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In this spectacular second issue of Fantasy Tales you will find:


Swords meet sorcery in Ken Bulmer’s Ice and Fire when two warriors must pit their skills against an aeons-old supernatural menace in an icy wasteland.


From William F. Nolan, the co-creator of Logan’s Run, comes a diary of unspeakable horror created by the twisted mind of an insane killer.


Best-selling writer Brian Lumley returns to our pages with The Man Who Felt Pain, a futuristic chiller about a unique medical problem.


Plus fiction and verse by Joel Lane, Will Johnson and Neil Gaiman, illustrated by some of Britain’s finest artists, and The Cauldron featuring news and views of the fantasy genre.
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The wolves howled and screeched and hurled themselves on, lethal grey-white forms of sinew and muscle. (Artist: Russ Nicholson)
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(Ken Bulmer is a popular and prolific writer in several genres, which include his pseudonymous ‘Strike Force’ and ‘Fox’ series (as Adam Hardy) and the ‘Dray Prescot Saga’ (as Alan Burt Akers). A long-time science fiction novelist and editor (he compiled the annual New Writings in SF anthology for several years), he still finds time to write the occasional short story. The two characters featured in the ‘Vorkunsaga’ series first appeared in his sword & sorcery novel Swords of the Barbarians and he subsequently continued their adventures in Naked As a Sword, which we published in the very first issue of Fantasy Tales in 1977. It is therefore with great pleasure that we present another chapter in the exploits of Torr and Tara Vorkun with Ice and Fire.)


“If, brother, I point out that you were singularly unwise to believe the lying tales of that pig of a headman, you will become angry—”


“Probably—”


“Nevertheless, I shall do so.”


Snow like a myriad clammy hands swirled murderously about the struggling figures of Torr and Tara Vorkun. The snow-veiled mountain flanks, glimmering black with serrated fissures, appeared ready to topple over onto them. “Yes,” panted Tara, plunging bodily on through the snow, a white ghost figure with her breath a plume shivering into breaking ice crystals. “I surely shall. You great oaf!”


“I agree it is cold,” remarked Torr in a way to infuriate his twin further.


“Cold! You credulous cretin! I am a mere block of ice.”


“These mountains do not last for ever. They are short and sharp, not like the mountains of home.”


“And cold, dolt. Cold!”


“The village headman said this pass was quick, he did not say a snowstorm would—”


“He also said he wouldn’t use this pass.”


“But not why—”


“Save your breath for climbing.” Tara’s words cut as icy and dagger-sharp as the icicles glistening from the overhang. “If we are not over the pass by nightfall—”


“The daylight is going,” agreed Torr in his infuriating way.


Tara whooshed a disgusted breath and then closed her mouth. Her slim vigorous figure was muffled under the sheepskin they had bought in the foothill village with one of her bangles. Its fellow rested about her brother’s massive shoulders. They bore on, bashing heavily through the drifts, heads down, fighting the snow and the cold. Torr hauled up the flap of sheepskin over his head concealing his soft brown hair that hung straight to his shoulders confined by a strip of good curlish leather. Young, Torr Vorkun of Darkholm and Drugay, powerful and athletic and a swordsman—and now hungry and, most of all, cold.


His lean face was as yet unlined; but that smoothness and the good humour that set a crinkle at the corner of his mouth, were like to be marked and dissipated by this night’s folly.


The way trended up, black and shafted with phantom lines of snow. The cliffs with their glistening silver coatings appeared to draw in, tighter and more menacing with every step.


“By Chomath the Defiled,” panted Torr, hauling up. “What is that?” His broad hand found and gripped his sister’s arm.


Silently, standing together in the driving snow, they stared upon the hideous faces glaring sightlessly upon them.


