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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



For miles uncounted the forest stood supreme. Giant trees reached their branches heavenward, fighting for sunlight and fresh air. Beneath their dense foliage existed another world than that of the open sky above — the twilight of the forest floor. There the cool gloom was broken only by scattered rays of sunlight that crept through the ceiling above, to melt upon the thick bed of leaf mold and pine needles which covered the floor. No undergrowth flourished, except in spots where an arboreal giant had fallen and torn a gap in the forest roof, through which yellow sunlight streamed. Then for a short time a cerement of underbrush might thrive on the rich humus beside the decaying trunk, until the branches above refilled the gulf and strangled the life-giving rays.


But the floor was far from a lifeless desert. A myriad of animal life, great and small, scrambled through the forest. Insects rustled through the carpet and up the trunks of the great trees. Serpents glided along the ground searching for rodents, whose dens were among the tangled roots. Several species of small furry animals picked their way through caves and grooves in the moss-hung debris of fallen branches and castoff leaves of many seasons. High above, birds chattered gregariously, and somewhere a squirrel cursed in rage over some unseen affront. In the distance a crow croaked nervously and was still.


The doe heard its half-hearted call of warning and froze in the shadows, her fawn pressed against her flanks, shivering on extraordinary legs. Her wide eyes swiveled in alarm, and her taut ears tensed for sounds of danger. Cautiously she drew breath through sensitive nostrils, seeking a scent of wolf or bear or other predator. For minutes she paused, searching for some evidence of danger. None appeared, and visions of meadow clover beckoned. She stepped from the shadow of the trees once again, her fawn close behind.


Packed loam of the path recorded her pointed hooves but a few steps when a hissing arrow tore through her ribs. Gasping in agony, the doe staggered, then plunged along the path in blind flight. The fawn paused only a second before instinctive terror supplanted bewilderment, and on his stilt-like legs he pounded after his mother. A chorus of crows caught the scent of blood, of fear, and raised a raucous protest.


The hunter jumped from his concealment alongside the trail, another arrow nocked and ready. Bounding onto the gametrail, his patient eyes recognized the stream of blood, and he grinned jubilantly. “Lung at least — maybe heart, too, by the blood! Run while you can, bitch — you won’t go far!” He drew a long knife and followed confidently the glistening trail.


Her hoofprints quickly left the path, but marks of the doe’s passage were obvious by the crimson blotches splashed upon the forest floor. As the hunter surmised, she had not run more than a few hundred yards before death pulled her down. She lay in a sudden depression in the ground — a cavity ripped from the floor a few years earlier when an enormous tree had been uprooted. Her breath rattled now through red foamed nostrils, and her eyes seemed already glazed.


He clambered into the depression gingerly and cut her throat. Wiping the knife across her flank, the hunter cast about for the fawn. No sign of him. Something would get him by morning, probably, so at least he would not starve. He felt some slight remorse over killing a doe with fawn, but the day had been long, and his family in Breimen came first. Besides, he was paid to bring in deer for the market, not to observe forest idylls.


He sat against the bank with a tired but satisfied grunt, wiped his face on a dirty sleeve, and looked about him. A minute’s rest — then gut her, rig up a drag, and pull the carcass into Breimen. And that would about finish it for this afternoon.


The bowl in which the huntsmen rested was several yards across, for the tree that had wrenched loose was an ancient one of immense size. Bare soil still scarred the depression, although material had begun to slide down from the edges. Something glittered upon the bottom of the hole. A lance of sunlight shone down from above to spear something bright, embedded in the humus — some object that cast back a silver reflection to the hunter’s eyes. Mildly intrigued, he rose to get a closer look. The object that lay there in the dirt made him grunt in puzzlement and squat down to make astonished examination.


A ring lay embedded in the dirt. Around it the loam was streaked with white, crumbling material that seemed to be rotted bone, and reddish splotches which might represent rusted iron intermingled. Brushing away the loose surface, he discerned a few greenish lumps, recognizable only as corroded brass or copper. The body of some ancient warrior, possibly — although how long it had moldered here beneath the forest defied his imagination. Long enough for bones and accouterments to crumble away — and the tree that had overgrown the grave was centuries old.


With unsteady hand the hunter pulled the ring free of its bed of tainted clay and brushed loose the tenacious fragments that encased it. He spat and polished it against his leather trouser leg, then raised it to his eyes for appraisal. The metal was silvery in appearance, but seemed far harder — and silver should have tarnished black with antiquity. It seemed to be set with a tremendous cabochon-cut bloodstone — rich, deep-green stone with red veins traced throughout its depths. But it was a superb example of that gem, he judged, holding it to a ray of light. For the colors were somewhat more intense, and there appeared to be a quality of translucency to the stone that made it distinct from the normally opaque gem. The stone was huge — abnormally large for a ring — and it seemed to fuse cunningly into its setting. Carefully he scraped free a last few stubborn flakes of bone-streaked clay from the inside of the ring and held it before his finger. Whoever had worn this ring lost centuries past must have been a giant, for its girth was several sizes too great for any normal finger to hold.


Uneasily the hunter recalled legends told by the Selonari of giants and demons who had stalked the forests even before they had settled here. And there were tales among his own people regarding the savage Rillyti, who supposedly never strayed far beyond the slimy shelter of their swamp.


But the hunter had a solid, practical mind. Saying a prayer to Ommem for protection, and to the spirit of the rotted skeleton for pardon, he dropped the ring into his pouch. Mechanically he began to gut his kill, all the while speculating pleasantly as to the price his find might bring him at the jewelers’ market in Breimen.










I



Death by Firelight


An ominous black shadow in the leaping firelight, the big man crouched enswathed in his cloak and moodily sipped wine from a crockery mug lost in his huge fist. His close-fitting shirt and trousers of dark leather were freshly stained with sweat and blood, and the right sleeve was rolled back from a scarlet-streaked bandage encircling an arm thick with corded muscle. A belt bright with silver studs crossed his massive chest, holding fast an empty sword scabbard behind his powerful right shoulder. The sword itself stood before him, its point embedded in a gnarled tree root. Absently running a knuckle over the short red beard that framed his rather brutal face, he brooded over the many nicks and red brown smears that defaced the blade and cast shadows of violent combat by the flickering light. Seemingly he was oblivious to the others as they greedily spread out the loot to divide among themselves.


