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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




PROLOGUE


When Max Quest was catapulted into his adventures upon the world of Qanar—a world somewhere in the else-when of another reality, perhaps tangent to ours—he found himself in a bleak, heat-scarred desert.


He was naked, without clothes, tools, food, water, or shelter, and he found the direct light of the white sun blistering his skin.


The story of his first adventure, in meeting a once-tamed wolf, and in escaping with it across the mountains to the east, was told in Phoenix Prime. And in that book were recorded his subsequent adventures: his joining a nomadic tribe in the grassy lowlands, the rape of the tribe by raiders from the north, and Quest’s rescue of the captured nomads from the stockade of the raiders’ stronghold, the Fortress Rassanala. Max Quest moved on to other lands, and to other adventures, but he did not leave his hosts among the nomads without the one favor they sought of him.


He left the maiden Bajra ripe with child.


It was the blessing the nomads had prayed for: a gift from the Gods of new seed for their meager inbred tribe. It was of little matter that the tribal leaders had been slaughtered by the raiders, that their herds had been decimated, that their life might now be even more precarious than ever before.


Max Quest had been sent among them, and he had favored them with his rich seed.


His son would surely prove a man among men, a leader of leaders. His son would surely be their salvation.


Perhaps.


And then again, perhaps not.


But this is his story, nonetheless.




PART ONE




Chapter 1


Makstarn had been conscious of his difference for as long as he could remember. He had been conscious of it because it had been drummed into him, repeatedly, by his mother, by those children who were his peers, and by the Elders. Each, of course, took a somewhat different tack.


“You, my son, are descended of the mightiest man who ever walked this land,” Bajra had told him, when he had asked why he, alone of all the children, had no father. “Your father was a man greater than men. He came from nowhere, and he returned there once again. He came to father you and to rescue your people from bondage. He was a great man, and let no one speak against him.”


Old Hekmight told a somewhat different story.


A wanderer he was, and a savage man. He knew nothing of weapons, and we had to teach him to handle the crossbow. But a fighter, now—that he was!” A fire would kindle in the old man’s eyes as he slipped into his memories. “A savage fighter! A great, hulking dark man, shorter than most, and broader. Not, perhaps, a man to sup with often, but one to stand with in a battle! A strange one, he… And he sired you so that we might have in you some of his own fiery spirit. You must grow tall, lad, and you must walk tall…”


“Toad!” Jetarn screamed at him. “Squat, ugly toad!” It did not pay to be too swift at the running games. It was not wise to show one’s superiority over the other children. They had their ways of getting even.


“Toad! Toad! Toad! Black, ugly toad!” Jetarn yelled.


It was all he could do to keep from smashing his fist into that toothy, gaping mouth. He turned his back and walked away. Tears slid silently down his dusty cheeks.


He was then seven years old.


The tribe had moved across the river soon after recapturing its straggling flocks and gathering up what possessions remained at the old camp site unbroken and unstolen. The memory of Rassanala’s raiders was too fresh, and it blunted their age-old fear of the ruins of Shanathor, the ancient city, across the river.


Before Makstarn had grown to a swelling in his young mother’s belly, other nomads, drifting remnants of tribes caught by Rassanala’s growing maw, also made their way across the river to the place not far from the ages-old ruins. By the time he was born, the tribe numbered thirty-seven.


It was a time of many new babies. Few of the women had been able to avoid the attentions of their captors, and even those who had, had found themselves moved by that primal force of nature which seemed always to work in times of disaster and war: the urge to mate, to couple, to conceive new survivors.


When Makstarn was three, the tribe had swelled in number to fifty-six.


When he was five, disease caught many of the older men, and some of the new babies, and when the tribe moved on to a new camping spot further down river, and to the south of ruined Shanathor, its number was forty.


When he was seven, he was one of nine boys and six girls of roughly his own age. And he was alone, among them.


His mother was tall and slender, like all the nomads. Her hair was a rich and sun-burnished gold. She brushed it often and wore it in waist-length braids.


The older men—there were no young men—wore beards that varied from the brass of ripe grain to the white of advanced age, and rarely let their hair fall below their shoulders. They all stood proud and tall.


