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    Author’s Note:


    There has ever been one name that could always set my romantic fancy straying into a thousand bypaths of history and forgotten lore, a name whose very elusiveness made it the more fascinating. I refer to the name and the fame of—Prester John.


    Look it up in the dictionary: Prester John, a legendary Christian priest and king whose dominions were assigned first, about the Twelfth Century, to the Far East and later to Ethiopia or Abyssinia. Marvelous tales were told of his wealth, power and conquests.


    And they derive the word Prester from “priest,” or “presbyter.” That’s because they’re misled by the Christian touch in the history of this great soldier of fortune, and because, too, rumors of him first reached the Western world at the time the Frankish tongue was separating from the Latin—and it is in French that “Prester” means “priest.”


    But when did a priest ever carve an empire out of a hostile land? That was one thing that set me thinking, and I found something that the over-religious Middle Ages overlooked. They forgot the real origin of the word “prester.”


    “Prester” is a Latin word, straight out of the Greek, and it was derived in turn from the Greek word which means to kindle or to burn—pimpranai, in anglicized spelling. And prester in this old meaning is the name of the hurricane, the whirlwind that sometimes sweeps the Mediterranean, bringing swirling black clouds and the shaken, steely spears of lightning! The Greeks applied the name, Prester, also to a certain kind of venomous serpent, or to a certain vein in the throat when it was swollen with anger! You see where all this is pointing, don’t you? If Prester John was a priest, it was only in his latter days!


    You do not name a priest for a hurricane, for the whirlwind, with its black crown glittering with lightnings; nor for a venomous snake; nor yet for an anger-swollen throat.


    A slim clue, you will say, and yet I followed it. Dusty pages, a hundred casual references, but I found—


    In the early part of the First Century there was a gladiator in Alexandria who bore the proud name of Prester John. They used to pit him against three lions at a time, or loose him against four gladiators with his favorite weapon—a sharply curved sword. And it was because of the mad fighting rages that took him, because of the speed and the fury with which he struck, and because of his sword that glittered in the death strokes like very lightning that the slaughter-loving Alexandrian crowds christened him Prester—the hurricane.


    Only such a champion as this, such a veritable paladin, could have carved out a fabulous kingdom, wrested it from men, not only of another faith, but of alien and older blood. And that is what Prester John did. For I followed the fable—


    You will already have noticed the discrepancy: the fame of “Prester John” spread abroad in the Twelfth Century, when the returning Crusaders trumpeted his name around the world. But “Hurricane John” fought in Alexandria in the First Century.


    I will answer you very simply, and in a few words. Julius Caius Caesar fought and died before Christ was born, yet until the year 1918 his fame was trumpeted abroad as a living man and king. He was a mighty emperor, of many conquests and of wide power. He ruled not one, but two imperial thrones! Yes, Caesar, or spell it any way you like—Kaiser, Tsar, Czar. It is the same word.


    And that is a difference of, not twelve, but twenty centuries.


    The Crusaders, bragging of this Eastern Christian paladin, assumed that he was coeval with them, but they forgot the centuries it would take such a legend to grow after the decades that Prester John himself must have labored in those far, fabulous lands of the East. And it was his Herculean task that brought his name down the ages. Prester John—Caesar John.


    It is a fact that, even in this remote time, that title still is sacred in the far reaches of the Gobi. An explorer friend of mine found it there when he was knocking at the back door of Tibet, flying the treacherous Gobi. It is true they no longer call it Prester John. They have long ago forgotten its origin. But the present-day mongols worship the tengri, the fierce spirits of the upper air, the hurricane.


    And the name they put upon the ruler of one of their ancient cities in their own tongue is Wan Tengri—our old friend, Prester John.


    This, then, is the story of Prester John, of Wan Tengri as, in the First Century, he put the Western World behind him—for the sake of his health as they would say now—and began that incredible task of his that was to echo through the centuries. Prester John, Christian priest and king, of whose wealth and power and conquests marvelous tales were told.


    —Norvell W. Page.

  


  
    I


    


    WHEN the red rim of the sun touched the Suntai hills and gilded the high, graceful towers of Turgohl, a single sweet, piercing note swam through the darkening twilight. Men turned uneasy eyes toward the centermost, the highest tower of all, capped in a wrought spiral of gold like a flame and gleaming with wondrous mosaics of mauve and rose marble. They knotted their fists tightly at their sides and crooked their thumbs in the protective sign of the thunder god, Balass.


    “Now the tengri and the high fire of heaven protect us,” whispered the men in the bazaars and hurriedly began to batten the open fronts of their shops. The litters of the wealthy made haste to seek the safety of their own brazen gates and high, spiked walls. On the rich blue waters of Baikul, the knout whips of the overseers cracked across the arching backs of the slaves, urging the pointed prows of the fish galleys toward the water gate. In the fields, other naked slaves swung to their shoulders the crude tools of the soil and trotted sullenly under the guards’ whips.


    When once more that thin wailing note that might come from the heart of the air, or might indeed sound within the bowels of man himself, the Flame Wind would begin to blow in from the Kara-korum, the desert of the Black Sands. It was a thing past the understanding of man, and it had come with the wizards of Kasimer—and against it only the walls of Turgohl or the men of Kasimer might prevail.


    From the east-stretching shadows of the firs that clothed the Suntai hills, a cart pulled by a yoke of oxen heaved into sullen motion and rumbled down the black road toward the South Gate. A man in the conical white cap of the Mongol tribes stabbed at the rumps of the cattle with a sharpened stake, goading them into a lumbering trot.


    He seemed alone and yet he whispered between motionless lips. “It will be close, O Wan Tengri.”


    From the heaped-up wool behind him, a man’s deep voice rumbled out an oath. “By Ahriman, it cannot come too soon. Not all the fires of Ormazd, or this devil’s wind you prate about can be as hot as this wool of thine.”


    “Silence!” warned the driver, fearfully. “Near Turgohl, the very wind has ears!”


    A red, perspiring face thrust up through the heaped-up wool, and the sinking sun itself was no more fiery than the stiff thicket of his hair, or the crisp beard that curled about his mouth.


    “Now, if these same winds would only use those ears to fan me!” He dragged a sleeve across his brow, spat out shreds of wool. “Phagh! I never liked sheep less!”


    “Hide, fool!” the Mongol rasped. “Have I not warned—”


    From the thickening air over their very heads, a voice spoke. It was sibilant and thin, that voice, and once more no man could say, least of all the red giant called Wan Tengri, whether that voice came from the air or from within himself.


    “Hasten, slaves,” whispered the voice, “else feel the breath of the Flame Wind!”


    A trembling seized the Mongol. He snatched off his conical hat, baring his wild black hair in respect while he stabbed frantically at the rumps of the oxen.


    “Master, we hear and obey!”


    Wan Tengri gripped the slim steel of a dagger in his fist while his shrewd gray eyes swept the high air with a cold challenge. “Now, by the beard of Ahriman,” he said softly, “if I could but find the throat that called me slave—”


    “Nay.” The Mongol was breathing hard through his mouth. “The wizards speak where they will. They hear and see where they will. We are doomed, Wan Tengri! Outside the walls, the Flame Wind. And inside… inside, the Wizards of Kasimer!”


    “I hide,” Wan Tengri said grimly, “but only out of respect for thee, O Kassar, my friend. As for the seeing of these wizards, did you not tell me that the soldiers will probe your load of wool with their spear points? If the wizards see so well, where is the need of that?”


    The Mongol made no answer, and Wan Tengri, with a final challenging glance aloft, burrowed down again into the load of wool. The dung stench of it was suffocating in his nostrils and the prickling tendrils rasped his sweat-drenched flesh, but there was a grim smile on the solid lips. It was late for a man who had been harried by the warriors of the pharaohs, who had flouted the power of the Golden Throne of Khitai, to become frightened over a mere voice that whispered from the air. Some sorcerer’s trickery, that was all. Superstition. A man who wore about his throat a bit of the True Cross and hence came under the powerful protection of this new God called “Christos,” need not fear these barbarians.


    About him now was the sound of hurrying feet, the braying of asses and the complaining roar of a fast-driven camel. He heard, above the rumble of the sand-softened cart wheels, the whistle and thud of a slave whip and a man’s strangled gasp of pain. These wizards ruled things with a high hand; it was a land where a strong man could take the wealth he wanted, riches and one of these swift galleys. Then he would be off for home again. Even the steel grasp of Rome could be turned aside with gold. A villa on the purple hills of Lebanon where the wind was never harsh, where there were spices and silks and the soft-eyed girls of Caucasus with their ivory skin. He stretched out his iron-muscled legs—and the oxcart lurched to a halt.


    Wan Tengri recognized the arrogant tones that would be the guard at the South Gate. He strained his ears. Yes, they spoke the language of the Mongols which he had learned in this last hard winter with the tribes of the Kara-korum. He could hear Kassar answering, dauntless and bold. Kassar feared no man living, but only those voices that whispered from the high air. And Wan Tengri feared not even those!


    A thud against the bottom of the cart told Wan Tengri that spears were making the search of the wool. Three thuds—Then three spears were groping for human flesh! He pulled a leather shield over his belly and swore under his breath. By Ahriman, if one of those brazen points found him, there would be such a fight in this gate as might make these wizards tear their snaky hair in grief! He clenched his dagger in his great left fist and fingered the hilt of his curved Damascus scimitar. Wan Tengri was called, in the tongue of the Mongols, John Wind-Devil. In the gladiatorial arenas at Alexandria, they had another name for him. They had seen his fierce fighting rages and the assault before which nothing could stand, and the poetical Greeks had christened him for the terror of those narrow seas, the hurricane that shredded their ships to toothpicks, whose fierce lightnings struck like swords of flame, Prester, the hurricane—and he was Prester John. Let them find him, and they would learn what a prester could do in far-off Kara-korum!


    An oath sprang to Wan Tengri’s bearded lips, and he smothered it. One of the spears had found his thigh. He lay without a quiver, waiting, every muscle taut. If the spear probed again—


    “In with you, Mongol,” came the guard’s arrogant voice. “Forget not the guard when you go out tomorrow!”


    The cart lurched forward and, in the hot darkness, Wan Tengri grinned wolfishly. He would not forget the guard at the South Gate! He spat a curse and ground a wisp of wool into the spear cut on his thigh. The sweet, piercing note sounded again and there was the distant clang of the closing brazen gates and a man’s scream. Some poor devil caught between the metal teeth of those great portals. Well, Wan Tengri at least was inside. He plucked cautiously at the wool over his head, and the cool night air sifted through to his greedy nostrils, bringing the scents of this marble-walled city of Turgohl. Churned, dung-heavy mud underfoot but clearer, sharper than that, the tang of stored spices and the thick sweetness of jasmine. Wan Tengri felt his blood quicken. He thrust aside the wool. Here in the narrow, pigsty streets, the blue dusk was thick.


    “I leave you here, Kassar,” he rumbled. “The protection of the One True God upon you.”


    Kassar’s yellow teeth gleamed in a grin. “Thou art the father of all good fortune, Wan Tengri, I thought their spears had found thee.”


    Wan Tengri grunted and, with a lithe motion, sprang to the earth. He towered higher than the side of the great-wheeled oxcart, higher still when he clapped a Mongol hat upon his fiery locks, a great solid-limbed man with gray eyes thrusting out fearlessly above the tangle of his beard. He cast into the cart a small bag that chinked softly.


    “A gift to speed thee, brother!”


    Kassar’s grin faded. He scooped up the bag. “Nay, it is wizard’s loot. I dare not.”


    Wan Tengri shrugged. “Did he enchant me, then? Nay, his wizard’s head will ring for many a day from the clout I gave him! Take this, then.” He slipped the keen, long blade of his dagger from its sheath and dug its point inches deep into the wooden flank of the cart. It quivered there with a note like a silvery bell. “Fare you well, brother.”


    Wan Tengri strode off into the darkness of this strange city of the wizards, along the streets with the shuttered windows, with the high white walls and their brass-spiked tops. His shrewd eyes swept up to the soaring towers, fixed curiously on the one tipped in flambage gold where a last finger of the setting sun still lingered redly. His teeth gleamed for a brief moment amid the thicket of his beard. For a man of his stature, he moved softly, towering in his white felt cone of a hat, bulking huge in the white felt cloak that swathed him, royal gifts from the khan of Kassar’s tribe. These wild men of the barren Kara-korum had tested him in battle and not found him wanting! Afterward, they had shed blood and broken the arrow of friendship.


    The stout warriors of the Emperor of Chin had tasted his steel, and before that fighting men all the way from Egypt to Ceylon and ever eastward through the Sea of Chin where men of his race had never come before. Which was why he must push ever northward in the hope of crossing the blue sea of Baikul and trending back home. There was no going back the way he had come. There were too many powerful enemies. And should such a man as Prester John tremble now before a few sorcerers and their slave guards? Wan Tengri tipped back his big head and boomed out a great laugh that echoed strangely along the empty street.


    


    Abruptly, a pale red light bloomed in the air over his head, and he shrank back against a wall of gleaming marble. His sword whined from its sheath and made a thread of blue, glittering steel in the dusk, caught the red gleam from overhead like new-spilled blood. And the sibilant, mocking voice spoke to him from the air:


    “Remain where you stand, slave, until the guard comes!”


    The light faded and Wan Tengri’s teeth gleamed in silent laughter. Let fools who were terrified wait for the guard. Wan Tengri had business elsewhere—yet it might be well to test his steel upon the guards of Turgohl!


    “To Ahriman with these wizards of Kasimer,” he muttered and touched the bit of the True Cross which hung about his throat. Its pressure against his flesh reassured him. Behind him, he heard a sound he knew too well, a sound that echoed from edge to edge of the civilized world—the ordered tramp of marching soldiers, the clank of their arms. For an instant, Wan Tengri’s teeth bared in a wolfish snarl, and he gripped his scimitar—then he shook his head. He might slaughter them all, but it would only set all the soldiers of Turgohl upon his heels. Better to slip away from them now.


    The tramp of marching men was closer, just around the turn of this crooked, muddy rut of a street. There was no hole into which he could duck until they passed, no new turn in the street. But there was a wall crested with brazen spikes! In an instant, Wan Tengri had the sword between his teeth. His mighty arms reached upward to grasp the spikes. A heave pulled his deerskin boots clear of the sucking liquid mud, a quick swing and he rolled against the spikes, lay there motionless on top of the wall. His right hand lifted to the sword hilt. Around the corner swung the helmeted men of the watch.


    There were ten men tramping behind their captain. Light spears were slung across their shoulders, with quiver and bow, and at their sides clanked the long, curved sword of the plainsman. Wan Tengri estimated them narrowly. From his elevation, he could slash down a half of them before they knew what struck. As for the rest? His lips tautened away from his teeth. It was as good a way to go as any, good steel in your fist and a hard fight, and Wan Tengri knew a rising anger—the fury of rage that had won him the name of Prester John. There were lights like pale lightnings in his eyes and the cords of his throat were tightening. The sword hovered aloft—


    “By Belass!” the leader of the ten whispered. “By Ormazd and the winds of Tengri, he has broken the enchantment!”


    The captain of the ten pointed with a trembling hand toward the spot where Wan Tengri’s tracks came to an abrupt end. The men looked fearfully about them in the darkness, but the brims of their helmets kept their eyes down. They did not think to look up where avenging death hovered in uplifted steel.


    “Some greater wizard,” the captain said. “Some great wizard has broken the spell of the All-High! He—” The man peered over his shoulder into the shadows. “He has gone now. We can gain nothing by staying. This way, men. This way—” Before he had taken three strides, the captain was running, and pell-mell, their sheathed swords clanging wildly, the watch raced up the dark street!


    Laughter welled up into Wan Tengri’s throat, but he choked it down, glanced challengingly into the night air where before that pale-red light had bloomed. He touched again the bit of the True Cross.


    “Men ruled by fear,” he muttered in his beard, “are cowards at heart. There is nothing here can harm a free man and a free soul.”


    Wan Tengri lurched to his feet atop the wall, sprang lightly down into the mud, and followed rapidly in the wake of the guard. He paused an instant at an intersection of narrow streets to orient himself, then hurried on. Finally, he stopped before a door striped gold and green and struck on it forcefully with the hilt of his sword. Kassar’s directions had served him well. From this point on, he was his own man, with his fortune and his way to make. He hummed lightly under his breath as he waited impatiently for the response to his hammering.


    


    Presently, a small wicket opened in the door and a bland yellow face peered out at him with slant eyes. “Open, Tsien Hui!” Wan Tengri ordered shortly. “It is business and a fat profit for your sticky, yellow fingers. Kassar, the Mongol, sent me.”


    The wicket snapped shut and, an instant later, the door itself swung wide. The Chinese bowed low, hands clasped comfortably across his padded belly. He led the way around the screen built to keep out the devils of the Yellow Kingdom; the devils that could move only through doors and windows and then only in straight lines. He shuffled on to a room hung in the rich carpets of Sarouk and Bokhara, motioned courteously to Wan Tengri to be seated.


    “Art no Mongol,” Tsien Hui muttered with his ever-smiling lips, while his fat-lidded eyes took careful survey of the giant who sat cross-legged before him. “Art Barbarian out of the West.”


    Wan Tengri started, but controlled his muscles with an effort. He should be used to the knowledge of these yellow-skinned devils by now. He grumbled an assent. “It matters not to you, yellow thief,” he said shortly. “I have need of money.” He scooped out a pair of ruby earrings from the bag of stolen loot he had offered to Kassar, tossed them carelessly on the rug before him. He grinned slightly behind the cover of his red beard. That wizard’s ears would be sore for a while. Mournfully, Wan Tengri shook his head.


    “Balass rubies,” he said sorrowfully. “From my own dead mother’s ears I took them not two moons ago. Aye, she was a wonderful woman, but she would not want my mother’s son to starve.”


    “So,” Tsien Hui stirred the blood-red drops with a long-nailed forefinger. “So… Balass rubies.” He picked them up and weighed them in a yellow palm. “From thy dead mother’s ears, sayest thou.”


    Wan Tengri’s hand closed about the hilt of his sword. “Aye,” he said softly. “From her small, sweet ears, heathen.”


    The drops of jewel blood fascinated Tengri’s eyes. They would grace the ears of any princess, such a princess as he would take unto himself when, filled with honors and wealth, he sent his own galley back to the West again. He smiled—and then his eyes widened fearfully. There was suddenly nothing in the yellow palm of the Chinese, nothing where an instant before those exquisite jewels had glistened! Tsien Hui smiled and bobbed his head amicably.


    “It is as I thought, O Barbarian,” he said. “The jewels were stolen from some wizard.”


    Like an uncoiling snake, Wan Tengri leaped across the space that separated them. His left hand clamped about the fat-padded yellow throat, and there was red rage, bright as Balass rubies, in his eyes.


    “Thief!” he roared. “Liar! Give me those jewels. Do you think to rob me? Me, Prester John?”


    He shook the Chinese like a monkey, and fear deadened the man’s eyes. He trembled in that savage grip. “Nay, Barbarian, I do not lie to thee. In this wondrous city, strange things pass. No man may steal, for if he steal, when the owner wakes to find his belonging gone, it ceases to be. The magicians, who rule this place, have said that things are only because we believe them to exist, and that which no man believes does not exist. See, is there sound if a great tree fall where no ear is to hear? So, it is only by thinking of things that they are at all. If a magician misses his substance, he thinks it out, and it ceases to be!”


    Wan Tengri grinned wolfishly. “Lies, pretty lies, fat thief! If this be true, then surely I may find no hidden things about your clothes, eh?” Deliberately he stripped Tsien Hui of his garments. Afterward, he combed the rug with his fingers and stood, staring like a caged thing about the walls. There was nowhere else the jewels could have been secreted, and yet—


    “You see, Barbarian,” whined the naked Tsien Hui, hugging his yellow shanks, “ it is as I told thee. Nothing is unless men think of it, and the owner of that bauble—”


    Wan Tengri roared in anger. “Stupidity and lies! Why cower there, fat thief, unless it be in memory of my thoughts of that jewel?” Suddenly Wan Tengri bethought him of the jewels at his waist. He snatched the leathern bag from his belt and upended it over his empty palm. No jewels came out. No single gem of the small fortune he had stolen from the wizard—but a wicked, flattened triangular head thrust out! A snake’s fangs darted toward Wan Tengri’s open and waiting palm!

  


  
    II


    


    ONLY battle-trained muscles could move a man more swiftly than the strike of a snake, the skill of a man whom the fickle Alexandria mob had named for the hurricane. Wan Tengri acted without thought, with the incredible swiftness of those who have lived by the speed of hand and eye. Both hands moved together. Writhing snake and leather bag kited toward the silk-draped ceiling. Wan Tengri’s sword sang hissing from its scabbard—and the snake divided into two harmless fragments in the air.


    Wan Tengri’s lips were curved in a contemptuous smile. His deftness meant nothing to his pride. Had he not sliced arrows in mid-flight? Used the swift flail of his sword as a shield against their biting sting? He flipped his scimitar into the air and caught it neatly by the hilt.


    “It is in my mind, yellow turtle,” he said gently, “that thou art a wizard! This fuddlement of what men think makes things be I have no understanding of. But in the Hind, I have seen such befuddlement of mind that I saw tigers where no tiger was, and it comes to me that thou art such as those tricksters of the Hind—a wizard. I think it is thee that has charmed these bits of colored crystal from my pouch. Now, I have an unfailing test for a wizard. Everyone knows, of course, that only enchanted steel can harm a wizard. Consequently, if you do not survive when I slice your too-fat throat, I shall know that I have wronged thee, Tsien Hui, and I shall revere your memory as that of an honest man.”


    Tsien Hui’s smile was a ghastly thing. “It is a sorry jest, Barbarian, yet I feel that my honor is touched. The jewels in truth vanished from my own hands. Therefore”—his voice grew heavy with sorrow—“therefore, you must let me make thee a gift.”


    Before Wan Tengri could more than smile, there came a heavy thunder of sword hilts upon the wicket door. “Open, Tsien Hui!” a man’s voice thundered. “Open, and surrender the slave of the All-High!”


    Wan Tengri’s smile did not waver. “Now this is three times,” he said slowly, “that I have been called a slave this night. It is not a name I care for.” His eyes quested over the room and, with a quick stride, he reached the edge of the screen that sheltered the door. “Go to your treasure house, Tsien Hui, and prepare this little gift you so graciously offer. I will attend to this small matter.”


    He whipped a single glance over his shoulder toward the Chinese, and the man had vanished. There was no quiver of a wall-hung rug to show where he had gone, and Wan Tengri cursed softly. So he must fight with treachery at his back? He threw back his head and his deep laughter boomed out.


    “Come, fools,” he cried. “Come and take a—slave.”


    With a flip of his sword point, he threw aside the bar which secured the door, and a wedge of men drove in through the opening. Their weapons were out, and the flickering yellow glow of the great Chinese lantern from the ceiling touched golden fire on their brass breast plates and embossed helmets. Wan Tengri laughed again and his sword flicked out like a caress of a snake’s tongue. A dragging touch of the tip across a throat, then it whipped high to sever an outthrust sword arm. It was only after that second blow had fallen that a great shout of anger and dismay sprang from Wan Tengri’s lips.


    He had struck true. He needed no reassurance on that point, for, through the years, his life had hinged on the lightning swiftness of eye and sword arm. There should be two men on the floor, one with his head almost severed from his shoulders and the other minus an arm. There should be—but there weren’t! There was no blur on the shining steel of Wan Tengri’s sword, and no bright, glad rush of crimson heralded victory!


    Instead, the captain’s point reached out to hover against Wan Tengri’s chest. “You cannot harm the enchanted guards of Turgohl, fool,” the captain said contemptuously. “Throw down your sword!”


    


    Wan Tengri sprang back a full pace from the threat of that sword point. His breath was quick and dry in his throat and fury was rising hotly behind his eyes. Enchantments! Everywhere he moved, he met the machinations of these accursed wizards. So his sword, his fine Damascus steel, could not harm them. And yet—they wore armor! If they wore armor, they could be harmed!


    Men were milling out from behind the other side of the screen, circling toward him warily—a captain and ten. With a swift movement, Wan Tengri shoved his sword home into its scabbard. He bulked huge against the bright crimsons and blues and golden yellows of the carpeted walls. The coned hat had fallen to the floor and the fiery locks were a halo for the fierceness of his face. His knotted, hairy fists were sledges at his sides.


    “You have called me slave,” he said, his voice rumbling deep in his barrel chest. “Surely, fighting men who cannot be harmed need not stand back from a slave?”


    The captain had the smiling, sly face of a cat. “Give up your sword, slave,” he ordered. He made a small gesture with his hand and his men moved out on his flanks, their swords poised like ready spears.


    Wan Tengri appeared to ponder while, under his frowning heavy brows, his eyes canvassed every possibility. He muttered his thought aloud: “Surrender my sword, is it? Now, that is a thing I have never done, even when I faced a double score of the stout warriors of the Emperor of Chin. It is true they were not enchanted, but they had a cause they thought was just. Look you now, captain.” Wan Tengri took a half pace backward and felt the silken brush of a carpet against his swinging fists. “Look you, it was no small matter for which they fought, since I had stolen away the favorite concubine of the Emperor Han himself, and—”


    It was a titan’s feat he performed. Bokhara rugs are silken and soft and they may be drawn through the circuit of a small woman’s bracelet, but they are heavy and their very size and the resistance of the air made the thing Wan Tengri intended seem incredible. With a single wrench of his two hands, he tore the carpet from its hangings and, before those swords, no more than a yard away, could reach him, he had swung the entire heavy fabric over the heads of the guards as deftly as a retarius in the arena casts his net over a rival gladiator. Wan Tengri might have fled then, but his anger—the anger of Hurricane John—was aroused.


    “So I’m a slave!” he whispered.


    He stooped while the men slashed at the carpet net and, reaching under its verge, he seized the ankles of the captain of the ten. If they wore armor, they could be harmed—and no man should dub Prester John a slave and live! Wan Tengri’s huge shoulders arched and his thighs corded. He straightened, and snapped the captain’s head against the floor as a boy might crack a snake’s head on a rock! The helmet bounced and at last Wan Tengri saw the blood flow.


    It was like red wine in the rage-dried throat of Wan Tengri. He threw back his head in bellowing laughter, and his grip on the ankles of the captain did not loosen. He lifted the man’s broken head clear of the floor and set the body swinging against the pivot of his arms, once, twice, a third time while keen steel slashed through the carpet and one man, then another stumbled through to leap forward with swords lifted for the kill! Three times, Wan Tengri swung the body, and the third time, he whirled it in a great circle around his head. His shout was a roar like a beast’s. His human war club caught a guard across shoulder and chest. It picked him off his feet like a toy and hurled him against his fellow. The human war club was sheathed in brass. The men did not stir.


    Twice more the mighty flail of Wan Tengri swung, and those men who still could stand fled screaming into the streets. After them, Wan Tengri tossed the broken corpse of the captain. The carpet he had torn down revealed a doorway and, snatching up his felt cap, Wan Tengri strode through it. His feet were light and there was a singing in his blood. He hummed through his nose. The frightened squeals of women came to his ears now. A door resisted his hand, and he bowed his shoulders to wrench it from the hinges, and then lurched through.


    “Come out, Tsien Hui, thou mangy sewer rat,” he bellowed. “Come out before I take thy hovel to pieces.”


    He was in a room where a perfumed fountain played softly, and there was the languorous odor of incense, of musk in his nostrils. Here the lights were soft—women’s quarters. He snorted. Tsien Hui was the sort who would hide among his women. He took three ranging strides across the room and, against the farther wall, a gossamer veil parted and a woman stepped unhurriedly through. Her breasts were cupped in jewel-studded plates of gold, and a jeweled girdle held a translucent skirt of silk that swirled with her slow dancing steps. Her hair was night-black and twisted close about a finely modeled skull, and there was pride in the carriage of her chin.


    “So now Tsien Hui tries more human enchantments,” Wan Tengri said lightly. “Still, it is a gift a man can accept.”


