde the pavilion's entrance, the watcher dowly lowered the hanging door and hid the
muted glow of the gems.

Which twin it had been, Brak had no idea. But he was positive the eyes had been watching him.
The caravan made dow progress again that day.

They circled wide around the hell-pit region and I eft it behind at noon. Asthe sun began to drop, a
dromedary foundered in the degpening sand. Leg broken, the beast had to be dain.

In the process of getting the chests unstrapped from the carcass and transferred to another animal, one of
the caravan boys|et aline dip. The chest tumbled, hit the sand hard enough to rip the leather fastenings at
one corner. Uncut gems spilled out, alittle river of dull, fist-sze stones of amber and green.

Brak cuffed the boy who'd made the mistake. He badgered at the othersin ahoarse, angry voice.
Hadrios rode back to the cause of the commotion. Dismounting, he ssumped toward the boys who were
hastily scooping up gems and sand. The old man vented hiswrath in astream of oaths.

The delay cost them the better part of what would have been their afternoon rest. Hadrios ordered an
extramarch. It was wdll into the hours of darkness before they stopped.



The caravan boys grew quarrelsome at their fire that night. Brak had to separate two who had daggers at
each other'sribs. An uneasy mood was settling over everyone, Brak redlized as he wrapped himsdlf in his
blanket.

No starswere visible in the sky. The wind whined. He dreamed sodden dreams of Civix's limp and
bone ess body hanging over his pam. In and out through the dream wove that strange, mournful snging
he had heard before—

Waking suddenly in the stillness to hear amule slamp nearby, he listened.
The singing was not in hisdreams. It curled across the windy desert, audible even above the gusty wind.

Brak flung off hisblanket and moved out into the sand, walking wide of the picketed mules and the
caravan boys bundled in the lice-ridden coverlets. One of the boys—K es, he thought—was whimpering
inhisdeep.

He prowled up near the ashes of the main campfire. His skin crawled from atenson he did not fully
understand as he dipped near the striped pavilion belonging to Ky and Kya.

The pavilion's door hanging flapped noisily. Brak crouched down, one side of his face suddenly washed
with orange light as the wind brightened the last of the embers. Then the light waned. He crept forward.

Five steps from the pavilion.
Now four.
A thick lump of shadow nearby gave off araspy snoring sound. Old Hadrios. He was not resting easily.

The door hanging jumped and snapped like ademon with asinigter lifeal itsown. Out in the desert the
voicesintertwined, risng and faling, but less audible than they had been afew moments ago.

Three steps—

Two—

At one side of the pavilion entrance, Brak hunched in the dark.

Thewind guttered low. He leaned closer. He gnawed at his underlip, scowling.

No sound of breathing in there. Not one rustle of movement. Either the twins dept gill asthe dead, or
they had gone from the pavilion, and were the ones ing—

A footstep behind him.
Brak'sjaw clenched. He thought immediately of Gorzhov.

The scuffing sound was not repested. But he knew the watcher was still behind him, and very close. He
thought he detected light, rapid breathing. He bunched his muscles—

Up and pivoting in asingle, savage motion, he snaked his broadsword free. Reflection from the cods
made it shimmer like afirebolt. A tal black shape towered on the far sde of the embers.

“Speak!” Brak demanded. “Who goes?”’
Weasthat arelieved sgh?“Only |, outlander. Pol.”



The barbarian moved quickly away from the pavilion where the door hanging still snapped, twisted high
above the pavilion's roofline by the capriciouswind. The singing wailed gently, murmured far away.

Brak circled the fire and drew close to the Nestorian. A rattle of beads asthe priest dropped the stone
cross which held been holding when he came on Brak skulking there. Wind brightened the embers again.
Highlights gleamed: the pitted stone surface of the cross; Pol's sunken eyes, circled by shadows of
faigue.

“Did something trouble your deep?’ the Friar asked.
“Why, yes” A pause. “Thesinging.”

“Singing?’ It was said too quickly.

“You hear as| do clearly, priest.”

“Perhaps | do. Perhaps | don't. Perhapsit's better for dl of usif no one admitsto hearing it.”
Brak'slaugh was curt. “ Then others have?’
“Hadrios Star-Tracker. His daughter.”

“Did they ask you what it was?’

“yes”

“And what did you answver?’

Slence.

“Doesn't your Nameless God give you the wisdom to tell them the source? The singing's been with us
sncewe set out, hasn't it?”

The Friar scuffed asandd. “Let us drop the matter.”

"No!" Brak growled, gliding forward. He wastaler than the priest, formidable. Thewind lifted hislong
yelow braid and madeit dance. “We both know something's bedeviling this caravan. Something foul and
evil. | think you know the source, though | am beginning to have my suspicions.” He hesitated, then
decided on athrugt. “Unlessmy earstrick me, there's no one deeping in yonder pavilion.”

TheFriar turned. Faint firelight made his bading forehead gleam. He stared at the pavilion for some
moments. The door hanging snapped.

“They aren't there?’ he said at last, sounding genuinely shaken.

“Sol believe”

A guarded tone: “What significance do you attach to it?’

“Enough of the games, priest! Y ou're the man of learning. Y ou tell me of the Sgnificance”

“Mother Mil's desth was days ago. Since then we haven't been molested. A little Snging in the night—it
may be nothing more than the trick of the wind—why gtir up meatters?’

1] BLIt—”



“Listen to me, barbarian! | want to reach Samerind as much as anyone. | have been assigned to serve
there. There are many unknown thingsin the world. Fearful things, as1've learned since taking the orders
atwelve-month ago. It's better not to tir them. Aslong asthey let usbe.”

“Ignore evil? Y ou don't talk like the cross-bearers I've encountered before.”
“I told you!” Pol replied with sbilant harshness. “I am anew priest.”
“With too little faith in your Nameless God?’

Friar Pol's right hand came up across hisleft shoulder asif to strike. Ashamed of hiswords, Brak didn't
move.

At lagt, with astrangled syllable of shame, Pol lowered his hand.
Brak grumbled alame apology.

“No need for that,” Pol sighed. “What you said istrue. Until the last twelve-month, | wasascholar. A
tutor with a handsome annua income. But there was an emptinessin my life, aconstant wearying inner
turmoil, so | sought out some Nestorians, in order to learn what it was they taught. My attitude was like
yours—ungpoken mockery. Somehow their faith made the mockery melt away. | took the orders, only
to discover that there was no inner peace as | had hoped. Rather, | found myself in direct battle, direct
confrontation with the awful godsthat fight for supremacy unseen by most mortas.”

Brak listened in silence. He well knew the name of one of the gods to whom Pol referred. The Friar
concluded:

“I' know thereisevil staking us. | do have asuspicion asto its nature. But asyou said, | have neither faith
in my own strength nor—may | be cursed for saying it—nor in strength of the one whose power |
preach. | am afraid, Brak. Does that amuse you and make you fedl superior?’

Brak shook hishead. “1 amtoo.” Hisface stood out in bleak silhouette againgt the first light on the
horizon. “ There's been another killing by the demon.”

Pal clutched the stone cross. “ Another—!”
“Civix. No one dse knowsit, and I've chosen to conced it.”

Quickly he explained about the death of the caravan boy, finishing, “ Therefore what you said is not true,
Friar. The demon has not left usaone. And if Civix hasdied, who's next?| till fed that to tell Hadrios
serves no purpose. At least not until the nature of the demon is known to someone who can suggest steps
to take againgt it. So tell me your thought. Did | use the wrong word? Perhapsiit's not one demon—"
Brak was dmogt afraid to glance at the pavilion. “ But more than one?’

Friar Pol swalowed.Now , Brak thought,at last 1've jarred himinto revealing the hidden truth .
A rugtle of blankets. A noisy, phlegmy cough. “Anyone there? Who—Brak!”

Old Hadrios climbed stiffly to hisfeet, teetered awkwardly amoment on hiswood leg. Then the caravan
master rubbed his eyes, squinted at the horizon. He licked hislips and spat.

“Wind stronger than ever. We need to hagten. If the Skulwind catches ustrying to ford the river—"

“What river?’ Brak said.



“Youll discover that,” Hadrios answered grumpily, “ before the day is out. Merely another of the
thrice-cursed obstacles standing between us and Samerind. Smartly now, outlander! | want the animas
moving in haf an hour.”

Swiftly Brak turned to the Friar. “I want to hear, Friar. Everything.”
The Friar looked sick with fear. “Very well. If we have amoment when we camp tonight—"
“Brak!” sngpped Hadrios. “ Seeto the boys! WEell have no delays this morning!”

Angered and frustrated, Brak had no choice but to stalk back toward the rear of the caravan. He passed
Helane. She greeted him with awan smile. Shetoo looked exhausted.

The barbarian could understand Hadrioss impatience. The skies showed every sign of being dark al day
long. And what was that about some river to be crossed? What could be so difficult about it? He
resgned himsdlf to waiting till nightfal to resume hisdiscusson with the Friar.

With much shouting and cursing, Brak stirred the caravan boys to action. He had no time to keep the
twins pavilion under observation. By the time he mounted his own dromedary, the striped tent was
struck and folded away. He saw Ky and Kya, muffled to the eyesin protective cowls, mounting their
knedling beasts. If the twins had been wandering in the desert, they had managed to dip back into camp
unseen.

The caravan straggled out in along line leading south. Brak stayed at the rear of the line while three of the
boys, including the one called Kes, harried two reluctant mules with staffs. When the mulesfinaly got
going, he headed his beast off at an oblique through the sand. He took a shortcut to the front of the
caravan, which was wending to the left to circle aparticularly high dune.

As he rode he scrutinized the surrounding waste. The skieswere still nearly black. Ghosts of sand
whirled across the dune-tops. Watching such, Brak suddenly spied what appeared to be ahalf buried
gone monoalith in the distance.

Isolated and stark, the squat stone sent terror through him. He rode close enough to be absolutely sure—
Yes.
Its base sand-hidden, the monolith was still recognizable asanidol to Y ob-Haggoth.

All the bitterly remembered detailswere there. The squat semihuman form with bruta stone fistsresting
on its crossed stone thighs. The sinister mouth turned downward as though to curse dl of humankind. The
idol'swrathful blind eyes were watching the passing caravan.

The big barbarian had first encountered the fearsome god in the ce-marches. There, another Nestorian
named Jerome had told him the tale of the endless titanic struggle waged by the two great god-forces that
ruled above dl other gods.

Like ablight upon man's hope, Y ob-Haggoth the Dark One stood for incarnate evil and commanded dll
the world'sdark arts of sorcery. The Nestorians, disciples of the visionary goatherd Nestoriamus who
had first professed the doctrine of the opposing force, Pol's Nameless God, fought a continua war with
Y ob-Haggoth's secret followers.

In the |ce-marches too the barbarian had comeinto direct confrontation with Y ob-Haggoth's Amyr of
Evil upon Earth, the sorcerer Septegundus. When Brak balked the sorcerer's evil schemesthat time,
Septegundus promised to follow him forever, and bar his path to Khurdisan.



The road islong to Khurdisan, the wizard had said.| will be there.

These past weeks it had seemed to Brak that he had temporarily eluded the vengeance of the sorcerer
whose lidless eyes were pupils of monstrous size, and whose skin crawled—alive—with aliving mosaic
of tiny, damned human beingsin postures of agony. Now the image of Y ob-Haggoth jogged old and
alarming memories back into being. It served as a stark reminder that—as Jerome the Nestorian had first
told him—Y ob-Haggoth's influence was everywhere, and had been since time forgot. The battle would
never cometo an end.

The dromedary continued on. Theidol vanished behind. But Brak couldn't put it from hismind.

The caravan labored on across dunes of ever increasing size. From beneath the sand of some of these
dunes, thrusts of date stood out.

Soon Brak redlized that the character of the Logol waste was changing again. Sand eddied between
hillocks of rock but did not cover their tops. The caravan moved through gullieswhere, eons ago, water
might have run. Sere shrubs clacked in the whipping wind.

Brak rode with ascrap of cloak tied across hisface. He was aware of the hillocksrising, like
soldier-rows ahead. But he did not really see them. He saw theidol of Y ob-Haggoth.

Last night the eerie singing in the night had come from the section of the desert where the idol
stood in evil silence.

The noon stop was brief. Hadrios ordered it so. Brak gulped adrink of wine, scooped afew mouthfuls
of thick porridge from the pot. He searched for Pol, but the Friar had sought what scant privacy was
available. The priest was praying among the animas snuffling at feedbags.

Head bowed and on his knees, Pol fingered his stone cross. Kes and afew of the caravan boyswere
snickering loudly at the sight. Impatient to speak with the priest, Brak was ill reluctant to disturb him.
Hedid not bdievein the Nameess God. But he had seen certain inexplicable evidences of the god's
power. With a north-born wariness of forces unknown and therefore potentialy dangerous, he curbed his
impatience. Tonight at the fire, he'd learn what the Nestorian knew.

With aglare that silenced the jeers of the caravan boys he returned to the front of the caravan to
remount. He caught sight of Ky assisting his sster onto her knedling beast. The wind had unwound the
muffling cloth the young nobleman wore around hislower face.

For amoment Ky's features stood out sharply: pearl eyeslustrous and opaque; face chubby with the
beginnings of a second chin under the jaw; cheeks spotted with patches of pink, dmost like an infant's;
lipsgtartling red.

The young lord looked amost obscendly healthy. How had he managed to put on all that tender fat at
Hadrios's cook pot? Brak couldn't remember seeing either of the twins do more than pick at the fare
Helane prepared.

Luminous as suns, Ky's eyes met Brak's face. The young lord reached out one gemmed gauntlet, touched
his sister's shoulder. She turned.

Sowly, tauntingly—or was that imagination?—Kyadrew the veilsfrom her face. Brak shuddered.
Her cheekswere as plump. And her lips were even redder than her brother's.

Up came Kyasright glove, amocking little salute. Brak bobbed his head and pivoted away. He climbed



up, dug hiskneesinto his dromedary. With asnort the beast unfolded itslegs and raised him into the
wind.

Brak signaled the beast forward. He was afraid to ook back at those fat white faces—
Fat from bone? Fat from blood?
The thought screamed unbidden into hismind.

Well, he thought as he jogged through the near-blinding clouds of sand, you've findly faced the truth thet
you've stalked and circled round for al these days. There was a certain perverserdief in a last admitting
the names of the suspected enemies.

But how could two outwardly norma human beings cause a man's blood and bone to drain away?
Sorcery? Wizards such as Septegundus, equipped with powerful thaumaturgica skills, might makeit
happen. Were the twins of that breed? There was no way of telling.

Thetimefor hesitation had passed. Helane might be struck next, or Friar Pol, or any of them. Tonight,
regardiess of what Pol told him, he would speak to Hadrios. Defenses must be planned, before another
vidimfdl.

Had Ky and Kyabeen to theidol of Y ob-Haggoth last night? Singing there? Worshipping there? Brak
clasped his hand and rode faster.

An hour before breaking noon camp, Captain Gorzhov returned to the caravan to find the big barbarian.

The scout's flat fur cap was tugged down over hisears asfar asit would go. His beard was matted with
the sand that blew in howling clouds down the rocky gully through which the caravan was struggling.
Brak believed the Skulwind had struck at last. Had they not been traversing an area of rocky hills, the
wind might have shredded flesh away.

“Hadrios wants you forward,” Gorzhov shouted.
Brak suspected atrap. “For what reason?’

Gorzhov flung out ahand to point. The caravan master waved from the top of the highest hillock ahead.
He and his dromedary made astark silhouette against the backdrop of racing black clouds.

“Ask himyourself,” the Captain cried, and rode on by.

Brak hurried ahead. The gully opened onto ardatively flat area. The dromedary crossed this swiftly, but
had difficulty ascending the steep hill on whose summit Hadrios waited. The poor beast skidded and
lurched. Its head bobbed forward and back asit tried to shift itsweight. The higher the animal climbed,
the louder grew the sound of rushing water.

Findly the dromedary gained the top. Brak did off, patted the beast to aknedling position. Hadrios
looked tense and grumpy. At the bottom of the hill a swift, wide river ran from southeast to northwest.
The water was aclear, frigid green. It showed white foam and angry wave ets on its surface.

Helane was down on the bank. She walked to and fro studying theriver. Hadrios hailed her. She climbed
back to them, giving Brak anervous, dmost hesitant glance. She pushed tawny windblown hair back,

Sying.
“It'snot yet at full flood. But thewind ismaking it run faster.”



“WEell cross before we camp,” Hadrios announced.

Brak frowned. “Isthere any other way to reach theriver than over these hills?’
“None unlesswe go upriver five or six leagues. Weveno time.”

“It might belessdifficult inthelong run.”

“WEell crosshere , outlander. Y our job isto carry out my orders, not question them.”
Color rushed to Brak's face. “When the orders make no sense—"

“Pfagh!” Hadrios snarled back. “I can't expect an outlander to appreciate the subtleties, can1? This
river's crawling with dangerouslifel”

“| see nothing but water. And I'm not your bondsman, to be sneered at like—"

1] Sop! ”

Helane's cry brought them both up short. The girl looked genuinely worried: “ Father—Brak—we mustn't
fal to quarrdling. It will be hard enough making the ford. By the time the beasts get up thishill they'll
aready be spent. Well al haveto work together if we'reto crossat dl.” Silence between the men. The
river crashed and roared. Hadrios pinched his hook of anose. He rubbed his eyes, glanced at the
barbarian in arather shamefaced way.

“My tongueis astired asthe rest of me, Brak. I'm sorry.”

“And|.” Brak crouched down, eyed thefoaming water. “ Thislifein theriver you mentioned—what isit?
| fill seenothing.”

“Creatures that hide beneath the surfacetill they strike,” Hadrios said in ahollow voice. * Creatures of
good size, with ataste for warm blood. They can wak on the bottom with many legs, or swim if need be.
WEell be safe so long as none of the animal's gash themselves accidentaly on those sharp rocks on the
shore. Blood in the water brings the creatures upstream to the source. They have snouts solong.” The
old man spaced his handswidein the air. “Both to scent the blood and attack the wounded one.”

“It might bewiser,” said Helane gently, “if we rested tonight. Then in the morning—"

“No!” Hadrioswas staring acrossthe river at the ragged ridgeline running pardld to the shore. “Therell
be no rest for anyonetill this damned place is behind us. Once we cross, there are no more natural
barriers. We have aclear dash to Samerind.”

Brak till wanted to argue. He didn't. He caught Helan€e's eye. She recognized his anger, and her glance
thanked him for hisslence.

Sometimes civilized men could be fools and more than fools, Brak thought as he left his dromedary and
scrambled back down the hill on foot. The wedlth in the caravan meant more to Hadrios than lifeitsdf.
What sort of life wasthat? Brak suddenly |ooked forward to the day when he could leave thisragtag
band in good conscience, and strike out once more on hisown.

Thewind best in hisface. He found Gorzhov where the gully widened into the sandy area. He reported
what Hadrios had told him. Gorzhov aready knew. “The damned old lunatic. Hell kill usdl.”

The caravan boys were fearful of the crossing. Brak had to work as one of them, tug on ropes and push
sweeting balky animals from behind to get the beasts moving up the date hillside. It was an hour before



the first animals reached the near shore and plunged into the curling, rushing stream. Brak was aready
exhausted.

The caravan boy guiding thefirst dromedary through the water was quickly up to his neck. He best his
reluctant animal with astick, screaming curses.

All a once Ky appeared at Brak's elbow. Pearl eyes shone above hisface cloth.

“Outlander?’

“What isit?’

“My sister and | do not care for water. We would prefer—"

“Nooneridesover,” Brak yelled, tugging on amule rope and dodging flying hooves. “No one.”

Ky's pearl eyesglittered. With anger, or worse? Brak had no time to worry. He batted the mul€'s ear.
“Damned rock-headed son of the pit! Move!"

Ten animalswerein the water now. Thefirst was haf way across. The air ripped with screaming.
Brak spun, let loose of the mul€'s rope. It was Helane who had cried out. In an instant he saw the reason.

On theridgeline across the river, some two dozen riders had appeared. Pennons whipped as they turned
down the hillside toward the water. A blur of white face, asmear of red where an eye would be—

Hadrios cried," Quran!™

The riders wore hip-high black boots, padded black coats and heavy black gauntlets. Red plumes
bobbed from the points of their tight black helms. Brak saw lances, spears, curved swords—and a glitter
of ruby abovethe nosein every face.

The freed mule ran bucking up the river bank. Unable to get around alarge rock extending into the
water, the mule crashed into it. Treasure chests lashed to the animal's back split their wood sides. Wafery
dabsof ivory cascaded into the water. Soon the cold green surface was littered with them.

Inthe middle of theriver, the caravan boys guiding the first animal's began to gesticulate and wail with
fear. One of the horsemen on the far bank unlimbered a curved bow. Hefitted an arrow, let fly. The shaft
sped straight into the neck of the mule that had bolted.

The animd toppled into the water. Its neck streamed red rivulets that eddied and widened in the current.
"Quran!" Hadrios kept crying.

But no onein the caravan had to be told that. The predators of the Logol waste had found them.

Chapter VI
When The River Ran Red

The ponies of the attackers did on the dope above theriver's far bank. Hooves struck sparks. But no
rider went down, so wiry-strong and surefooted were the mounts they rode. Six or eight of the horsemen
nocked arrows, amed and shot them even though their mounts pitched under them.

Most of the arrows hissed wide. One struck a caravan boy in midstream. He tumbled under the foaming
green water. Two arrows took the dromedary the boy had been beating. The beast faltered. Great black



blood-pools darkened the river around it. All a once it gave up struggling. The current caught it, boreit
avay.

On the bank, Hadrios frantically wigwagged his arms. “ Come back to the bank! Find shelter—!”

Thewind lashed Brak's face. An arrow skated past. On the opposite shore the horsemen of Quran
yelled insults. Brak hurried toward Hadrios. Nearby, Ky and Kya stood huddled together, hands twined.
Wind tore at Kyas vell, whipped it away. Her face shone.

Name of the gods, he thought. She looks excited. She'senjoying this.

A little curling smile made Kya's lovely face bestid . Helane yelled to gain Brak's attention. Shewas
pointing. He swung around and swore.

The first two Quran riders had reached the far bank and reined in, awaiting orders.

Down from theflint dope behind them clattered a cadaverous man with long curling mustaches and triple
plumes instead of one. Two of the plumes were scarlet, the other white. He cried orders Brak couldn't
hear above the wind. But his gauntlet pointing left and right along the river made his plan clear. Hewas
ordering dispersd into aline.

Theriders quickly formed up abreast. Thejewdsin ther fierce windburned faces flashed. One man
raised hisbow. The rider with three plumes barked harshly.

Behind Brak, who stood in the curling water just off the bank, Hadrios was still shouting, “ Take cover
among the rocks!”

Theriders of Quran jingled the bellson their reins. Thelr leather-padded ponies snorted. Suddenly a
primeva fury was on the big barbarian. He wanted to sell hislife as dearly as he could. He cupped his
hand round his mouth and called, “Well be picked to death one by one up there, Hadrios. Send the boys
to me. Well fight them in the water.”

“The water's too deep. Blood in the river will bring the crestures—"

How soon? Brak had no time to ponder. Hooves splashed on the opposite side. With ululating yells, the
horsemen of Quran charged into the stream.

A long time ago, on the high steppes, Brak had learned an excdllent fighting strategy. Hetried it again
now, leaping into the water and running ahead with dl the strength of his huge thews. He brandished his
broadsword above his head and yelled with rage.

Theridersdowed.
Up to his chest he went, flourishing his sword. “ Send me the boys, Hadrios! Get me Gorzhov too.”

Theriders came on again, erupting water around them. Their horses sought bottom, logt it, swam.
Hadrios legped to the nearest caravan boy, pulled his dagger for him, shoving him into the green water.
Then the old man himsdf jumped into the stream, dagger drawn.

Captain Gorzhov appeared from somewhere. He drew his curved blade, doshed out into theriver.
While Ky and Kya smiled. Pearl eyes glowing. With pleasure.

"Eeeee!"wailed the riders of Quran. The first one swam hishorse near Brak, leaned out of the saddleto
lop at the barbarian's head.



