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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.


      









Part One










Prologue



“He’s evil incarnate! Stay away from him!” Arbas glared at the young outlander across from him and took a deep drink from the mug of ale the stranger had bought him. At present he felt only contempt for the free-spending youth who had sought him out here in the Tavern of Selram Honest.


Arbas — called by many Arbas the Assassin — was in a foul mood. A sudden and ill-timed (suspiciously ill-timed, it seemed to Arbas) run of bad luck with the dice earlier this evening had stripped from him a comfortable pile of winnings and all his ready coin as well. The adoring tavern maid, who had been slipping teasing fingers over the lean muscles beneath his leather vest, then turned coldly aloof and left him with a scornful air. Perhaps it was a disappointed air, Arbas mused sourly.


Then had come this stranger, whose upper-class manner was in dubious contrast to the rough dress he displayed. The stranger had simply introduced himself as Imel and volunteered no further information other than cautiously chosen gossip. Seemingly he was an altruist solely devoted to keeping Arbas’s mug filled to the brim with strong ale. Unconvinced, Arbas decided to let the fool throw away his money. He was not a man who got drunk easily. Eventually Arbas knew that the other would in some very offhand, so very casual manner, begin to talk about some rival, some black-hearted son of a bitch — someone for whose demise Imel would pay.


Arbas had been professionally estimating exactly how much Imel might be able to pay when the stranger had abruptly demolished all the assassin’s calculations. Somehow the conversation had shifted to the one man whose death the Combine authorities so fervently prayed for. With a start Arbas realized that the outlander was seeking information about Kane.


“Evil? But then, his character is not my concern. Anyway, I’m not searching the slums of Nostoblet to recruit a household treasurer. I simply wish to talk with him, is all — and I was told that you can tell me how to reach him.” The stranger spoke the dialect of the Southern Lartroxian Combine with a burr that marked him a native of the island of Thovnos, capital of the Thovnosian Empire about five hundred miles to the southwest.


“Then you’re a fool!” retorted Arbas and emptied his mug. Beneath his hood the stranger’s thin face flushed with anger. Silently damning the assassin’s impertinence, he signalled a passing tavern maid to refill Arbas’s mug. Carelessly he tossed her three bronze coins from his purse, making certain that Arbas noticed its weight. The tavern maid did, and she brushed against Imel’s shoulder as she poured, smiling as she swung away.


“Fickle bitch!” mused Arbas illogically, studying the crimson imprint of her rouged breast on the Thovnosian’s gray cloak. The assassin slowly sipped his ale, but gave no indication he had noticed the almoner. “Someone talks too much for me. Too damn much! Who told you I could find him?”


“He asked me not to give his name.”


“Names, names, please mention no names. By Lato! You’ll give me the name of that loose-tongued lying bastard who sent you to me — or you can go look for him in the Seventh Hell, where he damn well belongs! With that price on his head, there’s not a handful of men in the Combine who’d not sell their souls for a chance to turn him in.”


About them the tavern was bustling with activity. The cadaverous form of Selram Honest could be seen near the door to his wine cellar. A smile was etched through the grease of the gaunt proprietor’s face as he looked over the noisy crowd. Most were in a festive mood, loudly going about their pleasures, gambling, whoring, carousing. Boisterous thugs from the ill-lit streets of Nostoblet, reckless mercenaries in the dark green shirts and leather trousers of the Combine’s cavalry, strange-accented wanderers passing through the city for unguessable purposes, seductively clad street tarts whose hard laughter never echoed in their too-wise eyes. Two blond mercenaries from Waldann were about to cast aside the bonds of long companionship and draw knives over some lethal quarrel intelligible only to themselves. A pretty-faced whore with curious scars spiralling each bright-rouged breast was expertly rifling the purse of the incautious seaman who embraced her. A balding, filthy onetime sergeant of the Nostoblet city guard was amusing several jeering rednecks with his whining plea for a drink.


Here and there small groups of men sat hunched over their tables in low whispers, hatching plans of which the city guard would give much to learn. But the city guard seldom ventured into the riverport alleys of Nostoblet except to collect bribes, and Selram Honest cared nothing for his guests’ affairs, so long as they had money for his hospitality. Each man’s business was his own. No one paid the least attention, therefore, to the hushed exchange that was taking place between Arbas the assassin and the stranger from Thovnos.


At least, no one with the possible exception of a one-eared soldier in nondescript harness, who had entered the Tavern of Selram Honest not long after Imel. The burly warrior’s decrepit battle gear and glowering visage insured his solitude from enterprising whores or talkative drunks. On the hand that raised his alecup occasionally to his lips, there shone a carven silver ring set with a massive amethyst. The crystal flashed violet in the smoky yellow light of the tavern. But the silent man sat far across the crowded room from Arbas and Imel, well out of earshot. And if his gaze seemed too frequently turned in their direction, perhaps it was drawn by the dark-haired girl in multi-colored silks who danced upon the table somewhat beyond the two.


Imel remained in silent speculation for a moment, ignoring the smouldering anger in the assassin’s dark face. This man was more difficult, more dangerous than he had at first judged him to be, and he was uncertain as to how deeply involved Arbas might be with his mission. At least for the present, he knew he must rely on the assassin. Diplomacy, then. Satisfy his suspicions, but tell him nothing important


“Then it was Bindoff who sent me to you,” said the stranger, smiling at Arbas’s startled reaction on hearing the Black Priest’s name. “Now have we a deal?”


Arbas’s estimation of the Thovnosian underwent a radical change. He had half-assumed the stranger was a bounty hunter and was considering a lonely spot for a knifing — but that he even knew of the Black Priest’s connections with the man he sought was a telling point in his favor. Bindoff had guarded that secret with characteristic thoroughness. Perhaps, then, the man had in some inexplicable manner gained Bindoff’s confidence. It might be worth the risk.


“Have you, say, twenty-five mesitsi gold?” Arbas asked casually.


The stranger faked a hesitant pause — no merit in giving the assassin reason to think to ask for more. “I can raise it.”


