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  Praise for Glen Cook


  
    “Glen Cook single-handedly changed the face of fantasy—something a lot of people didn’t notice, and maybe still don’t. Reading his stuff is like reading Vietnam War fiction on Peyote.”


    —Steven Erikson, author of the Malazan Book of the Fallen series


    “Over the past 25 years, Cook has carved out a place for himself among the preeminent fantasy writers of his generation. . . . His work is unrelentingly real, complex, and honest. The sense of place that permeates his narrative and characters gives his ‘fantasies’ more gravitas and grit than most fictions set in the here-and-now.”


    —New York Times bestselling author Jeff VanderMeer


    “A master realist of the imagination.”


    —Locus


    “Glen writes a mean book.”


    —Jim Butcher, author of The Dresden Files


    “These books, like so many of Cook’s series, are epic in scale but intimate in focus . . . Cook is a brilliant writer.”


    —The Green Man Review, on A Fortress in Shadow


    “One of the defining fantasy series ever written. Glen Cook’s writing is a great flood that washes fantasy tropes and clichés away and in their place we are given three novels that make us reflect on what it means to be human. . . . On more than one occasion I found chills running down my spine. Words don’t do these novels justice.”


    —The Ostentatious Ogre on A Cruel Wind


    “Glen Cook is the author of some of my hands-down favorite books. I hold out his Black Company series as arguably the best military fantasy ever written. The early Garrett books set a standard for the blending of fantasy and hardboiled fiction.”


    —Black Gate


    “One of Cook’s strongest storytelling traits shines through, his ability to cast no judgment and show the opposing sides of a conflict with honesty, empathy, and resonance.”


    —SFFWorld, on A Fortress in Shadow


    “Glen Cook is a rare beast of a writer—he can vacillate between military fantasy, space opera, epic fantasy, mystery, and science fantasy with great ease. His writing is often marked by a purity; that he is depicting life in its most real sense, from the thoughts in a character’s mind to the wind rushing across his or her face.”


    —Rob H. Bedford, sffworld.com, on Darkwar


    “Cook’s talent for combining gritty realism and high fantasy provides a singular edge.”


    —Library Journal, on Water Sleeps


    “Cook provides a rich world of assorted races, cultures, and religions; his characters combine the mythic or exotic with the realistic, engaging in absorbing alliances, enmities, and double-crosses.”


    —Publishers Weekly, on Bleak Seasons


    “New and innovative. [Cook] blends the urban, intimate, slightly seedy tradition of sword &sorcery with the pastoral, epic, expansive tradition of heroic fantasy . . . this is the book that injected a shot of realism into the genre, and helped steer it on the course towards modern so-called ‘gritty’ fantasy.”


    —Strange Horizons, on Chronicles of the Black Company


    “Glen Cook changed the face of the fantasy genre forever . . . and for the better.”


    —Fantasy Book Review, on The Black Company
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  A lot of people can’t believe that I, as a writer, may have forgotten details of a story I wrote before they were born. They reckon that I should recall every spoken word and twist, every minor character’s secret middle name . . . But I don’t. I’m sorry. It doesn’t work that way for me.
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  SUNRISE


  I liked this story on re-reading but I don’t remember anything about it other than that it is set in the same future history as most of my science fiction and that it is a precursor to the novel Shadowline, first volume in the Starfishers Trilogy. It is included here because I thought it was cool when I reread it.
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  Kim the Piper, pale and thin, walked the silent streets of a judgement morning—a morning which was, of course, no morning at all but merely the beginning of another day-called period etched on an endless night. Never in all his eighteen hundred years, nor she in her ten thousand, had Edgeward City seen sunrise breaking the darkness besieging her protective dome. Blackworld was a one-face planet, lifeless and boiling on Brightside, frozen on Darkside, where were built the cities of men.


  City of men, Kim told himself as he reached Dome Street, which encircled the City just inside the massive glassteel shield. The Star Fathers had made one small error in creating the world. They’d left it with a little spin. It rotated once every twenty-five thousand years, a mile a year, nearly fifteen feet each day. In a sacrilegious moment, Kim questioned the omnipotence of the Star Fathers. They’d been sloppy planet builders, not taking into account the long-term effects of the world’s spin.


  Ancient books placed Edgeward City near the western terminator, in a vest, steep-walled meteor crater behind the Thunder Mountains. That morning, as Kim climbed stairs to an observation chamber thirty feet up, inside the glassteel of the dome itself, the eastern terminator lay fifty miles away, about to break over the White Mountains which hugged the crater’s eastern lip. A first real dawn, and doom, was creeping steadily closer.


  Kim entered the chamber, seated himself in an ancient chair, wondered at the need for observation. There was so very little to see. Night, forever on. Stars immobile, untwinkling; frozen constellations. A hint of dark landscape, poorly illuminated by the stars. A dull red glow at the foot of the driftwall (which kept dust from the crater wall from engulfing the base of the dome) where the conical and hemispherical tractor and presser fields of the meteor screens were generated. A ghost image of the White Mountains, starlight reflected off fields of oxygen and nitrogen snow.


  There was a hint of coruscation outlining the peaks of the mountains, barely discernable, gaseous matter and stripped ions fleeing to Darkside from the sun-burned plains beyond, reflecting the sun’s electro-magnetic field and particular radiations. The matter solidified again this side of the mountains. Gradually, over the decades as sunrise drew nearer, the white snowfields darkened, the dust against the driftwell deepened . . .


  The conical tractor field glowed pinkly, the pressor hemisphere glared into golden flame, the City shuddered on its foundations, grumbled. “Meteor,” Kim whispered to himself. “Big one.” High in the night above the City somewhere the meteor’s course was changed, directed away from the dome. Kim saw it, white hot from the heat energy gained during the sudden change, smash into the crater wall some miles away. The explosion was almost atomic in proportions. Dust boiled up, the City shivered, glowing bits of shattered rock streaked toward the White Mountains like a thousand tiny rockets.


  “Magnificent!” he whispered. For the first time in a year, he was glad to be alive. Lately, he had been thinking much of voluntary termination, but this vindicated his reluctance. There was always one more new thing to be seen, if one could endure the overpowering boredom between happenings. Two new things, perhaps.


  He was nearly blinded by the sudden spear of light exploding upward from somewhere in the White Mountains. Like a long and dissipating arm of fire, it reached toward the City. “Flame tongue.” He was awed. It was the first time he had seen this most spectacular of Blackworld’s few weather phenomena, the result of the sun’s rays falling suddenly on a patch of gas snow, converting it from the solid to gaseous states in microseconds. Sunlight reflected off the dust carried upward by the expanding vapors made the flame tongue.


  Kim considered both manifestations with something like religious awe. They were omens, harbingers of the fiery doom the sun promised the City.


  So said the Disciple of the Sun Cultists, whose word was presently law, both religious and temporal (conveniently ignoring the fact that the meteors were present only because Blackworld had entered their cometary orbits as they came in from deep space, as happened every nine hundred years; and sunrise was an event expected for millennia). Edgeward was the last of the great dome cities of Blackworld, farthest from the sun when the world was created (or colonized, as a small, atheist faction would have it), last to be destroyed as the world turned, her agony prolonged because, according to Sun Cult dogma, the Sun God had known she was the city to sink deepest into iniquity. For her wickedness and belief in the heresy of the Star Fathers, the jealous god would slay her with spears of light. One day soon the sun would rise above the White Mountains, The tractor and pressor screens wou1d be as nothing before the sudden storm of radiant energies. The top of the dome would melt, the City’s atmospheric temperature would soar three thousand degrees, and molten glassteel would be hurled into a burning sky.


  So said the Disciple of the Sun, and Kim knew most of it was true. He had watched the destruction of The City of Night fifteen hundred years earlier, and had talked to men who had seen Darkside Landing die . . .


  He sighed, tried to turn his thoughts to more pleasant subjects, could not. Well, thank the Star Fathers, the end, when it finally came would be swift. A lance of sunlight, a boom, and the structures of Edgeward City would like waxen images melt into a vast and bubbling pool—a lake of fire. The Disciple made much of that lake of fire.


  A few structures would remain standing—skeletal grotesqueries with melting temperatures above those induced by Blackworld’s fierce little pre-nova sun.


  Another shudder ran through the dome’s foundations. Meteor? He saw no evidence. Probably caused by tectonic activity in the White Mountains. Perhaps there should be some changes in old names. The Thunder Mountains were now silent and white with gas snows while the White Mountains were dirty and rumbling with the expansion effects of the sun’s heat. Once it had been the other way around.


  The clicking open of the chamber door drew Kim’s mind from the sword extended over Edgeward City. But he did not turn. This was his private place, the place where an immortal could escape the crowds of anciently familiar faces, the place where he could be alone with his thoughts. He would recognize no intrusions.


  “Kim?” Soft, feminine, a voice he knew well, a voice which was part of the laughter and tears of his recent past, a voice not entirely unexpected. A voice from the days—before the rise of the Disciple—when a Piper had been allowed to pipe, and a Dancer to dance. Illian Gey, a Dancer. Still a mortal, only twenty, undecided as to when she would begin taking the drugs—as if they mattered now. He and she had nearly been a couple once, when joy and entertainment had been unforbidden.


  “Kim?” There was pleading in her voice this time, a soft little cry for support. “Did you hear? The Disciple sentenced my brother to the fire.”


  He had no need to look to picture her face as it must be, surrounded by disheveled hair, her eye- and cheek-paints smeared by hands and tears. Thus she had appeared an hour earlier when, at the Temple, the Disciple had ordered the stake for her brother, guilty of trying to flee the doomed City. Kim had watched Illian from across the chamber. He remembered the sudden pallor, the sudden shriek, the struggle with Heaven’s Guard . . .


  “Kim?” This time there was desperation.


  “I know,” he replied, still not turning. “I saw a flame tongue this morning. My first.”


  “How nice for you.” Her sarcasm overrode her sorrow. Soon she would be angry. Kim smiled at the night before him. “What’re we going to do?” she asked. “My father won’t help. You’re all I have.”


  “I’ll watch the execution, perhaps,” Kim replied. “I’ve never seen one. I should before the end. One vision of all things . . .”


  “You hate him!”


  Smiling again, Kim said, “And not without reason. What did Walther the Dancer deny Kim the Musician, without cause?”


  “Dancers don’t couple with Musicians!” she retorted. But her words had that ring of rote Kim remembered all too well. She had said those words before, and had denied them by her actions until her brother and father had threatened to stop her dancing—all pointless now, with the Disciple in power, entertainment denied, and sunrise but days away.


  “Nor do devil worshippers, sun worshippers, cultists rule the City,” he replied. “If that tradition can be broken, how little meaning have the customs of Artists?”


  “He didn’t do anything!”


  “He denied me you.” Kim wished she would go away now. Her sorrow and self-pity had been replaced by anger. Fine. He had given all he was willing. Now let her take her problem to her own kind.


  “That’s not what I meant. His crime. All he did was try to leave the City, to join the Nomads. They’re a people who’d appreciate him. He committed no crime.”


  Kim frowned. This was growing tedious. Yet he answered her, “But he did. He tried to deny the Sun God retribution for his unbelief. As the Disciple said, he has to be given to the flames early, lest he escape punishment. It’s simple, Illian. Surely even you can understand.” His frown deepened. He had spoken her name, He had vowed never to do so again.


