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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.







A REDACTORIAL INDUCTION


THE Gondwane Epic is the last of Old Earth’s major literary productions, and was completed in the Twilight of Time during the Eon of the Silver Phoenix. Its author or authors are unknown.


Such was the popularity, indeed the fame, of the epic that no fewer than forty-one commentaries were written upon the text of the epic over the successive eleven thousand years which followed its completion. Some of these are every bit as long as the epic itself, which is divided into ten books and comprises a sum total of more than six hundred thousand words.


In deciding to attempt a prose redaction of the epic I was fully sensitive to the enormity of the task and the intricacy of it. Translation is perhaps the least regarded of the arts, and certainly the most difficult; and to interpret properly the matter of the epic for readers of another eon required constant attention and explanation, some of which I have interpolated into the text, some given in footnotes, the remainder in various appendices.


At this point—the opening of the Fifth Book—we have arrived at midpoint. It seems appropriate here to indite a brief précis of that which has gone before:


Ganelon Silvermane, a Construct of the Time Gods, emerged from the Ardelix Vault beneath the Crystal Mountains before his appointed time, with his mind a blank but fully developed in the body. Adopted by an itinerant godmaker and his wife, one of the Pseudowomen of Chuu—Phlesco and Imminix—he demonstrated quite early his prowess when he defeated the rampaging Indigon herds at Uth. He was then for a time tutored by a distinguished magician, the Illusionist of Nerelon, before commencing his adventures. Taken prisoner by the Death Dwarves, and by them delivered to their mistress, the Red Enchantress, he met during his brief captivity in Shai one Grrff the Xombolian, a Karjixian Tigerman, and a little boy named Phadia, who later became a disciple of the above magician. Between them they managed to—for a time at least—end the menace which the Enchantress posed to Silvermane’s homeland and the realms around.


The Airmasters of Sky Island they next disposed of, leaving only the dreaded Warlord of the Ximchak Horde on the Illusionist’s agenda of villains to be dispatched. Before his encounter could take place, however, the Illusionist returned to Nerelon where long-overdue business awaited his attentions. Silvermane continued his journey with Grrff, accompanied by Xarda, a girl knight of Jemmerdy. In the Mobile City of Kan Zar Kan they made the acquaintance of Kurdi, a bright and likable gypsy boy of the Iomagoths. The city itself they employed to destroy the Ximchaks who were then laying siege to Prince Erigon’s city of Valardus. The siege ended, the city departed, and Erigon and Xarda wed, while Silvermane, Kurdi and Grrff—together with their new companions, Palensus Choy and Ollub Vetch, an immortal magician and his inventor friend—and a flying sphinxess named Ishgadara ventured north to defend Trancore against the ubiquitous Ximchaks. There Silvermane was convinced by Wolf Turgo, a Ximchak chieftain, to surrender to the Horde, since only by that means could he hope to effect the freedom of the Tigerman and the lady sphinx, who had been carried into Gompery (then suffering under a Ximchak occupation) following a battle.


In Gompland Silvermane was forced into servitude by Zaar the Warlord, but enlisted in one of the Ximchak clans, rapidly rose to prominence, and in time, besting Zaar in a duel to a death, downtrodden Gomps, Ganelon restored Princess Ruzara to the throne and led the Horde out of Gompia on a lengthy and interminable overland journey across the northern parts of the Supercontinent.


In the Merdingian Regnate the Horde eventually decided to settle, some taking service as mercenaries to the various Regnatorial cities, others reverting to the nomadic hunting life of their ancestors. Ganelon relinquished his office as Warlord, and, with Grrff, Kurdi and Ishgadara commenced a long journey south, hoping eventually to find his way home to the Hegemony.


At the beginning of the Fifth Book of the Epic, to which I have given the title of The Pirate of World’s End, it is exactly five years, four months and eleven days since Ganelon Silvermane emerged prematurely from the Time Vault beneath the ruins of Ardelix. He still does not know the full extent of the supernormal powers which the Time Gods instilled within their synthetic Construct.


Neither has he as yet the slightest inkling of the purpose for which he was bred.