Brak'slong legs till touched bottom. He danced aside, though dowly because of the water's dragging
effect. The Quran's sword diced greenish foam a hand's width from his shoulder.

The barbarian seized the man's sword arm with his free hand, tugged. Gold metalwork among rotten
teeth glittered as the man shouted. He tumbled off hishorse. Before he struck water, Brak gashed his
neck with the broadsword. Blood rippled out in circles that the current quickly tore apart.

Howling, barking, more brute than man, Brak dodged away as another rider swam his mount in from the
left. Down came the glistening head of therider'slance. Brak sucked in air, ducked underweter.

Thelance head skated along Brak's caf as he straightened below the surface, swimming. He hamstrung
the rider's mount with quick strokes. Horseblood leaked in soft dark clouds. In another instant the rider
was off.

Brak was surprised at the clearness of the green water. He saw the rider's head strike the surface, come
under, cheeks puffing fishily. Blood trailing from his gashed caf, Brak glided beneath the rider, snesked
his blade under the man's padded coat. Therider tried to bring his sword around. The water dowed him.
Brak'skilling iron ripped him grointo belly.

The water grew murky with blood. Brak reached, clawed ahand at the dead man's face. Flesh tore. He
shot to the surface and into the air, hands high: in one, a sword with pink-tinged water draining off it; in
the other, aruby.

Brak shrieked like aberserker, flourishing his prize. Somewhere nearby, Captain Gorzhov shouted
approval.

A Quran horseman bearing down on old Hadrios was dragged from his saddle by two of the caravan
boys. They carved up the man's face with quick twists of their little knives. Bloody and sodden, they
grinned at each other, then a Brak. He yelled,"Behind—!"

A Quran drove the point of his sword into the base of one boy's neck. The other boy—Kes, it
was—knifed the rider's horse. Brak plunged toward them, half walking, haf swimming.

All around, horsemen milled, trying to cut at the darting foe in the water. Brak counted at |east three more
Quran dead. Nearer in to shore, Gorzhov dueled a pair of unhorsed attackers, whick-whacking back
and forth at them with greeat relish. Blood smeared his red beard. Perhaps, in the right circumstances, the
Captain was not such acoward after all—

Kesthe caravan boy dodged as the rider above him diced at his head. Kesthrust up under the man's
elbow, pierced him at the heart with the dagger. Brak let out ayell of gpprova. Theflat of acurved
sword smote him hard on the temple.

He sank, sucking water and spitting it out as he fought into the air again.Whick , the curved blade diced
past the top of hishead. A horse bit at Brak's arm, tearing the flesh. Brak dove between the horse's
kicking legs, came up on the side opposite. The rider was|ooking the other way.

The big barbarian tapped the point of his broadsword on the man'shelm. The man twisted in his saddle.
His one good eye flew wide. Desperately he tried to bring his sword hand over in timeto parry the
stroke that Brak rammed upward—

The Quran's blade nicked Brak's ear. The barbarian's broadsword caught the rider at the side of the
neck. Brak legped high, both hands aong the hilt. He rammed the sword deep, then cut sSideways.

The Quran's head sailed from his neck like some ghoulish toy. Brak swam under the horse, found the



head in the water, impaled it on hisblade. Up he lunged, into the air.

He raised the streaming head. The mouth was open and rigid in death-rigor. The good eye till glared.
The two red and one white plumes on the helmet drooped.

There gill wasared ragein Brak, making him shake the gridy symbol over his head like aflag. One of
the remaining Quran spied it, Sgnaed to the others. A caravan boy tried to dart in to stab the nearest
rider. Therider jerked his horsg'srein, kicked him into aswim, driving him toward the far bank.

Soon the remaining riders—Brak counted eleven left—were making trails of foam asthey retreated.

Brak backed up till the water only reached his chest. He till held the head aloft. The black mustaches
dripped water onto hisface.

Stumbling up on the shore, the big barbarian made sure the riders across the river were al watching.
With ashake of his sword he sent the head of the Quran leader into the river. Watching it bob away on
the fast current, he grinned awolf's grin. Helane, huddled by a dromedary, gazed a him with something
closetorevulson.

Hadrios and the caravan boys clustered round the barbarian, dapping him, cheering him, laughing.
“Splendidly done!” the old man cried. “ Splendid! Asbold afight as| was cgpable of in my youth.”
The dark and danted eyes of Kesthe caravan boy shone. “Only aman god-born fights so.”

“Weturned them, didn't we?’ panted Captain Gorzhov. He wiped his cheeks, then squeezed his beard
to wring water from it. Quickly ady expression returned. With his sword he pointed across the stream.
“But | fear we paid aprice. You worg of al, outlander.”

Onthefar bank, thefirst of the survivors struggled up the date hillside. Two bedraggled Quran remained
on the bank. One pointed hislance out across the water. The lance quivered, asif the hand that held it
shook with fury. The point aimed unmistakably at Brak. Then the riders spurred after the others.

“They—" Hadrios was wheezing. His eyes ran with the rheum of exhaustion. “They marked you.”
A cold shiver chased down Brak's spine. “They'll be awhile returning for more.”

“I hopeit will belong enough.” He eyed the pitch-colored sky. “We'relosing the light.”

Brak sucked great cool gulps of air. “Do—do we il cross now?”

Hadrios hitched himsdlf to the water on his peg leg, squinted. “1 see no sign of the snouted things, though
the gods will attest there are carcasses enough to fetch them.”

“Mog carried downriver by now,” Gorzhov reminded him.

“Aye.” Hadrios plucked hisbeard. “Perhapsluck is till with us. But if we delay, and the creatures come
upriver in response to the blood, they'll block our crossing al night and into the day tomorrow. Once
near to humans, they sense or scent them somehow. They swimin circles for endless hours.”

Hadrios cast anervous eye over the company. The caravan boys were bedraggled. Helane looked more
terrified than ever. Friar Pol stroked amule'sflank nervoudy. Ky and Kya huddled together, their
jeweed clothing till perfectly dry.

Brak studied thetwins' faces covertly. Had he merely imagined their expressions of obscene pleasure



during the baitle? He saw no sign of that unnaturd lust now—

Wait. Therewas asign after al. Ky and Kya's hands, locked together, were white, stark white. They
held each other tightly in—what kind of vile ecstasy?

Hadrioss beard danced in the wind. “ Are you willing to attempt acrossing, Brak?’

A raw grin of contempt marred the barbarian's mouth. “No orders now, Star-Tracker? Y ou're asking my
hdp insteed?’

Hadrios looked chagrined. “ See your boys faces, Brak. They'll no longer follow me.”

The barbarian discovered that he did indeed have amost worshipful pack of ruffians clustered around
him. Kes and the others|looked as though they had witnessed the birth of agod. He wiped hisnose.
How little they knew!

“Very well,” hegrowled. “If the lads vote aye, well go.”
“Best we do, Brak,” said Kes. “Notice the water. Bigger caps, rougher waves. Thewind's up.”

Brak rubbed a knuckle againgt histeeth. Hisdashed cadf hurt unmercifully. But the wound was not deep,
and the blood had clotted. He eyed the rushing river, wondering what sign aman looked for to warn of
the arrival of the snouted things of which Hadrios had spoken. They came upriver. That meant they were
extremely strong.

The big barbarian's eyes glittered like little chips of rock as he thought and thought, weighed and
weighed. On the opposite shore, the last rider of Quran had long ago disappeared over theridgeline. The
water curled and raced. He remembered the shaking lance that dipped and pointed at him.

They marked you.

Well, so had others, including the sorcerer Septegundus. Despite the circumstances, Brak felt no gloom.
The successful battle had |eft him exhilarated for the first timein days. Conscious of every one watching
him, hefindly sooke.

“Wecross.”
The caravan boys cheered. Not very wisely, Brak thought. But it pleased him.

“Helanel” garrumphed Hadrios. “Rip up your petticoat. Give the outlander something to tiethat leg. No
point in pouring more blood in the river to fetch the things.”

“How can we know when they're coming?’ Brak wanted to know.
“Can't,” Hadrios snapped. “They're too swift, waking or swimming benegth the water.”

On this hardly cheering note conversation ended. The wind had indeed picked up again. By thetime
Brak reorganized the caravan boys and got them started across once more with the animals, the water
crested higher than ever.

The animaswere baky. The mules kicked. The dromedaries skinned their lips back and dropped their
heads back to their shouldersto nip the boys prodding them with sticks. It was growing dark. The
ridgeline on the stream's southern side could hardly be seen against the blowing clouds.

On the bank from which they crossed, Brak stood in water to hiswaist, feet braced on the bottom. He



dapped the animas as they lurched by, and called encouragement to the boys. In midstream Hadrios
clung to Helane with one hand, used the other to flog areluctant dromedary with awand. All at oncethe
old man logt hisbaance.

Hadrios splashed forward on hisface. He came up with a sputter. FHailing, he accidentaly goaded the
dromedary too hard. It bolted. Straps holding the bales onto its back parted with a snap.

Helane pulled her father back in time. A bale roared into the water where the old man had been a
moment before. The current caught the bale, rushed it away downstream. It struck amule. Themule
brayed, bit the arm of the nearest boy. All a once, there was a pandemonium of thrashing animals,
cursing boys, waving handsin the middle of theriver.

With agrowl Brak started out to help. He was conscious of the powerful tug of the current. It plucked at
his body like ahand. Suddenly he noticed what he had previoudy overlooked: Ky had nearly reached the
opposite bank.

The young lord was picking hisway along ddicatdly, the hem of hisjeweed cloak hed high. A littleto
theleft of the tangle in midstream, Brak saw Kyathen. He grunted in surprise. Somehow, she had
wheedled Kesinto carrying her across.

The boy wasn't having an easy timewith the girl in hisarms. Kya's face was bent close to the curve of the
boy's neck, as though she sought protection from the spatter of the swift water. Brak wasinclined to
forget about her, press on to where Hadrios was vainly trying to soothe the frightened dromedary. All at
once, though, Brak's belly wrenched with alarm.

Kyaturned her face toward him, dreamily, drowslly. Her pearl eyeswere huge, looking amost
protuberant in the bad light. On her face, her mouth, astrange, tormented smile—

Theyoung girl wasshuddering . Actudly shivering in Kess arms as the caravan boy, unaware, fought to
Say afloat.

The girl's eyes brimmed with amindlessjoy. Her armswrapped Kess neck al the tighter. Shuddering,
sheturned her face to the boy's ear. She bent her head toward his throat most—-Brak's flesh crawled—
almost as though she could not control herself.

None save Brak saw it happening. The rest were occupied by the growing confusion at mid river. Brak
darted toward Kes and his burden, fighting the current. A terrible panic raged through him.

Heknew at las.
Without knowingwhat the jewel-robed girl was, he saw the shaking lust of her mouth and knew.

All at once her shoulders and then her body seemed to fade, shred apart. Brak dashed water from his
eyes. Histhroat contracted to form awarning cry.

Weretheflying soume of theriver and the lowering light decaiving him?

Or was Kya turning to ebony smoke while he watched?

He fought ahead, thinking, Demon. Demon wanting blood.

She could not control herself. He had seen the signs when she stood with her twin on the bank.

Kyas plump face was aready half hidden by smoke. The caravan boy sensed danger. His eyes flashed



white. The smoke haf conceded the quick bend of Kya's head, the glisten of her teeth as she bit down
on the boy's neck.

"Kes!"

Brak's bellow boomed. He had no ideawhether any in the shouting, writhing mass of bodiesand animads
downstream heard. He plunged ahead like a madman, toward the smoke.

He heard awhimper, abruptly cut off. He knew Keswould make no other sound.

Brak's head throbbed. The river roared. He fought hisway six more steps through the water, sSix more,
nearly up to his neck now.

He reached out, plunged his hand into the smoke. Felt rather than saw adender arm, pulled with al his
drength.

Kyasface loomed out of the smoke, Sartled, then hateful. The smoke shredded away behind her. Brak
pulled her toward him, flung her into the water.

Awful details struck hismind like hammerblows: her swollen, furious pearl eyes, her mouth open likea
fanged beast's; blood on her teeth and her lips—

She struck the water, dashing at it to keep from going under. Brak's horror was turning to rage. He
caught at Kes as the caravan boy sank. Brak's hand was dippery. It did off Kess neck. Helost him to
the current, but not before he felt awide flap of skin againgt hisfingers—

Kesdrifted away on his back, whirled in acircle. His head came round past Brak and the big barbarian
saw the deep wound in the side of Kessthroat. Then the body was gone.

Brak thought, She wasfeeding on him—

Quaking fear turned to hatred. Brak rubbed water from his eyes. The smoke had scudded away. Kya
was swimming feebly. He dove full length, caught her arm as he hit facefirgt, held that thin wrist again as
herighted himsdlf.

Hejerked her up faceto face. Hisvicious grip held her hand up between them.
"What kind of thing are you to—?"

He couldn't go on. In the water he saw his own current-torn reflection. And the reflection of hishand. But
the hand gripped—nothing. She cast no reflection at all.

Aghast, heraised hishead, just as shelegped at him, biting at hisface.

Brak did aside, lost hisfooting in the water. Kya's reddened teeth clashed together. Brak reached for his
broadsword, hisface awful.

Kyasaw hisfury and suddenly changed tactic. She glided away toward the far bank.

"Here!" Brak's handsflew for her shoulders.” Stand still! Let me see what kind of pit-spawn we've been
harboring—"

She hissed and snapped at him. He seized and held her. She struggled, twisted, kicked beneath the
water. To Brak it seemed asif hed been pursuing her for hours, though in truth it had been a matter of
heartbeats of time since hefirgt pulled her away from Kes. His strength was running out.



Intrying to restrain her, his hand caught in her collar. Kya's lunge made fabric shred.

Gemsfdl into the water and disappeared. Brak saw her long, graceful throat. A little token hung in the
hollow just above her breasts. A little token on athong—

Against the whiteness of her bosom, atiny ssoneimage of Y ob-Haggoth leered.

“Hiscreature!” Brak yelled. He knew the demons now, both of them, and knew he must kill them, her
first. “Y ob-Haggoth's creature! That's why—come back here!™

Slippery and swift, she maneuvered away. He twisted fingersin her wet black hair and tugged. Instantly
heredized hiserror.

She turned in the water with frightening speed, seized hold of the forearm stretching toward her hair. Her
nails dug. Her eyeswere huge.

Hetried to disentangle hisfingers. Her grip was enough to hold him an ingtant. In that instant she bent,
opened her mouth and bit.

Brak arched backwards, convulsed by pain dmost beyond enduring. His hand tore from her hair. He
spun into the water, swallowed a mouthful, dropped bel ow the surface. His broadsword dipped |oose,
sank away to the bottom.

When he came up he was dazed. Darkness had nearly closed in. He saw animals crossing, heard voices
shouting. Of Kyatherewasno sign.

“Hadrios?’ Enraged at getting no reply, he bellowed, “ Old one?Answer!"

“Where in damnation have you got to, outlander?’ Hadrios cried back from somewhere downstream.
“Find the young nobleman! Find Ky and chain him! *Ware how you do it!”

“What kind of nonsense are you shrieking a me, Brak? What makes you—?"’

“Bedlent and listen to me! The demons—"

From behind, teeth closed on his neck.

Brak'smind burst with the dazzling colors of pain. He hurled himself forward into the water, kicked over
onto his back. The sharp teeth came loose. The agony was hideous.

Hefdt her touch him, kicked frantically to escape. Already hismind wasdull, hismusclesless
responsive. Thepain hit him in waves, pesking and pesking like the windblown water—

Upintotheair again, gasping, blinking. He didn't see her. Where—?
A splash and crash, as of someone running in the shallower water.
“Brak? Where are you? Cal out.”

“Here.” He recognized the reedy voice. “Here, thisway, Friar.”

A flicker at Brak'sleft. He spun, saw Kyadarting at him, her lips adark red smear. He fended her, held
her at arm'slength.

She was no match for his burly strength, or would not have been except that her mouth, twice, had



brought him agony of adegree he/d never known before. But he managed to thrust her back. Friar Pol
floundered toward them.

Kyaturned to see the priest. Her hair dripped water down over her naked throat, down over thelittle
image of Y ob-Haggoth.

Friar Pol seemed to be muttering in some dien tongue. Gods! What atime to chant to his Nameless
God!

The Friar plucked at the waist of hisrobe. He raised the little stone crossto chest height, thrust it at
Kya—

W, it dipped from his grasp. He caught it, came forward again. Another sudden splashing. Kya struck
off for the south shore, hdf swimming, haf running.

Pol turned aside to pursue her, the cross of Nestoriamus clutched in one hand. Brak lifted hisarm, the
bitten one, examined it. A sick horror.

There, not deep, not even piercing the skin, but clearly there—in the last light of the cloudblown
evening—threetiny prick marks stood out. They formed the points of theinvishbletriangle.

Haloos and darms rang up and down theriver. Captain Gorzhov bellowed. Hadrios bellowed. Helane
called for quiet so they could tell who waswhere. Mules brayed. Brak started to call out, al at once felt
too weak. The winding had come off hiswounded calf. He was bleeding heavily.

He thrashed toward the nearest voice. His neck and arm throbbed suddenly. Nausea made him sway.
Hetried to stand, lost hisfooting, struck the water—

To be caught by the current and whirled.

Hetried to swim. Hewasdl at once too weak. He bumped an animd's hide, heard avoice exclam his
name, saw Helane as through awatery lens asthe current dragged him under.

Her hand legped out to catch hislong yellow braid. She missed. The current tumbled him over and over.
Once, looking up, he saw his own leg fanning out the black cloudiness of blood.

Strength was gone. He turned and twisted at the current's whim. Something long and snoutlike skated by.
Something €l se bumped his cheek, rasped off.

Hetried to rouse himsdlf. Just enough light leaked from the sky to show him the long, misshapen outlines
of aschool of figh-things suddenly surrounding him.

The creatures gppeared from al directions. The little ssgmented legs aong their sides moved in unison.
They sensed his blood and converged.

Chapter VII
"They AreMongtersOld As Time..."

A long tubular snout did acrossthe big barbarian's chest. The snout, flattened, formed akind of
oversized sucker that fastened to the skin of hisbelly. Brak could seelittle asthe water carried him aong.
But he felt the pain, sudden and awful.

Another sucker-mouth plopped against the small of hisback. The pain doubled.

Hetore at the thing attached to hisribs. Itsbody, nearly aslong as hisarm, was dippery. Hisfingers



tangled in the creaturéslittle segmented legs. The legswiggled furioudy. Brak lost his hold when the
cregture gave amuscular flip.

The pain kept mounting. He got both hands round the dimy body of the creature at last, toreit away from
hisribs. Little bloodclouds drifted after it through the water.

Another of the creatures—how many were there? Twelve? Twice that?—darted toward hisface. Its
eyeswere milky discsthat glowed with adistinct light in the darkness of the water. The big barbarian
batted at the thing with onefist. The cresture swam past his heed, powerful tailfin flicking, tiny segmented
legs thrashing. The legs were webbed, which helped account for its speed.

Brak's head broke the surface. He swallowed air, tried to orient himsdlf in the dark. He thought he saw a
torch burning on the bank upstream. The wind drove foam and water in his eyes as he sank.

Had someone hallooed? He didn't know, suddenly had no thought for anything except the agony on his
back. A second creature had fastened there dongside the first. He balled his body as best he could, and
sank on down.

The other creatures circled round and round his head. Brak clubbed at them. But the water robbed his
blows of strength. The backs of his legs scraped rocky bottom.

Hefought the pain, straightened himself so that his back crashed against the stones. Squashed, the
creatures writhed and dgpped him with their tailfins.

One cameloose. Brak reached around behind, seized the other, tore—
If he could have shrieked underwater, he would have.

The cregture ripped free. Another rushed at hisface. Its milky eyesloomed like exploding suns. Brak
scrabbled on the bottom, tried to outmaneuver it. The thing's sucker mouth touched his cheek. The
contact fdt dimy even inthe water.

Fingersraking the river bottom, Brak got hold of a sharp stone. He siwung it up and over with as much
force asthe water alowed. The stone pierced the creature's shimmering eye. Inky fluid swirled. The
creature flopped off.

Another one caught hold of histhigh and fastened. Brak'slungs were hot with pain. He tore at the thing
on hisleg as he shot to the surface again, swallowed night air. He was dizzy, confused. Theriver rushed
him onward with every second—

Once more he tore ariver-thing from his skin. Another was dready working at his shoulder. The
dizziness worsened. The stream made a sound like thunder. Every so often the roar faded to an eerie
rnging—

If he lost consciousness, he would drown or be devoured. Or both.

Theredization stirred his lagging strength. He gnawed the ingde of hismouth till he tasted blood. The
gting helped rouse him alittle Wrench , the thing came free of his shoulder, just as another plastered its
flattened snout to hisribswhere thefirst had tried to est.

Brak's hands didn't seem to function properly. The creature'slittle webbed legs €l uded his grasp. Bursts
of color exploded sllently in hishead. A svimming creature'stwo milky eyes became four, became eight,
overlgpping, swalowing him—



Histoe raked rock. Hefdl forward through the water, ripping the creature off hisbelly. He drove his
mighty body unmercifully until hiskneeswere gouged by sharp stones. The bottom sloped upward—!

In amoment he was breathing in the chill darkness. As he crawled up the rocky bank he dragged two of
the crestures with him. They hung squirming from hislegswhile their snouts puffed in and out, sucking
skin away—

All at once Brak's strength gave out dtogether. He surrendered to the hurt and dizziness.

Hed crawled only ashort distance. Hislegswere dtill in shalow water. He raised his head with acry of
spent rage. Overhead he saw miniature lights. He stared at them dumbly for amoment.

Starstrying to shine through the windblown murk of Logol. Then his surroundings made more sense,

The current had carried him straight onto a narrow, shay spit of land projecting into theriver. Along the
bank floated an amber ball of light.

Someone carrying alantern? Brak's eyes barely focused. Y es. Coming near.

Hope, then. A red diver of hope that pushed the horror back alittlein hismind. The pain struck him
again. Two river creatures had been joined by athird in the shalow wall. All three were atacking his

legs.

He heard the clatter of sandals behind the bobbing ball of looming light. A spearhead flashed. He swung
up from the waist, seized abig rock, pounded it down on the nearest river-thing.

The creature burst like a poison-filled sac. The shallows swirled with black fluid. Where the flattened
snout had gripped his skin, the flesh was pink, shredded, stringy.

The barbarian raised the rock over his head, screamed hiswild steppe scream of hunter's rage, smashed
theriver-things—

Smashed them. Smashed them. Smashed them. Smashed them—
A hand on his shoulder. “ Crawl up the bank out of the water! | have a pear.”

The light ball wobbled as the man who carried the lantern hagtily set it down. The man jabbed into the
shallows, speared the river-thing still clinging to the barbarian's leg. Inky black spilled again. Brak tore at
the snout, flung the creature away. Then, using hislast reserves of strength, he began to drag his huge
exhausted body higher on the shore.

Rocksraked hisflanks. He couldn't seem to pull hisfeet out of the shdlows. A last creature dithered
toward them just beneath the surface. Cheeks flushed with fear, Friar Pol neverthel ess waded out, raised
the spear and thrugt it down to kill the creature. Brak dragged himself the last agonizing distance to dry
ground.

A creature darted at Pol's ankles. The priest hopped back to shore and stood panting. The hem of his
gray gown dripped. He examined the spear in hisown hand, asif rather surprised to find it there. Down
the bank somewhere, Helane was caling out as she ran to them. The barbarian tried to rise, fell back,
cracked his head. The Nestorian picked up the lantern.

“There—" Brak could barely utter the words. “—There's no lack of courage in you, holy man.”

Friar Pol wiped his mouth. “When the enemy issmall.” He glanced nervoudy in the dark. Another lantern



jogged in the night wind, seeming to float dong asit approached.
“Friar—" Brak strained to make himsdf heard. “1 know the demons. Arethe—?"

“Gone. Both succeeded in crossing the river and escaped into the desert. The corpse of the boy Keswas
washed up on shorejust before | heard your outcry. One of them must have killed him.”

“Aye.” Brak'swordswerefaint. His eyesweredimming. “Kya Kyadid.”