  He did not believe his words. Sun Cultists were mad mortals, their religion insane. Enough, Illian, go away. He had no time for the frenzied affairs of mortals.


  No time? He had had ages of leisure, ages of boredom, Edgeward City was automated to the nth degree. What work there was was play, with waiting lists hundreds of names long. Art was the reason most people lived. Music, sculpture, painting, dancing, writing, and each immortal Artist had an eternity in which to do nothing but polish his art.


  Had, Kim reminded himself. No more. The sun was close. Works centuries in the creation were being savagely whipped to completion. His own Dying Star a vast, epic overture two centuries in the composition, had been claiming all his attention of late. Working under pressure, he had almost regained the urgency of Man the Mortal. Until he had gone this morning to see Illian’s brother’s judgement . . .


  “Kim, I need help.”


  His anger grew. Would she not leave? He had already tolerated more than he would have from anyone else. “Go to your Dancers!” he snapped as he turned in his seat. “Or your mortals.”


  He stopped. Looking at her was a mistake. Behind him, she was a disembodied voice. Now she was Illian, the woman with whom he had almost coupled. A woman he loved still, though he refused to admit it, even to himself. To look at her was to see her, in dimension up into the past, to the happy days and beyond, and all along the line downward to the present misery.


  “They say Musicians can be crueler than priests,” she murmured.


  Harsh words, marshalled at his lips, were stifled. Her point told. He stared at her there, silhouetted against the lights of the City behind and below her, a woman-shape without the features painted in.


  “There’s nothing I can do,” he said at last, “so there’s nothing I’ll try to do. Your brother, like most mortals, is a fool. There’s no escape.” Inside, although he would not admit it, this disturbed him. “I’ve no love for the Sun Cult, yet I’ll die here in the City where I was born and have lived. To join the Nomads and become Homeless . . . that would be worse, I think.”


  She moved up beside his chair. The light through the glassteel behind her did little to illuminate her. “Are you sure he’s the fool?” she asked softly. Kim shivered. Her voice . . . So many memories . . . “Father says we have a week. Seven days, then sunrise—” the word came out like a curse which had to be forced—“will come through the Teeth—” she pointed to a pair of tall, conical mountains with a deep cleft between them, clearly defined by the coruscation—“and hit the dome. Don’t you want to live?”


  After a moment of silence, Kim replied, “Yes. But not in a Nomad tractor.”


  “Isn’t that better than being dead?”


  “No.” Did he really believe that? He wanted to think about it, but she gave him no time.


  “There’s a city . . .”


  “Illian, Illian, don’t be silly. Rumors, legends. Barrow-Beneath-the-Mountain? That’s nonsense. And you know it. The Nomads haven’t the art. They’re mortals. They don’t live long enough to build cities. And, even if the fairy tale were true, the sun will reach the Thunder Mountains before the end of the century. Here or there, where would my death be more important?”
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  Illian stamped the floor beside him, looked down angrily. Part of the anger, she realized, was because he refused to look at her again. “Why? Why’re immortals determined to die? Why won’t you save yourselves?” She knew one answer, though it was hard to accept. The immortality drug. One paid in lost emotion and initiative for the banishment of death. Some of the oldest immortals had grown lethargic almost to the point of catatonia—there was so little to do with all the time gained. Which, when considered with the imminent death of the City, was why she had not as yet taken the drugs. She felt that if she must die, she should do so as a whole human.


  But, she admitted to herself, if the sun were no threat, she would have taken the drugs. Twenty years old was a perfect age to be forever, for a woman. Looking into the night above Kim’s head, she tried to picture the extinction of death (she could not accept the afterlives of the Sun Cult or the Church of the Star Fathers). Not even stars to break the eternal darkness—if even that could be experienced.


  She was suddenly aware that he was trying to answer her questions. “This is the last city on a graveyard world. What future have we? What cosmic difference if we die now, next year, or next century? We’re an old race, Illian, pale and tired. There’re no frontiers anymore. To lie down, to rest, to steal a few moments of peace, these are the only things that interest us. There’s no reason to live. You, your brother, your mortal friends, you’re anachronisms, throwbacks, relics from a time so far in the past that, were you not human, you’d be considered rare artifacts. Take the drugs. You’ll soon understand.” He paused, sighed wearily. “You’ve heard my thoughts. May I be alone?” He turned his eyes back to the landscape outside, leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes.


  Pique. “We’re the anachronisms?” she asked softly, staring down, almost laughing. “Us? Throwbacks? Kim, that’s funny. You’re what? Ten, twenty centuries older than me? You Old Ones are the ones who want to die . . .” Suddenly she was frightened, terribly frightened. She did not want to die.


  Didn’t he remember the death of The City of Night, fifteen hundred years ago, and the destruction of Darkside Landing a century before that? Did he want that for himself? Wasn’t he afraid too? Why were the Old Ones so little interested in surviving? Because they were so old death was unreal? Many were older than Kim and had watched their world dying for millennia. Perhaps it was because the drugs left them no will.


  Something caught her eye. “Oh, look!”


  “Now what?” Kim grumbled. But he opened his eyes. “Oh. Another flame tongue.”


  She’d not noticed it. “No, no,” pointing, “there by the driftwall.”


  “A Nomad tractor,” he said. “So? They’re not uncommon.”


  “Well, what’s it doing there?”


  She could have slapped him for his unconcern. He just shrugged, said, “I don’t know. Wasn’t there a while ago,” and closed his eyes again.


  She stamped her foot again, anger rising because she could not understand his lack of emotion. While he had been courting her, she had been so flattered at receiving the attentions of an immortal that she had overlooked his flatness. But now she saw him for what he was. Just a name, ambulatory. Hardly a person, different from other Musicians only in his choice of instrument. A nothing.


  The flame tongue faded, the Nomad tractor flickered into invisibility. It occurred to her that the tractor might be there to pick up refugees. The Nomads were descendants of refugees from other domes. Suddenly excited, she revealed the true reason she had come. “Kim, I’ve got to know the key-code for the gate locks.” He was old enough to remember. No one had gone out of the City for centuries, and the verbal opening code was almost forgotten, but Kim knew it. If only her brother had not tried to open them by trial and error . . .


  Kim’s head, almost invisible in the renewed darkness, shook slowly. He lifted his pipe to his lips, ran up and down a scale, then began playing experimentally. She recognized a passage from his Dying Star. A flat, gloomy work, like Kim himself, and as lifeless. She doubted it would be proclaimed a masterwork, for, of all Musicians, Kim was the only one who did not know he had no talent.


  He offered no hope—for the moment. She turned, eased out the door, left him to contemplate the City’s last days of night.


  Illian Gey was a sad young woman striding angrily, returning home. The young of Edgeward City, except those of the Sun Cult, were all sad or angry— cultists were merely mad. It was something youth was born to, something they outgrew when they began taking immortality capsules. For the drug, like most, exacted a price. It polished off the edges and corners, wore the hollows, of a user’s emotions. It pulled the teeth of curiosity and clipped the claws of the competitive drive. In the eyes of Illian, it left one less than human.


  She slowed, considering the immortals’ lack of passion in the face of sunrise. Above, serpents of light wriggled across the inner surface of the dome, masking the forever darkness beyond. Like intellect, she thought, which helped mask the forever darkness beyond life. Let either flicker for an instant and the endless black gulf rolled quickly in upon one.


  She feared death. Was terrified. Though dawn had approached as inexorably, she had not feared before the rise of the Sun Cult. There had been no need, men had evaded death for millennia. It was an accidental thing, involving only the incautious. It was no personal danger, no, never, for there were the drugs and, certainly, she’d never be careless. And when sunrise drew near, one could go live with the Nomads.


  She had not anticipated the difficulty of escaping the City. Nor had she expected the rise of the Sun Cult. Suddenly, death was at hand.


  She shivered as she walked The Street of a Thousand mirrors where her reflection was presented in a thousand distortions, like her self-image on a thousand different days. This, she thought, was Edgeward City’s one truly great work of art. Here the Artist’s message was simplicity itself, you cannot know all your own faces.


  She neared home. Music came forth, and laughter. Her friends, mortal Artists, mocking death the unreal. They could not believe that doom crouched behind the White Mountains. It would leap upon them, and they would die not believing.


  She passed a man of the Sun Cult who made no secret of watching her house. Stanwin, a childhood friend of Walther’s. How did he dare appear here, after the morning’s trial? She wanted to scream, to claw—no, no sense following Walther’s deadly lead. Stanwin would report her if given reason. A child, trying to hurt in return for the hurt of rejection . . .


  She entered the house and a dozen gay couples surrounded her, grew silent in the face of her depression. She looked at their faces, saw disbelief—and the underlying fear and resignation. Were they beaten? After only one defeat? Or did they truly disbelieve? Why the laughter? Forced cheer to banish thoughts of night?


  Pale laughter forcedly resumed.


  “Illian?”


  She turned. Markel Gay, a cousin. Not a favorite. The sort who would’ve been a cultist had he been allowed to run things. A man of machinations, totally self-centered, often unconsciously cruel, uncaring if aware. “He’d scarcely talk to me.”


  “Hard feeling still?”


  She nodded. “And he doesn’t care. None of them do. It’s the drug.”


  “Yes.” He was a handsome young man, easily able to project an unreal “rightness” that made people want him to have his way. Illian sometimes wished he wasn’t a relative. She knew him well enough to see the monster behind the public mask. But fear had begun to crack that mask. “Can we talk?”


  In those three words, Illian knew, he expressed his contempt for the par-tiers’ intellect. Leave them. They were unworthy of inclusion. Sometimes she hated Markel. At that moment she wondered if she was a cut above the partiers only because she was a link with Kim and the key-code.


  “Father’s bedroom. It’s the only room not filled.”


  They went.


  “There’s a notion that’s been in my head all morning,” said Markel. “Hand me a life capsule.”


  She took one from a container on a table near her, tossed it.


  “These can be opened.” He demonstrated, pulling the halves apart and dumping immortality drug onto her palm. “Suppose we replace Kim’s drug with powdered sugar? Five days without won’t hurt him, and should release his emotions.”


  “And?” She did not like the risks, yet the alternative was to do as Kim did—sit and wait.


  “He’ll get scared. Scared enough, maybe, to want out. Can you get into his room?”


  “Yes.” Unless his door key-code had changed, Unlikely. Immortals changed nothing. She bit her lower lip, feeling guilty. As with Kim, the love spark within her died hard.


  “Oh,” she said, remembering, “there’s a cultist across the street. Watching us.”


  “I know. Stanwin. I’ll take care of him.” She moved away, suddenly frightened. That look on his face . . . But she had to listen. He was leader, now that Walther was gone. She distracted herself by saying, “There’s a Nomad tractor outside the east gate, by the driftwall.”


  Markel mulled this over before saying, “Good. What kind?”


  “I don’t know. Big, though, like some of the mining machines in the museum.”


  “Could carry a lot of people, Wait a few minutes while I take care of Stanwin. Then go to Kim’s.” He left.Illian dropped to her father’s bed, wondered if she was doing right. To keep the drug from Kim was dangerous. If the concentration in his tissues grew too small, he would begin aging again. Rapidly. He could die.


