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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      





PROLOGUE



HUMANITY AS WE KNOW IT is not the end product of evolution, but only a way station. Maximillion Quest woke up one day to find himself an evolved superman—his Gift had come to him with physical adulthood—and found awaiting him the Others, whose own Gifts had enabled them to divide and rule the world among them, unbeknown to humanity at large.


Max Quest represented a threat to the Others’ status quo, and the story of his battle with them has been told in Phoenix Prime. In the course of this epic battle, Max was thrown into an alternate world of reality—into the world of Qanar.


Qanar is an ancient, never entirely conquered world, in which humanity once struggled to a civilization of sorts—a sparsely spread global empire that spoke a single language, established a scientific technology that was prodigious in some respects, and then was all but wiped out by a cataclysm the nature of which has been forgotten in the ensuing two thousand-some years.


Now humanity remains scattered in pockets over the face of this vast wild world, the inbred descendants of the few survivors of that long-ago catastrophe. Only the island continent of Zanor has been spared, and here too the population has declined and grown genteelly degenerate; and in common with those in other parts of the world, the people here have begun to confuse science and technology with magic. The greater arts are forgotten; only the lesser arts remain.


Max Quest made daring use of the once-vast network of matter transmitters—now too unreliable for anyone to chance their use—and visited the City Zominor on Zanor, where he met the Sorceress, a woman born three thousand years earlier, trained as a scientist and technician, and thrown into this dying world by a malfunctioning matter transmitter.


He also traveled to the dead City Tanakor, now only a few subterranean ruins overgrown by a vast forest, and west to the new and robust City Qar, one of the few rallying points of humanity. And on his way he met and saved the life of a minor noble named Elron.


Thus the stage is set for our present story—for this is to be the story of Elron and the Sorceress, and what happened on the world of Qanar after Max Quest had completed his quest and left once more for Earth, and his final confrontation with the Others. …





Chapter One



“AS ALL good stories must,” said Elron, “this one begins with a fight.”


“Ummm,” said Tagar, waiting patiently for the rest.


“It was on that meadow, on the Western Road, that the outlaws struck us—it was an ambush, and a well-laid one, too. They badly outnumbered us, and they had the advantage of surprise. It would’ve been a total defeat, but for the warlock. …”


And that had been the beginning of the story. Its ending had brought him here, tonight, tired and somehow bitter, despite all he had accomplished.


The outlaws had preyed upon the Western Road, along its forested length, for many years. It had been bad for trade, and it was inevitable that the Duke of Qar would send his men out against them sooner or later. The outlaws had speeded up the process, however. They had attacked the Duke’s own nobles. It had taken little prompting then for the Duke to order Elron to the final task—the outlaw band must be wiped out.


It had been done, and Elron was pleased that it had been done. Taking his cue from the strange warlock who had passed among them, he had made it a trial by fire. He had led his army of men across the River Qar, into the deep forest, and by a circuitous route to the outlaws’ tree-top holdings. And there he had burned them out.


But completion of the deed had not carried with it the elation it should have given him. He had memories of faces—the faces of men, their bodies twisted by the hard fall from the high branches, their hair gone, and their clothes charred or still burning. It was well enough to say to oneself that these men were plunderers, murderers, rapists. But the memory of their faces, caught frozen for death’s eternity in grimaces of pain and terror, had stayed with him, through two solitary steins of eale. …


“Ah, Elron!” A hearty hand had clapped him across his back, startling him from his thoughts. “More eale?” It had been Tagar, his lieutenant, shouting to be heard over the din of the ealehouse. He’d dropped to a seat on the broad wooden bench. “You are looking distant,” he observed, his voice less loud.


Elron looked up. The ealehouse was filled with boistering men, most of them of his command. It was a good ealehouse, as such places went, for the City Qar, and it was one often chosen by the Duke’s men in their off hours. He raised his hand and signaled. A girl—she had a beautifully turned backside; it was a shame her face was so homely—moved lithely through the crowd, past two wrestling drunks who became distracted by her passage and attempted to wrestle her, the tray balanced on her hand never faltering.