So come—join me now at World’s End in the Twilight of Time, as Ganelon Silvermane begins a new cycle of adventures on Gondwane the Great, Old Earth’s last and mightiest continent.


—LIN CARTER




Book One


THE TALKING HEADS
OF SOORM


The Scene: Lower Arzenia; the Desolation of Oj; Urgoph City; The Land of Soorm; The Hills of the Holy Heads.


The Characters: Ganelon Silvermane, Kurdi, Grrff the Xombolian, Ishgadara the Gynosphinx; Princess Dalassa; the Grand Magnate Borgo Methrix; Urgovians, Deacons, Guardsmen and Priests; Some Very Unexpected Pirates.




1.


THE DESOLATION OF OJ


Late in the afternoon of a year toward the end of the Eon of the Falling Moon, a peculiar party of travelers could be discerned as they traversed the wastelands of Lower Arzenia.


The first thing that was peculiar about these adventurers was that they were neither riding nor walking: they were flying. In the nearly seven hundred million years that have passed between our own age and that in which my tale is laid, the art of aeronautics had largely been lost, together with many of the physical sciences. The travelers were not, however, flying in any manner of sky vehicle, but bestride the broad and furry shoulders of an enormous and winged female sphinx.


Her name was Ishgadara and she was the property of a friendly magician called Palensus Choy. It was the harmless conceit of this sorcerer to beguile the tedium of his magically prolonged life by collecting a menagerie of beasts commonly thought mythical or, at very least, fabulous. Some of his specimens he found living in the remoter and wilder portions of the super-continent; others he was forced to create and nurture in his breeding vats. The Gynosphinx belonged to the latter category.


In order to make her actually capable of flight, Palensus Choy had had to increase her proportions somewhat beyond those to which art and mythology had assigned her species. Thrice the size of any lion Old Earth had borne in its prime, she had an immensely broad chest and shoulders whose massive thews would have looked more proper upon an elephant. These were required in order to anchor to her bones the muscles for her wings. When fully extended, they measured thirty-two feet from tip to tip, those wings, and their feathers were dark brown tipped with gold.


She had a thick mane of fleecy gold that curled about her neck and shoulders in a fashion thoroughly lionlike; but her enormous pink-nippled breasts were similar to those of a human female, and so were her features. Although her face was broader and larger and flatter than a woman’s, her physiognomy was essentially feminine and human, with pinkish-white skin, large eyes of luminous green under a flat brow, a long flattened nose like a lion’s muzzle but un-whiskered, and a broad grin which revealed blunt, strong tusks.


The rest of her was lionlike and clad in tawny, sand-colored fur. From the tip of her nose to the tip of her tail, she was nearly fifteen feet long.


Bestride her back, seated between her wings, sat a young gypsy boy named Kurdi. He was dark, with flashing bright eyes and tousled curls, and wore a skimpy tunic that left his brown thighs bare. An orphan, the lad had attached himself to the party of adventurers as a sort of combination squire, page, servant and general factotum. He had been about eleven then; now he was something more than thirteen and a half, with long legs and a cheerful, chirping voice beginning to break at unexpected times.


Seated behind the boy was a towering giant of a man, his naked hide tanned darkly bronze, his hair a long glittering name of metallic silver. He was immense, superbly muscular as a young gladiator; his magnificent body, which he indifferently bared to the chill winds, was clothed only in a war harness of black leather and boots. Over his shoulders a leather baldric supported a mighty broadsword: other than this he was unarmed.


His name was Ganelon Phlescosson, called Silvermane, and he was by now a warrior hero with a considerable reputation in several parts of the continent. He had emerged victorious from many battles and had overcome many adversaries, winning many honors. The Hegemonic cities had proclaimed him Hero of Uth; King Yemple had made him a Defender of Kan Zar Kan; he was a Knight of Valardus and a Baron of Trancore; and, until just recently he had been Chieftain of the Kuzak tribe, and Warlord of the Ximchak Horde.


His features were clean-shaven, grim, impassive, handsome in a way but peculiarly blank. Under scowling brows, his black eyes were magnetic. Women found him attractive, probably because of the sheer virility he radiated; but he had no experience with women, had Ganelon Silvermane.