The Ocalidad Mountain Range that guarded the northern coasts of the forestland now called Wollendan had been infamous for its bandits long before the blond seafarers of the coast migrated through its passes to carve out cities from the great forests of the south. The dark-haired forest-dwellers who grudgingly yielded ground to their iron-guarded advance had made free use of the countless caves and unassailable fortresses the mountains provided, before the intruders had ever landed on their shores. Never in the memory of those who held the land had it been safe for a caravan to cross the Ocalidad Mountains. Yet commerce must flow from seacoast inland and back again, and the rich trade with the fabled cities across the seas made the gamble worth the effort. So men with wealth crossed the mountains, where men with swords waited to strip them of it, and the history of their measures and countermeasures was as long and colorful as it was bloody.


Earlier today this band had attacked a somewhat modest pack train crossing from the south under a small guard of armed men. The ensuing battle had ended in little better than a draw for the bandits, who lost a good number of men before the survivors of the caravan broke through the ambush to safety. In fleeing, however, several loads of goods had been left behind by the merchants, and the brigands were content to fall upon this booty and abandon further efforts against the remainder of the caravan. Retreating to their camp as nightfall overtook them, the bandits were now engaged in the difficult and dangerous business of dividing the spoils.


“A fine lot of jewelry here in this one pack,” observed their leader, a scar-faced giant named Hechon. “Someone’s out a bundle of money here. Wonder what it was all going for. Hey… maybe all the rumors are true about Malchion hiring some more troops to attack Selonari.”


“That old tale’s been blowing around these hills in one form or another long as I can think back,” scoffed someone.


The contents of the jewel merchant’s bag were carefully poured out on a blanket, where they tossed sparkles of firelight back into the circle of greedy eyes. A dozen pairs of hands twitched in eagerness to seize the treasure, but the bandits held back while Hechon fingered through the loot calculatingly. His would be the final word as to how everything would be divided among his band.


“Damn! Here’s something interesting now!” muttered Hechon. A three-fingered hand reached down and lifted a ring into the firelight. Experienced eyes weighed the object. “Huh! Thought this looked strange! Ring’s way too big for most people, and I can’t quite call this metal. Not right for silver — too hard. Wonder if this is maybe platinum — that’s a costly metal and hard as iron. I’ve heard tell they work it up north or somewhere. Thought this gem was bloodstone at first, too, but it don’t look like any I ever seen. See how the light seems to shine into it a ways… you can almost follow the veins of red down into the gem.”


“Let me see that ring.” The big man seated apart from them spoke at last; Hechon’s discovery of the ring had aroused him from his brooding aloofness.


Eyes turned at his low voice. Hechon looked toward him in shrewd calculation, and after a pause he tossed the bloodstone ring to him. “Sure, Kane. Take a look, then. If you’re too tired to come stand around with the rest of us.”


Kane caught the object in his left hand and held it before his eyes. In silence he studied the ring, carefully turning it about in the light, as if he saw a legend inscribed on its surface. He seemed lost in thought for a long while, then announced abruptly, “I want this ring as part of my share of the booty.”


Hechon rankled at his tone. He had had second thoughts about accepting Kane into his band since the red-haired stranger had come to him two months before. He brought along a handful of others — all that survived when their old gang of outlaws had been surprised by a troop of mercenaries sent out by the coastal cities to make the mountain passes safe for commerce. Where Kane had come from before that, Hechon neither knew nor cared. However, of Kane’s deadly skill in battle the bandit leader did know, for the awesome might of the stranger’s sword arm quickly made his name feared throughout the Ocalidad Mountains. And although Hechon immediately recognized the threat Kane posed to his leadership, he had judged his position among his own men too secure for the other to challenge outright… and in a raid Kane was worth a dozen lesser rogues.


Now Kane’s confident appropriation of the bizarre ring struck resentment in Hechon’s shrewd mind. Best to assert command now, he decided, before the others began to accept Kane’s wishes as law in other matters. “I decide how the take gets split up,” he growled. “Anyway, that’s a valuable ring, and I’ve taken a liking to it myself.”


Kane frowned slightly and continued to examine the bloodstone ring speculatively. “Bloodstone is scarcely a precious gem, and this ring’s value is only that of a curiosity,” he offered reasonably. “Still, I find it somewhat intriguing, and it looks like it might not be much too large for my hand. So maybe it’s just a whim, but I want it. As to its dubious monetary worth, I’ll take a big chance and accept this ring in lieu of the rest of my share of the spoils. That’s leaving you others with an extra slice of obvious value to split up.”


“You’re not fool enough to gamble like that unless you maybe got some other ideas on that ring’s worth,” Hechon pointed out, now genuinely suspicious. “And like I say, I’m boss here, and I decide who gets what. So pass that damn ring back, Kane, and we’ll get on with business. You’ll take what I decide on, and right now I’m telling you that ring’s going to be mine.” The menace in his tone was a grating note.


Hechon glowered at Kane obstinately. Around them the other outlaws watched in nervous silence, almost imperceptibly shuffling away from the two. Abelin, Hechon’s lanky lieutenant, carefully wiped his hands on his thighs and moved them out of Kane’s sight, trying to read some signal in his leader’s face. They would back him, Hechon decided.


In the strained silence even the voices of the night creatures seemed hushed and distant. Kane’s eyes glowed with blue fire in the flickering light, cold death laughing derisively in their depths. Hechon had always felt a chill when he looked into those eyes, the eyes of a born killer. Uneasily he remembered the insane light that stirred in those eyes when Kane stood red with slaughter over those who fell before his blade in battle. Held next to his cheek in his left hand, the evil gleam of the bloodstone seemed to match Kane’s uncanny stare. Even its scarlet veins seemed phosphorescent in the shadow of the firelight.


And Hechon knew Kane was not going to return the ring. Cold realization came that there was no course left him now. If he relented, Kane would have outfaced him before his men, and his command over them would soon change fists. Kane’s challenge must be answered, now and forever.


Kane seemed immobile, but Hechon knew the deadly speed with which he could strike. His sword stood before him in easy reach, impaled in a root. Narrowly Hechon watched Kane’s left hand — his sword arm — but Kane still stroked his cheek with the ring. The bandit leader shrugged. “Well, if you want the damned ring that much, I guess you can keep it as your share.” He seemed to relax, and he grinned about him at the others.


As he did, Hechon caught Abelin’s eye for a significant moment, and his fingers spread in an evident gesture of helplessness. “After all, Kane,” he continued, “it’s worth more to me to keep you…”


Abelin’s hand suddenly flicked to his neck and flew back balancing a long bladed knife from the sheath that hung between his shoulders. The bandit lieutenant’s long arm straightened in unbroken motion to hurl the blade at Kane’s chest.


