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  Laying on his belly in the long grass, Kuda screwed up his eyes against the glare of the setting sun, and ran them along the crater’s saw-edged crest. The Kuruk hordes may have left their winter camp, but the Khan’s personal guard and all his retinue surely remained. Those elite troops would have posted sentries on the heights.


  Stul shifted uncomfortably beside him. “What are we waiting for? You have the stone, so let us present it to the Khan and claim my rich reward and your slave girl. Why are we crawling around in the dirt like beetles?”


  “You don’t think the Khan’s guards would also crave a rich reward?” Kuda answered, without looking at the shorter man, who lay beside him. “If we simply walked up to them with the rock, they would cut our throats and claim any reward for themselves.”


  Stul sighed heavily. “So, what do we do?”


  “We wait until dark, then …” Kuda stopped mid-sentence when the ground trembled beneath him. A shrieking roar struck them like a physical force, like a storm-driven wave. It stunned their ear drums and startled their senses. A great column of bright, orange flame erupted from the base of the crater. If the two men had not been lying flat, they would have been blown off their feet with the force of it.


  Stul began screaming. “The dragon awakens!”


  The great flame lit the grasslands like noonday. Smoke blew in a screaming cloud across the sky. Then, as abruptly as it had started, it stopped, the thunder of it rolling away across the plain.


  “I told you! I told you!” Stul shrieked on hysterically. “Now you have seen it. Dragonfire from the caves beneath the Ziggurat, where the dragon dwells!”


  With an effort, Kuda managed to shrug off the icy wind of dread that blew across his skin. “Still your tongue, numbskull!” he hissed in the panicking man’s ear. “Let’s get back to the horses now. Stay low, for I have seen lookouts on the ridges above us.”


  †


  The hobbled mares were waiting where they had left them, in a slight depression and out of sight of any watchers on the crater’s rim. Kuda unhooked the heavy satchel, which contained the star-stone, from his saddle horn. “It will be dark soon. We can use that cave beneath the escarpment to enter the crater.”


  Stul looked at him, jaws agape. “Enter a dragon’s lair? Are you mad?” His blood chilled at the very thought.


  “You can wait here with the horses. If I do not return by morning, then leave.”


  “Why should I wait?” Stul snarled suddenly. “To be devoured by the dragon? To be flayed alive by the Khan’s mountain troops, who cannot be more than a day behind us? Where is the profit? If you are successful, all you will carry away with you is a slave girl. Pah! You …”


  Kuda backhanded him across the face. The force of it sent Stul over backwards. Kuda stood over him. The small wiry man was trying to crawl away from the brutal, scarred face and what he saw in it, but the thick grass prevented his retreat.


  “You will stay,” Kuda growled. “Because I need these mounts, and if they are not here when I return, then I will track you down, hamstring you and leave you out there for the wolves. My oath on it.”


  Without another word, Kuda shrugged the satchel onto his shoulder and stalked off into the gathering darkness. Stul stared after him, his split lips twisting into a gloating little smile.


  †


  In places, the grass was still smoldering. In the flickering light of the small fires, Kuda could make out the long tongue of scorched earth, which marked the dragon’s lair. With the sheer face of the escarpment looming over him against the newly born stars, he slowly and cautiously approached the huge cave opening. Stepping into the dark maw, he stretched out a hand to steady himself. His fingers came away greasy and thick with ash. He stopped dead, staring ahead into impenetrable blackness. “Dragon.” The word ghosted out from him. With great effort, he pulled himself back from the dark imaginings of his own mind and reached over his shoulder to loosen his saber in its scabbard. His jaw tightened as he strode forward. Esmira was waiting.


  †


  “Haven’t you finished yet?” Esmira asked irritably.


  “Not quite, my child,” Salima, the old woman-servant, answered. “Have patience, it is almost done.”


