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

   

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

   

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

   

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

   

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

   

   
    
     
      Welcome
      to
      the
      SF
      Gateway.
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      Introduction
      to
      The
      Michael
      Moorcock
      Collection
     
    

   

   
    
     
      John
      Clute
     
    

   

   
    
     
      H
      E
      IS
      NOW
      over
      70,
      enough
      time
      for
      most
      careers
      to
      start
      and
      end
      in,
     
    

   

   
    
     
      enough
      time
      to
      fit
      in
      an
      occasional
      half-decade
      or
      so
      of
      silence
      to
      mark
      off
     
     
      the
      big
      years.
      Silence
      happens.
      I
      don’t
      think
      I
      know
      an
      author
      who
      doesn’t
     
     
      fear
      silence
      like
      the
      plague;
      most
      of
      us,
      if
      we
      live
      long
      enough,
      can
     
     
      remember
      a
      bad
      blank
      year
      or
      so,
      or
      more.
      Not
      Michael
      Moorcock.
      Except
     
     
      for
      some
      worrying
      surgery
      on
      his
      toes
      in
      recent
      years,
      he
      seems
      not
      to
      have
     
     
      taken
      time
      off
      to
      breathe
      the
      air
      of
      peace
      and
      panic.
      There
      has
      been
      no
      time
     
     
      to
      spare.
      The
      nearly
      60
      years
      of
      his
      active
      career
      seems
      to
      have
      been
      too
     
     
      short
      to
      fit
      everything
      in:
      the
      teenage
      comics;
      the
      editing
      jobs;
      the
      pulp
     
     
      fiction;
      the
      reinvented
      heroic
      fantasies;
      the
      Eternal
      Champion;
      the
      deep
     
     
      Jerry
      Cornelius
      riffs;
      NEW
      WORLDs
      ;
      the
      1970s/1980s
      flow
      of
      stories
      and
     
     
      novels,
      dozens
      upon
      dozens
      of
      them
      in
      every
      category
      of
      modern
      fantastika;
     
     
      the
      tales
      of
      the
      dying
      Earth
      and
      the
      possessing
      of
      Jesus;
      the
      exercises
      in
     
     
      postmodernism
      that
      turned
      the
      world
      inside
      out
      before
      most
      of
      us
      had
     
     
      begun
      to
      guess
      we
      were
      living
      on
      the
      wrong
      side
      of
      things;
      the
      invention
     
     
      (more
      or
      less)
      of
      steampunk;
      the
      alternate
      histories;
      the
      Mitteleuropean
      tales
     
     
      of
      sexual
      terror;
      the
      deep-city
      London
      riffs:
      the
      turns
      and
      changes
      and
     
     
      returns
      and
      reconfigurations
      to
      which
      he
      has
      subjected
      his
      oeuvre
      over
      the
     
     
      years
      (he
      expects
      this
      new
      Collected
      Edition
      will
      fix
      these
      transformations
     
     
      in
      place
      for
      good);
      the
      late
      tales
      where
      he
      has
      been
      remodelling
      the
     
     
      intersecting
      worlds
      he
      created
      in
      the
      1960s
      in
      terms
      of
      twenty-first-century
     
     
      physics:
      for
      starters.
      If
      you
      can’t
      take
      the
      heat,
      I
      guess,
      stay
      out
      of
      the
     
     
      multiverse.
     
    


    
     
      His
      life
      has
      been
      full
      and
      complicated,
      a
      life
      he
      has
      exposed
      and
      hidden
     
     
      (like
      many
      other
      prolific
      authors)
      throughout
      his
      work.
      In
      Mother
      London
     
     
      (1988),
      though,
      a
      nonfantastic
      novel
      published
      at
      what
      is
      now
      something
     
     
      like
      the
      midpoint
      of
      his
      career,
      it
      may
      be
      possible
      to
      find
      the
      key
      to
      all
      the
     
     
      other
      selves
      who
      made
      the
      100
      books.
      There
      are
      three
      protagonists
      in
      the
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      tale,
      which
      is
      set
      from
      about
      1940
      to
      about
      1988
      in
      the
      suburbs
      and
      inner
     
     
      runnels
      of
      the
      vast
      metropolis
      of
      Charles
      Dickens
      and
      Robert
      Louis
     
     
      Stevenson.
      The
      oldest
      of
      these
      protagonists
      is
      Joseph
      Kiss,
      a
      flamboyant
     
     
      self-advertising
      fin-de-siécle
      figure
      of
      substantial
      girth
      and
      a
      fantasticating
     
     
      relationship
      to
      the
      world:
      he
      is
      Michael
      Moorcock,
      seen
      with
      genial
      bite
      as
     
     
      a
      kind
      of
      G.K.
      Chesterton
      without
      the
      wearying
      punch-line
      paradoxes.
      The
     
     
      youngest
      of
      the
      three
      is
      David
      Mummery,
      a
      haunted
      introspective
      half-
     
     
      insane
      denizen
      of
      a
      secret
      London
      of
      trials
      and
      runes
      and
      codes
      and
      magic:
     
     
      he
      too
      is
      Michael
      Moorcock,
      seen
      through
      a
      glass,
      darkly.
      And
      there
      is
     
     
      Mary
      Gasalee,
      a
      kind
      of
      holy-innocent
      and
      survivor,
      blessed
      with
      a
     
     
      luminous
      clarity
      of
      insight,
      so
      that
      in
      all
      her
      apparent
      ignorance
      of
      the
     
     
      onrushing
      secular
      world
      she
      is
      more
      deeply
      wise
      than
      other
      folk:
      she
      is
      also
     
     
      Michael
      Moorcock,
      Moorcock
      when
      young
      as
      viewed
      from
      the
      wry
      middle
     
     
      years
      of
      1988.
      When
      we
      read
      the
      book,
      we
      are
      reading
      a
      book
      of
     
     
      instructions
      for
      the
      assembly
      of
      a
      London
      writer.
      The
      Moorcock
      we
      put
     
     
      together
      from
      this
      choice
      of
      portraits
      is
      amused
      and
      bemused
      at
      the
      vision
     
     
      of
      himself;
      he
      is
      a
      phenomenon
      of
      flamboyance
      and
      introspection,
      a
      poseur
     
     
      and
      a
      solitary,
      a
      dreamer
      and
      a
      doer,
      a
      multitude
      and
      a
      singleton.
      But
      only
     
     
      the
      three
      Moorcocks
      in
      this
      book,
      working
      together,
      could
      have
      written
      all
     
     
      the
      other
      books.
     
    


    
     
      It
      all
      began
      —
      as
      it
      does
      for
      David
      Mummery
      in
      Mother
      London
      —
      in
      South
     
     
      London,
      in
      a
      subtopian
      stretch
      of
      villas
      called
      Mitcham,
      in
      1939.
      In
      early
     
     
      childhood,
      he
      experienced
      the
      Blitz,
      and
      never
      forgot
      the
      extraordinariness
     
     
      of
      being
      a
      participant
      —
      however
      minute
      —
      in
      the
      great
      drama;
      all
      around
     
     
      him,
      as
      though
      the
      world
      were
      being
      dismantled
      nightly,
      darkness
      and
     
     
      blackout
      would
      descend,
      bombs
      fall,
      buildings
      and
      streets
      disappear;
      and
      in
     
     
      the
      morning,
      as
      though
      a
      new
      universe
      had
      taken
      over
      from
      the
      old
      one
      and
     
     
      the
      world
      had
      become
      portals,
      the
      sun
      would
      rise
      on
      glinting
      rubble,
     
     
      abandoned
      tricycles,
      men
      and
      women
      going
      about
      their
      daily
      tasks
      as
     
     
      though
      nothing
      had
      happened,
      strange
      shards
      of
      ruin
      poking
      into
      altered
      air.
     
     
      From
      a
      very
      early
      age,
      Michael
      Moorcock’s
      security
      reposed
      in
      a
      sense
      that
     
     
      everything
      might
      change,
      in
      the
      blinking
      of
      an
      eye,
      and
      be
      rejourneyed
      the
     
     
      next
      day
      (or
      the
      next
      book).
      Though
      as
      a
      writer
      he
      has
      certainly
      elucidated
     
     
      the
      fears
      and
      alarums
      of
      life
      in
      Aftermath
      Britain,
      it
      does
      seem
      that
      his
      very
     
     
      early
      years
      were
      marked
      by
      the
      epiphanies
      of
      war,
      rather
      than
      the
      inflictions
     
     
      of
      despair
      and
      beclouding
      amnesia
      most
      adults
      necessarily
      experienced.
     
     
      After
      the
      war
      ended,
      his
      parents
      separated,
      and
      the
      young
      Moorcock
      began
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      to
      attend
      a
      pretty
      wide
      variety
      of
      schools,
      several
      of
      which
      he
      seems
      to
      have
     
     
      been
      expelled
      from,
      and
      as
      soon
      as
      he
      could
      legally
      do
      so
      he
      began
      to
      work
     
     
      full
      time,
      up
      north
      in
      London’s
      heart,
      which
      he
      only
      left
      when
      he
      moved
      to
     
     
      Texas
      (with
      intervals
      in
      Paris)
      in
      the
      early
      1990s,
      from
      where
      (to
      jump
     
     
      briefly
      up
      the
      decades)
      he
      continues
      to
      cast
      a
      Martian
      eye:
      as
      with
      most
     
     
      exiles,
      Moorcock’s
      intensest
      anatomies
      of
      his
      homeland
      date
      from
      after
      his
     
     
      cunning
      departure.
     
    


    
     
      But
      back
      again
      to
      the
      beginning
      (just
      as
      though
      we
      were
      rimming
      a
     
     
      multiverse).
      Starting
      in
      the
      1950s
      there
      was
      the
      comics
      and
      pulp
      work
      for
     
     
      Fleetway
      Publications;
      there
      was
      the
      first
      book
      (Caribbean
      Crisis
      ,
      1962)
      as
     
     
      by
      Desmond
      Reid,
      co-written
      with
      his
      early
      friend
      the
      artist
      James
     
     
      Cawthorn
      (1929-2008);
      there
      was
      marriage,
      with
      the
      writer
      Hilary
      Bailey
     
     
      (they
      divorced
      in
      1978),
      three
      children,
      a
      heated
      existence
      in
      the
      Ladbroke
     
     
      Grove/Notting
      Hill
      Gate
      region
      of
      London
      he
      was
      later
      to
      populate
      with
     
     
      Jerry
      Cornelius
      and
      his
      vast
      family;
      there
      was
      the
      editing
      of
      NEW
      WORLDS
      ,
     
     
      which
      began
      in
      1964
      and
      became
      the
      heartbeat
      of
      the
      British
      New
      Wave
     
     
      two
      years
      later
      as
      writers
      like
      Brian
      W.
      Aldiss
      and
      J.G.
      Ballard,
      reaching
     
     
      their
      early
      prime,
      made
      it
      into
      a
      tympanum,
      as
      young
      American
      writers
      like
     
     
      Thomas
      M.
      Disch,
      John
      T.
      Sladek,
      Norman
      Spinrad
      and
      Pamela
      Zoline
     
     
      found
      a
      home
      in
      London
      for
      material
      they
      could
      not
      publish
      in
      America,
     
     
      and
      new
      British
      writers
      like
      M.
      John
      Harrison
      and
      Charles
      Platt
      began
      their
     
     
      careers
      in
      its
      pages;
      but
      before
      that
      there
      was
      Elric.
      With
      The
      Stealer
      of
     
     
      Souls
      (1963)
      and
      Stormbringer
      (1965),
      the
      multiverse
      began
      to
      flicker
      into
     
     
      view,
      and
      the
      Eternal
      Champion
      (whom
      Elric
      parodied
      and
      embodied)
     
     
      began
      properly
      to
      ransack
      the
      worlds
      in
      his
      fight
      against
      a
      greater
      Chaos
     
     
      than
      the
      great
      dance
      could
      sustain.
      There
      was
      also
      the
      first
      SF
      novel,
      The
     
     
      Sundered
      Worlds
      (1965),
      but
      in
      the
      1960s
      SF
      was
      a
      difficult
      nut
      to
      demolish
     
     
      for
      Moorcock:
      he
      would
      bide
      his
      time.
     
    


    
     
      We
      come
      to
      the
      heart
      of
      the
      matter.
      Jerry
      Cornelius,
      who
      first
      appears
      in
     
     
      The
      Final
      Programme
      (1968)
      —
      which
      assembles
      and
      coordinates
      material
     
     
      first
      published
      a
      few
      years
      earlier
      in
      NEW
      WORLDS
      —
      is
      a
      deliberate
     
     
      solarisation
      of
      the
      albino
      Elric,
      who
      was
      himself
      a
      mocking
      solarisation
      of
     
     
      Robert
      E.
      Howard’s
      Conan,
      or
      rather
      of
      the
      mighty-thew-headed
      Conan
     
     
      created
      for
      profit
      by
      Howard
      epigones:
      Moorcock
      rarely
      mocks
      the
      true
     
     
      quill.
      Cornelius,
      who
      reaches
      his
      first
      and
      most
      telling
      apotheosis
      in
      the
     
     
      four
      novels
      comprising
      The
      Cornelius
      Quartet
      ,
      remains
      his
      most
      distinctive
     
     
      and
      perhaps
      most
      original
      single
      creation:
      a
      wide
      boy,
      an
      agent,
      a
      flaneur
      ,
      a
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      bad
      musician,
      a
      shopper,
      a
      shapechanger,
      a
      trans,
      a
      spy
      in
      the
      house
      of
     
     
      London:
      a
      toxic
      palimpsest
      on
      whom
      and
      through
      whom
      the
      zeitgeist
     
     
      inscribes
      surreal
      conjugations
      of
      ‘message’.
      Jerry
      Cornelius
      gives
      head
      to
     
     
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      The
      life
      continued
      apace.
      By
      1970,
      with
      NEW
      woRLDs
      on
      its
      last
      legs,
     
     
      multiverse
      fantasies
      and
      experimental
      novels
      poured
      forth;
      Moorcock
      and
     
     
      Hilary
      Bailey
      began
      to
      live
      separately,
      though
      he
      moved,
      in
      fact,
      only
     
     
      around
      the
      corner,
      where
      he
      set
      up
      house
      with
      Jill
      Riches,
      who
      would
     
     
      become
      his
      second
      wife;
      there
      was
      a
      second
      home
      in
      Yorkshire,
      but
      London
     
     
      remained
      his
      central
      base.
      The
      Condition
      of
      Muzak
      (1977),
      which
      is
      the
     
     
      fourth
      Cornelius
      novel,
      and
      Gloriana;
      or,
      The
      Unfulfill’d
      Queen
      (1978),
     
     
      which
      transfigures
      the
      first
      Elizabeth
      into
      a
      kinked
      Astraea,
      marked
      perhaps
     
     
      the
      high
      point
      of
      his
      career
      as
      a
      writer
      of
      fiction
      whose
      font
      lay
      in
      genre
      or
     
     
      its
      mutations
      —
      marked
      perhaps
      the
      furthest
      bournes
      he
      could
      transgress
     
     
      while
      remaining
      within
      the
      perimeters
      of
      fantasy
      (though
      within
      those
     
     
      bournes
      vast
      stretches
      of
      territory
      remained
      and
      would,
      continually,
      be
     
     
      explored).
      During
      these
      years
      he
      sometimes
      wore
      a
      leather
      jacket
     
     
      constructed
      out
      of
      numerous
      patches
      of
      varicoloured
      material,
      and
      it
     
     
      sometimes
      seemed
      perfectly
      fitting
      that
      he
      bore
      the
      semblance,
      as
      his
      jacket
     
     
      flickered
      and
      fuzzed
      from
      across
      a
      room
      or
      road,
      of
      an
      illustrated
      man,
      a
     
     
      map,
      a
      thing
      of
      shreds
      and
      patches,
      a
      student
      fleshed
      from
      dreams.
      Like
      the
     
     
      stories
      he
      told,
      he
      seemed
      to
      be
      more
      than
      one
      thing.
      To
      use
      a
      term
     
     
      frequently
      applied
      (by
      me
      at
      least)
      to
      twenty-first-century
      fiction,
      he
     
     
      seemed
      equipoisal:
      which
      is
      to
      say
      that,
      through
      all
      his
      genre-hopping
      and
     
     
      genre-mixing
      and
      genre-transcending
      and
      genre-loyal
      returnings
      to
      old
     
     
      pitches,
      he
      was
      never
      still
      ,
      because
      ‘equipoise’
      is
      all
      about
      making
      stories
     
     
      move
      .
      As
      with
      his
      stories,
      he
      cannot
      be
      pinned
      down,
      because
      he
      is
      not
      in
     
     
      one
      place.
      In
      person
      and
      in
      his
      work,
      it
      has
      always
      been
      sink
      or
      swim:
      like
      a
     
     
      shark,
      or
      a
      dancer,
      or
      an
      equilibrist...
     
    


    
     
      The
      marriage
      with
      Jill
      Riches
      came
      to
      an
      end.
      He
      married
      Linda
      Steele
      in
     
     
      1983;
      they
      remain
      married.
      The
      Colonel
      Pyat
      books,
      Byzantium
      Endures
     
     
      (1981),
      The
      Laughter
      of
      Carthage
      (1984),
      Jerusalem
      Commands
      (1992)
      and
     
     
      The
      Vengeance
      of
      Rome
      (2006),
      dominated
      these
      years,
      along
      with
      Mother
     
     
      London
      .
      As
      these
      books,
      which
      are
      non-fantastic,
      are
      not
      included
      in
      the
     
     
      current
      Michael
      Moorcock
      Collection
      ,
      it
      might
      be
      worth
      noting
      here
      that,
      in
     
     
      their
      insistence
      on
      the
      irreducible
      difficulty
      of
      gaining
      anything
      like
      true
     
     
      sight,
      they
      represent
      Moorcock’s
      mature
      modernist
      take
      on
      what
      one
      might
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      call
      the
      rag-and-bone
      shop
      of
      the
      world
      itself;
      and
      that
      the
      huge
      ornate
     
     
      postmodern
      edifice
      of
      his
      multiverse
      loosens
      us
      from
      that
      world,
      gives
      us
     
     
      room
      to
      breathe,
      to
      juggle
      our
      strategies
      for
      living
      —
      allows
      us
      ultimately
      to
     
     
      escape
      from
      prison
      (to
      use
      a
      phrase
      from
      a
      writer
      he
      does
      not
      respect,
      J.R.R.
     
     
      Tolkien,
      for
      whom
      the
      twentieth
      century
      was
      a
      prison
      train
      bound
      for
      hell).
     
     
      What
      Moorcock
      may
      best
      be
      remembered
      for
      in
      the
      end
      is
      the
      (perhaps
     
     
      unique)
      interplay
      between
      modernism
      and
      postmodernism
      in
      his
      work.
      (But
     
     
      a
      plethora
      of
      discordant
      understandings
      makes
      these
      terms
      hard
      to
      use;
      so
     
     
      enough
      of
      them.)
      In
      the
      end,
      one
      might
      just
      say
      that
      Moorcock’s
      work
      as
      a
     
     
      whole
      represents
      an
      extraordinarily
      multifarious
      execution
      of
      the
      fantasist’s
     
     
      main
      task:
      which
      is
      to
      get
      us
      out
      of
      here
      .
     
    


    
     
      Recent
      decades
      saw
      a
      continuation
      of
      the
      multifarious,
      but
      with
      a
      more
     
     
      intensely
      applied
      methodology.
      The
      late
      volumes
      of
      the
      long
      Elric
      saga,
      and
     
     
      the
      Second
      Ether
      sequence
      of
      meta-fantasies
      —
      Blood:
      A
      Southern
      Fantasy
     
     
      (1995),
      Fabulous
      Harbours
      (1995)
      and
      The
      War
      Amongst
      the
      Angels:
      An
     
     
      Autobiographical
      Story
      (1996)
      —
      brood
      on
      the
      real
      world
      and
      the
      multiverse
     
     
      through
      the
      lens
      of
      Chaos
      Theory:
      the
      closer
      you
      get
      to
      the
      world,
      the
      less
     
     
      you
      describe
      it.
      The
      Metatemporal
      Detective
      (2007)
      —
      a
      narrative
      in
      the
     
     
      Steampunk
      mode
      Moorcock
      had
      previewed
      as
      long
      ago
      as
      The
      Warlord
      of
     
     
      the
      Air
      (1971)
      and
      The
      Land
      Leviathan
      (1974)
      —
      continues
      the
      process,
     
     
      sometimes
      dizzyingly:
      as
      though
      the
      reader
      inhabited
      the
      eye
      of
      a
      camera
     
     
      increasing
      its
      focus
      on
      a
      closely
      observed
      reality
      while
      its
      bogey
     
     
      simultaneously
      wheels
      it
      backwards
      from
      the
      desired
      rapport:
      an
      old
     
     
      Kurasawa
      trick
      here
      amplified
      into
      a
      tool
      of
      conspectus,
      fantasy
      eyed
      and
     
     
      (once
      again)
      rejourneyed,
      this
      time
      through
      the
      lens
      of
      SF
      .
     
    


    
     
      We
      reach
      the
      second
      decade
      of
      the
      twenty-first
      century,
      time
      still
      to
      make
     
     
      things
      new,
      but
      also
      time
      to
      sort.
      There
      are
      dozens
      of
      titles
      in
      The
      Michael
     
     
      Moorcock
      Collection
      that
      have
      not
      been
      listed
      in
      this
      short
      space,
      much
      less
     
     
      trawled
      for
      tidbits.
      The
      various
      avatars
      of
      the
      Eternal
      Champion
      —
      Elric,
     
     
      Kane
      of
      Old
      Mars,
      Hawkmoon,
      Count
      Brass,
      Corum,
      Von
      Bek
      —
      differ
     
     
      vastly
      from
      one
      another.
      Hawkmoon
      is
      a
      bit
      of
      a
      berk;
      Corum
      is
      a
      steely
     
     
      solitary
      at
      the
      End
      of
      Time:
      the
      joys
      and
      doleurs
      of
      the
      interplays
      amongst
     
     
      them
      can
      only
      be
      experienced
      through
      immersion.
      And
      the
      Dancers
      at
      the
     
     
      End
      of
      Time
      books,
      and
      the
      Nomad
      of
      the
      Time
      Stream
      books,
      and
      the
      Karl
     
     
      Glogauer
      books,
      and
      all
      the
      others.
      They
      are
      here
      now,
      a
      100
      books
      that
     
     
      make
      up
      one
      book.
      They
      have
      been
      fixed
      for
      reading.
      It
      is
      time
      to
      enter
      the
     
     
      multiverse
      and
      see
      the
      world.
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      B
      y
      1964,
      AFTER
      I
      had
      been
      editing
      NEW
      woRLDs
      for
      some
      months
      and
      had
     
    

   

   
    
     
      published
      several
      science
      fiction
      and
      fantasy
      novels,
      including
     
     
      Stormbringer
      ,
      I
      realised
      that
      my
      run
      as
      a
      writer
      was
      over.
      About
      the
      only
     
     
      new
      ideas
      I’d
      come
      up
      with
      were
      miniature
      computers,
      the
      multiverse
      and
     
     
      black
      holes,
      all
      very
      crudely
      realised,
      in
      The
      Sundered
      Worlds
      .
      No
      doubt
      I
     
     
      would
      have
      to
      return
      to
      journalism,
      writing
      features
      and
      editing.
      ‘My
     
     
      career,’
      I
      told
      my
      friend
      J.G.
      Ballard,
      ‘is
      finished.’
      He
      sympathised
      and
      told
     
     
      me
      he
      only
      had
      a
      few
      SF
      stories
      left
      in
      him,
      then
      he,
      too,
      wasn’t
      sure
      what
     
     
      he’d
      do.
     
    


    
     
      In
      January
      1965,
      living
      in
      Colville
      Terrace,
      Notting
      Hill,
      then
      an
      infamous
     
     
      slum,
      best
      known
      for
      its
      race
      riots,
      I
      sat
      down
      at
      the
      typewriter
      in
      our
     
     
      kitchen-cum-bathroom
      and
      began
      a
      locally
      based
      book,
      designed
      to
      be
     
     
      accompanied
      by
      music
      and
      graphics.
      The
      Final
      Programme
      featured
      a
     
     
      character
      based
      on
      a
      young
      man
      I’d
      seen
      around
      the
      area
      and
      whom
      I
     
     
      named
      after
      a
      local
      greengrocer,
      Jerry
      Cornelius,
      ‘Messiah
      to
      the
      Age
      of
     
     
      Science’.
      Jerry
      was
      as
      much
      a
      technique
      as
      a
      character.
      Not
      the
      ‘spy’
      some
     
     
      critics
      described
      him
      as
      but
      an
      urban
      adventurer
      as
      interested
      in
      his
      psychic
     
     
      environment
      as
      the
      contemporary
      physical
      world.
      My
      influences
      were
     
     
      English
      and
      French
      absurdists,
      American
      noir
      novels.
      My
      inspiration
      was
     
     
      William
      Burroughs
      with
      whom
      I’d
      recently
      begun
      a
      correspondence.
      I
      also
     
     
      borrowed
      a
      few
      SF
      ideas,
      though
      I
      was
      adamant
      that
      I
      was
      not
      writing
      in
     
     
      any
      established
      genre.
      I
      felt
      I
      had
      at
      last
      found
      my
      own
      authentic
      voice.
     
    


    
     
      I
      had
      already
      written
      a
      short
      novel,
      The
      Golden
      Barge
      ,
      set
      in
      a
      nowhere,
     
     
      no-time
      world
      very
      much
      influenced
      by
      Peake
      and
      the
      surrealists,
      which
      I
     
     
      had
      not
      attempted
      to
      publish.
      An
      earlier
      autobiographical
      novel,
      The
     
     
      Hungry
      Dreamers
      ,
      set
      in
      Soho,
      was
      eaten
      by
      rats
      in
      a
      Ladbroke
      Grove
     
     
      basement.
      I
      remained
      unsatisfied
      with
      my
      style
      and
      my
      technique.
      The
     
     
      Final
      Programme
      took
      nine
      days
      to
      complete
      (by
      20
      January,
      1965)
      with
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      my
      baby
      daughters
      sometimes
      cradled
      with
      their
      bottles
      while
      I
      typed
      on.
     
     
      This,
      I
      should
      say,
      is
      my
      memory
      of
      events;
      my
      then
      wife
      scoffed
      at
      this
     
     
      story
      when
      I
      recounted
      it.
      Whatever
      the
      truth,
      the
      fact
      is
      I
      only
      believed
      I
     
     
      might
      be
      a
      serious
      writer
      after
      I
      had
      finished
      that
      novel,
      with
      all
      its
      flaws.
     
     
      But
      Jerry
      Cornelius,
      probably
      my
      most
      successful
      sustained
      attempt
      at
     
     
      unconventional
      fiction,
      was
      born
      then
      and
      ever
      since
      has
      remained
      a
      useful
     
     
      means
      of
      telling
      complex
      stories.
      Associated
      with
      the
      60s
      and
      70s,
      he
      has
     
     
      been
      equally
      at
      home
      in
      all
      the
      following
      decades.
      Through
      novels
      and
     
     
      novellas
      I
      developed
      a
      means
      of
      carrying
      several
      narratives
      and
      viewpoints
     
     
      on
      what
      appeared
      to
      be
      a
      very
      light
      (but
      tight)
      structure
      which
      dispensed
     
     
      with
      some
      of
      the
      earlier
      methods
      of
      fiction.
      In
      the
      sense
      that
      it
      took
      for
     
     
      granted
      the
      understanding
      that
      the
      novel
      is
      among
      other
      things
      an
      internal
     
     
      dialogue
      and
      I
      did
      not
      feel
      the
      need
      to
      repeat
      by
      now
      commonly
      understood
     
     
      modernist
      conventions,
      this
      fiction
      was
      post-modern.
     
    


    
     
      Not
      all
      my
      fiction
      looked
      for
      new
      forms
      for
      the
      new
      century.
      Like
      many
     
     
      ‘revolutionaries’
      I
      looked
      back
      as
      well
      as
      forward.
      As
      George
      Meredith
     
     
      looked
      to
      the
      eighteenth
      century
      for
      inspiration
      for
      his
      experiments
      with
     
     
      narrative,
      I
      looked
      to
      Meredith,
      popular
      Edwardian
      realists
      like
      Pett
      Ridge
     
     
      and
      Zangwill
      and
      the
      writers
      of
      the
      fin
      de
      siécle
      for
      methods
      and
     
     
      inspiration.
      An
      almost
      obsessive
      interest
      in
      the
      Fabians,
      several
      of
      whom
     
     
      believed
      in
      the
      possibility
      of
      benign
      imperialism,
      ultimately
      led
      to
      my
     
     
      Bastable
      books
      which
      examined
      our
      enduring
      British
      notion
      that
      an
      empire
     
     
      could
      be
      essentially
      a
      force
      for
      good.
      The
      first
      was
      The
      Warlord
      of
      the
      Air
      .
     
    


    
     
      I
      also
      wrote
      my
      Dancers
      at
      the
      End
      of
      Time
      stories
      and
      novels
      under
      the
     
     
      influence
      of
      Edwardian
      humourists
      and
      absurdists
      like
      Jerome
      or
      Firbank.
     
     
      Together
      with
      more
      conventional
      generic
      books
      like
      The
      Ice
      Schooner
      or
     
     
      The
      Black
      Corridor
      ,
      most
      of
      that
      work
      was
      done
      in
      the
      1960s
      and
      70s
     
     
      when
      I
      wrote
      the
      Eternal
      Champion
      supernatural
      adventure
      novels
      which
     
     
      helped
      support
      my
      own
      and
      others’
      experiments
      via
      NEW
      WORLDS
      ,
      allowing
     
     
      me
      also
      to
      keep
      a
      family
      while
      writing
      books
      in
      which
      action
      and
      fantastic
     
     
      invention
      were
      paramount.
      Though
      I
      did
      them
      quickly,
      I
      didn’t
      write
      them
     
     
      cynically.
      I
      have
      always
      believed,
      somewhat
      puritanically,
      in
      giving
      the
     
     
      audience
      good
      value
      for
      money.
      I
      enjoyed
      writing
      them,
      tried
      to
      avoid
     
     
      repetition,
      and
      through
      each
      new
      one
      was
      able
      to
      develop
      a
      few
      more
      ideas.
     
     
      They
      also
      continued
      to
      teach
      me
      how
      to
      express
      myself
      through
      image
      and
     
     
      metaphor.
      My
      Everyman
      became
      the
      Eternal
      Champion,
      his
      dreams
      and
     
     
      ambitions
      represented
      by
      the
      multiverse.
      He
      could
      be
      an
      ordinary
      person
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      struggling
      with
      familiar
      problems
      in
      a
      contemporary
      setting
      or
      he
      could
      be
     
     
      a
      swordsman
      fighting
      monsters
      on
      a
      far-away
      world.
     
    


    
     
      Long
      before
      I
      wrote
      Gloriana
      (in
      four
      parts
      reflecting
      the
      seasons)
      I
      had
     
     
      learned
      to
      think
      in
      images
      and
      symbols
      through
      reading
      John
      Bunyan’s
     
     
      Pilgrim’s
      Progress
      ,
      Milton
      and
      others,
      understanding
      early
      on
      that
      the
     
     
      visual
      could
      be
      the
      most
      important
      part
      of
      a
      book
      and
      was
      often
      in
      itself
      a
     
     
      story
      as,
      for
      instance,
      a
      famous
      personality
      could
      also,
      through
      everything
     
     
      associated
      with
      their
      name,
      function
      as
      narrative.
      I
      wanted
      to
      find
      ways
      of
     
     
      Carrying
      as
      many
      stories
      as
      possible
      in
      one.
      From
      the
      cinema
      I
      also
      learned
     
     
      how
      to
      use
      images
      as
      connecting
      themes.
      Images,
      colours,
      music,
      and
      even
     
     
      popular
      magazine
      headlines
      can
      all
      add
      coherence
      to
      an
      apparently
      random
     
     
      story,
      underpinning
      it
      and
      giving
      the
      reader
      a
      sense
      of
      internal
      logic
      and
      a
     
     
      satisfactory
      resolution,
      dispensing
      with
      certain
      familiar
      literary
      conventions.
     
    


    
     
      When
      the
      story
      required
      it,
      I
      also
      began
      writing
      neo-realist
      fiction
     
     
      exploring
      the
      interface
      of
      character
      and
      environment,
      especially
      the
      city,
     
     
      especially
      London.
      In
      some
      books
      I
      condensed,
      manipulated
      and
     
     
      randomised
      time
      to
      achieve
      what
      I
      wanted,
      but
      in
      others
      the
      sense
      of
      ‘real
     
     
      time’
      as
      we
      all
      generally
      perceive
      it
      was
      more
      suitable
      and
      could
      best
      be
     
     
      achieved
      by
      traditional
      nineteenth-century
      means.
      For
      the
      Pyat
      books
      I
      first
     
     
      looked
      back
      to
      the
      great
      German
      classic,
      Grimmelshausen’s
      Simplicissimus
     
     
      and
      other
      early
      picaresques.
      I
      then
      examined
      the
      roots
      of
      a
      certain
      kind
      of
     
     
      moral
      fiction
      from
      Defoe
      through
      Thackeray
      and
      Meredith
      then
      to
      modern
     
     
      times
      where
      the
      picaresque
      (or
      rogue
      tale)
      can
      take
      the
      form
      of
      a
      road
     
     
      movie,
      for
      instance.
      While
      it’s
      probably
      fair
      to
      say
      that
      Pyat
      and
      Byzantium
     
     
      Endures
      precipitated
      the
      end
      of
      my
      second
      marriage
      (echoed
      to
      a
      degree
      in
     
     
      The
      Brothel
      in
      Rosenstrasse
      ),
      the
      late
      70s
      and
      the
      80s
      were
      exhilarating
     
     
      times
      for
      me,
      with
      Mother
      London
      being
      perhaps
      my
      own
      favourite
      novel
     
     
      of
      that
      period.
      I
      wanted
      to
      write
      something
      celebratory.
     
    


    
     
      By
      the
      90s
      I
      was
      again
      attempting
      to
      unite
      several
      kinds
      of
      fiction
      in
      one
     
     
      novel
      with
      my
      Second
      Ether
      trilogy.
      With
      Mandelbrot,
      Chaos
      Theory
      and
     
     
      String
      Theory
      I
      felt,
      as
      I
      said
      at
      the
      time,
      as
      if
      I
      were
      being
      offered
      a
      chart
     
     
      of
      my
      own
      brain.
      That
      chart
      made
      it
      easier
      for
      me
      to
      develop
      the
      notion
      of
     
     
      the
      multiverse
      as
      representing
      both
      the
      internal
      and
      the
      external,
      as
      a
     
     
      metaphor
      and
      as
      a
      means
      of
      structuring
      and
      rationalising
      an
      outrageously
     
     
      inventive
      and
      quasi-realistic
      narrative.
      The
      worlds
      of
      the
      multiverse
      move
     
     
      up
      and
      down
      scales
      or
      ‘planes’
      explained
      in
      terms
      of
      mass,
      allowing
      entire
     
     
      universes
      to
      exist
      in
      the
      ‘same’
      space.
      The
      result
      of
      developing
      this
      idea
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      was
      the
      War
      Amongst
      the
      Angels
      sequence
      which
      added
      absurdist
      elements
     
     
      also
      functioning
      as
      a
      kind
      of
      mythology
      and
      folklore
      for
      a
      world
      beginning
     
     
      to
      understand
      itself
      in
      terms
      of
      new
      metaphysics
      and
      theoretical
      physics.
      As
     
     
      the
      cosmos
      becomes
      denser
      and
      almost
      infinite
      before
      our
      eyes,
      with
      black
     
     
      holes
      and
      dark
      matter
      affecting
      our
      own
      reality,
      we
      can
      explore
      them
      and
     
     
      observe
      them
      as
      our
      ancestors
      explored
      our
      planet
      and
      observed
      the
     
     
      heavens.
     
    


    
     
      At
      the
      end
      of
      the
      90s
      I’d
      returned
      to
      realism,
      sometimes
      with
      a
      dash
      of
     
     
      fantasy,
      with
      King
      of
      the
      City
      and
      the
      stories
      collected
      in
      London
      Bone.
      I
     
     
      also
      wrote
      a
      new
      Elric/Eternal
      Champion
      sequence,
      beginning
      with
     
     
      Daughter
      of
      Dreams
      ,
      which
      brought
      the
      fantasy
      worlds
      of
      Hawkmoon,
     
     
      Bastable
      and
      Co.
      in
      line
      with
      my
      realistic
      and
      autobiographical
      stories,
     
     
      another
      attempt
      to
      unify
      all
      my
      fiction,
      and
      also
      offer
      a
      way
      in
      which
     
     
      disparate
      genres
      could
      be
      reunited,
      through
      notions
      developed
      from
      the
     
     
      multiverse
      and
      the
      Eternal
      Champion,
      as
      one
      giant
      novel.
      At
      the
      time
      I
      was
     
     
      finishing
      the
      Pyat
      sequence
      which
      attempted
      to
      look
      at
      the
      roots
      of
      the
      Nazi
     
     
      Holocaust
      in
      our
      European,
      Middle
      Eastern
      and
      American
      cultures
      and
      to
     
     
      ground
      my
      strange
      survival
      guilt
      while
      at
      the
      same
      time
      examining
      my
      own
     
     
      cultural
      roots
      in
      the
      light
      of
      an
      enduring
      anti-Semitism.
     
    


    
     
      By
      the
      2000s
      I
      was
      exploring
      various
      conventional
      ways
      of
      story-telling
     
     
      in
      the
      last
      parts
      of
      The
      Metatemporal
      Detective
      and
      through
      other
      homages,
     
     
      comics,
      parodies
      and
      games.
      I
      also
      looked
      back
      at
      my
      earliest
      influences.
      I
     
     
      had
      reached
      retirement
      age
      and
      felt
      like
      a
      rest.
      I
      wrote
      a
      ‘prequel’
      to
      the
     
     
      Elric
      series
      as
      a
      graphic
      novel
      with
      Walter
      Simonson,
      The
      Making
      of
      a
     
     
      Sorcerer
      ,
      and
      did
      a
      little
      online
      editing
      with
      FANTASTIC
      METROPOLIS
      .
     
    


    
     
      By
      2010
      I
      had
      written
      a
      novel
      featuring
      Doctor
      Who,
      The
      Coming
      of
      the
     
     
      Terraphiles
      ,
      with
      a
      nod
      to
      P.G.
      Wodehouse
      (a
      boyhood
      favourite),
     
     
      continued
      to
      write
      short
      stories
      and
      novellas
      and
      to
      work
      on
      the
      beginning
     
     
      of
      a
      new
      sequence
      combining
      pure
      fantasy
      and
      straight
      autobiography
     
     
      called
      The
      Whispering
      Swarm
      while
      still
      writing
      more
      Cornelius
      stories
     
     
      trying
      to
      unite
      all
      the
      various
      genres
      and
      sub-genres
      into
      which
     
     
      contemporary
      fiction
      has
      fallen.
     
    


    
     
      Throughout
      my
      career
      critics
      have
      announced
      that
      I’m
      ‘abandoning’
     
     
      fantasy
      and
      concentrating
      on
      literary
      fiction.
      The
      truth
      is,
      however,
      that
      all
     
     
      my
      life,
      since
      I
      became
      a
      professional
      writer
      and
      editor
      at
      the
      age
      of
      16,
     
     
      I’ve
      written
      in
      whatever
      mode
      suits
      a
      story
      best
      and
      where
      necessary
     
     
      created
      a
      new
      form
      if
      an
      old
      one
      didn’t
      work
      for
      me.
      Certain
      ideas
      are
      best
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      carried
      on
      a
      Jerry
      Cornelius
      story,
      others
      work
      better
      as
      realism
      and
      others
     
     
      as
      fantasy
      or
      science
      fiction.
      Some
      work
      best
      as
      a
      combination.
      I’m
      sure
      I’
      ll
     
     
      write
      whatever
      I
      like
      and
      will
      continue
      to
      experiment
      with
      all
      the
      ways
     
     
      there
      are
      of
      telling
      stories
      and
      carrying
      as
      many
      themes
      as
      possible.
     
     
      Whether
      I
      write
      about
      a
      widow
      coping
      with
      loneliness
      in
      her
      cottage
      or
      a
     
     
      massive,
      universe-size
      sentient
      spaceship
      searching
      for
      her
      children,
      PII
      no
     
     
      doubt
      die
      trying
      to
      tell
      them
      all.
      I
      hope
      you’ll
      find
      at
      least
      some
      of
      them
      to
     
     
      your
      taste.
     
    


    
     
      One
      thing
      a
      reader
      can
      be
      sure
      of
      about
      these
      new
      editions
      is
      that
      they
     
     
      would
      not
      have
      been
      possible
      without
      the
      tremendous
      and
      indispensable
     
     
      help
      of
      my
      old
      friend
      and
      bibliographer
      John
      Davey.
      John
      has
      ensured
      that
     
     
      these
      Gollancz
      editions
      are
      definitive.
      I
      am
      indebted
      to
      John
      for
      many
     
     
      things,
      including
      his
      work
      at
      Moorcock’s
      Miscellany,
      my
      website,
      but
      his
     
     
      work
      on
      this
      edition
      has
      been
      outstanding.
      As
      well
      as
      being
      an
     
     
      accomplished
      novelist
      in
      his
      own
      right
      John
      is
      an
      astonishingly
      good
      editor
     
     
      who
      has
      worked
      with
      Gollancz
      and
      myself
      to
      point
      out
      every
      error
      and
      flaw
     
     
      in
      all
      previous
      editions,
      some
      of
      them
      not
      corrected
      since
      their
      first
     
     
      publication,
      and
      has
      enabled
      me
      to
      correct
      or
      revise
      them.
      I
      couldn’t
      have
     
     
      completed
      this
      project
      without
      him.
      Together,
      I
      think,
      Gollancz,
      John
      Davey
     
     
      and
      myself
      have
      produced
      what
      will
      be
      the
      best
      editions
      possible
      and
      I
      am
     
     
      very
      grateful
      to
      him,
      to
      Malcolm
      Edwards,
      Darren
      Nash
      and
      Marcus
      Gipps
     
     
      for
      all
      the
      considerable
      hard
      work
      they
      have
      done
      to
      make
      this
      edition
      what
     
     
      it
      is.
     
    


    
     
      Michael
      Moorcock
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      To
      the
      memory
      of
      Dick
      Ellingsworth,
      who
      was
      in
      at
      the
      beginning
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      My
      Eternal
      Champion
     
     
      Foreword
      by
      Walter
      Mosley
     
    

   

   
    
     
      M
      Y
      FIRST
      EXPERIENCE
      with
      Michael
      Moorcock
      was
      at
      a
      little
      newspaper
     
    

   

   
    
     
      kiosk
      at
      the
      entrance
      of
      a
      tube
      station
      in
      London,
      1968.
      There
      I
      saw
      the
     
     
      bright,
      psychedelic
      colors
      of
      the
      paperback
      edition
      of
      the
      first
      volume
      of
      the
     
     
      Corum
      Chronicles.
      I
      was
      on
      tour
      with
      a
      bunch
      of
      high
      school
      kids
      from
     
     
      California.
      We
      were
      supposed
      to
      be
      broadening
      our
      cultural
      awareness.
      But
     
     
      instead
      I
      spent
      every
      available
      moment
      reading
      that
      book
      and
      at
      least
      six
     
     
      other
      Moorcock
      masterpieces
      while
      others
      oo
      ed
      and
      ahh
      ed
      at
      the
      Tate
     
     
      Gallery,
      Carnaby
      Street,
      and
      a
      dozen
      other
      places
      that
      I
      never
      gave
      a
      second
     
     
      glance.
     
    


    
     
      Michael
      Moorcock
      was
      the
      beginning
      of
      my
      literary
      education.
      He
      has
     
     
      maintained
      that
      rôle
      ever
      since.
     
    


    
     
      Moorcock’s
      writing
      is
      intricate,
      fabulous,
      and
      mellifluous.
      Reading
      his
     
     
      words
      I
      was,
      and
      am,
      reminded
      of
      music.
      His
      novels
      are
      symphonic
     
     
      experiences.
      They
      dance
      and
      cry
      and
      bleed
      and
      make
      promises
      that
      can
     
     
      only
      live
      in
      the
      moment
      of
      their
      utterance.
     
    


    
     
      In
      the
      early
      works
      there
      was
      a
      lot
      of
      swordplay
      and
      magicks,
     
     
      Shakespearian
      villains
      (and
      heroes)
      locked
      in
      struggles
      that
      were
      both
     
     
      unwinnable
      and
      unending.
     
    


    
     
      But
      these
      brilliant
      fagades
      were
      only
      the
      beginning
      of
      the
      power
     
     
      Moorcock
      exerted
      over
      me.
      Reading
      his
      books
      I
      understood,
      for
      the
      first
     
     
      time
      (and
      most
      clearly),
      that
      a
      novel
      is
      only
      a
      movement,
      an
      act,
      a
      scene
      in
     
     
      the
      greater
      theme
      of
      a
      master
      fiction
      writer.
     
    


    
     
      Moorcock’s
      mind
      encompasses
      not
      one
      world
      but
      a
      whole,
      and
     
     
      expanding,
      galaxy
      of
      possibilities,
      fates,
      and
      second
      chances.
     
    


    
     
      He
      understands
      destiny,
      lives
      under
      its
      unforgiving
      logic,
      but
      never
     
     
      accepts
      it.
      Instead
      he
      rebels
      for
      us
      like
      the
      knight
      in
      Bergman’s
      Seventh
      Seal
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Each
      story
      expands
      our
      possibilities
      but
      in
      the
      end
      we
      hit
      a
      wall
      and
      are
     
     
      given
      the
      existential
      choice
      that
      Camus’s
      Mersault
      faced
      on
      the
      morning
      of
     
     
      his
      execution.
     
    


    
     
      Michael
      Moorcock
      refuses
      to
      be
      guided
      by
      the
      dead
      hand
      of
      history.
      His
     
     
      lively
      intelligence
      and
      his
      spirit,
      hardened
      by
      the
      German
      bombing
      of
     
     
      London,
      makes
      him
      a
      beacon
      of
      hope
      and,
      oddly,
      a
      realist
      who
      tells
      you,
     
     
      “You
      will
      die,
      my
      friend,
      and
      that
      death
      may
      be
      terrible
      and
      tragic.
      But
     
     
      today
      you
      live
      and
      this
      is
      your
      only
      chance
      to
      be
      somebody
      real
      and
     
     
      tangible
      in
      the
      malleable,
      seemingly
      meaningless
      movement
      that
      some
     
     
      people
      mistake
      for
      time.’
     
    


    
     
      It
      is
      a
      great
      honor
      for
      me
      to
      be
      given
      the
      chance
      to
      introduce
      Michael
     
     
      Moorcock
      in
      this
      book.
      It
      is
      a
      gift
      to
      the
      world
      that
      he
      and
      his
      writing
      still
     
     
      map
      our
      hubris
      and
      folly,
      our
      hope
      and
      our
      ecstatic
      demolition.
     
    


    
     
      Walter
      Mosley
      ,
     
     
      June
      2007
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      The
      Eternal
      Champion
     
    

   

   
    
     
      They
      called
      for
      me,
      that
      is
      all
      I
      really
      know.
      They
      called
      for
      me
      and
      I
     
     
      went
      to
      them,
      for
      I
      could
      not
      do
      otherwise.
      The
      will
      of
      the
      whole
      of
     
     
      Humanity
      was
      a
      strong
      thing
      and
      it
      smashed
      through
      the
      ties
      of
      Time,
     
     
      the
      chains
      of
      Space
      and
      dragged
      me
      to
      it.
      Why
      me?
      I
      still
      do
      not
      know,
     
     
      though
      they
      thought
      they
      had
      told
      me.
      But
      I
      am
      here,
      shall
      always
      be
     
     
      here
      and
      if,
      as
      wise
      men
      tell
      me,
      Time
      is
      cyclic,
      then
      I
      shall
      one
      day
     
     
      return
      to
      the
      Twentieth
      Century
      AD
      —
      for
      (it
      was
      no
      doing
      of
      mine)
      I
      am
     
     
      immortal.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      One
     
    

   

   
    
     
      B
      ETWEEN
      WAKEFULNESS
      AND
      Sleeping,
      we
      have
      most
      of
      us
      had
      the
      illusion
     
    

   

   
    
     
      of
      hearing
      voices,
      scraps
      of
      conversation,
      phrases
      spoken
      in
      unfamiliar
     
     
      tones.
      Sometimes
      we
      attempt
      to
      attune
      our
      minds
      so
      that
      we
      can
      hear
      more,
     
     
      but
      we
      are
      rarely
      successful.
      Between
      wakefulness
      and
      sleeping,
      I
      began,
     
     
      every
      night,
      to
      hear
      voices...
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Had
      I
      hung,
      for
      an
      eternity
      in
      limbo?
      Was
      I
      alive
      —
      dead?
      Was
      there
      a
     
     
      memory
      of
      a
      world
      which
      lay
      in
      the
      far
      past
      or
      the
      distant
      future?
      Of
     
     
      another
      world
      which
      seemed
      closer?
      And
      the
      names?
      Was
      I
      John
      Daker
      or
     
     
      Erekosé?
      Was
      I
      either
      of
      these?
      Many
      other
      names,
      Shaleen,
      Artos,
      Brian,
     
     
      Umpata,
      Roland,
      Ilanth,
      Ulysses,
      Alric,
      fled
      away
      down
      the
      ghostly
      rivers
     
     
      of
      my
      memory.
      I
      hung
      in
      darkness,
      bodiless.
      A
      man
      spoke.
      Where
      was
      he?
      I
     
     
      tried
      to
      look
      but
      had
      no
      eyes
      to
      see.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ‘Erekosé
      the
      Champion,
      where
      are
      you?’
     
    


    
     
      Another
      voice,
      then:
      ‘Father...
      it
      is
      only
      a
      legend...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,
      Iolinda.
      I
      feel
      he
      is
      listening.
      Erekosé...’
     
    


    
     
      I
      tried
      to
      answer,
      but
      had
      no
      voice.
      Swirling
      half-dreams
      of
      a
      house
      in
      a
     
     
      great
      city
      of
      miracles,
      a
      swollen,
      grimy
      city
      of
      miracles,
      crammed
      with
      dull-
     
     
      coloured
      machines,
      many
      of
      which
      bore
      human
      passengers.
      Of
      buildings,
     
     
      beautiful
      beneath
      their
      coatings
      of
      dust
      and
      of
      other,
      brighter
      buildings
      not
     
     
      so
      beautiful,
      with
      austere
      lines
      and
      many
      glass
      windows.
      Of
      a
      troop
      of
     
     
      riders
      galloping
      over
      an
      undulating
      countryside,
      flamboyant
      in
      armour
      of
     
     
      lacquered
      gold,
      coloured
      pennants
      draped
      around
      their
      blood-encrusted
     
     
      lances.
      Their
      faces
      were
      heavy
      with
      weariness.
      Of
      more
      faces,
      many
      faces,
     
     
      some
      of
      which
      I
      half
      recognised,
      others
      which
      were
      unfamiliar,
      people
      clad
     
     
      in
      strange
      clothes.
      A
      picture
      of
      a
      white
      haired,
      middle-aged
      man
      who
      had
      a
     
     
      tall,
      spiked
      crown
      upon
      his
      head.
      His
      mouth
      moved,
      he
      was
      speaking...
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      ‘Erekosé,
      it
      is
      I,
      King
      Rigenos,
      Defender
      of
      Humanity.
      You
      are
      needed
     
     
      again,
      Erekosé.
      The
      Hounds
      of
      Evil
      rule
      a
      third
      of
      the
      world
      and
      humankind
     
     
      is
      weary
      of
      the
      war
      against
      them.
      Come
      to
      us,
      Erekosé
      and
      lead
      us
      to
     
     
      victory.
      From
      the
      Plains
      of
      Melting
      Ice
      to
      the
      Mountains
      of
      Sorrow
      they
     
     
      have
      set
      up
      their
      corrupt
      standard
      and
      I
      fear
      they
      will
      advance
      yet
      further
     
     
      into
      our
      territories.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      woman’s
      voice:
      ‘Father,
      this
      is
      only
      an
      empty
      tomb.
      Not
      even
      the
     
     
      mummy
      of
      Erekosé
      remains
      —
      it
      became
      drifting
      dust
      long
      ago.
      Let
      us
      leave
     
     
      and
      return
      to
      Necranal
      to
      marshal
      the
      living
      peers.’
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      felt
      like
      a
      fainting
      man
      who
      strives
      to
      fight
      against
      dizzy
      oblivion
      but,
     
     
      however
      much
      he
      tries,
      cannot
      take
      control
      of
      his
      own
      brain.
      Again
      I
      tried
     
     
      to
      answer,
      but
      could
      not.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      as
      if
      I
      wavered
      backwards
      through
      Time,
      while
      every
      atom
      of
      me
     
     
      wanted
      to
      go
      forwards.
      I
      had
      the
      sensation
      of
      vast
      size
      as
      if
      I
      were
      made
      of
     
     
      stone
      with
      eyelids
      of
      granite,
      measuring
      miles
      across
      —
      eyelids
      which
      I
     
     
      could
      not
      open.
      And
      then
      I
      was
      tiny
      —
      the
      most
      minute
      grain
      in
      the
     
     
      Universe,
      and
      yet
      I
      felt
      I
      belonged
      to
      the
      whole
      far
      more
      than
      the
      stone
     
     
      giant.
     
    


    
     
      Memories
      came
      and
      went.
      The
      whole
      panorama
      of
      the
      twentieth
      century,
     
     
      its
      beauties
      and
      its
      bitternesses,
      its
      satisfactions,
      its
      strifing,
      rushed
      into
      my
     
     
      mind
      like
      air
      into
      a
      vacuum.
      But
      it
      was
      only
      momentary,
      for
      the
      next
      second
     
     
      my
      entire
      being
      was
      flung
      elsewhere
      —
      to
      a
      world
      which
      was
      Earth,
      but
      not
     
     
      the
      Earth
      of
      John
      Daker,
      not
      quite
      the
      world
      of
      dead
      Erekosé,
      either.
     
    


    
     
      There
      were
      three
      great
      continents,
      two
      close
      together,
      divided
      from
      the
     
     
      other
      by
      a
      vast
      sea
      containing
      many
      islands,
      large
      and
      small.
     
    


    
     
      I
      saw
      an
      ocean
      of
      ice
      which
      I
      knew
      to
      be
      slowly
      shrinking
      —
      the
      Plains
      of
     
     
      Melting
      Ice.
      I
      saw
      the
      third
      continent
      which
      bore
      lush
      flora,
      mighty
      forests,
     
     
      blue
      lakes
      and
      was
      bound
      along
      its
      northern
      coasts
      by
      a
      towering
      chain
      of
     
     
      mountains
      —
      the
      Mountains
      of
      Sorrow.
      This
      I
      knew
      to
      be
      the
      domain
      of
      the
     
     
      Eldren,
      whom
      King
      Rigenos
      had
      called
      the
      Hounds
      of
      Evil.
     
    


    
     
      Now,
      on
      the
      other
      two
      continents,
      I
      saw
      the
      wheatlands
      of
      the
      West
      on
      the
     
     
      continent
      of
      Zavara,
      with
      their
      tall
      cities
      of
      multicoloured
      rock,
      the
      rich
     
     
      cities
      of
      the
      wheatlands
      —
      Stalaco,
      Calodemia,
      Mooros
      and
      Ninadoon.
     
    


    
     
      There
      were
      the
      great
      sea-ports
      —
      Shilaal,
      Wedmah,
      Sinana,
      Tarkar,
      and
     
     
      Noonos
      of
      towers
      cobbled
      with
      precious
      stones.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Then
      I
      saw
      the
      fortress
      cities
      of
      the
      continent
      of
      Necralala,
      with
      the
      capital
     
     
      city
      Necranal
      chief
      among
      them,
      built
      on,
      into
      and
      about
      a
      mighty
     
     
      mountain,
      peaked
      by
      the
      spreading
      palace
      of
      its
      warrior
      kings.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      a
      little
      more
      came
      clear
      as,
      in
      the
      background
      of
      my
      awareness,
      I
     
     
      heard
      a
      voice
      calling
      Erekosé,
      Erekosé,
      Erekosé...
     
    


    
     
      The
      warrior
      kings
      of
      Necranal,
      kings
      for
      two
      thousand
      years
      of
      Humanity
     
     
      united,
      at
      war,
      and
      united
      again.
      The
      warrior
      kings
      of
      whom
      King
      Rigenos
     
     
      was
      the
      last
      living
      and
      ageing
      now,
      with
      only
      a
      daughter,
      Iolinda,
      to
      carry
     
     
      on
      his
      line.
      Old
      and
      weary
      with
      hate
      —
      but
      still
      hating.
      Hating
      the
      unhuman
     
     
      folk
      whom
      he
      called
      the
      Hounds
      of
      Evil,
      mankind’s
      age-old
      enemies,
     
     
      reckless
      and
      wild,
      linked,
      it
      was
      said,
      by
      a
      thin
      line
      of
      blood
      to
      the
      human
     
     
      race
      —
      an
      outcome
      of
      a
      union
      between
      an
      ancient
      queen
      and
      the
      Evil
      One,
     
     
      Azmobaana.
      Hated
      by
      King
      Rigenos
      as
      soulless
      immortals,
      slaves
      of
     
     
      Azmobaana’s
      machinations.
     
    


    
     
      And,
      hating,
      he
      called
      upon
      John
      Daker,
      whom
      he
      called
      Erekosé,
      to
      aid
     
     
      him
      with
      his
      war
      against
      them.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Erekosé,
      I
      beg
      thee
      answer
      me.
      Are
      you
      ready
      to
      come?’
      His
      voice
      was
     
     
      loud
      and
      echoing
      and
      when,
      after
      a
      struggle,
      I
      could
      reply,
      my
      own
      voice
     
     
      seemed
      to
      echo
      also.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      ready,’
      I
      replied,
      ‘but
      seem
      to
      be
      chained.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Chained
      ?’
      There
      was
      consternation
      in
      his
      voice.
      ‘Are
      you,
      then,
      a
     
     
      prisoner
      of
      Azmobaana’s
      frightful
      minions?
      Are
      you
      trapped
      upon
      the
     
     
      Ghost
      Worlds?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Perhaps,’
      I
      said.
      ‘But
      I
      do
      not
      think
      so.
      It
      is
      Space
      and
      Time
      which
      chain
     
     
      me.
      I
      am
      separated
      from
      you
      by
      a
      gulf.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Already
      we
      pray
      that
      you
      may
      come
      to
      us.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Then
      continue,’
      I
      said.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      was
      falling
      away
      again.
      I
      thought
      I
      remembered
      laughter,
      sadness,
      pride.
     
     
      Then,
      suddenly,
      more
      faces,
      I
      felt
      as
      if
      I
      witnessed
      the
      passing
      of
      everyone
      I
     
     
      had
      known,
      down
      the
      ages,
      and
      then
      one
      face
      superimposed
      itself
      over
      the
     
     
      others
      —
      the
      head
      and
      shoulders
      of
      an
      amazingly
      beautiful
      woman,
      with
     
     
      blonde
      hair
      piled
      beneath
      a
      diadem
      of
      precious
      stones
      which
      seemed
      to
     
     
      light
      the
      sweetness
      of
      her
      oval
      face.
      ‘Iolinda,’
      I
      said.
      I
      saw
      her
      more
      solidly
     
     
      now.
      She
      was
      clinging
      to
      the
      arm
      of
      the
      tall,
      gaunt
      man
      who
      wore
      a
      crown
      —
     
     
      King
      Rigenos.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      They
      stood
      before
      an
      empty
      platform
      of
      quartz
      and
      gold,
      and
      resting
      on
      a
     
     
      cushion
      of
      dust
      was
      a
      straight
      sword
      which
      they
      dared
      not
      touch.
      Neither
     
     
      did
      they
      dare
      step
      too
      close
      to
      it
      for
      it
      gave
      off
      a
      radiation
      which
      might
      slay
     
     
      them.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      a
      tomb
      in
      which
      they
      stood.
      The
      Tomb
      of
      Erekosé
      —
      my
      tomb.
      I
     
     
      moved
      towards
      the
      platform,
      hanging
      over
      it.
      Ages
      before,
      my
      body
      had
     
     
      been
      placed
      there.
      I
      stared
      at
      the
      sword
      which
      held
      no
      dangers
      for
      me
      but
     
     
      was
      unable,
      in
      my
      captivity,
      to
      pick
      it
      up.
      It
      was
      my
      spirit
      only
      which
     
     
      inhabited
      the
      dark
      place
      —
      but
      the
      whole
      of
      my
      spirit
      now,
      not
      the
      fragment
     
     
      which
      had
      inhabited
      the
      tomb
      for
      thousands
      of
      years.
      The
      fragment
      which
     
     
      had
      heard
      King
      Rigenos
      and
      had
      enabled
      John
      Daker
      to
      hear
      it,
      to
      come
      to
     
     
      it
      and
      be
      united
      with
      it.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Erekosé!’
      called
      the
      king,
      straining
      his
      eyes
      through
      the
      gloom
      as
      if
      he
     
     
      had
      seen
      me.
      ‘Erekosé
      —
      we
      pray.’
     
    


    
     
      Then
      I
      experienced
      the
      dreadful
      pain
      which
      I
      suppose
      a
      woman
      to
      go
     
     
      through
      when
      bearing
      a
      child.
      A
      pain
      that
      seemed
      eternal
      and
      yet
      was
     
     
      intrinsically
      its
      own
      vanquisher.
      I
      was
      screaming,
      writhing
      in
      the
      air
      above
     
     
      them.
      Great
      spasms
      of
      agony
      —
      but
      an
      agony
      complete
      with
      purpose
      —
      the
     
     
      purpose
      of
      creation.
     
    


    
     
      At
      last
      I
      was
      standing,
      materially,
      before
      them.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      come,’
      I
      said.
      ‘I
      am
      here,
      King
      Rigenos.
      I
      have
      left
      nothing
     
     
      worthwhile
      behind
      me
      —
      but
      do
      not
      let
      me
      regret
      that
      leaving.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      will
      not
      regret
      it,
      Champion.’
      He
      was
      pale,
      exhilarated,
      smiling.
      I
     
     
      looked
      at
      Iolinda
      who
      dropped
      her
      eyes
      modestly
      and
      then,
      as
      if
      against
      her
     
     
      will,
      raised
      them
      again
      to
      regard
      me.
      I
      turned
      to
      the
      dais
      on
      my
      right.
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      sword,’
      I
      said
      reaching
      for
      it.
     
    


    
     
      I
      heard
      King
      Rigenos
      sigh
      with
      satisfaction.
     
    


    
     
      “They
      are
      doomed,
      now,
      the
      dogs,’
      he
      said.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      They
      had
      a
      sheath
      for
      the
      sword.
      It
      had
      been
      made
      days
      before.
      King
     
     
      Rigenos
      left
      to
      get
      it,
      leaving
      me
      alone
      with
      Iolinda.
      I
      did
      not
      question
      my
     
     
      being
      there
      and
      neither,
      it
      seemed,
      did
      she.
      We
      regarded
      one
      another
      silently
     
     
      until
      the
      king
      returned
      with
      the
      scabbard.
     
    


    
     
      ‘This
      will
      protect
      us
      against
      your
      sword’s
      poison,’
      he
      said.
     
    


    
     
      I
      took
      it,
      slid
      the
      sword
      into
      it.
      The
      scabbard
      was
      opaque,
      like
      glass.
      The
     
     
      metal
      was
      unfamiliar
      to
      me,
      as
      John
      Daker,
      light,
      sharp,
      dull
      as
      lead.
      Yet
      the
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      feel
      of
      it
      awaked
      dim
      remembrance
      which
      I
      did
      not
      bother
      to
      arouse.
      Why
     
     
      was
      I
      the
      only
      one
      who
      could
      wear
      the
      sword
      without
      being
      affected
      by
      its
     
     
      radiation?
     
    


    
     
      Was
      it
      because
      I
      was
      constitutionally
      different
      in
      some
      way
      to
      the
      rest
      of
     
     
      these
      people?
      Was
      it
      that
      the
      ancient
      Erekosé
      and
      the
      unborn
      John
      Daker
      (or
     
     
      was
      that
      vice
      versa?)
      had
      metabolisms
      which
      had
      become
      adapted
      in
      some
     
     
      way
      against
      the
      power
      which
      flowed
      from
      the
      sword?
     
    


    
     
      I
      had
      become,
      in
      that
      transition
      from
      my
      own
      age
      to
      this,
      unconcerned.
      It
     
     
      was
      as
      if
      I
      was
      aware
      that
      my
      fate
      had
      been
      taken
      out
      of
      my
      own
      hands
      to
      a
     
     
      large
      extent.
      I
      had
      become
      a
      tool.
      If
      only
      I
      had
      known
      for
      what
      I
      should
      be
     
     
      used,
      then
      I
      might
      have
      fought
      against
      the
      pull
      and
      remained
      harmless,
     
     
      ineffectual
      John
      Daker.
      But
      perhaps
      I
      could
      not
      have
      fought.
     
    


    
     
      At
      any
      rate,
      I
      was
      prepared
      from
      the
      moment
      I
      materialised
      in
      the
      Tomb
     
     
      of
      Erekosé
      to
      do
      whatever
      Fate
      demanded
      of
      me.
      Later,
      things
      were
      to
     
     
      change.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      walked
      out
      of
      the
      tomb
      into
      a
      calm
      day,
      warm
      with
      a
      light
      breeze
      blowing.
     
     
      We
      stood
      on
      a
      small
      hill.
     
    


    
     
      Below
      us
      a
      Caravan
      awaited
      —
      there
      were
      richly
      caparisoned
      horses
      and
      a
     
     
      guard
      of
      men
      dressed
      in
      that
      same
      golden
      armour
      I
      had
      seen
      in
      my
      dreams,
     
     
      but
      these
      warriors
      were
      fresher-looking.
     
    


    
     
      The
      armour
      was
      fluted,
      embellished
      with
      raised
      designs,
      ornate
      and
     
     
      beautiful
      but,
      according
      to
      my
      sparse
      reading
      on
      the
      subject
      of
      armour,
     
     
      coupled
      with
      Erekosé’s
      stirring
      memory,
      totally
      unsuitable
      for
      war.
      The
     
     
      fluting
      and
      embossing
      acted
      as
      a
      trap
      to
      catch
      the
      point
      of
      a
      spear
      or
      sword,
     
     
      whereas
      armour
      should
      be
      made
      to
      turn
      a
      point.
      This
      armour,
      for
      all
      its
     
     
      beauty,
      acted
      more
      as
      an
      extra
      danger
      than
      a
      protection.
     
    


    
     
      The
      guards
      were
      mounted
      on
      heavy
      warhorses
      but
      the
      beasts
      that
      knelt
     
     
      awaiting
      us
      resembled
      a
      kind
      of
      camel
      out
      of
      which
      all
      the
      camel’s
      lumpen
     
     
      ugliness
      had
      been
      bred.
      These
      beasts
      were
      beautiful.
      On
      their
      high
      backs
     
     
      were
      cabins
      of
      ebony,
      ivory
      and
      mother-o’-pearl,
      curtained
      in
      scintillating
     
     
      silks.
     
    


    
     
      We
      walked
      down
      the
      hill
      and,
      as
      we
      walked,
      I
      noticed
      that
      I
      was
      dressed
     
     
      in
      the
      pyjamas
      I
      had
      worn
      when
      first
      I
      went
      to
      bed.
      I
      was
      surprised,
     
     
      although
      they
      were
      not
      wholly
      incongruous,
      since
      the
      king’s
      garments
      were
     
     
      flowing
      and
      loose,
      but
      they
      seemed
      wrong.
      I
      felt
      that
      I
      should
      have
      left
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      these,
      also,
      behind
      me
      —
      on
      another
      body.
      But
      perhaps
      there
      is
      no
      body
      left
     
     
      behind.
     
    


    
     
      At
      the
      request
      of
      the
      king,
      who
      seemed
      to
      be
      slightly
      wary
      of
      me,
      though
     
     
      he
      himself
      had
      summoned
      me,
      I
      entered
      the
      cabin
      he
      indicated
      and
      found
      it
     
     
      completely
      lined
      with
      deep
      cushions.
     