  But everyone would die soon if something weren’t done! The fear came on like a tall breaker, crushing . . . So terrible to know one’s allotted time and have to sit counting the minutes . . . She had to do something, anything, to keep from thinking. Kim. The capsules. A hope. A hope that endangered someone else; better than nothing . . .


  The logical, survival, and moral parts of her mind fought, and, as they will, yielded a compromise favorable to herself. She’d change the capsules and risk Kim, but would stay close to see that nothing bad happened. Just because of an old feeling for an immortal Musician.


  She got powdered sugar from the kitchen, made hasty explanations to curious partiers who watched her go out with uncertain frowns.


  Stanwin wasn’t in the street.


  Kim’s apartment. She knocked. No answer. She spoke the words that opened his door. As expected, they were unchanged. She found his capsules, replaced the drug of the dozen in the container.


  She was shaking when she finished, again uncertain of the rightness of it. But fear knew no morality, paid no service to scruples.


  She had to get out before he returned. Her presence would be too suspicious . . .


  The door opened as she approached it.
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  Kim was uneasy as he walked The Street of a Thousand Mirrors. Here and there he paused to examine his distorted image, as if he might find the cause of his malaise hidden in his reflection. It was getting worse fast. Now there were nightmares—how long since he had dreamed? So many centuries he had lost count. Since the destruction of The City of Night. Destruction. Perhaps that was it. The discomfiture had begun with Illian’s visit, and had grown steadily since.


  He glanced toward the east end of the street, saw nothing but dome, blackness overlaid by squirming serpents of light. The same above.


  The City shuddered underfoot. Another omen. They were increasingly common, caused by almost constant tectonic activity in the thawing White Mountains.


  There were executions, too. A dozen in the past four days as the Disciple made certain his Sun God went uncheated. Mortals of all stripes were growing increasingly frightened—Illian among them.


  Illian. He’d found her in his apartment, terrified, and she’d fallen into his arms weeping, begging him to help her brother. He’d been defensive, thinking she was after the key-code again, yet had been touched by her concern for Walther. Of course, nothing could save the man, but her emotions were impressive (familial bonds were tenuous among immortals—Kim had a sister he’d not seen in centuries). Today he fought a vague guilt—in addition to the ghosts of other unfamiliar emotions—at not being able to help Illian.


  He paused, piped a tentative arpeggio for Dying Star. It sounded sour. The entire work was sour. In a fit of frustration, last night, he’d thrown away two decades’ work, begun an entire movement anew. Illian had been there—she was at his apartment often, which disturbed him not a little— and had been shocked.


  He stared at himself in a mirror, portrayed with a head shrunken by two-thirds. What had happened to the easy comfort of his life? He knew death would claim him sometime, despite the drugs, and had thought his peace was made—until the past few days he’d never worried about his final event. His head seemed bigger now, with sudden room for all the fears of mortal man.


  Mortal man. Ages had passed since he’d become immortal. And now he felt as he had before taking the first capsules. And he was tired, feeling old. Did a known hour of death do that? He’d noticed no distress in his fellows.


  He piped another arpeggio. Better. Perhaps he should return to work. He had forty-six hours to complete Dying Star . . . He hurled the pipe at a mirror. Neither was damaged, but his heart was broken. He’d suddenly and clearly seen his creation for what it was. Hackwork. He was no composer. Anyone honest could have told him Dying Star, grand as it was in conception, was mediocre. Bad. Passage moved into passage jerkily; some of the movements, if orchestrated, would prove sheer cacophony. He remembered the forced smiles and shaking heads he wasn’t supposed to see, that he hadn’t noticed even when looking, and realized how patronizingly he had been treated. He could pipe another’s music, but could create nothing significant himself. His heart was shattered. In self-realization he was left with nothing, save, perhaps, a pale anger.


  Suddenly, there was no more solace in music. He felt alone, abandoned. A mere technician. Less than a machine, for a machine could perform and never make a mistake. Less than a machine.


  He had been bound to Music Hall for premier and final performances, to hear the epitaph compositions of friends; but, no, not now, they might laugh. In these last few hours, with no future to concern them, they could freely laugh at the little incompetent with his simple pipe—the only instrument he could master. No, he could not face that. He must go home. Illian would be there. Poor, sad Illian. They could comfort one another. Too bad that only imminent death had been able to bring them together.


  As he walked, he met several people he knew. They smiled pleasantly and bowed and made small talk and asked if he had seen Regev’s superb Requiem—A Sonata in B flat Major, and he had to say no, he’d been working, and they all went away with little shakes of the head, hiding condescension behind modest little smiles, Meaningless smiles, mocking smiles for the village idiot. They went about their business, smiling as if the sun would never rise.


  What was wrong? The more time passed, the more he thought mortally, and the older he felt, His emotions, too long dull, were raging like storms. Soon, if they continued to grow, they would be explosive as sunrise.


  Sunrise. For the first time in memory, it frightened him. Just a mild fear, nothing to set him running like a mortal, but a fear all the same. Until that moment, sunrise had been just another event in the orderly progression of his life. More important than most, true, because of its magnitude . . . Suddenly, he panicked. He ran for the safe, warm womb of home.


  Illian was out. Where was she? The panic grew. She was all he had. He gulped an immortality capsule and glass of water, rushed back into the street. Her house. She must be there. He ran again, and ignored the amazed glances of fellow immortals. Some were shocked.


  His lungs were bags of fire when he reached the street where she lived. No athlete, he was unaccustomed to such activity—still, he shouldn’t have been so tired. He was growing old while regaining the wild emotionalism of his youth.


  A mortal in Sun Cult dress lounged opposite Illian’s tiny house. The boy’s eyebrows rose slightly. Kim ignored him, knocked.


  Her father answered. His face clouded, angry as ever an immortal’s grew. “Go away,” he said.


  Kim’s fear evaporated. A new emotion formed. A hard, cold emotion. It grew in him like a sword—a two-edged sword, he quickly saw. And didn’t care.


  “Where’s Illian?”


  “Go away, Musician.” Contempt dripped from his last word. Dancers saw Musicians as an evil necessary to their art, but of no importance in the general scheme. Musicians thought Dancers mere leeches . . .


  The sword within grew hard and long. Eighteen hundred years long, Kim thought. “Move aside, Dancer.” He surprised himself with the hardness of his voice. And Illian’s father, Kim found his expression a delight. But the man would not move. Kim swung.


  It was a clumsy blow, delivered with no forethought and no idea of target. It hit the man’s chest. He gasped, staggered back. Kim moved forward for another. Here, on this man, he could vent all his anger, all his frustrations, could show all Edgeward City he was not a dull child to be patronized . . .


  “Kim!”


  He stopped. Illian, distraught, got between them, flashed him an angry look, then maneuvered her bewildered father into another room. Soon she returned, more collected.


  “What’s the matter? You’re acting like a savage.”


  He wanted to say something pithy, something shocking, but when he started, his distress poured out: the fear, loneliness, sorrow, love, hurt. Especially the fear. It grew rapidly, approaching real terror. He wanted to, had to get away . . .


  “We can, Kim, we can,” Illian whispered. She glanced at the door to her father’s bedroom. “You know the key-code, remember? We can get out . . .”


  And all his earlier arguments against that raced mockingly across his mind. Nomad life no longer seemed so terrible, Barrow-Beneath-the-mountain was an incredible legend no more. “Outside?” he murmured, aware of yet another fear. “Outside? I haven’t been outside for . . . since The City of Night . . .”


  4


  Illian rose, went to the door, opened it a crack, peeped into the street. As she feared, the watcher was gone. A small knife of terror pinked her heart.


  She’d call Markel. He’d know what to do. “Excuse me a minute, Kim.” He nodded. But his face said he’d rather she didn’t. Fear. She had never seen its like in an immortal.


  She entered her bedroom hoping her father would stay out of the way, made the call. “Markel? He’s here, I think he’s ready.”


  Questions.


  “The watcher’s gone,” she replied.


  “They’ll be suspicious,” said his faint voice. “You’d better hide till we’re ready.”


  “Where?”


  “Hydroponics plant. Meet me in thirty hours at the west gate dressing station.”


  “My father . . .” He cut her off. An old argument. There were too few suits, and, anyway, the old man wouldn’t go. Illian broke the connection. Despite Markel’s logic, she hated leaving her father to die. She glanced at the time, forty-two hours to sunrise. She and Kim must hide for thirty. Bad, bad. Men hunting men to kill when death for all was less than two days away . . .


  Why hadn’t she done her father’s capsules the same as Kim’s? She started in horror. She could have saved him, if only she’d thought . . . Tears came with self-accusation, but there was no time . . .


  She had to hurry. No telling when the cultists would arrive with questions she dared not answer. Quickly she added personal items to a bagful already gathered. One small bag, all of her life she would carry into the new world.


  She’d not learn about vacuum damage until too late.


  “Kim,” she said on returning to the sitting room, “we’ve got to run. The cultists will be looking for us.”


  He seemed startled; surprised the Disciple’s people might be interested in him. Then he nodded wearily. “The gates. All right, Illian, you win, I’ll open them, I can’t stay here.”


  He seemed so old, so tired. His capsules. He would have to start the drug again soon. “Let’s go to your apartment,” she suggested. “You’ll want some things.” Especially capsules. Murderess! a voice screamed inside. Through inattentiveness she was killing her father, and for her own survival, possibly, Kim.
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  Kim gulped his daily pill. Eight hours till meeting time, at the fall of Edgeward City’s last official night. In twenty hours the true, long night would end. Just twenty hours the City would live, and the people were still unconcerned, He could not now comprehend his own past disinterest. He was so frightened by sunrise, now, that he had been unable to sleep since going into hiding, although weary to collapse.


  Illian stirred under his right arm, woke. “You let me sleep too long,” she complained. “You have to rest too.”


  He shook his head, surveyed the quietly busy machines of the hydroponics plant. “Couldn’t.” He couldn’t say that thoughts of his own mediocrity, along with fear, had made sleep impossible.


  She took his pipe from him, pushed his head down onto her bag of belongings. “Try.” He felt her lips against his forehead.


  And then she was shaking him. “Time,” she said. “There was a patrol through, but they weren’t looking very hard. Come on. It’s time.” Her words were taut. A sudden tenseness of his own made it a sharing. Time. Half an hour till the meeting. Twelve and a half till sunrise. Close. Time was suddenly a torrent, rushing past, time that had been an ally for eighteen centuries, time he’d thought would never run out.


  It was a short walk to the rendezvous, the ancient “dressing station” at the west gate. There the suits for outside work were stored, unused for generations. Sudden new fear. Suppose none were operable? Suppose the cultists had destroyed them?


  There were too many fears already. The new suffered anonymity in the crowd. His prime fear of the moment was Sun Cultists. Surely, they would be searching . . .


  They were. Three patrols crossed their path along the way. But each they avoided easily. The searchers were not very concerned about escapes. Kim soon saw why. At least a dozen cultists held the gate. No problem, Kim told himself. A man in suit, with a suit’s servos and protection, could easily walk through them.


  There were eight people at the dressing station, Markel and two mortal men, two mortal women, and three cultists. The cultists had been bound and gagged and tossed in a corner like yesterday’s forgotten underwear.


  “Ah, Illian,” said Markel. “I was beginning to worry. You’d better get your suits on.” He and the others were in the process of dressing.