The other children, few older than he, were slender, willowy, supple like young reeds, their flaxen hair bright in the sunlight. Their legs were long, their hips narrow.


Makstarn could only glower at them enviously from under his dark brows. Already he stood a head shorter than his age-mates, his legs thick and stubby, his waist and hips the base of a barrel-thick chest. His hair—and it seemed to cover his body with a fur-like down—was jet-black.


It hardly mattered that he was stronger, more agile, quicker of reflex, and the fastest runner among them. He was different.


Difference is no indicator of value. Makstarn knew full well that his mother considered him to be different, and that in her eyes he was the better for it. And Hekmight and the other Elders, much as they might deplore his father’s savage ways and try to make him into one of their own land, they acknowledged that his difference was good, not bad.


But Makstarn could not live among the Elders, and his mother, he could easily sense, was prejudiced. For better or for worse, he relied upon the judgment of his peers.


He was a toad. He was dark and squat and ugly.


It was quite as simple as that.


And this is why, when he was seventeen, Makstarn needed only the flimsiest of excuses to run away.


The wolf came into the camp quite suddenly and unexpectedly. The watchdogs had made no protest, but they could hardly have been expected to, since both were sleeping downwind of the camp, near the flock.


Makstarn was sitting on a stone, staring silently into the fire, trying to forget what he had seen not an hour earlier. Across the fire from him, he knew, Rifka still sat close by Jetarn, their manner innocent, their gaze upon him challenging and impudent.


He did not look up until, a flicker of movement in the firelight alerting him, he stared, startled, into the red-glowing eyes of the wolf.


It sat on its haunches at the very edge of the circle of firelight, and looked at him. Its mouth dropped open, and a long red tongue hung out. The animal yawned, its fangs sharp and white, then licked its chops and closed its mouth again.


Around its neck, Makstarn saw a narrow band.


He felt a strange pumping of blood within him, and time seemed seized and still. No one else had yet seen the beast. It was as though this creature had stepped across time and space to confront him alone.


He knew the legends of the wolf that had accompanied his father out of the desert. The wolf had fought at his father’s side against the raiders, and had been slain. His carcass had still been at the campsite when the rescued nomads returned, and his mother had shown him one of its great fangs, which she had kept as a talisman. They had buried it among their own dead, she had told him.


This wolf: was he the ghost of his father’s companion, an apparition come to haunt him in the night? He knew of the walking spirits who hunted peace on the land before departing for their rebirth in other places, but he had never seen one, and had never expected to.


The wolf moved slowly, but without fear, into the light. It was heading directly for him.


Rifka screamed.


Makstarn laughed, a short bark that might almost have come from the wolf, which pricked up its ears and looked back and forth across the fire.


“A wild beast!” Jetarn shouted, leaping to his feet. “I’ll kill it!”


“You won’t!” Makstarn said. “He’s hungry. We’ll feed him.” He tossed a stew bone at the wolf’s feet. The wolf bent to sniff at it.


His mother jerked awake to look back and forth at each of them, her eyes blinking away sleep. “Makstarn, my son—what is this animal? Where did it come from?”


“A wolf, Mother,” Makstarn said. “Did you not recognize it? You’ve described it to me a thousand—”


“It came straight from slaughtering our flock,” Jetarn declared. He waved his empty hands bravely, but ventured no closer.


The wolf set to crunching the brittle bone between its teeth.


The scream and the shouts had attracted attention at the other fires. Several older men came into the circle of light.


“A wolf!” one cried.


“What has brought it here?” asked another.


The third pointed sternly at Makstarn. “Is this your doing, boy?”


Makstarn tossed a piece of stewed meat to the animal. “I never saw it before in my life.”


“It knows him!” Rifka said, her voice thin and high-pitched. “It came straight to him!”


“A wolf,” Bajra mused. “It is a wolf, but not the one that your father had…”


“Like his father…” The phrase passed from mouth to mouth.


Makstarn held out his hand. Cautiously, the wolf sniffed at his fingers. Then, suddenly, his red tongue whipped out and curled over Makstarn’s knuckles.


The others gasped, but Makstarn did not flinch. “He is like a dog,” he said. “He wants to know me.”


