Bl ack Amazon of Mars

by Lei gh Brackett

Gimy Eric John Stark sl ogged toward that ancient Martian city—wth every
step he cursed the talisman of Ban Cruach that flamed in his bl ood-stained
belt Behi nd him screaned the hordes of G aran, hungering for that magic

j ewel —ahead lay the dread abode of the Ice Creatures—at his side stal ked the
whi spering spectre of Ban Cruach, urging himon to a battle Stark knew he mnust
| ose!
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THROUGH ALL THE LONG col d hours of the Norland night the Martian had not noved
nor spoken. At dusk of the day before Eric John Stark had brought himinto the
ruined tower and laid himdown, wrapped in blankets, on the snow. He had built
a fire of dead brush, and since then the two nen had waited, alone in the vast
wast el and that girdles the polar cap of Mars.

Now, just before dawn, Camar the Martian spoke.

“Stark.”

“Yes?”

“l am dying.”

“Yes.”

“I will not reach Kushat.”
“No. "

Camar nodded. He was silent again.

The wi nd how ed down fromthe northern ice, and the broken walls rose up
against it, brooding, gigantic, roofless now but so huge and spraw i ng that
they seemed less like walls than cliffs of ebon stone. Stark would not have
gone near them but for Camar. They were wong, somehow, with a taint of
forgotten evil still about them

The big Earthman gl anced at Camar, and his face was sad. “A nman likes to die
in his own place,” he said abruptly. “I amsorry.”

“The Lord of Silence is a great personage,” Camar answered. “He does not m nd
the neeting place. No. It was not for that | canme back into the Norlands.”

He was shaken by an agony that was not of the body. “And | shall not reach
Kushat !”

Stark spoke quietly, using the courtly H gh Martian al nost as fluently as
Canar .

“l have known that there was a burden heavier than death upon ny brother’s
soul .”

He | eaned over, placing one |arge hand on the Martian's shoul der. “M brother
has given his life for mne. Therefore, | will take his burden upon nyself, if
| can.”

He did not want Camar’s burden, whatever it might be. But the Martian had



fought beside himthrough a I ong guerilla canpai gn anong the harried tribes of
t he nearer nmoon. He was a good man of his hands, and in the end had taken the
bull et that was nmeant for Stark, knowi ng quite well what he was doing. They
were friends.

That was why Stark had brought Canmar into the bleak north country, trying to
reach the city of his birth. The Martian was driven by some secret denon. He
was afraid to die before he reached Kushat.

And now he had no choi ce.

“l have sinned, Stark. | have stolen a holy thing. You re an outlander, you
woul d not know of Ban Cruach, and the talisnman that he | eft when he went away
forever beyond the Gates of Death.”

Camar flung aside the blankets and sat up, his voice gaining a febrile
strengt h.

“I was born and bred in the Thieves’ Quarter under the Wall. | was proud of ny
skill. And the talisman was a challenge. It was a treasured thing—so treasured
that hardly a man has touched it since the days of Ban Cruach who made it. And
that was in the days when nmen still had the lustre on them before they forgot
that they were gods.

“‘@uard well the Gates of Death,’” he said, ‘that is the city’'s trust. And keep
the talisman al ways, for the day nay come when you will need its strength. Wo
hol ds Kushat hol ds Mars—and the talisman will keep the city safe.

“I was a thief, and proud. And | stole the talisnan.”

H s hands went to his girdle, a belt of worn leather with a boss of battered
steel. But his fingers were already nunb.

“Take it, Stark. Open the boss—there, on the side, where the beast’s head is
carved..”

STARK took the belt from Camar and found the hidden spring. The rounded top of
the boss cane free. Inside it was sonething wapped in a scrap of silk.

“I had to | eave Kushat,” Camar whi spered. “l could never go back. But it was
enough—+to have taken that.”

He wat ched, shaken between awe and pride and renorse, as Stark unw apped the
bit of silk.

Stark had di scounted nost of Canmar’s talk as superstition, but even so he had
expect ed somnet hing nore spectacul ar than the object he held in his palm

It was a | ens, sonme four inches across—an-nade, and made with great skill

but still only a bit of crystal. Turning it about, Stark saw that it was not a
sinmple lens, but an intricate interlocking of many facets. Incredibly
conplicated, hypnotic if one looked at it too |ong.

“What is its use?” he asked of Canar.

“We are as children. We have forgotten. But there is a | egend, a belief—that
Ban Cruach hinself nade the talisman as a sign that he woul d not forget us,
and woul d cone back when Kushat is threatened. Back through the Gates of
Death, to teach us again the power that was his!”



“l do not understand,” said Stark. “What are the Gates of Death?”

Camar answered, “It is a pass that opens into the black mountains beyond
Kushat. The city stands guard before it—ahy, no nan renenbers, except that it
is a great trust.”

H s gaze feasted on the talisman.
Stark said, “You wish ne to take this to Kushat?”

“Yes. Yes! And yet.” Canar | ooked at Stark, his eyes filling suddenly wth
tears. “No. The North is not used to strangers. Wth me, you m ght have been
safe. But alone...No, Stark. You have risked too much already. Go back, out of
t he Norl ands, while you can.”

He | ay back on the blankets. Stark saw that a bluish pallor had conme into the
hol | ows of his cheeks.

“Camar,” he said. And again, “Canmar!”
“ Yes ?!!
“Go in peace, Camar. | will take the talisman to Kushat.”

The Martian sighed, and sniled, and Stark was glad that he had made the
prom se.

“The riders of Mekh are wolves,” said Camar suddenly. “They hunt these gorges.
Look out for them”

“I will.”

Stark’s know edge of the geography of this part of Mars was vague indeed, but

he knew t hat the nountain valleys of Mekh |ay ahead and to the north, between

hi m and Kushat. Camar had told himof these upland warriors. He was willing to
heed the warni ng.

Camar had done with tal king. Stark knew that he had not long to wait. The w nd
spoke with the voice of a great organ. The noons had set and it was very dark
outside the tower, except for the white glimering of the snow. Stark | ooked
up at the brooding walls, and shivered. There was a snell of death already in
the air.

To keep fromthinking, he bent closer to the fire, studying the lens. There
were scratches on the bezel, as though it had been held sonetine in a clanp,

or setting, like a jewel. An ornament, probably, worn as a badge of rank
Strange ornanent for a barbarian king, in the dawn of Mars. The firelight nade
tiny dancing sparks in the endl ess inner facets. Quite suddenly, he had a
curious feeling that the thing was alive.

A pang of primtive and unreasoning fear shot through him and he fought it
down. His vision was beginning to blur, and he shut his eyes, and in the
darkness it seened to himthat he could see and hear ...

HE STARTED UP, shaken now with an eerie terror, and raised his hand to hurl
the talisman away. But the part of himthat had | earned with rmuch pain and
effort to be civilized made hi m stop, and think

He sat down again. An instrument of hypnosis? Possibly. And yet that fleeting
touch of sight and sound had not been his own, out of his own nenories.



He was tenmpted now, fascinated, like a child that plays with fire. The
tali sman had been worn sonehow. Where? On the breast? On the brow?

He tried the first, with no result. Then he touched the flat surface of the
lens to his forehead.

The great tower of stone rose up nonstrous to the sky. It was whole, and there
were pallid lights within that stirred and flickered, and it was crowned with
a shimrering darkness.

He lay outside the tower, on his belly, and he was filled with fear and a
great anger, and a loathing such as turns the bones to water. There was no
snow. There was ice everywhere, rising to half the tower’s hei ght, sheathing
t he ground.

Ice. Cold and cl ear and beautiful —and deadly.

He noved. He glided snakelike, with infinite caution, over the smooth surface.
The tower was gone, and far below himwas a city. He saw the tenples and the
pal aces, the glittering lovely city beneath himin the ice, blurred and
fairylike and strange, a dream half glinpsed through crystal

He saw the Ones that lived there, noving slowy through the streets. He could
not see themclearly, only the vague shining of their bodies, and he was gl ad.

He hated them wth a hatred that conquered even his fear, which was great
i ndeed.

He was not Eric John Stark. He was Ban Cruach
The tower and the city vani shed, swept away on a reeling tide.

He stood beneath a scarp of black rock, notched with a single pass. The cliffs
hung over him | eaning out their vast bulk as though to crush him and the
narrow nmouth of the pass was full of evil |aughter where the wi nd went by.

He began to walk forward, into the pass. He was quite al one.

The Iight was dimand strange at the bottomof that cleft. Little veils of

m st crept and clung between the ice and the rock, thickened, becane nore
dense as he went farther and farther into the pass. He could not see, and the
wi nd spoke with many tongues, piping in the crevices of the cliffs.

Al at once there was a shadow in the nist before him a dimgigantic shape
that noved toward him and he knew that he | ooked at death. He cried out...

It was Stark who yelled in blind atavistic fear, and the echo of his own cry
brought hi mup standing, shaking in every linb. He had dropped the talisnan.
It lay gleaning in the snow at his feet, and the alien menories were gone—and
Camar was dead.

After a time he crouched down, breathing harshly. He did not want to touch the
| ens again. The part of himthat had | earned to fear strange gods and evil
spirits with every step he took, the primtive aboriginal that lay so close
under the surface of his mind, warned himto leave it, to run away, to desert
this place of death and ruined stone.

He forced hinmself to take it up. He did not |look at it. He wapped it in the
bit of silk and replaced it inside the iron boss, and cl asped the belt around



his wai st. Then he found the small flask that lay with his gear beside the
fire and took a long pull, and tried to think rationally of the thing that had
happened.

Mermories. Not his own, but the menories of Ban Cruach, a nmillion years ago in
the nmorning of a world. Menories of hate, a secret war agai nst unhuman bei ngs
that dwelt in crystal cities cut in the living ice, and used these ruined
towers for some dark purpose of their own.

Was that the nmeaning of the talisnman, the power that lay within it? Had Ban
Cruach, by some elder and forgotten science, inprisoned the echoes of his own
mnd in the crystal ?

Why? Perhaps as a warning, as a rem nder of agel ess, alien danger beyond the
Gates of Death?

Suddenly one of the beasts tethered outside the ruined tower started up from
its sleep with a hissing snarl

Instantly Stark becane notionl ess.

They came silently on their padded feet, the rangy nmountain brutes noving
daintily through the sprawling ruin. Their riders too were silent—tall nen
with fierce eyes and russet hair, wearing | eather coats and carrying each a
| ong, straight spear.

There were a score of themaround the tower in the windy gloom Stark did not
bother to draw his gun. He had | earned very young the difference between
courage and idiocy.

He wal ked out toward them slowy |lest one of thembe startled into spearing
him yet not slowy enough to denote fear. And he held up his right hand and
gave t hem greeting.

They did not answer him They sat their restive nounts and stared at him and
Stark knew that Camar had spoken the truth. These were the riders of Mekh, and
t hey were wol ves.

I

STARK WAI TED, UNTIL THEY should tire of their own silence.
Final |y one denmanded, “Of what country are you?”

He answered, “1 amcalled N Chaka, the Man-Wthout-a-Tribe.”

It was the nane they had given him the half-human abori gi nal s who had rai sed
himin the blaze and thunder and bitter frosts of Mercury.

“A stranger,” said the | eader, and smled. He pointed at the dead Camar and
asked, “Did you slay hin®”

“He was mmy friend,” said Stark, “lI was bringing himhonme to die.”

Two riders disnounted to inspect the body. One called up to the | eader, “He
was from Kushat, if | know the breed, Thord! And he has not been robbed.” He
proceeded to take care of that detail hinself.

“A stranger,” repeated the |eader, Thord. “Bound for Kushat, with a man of



Kushat. Well. | think you will cone with us, stranger.”

Stark shrugged. And with the | ong spears pricking him he did not resist when
the tall Thord plundered himof all he owned except his clothes—and Canar’s
belt, which was not worth the stealing. H's gun Thord flung contenptuously
away.

One of the men brought Stark’s beast and Camar’s from where they were
tethered, and the Earthman mount ed—as usual, over the violent protest of the
creature, which did not like the snell of him They noved out from under the
shelter of the walls, into the full fury of the w nd.

For the rest of that night, and through the next day and the night that
followed it they rode eastward, stopping only to rest the beasts and chew on
their rations of jerked neat.

To Stark, riding a prisoner, it came with full force that this was the North
country, half a world away fromthe Mars of spaceshi ps and conmerce and
visitors fromother planets. The future had never touched these wild nmountains
and barren plains. The past held pride enough

To the north, the horizon showed a strange and ghostly glimrer where the
barrier wall of the polar pack reared up, gigantic against the sky. The w nd
blew, down fromthe ice, through the nountain gorges, across the plains, never
ceasing. And here and there the cryptic towers rose, broken nonoliths of

stone. Stark remenbered the vision of the talisman, the huge structure crowned
with eerie darkness. He | ooked upon the ruins with |oathing and curiosity. The
men of Mekh could tell him nothing.

Thord did not tell Stark where they were taking him and Stark did not ask. It
woul d have been an admi ssion of fear

In md-afternoon of the second day they came to a lip of rock where the snow
was swept clean, and below it was a sheer drop into a narrow valley. Looking
down, Stark saw that on the floor of the valley, up and down as far as he
could see, were nmen and beasts and shelters of hide and brush, and fires
burni ng. By the hundreds, by the several thousand, they canped under the
cliffs, and their voices rose up on the thin air in a vast deep murnur that
was deafening after the silence of the plains.

A war party, gathered now, before the thaw. Stark smled. He becane curious to
nmeet the | eader of this arny.

They found their way single file along a wi nding track that dropped down the
cliff face. The wi nd stopped abruptly, cut off by the valley walls. They cane
in among the shelters of the canp.

Here the snow was churned and soiled and nelted to slush by the fires. There
were no worren in the canp, no sign of the usual cheerful rabble that follows a
barbarian army. There were only nen—hillnen and warriors all, tough-handed
killers with no thought but battle.

They came out of their holes to shout at Thord and his nen, and stare at the
stranger. Thord was flushed and jovial w th inportance.

“I have no time for you,” he shouted back. “I go to speak with the Lord
G aran.”

Stark rode inpassively, a dark giant with a face of stone. Fromtinme to tine
he made his beast curvet, and | aughed at hinself inwardly for doing it.



They came at length to a shelter larger than the others, but built exactly the
same and no nore confortable. A spear was thrust into the snow beside the
entrance, and fromit hung a black pennant with a single bar of silver across
it, like lightning in a night sky. Beside it was a shield with the sane
device. There were no guards.

Thord di snounted, bidding Stark to do the sanme. He hammered on the shield with
the hilt of his sword, announcing hinmself.

“Lord G aran! It is Thord—ith a captive.”

A voi ce, toneless and strangely nuffled, spoke fromwthin.

“Enter, Thord.”

Thord pushed aside the hide curtain and went in, with Stark at his heels.