But Kane had not fallen prey to Hechon’s apparent acquiescence. Knowing the bandit chieftain’s cunning, Kane had followed the other’s eyes and caught the silent death sentence he had signed Abelin to carry out. And although Kane was left-handed, years of training had made his right arm almost as proficient as the other.


In the fraction of a second that Abelin required to send his blade flashing for Kane’s heart, Kane hurled his powerful body to one side. As he leaped from his crouched position, the right hand that had strayed toward his right boot lashed out with the knife it found hidden there. Striking like a coiled serpent, Kane hurled his dagger across the fire like an arrow of light. Abelin’s blade hissed past him as he twisted and thudded against the base of a tree. Still bending forward with his cast, the outlaw coughed in startled pain as Kane’s knife drove its point through his heart.


Kane’s lunge brought him to his feet even as he had thrown the knife. As the bandit lieutenant crumpled to his knees to realize that death had claimed him, Kane caught up his sword in his left hand, dropping the ring to the ground, and swung his boot into the fire. A blinding, searing wave of coals and burning embers exploded over the stunned bandits, driving them back in pain and confusion.


Hechon was reaching for his sword hilt the instant Abelin had drawn his knife. Throwing up his free arm to ward off the burning cloud of fire and ashes, the bandit leader whipped out the blade with frantic haste. Only barely did he raise his guard in time to turn back Kane’s thrust.


Kane leaped across the fire, sword slashing like a fiery brand. Avoiding Hechon’s return thrust, he struck again, swinging powerful blows that all but tore his opponent’s hilt from numbed fingers. Forced to the defensive, Hechon backed away from Kane and strove desperately to stave off the attack until his men could shake off their surprise and come to his aid — if they would. Kane gave them no time to decide. As Hechon retreated around the scattered coals, something turned under his boot, causing him to sway off balance for only an instant. In that fraction of a heartbeat, Kane’s sword eluded Hechon’s failing guard and pierced his shoulder. Driven back by the blow, Hechon was helpless to block Kane’s follow-through. A second later his smashed corpse flopped against the earth, spewing a torrent of crimson over the green-jeweled ring that glowed evilly in his dying vision.


Swiftly Kane scooped up the bloodstone ring from the darkened earth and straightened to face the other outlaws. Weapons drawn, they were milling about in confusion, uncertain what course was theirs to follow now that their leaders were slain.


“All right!” Kane roared, his reddened sword raised menacingly. “This ring is mine, and I’ll kill any other damn fool who disputes my claim! Split the rest of the loot up among yourselves now! I’ve got what I want, and I’m leaving! Anyone who wants a quick trip to hell can try to stop me!”


No hand was raised against him. Retrieving his dagger and a handful of gold coins, Kane mounted his horse and thundered away into the darkness. Behind him the jackals quarreled over his leavings.










II



The Tower at Time’s Abyss


The stones beneath his horse’s hooves assumed an almost reassuring familiarity now, and Kane all at once was uncertain whether fifty years or as many days had passed since last he had ridden along this ridge. Trees grew sparse and stunted from the cracked and wind-sculpted rock, throwing odd shadows against the orange-red sun in the west. The wind that whipped through his hair and flapped the wolfskin cloak about his shoulders bore with it the cold scent of the sea, which verged as a blue ribbon into the hazy eastern horizon. Faint murmur of distant waves underscored the rush of the wind, and sharp cries of soaring birds rose in broken descant. These far-off dark shapes that hung and wheeled on the wind — were they ravens, hawks, or gulls? Or were they even birds? Kane was too concerned with keeping to the unfrequented and all but obliterated trail to give them further attention.


The ruins of a low wall crept into view, more sharply demarcating the ancient roadway he followed. Tumbled heaps of gray stone suggested fallen dwellings, and an occasional roofless structure now huddled against the crest of the ridge. As Kane rode closer to the ridge’s summit, he could recognize the familiar details of her tower — a sweeping basalt spire that jutted perilously above a sheer plummet thousands of feet over the coastal plains far below. It seemed incredible that this tower had not plunged off into the abyss centuries ago, but Kane knew its fragility to be only illusion. For the city about this tower had lain in ruins long before the great ocean that once surged mightily against the mountain wall had receded, and still the tower had stood without change.


Lights began to glow within the tower’s high windows, Kane observed, as he guided his mount along the final few hundred yards of cracked roadway that led to the summit. More strongly now the familiarity of these surroundings impressed him, imbuing him with a curious sense almost of homecoming. The eerie changelessness of her world was all the more strange to Kane because of the restless state of flux in which he perceived existence. It seemed to him that in Jhaniikest’s tower there existed a focus of timelessness within the ever shifting patterns of the remainder of the universe, a refuge from time itself.


The tower gates swung open as he approached, throwing a mist of yellow light into the twilight that drifted over the ridges. Phantom guardsmen of a long-dead race clashed curious spears in stiff salute, and Kane’s horse lolled frightened eyes and nickered nervously. Tired from days of hard riding, Kane eased himself from the saddle and led his snorting mount to the shelter of a roofless building near the tower’s base. Tethering him, Kane saw that there was fodder enough growing through the cracked floor to occupy the animal until he could tend to him more fully.


Through slit-pupiled eyes the guardsmen watched impassively as Kane entered the tower portals. Behind him the doors closed with only a faint rasp, and he wondered when they had last swung open to admit a guest. Torches set along the wall afforded illumination as he crossed the entrance hall and ascended the stone stairwell that led to the levels above.


Jhaniikest stood by the head of the stairs, her half-folded wings framing the wide doorway. A smile of welcome drew thin red lips over needle-sharp white teeth as she held out her hand to him. “Kane! I saw you coming from above! All afternoon you’ve plodded along. I thought you had lost your way… maybe forgotten Jhaniikest over the years! I think it’s been a century since last I saw you!”


“Not nearly that long, I’m certain,” Kane protested, as he knelt to kiss the long-fingered, deceptively fragile hand. “Actually, I was thinking on the ride up that it had only been a few months since my last visit.”


She laughed, an uncanny, high-pitched trill. “Kane… you’re a total loss as a lover. Do you always tell your ladies that the years you’ve spent away from their presence have passed like days?” Her wide silver eyes appraised him in frank curiosity, the black vertical pupils almost circular in the darkened room. “You seem unchanged to me, Kane,” she judged. “But then you always look the same — just like my shadow servants here. Come… sit beside me and tell me what things you’ve seen. I’ve already had the wine and hors d’oeuvres set out.”