Arbas licked the foam from his mustache before replying. “All right, then. Bring it to me here two nights from tonight. I’ll arrange for you to meet Kane.”


“Why not tonight?” Imel urged.


“Not a chance, friend. Anyway, I guess I’ll do me some checking on you before we go anywhere.” Noting the stranger’s annoyed impatience, Arbas quoted: “Happy in his folly, the fool embraced the devil.”


The stranger laughed. “Spare me the scriptures. What is there about this Kane, though, that gives him so evil a reputation? Surely one of your position is unjustified in casting aspersions on anyone.”


But Arbas only chuckled and said, “Ask me again after you’ve met Kane!”










I



Those Who Dwell Within Tombs


Fed by cold springs and tiny streams of the high Myceum Mountains far to the east, the River Cotras cut its twisted path through miles of rocky foothills, until at last it reached the wide belt of lowlands that circled the Lartroxian coast. There it began its rush to the western seas — a fifty-mile stretch of deep navigable channel through fertile farmlands and rich forests. The city Nostoblet stood along the banks of River Cotras, where its waters first rushed from the low hills onto the coastal plains. By virtue of the wide river channel, Nostoblet was an inland port, receiving both exotic trade goods from the merchant ships that plied the western seas, as well as the wealth of the eastern mountains, brought down the roaring waterway on rafts by the half-wild mountaineers.


The hills behind Nostoblet were thinly forested and scarred by great outcroppings and canyons, where long ago mountain streams had slashed through the soft rock. Stone cliffs stood out in endless profusion, some rising hundreds of feet above the valleys below them. An almost uncrossable barrier, they guarded the plains of South Lartroxia, marking the limits where, as some scholars maintained, the ancient seas had once rolled.


The cliffs in the hills behind Nostoblet had been honeycombed with tombs in many places. The comparatively recent southern spread of the worship of Horment had instituted the custom of cremation of the dead. Consequently these tombs had been out of use for over a century now, and the paths that led to them had been unwatched by human guards for almost as long.


The people of old Nostoblet had always been a practical folk, whose religious habits had not required them to furnish lavish tombs for their dead. The custom of the wealthy in those days when the tombs were in use had been to lay their dead to rest in simple wooden boxes, which were set in niches within caverns that had been cut into the cliffs. None of the corpse’s personal belongings were interred except the clothing he wore and occasional bits of jewelry of negligible value. Consequently there was nothing to tempt a would-be graverobber to slip past the few soldiers who had guarded the tombs in the past — or to brave the inhuman guardians. For the tombs of Nostoblet were infamous for ghouls and other worse dwellers, and the ghastly tales of their hauntings made all of Nostoblet scrupulously shun the area even to this time.


It was along the tortuous trails which ascended these cliffs that two men laboriously picked their way one stormy night. Lightning shattered the night’s total blackness at frequent intervals, illuminating by its glare the rain-slick rock path that they followed along the face of the bluff. Its unpredictable flashes lighted the pathway far better than the feebly burning closed lantern Arbas carried.


“Careful here!” Arbas shouted back. “The rocks here are really slippery!” Ignoring his own advice, the assassin half slipped on a glistening boulder, and in struggling to keep his footing he very nearly threw the useless lantern over the edge.


The Thovnosian muttered savagely and concentrated on staying on the path. One slip on the streaming rocks would mean certain death among the rubble at the base of the bluffs. From somewhere in the darkness below, he could faintly hear the broken roar of rushing water pounding through the flooded stream bed.


Still there was no trace of fear in his voice as he growled, “Couldn’t you have arranged for Kane to meet me somewhere dry?”


Arbas looked back with a wet grin of sardonic amusement written upon his dark face. “Changing your mind about meeting him, are you?” He laughed as his companion answered him with a torrent of curses. “It’s a good night for our purposes, actually — the storm should give us cover from anyone who might try to follow us. Anyway, you know well enough that Kane couldn’t show his face anywhere in the Combine with that price on his head. And even if it weren’t for that, he’s not too likely to come running for just anyone, unless it’s damn well worth his while.”


He added pointedly, “You still haven’t said why you want to see Kane, you know.”


“That’s something for Kane to hear,” retorted Imel.


Arbas nodded solemnly. “Uh-huh. Something for Kane to hear. Uh-huh. Well, don’t let me be spoiling any dramatic secrets now. Wouldn’t want that, of course.”


But the Thovnosian chose to ignore him and lapsed into silence for the remainder of the climb.


Dark openings arose from the face of the stone wall to the right of them now. These were the doorways of the abandoned burial caverns, hand-hewn passages forced through the soft rock by slaves long dead with their masters. More than high enough to permit entrance of a tall man were these silent openings, and by the lightning flashes it appeared that the vaults within were considerably more spacious. Once-sturdy gates had barred access to the tombs in the past, but all seemed to have been forced at some time over the years. A few of the stronger doors stood ajar on frozen hinges, but most were missing entirely, or hanging at crazy angles — broken relics of rotted timber and corroded metal.


Imel speculated uneasily as to what hands might have torn asunder these stout portals to plunder the tombs they had protected — and why. It was a bad night for such thoughts. The darkness within the burial chambers was a far deeper gloom than that of the night, and time had not fully dispelled the stale odor of mouldering decay that tainted the damp air. His nerves crawled each time he nervously stepped past a gaping doorway, and his spine prickled with a sensation of hidden scrutiny. Now and again he caught the elusive sound of tiny scurrying and soft shuffling from within. Imel prayed it was only large rats startled in their lairs that he heard. But then the storm played eerie tricks upon the senses.


“This should be it. I think,” Arbas announced shortly, and he led the way into the musty shelter of one of the burial caverns. Arbas turned up the lantern, which had miraculously remained burning, and Imel observed that the cavern took the shape of an L. There was a preliminary passage some twenty feet long, then at right angles a second and larger passage about fifty feet in length. The eight-foot walls of this first section had been cut out to form a triple row of niches. Only a few of the mouldering coffins that were laid in these niches remained intact. Most were broken apart and their contents scattered — although whether this was from age or vandalism the Thovnosian could not immediately tell.