THE DI M DAYLI GHT did not penetrate the interior. Cressets burned, giving off a
flickering brilliance and a snell of strong oil. The floor of packed snow was
carpeted with furs, nuch worn. Qtherw se there was no adornnment, and no
furniture but a chair and a table, both dark with age and use, and a pallet of
skins in one shadowy corner with what seened to be a heap of rags upon it

In the chair sat a man.

He seened very tall, in the shaking light of the cressets. Fromneck to thigh
his | ean body was cased in black link mail, and under that a tunic of |eather
dyed bl ack. Across his knees he held a sable axe, a great thing made for the

shearing of skulls, and his hands lay upon it gently, as though it were a toy
he | oved.

H s head and face were covered by a thing that Stark had seen before only in
very ol d paintings—the anci ent war-nmask of the inland Kings of Mars. Wought

of black and gl eami ng steel, it presented an unhuman vi sage of slitted
eyehol es and a barred slot for breathing. Behind, it sprang out in a thin,
soaring sweep, like a dark wi ng edge-on in flight.

The intent, expressionless scrutiny of that mask was bent, not upon Thord, but
upon Eric John Stark

The hol | ow voi ce spoke again, from behind the mask. “Well?”
“W were hunting in the gorges to the south,” said Thord. “W saw a fire..! He
told the story, of how they had found the stranger and the body of the nman

from Kushat .

“Kushat!” said the Lord C aran softly. “Ah! And why, stranger, were you going
to Kushat?”

“My name is Stark. Eric John Stark, Earthman, out of Mercury.” He was tired of
being called stranger. Quite suddenly, he was tired of the whol e business.

“Why should I not go to Kushat? Is it against sonme |aw, that a man may not go
there in peace w thout being hounded all over the Norlands? And why do the nen
of Mekh make it their business? They have nothing to do with the city.”

Thord held his breath, watching with delighted anticipation

The hands of the man in arnmor caressed the axe. They were sl ender hands,



snoot h and si newy—small hands, it seenmed, for such a weapon.

“We nmake what we will our business, Eric John Stark.” He spoke with a peculiar
gentl eness. “1 have asked you. Wy were you going to Kushat?”

“Because,” Stark answered with equal restraint, “ny conrade wanted to go hone
to die.”

“I't seens a long, hard journey, just for dying.” The black hel m bent forward,
in an attitude of thought. “Only the condemmed or bani shed | eave their cities,
or their clans. Wy did your conrade flee Kushat?”

A voi ce spoke suddenly fromout of the heap of rags that lay on the pallet in
t he shadows of the corner. A man’'s voice, deep and husky, with the harsh
quaver of age or madness in it.

“Three nen beside nyself have fled Kushat, over the years that matter. One
died in the spring fl oods. One was caught in the nmoving ice of winter. One
lived. A thief naned Camar, who stole a certain talisman.”

Stark said, “My conrade was called Geshi.” The | eather belt weighed heavy
about him and the iron boss seemed hot against his belly. He was begi nning,
now, to be afraid.

THE LORD Cl ARAN spoke, ignoring Stark. “It was the sacred talisman of Kushat.
Wthout it, the city is like a man without a soul.”

As the Veil of Tanit was to Carthage, Stark thought, and reflected on the fate
of that city after the Veil was stol en

“The nobles were afraid of their own people,” the man in arnor said. “They did
not dare to tell that it was gone. But we know.”

“And,” said Stark, “you will attack Kushat before the thaw, when they |east
expect you.”

“You have a sharp nmind, stranger. Yes. But the great wall will be hard to
carry, even so. If | cane, bearing in nmy hands the talisman of Ban Cruach..’

He did not finish, but turned instead to Thord. “Wen you plundered the dead
man’ s body, what did you find?”

“Not hi ng, Lord. A few coins, a knife, hardly worth the taking.”

“And you, Eric John Stark. What did you take fromthe body?”

Wth perfect truth he answered, “Nothing.”

“Thord,” said the Lord G aran, “search him”

Thord canme sniling up to Stark and ripped his jacket open

Wth uncanny swi ftness, the Earthman noved. The edge of one broad hand took
Thord under the ear, and before the man’s knees had tine to sag Stark had
caught his arm He turned, crouching forward, and pitched Thord headl ong

t hrough the door fl ap.

He straightened and turned again. H s eyes held a feral glint. “The man has
robbed me once,” he said. “It is enough.”



He heard Thord's men coming. Three of themtried to jamthrough the entrance
at once, and he sprang at them He made no sound. H's fists did the talking
for him and then his feet, as he kicked the stunned barbarians back upon
their | eader.

“Now,” he said to the Lord Caran, “wll we talk as nmen?”

The man in arnor | aughed, a sound of pure enjoynent. It seemed that the gaze
behi nd the mask studied Stark’s savage face, and then lifted to greet the
sul l en Thord who came back into the shelter, his cheeks flushed crinmson with
rage.

“CGo,” said the Lord G aran. “The stranger and | will talk.”
“But Lord,” he protested, glaring at Stark, “it is not safe..

“My dark mistress |ooks after ny safety,” said G aran, stroking the axe across
his knees. “CGo.” Thord went.

The man in arnmor was silent then, the blind mask turned to Stark, who net that
eyel ess gaze and was silent also. And the bundle of rags in the shadows

strai ghtened slowy and becane a tall old man with rusty hair and beard,

t hr ough whi ch peered craggy juts of bone and two bright, small points of fire,
as though sone wi cked flanme burned within him

He shuffled over and crouched at the feet of the Lord G aran, watching the
Eart hman. And the man in arnor | eaned forward

“I will tell you sonmething, Eric John Stark. | ama bastard, but | come of the
bl ood of kings. My nane and rank | nust nake with my own hands. But | wll set
t hem high, and ny nane will ring in the Norl ands!

“I will take Kushat, Wo hol ds Kushat, holds Mars—and the power and the riches
that |lie beyond the Gates of Death!”

“l have seen them” said the old man, and his eyes blazed. “lI have seen Ban
Cruach the mighty. | have seen the tenples and the palaces glitter in the ice.
| have seen Them the shining ones. Ch, | have seen them the beautiful

hi deous ones!”

He gl anced sidelong at Stark, very cunning. “That is why Gtar is nad,
stranger. He has seen.”

A chill swept Stark. He too had seen, not with his own eyes but with the nind
and nenories of Ban Cruach, of a mllion years ago.
Then it had been no illusion, the fantastic vision opened to himby the

talisman now hidden in his belt! If this old madnman had seen...

“What beings lurk beyond the Gates of Death I do not know,” said G aran. “But
my dark mistress will test their strength—and | think my red wolves wll hunt
t hem down, once they get a snell of plunder.”

“The beautiful, terrible ones,” whispered Oar. “And oh, the tenples and the
pal aces, and the great towers of stone!”

“Ride with me, Stark,” said the Lord C aran abruptly. “Yield up the talisman,
and be the shield at my back. | have offered no other man that honor.”

Stark asked slowy, “Wiy do you choose ne?”



“W are of one blood, Stark, though we be strangers.”

The Earthman’s cold eyes narrowed. “Wat would your red wolves say to that?
And what would Otar say? Look at him already stiff with jeal ousy, and fear
lest | answer, ‘Yes .~

“l do not think you would be afraid of either of them”

“On the contrary,” said Stark, “lI ama prudent nan.” He paused. “There is one
other thing. I will bargain with no man until | have | ooked into his eyes.
Take of f your helm Ciaran—and then perhaps we will talk!”

QO ar’s breath made a snakel i ke hi ssing between his toothless guns, and the
hands of the Lord G aran tightened on the haft of the axe.

“No!” he whispered. “That | can never do.”

O ar rose to his feet, and for the first time Stark felt the full strength
that lay in this strange old man.

“Wuul d you | ook upon the face of destruction?” he thundered. “Do you ask for
death? Do you think a thing is hidden behind a nmask of steel without a reason
that you demand to see it?”

He turned. “My Lord,” he said. “By tonmorrow the |ast of the clans will have
joined us. After that, we nust march. Gve this Earthman to Thord, for the
time that remai ns—and you will have the talisman.”

The bl ank, blind mask was unnoving, turned toward Stark, and the Earthman
t hought that frombehind it cane a faint sound that night have been a sigh

Then...
“Thord!” cried the Lord C aran, and lifted up the axe.
11

THE FLAMES LEAPED HIGH fromthe fire in the windl ess gorge. Men sat around it
in agreat circle, the wild riders out of the mountain valleys of Mekh. They
sat with the curbed and shivering eagerness of wolves around a dying quarry.
Now and again their white teeth showed in a kind of silent |aughter, and their
eyes wat ched.
“He is strong,”
surel y!”

t hey whi spered, one to the other. “He will live the night out,

On an outcrop of rock sat the Lord G aran, wapped in a black cloak, holding
the great axe in the crook of his arm Beside him Oar huddled in the snow

Cl ose by, the long spears had been driven deep and | ashed together to nmake a
scaf fol di ng, and upon this frane was hung a nan. A big man, iron-nuscled and
very lean, the bulk of his shoulders filling the space between the bendi ng
shafts. Eric John Stark of Earth, out of Mercury.

He had al ready been scourged without nmercy. He sagged of his own weight
bet ween the spears, breathing in harsh sobs, and the tranpl ed snow around him
was spotted red.

Thord was w el ding the Iash. He had stripped off his own coat, and his body



glistened with sweat in spite of the cold. He cut his victimw th great care,
maki ng the I ong I ash sing and crack. He was proud of his skill.

Stark did not cry out.

Presently Thord stepped back, panting, and | ooked at the Lord C aran. And the
bl ack hel m nodded.

Thord dropped the whip. He went up to the big dark man and lifted his head by
the hair.

“Stark,” he said, and shook the head roughly. “Stranger!”

Eyes opened and stared at him and Thord could not repress a slight shiver. It
seened that the pain and indignity had wought sone evil magic on this nman he
had ridden with, and thought he knew. He had seen exactly the sane gaze in a
bi g snow cat caught in a trap, and he felt suddenly that it was not a man he
spoke to, but a predatory beast.

“Stark,” he said. “Were is the talismn of Ban Cruach?”

The Earthman did not answer.

Thord | aughed. He gl anced up at the sky, where the noons rode | ow and swift.
“The night is only half gone. Do you think you can last it out?”

The cold, cruel, patient eyes watched Thord. There was no reply.

Sone quality of pride in that gaze angered the barbarian. It seened to nock
him who was so sure of his ability to | oosen a reluctant tongue.

“You think | cannot nmake you talk, don’t you? You don’t know ne, stranger! You
don’t know Thord, who can nake the rocks speak out if he will!”

He reached out with his free hand and struck Stark across the face.
It seened inpossible that anything so still could nove so quickly. There was
an ugly flash of teeth, and Thord’s wist was caught above the thunb-joint. He

bel | owed, and the iron jaws cl osed down, worrying the bone.

Quite suddenly, Thord screanmed. Not for pain, but for panic. And the rows of
wat chi ng men swayed forward, and even the Lord Ci aran rose up, startled.

“Hark!” ran the whispering around the fire. “Hark how he grow s!”

Thord had let go of Stark’s hair and was beating hi mabout the head with his
clenched fist. His face was white.

“Werewol f!'” he screaned. “Let nme go, beast-thing! Let me go!”

But the dark man clung to Thord’s wist, snarling, and did not hear. After a
bit there cane the dull crack of bone.

Stark opened his jaws. Thord ceased to strike him He backed off slowy,
staring at the torn flesh. Stark had sunk down to the length of his arns.

Wth his left hand, Thord drew his knife. The Lord Ciaran stepped forward.
“Vait, Thord!”



“I't is athing of evil,” whispered the barbarian. “Warlock. Werewolf. Beast.”
He sprang at Stark

THE MAN in arnmor noved, very swiftly, and the great axe went whirling through
the air. It caught Thord squarely where the cords of his neck ran into the
shoul der —eaught, and shore on t hrough.

There was a silence in the valley.

The Lord Ci aran wal ked slowy across the tranpl ed snow and took up his axe
agai n.

“I' will be obeyed,” he said. “And | will not stand for fear, not of god, man,
nor devil.” He gestured toward Stark. “Cut himdown. And see that he does not
die.”

He strode away, and Otar began to |augh

From a vast distance, Stark heard that shrill, wld laughter. H's nmouth was
full of blood, and he was mad with a cold fury.

A cunning that was purely ani mal guided his nmovenents then. H s head fel
forward, and his body hung inert against the thongs. He m ght al nost have been
dead.

A knot of men cane toward him He listened to them They were hesitant and
afraid. Then, as he did not nove, they plucked up courage and came cl oser, and
one prodded himgently with the point of his spear

i

“Prick himwell,” said another, “Let us be sure!”

The sharp point bit alittle deeper. A few drops of blood welled out and
joined the small red streans that ran fromthe weals of the lash. Stark did
not stir.

The spearnman grunted. “He is safe enough now.”

Stark felt the knife blades working at the thongs. He waited. The rawhide
shapped, and he was free.

He did not fall. He would not have fallen then if he had taken a death wound.
He gathered his | egs under himand sprang.

He picked up the spearman in that first rush and flung himinto the fire. Then
he began to run toward the place where the scaly nounts were herded, |eaving a
trail of blood behind himon the snow

A man loomed up in front of him He saw the shadow of a spear and swerved, and
caught the haft in his two hands. He wenched it free and struck down with the
butt of it, and went on. Behind himhe heard voi ces shouting and the beginning
of turnoil.

The Lord Ci aran turned and came back, striding fast.

There were nen before Stark now, nmany nen, the circle of watchers breaking up
because there had been nothing nore to watch. He gripped the |ong spear. It
was a good weapon, better than the flint-tipped stick with which the boy

N Chaka had hunted the giant lizard of the rocks.



H s body curved into a half crouch. He voiced one cry, the chall engi ng scream
of a predatory killer, and went in anong the nen.

He did slaughter with that spear. They were not expecting attack. They were
not expecting anything. Stark had sprung to life too quickly. And they were
afraid of him He could snell the fear on them Fear not of a man I|ike

t hensel ves, but of a creature |less and nore than man.

He killed, and was happy.

They fell away fromhim the wild riders of Mekh. They were sure now that he
was a denon. He raged anong themw th the bright spear, and they heard again
that sound that should not have come froma human throat, and their
superstitious terror rose and sent them scranbling out of his path, tranpling
on each other in childish panic.

He broke through, and now there was nothi ng between himand escape but two
nmount ed nen who guarded the herd.

Bei ng nmounted, they had nore courage. They felt that even a warl ock could not
stand against their charge. They came at himas he ran, the padded feet of
their beasts making a muffled druming in the snow.

W thout breaking stride, Stark hurled his spear

| T DROVE t hrough one man’s body and tunbl ed himoff, so that he fell under his
conrade’s mount and fouled its legs. It staggered and reared up, hissing, and
Stark fled on

Once he gl anced over his shoul der. Through the nmilling, shouting crowd of nen
he glinpsed a dark, mailed figure with a wi nged nmask, going through the ruck
with a loping stride and bearing a sable axe raised high for the throw ng.