  Esmira frowned and sighed theatrically. It seemed like hours since she’d been called into the Khan’s presence. She was sitting in her yurt being prepared by her attendants for her ascent to the Ziggurat. There, she would stand at the Khan’s side to witness the awakening of the dragon. It was an event so significant and momentous that she felt tense and on edge. She had been told that the dragon’s keeper had somehow sensed the presence of the final star-stone. It was close by, apparently. Close enough to begin the ceremonies. Her eyes flitted restlessly about the tent’s interior. Sheepskin rugs were scattered over the earth floor. A fire burned in a heavy iron brazier, for it was dark now and there was a chill in the air.


  “Now, stand up and let’s look at you,” Salima said, stepping back.


  There was an intake of breath and murmurs of admiration from the gathered women as Esmira got to her feet.


  She stretched like a cat before walking across the floor to study herself in a long, ebony-framed mirror. She was dressed in a light, almost sheer, cotton gown dyed a pale indigo blue. Her waist was cinched by a glittering belt, her breasts jutted boldly against the thin cotton. With the light from the brazier behind her, it looked as if her naked body were wreathed in a dawn mist. Round her neck were three bands of beaten gold chain and about her temples was a circlet studded with precious stones. She tilted back her head and arched her neck. Shining midnight tresses danced across her shoulders as she raised her arms and pirouetted once, twice, and then a third time. The dress billowed out and swirled round her. It was so fine, she could barely feel it. She might have been clothed in air. In the glass, the gold and precious stones sparkled and glittered.


  Esmira laughed. “Am I ready?” she asked teasingly.


  “You are not only ready, child,” Salima answered softly. “You are beautiful. A fitting bride for the Kha Khan.”


  Salima’s eyes were moist. Behind her, the other women cupped their hands and applauded. Several were crying, too.


  “Then, shall we go?” Esmira asked.


  Salima nodded and took her hand.


  †


  A detachment of the Khan’s bodyguards were waiting for them at the foot of the Ziggurat’s stairs. As Esmira mounted the first steps, she heard music and glanced up. The layered terraces of the pyramidal structure were lit with blazing tapers and filled with the Khan’s musicians. At her appearance, they began to play. The fluting of pipes and the beat of goatskin drums lifted into the air and seemed to hang like a canopy over her. Esmira smiled, waved and regally ascended.


  †


  Taking each step quietly and straining his ears, Kuda crept forward. His eyes tried to find something to focus on but there was nothing in front of him except pitch blackness. Blackness and a smell so foul and strange, it seemed to cover him like a layer of soot. It must be the smell of the dragon, he reasoned, for nothing in the known world smelled like that. Beneath his hands, the surrounding rock walls were warm to the touch. Just then, a small light appeared in the distance, glowing cherry red. As he progressed, it was joined by others, all of them pulsating. In their dim radiance, he made out the shape of the tunnel ahead. It was becoming uncomfortably hot. As he closed upon the pulsating lights, Kuda realized they were actually rocks that had been fired to a red heat. Brushing the sweat from his face, he kept moving. Ahead of him, the residual heat shimmer rendered the cracked tunnel’s interior trembling and indistinct as it receded into the distance. This was no place to linger. If the dragon breathed again, he would be incinerated. Pressing doggedly on, he discerned another solid glow emanating from the gloom. Increasing his pace, he stumbled to the tunnel’s end to find himself staring out over a broad sweep of cracked and fire-scarred paving. The paving formed the floor of a vast chamber, an empty space bathed in a harsh, unwelcoming white light. With the air around him becoming almost too hot to breathe, he stole forward and out into the open.