Kane accepted a flagon of wine from a slender serving girl whose bones were long drifting with the dust. Lips set in concentration as she balanced the heavy tray and its fragile contents, she seemed to him fully alive; he even thought he could discern the quick pulse of breath stirring the fine tawny fur of her breasts. Jhaniikest’s sorcery was potent, he mused as he sipped the wine — demon wine conjured out of some unguessable cellar.


“Brought you something I thought you might enjoy,” he announced, tugging out the pouch he wore beneath vest and shirt. Fumbling through its contents a moment, Kane withdrew a tiny packet wrapped in soft leather and offered it to her.


Jhaniikest caught it up with eager curiosity and ran her finger over the packet in brief speculation before she sliced through its tie with a sharp talon and spread the wrapping apart. “A ring!” She laughed in delight. “Kane… what a lovely sapphire!” Murmuring vague sounds of pleasure, she turned the splendid blue star sapphire about in the light, trying it on one finger, then another, admiring the effect.


She was an uncanny creature, Jhaniikest. Ageless offspring of a priestess of a vanished prehuman race and the winged god they had worshipped. Sorceress, priestess, demigoddess — for centuries she had lived in this tower that once had been temple for the race who had dwelt here. She had preserved this tower through her magic while the remainder of the ancient city crumbled into ruins, and she had summoned from death the shades of her people to serve her here. A goddess without a heaven. Or perhaps this was her heaven, for she had lived in this desolate tower for centuries, occupying herself with such unimaginable designs and philosophies as only the elder gods could comprehend. Kane had discovered her partly by chance a great many years before.


She knelt on her couch with her long legs drawn under her, membranous wings folded but stirring restlessly, as if buffeted by unperceived winds. Aside from her wings, Jhaniikest was not too dissimilar in form from a human. Her figure was almost that of a slender girl in mid-teens, although her limbs were disproportionately long, which raised her height to somewhat over six feet. Her chest seemed unnaturally deep from the thick bands of muscle that spread from the base of her wings down across shoulder and back and around to a keel-like breastbone. Small, firm breasts softened the sharp lines of her chest. Silver-white fur covered her entire body — fur short and fine as on a cat’s face. Across her scalp and down her neck her hair grew long and billowy, a proud mane that any court beauty would envy. Her face was narrow, with piquant features, and there was an elfish point to her ears and chin. Jeweled ornaments glittered upon the silvery fur of her person — her only attire other than a golden belt of gems and bright silk scarves.


Her wings were Jhaniikest’s most marvelous feature. Silver-furred bat’s wings that reached from shoulder to hip and spanned to twenty feet when spread. Furled, they stood from her back like an ermine cape. Extended in flight, they shimmered opalescent in the sun. The inhuman strength of her compact and hollow-boned frame easily lifted her into the air, where Jhaniikest could soar for hours through the desolate skies. A winged goddess of a vanished realm.


The sapphire pleased Jhaniikest, as Kane, aware of her love of bright jewelry, had known it would. The gem, one of the finest he had gleaned in several years of banditry, was something her sorcery could easily surpass. But the goddess rarely received offerings in these years, and Kane had understood the delight his gift would bring Jhaniikest.


“What brings you to my realm once more, Kane?” Jhaniikest asked presently. “Don’t tell me again that you rode this far just to give me jewelry and bring diversity to my days. It’s flattering, but I know you too well. Kane’s motives are never those he proclaims through a smile.”


Kane winced. “Small thanks for my gallantry. Actually, though, it was a ring that brought me to your tower. A ring that seemed familiar when I first examined it. Not that I had ever seen it before, but a ring that I seemed to have heard of, or read about at some time in the past. Perhaps I acted rashly in acquiring the bauble, but if my memory hasn’t begun to wander, this ring is the gateway to a world far beyond the dawn of mankind!


“I’ve left some things with you in the past, Jhaniikest. Priceless objects that I thought you might find interesting — that I knew I would lose myself before long. You will remember there were several old books — ancient volumes of sorcerous knowledge of the like seldom seen by others of my race. Once in studying these unhallowed manuscripts, I seem to recall I found reference to a bloodstone ring … rather, a gem that resembled bloodstone. I’ve ridden several days to trace down that memory — although I’ve been planning for a long time to work my way around to visit you once again.”


Jhaniikest tossed her head and laughed ruefully. “I see your ambitions are as boundless as ever, Kane. Well, I’ve kept all your things stuffed away somewhere. Those books are on the top level where you last saw them, probably, and you can page through them later. But before you turn scholar, you first shall entertain me. It’s been a long while since I’ve had a visitor from the world outside my own, and my companions here have little to say that’s of sparkling novelty.”


Later that night, Kane followed Jhaniikest to the upper levels of the tower and into one of the chambers where she had gathered together many of the items she used in her own unfathomable pursuits. Finding the collection of scrolls and strangely bound volumes he sought, Kane seated himself at a lamp-lit table and began to examine the material, mumbling under his breath as he read.


Jhaniikest swung open the wide tower window. A gust of cold mountain wind stole through the gap and fanned the torchlight to a crackling slant of yellow. Twisting onto the ledge, she leaned outward over the abyss, fearless in her precarious perch. Moonlight glistened silver over her mane, glowed through the half-spread gossamer wings that curtained the aperture. Softly she sang a chant of high, tinkling syllables, watching with head atilt to see if Kane would wander in attention. But his brow remained set in an anxious frown as he concentrated over the crumbling pages of arcane glyphs penned by ancient and curious hands — although twice he gazed unseeingly toward her face as he distractedly reached for another volume. Suddenly his concentration deepened over the yellowed tome he was examining. Carefully he set aside Alorri-Zrokros’s Book of the Elders and removed the bloodstone ring the pouch about his neck.


Laughter rose from his throat. Laughter reckless, triumphant in its rising tone. Laughter that unsettled the dust of silent years in the tower.


Startled at his outburst, Jhaniikest slipped to Kane’s side, peering over his broad shoulder to discover the source of the jest.


“It’s here — all here — as I remembered!” Kane pointed toward the time-stained page. “My memory has not dulled through the years… although Alorri-Zrokros’s prose clings to any mind! Can you read this hand? It’s an inferior transcription. See — there lies the history of this ring — a tale of an Earth centuries forgotten and of those who dwelt under stars unknown to man! There… the history of Bloodstone! Shall I read to you? Would you hear of the unimaginable power that waits to be unlocked by this ring?”


Harsh voice broken in eagerness, Kane translated the scrawled writing. Once Jhaniikest interrupted with a sharp exclamation of understanding. “Kane! Don’t attempt this. I see only death for you in this madness! Let this ancient power lie buried!”