Stark was close to the herd now. And they caught his scent.

The Norland brutes had never liked the snmell of him and now the reek of bl ood
upon himwas enough in itself to set themw ld. They began to hiss and snarl
uneasily, rubbing their reptilian flanks together as they wheel ed around,
staring at himw th | anmbent eyes.

He rushed them before they should quite decide to break. He was qui ck enough
to catch one by the fleshy conb that served it for a forelock, held it with
savage indifference to its squealing, and |leaped to its back. Then he let it
bolt, and as he rode it he yelled, a shrill brute cry that urged the creatures
on to panic.

The herd broke, stanpeding outward fromits center like a bursting shell.

Stark was in the forefront. dinging lowto the scaly neck, he saw the nen of
Mekh scattered and churned and tranped into the snow by the flying pads. In
and out of the shelters, kicking the brush walls down, lifting up their harsh
reptilian voices, they went racketing through the canp, |eaving behind them
wreckage as of a storm And Stark went with them

He snatched a cloak fromoff the shoul ders of sone petty chieftain as he went
by, and then, twisting cruelly on the fleshy comb, beating with his fist at
the creature’s head, he got his nmount turned in the way he wanted it to go,
down the valley.

He caught one last glinpse of the Lord G aran, fighting to hold one of the



creatures long enough to nount, and then a dozen striving bodies surged around
him and Stark was gone.

The beast did not slacken pace. It was as though it thought it could outrun
the alien, bloody thing that clung to its back. The last fringes of the canp
shot by and vani shed in the gloom and the clean snow of the |ower valley |ay
open before it. The creature laid its belly to the ground and went, the white
spray spurting fromits heels.

Stark hung on. His strength was gone now, run out suddenly with the
battl e- madness. He becane consci ous now t hat he was sick and bl eedi ng, that
his body was one cruel pain. In that nonment, nore than in the hours that had
gone before, he hated the black | eader of the clans of Mekh

That flight down the valley became a sort of ugly dream Stark was aware of
rock walls reeling past, and then they seened to wi den away and the w nd cane
out of nowhere |like the stroke of a great hamer, and he was on the open noors
agai n.

The beast began to falter and sl ow down. Presently it stopped.

Stark scooped up snow to rub on his wounds. He cane near to fainting, but the
bl eedi ng stopped and after that the pain was nunbed to a dull ache. He w apped
t he cl oak around himand urged the beast to go on, gently this tine,

patiently, and after it had breathed it obeyed him settling into the
shuffling pace it could keep up for hours.

He was three days on the moors. Part of the tine he rode in a sort of stupor
and part of the time he was feverishly alert, watching the skyline. Frequently
he took the shapes of thrusting rocks for riders, and found what cover he
could until he was sure they did not nmove. He was afraid to disnount, for the
beast had no bridle. Wen it halted to rest he remai ned upon its back

shaki ng, his brow beaded with sweat.

The wi nd scoured his tracks clean as soon as he made them Twice, in the
di stance, he did see riders, and one of those tines he burrowed into a tal
drift and stayed there for several hours.

The ruined towers marched with himacross the bitter land, lonely giants fifty
mles apart. He did not go near them

He knew that he wandered a good bit, but he could not help it, and it was
probably his salvation. In those tortured badl ands, riven by ages of frost and
flood, one mght follow a man on a straight track between two points. But to
find a single rider lost in that wlderness was a matter of sheer |uck, and
the odds were with Stark.

One evening at sunset he canme out upon a plain that sloped upward to a bl ack
and towering scarp, notched with a single pass.

The light was | evel and blood-red, glittering on the frosty rock so that it
seened the throat of the pass was aflane with evil fires. To Stark’s mi nd
essentially primtive and stripped now of all its acquired reason, that narrow
cleft appeared as the doorway to the dwelling place of denons as horrible as
the fabled creatures that roam the Darkside of his native world.

He | ooked long at the Gates of Death, and a dark nenory crept into his brain.
Mermory of that nightmare experience when the talisman had made him seemto
wal k into that frightful pass, not as Stark, but as Ban Cruach.



He renmenbered Otar’s words—+ have seen Ban Cruach the mighty. Was he stil
t here beyond those darkling gates, fighting his unimagi ned war, al one?

Again, in menory, Stark heard the evil piping of the wind. Again, the shadow
of a dimand terrible shape | ooned up before him..

He forced remenbrance of that vision fromhis nind, by a great effort. He
could not turn back now. There was no place to go.

H s weary beast plodded on, and now Stark saw as in a dreamthat a great
wal l ed city stood guard before that awful Gate. He watched the city glide
toward himthrough a crimson haze, and fancied he could see the ages clustered
i ke birds around the towers.

He had reached Kushat, with the talisman of Ban Cruach still strapped in the
bl oodst ai ned belt around his waist.

vV

HE STOOD I N A LARGE SQUARE, |ined about with huckster’s stalls and the booths
of wi ne-sellers. Beyond were buildings, streets, a city. Stark got a blurred
i mpression of a grand and broodi ng darkness, bul ki ng huge agai nst the
nmount ai ns, as bl eak and proud as they, and quite as ancient, with many ruins
and deserted quarters.

He was not sure how he had conme there, but he was standing on his own feet,
and someone was pouring sour wine into his nouth. He drank it greedily. There
were people around him jostling, chattering, demanding answers to their
questions. A girl’s voice said sharply, “Let himbe! Can't you see he's hurt?”

Stark | ooked down. She was slimand ragged, with black hair and | arge eyes
yellow as a cat’s. She held a | eather bottle in her hands. She smiled at him
and said, “lI’mThanis. WIIl you drink nore w ne?”

“I will,” said Stark, and did, and then said, “Thank you, Thanis.” He put his
hand on her shoulder, to steady hinself. It was a supple shoul der
surprisingly strong. He liked the feel of it.

The crowd was still churning around him growi ng |arger, and now he heard the
tranp of mlitary feet. A small detachnent of nmen in |ight armor pushed their
way t hrough.

A very young officer whose breastplate hurt the eye with brightness denanded
to be told at once who Stark was and why he had cone there.
“No one crosses the noors in winter,”
sign of evil intent.

he said, as though that in itself were a
“The clans of Mekh are crossing them” Stark answered. “An arny, to take
Kushat —ene, two days behind ne.”

The crowd picked that up. Excited voices tossed it back and forth, and
clanmored for nmore news. Stark spoke to the officer

“I will see your captain, and at once.”

“You'll see the inside of a prison, nore likely!” snapped the young man.
“What’ s this nonsense about the clans of Mekh?”

Stark regarded him He | ooked so |l ong and so curiously that the crowm began to



sni cker and the officer’s beardless face flushed pink to the ears.

“l have fought in many wars,” said Stark gently. “And long ago | learned to
listen, when sonmeone canme to warn me of attack.”

“Better take himto the captain, Lugh,” cried Thanis. “It’s our skins too, you
know, if there is war.”

The crowd began to shout. They were all poor folk, wapped in threadbare

cl oaks or tattered |l eather. They had no | ove for the guards. And whether there
was war or not, their winter had been long and dull, and they were going to
make the nost of this excitenent.

“Take him Lugh! Let himwarn the nobles. Let themthink how they' |l defend
Kushat and the Gates of Death, now that the talisman is gone!”

“That is a lie!” Lugh shouted. “And you know the penalty for telling it. Hold
your tongues, or 1'Il have you all whipped.” He gestured angrily at Stark
“See if he is arned.”

One of the soldiers stepped forward, but Stark was quicker. He slipped the
thong and let the cloak fall, baring his upper body.

“The cl ansnmen have al ready taken everything | owned,” he said. “But they gave
me sonething, in return.”

The crowd stared at the half healed stripes that scarred him and there was a
drawi ng in of breath.

The sol dier picked up the cloak and laid it over the Earthman’s shoul ders. And
Lugh said sullenly, “Come, then.”

Stark’s fingers tightened on Thanis’ shoulder. “Cone with ne, little one,” he
whi spered. “Otherwi se, | nust craw.”

She smled at hi mand cane. The crowd fol | owned.

The captain of the guards was a fleshy man with a snmell of w ne about him and
a face already crunbling apart though his hair was not yet grey. He sat in a
squat tower above the square, and he observed Stark with no particul ar

i nterest.

“You had sonmething to tell,” said Lugh. “Tell it.”

STARK TOLD THEM | eaving out all mention of Camar and the talisman. This was
neither the time nor the man to hear that story. The captain |listened to al
he had to say about the gathering of the clans of Mekh, and then sat studying
himwi th a bl eary shrewdness.

“You have proof of all this?”
“These stripes. Their |leader Ci aran ordered themlaid on hinself.”
The captain sighed, and | eaned back.

“Any wandering band of hunters could have scourged you,” he said. “A nanel ess
vagabond fromthe gods know where, and a | awl ess one at that, if |I’many judge
of men—you probably deserved it.”

He reached for wine, and smiled. “Look you, stranger. In the Norlands, no one



makes war in the winter. And no one ever heard of G aran. If you hoped for a
reward fromthe city, you overshot badly.”

“The Lord Ciaran,” said Stark, grimy controlling his anger, “wll be
battering at your gates within two days. And you will hear of himthen.”

“Perhaps. You can wait for him-+n a cell. And you can | eave Kushat with the
first caravan after the thaw. W have enough rabble here without taking in
nore.”

Thani s caught Stark by the cloak and hel d hi m back

“Sir,” she said, as though it were an unclean word. “I will vouch for the
stranger.”

The captain gl anced at her. “You?”
“Sir, | ama free citizen of Kushat. According to law, | may vouch for him”

“I'f you scum of the Thieves’ Quarter would practice the law as well as you
prate it, we would have less trouble,” growl ed the captain. “Very well, take
the creature, if you want him | don’t suppose you' ve anything to | ose.”

Lugh | aughed.

“Narme and dwel ling place,” said the captain, and wote them down. “Renenber,
he is not to |l eave the Quarter.”

Thani s nodded. “Come,” she said to. Stark. He did not nove, and she | ooked up
at him He was staring at the captain. H's beard had grown in these |ast days,
and his face was still scarred by Thord' s bl ows and nade wol fish with pain and
fever. And now, out of this evil nmask, his eyes were peering with a chill and
terrible intensity at the soft-bellied man who sat and nocked him

Thani s | aid her hand on his rough cheek. “Cone,” she said. “Come and rest.”

Gently she turned his head. He blinked and swayed, and she took himaround the
wai st and |l ed himunprotesting to the door

There she paused, |ooking back

“Sir,” she said, very neekly, “news of this attack is being shouted through
the Quarter now If it should come, and it were known that you had the warning
and did not pass it on.”” She made an expressive gesture, and went out.

Lugh gl anced uneasily at the captain. “She’'s right, sir. If by chance the man
did tell the truth..”

The captain swore. “Rot. A rogue’s tale. And yet.” He scow ed indecisively,
and then reached for parchnent. “After all, it’s a sinple thing. Wite it up
pass it on, and let the nobles do the worrying.”

H s pen began to scratch

Thani s took Stark by steep and narrow ways, darkling now in the aftergl ow,
where the city clinbed and fell again over the uneven rock. Stark was aware of
the heavy snells of spices and unfamliar foods, and the nusky undertones of a
mllion generations swarned together to spawn and die in these crowded

cat aconbs of slate and stone.



There was a house, blending into other houses, close under the | oom of the
great Wall. There was a flight of steps, hollowed deep with use, tw sting
crazily around outer corners.

There was a | ow room and a slender man named Balin, vaguely glinpsed, who
said he was Thanis’ brother. There was a bed of skins and woven cl ot hs.

Stark slept.

HANDS and voi ces call ed hi m back. Strong hands shaking him urgent voices. He
started up growing, like an animal suddenly awaked, still lost in the dark
m sts of exhaustion. Balin swore, and caught his fingers away.

“What is this you have brought hone, Thanis? By the gods, it snapped at ne!”

Thanis ignored him “Stark,” she said. “Stark! Listen. Men are com ng
Sol diers. They will question you. Do you hear nme?”

Stark said heavily, “I hear.”
“Do not speak of Camar!”

Stark got to his feet, and Balin said hastily, “Peace! The thing is safe. |
woul d not steal a death warrant!”

H s voice had a ring of truth. Stark sat down again. It was an effort to keep
awake. There was clanor in the street below It was still night.

Balin said carefully, “Tell them what you told the captain, nothing nore. They
will kill you if they know.”

A rough hand thundered at the door, and a voice cried, “Open up!”

Balin sauntered over to lift the bar. Thanis sat beside Stark, her hand
touching his. Stark rubbed his face. He had been shaved and washed, his wounds
rubbed with salve. The belt was gone, and his bl oodstai ned clothing. He
realized only then that he was naked, and drew a cloth around him Thanis

whi spered, “The belt is there on that peg, under your cl oak.”

Bal i n opened the door, and the roomwas full of nen.

Stark recogni zed the captain. There were others, four of them young, old,

i nternedi ate, annoyed at bei ng haul ed away fromtheir beds and their gam ng
tables at this hour. The sixth man wore the jewelled cuirass of a noble. He
had a nice, a kind face. Grey hair, mld eyes, soft cheeks. A fine man, but
[ udi crous in the trappings of a soldier

“I's this the man?” he asked, and the captain nodded.

“Yes.” It was his turn to say Sir.

Balin brought a chair. He had a fine flourish about him He wore a crinson
jewel in his left ear, and every line of himwas quick and sensitive, instinct
wi th nockery. His eyes were brightly cynical, in a face worn lean with years
of merry sinning. Stark liked him

He was a civilized nman. They all were—the noble, the captain, the lot of them
So civilized that the origins of their culture were forgotten half an age
before the first clay brick was laid in Babyl on



Too civilized, Stark thought. Peace had drawn their fangs and cut their claws.
He thought of the wild clansmen coming fast across the snow, and felt a
certain pity for the nen of Kushat.

The nobl e sat down.

“This is a strange tale you bring, wanderer. | would hear it fromyour own
lips.”

Stark told it. He spoke slowy, watching every word, cursing the weariness
that fogged his brain.

The nobl e, who was cal |l ed Rogain, asked hi m questions. Were was the canmp? How
many nen? \Wat were the exact words of the Lord Ci aran, and who was he?

Stark answered, with neticul ous care.
Rogain sat for some tine |lost in thought. He seened worried and upset, one
hand playing aimMessly with the hilt of his sword. A scholar’s hand, w thout a

callous on it.

“There is one thing nore,” said Rogain. “What business had you on the noors in
wi nter?”

Stark smled. “I ama wanderer by profession.”
“Qutl aw?” asked the captain, and Stark shrugged.
“Mercenary is a kinder word.”

ROGAI N studied the pattern of stripes on the Earthman’s dark skin. “Wy did
the Lord G aran, so-called, order you scourged?”

“l had thrashed one of his chieftains.”
Rogai n si ghed and rose. He stood regarding Stark from under broodi ng brows,
and at length he said, “It is awild tale. | can't believe it—and yet, why

shoul d you lie?”