  Two suits lay on a table. Kim glanced at them, at Markel. “These all?” He saw no others.


  “The others weren’t functional,” Markel said blithely. He gestured at a darkness-hidden pile. An arm here, a leg there. The non-functionality had been helped along. No one would follow to bring them back to the City.


  Kim looked at the pair again. He felt a little twinge of uncertainty, of new fear. The larger suit, obviously his, was not functional either. Fifteen hundred years had passed, but Kim knew a weak suit when he saw one. It would, where little cracks appeared at seams, break open as the gate lock decompressed.


  “The suit’s no good.” And he knew he should have kept silent. Though Markel hid it quickly, he had smiled. A suspicion formed. Kim stepped to the table, looked closer. The cracks were no cracks at all. They were tiny cuts. A clumsy, though sinister, attempt. He looked at each of the others, at all the frightened young Dancers—especially Illian. He reserved judgement.


  “What’s the key-code?” Markel asked. It sounded casual. Kim felt it was anything but.


  “Listen when I open the gate,” said Kim. Through narrowed eyes, he studied the mortals. Markel was dressing as if nothing was to happen. The others were tense, frightened—except Illian.


  “I guess I will,” said Markel. He turned with a wicked smile. “Do hurry, Illian.”


  “The suit’s no good,” Kim repeated, “Damaged.” Into that one word went all the hatred that had built during the past few days. Markel’s eyes widened a fraction. “I’ll need another.” That steely sword he’d felt growing at Illian’s made itself felt anew, harder and sharper than ever, obliterating a rising fear.


  “There aren’t any,” Markel replied. “If you refuse this; you’ll have to tell me the key-code.” There was a hint of condescension, of mockery behind his words. He looked away, unable to meet Kim’s angry eyes.


  Perhaps Markel meant the cuts to be seen. Perhaps he meant to bluff Kim into staying behind. Perhaps . . .


  Kim’s fear suddenly returned. It came in a huge wave, left beads of perspiration standing out on his forehead and throat, then went, left the sword within him tempered.


  No, Markel probably hadn’t intended a murder. There was zero personal violence in Edgeward City. Was.


  “Markel . . .” said Illian. Her voice was like a distant child’s cry. Kim saw she had realized what her cousin was doing.


  Markel smiled. “Won’t you tell us the key-code? For Illian’s sake?”


  The rage came suddenly, explosively. Kim jumped at Markel, swung his pipe at the man’s astonished face. Violence had returned to Edgeward City (the Disciple’s executions were, of course, sanctioned by law). Markel staggered, grunting in surprise, raised his hands to protect his eyes. Kim hit him again. Again. The pipe bent in his hands. He struck repeatedly, repaying days of fear, anger, and frustration.


  Markel was no villain. Night was, darkness, death, the oblivion of mediocrity—one’s self being a nothing before all these things. Markel was no villain, yet Kim used him as one. Kim made him an enemy with a face. He let the rage roar through him and enjoyed it. Markel fell to his knees, shielding his head with his arms, Kim kicked, and a part of him stood separate, amazed by his savagery. So great, his fear and frustration. Markel collapsed, panting, nose bleeding.


  A light touch at his arm. He looked down into Illian’s frightened face. The pleading in her eyes shattered the mad anger. The others were staring at him, stunned. He regained some calmness—though it was exterior only. His mind, his body, were riot with the juices and emotions of battle.


  He stripped Markel before Illian’s frightened eyes, donned the man’s suit himself. “He meant to kill me.” And, although it was true, even to him it sounded a weak excuse for the madness he had shown. He tried to kill me . . . tried to kill me . . . That expression, worn by Markel now crawling for a corner of darkness to be alone with his fear and pain; how long would it haunt him?


  “Let’s go. Just push through the guards at the gate.”
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  While he practised self-mortification of the mind, the Nomad tractor whined and growled around him, an ancient iron leviathan clawing through shadows up the sides of the Thunder Mountains. Illian and the mortals were scattered about the passenger chamber, silent, though in the passing hours they seemed to have forgiven him his outburst.


  The tractor whined louder, slowed, backed, turned, came to a stop. A lean, cadaverous, smiling young man thrust his head through the pilot room hatch. “We’re at the top. Fifteen minutes. Anyone want to look?” One by one, the mortals shook their heads. Kim thought a moment, remembering The City of Night—perhaps seeing the truth might lay Markel’s ghost.


  He went forward, surprised that Illian changed her mind and followed. They were given seats where they could watch through polarized glass, in the safety of a long-shadowed pass thirty miles from Edgeward City.


  Spears of light already probed through slots in the wall of the White Mountains, passed above Edgeward and her deep crater, and caressed the snow-clad flanks of the Thunder Mountains, as the world slowly turned, the heads and shafts of the spears crept nearer the City . . . That which came through the Teeth reached the crater ringwall. Ten minutes.


  The White Mountains were outlined by a brilliance almost eye-searing. Beyond, the pre-nova white dwarf consumed itself in incandescent fury, blasting its only daughter. Here, gas, steam, dust, boiled up from a worse-than-lunar, mad landscape. Sunbeams played among the gasses and dust, setting them aflame with reflected light—flame tongues on a grand scale, like a fire among forests of insane rock spires. The Thunder Mountains were thunderous once more. Heat expansion caused a constant grumbling beneath the tractor.


  Illian, face averted from visions of a world gone mad, whispered, “I’m not a Dancer anymore, Kim. You’re not a Musician . . .”


  Her way of saying the past was dead and there was a future they could build upon their might-have-beens. She had forgiven him. His heartbeat increased. He shivered. His hand found hers in the darkness.


  The first of Edgeward City’s screens flared brilliantly as it was touched by a storm of solar radiation, died as it burned itself out. The second quickly followed. The City lay open to the flood of charged particles. Five minutes.


  “You should hate me,” he said softly. “Markel . . .”


  “Please,” she murmured. “I can’t. Let it be. We’ve got forever to forget.”


  Silence, except for the grumbling of the mountains. The Nomad crewmen watched the City with ghoulish interest. They were the mortals of their society, knew the destruction of cities only through the stories of their fathers.


  Forever. The Nomads had given them capsules already. Kim smiled. Forever. He and Illian. One small success for the incompetent little Musician. Forever. Around the world running with the Nomads, always one step ahead of the demon sun, until it finally went nova in its efforts to kill the lice on the corpse of its child.


  Perhaps there would be an escape from that, too.


  No minutes.


  Sun God’s spear touched the top of the City’s dome.


  THE DEUIL’S TOOTH


  “The Devil’s Tooth” was the first story in a planned cycle of Dying Earth-type stories that featured a character named Fastenrath-by-the-Sword, a wanderer who kept stumbling into weird and interesting situations. This was the only one of his several adventures ever actually published.
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  A man with long arms and legs, thin waist and barrel chest, a long hatchet face, clothed in knee-length kilt and a true-steel sword scabbarded across his back, stopped carving the small wooden doll that had been in his hands for hours and became as motionless as the weathered old idols beside the dusty road. He could have been a statue himself but for lacking the dull greyness of skin.


  The man’s cold eyes, bright as the violet sky, watched a three-inch gallowglass beetle venture near, its imposing mandibles clacking ravenously. Its antennae twitched toward him, sensing meat, then toward its fellows, hundreds of thousands strong, crossing the road in a dark, glistening river a hundred yards wide and miles long, heading south in an unbroken flow. If so tiny a monster had a mind, this one must have spent that moment of antennae-dancing trying to decide whether to rejoin its fellows or investigate the attracting aroma of flesh. The decision was: feast first.


  The man’s hand scarcely moved, yet the true-steel knife with which he had been whittling transfixed the hungry beetle. A wan smile tugged at the already uptilted corners of his mouth. White teeth sparkled for a moment. A flick of the wrist and one less insect blocked his path.


  Violet eyes rose beneath coppery brows, studying the cluster of squalid ochre buildings huddled between two small hills a few miles southwest, the city to which he was bound but which remained unattainable until the beetles were passed.


  His eyes fell to the earth again. A half-dozen large pale blue executioner ants, which always hung about the edges of gallowglass armies, were marching toward the still living knife-stricken insect. They surrounded it with military efficiency, carefully avoiding the poisonous mandibles, and quickly closed in. Audible, chitinous snip! snip! in the right places, and the gallowglass ceased writhing. There came a brief waft of sour odor; the executioners’ victory scent.


  A new party of ants hurried from the purple-black, shining grass beside the road. These were smaller, dully-colored, slaves of the executioners. They began opening the exoskeleton of the gallowglass and chopping its muscle tissue into portable pieces. The blue executioners, which were equipped with poisons much more deadly than those of the beetles, formed a skirmish line between man and insect corpse.


  The man smiled again, with respect, and a touch of smugness. He had not tried to recover his knife because he had expected the deadly ants.


  His name was Fastenrath-by-the-Sword and, in this final age of Earth when no one dared stand alone, he was that rarest kind of man: a lone wandering free-sword. He came from a town called Sidikih in Draugenstarke country, born of an unwed woman scarcely a decade older than himself, Judi-with-the-Bells-on.


  Again, Fastenrath examined the upstream end of the insect horde. Far up the low hill, in an area stripped to bare earth, he saw the glistening backs of the last beetles. Soon he could proceed along the dusty yellow road, to his appointment in Kristengrin. His eyes darted to the sun, to check the time. It was ancient, that sun; bloated, its dull red face blemished by a dozen leprous black sunspots. It hung overhead like a vast, bloody balloon, apparently close enough to touch, nearly ready to collapse in upon itself. It was ancient and tired, like the Earth it sullenly warmed.


  There would be time to reach his destination before sundown, unless he miscalculated the beetles’ speed. Leaning far forward, he both recovered his true-steel knife and re-read the legend on the stone he sat upon: three miles to the Kristengrin gates. But how much further to the house among many that he sought, on the corner of Metal Street and Music Lane, where artists and artisans mixed? All he had was that address, and a name; the name of a man of many memories. The possessor of that name might have the answer to the question that nagged at his brain since he first heard of a now forgotten land called Moon.


  His first knowledge of that land came from a crumbling manuscript scribed in Old High Lothman that he found in the hands of a skeleton occupying the blackest depths of a crypt that superstition had saved from thieves, until he had come. He had squinted in the light of his hand—held torch, deciphering the ancient script which hinted at strange things and used words that had no counterparts in modern tongues, and just when he was in the grip of intrigue, the page ended. Fastenrath reached for the manuscript, anxious to turn the page and resolve the mysteries the first page hinted at. To his greatest frustration, the millennia-undisturbed bones and manuscript alike powdered at his touch. Now to find his answers he had to seek the knowledge of this learned one, who some said was immortal and knew all and some said was a sorcerer with three mirrors that one each saw into the past and present and future. There was only one thing about him that offered no difference of opinion; that he was evil and parted with his knowledge only at high prices. This Fastenrath was willing to face, for he suffered a curiosity unfashionable for his time and would not sleep well until that strange word that rolled strangely off his tongue was given meaning: Moon.


  The gallowglass beetles had almost passed, down to the stragglers. Soon he could move on, but in the meantime he would work some more on the piece of hardwood he had been whittling.


