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- ality that can only come from Texas, The author of Armor,

. he-is currently ‘working on a book for New American
L‘bmry' . T . Lo i .

Cn had called to mé through my dreams nine m'-ghts" in

© . arow.

~ Iknew what'it meant..
I 'was going back, e

.o -1
- Some time back something happened td my best buddy,
.Lann Weaver, and me. It was the worst thing that
could happen 1o two young bucks with more muscles
than sense—we had our wishés granted. . - ‘
Den't talk to me about dimensions and different
s of 1 and magic and all the rest of it, okay?
don’t know fiow it worked but somehow he and I
were transported to a different . . Place. ‘A Place

described in great detail in the Horseclans novels, our - |

- all-time favorite adventure stories. ; -
We were young, understand, like I said. Young and

' romantic and stupid and convinced that the world— - -

this entire rich and varied Earth-—was boring. (1 know,

. L know. I said we were young.} And we used to
- fantasize about living the lgorse%li)ms life, abou¢ how

much more fun it would be to be swaggering around

with our swar'ds, etc., etc., and then . . .

didn’t even understand how T'd

. place, so much more. " :

- hated it ‘and had feare also, G
~. loved it. Not all of it. Not even most of it. But enough .
‘of it ta tell you a lot about me. - o

M
T . .
i

You know, freedom. _ )
We told some pcoéjle there about our world and
they were amazed an
better and they were more amazed and said we were
crazy and they. were right. Soon, once the fighting
started, we agreed with them. ' :

‘We were awfully glad to be back. Further, we had
no desire to return. None. Zero. Only ... . maybe I'd .
better start with the nightmares, I had a lot of 'em
- about that Place.: But*not about what had already

happened. Mine were about being back there, being
dragged back to the mud and misery. -
ere was absolutely. no reason for these fears. I
. _ ! tten there in the
first place, so why should I think I'd be forced to
return? And Lanny didn’t have those nightmares, 1

“ knew, ‘because in a drunken moment I'd confessed
“them to him -and he’d told me so. For a time Idid -
* manage to convince miself' that only I was having the

the

dreams becguse I had. ated the place, had feare

Wron - '

"L did hate it and I did fear being dravm back there.

to the stumbling peasants and poleaxe justice and cha-
otic swordplay. It was awful so often and mindless so

much’ note, a terrible dptace, and as much as I had
it I had aiso, God help me,

P’ big for six feet and 210 pounds and I’m fast and

strong-as a bull and I can-use a sword like you can a
..tennis racket and I have no excusefor deciding to
-learn so:senselessly hostile a skill. But I did.

So maybe that’s why I feared going back. For loving
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-~ Then'we were thére and it was just as we had read it
{% was only more so. More beautiful, brighter,. more
¥ hypnotic. And more bloodstained and more brutal and
% more piteously savage than any modern war. And if
.4 you wonder how I can say that, think of this: A war, -
&+ even a modern mechanized genocide, ends eventually. .
% In that Place, violence was not due primarily to war,
’F but to life-style. Wanton, slogging anarchy. ,

we told them we liked it there
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N John Steakley

just-enough of it—for being the kind of man. who

could love it at all—that maybe, just maybe, I de-
served no better.

So wheni Cri cailed out to me in my drea'ms, I knew

what was comnin

Cri (from @ family name) Palina was the biggest

beauty I had ever seen. Long blond hair, glowin.
eyes, lustrous features of near-perfect skin, all packg&
into five feet five inches high and 250 rﬁounds wide. .
Fat, you say. Well, yes and no. 1 10ught she was
overweight-—I like 'em skinny. But she didn't. She

knew just what she was doing. She liked her weight,

liked the look and the feel of it, and she was by no
means alone.' How that gal could attract men! Her
face and hair were wonderful, of course, but I think it

was the way she moved and swirled or maybe it was.

just the way she had of caressing herself into an easy
chair and smiling like the Cheshire Cat. }t made a man

think of those chubby naked cherubs from ancient wall . |

murals advertising the Eternal Orgy in Paradise. Thers
is sgmetlﬁng'fundgamenta!ly_camal in the look of those
women. Carnal and, somehow, pure.

Cri had that look. And, there

about our experiences. About the Place. About Smada.

Trebor Smada was the main focus of our adventure,

He conned us; stole from us (both money and women), |

outfought us, outthought us, and outdrank. us and I
never

loved, too, and Cri seemed fascinated by our descrip-

- tion of him, asking me over and over to try to recall,

the smallest detail of his app _ .
weren’t many small detail mada was, a bigger-than-
life tylpe\ in most ways. But Cri seemed satisfied with
what little I had to offer, And she certainly made the

eafrance. Actually there

most of it, She was an artist in charcoals and one day I -

jumped about three feet when I saw a dead-on portrait.
of Smada in her studio,. - ' '

At the time, of course, I just tho_ught_ I’d _déécri_bcd_ _-

“him so well. Live and learn.

Cri called only my name in.the dreams. But I knéw. '

more was being said. You see, I owed her one, .

fore, her pick of. men. -

ated anc?l_bod'y- so much in my life, Or,.I guess, .

| . - -
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Three years back, even before my trip to that Place.
' A hotel suite in Miami. We were down there for a
i " science fiction convention. We had heard the guy who
- wrote the Horseclans was going to be there and maybe
B he was but we never got a chance to see him. Angway,
Eg it was Thursday and the show didn’t start until riday
b4 and Cri had conned her current lover (some writer
¢ whose name I.can’t recall) into letting us use his suite
%- for a little seven-card stud. B{ five in the morning,
3 only six of us were left. Myself, Cri, two guys down
- for the convention to sell old collectors’ comic books, -
and two Cubans who had just sort of wandered in at
‘midnight and joined the game. We hadn’t much minded.

pair, believe me.. _
They got scarier-looking in'a hurry when I won the
last _qudg' biggest pot. of .the night.  They exchanged
- glances, visibly deciding whether or not to let it go or
just start the rumble right then. Looking at them I had
the strong feelig that armed robbery was more than .
i thetical concept to them.

along with everyone else but Cri {who was staying
there, of course) and ‘me. I sat happily dragging: the
‘winnings against my chest and I noticed Cri was star».
ing oddly at.mé.° Or rather, at iy cerds. I smiled
proudly, I had won with a small diamond flush: the
nine, the six, the three, and the two fives.. . '

noticed it before, and neither, thank God, had anyone
else. = o
But Cri had been hip to them ali. along.

“Why didn’t you sing out?” I asked.’

¥ carving youup.” .
{ “Hehadaknife?” ., -
“Matter of opinion. Something big enough to_pad:

] ered a knife, i Suppose._'f . .
- I gulped. “Where was it?” o

They had been losing‘st_eadily. But they were a scary .

en'they relaxed, sighed, said adios, and split -

Huh? Two'fives? But there they were. I hadn't .

.. “Several ‘réasons, my lad. I'm too tired to care, I -
knogv you're not a thigf—'—‘and I didn’t want that Cuban B

| dle all the way here from Havana can still be consid- -
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66 John Swakley

holster.”
pot? : : .
“I didn’t win it.” S o
“Neither did I, apparently.” . . - .- i
“Hm. Good point. I'll take . . . that hundred.” And

the V of her blouse and scooted me out of thera. .

“Thanks again,” I said as she closed the door, “T .

owe you one,” -

- It was just one of those things yon say. ,But bythe

morning 1t was true. - . :

. The Cubang came right through the door twenty
minutes later carrying shotguns-and had her down on
the floor before she coi cf

_disal:g)ointed to find only the hundred in her blouse
.and ' m nu

bloody and semicoriscious. ‘They hadn’t spatted the
extra five of diamonds. They weren’t there to avenge
. an injustice. They just wanted thejr money back, and,
b,ei:lg the kind of scum they were, they'd decided fo
stealit. - . ‘
. For the same reason, no. doubt, they took turns

- 1aping her until seven a.m.; when they heard the writ- - -

er’s wake-up call from the bedroom and ran off. R
'~ She was in the hospital three weeks, But when first

aroused inintensive care, her only concern was for .

- ‘me. Seems she couldn’t remember if she’d told them
about'me or pot, - - ‘ o

one, S C LT
‘Which only. means shé had a right to call for my
help. It-doesn’t mean I didn’t stil] hate her for doing’
-it. 1 did haté her for it; - R
Because I could tell she was calling to me not from
g;is world, but from that other one. Cri was in that.

“Inside yburls(allndal_-d,- 5‘!-'0.1'Ydayf:,-f00t'-l'o‘ng' shoulder B2
I gulped again. “Thanks, luv. Want some of the

scream. They were. very,

emanded to know my name and room number.
She knew both but wouldn’t tell so they beat her -

She hadn’t. Quite a broad. I definitely owed her

ST W |
* The ninth dream in as many nights ended ‘at three

¥ momerit, then swung my feet over the bed and tirmed
¢ - on-the light. I lit a tigarette. My house felt even

¢ silent and thoughtful. T was used to the place being
- empty; I’d been losing what little family I had for
¢ three years, My mother was fong gone since I .was
£ small, but mgv father and two of my stepsisters (I was
. adopted) had all died: within fourteen months of one
- another. The third had moved to New England, of ai
laces, with a new husband; he hated my guts and I
is. The-grandparéents were gone even beforo my mom

S Sy eyt v

three to six for mail fraud. -

N Lot e
it

¥ mark -m% life and no .rea
¥ - quite a bi _
‘bookstores in: the city (science fiction, of course), but

[ So'what did I do? I worked out with my swords in
5= the woods every day unti] my lungs and muscles were
. Taw, carving up on trees and sometimes myself, And I

i television and sometimes T took- a bath and changed

7 into town for more cigarettes and two or three times a
¥ week I drank myself blind and woke up somewhere on
¢ the property. . o A

" Everyone should have a routine, _ .
5 Several times a year I would make plans to attend
- another science fiction convention or SCA (Society for
3 Creative Anachronisms) event but ‘at the last minute

. ' I'd get drunk instead, | still loved the things. But those

- after you've been to the blood and back.
- I was Semi-engaged for a while but she left me. She

| . THESWORDSMANS PLACE =~ - @

2 -a.m. and I woke up. I stared at the shadowy celling a -

she scooped it ap off the pile and out of sight deme K ¥ - lonelier than usual, Even the surrounding woods were

and- that left only a black sheep Uncle Luke doing
So, alone. No real family and so 1o real holidays o
: { job, either. P'd inherited’ -
t. 1 had: quickiy sold off. I still kept three-

I the coltege kids who an them could catch thoee e o
£ comic-book shoplifters without my help. :

maintained my swords: Every day. Sometimes I watched

’:. -clothes and somietimes | rerezd favorite books or went

plastic-thonged kids in costume swords are saddening _ _

--took the microwave oven, both dogs, and my- pool.
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| man to Long Beach, Cali_for':iia. I thoughf. it was an -

interesting choice.