He paused, as though hoping that Stark woul d answer that and relieve him of
worry.

Stark yawned. “The tale is easily proved. Wait a day or two.”

“I' will armthe city,” said Rogain. “I dare not do otherwise. But | wll tell
you this.” An astonishing unpleasant |ook came into his eyes. “If the attack
does not come—f you have set a whole city by the ears for nothing—+ wll have

you flayed alive and your body tunmbl ed over the Wall for the carrion birds to
feed on.”

He strode out, taking his retinue with him Balin smled. “He will do it,
too,” he said, and dropped the bar

Stark did not answer. He stared at Balin, and then at Thanis, and then at the
belt hanging on the peg, in a curiously blank and yet penetrating fashion
like an animal that thinks its own thoughts. He took a deep breath. Then, as
t hough he found the air clean of danger, he rolled over and went instantly to
sl eep.

Balin lifted his shoul ders expressively. He grinned at Thanis. “Are you



positive it’s human?”

“He’s beautiful,” said Thanis, and tucked the cloths around him “Hold your
tongue.” She continued to sit there, watching Stark’s face as the sl ow dreans
nmoved across it. Balin |aughed.

It was evening again when Stark awoke. He sat up, stretching lazily. Thanis
crouched by the hearthstone, stirring something savory in a blackened pot. She
wore a red kirtle and a necklet of beaten gold, and her hair was conbed out
snoot h and shi ni ng.

She smled at himand rose, bringing himhis own boots and trousers, carefully
cl eaned, and a tunic of |leather tanned fine and soft as silk. Stark asked her
where she got it.

“Balin stole it—fromthe baths where the nobles go. He said you m ght as well
have the best.” She |aughed. “He had a devil of a time finding one big enough
to fit you.”

She watched with unashaned interest while he dressed. Stark said, “Don’t burn
t he soup.”

She put her tongue out at him “Better be proud of that fine hide while you
have it,” she said. “There’s no sign of attack.”

Stark was aware of sounds that had not been there before—the pacing of nen on
the vall above the house, the calling of the watch. Kushat was arned and
ready—and his time was running out. He hoped that G aran had not been del ayed
on the noors.

Thani s said, “I should explain about the belt. Wen Balin undressed you, he
saw Camar’s nane scratched on the inside of the boss. And, he can open a
lizard' s egg without harming the shell.”

“What about you?” asked Stark. She flexed her supple fingers. “lI do well
enough.”

BALI N cane in. He had been seeking news, but there was little to be had.

“The soldiers are grunbling about a false alarm” he said. “The people are
excited, but nmore as though they were playing a gane. Kushat has not fought a
war for centuries.” He sighed. “The pity of it is, Stark, | believe your
story. And I'mafraid.”

Thani s handed hima steam ng bow . “Here—enploy your tongue with this. Afraid,
i ndeed! Have you forgotten the WAll? No one has carried it since the city was
built. Let them attack!”

Stark was armused. “For a child, you know rmuch concerni ng war.”

“l knew enough to save your skin!” she flared, and Balin sniled.
“She has you there, Stark. And speaking of skins.! He glanced up at the belt.
“Or better, speaking of talismans, which we were not. How did you cone by it?”

Stark told him “He had a sin on his soul, did Camar. And-he was ny friend.”
Balin | ooked at himw th deep respect. “You were a fool,” he said “Look you.
The thing is returned to Kushat. Your promise is kept. There is nothing for
you here but danger, and were | you | would not wait to be flayed, or slain,



or taken in a quarrel that is not yours.”

“Ah,” said Stark softly, “but it is mne. The Lord C aran nade it so.” He,
too, glanced at the belt. “Wat of the talisman?”

“Return it where it came from” Thanis said. “My brother is a better thief
than Camar. He can certainly do that.”

“No!” said Balin, with surprising force. “W will keep it, Stark and |
Whet her it has power, | do not know. But if it has—+ think Kushat will need
it, and in strong hands.”

Stark said somebrely, “It has power, the Talisman. Wether for good or evil, |
don’t know.”

They | ooked at him startled. But a touch of awe seened to repress their
curiosity.

He could not tell them He was, sonmehow, reluctant to tell anyone of that dark
vi sion of what |ay beyond the Gates of Death, which the talisman of Ban Cruach
had | ent him

Balin stood up. “Well, for good or evil, at |least the sacred relic of Ban
Cruach has come hone.” He yawned. “lI amgoing to bed. WIIl you cone, Thanis,
or will you stay and quarrel w th our guest?”

“I will stay,” she said, “and quarrel.’

“Ah, well.” Balin sighed puckishly. “Good night.” He vanished into an inner

room Stark |ooked at Thanis. She had a warm nout h, and her eyes were
beautiful, and full of 1ight.

He smiled, holding out his hand.

The night wore on, and Stark |lay drowsing. Thanis had opened the curtains.

W nd and noonlight swept together into the room and she stood |eaning upon
the sill, above the slunmbering city. The smile that lingered in the corners of

her mouth was sad and far-away, and very tender

Stark stirred uneasily, making small sounds in his throat. H s notions grew
violent. Thanis crossed the room and touched him

Instantly he was awake.
“Animal ,” she said softly. “You dream”

Stark shook his head. His eyes were still clouded, though not with sleep
“Bl ood,” he said, “heavy in the wind.”

“I snell nothing but the dawn,” she said, and | aughed.

Stark rose. “Get Balin. 1’"mgoing up on the Wall.”

She did not know himnow. “Wat is it, Stark? Wat’s w ong?”

“Cet Balin.” Suddenly it seened that the roomstifled him He caught up his
cl oak and Canar’s belt and flung open the door, standing on the narrow steps

out si de. The moonlight caught in his eyes, pale as frost-fire.

Thani s shivered. Balin joined her without being called. He, too, had slept but



lightly. Together they followed Stark up the rough-cut stair that led to the
top of the vall.

He | ooked sout hward, where the plain ran down fromthe nmountains and spread
away bel ow Kushat. Not hing nmoved out there. Nothing marred the enpty
whi t eness. But Stark said,

“They will attack at dawn.”

\Y

THEY WAI TED. Some di stance away a guard | eaned agai nst the parapet, huddled in
his cloak. He glanced at themincuriously. It was bitterly cold. The wi nd cane
whi stling dowmn through the Gates of Death, and below in the streets the

wat chfires shuddered and fl ared.

They waited, and still there was not hing.
Balin said inmpatiently, “How can you know they’re com ng?”
Stark shivered, a shallow rippling of the flesh that had nothing to do with

cold, and every muscle of his body cane alive. Phobos plunged downward. The
nmoonl i ght di med and changed, and the plain was very enpty, very still.

“They will wait for darkness. They will have an hour or so, between noonset
and dawn.”
Thanis muttered, “Dreans! Besides, |I'mcold.” She hesitated, and then crept in

under Balin's cloak. Stark had gone away from her. She watched himsulkily
where he | eaned upon the stone. He mi ght have been part of it, as dark and
unstirring.

Dei mos sank | ow toward the west.

Stark turned his head, drawn inevitably to | ook toward the cliffs above
Kushat, soaring upward to blot out half the sky. Here, close under them they
seened to tower outward in a curving nmass, like the last wave of eternity
rolling down, crested white with the ash of shattered worl ds.

| have stood beneath those cliffs before, | have felt them|eaning down to
crush me, and | have been afraid.

He was still afraid. The mind that had poured its nmenories into that crystal
| ens had been dead a nillion years, but neither tine nor death had dulled the
terror that beset Ban Cruach in his journey through that nightnmare pass.

He | ooked into the black and narrow mouth of the Gates of Death, cleaving the
scarp like a wound, and the primtive ape-thing within himcringed and npaned,
oppressed with a sudden sense of fate.

He had come painfully across half a world, to crouch before the Gates of
Deat h. Some evil magic had | et him see forbidden things, had |linked his mnd
in an unholy bond with the I ong-dead m nd of one who had been half a god.
These evil mracles had not been for nothing. He would not be allowed to go
unscat hed.

He drew hinmsel f up sharply then, and swore. He had | eft N Chaka behind, a
naked boy running in a place of rocks and sun on Mercury. He had becone Eric
John Stark, a man, and civilized. He thrust the sensel ess premonition from



him and turned his back upon the nountains.

Dei nbs touched the horizon. A last gl eam of reddish light tinged the snow, and
t hen was gone.

Thani s, who was half asleep, said with sudden irritation, “I do not believe in
your barbarians. |1'’mgoing home.” She thrust Balin aside and went away, down
t he steps.

The plain was now in utter darkness, under the faint, far Northern stars.

Stark settled hinmself against the parapet. There was a sort of tineless
pati ence about him Balin envied it. He would have liked to go with Thanis. He
was col d and doubtful, but he stayed.

Ti me passed, endless mnutes of it, Iengthening into what seened hours.
Stark said, “Can you hear thenf”
“ ’\b. ”

“They come.” Hi s hearing, far keener than Balin's, picked up the little
sounds, the vast inchoate rustling of an arny on the nove in stealth and

dar kness. Light-arnmed nmen, hunters, used to stalking wild beasts in the show
They could nove softly, very softly.

“l hear nothing,” Balin said, and again they waited.

The westering stars noved toward the horizon, and at length in the east a dim
pal | or crept across the sky.

The plain was still shrouded in night, but now Stark could rmake out the high
towers of the King Gty of Kushat, ghostly and indistinct—+he ancient, proud
high towers of the rulers and their nobles, set above the crowded Quarters of
nmerchants and arti sans and thieves. He wondered who woul d be king in Kushat by
the tine this unrisen sun had set.

“You were wrong,” said Balin, peering. “There is nothing on the plain.” Stark
said, “Wait.”

SWFTLY NOW in the thin air of Mars, the dawn came with a rush and a | eap
flooding the world with harsh light. It flashed in cruel brilliance from
swor d- bl ades, from spearheads, from hel mets and burnished mail, fromthe
war - har ness of beasts, glistened on bare russet heads and coats of | eather
set the banners of the clans to burning, crinmson and gold and green, bright
agai nst the snow.

There was no sound, not a whisper, in all the |and.

Sonmewhere a hunting horn sent forth one deep cry to split the nmorning. Then
burst out the wild skirling of the mountain pipes and the broken thunder of
drunms, and a wordl ess scream of exultation that rang back fromthe Wall of
Kushat |ike the very voice of battle. The nmen of Mekh began to nove.

Raggedly, slowy at first, then nore swiftly as the press of warriors broke
and fl owed, the barbarians swept toward the city as water sweeps over a broken
dam

Knots and clunps of nmen, tall nen running |ike deer, |eaping, shouting,
swinging their great brands. Riders, spurring their nounts until they fled



belly down. Spears, axes, swordbl ades tossing, a sea of nen and beasts,
rushi ng, tranpling, shaking the ground with the thunder of their going.

And ahead of themall cane a solitary figure in black mail, riding a raking
beast trapped all in black, and bearing a sable axe.

Kushat came to life. There was a swarming and a yelling in the streets, and
sol di ers began to pour up onto the Wall. A thin conmpany, Stark thought, and
shook his head. Mbs of citizens choked the alleys, and every rooftop was
full. A troop of nobles went by, brave in their bright mail, to take up their
post in the square by the great gate.

Balin said nothing, and Stark did not disturb his thoughts. Fromthe | ook of
him they were dark indeed.

Sol di ers came and ordered themoff the the Wall. They went back to their own
roof, where they were joined by Thanis. She was in a high state of excitement,
but unafrai d.

“Let them attack!” she said. “Let them break their spears against the Wall
They will crawl away again.”

Stark began to grow restless. Up in their high enplacenents, the big ballistas
creaked and thrumed. The nuted song of the bows becane a wailing hum Men
fell, and were kicked off the |l edges by their fellows. The bl ood-how of the
cl ans rang unceasing on the frosty air, and Stark heard the rap of scaling

| adder s agai nst stone.

Thani s said abruptly, “Wat is that—that sound |ike thunder?”
“Ranms,” he answered. “They are battering the gate.”
She listened, and Stark saw in her face the begi nning of fear

It was a long fight. Stark watched it hungrily fromthe roof all that norning.
The sol diers of Kushat did bravely and well, but they were as fol ded sheep
against the tall killers of the mountains. By noon the officers were beating
the Quarters for nen to replace the slain.

Stark and Balin went up again, onto the \Wall.

The clans had suffered. Their dead lay in wi ndrows under the Wall, am d the
broken | adders. But Stark knew his barbarians. They had sat restless and
chafing in the valley for many days, and now the battl e-madness was on t hem
and they were not going to be stopped.

Wave after wave of themrolled up, and was cast back, and cane on again
relentlessly. The intermttent thunder boonmed still fromthe gates, where
sweating giants swng the rans under cover of their own bowren. And
everywhere, up and down through the forefront of the fighting, rode the man in
bl ack arnor, and wild cheering followed him

Balin said heavily, “It is the end of Kushat.”
A LADDER banged agai nst the stones a few feet away. Men swarmed up the rungs,
fierce-eyed clansnen with |laughter in their nouths, Stark was first at the

head.

They had given hima spear. He spitted two men through with it and lost it,
and a third nman cane | eapi ng over the parapet. Stark received himinto his



arns.

Bal in watched. He saw the warrior go crashing back, sweeping his fellows off
the | adder. He saw Stark’s face. He heard the sounds and snelled the bl ood and
sweat of war, and he was sick to the marrow of his bones, and his hatred of

t he barbarians was a terrible thing.

Stark caught up a dead nan’s bl ade, and within ten mnutes his armwas as red
as a butcher’s. And ever he watched the wi nged hel mthat went back and forth
bel ow, a standard to the clans.

By nmid-afternoon the barbarians had gained the Wall in three places. They
spread inward al ong the | edges, pouring up in a resistless tide, and the
def enders broke. The rout became a panic.

“It's all over now,” Stark said. “Find Thanis, and hide her.”

Balin let fall his sword. “Gve ne the talisman,” he whi spered, and Stark saw
that he was weeping. “Gve it ne, and | will go beyond the Gates of Death and
rouse Ban Cruach fromhis sleep. And if he has forgotten Kushat, | wll take
his power into ny own hands. | will fling wide the Gates of Death and | oose
destruction on the nmen of Mekh—er if the legends are all lies, then | wll
die.”

He was |like a man crazed. “Gve ne the talismn!”

Stark sl apped him carefully and wi thout heat, across the face. “Get your
sister, Balin. Hi de her, unless you would be uncle to a red-haired brat.”

He went then, like a man who has been stunned. Screani ng wonmen with their
children clogged the ways that led inward fromthe Wall, and there was bl oody
wor k af oot on the rooftops and in the narrow all eys.

The gate was hol ding, still.

STARK FORCED his way toward the square. The booths of the hucksters were
overthrown, the w ne-jars broken and the red wine spilled. Beasts squeal ed and
stanped, tired of their chafing harness, driven wild by the shouting and the
snel | of bl ood. The dead were heaped hi gh where they had fallen from above.

