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The Dark Landers
rioted ynder inhuman
fear; in the blind penic
which the pipes sang to them,

by POUL ANDERSON

Swordsman of Lost Terra

Proud Kery of Broina felt like a ghost himself; shade of a madman flitting

hopelessly to the citadel of Earth's disinherited . . . . . to recapture the

resonant pipes of Killorn—weapon of the gods—before they blared forth
the dirge of the world.

Men of Killorn. How Red Bram

fought the Ganasthi fron: the lands of
darksness, and Kery son of Rbiach was an-
gered, and the pipe of the gods spoke once
more.

THE third book of the Story of the

Now it must be told of those whe fared
fortk south under Bram the Red. Tiis was
the smallest of the parties that left Killorn,
being from three clans only—Broina, Dagh,
and Heorran, That made some thousand
warricss, mostly men with some women

B
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archers and slingers. But the pipe of the
gods had always been with Clan Broina, and
so it followed the Broina on this trek. He
was Rhiach son of Glyndwyrr, and his son
was Kery.

Bram was a Heorran, a man huge of
height and thew, with eyes like blue ice and
hair and beard like a torch. He was curt of
speech and had no close friends, but men
agreed that his brain and his spirit made
him the best leader for a journey like this,
though some thought that he paid too little
respect to the gods and their priests.

For some five years these men of Killorn
marched south. They went over strange hills
and windy moors, through ice-blinking
clefts in gaunt-cragged mountains and over
brawling rivers chill with the cold of the
Dark Lands. -

They hunted and robbed to live, or
reaped the grain of foreigners, and cheer-
fully cut down any who sought to gainsay
them, Now and again Bram dickered with
the chiefs of some or ether city and hired
himself and his wild men out to fight
against another town. Then there would be
hard battle and rich booty and flames red
against the twilight sky.

Men died and some grew weary of roving
and fighting. There was a sick hunger with-
in themn for rest and a hearthfire and the
eternal sunset over the Lake of Killorn.
These took a house and a woman and stayed
by the road. In such ways did Bram’s army
shrink. On the other hand most of his war-
riors finally took some or other woman
along on the march and she would demand
more for herself and the babies than a roof
of clouds and wind. So there came to be
tents and wagons, with children playing
between the turning wheels. Bram grum-
bled about this, it made his army slower and
clumsier, but there was little he could do to
prevent it.

Those who were boys when the trek be-
gan became men with the years and the
battles and the many miles. Among these
was the Kery of whom we speak. He grew
tall and lithe and slender, with the fair
skin and slant blue eyes and long ash-blond
hair of the Broina, broad of forehead and
cheekbones, straight-nosed, beardless like
most of his clan.

He was swift and deadly with sword,

spear, or bow, merry with his comrades over
ale and campfire, clever to play harp or
ipe and make verses—not much different
rom the others, save that he came of the
Broina and would one day carry the ]%ipe of
the gods. And while the legends of Killorn
said that all men are the offspring of a
goddess whom a warrior devil once bore off”
to his lair, it was held that the Broina had a
little more demon blood in them than most.
Always Kery bore within his heart a
drcam. He was still a stripling when they
wandered from home. He had reached
young manhood among hoofs and wheels
and dusty roads, battle and roaming and the
glimmer of campfires, but he never forgot
Killorn of the purple hills and the far thun-
dering sea and the lake where it was forever
sunset. For there had been a gitl of the
Dagh sept, and she had stayed behind.
But then the warriors came to Ryvan and
their doom.

IT WAS a broad fair country into which

they had come. Trending south and east,
away from the sun, they were on the darker
edge of the Twilight Lands and the day was
no longer visible at all. Only the deep
silver-blue dusk lay around them and above,
with black night and glittering stars to the
east and a few high clouds lit by unseen sun-
beams to the west. But it was still light
enough for Twilight Landers’ eyes to reach
the horizon—to see fields and woods and
rolling hills and the far metal gleam of a
river. They were well into the territory of
Ryvan city.

Rumor ran before them on frightened
feet, and peasants often fled as they ad-
vanced. But never had they met such empti-
ness as now., They had passed deserted
houses, gutted farmsteads, and the bones of
the newly slain, and had shifted their course
eastward to get into wilder country where
there should at least be game. But such
talk as they had heard of the invaders of
Ryvan made them march warily. And when
one of their scouts galloped back to tell of
an army advancing out of the darkness
against them, the great horns screamed and
the wagons were drawn together.

For a while there was chaos, running and
yelling men, crying children, bawling cat-
tle, and tramping hests. Then the carts were
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drawn into a defensive ring atop a high
steep ridge and the warriors waited out-
side. They made a brave sight, the men of
Killorn, tall barbarians in the colorful kilts
of their septs with plundered ornaments
shining around corded throat or sinewy
arm.,

Most of them still bore the equipment of
their homeland—horned helmets, gleaming
ring-byrnies, round shields, ax and bow and
spear and broadsword, worn and dusty with
use but ready for more. The greater number
went afoot, though some rode the small
shaggy hests of the north. Their women
and children crouched behind the wagons,
with bows and slings ready and the old bat-
tle banners of Killorn floating overhead.

Kery came running to the place where
the chiefs stood. He wore only a helmet
and a light leather corselet, and carried
sword and spear and a bow slung over his
shoulders, “'Father,” he called. “Father,
who are they?”

Rhiach of Broina stood near Bram with
the great bagpipes of the gods under one
arm—old beyond memory, those pipes,
worn and battered, but terror and death
and the avenging furies crouched in them,
power so great that only one man could
ever know the secret of their use. A light
breeze stirred the warlock’s long gray hair
about his gaunt face, and his eyes brooded
on the eastern darkness.

The scout who had brought word turned
to greet Kery. He was panting with the
weariness of his hard ride. An arrow had
wounded him, and he shivered as the cold
wind from the Dark Lands brushed his
sweat-streaked body. “A horde,” he said.
“An army marching out of the east toward
us, not Ryvan but such a folk as I never
knew of. Their outriders saw me and barely
did I get away. Most likely they will move
against us, and switfly.”

“A host at least as great as ours,” added
Bram. “It must be a part of the invading
Dark Landers who are laying Ryvan waste.
It will be a hard fight, though I doubt not
that with our good sword-arms and the
pipe of the gods we will throw them back.”

“I know not.” Rhiach spoke slowly.
His deep eyes were somber on Kery. I have
had ill dreams of late. If I fell in this
battle, before we won . . . I did wrong,

son. I should have told you how to use
the pipe.”

“The law says you can only do that when
you are so old that you are ready to give up
your chiefship to your first born,” said
Bram. “It is a good law. A whole clan know-
ing how to wield such power would soon
be at odds with all Killorn.”

“But we are not in Killorn now,” said
Rhiach. “We have come far from home,
among alien and enemy peoples, and the
lake where it is forever sunset is a ghost to
us.” His hard face softened. “If I fall, Kery,
my own spirit, I think, will wander back
thither. I will wait for you at the border of
the lake, I will be on the windy heaths and
by the high tarns, they will hear me piping
in the night and know I have come home
. . . but seek your place, son, and all the
gods be with you.”

ERY gulped and wrung his father's
hand. The wadock bad ever been a

’

stranger to him. His mother was dead these

many years and Rhiach had grown grim and
silent. And yet the old warlock was dearser
to him than any save Morna who waited for
his return.

He turned and sped to his own post, with
the tyrs.

The cows of the great horned tyrs from
Killorn were for meat and milk and leather,
and trudged meekly enough behind the
wagons, But the huge black bulls were
wicked and had gored more than one man
to death. Still Kery had gotten the idea of
using them in battle. He had made iron
plates for their chests and shoulders. He
had polished their cruel horns and taught
them to charge when he gave the word. No
other man in the army dated go near them,
but Kery could guide them with a whistle.
For the men of Broina were warlocks,

They snorted in the twilight as he neared
them, stamping restlessly and shaking their
mighty heads. He laughed in a sudden reck-
less drunkenness of power and moved up to
his big lovely Gorwain and scratched the
bull behind the ears.

“Softly, softly,” he whispered, standing
in the dusk among the crowding black bulks.

“Patient, my beauty, wait but a little and

I'll slip you, O wait, my Gorwain.”
Spears blinked in the shadowy light and
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voices rumbled quietly. The bulls and the
hests snorted, stamping and shivering in the
thin chill wind flowing from the lands of
aight. They waited.

Presently they heard, faint and far, the

skirling of war pipes. But it was not the’

wild joyous music of Killorn, it was a thin
shrill note which ran along the netves,
jagged as a saw, and the thump of drums
and the clangor of gongs came with it. Kery
sprang up on the broad shoulders of Gor-
wain the tyr and strained into the gloom to
see.
Over the rolling land came marching the
invaders. It was an army of a thousand or
so, he guessed with a shiver of tension, mov-
ing in closer ranks and with tighter disci-
pline than the barbarians. He had seen many
armies, from the naked yelling savages of
the upper Norlan hills to the armored files
of civilized towns, yet never one like this.

Dark Landers, he thought bleakly. Oxt
of the cold and the night that never ends,
out c;z‘ the mystery and the frightened
legends of a thousand years, here at last are
the men of the Dark Lands, spilling .into
the Twilight like their own icy winds, and
bave we anything that can stand against
them?

They were tall, as tall as the northerners,
but gaunt, with a stringy toughness born of
hardship and suffering and bitter chill.
Their skins were white, not with the ruddy
whiteness of the northern Twilight Landers
but dead-white, blank and bare, and the
long hair and beards were the color of
silver,

Their eyes were the least human thing
about them, huge and round and golden, the
eyes of a bird of prey, deep sunken in the
narrow skulls. Their faces seemed strangely
immobile, as if the muscles for laughter and
weeping were alike frozen. As they moved
up, the only sound was the tramp of their
feet and the demon whine of their pipes
and the clash of drum and gong.

They were well equipped, Kery judged;
they wore close-fitting garments of fur-
trimmed leather, trousers and boots and
hooded tunics. Underneath he glimpsed
mail, helmets, shields, and they carried all
the weapons he knew—no cavalry, but they
marched with a sure tread. Overhead
floated a strange banner, a black standard

with a jagged golden streak across it.

Kery’s muscles and nerves tightened to
thrumming altertness. He crouched by his
lead bull, one hand gripping the hump and
the other white-knuckled around his speat-
shaft. And there was a great hush on the
ranks of Killorn as they waited.

Closer came the strangers, until they were
in bowshot. Kery heard the snap of tauten-
ing strings. Will Bram never give the sig-
nal? Gods, is he waiting for them to walk
up and kiss us? ’

A trumpet brayed from the enemy ranks,
and Kery saw the cloud of arrows rise
whistling against the sky. At the same time
Bram~winded his horn and the air grew
loud with war shouts and the roar of ar-
row flocks. )

Then the strangers locked shields ard
charged.

II

THE men of Killorn stood their ground,
shoulder to shoulder, pikes braced and
swords aloft, They had the advantage of
high ground and meant to use it. From be-
hind their ranks came a steady hail of ar-
rows and stones, whistling through the air
to crack among the enemy ranks and tumble
men to earth—yet still the Dark Landers
came, leaping and bounding and running
with strange precision, They did not yell,
and their faces were blank as white stone,
but behind them the rapid thud of their
drums rose to a pulse-shaking roar.

“Hai-ah!” bellowed red Bram. “Sunder
them!”

The great long-shafted ax shrieked in his
hands, belled on an enemy helmet and
crashed through into skull and brain and
shattering jawbone. Again he smote, side-
ways, and a head leaped from its shoulders.

A Dark Land warrior thrust for his belly.
He kicked one booted foot out and sent the
man lurching back into his own ranks.
Whirling, he hewed down one who engaged
the Killorner beside him. A foeman sprang
against him as he turned, chopping at his
leg. With a roar that lifted over the clash-
ing racket of battle, Bram turned, the ax
already flying in his hands, and cut the
stranger down.
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His red beard blazed like a torch over
the struggle as it swayed back and forth.
His streaming ax was a lightning bolt that
rose and fell and rose again, and the
thunder of metal on breaking metal rolled
between the hills.