“Another eale,” Elron said. “He’ll buy it.” He jerked his thumb at Tagar. “And bring me a roast ham. The juices must still be running.”


She nodded. “And will you be buying the gentleman nothing in return?”


Tagar laughed. “He’ll buy me an eale and share his ham with me, if you make it a large one.”


She gave another nod and then turned into the crowd, their empty eale steins now added to her tray.


“Do not be deceived by her face,” Tagar said, gazing after her. “The rest of her body does not lie.”


“Ah,” Elron grunted.


“Now what can that mean? Don’t tell me you find the subject boring? Hey, Elron! You are being too quiet.”


He shook himself. “Perhaps so. I am tired. It was a long ride. I find I no longer have the simple zests I once did, Tagar.”


“It was that warlock. He placed a spell of gloom upon you.”


“In a way … in a way.”


Tagar leaned forward, his elbows bracing him on the heavy planked table. “Seriously now, what is it? I haven’t seen you in good spirits since the day you brought that man across the river.”


“Thoughts, Tagar—just thoughts.”


“Tell me.”


He told him. He told of the battle on the meadow, of how all but him had died, of how the warlock had mysteriously appeared, to rout the outlaws and use magic balms upon his wounds.


“He saved my life; I told you that. I don’t know where he came from. At first, in my delirium, I thought he was materialized from the great green forest herself. He was a man the like of which I have never seen before. A power radiated from him. Confidence—he was so completely confident. He sought a woman; the outlaws had taken her. We followed a trail I could never have read, and he led me directly to their holdings.


“I have never told you this; I have told no one, not even the Duke himself. But the warlock—Max Quest, he called himself, although I think he must have taken the second name upon himself as a title—the warlock used his magic and raised us both into the tree limbs. I felt a great hollowness in my stomach, as though I was falling. I was certain I was falling! But instead we rose, into the air, into the tree.


“He led me down a broad limb, to the chieftain’s hut. His woman was there—captive. He took my sword and in one blow killed the man. Then, to frighten back the others, he turned himself into a great flaming torch, a blazing pyre. Where his feet stood, the wood caught fire. Those he touched screamed with pain. Most of them leapt to their deaths rather than face him. It was a terrible sight, and one I shall never forget.”


“So that was why you had us bring the oil and pitch?”


“Yes—it was the best way. Perhaps they thought him returned. It would have frightened them all the more. In any case, ringing their holding with burning trees, we gave them no aerial escape, and we ourselves held the ground. But that was not all I meant to say about Max Quest.”


“Ahh.” It was an affirmative.


“Afterwards we three—he, his woman, and I—rode out to the Western Road, and after some hard riding made camp. Naturally, I chose to bed a little way from them, because I knew they desired to be alone. And, also naturally, I was still not far enough yet from them. I overheard their murmurs as they lay together, and I heard their sounds as they made love together. It was not something I was a willing party to, Tagar. I would have left the camp altogether except that they supposed me already asleep. In truth, I slept little that night.


“The next day—now, hear me out; no interruptions! I have a point to make. The next day we rode until we came to a place along the road that each of them recognized. It was a place of ruins, but hardly visible as such. The forest had so totally overgrown them that all I saw were hillocks until they led me into them. The two of them, Max Quest and his woman, went into a hole. They gave me the reins of their beast and bade me goodbye.


“I wanted to go with them. I knew it was another world they were going to, a world quiet alien, but I wanted to stay with them. Can you understand that? And instead I took the reins of their beast, and I stood there, and I let them go. Afterwards I went in a little way. There were a few rooms there, but they were empty.


“I returned to Qar; that you knew. I reported to the Duke, who was not happy that I had left without his orders, and I formed the company, and we smashed the outlaws. Thus; and so—here we are. And you tell me I am too quiet. I am. Shall I tell you why, Tagar?”