They were all soldiers here, clinging grimy to their |last foothold. The deep
song of the rans shook the very stones. The iron-sheathed tinbers of the gate
gave back an answering scream and toward the end all other sounds grew
hushed. The nobl es cane down slowy fromthe Wall and nounted, and sat

wai ting.

There were fewer of them now. Their bright arnmor was dented and stai ned, and
their faces had a pallor on them

One | ast hammer-stroke of the rans.

Wth a bitter shriek the weakened bolts tore out, and the great gate was
br oken t hr ough.

The nobl es of Kushat made their first, and final charge.

As soldiers they went up against the riders of Mekh, and as soldiers they held
themuntil they died. Those that were |l eft were borne back into the square,
caught as in the crest of an aval anche. And first through the gates cane the
wi nged battle-mask of the Lord Ci aran, and the sable axe that drank nmen’s



lives where it hewed.

There was a beast with no rider to claimit, tugging at its headrope. Stark
swung onto the saddle pad and cut it free. \Were the press was thickest, a
wel ter of struggling brutes and nen fighting knee to knee, there was the nman
in black armor, riding like a god, magnificent, born to war. Stark’s eyes
shone with a strange, cold light. He struck his heels hard into the scaly

fl anks. The beast plunged forward.

In and over and through, making the | ong sword sing. The beast was strong, and
frightened beyond fear. It bit and tranpled, and Stark cut a path for them
and presently he shouted above the din,

“Ho, there! C aran!”

The bl ack mask turned toward him and the renenbered voice spoke from behi nd
the barred slot, joyously.

“The wanderer. The wild man!”

Their two nmounts shocked together. The axe canme down in a whistling curve, and
a red swordbl ade flashed to neet it. Swift, swift, a ringing clash of steel
and the bl ade was shattered and the axe fallen to the ground.

Stark pressed in.

Ciaran reached for his sword, but his hand was nunbed by the force of that

bl ow and he was slow, a split second. The hilt of Stark’s weapon, stil
clutched in his own nunmbed grip, fetched hima stunning blow on the helm so
that the netal rang like a flawed bell

The Lord Ciaran reel ed back, only for a nmonment, but | ong enough. Stark grasped
the war-mask and ripped it off, and got his hands around the naked throat.

He did not break that neck, as he had planned. And the C ansnmen who had
started in to save their | eader stopped and did not nove.

Stark knew now why the Lord G aran had never shown his face.

The throat he held was white and strong, and his hands around it were buried
in a mne of red-gold hair that fell down over the shirt of mail. A red nouth
passionate with fury, wonderful carving bone under scul ptured flesh, eyes
fierce and proud and tamel ess as the eyes of a young eagle, fire-blue, defying
him hating him..

“By the gods,” said Stark, very softly. “By the eternal gods!”

Y/
A WOMANI AND I N THAT nonent of amazement, she was qui cker than he.

There was nothing to warn him no |least flicker of expression. Her two fists
cane up together between his outstretched arns and caught hi munder the jaw
with a force that nearly snapped his neck. He went over backward, clean out of
the saddl e, and lay sprawl ed on the bl oody stones, half stunned, the w nd
knocked out of him

The wonman wheel ed her nount. Bending | ow, she took up the axe fromwhere it
had fallen, and faced her warriors, who were as dazed as Stark



“l have led you well,’
di spute ne?”

she said. “lI have taken you Kushat. WII any man

They knew the axe, if they did not know her. They | ooked fromside to side

uneasily, conpletely at a loss, and Stark, still gasping on the ground,

t hought that he had never seen anything as proud and beautiful as she was then
in her black mail, with her bright hair blow ng and her glance |ike blue

['i ght ni ng.

The nobl es of Kushat chose that nmoment to charge. This strange unmaski ng of

t he Mekhish lord had given themtime to rally, and now they thought that the
Gods had wought a mracle to help them They found hope, where they had | ost
everyt hi ng but courage.

“A wench!” they cried. “A strunpet of the canmps. A wonan!”
They howed it like an epithet, and tore into the barbarians.

She who had been the Lord Ciaran drove the spurs in deep, so that the beast
| eaped forward scream ng. She went, and did not |ook to see if any had
followed, in anong the men of Kushat. And the great axe rose and fell, and
rose again.

She killed three, and left two others bleeding on the stones, and not once did
she | ook back.

The cl ansnen found their tongues.
“Ciaran! Ciaran!”

The crashing shout drowned out the sound of battle. As one man, they turned
and foll owed her.

Stark, scranbling for his Iife underfoot, could not forbear sniling. Their
childlike mnds could see only two alternatives—to slay her out of hand, or to
wor ship her. They had chosen to worship. He thought the bards woul d be singing
of the Lord G aran of Mekh as long as there were nmen to listen

He nanaged to take cover behind a wecked booth, and presently make his way
out of the square. They had forgotten him for the nmonent. He did not wish to
wait, just then, until they—er she—+enenbered.

She.

He still did not believe it, quite. He touched the bruise under his jaw where
she had struck him and thought of the lithe, swift strength of her, and the
way she had ridden alone into battle. He renenbered the death of Thord, and
how she had kept her red wolves taned, and he was filled with wonder, and a
deep excitnent.

He renenbered what she had said to himonce-¥ are of one blood, though we be
strangers.

He | aughed, silently, and his eyes were very bright.

The tide of war had rolled on toward the King Gty, where fromthe sound of it
there was hot fighting around the castle. Eddies of the main struggle swept
shrieking through the streets, but the rat-runs under the Wall were clear
Everyone had stanpeded inward, the victins with the victors close on their



heel s. The short northern day was al nost gone.

He found a hiding place that offered reasonable safety, and settled hinself to
wai t .

Ni ght cane, but he did not nove. Fromthe sounds that reached him the sacking
of Kushat was in full swing. They were looting the richer streets first. Their
uprai sed voices were thick with wine, and mngled with the cries of wonmen. The
reflection of many fires tinged the sky.

By midni ght the sounds began to sl acken, and by the second hour after the city
sl ept, drugged with wi ne and bl ood and the weariness of battle. Stark went
silently out into the streets, toward the King City.

According to the i menorial pattern of Martian city-states, the castles of the
king and the noble fanilies were clustered together in solitary grandeur. Many
of the towers were fallen now, the great halls open to the sky. Tine had
crushed the grandeur that had been Kushat, nore fatally than the boots of any
conquer or.

In the house of the king, the flanboys guttered | ow and the chieftains of Mekh
slept with their weary pipers anpobng the benches of the banquet hall. In the

ni ches of the tall, carved portal, the guards nodded over their spears. They,
too, had fought that day. Even so, Stark did not go near them

Shivering slightly in the bitter wind, he followed the bul k of the massive
wal I's until he found a postern door, half open as some kitchen knave had | eft
it inhis flight. Stark entered, nmoving |like a shadow

THE PASSAGEWAY was enpty, dimy lighted by a single torch. A stairway branched
off fromit, and he clinbed that, picking his way by guess and his nmenories of
simlar castles he had seen in the past,

He emerged into a narrow hall, obviously for the use of servants. A tapestry
closed the end, stirring in the chill draught that blew along the floor. He
peered around it, and saw a massive, vaulted corridor, the stone walls
panel | ed in wood rmuch split and bl ackened by time, but still showing forth the
wonder ful carvings of beasts and nen, larger than life and overlaid with gold
and bright enanel

Fromthe corridor a single doorway opened—and Qtar slept before it, curled on
a pallet like a dog.

Stark went back down the narrow hall. He was sure that there nust be a back
entrance to the king' s chanbers, and he found the little door he was | ooki ng
for.

Fromthere on was darkness. He felt his way, stepping with infinite caution
and presently there was a faint gleamof light filtering around the edges of
anot her curtain of heavy tapestry.

He crept toward it, and heard a man’s sl ow breathing on the other side.

He drew the curtain back, a careful inch. The man was spraw ed on a bench
athwart the door. He slept the honest sleep of exhaustion, his sword in his
hand, the stains of his day’s work still upon him He was alone in the snall
room A door in the farther wall was cl osed.

Stark hit him and caught the sword before it fell. The man grunted once and
became utterly relaxed. Stark bound himw th his own harness and shoved a gag



in his mouth, and went on, through the door in the opposite wall.

The room beyond was | arge and high and full of shadows. A fire burned | ow on
the hearth, and the uncertain |light showed dimy the hangings and the rich
stuffs that carpeted the floor, and the dark, sparse shapes of furniture.

Stark made out the |lattice-work of a covered bed, let into the wall after the
nort hern fashi on.

She was there, sleeping, her red-gold hair the colour of the flanes.

He stood a nonent, watching her, and then, as though she sensed his presence,
she stirred and opened her eyes.

She did not cry out. He had known that she would not. There was no fear in
her. She said, with a kind of wy hunor, “I will have a word with ny guards
about this.”

SHE FLUNG ASI DE the covering and rose. She was alnost as tall as he,

whi t e- ski nned and very straight. He noted the |ong thighs, the narrow | oi ns
and magni fi cent shoul ders, the small virginal breasts. She nmoved as a man
noves, Wi thout coquetry. A long furred gown, that Stark guessed had lately
graced the shoul ders of the king, lay over a chair. She put it on

“Vell, wild man?”

“l have cone to warn you.” He hesitated over her nanme, and she said, “M
nmot her named ne Ciara, if that seens better to you.” She gave himher falcon's

gl ance. “I could have slain you in the square, but now | think you did ne a
service. The truth would have come out sonetinme—better then, when they had no
time to think about it.” She laughed. “They will follow me now, over the edge

of the world, if | ask them”
Stark said slowy, “Even beyond the Gates of Death?”
“Certainly, there. Above all, there!”

She turned to one of the tall w ndows and | ooked out at the cliffs and the
hi gh notch of the pass, touched with greenish silver by the little noons.

“Ban Cruach was a great king. He came out of nowhere to rule the Norlands with
a rod of iron, and nmen speak of himstill as half a god. Where did he get his
power, if not from beyond the Gates of Death? Wy did he go back there at the
end of his days, if not to hide away his secret? Wiy did he build Kushat to
guard the pass forever, if not to hoard that power out of reach of all the

ot her nations of Mars?

“Yea, Stark. My men will follow me. And if they do not, I will go alone.”

“You are not Ban Cruach. Nor aml.” He took her by the shoul ders. “Listen
Ciara. You' re already king in the Norlands, and half a | egend as you stand. Be
content.”

“Content!” Her face was close to his, and he saw the blaze of it, the white
intensity of ambition and an iron pride. “Are you content?” she asked him
“Have you ever been content?”

He smiled. “For strangers, we do know each other well. No. But the spurs are
not so deep in ne.”



“The wind and the fire. One spends its strength in wandering, the other
devours. But one can help the other. | nade you an offer once, and you said
you woul d not bargain unless you could | ook into ny eyes. Look now”

He did, and his hands upon her shoul ders trenbl ed.

“No,” he said harshly. “You're a fool, Cara. Wuld you be as ar, nmad with
what you have seen?”

“Gtar is an old man, and likely crazed before he crossed the nountai ns.
Besi des—+ amnot Ctar.”

Stark said somberly, “Even the bravest nmay break. Ban Cruach hinself..

She nust have seen the shadow of that horror in his eyes, for he felt her body
t ense.

“What of Ban Cruach? What do you know, Stark? Tell ne!”

He was silent, and she went from himangrily.

“You have the talisman,” she said. “That | amsure of. And if need be, | wll
flay you alive to get it!” She faced himacross the room “But whether | get
it or not, I will go through the Gates of Death. | nust wait, now, until after
the thaw. The warmwi nd will blow soon, and the gorges will be running full
But afterward, | will go, and no talk of fears and denmons will stop ne.”

She began to pace the roomwith long strides, and the full skirts of the gown
made a subtl e whispering about her

“You do not know,” she said, in a low and bitter voice. “I was a girl-child,

wi thout a name. By the tinme | could walk, | was a servant in the house of ny
grandfather. The two things that kept me living were pride and hate. | left ny
scrubbing of floors to practice arms with the young boys. | was beaten for it
every day, but every day | went. | knew even then that only force would free

me. And ny father was a king's son, a good man of his hands. H s bl ood was
strong in me. | learned.”

She hel d her head very high. She had earned the right to hold it so. She

finished quietly, “I have cone a long way. | will not turn back now ”
“Ciara.” Stark cane and stood before her. “I amtalking to you as a fighting
man, an equal. There nay be power behind the Gates of Death, | do not know

But this | have seen—adness, horror, an evil that is beyond our
under st andi ng.

“I think you will not accuse nme of cowardice. And yet | would not go into that
pass for all the power of all the kings of Mars!”

Once started, he could not stop. The full force of that dark vision of the
talisman swept over himagain in nenory. He canme closer to her, driven by the
need to nake her understand.

“Yes, | have the talisman! And | have had a taste of its purpose. | think Ban
Cruach left it as a warning, so that none would follow him | have seen the
tenpl es and the palaces glitter in the ice. |1 have seen the Gates of Death—ot

with ny own eyes, Ciara, but with his. Wth the eyes and the nmenories of Ban
Cruach!”

He had caught her again, his hands strong on her strong arnmns.



“WIl you believe me, or nust you see for yoursel f—the dreadful things that
wal k those buried streets, the shapes that rise fromnowhere in the msts of
t he pass?”

Her gaze burned into his. Her breath was hot and sweet upon his lips, and she
was |ike a sword between his hands, shining and unafraid.

“Gve nme the talisnman. Let ne see!”

He answered furiously, “You are nmad. As nmad as Oar.” And he kissed her, in a
rage, in a panic lest all that beauty be destroyed—a kiss as brutal as a bl ow,
that left himshaken

SHE BACKED AWAY sl owl y, one step, and he thought she would have killed him He
sai d heavily:

“I'f you will see, you will. The thing is here.”

He opened the boss and laid the crystal in her outstretched hand. He did not
neet her eyes.

“Sit down. Hold the flat side against your brow.”

She sat, in a great chair of carven wood. Stark noticed that her hand was
unst eady, her face the colour of white ash. He was gl ad she did not have the
axe where she could reach it. She did not play at anger

For a | ong noment she studied the intricate I ens, the incredible depository of
a man’s mnd. Then she raised it slowy to her forehead.

He saw her growrigid in the chair. How | ong he watched besi de her he never
knew. Seconds, an eternity. He saw her eyes turn blank and strange, and a
shadow cane into her face, changing it subtly, altering the lines, so that it
seened al nbst a stranger was peering through her flesh

Al at once, in a voice that was not her own, she cried out terribly, “Ch gods
of Mars!”

The talisman dropped rolling to the floor, and Ciara fell forward into Stark’s
ar ns.

He thought at first that she was dead. He carried her to the bed, in an agony
of fear that surprised himwith its violence, and laid her down, and put his
hand over her heart.