    He towered over the girl and she looked up into his face, dark eyes unafraid. “You’re no more than a child,” Wan Tengri rumbled. “That old dog should be ashamed of himself. Still, I can admire his choice.” With a quick gesture, Wan Tengri tore off the jeweled breast plates. He swung on his heel with a short laugh. “I have more need of wealth than women, child,” he said. “And these will help. Yes, these will help. Tell that fat fool, Tsien Hui, that if he wants his throat whole, it will be wise not to use it to call these jewels back.”


    The girl stood where he had left her, near the sheer curtains, where the perfumed fountain splashed. Her slender arms were crossed over her breasts, and there was a look of wonder in her eyes. For an instant, Wan Tengri hesitated in the doorway, then he strode heavily along the way he had come. His vengeance was incomplete, but perhaps it was better that Tsien Hui should live. He couldn’t trust the Chinese, but the man could be governed by fear. Wan Tengri strode out into the street and stood with his head tipped back, his eyes questing the black sky. It was a rich town, and a man could fight enchantments with a man’s weapons. He looked at the shattered corpse of the captain of the guard, face down in the mud. He rumbled a curse in his throat. A soldier deserved better than that, even a soldier of cowardly wizards. He caught the man up and carried him to lie on Tsien Hui’s choicest silks; then, with a wry grin, Wan Tengri strode off along the twisting narrow streets of Turgohl—and he walked in the middle of the way. Let cowardly dogs skulk in the shadows; let the guards clank through the mud and over cobbled ways. A warrior could hold his own!


    


    Now and again, he caught the tinkle of a lute or the whine of a troubadour’s one-string fiddle from behind forbidding walls; now and again the warmth of incense or spices curled his nostrils while he drove his booted feet through the slime of the alleys. There was a muted, constant sound that drifted down from the high air. It rose and fell with a throaty moaning. Now and again, there was a thin and rising shriek like a demon’s laugh. The flame wind—the flame wind of Turgohl was blowing? Yet here in the streets, it was cool.


    There was a restlessness in Wan Tengri’s soul. It had something to do with the thought that he was locked into this city. For a free man, any restraint was irksome. Trapped—Yes, once those gates closed and the flame wind began to mourn across the black sands, no animal thing could survive within two arrow flights of the walls. A wind that would burn out a man’s guts and suffocate him; a wind that would leave his body a well-roasted pig upon the plains. Wan Tengri lifted his challenging, proud head and turned his eyes toward the high central tower of Turgohl. Under the lash of the flame wind, it glowed like a many-colored jewel, terrifyingly beautiful—ominous with enchantment.


    For a slow moment, doubts shook Wan Tengri, then he brushed them aside. He began once more to hum through his nose. He had jewels in his pouch that Tsien Hui would not dare to call back. He must hunt up a new money lender and market them. There must be ways that a strong man could rise. Who knows? Perhaps he was destined to carve himself an empire out of this mysterious East? Give him a foothold and a chance to raise a stout following; and he would sweep these wizards into the crystal blue waters of Baikul. There would be slaves to do his bidding, and concubines like that soft girl creature whose jewels he carried in his pouch. Enchantments—phagh!


    Wan Tengri stood with his fists on his hips and glowered up at that mystical tower. By Ahriman, since he was a follower of Christos, and with a bit of the True Cross about his neck, too, it was almost his duty to fight these wizards and enlighten these poor fools. He could do that best if he himself was the ruler; then they would accept Christos or he would slit their throats, and a deal of wealth should trickle into the chests of the ruler of Turgohl. Wan Tengri nodded in satisfaction to himself. Well, then it was settled. He would gather a force of stout men. They would have to be city dwellers, not the superstitious Mongols. They would be thieves—


    In sheer exuberance, Wan Tengri tossed his scimitar glittering into the air. First, he must find his thieves, and he thought he knew where to look. If the wizards could call their property back, then the thieves would devote themselves to stealing weapons and foodstuffs from the major supply houses. For thieves would steal. It was in the blood. Wan Tengri grinned wolfishly. Who should know better than he? He stalked through the streets until he heard again the clank of marching men, then he followed in their wake. Eventually, they would lead him to the guardhouse, and there he would find the source of their supplies. He needed a few weapons himself, a dagger to replace that he had given to Kassar and a war club, less burdensome than the captain’s body, since the guards apparently were impervious to his steel of Damascus. The guard filed presently into a low building against the north walls of Turgohl. The smell of the salt sea came strongly to Wan Tengri’s nostrils here, and he leaned his shoulder into a dark corner to wait.


    Against the blueness of the sky, he could make out the sturdy silhouette of a pacing guard on the city wall. He could even make out the slow pacing of sandaled feet through the undying mournfulness of the flame wind. Wan Tengri waited until the sentry was at the far end of his post, then he reached the shadow of the guardhouse with a half dozen long, silent strides. The only openings that emitted lights were long arrow slits, too narrow for any man of his girth—but the wall was made of sun-baked mud. And the roof? Tengri waited his chance, then, with a short run, he leaped up and caught the low edge of the building’s flat top, swung himself easily to the roof. He grunted with satisfaction, squatted close against the marble of the city’s wall and began to slice the hard-packed earth with his sword point.


    


    He was only a few inches deep into the roof when he heard a sword beat out its brazen alarm upon a soldier’s shield. His head whipped up, but he could not see that it was himself that had been spotted. Undoubtedly one of the prowling thieves whom he sought. Wan Tengri nodded to himself in satisfaction. What did these enchantments matter, when a man could boast of a brain like Prester John’s? He took this early success for a good omen. Yes, surely, he was commissioned to convert the heathen—and take a nice profit for himself, of course. He rose to his full height and strode to the edge of the roof.


    Against the shadows of the opposite wall, a twisted small man flitted like a shadow. His clothing was brown rags, and it took keen eyes to see him. More like an animal of the hills than a human being, he seemed, with his scuttling manner of flight and his quick, furtive legs. Three guards were pounding in his wake. The alarm was being beaten on a dozen shields and, through the brazen clamor, Wan Tengri caught the shouts of fresh guards coming at fast time from the streets of the city. Others were streaming out of the guardhouse itself. In the dark, a bow twanged with a bitter, harsh note and an arrow flitted across the open square. The fleeing man went down, bounced up again. But his pace was slowed.


    Wan Tengri deliberately unslung the bow of laminated horn which had been his parting gift from the Mongols. “To me, comrade!” he shouted coolly. “To me! I will succor you!”


    Guards’ white faces twisted toward him and, behind on the wall, he heard the sentry’s hoarse shout. Wan Tengri pivoted easily, and the notched, steel-tipped arrow, feathered with horse hair in the Mongol fashion, pulled back until it touched his ear. The bowstring’s twang, beside that other fainter note, was like the roar of a wounded lion amid the yap of jackals. The arrow was a flitting dark streak in the dim night, scarcely lifting from a straight line in its flight. The man on the wall screamed. His arms clawed against the blue sky and he curved backward out of sight.


    “A nice dive, friend,” Wan Tengri whispered.


    The air fluttered with the whispering of fast-sped arrows. Attention was diverted from the wounded thief against the walls to this stouter challenge from the roof, but Wan Tengri was at the task he loved next to the swift flicker of sword steel. He was never still for an instant. Arrows formed a constant stream from his powerful bow, and each twang of the gut brought its echoing scream from the earth below. His constant movement disturbed their answering fire, and laughter bubbled from his lips; laughter and the mockery of his insults.


    “Enchant me, fools,” he called, “or there will not be a man alive in the morning. Bring forth your wizards. What, not proof against a bit of stick and steel, an arrow driven by the insignificant horn of the auroch and a bit of lion gut? What, have the wizards drunk up your manhood?”


    A group of guards formed under the protection of the wall, marched out with their shields locked in a solid roof above them, and from its cover archers flung their swift-sped arrows up at the dreadful figure poised on the roof.


    “Well done,” Wan Tengri cheered them on. “It might work against another man! How can you fight the Tengri, the devil-wind of the high heavens?”


    


    The horn bow arched more strongly as he put his back into a gigantic pull at the string. The released gut roared and the arrow rang the brazen shields like a drum—like a broken drum. The leader of the shield band fell with the arrow through his skull and the formation was broken. How the arrows leaped now from Wan Tengri’s bow! He heard a faint step beside him, whirled with the arrow notched and saw a wizened small face leering up into his.


    “You called me, comrade,” the man whispered hoarsely. “I came!”


    The whisper of the arrows died out of the air. There was the thud of running feet as the guards took cover and Wan Tengri smiled down upon the twisted figure of the thief in brown rags. The man’s back was hunched and one arm swung limply at his side, but the eyes glistened in the dark and there was knowledge and courage, too, in that hideous small face. Wan Tengri held out his right hand and made a curious figure with his twisted fingers.


    “We hang together,” he chuckled.


    “Not while thy bow is strung, comrade!” the thief answered. “So you are one of us? Come. This is a sorry place for the brotherhood.” He turned and scuttled away along the roofs of the warehouses, and Wan Tengri, after a regretful glance toward the court, deserted save for the arrow-tufted bodies of the slain, followed the thief he had come to find. So his conquest of Turgohl was begun! With this small fiend and his fellows behind him, he would soon enslave these wizards and their wealth!


    “It seems to me, comrade,” rumbled Wan Tengri, “that a horn bow and a good fir arrow has a certain magic of its own. It seems to me, we should find a way to improve this sorry lot of the brotherhood.”


    “Speak not so loud, comrade,” his crippled guide whispered fearfully. “The flame wind has ears!”


    “Then we’ll tweak them.” Wan Tengri threw back his head and laughed. “Or perhaps we’ll clip them a bit. Now I fancy a slit and an overcut—”


    “In the name of the Tengri, friend, quiet!”


    Wan Tengri shook his great head and laughed again, and the pale-red light he had seen before bloomed overhead.


    “Stand still, slave,” came the whisper of that disembodied voice. “Stand still and wait your masters!”


    Wan Tengri’s teeth glistened amid his fiery beard, and he drew his bow taut, sent an arrow hurtling up into the heart of the floating light.


    “That for your whispering flame wind!” he rumbled. “Come, thou good thief, we’ll get on.”


    He turned his head toward the spot where the small twisted figure had stood and it was gone! With an oath, he threw himself toward the place—and pitched forward on his face. He thrust up violently from the roof and stared down in amazement at his feet. It was the fault of his feet. He had ordered them to move and they had not. He swore violently and reached down to tug at his flexed and motionless legs—and still the feet would not heed his order. By Ahriman, they had sunk deep into the roof!


    “Wait for your masters!” sighed the wind.


    Tengri’s eyes were strained wide with rage, and they caught the fiery glisten of that pale, dying light. He struck his quiver with a fierce hand. A mere half score of arrows remained. His sword—it whined from the scabbard and quivered in his waiting hand.


    “Enchanted,” Wan Tengri whispered. “Ha! These wizards have more power than I thought. Come, wizards! Come, devils! We will see who is the master, thou and thy sorceries or—Prester John!”

  


  
    III


    


    THERE was no answer to his challenge, only the sighing of the flame wind and the distant shouts of the rallying guard. Night laid its concealing shadows everywhere, and yonder the tower with its golden crest of flame burned like a jewel against the sky. Wan Tengri felt hatred rise within him. He strained all his strength against the grip of the roof upon his feet and could not move them. Savagely, he struck his sword against the obdurate earth. It rang like a temple gong, but the surface was scarcely dented.


    Wan Tengri forced himself to coolness. Courage did well enough, but when his ten arrows were sped the guard could stand at a distance and turn him into a porcupine.


    “But, you fool,” he muttered, “the points will be turned inward, and that will do you no good, thou bag of devil-wind.”


    His eyes quested about him. He could touch the city wall with out-stretched sword point. A dozen feet above his head, the brazen spikes that were its crest caught glints of light from the stars. No help that way. Wan Tengri stared down bitterly at his imprisoned feet. He was averse to losing those good members. They had served him well over countless leagues. Better death than stumping about on his ankle bones. Deliberately, he prodded at the tough earth of the roof. Immediately around his feet it had the hardness of weathered oak, but a cubit away it was softer. With frantic haste, Wan Tengri wielded the hard-tempered steel of his scimitar, gouging out the block that incased his feet. The shouts of the guards had faded into order, and the echo of a sharp command came to his ears. They had reformed then, and were coming to the attack. By Ahriman, he had been wrong to call these guards cowardly. Man to man, they could fight! It was only magic and the unexplained sorcery of the wizards of Kasimer that turned their bones to water.


    Wan Tengri set his teeth on a groan. The earth yielded so slowly to his gouging sword point! He fought for the saving humor that always buoyed him up. He was a great deal like a man upon a tree limb, and hacking it off close to the trunk. When he had dug his hole deep enough, he would fall through into the warehouse of the wizards. Grimly, he forced his lips to curve in a smile. If he were lucky, he would find more arrows beneath him, and the great war bow would sing its bellowing song again. If he were lucky—


    The regular tread of the marching guard came to his ears again, and he gave a quick glance about him as he labored. How would they come at him? Some ladder that led to the roof? Well, his arrows would hold them in check for a while. And afterward? Sweat stood out on his forehead, stung his eyes. He dashed a felten sleeve across them and labored on. He had a shallow ditch cut all about him. How thick was the roof? Too thick, by all the devils. As thick as his own skull. Why had he let his swollen pride goad him into flinging challenge against that unknown power? The glimmer of the flame tower seemed to mock him. There, the march of the men was stationary now! There came the rasp of an order. They were mounting the roof!


    Frantically, Wan Tengri looked about him. It was not death that harassed him, but the thought of defeat. He who had never bowed his head before any victor, had never had to hold up a pleading thumb to the fickle mobs of Alexandria. Christos! They might not kill him! He might be enslaved by their enchantments and become a witless drudge in the fields, under the lash of the slave masters! His eyes reached up despairingly to the crest of the wall where the spear points glistened. Easy enough to loop one of them with the lariat he had learned to use among the Mongols, which was wrapped now about his waist. But what was the use of that? He could not pull his feet off. He could not—Abruptly, laughter pumped from his lungs. His hands feverishly unwound the lariat.


    “Wait, fools!” he called to the guards, and he made it a whisper like the dying whisper of the flame wind. It carried well through the quiet night. “Wait, fools. Do you think your wizards have power? I am a greater wizard. Twice tonight I have broken their enchantments like a chain woven with a maiden’s hair! If one guard dares to put his foot upon this roof, I will pull down the walls of Turgohl!”


    


    The lariat whirled thrice about his head and the loop spun up into the clear air, settled over the spike embedded in the topmost marble block. So these wizards thought they could defeat him! Well, there were secrets they had not learned. Their marble walls were laid marvelously close together, but without mortar. His rope would work like a lever on that upthrust spear point to roll the stone block from its base. What did it weigh? Three, four hundredweight? His mighty shoulders had lifted a thousand pounds—and his feet were anchored. He could not pull them off!


    There was silence after his shout, and Wan Tengri stared upward at the secured rope, drew it taut with a loop about his body and twisted it around his arms. It was a nice calculation he must make. It would take all his strength to stir that marble block, yet once it started to roll, he must ease the strain lest he pull it down atop him! Laughter was pumping at his mighty chest again. Well, it was better to go out that way, in one sweet, clean blow, than to slave for sorcerers and wizards!


    “March back to your quarters,” Wan Tengri whispered, “or I will pull down the walls! The sorcery is already at work. Will you go?”


    A whisper from the flame wind answered: “Forward! Bring me this boasting fool to labor among the slaves!”


    Wan Tengri said: “It is the last warning.”


    He drew himself to his fullest height and reached high up on the rope of plaited horsehair. With it he had roped and thrown a wild stallion of the plains; he had held a raging tiger prisoner. It would not fail him now. His chest arched high with a deep-sucked breath. He threw his strength against the rope, wrenched violently. That was to loosen the block in its seat. The rope bit deep into the muscled swelling of his arms. He could hear the mumble of men’s voices and the creak of wood as a guard set foot upon the ladder. There was no time for nice calculation. The stone must come down!


    Wan Tengri got a new grip upon the rope. His shoulders arched and the corded muscles dented his thighs. The veins writhed like serpents in his temples. Cloth ripped across his back with a hissing whisper like an arrow’s flight, and still the stone did not move! Wan Tengri’s rage surged through him like the touch of the flame wind. His ankles threatened to disjoint themselves from the strain of his arms. With savage violence, he flogged himself to further effort. The muscles across his loins seemed to creak. A wrench—Ah! There had been movement that time. The shadows of the wall had changed. The block was leaning toward him! With the final exhaustion of his strength, Wan Tengri wrenched at the rope like a wild beast at a leash. The block leaned farther. There was a grating rasp of stone grinding on stone.


    “A warning!” Wan Tengri whispered as he collapsed backward to the roof. He could do no more than whisper. “A warning! The first block falls!”


    His eyes were riveted to that mighty block, leaning toward him with such splendid, ponderous slowness. Did it bring him death—or freedom? Too soon to tell. Too soon to know where its mighty weight would strike. He heard a frightened shout from a guardsman.


    “Back!” Wan Tengri strained his panting lungs for the shout. “Back, before I tear down the walls of Turgohl!”


    Ah, that block was beautiful! Its spear point caught the glitter of every glimmering light. White and clean. If this was death—Wan Tengri forced his drained body to his feet. If this was death, it would find Pester John ready! The stone was gathering speed; its roll remained ponderous and slow, but with each foot it plunged more swiftly. Wan Tengri laughed. He caught up his sword and thrust it upward in salute!


    “Ave!” he cried. “Ave et vale!” How often his shout of “Hail and farewell” had rung across the arena! But it had been “hail” for him and “farewell” for the others. Now—


    So close its winds fluttered his clothing and he felt the harsh kiss of the stone on his uplifted hand—so close the stone passed him by. Its weight struck the muted drumhead of the roof in fearful thunder, echoed a score of times by the frantic shouts of the fleeing guards. Wan Tengri felt a savage wrench at his ankles, then he was falling, too, plunging down atop that massive block that had crushed through the roof. For long moments, Wan Tengri was not sure he still lived. He lay stunned and empty of thought and feeling across the block, pulled through into the storehouse beneath. Perhaps there was a prayer in his brain, but he did not utter it consciously. Only his lips moved faintly, “Christos.”


    


    The aching of his overstrained muscles set him stirring presently. He heaved up his body and there, in the shaft of faint light that poured through the breach of the roof, he saw the spear point embedded in the marble. It had pierced through the thick felt of his Mongol cloak, thrusting in between arm and side. And Wan Tengri, thrusting to his feet, laughed aloud. Dust roiled about him, deepening the shadows, but through it he could still hear the frightened flight of the guards. He was free—


    He moved his feet, and scowled down in the darkness. They could move separately, but there was a great weight on each one. Still, he could walk. He lifted them carefully, clumping his groping way off through the shadows of the warehouse, rewinding the lariat about his waist as he went.


    “I have to thank the All-High of the Kasimer for a pair of extra boots,” he chuckled in the darkness. “They will serve to keep my feet warm!”


    It was a toilsome thing to walk, and his body felt drained. His sword groped before him, and he clumped on, heavily. So it was he came presently to a door. It resisted his weight, and he lifted his incased foot and drove it at the panel. It splintered and the door swung wide, quivering. He laughed weakly again, staggered on. He was in the guardroom now, deserted save for an arrow-pierced man who had crawled there to die. Wan Tengri paused to sling a fresh quiver of arrows over his shoulder and labored on toward the door. The court was deserted, too, save by the dead.


    “This wizardry has its economical aspects,” Wan Tengri muttered to himself. “See how many lives were spared by my magic. If they had not fled, I must have killed them all!”


    He peered about him uncertainly, then saw a small and twisted man step from a doorway across the width of the court. Anger growled in Wan Tengri’s throat, and he flicked an arrow from its quiver, groped for his bow. Ahriman help him, he had left that good bow upon the roof!


    “Come to me, thou who falsely claim the name of comrade,” Wan Tengri rumbled. “Come, thou lion of valor!”


    The man came forward at a run, and behind him darted a dozen other forms. They were like wolves, like jackals where the tiger has fed. As they darted forward, they stripped the dead of weapons—all save the crippled one whom Wan Tengri had helped. He ran to prostrate himself at Wan Tengri’s feet.


    “Master,” he whined, “I did but go to summon aid. When the flame wind speaks, you must run—run like the wind itself, else the ground will open to receive thy feet. I called to thee, master, and ran—for help.”


    Wan Tengri smiled thinly. “It seems to me, my lion, that you used the magic of the wizards and vanished. Had I not menaced the very walls of Turgohl with my own enchantments, thou and thy jackals would have come too late! Come now, before the flame wind speaks again. By Ahriman, it’s like a whirlwind I’d run in my new Kasimer boots—all in one place! Up with thee, my faithful comrade, my very prince of lions, and march. Have one of these, thy valiant guardsmen, fetch my great bow from the roof. And quickly, else my steel will try out the magic of thy heartbeat!”


    The beggar beat his forehead in the dust in his protestations of gratitude and service. The stringy gray hair was matted to his skull with perspiration, and Wan Tengri saw that his left arm had been bandaged only hurriedly where an arrow had pierced it through. The man’s legs were scrawny as a starving peasant’s, and the great strength of the barbarian’s arms could snap that crippled body like a straw.


    “All right, Monkey-face,” he said sourly. “I believe a third of what you say, which makes me a credulous fool. My bow—and a place to hide until I can change my boots!”


    The man’s shrewd brown face twisted up and there was so much malicious glee in the beady eyes, the wryness of the loose-lipped mouth was so comical that Wan Tengri threw back his head and made his laughter ring—until he remembered the flame wind. He cursed then, peering up at the sky where the stars were paling with the menace of the swift-footed dawn, and went stumping across the court while the monkey-faced thief shouted piping orders and skipped ahead to point the way. There was need for haste. Light, that enemy of thieves, would soon flood the city, and the hoofs of horses were ringing on a cobbled way. From their even rhythm, Wan Tengri knew that a troop of guards rode to the assault. He squeezed his broad shoulders into a narrow passage between two mud huts. Behind him, he caught the lipless whisper of thieves, the shuffle of their hastening feet. It would be death for any man caught in that shambles. It would be death for Prester John if he were tracked down. How horrible that death could be, he who had fought through the East had ample wit to guess. He spat contemptuously. They’d never take him alive for such woman’s play as that! Had he not laid his plans, and were they not working swiftly? Already, the thieves’ leader had sworn allegiance with his forehead in the dust. When he had cemented the entire band to himself with bonds they would not dare to sever, he would be ready to strike. Until then, he could bide his time—and hold his tongue.


    


    Monkey-Face was fumbling with a great rock sealed into the wall of a mud hut, but his wounded left arm hampered him. Wan Tengri brushed him aside and leaned his weight against a stiffened arm upon the stone. It swung inward on greased hinges, and he eyed the opening dubiously.


    “If these rat holes of thine grow smaller, Monkey-face,” he said, “I shall have to seek other warrens.”


    It was a squeeze to pull his giant’s bulk through and down the steep ladder that descended a well. The ladder quivered under his weight and his unfeeling feet fumbled and slipped on the rounds. Monkey-face jabbered just beneath him, guiding his steps in turn with quick touches of his deft fingers. At last, Wan Tengri emerged into a low passageway where a torch burned in a socket, and the wall threw back crystalline reflections. The tunnel was lined with glistening white, and for a dazzled moment he thought that they were gems.


    “The old salt mines, master,” Monkey-face gabbled. “The wizards have never learned of them. They go back to the old days when Turgohl was free, when a man and a king sat upon the throne—when we were free and the loot stuck for a while, at least, to a thief s fingers!”


    It was a long way they wound through the old levels of the salt mine, but presently Wan Tengri emerged into a vaulted chamber hollowed out of solid salt. A half dozen slattern women crouched around a timid blaze whose smoke lifted straight upward. Stolidly, Wan Tengri slouched across the stinking cavern to a couch over which a shabby rug had been thrown. He dropped upon it and cast off his felt cloak, revealing the tunic and pantaloons of padded silk which had come with him all the long way from Chin. They were a rich golden color and, above it, his crimson hair and beard flamed like a sun. From this vantage point, he watched the thieves file into the cavern, a scant dozen ragged men with hunger-pinched faces and the furtive walk of jackals. Wan Tengri’s nostrils distended in disgust, as he opened his silken tunic to scratch the pelt of his chest. So he was to overthrow the power of the wizards and the stout soldiers of their guard with this band of skulking scavengers!


    Monkey-face hurried toward him with an earthen bowl which held a steaming mess. It stank of near-putrefaction, but Wan Tengri had eaten worse in his march across half the civilized world. He gulped it down, tossed the bowl aside.


    “And is this all your brotherhood, apekin?” he demanded.


    Monkey-face shook a mournful head. “To this low estate are we fallen, master, we who once were the rich and the great! Our halls were draped with the loot of caravans until the accursed wizards came and loosed the flame wind upon our men. They were roasted like a sheep on the spit!”


    Deliberately, Wan Tengri began to hack at the earth that still cumbered his feet. “Now, that will change!” he promised shortly.


    “But how, master, since jewels fly back to the hands of those who own them so soon as they discover the loss?”


    Wan Tengri tossed the jeweled breast plates of Tsien Hui’s slave girl carelessly to the couch beside him. “And is there any need that the owners should live to discover their loss?” he asked. “These wizards who have usurped your city, do you then love them so much?”


    A thousand wrinkles showed when Monkey-face flashed his yellow teeth in a smile. “There speaks a man!” he cried. “But no wizard can be slain.”


    “Phagh!” Wan Tengri spat upon the earth. “Can a man breathe, then, with his throat slit?”


    The thieves crouched on their heels about him, and sly eyes studied his face through the fringes of ragged hair. They nudged each other and cackled furtively. Wan Tengri eyed them with deliberate scorn. It was a weak and flawed weapon he must swing. Well, he would forge a better one!


    “When night falls again,” he said carelessly, “you shall lead me to the house of the chief wizard. We will see what happens when my steel kisses his throat.”


    “But, master, first we must find this wizard!” Monkey-face grimaced frantically in his effort not to stir Wan Tengri’s anger. “No man knows who the leader is, nor, indeed, any of the Seven! Nor where they sleep and hide their riches! And their spies are everywhere.”


    Wan Tengri stretched himself out on the couch. “Do relieve me of my boots, Monkey-face,” he said carelessly. “When I awake, we will find this wizard—in the Flame Tower. Let there be quiet!” He closed his eyes and, for a space, thoughts whirled fiercely behind his lowered lids. It was a task he had cut out for himself, but he was the man for it. Unknown wizards who whispered from the air and could not die? That was a superstition of fools. Under the proper touch of the steel, any man died! Soon, he would be master of this rich city—for the glory of Christos, of course. He rested his fingers against the bit of the True Cross, and a satisfied smile curled his solid lips. Monkey-face was hacking at the earth that incased his feet, but it did not disturb Wan Tengri. He slept.

  


  
    IV


    


    WAN TENGRI seemed to place himself completely at the mercy of the thieving brotherhood, but his noisy sleep was light. If any one of that ragged crew had transgressed beyond the bonds of safety, he would have found a fury, and sudden death, upon him. No man who had lived through the wars, through the perilous adventures which had dogged Wan Tengri’s trail, could have survived unless, even in sleep, his senses remained alert. But his bravery in ignoring danger and sleeping would impress these men, which was as it should be. They would need to lean on his leadership very heavily if ever he were to captain them against the wizards.


    For a while when Wan Tengri awoke, which he did at intervals throughout the time he lay upon the couch, he listened intently to the whispers that, low-voiced, filled the cavern, and he became aware that nothing which happened in Turgohl was completely hidden from these thieves. They knew already how he had entered the city.


    “—in a wool cart,” one whispered. “There was blood found upon the floor. One of the spearmen—”


    “The Mongol, Kassar, will face the judgment of Ahriman.”


    Wan Tengri was hard put to conceal the jerk of his muscles at that news. Now, by all the devils, these wizards were keen to find so soon how he had entered the city and to lay Kassar by the heels! He continued to fake his snores, but between them, he sent a whisper, lipless and piercing, across the cavern.


    “Kassar shall be freed!”