“Have you not already?”


“Yes, and also no.


“I am no longer a young man, my friend. I am past thirty. Yet, although I am a noble, I have not married. I have no family.


“When the warlock saved my life, it set me to wondering—wondering what there was in my life that had made it worth the saving. If I had been saved, what might be the purpose? And I thought on all I had been and had done, and …” His voice dropped so that Tagar had to lean forward to hear him. “It added up to very little.”


“Nonsense! You’re in a black mood—everything looks that way to you now. With a little more eale, some good roast meat … Ah, here comes the wench now!” He poked Elron boisterously in the ribs with his elbow. “Something for the inner man now, and then later … an appetizing dessert, perhaps?” His nod was to the serving wench now approaching their table.


The light, furnished only by the thin yellow flames of the oil lamps on the walls, was too dim for him to be certain, but Elron thought he noticed a change in the wench’s bearing and expression. She no longer wove her way through the other men in a sort of dancelike pattern, but strode stiffly, her tray several times in mortal danger.


But he said nothing as the woman lowered the tray to the table. The juices of the heavy ham kindled a fierce hunger in him as their thick aroma filled the air, and he waited impatiently for the slow-fingered wench to lift the ham’s thick wooden platter from the tray and position it on the table before them. Then she placed fresh eale steins at their elbows and turned her back. She had said not a word.


“Ah, Elron,” Tagar said. “You’ve spread your black mood on that sweet girl, and now there’ll be no dessert!”


Elron had pulled his short knife from his belt and was carving thick chunks of the steaming meat onto the platter. “I’ve been telling you, Tagar; you’re slow tonight. I am in no mood for wenching with empty-headed serving girls. I’m sick of this rowdy life.” He bit off a chunk of the meat and allowed himself a smile. “I will say that the hams are good here, though.”


Tagar took a stiff draught of his eale before replying. “You’re wanting a wife and a family and all similar such burdens? You’re thinking foolish, Elronsh—I, er, Elron.” He lifted his hand clumsily and brushed at his face. “Thassh funny,” he mumbled. Then his eyes cleared for a moment, and he gave Elron a piercing glare.


“Eale tasted-funny,” he said, struggling to get the words out. Then he fell face forward, into the carved ham.


Elron was suddenly aware that the room had quieted. A hush had fallen, broken only by a few sodden mumblings and an occasional crash as a bench overturned. He started to his feet, his knife in his hand—then paused, half-standing.


“What madness is this?” he muttered under his breath. “They are all in drunken stupors!”


Volstad, a great man-mountain who was one of Elron’s sergeants, pushed his head up from a nearby table, stared at Elron without recognition, then fell over backward from his bench. The crash shook the room, fluttering the lights. Then there was silence.


“The eale—drugged!” Elron moved catlike down the aisle between the long tables, stepping lightfootedly over the bodies tumbled in his way.


The kitchen was simply an area arched off from the common room, but in its center sat a great four-sided fireplace, where the cooking was done, an effective barrier that created privacy for the part of the kitchen that lay on its other side. He slipped quickly around the fireplace but found no one. The whole kitchen was deserted. This was yet another riddle!


Beyond was a doorway leading to a stairway, which led to the floor above. He met the wooden-faced serving wench at the bottom of the stairs.


“You!” he said, grabbing her wrists, his voice low but intense. “What have you done to my men?”


She tensed for a moment, then slumped. “You are in great danger,” she whispered. Her features showed no expression. “Come with me, quickly!”


“Hold on!”


“There is no time! They expect you to be—ah, like the others.” She gave a nod toward the common room. “If they find you here, like this, they kill you,” she hissed. “Upstairs, quickly!”


Against his will, Elron let the woman lead him up the rough-hewn stairs and into a small room. It was apparently her own, for a bed occupied perhaps a quarter of the room, and a woman’s clothes hung from the hooks on the walls.