    


    
     
      The
      camels
      climbed
      to
      their
      feet
      and
      we
      began
      to
      move
      swiftly
      through
      a
     
     
      narrow
      valley,
      its
      sides
      lined
      with
      evergreen
      trees
      which
      I
      could
      not
      place,
     
     
      something
      like
      spreading
      monkey-puzzle
      trees,
      but
      with
      more
      branches
      and
     
     
      broader
      leaves.
      The
      sword
      was
      across
      my
      knees.
      I
      inspected
      it.
      It
      was
      a
     
     
      plain
      soldier’s
      sword,
      having
      no
      markings,
      a
      hilt
      of
      iron
      which
      fitted
     
     
      perfectly
      into
      my
      right
      hand
      as
      I
      gripped
      it.
      It
      was
      a
      good
      sword,
      but
      why
      it
     
     
      was
      poisonous
      to
      other
      humans
      I
      did
      not
      know.
      Presumably
      it
      was
      also
     
     
      lethal
      to
      those
      whom
      King
      Rigenos
      called
      the
      Hounds
      of
      Evil
      —
      the
      Eldren.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      On
      we
      travelled,
      through
      the
      soft
      day,
      until
      I
      saw
      a
      city
      I
      recognised
      as
     
     
      Necranal,
      the
      city
      I
      had
      seen
      in
      my
      dreams.
      Far
      away,
      it
      towered
      upwards
      so
     
     
      that
      the
      entire
      mountain
      upon
      which
      it
      was
      built
      was
      hidden
      by
      buildings
      of
     
     
      wondrous
      architecture.
      Minarets,
      steeples
      and
      battlements
      shone
      in
      the
      sun
     
     
      and,
      above
      them
      all,
      many-towered,
      the
      Palace
      of
      Ten
      Thousand
      Windows
     
     
      as
      it
      was
      called.
     
    


    
     
      I
      heard
      the
      king
      cry
      from
      his
      cabin:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Katorn!
      Ride
      ahead
      and
      tell
      the
      people
      that
      Erekosé
      the
      Champion
      has
     
     
      come
      to
      drive
      the
      Evil
      Ones
      back
      to
      the
      Mountains
      of
      Sorrow.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye,
      sire,’
      said
      the
      man
      addressed,
      a
      sullen-faced
      individual,
      the
      Captain
     
     
      of
      the
      Imperial
      Guard
      I
      presumed.
     
    


    
     
      He
      drew
      his
      horse
      out
      of
      line
      and
      galloped
      speedily
      along
      the
      road
      of
     
     
      white
      dust
      which
      wound,
      now,
      down
      an
      incline.
      I
      could
      see
      the
      road
     
     
      stretching
      for
      many
      miles
      into
      the
      distance
      towards
      Necranal.
      I
      watched
      the
     
     
      rider
      for
      a
      while
      but
      eventually
      wearying
      of
      this,
      strained
      my
      eyes
      to
      make
     
     
      out
      details
      in
      the
      great
      city
      structure.
     
    


    
     
      The
      cities
      of
      London,
      New
      York
      and
      Tokyo
      were
      probably
      bigger
      in
      area,
     
     
      but
      not
      much.
      Necranal
      was
      spread
      around
      the
      base
      of
      the
      mountain
      for
     
     
      many
      miles.
      Surrounding
      the
      city
      was
      a
      high
      wall
      upon
      which
      turrets
      were
     
     
      mounted
      at
      intervals.
     
    


    
     
      So,
      at
      last,
      we
      came
      to
      the
      great
      Main
      Gate
      of
      Necranal
      which
      swung
     
     
      open
      to
      admit
      us
      and
      we
      passed
      through
      into
      streets
      packed
      with
      jostling,
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      cheering
      people
      who
      shouted
      so
      loudly
      I
      was
      forced,
      at
      times,
      to
      cover
      my
     
     
      ears
      for
      fear
      they
      would
      burst.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Two
     
    

   

   
    
     
      A
      T
      LENGTH
      OUR
      little
      caravan
      arrived
      at
      the
      summit
      of
      the
      mountain
      and
     
    

   

   
    
     
      the
      Palace
      of
      Ten
      Thousand
      Windows.
     
    


    
     
      Here,
      I
      was
      shown
      the
      apartments
      prepared
      for
      me,
      some
      twenty
      rooms,
     
     
      most
      of
      them
      luxuriously
      furnished,
      but
      a
      few
      austere,
      weapon-lined.
      I
      was
     
     
      left
      alone
      and
      slaves
      brought
      me
      refreshment.
     
    


    
     
      I
      felt
      as
      if
      I
      had
      been
      asleep
      for
      a
      long
      time
      and
      had
      awakened
     
     
      invigorated.
      I
      paced
      the
      rooms,
      exploring
      them,
      taking
      more
      interest
      in
      the
     
     
      weapons
      than
      in
      the
      furnishings
      which
      would
      have
      delighted
      even
      the
      most
     
     
      jaded
      sybarite.
      I
      stepped
      out
      onto
      one
      of
      several
      covered
      balconies
      and
     
     
      surveyed
      the
      great
      city
      of
      Necranal
      as
      the
      sun
      set
      over
      it.
      The
      faraway
      sky
     
     
      was
      full
      of
      smoky
      colour,
      purples
      and
      oranges,
      yellows
      and
      blues,
      these
     
     
      colours
      reflected
      in
      the
      domes
      and
      steeples
      of
      Necranal
      so
      that
      the
      entire
     
     
      city
      seemed
      to
      take
      on
      a
      softer
      texture,
      like
      a
      pastel
      drawing.
      As
      night
      came,
     
     
      slaves
      entered
      with
      lamps
      and
      placed
      them
      about
      the
      rooms.
     
    


    
     
      When
      they
      were
      gone,
      the
      king
      and
      Katorn,
      Captain
      of
      the
      Imperial
     
     
      Guard,
      came
      and
      joined
      me
      as
      I
      stood
      on
      the
      balcony.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Forgive
      us,’
      said
      King
      Rigenos,
      ‘if
      we
      come
      immediately
      to
      the
      Matter
      of
     
     
      the
      Human
      Kingdoms.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Certainly,’
      I
      said.
      ‘I
      am
      ready.’
      I
      was
      in
      fact
      very
      curious
      to
      learn
      the
     
     
      position.
     
    


    
     
      ‘As
      I
      told
      you
      in
      the
      tomb,
      the
      Eldren
      now
      dominate
      the
      entire
      Southern
     
     
      Continent
      which
      they
      call
      Mernadin.
      Five
      years
      ago
      they
      recaptured
      the
     
     
      only
      real
      outpost
      we
      had
      on
      Mernadin
      —
      their
      ancient
      sea-port
      of
      Paphanaal.
     
     
      There
      was
      little
      fighting.
      I
      admit
      that
      we
      had
      grown
      complacent
      and
      when
     
     
      they
      suddenly
      swept
      out
      of
      the
      Mountains
      of
      Sorrow
      we
      were
      unprepared.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      were
      able
      to
      evacuate
      most
      of
      your
      colonies,
      I
      take
      it?’
      I
      put
      in.
     
    


    
     
      ‘There
      was
      little
      evacuation
      necessary
      —
      Mernadin
      was
      virtually
     
     
      uninhabited
      since
      human
      beings
      would
      not
      live
      in
      that
      land
      where
      the
     
     
      Hounds
      of
      Evil
      once
      ruled
      —
      and
      rule
      now.
      They
      believe
      the
      continent
      to
      be
     
     
      cursed,
      inhabited
      by
      the
      spirits
      of
      Hell.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Then
      why
      did
      you
      drive
      the
      Eldren
      back
      to
      the
      mountains
      in
      the
      first
     
     
      place
      if
      you
      had
      no
      need
      of
      their
      territories?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Because
      while
      they
      had
      the
      land
      under
      their
      control
      they
      were
      a
      constant
     
     
      threat
      to
      Humanity.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      see.
      Continue.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘That
      threat
      is
      once
      again
      imminent,’
      the
      king’s
      voice
      was
      thick
      and
     
     
      trembling.
      His
      eyes
      were
      full
      of
      fear
      and
      hatred.
      ‘We
      expect
      them,
      at
      any
     
     
      moment,
      to
      launch
      an
      attack
      upon
      the
      Two
      Continents
      —
      upon
      Zavara
      and
     
     
      Necralala.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Have
      you
      had
      any
      indication,
      as
      yet,
      that
      they
      plan
      invasion?’
      I
      asked.
     
     
      ‘And
      if
      so,
      how
      long
      we
      have
      to
      ready
      ourselves?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘They’
      ll
      attack!’
      Katorn’s
      bleak
      eyes
      came
      to
      life.
      The
      thin
      beard
      framing
     
     
      his
      pale
      face
      seemed
      to
      bristle.
     
    


    
     
      ‘They’
      ll
      attack,’
      agreed
      King
      Rigenos.
      ‘They
      would
      have
      overrun
      us
      now
     
     
      if
      we
      did
      not
      constantly
      war
      against
      them.
      We
      have
      to
      keep
      them
      back
      —
     
     
      once
      a
      breach
      is
      made,
      they
      will
      engulf
      us.
      Humanity,
      though,
      is
      battle-
     
     
      weary.
      We
      needed
      one
      of
      two
      things
      —
      fresh
      warriors
      or
      a
      leader
      to
      give
      the
     
     
      warriors
      we
      have
      new
      hope.
      The
      former
      was
      impossible
      —
      all
      mankind
     
     
      fights
      the
      Eldren
      menace.
      So
      I
      called
      you,
      Erekosé,
      and
      held
      you
      to
      your
     
     
      VOW.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘What
      vow?’
      I
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘That
      if
      ever
      the
      Eldren
      dominated
      Mernadin
      again
      you
      would
      come
      to
     
     
      decide
      the
      struggle
      between
      them
      and
      Humanity.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      sighed.
      As
      John
      Daker
      I
      saw
      a
      meaningless
      war
      between
      two
      ferocious,
     
     
      blindly
      hating
      factions
      both
      of
      whom
      seemed
      to
      be
      conducting
      racial
      jihads,
     
     
      but
      the
      danger
      was
      patent.
      Humanity
      had
      to
      be
      saved.
     
    


    
     
      ‘The
      Eldren,’
      I
      continued.
      ‘What
      do
      they
      say?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Under
      torture
      they
      die,
      but
      they
      will
      not
      speak
      their
      true
      plans.
      They
      are
     
     
      cunning
      —
      talk
      of
      peace,
      of
      mutual
      help.
      You
      cannot
      trust
      an
      Eldren
      wolf
      —
     
     
      they
      are
      treacherous,
      immoral
      and
      evil.
      We
      shall
      not
      be
      safe
      until
      their
     
     
      whole
      race
      is
      destroyed
      utterly.
      You
      must
      lead
      us
      to
      victory,
      Erekosé.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      will
      lead
      you,’
      I
      said
      as
      Iolinda
      joined
      us.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      So
      I
      talked
      with
      generals
      and
      admirals.
      We
      pored
      over
      maps
      and
      discussed
     
     
      tactics,
      logistics,
      available
      men,
      animals
      and
      ships,
      while
      the
      fleets
      massed
     
     
      and
      the
      Two
      Continents
      were
      scoured
      for
      warriors,
      from
      boys
      of
      fifteen
      to
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      men
      of
      fifty,
      all
      were
      marshalled
      beneath
      the
      double
      banner
      of
      Humanity
     
     
      which
      bore
      the
      arms
      of
      Zavara
      and
      Necralala
      and
      the
      standards
      of
      their
     
     
      king,
      Rigenos,
      their
      war
      champion
      Erekosé.
      We
      planned
      a
      great
      land-sea
     
     
      invasion
      of
      Mernadin’s
      chief
      harbour
      and
      the
      surrounding
      province
      —
     
     
      Paphanaal.
     
    


    
     
      Once
      Paphanaal,
      province
      and
      city,
      was
      taken
      we
      should
      have
      a
     
     
      beachhead
      from
      which
      other
      attacks
      inland
      could
      be
      made.
      When
      not
     
     
      conferring
      with
      the
      generals,
      I
      practised
      weaponry,
      riding,
      until
      I
      was
     
     
      skilled
      in
      those
      arts.
      It
      was
      more
      a
      case
      of
      remembering
      old
      skills
      than
     
     
      learning
      new
      ones.
     
    


    
     
      The
      night
      before
      we
      were
      due
      to
      leave,
      to
      sail
      down
      the
      River
      Droonaa
      to
     
     
      the
      port
      of
      Noonos
      and
      join
      the
      fleets,
      I
      walked
      with
      Iolinda,
      of
      whom
      I
      had
     
     
      seen
      much,
      her
      arm
      in
      mine,
      along
      the
      closed
      balconies
      of
      the
      Palace
      of
      Ten
     
     
      Thousand
      Windows.
     
    


    
     
      With
      such
      speed
      had
      matters
      passed
      that
      I
      still
      retained
      my
      earlier
     
     
      insouciant
      demeanour.
      It
      also
      seemed
      natural
      that
      after
      we
      had
      conversed
      a
     
     
      little
      I
      should
      take
      her
      face
      between
      my
      hands
      and
      raise
      it
      up
      so
      that
      I
      could
     
     
      look
      down
      at
      its
      beauty.
      And
      also,
      naturally,
      we
      kissed.
     
    


    
     
      Her
      breathing
      was
      less
      regular
      and
      she
      smiled
      with
      a
      mixture
      of
      pride
      and
     
     
      tendemess.
     
    


    
     
      “When
      I
      return,’
      I
      spoke
      softly,
      ‘we
      shall
      be
      married.’
     
    


    
     
      She
      nodded
      her
      head,
      drawing
      off
      her
      hand
      a
      wonderfully
      worked
      ring
      of
     
     
      gold,
      pearls
      and
      rose-coloured
      diamonds.
      This
      she
      placed
      on
      my
      little
      finger
     
     
      —
      ‘A
      token
      of
      my
      love,’
      she
      said,
      “To
      bring
      you
      luck
      in
      your
      battles,
      to
     
     
      remind
      you
      of
      me.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      had
      no
      ring
      to
      give
      her.
      I
      said
      as
      much,
      feeling
      embarrassed,
      inadequate.
     
    


    
     
      “Your
      word
      is
      enough,’
      she
      said.
      ‘Swear
      that
      you
      will
      return
      to
      me.’
     
    


    
     
      “That
      Pll
      swear,’
      I
      said
      feelingly.
      We
      looked
      around
      as
      guilty
      lovers
      do,
     
     
      for
      we
      had
      heard
      the
      approach
      of
      footsteps.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Into
      my
      apartments
      came
      slaves,
      preceded
      by
      King
      Rigenos.
      He
      was
     
     
      excited.
      The
      slaves
      were
      bearing
      pieces
      of
      black
      armour
      of
      marvellous
     
     
      workmanship.
     
    


    
     
      ‘This,’
      said
      the
      king,
      ‘is
      the
      armour
      of
      Erekosé,
      broken
      from
      its
      tomb
      of
     
     
      rock
      for
      Erekosé
      to
      wear
      again.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      The
      amour
      was,
      unlike
      that
      worn
      by
      the
      Imperial
      Guard,
      smooth
      without
     
     
      embellishment.
      The
      shoulder
      pieces
      were
      grooved
      fanning
      high
      and
      away
     
     
      from
      the
      head
      to
      channel
      a
      blow
      of
      sword,
      axe
      or
      lance
      away
      from
      the
     
     
      wearer.
      The
      helmet,
      breastplate
      and
      the
      rest
      were
      all
      grooved
      in
      the
      same
     
     
      manner.
      The
      metal
      was
      light
      but
      very
      strong,
      like
      that
      of
      the
      sword,
      but
      the
     
     
      black
      lacquer
      shone.
      In
      its
      simplicity
      the
      armour
      was
      beautiful.
      The
      only
     
     
      ornament,
      a
      thick
      plume
      of
      scarlet
      horsehair,
      sprang
      from
      the
      top
      of
      the
     
     
      helm
      and
      cascaded
      down
      the
      smooth
      sides.
      I
      touched
      the
      armour
      with
      the
     
     
      reverence
      one
      has
      for
      fine
      art
      —
      for
      fine
      art
      designed
      to
      protect
      one’s
      life.
     
    


    
     
      “Thank
      you,
      King
      Rigenos,’
      I
      said.
      ‘I
      will
      wear
      it
      tomorrow
      when
      we
      set
     
     
      sail
      for
      Noonos.’
     
    


    
     
      Overlaying
      my
      excitement
      for
      the
      coming
      war
      was
      my
      love
      for
      Iolinda
     
     
      which
      seemed
      to
      be
      a
      calmer,
      purer
      love,
      so
      much
      higher
      than
      carnal
      love
     
     
      that
      it
      was
      a
      thing
      apart.
      Perhaps
      this
      was
      the
      chivalrous
      love
      which
      the
     
     
      Peers
      of
      Christendom
      had
      held
      above
      all
      other?
     
    

   

   
    
     
      That
      night,
      I
      lay
      at
      peace,
      thinking
      of
      Iolinda,
      and
      in
      the
      morning
      slaves
     
     
      brought
      my
      armour
      to
      me
      and
      helped
      me
      don
      it.
      It
      fitted
      perfectly,
     
     
      comfortably
      and
      was
      no
      weight
      at
      all.
      With
      my
      poisonous
      sword
      in
      its
     
     
      protecting
      scabbard,
      I
      strode
      to
      the
      Great
      Hall
      where
      the
      Peers
      of
      Humanity
     
     
      had
      been
      summoned.
     
    


    
     
      There,
      in
      the
      Great
      Hall
      hung
      with
      hundreds
      of
      bright
      banners
      which
     
     
      descended
      from
      the
      high,
      domed
      roof,
      the
      marshals,
      the
      captains
      and
      the
     
     
      knights
      were
      gathered
      in
      splendid
      array.
     
    


    
     
      A
      little
      group
      of
      marshals
      kneeled
      before
      me
      as
      I
      kneeled
      before
      the
      king.
     
     
      Behind
      them
      were
      a
      hundred
      captains,
      behind
      them
      five
      thousand
      knights,
     
     
      all
      kneeling.
      And
      surrounding
      us,
      along
      the
      walls,
      were
      the
      old
      nobles,
      the
     
     
      ladies
      of
      the
      Court,
      men-at-arms
      at
      attention,
      slaves
      and
      squires.
      I,
      Erekosé,
     
     
      Champion
      of
      Humanity,
      was
      to
      be
      their
      saviour.
      They
      knew
      it.
     
    


    
     
      In
      my
      confidence,
      I
      knew
      it,
      also.
     
    


    
     
      The
      king
      spoke:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Erekosé
      the
      Champion,
      Marshals,
      Captains
      and
      Knights
      of
      Humanity
      —
     
     
      we
      go
      to
      wage
      war
      against
      unhuman
      evil,
      to
      save
      our
      fair
      continents
      from
     
     
      the
      Eldren
      menace.
      This
      expedition
      will
      be
      decisive.
      With
      Erekosé
      to
      lead
     
     
      us
      we
      shall
      win
      the
      port
      and
      province
      of
      Paphanaal,
      but
      that
      will
      be
      the
      first
     
     
      stage
      in
      our
      campaigns.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      He
      paused
      and
      then
      spoke
      again
      into
      the
      silence:
     
    


    
     
      ‘More
      battles
      must
      follow
      fast
      upon
      the
      first
      so
      that
      the
      hated
      Hounds
      of
     
     
      Evil
      will,
      once
      and
      for
      all,
      be
      destroyed,
      men
      and
      women
      —
      even
      children
     
     
      must
      perish.
      We
      drove
      them
      to
      their
      holes
      in
      the
      Mountains
      of
      Sorrow
      once,
     
     
      but
      this
      time
      we
      must
      not
      let
      their
      race
      survive.
      Let
      only
      their
      memory
     
     
      remain
      to
      remind
      us
      of
      what
      evil
      is!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘We
      will
      destroy
      the
      Eldren!’
      we
      roared,
      intoxicated
      by
      the
      tense
     
     
      atmosphere
      of
      the
      Great
      Hall.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Swear
      it!’
      shouted
      the
      king
      and
      the
      hatred
      boiled
      from
      his
      eyes,
      seared
     
     
      from
      his
      voice.
     
    


    
     
      “We
      so
      swear!
      We
      will
      destroy
      the
      Eldren!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Go
      now,
      Paladins
      of
      Mankind
      —
      go
      —
      destroy
      the
      Eldren
      filth
      |
     
    


    
     
      We
      rose
      to
      our
      feet,
      turned
      in
      precision,
      and
      marched
      from
      the
      Great
      Hall
     
     
      into
      a
      day
      noisy
      with
      the
      swelling
      roars
      of
      the
      people.
     
    


    
     
      Down
      the
      winding
      streets
      of
      Necranal
      we
      marched,
      myself
      in
      the
      lead,
      my
     
     
      sword
      raised
      as
      if
      already
      victorious,
      down
      towards
      the
      waiting
      ships
      which
     
     
      were
      ready
      on
      the
      river.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Oars
      were
      slipped
      through
      the
      ports
      and
      dipped
      into
      the
      placid
      river
      waters,
     
     
      strong
      men,
      three
      to
      a
      sweep,
      sat
      upon
      the
      rowing
      benches.
      Fifty
      ships
     
     
      stretched
      along
      the
      river
      banks,
      bearing
      the
      standards
      of
      fifty
      proud
     
     
      paladins.
     
    


    
     
      The
      people
      of
      Necranal
      lined
      the
      banks,
      cheering,
      cheering
      so
      that
      we
     
     
      became
      used
      to
      their
      voices,
      as
      men
      become
      used
      to
      the
      sounds
      of
      the
      sea,
     
     
      scarcely
      hearing
      them.
      Richly
      decorated
      cabins
      were
      built
      on
      the
      decks
      and
     
     
      the
      ships
      of
      the
      paladins
      had
      several
      masts
      bearing
      furled
      sails
      of
      painted
     
     
      canvas.
     
    


    
     
      I
      went
      aboard
      the
      king’s
      great
      man-o’-war,
      a
      ship
      with
      fifty
      pairs
      of
      oars
     
     
      and
      eight
      tall
      masts.
      Alone
      for
      a
      while
      in
      the
      sumptuous
      cabin
      assigned
      me
      I
     
     
      parted
      from
      Iolinda
      with
      a
      tender
      kiss.
     
    


    
     
      She
      went
      ashore.
      The
      king
      and
      the
      captain,
      his
      dark
      eyes
      veiled,
      joined
     
     
      me.
      Katorn
      seemed
      to
      dislike
      me.
      For
      my
      part
      I
      was
      not
      attracted
      to
      his
     
     
      sullen
      personality,
      but
      he
      was
      a
      good
      soldier
      and
      I
      allowed
      no
      emotion
      to
     
     
      guide
      my
      decisions
      in
      the
      Matter
      of
      the
      Human
      Kingdoms.
     
    


    
     
      We
      hauled
      in
      our
      anchors
      and
      the
      drums
      pounded
      out
      the
      slow
      rowing
     
     
      rhythm.
      We
      beat
      down
      the
      Droonaa
      River,
      with
      the
      current,
      moving
      fast
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      towards
      Noonos
      of
      the
      Jewelled
      Towers
      and
      the
      fleets.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Goodbye,
      Iolinda,’
      I
      said
      softly,
      waving
      from
      the
      stern
      of
      the
      swaying
     
     
      vessel
      and
      then
      we
      had
      rounded
      a
      bend
      in
      the
      river
      and
      saw
      only
      the
      rearing
     
     
      city
      of
      Necranal
      above
      and
      behind
      us.
     
    


    
     
      Goodbye,
      Iolinda.
     
    


    
     
      I
      was
      sweating
      in
      my
      war-gear
      for
      the
      day
      was
      oppressed
      by
      a
      great
     
     
      flaming
      sun,
      blazing
      in
      a
      cloudless
      sky.
     
    


    
     
      The
      drums
      beat
      on.
      The
      rowers
      pulled.
      Speedily
      we
      sailed
      to
      Noonos
      and
     
     
      the
      fleets
      of
      Humanity.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Excited,
      tense,
      alert
      and
      confident
      of
      victory,
      we
      sailed
      for
      Paphanaal,
     
     
      gateway
      to
      Mernadin
      and
      conquest.
     
    


    
     
      I
      knew
      little
      of
      the
      Eldren
      for
      they
      were
      constantly
      described
      in
      terms
      of
     
     
      hatred
      and
      fear.
      They
      were
      inhumanly
      beautiful,
      it
      seemed,
      inhumanly
     
     
      merciless,
      amoral
      and
      evil.
      They
      were
      slightly
      taller
      than
      the
      average
      man,
     
     
      had
      long
      heads
      with
      slanting
      cheekbones
      —
      devilish,
      Rigenos
      had
      said
      —
      and
     
     
      had
      no
      orbs
      to
      their
      eyes.
      Terrible
      reckless
      fighters,
      they
      were,
      cunning
      and
     
     
      ruthless.
     
    


    
     
      But
      I
      felt
      the
      need
      to
      know
      more
      of
      them.
      My
      cloudy
      memory,
      as
      Erekosé,
     
     
      could
      only
      conjure
      an
      impression
      of
      confused
      battles
      against
      them
      and,
      also,
     
     
      somewhere
      a
      feeling
      of
      emotional
      pain.
      That
      was
      all.
     
    


    
     
      The
      sea
      was
      a
      good
      one
      for
      the
      whole
      month
      of
      our
      sailing
      and,
      one
      day,
     
     
      we
      came
      close
      to
      Mernadin
      and
      lookouts
      shouted
      that
      ships
      approached.
      We
     
     
      saw
      them,
      at
      last
      —
      a
      fleet
      of
      scarcely
      half
      our
      number.
      I
      smiled
      without
     
     
      humour
      because
      I
      knew
      we
      should
      be
      victorious.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Eldren
      ships
      came
      close!
      I
      gasped
      at
      their
      rare
      grace
      as
      they
      leapt
     
     
      lightly
      over
      the
      water
      like
      dolphins.
     
    


    
     
      They
      were
      not
      galleons,
      but
      ships
      of
      sail
      only
      and
      the
      sails
      were
     
     
      diaphanous
      on
      slim
      masts.
      White
      hulls
      broke
      the
      darker
      white
      of
      the
      surf
      as
     
     
      they
      surged
      wildly,
      without
      faltering,
      towards
      us.
      They
      mounted
      a
      few
     
     
      cannon,
      but
      not
      so
      many
      as
      ours.
      Their
      cannon,
      however,
      were
      slender
      and
     
     
      silver
      and
      when
      I
      saw
      them
      I
      feared
      their
      power.
     
    


    
     
      I
      saw
      glimpses
      of
      eldritch
      faces,
      but
      could
      not,
      at
      that
      distance,
      make
      out
     
     
      special
      characteristics.
     
    


    
     
      We
      gave
      the
      orders
      to
      heave
      to,
      rocked
      in
      the
      sea
      awaiting
      the
      Eldren
     
     
      shark-ships
      speeding
      towards
      us.
      We
      manoeuvred,
      as
      planned,
      to
      form
      a
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      Square
      with
      one
      end
      opened.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Some
      eighty
      ships
      were
      at
      the
      far
      end
      of
      the
      square,
      set
      stem
      to
      stern
      with
     
     
      cannon
      bristling
      while
      the
      two
      other
      sides
      were
      levelled
      at
      a
      safe
      distance
     
     
      across
      so
      that
      their
      cannon
      were
      out
      of
      range
      of
      each
      other.
      We
      placed
      a
     
     
      thinner
      wall
      of
      ships,
      about
      twelve,
      at
      the
      open
      end
      to
      give
      the
      impression
     
     
      of
      a
      closed
      square.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Eldren
      craft,
      cannon
      roaring,
      smashed
      into
      the
      twelve
      ‘bait’
      ships
     
     
      and,
      under
      their
      own
      impetus,
      sailed
      on
      to
      find
      themselves
      surrounded
      on
     
     
      three
      sides.
      As
      they
      came
      through,
      the
      far
      ships
      slowly
      closed
      in
      to
      form
      a
     
     
      triangle,
      trapping
      the
      Eldren
      vessels.
     
    


    
     
      I
      had
      never
      seen
      such
      highly
      manoeuvrable
      sailing
      craft
      as
      those
      used
      by
     
     
      the
      Eldren.
      Slightly
      smaller
      than
      our
      men-o’-war,
      they
      darted
      about
      and
     
     
      their
      cannon
      bellowed
      roaring
      balls
      of
      flame
      —
      fire-bombs,
      not
      solid
      shot.
     
     
      Many
      of
      our
      ships
      were
      fired
      and
      blazed,
      crackling
      and
      groaning
      as
      the
     
     
      flames
      consumed
      them.
      Our
      ranks
      began
      to
      break
      and
      we
      sailed
      implacably
     
     
      in
      to
      crush
      the
      Eldren
      ships.
     
    


    
     
      So
      far
      there
      had
      been
      no
      hand-to-hand
      fighting.
      The
      battle
      had
      depended
     
     
      upon
      tactics,
      but
      now
      as
      we
      closed,
      grapples
      were
      hurled
      towards
      the
      shark-
     
     
      ships
      of
      the
      Eldren
      and
      their
      barbs
      cut
      into
      the
      white
      rails,
      pulling
      the
     
     
      sailing
      craft
      towards
      them.
     
    


    
     
      In
      the
      fore
      of
      the
      battle,
      our
      cannon
      gouting
      and
      the
      whole
      ship
     
     
      reverberating
      with
      the
      mighty
      roar,
      we
      smashed
      full
      with
      our
      rams
      into
      a
     
     
      slender
      Eldren
      craft
      and
      broke
      it
      completely
      in
      two.
      I
      saw
      figures
      throw
      up
     
     
      their
      arms
      and
      I
      heard
      King
      Rigenos
      laughing
      behind
      me
      as
      the
      Eldren
     
     
      drowned,
      with
      few
      cries,
      in
      silence.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Our
      ship
      moved
      through
      the
      wreckage
      it
      had
      created,
      surrounded
      by
      orange
     
     
      tongues
      of
      flame,
      shrieks
      and
      yells,
      thick
      smoke
      which
      obscured
      vision
      in
     
     
      all
      directions
      so
      that
      it
      was
      impossible
      to
      tell
      how
      the
      fleets
      of
      Humanity
     
     
      fared.
     
    


    
     
      Rigenos
      pointed
      through
      the
      smoke,
      his
      eyes
      screwed
      up
      against
      its
      acrid
     
     
      blossomings:
      ‘There!
      The
      Eldren
      flagship.
      With
      luck
      that
      cursed
      servant
      of
     
     
      Azmobaana
      may
      be
      aboard.
      Pray
      that
      the
      Eldren
      prince
      rides
      her,
      Erekosé,
     
     
      for
      if
      he
      does
      our
      cause
      is
      truly
      won.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      I
      paid
      him
      little
      heed
      but
      shouted
      the
      order
      for
      grappling
      irons
      to
      be
     
     
      readied.
      Our
      vessel
      reared
      up
      on
      a
      surging
      wave
      and
      then
      rode
      it
      down
     
     
      towards
      the
      Eldren
      flagship.
      Our
      grapples
      were
      flung,
      we
      locked.
     
    


    
     
      King
      Rigenos
      bellowed
      across
      the
      narrow
      drop
      between
      our
      craft
      and
      that
     
     
      of
      the
      Eldren:
      ‘This
      is
      King
      Rigenos
      and
      his
      champion
      Erekosé.
      I’d
      speak
     
     
      with
      your
      commander
      for
      a
      moment,
      in
      the
      usual
      truce.
      If
      your
      master
     
     
      Arjavh
      of
      Mernadin
      is
      there
      let
      him
      come
      and
      do
      battle
      with
      the
      king’s
     
     
      champion!’
     
    


    
     
      Through
      the
      shifting
      smoke
      I
      saw,
      dimly,
      a
      pointed
      golden
      face
      with
      milky
     
     
      blue-flecked
      eyes
      staring
      strangely
      from
      the
      sockets
      of
      the
      slanting
      head.
     
     
      An
      eldritch
      voice,
      like
      music,
      sang
      across
      the
      sea:
      ‘I
      am
      Duke
      Baynahn,
     
     
      commander
      of
      the
      Eldren
      fleet.
      I
      have
      to
      tell
      thee
      that
      our
      Prince
      Arjavh
      is
     
     
      not
      aboard.
      He
      is
      in
      the
      west,
      in
      Loos
      Ptokai,
      and
      could
      not
      get
      to
     
     
      Paphanaal
      for
      the
      battle.’
     
    


    
     
      Rigenos
      turned
      to
      his
      captain,
      Katorn,
      who
      bore
      a
      heavy
      crossbow.
      ‘Kill
     
     
      that
      one,
      Katorn,’
      he
      said
      quietly.
     
    


    
     
      Duke
      Baynahn
      continued:
      ‘However,
      I
      am
      prepared
      to
      fight
      your
     
     
      champion
      if...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No!’
      I
      cried
      to
      Katorn,
      ‘Stop!
      King
      Rigenos,
      that
      is
      dishonourable
      —
      you
     
     
      speak
      during
      a
      truce.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘There
      is
      no
      question
      of
      honour,
      Erekosé,
      when
      exterminating
      vermin.
     
     
      That
      you
      will
      soon
      learn.
      Kill
      him,
      Katorn!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      bolt
      whirred
      from
      the
      bow
      and
      I
      heard
      a
      soft
      gasp
      as
      it
      penetrated
      the
     
     
      Eldren
      speaker’s
      throat.
      He
      fell.
      I
      was
      in
      a
      rage
      at
      the
      treachery
      shown
      by
     
     
      one
      who
      spoke
      so
      often
      of
      treachery
      in
      his
      enemies,
      but
      there
      was
      no
      time
     
     
      to
      remonstrate
      for
      I
      had
      to
      lead
      a
      boarding
      party
      and
      swiftly
      while
      we
     
     
      retained
      the
      advantage.
     
    


    
     
      I
      took
      a
      trailing
      rope,
      unsheathed
      my
      glowing
      sword
      and
      cried:
      ‘For
     
     
      Humanity!
      Death
      to
      the
      Hounds
      of
      Evil!’
     
    


    
     
      I
      swung
      down,
      the
      heated
      air
      slashing
      against
      my
      face
      in
      that
      swift
     
     
      passage,
      and
      dropped,
      with
      howling
      warriors
      behind
      me,
      among
      the
      Eldren
     
     
      ranks.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      we
      were
      fighting.
     
    


    
     
      My
      followers
      took
      care
      to
      stay
      away
      from
      me
      as
      the
      sword
      opened
      pale
     
     
      wounds
      in
      the
      Eldren
      foes,
      destroying
      all
      whom
      it
      lightly
      touched.
      There
     
     
      was
      no
      battle-joy
      in
      me
      as
      I
      fought,
      for
      no
      skill
      was
      needed
      for
      such
     
     
      slaying.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      The
      slender
      shark-ships
      seemed
      to
      hold
      more
      men
      than
      I
      had
      estimated.
     
     
      The
      long-skulled
      Eldren,
      well
      aware
      that
      my
      sword
      touch
      was
      lethal,
      flung
     
     
      themselves
      at
      me
      with
      ferocious
      courage.
     
    


    
     
      Many
      of
      them
      wielded
      long-hafted
      axes,
      swinging
      at
      me
      out
      of
      reach
      of
     
     
      my
      sword.
      The
      sword
      was
      not
      sharper
      than
      most
      and
      although
      I
      hacked
      at
     
     
      the
      shafts
      I
      succeeded
      only
      in
      splintering
      them
      slightly.
      I
      had
      constantly
      to
     
     
      duck,
      stab
      beneath
      the
      whirling
      axes.
     
    


    
     
      A
      golden-haired
      Eldren
      leapt
      at
      me,
      swung
      his
      axe
      and
      it
      smashed
      against
     
     
      my
      shoulder
      plate
      knocking
      me
      off
      balance.
      I
      rolled,
      trying
      desperately
      to
     
     
      regain
      my
      footing
      on
      the
      blood-smeared
      deck.
      The
      axe
      smashed
      down
     
     
      again,
      onto
      my
      breastplate,
      winding
      me.
      I
      struggled
      to
      a
      crouching
      position,
     
     
      plunged
      forward
      beneath
      the
      axe
      and
      slashed
      at
      the
      Eldren’s
      wrist.
      He
     
     
      moaned
      and
      died.
      The
      poison
      had
      done
      its
      work
      again.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Now
      I
      saw
      we
      had
      the
      advantage.
      The
      last
      pocket
      of
      fiercely
      fighting
     
     
      Eldren
      were
      on
      the
      main
      deck,
      back
      to
      back
      around
      their
      banner
      —
      a
      scarlet
     
     
      field
      bearing
      the
      silver
      basilisk
      of
      Mernadin.
      They
      were
      engulfed
      by
      our
     
     
      forces
      and,
      although
      all
      were
      badly
      wounded,
      fought
      until
      slain.
      They
      knew
     
     
      we
      should
      give
      them
      no
      mercy.
     
    


    
     
      Katorn
      who
      had
      led
      the
      attack
      on
      the
      main
      deck
      snatched
      down
      the
      banner
     
     
      and
      flung
      it
      in
      the
      flowing
      blood
      of
      the
      Eldren,
      trampling
      it.
      ‘Thus
      will
      all
     
     
      the
      Eldren
      perish!’
      he
      shouted
      in
      triumph.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      a
      kind
      of
      silence
      drifted
      over
      the
      scene
      as
      the
      smoke
      dissipated,
     
     
      hanging
      in
      the
      air
      high
      above
      us.
      The
      day
      was
      won.
      Not
      one
      prisoner
      had
     
     
      been
      taken.
      The
      human
      warriors
      were
      busy
      firing
      the
      remaining
      Eldren
     
     
      vessels.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Surely,’
      said
      I
      to
      Katorn,
      ‘that
      is
      a
      waste
      —
      we
      could
      use
      these
      ships
      to
     
     
      replace
      those
      lost.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Use
      these
      cursed
      craft
      —
      never,’
      he
      said
      with
      a
      twist
      of
      his
      mouth
      and
     
     
      strode
      to
      the
      rail
      of
      the
      Eldren
      flagship,
      shouting
      to
      his
      men
      to
      follow
      him
     
     
      back
      to
      our
      own
      vessel.
     
    


    
     
      We
      clambered
      aboard
      our
      ship.
      The
      grapples
      were
      removed
      and
      the
     
     
      Eldren
      ship
      yawed
      away.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Fire
      it,’
      cried
      King
      Rigenos
      who
      had
      taken
      no
      part
      in
      the
      actual
      fighting,
     
     
      though
      I
      knew
      it
      was
      said
      he
      was
      a
      brave
      man.
      ‘Fire
      the
      thing.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Blazing
      arrows
      were
      accurately
      shot
      into
      bales
      of
      combustible
      materials
     
     
      which
      had
      been
      placed
      in
      specific
      parts
      of
      the
      Eldren
      ship.
      The
      slender
     
     
      vessel
      caught
      and
      drifted,
      blazing
      away,
      from
      us.
     
    


    
     
      The
      fleets
      reassembled.
      We
      had
      lost
      fourteen
      men-o’-war
      and
      a
      hundred
     
     
      smaller
      craft
      —
      but
      nothing
      remained
      of
      the
      Eldren
      fleet
      save
      burning
      hulks
     
     
      which
      we
      left,
      sinking,
      behind
      us
      as
      we
      sailed
      on,
      gleeful,
      to
      Paphanaal.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Three
     
    

   

   
    
     
      N
      IGHT
      CAME
      BEFORE
      we
      reached
      the
      harbour
      city,
      so
      we
      lay
      at
      anchor
      a
     
    

   

   
    
     
      league
      or
      so
      offshore.
     
    


    
     
      In
      the
      shifting
      dawn
      of
      the
      morrow
      we
      upped
      anchors
      and
      rowed
      in
     
     
      towards
      Paphanaal,
      for
      there
      was
      no
      wind
      to
      fill
      our
      sails.
     
    


    
     
      Nearer
      we
      came
      to
      land.
     
    


    
     
      I
      saw
      cliffs
      and
      black
      mountains
      rising.
     
    


    
     
      Nearer
      and
      I
      saw
      a
      flash
      of
      brighter
      colour
      to
      the
      east
      of
      us.
      ‘Paphanaal
      !’
     
     
      shouted
      the
      lookout
      from
      his
      precarious
      perch
      on
      the
      highest
      mast.
     
    


    
     
      Nearer
      and
      there
      was
      Paphanaal,
      undefended
      as
      far
      as
      we
      could
      make
      out.
     
     
      We
      had
      left
      her
      fleet
      on
      the
      bottom
      of
      the
      ocean,
      far
      behind.
     
    


    
     
      There
      were
      no
      domes
      on
      this
      city,
      no
      minarets.
      There
      were
      steeples
      and
     
     
      buttresses
      and
      battlements,
      all
      close
      together
      making
      the
      city
      seem
      like
      one
     
     
      great
      palace.
      The
      materials
      of
      their
      construction
      were
      breathtaking
      —
      white
     
     
      marble
      veined
      with
      pink,
      blue,
      green
      and
      yellow,
      faced
      with
      gold,
      basalt
     
     
      and
      quartz
      and
      bluestone
      in
      abundance.
      It
      was
      a
      shining
      city,
      of
      marvels.
     
    


    
     
      We
      saw
      no-one
      as
      we
      came
      close
      and
      I
      guessed
      that
      the
      city
      had
      been
     
     
      deserted.
      But
      I
      was
      wrong.
     
    


    
     
      We
      put
      in
      to
      the
      great
      harbour
      and
      disembarked.
      I
      formed
      our
      armies
      into
     
     
      disciplined
      ranks
      and
      warned
      them
      of
      a
      possible
      trap,
      although
      I
      didn’t
     
     
      really
      believe
      there
      could
      be
      one.
     
    


    
     
      They
      stood
      before
      King
      Rigenos,
      Katorn
      and
      I,
      rank
      upon
      rank
      upon
      rank
     
     
      of
      them,
      armour
      bright,
      banners
      moving
      sluggishly
      in
      the
      breeze.
      There
     
     
      were
      seven
      hundred
      divisions,
      each
      hundred
      commanded
      by
      a
      marshal
      in
     
     
      command
      of
      captains
      and
      knights.
      The
      paladins
      and
      armies
      of
      Humanity
     
     
      stood
      before
      me
      and
      I
      was
      proud.
      I
      addressed
      them:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Marshals,
      Captains,
      Knights
      and
      Warriors
      of
      Humanity,
      you
      have
      seen
     
     
      me
      to
      be
      a
      victorious
      War
      Leader.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye!’
      they
      roared,
      jubilant.
     
    


    
     
      “We
      shall
      be
      victorious
      here
      and
      elsewhere
      in
      the
      land
      of
      Mernadin.
      Go
     
     
      now,
      with
      caution,
      and
      search
      these
      houses
      and
      buildings
      for
      Eldren
      jackals.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Take
      what
      booty
      you
      desire,
      but
      be
      careful.
      This
      city
      could
      hide
      an
      army,
     
     
      remember.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      divisions
      marched
      past
      us,
      each
      taking
      a
      different
      direction.
      The
      city
     
     
      received
      them
      in
      its
      streets,
      but
      it
      did
      not
      welcome
      them.
     
    


    
     
      We
      found
      a
      city
      of
      women.
      Not
      one
      Eldren
      man
      had
      remained.
      We
      had
     
     
      slain
      them
      all
      at
      sea.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      We
      took
      over
      the
      palace
      which
      had
      belonged
      to
      the
      dead
      Warden
      of
     
     
      Paphanaal.
     
    


    
     
      They
      brought
      a
      girl
      to
      us.
      Black-haired,
      elfin-faced,
      her
      alien
      features
     
     
      composed
      against
      the
      fear
      she
      felt.
      She
      had
      shifting
      beauty
      which
      was
     
     
      always
      there,
      but
      seemed
      to
      change
      with
      every
      breath
      she
      took.
      They
      had
     
     
      torn
      her
      garments
      and
      bruised
      her
      arms
      and
      face.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Erekosé!’
      Katorn
      was
      drunk.
      He
      led
      the
      party
      into
      the
      Central
      Chamber
     
     
      of
      the
      Warden’s
      palace
      where
      I
      and
      the
      king
      discussed
      further
      campaigns.
     
     
      ‘Erekosé
      —
      Rigenos,
      my
      lord
      king
      —
      look
      |
     
    


    
     
      The
      king
      looked
      at
      the
      girl
      with
      distaste.
      ‘Why
      should
      we
      take
      interest
      in
     
     
      an
      Eldren
      wanton?
      Get
      hence,
      Katorn
      and
      use
      her
      as
      you
      will
      —
      but
      be
      sure
     
     
      to
      slay
      her
      before
      we
      leave
      Paphanaal.’
     
    


    
     
      “Why
      have
      you
      brought
      her,
      Katorn?’
      said
      I.
     
    


    
     
      Katorn
      laughed.
      His
      thick
      lips
      opened
      wide
      and
      he
      laughed
      in
      our
      faces.
     
     
      “You
      know
      not
      who
      she
      is,
      that’s
      plain.’
     
    


    
     
      “Take
      the
      Eldren
      wench
      away,
      Katorn,’
      said
      the
      king,
      his
      voice
      rising.
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      lord
      king
      —
      this
      is
      Ermizhad!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘What?’
      The
      king
      leaned
      forward
      and
      stared
      at
      the
      girl.
      ‘Ermizhad,
      the
     
     
      Wanton
      of
      the
      Ghost
      Worlds.
      She’s
      lured
      many
      a
      mortal
      to
      his
      death,
      so
      I’ve
     
     
      heard.
      She
      shall
      die
      by
      torture
      for
      her
      lustful
      crimes.
      The
      stake
      shall
      have
     
     
      her.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,
      King
      Rigenos
      —
      forget
      you
      not
      that
      she’s
      Prince
      Arjavh’s
      sister
      ?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Of
      course.
      You
      did
      right,
      Katorn.
      Keep
      her
      prisoner,
      keep
      her
      safe.’
      He
     
     
      looked
      at
      the
      swaying
      captain,
      noting
      his
      drunkenness.
      ‘No
      —
      enjoy
     
     
      yourself,
      Katorn.
      She
      shall
      be
      put
      in
      Erekosé’s
      charge.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      accept
      the
      charge,’
      I
      said,
      taking
      my
      chance.
      I
      had
      pity
      for
      the
      girl,
     
     
      whatever
      terrible
      crimes
      she
      had
      committed.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Keep
      her
      from
      harm,
      Erekosé,’
      said
      the
      king
      cynically,
      eyeing
      the
      girl.
     
     
      ‘Keep
      her
      from
      harm
      —
      she’ll
      be
      a
      useful
      piece
      in
      our
      game
      with
      Arjavh.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      “Take
      her
      to
      my
      apartments
      in
      the
      east
      wing,’
      I
      told
      the
      guards,
      ‘and
      make
     
     
      sure
      she
      is
      kept
      there,
      unmolested.’
      They
      took
      her
      away.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      understood
      her
      usefulness
      as
      a
      hostage,
      but
      had
      not
      understood
      the
      king’s
     
     
      reference
      to
      the
      Ghost
      Worlds.
      I
      remembered,
      then,
      that
      once
      before
      he
      had
     
     
      mentioned
      them.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      Ghost
      Worlds?’
      he
      said
      when
      I
      questioned
      him.
      ‘Know
      you
      not
      of
     
     
      them,
      Erekosé?
      Why
      humankind
      fear
      Arjavh’s
      allies
      so
      much
      that
      they
      will
     
     
      rarely
      mention
      them,
      in
      terror
      of
      conjuring
      them
      up
      by
      their
      words.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      what
      are
      they?’
     
    


    
     
      Rigenos
      looked
      around
      him
      nervously.
      ‘I'll
      tell
      you,’
      he
      said,
      ‘but
      I’m
     
     
      uncomfortable
      about
      doing
      so
      in
      this
      cursed
      place.
      The
      Eldren
      know
      better
     
     
      than
      we
      what
      the
      Ghost
      Worlds
      are
      —
      we
      had
      thought,
      at
      first,
      that
      you
     
     
      yourself
      were
      a
      prisoner
      there.
      They
      lie
      beyond
      Time,
      beyond
      Space,
      linked
     
     
      to
      this
      Earth
      by
      tenuous
      bonds.’
      His
      voice
      dropped,
      but
      he
      whispered
      on
     
     
      and
      I
      shuddered
      at
      what
      he
      told
      me.
     
    


    
     
      “There,
      on
      the
      torn
      Ghost
      Worlds,
      dwell
      the
      many-coiled
      serpents
      which
     
     
      are
      the
      terror
      and
      the
      scourge
      of
      the
      eight
      dimensions.
      Here,
      also,
      live
     
     
      ghosts
      and
      men,
      those
      who
      are
      manlike
      and
      those
      who
      are
      unlike
      men,
     
     
      those
      who
      know
      their
      fate
      which
      is
      to
      live
      without
      Time,
      and
      those
      who
      are
     
     
      unaware
      of
      their
      doom.
      And
      there,
      also,
      do
      kinfolk
      to
      the
      Eldren
      dwell
      —
      the
     
     
      halflings.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      what
      are
      these
      worlds?’
      I
      asked
      impatiently.
     
    


    
     
      ‘They
      are
      the
      worlds
      to
      which
      human
      sorcerers
      go
      in
      search
      of
      alien
     
     
      wisdom,
      and
      from
      which
      they
      draw
      helpers
      of
      horrible
      powers
      and
     
     
      disgusting
      deeds.
      It
      is
      said
      that
      within
      those
      worlds
      an
      initiate
      may
      meet
      his
     
     
      long-slain
      comrades
      who
      may
      sometimes
      help
      him,
      his
      dead
      loves
      and
      kin,
     
     
      and
      particularly
      his
      enemies
      —
      those
      whom
      he
      has
      caused
      to
      die.
      Malevolent
     
     
      enemies
      with
      great
      powers
      —
      or
      wretches
      who
      are
      half-souled
      and
     
     
      incomplete.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      was
      moved
      to
      horror
      by
      his
      whispered
      words,
      but
      still
      curious
      to
      know
     
     
      more.
      ‘What
      are
      they?
      Where
      are
      they?’
     
    


    
     
      “We
      have
      no
      answer
      to
      either
      question.
      They
      are
      worlds
      full
      of
      shadow
     
     
      and
      gloomy
      shores
      upon
      which
      drab
      seas
      beat.
      The
      populace
      can
      sometimes
     
     
      be
      summoned
      by
      powerful
      sorcery
      to
      visit
      this
      Earth,
      to
      haunt,
      to
      help
      or
      to
     
     
      terrorise.
      We
      think
      that
      the
      Eldren
      came,
      originally,
      from
      these
      half-worlds
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      if
      they
      were
      not,
      as
      our
      legends
      say,
      spawned
      from
      the
      womb
      of
      a
      wicked
     
     
      queen
      who
      gave
      her
      hand
      to
      Azmobaana
      in
      return
      for
      immortality
      —
      the
     
     
      immortality
      which
      her
      offspring
      inherited.
      But
      the
      Eldren
      are
      material
     
     
      enough,
      for
      all
      their
      lack
      of
      souls,
      whereas
      the
      Ghost
      Armies
      are
      rarely
      of
     
     
      solid
      flesh.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      why
      is
      that
      girl
      known
      as
      the
      Wanton
      of
      the
      Ghost
      Worlds?’
      I
      asked.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      said
      that
      she
      mates
      with
      ghouls,’
      answered
      the
      king,
      ‘and
      in
      return
     
     
      has
      special
      powers
      over
      the
      halflings
      who
      are
      friends
      with
      the
      ghouls.
      The
     
     
      halflings
      love
      her,
      as
      far
      as
      it
      is
      possible
      for
      such
      degenerate
      creatures
      to
     
     
      love.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      could
      not
      believe
      the
      first
      part.
      The
      girl
      seemed
      young,
      innocent.
      I
      said
     
     
      as
      much.
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      do
      you
      tell
      the
      age
      of
      an
      Immortal?’
      Rigenos
      replied.
      I
      could
      not,
      of
     
     
      course,
      answer.
      But
      I
      thought
      much
      of
      Ermizhad
      as
      we
      went
      on
      to
      talk
      of
     
     
      the
      immediate
      considerations
      of
      war
      against
      the
      Eldren.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      We
      had
      little
      clear
      idea
      where
      the
      rest
      of
      the
      Eldren
      forces
      were
      marshalled.
     
     
      There
      were
      four
      other
      major
      cities
      on
      the
      continent
      of
      Mernadin.
      The
      chief
     
     
      of
      these
      was
      Loos
      Ptokai
      which
      lay
      near
      to
      the
      Plains
      of
      Melting
      Ice.
      This
     
     
      was
      Arjavh’s
      headquarters
      and,
      from
      what
      the
      Eldren
      on
      the
      flagship
      had
     
     
      said,
      he
      was
      either
      there
      now
      or
      marching
      to
      recapture
      Paphanaal.
     
    


    
     
      ‘We
      must
      not
      forget
      the
      sorcerous
      fortresses
      of
      the
      Outer
      Islands,’
     
     
      Rigenos
      told
      me,
      ‘at
      World’s
      Edge.
      The
      Outer
      Islands
      lie
      in
      the
      gateway
      to
     
     
      the
      Ghost
      Worlds
      and
      from
      there
      they
      can
      summon
      their
      ghoulish
      allies.
     
     
      Perhaps,
      now
      Paphanaal
      is
      taken,
      we
      should
      concentrate
      on
      smashing
      their
     
     
      strength
      in
      the
      west,
      at
      World’s
      Edge.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      wondered
      if
      he
      overestimated
      the
      power
      of
      the
      Ghost
      World
      denizens.
     
     
      ‘Have
      you
      ever
      seen
      these
      halflings?’
      I
      asked
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,
      yes,
      my
      friend,’
      he
      replied,
      ‘I’ve
      seen
      them.
      You
      are
      wrong
      if
      you
     
     
      believe
      them
      legendary
      things.
      They
      are,
      in
      one
      sense
      at
      least,
      real
      enough.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      had
      convinced
      me.
      ‘Very
      well,’
      I
      said.
      ‘We’ll
      leave
      a
      force
      here
      strong
     
     
      enough
      to
      defend
      the
      city,
      return
      to
      Necranal,
      re-equip
      the
      fleets
      and
      make
     
     
      war
      on
      the
      Outer
      Islands.
      But
      how
      do
      you
      plan
      to
      use
      Ermizhad?
      Will
      you
     
     
      leave
      her
      here
      or
      take
      her
      back
      to
      Necranal?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Necranal,
      I
      think,’
      he
      said.
      ‘We
      shall
      keep
      her
      in
      our
      principal
      city
      until
     
     
      such
      time
      as
      we
      need
      to
      use
      her,
      if
      ever
      we
      have
      to
      bargain
      with
      Arjavh.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘A
      sensible
      plan,’
      I
      agreed.
     
    


    
     
      ‘We’ll
      settle
      our
      position
      here,’
      he
      said,
      ‘and
      set
      sail
      back
      to
      Necranal
     
     
      within
      a
      week.
      We
      should
      waste
      no
      time
      —
      now
      that
      we
      have
      gained
     
     
      Paphanaal,
      we
      must
      fear
      an
      attack
      from
      Prince
      Arjavh’s
      frightful
      Ghost
     
     
      Armies.’
     
    


    
     
      There
      were
      minor
      details
      of
      the
      plan
      to
      discuss
      and,
      while
      the
      victorious
     
     
      warriors
      pleasured
      themselves
      on
      Eldren
      bounty,
      we
      talked
      of
      urgent
     
     
      matters.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      It
      was
      slower
      going
      back
      to
      the
      Two
      Continents,
      for
      our
      mighty
      vessels
     
     
      groaned
      with
      captured
      Eldren
      treasure.
     
    


    
     
      Ermizhad
      had
      been
      grudgingly
      given
      decent
      quarters
      next
      to
      mine.
      This
     
     
      was
      at
      my
      request.
      Although
      he
      hated
      the
      Eldren
      still,
      King
      Rigenos
      had
     
     
      exhausted
      some
      of
      the
      earlier
      ferocity
      he
      had
      felt
      in
      the
      heat
      of
      war.
     
     
      However,
      he
      would
      have
      nothing
      to
      do
      with
      her
      and
      when
      he
      got
      the
     
     
      opportunity
      he
      spoke
      of
      Ermizhad
      in
      her
      presence
      as
      if
      she
      was
      not
      there;
     
     
      spoke
      disdainfully
      of
      her
      and
      his
      disgust
      for
      all
      her
      kind.
     
    


    
     
      I
      saw
      a
      little
      of
      her
      and,
      in
      spite
      of
      the
      king’s
      warnings,
      came
      to
      like
      her.
     
     
      She
      was
      certainly
      the
      most
      beautiful
      woman
      I
      had
      ever
      seen.
      Her
      beauty
     
     
      was
      different
      from
      the
      cool
      beauty
      of
      Iolinda,
      my
      betrothed.
     
    


    
     
      What
      is
      love?
      Even
      now,
      now
      that
      the
      whole
      pattern
      of
      my
      destiny
      has
     
     
      been
      fulfilled,
      I
      do
      not
      know.
      Oh,
      yes,
      I
      still
      loved
      Iolinda,
      but
      I
      think
      while
     
     
      I
      did
      not
      know
      it
      I
      was
      falling
      in
      love
      with
      Ermizhad.
      I
      refused
      to
      believe
      in
     
     
      the
      stories
      told
      about
      her
      and
      held
      affection
      for
      her
      though,
      at
      the
      time,
      had
     
     
      no
      thought
      of
      pursuing
      it,
      remaining
      loyal
      to
      Iolinda.
      But
      there
      must
      be
     
     
      countless
      forms
      of
      love.
      Which
      is
      the
      form
      which
      conquers
      the
      rest?
      I
     
     
      cannot
      define
      it.
      I
      shall
      not
      try.
     
    


    
     
      Ermizhad’s
      beauty
      had
      the
      fascination
      for
      being
      an
      unhuman
      beauty,
      but
     
     
      close
      enough
      to
      my
      race’s
      ideal
      to
      attract
      me.
     
    


    
     
      She
      had
      the
      long
      pointed
      Eldren
      face,
      slanting
      eyes
      that
      seemed
      blind
      in
     
     
      their
      strange
      milkiness,
      slightly
      pointed
      ears,
      high
      slanting
      cheekbones
      and
     
     
      a
      slender
      body
      that
      was
      almost
      boyish.
      All
      the
      Eldren
      women
      were
      slender,
     
     
      like
      this,
      small-breasted
      and
      narrow-waisted.
      Her
      red
      lips
      were
      fairly
      wide,
     
     
      curving
      naturally
      upwards
      so
      that
      she
      always
      seemed
      to
      be
      on
      the
      point
      of
     
     
      smiling
      while
      her
      face
      was
      in
      repose.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      For
      the
      first
      week
      out
      she
      would
      not
      speak.
      I
      saw
      that
      she
      had
      everything
     
     
      for
      her
      comfort
      and
      she
      thanked
      me
      through
      her
      guards,
      that
      was
      all.
      But
     
     
      one
      day
      I
      stood
      outside
      the
      set
      of
      cabins
      where
      she,
      the
      king
      and
      I
      had
      our
     
     
      apartments,
      leaning
      over
      the
      rail
      looking
      at
      a
      grey
      sea
      and
      an
      overcast
      sky.
     
    


    
     
      She
      took
      the
      initiative.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Greetings,
      Sir
      Champion,’
      she
      said
      half-mockingly
      as
      she
      came
      out
      of
     
     
      her
      cabin.
     
    


    
     
      I
      turned,
      surprised.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Greetings
      —
      Lady
      Ermizhad,’
      said
      I.
      She
      was
      dressed
      in
      a
      cloak
      of
     
     
      midnight
      blue
      flung
      around
      a
      simple
      smock
      of
      pale
      blue
      wool.
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      day
      of
      omens,
      I
      think,’
      she
      said,
      looking
      at
      the
      gloomy
      sky
      which
     
     
      boiled
      darkly
      above
      us,
      full
      of
      heavy
      greys
      and
      dusty
      yellows.
     
    


    
     
      “Why
      think
      you?’
      said
      I.
     
    


    
     
      She
      laughed.
      It
      was
      lovely
      to
      hear
      —
      crystal
      and
      gold-strung
      harps,
      the
     
     
      music
      of
      heaven,
      not
      hell.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Forgive
      me,
      I
      sought
      to
      trouble
      you,
      but
      I
      see
      you
      are
      not
      so
      prone
      to
     
     
      suggestion
      as
      others
      of
      your
      race.
      In
      fact,’
      she
      frowned,
      ‘there
      is
      an
      air
     
     
      about
      you
      which
      makes
      me
      think
      you
      are
      not
      wholly
      of
      that
      race.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Iam
      of
      it,’
      I
      told
      her,
      ‘but
      not
      from
      this
      period
      of
      Time.
      I
      have
      been
      many
     
     
      heroes
      —
      but
      always
      human.
      How
      I
      got
      here,
      I
      do
      not
      know.
      I
      am
      not
      sure
     
     
      where
      I
      am,
      in
      the
      far
      future
      or
      the
      far
      past.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘That
      would
      depend
      on
      what
      period
      of
      Time
      you
      came
      from,’
      she
      said.
     
     
      ‘For
      we
      believe
      that
      Time
      moves
      in
      a
      circle,
      so
      that
      the
      past
      is
      the
      future
     
     
      and
      the
      future
      is
      the
      past.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘An
      interesting
      theory,’
      I
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘More
      than
      a
      theory,
      Lord
      Erekosé.’
      She
      came
      and
      stood
      by
      the
      ship’s
      rail,
     
     
      one
      hand
      resting
      upon
      it.
     
    


    
     
      At
      that
      time,
      I
      felt
      the
      affection
      that
      I
      supposed
      a
      father
      might
      have
      for
      a
     
     
      daughter
      —
      a
      father
      who
      delights
      in
      his
      offspring’s
      assured
      innocence.
      She
     
     
      could
      not
      have
      been,
      I
      felt
      sure,
      more
      than
      nineteen.
      Yet
      her
      voice
      had
      a
     
     
      confidence
      that
      comes
      with
      knowledge
      of
      the
      world,
      her
      carriage
      was
     
     
      proud,
      also
      confident.
      I
      realised
      that
      King
      Rigenos
      might
      well
      have
      spoken
     
     
      truly.
      How,
      indeed,
      could
      you
      gauge
      the
      age
      of
      an
      Immortal?
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      the
      feeling,’
      I
      said,
      ‘that
      I
      come
      from
      your
      past
      —
      that
      this,
      in
     
     
      relation
      to
      what
      I
      call
      the
      twentieth
      century
      —
      is
      the
      far
      future.’
     
    


    
     
      “This
      world
      is
      very
      ancient,’
      she
      agreed.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Is
      there
      a
      record
      of
      a
      time
      when
      only
      human
      beings
      occupied
      the
      Earth?’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘No,’
      she
      smiled,
      ‘there
      is
      an
      echo
      of
      a
      myth,
      the
      thread
      of
      a
      legend,
     
     
      which
      says
      that
      there
      was
      a
      time
      when
      only
      the
      Eldren
      occupied
      the
      Earth.
     
     
      My
      brother
      has
      studied
      this
      —
      I
      believe
      he
      knows
      more.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      shivered.
      I
      did
      not
      know
      why,
      but
      my
      vitals
      seemed
      to
      chill
      within
      me.
      I
     
     
      could
      not,
      easily,
      continue
      the
      conversation,
      though
      I
      wanted
      to.
      She
     
     
      appeared
      not
      to
      have
      noticed
      my
      discomfort.
     
    


    
     
      At
      last
      I
      said:
      ‘A
      day
      of
      omens,
      madam.
      I
      hope
      to
      talk
      with
      you
      again
     
     
      some
      time.’
      I
      bowed
      and
      returned
      to
      my
      cabin.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      Chapter
      Four
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      SAW
      HER
      in
      the
      same
      place
      the
      next
      day.
      The
      sky
      had
      cleared
      somewhat
     
    

   

   
    
     
      and
      sunlight
      pushed
      thick
      beams
      through
      the
      clouds,
      the
      rays
      slanting
      down
     
     
      on
      the
      choppy
      sea
      so
      that
      the
      world
      seemed
      half
      dark,
      half
      light.
      A
      moody
     
     
      day.
     
    


    
     
      We
      stood
      for
      a
      while
      in
      silence,
      leaning
      out
      over
      the
      rail,
      watching
      the
      surf
     
     
      slide
      by,
      watching
      the
      oars
      smash
      into
      the
      waters
      in
      monotonous
      rhythm.
     
    


    
     
      Again,
      she
      was
      the
      first
      to
      speak.
     
    


    
     
      “What
      do
      they
      plan
      to
      do
      with
      me?’
      she
      asked
      quietly.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      will
      be
      a
      hostage
      against
      the
      eventuality
      of
      your
      brother
      Prince
     
     
      Arjavh
      ever
      attacking
      Necranal,’
      I
      told
      her.
      ‘You
      will
      be
      safe
      —
      King
     
     
      Rigenos
      will
      not
      be
      able
      to
      bargain
      if
      you
      are
      harmed.’
     
    


    
     
      She
      sighed.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Why
      did
      not
      you
      and
      the
      other
      Eldren
      women
      flee
      when
      our
      fleets
      put
      in
     
     
      to
      Paphanaal?’
      I
      asked.
      This
      had
      puzzled
      me.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      Eldren
      do
      not
      flee,’
      she
      said.
      “They
      do
      not
      flee
      from
      cities
      theirs
      by
     
     
      right.’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      fled
      to
      the
      Mountains
      of
      Sorrow
      centuries
      ago,’
      I
      pointed
      out.
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,’
      she
      shook
      her
      head,
      ‘they
      were
      driven
      there.
      There
      is
      a
      difference.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘There
      is
      a
      difference,’
      I
      agreed.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Who
      speaks
      of
      difference?’
      A
      new,
      harsher
      voice
      broke
      in.
      It
      was
     
     
      Rigenos.
      He
      had
      come
      out
      of
      his
      cabin
      silently
      and
      stood
      behind
      us,
      feet
     
     
      apart
      on
      the
      swaying
      deck.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Greetings,
      sire,’
      I
      said.
      ‘We
      were
      discussing
      the
      meaning
      of
      words.’
     
    


    
     
      “You’ve
      become
      uncommon
      friendly
      with
      the
      Eldren
      bitch,’
      he
      sneered.
     
     
      What
      was
      it
      about
      a
      man
      who
      had
      shown
      himself
      noble
      and
      brave
      in
      many
     
     
      ways
      that
      when
      the
      Eldren
      were
      concerned
      he
      became
      an
      uncouth
     
     
      iconoclast?
     
    


    
     
      ‘Sire,’
      I
      pointed
      out
      softly,
      ‘you
      speak
      of
      one
      who,
      though
      our
      enemy,
      is
     
     
      of
      noble
      blood.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Again
      he
      sneered.
      ‘Noble
      blood!
      The
      vile
      stuff
      which
      flows
      in
      their
     
     
      polluted
      veins
      cannot
      be
      termed
      thus.
      Beware,
      Erekosé!
      I
      realise
      that
      you
     
     
      are
      not
      altogether
      versed
      in
      our
      ways
      or
      our
      knowledge,
      that
      your
      memory
     
     
      is
      hazy
      —
      but
      remember
      that
      the
      Eldren
      wanton
      has
      a
      tongue
      of
      liquid
      gold
     
     
      which
      can
      beguile
      you
      to
      your
      doom
      and
      ours.
      Pay
      no
      heed
      to
      her.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Sire...’
      I
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘She’ll
      weave
      such
      a
      spell
      that
      yov’ll
      be
      a
      fawning
      dog
      at
      her
      mercy
      and
     
     
      no
      good
      to
      any
      of
      us.
      I
      tell
      you,
      Erekosé,
      beware.
      Gods,
      I’ve
      half
      a
      mind
      to
     
     
      give
      her
      to
      the
      rowers
      and
      let
      them
      have
      their
      way
      with
      her.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      placed
      her
      under
      my
      protection,
      King,’
      I
      said
      angrily,
      ‘and
      I
      am
     
     
      sworn
      to
      protect
      her
      against
      all
      dangers.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Fool!’
      he
      said.
      ‘I
      have
      warned
      you.
      I
      do
      not
      want
      to
      lose
      your
      friendship,
     
     
      Erekosé
      —
      and
      more,
      I
      do
      not
      want
      to
      lose
      our
      war
      champion.
      If
      she
      shows
     
     
      further
      signs
      of
      enchanting
      you,
      I
      shall
      slay
      her.
      No-one
      shall
      stop
      me.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      doing
      your
      work,
      King,’
      I
      said,
      ‘at
      your
      request.
      But
      remember
      you
     
     
      this,
      I
      am
      Erekosé.
      I
      have
      been
      many
      other
      champions.
      What
      I
      do
      is
      for
      the
     
     
      human
      race.
      I
      have
      taken
      no
      oath
      of
      loyalty
      to
      you
      or
      any
      other
      king.
      I
      am
     
     
      Erekosé,
      the
      War
      Champion
      —
      Champion
      of
      Humanity,
      not
      Rigenos’s
     
     
      Champion!’
     