The two stone monsters flanked the trail. Squamous, squat, sculpted by some long-dead master hand, they crouched balefully upon stone representations of skulls and monsters and the bones and corpses of children. Long-dead evils were manifested in the appearances of these two—devils?—that Torr considered they must be. Their mouths formed triangular gaps of hell, their chins long, their hollowed eye sockets reticulated, and from the stone-parchment of their skins tendrils of slime suggested suppurating poison bursting out from every pore. Above each blasphemous head reared an architrave which shielded the statues. Clearly they crouched upon their rotting corpses, clear and identical and perfectly visible in the lowering gloom of the dying day.


“Guardians,” said Torr. “But guardians of what?”


“Lumps of stone chiselled by a diseased mind,” snapped his sister. She wrenched her furs around under the sheepskin and felt for the hilt of her sword Kastrader. The warmth of her own body reached her questing fingers with a reassurance she recognised and welcomed. “Come on, loon. I’m frozen. Let us reach the top of this Amadis-forsaken pass.”


The wind hissed and the snow skittered about them. The eternal long-drawn ululation of the wind echoed as Tara spoke, echoed with another and spine-tingling howl.


Now Torr felt under his furs, gripping onto the hilt of his sword Lycheaper. He turned a frowning face back down the trail. “That’s all we need now.” He made his voice firm yet light. “You are right. Let us push on.”


Even in this weather, in this wilderness of mountain and ice, the wolves were slinking along the backtrail, following them.


“If, brother,” said Tara, paying him back in his own coin. “They are mere wolves.”


A score of paces up the trail a second pair of obscene statues stood lowering in the lines of driven snow. This time they faced inwards. Torr and Tara passed between without a second glance. Through the keening of the wind blustering the snow about their ears the sharper hunting calls of the wolves struck ominous warnings.


Once they had fought their way over these hills the plains lay open before them, the plains and the unending vistas of grass of which they had heard, with cities and rivers and forests and all the wonders of the world. They struggled on and upwards and the enclosing mountains rang with the roar of the wind and the savage howls of the pursuing wolves.


Two more leering statues were passed, and then two more. The crags grew cruel underfoot and snow splayed whitely away in drifts across the black ground. Despite their exertions both Torr and Tara shivered and their teeth chattered. Cold like this belonged to the unlettered hells of myth. Soon Torr came to the grim and unwelcome conclusion that they might not reach the top of the pass, and no thanks to the wolves for that.


“Keep going,” he grunted, and plunged on. Step for step Tara slogged on with him. The waning light threw oddly-shaped shadows in the whirl of whiteness all about. A mass lofted ahead almost at the head of the pass. A black mass, foreboding, forbidding, leaning over the lines of snow. The westering light threw all the face of the rock into deepest darkness. The craggy outcrop squatted in the pass like a fist in the mouth.


“No—” said Tara, and she halted, and stared up, and shivered.


Torr shouldered on, feeling the murderous rage in him.


The pass was open, the village headman had said. Choking with the bitter anger in him Torr pounded through the clinging whiteness, feeling the ground hard and icy underfoot, brought up face to face with the crag. He saw the trail, climbing by a series of ice-slimed hand and footholds. The breath gushed from him in a geyser of relief. The way was difficult and painful; but there was a way.


He turned to beckon on Tara and saw his sister withdraw her blade from the body of a wolf.


With a murderous snarl Torr ripped his blade free and plunged thigh deep back down the trail. Snow spouted away from him. He flung himself forward.


Lycheaper flamed.


The wolf that would have leaped full on Tara’s back and knocked her headlong for the others to tear out her throat and guts, screeched his own agony. The long grey-white form span away with the force of the blow, the cruel-jawed head slopping to the left as the body toppled to the right.


But there were others, many others, and they ranged up the trail like grey-white ghosts.


Their eyes sparked ruby fires through the lines of falling snow. The wind was caught and cupped here in the lee of the stoppering crag. The footholds were treacherous, the light deceptive. But Tara and Torr Vorkun were mistress and master of the arts of the sword. The wolves howled and screeched and hurled themselves on, lethal grey-white forms of sinew and muscle. Kastrader and Lycheaper bit. The snow wolves died.