Although he seemed fully grown and mature, he was actually only about five years old. That is to say, he had emerged from the Ardelix Vault only five years, four months and eleven days before. He had, of course, emerged from the entropy-null chamber fully grown.


Emotionally, he was still prepubescent, which explains, I think, why he had no interest as yet in women.


He was not a True Human, but an android, a synthetic man, a Construct bred by the mysterious Time Gods for a purpose yet unknown.


And seated behind Silvermane was the fourth and last of this peculiar party—and by no means the least peculiar of them all. I refer to Grrff the Xombolian, a Tigerman from Karjixia. To picture Grrff, you need only imagine a Bengal tiger who walks on his hind legs like a man and is capable of manlike speech, thought and emotion.


Beneath his striped orange and black and white hide there beat a heart fully capable of love and loyalty and courage.


Such was Grrff.


Six months before, the adventurers had left the encampments of the Ximchak Horde in a country to the north called the Merdingian Regnate.


For a time they had veered east to avoid the White Waste, which was thickly infested by the Vroych. The Vroych resemble scorpions grown to the size of alligators and painted purple, splotched with canary yellow. Vicious, nasty, mean-tempered, and extremely venomous are the Vroych; travelers generally avoid the bone-strewn Waste if at all possible.


Traveling east, the adventurers had skirted Hosh and the borders of Sorabdazon before crossing Poison River into Glundal country. They had flown over the Vermilion Marshes and had paused only briefly at Osch and Vemblem and Ardoza to take on fresh supplies.


They had not cared to visit Drudth for reason of the atrocious custom they follow in Drudth.


Neither had they paused in Czinca, where men worship serpents; nor in Pirscoign, where there are no females and men mate with limber boys; nor in Foresco, where it is forbidden to have any hair.


But they did rest in Volesce, where the caravans loiter before attempting the passage over the Tucsan Mountains. In fact, they spent the winter there as guests of the Volescian Suzerain, one Farnoukh IV, an affable if trinocular gentleman whose skin coloring suggested he was in the terminal stages of food-poisoning.* A kindly, convivial old gentleman, the Suzerain loved nothing more than good, rip-snorting stories of excitement, adventure and derring-do. So, all winter long, Ganelon and Grrff kept their host happily entertained by recounting some of their deeds, exploits and recent journeys.


Crossing the mountains with spring, they had encountered a bothersome adventure on the Harth Plains: a raiding party of Vurble slavers had carried off Grrff, and it had taken his friends several weeks to find him and to effect his rescue. These slavers pursue their abominable trade from hot-air balloons and customarily dip down over campfires at night and snatch up one or another likely-looking prospect in their collapsible nets, carrying them off to a mountaintop aerie called Hoyk, whose peak is reputedly unsealable, having been polished as slick as glass by several thousand generations of Vurbles.


They encountered no troubles along the mighty Kurge, whose gliding floods are home to quaint raft-built Floating Towns. Neither did any attempt to molest them on Zynor Island. And they flew over the Rapids of Ulkh rather than attempt to run them: the Ulkh Wreckers, who infest that portion of the Kurge, waved futile fists and hooted obscenities at them as they flapped lazily by overhead bestride Ishgadara.


For five days now they had been traversing the wastelands, having by this point in their southerly journey crossed the borders from Upper into Lower Arzenia.


These wastelands were known as the Desolation of Oj, and caravans never attempted their crossing if it could be helped. (Perhaps I should interpolate at this point the explanation that at the border just beyond the Rapids, the enormous Kurge enters a cavern and traverses the ensuing forty or fifty leagues underground, before emerging to the surface again to empty into the Inland Sea.)


At the moment the travelers were debating as to where to land for the night. They had treated the Desolation with gingerly respect thus far, assuming that if the merchant caravans avoided the rocky sand-strewn waste, as they habitually did, it was for good reason. The avarice of merchants being as common to Ganelon’s time as to our own era, there was doubtless a core of solid sensibleness to this argument. Nevertheless, land they must, for the Gynosphinx could not continue to fly all night, having already flown all day. And the travelers were increasingly aware of an acute need to relieve nature.