    


    
     
      His
      eyes
      narrowed.
      ‘Is
      this
      treachery,
      Erekosé?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,
      King
      Rigenos.
      Disagreement
      with
      a
      single
      representative
      of
     
     
      Humanity
      does
      not
      constitute
      treachery
      to
      mankind.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      said
      nothing,
      just
      stood
      there,
      seeming
      to
      hate
      me
      as
      much
      as
      he
      hated
     
     
      the
      Eldren
      girl.
      His
      breathing
      was
      heavy
      and
      rasped
      in
      his
      throat.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Give
      me
      no
      reason
      to
      regret
      my
      summoning
      of
      thee,
      dead
      Erekosé,’
      he
     
     
      said
      at
      length
      and
      turned
      away,
      back
      to
      his
      cabin.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      think
      we’d
      best
      remain
      apart,’
      said
      Ermizhad
      quietly.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Dead
      Erekosé,
      eh?’
      I
      said
      and
      then
      grinned.
      ‘If
      I’m
      dead
      then
      I’m
     
     
      strangely
      prone
      to
      emotion
      for
      a
      corpse.’
      I
      made
      light
      of
      our
      dispute,
      yet
     
     
      events
      had
      taken
      a
      turn
      which
      had
      caused
      me
      to
      fear
      that
      he
      would
      not,
      for
     
     
      one
      thing,
      allow
      me
      the
      hand
      of
      Iolinda.
     
    


    
     
      Although
      he
      warmed
      somewhat
      as
      the
      journey
      reached
      its
      end,
      I
      was
      still
     
     
      troubled
      as
      we
      sailed
      up
      the
      Droonaa
      River
      and
      came
      again
      to
      Necranal.
     
    


    
     
      As
      it
      happened,
      King
      Rigenos
      found
      himself
      in
      no
      position
      to
      refuse
      me
     
     
      aught.
      I
      received
      such
      an
      ovation
      upon
      my
      return
      that
      to
      go
      against
      my
     
     
      wishes
      would
      have
      aroused
      the
      wrath
      of
      the
      people
      against
      him.
      I
      think
      he
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      began
      to
      see
      me
      as
      a
      threat
      to
      his
      throne,
      then,
      but
      I
      was
      not
      interested
      in
      his
     
     
      crown,
      only
      in
      his
      daughter.
     
    


    
     
      The
      king
      announced
      our
      betrothal
      the
      next
      day
      and
      the
      news
      was
      received
     
     
      with
      joy
      by
      the
      citizens
      of
      Necranal.
      We
      stood
      before
      them
      on
      the
      great
     
     
      balcony
      overlooking
      the
      city.
      We
      smiled
      and
      waved
      but,
      when
      we
      went
     
     
      inside
      again,
      the
      king
      left
      us
      with
      a
      curt
      word
      and
      hurried
      away.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Father
      seems
      to
      disapprove
      of
      our
      match,’
      Iolinda
      said
      in
      puzzlement,
      ‘in
     
     
      spite
      of
      his
      consent.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      disagreement
      about
      tactics,’
      I
      comforted
      her.
      ‘He
      will
      soon
      forget.’
     
    


    
     
      But,
      I
      admitted
      to
      myself,
      I
      still
      felt
      troubled.
     
    


    
     
      Iolinda
      and
      I
      lay
      together,
      as
      was
      the
      custom
      in
      the
      Human
      Kingdoms.
     
     
      But,
      that
      first
      night,
      we
      did
      not
      make
      love.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Two
      days
      later
      there
      came
      word
      that
      what
      we
      had
      sought
      to
      avert
      by
      taking
     
     
      Paphanaal
      had
      actually
      come
      to
      pass.
     
    


    
     
      Eldren
      ships
      had
      beached
      on
      the
      coast
      of
      Necralala.
      An
      Eldren
      army
      was
     
     
      pushing
      towards
      Necranal
      and,
      it
      was
      said,
      none
      could
      stand
      against
      it.
     
    


    
     
      The
      king
      spoke
      to
      me
      sombrely.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      must
      go,
      Erekosé,
      and
      do
      battle
      with
      the
      Hounds
      of
      Evil.
      Evidently
     
     
      we
      underestimated
      their
      strength.
      News
      is
      that
      Prince
      Arjavh
      leads
      them.
     
     
      This
      is
      our
      opportunity
      to
      strike
      the
      head
      from
      the
      monster
      that
      is
      the
     
     
      Eldren.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘TIl
      take
      forty
      divisions
      of
      men,’
      I
      said,
      ‘and
      leave
      at
      once.’
     
    


    
     
      “Twenty
      divisions
      will
      be
      enough,’
      he
      said.
      ‘Even
      then
      you
      will
     
     
      outnumber
      the
      Eldren
      horde.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      surely
      it
      is
      best
      to
      be
      safe,’
      I
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Twenty,’
      he
      said
      dogmatically,
      ‘we’ll
      need
      the
      rest
      in
      case
      other
      attacks
     
     
      have
      been
      made
      from
      other
      parts
      of
      the
      coasts.
      You’
      ll
      agree
      that
      my
      logic
      is
     
     
      reasonable?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      agree,’
      I
      nodded,
      ‘but
      this
      seems,
      I
      think,
      more
      a
      question
      of
      emotion
     
     
      than
      logic.’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      do
      you
      mean?’
      His
      eyes
      had
      a
      half-guilty
      look.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Nothing,’
      I
      said.
      ‘I
      will
      take
      twenty
      divisions.
      Will
      you
      agree
      to
      fifteen
      of
     
     
      those
      being
      cavalry?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘T’ll
      agree
      to
      that,’
      he
      said.
      ‘Fifteen
      cavalry
      divisions
      and
      five
      infantry.
     
     
      Good
      luck.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Thanks,’
      I
      said.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      rode
      in
      my
      proud
      armour
      at
      the
      head
      of
      my
      army,
      my
      lance
      flaunting
      my
     
     
      banner
      of
      bronze
      portcullis
      on
      an
      azure
      field.
      It
      was
      with
      seeming
      sorrow
     
     
      that
      Iolinda
      had
      bade
      me
      farewell.
      Ermizhad
      had
      said
      little
      when
      I
      told
      her
     
     
      of
      my
      mission,
      but
      she
      had
      been
      tense.
     
    


    
     
      Well
      before
      we
      met
      Arjavh’s
      forces,
      we
      heard
      stories
      of
      their
      progress
     
     
      from
      fleeing
      villagers.
      Apparently
      they
      were
      marching
      doggedly
      towards
     
     
      Necranal,
      avoiding
      any
      settlements
      they
      came
      to.
      If
      I
      guessed
      right,
      the
     
     
      reason
      for
      Prince
      Arjavh
      being
      in
      Necralala
      was
      for
      the
      purpose
      of
      rescuing
     
     
      his
      sister.
      I
      knew
      little
      of
      the
      Eldren
      prince
      save
      that
      he
      was
      a
      monster
     
     
      incarnate,
      a
      slayer
      of
      women
      and
      children.
      I
      was
      impatient
      to
      meet
      him
      in
     
     
      battle.
      Other
      stories
      had
      told
      that
      half
      his
      forces
      were
      comprised
      of
      halflings
     
     
      —
      things
      from
      the
      Ghost
      Worlds.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      armies
      of
      the
      Eldren
      and
      the
      forces
      of
      the
      Humanity
      met
      on
      a
      vast
     
     
      plateau
      surrounded
      by
      distant
      hills.
      My
      marshals
      and
      captains
      were
      all
      for
     
     
      rushing
      upon
      the
      Eldren
      immediately,
      for
      their
      numbers
      were
      smaller
      than
     
     
      ours,
      but
      I
      stood
      by
      the
      Code
      of
      War
      and
      ordered
      our
      herald
      to
      the
      Eldren
     
     
      camp,
      under
      a
      flag
      of
      truce.
      I
      watched
      him
      ride
      away
      and
      then,
      on
      an
     
     
      impulse,
      spurred
      after
      him.
     
    


    
     
      He
      turned
      in
      his
      saddle,
      hearing
      the
      hoofbeats
      of
      my
      horse.
      ‘Lord
     
     
      Erekosé?’
      he
      said
      questioningly.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ride
      on,
      herald
      —
      and
      [II
      ride
      with
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      So
      together
      we
      came
      to
      the
      Eldren
      camp.
     
    


    
     
      We
      rode
      through
      a
      silent
      camp
      until
      we
      came
      to
      the
      simple
      pavilion
      of
     
     
      Prince
      Arjavh.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      bring
      a
      challenge
      from
      the
      hosts
      of
      Humanity!’
      cried
      the
      herald.
     
    


    
     
      I
      heard
      a
      movement
      in
      the
      tent
      and
      from
      it
      stepped
      a
      lithe
      figure,
      dressed
     
     
      in
      half-armour,
      a
      steel
      breastplate
      strapped
      over
      a
      loose
      shirt
      of
      green,
     
     
      leather
      hose
      beneath
      leg
      greaves,
      also
      of
      steel,
      and
      sandals
      on
      his
      feet.
      His
     
     
      long
      black
      hair
      was
      kept
      away
      from
      his
      eyes
      by
      a
      band
      of
      gold
      bearing
      a
     
     
      single
      great
      ruby.
     
    


    
     
      And
      his
      face
      —
      was
      beautiful.
      I
      hesitate
      to
      use
      the
      word
      to
      describe
      a
      man,
     
     
      but
      it
      is
      the
      only
      one
      to
      do
      his
      fine
      features
      justice.
      Like
      Ermizhad
      he
      had
     
     
      the
      tapering
      skull,
      the
      slanting,
      orbless
      eyes,
      but
      his
      lips
      did
      not
      curve
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      upwards
      as
      did
      hers.
      His
      mouth
      was
      grim
      and
      there
      were
      lines
      of
      weariness
     
     
      about
      it.
      He
      passed
      his
      hand
      across
      his
      face
      and
      looked
      up
      at
      us.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      Prince
      Arjavh
      of
      Mernadin,’
      he
      said
      in
      his
      liquid
      voice.
      “We
      accept
     
     
      your
      challenge.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Shall
      we
      decide
      the
      terms
      of
      the
      battle?’
      I
      asked
      softly.
     
    


    
     
      He
      looked
      at
      me,
      puzzled,
      then
      his
      face
      cleared.
      ‘Greetings,
      Erekosé,’
      he
     
     
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      do
      you
      know
      my
      name?’
     
    


    
     
      He
      smiled
      a
      smile
      full
      of
      melancholy
      irony.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Our
      scientists
      are
      skilful
      men,’
      he
      said.
      ‘But
      why
      do
      you
      come,
      thus,
      with
     
     
      your
      herald?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Curiosity,’
      I
      said.
      ‘I
      have
      spoke
      much
      with
      your
      sister,
      Ermizhad.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      is
      she?’
      he
      asked
      quickly.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Well,’
      I
      said,
      ‘she
      was
      placed
      under
      my
      protection.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      relieved,’
      he
      said.
      ‘We
      come,
      of
      course,
      to
      rescue
      her.’
     
    


    
     
      “That
      is
      what
      I
      supposed.
      Now,
      shall
      we
      discuss
      the
      terms
      of
      the
      battle?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      has
      been
      a
      million
      years
      since
      the
      Eldren
      and
      Humanity
      agreed
      on
     
     
      terms
      —
      extermination
      of
      every
      warrior
      is
      the
      usual
      rule,
      now.’
     
    


    
     
      “Well
      that
      rule
      has
      been
      changed,’
      I
      said
      impatiently.
      ‘Come,
      are
      you
     
     
      prepared?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Deliverance
      of
      the
      wounded
      to
      their
      own
      side,’
      he
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Agreed.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No
      slaying
      of
      prisoners
      taken
      in
      battle
      —
      the
      winner
      releasing
      his
     
     
      Captives.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Agreed.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Deliverance
      of
      Ermizhad
      from
      captivity
      if
      we
      shall
      win.’
     
    


    
     
      “To
      that
      I
      cannot
      agree.
      The
      king
      holds
      her.
      If
      you
      win,
      you
      must
      go
      on
      to
     
     
      Necranal
      and
      lay
      siege
      to
      the
      city.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      sighed.
      ‘Very
      well,
      Sir
      Champion.
      We
      shall
      be
      ready
      at
      dawn
     
     
      tomorrow.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      said
      hurriedly:
      ‘We
      outnumber
      you,
      Prince
      Arjavh
      —
      you
      could
      go
      back
     
     
      now,
      in
      peace.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      shook
      his
      head.
      ‘Let
      the
      battle
      be
      fought,’
      he
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Until
      dawn,
      then,
      Prince
      Arjavh.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      moved
      his
      hand
      tiredly
      in
      assent
      and
      nodded.
      ‘Farewell,
      Lord
     
     
      Erekosé.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Farewell.’
      I
      wheeled
      my
      horse
      and
      rode
      back
      to
      our
      camp
      in
      a
      sorrowful
     
     
      mood.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      As
      the
      watery
      dawn
      broke,
      our
      forces
      advanced
      towards
      each
      other.
      Very
     
     
      slowly,
      it
      seemed,
      but
      implacably.
     
    


    
     
      A
      flight
      of
      swallows
      flew
      high
      above
      us
      and
      glided
      away
      towards
      the
      far-
     
     
      off
      hills.
     
    


    
     
      I
      smelled
      the
      stink
      of
      sweating
      men
      and
      horses,
      heard
      the
      creek
      of
      harness
     
     
      and
      the
      clash
      of
      metal.
      Because
      of
      the
      necessity
      for
      speed,
      we
      had
      brought
     
     
      no
      cannon
      and
      neither,
      it
      appeared,
      had
      the
      Eldren.
      Perhaps,
      I
      thought,
      their
     
     
      siege
      machines
      were
      following
      behind
      at
      a
      slower
      pace.
     
    


    
     
      I
      had
      planned
      to
      depend
      upon
      my
      cavalry
      spreading
      out
      on
      two
      sides
      to
     
     
      surround
      the
      Eldren
      while
      another
      arrowhead
      of
      cavalry
      pierced
      the
      centre
     
     
      of
      their
      ranks
      and
      pushed
      through
      to
      the
      rear
      so
      that
      we
      would
      surround
     
     
      them
      on
      all
      sides.
     
    


    
     
      As
      we
      came
      close
      I
      gave
      the
      order
      for
      the
      archers
      to
      shoot.
      We
      had
      no
     
     
      crossbows,
      only
      longbows,
      which
      had
      a
      greater
      range
      and
      penetrating
     
     
      power.
      The
      first
      flight
      of
      arrows
      screamed
      overhead
      and
      thudded
      down
      into
     
     
      the
      Eldren
      ranks.
     
    


    
     
      Our
      shafts
      were
      answered
      by
      the
      slim
      arrows
      of
      the
      Eldren.
      Horses
      and
     
     
      men
      shrieked
      as
      arrows
      found
      their
      marks
      and
      for
      a
      moment
      there
      was
     
     
      consternation
      in
      our
      ranks
      as
      they
      became
      ragged
      and
      then,
      with
      discipline,
     
     
      re-formed.
      I
      drew
      my
      sword.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Cavalry
      —
      charge
      !’
     
    


    
     
      The
      knights
      spurred
      their
      war-steeds
      forward
      and
      began,
      line
      upon
      line
      of
     
     
      them,
      to
      fan
      out
      on
      two
      sides
      while
      another
      division
      rode
      straight
      towards
     
     
      the
      centre
      of
      the
      Eldren
      host.
      They
      were
      bent
      over
      the
      necks
      of
      their
      fast-
     
     
      moving
      horses,
      lances
      leaning
      at
      an
      angle
      across
      their
      saddles,
      aimed
      at
      the
     
     
      Eldren.
     
    


    
     
      Their
      multicoloured
      plumes
      streamed
      behind
      them
      and
      the
      dim
      sunlight
     
     
      gleamed
      on
      their
      armour.
      I
      was
      almost
      deafened
      by
      the
      thunder
      of
      hoofs
      as
      I
     
     
      kicked
      my
      charger
      into
      a
      gallop
      and
      with
      a
      band
      of
      fifty
      picked
      knights
     
     
      behind
      me,
      surrounding
      the
      twin
      standards
      of
      Humanity,
      rode
      forward,
     
     
      straining
      my
      eyes
      for
      Arjavh
      whom,
      at
      that
      moment,
      I
      hated
      with
      a
      hate
     
     
      akin
      to
      jealousy.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      With
      a
      fearful
      din
      of
      shouts
      and
      clashing
      metal
      we
      smashed
      into
      the
     
     
      Eldren
      army
      and
      soon
      I
      was
      oblivious
      of
      all
      but
      the
      need
      to
      kill
      and
      defend
     
     
      my
      life.
     
    


    
     
      I
      hewed
      about
      me
      with
      savage
      intensity,
      seeking
      sight
      of
      Arjavh.
      At
      last
      I
     
     
      saw
      him,
      a
      huge
      mace
      swinging
      from
      his
      gauntleted
      hand,
      battering
      at
      the
     
     
      infantrymen
      who
      sought
      to
      pull
      him
      from
      his
      saddle.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arjavh!’
     
    


    
     
      He
      heard
      but
      paid
      no
      attention,
      intent
      as
      he
      was
      on
      defending
      himself.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arjavh!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      moment,
      Erekosé,
      I
      have
      work
      here.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      kicked
      his
      horse
      towards
      me,
      still
      flaying
      around
      him
      with
      the
      giant
     
     
      mace.
      Then
      the
      infantrymen
      drew
      back
      as
      they
      saw
      we
      were
      about
      to
     
     
      engage.
      I
      aimed
      a
      mighty
      blow
      at
      him
      but
      he
      pulled
      aside
      in
      time
      and
      I
      felt
     
     
      his
      mace
      glance
      off
      my
      back
      as
      I
      leaned
      so
      far
      forward
      in
      my
      saddle
      after
     
     
      the
      wasted
      blow
      that
      my
      sword
      almost
      touched
      the
      churned
      ground.
     
    


    
     
      I
      brought
      the
      sword
      up
      in
      an
      underarm
      swing
      and
      the
      mace
      was
      there
      to
     
     
      deflect
      it.
      For
      several
      minutes
      we
      fought
      until,
      in
      my
      astonishment,
      I
      heard
     
     
      a
      voice
      some
      distance
      away.
      ‘Rally
      the
      standard!
      Rally,
      Knights
      of
     
     
      Humanity!’
     
    


    
     
      We
      had
      not
      succeeded
      in
      our
      tactics,
      that
      was
      obvious.
      Our
      forces
      were
     
     
      attempting
      to
      re-consolidate
      and
      attack
      afresh.
      Arjavh
      smiled
      and
      lowered
     
     
      his
      mace.
      ‘They
      sought
      to
      surround
      the
      halflings,’
      he
      said
      and
      laughed
     
     
      aloud.
     
    


    
     
      ‘We’ll
      meet
      again,
      soon,
      Arjavh,’
      I
      shouted
      as
      I
      turned
      my
      horse
      back
      and
     
     
      forced
      my
      way
      through
      milling,
      embattled
      men
      towards
      the
      standard
      which
     
     
      swayed
      to
      my
      right.
      There
      was
      no
      cowardice
      in
      my
      leaving
      and
      Arjavh
     
     
      knew
      it.
      I
      had
      to
      be
      with
      my
      men
      when
      they
      rallied.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Five
     
    

   

   
    
     
      A
      RJAVH
      HAD
      MENTIONED
      the
      halflings.
      What
      were
      they?
      What
      kind
      of
     
    

   

   
    
     
      creatures
      were
      they
      that
      they
      could
      not,
      as
      he
      had
      inferred,
      be
      surrounded?
     
    


    
     
      The
      halflings
      were
      only
      part
      of
      my
      problem.
      Fresh
      tactics
      had
      to
      be
     
     
      decided
      upon
      hurriedly,
      or
      the
      day
      would
      be
      soon
      lost.
      Four
      of
      my
      marshals
     
     
      were
      desperately
      trying
      to
      get
      our
      ranks
      closed
      as
      I
      came
      up.
      The
      Eldren
     
     
      enclosed
      us
      and
      many
      groups
      of
      humans
      were
      cut
      off
      from
      our
      main
      body.
     
    


    
     
      ‘What’s
      the
      position?’
      I
      shouted
      above
      the
      noise
      of
      battle.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It’s
      hard
      to
      tell,
      Lord
      Erekosé.
      One
      moment
      we
      had
      surrounded
      the
     
     
      Eldren
      and
      the
      next
      moment
      half
      their
      forces
      were
      surrounding
      us
      —
      they
     
     
      vanished
      and
      reappeared
      behind
      us!
      Even
      now
      we
      cannot
      tell
      which
      is
     
     
      material
      Eldren
      and
      which
      halfling.’
      The
      man
      who
      answered
      me
      was
      Count
     
     
      Roldero,
      an
      experienced
      marshal.
      His
      voice
      was
      ragged
      and
      he
      was
      very
     
     
      much
      shaken.
     
    


    
     
      ‘What
      other
      qualities
      do
      these
      halflings
      possess?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      are
      solid
      enough
      when
      fighting,
      Lord
      Erekosé,
      and
      can
      be
      slain,
      but
     
     
      they
      can
      disappear
      at
      will
      and
      be
      wherever
      they
      wish
      on
      the
      field.
      It
      is
     
     
      impossible
      to
      plan
      tactics
      against
      such
      a
      foe.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘In
      that
      case,’
      I
      decided,
      ‘you
      had
      best
      keep
      your
      men
      together
      and
      fight
      a
     
     
      defensive
      action.
      I
      think
      we
      still
      outnumber
      the
      Eldren
      and
      their
      ghostly
     
     
      allies.
      Let
      them
      come
      to
      us!’
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      could
      see
      that
      the
      morale
      of
      my
      warriors
      was
      bad;
      they
      had
      been
     
     
      disconcerted
      and
      were
      finding
      it
      difficult
      to
      face
      the
      idea
      of
      defeat
      since
     
     
      victory
      had,
      at
      first,
      seemed
      so
      certain.
     
    


    
     
      Through
      the
      milling
      men
      I
      saw
      the
      basilisk
      banner
      of
      the
      Eldren
     
     
      approaching
      as
      their
      cavalry
      moved
      speedily
      towards
      us,
      Arjavh
      at
      their
     
     
      head.
      Our
      forces
      came,
      again,
      together
      and
      once
      more
      I
      was
      doing
      battle
     
     
      with
      the
      Eldren
      prince.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      He
      knew
      the
      power
      of
      my
      sword,
      knew
      that
      the
      touch
      of
      it
      could
      slay
      him,
     
     
      but
      that
      deadly
      mace,
      wielded
      like
      a
      sword,
      warded
      off
      every
      blow
      I
      made.
      I
     
     
      fought
      him
      for
      half
      an
      hour
      until
      he
      showed
      signs
      of
      sweating
      weariness
     
     
      and
      my
      muscles
      ached
      horribly.
     
    


    
     
      And
      again
      our
      forces
      had
      been
      split,
      again
      it
      was
      impossible
      to
      tell
      how
     
     
      the
      battle
      went
      for
      us.
      For
      most
      of
      the
      time
      I
      was
      uncaring,
      oblivious
      of
      the
     
     
      events
      around
      me
      as
      I
      concentrated
      on
      breaking
      through
      Arjavh’s
      splendid
     
     
      guard.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      I
      saw
      Count
      Roldero
      ride
      swiftly
      past
      me,
      his
      golden
      armour
      split,
     
     
      his
      face
      and
      arms
      bloody.
      In
      one
      red
      hand
      he
      carried
      the
      torn
      banner
      of
     
     
      Humanity
      and
      his
      eyes
      stared
      out
      of
      his
      wounded
      head
      in
      fear.
      ‘Flee,
      Lord
     
     
      Erekosé,’
      he
      shouted
      as
      he
      galloped
      past.
      ‘Flee
      —
      the
      day
      is
      lost!’
     
    


    
     
      I
      could
      not
      believe
      it,
      until
      the
      ragged
      remnants
      of
      my
      warriors
      began
      to
     
     
      stream
      past
      me
      in
      ignominious
      flight.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Rally,
      Humanity!’
      I
      screamed.
      ‘Rally!’
      But
      they
      paid
      me
      no
      heed.
      Again
     
     
      Arjavh
      dropped
      his
      mace
      to
      his
      side.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      defeated,’
      he
      said.
      ‘You
      are
      a
      worthy
      foe,
      Erekosé,
      and
      I
      will
     
     
      remember
      our
      battle
      terms
      —
      go
      in
      peace.
      Necranal
      will
      have
      need
      of
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      shook
      my
      head
      slowly
      and
      drew
      a
      heavy
      breath.
      ‘Prepare
      to
      defend
     
     
      yourself,
      Prince
      Arjavh,’
      I
      said.
     
    


    
     
      He
      shrugged,
      swiftly
      brought
      up
      the
      mace
      against
      the
      blow
      I
      aimed
      at
      him
     
     
      and
      then
      brought
      it
      down
      suddenly
      upon
      my
      metal-gauntleted
      wrist.
      My
     
     
      whole
      arm
      went
      numb.
      I
      tried
      to
      cling
      to
      the
      sword,
      but
      my
      fingers
      would
     
     
      not
      respond.
      It
      dropped
      from
      my
      hand
      and
      hung
      by
      a
      thong
      from
      my
      wrist.
     
    


    
     
      With
      a
      curse,
      I
      flung
      myself
      from
      my
      saddle
      straight
      at
      him,
      my
      good
     
     
      hand
      grasping,
      but
      he
      turned
      his
      horse
      aside
      and
      I
      fell,
      face
      forward,
      in
      the
     
     
      bloody
      mud
      of
      the
      field.
      I
      attempted
      once
      to
      rise,
      failed,
      and
      lost
     
     
      consciousness.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      shivered,
      aware
      that
      I
      was
      no
      longer
      clad
      in
      my
      armour.
      I
      looked
      up.
     
     
      Arjavh
      stood
      over
      me.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      wonder
      why
      he
      hates
      me,’
      he
      said
      to
      himself
      before
      he
      realised
      that
      I
     
     
      was
      awake.
      His
      expression
      altered
      and
      he
      gave
      me
      a
      light
      smile.
      ‘You’re
      a
     
     
      ferocious
      one,
      Sir
      Champion.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      warriors,’
      I
      said,
      ‘what...?’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      “Those
      that
      were
      left
      have
      fled.
      We
      released
      the
      few
      prisoners
      we
      had
      and
     
     
      sent
      them
      after
      their
      comrades.
      Those
      were
      the
      terms,
      I
      believe?’
     
    


    
     
      I
      struggled
      up.
      ‘Then
      you
      are
      going
      to
      release
      me?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      suppose
      so.
      Although...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Although?’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      would
      be
      a
      useful
      bargaining
      prisoner.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      took
      his
      meaning
      and
      relaxed,
      sinking
      back
      onto
      the
      hard
      bed.
      I
      thought
     
     
      deeply
      and
      fought
      the
      idea
      which
      came
      to
      me,
      but
      it
      grew
      too
      large
      in
      me.
     
     
      At
      length
      I
      said,
      almost
      against
      my
      will:
      ‘Trade
      me
      for
      Ermizhad.’
     
    


    
     
      His
      cool
      eyes
      showed
      surprise
      for
      an
      instant.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      would
      suggest
      that?
      But
      Ermizhad
      is
      Humanity’s
      chief
      hostage.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Damn
      you,
      Eldren
      —
      I
      said
      trade
      me
      for
      her.’
     
    


    
     
      “You’re
      a
      strange
      human,
      my
      friend.
      But
      with
      your
      permission
      granted,
     
     
      that
      is
      what
      I
      shall
      do.
      I
      thank
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      left
      the
      tent.
      I
      heard
      him
      instructing
      a
      messenger.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Make
      sure
      the
      people
      know,’
      I
      shouted
      from
      the
      bed,
      ‘The
      king
      may
      not
     
     
      agree,
      but
      the
      people
      will
      force
      his
      hand.’
     
    


    
     
      Arjavh
      instructed
      the
      messenger
      accordingly.
      He
      came
      back.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ‘It
      puzzles
      me,’
      I
      said
      at
      length
      as
      he
      sat
      on
      a
      bench
      on
      the
      other
      side
      of
      the
     
     
      tent,
      ‘It
      puzzles
      me
      that
      the
      Eldren
      have
      not
      conquered
      Humanity
      before
     
     
      now
      —
      with
      those
      halfling
      warriors
      I
      should
      think
      you’d
      be
      invincible.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      shook
      his
      head.
      ‘We
      rarely
      make
      use
      of
      our
      allies,’
      he
      said.
      ‘But
      I
      was
     
     
      desperate.
      You
      can
      understand
      that
      I
      was
      prepared
      to
      go
      to
      almost
      any
     
     
      measures
      to
      rescue
      my
      sister.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      can,’
      I
      told
      him.
     
    


    
     
      “We
      would
      never
      have
      invaded,’
      he
      continued,
      ‘had
      it
      not
      been
      for
      her.’
      It
     
     
      was
      Said
      so
      simply
      that
      I
      believed
      him.
      Either
      his
      cunning
      was
      so
      great
      that
     
     
      I
      was
      completely
      deceived,
      or
      else
      he
      spoke
      the
      truth.
     
    


    
     
      “What
      are
      the
      halflings?’
      I
      asked
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Again
      he
      smiled:
      ‘Sorcerous
      ghouls,’
      he
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘That
      is
      what
      King
      Rigenos
      told
      me
      —
      it
      is
      no
      explanation.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘What
      if
      I
      told
      you
      they
      were
      capable
      of
      breaking
      up
      their
      atomic
      structure
     
     
      at
      will
      and
      assembling
      it
      again
      in
      another
      place.
      You
      would
      not
      understand
     
     
      me
      —
      sorcery,
      you
      would
      say.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      I
      was
      surprised
      at
      the
      scientific
      nature
      of
      his
      explanation.
      ‘I
      would
     
     
      understand
      you
      better,’
      I
      said
      slowly.
     
    


    
     
      He
      raised
      his
      slanting
      eyebrows.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      different,’
      he
      said.
      ‘Well,
      the
      halflings,
      as
      you
      have
      seen,
      are
     
     
      related
      to
      the
      Eldren.
      Not
      all
      the
      dwellers
      on
      the
      Ghost
      Worlds
      are
      our
      kin
      —
     
     
      some
      are
      closer
      related
      to
      men,
      and
      there
      are
      other,
      baser,
      forms
      of
      life,
     
     
      too...
     
    


    
     
      ‘The
      Ghost
      worlds
      are
      solid
      enough,
      but
      exist
      in
      an
      alternate
      series
      of
     
     
      dimensions
      to
      our
      own.
      On
      these
      worlds,
      the
      halflings
      have
      no
      special
     
     
      powers
      —
      no
      more
      than
      we
      have
      —
      but
      here
      they
      have.
      We
      do
      not
      know
      why.
     
     
      On
      Earth
      different
      laws
      seem
      to
      apply
      to
      them.
      More
      than
      a
      million
      years
     
     
      ago
      we
      discovered
      a
      means
      of
      bridging
      the
      dimensions
      between
      Earth
      and
     
     
      these
      other
      worlds.
      We
      found
      a
      race
      akin
      to
      our
      own
      who
      will,
      at
      times,
     
     
      come
      to
      our
      aid
      if
      our
      need
      is
      especially
      great.
      This
      was
      one
      of
      those
      times.
     
     
      Sometimes,
      however,
      the
      bridge
      ceases
      to
      exist
      when
      the
      Ghost
      Worlds
     
     
      move
      into
      another
      phase
      of
      their
      weird
      orbit,
      so
      that
      any
      halflings
      on
      Earth
     
     
      cannot
      return
      and
      any
      of
      our
      people
      are
      in
      the
      same
      position
      if
      on
      the
      Ghost
     
     
      Worlds.
      Therefore,
      you
      will
      understand,
      it
      is
      dangerous
      to
      stay
      on
      either
     
     
      side
      overlong.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Is
      it
      possible,’
      I
      asked,
      ‘that
      the
      Eldren
      came
      originally
      from
      these
      Ghost
     
     
      Worlds?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      suppose
      it
      is
      possible,’
      he
      agreed.
      “There
      are
      no
      records.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Perhaps
      that
      is
      why
      the
      humans
      hate
      you
      as
      aliens,’
      I
      suggested.
     
    


    
     
      ‘That
      is
      not
      the
      reason,’
      he
      told
      me,
      ‘for
      the
      Eldren
      occupied
      the
      Earth
      for
     
     
      ages
      before
      humankind
      ever
      came
      to
      the
      planet.’
     
    


    
     
      “What!”
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      true,’
      he
      said.
      ‘I
      am
      an
      immortal
      and
      my
      grandfather
      was
      an
     
     
      immortal.
      He
      was
      slain
      during
      the
      first
      wars
      between
      the
      Eldren
      and
     
     
      Humanity.
      When
      the
      humans
      came
      to
      Earth,
      they
      had
      incredible
      weapons
      of
     
     
      terrible
      destructive
      potential.
      In
      those
      days
      we
      also
      used
      such
      weapons.
      The
     
     
      wars
      created
      such
      destruction
      that
      the
      Earth
      seemed
      like
      a
      blackened
      ball
      of
     
     
      mud
      when
      the
      wars
      were
      ended
      and
      the
      Eldren
      defeated.
      Such
      was
      the
     
     
      destruction
      that
      we
      swore
      never
      again
      to
      use
      our
      weapons,
      whether
      we
      were
     
     
      threatened
      with
      extermination
      or
      not.
      We
      could
      not
      assume
      the
     
     
      responsibility
      for
      destroying
      an
      entire
      planet.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      mean
      you
      still
      have
      these
      weapons?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      are
      locked
      away,
      yes.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘And
      you
      have
      the
      knowledge
      to
      use
      them?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Of
      course
      —
      we
      are
      immortal,
      we
      have
      many
      people
      who
      fought
      in
      those
     
     
      ancient
      wars,
      some
      even
      built
      new
      weapons
      before
      our
      decision
      was
      made.’
     
    


    
     
      “Then
      why...?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      told
      you
      —
      we
      swore
      not
      to.’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      happened
      to
      the
      humans’
      weapons
      —
      and
      their
      knowledge
      of
      them?
     
     
      Did
      they
      make
      the
      same
      decision?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No.
      The
      human
      race
      degenerated
      for
      a
      while
      —
      wars
      between
      themselves
     
     
      occurred,
      at
      one
      time
      they
      almost
      wiped
      themselves
      out,
      at
      another
      they
     
     
      were
      barbarians,
      and
      at
      another
      they
      seemed
      to
      have
      matured
      at
      last,
      to
      be
      at
     
     
      peace
      with
      themselves
      and
      one
      another.
      At
      one
      stage
      they
      lost
      the
     
     
      knowledge
      and
      the
      remaining
      weapons.
      In
      the
      last
      million
      years
      they
      have
     
     
      climbed
      back
      from
      absolute
      savagery
      —
      the
      peaceful
      years
      were
      short,
      a
     
     
      false
      lull
      —
      and
      I’d
      predict
      they’ll
      sink
      back
      soon
      enough.
      They
      seem
      bent
     
     
      on
      self-destruction
      as
      well
      as
      ours.
      We
      have
      wondered
      if
      the
      humans
      who
     
     
      must
      surely
      exist
      on
      other
      planets
      than
      this
      are
      the
      same.
      Perhaps
      not.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      hope
      not,’
      I
      said.
      ‘How
      do
      you
      think
      the
      Eldren
      will
      fare
      against
      the
     
     
      humans?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Badly,’
      he
      said.
      ‘Particularly
      since
      they
      are
      inspired
      by
      your
      leadership
     
     
      and
      the
      gateway
      to
      the
      Ghost
      Worlds
      is
      due
      soon
      to
      close
      again.
      Previously
     
     
      Humanity
      was
      split
      by
      quarrels.
      King
      Rigenos
      could
      never
      get
      his
      marshals
     
     
      to
      agree
      and
      he
      was
      too
      uncertain
      of
      himself
      to
      make
      decisions.
      But
      you
     
     
      have
      made
      decisions
      for
      him
      and
      the
      marshals.
      You
      shall
      win.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘You
      are
      a
      fatalist,’
      I
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      a
      realist,’
      he
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Could
      not
      peace
      terms
      be
      arranged?’
     
    


    
     
      He
      shook
      his
      head.
      ‘What
      use
      is
      it
      to
      talk?’
      he
      asked
      me
      bitterly.
      ‘You
     
     
      humans,
      I
      pity
      you.
      Why
      will
      you
      always
      identify
      our
      motives
      with
      your
     
     
      own?
      We
      do
      not
      seek
      power
      —
      only
      peace
      —
      peace.
      But
      that,
      I
      suppose,
      this
     
     
      planet
      shall
      never
      have
      until
      Humanity
      dies
      of
      old
      age.’
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      stayed
      with
      Arjavh
      for
      another
      day
      before
      he
      released
      me,
      on
      trust,
      and
      I
     
     
      rode
      back
      expecting,
      when
      I
      arrived,
      to
      find
      Ermizhad
      gone.
      But
      she
      was
     
     
      not.
      She
      was
      still
      in
      captivity.
      On
      learning
      this
      I
      visited
      her
      in
      her
      chambers.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ermizhad
      —
      you
      were
      to
      be
      traded
      for
      me,
      those
      were
      the
      terms.
      Where
      is
     
     
      the
      king?
      Why
      has
      he
      not
      kept
      his
      word?’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      ‘I
      knew
      nothing
      of
      this,’
      she
      said.
      ‘I
      did
      not
      know
      Arjavh
      was
      so
      close,
     
     
      otherwise...’
     
    


    
     
      I
      interrupted
      her.
      ‘Come
      with
      me.
      We’ll
      see
      the
      king
      and
      get
      you
      on
      your
     
     
      journey
      home.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      found
      the
      king
      and
      Katorn
      in
      the
      king’s
      private
      chambers.
      I
      burst
      in
      upon
     
     
      them.
      ‘King
      Rigenos,
      what
      is
      the
      meaning
      of
      this?
      My
      word
      was
      given
      to
     
     
      Arjavh
      that
      Ermizhad
      was
      to
      leave
      here
      freely
      upon
      my
      release.
      He
      allowed
     
     
      me
      to
      leave
      his
      camp
      on
      trust
      and
      now
      I
      return
      to
      find
      the
      Lady
      Ermizhad
     
     
      still
      in
      captivity.
      I
      demand
      that
      she
      be
      released
      immediately.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      king
      and
      Katorn
      laughed
      at
      me.
      ‘Fool,’
      said
      Katorn.
      ‘Who
      needs
      to
     
     
      keep
      his
      word
      to
      an
      Eldren
      jackal?
      Now
      we
      have
      our
      war
      champion
      back
     
     
      and
      still
      retain
      our
      chief
      hostage.
      Forget
      it,
      Erekosé,
      my
      friend,
      there
      is
      no
     
     
      need
      to
      regard
      the
      Eldren
      as
      humans.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      refuse
      to
      release
      her,
      then?’
      I
      said
      grimly.
     
    


    
     
      Ermizhad
      smiled.
      ‘Do
      not
      worry,
      Erekosé.
      I
      have
      other
      friends.’
      She
     
     
      closed
      her
      eyes
      and
      began
      to
      croon.
      At
      first
      the
      words
      came
      softly,
      but
      their
     
     
      volume
      rose
      until
      she
      was
      giving
      voice
      to
      a
      weird
      series
      of
      verbal
     
     
      harmonies.
     
    


    
     
      Katorn
      jumped
      forward,
      dragging
      out
      his
      sword.
      ‘Sorcery!
      The
      bitch
     
     
      invokes
      her
      demon
      kind.’
      I
      drew
      my
      own
      sword
      and
      held
      it
      warningly
      in
     
     
      front
      of
      me,
      protecting
      Ermizhad.
      I
      had
      no
      idea
      what
      she
      was
      doing,
      but
      I
     
     
      was
      going
      to
      give
      her
      the
      chance,
      now,
      to
      do
      whatever
      she
      wanted.
     
    


    
     
      Her
      voice
      stopped
      abruptly.
      Then
      she
      cried:
      ‘Brethren!
      Brethren
      of
      the
     
     
      Ghost
      Worlds
      —
      aid
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      Quite
      suddenly
      there
      materialised
      in
      the
      chamber
      some
      dozen
      or
      so
     
     
      Eldren,
      their
      faces
      but
      slightly
      different
      from
      others
      I
      had
      seen.
      I
      recognised
     
     
      them
      as
      halflings.
     
    


    
     
      ‘There!’
      shouted
      Rigenos.
      ‘Evil
      sorcery.
      She
      is
      a
      witch
      —
      I
      told
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      that
      is
      the
      extent
      of
      her
      sorcery,’
      I
      said,
      ‘then
      her
      brethren
      shall,
      indeed,
     
     
      aid
      her
      to
      return.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      halflings
      were
      silent.
      They
      surrounded
      Ermizhad
      until
      all
      their
      bodies
     
     
      touched
      hers
      and
      one
      another’s.
      Then
      Ermizhad
      shouted:
      ‘Away,
      brethren
      —
     
     
      back
      to
      the
      camps
      of
      the
      Eldren!’
     
    


    
     
      Their
      forms
      began
      to
      flicker
      so
      that
      they
      seemed
      half
      in
      our
      dimension,
     
     
      half
      in
      some
      other.
      ‘Goodbye,
      Erekosé,’
      she
      cried.
      ‘I
      hope
      we
      shall
      meet
      in
     
     
      happier
      circumstances.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      hope
      so,’
      I
      shouted
      back
      —
      and
      then
      she
      vanished.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Traitor,’
      cursed
      King
      Rigenos.
      ‘You
      aided
      her
      escape!’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      should
      die
      by
      torture,’
      added
      Katorn,
      thwarted.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I’m
      no
      traitor,
      as
      well
      you
      know,’
      I
      said
      evenly.
      “You
      are
      traitors
      —
      traitors
     
     
      to
      your
      words.
      You
      have
      no
      case
      against
      me.’
     
    


    
     
      They
      could
      not
      answer.
      I
      turned
      and
      left
      the
      chamber,
      seeking
      out
      Iolinda.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      found
      her
      in
      our
      apartments
      and
      I
      kissed
      her,
      needing
      at
      that
      moment
      a
     
     
      woman’s
      friendly
      sympathy,
      but
      I
      seemed
      to
      meet
      a
      block.
      She
      was
      not,
      it
     
     
      seemed,
      prepared
      to
      give
      me
      help,
      although
      she
      kissed
      me.
      At
      length,
      I
     
     
      ceased
      to
      embrace
      her
      and
      stood
      back
      a
      little,
      looking
      into
      her
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Is
      anything
      wrong?’
      I
      asked
      her.
     
    


    
     
      ‘No
      —
      why
      should
      there
      be?
      You
      are
      safe.
      I
      had
      feared
      you
      dead.’
     
    


    
     
      Was
      it
      me,
      then?
      Was
      it...?
      I
      pushed
      the
      thought
      from
      me.
      But
      can
      a
      man
     
     
      force
      himself
      to
      love
      a
      woman?
      Can
      he
      love
      two
      women
      at
      the
      same
      time?
      I
     
     
      was
      desperately
      clinging
      to
      the
      strands
      of
      the
      love
      I
      had
      felt
      for
      her
      when
     
     
      we
      first
      met.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ermizhad
      is
      safe,’
      I
      blurted.
      ‘She
      called
      her
      halfling
      brothers
      to
      aid
      her
     
     
      and,
      when
      she
      returns
      to
      the
      Eldren
      camp,
      Arjavh
      will
      take
      his
      forces
      back
     
     
      to
      Mernadin.
      The
      threat
      of
      attack
      on
      Necranal
      has
      been
      averted.
      You
      should
     
     
      be
      pleased.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am,’
      she
      said,
      and
      then:
      ‘And
      you
      are
      pleased,
      no
      doubt,
      that
      our
     
     
      hostage
      escaped!’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      do
      you
      mean?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      father
      told
      me
      how
      you’d
      been
      enchanted
      by
      her
      wanton
      sorcery.
      You
     
     
      seemed
      to
      be
      more
      anxious
      for
      her
      safety
      than
      ours.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘That
      is
      foolish
      talk!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Is
      it?
      I
      think
      he
      spoke
      true,
      Erekosé,’
      she
      said,
      her
      voice
      subdued
      now.
     
     
      She
      turned
      from
      me.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Tolinda.
      I
      will
      prove
      how
      I
      love
      you
      —
      I
      swear
      I
      shall
      kill
      all
      the
      Eldren.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Including
      Prince
      Arjavh
      —
      and
      his
      sister?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Including
      them,’
      I
      said
      after
      a
      moment.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      will
      see
      you
      later,’
      she
      said
      as
      she
      glided
      swiftly
      from
      the
      room.
      I
     
     
      unstrapped
      my
      sword
      and
      flung
      it
      savagely
      onto
      the
      floor.
      I
      spent
      the
      next
     
     
      few
      hours
      fighting
      my
      own
      agony
      of
      spirit.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Six
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      N
      THE
      MONTH
      we
      spent
      preparing
      for
      the
      great
      war
      against
      the
      Eldren,
      I
     
    

   

   
    
     
      saw
      little
      of
      my
      betrothed
      and,
      finally,
      ceased
      to
      seek
      her
      out
      but
     
     
      concentrated
      on
      the
      plans
      for
      the
      campaigns
      we
      intended
      to
      fight.
     
    


    
     
      I
      developed
      the
      strictly
      controlled
      mind
      of
      the
      soldier,
      allowing
      no
     
     
      emotion,
      whether
      it
      was
      love
      or
      hate,
      to
      dominate
      me.
      I
      became
      strong
      —
     
     
      and
      in
      my
      strength,
      virtually
      inhuman.
      I
      knew
      people
      remarked
      upon
      it
      —
     
     
      but
      they
      saw
      in
      me
      the
      qualities
      of
      a
      great
      battle
      leader
      and
      although
      all
     
     
      avoided
      my
      company,
      socially,
      they
      were
      glad
      that
      Erekosé
      led
      them.
     
    


    
     
      We
      sailed,
      eventually,
      for
      the
      Outer
      Islands
      at
      World’s
      Edge
      —
      the
      gateway
     
     
      to
      the
      Ghost
      Worlds.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      a
      long
      and
      arduous
      sailing,
      that
      one,
      before
      we
      sighted
      the
      bleak
     
     
      cliffs
      of
      the
      Islands
      and
      prepared
      ourselves
      for
      the
      invasion.
     
    


    
     
      We
      found
      nought
      but
      a
      few
      handfuls
      of
      Eldren
      whom
      we
      slew.
      Their
     
     
      towns
      were
      all
      but
      deserted
      and
      of
      the
      halflings
      there
      was
      none.
      We
      ripped
     
     
      the
      towns
      apart,
      burning
      and
      pillaging,
      torturing
      Eldren
      to
      elicit
      the
     
     
      meaning
      of
      this,
      though
      secretly
      I
      knew
      it.
      We
      were
      possessed
      of
      a
     
     
      dampening
      sense
      of
      anticlimax
      and
      although
      we
      left
      no
      building
      standing,
     
     
      no
      Eldren
      alive,
      we
      could
      not
      rid
      ourselves
      of
      the
      idea
      that
      we
      had
      been
     
     
      thwarted
      in
      some
      way.
      The
      Eldren
      had
      said
      that
      the
      gateway
      was
      closed.
      I
     
     
      did
      not
      want
      to
      believe
      them,
      but
      they
      would
      not
      say
      otherwise.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      When
      our
      work
      was
      done
      in
      the
      Outer
      Islands,
      we
      sailed
      abruptly
      for
      the
     
     
      continent
      of
      Mernadin,
      put
      into
      Paphanaal
      which
      was
      still
      held
      by
      our
     
     
      forces,
      landed
      our
      troops
      and
      pushed
      outwards
      in
      victorious
      conquest.
     
    


    
     
      It
      seemed
      that
      no
      Eldren
      fortress
      could
      withstand
      our
      grim
      thrustings
      into
     
     
      their
      territory.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      a
      year
      of
      fire
      and
      steel
      and
      Mernadin
      seemed
      at
      times
      to
      be
      a
      sea
      of
     
     
      smoke
      and
      blood.
      We
      were
      all
      incredibly
      tired,
      but
      the
      spirit
      of
      slaughter
     
     
      was
      in
      us,
      giving
      us
      a
      terrible
      vitality
      and
      everywhere
      that
      the
      banners
      of
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Humanity
      met
      the
      standards
      of
      the
      Eldren,
      the
      basilisk
      standards
      were
      torn
     
     
      down
      and
      trampled.
     
    


    
     
      We
      put
      all
      we
      found
      to
      the
      sword.
      We
      punished
      deserters
      in
      our
      own
      ranks
     
     
      mercilessly,
      we
      flogged
      our
      troops
      to
      greater
      endurance.
     
    


    
     
      Towns
      burned
      behind
      us,
      cities
      fell
      and
      were
      torn,
      stone
      by
      stone,
      to
      the
     
     
      ground.
      Eldren
      corpses
      littered
      the
      countryside
      and
      our
      camp
      followers
     
     
      were
      carrion
      birds
      and
      jackals.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      A
      year
      of
      bloodshed.
      A
      year
      of
      hate.
      If
      I
      could
      not
      force
      myself
      to
      love,
     
     
      then
      I
      could
      force
      myself
      to
      hate,
      and
      this
      I
      did.
      All
      feared
      me,
      humans
      and
     
     
      Eldren
      alike
      as
      I
      turned
      beautiful
      Mernadin
      into
      a
      funeral
      pyre
      for
      my
      own
     
     
      terrible
      bewilderment
      and
      grief.
     
    


    
     
      The
      king
      was
      slain
      that
      year
      and
      Iolinda
      was
      declared
      queen.
      But
      the
      king
     
     
      had
      become
      a
      puppet
      of
      authority
      —
      for
      Humanity
      followed
      a
      grimmer
     
     
      conqueror
      whom
      they
      regarded
      with
      awe.
      Dead
      Erekosé,
      they
      called
      me,
     
     
      the
      vengeful
      sword
      of
      Humanity.
     
    


    
     
      I
      did
      not
      care
      what
      they
      called
      me
      —
      Reaver,
      Bloodletter,
      Berserker
      —
      for
     
     
      my
      goal
      came
      closer
      until
      it
      was
      the
      last
      fortress
      of
      the
      Eldren
      undefeated.
      I
     
     
      dragged
      my
      armies
      behind
      me
      as
      if
      by
      a
      rope.
      I
      dragged
      them
      towards
      the
     
     
      principal
      city
      of
      Mernadin,
      by
      the
      Plains
      of
      Melting
      Ice.
      Arjavh’s
      capital
      —
     
     
      Loos
      Ptokai.
     
    


    
     
      At
      last
      we
      saw
      its
      looming
      towers
      silhouetted
      against
      a
      red
      evening
      sky.
     
     
      Of
      marble
      and
      black
      granite,
      it
      rose
      mighty
      and
      seemingly
      invulnerable
     
     
      above
      us.
      But
      I
      knew
      we
      should
      take
      it.
      I
      had
      Arjavh’s
      word
      for
      it,
      after
      all
     
     
      —
      he
      had
      told
      me
      we
      should
      win.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      At
      dawn
      the
      next
      day,
      my
      features
      cold
      as
      stone,
      I
      rode
      beneath
      my
      banner
     
     
      as
      I
      had
      ridden,
      a
      year
      before,
      into
      the
      camp
      of
      the
      Eldren,
      with
      my
      herald
     
     
      at
      my
      side.
      He
      raised
      his
      golden
      trumpet
      to
      his
      lips
      and
      blew
      an
      eerie
      blast
     
     
      upon
      it
      which
      echoed
      among
      the
      black-and-white
      towers
      of
      Loos
      Ptokai.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Eldren
      prince!’
      I
      yelled.
      ‘Arjavh
      of
      Mernadin,
      we
      are
      here
      to
      slay
      thee!’
     
    


    
     
      On
      the
      battlements
      over
      the
      main
      gate,
      I
      saw
      Arjavh
      appear.
      He
      looked
     
     
      down
      at
      me,
      sadness
      in
      his
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Greetings,
      old
      enemy,’
      he
      called.
      “You
      will
      have
      a
      long
      siege
      before
      you
     
     
      break
      this,
      the
      last
      of
      our
      strength.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      be
      it,’
      I
      said,
      ‘but
      break
      it
      we
      shall.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Before
      the
      battle
      commences,’
      he
      said,
      ‘I
      invite
      you
      to
      enter
      Loos
      Ptokai
     
     
      as
      my
      guest
      and
      refresh
      yourself.
      You
      seem
      in
      need
      of
      refreshment.’
     
    


    
     
      My
      herald
      sneered.
      ‘They
      became
      ingenuous
      in
      their
      defeat
      if
      they
      think
     
     
      they
      can
      take
      you
      with
      such
      a
      simple
      trick,
      my
      lord.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Be
      silent,’
      I
      ordered,
      my
      mind
      a
      battleground
      of
      conflicting
      thoughts
      and
     
     
      emotions.
      I
      took
      a
      deep
      breath.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      accept,
      Prince
      Arjavh,’
      I
      said
      hollowly,
      and
      added:
      ‘Is
      the
      Lady
     
     
      Ermizhad
      therein?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘She
      is,
      and
      looks
      forward
      to
      seeing
      you.’
      There
      was
      an
      edge
      on
      Arjavh’s
     
     
      voice
      as
      he
      answered
      this
      last
      question.
      He
      loved
      her,
      I
      knew,
      and
      perhaps
     
     
      was
      aware
      of
      my
      own
      affection
      for
      her.
      Aware
      of
      it
      though,
      at
      that
      time,
      I
     
     
      was
      not.
      It
      was
      that,
      of
      course,
      which
      contributed
      to
      my
      decision
      to
      enter
     
     
      Loos
      Ptokai.
     
    


    
     
      The
      herald
      said
      in
      astonishment:
      ‘My
      lord,
      surely
      you
      cannot
      be
      serious.
     
     
      Once
      inside
      the
      gates
      you
      will
      be
      slain.
      There
      were
      stories,
      once,
      that
      you
     
     
      and
      Arjavh
      were
      not
      on
      unfriendly
      terms,
      for
      enemies,
      but
      after
      the
      havoc
     
     
      you
      have
      caused
      in
      Memadin,
      he
      will
      kill
      you
      immediately.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      shook
      my
      head
      in
      a
      new
      and
      quieter
      mood.
      ‘I
      think
      not,’
      I
      said,
      and
      all
     
     
      the
      ferocity,
      the
      hate,
      the
      mad
      battle-anger,
      seemed
      to
      swell
      out
      of
      me,
     
     
      leaving
      me,
      as
      I
      turned
      away
      from
      the
      herald
      so
      he
      should
      not
      see
      me,
      with
     
     
      tears
      in
      my
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Open
      your
      gates,
      Prince
      Arjavh,’
      I
      called
      in
      shaking
      tones
      which
      I
      could
     
     
      not
      control.
      ‘I
      come
      to
      Loos
      Ptokai
      as
      your
      guest.’
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      rode
      my
      horse
      slowly
      into
      the
      city,
      having
      left
      my
      sword
      and
      lance
      behind
     
     
      me.
      The
      herald,
      in
      astonishment,
      was
      galloping
      back
      to
      our
      own
      camp
      to
     
     
      give
      the
      news
      to
      the
      marshals.
     
    


    
     
      The
      streets
      of
      Loos
      Ptokai
      were
      silent,
      as
      if
      in
      mourning,
      as
      Arjavh
      came
     
     
      down
      the
      steps
      from
      the
      battlements
      to
      greet
      me.
      I
      saw,
      now
      that
      he
      was
     
     
      closer,
      that
      he,
      too,
      wore
      the
      expression
      which
      showed
      upon
      my
      own
      harsh
     
     
      face.
      His
      steps
      were
      not
      so
      lithe
      and
      his
      voice
      not
      quite
      so
      lilting
      as
      when
     
     
      we
      had
      first
      met
      a
      year
      before.
     
    


    
     
      I
      dismounted.
      He
      gripped
      my
      hand.
     
    


    
     
      ‘So,’
      he
      said
      in
      attempted
      gaiety,
      ‘the
      barbarian
      battlemonger
      is
      still
     
     
      material.
      My
      people
      had
      begun
      to
      doubt
      it.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      suppose
      they
      hate
      me,’
      I
      said.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      He
      seemed
      a
      little
      surprised.
      “The
      Eldren
      cannot
      hate,’
      he
      said
      as
      he
      led
     
     
      me
      towards
      the
      palace
      wherein
      he
      had
      residence.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      was
      shown
      by
      Arjavh
      to
      a
      small
      room
      containing
      a
      bed,
      a
      table
      and
      a
      chair
     
     
      of
      wonderful
      workmanship.
      In
      one
      corner
      was
      a
      sunken
      bath,
      water
      already
     
     
      steaming
      in
      it.
      After
      he
      had
      left,
      I
      stripped
      off
      my
      blood-and
      dust-encrusted
     
     
      clothing
      and
      sank
      gratefully
      into
      the
      water.
     
    


    
     
      After
      the
      initial
      emotional
      shock
      I
      had
      received
      when
      Arjavh
      had
      given
     
     
      his
      invitation,
      my
      mind
      was
      now
      numbed
      and,
      for
      the
      first
      time
      in
      a
      year,
      I
     
     
      relaxed,
      mentally
      and
      physically,
      washing
      all
      the
      grief
      and
      hatred
      from
      me
     
     
      as
      I
      washed
      my
      body.
     
    


    
     
      I
      was
      almost
      cheerful
      as
      I
      donned
      the
      fresh
      clothes
      which
      had
      been
      laid
     
     
      out
      for
      me
      and,
      when
      someone
      knocked
      at
      my
      door,
      called
      lightly
      for
      them
     
     
      to
      enter.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Hello,
      Erekosé.’
      Ermizhad
      stood
      there.
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      lady,’
      I
      returned,
      bowing
      slightly.
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      are
      you?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Better,’
      I
      said,
      ‘for
      your
      hospitality.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arjavh
      sent
      me
      to
      take
      you
      to
      dinner.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      ready.
      But
      first
      tell
      me
      how
      you
      have
      fared.’
     
    


    
     
      “Well
      enough
      —
      in
      health,’
      said
      she.
      She
      came
      closer.
      ‘And
      tell
      me
      —
      are
     
     
      you
      wed
      now
      to
      Queen
      Iolinda?’
     
    


    
     
      “We
      are
      still
      betrothed,’
      I
      told
      her,
      looking
      into
      her
      eyes.
      ‘We
      are
      to
      be
     
     
      married
      when...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘When?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘When
      Loos
      Ptokai
      is
      taken,’
      I
      said
      quickly
      and
      then
      stepped
      towards
      her
     
     
      so
      that
      we
      were
      separated
      by
      less
      than
      an
      inch.
      ‘Could
      not
      the
      Eldren
      admit
     
     
      defeat,
      Ermizhad.
      Could
      they
      not
      acknowledge
      mankind’s
      victory?’
     
    


    
     
      “To
      what
      purpose
      —
      they
      say
      you
      swore
      to
      slay
      us
      all?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Forget
      that
      —
      let
      peace
      ensue
      between
      our
      peoples.’
     
    


    
     
      She
      shook
      her
      head.
      ‘For
      all
      your
      bloody
      conquests,
      Erekosé,
      you
      still
      do
     
     
      not
      understand
      the
      people
      you
      serve.
      Your
      race
      will
      only
      be
      satisfied
      when
     
     
      every
      Eldren
      has
      perished.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      knew
      the
      people
      I
      served.
      She
      was
      right.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      could
      still
      try
      to
      convince
      them,’
      I
      said
      lamely.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Thanks
      for
      that,’
      she
      said.
      ‘Come
      —
      the
      meal
      awaits.’
      She
      paused,
     
     
      frowning,
      then:
      ‘No
      —
      they’ll
      hold
      you
      to
      your
      vow.’
     
    

   

   
    
     
      At
      dinner,
      Ermizhad
      and
      I
      sat
      close
      together
      and
      we
      all
      spoke
      gaily,
      the
      wit
     
     
      flowed
      and
      we
      succeeded
      in
      driving
      away
      the
      knowledge
      of
      the
     
     
      forthcoming
      battle.
      But
      as
      Ermizhad
      and
      I
      talked
      softly
      to
      one
      another,
      I
     
     
      caught
      a
      look
      of
      pain
      in
      Arjavh’s
      eyes
      and
      for
      a
      moment
      he
      was
      quiet.
      He
     
     
      broke
      through
      our
      conversation
      suddenly:
     
    


    
     
      “You
      spoke
      earlier
      of
      peace,
      Erekosé.
      Is
      there
      any
      chance
      of
      arranging
     
     
      peace
      terms?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      conditional
      surrender
      on
      your
      part?’
      I
      asked.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      suppose
      so.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      in
      a
      difficult
      position,
      Arjavh,
      as
      you
      know.
      Technically
      I
      am
      the
     
     
      War
      Leader
      of
      Humanity
      and
      will
      have
      no
      power
      when
      the
      war
      is
      ended.
     
     
      The
      new
      queen,
      Iolinda,
      is
      the
      ruler
      of
      Humanity
      and
      only
      upon
      her
     
     
      decision
      can
      the
      war
      be
      ended
      by
      debate.
      There
      is
      also
      the
      consideration
      of
     
     
      the
      people
      and
      the
      warriors
      who
      have
      been
      so
      inflamed
      against
      the
      Eldren
     
     
      that
      even
      if
      the
      queen
      declared
      peace,
      they
      might
      force
      her
      to
      continue
      the
     
     
      war.
      Victory
      is
      certain,
      that
      you
      know,
      but,
      for
      my
      part,
      I
      should
      welcome
     
     
      peace.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘That
      is
      what
      I
      thought,’
      he
      waved
      his
      hand
      tiredly,
      ‘there
      can
      be
      no
     
     
      peace.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      told
      Ermizhad
      that
      I
      would
      strive
      to
      convince
      the
      queen
      and
      the
      people
     
     
      that
      peace
      is
      desirable.
      I’!
      return
      to
      Necranal
      and
      see
      what
      I
      can
      do
      to
      show
     
     
      her
      that
      you
      offer
      no
      threat
      to
      our
      race.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      trust
      us
      inordinately,’
      smiled
      Ermizhad.
      ‘We
      are
      known
      for
      our
     
     
      smooth-tongued
      cunning.
      We
      may
      be
      beguiling
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      that
      is
      the
      case,’
      I
      said,
      ‘the
      results
      will
      not
      be
      on
      my
      conscience.
      And
     
     
      the
      gods
      know
      I
      have
      enough
      already.’
     
    


    
     
      “We
      are
      reputed
      to
      be
      soulless,
      Erekosé
      —
      bereft,
      in
      fact,
      of
      consciences.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      shrugged.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      There
      was
      still
      the
      chance
      that
      the
      Eldren
      were
      fooling
      me
      into
      suing
      for
     
     
      peace
      on
      their
      part,
      but
      now
      that
      the
      battle
      madness
      was
      gone
      from
      me,
      now
     
     
      that
      Iolinda
      was
      so
      far
      away
      that
      what
      she
      felt
      seemed
      no
      longer
      important,
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      I
      had
      become
      tired
      of
      conflict
      and
      wanted
      only
      peace.
      I
      did
      not
      want
      to
     
     
      complete
      my
      vow
      and
      exterminate
      the
      Eldren.
      How
      could
      I?
     
    


    
     
      I
      would
      try
      what
      I
      could
      to
      bring
      peace
      to
      the
      wasted
      land
      of
      Mernadin.
      If
     
     
      the
      Eldren
      abused
      my
      attempts,
      I
      did
      not
      know
      what
      I
      should
      do.
      I
      did
      not
     
     
      think
      they
      would.
     
    


    
     
      I
      spent
      more
      than
      a
      day
      with
      Arjavh
      and
      Ermizhad
      until
      eventually
      our
     
     
      herald,
      accompanied
      by
      several
      marshals,
      presented
      himself
      again
      outside
     
     
      the
      gates
      of
      Loos
      Ptokai.
     
    


    
     
      “We
      fear
      that
      you
      have
      been
      guilty
      of
      treachery!’
      called
      the
      herald.
      ‘Let
      us
     
     
      see
      our
      master
      —
      or
      his
      body.
      Then
      we
      shall
      know
      what
      to
      do.
     
    


    
     
      Arjavh
      and
      I
      mounted
      the
      steps
      to
      the
      battlements
      and
      I
      saw
      relief
      in
      the
     
     
      eyes
      of
      the
      herald
      and
      marshals
      as
      they
      noted
      I
      was
      unharmed.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      been
      talking
      with
      Prince
      Arjavh,’
      I
      said,
      ‘in
      an
      attempt
      to
      discuss
     
     
      peace
      terms.
      Pll
      join
      you
      within
      the
      hour.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Peace
      terms,
      Lord
      Erekosé!
      Peace
      !’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Yes,’
      I
      said,
      ‘peace.
      Now
      go
      back.
      Tell
      the
      warriors
      that
      I
      am
      safe.’
     
    


    
     
      “We
      can
      take
      this
      city,
      Lord
      Erekosé,’
      Count
      Roldero
      spoke,
      ‘there
      is
      no
     
     
      need
      to
      talk
      of
      peace.
      We
      can
      destroy
      the
      Eldren
      once
      and
      for
      all.
      Have
      you
     
     
      succumbed
      to
      their
      cursed
      enchantments
      —
      have
      they
      beguiled
      you
      with
     
     
      their
      smooth
      words?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,’
      I
      said,
      ‘it
      was
      I
      who
      suggested
      it.’
     
    


    
     
      Roldero
      swung
      his
      horse
      round
      in
      disgust.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Peace!’
      he
      spat
      as
      he
      and
      his
      comrades
      headed
      back
      to
      the
      camp.
      ‘Our
     
     
      master’s
      gone
      mad.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Difficulties
      already,’
      said
      Arjavh
      to
      me.
     
    


    
     
      “They
      fear
      me,’
      I
      told
      him,
      ‘and
      they’!
      obey
      me
      —
      for
      a
      while
      at
      least.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Let
      us
      hope
      so,’
      he
      said.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      This
      time
      there
      were
      no
      cheering
      crowds
      in
      Necranal
      to
      welcome
      me,
      for
     
     
      news
      of
      my
      mission
      had
      gone
      ahead
      of
      me.
      The
      people
      disapproved.
     
    


    
     
      Her
      new
      power
      had
      given
      Iolinda
      a
      haughty
      look
      as
      she
      strode
      about
      the
     
     
      throne
      room,
      awaiting
      me.
     
    


    
     
      “Well,
      Erekosé,’
      she
      said,
      ‘I
      know
      why
      you
      are
      here
      —
      why
      you
      have
     
     
      forsaken
      your
      troops,
      gone
      against
      your
      word
      to
      destroy
      the
      Eldren.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Tolinda,’
      I
      said
      urgently.
      ‘I
      am
      convinced
      that
      the
      Eldren
      are
      weary
      of
      war
     
     
      —
      that
      they
      never
      intended
      to
      threaten
      the
      Two
      Continents
      in
      the
      first
      place.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      They
      want
      only
      peace.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Peace
      we
      shall
      have
      —
      when
      the
      Eldren
      race
      has
      perished,’
      she
      cried.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Tolinda,
      if
      you
      love
      me,
      you
      will
      listen
      to
      me,
      at
      least.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      I
      love
      you
      ?
      And
      what
      of
      the
      Lord
      Erekosé
      —
      does
      he
      still
      love
      his
     
     
      queen?’
     
    


    
     
      I
      was
      taken
      aback.
      I
      gaped.
      I
      could
      think
      of
      nothing
      to
      say
      —
      nothing
      but
     
     
      one
      word,
      for
      then
      I
      realised
      that
      the
      reason
      for
      my
      bitterness
      through
      the
     
     
      year
      had
      not
      been
      her
      lack
      of
      response
      to
      my
      love
      —
      but
      my
      lack
      of
      response
     
     
      to
      hers.
      That
      word,
      of
      course,
      was
      ‘No’.
      But
      I
      did
      not
      utter
      it.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,
      Erekosé,’
      her
      tone
      softened.
      ‘Can
      it
      be
      true?’
      There
      were
      tears
      in
      her
     
     
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,’
      I
      said
      thickly.
      ‘I
      —
      I
      still
      love
      you,
      Iolinda.
      We
      are
      to
      be
      married...’
     
     
      But
      she
      knew.
      However,
      if
      peace
      was
      to
      be
      the
      result,
      then
      I
      was
      prepared
      to
     
     
      marry
      her
      in
      spite
      of
      anything
      I
      personally
      felt.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      still
      want
      to
      marry
      you,
      Iolinda,’
      I
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,’
      she
      sighed,
      ‘No,
      you
      don’t.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      will,’
      I
      said.
      ‘I
      will.
      If
      peace
      with
      the
      Eldren
      comes
      about...’
     