But Kane rushed on.


The bloodstone gleamed… glowed under the intensity of inhuman gaze. Deep within the green depths glinted subdued evil with the sullen promise of dawn.










III



Statecraft in Selonari


The knocking broke cadence with the throb of his skull, then seemed to drift apart, a persistent drumming now accompanied by strident chant. Then the lingering webs of sleep dissolved, and Dribeck recognized the summons at his chamber door.


“Milord! Milord Dribeck! It’s well past the hour you told me to awaken you!” It was his chamberlain who tormented him. “Milord! It’s close to noon! You said you must be aroused before noon! Milord, are you awake? Say something so I can be sure —”


“Go to hell, Asbraln!” Dribeck croaked. “I’ve been up…” He tossed back the fur robes as the knocking subsided. Unsteadily he sat up and swung his legs onto the floor. Dozens of needle-pronged flashes crackled through his skull, and he pressed his forehead against his palms, leaning forward with elbows balanced on knees. Tenderly he massaged, breathing a sigh compounded of curses and groans, until the ache retreated. He became conscious that something unclean had died in his mouth during the night.


Shenan’s tits! That had been a night! All of Selonari must have lain awake at the noise! The major part of his gentry and mercenary captains had sat down to banquet. In the terminal stages of hangover, Dribeck regretted the improvident beakers of wine he had emptied. It was ruinous to match his brawny vassals cup for cup, but then his hold on their respect dictated that he stand in their eyes as full a man as any, for all his unassuming stature. In truth, though, Dribeck admitted that prudence had not tainted the wine’s compelling savor at the time.


His face felt greasy, Dribeck noted, as he pushed back his shoulder length black hair and stroked smooth a tangled mustache. His jaw was convincingly stubbled, although to his chagrin its growth was too sparse even at 28 years to furnish a respectable beard. A great shame, that — a beard would add a note of strength, of dashing to his somewhat gaunt features. Not a weak profile by any measure — women found it virile enough, and men described his face as “watchful” or “quick” or “cunning.” Strong enough an image for the ruler of a city-state, although Dribeck might hope for one more formidable in these times.


Shivering, he rose to his feet and pushed groggily through the curtains enclosing his bed. Pentri snorted in her sleep and half rolled to his vacated place. She was still asleep, or feigning it well — her exhaustion was gratifying, as Dribeck recalled her teasing laughter at his drunken loveplay. The rumpled furs revealed a long stretch of soft hip, but he checked his move to adjust the covering and stepped away with curtain askew. Pentri could catch cold, and Asbraln could eat his heart out. Cursing as his foot tangled in a discarded garment, Dribeck wrestled a robe over his spare frame and shuffled to the door.


Asbraln, a legacy of Dribeck’s father and his tutor at arms and statecraft in younger days, swept into his lord’s chamber. Glass crunched under his boot, and he regarded with raised eyebrow the strewn fragments of wine bottle. “You stated last night…” he began. His eyes widened for a second as they peered past the disarrayed curtains, and he turned his gaze quickly from the distraction. “Ah… you announced your intention to rise early to speak with Gerwein before returning to your guests.”


Dribeck grunted sourly and massaged the back of his neck. Attendants were prowling about the chamber now, sorting through the debris to find fresh clothing for their master. Pentri cursed sleepily and burrowed beneath the furs. Giving her an envious look, Dribeck yielded himself to his servants’ ministrations. There were better cures for a hangover than to plunge into the tangled subtleties of Selonari statecraft, he reflected.


“Any word as to Gerwein’s present mood or thoughts?” he inquired of his chamberlain.


Asbraln spread his fingers. “She’s angry — angry and suspicious. But that’s not a new story. Our high priestess is unhappy with the increasing rumors that you intend to remove the tax exemptions the Temple of Shenan has enjoyed these many years. And this latest gathering of military power she interprets as a display of strength — an indication that you mean to enforce your taxation of Shenan’s virgin coffers. I think she envisions a wholesale looting of the Temple wealth… and it’s certain that she has unobtrusively increased the Temple guard.”


“A lot of good that will be to her, if she thinks to stand against my will in this! But she must give some credence to any insistence that we strengthen our armed might against Breimen. The peace has been a tottering sham for years now, and it’s common knowledge Malchion has doubled his mercenary ranks since last year.”


“Gerwein is aware of this, milord. But she sees this as a threat to the Temple as well. She reasons that the expenses of another war with Breimen would only sharpen your eagerness to plunder the Temple’s riches.”


“Strikes me there’s some contradictions in her suspicions,” Dribeck mused. “Well, I’ll talk with her, try to placate her. I’m meeting her in the Temple, which she’ll take as some concession to her prestige. And while I’m reassuring her, I can begin to plant a few thoughts in her mind on the consequences of Malchion’s aggression. Her Temple would suffer more than sectarian indignities if the priests of Ommem held sway in Selonari. I think her balking at taxation will be less strident once she begins to think upon this as a holy war.


“So I’ll calm icy Gerwein’s objections somehow — at least until the next fancied insult provokes her. Then back to my guests… I’m leaving the day’s entertainment to your overseeing. I intend to take leave of Gerwein in time to join in the games this afternoon. I’ve been accused of scholarship too often to risk any suggestion that the martial arts aren’t the center of my life and interests. Anything else of pressing significance that I need to know about today?”


Asbraln paused a moment before suggesting, “Milord, there’s a man who requests audience with you — a stranger named Kane. He claims to have a matter of considerable urgency and importance which he wishes to discuss with you.”


Dribeck carefully readjusted the ties of his shirt. “Discuss with me? I assume you judged his case not to be altogether a waste of my time. Obviously, he must have enough confidence in his ability to claim my attention to warrant his passing bribes all the way up channels to my chamberlain. Well, what kind of man do you make him, and what’s on his mind?”


With an air of wounded dignity Asbraln explained, “He’s a strange man… savage-looking giant of a warrior, but a man of obvious breeding and refinement. Couldn’t guess at his origins; he says he’s from beyond the Southern Lands. I doubt he’s from Wollendan, although his red hair and blue eyes remind you of that people. Age I’d guess around forty. Gives the impression of being extremely capable — and dangerous. I’d call him a mercenary officer — one several cuts above the average — who’s seeking employment. At least, all he would tell me regarding his business with you was that he wishes to show you the means to increase your armed might beyond your wildest ambitions.”