  The gathering shadows of evening were bizarre, distorted; shifting like the play of light and darkness at the bottom of an underwater garden. Kristengrin was not pleasant without sunlight. It was not a pleasant city at any time. Dark and Deadly were its names. But there was little pleasure anywhere in the world anymore. The dark and deadly lurked everywhere.


  Fastenrath-by-the-Sword walked the shadowed streets boldly, silently, seldom letting his eyes probe the clots of darkness around him. His air of casual self-confidence was his best protection.


  And there was that long-bladed, gold-damascened, shining true-steel sword hanging across his back, over his brown leather shirt, and the true-steel knife on his hip, over his ragged kilt, also with gold-inlaid spells of omnipotence. But he did not entirely trust the protection of the magic in those blades. After all, they had done little enough to save the man he had slain to obtain them.


  Sounds of toenails on worn flagstones. A rat scuttled out of his path. Then came a wolf-like growl.


  A large, hairless dog with blood-red eyes was challenging his passage. His orange boot flickered forward with casual swiftness. The dog could only whine once the metal toe had crushed its windpipe. Fastenrath stepped around the thrashing body.


  He reached the crossing of Metal and Music, considered a moment, then selected the large, dark blood house behind the wall on the southeast corner. The windows were unlit, but it looked like the place he had heard described. There dwelt the man.


  He smiled. The soft feet that had been following him did not resume their stalk when he started toward the house. In fact, his choice elicited a startled gasp.


  There was no knocker on the gate, but it stood open a crack, as if in invitation. That in itself was a warning. Peeping through, Fastenrath saw a strange garden; quiet, peaceful, and deadly. Just behind the gate grew a dancing sabers, a sword-leafed plant that would stab at anything warm, and which carried an anti-coagulant drug on the hard tips of its leaves.


  Beyond the dancing sabers stood a skull-bell tree with its white, skull-shaped blossoms twirling in the evening breeze. The fruit of that tree, pleasing to the eye and nose, if eaten, caused an instant paralysis. As he watched, a rodent tested a fallen fruit, shuddered, twitched, froze. Hair-fine rootlets rose from the earth and sank into the unfortunate animal, drawing nourishment.


  There were other dark plants, all adapted to depleted soil conditions. The dancing sabers enriched the earth around it with blood, the skull-bell with corpses. And yonder butterfly tree, with the gaudy, scented butterfly blossoms, lured unsuspecting lepidoptera, trapped their feet in sticky gums, and planted its seeds in their living bodies, which were later allowed to fall to earth.


  A strange, deadly garden, but no more deadly than the world at large; just more concentrated. Fastenrath-by-the-Sword surveyed it, trying to determine a safe path to the house.


  Did he really want to continue his quest, into this place? He looked up, at the scattered red dots forming a bloody belt in the sky. The ancient manuscript had posed a mystery, saying that those crimson droplets came from Moon. Moon? Where, or what, had the place been? Curiosity, which had already earned him more scars than he cared to count, demanded that he find the answer. The search could not be abandoned now, not after a month of inquiry which had done no more than yield an address, and the name Valdur of Kristengrin. Valdur would know, he had been told. Valdur knew everything. He was Valdur the Eye.


  The doorbell was a serpent’s head with open jaws that formed the handles of a small bellows. Unusual. Fastenrath examined it for several minutes, making certain it was no trap. He squeezed the handles, was startled by a honking cry from behind the door. It echoed, as if the room within were vast and empty.


  Nothing happened. After a reasonable wait he slapped the serpent’s ruby eyes. Another honk died away with mocking echoes. Then came a shuffling sound. And the heavy bronze door swung slowly inward. Fastenrath found himself staring into cold, glowing blue eyes. He could see nothing else, just those disembodied eyes.


  His own eyes adjusted to the greater darkness. He made out the form of a man bundled in heavy robes, distinguishable only because they were of a darkness even deeper than that which seemed to flow from the interior of the house. The face in the cowl, too, was black, glossy like polished ebony. He could not make out the features, save those remarkable blue eyes.


  “Valdur the Eye?” he asked.


  “I am he,” said the dark one.


  “I have a question.”


  “Of course. None come for any other reason. You can pay?”


  “Perhaps. I have yet to hear the price.”


  “And I the question.”


  Fastenrath took a breath, and had a strange thought: what if he really were talking to a hole shaped like a man, so dark and substanceless was he. A rent in darkness, with two blue candles shining in what appeared to be a cowl. He shook off the dreadful notion and stated his inquiry, “What, or where, is, or was, Moon? This thing I must know to banish the demon curiosity.”


  The voice called through the man-shaped hole with a bemused tone. “A strange question in these times. What do you know of it already?”


  “That it may be a far country, a fallen empire. There was a manuscript in a Lothman tomb, ancient beyond reckoning, that crumbled as I finished the first page.”


  “You are a man of attainments. Those who read the Lothman are not common. A true seeker I see you to be, so you will have your answer.”


  “Ah?”


  The shadow figure moved slightly, nodding. “But still there is the matter of price.”


  “My ears remain open.”


  “In the west there is a city called Warasdin, on the River Bryne, near a sea. And west of the city is a mountain, Arcelin, overlooking both city and sea. People there say it is the tallest mountain in the world, though you and I know otherwise.”


  “Ah. And?”


  “Atop the mountain is a monastery. It is occupied by the last devotees of the most ancient religion in the world. It is called the Monastery of the Moon.”


  “This is my answer? Moon is a monastery?”


  “No. I merely lay grounds for discussing price. Inside the central cathedral—which was once the heart of a great city and empire that antedated the Lothman by a millennium of millennia—stands a statue of a god. There is a large, fang-shaped ruby in the statue’s mouth. The Devil’s Tooth.”


  “And you want this ruby?”


  “In exchange for your answer.”


  “I have heard of Warasdin. A dark city dying and evil.”


  “Everything is dying. It is in the nature of a created universe that all things shall die in time. And all creation is innately evil.”


  “Perhaps. I will collect your jewel.”


  The heavy bronze door began to close slowly, as if loath to shut out the night. Fastenrath shivered, disturbed by the implied nature of the interior of Valdur’s home, darkness thick as treacle. His curiosity was sparked. How did the man, if man he was, live in such a place? He fought that curiosity, intuitively knowing that to enter the house was to leave the rest of the world forever.


  The curiosity, the curiosity, something would have to be done about it. Someday he would have a magician exorcise it, lest it be the death of him. This dark earth with its billion deadly traps had no room for the inquisitive. Curiosity was an atavism, survival of an age when the world was friendlier and sticking one’s nose in was not a contra-survival trait.


  He turned, surveyed the sinister garden, picked a path among the deadly plants. But, as he started to leave, the door groaned open behind him and Valdur’s ghostly voice said, “A moment.”


  Fastenrath turned. “Yes?”


  “I’d beg a favor. That you deliver a package to a colleague in Warasdin.” Dark from the darkness, a robed arm reached out, a glossy black hand proffered a small brown packet tightly wrapped in some thin skin. Fastenrath tried not to consider from whence that skin had come.


  “A colleague?”


  “One called Ghul. Deal carefully with him. He has the soul of a spider, though his word is good.” Valdur quickly described the home of his correspondent, added, “Arrive at sundown. Ghul will give you honest shelter. But beware once you leave his house. Warasdiners take pleasure in the Wild Hunt.”


  “A tale I have heard told,” Fastenrath nodded indifferently, though inwardly the fact revolted him. The Wild Hunt was the hunting of men for sport and, considering the reputation of Warasdin, for dark usage. “As for my answer?”


  “When next we meet, you will have had your answer,” the ebony, featureless face assured mysteriously. Then the door groaned shut. Fastenrath considered a moment, fingering the skin-wrapped package, finding the wrapper smoother and thinner than pig-skin. He shrugged, then took his first step toward the distant Monastery of the Moon.


  Fastenrath-by-the-sword paused on the last low ridge lying between himself and Warasdin. His eyes, tracing the ill-marked trail before him, found a metal and silica-leafed forest downhill to the right of the road. Tree trunks stood like dark glass sculptures. The wind set up a song like the tinkling of wind-chimes. His thoughts raced back over all the long roads of his memories and lingered over a tavern conversation of years before. He had heard a tale then, about the deadly woodland view ahead. This, he knew, was the Tinsel Forest; twisted willows hung with razored leaves. Its deadliness would be obvious to a fool, but the road that skirted it did not take passers close enough to cause a real problem. So Fastenrath was at a loss to surmise the real danger, and that half-remembered tavern-tale tugged at his memory like a mouse trying to ring a temple bell. What was it? What was it?


  He looked around. A hundred yards below, to the left of the road, stood a lone weeping pine. Out of season, the tree could not drip the poison that killed on contact. He strode thither, kicked a dog-sized skeleton out of the shade, sat down and leaned against the trunk and stared at the strange forest while he searched his memory. He would not move on till he knew the form of his danger.


  For a long space of time, nothing came, and he roughly carved the hard block, shaping it more and more into a small, rotund human form, all the while trying to recall the threat imposed by the Tinsel Forest. Occasionally he looked up and yonder where the sharp edges of glass leaves and iron trees reflected the reds and purples in the light of the dying sun. Not until he heard the sound of distant singing rise above the accompaniment of the tinkling music of wind-danced leaves did Fastenrath cease his slow, careful carving and recall the peril that lay at hand.


  Within that forest lived an immortal and, as usual, immortality was predicated on death. The undying female who lurked in the Tinsel Forest— somehow protected from the flesh rending foliage—was a dryad; death in a most attractive package. He pocketed his doll, rose, strode down the road, kept his eyes off the forest.


  The voice sang out sweetly. Despite himself, Fastenrath looked for the source, saw naked female flesh flickering behind the deadly leaves. Danger! He turned his eyes away, chanted a Lothman marching tune to drown temptation, and lengthened his stride. Women were another of his weaknesses. The creature in the woods sang back to him, pursued him down the boundary of the lethal forest. Hers was a siren call, almost irresistible, yet by hurrying, and occasionally pricking his palm with the knife of true-steel, he succeeded in passing the beautiful snare.


  Past one danger, he looked ahead to the next: Warasdin brooding beyond the Bryne, a grey city crumbling, where old men behind moldering walls amused themselves with evil while waiting out the last of the world’s days. There, once upon a time, Yeshudi the Wise had held court, and from the city had ruled the ruins of the Lothman Empire. But now the city was fallen, physically and morally, the victim of no enemy but Time, and had become a lurking place for all the darkness haunting the human soul.


  Fastenrath found his eyes caught by the upward sweep of the mountain behind the city; up, up, to where ancient structures perched like a broken crown atop its bald head. The Monastery of the Moon, his goal, atop Mount Arcelin. He closed his violet eyes and shivered.


  He picked a path to the river carefully, for this was a country where dragon’s teeth grew in great profusion. The grass-related plant lay hidden in sandy places until triggered by a footfall. Then long, toothlike spikes shot up to stab feet. At the least, the plant drew blood nourishment. If its victim were not quick, the poisons on the spikes would cause unconsciousness and collapse, allowing more spikes the opportunity to kill.


  The sun was moving westward, a bloated, blood colored fruit marred by sunspots like black wormholes. How long till the end, he wondered. In his lifetime? It dropped behind that marred mount and left a thick violet twilight that deepened rapidly toward indigo. Fastenrath reached the river bank wondering if there would be any tomorrow.