    


    
     
      Again
      her
      wide
      eyes
      blazed.
      ‘Not
      on
      those
      terms,
      Erekosé.
      Never.
      You
      are
     
     
      guilty
      of
      High
      Treason
      against
      us.
      The
      people
      already
      speak
      of
      you
      as
      a
     
     
      traitor.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      I
      conquered
      all
      of
      Mernadin
      for
      them
      —
      all
      but
      Loos
      Ptokai.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘All
      but
      Loos
      Ptokai
      —
      where
      your
      wanton
      Eldren
      bitch
      awaits
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Tolinda
      —
      you
      are
      unfair.’
     
    


    
     
      She
      was
      unfair
      —
      but,
      to
      some
      degree,
      she
      spoke
      from
      knowledge
      of
      my
     
     
      true
      position.
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      you
      are
      a
      traitor!
      Guards!’
      She
      called
      and,
      as
      if
      they
      had
      already
     
     
      been
      told
      what
      to
      do,
      a
      dozen
      of
      the
      Imperial
      Guards
      rushed
      in,
      led
      by
      their
     
     
      captain,
      Katorn.
      There
      was
      a
      hint
      of
      triumph
      in
      his
      eyes
      and
      then,
      at
      once,
      I
     
     
      knew
      why
      we
      had
      never
      liked
      one
      another
      —
      he
      desired
      Iolinda!
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      an
      instinctive
      knowledge
      —
      but
      I
      knew
      then
      that
      whether
      I
      drew
      my
     
     
      sword
      or
      not
      he
      would
      slay
      me.
     
    


    
     
      I
      drew
      my
      sword.
     
    


    
     
      “Take
      him,
      Katorn!’
      cried
      Iolinda.
      “Take
      him
      —
      alive
      or
      dead,
      he
      is
      a
      traitor
     
     
      to
      his
      kind!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It’s
      untrue,’
      I
      said,
      as
      Katorn
      advanced
      cautiously,
      his
      men
      spreading
      out
     
     
      behind
      him.
      I
      backed
      to
      a
      wall,
      near
      a
      window.
      The
      throne
      room
      was
      on
      the
     
     
      first
      storey
      of
      the
      palace.
      Outside
      were
      the
      private
      gardens
      of
      the
      queen.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      “Think,
      Iolinda
      —
      retract
      your
      command.
      You
      are
      driven
      by
      jealousy.
      I’m
      no
     
     
      traitor.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Slay
      him,
      Katorn
      |’
     
    


    
     
      But
      I
      slew
      Katorn.
      As
      he
      came
      rushing
      at
      me,
      my
      sword
      flicked
      across
      his
     
     
      face.
      He
      screamed,
      staggered,
      his
      hands
      rushed
      up
      to
      his
      head
      and
      then
      he
     
     
      toppled
      in
      his
      golden
      armour,
      toppled
      and
      fell
      with
      a
      crash
      to
      the
      ground.
     
    


    
     
      The
      other
      guards
      came
      on,
      but
      more
      warily.
      I
      fought
      off
      their
      blades,
      slew
     
     
      a
      couple,
      drove
      the
      others
      back,
      glimpsed
      Iolinda
      watching
      me,
      leapt
      to
      the
     
     
      sill
      of
      the
      window.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Goodbye,
      Queen.
      You
      have
      lost
      your
      champion
      now.’
      I
      jumped.
     
    


    
     
      I
      landed
      in
      a
      rosebush
      that
      ripped
      at
      my
      skin,
      broke
      free
      and
      ran
      hastily
     
     
      towards
      the
      gate
      of
      the
      garden,
      the
      guards
      behind
      me.
     
    


    
     
      I
      tore
      the
      gate
      open
      and
      found
      myself
      in
      a
      deserted
      alley.
      I
      ran
      down
      the
     
     
      twisting
      streets
      of
      Necranal
      with
      the
      guards
      in
      pursuit,
      their
      ranks
      joined
      by
     
     
      a
      howling
      pack
      of
      the
      townspeople
      who
      had
      no
      idea
      why
      I
      was
      wanted.
     
     
      They
      chased
      me
      for
      the
      sheer
      animal
      pleasure
      of
      the
      hunt.
     
    


    
     
      I
      ran
      blindly
      at
      first,
      and
      then
      towards
      the
      river.
      My
      crew,
      I
      hoped,
      still
     
     
      retained
      their
      loyalty
      to
      me.
      If
      they
      did
      there
      was
      a
      faint
      chance
      of
      escape.
      I
     
     
      gained
      the
      ship
      just
      before
      my
      pursuers.
      I
      leapt
      aboard
      screaming:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Prepare
      to
      sail!’
     
    


    
     
      Only
      half
      the
      crew
      was
      aboard,
      the
      others
      were
      on
      shore
      leave,
      but
      these
     
     
      hurriedly
      shipped
      out
      the
      oars
      while
      we
      held
      the
      guards
      and
      the
      citizens
      at
     
     
      bay.
      We
      shoved
      off
      and
      began
      a
      hasty
      flight
      down
      the
      Droonaa
      River.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      It
      was
      some
      time
      before
      they
      managed
      to
      commandeer
      a
      ship
      for
      pursuit
     
     
      and
      by
      that
      time
      we
      were
      safely
      outdistancing
      them.
      My
      crew
      asked
      no
     
     
      questions.
      They
      were
      used
      to
      my
      silences,
      my
      actions
      which
      sometimes
     
     
      seemed
      peculiar
      but,
      a
      week
      after
      we
      were
      on
      course
      over
      the
      sea,
      bound
     
     
      for
      Mernadin,
      I
      told
      them
      briefly
      that
      I
      was
      now
      an
      outlaw.
     
    


    
     
      “Why,
      Lord
      Erekosé?’
      asked
      my
      captain.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      queen’s
      malice,’
      I
      said,
      ‘and,
      I
      suspect,
      Katorn
      of
      the
      Imperial
      Guard
     
     
      spoke
      against
      me,
      turning
      her
      to
      hate
      me.’
     
    


    
     
      They
      were
      satisfied
      with
      the
      explanation
      and,
      when
      we
      put
      in
      at
      a
      small
     
     
      cove
      near
      the
      Plains
      of
      Melting
      Ice,
      I
      bade
      them
      farewell,
      mounted
      my
     
     
      horse
      and
      rode
      swiftly
      for
      Loos
      Ptokai,
      knowing
      not
      what
      I
      should
      do
      when
     
     
      I
      got
      there,
      only
      that
      I
      must
      let
      Arjavh
      know
      the
      turn
      events
      had
      taken.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Two
      months
      passed,
      two
      ominous
      months
      in
      Loos
      Ptokai,
      while
      we
     
     
      wondered
      what
      Iolinda
      would
      do.
      Having
      no
      leader,
      the
      armies
      of
      mankind
     
     
      remained
      surrounding
      the
      city
      but
      not
      attacking
      it.
      The
      inaction
      was
     
     
      oppressive
      in
      itself.
      I
      became
      irritable
      at
      times,
      but
      there
      were
      days
      of
     
     
      happiness
      with
      Ermizhad.
      We
      openly
      acknowledged
      our
      love
      now.
     
    


    
     
      I
      queried
      Arjavh
      about
      the
      terrible
      weapons
      of
      which
      he
      had
      spoken
      while
     
     
      I
      was
      his
      prisoner.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Use
      them
      this
      once,
      Arjavh,’
      I
      told
      him.
      ‘Make
      a
      show
      of
      strength,
      that
      is
     
     
      all.
      They
      will
      be
      ready
      to
      discuss
      peace,
      then.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,’
      he
      refused.
      ‘No.
      I
      do
      not
      think
      even
      this
      emergency
      merits
      such
      an
     
     
      action.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arjavh,’
      I
      said,
      ‘I
      respect
      the
      reason
      you
      have
      for
      refusing
      to
      use
      the
     
     
      weapons,
      but
      I
      have
      grown
      to
      love
      the
      Eldren.
      I
      love
      them
      more,
      evidently,
     
     
      than
      they
      love
      themselves.
      My
      own
      race
      would
      suffer
      from
      your
      weapons.
     
     
      If
      the
      time
      comes
      when
      I
      feel
      we
      could
      use
      them,
      will
      you
      let
      me
      decide
      —
     
     
      take
      the
      decision
      away
      from
      you?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Perhaps,’
      he
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arjavh
      —
      will
      you?’
     
    


    
     
      “We
      Eldren
      have
      never
      been
      motivated
      by
      self-interest
      to
      the
      extent
      of
     
     
      destroying
      another
      race,
      Erekosé.
      Do
      not
      confuse
      our
      values
      with
      those
      of
     
     
      mankind.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      not,’
      I
      replied.
      “That
      is
      my
      reason
      for
      asking
      you
      this.
      I
      could
      not
     
     
      bear
      to
      see
      such
      a
      noble
      race
      perish
      at
      the
      hands
      of
      one
      which
      is,
      in
      taking
     
     
      this
      action
      against
      you,
      ignoble
      !’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Tolinda
      spoke
      the
      truth,’
      he
      said
      quietly.
      “You
      are
      a
      traitor
      to
      your
      race.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      seek
      only
      to
      stop
      them
      from
      continuing
      in
      their
      folly.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      pursed
      his
      lips.
     
    


    
     
      ‘For
      the
      love
      I
      have
      for
      Ermizhad
      and
      the
      love
      she
      has
      for
      me.
      For
      you
     
     
      and
      all
      the
      Eldren
      left
      alive,
      I
      ask
      you
      to
      let
      me
      take
      the
      decision
      if
      it
     
     
      becomes
      necessary.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘For
      Ermizhad?’
      He
      raised
      his
      eyebrows.
      ‘Very
      well,
      my
      friend,’
      he
      said
     
     
      quickly.
      ‘Very
      well
      —
      I
      leave
      the
      decision
      to
      you.
      I
      suppose
      that
      is
      fair.
      But
     
     
      remember
      —
      do
      not
      act
      as
      unwisely
      as
      others
      of
      your
      kind.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      will
      not,’
      I
      promised.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      Chapter
      Seven
     
    

   

   
    
     
      A
      FTER
      MUCH
      BICKERING
      among
      themselves,
      I
      subsequently
      learned,
      the
     
    

   

   
    
     
      marshals
      had
      elected
      one
      of
      themselves,
      the
      most
      experienced,
      to
      act
      as
     
     
      their
      war
      champion.
      They
      elected
      Count
      Roldero.
      The
      siege
      commenced
      in
     
     
      earnest.
     
    


    
     
      The
      massive
      siege
      engines
      were
      brought
      forward,
      giant
      cannon
      boomed
     
     
      their
      solid
      shot
      against
      the
      trembling
      walls
      of
      Loos
      Ptokai,
      blazing
      fireballs
     
     
      screamed
      into
      the
      city,
      thousands
      of
      arrows
      followed
      them
      in
      black
      showers
     
     
      —
      and
      a
      million
      men
      came
      against
      our
      handful.
     
    


    
     
      But
      Loos
      Ptokai,
      the
      ancient
      capital
      of
      Mernadin,
      Loos
      Ptokai
      held
      firm
     
     
      during
      those
      first
      days.
     
    


    
     
      Wave
      upon
      wave
      of
      yelling
      warriors
      mounted
      the
      siege
      towers
      and
      we
     
     
      replied
      with
      arrows,
      with
      molten
      metal
      and
      with
      the
      fire-spewing
      silver
     
     
      cannon
      of
      the
      Eldren.
      We
      fought
      bravely,
      Arjavh
      and
      I
      leading
      the
     
     
      defenders
      and,
      whenever
      they
      sighted
      me,
      the
      warriors
      of
      Humanity
     
     
      screamed
      for
      vengeance
      and
      died
      striving
      for
      the
      privilege
      of
      slaying
      me.
     
    


    
     
      We
      fought
      side
      by
      side,
      like
      brothers,
      Arjavh
      and
      I,
      but
      our
      Eldren
     
     
      warriors
      were
      tiring
      and,
      after
      a
      week
      of
      constant
      barrage,
      we
      began
      to
     
     
      realise
      that
      we
      could
      not
      hold
      against
      the
      enemy
      for
      more
      than
      another
     
     
      week.
     
    


    
     
      During
      one
      of
      the
      rare
      lulls
      in
      the
      fighting,
      I
      told
      Arjavh
      of
      my
      decision.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Break
      out
      your
      weapons,’
      I
      said,
      ‘and
      arm
      the
      Eldren.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      made
      no
      remonstration.
      ‘Very
      well,’
      he
      said.
      ‘I
      agreed
      that
      you
      would
     
     
      decide.
      And
      I
      know
      that
      we
      are
      lost
      if
      we
      do
      not
      show
      Humanity
      our
      real
     
     
      strength.
      Very
      well,
      they
      shall
      be
      ready
      for
      use
      tomorrow.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      only
      hoped
      that
      he
      had
      not
      overestimated
      their
      power.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      next
      day
      I
      was
      taken
      by
      Arjavh
      to
      the
      vaults
      which
      lay
      within
      the
      core
     
     
      of
      the
      city.
      We
      moved
      along
      bare
      corridors
      of
      polished
      black
      marble,
      lighted
     
     
      by
      small
      bulbs
      which
      burned
      with
      a
      greenish
      light.
      We
      came
      to
      a
      door
      of
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      dark
      metal
      and
      he
      pressed
      a
      stud
      beside
      it.
      The
      door
      moved
      open
      and
      we
     
     
      entered
      an
      elevator
      which
      bore
      us
      yet
      further
      downwards.
     
    


    
     
      We
      stepped
      out
      into
      a
      great
      hall
      full
      of
      weirdly
      wrought
      machines
      that
     
     
      looked
      brand-new.
      They
      stretched
      for
      nearly
      half
      a
      mile
      ahead
      of
      us.
     
    


    
     
      “There
      are
      the
      weapons,’
      said
      Arjavh
      hollowly.
     
    


    
     
      Around
      the
      walls
      were
      arranged
      handguns
      of
      various
      kinds,
      rifles
      and
     
     
      things
      that
      looked
      like
      bazookas.
      There
      were
      squat
      machines
      on
      treads,
      like
     
     
      ultra-streamlined
      tanks,
      with
      glass
      cabins
      and
      couches
      for
      a
      single
      man
      to
     
     
      lie
      flat
      upon
      and
      operate
      the
      controls.
      I
      saw
      no
      flying
      machines
      of
      any
      kind,
     
     
      however.
      I
      asked
      Arjavh
      about
      this.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Flying
      machines!
      It
      would
      be
      interesting
      if
      there
      were
      such
      things.
      We
     
     
      have
      never,
      in
      all
      our
      history,
      been
      able
      to
      develop
      a
      machine
      that
      will
     
     
      safely
      stay
      in
      the
      air
      for
      any
      length
      of
      time.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      was
      amazed
      at
      this
      strange
      gap
      in
      their
      technology,
      but
      did
      not
      comment
     
     
      upon
      it.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Are
      you
      still
      decided
      to
      use
      them?’
      he
      asked
      me,
      thinking
      perhaps
      that
     
     
      the
      sight
      of
      them
      would
      shock
      me
      out
      of
      my
      decision.
     
    


    
     
      But
      these
      things
      were
      not
      so
      very
      different
      to
      similar
      war
      machines
      of
      the
     
     
      age
      from
      which,
      eighteen
      months
      before,
      I
      had
      come.
      I
      nodded
      my
      head.
     
    


    
     
      We
      returned
      to
      the
      surface
      and
      there
      instructed
      our
      warriors
      to
      bring
      the
     
     
      weapons
      up.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Already
      I
      half-doubted
      my
      own
      decision,
      but
      felt,
      as
      always,
      that
      I
      had
      to
     
     
      act
      as
      I
      thought
      best,
      not
      as
      my
      emotions
      told
      me
      to
      act.
     
    


    
     
      The
      weapons
      were
      raised.
      The
      men
      were
      armed.
      The
      larger
      machines
     
     
      were
      mounted
      upon
      the
      walls.
      I
      sent
      a
      messenger
      under
      a
      flag
      of
      truce
      to
     
     
      tell
      the
      marshals
      to
      assemble,
      the
      next
      day,
      before
      the
      walls
      of
      Loos
      Ptokai.
     
    


    
     
      They
      came,
      in
      all
      their
      proud
      panoply
      of
      war,
      which
      seemed
      so
     
     
      insignificant,
      now,
      against
      the
      power
      of
      our
      energy
      weapons.
     
    


    
     
      We
      had
      set
      one
      of
      the
      new
      cannon
      pointing
      up
      into
      the
      sky
      so
      that
      we
     
     
      could
      demonstrate
      its
      fearful
      potential.
     
    


    
     
      “We
      offer
      you
      a
      truce
      —
      and
      peace,’
      I
      said.
     
    


    
     
      Roldero
      laughed
      aloud.
      ‘You
      offer
      us
      peace,
      traitor!
      You
      should
      be
     
     
      begging
      for
      peace
      —
      though
      yov’ll
      get
      none.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      warn
      you,
      Count
      Roldero,’
      I
      shouted.
      ‘I
      warn
      you
      all.
      We
      have
      fresh
     
     
      weapons
      —
      weapons
      which
      once
      came
      near
      to
      destroying
      this
      whole
      Earth!
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Watch
      !’
     
    


    
     
      I
      gave
      the
      order
      to
      fire
      the
      giant
      cannon.
     
    


    
     
      An
      Eldren
      warrior
      depressed
      a
      stud
      on
      the
      controls.
     
    


    
     
      There
      came
      a
      humming
      from
      the
      cannon
      and
      all
      at
      once
      a
      tremendous
     
     
      blinding
      bolt
      of
      golden
      energy
      gouted
      from
      its
      snout.
      The
      heat
      alone
     
     
      blistered
      our
      skins
      and
      we
      fell
      back,
      shielding
      our
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      Horses
      shrieked
      and
      reared.
      The
      marshals’
      faces
      were
      grey
      and
      their
     
     
      mouths
      gaped.
      They
      fought
      to
      control
      their
      mounts.
     
    


    
     
      ‘That
      is
      what
      we
      offer
      you
      if
      you
      will
      not
      have
      peace!’
      I
      shouted.
      ‘We
     
     
      have
      a
      dozen
      like
      it
      and
      hand-cannon
      which
      can
      kill
      a
      hundred
      men
      at
      a
     
     
      sweep.
      What
      say
      you
      now?’
     
    


    
     
      “We
      fight
      —
      we
      fight
      assured
      of
      your
      evil
      pact
      with
      Azmobaana.
      We
      are
     
     
      pledged
      to
      wage
      war
      on
      sorcery
      —
      and
      what
      better
      example
      of
      sorcery
      is
     
     
      there
      than
      that
      —
      that...?’
      He
      was
      lost
      for
      a
      word
      to
      describe
      our
      cannon.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      not
      sorcery,
      foolish
      Count
      Roldero,’
      I
      cried
      desperately.
      ‘It
      is
      science
     
     
      —
      amore
      developed
      science
      than
      that
      which
      invented
      powder
      and
      cannon,
     
     
      that
      is
      all.
      Your
      own
      ancestors
      once
      had
      weapons
      like
      these!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Sorcery!
      Black
      sorcery!’
      he
      shouted
      and
      wheeled
      his
      horse
      away
      with
      his
     
     
      men
      fleeing
      behind
      him,
      back
      to
      gather
      his
      forces,
      I
      knew.
     
    


    
     
      They
      came
      and
      we
      met
      them.
      They
      were
      helpless
      against
      our
      weapons.
     
     
      Energy
      spouted
      from
      the
      guns
      and
      seared
      into
      their
      ranks.
      We
      all
      felt
      pain
      as
     
     
      we
      fired
      the
      howling
      waves
      of
      force
      which
      swept
      across
      them
      and
     
     
      destroyed
      them,
      turning
      proud
      men
      and
      beasts
      to
      blackened
      rubble.
     
    


    
     
      I
      pitied
      them
      as
      they
      came
      on,
      the
      cream
      of
      Humanity’s
      menfolk.
     
    


    
     
      It
      took
      an
      hour
      to
      destroy
      a
      million
      warriors.
     
    


    
     
      One
      hour.
     
    


    
     
      When
      the
      extermination
      was
      over,
      I
      was
      filled
      with
      a
      strange
      emotion
     
     
      which
      I
      could
      not
      then,
      and
      cannot
      now,
      define.
      It
      was
      a
      mixture
      of
      grief
     
     
      and
      triumph.
      And
      it
      was
      then
      that
      I
      made
      my
      final
      decision
      —
      or
      did
      I,
     
     
      indeed,
      make
      it
      at
      all?
     
    


    
     
      Was
      I
      right?
     
    


    
     
      In
      spite
      of
      Arjavh’s
      constant
      antagonism
      to
      my
      plan,
      I
      ordered
      the
     
     
      machines
      out
      of
      Loos
      Ptokai
      and,
      mounted
      in
      one
      of
      them,
      ordered
      them
     
     
      overland.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Two
      months
      before
      I
      had
      been
      responsible
      for
      winning
      the
      cities
      of
     
     
      Mernadin
      for
      Humanity.
      Now
      I
      reclaimed
      them
      in
      the
      name
      of
      the
      Eldren.
     
    


    
     
      I
      reclaimed
      them
      in
      a
      terrible
      way.
      I
      destroyed
      every
      human
      being
     
     
      occupying
      them.
      A
      week
      and
      we
      were
      at
      Paphanaal,
      the
      fleets
      of
      mankind
     
     
      at
      anchor
      in
      the
      great
      harbour.
      I
      destroyed
      those
      fleets
      as
      I
      destroyed
      the
     
     
      garrison,
      men,
      women
      and
      children
      perished.
     
    


    
     
      And
      then,
      for
      the
      machines
      were
      amphibious,
      I
      led
      the
      Eldren
      across
      the
     
     
      sea
      to
      the
      Two
      Continents.
     
    


    
     
      Noonos
      of
      the
      jewel-studded
      towers
      fell.
      Tarkar
      fell.
      The
      wondrous
      cities
     
     
      of
      the
      wheatlands
      fell,
      Stalaco,
      Calodemia,
      Mooros
      and
      Ninadoon
      crumbled
     
     
      in
      an
      inferno
      of
      gouting
      energy.
      Wedmah,
      Shilaal,
      Sinana
      all
      burned
      in
      a
     
     
      few
      hours.
     
    


    
     
      In
      Necranal,
      the
      pastel-coloured
      city
      of
      the
      mountain,
      Iolinda
      died
      with
     
     
      some
      twenty
      millions
      of
      her
      citizens.
      And
      with
      the
      fall
      of
      Necranal
      our
     
     
      work
      was
      done.
     
    


    
     
      Arjavh
      stood
      with
      me
      looking
      up
      at
      the
      smouldering
      mountainside
      which
     
     
      had
      been
      Necranal.
     
    


    
     
      ‘For
      one
      woman’s
      wrath,’
      he
      said,
      ‘and
      another’s
      love,
      you
      did
      this?’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      wrong,
      Arjavh,’
      I
      said
      solemnly.
      ‘I
      did
      it
      for
      the
      only
      kind
      of
     
     
      peace
      that
      would
      have
      lasted.’
      I
      waved
      my
      hand
      at
      the
      rubble
      that
      was
     
     
      Necranal.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      know
      my
      race
      too
      well.
      This
      Earth
      would
      have
      been
      forever
      rent
      by
     
     
      strife
      of
      some
      kind.
      I
      had
      to
      decide
      who
      best
      deserved
      to
      live.
      If
      they
      had
     
     
      destroyed
      the
      Eldren,
      then
      they
      would
      have
      fought
      among
      themselves
      for
     
     
      something.
      For
      empty
      things,
      too
      —
      for
      power
      over
      their
      fellows,
      for
      a
     
     
      bauble,
      for
      possession
      of
      a
      woman
      who
      didn’t
      want
      them.’
      I
      sighed.
     
    


    
     
      “They
      never
      grew
      up,
      Arjavh,
      ancient
      as
      my
      race
      was.
      I’m
      driven
      to
     
     
      wonder
      if
      that
      is
      why
      the
      first
      humans
      came
      to
      Earth
      —
      because
      they
      had
     
     
      been
      exiled
      by
      others
      of
      their
      kind.
      Perhaps
      these
      weren’t
      representative
      of
     
     
      the
      whole.
      I
      think
      not.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      done
      now,’
      Arjavh
      said.
      He
      gripped
      my
      arm,
      ‘Come,
      friend,
      back
      to
     
     
      Memadin
      —
      Ermizhad
      awaits
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      I
      was
      an
      empty
      man,
      then,
      bereft
      of
      emotion.
      I
      followed
      him
      towards
      the
     
     
      river,
      drifting
      sluggishly
      now,
      choked
      with
      black
      dust.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      think
      I
      did
      right,’
      I
      said.
      ‘It
      was
      not
      my
      will,
      you
      know,
      but
      something
     
     
      else.
      There
      are
      forces
      whose
      nature
      we
      shall
      never
      know,
      can
      only
      dream
      of.
     
     
      I
      think
      it
      was
      another
      will
      than
      mine
      which
      brought
      me
      to
      this
      age
      —
      not
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Rigenos.
      Rigenos,
      like
      me,
      was
      a
      puppet,
      a
      tool
      used,
      as
      I
      was
      used.
      It
      was
     
     
      doomed
      that
      Humanity
      should
      die
      on
      this
      planet.’
     
     
      ‘It
      is
      better
      that
      you
      think
      that,’
      he
      said.
      ‘Come,
      now,
      let
      us
      go
      home.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Epilogue
     
    

   

   
    
     
      T
      HE
      SCARS
      OF
      that
      destruction
      have
      healed
      now,
      as
      I
      end
      my
      chronicle.
      I
     
    

   

   
    
     
      returned
      to
      Loos
      Ptokai
      to
      wed
      Ermizhad,
      to
      have
      the
      secret
      of
      immortality
     
     
      conferred
      upon
      me,
      to
      brood
      for
      a
      year
      or
      two
      until
      my
      brain
      cleared.
     
    


    
     
      It
      is
      clear,
      now.
      I
      feel
      no
      guilt
      about
      what
      I
      did.
      I
      feel
      more
      certain
      than
     
     
      ever
      that
      it
      was
      the
      decision
      of
      some
      Other.
     
    


    
     
      So
      we
      are
      here,
      the
      three
      of
      us,
      Ermizhad,
      Arjavh
      and
      I.
      Arjavh
      is
     
     
      undisputed
      ruler
      of
      the
      Earth,
      an
      Eldren
      Earth,
      and
      we
      rule
      with
      him.
     
    


    
     
      We
      cleansed
      this
      Earth
      of
      humankind
      —
      I
      am
      its
      last
      representative
      —
      and
     
     
      in
      doing
      so
      knitted
      this
      planet
      back
      into
      the
      pattern,
      allowed
      it
      to
      drift,
      at
     
     
      last,
      harmoniously
      with
      a
      harmonious
      Universe.
      For
      the
      Universe
      is
      old,
     
     
      perhaps
      even
      dying,
      and
      it
      could
      not
      tolerate
      the
      humans
      who
      broke
      its
     
     
      peace.
     
    


    
     
      Did
      I
      do
      right?
     
    


    
     
      It
      is
      too
      late
      for
      that
      question.
      I
      have
      sufficient
      control,
      nowadays,
      not
      to
     
     
      ask
      it,
      for
      I
      could
      not
      answer
      but
      in
      seeking
      to
      do
      so
      would
      destroy
      my
      own
     
     
      sanity.
     
    


    
     
      One
      thing
      puzzles
      me.
      If,
      indeed,
      Time
      is
      cyclic
      and
      the
      Universe
      will
      be
     
     
      born
      again
      to
      turn
      another
      eternity,
      then
      Humanity
      will
      one
      day
      rise
      again,
     
     
      somehow,
      on
      this
      Earth
      and
      my
      adopted
      people
      will
      disappear
      from
      Earth,
     
     
      or
      seem
      to.
     
    


    
     
      Ermizhad
      and
      I
      cannot
      bear
      children,
      so
      I
      am
      aware
      that
      I
      shall
      not
      be
      the
     
     
      father
      of
      your
      race.
      Then
      how
      shall
      you
      come
      again
      to
      disrupt
      the
      harmony
     
     
      of
      the
      Universe?
     
    


    
     
      There
      is
      only
      one
      answer
      which
      occurs
      to
      me.
      Some
      Being
      of
      a
      higher
     
     
      order
      wishes
      it
      —
      it
      is
      part
      of
      the
      pattern.
      It
      is,
      in
      its
      very
      disruption,
      a
     
     
      necessary
      part
      of
      the
      pattern.
     
    


    
     
      Now,
      the
      Earth
      is
      peaceful.
      The
      silent
      air
      carries
      only
      the
      sounds
      of
      quiet
     
     
      laughter,
      the
      murmur
      of
      conversation,
      the
      small
      noises
      of
      small
      animals.
      We
     
     
      and
      the
      Earth
      are
      at
      peace.
     
    


    
     
      But
      how
      long
      can
      it
      last?
      Oh,
      how
      long
      can
      it
      last?
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      One
     
    

   

   
    
     
      H
      E
      FELT
      HE
      was
      much
      more
      than
      one
      man.
      Not
      one
      god,
      even,
      but
      many...
     
    

   

   
    
     
      There
      seemed
      to
      be
      a
      hundred
      other
      entities
      writhing
      within
      him.
      Writhing
     
     
      to
      release
      themselves.
      Every
      limb,
      every
      projection
      of
      bone
      seemed
      to
      be
     
     
      part
      of
      another
      being
      .
     
    


    
     
      He
      lay
      on
      the
      fur-strewn
      bed,
      sweating,
      dominated
      by
      movements
      in
      his
     
     
      mind
      and
      body
      which
      he
      was
      incapable
      of
      controlling.
      Alexander
      the
      Great
     
     
      groaned
      in
      torment.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      buxom
      Corinthian
      woman
      spat
      into
      the
      rushes
      on
      the
      floor
      of
      the
     
     
      tavern.
     
    


    
     
      ‘That
      for
      the
      God-King!’
     
    


    
     
      But
      the
      silence
      around
      her
      put
      a
      stop
      to
      her
      enlarging
      the
      theme.
      The
     
     
      Thracian
      known
      as
      Simon
      of
      Byzantium
      lifted
      his
      bronze
      cup,
      the
      sleeve
      of
     
     
      his
      silk-trimmed
      jerkin
      falling
      back
      down
      his
      brown
      arm,
      and
      sucked
      sweet
     
     
      Persian
      wine
      into
      his
      throat.
      He
      sensed
      the
      discomfort
      the
      other
      roisterers
     
     
      felt
      towards
      the
      woman
      and,
      because
      he
      could
      be
      cautious,
      dropped
      his
      arm
     
     
      from
      her
      thick
      waist
      and
      pushed
      her
      from
      him.
     
    


    
     
      He
      looked
      down
      his
      long
      nose.
      His
      scarred
      face
      moved
      and
      he
      smiled
      as
     
     
      he
      addressed
      an
      old
      Persian
      soldier.
     
    


    
     
      ‘You
      say
      you
      were
      in
      the
      army
      Darius
      led
      against
      Alexander?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘That’s
      right
      —
      a
      charioteer.
      His
      cavalry
      ran
      rings
      round
      us.’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      did
      you
      think
      of
      him?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Alexander?
      I
      don’t
      know.
      I
      was
      quite
      close
      to
      him
      at
      one
      stage
      and
      saw
      a
     
     
      Spearman
      get
      a
      blow
      at
      him
      —
      struck
      him
      in
      the
      thigh.
      He
      yelled
      —
      not
      in
     
     
      pain
      but
      when
      he
      saw
      his
      own
      blood
      flowing.
      He
      couldn’t
      believe
      it.
      For
      a
     
     
      short
      time
      he
      was
      an
      open
      target
      as
      he
      stared
      down
      at
      his
      thigh,
      dabbing
      at
     
     
      the
      blood
      with
      his
      finger
      and
      inspecting
      it.
      Then
      he
      shouted
      something
      —
      I
     
     
      didn’t
      recognise
      the
      language
      —
      and
      was
      in
      command
      of
      himself
      again.
     
     
      They
      said
      the
      wound
      healed
      unnaturally
      quickly.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘He
      claims
      to
      be
      the
      son
      of
      Zeus,’
      the
      Corinthian
      woman
      said
      from
      the
     
     
      shadows,
      ‘but
      many
      Persians
      say
      he’s
      evil
      Ahriman’s
      spawn.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      pursed
      his
      lips
      and
      fingered
      his
      wine-cup.
      ‘Perhaps
      he’s
      just
      a
     
     
      mortal,’
      he
      suggested,
      ‘a
      mortal
      of
      unusual
      vitality?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Perhaps,’
      the
      Persian
      soldier
      said.
      ‘I
      only
      know
      he’s
      conquered
      the
     
     
      world.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      heard
      he
      halted
      his
      Indian
      campaign
      at
      the
      River
      Indus
      —
      why
      should
      he
     
     
      do
      that?’
      Simon
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘His
      Macedonians
      say
      they
      forced
      him
      to
      stop,
      but
      I
      cannot
      believe
      that.
     
     
      Even
      Alexander
      must
      tire
      —
      that’s
      my
      theory.
      I
      think
      he
      needed
      to
      rest
      and
     
     
      recuperate.
      Throughout
      his
      campaigns
      he’s
      hardly
      slept;
      must
      move
      on
     
     
      continually
      as
      if
      driven
      to
      conquer.
      Who
      knows
      what
      spurred
      him
      to
     
     
      conquest
      —
      or
      what
      made
      him
      put
      a
      temporary
      halt
      to
      his
      victories?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘The
      Indians
      have
      an
      ancient
      and
      mighty
      religion
      of
      which
      we
      know
     
     
      little,’
      said
      a
      middle-aged
      and
      scrawny
      trader
      from
      Carthage.
      ‘Could
      their
     
     
      gods
      be
      stronger
      than
      ours?
      Stronger
      than
      Alexander?’
      He
      pulled
      at
      his
     
     
      grey-streaked
      beard.
      His
      many
      rings
      glinted
      in
      the
      ill-lit
      place.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Such
      talk
      is
      heresy
      these
      days,’
      cautioned
      the
      Persian,
      but
      it
      could
      be
     
     
      seen
      that
      he
      was
      contemplating
      this
      idea.
     
    


    
     
      ‘People
      talk
      of
      nothing
      but
      the
      Macedonian,’
      said
      the
      swarthy
      trader.
     
     
      ‘From
      the
      Bosphorus
      to
      the
      Nile
      they
      curse
      or
      praise
      him.
      But
      what
      is
      he
     
     
      other
      than
      a
      man
      who
      has
      been
      lucky?
      Events
      have
      shaped
      him,
      not
      he
     
     
      them.
      He
      owes
      much
      to
      his
      foresighted
      father
      King
      Philip,
      and
      that
      warped
     
     
      mother
      Queen
      Olympias,
      both
      of
      whom,
      in
      their
      separate
      ways,
      prepared
     
     
      the
      world
      for
      his
      conquests.
      What
      reason
      for
      instance
      did
      he
      have
      for
      his
     
     
      meanderings
      in
      Persia
      some
      years
      ago?
      Why,
      instead
      of
      pressing
      on,
      did
      he
     
     
      embark
      on
      a
      wild-goose
      chase
      after
      Darius?
      He
      had
      no
      reason
      save
      that
     
     
      events
      were
      not
      ready
      for
      him.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      like
      to
      think
      this
      of
      great
      men,
      also.’
      Simon
      smiled.
      ‘But
      I
      would
      join
     
     
      his
      army
      for
      my
      own
      convenience.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      that’s
      why
      you’re
      in
      Babylon.
      I
      wondered
      about
      you,
      my
      friend.
     
     
      Where
      are
      you
      from?’
      The
      Carthaginian
      poured
      himself
      more
      wine
      from
      a
     
     
      skin.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      was
      born
      in
      Thrace,
      but
      I’m
      Byzantine
      by
      adoption.
      I’ve
      spent
      seven
     
     
      years
      there
      as
      Captain
      of
      Infantry.
      But
      now
      I’ve
      the
      urge
      to
      see
      the
      East
      and
     
     
      since
      Alexander
      goes
      east,
      decided
      to
      attach
      myself
      to
      his
      army.
      I
      hear
      he’s
     
     
      in
      Babylon
      now.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘That’s
      true.
      But
      you
      might
      find
      him
      hard
      to
      meet
      —
      obviously
      he
      is
      not
     
     
      personally
      concerned
      with
      the
      hiring
      of
      mercenaries.’
      The
      Persian’s
      tone
     
     
      was
      friendly.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I’ve
      heard
      this
      man
      —
      or
      god
      —
      spoken
      of
      so
      often
      that
      I’ve
      a
      mind
      to
      meet
     
     
      him
      if
      that’s
      possible.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Good
      luck
      to
      you,
      friend.
      He’ll
      either
      kill
      you
      or
      promote
      you.
      He’s
      a
     
     
      man
      of
      extremes.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Are
      not
      all
      great
      conquerors?’
     
    


    
     
      “You’re
      marvellous
      learned
      for
      a
      mercenary.’
      The
      Carthaginian
      grinned.
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      picked
      up
      his
      scabbarded
      short-sword
      from
      the
      bench.
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      you’re
      marvellous
      curious,
      friend.
      Know
      you
      not
      that
      all
      Arts
      are
     
     
      encouraged
      in
      Byzantium,
      just
      as
      they
      were
      in
      ancient
      Greece
      —
      including
     
     
      the
      Arts
      of
      Reading
      and
      Philosophy.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      Persian
      laughed.
      ‘That’s
      the
      story
      Byzantium
      tells.
      I
      for
      one
      do
      not
     
     
      believe
      that
      any
      city
      could
      be
      so
      enlightened.
      All
      you
      Westerners
      yearn
      for
     
     
      a
      Greece
      that
      never
      was
      —
      your
      whole
      philosophy
      is
      based
      on
      a
      need
      for
     
     
      perfection;
      a
      perfection
      you
      can
      never
      attain
      because
      it
      never
      existed.
     
     
      Believe
      me,
      the
      gutters
      of
      Byzantium
      still
      stink!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Not
      so
      strongly
      as
      Persian
      jealousy,’
      Simon
      said,
      and
      left
      before
      he
      was
     
     
      called
      upon
      to
      take
      the
      argument
      to
      its
      conclusion.
     
    


    
     
      But
      behind
      him
      in
      the
      tavern
      the
      Persian
      had
      not
      been
      angered.
      Instead
      he
     
     
      was
      laughing,
      wiping
      his
      mouth
      with
      his
      arm
      stump.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Simon
      heard
      the
      laughter
      as
      he
      crossed
      the
      dim
      Square
      of
      the
      Bazaar,
     
     
      almost
      deserted
      of
      merchants
      and
      customers.
      The
      sun
      was
      still
      setting.
      It
     
     
      was
      nearly
      curfew.
      A
      few
      merchants
      baling
      their
      goods
      looked
      up
      as
      he
     
     
      strode,
      a
      tall,
      gaunt,
      fighting
      man,
      in
      smooth
      old
      leather,
      towards
      the
      Street
     
     
      of
      the
      Bronzeworkers
      where
      he
      had
      a
      friend.
     
    


    
     
      Around
      him,
      golden
      Babylon
      squatted
      like
      an
      ancient
      monster,
      containing
     
     
      all
      knowledge,
      all
      secrets,
      her
      stepped
      houses,
      palaces
      and
      temples
      soaking
     
     
      the
      last
      of
      the
      sun
      into
      their
      burnished
      hides.
      He
      walked
      up
      the
      steeply
     
     
      rising
      street
      and
      came
      at
      length
      to
      a
      small
      white
      house
      without
      windows.
      He
     
     
      knocked.
     
    


    
     
      For
      a
      while
      he
      waited
      patiently
      as
      darkness
      came.
      Eventually
      bolts
      were
     
     
      withdrawn
      on
      the
      other
      side
      of
      the
      door
      and
      it
      was
      opened.
      An
      eye
      gleamed.
     
     
      The
      door
      opened
      wider.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Wizened
      Hano
      smiled
      welcomingly.
      ‘Come
      in,
      Simon.
      So
      you
      reached
      our
     
     
      splendid
      Babylon!’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      stepped
      into
      the
      house.
      It
      was
      very
      dark,
      overhot,
      with
      the
     
     
      unpleasantly
      bitter
      smell
      of
      metal.
      The
      old
      Phoenician
      clutched
      at
      his
      arm
     
     
      and
      led
      him
      down
      the
      dark
      passage.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Will
      you
      be
      staying
      in
      Babylon,
      my
      boy?’
      Hano
      said,
      and
      then,
      before
     
     
      Simon
      could
      answer
      this
      question:
      ‘How’s
      the
      sword?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      intend
      to
      see
      Alexander,’
      Simon
      said,
      disliking
      the
      old
      man’s
      touch
     
     
      though
      he
      liked
      Hano
      greatly.
      ‘And
      the
      sword
      is
      excellent,
      has
      kept
      its
      edge
     
     
      in
      a
      dozen
      fights
      —
      I
      intend
      to
      hire
      it
      to
      Alexander.’
     
    


    
     
      Hano’s
      grip
      tightened
      as
      they
      entered
      a
      dark,
      smoky
      room,
      a
      red
      brazier
     
     
      gleaming
      in
      its
      centre.
      Around
      the
      smoke-stained
      walls
      were
      weapons
      —
     
     
      swords,
      shields,
      lances
      —
      and
      several
      couches
      and
      small
      tables
      were
     
     
      scattered
      on
      the
      floor.
      The
      smoke
      caught
      in
      Simon’s
      lungs
      and
      he
      coughed
     
     
      it
      out.
      Hano
      pointed
      to
      a
      couch.
      ‘Sit
      down,
      Simon.’
      He
      shuffled
      towards
      his
     
     
      own
      couch
      on
      the
      other
      side
      of
      the
      brazier,
      stretched
      himself
      at
      full
      length
     
     
      and
      scratched
      his
      hooked
      nose.
     
    


    
     
      “Alexander
      has
      many
      swords.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      know
      —
      but
      if
      you
      granted
      me
      a
      favour
      it
      might
      facilitate
      my
      meeting
     
     
      him.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      owe
      you
      friendship
      and
      more,’
      Hano
      said,
      ‘for
      you
      saved
      me
      from
      an
     
     
      unpleasant
      death
      that
      time
      in
      Thebes
      nine
      years
      ago.
      But
      though
      I
      sense
     
     
      what
      you
      want
      of
      me
      I
      am
      reluctant
      to
      agree
      to
      it.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Why?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘An
      old
      man’s
      caution,
      maybe,
      but
      the
      stories
      I’ve
      been
      hearing
      of
      late
     
     
      have
      been
      disquieting.
      Alexander
      claims
      himself
      son
      of
      Zeus,
      Jupiter-
     
     
      Ammon.
      Others
      say
      that
      the
      Persian
      evil
      one
      Ahriman
      possesses
      him.
      All
      or
     
     
      none
      of
      this
      may
      be
      true
      —
      but
      every
      oracle
      from
      here
      to
      Pella
      is
     
     
      prophesying
      turmoil
      and
      trouble
      for
      the
      world
      and
      the
      king
      who
      rules
      it.
     
     
      Perhaps
      you
      would
      be
      wiser
      to
      join
      some
      ordinary
      caravan
      travelling
      east?’
     
     
      Hano
      pulled
      back
      his
      woollen
      robe,
      revealing
      a
      pale
      and
      unlovely
      leg.
      He
     
     
      poised
      his
      wrinkled
      hand
      and
      then
      almost
      hurled
      it
      at
      a
      spot
      on
      his
      leg
      and
     
     
      began
      to
      scratch
      at
      the
      place
      with
      his
      talons
      of
      nails.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I’m
      sick
      of
      this
      prattle
      of
      gods
      and
      demons.
      Can
      no-one
      be
      content
     
     
      simply
      to
      believe
      in
      men
      and
      what
      men
      could
      be
      if
      they
      ceased
      blaming
     
     
      their
      misfortunes
      on
      unseen
      gods
      rather
      than
      on
      their
      own
      ineffectiveness?
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Life’s
      not
      easy,
      it
      is
      a
      hard
      task
      to
      live
      it
      well
      and
      with
      grace
      —
      but,
      by
     
     
      Hades,
      let’s
      not
      complicate
      it
      with
      deities
      and
      water-nymphs!’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      spat
      into
      the
      brazier
      which
      flared
      and
      spluttered.
     
    


    
     
      Hano
      scratched
      at
      his
      thigh,
      drawing
      back
      more
      of
      his
      robe
      to
      do
      so,
     
     
      revealing
      a
      greater
      expanse
      of
      unhealthy
      flesh.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      seen
      supernatural
      manifestations
      of
      evil,
      my
      boy.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      have
      seen
      what
      a
      muddled
      brain
      wished
      you
      to
      see.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘What
      matter?
      Now,
      let’s
      end
      this
      conversation
      before
      you
      yell
      more
     
     
      heresies
      and
      have
      us
      both
      arrested.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Heresy
      and
      treason
      combined
      if
      Alexander’s
      chest-puffing
      claim
      be
      true.’
     
     
      Simon
      looked
      away
      from
      the
      old
      man’s
      thin
      legs
      and
      stared
      into
      the
      brazier.
     
    


    
     
      Hano
      changed
      the
      subject.
     
    


    
     
      ‘In
      Utopia,’
      he
      said
      to
      Simon,
      ‘you’d
      yet
      be
      seeking
      further
      perfection.
     
     
      You
      call
      yourself
      a
      realist,
      Simon
      —
      perfection
      is
      not
      a
      reality.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Realities
      can
      be
      created,’
      said
      Simon.
     
    


    
     
      ‘True,’
      Hano
      agreed.
      ‘But
      by
      the
      same
      logic,
      realities
      can
      be
      made
      unreal
     
     
      —
      unrealities
      made
      real.
      What
      if
      there
      were
      supernatural
      beings?
      How
      would
     
     
      you
      fit
      them
      into
      your
      theory?’
     
    


    
     
      “The
      situation
      will
      never
      arise.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Let
      us
      hope
      so.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      Phoenician
      turned
      his
      old
      twisted
      face
      towards
      Simon.
      The
      brazier
     
     
      light
      stained
      it
      a
      reddish
      brown,
      showing
      the
      wrinkles
      of
      mingled
      cynicism,
     
     
      fatalism
      and
      good
      nature.
      Hano
      said
      at
      length:
      ‘Very
      well.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      got
      up
      and
      moved
      about
      the
      crowded
      room
      taking
      a
      pot
      from
      one
     
     
      shelf,
      a
      skin
      of
      wine
      from
      another.
     
    


    
     
      Soon
      the
      smell
      of
      herbs
      came
      from
      the
      pot
      on
      the
      brazier
      as
      Hano
      brewed
     
     
      wine
      for
      his
      guest.
     
    


    
     
      “You’ll
      help.’
      Simon
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Alexander
      owes
      me
      a
      favour.
      But
      he
      has
      strange
      ways
      of
      repaying
      debts
     
     
      and
      I’d
      not
      normally
      be
      foolish
      enough
      remind
      him
      of
      this
      one.’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      did
      you
      do
      for
      him?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Set
      the
      handle
      of
      a
      star-metal
      blade
      with
      black
      opals.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘That
      was
      a
      favour!’
      Simon
      laughed.
     
    


    
     
      Hano
      scowled,
      but
      genially.
      ‘Know
      you
      not
      what
      that
      meant?
      It
      meant
      he
     
     
      could
      not
      directly
      handle
      iron
      or
      anything
      likely
      to
      conduct
      its
      force
      to
      his
     
     
      body.
      Black
      opal
      is
      one
      of
      the
      few
      gems
      which
      will
      serve
      to
      negate
      the
     
     
      flow.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      ‘So?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      Alexander
      has
      a
      weakness.
      Iron
      will
      harm
      him.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      I
      had
      such
      a
      secret
      I
      would
      kill
      the
      man
      who
      held
      it.’
      Simon
      said
     
     
      reflectively.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Not
      if
      you
      were
      Alexander
      and
      the
      man
      was
      dear
      to
      Olympias.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘You
      know
      Queen
      Olympias!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Olympias
      wishes
      me
      kept
      alive
      so
      I
      can
      feed
      her
      with
      secrets.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Dark
      secrets,
      l’
      Il
      warrant,
      if
      the
      stories
      of
      her
      are
      half-true.’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      do
      not
      touch
      the
      real
      truth
      about
      her.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Does
      she
      really
      sport
      with
      snakes
      at
      these
      rites?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye
      —
      and
      black
      goats
      are
      present
      too.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      swore.
     
    


    
     
      Hano
      handed
      him
      a
      cup
      of
      hot
      wine.
      As
      he
      drank
      he
      said:
      ‘I’m
      impatient
     
     
      to
      meet
      the
      God-King
      —
      how
      will
      you
      help?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Pll
      give
      you
      a
      letter
      and
      a
      token
      to
      take
      to
      Alexander.
      But
      be
      wary,
      my
     
     
      boy.
      Be
      wary.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Two
     
    

   

   
    
     
      T
      HOUGH
      HE
      RARELY
      admitted
      it,
      the
      idea
      of
      a
      supernatural
      world
      of
      gods
     
    

   

   
    
     
      and
      spirits
      disturbed
      Simon.
      Had
      it
      been
      practicable
      he
      might
      have
      become
     
     
      a
      militant
      atheist
      but
      instead
      he
      kept
      his
      opinions
      secret
      for
      the
      most
      part
     
     
      and
      did
      his
      utmost
      not
      to
      question
      them
      or
      even
      think
      of
      them.
     
    


    
     
      When
      he
      reached
      the
      great
      golden
      palace
      of
      Alexander
      he
      paused
      and
     
     
      stared
      up
      at
      it
      with
      admiration.
      It
      was
      illuminated
      by
      hundreds
      of
      torches
     
     
      many
      of
      which,
      on
      long
      poles,
      surrounded
      the
      palace.
      Others
      flared
      on
      its
     
     
      many
      ramparts.
     
    


    
     
      Two
      guards
      came
      forward.
      They
      were
      Babylonians
      in
      high
      helmets
      with
     
     
      oiled
      hair
      and
      beards.
      Their
      javelins
      threatened
      him.
     
    


    
     
      In
      poor
      Babylonian
      Simon
      said:
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      come
      to
      see
      King
      Alexander
      —
      I
      have
      a
      token
      and
      a
      letter
      for
      him.’
     
    


    
     
      They
      treated
      him
      with
      some
      respect,
      though
      they
      divested
      him
      of
      his
     
     
      sword
      and
      led
      him
      to
      the
      main
      gate
      where,
      after
      conversation,
      he
      was
     
     
      admitted.
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      made
      to
      wait
      several
      times,
      being
      studied
      and
      questioned
      by
      a
     
     
      variety
      of
      viziers
      and
      minions
      of
      the
      king,
      but
      at
      last
      he
      was
      ushered
      into
      a
     
     
      large
      chamber.
     
    


    
     
      Big
      windows
      let
      in
      the
      flickering
      torchlight.
      A
      great
      bed
      of
      brass,
      silver
     
     
      and
      gold,
      heaped
      with
      silks
      and
      furs,
      was
      in
      the
      centre
      of
      the
      room.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Alexander
      was
      sitting
      up
      in
      bed.
      He
      had
      been
      sweating,
      Simon
      could
      see.
     
     
      His
      nose
      told
      him
      the
      same
      story.
     
    


    
     
      The
      odour,
      in
      fact,
      was
      bad.
      Far
      worse
      than
      ordinary
      perspiration.
      Simon
     
     
      couldn’t
      place
      the
      smell.
     
    


    
     
      With
      a
      degree
      of
      nervousness
      Simon
      approached
      the
      huge
      bed.
     
    


    
     
      Suddenly,
      King
      Alexander
      grinned
      and
      stuck
      out
      a
      handsome
      hand.
     
    


    
     
      ‘You
      have
      a
      letter
      for
      me,
      I
      hear
      —
      and
      a
      token?’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘I
      have,
      sire.”
      Simon
      gave
      the
      letter
      and
      the
      little
      talisman
      to
      Alexander,
     
     
      studying
      the
      king’s
      strange
      face.
      In
      a
      way
      it
      was
      boyish,
      in
      another
      ancient
     
     
      and
      sensuous.
      He
      had
      a
      long
      nose
      and
      thick
      lips,
      heavily
      lidded
      eyes
      and
     
     
      brown,
      curly
      hair.
      Simon
      was
      taken
      aback
      by
      the
      king’s
      lack
      of
      ceremony,
     
     
      by
      his
      friendly
      grin.
      Was
      this
      the
      God-King?
      The
      spawn
      of
      evil?
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      read
      the
      letter
      quickly,
      nodding
      to
      himself.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Did
      Hano
      tell
      you
      of
      my
      debt
      to
      him?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,
      sire,’
      Simon
      said
      tactfully.
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      has
      many
      secrets,
      Hano
      —
      but
      he’s
      an
      old
      man
      and,
      in
      his
      generosity,
     
     
      keeps
      few
      to
      himself,
      I’ve
      heard.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      seems
      curiously
      tight-lipped,
      sire,’
      Simon
      replied,
      anxious
      for
      his
     
     
      friend’s
      life,
      ‘and
      even
      I
      who
      saved
      his
      life
      one
      time
      in
      Thebes
      can
      never
     
     
      get
      a
      full
      reply
      to
      any
      question
      I
      ask
      him.’
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      looked
      up
      sharply,
      staring
      Simon
      in
      the
      face
      with
      peculiarly
     
     
      wide
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      you
      wish
      to
      join
      my
      army.
      Hano
      recommends
      you
      as
      a
      fighting
      man
      —
     
     
      suggests
      you
      join
      my
      staff.
      I
      choose
      my
      officers
      with
      care,
      Simon
      of
     
     
      Byzantium.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      wish
      only
      a
      trial,
      sire.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      shall
      have
      it.’
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      studied
      the
      letter
      again.
     
    


    
     
      “You’re
      from
      Byzantium,
      I
      note.
      My
      father
      Philip
      was
      repulsed
      by
      that
     
     
      city
      some
      years
      ago
      —
      but
      that
      does
      not
      mean
      I
      can
      have
      no
      love
      for
      the
      city
     
     
      —
      perhaps
      the
      contrary.
      It’s
      well
      known
      I
      disliked
      him
      and
      can
      admire
      a
      city
     
     
      which
      withstood
      his
      attack.’
      Alexander
      smiled
      again.
      “Though
      she
      did
      not
     
     
      hold
      out
      for
      long
      against
      Philip’s
      son,
      did
      she?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,
      sire.’
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      had
      an
      almost
      tangible
      vitality,
      but
      he
      was
      evidently
      unwell.
     
     
      This
      ailment
      was
      not
      solely
      confined
      to
      his
      body,
      either,
      Simon
      felt.
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      mused,
      caressing
      the
      little
      amulet.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      need
      of
      a
      herald
      —
      a
      man
      who
      can
      travel
      between
      wherever
      I
      am
     
     
      campaigning
      and
      the
      capital
      of
      Macedonia.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      thought
      Persia
      was
      your
      base
      these
      days,
      sire.’
     
    


    
     
      “You’ve
      been
      listening
      to
      Greek
      and
      Macedonian
      criticism,
      no
      doubt.
     
     
      They
      say
      I’ve
      forsaken
      my
      own
      lands
      for
      the
      fleshpots
      and
      honours
      of
      the
     
     
      East.
      That’s
      a
      lie.
      It
      is
      too
      far
      to
      travel
      back
      always
      to
      Pella.
      Persia
      offers
      a
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      better
      base
      for
      my
      operations.
      There
      are
      still
      a
      few
      acres
      of
      the
      world
      left
     
     
      for
      me
      to
      conquer,
      Simon
      —
      and
      they
      all
      lie
      eastwards.’
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      sank
      back
      into
      his
      silks,
      eyeing
      the
      Thracian.
     
    


    
     
      “You’ll
      serve
      my
      mother
      and
      myself
      as
      a
      messenger.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      put
      his
      hand
      to
      his
      lips
      and
      said
      courteously:
      ‘I
      had
      rather
      hoped
      to
     
     
      go
      with
      the
      army,
      sire.’
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      frowned
      slightly.
      ‘And
      so
      you
      will,
      of
      course.
      No
      doubt
      there’
      |l
     
     
      be
      fighting
      for
      you
      —
      and
      new
      knowledge.
      I’m
      pleased
      that
      you’re
      literate.
     
     
      Most
      of
      my
      captains
      are
      chosen
      for
      several
      qualities
      —
      courage,
      loyalty
      —
     
     
      and
      learning.
      You
      appear
      to
      have
      courage
      and
      learning
      —
      but
      I
      must
      find
      out
     
     
      about
      your
      loyalty,
      you
      understand.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      nodded.
      ‘That
      is
      logical,
      sire.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Good,
      then
      —’
      Alexander
      broke
      off
      as
      the
      doors
      of
      the
      chamber
      opened
     
     
      behind
      Simon.
      The
      Thracian
      turned
      to
      stare
      at
      the
      door.
     
    


    
     
      A
      vizier,
      in
      long
      cloth-of-gold
      robes,
      hurried
      into
      the
      room.
     
    


    
     
      He
      prostrated
      himself
      before
      the
      king’s
      bed.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Son
      of
      Zeus,’
      he
      mumbled,
      ‘a
      message.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Is
      it
      secret?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,
      sire
      —
      they
      say
      it
      is
      already
      common
      knowledge.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Then
      speak
      —
      what
      is
      it?’
      Alexander
      propped
      himself
      into
      a
      sitting
     
     
      position
      again.
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      massacre,
      sire
      —
      in
      Lonarten
      —
      a
      troop
      of
      your
      Macedonian
      horse
      went
     
     
      berserk,
      killed
      many
      hundreds
      of
      women
      and
      children.
      There
      are
      rumours
     
     
      of
      cannibalism
      and
      unhealthy
      rites...’
      The
      vizier
      stopped
      as
      a
      smile
      crossed
     
     
      Alexander’s
      sensuous
      lips.
      “The
      people
      are
      asking
      for
      your
      interference
      —
     
     
      for
      compensation.’
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      smiled
      again.
      Simon
      was
      sickened
      by
      the
      sight.
      The
      king
      could
     
     
      be
      seen
      to
      grip
      hold
      of
      the
      bedclothes
      as
      if
      attempting
      to
      control
      himself.
      He
     
     
      groaned
      once,
      slightly.
     
    


    
     
      With
      effort
      he
      said:
      ‘We
      must
      call
      a
      halt
      to
      —
      we
      must
      stop...’
      Then
      he
     
     
      flung
      back
      his
      handsome
      head
      and
      bellowed
      with
      laughter.
      It
      was
      a
      laughter
     
     
      totally
      evil,
      a
      horrible,
      malicious
      joy
      which
      seethed
      around
      the
      room,
     
     
      echoing
      and
      roaring
      in
      Simon’s
      horrified
      ears.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Seize
      the
      complainers,’
      Alexander
      shouted,
      ‘we’ll
      sell
      them
      as
      eunuchs
     
     
      to
      the
      harems
      of
      Turkey.
      Teach
      them
      that
      the
      ways
      of
      a
      god
      are
      not
      the
      ways
     
     
      of
      a
      mere
      king
      —
      teach
      them
      not
      to
      question
      the
      word
      or
      actions
      of
      the
      Son
     
     
      of
      Zeus!’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Hurriedly,
      the
      vizier
      backed
      out
      of
      the
      room.
     
    


    
     
      Simon,
      forgetful
      for
      his
      own
      safety,
      leaned
      forward
      and
      shouted
      into
     
     
      Alexander’s
      twisted
      face:
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      mad
      —
      for
      your
      own
      sake
      do
      not
      let
      this
      massacre
      continue.
      Your
     
     
      unruly
      troops
      will
      cause
      a
      revolution
      —
      you
      will
      lose
      your
      empire.’
     
    


    
     
      Alexander’s
      eyes
      opened
      even
      wider.
      A
      hand
      leapt
      from
      the
      silks
      and
      furs
     
     
      and
      seized
      Simon’s
      ear.
      The
      mouth
      curled
      and
      even
      teeth
      moved
      as
     
     
      Alexander
      snarled:
     
    


    
     
      ‘For
      you
      I
      will
      invent
      a
      death!’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      grasped
      the
      wrist,
      attempting
      to
      wrest
      himself
      from
      Alexander’s
     
     
      grip.
      He
      was
      sickened,
      trembling
      and
      shaken
      by
      the
      strength
      in
      one
      so
     
     
      evidently
      ill.
      He
      felt
      the
      presence
      of
      something
      more
      than
      common
      insanity.
     
     
      What
      had
      changed
      the
      pleasant,
      practical
      soldier
      into
      this
      manifestation
      of
     
     
      evil?
      How
      could
      such
      different
      qualities
      exist
      in
      one
      body?
      Terror
      clouded
     
     
      his
      mind.
     
    


    
     
      With
      a
      wrench
      he
      was
      free
      of
      the
      king’s
      grasp
      and
      backed
      panting
      away
     
     
      from
      him.
     
    


    
     
      “They
      said
      you
      were
      Ahriman’s
      spawn
      —
      and
      I
      did
      not
      believe
      them,’
      he
     
     
      gasped.
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      grimaced,
      flung
      back
      the
      bedclothes
      and
      leapt
      to
      the
      ground,
     
     
      advancing
      towards
      Simon,
      with
      hands
      outstretched.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      Zeus’s
      son
      —
      born
      of
      god
      and
      mortal
      to
      rule
      the
      world.
      Abase
     
     
      yourself,
      heretic,
      for
      I
      have
      the
      power
      to
      send
      you
      to
      Hades!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘All
      men
      have
      that
      power,’
      Simon
      said,
      turned
      and
      ran
      for
      the
      great
      doors,
     
     
      tugged
      them
      open
      and,
      before
      he
      could
      be
      stopped
      fled
      down
      the
      shouting
     
     
      corridors,
      blind
      to
      everything
      but
      the
      need
      to
      escape
      from
      the
      screaming
     
     
      madman
      behind
      him.
     
    


    
     
      He
      remembered
      little
      of
      the
      flight,
      of
      the
      two
      fights,
      in
      the
      first
      of
      which
     
     
      he
      somehow
      gained
      a
      weapon,
      of
      his
      breathless
      running
      through
      the
      streets
     
     
      of
      Babylon
      with
      hordes
      of
      soldiers
      seeking
      him
      out.
     
    


    
     
      He
      ran.
     
    


    
     
      He
      had
      run
      himself
      virtually
      to
      death
      when
      several
      warriors
      pinned
      him
      in
     
     
      a
      blind
      alley
      and
      he
      tumed,
      snarling
      like
      an
      animal
      to
      defend
      himself.
     
     
      Crouching,
      sword
      raised,
      he
      waited
      for
      them
      as
      they
      cautiously
      advanced.
     
    


    
     
      They
      had
      not
      expected
      such
      ferocity.
      He
      had
      cut
      the
      first
      soldier
      down
      in
      a
     
     
      trice
      and
      sliced
      the
      flesh
      from
      another’s
      arm.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      In
      front
      of
      him,
      as
      if
      superimposed
      on
      the
      real
      scene
      before
      him,
      was
      the
     
     
      great,
      sensuous
      head
      of
      Alexander
      still
      roaring
      with
      crazy
      laughter.
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      had
      seen
      madmen
      many
      times.
      But
      Alexander
      had
      more
      than
     
     
      madness.
      He
      slashed
      with
      his
      sword
      and
      missed
      his
      target,
      fell
      forward,
     
     
      rolled
      on
      his
      back,
      brought
      his
      sword
      across
      his
      face
      to
      deflect
      a
      blade
     
     
      which
      had
      hurtled
      down
      through
      the
      confused
      night.
      He
      edged
      back,
      flung
     
     
      himself
      sideways,
      slashing,
      scrambled
      up
      and
      brought
      the
      edge
      of
      his
      sword
     
     
      up
      to
      chop
      a
      man’s
      jugular.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      he
      was
      running
      again,
      every
      limb
      aching,
      but
      a
      terrible
      fear,
      a
      fear
      of
     
     
      more
      than
      death
      or
      torture,
      was
      driving,
      driving
      him
      onward
      to
      escape.
     
    


    
     
      When
      the
      silent,
      dark-robed
      men
      appeared
      out
      of
      the
      night
      and
      surrounded
     
     
      him
      he
      cut
      at
      one
      but
      his
      sword
      seemed
      to
      meet
      metal,
      his
      hand
      went
      numb
     
     
      and
      the
      blade
      fell
      to
      the
      stones
      of
      the
      streets.
     
    


    
     
      Alexander’s
      face
      rose
      before
      him,
      laughing,
      laughing.
      The
      roaring,
      evil
     
     
      merriment
      filled
      his
      head,
      then
      his
      whole
      body
      until
      it
      seemed
      that
      he,
     
     
      Simon,
      was
      Alexander,
      that
      he
      was
      enjoying
      the
      bloody
      joke,
      the
      evil,
     
     
      malignant
      glee
      pouring
      wildly
      from
      his
      shaking
      body.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      peace
      of
      a
      kind,
      and
      hazy,
      mysterious
      dreams
      where
      he
      saw
      strange
     
     
      shapes
      moving
      through
      the
      smoke
      from
      a
      million
      red
      and
      glowing
      braziers.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Simon
      felt
      a
      hard,
      smooth
      surface
      beneath
      his
      back.
     
    


    
     
      He
      opened
      his
      eyes
      warily.
     
    


    
     
      A
      lean,
      white,
      thin-lipped
      face
      looked
      kindly
      down
      at
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      Abaris,’
      he
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Simon
      of
      Byzantium,’
      said
      the
      Thracian.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      have
      witnessed
      darkness?’
      It
      was
      only
      half
      a
      question.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Yes,’
      Simon
      replied,
      bemused.
     
    


    
     
      “We
      are
      men
      of
      light.
      The
      Magi
      welcome
      you.
      You
      are
      safe
      here.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Magi?
      They
      are
      priests
      in
      Persia
      —
      but
      you’re
      not
      Persian.’
     
    


    
     
      “That
      is
      so.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Abaris?
      There
      is
      an
      Abaris
      of
      legend
      —
      a
      wizard,
      was
      he
      not
      —
      a
      priest
      of
     
     
      Apollo
      who
      rode
      on
      an
      arrow?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      Magi
      made
      no
      reply
      to
      this,
      simply
      smiled.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      have
      incurred
      the
      wrath
      of
      Alexander.
      How
      long
      would
      you
      say
      you
     
     
      had
      to
      live?’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘A
      strange
      question.
      I’d
      say
      as
      long
      as
      my
      wits
      were
      sharp
      enough
      to
     
     
      evade
      the
      searchings
      of
      his
      soldiers.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      would
      be
      wrong.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      pushed
      himself
      upright
      on
      the
      wide
      bench
      and
      looked
      around
      him.
     
     
      Two
      other
      priests
      sat
      regarding
      him
      from
      across
      the
      bare
      room.
      Daylight
     
     
      filtered
      in
      from
      a
      hole
      in
      the
      ceiling.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Do
      I
      really
      owe
      you
      my
      life?’
     
    


    
     
      “We
      think
      you
      do
      —
      but
      you
      are
      in
      no
      debt.
      We
      wish
      we
      could
      give
      such
     
     
      concrete
      aid
      to
      all
      enemies
      of
      Alexander.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      not
      his
      enemy
      —
      he
      is
      mine.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      have
      witnessed
      what
      he
      is
      —
      can
      you
      still
      say
      that?’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      nodded.
      ‘I
      am
      his
      enemy,’
      he
      agreed
      and
      then
      amended
      this
      with:
     
     
      ‘Or
      at
      least
      the
      enemy
      of
      what
      he
      represents.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      exact
      —
      we
      also
      are
      the
      enemies
      of
      what
      Alexander
      represents.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      put
      his
      head
      on
      one
      side
      and
      smiled
      slightly.
      ‘Ah
      —
      let
      us
      be
     
     
      careful.
      He
      is
      insane,
      that
      is
      all.
      He
      represents
      material
      evil,
      not
     
     
      supernatural.’
     
    


    
     
      Briefly,
      Abaris
      looked
      impatiently
      away,
      frowning.
      Then
      his
      features
     
     
      resumed
      their
      earlier
      look.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      a
      bold
      thing
      to
      be
      an
      unbeliever
      in
      these
      times.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Bold
      or
      not
      —
      it
      is
      what
      I
      am.’
      Simon
      swung
      his
      legs
      off
      the
      bench.
      He
     
     
      felt
      incredibly
      weak.
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      said:
      ‘We
      Magi
      worship
      Ormuzd.
      Simply
      —
      Alexander
      represents
     
     
      Ahriman.’
     
    


    
     
      “These
      are
      the
      twin
      facets
      of
      your
      single
      deity,
      are
      they
      not?’
      Simon
      said.
     