‘Lanny Weaver and I had drifted apart since the |
" Place. My bizarre life-style, or lack of it, depressed . 1

him, I sup _
consider telling him what I knew in my heart was about
to: happen. The last time Lanny had gone there, lie
‘had “died.” No point in bringin(% ‘hih along again even
it I had wanted to risk him, and I didn’t..
This was my punishment, No'one else’s.
I wrote him a note, thou
and propped it on the bro
_him that much to keelE him from wondering. :

By then it “felt” like time to go.. I can’t explain it

‘any better than that. I could just feel the transition

coming on to my soul, surrounding and.enyelopinEam

sense of myself as part of the space around me. O y%'

Well, it’ll have to do.. o S

I smoked another ci% rette through and drank.'a
scotch and water. Then I

the tub. I sat and drank for several minutes. I was

trying to come up with a new way to think. . .~

" Because this was going to-happen. Now. That night,

.1 was going to be there soon. In that Place. And I had

to find & way to keep from .. . . from what? Panic?-

. Yeah. Panic the moment my foot touched on those
" dusty roads. Complete utter panic. Damn. I could see
myself throwing my weapons down and running in
' circles pleading to the heavens to send me back home

to .. . to what? To passing out three times.a week?
“To whem? Nobody? = .~~~ "~ .~

*.To hell- with it, I thought s'uddenl’f'and \Wlth that

"+ thought the hairs on the back of my arms stood up. To.

" hell with it. If I was going to die anyway, why not die
- fighting? Why not go out with a little touch of Style?
1 could feel my wide

bit. But Style was pulling me the restof the way..

I rose from the tub, carrying drink and cigarette and
grin, and went into
- have at it.

" did’t blame him, Neither.did I - {§

, and addressed it t0 him
hearth downstairs. I owed

drank another one sitting in = |}

_ ) in forming and I Knew it = i
would have been'a scary sight to anyone who had'seen. ., [
*jt. T didn’t care. The scotch was helping this bravado a'

the cther soom to get-ready to - f¢
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. Ten minutes later 1 was a lethal weapon. Boots,
leggings, all my soft armor, the broadsword, the small
3 hﬁg:gt'ilree daggers—most everything I had that hurt
_ g “legal,” that is. For I knew once 1
{¥ went over my zippers would change to butions (as.
£ before) and anything else I carried which didn’t “fit” .
wouldn’t come across with me at all. I carried a leather
pouch with goodies in it, metal coins and the like.
f& At the last moment I got Wishful-Thinking Disease
%  and shoved a pack of ci in. _
&  Then it was time, I stood in front of a full-len
¥ mirror wearing my new short life and stared myself as
i% hard as I knew Fcouldbe, ~*~ = "
i “C’mon,” I growled sourly, “let’s get this done.” -
% There wds a flash of sound-light and then' subzero
i ice-cold darkness. I felt myself falling. . . . SRR

| '| 3 .
1 woke up,'! sure enough, on another dusty road. The
trees on.each side of the road zpread a rich canopy

EY . above me, all but eclipsing the deep.blue sky. There

i3 . was'a slow-moving river off to my right, broad and
f deep, a thick woods to my left, broader and deeper,

: au:li,J tight in front of me, a saber-toothed tiger eyeing

mecalmly,. - - . - = T

At first I thought'it was a dream. The sky too blue,

k& the woods too green—that sort of thin,

$% - was no dream. Or rather, Smelled it. Trust me, a-cat

2 that size has a whiff to it. By “that size” I mean . ..

% well, imagine the biggest fastest motorcycle you've

ever seen with teeth the size of the handgrips running

5 aroundloose looking for fuel. . .~ .

£, “Are you the One?” it asked me without speaking,

reminding me where I was, the Place, the Horseclans

Place, and reminding me also that this was no saber-

v toothed tiger: It was smart. It was a telepath. :

i It was a prairiecat,. " - -

! “Are you the One?” it beamed to me again.

~ “The .wa{ l;::ly Tuck’s been running—probably,” 1

replied out loud. -~ L

. Then Isawit .
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Still, T wasn’t used to this sort of sustained tramping
and asked the cat if I could rest. “Of course, little

® . JohnSeakley - .

"It turned its head this way and that like-a housecat,
It beamed . confusion. But-not, . thankfuily; anger: or
irritation.” It seemed to be intrigued,.though. He did, I -
‘'should say. For it was.clearly a.male;” - R

. *“Come with- me,” he beamed. “I am your. Guide -
and your Shelter,” C e .

- “My Shelter?” : L
“Your thoughts cannat be stolen within my closeness.”-
“T see. Who would wish to steal them?” .
“Enemies,” S S
“That’s a lot of heip.” . . . .
“You are welcome,” he replied. . .. . .
. 1 laughed shortly. Prairiecats weren’t. hip to sar-
“casm, it seemed. - S

“You are pleased?” he asked, noticing my laughter,

“That depends. Where are you taking me?” = .

“Lord Smada.” o -

Now, that figured. Who else would be in on this but. - |8
the old con man himself? | thought of objecting but - [
what was the point? .- - - : B
..+ - I'sighed, nodded, stood up: Wé started off down the
road. We walked for a pleasant hour, the leafy ceiling
-rolling slowly above us, the great animal padding softly
in front. This'Place, whatever else it was,. was indeed
beantiful. And rich and full and ‘wondrous. Jt was
impossible, walking beneath such majesty, taking in’
that healthy soft air, not to feel more alive, . . ..

Even if you had been brought here to kill.- . .

To hell with it! T thought again, even more strongly
than before. Whatever happens, happens. There was a .
touch of righteéous anger involved as well. For I hadn't -

done anything wrong! I had never really hurt anyone
except when 1 had been. in this Place, and:it was

two-,lefé” he beamed, and we sat, -
Maybe

thinking, until I felt the cat’s disdain come over with
‘his thoughts, . « - S B
-Sitting there 1 decided to- take inventory. As. ex-
pected, every single aspect of my possessions that did

‘tons, plastic shoelace eyes replaced by wooden ones,
that sort of thing. There were odd runes and mysteri-
‘ous hieroglﬁhics? instead of American dpreeidents- on
my coins:. My Premium' California Red Table . Wine
had been changed to some rgs like the stuff my aunt
;used-to keep in:an uncovered carafe-in her formal
living room for years at a time. My army-pavy store
magnesium- match was now a couple of hunks of flint.

my toilet paper was gone. - "
* Incredibly enough, my cigarettes were not. They
looked different and tasted awful but there théy were,

“L&M" on the front. . .. L
Weird. But then again, nice to know Someone had a
sense of itony in this Place. - -~ .- S

-~ ‘'several ‘miles, stopping twice more. ‘And everythin
‘'was amazingly vibrant and alive and breathtaking an
I remembered something Lanny had said when last-we
were here.” He'd 'said he thought it wasn’t really the
Horseclans wotld. It was too perfect. Too much a

of our birth. It was somethinfg“lin between.
" It-was soinething raw and full of purpose.

“damned unfair to bring me back to do-it some more. : * - It-was'getting almost too dark to see when we t-
Just' because ‘I enjoyed doing it ‘was no -reason to i ted:the campfire. The cat stopped on a knoll and sat
makeme doit.” | - S AT 4. down; its huge tail curling behind it. BT
We turned away from the river road after a while ¥ . “Smada?” I whispered.: - . .- R
and started crass-country. It wasn't.much harder going. - s “No,” he beamed back. ‘“Your comrades-in-arms.” -
The few really thick sections of undergrowth. were . 772 T
. easily avoided and the grass was luxurious and deep. It RV ' '

made. you wonder. why

anyone would want to use the
roads at all if he wasn

t with a caravan or something,

he did have a sense of humor after all, I was

not fit this Place had been altered. Zippers to but-

1t_down: to. the ‘coarse’ parchment- package with,

-+ We began again.a few minutes iater. We walked .

‘movie. It wasn’t the world of those books or the-world ...

T T
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They didn’t want me. .-,
. They sat or lay sullenly
by the cracked and broken masonty of what used to be
‘Some sort of building and stared hard-eyed in my
direction.. No one ‘stood up to greet me. the’ cat
told them my name, No one spoke to me or to anyone
else. A couple of them exchanged dis d looks.
There were eight of them, ranging in age from late
- . - teens to one old.salt who was sixty if he was a-day with
. the thickest gray hair and beard I had ever seen. He
would have looked like a hippie had it not been for all
those . jagged scars. on his face and the huge broad-
sword lymn
the most p easant of the lot. Well, not his face, But his
eyes. Clearly, he was not automatically ready to hate

me as the others seemed:to be. . .

nod. The cat then made an interesting little statement.
?:wtl:ack}tag g;ay ‘t;z! the edges of the firelight and: lay
with. his muzzle proppe - on- hi
Watching. - L p L :d eon lus forgpfws.
_ Itlooked like audition time... .~ . -
- ».And you know what? That pissed me off. I hadn’t
_asket’i to be here. I-hadn’t asked to be the One. 1
hadn’t- asked to be stuck. out here in the darkness of
Never-Never Land with a bunch of. y-as8 swords-
men too stupid to know what antiperspirant was, much
less know how very badly they needed it. A, little
(dentistry wouldn’t have hurt either. Make that a lot of
deimstry.d Voudlv as 1 e
snorted- as loudly as I could, stepped over to the
fire, and lit one of my prehistoric cigt?eites» off one of

~ irreverent manner I could m
~ To hell with it! Remember? - . ..
5 It' -El‘own’tnthmk they’d ever seen a cigarette before.
ut “Well, screw “too, » -
 Wherey oW Y05 o0, by s overy-
Their reply came right away. Gruffle was the guy’s

und the fire surrounded

beside him.. Oddly enough, his face was &

‘But neither had I sold him. He did not mtumI my’