“Intriguing,” Dribeck pronounced. “He comes at a fortuitous moment if his boast is true. More likely he’s either crackpot or swindler — or perhaps an assassin sent by Malchion… or Gerwein? Disregarding these possibilities, I can take a few minutes to listen to him. From what you say, his sword might be worth my purchase, unless he sets too high a value on his service. Have this Kane brought to me at the games; I’ll not need to grant formal audience to such a man as this. And see that he’s closely watched while in my presence. If he’s an assassin, he’ll know his task is suicidal.”


With uncertain stomach Dribeck steeled himself to attempt the breakfast his attendants were expectantly setting.










IV



A Stranger Brings Gifts


Arrows thudded a staccato rhythm into the wooden targets. Like a dull reverberation followed the shouts of spectator and archer together, a riotous clamor of cheers, curses, catcalls, advice. The mood was jovial, and the sour scent of beer made heady the cool air of Selonari’s martial field. Already the games had progressed to the point where betting was fiercely earnest when Lord Dribeck returned from the Temple of Shenan.


His session with the high priestess had gone a little easier than expected, although Dribeck knew better than to hope Gerwein had abandoned either suspicion or ambition. Still, every day their confrontation could be delayed was a step toward victory for Dribeck and his party. Feeling more at ease, he greeted his guests with casual roughness suited to the situation and tossed off a foamy mug of beer, shouting for more to soothe a throat made arid from his tedious meeting with Gerwein. His stomach squirmed in protest before subsiding, for Dribeck loathed the taste of beer. But the alcohol seemed to blot over his lingering hangover, and he began to take in the celebrative spirit of the afternoon. Followed by a few of his closest supporters, Dribeck mingled with his guests, exchanging loud greetings and reckless wagers. He was becoming interested himself in the archery match when Asbraln approached to remind him of his half-forgotten appointment.


At Asbraln’s introduction Dribeck turned a politely quizzical face toward the stranger while his mind considered the man speculatively. He was a formidable figure, this Kane, with a hulking, powerful stature that belied the feral grace of his movements. His rather brutal countenance managed to project a high degree of intellect to an eye discerning enough to penetrate its harsh savagery. The eyes … there was something chilling in their glint, a certain reflection of cold-blooded ruthlessness that underscored the impressions Dribeck had sensed. Kane was a hard-bitten warrior who had cut his way through many a battle and hardship, and his bearing indicated that he had led more often than followed. Whatever land he had last fought in, he had departed not without wealth: his garments of red wool and black leather adorned with silver studs, though not new, were not the garb of a common mercenary; nor was the sword whose hilt — unmistakably Carsultyal workmanship — protruded above his right shoulder a blade of usual quality.


On impulse, Dribeck extended his hand. The wrist his fingers closed upon was thick with sinew and muscle, while his own wrist was enshrouded in a long-fingered grip of measured strength. He wondered unpleasantly with what force might that grip tighten in anger as he retrieved his hand and gestured toward a servant to bring beer to the newcomer.


“Kane arrives bearing gifts,” broke in Asbraln obliquely. He weighed the cracked leather volume apprehensively, wondering if its discolored binding might disguise some inconceivable assassination scheme. “This book,” he explained lamely, as he offered it to his lord. Absently he brushed his hands across his stocky thighs, leaving faint grayish smudges trailing along the yellow wool.


Conscious of Kane’s scrutiny, Dribeck opened the volume and concentrated over the unfamiliar characters. His thin face broke into a smile of enthusiastic appreciation. “Look, Asbraln! It’s Laharbyn’s Principles of Sovereignty — and in the original Carsultyal! An early transcription, by the writing!”


“I had thought you might find Laharbyn’s work of interest,” commented Kane smoothly. “Your interest in the finer arts is well known, so I presumed that a book might please you by way of introduction. Particularly since these works from Carsultyal’s days of glory seldom reach this far west. Laharbyn has some intriguing observations on the consolidation of state power… You read Carsultyal, I see.”


“Haltingly,” Lord Dribeck acknowledged. “I’ve taken instruction in the six great languages. I’m grateful, Kane — this is an unanticipated treasure! Laharbyn I know — chiefly through Ak-Commen’s plagiarized On Rule. This will make a useful addition to my library.”


Aware that he was in the midst of the games, Dribeck collected himself and instructed Asbraln to see that the book was placed in his chambers. His guests would not look favorably upon any show of dilettantism in this setting. Signing for Kane to accompany him, he resumed his jostled circuit along the field, his thoughts on the stranger. This was an odd gift to come from a man of Kane’s profession. Possibly Kane was merely an individual of rare discernment and taste — not all wandering mercenaries were unlettered barbarians. But in view of his own political position in Selonari, Dribeck considered Kane’s gift of the classic treatise on Realpolitik to imply broader meaning. The afternoon was proving more interesting than he had imagined.


“You intrigue me, Kane,” Dribeck admitted. In step beside him the stranger nodded with a bland smile. “You’re obviously taken some pains to achieve this meeting, and I wonder why. Any of my officers would have paid well for your sword, though I doubt your ambitions are that straightforward. Asbraln tells me you hinted of some means to strengthen my army…”


“Your astuteness has not been exaggerated,” Kane remarked. He spoke the aboriginal language of the Southern Lands without a trace of accent, although the precise, almost pedantic, phrasing suggested it was not his native speech. “May I reflect your interest by stating that Selonari and its ruler intrigue me. As you’ve observed, I live by my sword — and by my wits. At present, I’m on my own and close to having exhausted the gains of my last venture, although in the past I’ve fought under the banners of the greatest lords — and under my own a time or two, as well.


“I set a high price on my services, a value judged from many years and many campaigns — experience that wins battles in the field and in the palace. It’s a game that I love, and I choose carefully to whom I offer my sword. In brief, I seek out those battles where the adventure races to overshadow the rewards. Adventure to ease my boredom, reward to soothe my ambition… to the lord who can satisfy these motivations, I pledge my sword and the wisdom of countless battles that tempers its edge. And I feel certain that I converse with such a lord.


“It’s well known in the circles I travel that Lord Dribeck of Selonari desires to add fighting men to his army, ostensibly to guard against invasion across the northern frontier by Breimen. A reasonable enough motive, since Lord Malchion of Breimen also is paying well for mercenary swords, and it’s no secret that the men of Wollendan desire to extend their power all across the Southern Lands and into the Cold Forests. Then again, men say that Selonari must first conquer Selonari, before you can look toward Breimen. Selonari’s ruler is young — he ascended his brother’s throne before he reached maturity. And under the regency that followed his brother’s untimely death, the shaky foundations of central power in the city-state crumbled yet further. Selonari’s nobility are strong, and the Temple of Shenan longs to reassert itself as the center of authority. Or so men speculate in taverns and barracks all across the Southern Lands.