  Proceeding warily across the cavernous space, he tipped a glance upward. All around him, great walls of ancient stone reared aloft to dizzying heights. Turning slowly in a circle, his mind struggled with the realization of where he was; he was now deep within the innermost structure of the Ziggurat itself. He was also far beneath the earth, which meant that only the pyramid’s apex was visible above the ground. Like an iceberg, two thirds of the mammoth structure remained forever hidden beneath the surface. That was not all. He stopped short when he saw what was contained within the pyramid. Before him, a tower of gleaming metal lanced upwards. It was straight as a spear and made from some hammered, bright alloy he did not recognize. It was held upright inside a complex assembly of iron struts that forked away from each other at right angles. The tower’s base, wreathed in steam and smoke, was held above the chamber’s floor by this framework. He moved closer until he was almost beneath the tower. Enormous, bell-shaped nozzles hung overhead, and the cradle supporting the tower enclosed him in a thicket of iron struts. His senses reeled, he had never seen anything like it before, let alone imagined anything like it. His mind held no frame of reference for what his eyes were revealing to him. Not sure whether he was dreaming or going insane, he shook his head, coughed and spat. The dragon reek was now overpowering. Despite this, he still stubbornly refused to believe in the existence of such a beast. The foul air was oppressive, thick and so full of strange menace,that his wilderness-bred instincts were screaming at him to keep moving. The only way forward was upward. So, pulling the scabbard tighter on his back, he crossed to the foot of the tower’s iron framework. Reaching out, he scorched his flesh as he grabbed hold of the hot metal. Ignoring the pain, he began the climb.


  †


  As Esmira neared the apex of the Ziggurat, she lifted her chin to see the Kha Khan standing there, waiting for her. A tremulous half smile spread across her lovely, tilting lips as she raised her eyes to meet the Khan’s stare. His black eyes sparkled with pleasure out of a face that was suggestive of great strength of will. His chin jutted, his mouth was flat and hard, his forehead low and thoughtful. Hero to his people, he stood tall, attired in the full panoply of war, armed and armored, resplendent in a long coat of mail polished so brightly, it shone like silver. The sword at his hip, a heavy blade, was scabbarded in soft leather trimmed with gold and his blue cloak was lined with the fur of a snow leopard.


  She locked her eyes with his, almost daring him to deny her beauty. He was undoubtedly a savage, but during the weeks and months she had been the Khan’s concubine, his allure had grown. With a mixture of consternation and pleasure, she recalled the night he had first summoned her to his bed. She had led a sheltered life and had never been naked in the presence of a man before. When he had reached out for her she had stiffened, her instincts telling her to reject him. But, even though her brain was a vortex of emotions, thoughts, memories and apprehension, she had forced herself to relax. Before she was consciously aware of it she had allowed him to stroke and kiss her until she was hungry for some form of relief from the unbearable sexual tension that was gripping her. His hard body had descended upon her, causing a succession of dizzying sensations, each more exquisite than the last, each threatening more and more to drive her over a precipice at which she might otherwise have baulked, until she was plunging through space into the abyss of total sexual fulfillment. The wanton memories caused her gaze to grow hot. The Khan leered down at her as booming brass gongs shivered the night air.


  †


  Hand over hand, Kuda ascended the iron assembly. Although there were handholds aplenty, it was a long, hard climb, with the strap of the heavy leather bag containing the star-stone digging into his shoulder. His mail shirt, coupled with the long saber strapped to his back, also weighed heavily. Sweat ran freely into his eyes and he felt his fingers slipping by tiny fractions each time he grasped a beam. To one side, the gleaming wall of the strange tower kept him company. Devoid of any features, the wall scrolled slowly by, uniformly smooth and snow-white in the unrelenting white glare. Jamming his boots in at whatever twisted angle he could manage, he paused. Then, gripping with both hands, he leaned outwards, craning his neck to chance a glance upwards. He gave a grunt of satisfaction; not far now. Gritting his teeth, he began to clamber ever higher. A few minutes later, he got a grip with both hands, heaved himself up onto the final beam to chest level, then hauled the rest of his body wearily after.


  Balanced precariously on a narrow strip of iron and conscious of the fatal drop on either side of him, he cast his eyes around. He was now level with the tower’s cone-shaped top, which was, in turn, completely overshadowed by walls of heavy masonry. He could see a doorway opening into the tower top. The metal walkway leading to it extended from an open archway in the pyramid wall. The archway was the only exit and the only way to reach it was from a ledge that ran around the interior walls. There was a final, treacherous five-foot gap between the beam and that ledge. Kuda set his jaw. Breathing deeply and regularly, he slowly rose to his feet to face the gap. Arms outstretched for balance, he advanced by inches until he stood at the farthest extension of the beam. Staring straight ahead, he saw that the ledge beyond the gap was narrow and devoid of any handholds.