A double curtain of hide was hung across the passage just after it made its bend. The curtain had been placed there to cut down the chill draft from outside — and to shut out the light from the lantern within. For as he stepped through the curtain, Imel saw that the chamber had been recently furnished for human occupancy.


Here in this ancient, shadow-haunted burial chamber Kane had made his lair.


“Well, where is he?” asked Imel brusquely. He was eager to get down to business and thereby shake off the dark, half-felt fears that had haunted him ever since he had entered the funerary district.


“Not used to waiting, are we now? Well, he’ll get here in his own time. At least, he knows we’re coming tonight,” said Arbas, and appropriated the chamber’s sole chair.


Cursing the assassin’s insolence, Imel cast about the chamber for another seat. There was none. Still the chamber had been astonishingly well furnished — particularly so considering the difficulty and the danger of surveillance involved in bringing anything to these tombs. In the corner on the floor was a good bed of several large pelts and a mattress. Along with the chair there was a table with two lamps, several bottles, items of food and — most amazing of all — a number of books, scrolls, and writing implements. Scattered about the floor and empty niches were various other items — jars of oil, a crossbow and several quivers of bolts, utensils, more food, a battle-axe, and an assortment of rather ancient daggers, rings, and other bits of metalwork. There was a bed of ashes, still quite warm, where Kane had risked building small cooking fires. A stack of unburned wood indicated the use Kane had found for the coffins whose resting place he had preempted.


Heaped in a pile were the discarded bones of the coffins’ tenants, and as Imel looked at this mound he felt the hackles of his neck rise. He had never been known as a squeamish man, and there had been no indication that the spirits of these dead were to be reckoned with. Rather, his disquiet stemmed from the state of these mouldering bones. It was enough that they had been gnawed — this could have been done by rats — but beyond that, they had been meticulously cracked apart and the marrow scraped from within. Something human — or vaguely human — would have devoured the rotting corpses like thus, reflected Imel. He shuddered even though the bones were old and crumbling.


Idly Imel stirred a curious finger through the litter of antique ornaments and metalwork. He was slightly disappointed to discover nothing of consequence. “Kane been pilfering tombs for this junk?” he asked, startled at the loudness of his voice.


The assassin shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s been holed up here long enough to go stir-crazy, but I’d guess he was just collecting the stuff to keep busy. Maybe he’s thinking about making something with it. Maybe write up a catalogue for the pedants at the academy up in Matnabla. You know, I mean what would you do up here all the time? Kane’s … I don’t know.” He broke off in a mutter and became interested in his dagger.


Imel sighed in frustration, searching about the chamber for diversion. He noticed a cryptic pattern of intricate design and archaic pictographs arched over the threshold. Based on what he had seen thus far, he shrewdly guessed that this represented some manner of charm against the supernatural. Without comprehension he studied the talisman for a space, scratching slowly at the unaccustomed stubble he had let grow over his features.


The noise of the tempest outside, coupled with his unnatural surroundings, was making Imel more nervous by the minute. He crossed over to the table where Arbas nonchalantly honed his dagger upon a stone Kane had placed there. Leaning over, he looked at the books there in admiration — although more for their monetary than intellectual value. Curiously he leafed through several of them. Two were in the language of the Combine, and of the others, only one was in a language that looked even vaguely familiar. One very old one was extremely unusual, for the strange characters on its pages did not quite appear to have been handwritten. Imel wondered what type of book would seem so interesting to Kane that he would have transported several of them to the crypt. It was surprising enough to see that Kane could actually read, mused Imel. What little information he had compiled gave Kane the reputation of being a rugged and skillful warrior — a violent personality by all accounts. In Imel’s experience, such a man usually was contemptuous of anything concerned with the arts.


Idly he looked through one of the two volumes written in the language of the Combine. Suddenly his eyes were held by a page filled entirely by a strange diagram. Startled, he slowly read the script on the page opposite and found his suspicions verified. With horror he shut the book and abruptly set it down. A grimoire. Was Kane then a sorcerer as well as a soldier? Imel remembered Arbas’s warning and began to feel fear.


He looked at Arbas and found the assassin grinning at him over his dagger. Sidelong he had been watching Imel and had seen the sudden terror in his eyes. Anger at revealing his emotions flooded Imel, washing away the fear — fear, he told himself, that any sane man feels when confronted with the paraphernalia of black sorcery.


“Stop your stupid smirking!” he snarled at Arbas, who merely chuckled in reply. Cursing fervently, the Thovnosian paced the chamber. By Tloluvin! He was a fool ever to have undertaken this mission — a fool ever to have become involved in her insane schemes! Realizing that he was fast losing control, he halted and struggled to regain his composure.


“Is Kane going to get here or not?” he demanded.


Arbas shrugged; he seemed to be getting impatient himself. “Perhaps he doesn’t realize we’re here yet,” he offered. “Let’s just take a lantern and show its light out on the ledge for a bit. I doubt if anyone other than Kane is around here to see it on a night like this.” So saying, he picked up his battered lantern and moved toward the curtain wall.


They had just gone through the curtain and were starting toward the tunnel’s mouth when an extended burst of chain lightning split the midnight skies and threw a flickering bluish light on the figure just entering the crypt. Startled, Imel was unable to suppress a gasp at the sight of the looming cloaked figure silhouetted darkly against the lightning-blasted torrent. Arbas’s words at their first meeting flashed through Imel’s mind: Look for him in the Seventh Hell! Truly this nightmarish scene could justifiably be that of a demon — or Lord Tloluvin himself — emerging from the Seventh Hell.


For the space of a heartbeat the lightning gave hellish illumination upon the figure. No features were discernible in the glare. He appeared only as a black shadow, the wind whipping his rain-drenched cloak and garments, his powerful body braced against the storm. His drawn sword glinted in the lightning, as did his eyes — sinister spots of fire in the darkness.