“All in all, men say Lord Dribeck’s position is desperate, if not untenable — particularly since rumor hints he means to establish himself as absolute power in Selonari, despite the contrary wishes of certain powerful houses and of the Temple of Shenan.”


“If you consider my position untenable, why have you come here?” queried Dribeck, with a note of anger.


“But I don’t,” Kane rushed to reply. “I only repeat rumors as they must have been reported to you. I admire a man who would rule by his wits more than by his soldiers. And I like the odds. There’s no adventure in fighting for a lord whose victory is all but assured beforehand — and no profit. The lord whose hold on power is precarious… he pays well for the strength he needs to swing the balance to his favor. And will you dispute this logic which led me to Selonari?”


“I won’t deny the truth of much you’ve observed,” said Dribeck, after he had walked awhile in thought. “But it seems you set a very high value on your services, Kane. Your name is unknown to me; you come without credentials other than a bold front and a polished tongue. And I’m still in the dark both as to what you propose to accomplish and what its cost will be.”


Kane’s reply was interrupted as Dribeck halted to watch the archers. The match was nearing conclusion. The targets — life-sized human outlines painted on planks — were moved back to well over a hundred yards’ distance, and only a few of the many challengers remained in the contest. Scoring was based on a traditional set of values assigned various anatomical areas, higher points designated to the more vital regions, highest being the heart and eyes. There being no entrance restrictions, a great number of archers had begun the match — most participating only for sport and small bets with one another. But after eliminations progressed, only the most skilled marksmen remained to compete for the generous purse, and betting paced the mounting excitement.


“Are you an archer, Kane?” Dribeck asked suddenly.


“I can hold my own,” he answered, offhand.


“That’s my cousin Crempra there — third from the left, in brown with the high boots.” Dribeck pointed toward a slender youth with no apparent familial resemblance. Crempra, who could not be as young as he looked, was stepping away from the mark in disgust. “Cousin just cost me some money with that last arrow. I was playing a long shot that he’d finish in the top five — should have tried for top ten, but Crempra told me he felt lucky. Out of his league, anyway, but the odds were nice. Look, can you handle his bow any better, Kane?”


Kane spoke cautiously, wondering where this was leading. “With a bow that I’m accustomed to, I could stand up against this field. With an unfamiliar one…”


“Crempra’s is an excellent weapon,” Dribeck pronounced, and waved for his cousin to join them. “You can have some free arrows to get the feel of it. You’re unknown here, and there’s a fine chance to set up side bets … unless you aren’t sure you can —”


“Hell, what’s the bet?” Kane inquired, recognizing that backing down was not among the choices.


“That you can match the score of the five finalists — that’s on a set of ten arrows at full range. Can’t run through the whole series, but against the last set we can find a lot of takers who’ll give us odds. Are you game?”


“Why not?” assented Kane as Crempra joined them. While Dribeck explained things to his cousin, Kane examined his bow. It was a fine instrument, he judged, a heavy weapon of moderate length after the style favored across the Southern Lands. Here in the forests, its power suited it to hunting or battle, although the bow would be too cumbersome for cavalry use.


Crempra was openly dubious but nonchalant. At Dribeck’s urging he and Asbraln mingled with the throng taking bets, while the former gave orders concerning the arrangements. Dribeck seemed enthusiastic — he risked relatively little gold in the wager. If Kane won, the prestige would be Dribeck’s as his backer. Should he lose, Kane would be at a disadvantage in striking a bargain with Dribeck.


Satisfied with preparations, Dribeck settled back to watch events unfold, angular jaw raised confidently, beer mug loosely held at waist level. The archery match was at last reaching an end, the final two marksmen loosing their last shafts. A wave of cheers signaled the winner — a Wollendan captain in Ovstal’s service — but already word of Dribeck’s wager was drawing attention to the new diversion. Various of his acquaintances sauntered away from the crowd that milled about the winners to question Dribeck regarding the stranger. Judges quickly computed the minimum score needed to fulfill the wager; the match had been well contested, and the top five scores were high. Interest concentrated on Dribeck’s proposal as the crowd waited for the other matches to begin.


It was going well. More reckless than he customarily allowed himself to be, Lord Dribeck became caught up in the general spirit. With mysterious allusions, he evaded questions concerning Kane and somehow created the simultaneous impression that the wager was both a sudden whim and a calculated ploy. It. was not a day for sober deliberation. Dribeck was a consummate gambler, this had long been known. Betting grew spirited.


A disregarded thought told him that more money was riding on Kane’s untested ability than he had intended, that he had somehow implied far more knowledge of the stranger than he had any claim to. This awareness was now beside the point. Still, a shadow of unease whispered to Dribeck as he watched Kane’s trial shots. The stranger had removed his sword to give full freedom to his movements. His stance was firm; Crempra’s bow bent easily enough under the pull of his brawny shoulders. But his arrows were widely spaced, striking the target haphazardly, half flying wide or falling short.


Dribeck optimistically told himself that Kane was settling on a point of aim, familiarizing himself with the bow. Then the judges announced that the series would begin, and Kane chose ten arrows. Bets hastily concluded as the men concentrated on the archer and his distant target.


Kane’s first arrow struck the center of the silhouette’s chest. The next two feathered the heart. A fourth protruded from the throat. Two more shafts bit into each eye. Another squarely between. Then again to the heart. Before the tenth arrow was released, the only dispute that remained was whether the arrow to the crotch had been intentional or not. Kane’s tally was almost twice that of the high score for the set.


A raucous outburst followed his last arrow. Outrageous handfuls of coins glittered and jingled from reluctant purse to eager hand. Awestricken applause mingled with clamors of protest, while older spectators argued over legendary contests that reputedly had attracted archers of greater skill.


“This really is a fine bow,” Kane remarked, returning it to Crempra. “Should you decide to sell it, I’d be interested in talking with you.” Crempra accepted the weapon with a bitter smile; he had bet against Kane.


“Brilliant marksmanship!” Dribeck congratulated, watching from the corner of his eye as Asbraln swept together a mounting heap of coins. “I was wondering how this might end after seeing your warm-up.”


“No point in scaring off bets,” Kane explained, which was not entirely true.


The uproar gradually dissipated as the games progressed to new events. Targets were rearranged for spear and knife competitions; elsewhere preparations began for bare-handed combat. Other fights took place which had not been planned, but none of them reached the stage of serious injury. It was a splendid afternoon, and Dribeck felt unaccustomed exhilaration as he downed another mug of beer. He was going to be drunk on his ass by nightfall, but he would not be alone, and it was a glorious afternoon.