Kery stood by his tyrs, bow in hand,
shooting and shooting into the masses that
roiled about him. None came too close, and
he could not leave his post lest the un-
chained bulls stampede. He shuddered with
the black fury of battle. When would Bram
call the charge. How long? Zip, zip, gray-
feathered death winging into the tide that
rolled up to the wagons and fell back and
resurged over its corpses.

The men of Killorn were yelling and
cursing as they fought, but the Dark Land-
ers made never a sound save for the hoarse
gasping of breath and the muted groans of
the wounded. It was like fighting demons,
yellow-eyed and silver-bearded and with no
soul in their bony faces. The northerners
shivered and trembled and hewed with a
desperate fury of loathing,

Back and forth the battle swayed, roar of
axes and whine of arrows and harsh iron
laughter of swords. Kery stood firing and
firing, the need to fight was a bitter catch in
his throat. How long to wait, how long,
how long? :

Why didn't Rhiach blow the skirl of
death on the pipes? Why not fling them
back with the horror of disintegration in
their bones, and then rush out to finish
them? :

Kery knew well that the war-song of the
gods was only to be played in time of direst
need, for it hurt friend almost as much as
foe—but even so, even so! A few shaking
bars, to drive the enemy back in death and
panic, and then the sortie to end them!

Of a sudden he saw a dozen Dark Land-
ers break from the main battle by the
wagons and approach the spot where he
stood. He shot two swift arrows, threw his
spear, and pulled out his sword with a
savage laughter in his heart, the demoniac
battle joy of the Broina. Ha, let them
come!

- The first sprang with downward-whistling
blade. Kery twisted aside, letting speed and
skill be his shield, his long glaive flickered
out and the enemy screamed as it took off

his arm. Whirling, Kery spitted the second
through the throat. The third was on him
before he could withdraw his blade, and a
fourth from the other side, raking for his
vitals. He sprang back.

“Gorwain!" he shouted. “Gorwain!”

The huge black bull heard, His fellows
snorted and shivered, but stayed at their
place—Kery didn't know how long they
would wait, he prayed they would stay a
moment more. The lead tyr ran up beside
his master, and the ground trembled under
his cloven hoofs,

The white foemen shrank back, still dead
of face but with fear plain in their bodies.
Gorwain snorted, an explosion of thunder,
.and charged them.

There was an instant of flying bodies, tat-
tered flesh ripped by the horns, and ribs
snapping underfoot. The Dark Landers
thrust with their spears, the points glanced
off the armor plating and Gorwain turned
and slew them.

“Here!” cried Kery sharply. “Back, Got-
wain! Here!”

The tyr snorted and circled, rolling his
eyes. The killing madness was coming ovet
him, if he were not stopped now he might
charge friend or foe.

“Gorwain!” screamed Kery.

Slowly, trembling under his shining
black hide, the bull returned.

ND now Rhiach the warlock stood up
behind the ranks of Killorn, Tall and
steely gray, he went out between them, the
pipes in his arms and the mouthpieces at
his lips. For an instant the Dark Landers
wavered, hesitating to shoot at him, and
then he blew.
It was like the snarling music of any
bagpipe, and yet there was more in it,
There was a boiling tide of horror riding
the notes, men’s hearts faltered and weak-
ness turned their muscles watery. Higher
-rose the music, and stronger and louder,
screaming in the dales, and before men’s
eyes the world grew unreal, shivering be-
neath them, the rocks faded to mist and
the trees groaned and the sky shook. They
fell toward the ground, holding their eass,
half blind with unreasoning fear and with
the pain of the giant hand that gripped their
bones and shook them, shook them.
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The Dark Landers reeled back, falling,
staggering, and many of those who toppled
were dead before they hit the earth. Others
milled in panic, the army was becoming
a mob. The world groaned and trembled
and tried to dance to the demon music.

Rhiach stopped. Bram shook his bull
head to clear the ringing and the fog in it.
“At- them!” he roared. ““Charge!”

Sanity came back. The land was real and
solid again, and men who were used to the
terrible drone of the pi could force
strength back into shuddering bodies. With
a great shout, the warriors of Killorn formed
ranks and moved forward.

Kery leaped up on the back of Gorwain,
straddling the armored chine and gripping
his knees into the mighty flanks. His sword
blazed in the air. “Now kill them, my beau-
ties!” he howled.

In a great wedge, with Gorwain at their
lead, the tyrs rushed out on the foe. Earth
shook under the rolling thunder of their
feet. Their bellowing filled the land and
clamored at the gates of the sky. They
poured like a black tide down on the Dark
Land host and hit it.

“Hoo-ah!” cried Kery.

He felt the shock of running into that
mass of men and he clung tighter, holding
on with one hand while his sword whistled
in the other. Bodies fountained before the
rush of the bulls, horns tossed men into
the heavens and hoofs pounded them into
the earth. Kery swung at dimly glimpsed
heads, the hits shivered along his arm but
he could not see if he killed anyone, there
wasn’t time.

Through and through the Dark Land
army the bulls plowed, goring a lane down
its middle while the Killorners fell on it
from the front. Blood and thunder and
erupting violence, death reaping the foe,
and Kery rode onward.

“Oh, my beauties, my black sweethearts,
horn them, stamp them into the ground.
Oh, lovely, lovely, push them on, my Gor-
wain, knock them down to hell, best of
bulls!”

The tyrs came out on the other side of the
broken host and thundered on down the
ridge. Kery fought to stop them, He yelled
and whistled, but he knew such a charge
could ont expend itself in a moment.

As they rushed on, he heard the high
brazen call of a trumpet, and then another
and another, and a new war-cry rising be-
hind him. What was that? What had hap-
pened?

They were down in a rocky swale beforce
he had halted the charge. The bulls stood
shivering then, foam and blood streaked
their heaving sides. Slowly, with many
curses and blows, he got them turned, but
they would only walk back up the long hill.

As he neared the battle again he saw
that another force had attacked the Dark
Landers from behind. It must have come
through the long ravine to the west, which
would have concealed its approach from
those fighting Southern Twilight Landers,
Kery saw, well trained and equipped though
they seemed to fight wearily. But between
men of north and south, the easterners were
being cut down in swathes. Before he could
get back, the remnants of their host was in
full flight. Bram was too busy with the
newcomers to pursue and they soon were
lost in the eastern darkness,

ERY dismounted and led his bulls to
the wagons to tie them up. They went
through a field of corpses, heaped and-piled
on the blood-soaked earth, but most of the
dead were enemies. Here and there the
wounded cried out in the twilight, and the
women of Killorn were going about succor-
ing their own hurt. Carrion birds hovered
above on darkling wings.

“Who are those others?” asked Kery of
Bram'’s wife Eiyla. She was a big raw-boned
woman, somewhat of a scold but stout-
hearted and the mother of tall sons. She
stood leaning on an unstrung bow and look-
ing over the suddenly hushed landscape.

“Ryvanians, I think,” she replied absently.
Then, “Kery—Kery, I have ill news for

ou.
’ His heart stumbled and there was a sud-
den coldness within him. Mutely, he waited.

“Rhiach is dead, Kery,” she said gently.
“An arrow took him in the throat even as
the Dark Landers fled.”

His voice seemed thick and clumsy.
“Where is he?”

She led him inside the laager of wagons.
A fire had been lit to boil water, and its red
glow danced over the white faces of women
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and children and wounded men where they
lay. To one side the dead had been stretched,
and white-headed Lochly of Dagh stood
above them with his bagpipes couched in
his arms.

Kery knelt over Rhiach. The warlock’s
bleak features had softened a little in death,
he seemed gentle now. But quiet, so pale and
quiet. And soon the earth will open to
receive you, you will be laid to rest here in
an alien land where the life slipped from
your hands, and the high windy tarns of
Killorn will not know you ever again, O
Rhiach the Piper.

Farewell, farewell, my father. Sleep well,
goodnight, goodnight!

Slowly, Kery brushed the gray hair back
from Rhiach’s forehead, and knelt and
kissed him on the brow. They had laid the
god-pipe beside him, and he took this up
and stood numbly, wondering what he
would do with this thing in his hands.

Old Lochly gave him a somber stare. His
voice came so soft you could scarce hear it
over the thin whispering wind.

“Now you are the Broina, Kery, and thus
the Piper of Killorn.”

“I know,” he said dully.

“But you know not how to blow the pipes,
do you? No, no man does that. Since Broina
himself had them from Llugan Longsword
in heaven, there has been one who knew
their use, and he was the shield of all
Killotn. But now that is ended, and we are
alone among strangers and enemies.”

“It is not good. But we must do what we
can.”

“Oh, aye. 'Tis scarcely your fault, Kery.
But I fear none of us will ever drink the still
waters of the lake where it is forever sun-
set again.”

Lochly put his own pipes to his lips and
the wild despair of the old coronach wailed
forth over the hushed camp.

Kery slung the god-pipes over his back
and wandered out of the laager toward Bram
and the Ryvanians.

11

HE southern folk were more civilized,
with cities and books and strange arts,
though the northerners thought it spiritless
of them to kouckle under to their kings as

abjectly as they did. Hereabouts the people
were dark of hair and eyes, though still
light of skin like all Twilight Landers, and
shorter ang stockier than in the north. These
soldiers<fnade a brave showing with pol-
ished cuirass and plumed helmet and oblong
shields, and they had a strong cavalry
mounted on tall hests, and trumpeters and
standard bearers and engineers. They out-
numbered the Killorners by a good three
to one, and stood in close, suspicious ranks.

Approaching them, Kery thought that his
people were, after all, invadets of Ryvan
themselves. If this new army decided to
fall on the tired and disorganized barbarians,
whose strongest weapon had just been taken
from them, it could be slaughter. He
stiffened himself, thrusting thought of
Rhiach far back into his mind, and strode
boldly forward.

As he neared he saw that however well
armed and trained the Ryvanians were they
were also weary and dusty, and they had
many hurt among them. Beneath their taut
bearing was a hollowness. They had the look
of beaten men.

Bram and the Dagh, tall gray Nessa, were
parleying with the Ryvanian general, who
had ridden forward and sat looking coldly
down on them. The Heorran carried his
huge ax over one mailed shoulder, but had
the pther hand lifted in sign of peace. At
Kery’'s approach, he turned briefly and
nodded.

“Well you came,” he said. “This is a
matter for the heads of all three clans, and
you are the Broina now. I grieve for Rhiach,
and still more do I grieve for poor Killorn,
but we must put a bold face on it lest they
fall on us.”

Kery nodded, gravely as fitted an elder.
The incongruity of it was like a blow. Why,
he was a boy—there were men of Broina in
the train twice and thrice his age—and he
held leadership over them!

But Rhiach was dead, and Kery was the
last living of his sons. Hunger and war
and the coughing sickness had taken all the
others, and so now he spoke for his clan.

He turned a blue gaze up toward the
Ryvanian general. This was a tall man, big
as a northerner but quiet and graceful in
his movements, and the inbred haughtiness
of generations was stiff within him, A torn
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purple cloak and a gilt helmet were his only
special signs of rank, otherwise he wore the
- plain armor of a mounted man, but he wote
it like a king. His face was dark for a Twi-
light Lander, lean and strong and deeply
lined, with a Proud high-bridged nose and
a Jong hard jaw and close-cropped black
hair finely streaked with gray. He alone in
that army seemed utterly undaunted by
whatever it was that had broken their spirits.

“This is Kery son of Rhiach, chief of the
third of our clans,” Bram introduced him.
He used the widespread Aluardian lan-
guage of the southlands, which was also the
tongue of Ryvan and which most of the
Killorners had picked up in the course of
their wanderings. “And Kery, he says he is
Jonan, commander under Queen Sathi of
the army of Ryvan, and that this is a force
sent out from the city which became aware
of the battle we were having and took the
opportunity of killing a few more Dark
Landers.” _

Nessa of Dagh looked keenly at the
southerners. “Methinks there’s more to it
than that,” he said, half to his fellows and
half to Jonan. “You've been in a stiff battle
and come off second best, if looks tell aught.
Were 1 to make a further venture, it would
be that while you fought clear of the army
that beat you and are well ahead of pursuit,
it’s still on your tail and you have to reach
the city fast.”