. the embers. Then I plopped loudly down on a stone .
- and blew a smoke: ring in the most impudent and = %

name. Long tangled black hair, a tall wiry build, a
short wide sword, and a barroom-bully sneer.. Did. [
mention dentistry?’ . - : K

+ He-stood up with gn exaggerated groan and raised
himself to his-full height, which. was maybe two or
three inches beyond my own. He put his hands on his

have me see how unimpressed he was. Then he re-
. garded his fellows, . : T

- “For one full day and part of night we have
- waited for such: as this? We were told to await a
leader—I see none. We were. told to await a man

see no-man.” . _ e
- And with that he took a couple of dramatic steps
around the fire and stood.staring down at me: .
- I had to admit it—there was a certain perfection to
this crap. Not enough .that I'm brought here against
my will, Not enough that I'm obvio
little fighting with these dudes. But no, first I've got to
- run for office. Well, P've always hated politics, . .
I stood up slowly, stemed_lap to; him, smiled,_an

Xkicked him-in the balls. He folded up nicely.. .
- “You say you saw not a leader, a man of wisdom or.
" power . . . you saw not a man at all. Clearly, you are a
~.man of truth.” 1 leaned down and stared into his
_ groaning red face. “For neither did you see my boot.”
- . There was a pause, then a titter from the far side of
Lix  the campfiré. Then another and another and soon all

(&  of them, led by the old one, were laughing up--
+ roariously. They were Sﬂ%a ughing when. mg

I: nally ‘managed «to unwrap himself and climb to. his
3 - knees. I pointed him toward the spot he was in before.

remained standin.

£
‘i - merit. T do not know how I have come to this Place. I
ﬂﬁf do not know why: T do not know what is desired of
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hips and stared at me for a bit in a'way calculated to -
of power—I-see. none. I see no power. And tm_ly, I .

y meanttodoa

. He clambered over and sat down, rubbing himself. I

“To be sure,” ?be 'ari, “his wo'n:-ls'_are' not without

me. I do know this, however.”- And with that I strode -

1% - right into the center of them, just beside the flickering

& ¢+ . fire so they.would be looking up at me. “I-do know
¢. . that I -am the One. And if you have need of me, then




R i(ou- should tell me- what you- ‘want... And I...”].
ooked directly at the old gray. one.: “I will téll yoy g

what I will do.”” -

'I;l:e old one-_m::it my eyes. I sz;w a grin begin to form
on his mouth and something else regpect,- appear. in
his gaze. He stood and held o

¢ are well met, I believe, Fee .. . 7 . L
lm:;}:‘elix,.” I finished for him. “And who- might you

 He was their daddy. Well, daddy to several of them'

anyway. He was grampa to the two youngest, I'm not

| - much good at names and I never got all of ’em right, I. - ;
don’t believe. But the old one’s pame was Orman, His -

" ‘sons were: Gruffle, the tall one. Grussle, the blond

one. Tembiar, the pretty one (and he really was; folks— .

pretty enough to be a girl—and, while I'm at it, strong
* enough ta be a- Volkswagen). And . e
Dammit, I just don’t remember, There was another
black-haired one with a- Sharp nose, really pointed;
And there was one who ‘chanted quietly to himself a
ot but almost .never spoke. There : were: five boys
altogether and two grandsons. I was bigger than ail of

them except for old Orman and taller than all of them.

except Gruffle, L _ :
. Intros over, I sat down' on a rock next to Orman to
- get the Jowdown. The cat canie over to “listen.”

- made it clear from the beginning just how in the dark I
really was.' Briefly, I relatéd to them my only experi-
ence with Smada—which they ali found hysterically

funny as well as typical of the old smart-ass. Particolarly .

the. part about Lanny and me passing out in the hail.

%l - way outsideé his room. waiting vainly for him-to. §end
.some of the tavern whores out. . - R

. The Eart about how. we—Smada, Lanny, and I
had taken out the Greydon and his ‘dark soldiers

impressed, the hell out of them. -Seems that one -

was one of those ‘oft-told legends. thereabouts. . I
had the distinct inipression from Gruffle’s look that he

never would have messed with me at all had he.known.

I was that Felix, - . .

d out his right hand. I .
gﬂgg;ad his forearm almost. to the elbow and he mine.
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It didn’t ‘s_eem:a- good time to tell: them how._uttel_'ly. .

terrified liad-begn the whole time. I

-~ Finally we got down to it, - s -

_.“Smagai"; egan Orman, “has been taken by the

“You mean he’s dead?” 1 asked, surprised at my
? “He may. well be,” offered Grussle (the blond one).
¢ t w T T . . , .
“1 dc?n’t understand,” I translated. “Is he dead or
~ Orman looked grim. “I know not,” he said quietly,
“I know only thatg'fh:nhas been taken by the Dead.”
1sighed. *Okay, let’s try again: Who are the Dead?
They were, it turned out, just that: Qeat:}... Corp§qs,
stiffs, old news, etc.,”etc. Only they didn’t know it. -

. They kept-walking around. Sometimes they did more
thany just walk, g)m

etimes they killed people., And
sometimes they ate them afterward. - ; -
‘I was in & zombie movie.. . . o .
Smada had beea nabbed by these critters. He was

 being taken by them to & place calted Keep of the

. 'where their leader; some scumbag named GOl;i :
2:& goi‘:g to have what he called his “final revenge.”.
.Seems ‘'he and Smada had had-a little difference of
opinion upon occasion. -

" It was nice to know the old fdol had some standards.. '.

ut hang on, it gets worse, o
%1; enti!r;e eountrgyside-wag infested with these ghouls,
st‘alking.blanklmund looking for—are you ready?-—us.
The Orman ily, long indebted to Lord Smada,
“were kpown to be the only peo‘ﬁ:e.brave enough or
loyal ¢nough to help him out. - They were being led,
rumor had it, by the One. Or rather, _Smadgg One.
Felix.hMe._'_ | o . :
Euvﬁas getting late and we had a long way to travel
to try to cut off the procession dragging Smada to the -
Keep. We decided to turn in. I lay on my back puffing
‘on one of my burlap L&Ms and stared at the most

- beautiful starry sky imaginablg. ) | -




. 'Well, except for not wanfing' to come here in the

~ first place, and then bein _dragged here ‘against m
: will and then having to fight damn_hcar.theggrst pz]r)-’-
son I met-and being expected to
- man who delighted in making a fool out &f me. plus
being chased around by flesh-eating zombies . . . - .
Except for all of that, it was great to be back. .
I rolled over and dreamed of shopping malls and
‘Saturday-morning cartoons and the Democratic. P,

‘with an almost sexual fervor, .
Oh, well. Live and learn. And die.

—all the things I had always hated and now- missed

-

.. The first zombie killed Grussle, the blond one, by
Tipping half his throat out with black teeth the mo.
ment we stepped through the tavern’s side door. 1 had
my sword in my hand without r ing having reached.

for it. Out and at the ready and . . . mothing. I just
stood there and stared at the nightmarish' sight. The
had gray dead skin and black teeth and long blac
nails. and shiny red’ eyes and -they were: everywhere,
filling the tavern, rushing atus, and they lusted! How

. they lusted for usl Coming at us in a wild frenzied
jumble, and I heard someone scream to my side, one
of the Orman boys, and I saw poor Grussle trying to

4 scream; oh, how he tried to scream, but he had noth- - {i-
ing left to scream with, and then one wason me and 1~ - |8

! shoved my blade. right through its throat with & two-
handed perfect lunge and ., . : I
~ And'it didn’t care. S
It just kept Jamming itself forward at me, along
my sword through its neck, black blood flying an

splattering through the air, and | jerked my biade to-

- the left and free, collapsing one side of its neck,

the other side still wanted ighe,_ and I spun all the’\::;
-around, I spun arid brought my blade around like a
propeller and beheaded.jt, but there wag another one
right behind it leaping through the air at me, black
. teeth shining dully, red eyes flashing, and. I.ducked’

save the life of n .

B Iba

THE sWo_RDSMAN's:PLACE ..o

and it went over my shoulder and down, its awful hiss
- close: and warm against my . ear, ‘and I turned and
.drove my blade through its forehead into the tavern’s
~wooden. floor, but only made it hiss' and scramble
* . more-frantically, and I knew, suddenly, what to do. I
popped my blade loose, leaned one step to the side,
and brought the full force of my biade down across its
clavicle and the head burst free and rolled out of sight
into the rest of the battle, T '
1stood up, mouth open and blowing like a whale, to
get my bearings, and felt something grab mmf. It
was an arm, Just the arm. And the clutching hand.
I'tore it loose and flung it-awsay just as another
- fhoill came rushing at me from the side. I swung a
ong powerful anded slice for its neck but it -
. du underneath or maybe my aim was just off but
- suddenly it.was on me, face to face and hissing those
. glistening black teeth arched wide and back on its'
neck to come forward and*do to me what had hap-

. ‘into position so I just it and grabbed the fiend ~ !
by the hair to keep those black teeth from my throat |

and my ‘dagger was i my other hand, my left, and I

drove the ?:ﬁgde up under its chin and we fell backward

~ tothe hard floor...- - .- - . e '

gagged,: whimpered, struggled, shoved the dagger in
eeper. But it dide’t care! It didn't care' about the -
dagger or the wound or the fountain of black blood it
was spilling across our faces. All'it cared about was iny
throat, my blood, my flésh, and never had I knowan )
. such comtgigt,e, utter terror.. ST
~Then' there  were other hands, human hands, and

.§. - they had the creature and were lifting him up and
? . Orman held it off the floor by the hair on the top of its

i . . head while Gruffle chopped its head off with his short
wide blade and it was all overand those of us still ative
stood there huffing and puffing for the several seconds )

= it took for-the various sections ta. stop jerking and

-’a"_...reachinf. o e R

thought there ‘were: thousands. There were

only six,

pened to Grussle and I couldn’t get the broadsword ._ ,_r:_ :

The smeill That awfil deadman stench’ of decay! I |
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, ﬁlnd I had gotten three. Imagine that. Or two'and a
a N P . ~ . e e . et
While I was still trying to get it togﬁlt;ler, one of the