“Would we had caught them and dain them!” The Nestorian kneeled quickly beside the barbarian, his
face tormented. “Now you know what | feared and hadn't the courage to speak about. | tried to catch
her out there in the water, just after she attacked you. In truth | didn't know whether she was the one, or
her brother. It wastoo dark. But it makeslittle difference. They are equally powerful. Equaly evil—" His
voice shook.

“Friar? Ishedive?’

That was Helane. She had nearly reached them now. Distantly Brak heard Hadrios and Captain Gorzhov
arguing.

“Alive,” the Nestorian caled back. “ Bring cloths. He has many wounds.”

Brak's head rang with weird sounds. Darkness was very close. The Friar started to rise. Brak caught
hold of hisrobe.

"What are they?"

Pol stared toward what must be the southern darkness. “ They are monsters old astime. A type of
were-creature of which | read in old scrolls and documentslong before | abandoned the scholar'slife.”

“Say—nothing—" Brak gasped. “Nothing—to the rest until—wetak again—"

The Nestorian shook his head in degp sadness. “Poor fools. They have all been speculating. Frightened
talk. They consider the twinsto be insane, no more. Keswaskilled trying to steal gemsfrom the girl's
clothing, they tell one another. When the night ends, when the shock passes, their fear has made them
invent explanations. They'll remember the three marks. Ask more questions. | must have answers—"

White like suet in the flickering of the lantern, Friar Pol'sface was turned to Brak asif seeking help there.
Suddenly the face congtricted. It did away down along, stygian tunndl, shrinking and shrinking and
ghrinking until it winked out of Sght. Brak's pain was over.

Something like three hours later, Brak fought unsteadily back up through succeedingly lighter layers of
gray. He awoke and immediately tried to stand. He tumbled forward, only saved himsdf from anasty
smash by thrusting out his hands and taking the brunt on his palms. The second time he went more
carefully.

When he had maneuvered to a sitting position, one of the caravan boys passed him a skin of wine. He
drank gratefully. The sour stuff scalded histhroat but it warmed hisbelly. The buzzing in his head grew
lessannoying. He hurt al over.

Hiswounds had been bound up with hanks of cloth smelling of unguent. He handed the wineskin back to
the boy. Then he asked, “What became of Kes?’

The lad looked as though he wanted to cry. He sSigned againgt evil eye and answered.



“We put him back in the river. He had no family anywhere, and the ground istoo rocky for burid.” There
was aterrified glint in the grime-ringed eyes.

A smadll firewas burning not far up the shore. The flames stood out nearly horizontal in the wind. Brak
cleared hiseyeswith a series of furious blinks. Y es, hewasright. The gray of false dawn was ditting the
horizon. The boy till watched him. “Master Brak?’

“Aye”
“Thelord and lady who ran away south—they killed my friend Kes.”
“It appears 0.”

“Were they brigands or crazy people? Or were they something worse?’

Brak studied the pinched face, the young eyes that were too wise. “What makes you ask such a
question?’

“A feding. The old woman—Mother Mil—she had no blood or bone when she died. And thelord and
lady wouldn't have run away if Kes had tried to rob them, as some are saying happened. That wouldn't
make sense.”

Brak fet disma. Just as Pol had predicted, the redization of truth was swift to arrive. But he only
grunted. “Perhaps s0.”

He searched the bank, saw dromedaries and mules clustered perhaps a half aleague upstream. Shadowy
figuresglided in and out among the beasts.

“Arethe others up there?’

The boy glanced that way, nodded. “ They're seeing to the beasts and broken chests. Hadrios is wild with
anger. Welost three or four animas.”

Therewasasmall sound. Brak turned, started. All thistime Friar Pol had been sitting on astone directly
behind him.

“Jointherest,” Brak ordered the boy. With anervous glance at the two, he obeyed, running off.

“Now, Friar,” the barbarian said. “Y ou knew when Mother Mil died that something unnatural plagued
this caravan. Before the rest come, you owe the truth to me.”

“Aswadll as courageto theonel serve,” said Pol with bitterness. He seemed to have aged during the
night. “It'strue tried to pretend the threat didn't exist, even though my duty to my order demanded that |
recognize the twinsfor what they were.” Hislipstwisted. “Y ou probably find me alamentable spectacle.
| tried to evade the issue. Compromise with the forces of dark. | stand before my god humiliated and—"

The barbarian's contemptuous spitting brought Pol's head up suddenly. “Pity those people yonder instead
of continudly pitying yoursdlf!”

“But | am acoward who—"
“Who acted bravely enough in my behaf tonight.”

“River demons are one thing, Brak. Demons such as Ky and Kya—"



"Enough!"
The roar made the priest start. Baleful-eyed, Brak repeated, “ The truth.”
Friar Pol sighed, blinked watering eyes and began.

“| did become suspicious when | observed the manner in which Mother Mil died. When you told me of
Civix, | was certain. Lord Ky and his sister are Blood-eaters.”

“I do not know what you mean,” Brak said. But the words made his palms crawl as though they had
touched filth.

Pol's sunken eyes gleamed. “ They are agel ess things, Brak. Things. Not human beings, dthough once
they were such. But that was years—or more likely—centuries ago. As| told you, my studies before |
entered the order acquainted me with the legends about them. They never grow old. At least they remain
ageless and youthful in their gppearance.”

“What kind of sorcery can make that so?’ Brak demanded.
“The power,” said Pal, “of Y ob-Haggoth.”

Thewind screamed low againgt the noise of the rushing river. The barbarian remembered thelittle stone
pendant on Kya's throat. He remarked on it to the Friar, who nodded in reply.

“They are specid servants of the Dark One. In return for total obedience, the god has made them
immortal. But no sane man can think it aboon. Blood-eaters are condemned to live on one nourishment
aone. The blood—the very marrow of human beings.”

Blood-eaters.How it crawled in his mind, an obscene whispering. He asked, “How many of them roam
theworld?’

“Not many. Or so the scrollstell. How many such specid disciples are needed to show the
Y ob-Haggoth's dominion? Living forever, each oneisequa to ahost of ordinary men.”

Brak reached absently to his shoulder, squeezed dank water from the braid that hung down beside his
arm. “Intheriver | came across Kyawith her teeth on the throat of the boy Kes. | seized her to pull her
off. | saw my own hand mirrored in the river but not hers”

“Yes.” Pol nodded. “'Tis one of the few ways they can be detected. The Blood-eaters cannot be seenin
any reflective surface, beit apool of water or ahand glass. And, if they so choose, they can strike their
victimsnot in their human shape but as stygian clouds”

“Theway Civix was atacked!” Brak remembered. “ There was cloudy darkness around Kyain theriver
too. Do they mark their victims?’

“Aye. By thethreetiny black pricks we saw on Mother Mil.”

The barbarian rubbed hisforearm, pushing & the down of yellow matted hair. Findly he found thetiny
indentations Kya had made. She had not pierced the skin because he broke away too soon. But the faint
sgnsremaned.

He showed Pol hisarm. “ Sheleft them on me.”

“And on your neck aswell. | seethe marks quite plainly.”



“What makesthe marks, priest? Their teeth?’

“Two arel€eft by teeth, the third by the tongue. Through three apertures the demons suck out human
blood and the very gtiffness of boneitsdlf, leaving their prey like rags behind them.”

Another shudder stirred along Brak's spine. In histravels he had seen, and fought, a strange and
bewildering array of devilish beasts and men. But he had never encountered any quite like the plump,
rosy-faced twins and their ghastly ability to draw out human life by the touch of their mouths. He tried to
concentrate on what the Friar was saying.

“—or, in other cases, should they choose, the Blood-eater can take its victim's lifestuff dowly, over a
period of days. In this case the victim becomes progressively weaker and, from the time of the demon's
firgt touch, isvirtudly transformed into aliving dave. The Blood-eater'swill becomes hiswill aso, until he
dies”

“And that isaso what happened to Civix,” Brak said softly. He went on to recall doud the way in which
the former head of the caravan boys had moved with peculiar lethargy just before hefell prey to the
shimmering blacknessthat killed him. “1 saw him associating frequently with Ky during the days preceding
his death. | wondered then at the odd association.”

“Magter and dave,” Pol replied. “Alas, | failed to notice”
“But—but why would anyone put himsdf in thrdl to ademon?’

A sad smile from the Nestorian. “Haven't you found it true that evil ssemsforever more skilled in
presenting itsdlf attractively?” A glum nod from the barbarian, a which the priest continued, “ ' Tisthe
same with the demon and victim relaionship. The Blood-eater offers his victim the promise of eternd life.
A promise, | might add, which can never befulfilled. So far as| have learned from studying, only the
Blood-eater may partake directly of the vile benefits of a pact with the god Y ob-Haggoth. Thuswhat the
demon offershisvictimisalieto begin. But the victim never knows, and alows the demonsto take abit
of hislifestuff, and then abit more. There are degrees here aswdll. In theinitid stages, the victim may
break the dire dliance by will done. Usudly thisiswhen the blandishments of the demon prove most
effective. A certain point is reached—the victim is possessed until death. His lust for blood becomes
nearly asinsatiable asthat of his master. So he, in histurn, beginsto seek out victims, and may partake of
their blood and bone too, enjoying the unholy pleasure until the Blood-ester wearies of the cruel game.”

Brak's mouth curled. “ Game, you say?’

“Tisnothing ese. A means by which the demon enlists willing fools as servitors. These seek their own
victims, and from one half-living dave, the Blood-eater effortlesdy acquires hadf adozen new victimsand
more, which he may devour at his pleasure.”

“The demon can offer no everladting life to those dowly drained?’
“None. Their unholy lustslead them to their destruction.”

“Hlthy wickedness.”

“Aye” sad Pol inalow voice. “Aye”

Anger began to stir Brak anew. “ Thisisaterrible truth to bear one, priest. | ask you again. Why did
you keep your suspicionsto yourself?’

“Many reasons,” wasthe gloomy reply. “Firgt, | had no notion that you would appreciate something as



complex asthe nature of the god Y ob-Haggoth—"
“I have come closer to him than you, I'll wager!” Brak retorted.

“That may be s0. | plead guilty to crediting you with scant brains. But it really comes down to something
ese. My own feeblefaith, of which I've spoken. There are not many things which the Blood-eatersfear,
Brak, but those few al pertainto my order.” His dender fingers brushed across the stone cross hanging
a hiswaist. “Itissaid that the demonsfear the talisman of the Nameless God indeed. It'salso said that
the only way in which they can be dainisto have some materia such aswood, which has been suitably
blessed, driven into their bodies.”

“Blessad how?”

Fingers fumbling with the stone token. The pocked surface reflecting thefire. “ By the touch of this,
presumably. The cross supposedly imparts the power of the Nameless God to the killing instrument.”

“Y ou sound so uncertain, priest?’
Pol looked miserable. “ Those things have only been told to me. | have never tested them.”

At last Brak understood. He said with as much kindness as he could find in himself, “I have met those
who believe in the magic of the Nameess God's symbol. Such atoken may or may not have been
responsiblefor saving my lifewhen first | encountered Y ob-Haggoth's minis—authority. | have never
been certain, though frankly, | tend to doubt it. Neverthel ess, your hesitation comes clear to mefinaly.
What could hurt your faith more—afaith you've dready said to be wesk—than to test the talisman's
magic and haveit proved false?’ Brak took along, deep breath. “Admit it, priest. Isn't that really why
you feared to tell anyone about your suspicions?’

Surprisingly Friar Pol did not grow angry. There was asad, exhausted joy in hiseyesashe exhded long
and loudly. “1 have migudged you grievoudy, barbarian.”

“How 07

“Y our speech may not be the most polished. But you see past subterfuge to the essentias. Of course
you'reright. | knew that if | told Hadrios | feared the caravan was plagued by Blood-eaters, it would
devolve upon meto use this'—the cross touched again—"to defend us. And if it failled—if it failed—"

The priest's hands closed suddenly on the token.

The wind danced and howled adong the shore. Light brightened the heavens now. But it was sullen and
dusty. If anything, the force of the wind wasincreasing. Brak knew with adismal certainty that the season
of the Skulwind was upon them in full, to add to their aready considerable troubles.

Pol stared &t his hands. Brak said, “ Still, Hadrios Star-Tracker must be told.”
Likean admisson of defest: “1 know.”

“And soon. | will doit if youwant.”

The big barbarian took the priest's sillence to mean assent.

Shortly thereafter, Brak hobbled to the morning campfire. He drew Hadrios, Helane, and Captain
Gorzhov aside, ignoring their questions about the state of his hedlth.

“There are matters more important. An explanation of the deaths that have deviled us, the latest being



Kes and—nearly mine. The Friar has put words to what both he and | have suspected. The lord and lady
were not natural creatures, but demons. It's not necessary for the caravan boysto know this, but you
must. We have to take stepsto defend ourselves.”

And, with uneasy eye on the southern horizon, he told them of the Blood-eaters. At the end, it was
Hadrioswho vented hisfedingsfirg, intypica fashion.

“ Abomination of abominations! | knew this caravan was thrice-damned. Gods! At such times| wish |
were ardigious man.”

“Frankly,” said Captain Gorzhov with acrude shrug, “1 disbdieveit dl.”

“Y ou werewith Civix,” Brak reminded him pointedly. “Y ou saw him staggering, asthough he were
deeping on hisfedt.”

Gorzhov's cheeks turned nearly as scarlet as hisbeard. For an ingtant his eyes smmered with rage. He
was, no doubt, remembering the humiliation of the lash. He chose to stifle the anger for the moment,
replying, “'Tisjust alot of superdtitioustak, nothing more. Civix acted like any man who'stilted the wine
pot alittletoo high.”

“Y ou wouldn't scoff so, Captain,” Brak said, emphasizing the final word, “had you seen Civix dead. |
saw him. After you ran away.”

The silence was heavy asthunder.

Helane pushed back alock of her tawny hair. The bangles on her arm jingled. Her gray eyeswere wary.
“What defense do we have againgt such creatures?’

“Preciouslittle,” Brak replied. “ Except our own dertness. That'swhy | decided you must know.”

“But you'reright,” Hadrios said as he scratched his beard. “We cannot tell the boys. We'll make no
progressat dl if they bolt us, asthey surely will should thistale, truth or not, spread further. Well keep it
to ourselves, keep our eyes sharp and our swords handy. The best defense—"

“Defensel” Gorzhov scoffed. “God's bowels, why? The lord and lady have gone! Discovered, they
chosetoflee”

Helanelooked at him. “Y es, Captain. But how far?’
Gorzhov's eyes grew round. Some of his customary confidence disappeared.

During the conversation Friar Pol had remained quiet at the edge of the group. Now he choseto step
forward.

“The young lady touches on an important point. Namely, the insatiable hunger of the Blood-eaters. That
hunger is never daked for long. Witness Mother Mil's degth, followed soon after by those of Civix and
Kes” The Friar glanced at the blowing heavens. “I fear the twins have marked us as the Quran marked
Brak. There are no others nearby in the waste of Logol to give them the ghastly nourishment they need.
We arethe only ones. They—" Hisvoicefdtered. “They will know this.

“They believe they possess grester power than we do. They will not run far. I'm certain they are out there
inthe desert. Waiting. Watching.”

On that forbidding note, the little meeting ended, and the day began.



Before the caravan moved out, Brak remembered to retrieve his broadsword from theriver.

He chose amule with care, ingpecting the animal al over to make certain it had no open wounds. Then,
armed with a staff that had ahook on the end, he mounted. He pulled his feet up so that they wouldn't
danglein the water. He wenttsk to the muleto start it forward.

The beast shied from theriver at first. Not far out, milky eyes gleamed just beneath the surface. The
river-crestures gill hovered, awaiting anew medl. Findly the barbarian got the animal going.

Asthe water grew deeper, he jabbed the hook staff at the hovering creatures. The thrust drove them
back for amoment. By repesting this procedure he reached the point where he thought held lost his
sword.

After much struggling and stabbing of the water, he hooked the hilt and managed to pull the weapon up.
He urged the mule back to shore at afast clip. He let out along breath when the anima's hooves finaly
click-clacked on shay ground.

The caravan labored up over the ridgeline and then southward, traveling along a series of sand-choked
watercourses similar to the ones through which they had approached the river. Soon the Logol desert
stretched out ahead once more, dune after rolling dune. The dust-laden wind howled. Eventhe driest,
most stunted shrubs vanished. Brak and the others were forced to ride muffled to their eyes.

Much was clear to him now. He understood why he had not died on the day he discovered the twinson
the plateau. They truly must have been log, too weskened from alack of sustaining blood to kill him
while he dept that night. He recalled the hand he imagined caressing histhroat. Not imagination after dl!

He remembered too how the twins had looked successively plumper and hedthier after each death in the
caravan. Cloang hiseyesin the blowing dust, he could see the vile pink spotsin their cheeks, the moist
tint of their lips, the lusty glow of their soft skin. He laughed contemptuoudy at himsdlf when herecalled
wondering how Ky and Kya had kept from being robbed of the gemsthey wore on their clothing.

Perchance some had tried to tear away a handful of those stones. He could well imagine the
outcome—the robber became the victim, flapping in death like ascrap of cloth.

Blood-eaters.

He doubted very serioudy whether they had ever had aclaim on the throne in the land of Jovis. That was
probably just one more convenient lie. But one fact was inescapable. He had come square against the
infernal power of Y ob-Haggoth once more.

The caravan made only afew leaguesthat day, for the Skulwind blew in earnest, and afternoon turned
nearly black as night. Brak and old Hadrios tried to get drunk at the campfire that evening. For perhaps
an hour they generated afa se heartiness. It vanished the instant Helane raised her hand.

Friar Pol bent his head. Despite the Skulwind, they al heard it. The priest whispered, “Mercy.”

Somewhere in the desert, the twins were Singing.

Chapter VIII
The Swordsmen of [brahim

Two days seemed two lifetimes. The sand-laden wind screamed at the ears, bit the nose, tore at the face.
Even the heads of the dromedaries and mules had to be wrapped in rags, little more than their fevered
eyes showing. Morning till evening, the days seemed changeless. Faint light, as though fog sat over



everything, lent people and beasts the ook of wraiths.

At one point when Brak was struggling ahead aong the foundering line, he came upon Friar Pol trying to
prod his reluctant mule. The barbarian made hisweary dromedary kned, jumped down into the sand that
nearly reached his knees, put his shoulder behind the mule's rump.

The animal continued to St squardly on its backside with its hind legs folded under. The Nestorian dso
put both his shoulders againgt the animd's flank. The mule turned and bit the Friar's arm with yellow
teeth.

Brak leaped back, seized the stick the Friar had been using and began to beat the animal savagely. Ina
moment he stopped, ashamed.

“Takemy beast,” he shouted over thewind. “I'll wait till this one decidesto move.”

In other circumstances, he redlized the scene might have had comic overtones: aholy man and a
barbarian attempting to budge a flop-eared beast of burden. Here, in the endless gray with the sand
scourging the skin like little daggers, it was the kind of maddening annoyance to make aman lose dl
reason.

Friar Pol'sface-winding had dipped. On his sunken cheeks afew tiny pinpoints of blood gleamed. The
Skulwind was living up to itsname.

“We can't keep going in this,” Pol cried as he struggled to the knedling dromedary. “ Y esterday we hardly
made aleague. Today well be lucky to do half that. And old Hadriosisfatering.”

The big barbarian scowled. “What do you mean?’

“Thismorning, as he tried to mount hisbeast, | saw him stagger asthough faint. We must seek shelter! |
don't care how desperate the old man isto reach Samerind. Nothing can livein this sorm!”

“Nothing,” returned Brak somberly, “ except those who never die”

Sorry hesad it, Brak met Pol'sterrified glance only an instant. Then he turned back to the reluctant mule.
The Friar managed to get the dromedary underway. Brak wrapped his arm round the mule's head,
rubbed itslong ears and tried talking to it. Before long, the poor beast nipped at his hand in aplayful
way. It roseto itsfeet and brayed. Brak didn't have the heart to put his weight on the mul€'s back. He
held its picket rope and walked ahead.

But each step in the mounding sand was alabor that sapped his strength.

What the Nestorian had said about Hadrios disturbed him. When the caravan stopped for the night, he
sought out Helane,

Girl and barbarian crouched in the lee of a pole-and-blanket shelter which had been erected beside atall
dune. The structure threatened to pitch over at any moment. Nearby, the caravan boyswere fighting to
raisethe striped pavilion. It kept collgpsing under the drive of the wind. The curses of the boys were foul.

“The Nestorian told me your father faltered thismorning,” Brak said.

Helane nodded. She looked dirty and tired as she leaned her head wearily against hisarm. “He refusesto
admit that age has robbed him of hisold vigor. I'm worried for him, Brak. No treasure isworth his
death.”



“Hell never agree, girl.”
“No, hewouldn't. That's the trouble.”
“Whereishe now?’

She pointed to the blanket shdlter. “1 put him in there. He didn't want to deep but | forced severa drinks
of wineon him and hefinaly dropped off.”

Brak chewed his gritty underlip. “For his safety aswell as ours we need more permanent shdlter till this
storm wanes. We lost three beasts today. Dead with burst hearts.”

The girl'sgray eyesfilled with misery. “Then we must do asyou say. And soon.”

Glad of her agreement, Brak struggled away through the murk to find Captain Gorzhov. The redbearded
man was watching the caravan boys wrestle with the striped pavilion. But he was offering no assistance.

Brak broached the subject matter-of-factly. “ On the morrow, Captain, welll stop where we can find
protection. Do you know of any?’

Gorzhov spat sand off histongue. “Am | following your orders now? | was under the impression that
Hadrioswas 4ill in charge”

Brak fought to control histemper. “Hadrioslies close to sickness. His daughter has agreed that we must
seek aplace to wait out the storm or none of uswill see Samerind. Y ou're the scout. Presumably you've
traveled this route before. Where can we stop?’

The Captain's eyes glared above the muffling cloth that covered his mouth and blurred hisvoice. “A day's
march. But welll have to deviate from our route to reach the place. In the old days—a hundred-year ago
and more—L ogol was a powerful kingdom. She exacted tribute from al who crossed the waste. Forts
were built for the patrols that kept watch on the caravans. We are reasonably near to one, | think.
Provided the sand hasn't buried it. Otherwise—" A shrug at the near-darkness. “ There's nothing.”

“Then at thefirg light, strike for that place.”
Captain Gorzhov dapped sand from his padded coat. “I'll ask the wench. If she saysyes, then we will.”

The seething anger boiled insde the barbarian. He took a step. Gorzhov's gloved hand dropped to the
hilt of his curved sword. For amoment the men faced one another, their rage a naked thing.

Finaly Brak saw the futility of it. It was this damned Skulwind rubbing brains and nerves raw. It turned
the dightest remark into a provocation. He made contemptuous soundsin histhroat and stalked off. But
ashedid, he reminded himself that one time, soon or late, he would have to settle affairswith the

sdf-gtyled Captain.

At their pitiful morning fire, Hadrios was up, though he appeared wan and moved dowly. When Helane
told him of her decision, hisface contorted with anger.

“Travel off our route? No! We haven't time, no provisonsto last.”
“I have dready ordered Gorzhov to search for the fort. HE's gone.”
“Y ou had no authority without consulting me—"

“Bedlent!” she exclamed, cheeks red with wrath. “Well al die out here if we go on aswe have. You're



exhausted. | won't seeyou kill yoursdlf and ustoo!”

About to retort, the old man thought better of it. He scratched his beard, muttered something, and sat
down grumbling at the fire complaining to himsdf. But he did not protest doud again, bending over the
bow! of gruel which one of the caravan boys ladled from the hanging pot.

Brak dipped hisfingersinto his own bowl, tasted, spat out the mouthful. More sand than food. Though
his somach growled with hunger, he couldn't swallow the stuff.

Nor could Hadrios. The old man set his bowl aside. Brak saw that his hand was shaking as though struck
by pasy. Hadrios the Star-Tracker looked smaller, lessimposing than he ever had before.

By midday Gorzhov returned. He had located the ruins of the fort. By hard marching they reached it just
after nightfdl, straggling in through the stone arch from which the gate had rotted long ago.