Once inside, she closed the door, dropping a bar across it. Then, her fingers stumbling, she began to remove her clothes.


Elron sat on the edge of the bed and watched. His mind seemed stalled by the turn of events, and now he could only look on, incapable of astonishment, waiting to see what improbable thing might happen next.


The girl wore little more than her outer clothes, a fact he had already guessed. And it did not seem unlikely that she had performed this task before, with others. He found himself admiring her body, in a distant sort of way, and agreeing with Tagar that indeed it told a different story than her horsey face. But although her breasts were full and large-nippled, and her pelvic girdle indicated both strength and agility in her hips, it was also too evident that her charms appealed largely to the unfastidious. A simple glance, let alone a breath drawn in this closed room, told him she had not bathed beyond the elbows in many months.


“You have not undressed,” she said. “Quickly, you must take off your clothes!”


“I’m afraid I’m not interested just now,” Elron said dryly.


“But you must! They have a peephole. They will leave us be, if it appears …” she gestured at the bed.


Elron shook his head and gave a short laugh.


“This farce has gone far enough. Who are these people who will do these things, wench? And why have they had my men drugged?”


With apparent desperation, the girl threw herself upon him, knocking him flat under her well-structured body. She planted her lips against his and snaked her arms around his neck. His head was lying on a pillow, and he could not tell which made him want to gag more—the stench of the pillow or that of her breath.


He swept his arms up, inside and under hers, and swung them out, knocking her arms loose from their grip on him. He had guessed its presence, but only then did he glimpse the knife she now held in her right hand. It had come from under the pillow.


Her jaws were clenched, and her face was screwed into a mask of hate. She was hissing like a maddened cat. But before she could bring the knife about, he brought his knees up under her stomach and kicked.


She flew backward off the bed, her back slamming into the wall. The knife flew from her hand. Then she fell forward, to her knees.


He was at her in a bound. With his left hand he grabbed her hair, pulling her head up and back. With his right hand, he slapped her, back and forth, both cheeks.


“Now, vixen, speak to me,” he grunted.


She stared at him with eyes gone mad, whites showing all around the irises. Her breath hissed and bubbled through her teeth.


“Speak!” He open-palmed her face, the impact snapping her head to one side.


She said nothing. Suddenly her body went rigid; then, with a shriek, she threw herself upon him, her hands drawn into claws, tendons standing out on her at every joint, her attack a great spasm that ripped and tore at him.


The surprise of it caught him off balance. He fell backward, one leg catching on the bed, pitching him to the floor.


Instantly she was on him, her long nails clawing strips from his exposed skin, her teeth snapping at his throat.


There was nothing else to do but kill her. Her strength was too great for him to hold her back any longer. He got his right hand into her hair and held her head back, away from his neck. She clawed at his hand and his arm, but with his left hand he freed his knife from his belt and plunged it into her gut.


As he stabbed, he rolled against her, driving the blade in deeper and throwing her off his body.


She shrieked again, and blood bubbled in her mouth. Then suddenly her body was limp.


He pulled the knife free and climbed to one knee, staring down at her.


Her eyes opened, and for a moment there was sanity in them.


“The Duke,” she whispered. “You must save the Duke.”


A last spasm rolled over her, as her muscles were loosed by death. A foul smell filled the room. Elron regained his feet shakily and unbarred the door.


The men were all dead.


He stood and stared at their unmoving bodies. A fast-acting poison. She had waited until all were at least a little in their cups and would not notice the poison’s taste—if it even had that much taste.


And now his men were all dead. He nudged the mountainous Volstad with his toe. It had felled them all, even this great, boastful ox.


He moved to his own table. Tagar lay as he’d left him, his face in the congealing juices of the now-cold ham, the back of his neck purple.


Quite dead.


He went to the door and peered out into the gloom of the night.