“Why you?” Jetarn asked.


“Perhaps because I am the only one among you who does not fear or hate him,” Makstarn answered softly.


“Because he’s different,” Rifka hissed.


“I heard that!” Bajra said. “It’s true, my son is different. This is the sign, the omen. My son—”


“Mother. Stop.”


The woman’s face seemed to close in within itself. She lapsed into a silence that no one broke.


The wolf pushed closer to Makstarn, and looked up at him with large intelligent eyes. It seemed to know him; that was true. It seemed to sense an affinity with him. Could it be an omen, a sign of things to be? He reached out and grasped the wolf’s collar. It was a braided leather of a sort he had never seen before. The animal stood quietly before him, as though awaiting inspection. It was a proud beast, quite unlike the mangy, lazy curs who belonged to the tribe. Makstarn felt a curious kinship for him; this was not an animal to be domesticated and put on a leash. This was a fiercely independent creature which chose to ally itself with men, not to be dominated by them.


“Well,” asked Jetarn, “what are we to do with the animal? If we go on feeding him, he’ll only keep hanging about, begging.”


“It is not your problem,” Makstarn said. “He has come to me.”


“It is our problem,” one of the older men corrected him. “You are of us, and thus he is of us, if you keep him.”


“But where did he come from?” one of the others asked. It was Remial, a survivor of another tribe; one who bore the heavy weight of the fact that he had escaped capture only by an act of cowardice. When he spoke, it was usually in half-apologetic tones; when he was excited, as he was now, he whined.


Makstarn ran his hand over the wolf’s heavy, shaggy coat. He sniffed. “By his dusty odor, I should guess he came from out of the desert.”


“Everyone knows nothing lives in the desert,” Jetarn said scornfully.


“Everyone knows that wolves do not live in these lands, either,” Makstarn replied coolly. “And since that is true, and you have proven he did not come from out of the desert, the problem is answered.”


“It is?”


“There is no wolf.” He laughed again, causing the wolf to prick its ears and look searchingly up at him. “And therefore, no problem.”


Rifka stood, pouting. “There is no talking to him.” She turned her back.


“Wait, Rifka! Where are you going?” Jetarn asked.


Makstarn felt a cold knife turn slowly in his stomach as he awaited her reply.


“To my mother’s tent,” she said with a toss of her head. “And you needn’t help me find the way.”


To that, Makstarn smiled.


“What shall I do with you, Wolf?” Makstarn asked quietly. They were alone before the embers of the fire; his mother had retired to the tent for the night.


A cooling northern breeze fanned his skin and set the coals to glowing more brightly. There were few sounds in the empty night. The wolf lay at his feet, its tail thumping rhythmically. It looked at him with knowing eyes.


“They won’t let me keep you. And besides, I don’t think you want to be kept. But what is it you want? Why did you come here? And why to me? Is it because I am different? But what can that mean to you?”


“Perhaps it is that you are part wolf yourself,” came Rifka’s close-by whisper.


He looked up, startled. The girl was standing just across the dying fire. She wore a loose sleeping robe draped across her shoulders. It fell straight from her breasts, leaving her lower body veiled in shadow. Makstarn felt his heart begin pounding. His mind slipped momentarily back to the way he had seen her earlier—with Jetarn. She had worn less then… but not so well.


“Why have you come?” he asked, afraid of the answer.


“I must talk with you.”


“Sit,” he nodded. The blanket covered the dewy grass.


She crossed around the fire and sat down on the blanket, but no closer to him than necessary.


“I have to know,” she said. “Are you going to tell?”


“Tell?”


“The Elders. About—me and Jetarn.”


“Shouldn’t I?”


Her eyes flashed, but he could not tell if she was angry, or holding back tears. “What do they expect?” she asked. “Why should we obey their stupid rules when they mean nothing any more?”


“It is still the rule.”


“I know! No one may marry or conceive a child within the tribe,” she said in bitter parody of old Hekmight’s voice. “We must always seek our mates within other tribes. Everyone, that is, but you! You’re different!”


He said nothing, holding his face wooden and impassive. It was something he’d learned long ago: not to betray emotions that might be used against him. At his feet, the wolf still thumped its tail, dog-like.