“That will do,” snapped Jonan. “We
have heard of you plundering bandits from
the north, and have no intention of permit-
ting you on Ryvanian soil. If you turn back
at once, you may go in peace, but other-
wise . . .

Casting a glance behind him, Bram saw
that his men were swiftly reforming their
own lines. They sensed the uneasiness in
the air. If the worst came to the worst,
they’d give a fearsome account of them-
selves. And it was plain that Jonan knew it.

“We are wanderers, yes,” said the chief
steadily, “but we are not highwaymen save
when necessity drives us to it. It would
better fit you to let us, who have just broken
a fair-sized host of your deadly enemies,
proceed in peace. We do not wish to fight
you, but if we must it will be all the worse
for you.” '

“Ill-armed barbarians, a third of our

number, ' threatening us?” asked Jonan
scornfully.

“Well, now, suppose you can overcome
us,” said Nessa with a glacial cheerfulness.
“1 doubt it, but just suppose so. We will
not account for less than one man apiece of
yours, you know, and you can hardly spare
so many with Dark Landers ravaging all
your country. Furthermore, a battle with us
could well last so long that those who fol-
low you will catch up, and there is an end
of all of us.”

K'ERY took a breath and added flatly,
“You must have felt the piping we
can muster at need. Well for you that we
only played it a short.while, If we chose to
play you a good long dirge . . .”

Bram cast him an approving glance,
nodded, and said stiffly, “So you see, Gen-
eral Jonan, we mean to go on our way, and
it would best suit you to bid us a friendly
good-bye.”

The Ryvanian scowled blackly and sat for
a moment in thought. The wind stirred his
hest’s mane and tail and the scarlet plume
on his helmet. Finally he asked them in a
bitter voice, “"What do you want here, any-
way? Why did you come south?”

“It is a long story, and this is no place to
talk,” said Bram. “Suffice it that we seck
land. Not much land, nor for too many
years, but a place to live in peace till we can
return to Killorn.”

“Hm.” Jonan frowned again. “It is a
hatd position for me. I cannot simply let a
band famous for robbery go loose. Yet it is
true enough that I would not welcome a
long and difficult fight just now. What shall
I do with you?”

“You will just bave to let us go,” grinned
Nessa.

“No! I think you have lied to me on
several counts, barbarians. Half of what
you say is bluff, and I could wipe you out if
I had to.”

“Methinks somewhat more than half of
your words are bluff,” murmured Kery.

Jonan gave him an angry look, then sud-
denly whirled on Bram. “Look here. Neither
of us can well afford a battle, yet neither
trusts the other out of its sight. There is
only one answer. We must proceed together
to Ryvan city.”
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“Eh? Are you crazy, man? Why, as soon
as we were in sight of your town, you could
summon all its garrison out against us.”

“You must simply trust me not to do
that. If you have heard anything about
Queen Sathi, you will know that she would
never permit it. Nor can we spare too many
forces. Frankly, the city is going to be under
siege very soon.”

“Is it that bad?” asked Bram.

“Worse,” said Jonan gloomily.

Nessa nodded his shrewd gray head.
“I've heard some tales of Sathi,” he agreed.
“They do say she’s honorable.”

“And I have heard that you people have
served as mercenaries before now,” said
Jonan quickly, “and we need warriors so
cruelly that I am sure some arrangement can
be made here. It could even include the
land you want, if we are victorious, for the
Ganasthi have wasted whole territories. So
this is my proposal—march with us to Ry-
van, in peace, and there discuss terms with
her majesty for taking service under her
flag.” His harsh dark features grew sudden-
Iy cold. “Or, if you refuse, bearing in mind
that Ryvan has very little to lose after all, I
will fall on you this instant.” : ‘

Bram scratched his red beard, and looked
over the southern ranks and especially the
engines. Flame-throwing ballistae could
make ruin of the laager. Jonan galled him,
and yet—well—however they might bluff
about it, the fact remained that they had
very little choice.

And anyway, the suggestion about pay-
ment in land sounded good. And if these—
Ganasthi—had really overrun the Ryvanian
empire, then there was little chance in any
case of the Killorners getting much further
south.

“Well,” said Bram mildly, “we can at
least talk about it—at the city.”

NOW the wagons, which the barbarians
would not abandon in spite of Jonan’s
threats, were swiftly hitched again and the
long train started its creaking way over the
hills. Erelong they came on one of the paved
imperial roads, a broad empty way that ran
straight as a spearshaft southwestward to
Ryvan city. Then they made rapid progress.

In truth, thought Kery, they went
through a wasted land, Broad fields wese

blackened with fire, corpses sprawled in the
embers of farmsteads, villages were de-
serted and gutted—everywhere folk had fled
before the hordes of Ryvan, Twice they saw
red glows on the southern horizon and
white-lipped soldiers told Kery that those
were burning cities. '

As they marched west the sky lightened
before them until at last a clear white glow
betokened that the sun was just below the
curve of the world. It was a fair land of
rolling plains and low hills, fields and
groves and villages, but empty—empty.
Now and again a few homeless nts
stared with frightened eyes at their passage,
or trailed along in their wake, but other-
wise there was only the wind and the rain
and the hollow thudding of their feet.

Slowly Kery got the tale of Ryvan, The
city had spread itself far in earlier days,
conquering many others, but its rule was
just. The conquered became citizens them-
selves and the strong armies protected all.
The young queen Sathi was nearly wor-
shipped by her folk. But then the Ganasthi
came.

“About a year ago it was,” said one man.
“They came out of the darkness in the east,
a horde of them, twice as many as we could
muster. We've always had some trouble
with Dark Landers on our eastern border,
you know, miserable barbarians making
forays which we beat off without too much
trouble. And most of them-told of pressure
from some powerful nation, G'masgx, driv-
ing them from their own homes and forc-
ing them to fall on us. But we never thought
too much of it. Not before it was too late.

“We don't know much about Ganasth, It
seems to be a fairly civilized state, some-
where out there in the cold and the dark.
How they ever became civilized with noth-
ing but howling savages around them I't
never imagine. But they’ve built up a power
like Ryvan's, only bigger. It seems to include
conscripts from many Dark Land tribes
who're only too glad to leave their miset-
able frozen wastes and move into our terri-
tory. Their armies are as well trained and
equipped as our own, and they fight like
demons. Those war-gongs, and those dead
faces . . "

He shuddered. -

“The prisoners we've taken say they aim
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to take over all the Twilight Lands. They're
starting with Ryvan—it’s the strongest state,
and once they've knocked us over the rest
will be easy. We've appealed for help to
other nations but they’re all too afraid, too
busy raising their own silly defenses, to do
anything. So for the past year the war's
been raging up and down our empire.” He
waved a hand, wearily, at the blasted land-
scape. “You see what that’s meant. Famine
an Xlague are starting to hit us npow—"

“And you could never stand before
them?” asked Kery.

“Oh, yes, we had our victories and they
had theirs. But when we won a battle they'd
just retreat and sack some other area.
They've been living off the country—our
country—the devils!” The soldier’s face
twisted. “My own little sister was in Aqui-
laea when they took that. When I think of
those white-haired fiends—

“Well about a month ago, the great battle
was fought. Jonan led the massed forces of
Ryvan out and caught the main body of
Ganasthi at Seven Rivers, in the Donam
Hills. I was there. The fight lasted, oh,
four sleeps maybe, and nobody gave quarter
or asked it. We outnumbered them a little,
but they finally won. They slaughtered us
like driven cattle. Jonan was lucky to pull
half his forces out of there. The rest lef
their bones at Seven Rivers. Since then
we’ve been a broken nation.

“We're pulling all we have left back
toward Ryvan in the hope of holding it
till a miracle happens. Do you have any
miracles for sale, Northman?” The soldier
laughed bitterly.

“What about this army here?” asked
Kery.
“We still make sorties, you know. This
one went out from Ryvan city a few sleeps
past to the relief of Tusca, which our scouts
said the Ganasthi were besieging with only
a small force. But an enemy army inter-
cepted us on the way. We cut our way out
and shook them, but they’'re on our tail in
all likelihood. When we chanced to hear
the noise of your fight with the invaders we
took the opportunity . . . Almighty Dyuus,
it was good to hack them down and see them

"l

The soldier shrugged. “But what good
did it do, really? What chance have we got?

That was a good magic you had at the fight.
I thought my heart was going to stop when
that demon music started. But can you pipe
your way out of hell, barbarian? Can you?”

v

RYVAN was a fair city, with terraced
gardens and high shining towers to be
seen over the white walls, and it lay among
wide fields not yet ravaged by the enemy.
But around it, under its walls, spilling out
over the land, huddled the miserable shacks
and tents of those who had fled hither and
could find no room within the town till the
foe came over the horizon—the broken
folk, the ragged horror-ridden peasants who
stared mutely at the defeated army as it
streamed through the gates.

The men of Killorn made camp under
one wall and soon their fires smmfged the
deep silver-blue sky and their warriors stood
guard against the Ryvanians. They did not
trust even these comrades in woe, for they
came of the fat southlands and the wide
highways and the iron legions, and not of
Killorn and its harsh windy loneliness.

Before long word came that the bar-
barian leaders were expected at the palace.
So Bram, Nessa, and Kery put on their
polished byrnies, and over them tunics and
cloaks of their best plunder. They slung
their swords over their shoulders and
mounted their hests and rode between two
squads of Ryvanian guardsmen through the
gates and into the city.

It was packed and roiling with those who
had fled. Crowds surged aimlessly around
the broad avenues and spilled into the
colonnaded temples and the looming apart-
ments and even the gardens and villas of
the nobility.

There was the dusty, bearded peasant,
clinging to his wife and his children and
looking on the world with frightened eyes.
Gaily decked noble, riding through the
mob with patrician bauteur and fear under-
neath it. Fat merchant and shaven priest,
glowering at the refugees who came in
penniless to throng the city and must, by
the queen’s orders, be fed and houscd. Pa-
trolling soldiers, striving to kecp order in
the mindless whirlpool of man, tiicir young
faces drawn and their shoulders stooped be-
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neath their mail. Jugglers, mountebanks,
thieves, harlots, tavern-keepers, plying their
trades in the feverish gaiety of doom; a
human storm foaming off into strange half-
glimpsed faces in darkened alleys and eddy-
ing crowds, the unaccountable aliens who
flit through all great cities—the world
seemed gathered at Ryvan, and huddling
before the wrath that came.

Fear rode the city, Kery could feel it, he
breathed and the atr was dank with terror,
he bristled animal-like and laid a hand to
his sword. For an instant he remembered
Killorn, the wide lake rose before him and
he stood at its edge, watching the breeze
ruffle it and hearing the whisper of reeds
and the chuckle of water on a pebbled shore.
Miles about lay the hills and the moors, the
clean strong smell of ling was a drunken-
ness in his nostrils, It was silent save for
the small cool wind that rufffled Morna’s
hair. And in the west it was sunset, the
mighty sun-disc lay just below the horizon
and a shifting, drifting riot of colors, flame
of red and green and molten gold, burned
in the twilit heavens.

He shook his head, feeling his longing as
a sharp clear pain, and urged his hest
through the crowds. Presently they reached
the palace.

It was long and low and gracious,
ctowded now since all the nobles and their
households had moved into it and, under
protest, turned their own villas over to the
homeless. Dismounting, the northerners
walked between files of guardsmen, through
fragrant gardens and up the broad marble
steps of the building—through long corri-
dors and richly furnished rooms, and finally
into the audience chamber of Queen Sathi.

It was like a chalice of white stone,
wrought in loveliness and brimming with
twilight and stillness. That deep blue dusk
lay cool and mysterious between the high
slim pillars, and somewhere came the rip-
pling of a harp and the singing of birds

and fountains. Kery felt suddenly aware of -

his uncouth garments and manners and
accent. His tongue thickened and he did
not know what to do with his hands. Awk-
wardly he took off his helmet.