     
      He
      nodded.
      ‘I
      know
      a
      little
      about
      your
      cult
      —
      it’s
      cleaner
      than
      most.
      You
     
     
      worship
      Fire,
      Sun
      and
      Light
      —
      with
      a
      minimum
      of
      ritual.’
     
    


    
     
      “True.
      A
      man
      who
      is
      confident
      in
      his
      soul
      needs
      little
      ritual.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      was
      satisfied
      by
      this.
     
    


    
     
      ‘We
      would
      be
      grateful
      if
      you
      would
      ally
      yourself
      with
      us,
      the
      Magi,’
     
     
      Abaris
      said
      quietly.
      ‘In
      return
      we
      will
      protect
      you
      from
      Alexander’s
     
     
      minions
      as
      best
      we
      can.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      told
      you
      —
      and
      I
      do
      not
      wish
      to
      seem
      ungrateful
      —
      my
      wits
      will
      keep
      me
     
     
      safe
      from
      the
      Macedonian’s
      warriors.’
     
    


    
     
      “We
      refer
      to
      his
      supernatural
      minions.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      shook
      his
      head.
      ‘I
      respect
      your
      beliefs
      —
      but
      I
      cannot
      accept
      them
     
     
      personally.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Abaris
      leaned
      forward
      and
      said
      urgently,
      softly:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Simon,
      you
      must
      aid
      us.
      Alexander
      and
      his
      mother
      are
      both
      possessed.
     
     
      For
      years
      we
      have
      been
      aware
      of
      this.
      For
      years
      we
      have
      attempted
      to
      fight
     
     
      the
      forces
      possessing
      them
      —
      and
      we
      are
      losing.
      You
      have
      seen
      how
     
     
      Ahriman
      controls
      Alexander.
      You
      must
      aid
      us!’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      said:
      ‘You
      have
      cloaked
      the
      simple
      fact
      of
      Alexander’s
      madness
      in
     
     
      a
      shroud
      of
      supernatural
      speculation.’
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      shook
      his
      head,
      saying
      nothing.
      Simon
      continued:
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      seen
      many
      men
      go
      mad
      with
      riches
      and
      power
      —
      Alexander
      is
     
     
      another.
      When
      he
      dies
      his
      good
      works
      will
      survive
      but
      the
      evil
      will
      be
     
     
      eliminated
      by
      time.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      naive,
      young
      man.
      Why,
      Achilles
      believed
      that...’
      Abaris
      bit
      his
     
     
      lip
      and
      lapsed
      into
      silence.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Achilles?
      He
      died
      a
      thousand
      years
      ago.
      How
      do
      you
      know
      what
      he
     
     
      believed?’
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      turned
      away.
      ‘Of
      course,
      I
      could
      not
      know,’
      he
      said.
      His
      eyes
      were
     
     
      hooded.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      give
      me
      cause
      to
      think
      you
      really
      are
      the
      Abaris
      of
      legend,’
      Simon
     
     
      smiled.
      He
      was
      joking.
      But
      even
      to
      his
      ears
      the
      joke
      rang
      true.
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      said:
      ‘Can
      a
      man
      live
      for
      more
      than
      a
      thousand
      years?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,’
      Simon
      said,
      ‘no.’
      He
      said
      it
      almost
      savagely,
      for
      it
      was
      what
      he
     
     
      wished
      to
      believe.
     
    


    
     
      Out
      there,
      in
      a
      palace
      of
      Babylon,
      there
      was
      evil
      ,
      he
      thought.
      But
      it
      was
     
     
      not,
      could
      not
      be
      —
      must
      not
      be
      supernatural.
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      now
      Said:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Alexander
      has
      reigned
      almost
      thirteen
      years
      —
      a
      mystic
      number.
      Our
     
     
      oracles
      prophesied
      that
      the
      turning
      point
      would
      come
      after
      thirteen
      years
      of
     
     
      rule.
      Now,
      as
      we
      fear,
      Alexander
      and
      the
      forces
      which
      act
      through
      him
      will
     
     
      bring
      an
      unchecked
      reign
      of
      evil
      to
      the
      world
      —
      or
      else,
      and
      the
      chance
      is
     
     
      small,
      he
      will
      be
      stopped.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      wish
      me
      to
      aid
      you
      in
      this.
      I
      must
      dissent.
      To
      help
      you
      I
      would
      have
     
     
      to
      believe
      you
      —
      that
      I
      cannot
      do.’
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      seemed
      to
      accept
      this.
      When
      he
      next
      spoke
      it
      was
      in
      a
      detached,
     
     
      trancelike
      voice.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ahriman
      —
      the
      multiplicity
      of
      Ahrimans
      whom
      we
      designate
      by
      the
      one
     
     
      name
      —
      selected
      Olympias
      many
      years
      ago.
      He
      needed
      a
      vessel
      through
     
     
      which
      to
      work
      and,
      at
      that
      time,
      no
      mortal
      had
      been
      born
      who
      would
      serve
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Ahriman’s
      purpose.
      So
      he
      took
      possession
      of
      poor
      Olympias.
      Philip,
      that
     
     
      great
      and
      wronged
      man,
      went
      regularly
      to
      the
      Isle
      of
      Samothrace
      on
     
     
      pilgrimage
      and,
      one
      year,
      Olympias
      made
      it
      her
      business
      to
      be
      there
      also.
      A
     
     
      love
      potion
      was
      all
      she
      needed.
      Philip
      was
      enamoured
      of
      her.
      They
      had
      a
     
     
      son
      —
      Alexander...’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      said
      wearily:
      “This
      is
      mere
      gossip
      such
      as
      old
      women
      make
      in
      the
     
     
      markets.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ormuzd
      protect
      you
      if
      you
      ever
      learn
      the
      truth,’
      was
      all
      Abaris
      said.
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      rose
      shakily.
      ‘If
      there
      is
      anything
      I
      can
      do
      to
      repay
      you
      —
      some
     
     
      material
      act,
      perhaps
      —
      I
      am
      very
      willing.’
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      thought
      for
      a
      moment.
      Then
      he
      took
      a
      scroll
      from
      his
      robe.
      He
     
     
      unrolled
      it
      and
      glanced
      over
      the
      weird
      script.
      It
      was
      not
      Persian,
      Simon
     
     
      knew,
      but
      what
      it
      was
      he
      could
      not
      tell.
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      handed
      the
      scroll
      to
      Simon.
      ‘We’ll
      furnish
      you
      with
      a
      horse
      and
      a
     
     
      disguise.
      Will
      you
      go
      to
      Pella
      for
      us?
      Will
      you
      deliver
      a
      message
      to
      our
     
     
      brothers?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Willingly,’
      Simon
      said,
      though
      he
      was
      aware
      that
      to
      journey
      to
      the
      capital
     
     
      of
      Macedonia
      would
      be
      courting
      danger.
     
    


    
     
      “They
      live
      in
      secret,’
      Abaris
      told
      Simon,
      ‘but
      we
      will
      tell
      you
      how
      to
      find
     
     
      them.
      Also
      we
      will
      furnish
      you
      with
      weapons.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I’d
      be
      grateful
      for
      that,’
      Simon
      smiled.
     
    


    
     
      “We’ll
      give
      you
      a
      day
      for
      resting
      and
      allowing
      the
      herbs
      we’ll
      give
      you
      to
     
     
      drink
      to
      do
      their
      work
      —
      then
      you
      can
      start
      off.
      You
      should
      have
      little
     
     
      trouble
      here,
      for
      our
      magic
      will
      protect
      you
      and
      we
      know
      a
      secret
      way
      out
     
     
      of
      the
      city.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      lay
      back
      on
      the
      bench.
      ‘Healing
      herbs
      will
      be
      very
      welcome,’
      he
     
     
      said,
      ‘and
      something
      to
      help
      me
      take
      a
      dreamless
      sleep...’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Three
     
    

   

   
    
     
      O
      UTSIDE,
      THE
      COURTIERS
      glanced
      at
      one
      another,
      not
      daring
      to
      enter
      the
     
    

   

   
    
     
      room
      where
      a
      man
      groaned.
     
    


    
     
      A
      short,
      clever-looking
      man
      in
      ornate
      war-gear
      turned
      to
      a
      calm-faced,
     
     
      sensitive
      man.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Why
      was
      he
      so
      anxious
      to
      apprehend
      the
      Thracian,
      I
      wonder,
     
     
      Anaxarchus?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      sensitive
      man
      shook
      his
      head.
      ‘I
      have
      no
      idea.
      I
      hear
      he
      was
      from
      my
     
     
      home
      city,
      Abdera,
      before
      he
      went
      to
      Byzantium.
      For
      all
      my
      people
      say
      that
     
     
      the
      folk
      of
      Abdera
      are
      stupid,
      some
      very
      clever
      men
      were
      born
      there.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      you,
      of
      course,
      are
      one,’
      the
      soldier
      smiled
      ironically.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      must
      be
      —
      I
      am
      a
      philosopher
      attached
      to
      Alexander’s
      train,’
     
     
      Anaxarchus
      said.
     
    


    
     
      The
      warrior
      took
      several
      nervous
      paces
      up
      the
      corridor,
      wheeled
      around,
     
     
      cursing.
      ‘By
      the
      Salamander’s
      breath,
      are
      we
      never
      to
      finish
      our
      conquests?
     
     
      What
      is
      wrong
      with
      Alexander,
      Anaxarchus?
      How
      long
      has
      he
      been
      like
     
     
      this?
      Rumours
      came
      to
      Egypt,
      but
      I
      discounted
      them.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      is
      ill,
      Ptolemy,
      that
      is
      all,’
      Anaxarchus
      said,
      but
      he
      did
      not
      believe
      his
     
     
      own
      words.
     
    


    
     
      ‘That
      is
      all
      !
      Even
      if
      I
      had
      not
      heard
      the
      Oracle
      of
      Libya
      speak
      of
      terrible
     
     
      strifings
      in
      this
      world
      and
      the
      others
      I
      would
      be
      troubled.
      Things
      are
     
     
      happening.
      Anaxarchus
      —
      doom-clouds
      are
      covering
      the
      world.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Gloomy,
      Ptolemy
      —
      he
      is
      only
      sick.
      He
      has
      a
      fever.’
     
    


    
     
      Another
      awful
      groan
      came
      from
      behind
      the
      doors,
      a
      terrified
      and
      terrible
     
     
      groan
      of
      awful
      agony.
      Neither
      did
      it
      seem
      to
      represent
      physical
      pain
      but
     
     
      some
      deeper
      agony
      of
      spirit.
     
    


    
     
      ‘An
      unusual
      fever,’
      Ptolemy
      said
      savagely.
      He
      strode
      towards
      the
      doors,
     
     
      but
      Anaxarchus
      blocked
      his
      passage.
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,
      Ptolemy
      —
      you
      would
      not
      emerge
      with
      your
      sanity
      intact,
      I
      warn
     
    

   

   
    
     
      3
     
    

   

   
    
     
      you.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Ptolemy
      looked
      at
      the
      scholar
      for
      a
      moment,
      then
      turned
      and
      almost
      ran
     
     
      down
      the
      corridor.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Inside
      the
      locked
      room,
      the
      man
      —
      or
      god
      —
      groaned
      terribly.
      It
      was
      as
      if
      the
     
     
      bones
      of
      his
      face
      were
      breaking
      apart
      to
      form
      individual
      beings.
      What
      was
     
     
      he?
      Even
      he
      could
      not
      be
      sure.
      For
      years
      he
      had
      been
      certain
      of
      his
      own
     
     
      power,
      confident
      that
      his
      greatness
      was
      his
      own.
      But
      now,
      it
      was
      obvious
      to
     
     
      him,
      poor,
      tormented
      Alexander,
      that
      he
      was
      nothing
      —
      nothing
      but
      a
      vessel,
     
     
      an
      agent
      through
      which
      many
      forces
      worked
      —
      and
      even
      those
      forces
      were
     
     
      united
      under
      a
      common
      name.
      He
      knew
      then,
      also,
      that
      they
      had
      entered
     
     
      many
      others
      in
      the
      past,
      that,
      if
      his
      strength
      broke,
      they
      would
      enter
      many
     
     
      more
      until
      their
      work
      was
      done.
     
    


    
     
      Part
      of
      him
      begged
      for
      death.
     
    


    
     
      Part
      of
      him
      attempted
      to
      fight
      that
      which
      was
      in
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Part
      of
      him
      planned
      —
      crime
      .
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Simon,
      cloaked
      and
      armed,
      clamped
      his
      knees
      against
      his
      steed’s
      back
      and
     
     
      galloped
      over
      the
      sparsely
      covered
      plains
      of
      Babylon,
      the
      folds
      of
      his
      cloak
     
     
      flying
      behind
      him
      like
      the
      wings
      of
      a
      stooping
      hawk.
     
    


    
     
      The
      horse
      snorted,
      its
      sturdy
      legs
      flashing,
      its
      eyes
      big
      and
      its
      heart
     
     
      pounding.
     
    


    
     
      For
      two
      hours,
      Simon
      had
      ridden
      in
      safety.
     
    


    
     
      But
      now
      the
      cold
      night
      air
      above
      him
      was
      alive
      with
      dreadful
      sounds.
     
    


    
     
      He
      drew
      his
      sword
      from
      its
      scabbard
      and
      rode
      on,
      telling
      himself
      that
      the
     
     
      noises
      were
      the
      flapping
      wings
      of
      vultures.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      a
      shape
      came
      swooping
      in
      front
      of
      him.
      He
      caught
      a
      glimpse
      of
      a
     
     
      pale,
      human
      face.
      But
      it
      was
      not
      entirely
      human.
      Snakes
      twined
      on
      its
      head,
     
     
      blood
      dripped
      from
      its
      eyes.
      The
      horse
      came
      to
      a
      sudden
      halt,
      reared
     
     
      whinnying.
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      closed
      his
      eyes
      against
      the
      sight.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      herbs
      the
      Magi
      gave
      me
      have
      induced
      visions,’
      he
      told
      himself
      aloud
     
     
      in
      shaking
      tones.
     
    


    
     
      But
      he
      could
      not
      believe
      it.
      He
      had
      seen
      them.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Eumenides
      —
      the
      Furies
      of
      legend!
     
    


    
     
      For
      the
      face
      had
      been
      that
      of
      a
      woman.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      Now
      the
      sounds
      came
      closer,
      ominous.
      Simon
      urged
      the
      frightened
      horse
     
     
      onwards.
      Sharp
      female
      faces
      with
      serpents
      in
      place
      of
      hair,
      blood
      streaming
     
     
      from
      malevolent
      eyes,
      hands
      like
      talons,
      swooped
      and
      cackled
      about
      him.
      It
     
     
      was
      nightmare.
     
    


    
     
      Then,
      quite
      suddenly,
      there
      came
      a
      dull
      booming
      sound
      from
      the
      distance,
     
     
      like
      the
      faraway
      sound
      of
      surf.
      Nearer
      and
      nearer
      it
      came
      until
      the
      night
     
     
      opened
      to
      brightness,
      a
      strange
      golden
      light
      which
      seemed
      to
      break
      through
     
     
      the
      blackness,
      splintering
      it
      into
      fragments.
      The
      winged
      creatures
      were
     
     
      caught
      in
      the
      glare,
      wheeled
      about
      uncertainly,
      shrieking
      and
      keening.
     
    


    
     
      They
      were
      gone.
     
    


    
     
      The
      light
      faded.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Simon
      rode
      on.
      And
      still
      he
      insisted
      to
      himself
      that
      what
      he
      had
      witnessed
     
     
      was
      hallucination.
      Something
      done
      to
      his
      weary
      brain
      by
      the
      potion
      the
     
     
      Magi
      had
      given
      him.
     
    


    
     
      The
      rest
      of
      the
      night
      was
      full
      of
      nauseous
      sound,
      glimpses
      of
      things
      which
     
     
      flew
      or
      wriggled.
      But,
      convinced
      that
      he
      dreamed,
      horrified
      yet
      keeping
     
     
      close
      hold
      on
      sanity,
      Simon
      pushed
      the
      steed
      onwards
      towards
      Pella.
     
    


    
     
      Horse
      and
      man
      rested
      for
      only
      a
      few
      hours
      at
      a
      time.
      The
      journey
      took
     
     
      days
      until,
      at
      length,
      eyes
      sunken
      in
      his
      head
      from
      tiredness,
      face
      grey
      and
     
     
      gaunt
      and
      mind
      numb
      he
      arrived
      at
      the
      Macedonian
      capital
      and
      sought
      out
     
     
      the
      Magi
      in
      the
      clay-built
      slums
      of
      the
      city.
     
    


    
     
      Massiva,
      head
      of
      the
      secret
      order
      in
      Pella,
      was
      a
      tall,
      handsome
      Numidian.
     
     
      He
      greeted
      Simon
      warmly.
     
    


    
     
      “We
      were
      informed
      of
      your
      coming
      and
      did
      our
      best,
      when
      you
      came
     
     
      close
      enough,
      to
      ward
      off
      the
      dangers
      which
      Alexander’s
      minions
      sent
     
     
      against
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      did
      not
      reply
      to
      this.
      Silently,
      he
      handed
      over
      the
      scroll.
     
    


    
     
      Massiva
      opened
      it,
      read
      it,
      frowning.
     
    


    
     
      ‘This
      we
      did
      not
      know,’
      he
      said.
      ‘Olympias
      has
      sent
      aid
      to
      Alexander
      in
     
     
      Babylon.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      priest
      offered
      no
      explanation,
      so
      Simon
      did
      not
      ask
      for
      one.
     
    


    
     
      Massiva
      shook
      his
      head
      wearily.
      ‘I
      do
      not
      understand
      how
      one
      human
      can
     
     
      endure
      so
      much,’
      he
      said,
      ‘but
      then
      she
      has
      other
      aid
      than
      human...’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      are
      these
      stories
      about
      her?’
      Simon
      asked,
      thinking
      that
      he
      might
      at
     
     
      last
      find
      some
      truth
      where
      before
      he
      had
      heard
      nothing
      but
      rumour
      and
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      hints.
     
    


    
     
      ‘The
      simple
      facts
      concerning
      her
      activities
      are
      common
      knowledge
      here,’
     
     
      Massiva
      told
      him.
      ‘She
      is
      an
      ardent
      initiate
      of
      a
      number
      of
      mystery
      cults,
      all
     
     
      worshipping
      the
      dark
      forces.
      The
      usual
      unpleasant
      rites,
      secret
      initiations,
     
     
      orgiastic
      celebrations.
      Three
      of
      the
      main
      ones,
      supposedly
      having
      no
     
     
      communication
      with
      one
      another,
      are
      the
      cults
      of
      Orpheus,
      Dionysius
      and
     
     
      Demeter.
      It’s
      hinted
      that
      Alexander
      was
      conceived
      at
      one
      of
      these
      rites.
      In
      a
     
     
      way
      that
      is
      the
      truth
      —
      for
      Olympias
      was
      selected
      by
      the
      Dark
      One
      when
      she
     
     
      was
      a
      girl
      participating
      in
      the
      rites
      of
      a
      similar
      cult.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      shook
      his
      head
      impatiently
      at
      this.
      ‘I
      asked
      you
      for
      facts
      —
      not
     
     
      speculation.’
     
    


    
     
      Massiva
      looked
      surprised.
      ‘I
      indulged
      in
      no
      speculation,
      my
      friend.
      Why,
     
     
      the
      whole
      city
      lives
      in
      fear
      of
      Olympias
      and
      her
      friends
      and
      servants.
      Evil
      is
     
     
      so
      thick
      here
      that
      ordinary
      folk
      can
      hardly
      breathe
      for
      its
      stink.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      said
      shortly:
      ‘Well,
      I
      hope
      the
      information
      is
      useful
      to
      you.
      I’ve
     
     
      paid
      my
      debt,
      at
      least.
      Now,
      can
      you
      recommend
      a
      tavern
      where
      I
      can
      stay?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      can
      recommend
      none
      well,
      in
      this
      cursed
      city.
      You
      might
      try
      the
      Tower
     
     
      of
      Cimbri.
      It’s
      comfortable,
      so
      I’ve
      heard.
      But
      be
      wary,
      take
      iron
      to
      bed
     
     
      with
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I’d
      do
      that
      in
      any
      event,’
      Simon
      grinned,
      ‘with
      Alexander
      after
      my
      blood
     
     
      and
      me
      staying
      in
      his
      home
      city.’
     
    


    
     
      “You’re
      courageous,
      Thracian
      —
      do
      not
      be
      foolish.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Don’t
      worry,
      friend.’
      Simon
      left
      the
      house,
      remounted
      his
      horse
      and
      rode
     
     
      it
      towards
      the
      tavern
      quarter,
      eventually
      locating
      the
      Tower
      of
      Cimbri.
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      about
      to
      enter
      when
      he
      heard
      the
      sound
      of
      running
      from
      an
      alley
     
     
      which
      followed
      the
      side
      of
      the
      building.
      Then
      a
      girl
      screamed.
      Drawing
      his
     
     
      sword
      he
      flung
      himself
      into
      the
      alley
      and,
      because
      he
      had
      become
      so
     
     
      hardened
      to
      sights
      of
      horror,
      hardly
      noticed
      the
      misshapen
      creatures
     
     
      menacing
      a
      frightened
      girl,
      save
      that
      they
      were
      armed
      and
      evidently
     
     
      powerful.
      The
      girl’s
      eyes
      were
      round
      with
      fear
      and
      she
      was
      half-fainting.
     
     
      One
      of
      the
      twisted
      men
      put
      out
      a
      blunt
      paw
      to
      seize
      her,
      but
      wailed
      out
      its
     
     
      pain
      as
      Simon’s
      sword
      caught
      it
      in
      the
      shoulder
      blades.
     
    


    
     
      The
      others
      turned,
      reaching
      for
      their
      weapons.
      Simon
      cut
      two
      down
      before
     
     
      they
      could
      draw
      their
      swords.
      The
      fourth
      swung
      at
      Simon
      but
      was
      too
     
     
      clumsy.
      He
      died
      in
      a
      moment,
      his
      neck
      cloven.
     
    


    
     
      Instead
      of
      thanking
      him,
      the
      girl
      stared
      down
      at
      the
      corpses
      in
      terror.
     
    


    
     
      ‘You
      fool,’
      she
      muttered.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Fool?’
      Simon
      was
      taken
      aback.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      have
      killed
      four
      of
      Queen
      Olympias’s
      retainers
      —
      did
      you
      not
     
     
      recognise
      the
      livery
      —
      or
      their
      kind?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I’m
      a
      Stranger
      in
      Pella.’
     
    


    
     
      “Then
      leave
      now
      —
      or
      be
      doomed.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,
      I
      must
      see
      that
      you
      are
      safe.
      Quickly
      —
      I
      have
      a
      horse
      waiting
      in
      the
     
     
      street.’
      He
      supported
      her
      with
      one
      arm
      though
      she
      protested
      and
      helped
      her
     
     
      into
      the
      saddle.
     
    


    
     
      He
      got
      up
      behind
      her.
     
    


    
     
      “Where
      do
      you
      live?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Near
      the
      west
      wall
      —
      but
      hurry,
      by
      Hera,
      or
      they’ll
      find
      the
      corpses
      and
     
     
      give
      chase.’
     
    


    
     
      Following
      her
      directions,
      Simon
      guided
      the
      horse
      through
      the
      evening
     
     
      half-light.
     
    


    
     
      They
      came
      to
      a
      pleasant,
      large
      house,
      surrounded
      by
      a
      garden
      which
      in
     
     
      turn
      was
      enclosed
      in
      high
      walls.
      They
      rode
      through
      the
      gates
      and
      she
     
     
      dismounted,
      closing
      them
      behind
      her.
      An
      old
      man
      appeared
      in
      the
      doorway
     
     
      to
      the
      courtyard.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Camilla?
      What’s
      happening?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Later,
      Father.
      Have
      the
      servants
      stable
      the
      horse
      and
      make
      sure
      all
      the
     
     
      gates
      are
      locked
      —
      Olympias’s
      retainers
      attempted
      to
      kidnap
      me
      again.
      This
     
     
      man
      saved
      me
      from
      them
      —
      but
      four
      are
      dead.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Dead?
      Gods!’
      The
      old
      man
      pursed
      his
      lips.
      He
      was
      dressed
      in
      a
      loose
     
     
      toga
      and
      had
      a
      stern,
      patrician
      face.
      He
      was
      evidently
      a
      nobleman,
      though
     
     
      his
      black-haired
      daughter
      was
      most
      unlike
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Quickly,
      Simon
      was
      ushered
      into
      the
      house.
      Servants
      were
      summoned
     
     
      bringing
      bread,
      cheese
      and
      fruit.
      He
      ate
      gratefully.
      As
      he
      ate
      he
      told
      as
     
     
      much
      of
      his
      personal
      story
      as
      he
      wished
      to
      divulge.
      The
      patrician,
      Merates,
     
     
      listened
      without
      commenting.
     
    


    
     
      When
      Simon
      had
      finished,
      Merates
      made
      no
      direct
      remark
      but
      instead
     
     
      said,
      half
      to
      himself:
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      King
      Philip
      had
      not
      continued
      his
      line,
      there
      would
      be
      peace
      and
     
     
      achievement
      in
      this
      war-wrecked
      world.
      I
      curse
      the
      name
      of
      Alexander
      —
     
     
      and
      the
      she-snake
      who
      bore
      him.
      If
      Alexander
      had
      been
      left
      to
      his
      father’s
     
     
      teaching,
      he
      might
      well
      have
      carried
      on
      the
      great
      plan
      of
      Philip.
      But
      his
     
     
      warped
      mother
      put
      different
      ideas
      into
      his
      head
      —
      turned
      him
      against
      his
     
     
      father.
      Now
      there
      is
      evil
      on
      every
      wind,
      it
      blows
      east
      and
      west,
      south
      and
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      north
      —
      and
      the
      hounds
      of
      darkness
      rend,
      slaver
      and
      howl
      in
      Alexander’s
     
     
      bloody
      wake.’
     
    


    
     
      Camilla
      shuddered.
      She
      had
      changed
      her
      street
      robe
      into
      a
      loose,
     
     
      diaphanous
      gown
      of
      blue
      silk.
      Her
      long,
      black,
      unbound
      hair
      fell
      down
      her
     
     
      back,
      gleaming
      like
      dark
      wine.
     
    


    
     
      She
      said:
      ‘Now,
      though
      Alexander’s
      off
      on
      his
      conquests,
      Olympias
     
     
      terrorises
      Pella
      more
      than
      ever
      before.
      All
      comely
      youths
      and
      girls
      are
     
     
      sought
      out
      to
      take
      part
      in
      her
      ghastly
      rituals.
      For
      ten
      or
      more
      months
      she
      has
     
     
      tried
      to
      encourage
      me
      to
      join
      until,
      at
      last,
      her
      patience
      failed
      and
      she
     
     
      attempted
      to
      kidnap
      me.
      She
      will
      know
      that
      someone
      killed
      the
      servitors
      —
     
     
      but
      she
      need
      not
      know
      it
      was
      you,
      Simon.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      nodded
      mutely.
      He
      found
      it
      difficult
      to
      speak
      as
      he
      breathed
      in
      the
     
     
      girl’s
      dark
      beauty,
      intoxicated
      by
      it
      as
      he
      had
      never
      before
      been.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      They
      were
      troubled
      times.
      Times
      of
      high
      deeds
      and
      feats
      of
      learning;
      times
     
     
      of
      obscene
      evil
      and
      wild
      daring.
      Alexander
      mirrored
      his
      times.
      With
      one
     
     
      breath
      he
      would
      order
      a
      massacre,
      with
      another
      honour
      a
      conquered
      city
     
     
      for
      its
      courage
      in
      withstanding
      him.
      His
      great
      horse
      Bucephalus
      bore
      his
     
     
      bright-armoured
      master
      across
      the
      known
      world.
      Fire
      destroyed
      ancient
     
     
      seats
      of
      civilisation,
      wise
      men
      were
      slain
      and
      innocents
      drowned
      in
      the
     
     
      flood
      tide
      of
      his
      conquests.
      Yet
      he
      caused
      new
      cities
      to
      be
      raised
      and
     
     
      libraries
      to
      be
      built.
      Men
      of
      learning
      followed
      in
      his
      train
      —
      this
      pupil
      of
     
     
      Aristotle
      —
      and
      he
      was
      an
      enigma
      to
      all.
      Greece,
      Persia,
      Babylonia,
     
     
      Assyria,
      Egypt,
      all
      fell
      to
      him.
      Four
      mighty
      races,
      four
      ancient
      civilisations
     
     
      bore
      Alexander’s
      yoke.
      People
      had
      speculated
      on
      whether
      he
      was
      a
      force
     
     
      for
      darkness
      or
      enlightenment
      —
      whether
      he
      would
      rend
      the
      world
      to
     
     
      fragments
      or
      unite
      it
      in
      lasting
      peace.
      An
      enigma.
     
    


    
     
      But
      now
      the
      year
      was
      323
      Bc
      and
      Alexander
      was
      aged
      thirty-two.
      He
      had
     
     
      ruled
      over
      twelve
      years
      —
      soon
      he
      would
      have
      reigned
      thirteen...
     
    


    
     
      In
      the
      dark
      caverns
      of
      creation,
      existing
      within
      a
      multiplicity
      of
     
     
      dimensions,
      vital
      evil
      thrived,
      chuckling
      and
      plotting
      —
      crime.
     
    


    
     
      For
      thirteen
      years
      had
      the
      forces
      of
      Light
      and
      Darkness
      warred
      in
      poor
     
     
      Alexander’s
      soul
      and
      body,
      unbeknownst
      to
      the
      proud,
      grandiose
      and
     
     
      arrogant
      world-conqueror.
      But
      now
      the
      stars
      proclaimed
      that
      a
      certain
      time
     
     
      had
      come.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Alexander
      suffered...
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Riders
      galloped
      towards
      the
      corners
      of
      the
      world.
      Bright
      banners
      whipped
     
     
      in
      the
      wind
      as
      armies
      sped
      across
      the
      lands
      around
      the
      Mediterranean.
      Ships
     
     
      groaned
      with
      the
      weight
      of
      armoured
      soldiers.
      Blood
      flowed
      like
      wine
      and
     
     
      wine
      like
      water.
      Corpses
      roasted
      in
      guttering
      castles
      and
      the
      earth
      shook
      to
     
     
      the
      coming
      of
      Alexander’s
      cavalry.
     
    


    
     
      And
      now
      messengers
      rode
      to
      the
      camps
      of
      his
      captains,
      recalling
      them.
     
     
      They
      were
      needed.
      The
      final
      conquest
      was
      to
      be
      made.
      But
      it
      would
      not
      be
     
     
      Alexander’s
      triumph.
      The
      triumph
      would
      belong
      to
      a
      greater
      conqueror.
     
     
      Some
      called
      him
      Ahriman.
     
    


    
     
      Hastily
      now
      Alexander’s
      captains
      mounted
      their
      chariots
      and
      headed
     
     
      towards
      Babylon.
      Many
      had
      to
      cross
      oceans,
      continents.
     
    


    
     
      Every
      oracle
      prophesied
      doom
      —
      some
      said
      for
      Alexander,
      some
      said
      for
     
     
      the
      world.
      Never,
      they
      said,
      had
      evil
      clouded
      the
      world
      as
      much
      as
      now.
     
    


    
     
      Ahriman
      had
      prepared
      the
      world
      through
      Alexander.
     
    


    
     
      Soon
      the
      powers
      of
      Light
      would
      be
      destroyed
      for
      ever
      and,
      though
      it
     
     
      might
      take
      many
      more
      centuries
      of
      completion,
      Ahriman
      could
      begin
      his
     
     
      plans
      of
      conquest
      and,
      finally,
      destruction.
     
    


    
     
      There
      were
      more
      vehicles
      for
      his
      plans.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Four
     
    

   

   
    
     
      S
      IMON
      LAZED
      BACK
      on
      a
      bench
      and
      ran
      his
      hand
      over
      Camilla’s
      warm
     
    

   

   
    
     
      shoulders.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Do
      not
      the
      heroes
      of
      legend
      always
      claim
      such
      reward
      from
      the
      maidens
     
     
      they
      rescue?’
      he
      asked
      mockingly.
     
    


    
     
      She
      smiled
      at
      him
      affectionately.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      Camilla
      of
      legend,
      if
      you
      remember,
      had
      nought
      to
      do
      with
      men.
      I’ve
     
     
      a
      mind
      to
      emulate
      her.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      sad
      waste.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘For
      you,
      perhaps,
      but
      not
      for
      me...’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      pretended
      to
      sigh.
      ‘Very
      well,’
      he
      said,
      ‘I
      can
      see
      I
      shall
      have
      to
     
     
      wait
      until
      you
      eventually
      succumb
      to
      my
      undoubted
      attraction.’
     
    


    
     
      Again
      she
      smiled.
      ‘You
      have
      been
      here
      a
      week
      and
      I
      have
      not
      fallen
      yet.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      was
      good
      of
      your
      father
      to
      give
      me
      the
      position
      of
      Captain
      of
      his
     
     
      Bodyguard,
      particularly
      since
      he
      is
      risking
      arrest
      if
      Olympias
      should
      ever
     
     
      discover
      that
      I
      slew
      her
      servants.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Merates
      is
      a
      good
      and
      wise
      man,’
      Camilla
      said
      seriously,
      ‘one
      of
      the
      few
     
     
      left
      in
      Pella,
      these
      days.
      He
      was
      close
      to
      Philip
      and
      admired
      him
      greatly.
     
     
      But
      Philip’s
      son
      would
      have
      nothing
      to
      do
      with
      his
      father’s
      councillors
      so
     
     
      now
      Merates
      lives
      in
      quiet
      retirement.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      had
      already
      learned
      that
      Camilla
      was
      the
      foster-daughter
      of
     
     
      Merates,
      that
      she
      had
      been
      born
      to
      a
      loved
      and
      trusted
      Paeonian
      slave
      who
     
     
      had
      died
      when
      she
      was
      a
      child.
     
    


    
     
      He
      had
      grown
      to
      respect
      the
      old
      nobleman
      and
      planned,
      though
      it
      was
     
     
      dangerous
      for
      him,
      to
      stay
      in
      Pella
      and
      probably
      settle
      there.
      He
      had
      already
     
     
      fallen
      in
      love
      with
      Camilla.
     
    


    
     
      And
      so
      he
      courted
      her
      and
      although
      she
      gave
      him
      no
      reason
      to
      cease
      this
     
     
      courtship,
      on
      the
      other
      hand
      she
      did
      not
      encourage
      him
      overmuch.
      She
     
     
      knew
      him
      for
      a
      soldier
      of
      fortune
      and
      a
      wanderer.
      Perhaps
      she
      wanted
      to
      be
     
     
      certain
      of
      him.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      But
      they
      were
      dark
      times
      and
      Simon,
      rationalist
      though
      he
      was,
      could
      not
     
     
      be
      unaware
      of
      them.
      He
      sensed
      the
      gathering
      storm
      and
      was
      restless.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      One
      day
      as
      he
      was
      instructing
      a
      group
      of
      slaves
      in
      the
      art
      of
      using
      the
     
     
      shield,
      Merates
      came
      hurrying
      into
      the
      courtyard.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Simon
      —
      a
      word
      with
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      Thracian
      propped
      a
      sword
      against
      the
      wall
      and
      went
      with
      Merates
     
     
      into
      the
      house.
     
    


    
     
      There
      were
      tears
      in
      Merates’s
      eyes
      when
      he
      spoke.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Camilla
      is
      gone.
      She
      had
      to
      go
      on
      an
      errand
      in
      the
      market
      —
      a
      regular
     
     
      monthly
      visit
      to
      settle
      our
      score
      with
      the
      merchants
      with
      whom
      we
      trade.
     
     
      She
      has
      been
      gone
      four
      hours
      —
      she
      is
      normally
      gone
      one...’
     
    


    
     
      Simon’s
      body
      grew
      taut.
      ‘Olympias?
      Do
      you
      think...?’
     
    


    
     
      Merates
      nodded.
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      turned,
      went
      swiftly
      to
      his
      quarters
      where
      he
      buckled
      on
      his
      leather
     
     
      belt
      bearing
      the
      scabbarded
      sword
      the
      Magi
      had
      given
      him.
     
    


    
     
      He
      flung
      a
      blanket
      over
      his
      horse’s
      back,
      rode
      it
      from
      the
      stable,
      ducking
     
     
      his
      head
      beneath
      the
      door
      beam,
      through
      the
      gates
      of
      the
      house
      and
      down
     
     
      the
      streets
      of
      Pella
      to
      the
      city
      centre.
     
    


    
     
      He
      enquired
      in
      the
      market
      for
      her.
      She
      had
      not
      been
      seen
      there
      for
      well
     
     
      over
      two
      hours.
      Thinking
      swiftly,
      he
      headed
      for
      the
      slums
      of
      the
      city,
     
     
      dismounted
      outside
      a
      certain
      door
      and
      knocked.
     
    


    
     
      Massiva,
      the
      black
      Numidian
      priest
      answered
      the
      door
      himself.
      He
      was
     
     
      dressed
      like
      a
      slave
      —
      evidently
      disguised.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Come
      in,
      Simon.
      It
      is
      good
      to
      see
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      wish
      aid,
      Massiva.
      And
      in
      return
      I
      may
      be
      able
      to
      help
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      Massiva
      ushered
      him
      inside.
     
    


    
     
      “What
      is
      it?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      certain
      that
      Queen
      Olympias
      has
      kidnapped
      Camilla,
      Lord
      Merates’s
     
     
      daughter.’
     
    


    
     
      Massiva’s
      expression
      did
      not
      change.
      ‘It
      is
      likely
      —
      Camilla
      is
      reputed
     
     
      beautiful
      and
      a
      virgin.
      Olympias
      seeks
      such
      qualities.
      Either
      she
      will
     
     
      corrupt
      Camilla
      and
      force
      her
      to
      take
      an
      active
      part
      in
      the
      rites
      —
      or
      else
      she
     
     
      will
      make
      her
      take
      a
      passive
      part.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Passive?
      What
      do
      you
      mean?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘The
      blood
      of
      virgins
      is
      needed
      in
      several
      spells.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Simon
      shuddered.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Can
      you
      help
      me?
      Tell
      me
      where
      I
      may
      find
      her!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘The
      Rites
      of
      Cottyttia
      begin
      tonight.
      That
      is
      where
      to
      look.’
     
    


    
     
      “Where
      do
      they
      take
      place?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Come,
      I
      will
      draw
      you
      a
      map.
      You
      will
      most
      likely
      perish
      in
      this,
      Simon.
     
     
      But
      you
      will
      be
      convinced
      that
      we
      have
      spoken
      truth
      in
      the
      past.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      looked
      at
      the
      negro
      sharply.
      Massiva’s
      face
      was
      expressionless.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      They
      called
      her
      Cotys
      and
      she
      was
      worshipped
      as
      a
      goddess
      in
      Thrace,
     
     
      Macedonia,
      Athens
      and
      Corinth.
      For
      centuries
      her
      name
      had
      been
     
     
      connected
      with
      licentious
      revelry
      —
      but
      never
      had
      she
      prospered
      so
      well
     
     
      than
      in
      Pella
      where
      Queen
      Olympias
      danced
      with
      snakes
      in
      her
      honour.
     
     
      Though
      only
      part
      of
      a
      greater
      Evil
      One,
      she
      flourished
      and
      grew
      on
      the
     
     
      tormented
      souls
      of
      her
      acolytes
      and
      their
      victims
      .
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      house
      stood
      on
      its
      own
      on
      a
      hill.
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      recognised
      it
      from
      Massiva’s
      description.
      It
      was
      night,
      silver
      with
     
     
      rime
      and
      moonlight,
      but
      there
      were
      movements
      in
      the
      shadows
      and
      shapes
     
     
      of
      evil
      portent.
      His
      breath
      steaming
      white
      against
      the
      darkness,
      Simon
     
     
      pressed
      on
      up
      the
      hill
      towards
      the
      house.
     
    


    
     
      A
      slave
      greeted
      him
      as
      he
      reached
      the
      door.
     
    


    
     
      “Welcome
      —
      be
      you
      Baptae
      or
      heretic?’
     
    


    
     
      Baptae
      ,
      Simon
      had
      learned
      from
      Massiva,
      was
      the
      name
      that
      the
     
     
      worshippers
      of
      Cotys
      called
      themselves.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      come
      to
      take
      part
      in
      tonight’s
      Cottyttia,
      that’s
      true,’
      Simon
      said
      and
     
     
      Slew
      the
      slave.
     
    


    
     
      Inside
      the
      house,
      lighted
      by
      a
      single
      oil
      lamp,
      Simon
      located
      the
      door
     
     
      which
      opened
      on
      reeking
      blackness.
      He
      bent
      and
      entered
      it
      and
      soon
      was
     
     
      creeping
      downwards,
      down
      into
      the
      bowels
      of
      the
      hill.
      The
      walls
      of
      the
     
     
      tunnel
      were
      slippery
      with
      clammy
      moss
      and
      the
      air
      was
      thick
      and
      difficult
     
     
      to
      breathe.
      The
      sharp
      sound
      of
      his
      sword
      coming
      from
      its
      scabbard
      was
     
     
      comforting
      to
      Simon.
     
    


    
     
      His
      sandalled
      feet
      slipped
      on
      the
      moss-covered
      stones
      of
      the
      passage
      and,
     
     
      as
      he
      drew
      nearer
      to
      his
      goal,
      his
      heart
      thudded
      in
      his
      rib
      cage
      and
      his
      throat
     
     
      was
      tight
      for
      he
      now
      had
      something
      of
      the
      emotion
      he
      had
      felt
      when
     
     
      confronted
      by
      Alexander’s
      insanity.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Now
      he
      heard
      a
      low
      chanting,
      half
      ecstatic
      moaning,
      half
      triumphant
     
     
      incantation.
      The
      sound
      grew
      louder,
      insinuating
      itself
      into
      his
      ears
      until
      he
     
     
      was
      caught
      for
      a
      moment
      in
      the
      terrible
      evil
      ecstasy
      which
      the
      Cottyttian
     
     
      celebrants
      were
      feeling.
      He
      controlled
      himself
      against
      an
      urge
      to
      flee,
      the
     
     
      even
      stronger
      urge
      to
      join
      them,
      and
      continued
      to
      advance,
      the
      rare
      steel
     
     
      sword
      gleaming
      in
      his
      fist.
      The
      iron
      was
      a
      comfort,
      at
      least,
      though
      he
      still
     
     
      refused
      to
      believe
      that
      there
      was
      any
      supernatural
      agency
      at
      work.
     
    


    
     
      Almost
      tangibly
      the
      evil
      swirled
      about
      him
      as
      he
      pressed
      on
      and
      here
      his
     
     
      rational,
      doubting
      nature
      was
      to
      his
      advantage.
      Without
      it,
      he
      might
      easily
     
     
      have
      succumbed.
     
    


    
     
      The
      chanting
      swelled
      into
      a
      great
      roar
      of
      evil
      joy
      and
      through
      it
      he
      heard
      a
     
     
      name
      being
      repeated
      over
      and
      over:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Cotys.
      Cotys.
      Cotys.
      Cotys
      .’
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      half
      hypnotised
      by
      the
      sound,
      stumbled
      towards
      a
      curtain
      and
     
     
      wrenched
      it
      back.
     
    


    
     
      He
      retreated
      a
      pace
      at
      what
      he
      saw.
     
    


    
     
      The
      air
      was
      thick
      with
      incense.
      Golden
      light
      flared
      from
      tall
      black
      candles
     
     
      on
      an
      altar.
      From
      the
      altar
      rose
      a
      pillar
      and
      tied
      to
      the
      pillar
      was
      Camilla.
     
     
      She
      had
      fainted.
     
    


    
     
      But
      it
      was
      not
      this
      that
      sickened
      him
      so
      much
      as
      the
      sight
      of
      the
      things
     
     
      which
      swarmed
      about
      the
      altar.
      They
      were
      neither
      men
      nor
      women
      but
     
     
      neuter.
      Perhaps
      they
      had
      once
      been
      men.
      They
      were
      young
      and
      good-
     
     
      looking,
      their
      hair
      long
      and
      their
      faces
      thin,
      the
      bones
      prominent
      and
      the
     
     
      eyes
      flickering
      with
      malignant
      glee.
      Naked,
      to
      one
      side
      of
      the
      altar,
      Simon
     
     
      saw
      an
      old
      woman.
      Her
      face
      was
      that
      of
      a
      woman
      of
      sixty,
      but
      her
      body
     
     
      seemed
      younger.
      Around
      it
      twined
      great
      serpents,
      caressing
      her.
      She
     
     
      crooned
      to
      them
      and
      led
      the
      chanting.
      Young
      women
      danced
      with
      the
     
     
      neuters,
      posturing
      and
      prancing.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Cotys.
      Cotys.
      Cotys
      .’
     
    


    
     
      The
      candles
      spurted
      seething
      light
      and
      sent
      shadows
      leaping
      around
      the
     
     
      walls
      of
      the
      caverns.
      Then
      a
      peculiar
      golden
      orange
      brightness
      appeared
      at
     
     
      the
      top
      of
      the
      column
      to
      which
      Camilla
      was
      tied
      and
      seemed
      to
      twine
      and
     
     
      coil
      down
      the
      pillar.
     
    


    
     
      Other
      shapes
      joined
      the
      dancing
      humans.
      Twisted
      shapes
      with
      great
      horns
     
     
      on
      their
      heads
      and
      the
      faces
      of
      beasts,
      the
      hoofs
      of
      goats.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Simon
      moved
      forward,
      his
      sword
      held
      before
      him
      in
      instinctive
      protection
     
     
      against
      the
      evil
      in
      the
      cavern.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Cease!’
      A
      name
      came
      to
      his
      lips
      and
      he
      shouted
      it
      out:
      ‘In
      the
      name
      of
     
     
      Ormuzd
      —
      cease!’
     
    


    
     
      A
      huge
      swelling
      of
      unhuman
      laughter
      came
      from
      the
      boiling
      brightness
      on
     
     
      the
      pillar
      and
      Simon
      saw
      figures
      form
      in
      it.
      Figures
      that
      were
      man-shaped
     
     
      and
      seemed
      to
      be
      at
      the
      same
      time
      part
      of
      the
      structure
      of
      a
      huge
      face,
      lined
     
     
      and
      pouched
      with
      a
      toothless,
      gaping
      mouth
      and
      closed
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      the
      eyes
      opened
      and
      seemed
      to
      fix
      themselves
      on
      Simon.
      The
     
     
      smaller
      figures
      writhed
      about
      it
      and
      it
      laughed
      again.
      Bile
      was
      in
      his
      throat,
     
     
      his
      head
      throbbed,
      but
      he
      gripped
      the
      sword
      and
      pushed
      his
      way
      through
      the
     
     
      sweating
      bodies
      of
      the
      worshippers.
      They
      grinned
      at
      him
      maliciously
      but
     
     
      did
      not
      attempt
      to
      stop
      him.
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      lost
      in
      the
      pull
      of
      those
      malicious
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ormuzd
      is
      too
      weak
      to
      protect
      thee,
      mortal,’
      the
      mouth
      said.
      ‘Ahriman
     
     
      rules
      here
      —
      and
      will
      soon
      rule
      the
      world
      through
      his
      vessel,
      Alexander.’
     
    


    
     
      Still
      Simon
      pushed
      his
      way
      towards
      the
      pillar,
      towards
      Camilla
      and
      the
     
     
      leering
      face
      above
      her.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ormuzd
      will
      not
      aid
      thee,
      mortal.
      We
      are
      many
      and
      stronger.
      Behold
      me!
     
     
      What
      do
      you
      see?’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      made
      no
      reply.
      He
      gripped
      the
      steel
      blade
      tighter
      and
      advanced
     
     
      closer.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Do
      you
      see
      us
      all?
      Do
      you
      see
      the
      one
      these
      revellers
      call
      Cotys?
      Do
      you
     
     
      see
      the
      Evil
      One?’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      staggered
      forwards,
      the
      last
      few
      paces
      between
      him
      and
      the
      entity
     
     
      coiling
      about
      the
      pillar.
      Olympias
      now
      pushed
      her
      face
      forward,
      the
      snakes
     
     
      hissing,
      their
      forked
      tongues
      flickering.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Go
      to
      her,
      Thracian
      —
      my
      son
      knows
      thee
      —
      go
      to
      her
      and
      we’ll
      have
      a
     
     
      double
      sacrifice
      this
      night.’
     
    


    
     
      With
      his
      free
      hand,
      Simon
      pushed
      against
      the
      scaly
      bodies
      of
      the
      snakes
     
     
      and
      sent
      the
      woman
      staggering
      back.
     
    


    
     
      With
      trancelike
      deliberation
      he
      cut
      the
      bonds
      that
      held
      Camilla
      to
      the
     
     
      pillar.
      But
      many
      hands,
      orange-gold
      hands,
      shot
      out
      from
      the
      column
      and
     
     
      gripped
      him
      in
      a
      shuddering,
      yet
      ecstatic
      embrace.
      He
      howled
      and
      smote
      at
     
     
      the
      hands,
      and
      at
      the
      touch
      of
      steel
      they
      flickered
      back
      again
      into
      their
     
     
      scintillating
      parent
      body.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Then
      he
      felt
      the
      clammy
      hands
      of
      the
      acolytes
      upon
      his
      body.
      Sensing
      that
     
     
      he
      had
      some
      advantage,
      Simon
      dragged
      a
      bunch
      of
      herbs
      from
      his
      shirt
      —
     
     
      herbs
      which
      Massiva
      had
      given
      him
      —
      and
      plunged
      them
      into
      the
      candle
     
     
      flames.
      A
      pungent
      aroma
      began
      to
      come
      from
      the
      flaring
      herbs
      and
      the
     
     
      naked
      worshippers
      dropped
      back.
      The
      apparition
      itself
      seemed
      to
      fade
     
     
      Slightly,
      its
      light
      less
      bright.
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      sprang
      at
      the
      shape,
      his
      sword
      flashing
      like
      silver
      and
      passing
     
     
      through
      the
      hazy
      face
      which
      snarled
      and
      laughed
      alternately.
      The
      sword
     
     
      clanged
      on
      the
      stone
      of
      the
      column.
      Desperately,
      he
      drew
      back
      his
      arm
      to
     
     
      strike
      another
      blow,
      his
      whole
      body
      weakened.
      He
      felt
      like
      an
      old,
      worn
     
     
      man.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ormuzd!’
      he
      shouted
      as
      he
      struck
      again.
     
    


    
     
      Again
      the
      face
      snarled
      at
      him;
      again
      the
      golden
      hands
      shot
      out
      to
      embrace
     
     
      him
      so
      that
      his
      body
      thrilled
      with
      terrible
      weakening
      joy.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      Simon
      felt
      that
      he
      was
      all
      his
      ancestors
      and
      a
      knowledge
      came
      to
     
     
      him,
      the
      knowledge
      of
      darkness
      and
      chaos
      which
      his
      forebears
      had
     
     
      possessed.
     
    


    
     
      And
      this
      knowledge,
      though
      terrifying,
      contained
      within
      it
      a
      further
     
     
      knowledge
      —
      the
      awareness
      that
      the
      forces
      of
      Darkness
      had
      been
     
     
      vanquished
      in
      the
      past
      and
      could
      be
      vanquished
      again.
     
    


    
     
      This
      gave
      him
      strength.
      Ahriman-Cotys
      realised
      that
      from
      somewhere
     
     
      Simon
      had
      gained
      renewed
      energy
      and
      its
      shape
      drew
      in
      on
      itself,
      began
      to
     
     
      slide
      down
      the
      pillar
      towards
      Camilla.
     
    


    
     
      But
      Simon
      reached
      her,
      tugged
      her
      away
      from
      the
      column
      and
      onto
      the
     
     
      ground.
      Then
      he
      drew
      back
      his
      arm
      and
      flung
      the
      flaming
      herbs
      into
      the
     
     
      face
      of
      the
      apparition.
     
    


    
     
      A
      horrid
      growling
      sound
      filled
      the
      air,
      and,
      for
      a
      moment,
      the
      face
      faded
     
     
      entirely.
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      grasped
      Camilla
      and
      fell
      back
      through
      the
      crowd,
      slashing
      at
      their
     
     
      naked
      bodies
      with
      his
      bright
      sword.
      Blood
      flowed
      and
      faces
      reappeared,
     
     
      bellowing
      with
      laughter.
     
    


    
     
      Many
      little
      faces
      joined
      in
      the
      merriment,
      piping
      their
      mirth
      and
      detaching
     
     
      themselves
      from
      the
      greater
      entity
      to
      fall
      upon
      the
      blood
      of
      the
      slain.
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      observed,
      with
      a
      degree
      of
      relief,
      that
      the
      beings
      could
      not
      pass
     
     
      through
      the
      smoke
      from
      the
      herbs
      and,
      by
      this
      time,
      the
      whole
      room
      was
     
     
      full
      of
      the
      pungent
      odour.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Nothing
      can
      destroy
      us,
      mortal!’
      Ahriman-Cotys
      bellowed.
      ‘Slay
      more
      —
     
     
      give
      me
      more!
      You
      may
      escape
      now
      —
      but
      I
      will
      sport
      with
      you
      both
      soon.
     
     
      The
      huntsmen
      of
      my
      servitor,
      Olympias,
      will
      hound
      you
      across
      the
      earth.
     
     
      You
      cannot
      escape.
      And
      when
      you
      are
      ours
      —
      you
      will
      both
      become
      the
     
     
      most
      willing
      of
      my
      slaves...’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      reached
      the
      doorway
      of
      the
      cavern,
      turned,
      bearing
      the
      insensible
     
     
      Camilla
      and
      ran
      up
      the
      slippery
      tunnel.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      he
      knew.
      Now
      he
      could
      no
      longer
      rationalise.
      He
      had
      seen
      too
      much.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      he
      knew
      that
      reason
      had
      passed
      from
      the
      world
      and
      that
      the
      ancient
     
     
      gods
      had
      returned
      to
      rule
      once
      more.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      Chapter
      Five
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Tix
      BODY
      WAS
      strong
      enough.
      Ahriman
      had
      tested
      it
      to
      his
      satisfaction.
      He
     
    

   

   
    
     
      had
      given
      the
      vessel
      superhuman
      strength
      and
      vitality
      which
      it
      had
      used
      for
     
     
      what
      it
      thought
      were
      its
      own
      purposes.
     
    


    
     
      Alexander,
      though
      he
      possessed
      little
      of
      his
      own
      personality
      now,
      was
     
     
      ready.
      Soon
      entire
      populations
      would
      be
      the
      slaves
      of
      Ahriman,
      their
      bodies
     
     
      bent
      to
      him.
      Darkness
      such
      as
      the
      world
      had
      never
      known
      would
      come.
     
     
      Ormuzd
      and
      the
      forces
      of
      Light
      would
      be
      vanquished
      for
      ever.
     
    


    
     
      Ahriman
      had
      many
      facets
      —
      many
      names.
      Shaitan
      was
      another
      .
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Now
      Alexander’s
      captains
      gathered.
      They
      were
      loyal
      to
      him,
      would
      do
      his
     
     
      bidding
      —
      would
      become
      Ahriman’s
      agents
      in
      bringing
      Hell
      to
      the
      surface
     
     
      of
      the
      Earth.
     
    


    
     
      323
      BC
      .
      A
      time
      of
      omens
      of
      evil.
      A
      turning
      point
      in
      history.
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      rose
      from
      his
      bed.
      He
      walked
      like
      an
      automaton
      and
      called
      for
     
     
      his
      slaves.
      They
      washed
      him,
      dressed
      him
      and
      clad
      him
      in
      his
      golden
     
     
      armour.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Hail,
      Jupiter-Ammon!’
      they
      intoned
      as
      he
      strode
      from
      the
      room
      and
     
     
      walked
      steadily
      to
      the
      chamber
      where
      his
      generals
      and
      advisors
      awaited
     
     
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Ptolemy
      stood
      up
      as
      Alexander
      entered.
      His
      master
      seemed
      no
      different,
     
     
      yet
      there
      was
      a
      strange,
      detached
      air
      about
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Greetings,
      Jupiter-Ammon,’
      he
      said
      bowing
      low.
      Normally
      he
      refused
      to
     
     
      designate
      Alexander
      by
      the
      name
      of
      the
      god
      —
      but
      this
      time
      he
      was
      wary,
     
     
      remembering
      perhaps
      how
      Alexander
      had
      killed
      his
      close
      friend
      Clitus
      in
     
     
      Bactria.
     
    


    
     
      Anaxarchus
      also
      bowed.
      The
      remaining
      ten
      did
      the
      same.
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      seated
      himself
      in
      the
      middle
      of
      the
      long
      table.
      The
      leather
     
     
      joints
      of
      the
      golden
      armour
      groaned
      as
      he
      bent.
      There
      was
      food
      and
      maps
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      on
      the
      table.
      He
      stuffed
      a
      bit
      of
      bread
      into
      his
      mouth
      and
      unrolled
      a
      map,
     
     
      chewing.
      The
      twelve
      men
      waited
      nervously
      for
      him
      to
      speak.
     
    


    
     
      Studying
      the
      map,
      Alexander
      held
      out
      his
      goblet.
      Ptolemy
      filled
      it
      with
     
     
      wine
      from
      a
      long-necked
      bottle
      of
      brass.
      Alexander
      drank
      it
      in
      a
      single
     
     
      gulp.
      Ptolemy
      replenished
      the
      cup.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Simon
      and
      Camilla
      had
      fled
      from
      Pella.
      The
      night
      was
      like
      a
      clammy
      cloak
     
     
      about
      them
      and
      lightning
      split
      the
      sky,
      rain
      hurling
      itself
      like
      tiny
      spears
     
     
      against
      their
      faces.
     
    


    
     
      Camilla
      rode
      slightly
      behind
      Simon,
      following
      him
      in
      a
      terror-filled
      flight
     
     
      towards
      the
      east.
     
    


    
     
      There
      was
      no
      other
      direction
      they
      might
      go
      and
      Simon
      needed
      to
      find
     
     
      Abaris
      the
      Magi
      and
      get
      his
      help,
      though
      Alexander
      still
      dwelled
      in
     
     
      Babylon.
     
    


    
     
      Behind
      them
      now
      they
      heard
      the
      Huntsmen
      of
      Olympias
      —
      great
      dogs
     
     
      baying,
      horns
      sounding
      and
      wild
      shouts
      urging
      the
      hounds
      on.
      And
      these
     
     
      huntsmen
      were
      not
      mortal
      —
      but
      loaned
      to
      Olympias
      by
      Ahriman
      that
      they
     
     
      both
      might
      sport
      with
      the
      fleeing
      humans.
     
    


    
     
      They
      caught
      glimpses
      of
      their
      pursuers
      —
      things
      of
      legend.
      Offspring
      of
     
     
      Cerberus,
      the
      three-headed
      dog
      which
      guarded
      the
      gates
      of
      Hades
      —
      dogs
     
     
      with
      the
      tails
      of
      serpents
      and
      with
      snakes
      twining
      round
      their
      necks,
      great,
     
     
      flat,
      hideous-eyed
      heads
      and
      huge
      teeth.
     
    


    
     
      The
      huntsmen
      rode
      on
      the
      progeny
      of
      Pegasus,
      winged
      horses
      which
     
     
      skimmed
      over
      the
      ground,
      white
      and
      beautiful,
      fast
      as
      the
      North
      Wind.
     
    


    
     
      And
      on
      the
      backs
      of
      the
      horses
      —
      the
      huntsmen.
      The
      grinning
      shades
      of
     
     
      dead
      villains,
      spewed
      from
      Hades
      to
      do
      Ahriman’s
      work.
      Beside
      them
      loped
     
     
      the
      leopard-women,
      the
      Maenades,
      worshippers
      of
      Bacchus.
     
    


    
     
      Behind
      all
      these
      came
      a
      screaming
      multitude
      of
      ghouls,
      demons
      and
     
     
      werebeasts,
      released
      from
      the
      depths
      of
      Hell.
     
    


    
     
      For
      two
      weeks
      they
      had
      been
      thus
      pursued
      and
      Simon
      and
      Camilla
      were
     
     
      well
      aware
      that
      they
      could
      have
      been
      caught
      many
      times.
      Ahriman
      —
      as
      he
     
     
      had
      threatened
      —
      was
      sporting
      with
      them.
     
    


    
     
      But
      still
      they
      pushed
      their
      horses
      onwards
      until
      they
      had
      reached
      the
     
     
      Bosphorus,
      hired
      a
      boat
      and
      were
      on
      the
      open
      sea.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Then
      came
      the
      new
      phantoms
      to
      haunt
      them.
      Sea-shapes,
      rearing
      reptilian
     
     
      monsters,
      things
      with
      blazing
      eyes
      which
      swam
      just
      beneath
      the
      surface
      and
     
     
      occasionally
      put
      clawed
      hands
      on
      the
      sides
      of
      the
      boat.
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      realised
      at
      last
      that
      all
      this
      was
      calculated
      to
      torment
      them
      and
     
     
      drive
      them
      mad,
      to
      give
      in
      to
      Ahriman’s
      evil
      will.
     
    


    
     
      Camilla,
      Simon
      could
      see,
      was
      already
      beginning
      to
      weaken.
      But
      he
      kept
     
     
      tight
      hold
      of
      sanity
      —
      and
      his
      purpose.
      Whether
      the
      Fates
      wished
      it
      or
      not,
     
     
      he
      knew
      what
      he
      must
      do,
      had
      taken
      upon
      himself
      a
      mission.
      He
      refused
      to
     
     
      attend
      to
      anything
      but
      that
      —
      and
      his
      strength
      aided
      Camilla.
     
    


    
     
      Soon,
      Simon
      knew,
      the
      Evil
      One
      would
      realise
      that
      he
      could
      not
      break
      his
     
     
      spirit
      —
      then
      they
      would
      be
      doomed
      for
      Ahriman
      had
      the
      power
      to
      snuff
     
     
      them
      out.
      He
      prayed
      to
      Ormuzd,
      in
      whom
      he
      now
      believed
      with
      a
      fervour
     
     
      stemming
      from
      his
      deep
      need
      of
      something
      to
      which
      he
      could
      cling,
      and
     
     
      prayed
      that
      he
      might
      have
      a
      little
      more
      time
      —
      time
      to
      get
      to
      Babylon
      and
      do
     
     
      what
      he
      had
      taken
      upon
      himself
      to
      do.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Over
      the
      barren
      plains
      of
      Asia
      Minor
      they
      rode
      and
      all
      the
      nights
      of
      their
     
     
      journey
      the
      wild
      huntsmen
      screamed
      in
      their
      wake
      until
      Simon
      at
      least
     
     
      could
      turn
      sometimes
      and
      laugh
      at
      them,
      taunting
      them
      with
      words
      which
     
     
      were
      half-mad
      ravings.
     
    


    
     
      He
      had
      little
      time,
      he
      knew.
     
    


    
     
      One
      night,
      while
      great
      clouds
      loomed
      across
      the
      sky,
      they
      lost
      their
      way.
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      had
      planned
      to
      follow
      the
      Euphrates
      on
      the
      banks
      of
      which
      was
     
     
      built
      Babylon,
      but
      in
      the
      confusion
      of
      the
      shrieking
      night
      he
      lost
      his
      way
     
     
      and
      it
      was
      not
      until
      the
      following
      morning
      that
      they
      sighted
      a
      river.
     
    


    
     
      With
      relief,
      they
      rode
      towards
      it.
      The
      days
      were
      theirs
      —
      no
      phantoms
     
     
      came
      to
      torment
      them
      in
      the
      sunlight.
      Soon,
      Simon
      knew
      with
      a
      feeling
      of
     
     
      elation,
      they
      would
      be
      in
      Babylon
      with
      Abaris
      and
      the
      Magi
      to
      aid
      them
     
     
      against
      the
      hordes
      of
      Ahriman.
     
    


    
     
      All
      day
      they
      rode,
      keeping
      to
      the
      cracked
      bed
      of
      the
      river,
      dried
      in
      the
      heat
     
     
      of
      the
      searing
      sun.
      When
      dusk
      came,
      Simon
      calculated,
      they
      should
      reach
     
     
      the
      outskirts
      of
      Babylon.
      Which
      was
      well,
      for
      their
      horses
      were
      by
      now
     
     
      gaunt
      skeletons,
      plodding
      and
      tripping
      in
      the
      riverbed,
      and
      Camilla
      was
     
     
      swaying,
      pale
      and
      fainting,
      in
      the
      saddle.
     
    


    
     
      The
      sun
      began
      to
      go
      down
      lividly
      on
      the
      horizon
      as
      they
      urged
      the
      weary
     
     
      horses
      forward
      and
      already
      in
      their
      ears
      they
      heard
      the
      faint
      howling
      of
      the
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Maenades,
      the
      insane
      howlings
      of
      Cerberus’s
      spawn.
      The
      nightmare
      of
      the
     
     
      nights
      was
      soon
      to
      begin
      again.
     
     
      ‘Pray
      to
      Ormuzd
      that
      we
      reach
      the
      city
      in
      time,’
      Simon
      said
      wearily.
     
     
      ‘Another
      such
      night
      and
      I
      fear
      my
      sanity
      will
      give
      way,’
      Camilla
      replied.
     
     
      The
      howling,
      insensate
      cries
      of
      the
      Bacchae
      grew
      louder
      in
      their
      ears
      and,
     
     
      turning
      in
      the
      saddle,
      Simon
      saw
      behind
      him
      the
      dim
      shapes
      of
      their
     
     
      pursuers
      —
      shapes
      which
      grew
      stronger
      with
      the
      deepening
      darkness.
     
     
      They
      turned
      the
      bend
      in
      the
      river
      and
      the
      shape
      of
      a
      city
      loomed
      ahead.
     
     
      But
      then,
      as
      they
      drew
      closer,
      Simon’s
      heart
      fell.
     
     
      This
      desolate,
      jagged
      ruin,
      this
      vast
      and
      deserted
      place
      was
      not
      Babylon!
     
     
      This
      city
      was
      dead
      —
      a
      place
      where
      a
      man,
      also,
      might
      die.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Now
      the
      armies
      of
      Alexander
      gathered.
      And
      they
      gathered,
      unbeknownst
      to
     
     
      them,
      not
      for
      material
      conquest
      but
      for
      a
      greater
      conquest
      —
      to
      destroy
      the
     
     
      powers
      of
      Light
      and
      ensure
      the
      powers
      of
      Darkness
      of
      lasting
      rule.
     
    


    
     
      Great
      armies
      gathered,
      all
      metal
      and
      leather
      and
      disciplined
      flesh.
     
    


    
     
      323
      Bc
      and
      a
      sick
      man,
      drawing
      vitality
      from
      a
      supernatural
      source
      —
      a
     
     
      man
      possessed
      —
      ruled
      the
      known
      world,
      ordered
      its
      fighting
      men,
     
     
      controlled
      its
      inhabitants.
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      of
      Macedonia.
      Alexander
      the
      Great.
      Son
      of
      Zeus,
      Jupiter-
     
     
      Ammon.
      He
      had
      united
      the
      world
      under
      a
      single
      monarch
      —
      himself.
      And,
     
     
      united,
      it
      would
      fall...
     
    


    
     
      In
      Babylon,
      oldest
      city
      of
      the
      ancient
      world,
      Alexander
      gave
      his
      orders
      to
     
     
      his
      captains.
      One
      hundred
      and
      forty-four
      miles
      square
      was
      Babylon,
     
     
      flanking
      each
      side
      of
      the
      great
      River
      Euphrates,
      embanked
      with
      walls
      of
     
     
      brick,
      closed
      by
      gates
      of
      bronze.
      Dominating
      the
      city
      was
      the
      Temple
      of
     
     
      Baal,
      rising
      upwards
      and
      consisting
      of
      eight
      storeys
      gradually
      diminishing
     
     
      in
      width,
      ascended
      by
      a
      flight
      of
      steps
      winding
      around
      the
      whole
      building
     
     
      on
      the
      outside.
      Standing
      on
      its
      topmost
      tower,
      Alexander
      surveyed
      the
     
     
      mighty
      city
      which
      he
      had
      chosen
      as
      the
      base
      for
      his
      military
      operations.
     
     
      From
      here
      he
      could
      see
      the
      fabulous
      hanging
      gardens
      built
      by
     
     
      Nebuchadnezzar,
      laid
      out
      upon
      terraces
      which
      were
      raised
      one
      above
      the
     
     
      other
      on
      arches.
      The
      streets
      of
      the
      city
      were
      straight,
      intersecting
      one
     
     
      another
      at
      right
      angles.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Babylon,
      which
      had
      brooded
      for
      centuries,
      producing
      scientists,
      scholars,
     
     
      artists,
      great
      kings
      and
      great
      priests,
      splendid
      warriors
      and
      powerful
     
     
      conquerors.
      Babylon,
      whose
      rulers,
      the
      Chaldaeans,
      worshipped
      the
     
     
      heavenly
      bodies
      and
      let
      them
      guide
      their
      lawmaking.
     