“But what good are such rules if we know no other tribes? Tell me that!”


“I did not make the rules,” he said.


“No, but you alone can benefit from them. You alone are not bound by them. Your blood is new blood, they say. So we girls should make a line before your tent?”


“You haven’t yet.”


“We never will! Who could sleep beside one so hairy and ugly? Who could bed with such an animal?”


“I used to be a toad,” he said tonelessly.


She gave a short, bitter laugh. “A conceited toad! You still are!”


“You are very adroit,” he said.


“What?”


“You are clever. You have chosen a clever method to seal my lips and keep me from talking.”


She sighed, and seemed to grow smaller.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “Let me start again.”


“No,” he said, beginning to enjoy himself. “You’re not sorry. Why should we pretend you are? Why should we pretend you’ve not said the things you have?”


“You want me, don’t you?” she flared. “You want my body! You’ll tell on Jetarn, just to have me!”


He shook his head. It felt very heavy. “Who could want you?” he asked, tasting the lies as they formed in his mouth. “Who could bear your spiteful presence? Go away, Rifka. Go away and leave me alone. Go steal into Jetarn’s tent and make the sweet puppy happy. You disgust me.”


She leapt to her feet, then seemed caught by an internal struggle. “You—will you—will you tell?”


“That’s all you care about?”


She whirled, and suddenly the sleeping robe was in her hands, and her body was free. He stared up at her, at her youthful, slender body, golden-skinned in the light of the embers. He stared up at her and felt an impossible ache flood his body. Rifka! he wanted to shout. I want you! I love you! I need you! He said nothing.


“Can I buy your silence?” she asked.


“No,” he said. “I cannot be bought. Not by you.”


She flung the robe back over her shoulders, and his loins ached for the sight of her once more. “I think I shall ask Jetarn to kill you,” she said over her shoulder as she moved into the night.


Two hours later, Makstarn had gathered up his most precious possessions. He had his crossbow, and his knife, a knife he had found on one of his secret visits to the ruins of the city. He had made a pack of provisions that might last him a week if he ate sparingly, and he had a water skin. The pack he slung over his back, the cross-bow over it. The skin, full with cold spring water, he hung at his belt, balanced on the other side by his knife and the quiver of cross-bow bolts.


“Come, fellow,” he called softy to the wolf. The animal rose quickly, as though it had been waiting just this command.


Overhead, the Red Moon hung in the east. Ahead, to the west, were the mountains that rimmed the desert.


What was it Rifka had said? That perhaps he was part wolf himself? Had his father been equally so? They had both been dark; he was even covered with black curly hair like a wolf. And this wolf had come for him, out of the desert.


Out of the same desert from which had come his father.


It was time to leave this tribe, time to leave its hostile embrace. His mother—she might weep for him. But no one else would care, except perhaps for foolish old Hekmight, with his dreams of bringing new blood into the tribe. It was too late for that; the tribe neither wanted nor needed new blood.


It was time to find his own people.


With the wolf pacing eagerly at his side, he set out for the sawtooth ridge of mountains that loomed high in the west.




Chapter 2


The Red Moon cast a warm glow over the lowlands. As he strode through the wet heavy grass he smelled its pungent scent. To the north, and not far off, were the hulking dark ruins of the ancient City Shanathor. They had captured his curiosity long ago, and he had spent many secret hours among them, sometimes, as tonight, in the dusky moonlight.


Makstarn filled his chest with the night air, breathing in his freedom. The vague sounds of night insects were in his ears, and the soft swish-pad of the wolf at his side offered companionship. The air tasted good, and the chirping of the insects was a sound that had lulled him to sleep on many a night.


Could he truly leave it all behind? Could he desert his childhood and his home so effortlessly?


It perplexed him. He had thought of running away before, but always aimlessly, without plan or direction. He had thought vaguely of striking eastward, finding another tribe, and of being welcomed into it. He had even entertained exciting fantasies of uniting the tribes to lead them against the hated raiders. But always his thoughts were of a future, when he was older… when he was a man…


He glanced up. The stars had moved with him. Overhead were the glittering constellations of the Great Shepherd, with his long robe and four-starred staff; the star-swarm of his flock that cut a great milky band across two thirds the sky; and his watchdog, tail pointing to the polestar in the north. Old Hekmight had spun many tales around the campfire about the Great Shepherd, when Makstarn had been younger. The old man had woven a spell with his words, transporting Makstarn into lands of enchantment and excitement. It had been difficult to return to reality, and easy to beg for more stories. He wished that he could believe in them now.