“Lord Bram of Killorn, your majesty,”
said the chamberlain.

“Greeting, and welcome,” said Sathi.

ORD had spread far about Ryvan’'s

young queen but Kery thought dazed-
ly that the gossips had spoken less of her
than was truth. She was tall and lithe and
sweetly formed, with strength slumbering
deep under the wide soft mouth and the
lovely curves of cheeks and forehead. Blood
of the Sun Lands darkened her hair to a
glowing blue-black and tinted her skin with
gold, there was fire from the sun within
her. Like other southern women, she
dressed more boldly than the girls of Kil-
lotn, a sheer gown falling from waist to
ankles, a thin veil over the shoulders, little
jewelry. She needed no ornament.

She could not be very much older than
he, if at all, thought Kery. He caught her
great dark eyes on him and felt a slow hot
flush go up his face. With an effort he
checked himself and stood very straight,
with his strange blue eyes like cold flames.

Beside Sathi sat the general, Jonan, and
there were a couple of older men who
seemed to be official advisors. But it soon
was clear that only the queen and the sol-
dier had much to say in this court.

Bram’s voice boomed out, shattering the
peace of the blue dusk. For all his great size
and ruddy beard he seemed lost in the an-
cient grace of the chamber. He spoke too
loudly. He stood too stiff. “Thank you, my
lady. But I am no lord, I simply head this
group of the men of Killorn.” He waved
clumsily at his fellows. “These are Nessa
of Dagh and Kery of Broina.”

“Be seated, then, and welcome again.”
Sathi's voice was low and musical. She
signaled her servants to bring wine.

“We have heard of great wanderings in
the north,” she went on, when they had
drunk. “But those lands are little known to
us. What brought you so far from home?”

Nessa, who had the readiest tongue, an-
swered. “There was famine in the land,
your majesty. For three years drought and
cold lay like iron over Killorn. We hun-
gered and the coughing sickness came over
many of us. Not all our magics and sacri-
fices availed to end our misery, they seemed
only to raise great storms that destroyed
what little we had kept.

“Then the weather smiled again, but as
often happens the gray blight came in the
wake of the hard years. It reaped our grain
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before we could, the stalks withered and
crumbled before our eyes, and wild beasts
cme in bhunger-driven swarms to raid our
dwindlli-ix}g flocks. There was scarce food
enough for a quarter of our starving folk.
We knew, from what had happeged in
other lands, that the gray blight will waste
a country for years, five or ten, leaving only
pethaps a third part of the crop alive ‘at
cach harvest. Then it passes away and does
not come again. But meanwhile the land
will not bear many folk.

“So in the end the clans decided that
most must move away leaving only the few
who could keep alive through the niggard
years to hold the country for us. Hearts
broke in twain, your majesty, for the hills
and the moors and the lake where it is
forever sunset were part of us. We are of
that land and if we die away from it our
ghosts will wander home. But g0 we must,
lest all die.”

“Yes, go on,” said Jonan impatiently
when he paused.

Bram gave him an angry look and took
up the story. “"Four hosts were to wander
out of the land and see what would befall.
If they found a place to stay they would
ebide there il the evil time was over.
Otherwise they would live however they
could. It lay with the gods, my lady, and we
have traveled far from the realms of our

s.
“One host went eastward, into the great
forests of ﬂoﬂa. One got ships and sailed
west, out ihto the Day Lands where some
of our adventurers bad already explored a
little way. One followed the coast south-

westward, through country beyond our ken.:

And ours marched due south. And so we
have wandered for five years.”

“Homeless,” whispered Sathi, and Kery
thought her eyes grew bright with tears.

“Barbarian rebbers!” snapped Jonan. "I
know of the havoc they have wrought on
their way.”

“And what would you have done,”
growled Bram. Jonan gave him a stiff glare,
but he rushed on. “Your majesty, we have
taken only what we needed . . .”

And whatever else struck our fancy,
thought Kery in a2 moment’s wryness.

“—and much of our fighting has been
done for honest pay. We want only a place

to live a few years, land to farm as free
yeomen, and we will defend the country
which shelters us as long as we are in it.
We are too few to take that land and hold
it against a whole nation—that is why we
have not settled down ere this—but on the
march we will scatter any army in the world
or leave our corpses for carrion birds. The
men of Killorn keep faith with friends and
foes alike, help to the one and harm to the
other.

“Now we saw many fair fields in Ryvan
where we could be at home. The Ganasthi
have cleared off the owners for us. So we
offer you this—give us the land we need
and we will fight for you against these
Ganasthi or any other foes while blood
runs through our hearts. Refuse us and we
may be able to make friends with the
Dark Landers instead. For friends we must
have.”

“You see?” snarled Jonan, “He threatens
banditry.”

“No, no, you are too hasty,” replied
Sathi. “He is simply telling the honest
truth. And the gods know we need war-
riors.”

“This general was anxious enough for
our help out there in the eastern marches,”
said Kery suddenly.

" “Enough, barbarian,” said Jonan with ice
in his tones.

Color flared in Sathi's cheeks. “Enough
of you, Jonan. These are brave and honest
men, and our guests, and our sorely needed
allies. We will draw up the treaty at once.”

The general shrugged, insolently. Kery
was puzzled. There was anger here, crack-
ling under a hard-held surface, but it seemed-
new and strange. Why?

They haggled for a while over terms,
Nessa doing most of the talking for Killorn.
He and Bram would not agree that clans-
men should owe fealty or even respeat to
any noble of Ryvan save the queen herself.
Also they should have the right to go home
whenever they heard the famine was over.
Sathi was willing enough to concede it but
Jonan had to be almost beaten dowan. Finally.
he gave grudging assent and the queen had
ber scribes draw the treaty up on parch-
ment.

“That is not how we do it in Killomn,*
said Bram. “A tyr must be sacrificed and
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vows made on the ring of Llugan and the
pipes of the gods.”

Sathi smiled. “Very well, Red One,” she
nodded. “"We will make the pledge thusly
too, if you wish.” With a sudden flame of
bitterness, “What difference does it make?
What difference does anything make now?”

v

OW the armies of Ganasth moved

against Ryvan city itself. From all the
plundered empire they streamed in, to ring
the town in a living wall and hem the de-
fenders within a fence of spears. And when
the whole host was gathered, which took
about ten sleeps from the time the Killorn-
ers arrived, they stormed the city.

Up the long slope of the hills on which
Ryvan stood they came, running, bounding,
holding up shields against the steady hail
of missiles from the walls. Forward, silent
and blank-faced, no noise in them save the
crashing of thousands of feet and the high
demon-music of their warmaking—dying,
strewing the ground with their corpses, but
leaping over the fallen and raging against
the walls.

Up Iladders! Rams thundering at .the
gates! Men springing to the top of walls
and toppling before the defenders and more
of them snarling behind!

Back and forth the battle raged, now the
Ryvanians driven back to the streets and
rooftops, now the Dark Landers pressed to
the edge of the walls and pitchforked over.
Houses began to burn, here and there, and
it was Sathi who made fire brigades out of
those who could not fight. Kery had a
glimpse of her from afar, as he battled on
the outer parapets, a swift and golden love-
liness against the leaping red.

After long and vicious fighting the north-
ern gate went down. But Bram had foreseen
this. He had pulled most of his barbarians
thither, with Kery’s bulls in their lead. He
planted them well back and had a small
stout troop on either side of the great buck-
ling doors. When the barrier sagged on its
hinges, the Ganasthi roared in unopposed,
streaming through the entrance and down
the broad bloody avenue.

Then the Killorners thrust from the side,
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pinching off the several hundred who had
entered. They threw great jars of oil on the
broken gates and set them ablaze, a barrier
of flame which none could cross. And then
Kery rode his bulls against the enemy, and
behind him came the might of Killorn.

It was raw slaughter. Erelong they were
hunting the foe up and down the streets
and spearing them like wild animals. Mean-
while Bram got some engineers from Jo-
nan’s force who put up a temporary barri-
cade in the now open gateway and stood
guard over it

The storm faded, grumbled away in
surges of blood and whistling arrows.
Shaken by their heavy losses, the Dark
Landers pulled back out of missile range,
ringed the city with their watchfires, and
prepared to lay siege.

There was jubilation in Ryvan. Men
shouted and beat their dented shields with
nicked and blunted swords. They tossed
their javelins in the air, emptied wineskins,
and kissed the first and best gitl who came
to hand. Weary, bleeding, reft of many
good comrades, and given at best a reprieve,
the folk still snatched at what laughter re-
mained. A

Bram came striding to meet the queen.
He was a huge and terrible figure stift with
dried blood, the ax blinking on his shoulder
and the other hairy paw clamped on the
neck of a tall Dark Lander whom he helped
along with an occasional kick., Yet Sathi's
dark eyes trailed to the slim form of Kery,
following in the chief’s wake and too ex-
hausted to say much.

“I caught this fellow in the streets, my
lady,” said Bram merrily, “and since he
seemed to be a leader I thought I'd better
hang on to him for a while.”

The invader stood motionless, regarding
them with a chill yellow stare in which
there lay an iron pride. He was tall and
well-built, his black mail silver-trimmed, a
silver star on the battered black helmet.
The snowy hair and beard stirred faintly i
the breeze. '

“An aristocrat, I would say,” nodded
Sathi. She herself seemed almost too tired
to stand. She was smudged with smoke and
her dress was torn and her small hands
bleeding from their recent burdens. But she
pulled herself erect and fought to speak
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steadily. “Yes, he may well be of value to
us. That was good work. Aye, you men of
Killorn fought nobly, without you we might
well have lost the city. It was a good mor:tis
when you came.”

“It was no way to fight,” snapped Jonan.
He was tired and wounded himself, but
there was no comradeship in the look ke
gave the northerners, “The risk of it-—
why, if you hadn’t been able to seal the
gate behind them, Ryvan would have falien
then and there.”

“I did not see you doing much of any-
thing when the gate was splintering before
them,” answered Bram curtly. “As it is, my
lady, we've inflicted such heavy losses on
them that I doubt they’ll consider another
attempt at storming. Which gives us, at
ledst, time to try something else.” He
yawned mightily. “Time to sleep!”

JONAN stepped up close to the prisoner
and they exchanged a long look. There
was no way to read the Dark Lander’s
thoughts but Kery thought he saw a terision
under the general’s hard-held features.

“I don’t know what value a food-eating
prisoner is to us when he can’t even speak
our language,” said the Ryvanian. “How-
ever, I can take him in charge if you wish.”

“Do,” she nodded dully.

"0dd if he couldn’t talk any Aluardian

at all,” said Kery. “Wanderers through
alien lands almost have to learn. The lead-
ers of invading armies ought to know the
tongue of their enemy, or at least have in-
terpreters.” He grinned with the cold sav-
agery of the Broina. “Let the women of
Killorn, the ones who've lost husbands to-
day, have him for a while. I daresay he'll
soon discover he knows your speech—what-
ever is left of him.”
. "No,” said Jonan flatly. He signalled to
a squad of his men. “Take this fellow down
to the palace dungeons and give him some-
thing to eat. I'll be along later.”

Kery started to f[rotest but Sathi laid a

hand on his arm. He felt how it was still
bleeding a little and grew silent.

“Let Jonan take care of it,” she said, her
voice flat with weariness. “We all need rest
now—O gods, to sleep!”

The Killorners had moved their wagons
into the great forum and camped there,

much to the disgust of the aristocrats and
to the pleasure of whatever tavern keepers
and unattached young women lived nearby.
But Sathi had insisted that their three chiefs
should be honored guests at the palace and
it pleased them well enough to have private
chambers and plenty of servants and the
best of wine.

Kery woke in his bed and lay for a long
while, drowsing and thinking the wander-
ous thoughts of half-asleep. When he got
up he groaned for he was stiff with his
wounds and the long fury of battle. A slave
came in and rubbed him with oil and
brought him a barbarian-sized meal, after
which he felt better.