Ormans released the proprietor and hi

locked cellar. Turned out the place was more than just

a tavern and more- than-an inn. It was a Hall. And -

‘Markus, the owner, was famous for running the-best
Hall on the river, He was quite a guy. Small and lean,
with a trim beard and elegant manner, he immediately
dispatched his staff to clean up the carnage with no

more apparent alarm than you’d expect over a dropped

: traX during the noontime rush. . o o
‘A small covey of buxom lovelies appeared with warm
water and soft cloths 1o clean off our gore. 'I'hey also
" brought ice-cold mgﬁs- of ale to give us something to
do while they worked onus. . -

- "The whole time Markus was watching me out of the:

. corner of his eye. It was beginnirzﬁ to make me a little
nervous. He apparently noticed this and came over to
our table. I stood warily. - - .- .
‘But his manner was completely friendly.
“You are the One,” he said with a smile.
It-felt right to nod and say: “I-am.” - =

Markus’s smile was broader. “Lord Smada is my

good and dear friend.” He just stared at me for a
moment, looking pleased and—I dunno—satisfied or
. something. Then he turped and snapped.his fingers in
the direction of a middle-aged woman supervising the

clean-up. She hurried over bﬁﬁgng-hcr own smile. -

“‘His rooms have been pre r'two days. This is
Nasus, She is my wife.” We nodded at each, other.
“She will show you the war." e .
- It sounded pretty good, We had been:marching

cross-country -sincé dawn, and sleep: sounded better -

than sitting there and thinking about what had just

. happened. 1 turned to Orman, who looked pale and:

drained and sad; and I was thinking he was getting too
old for this until I realized he hatfloat ‘his son today.-
Tonight. Ten minutes ago.: SR
- “I am sorry about Grussle.” - cer
o He nodded, looking vacantly past me. “He was my
ne.” oo - s '

T

staff from the
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 “I'm sorry,” I.said agaim.™

Ouch. His iLon and his best fighiter. -

. -He looked at me this time. His smile wés thin. “It is
" the Priee,” he said. . - . | ' :

'%I-i didn’t have an answer to that. I just beheld his
Style, - P Lo :

. “Sleep,” he said to me after a fé.w momen_tﬁ. “Sléep’

and in-the morning we will talk.” .~ -

- . Smada must have been some good friend, all right..

Or at least a big tipper. His rooms were on the third-

- story corner, the only rooms on that floor, They looked

acious and wide and elegant and perfectly suited to

* his orgy-rhythm life-style.

-Markus’s wife, Nasus, made me nervous, 'I‘od re-

. spectful, too much bowing. The food and drink, lavish
and tasty, made me nervous, too. It felt a lot like I -

was being fattened up for something. N
1 drank some ale and smoked a cigarette. Then I
drank some -more ale. It wasn't mu ood, but it

worked. But nothing would have worked as well as I -
‘wanted. I tried for a blank brain and held it awhile,
pretending fascination with the way the cigarette smoke

spun and whirled. Then I took great interest in noting . .

‘how these rooms, this entire Markus Hall, was the
- cleanest place in this Place I had ever seen, = -
- -Then 1 gave up and:admitted how. well I had fough

and how smug I was about it and even the rest of it:

" how full of shame I was and deserved tobe. .
“The food looked great. Steaming fresh meat and a
- fresh salad-something. I'took my nausea and ale out
- onto the balcony. - - '

It was a great broad terrace with a wide carved .

 stone’ railing just even with the treetops. It was an-
" incredibly beautiful night. The moon was full and glow- -
. ing, the stdrs; shining., The river was there sending

atly rippling refléctions towards me and with it a
fuesh warm breeze that smelled of affection and reward.
- “Itis very-pure,” beamed the.cat. - P

-Istarted, Iooked around. My Guide and Shelter was

; x:awled with lazy magnificence on a flat cornice where.

railing met the .

"~ “How'd you get in?” I blurted rudely. .
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* ‘Get in’? I leapt,” he beamed back. - o
_ I walked to' the railing aid looked over. Thirty-five
feet if it was.an inch and sheer except for a small shack
g)erhaps six. feet high. That still left it about a thirty-

ot jump straight up. X s

-1 grunted. I doubt if I could fall that far,
. I turned back to him. “1
being around so many people.” At least that had been
his reason for not entering the village with us,

“I do not like herds of two-legs, that is true,” he
replied with a truly gargantuan yawn. “But many nights
have your Lord Smada and myself spent thus, he with.
his. ale and I with nclg moen,” -

. “He’s not so much my Lord Smada.”™

I could have sworn hé. looked oonfused -“A'rc. ybu :

not his One?"” .. - ;

1 thought about it, sighed. *“So I hear.”

It was quiet for a while,. =~ . L
" “Itis very pure,” he beamed again. . -
" 1 nodded. “Lovely night.”

He turned his great head and eyed me to the core

- the way only cats. can. “No. I mean not the night. I
'mean the Stmggle."-He ‘stood,  stretched, replaced
himself. “The Swordsmen and the Dead. It is very
- pure. It is very clean.” S
~ - I knew exactly what he meant but decided to be an
ass instead, . T ’ L

“It was pretty messy tonight,” I growled and drained
. thelastof the ale. . .. -~ "~ .- .. - o

- He didn’t respond and I didn’t.look at him but I
could feel him staring at me for what seemed like
forever until at last I had had. it. I rose, said:*Pm to
bed,” over my shoulder and headed back inside. . -
- “Pelix,” he beamed gently tome. -~ .
I stopped, turned reluctantly to face him. .-
~ . “Felix, you hide your fear well.” ' ..

. ‘There were a lot of things I could have sald But . "

. “Thank you,” I said-at last: and- went on in and
 flopped down fully dressed and slept. . . .

ought you didn’t like
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Fdreamed of my starving-artist phage, , :
< When I wad twenty-three I took my years of doo-
dling fighter planes in the back of the classroom to the
e:fes of the ghetto to become a painter. I lived in an’
old warehouse with several other artists surrounded by
lots of worn-out, usually abandoned buildings, a cou~ .
ple of rubbled lots, a few bars, a Vietnamese grocer,
and some ctime. . - s
1 was so determined, so hardworking, so pitifully
eager that I got some" work. Some covers on local
magazines. Some caricatures. Some. illustration. work.

-long every day 1 made just enough money to pay my
:  rent andFEuy enough food to- bust my ass worEing aﬁ -
_day long every day.. ' o

.I'was happy to do almost no thinking at all, o
* Amber and his wife, Simoneﬁ:t,least black parents
r?v names more-original than Bob and John and Pam-"
ela

3 .center of our lives. She was always sweet and their
lace always clean and his work was so damned
it made- your heart ache. Everyone loved them and

for a two-story wall mural for the outside of our build-

r of his name who rarely let his feelings shiow and
joited and inspired and made all of us get misty. :
- The sketch E:'; already done thdt to me. It was ofa

young black <couple, sweaty and hard at work.. You
couldn’t tell-what they. were doing except that you .-
knew it wasn’t sex but the point was that in the midst
of their work, they were looking up and sharing a
private smile of satisfaction and -accomplishment. . It

aid it was wonderful, - :
__But: Flash -Phil thought: it wasn’t. “black’ enough.”
Flash Phil was.our local crime boss. Every shadow
g - neighborhood,. even: one as deserted as ours, had a

. chief pig: FlashiPhil was ours. He ran a little dope; a

That sort of thing. By busting fly ass working all day

, lived in ‘the loft above mine and were the -
everyone was there the night he unveiled his sketch - -

m? Amber was a tall and handsome young man' the | ‘
colo !
when his voice choked up as he described his plan it - |

was. all about hope and faith and hard work and pride




- " spent 4 lot of time driving in a purple Caddy

?round. He was a coward and:-a bully, but also six foot
- four. . - - :

"He wore a hugé‘_ black: Abraham Lincolnlhstovépipe
hat with a purple featherinit. - - B

the preliminary sketches on the side of the buj ng
weren’t “black enough,” we all knew what he meant,

~ them depicting the inevitable misery of blacks. ard
other minorities under the heel of white racism and

white money. Poor downtrodden classes with no chance -

of success no matter what, so if the. game is rigged
anyway, why not get it while the getting is good? Drop
out of school and join Flash Phil and get thh and .. .

You get the idea. A coward and a bully, yes. But
not stupid. Flash. Phil' was a crafty an “cunning

. politician,- - . T o
. The first week the iled outlines were erased;
- Amber redrew them. A week Iater they were rubbed

out again; Amber redrew them again. A week after

 that our pitiful scaffolding was trashed and we helped .

Amber with-,carpen% ;
. There were ways
. sooner but he liked once-a-week attacks because they

helped draw the whole business out longer. There was

.a lot of tension in the air and fewer people willing to
. publicly support the mural and in the middle of it all
poor sweet naive Amber, who thought Flash Phil would

‘stop if he could just get enough donebetween vandal-

isms to show ho -Erettyitwasgoin'tobe. : _
' <The fourth week Amber t almost twenty-four
hours a day on the scaffoldi » painting  like  mad
- under Coleman lanterns and sparking jury-rigged spot-
lights, and-mana%edjto complefe almom it:
- It really was )
- when another week went by without trouble it looked
like Ambei’s stmtegg had worked. .~ oo
: It was getting dar 'ﬂ;emfghtl found Flash Phil and
his punks laughing and n

little stolen niérchandiﬁge, _a-'feiﬁ‘.r'nnky hookers. He .
convertible, stopping’ occasionallll{l. to -shove people -

When the word came through that Flash Phil thought’

There were lots of other murals in the area, all of -

ash Phil could have finished it

ovely—anyone could see that-—and -
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inside and trotted up the steps. At my door I-heard

weeping above me and-knew, right then, I knew. On
the landi o

above I found a sobbing Simone cradling a

4. very bloody Amber. Not seriously hurt but slapped -

o around plenty. -~ . - . 7 o

& - It was all very strange. I had never been much of
what T thought of as a-tough guy. In point of fact, I

was scared of Flash Phil. But the next thing I knew I

was skittering full-speed down the steps. I rocketed
«out of the building’s entrance across the sidewalk and,
still holding the sack of groceries I had been carTying,