Once past the thick outer wall, Brak managed to breathe again. Though falen in many places, thewall
gill offered protection from the incessant wind.

The fort compound had been quite large, he discovered as lanterns were lit. He and the others poked
around in the excavated foundations of what must have been three good-sized buildings. Two of these
cdlars, open at ground level now that the rest of the structure had decayed, werefilled with sand. The
third, a the inner corner of two walls, showed little sign that the Logol waste had made inroads. Brak
legped down into it. He landed noisily among rotted planks.

“Thereswood down herefor afire,” he caled, wigwagging the lantern in his hand. “We can make our
cookfire here and—"

He stopped. A cracked human skull regarded him from the litter.
The skull terrified him somehow. He stamped onit. The skull crumbled to white dust.

With a shudder the barbarian | eft the lantern and climbed out of the cdllar, finding hand and foot holdsin
the cracked stones of the foundation.

A better fire than they had enjoyed in days warmed them, caravan boys and all, as they huddled together
inthe cdlar that night. Hadriostook alittle wine and immediately fell into awheezing, restless deep.
Helane kndlt near him. She watched him with huge gray eyes. Captain Gorzhov sat in acorner and
drank.

Brak posted a caravan boy on abit of the rotted watch-platform which sagged over their heads at the
top of thewall. A different boy took up the guard every second hour. Toward morning, with thefire
going out, Brak managed to doze off. He was wakened by alow, sharp whistle.

Heraised his head. Up above, the boy on guard was waving.

The big barbarian scrambled acrossthe cellar floor. He began to climb up the stone block wall. In the
dark Helane whispered, “What'swrong?’

“No telling. The boy wants me on the platform.”

His tremendous weight made the sagging wood stair groan and shake. Finally he reached the parapet.
Helane had followed. They pressed close to the crumbled battlement. Brak rubbed his deep-clogged

eyes.



It was nearly morning. Thewaste of Logol had lightened sufficiently so that afew nearby duneswere
discernible. The caravan boy pointed.

Looking sharp, Brak detected movement. A rider on apony?
Yes
And another behind.

Soon awholefile of them became visible, passing in adepression between the dunes. Helane caught her
breath.

Without thinking, Brak clapped a big hand across her mouth. He pressed her head tight againgt his
brawny chest, held her until she redlized the need for silence. And he kept watching.

In the feeble light with the sand blowing, detailswere difficult to pick out. But &t last hewas sure. The
phantasmal riders passing perhaps aleague and ahaf out from the fort wore plumed helmets.

The caravan boy's teeth chattered. At last he managed to whisper, “Quran?’
“Quran.” Brak said no more.

Theridersjogged out of sight. The barbarian had no doubts about whom they were hunting. Perhapsin
the storm they had missed seeing the loom of the fort. But it didn't ease the strain one whit to know that
the ruby-eyed warriors were out and moving across Logol.

Like statues, the big barbarian and Helane and the boy watched for nearly haf an hour, till they were sure
the Quran had gone.

“At least luck was with usthistime,” sighed Helane asthey climbed down the shaking Sair.

“But next time?” Brak shook his head. “We don't know how many bands of riders are moving out there.
Morethan one, I'd wager.”

They rested dl day in the fort. The storm continued to seethe and scream. That night, asthey were
darting to edt at the fire down in the cellar, the snging began again.

Friar Pol had been discoursing on some dull aspect of hisdays asascholar. At thefirst notes, thelittle
clay bowl from which held been eating dipped from his hand and shattered.

Captain Gorzhov gtirred in the corner for the first time in some while. He lurched to asitting position,
gave aloud belch. Brak's palms crawled. Despite the wind, noise, the weird melody was clear and
digtinct. Two voices, wailing—

Lying on apdllet of blankets, Hadrios raised on his elbow. He looked flushed. “ Cursed. | knew we were
cursed the day we set out for Timbello.”

Helane pressed him back down. “1t may be just atrick of the wind, Father.”

Captain Gorzhov said afilthy word. Hetried to rise, flopped. He tossed the wineskin over hisforearm,
drainedit.

Brak could smell him. The Captain reeked with the sweet stink of too much wine. Gorzhov finaly gained
hisfeet, dropped the skin, swaggered forward.



“Why do we hide from them? A fop-faced boy. A smpering girl—I don't believe those tales—"
Inasurprisingly strong voice Friar Pol said, “ Sit down, you sotted fool.”

“ Sotted?’ Gorzhov spat to show his contempt. “Might be. But that's a better state than being dl trembly
with terror. Better than burrowing down here like vermin afraid of the light. Hell'seyes!” He snicked his
curved sword out clumsly. Theflat of the blade flashed in thefirelight. “I'm not frightened of them. Nor of
those damned ruby-eyed sons of duts parading back and forth on their ponies. Y ou're frightened of
them, though, dl of you.”

A scathing glance a the group. Till now, Brak had felt sorry for the man's drunken bravado. But alittle
flame of anger licked inside his mind when Gorzhov included him in the glance of condemnation.

“All right, lordsand ladies,” the scout exclaimed. “ Stay herel Captain Gorzhov will go out and stop that
damned snging thisminute.”

Lurching to the girl, he touched her chin and grinned in afoolish, amost cross-eyed way. Brak's anger
abated again. The man was out of his senses.

“Tell me, bird,” Gorzhov roared to Helane. “Whao's brave among us now?’
“Inthe name of gods,” Helane said wearily, “thisisno timeto try and prove you're aman.”

“But | am!” Gorzhov cried, spit-bubbles breaking on hislips. “Therest of these—" Once more hiseyes
didto Brak'sface. “ Scared dung-bestles. I'm going out to them.”

Sword bared, Gorzhov started for the cellar wall.
“Captain Gorzhov! Stand, you stupid drunkard. Sand!"

Old Hadrios was on hisfeet. He thrust off his daughter's hand as he took a lurching step on his peg leg.
Hispade eyeswerefeverishly bright.

“I am the one who gives orders, Captain. My order isthat you will not leave this place. Just because
wine has addled your head and you think your fool'stalk may impress my daughter, I'll not see you throw
your life away and endanger the rest of us.” Hadrioss chest heaved. “ Stand, Captain.”

“You sick man! Youll not tell meto play coward!” There was a humiliated rednessin Gorzhov's cheeks
above his beard. The old man had touched araw place with his remark about the purpose behind the
Captain's boasts. Helane watched the scout with akind of sad, sorrowing contempt.

Gorzhov kicked at the foundation stones asif trying to find afoothold. He turned his back on Hadrios.
The old man moved swiftly.

“Stand, Captain!” Hadrios cried. Gorzhov ignored him.
The old man moved swiftly, snatching up hiswhip from his palet.

“Father—" Helane screamed. She reached out to prevent the blow. Panting with effort, Hadrios was too
fast for her. He dipped around the fire and cracked the lash. It caught Gorzhov around the head, dragged
him over in aheap.

“Damn you, damn you!” Gorzhov ydled, floundering. Hadrios legped closer. The whip wentcrack three
times.



There were bloody weals on Gorzhov's cheeks and neck by the time the Friar and Brak wrested the
whip's butt away. On one knee, Gorzhov wiped hisface. He examined the red smear on hisfilthy fingers.
Therewasasullen, furious glitter in hiseyes.

Hadrios bresthed heavily. He mumbled in wordless anger as Helane tugged him back to the other sde of
thefire. Brak studied Gorzhov and perceived again what he had seen before.

Captain Gorzhov could show courage when fighting with others at hisside. But when he sood aone, his
courage waned away, and there was only cowardice.

“Obey him, Captain,” Brak said in alow voice. “Weve trouble enough without making our own.”

For along moment the Captain eyed the tall, wide-shouldered man with the braid and the lion tall
dangling at his back. Then, wiping his cheek a second time, he dunk back to his corner. Presently he
rolled over, face to the foundation wall, and began to snore.

All a once Brak redlized that the Snging had stopped. A small blessing. He left Helane tending to her
father, who seemed to be having trouble breathing. He went up to the watch platform and stood with the
boy on guard. He stared into the blowing murk wondering and wondering whether any of them would
seetheend of thisnightmare pilgrimage.

Sometime after the middle of the night, ahusky, bubbling cry wakened the big barbarian.

Herolled over. At the last instant he remembered that he was gtill on the watch platform. He caught
himsef before hefdl off.

The cry was repeated. It came from the cdllar.

Brak untangled himsdlf from the blanket, sumbled to the stairs as someone below fanned thefire alight.
The caravan boy had fallen adeep standing at the parapet. There were more pressing matters.

The cry came again, thin, rattling. Brak heard Helane's terrified voice, too.

Down into the cellar hewent. Friar Pol was blowing on thefire. On his palet, Hadriosthrashed in a
convulsion. Helane watched him hel plesdy. Tears ran down through the dirt on her cheeks.

“He overtaxed himself when he took the whip to Gorzhov. | knew he—oh gods, | knew he'd cometo
disagter on thisjourney. HE'stoo old for such astrain, too old—"

Even asthe big barbarian watched, Hadrios's weather-browned face acquired ayelow cast. Herolled
from side to side on his pallet and moaned. A spasm wrenched his body. Helane cried out as her father
went limp.

The old man's breathing dowed to athin, whistling thread of sound. Someone tugged Brak'sarm. He
whirled to look into Friar Pol's gloomy eyes. The Nestorian mouthed words slently:
“Cgptain—Gorzhov—is gone.”

Brak went to search. It wastrue. The Captain had vanished from the cellar, and one of the muleswas
missing. Its picket rope had been hacked in half.

The barbarian followed adim track of hoovesto the fort's entrance. Thetrack led into the waste. With a
furious curse, he turned back. They had seen the last of the man on whom they dl relied.

Brak waited about an hour until Hadrios's breathing regularized alittle and it gppeared that the seizure



would not claim hislife. Then hetold Helane the dire news. She dumped against him, sobbing
uncontrollably.

Another day passed with the scorm till at full fury. On the evening of the following day, it seemed to Brak
that thewind had dacked abit. Vishility across the waste was dightly improved. He believed they might
be able to resume their journey in the morning.

They discussed this at the fire after dark had settled. Hadrios was awake now. He looked wan and
gpoke with grest effort. “ It—iswisdom to make dl the haste we can. A week's march will bring usto
Samerind.”

“But are you sure you're well enough to travel?” Helane asked.
“Of—course—"

A wracking fit of coughing. Hadrios did not try to lie again, saying instead, “ There are physciansin
Samerind, and none here. What makes the most sense? To wait, or to press forward?’

“Hésright,” Brak agreed. “Last night we saw no horsemen, and heard none of the damnable singing. An
hour ago | caught sight of astar or two behind the clouds up on the platform. If the Skulwind drops, we
should make the dash south.”

“Without guidance?’ Helane countered. “We no longer have a scout to seek out—"
"Wrong, my lady."
Brak spun. Up there on the top of one cdllar wall, Captain Gorzhov glowered down at them.

The scout wasfilthy. Swesat had dried the dirt on hisface into akind of yellow mask. He looked as
though he had lost weight. He climbed down to them, moving dowly, tiredly. One of the big man's knee
joints popped as he bent beside thefire.

Gorzhov did not so much as glance at any of them. He concentrated on warming hishands at thefire.
Findly hesaid, “ Curse me fredly. | admit now that it was afool's errand. | saw no one. And dl | haveto
show for my painsisawolf's hunger.”

“Give him somefood, girl,” Brak ordered. “ A littlewinetoo.”

“I was drunk when | rode out,” Gorzhov admitted. “ And when sobriety returned, | wastotaly log. It's
taken methislong to find my way back.” He spoke each word with aleaden downess, asthough his
brainswere addled by fatigue. “If you care to mock me for my stupidity, do so and have done. | want to

deep.”

“Ther€ll be no mockery, Captain,” Brek said. “We leave at dawn. Master Hadriosis ailing, so we must
rely on you. We welcome you back. Take some of the wine and food and deep the night through, and
tomorrow lead usto Samerind.”

Captain Gorzhov gave Brak an obliquely grateful look. “Aye,” he whispered. His eyeswere dull inthe
dustmask of hisface. Even his beard had acquired ayelow tinge. He put out a shaking hand to clutch the
wineskin the Friar held to him. “Aye.”

Drinking, Gorzhov stared into the flames. Brak didn't like the flat, almost whipped look in those eyes. He
wondered at its cause. For amoment he'd been ready to believe that some hope had returned to the little
company. But Gorzhov's strange, sorrowing expression took it away again and left Brak with acrawling



sense of uneasinessthat lasted dl through the night.

For thefirgt hours next day they made swift progress, even with Hadriostied to alitter dung between
two mules. Then just before noon, the sun's disc shaded off into ablur. The clouds thickened. Within
minutes the source of light disappeared atogether.

The Skulwind intensified. Asit did, Brak's hope dwindled even further. The break in the storm had been
only temporary. Shortly the caravan was foundering again.

Captain Gorzhov disappeared for an hour. He returned to issue new orders.
“Bear to theright. The dunes are higher. They'll offer more protection.”

So the caravan labored that way as the afternoon began. Once more Gorzhov rode out. He came back
and ingtructed them to ater direction a second time. One more change of course in midafternoon made
Brak more than alittle suspicious. But he kept histhoughtsto himself.

Hadrios was deeping, completely covered by ablanket. They redly had no choice but to rely on
Gorzhov's guidance.

“We should be camping soon,” Helane said as Brak's dromedary plodded beside hers.
“Hasthe Captain said anything about it?’

“No.”

Brak grunted. Up ahead, he could barely discern the Captain riding at the head of theline.
A moment later Helane swung toward him again. “ Brak?’

“yes?

“May | be cursed for saying this but—I wonder whether Gorzhov islogt.”

Suspicion curled inside Brak again. He was careful. “Why do you say o, girl?’

“Weve changed route direction too many timesin just afew hours. Perhaps he doesn't know where we
areand isafraid to admit it. I've never seen aman look as shaken as he did last night. Being lost himself
those two nights might have jarred his mind to the point where he'sincapable of leading us”

“If he can't, no one ese can. Werre obliged to trust him until your father recovers.”
“But I'm fearful that—"

"Quiet!" The big barbarian's hand closed tightly on hers.

He swung his head one way, then the other.

Drum-a-drumm. Drum-a-drumm.

So digantly he could barely perceiveit, the sound reached him through the wind's blare. It vanished one
moment, refurning the next.

Drum-a-drumm. Drum-a-drumm.

Brak tore at his cloak, freed the hilt of his broadsword. Drum-a-drumm . Louder!



He released Helane's hand. He kicked his dromedary to a hdt, clambered off. He crouched and dug his
hands deep into the sand.

Drum-a-drumm.
Hisfingerstingled with afaint vibration.
“Brak—what—7?’

“Horsemen.” His eyeswere ugly as he searched the blowing murk. “1 can't seethem yet. But they're dl
around us. We may be encircled.”

Drum-a-drumm.

Without laying eyes on the mounted men, he knew the host was huge. A smdll party would not have
raised the soft thudding thunder he heard with his ears and felt with his sand-buried hands. He saw no
sign of them. The dunes and the sky blended together in agray shimmering.

Wasthat aflash of ameta weapon off there a the crest of aduneto the left? He couldn't be certain. But
he was positive that atrap was closing. Suspicion ripened again, popped like afestered wound, poured
itsangry poison out.

“Gorzhov! Captain Gorzhov!"
“Gods,” Hdane cried, “you don't believe that he—"

“That he knows exactly where we are heading? Has all along, and hasled usto the Quran on purpose?’
The muffling-cloths whipped away from Brak's face. Histeeth were awhite dash in the gloom. “Before
those horsemen dtrike, | mean to make him answer that.”

And the big barbarian went charging up toward the head of the caravan where Captain Gorzhov's
dromedary pranced.

The broadsword in Brak's hand weighed heavy as doom. Rage wiped away reason, brought bestia fury.
The wind screamed. The sand hit at his eyes. From the | eft, from the right, from behind, from ahead, he
heard the sound of agreat host circling.

Drum-a-drumm.

Chapter 1X
Blade and Mirror

Captain Gorzhov saw the barbarian coming. He pulled his curved bladein adow, dmost clumsy way.
Then hedid off hisdromedary and bawled something into the wind that Brak could not understand.

Immediately though, Brak guessed the meaning. The encircling Quran were turning inward.

The drumming grew louder as the pace of the hoofbeats dowed. Otherwise, the Quran weretightening
thelr ring with care.

As Brak approached, Gorzhov unfastened loops that hooked around bone buttons to close his padded
coat. The coat dropped to the sand, its ragged embroidery fluttering. Gorzhov's eyes were like sullen
firdit metd.

Brak ran to within ten paces of the scout. Then he halted. Gorzhov used hisfree hand to scale away his



flat fur cap. His shoulders under his coarse shirt looked bony. Hisbelly fat hung on him like aflaccid
pouch.

“No reason to hide your treachery any longer, eh, Captain?’ Brak roared.

Gorzhov wiped hislips. “None.” Theword was durred.

“And you've been along time hatching it, I'll wager.”

Gorzhov blinked rapidly. “ Aye. Ever sincethat old jar of dops Hadrios humbled mewith thewhip.”

AsBrak had thought Gorzhov hadn't been chastened. He had merely been biding time. From a corner of
an eye the barbarian watched the flying sand-clouds. Drum-a-drumm. Drum-a-drumm. He thought he
gpied lances bobbing, and the heads of ponies. But with the sand blowing, the Quran would not bevisble
until they were practically on the camp. Somewhere behind him, Brak heard Hadrios and Helane and the
caravan boys. They had been drawn by the confrontation. He signed them away without turning to look
at them. Hiseyesheld Gorzhov's as he growled, “Y ou went out that night, from the fortress, to find the
Quran?’

“No, not in the beginning. | came across one of their patrols by chance.” He hed up fingers. “ There were
this many and more bands of them moving on the desert that night. Perhaps'—ady smile—"perhaps|
hoped I'd encounter them. | did. We got on famously too. They're not al that ferocious. Except
concerning you. The leader you dew at the river—the one with three plumes—was the cousin and the
only living relaive of Lord Ibrahim himself. Ibrahim's out there now. He's brought his giant Stoneyeswith
him”

Brak's spine crawled at the thought of the Red King's legendary warrior whose eyes held rubies and who
fought with inferna strength.

The barbarian peered into the murk again. Drum-a-drumm. They were much closer, their mounts coming
amost at awalk.

“What bargain did you strike for leading usto ambush?’ Brak demanded.
“That's between the Quran and mysdf.”

“And what if Hadrios hadn't falenill so that you could take charge of the caravan? What would you have
donethen?’

“Hedidfal ill. Why discussit?’

“I'm going to kill you, Captain. Unless, of course, you run yeping for your friends.”
Wasthat aflicker of fear in Gorzhov's eyes? If so, he quickly hid it.

“They would protect me, outlander. But you and | have waited overlong for this”

“Youll fight mein the open? Fairly, sword to sword?’ Head back, Brak laughed. “Not like you,
Captain.”

Gorzhov's cheeks mottled. He shrieked afilthy word and loped at Brak, hacking the air with his curved
sword. His strides, though long, seemed |abored.

The big barbarian thrust up his broadsword to clang Gorzhov's blow off and away. He was surprised by
the impact. He had forgotten how powerful the scout was.



The red-bearded man wheeled, struck crosswise a Brak's belly. The edge of hisblade diced Brak's
forearm. Blood lesked from along cut.

Gorzhov tried to press his advantage, lunging with left boot forward. He lost his equilibrium, toppled off
balance. Hisneck was a clear target.

Brak hacked downward. Falling, Gorzhov sensed the attack from the sde and parried violently. Iron hit
iron. Sparks showered up to be ingtantly snuffed by the wind.

Gorzhov sprawled on his chest. Brak jumped after him. A ruse! Gorzhov was turning over, legping up.
The curved weapon flickered toward histhroat.

Back went the big barbarian, feet churning in treacherous sand. He missed hisfooting. His hedsflew out
from under him. He dropped on his buttocks, jarred into dizziness.

Gorzhov's teeth blazed in his beard. Desperately Brak tried to dide asde. The scout was coming down
on top of him. The point of hisblade aimed at Brak's eyes—

The barbarian put every bit of strength into atwist and roll that carried him from under Gorzhov's
crushing weight. The curved blade dashed Brak's ear bloody, then did off into the sand.

The Captain snuffled like amastodon as he got up. He seemed dow, hisreflexes bad. Brak was adready
on hisfeet again, legs braced, crouching.

Blinking, Gorzhov struck for Brak's groin. The big barbarian's reach was longer. He drove in above the
Captain's outstretched arm. He wrenched hiswrist and opened the Captain's throat.

With awhistling cry, Gorzhov rocked on hisfeet. Brak jumped away. He sopped blood from his ear with
his hand as Gorzhov's eyes dulled.

A strong man dying was never apleasant Sght. But this was worse. Drum-a-drumm. Drum-a-drumm.
Brak could not take his horror-struck gaze from the Captain's dashed neck—

Where redness should have gushed, only athintrickle leaked. A drop fell, drying instantly in the sand.

A caravan boy applauded Brak in hysterical glee. Out therein the blowing sand, men's torsos and
ponies heads were visible now. The boy darted to the corpse to snatch a souvenir. With open hand
Brak struck the boy's face, knocked him over.

“Stay away from him! This spoil isminel” The god-sent words helped him cover his choking horror.

Arm around his daughter, Hadrios edged nearer Friar Pol. Brak made sure his burly body was between
the watchers and the corpse. In the storm adromedary went berserk. It loped away with its bell clanking
and its baes splitting to spill jewels. The ring of men had closed. One black-gloved Quran thrust a spear
into the dromedary's bowels as it passed. The beast dropped, kicking. Ponies shied away fromit.

All this Brak perceived only dimly. He knelt and stared with clenched teeth at the second mouthin
Gorzhov's neck.

Mouth—that—didn't—bleed.

Gorzhov had seemed oddly dow in thefight. The barbarian lifted the Captain's bare right arm. Little red
hairsrippled in the wind. Nothing.

Helifted theleft one—



Making araw, wordless sound, Brak stood and kicked sand until it covered Captain Gorzhov's carcass
from waist upward. That didn't really help. In hisimagination, seared there, he saw the threetiny black
prick marks deep under the matting of red hair on Gorzhov'sleft arm.

If Gorzhov had stolen out and met the Quran, he had met Ky and Kya aswell. For amoment screaming
fear ruled hismind.

Quickly he started back toward Hadrios and the others. But before he got far, therewas acry.
“Pay heed. I, Ibrahim, speak to you. All of you left dive”
With the others, the big barbarian turned. Helane covered her face.

Two riders had moved out from the line that completely circled the remains of the caravan. Onewasa
tall, robust man with agtrikingly long jaw, abold nose, and agem in hisleft eyesocket. He wore black
boots, coat, gauntlets, helm—~black everywhere, except for hisfour plumes. All were bright red.

The man was armed with alight sword that was still sheathed. He sat his pony easily, secure with the
force that accompanied him—two hundred Quran &t least. The second rider was partially hidden behind
him.

The Red King played with hisreins. They were studded with little hemispheres of onyx. Hisvoice was
low, steadly.

“Whereismy loyd friend, the scout?’

“Dead, lord,” Brak yelled. “ Dead from the same sword | mean to use on you and your butchering—"

The bellowing threats went on. Brak was moving forward with swift strides, reason overridden by anger.
Ibrahim of Quran recognized potential danger though he was still many paces away. He shied hishorse.
Out from behind him rode aman athird again astall as Brak or the Red King.

The man looked immensely strong. He had a huge big-eared head. His pate had been shaved bare and
shining. The man rode expertly, planting hismount in front of that of hislord and lowering hislance.

The man wore black boots, loose trousers of shiny black hide, and a hide fighting harness over his chest.
In his head were two ruby eyes.

Soneyes.

Brak's belly knotted. He did not understand how the giant could see him, but Brak was sure the giant
did. When Brak tried an oblique |eft step, Stoneyes adjusted his pony's position to account for it. He
waited, aliving shidd.

Brak lost some of his momentum. His run became awalk. The giant's pendulous lips curled up in delight.
How could the killer-warrior possibly see?

Testing, Brak lifted his broadsword higher. Helane screamed as Stoneyes sailed hislance.