Ganelon—whose eyesight was considerably superior to any True Man’s—spotted a low, flat-topped mesa dead ahead which looked bare and easily defensible. In his deep, somber voice he called this feature to the attention of his companions, modestly recommending the miniature plateau as his own choice for their camping place.


They landed shortly thereafter, and Kurdi hopped off first, eager to stretch his long legs. The next to dismount was Grrff the Xombolian, who had taken aboard too frequent doses of liquid refreshment during the long, boring flight. The discomfort of his kidneys was evidently extreme, for, wearing an expression of disgruntled dignity, the Tigerman went trotting off to relieve himself behind the nearest boulder with swift dispatch.


The crest of the mesa was a bare tableland of dry rock littered with crumbling stones and boulders and with, here and there, patches of black sand wind-blown into stony pockets. No living thing apparently made the mesa its home; and there was nothing that grew here, either, from which Grrff might have been able to fuel a fire. Perforce they must devour their rations cold, washed down with red Ximchak wine and water.


While the boy Kurdi laid out the meal picnic-fashion on a large cloth, and Ishgadara groomed her weary wings with a huge wet tongue like a pink flannel washrag, Ganelon and the Karjixian strolled about a bit, exploring.


“Where do you think we be, anyhow, big man?” asked Grrff in his hoarse, gruff voice—wherein just the faintest trace of a tiger’s growl could be discerned.


Silvermane shrugged. “Getting close to Soorm, I should think. A bit farther on south, it must be. But we can’t very well miss it. It’s this side of the Inland Sea.”


It was the intent of the adventurers to turn east when they reached the edges of the sea, so as to fly directly into Southern YamaYamaLand. They had no maps and no compass to guide them, and the stars and constellations in these latitudes were unfamiliar to them. They really wanted to be in Northern YamaYamaLand, but had to go the long way about because their knowledge of these parts of Gondwane the Great—old Earth’s last and greatest continent—consisted of vague report, idle rumor, sheer hearsay, and downright fabrication.


They were on their way home, more or less. Ganelon’s home was the city of Zermish in the Hegemony; it was there that his foster parents, Phlesco the Godmaker and Imminix the pseudowoman, lived; Grrff’s homeland, Karjixia, lay a trifle farther north. They had both been away for years on their travels: now, after fatiguing adventures in far, exotic lands, they felt a nostalgic yearning for familiar streets and faces.


As for Kurdi, the little Iomagothic boy had adopted the two of them in place of the father he had never known. But of the two he rather loved Ganelon the more, and had long since chosen to accompany the giant Construct wherever he might choose to venture. Ishgadara was sort of “on loan” to Silvermane and the Tigerman: eventually, they supposed, she would fly back home to Zaradon, the Flying Castle atop Mount Naroob, where she lived with her master, Palensus Choy. Or perhaps in time Choy would fly thither in Zaradon to pick her up, when it became obvious that neither Ganelon nor the Tigerman had any further need of the sphinx-girl as an aerial steed.


“Know anything about Soorm?” inquired the Xombolian after a time.


“Not much,” admitted the other. “Enough to suggest we fly over it rather than ride through it, though.”


“That’s where they got them Talking Heads,” mused the Tigerman, rubbing his whiskery jowls with one huge paw. “Never knew what they meant by ’em, but all his life ol’ Grrff’s heard tell of the Talking Heads o’ Soorm. …”


“Me, too,” muttered Silvermane, a bit uncomfortably. He did not like the sound of the phrase; no, not at all.


In this remote age of the immeasurably distant future, the few dwindling remnants of True Men shared the vastness of the super-continent with many new forms of life, some of them manlike and intelligent (like the Tigermen of Karjixia), but most of them as distinctly unlike men as it is possible to be. And in their travels both Ganelon Silvermane and his friend Grrff had encountered more than a few of these.


Most recently, there had been an adventure up north in Pardoga with the Strange Little Men of the Hills—an adventure from which the enormous Ximchak Horde had narrowly escaped destruction to the last scarlet-eyed barbarian warrior.


For the Strange Little Men were a rare form of animate mineral, and were quite unkillable.


Earlier, before his travelings had begun, Ganelon had fought the powerful and dangerous Indigons, whose herds had come marauding down to imperil the Hegemony.