- slammed into Flash Phil %irl?e a locomotive. He was too
_ t near his Knife. I .
;. broke his nose, blackened and closéd his eyes, knocked

out some of his teeth. I kicked and\butted and bit and
' ﬁouged- and screamed and roared -dnd seconds later.I

smart to carry a gun and he never

WoRn, 7. -

~ . And when I stood back up with Flash Phil uncon-
scious on the . street. and his. great black hat gray and .
' squashed beneath my boot, I sneered'at his punks and
3 twirled his purple feather in my hand, gone completely
" mad, and asked: “
‘streetlamps came on. -

ybody else?” and- just then the

‘Theyran. - =~ o
-1 knew it wasn’t oyer. So did everyone else, and

they told me so. I remained quiet, keeping to myself. I
- slept with a tir¢ tool, when I could sleep at all, and

resolved not to wait for hurt, S

.. When' Flash Phil reemerged bandaged' and angry
three nights later it was in the abandoned lot next to
our block’s only apartment house.. As reported, he

was with two new—and farger—goons, I watched from

the darkness a few feet away for several moments

- while ‘they passed around joints and wine and mut-
. tered ‘vengeance.. Then I stepped forward and bashed

the tire'tool against the side.of Goon #1’s neck. Goon

#2 got..the l|1J_0int)!-cnd.'tln‘ough. the cheek, and there
. & - was, Flash Phil : :
- for a pistol. I broke the reaching wrist and the collar- |

g:._en;ﬁe Curbln ﬁ‘Ont’!of‘ s ‘bone above it and his. jaw and a lot of the rest of him

, wide-eyed and mouth agape, reaching

our building: We nodded to each ottier as 1 stepped -
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and then had some qther short vague stnigglc with on
of the goongsand then . . .- ... = - o
. Then it was over and they .

.wild cheering .and applanse- from the people in: the
apartment-building windows and seconds later they
‘were surrounding me and smiling but looking at me
kind of funny and some time after that a was
standing in front of me gently taking the tire tgg?from

my hand and pointing out, just as gently, how it wouid -

be better for me to sit down seein

knife sticking out of my chest. .
- Ever the hero, I fainted dead away.

It wasn’t.that bad a wound, but any chest wound is
serious. ¥ was in the hospital three weeks. I had to
answer some friendly questions, but there were no
charges. brought -and some of the many people who

g 83 how there was a

came to visit were the cops from our beat, Almost

everyone else came as well but I think only Simone
- guessed why I was so-quiet.. : '
The: mural was ﬁm&!ed ed but covered be

guse. they

-had decided the unveiling should be a joint celebration =}

for Amber and me. There were tables set up with food
and wine and claps ‘on the back and then the mural
" was released into the glare of those shorﬁwxix]fdlspoﬂights.
.. The imural was incredibly beautiful and wildly cheered
and Amber and I were wildly.cheered and people
' weére sweet to me .and warm and full of compliments
and I stood there and took it. I took every-bit of it. I
even siiled. - R
When it was finally over and everyone had gone -
home and I was siire no one was around:1 grabbed up
all my paints and charcoals and materials and all my
sketches and went to the river bridge and threw
them off and sat down and cried and cried & ]
and still found no relief from the facts. C

For-the facts were too hard. What I was; ‘was' 60

clear ‘within them. -What I was and what I would -

always be. The mural, Ambei’s mural, was not-simply
EDOJ:S it was better than anything I could ever have
. hoped to accomplish. Sure, I had made it possible.

- But Amber had made the mural. -}\nd-I_didn?t:Want-to

. were groan.mg at my feet _ .
and above me, high above ‘me, came the sounds of %

:dgl_'ied -
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ake murals possible. I wanted to make the murals.”
But-what I could do, I had already done. - . .
I moved out that night and wandered back to my
hite-semirich-kid life.. I got into a little karate and
o a little shooting. Then one day, at a Horseclans
convention, I saw a sword I liked and I bought it.
LT

;%% The. next night we cracked Smada free.. . .

' It was easy, once they told me,the rules, and yes;".. ..
 there were rules to the Dead.
-me about them because they simply assumed that 1,

43 Telix, being Smada’s One and/therefore his best rough-
 and-tougher; would already know them. Wrong, -
" Most of the rules. wefe pretty simple. They even
‘made sense,.in a Hollywood sort of way. For one
% thing, they could orily be killed by decapitation, which -
‘1 1 had already fi -out the hard way, or by flame.
- The ' d of fire. For another, they
i Goul!(’l.

were really scare 1
- only come out at-night—aor at least out of direct :
~sunlight,. -~ s S
'Like I'say, it made a sort of .macgbre.sense. articu-
“larly the part about their victims inevitably rising to .
* become one of the Dead themselves unless cremated.
1 really was in a zombie movie. S
The procession carrying-Smada was technically that
“ of the }.ady Gor, also on her way to the Keep of the
. JI. Dead. Her carriage was really just & huge,. intricately
- carved wooden box the size of a motor home drawn by .
¥ a dozen oxen almost as large. She was in the rear,

i the front of the little parade was thé wagon for the
£ Dead: It was hu e and ﬂ:t-?{:hckﬁ enabling the Dead
% to be trar during daylight hours. S
¥ In betm- came Smada. In a cage. They had himi
2 paked, each wrist leather-thonged- tight to either side

of the cage, him sagging limply in between, his great

i belly crisscrossed with ugly red whip- marks and un-
& - even lines-of dried blood. .. . S
% I was hiding in-the upper loft of the. stable. when

o

'Ormans hadn’t told -+

% - surrounded by half a dozen mounted swordsmen. At -
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they came through into-town, and when I'saw: him
-« Well, two. things. First, I was.
Enraged. The sight of what they had done 1o him and
what they were and what they'd probably done to
others . . . I-was boiling and dangerous and more than

a little crazy. : S :
' The second' thing was the sight of Smada’s face.
Even like he was, beaten, strapped up and swaying,

" clearly exhausted, he . . . shone. He shone, radiated

-some something that normal men just don’t have and -
no one can explain, and I realized that, dammit, T -

really was glad to see him again.
" ButI'shoved those thoughts away, and seconds later,
- we got into it.- And when [ iot- into it this time—even
though I didn’t even see it then—I was in it, all of it,.
to stay, - L R

really had missed the old fart and, double dammit, I

It was almost dewn when we hit thém; and the Dead

‘were closed up and not a factor. ' We found out later

their theory was that we’d be less likely to attack them
inside -2 village so they had planned to -:gend_ the
L+ .

' several hours without the Dead in relative safety. .
- Wrong., T S
But even without the Dead we were outnumbered.

' Twao riders in.front, the two men on the Dead wagon, 3

the two drivers of the flatbed wagon hauling Smada’s
cage, plus their two riding guards, pius the six riding
alongside the Lady Gor’s carriage added up to fourteen.
- We had seven. Ormahs, me, and a prairiecat. It

" -- wasn’t close.

It had to look like an attack op the Lady.Gor to give

me time to spring Smada. But it wasn't quite dark yet,  : b

and the Dead had to be kept inside their box to keep -
from .cluttering things-up. Orman- had ‘done a little

thinking- along those lines, He had this weird-bulk?r\ b
bolt - |

locking mechanism designed to clamp the wooden

on the black box shut and I:eegI it tﬂat. way. He too
his youngest grandson along to help him. At the otlier
end of the train, Gruffle led the other boys:in.a mounted

assault on the Lady’s carriage. A beat later,-the cat _

and I were to go for Smada. - o o
Itwasag _ ,._plan'and_worked.weu._ nough, I guess. .

. Furious, - ¥

‘they vaulted

1 I

aa o, .- ) . ' . o .
. They careened right through the center of the vil-
¢%  lage square, scattering the couple of dozen locals who
had come out to gawk and missing the town well by at
¥ least three inches, then roiled. to the side and headed ]

i down a side street large enough for all six of them but ~ -
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Would have worked better if the enemy had cooper-
ated, but isn’t that always the way? - .. . :
. Gruffle led them in. screamiing and ho_llerir‘:lf, and
shouts of alarm went up almost at once. I could just

{4 see Orman up shead move up with his grandson to the

ox of the Dead. I turned to my Guide

and Shelter to see if he.was ready and I could swear he’
it looked at me and nodded but by that time we were
b3 already moving. I was sprinting full-speed by the time
. I reached my :

. to me, the pike-bearing guard sitting beside him. My -
k% first step took me.up onto the seat beside him justas
2% he was turning toward me. I slammed my hilt into: his
% forehead as hard as I could and he slammed sideways
¥ into the driver, who cried out and tried to keep from .
g2 falling off. From the. corner of my eye I saw the cat

§ leap into the air and damn near through the two

icular targets, the driver and, closest

sitting atop the cage. Hell, it was only about six hun-

. dred pounds traveling at forty miles an hour and- when - .
+ T saw them both flying off in pieces and myself ingood -

sition for the already cowering driver, 1 thought:
is.is-going to be easy. - ... . -

i About then is when the oxen pulling us 'sn‘.;ellec.l .
" prairiecat and decided to'leave. B T

%t took me a couple of beats to
clear mtryh head, and by that time we were really. mov-

ng. If they're scared enough, even oxen can rock and

T banged-mt.y head against the bars of-the cage ﬁhet'l-
orward.

not. for-the wagon, and there was a helluva crash;
And then I was flying through the air into the midst

"B of stomping, rearing, groaning, panicked oxen whose

tether had miraculously withstood the impact and half

2. -2 second later the limp body of the guard crashed in

¥ on top of me and knocked me off one of those broad

i backs and the hooves were cracking sparks on the =
street tiles arotind my head and by the time I managed
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‘to right m

ike and jabbing it at me. He missed, missed again; |
ung out my sword and didn’t and he sank like a sack.
of fireplace ashes. The bellowing of -oxen freak-out
reverberating between the narrow stone walls and tiled

street was lifting the top of my head right off. I clam-

bered back atop what was left of the driver’s seat,

planted my feet, and brought my sword down on-the

tether -to the rigging. It .snapped free, and the oxen
“bolted forward out of sight into the shadows. . = -
~ When I turned back to the cage, Smada was lookin.

at me. And for perhaps five seconds I looked back ang

afither of us moved a muscle and I thought: Who is
is man? ' ' Co

Then the cat was there with us and I turned my gaze

deliberately away from Smada and:set to work on the

cage’s lock. It was primitive as hell, of course, but also_

quite strong. There was no sign of a -key in the seating
compartment, and, hearing increased sounds-of fight-
.ing from the others’ struggles, I was jn no humor to go
looking forit. = . - A

I reached oyer and grabbed the prairiecat’s paw. .. .
" 'He resisted a‘ moment, tensed, and. for ‘just &
second I was a dead man. Clearly I was taking great
liberties, but for some reason or other the great E;east
-~ let it slide. He relaxed and let.me guide a paw the size

of my thigh into a position of le'veragc_.-_behind :the

cage’s door, A cesTe _
. “Hold still a second,” I ordered breathlessly as I
. leaped off the wagon seat to the ground, and he tensed
again but let me live through that little impertinence,
too. I fetched up the:pike, aolpped‘ba'ck aboard, and
prodpped it against the door alo
and said: “Pull.” R

1 never.even got a chance to get my weight'intb.it. If

not for. that shrigking rasp of crumpling metal, you
. .would never have known
© - Whew! Nice kitty."