  With a weary sigh, Kuda hitched up the heavy star-stone satchel to a more secure position and backed up a few, careful paces. Taking fast, cat-like steps, he plunged forward and leapt. There was an instant of flight before he hit the stonework and bounced off. Scrabbling frantically for purchase, he managed to hang on, arresting his backward slide into the void. Muttering thanks to whichever God might be listening, he clung there, suspended precariously over the drop, gasping for breath. When he had sufficiently recovered, he heaved himself up onto the crumbling ledge. With his back pressed against the stone wall, he worked his way gingerly along until he was positioned over the archway. Squatting down, he hooked his fingers onto the arches lintel and swung out and round to land on the threshold of the opening. Rising on shaky legs, he looked around. A long, tunnel-like passage stretched away before him. Turning, he glanced back across the metal walkway toward the open door that led into the tower. The space beyond that hatch-like opening was filled with a faint iridescent glow, quite unlike anything Kuda had ever seen before. As he stood pondering the strange luminescence, a quiet susurration came to his ears, as if the chamber were whispering to itself. All around him he suddenly sensed the presence of some alien malevolence. Muttering darkly, he pivoted on his heel and darted off down the bare stone passageway.


  †


  Esmira stood proudly, her head high, her gaze sweeping over the throng of people assembled about the Ziggurat. Hair shining rich and dark as jet, brown eyes glinting with triumph, she glanced sidelong at the impressive figure of the Great Khan who stood beside her. She noticed his expression was grave. Although she felt she was about to burst with joy, she composed her own features to match his. Once more, she stared out over the crowd. A heavy silence descended as the musicians stopped playing and, for the first time, she noticed a peculiar stillness over the gathering. A pall of fear hung over them. She licked her lips and swallowed, the somber atmosphere finally reminding her of the purpose of this occasion: to witness the awakening of a dragon.


  †


  Kuda took a fresh grip on his fear and slowed his pace as darkness closed about him. He crept forward as swiftly and silently as he could, until he came to a flight of broad and shallow steps, worn wax smooth and uneven with age. He took them two at a time, knife in hand for anyone he might meet at the top. At the top of the flight, the light increased as he emerged into a round chamber. From its size and shape, he surmised that he was now inside the strange looking temple that sat atop the Ziggurat. In the half-light, he peered around at the worn-down flagstones and slim pillars holding up a sagging roof. There was a stone altar in the shadows with a weirdly carved stone screen behind it. There were no furnishings or fabrics, just an air of neglect over everything, a temple without Gods or worshippers, in name only.


  †


  Stul edged to the front of the crowd to stand like everyone else, gazing up in wonder and awe at the splendid figure of the Kha Khan and his beautiful new wife. Gaining entry to the crater had turned out to be easy. The lookouts and perimeter guards had abandoned their posts to join the gathering throng, not wanting to miss out on such a momentous occasion. So much for Kuda’s stealthy approach, he smirked and then winced. His face still hurt where the barbarian’s heavy hand had struck him. With a tight smile, he thought of how he had already paid the outlander back for that blow. A ripple of alarm suddenly washed through the people around him. There were gasps of surprise as the Khan’s elite guard raced up the Ziggurat’s steps.


  †


  The crowd were staring, pale-faced and shocked, at something behind her. Esmira turned around. The joy in her eyes died and she paled. Uncertainly, her hand lifted to her throat and she made a small choking sound.


  The Khan also turned took a half-step forward and stared, frowning, at the barbarian, who rose up from the temple’s doorway like something summoned from some dark corner of hell. Clothed in heavy mail and leather, his hair filthy and matted, his savage features streaked with soot and grime, Kuda paced into the torchlight.