  The ferryman was a surly, misshapen fellow, as much gorilla as man, who wore a cunning expression and more than once tried to sidle behind his fare. Fastenrath did not turn his back till he was safely across the river.


  Darkness came, indigo evening giving way to night with no noteworthy display. The first stars appeared. A belt of tiny asteroids stretched like falling blood droplets across the sky, hurrying to some rendezvous beyond the western horizon. Fastenrath began walking the last mile.


  Something passed overhead, high up, like a shadow against the blood drops. In shape it resembled a bat, yet was larger than any Fastenrath had ever seen. But this was a strange land with unfamiliar horrors, and its night beasts might be quite unusual. Nothing in this world was cause for surprise. It trailed a muted chuckle.


  The fallen gates and moldering walls of Warasdin loomed ahead. He trotted forward eager to be out of the night, yet moved with more than normal caution. Remembered rumors and travelers’ tales weighed upon his mind, sending chills along his spine.


  Yet nothing stirred behind the shattered gates, which sometime in the deep past had been opened by force and never repaired. The dark city streets were empty. Not even the usual rodents moved about. He did not like it. Normal city night-dangers being absent implied much greater perils. He thumped his purse, wondering. Should he deliver Valdur’s package? His thin fingers strayed upward to the hilt of the sword hung over his shoulder; to make certain that his coppery hair was firmly held by his headband, out of his eyes.


  Playing confident, as in Kristengrin, he strode into the city, followed streets between ranks of crumbling buildings, moving toward the shadowy black silhouette of the structure that fulfilled Valdur’s description of Ghul’s abode. But he could not muster the bravado to stray from the deeper shadows.


  Something was deadly wrong. The smells of death, decay, and evil surrounded him.


  But no dangers he found.


  Ghul’s door was ancient wood, rotted, worm-eaten. It looked past due collapse. All the grey city round was overripe. An ordinary brass knocker hung to one side. He used it.


  The door quickly opened as if—and surely he had—the little cripple there had been waiting. “Yes?”


  “Ghul?”


  “Indeed.”


  “I have a package from Valdur of . . .”


  “Yes, yes, I’ve been waiting. Do come in.” The dwarfed, misshapen man (his right arm and side were withered into near-immobility) stepped aside.


  Fastenrath paused, wondering if he dared enter.


  “Safety here,” said the dwarf, around a chuckle. “Warasdin is honorable about one thing: guest right. I owe you for the delivery. All my power will stand between you and disaster as long as you remain in my house. Outside, I promise nothing.”


  Fastenrath thought a moment. Yes, the fat little merchant he had met on the road yesterday, and with whom he had shared a fire last night, had spoken of Warasdin’s guest-right. And Valdur had said Ghul would keep his word. He stepped into a chamber where spiders had for generations made their homes undisturbed. Little Ghul himself looked like a creature that should properly be lurking in the corners of webs.


  The dwarf had red eyes and drooping, heavy mustachios—facial hair was rare these days—that looked like mandibles. “A moment,” said Ghul, and hustled off, opening the package from Kristengrin as he went. Somewhere, shortly, he began shouting and soon he was back, saying, “A meal is being set out. If you’ll follow me?”


  Fastenrath was led to a room where a table had been hastily set so fast that he wondered about Ghul’s unseen servants. Hearing strange, unpleasant noises, he decided to ask no questions.


  “Take a seat, take a seat,” said Ghul, offering a choice of two. “Here’s hot food, fresh from the kitchen, the finest in all Warasdin.”


  Warily, Fastenrath took a seat. The dwarf scrambled into the other, snatched a fork with his good hand, began. Around a mouthful he asked, “Well. Another of Valdur’s thieves, eh? The Devil’s Tooth again?”


  Fastenrath started slightly as he lifted his first forkful, but made no comment.


  “Yes, I see it, it’s the Devil’s Tooth again. They come and they come to steal it, to sate Valdur’s lust for life, and they never go home.” Was there a malicious glee behind the dwarf’s bland expression? Fastenrath could not be sure. Shadows had gathered like cobwebs about him, a cloak to hide expressions.


  “Yes, they come and they come, and they go up Arcelin to steal Valdur’s immortality, and we never see them again. And the Tooth remains in the Devil’s mouth. Warasdin has its reputation,” and here the dwarf paused, as if waiting for confirmation, “but they don’t come back from Arcelin to tell damning tales.” He stopped, though Fastenrath felt there was something more he had been about to say.


  Still the wanderer did not speak. He ate, watched Ghul through narrowed eyes, and waited.


  “The Devil’s Tooth. You know what it is?” Ghul waited for an answer, visibly irked by Fastenrath’s endless unresponsiveness. Finally, he went on, “It’s not just a jewel, it’s a cusp; not just a bauble in a stone idol but a channel and broadcast point for all the power of life that keeps the monks alive eons beyond their time. For as long as there has been a mountain called Arcelin they have been there, and they’ll remain till the death of the sun or the theft of the Tooth, a deed that has been tried hundreds of times since Valdur first began to covet immortality.” Ghul fell silent, stared into his empty mug, awaited comment.


  When it became apparent that again none was forthcoming, he continued, “The Tooth is Life. Valdur is ancient beyond your reckoning, but the monks are to him as a grandfather to a new-born babe. And even his extended span will soon end—unless he can seize some greater talisman than he owns. The Tooth . . .”


  Fastenrath questioned a lust for immortality in a world so dark and obviously doomed. He shook his head. There were too many questions. His curiosity threatened him with passage through the gates of hell. “It’s been a weary journey, and dangerous.”


  “Ah, to be sure,” said Ghul, sparklingly, as if glad of a change of subjects. “A safe, comfortable room should be ready by now. Follow me.”


  Fastenrath followed through dusty halls draped with tapestries bearing Ghul’s crest: a giant bloodhawk standing with feet on the backs of a pair of huge spiders. Moments later and a floor higher, he was standing inside the door of a bedroom—as grey and dusty and moldering as the rest of the house—waiting for Ghul’s chatter to end. Finally the dwarf tired of his unresponsive audience, said, “The guest-rule is inviolable,” and hurried away. Displeased by the grim little smile he had last seen, Fastenrath braced the door shut and checked the walls for hidden means of entry. He found nothing.


  After dousing the lamp, he lay on the bed for a long time, hands behind his longish head, staring out the room’s single small window. The blood-drop asteroids still chased one another across the night. They were quite like himself, he thought, always in pursuit but never quite overtaking their quarry.


  The question of aspiration had begun to bother him. Where was he going? What did he want? Why? His progression from bastard child to orphan to beggar and thief, to wanderer and adventurer, had seemed to suit him for many years, but now the life had begun to pale. His three years in service to Frey Levchescu of Gormflaith, when he had been taught so much—the reading, writing, and speaking of many languages, kindness, art appreciation, and the belief that every man should be an artist (the Frey had started him carving dolls of blocks of wood)—and had learned so little, had spoiled the joys of aimlessness for him. Perhaps it was Levchescu’s fault, perhaps his own. In any case, that period had been the only in his life when he had really belonged. And he had destroyed that. Perhaps his problem was guilt. Like a fanged and clawed animal brought from the wild as a kitten, there had come a day when he had turned on his benefactor, for the sake of possessing a true-steel sword and dagger pair with magical gold damascening. Whatever the cause, now his life was pale.


  The Frey had almost pressed him into a new mold.


  Now, always, his adventures began with questions. Damn Levchescu for starting that! He was no scholar, no wandering truth-seeker and do-gooder like the Frey. He was a wanderer, a sword-for-hire, a thief. He did not want to be a student, a slave of his own curiosity. He wanted to return to the life he had always lived.


  Yet here he was, in a black, lethal corner of the world, about to hazard a darkness and death, and all for a worthless bit of knowledge!


  Gradually, he grew angrier, both with himself and Frey Levchescu, until a single large tear slipped from the corner of one large violet eye and trailed hotly down over his angular cheekbone. Then he sealed out the vision of the perverse, hurtling blood drops in the sky, rolled onto his stomach, and forced himself into a troubled, shallow sleep.


  2


  While tightening the belt of his kilt and settling the sword more comfortably across his shoulder, he listened. The ancient house was silent. He listened again before opening the door, then, after a deep breath, slipped out.


  The halls were dark, lighted only by small lamps at great intervals which did little to conquer the shadows. They were navigating lights, no more. Fastenrath started off with his right hand held high, near his sword.


  No opposition did he meet, and all his caution seemed wasted. Through the house and downstairs he went, to the door he had entered by, and saw no one, heard nothing. Perhaps Ghul did not care if he left.


  Relieved, he lifted the bar from the door. A lean smile played across his thin lips. So much for the horrors of Warasdin.


  “Ghul!” the door screamed, from no mouth that Fastenrath could detect, “Ghul!” The cry echoed through the decayed halls, “Ghul-ghul-ghul-ghul.”


  Fastenrath broke the rigidness which had seized him when the door first screamed. He dashed out, picked the street that he thought led to the gate, and trotted off. A mile separated him from that safety.


  There were shouts in the house behind him, laughter, and Ghul’s voice raised in exultation. They had been waiting for him to leave. Fastenrath caught the words, “Blue hounds.” He lengthened his stride and silently, angrily cursed himself for being a fool. Would it all end this pointlessly?


  Elsewhere, at that moment, bells began ringing. He glanced back. High in the truncated tower of another mansion, men were a-scurry, gesturing toward him. Their cruel laughter came lightly on the breeze, maniacally gleeful.


  The Wild Hunt was on. All Warasdin had been waiting for him.


  Levchescu had brought him to this. What subtle revenge.


  Somewhere, something bayed long and dolefully, with a lust for blood, like the cry of a banshee. Those were the voices of the blue hounds, dogs bred for hunting men.


  He was on a long, straight avenue with a quarter mile to go when first he saw the hounds, as far behind as he had to go to reach freedom. And his human pursuers were behind the hounds, some afoot, some in sedan chairs. Two sedans vied for the lead, one of which had curtains emblazoned with the crest Fastenrath had seen on the hangings at Ghul’s home.


  The hounds were closing fast, though not running all out. They moved at a fast lope, certain of their prey. But Fastenrath, with huge chest and long legs, was a born runner. He suddenly stretched himself in a wind-sprint that took him along almost as fast as the hounds, fast enough to take him out the shattered gates a step ahead of snapping teeth. There, momentarily safe, he slowed to a brisk walk, panting, feeling he had somehow cheated fate.


  For the blue hounds had stopped, waiting for instructions from their slower masters. Then Fastenrath, too, stopped and spat in the direction of the tall, lean, whippetlike hunters. All travelers’ tales he had heard said that the hounds never left the city.


  But Ghul and his followers were close now, and presented another danger. Fastenrath gulped air and began to trot up Arcelin, toward the Monastery of the Moon. If the place was as terrible as Ghul had claimed, there would be no pursuit.