I stepped inside and, still notlooking at ‘Smada, -

used my dagger on his thongs: Then I handed him the
* robe I had strapped to my back alongside the: extra

*-broadsword. I stood there holding the sword for him

If there was the driver holding the guqm’s

ngside that. great paw

e damn cage w_as‘lqcked. N

K .r-'
i
ks
E
£
X
A
;‘f-

" broke aboutus. - - Lo . )
" .. Smada and I exchanged a quick: look—a much dif-

! -
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;w.hilei' he tied the robe on.-.tight.-'Ihén he ‘took: the.
sword,” pulled the blade halfway out to check it, and
ﬁobzd%,too ‘We were both looking down at his ‘bared
"blade. But, as one, we raised our eyes and-peered at

one another and a rush of emotion went through us

"both 'and I could not tell you to this day if we would
- have kissed or-killed each other if someone _hadn’t

called out at just that moment. - Lo '
*Lord Smadal” shouted a hoarse Orman. - .
As | tore my gaze away toward the sound, however,
I did notice the prairiecat’s fur standing straight up on

‘higback. =~ - |- -

Killed each other, 1.think.. -

- “Lord Smadal” called Orman again, sounding a lit-
tle frantic, and that tone coming from that man had us

out of the cage, srvords'drawn, and beside hi_m in;a
His face was smeared with blood. not his own. He -
turned :and- gestured with. his head - back t?ward tht:.
viilvafe'square. “The others!” he gasped. “It’s a trapl” -
. = [

. . g * hGITSEﬂ aCh'
‘ing mﬁﬂtﬁ@mﬁfﬁaﬂg oréd'.m.in_-

stead put an arm on the old: man’s shoulder.. - -

.-‘.'-'I'hl;unk you, old friend,” said Smada with infinite
tenderness. Then with equal affection, he walked the
old: man over to & stoop in front of some doorway and
gat him down. Orman obeyed like a little. child. .

* - Neither of us mentioned the body he carried in his -

arms, a body obviously devoid of life to anyone but a
ieving grandfather. . . -+ . . At
gl-lTlnz riders were, of course, the force which trailed

_ ten minutes behind the procession for just such an
. eventuality. I never got it straight just how many there

were becanse at least some of them were taken out by
‘Omtian’s other sons, led: by Gruffle, who, 1 unde_rstqod :

" later, was some ball of fire that night. -~ -

" Whatever. We faced six, ing their mounts on
either side of the village weli just o the light of dawn

ferent one than before—and backed up to a wall about.
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" a'sword’s 'léugth or s0. apart audstoodthere, braeed '-

and ready and mean. . .© - . Do e
They dismounted first, which was a mistake, and

bigger mistake. But [ think they were trying to prove

their bravery .or something. And I suppose  they did,”

for they were courageous and ., . : :
" And that’s not what I want to-tell you. I doin’t want
to tell you about them. I mean, they were fine.

‘died well. Fought well, too. But that’s not what-l..wantl |

to tell you about... : e

. 1 want to tell you about me. Or rather, about us.
We were goddam fabulous. oo
I don’t think I can explain it to anyone who wasn’t

there at that time -and not one. of us, but:. Think of

“absolute clarity and certainty of resolve and a sense. of .

fullness-and . . . I dunno, rightness.. I'm not advocating
killing or even fighting, but neither am I going to

sp my life feeling sorry for punks who enslave

entire. peoples and. then- feed them to .the ravenous
ghouls they make- of .the few men around. with: guts
enough to die resisting them. - . -~ ... . =
- It was right what we did. Right, and, much more,
-we did it well. We fought as if we had rehearsed it.
- We-fought as if it was the only fight that had ever been
or should have had to. be and pity it was not. We
fought well and hard and we fought together. And

" when Smada turned his death’s-head grin-briefly to

ask for a dagger I found that I.had aiready noticed he
needed one and had it out and was tossing it to him.

And later, during my third enemy, when I felt. myself

getting tired, it was not a source of fear, but’ rather
the distant noticing of just one.i;?:or.tant. fact.among
* many, like glancing down on a. trip

It was incredible. It was so full. Full and rich, and

something else: It was the only time in my life T had "

. mot rolled in shame-under my fove for this. : - -

~That’s.not just-my. opinion. When it was over.dnd -

they were dead and we looked 1:E'we, saw: Gruffle

there standing with ane of his brothers; the ane . who
chanted, I think, and just. starix;g'.-Notrshockq:L, ‘Nat

thien they just sent the first pair at first, which was a . P

: and realizing it’s” .
. time to start looking for a Mobil station; - *"- -
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'trighfene(i. ‘Not too selfish to help. But awed. Awed -

by what he was seeing. - -

. Then we.were shaking off our fugue and exché.nging

little smiles of satisfaction—it was impossible not to,
no matter. what' we thought of each other. Smada -

_ stelpped-over' to Orman and helped him up with the
~ help of

Markus, of all people, who had appeared- out

of nowhere carrying a sword as big as he was. _
I noticed a small procession being led by the Orman
boys. Three men: with- their hands tied behind: them
and an obviously feminine hooded form walking be- -

v fore them, and distantly 1 realized we’d captured the
b ) Lady Gor. * . - :

But I didn't care. The results weré irrelevant. I headed

.+ for the Hall and found the door open and the broad -

hearth roaring and a mug of ale with my name on it. 1

.- drank that one and then another and tried to concen-
i trate on what the others were telling me and finally

some of it did sink in. : s
‘We had lost every Orman but the old man himseif, -

‘Gruffle, Temblar th;a Iretty‘ one), and the onée who
L]

chanted, We had killed every guard and driver save

for those three riding inside with the Lady Gor.

- And the next day we were su to travel to the
Keep of the Dead and kill Gor himself. . R

"hat woke me up. I éicod up, my head clearing in a
flash, and saw Smada leaning against the hearth with a
mug in his hand. watching me. And back came all my .
anger and resentment and whatever the hell else it was -
I felt for him and I said: “First you drag me back when

* 1 didn’t want to come and then [ save your fat ass and

now you want me to die killing your enemies? What in
hell makes you think I'd do all that for you?” o
- “But you won’t be doing it for him, Felix,” said a
familiar ‘voice, and I turned around to see the Lady
Gor pilling back her hood. “You'll be doing it.for
me [t el T ) R

* Itwas Cri; ofcourse. - . -~ o

-1 sat back down again. I think my mouth was proba- - .
blyopen.. - - .o o
" Cri smiled sweetly a smile unique to her. “We'l] talk
Tater,” she said. I e T L
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Then she walked over to the stairs and stood meekl
at their foot and waited. Smada drained the last of his
ale, nodded in a strangely friendly way, and walked
over to her. For a second he stood looking down at

. her and she up ‘at him. Then they embraced the way
peo le do who have had practice with each other

“Smada?” | blurted dumbly,

She smiled, knowing I wasn't eallmg to hnn but-

- asking her. .

* She smiled, said, “Of course,”™ and: together they
climbed the stairs.

- Another, smaller, room was found for me.

“I don’t understand anythm and I mean auything,

about any of this,” I said to er when she came to.my -

‘room that night to talk.
©-“] know,” she said with understandm
in the chair across from my bed. “I
cigarettes.” -
bolthstared satd "Uh yeah b and fetched one for us

She sat down

After they were ht we sat and smoked awhlle in"

silence...
- “This is. not really the Horseclans world is it?"
blurted suddenl‘y -
She smiled. “No. It is . , .
‘A Placé,” 1 finished for her _ ‘
PlShe Jooked surpnsed then smtled agam “Yes A
ace 13 . )
“Ts it real?” - .
“Of course: As real as the. books ™
" “But you said this wasn’t the. Horseclans world "
- Her tone was patient. “It isn’t. But it is close and
- somehow

- derful place, Felix. But it is clo these da
* grip of horror and darkness. E ery real here. Evil

-and magic and they both work and if you had been here

these past few years you ‘would feel it and =

ear . you have

.-connected to the mind of the man who - i

wrote those stories, It is—I'm sure you've seer—a Wofl- -
&ﬁé’w ‘with the
v

-
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“And what?”

““And it would have felt you t00.” She was quieta
© 'moment, looking genuinely scared. “It would have
" worked its way on you and intq you as it has all of us,
Let me tell you right now: as brave as the Ormans are,
they wouldn't have dared this fight without you. They
can tell you haven’t been touched by it yet Felix. We

all can. l¥one who sees youcanseelt =

“Smada has. it, too?”

“Everyone has it,” she answered mthout hesitation,

-and that thought chilled. me and raised- the hatr on the '
back of my arms. .- o

“So that’s why I was brought over?”