Then the lightning burst faded, and the figure stalked into the crypt. “Get that light under cover!” snapped Kane.


Arbas moved the curtain aside, and Kane stepped through, flinging off his sodden cloak and shaking a flood of water from his massive body. Cursing in some strange tongue, he poured himself a full cup of wine, drained it, and began pouring another. “A beautiful storm, but drying out from it in this dank hole is not to my liking,” he growled between cups. “Arbas, see if that fire can be rekindled. The smoke won’t be a danger tonight.


“Sit down and have some wine, Imel. It’s excellent for cleansing the damp from your insides. These Lartroxians keep surprisingly good vineyards, I’ll always grant them that.” Pouring a third cup, he moved to where Arbas worked with the fire.


Gratefully Imel slumped into the chair and, seeing no other cup, gingerly drank the heavy wine from its bottle. He had been unnerved by the past hour’s events, and the liquor warmed and steadied him. Missions of this sort ran against his nature, and he wished again, as he so often had before, that he could have talked her into sending someone else. That despicable Oxfors Alremas, perhaps. Not that he cared to rate Alremas superior in his missions of intrigue and cunning diplomacy. Still the Pellin lord’s self-esteem at times grew insufferable, and Imel wondered how Alremas’s aristocratic sensibilities would fare under the abuse he had himself thus far sustained.


Arbas soon had the fire ablaze with the dry wood from the caskets. Most of the smoke was sucked without by the storm winds, and it was not too uncomfortable. The flames lit the crypt as it had not been before, and Imel was able now to get his first good look at Kane.


He was a large man, a little over six feet in height, although he seemed shorter because of the extreme massiveness of his body. Thick neck, a barrel chest, strong, heavily muscled arms and legs — everything created in him an aura of great power. Even his hands were overlarge and the fingers long and powerful. Less brutal, they might have been called an artist’s hands. Imel had once seen such hands before — on a notorious strangler, whose execution he had attended. As an embellishment on the Imperial law, the severed hands had been displayed alongside the impaled head in Thovnosten’s Justice Square. Kane’s age was hard to guess; he looked perhaps like a man of thirty in body, but he seemed to be older somehow. Imel had expected to find an older man, so he estimated Kane to be in his fifties and well preserved. Kane’s complexion was fair and his hair light red, cut evenly to moderate length. His beard was short, and the features of his face were rugged and heavy — too primitively coarse to be considered handsome.


Kane sensed Imel’s inspection and suddenly locked eyes with him. Abruptly there returned the chilling sensation that had earlier pulsed through Imel during the lightning burst. The eyes of Kane were like two blue-burning crystals of ice. Within them stirred a frozen fire of madness, death, torment, hellish hatred. They looked straight through Imel, searching out his innermost thoughts, searing his very soul. They were the eyes of a maddened killer.


With a cruel laugh, Kane turned away, releasing Imel from the spell of his eyes. His mind staggered back, and it was with effort that he suppressed blind panic. In a daze, his hand groped for the wine bottle. Gladly he made use of the wine’s restorative virtue.


She who sent him on this mission to Kane had always instilled in Imel a feeling of revulsion. She was but a twisted, broken vessel of hatred, kept living by her depraved lust for vengeance. To be sure, no man could approach her without feeling the dark fire of her insane hatred. But this revulsion was nothing compared to the terror that had blasted Imel when he looked into the eyes of Kane. Insanity gleamed there, but in complement with a cold murder-lust. Insensate craving to kill and destroy — consuming hatred of life. With such eyes would Death receive the newly dead, or Lord Tloluvin welcome some hideously damned soul to his realm of eternal darkness.


“Now then, Imel, what business do you have that concerns me?”


Imel snapped out of his musings as Kane addressed him. Looking up, he found Kane had quit the fire and was half-sitting on the table across from him. He was watching Imel closely, a mocking smile over his brutal features — the hellish blaze of his eyes subdued but smouldering still. His long fingers were toying with a silver ring. Imel assumed it was one from the pile of artifacts.


“I think you’d better have a very good reason for demanding to see me. Not that my time in this hole is in anything like short supply, but your coming here has put myself and Arbas in some danger.” He held the ring to the light appraisingly. Seemingly he was intrigued with its intricate carvings. “You’re sure, of course, that no one followed you…”


Casually Kane drew the lamp closer to him, the better to examine the ring. Imel frowned in vexation. “Interesting…” Kane muttered, extending the ring into the light. A soft violet glow emanated from the huge amethyst. Imel recognized the ring.


Cold fear seized him as realization dawned. Imel’s hand streaked for the sword at his side. He had but touched its hilt when an arm whipped around from behind him, and a dagger point painfully tickled the flesh of his throat. Arbas! He had forgotten the assassin.


“Don’t kill him just yet, Arbas,” said Kane, who had not moved throughout. “You know, I think Imel knows that ring.”


The assassin tickled his dagger point as the Thovnosian wanted to rise. Imel subsided. “Now how do you figure that?” Arbas asked with assumed bewilderment.


“Well, I think it’s the way his face turned pale when he saw it. Or what do you make of that?”


“Could be he’s just startled by that large a sapphire.”


“No, I doubt that. Anyway, this is an amethyst.”


“Same thing.”


“No. I think you’re on the wrong track, Arbas. I’ll bet Imel was just thinking that the last time he saw this ring, it was on someone’s hand he knew. Say, maybe that big skulking bastard who was following you two.”


Arbas’s voice was edged. “Following us! Now, Imel, that makes me look sort of gullible.” He dug the dagger point deeper. Imel’s breath came in ragged gasps as he attempted to contract his throat from the stinging blade.


“This is a Mycean blade,” the assassin explained in Imel’s ear. “Those mountain clansmen spend weeks forging their steel, shaping it just so. They say the steel will grow weak and brittle like a lowland blade — unless it takes a long drink of an enemy’s warm blood every ten days or so.”