But now he was restless. He felt the let-
down which is the aftermath of high striv-
ing. It was hard to fight back the misery
and loneliness that rose in him. He prowled
the room unhappily, pacing under the glow-
ing cressets, flinging himself on a couch and
then springing to his feet again. The walls
were a cage.

The city was a cage, a trap, he was caught
like a snared beast and never again would
he walk the moors of Killorn, Sharply as a
knife thrust, he remembered hunting once
out in the heath. He had gone alone, with
spear and bow and a shaggy balf-wild cynor
loping at his heels, out after antlered prey
somewhere beyond the little village. Long
had they roamed, he and his beast, until
they were far from sight of man and only
the great gray and purple and gold of the
moors were around them.

The carpet under his bare feet seemed
again to be the springy, pungent ling of
Killorn. It was as if he smelled the sharp
wild fragrance of it and felt the leaves
brushing his ankles, It had been gray and
windy, clouds rushed out of the west on a
mounting gale. There was rain in the air
and high overhead a single bird of prey
had wheeled and looped on lonely wings.
O almighty gods, how the wind had sung
and cried to him, chilled his body with raw
wet gusts and skirled in the dales and
roared beneath the darkening heavens! And
e had come down a long rocky slope into
a wooded glen, a waterfall rushed and
foamed along his path, white and green and
angry black. He had sheltered in 2 mossy
cave, lain and listened to the wind and the
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rain and the crystal, ringing waterfall, and
when the weather cleared he had gotten up
and gone home. There had been no quarry,
but by Morna of Dagh, that failure meant
more to him than all his victories since!
He picked up the pipe of the gods, where
it lay with his armor, and turned it over

and over in his hands. Old it was, dark

with age, tt(l)eogipes were of some nameless
iron-like wr and the bag of a leather
such as was never seen now. It was worn
with the uncounted generations of Broinas
who had had it, men made hard and stern
by their frightful trust.

It had scattered the legions of the south-
erners who came conquering a hundred
years ago and it had quelled the raiding
savages from Norla and it had gone with
one-eyed Alrigh and shouted down the
walls of a dty. And more than once, on
this last dreadful march, it had saved the
men of Killorn.

Now it was dead. The Piper of Killorn
had fallen-and the secret had perished with
him and. the folk it had warded were
trapped like animals to die of hunger and
pestilence in a strange land—O Rbiach,
Rbiach my father, come back from the
dead, come back and put the pipe to your
cold lips and play the war-song of Killorn!

Kery blew in it for the hundredth time
and only a hollow whistling sounded in the
belly of the instrument. Not even a decent
tune, he thought bitterly.

He couldn’t stay indoors, he had to get
out under the sky again or go mad. Sling-
ing the pipe over his shoulder he went out
the door and up a long stairway to the palace
roof gardens.

They slept all around him, sleep and si-
lence were heavy in the long corridors, it
was as if he were the last man alive and
walked alone through the ruins of the
world. He came out on the roof and went
over to the parapet and stood looking out.

The moon was near the zenith which

meant, at this longitude, that it was some-

what less than half full and would dwindle
as it sank westward. It rode serene in the
dusky sky adding its pale glow to the dif-
fused light which filled all the Twilight
Lands and to the white pyre of the hidden
sun. The city lay dark and silent under the
sky, sleeping heavily, only the muted tramp

of sentries and their ringing calls drifted up
to Kery. Beyond the town burned the omi-
nous red circle of the Ganasthi fires and he
could see their tents and the black forms of
their warriors.

They were settling down to a patient
death watch. All the land had become silent
waiting for Ryvan to die. It did not seem
right that he should stand here among fra-
grant gardens and feel the warm western
breeze on his face, not when steadfast
Lluwynn and Boroda the Strong and gay
young Kormak his comrade were ashen
corpses with the women of Killorn keening
over them. O Killorn, Killorn, and the lake
of sunset, have their ghosts gone home to
you? Greet Morna for me, Kormak, whisper
in the wind that I love ber, tell her not to
grieve,

E GREW aware that someone else was
approaching, and turned with annoy-
ance. But his mood lightened when he saw
that it was Sathi. She was very fair as she
walked toward him, young and lithe and
beautiful, with the dark unbound hair float-
ing about her. ’

“Are you up, Kery?” she asked, sitting
down on the parapet beside him.

“Of course, my lady, or else you are
dreaming,” he smiled with a tired humor.

“Stupid question wasn’t it?” She smiled
back with a curving of closed lips that was
lovely to behold. “But I am not feeling very
bright just now.”

“None of us are, my lady.”

“Oh, forget that sort of address, Kery.
I am too lonely. as it is, sitting on a throne
above all the world. Call me by my name,
at least.”

“You are very kind—Sathi.”

“That is better.” She smiled again, wist-
fully. “How you fought today! How you
reaped them! What sort of a warrior are
you, Kery, to ride wild bulls as if they were
hests?”

“We of clan Broina have tricks. We feel
things that other men do not seem to.”
Kery sat down beside her feeling the
frozenness within him ease a little. “Aye,
it can be lonely to wield power and you
wonder if you are fit for it, not so? My
father died in our first battle with the Gan-
asthi, and now I am the Broina, but who
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am I to lead my clan? I cannot even perform
the first duty of my post.”

“And what is that?” she asked.

He told her about the god-pipe. He
showed it to her and gave her the tales of
its singing. “You feel your flesh shiver and
your bones begin to crumble, rocks dance
and mountains groan and the gates of hell
open before you but now the pipes are for-
ever silent, Sathi. No man knows how to
play them.”

“I heard of your music at that battle,”
she nodded gravely, “and wondered why
it was pot sounded again this time.” Awe
and fear were in her eyes, the hand that
touched the scarred sack trembled a little.
"And this is the pipe of Killorn! You can-
not play it again? You cannot find out how?
It would be the saving of Ryvan and of
your own folk and perhaps of all the Twi-
light Lands, Kery.”

“I know. But what can I do? Who can
understand the powers of heaven or unlock
the doors of hell save Llugan Longsword
himself?”

“I do not know. But Kery—I wonder.
This pipe . . . Do you really think that gods
and not men wrought it?”

“Who but a god could make such a thing,
Sathi?”

“I do not know, I say. And yet— Tell
me, have you any idea of what the world is
iike in Killorn? Do you think it a flat plain
with the sun hanging above, forever fixed
in one spot?”

“Why I suppose so. Though we have met
men in the southlands who claimed the
world was a round ball and went about the
sun in such a manner as always to turn the
same face to it.”

“Yes, the wise men of Ryvan tell us that
that must be the case. They have learned it
by studying the fixed stars and those which
wander. Those others are worlds like our
own, they say, and the fixed stars are suns
a very long ways off. And we have a very
dim legend of a time once, long and long
and long ago, when this world did not
cternally face the sun either. It spun like a
top so that each side of it had light and
dark alternately.”

Kery knitted his brows trying to see that
for himself. At last he nodded. “"Well, it
may have been. What of it?”

“The barbarians all think the world was
born in flame and thunder many ages ago.
But some of our thinkers believe that this
cteation was a catastrophe which destroyed
that older world I speak of. There are dim
legends and here and there we find very
ancient ruins, cities greater than any we
khow today but buried and broken so long
ago that even their building stones are al-
most weathered away. These thinkers believe
that man grew mighty on this forgotten
world which spun about itself, that his
powers were like those we today call di-
vine.

“Then something happened. We cannot
imagine what, though a wise man once told
me he believed all things attract each other
—that is the reason why they fall to the
ground he said—and that another world
swept so close to ours that its pull stopped
the spinning and yanked the moon closer
than it had been.”

Kery clenched his fists. “It could be,”
he murmured. “It could well be. For what
happens to an unskillful rider when his hest
stops all at once? He goes flying over its
head, right? Even so, this braking of the
world would have brought earthquakes
greater than we can imagine, quakes that
levelled everything!”

“You have a quick wit. That is what this
man told me. At any rate, only a very few

ple and animals lived and nothing re-
mained of their great works save legends.
In the course of many ages, man and beasts
alike changed, the beasts more than man-
who can make his own surroundings to suit..
Life spread from the Day Lands through
the Twilight Zone. Plants got so they could
use what little light we have here. Finally
even the Dark Lands were invaded by the
pallid growths which can live there. Ani-
mals followed and man came after the ani-
mals until today things are as you see.”

She turned wide and serious eyes on him.
“Could not this pipe have been made in the
early days by a man who knew some few
of the ancient secrets? No god but a man
cven as you, Kery. And what one man can
make another can understand!” )

HOPE rose in him and sagged again.
“How?"” he asked dully. And then, see-
ing the tears glimmer in her eyes: “Ob, it
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may all be true. I will try my best. But I do
not even know where to begin.”

“Try,” she whispered. “Try!”

“But do not tell anyone that the pipe is
silent, Sathi. Perhaps I should not even
have told you.”

“Why not? I am your friend and the
friend of your folk. I would we had all the
tribes of Killorn here.”

“Jonan is not,” he said grimly.

“Jonan—he is a harsh man, yes. But . ..”

“He does not like us. I do not know
why but he doesn’t.”

“He is a strange one,” she admitted, “He
is not even of Ryvanian birth, he is from
Guria, a city which we conquered long ago,
though of course its people have long been
full citizens of the empire. He wants to
marry me, did you know?” She smiled. I
could not help laughing for he is so stiff.
One would as soon wed an iron cuirass.”

“Aye—wed—" Kery fell silent, and there
was a dream in his gaze as he looked over
the hills.

“What are you thinking of?” she asked
after a while.

“Oh—home,” he said. “I was wonder-
ing if I would ever see Killorn again.”

She leaned over closer to him. One long
black lock brushed his hand and he caught
the faint fragrance of her. “Is it so fair-a
land?” she asked softly.

“No,” he said. “It is harsh and gray and
lopely. Storm winds sweep in and the sea
roars on rocky beaches and men grow
gnarled with wresting life from the stub-
bom soil. But there is space and sky and
freedom, there are the little huts and the
great halls, the chase and the games and
the old songs around leaping fires, and—
well—" His voice trailed off.

“You left a woman behind, didn't you?”
she murmured gently.

He nodded. “Morna of Dagh, she of the
sun-bright tresses and the fair young form
and the laughter that was like rain shower-
ing on thirsty .ground. We were very much
in love.”

“But she did not come too?”

“No. So many wanted to come that the
anwed had to draw lots and she lost., Nor
oould I stay behind for I was heir to the
Broina and the god-pipes would be mine
someday.” He laughed, a harsh sound like

breaking iron. “You see how much good
that has done me!”

“But even so—jyou could have marricd
her before leaving?”

“No. Such hasty marriage is against clan
law and Morna would not break it.” Kery
shrugged. “So we wandered out of the {and,
and T have not seen her since. But she will
wait for me and I for her. We'll wait til{—
till—" He had half raised his hand but as
he saw again the camp of the besiegers it-
fell helplessly to his lap.

“And you would not stay?” Sathi’s tones
were so low he had to bend his head close
to hear. “Even #f somehow Ryvan threw
back its foes and valiant men were badly
needed and could rise to the highest honors
of the empire, you would not stay here?”

For a moment Kery sat motionless, wrap-
ping himself about his innermost being.
He had some knowledge of women. There
had been enough of them along the dusty
way, brief encounters and a fading mem-
ory.
His soul had room only for the bright
image of one unforgotten girl. It was plain
enough what this woman, who was young
and beautiful and a queen, was saying and
he would not ordinarily have hung back.

Especially when the folk of Killorn were
still strangers in a camp of allies who did
not trust them very far, when Killorn
needed every friend it could find. And the
Broina were an elvish clan who had never
let overly many scruples hold them.

Only—only he liked Sathi as a human
being. She was brave and generous and
wise and she was, really, so pitiably young.
She had had so little chance to leamn the
hard truths of living in the loneliness of
the imperium and only a scoundrel would
hurt her.