Working together, as they had so often fought the man-hunting predators of the mountains of home, the twins sliced and hacked and step by step drew back nearer to that stoppering crag. The cold and the bewildering snow flurries did not hamper the wolves. This was their hunting ground.


“’Ware fallen rocks,” spat out Torr.


“Your left, brother—”


Torr had time to fling his fur-swathed left arm up across his face and so bash clumsily into the side of the leaping wolf’s head. The beast yowled as it toppled away, and Lycheaper slashed down in a blurred crimson streak. Torr backed off, Tara at his side, their weapons glistening slickly before them, twin brands of destruction. Now into the frigid air smells rose, the raw stink of spilled blood, the smoking stench of scattered entrails.


Some rupture of the earth’s surface had tumbled down this mass, and chips and sherds of stone lay haphazardly. The twins skipped nimbly over the detritus following where Torr has already gone lumbering on in fury. Further in the snow had been swept away as though by a supernal broom wielded by the Witch of the Storm. The snow wolves, bellies low, eyes afire, crept up the trail after them.


“That cleft,” said Torr, pointing with his sword. The wedge-shaped opening at the side of the trail was formed of two fallen boulders of immense size, leaning against each other.


“Shelter and a defence for our backs,” said Tara.


The dead wolves had already been eaten down to their backbones. More grey-white forms crept slinking up the trail and pairs of ruby eyes pitted the backtrail with dots of fire. Brother and sister recognised the end of that road out in the snow; they also recognised that to enter the cave, although finding shelter and protection, meant they might never leave.


Together, shoulder to shoulder, they made for the wedge-shaped opening.


The ground folded inwards under their feet. In a falling smother of rocks and ice they pitched heavily downwards.


They hit together on a loose gravelly slope and in a wild avalanche of chips of ice and sharp-edged stones skidded down for a dozen feet, cursing and flailing to keep their balance. The noise of the fall bounced around in splintering echoes. Darkness enfolded them as the sliding mass rumbled to a stop.


Torr scrambled up. “It’s as black as a devil’s armpit. May Valkur aid us now.”


“Aye. But there is a light ahead—I think.”


Peering this way and that, Torr grunted. “Yes. I think you may be right. Did any wolves fall with us?”


“I do not know. D’you hear any, brother?”


“No,” said Torr aware of the stupidity of his question.


They moved on, swords thrust ahead in the supple fighting grip, their left hands guarding their heads against the roof. But the tripling echoes told them this place must be an extensive cavern under the mountain, its roof broken through in the landslide thus fabricating the perfect mantrap for them to stumble into like rabbits into a snare. Torr made up his mind that was the truth; he sensed this was not a man or devil-made trap. But he did not mention either belief to Tara.


Of bruises and cuts and abrasions there was no time to take stock. Of such things was the tough life of the wanderer after truth composed. As they inched along, Torr bethought himself of their quest to discover the truths of their parentage and the secret of their lives from Jaran the All-Seeing. He, they had been told, knew the answers. So the Vorkuns sought him. This messy business of the snow and the wolves and now this dolorous underground system were a mere hindrance.


“Yes, brother. A light, I am sure. And now, for the sweet sake of Amadis herself, let us get on.”


“I see it. Valkur has us in his keeping.”


The light glowed palely, a sickly fungus-green radiance, far and far away. It emanated. There was no defined locus. As they traversed the cavern the light increased in size but little in brilliance so that by imperceptible stages they found themselves walking craggy passageways festooned with green lych-light, fungus-glowing clumps splotching the black walls.


The light glowed uneasily as they entered a shadowed cavern whose roof remained obscured. High thin twitterings told of bats suspended there—bats or the spirits of the undead.


Tara shivered.