“From here I’d say the workmanship was Pellinite,” Kane observed.


“That’s because it was a Pellinite craftsman who fitted the haft for me,” rejoined Arbas in an offended manner. “Anyway, the nobleman who owned the knife before I killed him had always sworn it was a Mycean blade. The steel is unmistakable — watch how it glides through Imel’s throat.”


Kane shook his head and stood up. “Later, perhaps. Let him breathe now, though. As it happened, there was only one man who followed you, and I was waiting for him. I think Imel will talk freely now.” His eyes held Imel in their deadly stare, now burning bright with anger. Imel knew he was very close to death. “Who was he? Why was he following you?” Kane did not waste adding a warning not to lie, and Imel probably couldn’t have anyway — held in the cold grip of those eyes.


“An officer who accompanied me from Thovnos. He was my bodyguard. I’ve been through the slums of Nostoblet trying to find you, and I felt it necessary to have him accompany me at a discreet distance. Tonight I ordered him to follow me when I went with Arbas.”


Kane considered him at length. “Yes, because you didn’t trust him — and with good reason. Once he got you alone, Arbas would have killed you without compunction for whatever valuables you carried — had I not told him to bring you here. Curiosity on my part. All friend Bindoff could tell me was that you were a younger offshoot of somewhat impoverished Thovnosian gentry, a man of dubious integrity but reputedly adroit — and that you came to him with rather curious credentials and asked where to find me.


“So you are justified, but not pardoned. With every good soul in all South Lartroxia thirsting for my blood, I can take no chances. Your coming here was a risk; your coming with an escort was a worse risk. Maybe luck favors me this night, for I could discover no evidence that your friend was followed. At any rate, I was forced to wait in the rain even longer after I’d dealt with One-Ear, to be certain he wasn’t followed. You see, I didn’t trust you either, Imel. So I was waiting out there in the rocks beside the path. Watched you and Arbas go by, and then met your friend. I think I may have given him a bad fright. He did have an interesting ring, though.”


With deceptive carelessness he tossed the ring onto the pile of odds and ends pilfered from the tombs. He signed the disappointed assassin to release the Thovnosian, then demanded, “Once again, What’s your business?”


Imel slowly let out his breath as the dagger point withdrew. Trickles of sweat stung as they slid over the scarlet line across his throat. His neck felt dry where the assassin’s hot breath had hit. Gathering his shaken wits for an effort on which he knew his life hung, Imel began, “I was sent here by one who desires your services — and who is willing to pay for them royally.”


“Really? That’s a bit vague, but it has a nice ring. Be more precise, though. In what form?”


“Wealth, power, position — a kingdom, perhaps.”


“Now you begin to interest me. Let’s hear the details. Particularly with regard to my ‘services,’ as you put it.”


“Certainly. But first, what do you know of the affairs of the Thovnosian Empire?”


“Of its current affairs very little. It has been some years since I visited the islands.”


“In that event, you will pardon me if I embark upon a somewhat lengthy tale to explain my mission.”


“If I find it interesting,” Kane murmured — then exclaimed softly, “Damn! Look here!” An evil-hued tomb beetle clattered to the table and lumbered determinedly toward the flickering lamp. Kane caught the large scarab up and fascinatedly watched it crawl from hand to hand. “Messenger from the dead. They love to burrow inside a rotting skull.” He glanced up at Imel’s strained face.


“Go ahead. I’m listening.”


Imel’s Tale


Netisten Maril today rules as Monarch of Thovnos, from which throne he is also Emperor of the Thovnosian Empire — an island federation south and east of the Lartroxian coast, beyond the Middle Sea that separates the continents of Lartroxia and the Southern Lands. As you may be aware, the Empire was formed two centuries ago from this broken subcontinent of eight major islands, some 2000 to 3000 square miles each — along with a dozen or so smaller islands and countless bits of land too small for mention. As the largest and most powerful island, Thovnos has been the seat of empire for most of the Empire’s history, and Netisten Maril is a true descendant of a line that has long bred strong, capable rulers.


When his father, Netisten Sirrome, died, there was but one other claimant to the throne — Netisten Maril’s older half-brother, Leyan, who was the bastard son of Netisten Sirrome and a seductive noblewoman from Tresli. Because he was illegitimate, Leyan did not bear the dynastic name and had no chance of succession — unless Maril should die without male heir. Thus he was dismayed when at an early age his younger brother married a distant cousin from Quarnora and soon had her with child.


His young wife bore him a daughter, M’Cori by name, and soon after became pregnant again. But as her time again drew near, she sickened and died without giving birth. Gossip suggests that Leyan had her poisoned to prevent a new heir, but she was always known to be a frail child, and perhaps the strain of bearing two children in quick succession proved more than she could endure.


Maril was unapproachable for months thereafter, his spirit tormented by several strong passions. First was a terrible fit of frustrated rage — for he himself had laid her womb open and wrenched out the son who lacked only a few weeks of natural birth. But he had loved her deeply, and as his rage subsided to despair, he was tortured with guilt — blaming himself for forcing his young wife too hard to bring him a son. Time slowly healed the passions that tore at him, but he was left a hard and loveless man — with a temper made worse that had never been mild. He seemed to push all thought of past or future marriage from his mind, and the child M’Cori suffered from neglect. It was Leyan who cared for her needs — not so much from pity, but because he himself had fathered two sturdy sons, Lages and Roget, and favored the idea of marrying a son to their cousin, M’Cori — thus securing the succession for his line if not for himself.


The passing years favored his enterprise, as Maril remained unwed, and M’Cori grew into girlhood — a child of startling beauty and a lack of guile that bordered on simple-mindedness. She felt a touching gratitude toward her uncle and a clinging devotion toward his sons. Lages and Roget grew into strong young men and were their father’s pride — skilled in arms and leadership, well favored in appearances, adept in the graces of nobility. Leyan saw them as true princes of the blood. He was stricken when Roget, the older and less rash of his sons, died a hero’s death at twenty-two while leading his uncle’s army against rebels on the island Fisitia. He was avenged by his brother, Lages, who made up with quick temper what he lacked of Roget’s quick wit. M’Cori shared in the mourning for Roget, for the three had grown up together as brothers and sister. But when mourning was done, she and Lages had become lovers.