She sighed, ever so faintly, and moved
back a little. Kery thought he saw her
stiffening. One does not reject the offer of
a queen.

“Sathi,” he said, “for you, perhaps, even
a man of Killorn might forget his home.”

She half turned to him, hesitating, un-
sure of herself and him. He took her in his

arms and kissed her.

“Kery, Kery, Kery—" she whispered, and
her lips stole back toward his.
He felt rather than heard a footfall 3nd
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turned with the animal alertness of the
barbarian. Jonan stood watching them.
“Pardon me,” said the general harshly.
His countenance was strained. Then sud-
denly, “’B’Four majesty! This savage mauling

you . ..

Sathi lifted a proud dark head. “This is
the prince consort of Imperial Ryvan,” she
said haughtily. “Conduct yourself accord-
ingly. You may go.”

Jonan snarled and lifted an arm. Kery
saw the armed men step from behind the
tall flowering hedges and his sword came
out with a rasp of steel.

“Guards!” screamed Sathi.

The men closed in. Kery’s blade whistled
against one shield. Another came from each
side. Pikeshafts thudded against his bare
head—

He fell, toppling into a roaring darkness
while they clubbed him again. Down and
down and down, whirling into.a chasm of
night, Dimly, just before blankness came,
he saw the white beard and the mask-like
face of the prince from Ganasth.

VI

IT WAS a long and hard ride before they
stopped and Kery almost fell from the
hest to which they had bound him.

“I should have thought that you would
soon awake,” said the man from Ganasth.
He had a soft voice and spoke Aluardian
well enough. “I am sorry. It is no way to
treat a man, carrying him like a sack of
meal. Here . . .” He poured a glass of wine
and handed it to the barbarian. “From now
on you shall ride erect.”

Kery gulped thirstily and felt a measure
of strength flowing back. He looked around
him,

They had gone steadily eastward and
were now camped near a ruined farmhouse.
A fire was crackling and one of the score
or so of enemy warriors was roasting a
haunch of meat over it. The rest stood lean-
ing on their weapons and their cold amber
eyes never left the two prisoners.

Sathi stood near bleak-faced Jonan and
her great dark eyes never left Kery. He
smiled at her shakily and with a little sob
she took a step toward him. Jonan pulled
her back roughly.

“Kery,” she whispered. “Kery, are you
well?” ’

“As well as could be expected,” he said
wiyly. Then to the Ganasthian prince,
“What is this, anyway? I woke up to find
myself joggling eastward and that is all I
know. What is your purpose?”

“We have several,” answered the alien.
He sat down near the fire pulling his cloak
around him against the chill that blew out
of the glooming east. His impassive face
watched the dance of flames as if they told
him something.

Kery sat down as well, stretching his long
legs easily. He might as well relax he
thought. They had taken his sword and his
pipes and they were watching him like hun-
gry beasts. There was never a chance to

fight.
“Come, Sathi,” he waved to the girl.
“Come over here by me.”

“No!™ snapped Jonan.

“Yes, if she wants to,” said the Ganas-
thian mildly.

“By that filthy barbarian . . .”

“None of us have washed recently.” The
gentle tones were suddenly like steel. “Do
not forget, General, that I am Mongku of
Ganasth and heir apparent to the throne.”

“And I rescued you from the city,”
snapped the man. “If it weren’t for me you
might well be dead at the hands of that red
savage.” ’

“That will do,” said Mongku, “Come
over here and sit by us, Sathi.”

His guardsmen stirred, unacquainted
with the Ryvanian tongue but sensing the
clash of wills, Jonan shrugged sullenly and
stalked over to sit opposite them. Sathi fled
to Kery and huddled against him. He com-
forted her awkwardly. Over her shoulder
he directed a questioning look at Mongku.

“I suppose you deserve some explana-
tion,” said the Dark Lander. “Certainly
Sathi must know thé fadts.” He leaned back
on one elbow and began to speak in an al-
most dreamy tone.

“When Ryvan conquered Guria, many
generations ago, some of its leaders were
proscribed. They fled eastward and so even-
tually wandered into the Dark Lands and
came to Ganasth. It was then merely a bar-
barian town but the Gurians became advisors
to the king and began teaching the people
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all the arts of civilization, It was their hope
one day to lead the hosts of Ganasth against
Ryvan, partly for revenge and partly for the
wealth and easier living to be found in the
Twilight Lands. Life is hard and bitter in
the eternal night, Sathi. It is ever a struggle
merely to keep alive. Can you wonder so
very much that we are spilling into your
gentler climate and your richer soil?
“Descendants of the Gurians have re-
mained aristocrats in Ganasth. But Jonan’s
father conceived the idea of moving back
with a few of his friends to work from
within against the day of conquest. At that
time we were bringing our neighbors under
our heel and looked already to the time
whea we should move against the Twilight
Lands. At any rate he did this and nobody
suspected that he was aught but a new-
comer from another part of Ryvan’s empire.
His son, Jonan, entered the army and, being
shrewd and strong and able, finally reached
the high post which you yourself bestowed
on him, Sathi.”
“Oh, no—Jonan—"
against Kery. .
“Naturally when we invaded at last he
had to fight against us, and for fear of pris-
oners revealing his purpose very few Gan-
asthians know who he really is. A risk was
involved, yes. But it is convenient to have
a general of the enemy on your side! Jonan
is one of the major reasons for our success.
“Now we come to myself, a story which
is very simply told. I was captured and it
was Jonan’s duty as a citizen of Ganasth to
rescue his prince—quite apart from the
fact that I do know his identity and torture
miglt have loosened my tongue. He might
have effected my escape easily ecnough with-
out attracting notice, but other factors in-
tervened. For one thing, there was this
barbarian alliance, and especially that very
dangerous new weapon they had which he
had observed in use. We clearly could not
risk its being turned on us. Indeed we al-
most had to capture it. Then, too, Jonan is
desirous of marrying you, Sathi, and I must
say that it seems a good idea. With you as a
hostage Ryvan will be more amenable. Later
you can return as nominal ruler of your city,
a vassal of Ganasth, and that will make our
conquest easier to administer. Though not
tow casy, T fear. The Twilight Landers will

She shuddered

not much like being transported into the
Dark Lands to make room for us.”

Sathi began to cry, softly and hopelessly.
Kery stroked her hair and said nothing,

Mongku sat up and reached for the chunk
of meat his soldier handed him. “So Jonan
and his few trusty men let me out of prison
and we went up to the palace roof after
you, who had been seen going that way
shortly before. Listening a little while to
your conversation we saw that we had had
the good luck to get that hell-pipe of the
north, too. So we took you. Jonan was for
killing you, Kery my friend, but I pointed
out that you could be useful in many ways
such as a means for making Sathi listen to
reason, Threats against you will move her
more than against herself, I think.”

“You crawling louse,” said Kery tone-
lessly.

Mongku shrugged. “I'm not such a bad
sort but war is war and I have seen the folk
of Ganasth hungering too long to have
much sympathy for a bunch of fat Twilight
Landers.

“At any rate, we slipped out of the city
unobserved. Jonan could not remain for
when the queen and I were both missing,
and he responsible for both, it would be
plain to many whom to accuse. Moreover,
Sathi’s future husband is too valuable to
lose in a fight. And I myself would like :o0
report to my father the king as to how well
the war has gone.

“So we are bound for Ganasth.”

There was a long silence while the fire
leaped and crackled and the stars blinked
far overhead. Finally Sathi shook herself
and sat erect and said in a small hard voice,
“Jonan, I swear you will die if you wed me.
I promise you that.” .

The officer did not reply. He sat brood-
ing into the dusk with a look of frozen
contempt and weariness on his face.

Sathi huddled back against Kery’s side
and soon she slept.

N AND on.

They were out of the Twilight Lands
altogether now. Night had fallen on them
and still they rode eastward. They were
tough, these Ganasthi, they stopped only
for sleep and quickly gulped food and a
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change of mounts and the miles reeled away
behind them.

Little was said on the trail. They were too
tired at the halts and seemingly in too much
of a hurry while riding. With Sathi there
could only be a brief exchange of looks, 2
squeeze of hands, and a few whispered
words with the glowing-eyed men of Gan-
asth looking on. She was a gallant girl,
thought Kery. The cruel trek told heavily
on her but she rode without complaint—
she was still queen of Ryvan!

Ryvan, Ryvan, how long could it hold
out now in the despair of its loss? Kery

thought that Red Bram might be able to.

seize the mastery and whip the city into
fighting pitch but warfare by starvation was
not to the barbarians’ stomachs. They could
not endure a long siege.

But what lay ahead for him and her and
the captured weapon of the gods?

Never had he been in so grim a country.
It was dark, eternally dark, night and cold
and the brilliant frosty stars lay over the
land, shadows and snow and a whining
wind that ate and ate and gnawed its way
through furs and flesh down to the bone.
The moon got fuller here than it ever did
over the Twilight Belt, its chill white ra-
diance spilled on reaching snowfields and
glittered like a million pinpoint stars fallen
frozen to earth.

He saw icy plains and tumbled black
chasms and fanged crags sheathed in gla-
ciers. The ground rang with cold. Cramped
and shuddering in his sleeping bag, he
heard the thunder of frost-split rocks, the
sullen boom and rumble of avalanches, now
and again the faint far despairing howl of
prowling wild beasts of prey.

“How can anyone live here?” he asked
Mongku once. “The land is dead. It froze
to death ten thousand years ago.”

“It is a little warmer in the region of
Ganasth,” said the prince. “Volcanoes and
hot springs. And there is a great sea which
has never frozen over. It has fish, and ani-
mals that live off them, and men that live
off the animals. But in truth only the
broken and hunted of man can ever have
come here. We are the disinherited and we
are claiming no more than our rightful share
of life in returning to the Twilight Lands.”

He added thoughtfully: “I have been

looking at that weapon of yours, Kery. 1
think I know the principle of its working.
Sound does many strange things and there
are even sounds too low or too high for the
buman ear to catch. A singer who holds
the right note long enough can make a
wine glass vibrate in sympathy until it shat-
ters. We built a bridge once, over Thunder
Gorge near Ganasth, but the wind blowing
between the rock walls seemed to make it
shake in a certain rhythm that finally broke
it. Oh, yes, if the proper sympathetic notes
can be found muclI; ng;'bemcll)gne.

“I don’t know what hell’s music that pipe
is supposed to sound. But I found that the
reeds can be tautened or doosened and that
the shape of the bag can be subtly altered
by holding it in the right way. Find the
proper combination and I can well believe
that even the small noise made with one
man’s breath can kill and break and
crumble.”

He nodded his gaunt half-human face in
the ruddy blaze of fire. “Aye, I'll find the
notes, Kery, and then the pipe will play
for Ganasth.”

The barbarian shuddered with more than
the cold, searching wind. Gods, gods, if he
did—if the pipes should sound the final
dirge of Killorn!

FK)R a moment he had a wild desire to
fling himself on Mongku, rip out the
prince’s throat and kill the score of enemy
soldiers with his hands. But no—no—it
wouldn’t do. He would die before he had
well started and Sathi would be alone in
the Dark Lands.

He looked at her, sitting very quiet near
the fire. The wavering light seemed to wash
her fair young form in blood. She gave him
a tired and hopeless smile.

Brave girl, gﬁave girl, wife for a warrior
in all truth. But there was the pipe and
there was Killorn and there was Morna
waiting for him to come home,

They were nearing Ganasth, he knew.
They had ridden past springs that seethed
and bubbled in the snow, seen the red glare
of volcanos on the jagged horizon, passed
fields of white fungus-growths which the
Dark Landers cultivated. Soon the iron gates
would clash shut on him and what hope
would there be then?
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He lay back in his sleeping bag trying to
think. He had to escape. Somehow he must
escape with the pipe of the gods. But if he
tried and went down with a dozen spears in
him there was an end of all hope.

The wind blew, drifting snow across the
sleepers. Two men stood guard and their
strangely glowing eyes never left the cap-
tives. They could see in this realm of shad-
ows where he was half blind. They could
hunt him down like an animal.