  The Khan’s face darkened with anger. “How … what are you doing here? You dare to …”


  “I have the final tear of the Gods here in this bag,” Kuda interrupted impatiently, holding up the leather satchel.


  The Khan’s eyes darted to the heavy bag then back to Kuda’s face. He nodded slowly. “The keeper told me that the star-stone would arrive tonight, but he never explained the manner of its conveyance. If what you say is true, barbarian, then you have done me a great service. You shall be rewarded.”


  “The girl,” Kuda rumbled, nodding toward Esmira. “I want the girl. Free her and the stone is yours.”


  At first, the Khan looked astonished at Kuda’s request, then he barked a laugh. “Is that all? I could give you a thousand women and a palace full of gold to enjoy them in.”


  “Just the girl,” Kuda repeated, keeping his gaze nailed to the Khan’s eyes.


  There was a long silence before the Khan laughed again. It started as a splutter of startled disbelief, before becoming loud and genuine. Kuda watched him impassively. Finally, the Khan’s laughter slowed to a halt. He cleared his throat and shook his head, a man apparently bemused by what was before him.


  Esmira turned, her face pale and set. In a small voice, she said, “I will not go to him.”


  Ignoring her, the Khan leaned forward, eyes still locked with Kuda’s. His tone hardened. “Show me the stone.”


  Kuda unslung the satchel and tipped the stone out so that it landed at his feet.


  They all stared at an unremarkable steppe rock, covered in lichen and dirt.


  “You arrogant outlander scum!” the Khan shrieked in a voice filled with shock and outrage. “Do you seek to mock me?” His sword leapt into his hand.


  By his side, Esmira regarded the grimy intruder disdainfully. “He is a moonstruck lunatic, my lord. I knew it from the first moment I saw him.”


  Kuda glared down at the rock that was so similar to a million others lying out on the steppe yet so different from the one he had stolen from the Blue Mountain tribe.


  “Stul!” He spat the name, a red mist forming at the corners of his vision. He felt the upwelling urge to kill something, hot and instant, there in his guts, muscles and limbs.


  The Khan’s personal guard, murderous looking ruffians, clattered to a skidding halt around their Kha Khan .


  An unholy mad spark ignited in the Khan’s eyes. Once again, his voice rose almost to a shriek. “Treachery! I am surrounded by plotters seeking to rob me of my promised destiny. You!” He hissed the word at Esmira, rounding on her fiercely, his voice rising to a pitch of hysteria. “You arrived with this arrogant foreign thug. You are in league with him. You conspire together to prevent the rising of the dragon. Why else would he attempt to take you away with him?”


  Esmira shrank back, face lowered, shaking her head repeatedly. “No, my Lord, no!”


  Swift as a striking snake, he grabbed her firmly by the hair. With his free hand, he pulled her head back hard and leaned in close, close enough to breathe in her sweet gasps, breath to final breath.


  “Yes,” he said.


  And raising his sword, he drew its gleaming razor-sharp edge across the girl’s throat.


  Unclasping his hand, he let the blood-soaked girl fall to the stones where she gurgled and flopped weakly. Stepping over her, he pointed the quivering tip of his bloodied sword at Kuda and screamed, “Kill him!”


  Blades bared, the bodyguards, Orkhon’s all, ran toward the interloper. But Kuda was no longer there. In his place stood a beast, resurrected from out of some fevered nightmare by the sight of the slaughtered girl. Red eyes now burned out of a savage, primeval face that had lost all human expression.


  He twisted aside to let a blade slip past him, then reached over his shoulder to yank his saber from its sheath. In the same, swift movement, he swept it over and down to sever the attacker’s hand at the wrist. Blood hosed from the stump as the man staggered to a halt. A backhand slash sent his head cartwheeling into the air. Then the others were upon him, and the beast hewed right and left.


  †


  Stul stared for a moment at the broad empty stairway that had been so suddenly abandoned by the guards. Then, shrugging, he hefted the heavy bag he was carrying over his shoulder and started up the steps. As he neared the top, he could hear the clash and scrape of steel. He had to skip quickly aside when a headless body hurtled down the steps, spurting blood.