    He heard the startled, hushed cries of the thieves about him and, amid his fiery beard, Tengri smiled. It was as well that they should believe him, too, to have magical powers! But there was savagery as well as mirth in the movement of his lips. Kassar had dared things that he feared, as he dreaded not even death itself, to bring his blood brother into Turgohl. Could Prester John do less than go to his aid? There was no question in his mind. Ruthless he was, and ambitious, but no comrade would ever call to him in vain for succor. There would not even be the need to call. Besides, it accorded well with the plans of Wan Tengri! He would put the terror of Christos into these heathens and knit his small, vicious band more closely together.


    So Wan Tengri slept and waked through the day. Finally, he rose and stretched himself to find Monkey-face grinning at his bedside.


    “Master, we have news for thy ears,” he chattered.


    Wan Tengri smiled slowly. “When is the judgment of Ahriman?”


    Beady monkey eyes widened, and the wrinkles chased themselves in mad patterns across his ancient face. “Now, surely thou are a wizard!” he whispered.


    “Answer, fool!”


    The thief prostrated himself in the dust. “Tomorrow, master, at the Hour of the Ape.”


    Wan Tengri nodded slowly. “Before that hour, Kassar shall be freed. Thou shall find for me where he is held. Now, fool, the names of the wizards!”


    The crippled little man with the hunched back ground his forehead in the dust. “Truly, master, that is a thing no man can say for certainty.” He looked up quickly with his bright, malicious eyes. “One can guess.”


    Wan Tengri grunted: “Guess well, Monkey-face. Tonight, I fill the coffers of the brotherhood—and sharpen my steel on wizard’s bones.”


    The thief shivered. “The guards hunt thee, master. Never have I seen such searching! And thy head, master, is like the eye of Ormazd for brightness. Better that thou hidest here for a moon until this search fades. Or, mayhap, a bit of dye for that burning beard of thine and thou couldst pass for a Mongol.”


    Wan Tengri combed his crisping beard with his fingers and laughed shortly. He was proud of his sun locks—and the eyes of all the thieves were upon him. “Let them find me—at their peril!”


    With blunt, lazy fingers, Wan Tengri drew on his cloak and fastened lariat and sword belt about his waist, slung quiver and bow across his shoulders. Fresh deerskin boots were ready for his liberated feet, and he drew them on with infinite relish, felt the lithe strength of his leg muscles as he thrust his feet home. He caught up the jeweled breast plates stolen from Tsien Hui and tossed them into the midst of the thieves.


    “If you cannot steal decent food, sell those to the money lenders and purchase food in the bazaars. Monkey-face, I am ready. Lead on—to the Flame Tower!”


    “Master, I hear and obey!”


    


    It was through another twisting crystalline cavern that they made their way toward the night-darkened streets of Turgohl. The torches’ red flame turned the saline walls to jewels of blood. Wan Tengri stretched out his great legs and found himself lusting for the struggle ahead while Monkey-face pattered at his side, chattering.


    “Master, would it be asking too much if thou didst not demean me before thy other servants?” he pleaded timidly. “My unworthy name is Bourtai.”


    Wan Tengri snorted. “Art not of the Bourchikoun, the gray-eyed men? Thy eyes, Monkey-face, are like bits of ice charcoal.”


    “Nevertheless, it is my name, master.” The crippled thief scurried ahead, moving sideways like a crab to peer up beseechingly into the fiercely bearded face of Prester John. “ Wilt thou not increase thy own stature by honoring thy servant with a name?”


    Wan Tengri boomed out his great laughter. “Well enough, Monkey-face. Henceforth, before thy brethren, thou art Bourtai. Tell me of this Flame Tower and the wizard that dwells there.”


    Bourtai peered furtively behind him, sent his quick, birdlike gaze up a side shaft. “Not here, master,” he whispered. “It is a thing no one knows—no one save the wizards and Bourtai.” His sunken chest swelled a little and he struck a small, dirty fist against it. “I… I stole into the temple of Ahriman and the god talked to me. We climb here, master. Let me go first, lest the guards be waiting. We must not lose thee, master. Thou art our freedom.”


    Wan Tengri’s solid lips parted as he watched Monkey-face scramble up the wall, using knobs of salt as a ladder. He shrugged his quiver around between his shoulders. He was not so mad or careless as he would have these thieving rascals think. True, he would not fear to take on a half score of guards, but it was better to bide his time, to save his lightnings for the moment of need. And there was always the chance that a stray arrow might take him through the throat. Prester John was a man careless of death, but he thought that now it would be good to live. There was good fighting ahead and, at the end of the road, riches such as he had never dreamed. If he died—well, the gods took care of those who perished in their holy cause! And whether he fought in the name of Christos or Mithra or Ormazd who ruled the sun, they would honor a man who slit a few black wizard throats.


    So, with the smile on his lips—and the blade of his sword between his teeth—Wan Tengri seized the knobs of salt that made a way upward and climbed into the darkness where Bourtai’s cracked, small voice called to him. Presently, he emerged into a dark hole where, only faintly, he could make out heaped mounds of furs. The stench of the underclean hides, of rotting fat, plugged his nostrils, and there was the rich, sense-stirring scent of musk.


    “This way, master,” piped Bourtai. “This trapdoor is too heavy for thy servant’s poor strength.”


    Wan Tengri grinned at this obvious flattery, but he minimized the strain of the load he lifted, doing it with one hand while his muscles shrieked at the burden. They clambered up into a mud-walled room where a flickering rosy light, as of flames, danced in through a high arrow slit.


    “A warehouse, master,” whispered Bourtai. “It is only from such as these that we can profit for a little while. For see you, if the loot is not missed, how can the wizards call it back? From its roof, we can look down upon the court of the Flame Tower.”


    


    Once more they were climbing, and presently Bourtai gestured Wan Tengri obsequiously to his side where he stretched out flat upon the packed-earth roof of the building to gaze over its low parapet. Wan Tengri crouched and peered up at the spire of the Flame Tower with its cap of gold. He caught his breath at the beauty of it, and then he stared down—and saw whence the flame light came. All around the base of that tower, and for a score of cubits in all directions, flames leaped upward from a moat in a frantic guttering dance. Red and white and purple-streaked, they swayed and quivered like ecstatic odalisques, throwing high brilliant arms into the air, lovingly caressing the tower, swaying back as if in sudden fright, then rushing all together in a new uptossing of adoring hands of flame.


    “Always, master,” whispered Bourtai, “save only on one night, and then only so long as Ahriman speaks the prayer of the Mating Moon, the flames dance like this.”


    Wan Tengri grunted. If the chief wizard hid behind that shield, it would take a true and mighty magic to reach him. He thought dubiously of the things he had seen in far Hind where men had walked on glowing coals, and of the stories that the followers of Christos told—three children thrown into a fiery furnace to emerge unhurt. He shook his head dubiously. A man would need a very holy cause indeed to brave that heat.


    “On what do those flames feed?” he demanded harshly.


    “On the bodies of slaves, master,” Bourtai whispered, as if those flames might hear. “And if not enough die each day, then they throw in living men. The flames like that, master.”


    Wan Tengri’s brilliant gray eyes narrowed, and he scanned that tower with a soldier’s mind, saw then the farther barrier he would need to pass. In the court beyond the heat of the flames, a great fountain threw up a spray like coruscating jewels, and ever in its jet there danced a great crystal ball, rising and falling, bouncing on the rising water as if it beat a deep rhythm for those dancing girls of flame. And around that fountain stood ranks of guards, seven ranks deep. Each row of them wore a different livery. Their tunics were crimson and blue and purple, cloth of gold and silver, and one was green, and the innermost rank wore robes of black that fell to their armored feet. Their heads and throats were bare, and the outermost rank faced outward, drawn swords in hand; but the other six ranks faced each other, two by two, and their naked swords rested each against the throat of the man who confronted him!


    “What mummery is this?” Wan Tengri demanded roughly. “Were they frozen there in the midst of battle? Or will they kill each other all together, at a command?”


    Bourtai giggled. “It is only that the wizards do not trust each other, master. Each of those liveried guards wears the colors of his master. Thus the guards of no single wizard can overpower the others and reach the crystal ball. If a man could learn the secret of that ball, the flames and the flame wind would die, and any man could reach the princess. The princess in the tower. So Ahriman told me in the temple.”


    With a thin smile on his lips, Wan Tengri whipped his great horn bow from across his shoulder and bent it with his knee to tauten the gut. “It is plain,” he said, “a crystal ball is made to break!” Bourtai clutched at his arm, then prostrated himself. “In Ahriman’s name,” he cried, “do not do this thing! It would avail nothing until the Hour of the Swine on the thirteenth night of the Red, the Mating Moon!”


    Wan Tengri pulled his eyes reluctantly from that bobbling crystal mark. It was a mark a good bowman might hit, and if he caught it squarely where the arrow would not glance, he might shatter it in a heartbeat of time. A princess in the tower—and since they guarded her so it was plain that somehow princess and tower held the key to this fabulous city of Turgohl.


    “The Hour of the Swine,” Wan Tengri whispered. “That would be the twelfth, the midnight hour. When is this Mating Moon of thine?”


    Bourtai lifted an affrighted face and pointed where the Volapoi hills raised their black shoulders against the eastern sky. Over the tips of the fir trees, the bloodshot eye of a crimson moon was peering. “Master, this is the first night of the Mating Moon. When the thirteenth night falls—”


    “Out with it,” Wan Tengri ordered, growling. “Man, time is wasting! We have many things to do this night.”


    


    For an instant, the glitter in Bourtai’s eyes startled Wan Tengri so that his hand flew to the hilt of his sword. The twisted man still crouched upon his knees, but on the moment there was something so venomous, so deadly there that Prester John felt a coldness race through all his great body. It was such a chill as had struck him in the siege of Antioch when a catapult’s great jagged stone had hurled him to the earth with its wind of passage.


    “Thou small, stingless viper,” Wan Tengri hissed, “I think it would be well if I snapped off thy head now!”


    Bourtai’s voice was a whine. “How, master, think you I know these things if I lied concerning Ahriman’s temple?”


    There was breathless waiting there on that roof in Turgohl. The whimper of the high flame wind seemed to fade and, through the silence, came the flutter of the dancing fires. Wan Tengri rolled his great shoulders, but his hand did not leave his sword hilt.


    “How shall any sneaking jackal learn secrets?” he growled. “I think, my monkey-faced viper, that thou knowest at least one wizard. I think that thou didst lie concerning that.”


    Bourtai cackled softly. “Thou art shrewd, my master! It is true, what thou sayest. I did but seek to add a cubit to my stature in thy eyes.”


    “On, with thy story, fool,” Wan Tengri growled. He felt that the wing of the death demon had passed him by, yet still hovered there in the high air. Respect for this twisted leader of thieves touched him briefly. There was some mystery here—but there were greater mysteries to be solved. Bourtai was talking softly.


    “This then, master,” he whispered “is the story of the princess in the Flame Tower. Under enchantment, she is kept as a little child in stature and in mind, though truly she knew many hidden things. She is the true ruler of Turgohl, but when the wizards came secretly from Taghdumbash, the roof of the world, they built this tower in a single night and threw the Flames of Kasimer about it. All the magic of the princess accomplished only this one thing, that the crystal ball should dance there in the fountain’s perfumed spray and that, for the length of Ahriman’s prayer on the thirteenth night of the Mating Moon, she should once more regain her full stature and mind.”


    Wan Tengri still regarded his small servitor warily, but he masked his suspicion under squinting lids. “There is no spell that cannot be broken,” he said shortly. “What other secrets did Ahriman whisper in thy ear, which, undoubtedly I shall crop within the hour?”


    “Nay, master,” Bourtai said humbly, “that I could not tell thee, were thou to crop my neck, too! That the spell can be broken, I doubt not, and I know that it must be done at the Hour of the Swine on the thirteenth day. Perhaps thy great magic—”


    “Perhaps.” Wan Tengri muttered. His eyes went calculatingly back to that bobbling crystal ball, and his fingers rested caressingly on his great horn bow. “Come. I shall return when the hour is ripe. But now my sword thirsts for wizard’s flesh, and the coffers of the brotherhood are empty! Lead me to this wizard of whom you learned so many things. If such as thou can pierce his enchantments and listen to his secrets, dost think Prester John will do less?”


    “Truly, thou art great, John of the Wind-devils,” whispered Bourtai, and Wan Tengri felt an anger crawl along his muscles. He could not be sure, but there seemed mockery in the chattering voice of this small, twisted monkey of a man. When he had learned all Bourtai could tell, when Kassar was freed, there would be a time of accounting.


    “Come,” he ordered shortly. “Lead on.”


    Down the ladder and into the shaft of the salt mines, up again into a hut that gave on a crooked, muddy lane. “The Street of the Brass Beaters, master,” whispered Bourtai. “We have not far to go.”


    Wan Tengri stood listening to the nearby tramp of a guard. That was no decurion’s command. Tonight, they marched by scores. Wan Tengri smiled thinly. It was a tribute to his arms which he could not scorn. He marched on with a stiffer swing to his broad shoulders. By Ahriman, he had put the fear of Prester John into their very bowels!


    As they reached a spot where three of the straggling streets strayed together, Bourtai dropped back to his side to point with an out-thrust chin. “There, master, is the garden wall of Tsien Hui, the wizard.”


    Wan Tengri’s muscles jerked and his fist knotted about the neck of the scrawny thief. “Liar!” he rumbled. “Fool, do you take me for a moonstruck dolt? Tsien Hui is not a wizard from Kasimer, but a sticky-fingered money lender from Chin. Last night”—laughter barked in his throat—“last night, I harried him naked through his harem. I wrested jewels from a slave girl he sent to bribe me. Think you your powerful wizards would permit such indignity?”


    “Truly, thy magic is great, Wan Tengri,” whined Bourtai, “yet what I tell thee is true. Unless his very life was threatened, Tsien Hui would not reveal himself, nor would any other wizard. Or perhaps his stars were weak and thine all-powerful.”


    Suspicion sprang up in Wan Tengri’s mind again. It was true that he had succored this small, perverted imp and that the man had served him afterward, but Bourtai was sly. He was not above using Wan Tengri’s strength for his own ends. Perhaps he resented losing prestige before the slinking thieves who followed his lead. Wan Tengri’s head jerked up. The guard was coming this way. The clank and thud of their armored tread was louder, echoing like muted thunder between the close-pressing walls.


    “Wait in the shaft by the Street of the Brass Beaters,” Wan Tengri ordered. “If I find thou hast lied to me—”


    “Nay, master, thou shall tear out my tongue first.” Bourtai wriggled in his fierce grip.


    “Aye,” said Wan Tengri, “thyself has named it.”


    He sent Bourtai reeling on his way with a thrust of his arm, took two long strides and leaped high to grasp the spikes atop Tsien Hui’s wall. He tautened the muscles of his arms, drew himself straight upward until he could knee the crest. There was a cold smile in his gray eyes that was not echoed on his bearded lips. If Bourtai was convinced that this yellow weakling was a wizard, so much the better. He would fill the thieves’ coffers this night, bind them to him with chains of wealth, as well as fear, before he went to rescue Kassar. This much was necessary to stiffen their limber spines, for an invasion of the dungeons of the Seven Wizards of Turgohl was not a thing to attempt lightly and alone.


    Lightly, Wan Tengri leaped to the garden of Tsien Hui and crouched there while the beams of the Mating Moon spilled their soft red glow upon the high-twining vines and feathered heaven trees. The liquid murmur of a fountain lulled his ears and its perfume cleansed his nostrils. The tread of the guard was softened and the rhythm beat with his quick-thudding heart. There, the inner wall of Tsien Hui’s house glowed opalescent in the purple gloom. He took two slow strides forward through the clusters of oleander—and threw himself frantically aside!


    Out of the gloom, a fierce hairy hand had streaked toward his throat, and he caught the glisten of slavering fangs in a bestial face! As he leaped, his sword whipped out, singing, but he checked the quick sweep of the blade. The giant ape was held prisoner by a brass collar about its throat. It leaped up and down, clashing the metallic chain, thumping its drumlike chest, but no sound save the whistle of wind issued from the screaming mouth. Enchantment—or severed voice cords in the throat. Wan Tengri’s lips twisted in a thin smile. He had been underestimating Tsien Hui.


    Swiftly, his gaze combed through the tangle of the garden, and, here and there, he glimpsed the twin gleam of beast eyes in the dusk. He wove a way between the menace of a crouching, tawny tiger and the snapping jaws of a wolf, both straining at their chains. No sorceries here, though these were such protections as the Emperor of Chin himself might envy and they were strange in a money-lender’s garden in far Turgohl. Wan Tengri, creeping toward where twisted vines, like coiling snakes, climbed the house wall, was remembering other things about Tsien Hui. It was from his hands that the jewels had vanished and, strangely, the guard had been summoned to his door. The old man himself had vanished like some jinni in an instant of time. Yes, there might be some truth in Bourtai!


    Wan Tengri laid his great hands upon the vine coils and went up swiftly, hand over hand, toward the balcony that leaned over the garden. It was when he had taken his third grip upon the vine that he felt it move sluggishly under his hand! He was aware suddenly that the vine was cold as a snake is cold, and that titan muscles slid under the bark! A great soundless cry jerked open Wan Tengri’s lips. The coils were lifting toward him! With a frantic thrust, he loosed his grip and hurled himself outward and down. His wide-strained eyes stared upward. Even as he fell, a wedge head dipped toward him, and he caught the glassy gleam of reptile eyes!


    Wan Tengri fell on sprung knees and leaped backward. There was a breath of air against his face, a jerk in his tangled hair, and he dodged away from the sweeping claw of the leashed tiger! It was fortunate that he did, for the snake’s gaping jaws snapped past his shoulder in the same instant. With the keenness of desperation, his warrior’s brain weighed and estimated his dangers. His keen blade flicked toward the snake’s extended neck and he hurled himself toward the walls of the house. The tiger and the wolf could not reach him there, and the serpent must turn upon its own length to strike. He felt the blade strike the reptile’s throat just behind the head; strike—and bounce! The blade sang as if it had struck stone, and a hopeless cry welled into Wan Tengri’s mouth. He strangled it there, flung his shoulders against the wall. There must be no sound, lest Tsien Hui be aroused and send new enchantments to ensnare him. The useless sword hung poised in his hand; the great bow across his back and its arrows pressed hard between his shoulders. Useless—all useless.


    


    The snake threw its coils at him, but he braced his shoulders grimly against the solidity of the wall, dug his heels into the earth. The striking of the serpent’s body bruised like the battering of a war club, but Tengri’s giant thews resisted fiercely. Behind the angry glitter of his eyes, his brain was racing, calculating. His brain was his magic. By Ahriman, he would see if Tsien Hui’s monsters could best the hurricane wrath of Prester John!


    Ah, the snake was poised to strike again! No poison fangs there, but teeth that looked like the back-curving head of a Persian lance. Once those teeth fastened on a man, the coils would swiftly crush out even Prester John’s flaming life. He braced himself, lifted his curving sword. It was a supreme slashing weapon, that scimitar. Every inch of its sloping edge was shaped to bite deep, but it had bounced—and it did have a point. It was the point Wan Tengri thrust forward, waiting while the snake swiftly tensed its steel muscles for the strike. The skin might be tough, but Wan Tengri thought the inside of that gaping, red throat might be pierced by true steel!


    Wan Tengri did not attempt to strike. He braced his shoulder, his arm locked rigidly with the sword a curving continuation of that axis—and waited. The snake’s head whipped forward with a speed not even the bow-sped arrows of Wan Tengri could equal. The sword point wavered—and the whole blade vanished! But it vanished down the throat of the giant enchanted serpent of Tsien Hui’s garden!


    Just in time, Wan Tengri whipped his hand away as the titan jaws snapped shut. He hurled himself aside, rolling, and saw the dripping, upthrust point of his sword jutting out from the serpent’s spine! That frantic, dying body threshed mightily. The tiger, struck by a sideswipe of that blind tail, was hurled the length of its chain and died, quivering, with the breaking of its neck. The wolf cowered back the full length of its leash.


    Wan Tengri, staggering to his feet, stood and stared with his chest heaving quickly. Slowly, his lips curved in a smile and his eyes lifted to the balcony. He would have to move swiftly before the lashing of the serpent’s death throes aroused Tsien Hui. His sword he could not reclaim until the last quiver had left those brass-muscled coils. No matter. With a quick gesture, he freed and strung his bow, swung it about his neck. A run, and a high leap, and he gripped the low branch of a tree. It creaked and swayed under his weight and, with its rebound, he soared out into space with upreaching hands. He just gripped the railing of the balcony and his body thudded against the wall with a force that made his teeth rattle.


    Wan Tengri was staggering when he leaped across the balcony and swept aside the gossamer curtains that screened a door. Like a woman’s clinging hands, the stuff twined about his arm—but its strength was the strength of a man. With a violent, suppressed oath, he ripped his muscles against it. The curtains tore loose from their fastenings and he carried them with him as he leaped across the great chamber toward a silk-draped bed. From about his neck came the great bow, and an arrow leaped from his quiver to notch on the gut. A bound and Wan Tengri stood on the foot of the bed. The gut cord touched his ear.


    “Move Tsien Hui!” he whispered. “Move, and I’ll pin thee forever to thy couch!”


    The slit eyes of the man from Chin gazed up into Wan Tengri’s distorted face. Yellow, long-nailed hands lay passive on the coverlets of silk and fur. “Art not satisfied, Barbarian?” he asked quietly. “I did not call back my jewels.”


    Wan Tengri’s sharp laughter was like a wolfs bark. “But I have need of more jewels, Tsien Hui, and they tell me in Turgohl that thou hast the name of a wizard. Now, as a true son of Christos, it is my sworn duty to slit wizard throats. Since my sword has been swallowed by that living serpent-vine of thine, needs must use an arrow. I doubt not it will serve as well.”


    Tsien Hui said softly: “So thou hast slain the enchanted vine. Verily, Barbarian, you grow too troublesome.” His eyes seemed to open more widely, and Wan Tengri could stare into their depths. There seemed to be some secret there which he must learn, which his soul must plumb in order to survive. His own eyes narrowed a little, then widened in answer to Tsien Hui’s own. Was that glimmer of green fire in Tsien Hui’s eyes—the secret?


    


    “Yes,” said Tsien Hui softly, almost drowsily, “you grow too troublesome, Barbarian, but I am too sleepy to deal with you properly now. You, too, are sleepy, aren’t you, Barbarian? So, I permit you to sleep. Relax your bow, Barbarian, slowly, slowly.”


    Wan Tengri tried to shake his head to free his eyes of the compelling power of this sorcerer’s gaze, and he could not. Rage swelled in him, and he tried to free his fingers from the bowstring to drive his arrow deep into this yellow face that mocked him with its thin smiling.


    “You cannot release the arrow, Wan Tengri,” Tsien Hui said softly, “and your arm is so tired. You cannot hold the bow taut any longer. Just relax it, Barbarian.”


    Wan Tengri tensed the mighty muscles in his body, fighting against that order which seemed to come from his own brain. He fought—and he relaxed the bow as Tsien Hui ordered! The yellow teeth of the sorcerer showed as his smile widened.


    “Now, drop the bow, Barbarian, and step down from my bed. Yes, that’s right. You will take three steps backward, Barbarian, and then you will await my pleasure, in the morning. As I tell thee, thou bit of offal, I am drowsy.”


    Wan Tengri stood three paces from Tsien Hui’s bed, and his hands were empty of weapons. He did not know how this thing had come to pass, but it was true. He was defenseless, and that hateful yellow face was smiling at him from the bed. For a space of moments, or hours, Tsien Hui continued to smile, then the slant eyes closed, and Wan Tengri saw that the yellow magician slept. He knew dimly that he was under enchantment, that his muscles were fighting frantically just to move, to shift the position of the foot, to lift a hand—and it was no use, no use at all. By Ahriman, he was sleepy! He could even sleep standing up. Wan Tengri fought against the hundred-weights that pressed down on his lids. He could not wait here. He had to carry loot back to the brotherhood; he had to free Kassar, who tomorrow would face the judgment of Ahriman. He had to do these thing, but he was too full of sleep. The weights upon his eyelids won. Standing rigidly erect, almost within arm’s reach of the wizard, Tsien Hui, the mighty Prester John fell into an enchanted sleep!


    To Wan Tengri, it seemed that presently he was walking in this enchanted sleep, was moving amid great crowds of people. He heard shouts, or the echoes of shouts; he heard the fluting laughter of women, and over it all, dominating the sounds, was the heavy martial tramp of men and the wild beat of Mongol drums, the clash of cymbals and the blare of long brass trumpets. That faded and the choral counter-voices of men and women, like the hymns that Egypt’s priests and priestesses lifted to the rising sun, flooded in and filled his brain. When it ended, he awoke.


    For moments longer, the smiling yellow face of Tsien Hui seemed to float before his eyes; then it was gone, and he could see clearly. He stood alone in the midst of a great concourse, beneath a groined and vaulted ceiling that lifted into dim distance above his head. On either side were the twining, fluted columns, carved from ivory and alabaster and sweet-smelling cedar. About them writhed golden, fire-tongued dragons. Beneath them, the thick-pressed ranks of people were dwarfed. Wan Tengri’s eyes followed the sweep of the columns and widened to the shock of the figure that filled the entire end of this great hall. A great, many-armed body rose from a robe of cloth-of-gold that glittered with jewels, and the face was a horror of burning blue and scarlet. Tusks thrust out between blood-dripping lips, and the horns that jutted from the temples were tipped in flame. He stood—Christos, he stood before Ahriman for judgment!


    Weakness flowed through the marrow of his bones and a great cry swelled his chest. He held it down with an effort that made the veins swell in his temples and suffused his eyes so that he saw through a dancing, reddened veil. He was Prester John. No man, not even Ahriman amid his hell fire, should see him show fear. He clenched his giant’s fists and became aware of the brass that manacled him. Slowly, his vision cleared and he looked down at his weathered, scar-wealed body. He had been stripped to a loincloth, and the thews of his legs, like his arms, were festooned with chains that tinkled like silvery bells to his every movement, like the silvery bells that graced the throat of bulls sacrificed to Isis. Every muscle stood out in rigid relief as he strained his wrists apart against the grip of those chains. They seemed so light, a mockery of captivity, yet his utmost strength served not to strain a link. Enchantment again. Ah, to Ahriman with all of them! They could do no more than kill him!


    Prester John’s fiery red head lifted and his crimson beard bristled in defiance. He set his gray eyes, under lowered brows, against the fire-dancing eyes of the god, Ahriman. The fragment of the True Cross lifted with the surge of his great chest.


    “I await,” his mighty voice boomed. “I await the judgment of Ahriman. And may the wind-devils who sired me fly away with you.”


    


    A murmur ran over the waiting throng as the echoes of his challenge died out in the groined vaults above. Robed priests were filing out from black doorways and, like the soldiers who surrounded the enchanted fountain, their robes were of seven colors, and each file was led by a man in the livery of a different wizard. Despite the certainty of approaching death, Wan Tengri’s lips twitched in a smile. Even here, in the temple of the Ahriman, the wizards did not trust each other. He wondered, absently, which of those priests were the men of Tsien Hui? His humor came to the aid of his courage. What was that Ahriman there but a fabric of man-made wood or stone, draped in man-wrought cloth-of-gold? It was true mat men said the spirit of a god came to inhabit the figures men made in his worship. Only Christos forbade all that. Some of his followers had been crucified for smashing the little terracotta home gods of the Romans. It was comforting to remember that it had been the hands of men, and not the gods, that had punished the Christians for that.


    Prester John jangled his wrist chains in time to the slow, chanting march of the priests, and they made a sound like light laughter. He saw that they were fastened to a block of stone in the floor. Despite their enchantments, the wizards were taking no chances with him! Wan Tengri allowed his eyes to roam over the waiting crowds. A saucy wench peered at him from behind an alabaster column; a brass-cuirassed guard glared at him from beneath his helmet’s brim. From a litter, a wealthy merchant in his silks and furs lifted himself on a languorous elbow to peer beneath incurious lids.