What to do? What to do?

On the road he went with his hands tied
behind him, his ankles lashed to the sti-
rups, and his hest’s bridle tied to the pom-
mel of another man’s saddle. No chance of
escape there. But one must get up after
sleep.

He rolled close to Sathi’s quiet form as
if he were merely turning over in slumber.
His lips brushed against the leather bag
and he wished it were her face.

“Sathi,” he whispered as quietly as he
could. “'Sathi, don't move, but listen to
me.

“Aye,” her voice drifted back under the
wind and the cold. “Aye, darling.”

“I am going to make a break for it when
we get up. Help me if you can but don’t
risk getting hurt. I don’t think we can both
get away but wait for me in Ganasth!”

She lay silent for a long while. Then,
“As you will, Kery. And whatever comes,
I love you.”

He should have replied but the words

stuck in his throat. He rolled back and,
quite simply, went to sleep.
A spear butt prodding his side awoke
him. He yawned mightily and sat up, loos-
ening his bag around him, tensing every
muscle in his body.

“The end of this ride will see us in the
city,” Mongku said..

Kery rose slowly, gauging distances. A
guardsman stood beside him, spear loose in
one hand. The rest were scattered around the
camp or huddled close to the fire. The
hests were a darker shadow bunched on the
fringes.

Kery wrenched the spear of the nearest
man loose, swinging one booted foot into
his belly. He brought the weapon around in
a smashing arc, cracking the heavy butt into
another’s jaw and rammed the head into the

throat of a third. Even as he stabbed he was
plunging into motion.

A Ganasthian yelled and thrust at him.
Sathi threw herself on the shaft, pulling it
down. Kery leaped for the hests.

There were two men on guard there. One
drew a sword and hewed at the northerner.
The keen blade slashed through heavy tunic
and undergarments, cutting his shoulder—
but not too badly. He came under the fel-
low’s guard and smashed a fist into his jaw.
Seizing the weapon he whirled and hacked
at the other Dark Lander beating down the
soldier’s ax and cutting him across the face.

The rest of the camp was charging at
him. Kery bent and cut the hobbles of the
hest beside him. A shower of flung spears
rained about him as he sprang to the sad-
dleless back. Twisting his left hand into the
long mane he kicked the frightened beast
in the flanks and plunged free.

Two Ganasthi quartered across his trail.
He bent low over the hest’s back, spurring
the mount with the point of his sword. As
he rode down on them he hewed at one and
saw him fall with a scream. The other
stumbled out of the path of his reckless
charge.

“Hai-ah!” shouted Kery.

He clattered away over the stony icy fields
toward the shelter of the dark hills looming
to the north. Spears and arrows whistled
on his trail and he heard, dimly, the shouts
of men and the thud of pursuing hoofs.

He was alone in a land of foes, a land of
freezing cold whare he could scarce see
half a mile before him, a land of hunger
and swords. They were after him and it
would take all the hunter’s skill he had
learned in Killorn and all the warrior’s
craftiness taught by the march to evade
them. And after that—Ganasth!

ViI

THE city loomed dark before him reach-
ing with stony fingers for the ever-
glittering stars. Of black stene it was, moun-
tainous walls ringing in the narrow streets
and the high gaunt houses. A city of night,
city of darkness. Kery shivered.

Behind the city rose a mountain, a deeper
shadow against the frosty dark of heaven. It
was a volcano and from its mouth a red
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flame flapped in the keening wind. Sparks
and smoke streamed over Ganasth. There
was a hot smell of sulphur in the bitter air.
The fire added a faint blood-like tinge to
the cold glitter of moonlight and starlight
on the snowfields.

There was a highway leading through the
great main gates and the glowing-eyed
people of the Dark Lands were trafficking
along it. Kery strode directly on his way,
through the crowds and ever closer to the
city.

t}I'-Ic wore the ordinary fur and leather
dress of the country that he had stolen from
an outlying house. The parka hood was
drawn low to shadow his alien features. He
went armed, as most men did, sword belted
to his waist, and because he went quietly and
steadily nobody paid any attention to him.

But if he were discovered and the hue and
cry went up that would be the end of his
quest.

A dozen sleeps of running and hiding
in the wild hills, shivering with cold and
hunger, bunting animals which could see
where he was blind, and ever the men of
Ganasth on his trail—it would all go for
naught. He would die and Sathi would
be bound to a hateful pledge and Killorn
would in time be the home of strangers.

He must finally have shaken off pursuit,
he thought. Ranging through the hills he
had found no sign of the warriors who had
scoured them before. So he had proceeded
toward the city on his wild and hopeless
mission.

To find 2 woman and a weapon in the in-
nermost citadel of a foe whose language
even was unknown to him—truly the gods
must be laughing!

He was close to the gates now. They
loomed over him like giants, and the pas-
sage through the city wall was a tunnel.
Soldiers stood on guard and Kery lowered
his head.

Traffic streamed through. No one gave
him any heed. But it was black as hell in
the tunnel and only a Ganasthian could find
his way. Blindly Kery walked ahead, bump-
mmg into people, praying that none of the
angry glances he got would unmask his
pretense.

When he came out into the street the
boeath was sobbing in his lungs. He pushed

on down its shadowy length feeling the
wind that howled between the buildings
cold on his cheeks.

But where to go now, where to go?

Blindly he struck out toward the heart of
town. Most rulers preferred to live at the
center.

The Ganasthi were a silent folk, Men
stole past in the gloom, noiseless save for the
thin snow scrunching under their feet.
Crowds eddied dumbly through the great
market squares, buying and selling with
a gesture or a whispered syllable. City of
half-seen ghosts . . . Kery felt more than
half a ghost himself, shade of a madman
flitting hopelessly to the citadel of the king
of hell.

He found the place at last, more by blind
blundering through the narrow twisting
streets than anything else. Drawing himself
into the shadow of a building across the way
he stood looking at it, weighing his chances.

There was a high wall around the palace.
He could only see its roof but it seemed
to be set well back. He spied a gate not too
far off, apparently a secondary entrance for
it was small and only one sentry guarded it.

Now! By all the gods, now!

For a moment his courage failed him, and
he stood sweating and shivering and licking
dry lips. It wasn’t fear of death. He had
lived too long with the dark gods as com-
rade—he had but little hope of escaping
alive from these nighted hills. But he
thought of the task before him, and the im-
mensity of it and the ruin that lay in his
failure, and his heartbeat nearly broke
through his ribs.

What, after all, could he hope to do?
What was his plan, anyway? He had come
to Ganasth on a wild and hopeless journey,
scarcely thinking one sleep ahead of his
death-dogged passage. Only now—now he
must reach a decision, and he couldn’t. .

With a snarl, Kery started across the
street.

NO ONE else was in sight, there was lit-
: tle traffic in this part of town, but at
any moment someone might round either of
the corners about which the way twisted and
see what he was doing. He had to be fast.
He walked up to the sentry who gave him
a haughty glance. There was little suspicion
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in it for what had anyone to fear in the
hearth of Ganasth the mighty?

Kery drew his sword and lunged.

The sentry yelled and brought down his
pike. Kery batted the shaft aside even as he
went by it. His sword flashed, stabbing for
the other man’s throat. With a dreadful
gurgling the guard stumbled and went clat-
tering to earth.

Now quickly!

Kery took the man’s helmet and put it
on. His own long locks were fair enough
to for Ganasthian at a casual glance,
mme visor would hide his eyes. Shed-
ding his parka he slipped on the blood-
stained tunic and the cloak over that. Tak-
ing the pike in hand he went through the

ate. ’

# Someone cried out and feet clattered in
the street and along the garden paths be-
fore him, The noise had been heard. Kery
looked wildly around at the pale bushes of
fungus that grew here under the moon. He
crawled between the fleshy fronds of the
nearest big one and crouched behind it.

Guardsmen ran down the path. The
moonlight blinked like cold silver on their
spearheads, Kery wriggled on his stomach
through the garden of fungus, away from
the trail but toward the black palace.

Lying under a growth at the edge of a
frost-silvered expanse of open ground he
scouted the place he must next attack. The
building was long and rambling, seemingly
four stories high, built of polished black
marble, There were two guards in sight,
standing warily near a door. The rest must
have run off to investigate the alarm.

Two—

Kery rose, catching his stride even as he
did, and dashed from the garden toward
them. The familiar helmet and tunic might
assure them for the instant he needed but
he had to run lest they notice.

“Vashtung!” shouted one of the men.

His meaning was plain enough. Kery
launched his pike at the other who still
looked a bit uncertain. It was an awkward
throwing weapon. It brought him down
wounded in a clatter of metal. The other
roared and stepped forth to meet the as-
sault.

Kery’s sword was out and whirring. He
chopped at the pikeshaft that jabbed at

him, caught his blade in the tough wood
and pushed the weapon aside. As he came
up face to face he kneed the Ganasthian
with savage precision.

The other man reached up and grabbed
his aokle and pulled him down. Kery
snarled, the rage of battle rising in him. It
was as if the pipes of Broina skirled in his
head. Fear and indecision were gone. He
got his hands on the soldier's neck and
wrenched. Even as the spine snapped he
was rising again to his feet.

He picked up sword and pike and ran
up the stairs and through the door. Now—
Sathil He had one ally in this house of hell.

A long and silent corridor, lit by dim
red cressets, stretched before him. He raced
down it and his boots woke hollow echoes
that paced him through its black length.

Two men in the dress of servants stood
in the room into which he burst. They stared
wildly at him. He stabbed one but the other
fled screaming. He'd give the alarm but
there was no time to chase. No time!

A staircase wound up toward the second
story and Kery took it, flying up three st
at a time. Dimly, below him, he heard
frantic tattoo of a giant gong, the alarm
signal, but the demon fury was fire and ice
in his blood.

Another servant gaped at him. Kery
seized him with a rough hand and held the
sword at his throat.

“Sathi,” he snarled. "Sathi—Ryvan—
Sathi!”

The Ganasthian gibbered in a panic that
seemed weird with his frozen face. Kery
grinned viciously and pinked him with the
blade. “Sathi!” he said urgently. “Sathi of
Ryvan!” '

Shaking, the servant led the way, Kery
urging him ungently to greater speed. They

‘went up another flight of stairs and down

a hallway richly hung with furs and tapes-
tries. Passing lackeys gaped at them and
some ran. Gods, they’d bring all Ganasth
down on his neck!

Before a closed door stood a guardsman.
Kery slugged the servant when he pointed
at that entrance and ran to meet this next
barrier. The guard yelled and threw up his

ike.
P Kery’s own long-shafted weapon clashed
forth, They stabbed at each other, seeking
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the vitals. The guardsman had a cuirass and
Kery's point grazed off the metal. He took
a ripping slash in his left arm. The Ganas-
thian bored in, wielding his pike with skill,
beating aside Kery’s guard.

VIII

THE Twilight Lander dropped his own
weapon, seized the other haft in both
hands, and wrenched. Grimly the Ganas-
thian hung on. Kery worked his way in
closer. Suddenly he released the shaft, al-

most fell against his enemy, and drew the

Dark Lander’'s sword. The shoft blade
flashed and the sentry fell.

The door was barred. He beat on it fran-
tically, hearing the datter of feet coming
up the stairs, knowing that a thunderstorm
of hurled weapons was on its way. “Sathi!”
he cried. “Sathi, it is Kery, let me in!”

The first soldiers appeared down at the
end of the corridor. Kery threw himself
against the door. It opened, and he plunged
through and slammed down the bolt.

Sathi stood there and wonder was in her
eyes. “Oh, Kery,” she breathed, “Kery, you
came . . .” ‘

“No time,” he r
pipe of Killorn?”

She fought for calmness. “Mongku has
it,” she said. “His chambers are on the next
floor, above these—"

The door banged and groaned as men
threw their weight against it.

Sathi took his hand and led him into the
next room. A fire burned low in the hearth.
“I thought it out, against the time you might
come,” she said. “The only way out is up
that chimney. It should take us to the roof
and thence we can go down again.”