The twisting street was curiously empty. No cars bumped over its rough stone pavements; no happy drunks staggered down its length, singing ribald songs at the tops of their lungs. Shop doors were closed, and upper-floor windows were shuttered. Only stray beams of light carved out the silent darkness, and these covertly.


What was going on here?


He tried to think back on their arrival. Had anything been amiss then?


No, there had been nothing he could put his finger on. He had been lost deep within himself soon after he had followed his men into The Wildebeest, the ealehouse most frequented by the Duke’s men, but not so abstracted that he would not have sensed something off-key.


There had been nothing off-key or at all out of the usual until the serving wench had come with their food and eale. Yes, that made sense. Here was the beginning of it, then. The woman was not as she had been before. And the change must have occurred after she took their order but before she served the ham.


The change—what could it be? He thought on the initial awkwardness of her movements and on the strangely abrupt way she had behaved with him at the bottom of the stair, and then on her incredible seizure, her fit of madness there at the end, followed by that brief moment of sanity.


Could it be? Could she had been possessed by a demon?


Unhooking his sword belt from the pegs by the doorway, he strapped it on and drew the sword. He tested its edge with his fingertips. Blunted. It would be needing honing, but he had no time for it now. He moved quickly from the doorway into the night.


City Qar is a new city, one of the few built by men since the long-forgotten Disaster. It began as a trading-place where the River Qar and its eastern tributary forked. As man once again began multiplying in this part of the world, trade grew. The small village was a natural focal point for the traders from the east, north, and west, and the delta land beyond was fertile for tilled crops and grazing animals.


The first Duke of Qar was no more than a shrewd trader who had seen what opportunities lay waiting in this growing village. It was he who had sold out his trade goods in exchange for land, then had built walls around the newly dubbed City Qar—walls that gathered within them an area five times greater than the city had ever enjoyed—and had organized a gang of mercenaries into fit soldiers, the City Guard.


The second Duke, his son, had built a great mansion, a building four stories tall, and of stone quarried many miles upriver; but he had done little else. However, people had come to live in the security of the city, and he had sold land to them at a handsome profit.


The fourth Duke was Elron’s present master, and under his rule the Dukedom had grown enormously. He was a benevolent man who conquered by trade rather than the sword and had made his city prosperous in the process. But he maintained the City Guard as a firmly disciplined troop that brooked no disorder within the city walls and kept a safe patrol of the surrounding countryside, as well. Many people in nearby lands had heard of the City Qar, come to gawk at it, and settled down to stay.


Barely four generations old, City Qar was a young and robust city, a place of brawling and merrymaking, the home of a lusty people. But a traveler through its streets this night would not have suspected this. It was as though a massive curfew had fallen and no one dared venture without his door. Elron found the very weight of it pressing down on him with a foreboding chill.


There was no moon, and the streets had no lights. Fog had risen from the river, and it crept about his ankles. It was a thoroughly unpleasant night.


When he came to the massive stone walls of the Duke’s mansion, his step quickened without his awareness. The gateway at its entrance stood open and unguarded, surely a bad omen.


He had barely stepped into the antechamber beyond, when the iron gate swung clankingly shut behind him. He whirled at the sound.


There was no one there. The way was empty. Beyond the iron grill, he saw only the darkness of night.


He feared now that he was too late. But he pressed forward, walking boldly down the carpeted center of the corridor. His presence was known—that was obvious.


The door to the Duke’s great hall, hardwood bound in iron straps, swung open at his approach. He stepped through and did not turn this time when it closed behind him.


The room was dimly lit, for few of the lamps were burning. It was a large room, baronial in size: two stories tall, a balcony at one end and, beneath the balcony, a fireplace tall enough to stand in. The walls were covered with tapestries and hangings, and the floor was flagstone. It was a cold and clammy place, even in summer. His steps rang too loudly in his own ears as he crossed the floor toward the fireplace.