The barbarian |egped aside. The lance buried where he'd been. Stoneyes had his own broadsword out in
an ingant. There waslaughter dong the line of mounted men.

“His devotion to mysdf and my lady, Queen Shar, isnearly as great as hisstrength,” lbrahim cdled. “I'd
have him test you, except that you are plainly the onethat | seek. Y ou have the outlander'slook, dayer of
my good young cousin Efrim.” [brahim smiled athin smile. “ Of course when your scout offered a



splendid prize in the form of your caravan'streasure, that whetted my taste for the hunt even more.”

Huge, faceted, the ruby eyes of the giant turned toward Brak.No man can see that way! Brak thought.
But was Stoneyes born of woman or awizard's formulary? Who knew?

“Hear my words, therest of you!” Ibrahim gestured to those huddled behind Brak. “There will be no
blood-letting here. I'll even save the outlander, until we return to the Jewd City. But when my menride
among you, be peaceable and meek. This storm makes tempers wroth and—"

Up herosein hissaddle, suddenly noticing Brak's rush back toward Hadrios.
“Stop, you long-haired savage!”
But Brak had aready reached the tiny band. Face flushed, eyes angry, he pleaded with them.

“Better we diefighting than be carried off to be locked up and disposed of cruelly whenever they
please”

Heanesface lighted with a desperation that matched Brak's. “He'sright, father. I'll join him if no one else
will. I know where there's a blade light enough for my hand—" Before Hadrios could prevent her,
Helane whirled and darted back toward the stamping animals.

The old man eyed Brak ruefully. Then helooked aong the line of mounted riders. They weretal men,
and dark. They looked hedlthy and vigorousin their black padded coats. They would be formidable foes,
eveninsmal groups.

The glance of the old caravan master jumped from bow to tautened bow, from lance to upheld lance.
Findly he said, “My daughter iseither far wiser or far more witlessthan |. There's no chance of

winning—"
“What chance do we have if we're taken?” Brak growled. “ Do you prefer chainsto death? | don't.”
Trying to decide, Hadrios looked to Pol. “Madness. We're cursed. What do you say, Nestorian?’

Friar Pol's eyes watered. He lifted the smdl stone cross. “1—I will fight rather than let them take thisand
mock it.” The priest's face shone with swest. All at once Brak admired him.

Hadrios eyed Lord Ibrahim and Stoneyes obliquely. “L ook at them grinning,” he seethed. * Jackals! Al
right, barbarian. If we must go down in our blood, let's not do it whimpering.”

A thin but strangely joyous smile curved Brak's mouth. He clapped Hadrios on the shoulder, turned in
timeto see Lord Ibrahim walking his pony in nearer. The bald giant Stoneyesrode close at hisside.

The Quran were dert to their lord's safety. Black bows tautened alittle more al around the circle.

“Savage,” Ibrahim cried a Brak with some petulance, “Come herel I'm not accustomed to having my
ordersignored. What were you and the others whispering about?’

“Be damned to you and your—" Brak began. Terrible and high, the scream keened in the wind.

Brak whipped round. A nervous archer let hisarrow fly. It struck and killed amule. Hadrios clutched
Pol'sarm, would have falen had the Nestorian not caught him and held him up.

The bile of panic rosein Brak'sthroat.



Bedraggled in their jeweled appard, the twins held Helane between them.

The girl struggled. But Ky had an arm bent around her throat, and alittle dagger pressed to her bosom.
Hdanefdt the knife, struggled less.

Brak's head pounded with confusion and terror. He looked wildly to Friar Pol. The Nestorian was
stumbling forward, lifting his stone cross out toward the twins, who evidently had crept slently into the
camp fromtherear.

Kyas pink mouth pursed in dlarm. She pointed. Ky's pearl eyes narrowed. He dug the knife point
deeper into Helane's breast. Friar Pol's forearms shook as he gripped the stone cross with both hands,
raised it over his head, advanced with an unsteady step toward them.

“Who arethosetwo?’ Lord Ibrahim demanded. “ Speak your names! Tell me what—"
"No!"

Brak's howl drowned the rest. The big barbarian crossed the distancein one, two, three legps. Kya
retreated, spitting filthy words. She tugged her brother's arm, urged him to strike Helane. She loathed the
stone cross, that much was clear.

With abrutal sweep of his hand the barbarian knocked the cross from the Friar's hand. Asit hit the sand,
Pol shrieked.

"Blasphemer!"

“Fear putsfaith back in your bowels, eh, priest? Keep on and they'll kill her!”
“The Blood-esters tremble before the cr—"

"And you'll have the girl's blood on your hands!"

In sullen fright, Pol picked up the crossand held it againgt hisbelly. Aninsulting little smile curved Kyas
mouth. A smile of triumph.

Brak knew he had saved the unholy pair. But he had doneit out of necessity. Helane wastoo closeto
the dagger'stip.

She was near to fainting, he saw. She knew the nature of the plump white hands that held her, and her
mind hid from it. Abruptly, her body sagged.

“Lord Ibrahim of the Quran,” Kyacried, “if that isindeed your name—"
“Aye,” the Red King bawled back. “ And yours? Quickly, if you please. My temper's growing short.”

“l am Lord Ky of Jovis,” responded Kyastwin. “We address you as royalty to royalty, and beg you not
to listen to the bleatings of these brutes you've taken prisoner.”

Unableto bear more, Brak yelled, “Listen to him at your peril, lord. He and hissister aren't exiles, as
they'll be daiming any moment—"

“Exilesfrom Jovis,” Ky interrupted. “My sister and | are friendless, preyed upon by these—"

“They'reBlood-eaters! Demons. They suck out blood and life from—"



Displeasure growing on I brahim's face brought a sudden roar from Stoneyes. “ Silence, outlander!” The
giant's voice was deep. It had astrange, rattling quality. “When high blood speaks to high blood,
commoners keep peace.”

“High blood—?" Brak's laughter was macabre. But clearly, Ibrahim did not regard matters as ajoke:
“Theear of Quranisyours, Lord Ky. Speak, please, and ignore the wild man'srantings.”
Foal, Brak thought with fury.Incredible fool.

But Ibrahim the Red King looked proud and amaost pompous now. He sat very tal and straight and & oof
50 that al—especidly the twins—would recognize hisimportance. Ky thrust Helane aside like amedl
sack. Hadrios's daughter rolled onto the sand, moaning softly, her eyes nearly closed.

Ky touched his sister's elbow. Together they began to walk wide around Brak and the others, on a path
that would soon bring them near Ibrahim's horse. Asthey waked, Ky spoke smoothly.

“Lord, we appreciate your tolerance. | can only say that we would expect such treatment from aman of
your station. We beg leave to tel you the story of our matreatment.”

“Hirgt,” countered Ibrahim, “tell me from whence you came.”

A supple gesture of Ky's hand. Brak glared, unable to choke back memories of the lives and the blood
that made that hand so soft and round. “ The desert, Lord Ibrahim. We have been hiding there. We
traveled for atime with the caravan master and his savage companion. But the entire company treated us
il

Hadrioswaved afigt. “ Another falsehood. Heed what the outlander says, king. These two are some kind
of helgpawn.”

Lord Ibrahim did not even deign to look in the old man'sdirection. He gave dl his attention to Ky, who
continued swiftly, persuasively.

“When theill treatment became more than we could bear, we fled into the desert. But we could not find
our own way in these unfamiliar parts. So we could not travel far from these people, much aswe
detested them and their constant attempts to plunder what little treasure we managed to bring away when
we were driven from Jovis.” A fat hand touched the gem-clothing. “We hid, therefore. We followed them
secretly, hoping the ssorm would die. Findly their scout—the man who lies dead yonder—grew unwary.
Herode too far from the caravan. Using certain philtres | carry as a protective measure, | seized and
drugged him. When he awoke, we discovered that he waswilling to help us. | swore him to secrecy, and
he promised to lead the caravan to you, Lord. He suspected you werein the vicinity, you see. Hetold us
you had agrudge againgt yellow hair.”

Ibrahim eyed Brak. “A grudgeisfor smal men. Hateisfor kings.”
Kya's smile was sweet and charming. “Well put, Lord.”

“Thelying dut!” Brak howled, unableto believe that Ibrahim could possibly be persuaded by the
fabrication. “Listen to my taletoo! Let me describe how this pair of monsters—"

A sck uncertainty quenched his speech in mid-sentence. He exchanged hopeless glances with Hadrios
and Pol. It could not be happening and yet it was. Ky wheedling and posturing in his determined effort to
show himsdf asroyd aslbrahim. If [brahim only knew how the two must be mocking himin silence!



But the Red King seemed pleased, flattered, attentive to their tale. He leaned forward across the neck of
his black pony with thered jewel in hisleft eye shining. He had paid no attention whatever to Brak's

outcry.
“Asl| wassaying,” Ky continued, “the scout believed you were nearby.”

“Quite 0,” said Ibrahim. “He cameto one of my lieutenants secretly, at night. We arranged thislittle
surprise rendezvous with—" A wave of contempt at Hadrios. “ Them.”

“The scout took his action on our behaf, Lord. Though as| have freely admitted, he was drugged into
cooperating. We knew that if we could only find your excellence, you would treet my sster and meina
manner equa to that with which you'd treet your own queen.”

“We are not wrong, are we, Lord?’ asked Kya.

“God's name, no.” lbrahim scowled. “But onething puzzlesme.”

Warinessin the pearl eyes. Ky sad, “And that is?’

“Why you camejust now by stedlth, and took the wench, and held her prisoner with aknife.”

Quickly Ky answered, “Because, Lord, we were not certain of your reception—at least not until we had
the chance to explain our plight. We hid out there in the desert as you arrived. Upon learning who we
were, your men passed us through your lines. Wetook the girl to insure that we would have time for
explanations. Y ou cannot imagine the indignities that filthy old man—that witless outlander—heaped upon
us before we fled from them—"

Now there was atruly raging madnessin the big barbarian. A lord famed for hiswar craft was being
gulled and swindled. Brak's eyeswere huge and he was bresthing in akind of ahiss.

Impossible?hethought then. You're the fool to call this anything but natural.

To hisdismay and pain, Brak had long ago learned that the people in the so-cdled civilized kingdoms
behave more insanely, more incomprehensibly, than the wildest hunter of the steppes. He saw the proof
againin theway this Red King let himsdlf beflattered and teased and manipulated. Kya's smile and tone
pandered to Ibrahim's vanity, and he responded.

Ky wasjud finishing.

“We were afraid these call ous people would tear us apart in their rage before we had our chance to
explain. So we chose the opportune moment to seizethe girl and hold her.”

“Liard” Brak countered. “ Those two pit-things never put the scout under drugs. They put himin their
power by starting to suck out hisvery life with their mouths!”

Kyaslaugh wasabell inthewind. “What utter nonsense.”
“King,” Brak persasted, “I swear they're not what they seem. Y ou must listen—"
“Listen to the dayer of my blood kin Efrim?Y ou're amadman.” Ibrahim's good eye blazed.

“Then—" Brak struggled for words. “Listen to this priest!” He thrust Pol forward. “Holy—and learned
too. Hell tel you.”

“The barbarian speaks the truth,” Pol said. “ Serving the Dark One, the god Y ob-Haggoth, the man and



woman who presume upon your roya courtesy arein regity—"

“Stop your tongue!” [brahim raged. “1'll no more listen to you than | will that ox with theyellow braid. |
know your kind, priest, and your milksop deity. We worship stronger godsin Logol, and spit on the
utterings of false prophetslike you.”

For amoment no one moved. The angry words faded. Brak's mind was aturmoil. Which way to turn
now?

Ky and Kyaadvanced to Ibrahim's horsein aleisurely way. Suddenly all reason drained from Brak, and
with oneterrible yel, he bolted.

The giant Stoneyes lifted his sword. But Brak was heading the other way. He caught amule by its
tether-rope, smashed the bale on its back with hisfist. Blood ran down to hiswrist as gems tumbled.

Heran to the next animal, tore abae open, dodged away from ivory plagues dropping by the dozen. A
third bale, shredded apart with grest rips of his mighty hands, disgorged what he sought: the jeweled
combs and mirrors.

Holding one mirror high, Brak dashed back toward the Red King. His hands were bloody, but hisface
was ugly with laughter. Ky and Kyawere backing away, touching one another for protection.

Brak feinted |eft. Stoneyesraised his sword, guided his pony that way. Brak hurled himsdlf in the other
direction.

“Get down, king!” He seized Ibrahim's boot. “ Get down and look at your roya petitionersin the glass!
They make no reflection because demons make no reflection—!"

“Restrain him!” lbrahim shouted, beating at Brak's head with hisfist. The king's pony reared. Stoneyes
rodein close, snatched Brak'slong braid and tugged hard. Brak ydlled, faling off balance.

Ashefél, the glass sailed past his eyes. He saw his own distorted face. The left horsehoof of 1brahim's
horse smashed the glass.

All around, Quran dismounted and leaped on Brak to beat him. He fought, outhumbered, and quickly
sank back to his knees. Darkness swirled.

And then, in one hideous moment of insight, he understood the reason for the dissembling of the twins.

The men of Quran were strong. Hadrios had said that. The Blood-eaters were hungry for the blood and
bone and life of Quran City itsalf. And they meant to haveit.

Butt ends of lances pounded the back of his head, drove him facefirst into the sand.Fool! he cried to the
Red King. But it was acry that never |eft histhroat.

Dwindling, ringing, the warning submerged into a dark that engulfed him completely.

Chapter X
Evil Sidks, Evil Smiles

In the gray and windy evening, Brak leaned his elbow on the sill of an unbarred window and, sullen-eyed,
listened to the bells and watched the torches glimmering in Quran.

Highwallsof clay block completely surrounded the Jewe City, which Hadrios estimated to be inhabited
by some twenty to thirty thousand souls. The big barbarian remembered those walls from yesterday's



twilight.

He had wakened to find himsdlf hanging head and legs down. He was lashed across a dappled Quran
pony with his belly where the saddle would have been.

The procession wended across a plaza of hard black tile inset with an occasiona piece of brilliant red.
He remembered riders of Quran pressing close on their horses. Theriders noted he was awvake &t last,
then made obscene jokes about the kind of death that awaited him, and Hadrios, and the Nestorian,
and—worst—Helane.

Blood ran down hisface. It splashed on thetiles just ashort distance below hishanging head. And he
heard the bdllsfor thefirst time.

They werered bells, he discovered later. Some tinting compound had been blended with the hot meta
beforeforging. All the high towersin Quran—and there were many, surprisingly graceful and intricate
despite being constructed of clay—were laced with belfries at their tops. The bells pealed in the desert
twilight. Thus he cameto the Jewd City, in chains.

Because of the wals and the way the towers were set so close together, the Skulwind blew lessfiercely
herein the city's heart. But itswhinewas il present in the big, sour cdll to which he had been led.

Two smoky torches provided the cdll's only light. Watching from the window now, the big barbarian il
felt the sting of windblown sand againgt hisface. Now and then clouds of it appeared, whirlingintheair
abovethe ova plazadirectly below. The plazawas along way down there. The tower face was sheer.
The cell needed no bars.

Inthetwilight Brak's face was ugly. His eyes were red with weariness. His cheeks had a sunken
shadowed look. The cell smelled of human waste and the mold of the straw strewn about. Bodies gave
off astench too. Hadrios's breath was unspeakably bad. Brak had smelled it al day.

The caravan masgter lay like adoll half unstuffed, hiswood leg dangling down over the edge of aclay
bench built out from the wall. Hadrios's eyes were wet with the rheum of illness. Helane was on her
knees beside her father. Shewastrying to force aladle of the evening's gruel to the old man'slips. He
brushed it away. Bells chimed across the plaza.

“Outlander?’ Hadrios wheezed.
Brak looked past Friar Pol, who had come up beside him and stood looking out. “ Aye?’
“What—of the boys? Some of the boys were"—arattling cough—"aive when—"

“Aye” Brak repested. Helane's father could not see the forlorn way in which she looked at the
barbarian. A dozen timesdready thisfirst day of imprisonment, Hadrios the Star-Tracker had asked the
same question.

Brak answered as he had done before: “We have not seen the boys since the rest of uswerelocked in
thiscdl last night. Perhaps—" He nearly fatered over thelie. “ Perhgps the king, 1brahim, decided he
didn't hate them so much as he hates us. He probably set them free.”

Hadrios lay back regarding the ceiling. “I—hope s0.” Each word was alabor. “ Gutter boys, dl of them.
But—the ones who survived—good lads, even—even if you—did have to—frighten them—into
bravery—"

On the point of exhaustion, Helane gave up the hopeless chore of trying to feed the old man and laid the



ladle back alongside the gruel bucket. Brak's nose wrinkled. The stuff stank. He had been unableto eat a
snglemouthful.

Helane walked to the window, scuffing her feet. Her skirt was ragged at the hem, and she had discarded
most of her arm bangles. They had been bent by the manhandling Quran riders. They had treated her
body as though it were one more treasure-bale to be pawed and examined.

Brak watched the torchlight illuminate strands of her hair. Helicked at hislips. Those torches were an
oversght on the part of the guards who maintained the high dungeon. He meant to take advantage of the
oversight at the proper moment.

A shadow flickered on the cell floor. A tanned forehead appeared at the cell door spyhole. First aruby
gleamed. Then it was replaced by a sharp brown eye. After amoment the guard passed on. A trace of
torchsmoke curled into the cell from the corridor.

“What's that sound?’ Helene wanted to know.
“Drumming,” said Friar Pol. “It started amoment ago.”
“Shouting too.” Brak pointed. “ The streets are getting crowded.”

It was s0. Torches streamed along the various thoroughfares that led to the ova plaza below the prison
tower. All at once, from one side of the plaza, half adozen dwarfs waving bladders and carrying tiny
drums pranced into sight. Their shadows streaked the black and red tiles. Severa turned handsprings.

People began to arrive from the side streets. Quran soldiers with lowered lances barred their passage
into the plaza proper.

Friar Pol's stubbled face grew even grayer. “May the Nameless God protect us! They'recel ebrating.”
Scowling, Brak nodded. “'Tisthe very aspect of acarnivd, isnt it?’

He thought briefly of the caravan boys. Dead by now, surely. Had they fed the pair whose ghastly
appetites were the result of a pact with Y ob-Haggoth?

Thefloor of the plazabegan to swim and shimmer with thousands of tiny, darting whitelights. The lights
grew more brilliant by the moment. Logol's gray dusk was gone. Full night had fallen. The
mirror-reflections danced on the tower walls and swooped back and forth acrossthe plazatiles.

“They're coming in their robes of lights,” Brak breathed. “The celebration'sforthem."

Hate seethed in hiswords. More and more of the red bells began to pedl. Helane rubbed tiredly at her
cheek. “How can the Red King be taken in by such deceit?”

Brak's big-muscled shoulder lifted in ashrug. “Why should he not be? They speak in acourtly way. They
seem to be exactly what they say they are. Besides, the tale of Blood-eatersis so terribleit defies belief
unless aman's seen the demons at work.”

Ugly memoriesflegted in hismind. They were quickly suppressed; that way |lay madness. Their
predicament wasterrible. But that of Quran the Jewel was worse. The barbarian knew with agut
certainty that Ky and Kyawanted nothing less than the blood and sinew of the strapping men and robust
women of thisisolated kingdom.

Friar Pol roused asthough from areverie to add, “ The Red King's bound to welcome two people who



ddiver arich caravan into his hands. The Quran are predators, and predators are as arule practical
people. Gems and combs and ivory in the hand outweigh afew wild talestold by prisoners.”

Asthe bdls clanged, the light-pointsin the plaza darted over thetiles, scaled and |legped on the walls of
the surrounding buildings. From the street along which the procession was gpproaching marched aline of
extremdly tal one-eyed men in ankle-length robes. They carried tall staffs. At thetip of each staff wasa
little statue of an imp-like god. The god was deceptively folded together, hands and knees at chest, so
that it resembled an unborn baby. But its countenance was dy and fierce.

Therewereforty or fifty of the priests, pole and image. The Nestorian began to mumble. Hefingered his
stone cross. He looked faint, perspiring suddenly. The gods of Quran passed on.

Behind the priests came one-eyed bagpipers who skirled awild, wailing war-melody. More torchbearers
spilled into the plaza next, followed by drummers. Still the lightpoints flashed, their source il hidden. But
they were blinding-bright. Canopy bearers cameinto view followed by two open litters. On one, Brak
recognized Lord Ibrahim. Beside him was awoman.

Shar the queen was splendidly gowned. A large-boned woman, shewas at least lovely. A waterfal of
black hair caught the shifting little lights.

Onthefar sde of theroya pair walked Stoneyes. His blade-shaved skull glistened with ail. Hisleft hand
rested on his sword hilt. Torchflare made the jewelsin hisface sparkle. How he walked unerringly, never
fdtering, never sumbling, Brak did not know. But watching the uncanny feat unnerved him. He noticed
that the giant stuck quite close to his master and mistress. It was apparent that he bore them a great

loydty.
Inaburst of light, the litters bearing Ky and Kya appeared.

Behind the barring lances at the side Streets, the men and women of Quran cheered and waved their
torches. The jeweled clothing which the twinswore radiated al the many light-sources and cast each one
back a hundredfold.

Amidst the glare and glitter, Kyaraised her hand, waved to the crowds. Then she looked upinthe
direction of the prison tower. She amiled. Thetolling bells shook the very floor of the cdll. Brak'sbelly
hurt with anger and fear.

“They'll gull the Red King with smiling,” the big barbarian growled. “And when heé's drunk or deeping,
bite his neck and begin their daughter.”

“Cdl theguard again,” Helane pleaded. “Make him listen.”

He shook his head. “How many times have wetried it aready, both the Friar and I? And with what
result?’

She started to protest, recognized his pessmism, lapsed into silence. Friar Pol kissed his stone cross as
the last of the procession disappeared from the plaza. His voice wasfilled with aquiet horror.

“Itistheworld'sway. Evil cregps behind acivilizing smile. And most prefer to see only the amile”

“Ibrahim, you roaring, screaming, obscenity of an assl” Brak howled, beating hisfist on the cell wall. The
knuckle-skin split and bled.

His outcry wakened Hadrios, and caused corridor guards to rush to the peepholes and yell for quiet.
Brak eyed the ruby flashing in the opening. Blesk hate tightened his jaw-muscles. But what good did it



do?What good? Penned here, their story of the Blood-eaters ridiculed, they were helpless. Quran would
laugh and dance and drink and whore al night, then waken to find Ky and Kya feasting off the
bone-marrow of itsking and queen.

Brak fell to pacing. Friar Pol curled up in acorner and appeared to doze. Helane sank down beside her
father and stroked his hand. That hand, resting on his belly, shook violently every moment or so.
Hadrioss eyeswere il ditted, but whether he dept or not, Brak couldn't say. The caravan master's
breathing sounded like pebbles shaken on the head of adrum.

Outside, the bellsrang unceasingly and the tumult of the night grew louder. Brak paced.
Toonesdeof thecdll.

Back.

Tooneside.

Back.

Hisyelow braid and thetail of the lion-hide sivung in rhythm.

To oneside.

Back.

Hefdt maddened, swallowed by akilling fury that grew more ravenous every indant.

He glanced through the cell window now and again. Crowds regled through the oval plaza, packed the
Sde dreets. Thewhole city flashed and flared with light. “ Halfwitsl” he screamed at them. “ Gulled, dl of
you! Gulled”

But of course none heard him.

Wakening from her own half-deep, Helane asked him to be quiet. He lay down in acorner, cramped and
cold and hating the offa-smell of the straw. Head cocked down onto his chest, he watched one of the
wall torches smoldering. Heimagined how it would be to thrugt that fire into the face of aruby-eyed
guard. Hisface was horrible to behold. At last hefell adeep to troubled dreams—

He awoke suddenly to arush of men around him. Shadows of cloaks and plumed helmetsflitted on the
walls. Hadrios cried out,"No! Let megoinstead! I'm donewith life—"

“Why would the lord and lady of Joviswant an old wornout cod like you for adave?’ said the leader of
the half-dozen men crowding the cdll. “It's this one they've requested, and this one they'll have—"

“Dont, don't.” Hidden by the crowding men, Hadrios begged. “Don't take my one girl—"

“Shut up, you bag of stinking gas.” A leg lashed out. A boot struck flesh. Hadrios whimpered. And
suddenly, above the cluster of moving shadow in the cell's center, Helane was lifted into sSight.