“Oh, well done, lass!” With a sweep of
the poker Kery scattered the logs and coals
out on the carpet while Sathi barred the
door into the next room. Drawing a deep
breath the Killorner went into the fireplace,
braced feet and back against the sides of the
flue and began to climb up.

Smoke swirled in the chimney. He gasped
for breath and his lungs seemed on fire.
Night in here, utter dark and choking of
fouled air, His heart roared and his
strength ebbed from him. Up and up and
ap, hitch yourself still further up.

d. “Where is the

“Kery.” Her voice came low, broken
with coughing, “Kery—I can’t. I'm slip-
ping—"

“Hang on!” he gasped. “Here. Reach up.
My beltg—” Bupe d

He felt the dragging weight catch at him,
there in the smoke-thickened dark, and
drew a grim breath and edged himself fur-
ther, up and up and up.

And out!

He crawled from the chimney and fell to
the roof with the wotld reeling about him
and a rushing of darkness in his head. His
tormented lungs sucked the bitter air. He
sobbed and the tears washed the soot from
his eyes. He stood up and helped Sathi to
her feet.

She leaned against him, shuddering with
strain and with the wind that cried up here
under the flickering stars. He looked about,
seeking a way down again. Yes, over there,
a doorway opening on a small terrace.
Quickly now.

They crawled over the slanting, ice-slip-
pery roof, helping each other where they
could, fighting a way to the battlement until
Kery's grasping fingers closed on its edge
and he heaved both of them up onto it.

“Come on!” he snapped. “They’ll be be-
hind us any moment now.”

“What to do?” she murmured. “What to
do?”

“Get the pipes!” he growled, and the
demon blood of Broina began to boil in
him again. “Get the pipes and destroy them
if we can do nothing else.”

They went through the door and down a
narrow staircase and came to the fourth
floor of the palace. -

Sathi looked up and down the long empty
hallway. “I have been up here before,” she
said with a coolness that was good to hear.
“Let me see—yes, this way, I think—" As
they trotted down the hollow length of
corridor she said further: “They treated me
fairly well here, indeed with honor though
I was a prisoner. But oh, Kery, it was like
sunlight to see you again!”

He stooped and kissed her, briefly, won-
dering if he would ever have a chance to do
it properly. Most likely not but she would
be a good companion on hell-road.

They came into a great antechamber.
Kery had his sword out, the only weapoa
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left to him, but no one was in sight. All
the royal guards must be out hunting him.
He grinned wolfishly and stepped to the
farther door.
“Kery—" Sathi huddled close against
him, “Kery, do we dare? It may be death—"
“It will be like that anyway,” he said

curtly and swung the door open.

A GREAT, richly furnished suite of
chambers, dark and still, lay before

him. He padded through the first, looking

right and left like a questing animal, and

into the next.

Two men stood there, talking—Jonan
and Mongku.

“They saw him and froze for he was a
terrible sight, bloody, black with smoke,
fury cold and bitter-blue in his eyes. He
grinned, a white flash of teeth in his sooted
face, and drew his sword and stalked for-
watd,

“So you have come,” said Mongku
quietly.

“Aye,” said Kery. “Where is the pipe of
Killorn?”

Jonan thrust forward, drawing the sword
at his belt. “I will hold him, prince,” he
said. “I will carve him into very bits for

ou. ,

d Kery met his advance in a clash of steel.
They circled, stiff-legged and wary, looking
for an opening. There was death here. Sathi
knew starkly that only one of -those two
would leave this room.

Jonan lunged in, stabbing, and Kery
skipped back. The officer was better in
handling these shortswords than he who
was used to the longer blades of the north.
He brought his own weapon down sharply,
deflecting the thrust. Jonan parried, and
then it was bang and crash, thrust and leap
and hack with steel clamoring and spark-
ing. The glaives hissed and screamed, the
fighters breathed hoarsely and there was
murder in their eyes.

Jonan ripped off his cloak with his free
hand and flapped it in Kery’s face. The
portherner hacked out, blinded, and Jonan
whipped the cloth around to tangle his
blade. Then he rushed in, stabbing. Kery
fell to one knee and took the thrust on his
helmet, letting it glide off. Reaching up he

got Jonan around the waist and pulled the
man down on him.

They rolled over, growling and biting
and gouging. Jonan clung to his sword and
Kery to that wrist. They crashed into a wall
and struggled there.

Kery got one leg around Jonan's waist
and pulled himself up on the man’s chest.
He got a two-handed grasp on the enemy’s
sword arm, slipped the crook of one elbow
around, and broke the bone.

Jonan screamed. Kery reached over, He
took the sword from his loosening fingers
and buried it in Jonan’s breast.

He stood up then, trembling with fury,
and looked at the pipes of Killorn.

It was almost as if Mongku’s expression-
less face smiled. The Ganasthian held the
weapon cradled in his arms, the mouthpiece
neart his lips. He nodded. “I got it to work-
ing,” he said. “In truth it is a terrible thing.
Who holds it might well hold the world
someday.”

Kery stood waiting, the sword hanging
limp in one hand.

“Yes,” said Mongku. “I am going to
play it.” '

Kery started across
Mongku blew,

the floer—and

HE sound roared forth, wild, cruel, seiz-

ing him and shaking him, ripping at
netve and sinew. Bone danced in his skull
and night shouted in his brain. He fell to
the ground, feeling the horrible jerking of
his muscles, seeing the world swim and blur
befote him, . _

The pipes screamed. Goodnight, Kery,
goodnight, goodnight! It is the dirge of the
world he is playing, the coronach of Kil-
lorn, it is the end of all things skirling in
your body—

Sathi crept forth. She was behind the
player, the hell-tune did not strike her so
deeply, but even as his senses blurred to-
ward death Kery saw how she fought for
every step, how the bronze lamp almost fell
from her hand. Mongku had forgotten her.
He was playing doom, watching Kery die
and noting how the music worked.

Sathi struck him from behind. He fell,
dropping the pipes, and turned dazed eyes
up to her. She struck him again and again.

Then she fled over to Kery and cradled
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his head in her arms and sobbed with the
horror of it and with the need for haste.
“Oh, quickly, quickly, beloved, we have to
fiee, they will be here now—I hear them in
the hallway, come—"

Kery sat up. His head was ringing and
thumping, his muscles burned and weak-
ness was like an iron hand on him. But
there was that which had to be done and it
gave him strength from some forgotten
wellspring. He rose on shaky legs and went
over and picked up the bagpipe of the gods.

“No,” he said.

“Kery . . ."”

“We will not flee,” he said. “I have-a
song to play.”

She saw the cold remote mask of his
face. He was not Kery now of the ready
laugh and the reckless bravery and the wist-
ful memories of a lost homestead. He had
become something else with the pipe in his
hands, something which stood stern and
somber and apart from man. There seemed
to be ghosts in the vast shadowy room, the
blood of his fathers who had been Pipers
of Killorn, and he was the guardian now.
She shrank against him for protection. There
was a small charmed circle which the music
did not enter but it was a stranger she stood
beside.

Carefully Kery lifted the mouthpiece to-

his lips and blew. He felt the vibration
tremble under his feet. The walls wavered
before his eyes as unheard notes shivered
the air. He himself heard no more than the
barbarian screaming of the war-music he
had always known but he saw death riding
out.

A troop of guardsmen burst through the
door—halted, stared at the tall piper, and
then howled in terror and pain.

Kery played. And as he played Killorn
rose before him. He saw the reach of gray
windswept moors, light glimmering on high
cold tarns, birds winging in a sky of riven
clouds. Space and loneliness and freedom,
a hard open land of stern and bitter beauty,
the rocks which had shaped his bones and
the soil which had nourished his flesh. He
stood by the great lake of sunset, storms
swept in over it, rain and lightning, the
waves dashed themselves to angry death on
a beach of grinding stones.

He strode forward, playing, and the sol-

diers of Ganasth died before him, The walls
of the palace trembled, hangings fell to the
shuddering floor, the building groaned as
the demon music sought and found reso-
nance,

He played them a song of the chase, the
long wild hunt over the heath, breath gasp-
ing in hot lungs and blood shouting in the
ears, running drunk with wind after the
prey that fled and soared. He played them
fire and comradeship and the little huts
crouched low under the mighty sky. And
the walls cracked around him. Pillars trem-
bled and broke. The roof began to cave in
and everywhere they died about him.

He played war, the skirl of pipes and
the shout of men, clamor of metal, tramp
of feet and hoofs, and the fierce blink of
light on weapons. He sang them up an army
that rode over the rim of the world with
swords aflame and arrows like rain and the
whole building tumbled to rubble even as
he walked out of it. :

Tenderly, dreamily, he played of Morna
the fair, Morna who had stood with him
on the edge of the lake where it is forever
sunset, listening to the chuckle of small
wavelets and looking west to the pyre of
red and gold and dusky purple, the eyes and
the lips and the hair of Morna and what
she and he had whispered to each other on
that quiet shore. But there was death in that
song.

The ground began to shake under Gan-
asth. There is but little strength in the lungs
of one man and yet when that strikes just
the right notes, and those small pushes
touch off something else far down in the
depths of the earth, the world will tremble.
The Dark Landers rioted in a more than
human fear, in the blind panic which the

* pipes sang to them.

The gates were closed before him, but
Kery played them down. Then he turned
and faced the city and played it a song of
the wrath of the gods. He played them up
rain and cold and scouring wind, glaciets
marching from the north in a blind whirl
of snow, lightning aflame in the heavens
and cities ground to dust. He played them
a world gone crazy, sundering continents
and tidal waves marching over the shores
and mountains flaming into a sky of rain
and fire, He played them whirlwinds and
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dust storms and the relentless sleety blast
from the north. He sang them ruin and
death and the sun burning out to darkness.

When he ceased, and he and Sathi left
the half-shattered city, none stirred to fol-
low. None dared who were still alive, It
seemed to the two of them, as they struck
out over the snowy plains, that the volcano
behind was beginning to grumble and throw
its flames a little higher.

IX

E STOOD alone in the gardens of Ry-
van’s palace looking out over the city.
Perhaps he thought of the hard journey
back from the Dark Lands. Perhaps he
thought of the triumphant day when they
had sneaked back into the fastness and then
gone out again, the Piper of Killorn and
Red Bram roaring in his wake to smash the
siege and scatter the armies of Ganasth and
send the broken remnants fleeing home-
ward. Perhaps he thought of the future—
who knew? Sathi approached him quietly,
wondering what to say.

He turned and smiled at her, the old
merty smile she knew but with something
else behind it. He had been the war-god of
Killorn and that left its mark on a man.

“So it all turned out well,” he said.

“Thanks to you, Kery,” she answered
softly. '

“Oh, not so well at that,” he decided.
“There were too many good men who fell,
too much laid waste. It will take a hundred

years before all this misery is forgotten.”

“But we reached what we strove for,”
she said. “"Ryvan is safe, all the Twilight
Lands are. You folk of Killorn have the
land you needed. Isn’t that enough to
achieve?”

“I suppose so.” Kery stirred restlessly. I
wonder how it stands in Killorn now?”

“And you still want to return?” She tried
to hold back the tears. “This is a fair land,
and you are great in it, all you people from
the north. You would go back to—that?”

“Indeed,” he said. "All you say is true.
We would be fools to return.” He scowled.
“It may well be that in the time we yet'
have to wait most of us will find life better
here and decide to stay. But not I, Sathi. I
am just that kind of fool.”

“This land needs you, Kery. I do.”

He tilted her chin, smiling- half sorrow-
fully into her eyes. “Best you forget, dear,”

-he said. “I will not stay here once the

chance comes to return.”

She shook her head blindly, drew a deep
breath, and said with a catch in her voice,
“Then stay as long as you can, Kery.”

“Do you really mean that?” he asked
slowly.

She nodded.

“You are a fool too,” he said. “But a
very lovely fool.”

He took her in his arms,

Presently she laughed a little and said,
not without hope, “I'll have a while to
change your mind, Kery. And I'll try to da
it. I'll try!” '