A good fire was burning in the fireplace, and two men stood before it, silhouetted. One was short, tubby, seemingly soft and inoffensive. The other was a giant, tall and heavily bulked. They held their positions without speaking and waited for him to approach them. He had never seen them before.




Chapter Two


HE HAD never seen them before, but the smaller one nodded to him, and smiled.


“Ah, Mr. Elron. So good to see you, sir.”


Elron halted before them. “Mr. is not a part of my name; I know it not. And while I am noble-born, I am not yet a Sir.”


The man smiled again. “He quibbles with us, Archer. Can you imagine that? The man has twice skirted death narrowly, and yet he quibbles with us.” He addressed Elron directly again. “You stand before the new Dukes of Qar, and let us not voice any arguments to that.” His voice had grown steely. “I am Edwards; this is Archer. Archer does not speak. He has not spoken for many of your lifetimes. You may address yourself to either of us; I will answer.”


Elron felt his mind racing. “Why … what …?”


“Why are we here? What are we? Hah! I see by your thoughts that you have already met one of our kind, the warlock Quest.”


“I cannot believe he was of your kind,” Elron replied, fighting to hold his voice steady. “I sense nothing about you of the strength of that man.”


Edwards’s face twisted. “Do not speak to me of him!” he hissed—and in his tone Elron caught the faint reflection of the serving wench’s toneless voice.


“He was your enemy, then.”


Edwards’s face purpled, and then it was as though a great fist had smitten Elron’s brain. He felt an enormous explosion of pain within his skull. He fell to the floor, clapping his hands to his head. He did not hear his own scream; the pain in his head was too loud.


Then, as suddenly as it had come, the torturing pressure was gone. He looked up, dazed, incurious, his emotions all but wiped out by the shock.


Edwards was sitting in a chair, where before he had been standing. Archer seemed not to have moved. In a thin monotone, Edwards said, “I told you not to speak to me of him.”


There was a long pause, during which Elron said nothing. Then, “The Duke?” Elron asked dully.


“The previous Duke is no longer with us,” Edwards said, his voice returning to its more normal oily wheeze. “We are the new Dukes. We are your rulers, your absolute masters. Do you understand?”


“You tried to kill me.”


“It was to our advantage to remove as many potential troublemakers as possible. You are to be congratulated on your resourcefulness. But I trust you will be no troublemaker. Eh?” And, as though with his thumb and forefinger, he tweaked at Elron’s brain, sending an electric twinge through his skull in reminder.


“No.”


“No, what?”


“Ah—no, sir.”


“Very good, Elron.”


There was no signal, but suddenly two men were at his side. Each took an arm, and they led him away, through a side passage, to a stairway that led below.


He had heard that vaults existed under the Ducal Manse, but he had never seen them. The fourth Duke had used them largely as a place to keep his perishables, Elron knew, because they stayed quite cool, even in summer.


The two men led him unprotesting, his mind still numbed, down dark stairs. Flickering torches cast widely spaced islands of light into the Stygian darkness. It was damper down here than even in the foggy streets. From somewhere distant, the dripping of water echoed.


“Where are you taking me?” he asked, speaking to the men for the first time. “Why are you bringing me down here?”


“You must be purified,” said the man on his right. His tone was lifeless. A cold chill passed down Elron’s spine, and with it, clearer thought.


“Purified?”


“Your mind must be cleansed of rebellious thoughts.”


“I see. Have you been purified?”


“I have.”


“And how do you find it?”


The man did not answer.


“I asked you—what is it like?”


They were passing under the light of a sputtering torch. The man’s eyes seemed pools of blackness. His expression seemed empty. Then his eyes grew haunted.


“I—I have lost my—my soul!” His cry stabbed out through the stone corridors like a shriek of pain. Then his body went rigid.


Elron had seen this before. Great cords stood out on the man’s neck as every muscle in his body seemed to knot against another. The seizure had locked him momentarily rigid.