“Among other thmgs " she rephed and smﬂed know-

; . ingly at me and ,

And .. . fof. just .. one . instant . 1
understood somethlng about it all, I knew, 1 saw. _
And then'it was lost, ﬂuttermg away in my. mmd .
like a sin emotemashaftofsunh
.- I couldn’t even remember what 1 d seen. And sud- :
.denly I didn’t. want to remember. :
- “How come you'ré Lady Goz?” 1 asked too loudly -

She studied me, chose to answer. ‘It was the only .
_way to get Smada free and have someone. mslde the' '
Keep.”

said: *‘So you're whoring for Smada too, is that i7"

. She bristled, lield her breath, answered calmly, “We
all Sse ;s;hat tools we have Do you. hke ktllmg people?” _

uc: : i
- “Touchs,” I sald thh a sort of smtle T

«And let me tell gou something else, little man,”-

she said, rising. “T’
sleep with them.” _
. :And with that she was gone. out the door o
©_'Touché again. - :-

. What was that Orman hnd Snld? About the Pnce?
: -Yeah Qulte a broad :

Knowmg I was bemg unfalr knowmg that 1 sttll‘

rather kil them than have to. '
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'l’he"}.f”bou%xt' Cri'é storg"abo.ut. the attabﬁ. - -
-But T'll be damned i 1 know why. She was abont as
believable as Richard Nixon saying T am not a crook.”
Her voice faltered and her eyes rolled and sweat, ap-

peared on her upper lip and none of jt mattered one
single bit. While I was sitting there on the front of the

carriage by the “driver,” Gruffle, looking around for 3 .

place to run, the guard at the. _

Just nodding and waving us on ugh, -
Cri’s story had been So.unconvincing I thought the
y was joking. But he wasn't. The gates opened,
ruffle gave the oxen the giddyup and.we were in.

tes to the Keep was

It was weird. The guard at the gate fooked and

sounded. just as frightened as Cri did. And-so did the
little dude that su

-and so did the toadies who rushed out to carry
Lady-Gor’s things., And so did everyone else. -

* And I mean everyone else. And that included Sad.

It had started about five miles. from the Keéep, I

-guess. There. were just the four-of us: Cri, Smada,.

ruffle, and me,. all riding on the front: seat of the
carriage (which was-huge) for the air. The plan was
' Eretty simple. When- we got to the te, Smada was fo
literally hide under the bed inside ¢ ¢ carriage, Gruffle

was supposed.to play driver—which was easy, his uni-

form almost covered his face—Cri was’ supposed to
spin her little tale of how she had been attacked, and |
was to be the mysterious traveler who had come t6 her
-aid at the last moment when she was fleeing Smada’s
loyalists. - - - ' R :

fight. L S
It was a garbage story—nobody should have bought
it. But the other three were utterly convinced it would
E_lay-, and the .
ut all-part of the same dim weight we’d been carrying
_ since, like I say, about five miles from the Keep. = .
~ It started—ao fooling—with a buzzing in the ears. -

Look, I know, I know how _that sounds,.but it's a .

 fact. It felt to me like there wore gnats or something, -

pervised the parking of the carriatzge _
-]

Smada was supposed to have been killed during the

were right. That was pretty weird, t00,

e P R s ey v -
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At.one point 1 actually slapped the side’of my head

trying to-swat one, . .
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. Cloak of Dead,” and the other two had just nodded.
. Which didn’t explain a thing to me and 1 said so,
. and they tried to explain some more and they did,
even
~ do with—are you ready?—a magic spell. x

; Tg:e"aoak ):)f-Dead was the deal Gor had made to
- give him power over the land, power over. the Zom-

.' willing to help Smada and why none o them
- ::2 willingg unless gn outsider, me, v:lllc? hadn’t had a
chance to be influenced, was coming along, - =
2 By “influenced” I mean scared. Really scared. Deeply
5 . scared. Always. scared. It infused their thinking and
their ‘movements. It filled their dreams with gut-

 ple were off balance and cowed and always, always,
- exhausted by this never-endin ]
“heard meant we were approa ing the source.

-1, personally, just.found it irritating. But so had
everyone else when it had first started. It took a while,
apparently, for it to creep down into your marrow and
suck you smail.

sudden sound, their e¥ - darting this way and that a
i the time like trapped fawns. - : :

. well I didn't like-seeing him sitting ‘there trembling!
- That's right, trembling. Actually shaking, quivering,

sumbitch for.  himselif so.

* . Outright 'stupid. Later I thought about how, I would

“have acted iceling such fear. How any normal mortal
would have ac¢ted, - . A

i - Cri-had given me a thin smile and said, “It is the
y. But it wasn't any better. Seems it had to .

ies, power over the fears of everyone around him. T
mean everyone, which explained why so few Feople.

‘wrenching, tortured nightmares every night. The peo- -
fear and the buzzing I

1t had been long enough for my companions. 'I'léez _
were uniformly pale and their breathing was too quick .
and they had a tendency to jump about a foot at everzlr _

It was sickening at first. Particularly Smada. I still
didn't know' hmibg I felt about him but I knew damn

from terror.and. I wanted to reach over and slap..the '
- Which was not only insensitive, I realized later, but -

I decided I'd have prob_abiy run awzi'y. But would 1

T e Pl e ke . e o 4 A - PR
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have hatched some crazy plan fhrough chattering teeth

and then, so bloody scared I could barely control my
bowels, tried sneakin; into the. most dangerous and
awful place in this Place to fight the most horrible
monster alive? = - e
Like 1 said, I'd have run away. But they didn’t; they
fought. Petrified, pale, and, yes, trembling, they had
fought back. Not your average folk. - . N Coe
- But I wasn’t th king that at the. time. I was being
-~ an ass again. | was letting my disgust with them show,
snorting and deliberately ignoring them. - -

Nice I%uy, huh? S )
- The eeE was huge and perched atop a rock Crag
high over the river and it was dead flat black from its

outer walls to its tallest turref, where Gor lived. Abso.

lutely black. And dusty, as if made out of coal. The
inner courtyard was filled with the dust as some flunky
‘passed us

ere: was another flunky waiting there for us who led
us.up a couple of stories to. still another.flunky who
wanted to hear Cri’s story again. =~ . - BRI
_ He was a slimy little rat, and the idea of uashing
. him was so sweet a thought I almost forgot about the

plan, about. Gruffle and Smada waiting down at the -

~ carriage to sneak up later, about Cri at my side-—about"
anything else but hearing him squeal, " C

ut [ cooled it. He. bought Cri’s story,'fob, and we

| . Were sent climbing once again. The third-level scum
. bought the bit, too, but he was a little tougher. He

~ how I had appeared, a mercenary, and offere
and. her voice really skittered out of hér mouth when
she was talking to him, I thought sure she was going to

blow it, so I interrupted his sneering inquisition, stood
right up and over his face, held out"my  palm: and .

poitited to it. Lo 2
“Do I get my coins or do I not, little toad?” . ..

- For just a second he and I met eyes and I really and
truly wanted him to make some smart-ass remark—
. fear affects-cv:gone.'differentlyh-:-so- I could shove it
slowly back in with my gloved thumb. - .. Ho
- But he g6t smart and shut up, except to-nod. -

ugh into the interior of the main Keep.

actualll);asneered when Cri started. explaixl_hxdgt'. allsloixt .
o help -

-We went. through three more levels of stooges be-

had spread ahead about the foul-tempéred mercenary.
The squid were actually bowing to me by the time we
reached the chamber, . . _ '
This was shiny black. Looked like marble and maybe
it was. There was a huge black throne with a carved
black inverted pyramid behind it and on either side
there were tall lgun oil lamps sending flickering yellow
flames twelve feet into the air, - :
. Lined up around the throne but a level down were
half a dozen priest and a couple of scythe-wielding
guards and one old fat bald man with a pregnant
aunch and a hook nose who beat three times on'a
lack drum- Hei was naked t;ng sweating and lll;la smiled
¢ the most repulsive gap-toothed smile imaginable in my
- direction. .?.psneerccf:ﬁaim. He just laughed and spittle
g flew and he poupded the drum three more. times. -
Gor ‘entered. He was tall with Jet-black hair and
lm:F' flowing robes trimmed with red satin curlicues,
- and

.. every motion so totally exhibited control.
little universe and he damn sure knew it. - B
S0 did everyone else. They visibly shivered at his

appearance. And these were his friends! = -~ .-

pointed atyou. - .- .~ U
Cri managed a little extra something from some-
- where and started off on her spiel once moré. But it
was clearly teo:much for her. Gor would smile patron-
b2, izingly and intemqit ber and she would panic and start
% - all over again and I expected the guards to start hack-
ing.away with their scythes any moment. -
%Nhen my turn came I ignored the red eyes and went

% into-my. mercenary improvisation. I was. pretty good.
B Snarlin%,o;stomping',-. scratching, demanding my pay-
%  ment a

show. The tension in: the room. d steadily &as [

- - and all the.time being sure. to.remain’ aggressive about

. demanding my bread up front. . -
-+ 1'was damn good and I knew it and so did Cri and -
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fore we got to the audience room. Apparently word -

never in my-life had I ever seen anyone whose

~.He bad red eyes. And they glowed when they Wéf?' "

ut every. third paragraph; I gave a decent .
is part and that -

; i3 was hls
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" when it was-ovér‘l sat down, unaékéd;'knoﬁng I had

pulled it off. . -

" Gor smiled, unconcerned 'With-'ihy breach of proto-

N col. Instead he sat down on his throne and propped liis

- ¢hin on long thin fingers with long thin shiny-black-

nails and said: :

8o, youare Smada’s One.”

_ 10

So I killed him. - - - - : L
- I'was'up out of my seat with my sword drawn and

he raised Eis right arm up to stop me and I blocked it
with my left and grabbed his black shiny hair with
.those ‘sanie fingers and I dyove my blade through his
laugh and he fell dead at my feet but . .,
- Butit didn’t help much. - - - -
" . There was a flash and great booming thunderclap,
- 'the sound rocketing around the stone room. One of
the 8° screamed. and- dropped. his scythe and
clutched his hands around his throat and his features—
his neck, his.arms, his wrists, his. forehead—began to
swell outward, ugly, misshapen, “grotesque, and he
tried to scream again but his -ballooning throat clogged
the sound and his eyes, bugging and panicked and

chest and bright red gas came from his throat with hisg

beseeching ta all. of us, started squeezing themselves

" out of his sockets and . . .- A
- .And there was-another flash and some:smoke and I

heard the laughter once more and the smoke cleared

and there stood Gor where the gnard had been, black

robe and shining red eyes, spinning that great huge - ‘

the. in, his hands like a cheerleader’s baton, . - .
.. 1 was too scared to fod;:gmmg: but mn-—either for-
ward or back. 1 chose -and as I closed the distance

between us all I could think of, oddly, was that Smada. .