Nor did he recall without a shudder the Ghost-Phexians, those immaterial specters who lived trapped within the solidity of the Crystal Mountains, but who could drive one mad.


Nor, for that matter, the Death Dwarves, prodigious strong little monsters who ate poison and were a form of Antilife.


If the Talking Heads of Soorm were anything like these other uncanny brutes and monstrosities, he would just as soon fly at a comfortable altitude above their domain, than pass through on foot.


They dined frugally on cold meats, mint jellies, dried fruits, tough yellow bread, water and wine.


The sun sank below the western horizon of Gondwane in a blazon of vermilion and tangerine and two other colors, but newly added to the spectrum, to which our senses are not attuned.*


The stars came forth in regal splendor, like diamonds sewn upon the velvet gowns of empresses.


As they rolled themselves into their cloaks for the night, the dark landscape was flooded by an uncanny silver brilliance. Above the horizon floated a titanic orb which filled a very sizable portion of the sky. A tremendous disc of pinkish silver it was, with features common to the moon of our own day, but of proportions stupendously larger.


It was the Falling Moon.


Over the span of hundreds of millions of years, the drag of Old Earth’s gravitational attraction had gradually slowed the forward flight of her ancient companion, until the moon was drawn nearer and nearer to the earth so that she bulked with ominous hugeness in her nocturnal skies.


Some said the moon would eventually fall, crushing the world.


Others prophesied that at some indefinable point the strain of conflicting forces would tear the moon apart, raining meteors like mountain ranges upon the world, destroying all life. Indeed, black zigzag cracks defaced the gleaming surface, easily visible to the unaided eye.


Grrff and Ganelon and Ishgadara and Kurdi had seen that titanic and threatening spectacle every night of their lives, and fell asleep without concern for future destruction.


When they awoke with dawn, however, Kurdi was not there.




2.


DALASSA THE URGOVIAN


There was no sign of a struggle that either Ganelon or Grrff could perceive. The boy’s cloak lay open, crumpled, and still warm from the heat of his body. The gritty sand around the place where he had slept did not seem particularly disturbed. There were no footprints.


Grrff glared skywards, hackles raised along his furry nape, black lips writhing back from sharp white fangs.


“Vurble slavers come this far south, you s’pose?” he growled. The memory of how easily the balloon-riding raiders had netted him still rankled; to have been so absurdly captured was a humiliation which the burly Karjixian would not soon forget.


Ganelon shook his head. It had been months since they had left the Harth Plains, and they had been traveling steadily ever since.


“Me go looking for liddle poy, hokay?” queried Ishgadara hopefully. Sphinxess or no, her motherly heart had warmed to the mischievous, playful lad; the thought of Kurdi in trouble, maybe even in danger, upset her and made her want to break heads.


Grrff and Silvermane felt much the same way, and were as anxious to ascertain what had happened to Kurdi as was the Gynosphinx. So, pausing only to snatch up their gear and bedding, they bundled everything into the saddlebags, slung them across the tawny furred haunches of the sphinx-girl, and ascended into the upper atmosphere for a quick aerial search.


“There’s something!” grunted Grrff, pointing with his ygdraxel.


Ganelon looked, saw a dead ornith lying in a sand-filled gully on the southerly slopes of the little mesa on whose top they had camped for the night, and bade Ishgadara descend. Hopping off her back, the two warriors investigated.


The ornith, or ornithohippus, is a riding beast commonly used in these parts of Gondwane the Great during this eon as a mode of transportation. Beaked, feathered but wingless, it resembled a quadrupedal bird, with claws instead of hooves: like a curious cross between bird and horse it was, and about the size of the latter.


This particular specimen had not been a wild, but a tame, ornith. Ganelon pointed out how the saddle girths had worn smooth the feathery flanks of the dead animal. Grrff, for his part, found the cause of its demise: a light javelin or dart had transfixed the vitals of the creature.


The loose, soft sand about the animal’s cadaver was violently disturbed. Other similar gullies nearby were filled with sand which lay smooth, sleeked by the wind. But here the sand was pocked and kicked about in sure and obvious signs of a struggle.