    


    
     
      Babylon,
      city
      of
      secrets
      and
      enlightenment.
      Babylon,
      soon
      to
      be
      abased
      by
     
     
      the
      most
      terrible
      blight
      of
      evil
      the
      world
      had
      known.
      The
      forces
      of
      Light
     
     
      were
      scattered,
      broken
      by
      Alexander’s
      conquerings,
      and
      Alexander
      himself
     
     
      had
      become
      the
      focus
      for
      the
      forces
      of
      evil.
      Soon
      the
      world
      would
      sink
      into
     
     
      darkness.
     
    


    
     
      Desperately
      the
      adherents
      of
      Light
      strove
      to
      find
      a
      way
      to
      stop
      him,
      but
     
     
      they
      were
      weakened,
      outlawed.
      Little
      pockets
      of
      them,
      chief
      of
      these
      being
     
     
      the
      Magi
      of
      Persia,
      strove
      to
      stand
      against
      him
      —
      but
      it
      was
      almost
      futile.
     
     
      Slowly,
      surely,
      implacably,
      evil
      Ahriman
      and
      his
      minions
      were
      gaining
     
     
      ascendancy.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Simon
      of
      Byzantium
      had
      failed
      to
      reach
      Babylon
      and
      contact
      the
     
     
      Magi.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Simon
      and
      Camilla
      had
      never
      seen
      such
      a
      vast
      city.
      The
      crumbling
      walls
     
     
      encompassed
      a
      fantastic
      area...
      Where
      they
      were
      still
      intact
      three
      chariots
     
     
      might
      have
      passed
      each
      other
      on
      them
      and
      they
      were
      over
      100
      feet
      high.
     
     
      Broken
      towers
      rose
      everywhere,
      hundreds
      of
      them,
      twice
      as
      high
      as
      the
     
     
      walls.
     
    


    
     
      But
      the
      wind
      moaned
      in
      the
      towers
      and
      great
      owls
      with
      wide,
      terrible
      eyes
     
     
      hooted
      and
      glided
      about
      them,
      seeming
      the
      city’s
      only
      occupants.
     
    


    
     
      Camilla
      reached
      over
      and
      found
      Simon’s
      hand.
      He
      gripped
      it
      to
      give
      her
      a
     
     
      comfort
      he
      did
      not
      himself
      feel.
     
    


    
     
      Behind
      them
      they
      still
      heard
      the
      hunters.
      Wearied,
      they
      could
      go
      no
     
     
      further
      and
      their
      tired
      brains
      told
      them
      that
      here,
      among
      ruins,
      they
      would
     
     
      find
      no
      hiding
      place.
     
    


    
     
      The
      slow
      clopping
      of
      their
      horses’
      hoofs
      echoed
      in
      the
      empty
      city
      as
      they
     
     
      followed
      a
      broad,
      overgrown
      avenue
      through
      jagged
      shadows
      thrown
      by
      the
     
     
      broken
      buildings.
      Now
      Simon
      could
      see
      that
      the
      city
      had
      been
      destroyed
      by
     
     
      fire.
      But
      it
      was
      cold,
      chillingly
      cold
      in
      the
      light
      of
      the
      huge
      moon
      which
     
     
      hung
      overhead
      like
      an
      omen
      of
      despair.
     
    


    
     
      The
      cries
      of
      the
      huntsmen
      joined
      the
      hoots
      of
      the
      owls,
      a
      horrid
     
     
      cacophony
      of
      fearful,
      foreboding
      sound.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      But
      now
      they
      could
      no
      longer
      run
      before
      their
      hunters.
      Fatalistically
      they
     
     
      must
      wait
      —
      to
      be
      caught.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Then
      suddenly,
      ahead
      of
      them,
      Simon
      saw
      a
      dark
      shape
      framed
      against
      the
     
     
      moonlight.
      He
      drew
      his
      sword
      and
      halted
      his
      horse.
      He
      was
      too
      tired
      to
     
     
      attack,
      waited
      for
      the
      figure
      to
      approach.
     
    


    
     
      When
      it
      came
      closer
      it
      flung
      back
      the
      cowl
      of
      its
      cloak
      and
      Simon
      gasped
     
     
      in
      relief
      and
      astonishment.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Abaris!
      I
      was
      going
      to
      seek
      you
      in
      Babylon.
      What
      are
      you
      doing
      here?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Waiting
      for
      you,
      Simon.’
      The
      priest
      smiled
      gently
      and
      sympathetically.
     
     
      He,
      also,
      looked
      dreadfully
      worn.
      His
      long
      un-Persian
      face
      was
      pale
      and
     
     
      there
      were
      lines
      about
      his
      mouth.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Waiting
      for
      me?
      How
      could
      you
      have
      known
      that
      I
      should
      lose
      my
      way
     
     
      and
      come
      here?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      was
      ordained
      by
      the
      Fates
      that
      you
      should
      do
      so.
      Do
      not
      question
      that.’
     
    


    
     
      “Where
      are
      we?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘In
      the
      ruins
      of
      forgotten
      Nineveh.
      This
      was
      a
      great
      city
      once,
      larger
      than
     
     
      Babylon
      and
      almost
      as
      powerful.
      The
      Medes
      and
      Babylonians
      razed
      it
      three
     
     
      hundred
      years
      ago.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Nineveh,’
      Camilla
      breathed,
      ‘there
      are
      legends
      about
      it.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Forget
      those
      you
      have
      heard
      and
      remember
      this
      —
      you
      are
      safe
      here,
      but
     
     
      not
      for
      long.
      The
      remnants
      of
      Ormuzd’s
      supporters
      fled
      here
      and
      form
      a
     
     
      strong
      company
      —
      but
      not
      so
      strong
      that
      we
      can
      last
      for
      ever
      against
     
     
      Ahriman’s
      dreadful
      minions.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Now
      I
      realise
      what
      happened,’
      Simon
      said.
      ‘We
      followed
      the
      Tigris
      river
     
     
      instead
      of
      the
      Euphrates.’
     
    


    
     
      “That
      is
      so.’
     
    


    
     
      Behind
      them
      the
      wild
      baying
      came
      closer.
      Abaris
      signed
      to
      them
      to
      follow
     
     
      him.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Abaris
      led
      them
      into
      a
      dark
      side
      street
      and
      then
      into
      a
      maze
      of
      alleys
      choked
     
     
      with
      fallen
      masonry,
      weed-grown
      and
      dank.
      By
      a
      small
      two-storeyed
      house
     
     
      which
      was
      still
      virtually
      intact,
      he
      stopped,
      withdrew
      a
      bolt
      and
      motioned
     
     
      them
      inside.
      They
      took
      their
      horses
      with
      them.
     
    


    
     
      The
      house
      was
      much
      larger
      inside
      than
      it
      seemed
      and
      Simon
      guessed
      that
     
     
      it
      consisted
      of
      several
      houses
      now.
      There
      were
      about
      two
      hundred
      people
      in
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      the
      large
      room
      behind
      the
      one
      they
      had
      entered.
      They
      sat,
      squatted
      and
     
     
      stood
      in
      positions
      of
      acute
      weariness.
      Many
      were
      priests.
      Simon
      recognised
     
     
      several
      cults.
     
    


    
     
      Here
      were
      Chaldaeans,
      the
      ruling
      caste
      of
      Babylon,
      proud
      and
      arrogant-
     
     
      seeming
      still,
      Egyptian
      priests
      of
      Osiris,
      a
      Hebrew
      rabbi.
      Others
      Simon
      did
     
     
      not
      recognise
      and
      Abaris
      whispered
      answers
      to
      his
      questions.
      There
      were
     
     
      Brahmin
      from
      India,
      Pythagoreans
      from
      Samos
      and
      Crotona
      in
      Etrusca,
     
     
      Parsees
      from
      the
      deserts
      of
      Kerman
      and
      Hindustan,
      Druids
      from
      the
      far
     
     
      North,
      from
      the
      bleak
      islands
      on
      the
      world’s
      edge,
      blind
      priests
      of
      the
     
     
      Cimmerians
      who,
      history
      told,
      were
      the
      ancestors
      of
      the
      Thracians
      and
     
     
      Macedonians.
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      had
      destroyed
      their
      temples,
      scattered
      them.
      Only
      in
      the
      far
     
     
      North
      and
      the
      far
      East
      were
      the
      priests
      of
      Light
      still
      organised
      and
      they
      had
     
     
      sent
      deputations
      to
      Nineveh
      to
      aid
      their
      brothers.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Alexander’s
      wrath
      had
      been
      mainly
      turned
      on
      the
      Zoroastrians,
      the
     
     
      Persian
      and
      Chaldaean
      Magi,
      strongest
      of
      the
      sects
      who
      worshipped
      the
     
     
      powers
      of
      Law
      and
      Light.
     
    


    
     
      Here
      they
      all
      were,
      weary
      men,
      tired
      by
      a
      battle
      which
      required
      no
     
     
      material
      weapons
      yet
      sapped
      their
      vitality
      as
      they
      strove
      to
      hold
      Ahriman
      at
     
     
      bay.
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      introduced
      Simon
      and
      Camilla
      to
      the
      gathering,
      and
      he
      appeared
      to
     
     
      know
      the
      best
      part
      of
      their
      story,
      how
      they
      had
      been
      present
      at
      the
      Cottyttia,
     
     
      how
      they
      had
      fled
      from
      Pella,
      hounded
      by
      the
      infernal
      hordes,
      crossed
      the
     
     
      Bosphorus
      and
      came,
      at
      length,
      to
      fallen
      Nineveh.
     
    


    
     
      Outside,
      Nineveh’s
      streets
      were
      filled
      with
      a
      hideous
      throng,
      weird
      beasts
     
     
      of
      all
      kinds,
      dead
      souls
      and
      malevolent
      denizens
      of
      Hell.
      Three-headed,
     
     
      snake-tailed
      dogs,
      winged
      horses,
      chimerae,
      basilisks,
      sphinx,
      centaurs
      and
     
     
      griffins,
      fire-spewing
      salamanders.
      All
      roamed
      the
      broken
      streets
      hunting
     
     
      for
      Ahriman’s
      prey.
      But
      there
      was
      an
      area
      where
      they
      could
      not
      pass
      —
      an
     
     
      area
      which
      gave
      out
      emanations
      which
      meant
      death
      for
      them,
      so
      they
     
     
      avoided
      this
      area.
     
    


    
     
      For
      the
      meantime,
      Simon
      and
      Camilla
      were
      safe.
      But
      it
      was
      stalemate,
      for
     
     
      while
      they
      were
      in
      Nineveh,
      secure
      against
      the
      forces
      of
      evil,
      Alexander
     
     
      strode
      the
      golden
      towers
      of
      Babylon
      and
      readied
      the
      world
      for
      the
      final
     
     
      conquest.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Six
     
    

   

   
    
     
      A
      BARIS
      TOLD
      SIMON
      :
      ‘Alexander
      slew
      your
      friend
      Hano
      the
      Phoenician
      a
     
    

   

   
    
     
      week
      ago.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      cursed:
      ‘May
      the
      Harpies
      pluck
      his
      eyes
      from
      his
      skull!’
     
    


    
     
      Camilla
      said:
      ‘Do
      not
      evoke
      the
      Harpies,
      also.
      We
      have
      enough
      to
      contend
     
     
      with.’
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      half
      smiled,
      waved
      his
      hand
      towards
      a
      small
      table
      in
      a
      corner
      of
     
     
      the
      room.
      ‘You
      had
      better
      eat
      now.
      You
      must
      be
      very
      tired.’
     
    


    
     
      Gratefully
      the
      pair
      began
      to
      eat,
      drinking
      the
      spiced
      wine
      of
      the
      Magi
      —
      a
     
     
      wine
      which
      was
      unnaturally
      invigorating.
      Abaris
      said,
      while
      they
      ate:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ahriman
      dwells
      constantly,
      now,
      in
      Alexander’s
      body.
      He
      intends
      to
     
     
      make
      a
      final
      campaign,
      north
      and
      east,
      to
      subdue
      the
      barbarian
      tribes
      of
     
     
      Gaul
      and
      the
      Dark
      Island,
      crush
      the
      Indian
      kings
      and
      rule
      the
      entire
      world.
     
     
      And,
      it
      seems,
      he
      will
      be
      able
      to
      do
      all
      this
      through
      his
      vessel,
      Alexander
      —
     
     
      for
      the
      whole
      world
      already
      responds
      to
      Alexander’s
      whims;
      he
      commands
     
     
      the
      fighting
      men
      and
      a
      host
      of
      subject
      kings
      and
      princes.
      It
      will
      be
      an
      easy
     
     
      matter...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      he
      must
      be
      stopped,’
      Simon
      said.
      ‘Have
      you
      no
      means
      of
      stopping
     
     
      him?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘For
      months
      we
      have
      tried
      to
      fight
      the
      forces
      of
      evil,
      without
      success.
      We
     
     
      have
      almost
      given
      up
      and
      wait
      for
      the
      coming
      of
      Darkness.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      believe
      I
      know
      what
      can
      be
      done,’
      Simon
      said,
      ‘and
      it
      will
      be
      a
      cleaner
     
     
      method
      than
      that
      used
      by
      any
      of
      you.
      With
      your
      aid
      I
      must
      get
      to
      Babylon
      —
     
     
      and
      with
      your
      aid
      I
      will
      do
      what
      I
      must.’
     
    


    
     
      “Very
      well,
      my
      friend,’
      Abaris
      said,
      ‘tell
      me
      what
      you
      need.’
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Kettledrums
      beat
      and
      brazen
      trumpets
      sounded.
      The
      dust
      swelled
      into
      the
     
     
      heated
      air
      before
      the
      feet
      of
      Alexander’s
      armies.
      Coarse
      soldiers’
      voices
     
     
      bellowed
      orders
      and
      the
      captains
      rode
      in
      military
      pomp
      at
      the
      head
      of
      their
     
     
      armies.
      Plumes
      of
      dyed
      horsehair
      bobbed
      bright
      beneath
      the
      sun,
      horses
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      stamped,
      bedecked
      in
      trappings
      of
      blue
      and
      red
      and
      yellow,
      bronze
      armour
     
     
      glinted
      like
      gold
      and
      shields
      clashed
      against
      javelins,
      lances
      rose
      like
      wheat
     
     
      above
      the
      heads
      of
      the
      marching
      men,
      their
      tips
      bright
      and
      shining.
     
    


    
     
      Hard-faced
      warriors
      moved
      in
      ordered
      ranks
      —
      men
      from
      Macedonia,
     
     
      Thrace,
      Greece,
      Bactria,
      Babylon,
      Persia,
      Assyria,
      Arabia,
      Egypt
      and
      the
     
     
      Hebrew
      nations.
     
    


    
     
      Millions
      of
      fighting
      men.
      Millions
      of
      souls
      trained
      for
      slaying
      and
     
     
      destruction.
     
    


    
     
      And
      ordering
      them,
      one
      man
      —
      Alexander
      the
      Great.
      Alexander
      in
      his
     
     
      hawklike
      helm
      of
      gold,
      standing
      on
      the
      steps
      of
      the
      Temple
      of
      Baal
      in
     
     
      Babylon
      and
      readying
      his
      hosts
      for
      the
      final
      conquest.
      Alexander
      in
      the
     
     
      trappings
      of
      a
      Persian
      monarch,
      absolute
      ruler
      of
      the
      civilised
      world.
      In
      his
     
     
      right
      hand
      a
      gleaming
      sword,
      in
      his
      left
      the
      sceptre
      of
      the
      law-giver.
      In
      his
     
     
      body,
      possessing
      it,
      flowing
      through
      it,
      dominating
      it
      —
      black
      evil.
      Ahriman,
     
     
      Master
      of
      Darkness,
      soon
      to
      commit
      the
      absolute
      crime
      —
      the
      destruction
      of
     
     
      Law,
      the
      birth
      of
      the
      Dark
      Millennium.
     
    


    
     
      Around
      Babylon,
      mighty
      armies
      were
      camped
      and
      it
      was
      easy
      for
      Simon
     
     
      to
      enter
      the
      city,
      for
      many
      mercenaries
      had
      flocked
      to
      fight
      beneath
     
     
      Alexander’s
      banner.
     
    


    
     
      Wrapped
      around
      the
      Thracian
      was
      what
      seemed
      to
      be
      a
      simple
      stained
     
     
      black
      soldier’s
      cloak,
      but
      inside,
      lining
      it,
      was
      richer
      stuff
      marked
      with
     
     
      curious
      symbols,
      the
      Cloak
      of
      the
      Magi,
      it
      served
      to
      ward
      off
      evil
      and
      kept
     
     
      Simon,
      for
      the
      time
      being,
      safe
      from
      Ahriman’s
      attentions.
     
    


    
     
      That
      day
      he
      stood
      in
      the
      square
      surrounding
      the
      Temple
      of
      Baal
      and
      heard
     
     
      Ahriman
      speak
      through
      Alexander.
      It
      was
      dangerous
      for
      him
      to
      do
      this,
      he
     
     
      knew,
      but
      he
      had
      to
      see
      the
      man
      again.
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      addressed
      the
      populace.
     
    


    
     
      ‘People
      of
      Babylon,
      my
      warriors,
      the
      morrow
      sees
      the
      start
      of
      our
      final
     
     
      conquests.
      Soon
      no
      spot
      of
      soil,
      no
      drop
      of
      ocean
      shall
      be
      independent
      of
     
     
      our
      empire.
      I,
      Jupiter-Ammon,
      have
      come
      to
      Earth
      to
      cleanse
      it
      of
      heretics,
     
     
      to
      destroy
      unbelievers
      and
      bring
      the
      new
      age
      to
      the
      world.
      Those
      who
     
     
      murmur
      against
      me
      shall
      die.
      Those
      who
      oppose
      me
      shall
      suffer
      torments
     
     
      and
      will
      wish
      to
      die.
      Those
      who
      would
      halt
      my
      plans
      —
      they
      shall
      never
      die
     
     
      but
      will
      be
      sent
      living
      to
      Hades.
      Now
      the
      armies
      are
      marshalled.
      Already
     
     
      we
      control
      most
      of
      the
      world,
      save
      for
      a
      few
      patches
      to
      the
      north
      and
      a
      few
     
     
      to
      the
      east.
      Within
      months
      these,
      also,
      will
      be
      ours.
      Worship
      us,
      my
      people,
     
     
      for
      Zeus
      has
      returned
      from
      Olympus,
      born
      of
      a
      woman
      named
      Olympias,
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      father
      of
      the
      son,
      son
      and
      father
      are
      One.
      We
      are
      Jupiter-Ammon
      and
      our
     
     
      will
      is
      divine!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      people
      screamed
      their
      exultation
      at
      these
      words
      and
      bowed
      low
     
     
      before
      the
      man-god
      who
      stood
      so
      proud
      above
      them.
     
    


    
     
      Only
      Simon
      remained
      standing,
      clad
      in
      his
      bagging
      and
      dusty
      cloak,
      his
     
     
      face
      thin
      and
      his
      eyes
      bright.
      He
      stared
      up
      at
      Alexander
      who
      saw
      him
     
     
      almost
      immediately,
      opened
      his
      mouth
      to
      order
      the
      unbeliever
      destroyed,
     
     
      and
      then
      closed
      it
      again.
     
    


    
     
      For
      long
      moments
      the
      two
      men
      stared
      into
      one
      another’s
      eyes
      —
      the
      one
     
     
      representing
      total
      evil,
      the
      other
      representing
      the
      forces
      of
      Light.
      In
      that
     
     
      great,
      hushed
      city
      nothing
      seemed
      to
      stir
      and
      the
      air
      carried
      only
      faint
     
     
      sounds
      of
      military
      preparation
      from
      behind
      the
      city
      walls.
     
    


    
     
      There
      was
      a
      peculiar
      communication
      between
      them.
      Simon
      felt
      as
      if
      he
     
     
      were
      looking
      into
      the
      Abyss
      of
      Hell
      and
      yet
      sensed
      something
      else
      lurking
     
     
      in
      the
      eyes
      —
      something
      cleaner
      that
      had
      long
      since
      been
      subdued
      and
     
     
      almost
      erased.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      he
      was
      in
      motion,
      running
      for
      the
      steps
      that
      wound
      upwards
      around
     
     
      the
      Temple
      of
      Baal.
     
    


    
     
      He
      bounded
      up
      the
      steps,
      twenty,
      fifty,
      a
      hundred
      and
      he
      had
      still
      not
     
     
      reached
      Alexander
      who
      stood
      like
      a
      statue
      awaiting
      him.
     
    


    
     
      The
      God-Emperor
      turned
      as
      Simon
      finally
      reached
      the
      upper
      level.
      As
      if
     
     
      Simon
      were
      not
      there
      he
      strode
      back
      through
      the
      shaded
      pillars
      and
      into
      the
     
     
      building.
      That
      was
      where
      Simon
      confronted
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Sunlight
      lanced
      through
      the
      pillars
      and
      criss-crossed
      the
      place
      in
      a
     
     
      network
      of
      shadow
      and
      light.
      Alexander
      now
      sat
      on
      a
      huge
      golden
      throne,
     
     
      his
      chin
      resting
      in
      one
      hand,
      his
      back
      bent
      as
      if
      in
      meditation.
      Steps
      led
      up
     
     
      to
      the
      dais
      on
      which
      the
      throne
      was
      placed.
      Simon
      stopped
      at
      the
      first
      step
     
     
      and
      looked
      up
      at
      the
      conqueror
      of
      the
      world.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Alexander
      leaned
      back
      in
      his
      throne
      and
      clasped
      his
      hands
      in
      front
      of
      him.
     
     
      He
      smiled
      slowly,
      at
      first
      a
      smile
      of
      irony
      which
      twisted
      into
      a
      grin
      of
     
     
      malice
      and
      hatred.
     
    


    
     
      “There
      is
      a
      sacred
      bull
      in
      Memphis,’
      Alexander
      said
      slowly,
      ‘which
      is
     
     
      called
      Apis.
      It
      is
      an
      oracle.
      Seven
      years
      ago
      I
      went
      to
      Memphis
      to
      hear
      the
     
     
      sacred
      bull
      and
      to
      ascertain
      whether
      it
      had,
      indeed,
      oracular
      powers.
      When
     
     
      it
      saw
      me
      it
      spoke
      a
      rhyme.
      I
      have
      remembered
      that
      rhyme
      for
      seven
      years.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Simon
      drew
      the
      Cloak
      of
      the
      Magi
      closer
      about
      him.
      ‘What
      did
      it
      say?’
      he
     
     
      asked
      in
      a
      strained
      half-whisper.
     
     
      Alexander
      shook
      his
      head.
      ‘I
      did
      not
      understand
      it
      until
      recently.
      It
      went:
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      City
      that
      thy
      father
      lost
      shall
      fall
      to
      thee
      ,
     
    


    
     
      The
      City
      that
      gives
      birth
      to
      fools
      shall
      bear
      a
      sword.
     
     
      The
      City
      that
      thy
      father
      lost
      shall
      be
      its
      home.
     
    


    
     
      The
      City
      that
      thou
      mak’st
      thy
      home
      shall
      feel
      its
      edge.
      ’
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Simon
      brooded
      over
      this
      for
      a
      moment
      and
      then
      he
      nodded,
      understanding.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Byzantium,
      Abdera,
      Byzantium
      —
      Babylon,’
      he
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      sharp
      is
      the
      sword?’
      Alexander
      asked
      and
      changed
      shape.
     
    


    
     
      A
      dazzling
      orange-golden
      haze
      burst
      upwards
      and
      a
      black-and-scarlet
     
     
      figure
      stood
      framed
      in
      the
      centre.
      It
      vaguely
      resembled
      Alexander
      but
      was
     
     
      twice
      as
      high,
      twice
      as
      broad,
      and
      bore
      a
      weirdly
      wrought
      staff
      in
      its
      hand.
     
    


    
     
      ‘So!’
      Simon
      cried.
      ‘At
      last
      you
      show
      your
      true
      shape.
      You
      bear
      the
      Wand
     
     
      of
      Ahriman,
      I
      see!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye,
      mortal
      —
      and
      that
      only
      Ahriman
      may
      bear.’
     
    


    
     
      From
      beneath
      the
      Cloak
      of
      the
      Magi,
      Simon
      produced
      a
      short
      javelin
      and
     
     
      a
      small
      shield
      of
      about
      ten
      inches
      in
      diameter.
      He
      held
      the
      shield
      in
      front
      of
     
     
      his
      face
      and
      through
      it
      could
      see
      unnerving
      and
      alien
      shapes
      where
      the
     
     
      figure
      of
      Ahriman
      stood.
      He
      was
      seeing
      the
      true
      shape
      of
      Ahriman,
      not
      the
     
     
      warped
      and
      metamorphosed
      body
      of
      Alexander.
     
    


    
     
      He
      drew
      back
      his
      arm
      and
      hurled
      the
      javelin
      at
      a
      certain
      spot
      in
      the
     
     
      intricate
      supernatural
      pattern.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      There
      came
      an
      unearthly
      groaning
      and
      muttering
      from
      the
      figure.
      It
      threw
     
     
      up
      its
      arms
      and
      the
      wand
      flickered
      and
      sent
      a
      bolt
      of
      black
      lightning
      at
     
     
      Simon
      who
      put
      up
      his
      shield
      again
      and
      repelled
      it,
      though
      he
      was
      hurled
     
     
      back
      against
      a
      far
      column.
      He
      leaped
      to
      his
      feet,
      drawing
      his
      sword
      and
      saw
     
     
      that,
      as
      Abaris
      had
      told
      him,
      Alexander
      had
      resumed
      his
      usual
      shape.
     
    


    
     
      The
      God-King
      staggered
      and
      frowned.
      He
      turned
      and
      saw
      Simon
      standing
     
     
      there,
      sword
      in
      hand.
     
    


    
     
      ‘What’s
      this?’
      he
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Prepare
      to
      fight
      me,
      Alexander!’
      Simon
      cried.
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      why?’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      must
      never
      know
      why.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      And
      Simon
      leaped
      forward.
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      drew
      his
      own
      lovely
      blade,
      a
      slim
      thing
      of
      strong
      tempering,
      of
     
     
      glowing
      star-metal
      with
      a
      handle
      of
      black
      onyx.
     
    


    
     
      The
      iron
      clashed
      with
      a
      musical
      note,
      so
      fine
      were
      both
      blades
      and
      the
      two
     
     
      men
      feinted,
      parried
      and
      stabbed,
      fighting
      in
      the
      Greek
      manner,
      using
      the
     
     
      points
      of
      their
      swords
      rather
      than
      the
      edges.
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      came
      in
      swiftly,
      grasped
      Simon’s
      wrist
      and
      pushed
      his
      sword
     
     
      back,
      bringing
      his
      own
      sword
      in,
      but
      Simon
      sidestepped
      just
      in
      time
      and
      the
     
     
      blade
      grazed
      his
      thigh.
      Alexander
      cursed
      a
      very
      human
      curse
      and
      grinned
     
     
      briefly
      at
      Simon
      in
      the
      old,
      earlier
      manner.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      swift,
      my
      friend.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      disliked
      this.
      It
      was
      harder
      to
      fight
      such
      a
      light-hearted
      and
      likeable
     
     
      warrior
      than
      the
      thing
      which
      Alexander
      had
      earlier
      been.
      It
      was
      almost
     
     
      unjust
      —
      yet
      the
      action
      had
      to
      be
      made.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      In
      and
      out
      of
      the
      network
      of
      light
      and
      shadow
      the
      two
      men
      danced,
      skipping
     
     
      away,
      coming
      in
      close,
      swords
      flashing
      and
      the
      music
      of
      their
      meeting
     
     
      echoing
      about
      the
      Temple
      of
      Baal.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      Alexander’s
      soldiers
      came
      running
      into
      the
      place
      but
      Alexander
     
     
      cried:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Stand
      back
      —
      I
      do
      not
      know
      why
      this
      man
      attacked
      me,
      but
      I
      have
      never
     
     
      fought
      such
      a
      swordsman
      before
      and
      would
      not
      miss
      the
      privilege.
      If
      he
     
     
      wins
      —
      free
      him.’
     
    


    
     
      Bewildered,
      the
      guards
      retreated.
     
    


    
     
      For
      hours
      the
      fight
      continued,
      each
      man
      evenly
      matched.
      Dusk
      came,
     
     
      sunset
      flooding
      the
      temple
      with
      blood-red
      rays.
      Like
      two
      archetypal
      gods
     
     
      they
      fought
      on,
      thrusting,
      parrying,
      employing
      every
      tactic
      at
      their
     
     
      command.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      Alexander,
      whose
      earlier
      sickness
      had
      wearied
      him,
      stumbled
      and
     
     
      Simon
      saw
      his
      opportunity,
      paused,
      deliberating
      the
      act,
      then
      rushed
      upon
     
     
      his
      opponent
      and
      struck
      him
      a
      terrible
      thrust
      in
      the
      lung.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Go
      —
      be
      Charon’s
      guest!’
      he
      cried.
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      went
      hurtling
      back
      to
      land
      with
      a
      crash,
      sprawled
      on
      the
      steps
     
     
      of
      the
      dais.
      Again
      the
      watching
      warriors
      rushed
      forward,
      but
      Alexander
     
     
      waved
      them
      back.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Do
      not
      tell
      the
      people
      how
      I
      met
      my
      end,’
      he
      gasped.
      ‘I
      have
      united
      the
     
     
      world
      —
      let
      it
      stay
      united
      in
      the
      confidence
      that
      a
      —
      a
      —
      god
      created
      that
     
     
      unity.
      Perhaps
      that
      will
      serve
      to
      ensure
      peace...’
     
    


    
     
      Dismissed,
      the
      guards
      returned,
      wondering,
      down
      the
      steps
      of
      the
      temple
     
     
      and
      Simon
      and
      the
      dying
      Alexander
      were
      left
      alone
      in
      the
      half-light
      while
      a
     
     
      wind
      blew
      up
      and
      sent
      a
      cold
      chill
      through
      the
      silent
      columns.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ‘I
      remember
      you
      now,’
      Alexander
      said,
      blood
      beginning
      to
      trickle
      from
      his
     
     
      mouth.
      ‘You
      are
      the
      Thracian.
      What
      happened
      —
      I
      remember
      interviewing
     
     
      you
      and
      then
      the
      rest
      is
      hazed
      in
      blackness
      and
      chaos
      —
      what
      happened
     
     
      then?’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      shook
      his
      head.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Call
      it
      madness,’
      he
      said.
      ‘A
      madness
      which
      came
      upon
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      In
      the
      shadows
      behind
      the
      throne
      he
      saw
      a
      black
      mist
      begin
      to
      form.
     
     
      Hurriedly
      he
      shouted:
      ‘Abaris
      —
      quickly!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      priest
      appeared
      then.
      He
      had
      slipped
      up
      the
      steps
      and
      had
      been
     
     
      standing
      behind
      a
      column.
      Others
      followed
      him.
      He
      motioned
      them
      in.
     
     
      They
      began
      a
      weird
      and
      beautiful
      chanting,
      advancing
      towards
      the
      hazy
     
     
      form
      behind
      the
      throne,
      making
      peculiar
      passes
      in
      the
      air.
     
    


    
     
      After
      them,
      Camilla
      appeared
      and
      stood
      framed
      in
      a
      gap
      between
      two
     
     
      columns,
      the
      wind
      ruffling
      her
      hair.
     
    


    
     
      Alexander
      grasped
      Simon’s
      arm.
      ‘I
      remember
      a
      prophecy
      —
      one
      made
      by
     
     
      the
      Oracle
      of
      Memphis.
      How
      did
      it
      go?’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      quoted
      it.
     
    


    
     
      “Yes,’
      Alexander
      gasped.
      ‘So
      you
      are
      the
      sword
      which
      the
      City
      of
      Fools,
     
     
      Abdera,
      bore...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘What
      shall
      we
      remember
      of
      you,
      Alexander?’
      Simon
      asked
      quietly
      as
     
     
      there
      came
      a
      commotion
      behind
      the
      throne
      which
      was
      now
      surrounded
      by
     
     
      chanting
      Magi.
      He
      looked
      up.
      The
      priests
      seemed
      to
      be
      straining
      to
      hold
     
     
      back
      some
      horrible
      force
      which
      whimpered
      and
      moaned
      at
      them,
      yet
      was
     
     
      still
      very
      strong.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Remember?
      Will
      not
      the
      world
      always
      remember
      me?
      My
      dream
      was
      to
     
     
      unite
      the
      world
      and
      bring
      peace.
      But
      a
      nightmare
      interrupted
      that
      dream,
      I
     
     
      think...’
     
    


    
     
      “Your
      father’s
      dream
      and
      yours,’
      Simon
      said.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘My
      father
      —
      I
      hated
      him
      —
      yet
      he
      was
      a
      good
      and
      wise
      king,
      and
      moulded
     
     
      me
      for
      a
      purpose.
      Aristotle
      was
      my
      teacher,
      you
      know.
      But
      I
      had
      other
     
     
      indoctrination.
      My
      mother
      Olympias,
      taught
      me
      peculiar
      things
      which
      I
     
     
      cannot
      remember
      now.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Let
      us
      hope
      no-one
      shall
      ever
      know
      them
      again,’
      Simon
      breathed.
     
    


    
     
      ‘What
      has
      happened?’
      Alexander
      asked
      again.
      Then
      his
      eyes
      closed.
     
     
      “What
      did
      I
      do?’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      did
      nothing
      that
      was
      not
      for
      the
      good
      of
      the
      world,’
      Simon
      told
      him.
     
     
      Alexander
      was
      dead.
      ‘But,’
      the
      Thracian
      added
      quietly
      as
      the
      emperor’s
     
     
      grip
      loosened
      and
      the
      limp
      hand
      fell
      to
      the
      marble
      of
      the
      step,
      ‘that
      which
     
     
      possessed
      you
      wrought
      harm.
      You
      could
      not
      help
      it.
      You
      were
      born
      to
     
     
      perish...’
     
    


    
     
      He
      rose
      and
      called:
      ‘Abaris.
      Abaris
      —
      he
      is
      dead.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      chanting
      ceased.
      The
      black
      shape
      still
      hovered
      there,
      veins
      of
      orange-
     
     
      gold,
      black
      and
      scarlet
      throbbing
      in
      it
      like
      blood
      vessels.
      Simon
      and
      the
     
     
      priests
      fell
      back.
     
    


    
     
      The
      shape
      shot
      towards
      Alexander’s
      corpse,
      sank
      down
      over
      it.
      The
     
     
      corpse
      jerked
      but
      then
      was
      still
      again.
      For
      an
      instant
      a
      face
      —
      the
      face
      Simon
     
     
      had
      seen
      at
      the
      Rites
      of
      Cotys
      in
      Pella
      —
      appeared.
     
    


    
     
      ‘There
      will
      be
      others,
      never
      fear!’
      Ahriman
      said
      and
      vanished.
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      went
      over
      to
      Alexander’s
      corpse
      and
      made
      a
      pass
      over
      the
      wound.
     
     
      When
      Simon
      looked
      there
      was
      no
      sign
      of
      a
      wound.
     
    


    
     
      ‘We’ll
      say
      he
      died
      of
      a
      fever,’
      Abaris
      said
      softly.
      ‘It
      was
      well
      known
      that
     
     
      he
      was
      ill.
      They
      will
      believe
      us
      —
      we
      will
      let
      the
      Chaldaeans
      speak
      in
     
     
      Babylon
      for
      they
      long
      ruled
      the
      people
      before
      Alexander’s
      coming.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      said:
      ‘I
      knew
      that
      clean
      steel
      could
      end
      this
      matter
      for
      us.’
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      looked
      at
      him
      a
      trifle
      cynically.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Without
      our
      magic
      to
      drive
      Ahriman
      out
      of
      Alexander’s
      body
      for
      the
     
     
      time
      you
      needed,
      you
      would
      never
      have
      succeeded.’
     
    


    
     
      “That’s
      true,
      I
      suppose.’
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      continued:
     
    


    
     
      “That
      was
      the
      solution.
      Ahriman
      works
      through
      many
      people
      —
      but
      he
     
     
      needs
      a
      single
      human
      vessel
      if
      he
      is
      to
      carry
      out
      his
      Great
      Plan.
      Several
     
     
      have
      been
      born
      in
      the
      past
      —
      others
      will
      be
      born
      again.
      Fanatical
      conquerors
     
     
      who
      will
      set
      out
      to
      rule
      the
      world.
      Men
      with
      superhuman
      vitality,
      the
      power
     
     
      of
      dominating
      great
      masses
      of
      people
      and
      driving
      them
      to
      do
      that
      one
      man’s
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      will.
      Yes,
      Ahriman
      —
      under
      whatever
      name
      he
      takes
      —
      will
      try
      again.
      That
      is
     
     
      certain.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Meanwhile,’
      Simon
      said
      as
      Camilla
      came
      up
      to
      him,
      ‘we
      have
      succeeded
     
     
      in
      halting
      Ahriman
      this
      time.’
     
    


    
     
      “Who
      knows?’
      Abaris
      said.
      ‘History
      will
      show
      if
      we
      were
      in
      time
      or
      not.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      said
      gravely:
      ‘I
      am
      not
      sure
      what
      Alexander,
      himself,
      was.
      He
     
     
      could
      have
      been
      a
      force
      for
      good
      or
      evil.
      He
      was
      something
      of
      both.
      But
      the
     
     
      evil
      gained
      ascendency
      towards
      the
      end.
      Was
      I
      right
      to
      kill
      him?
      Could
      not
     
     
      his
      course
      have
      been
      turned
      so
      that
      the
      good
      in
      him
      could
      have
      continued
     
     
      his
      plan
      to
      unite
      the
      world
      in
      peace?’
     
    


    
     
      “That
      may
      have
      been
      possible,’
      the
      priest
      said
      thoughtfully,
      ‘but
      we
      men
     
     
      set
      limits
      to
      our
      endeavours
      —
      it
      is
      easier
      that
      way.
      Perhaps,
      in
      time,
      we
      will
     
     
      not
      stop
      short
      but
      will
      learn
      to
      choose
      the
      harder
      paths
      and
      so
      achieve
      more
     
     
      positive
      results.
      As
      it
      is
      we
      strive
      merely
      to
      keep
      a
      balance.
      One
      day
     
     
      Alexander’s
      dream
      may
      be
      realised
      and
      the
      world
      united.
      Let
      us
      hope
      that
     
     
      the
      unity
      will
      be
      inspired
      by
      Ormuzd.
      Then
      it
      may
      be
      possible
      to
      build.’
     
    


    
     
      Simon
      sighed
      and
      made
      his
      body
      relax.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Meanwhile,
      as
      you
      say,
      we’ll
      strive
      for
      balance
      alone.
      Pray
      to
      Ormuzd,
     
     
      priest,
      and
      pray
      that
      men
      will
      one
      day
      cease
      to
      need
      their
      gods.’
     
    


    
     
      “That
      day
      may
      come
      and,
      if
      I
      am
      right,
      the
      gods
      themselves
      will
      welcome
     
     
      it.’
     
    


    
     
      Abaris
      bowed
      and
      left
      Simon
      and
      Camilla
      staring
      at
      one
      another.
      For
      a
     
     
      long
      time
      they
      remained
      so
      before
      embracing.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Earl
      Aubec
      of
      Malador
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Outline
      for
      a
      series
      of
      four
      fantasy
      novels
     
    

   

   
    
     
      E
      ARL
      AUBEC
      ,
      CHAMPION
      of
      Lormyr,
      Earl
      of
      Malador,
      first
      appeared
      in
      the
     
    

   

   
    
     
      [attached]
      story
      ‘Master
      of
      Chaos’
      (originally
      called
      ‘Earl
      Aubec
      and
      the
     
     
      Golem’)
      in
      fantastic,
      May
      1964.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Master
      of
      Chaos’
      will
      not
      be
      incorporated
      into
      the
      novels,
      but
      is
     
     
      [enclosed]
      to
      give
      some
      idea
      of
      the
      character
      and
      background
      etc.,
      of
      the
     
     
      projected
      series.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Background
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      world
      of
      Earl
      Aubec
      is
      the
      Age
      of
      the
      Bright
      Empire
      —
      the
      same
      as
      the
     
     
      world
      of
      Elric,
      only
      set
      some
      time
      earlier
      than
      the
      Elric
      stories.
      The
      Bright
     
     
      Empire
      is
      flourishing.
      It
      is
      the
      most
      powerful
      on
      Earth
      and
      the
      influence
      of
     
     
      the
      Dragon
      Princes
      of
      Imrryr
      is
      felt
      everywhere
      (though
      whenever
      possible
     
     
      they
      disdain
      contact
      with
      the
      race
      of
      true
      human
      beings
      of
      the
      Young
     
     
      Kingdoms).
      Elric’s
      ancestor,
      Gadric
      the
      Eleventh,
      moody
      son
      of
      Terhali,
      the
     
     
      Green
      Empress,
      sits
      on
      the
      Dragon
      Throne,
      close
      consort,
      it
      is
      rumoured,
      of
     
     
      the
      Dukes
      of
      Hell,
      particularly
      Arioch.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Lords
      of
      Chaos,
      in
      fact,
      still
      have
      the
      greater
      part
      of
      the
      power
      over
     
     
      Earth.
      At
      the
      edges
      of
      the
      world,
      Chaos
      Unbound
      still
      exists
      (in
      ‘Master
      of
     
     
      Chaos’,
      Earl
      Aubec’s
      task
      was
      to
      make
      a
      little
      of
      that
      Chaos-matter
      stable).
     
    


    
     
      The
      cosmology,
      therefore,
      is
      the
      same
      as
      the
      cosmology
      of
      the
      Elric
     
     
      stories,
      as
      is
      the
      basic
      geography
      [see
      attached
      map],
      but
      the
      Young
     
     
      Kingdoms
      have
      not
      yet
      risen
      to
      power
      and
      the
      Dreaming
      City
      of
      Imrryr
     
     
      dominates
      the
      world
      by
      virtue
      of
      her
      sorcery,
      her
      Dragon
      Masters,
      her
     
     
      golden
      battle-barges
      and
      her
      pact
      with
      Chaos.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Central
      Character
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Earl
      Aubec
      of
      Malador
      is
      a
      big,
      powerful
      warrior
      in
      middle
      years,
      his
      sole
     
     
      companion
      his
      cat,
      who
      travels
      everywhere
      with
      him
      and
      has
      a
      great
      sense
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      for
      danger
      when
      it
      threatens.
     
    


    
     
      Aubec’s
      patron
      gods
      are
      the
      Lords
      of
      Law,
      and
      he
      has
      something
      of
      an
     
     
      ally
      in
      the
      sorceress
      Micella
      of
      Kaneloon
      whom
      he
      loves
      secretly
      and
     
     
      hopelessly,
      hardly
      daring
      to
      admit
      it
      to
      himself,
      for
      his
      loyalty,
      according
      to
     
     
      tradition,
      must
      be
      to
      the
      dead
      Queen
      Eloarde
      of
      Lormyr.
      (These
      characters
     
     
      also
      originally
      appear
      in
      ‘Master
      of
      Chaos’.)
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Events
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Earl
      Aubec,
      deprived
      of
      his
      lands
      by
      the
      machinations
      of
      Queen
      Eloarde’s
     
     
      half-brother
      Aradard,
      is
      an
      exile,
      roaming
      the
      world,
      sought
      by
      Aradard’s
     
     
      assassins
      (only
      Aubec
      witnessed
      the
      murder
      of
      Eloarde
      by
      her
      half-
     
     
      brother’s
      men),
      selling
      his
      sword,
      ready
      for
      a
      chance
      to
      win
      the
      fortune
      that
     
     
      will
      enable
      him
      to
      finance
      an
      army
      that
      he
      can
      lead
      back
      to
      Lormyr.
      His
      one
     
     
      abiding
      hope
      is
      that
      he
      will
      be
      able
      to
      wreak
      vengeance
      on
      Aradard,
      restore
     
     
      the
      throne
      to
      Eloarde’s
      young
      son
      Prince
      Haminak
      (who
      is,
      in
      fact,
      Aubec’s
     
     
      son,
      too)
      whom
      Aubec
      believes
      is
      still
      alive,
      having
      smuggled
      him
      from
      the
     
     
      palace
      himself
      before
      Aradard’s
      men
      found
      the
      boy.
     
    


    
     
      All
      Aubec’s
      motivations,
      therefore,
      involve
      his
      need
      to
      raise
      an
      army
      to
     
     
      attack
      Aradard,
      his
      willingness
      to
      rob,
      murder
      or
      in
      other
      ways
      destroy
      or
     
     
      discomfort
      Aradard’s
      men,
      his
      wish
      to
      find
      his
      lost
      son
      Haminak.
     
    


    
     
      But
      Micella
      has
      other
      motivations.
      She
      knows
      that
      Aubec
      has
      a
      particular
     
     
      quality
      of
      character
      which
      makes
      him
      an
      able
      champion
      against
      the
      Lords
     
     
      of
      Chaos
      and
      their
      efforts
      to
      retain
      control
      of
      the
      Earth
      as
      their
      domain.
     
     
      While
      she
      can
      never
      convince
      Aubec
      of
      the
      fact
      that
      he
      is
      a
      somewhat
     
     
      extraordinary
      kind
      of
      man,
      she
      can
      sometimes
      help
      him
      in
      his
      ambitions
     
     
      concerning
      Aradard
      and
      Haminak
      and
      therefore
      where
      her
      interests
      and
      his
     
     
      self-interest
      combine,
      she
      can
      sway
      him
      to
      work
      on
      behalf
      of
      her
      masters,
     
     
      the
      Lords
      of
      Law.
     
    


    
     
      The
      first
      book,
      therefore,
      deals
      with
      these
      main
      events
      and
      concerns.
     
    


    
     
      Aubec
      arrives
      in
      Tanelorn
      (also
      described
      in
      an
      earlier
      story
      about
      Rackhir
     
     
      the
      Red
      Archer,
      ‘To
      Rescue
      Tanelorn...’
      in
      SCIENCE
      FANTASY
      No.
      56)
      which
     
     
      is
      a
      city
      on
      the
      edge
      of
      the
      Sighing
      Desert.
      Tanelorn
      shelters
      many
      outcasts
     
     
      and
      has
      a
      peculiar
      nature,
      in
      that
      neither
      the
      forces
      of
      Law
      nor
      Chaos
      have
     
     
      any
      influence
      over
      the
      inhabitants.
      Here
      Aubec
      learns
      from
      a
      man
      who
      has
     
     
      come
      to
      recruit
      mercenaries
      that
      an
      army
      is
      being
      raised
      in
      Hikach,
      capital
     
     
      city
      of
      Argimiliar
      (a
      near
      neighbour
      of
      Lormyr),
      with
      a
      view
      to
      attacking
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Kachor,
      chief
      port
      of
      Lormyr.
      Aubec
      himself,
      as
      a
      much
      respected
      tactician
     
     
      and
      leader
      of
      warriors,
      is
      offered
      a
      fifth
      share
      of
      all
      loot
      if
      he
      will
      come
      in
     
     
      with
      the
      Argimilites.
     
    


    
     
      Aubec
      has
      no
      love
      for
      the
      folk
      of
      Argimiliar,
      for
      they
      are
      the
      Lormyrians’
     
     
      traditional
      foes,
      but
      the
      prospect
      of
      striking
      a
      blow
      at
      Aradard
      and
      raising
     
     
      money
      for
      his
      own
      army
      convinces
      him
      that
      he
      will
      throw
      in
      with
      the
     
     
      Argimilites.
     
    


    
     
      In
      two
      weeks
      a
      boat
      will
      be
      leaving
      the
      port
      of
      Shad
      in
      Ilmiora.
      All
      the
     
     
      warriors
      must
      arrive
      by
      that
      time.
      The
      boat
      will
      take
      them
      to
      Hikach.
     
    


    
     
      Several
      days
      later,
      as
      he
      readies
      himself
      for
      the
      journey,
      Aubec
      is
     
     
      approached
      by
      Micella
      the
      sorceress
      of
      Kaneloon.
      She
      tells
      him
      that
      the
     
     
      Melnibonéans,
      under
      the
      direction
      of
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos,
      are
      fomenting
     
     
      civil
      war
      amongst
      the
      Young
      Kingdoms.
      The
      raid
      on
      Kachor
      will
      spark
      this
     
     
      off
      and
      soon
      all
      the
      Young
      Kingdoms
      will
      be
      at
      war,
      threatening
      the
     
     
      development
      of
      the
      power
      of
      true
      human
      beings
      and
      enabling
      the
      Lords
      of
     
     
      Chaos
      to
      increase
      their
      power.
      Aubec
      must
      not
      help
      the
      Argimilites.
      He
     
     
      must,
      instead,
      try
      to
      stop
      the
      raid.
     
    


    
     
      Aubec
      will
      have
      none
      of
      this.
      He
      is
      wary
      of
      the
      sorceress,
      knowing
      that
     
     
      her
      professed
      motives
      and
      her
      actual
      motives
      are
      not
      always
      the
      same.
      He
     
     
      sets
      off
      for
      Shad,
      arrives
      and
      boards
      the
      ship.
     
    


    
     
      Their
      voyage
      takes
      them
      across
      the
      Dragon
      Sea,
      close
      to
      the
      Isle
      of
      the
     
     
      Dragon,
      Melniboné.
     
    


    
     
      A
      storm
      —
      evidently
      of
      supernatural
      origin
      —
      blows
      up.
      The
      ship
      is
     
     
      wrecked
      on
      the
      dreadful
      coast
      of
      the
      Dragon
      Isle
      where
      no
      true
      human
     
     
      being
      would
      willingly
      set
      foot.
      Aubec
      and
      a
      small
      party
      of
      warriors
      survive.
     
     
      Everyone,
      including
      Aubec,
      is
      extremely
      fearful.
      Aubec
      sets
      them
      to
     
     
      building
      a
      raft,
      hoping
      that
      he
      will
      be
      able
      to
      get
      off
      the
      Dragon
      Isle
      before
     
     
      the
      inhuman
      Melnibonéans
      discover
      the
      intruders.
     
    


    
     
      But
      it
      is
      too
      late.
      Dragon
      riders
      appear
      in
      the
      sky.
      Some
      of
      the
      warriors
     
     
      run
      and
      are
      destroyed
      by
      the
      flaming
      venom.
      Aubec
      stands
      his
      ground.
      The
     
     
      dragons
      land.
      Dyvim
      Kang,
      Dragon
      Prince,
      dismounts
      and
      haughtily
     
     
      approaches
      the
      little
      band,
      questioning
      them.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Likely
      meat
      to
      feed
      our
      lord
      Arioch,’
      smiles
      one
      of
      the
      inhumanly
     
     
      handsome
      Melnibonéans.
      ‘Or
      perhaps
      they
      will
      furnish
      some
      more
     
     
      elaborate
      form
      of
      entertainment
      to
      lighten
      King
      Gadric’s
      gloom.’
     
    


    
     
      Dyvim
      Kang
      silences
      the
      man.
      He
      is
      interested
      in
      Aubec.
      Perhaps
      he
     
     
      recognises
      in
      Aubec
      that
      peculiar
      quality
      of
      character
      already
      noted
      by
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Micella.
      ‘Are
      you
      a
      sorcerer?’
      he
      asks.
      ‘You
      have
      not
      the
      sorcerer’s
     
     
      manner.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      disdain
      sorcery,’
      answers
      Aubec,
      ‘just
      as
      I
      disdain
      all
      that
      Melniboné
     
     
      stands
      for.
      But
      my
      quarrel
      is
      not
      with
      the
      Bright
      Empire.
      Let
      me
      go
      on
     
     
      about
      my
      own
      business
      and
      you
      concern
      yourselves
      with
      yours.
      A
      small
     
     
      skiff’s
      all
      I
      need
      to
      get
      me
      to
      Hikach.’
     
    


    
     
      “We
      are
      not
      in
      the
      habit
      of
      dispensing
      gifts
      to
      human
      folk,’
      Dyvim
      Kang
     
     
      says.
      ‘Why
      do
      you
      journey
      to
      Hikach?’
     
    


    
     
      Aubec
      briefly
      tells
      him
      of
      the
      projected
      raid.
      Dyvim
      Kang
      nods.
      He
     
     
      already
      appears
      to
      know
      something
      of
      the
      Argimilites’
      plans.
      He
      seems
     
     
      half-prepared
      to
      let
      Aubec
      have
      his
      skiff,
      but
      then
      thinks
      better
      of
      it
      and
     
     
      orders
      that
      the
      few
      remaining
      warriors
      be
      used
      for
      sport
      and
      Aubec
      to
      be
     
     
      brought
      before
      the
      Dragon
      Throne.
     
    


    
     
      There
      follows
      Aubec’s
      first
      confrontation
      with
      King
      Gadric
      the
      Eleventh,
     
     
      whose
      deep
      green
      pupilless
      eyes
      are
      a
      reminder
      that
      his
      mother
      was
      the
     
     
      near-immortal
      Terhali,
      the
      Green
      Empress.
      Gadric,
      too,
      is
      impressed
      with
     
     
      Aubec
      and
      summons
      a
      ‘friend’.
      The
      friend
      appears
      —
      actually
      Lord
      Balan
      of
     
     
      Chaos
      —
      a
      youth
      of
      frightening
      beauty.
      Balan
      knows
      of
      Aubec,
      knows
      that
     
     
      the
      earl
      serves
      Donblas
      of
      Law
      (though
      Aubec
      is
      not
      aware
      of
      this).
      They
     
     
      ascertain
      that
      Aubec
      really
      is
      bent
      on
      aiding
      the
      Argimilites
      and
      this
      amuses
     
     
      them
      greatly.
      It
      dawns
      on
      Aubec
      that
      Micella
      was
      right
      —
      this
      raid
      is
      the
     
     
      creation
      of
      Melniboné
      and
      her
      gods.
      But
      Aubec,
      always
      obstinate,
      refuses
     
     
      to
      consider
      the
      implications.
      He
      will
      continue
      with
      his
      original
      plans.
     
    


    
     
      Aubec,
      by
      sorcerous
      means
      that
      he
      finds
      distasteful,
      is
      transported
      to
     
     
      Hikach.
      Here
      he
      prepares
      to
      sail
      against
      Kachor.
      The
      fleet
      sets
      sail.
      Micella
     
     
      appears
      with
      evidence
      that
      his
      son
      is
      held
      by
      King
      Ronon
      of
      Argimiliar
      —
      to
     
     
      ensure
      Aubec’s
      good
      faith
      should
      he
      change
      his
      mind
      en
      route.
     
    


    
     
      Aubec
      is
      in
      a
      quandary.
      He
      doesn’t
      know
      whether
      to
      trust
      Micella’s
      word
     
     
      or
      not,
      whether
      to
      continue
      with
      the
      raid
      or
      rescue
      his
      son.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Even
      if
      I
      did
      turn
      back
      now,’
      he
      tells
      Micella,
      ‘Ronon
      would
      have
      word
     
     
      of
      my
      coming
      and
      Haminak
      would
      be
      put
      to
      the
      sword
      ~>’
     
    


    
     
      ‘—
      or
      worse,’
      agrees
      Micella.
      But
      she
      then
      tells
      him
      that
      he
      has
      an
      ally
      ina
     
     
      ‘certain
      person
      possessed
      of
      considerable
      power’.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Why
      should
      this
      person
      aid
      me?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Because
      you
      aid
      him,’
      she
      replies.
     
    


    
     
      Aubec
      is
      more
      than
      ordinarily
      suspicious
      as
      she
      hands
      him
      a
      bracelet
      of
     
     
      oddly
      glowing
      metal
      and
      tells
      him
      to
      wear
      it.
      Instead
      he
      casually
      places
      it
      as
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      a
      collar
      around
      the
      neck
      of
      his
      cat.
      ‘Whose
      bracelet
      is
      this?’
      he
      asks.
     
     
      ‘Yours?’
     
    


    
     
      No.
      She
      smiles
      mysteriously.
      ‘Where
      would
      you
      wish
      to
      be
      now?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Naturally,
      I
      would
      wish
      to
      be
      in
      Hikach,
      madam!”
      he
      replies
      pettishly.
     
    


    
     
      The
      ship
      fades.
      He
      is
      in
      the
      streets
      of
      Hikach,
      his
      cat
      looking
      as
      startled
      as
     
     
      he
      feels.
      He
      is
      furious,
      convinced
      he
      has
      been
      duped
      by
      Micella.
      The
      cat
     
     
      runs
      off
      in
      fright.
      Aubec
      decides
      to
      investigate
      Ronon’s
      castle
      and
      manages
     
     
      to
      sneak
      in.
      Searching
      the
      castle
      at
      night
      he
      can
      find
      no
      trace
      of
      his
      son
      and
     
     
      is
      doubly
      convinced
      of
      Micella’s
      treachery.
     
    


    
     
      Seized
      suddenly
      by
      Ronon’s
      guards,
      Aubec
      fights
      his
      way
      free.
      But
      then
     
     
      he
      is
      trapped
      by
      Ronan’s
      tame
      Pan
      Tang
      sorcerer.
      Ronon
      is
      furious.
      Aubec’s
     
     
      son
      is
      not
      in
      the
      castle
      —
      the
      sorcerer
      has
      seen
      to
      that.
      He
      is
      in
      the
      city
      of
     
     
      Nieva,
      in
      the
      Argimilian
      hinterland,
      bound
      by
      spells.
      Now
      the
      boy
      will
     
     
      perish!
     
    


    
     
      Ronon
      has
      Aubec
      chained
      in
      his
      armour
      over
      a
      slow
      fire.
      “We
      are
      going
      to
     
     
      cook
      you
      in
      your
      own
      shell.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      sorcerer
      leaves
      for
      Nieva
      to
      deal
      with
      the
      boy.
     
    


    
     
      Ronon
      glowers.
      Aubec’s
      turncoat
      trick
      might
      well
      have
      lost
      him
      the
      spoils
     
     
      of
      Kachor.
     
    


    
     
      Aubec
      roasts.
      He
      is
      half-dead
      when
      his
      cat
      arrives,
      somewhat
      sheepishly,
     
     
      having
      found
      his
      master
      at
      last.
      Aubec
      decides
      to
      try
      out
      the
      bracelet
      and
     
     
      orders
      himself
      free.
      The
      chains
      drop
      off
      him.
      He
      uses
      the
      brazier
      as
      a
     
     
      weapon
      to
      fight
      Ronon’s
      guards,
      gets
      his
      own
      great
      sword
      back,
      mounts
      a
     
     
      horse,
      the
      cat
      clinging
      to
      his
      shoulder,
      and
      rides
      for
      Nieva.
     
    


    
     
      But
      in
      Nieva
      the
      sorcerer
      has
      gone,
      taking
      Aubec’s
      son
      with
      him,
      for
      the
     
     
      sorcerer
      has
      plans
      to
      use
      the
      boy
      for
      his
      own
      purposes,
      as
      a
      pawn
      in
      a
      plot
     
     
      to
      rob
      Ronon
      of
      the
      Treasure
      of
      the
      Pikaraydians,
      which
      Ronon
      himself
     
     
      stole
      from
      his
      neighbouring
      monarch
      in
      the
      last
      great
      border
      battle
      on
      the
     
     
      banks
      of
      the
      River
      Jepchak.
      By
      holding
      the
      Pikaraydian
      Treasure
      (which
     
     
      has
      a
      mystical
      significance
      as
      well
      as
      a
      material
      value)
      Ronon
      ensures
      that
     
     
      he
      keeps
      Pikarayd
      in
      thrall.
      The
      sorcerer
      knows
      that
      with
      the
      Treasure
      he
     
     
      will
      have
      power
      over
      both
      Ronon
      and
      Pikarayd.
      But
      he
      needs
      Aubec’s
      help
     
     
      in
      his
      scheme
      and
      has
      thus
      kidnapped
      the
      boy
      with
      a
      view
      to
      ensuring
      that
     
     
      Aubec
      will
      work
      for
      him
      (he
      has
      heard
      that
      Aubec
      was
      on
      his
      way).
     
    


    
     
      Aubec
      meets
      the
      sorcerer
      and
      reluctantly
      agrees
      to
      aid
      him.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Pikarayd
      Treasure
      lies
      in
      Ronon’s
      secret
      vaults
      hidden
      in
      the
      caverns
     
     
      of
      the
      Shivering
      Cliffs
      that
      flank
      the
      River
      Marr
      far
      to
      the
      south
      of
      Nieva.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Aubec
      and
      his
      cat
      set
      off
      for
      the
      Shivering
      Cliffs,
      Aubec
      unreasonably
     
     
      blaming
      his
      present
      plight
      on
      Micella,
      for
      he
      suspects
      her
      hand
      in
      the
      plot
     
     
      since
      Kaneloon
      is
      not
      far
      from
      the
      Shivering
      Cliffs.
     
    


    
     
      He
      reaches
      the
      Shivering
      Cliffs
      and
      enters
      battle
      with
      the
      various
     
     
      sorcerous
      and
      semi-sorcerous
      guardians
      (the
      Pan
      Tang
      sorcerer
      has
      given
     
     
      him
      a
      couple
      of
      protective
      runes),
      eventually
      reaching
      the
      Treasure.
      Lashing
     
     
      the
      treasure
      chests
      to
      the
      backs
      of
      the
      strange
      half-human
      creatures
      he
      has
     
     
      released
      at
      the
      same
      time,
      Aubec
      begins
      the
      slow
      journey
      back
      to
      Nieva.
     
     
      Soon
      he
      will
      be
      reunited
      with
      his
      son.
      He
      is
      also
      considering
      a
      scheme
     
     
      whereby,
      once
      he
      has
      his
      son,
      he
      can
      turn
      the
      tables
      on
      the
      sorcerer
      and
      get
     
     
      the
      Treasure
      for
      himself,
      thus
      enabling
      him
      to
      raise
      an
      army
      against
     
     
      Aradard.
     
    


    
     
      On
      the
      second
      night
      of
      his
      journey
      back,
      he
      stops
      at
      the
      walled
      town
      of
     
     
      Oonak-Rass.
     
    


    
     
      Unbeknownst
      to
      Aubec,
      Count
      Palag
      Fhak
      and
      his
      men
      have
      been
      trailing
     
     
      him.
      Palag
      Fhak
      is
      the
      cleverest
      and
      most
      courageous
      of
      Aradard’s
     
     
      assassins.
      He
      had
      heard
      that
      Aubec
      was
      in
      the
      Southlands
      and
      has
      at
      last
     
     
      tracked
      him
      down.
     
    


    
     
      In
      a
      tavern
      Aubec’s
      cat
      warns
      him
      of
      the
      danger.
      Aubec
      is
      set
      upon
      by
     
     
      Palag
      Fhak’s
      men.
      There
      is
      a
      brutal
      fight.
      Wounded,
      Aubec
      manages
      to
     
     
      escape
      from
      Oonak-Rass
      with
      the
      best
      part
      of
      the
      treasure
      train,
      running
     
     
      into
      the
      night.
     
    


    
     
      Count
      Palag
      Fhak
      pursues
      him,
      but
      he
      manages
      to
      keep
      ahead
      of
      the
     
     
      assassins,
      eventually
      getting
      back
      to
      the
      tower
      where
      he
      has
      agreed
      to
      meet
     
     
      the
      sorcerer.
     
    


    
     
      To
      ensure
      that
      the
      sorcerer
      keeps
      his
      part
      of
      the
      bargain,
      Aubec
      has
      left
      his
     
     
      treasure
      train
      hidden
      in
      a
      forest.
      He
      will
      tell
      the
      sorcerer
      where
      the
      Treasure
     
     
      is
      when
      he
      sees
      his
      son
      free.
      The
      sorcerer
      is
      disconcerted.
      Palag
      Fhak’s
      men
     
     
      attack
      the
      tower.
     
    


    
     
      There
      is
      a
      big
      battle,
      involving
      the
      assassins
      in
      fighting
      the
      sorcerer
      and
     
     
      the
      minions
      he
      summons
      from
      the
      nether
      regions.
      Aubec
      uses
      the
      confusion
     
     
      to
      get
      to
      the
      room
      where
      his
      son
      is
      kept.
     
    


    
     
      He
      embraces
      the
      boy
      and
      then
      lets
      out
      a
      shout
      of
      horror.
     
    


    
     
      The
      sorcerer
      has
      duped
      him.
      The
      boy
      is
      nothing
      more
      than
      a
      changeling
      —
     
     
      a
      creature
      created
      by
      sorcery
      —
      a
      simulacrum
      of
      the
      actual
      child.
      Aubec
     
     
      weeps
      and
      returns
      to
      have
      his
      vengeance
      on
      the
      sorcerer,
      who
      tells
      him
      that
     
     
      there
      was
      no
      real
      child.
      Ronon
      had
      him
      create
      the
      mindless
      and
      soulless
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      changeling.
      Aubec
      destroys
      the
      sorcerer
      and
      leaves
      Palag
      Fhak
      to
      be
     
     
      devoured
      by
      the
      last
      and
      mightiest
      of
      the
      sorcerer’s
      creatures.
      Aubec
      wants
     
     
      only
      vengeance
      on
      Ronon
      now,
      for
      the
      terrible
      trick
      played
      on
      him.
     
    


    
     
      He
      returns
      to
      Hikach
      just
      as
      the
      defeated
      fleet
      is
      docking.
      Ronon
      is
     
     
      furious.
      Aubec
      is
      again
      captured
      on
      the
      quayside
      but
      notes
      that
      there
      are
     
     
      several
      Pikaraydian
      ships
      there,
      full
      of
      evil-tempered
      Pikaraydian
      sailors
     
     
      who
      have
      joined
      the
      venture
      only
      because
      Ronon
      has
      forced
      them
      to.
      Aubec
     
     
      tells
      them
      that
      the
      Treasure
      of
      Pikarayd
      is
      no
      longer
      in
      Ronon’s
      keeping.
      If
     
     
      they
      aid
      him,
      he
      will
      tell
      them
      where
      it
      is.
     
    


    
     
      A
      battle
      begins,
      with
      most
      of
      the
      mercenaries
      siding
      with
      Aubec
      and
      the
     
     
      Pikaraydians
      against
      Ronon.
     
    


    
     
      Ronon
      is
      slain
      and
      his
      city
      is
      sacked.
     
    


    
     
      Micella
      appears,
      telling
      Aubec
      that
      Ronon
      was
      the
      chief
      threat
      to
      the
     
     
      uneasy
      stability
      of
      the
      Southern
      Young
      Kingdoms.
      Now
      Ronon
      is
      dead,
      the
     
     
      main
      threat
      is
      over.
      But
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos
      are
      still
      scheming
      to
      create
      more
     
     
      trouble.
     
    


    
     
      Aubec
      is
      sour.
      He
      has
      been
      cheated
      of
      a
      reconciliation
      with
      his
      son.
      He
     
     
      has
      lost
      the
      Treasure
      of
      Pikarayd.
      He
      has
      been
      duped
      and
      used
      as
      a
      pawn
      by
     
     
      half
      a
      score
      of
      different
      interests.
      All
      he
      has
      is
      his
      cat
      and
      the
      ridiculous
     
     
      bracelet,
      which
      he
      mistrusts.
     
    


    
     
      Micella
      begs
      him
      to
      join
      forces
      with
      her,
      telling
      Aubec
      that
      it
      is
      in
      his
      own
     
     
      interest.
      But
      Aubec
      will
      have
      none
      of
      her.
     
    


    
     
      Completely
      unimpressed
      that
      he
      has
      been
      the
      means
      of
      stopping
      a
     
     
      destructive
      war,
      Aubec
      rides
      off
      with
      his
      cat
      on
      his
      shoulder,
      still
      bent
      on
     
     
      finding
      his
      lost
      son
      and
      the
      means
      of
      having
      his
      vengeance
      on
      his
      old
     
     
      enemy
      Aradard.
     
    


    
     
      As
      he
      goes,
      Micella
      smiles
      to
      herself
      as
      she
      sees
      the
      sun
      glint
      on
      the
      collar
     
     
      that
      the
      cat
      still
      wears.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Rest
      of
      the
      Series
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Through
      three
      further
      books
      —
      The
      Chronicle
      of
      Earl
      Aubec
      —
      we
      will
      trace
     
     
      Aubec’s
      adventures,
      his
      quest
      for
      his
      son
      and
      his
      attempts
      to
      avenge
     
     
      Eloarde.
      Gradually
      the
      issues
      will
      build
      until
      the
      final
      book
      where
      he
      is
     
     
      responsible
      for
      exiling
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos
      from
      Earth
      and
      sowing
      the
      seeds
     
     
      that
      will
      eventually
      lead
      to
      the
      decline
      of
      Melnibonéan
      power:
      the
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      formation
      of
      the
      Lormyrian
      Confederacy
      which
      throws
      off
      the
      shackles
      of
     
     
      the
      Bright
      Empire.
     