    A sudden rumble, like distant thunder, whipped Wan Tengri’s eyes back to Ahriman. Sparks were flying from those awful eyes and, as Wan Tengri stared, those evil-tusked jaws began to champ. There was a wail of terror from the crowd. The priests were on their knees and, as one man, the waiting throng hurled itself prone, drummed foreheads in supplication upon the stone floor. Prester John’s face paled, but he stood erect. He lifted his manacled hands to touch the bit of the True Cross about his throat.


    “I have given allegiance,” Prester John muttered. “After my fashion, I have given allegiance. If a soldier’s word means anything, hear my pledge now. Stand beside me, before me, behind me, and I’ll bring a thousand, a hundred thousand men to bow before you. A hundred thousand, Christos, if I have to cut their throats to make them.”


    So Prester John stood straight on his braced legs and held his gray, frowning eyes on the fire-flashing face of Ahriman. Those rumblings of thunder were taking form, becoming words. Ahriman, it seemed, spoke the Mongol tongue:


    “He shall wage the three battles and win honor—or death!”


    A gust of smoke and a dart of flame put a stop to the words of Ahriman. A mingled cry, it seemed of protest, welled up from the priests, a muted cheer from the waiting throngs and, with a distant murmurous rumble, Ahriman fell silent. Wan Tengri felt tremors race over his body.


    “It’s the strain,” he muttered to himself. “The strain in my muscles. Three battles, eh? Phagh! I could do it with one hand behind me—with your help, Christos. Thou hast heard and heeded. Did I say a hundred thousand men should bow? It shall be—Nay, a hundred thousand was the pledge. I’ll keep my end of the bargain. Turgohl shall be the first—”


    Prester John’s eyes quested grimly, calculatingly over the throng climbing heavily to its feet. A curtain of cloth-of-gold swung before the awful statue of the god, and the priests were filing toward him, chanting as they came.


    “The judgment of Ahriman is just. The judgment of Ahriman is unfailing. Great is the power of Ahriman and his reign shall endure a thousand years.”


    The march of the priests divided and passed by within arm reach of Prester John, and the chain tightened and tugged at his wrists. No man had touched them, but the ring that bound him to the stone was loosened, was sliding along to draw him forward between the ranks of the priests! Wan Tengri’s eyes strained wide, and for an instant he pitted his giant thews against the brazen leash. It was as resistless as time. He relaxed and strode forward between the inclosing priests. His head was high. Draped in chains, he marched like a conqueror.


    “Tell me, comrade,” he said easily to the priest beside him, a dour man in a cowl of scarlet, “tell me, what may these three battles be, and when shall I wage them?”


    The man scowled, and his black eyes slid sideways in their sockets to glare at Wan Tengri. “Thou hast cheated us of our just sacrifice, fool,” he hissed, “but you will not survive the three battles! The battle of the beasts, the battle of men, and the battle of the gods. Aye! I shall laugh to see thy accursed blood flow!”


    Prester John grinned with a flashing of his powerful teeth. “Why, that is as may be. There’s apt to be a deal of blood before we’re through, one way or another. Yet if I win, shaveling, I shall have honors! And the first honor I shall crave will be your ugly skull on a pole! It will serve to frighten children.” He threw back his fiery head to set his booming laughter echoing, and heard a murmur from the crowd that might be applause.


    It was in that same instant that the stone floor seemed to melt away beneath Prester John’s feet and he felt himself plunging downward into blackness! The light snapped out in his brain!

  


  
    V


    


    WHEN Wan Tengri stirred with a groan, that blackness was still close about him, tangibly pressing in upon his brain. And there was a stench that strangled him with horror, a dank sourness of underground pits where water dripped endlessly and starving rats gnawed on rotting flesh; where human animals were chained motionless to stone walls and Ormazd’s sweet sunlight never reached. Rancid, filthy, nauseous—Wan Tengri knew before his eyes strained open in that utter darkness that he was in the dungeons beneath the Temple of Ahriman.


    For a long, half-conscious moment, Wan Tengri fought against a surge of panic. He remembered the hatred that had flared through the eyes of the priest. Would they then dare to gainsay the orders their god had mouthed? A groan pushed against his teeth, and he tried to thrust up from the wet cold of the rocks on which he lay. Chains that seemed to crack his very bones dragged him back. He forced himself to relax all his muscles and lie there waiting, waiting—


    Little sounds drove their way into his consciousness. Water dragged slow drops from the rocks near by. Drip… drip… drip. Unconsciously, he found himself counting between those splashes, and they were monotonously, insistently regular. Drip. The slow, thick pulse in his throat throbbed fifteen times, then drip. And fifteen pulse beats. Then drip. Frantically, Wan Tengri strained his ears to catch some other faint sound, anything but that liquid, dragging pat of falling water. He was thirsty.


    The minute scamper of small claws as a rat flicked across the cell was a relief for a moment, and then horror. If those slimy beasts of the dungeons attacked him, he was helpless. They would know it. They were wise with a thousand generations of rats that had preyed on the helpless victims of these dungeons. The claws skittered nearer, flicked coldy across his thighs. Wan Tengri’s muscles jerked, but the rat was gone. If it came back—Drip… drip… drip.


    Out of the aching silence, a scream burst. It was torn from a human throat by agony, and it was formless, hoarse—the shriek of an animal in deathly pain. The sound clapped hollowly through the fetid air, then it broke with a retching groan. So the torture chambers were here, too. Wan Tengri found that all his body was straining against the chains. It was his utter helplessness that was sapping the marrow from his bones. He feared death no more than any other man, less than many. It was a thing a soldier learned to face. But the silence. And the water drip—


    He forced his mind back in time, away from the contemplation of the priests of Ahriman and what might lie ahead. He was clinging desperately to the hope of those promised three battles. Beasts—and men—and gods. Perhaps they were only weakening his spirit for the encounter. Perhaps—To Ahriman with them all! He would be ready!


    That tower amid its dancing flames seemed years away, and the roof on which he had lain beside Bourtai. Had that evil gnome sent him into this hell? Or had it been his own cocksureness when he had broken into the home of Tsien Hui? What did it matter—now. Drip-drip-drip. God, the sounds were wearing on his very brain! Seven wizards, Bourtai had said, who did not trust each other. When he got out of this—Self-mockery stirred in his brain and the ever-saving humor twisted his lips in a wry smile.


    “Come, Prester John,” he mocked. “Thou art a hurricane for strength. That priest of Christos said that faith moveth mountains. Heave up this mountain of thy flesh. What, nothing but a few chains?”


    


    Out of the darkness a voice spoke: “Wan Tengri? No, I am dreaming, Ah, drip, and may the devils of Ahriman—”


    “Kassar! Kassar, my brother!” Wan Tengri’s voice burst joyously into the dark. “Thou art here? Then all is not lost! Together, brother, what can we not do?”


    There was silence in the darkness, save for the heavy sound of labored breathing, until Kassar’s voice came, hoarsely:


    “Thou art chained, John of the Wind-devils?”


    “Chained, brother,” Wan Tengri admitted, “but at least we need no longer hear silence. They must come to us some time, and if it be death… why, we have seen death before.”


    Kassar laughed, sharply. “Aye, it will be easier now. I had hoped these dogs of wizards had missed you. That accursed Bourtai—”


    Wan Tengri’s body tautened under the chains. “How say you—Bourtai? What Bourtai?”


    “Him whom they call the All-High,” Kassar said curtly. “The chief of the seven wizards of Kasimer. May Ahriman blind him and wither up his bowels! May Ahriman pierce his brain with madness!”


    Wan Tengri’s eyes, staring blindly up into the darkness, narrowed in thought. That withered cripple of a man, burrowing in the salt mines and companion of filthy thieves, the All-High? Nay, surely, this was some other Bourtai. Or perhaps an ass who wished to wear a lion’s skin for an hour—yet he could remember a moment when he had almost feared this same rat of the salt mines; he, Prester John! And a wizard could use such spies as those slinking thieves.


    Wan Tengri spoke heavily: “Yet I thought these wizards were unknown, that they hid behind enchantments. One told me that this same Tsien Hui, the money lender, was a wizard and, in truth, he must be, since he turned my blood to water and froze me into an enchanted sleep when I had an arrow notched to drive to his yellow heart!”


    “In this accursed city,” Kassar told him fiercely, “all men are wizards since the black thieves came from Kasimer. And this same Bourtai may have lied. He came to the yurt of the khan asking aid to drive out his six brothers in sorcery and promising many things. My brother, the khan, drove him from the ordu with whips. The khan worships the One True God and does not love a wizard. Now surely, had he been the All-High, this Bourtai would have laid a curse upon my brother. It is a thing I do not understand. But this I know: I shall die soon. It is written.”


    “What is written, no man can avoid,” Wan Tengri agreed soberly, “yet I do not feel that death is near. Not since I have found you again, my brother. And I have made a vow which surely I must live to fulfill.”


    The hours dripped past in the darkness and no man came near them, nor was there any sound. The torture of thirst grew upon them there in the dungeon until the plash of the falling drops was an agony almost too great to be borne. Yet presently, when they were replete with hopeless talk, Wan Tengri forced sleep upon his aching brain, nor did he awake until the far whisper of footsteps struck like thunder into his consciousness.


    “Kassar,” he said quietly, “I think they come for us.”


    “For me,” Kassar said, with sure knowledge. “Farewell, brother. I would I could have seen thee fight again.”


    “Nay, we shall meet!”


    “If it is written,” Kassar agreed calmly. “Or perhaps when I return in new flesh. Surely, we will know each other! Until then, my honor is safe in my blood brother’s hands.”


    “It is safe,” Wan Tengri told him curtly. “Nor will I forget that it was for me you came to this wizard’s hell. It was my blood that snared you. What my blood can do to free you shall be done.”


    He could catch the red glisten of torchlight on the damp walls and the footsteps came steadily nearer. Presently, the glare of the smoking flares blinded his dark-accustomed eyes, and afterward, when he could see there were seven priests in their seven-colored robes standing at the gaping mouth of the cell. Wan Tengri could see now what he had not guessed before, that Kassar swung by his thumbs from a hook in the ceiling, and that his face was channeled deep by pain! His own mouth twisted in fury.


    “Ha, shavelings!” he cried. “This man is my blood brother. Take me in his place, and give to him the right of the three battles. You will see such fighting as will please even Ahriman himself!”


    Kassar said steadily: “Let be, brother.” The shavelings made no answer to Wan Tengri’s curses. They stepped over his chained and helpless body to drop Kassar from his torture rack, and afterward, in chains, they led Kassar away while Prester John sent his raging fury echoing after them. The gleam of torches died and the faint fall of their feet, and afterward the silence came back more heavily than before.


    


    When, from the dark, a voice whispered, Wan Tengri did not answer. It was some trick of his brain, he thought, some illusion conjured out of his intense need. But the voice came again:


    “Wan Tengri, thy turn comes next. Canst hear?”


    Prester John swore raggedly, “I hear, thou skulker! Free me, Bourtai, Monkey-face! Kassar—”


    “Nay, no man can help Kassar,” came the faint whisper of the voice. “Nor can I free thee. The rocks between are too thick even could I break those enchanted chains. But listen, Wan Tengri. When you enter the arena, look for the portal of the scarlet ones. Behind it, a swift horse will wait. A quick and valiant dash will win you through.”


    Wan Tengri glowered into the darkness. “First, I have a score to settle with those same priests,” he said thickly.


    He caught the faint echo of Bourtai’s giggle. “It would be worth the seeing. Hark, master, they will trick thee out of thy honors, for it is written that if a man shall win the battle of the beasts, and the battle of the men, that these priests may fight against thee in the battle of the gods. Yet if a man can win there, too—”


    Wan Tengri stirred restlessly and his chains made their faint silvery music. He cursed. “A curse on thee, ratface! Speak out, even though it try thy rat’s courage to the breaking! If a man can win the battle of the gods, what then?”


    “Before the god dies, master, ask a question. Dying, the god must answer. Ask this: How may one man rule Turgohl?”


    “Aye,” Wan Tengri laughed sharply. “I will ask!”


    The cackle of the thief sounded faintly: “Yet it might be wiser to mount the horse and flee. In seventeen years, master, no man has lived to ask that question; and there have been many to try those three battles. Many, master—many.”


    Wan Tengri swore harshly and presently called a question, but there was no answer. Bourtai had gone his rat’s way through the warrens under the city and there was nothing left save waiting, and the silent darkness, and the tormenting drip of the water. And Kassar—where was Kassar? There was no answer to that question, and presently, with a shuffle of sandaled feet and the bloody glitter of their torches, the priests of the seven wizards came back. Their leader, in scarlet, stooped to touch the chains and Wan Tengri felt them relax. With a great bound, he was on his feet—then his lips twisted in grim mockery. He was free of the earth, but not free of the chains. Still they clamped wrists and ankles and, once more, the ring to which they linked him glided irresistibly along the floor stones. Wan Tengri followed.


    It was a long course they traced through the stench of the dungeons. It seemed longer to Wan Tengri. He walked with a feral lightness of stride, and there was an eager forward thrust to his shoulders. Bourtai’s words had faded almost from his mind. He knew only that battle lay ahead and that, if he survived long enough, he would have his chance at these cowled and scowling priests who had inflicted torture on Kassar.


    Presently, the stones of the wall ahead squealed on a pivot, and the hot brilliance of sunlight slashed into Wan Tengri’s eyes. It brought pain like the touch of white-hot iron, but it was welcome. His body seemed to suck up the warmth of the sun; the hot odor of spilled blood on sunbaked sand was clean after the fetor of the cell. Just beyond the creaking stone portal, Wan Tengri paused while his narrowed eyes adjusted themselves to the glare, while the heat baked the damp ache from his bones. Dimly now, he could make out the multicolored crowds that rose, tier on tier, from the circus arena. There were seven gateways besides the one from which he had come, and their barriers were tinted with the heraldry of the Seven Wizards. Guards and priests in partisan colors were ranked before them.


    


    A roar from many throats assaulted his ears, and Wan Tengri’s fiercely bearded lips moved in a slight smile. “Ave et vale,” he muttered. Yes, he had heard that cry before in the arena at Alexandria! His eyes were questing more rapidly, seeking some trace of Kassar. When they found him, a savage shout rang like brass in his throat. In the midst of the arena, rose an altar block, and it was across this Kassar lay, but his arms hung downward in the laxness of death, and his twisted face, inverted over the altar’s edge, told terribly how he had died.


    Fiercely, great arms reaching out hungrily, Wan Tengri whirled toward the priests—and they were gone. The great stone door had swung shut. It was not until that moment that he realized the chains were no longer about his wrists and ankles. They lay in a glittering, brassy heap upon the ground at his feet. He snatched them up, a metal flail in his fist, swung around to face the arena. He had no thought of death, or of anything save Kassar—and that, in his third battle, he would face the priests of the Seven Wizards who had decreed this thing!


    Slowly, on tense legs, Wan Tengri stalked forward across the black, burning sand. His red head blazed in the sunlight, and there was a stiff, challenging roll to his shoulders. In his right hand, he swung the brazen chains. The burning of the sand was good to his naked soles. His nostrils flared to suck in the hot battle smells he knew so well. He had no doubts. He would live to avenge the honor of Kassar!


    Still no enemy rushed to face him. The battle of the beasts, that was first. Well, he was ready. Below the altar where Kassar’s corpse lay, Wan Tengri paused to stare up at the dead face of his friend. He could see how horribly he had died, his belly ripped open while he lived and his entrails spilled out for an augury. What bloody prophecy had they read in the vitals of this man who was his brother? Wan Tengri’s bearded lips parted in a savage smile. They should have read their own doom! If his valor had needed a spur, he had it now.


    Wan Tengri whirled to face the white blur of faces that lifted tier on tier from the high barrier of the arena, and his voice boomed out, sullen as the sea in storm.


    “Hear, you men and women of Turgohl,” he cried. “For each drop of blood spilled from this, my brother’s veins, five lives shall answer! And if still his blood cries for vengeance, five hundred lives shall not make up the sum. Prester John has spoken!”


    A breathless silence hung over the banked crowds. They might have been dead men watching. Then a trumpet blasted and a murmur as of rising wind swept them and, behind him, Wan Tengri heard the snarl of a starving beast. He sprang a full three yards forward, whirled to land lightly, facing the sound. In the base of the altar, a door had swung open and, in that square of darkness, there crouched his gaudily striped opponent for the battle of the beasts, a tiger.


    For an instant, the beast hunkered close to the sand, blinking its great gleaming eyes against the brilliant light. Then it sighted the man, and its saber-fanged jaws parted in a roar that dwarfed the multiple voice of the mob. Wan Tengri, poised lightly on the sand, stood motionless to wait the charge. The brazen chain that was his only weapon swung lightly against the taut muscles of his thigh. Before this, he had faced the charge of the tiger of the plains, when the month-long Mongol hunts reached the gurtai and the circle of the drive was closed for the slaughter. But always then he had carried a lance in his hand and his keen sword hung ready at his side. Yet there was keenness rather than fear in his alert gray eyes, and the smile still curved his solid lips.


    Three slow, crouching steps, the tiger had taken forward, belly close to the ground. Now the haunches were setting their muscles for the charge. The great silken tail was stiff as brass, save that its black tip twitched just a little. And still Wan Tengri did not move. He could feel the breathless waiting of the crowd. The little breeze that had brushed the arena was quiet in sympathy—and Wan Tengri waited.


    The mask of the tiger contracted. Its roar burst out, deep and hoarse, a terrifying weapon in itself. Wan Tengri’s throat opened in an answering shout of defiance and, as the tiger released the taut springs of its thighs, launching into the air, Wan Tengri charged! His forward leap disconcerted the beast in the moment of its attack. Prey did not behave thus. Prey fled from beneath outreaching talons. The powerful forelegs of the tiger were spread wide, the six-inch claws reaching for a grip that would rend a man’s head from his body, yet its charge was half broken. It twisted in mid-leap as Wan Tengri feinted toward his right. It was no more than a sway of his swiftly lunging body, yet it served its purpose, and when he flung himself violently to the left, crouching low beneath the outward sweep of those deadly talons, the tiger could not reach him. How closely Wan Tengri had calculated even he did not guess until he felt the brush of the beast’s silky foreleg across his chest as he pivoted. Wan Tengri’s right arm was winging through the air. The brass chain caught the glint of the sun in a golden streak of fire and then the manacles struck home in the tiger’s face!


    For a breath of time, Wan Tengri was motionless, then he allowed the impetus of his giant’s blow to carry him forward, across the tiger’s flank. The beast roared out a gust of pain and fury and, in the instant it landed, whirled and pounced on the spot where a moment before the man had stood—and Wan Tengri was not there. Once more, just beyond the reach of the beast’s claws, he swung his brassy flail. He had a breathless glimpse of the snarling mask as he struck the second time, then he was running across the arena with great leaping strides. He heard the howl of the tiger and the vicious snapping of its teeth; caught the violence of its bounding feet as it struck the earth.


    


    There was no time to look behind him. Five long strides Wan Tengri took, then pivoted on a single thrust of his stiffened left leg and doubled aside from his trail. The tiger blundered on, roaring, tearing up the black sand in clouds, a tawny fury, a maddened, slaughterous beast—but almost helpless. For Wan Tengri’s flail had struck true and both those amber eyes were blinded. Its own blood ran down into its nostrils to cloud the natively weak sense of smell as still it sought its prey. The tiger’s roars shook the air, but the sound was beaten down, submerged in the frantic applause that burst from ten thousand human throats. It struck the tiger with terror. Blindly, it cringed to the sands, snarling in its throat but cowed by this greater ferocity of the human beast.


    Wan Tengri checked for a moment, poised on his toes, then flung himself forward in a furious sprint. There was grimness on his face. That beast might be cowed, but there was still death for a dozen men in those saber claws and awful teeth. Yet the tiger must be finished. Without doubt, there would be more beasts loosed upon him. This terror could not be free to rend when he needed all his wits and strength for another battle. Straight toward the tiger he ran, and still the brazen links swung from his fist. He leaped high into the air—and landed astride the tiger’s back!


    Behind the powerful forelegs, his knees clamped home, locked beneath the beast’s belly. In the same instant, he had snapped the brazen chain beneath the furry throat. His fists locked on the links and, with all the power of his mighty shoulders, he strained upward on the chain, twisting it, knotting it behind the wicked head. In the first instant of his leap, the tiger sprang high into the air, all four claws striking out at once. It fell on its side, rolled frantically—and made no sound.


    Wan Tengri’s breath was driven out of him by the savage violence of that leap, but his legs clung with bitter strength to the hold that made the difference between life and death. Both hands were locked in the chain and, while man and beast rolled and tumbled on the ground, he twisted and twisted again the garrote knot he had tied, strangling the tiger. Sunlight and blackness wheeled in his brain. Muscles like brass quivered and jerked beneath his legs, and he was pounded on earth again, and yet again, until there was no vision in his eyes, no breath in his body—but the tiger made no sound.


    He could feel the frantic pumping of those mighty lungs. The hammer of the tiger’s laboring heart thudded against his left thigh. That pounding became swift as the drum of horses’ racing hoofs. It became a war club that almost battered Wan Tengri’s desperate grip loose. Then, it began to slow, and the struggles of the tiger slowed, too. A final, frantic spring that tossed Wan Tengri a dozen feet, and the tiger leaped convulsively and was still.


    Wan Tengri staggered to his feet. The arena was wheeling about him and his breath surged in his chest. Roar upon roar of applause beat upon his eardrums. He sought for and found the motionless body of the tiger and moved toward it on feet that seemed strangely numb beneath him, but already his keen brain was working. In his struggles with the tiger, he had approached within a half dozen paces of the scarlet gate. While he had fought, the scarlet-clad guards and the priests had ducked behind the brass grating that closed the exit, but now they were filing back. Beyond them, Bourtai had said, a horse would be waiting. But Wan Tengri’s resolution was already formed. Escape waited there, just beyond these cowardly fools in red. Presently, he might claim it, but first he had a score to pay. His eyes swung toward the altar where dead Kassar lay. The door in its base was open, and this time it was two black-maned lions that paused, bewildered on the threshold! Bitter laughter stirred in Wan Tengri’s dry throat. No wonder that, in seventeen years, no man had survived the three battles!


    With the swiftness of an arrow flicking through a beam of light, he had made his plan. He stooped over the carcass of the tiger, and the bronzed flesh of his shoulders corded and rippled as his mighty muscles came into play. An instant he tensed there, then the tiger was lifted high over his head. In the same instant, he took a quick running step and heaved it—straight into the faces of the red guards!


    The same leaping stride that had hurled the beast sent Wan Tengri racing toward them. There were muffled shouts and a hurried attempt to dodge. One man futilely snatched out his sword. Then the great tawny hulk of the tiger struck among them. Two men went down screaming. The man who had drawn his sword tried to leap under the carcass, tripped and sprawled full length on the sands. Even as he hit, Wan Tengri was on him. His knees gouged into the taut, arched back. His two hands locked beneath the chin. An explosive release of the power in his body, and the guard’s thin scream quavered out, strangled and cut short when his neck snapped.


    With scarcely a pause, Wan Tengri snatched the man’s heavy, curved sword from the sand and was lunging across the arena. Behind him, he heard the fierce shouts of the scattered guard and a sharp command as the captain closed their ranks. Wan Tengri laughed as he ran.


    “You will get your chance presently, you who call yourselves men! After the Battle of the Beasts—”


    The lions had sighted him and were crouching out from the darkness of the doorway. Their sides were gaunt with starvation, and there was white slaver on their fangs. They swung their heads heavily from side to side and a coughing roar began in the chest of the larger beast. Wan Tengri did not check his race across the arena. He answered that bestial challenge with a shout that rang against the crowded ranks of the amphitheater.


    For an instant, the two beasts crouched, undecided in the face of this man who charged with a scream as savage as their own. The smaller lion cringed back against the altar base, but, after that momentary hesitation, the second, larger beast roared again—and charged to the attack. Straight at each other, across an ever-narrowing stretch of the black sand, man and beast raced. In silence now, a silence that gripped the waiting crowd, that stopped breath in their throats for a timeless pause. Then, with a final, vaunting roar, the lion launched itself into the air. Its claws caught gleams of light, reaching for the taut, rendable skin of the man.


    Using the speed of his charge, Wan Tengri swerved aside as he had leaped from the tiger’s path, and this time, when his arm swung, it carried keen, murderous steel. It was not so fine as his own lost scimitar, but with the skill of a warrior’s arm, he drew it home as the curving edge bit into flesh and bone. The lion dropped limply to earth, and did not stir. Its almost-severed head sagged, curiously limp. Its severed spinal cord brought death without a quiver!


    With that stroke, Wan Tengri spun on his heel. He made a complete turn and, as the maneuver finished, he was charging down upon the second lion! For a moment only, the beast stood against the screaming challenge that Wan Tengri sounded, then it turned tail and slunk back into the darkness from which it had come. Laughter mingled with the shout of approbation that roared from the mob and, from the top-most rank, a blast of trumpets sent their brazen notes across the tempest of sound. The door in the base of the altar swung shut and Wan Tengri stood, an erect statue of bronze, gleaming and metallic with sweat, against the white alabaster. Greedily, he sucked air into the barrel of his chest. His arms swung ready at his sides and, once, he lifted the sword point to weigh its balance in his hand. There was a frown furrowing his forehead. It would serve.


    His brain was empty of sensation. There was no weariness in him. He was warming to the slaughter. A second blast of the trumpets beat upon his ears, and his fiery head pivoted, his red beard thrust out fiercely. That Battle of the Beasts was ended; the Battle of the Men about to begin. A contemptuous smile curved the straight, stiff line of his mouth. Marching toward him were seven fools in motley, seven guards who wore each the brilliant livery of his master. But the one who wore scarlet was more eager. There was a thrust to his shoulders, and a stiff determination to the way he carried his head. Wan Tengri nodded. He dragged the flat of the blade along his thigh, cleansing it of beast blood. There would be blood enough presently, and it was slippery stuff when it trickled down to wet a man’s palm on the hilt.


    On came the seven, sun glinting on cuirass and helmet, on the embossed shields they slung on their arms. Wan Tengri’s eyes were narrow with calculation. One advantage he had, and one only. A naked man could move more swiftly than a soldier cumbered with armor. He would deal with them—if there were no enchantments. He stood, solidly braced on his feet, to await their coming. As if he intended to stand as firm as that alabaster altar. He could see the grim set of those clean-shaven faces. Phagh! They looked like priests. Wan Tengri spat contemptuously on the sand. As if he had given a command, the seven swords flashed out of their scabbards and the men formed a semicircle to hem him against the altar base. Slowly then, cautiously then, they paced forward, shields ready on their left arms, sword points reaching—


    Wan Tengri spat again. “Red,” he said deliberately, “must be the color of cowards here!”


    With a furious shout, the scarlet guard hurled himself forward. His curved sword glittered aloft in a high arc. Wan Tengri moved like the lithe leap of a tiger. He made no effort to ward the blow. As he darted forward, he thrust out his sword like a spear, point toward that eager, shouting throat. Then a cry rose futilely to the lips of Prester John. Enchantment, by all the curses of Ahriman! His sword, the valiant sword that had sliced off a lion’s head at a blow—had changed to a serpent in his fist!

  


  
    VI


    


    PRESTER JOHN could feel the cold, writhing muscles of the serpent as it twisted and coiled in an effort to sink fangs into his hand. There was a triumphant shout in the throat of the red guard, and his glittering blade started its downward swing at the fiery unprotected head. The other six men were pivoting, forming two ranks of three each to crush him between the vicious tongues of their swords, beneath the weight of the shields. Death was very close; death by enchantment.


    Prester John had fought coolly and with calculation up to this moment, but now he felt surging through his veins the joyous battle rage that had earned him his terrible name. He shouted, a hoarse and inarticulate challenge. His right arm circled over his head and struck like the lightnings of that same hurricane whose name he bore. Straightened by the fury of that swing, the snake’s head snapped against the face of the red guard! There was a thin, rising shriek. The man’s sword faltered in its lethal sweep and, bounding on unshod feet, Prester John ducked under it and was behind his enemy.