  †


  A sword whipped out for his throat. Kuda battered it aside and, with a full-throated berserker bellow, drove his blade down to split the man from shoulder to stomach. Kicking the corpse off his blade, he struck out again, but his saber sliced through empty air. The Orkhons were backing away, staring fearfully at something over his shoulder. Kuda snarled and stood panting, his features frozen in a rictus of fury. Feeling a presence, a trace of uneasiness showed in his face. Blinking away the last red haze of the berserker rage, he slowly turned.


  The demon was ten paces away, standing perfectly still. A ten-foot tall spindly figure, slightly stooped and quite motionless. It wore an all-enveloping garment that covered it from high-domed head to ankles, the grey cloth pierced only by a pair of holes for the hands and a narrow slit for vision. The vision-slit was itself covered by a veil of fine-netting, so that nothing of the creature’s face could be seen. The dragon keeper had clothed itself in the stuff of ancient nightmares, from times even before humans came down out of the trees. Horror washed over Kuda in sickening waves. His muscles locked in a terrifying paralysis.


  The keeper raised one claw-like, three-fingered hand to pull aside the veil. An eye, like an enormous shelled egg, rolled to meet Kuda’s petrified gaze. It was a large, rheumy eye, with the slightly opaque blue cast of age, giving it a look of great wisdom and infinite sorrow. That sorrow was contagious. It engulfed Kuda in a black wave and weighed down his soul, transforming his vital predatory passion to a devastating sadness and mourning for his life, the life that was about to end. The unblinking eye looked deep into his own. It seemed to pierce his very soul, mourning for him as he mourned for himself. The Northman did not realize that a great malevolence was burrowing into his brain, bending and reshaping reality. He only knew that the sorrow within him was so insupportable, he welcomed the black oblivion of death.


  Unnoticed by him, his saber clattered to the paving. It was as though he had left his own body and hovered just above it, looking down upon himself, watching both the man and the demon. There was death in them, and death all about them. The tragedy engrossed him and robbed him of his will and power of movement. His consciousness was torn from him and hurled across unimaginable distances beyond time and space, to witness a planet screaming beneath a dying sun. Death, all was death.


  †


  Quickening his pace, Stul arrived at the top of the steps, where he was almost bowled over by a rush of Orkhon bodyguards. They bounded past him, leaping down the stairs in panicked flight. “Women!” he shouted after them, sneeringly. “One lone barbarian and you shit your pants!” He made an obscene gesture at their backs before climbing the final step, where a terrible, milky-clouded eye swung onto him and he voided his bowels. He came to an abrupt halt, unable to take another step. A strange prickling sensation came over him, paralyzing him from head to toe. Rooted to the spot, he was unable to take his eyes off the tall, lanky nightmarish creature before him.


  “Mercy!” Stul began whimpering. He half crouched, not daring to look. The cloth bag fell from his hands and the star-stone rolled out onto the paving.


  The Khan’s face lit with a slow, deep joy when he recognized the true star-stone. Slamming his sword back into its scabbard, he stooped down to retrieve it. But before his hands could close upon the celestial rock, it lifted into the air. The final Gods tear floated motionlessly in front of his face, pulsating with an inner fire until, across the pyramids summit, the dragon keeper extended one corpse-white arm and beckoned. Swift as a falcon, the glowing meteorite flew to its alien master.


  When that fathomless gaze shifted from him, Kuda’s body shook and spasmed. His eyes bulged out of their sockets and his mouth gaped. He uttered a chilling gasp before he slumped heavily forward.


  The Gods tear slowed to settle gently onto the dragon keepers outstretched and waiting hands. As soon as it had done so, the alien being levered itself around and scurried back into the temple as fast as its strange angular limbs could carry it.


  “Wait!” The Khan cried piteously, and set off after the dragon keeper. As he ran past Kuda’s sprawled form, a hand shot out and tripped him. The Great Khan went down in a clatter of expensive mail.