    


    
     
      This
      will
      also
      leave
      room
      for
      further
      tales
      concerning
      the
      Age
      of
      the
     
     
      Bright
      Empire,
      gradually,
      perhaps,
      leading
      up
      to
      the
      Age
      of
      the
      Young
     
     
      Kingdoms
      and
      the
      earlier
      adventures
      of
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Book
      One
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      Torment
      of
      the
      Last
      Lord
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ...
      and
      then
      did
      Elric
      leave
      Jharkor
      in
      pursuit
      of
      a
      certain
      sorcerer
      who
     
     
      had,
      so
      Elric
      claimed,
      caused
      him
      some
      inconvenience...
     
     
      —
      The
      Chronicle
      of
      the
      Black
      Sword
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      One
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Pale
      Prince
      on
      a
      Moonlit
      Shore
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      N
      THE
      SKY
      a
      cold
      moon,
      cloaked
      in
      clouds,
      sent
      down
      faint
      light
      that
      fell
     
    

   

   
    
     
      upon
      a
      sullen
      sea
      where
      a
      ship
      lay
      at
      anchor
      off
      an
      uninhabited
      coast.
     
    


    
     
      From
      the
      ship
      a
      boat
      was
      being
      lowered.
      It
      swayed
      in
      its
      harness.
      Two
     
     
      figures,
      swathed
      in
      long
      capes,
      watched
      the
      seamen
      lowering
      the
      boat
      while
     
     
      they,
      themselves,
      tried
      to
      calm
      horses
      which
      stamped
      their
      hoofs
      on
      the
     
     
      unstable
      deck
      and
      snorted
      and
      rolled
      their
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      The
      shorter
      figure
      clung
      hard
      to
      his
      horse’s
      bridle
      and
      grumbled.
     
    


    
     
      “Why
      should
      this
      be
      necessary?
      Why
      could
      not
      we
      have
      disembarked
      at
     
     
      Trepesaz?
      Or
      at
      least
      some
      fishing
      harbour
      boasting
      an
      inn,
      however
     
     
      lowly...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Because,
      friend
      Moonglum,
      I
      wish
      our
      arrival
      in
      Lormyr
      to
      be
      secret.
      If
     
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      knew
      of
      my
      coming
      —
      as
      he
      soon
      would
      if
      we
      went
      to
     
     
      Trepesaz
      —
      then
      he
      would
      fly
      again
      and
      the
      chase
      would
      begin
      afresh.
     
     
      Would
      you
      welcome
      that?’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      shrugged.
      ‘I
      still
      feel
      that
      your
      pursuit
      of
      this
      sorcerer
      is
      no
     
     
      more
      than
      a
      surrogate
      for
      real
      activity.
      You
      seek
      him
      because
      you
      do
      not
     
     
      wish
      to
      seek
      your
      proper
      destiny...’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      turned
      his
      bone-white
      face
      in
      the
      moonlight
      and
      regarded
      Moonglum
     
     
      with
      crimson,
      moody
      eyes.
      ‘And
      what
      of
      it?
      You
      need
      not
      accompany
      me
      if
     
     
      you
      do
      not
      wish
      to...’
     
    


    
     
      Again,
      Moonglum
      shrugged
      his
      shoulders.
      ‘Aye.
      I
      know.
      Perhaps
      I
      stay
     
     
      with
      you
      for
      the
      same
      reasons
      that
      you
      pursue
      the
      sorcerer
      of
      Pan
      Tang.’
      He
     
     
      grinned.
      ‘So
      that’s
      enough
      of
      debate,
      eh,
      Lord
      Elric?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Debate
      achieves
      nothing,’
      Elric
      agreed.
      He
      patted
      his
      horse’s
      nose
      as
     
     
      more
      seamen,
      clad
      in
      colourful
      Tarkeshite
      silks,
      came
      forward
      to
      take
      the
     
     
      horses
      and
      hoist
      them
      down
      to
      the
      waiting
      boat.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Struggling,
      whinnying
      through
      the
      bags
      muffling
      their
      heads,
      the
      horses
     
     
      were
      lowered,
      their
      hoofs
      thudding
      on
      the
      bottom
      of
      the
      boat
      as
      if
      they
     
     
      would
      stave
      it
      in.
      Then
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum,
      their
      bundles
      on
      their
      backs,
     
     
      swung
      down
      the
      ropes
      and
      jumped
      into
      the
      rocking
      craft.
      The
      sailors
     
     
      pushed
      off
      from
      the
      ship
      with
      their
      oars
      and
      then,
      bodies
      bending,
      began
      to
     
     
      row
      for
      the
      shore.
     
    


    
     
      The
      late-autumn
      air
      was
      cold.
      Moonglum
      shivered
      as
      he
      stared
      towards
     
     
      the
      bleak
      cliffs
      ahead.
      ‘Winter
      is
      near
      and
      I’d
      rather
      be
      domiciled
      at
      some
     
     
      friendly
      tavern
      than
      roaming
      abroad.
      When
      this
      business
      is
      done
      with
      the
     
     
      sorcerer,
      what
      say
      we
      head
      for
      Jadmar
      or
      one
      of
      the
      other
      big
      Vilmirian
     
     
      cities
      and
      see
      what
      mood
      the
      warmer
      clime
      puts
      us
      in?’
     
    


    
     
      But
      Elric
      did
      not
      reply.
      His
      strange
      eyes
      stared
      into
      the
      darkness
      and
      they
     
     
      seemed
      to
      be
      peering
      into
      the
      depths
      of
      his
      own
      soul
      and
      not
      liking
      what
     
     
      they
      saw.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      sighed
      and
      pursed
      his
      lips.
      He
      huddled
      deeper
      in
      his
      cloak
      and
     
     
      rubbed
      his
      hands
      to
      warm
      them.
      He
      was
      used
      to
      his
      friend’s
      sudden
      lapses
     
     
      of
      silence,
      but
      familiarity
      did
      not
      make
      him
      enjoy
      them
      any
      better.
      From
     
     
      somewhere
      on
      the
      shore
      a
      nightbird
      shrieked
      and
      a
      small
      animal
      squealed.
     
     
      The
      sailors
      grunted
      as
      they
      pulled
      on
      their
      oars.
     
    


    
     
      The
      moon
      came
      out
      from
      behind
      the
      clouds
      and
      it
      shone
      on
      Elric’s
      grim,
     
     
      white
      face,
      made
      his
      crimson
      eyes
      seem
      to
      glow
      like
      the
      coals
      of
      hell,
     
     
      revealed
      the
      barren
      cliffs
      of
      the
      shore.
     
    


    
     
      The
      sailors
      shipped
      their
      oars
      as
      the
      boat’s
      bottom
      ground
      on
      shingle.
      The
     
     
      horses,
      smelling
      land,
      snorted
      and
      moved
      their
      hoofs.
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
     
     
      rose
      to
      steady
      them.
     
    


    
     
      Two
      seamen
      leapt
      into
      the
      cold
      water
      and
      brought
      the
      boat
      up
      higher.
     
     
      Another
      patted
      the
      neck
      of
      Elric’s
      horse
      and
      did
      not
      look
      directly
      at
      the
     
     
      albino
      as
      he
      spoke.
      ‘The
      captain
      said
      you
      would
      pay
      me
      when
      we
      reached
     
     
      the
      Lormyrian
      shore,
      my
      lord.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      grunted
      and
      reached
      under
      his
      cloak.
      He
      drew
      out
      a
      jewel
      that
      shone
     
     
      brightly
      through
      the
      darkness
      of
      the
      night.
      The
      sailor
      gasped
      and
      stretched
     
     
      out
      his
      hand
      to
      take
      it.
      ‘Xiombarg’s
      blood,
      I
      have
      never
      seen
      so
      fine
      a
      gem!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      began
      to
      lead
      the
      horse
      into
      the
      shallows
      and
      Moonglum
      hastily
     
     
      followed
      him,
      cursing
      under
      his
      breath
      and
      shaking
      his
      head
      from
      side
      to
     
     
      side.
     
    


    
     
      Laughing
      among
      themselves,
      the
      sailors
      shoved
      the
      boat
      back
      into
      deeper
     
     
      water.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      As
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      mounted
      their
      horses
      and
      the
      boat
      pulled
      through
     
     
      the
      darkness
      towards
      the
      ship,
      Moonglum
      said:
      “That
      jewel
      was
      worth
      a
     
     
      hundred
      times
      the
      cost
      of
      our
      passage!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘What
      of
      it?’
      Elric
      fitted
      his
      feet
      in
      his
      stirrups
      and
      made
      his
      horse
      walk
     
     
      towards
      a
      part
      of
      the
      cliff
      which
      was
      less
      steep
      than
      the
      rest.
      He
      stood
      up
      in
     
     
      his
      stirrups
      for
      a
      moment
      to
      adjust
      his
      cloak
      and
      settle
      himself
      more
      firmly
     
     
      in
      his
      saddle.
      ‘There
      is
      a
      path
      here,
      by
      the
      look
      of
      it.
      Much
      overgrown.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      would
      point
      out,’
      Moonglum
      said
      bitterly,
      ‘that
      if
      it
      were
      left
      to
      you,
     
     
      Lord
      Elric,
      we
      should
      have
      no
      means
      of
      livelihood
      at
      all.
      If
      I
      had
      not
      taken
     
     
      the
      precaution
      of
      retaining
      some
      of
      the
      profits
      made
      from
      the
      sale
      of
      that
     
     
      trireme
      we
      captured
      and
      auctioned
      in
      Dhakos,
      we
      should
      be
      paupers
      now.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye,’
      returned
      Elric
      carelessly,
      and
      he
      spurred
      his
      horse
      up
      the
      path
      that
     
     
      led
      to
      the
      top
      of
      the
      cliff.
     
    


    
     
      In
      frustration
      Moonglum
      shook
      his
      head,
      but
      he
      followed
      the
      albino.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      By
      dawn
      they
      were
      riding
      over
      the
      undulating
      landscape
      of
      small
      hills
      and
     
     
      valleys
      that
      made
      up
      the
      terrain
      of
      Lormyr’s
      most
      northerly
      peninsula.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Since
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      must
      needs
      live
      off
      rich
      patrons,’
      Elric
      explained
     
     
      as
      they
      rode,
      ‘he
      will
      almost
      certainly
      go
      to
      the
      capital,
      losaz,
      where
      King
     
     
      Montan
      rules.
      He
      will
      seek
      service
      with
      some
      noble,
      perhaps
      King
      Montan
     
     
      himself.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      how
      soon
      shall
      we
      see
      the
      capital,
      Lord
      Elric?’
      Moonglum
      looked
     
     
      up
      at
      the
      clouds.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      several
      days’
      ride,
      Master
      Moonglum.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      sighed.
      The
      sky
      bore
      signs
      of
      snow
      and
      the
      tent
      he
      carried
     
     
      rolled
      behind
      his
      saddle
      was
      of
      thin
      silk,
      suitable
      for
      the
      hotter
      lands
      of
      the
     
     
      East
      and
      West.
     
    


    
     
      He
      thanked
      his
      gods
      that
      he
      wore
      a
      thick
      quilted
      jerkin
      beneath
      his
     
     
      breastplate
      and
      that
      before
      he
      had
      left
      the
      ship
      he
      had
      pulled
      on
      a
      pair
      of
     
     
      woollen
      breeks
      to
      go
      beneath
      the
      gaudier
      breeks
      of
      red
      silk
      that
      were
      his
     
     
      outer
      wear.
      His
      conical
      cap
      of
      fur,
      iron
      and
      leather
      had
      earflaps
      which
      were
     
     
      now
      drawn
      tightly
      and
      secured
      by
      a
      thong
      beneath
      his
      chin
      and
      his
      heavy
     
     
      deerskin
      cape
      was
      drawn
      closely
      around
      his
      shoulders.
     
    


    
     
      Elric,
      for
      his
      part,
      seemed
      not
      to
      notice
      the
      chill
      weather.
      His
      own
      cape
     
     
      flapped
      behind
      him.
      He
      wore
      breeks
      of
      deep
      blue
      silk,
      a
      high-collared
      shirt
     
     
      of
      black
      silk,
      a
      steel
      breastplate
      lacquered
      a
      gleaming
      black,
      like
      his
      helmet,
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      and
      embossed
      with
      patterns
      of
      delicate
      silverwork.
      Behind
      his
      saddle
      were
     
     
      deep
      panniers
      and
      across
      this
      was
      a
      bow
      and
      a
      quiver
      of
      arrows.
      At
      his
      side
     
     
      swung
      the
      huge
      runesword
      Stormbringer,
      the
      source
      of
      his
      strength
      and
      his
     
     
      misery,
      and
      on
      his
      right
      hip
      was
      a
      long
      dirk,
      presented
      him
      by
      Queen
     
     
      Yishana
      of
      Jharkor.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      bore
      a
      similar
      bow
      and
      quiver.
      On
      each
      hip
      was
      a
      sword,
      one
     
     
      short
      and
      straight,
      the
      other
      long
      and
      curved,
      after
      the
      fashion
      of
      the
      men
      of
     
     
      Elwher,
      his
      homeland.
      Both
      blades
      were
      in
      scabbards
      of
      beautifully
      worked
     
     
      Ilmioran
      leather,
      embellished
      with
      stitching
      of
      scarlet
      and
      gold
      thread.
     
    


    
     
      Together
      the
      pair
      looked,
      to
      those
      who
      had
      not
      heard
      of
      them,
      like
      free-
     
     
      travelling
      mercenaries
      who
      had
      been
      more
      successful
      than
      most
      in
      their
     
     
      chosen
      careers.
     
    


    
     
      Their
      horses
      bore
      them
      tirelessly
      through
      the
      countryside.
      These
      were
      tall
     
     
      Shazaarian
      steeds,
      known
      all
      over
      the
      Young
      Kingdoms
      for
      their
      stamina
     
     
      and
      intelligence.
      After
      several
      weeks
      cooped
      up
      in
      the
      hold
      of
      the
     
     
      Tarkeshite
      ship
      they
      were
      glad
      to
      be
      moving
      again.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      small
      villages
      —
      squat
      houses
      of
      stone
      and
      thatch
      —
      came
      in
      sight,
      but
     
     
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      were
      careful
      to
      avoid
      them.
     
    


    
     
      Lormyr
      was
      one
      of
      the
      oldest
      of
      the
      Young
      Kingdoms
      and
      much
      of
      the
     
     
      world’s
      history
      had
      been
      made
      there.
      Even
      the
      Melnibonéans
      had
      heard
      the
     
     
      tales
      of
      Lormyr’s
      hero
      of
      ancient
      times,
      Aubec
      of
      Malador
      of
      the
      province
     
     
      of
      Klant,
      who
      was
      said
      to
      have
      carved
      new
      lands
      from
      the
      stuff
      of
      Chaos
     
     
      that
      had
      once
      existed
      at
      World’s
      Edge.
      But
      Lormyr
      had
      long
      since
      declined
     
     
      from
      her
      peak
      of
      power
      (though
      still
      a
      major
      nation
      of
      the
      south-west)
      and
     
     
      had
      mellowed
      into
      a
      nation
      that
      was
      at
      once
      picturesque
      and
      cultured.
      Elric
     
     
      and
      Moonglum
      passed
      pleasant
      farmsteads,
      well-nurtured
      fields,
      vineyards
     
     
      and
      orchards
      in
      which
      the
      golden-leaved
      trees
      were
      surrounded
      by
      time-
     
     
      worn,
      moss-grown
      walls.
      A
      sweet
      land
      and
      a
      peaceful
      land
      in
      contrast
      to
      the
     
     
      rawer,
      bustling
      north-western
      nations
      of
      Jharkor,
      Tarkesh
      and
      Dharijor
     
     
      which
      they
      had
      left
      behind.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      gazed
      around
      him
      as
      they
      slowed
      their
      horses
      to
      a
      trot.
      ‘Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna
      could
      work
      much
      mischief
      here,
      Elric.
      I
      am
      reminded
      of
      the
     
     
      peaceful
      hills
      and
      plains
      of
      Elwher,
      my
      own
      land.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      nodded.
      ‘Lormyr’s
      years
      of
      turbulence
      ended
      when
      she
      cast
      off
     
     
      Melniboné’s
      shackles
      and
      was
      first
      to
      proclaim
      herself
      a
      free
      nation.
      I
      have
     
     
      a
      liking
      for
      this
      restful
      landscape.
      It
      soothes
      me.
      Now
      we
      have
      another
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      reason
      for
      finding
      the
      sorcerer
      before
      he
      begins
      to
      stir
      his
      brew
      of
     
     
      corruption.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      smiled
      quietly.
      ‘Be
      careful,
      my
      lord,
      for
      you
      are
      once
      again
     
     
      succumbing
      to
      those
      soft
      emotions
      you
      so
      despise...’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      straightened
      his
      back.
      ‘Come.
      Let’s
      make
      haste
      for
      Iosaz.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘The
      sooner
      we
      reach
      a
      city
      with
      a
      decent
      tavern
      and
      a
      warm
      fire,
      the
     
     
      better.’
      Moonglum
      drew
      his
      cape
      tighter
      about
      his
      thin
      body.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Then
      pray
      that
      the
      sorcerer’s
      soul
      is
      soon
      sent
      to
      limbo,
      Master
     
     
      Moonglum,
      for
      then
      Ill
      be
      content
      to
      sit
      before
      the
      fire
      all
      winter
      long
      if
      it
     
     
      suits
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      And
      Elric
      made
      his
      horse
      break
      into
      a
      sudden
      gallop
      as
      grey
      evening
     
     
      closed
      over
      the
      tranquil
      hills.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Two
     
    

   

   
    
     
      White
      Face
      Staring
      Through
      Snow
     
    

   

   
    
     
      L
      ORMYR
      WAS
      FAMOUS
      for
      her
      great
      rivers.
      It
      was
      her
      rivers
      that
      had
      helped
     
    

   

   
    
     
      make
      her
      rich
      and
      had
      kept
      her
      strong.
     
    


    
     
      After
      three
      days’
      travelling,
      when
      a
      light
      snow
      had
      begun
      to
      drift
      from
      the
     
     
      sky,
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      rode
      out
      of
      the
      hills
      and
      saw
      before
      them
      the
     
     
      foaming
      waters
      of
      the
      Schlan
      River,
      tributary
      of
      the
      Zaphra-Trepek
      which
     
     
      flowed
      from
      beyond
      Iosaz
      down
      to
      the
      sea
      at
      Trepesaz.
     
    


    
     
      No
      ships
      sailed
      the
      Schlan
      at
      this
      point,
      for
      there
      were
      rapids
      and
      huge
     
     
      waterfalls
      every
      few
      miles,
      but
      at
      the
      old
      town
      of
      Stagasaz,
      built
      where
      the
     
     
      Schlan
      joined
      the
      Zaphra-Trepek,
      Elric
      planned
      to
      send
      Moonglum
      into
     
     
      town
      and
      buy
      a
      small
      boat
      in
      which
      they
      could
      sail
      up
      the
      Zaphra-Trepek
      to
     
     
      Iosaz
      where
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      was
      almost
      certain
      to
      be.
     
    


    
     
      They
      followed
      the
      banks
      of
      the
      Schlan
      now,
      riding
      hard
      and
      hoping
      to
     
     
      reach
      the
      outskirts
      of
      the
      town
      before
      nightfall.
      They
      rode
      past
      fishing
     
     
      villages
      and
      the
      houses
      of
      minor
      nobles,
      they
      were
      occasionally
      hailed
      by
     
     
      friendly
      fishermen
      who
      trawled
      the
      quieter
      reaches
      of
      the
      river,
      but
      they
      did
     
     
      not
      stop.
      The
      fishermen
      were
      typical
      of
      the
      area,
      with
      ruddy
      features
      and
     
     
      huge
      curling
      moustaches,
      dressed
      in
      heavily
      embroidered
      linen
      smocks
      and
     
     
      leather
      boots
      that
      reached
      almost
      to
      their
      thighs;
      men
      who
      in
      past
      times
      had
     
     
      been
      ever
      ready
      to
      lay
      down
      their
      nets,
      pick
      up
      swords
      and
      halberds
      and
     
     
      mount
      horses
      to
      go
      to
      the
      defence
      of
      their
      homeland.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Could
      we
      not
      borrow
      one
      of
      their
      boats?’
      Moonglum
      suggested.
      But
     
     
      Elric
      shook
      his
      head.
      ‘The
      fishermen
      of
      the
      Schlan
      are
      well
      known
      for
      their
     
     
      gossiping.
      The
      news
      of
      our
      presence
      might
      well
      precede
      us
      and
      warn
     
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      seem
      needlessly
      cautious...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      lost
      him
      too
      often.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      More
      rapids
      came
      in
      sight.
      Great
      black
      rocks
      glistened
      in
      the
      gloom
      and
     
     
      roaring
      water
      gushed
      over
      them,
      sending
      spray
      high
      into
      the
      air.
      There
      were
     
     
      no
      houses
      or
      villages
      here
      and
      the
      paths
      beside
      the
      banks
      were
      narrow
      and
     
     
      treacherous
      so
      that
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      were
      forced
      to
      slow
      their
      pace
      and
     
     
      make
      their
      way
      with
      caution.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      shouted
      over
      the
      noise
      of
      the
      water:
      ‘We’ll
      not
      reach
      Stagasaz
     
     
      by
      nightfall
      now!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      nodded.
      ‘We’ll
      make
      camp
      below
      the
      rapids.
      There.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      snow
      was
      still
      falling
      and
      the
      wind
      drove
      it
      against
      their
      faces
      so
      that
     
     
      it
      became
      even
      more
      difficult
      to
      pick
      their
      way
      along
      the
      narrow
      track
      that
     
     
      now
      wound
      high
      above
      the
      river.
     
    


    
     
      But
      at
      last
      the
      tumult
      began
      to
      die
      and
      the
      track
      widened
      out
      and
      the
     
     
      waters
      calmed
      and,
      with
      relief,
      they
      looked
      about
      them
      over
      the
      plain
      to
     
     
      find
      a
      likely
      camping
      place.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      Moonglum
      who
      saw
      them
      first.
     
    


    
     
      His
      finger
      was
      unsteady
      as
      he
      pointed
      into
      the
      sky
      towards
      the
      north.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Elric.
      What
      make
      you
      of
      those?’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      peered
      up
      into
      the
      lowering
      sky,
      brushing
      snowflakes
      from
      his
      face.
     
    


    
     
      His
      expression
      was
      at
      first
      puzzled.
      His
      brow
      furrowed
      and
      his
      eyes
     
     
      narrowed.
     
    


    
     
      Black
      shapes
      against
      the
      sky.
     
    


    
     
      Winged
      shapes.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      impossible
      at
      this
      distance
      to
      judge
      their
      scale,
      but
      they
      did
      not
      fly
     
     
      the
      way
      birds
      fly.
      Elric
      was
      reminded
      of
      another
      flying
      creature
      —
      a
      creature
     
     
      he
      had
      last
      seen
      when
      he
      and
      the
      sea-lords
      fled
      burning
      Imrryr
      and
      the
      folk
     
     
      of
      Melniboné
      had
      released
      their
      vengeance
      upon
      the
      reavers.
     
    


    
     
      That
      vengeance
      had
      taken
      two
      forms.
     
    


    
     
      The
      first
      form
      had
      been
      the
      golden
      battle-barges
      which
      had
      waited
      for
      the
     
     
      attack
      as
      they
      left
      the
      Dreaming
      City.
     
    


    
     
      The
      second
      form
      had
      been
      the
      great
      dragons
      of
      the
      Bright
      Empire.
     
    


    
     
      And
      these
      creatures
      in
      the
      distance
      had
      something
      of
      the
      look
      of
      dragons.
     
    


    
     
      Had
      the
      Melnibonéans
      discovered
      a
      means
      of
      waking
      the
      dragons
      before
     
     
      the
      end
      of
      their
      normal
      sleeping
      time?
      Had
      they
      unleashed
      their
      dragons
      to
     
     
      seek
      out
      Elric,
      who
      had
      slain
      his
      own
      kin,
      betrayed
      his
      own
      unhuman
      kind
     
     
      in
      order
      to
      have
      revenge
      on
      his
      cousin
      Yyrkoon
      who
      had
      usurped
      Elric’s
     
     
      place
      on
      the
      Ruby
      Throne
      of
      Imrryr?
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Now
      Elric’s
      expression
      hardened
      into
      a
      grim
      mask.
      His
      crimson
      eyes
     
     
      shone
      like
      polished
      rubies.
      His
      left
      hand
      fell
      upon
      the
      hilt
      of
      his
      great
      black
     
     
      battle-blade,
      the
      runesword
      Stormbringer,
      and
      he
      controlled
      a
      rising
      sense
     
     
      of
      horror.
     
    


    
     
      For
      now,
      in
      mid-air,
      the
      shapes
      had
      changed.
      No
      longer
      did
      they
      have
      the
     
     
      appearance
      of
      dragons,
      but
      this
      time
      they
      seemed
      to
      be
      like
      multicoloured
     
     
      swans,
      whose
      gleaming
      feathers
      caught
      and
      diffracted
      the
      few
      remaining
     
     
      rays
      of
      light.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      gasped
      as
      they
      came
      nearer.
     
    


    
     
      “They
      are
      huge!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Draw
      your
      swords,
      friend
      Moonglum.
      Draw
      them
      now
      and
      pray
      to
     
     
      whatever
      gods
      rule
      over
      Elwher.
      For
      these
      are
      creatures
      of
      sorcery
      and
      they
     
     
      are
      doubtless
      sent
      by
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      to
      destroy
      us.
      My
      respect
      for
      that
     
     
      conjuror
      increases.’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      are
      they,
      Elric?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Creatures
      of
      Chaos.
      In
      Melniboné
      they
      are
      called
      the
      Oonai.
      They
      can
     
     
      change
      shape
      at
      will.
      A
      sorcerer
      of
      great
      mental
      discipline,
      of
      superlative
     
     
      powers,
      who
      knows
      the
      apposite
      spells
      can
      master
      them
      and
      determine
      their
     
     
      appearance.
      Some
      of
      my
      ancestors
      could
      do
      such
      things,
      but
      I
      thought
      no
     
     
      mere
      conjuror
      of
      Pan
      Tang
      could
      master
      the
      chimerae!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Do
      you
      know
      no
      spell
      to
      counter
      them?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘None
      comes
      readily
      to
      mind.
      Only
      a
      Lord
      of
      Chaos
      such
      as
      my
      patron
     
     
      demon
      Arioch
      could
      dismiss
      them.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      shuddered.
      “Then
      call
      your
      Arioch,
      I
      beg
      you!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      darted
      a
      half-amused
      glance
      at
      Moonglum.
      ‘These
      creatures
      must
      fill
     
     
      you
      with
      great
      fear
      indeed
      if
      you
      are
      prepared
      to
      entertain
      the
      presence
      of
     
     
      Arioch,
      Master
      Moonglum.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      drew
      his
      long,
      curved
      sword.
      ‘Perhaps
      they
      have
      no
      business
     
     
      with
      us,’
      he
      suggested.
      ‘But
      it
      is
      as
      well
      to
      be
      prepared.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      smiled.
      ‘Aye.’
     
    


    
     
      Then
      Moonglum
      drew
      his
      straight
      sword,
      curling
      his
      horse’s
      reins
      around
     
     
      his
      arm.
     
    


    
     
      A
      shrill,
      cackling
      sound
      from
      the
      skies.
     
    


    
     
      The
      horses
      pawed
      at
      the
      ground.
     
    


    
     
      The
      cackling
      grew
      louder.
      The
      creatures
      opened
      their
      beaks
      and
      called
      to
     
     
      one
      another
      and
      it
      was
      very
      plain
      now
      that
      they
      were
      indeed
      something
     
     
      other
      than
      gigantic
      swans,
      for
      they
      had
      curling
      tongues.
      And
      there
      were
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      slim,
      sharp
      fangs
      bristling
      in
      those
      beaks.
      They
      changed
      direction
      slightly,
     
     
      winging
      straight
      for
      the
      two
      men.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      flung
      back
      his
      head
      and
      drew
      out
      his
      great
      sword
      and
      raised
      it
     
     
      skyward.
      It
      pulsed
      and
      moaned
      and
      a
      strange,
      black
      radiance
      poured
      from
     
     
      it,
      casting
      peculiar
      shadows
      over
      its
      owner’s
      blanched
      features.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Shazaarian
      horse
      screamed
      and
      reared
      and
      words
      began
      to
      pour
      from
     
     
      Elric’s
      tormented
      face.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arioch!
      Arioch!
      Arioch!
      Lord
      of
      the
      Seven
      Darks,
      Duke
      of
      Chaos,
      aid
     
     
      me!
      Aid
      me
      now,
      Arioch!’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum’s
      own
      horse
      had
      backed
      away
      in
      panic
      and
      the
      little
      man
      was
     
     
      having
      great
      difficulty
      in
      controlling
      it.
      His
      own
      features
      were
      almost
      as
     
     
      pale
      as
      Elric’s.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arioch!’
     
    


    
     
      Overhead
      the
      chimerae
      began
      to
      circle.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arioch!
      Blood
      and
      souls
      if
      you
      will
      aid
      me
      now!’
     
    


    
     
      Then,
      some
      yards
      away,
      a
      dark
      mist
      seemed
      to
      well
      up
      from
      nowhere.
      It
     
     
      was
      a
      boiling
      mist
      that
      had
      strange,
      disgusting
      shapes
      in
      it.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arioch!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      mist
      grew
      still
      thicker.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arioch!
      I
      beg
      you
      —
      aid
      me
      now!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      horse
      pawed
      at
      the
      air,
      snorting
      and
      screaming,
      its
      eyes
      rolling,
      its
     
     
      nostrils
      flaring.
      Yet
      Elric,
      his
      lips
      curled
      back
      over
      his
      teeth
      so
      that
      he
     
     
      looked
      like
      a
      rabid
      wolf,
      continued
      to
      keep
      his
      seat
      as
      the
      dark
      mist
     
     
      quivered
      and
      a
      strange,
      unearthly
      face
      appeared
      in
      the
      upper
      part
      of
      the
     
     
      shifting
      column.
      It
      was
      a
      face
      of
      wonderful
      beauty,
      of
      absolute
      evil.
     
     
      Moonglum
      turned
      his
      head
      away,
      unable
      to
      regard
      it.
     
    


    
     
      A
      sweet,
      sibilant
      voice
      issued
      from
      the
      beautiful
      mouth.
      The
      mist
      swirled
     
     
      languidly,
      becoming
      a
      mottled
      scarlet
      laced
      with
      emerald
      green.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Greetings,
      Elric,’
      said
      the
      face.
      ‘Greetings,
      most
      beloved
      of
      my
      children.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aid
      me,
      Arioch!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ah,’
      said
      the
      face,
      its
      tone
      full
      of
      rich
      regret.
      ‘Ah,
      that
      cannot
      be...’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      must
      aid
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      chimerae
      had
      hesitated
      in
      their
      descent,
      sighting
      the
      peculiar
      mist.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      impossible,
      sweetest
      of
      my
      slaves.
      There
      are
      other
      matters
      afoot
      in
     
     
      the
      Realm
      of
      Chaos.
      Matters
      of
      enormous
      moment
      to
      which
      I
      have
      already
     
     
      referred.
      I
      offer
      only
      my
      blessing.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arioch
      —
      I
      beg
      thee!’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      ‘Remember
      your
      oath
      to
      Chaos
      and
      remain
      loyal
      to
      us
      in
      spite
      of
      all.
     
     
      Farewell,
      Elric.’
     
    


    
     
      And
      the
      dark
      mist
      vanished.
     
    


    
     
      And
      the
      chimerae
      came
      closer.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Elric
      drew
      a
      racking
      breath
      while
      the
      runesword
      whined
      in
      his
      hand
     
     
      and
      quivered
      and
      its
      radiance
      dimmed
      a
      little.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      spat
      on
      the
      ground.
      ‘A
      powerful
      patron,
      Elric,
      but
      a
      damned
     
     
      inconstant
      one.’
      Then
      he
      flung
      himself
      from
      his
      saddle
      as
      a
      creature
      which
     
     
      changed
      its
      shape
      a
      dozen
      times
      as
      it
      arrowed
      towards
      him
      reached
      out
      huge
     
     
      claws
      which
      clashed
      in
      the
      air
      where
      he
      had
      been.
      The
      riderless
      horse
     
     
      reared
      again,
      striking
      out
      at
      the
      beast
      of
      Chaos.
     
    


    
     
      A
      fanged
      snout
      snapped.
     
    


    
     
      Blood
      vomited
      from
      the
      place
      where
      the
      horse’s
      head
      had
      been
      and
      the
     
     
      carcass
      kicked
      once
      more
      before
      falling
      to
      the
      ground
      to
      pour
      more
      gore
     
     
      into
      the
      greedy
      earth.
     
    


    
     
      Bearing
      the
      remains
      of
      the
      head
      in
      what
      was
      first
      a
      scaled
      snout,
      then
      a
     
     
      beak,
      then
      a
      sharklike
      mouth,
      the
      Oonai
      thrashed
      back
      into
      the
      air.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      picked
      himself
      up.
      His
      eyes
      contemplated
      nothing
      but
      his
      own
     
     
      imminent
      destruction.
     
    


    
     
      Elric,
      too,
      leapt
      from
      his
      horse
      and
      slapped
      its
      flank
      so
      that
      convulsively
      it
     
     
      began
      to
      gallop
      away
      towards
      the
      river.
      Another
      chimera
      followed
      it.
     
    


    
     
      This
      time
      the
      flying
      thing
      seized
      the
      horse’s
      body
      in
      claws
      which
     
     
      suddenly
      sprouted
      from
      its
      feet.
      The
      horse
      struggled
      to
      get
      free,
      threatening
     
     
      to
      break
      its
      own
      backbone
      in
      its
      struggles,
      but
      it
      could
      not.
      The
      chimera
     
     
      flapped
      towards
      the
      clouds
      with
      its
      catch.
     
    


    
     
      Snow
      fell
      thicker
      now,
      but
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      were
      oblivious
      of
      it
      as
     
     
      they
      stood
      together
      and
      awaited
      the
      next
      attack
      of
      the
      Oonai.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      said
      quietly:
      ‘Is
      there
      no
      other
      spell
      you
      know,
      friend
      Elric?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      albino
      shook
      his
      head.
      ‘Nothing
      specific
      to
      deal
      with
      these.
      The
     
     
      Oonai
      always
      served
      the
      folk
      of
      Melniboné.
      They
      never
      threatened
      us.
      So
     
     
      we
      needed
      no
      spell
      against
      them.
      I
      am
      trying
      to
      think...’
     
    


    
     
      The
      chimerae
      cackled
      and
      yelled
      in
      the
      air
      above
      the
      two
      men’s
      heads.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      another
      broke
      away
      from
      the
      pack
      and
      dived
      to
      the
      earth.
     
    


    
     
      ‘They
      attack
      individually,’
      Elric
      said
      in
      a
      somewhat
      detached
      tone,
      as
      if
     
     
      studying
      insects
      in
      a
      bottle.
      “They
      never
      attack
      in
      a
      pack.
      I
      know
      not
      why.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      Oonai
      had
      settled
      on
      the
      ground
      and
      it
      had
      now
      assumed
      the
      shape
      of
     
     
      an
      elephant
      with
      the
      huge
      head
      of
      a
      crocodile.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Not
      an
      aesthetic
      combination,’
      said
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      The
      ground
      shook
      as
      it
      charged
      towards
      them.
     
    


    
     
      They
      stood
      shoulder
      to
      shoulder
      as
      it
      approached.
      It
      was
      almost
      upon
     
     
      them
      —
     
    


    
     
      —
      and
      at
      the
      last
      moment
      they
      divided,
      Elric
      throwing
      himself
      to
      one
      side
     
     
      and
      Moonglum
      to
      the
      other.
     
    


    
     
      The
      chimera
      passed
      between
      them
      and
      Elric
      struck
      at
      the
      thing’s
      side
      with
     
     
      his
      runesword.
     
    


    
     
      The
      sword
      sang
      out
      almost
      lasciviously
      as
      it
      bit
      deep
      into
      the
      flesh
      which
     
     
      instantly
      changed
      and
      became
      a
      dragon
      dripping
      flaming
      venom
      from
      its
     
     
      fangs.
     
    


    
     
      But
      it
      was
      badly
      wounded.
     
    


    
     
      Blood
      ran
      from
      the
      deep
      wound
      and
      the
      chimera
      screamed
      and
      changed
     
     
      shape
      again
      and
      again
      as
      if
      seeking
      some
      form
      in
      which
      the
      wound
      could
     
     
      not
      exist.
     
    


    
     
      Black
      blood
      now
      burst
      from
      its
      side
      as
      if
      the
      strain
      of
      the
      many
      changes
     
     
      had
      ruptured
      its
      body
      all
      the
      more.
     
    


    
     
      It
      fell
      to
      its
      knees
      and
      the
      lustre
      faded
      from
      its
      feathers,
      died
      from
      its
     
     
      scales,
      disappeared
      from
      its
      skin.
      It
      kicked
      out
      once
      and
      then
      was
      still
      —
      a
     
     
      heavy,
      black,
      piglike
      creature
      whose
      lumpen
      body
      was
      the
      ugliest
      Elric
      and
     
     
      Moonglum
      had
      ever
      seen.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      grunted.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      not
      hard
      to
      understand
      why
      such
      a
      creature
      should
      want
      to
      change
      its
     
     
      form...’
     
    


    
     
      He
      looked
      up.
     
    


    
     
      Another
      was
      descending.
     
    


    
     
      This
      had
      the
      appearance
      of
      a
      whale
      with
      wings,
      but
      with
      curved
      fangs,
     
     
      like
      those
      of
      a
      stomach
      fish,
      and
      a
      tail
      like
      an
      enormous
      corkscrew.
     
    


    
     
      Even
      as
      it
      landed
      it
      changed
      shape
      again.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      it
      had
      assumed
      human
      form.
      It
      was
      a
      huge,
      beautiful
      figure,
      twice
      as
     
     
      tall
      as
      Elric.
      It
      was
      naked
      and
      perfectly
      proportioned,
      but
      its
      stare
      was
     
     
      vacant
      and
      it
      had
      the
      drooling
      lips
      of
      an
      idiot
      child.
      Lithely
      it
      ran
      at
      them,
     
     
      its
      huge
      hands
      reaching
      out
      to
      grasp
      them
      as
      a
      child
      might
      reach
      for
      a
      toy.
     
    


    
     
      This
      time
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      struck
      together,
      one
      at
      each
      hand.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum’s
      sharp
      sword
      cut
      the
      knuckles
      deeply
      and
      Elric’s
      lopped
      off
     
     
      two
      fingers
      before
      the
      Oonai
      altered
      its
      shape
      again
      and
      began
      first
      to
      be
      an
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      octopus,
      then
      a
      monstrous
      tiger,
      then
      a
      combination
      of
      both,
      until
      at
      last
      it
     
     
      was
      a
      rock
      in
      which
      a
      fissure
      grew
      to
      reveal
      white,
      snapping
      teeth.
     
    


    
     
      Gasping,
      the
      two
      men
      waited
      for
      it
      to
      resume
      the
      attack.
      At
      the
      base
      of
      the
     
     
      rock
      some
      blood
      was
      oozing.
      This
      put
      a
      thought
      into
      Elric’s
      mind.
     
    


    
     
      With
      a
      sudden
      yell
      he
      leapt
      forward,
      raised
      his
      sword
      over
      his
      head
      and
     
     
      brought
      it
      down
      on
      top
      of
      the
      rock,
      splitting
      it
      in
      twain.
     
    


    
     
      Something
      like
      a
      laugh
      issued
      from
      the
      Black
      Sword
      then
      as
      the
      sundered
     
     
      shape
      flickered
      and
      became
      another
      of
      the
      piglike
      creatures.
      This
      was
     
     
      completely
      cut
      in
      two,
      its
      blood
      and
      its
      entrails
      spreading
      themselves
      upon
     
     
      the
      ground.
     
    


    
     
      Then,
      through
      the
      snowy
      dusk,
      another
      of
      the
      Oonai
      came
      down,
      its
      body
     
     
      glowing
      orange,
      its
      shape
      that
      of
      a
      winged
      snake
      with
      a
      thousand
      rippling
     
     
      coils.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      struck
      at
      the
      coils,
      but
      they
      moved
      too
      rapidly.
     
    


    
     
      The
      other
      chimerae
      had
      been
      watching
      his
      tactics
      with
      their
      dead
     
     
      companions
      and
      they
      had
      now
      gauged
      the
      skill
      of
      their
      victims.
      Almost
     
     
      immediately
      Elric’s
      arms
      were
      pinned
      to
      his
      sides
      by
      the
      coils
      and
      he
      found
     
     
      himself
      being
      borne
      upward
      as
      a
      second
      chimera
      with
      the
      same
      shape
     
     
      rushed
      down
      on
      Moonglum
      to
      seize
      him
      in
      an
      identical
      way.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      prepared
      to
      die
      as
      the
      horses
      had
      died.
      He
      prayed
      that
      he
      would
      die
     
     
      swiftly
      and
      not
      slowly,
      at
      the
      hands
      of
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
      who
      had
      always
     
     
      promised
      him
      a
      slow
      death.
     
    


    
     
      The
      scaly
      wings
      flapped
      powerfully.
      No
      snout
      came
      down
      to
      snap
      his
     
     
      head
      off.
     
    


    
     
      He
      felt
      despair
      as
      he
      realised
      that
      he
      and
      Moonglum
      were
      being
      carried
     
     
      swiftly
      northward
      over
      the
      great
      Lormyrian
      steppe.
     
    


    
     
      Doubtless
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      awaited
      them
      at
      the
      end
      of
      their
      journey.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Three
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Feathers
      Filling
      a
      Great
      Sky
     
    

   

   
    
     
      N
      IGHT
      FELL
      AND
      the
      chimerae
      flew
      on
      tirelessly,
      their
      shapes
      black
      against
     
    

   

   
    
     
      the
      falling
      snow.
     
    


    
     
      The
      coils
      showed
      no
      signs
      of
      relaxing,
      though
      Elric
      strove
      to
      force
      them
     
     
      apart,
      keeping
      tight
      hold
      of
      his
      runesword
      and
      racking
      his
      brains
      for
      some
     
     
      means
      of
      defeating
      the
      monsters.
     
    


    
     
      If
      only
      there
      were
      a
      spell...
     
    


    
     
      He
      tried
      to
      keep
      his
      thoughts
      from
      what
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      would
      do
      if,
     
     
      indeed,
      it
      was
      that
      wizard
      who
      had
      set
      the
      Oonai
      upon
      them.
     
    


    
     
      Elric’s
      skill
      in
      sorcery
      lay
      chiefly
      in
      his
      command
      over
      the
      various
     
     
      elementals
      of
      air,
      fire,
      earth,
      water
      and
      ether,
      and
      also
      over
      the
      entities
      who
     
     
      had
      affinities
      with
      the
      flora
      and
      fauna
      of
      the
      Earth.
     
    


    
     
      He
      had
      decided
      that
      his
      only
      hope
      lay
      in
      summoning
      the
      aid
      of
      Fileet,
     
     
      Lady
      of
      the
      Birds,
      who
      dwelt
      in
      a
      realm
      lying
      beyond
      the
      planes
      of
      Earth,
     
     
      but
      the
      invocation
      eluded
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Even
      if
      he
      could
      remember
      it,
      the
      mind
      had
      to
      be
      adjusted
      in
      a
      certain
     
     
      way,
      the
      correct
      rhythms
      of
      the
      incantation
      remembered,
      the
      exact
      words
     
     
      and
      inflections
      recalled,
      before
      he
      could
      begin
      to
      summon
      Fileet’s
      aid.
      For
     
     
      she,
      more
      than
      any
      other
      elemental,
      was
      as
      difficult
      to
      invoke
      as
      the
      fickle
     
     
      Arioch.
     
    


    
     
      Through
      the
      drifting
      snow
      he
      heard
      Moonglum
      call
      out
      something
     
     
      indistinct.
     
    


    
     
      “What
      was
      that,
      Moonglum?’
      he
      called
      back.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      only
      —
      sought
      to
      learn
      —
      if
      you
      still
      —
      lived,
      friend
      Elric.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye
      —
      barely...’
     
    


    
     
      His
      face
      was
      chill
      and
      ice
      had
      formed
      on
      his
      helmet
      and
      breastplate.
      His
     
     
      whole
      body
      ached
      both
      from
      the
      crushing
      coils
      of
      the
      chimera
      and
      from
      the
     
     
      biting
      cold
      of
      the
      upper
      air.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      On
      and
      on
      through
      the
      Southern
      night
      they
      flew
      while
      Elric
      forced
     
     
      himself
      to
      relax,
      to
      descend
      into
      a
      trance
      and
      to
      dredge
      from
      his
      mind
      the
     
     
      ancient
      knowledge
      of
      his
      forefathers.
     
    


    
     
      At
      dawn
      the
      clouds
      had
      cleared
      and
      the
      sun’s
      red
      rays
      spread
      over
      the
     
     
      snow
      like
      blood
      over
      damask.
      Everywhere
      stretched
      the
      steppe
      —
      a
      vast
     
     
      field
      of
      snow
      from
      horizon
      to
      horizon,
      while
      above
      it
      the
      sky
      was
      nothing
     
     
      but
      a
      blue
      sheet
      of
      ice
      in
      which
      sat
      the
      red
      pool
      of
      the
      sun.
     
    


    
     
      And,
      tireless
      as
      ever,
      the
      chimerae
      flew
      on.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      brought
      himself
      slowly
      from
      his
      trance
      and
      prayed
      to
      his
     
     
      untrustworthy
      gods
      that
      he
      remembered
      the
      spell
      aright.
     
    


    
     
      His
      lips
      were
      all
      but
      frozen
      together.
      He
      licked
      them
      and
      it
      was
      as
      if
      he
     
     
      licked
      snow.
      He
      opened
      them
      and
      bitter
      air
      coursed
      into
      his
      mouth.
      He
     
     
      coughed
      then,
      turning
      his
      head
      upwards,
      his
      crimson
      eyes
      glazing.
     
    


    
     
      He
      forced
      his
      lips
      to
      frame
      strange
      syllables,
      to
      utter
      the
      old
      vowel-heavy
     
     
      words
      of
      the
      High
      Speech
      of
      Old
      Melniboné,
      a
      speech
      hardly
      suited
      to
      a
     
     
      human
      tongue
      at
      all.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Fileet,’
      he
      murmured.
      Then
      he
      began
      to
      chant
      the
      incantation.
      And
      as
      he
     
     
      chanted
      the
      sword
      grew
      warmer
      in
      his
      hand
      and
      supplied
      him
      with
      more
     
     
      energy
      so
      that
      the
      eldritch
      chant
      echoed
      through
      the
      icy
      sky.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Feathers
      fine
      our
      fates
      entwined
     
     
      Bird
      and
      man
      and
      thine
      and
      mine
      ,
     
     
      Formed
      a
      pact
      that
      gods
      divine
     
     
      Hallowed
      on
      an
      ancient
      shrine
      ,
     
     
      When
      kind
      swore
      service
      unto
      kind.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Fileet,
      fair
      feathered
      queen
      of
      flight
     
     
      Remember
      now
      that
      fateful
      night
     
     
      And
      help
      your
      brother
      in
      his
      plight.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      There
      was
      more
      to
      the
      Summoning
      than
      the
      words
      of
      the
      invocation.
      There
     
     
      were
      the
      abstract
      thoughts
      in
      the
      head,
      the
      visual
      images
      which
      had
      to
      be
     
     
      retained
      in
      the
      mind
      the
      whole
      time,
      the
      emotions
      felt,
      the
      memories
      made
     
     
      sharp
      and
      true.
      Without
      everything
      being
      exactly
      right,
      the
      invocation
     
     
      would
      prove
      useless.
     
    


    
     
      Centuries
      before,
      the
      Sorcerer
      Kings
      of
      Melniboné
      had
      struck
      this
      bargain
     
     
      with
      Fileet,
      Lady
      of
      the
      Birds:
      that
      any
      bird
      that
      settled
      in
      Imrryr’s
      walls
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      should
      be
      protected,
      that
      no
      bird
      would
      be
      shot
      by
      any
      of
      the
      Melnibonéan
     
     
      blood.
      This
      bargain
      had
      been
      kept
      and
      dreaming
      Imrryr
      had
      become
      a
     
     
      haven
      for
      all
      species
      of
      bird
      and
      at
      one
      time
      they
      had
      cloaked
      her
      towers
      in
     
     
      plumage.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      Elric
      chanted
      his
      verses,
      recalling
      that
      bargain
      and
      begging
      Fileet
      to
     
     
      remember
      her
      part
      of
      it.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Brothers
      and
      sisters
      of
      the
      sky
     
     
      Hear
      my
      voice
      where’er
      ye
      fly
     
     
      And
      bring
      me
      aid
      from
      kingdoms
      high...
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Not
      for
      the
      first
      time
      had
      he
      called
      upon
      the
      elementals
      and
      those
      akin
      to
     
     
      them.
      But
      lately
      he
      had
      summoned
      Haaashaastaak,
      Lord
      of
      the
      Lizards,
      in
     
     
      his
      fight
      against
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      and
      still
      earlier
      he
      had
      made
      use
      of
      the
     
     
      services
      of
      the
      wind
      elementals
      —
      the
      sylphs
      ,
      the
      sharnahs
      and
      the
     
     
      h’Haarshanns
      —
      and
      the
      earth
      elementals.
     
    


    
     
      Yet,
      Fileet
      was
      fickle.
     
    


    
     
      And
      now
      that
      Imrryr
      was
      no
      more
      than
      quaking
      ruins,
      she
      could
      even
     
     
      choose
      to
      forget
      that
      ancient
      pact.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Fileet...’
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      weak
      from
      the
      invoking.
      He
      would
      not
      have
      the
      strength
      to
      battle
     
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      even
      if
      he
      found
      the
      opportunity.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Fileet...’
     
    


    
     
      And
      then
      the
      air
      was
      stirring
      and
      a
      huge
      shadow
      fell
      across
      the
      chimerae
     
     
      bearing
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      northward.
     
    


    
     
      Elric’s
      voice
      faltered
      as
      he
      looked
      up.
      But
      he
      smiled
      and
      said:
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      thank
      you,
      Fileet.’
     
    


    
     
      For
      the
      sky
      was
      black
      with
      birds.
      There
      were
      eagles
      and
      robins
      and
      rooks
     
     
      and
      starlings
      and
      wrens
      and
      kites
      and
      crows
      and
      hawks
      and
      peacocks
      and
     
     
      flamingoes
      and
      pigeons
      and
      parrots
      and
      doves
      and
      magpies
      and
      ravens
      and
     
     
      owls.
      Their
      plumage
      flashed
      like
      steel
      and
      the
      air
      was
      full
      of
      their
      cries.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Oonai
      raised
      its
      snake’s
      head
      and
      hissed,
      its
      long
      tongue
      curling
      out
     
     
      between
      its
      front
      fangs,
      its
      coiled
      tail
      lashing.
      One
      of
      the
      chimerae
      not
     
     
      carrying
      Elric
      or
      Moonglum
      changed
      its
      shape
      into
      that
      of
      a
      gigantic
      condor
     
     
      and
      flapped
      up
      towards
      the
      vast
      array
      of
      birds.
     
    


    
     
      But
      they
      were
      not
      deceived.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      The
      chimera
      disappeared,
      submerged
      by
      birds.
      There
      was
      a
      frightful
     
     
      screaming
      and
      then
      something
      black
      and
      piglike
      spiralled
      to
      earth,
      blood
     
     
      and
      entrails
      streaming
      in
      its
      wake.
     
    


    
     
      Another
      chimera
      —
      the
      last
      not
      bearing
      a
      burden
      —
      assumed
      its
      dragon
     
     
      shape,
      almost
      completely
      identical
      to
      those
      which
      Elric
      had
      once
      mastered
     
     
      as
      ruler
      of
      Melniboné,
      but
      larger
      and
      with
      not
      quite
      the
      same
      grace
      as
     
     
      Flamefang
      and
      the
      others.
     
    


    
     
      There
      was
      a
      sickening
      smell
      of
      burning
      flesh
      and
      feathers
      as
      the
      flaming
     
     
      venom
      fell
      upon
      Elric’s
      allies.
     
    


    
     
      But
      now
      more
      and
      more
      birds
      were
      filling
      the
      air,
      shrieking
      and
      whistling
     
     
      and
      cawing
      and
      hooting,
      a
      million
      wings
      fluttering,
      and
      once
      again
      the
     
     
      Oonai
      was
      hidden
      from
      sight,
      once
      again
      a
      muffled
      scream
      sounded,
      once
     
     
      again
      a
      mangled,
      piglike
      corpse
      plummeted
      groundwards.
     
    


    
     
      The
      birds
      divided
      into
      two
      masses,
      turning
      their
      attention
      to
      the
      chimerae
     
     
      bearing
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum.
      They
      sped
      down
      like
      two
      gigantic
     
     
      arrowheads,
      led,
      each
      group,
      by
      ten
      huge
      golden
      eagles
      which
      dived
      at
      the
     
     
      flashing
      eyes
      of
      the
      Oonai.
     
    


    
     
      As
      the
      birds
      attacked,
      the
      chimerae
      were
      forced
      to
      change
      shape.
      Instantly
     
     
      Elric
      felt
      himself
      fall
      free.
      His
      body
      was
      numb
      and
      he
      fell
      like
      a
      stone,
     
     
      remembering
      only
      to
      keep
      his
      grip
      on
      Stormbringer,
      and
      as
      he
      fell
      he
      cursed
     
     
      at
      the
      irony.
      He
      had
      been
      saved
      from
      the
      beasts
      of
      Chaos
      only
      to
      hurtle
      to
     
     
      his
      death
      on
      the
      snow-covered
      ground
      below.
     
    


    
     
      But
      then
      his
      cloak
      was
      caught
      from
      above
      and
      he
      hung
      swaying
      in
      the
      air.
     
     
      Looking
      up
      he
      saw
      that
      several
      eagles
      had
      grasped
      his
      clothing
      in
      their
     
     
      claws
      and
      beaks
      and
      were
      slowing
      his
      descent
      so
      that
      he
      struck
      the
      snow
     
     
      with
      little
      more
      than
      a
      painful
      bump.
     
    


    
     
      The
      eagles
      flew
      back
      to
      the
      fray.
     
    


    
     
      A
      few
      yards
      away
      Moonglum
      came
      down,
      deposited
      by
      another
      flight
      of
     
     
      eagles
      which
      immediately
      returned
      to
      where
      their
      comrades
      were
      fighting
     
     
      the
      remaining
      Oonai.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      picked
      up
      the
      sword
      which
      had
      fallen
      from
      his
      hand.
      He
     
     
      rubbed
      his
      right
      calf.
      ‘I’ll
      do
      my
      best
      never
      to
      eat
      fowl
      again,’
      he
      said
     
     
      feelingly.
      ‘So
      you
      remembered
      a
      spell,
      eh?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.’
     
    


    
     
      Two
      more
      piglike
      corpses
      thudded
      down
      not
      far
      away.
     
    


    
     
      For
      a
      few
      moments
      the
      birds
      performed
      a
      strange,
      wheeling
      dance
      in
      the
     
     
      sky,
      partly
      a
      salute
      to
      the
      two
      men,
      partly
      a
      dance
      of
      triumph,
      and
      then
      they
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      divided
      into
      their
      groups
      of
      species
      and
      flew
      rapidly
      away.
      Soon
      there
      were
     
     
      no
      birds
      at
      all
      in
      the
      ice-blue
      sky.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      picked
      up
      his
      bruised
      body
      and
      stiffly
      he
      sheathed
      his
      sword
     
     
      Stormbringer.
      He
      drew
      a
      deep
      breath
      and
      peered
      upwards.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Fileet,
      I
      thank
      thee
      again.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      still
      seemed
      dazed.
      ‘How
      did
      you
      summon
      them,
      Elric?’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      removed
      his
      helmet
      and
      wiped
      sweat
      from
      within
      the
      rim.
      In
      this
     
     
      clime
      that
      sweat
      would
      soon
      turn
      to
      ice.
      ‘An
      ancient
      bargain
      my
      ancestors
     
     
      made.
      I
      was
      hard
      pressed
      to
      remember
      the
      lines
      of
      the
      spell.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I’m
      mightily
      pleased
      that
      you
      did
      remember!’
     
    


    
     
      Absently,
      Elric
      nodded.
      He
      replaced
      his
      helmet
      on
      his
      head,
      staring
      about
     
     
      him
      as
      he
      did
      so.
     
    


    
     
      Everywhere
      stretched
      the
      vast,
      snow-covered
      Lormyrian
      steppe.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      understood
      Elric’s
      thoughts.
      He
      rubbed
      his
      chin.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.
      We
      are
      fairly
      lost,
      Lord
      Elric.
      Have
      you
      any
      idea
      where
      we
      may
     
     
      be?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      do
      not
      know,
      friend
      Moonglum.
      We
      have
      no
      means
      of
      guessing
      how
      far
     
     
      those
      beasts
      carried
      us,
      but
      I’m
      fairly
      sure
      it
      was
      well
      to
      the
      north
      of
      Iosaz.
     
     
      We
      are
      further
      away
      from
      the
      capital
      than
      we
      were...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      then
      so
      must
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      be!
      If
      we
      were,
      indeed,
      being
      borne
      to
     
     
      where
      he
      dwells...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      would
      be
      logical,
      I
      agree.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      we
      continue
      north?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      think
      not.’
     
    


    
     
      “Why
      so?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘For
      two
      reasons.
      It
      could
      be
      that
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      idea
      was
      to
      take
      us
      to
     
     
      a
      place
      so
      far
      away
      from
      anywhere
      that
      we
      could
      not
      interfere
      with
      his
     
     
      plans.
      That
      might
      be
      considered
      a
      wiser
      action
      than
      confronting
      us
      and
      thus
     
     
      risking
      our
      turning
      the
      tables
      on
      him...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye,
      Pll
      grant
      you
      that.
      And
      what’s
      the
      other
      reason?’
     
    


    
     
      “We
      would
      do
      better
      to
      try
      to
      make
      for
      Iosaz
      where
      we
      can
      replenish
      both
     
     
      our
      gear
      and
      our
      provisions
      and
      enquire
      of
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      whereabouts
      if
     
     
      he
      is
      not
      there.
      Also
      we
      would
      be
      foolish
      to
      strike
      further
      north
      without
     
     
      good
      horses
      and
      in
      Iosaz
      we
      shall
      find
      horses
      and
      perhaps
      a
      sleigh
      to
      carry
     
     
      us
      the
      faster
      across
      this
      snow.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      Pll
      grant
      you
      the
      sense
      of
      that,
      too.
      But
      I
      do
      not
      think
      much
      of
      our
     
     
      chances
      in
      this
      snow,
      whichever
      way
      we
      go.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      “We
      must
      begin
      walking
      and
      hope
      that
      we
      can
      find
      a
      river
      that
      has
      not
      yet
     
     
      frozen
      over
      —
      and
      that
      the
      river
      will
      have
      boats
      upon
      it
      which
      will
      bear
      us
      to
     
     
      Iosaz.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      faint
      hope,
      Elric.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.
      A
      faint
      hope.’
      Elric
      was
      already
      weakened
      from
      the
      energy
      spent
      in
     
     
      the
      invocation
      to
      Fileet.
      He
      knew
      that
      he
      must
      almost
      certainly
      die.
      He
      was
     
     
      not
      sure
      that
      he
      cared
      overmuch.
      It
      would
      be
      a
      cleaner
      death
      than
      some
      he
     
     
      had
      been
      offered
      of
      late
      —
      a
      less
      painful
      death
      than
      any
      he
      might
      expect
      at
     
     
      the
      hands
      of
      the
      sorcerer
      of
      Pan
      Tang.
     
    


    
     
      They
      began
      to
      trudge
      through
      the
      snow.
      Slowly
      they
      headed
      south,
      two
     
     
      small
      figures
      in
      a
      frozen
      landscape,
      two
      tiny
      specks
      of
      warm
      flesh
      in
      a
      great
     
     
      waste
      of
      ice.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Four
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Old
      Castle
      Standing
      Alone
     
    

   

   
    
     
      A
      DAY
      PASSED,
      a
      night
      passed.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Then
      the
      evening
      of
      the
      second
      day
      passed
      and
      the
      two
      men
      staggered
      on,
     
     
      for
      all
      that
      they
      had
      long
      since
      lost
      their
      sense
      of
      direction.
     
    


    
     
      Night
      fell
      and
      they
      crawled.
     
    


    
     
      They
      could
      not
      speak.
      Their
      bones
      were
      stiff,
      their
      flesh
      and
      their
      muscles
     
     
      numb.
     
    


    
     
      Cold
      and
      exhaustion
      drove
      the
      very
      sentience
      from
      them
      so
      that
      when
     
     
      they
      fell
      in
      the
      snow
      and
      lay
      motionless
      they
      were
      scarcely
      aware
      that
      they
     
     
      had
      ceased
      to
      move.
      They
      understood
      no
      difference
      now
      between
      life
      and
     
     
      death,
      between
      existence
      and
      the
      cessation
      of
      existence.
     
    


    
     
      And
      when
      the
      sun
      rose
      and
      warmed
      their
      flesh
      a
      little
      they
      stirred
      and
     
     
      raised
      their
      heads,
      perhaps
      in
      an
      effort
      to
      catch
      one
      last
      glimpse
      of
      the
     
     
      world
      they
      were
      leaving.
     
    


    
     
      And
      they
      saw
      the
      castle.
     
    


    
     
      It
      stood
      there
      in
      the
      middle
      of
      the
      steppe
      and
      it
      was
      ancient.
      Snow
      covered
     
     
      the
      moss
      and
      the
      lichen
      which
      grew
      on
      its
      worn,
      old
      stones.
      It
      seemed
      to
     
     
      have
      been
      there
      for
      eternity,
      yet
      neither
      Elric
      nor
      Moonglum
      had
      ever
      heard
     
     
      of
      such
      a
      castle
      standing
      alone
      in
      the
      steppe.
      It
      was
      hard
      to
      imagine
      how
      a
     
     
      castle
      so
      old
      could
      exist
      in
      the
      land
      once
      known
      as
      World’s
      Edge.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      was
      the
      first
      to
      rise.
      He
      stumbled
      through
      the
      deep
      snow
      to
     
     
      where
      Elric
      lay.
      With
      chapped
      hands
      he
      tried
      to
      lift
      his
      friend.
     
    


    
     
      The
      tide
      of
      Elric’s
      thin
      blood
      had
      almost
      ceased
      to
      move
      in
      his
      body.
      He
     
     
      moaned
      as
      Moonglum
      helped
      him
      to
      his
      feet.
      He
      tried
      to
      speak,
      but
      his
      lips
     
     
      were
      frozen
      shut.
     
    


    
     
      Clutching
      each
      other,
      sometimes
      walking,
      sometimes
      crawling,
      they
     
     
      progressed
      towards
      the
      castle.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Its
      entrance
      stood
      open.
      They
      fell
      through
      it
      and
      the
      warmth
      issuing
      from
     
     
      the
      interior
      revived
      them
      sufficiently
      to
      allow
      them
      to
      rise
      and
      stagger
      down
     
     
      a
      Narrow
      passage
      into
      a
      great
      hall.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      an
      empty
      hall.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      completely
      bare
      of
      furnishings,
      save
      for
      a
      huge
      log
      fire
      that
      blazed
     
     
      in
      a
      hearth
      of
      granite
      and
      quartz
      built
      at
      the
      far
      end
      of
      the
      hall.
      They
      crossed
     
     
      flagstones
      of
      lapis
      lazuli
      to
      reach
      it.
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      the
      castle
      is
      inhabited.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum’s
      voice
      was
      harsh
      and
      thick
      in
      his
      mouth.
      He
      stared
      around
     
     
      him
      at
      the
      basalt
      walls.
      He
      raised
      his
      voice
      as
      best
      he
      could
      and
      called:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Greetings
      to
      whoever
      is
      the
      master
      of
      this
      hall.
      We
      are
      Moonglum
      of
     
     
      Elwher
      and
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné
      and
      we
      crave
      your
      hospitality,
      for
      we
      are
     
     
      lost
      in
      your
      land.’
     
    


    
     
      And
      then
      Elric’s
      knees
      buckled
      and
      he
      fell
      to
      the
      floor.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      stumbled
      towards
      him
      as
      the
      echoes
      of
      his
      voice
      died
      in
      the
     
     
      hall.
      All
      was
      silent
      save
      for
      the
      crackling
      of
      the
      logs
      in
      the
      hearth.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      dragged
      Elric
      to
      the
      fire
      and
      lay
      him
      down
      near
      it.
     
    


    
     
      “Warm
      your
      bones
      here,
      friend
      Elric.
      Pl
      seek
      the
      folk
      who
      live
      here.’
     
    


    
     
      Then
      he
      crossed
      the
      hall
      and
      ascended
      the
      stone
      stair
      leading
      to
      the
      next
     
     
      floor
      of
      the
      castle.
     
    


    
     
      This
      floor
      was
      as
      bereft
      of
      furniture
      or
      decoration
      as
      the
      other.
      There
      were
     
     
      many
      rooms,
      but
      all
      of
      them
      were
      empty.
      Moonglum
      began
      to
      feel
      uneasy,
     
     
      scenting
      something
      of
      the
      supernatural
      here.
      Could
      this
      be
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
     
     
      castle?
     
    


    
     
      For
      someone
      dwelt
      here,
      in
      truth.
      Someone
      had
      laid
      the
      fire
      and
      had
     
     
      opened
      the
      gates
      so
      that
      they
      might
      enter.
      And
      they
      had
      not
      left
      the
      castle
      in
     
     
      the
      ordinary
      way
      or
      he
      should
      have
      noticed
      the
      tracks
      in
      the
      snow
      outside.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      paused,
      then
      turned
      and
      slowly
      began
      to
      descend
      the
      stairs.
     
     
      Reaching
      the
      hall,
      he
      saw
      that
      Elric
      had
      revived
      enough
      to
      prop
      himself
      up
     
     
      against
      the
      chimneypiece.
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      —
      what
      —
      found
      you...’
      said
      Elric
      thickly.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      shrugged.
      ‘Nought.
      No
      servants.
      No
      master.
      If
      they
      have
      gone
     
     
      a-hunting,
      then
      they
      hunt
      on
      flying
      beasts,
      for
      there
      are
      no
      signs
      of
     
     
      hoofprints
      in
      the
      snow
      outside.
      I
      am
      a
      little
      nervous,
      I
      must
      admit.’
      He
     
     
      smiled
      slightly.
      ‘Aye
      —
      and
      a
      little
      hungry,
      too.
      Pll
      seek
      the
      pantry.
      If
      danger
     
     
      comes,
      we’d
      do
      as
      well
      to
      face
      it
      on
      full
      stomachs.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      There
      was
      a
      door
      set
      back
      and
      to
      one
      side
      of
      the
      hearth.
      He
      tried
      the
      latch
     
     
      and
      it
      opened
      into
      a
      short
      passage
      at
      the
      end
      of
      which
      was
      another
      door.
      He
     
     
      went
      down
      the
      passage,
      hand
      on
      sword,
      and
      opened
      the
      door
      at
      the
      end.
      A
     
     
      parlour,
      as
      deserted
      as
      the
      rest
      of
      the
      castle.
      And
      beyond
      the
      parlour
      he
      saw
     
     
      the
      castle’s
      kitchens.
      He
      went
      through
      the
      kitchens,
      noting
      that
      there
      were
     
     
      cooking
      things
      here,
      all
      polished
      and
      clean
      but
      none
      in
      use,
      and
      came
     
     
      finally
      to
      the
      pantry.
     
    


    
     
      Here
      he
      found
      the
      best
      part
      of
      a
      large
      deer
      hanging
      and
      on
      the
      shelf
      above
     
     
      it
      were
      ranked
      many
      skins
      and
      jars
      of
      wine.
      Below
      this
      shelf
      were
      bread
      and
     
     
      some
      pasties
      and
      below
      that
      spices.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum’s
      first
      action
      was
      to
      reach
      up
      on
      tiptoe
      and
      take
      down
      a
      jar
      of
     
     
      wine,
      removing
      the
      cork
      and
      sniffing
      the
      contents.
     
    


    
     
      He
      had
      smelled
      nothing
      more
      delicate
      or
      delicious
      in
      his
      life.
     
    


    
     
      He
      tasted
      the
      wine
      and
      he
      forgot
      his
      pain
      and
      his
      weariness.
      But
      he
      did
      not
     
     
      forget
      that
      Elric
      still
      waited
      in
      the
      hall.
     