    He did not check there to finish the man from behind, but with two great leaps was beyond the swift closing of those twin ranks of death. The black guard tried to block his escape with a long leap and a flickering thrust of his sword point, but his armor weighed him down. His feet lifted heavily from the ground, and Prester John flashed past, checked and flung the serpent with its shattered head squarely at the scowling darkness of the black guard’s face. The man’s shield came up to ward it, and Prester John heard a clash as of metal striking tempered metal.


    There was no time to think of the meaning of that sound, but the memory lingered in Prester John’s mind as he hurled his bronze-gleaming body into action. While the black guard was blinded by the swift lifting of that shield, Wan Tengri leaped in past the groping of the outthrust sword point, and his two hands locked on the man’s wrist. He used the impetus of his violent charge and the towering strength of his brass-thewed body—and he used the wrestling skill he had learned among the Mongols. He wrenched the black guard’s sword arm over his shoulder and with a smooth forward sweep of his trunk, lifted the man clear of the ground and hurled him squarely on the sword and shield of the next guard!


    In an instant, he had scooped up the sword of the black guard and had taken a half dozen swift leaps in retreat. He whirled then to peer back at his enemies and his sword made a whistling arc about his head.


    “What, do you delay?” he cried, and mocked them with his deep laughter. “Has something robbed your hearts of blood? Or are your feet planted to the ground by enchantment?”


    It was only then he saw that the red guard lay motionless while blood from beneath his throat was drunk eagerly by the thirsty sands. The guard in silvery livery was wrestling to free his sword, deep-buried in the body of the black. So only four men gripped shield and sword and ran heavily to oppose him. Prester John smiled to see them come so weightily to the attack. The muscles in his thighs felt taut and eager and laughter worked in his throat. He could hear the constant roaring of the arena crowds and, carelessly, he turned his back upon the approaching soldiers and lifted his captured blade in salute.


    “A moment more,” he cried, “and I will show you some real waging of battles. Trumpet in your gods!”


    That gesture almost cost Prester John his life. As he swung about, a heavy dagger flickered past. He felt its cool, stinging kiss upon his cheek, and the blade tangled with his fiery, shoulder-length hair and clung there. He saw that the golden guard had thrown it.


    “Well thrown, fool in gold!” he cried. “For that I will kill thee last!” He dashed the warm blood from his cheek, and his left hand wrapped about the dagger hilt. The four were almost upon him. In two leaps, he had turned their left flank and was charging, with a warning roar, upon the silver guard who still wrestled with his corpse-locked sword. The man saw him coming and, with a final frantic wrench, freed his weapon and fell on guard, shield protecting belly and chest.


    


    Just out of his reach, Prester John checked and saw the sword swing up for a death stroke. John flung himself forward—and something gripped at his feet to plump him awkwardly to his knees! Desperately, his sword reached out, cutting edge uppermost. Its tip flickered across the armor-bare armpit, and red blood gushed to answer the caress of the steel. Sword toppled down from nerveless fingers and the arm dropped like a stick. The guard struck out fiercely with his shield, but his strength was pouring from him with the red staining of his silver tunic. His knees buckled and he groveled, dying, within reach of Prester John’s hand.


    Pallor touched the cheeks of Prester John. The blood from his cheek dripped from his fiery beard to dabble his swelling chest. He thrust fiercely to his feet—and they were sunk to the ankles in sand! He wrenched at them and, with a gasp of relief, he felt them tear free of the grip of the earth—but at his next stride he sank ankle-deep again! Even more heavily than the armored men he moved with this new accursed enchantment. Yet his lips could curve in his battle smile! Laboriously, he turned to face the charge of the four guards who remained alive. Glittering in their brass, resplendent in their tunics of blue and green, purple and gold, and with grimly confident smiles on their lips, they came in steadily. Sword points gleamed beneath the rims of their shields.


    Prester John took two slow backward steps so that he stood once more against the altar. He made an awesome figure with the red sword in his hand, with his bloody beard and the smeared gleaming trunk of his body and, though ankle-deep in the black sand, still he towered above his four enemies. They were coming in steadily, side by side, a semicircle of death in brass and steel. The crowds were silent and the burning pressure of the sunlight struck dazzlingly from the gleaming white of the altar, framed the bronze Barbarian in a halo of exquisite flame.


    “Come, my fine slaughterers,” Prester John said gently. “Come and let me kiss thee with steel.”


    There was an answering smile on the faces of the men, but they were wary with death and there was grimness in the taut lines of their cheeks, a fierce keenness in their watching eyes. Prester John’s smile widened. They were close enough. His sword flickered toward the face of the blue guard. The shield came up—and Prester John’s left hand threw the dagger! Straight and true, it drew its silvery line through the metallic sunlight and grated home under the edge of the cuirass. Its keen steel was buried to the hilt in the guard’s thigh joint where a great artery pulsed close to the skin.


    With a scream, the blue guard pitched forward, doubling, and he lashed out in a frantic side stroke with his waiting sword. Forgetful of the restraining sand, Prester John tried to fling himself aside and, too late, swung a fending blade. There was the rasp of steel, but when Prester John’s shoulders struck the altar, there was blood upon his thigh. Fury bellowed from his throat. Heedless of the restraining sand, he flung himself upon the three guards who remained. His sword clashed on brazen shield. His shield severed under the stroke. The purple guard leaped backward. Green and gold closed in from two sides. Their swords flashed high. In a great circle about his head, Prester John whirled his blade. The golden crest leaped from a helmet and that guard’s sword shattered in the air, but the second man’s blade was under, slashing home. Prester John dropped to one knee and shrank aside. His sword cut back at the guard in green, and the man’s fist, still gripping savagely the hilt of a sword, bounced on the ground.


    From a half dozen cubits away, the purple guard hurled his dagger. There was no time to dodge but the skill of Prester John, whose sword had severed arrows in midflight, swung his steel in exquisite timing. The dagger hissed on harmlessly to ring like a bell against the altar stone. And now, purple guard and golden drew back while the man in green gripped the blood-spurting stump of his arm and staggered off across the black sands.


    Somewhere, a trumpet blared and an arrow flicked from the barrier. The green guard groaned with the bite of the shaft, pitched to earth, and the twang of the bow, coming lately, marked the grinding of his face into the sand.


    Prester John, surging once more to his feet, smiled bitterly. It was a stern discipline that held the guard. They must triumph—or die. Gold and purple guards were rearming from the bodies of slain comrades, and Prester John moved toward them with ponderous, ankle-deep steps. The guards hovered back, reluctant to close, and twice the swift sword batted aside flung daggers. From the barriers, a trumpet sounded warning of more disciplining arrows. Pale-faced, the men glanced toward the sound, then gripped their swords in desperate hands and came forward to meet Prester John.


    He did not check his march. With each step, his mighty thighs flexed and the muscles leaped like living serpents beneath the flesh. And at each step, the thirsty black sands drank of his blood. There was no smile on his mouth, and his teeth gleamed fiercely through the fire bristle of his beard. He stooped once to snatch up a dead man’s shield, and once more he was aware of the timeless, blood-hungry waiting of the mob. The crowd recognized that tricks and flight were through. The odds were even for Prester John, two men to his mighty strength. No quarter, no more delay. The guards sensed that bitter threat and stood unmoving, shields poised. The man in purple shifted his grip on sword hilt a little Prester John saw the light quiver on its point. Five cubits’ distance from them, Prester John paused.


    “Man in gold,” he said softly, “I promised you should die last for that shrewd dagger throw of thine. Purple man—”


    No man could see the tensing of Prester John’s muscle that hurled the shield from his left hand. It was as sudden as the release of a bowstring. Like the twang of the gut, too, was the clash of the shield striking into the helmeted head of the golden guard! And its force was the force of the hammer of the gods! The guard pitched sideways, staggering to the earth, and Prester John tossed his war shout to the vault of the heavens, tore his feet from the sand and hurled himself upon the purple guard!


    For an instant, steel rang on brass, clashed and slithered against another blade. For an instant, heavy-footed men stood, slashing, face to face. Then the lion roar of Prester John’s shout burst out again and his sword, an arc of light in the hammering sun, cut through the upthrust rim of the brazen shield and leaped on. His shoulders were hunched by the thrust of his muscles; his whole titan’s body bent to the stroke. The sword flashed clear, and for a breath of time the two bodies stood there in confrontation, and afterward the crowd saw what had happened. A head, still cased in a purple-crested helmet, was tumbling like an awkward ball upon the sand!


    With a brusque thrust of his hand, Prester John tumbled the blood-spouting trunk backward and turned heavily toward the man in gold, who still weaved dizzily on his feet.


    “Come and die,” said Prester John.


    The golden guard lifted his sword in salute. “Nay, brother,” he said clearly. “Thou shall live for all of me. Remember this, when we meet in some other life, and call me ‘comrade’: Thou art the man!”


    He slammed his sword into its scabbard, swung about and, as steadily as a sentry, head high, shield at rest, he marched back toward the barrier, toward the trumpet and the arrow of his death.


    “Two battles have been waged,” Prester John muttered in his bloody beard. He stood on braced, rigid legs, his mighty shoulders bowed, not as beneath a load, but in menace and in power. He was aware now that purple shadows were crawling across the western rim of the black arena, had shaded in kindness the inverted face of Kassar. He twisted his head to smile up at the corpse of his blood brother.


    “A few drops of thy blood are avenged, my brother,” he said. He drew back his heavy shoulders and lifted his sword so that it glittered, red and ominous, in the diminishing sun.


    “Send out your gods!” he bellowed at the mob, “or does their purple blood shrink from the caress of Prester John?”


    There was a whisper like the stir of the Flame Wind and to the ears of the waiting man they seemed to form an echo of the golden guard’s last words: “Thou art the man!”


    


    Prester John frowned in impatience. What that whisper meant he did not know, but his battle-heated limbs were stiffening. He swung the sword, dragged his heavy feet once more toward the altar whose pure white was smeared with scarlet. His gray eyes, sunken under the frown of his brows, probed toward the Red Gate where Bourtai had said, a horse was waiting. Well, he would never reach it. The gods were coming, and the priests of scarlet and blue and gold, of green and silver and purple and black, would add their strength to the arm of their gods. Prester John flexed his sword in his hands, and it snapped clean in half. He shrugged and stooped for another weapon. He sprung it and, when he released the point, it quivered and sang in his hand. Briefly, Prester John smiled. He flung up his blood-crowned head and once more the trumpets blared. The third battle was begun!


    Prester John glanced briefly toward the door in the altar, but it was sealed tightly, nor did any man issue from the gates in the barrier. He frowned, feeling the pressure of the waiting throng, and then his eyes widened and short, harsh laughter leaped from his chest. From the bloodstains on the sand, tiny, pure-white flames were licking up! Even as he watched, the flames began to run together, and as each new tongue joined, the central core leaped higher and hotter, until its center was a blinding rod of radiance. He could hear the snap and crackle of the fire burning straight up in the motionless air, straight up until it towered twice the height of the bronze giant who waited with a thing of feeble manmade steel in his hand and dauntless courage in his gray eyes.


    In the wake of the flames, the clothing of the guards was smoldering. Black threads of smoke lifted and Prester John’s nostrils widened to the odor of scorching flesh, of fusing, blood-drenched sand. Stately and beautiful, this magic fire swirled before him and then, slowly, with the deliberation of marching men, it swayed toward Prester John. He gripped the steel hard in his fist. In his heart was no longer any hope, yet what man could do against this manifestation of the gods he would do! His left hand lifted and touched the bauble that still dangled about his throat, the bit of the True Cross and, briefly, a grim smile touched his lips.


    “A hundred thousand to bow before thee, Christos,” he whispered. “Nay, what more could I promise? I will make no bribe to the gods. Come, Prester John, it is only once a man may die, and what better way may he go than battling against false gods?”


    He saluted the flames with his sword and, holding it ready at his side, he marched toward that blistering core of pure white radiance. Tongues licked out to meet him like the thrusts of many swords. His skin seemed to crinkle with the heat, and he narrowed his eyes against the assault. He could smell now the singeing of his own beard. Almost, he could reach out with his sword tip to slash at the fire; but of what use was that? The sword hilt was hot in his hand. He could feel the furious winds that the flame sucked upward and, for an instant, even the fierce courage of Prester John wavered. Then his lips opened in a blurred shout, and he dropped his sword, flung himself with clutching arms straight toward the heart of the flame!


    There was an instant of maddening pain, of searing heat—and it was gone! The blinding radiance winked out and Prester John found himself, wavering on his feet, embracing the headless corpse of the purple guard! With an oath, he wrenched the carcass aloft and hurled it from him, stood glaring about the arena. So this was the way the gods fought, to dare a man to his utmost—and then vanish from under his hands? Prester John threw his tensed arms high in challenge, shouting his wrath at the skies. Then his eyes widened. On his arms was no seared flesh, no blistering trace of that magic fire. He combed his fingers through his beard, and found it full and long, uncrisped by the singeing of the flames. Even the smell of heat was gone, and there was only the staling odor of blood and the sweat of his body.


    The sound of soft, mocking laughter whirled him about so that his deep-sunk feet tripped him and, almost, he fell. There glittered in the air before him a swirling rainbow arch of colors, the seven colors of the seven wizards. As he stared, frowning his doubts, the thing swirled at him like a sword. Prester John ducked and felt a sharpness like steel graze his scalp! A severed lock of his hair floated toward the sand. Prester John laughed sharply. He tore his feet from the sand in a frantic leap for his abandoned sword and straightened with its glittering curve before him. Now here was a thing a warrior could fight. The rainbow sword swung toward him, and he flung up the guard of his own steel to meet it. There was no sound, but the rainbow swished past his throat and, as he turned heavily to face it, he confronted not one, but two of these streamers of light that had the cutting edge of death itself!


    Anger darkened Prester John’s gray eyes. Now here, surely, was doom when a man’s fending sword multiplied his enemies! They swirled like flames, whipped through the air like the veils of a dancing girl, feinting for his throat, striking both together, chopping in swift down-strokes like a Mongol drummer’s sticks. Prester John dodged and ducked and whirled and, only in extremity interposed the flat of his defensive blade. Yet in a half dozen moments there were seven of those flashing swords of light swishing about his ears.


    Prester John’s thoughts were a whirl of madness, but somewhere in the depths of his brain an idea began to breathe. No man could fight magic with man-made tools—yet here were magic swords ready to his hand! He need only leap and grab them. The seven blades of light were circling him, quivering almost motionless in the air, lifting for a final downstroke that would slash him in seven different bits to earth. It was now he must strike, if ever. Furiously, Prester John flung his sword from him and with a dragging leap he reached out with both mighty hands for the fragments of colored light. Pain like the gash of a keen dagger knifed across his fingers and into his palms. He clamped his grip more tightly on those two grasped magic weapons and whirled them about his head—and the air about him was empty! He opened his tight-gripping hands and black sand poured through his fingers to the earth.


    Prester John stood with hanging arms, and it was weariness that bowed his shoulders, the weariness of battling the unknown, of fighting an enemy that no man’s hands could grasp and winning triumphs that vanished into the thinness of air and a fistful of sand. There was nothing he could strike, and yet he knew with an awful certainty that had his spirit faltered for a moment, he would have died horribly beneath the keen edges of a wand of light. He had met the beasts with savagery that matched their own, and he had met men with guile and the quickness of brain and body, but what could he summon to defeat these spirits of the air?


    He sucked in a slow breath and, slowly, too, his head lifted as proudly as of old. There were channels cut in the flesh of his bearded cheeks as if grief and the promise of despair had wielded sharp chisels on his flesh, but somewhere within him a warm spark of courage still glowed. Spirit he still had, and while that spirit burned—He grasped at an idea that eluded his warrior’s brain and, somewhere—it might be as far off as the fir-clad Suntai hills, or as near as the beating of his own heart—muffled drums began to throb and he heard the tinkle of softly clashed cymbals.


    Stiffly, on his drained limbs, Prester John turned about and saw that the door in the base of the altar had opened again. From it stepped—a woman!Prester John’s breath caught in his throat at the sight of her beauty, draped in a fluttering of veils like spider webs. Her black hair hung as straight as poured ink; almost, it seemed to stain the rosy marble-whiteness of her flesh. Slowly, as Prester John stared, her feet began to pick up that far thudding of the drums and the graceful willow of her body bent and swayed in a stirring rhythm as old as flesh, as new as young desire. Prester John dragged a war-weary arm across his haggard eyes. Honors they had promised him if he triumphed. Was this, then, part of his victor’s mead? He took a stumbling step forward, and it seemed to him that there was, in all that waiting mob, the tension of a caught breath. He frowned and stopped.


    A faint breeze stirred across the stinking floor of the arena, but to Prester John’s nostrils it brought the scent of jasmine and of musk. He shuddered and stood firm. There was devil’s trickery here. But where was the menace of a slave girl dancing? The flutter of her draperies wove a spell, and it seemed that as her swaying body told its ancient story he caught a song that murmured from her red ripe lips.


    “My hair,” she whispered, “has the fragrance of spikenard and of myrrh, and my arms are wonderously soft. There is forgetfulness in my eyes and rest in the breath of my mouth,” she sang, “and I shall pillow thy weary head and give thee dreamless sleep. Come to me, mighty warrior, come.”


    The butterfly touch of her draperies brushed Prester John’s face, and he knew that he was very tired and that rest would be sweet. He knew that no battle was worth the empty cup it lifted to the victor’s lips; and that struggle was vain.


    “I will sing to thee sweet songs,” she murmured, “and still the wild beating of thy heart. My hands that are odored with musk shall cool the fever of thy brow and all this fretful turmoil that is living shall be forgot… forgot—”


    It seemed to Prester John that the drums beat more slowly, and the tinkle of the cymbal grew more faint. Rest, he thought.Rest.He covered his burning eyes with his hands, and the heaviness of his body dragged him to his knees. The sand was soft. He dropped his hands and the veils fluttered like dying birds before his face. The glimmer of the woman’s body was infinitely desirable. It was queer that, through those veils, he could see another thing, a white thing like a face, that gibbered at him with soundless lips. He tried to brush it aside, and it would not go. He wanted to rest and the thing disturbed him. His fists clenched in answer—and suddenly he knew what it was. He was looking into the dead, tortured face of Kassar!


    With a great surge, Prester John came to his feet. His arms crossed before his eyes, and he staggered back on slow, leaden limbs. The drumbeats quickened and, even through his flesh, he could see the furious dancing of the woman, dancing in triumph, in high glee. And her eyes, that had been rich and dark, were gleeful, and behind her red lips, he could see sharp small teeth. He dragged down his arms and hoarsely, like a man long dead, he spoke:


    “I know thee, woman!Thou art death!”


    A scream burst from the lips of the dancing girl, and suddenly her draperies were black and from their folds, horrid, nameless things were peering. Her face twisted and the flesh drooped from it, sagged and was gone. It was a death’s face that peered forth at him there in the awful stillness of the arena. A great surge of strength roared through his body and, with long bounds, he sprang toward the awful specter. A madness was upon him. Now, now, he would conquer death! He would wrench that spectral head loose from its filthy robes. He would break it into fragments on the sands. He rushed and the woman, waiting, leered at him and reached out bony arms for his embrace. Prester John shuddered to a halt.


    He pointed a rigid arm toward the hole from which this specter had sprung. “Go,” he said stiffly. “Go. You will embrace me soon enough, but until that day—begone!”


    The bony arms sagged and the figure dwindled. Where there had been bones, there was a glimmering whiteness—and then nothing. For a while, the black robes stood, empty, and then they slipped down and were one with the black sand.


    “Yet, stay!” Prester John cried.


    From the emptiness of the air, a voice answered, whispering, “Do you bid me stay, man?”


    “I have conquered,” Prester John said steadily, “and there are certain questions you must answer, for I have made a vow. How may one man rule Turgohl?”


    The far whisper, fading, answered back:“Who rules the princess rules Turgohl.”


    “How may a man rule her?”


    The whisper was so faint it might be there was no sound at all, but in Prester John’s mind rang an answer:“Ask of the crystal ball!”


    Prester John shivered and looked about him. There was a high, triumphant shout ringing in the air and the shadows had crossed the black sands to lift toward the eastern side of the arena. There was red gold in the air from the slanting rays of the westering sun and, across the sands, men were marching, thick-pressed ranks of priests and guards coming to fight the battle of their gods who had failed. For an instant, Prester John glared toward them, and then he laughed, the high, booming laughter that had launched him into a thousand battles.


    Empty-handed, his naked body streaked with blood, Prester John turned and marched to meet the attack of a thousand men. Their faces glared toward him and their glistening swords lifted to strike him down. He marched on steadily, unswerving, and a finger of golden light stretched out to kindle the fire of his hair, and the weapons fell from the hands of the men. They sagged to their knees and prostrated themselves on the black sands; they bumped their foreheads in the dust.


    Like the far, faint whisper of death, a sigh breathed up from the prostrate men, from the waiting, blood-sated throng:


    “Thou art the man.”

  


  VII


  


  THE RED GATE was before Prester John, and he thrust open its brazen grille and strode through the brief darkness of the archway beneath the tiers of seats. In the reddening sunlight beyond, he saw the whirling ranks of particolored mobs of priests and guards, thick as vultures on a corpse. Prester John’s eyes shot beyond them impatiently, combed the narrow court to find the horse Bourtai had promised. For once, he was surfeit of slaughter. Yet if these shavelings pressed him too close—


  “Hold, man!” a voice boomed out, and Prester John’s quick eyes swung to a tall, gaunt figure garbed and masked in cloth-of-gold and surrounded by rank on rank of golden priests. “Hold, man, and answer me. What said Death to you?”


  Prester John snorted and turned aside, striking out with his brawny arms. Another strident voice hailed him: “Do not answer him, man. Bring your secret to me and I will make you rich beyond your dreams.”


  “No, to me!”


  “No, to me!”


  From every direction, men were swirling into this courtyard, and the colors massed in solid ranks. There was a man in a purple mask, and another in scarlet and another in green—the vulture wizards. Prester John threw up his powerful arms.


  “Listen, all of you,” he cried. “I shall tell my secret to one man and one man only. Come to me when one of you rules the city completely. Not before. Now fight it out!”


  For a moment, stunned silence held the crowded concourse and, in that instant, a wide gate opened and through it Prester John glimpsed a beckoning hand and the silver sheen of a horse’s hide. With a roar, Prester John flung himself forward. A few hands clawed at his shoulders, but there was fear even in their touch and none restrained him long. In a half dozen lunging strides, Prester John reached the gate and thrust through. Bourtai’s wrinkled monkey face grinned up into his.


  “Aye, master, I knew thou must win!”


  Without a word, Prester John vaulted to the horse’s back. His powerful hand twisted into Bourtai’s ragged robe, and his naked heels drove into the silver stallion’s sides. Hoofs beat thunderously in the covered way, rang on an anvil of cobbles, and the uproar of the arena faded behind. Prester John dumped Bourtai’s squirming body across the horse’s withers before him and hammered on. He put the setting sun on his right hand and galloped for the South Gate. Once, between high gold-tinted towers, he glimpsed the sun. It was low, but it had not yet touched the Suntai hills. If he hurried, there was time. A swift race across the hills and the land where the flame wind blew would be left behind. Out there on the clean, savage plains, he would gather Kassar’s clans and wipe this wizard tribe from the earth. Afterward, there would be looting and riches for all—and he would rule the city!


  “Where… where goest… thou, m-master?” The words were jolted out of Bourtai as he bounced, belly down, across the horse.


  “To Ahriman, or to hell,” Prester John said savagely. “Does it matter?”


  “N-nay, master, but why flee? T-the city is yours for the t-tak-ing.”


  Prester John made no answer. His weighty right hand pinned Bourtai down. His left, knotted in the bridle, guided the horse. There was a joy in the glide of muscles between his thighs, in the sweet clean sweep of air in his face. The rhythm of the beating hoofs flowed through him. Bourtai kept gasping questions, but there was no answer from the grim bearded lips, and after a while he was silent. Prester John was beginning to feel his weariness. The wound in his thigh throbbed, and there was stiffness in his dagger-slashed cheek. The whip of the wind was cold against his sweat-streaked, naked chest, but the South Gate loomed ahead. He bent far forward and thudded his heels against the horse’s flanks. Guards atop the portal were staring toward him, and there was a hunched and cowled figure standing there beside the way, a figure draped in unrelieved black and with a black mask across his face!


  


  Anger surged into Prester John’s chest, and he whirled the horse that way. In a moment, there would be one wizard less to summon his cohorts, to fight the men of the khan! In a moment—The horse reared sharply, striking the thin air with slashing hoofs, and a neigh of terror burst from distended nostrils. Prester John fought savagely and struck the stallion between the ears. It thudded down, but turned aside from the path in which he had been driven. The wizard had not moved, but Prester John could feel the pressure of the malignant eyes behind the slits of the mask.


  Once more, Prester John wheeled the stallion to the charge, and once more the horse reared and all but threw him. Savagely, Prester John flung himself to earth and leaped toward the still figure. One stride, two, he took, then something that remained invisible struck him violently on chest and forehead and thigh as if he had plunged against a stone wall. His head rang from the blow, and he reeled backward, tried once more to hurl himself to the attack. This time he took only a single stride before the fearful impact stopped him.


  “You are my prisoner, man!” intoned the figure in black, softly. “You must go where I tell you.”


  “To Ahriman with you!” Prester John snarled. He knotted a hand into the horse’s mane and leaped upon its back, flung it toward the South Gate. A single great stride the stallion took, then its head doubled under and there was a crunching sound of bone cracking under impact. Prester John was hurled to earth—and the horse was dead!


  “This way, quickly, Wan Tengri!” called Bourtai.


  Prester John reeled to his feet and turned in answer to the call, then saw Bourtai gesturing from a dark runway between two mud-walled houses. Prester John’s challenging gaze swept a swift circuit of the narrow way before the gate. Out of narrow streets, two other tall, masked figures strode, one in silver and one in blue.


  “Hold, man!” they shouted.


  With an oath, Prester John hurled himself toward the runway where Bourtai crouched and stumbled in darkness to follow the light touch of the crippled thief s hand. “They will not let you leave Turgohl, Wan Tengri,” whispered the thief. “Any one of them will kill you rather than let you fall into another’s hands. If one seizes you, and you will not talk, he might change you into an ape to guard his garden or send you, a dull slave, to the galley oars until you had learned obedience. The honors Ahriman promised you, master, you must win.”


  Prester John’s words snarled in his throat. “I will win,” he said violently. “Ahriman will do well to guard his own!”


  On silent feet, he padded through the dark where Bourtai led him. More than once he stumbled and the thief’s hand briefly steadied his arm. He was consumed with weariness. When finally Bourtai pointed to a dark doorway and afterward to a pit that led downward, Prester John flung himself into it with a violence that almost cost a bad fall. The smoky flare of torchlight and the fetid stench of the salt-mine tunnels was welcome in his nostrils. He braced a rigid arm against the wall and stood with his chest heaving for breath.


  “Bourtai,” he muttered, “I must rest. What night is this?”


  “The fifth, master, of the Mating Moon.”


  Prester John gulped a breath of relief and afterward walked on more steadily until he came to the chamber where a dung fire sent up its smoky flames and the feverish-eyed rats of Turgohl crouched to feed. Without a word, he flung himself down upon the couch and plunged into sleep.


  Now, when a man has exhausted the last reservoirs of his strength, his sleep should be deep and dreamless. It was strange, then, that gargoyles of humanity began to flit through Prester John’s brain. Slumbering, he fought again through the three battles of Ahriman; he heard again the luring song of Death and his own commanding voice shout the question: “How may one man rule Turgohl?”


  It seemed to Prester John that it was his own throat that must answer that question, and he was a man wrestling with a nightmare. There was a part of him that wanted to voice that answer, and there was another part that would not. Up from the depths of sleep, he soared. He opened his eyes to find the wrinkled, malicious face of Bourtai stooped over him!


  


  Grimly then, Prester John smiled—and closed his eyes again. “Get on with your spells, Bourtai,” he said thickly. “When I wish to speak, I shall, but not before. This is only the fifth night of the Mating Moon.”