She wasfighting them. She hacked and tore at them with her nails. It took three of the Quran to carry her
to the corridor.

Brak wasfull awake now. Ky and Kyahad asked for her. But davery was only the pretext, the smileon
the face of the demons—



How much they must hate us for knowing their secret, Brak thought, the instant he gave amaniaca
ydl and legped.

A sword whipped from ascabbard. The Quran thrust it at Brak. He turned sideways. The man ran pagt,
off baance.

Brak took the man's forearm, clenched hisfingersround it, broke it. The bone made two popping
sounds. The man fainted.

The barbarian kicked through the suddenly confused mass of men. He tore one of the torchesfrom the
wall and swung it like a spark-tailed flail.

Men converged. Brak smelled charred skin, heard ahowl. More men rushed in from the corridor. They
bore him down by sheer numbers. Helane shrieked in the distance.

Torchlight cast wildly shifting shadows as Brak bit, gouged at eyes with histhumbs, kicked groins. Then
he was on hisknees. A Quran legped on his back. A boot crashed to the side of his head.

Hadrios was sobbing, wanting to know what had happened to his daughter. A black gauntlet reached for
Brak'shair. “I'll tear his obscene nose off and stuff it—"

“Hold!” The sharp command restrained the other Quran. “Lord [brahim's strict order. He must be kept
diveand—aieeee!"

The speaker had let his pointing hand dangle too near the bloodied barbarian. Brak caught the gloved
hand in hisfingers and squeezed with the red rage running in him like a spring river. Finger-bones
cracked, went limp.

The commander kicked Brak's head, drove him to the floor. From then on Brak made few sounds, only
grunting twice asthey beat him.

They struck him again and again. Mercifully, he blacked ot.
Hethought at first that he had gone blind. Then his eyes adjusted.

Scarlet reflections skated over the cdll ceiling. Thelight came through the window from the plaza below.
Otherwisethe cdl wasdark. A single bell chimed on the far sde of the city.

Friar Pol bent over the big barbarian, asked whether he could stand. Hadrios was crying somewherein
the darkness. Brak nearly fdt like doing the same.

The Quran had not only taken Helane but Brak's only weapons. The torches were gone from the sockets
inthewadls.

A day went by. Another. The revery in the streets did not seem to dacken.

One guard taking histurn at duty outside the cell proved more talkative than the rest. From him Brak
wheedled the information that Lord Ibrahim had declared aweek-long feast holiday. The holiday was
meant to honor Ky and Kya, aswell as celebrate the acquisition of the treasure from the caravan. At this
Hadrios began to pound hisfists on his chest and mutter like achild.

“Can't gand the thought of the wedlth he went al the way to Timbello to get faling into our hands, eh?”’
laughed the guard. He was a coarse, blue-chinned fellow with asmall ruby in the puckered socket of his
left eye.



The guard set down the evening meal pot. Outside in the open doorway three other men of Quran
watched warily. All three had swords drawn. Two boretorchesto illuminethe cell.

“It's not the treasure-bales he cares about,” Brak snarled back. “They took his daughter.”
“Took her?” The guard apparently hadn't heard this. “Where?’

Brak spat. “To hdl, presumably. The fineroya twins said they wanted her for adave. What they redly
wanted—"

Helet thewordstrail off. The guard neither understood nor cared to. In fact, alittle hint of envy lit the
man'sgood eye:

“Ah,” he said, “then she must have been fetched to the next tower.”
Caution, caution! Brak fought to keep hisvoiceleve. “In the next tower?’

“Thetalest one, right yonder. But of course, you can't see from that window, can you?’ Tisthe tower
wherethe Lord and Lady have their apartments, and the visitors from Jovistoo. Don't fret for the wench.
| imagine she's having asplendid time. From the first night of the feast, the visitors have hosted a
continuous revel in their chambers. Many of the most noted men of the Jewel City are attending. Their
women too. Sometimes,” he gossiped on, “1 am told the brazier smoke is so thick, one can't tell who's
which. Literally hundreds have joined the merrymaking.” All a once he recalled where he was and added
with some bitterness, “Of course | only hear of it from my friends who stand watch on the other side of
the footbridge that leads to the royal tower. My rank doesn't yet entitle meto servicethere.”

Thinking about it made him more quarrelsome. He walked over and gouged hiskneein Hadrios' ribs.

The old man didn't move. He was stretched rigid on the clay bed. His beard wasfilthy. Hiseyes glared at
nothing. Hisface waslocked in lines of unmerciful suffering. The guard spat in hisface.

“Don't have athought for your wench. She's better off than you. She—" The guard flushed when Hadrios
failed to react. He cuffed the old man's cheek.

“Do you hear me?’
"Let himalone."

The quiet, steady voice belonged to Pol. He had hardly any spare flesh on him now, and his cheekswere
sunken deep. A little astonished, Brak watched the Nestorian walk forward and gently but firmly thrust
the guard aside. Then he stepped between Hadrios and the other man.

“Hesill,” Pol said. *Y ou've tormented him enough.”

The guard made a move toward the Friar. Brak shifted hisfooting ever so dightly. The other guards
shifted then too, readying swords. From the corner of an eye thefirst guard noticed Brak's eagerness.

“Lice” the guard muttered, whedling. “Lice, al of you. Lord Ibrahim will dispose of you properly.”

Thetorchlight dimmed. The door closed loudly. In the dark Brak crouched down, thinking.Royal tower.
Footbridge.

A reedy voicein the fillness. “Outlander?’

Unmoving, Brak sad, “Aye, Star-Tracker?’



“I dream fitful dreams but I—I know they have taken the girl.”
“Yes. Tobeadaveof Ky and Kya, they said. Delivered to the Blood-eatersisthe truth.”

“Y ou must not—!" Pol began. Brak whispered back that he was sure old Hadrios already knew. So he
did, struggling up on one ebow, hiswhite beard asilver glarein the windowshine,

“If—you can escape from this place, outlander, find—find my girl.”

The barbarian could not hide his bitterness. “ And rescue her like some shining prince?’
“No. Kill her.”

“What?’

“Kill her! Kill her. So shewon't suffer more.” The old voice broke with emotion. “Pledge that to me,
outlander, so | can rest easier. Swear you'll doit. Swear!”

After along moment, Brak said in asomber voice, “1 swear.”
Hadrios sghed and lapsed into silence.

Reflecting, Brak didn't know whether he had made atrue vow to the old caravaneer, or had lied in the
hope that somehow they could al escape this nightmare, Helane included.

He gtill ached from the beating of two nights ago. But now aconsuming itch of curiogity tormented him
much more than the pain. Theroya tower was near. There was afootbridge connecting it with the prison
building. He really doubted their chances for escape. But vengeance might be another matter. He dwelled
on the ideawith such morbid glee that he dmost failed to hear the door open.

“On your feet, you dime. On your feet for the king!”

Blinking, Brak reded up into the torchlight. Severa armed men preceded the royd visitor into the cell,
including Stoneyes. The giant remained close to the king's side after both got through the door.

Brak shivered alittle. The giant's strength was even more evident at close range. Muscleslike ropes
stood out on histhick upper arms. He wore the black leather chest harness as before. And though the
giant's head seemed to move hardly at al on histhick neck, Brak had the eerie feding that the blind giant
Ssaw—saw—every movement in every part of the cell.

The barbarian noticed another odd thing. Men with high-pitched voices were gathered outside in the
corridor, fussing, clucking, their shadowsjiggling acrossthe wal. Brak smelled asweet scent.

Ibrahim peeled off one gauntlet, flexed hisfingers. “'Y ou have been disruptive, barbarian. | had areport
onit.” Theking did not look particularly angry. In fact his skin seemed rather wan, as though he had
over-extended himsdlf at the revels. Hewore black silk, with ahigh collar. A ruby the sze of afist hung
on hisbosom by achain. His demeanor wasthat of one utterly exhausted.

“They took the old man's daughter,” Brak returned. “ To the Blood-esters. It isthetruth, lord! If you
would only listen to the priest, he—"

The sentence ended. Brak's mouth hung open. Ibrahim reacted instantly.

“Ill-bred scum! Why are you staring?’



"They have you."
Ibrahim's curving nose shone with sudden sweat. “When you address me, look mein the eye, barbarian.”

But Brak could not obey. His gaze was held by the high black collar of Ibrahim's doublet. That collar that
had shifted ever so dightly amoment ago, reveded three tiny black marksforming atriangle.

The Red King inclined his head. His collar fell back in place, hiding the marks. Sowly Brak raised his
glance, hisexpression amixture of pity and fury.

“Do they know, king? Do your people know the sweet twins have taken you?’
I brahim's ungloved hand clenched. “ Say no more.”

“But you bear the marks. Y ou must tell them, king. Y ou must tdll the men and women of Quran who
have gone to the revels of the twinsthat their king has become the pimp of their souls.”

The guards reacted with growls. Ibrahim was fagter, hisruby eye blazing like asun as he dgpped his
ungloved hand to Brak's throat, condtricted it like a claw. Hisface came quite close to the big
barbarian's. There was afetid odor to his breath. In the Red King's good eye Brak saw a dullness—the
first sages of thelethargy, the davery.

“I should kill you for whet you said, outlander.”

“Try it. I'm fagter than you now, king. They've taken your guts—see?’” With adash of hishand, Brak
knocked Ibrahim'sfingersloose.

Stoneyes made a deep, rumbling sound, jumped at Brak with sword drawn. Nimble, Brak |egped away.
Stoneyes did asandalled foot in his direction. Ibrahim, recovering his composure, barred the giant behind
an outflung arm.

“No, warrior. Madness has unhinged histongue. Therés small pleasurein daying alunatic.”
At these words from the Red King, the guards stopped whispering. Ibrahim forced his voice.

“I'll argue with you no more, outlander. Although your mind's weakened, your body istill strong. Thus
you will servethe purpose | came to announce.”

The Red King wiped atrickle of spit from the corner of his mouth. The Blood-eaters had him. They
would soon have the whole city.

“Desth would be too easy a punishment for killing my kinsman Efrim. Therefore, when you were chosen
by my guests, | agreed. Y ou can repent your errorsin alifetime of davery. In the service of the roya
twins”

“It'snot for adave they want me!l” Brak exclaimed. “It'sfor avictim—Iike you!”

[brahim sniffed, retreated a step, shook his head. “Unhinged,” he said again. “Now pay attention. My
guests asked that you appear more suitably prepared than the wench was when she went to them.
Therefore my eunuchs'—aglovelifted toward the giggling shadowsin the hal—"shal dressyou. Y ou
should make an amusing sight when they're done, and | look forward to it. The free, bold spirit drowned
in perfume and smothered in peacock's pantaloons. | commend you to the daveslife, dayer of my
kinsman. You'l hatethat, | think. In atwelve-month—even perhaps sooner—you'll be madder than you
arenow.”



Laughing, he turned and tramped out.
Stunned, Brak was unable to move for amoment. Then he grew conscious of men around him.
Men? They were more like sexless, puffy-cheeked boysin pastel robes. Some held torches.

One eunuch reached for the lion-hide around Brak's middle. The creature's ruby eye winked as he
tittered, “ Have done with that filthy garment, outlander.” A tug. “ Have done, have done, you scamp!”

“Have done, have done!” others squedled, attacking Brak from all sides.

The big barbarian caught the nearest one beneath the jaw, pulled the shaved melon of a head under his
armpit and squeezed. The eunuch shrieked. His jawbone popped.

Brak spun. The others scattered, fell back. A gemmed hilt flashed. Brak legped for it, pulled it out. He
hoped the eunuch's ornamenta sword was more than atoy.

It was, but only dightly. The eunuchs scattered to al sides of the cell. One dropped historch as he
picked up the skirts of hisgown. The straw began to burn. Hadrios cried out.

“Troublein there,” avoice boomed in the corridor.
“Shdl we summon the Lord's bodyguard back? They're only to the footbridge.”
“No, we can handleit. Nivex, Cadmon—follow me!”

The stiraw shot up fire-tongues from the floor of the cell. Thefirst of three corridor guards rushed through
thedoor. A eunuch trying to flee sumbled into him. Cursing, the guard lifted the eunuch's head with his
knee, kicked the wailing man aside. The other two guards crowded in. One was the blue-chinned soldier
to whom Brak had spoken earlier.

Curved swords flashed back the light of the burning straw. “In aline three across,” the guard in charge
whispered. “But be careful. Lord Ibrahim will have our privatesif wekill him.”

“The hel!” blue chin spat. “Well say it was an accident.”

The eunuchs crushed together in one corner, bleating and hugging one another. The eyes of the
guards—three eyes dark and moist, three red-facets—shone brightly as the men lined shoulder to
shoulder. They did their feet forward, inched toward the barbarian who stood with the tiny ornamental
blade |ooking dwarfed in hisfist.

Brak sensed Pol nearby. The clamor of Hadrios made it difficult for him to concentrate. Sweet ran down
his chest.

Side, the boots of the guards rasped closer. Jide.

Two more paces and they'd be on him. He watched the bent leg of the blue-chinned guard, saw it
tense—

Scooping the point of the blade under some of the burning straw, Brak flung fire.

The guard in the middle yelled and dropped his curved sword. Brak ran barefoot through the blazing
straw. The hest tortured his soles amoment. Then he was through. He leaned down to grab thefalen
sword. The blue-chinned guard attacked.



Blue chin thrust out his sword arm to full length. Brak ducked, used his shoulder to pitch blue chin over
even as he parried the blade of the third guard.

Parry—clang. Parry—clang. There was cursing—the sudden sound of men struggling behind Brak.

The noise made the third guard miss hisaim. Hisblade did by. Brak buried hiswespon hafway toits hilt
in the man's somach. Then he yanked it free and swung around.

13 m ! ”
The Nestorian was down, mortally hit.

The priest's gray habit was blood-blackened. The guard Brak had pitched over had done it. Brak caught
blue-chin and threw him down. He stepped on the floundering guard's neck and held it while he cut it

open.
Pol'sthin fingerslifted something rough and pressed it againgt Brak's pam.

“More men—coming,” the priest gasped. “Run. Run and carry out your pledge to the old man if you can
do no more before—"

All a once Pol went rigid. He struggled to clasp his hands together on his chest. He saw some horror far
beyond Brak or this place and exclaimed, “ Forgive me in my unbelief, oh my go—’

Herose up in convulsion. He fell back. His head struck the stone with athud. His fingers relaxed.
Brak shivered in terror. What he held was the stone cross of Nestoriamus.

The barbarian thrust the talisman down againgt hisbelly under folds of the lion-hide. Torcheswere
bobbing somewhere down the corridor. Hadrios pleaded to know what had happened. Brak felt
doomed, as all of Quran was doomed.

But he had made a pledge. He would spend hislast blood trying to carry it out. If the mad godswould
only let him livejust alittle longer, he could die bringing vengeance.

Head down, yellow braid flying and curved sword wet and red, he ran from the gory cell. He turned
right, away from the torches coming in pursuit. He plunged into the long, till passage that led to the roya
tower.

Chapter XI
Demon's Chamber

AsBrak ran, the accumulated fatigue of the past daystook atoll. The places on his body where swords
or blows had struck began to ache in concert. He wasfilled with a sudden nausea. The floor of thedim
corridor tilted dowly one way, then the other.

The shouts of the pursuing guards were closer now. Boots ssamped; the men were running hard. He
skidded againgt the wall, pausing amoment to gasp air and orient himself.

Ahead the passage was lighter. It doped downward dightly. He saw the reason for the light, even ashe
sensed that the air here circulated more fredy and smelled fresher.

A face, hardly more than awhite blur, turned upward to him from the bottom of the doping passage. A
Quran, heavy and wide, stood on guard with a spear before avertica lattice blocking the end of the
corridor. Through breaksin the lattice Brak glimpsed another tower where many tiny lamps shonein



smdl windows.
Theroya tower. The footbridge.

Heforced himself ahead, driving his huge body by will aone. He cared nothing for saving the men and
womenfolk of this piratical desert kingdom. Indeed, they should have been hismortal enemies. Yetona
scae and weighed againgt the inferna twins, the Quran came off the lesser enemy. It wasthe twins he
wanted destroyed or balked. For Helane's sake, and to dake his hunger for vengeance. Lord Ibrahim
was poisoned with the taint. But he till had one hope | eft.

The pursuers cried out to the lone guard at the lattice gate.
“Stop him, Alphonder.”

“Hold him with your spear, were coming!”

“Tis the barbarian from the dungeons!”

But gross Alphonder knew al too well who was charging him with sword raised. There could not be
more than one demoniac-looking warrior with flying braid in dl of Quran. Alphonder the fat planted his
boots, held his spear firmly with both hands and swesated.

Brak loped to the left of the corridor as he reached the bottom. Alphonder shifted that way too. Instantly
Brak changed direction, hurled to the right, past the surprised guard. He reached the winch-whed inthe
wall. The guard's good eye watered in fear as he turned and rammed his spear at Brak'sribs.

The barbarian pivoted, wrenched his head out of the way. The spear head hissed by his neck, gouged a
chunk from the clay wall. Alphonder's mouth gaped in horror. He was bent forward awkwardly, both
hands till on the spear shaft. Brak struck for Alphonder's gut.

The barbarian didn't care for the weight or balance of the curved sword in hishand. But it did a
satisfactory job of killing. Alphonder howled and crumpled, hisbelly bleeding.

Brak jumped to the rope-wound winch-whed. He turned it one turn. Up went the lattice. Gusting wind
struck hisface.

The footbridge to the roya tower was a precarious structure of planks and ropes. It swayed erraticaly in
the night wind. Brak gave the whed another turn.

The pursuing guards had nearly reached the bottom of the doping passage. A spear made aflickering
shadow on thewall near Brak'sface. He spun the wheel and ducked.

The spear sailed through the space where his head had been. Dipping in the darkness over the
footbridge, it tumbled to the streets far below.

One moreturn. Then aquick lash to hold the rope fast. Brak dodged beneath the haf-raised lattice and
onto the bridge.

Wind nearly pitched him off. Dizzy, he saw aflash of fire down there, as at the bottom of achasm.
Another interminable festival procession. The wind ripped apart the wail of pipes and the chiming of the
red bells.

He clung to the ropes that formed the rails of the swaying bridge. The planks sagged suddenly behind him
asthe guards came. He crept ahead asfast as he could.



Brak was a quarter of the way across.
Then half.

At the other end of the bridge there was another lattice. It wasraised. A youthful guard dozed on a stool,
awine jar between hisknees.

“Ho, wakethere, Pdliat!”
“Y our sword, your sword, you sod—!"
But the deeping guard roused dowly, rubbing his eyes and yawning.

The big barbarian didn't look down. The height terrified him, and vertigo threatened to topple him at
every step. The guard at the tower end of the bridge stumbled to hisfeet. The wine jar shattered.

A spear was flung from behind. It hissed past Brak's shoulder as he reached the three-quarter mark of
the perilous crossing.

Two strides. Two more. He lunged off the footbridge, pivoted, clasped both hands around the sword hilt.
In the center of the bridge, the guards began shrieking and pawing at one another.

Flash,the curved blade hit one of the four thick ropes that fastened the footbridge to the wall. All of
Brak's suffering and humiliation during the past days went into the avenging stroke. Flash. The heavy
strand parted. The footbridge lurched.

The guards shrilled like women. Brak hacked at the other support rope on the same side.

Thefirst guard nearly madeit to the end. He reached out toward Brak with spread fingers. “ Show
mercy, prisoner,show mercy and we'll spare—"

“Ask your imp god for mercy,” Brak screamed, and dashed the second rope through.

The footbridge tilted, spilling the guardsinto the darkness. Screamstrailed away to blend with themusic
of pipes below. Suddenly the torchlight down there seemed to scatter. Confused voices raised an outcry.
The pipes skirled no more.

Panting, Brak turned. He hulked just under the lattice. The guard who had been dozing seemed frozen,
unableto grasp his sword hilt with his shaking hand. Histeeth clicked. One step, and Brak seized the
guard's stoal.

He brained the wretch, kicked him into the shadows. Then he stepped into the shadows near the wall
himsdf. He narrowed his eyesto watch and listen.

Theroyal tower, a least on thislevel, was quiet. A long, opulent corridor ran into the distance. Itswalls
were decorated with red, white and gold stylized mosai cs depicting Quran horsemen in battle formation
on the desert. A few torches hung in brackets spaced far apart.

In the extreme distance, adoor opened. Lamplight glowed briefly. The door closed. A dim figure
crossed the corridor nearer to where Brak was hiding. A silver tray flashed dully.

Then, asasubtle undertone, he heard the laughter.

There were many voices, high-pitched, dmost hysterica. And there was eerie Singing in aminor key
when the laughter subsided. The music threaded in and out of the sounds of merrymaking and made the



barbarian's belly tighten.
He was hearing the revels of the twins. Not on thislevel, perhaps, but not far avay.

Before many minutes passed, he knew, men from the prison tower would reach this place by some other
route. Alarmswould be raised. He wiped his eyes, tightened his sword hand at afootfall.

Just ashort distance down the passage, afigure appeared from adark stairwell. He spied a stout
woman, splendidly gowned with ruffs of white fur at her wrigts. Of middle year, the woman carried a
steaming vessdl of slver. Sheturned right, walking away from Brak down the corridor. He stole after her.

Quiet as hewas, the barbarian till made a dight sound as he crept up behind her. The woman half
turned. She glimpsed Brak's el ongated shadow on the wall, started to scream. He legped, sword falling
as he used one hand to catch her head, the other to stopper her mouth. The silver ewer crashed. Boiling
water splashed hislegs, bringing new pain.

The big barbarian crowded the woman tight against one of the mosaics. Row on row, tiled horsemen of
Quran rode into the distance, their ruby eyes staring blindly at the tiled duneswhile Brak wrestled the
woman to a standdtill.

The woman's eyes were immense above his clasping hand. He held her to the wall with hiship, changed
hands so he could cover her mouth with hisleft. His sword made alittle whicking sound as he drew it off
thefloor.

Far away awoman laughed hystericaly. Mae voicesjoined in. The damnable eerie singing threaded in
and out, in and out—

The stout woman's breath was warm against Brak's pam. He did the top of the sword to her cheek, laid
theflat againgt ahairy mole aongside her nose.

“That'siron to kill you, woman,” he breathed. “1 don't want to take your life. But | will if you so much as
peep when | take my hand away.”

"Ummm. Ahhh, ahhh." Her mutterings were aswild as her eyes.

“Do you want to die, woman?’ The sounds against hishand said no. So did her dark, staring pupils.
Carefully helifted hisfingers. The woman'slips pressed tightly together.

“Now answer,” Brak said. “Andinavoiceonly | can hear. Y ou are adave woman?’

“N-n-no. Freeborn. |—serve the roya household of my own will.”

“Quibbling. Y ou know the tower well. Including the Queen's quarters?’

“Wh—what about them?’

“Takemethere. Your lifésforfet otherwiseif you try to trick me.”

It did not take the woman long to think this over. The barbarian's maniaca look cowed her. She soon
nodded her head.

“I was on my way to an agpartment near the Lady Shar'swith water for abath when you—" A swallow.
“The Queen's quarters lie one floor above. We must take the stairs. But there are spearmen on duty at
her door.”



“Those I'll worry about when we meet them. Now, woman, I'll let you loose. I'll only hold your arm
lightly in case you run. Should you try, or yell, I'll cut your neck from behind.”

He hoped he sounded suitably ferocious. He wasn't certain that he could carry out the threat. The poor
old creature didn't know that, though. She made haste to assure him she would cause no trouble,

They started across the corridor. Brak pulled her back suddenly. They retreated into the shadows asa
group of laughing men and women left an apartment at the corridor's end. The party vanished down
another gairs.

Brak hurried the servant woman through the feeble patch of torchlight and into the protection of the
blackness round the stair opening. They climbed stone dairs.