Then four years ago Leyan saw happen that which threatened all his carefully laid plans. Netisten Maril was in love again.


From the ill-starred northern island of Pellin came a woman of unearthly beauty. Efrel was her name. She was of the best blood; her family had given their name to the island kingdom where they had ruled for long centuries. When the Empire was formed, it was thought that the Pellin lords would be its rulers, as their blood was the oldest and most noble. But Pellin had fallen on dark days, and the aged kingdom was no match for the younger, stronger kingdoms to the south. Indeed, all threats to Thovnos’s domination have come from its young neighbors and not from remote Pellin — although it is no secret that the lords of Pellin have always dreamed of someday holding the reins of empire.


But the island Pellin has had an evil reputation since the earliest days when man first crossed the Western Sea to settle in this region. Our history is old, and very much of the centuries preceding the Empire’s foundation has become obscured by myth and legend. Nonetheless, the strange stone ruins that are to be found mouldering in certain shunned locations among the islands defy all understanding. Of the race that built these monolithic citadels we know nothing. Legend insists that these ruins were here before the coming of man to the islands. Certainly the crumbling stones are of marvelous antiquity, and no man can guess what ages have passed since these cyclopean fortresses were raised, nor at whose hand they were destroyed. There are curious myths that hint of frightful carvings depicting colossal scenes of combat among monstrous sea beasts from a mad god’s nightmare. The first seafarers who settled the islands left unsavory rumors of things carven upon certain of the eroded stones — hideous scenes they took pains to obliterate forever with frightened blows of hammer and chisel. No such carvings today remain to verify these myths. It is on the island of Pellin that these lichen-covered ruins are to be found in greatest concentration — nor are they in so advanced a state of decay as those on the southern islands.


Certainly it is not solely due to the immeasurably deep waters to the north of Pellin that no fisherman will cast nets there, that merchants sail many leagues off course to avoid the region. This area of the Western Sea is named the Sorn-Ellyn, which is said to mean “bottomless sea” in an archaic tongue. Its depths have never been plumbed. Legend says that the Earth has split asunder there, and that the waters of the Sorn-Ellyn flow down into the cosmic ocean upon which our world floats. A pretty concept, of course, and derived from folk myths of our universe’s creation — though philosophers have since learned more bewildering theories to dispute.


Less easy to dismiss are the wild and unsettling stories told over the years by those few men who have ventured across the Sorn-Ellyn and returned — or so they claim. They spread fantastic tales of ghostly lights glimpsed at night from far down beneath the sea, of weird shapes only half seen that moved about on the black waves on nights of the full moon. Some claim they have heard an eerie whining sound that echoes from under the sea — a droning that makes men cry out in agony and drives ships’ dogs insane with fear. Horrible sea monsters are said to haunt the Sorn-Ellyn as they lurk in the waters of no other sea — loathsome creatures that can drag beneath the waves an entire ship and her crew. The oldest legends speak of an elder race of demons who dwell in the black depths of the Sorn-Ellyn, eager to destroy all fools who dare trespass within their sunken realm.


And with these dark legends of the past there are mingled more recent tales that seamen speak of with fear yet in their eyes. Such reports are scoffed at by day, or told for a safe shudder over alecups — but not mentioned at night and at sea.


One such: A few years back a captain from Tresli was sailing home with a rich cargo of Lartroxian grain. Wishing to expose his cargo to the ocean damp no longer than necessary — and to make port ahead of his competitors — he chose to sail north across the Sorn-Ellyn, rather than take the circuitous route through the islands south of Pellin. His crew was uneasy, but the captain bribed them with extra pay — knowing the higher prices his grain could command if he returned before his rivals.


As they entered the Sorn Ellyn, the lookout sighted wreckage. Sailing closer, they discovered a splintered section of hull from an Ammurian vessel, and tied to the half-submerged timbers was a lone survivor. The sailor had been adrift for days after his ship was lost, but it was not only exposure and lack of food and water that had reduced him to a screaming, mindless madman. He went berserk when they lifted him aboard. Throwing off those who tried to minister to tortured flesh, he shrieked insanely of slimy black tentacles and faceless demons from the sea. As they tied him to a bed, the crewmen were sickened by the horrible scars that pitted his shrunken body — as if the man had been wrapped with links of red-hot chain.


Little could be made of his pitiful raving, but enough came through so that the captain was forced to turn his ship and speed away to avoid certain mutiny. And strangest to tell, during the first night after his rescue the castaway suddenly awoke from nightmare-tortured sleep, threw off the bonds that restrained him, and with maniacal strength burst past those who tried to hold him. Laughing and gibbering, he threw himself into the sea. A seaman who watched him swim out of sight swore he saw a strange light glowing beneath the dark waters, and several others claimed to have faintly heard an eerie humming sound coming from far below.


There are many other strange stories — enough to indicate that there is something unwholesome about Pellin and the sea around it. And this same shadow of evil hovers over the royal family, for it is acknowledged that the Pellin lords have long delved into mysteries best left unsounded. It is commonly known that Efrel’s great-grandfather murdered his youngest grand-daughter and bathed in her blood to restore his youth. Of his success we shall never know, as his angry son eviscerated him shortly thereafter.


Deep beneath the cellars and dungeons of Dan-Legeh, black citadel of the Pellin lords, there is said to lie a great subterranean chamber. Within this vast cavern the Pellin lords have for centuries tortured their enemies and pursued their infamous study of sorcerous lore. The few outsiders to enter this chamber and emerge again with whole mind have told of a great pool in the floor of the cavern — whose waters rise and ebb with the tides. Into this pool’s black depths have disappeared many of those secrets Pellin has not deigned to share.