  After climbing a half mile of naked slope, Fastenrath paused at the edge of a thick stand of skull bells. Looking back, he saw men and hounds milling behind Warasdin’s gate. An argument seemed to be in progress, perhaps over whether or not he ought to be pursued, or, more probably, to whom the right of pursuit belonged. He shrugged, entered the deadly wood, carefully avoided a bone-strewn patch of sand which obviously harbored dragon’s teeth. A flock of small, stupid birds had visited the wood lately, to eat the fruit of the skull bells. Feathers and tiny bones littered the forest floor. Carrion-eating insects were thick, picking at the decaying flesh, and in their turn were being trapped and eaten by bat’s wings, a breed of pitcher plant which exuded a carrion smell. The plant had wings like a bat’s, night black, which closed over the mouth of the pitcher.


  A place of danger and death, that wood, but safe enough for a careful man. He need only beware the dragon’s teeth and have the good sense not to eat skull bell fruit.


  Fastenrath made it through easily and sat down on the bank of a shallow gully above. There he took out his true-steel knife and a block of wood, whittled while he studied the Monastery of the Moon still high above. A partially fallen wall lay scattered down a hundred yards of slope toward him. Something grey to white lay scattered among the stones. Behind the wall stood a half dozen buildings in poor repair. All but one were small grey stone things. The larger structure was time-worn gothic, all the frills scrubbed away by age. The gargoyles had become blind, featureless, lump-headed monsters, fading in their endless vigil. The monastery as a whole could have room for no more than two dozen monks. He whittled, and wondered how those monks supported themselves. He saw no fields, nor chattel, nor orchards, unless they were on the seaward side of Arcelin.


  He sat there for twenty minutes, the doll almost unconsciously taking shape in his hands as he tried to reason out how that innocuous-looking structure could contain all the horror Ghul had proposed the night before. Not that he disbelieved the dwarf. Masks of innocence often hid the faces of the world’s blackest terrors.


  Terror. Surely nothing else lay ahead. He began to question his presence on Arcelin, to question the driving curiosity that had taken him first to Valdur the Eye, then to Ghul, and now here. It was going to get him killed. Ghul had hinted darkly when speaking of the Monastery. If Warasdiners feared the place . . .


  There was a gruff bark, a shuffling, and a yelp of pain in the wood behind him. Someone growled a curse at the clumsiness of blue hounds.


  Fastenrath leapt to his feet, silently cursing himself for assuming the Warasdiners would not pursue him this far up the mountain. Now his decision was being forced upon him. He would have to go on. Down the bank of the gully he scrambled, and up the far side with a yelp and a bound high into the air that carried him to naked rock ten feet from his jumping point.


  There he paused to suck the poison from the puncture where the dragon’s teeth spike had pierced his left palm. Only his quick leap had saved his feet and, perhaps, his life. He looked at the flood of little brown spikes washing against the rock. He could jump over or pick a path through. He decided on the latter course, knowing that a second patch might be triggered if he leapt to the sand beyond the limits of the patch he knew.


  Carefully he moved, placing his orange boots between spikes until he reached the limits of the dragon’s teeth. Yes, another patch nestled against this.


  Behind him, in the wood, his pursuers drew noisily closer. He triggered the second patch with a stone. It was the last. Once through he could run.


  Halfway between the wood and tumbled stone monastery wall he paused. Sounds from the cathedral, the larger building, had reached him: a distant, deep, weird chanting. He listened, pulled his hair back out of his eyes, for the first time considered the white and grey detritus scattered among the rocks from the shattered wall.


  Bones! Thousands and tens of thousands of bones. Human, it seemed, all stripped of flesh, the larger ones cracked as if something had been after the marrow. The thousand broken skulls leered at him with empty eye-sockets, their broken jaws spoke—not with words for none were needed—of peril above.


  Fastenrath once more thought of abandoning his quest. For these were not just dead men decayed where they had fallen. These had been butchered and eaten and their bones tossed away when the flesh was gone.


  He glanced back. Nothing could be seen, but his enemies were making noise near the verge of the wood. There was no escape downward. They could intercept him in all directions. So up the mountain he continued, into the field of stones and bones, avoiding several patches of dragon’s teeth—he had never seen that deadly plant so ubiquitous—and, from the cover of a large block of stone, in the company of skulls, watched his pursuers come from the wood and cross the gully.


  Ghul had won some argument below. His was the only sedan chair coming up, carried by four armed men. Bowmen with arrows ready walked before and behind the chair, calling encouragement to the hounds. Only two of these were in evidence and they, after taking one look up the mountain, began to drop to the rear.


  The gaudy sedan chair came winding up among the patches of dragon’s teeth with all the stateliness of a coronation processional. Ghul’s ugly face peeped out once, grinning evilly. Fastenrath, on all fours, scurried toward the monastery wall. A shout informed him that he had been seen.


  Angrily, he asked himself why the dwarf was so persistent. Ah. Perhaps because of his eyes. It would not be the first time someone had coveted his strange violet eyes.


  He paused just inside the shattered wall and looked back. The chanting in the cathedral went on, chillingly, like an invocation of some unspeakable god. Ghul’s men were drawing close to the bone field now and the cripple leaned from behind his curtains to exhort them onward. The six refused to approach the monastery any closer. The two blue hounds had begun slinking down the mountain like whipped pups.


  Ghul’s porters dropped the sedan to earth and stepped back. Ghul held the curtains aside, shouted angered orders, but the six hunters cowed and did not obey. Fastenrath watched his enemy and carried on a silent argument with the guilt-ghost of the kind old man he had slain a year before. The chanting in the cathedral at his back went endlessly on, utterly depressing in its sameness.


  The curtains of Ghul’s sedan snapped shut and his shame-faced men stood in expectation. Nothing happened for a spell and Fastenrath nearly lost interest. Then a sudden agonized shriek rose from the sedan that snapped Fastenrath to attention. The curtains were being fluttered and buffeted as though the occupant were having some sort of a fit. Then, after another shriek, those curtains burst open and a huge red bloodhawk hurtled out, took flight, and climbed into the sky. It ascended staggeringly because one wing was deformed to a point where it was only barely of use. Fastenrath goggled.


  The six footmen did not seem startled by events. But one was forced to leap out of the path of the bird and, unable to watch where he was going, set foot in a patch of dragon’s teeth. And tripped. His still living body was pierced by hundreds of spikes, profusely providing scarlet sustenance for the subterranean plant.


  Fastenrath watched the hawk, noted that it always wheeled the same direction above, always favoring the bad wing.


  The tenor of the chant from the cathedral changed. It became excited and seemed to be approaching culmination. Fastenrath slipped off his rock, bounded down a safe path he had already selected, and concealed himself in a shadow lying thick between a wall and a fallen pillar. Squatting, sword across his lap, he watched the door of the cathedral.


  As were the five hunters. They stood with terror on their faces, as if petrified, staring up the mountain.


  One by one, the monks of the monastery came forth. Tall, taller even than Fastenrath-by-the-Sword, and so thin that their heavy brown robes seemed supported by stick frames, were they. They bent forward slightly as they walked so it seemed that their weight was supported by the long, thin, carven black staffs they bore in their left hands. Their progress was slow, as if hasty movement was dangerous.


  One of the men of Warasdin moaned, ran. A monk’s staff came up, pointed down the slope, and the man stopped moving. He fell. The others remained frozen by terror.


  There were seven of those iniquitous priests. They paused just where Fastenrath had entered the monastery, considering the Warasdiners. Staffs rose, men below fell. Eagerly, then, the priests hurried forward.


  And, suddenly, Fastenrath was painfully aware of whom it was that had gnawed and broken all those bones below the wall. Why did immortality always cost so horribly? It depended on cannibalism here; vampirism on the part of that dryad beyond the river Bryne. In other places, at other times, he had encountered other creatures equally depraved, all plunged into degradation and horror because of their lust to escape the claws of the great inescapable. Valdur the Eye, of Kristengrin, was trying to obtain the Devil’s Tooth with full awareness that it would lead him along the same dark path being followed by these seven brown-clad priests. Was death that terrible?


  The priests. They were now gathered like thin vultures among the Warasdiners, cackling shrilly to one another in an unknown tongue. What better time to enter the cathedral and snatch the Tooth from the Devil’s jaw? For he had decided that it would give him a strong bargaining position when he tried to get back out.


  Staying low, darting from cover to cover, with his true-steel sword in hand for the first time since starting this adventure, Fastenrath hurried toward the gothic arch of the cathedral door. Were there more priests inside? He hoped not.


  A shadow passed. He threw himself against a block of stone, looked up. The huge, deformed bloodhawk was diving, its wings folded, but not at him. Its talons hit the cowl of one of the priests, ripped the robe away, and sent the priest tumbling. A wailing stick figure that seemed hardly a man at all, naked, rose and staggered several steps, fell again, and moaned. Ray sunlight, even of this bloated, dying sun, was too much for him. The other priests forgot their prey, gathered round their brother, chattered shrilly while they shielded him with their shadows.


  And then the bloodhawk was coming down the sky again, wobbling in flight as staffs came up to point threateningly. As it neared the priests it seemed to decide that further attack was too dangerous. It broke its plunge and hurried off toward Warasdin. Fastenrath wasted no more time watching. He sprinted into the cathedral, looked for the idol. It was not easy to overlook.


  The huge black Buddha-fat, many-armed and ugly thing squatted in the shadows at the far end of the nave, the Tooth in its mouth burning a sullen red with a life of its own. It looked as though it had been freshly dipped in blood. In all the vastness of the place Fastenrath saw nothing else of note. Time had ruined everything not made of stone.


  He hurried toward the stone monster thinking surely it had been patterned after nothing that had ever lived. No one, nothing stood in his way. He reached it, climbed into its lap, cocked his arm back for a smashing blow with the pommel of his sword. The Tooth looked like it would pop right out.


  Shrill voices raised angrily, preceded by long shadows across the cathedral door. Murmuring a curse, Fastenrath leaped from the Devil’s lap and scrambled behind the idol. There he found a narrow crack opening on a hollow interior. He used it immediately. Only a man as thin as himself, or one of the priests, could have done so.


  He found himself inside a tiny chamber containing a desk and chair carved of the idol’s stone. There were eye-level peepholes for a seated man which looked out through the Devil’s mouth. The red light of the Tooth filtered through them. Here, he decided, priests of the past had given the Devil a voice, using the desk to support a heavy book from which they read responses to a litany. The desk held such a book now, an ancient, dust-encrusted thing.


  Through the peepholes Fastenrath watched the seven thin priests make their entry, two carrying the one who had fallen, the other four carrying two of the stricken Warasdiners. They came down the nave, laid their fallen comrade and victims before the idol, began chanting pleadingly. Idly, Fastenrath wondered if they remembered the importance of the Tooth, or if they thought its power was that of the god the idol represented. He turned away when sacrificial knives came out to carve up a gory offering. Blood they caught in cups and splashed on the Tooth. Fastenrath could have sworn that it hummed softly after the soaking.


  He shifted his attention to the book, which he opened as delicately as possible. But it was not the fragile thing he had expected. Its contents were engraved on incredibly thin sheets of an unfamiliar silvery metal and the crumbling expected was limited to the binding, which appeared to have been changed many times. The writing within, on wide pages, existed in three narrow columns per page, Fastenrath had little difficulty reading what appeared to be the most recent version, which was in Old High Lothman, still used as a liturgical tongue though it was tens of thousands of years old.