“ Are'—the woman seemed afraid to speak—"are you the wild man of the dungeons?’
“Oh, so they tak about mein thisfine place, do they?” There was no humor in Brak's voice.

“They have, yes. | recognized you by the descriptions. The gods have mercy, Sr—you're not going to kill
Lady Shar?’

“On the contrary, woman. | seek her help.”
“Inadgrangeway.”
“Theonly way,” he growled. “They'd kill me before | reached her otherwise. No moretak.”

In silence the two prowled to the top of the staircase. Brak discovered a corridor smilar to the one
below, but even morerichly furnished. The walls were decorated with scarlet threaded tapestries that
depicted different views of the smal red imp-god which Quran evidently worshipped. To theright, the
corridor ended after afew paces at high, ornate doors. Benegth flickering lamps above thelintdl, two
heavyset Quran were on post, at attention.

The men glimpsed the old servant woman, and Brak too. They dropped their spearsto attacking
position. One guard barked, “Into the light with you! Who isit?’

Brak jogged the old woman'sarm. “Irenzia of the household, masters. With—with—"
She could say no more. She began to blubber tearsfully.

The barbarian thrust her under the nearest torch. The guards reacted instantly, lunging forward. One
spied the sword Brak held at the woman'sthroat and checked the other. Brak snarled, “Y ou recognize
me, masters? The wild man from the dungeons. | want to see the Queen.”

Confusion played on the men's faces. One whigpered, “ Strike him while | sound the gong.”
“But hell kill the old sow, and she'safavorite of the Q—

“| seek the Queen,” Brak repeated. Thiswas the desperate moment, the turning point. If they choseto
srike him and raise haloos, he was done.

It was atime for desperate gambling. “1 escaped from the prison tower and came here on amatter of
highest urgency. Go in and tdll the Queen that. She'sin there, | can see from your faces. Tell her"—he
debated an instant more, then took the risk—"1 will leave my sword behind at the door. But | must speak
with her. If sherefuses'—amusclein his cheek writhed like alittle snake—"the servant woman dies”



The two guards debated silently. The momentsticked on.
“Go on!” Brak yelled a them. “Do you want this woman's blood on you?’

Findly aguard sdled to the door. “Watch him,” he whispered to his companion. “I won't be responsible
for the death of the woman who suckled the Lord and Lady from infancy.” The door closed with aclick.

Brak was aware of soundsin the slence: the oil lamps bubbling; the distant laughter and eerie singing; the
heavy breathing of the remaining guard who watched him with moist, nervous eyes.

Findly the doors opened. The guard who had gone inside appeared. Through the opening Brak glimpsed
dim chambers, soft transparent hangings. He heard the murmur of afountain. The guard looked
agtonished:

“Queen Shar will receiveyou.”

Brak took along breath. He would have only a short time. As soon as the huge doors closed, the guards
would be away to fetch help.

“Stand back,” he said. “Far back. Oneto ether side. | will drop the sword and rel ease the woman as |
pass by.”

They obeyed, if hesitantly. Brak walked to the doors, took his hand from the old servant woman. Shefell
in aheap, shaking and sobbing. He bent, laid the sword on the black and red tiles. Then he strode into
the chambers of Queen Shar.

The doors closed. Boots hammered out there, running.
“Inhere,” said alow, sweet voice from his|eft.

The antechamber was dusky, with just a scattering of lamps. The hangings from the cellings swirled gently
as Brak passed. He stepped across alitter of pillows, passed through awide door and came face to face
with the Queen of the Quran.

“Thereismuch blood on you,” she said matter-of-factly. “I gather you got it escgping from the prison
tower.”

All he could do was nod. His eyes, busy searching the lamplit chambers.

Lady Shar stood near an immense bed with iridescent silver hangings between the corner posts. The
hangings concedled the bed itself on dl sides. A pair of lamps gave off wan bluelight. There seemed to
be no onelurking.

Brak turned his attention to the woman who stood before him, beautiful, composed and seemingly
unafraid. Shewore agown of scarlet that reached high above her fine bosom. Her shimmering black hair
was unbound. Nearly astdl as Brak himself, she possessed a cdm authority that automaticaly made him
think the word queen.

“How was the escape accomplished, if | may ask?” Queen Shar said. Her eyeswere dark and inquiring,
though not particularly unfriendly. Her cheekslooked pink with hedth.

“Intime, my lady, you will hear dl that. | must speak quickly of other matters because guards will come
soon.”

“That'strue. | amin very little danger. And I'm astrong woman.”



The barbarian bowed his head to acknowledgeit. “What | must tell you concernsyour royal guests, my
|x,y.u

“Thetwins?’ A black eyebrow arched. “I heard the Stories from the dungeons. | heard that you are
convinced those two are some kind of demons.” A smile began.

“Queen, it'strue! That pair—they're servants of the god Y ob-Haggoth!” And in quick, rude phrases, he
told her what he knew, concluding: “They will kill the men and women of Quran one by one. They must
be stopped or your city will be destroyed.”

Queen Shar never so much as blinked. Her face remained in repose as she said, “Why do you chooseto
tell thisstrange tae?’

“Ther€'s no other with the power to take action, lady.”
“And you would do thisfor the Quran? For the people who prisoned you and may well kill you?’

“At least, my lady"—his mouth turned ugly—"you of the Quran are human. They are not. And thereisa
girl—daughter of the master of the caravan—whom they took.”

Queen Shar nodded dowly. “Yes, | believe | know of that.”

“TheKing, Lord Ibrahim—" Somehow Brak's speech fatered.

Another coal, steady glance. “Y es?’

“He—hasthair mark on him. | saw it tonight.”

Shedrew in adeep breath. “If you arelying to me—"

“Queen, | saw it with my own eye! Right here.” He rubbed histhroat.

Thewoman turned, paced away. She brushed at one of the celling hangings and sent it dancing.

“If I grant the possibility of what you tell me—that our roya visitors represent some supernatural
threat—then | can bdlieve dl dse. For the past days, the twins have held an amost continuousrevel in
their suite. Many of the city's foremost men and women have gone to join the celebrating, my husband
included. | did not go because | frankly have no taste for that sort—drinking and lechery. Ibrahim does.
But then, Ibrahim'saman.”

“Where are these people who have gone to the twins?’ Brak wanted to know. “Have you seen them
snce?’
The queen frowned. “No. Intruth, | havent.”

“Y ou haven't because the twins have taken them!”

She made adoubtful move. “I assumed they had dunk off to their homes, ashamed of their behavior. This
endless celebrating was redlly the king's notion, you see. He was overjoyed with the riches of your
caravan. So the entertainment provided by the twins offered him a pretext for having agood time.”

Brak was dismaly aware of how fast the time must be speeding. When would the guards arrive? More
important, when would thistall, rega woman show him whether she believed? His ssomach hurt. Hewas
convinced the wild scheme had failed. Abruptly he wished he had sought the twinsdirectly, and died
fulfilling the pledge to Hadrios. He said, “To Ky and Kya, my lady, acelebration would be no pretext,



but ashining chanceto find new victims.”

“Including Lord lbrahim?’

“How long has it been since you've seen him?’ Brak countered.

She mused. “A day. No, two. Still, I cannot bring mysdlf to think that he—"

“All I ask, my lady, isthat you take soldiers and go to the suite of the twins. Seefor yoursdf. If what I've
told you provesfdse, my lifeisforfet. But it won't be.”

She smiled. “You're very sure.” An odd smile, that disturbed him somehow.
In histiredness, hesmply said, “Yes.”

Blue lamplight shifted and shimmered. Queen Shar touched along finger to her chin and gazed a Brak. A
frown laid tiny wrinklesinto her smooth forehead. He swallowed hard, bathed in sudden feverish heat
that quickly changed to achill. At last she spoke.

“What you tell meisalunatic's story. Coming asit does from aman of your wild mien—acaptive who, |
suppose, has daughtered good Quran tonight—I should not countenance it amoment. | should instead
have you beheaded the instant soldiers arrive. But | have responsibilities. My husband 1brahim contents
himsdf with raiding the caravans. The wefare of the Jewe City remainsin my hands. Man and
woman—that isusudly the balance, with dl of the responsbility faling on the latter.” Her tone sharpened.
“Make no migtake. | do not think well of you. Y ou dew my husband's kinsman Efrim. By rightsyou're
my enemy. Neither do | believe your rantings. They insult my king and my guests. But thereisonething |
am not—or hope | am not—and that is heedless of the welfare of those | rule. For their sskes—for their
sakes done—have | subjected mysdlf to thisincredible interview.” Her smile was suddenly iced with
malice. “What will happen to you is dready foreknown. Beheading or worse, depending on how many of
my menyouvedan—"

“Beheading is preferable to being sent to the twins.”

“Besdlent and let mefinish!” Shewasin command now, no longer a soft female but a haughty
noblewoman demanding respect, even veneration. “We will take the soldiersto the suite occupied by the
twins. When your accusations provefase, | will have done my duty. | repeat—I do not believe what you
say. But | will look into it because | must. And then | will take my revenge on you.”

Silence. The queen amiled her chilling smile.

“Do | make you angry, outlander?’

“No,” hesaid. “The opposite. I'm grateful to you.”

A contemptuous shrug. Sheturned away. “Y ou will wait until | fetch my robe.”
“Gladly.”

Brak wondered how much longer he could stand upright. But he couldn't succumb to the night's pain and
weariness yet. Out of chaos and fear, hed wrested avictory. What did it matter if she condemned him as
alunatic? What did any of her threats matter? He had swallowed his rage and accepted them dll, just to
have her willing to summon armed men, go to the suite where the twins held their damnable revelsand
confront her husband.



Shewould see. Then Brak would find aweapon to destroy the twins and—he alowed himsalf a soaring
hope. Even Helane might be pulled back from disaster now. The hope amost made him shout aoud.

“My robeisjust here, within the bed,” said Shar, Queen of the Quran. With one swift hand she seized
dlver hangings. Theringsjangled as she swept the hangings back.

Brak thought his brain would crack.\Who was laughing? Who was shrieking?
Queen Shar.

She was shrieking like a carrion-crow, shrieking and pointing at him as though he were some dumb
besst.

“Y ou—you—pitiable—unlettered—fool!” Shelaughed and wept and held her thighs.

On the shadowy bed lay anaked and nubile dave girl. Her throat was ared ruin. Squatting above her
like some filthy toad, grinning an obscene grin, pink-cheeked, pink-lipped, asmear of red on one
impossibly swollen cheek—

Ky.

His pearl eyesflashed. Queen Shar's laughter peaked. *Y ou—you—disturbed us—at—at a
most—inopportune time—but—the game—the game Ky suggested—has been delicious—"

Ky giggled, licked at hisbloodied lips. “ Show him, queen.Show him."
“Yes yes | must let him see—"

Breathing hard, she put both hands to the throat of her gown. She opened it to her breasts. In delirium
and rage, Brak saw the marks on her breasts. Threetiny pricks of black in atriangle.

Ky and Queen Shar laughed till tears came. The dead dave girl rolled off the bed with athump.
Chegp bangles on her arm tinkled faintly. Brak went completely mad.

Heran at Ky, locked hands on the demon'sthroat. Ky's flesh was suety with new fat, new blood-rich fat.
Queen Shar scratched at Brak's neck. She clawed him and screamed abominable epithets as Ky
writhed, trying to free himsdf. When he could not, he caught Brak's forearm and bent his head.

Too late, Brak tried to jJump back. Too late—
Ky'steeth sank into the barbarian's muscle. Sank deep, bringing excruciating pain.

Something blurred at the corner of Brak's vison. Helashed out with his free hand, caught Queen Shar's
wrist. She gasped, dropped the dagger she had been plunging toward his spine.

Somehow Brak got hold of the knife. He twisted it round while Ky snuffled and bit hisarm again. A
storm of pain tormented his mind. He could not last long now. He was too weak. But he mugt live long
enough to turn the knife—so—turn it further—so—to plungeit with al hisfailing srength into Ky's
gem-glittering chet—S0—

Ky raised his head. His pearl eyeswere huge. Brak's hand shook on the knife hilt. He roared like a
gored animd, pulled the knife out—

There was no blood on it.



He rammed the blade into Ky's chest again, pulled it out.No blood.
He struck thrice more. Ky began to giggle.

The demon shook with convulsive giggling. The pink fat of hisblood-gorged face wiggled and jiggled
obscendly.

Brak threw the dagger away. He bayed hisfear and frustration in awild howl.
“I clamyou, barbarian,” Ky tittered. “1 claim you our prey, our finest feast.”

Teeth clenched on Brak's forearm again. Blood weltered around Ky's lips. Brak knew the madness of
ultimate defest.

Pain flung him into an echoing haze where Ky laughed and Queen Shar laughed and there was the sound
of blood rushing and bubbling, rushing and bubbling louder until—

Brak passed into sudden darkness.

Chapter XII
The Reves of the Damned

“Stand up. Stand up, | say. Damn! He weighslike amillstone!”

The darkness murmured. The murmur grew louder. Hands supported him, pushed him. Hislegsfelt
ungteady. There was sSickening emptinessin hisbdly.

Hetried to open his eyes to see the source of the murmuring. He realized that he was being held up and
dragged aong by other people. He sensed bodies close by, inhaled a sweetish pitchy smell—

“Release him, guards.”

That was awoman. Her suggestion was greeted with derisive cries from other unseen men and women.
“It'sthe outlander!”

“The one the Queen summoned!”

“Let him go therest of theway done, soldiers. Well make him welcome!”

The hands were gone. He opened his eyes.

At firgt Brak thought he was staring at some collection of ghouls who had gathered round to escort him
into the pit. Memory churned back, just as hislegs betrayed him.

He started to pitch forward. There was applause, cheering. Hands seized hisarms, hislegs. Soft, fleshy
fingers pinched histhroat. He turned his head, spitting-angry—

Faces. Many faces. Women and men. All the men had ajewd in one eye. Both the men and women
looked disheveled. Almost al had torn their garments. There on acurving breast—there on amuscular
arm—there on arouged cheek, he saw the marksin the smoke.

Three black marksin atriangle. The marks were on every one of the men and women of Quran who
pressed close to him and passed him aong to the front of the crowd like some piece of property.

Painted lipsleered. Flushed, swollen cheeks shook with mirth. Brak was whirled and shoved and poked



and scratched, unable to summon the strength to fight off the cloying hands. There seemed to be
hundreds of people packed together in avast, smoky chamber where sullen torches winked. Goblets of
wine traveled from hand to hand. A lyre twanged wildly. Murmuring and murmuring, the crowd reached
into many other roomsthat were equaly dim, equally aswarm with motion. The crowd around him
opened ahead, closed behind. He was being rushed forward to some unknown destination. And dl the
people were marked.

Even Queen Shar, he remembered. He knew utter despair then.
“Tothe center!” someone cried. “ To the center so we can al see him!”
“Look a him!”

“Such gtrength! A feast indeed.”

“But who getsthe feast?”’

“Y es, who getsthe feast”?’

Otherstook up the cry as Brak was spun and finaly thrown forward, free of the crowd. Black and red
tilesrushed up. He shot his hands out, tried to bresk hisfall. The crowd pressedin, yelling.

"Who gets the feast? Who gets the feast?"
Brak struck thefloor. Helay panting and blinking. Then came the ultimate horror. He was to be the feast.

Growling, he weaved to hisfeet. He lunged at agrinning Quran with ahuge ruby in his head. The man
flicked the point of asword at Brak's chin, drove him back.

“"Tisunseemly for thefeast to run away from the table, outlander,” the man cried. More howls of
macabre laughter. Brak ran the other way.

Swords met him, ringed him, sent him retreating to the center of the circle. There were hundreds of them,
men and women, bloat-faced, pink-lipped, clothing torn orgiastically—and he knew at last the nature of
this dim, smoke-haunted place. He was in the apartments of Ky and Kya.

The barbarian dug hisnailsinto his pamsto keep himsdlf from shrieking in panic. Thereveers
surrounding him al bore the marks. Then where were the victims who had made their cheeksfat and their
mouths plump and red?

Gradualy then he became aware of other sounds. He searched for the source. Details wereindistinct in
the poor light afforded by the few torches on the walls, and brazier smoke clouded the air even more. At
last, through amomentary gap in the crowd, he saw the cause of the sobbing and the laughter.

Half adozen men of Quran were harrying the body of adave girl. They stripped the last of her garments
as another cry came. A Quran bit her forearm. The crowd shifted again. The awful sght was hidden.

His ears began to detect other moans or screamsin other parts of the suite. In the Jewel City, some had
been dlected victims while others, at least for atime, enjoyed the profane pleasures of blood-eating.
These latter were the kind gathered around Brak in ahuge circle. Some of the men had drawn their
swordslest he attack them. All had faces already gorged by unholy feasting.

“Tell us, lord! Tell us, lady!” they cried."Who gets the feast?"
They chanted it to someone behind him. He turned, and then his eyes blinded with hate. On the high dais



behind the circle sat his three chief tormentors.

Ky occupied acurved chair. Histwin reclined on a couch next to the chair. She was drinking from a
goblet. Some of what she drank dribbled across her lips and down the goblet's side. It wastoo red for
wine

With ady glance at the barbarian, Kya sat up. Her black hair swirled round her head like wind-tossed

branches. She passed the goblet to Queen Shar, who sat in a second curved chair on the other side of
the couch. The Queen's eyes were merry. She toasted him with the goblet, then drank.

"Who gets the feast, lord? Who gets the feast, lady? Who? Who?"
“Therewill beamplefor dl,” said Ky with agesture of benediction. “Wait but amoment more.”

There was a sudden commotion back in the darkness. A man screamed hoarsely. Some sort of minor
struggle was taking place. He couldn't see the cause.

Brak felt cold, dull-headed. He felt the oppressive sense of death very near. He hoped that when thetime
came, he could take some of these living ghouls with him; these damned fools of Quran who, enjoying
their perverted pleasure for an hour, would fal prey to Ky and Kyaat the last. He was certain the twins
would emerge from this nightmare as the sole survivors. If he could only find away to day them—!

Then he remembered plunging the knifeinto Ky in Queen Shar's chamber. Defeat overwhelmed him.
How to kill animmorta demon? Therewas no way.

“Openapah!” Lady Shar exclamed. “They'retrying to get through with another guest from the
dungeon.”

Just as Brak turned to ook at the roiling crowd, his eye was caught by something hanging dry and
husk-like from asword impaed in the wall.

The thing was vaguely human in shape. It twisted dowly in the smoke. All at once aflattened face
became vigble—Ibrahim the Red King.

Drained and stuck through with a sword, the king's remains flgpped gently back and forth. Queen Shar,
whose gown was open to her waist to bare the triangular mark she carried, noticed Brak's horror-struck
expression. Sheturned to eye the bloodless body of her husband. All a once she smiled and gave alittle
ghrug. Shedrank again from the goblet.

A tangle of robes and white beard came sailing past Brak'sfeet."Hadrios!"

Making frightened sounds, the old caravan master struggled to rise. Brak asssted him. Hadrios's cheeks
looked parchment pale. His eyes were huge and glassy, asif he were unable to comprehend the meaning
of the madness he saw. Better that way, Brak thought suddenly. Better he sink into insanity than suffer
through to the end.

More noise in the crowd. Someone e se was hurled forward. Brak saw rubies flash, heard curses and
sounds of fierce struggle. The new arrival was not going gently to hisfate. Before Brak could see more,
Hadrios clutched hisarm. There were tears on his cheeks.

“The gods have damned me forever, Brak. Now | know it for certain.”

“What's the use of curang?’ Brak whispered back. “We need to save what little strength we have for—"



"They have taken Helane! " Hadrios howled, pointing. Numbed, Brak followed the old man's pointing
finger. All a once he saw her in the crowd.

Heane'slovely face was gaunt now, and too red in the cheeks. Her tawny hair hung in tangles around her
shoulders. She regarded Brak and the old man asiif they were strangers. Beside her, awide-shouldered
Quran teased her body with his gauntlet.

Sounds of fighting distracted the big barbarian's dazed attention again. He looked past Hadrios who was
weeping into his hands, saw a shaved pate bob and disappear near the edge of the circle. Curved swords
glittered. Soldiers swore. All a once the crowd heaved apart in terror. A giant figure lunged through.

Stoneyes!

The giant had an iron ring round his neck. A long chain hung from the ring. Hislunge had torn the other
end of the chain out of the hand of one of the beleaguered soldiers.

The giant'sblack leather chest harness was cut in severa places. His huge torso was dashed and
bleeding. Evidently the guards who had brought the giant here like a chained beast had been forced to
usether swordsto keep him under control. One angry guard who was limping stole up behind the giant
and gashed his back with hisblade.

The giant bellowed. The guard tried to dart back. Stoneyes caught him. Before any could prevent it, he
wrapped the chain around the man's neck and tugged it with both hands.

The guard's mouth dropped open. His eyes bulged. Stoneyes released him. The dead man fell with blood
spilling from his mouth. The crowd went wild. Men and women thrust past Stoneyesto fal upon the
corpse. Mercifully, those who feasted hid their victim with their bodies. Brak heard snuffling, the gnashing
of teeth.

Bleeding heavily, Stoneyes staggered to the center of the circle of watchers. He towered over al of them.
His hands clenched to fists, unclenched, clenched again. Sweat mingled with blood in little rivuletson his
chest. He lowered his head, swinging it one way, then the other. He saw or sensed Brak and the old
man, and rumbled, “Evil portents, these. Caught and flung in with enemies—"

“Werevictims, giant,” Brak said. “All three victims.”
“Not |.” Stoneyes flung his head back. “Not I! Lord Ibrahim will undo the mistake.”

“Look if you can up there” Brak touched the giant'sincredibly strong arm, turned him ever so dightly.
“Seethe thing stuck with asword like agoat's bladder? That is Lord Ibrahim.”

Thewail from Stoneyes was mournful, like achild's. The crowd laughed and pressed forward another
step.

Stoneyes bleated like ababy. “ Thisis an accursed dream. That is not the king. That isnot my lord.”
It was apitiable Sght, but the giant's misery made awild scheme surface in Brak's near-exhausted brain.

Could he make use of the sorrow of Stoneyes? Not for escape—that was a hope long gone—but for
destruction of thisevil hal and itsinhabitants?

He watched Stoneyes shaking his head and muttering to himsdf. Suddenly Brak felt acrue new strength
flood through him. He had seen before that the giant was dmost fanaticaly loyd to hisking. And to his
queen.



Kyarose gracefully from her couch, held her hands doft. Sheinclined her head toward thetrio of
prisoners at the center of the human circle.

“Now,” she amiled, “with thefull blessing of Y ob-Haggoth—the feast may begin.”
“Blessed is Yob-Haggoth,” Ky cried, flinging up hisarms.

“Thereisno other god!” Queen Shar exclaimed.

And they roared:"Blessed is Yob-Haggoth! Thereis no other god!"

The din beat againgt Brak's ears like doom. The crowd began to edge forward from all sdes. The
barbarian watched Ky and Kyaamoment longer. In their pearl eyes he saw their abiding hatred of him.
Of all those in the damned caravan, he had come closest to balking them. They wanted his blood now.
They wanted his bone. Their faces shone with the lust.

Ky seized hissster and embraced her as the crowd thundered,” There is no other god!”

A dimwench of Quran darted from the rim of the circle. She held ablazing oil lamp. Brak yelled, thrust
his shoulder against Hadrios. But the old man was clumsy with grief. As heturned atearful faceto the
barbarian, he caught the droplets of burning ail flung from the lamp full in hiseyes.

He howled. More of the ail struck his beard, started it smoking. The crowd laughed, applauded.

The girl, dender of body but with cheeks swollen like little melons, bared her bosom to display the three
black marks. Sheinvoked the name of Y ob-Haggoth in an ululating wall.

From somewhere, coals out of abrazier rained onto Brak's shoulder. He jumped, teeth clenched. The
crowd howled with glee, shifting forward. The ring was closng—

Another Quran dashed out. His curving blade opened a new wound in the giant's arm. Stoneyes pivoted,
shot out his handsto seize his tormentor, but the cul prit had aready hopped back out of the way.

Stoneyestook alurching step. The crowd hooted. Brak glimpsed Helane again. Her face was
expressionless. How far had shefdlen under the spdll of theinsane revelry? She seemed to care nothing
for her father's plight. She didn't even seem to notice.