West of the city, a great road cut across the land directly for the mountains. It was said that this road cleft the very mountains themselves, and led directly into the fiery inferno of the desert. And it was said, too, that his father had come out of the desert on this same road.


“What about you, Boy? Did you take the road?” he asked the wolf. The wolf only looked up at him and wagged its tail.


Another hour or two should bring them to the road. Makstarn tried to calculate the time it would take to climb it into the mountains. How much longer could he go this night? He needed rest. But he felt the camp behind him as a palpable force at his back, thrusting him onward. He wanted to be too far away to be hunted or found, come dawn.


As he grew more tired, the wonder increased in him. Was this he, himself, doing this thing? What mad thoughts had possessed him to send him west, into the Great Desert? Could life with the tribe truly be so intolerable?


It could.


It is the nature of memory to forget the bad, and to recall the familiar, the pleasant. Happiness, Hekmight had once said, existed only in retrospection, in the golden glow of memory. But he could remember much more than that, and quite clearly. Where was the happiness in his memories? In the insults and curses so often visited upon him by the other children?


He thought of Rifka, and of her newly flowering body.


She was two years younger than he, but already she had, if not openly, achieved womanhood—while he remained - a boy.


He remembered her as she had been younger. There had been a time when she had not hated him as some of the other children had. She had teased about him, but as might an adoring younger sister. She had stolen his crossbow once, he remembered—and a flush came to his face with the memory—it was the first he had made for himself. He had studied with Jarimight, and had learned to work the hard, yet springy wood until he could notch and fit together a bow of his own that was sturdy and unflawed. And Rifka had stolen it, had sneaked into his tent while he was sleeping and taken it from his side.


The next day he had been frantic, wondering who could have taken it, and what might have come of it. And then little Rifka, slender, straight little Rifka with the sad eyes, had led him to a firepit, and pointed to the charred tip of a bow.


He’d sat upon the ground and stared at that remaining piece, and he had wanted badly to cry, to rage and storm against those who tormented him, and to strike them with his fists. He’d sat upon the ground silently and he’d done nothing but stare woodenly at the ashes.


It must have frightened the girl. It had been a joke, and as a matter of fact, as she’d confessed later, one she’d heard the other boys discussing. Only they had not thought of her way to end the joke.


She had given him back the crossbow, whole. And she had told him she was sorry she’d made him unhappy. He’d believed her. He’d realized, from out of his own forced maturity, that she only wanted his attention. It was not in her to be truly malicious—then.


What had happened? What had changed her?


He pushed through a sparse stand of trees that sighed in the night wind, and found the edge of the wide road. He looked back along its length. Back to the east it unwound, a black ribbon as straight as an arrow, until it disappeared in the ruins of the city.


Westward: the mountains, looming closely.


Had he come far enough? He looked up again at the moons, the stars. There were perhaps three hours left before dawn. Somehow it felt safer, easier, to travel under the cloak of night. He turned to the west along the wide, flat, featureless black road.


His thoughts returned to Rifka. How had she changed? It was true, he was often annoyed with her. He had been quite angry at her “joke” with the bow. Perhaps he had taken her too much for granted, and had noticed her flowering into maidenhood too late…


The noose fell upon him from out of the night.


The leather loop whispered over his shoulders, and then tightened viciously, pinning his arms to his sides in a sudden wiry grip. He had only a moment to let out his breath in surprise; then he was yanked backward and off his feet.


There was a moment of unbalance as he lay upon his backpack, and then he tried to scramble up again, and with his left hand he made crabwise motions for his knife. But the leash that held him kept him off balance, tripping him over backwards, dragging him, tumbling him again and again against the hard abrasive surface of the road.


Finally he lay silent, panting through his open mouth, staring upwards.