“Well, Kane, if you have other talents that sparkle like your aim, I’ll pay well to enlist them,” Dribeck exclaimed between toasts. “Just what do you have in mind? Obviously a position of leadership. Granted. Shall I give you command over a company? Readily done — new mercenary troops are coming into Selonari every day, and I need experienced officers. There’ll be a good chance to move to higher rank if you prove to be up to your own recommendation. I look for ability in my staff, and you’ll find me as quick to recognize it as to reward it.”


“Your offer is generous enough,” Kane said smoothly, his manner implying his acceptance would be a personal favor. “But as I have hinted, I hope to discuss something more than military commissions — matters of far greater portent to your rule.”


“Oh?” Dribeck had recognized that Kane’s interest was more complex than simple pursuit of office. “Back to the mystery plan to make my army irresistible in battle? I had assumed you were grandstanding with Asbraln.”


“This doesn’t need to reach the public ear.” Kate gestured toward the entourage.


Dribeck had already discarded the idea that Kane might be an assassin. He signed to his guard, who drew back. Withdrawing somewhat from the elbowing crowd, he propped himself against an overturned beer keg and looked inquiringly at the stranger.


“I’m a man of considerable learning,” Kane began.


“So you’ve taken great pains to impress upon me.”


“It was my intention to establish the validity of what I’ll propose to you,” Kane explained with a slight frown. “You’re intelligent… a scholar of note. I’d only be wasting my time unless I’ve convinced you that my ideas are founded on careful study — on learning, rather than on ignorant superstitions.”


Now completely baffled as to Kane’s intent, Dribeck shrugged. “All right, I’ll grant that you’re well informed. But come to the point.”


“I’ve spent a great deal of time in Carsultyal,” Kane went on. “Her days of glory are long past, it’s true, but that land was the center of man’s exploration of elder knowledge. Most of the ‘discoveries’ that mankind built a civilization upon after the fall of the Golden Age were actually rediscoveries of alien science, pickings gleaned from the scrapheaps of vanished prehuman civilizations.”


“Truth that has already all but passed from the popular mind,” Dribeck nodded. “Man knows that he sprang forth on the Earth full grown, but in his conceit he has forgotten the reasons for his short infancy. Yes, I know the great works of Carsultyal. I’ve read of the fantastic discoveries of those early men — the giants who fathomed the secrets of elder Earth to build a civilization overnight upon the prehuman ruins. I even have two volumes of Kethrid in my library, including the launching of Yhosal-Monyr and his voyages to explore the ancient Earth. It’s a tragedy that the entire tale of that first great exploration is unknown to history.”


“Tragedy? But then Kethrid lived for the poetry of the mysterious,” mused Kane.


Withdrawing his thoughts from another path, he continued. “Good! Then you’re familiar with much that I’m going to disclose to you. Do you know Alorri-Zrokros’s Book of the Elders?”


“I know of it,” Dribeck acknowledged, “though I’ve never seen a copy — nor spoken with one who has. Alorri-Zrokros’s grand design of compiling a history of prehuman Earth was a brilliant conception. The zeal with which he pursued his researches bore unhallowed results, as his contemporaries record. Following that, little effort was made to preserve his work for those who might follow him.”


“I’ve read Alorri-Zrokros,” Kane stated. “I know his book well, and I respect the ancient wisdom he unveils in those pages. Knowledge is a tool — black knowledge a dangerous tool, but nonetheless a source of power to him who uses it with care.”


Kane paused, seemingly in thought. Dribeck stared at him, awe-stricken interest in his gaze. A dozen wild speculations tumbled through his brain. He did not doubt Kane’s assertion. Somehow no wonder seemed beyond the stranger’s power to unfold.


“I read in the Book of the Elders of an elder race called the Krelran,” Kane continued, “and of their ruined city which is known to man as Arellarti.”


And suddenly Dribeck felt that the afternoon had been drained of its warmth and familiar laughter. There was no physical change. Just that a subtle and smothering veil seemed to separate them from the sunlight, from the human carousal, from the buoyant well-being he had known a moment ago. Annoyed at his sudden chill, he tried without success to dismiss it with a mental shrug. Unaccountably, Dribeck noticed for the first time the bizarre ring Kane wore loosely on his left hand — a bloodstone massive even against that outsize fist.


“What did the wizard have to say of Arellarti?” asked Dribeck uneasily.


“Much that would interest you — considering Selonari’s proximity to the ruins. The Krelran were an enigma even among the mysterious elder races of prehuman Earth. Alorri-Zrokros has very little to disclose of their origins, their civilization, their position in the dawn world. They were not native to Earth — like others of that time, they came from beyond the stars — where, how, why is not known. The Krelran were few in number; so far as man has discovered, they built only one city, Arellarti. The ancient seas cut deep into the Southern Lands then, and Arellarti stood upon an island of a great inland bay. Alorri-Zrokros describes it as a wondrous and imposing citadel, standing only for a short time before its fall.


“For the Krelran found the ancient Earth a hostile world. Even in their solitude they became embroiled in the wars of the elder races. They defended their city well with their strange weapons; the alien science that had carried them from beyond the stars harnessed for them energies beyond human imagination. Great as their strength must have been, their enemies were more powerful. Arellarti was destroyed within its first century — by the Scylredi, Alorri-Zrokros postulates. The Krelran never recovered; their few survivors lived as savages in the shelter of the forested shore. The ancient sea receded until Arellarti was a lost island in a vast salt marsh, called today Kranor-Rill. Still skulking within the swamp and its vine-hidden ruins are the degenerate remnants of the Krelran race… the bestial anthropoid slime-dwellers you call Rillyti.”


Dribeck rocked back on the beer keg, rubbing his palms across his knees. “Not all of what you tell me is new to us in Selonari,” he pointed out. “The borders of Kranor-Rill are only a long day’s ride from our walls, on the southern edge of our holdings. Though my people are not versed in the legends of the elder races, we know the Rillyti. Savage monsters — stand taller than a man, but their bodies are amphibian — heads like toads. They’re semi-intelligent — fight with forged weapons, have a language of sorts. Dangerous beasts — but fortunately it’s rare for one to stray from the confines of their swamp. And Kranor-Rill they’re welcome to! As treacherous a tangle of slime and mud, vines and cypress, insects and vermin as ever defiled good land. The swamp is virtually impenetrable, and not far from its southern limits the Cold Forests begin. So there’s not even a good reason for traveling around Kranor-Rill.
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