A second swordsman raced from the mob, dashed the giant's leg and dashed on before the huge man
could turn and catch him. Abruptly Hadrios gripped Brak's shoulder in warning.

The barbarian whirled, dropped to one knee. A Quran with upraised blade had come sneaking up
behind. He looked at Brak's face. He looked at the bestia eyes under the thick yellow brows. He saw
animal ragein every line of Brak's crouched body, and retreated.

“Areyou afrad of them?’ That was Kya, caling to the mob from the dais. “ Can just three terrify you so?
Y ou, who have theimmortal power of Y ob-Haggoth to strengthen you?’

“Show them you're not afraid!” Ky exhorted. “ They are thefeast!"

“Thefead, thefeast!” The crowd chanted it mindlesdy, starting to move forward like asingle entity. Brak
knew the end was coming.

He dipped up behind Stoneyes. “ Tisyour king and queen who bring usto this” he whispered.
“Not true.” Stoneyes shook his head as he rumbled it. “Theking isdead.”



“But the queenisdive, and her soul belongsto them. Belongs to the demons.”

The giant hesitated. “Queen Shar will not let it happen. | have served long and faithfully. | have protected
my lady and the king with my life.”

“That makes no difference.” Brak was aware of the encircling faces coming closer.
“Shewill save—"

“Then ask her for mercy!”

“I know shewill not let—"

“If you know, giant, ask her!”

Tormented, Stoneyes reared up. The chamber shook with hisroar.

“My lady?’

“I am here, giant.”

“Spare my life. Spare the life of one who has had no other duty or joy but to protect you.”

Murmuring and murmuring, the crowd dipped nearer. Queen Shar ran ahand through her wildly tangled
hair. She stared at the dab-shouldered giant along and terrible instant. Brak held his breath. Thiswashis
find gamble. If it faled—

For amoment the Queen's eyes seemed to blur, her mouth to soften, as though she remembered the
meaning of what the giant had said. Kyalooked at her brother in darm. He glided to the other curved
chair. His obscendly white hand did down to rest on the Queen'striple mark.

The Queen closed her eyes. The murmuring stopped.

Up came the Queen'sright hand. “1 took the king's blood and I'll take yourstoo. Thisfor your mercy.”
She made afilthy gesture.

Ky patted his pamstogether in mock gpplause. Stoneyes remained unmoving for one moment more. A
rumble of gpprova grew in the crowd, like astorm nearing—

Then the giant went berserk.

Stoneyes charged straight into the crowd. His two hands caught two heads, clumped them together.
Bone cracked. Theroar changed to screaming. The crowd surged back.

Two men of Quran stayed to attack the giant with swords. He seized one's arm, snapped it like
stickwood. He snatched the other's sword away, flourished it, whipped it around in asilvery arc. A head
rolled. Another. Stoneyesran at the crowd, wiglding his sword and using his neck-chain like aflail.

The crowd split in panic. Anything caught by the giant's blade or chain perished, for these were il
human beings, not yet imbued with the awful immortdity of the Blood-egters.

Now, thought Brak joyfully as confusion spread and his mind reddened. Now comes the hour of killing.

He left Hadrios to charge the crowd himsalf. He booted the nearest armed Qurran in the middle, caught
hold of the falling man's head, ruined hisface by bringing his knee up beneeth it. The man's sword dipped



from hishand. Brak retrieved it. A burst of new energy surged through him.Let me live awhile longer,
he prayed to the unknown gods as he wielded the sword right and |eft.Let me live long enough to
topple this damned house of sin.

There was more yd ling throughout the hall as Stoneyes rampaged, and a confused clatter of running feet.
A blood-gorged woman of Quran legped at Brak to dit his back with atiny knife. He lopped off her
hand at thewrigt.

Shedidn't fall. She jumped at him again, clenched her teeth on his back. He tore her off, and in doing so
backed directly into another glittering nest of Quran swords.

The big barbarian dipped in blood, fought from one knee, goring abelly there, opening an arm there. The
jewel-eyed swordsmen pressed in—

With an explodingwhoosh, atapestry at one side of the chamber caught fire. More screaming. Stoneyes
was limned scarlet by the hdlglare.

The chain dangled over his shoulder now. He had his red blade in one hand, atorch ripped out of the
wall in the other. He fired a second hanging, athird. Columns of flame ate to the roof.

Brak pitched anew attacker over his shoulder, struggled to hisfeet. “Let the giant go!” Kyacried
somewhere. “In the name of Y ob-Haggoth—Iet him go! The outlander is the one we want!”

Another puffing exploson. The giant had reached another of the interconnecting rooms, set its hangings
afire. The hdl in which Brak fought had become noon-bright.

Hacking and parrying, the barbarian found himself suddenly next to old Hadrios again. Somehow the
caravan master had come by ablade. He wasfighting, though feebly.

Most of those who feared the giant's attack had fled. The rest—till a considerable number—had
returned to ring the barbarian. Brak disposed of two more of them, giving one asplit throat, the other an
opened groin. Only two more swordsmen were within striking distance. The others had retreated to the
re-formed circle. Brak's vision was foggy. He wiped blood from a forehead wound. Back to back, he
and Hadrios awaited the next ondaught.

The crowd didn't move. Brak began to shudder uncontrollably. A burned hanging fdll, raining fire on the
floor. Everything went scarlet. Hefdll.

Strength rushed away like water through a broken floodgate. His sword clattered from hislimp hand. He
had taken more wounds than he redlized. Helay on his belly, Hadrios standing beside him.

Ky and Kya stepped down from the dais. They were smiling.

The gemson their clothing reflected the spreading fire, strewed scarlet stars on walls and celling. Their
eyesloomed like silver sunsin ared firmament. Their expressions were begtific asthey stretched out their
hands toward Brak where helay.

“We shdl takehim,” said Kya

“Y ob-Haggoth shall take him,” said Ky. Histeeth, pink now, glared. They were just adozen steps away.
They moved very dowly. They dmost gppeared to float.

And he had no wegpon to use againgt them.



Chapter XIII
The Stake and the Fire

Surdly it was ddirium, in these last chaotic moments before the end. Surdly it was ddirium raising
spectersthat hovered where Ky and Kyawalked with hands reaching out.

Brak stared in numb horror past a shuddering Hadrios. The old man had falen. He was digging at the
lacquered tileswith hisfingernails. But his body would not move. Paralyzed with terror, he lay clawing
and whimpering. Once more hetried to drag himsdlf away from the jeweled figures gliding toward him.
Once more hefailed. Beyond him, Brak saw the specters—

Mother Mil.
Civix.

Captain Gorzhov.
Friar Pol.

He saw the wraiths clearly, even though the smoke in the chamber grew thicker by the moment. He saw
them even though they were trangparent; behind Friar Pol's head, flames belched and ate the muralson
thewalls. Flames curled the paint and made it bubble; hundreds of Quran horsemen blistered and
shredded and fdll in burning droplets.

All the tapestries were afire. The conflagration had spread to al the adjoining chambers. Most of the
revelers had fled. What few remained to watch the fina blood-taking had fear-tainted eyes now. They
glanced to the flames as often as they looked at the dowly advancing twins. In the murk and glare Brak
thought he saw Helane, her expression one of uncertainty, as though she il did not know where her
loydty lay inthislast hour. Then the smoke hid her.

The specters swirled. Brak knew they were only in hisfevered mind. He scrubbed at his eyes with one
bleeding knuckle. When he looked again, they were gone. Suddenly awindblown black cloud screamed
round hisfeet.

The chamber and its burning ruin fell away. Through ebony billows, Ky and Kyafloated near. Their
blood-fattened faces were lit with ecstasy. Behind them, Brak saw blind carved eyes, a downturned
mouth with al theworld's crudty initsbrutal curve. Y ob-Haggoth watched his children.

Andsmiled.

Brak shrieked in mortd terror. The smoke roiled across his eyes. He was in the burning chamber again,
struggling to stland and meet his desth on hisfeet.

He glanced down at his own gory hands. Like heavy thingsthey hung at the end of hisreddened arms.
Strong once, those hands. But not strong now. Not strong enough to destroy the Blood-eaters—

Thetwins sensed his thoughts somehow. Kyalaughed. The sound waslike high tinkling bells. Then she
began to sing.

Her brother joined her. Their voices blended in an eerie hymn of victory. Brak weaved back and forth,
nauseatingly dizzy.

Run!hisbrain told him.Seize them! Tear them with your hands!

Heknew it was usdless.



Four pearl eyesgrew larger. The singing pealed and peaked. The twinswere only half adozen paces
away. Kyawas curling her fingers gently, curling and curling them to beckon him, to invite him. Her
tongue teased her lipsin vileinvitation. The singing twined ingde his mind and suddenly he understood its
wordlesscal:

Come and surrender life.Come and surrender life.
They were only five steps away .

Hewould not dielikethis! He hated them. He hated them for what they had done, for what they
represented, hated them beyond dl hating—KILL THEM!

But there was no way.
Four steps.

Ky took hissster'shand. They floated like phantoms, their feet surrounded by black smoke. The same
kind of smoke he had seen at the infested river. The bodies of the twins vanished in therising clouds.
Legsgone. Waists gone. Torsos going, vanishing—

With abeast's cry the barbarian struck at the smoke with hisfist. He lost balance, toppled across
Hadrios. The old man moaned. Brak climbed to hands and knees. The smoke swirled near his
outstretched legs. He braced himsdlf for the touch of it, the abysmd pain that would signd the beginning
of desth—

And in that moment, he found himsdf staring at something strange. It had been jarred from the folds of his
blood-streaked lion pelt when hefell. A curiousthing, it was. Curiouslittle artifact of sone—

And then he remembered what Pol had said beside the river. The twinswere upon him now, al savether
shining faces|ogt in the thick black smoke. The smoke licked hislegs. He reached down and seized the
wood leg of Hadrios at the place where it fitted into akind of wood cup at the stump.

Both hands on the wood, Brak broke the leg.

Hadrios arched his back and screamed like a damned soul. The smoke ate upward to Brak'swaist. The
wood must be blessed, Pol said. Brak plunged the sharp shaft down till it touched the cross of
Nestoriamus. Then he drove the stake into the smoke with al the force left in his bodly.

Hefdt the stake impact against something solid, penetrate. All a once pearl eyesrushed at him. Ky's
head emerged from the smoke, convulsed with hate. His features seemed to be freezing—hardening.

A white puff of smokeissued from the enraged, wide-open mouth. Ky's head flew apart like a smashed
datue.

The smoke boiled furioudy. Brak was on hisfeet now. He raised the stake high over his head. Strange
greenish-white lightnings played across hisface, his naked bleeding torso. He looked like some avenging
god.

He thought he heard thunder. With aflash and aroar the smoke began to rush away. He stretched out
one swift, cruel hand, gripped something soft-wiggling, drew it back.

He held aliving woman now. She writhed and spit in hisface. She bent her head to bite hishand. He
arched the stake higher and the green-white lightnings flashed and thunder boomed. Brak shrieked,
"Demon!" and struck.



He pulled the splintered wood from Kyasthroat an instant later. On the end of the stake was smeared an
ichor that smelled of putrefaction. Kyareded back. Her hair was turning white. Her cheeks were freezing
into hardness. That curious puff of whitish smoke squirted from her mouth—

In her eyes Brak saw suffering. The eyes bleached out as he watched, and hardened. He laughed the
laugh of asavagetearing akill apart, and Kya's head sundered into a thousand chalky fragments.

The smoke howled like awhirlwind. It swept up into afunnd cloud. The cloud spun faster and faster,
turning in upon itself, growing smaller—

Until nothing remained but an ashy pdl.

The ashes drifted down white and soft. They powdered Brak's dirty yellow hair and the upturned face of
old Hadrios. They fell on the lacquered tileslike edritch snow. Brak looked at the stake in hishand.

It shone with that black pus. It smelled of perdition. Heflung it into the cregping fire. It vanished with a
thunderclap.

Scurry-and-whisper. Scurry-and-whisper. Thelast of the revellerswere running.

Overhead, a beam gave and came crashing down. Brak managed to thrust Hadriosasdeintime. The
beam scattered bits of burning wood over Brak's back, but he was almost beyond pain now.

Therewas a curious, amost childish brightnessin the eyes of old Hadrios. Brak knelt down. Helaid a
hand on the caravan master's shoul der.

“They're gone, old man.”
“Gone?’ Hadrios did not understand. “Gone?’ Was he insane?

“Destroyed,” said the barbarian, ducking his head so that sparks and coals from another tumbling beam
would not strike his eyes. He wanted to make Hadrios understand. But he was too sick and weary. He
fel into akind of torpor, crouching there.

Down came awhole section of wall. It spilled burning scraps of tapestry across Brak's feet. He tottered
to hisfeet. All a once Hadrios began thrashing and wailing.

“WEll burn, outlander. WEell burn!”

Burn they would, unlessthey moved very fast. “Up, old man.” Brak dragged the caravan magter to his
feet, supported him and limped toward the only door ill free of fire.

Through the steamy grayness and drifting sparks he saw aface. A girl. Unmoving, asthough shedept on
her feet.

“Helane!” Brak limped toward her. He had no ideawhere he found the strength, but somehow he did.
He caught her arm. She protested.

“The lord—the lady—"

“You no longer servethem if you ever did at dl.” He managed to lift her, flop her across his shoulder.
“They're dead and damned.”

They fought their way through blazing halsto atair, and thence downward through cregping smoke. On
afloor above them, wals crashed and collapsed. Even the sair itsdf grew shuddery. Findly, aflight



above the sireet, Brak thrust Helane through a narrow window and jumped after her dragging Hadrrios.

The old man gave ablesat of pain as he landed on the snapped shaft of his peg leg. Brak hauled him up
and saized the girl's hand. She pushed hair from her face. There seemed to be alittle gleam of sanity in
her eyesdl at once.

Half thetowersin this part of the Jewd City were dight, burning in their upper stories. Thered bdlls
pedled against the noise of gongs beating and voices crying out. Men and women swept past them
carrying hastily prepared bundles of personal things. No one stopped the barbarian and his companions
asthey weaved their way acrossthe great ova plaza.

The three soon became part of arushing human river. Behind, the royd tower'stop half tilted and fell. It
burst on surrounding lower buildings and set them ablaze. The bellsrang madly. Againgt hisface Brak felt
the sudden gritty gust of the Skulwind. Still blowing strongly enough to fan flames.

In the center of the fleeing mob the old man leaned on Brak's shoulder and hopped aong on hisone
good leg. Helane clutched at the barbarian's other arm. They fought and cursed and kicked when people
pressed too closdly.

The crowd funneled through a narrow street toward ahigh gate. High house walls on elther side shone
like sheets of red silk asthefire gained strength behind them. A plumed helm went bobbing past.
Another. The men of Quran were just as eager to escape as the women.

One of the running men chanced to glance at Brak. He recognized the barbarian. There was sudden
congternation in the man's good eye. Then the man sscumbled and fell. The crowd trampled him.

Hundreds, thousands were fleeing. There was wailing from high windows.
“Isit true? Isthe Red King perished?’

“Stoneyestorched the city—"

“Queen Shar isgone—"

“Thelittlered god punishesusal—"

“The vidgtors with whom the king had traffic brought thiswrath upon usl”

Helane'stawny hair streamed. Brak did not dare look at her face, concentrating on the gate ahead. Was
she sane again?Was she sane?

The mob poured through the gate into the waste of Logol and rampaged away in dl directions. Brak,
Hadrios and Helane went straight ahead. The Skulwind scourged Brak's eyes. His gashed ankles and
legs foundered in sand. How far did they walk? A league? A thousand? He never knew afterward.

Hadrios kept wanting to stop. Brak pressed for putting more distance behind them. They passed sad
clumps of men and women of Quran. The survivors hardly gave them aglance. Their faces were turned
toward the brilliant light behind.

At lagt, on adune top where the wind whistled and bit, Brak fell on al fours.
“No more,” he wanted to say. No sound came out.

He did manageto turn his head just alittle. He saw turbulent clouds and pillars of fire againgt the sky as
the Jewd City burned in the breath of the Skulwind. A last bell tower collapsed with afaraway crash and



clang. Cool fingers crept round his hand.
Heanesfingers. Hefdt lifein them. He sobbed once and lay ill.

In the east dong the rolling horizon of dunes, ditsin the morning clouds reveded acold greenish light.
The Skulwind murmured on hiseardrums. A few particles of sand grated againgt his cheek. He listened
to the wind amoment. Then, with great effort, herolled his head and squinted.

Hadrios was seated in the sand with his chin in his pams. Seldom had the barbarian seen a more abject
study in misery. The old man'sfilthy white beard flapped like arag. Out past the old man, an awful pall of
smoke smeared itsway upward. The Jewe City itsalf could not be seen because of theintervening
dunes. But the towering smoke told the tale of destruction.

The way the smoke diffused high in the sky told another. The wind had dropped alittle. But the ditsin
the eastern clouds were closing. Clouds gathered above dunes visible to the south.

Brak turned his head again. Musclesin his neck ached. He saw ablackish clump crawling over adune
not far away. He rubbed his eyes. The clump became aband of men and women with bundles of
belongings. Here and there on isolated dunes there were smilar groups gathered. The last watchers. The
last mournersfor the demonswho had |ft the earth in that ascending smoke.

“Father?’

The voice was amost amockery of its once-husky sweetness. The barbarian turned his head again. He
saw Helane.

Her eyeswere ugly, haunted by memory. She squatted on her haunches, her skirt rent in half adozen
places. She looked filthy and frightened. But shewas dive.

The girl plucked the old man'sdeeve. “Father? Brak iswakening.”
Hadrioslooked at her with lackluster eyes. “What good will it do us?’

Then the big barbarian knew that despite the agony of his dirt-crusted wounds and the storm of painin
hisflesh heyet had adistanceto go.

It took him many moments ssimply to thrust his hands under his chest and push upward. He drew in
lungfuls of air. The sand-laden air tasted swest aslife.

Histhoughts operated dowly, turgidly. He needed asword. Hed lost hislong ago. In the prison tower of
the Quran, he thought. There was aneed to find another, if—if—

If whet?
He remembered Khurdisan, and pushed harder. He rose to all fours. Hadrios watched, lips dack.

Thelittle token of Friar Pol—what had become of that? What did the fina momentsin the demon's nest
prove about the power of the Nestorian's Name ess God? Brak hadn't the witsto untangle al the
ramifications. Besides, they frightened him. He preferred to deal with more practical matters. Such as
gaying divein this waste without food, without weter.

At last he stood up. Hislong yelow braid sngpped in the rising wind. All the green had drained from the
sky. The clouds were closing. The pillar of smoke from Quran shredded more rapidly now. Brak felt the
Skulwind's bite as he tottered toward the old man and his daughter.



Helane gained her feet. Shetried to smile. Then she brushed at her hair, the eterna feminine gesture.

Saying nothing, Brak touched the point of her chin. Tilted her head. Exposed her throat. Saw with sick
despair threetiny black pricksforming atriangle.

“Who marked you, girl ?Ky? Hissster?’

“Neither.” Her speech faltered. “ One—one of the courtiers, | think. | can't remember.”
“Can't or won't?’

“A little of both. Gods, alittle of both.” Sobbing, she crushed against him.

She pressed her body tightly to his, asif to stedl the faint anima warmth of his skin. He ran an awkward
hand through her hair. The girl'stears streaked his chest. They were warm. They made hisskinitch.

Hefingered the three marks. Not quite so deep as those he had observed on other victims of the twins.
Perhaps a kiss from one of the sycophants of the demon pair wasakisslesslethd.

Helane saw Brak's bleak gaze and understood hisworry.

“I think my own thoughts now, Brak. I'm free of—them. | amost wasn't, but—but you cameto their
roomsintime. Look.”

Sheraised her right hand. One dented bangle still ringed her wrist. The back of her hand was cut in
severa places. She picked at one cut. Brak watched alittle drop ooze forth. The drop was brilliant red.

Satisfied, he nodded.

Hewas drained of lifein adifferent way. But there were leagues yet to travel. His weariness didn't
matter. Thisgirl could not find her way alone. Nor could the old caravan master, who had begun
mumbling to himsdlf again. Across adune southward, alast band of refugees from the Jewd City was
toiling into the distance. Behind them arampart of gray cloud built and built, darkening the sky.

He wanted to abandon these two. He was weary of the pretenses and petty vices of civilized men.
Weary of theway their paths waysled, it seemed, to daughter. He reflected alittle on what Friar Pol
had told him about the gods struggling for supremacy. And as he held Helane tightly to soothe afresh
burst of crying, he wondered sadly whether, having had ataste of the knowledge of the world and its
warring deities, he could ever escape the struggle. Would he be free in Khurdisan? Would the end of the
journey be as shining as he dreamed? He hoped so. That hope stirred him enough to get his ruined body

moving again.

“Old man?’

Spittle beaded on Hadriosslips. “Ah?’

“How far do you judgeit to Samerind?’
Hadrioswaved a the graying horizon. “Leagues.”
“Tel mein days, not leagues”

The force of Brak's voice shocked the old man out of his despondency. “Why, I'd say about three to
four. In that time we could reach the outlying caravan routes from the Mountains of Smoke. It would be
another day or two to the city.” He shook his head. “We cannot make it.”



“Wewill,” Brak ingsted.
“No, no.” Hadrios rocked back and forth. “No, it's much too far.”
Brak pulled the old man to hisfeet."We will!"

Hadrioswailed and nearly pitched over. He had trouble standing, now that nothing remained of hiswood
leg except afew sharp splinters near the knee. Brak bunched his shoulder under the old man'sarm to
prop him, adding, “Well reach the caravan routesif | have to haul you by the beard. We went into hell
and came out again. We can go the rest of theway.”

Helane looked frightened again. “Brak, hesweak. He may dieif wetry to travel across—’
“Hell diefor certain lying here moon-blubbering!” Brak yeled. “Which will it be?

She searched the barbarian's face. Finaly she spoke.

“Samerind.”

“Aye. Let'swaste no moretime.”

“Brak—" Her hand touched hisarm. There was astrange forlorn light in her eyes. “What after
Samerind?’

The barbarian saw again how beautiful she could be, once thisterrible passage was done. He struggled
with the temptation but findly put it aside, telling her gently, “Why, the same road | was following when
wemet.”

“Khurdisan?’
“I'd die heremysdlf if | didn't have that before me.”

She said no more. He averted his head. She was ashamed of her tears. But they were tears of adifferent
kind than she had cried earlier. They weretears of life.

The big barbarian glanced uneasily at the sky. The wind was growing stronger. How would they live
through it? He thought of Khurdisan, agold crescent of aland, and that helped thrust aside stained
images that troubled his mind: the stone scowl of Y ob-Haggoth; the promise of the wizard Septegundus
to bar his path at every opportunity. He concentrated on imagining the glow of amellow southern sun
flashing from turrets and spires of gold leaf. Shining. Shining off there beyond the pal of cloud.

That was dl he had between life and death, redlly. Perhapsit wastoo little for some men. But it would
servehim.

To sgnd their departure, he growled deep in histhroat.

They ssumbled down the side of the dune. Laboring up the next dune took an eternity. When they
reached the top, Brak halted suddenly.

There, hollow-cheeked, stood half adozen men and women of Quran. Their finery was black with soot.
One of thewarriors had a great pus-dripping wound in his face. Someone had torn the ruby from its
socket.

The man recogni zed the big barbarian. He spat out an epithet, reached toward the scabbard at hiswaist.
A woman beside him caught his hand.



“Leave offl He dew the demons.”

The Quran warrior closed his hand on only empty air. He arted. He had lost his sword and forgotten his
scabbard was empty. Supporting Hadrios between them, Brak and Helane moved on.

The big barbarian looked back once. The survivors continued to watch from the dune. The warrior with
the empty eye and scabbard signed against the evil eye. Then, dragging bundles of belongings, the
survivors moved on.

Thefigures of the barbarian, the girl and the old man dwindled in the south, blending and disappearing
into thewall of gray cloud where the Skulwind blew. On the waste of Logol the smoke and thewind
filled the dlence.
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