  Kuda struggled to his feet to stand on shaky legs. “You wait,” he snarled and bent to retrieve his saber.


  The Kuruk leader heaved himself to his feet, brushed his errant scalp-lock out of his eyes, and wordlessly shed his cloak. Curling thick fingers around the bejeweled hilt of his sword, he slowly eased the great blade from its scabbard. “I do not have time for this,” he hissed, spittle flying from his lips.


  Kuda eyed the Khan’s crimsoned blade and rasped, “It won’t take long.”


  He was the Khan but he was also a grim-faced, hard-eyed, battle-forged warrior. He bellowed death at Kuda as he sprang and lunged with lightning speed. Kuda parried, grunting with the effort it took to deflect the thrust. The Khan cut towards his head. Kuda ducked, only to receive a hard kick in the chest that sent him staggering backwards. The Khan spun away and darted into the temple. Kuda sprinted after him. The steppe-riders’ leader whirled again, swung low and chopped at his legs. Jumping over the scything blade, he came down behind the stroke and hacked at the man’s exposed back. The Khan shrieked and reeled away, his excellent mail saving him from a mortal wound. Once again, he ran, this time down the worn steps leading back into the Ziggurat. Kuda plunged after him, his reason lost in a haze of fury and revenge.


  He hit the bottom of the stairs and sprinted flat out along the darkened tunnel, his labored breathing and heavy footfalls echoing off the stone walls. By the familiar sinister light that illuminated the pyramids interior, Kuda saw the Khan burst out of the tunnel mouth. Without hesitating, the armored man clattered across the metal gangplank, which led to the tower’s now firmly shut door. Slamming up against the tower’s side, the Khan desperately hammered his sword hilt against the metal.


  “The dragon! The dragon!” he wailed bitterly. “I must ascend. It is my destiny!”


  Pulling himself back from a full run, Kuda advanced out over the long drop and onto the perilously fragile bridge that shivered and swayed with each step he took.


  The Khan whipped around to fix him with burning fanatical eyes. “You ignorant, mindless savage! You have no idea what you have done.”


  With an inhuman cry, the crazed man rushed at Kuda. They met and parried, their blades locked and straining against each other. Kuda gave a pace, and another, then another as the Khan pressed him with a strength born of madness. The barbarian twisted aside suddenly and the Khan staggered forward, off balance, rolling his head to avoid a cut that sliced at his face. Ready for the reverse, Kuda blocked it. Steel rang on steel. There was a tremendous eruption and the narrow gantry shook violently, forcing both men to disengage and concentrate on keeping their footing. A furnace blast of heat engulfed them. Kuda snatched a glance over the bridge’s low guard rail. Far below them, the base of the tower had exploded into flames. A roiling grey-white plume of smoke began rolling up the tower’s side.A tingle at the base of his neck caused him to twist aside. The Khan’s heavy blade hammered into the rail where his head had been. Pivoting swiftly, Kuda backswung a blow that would have disemboweled a yak. The Khan leapt back, avoiding the blow by a hair’s breadth just as the boiling cloud of smoke reached them and obscured everything. Suddenly, the entire pyramid shuddered under a tremendous jolt. The smoke cleared and Kuda found himself transfixed by a sight that had him doubting his senses. It took him a moment to register what he was seeing. The entire tower was moving, rising up into the air before his very eyes. The gangway, caught up against the tower’s irresistible movement, buckled and tilted, throwing the two combatants off their feet. Kuda slammed up against the guard rail with an impact that knocked the breath from him. His saber went flying from his hand. A rasping, scraping noise made him look up to see the Khan, in his heavy mail coat, sliding helplessly down the smooth, slanting metal toward the edge of the bridge. Flailing with both hands, the Kuruk leader managed to grasp an iron stanchion that stopped him abruptly, swinging him around, and leaving him hanging by one hand over the sucking void.