  “Pardon, master.” Bourtai’s voice was mocking in its humility. “It is the sixth, and the dark hour of the Dog. Thou hast slept long.”


  Heavily, Prester John swung his thick limbs to the floor, stretched his great bronzed body. The wound in his thigh had been washed and sealed with balsam. Irritably, he ripped off the gum. “Open wounds heal best, thou fool,” he said roughly. “Where is the food I ordered bought?”


  Bourtai’s face wrinkled with delight. “Thy jewels were thought out of being, master. Didst thou not slit Tsien Hui’s throat?”


  For a moment, Prester John glowered at the apelike face with its beady eyes, then an answering grin stirred his solid lips. “No doubt I overlooked that one throat among so many,” he agreed. “Give me of thy thieves’ slop, then, for this night there is man’s work to be done!”


  Bourtai’s eyes gleamed greedily, and he darted away to fill an earthen bowl. Prester John let his eyes quest gloomily over the cavern where smoke hung in writhing bluish wreaths. The sting of it in his eyes and nostrils was a relief from the filth stench of the hole. His eyes returned to the couch and found there his yellow silken clothing and the great white cloak of the khan. His horn bow, his sword and lariat hung from gleaming crystal knobs on the wall, and the sight of them brought life and joy flooding back to his heart.


  “Thou art a good thief, Bourtai,” he said as he accepted the steaming bowl the man brought back. “Else a good wizard. Didst call back my tools to my hand?”


  “Nay, master,” Bourtai said humbly. “‘Twas thy own great magic, never doubt it. While thou wast sleeping, and in the dark, thy clothing and thy weapons returned.”


  Prester John grunted, his eyes suspiciously on the malicious eyes of Bourtai. “Thou hast spoken, Monkey-face,” he acknowledged flatly. “It is my hope there will be no need for thee to eat thy words.” He tossed off the hot food with a gulp and felt its warmth flow through his veins. He stretched once more and tugged on the padded, golden silk, twined the lariat about his waist. The cloak across his shoulders was next, and he belted home sword and arrow quiver. When the bow hung once more about his neck, he felt a man again, and his good humor returned to flash from his gray eyes.


  “We begin, Bourtai,” he said. “Lead me first to a tower near where the flames dance and the crystal ball bobbles in the fountain.”


  “That roof, master, where once before we watched?”


  Prester John shook his head and smiled in his beard. “Nay, it is not high enough. We must be where I may commune with the spirits of the high air, my godfather and my godmother, the tengri.”


  Bourtai hesitated, then shrugged his crooked shoulders. “This way, master,” he acknowledged. “Thou art the man, and thou knowest.” He led toward one of the many tunnels of the mine.


  “I am the man,” Prester John acknowledged solemnly. He walked with a perceptible swagger of his broad shoulders and, softly, he began to hum through his nose. He was feeling his strength again, and his belly was warm. Certain things he had learned in his three battles, and with their aid he soon would be master of Turgohl. There would be a settlement for Kassar, and wealth for himself, and there was that matter of the vow. Almost, he could forget that throughout the city the tall, masked men with their priests and guards were searching for him; and what his fate would be if he fell into their hands. If they ever guessed that he knew no more than they themselves might conjecture—Wan Tengri threw back his head and sent his laughter booming along the smoke-streaked tunnel. Well, until they learned that, they would fear him and he could write his own warrants. There could be no waiting for the thirteenth night and the Hour of the Swine. It was a question of time before the thousands searching everywhere stumbled upon the salt mines, and then—all up with Prester John!


  “My master is happy,” Bourtai whispered. “It makes my heart glad.”


  “There are certain small things I need to know, my valiant ape,” Wan Tengri said lightly. “After that—why, after that we shall help ourselves to the treasures of Turgohl!”


  “And the princess?” Bourtai’s tone was sly.


  “Why, as to that, thou chattering ape,” said Wan Tengri lightly, “I have found princesses a somewhat cold and waspish lot. And time answers all questions, Bourtai, even the questions of Death.”


  


  Presently, they were climbing rickety ladders and a well gave way to a cellar, and a cellar to stairs that wound upward in the close circuit of a tower.


  “Those tunnels of thine lead everywhere, ape,” said Wan Tengri. “I wonder they do not burrow into the Flame Tower itself. Or into the treasury of Turgohl.”


  Bourtai, scrambling ahead up the spiraling steps, now running sideways like a crab to peer back and up into Prester John’s face, shook his head violently. “Nay, they are guarded by enchantment, master, by the magic of seven wizards so that no one of them can break its spell.”


  “But hast tried, thou tailless ape?”


  Bourtai’s eyes, shuttling backward over his shoulder, held a gleam of venom. “Master, my name is Bourtai.”


  “Ah, it is hard to remember, looking at you. But you evade my question, I think!”


  “Nay, master. There is a tunnel, truly, that leads toward the Flame Tower. But it struck an enchanted wall through which the heat of the flames comes at times. We dared not go farther.”


  Prester John grunted and peered toward the top of the tower. The stone steps, without guard or rail, wound upward to the tower’s top, where a narrow door led into the wall. There would be a room there and a balcony.


  “Thy tower, Bourtai?” he asked softly.


  “Shall a thief have a tower where there is no loot?”


  Wan Tengri said, still softly: “I know not, apeling. Nay, come to me!”


  His outshot hand gripped the wrist of the thief and, with a sharp swing, he had him dangling over empty space! He stooped, nicely balanced on the edge of the steps, while the thief s wrinkled face twisted upward in surprise.


  “I think this is quite high enough, Bourtai,” said Wan Tengri softly. “It is quite threescore cubits to the stones below. I doubt that even thy devil’s magic could save thee. Nay, do not struggle, lest you tip us both into eternity!” His left hand, groping behind him, found the hook he had seen in the wall, and he tested it with a jerk. “Now, my small, lying wizard, thou and I shall talk with the tongues of truth, I think!”


  “When have I lied to thee, master?” whined the thief.


  “Bourtai,” Wan Tengri said, very softly, “thou art the All-High. Today, at thy orders, a knife was plunged into the belly of my brother and certain portents read therein. What was found?”


  “Nay, master, I do not know.”


  “Today, men said of me, ‘Thou art the man!’ What did they mean, Bourtai?”


  Eagerly, Bourtai’s eyes clung to those of Prester John. “Master, concerning certain things I have lied to thee. I knew when first I saw thee that thou must wage the three battles. For it is written in the stars that only one whose locks rival the sun may ever rule this city completely!”


  “Aye, that I shall,” Wan Tengri growled, “and the wizards test each man in their battles so that they can single out the right one. Afterward, any wizard who rules this man can destroy his brothers in sorcery. A nice brotherly love that rules you wizards!”


  “Now, master, let thy slave feel stone beneath his feet once more.”


  Wan Tengri shook him slightly. “Not yet, small vermin. The prophecy, and one other thing I will ask of thee and, by Ahriman, thou shall answer or try thy magic on the stones beneath thee!”


  Wan Tengri’s iron fingers were beginning to feel a little tired, though the man weighed so little, and hung so motionless over space. Peering down beyond him at the hard stones below, Wan Tengri knew a brief dizziness—and found Bourtai’s eyes boring into his own. He laughed shortly and shook him again. “Hast not answered, I think!”


  Bourtai’s lips snarled back from discolored teeth. “Hear then, dog, and know thy fate! Thou shall rule but one day, and only one wizard shall be left to reign in thy stead!”


  Flame leaped in the gray eyes of Wan Tengri. “Yet I think that one wizard will not be thyself, Bourtai,” he said softly. “Now, thou shall tell me one farther thing. It is a well-known fact that each wizard, for his future safety, deposits his soul in a certain secret spot. Who holds that soul is master over the wizard. Hast sought the souls of thy six brothers, hast thou not, Bourtai, and in vain? That is why you lark sometimes in this garb and use the thieves for spies. Aye, it is as I thought. But, Bourtai, thou knowest where thy soul is!”


  


  Rage turned the dangling wizard’s face into an animal mask of hatred, and, even as Wan Tengri stared, it was no longer a man he gripped by the wrist, but the five-taloned claw of a mighty tiger! The tiger’s fanged jaws snarled up at him—yet the tiger weighed no more than Bourtai! Wan Tengri leaned yet farther out over the gulf, and there was a tightness in his smiling lips.


  “If thou shouldst claw me, small wizard,” he said softly, “thou wouldst fall—and as a tiger, canst die as quickly as any man!”


  There was a snarl of terror and rage in the beast’s throat, and the animal mask faded, became the sweet, appealing face of a girl whose soft eyes pleaded, whose lips were lax with fear. “Master,” she whispered, “this is the true Bourtai. See, are my eyes not gray? Lift me to thy arms, and I will be thy slave!”


  “Aye, that thou wilt,” Wan Tengri said softly. “Where hast hidden thy soul?”


  “Thou wouldst not drop me, master. I could never come to thy arms!”


  “Where hast thou hidden thy soul?”


  The girl vanished and, instead, there was only a coldness in Wan Tengri’s palm, and he saw that his cupped hand held clear, sparkling water. He tipped his hand slightly, and let a drop spill off into space, and the water screamed, and a hand clutched Wan Tengri’s wrist and once more it was the small, twisted thief Bourtai, who dangled from his grip. Wan Tengri’s arm ached now to the shoulder, and his fingers were growing numb. The two men stared into each other’s eyes, and in those of Wan Tengri there was no weakening.


  “Wilt thou kill me, then?” whispered Bourtai. “Without me, thou canst never reach the princess, canst never rule Turgohl.”


  “I will risk that, father of lies,” said Wan Tengri. “Thy soul?”


  Bourtai’s face twisted, but no words came from his mouth. His head sagged. “Merciless one, it is in my shoe. For who, think you, Wan Tengri, would steal the shoe of a thief?”


  With a strong heave of his shoulders, Wan Tengri tossed Bourtai to the steps and instantly pinned him down while he wrenched off the shoes. “They are filthy enough to contain thy soul, thou scum.” He stood erect and, behind him, he twisted one shoe and then the other, and as he twisted the shoe in his left hand, Bourtai shivered and dropped to his knees. Once more, Wan Tengri twisted and Bourtai cried aloud in pain.


  “It is well,” Wan Tengri said. “Thou hast not lied. Thou shall lead me through the tunnels to the enchanted wall through which sometimes comes the heat of the flames about the tower. Tonight, at the Hour of the Ox, I shall put out the magic fire, brush aside these guards and learn the secret of the crystal ball.”


  Bourtai’s wrinkled smile held mockery. “And how, master, wilt thou brush aside these many guards? Know, then, that their number has been tripled since last you gazed on the fountain and the tower. Nay, master, I swear to thee,” cried Bourtai. “As thou holdest my soul, it is a thing I cannot do. Those guards were placed there by the power of the Seven, and no one man can brush them aside. Not even my own great magic can do it.”


  Wan Tengri scowled. “Something of thy magic I know, and something of my own. In the Hind, there were wizards who could raise so dense and black a fog that no man could see his neighbor. That much you can do?”


  “That much, surely, master.”


  “When a twelfth part of the Hour of the Ox has passed,” Wan Tengri said slowly, “thou shall release thy fog, then join me at the entrance to the Flame Tower. Meantime, thy thieving vermin shall fill twelve bags with salt so that they seem to be the corpses of slaves borne to feed the flames. And, at the Hour of the Ox, they shall carry these bags of salt to the entrance of the tower—and wait for me.”


  “And thou, master? Think not that I care what happens to thy sun-crowned head, my master, but I have regard for my soul in my shoe.”


  Wan Tengri threw back his head and sent his laughter rocketing up through the tower. “I could love thee, Bourtai, wert thou not a wizard.” He pulled Bourtai to his feet and clapped a heavy hand on the twisted shoulder. “I could love thee—now that I carry thy soul. And because I carry thy soul, Bourtai, make sure that these things I have ordered are done. Nay, after thee, small thieving wizard!”


  


  They traveled down many stairs and, at the foot on the stones over which Bourtai had hung, there was a small, splattering drop, but it was not water that had splashed; it was blood. They went through the cellar and down the rickety ladder to the tunnels and turned toward the Flame Tower. Wan Tengri marked the way that led up into the warehouse of furs. Even here, far below them, their stench penetrated. A hundred cubits beyond, Bourtai thrust a smoking torch into a wall notch and nodded toward the end of the tunnel where close-fitted stones blocked the way.


  “There, master, is the enchanted wall.” Wan Tengri eyed it and his lips grimly smiled. “It is well. I shall increase the number of salt bags, little wizard. Every man and woman in the caverns must bear one, and mind there is no waiting after the Hour of the Ox!”


  Bourtai’s face held a thin mockery. “I hear and obey, master.” He limped off bare footed into the dark, and Wan Tengri slung the thief s sandals about his neck and turned back to stare at the wall of stone. He was humming softly through his nose as he set about his magic. A dozen stout men with a brass-headed battering-ram would make short work of this enchanted wall, but he was one man—and he had no ram. Deliberately, Wan Tengri strolled back to the ladderway that led up into the fur warehouse and clambered up to spread clothing and weapons on the floor. He retained only his sword and lariat and, with those bound about his naked waist, he climbed swiftly down again into the salt tunnels. With the clean, keen steel of his scimitar, he began to hack out the packed and hardened earth that bound together the rocks in the enchanted wall.


  Sometimes, as he worked, he hummed through his nose, and sometimes he laughed a little to himself. Wizards had this weakness. Because they leaned on sorcery themselves, they had no strength save in sorcery. There was no problem here that a strong man and bold could not solve, as there had been nothing in the arena that Prester John had not mastered. Prester John considered that perhaps he had learned something in those battles.


  Wan Tengri had allowed himself two hours for the work of mining the wall of the flaming moat that circled the tower, and like all men where clocks were few, he had an acute sense of time. The Hour of the Swine had been past when he began his work and the Hour of the Rat had sped. Finally, his sword slid through the hard-packed earth and came back wet in his hand—and in its wake a thin stream of liquid trickled, then thrust out boldly, glittering in the red light of the torch.


  Swiftly then, Wan Tengri worked. The water helped, and his sword hacked out the balance of the dirt beneath the rock. As he watched, the great, smooth-sided slab of stone squeezed toward him! Sharply, he threw his shoulder against its face. It was not yet the Hour of the Ox. It had been easier than he had thought. With one hand, he unfastened the belt that held his sword scabbard, and hooking the flat buckle on the point of the blade thrust it into the crack. When it had slid clear into the moat beyond, he pulled the belt tight—and the buckle flattened and held. Rapidly, he knotted the lariat to the belt while water sprayed warm across his thighs. Now all was ready. He reached up and caught the torch and dug its flaming end into the softening mud of the floor, braced the butt against the lower edge of the rock and slowly eased his weight away. He blew out a sharp breath, for the sensitive touch of his fingertips told him that the stone had not moved—would not move until he was ready.


  He was humming again as he uncoiled the lariat, looped it about the brace and, naked sword in his fist, felt his way along the utter blackness of the tunnel. When he reached the lariat’s end, he knotted it to his sword and stuck it upright in the floor, in the middle of the tunnel. The time was drawing near. Carefully, he took numbered, even paces along the tunnel, while his hand, brushing the wall, sought the knobs that led upward into the fur warehouse.


  “Nine-and-twenty,” he muttered as his fingers found the purchase he sought. He clambered high enough to make sure, then dropped down to the floor and numbered his paces back. At twenty-nine he paused and his out-reaching hand touched the upright hilt of the sword. He stood, waiting, and dimly to his ears there came a hoarse, united shouting. By Ahriman, had he miscalculated the time? Or had Bourtai too soon loosed his black fog upon the fountain guards? No time to lose. With a jerk on the lariat, Wan Tengri jerked loose the torch prop about which the rope was looped. He clenched the sword between his teeth, then he drew the rope steadily taut, twined it about his forearms and set the arched power of his back.


  He lifted a foot and groped for purchase on the wall. Slowly, steadily, he loosed the power of his mighty muscles. There was a slight yielding and then the rope snubbed short. The lariat began to bite into his forearms; his breath hissed past the steel between his teeth. Thighs and back were straining to their utmost—and the stone did not yield. Savagely, Wan Tengri sawed from side to side of the tunnel, yanked and tugged. He bent forward for a new grip while the shouting that reached his ears dimly lifted to a crescendo. There was liquid in the floor of the tunnel, running warm about his ankle, but that was not enough. The entire rock must come loose or all would be lost. He had been a fool not to use some of the thieves to help him. His accursed vanity. His body was bent like a bow. With explosive force, he hurled weight and strength into one wrenching, violent backward heave.


  


  The rope went lax in his hands, and Wan Tengri pitched backward to the floor. His hand flashed quickly to the sword between his teeth and snatched it clear an instant before his naked back splashed into the water. For the instant it took him to scramble to his feet, he thought that he had failed, then there was a sullen thud of a great weight falling and, afterward, a rising roar and pound of rushing waters. Wan Tengri whirled. He was frowning in concentration as deliberately he picked up his numbered steps. His fall had thrown his calculations out, and already the water was rising, tugging at his legs. He hurried his paces, his hand dragging along the wall. If he missed that knob, he would never have a second chance!


  “Three-and-twenty, four-and-twenty. Five… six—” He should be near the spot now, but how to gauge the length of his stride with water racing halfway to his knees. His fingers brushed a projection in the wall. Was this it? He scrambled upward, reaching above him, and there were no more knobs. The wrong place! In the darkness, Wan Tengri laughed. So far, he had succeeded—but the waters he had released might put an end to his successes. For one day, he was to rule. And perhaps that day had passed while he slept, while in the streets the people still chanted: “Thou art the man.”


  No use to count now. He had lost all sense of distance, but his fingers still groped along the wall. Another knob. Was this the right one? He would have no further chance, he knew. The water was above his knees, and the hollow rush of it sent wind to whine in his ears. By Ahriman, not even Father Tiber in flood could run so swiftly. He must chance it. He reached upward into the dark, and lifted the weight. Another knob, another—He had found the way to the warehouse. The stench of the furs came down thinly to his nostrils, sucked down by the rushing waters. Wan Tengri hummed softly as he scrambled up the remaining distance and began to fumble rapidly into his clothes. He had lost a good lariat and an excellent sword belt, but he had his life and, if the gods favored, if Christos favored—he would have the city by dawn!


  He darted across the warehouse cellar and threw his shoulder against the trapdoor, staggered up to the ground-level floor. There was no flicker from the flame dance coming in through the arrow slit. That could mean only one thing. His mine would not yet have drained off the flaming moat. Bourtai had loosed his black fog! Three long, stumbling strides took him to the door, and his impatience made short work of the barrier. He leaped out into the cleanness of the night air, was blinded instantly by the dark, surging fog that crowded close to earth. It had a pungent odor like burning spices, and Wan Tengri smiled briefly at this magic of Bourtai as he turned his long strides toward the furious shouting that beat up to heaven; toward the crystal ball and the fountain.


  A thrust shoved his sword through slits in the white coat of the khan, and a few quick movements strung his bow. He paused, and three times his bow-string sang, three times arrows whisked off into the darkness, traveling at the height of a man’s heart. There were fresh crescendos of sound, and shrill, soaring screams echoed the twang of his bowstring. Moving slowly forward, taking his bearings from the building he had left, Wan Tengri sent his arrows searching before him. If the multi-colored guard were not already fighting, he thought they soon would be. He made a half turn to the left and sped three arrows that way, did the same to the right. Now, he could hear the welcome clangor of steel and men’s battle shouts of rage. Deftly, he swung his bow upon his back and took his keen sword in his hand. Ah, if he had had this beauty in the arena, the battles would not have lasted so long! He swung it singing through the air, and stepped out confidently.


  A shadow loomed out of the dusk, and the sword of Prester John struck without hesitation. A man fell, groveling, to the earth, and when Wan Tengri stepped over him, he saw the faint glimmer of a golden tunic. There were other bodies in his path, showing dimly through the fog. Two bore the tuft of Wan Tengri’s arrows, but there were many others with their throats cut. Probably, they had struck each other down the instant the fog fell. Wan Tengri began to run, lightly, with long-striding legs. Through the diminishing fury of the battle, he could catch faintly the tinkle of the perfumed fountain. He came on it suddenly, his feet tripping over its verge, and strained his eyes to see—to see that the crystal ball no longer hobbled in the jet!


  A fearful shout of anger strained Wan Tengri’s throat. Now he knew for certainty that he had not miscalculated his time. Bourtai had dared to deceive him, to work this sly treachery. Bourtai had possession of the key to mastery of the city and its treasures! He had carried off the crystal ball!


  VIII


  


  WAN TENGRI strained his eyes through the thinning fog, through the smarting in his eyeballs, and peered toward the Flame Tower. He could make out the white loom of it faintly, and the flames in the moat were dying, thanks to his magic. That was where he would find the wolfish Bourtai. Wan Tengri’s lips twisted in a grim smile, and he lifted his hand for the sandals he had swung about his neck while his long stride carried him toward the tower.


  He groped for the sandals and abruptly, softly he laughed. “Aye, this Bourtai is a clever scoundrel! He has called back his soul. Now, surely a man may do that. If he can place it where he will, surely he may call his soul his own?”


  And now Wan Tengri had no weapon over Bourtai save his own magic and the things he had learned in the waging of those three battles. He had a shrewd suspicion that the things Death had told him—if, indeed. Death had spoken at all—were only a small part of what he needed to know; he thought he had learned how a man who had survived the three battles might rule Turgohl.


  Dimly, he could glimpse a small clustering of figures against the last red glow of the dying flames. He saw the crystal ball held on high by a twisted small figure that, now and again, stared furtively into the fading dark fog. And Bourtai’s thin, cracking voice lifted, plaintively:


  “I bring you, princess, the gift of the ball. Open now to thy friend, Bourtai!”


  “Hold!” boomed Wan Tengri. “Hold there, thou soulless apekin!”


  Bourtai spun around to face him, and the hunching of his shoulders above the iridescent globe of the crystal ball was darkly evil. Behind him was the group of his thieves’ guard, each bearing on his shoulder a hulk with the form of a corpse. And ever above them the tower sparkled in the breath of the flame wind. Across the narrowing cubits between them, he could feel the hostile glare of Bourtai’s eyes and, as he strode on, a roseate glow bloomed in the air over Wan Tengri’s head and a sibilant, mocking whisper he had learned to know and dread spoke from the air, or perhaps within his own heart.


  “Stand, slave, and wait for thy masters! See, the ground has imprisoned thy feet!”


  Wan Tengri’s brows knotted into a lowering frown. The things he had learned in the arena: a sword changed to a snake in his hand, yet it still could kill a man and when he hurled it from him it rang like steel upon a brass shield. A pillar of flame had roasted him, yet when he grasped it—the fire was gone.


  “My magic is greater than thine, thou wizard of the twisted soul,” Wan Tengri thundered. “The boots of Kasimer cannot hold me.” He believed it, and the pale-red light above his head flickered and died—and the ground did not hold him. His strides lengthened toward Bourtai.


  The scrawny arm of the wizard shot high from his brown rags and a flaming sword suddenly glowed in his hand. “To me, red guards,” he cried. “To me, guards in silver and gold and purple. To the defense of the All-High.”


  He spoke, and his voice was drowned in the crash of marching feet, in the clank of steel swords upon brazen shields and a great roar went up from many throats. The beggars about him threw off their rags and revealed themselves in shining brass and scarlet tunics of the guard. The corpselike figures they carried sprang to life, and there were a score more of the armored men. Wan Tengri’s fist tightened on his sword and one hand flew to the bow about his throat—then his hands dropped and he laughed, threw back his head and laughed again.


  “My magic is greater than thine, Monkey-face,” he cried. “Thy phantom hosts cannot harm me!”


  He strode on, and the tramp of marching feet died and beggars in rags fumbled their daggers and slunk from his path to catch up again, defensively, their burdens of salt—and Wan Tengri stood face to face with Bourtai.


  “Now, Bourtai,” he said gently, “I thank thee for performing this little task for thy master. I will take now the crystal ball!”


  


  The Wizard’s eyes were glittering black fires, and his wrinkled monkey’s face was an animal mask of rage. His shoulders hunched like a vulture’s above the crystal ball; then, abruptly, he cackled. He bobbed his head and held out the crystal ball.


  “Aye, Wan Tengri,” he giggled. “Thou art the godson of the wind-devils! Thou art the man!”


  Wan Tengri accepted the crystal ball in his left hand, and his thick fingers curled around its base while he stared down into the thousand colors that swirled in its depths. It was feather-light, this ball of crystal. Wan Tengri rolled his heavy shoulders and lifted his head to glare on the Flame Tower.


  “Let down the bridge,” he called shortly. “I am the man.” He stepped to the wall of the moat beside the spot where the drawbridge must fall, and gestured to the beggars. “Down there is a hole where my magic has sucked out the flames. Throw down thy sacks of magic salt into the moat.” He passed his hand over the crystal in a mystical gesture and smiled in his beard. “Winds of the heaven that sired me,” he cried, “I bid thee close this moat!”


  Behind him, he heard the creak of the lowering drawbridge. Out of his eye corners, he peered toward Bourtai. The small man was rubbing his monkey’s face with a scrawny hand. “Aye, Wan Tengri,” he murmured, “thou didst indeed learn things from Death.”


  The timbers of the drawbridge thudded to the stone wall of the moat, and Wan Tengri set casual foot upon it. “Flee, thieves,” he ordered softly. “Flee before the wrath of six wizards and their piebald hosts. Bourtai, follow me.”


  With no backward glance then, Wan Tengri strode across the drawbridge that seemed to stretch into infinity. Above him, the tower was incredibly tall and, on either hand, its beauty shone down into the damp traces of the moat. Already, the ditch was beginning to fill again. He was conscious of the rank, putrid odors from the muddy silt, of another sharper tang that had stung his nostrils once before when the moat of besieged Antioch had burst into flame—and he smiled a little and listened to the hard rhythm of his feet upon the hollow boards, heard the lighter scamper of Bourtai hastening after him. From the wall of the tower, a narrow tongue of yellow flame flowed out, spread dancing across the moat’s floor.


  Wan Tengri did not hasten his steps. The portcullis was up and the peaked arch of the doors was swinging open in the tower wall. Wan Tengri carried the crystal ball gently on the palm of his hand and put down his heels with a harder, steadier rhythm. There were shouts in the distance, and this time he thought there was no enchantment about them. The guards of the wizards were rallying.


  He stepped from the bridge to the marble ramp before the doors, beneath the portcullis, and the bridge chains began to creak in their pulleys as it once more lifted toward the tower. Bourtai scrambled and fell, cursing in a shrill voice; then he was silent and they were pacing through the wide-open doors.


  An aged woman and an aged man flung themselves down on bony knees, and their voices were a rasping whisper: “Indeed, thou art the man!”


  Wan Tengri grunted: “Get your creaking bones off that cold floor, or they’ll be aching for a month. Take me to the princess.”


  His eyes quested everywhere. The carpets that clung to the walls were mildewed and ragged and everywhere was the taint of dust and decay. A spider had laid its web across a suit of armor against the wall. Phagh! And was this the treasure of Turgohl that he had fought for, that Kassar had died to give him? Wan Tengri spat upon the marble floor.


  Torches threw their lurid, smoky glare and, through the arrow slits in the wall, the dance of the flames began to show. Yellow shadows chased themselves across the high ceilings. A great stone fireplace was cold and dark. Bourtai plucked at his arm, and there was malicious glee in his cracked voice.


  “Surely, master, thy magic, which is so much greater than mine, can transform all this to gold and jewels?”


  “Like thy soul, Monkey-face,” Wan Tengri jeered, “it would fly from my hand.”


  The aged man and woman rose laboriously from the stones and bowed, backing away from him. Each side of the broad marble stairs that led upward, they paused and gestured that he was to mount. The steps were dusty and bore the traces of dirty feet, and as Wan Tengri moved toward them, a fat gray rat popped from the darkness to scamper across his path. The claws made a loud noise in the silence, and Wan Tengri’s tread raised echoes. The shouts from beyond the moat were louder, but the mounting dance of the flames intervened. They fluttered and hissed and burned with small splutterings that magnified inside these hollow walls.