It was beating strongly. Relief that was al nbst a sickness swept over him He
turned, searching vaguely for wine, and saw the talisman. He picked it up and
put it back inside the boss. Ajewelled flagon stood on a table across the
room He took it and started back, and then, abruptly, there was a wild cl anor
in the hall outside and Gtar was shouting G ara’s name, pounding on the door

It was not barred. In another nonent they would burst through, and he knew
that they would not stop to enquire what he was doing there.

He dropped the flagon and went out swiftly, the way he had come. The guard was
still unconscious. In the narrow hall beyond, Stark hesitated. A wonman’s voice
was rising high above the tumult in the main corridor, and he thought he
recogni zed it.



He went to the tapestry curtain and | ooked for the second time around its
edge.

The lofty space was full of nmen, newy wakened fromtheir heavy sleep and as
nervous as so many bears. Thanis struggled in the grip of two of them Her
scarlet kirtle was torn, her hair flying in wild elf-1ocks, and her face was
the face of a nmad thing. The whole story of the doom of Kushat was witten

| arge upon it.

She screaned again and again, and woul d not be silenced.

“Tell her, the witch that |eads you! Tell her that she is already dooned to
death; with all her arny!”

O ar opened up the door of Ciara' s room

Thani s surged forward. She must have fled through all that castle before she
was caught, and Stark’s heart ached for her

“You!” she shrieked through the doorway, and poured out all the filth of the
qgquarter upon Clara’ s nane. “Balin has gone to bring doom upon you! He will
open wide the Gates of Death, and then you will die!—die!l—die!”

Stark felt the shock of a terrible dread, as he let the curtain fall. Mad with
hatred agai nst conquerors, Balin had fulfilled his raging prom se and had gone
to fling open the Gates of Death.

Remenbering his nightmare vision of the shining, evil ones whom Ban Cruach had
| ong ago prisoned beyond those gates, Stark felt a sickness grow within himas
he went down the stair and out the postern door.

It was al rost dawn. He | ooked up at the brooding cliffs, and it seened to him
that the wind in the pass had a sound of |aughter that nocked his grow ng
dr ead.

He knew what he nust do, if an ancient, nysterious horror was not to be
rel eased upon Kushat .

| may still catch Balin before he has gone too far! If | don't—

He dared not think of that. He began to walk very swiftly through the night
streets, toward the distant, towering Gates of Death.

VI

I T WAS PAST NOON. HE HAD clinmbed high toward the saddl e of the pass. Kushat
lay small below him and he could see now the pattern of the gorges, cut ages
deep in the living rock, that carried the spring torrents of the watershed
around the mighty | edge on which the city was built.

The pass itself was channeled, but only by its own snows and nelting ice. It
was too high for a watercourse. Nevertheless, Stark thought, a man m ght find
it hard to stay alive if he were caught there by the thaw

He had seen nothing of Balin. The gods knew how many hours’ start he had
Stark imagined him scranbling wild-eyed over the rocks, driven by the sane
madness that had sent Thanis up into the castle to call down destruction on
G ara’ s head.



The sun was brilliant but w thout warnth. Stark shivered, and the icy w nd

bl ew strong. The cliffs hung over him vast and sheer and crushing, and the
narrow nmout h of the pass was before him He would go no farther. He would turn
back, now.

But he did not. He began to walk forward, into the Gates of Death.

The Iight was dimand strange at the bottomof that cleft. Little veils of

m st crept and clung between the ice and the rock, thickened, becane nore
dense as he went farther and farther into the pass. He could not see, and the
wi nd spoke with many tongues, piping in the crevices of the cliffs.

The steps of the Earthman slowed and faltered. He had known fear in his life
before. But now he was carrying the burden of two nen’s terrors—Ban Cruach’s,
and hi s own.

He stopped, enveloped in the clinging nmist. He tried to reason with
hi nsel f +hat Ban Cruach’s fears had died a mllion years ago, that O ar had
cone this way and lived, and Balin had cone al so.

But the thin veneer of civilization sloughed away and left himw th the naked
bones of truth. H's nostrils twitched to the snell of evil, the subtle unclean
taint that only a beast, or one as close to it as he, can sense and know.
Every nerve was a point of pain, raw with apprehensi on. An overpowering
recogni ti on of danger, hidden sonewhere, nocking at him made his very body
change, draw in upon itself and flatten forward, so that when at |ast he went
on again he was nore like a four-footed thing than a man wal ki ng upri ght.

Infinitely wary, silent, nmoving surely over the ice and the tunbled rock, he
foll owed Balin. He had ceased to think. He was going now on sheer instinct.

The pass led on and on. It grew darker, and in the di muncanny twlight there
were | oom ng shapes that nmenaced him and ghostly w ngs that brushed him and
aterrible stillness that was not broken by the eerie voices of the w nd.
Rock and mi st and ice. Nothing that nmoved or lived. And yet the sense of
danger deepened, and when he paused the beating of his heart was |ike thunder
in his ears.

Once, far away, he thought he heard the echoes of a man’s voice crying, but he
had no sight of Balin.

The pass began to drop, and the tw light deepened into a kind of sickly night.
On and down, more slowy now, crouching, slinking, heavily oppressed, tenpted
to snarl at boulders and tear at waiths of fog. He had no idea of the niles

he had travelled. But the ice was thicker now, the cold intense.

The rock walls broke off sharply. The m st thinned. The pallid darkness lifted
to a clear twilight. He came to the end of the Gates of Death.

Stark stopped. Ahead of him alnost blocking the end of the pass, sonething
dark and high and nassive |ooned in the thinning msts.

It was a great cairn, and upon it sat a figure, facing outward fromthe Gates
of Death as though it kept watch over whatever country |ay beyond.

The figure of a man in antique Martian arnor.

After a noment, Stark crept toward the cairn. He was still alnost all savage,



torn between fear and fascination

He was forced to scranble over the |ower rocks of the cairn itself. Quite
suddenly he felt a hard shock, and a flashing sensation of warmth that was
somehow i nside his own flesh, and not in any tenpering of the frozen air. He
gave a startled leap forward, and whirled, |ooking up into the face of the
mailed figure with the confused idea that it had reached down and struck him

It had not noved, of course. And Stark knew, with no need of anyone to tel
him that he |ooked into the face of Ban Cruach

IT WAS A FACE nade for battles and for ruling, the bony ridges harsh and
strong, the holl ows under them worn deep with years. Those eyes, dark shadows
under the rusty helm had dreamed hi gh dreams, and neither age nor death had
conquer ed t hem

And even in death, Ban Cruach was not unar ned

Clad as for battle in his ancient mail, he held upright between his hands a
m ghty sword. The pomrmmel was a ball of crystal large as a man’s fist, that
held within it a spark of intense brilliance. The little, blinding flane

throbbed with its own force, and the sword-bl ade bl azed with a white, crue
radi ance.

Ban Cruach, dead but frozen to eternal changel essness by the bitter cold,
sitting here upon his cairn for a mllion years and wardi ng forever the inner
end of the Gates of Death, as his ancient city of Kushat warded the outer

Stark took two cautious steps closer to Ban Cruach, and felt again the shock
and the flaring heat in his blood. He recoil ed, satisfied.

The strange force in the blazing sword made an invisible barrier across the
mout h of the pass, protected Ban Cruach hinself. A barrier of short waves, he
t hought, of the type used in deep therapy, having no heat in thensel ves but

i ncreasing the heat in body cells by increasing their vibration. But these
waves were stronger than any he had known before.

A barrier, a wall of force, closing the inner end of the Gates of Death. A
barrier that was not designed agai nst nan.

Stark shivered. He turned fromthe sonbre, brooding formof Ban Cruach and his
eyes foll owed the gaze of the dead king, out beyond the cairn

He | ooked across this forbidden |and within the Gates of Death.

At his back was the nmountain barrier. Before him a handful of mles to the
north, the termnus of the polar cap rose like a cliff of bluish crysta
soaring up to touch the early stars. Locked in between those two titanic walls
was a great valley of ice.

White and glimering that valley was, and very still, and very beautiful, the
i ce shaped gracefully into curving dones and hollows. And in the center of it
stood a dark tower of stone, a cycl opean bulk that Stark knew rmust go down an
unguessabl e distance to its base on the bedrock. It was like the tower in

whi ch Camar had died. But this one was not a broken ruin. It loonmed with alien
arrogance, and within its bulk pallid lights flickered eerily, and it was
crowned by a cloud of shimering darkness.

It was like the tower of his dread vision, the tower that he had seen, not as
Eric John Stark, but as Ban Cruach!



Stark’s gaze dropped slowy fromthe evil tower to the curving ice of the
valley. And the fear within himgrew beyond all bounds.

He had seen that, too, in his vision. The glimering ice, the domes and
holl ows of it. He had | ooked down through it at the city that |ay beneath, and
he had seen those who canme and went in the buried streets.

Stark hunkered down. For a long while he did not stir.

He did not want to go out there. He did not want to go out fromthe grim
warni ng figure of Ban Cruach with his blazing sword, into that silent valley.
He was afraid, afraid of what he mght see if he went there and | ooked down
through the ice, afraid of the final dread fulfillment of his vision

But he had cone after Balin, and Balin nust be out there sonewhere. He did not
want to go, but he was hinself, and he nust.

HE VENT, going very softly, out toward the tower of stone. And there was no
sound in all that |and.

The last of the twilight had faded. The ice gleaned, faintly |un nous under
the stars, and there was |ight beneath it, a soft radiance that filled all the
valley with the glow of a buried noon.

Stark tried to keep his eyes upon the tower. He did not wish to | ook down at
what |ay under his stealthy feet.

I nevi tably, he | ooked.
The tenples and the palaces glittering in the ice...

Level upon |evel, going down. Wells of soft Iight spanned with soaring

bri dges, slender spires rising, an endl ess variation of streets and crystal
wal I s exquisitely patterned, above and bel ow and overl apping, so that it was
i ke | ooking down through a thousand gi ant snowfl akes. A metropolis of
gossamer and frost, fragile and lovely as a dream |ocked in the clear, pure
vault of the ice.

Stark saw the people of the city passing along the bright streets, their
outlines blurred by the icy vault as things are half obscured by water. The
creatures of vision, vaguely shining, infinitely evil

He shut his eyes and waited until the shock and the dizziness left him Then
he set his gaze resolutely on the tower, and crept on, over the glassy sky
that covered those buried streets.

Sil ence. Even the wi nd was hushed.
He had gone perhaps half the distance when the cry rang out.

It burst upon the valley with a shocking violence. “Stark! Stark!” The ice
rang with it, curving ridges picked up his nane and flung it back and forth
with eerie crystal voices, and the echoes fled out whispering Stark! Stark!
until it seemed that the very nountains spoke.

Stark whirled about. In the pallid gl oombetween the ice and the stars there
was |ight enough to see the cairn behind him and the dimfigure atop it with
t he shining sword



Li ght enough to see Ciara, and the dark knot of riders who had followed her
t hrough the Gates of Death.

She cried his name again. “Cone back! Come back!”

The ice of the valley answered nockingly, “Come back! Come back!” and Stark
was gripped with a terror that held hi mnotionl ess.

She shoul d not have called him She should not have made a sound in that
deat hly pl ace.

A man’ s hoarse screamrose above the flying echoes. The riders turned and fled
suddenly, the squealing, hissing beasts crowdi ng each other, floundering
wildly on the rocks of the cairn, stanpeding back into the pass.

C ara was left alone. Stark saw her fight the rearing beast she rode and then
fling herself out of the saddle and let it go. She came toward him running,
clad all in her black arnmor, the great axe sw nging high. “Behind you, Stark
Ch, gods of Mars!” He turned then and saw them coning out fromthe tower of
stone, the pale, shining creatures that nove so swiftly across the ice, so
fleet and swift that no man living could outrun them

HE SHOUTED to Ciara to turn back. He drew his sword and over his shoul der he
cursed her in a black fury because he could hear her mailed feet com ng on
behi nd hi m

The gliding creatures, sleek and sl ender, reedlike, bending, delicate as
wraiths, their bodi es shaped from northern rai nbows of anethyst and rose—f
they should touch Cara, if their |oathsone hands should touch her...

Stark let out one raging catlike scream and rushed them
The opal escent bodi es slipped away beyond his reach. The creatures watched
hi m

They had no faces, but they watched. They were eyel ess but not blind, earless,
but not wi thout hearing. The inquisitive tendrils that forned their sensory
organs stirred and shifted |like the petals of ungodly flowers, and the col or
of themwas the white frost-fire that dances on the snow

“CGo back, Caral”

But she would not go, and he knew that they would not have |let her. She
reached him and they set their backs together. The shining ones ringed them
round, many feet away across the ice, and watched the | ong sword and the great
hungry axe, and there was something in the Iissone swaying of their bodies

t hat suggested | aughter.

“You fool,” said Stark. “You bl oody fool.”

“And you?” answered G ara. “Ch, yes, | know about Balin. That mad girl,
screamng in the pal ace—she told ne, and you were seen fromthe wall, clinbing
to the Gates of Death. | tried to catch you.”

“ W]y?”

She did not answer that. “They won’t fight us, Stark. Do you think we could
make it back to the cairn?”

“No. But we can try.”



Guardi ng each others’ backs, they began to wal k toward Ban Cruach and the
pass. If they could once reach the barrier, they would be safe.

Stark knew now what Ban Cruach’s wall of force was built against. And he began
to guess the riddle of the Gates of Death.

The shining ones glided with them out of reach. They did not try to bar the
way. They formed a circle around the man and woman, noving with them and
around them at the same tine, an endl ess weavi ng chain of many bodies shining
with soft jewel tones of color.

They drew cl oser and closer to the cairn, to the brooding figure of Ban Cruach
and his sword. It crossed Stark’s mnd that the creatures were playing with
himand C ara. Yet they had no weapons. Al nost, he began to hope...

From the tower where the shimrering cloud of darkness clung cane a bl ack
crescent of force that swept across the icefield like a sickle and gathered
the two humans in.

Stark felt a shock of numbing cold that turned his nerves to ice. H's sword
dropped fromhis hand, and he heard G ara’s axe go down. Hi s body was w t hout
strength, w thout feeling, dead.

He fell, and the shining ones glided in toward him

VI

TWCE BEFORE IN H S LIFE Stark had conme near to freezing. It had been like
this, the nunbness and the cold. And yet it seened that the dark force had
struck rather at his nerve centers than at his flesh

He could not see Ciara, who was behind him but he heard the nmetallic clashing
of her mail and one small, whispered cry, and he knew that she had fallen
t 0o.

The gl owi ng creatures surrounded him He saw their bodi es bendi ng over him
the frosty tendrils of their faces withing as though in excitenent or
del i ght.

Their hands touched him Little hands with seven fingers, deft and frail. Even
his nunbed flesh felt the terrible cold of their touch, freezing as outer
space. He yelled, or tried to, but they were not abashed.

They lifted himand bore himtoward the tower, a conpany of them bearing his
heavy wei ght upon their gl eam ng shoul ders.