Both moons were gone in the darkness that foretold dawn. Only the coldly glittering stars cast their faint light upon the land.


Something belched, a gross animal sound. Then a silhouette move silently from the shadows close by to the side and out onto the road. A whiff of breeze brought the scent of the unwashed beast to him, and Makstarn knew without seeing its high-arched neck that the animal was a lemac.


Only raiders tamed and rode lemacs.


The noose had not loosened. Now it tugged at him again, twisting him over and jerking him to his knees.


The tight leather thong cut like a sapling switch into his arms, and Makstarn clenched his teeth to keep the pain from escaping his throat.


Hauled to his feet, he faced his captor. The man sat high on his mount, hooded and covered in a dark robe. His face was hidden in shadow, only a long thin nose and a sandy beard visible. He held the end of the leather noose taut against the high cantle of his saddle.


He was a raider. Makstarn had never before seen a raider, but he had heard many tales from the older men about them.


“Like carnivores that prey on men,” Jarimight had once said of them. “Their weapons are for use against men—not game. They carry great swords and it is their delight to ride against their foes on the foul lemacs, swinging and slashing at men on foot with their swords.”


“Why do we not forge swords, then?” Makstarn had asked. “Why don’t we take herds of lemacs for our own, in defense?”


Jarimight had shaken his head with a stubborn vigor. “We are honest men, Boy. We have no need for such things.”


Further argument had been useless. “What good would it be for us to arm ourselves against the raiders if we took their own arms, Boy? Of what value would it be if we were to become unwashed riders of unclean beasts and no better than the raiders ourselves?”


Makstarn could only shake his own head uselessly in the frustration of being unable to answer, and unable to prove that he might be right.


“You!” The harsh voice of the raider cut through his attempts to gather his dazed wits to him again. “Who be you, boy, and where be your people?” His accent was alien—thick, as if he lingered over his words and then swallowed them.


Makstarn tried to hold himself upright. For the first time he was face to face with one of the hated ravagers of his people. This man before him was one of those his father had fought! The thought at once thrilled and frightened him. His father had been a man, but he…


An arm lashed out, and something quick and cutting whipped across Makstarn’s face. A band of fire seared across his brow and left cheek, and he stumbled as he tried, helplessly, to raise his arms in defense. The noose checked his movement with a sudden jerk.


“Speak, plains dung!” came the raiders command.


Makstarn felt tears come to his eyes, and could not be certain which angered him more—the tears or the ignominy of his capture. “A wanderer—I’m a wanderer,” he choked out. His voice broke as he added, “I have no people here.”


Again the lash across his face, and this time something wet and tasting of salt, but not perspiration, found its slow trickling way to the corner of his mouth.


“A lie!” the raider pronounced. “You come to spy upon our camp, one who sneaks in the night for frightened sheep.”


Makstarn shook his head dumbly. The pain confused him. His emotions rallied uncertainly. He felt his heart pounding in his chest as though he had just run a long distance, and his legs threatened to stop supporting him. Somewhere a distant, detached part of his mind berated and scolded him and wondered how he had ever come to find himself in this deadly trap. But he cried out, “The road! I was only following the road!”


The raider sneered. “Toward the mountains, the desert? Do you take me for a fool? What would a mere boy like yourself be doing on such a trek?” He laughed. “The camp you wanted, the camp you’ll see. But you’ll not see your people again!”


A command, and the lemac abruptly wheeled, tumbling Makstarn and dragging him as he scrambled for his feet again after it.


The wolf, he wondered. Where is the wolf?”


The campsite of the raiders was not far off the road, sheltered amid a clump of upended rocks that had once served as a basin, catching and holding the silt of spring rains and now providing a flat sandy floor perhaps ten paces across.


In the center the coals of a fire still smoldered, casting little more than a ruddy glow. When the raider dismounted, leaving his lemac among five others, and led Makstarn into the camp, only one man was awake. The others were folded in their robes and sprawled on the sand against the wall of rocks.


At their sounds, the sitting raider came smoothly to his feet, facing Makstarn and his captor with a drawn blade that glowed in the dim light.


He returned his sword to its scabbard and tossed kindling upon the coals. A fire quickly sprang up.
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