They searched the ground around for a bit longer, hunting for some clue as to what had transpired. Then Grrff uttered a growling cry and snatched from where it lay half-covered by the sand a smooth scarab-shape of slick ceramic, colored an eye-hurting shade of raw indigo.


Ganelon examined it, grimly. There was no doubt in the young giant’s mind that this was the Ukwukluk talisman the lad habitually wore suspended about his throat by a thong. Indeed, the thong was still threaded through the slot which pierced the upper end of the amulet. It was broken, that thong.


Mounting Ishgadara, they flew off again, but this time lower in altitude, crossing low sandy hills and a brief expanse of desert, heading south. The claw-prints of many orniths had recently traversed this small waste, for their passage had disturbed the sand. They flew on in the direction the prints had seemed to indicate.


Before long Silvermane’s keen sight discerned a sizable party ahead of them. It consisted of four very tall and lean men, wrapped in awning-striped desert robes with cowls drawn up shielding their faces from windblown sand, mounted on orniths, and two other persons who were evidently captives of the four, since their hands were bound behind their backs and the reins of their beasts were tied to the saddlehorns of the four robed riders.


One of the captives was a young girl with amazing hair of bright gold, dressed in abbreviated bits of ornamental metal.


The other was Kurdi.


Like a thunderbolt, striking abruptly and without warning from clear and sunny skies, the gigantic Gynosphinx fell into the midst of these travelers, her strong bronze wings raising a dust-haze. Ganelon, brandishing the glittering length of the Silver Sword, and Grrff, wielding his Tigermanic ygdraxel, came hurtling from the back of the lady sphinx, booming their challenges.


With a thundering of “A Zermishman! A Zermishman!” Ganelon leaped upon the nearest rider, who had frozen with astonishment in the saddle, wide eyes gleaming whitely from the shadow of his cowl. He swung the whistling blade and a severed head (still fixed in an expression of bulge-eyed astonishment) went bouncing among the dunes like a coconut.


A strangled, gargling yowl from behind him suggested to Ganelon that his Karjixian comrade had just disemboweled one of the other riders with a well-placed thrust of his hook-clawed weapon directly in the entrails. This was, in fact, the case.


The two other riders, those who as yet remained unscathed, hesitated for a fraction of a second, then cast back their cowls to display gaunt, angry faces with shaven brows and piercing black eyes. They seemed human enough, save that they lacked anything resembling ears, and their chocolate faces were hideously embellished with elaborate tattooing in scarlet metallic inks. The tattooing was identical on each bony, furious visage: like an overlay mask of scowling red wires, outlining and (as it were) underscoring their dour, down-turned mouths and heavily-frowning brows.


“Cease these gory depredations at once, heretical outlanders,” snapped the first in a harsh voice. “You unwittingly interfere in the holy business of consecrated Deacons.”


“Aye, atheistical foreigners,” chimed in the other with a frosty glare. “Beware lest we invoke upon you the Howling Curse! As holy officers of the Secular Arm we possess the requisite degree of initiatehood—”


“Set your prisoners free and you may go your way,” said Silvermane stolidly, holding the Silver Sword at guard position.


“Impossible,” sniffed the first Deacon. “The female is a runaway, chosen in the annual selection to serve the Carnate Ones—”


“A polite euphemism for temple prostitution,” the girl remarked boldly from behind Silvermane. He glanced over his shoulder; both she and Kurdi had been gagged with strips of red cloth, but the gold-haired girl had evidently bitten through her gag with strong white teeth. Her clear-skinned, evenly-tanned features wore an expression desperate and yet resolute. The appeal in her eyes was unspoken, perhaps from pride, but eloquent. They were purple, those eyes. Ganelon thought her remarkably pretty.


He looked back to the first Deacon just in time to see the churchman with a thin-lipped snarl raise in one bony hand a lithe silver-handled whip of braided black leather. He was about to smite the blonde girl across the face for her temerity in speaking up so tartly.


The Silver Sword whistled through the hot air again, a mirror-bright blur, smudged with scarlet. Both whip and the hand holding it fell into the red-dabbled sand. Croaking a wordless cry, the Deacon bent over in the saddle, nursing the stump of his wrist which fountained scarlet drops.
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