But to bring my tale back to matters of the present day, and to Efrel:


It was into this same hidden chamber on a night some thirty years ago that Pellin Othrin, then Monarch of Pellin, carried a screaming and naked girl — and though she was his teenaged cousin, Wehrle, no man dared interfere. What they did there no man ever learned, for at dawn Wehrle crawled forth half-lifeless and with madness in her staring eyes. Pellin Othrin was silent as to what had transpired, nor did any man dare inquire. Not long after, Lyrde, Othrin’s wife, who had borne him no children, fell strangely ill and died. While the ashes of her pyre were yet warm, Othrin announced that he would make Wehrle his new queen. Some wondered that he would wed the unfortunate girl, for they knew Othrin had no germ of pity in his heart. Nor could they understand why Othrin slew the physician and nurse who attended the birth of their daughter a few months later, for the child was perfect in every way.


This daughter was Efrel. Wehrle’s madness grew deeper after Efrel’s birth, so that at times she had to be restrained from attacking the child. Pellin Othrin placed his wife in private chambers with attendants constantly on guard against her rages. When Efrel was old enough to leave her mother’s breast, she was given over to a nurse, and afterward no more was said of Wehrle, nor did any man ask. As Efrel grew from infancy, Othrin kept her by his side and gave personal attention to every detail of her education — in statecraft and in the secret delvings of the Pellin lords.


One night Pellin Othrin was found strangled in his chambers, though no outcry had been heard. His guards could not explain how the assassin had slipped past them, nor guess what strangler’s cord had circled their lord’s body with livid red stigmata, nor yet account for the seaweed that hung in his beard.


His sudden death left Pellin without male heir, but there was precedent in Pellin’s long history when the island had been ruled by a woman. And Pellin Othrin taught his daughter well. Thus Efrel ascended the ancient throne of Pellin as Queen. It was not to be long before she would be Empress as well.


Of Efrel it is said that she pursued the study of demonology and the black arts with a passion beyond that of any of her unhallowed ancestors. Perhaps she was spurred on by the desire to rekindle the ancient glory of the House of Pellin, which was inexorably drifting toward obscurity within the growing Empire. Possibly she sought ways to revitalize the anemic blood of her line, whose heirs were fewer and sicklier with each generation, and the madness that haunted the House of Pellin grew stronger apace.


Then, again, there is a persistent rumor that Efrel is only half human — that her real father was not Pellin Othrin, but a demon of his conjuration, who had lain with Wehrle on that night when sanity was driven from her. Certainly there is some little to be offered in defense of this whispered theory. It might explain Efrel’s obsessive interest in sorcery and other arcane researches, for one thing. And further, it might account for her inhuman beauty — or for her vitality that is like a weed to the anemic blooms that others of her line resemble. Perhaps her unnatural parentage gave her power to inflame Netisten Maril, who in his late thirties was as cold and unapproachable a man as ever.


Netisten Maril saw Efrel for the first time when she was presented to him at court one day. She moved gracefully in a clinging swirl of a gown pieced from the opalescent scales of blind sea-snakes dredged from the Sorn-Ellyn. When introductions were effected by their servants as court etiquette prescribed, the seductress explained to Maril that she had come from Pellin to pay her respects to him and to remain for a while in the Imperial Court, such being the privilege of one of royal lineage. From that moment Maril thought of little else but Efrel, for her exotic beauty and her aura of mystery (and perhaps her glamour) had thoroughly conquered his long slumbering passions. Rekindled after so long, they blazed anew with pent-up fire — and it was evident to all that Thovnos would very soon have a new queen.


To be sure, the turn of events dismayed Leyan, as well as many others, who foretold that there could be nothing but misfortune from a union with ill-famed Pellin. But Maril was totally in love with this pale-skinned beauty of midnight tresses and eyes so dark they shone like onyx. Even those who hated the court’s newest star granted that her beauty transcended in every particular that of any other woman of their experience — including M’Cori, who under Leyan’s shelter was advancing in the Imperial Court as an ingénue of uncommon loveliness. And objections to the Emperor’s imminent marriage were effectively hushed when Maril ordered a trusted advisor beheaded after becoming enraged at his well-meant advice.


So they were married, and the Empire settled back to make the best of the new situation. However, to her chagrin, Efrel soon discovered that although she had won into Maril’s bed, she could not insinuate herself onto his throne. For Maril was a man of strong will who kept the affairs of his personal life unmixed with affairs of the Empire. Thus Efrel found her ambitions of ruling behind the throne stillborn for all her wiles and secret glamour, and the many nobility she had brought as entourage remained without influence or important position.


And as time went by, Efrel felt even her hold on Maril’s affections loosening — for strong passions too often exhaust the spirit and burn out quickly. But more important, despite Maril’s enthusiastic efforts, he was unable to get Efrel pregnant. Again a male heir eluded him, and this renewed frustration blighted his passion for her. Of his own virility there could be no question; it must then be Efrel who was barren. In his dark moods perhaps Maril remembered the old rumors concerning Efrel’s inhuman parentage — for it is common that hybrids are sterile. Angrily he severed all but the most formal relations with his wife.


Despairing of realizing her ambitions with Maril, Efrel then turned to intrigue. Seeking out Leyan, she easily seduced him with her ready beauty — and with the promise to aid Leyan in his bid for the Imperial tone. For if Netisten Maril died without male heir, Leyan would be his successor. The idea had, of course, often occurred to Leyan, but he was well aware of his half-brother’s careful measures to prevent assassination, and that he would be the obvious culprit in the event of success. But many a man has lost all caution in a woman’s embrace, and so it was with Leyan.


The two conspired to murder Netisten Maril with a slow-acting poison of Efrel’s devising, whose certain toxins would mimic a natural illness. Any resistance at court to Leyan’s succession they would quell with an army secretly loyal to them. The plot was well underway, and several of the nobility had sworn allegiance to Leyan in return for promised rewards under his reign. Then disaster struck the conspirators.