He saw the tower | oom high and higher still above him The cloud of dark force
that crowned it blotted out the stars. It becane too huge and high to see at
all, and then there was a low flat arch of stone close above his face, and he

was i nsi de.

Strai ght overhead—a hundred feet, two hundred, he could not tell —was a gl obe
of crystal, fitted into the top of the tower as a jewel is held in a setting.

The air around it was shadowed with the same eerie gloomthat hovered outside,
but | ess dense, so that Stark could see the snoul dering purple spark that
burned within the gl obe, sending out its dark vibrations.



A globe of crystal, with a heart of sullen flane. Stark renmenbered the sword
of Ban Cruach, and the white fire that burned in its hilt.

Two gl obes, the bright-cored and the dark. The sword of Ban Cruach touched the
bl ood with heat. The gl obe of the tower deadened the flesh with cold. It was
the sane force, but at opposite ends of the spectrum

Stark saw the cryptic controls of that gl oom ng gl obe—a bank of them on a
wi de stone | edge just inside the tower, close beside him There were shining
ones on that |edge tending those controls, and there were other strange and
massi ve nechani sns there too.

Flying spirals of ice clinbed up inside the tower, spanning the great stone
well with spidery bridges, joining icy galleries. In some of those galleries,
Stark vaguely glinpsed rigid, gleanming figures |like statues of ice, but he
could not see themclearly as he was carried on

He was being carried downward. He passed slits in the wall, and knew that the
pallid lights he had seen through themwere the noving bodies of the creatures
as they went up and down these high-flung, icy bridges. He managed to turn his
head to | ook down, and saw what was beneath him

The well of the tower plunged down a good five hundred feet to bedrock

wi dening as it went. The web of ice-bridges and the spiral ways went down as
wel |l as up, and the creatures that carried himwere noving snmoothly along a
transparent ribbon of ice no nore than a yard in w dth, suspended over that

terrible drop

Stark was glad that he could not nove just then. One instinctive start of
horror would have thrown himand his bearers to the rock bel ow, and woul d have
carried Cara with them

Down and down, gliding in utter silence along the descending spiral ribbon
The great gloom ng crystal grew rempte above him Ilce was solid nowin the
slots of the walls. He wondered if they had brought Balin this way.

There were ot her openings, wi de arches |like the one they had brought their
captives through, and these gave Stark brief glinpses of broad avenues and
unguessabl e buil di ngs, shaped fromthe pellucid ice and fl ooded with the soft
radi ance that was |ike eerie nmoonlight.

At length, on what Stark took to be the third Ievel of the city, the creatures
bore himthrough one of these archways, into the streets beyond.

BELOWV H M NOW was the translucent thickness of ice that forned the floor of
this level and the roof of the | evel beneath. He could see the blurred tops of
delicate mnarets, the clustering roofs that shone |ike chips of dianond.

Above himwas an ice roof. Elfin spires rose toward it, delicate as needl es.
Lacy battlenents and little dones, buildings star-shaped, wheel -shaped, the
fantastic, lovely shapes of snowcrystals, frosted over with a sparkling foam
of light.

The people of the city gathered along the way to watch, a living, shifting
rai nbow of amethyst and rose and green, against the pure blue-white. And there
was no | east whi sper of sound anywhere.

For sone di stance they went through a geonetric nmaze of streets. And then
there was a cathedral-like building all arched and spired, standing in the
center of a twelve-pointed plaza. Here they turned, and bore their captives



in.

Stark saw a vaulted roof, very slimand high, etched with a glittering tracery
that m ght have been carving of an alien sort, delicate as the weavings of
spiders. The feet of his bearers were silent on the icy paving.

At the far end of the Iong vault sat seven of the shining ones in high seats
marvel | ously shaped fromthe ice. And before them grey-faced, shuddering with
cold and not noticing it, drugged with a sick horror, stood Balin. He | ooked
around once, and did not speak

Stark was set on his feet, with C ara beside him He saw her face, and it was
terrible to see the fear in her eyes, that had never shown fear before.

He hinself was | earning why men went mad beyond the Gates of Death.

Chill, dreadful fingers touched himexpertly. A flash of pain drove down his
spi ne, and he could stand agai n.

The seven who sat in the high seats were notionless, their bright tendrils
stirring with infinite delicacy as though they studied the three humans who
stood before them

Stark thought he could feel a cold, soft fingering of his brain. It came to
himthat these creatures were probably tel epaths. They | acked organs of

speech, and yet they nust have sone efficient means of comunications.

Tel epat hy was not unconmon anong the many races of the Solar System and Stark
had had experience with it before.

He forced his nmind to relax. The alien inpulse was instantly stronger. He sent
out his own questing thought and felt it brush the edges of a consciousness so
uttely foreign to his own that he knew he could never probe it, even had he
had the skill.

He | earned one thing—that the shining facel ess ones | ooked upon himwth equa
horror and | oathing. They recoiled fromthe unnatural hunman features, and nost
of all, mpost strongly, they abhorred the warnth of human flesh. Even the

i nfinitesinmal anmobunt of heat radiated by their half-frozen human bodi es caused
the ice-fol k disconfort.

Stark marshalled his inperfect abilities and projected a nmental question to
t he seven.

“What do you want of us?”

The answer cane back, faint and inperfect, as though the gap between their
alien mnds was al nbost too great to bridge. And the answer was one word.

“Freedom ”

Bal i n spoke suddenly. He voiced only a whisper, and yet the sound was
shockingly loud in that crystal vault.

“They have asked ne already. Tell themno, Stark! Tell them no!”

He | ooked at GCiara then, a | ook of nurderous hatred. “If you turn them | oose
upon Kushat, | will kill you with ny own hands before | die.”

Stark spoke again, silently, to the seven. “lI do not understand.”



AGAIN the struggling, difficult thought. “W are the old race, the kings of
the glacial ice. Once we held all the |and beyond the nmountains, outside the
pass you call the Gates of Death.”

Stark had seen the ruins of the towers out on the npors. He knew how far their
ki ngdom had ext ended.

“We controlled the ice, far outside the polar cap. Qur towers bl anketed the
land with the dark force drawn from Mars itself, fromthe magnetic field of
the planet. That radiation bars out heat, fromthe Sun, and even fromthe
awful wi nds that blow warmfromthe south. So there was never any thaw Qur
cities were many, and our race was great.

“Then cane Ban Cruach, fromthe south...

“He waged a war against us. He learned the secret of the crystal globes, and
| earned how to reverse their force and use it against us. He, leading his
arny, destroyed our towers one by one, and drove us back...

“Mars needed water. The outer ice was nelted, our lovely cities crunbled to
not hi ng, so that creatures |ike Ban Cruach m ght have water! And our people
di ed.

“W retreated at the last, to this our ancient polar citadel behind the Gates
of Death. Even here, Ban Cruach followed. He destroyed even this tower once,
at the time of the thaw. But this city is founded in polar ice—and only the
upper | evels were harned. Even Ban Cruach could not touch the heart of the
eternal polar cap of Mars!

“When he saw that he could not destroy us utterly, he set himself in death to
guard the Gates of Death with his blazing sword, that we m ght never again
recl ai mour anci ent domi nion.

“That is what we nean when we ask for freedom W ask that you take away the
sword of Ban Cruach, so that we may once again go out through the Gates of
Deat h!*

Stark cried al oud, hoarsely, “No!”

He knew the barren deserts of the south, the wastes of red dust, the dead sea
bottons—the terrible thirst of Mars, growing greater with every year of the
mllion that had passed since Ban Cruach | ocked the Gates of Death.

He knew the canals, the pitiful waterways that were all that stood between the
peopl e of Mars and extinction. He remenbered the yearly rel ease from death
when the spring thaw brought the water rushing down fromthe north.

He t hought of these cold creatures going forth, building again their great
towers of stone, sheathing half a world in ice that would never nelt. He

t hought of the people of Jekkara and Val kis and Barrakesh, of the countless
cities of the south, watching for the flood that did not come, and falling at
last to nmingle their bodies with the bl owi ng dust.

He said again, “No. Never.”

The di stant thought-voice of the seven spoke, and this tine the question was
addressed to Ci ara.

Stark saw her face. She did not know the Mars he knew, but she had nmenories of
her own—the nountain-vall eys of Mekh, the noors, the snowy gorges. She | ooked



at the shining ones in their high seats, and said,
“I'f I take that sword, it will be to use it against you as Ban Cruach did!”

Stark knew that the seven had understood the thought behind her words. He felt
that they were anused.

“The secret of that sword was lost a nmillion years ago, the day Ban Cruach
di ed. Neither you nor anyone now knows how to use it as he did. But the
sword’s radiations of warnth still |ock us here.

“We cannot approach that sword, for its vibrations of heat slay us if we do.
But you warm bodi ed ones can approach it. And you will do so, and take it from
its place. One of you will take it!”

They were very sure of that.

“W can see, a little way, into your evil mnds. Mich we do not understand.
But—the mnd of the large man is full of the woman’s inage, and the m nd of
the woman turns to him Also, there is a |link between the | arge man and the
smal |l man, |less strong, but strong enough.”

The t hought -voi ce of the seven finished, “The large man will take away the
sword for us because he nust—to save the other two.”

C ara turned to Stark. “They cannot force you, Stark. Don't let them No
matter what they do to nme, don't let them”

Balin stared at her with a certain wonder. “You would die, to protect Kushat?”

“Not Kushat al one, though its people too are hunman,” she said, alnost angrily.
“There are ny red wol ves—a w | d pack, but ny own. And others.” She | ooked at
Balin. “What do you say? Your |ife against the Norlands?”

Balin made an effort to lift his head as high as hers, and the red jewel
flashed in his ear. He was a man crushed by the falling of his world, and
terrified by what his nmad passion had led himinto, here beyond the Gates of
Death. But he was not afraid to die.

He said so, and even Ciara knew that he spoke the truth.

But the seven were not dismayed. Stark knew that when their thought-voice
whi spered in his mnd,

“I't is not death al one you humans have to fear, but the manner of your dying.
You shall see that, before you choose.”

SW FTLY, SILENTLY, those of the ice-folk who had borne the captives into the
city cane up from behind, where they had stood wi thdrawn and waiting. And one
of thembore a crystal rod like a sceptre, with a spark of ugly purple burning
in the gl obed end.

Stark | eaped to put hinmself between them and C ara. He struck out, raging, and
because he was al nost as quick as they, he caught one of the slim]lum nous
bodi es between hi s hands.

The utter coldness of that alien flesh burned his hands as frost will burn.
Even so, he clung on, snarling, and saw the tendrils withe and stiffen as
t hough in pain.



Then, fromthe crystal rod, a thread of darkness spun itself to touch his
brain with silence, and the cold that |ies between the worlds.

He had no nmenory of being carried once nore through the shimrering streets of
that elfin, evil city, back to the stupendous well of the tower, and up al ong
the spiral path of ice that soared those dizzy hundreds of feet from bedrock
to the gloom ng crystal globe. But when he again opened his eyes, he was |ying
on the wi de stone | edge at ice-Ilevel

Besi de himwas the arch that | ed outside. Cl ose above his head was the contro
bank that he had seen before.

Ciara and Balin were there also, on the | edge. They |eaned stiffly against the
stone wall beside the control bank, and facing themwas a squat, round
mechani sm from whi ch projected a sort of wheel of crystal rods.

Their bodies were strangely rigid, but their eyes and m nds were awake.
Terribly awake. Stark saw their eyes, and his heart turned within him

Ci ara | ooked at him She could not speak, but she had no need to. No natter
what they do to ne...

She had not feared the swordsnen of Kushat. She had not feared her red wol ves,
when He unmasked her in the square. She was afraid now But she warned him
ordered hi mnot to save her

They cannot force you. Stark! Don’'t let them
And Balin, too, pleaded with himfor Kushat.

They were not alone on the | edge. The ice-folk clustered there, and out upon
the flying spiral pathway, on the narrow bridges and the spans of fragile ice,
they stood in hundreds watching, eyeless, faceless, their bodies drawn in

rai nbow | i nes across the di mess of the shaft.

Stark’s mind could hear the silent edges of their |aughter. Secret, know ng
| aughter, full of evil, full of triunph, and Stark was filled with a corroding
terror.

He tried to nove, to crawl toward Ci ara standing |ike a carven image in her
bl ack mail. He could not.

Again her fierce, proud glance met his. And the silent |aughter of the

i ce-folk echoed in his mnd, and he thought it very strange that in this
nmonent, now, he should realize that there had never been another woman |ike
her on all of the worlds of the Sun.

The fear she felt was not for herself. It was for him

Apart fromthe multitudes of the ice-folk, the group of seven stood upon the
| edge. And now their thought-voice spoke to Stark, saying,

“Look about you. Behold the nen who have cone before you through the Gates of
Deat h!”

Stark raised his eyes to where their slender fingers pointed, and saw the icy
galleries around the tower, saw nore clearly the icy statues in themthat he

had only glinpsed before.

MEN, set like inmages in the galleries. Men whose bodies were sheathed in a



glittering mail of ice, sealing themforever. Warriors, nobles, fanatics and
t hi eves—+the wanderers of a mllion years who had dared to enter this forbidden
val l ey, and had renmi ned forever.

He saw their faces, their tortured eyes wi de open, their features frozen in
t he agony of a slow and awful death.

“They refused us,” the seven whi spered. They woul d not take away the sword.

And so they died, as this woman and this man will die, unless you choose to
save them
“W will show you, human, how t hey died!”

One of the ice-folk bent and touched the squat, round mechani smthat faced
Balin and G ara. Another shifted the pattern of control on the master-bank

The wheel of crystal rods on that squat mechani sm began to turn. The rods
bl urred, becane a disc that spun faster and faster

H gh above in the top of the tower the great gl obe brooded, shrouded in its
cl oud of shimrering darkness. The di sc became a whirling blur. The gl oom ng
shadow of the gl obe deepened, coal esced. It began to | engthen and descend,
stretching itself down toward the spinning disc.

The crystal rods of the mechani smdrank the shadow in. And out of that
spinning blur there cane a subtle weaving of threads of darkness, a gossaner
curtain winding around Ciara and Balin so that their outlines grew ghostly and
the pallor of their flesh was as the pallor of snow at night.

And still Stark could not nove.

The veil of darkness began to sparkle faintly. Stark watched it, watched the
chill motes brighten, watched the tracery of frost whiten over Cara’ s nail
touch Balmis dark hair with silver

Frost. Bright, sparkling, beautiful, a halo of frost around their bodies. A
dust of splintered dianond across their faces, an aureole of brittle light to
crown their heads.

Frost. Flesh slowy hardening in marbly whiteness, as the cold slowy
i ncreased And yet their eyes still lived, and saw, and understood.

The t hought -voi ce of the seven spoke agai n.

“You have only minutes now to deci de! Their bodies cannot endure too nmuch, and
live again. Behold their eyes, and how they suffer

“Only mnutes, human! Take away the sword of Ban Cruach! Open for us the Gates
of Death, and we will release these two, alive.”