  It was a holy book of a not unusual sort, a copy of a copy of a copy that began with the beginning and recounted the events of millennia on every page. But the viewpoint was unfamiliar, as was much of the earliest mythology. Fastenrath oh’d and ah’d silently, and soon lost himself in chronicles of times and nations ancient beyond anything he had ever before encountered. He nearly forgot the chanting priests, almost gave himself away when he happened on the long-sought answer to his question concerning “Moon.” Only years of self-discipline damped an explosion of joy.


  Moon, he discovered, was no far and forgotten country, but a celestial orb like the sun; one which millennia past had come too near the earth and had been torn apart by tidal forces in its crust. The earth, too, had suffered terribly. The manuscript mentioned upheavals Fastenrath was sure had to be grossly exaggerated: nations and continents had been utterly destroyed, mountain ranges had risen and fallen, whole new lands had emerged from beneath the sea. Very few men had survived.


  All this was covered on a single page, then abandoned as the forgotten historian went on to describe other disasters attributable to his dark god.


  Fastenrath became aware that shadows were gathering thickly in the nave, as if it were growing late, and that the six hale priests had departed with the meatier portions of their sacrifices. The seventh priest still lay before the idol, motionless, apparently dead. Time to move.


  But first there was a question he must answer to his own satisfaction. Did he owe Valdur of Kristengrin a service for this serendipitous answer to his question about Moon? Had the man foreseen this? Perhaps. Rumor had it that Valdur the Eye saw everything, even, at times, the future.


  A little squeaking mouse of suspicion scampered through the back hallways of his mind, a suspicion that had first arisen while he had been listening to Ghul’s monologue the night before. Was Valdur already an immortal of sorts, buying exposure to the power of the Devil’s Tooth by sending victims to the seven dark priests? Ghul, it seemed, had suggested the possibility.


  He would steal the Devil’s Tooth. It should be raped away from the human monsters who dwelt here. The question was, could he, or should he, keep it from Valdur the Eye? He was morally certain that he should not be responsible for removing the horror of Arcelin to Kristengrin.


  No. He decided. No Tooth for Valdur.


  He must move out. The priests might be back soon, and the longer he lingered the more he risked discovery. After binding the old holy book across his back so he could carry it and still have free hands—it would be of tremendous value in certain markets—he left the idol’s interior, slipped around its flank, stepped over the stricken priest, climbed over the pile of gore and human parts which had been placed in the god’s lap, clung to the idol’s lower lip with one hand while he drew his sword with the other. He dealt the glowing ruby a blow with the pommel.


  It barely wiggled. He struck again, again, seven times in all before the thing broke loose, fell, and came to rest on the idol’s tongue.


  Then came a shriek of horror as he was about to sheath his blade. He whirled, found the injured priest risen from the altar, his skull-face a sallow mask of fear, his hands reaching like a pair of giant spiders. Fastenrath seized the Tooth from the idol’s tongue as cold, claw-like hands closed on his throat. The sword was too long to operate at close quarters, so he dropped it purposely as he fell into the gore, the priest atop him. His wind was going fast as he struggled with the amazingly strong skeletal figure whose fingers crimped his wind-pipes. Using the Tooth as a dagger, he stabbed and stabbed and stabbed. The world began to grow black. Unconsciousness was closing in.


  The Tooth hummed in his hand as he struck with it, pulling as if desirous of more blood. The priest’s shrieks took on a new and even more desperate note, slowly dying away, and Fastenrath was certain there would be more than one corpse left in the idol’s lap.


  Something had begun to happen to him just as he was on the verge of blacking out. New strength was flowing up his arm. He suddenly felt able to fight thousands. He clawed the priest’s hand free of his throat with one hand while continuing to stab with the Tooth. At long last his attacker suffered a series of spasms, relaxed. Fastenrath’s stomach churned sickly. For a certainty he knew that the Tooth had raped the man’s strength and soul and transferred his vital forces to himself. He felt ages younger. Was this the path to immortality, the will-o’-the-wisp so many pursued?


  Sounds of excitement and anger reached his ears. The other priests, aroused by the uproar, were returning to the cathedral. He had to run. Could he avoid the power of their staffs and the horror of death on their altar?


  He grabbed his sword, sheathed it, thrust the Tooth into his purse, and sprinted down the nave and out the cathedral door. Shouts followed. The other priests had seen him.


  He immediately went down on his hands and knees, scrambling along trying to keep fallen blocks between them and himself. The tenor of their outcry changed, from outrage to terror. They had sensed the theft of the Tooth. He was raping away their immortality. And their shouts were drawing closer, though they still could not see him where he crept. Fear, not a familiar passion, made him quiver and sweat. Soon they would cut off his retreat.


  A shadow passed near him and Fastenrath looked up, seeing something slanting down the purple sky of twilight. It struck the nearest priest, soared up, circled for altitude; circled left because one wing did not function well. The sudden reappearance of the bloodhawk Ghul caused massive confusion among the already upset priests.


  No less confused, but grateful for the diversion, Fastenrath scrambled out of the monastery into the boneyard before the fallen wall.


  Down came the bloodhawk again, shrieking, but this time it did not make a direct attack. Instead, it dropped something round and the size of a clenched fist. Fastenrath watched it tumble down, heard it hit stone with a tinkle of breakage, saw sudden clouds of gas flare up, saw the priests begin staggering and coughing in the vapor. The bloodhawk squealed triumphantly. Fastenrath resumed running, keeping low, one eye always on the sky.


  What cunning plan, he wondered, had Ghul put into motion? He certainly had one or he would not have returned with the globe of gas. And unquestionably there was some selfish reason for Ghul coming to the aid of the violet-eyed adventurer and seeker.


  Then he knew. Below the bonefield, shadowed in the twilight, were many armed men and sedan chairs; likely all the lords of Warasdin and their retainers. So. An alliance of thieves come up after the immortality in his purse.


  Out of the pan, into the fire. How had he ever come to this pass? That Frey Levchescu . . .


  Ghul wheeled above him, shrieking triumphantly. How long before the bloodhawk came down to pinpoint his position for the lords on the ground?


  The twilight thickened. Fastenrath, clinging to the deepest shadows, moved to his left in an effort to slip around the Warasdiners’ right flank, anchored where the skull bell wood came nearest the monastery. But the bloodhawk spotted him, circled overhead, shrieked. Below, men moved to prevent his escape. When he turned to go in the other direction the bloodhawk shrieked again and again men moved to intercept. And, emboldened by Ghul’s victory over the monks, the men on the ground began moving uphill through the bone field, the ends of their line swinging to encircle. Fastenrath considered retreating into the monastery and trying to escape down the seaward side of the mountain, but he soon saw that Ghul’s attack on the monks had served a double purpose. The gas that had defeated the priests also made withdrawal impossible for him. So this was the end to which his unconquerable curiosity had brought him. Wishing he had a bow, he drew his sword. Perhaps if he charged suddenly they would be surprised enough to kill him quickly, rather than at leisure later in Warasdin.


  Another something appeared in the gathering night of the sky, coming from the seaward side of Arcelin. It appeared to be the same creature he had seen after crossing the River Bryne the previous evening; the laughing bat-thing. With a much clearer view this time, he saw its great black wings and polished-ebony body. Valdur, surely, here to reap his profit.


  As the bat-thing wheeled past the bloodhawk, circling right in counter to the instability imposed by the crippled wing, Fastenrath stared and wondered. The bat flickered back and forth as agilely as its smaller relatives, sailed along the line of armed men approaching. There were cries of fear. Someone shouted something about vampires. The line broke. Men ran down the slopes so carelessly that they did not beware of dragon’s teeth. There were shrieks of agony as the dark traps sprung. The outcry shattered the nerves of those who had not as yet broken. Before long the slope below Fastenrath was naked of all human life.


  Above, the bloodhawk screamed angrily and clumsily flapped after the laughing bat-thing. It seemed unafraid. The bat scrambled for altitude, the bloodhawk struggling upward close behind. The darkness of falling night was by then almost complete. Under its cover Fastenrath moved down Arcelin as fast as he dared, more cautiously than the Warasdiners, but fast. His immediate goal was the skull bell wood. There the victor of the aerial battle would have great difficulty reaching him.


  He attained the wood without difficulty or mishap, as often as not avoiding the dragon’s teeth by circling the dead men who marked the patches. The traps were otherwise hard to see by the wan blood-light of the Moon-droplets racing above. He wished the great reflecting body of Moon was still extant, in all the glory described in the book tied to his back.


  The battle above, it became obvious, would come to no fast conclusion, for both were-creatures continued shrieking endless challenges above the night. Fastenrath could occasionally spot one or the other as its vast wings obscured a star or hurtling fragment of Moon.


  A thought came to him. He took the Devil’s Tooth from his pouch. Yes, it cast sufficient light for his needs. Moving ahead with great care, he made his way through the thousand snares of the wood, taking a good two hours reaching its lower verge.
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  Fastenrath crouched in a cluster of sawgrass, least of the dangers of Arcelin, and studied the gates of Warasdin. Excited and fearful men, restraining a pack of blue hounds, waited there with torches, crowding close together as if to reassure one another against the night. Their talk was low, frightened, reached Fastenrath only as a constant low grumble. He could imagine what they were discussing: the chances of being killed by one snare or another as weighed against the certainty of immortality if only they were able to capture the Devil’s Tooth.


  Renewed shrieks broke out above. Dimly, Fastenrath saw a bat shape hurtle overhead pursued by a limping bloodhawk. So that battle endured still. No wonder the Warasdiners yet waited within their gates. They would not venture out till Ghul had a certain victory.


  Fastenrath considered. His hopes of survival lay in getting out of the area quickly, and in not leaving a trail indicating whence he had gone. Yet he was a remarkable man physically and would be remembered wherever he passed. Bad. And he needed to be rid of the Devil’s Tooth soon, before it got a firm hold on him. (The thought of giving up the immortality it promised already hurt a little, yet he knew that there would always be those, like the thousands whose bones littered the slopes of Arcelin, who would hunt him as long as he possessed the Tooth.) It had to be put away somewhere where it would be unattainable. Such a place had come to him as he passed through the skull bells, though he was more hesitant to risk its dangers than he had been to face those of the Monastery of the Moon.


  But first he must escape the environs of Warasdin, had to reach and cross the River Bryne, which meant crossing miles of open fields without light. To use the glow of the Tooth would mean revealing himself to both those who waited at Warasdin’s gates and the embattled creatures in the sky. By daylight he could make the crossing in half an hour. By night it was possible he wouldn’t make it at all.


  He dropped to his hands and knees and began creeping along, using his long true-steel blade to probe for danger. In the back of his mind lurked the names of all the strangely adapted night-creatures that might waylay him. In this age no sane man risked the night alone. But, hopefully, all the uproar of the evening would have frightened the night-haunters away. The dangers he met were those of the earth, primarily the ubiquitous dragon’s teeth. Many times his probing blade rang softly to the strike of upthrusting spikes.


  Near dawn, and with a half mile still separating him from the ferry, Fastenrath paused. There had been silence above and behind him for a long time now, as if the battle in the air had stopped. Yet he had heard no cry of victory nor any scream of defeat. It occurred to him that, perhaps because they had been unable to fight to any conclusion, Ghul and Valdur could have come to some accommodation. A frightening possibility. Perhaps they now lurked above on silent wings, stalking. Involuntarily he glanced at the sky. There was nothing to see.
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