Maril had always been on the alert for conspiracy, especially from his half-brother. He had taken extensive precautions, and his spy system was more effective than either Efrel or Leyan had realized. Thus Maril learned of the plan before it could mature. One night he surprised the two together in Efrel’s bedchamber and announced to them that all who had entered into conspiracy with them were being arrested even at that moment.


Leyan came out from the sheets with time to draw his sword, if not draw on his pants, before Maril’s guards could intervene. But Maril with characteristic rashness ordered his men not to interfere and welcomed his brother’s attack. Then followed a desperate bit of swordplay — for Leyan might still win an empire should he win this duel, and the only alternative was certain death. For what those who watched swore was fully half an hour, though exaggeration is understandable, these two seasoned veterans fought — each skilled from constant training and hardened from many campaigns. Leyan was judged to be the better swordsman, but Maril, I think by design, had confronted his brother while he was groggy from wine and recent loveplay. Further, Leyan was naked, and Maril wore mail.


Gradually Maril forced him back, slowly wearing down his frantic defenses, parrying his superior swordplay with growing confidence. A small cut here, a barely parried thrust there — slashes that mail would turn and bare flesh could not. Finally Leyan moved a heartbeat too slow to counter the deceptive slash of Maril’s powerful sword arm. His brother’s blade clove through his side, and down toppled Leyan — his final curses strangled by the blood that filled sundered lungs. His fate was the easiest of the conspirators.


Efrel then tried suicide, it is said — but the guards were too swift and stopped her dagger short of her breast. Maril left her beside the corpse under close guard — there to ponder the fate that would await her with the new day.


At dawn Maril sent out criers to tell Thovnosten’s populace of the aborted conspiracy — and to summon them to the execution at noon. The people flocked to the central square, eager for the spectacle and the promised food and drink given in celebration of their loyalty to Netisten Maril. Peddlers, hawkers, and vendors descended like vultures from the cloudless sky.


Efrel arrived clad in her most splendid gown and jewelry. Those with memories for such things recognized it as the gown she wore when first she bewitched Maril. She was enthroned at the side of Netisten Maril as usual, but instead of ladies-in-waiting, there were guards to see to her comfort. Then while Efrel watched, the six lords who had sworn allegiance to Leyan were led out and bound to frames erected during the night. After attention had been given to their tongues with red-hot pincers and to their limbs with iron rods, their families and servants were brought out. Slowly, without breaking the neck — so to prolong the agony — every man, woman, and child of them was hanged before the lords’ eyes. And once they had witnessed the deaths of all their households, the conspirators were cunningly impaled and hung like spitted steers over slow fires. A ghastly penalty, but such is the punishment just laws demand for conspiracy against our lawful government.


Throughout the long afternoon — for it was near dusk when the last lord had died — Efrel had been forced to watch the gruesome spectacle — her torture made worse because she was still treated with every show of respect. What must have passed through her mind only the gods know. She knew Maril to be without pity — a man overruled by his volcanic emotions. She knew that mercy was not to be hoped for. But perhaps mingled with dread anticipation there was a scrap of hope that Maril might deal mercifully with one whom he once had loved. Foolish hope, if hope there was.


When the last gruesome carcass had ceased to writhe, and the crowd shuffled with boredom, awaiting a finale worthy of their long attention, Maril turned to Efrel.


“For you, Efrel — deceptive whore with serpent’s kisses — I have devised a less common death. One that suits your animal lusts and noble blood. I’ve found a consort equal to your gentle character and pristine morals.” As she shrank in fear from the rage that twisted his face and choked his voice, Maril signed to his guard.


Then several strong slaves came into the square. They led a fiercely heaving wild bull. To restrain the animal called for all their sweaty effort, for it was driven mad with pain and drugs. More so were those who held Efrel compelled to exert all their strength — for the girl had become frenzied at the sight of her fate.


They carried the struggling girl, beautiful despite her terror in all her exquisite finery, into the square. There they cuffed her wrists to two long silver chains that were fastened to a collar about the bull’s neck. A section of the crowd was moved aside, and the bull and the Empress were led into a narrow street leading through the city and beyond the gates.


As she saw the hopelessness of her plight, Efrel’s terror gave way to venomous fury. She cursed Netisten Maril and vowed vengeance in a manner that chilled the souls of those already sated with torture. She swore by strange gods that she would return to bring red flames and utter ruin to all Thovnos, to wrest from Maril his throne and all that was his. Maril only laughed at her and signaled the slaves to release the bull.


With a last shriek of inhuman hatred, Efrel was jerked from her feet and dragged across the paving as the maddened bull plunged away. The enraged beast plummeted down the winding, cobbled streets as it sought to find the freedom of its native meadows — pounding headlong past walls and buildings and taunting creatures, past tenements and hovels and paving that gave way to dirt. It never gave a thought to the slight burden that bounced and smacked behind its hooves — a mewing, broken thing that left a trail of blood and scraped flesh upon the rough pavement over which it passed.


“The whore leaves us with her new consort!” roared Maril. “There’ll be little of the bride left for the groom by the time he carries her past our walls — but I wish him better luck with it! Let her serpent’s carcass lie unburied wherever it chances to fall — and let no man again speak her name to me!” With that Netisten Maril contrived to dismiss the matter from his thoughts.


Better would it have been for Maril had he first made certain of her death. A number of Efrel’s loyal retainers had eluded Maril’s wrath. They caught the bull as it reached the twilight-hung outskirts of the city, and there they killed it and stopped its flight. Although they did this seeking only to recover their queen’s body for proper burial, they discovered to their utter astonishment that the mutilated body still lived!


Again the half-human, half-demon parentage seems to apply — for surely only an inhuman vitality could survive such an ordeal. Yet, live she did — for the Pellinites immediately bore her to the ship they had hidden in a secret cove and set sail for their homeland. Fearing relentless pursuit should Maril learn that Efrel still lived, all were sworn to secrecy — agreeing to say no more than that they had reclaimed their queen’s corpse. And all human logic would suspect nothing further.
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