Stark felt again the flashing stab of pain along his nerves, as one of the
shi ning creatures noved behind him Life and feeling came back into his |inbs.

He struggled to his feet. The hundreds of the ice-folk on the bridges and
galleries watched himin an eager silence.

He did not look at them H's eyes were on Ciara’s. And now, her eyes pl eaded.

“Don’t, Stark! Don't barter the life of the Norlands for ne!”



The t hought-voice beat at Stark, cutting into his mind with cruel urgency.

“Hurry, human! They are already beginning to die. Take away the sword, and | et
themlivel!”

Stark turned. He cried out, in a voice that made the icy bridges trenble:
“I will take the sword!”

He staggered out, then. Qut through the archway, across the ice, toward the
di stant cairn that blocked the CGates of Death.

I X

ACRCSS THE GCON NG ICE OF the valley Stark went at a stunbling run that grew
swifter and nore sure as his col d-nunbed body began to regain its functions.
And behind him pouring out of the tower to watch, canme the shining ones.

They followed after him gliding lightly. He could sense their excitenent, the
cold, strange ecstasy of triunmph. He knew that already they were thinking of
the great towers of stone rising again above the Norlands, the crystal cities
still and beautiful under the ice, all vestige of the ugly citadels of nman
gone and forgotten

The seven spoke once nore, a warning.

“I'f you turn toward us with the sword, the woman and the man will die. And you
will die as well. For neither you nor any other can now use the sword as a
weapon of offense.”

Stark ran on. He was thinking then only of Cara, with the frost-crystals
gl eami ng on her marble flesh and her eyes full of nute tornent.

The cairn | oomed up ahead, dark and high. It seemed to Stark that the broodi ng
figure of Ban Cruach wat ched himcoming with those shadowed eyes beneath the
rusty helm The great sword bl azed between those dead, frozen hands.

The ice-folk had slowed their forward rush. They stopped and waited, well back
fromthe cairn.

Stark reached the edge of tunbled rock. He felt the first warmflare of the
force-waves in his blood, and slowy the chill began to creep out fromhis
bones. He clinbed, scranbling upward over the rough stones of the cairn

Abruptly, then, at Ban Cruach’s feet, he slipped and fell. For a second it
seemed that he could not nove.

H s back was turned toward the ice-folk. Hs body was bent forward, and
shi el ded so, his hands worked with feverish speed.

From his cloak he tore a strip of cloth. Fromthe iron boss he took the
glittering lens, the talisman of Ban Cruach. Stark laid the | ens against his
brow, and bound it on.

The renenbered shock, the flood and sweep of nmenories that were not his own.
The mind of Ban Cruach thundering its warning, its hard-won know edge of an
anci ent, epic war

He opened his own mnd wide to receive those nmenories. Before he had fought



agai nst them Now he knew that they were his one small chance in this swft
ganble with death. Two things only of his own he kept firmin that staggering
tide of another man’s nenories. Two names—Ci ara and Balin.

He rose up again. And now his face had a strange | ook, a curious duality. The
features had not changed, but sonmehow the lines of the flesh had altered
subtly, so that it was al nbst as though the old unconquerabl e ki ng hinsel f had
risen again in battle.

He nounted the last step or two and stood before Ban Cruach. A shudder ran
through him a sort of gathering and settling of the flesh, as though Stark’s
bei ng had accepted the stranger within it. His eyes, cold and pale as the very
ice that sheathed the valley, burned with a cruel light.

He reached and took the sword, out of the frozen hands of Ban Cruach

As though it were his own, he knew the secret of the metal rings that bound
its hilt, below the ball of crystal. The savage throb of the invisible

radi ati on beat in his quickening flesh. He was warm again, his blood running
swiftly, his nuscles sure and strong. He touched the rings and turned them

The fan-shaped aura of force that had closed the Gates of Death narrowed in,
and as it narrowed it leaped up fromthe blade of the sword in a tongue of
pale fire, faintly shimering, made visible now by the full focus of its
strengt h.

Stark felt the wave of horror bursting fromthe mnds of the ice-folk as they
percei ved what he had done, And he | aughed.

Hs bitter |aughter rang harsh across the valley as he turned to face them
and he heard in his brain the shuddering, silent shriek that went up from al
t hat gat hered company...

“Ban Cruach! Ban Cruach has returned!”
They had touched his mnd. They knew.

HE LAUGHED AGAI N, and swept the sword in a flashing arc, and watched the | ong
bright blade of force strike out nore terrible than steel, against the rai nbow
bodi es of the shining ones.

They fell. Like flowers under a scythe they fell, and all across the ice the
ones who were yet untouched turned about in their hundreds and fled back
toward the tower.

Stark came | eaping down the cairn, the talismn of Ban Cruach bound upon his
brow, the sword of Ban Cruach blazing in his hand.

He swung that awful blade as he ran. The force-beamthat sprang fromit cut
t hrough the press of creatures fleeing before him hanpered by their own
nunbers as they crowded back through the archway.

He had only a few short seconds to do what he had to do.
Rushing with great strides across the ice, spurning the wthered bodies of the
dead...And then, fromthe gl oom ng darkness that hovered around the tower of

stone, the black cold beam struck down.

Like a coiling whip it lashed him The deadly nunbness invaded the cells of
his flesh, ached in the marrow of his bones. The bright force of the sword



battled the chill invaders, and a corrosive agony tore at Stark’s inner body
where the antipathetic radi ati ons waged war.

H s steps faltered. He gave one hoarse cry of pain, and then his linbs failed
and he went heavily to his knees.

Instinct only made himcling to the sword. Waves of blindi ng angui sh racked
him The coiling lash of darkness encircled him and its touch was the abysnal
cold of outer space, striking deep into his heart.

Hold the sword close, hold it closer, like a shield. The pain is great, but |
will not die unless | drop the sword.

Ban Cruach the mighty had fought this fight before.

Stark rai sed the sword again, close against his body. The fierce pulse of its
bri ght ness drove back the cold. Not far, for the freezing touch was very
strong. But far enough so that he could rise again and stagger on

The dark force of the tower withed and |icked about him He could not escape
it. He slashed it in a blind fury with the blazing sword, and where the forces
met a flicker of lightning |eaped in the air, but it would not be beaten back

He screaned at it, a raging cat-cry that was all Stark, all primtive fury at

the necessity of pain. And he forced himself to run, to drag his tortured body
faster across the ice. Because C ara is dying, because the dark cold wants ne

to stop...

The ice-folk jamred and surged agai nst the archway, in a panic hurry to take
refuge far below in their many-levelled city. He raged at them too. They were
part of the cold, part of the pain. Because of them C ara and Balin were

dyi ng. He sent the blade of force lancing anong them his hatred rising ful
tide to join the hatred of Ban Cruach that |odged in his mnd

Stab and cut and slash with the long terrible beam of brightness. They fel
and fell, the hideous shining folk, and Stark sent the |ight of Ban Cruach’s
weapon sweepi ng through the tower itself, through the openings that were |ike
wi ndows in the stone.

Agai n and agai n, stabbing through those open slits as he ran. And suddenly the
dark beam of force ceased to nove. He tore out of it, and it did not follow
him remaining stationary as though fastened to the ice.

The battle of forces left his flesh. The pain was gone. He sped on to the
t ower.

He was cl ose now. The withered bodies lay in heaps before the arch. The | ast
of the ice-folk had forced their way inside.

Hol ding the sword level like a lance, Stark | eaped in through the arch, into
the tower.

THE SHI NI NG ONES were dead where the destroying warmh had touched them The
flying spiral ribbons of ice were swept clean of them the arching bridges and
the galleries of that upper part of the tower.

They were dead al ong the | edge, under the control bank. They were dead across
t he nmechani smthat spun the frosty doom around Ciara and Balin. The whirling
disc still hunmmed.



Bel ow, in that stupendous well, the crowding ice-folk nade a seething pattern
of color on the narrow ways. But Stark turned his back on them and ran al ong
the I edge, and in himwas the heavy know edge that he had cone too | ate.

The frost had thickened around C ara and Balin. It encrusted themli ke
stiffened | ace, and now their flesh was overlaid with a di anond shell of ice.

Surely they could not I|ive!

He raised the sword to snmte down at the whirring disc, to smash it, but there
was no need. When the full force of that concentrated beam struck it, neeting
the focus of shadow that it held, there was a violent flare of light and a
shattering of crystal. The mechani smwas silent.

The gl ooming veil was gone fromaround the ice-shelled man and wonman. Stark
forgot the creatures in the shaft below him He turned the blazing sword ful
upon G ara and Balin.

It would not affect the thin covering of ice. If the woman and the nan were
dead, it would not affect their flesh, any nore than it had Ban Cruach’s. But
if they lived, if there was still a spark, a flicker beneath that frozen mail,
the radi ati on would touch their blood with warnm h, start again the pul se of
l[ife in their bodies.

He waited, watching Cara’s face. It was still as marble, and as white.

Sonet hi ng—nstinct, or the warning mnd of Ban Cruach that had | earned a
mllion years ago to beware the creatures of the i ce—snde hi m gl ance behind
hi m

Stealthy, swift and silent, up the w nding ways they cane. They had guessed
that he had forgotten themin his anxiety. The sword was turned away fromthem
now, and if they could take him from behind, stun himwth the chill force of
the sceptrelike rods they carried...

He slashed themwi th the sword. He saw the flickering beam go down and down
the shaft, saw the bodies fall |ike drops of rain, rebounding here and there
fromthe flying spans and carrying the living with them

He thought of the many levels of the city. He thought of all the countless

t housands that mnust inhabit them He could hold themoff in the shaft as |ong
as he wished if he had no other need for the sword. But he knew that as soon
as he turned his back they would be upon himagain, and if he should once
fall ...

He could not spare a noment, or a chance.

He | ooked at G ara, not knowi ng what to do, and it seened to himthat the
sheat hing frost had nelted, just a little, around her face.

Desperately, he struck down again at the creatures in the shaft, and then the
answer came to him

He dropped the sword. The squat, round mechani smwas beside him wth its
broken crystal wheel. He picked it up

It was heavy. It woul d have been heavy for two men to lift, but Stark was a
driven man. Gunting, swaying with the effort, he lifted it and let it fall,
out and down.



Li ke a thunderbolt it struck anbng those slender bridges, the spiderweb of icy
strands that spanned the shaft. Stark watched it go, and |listened to the
brittle snapping of the ice, the final crashing of a mllion shards at the
bottom far bel ow

He smiled, and turned again to Ci ara, picking up the sword.

I T WAS HOURS LATER Stark wal ked across the glowing ice of the valley, toward
the cairn. The sword of Ban Cruach hung at his side. He had taken the talisman
and replaced it in the boss, and he was hinsel f again.

Ci ara and Balin wal ked beside him The color had conme back into their faces,
but faintly, and they were still weak enough to be glad of Stark’s hands to
steady them

At the foot of the cairn they stopped, and Stark mounted it al one.

He | ooked for a long nonment into the face of Ban Cruach. Then he took the
sword, and carefully turned the rings upon it so that the radiation spread out
as it had before, to close the Gates of Death.

Al most reverently, he replaced the sword in Ban Cruach’s hands. Then he turned
and went down over the tunbl ed stones.

The shi mreri ng darkness brooded still over the distant tower. Underneath the
ice, the elfin city still spread downward. The “shining ones would rebuild
their bridges in the shaft, and go on as they had before, dreaming their cold
dreans of ancient power.

But they would not go out through the Gates of Death. Ban Cruach in his rusty
mail was still lord of the pass, the warder of the Norl ands.

Stark said to the others, “Tell the story in Kushat. Tell it through the
Nor | ands, the story of Ban Cruach and why he guards the Gates of Death. Men
have forgotten. And they should not forget.”

They went out of the valley then, the two men and the woman. They did not
speak again, and the way out through the pass seened endl ess.

Sonme of Ciara's chieftains met themat the nmouth of the pass above Kushat.
They had waited there, ashamed to return to the city w thout her, but not
daring to go back into the pass again. They had seen the creatures of the
val l ey, and they were still afraid.

They gave mounts to the three. They thensel ves wal ked behind C ara, and their
heads were | ow wi th shane.

They came into Kushat through the riven gate, and Stark went with Cara to the
King CGity, where she nmade Balin follow too.

“Your sister is there,” she said. “lI have had her cared for.”
The city was quiet, with the sullen apathy that follows after battle. The nen
of Mekh cheered Ciara in the streets. She rode proudly, but Stark saw that her

face was gaunt and strai ned.

He, too, was marked deep by what he had seen and done, beyond the Gates of
Deat h.

They went up into the castle.



Thanis took Balin into her arms, and wept. She had lost her first wild fury,
and she could look at Ciara nowwith a restrained hatred that had a tinge
al nrost of admiration.

“You fought for Kushat,” she said, unwillingly, when she had heard the story.
“For that, at least, | can thank you.”

She went to Stark then, and | ooked up at him “Kushat, and my brother’s life..
She ki ssed him and there were tears on her lips. But she turned to G ara with
a bitter smle.

“No one can hold him any nore than the wind can be held. You will learn
that.”

She went out then with Balin, and left Stark and C ara al one, in the chanbers
of the king.

ClARA SAID, “The little one is very shrewd.” She unbuckl ed the hauberk and | et
it fall, standing slimin her tunic of black |eather, and walked to the tall
wi ndows that |ooked out upon the nountains. She | eaned her head wearily

agai nst the stone.

“An evil day, an evil deed. And now | have Kushat to govern, with no reward of
power from beyond the Gates of Death. How man can be m sled!”

Stark poured wine fromthe flagon and brought it to her. She | ooked at him
over the rimof the cup, with a certain wy anusenent.

“The little one is shrewd, and she is right. | don’'t know that |I can be as
wi se as she...WI| you stay with ne, Stark, or will you go?”

He did not answer at once, and she asked him “Wat hunger drives you, Stark?
It is not conquest, as it was with ne. What are you | ooking for that you
cannot find?”

He t hought back across the years, back to the begi nning—+to the boy N Chaka who
had once been happy with Od One and little Tika, in the blaze and thunder and
bitter frosts of a valley in the Twilight Belt of Mercury. He renenbered how
all that had ended, under the guns of the niners—the nen who were his own

ki nd.

He shook his head. “l don’'t know. It doesn’'t matter.” He took her between his
two hands, feeling the strength and the splendor of her, and it was oddly
difficult to find words.

“I want to stay, G ara. Now, this mnute, | could pronmise that | would stay
forever. But | know nyself. You bel ong here, you will nake Kushat your own. |
don’t. Someday | will go.”

Ci ara nodded. “My neck, also, was not made for chains, and one country was too
little to hold me. Very well, Stark. Let it be so.”

She smled, and let the wine-cup fall.
The End.
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from Planet Stories March 1951
Bl ack Amazon of Mars is the third of three novellas that began the Stark
series. It was later re-worked into the 1964 novel People of the Talisman