  There was a noise like that of a great boulder set in motion. An all-consuming rumbling that shook the bones. All around, the Ziggurat’s soaring walls were vibrating, shifting, as if about to collapse. Kuda shook himself and began scrambling along the gantry that creaked and swayed alarmingly until he was staring down into the Khan’s face. A face that no longer showed any trace of madness. With the heavy mail armor pulling at him and his legs kicking empty air, the Khan stared back, his eyes filled with the realization of death.


  “Help me,” he rasped.


  “I was trying to,” grated Kuda. “You should have given me the girl.”


  The Khan nodded, as though admitting his mistake, and said, almost to himself, “Destiny is all.” And let go.


  Kuda watched his body plummet straight down to be swallowed up by a roaring sea of flame.


  Streamers of fire reached up towards Kuda as he frantically scrambled back along the shaking metal bridge. The ascending tower, its speed increasing, battered through the top of the pyramid’s structure. Gargantuan blocks of masonry began falling all around like autumn leaves. One of the blocks smashed into the flimsy gantry, tearing it away. Kuda launched himself into space as hard as he could. He flew through the air over a holocaust of fire, then he was dropping. The impetus gone from his leap and he threw his hands out looking for something to grip, some edge, anything. His fingertips brushed stone and he managed to cling on, arresting his fall so that his body swung down to slam into the pyramid wall. Lifting his eyes, he saw the archway above him; he was hanging from the lip of the tunnel. Straining and heaving, he swung with his legs. The fire lashed at him until the great muscles of his chest and arms locked in an iron convulsion and he managed to pull himself up, rolling over the lip, mere seconds before a sheet of flame seared across the tunnel’s open mouth. Staggering to his feet, he ran down the trembling stone pipe with a tumbling mass of fire at his heels. Racing up the steps, he plunged through the collapsing temple just ahead of an all-consuming explosion that turned everything into an inferno. He left the ground as a wave of burnt air hit him from behind and blasted him off his feet. Landing hard on his shoulder, he rolled across the paving until he dropped off the edge of the Ziggurat to tumble down the quaking steps. Gaining his feet on the rocking masonry, he half fell, half ran, down the side of the disintegrating structure amidst an avalanche of dust and rubble, expecting to be crushed to death at any second. He could see people running, fleeing from the cataclysm taking place before them. All around the crater’s rim, vast columns of fire seared across the steppe, turning night into day.


  Reaching level ground, he ran until the roar no longer seemed to pursue him, until his legs gave way and he fell onto his back and looked up. His eyes widened at what he saw and he felt his sanity slipping away from him. A thundering roar echoed across the world as he witnessed the slim tower rising majestically from the crumbling Ziggurat. It seemed to hang for a moment before a perfect sphere of white fire blossomed like a miniature sun at its base. Moving at incredible speed, it soared straight up into the night sky. From somewhere underground came a series of rumbling explosions, the earth shook and the remains of the pyramid teetered and finally collapsed under its own weight. The dragon had risen.


  †


  In the brooding dawn, Kuda the barbarian sat atop the crater’s escarpment and stared into the distance. The sun marched slowly up the sky as he sat there, watching the morning move on, his thoughts empty, the pain across his body slowly easing from a strident throbbing to a dull ache. He kept waiting for the moment to come, for some fraction of understanding to strike him, for some new insight to rise from the course he had taken. But there was nothing, only a faint, enduring sorrow. Behind him, a column of smoke writhed and twisted into the morning sky. It was issuing from a smaller, deeper and newer crater within the larger older crater. He was alone, the place was deserted, the people had scattered in terror. From his vantage point, he could still see some of them running away. Tiny dots upon the grassland that stretched to the limits of his vision in every direction. He was about to turn away when something caught his attention. Peering into the misty, half-light that still obscured the plain, he could just make out a wiry figure. The wiry figure of a short man. There was something so familiar about the half stumbling, half running figure that Kuda felt a savage elation flare in his chest. Plucking the hunting knife from his boot, he set off down the steep slope. He had one final oath to discharge.


  



  



  THE END