“The cold seems even worse down here,” remarked Torr, seeing that betraying shiver and not liking it. The cold cut in like the flaying knives of Lohri tanners. In this intensity of chill seethed a deeper cold than the freezing breath of ice or snow. Their teeth were chattering now and they slapped their arms about, trying to stir the sluggish blood. Tips of fingers and toes and noses grew numb. Their breath ghosted like ectoplasm. Firmly, shoulder to shoulder, they stepped into the cave.


Ranked along both sides and in columned aisles, cruelly carved in solid splintering blows of chisels, statues gazed blankly upon them. Warriors in harness, fighting men in strained attitudes of battle, the idols ranged about them, grim of face and damned to the crack of doom.


Torr eyed the over life-size statues with a hostility he could not fathom. Tara kept her gaze fixed on the splodge of brighter light at the far end of the cavern.


“I think,” she said, speaking with a gasping effort, her jaws stiff. “I think we are going in the right direction.”


“Through the hill,” agreed Torr. “Towards the west. You are right.”


“If there is an opening, we can emerge on the other side of the pass.”


“Pray Valkur and Amadis and all the gods.”


The high twitterings of the bat-things increased.


With the suddenness of a winter blast cascading the last leaves from a dying tree a flurry of harsh leathery wings blustered about them. The air filled with darting grey forms, crook-winged, diamond-eyed, their red triangular mouths gappy with glinting fangs. The flittering bats surrounded them like a swarm of stinging insects. Flailing arms and swords, they ducked their heads and tried to run.


Tara cried out—once, a shocked surprised note of pain, instantly suppressed.


The bat-things swirled upwards like driven smoke. Funnelling in a streamer of whirring wings they cavorted through the green lych-light, breaking into a thousand separate forms, spreading, settling in a great rustling upon the heads of the statues.


Torr grabbed for his sister.


On her cheek, vivid, obscene against the whiteness of her skin, two punctures . . . Blood oozed, dark in that weird light. She put a hand to her face and then looked at her finger tips.


“It stung,” she said.


Torr looked back. Low, crouching grey-white forms moved slinking into the green light. The snow-wolves had scented them and followed, their hunger driving them relentlessly on. The mountain goats must be nimble in these parts to avoid complete destruction. The wolves advanced, bellies low, their fur all abristle. Torr Vorkun of Darkholm gripped onto the hilt of Lycheaper and scraped a space for firm footwork.


Always, for as long as he could remember, there had been Tara. It seemed to him a mere matter of course that her welfare was in his keeping, as, he knew, his was with her. He knew, also, that his feelings went far deeper than mere affection. They were twins and could in moments of stress share their thoughts; but no amount of fine feeling could gloss his own passionate conviction, his own complete dedication to Tara. She was, herself, supremely worthy of the best in him. And this was not because she was his sister. She was a real person, a person in whom he could take joy and pride and relish every moment of her company, a person in her own right. Torr Vorkun had examined his own motives, suspecting the pressure of brotherly and sisterly love and well-knowing of the detestation that often unhappily subsists between siblings. He had found only a deep and abiding love and joy for Tara. He welcomed completely and without reserve their comradeship in times of merriment and times of travail.


Welcomed? As he planted his feet and gripped the hilt of Lycheaper ready to deal with the first of the snow-wolves, he knew that welcome was far too pale a word. Without Tara there was nothing.


“And, brother, do you give me no room to swing Kastrader?”


Her voice came low, muffled. Torr twisted to stare at her. Her face was blue. Her eyes, brilliant, gazed with frightening fixity. She shivered. The slick swordblade trembled.


“The bat bite—”


“Torr! See! The statues—the wolves—Amadis . . .”


Torr swung back to glare madly into the cavern. A wolf shrieked. It had been cut through by the forequarters, cut through backbone and ribs, chopped in half. The separated legs twitched, the blood ran and smoked, and the stone statue lifted its sword to strike again.
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