  


  Bourtai scuttled past to hop along the steps just ahead and turn his bright black eyes upward to Wan Tengri’s face. “Canst tell me now what Death told thee, master?”


  Wan Tengri’s bearded lips moved in a curling grin. “Dost think still to trick me, wizard? Why, then do thy best. Death said to me: ‘Who rules the princess, rules Turgohl.’ And Death said: ‘Ask of the crystal ball how that is done.’” Wan Tengri tossed the crystal ball lightly into the air and caught it again on his palm while a gasp of aged, frightened breath sounded from the two servitors behind him. “Perhaps, my apish man, thou hast read the riddle of the ball? Yes, yes, I know thy name is Bourtai, but answer my question.”


  Bourtai shook his head, a quivering, nervous gesture, “If it spoke, ‘twas in a language these ears of mine did not know. Nor could I see ought save swirling color in its depths.”


  Here, where the stairs had made a full course about the walls of the tower, was a platform of marble, and in the wall was set a door, dull like lead. There was an inscription in a strange and flowing script carved above it.


  “Announce me, Bourtai,” Wan Tengri’s voice held mockery. “Announce me to this princess of thine, that we may see what it is we must rule.”


  Bourtai skipped toward the door, yet paused to twist about his gray wisped head. “Rule for a day, master, so sayeth the prophecy.” His fingers scratched the leaden surface and the door swung inward, creaking. The thin, off-tune tinkling of a lute twanged on Wan Tengri’s ears, and he saw a great, dusty-draped bed set upon a dais. He saw a doll carved from wood and clothed in a tarnished bit of brocade. He stepped to the door as Bourtai croaked. “Princess, he is the man.”


  Wan Tengri’s eyes swept the barren chamber and found a small figure hunched on a cushion, cross-legged before a leaping, fuelless fire. A child’s grave gray eyes lifted to his beneath a calm, white brow, and her hair was burnished like gold where it rippled to the floor. Slender fingers toyed with the strings of a lute and he saw that one bit of string was broken. Hesitantly, the princess smiled—a child of seven.


  “Come in, man,” she said in a tinkling thin voice. “Did you bring me a new toy?”


  Wan Tengri could not hold the scowl that had set upon his forehead. He grinned and there was no fierceness in his face at all. “Why, now, little lady,” he said gently, “you might call it a toy. So you might. Men have fought for it and men have died for it, but it is no more than a pretty bauble.” He held out on his palm the crystal ball. Light from the fire danced across its surface and a thousand bright colors glowed in its heart, crimson and purple and blue and green, gold and silver and, where Bourtai’s envious eyes turned upon it, two little specks of black.


  The princess dropped her lute and clapped her tiny hands. “Oh, a new toy for me! I have had no new toy in seventeen years.” She held out her cupped palms for the crystal ball.


  “Master,” Bourtai protested hoarsely, “do not give it to her. Evil will come of this!”


  Wan Tengri laughed, and the sound of it was soft thunder in the narrow room. “Now, thou art a very wolf among thieves, apeling, to steal a child’s bauble. Catch, princess.” He tossed the crystal ball lightly through the air. It spun like a soap bubble, and seemed as light. It glanced from the princess’ hands and, striking with a thin, musical tinkle against the rocks of the fireplace, it burst and fell in a thousand glancing fragments.


  The princess clasped her hands to her face. “It is done,” she whispered. “It is done.”


  And even as she spoke, her stature increased, and the robes she wore began to glow and sparkle with gems. A perfume wafted through the room and, where the ball had fallen, flowers grew—flowers whose petals were gems of ruby and diamond and chrysoberyl. And, staring at the transformation, at the beautiful woman who lifted a tearstained face, Wan Tengri threw back his head again to laugh.


  “Did I not say, Bourtai, that a crystal globe was made to break?”


  The princess gazed at him with her gray eyes and a soft flush stole up her throat, and Wan Tengri’s smile grew uncertain on his lips. Under his lids, his eyes took on a wary light.


  “Thou art the man,” the princess whispered. “Thou hast come to save me and my city. Claim thy reward. Claim any three wishes thou canst make and, within the scope of my city and my power, they shall be yours.” Her cheeks grew rosy and her head bowed like a drooping flower.


  Wan Tengri cleared his throat and Bourtai tugged at his arm to whisper shrill advice. A movement of a stout arm brushed him aside. “Why, as to that, princess,” Wan Tengri said heavily, “it is a bit beforehand to speak of rewards. There are six wizards still abroad within thy city with many thousand armed men. And there is one small wizard within thy walls that wants some careful handling.”


  “He shall be hanged,” the princess said shortly. “As for the other wizards and their guards, you will destroy them.”


  Wan Tengri looked at her, and the smile crept back to his mouth corners. “Yes,” he said. “Oh, yes, of course—princess.” He swung on his heel, while Bourtai scuttled close against his side.


  “Protect me, master,” he whispered. “Against her magic, I am helpless. It took the combined power of our seven magics to subdue her, and even then we could not prevent thee from coming. Protect me. My neck is too thin and soft to bear the gripe of a rope.”


  “Stay, man,” whispered the princess. “Where do you go?”


  Wan Tengri checked on the threshold. “Why, there is this small matter of destroying certain wizards to be attended to,” he said, “before I may claim my reward—and I am rather anxious to grasp this same reward with my two hands.”


  The princess’ rich lips curved in a smile of approval and promise. “I will await thee,” she whispered.


  “She will,” Wan Tengri muttered to himself while he strode up the marble stairs. “She will. Did I not tell thee, Bourtai, these princesses are a waspish and arrogant lot?”


  “Yet, master, she did not seem cold to me.”


  Wan Tengri snorted. “She has broken her toy,” he said, and offered no other word. The cold walls of the tower were hung now with exquisite silks and the stairs were glistening white. He peered down and the aged crone and man were moving up the steps toward the room of the princess, and their rags were fine raiment, and their backs were straight. Jewels glinted as they walked. Wan Tengri snorted again. He had heard tales of these enchanted princesses and their castles. There should be a jinni somewhere about to carry the whole works off to some green and lovely isle, far from such things as wizards and armies. But lacking that—lacking that he must do some more fighting before he could loot. Wan Tengri sucked in a slow, resolute breath and turned in through another door that no longer resembled lead, but glowed softly with burnished gold. His eyes narrowed a little. Now, if he could carry such a door as that back to the narrow seas from which he came, that villa on the Lebanon hills might well become reality!


  He swung through a lavish room and strode brusquely onto a balcony that projected out toward the Court of the Magic Fountain. Even here, the heat of those dancing flames hurled upward a gust and, through its quivering veil, he stared down upon the marble-paved court. It was paved now in a new way, with solid ranks of soldiers. Seven spokes of color stemmed from the center of the flaming moat, and those were the colors of the seven wizards, no longer divided but each an army to itself.


  “Thy scarlet guards, small apeling, are with the others,” Wan Tengri muttered to the thief. “Canst control them?”


  Bourtai washed his clawlike hands in air. “How can that be, master?” he asked worriedly. “They do not know me, save as a tall, masked figure in red.” He caught the sardonic gleam in Wan Tengri’s eye, scanning his height, added hurriedly: “My magics achieve that for me. But it is rarely we wizards go among our men. There are captains.”


  Far beyond the white reaches of the city, with its graceful spires, the red moon was rising. It laid its scarlet tracery over the black waters of Baikul. Faintly, Wan Tengri could see the swaying mast of a ship, and his nostrils fluttered wide as if, even above the odor of the burning, he could catch the clean scent of the sea. A mighty yearning filled him—and from below, a massed shout of ten thousand voices burst upon his ears. He peered down. Upon a raised litter in the midst of the throng, stood six tall, masked figures, and about them swirled white vapors that faded into rose, into blue, and back to rose again. The gaunt arms of those specters were raised and gesturing.


  Across the heads of the grouped armies, a wave of flame swept, to swoop toward the tower. Wan Tengri narrowed his eyes, while leaping flames seemed to fight other flames there on the dark liquid of the circling moat. A triumphant shout went up from the assembled multitude, and for a moment Wan Tengri swore fiercely. Then he laughed.


  “If thy wizard brothers’ men seek to swim that moat, they will be sadly scorched. They think that our flames are dark, small wizard.” The grin lingered in his mouth corners. “We will see what my own small magics can achieve.”


  


  From around his neck, he unslung the mighty bow of horn. Men were spilling over the edge of the moat, and their screams lifted horribly into the night while the flames danced, unappeased.


  “You wizards believe in your own medicine, don’t you, shaman?” said Wan Tengri. “Well, that’s right. That’s as it should be.” He drew the gut to his ear and an arrow twanged downward through the flickering light. Before it could strike, Wan Tengri had loosed another and another. A masked figure in gold threw up its arms and pitched backward into the massed soldier ranks, and an instant later, a man in purple clutched at his chest where an arrow had taken strong, fatal root. As one man, the others leaped from their dais, and Wan Tengri’s third arrow buried half its length in the wooden floor and quivered there, a black warning of doom.


  Black fog eddied up above the platform, and from its heart a great thing of leathern wings and flaming jaws winged upward into the ceiling of the night. Four great vibrations of those wings and it was sweeping toward the balcony where Wan Tengri stood! He laughed and, quietly, unstrung his bow while Bourtai darted, screaming, inside the door. When Wan Tengri looked up again, the winged thing had vanished through the black fog still clustered and made his sure aim unavailing. Truly, he had learned things in the arena, and it was no wonder that the priests sought to slay those who survived their gods! Wan Tengri’s eyes bored out toward the sea again. For a long moment, he stood there and then he turned his eyes elsewhere. There were armies between him and the sea, and if a man were to build an empire he must carry off his own riches with him. The armies might object—


  Presently, Wan Tengri went back through the chamber and to the broad steps, and a woman bowed before him. “My lord, the princess commands your presence.”


  Wan Tengri grimaced, but made grave acknowledgment and followed her down the stairs and, on the lowest level, into a room he had not seen before. On one seat of a double throne sat the princess in her robes of state, and Bourtai cowered in Wan Tengri’s shadow.


  “Are my enemies yet dead?” the princess asked carelessly.


  “A few are dead,” Wan Tengri said gravely, “yet it requires a mighty magic to remove them all. It wants time.”


  “They can wait,” the princess said impatiently. “I would give thee thy reward.”


  Wan Tengri’s fiery red head was carried stiffly, and he braced his thick legs apart to clap his fists to his hips. He frowned on this lovely, golden princess while Bourtai sniggered in his shadow. Yet Wan Tengri’s rumbling voice was patient as he spoke:


  “Princess, I am eager for thy rewards, but—well, come to think of it, there is a vow I made which I must fulfill before I can claim it.”


  “I absolve you of this vow, my lord.”


  Wan Tengri smiled grimly. “That lies beyond your power, small princess,” he said. “For it was made to a god of whom you never heard, but before whom, presently, you shall bend the knee. By Ahriman, it behooves me, also, to bend a knee in gratitude—presently. Now, princess, I have work to do.”


  He whirled from the audience chamber and with the sweep of his eyes caught the gaze of the two servitors. “I will need your help,” he said brusquely. “Every spear and every carpet must be carried to the topmost room of the tower. There, also, must be lengths of mighty rope. I go, princess, to build my magic and remove from thy doorstep the vermin that infest it.”


  The princess’ face was pale and her head was regally lifted. “And how long, man, will these magics take?”


  Wan Tengri bowed stiffly, for his proud back was not used to the practice. “Until the flame wind dies and blows again, princess,” he said shortly, and swung from the chamber. He turned toward the door, and a score of men armored in white sprang into his path. Wan Tengri looked at them wearily, and plodded straight into the midst of the cluster at the door—and they faded into thin air. And behind him he heard the princess sob.


  “Thou canst rule her, master.” Bourtai scuttled up the steps at his side. “Truly, thou canst rule her.”


  “For a day,” rumbled Wan Tengri. “Truly, these prophecies of thine are sound. How much longer can any man rule a woman? For in ruling, he becomes—Phagh! My sense of humor is deserting me. Come, my fleet-fingered minion of Ahriman, I have work for those same light fingers of thine before we can begin our tampering with the flame wind—and we can get our hands on a slightly different reward than the princess intends. For look you, Bourtai, I want only gold.”


  IX


  


  IN THE topmost room of the tower of the princess, where the howl of the flame wind was never still, and its small, hot fingers dragged shrieking sounds from the walls, Wan Tengri labored throughout the night and drove Bourtai and the two servitors of the princess relentlessly.


  “Aye,” groaned Bourtai, “never have I seen such laborious magic. My own enchantments are simple things and easily achieved.”


  Wan Tengri laughed. “And as easily broken, Monkey-face! This is a magic that not all the power of the wizards of Kasimer shall disrupt, not all their ten thousand men.”


  Bourtai sighed and hauled another carpet across the floor to be lashed to the last. “Yet, so much magic seemeth to my feeble brain as necessary. Not all my strongest enchantments prevailed against thee, nor did those of my six pleasant brothers.”


  Wan Tengri straightened and strode toward the door. “It is the magic of ten thousand swords that I fear, my small wizard. What man has done, other men can undo—and I know not how long the flaming moat will hold them in check. I doubt, Bourtai, that they would allow me another three battles in the arena, and thou art doomed, whether by the rope of the princess or the magic of thy brothers!”


  “Ah, don’t say that, master,” pleaded Bourtai. “Surely, thy shadow will protect me!”


  Wan Tengri grinned in his beard as he moved swiftly down the stairs to come presently to the throne room where the princess toyed with her jeweled scepter. She looked up quickly as he entered, then turned her face away. Wan Tengri bowed gravely.


  “I shall need thy magic, too, princess,” he said somberly. “Where is the fount of thy flaming moat?”


  The princess shifted impatiently on her throne. “I care nothing for such matters.”


  “And yet without it, my princess”—Wan Tengri moved toward the throne—“my magic cannot avail. Think you, if I fall in battle, will those four wizards who still hold sway beyond the moat deal kindly with thee? Or will they—master thee?”


  The princess’ gray eyes fled to his for protection. “You say these things to frighten me, my lord.”


  For an instant she was like a terrified child, and Wan Tengri’s smile softened. “Nay, if I frighten thee, it is because the fear is in myself as well. Ten thousand men, princess, wield a magic that no wizard can overpower. It is curved like a flower’s stem, but its edge is keen as the northern wind! It is called a sword.”


  The princess rose stiffly to her feet and put her small, trembling hand in that of Wan Tengri. “Come, I will show you. There is a cistern that is never empty, if we use it carefully. It was built by my father long years ago, and there are springs, but it cannot be drunk. It is a magic water whose taste is foul and whose smell is rank, and, more wondrous, it burns.”


  When Wan Tengri had seen the great dark cistern and sniffed the pungency of its liquid—a good crude oil, had he known it—and had learned the operation of its outlet, he led the princess back to her throne.


  “In a few hours, at the Hour of the Serpent, my princess,” he said gently, “the flame wind will die and certain things can be done. Then I will cause your herald to sound a blast and announce to these besieging armies that when once more the flame wind blows, when the evening Hour of the Dragon comes, thou wilt—treat with them. I think it may gain us those hours of grace, princess.”


  


  On his way up the winding stairway again, Wan Tengri walked with a frowning weariness. It might be he was wronging the princess; it might be that the prophecies were false and this was the land he was meant to rule. Certainly, he could dip his fingers into the treasure. Abruptly, he was grinning. By Ahriman, he was a fool to worry about tomorrow. Who knew whether, for him, tomorrow would come? There were ten thousand swords. Wan Tengri was humming through his nose strenuously when he punched open again the door of the topmost room.


  When the flame wind died with the dawn, Wan Tengri stepped out upon the balcony that girdled the tower’s crest. A dozen feet above him was the great flame of gold, and he eyed it with narrowed concentration. Presently, he circled a weighted end of rope about his head and flung it, swirling, about the base of the flame. On the third try, it returned to his hand and he rigged a noose about the flame for present use. He peered about the room inside where spears had been lashed end to end, and there were two great scrolls of carpet. Then, with a satisfied nod, he went swiftly down the stairs again.


  From the balcony where first he had peered down upon the hosts of the wizards he gazed forth again, and summoned the herald to trump at his side. Over the sleeping horde, with their gay banners and their rainbow coats, the blast from the trumpet hurled its brazen note and men sprang to their feet, shouting. Over the edge of the balcony, Wan Tengri unfurled a scarf of pure white silk.


  “Hearken, men,” he sent his great voice eddying toward them. “Hearken to the words of the Princess of Turgohl! She greets her loyal subjects in the name of Christos, in whose name she conquers. At the evening Hour of the Dragon, the princess will treat with your masters, the wizards of Kasimer. She bids them come then, at the Hour of the Dragon.”


  For as long as he spoke, there was silence over the multitude, but as he ceased there was a mingled shout and the black streaks of arrows winged toward him. One glanced from the white silken flag under his hand and another caught the trumpeter beneath the breastbone. He pitched forward, spewing blood, but Wan Tengri stood stiffly at the rail. More arrows winged upward and he could hear now the twang-twang of a thousand bows. His eyes were bitter and once more they sought the blue of the open roadstead and the far glistening waters of Baikul. An arrow whimpered past his ear to rip painfully through his tangled, shoulder-length hair, and another skimmed the parapet to burn his hand. Wan Tengri turned heavily back to the tower.


  They would wait, he thought, until the Hour of the Dragon, and they would plan to assault then. If his “magic” worked, there would be many dead before the Hour of the Serpent came again—and Wan Tengri might well be among them. For a day, it was said, he would rule. When the dark Hour of the Ox came, that day would be ended. He fought for his saving humor, and it would not come. Heavily, he flung himself down upon a couch and slept.


  It was late when he awoke to find Bourtai crouched at his side, and there was a shivering that jerked at the wizard’s small bones and that would not cease.


  “Master,” he whispered, “the Hour of the Dragon draws near.”


  Wan Tengri dragged himself to his feet and stood with his broad hands knotted at his sides. Within the hour—He laughed briefly. “Come to the tower room, Bourtai. Thy magic must fight with mine this day, or—”


  “Or the rope!” whispered Bourtai. “All day, the princess hath watched me with cat’s eyes, and there is a mouse’s soul trembling in my breast.”


  Wan Tengri laughed sharply. “They tell the tale that once a mouse helped a lion, small monkey-thing. Pray to your various gods that the analogy holds and I fight like a lion this day.”


  “But thy magic, master?”


  “My magic will need the strength of my good right arm,” Wan Tengri said shortly. “Ten thousand men, Bourtai, and ten thousand swords. Ten thousand bows to hurl their arrows at this tower. Do thy fingers still itch for gold, Bourtai?”


  Rapidly, Wan Tengri led the way up the tall tower and, at first, Bourtai scampered beside him with a thousand questions, but presently he fell back to trail, panting behind the steady climb of his master’s muscle-knotted legs. Once in the tower room, Wan Tengri went swiftly to work. He tested the strength of the double rank of spears he had lashed together, then to each end he fastened a scroll of carpets. This, presently—straining his powerful back—he lifted to the balcony, and when he had settled it into place, a scroll of carpets projected on each side of the tower. Rapidly he worked at the lashings while white faces stared up from the Court of the Fountain. When he had finished with his rope braces, the spears lay like a yard across the mast of the tower, and he turned, panting to face Bourtai.


  “Thine, my mouse,” he said softly, “will be the task of gnawing this lion’s ropes when the trumpet blasts for the second time. But let the carpets down not too swiftly, or the spears are apt to break. If they do, there will be no saving that neck of thine!”


  Bourtai stretched his neck and fumbled it with his clawed fingers. “Aye, master, they shall drop slowly, but I do not understand this magic of thine.”


  “If thou didst,” Wan Tengri said dryly, “‘twould be no magic. Wait for the second trumpet blast.”


  


  He turned back down the steps then, to find the princess waiting, white-faced and frightened, in the great main hall. Beyond the walls was the turmoil of men’s angry voices. Her hands fluttered out to his.


  “Thy magic, my lord. Quickly!”


  Wan Tengri smiled, though the muscles across his shoulders were stiffening for battle, and his fiery head was thrown back with the challenge of death. “Nay, magic cannot be hurried, princess,” he said gently. “Did it not take seventeen years to break the spell that held thee bound a child?”


  The princess’ eyes softened. “Yet there are other magics that take less time and other spells!”


  “There are those,” Wan Tengri said harshly, “that last for a day.” He crossed to the armor where a spider had nested, burnished now, and swiftly fitted on cuirass and helmet. “When the trumpet sounds the second time, princess, do thou open wide the outlet of that wondrous spring of thy father’s. Thy magic, added to mine, will sweep the vermin from thy doorstep—I hope.”


  He bore his armor lightly as he bounded up the stairs once more to the room where he had slept, and there girded on his sword and caught his newly strung bow in his hand. If today the wizards broke the truce with assault of arrows, there would be an answer worthy of them! He strode to the balcony, stared down at the arrow-pierced corpse of the princess’ man. The last rays of the sun gilded his death-drawn face.


  “And you waited seventeen years for this,” he said. “Well, mayhap, I shall find some such answer today!”


  He caught up the man’s trumpet and stepped to the verge of the balcony where the white scarf was spread again. Already the sun was half swallowed by the Suntai hills. He set the trumpet to his mouth and the blast he blew with unfamiliar lips wavered and broke, roared loud and strong. Silence fell, but there was laughter in the nearest line of the faces of the guards. So they did not like his trumpeting? Wan Tengri scowled down at them.


  “I am the man,” he cried. “I speak for the princess. Where are these motley wizards of thine?”


  The ranks of the guards parted then, and he saw the masked figures of the four wizards who still survived. They stood silently, and Wan Tengri, scanning the army warily, saw men with drawn and ready bows hidden near them. Aye, he had expected that.


  “Fakirs of Kasimer,” he sent his thundering voice down at them, “three of thy number have gone. To you four who remain, for a little while, I give the message of the princess. You will withdraw your armies and disband them and surrender yourselves to her mercy. Refuse, and you die!”


  Jeering laughter and shouts broke from the multitude and, amid their ranks, a trumpet sang clearly. Wan Tengri cursed, then grinned wolfishly as a thick flight of arrows winged toward his balcony. Themselves had done it, had signaled the releasing of his magic!


  As he whipped his own stout bow into line and notched an arrow to the gut, the last red lip of the sun flicked below the verge of the hills and there was only the upleaping flames from the moat, tossing their red menace upon the faces of the host. By it, the four masked figures stood out boldly, but the ranks were already closing about them at the signal of that trumpet blast. The great bow twanged as swiftly as hand could notch arrow, and six shafts lanced downward in an eye wink of time.


  A guard sprang in front of one masked figure with an upthrown shield—and went down, his shield pinned to his skull. The second arrow, following in that same groove, struck down through a masked wizard’s throat and drove him, kicking, to the ground. But the other shafts found lesser flesh. Wan Tengri felt the bite of an arrow in his left arm and cursed as he fell back out of range. He could do little enough now. His arrows were best saved, for when his magic began to work—


  His fingers groped for the arrow in his arm while his eyes peered upward where the most distant light of the flames showed. Yes, his carpet scrolls were unrolling, reaching down. He peered warily over the side. The flames of the moat were leaping higher. Bourtai and the princess had done their work. His eyes scowled down at the arrow and he snapped off its head. His teeth set and he ripped the shaft free of his flesh with a curse. Better that it bleed for a while. He started into his chamber, yet paused for a while. There was a sighing in all the high air, a sighing that changed to a rising moan, that presently would shriek and howl. The flame wind had begun to blow!


  One more glance he threw at the uncurling carpets. They were dropping swiftly now, for Bourtai would have ducked inside at the first faint puff of the flame wind. They bellied like sails beside the mast of the tower and, like sails, too, they would curl the flame wind down into the heart of the city. The high-leaping flames of the moat would ride with it, and—The first hot gush of that down-turned wind eddied about Wan Tengri. The heat of it plugged his nostrils, clawed at his vitals with tiny, hot talons. Strangling, retching from that first touch, Wan Tengri staggered into the tower and slammed shut the door of the balcony. He leaned against it, panting, and slowly he began to smile. They had not lied about the power of the flame wind!


  He raced to the steps and Bourtai was clattering his sandals down from the heights. Below him, he heard the clear call of the princess’ voice, and the one servitor who remained to her ran close at her heels.


  “Thy magic, my lord?” called the princess. “Does it—succeed?”


  “That is a thing we shall see,” Wan Tengri said, with a tension that mocked his calm tones. He led the way upward to where a crystal globe was let into the tower wall, and through it they peered out into the madness of the Court of the Fountain. The high-leaping flames no longer clustered about the tower, but, blown downward by the fierce, turned pressure of the flame wind, guttered out in lancing spears of crimson and gold across the floor of the court itself. The flame winds of the evening, sweeping high across the city, were being caught by the upreaching tower, and the sail of carpet scrolls. Turned downward from their level course across the city, they swept down the carpets, down the side of the tower, and thence across the moat of burning crude oil. Like a mighty blow torch fed by the superheated winds deflected by his carpets, the gushing flames fled in flattened, angry tongues across the courtyard. A windrow of blackening bodies fringed the moat and, farther away where the outmost ranks of the ten thousand had stood, men were fighting savagely to escape. Swords whirled and flashed above their heads, and death crept toward them. Men writhed to the ground where the flames licked and beyond their reach, other men were staggering, clutching at their throats with maddened hands.


  The princess laughed aloud and clapped her hands in glee. “Thy magic works, my lord. My enemies die by the hundred, by the thousand.” Her fingers bit into Wan Tengri’s arm.


  Bourtai dropped to his knees and beat his forehead on the floor. He pressed his writhing, ancient lips to Wan Tengri’s foot. “Thou art the greatest wizard of them all, master. Forgive thy slave that ever he dared to doubt or to oppose thee.”


  Wan Tengri peered down at that scene of slaughter with sunken, bitter eyes, and there was no smile on his lips, no laughter in his heart. Yes, they died, and there had been brave men in that army, such men as even Prester John would have joyed to cross swords with. They died—horribly. Wan Tengri jerked his arm from under the princess’ hand, and his foot from the grip of Bourtai, and went heavily, slowly down the stairs. His sword clanked against his thigh, and the familiar bite of the bow-string was across his throat.


  “Prester John, magician,” he said thickly. “Magician, ha!”


  Outside, he could hear nothing save the shriek of the wind and the bellowing fire. The screams of the dying were mercifully blotted out, or had long ago strangled in their throats. The air was heavy with the scorching of stone and the reek of the moat fire; no worse stenches came, since the wind swept them out over the city. He stood in the wide main corridor on braced legs and waited. Above, the princess still shrieked in glee, as he should be doing. These men had slaughtered Kassar, and many another stout soldier—and they stood between him and wealth. He shrugged his shoulders, lifted his head, and Bourtai was cowering before him.


  “Master, the last of them is dead or fled,” he gasped. “Never has there been such slaughter as with this magic of thine. But now, while they flee, we should strike. We must march to the Temple of Ahriman and seize the treasury.”


  Wan Tengri managed a smile. “So, one more lie is revealed, small wizard. Didst know where the treasure was hidden.”


  “It is thy treasury now, lord.”


  Wan Tengri grunted. “I have earned it. Go to my chamber and wilt find two pots of black, stinking liquid. Empty them on some part of the carpets and throw a torch against the spot. We will soon be rid of the flame wind, now we have no need of it.”


  “But the fires about the tower, master?” cried Bourtai. “How may we pass them by?”


  Wan Tengri said shortly: “Thou didst help my magic there, Bourtai. Canst not recall?”


  “Master, I helped thee? Nay, we did but throw some salt bags into the moat.” His face was eager, pleading. “How can that be?”


  Wan Tengri rolled his shoulders. “Salt melts in boiling water,” he said curtly. “It melts quite rapidly. There were many bags, else even the cold water on which flows this magic black brew of the princess would have taken care of it long ago. Within the hour, the moat will suck itself dry again. Flame will race along these salt tunnels of thine, mayhap, and certain buildings will be destroyed. But marble does not carry flame and the fire will not last long. Go, rid me of my magic carpets, and then tell the princess to put on her state robes.” He grinned sourly. “She will walk on the bodies of her enemies to Ahriman’s temple. She’ll have to—else never again cross the Court of the Magic Fountain!”