- -and T-hadn’t exhanged a word during the. entire dusty
- ride up in that.carriage; just sat theie with Cri between

- us, swaying and bouncing and not talking and . .. - ..
And Gor was laughing again and rushing right at-me
and as he laughed more red light flashed from his eyes.

i

. right to avoid the

‘took me off-balance so far I fell to my

"my eyes would cloud over, so
~ and this made Gor laugh

the two weapons met and a burst of sparks and then I

- was down and rolfing and then back up to my feet just
“as the scythe's handle slammed me full in the- lefi
temple. I saw stars and felt the back of my head thud -

against the floor, = - _ o
There was more laughter, but it was distant now

- along with the rest of the room. It was hard to focus

on the black robes, hard to get my legs up under me

. and balanced,:I was hurt bad and I knew it—a concus-
. sion at the very least. I was swaying as I rose and so
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and more: red gas from his mouth and I jumbed to my.
scythe and brought my sword across -
. in front of me to block it and there was a loud clang as

totally out of whack that I tried to block not an actal .~

hinge, but merely a feint from the sth]he, and. that
_ ees. -
The laughter increased as the shadowy form a
and stood over me. I could onlf se¢ him in spurts before
was.constantly blinking,
{ all the more, Lo
" “Die, little onel” he said and: grabbed the hair on

the top of my head with his left hand and swung the
p )t; ‘

7 t scythe.
;- g:r:!; his head, and he smiled bright red light at me and

ack with.his right, swung it back high

started his head-chopring motion and I stuck blindly
out and clamped my left hand onto his Adam’s apple
and jerked him toward me and iny sword, which pierced

it cleanly through his- lower abdomen before . cracking -
2.  through the spine three inches out his back.. L
% = Hescreamed as he fell the rest of the way forward

across me and there was more red gas and a. bone-

" numbing rushof cold air. I held on frantically, jerkin
& - the'sword deeper and deeper into-him and farther and
{. fartherout his other side, and he thrashed and warped

‘above me like a burning insect for what scemed- like a

¢ - very long time, . - .-, N : : ,
% Then all was still 4nd quiet for a few seconds., I
i lumbered about and managed to' shove his body off

I . just as-the second thunderclap shook the room.

- It was the bald sweating gap-toothed drooling pig at -

the drum who now approached me with shining red
eyesr The laughter-was of a different tone coming

R -

e

y
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from this creature, this repulsive naked ogré with his

foul smell and round wet belly and crimped. genitalg
- swaying. His bare feet slapped wetly as-he danced
around - me, darting.in and out. I was still zonked and
confused and tired and I could not understand why he
~+ didn’t just rush me and be done with it and then, when
he darted in closer than before, I met that deformed
gaze and saw his fear, : ' —
And I understood it all; suddenly. I understood his
power. It was not power at all, but the spell of fear. It

was :vrl:]y all shook in his presence but would not come. . §

forward to help him. ‘He didn’t control them. He sim-
ply ruled their paralysis.: S

*"And I knew something else, instinctively. This gross

body was his last. This body was his own.-
I was stifl thinking this'when he lea'B:d forward and
clamped his gnarled hands about my throat. We rolled
- over and over on that shining biack floor and my own
hands went up to meet his but his grip was.too strong
and his-smell too foul—I couldn’t breatlie, I couldn’t
think, I couldn’t seem to bring the last of my strength
" into my-hands. He was too awful and too close and
too strong, ‘and I was losing, 1 knew it, sinking down
as my face went red from' the pressure and my throat
began to collapse under those gnarled hands, and we
st?ped- rolling with-him on top and his eyes lasered
fed and his breath red gas and spittle and his laughter
began once more. - - Ll o

* I'was going wader for ood when Gor screamed and

let'go: It took a couple of seconds before I could make
out anything at -all, before I could discern the beast

writhing in front of me.to pull the'-dagger from his |

. back or the. frozen figure of Cri still posed in the
- position from which she had delivered the stabbing: It
was incredible. She was st so frightened she couldn’t
move, and how she had managed- to force. herself

forward to deliver that dazgger_ E'will never, ever, know.

"~ Quite a woman, indee e S
The beast had finally grasped the hilt and had actu-
ally. managed to drag. it halfway ‘out. before:I could

clamber over and slam ‘my own- dagger-into its-chest. .

-« Its eyes went wide and it stared at me and shrieked

. ber between us and the ghouls. I
.- to the door, we would've been eaten in the first ten
;. seconds. But there were others there to feed upon,

“about,
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" an un’g’bdly sound and exploded into a nightmare burst
-of flesh and red gas and arctic cold and this time came

not-ouly a thunderclap, but the lightning as well, siz-
zling up from Gor’s forehead to ricochet insanely about

- -the black walls of the chamber before turning bright,
" dazzling crimson, end thea ... -~~~

Then it was gone. 1 got up and grabbed hold of Cri

- and hugged her and she hugged me back, gasping and
_ smilinﬁ.-‘ We stood like that for several seconds, and
aroun

us stood Gor’s people, blank-eyed and staring,

* awake from a coma or nightmare, and ¥ thought: It's
overl We've made it] just as the great black doors to

the chambeér burst inward and the Dead came jam- -
ming through to feed, S

1 managed to get my sword loose and up but was’
too weak to hold it steady. Cri, beside me, was no

‘better. Even free from the spell she was spent—that

saving thrust had been all she had. - S
What saved us at first was the people in the cham-
fp;e had been closer

and the Dead did just that and the chamber was filled
with a mind-'melting'caco;ly)hony of screams and blood
and ripping black teeth. People were running wildly

gnllmg‘ and shrieking and dying, and the Dead
just lurched at them, outnumbering them, out-eviling
them', Eating them- alive. =

-~ We had-managed to stumble over to the throne
.~ toward where I figured Gor’s own exit had been when

the first half-dozen zombies reached us. I raised up my
sword to fend one off, but my legs were wobbly and

£ . my wrists shook with fatigue, and I yelled: ‘‘Run,
s Cril” and shoved her away just as a strong hand grabbed

ny.collar from behind and threw me backward out of
range of the clutching black talons. - :

Smada, of coursé, saving my butt once more. Gruffle
was there with him, his sword already red and flashing
in-the air. It was Gruffle who gathered Cri and me

- “together and got us to the exit, stopping twice to
’bci (:Pr,ilftfe

ead ghoul$ grasping at us. It was who got

| . us through the exit and who led the two of us; now.
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humbed and wasted and %ollowiﬁgﬁké c.hlldren, ‘down

the long dark passage and out of the Keef

"Bt was S who sved ourves, | wasyort

~ less, standing there swaying .and staring. But even

though 1 could do nothing to help, I knew what I'was -.
. seeing. Never in my life had I imagined, much less

‘seen, such a spectacular display of power swordsman-
ship. I lost count of the number of ghouls he. carved

up, and’ after the first three or four I watched only ~

him, his movement, his sureness, his balance. It was the
first dozen or so to reach us that would have gotten us.

.. Gruffle got two of those. But Smada, standing astride
that shiny black platform in front of the throne like-a.

colossus, saved the day. Even in my dazed state, I
" knew what I was sqe'%. e L

~ And thén I'd been dragged out of sight through the
«exit and down the passage. The night air was cool and
made me shiver. From the Keep came.more screams’
from the upper floors and especially from the: inner

- courtyard wall. The feeding frenzy was just beginning. .

- We. were in a wagon and about to move before

$mada appeared beside us. Old. Ormar, whom I hadn’t" -

even noficed, helped him aboard, We rode: perhaps
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" Temblar wanted to know how I knew that, and I

- started to answer before I realized I didn’t krow how

I knew.-I looked at Cri, who tried smiling at ' me again.

. But it didn’t help. I felt a stab of fear and vertigo.

I stood up; knowing what was coming. I backed
away from the campfire, the people there seeming
menacing all of a sudden. Then 1 just stood, staring,
feeling panic starting to swell from within, ,

- “Da.not fear, my two-leg friend,” beamed the prairiecat
I hadn’t noticed from his spot on the ground at Smada’s

feet-- i . . ; . - .
.. Curiously, his thoughts calmed me down & bit. But .
when Cri approached. me a few seconds later, it was
good she did so slowly. . ] -
When she was but a foot away, it busst from my
mouth at last: ~- - , : .
:“I know this about the Dead . . . I feel this, because

.. . because I am from this- Place. 1 was born here.

Wasa't 17" - . - . S
~ Cri nodded sympathetically. “There was much danger

. 'thgn you were born, You were sent Over to spare your
- life.” . ' o

" T knew shié was telling the truth. I could feel it. I

“counid feel much more as well. L
1».*'I'was brought back because I had to return,” I said -
‘aloud. “Isn’t that'so?*" -~ .- .
. Crinodded again, -0 . . = .
. " “Who sent me?" I asked, and during-the moment
‘'she."hesitated,. the answer came to me. “Smadal” I
© cried out'angrily.. @ . . o
. “Yes.” She nodded geatly to me. “He—"" .
W {"5; I deinanded, still myste_:iousl?-fmious;_some-
how, “Why did he do this to me? Wh%r v
" “Because,” said a gentle deep voice from behind me,
“I ‘could not bear to lose my wife and my only child.”
.1 spun, around and stared at him, and I knew but still
I blurtéd my confusion. “What . . . what doyou. .. ?"
"¢ And then his great hands were on my shoulders and

. three miles before stopping to camp. and tend our
wounds. When the river breeze was- just right, .we
~ -could still hear faint echoes of massacre. - * . . .

' T hadn’t realized I was 'asleelp until someone bandag-

ing my temple woke me up. It was Cri, smiling down
at me. I smiled back and rolled out of her lap into a

sitting position, o L Gy .

“] wouldn’t try to stand just yet, lad;" said a Voice.

- Ilooked over. It was Smada, sittinlg' across the camp-

fire from me looking concerned. I stared at. him a

moment,-then-noddeﬁ, . : R

- Around me Onnanandhisboyswerelaun%'ngaboutor, ‘
" in Gruffle’s case, worrying over wounds. Temblar was

cooking something sweet-smelling and looking worried.. .

“he'said:* - 7 L
» "One means Firstborn,” "
"+ _'Goodbye, Earth. - -
-~ Goodbye, forever.
I am home.

It seemed he was worried about the Dead in.the
Keep coming out again tomorrow. night. But that was
foolish, and 1 told -him so. The Dead would, come .

morning without. Gor, be really dead at last... . -.