The other, still gripping Elron’s left arm, tugged him on, as though unaware of what was happening. Elron whirled and jumped back, swinging the man about and slamming him face first into the stone wall.


But he did not let go. As his face moved into the light again, Elron was horrified to see the greenish moss of the wet stone blocks now smeared across the man’s immobile face, his nose smashed flat, blood staining downward.


He would not let go. Elron struggled against him, but the man’s grip was like a vise, locked upon his left arm. He swung him back and forth, smashing him from one wall of the narrow passage to the other, all to no effect. And now the first man seemed to be recovering from his fit.


He knew this: he would never allow them to turn him into a soulless husk of himself such as these two had become. He had been stunned by Edwards’s mind-blast—by the warlock’s spell, as he thought of it—but now his spirit was returning. He must escape! He must get free!


They had not taken his sword. He had no wish to do this to a man whose only crime was his enchantment, but there was nothing else. He drew the sword and held it with the point toward his captor.


“Loose me, fellow,” he grated. “Do it now!”


The man stared back at him from eyes dunk deep within the ravaged ruins of his face. Blood still flowed from his nose; his tunic front was dark with blood. But he might as well have been deaf and blind. He made no sign and did not relax his grip.


Elron raised his sword and brought it down with all his strength upon the man’s arms.


The jarring blow severed the man’s left arm, just below his elbow, but only sliced his right bicep to the bone.


His mouth opened wide, and his face twisted in soundless agony. He did not scream.


And his right hand did not relax its grip.


Elron was panicking now, fear sending adrenalin coursing through his veins. The man was truly demon-possessed! He kicked at him, furiously.


The man’s severed arm pumped blood in heavy spurts across the stones of the walls and floor, and his face was white, but his grip was still of iron.


Elron swung his sword again and cut himself loose.


The armless man fell backward, tripping over his rising companion, knocking him flat and pinning his body. Blood covered them both.


Elron limped quickly back down the passage. He had barely reached the foot of the stairs before he was quite thoroughly sick.


At the head of the stairs, Elron hesitated. If he turned left, he would follow the short passage that emerged in the great hall. There was every possibility that the two warlocks were still there. But the only other way was a corridor that led ahead—away from the entrance to the building, and toward he knew not what.


Rich, sombre-hued wall hangings interrupted by oil lamps pointed the way down the unfamiliar corridor. There was no choice, really. Sword still in hand, he moved quietly down this new way.


There was no sound but that of his own feet on the stone floor. The wall hangings gave off a musty odor that at another time he would have found almost pleasant.


The end of the passageway was barred by a thick drapery. Cautiously, he pulled back one side and slipped through …


… into a world of shimmering crystal. He was in a room that seemed immense, the walls too distant to be seen. But everywhere about him light glimmered in the air. And ahead … ahead, a great troop of men, swords drawn, each standing precisely behind the other, waited in ready challenge!


His breath rasped in his throat, and his pulse hammered in his ears, but Elron raised his sword, to return their challenge bravely.


Immediately, as one the men who faced him raised their swords, in a mockingly identical gesture.


He stepped back.


They stepped back.


What witchery was this? He whirled, to face to his right.


A column of men whirled to face him.


Back, to his left, to the opposite side.


Yet another column of men, each brandishing a ready sword.


He turned to the corridor from which he had emerged.


It was gone, and in its place, a line of men, the first of them so close that their two swords might touch.


Elron smiled. And then he laughed, as the men before him silently laughed back.


Images—reflections. He knew not how they had been created here, in a room, but he had stood before silent forest pools to stare down at his own reflection often enough to understand the principle.


The man who faced him, relaxed now, was darkly bearded, as Elron was, and wore the same clothes over his muscular frame—a shirt of light chain; a red leather tunic, belted at the waist and falling over his breech-clout; and leather leggings. His eyes seemed to glower from under heavy black brows, and neither his face nor his tunic were freshly cleaned. Soot stained his temples, and more soot mingled with dried blood on his leathers.
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