  


  Bourtai’s feet scampered like the claws of a rat up the marble steps and, presently, there was a new, higher leaping of the flames from the moat and the sigh of the flame wind lifted and became remote. The stench of burned flesh came through clearly and Wan Tengri’s lips drew thin. Tomorrow, or the next day, he would begin to boast of this exploit, how his single-handed magic had slain ten thousand men. But he would not need to boast. The wandering troubadours would pick up the theme, and for centuries, perhaps, or as long as a father’s memory passed on to his son, the story would be told to the whining of one-string fiddles. Wan Tengri’s back stiffened. Prester John had made a name to be proud of, an empire in the East. It was no small exploit that, single-handed, he had turned back the wizard hordes.


  He began slowly to pace back and forth across the corridor and presently he was humming through his nose. The ceremonially slow step of the princess on the stairs pulled his head that way and he caught his breath in admiration. She was gowned in exquisite white and her golden hair flowed out from beneath a golden crown. Behind her, the woman servitor carried the train of her robe of state, and Bourtai leaned over the railing behind her to whisper, excitedly:


  “The flame dies from the moat, master, even as thou has said. Truly, thy magic takes care of all things, though it be a strange magic.”


  Wan Tengri smiled thinly. One thing his magic could not contrive, to keep the princess’ pure white robe clean while she crossed the width of the Court of the Fountain. Hiding his grin in his beard, Wan Tengri swept a stiff-backed bow and backed to swing wide the main doors of the tower, to release the mechanism of the drawbridge and let it clatter down. The princess lifted her chin in arrogance as she paced leisurely toward the drawbridge. The last flames were flickering out of the moat and, yonder, three hundred cubits away, a warehouse began to burn, rolling black, stinking smoke across the white buildings of the city. The princess marched out and Wan Tengri walked on her left and two paces to the rear. He pulled his eyes away from her and sent them probing over the shadows among the buildings. The curs that had escaped his magic must still be lurking there, and he had a pitifully small band with which to sack a city. His hand closed tautly about his sword hilt—and he saw the princess had stopped.


  The nauseous odor of burned human flesh made Wan Tengri’s stomach jerk, but his face was impassive. He stepped to the princess’ side as she faltered at the end of the drawbridge. Here, in her immediate path, was nothing that could be called human, but farther on, the silken tunics still smoldered on a few bodies and beyond that, the men slain by the flame wind were tossed in the careless undignity of death.


  “It is a proud day for you, princess.” Wan Tengri’s voice was deep with irony. “Few rulers are given to walk across the bodies of their enemies to the throne!”


  The girl’s white face turned up to his and she smiled, but there was coldness in her eyes. “It is good to see them dead, but their stench offends me. Thou shall carry me, my lord.”


  Behind the tower, the red fragment of the Mating Moon was rising, and its glow was ghostly across the dead, across the white buildings of Turgohl. Another building was burning, the high tower of Bourtai, where Wan Tengri had briefly stolen his soul.


  “It may not be, princess,” Wan Tengri said shortly. “My sword arm must be free, for others of thy enemies surely lurk among those buildings, hiding from my magic. Walk proudly, princess—and hold your train high.”


  He dropped back and his sardonic eyes combed the ranks of dead. Who could say whether among these were the wizards of Kasimer, or whether they still marshaled the remnants of their cohorts in the shadow of the Temple of Ahriman? His gaze reached to the shadows ahead.


  “Bourtai,” he murmured, “canst find thy thieves?”


  “It may be, master.”


  “Then do so. Arm them from the dead and bid them follow in the shadows. And remember, Bourtai, my magic is greater than thine, and it reaches beyond the borderline of Death—I, who conquered Death in the arena, tell you this.”


  Bourtai dropped to his knees. “Master, lord, sire—if ever I betray thee—”


  “Why, then I shall crop thy neck, apeling. Begone.” Bourtai darted like a shadow among the dead and was gone, and the princess lifted her chin and began to pick a dainty way across the Court of the Magic Fountain, which hereafter, Wan Tengri thought, would bear a grimmer name. His eyes swung to the princess of the golden hair. There was the making of a ruler there, for she trod the way he had pointed, and her head was high. The woman behind her staggered and reeled in her efforts to follow, and once she dropped the train and clasped both hands to a nausea-tortured belly.


  


  Across the horror of the square, the princess led the way and, ever alert, Wan Tengri followed. He held an arrow on the gut of his bow. It suited his plans to have her move slowly. It would give Bourtai time to summon his thieves. They were poor stuff, but with what the wizard would tell them of the magic of Prester John perhaps they would take courage. He thought he heard a man cry out faintly, but couldn’t be sure. He moved closer to the princess’ side.


  “Do I walk well, my lord?” her voice came back weakly.


  “No conquering king,” said Wan Tengri truthfully, “could walk better. Thou hast learned a lesson, small princess. Fix on the thing thou desirest and let nothing turn thee aside. Be bold. Be merciless that thou mayest later be kind by contrast. If a man oppose thy will, strike him down.”


  It was fine advice he gave, beyond a doubt, but there was the matter of the reward.


  “And,” he added thoughtfully, “always keep thy word.”


  “These lessons of thine have a certain pungency, my lord,” said the princess, and her voice was strangled. “Phagh, these, my enemies, must have been an unclean lot in life to stink so after death!”


  Wan Tengri caught a roar of laughter, that leaped unbidden to his lips, and admiration touched his gray eyes as he gazed on that upright golden head. The fire-scorched dead were behind them now, and there were only the scattered ranks of those that the flame wind had strangled. Almost, the Court of the Fountain was crossed and there was still no sign of life, nor of Bourtai and his thieving rascals. A breath of worry touched Wan Tengri’s mind. Had he been wrong to think Bourtai conquered, and slave to his will? Wan Tengri plucked at the bowstring. Well, here was a resolver of all doubts!


  At last, the court was overpassed, and here were only a scattered few of the dead. The one broad way of Turgohl lay straight from here to the towering bulk of the Temple of Ahriman. The princess dropped the train of her skin and took the middle of the way, and Wan Tengri saw that she had kept it remarkably clean, what with one thing and another. His eyes were keener now to probe the shadows, and there was a tautness that almost made his bowstring fingers quiver. Far off in the darkness, a dog or a wolf lifted a high howling. Afterward, there was a greater silence into which the moan of the flame wind thrust mournfully. The princess’ feet made light, quick sounds upon the cobbles, and now and again Wan Tengri’s sword clanked.


  This might be a city of the dead, so closely had the people inclosed themselves behind their locked doors and battened walls. And that was the wise way of citizens everywhere. The conquest of the armies meant little so that they were not looted. Through their streets, the battle would rage and red host slaughter green, or silver curse the gold. In the end, the doors of the houses would open and things would go on very much as before, save that one man would be richer and another poorer. Well, so that he was one of the richer ones! He shifted his taut shoulders and something rasped against the flesh of his chest—the bit of wood from the True Cross.


  “Rest easy, Christos,” Wan Tengri whispered. “One hundred thousand was the pledge, and this soldier’s word is true as silver in the vault. Tonight, thou shall have thy first installment—and I live. For look you, the princess has granted me three wishes. It is true that I will be wise to make the wishes she wants me to make—”


  The attack came with no more warning than a hoarse shout from the darkness. Suddenly, from the dark lanes that knifed between stone walls on two sides of this broad way, men debouched. Wan Tengri could not glimpse the colors of their tunics, but their armor glinted in the faint light. All Wan Tengri’s tension left him in a great roar of sound that drove from his throat. His war bow began to pluck out its base lute notes of the song of Death. Swiftly as he could whip them free from his quiver, he sent his arrows whistling through the dark, and each found its new quiver in soldier flesh.


  A half score of notes, the bowstring sang, and on this left flank there were no more enemies. On the moment, the princess cried out, but it was in anger not fear. A man had seized her in his arms and lifted her aloft. Wan Tengri sprang that way with his sword whining from its sheath, but before he could reach the spot, the white arm of the princess rose and fell, and the man who bore her pitched to the ground.


  


  Instantly, Wan Tengri had leaped past her to attack the others, and his sword darted like a flame. “Ha, does thy throat trouble thee? ‘Twill not for long. And that right arm of thine? It will pain thee no more. Ha!” His great, surging battle laughter roared up to the heavens. It was Prester John who fought; Hurricane John, with a sword of lightning in his hand. Two men charged at him with raised blades, and Prester John leaped between them. His dragging scimitar sliced a man’s head off clean, whirled in his hand to catch the second soldier as he turned. Steel met steel, and it was the soldiers’ blade that faltered, that flew through the dark night air, glittering in two parts.


  The man dropped to his knees. “Mercy, sire. I know thee now. Thou art—”


  The princess’ arm struck down from behind, and her stinging dagger in his spine cut short his words. For an instant, they were clear of enemies, and gray eyes sought gray. “Be merciless, thou sayest, my lord,” said the princess.


  A bowstring twanged and Wan Tengri felt the punch of an arrow between his shoulder blades. He swayed, whirled with his bow in hand again while his sword clashed as it leaped to his teeth. The taste of blood was warm and salty upon it—and the bowstring was singing. That blow between his shoulders. Had it penetrated his armor? There were few with the strength to draw so strong a bow, and yet he did not know this metal that cased him. There was a prick and drag on his shoulder muscles. Phagh! It was no more than a pin prick!


  There were sharp, new shoutings in the dark. Shadows flirted along the rear of the armored men, and a cracked, shrill voice sounded from the night: “Save thy arrows, sire; they are not needed!”


  Wan Tengri’s bow checked in middraw. “Each time Bourtai speaks,” he muttered, “I am promoted a little. Now it is sire. Next will he dub me god. Nay, Christos, I meant no offense. Princess, an arrow pricks my back. Be pleased to draw it forth.”


  He felt a minor tear of flesh and then he was facing the princess again, seeing the arrow and the dagger in her hands. Her white dress was ruined now, but these were honorable stains. Wan Tengri said, with deep sincerity: “Princess, thou wilt make a great ruler. Never doubt it. It is time, I think, that we hastened to the temple. Bourtai,” he lifted his voice. “Follow us.”


  “Sire, it is done!”


  Once more, the princess’ small feet made their slight echoes, but now they were drowned in the heavier tramp of other feet keeping ragged time. There were scampering steps at Wan Tengri’s elbow, and the whisper of a thin voice: “I tell thee, sire, thy princess is a very warrior. All the world could yield you no braver!”


  Wan Tengri grunted and, presently, he followed the straight, narrow back of the princess up the steps of the temple of Ahriman and down me long hall with its fluted columns. The swirl of incense smoke wiped out the memory of filth. The tread of men was noisier, and Wan Tengri glanced about him, strangled a hard laughter. The thieves had armed themselves truly. Brass cuirasses, made for men, swung loosely about their hollow chests. The helmets slipped on their heads, but their swords, carried naked in their hands, were honorably stained and they walked lightly for all their weight of metal.


  Wan Tengri’s head whipped about at the whisper of a beginning chant. The shaven priests of Ahriman, in seven ranks of seven colors, were filing out before the idol of Ahriman, and once more Wan Tengri saw the fire flashes in the eyes of that awesome figure, heard the premonitory rumbling of speech from the idol.


  “Your pardon, sire,” Bourtai whispered. “I must go and work my own slight magic.” He faded into the darkness among the temple columns, and Wan Tengri gestured the guard of thieves closer about the princess and himself.


  “These priests will crown you, since you are strong now,” he whispered in the ear of the princess, “but if you allow that, they will be stronger than you. Ahriman is a false god, for he could not destroy me. I will tell you the true god. Drive these priests forth.”


  The princess nodded. “I know nothing of gods,” she said flatly, “but these priests seem arrogant.”


  She stepped forward and threw up her white, bloodstained arm. “Cease these noises,” she said curtly. “I am thy princess and it is my command!”


  


  The priests turned cynical eyes on her and Wan Tengri plucked the string of his empty bow so that it sang thinly into the temple vault. At his gesture, the thieves struck steel against the brazen shields.


  “It is the princess’ command,” Wan Tengri said, and deepened his voice.


  “Here”—a thin-faced priest strode forward—“here, only Ahriman gives orders. We await the speech of Ahriman.”


  Wan Tengri took a half stride forward while his hand darted toward his sword, and he saw the jaws of the idol, Ahriman, champ open and a cracked voice, strangely deepened, and yet easily recognizable to the accustomed ears of Prester John, began to speak. He hid a smile.


  “Aye, let Ahriman decide!” said Wan Tengri.


  Ahriman’s judgment thundered through the temple, “The princess reigns! Her word is law! Flee, thou shavelings, and make way for the rightful ruler of Turgohl!”


  The priests’ ranks wavered in a momentary panic and, with a gesture, Wan Tengri sent his thieves against them. While the armored men marched ten paces forward, the ranks of the priests wavered, then broke and fled. The princess moved steadily forward, yet Wan Tengri saw that she was trembling.


  “Surely,” she whispered, “this is a god who speaks!”


  “That,” said Wan Tengri dryly, “is no more than our pet wizard, Bourtai, working his small magic.” He whirled before the altar. “Let the people be summoned,” he commanded. “Sound the alarms and bring them to the temple where a princess crowns herself!”


  They two stood upon the steps of the altar now, tall man with head of fire and slim girl with her golden tresses, and the curtain of silver swung close behind them to block out the face and the figure of Ahriman.


  “Surely now,” said the princess softly, “surely now thou mayest claim thy rewards, my lord.”


  Prester John stood over her, glanced down at the bloodstains on her silken gown, at the glowing fire of her gray eyes. The princess was pleased to be pliant—just now.


  “Aye,” rumbled Prester John, “perhaps it is time. Hark to my words, princess. With my magic, I can see into the future. Thou wilt rule long and well, for thou hast the qualities of rulership. Thou art merciless and strong—yet thy woman’s mercy will spare the weak. And it is plain that thou meanest to keep thy royal word.”


  “Why, yes,” said the princess, blushing. “Why, yes, Prester John.”


  Prester John drew in a slow breath that strained his chest against its confining armor. He hesitated and his eyes were wary. “Two things I will ask of thee now. When thy people come and thou art crowned, thou shall acknowledge Christos for thy true god, since he has set thee on thy throne. It happens I have made a vow.”


  “And is this thy god, my lord, this Christos?”


  Wan Tengri laughed. “By Ahriman, it must be so, since he has brought me unharmed through various encounters. And so I must fulfill my vow, that a hundred thousand shall bow down and acknowledge him.”


  “A hundred thousand,” said the princess, and her voice was wondering. “There are not so many in Turgohl, by half.”


  “Is it so?” marveled Wan Tengri, and hid the laughter in his eyes. Perhaps this would be easier than he had thought. “Is it so? Now, this is a serious thing, princess, for look you, any man fulfill not his pledge to the gods, they withdraw their favor. Ah, but it is easy. Thou shall equip for me, princess, a mighty galley and thou shall give me riches upon it so that I may harry the Baikul sea in thy name, and in the name of Christos. Thus will thy stature be increased and I fulfill my vow.” He watched her closely. It was a good excuse he had made under the spur of the moment.


  The princess frowned a little. “It shall be done,” she said, “and yet it seems to me thou art overanxious about this vow of thine. I would not take thee for a—devout man!”


  Prester John lifted his mighty right arm and pointed a rigid finger upward. “No man may trifle with the gods,” he thundered. Almost, he convinced himself.


  The princess quailed a little. “No, I suppose not, Prester John, and it may be that I have wronged thee a little in my thoughts.” People were beginning to throng in through the temple doors, packing along the walls behind the columns, staring toward this blood-dappled man and woman who stood before the silver cloth of Ahriman, flanked by curious guards who seemed too small for their armor; at a small, wizened man who wore a gorgeous gown of cloth-of-gold and squatted at the feet of the two. They saw him reach out and pluck at the flaming tunic of the sun-haired man.


  “Sire,” whispered Bourtai, “sire, the people come.”


  “Aye,” Prester John answered. “Princess, my third wish”—he leaned over her and his eyes blazed down into hers—“my third wish must wait until we have taken care of this business.”


  


  The princess flushed. “Aye, must it?” she muttered. “Very well.” She faced toward the assembling multitudes and before she spoke there was no doubt that she ruled, for at the proud arrogance upon her face, the people dropped upon their knees.


  “It is well,” said the princess coldly. “You acknowledge me thy ruler. Therefore, for the present, I will be merciful. I will forget that for seventeen years thou didst allow me to molder under enchantment in my tower—until a stranger should free me. If you wish to see what happens to those from whom my mercy is withdrawn—gaze on the Court of the Magic Fountain.”


  She was silent, and a murmur came from the kneeling host: “Thou art the ruler.”


  To Wan Tengri’s ears, it had a monotonous sound. He shifted uneasily on his feet and found Bourtai’s eyes pleadingly upon him. Bourtai stood on tiptoe to whisper “She is very lovely, Wan Tengri, and a fit mate for thee.”


  Wan Tengri glowered and did not answer. He had felt the pull of the girl’s spirit, and of her lovely flesh. It might be she was part of the kingdom he would carve in this fabulous, wealthy East. It might be—


  “You will rise, my people,” said the princess, “and you will bow again to the new god, Christos, who has freed me through his disciple, Prester John.”


  The people obeyed, and the princess turned impatiently to Prester John. “Now then, fifty thousand have bowed to thy Christos, or shall before I am through. Tomorrow, that same fifty thousand could bow again—”


  “Nay,” rumbled Prester John. “It will not serve. I have thy promise, princess,”


  “Aye.” The princess’ eyes were cool. “Aye, and there is still that third wish.”


  “There is,” Prester John acknowledged.


  The princess turned to the people. “Fifty men will remain,” she said curtly. “Those who own galleys and those who own slaves. Do not seek to evade me, for my wizards know you all.”


  Men shambled forward and the princess regarded them with a calm air of possession. “The largest galley in the harbor will be outfitted for Prester John, who is my high councilor and the commander of my army and my fleet. You will man it with slaves and soldiers. Send fifty slaves here to bear riches to that galley. That is all; you may go.” She turned to Prester John and there was a question and a warning in her voice: “Thou seest, Prester John, I keep my promises.”


  Prester John stood over her, and there was a grim tightening of his mouth corners, and there was a part of him that wanted one thing, and there was a part that wanted another. And there was his reason that saw the flaw.


  “Princess,” he said, with harshness in his voice, “I am a free man and a free soul, even as thou art. We are two strong people, thou and I.”


  “We are two strong people,” the princess acknowledged, and there was still a questioning reserve in her voice.


  “Would you then bow the knee to me?” Prester John demanded roughly.


  “Oh, gladly, Prester John!”


  “And for how long?”


  Bourtai was plucking at Prester John’s sleeve and his small whisper reached up to his ear faintly. “Careful, sire. Oh, tread carefully! Thou walkest a way from which no man can turn back. Once thou hast spoken—”


  The crushing weight of Prester John’s hand upon Bourtai’s shoulder shut off his words.


  “For how long, princess?” Prester John insisted. “Thou who canst be merciless and can be bold; thou who canst rule thy people with an iron hand. How long wilt thou bow the knee to any man?”


  The princess’ teeth showed white between her red ripe lips, but it was not a smile. “I think,” she said softly, “I think it is time that Prester John made his third wish!”


  Prester John strained his chest against the armor, and held the breath for so long that his head swung with dizziness. He blew it out and the red thick hair of his mustache fluttered.


  “Princess,” he said doggedly, “I ask thy leave to take my galley and go.”


  “Ah!” The princess’ hand flew to her heart, and found there the hilt of her dagger. “Ah—” she said more softly.


  “Exactly,” Prester John agreed. “We are two strong people, thou and I—and my princess keeps her promises.”


  The princess’ face had the white coldness of marble, of the alabaster altar against which Prester John had fought and almost died. Her nostrils swelled and still the white shine of her teeth came from between her red lips.


  When she spoke, it was coldly, with a flat venom that pierced like a serpent’s tooth, and Prester John felt the trembling of Bourtai, crouching behind him.


  “So far as is the scope of my power,” said the princess softly, “and within the limits of Turgohl, I gave my promise that thou shouldst have thy wishes. Thou hast permission to go.”


  “With my galley, princess, and the riches, of course.”


  “With thy galley, Prester John, and the riches.”


  Prester John bent stiffly to a knee. “I do now, princess, what I have never done before. I kneel to a woman. Let the memory prove to you my heart!”


  The princess made a strangled sound, and the knuckles of the hand that clutched the dagger hilt were white, bone-white.


  “Thou hast my permission to go!”


  


  Prester John lurched to his feet and turned away. As he walked his pace quickened, and he swung in the eternal rhythm of men who march. The sword swung a little at his side, and its clanking rang softly to the vault of the temple. His eyes bored into the darkness of the night, and he could see the far glitter of the stars on Baikul. At his side, skittering, dancing sideways, piping his thin protests up at Prester John, danced Bourtai in his gown of gold, half angry and wholly fearful.


  “Thou art a fool, Prester John,” he said. “Thou wilt never reach thy galley, or if thou dost, wilt never sail from this harbor with thy riches. Thou art a fool, Prester John. And alas, I am thy fool, for I must go with thee—else feel the rope of that waspish princess round my throat.”


  The galley was the largest in the harbor and through the night slaves carried gold aboard. Bourtai stood chuckling and shivering in alternate hope and fear beside Prester John and watched the riches, the brocades and silk and cloth of gold, the gems and spices and rich furs.


  “Nay, sire,” he whispered, “perhaps thou wert right. I will tell thee tomorrow when we are safe away. For surely the princess is a sweet, soft thing to gaze upon, but steel is her soul. She would rule thee or break thee, sire.”


  Prester John rumbled a throaty laugh as his eyes sought the far horizon of Baikul Sea. “Still I keep my rank in thy eyes, eh, Monkey-face? Still am I thy sire?”


  “Still and always, sire,” Bourtai said fervently.


  Prester John grunted and shouted an order to the slaves. The Hour of the Dog was past, and it was only a brief while more to the Hour of the Ox. He had wrested great riches from Turgohl, Kassar had been avenged, and some small pan of his pledge to Christos had been fulfilled. Prester John touched briefly the bit of the True Cross about his throat.


  “A hundred thousand, Christos,” he muttered, “and they shall believe, as I believe, no matter what throats must be slit.”


  He bent down and whispered to Bourtai. “We will fool this cold princess, apeling,” he whispered. “She will expect us to linger for the last peppercorn, the last cubit of silk. Already there is an emperor’s ransom aboard. Get below and get the slaves to their oars. When I give the signal, have them give way with a will! For twixt thee and me, small twisted ape, I do not trust this princess of ours overmuch. Listen, I will stamp twice upon the deck.”


  Bourtai scampered below, and the shrillness of his voice echoed up to Prester John upon the deck. Cautiously he moved along, and twice his sword flashed up and down, so that only one more rope bound them to the shore. The ship trembled slightly under his feet and he frowned. Strange that a galley of this bulk should tremble for so slight a cause! He hurried toward the only other rope. A chain of slaves, bowed beneath their loads, was approaching, but Prester John did not delay. Once more his sword rose and fell, and he stamped twice upon the wooden deck.


  Once more, it seemed to him, the galley trembled, strangely insubstantial under his heel, but perhaps it was the lash of the oars all taking hold at once. Perhaps—Prester John hurried to the steering oar and, with a mighty heave of his shoulder, settled it into its socket. The sun’s golden rim lifted above the Volapoi hills and sent a shaft of light to kindle anew the fire in his hair. The flame wind moaned and was still. Prester John threw back his great head and hurled his laughter at the heavens. He was away, away—with riches under the hatches and the far, blue seas-ahead. Bourtai cackled at his side, and the freshness of salt wind was in Prester John’s nostrils. For a heavily loaded galley his ship rode strangely high in the water. It bobbed with each passing wave, but it held its course true under Prester John’s grip upon the oar.


  “Thou callest me a fool, Monkey-face,” Prester John jeered.


  “Nay, sire, I wronged thee. Thou art as great as thy magic.”


  “No, man,” quoth Prester John, “is greater than his magic.” He began to sing, and time skipped by and the Hour of the Ox drew near, the hour when his rule would end. There was blue sea all about them, and the shores off Turgohl were dim blue behind them. Only the faint lift of a purple island ahead broke the circuit of sky and sea.


  “How think you, Bourtai, that I used my one day of rule?” Prester John asked presently. “When the sands of this glass have run it will end.”


  “Ah, well, sire! Well!” Bourtai lolled on a rich rug spread upon the deck, yet he seemed hunched and uncomfortable. “I shall watch these last sands run out and glory in them. Thou hast been great.”


  


  Prester John felt some uneasiness as he saw the last sands dimple in their center and slide more swiftly, it seemed, through the small neck of the hourglass. He would feel that uneasiness until the sands had truly run out. He glanced down at Bourtai, and there was no comfort there, for all the small wizard’s reassurance.


  “The princess was generous,” Prester John said slowly, “it could not be considered that we robbed her, for we earned what she gave us. Think you so, Bourtai?”


  Bourtai flung back his head until his scrawny neck was stretched. “How could it be robbery, sire?” he cackled. “Besides, she hath not thought away the things she gave! That I take as proof self-evident. Sire, the last of the sands trickle through.”


  Prester John’s eyes riveted on the hourglass. His chest swelled. It was almost over, this day of his rule, and it had been good, good. He was fabulously rich and free—there remained his vow, of course, but that could wait. A few grains of sand lingered, then they slid through. The galley lifted more sluggishly on the waves, and—


  Prester John closed his eyes in relief. The last of the sands had run out. His day of rule was over, and—Bourtai uttered a strangled cry and Prester John opened his eyes. He swore a tearing oath and stared about him. He rubbed his eyes and stared again. Where was the rich-laden galley and the splashing oars? Where was the slave crew and the gallant mast? This boat in which he rode was no more than a leaking cockleshell, borne along by the currents of Baikul, and each moment sinking lower in the blue waters!


  “Christos!” whispered Prester John. “I will fulfill my vow!”


  Bourtai forced out a voice that strangled with rage: “I was looking right at it and it vanished, like a snap of the fingers, like a jewel. By Ahriman, the princess has thought away her gift!”


  “What?” whispered Prester John. “What say you?”


  “The princess has thought away her riches and her galley, thou fool, like any other wizard of Turgohl!”


  Prester John stared into Bourtai’s glittering, angry eyes through a long moment, then he threw back his head and bellowed his laughter at the empty vault of the heavens.


  “What said the prophecy, Bourtai? That I should rule for one day and thereafter there would be only one wizard left behind? The wizard is left behind—our little princess! And her magic is subtle; oh, quite as subtle as thine! For you see, we wanted to believe in this galley she conjured up for us, and in the riches with which she heaped us. Aye, aye, there is a princess for you. For you, but not for me! Thank Christos, there are leagues of sea ‘twixt her and us.”


  “Thou art a fool!” Bourtai snapped.


  “What, ‘sire’ no longer?” Prester John controlled his laughter with an effort. “Why, we have a boat of sorts, small twisted wizard with the soul of a mouse. There is an island ahead, and beyond are other lands and riches—but, I hope, no more princesses. By Ahriman, by Mithra and by Christos, it was well done, princess. My helmet is off to you!”


  He lifted his hand to his fiery head, and a ludicrous look came across his face. He stared then and found he was naked, with only his sword and his bow and his quiver strapped about him—and his great thundering laughter rolled out anew.


  “By all the gods,” he gasped, “she hath… she hath left us only our skins!”


  The steering oar hung lax in his hand while his laughter rolled, and presently a sour grin touched the face of Bourtai


  “Thou art a fool, Prester John,” Bourtai grumbled, “but a gay, brave fool—and, is it Christos you swear by? By Christos, she hath left me you, and you to me. And may you share the joy of it!” Then he cackled, and the thin sound blended with the thunder of Prester John’s laughter and they drifted on, laughing, in a leaking little cockleshell upon the breast of blue Baikul toward an island purple with promise in the sun.
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