    


    
     
      With
      his
      short
      sword
      he
      cut
      off
      a
      haunch
      of
      venison
      and
      tucked
      it
      under
     
     
      his
      arm.
      He
      selected
      some
      spices
      and
      put
      them
      into
      his
      belt
      pouch.
      Under
     
     
      his
      other
      arm
      he
      put
      the
      bread
      and
      in
      both
      hands
      he
      carried
      a
      jar
      of
      wine.
     
    


    
     
      He
      returned
      to
      the
      hall,
      put
      down
      his
      spoils
      and
      helped
      Elric
      drink
      from
     
     
      the
      jar.
     
    


    
     
      The
      strange
      wine
      worked
      almost
      instantly
      and
      Elric
      offered
      Moonglum
      a
     
     
      smile
      that
      had
      gratitude
      in
      it.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      —
      a
      good
      friend
      —
      I
      wonder
      why...’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      turned
      away
      with
      an
      embarrassed
      grunt.
      He
      began
      to
      prepare
     
     
      the
      meat
      which
      he
      intended
      to
      roast
      over
      the
      fire.
     
    


    
     
      He
      had
      never
      understood
      his
      friendship
      with
      the
      albino.
      It
      had
      always
     
     
      been
      a
      peculiar
      mixture
      of
      reserve
      and
      affection,
      a
      fine
      balance
      which
      both
     
     
      men
      were
      careful
      to
      maintain,
      even
      in
      situations
      of
      this
      kind.
     
    


    
     
      Elric,
      since
      his
      passion
      for
      Cymoril
      had
      resulted
      in
      her
      death
      and
      the
     
     
      destruction
      of
      the
      city
      he
      loved,
      had
      at
      all
      times
      feared
      bestowing
      any
     
     
      tender
      emotion
      on
      those
      he
      fell
      in
      with.
     
    


    
     
      He
      had
      run
      away
      from
      Rai-u
      Th’ee,
      the
      sculptress
      of
      Séred-Oma,
      and
     
     
      from
      Shaarilla
      of
      the
      Dancing
      Mist
      who
      had
      loved
      him
      dearly.
      He
      had
      fled
     
     
      from
      Queen
      Yishana
      of
      Jharkor
      who
      had
      offered
      him
      her
      kingdom
      to
      rule,
     
     
      in
      spite
      of
      her
      subjects’
      hatred
      of
      him.
      He
      disdained
      most
      company
      save
     
     
      Moonglum’s,
      and
      Moonglum,
      too,
      became
      quickly
      bored
      by
      anyone
      other
     
     
      than
      the
      crimson-eyed
      prince
      of
      Imrryr.
      Moonglum
      would
      die
      for
      Elric
      and
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      he
      knew
      that
      Elric
      would
      risk
      any
      danger
      to
      save
      his
      friend.
      But
      was
      not
     
     
      this
      an
      unhealthy
      relationship?
      Would
      it
      not
      be
      better
      if
      they
      went
      their
     
     
      different
      ways?
      He
      could
      not
      bear
      the
      thought.
      It
      was
      as
      if
      they
      were
      part
      of
     
     
      the
      same
      entity
      —
      different
      aspects
      of
      the
      character
      of
      the
      same
      man.
     
    


    
     
      He
      could
      not
      understand
      why
      he
      should
      feel
      this.
      And
      he
      guessed
      that,
      if
     
     
      Elric
      had
      ever
      considered
      the
      question,
      the
      Melnibonéan
      would
      be
      equally
     
     
      hard
      put
      to
      find
      an
      answer.
     
    


    
     
      He
      contemplated
      all
      this
      as
      he
      roasted
      the
      meat
      before
      the
      fire,
      using
      his
     
     
      long
      sword
      as
      a
      spit.
     
    


    
     
      Meanwhile
      Elric
      took
      another
      draft
      of
      wine
      and
      began,
      almost
      visibly,
      to
     
     
      thaw
      out.
      His
      skin
      was
      still
      badly
      blistered
      by
      chilblains,
      but
      both
      men
      had
     
     
      escaped
      serious
      frostbite.
     
    


    
     
      They
      ate
      the
      venison
      in
      silence,
      glancing
      around
      the
      hall,
      puzzling
      over
     
     
      the
      non-appearance
      of
      the
      owner,
      yet
      too
      tired
      to
      care
      greatly
      where
      he
      was.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      they
      slept,
      having
      put
      fresh
      logs
      on
      the
      fire,
      and
      in
      the
      morning
      they
     
     
      were
      almost
      completely
      recovered
      from
      their
      ordeal
      in
      the
      snow.
     
    


    
     
      They
      breakfasted
      on
      cold
      venison
      and
      pasties
      and
      wine.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      found
      a
      pot
      and
      heated
      water
      in
      it
      so
      that
      they
      might
      shave
      and
     
     
      wash
      and
      Elric
      found
      some
      salve
      in
      his
      pouch
      which
      they
      could
      put
      on
      their
     
     
      blisters.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      looked
      in
      the
      stables,’
      Moonglum
      said
      as
      he
      shaved
      with
      the
      razor
      he
     
     
      had
      taken
      from
      his
      own
      pouch.
      ‘But
      I
      found
      no
      horses.
      There
      are
      signs,
     
     
      however,
      that
      some
      beasts
      have
      been
      kept
      there
      recently.’
     
    


    
     
      “There
      is
      only
      one
      other
      way
      to
      travel,’
      Elric
      said.
      ‘There
      might
      be
      skis
     
     
      somewhere
      in
      the
      castle.
      It
      is
      the
      sort
      of
      thing
      you
      might
      expect
      to
      find,
      for
     
     
      there
      is
      snow
      in
      these
      parts
      for
      at
      least
      half
      the
      year.
      Skis
      would
      speed
      our
     
     
      progress
      back
      towards
      Iosaz.
      As
      would
      a
      map
      and
      a
      lodestone
      if
      we
      could
     
     
      find
      one.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      agreed.
      ‘I’ll
      search
      the
      upper
      levels.’
      He
      finished
      his
      shaving,
     
     
      wiped
      his
      razor
      and
      replaced
      it
      in
      his
      pouch.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      got
      up.
      ‘Pll
      go
      with
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      Through
      the
      empty
      rooms
      they
      wandered,
      but
      they
      found
      nothing.
     
    


    
     
      ‘No
      gear
      of
      any
      kind.’
      Elric
      frowned.
      ‘And
      yet
      there
      is
      a
      strong
      sense
      that
     
     
      the
      castle
      is
      inhabited
      —
      and
      evidence,
      too,
      of
      course.’
     
    


    
     
      They
      searched
      two
      more
      floors
      and
      there
      was
      not
      even
      dust
      in
      the
      rooms.
     
    


    
     
      “Well,
      perhaps
      we
      walk
      after
      all,’
      Moonglum
      said
      in
      resignation.
      ‘Unless
     
     
      there
      was
      wood
      with
      which
      we
      could
      manufacture
      skis
      of
      some
      kind.
      I
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      might
      have
      seen
      some
      in
      the
      stables...’
     
    


    
     
      They
      had
      reached
      a
      narrow
      stair
      which
      wound
      up
      to
      the
      highest
      tower
      of
     
     
      the
      castle.
     
    


    
     
      ‘We’ll
      try
      this
      and
      then
      count
      our
      quest
      unsuccessful,’
      Elric
      said.
     
    


    
     
      And
      so
      they
      climbed
      the
      stair
      and
      came
      to
      a
      door
      at
      the
      top
      which
      was
     
     
      half-open.
      Elric
      pushed
      it
      back
      and
      then
      he
      hesitated.
     
    


    
     
      “What
      is
      it?’
      Moonglum,
      who
      was
      below
      him,
      asked.
     
    


    
     
      “This
      room
      is
      furnished,’
      Elric
      said
      quietly.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      ascended
      two
      more
      steps
      and
      peered
      round
      Elric’s
      shoulder.
     
     
      He
      gasped.
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      occupied!’
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      a
      beautiful
      room.
      Through
      crystal
      windows
      came
      pale
      light
      which
     
     
      sparkled
      and
      fell
      on
      hangings
      of
      many-coloured
      silk,
      on
      embroidered
     
     
      carpets
      and
      tapestries
      of
      hues
      so
      fresh
      they
      might
      have
      been
      made
      only
      a
     
     
      moment
      before.
     
    


    
     
      In
      the
      centre
      of
      this
      room
      was
      a
      bed,
      draped
      in
      ermine,
      with
      a
      canopy
      of
     
     
      white
      silk.
     
    


    
     
      And
      on
      the
      bed
      lay
      a
      young
      woman.
     
    


    
     
      Her
      hair
      was
      black
      and
      it
      shone.
      Her
      gown
      was
      of
      the
      deepest
      scarlet.
      Her
     
     
      limbs
      were
      like
      rose-tinted
      ivory
      and
      her
      face
      was
      very
      fair,
      the
      lips
      slightly
     
     
      parted
      as
      she
      breathed.
     
    


    
     
      She
      was
      asleep.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      took
      two
      steps
      towards
      the
      woman
      on
      the
      bed
      and
      then
      he
      stopped
     
     
      suddenly.
      He
      was
      shuddering.
      He
      turned
      away.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      was
      alarmed.
      He
      saw
      bright
      tears
      in
      Elric’s
      crimson
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      ‘What
      is
      it,
      friend
      Elric?’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      moved
      his
      white
      lips
      but
      was
      incapable
      of
      speech.
      Something
      like
      a
     
     
      groan
      came
      from
      his
      throat.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Elric...’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      placed
      a
      hand
      on
      his
      friend’s
      arm.
      Elric
      shook
      it
      off.
     
    


    
     
      Slowly
      the
      albino
      turned
      again
      towards
      the
      bed,
      as
      if
      forcing
      himself
      to
     
     
      behold
      an
      impossibly
      horrifying
      sight.
      He
      breathed
      deeply,
      straightening
      his
     
     
      back
      and
      resting
      his
      left
      hand
      on
      the
      pommel
      of
      his
      sorcerous
      blade.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Moonglum...’
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      forcing
      himself
      to
      speak.
      Moonglum
      glanced
      at
      the
      woman
      on
      the
     
     
      bed,
      glanced
      at
      Elric.
      Did
      he
      recognise
      her?
     
    


    
     
      ‘Moonglum
      —
      this
      is
      a
      sorcerous
      sleep...’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘How
      know
      you
      that?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      —
      it
      is
      a
      similar
      slumber
      to
      that
      in
      which
      my
      cousin
      Yyrkoon
      put
      my
     
     
      Cymoril...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Gods!
      Think
      you
      that...?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      think
      nothing!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      it
      is
      not
      ~’
     
    


    
     
      ‘—
      it
      is
      not
      Cymoril.
      I
      know.
      I
      —
      she
      is
      like
      her
      —
      so
      like
      her.
      But
      unlike
      her,
     
     
      too...
      It
      is
      only
      that
      I
      could
      not
      have
      expected...’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      bowed
      his
      head.
     
    


    
     
      He
      spoke
      in
      a
      low
      voice.
      ‘Come,
      let’s
      be
      gone
      from
      here.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      she
      must
      be
      the
      owner
      of
      this
      castle.
      If
      we
      awakened
      her
      we
      could
      ~
     
    


    
     
      ‘She
      cannot
      be
      awakened
      by
      such
      as
      we.
      I
      told
      you,
      Moonglum...’
      Elric
     
     
      drew
      another
      deep
      breath.
      ‘It
      is
      an
      enchanted
      sleep
      she
      is
      in.
      I
      could
      not
     
     
      wake
      Cymoril
      from
      it,
      with
      all
      my
      powers
      of
      sorcery.
      Unless
      one
      has
     
     
      certain
      magical
      aids,
      some
      knowledge
      of
      the
      exact
      spell
      used,
      there
      is
     
     
      nothing
      that
      can
      be
      done.
      Quickly,
      Moonglum,
      let
      us
      depart.’
     
    


    
     
      There
      was
      an
      edge
      to
      Elric’s
      voice
      which
      made
      Moonglum
      shiver.
     
    


    
     
      ‘But...’
     
    


    
     
      “Then
      I
      will
      go!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      almost
      ran
      from
      the
      room.
      Moonglum
      heard
      his
      footsteps
      echoing
     
     
      rapidly
      down
      the
      long
      staircase.
     
    


    
     
      He
      went
      up
      to
      the
      sleeping
      woman
      and
      stared
      down
      at
      her
      beauty.
     
    


    
     
      He
      touched
      the
      skin.
      It
      was
      unnaturally
      cold.
      He
      shrugged
      and
      made
      to
     
     
      leave
      the
      chamber,
      pausing
      for
      a
      moment
      only
      to
      notice
      that
      a
      number
      of
     
     
      ancient
      battle-shields
      and
      weapons
      hung
      on
      one
      wall
      of
      the
      room,
      behind
     
     
      the
      bed.
      Strange
      trophies
      with
      which
      a
      beautiful
      woman
      should
      wish
      to
     
     
      decorate
      her
      bedroom,
      he
      thought.
      He
      saw
      the
      carved
      wooden
      table
      below
     
     
      the
      trophies.
      Something
      lay
      upon
      it.
      He
      stepped
      back
      into
      the
      room.
      A
     
     
      peculiar
      sensation
      filled
      him
      as
      he
      saw
      that
      it
      was
      a
      map.
      The
      castle
      was
     
     
      marked
      and
      so
      was
      the
      Zaphra-Trepek
      river.
     
    


    
     
      Holding
      the
      map
      down
      to
      the
      table
      was
      a
      lodestone,
      set
      in
      silver
      on
      a
      long
     
     
      silver
      chain.
     
    


    
     
      He
      grabbed
      the
      map
      in
      one
      hand
      and
      the
      lodestone
      in
      the
      other
      and
      ran
     
     
      from
      the
      room.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Elric!
      Elric!’
     
    


    
     
      He
      raced
      down
      the
      stairs
      and
      reached
      the
      hall.
      Elric
      had
      gone.
      The
      door
      of
     
     
      the
      hall
      was
      open.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      He
      followed
      the
      albino
      out
      of
      the
      mysterious
      castle
      and
      into
      the
      snow.
     
     
      ‘Elric!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      turned,
      his
      face
      set
      and
      his
      eyes
      tormented.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      showed
      him
      the
      map
      and
      the
      lodestone.
     
    


    
     
      ‘We
      are
      saved,
      after
      all,
      Elric!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      looked
      down
      at
      the
      snow.
      ‘Aye.
      So
      we
      are.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Five
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Doomed
      Lord
      Dreaming
     
    

   

   
    
     
      A
      ND
      TWO
      Days
      later
      they
      reached
      the
      upper
      reaches
      of
      the
      Zaphra-Trepek
     
    

   

   
    
     
      and
      the
      trading
      town
      of
      Alorasaz
      with
      its
      towers
      of
      finely
      carved
      wood
      and
     
     
      its
      beautifully
      made
      timber
      houses.
     
    


    
     
      To
      Alorasaz
      came
      the
      fur
      trappers
      and
      the
      miners,
      the
      merchants
      from
     
     
      Iosaz,
      downriver,
      or
      from
      afar
      as
      Trepesaz
      on
      the
      coast.
      A
      cheerful,
      bustling
     
     
      town
      with
      its
      streets
      lit
      and
      heated
      by
      great,
      red
      braziers
      at
      every
      corner.
     
     
      These
      were
      tended
      by
      citizens
      specially
      commissioned
      to
      keep
      them
     
     
      burning
      hot
      and
      bright.
      Wrapped
      in
      thick
      woollen
      clothing,
      they
      hailed
      Elric
     
     
      and
      Moonglum
      as
      they
      entered
      the
      city.
     
    


    
     
      For
      all
      they
      had
      been
      sustained
      by
      the
      wine
      and
      meat
      Moonglum
      had
     
     
      thought
      to
      bring,
      they
      were
      weary
      from
      their
      walk
      across
      the
      steppe.
     
    


    
     
      They
      made
      their
      way
      through
      the
      rumbustious
      crowd
      —
      laughing,
      red-
     
     
      cheeked
      women
      and
      burly,
      fur-swathed
      men
      whose
      breath
      steamed
      in
      the
     
     
      air,
      mingling
      with
      the
      smoke
      from
      the
      braziers,
      as
      they
      took
      huge
      swallows
     
     
      from
      gourds
      of
      beer
      or
      skins
      of
      wine,
      conducting
      their
      business
      with
      the
     
     
      slightly
      less
      bucolic
      merchants
      of
      the
      more
      sophisticated
      townships.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      was
      looking
      for
      news
      and
      he
      knew
      that
      if
      he
      found
      it
      anywhere
      it
     
     
      would
      be
      in
      the
      taverns.
      He
      waited
      while
      Moonglum
      followed
      his
      nose
      to
     
     
      the
      best
      of
      Alorasaz’s
      inns
      and
      came
      back
      with
      the
      news
      of
      where
      it
      could
     
     
      be
      found.
     
    


    
     
      They
      walked
      a
      short
      distance
      and
      entered
      a
      rowdy
      tavern
      crammed
      with
     
     
      big
      wooden
      tables
      and
      benches
      on
      which
      were
      jammed
      more
      traders
      and
     
     
      more
      merchants
      all
      arguing
      cheerfully,
      holding
      up
      furs
      to
      display
      their
     
     
      quality
      or
      to
      mock
      their
      worthlessness,
      depending
      on
      which
      point
      of
      view
     
     
      was
      taken.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      left
      Elric
      standing
      in
      the
      doorway
      and
      went
      to
      speak
      with
      the
     
     
      landlord,
      a
      hugely
      fat
      man
      with
      a
      glistening
      scarlet
      face.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Elric
      saw
      the
      landlord
      bend
      and
      listen
      to
      Moonglum.
      The
      man
      nodded
      and
     
     
      raised
      an
      arm
      to
      bellow
      at
      Elric
      to
      follow
      him
      and
      Moonglum.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      inched
      his
      way
      through
      the
      press
      and
      was
      knocked
      half
      off
      his
      feet
     
     
      by
      a
      gesticulating
      trader
      who
      apologised
      cheerfully
      and
      profusely
      and
     
     
      offered
      to
      buy
      him
      a
      drink.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      nothing,’
      Elric
      said
      faintly.
     
    


    
     
      The
      man
      got
      up.
      ‘Come
      on,
      sir,
      it
      was
      my
      fault...’
      His
      voice
      tailed
      off
      as
     
     
      he
      saw
      the
      albino’s
      face.
      He
      mumbled
      something
      and
      sat
      down
      again,
     
     
      making
      a
      wry
      remark
      to
      one
      of
      his
      companions.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      followed
      Moonglum
      and
      the
      landlord
      up
      a
      flight
      of
      swaying
      wooden
     
     
      stairs,
      along
      a
      landing
      and
      into
      a
      private
      room
      which,
      the
      landlord
      told
     
     
      them,
      was
      all
      that
      was
      available.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Such
      rooms
      as
      these
      are
      expensive
      during
      the
      winter
      market,’
      the
     
     
      landlord
      said
      apologetically.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Moonglum
      winced
      as,
      silently,
      Elric
      handed
      the
      man
      another
     
     
      precious
      ruby
      worth
      a
      small
      fortune.
     
    


    
     
      The
      landlord
      looked
      at
      it
      carefully
      and
      then
      laughed.
      ‘This
      inn
      will
      have
     
     
      fallen
      down
      before
      your
      credit’s
      up,
      master.
      I
      thank
      thee.
      Trading
      must
      be
     
     
      good
      this
      season!
      I’ll
      have
      drink
      and
      viands
      sent
      up
      at
      once!’
     
    


    
     
      “The
      finest
      you
      have,
      landlord,’
      said
      Moonglum,
      trying
      to
      make
      the
      best
     
     
      of
      things.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye
      —
      I
      wish
      I
      had
      better.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      sat
      down
      on
      one
      of
      the
      beds
      and
      removed
      his
      cloak
      and
      his
      sword
     
     
      belt.
      The
      chill
      had
      not
      left
      his
      bones.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      wish
      you
      would
      give
      me
      charge
      of
      our
      wealth,’
      Moonglum
      said
      as
      he
     
     
      removed
      his
      boots
      by
      the
      fire.
      ‘We
      might
      have
      need
      of
      it
      before
      this
      quest
      is
     
     
      ended.’
     
    


    
     
      But
      Elric
      seemed
      not
      to
      hear
      him.
     
    


    
     
      After
      they
      had
      eaten
      and
      discovered
      from
      the
      landlord
      that
      a
      ship
      was
     
     
      leaving
      the
      day
      after
      tomorrow
      for
      Iosaz,
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      went
      to
      their
     
     
      separate
      beds
      to
      sleep.
     
    


    
     
      Elric’s
      dreams
      were
      troubled
      that
      night.
      More
      than
      usual
      did
      phantoms
     
     
      come
      to
      walk
      the
      dark
      corridors
      of
      his
      mind.
     
    


    
     
      He
      saw
      Cymoril
      screaming
      as
      the
      Black
      Sword
      drank
      her
      soul.
      He
      saw
     
     
      Imrryr
      burning,
      her
      fine
      towers
      crumbling.
      He
      saw
      his
      cackling
      cousin
     
     
      Yyrkoon
      sprawling
      on
      the
      Ruby
      Throne.
      He
      saw
      other
      things
      which
      could
     
     
      not
      possibly
      be
      part
      of
      his
      past...
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Never
      quite
      suited
      to
      be
      ruler
      of
      the
      cruel
      folk
      of
      Melniboné,
      Elric
      had
     
     
      wandered
      the
      lands
      of
      men
      only
      to
      discover
      that
      he
      had
      no
      place
      there,
     
     
      either.
      And
      in
      the
      meantime
      Yyrkoon
      had
      usurped
      the
      kingship,
      had
      tried
      to
     
     
      force
      Cymoril
      to
      be
      his
      and,
      when
      she
      refused,
      put
      her
      into
      a
      deep
      and
     
     
      sorcerous
      slumber
      from
      which
      only
      he
      could
      wake
      her.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      Elric
      dreamed
      that
      he
      had
      found
      a
      Nanorion,
      the
      mystic
      gem
      which
     
     
      could
      awaken
      even
      the
      dead.
      He
      dreamed
      that
      Cymoril
      was
      still
      alive,
      but
     
     
      sleeping,
      and
      that
      he
      placed
      the
      Nanorion
      on
      her
      forehead
      and
      that
      she
     
     
      woke
      up
      and
      kissed
      him
      and
      left
      Imrryr
      with
      him,
      sailing
      through
      the
      skies
     
     
      on
      Flamefang,
      the
      great
      Melnibonéan
      battle
      dragon,
      away
      to
      a
      peaceful
     
     
      castle
      in
      the
      snow.
     
    


    
     
      He
      awoke
      with
      a
      start.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      the
      dead
      of
      night.
     
    


    
     
      Even
      the
      noise
      from
      the
      tavern
      below
      had
      subsided.
     
    


    
     
      He
      opened
      his
      eyes
      and
      saw
      Moonglum
      fast
      asleep
      in
      the
      next
      bed.
     
    


    
     
      He
      tried
      to
      return
      to
      sleep,
      but
      it
      was
      impossible.
      He
      was
      sure
      that
      he
     
     
      could
      sense
      another
      presence
      in
      the
      room.
      He
      reached
      out
      and
      gripped
      the
     
     
      hilt
      of
      Stormbringer,
      prepared
      to
      defend
      himself
      should
      any
      attackers
      strike
     
     
      at
      him.
      Perhaps
      it
      was
      thieves
      who
      had
      heard
      of
      his
      generosity
      towards
      the
     
     
      innkeeper?
     
    


    
     
      He
      heard
      something
      move
      in
      the
      room
      and,
      again,
      he
      opened
      his
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      She
      was
      standing
      there,
      her
      black
      hair
      curling
      over
      her
      shoulders,
      her
     
     
      scarlet
      gown
      clinging
      to
      her
      body.
      Her
      lips
      curved
      in
      a
      smile
      of
      irony
      and
     
     
      her
      eyes
      regarded
      him
      steadily.
     
    


    
     
      She
      was
      the
      woman
      he
      had
      seen
      in
      the
      castle.
      The
      sleeping
      woman.
      Was
     
     
      this
      part
      of
      the
      dream?
     
    


    
     
      ‘Forgive
      me
      for
      thus
      intruding
      upon
      your
      slumber
      and
      your
      privacy,
      my
     
     
      lord,
      but
      my
      business
      is
      urgent
      and
      I
      have
      little
      time
      to
      spare.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      saw
      that
      Moonglum
      still
      slept
      as
      if
      in
      a
      drugged
      slumber.
     
    


    
     
      He
      sat
      upright
      in
      his
      bed.
      Stormbringer
      moaned
      softly
      and
      then
      was
      silent.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      seem
      to
      know
      me,
      my
      lady,
      but
      I
      do
      not
      ~’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      called
      Myshella...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Empress
      of
      the
      Dawn?’
     
    


    
     
      She
      smiled
      again.
      ‘Some
      have
      named
      me
      that.
      And
      others
      have
      called
      me
     
     
      the
      Dark
      Lady
      of
      Kaneloon.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Whom
      Aubec
      loved?
      Then
      you
      must
      have
      preserved
      your
      youth
     
     
      carefully,
      Lady
      Myshella.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘No
      doing
      of
      mine.
      It
      is
      possible
      that
      I
      am
      immortal.
      I
      do
      not
      know.
      I
     
     
      know
      only
      one
      thing
      and
      that
      is
      that
      time
      is
      a
      deception...’
     
    


    
     
      “Why
      do
      you
      come?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      cannot
      stay
      for
      long.
      I
      come
      to
      seek
      your
      aid.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘In
      what
      way?’
     
    


    
     
      “We
      have
      an
      enemy
      in
      common,
      I
      believe.’
     
    


    
     
      “Theleb
      K’aarna?’
     
    


    
     
      “The
      same.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Did
      he
      place
      that
      enchantment
      upon
      you
      that
      made
      you
      sleep?’
     
    


    
     
      “Aye.”
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      he
      sent
      his
      Oonai
      against
      me.
      That
      is
      how
      ~’
     
    


    
     
      She
      raised
      her
      hand.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      sent
      the
      chimerae
      to
      find
      you
      and
      bring
      you
      to
      me.
      They
      meant
      you
      no
     
     
      harm.
      But
      it
      was
      the
      only
      thing
      I
      could
      do,
      for
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      spell
      was
     
     
      already
      beginning
      to
      work.
      I
      battle
      his
      sorcery,
      but
      it
      is
      strong
      and
      I
      am
     
     
      unable
      to
      revive
      myself
      for
      more
      than
      very
      short
      periods.
      This
      is
      one
      such
     
     
      period.
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      has
      joined
      forces
      with
      Prince
      Umbda,
      Lord
      of
      the
     
     
      Kelmain
      Host.
      Their
      plan
      is
      to
      conquer
      Lormyr
      and,
      ultimately,
      the
      entire
     
     
      Southern
      World!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Who
      is
      this
      Umbda?
      I
      have
      heard
      neither
      of
      him
      nor
      of
      the
      Kelmain
      Host.
     
     
      Some
      noble
      of
      Iosaz,
      perhaps,
      who...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Prince
      Umbda
      serves
      Chaos.
      He
      comes
      from
      the
      lands
      beyond
      World’s
     
     
      Edge
      and
      his
      Kelmain
      are
      not
      men
      at
      all,
      though
      they
      have
      the
      appearance
     
     
      of
      men.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      was
      in
      the
      far
      south,
      after
      all.’
     
    


    
     
      “That
      is
      why
      I
      came
      to
      you
      tonight.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      wish
      me
      to
      help
      you?’
     
    


    
     
      “We
      both
      need
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      destroyed.
      His
      sorcery
      is
      what
      enabled
     
     
      Prince
      Umbda
      to
      cross
      World’s
      Edge.
      Now
      that
      sorcery
      is
      strengthened
      by
     
     
      what
      Umbda
      brings
      —
      the
      friendship
      of
      Chaos.
      I
      protect
      Lormyr
      and
      I
      serve
     
     
      Law.
      I
      know
      that
      you
      serve
      Chaos,
      yet
      I
      hope
      your
      hatred
      of
      Theleb
      K’aarna
     
     
      overcomes
      that
      loyalty
      for
      the
      moment.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Chaos
      has
      not
      served
      me,
      of
      late,
      lady,
      so
      I’ll
      forget
      that
      loyalty.
      I
      would
     
     
      have
      my
      vengeance
      on
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      and
      if
      we
      can
      help
      each
      other
      in
      the
     
     
      matter,
      so
      much
      the
      better.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Good.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      She
      gasped
      then
      and
      her
      eyes
      glazed.
      When
      next
      she
      spoke
      it
      was
      with
     
     
      some
      difficulty.
     
    


    
     
      ‘The
      enchantment
      is
      exerting
      its
      hold
      again.
      I
      have
      a
      steed
      for
      you
      near
     
     
      the
      town’s
      north
      gate.
      It
      will
      bear
      you
      to
      an
      island
      in
      the
      Boiling
      Sea.
      On
     
     
      that
      island
      is
      a
      palace
      called
      Ashaneloon.
      It
      is
      there
      that
      I
      have
      dwelt
      of
      late,
     
     
      until
      I
      sensed
      Lormyr’s
      danger...’
     
    


    
     
      She
      pressed
      her
      hand
      to
      her
      brow
      and
      swayed.
     
    


    
     
      ‘...
      But
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      expected
      me
      to
      try
      to
      return
      there
      and
      he
      placed
      a
     
     
      guardian
      at
      the
      palace’s
      gate.
      That
      guardian
      must
      be
      destroyed.
      When
      you
     
     
      have
      destroyed
      it
      you
      must
      go
      to
      the...’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      rose
      to
      help
      her,
      but
      she
      waved
      him
      away.
     
    


    
     
      ‘,..
      to
      the
      eastern
      tower.
      In
      the
      tower’s
      lower
      room
      is
      a
      chest.
      In
      the
      chest
     
     
      is
      a
      large
      pouch
      of
      cloth-of-gold.
      You
      must
      take
      that
      and
      —
      and
      bring
      it
      back
     
     
      to
      Kaneloon,
      for
      Umbda
      and
      his
      Kelmain
      now
      march
      against
      the
      castle.
     
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      will
      destroy
      the
      castle
      with
      their
      help
      —
      and
      destroy
      me,
     
     
      also.
      With
      the
      pouch,
      I
      may
      destroy
      them.
      But
      pray
      that
      I
      am
      able
      to
      wake,
     
     
      or
      the
      South
      is
      doomed
      and
      even
      you
      will
      not
      be
      able
      to
      go
      against
      the
     
     
      power
      that
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      will
      wield.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘What
      of
      Moonglum?’
      Elric
      glanced
      at
      his
      sleeping
      friend.
      ‘Can
      he
     
     
      accompany
      me?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Best
      not.
      Besides,
      he
      has
      a
      light
      enchantment
      upon
      him.
      There
      is
      no
      time
     
     
      to
      wake
      him...’
      She
      gasped
      again
      and
      flung
      her
      arms
      across
      her
      forehead.
     
     
      ‘No
      time...’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      leapt
      from
      the
      bed
      and
      began
      to
      pull
      on
      his
      breeks.
      He
      took
      his
      cloak
     
     
      from
      where
      it
      was
      draped
      across
      a
      stool
      and
      he
      buckled
      on
      his
      runesword.
     
     
      He
      went
      forward
      to
      help
      her,
      but
      she
      signalled
      him
      away.
     
    


    
     
      ‘No...
      Go,
      please...’
     
    


    
     
      And
      she
      vanished.
     
    


    
     
      Still
      half
      asleep
      Elric
      flung
      open
      the
      door
      and
      dashed
      down
      the
      stairs,
      out
     
     
      into
      the
      night,
      racing
      for
      the
      north
      gate
      of
      Alorasaz,
      passing
      through
      it
      and
     
     
      running
      on
      through
      the
      snow,
      looking
      this
      way
      and
      that.
      The
      cold
      flooded
     
     
      over
      him
      like
      a
      sudden
      wave.
      He
      was
      soon
      knee-deep
      in
      snow.
      Peering
     
     
      about
      him
      he
      carried
      on
      until
      he
      stopped
      in
      his
      tracks.
     
    


    
     
      He
      gasped
      in
      astonishment
      when
      he
      saw
      the
      steed
      which
      Myshella
      had
     
     
      provided
      for
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘What’s
      this?
      Another
      chimera?’
     
    


    
     
      He
      approached
      it
      cautiously.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Six
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Jewelled
      Bird
      Speaking
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      T
      WAS
      A
      bird,
      but
      it
      was
      not
      a
      bird
      of
      flesh
      and
      blood.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      It
      was
      a
      bird
      of
      silver
      and
      of
      gold
      and
      of
      brass.
      Its
      wings
      clashed
      as
      he
     
     
      approached
      it
      and
      it
      moved
      its
      huge
      clawed
      feet
      impatiently,
      turning
      cold,
     
     
      emerald
      eyes
      to
      regard
      him.
     
    


    
     
      On
      its
      back
      was
      a
      saddle
      of
      carved
      onyx
      chased
      in
      gold
      and
      copper
      and
     
     
      the
      saddle
      was
      empty,
      awaiting
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Well,
      I
      began
      all
      this
      unquestioningly,’
      Elric
      said
      to
      himself.
      ‘I
      might
      as
     
     
      well
      complete
      it
      in
      the
      same
      manner.’
     
    


    
     
      And
      he
      went
      up
      to
      the
      bird
      and
      he
      climbed
      up
      its
      side
      and
      he
      lowered
     
     
      himself
      somewhat
      cautiously
      into
      the
      saddle.
     
    


    
     
      The
      wings
      of
      gold
      and
      silver
      flapped
      with
      the
      sound
      of
      a
      hundred
      cymbals
     
     
      meeting
      and
      with
      three
      movements
      had
      taken
      the
      bird
      of
      metal
      and
      its
      rider
     
     
      high
      up
      into
      the
      night
      sky
      above
      Alorasaz.
      It
      turned
      its
      bright
      head
      on
      its
     
     
      neck
      of
      brass
      and
      it
      opened
      its
      curved
      beak
      of
      gem-studded
      steel.
     
    


    
     
      “Well,
      master,
      I
      am
      commanded
      to
      take
      thee
      to
      Ashaneloon.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      waved
      a
      pale
      hand.
      ‘Wherever
      you
      will.
      I
      am
      at
      the
      mercy
      of
      you
     
     
      and
      your
      mistress.’
     
    


    
     
      And
      then
      he
      was
      jerked
      backward
      in
      the
      saddle
      as
      the
      bird’s
      wings
      beat
     
     
      the
      stronger
      and
      it
      gathered
      speed
      and
      he
      was
      rushing
      through
      the
      freezing
     
     
      night,
      over
      snowy
      plains,
      over
      mountains,
      over
      rivers,
      until
      the
      coast
      came
     
     
      in
      sight
      and
      he
      saw
      the
      sea
      in
      the
      west
      which
      was
      called
      the
      Boiling
      Sea.
     
    


    
     
      Down
      through
      the
      pitch
      blackness
      dropped
      the
      bird
      of
      gold
      and
      silver
      and
     
     
      now
      Elric
      felt
      damp
      heat
      strike
      his
      face
      and
      hands,
      heard
      a
      peculiar
     
     
      bubbling
      sound,
      and
      he
      knew
      they
      were
      flying
      over
      that
      strange
      sea
      said
      to
     
     
      be
      fed
      by
      volcanoes
      lying
      deep
      below
      its
      surface,
      a
      sea
      where
      few
      ships
     
     
      sailed.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      Steam
      surrounded
      them
      now.
      Its
      heat
      was
      almost
      unbearable,
      but
      through
     
     
      it
      Elric
      began
      to
      make
      out
      the
      silhouette
      of
      a
      land
      mass,
      a
      small
      rocky
      island
     
     
      on
      which
      stood
      a
      single
      building
      with
      slender
      towers
      and
      turrets
      and
      domes.
     
    


    
     
      ‘The
      palace
      of
      Ashaneloon,’
      said
      the
      bird
      of
      silver
      and
      gold.
      ‘I
      will
      alight
     
     
      among
      the
      battlements,
      master,
      but
      I
      fear
      that
      thing
      you
      must
      meet
      before
     
     
      our
      errand
      is
      accomplished,
      so
      I
      will
      await
      you
      elsewhere.
      Then,
      if
      you
      live,
     
     
      I
      will
      return
      to
      take
      you
      back
      to
      Kaneloon.
      And,
      if
      you
      die,
      I
      will
      go
      back
      to
     
     
      tell
      my
      mistress
      of
      your
      failure.’
     
    


    
     
      Over
      the
      battlements
      the
      bird
      now
      hovered,
      its
      wings
      beating,
      and
      Elric
     
     
      reflected
      that
      there
      would
      be
      no
      advantage
      of
      surprise
      over
      whatever
      it
      was
     
     
      the
      bird
      feared
      so
      much.
     
    


    
     
      He
      swung
      one
      leg
      from
      the
      saddle,
      paused,
      and
      then
      leapt
      down
      to
      the
      flat
     
     
      roof.
     
    


    
     
      Hastily
      the
      bird
      retreated
      into
      the
      black
      sky.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      was
      alone.
     
    


    
     
      All
      was
      silent,
      save
      for
      the
      drumming
      of
      warm
      waves
      on
      a
      distant
      shore.
     
    


    
     
      He
      located
      the
      eastern
      tower
      and
      began
      to
      make
      his
      way
      towards
      the
      door.
     
     
      There
      was
      some
      chance,
      perhaps,
      that
      he
      could
      complete
      his
      quest
      without
     
     
      the
      necessity
      of
      facing
      the
      palace’s
      guardian.
     
    


    
     
      But
      then
      a
      monstrous
      bellow
      sounded
      behind
      him
      and
      he
      wheeled,
     
     
      knowing
      that
      this
      must
      be
      the
      guardian.
      A
      creature
      stood
      there,
      its
      red-
     
     
      rimmed
      eyes
      full
      of
      insensate
      malice.
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      you
      are
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      slave,’
      said
      Elric.
      He
      reached
      for
     
     
      Stormbringer
      and
      the
      sword
      seemed
      to
      spring
      into
      his
      hand
      at
      its
      own
     
     
      volition.
      ‘Must
      I
      kill
      you,
      or
      will
      you
      be
      gone
      now?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      creature
      bellowed
      again,
      but
      it
      did
      not
      move.
     
    


    
     
      The
      albino
      said:
      ‘I
      am
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné,
      last
      of
      a
      line
      of
      great
      Sorcerer
     
     
      Kings.
      This
      blade
      I
      wield
      will
      do
      more
      than
      kill
      you,
      friend
      demon.
      It
      will
     
     
      drink
      your
      soul
      and
      feed
      it
      to
      me.
      Perhaps
      you
      have
      heard
      of
      me
      by
      another
     
     
      name?
      By
      the
      name
      of
      the
      Soul
      Thief
      ?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      creature
      lashed
      its
      serrated
      tail
      and
      its
      bovine
      nostrils
      distended.
      The
     
     
      horned
      head
      swayed
      on
      the
      short
      neck
      and
      the
      long
      teeth
      gleamed
      in
      the
     
     
      darkness.
      It
      reached
      out
      scaly
      claws
      and
      began
      to
      lumber
      towards
      the
      prince
     
     
      of
      ruins.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      took
      the
      sword
      in
      both
      hands
      and
      spread
      his
      feet
      wide
      apart
      on
      the
     
     
      flagstones
      and
      prepared
      to
      meet
      the
      monster’s
      charge.
      Foul
      breath
      struck
      his
     
     
      face.
      Another
      bellow
      and
      then
      it
      was
      upon
      him.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Stormbringer
      howled
      and
      spilled
      black
      radiance
      over
      both.
      The
      runes
     
     
      carved
      in
      the
      blade
      glowed
      with
      a
      greedy
      glow
      as
      the
      thing
      of
      hell
      slashed
     
     
      at
      Elric’s
      body
      with
      its
      claws,
      ripping
      the
      shirt
      from
      him
      and
      baring
      his
     
     
      chest.
     
    


    
     
      The
      sword
      came
      down.
     
    


    
     
      The
      demon
      roared
      as
      the
      scales
      of
      its
      shoulder
      received
      the
      blow
      but
      did
     
     
      not
      part.
      It
      danced
      to
      one
      side
      and
      attacked
      again.
      Elric
      swayed
      back,
      but
     
     
      now
      a
      thin
      wound
      was
      opened
      in
      his
      arm
      from
      elbow
      to
      wrist.
     
    


    
     
      Stormbringer
      struck
      for
      the
      second
      time
      and
      hit
      the
      demon’s
      snout
      so
      that
     
     
      it
      shrieked
      and
      lashed
      out
      once
      more.
      Again
      its
      claws
      found
      Elric’s
      body
     
     
      and
      blood
      smeared
      his
      chest
      from
      a
      shallow
      cut.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      fell
      back,
      losing
      his
      footing
      on
      the
      stones.
      He
      almost
      went
      down,
      but
     
     
      recovered
      his
      balance
      and
      defended
      himself
      as
      best
      he
      could.
      The
      claws
     
     
      slashed
      at
      him,
      but
      Stormbringer
      drove
      them
      to
      one
      side.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      began
      to
      pant
      and
      the
      sweat
      poured
      down
      his
      face
      and
      he
      felt
     
     
      desperation
      well
      in
      him
      and
      then
      that
      desperation
      took
      a
      different
      quality
     
     
      and
      his
      eyes
      glowed
      and
      his
      lips
      snarled.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Know
      you
      that
      I
      am
      Elric!’
      he
      cried.
      ‘Elric!’
     
    


    
     
      Still
      the
      creature
      attacked.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      Elric
      —
      more
      demon
      than
      man!
      Begone,
      you
      ill-shaped
      thing!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      creature
      bellowed
      and
      pounced
      and
      this
      time
      Elric
      did
      not
      fall
      back,
     
     
      but,
      his
      face
      writhing
      in
      terrible
      rage,
      reversed
      his
      grip
      on
      the
      runesword
     
     
      and
      plunged
      it
      point
      first
      into
      the
      demon’s
      open
      jaws.
     
    


    
     
      He
      plunged
      the
      Black
      Sword
      down
      the
      stinking
      throat,
      down
      into
      the
     
     
      torso.
     
    


    
     
      He
      wrenched
      the
      blade
      so
      that
      it
      split
      jaw,
      neck,
      chest
      and
      groin
      and
      the
     
     
      creature’s
      life-force
      began
      to
      course
      along
      the
      length
      of
      the
      runesword.
      The
     
     
      claws
      lashed
      out
      at
      him,
      but
      the
      creature
      was
      weakening.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      the
      life-force
      pulsed
      up
      the
      blade
      and
      reached
      Elric
      who
      gasped
      and
     
     
      screamed
      in
      dark
      ecstasy
      as
      the
      demon’s
      energy
      poured
      into
      him.
      He
     
     
      withdrew
      the
      blade
      and
      hacked
      and
      hacked
      at
      the
      body
      and
      still
      the
      life-
     
     
      force
      flowed
      into
      him
      and
      gave
      greater
      power
      to
      his
      blows.
      The
      demon
     
     
      groaned
      and
      dropped
      to
      the
      flagstones.
     
    


    
     
      And
      it
      was
      done.
     
    


    
     
      And
      a
      white-faced
      demon
      stood
      over
      the
      dead
      thing
      of
      hell
      and
      its
     
     
      crimson
      eyes
      blazed
      and
      its
      pale
      mouth
      opened
      and
      it
      roared
      with
      wild
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      laughter,
      flinging
      its
      arms
      upward,
      the
      runesword
      flaming
      with
      a
      black
      and
     
     
      horrid
      flame,
      and
      it
      howled
      a
      wordless,
      exultant
      song
      to
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos.
     
     
      There
      was
      silence
      suddenly.
     
     
      And
      then
      it
      bowed
      its
      head
      and
      it
      wept.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Now
      Elric
      opened
      the
      door
      to
      the
      eastern
      tower
      and
      stumbled
      through
     
     
      absolute
      blackness
      until
      he
      came
      to
      the
      lowest
      room.
      The
      door
      to
      the
      room
     
     
      was
      locked
      and
      barred,
      but
      Stormbringer
      smashed
      through
      it
      and
      the
      last
     
     
      lord
      of
      Melniboné
      entered
      a
      lighted
      room
      in
      which
      squatted
      a
      chest
      of
      iron.
     
    


    
     
      His
      sword
      sundered
      the
      bands
      securing
      the
      chest
      and
      he
      flung
      open
      the
      lid
     
     
      and
      saw
      that
      there
      were
      many
      wonders
      in
      the
      chest,
      as
      well
      as
      the
      pouch
     
     
      made
      from
      cloth-of-gold,
      but
      he
      picked
      out
      only
      the
      pouch
      and
      tucked
      it
     
     
      into
      his
      belt
      as
      he
      raced
      from
      the
      room,
      back
      to
      the
      battlements
      where
      the
     
     
      bird
      of
      silver
      and
      gold
      stood
      pecking
      with
      its
      steel
      beak
      at
      the
      remnants
      of
     
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      servant.
     
    


    
     
      It
      looked
      up
      as
      Elric
      returned.
      In
      its
      eyes
      was
      an
      expression
      almost
      of
     
     
      humour.
     
    


    
     
      “Well,
      master,
      we
      must
      make
      haste
      to
      Kaneloon.’
     
    


    
     
      “Aye.”
     
    


    
     
      Nausea
      had
      begun
      to
      fill
      Elric.
      His
      eyes
      were
      gloomy
      as
      he
      contemplated
     
     
      the
      corpse
      and
      that
      which
      he
      had
      stolen
      from
      it.
      Such
      life-force,
      whatever
     
     
      else
      it
      was,
      must
      surely
      be
      tainted.
      Did
      not
      he
      drink
      something
      of
      the
     
     
      demon’s
      evil
      when
      his
      sword
      drank
      its
      soul?
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      about
      to
      climb
      back
      into
      the
      onyx
      saddle
      when
      he
      saw
      something
     
     
      gleaming
      amongst
      the
      black
      and
      yellow
      entrails
      he
      had
      spilled.
      It
      was
      the
     
     
      demon’s
      heart
      —
      an
      irregularly
      shaped
      stone
      of
      deep
      blue
      and
      purple
      and
     
     
      green.
      It
      still
      pulsed,
      though
      its
      owner
      was
      dead.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      stooped
      and
      picked
      it
      up.
      It
      was
      wet
      and
      so
      hot
      that
      it
      almost
      burned
     
     
      his
      hand,
      but
      he
      tucked
      it
      into
      his
      pouch,
      then
      mounted
      the
      bird
      of
      silver
      and
     
     
      gold.
     
    


    
     
      His
      bone-white
      face
      flickered
      with
      a
      dozen
      strange
      emotions
      as
      he
      let
      the
     
     
      bird
      bear
      him
      back
      over
      the
      Boiling
      Sea.
      His
      milk-white
      hair
      flew
      wildly
     
     
      behind
      him
      and
      he
      was
      oblivious
      of
      the
      wounds
      on
      his
      arm
      and
      chest.
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      thinking
      of
      other
      things.
      Some
      of
      his
      thoughts
      lay
      in
      the
      past
      and
     
     
      others
      were
      in
      the
      future.
      And
      he
      laughed
      bitterly
      twice
      and
      his
      eyes
      shed
     
     
      tears
      and
      he
      spoke
      once.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Ah,
      what
      agony
      is
      this
      Life!’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Seven
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Black
      Wizard
      Laughing
     
    

   

   
    
     
      T
      O
      KANELOON
      THEY
      came
      in
      the
      early
      dawn
      and
      in
      the
      distance
      Elric
      saw
     
    

   

   
    
     
      a
      massive
      army
      darkening
      the
      snow
      and
      he
      knew
      it
      must
      be
      the
      Kelmain
     
     
      Host,
      led
      by
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      and
      Prince
      Umbda,
      marching
      against
      the
     
     
      lonely
      castle.
     
    


    
     
      The
      bird
      of
      gold
      and
      silver
      flapped
      down
      in
      the
      snow
      outside
      the
      castle’s
     
     
      entrance
      and
      Elric
      dismounted.
      Then
      the
      bird
      had
      risen
      into
      the
      air
      again
     
     
      and
      was
      gone.
     
    


    
     
      The
      great
      gate
      of
      Castle
      Kaneloon
      was
      closed
      this
      time
      and
      he
      gathered
     
     
      his
      tattered
      cloak
      about
      his
      naked
      torso
      and
      he
      hammered
      on
      the
      gate
      with
     
     
      his
      fists
      and
      he
      forced
      a
      cry
      from
      his
      dry
      lips.
     
    


    
     
      “Myshella!
      Myshella!’
     
    


    
     
      There
      was
      no
      answer.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Myshella!
      I
      have
      returned
      with
      that
      which
      you
      need!’
     
    


    
     
      He
      feared
      she
      must
      have
      fallen
      into
      her
      enchanted
      slumber
      again.
      He
     
     
      looked
      towards
      the
      south
      and
      the
      dark
      tide
      had
      rolled
      a
      little
      closer
      to
      the
     
     
      castle.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Myshella!’
     
    


    
     
      Then
      he
      heard
      a
      bar
      being
      drawn
      and
      the
      gates
      groaned
      open
      and
      there
     
     
      stood
      Moonglum,
      his
      face
      strained
      and
      his
      eyes
      full
      of
      something
      of
      which
     
     
      he
      could
      not
      speak.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Moonglum!
      How
      came
      you
      here?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      know
      not
      how,
      Elric.’
      Moonglum
      stepped
      aside
      so
      that
      Elric
      could
     
     
      enter.
      He
      replaced
      the
      bar.
      ‘I
      lay
      in
      my
      bed
      last
      night
      when
      a
      woman
      came
     
     
      to
      me
      —
      the
      same
      woman
      we
      saw,
      sleeping,
      here.
      She
      said
      I
      must
      go
      with
     
     
      her.
      And
      somehow
      go
      I
      did.
      But
      I
      know
      not
      how,
      Elric.
      I
      know
      not
      how.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      where
      is
      that
      woman?’
     
    


    
     
      “Where
      we
      first
      saw
      her.
      She
      sleeps
      and
      I
      cannot
      wake
      her.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Elric
      drew
      a
      deep
      breath
      and
      told,
      briefly,
      what
      he
      knew
      of
      Myshella
      and
     
     
      the
      host
      that
      came
      against
      her
      Castle
      Kaneloon.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Do
      you
      know
      the
      contents
      of
      that
      pouch?’
      Moonglum
      asked.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      shook
      his
      head
      and
      opened
      the
      pouch
      to
      peer
      inside.
      ‘It
      seems
      to
      be
     
     
      nothing
      but
      a
      pinkish
      dust.
      Yet
      it
      must
      be
      some
      powerful
      sorcery
      if
     
     
      Myshella
      believes
      it
      can
      defeat
      the
      entire
      Kelmain
      Host.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      frowned.
      ‘But
      surely
      Myshella
      must
      work
      the
      charm
      herself
      if
     
     
      only
      she
      knows
      what
      it
      is?’
     
    


    
     
      “Aye.”
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      has
      enchanted
      her.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      now
      it
      is
      too
      late,
      for
      Umbda
      —
      whoever
      he
      may
      be
      —
      nears
      the
     
     
      castle.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.’
      Elric’s
      hand
      trembled
      as
      he
      drew
      from
      his
      belt
      the
      thing
      he
      had
     
     
      taken
      from
      the
      demon
      just
      before
      he
      left
      the
      palace
      of
      Ashaneloon.
      ‘Unless
     
     
      this
      is
      the
      stone
      I
      think
      it
      is.’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      is
      that?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      know
      a
      legend.
      Some
      demons
      possess
      these
      stones
      as
      hearts.’
      He
      held
      it
     
     
      to
      the
      light
      so
      that
      the
      blues
      and
      purples
      and
      greens
      writhed.
      ‘I
      have
      never
     
     
      seen
      one,
      but
      I
      believe
      it
      to
      be
      the
      thing
      I
      once
      sought
      for
      Cymoril
      when
      I
     
     
      tried
      to
      lift
      my
      cousin’s
      charm
      from
      her.
      What
      I
      sought
      but
      never
      found
      was
     
     
      a
      Nanorion.
      A
      stone
      of
      magical
      powers
      said
      to
      be
      able
      to
      waken
      the
      dead
      —
     
     
      or
      those
      in
      deathlike
      sleep.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      that
      is
      a
      Nanorion.
      It
      will
      awaken
      Myshella?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      anything
      can,
      then
      this
      will,
      for
      I
      took
      it
      from
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      own
     
     
      demon
      and
      that
      must
      improve
      the
      efficaciousness
      of
      the
      magic.
      Come.’
     
     
      Elric
      strode
      through
      the
      hall
      and
      up
      the
      stairs
      until
      he
      came
      to
      Myshella’s
     
     
      room
      where
      she
      lay,
      as
      he
      had
      seen
      her
      before,
      on
      the
      bed
      hung
      with
     
     
      draperies,
      her
      wall
      hung
      with
      shields
      and
      weapons.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Now
      I
      understand
      why
      these
      arms
      decorate
      her
      chamber,’
      Moonglum
     
     
      said.
      ‘According
      to
      legend,
      these
      are
      the
      shields
      and
      weapons
      of
      all
      those
     
     
      who
      loved
      Myshella
      and
      championed
      her
      cause.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      nodded
      and
      said,
      as
      if
      to
      himself,
      ‘Aye,
      she
      was
      ever
      an
      enemy
      of
     
     
      Melniboné,
      was
      the
      Empress
      of
      the
      Dawn.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      held
      the
      pulsing
      stone
      delicately
      and
      reached
      out
      to
      place
      it
      on
      her
     
     
      forehead.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘It
      makes
      no
      difference,’
      Moonglum
      said
      after
      a
      moment.
      ‘She
      does
      not
     
     
      stir.’
     
    


    
     
      “There
      is
      a
      rune,
      but
      I
      remember
      it
      not...’
      Elric
      pressed
      his
      fingers
      to
      his
     
     
      temples.
      ‘I
      remember
      it
      not...’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      went
      to
      the
      window.
      ‘We
      can
      ask
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
      perhaps,’
      he
     
     
      said
      ironically.
      ‘He
      will
      be
      here
      soon
      enough.’
     
    


    
     
      Then
      Moonglum
      saw
      that
      there
      were
      tears
      again
      in
      Elric’s
      eyes
      and
      that
      he
     
     
      had
      turned
      away,
      hoping
      Moonglum
      would
      not
      see.
      Moonglum
      cleared
      his
     
     
      throat.
      ‘I
      have
      some
      business
      below.
      Call
      me
      if
      you
      should
      require
      my
     
     
      help.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      left
      the
      room
      and
      closed
      the
      door
      and
      Elric
      was
      alone
      with
      the
      woman
     
     
      who
      seemed,
      increasingly,
      a
      dreadful
      phantom
      from
      his
      most
      frightful
     
     
      dreams.
     
    


    
     
      He
      controlled
      his
      feverish
      mind
      and
      tried
      to
      discipline
      it,
      to
      remember
      the
     
     
      crucial
      runes
      in
      the
      High
      Speech
      of
      Old
      Melniboné.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Gods!’
      he
      hissed.
      ‘Help
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      But
      he
      knew
      that
      in
      this
      matter
      in
      particular
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos
      would
      not
     
     
      assist
      him
      —
      would
      hinder
      him
      if
      they
      could,
      for
      Myshella
      was
      one
      of
      the
     
     
      chief
      instruments
      of
      Law
      upon
      the
      Earth,
      had
      been
      responsible
      for
      driving
     
     
      Chaos
      from
      the
      world.
     
    


    
     
      He
      fell
      to
      his
      knees
      beside
      her
      bed,
      his
      hands
      clenched,
      his
      face
      twisting
     
     
      with
      the
      effort.
     
    


    
     
      And
      then
      it
      came
      back
      to
      him.
      His
      head
      still
      bent,
      he
      stretched
      out
      his
     
     
      right
      hand
      and
      touched
      the
      pulsing
      stone,
      stretched
      out
      his
      left
      hand
      and
     
     
      rested
      it
      upon
      Myshella’s
      navel,
      and
      he
      began
      a
      chant
      in
      an
      ancient
      tongue
     
     
      that
      had
      been
      spoken
      before
      true
      men
      had
      ever
      walked
      the
      Earth...
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ‘Elric!’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      burst
      into
      the
      room
      and
      Elric
      was
      wrenched
      from
      his
      trance.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Elric!
      We
      are
      invaded!
      Their
      advance
      riders...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘What?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      have
      broken
      into
      the
      castle
      —
      a
      dozen
      of
      them.
      I
      fought
      them
      off
      and
     
     
      barred
      the
      way
      up
      to
      this
      tower,
      but
      they
      are
      hacking
      at
      the
      door
      now.
      I
     
     
      think
      they
      have
      been
      sent
      to
      destroy
      Myshella
      if
      they
      could.
      They
      were
     
     
      surprised
      to
      discover
      me
      here.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Elric
      rose
      and
      looked
      carefully
      down
      at
      Myshella.
      The
      rune
      was
      finished
     
     
      and
      had
      been
      repeated
      almost
      through
      again
      when
      Moonglum
      had
      come
      in.
     
     
      She
      did
      not
      stir
      yet.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Theleb
      K’aarna
      worked
      his
      sorcery
      from
      a
      distance,’
      Moonglum
      said.
     
     
      ‘Ensuring
      that
      Myshella
      would
      not
      resist
      him.
      But
      he
      did
      not
      reckon
      with
     
     
      us.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      and
      Elric
      hurried
      from
      the
      room,
      down
      the
      steps
      to
      where
      a
      door
      was
     
     
      bulging
      and
      splintering
      beneath
      the
      weapons
      of
      those
      beyond.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Stand
      back,
      Moonglum.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      drew
      the
      crooning
      runesword,
      lifted
      it
      high
      and
      brought
      it
      against
      the
     
     
      door.
     
    


    
     
      The
      door
      split
      and
      two
      oddly
      shaped
      skulls
      were
      split
      with
      it.
     
    


    
     
      The
      remainder
      of
      the
      attackers
      fell
      back
      with
      cries
      of
      astonishment
      and
     
     
      horror
      as
      the
      white-faced
      reaver
      fell
      upon
      them,
      his
      huge
      sword
      drinking
     
     
      their
      souls
      and
      singing
      its
      strange,
      undulating
      song.
     
    


    
     
      Down
      the
      stairs
      Elric
      pursued
      them.
      Into
      the
      hall
      where
      they
      bunched
     
     
      together
      and
      prepared
      to
      defend
      themselves
      from
      this
      demon
      with
      his
      hell-
     
     
      forged
      blade.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Elric
      laughed.
     
    


    
     
      And
      they
      shuddered.
     
    


    
     
      And
      their
      weapons
      trembled
      in
      their
      hands.
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      you
      are
      the
      mighty
      Kelmain,’
      Elric
      sneered.
      ‘No
      wonder
      you
      needed
     
     
      sorcery
      to
      aid
      you
      if
      you
      are
      so
      cowardly.
      Have
      you
      not
      heard,
      beyond
     
     
      World’s
      Edge,
      of
      Elric
      Kinslayer?’
     
    


    
     
      But
      the
      Kelmain
      plainly
      did
      not
      understand
      his
      speech,
      which
      was
      strange
     
     
      enough
      in
      itself,
      for
      he
      had
      spoken
      in
      the
      common
      tongue,
      known
      to
      all
     
     
      men.
     
    


    
     
      These
      people
      had
      golden
      skins
      and
      eye-sockets
      that
      were
      almost
      square.
     
     
      Their
      faces,
      in
      all,
      seemed
      crudely
      carved
      from
      rock,
      all
      sharp
      angles
      and
     
     
      planes,
      and
      their
      armour
      was
      not
      rounded,
      but
      angular.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Elric
      bared
      his
      teeth
      in
      a
      smile
      and
      the
      Kelmain
      drew
      closer
      together.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      he
      screamed
      with
      dreadful
      laughter
      and
      Moonglum
      stepped
      back
     
     
      and
      did
      not
      look
      at
      what
      took
      place.
     
    


    
     
      The
      runesword
      swung.
      Heads
      and
      limbs
      were
      chopped
      away.
      Blood
     
     
      gouted.
      Souls
      were
      taken.
      The
      Kelmain’s
      dead
      faces
      bore
      expressions
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      showing
      that
      before
      the
      life
      was
      drawn
      from
      them
      they
      had
      known
      the
      truth
     
     
      of
      their
      appalling
      fate.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Stormbringer
      drank
      again,
      for
      Stormbringer
      was
      a
      thirsty
      hellsword.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Elric
      felt
      his
      deficient
      veins
      swell
      with
      even
      more
      energy
      than
      that
     
     
      which
      he
      had
      taken
      earlier
      from
      Theleb
      K’
      aarna’s
      demon.
     
    


    
     
      The
      hall
      shook
      with
      Elric’s
      insane
      mirth
      and
      he
      strode
      over
      the
      piled
     
     
      corpses
      and
      he
      went
      through
      the
      open
      gateway
      to
      where
      the
      great
      host
     
     
      waited.
     
    


    
     
      And
      he
      shouted
      a
      name:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Theleb
      K’aarna,
      Theleb
      K’aarna!’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      ran
      after
      him,
      calling
      for
      him
      to
      stop,
      but
      Elric
      did
      not
      heed
     
     
      him.
      Elric
      strode
      on
      through
      the
      snow,
      his
      sword
      dripping
      a
      red
      trail
      behind
     
     
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Under
      a
      cold
      sun,
      the
      Kelmain
      were
      riding
      for
      the
      castle
      called
      Kaneloon
     
     
      and
      Elric
      went
      to
      meet
      them.
     
    


    
     
      At
      their
      head,
      on
      slender
      horses,
      rode
      the
      dark-faced
      sorcerer
      of
      Pan
      Tang,
     
     
      dressed
      in
      flowing
      robes,
      and
      beside
      him
      was
      the
      prince
      of
      the
      Kelmain
     
     
      Host,
      Prince
      Umbda,
      in
      proud
      armour,
      bizarre
      plumes
      nodding
      on
      his
      helm,
     
     
      a
      triumphant
      smile
      on
      his
      strange,
      angular
      features.
     
    


    
     
      Behind,
      the
      host
      dragged
      oddly
      fashioned
      war-gear
      which,
      for
      all
      its
     
     
      oddness,
      looked
      powerful
      —
      mightier
      than
      anything
      Lormyr
      could
      rally
     
     
      when
      the
      huge
      army
      fell
      upon
      her.
     
    


    
     
      As
      the
      lone
      figure
      appeared
      and
      began
      to
      walk
      away
      from
      the
      walls
      of
     
     
      Castle
      Kaneloon
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      raised
      his
      hand
      and
      stopped
      the
      host’s
     
     
      advance,
      reining
      in
      his
      own
      horse
      and
      laughing.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Why,
      it
      is
      the
      jackal
      of
      Melniboné,
      by
      all
      the
      Gods
      of
      Chaos!
      He
     
     
      acknowledges
      his
      master
      at
      last
      and
      comes
      to
      deliver
      himself
      up
      to
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      came
      closer
      and
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      laughed
      on.
      ‘Here,
      Elric
      —
      kneel
     
     
      before
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      did
      not
      pause,
      seemed
      not
      to
      hear
      the
      Pan
      Tangian’s
      words.
     
    


    
     
      Prince
      Umbda’s
      eyes
      were
      troubled
      and
      he
      said
      something
      in
      a
      strange
     
     
      tongue.
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      sniffed
      and
      replied
      in
      the
      same
      language.
     
    


    
     
      And
      still
      the
      albino
      marched
      through
      the
      snow
      towards
      the
      huge
      host.
     
    


    
     
      ‘By
      Chardros,
      Elric,
      stop!’
      cried
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
      his
      horse
      shifting
     
     
      nervously
      beneath
      him.
      ‘If
      you
      have
      come
      to
      bargain
      you
      are
      a
      fool.
     
     
      Kaneloon
      and
      her
      mistress
      must
      fall
      before
      Lormyr
      is
      ours
      —
      and
      Lormyr
     
     
      shall
      be
      ours,
      there’s
      no
      doubting
      that!’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Then
      Elric
      did
      stop
      and
      he
      brought
      up
      his
      eyes
      to
      burn
      into
      those
      of
      the
     
     
      sorcerer
      and
      there
      was
      a
      still,
      cold
      smile
      upon
      his
      pale
      lips.
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      tried
      to
      meet
      Elric’s
      gaze
      but
      could
      not.
      His
      voice
     
     
      trembled
      when
      he
      next
      spoke.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      cannot
      defeat
      the
      whole
      Kelmain
      Host!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      no
      wish
      to,
      conjuror.
      Your
      life
      is
      all
      I
      desire.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      sorcerer’s
      face
      twitched.
      ‘Well,
      you
      shall
      not
      have
      it!
      Hai,
      men
      of
      the
     
     
      Kelmain,
      take
      him!’
     
    


    
     
      He
      wheeled
      his
      horse
      and
      rode
      into
      the
      protective
      ranks
      of
      his
      warriors,
     
     
      calling
      out
      his
      orders
      in
      their
      own
      tongue.
     
    


    
     
      From
      the
      castle
      another
      figure
      burst,
      rushing
      to
      join
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      Moonglum
      of
      Elwher,
      a
      sword
      in
      either
      hand.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      half-turned.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Elric!
      We’ll
      die
      together!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Stay
      back,
      Moonglum!’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      hesitated.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Stay
      back,
      if
      you
      love
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      reluctantly
      retreated
      to
      the
      castle.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Kelmain
      horsemen
      swept
      in,
      broad-bladed
      straight
      swords
      raised,
     
     
      instantly
      surrounding
      the
      albino.
     
    


    
     
      They
      threatened
      him,
      hoping
      that
      he
      would
      lay
      down
      his
      sword
      and
      let
     
     
      himself
      be
      captured.
      But
      Elric
      smiled.
     
    


    
     
      Stormbringer
      began
      to
      sing.
      Elric
      grasped
      the
      sword
      in
      both
      hands,
      bent
     
     
      his
      elbows
      then
      suddenly
      held
      the
      blade
      straight
      out
      before
      him.
     
    


    
     
      He
      began
      to
      whirl
      like
      a
      Tarkeshite
      dancer,
      round
      and
      round,
      and
      it
      was
      as
     
     
      if
      the
      sword
      dragged
      him
      faster
      and
      faster
      while
      it
      gouged
      and
      gashed
      and
     
     
      decapitated
      the
      Kelmain
      horsemen.
     
    


    
     
      For
      a
      moment
      they
      fell
      back,
      leaving
      their
      dead
      comrades
      heaped
      about
     
     
      the
      albino,
      but
      Prince
      Umbda,
      after
      a
      hurried
      conference
      with
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna,
      urged
      them
      upon
      Elric
      again.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Elric
      swung
      his
      blade
      once
      more,
      but
      not
      so
      many
      of
      the
      Kelmain
     
     
      perished
      this
      time.
     
    


    
     
      Armoured
      body
      fell
      against
      armoured
      body,
      blood
      mingled
      with
      brother’s
     
     
      blood,
      horses
      dragged
      corpses
      away
      with
      them
      across
      the
      snow
      and
      Elric
     
     
      did
      not
      fall,
      yet
      something
      was
      happening
      to
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      it
      dawned
      upon
      his
      berserker
      brain
      that,
      for
      some
      reason,
      his
      blade
     
     
      was
      sated.
      The
      energy
      still
      pulsed
      in
      its
      metal,
      but
      it
      transferred
      nothing
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      more
      to
      its
      master.
      And
      his
      own
      stolen
      energy
      was
      beginning
      to
      wane.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Damn
      you,
      Stormbringer!
      Give
      me
      your
      power!’
     
    


    
     
      Swords
      rained
      down
      upon
      him
      as
      he
      fought
      and
      slew
      and
      parried
      and
     
     
      thrust.
     
    


    
     
      ‘More
      power!’
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      still
      stronger
      than
      normal
      and
      much
      stronger
      than
      any
      ordinary
     
     
      mortal,
      but
      some
      of
      the
      wild
      anger
      was
      leaving
      him
      and
      he
      felt
      almost
     
     
      puzzled
      as
      more
      Kelmain
      came
      at
      him.
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      beginning
      to
      waken
      from
      the
      blood-dream.
     
    


    
     
      He
      shook
      his
      head
      and
      drew
      deep
      breaths.
      His
      back
      was
      aching.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Give
      me
      their
      strength,
      Black
      Sword!’
     
    


    
     
      He
      struck
      at
      legs
      and
      arms
      and
      chests
      and
      faces
      and
      he
      was
      covered
      from
     
     
      head
      to
      foot
      in
      the
      blood
      of
      his
      attackers.
     
    


    
     
      But
      the
      dead
      now
      hampered
      him
      worse
      than
      the
      living,
      for
      their
      corpses
     
     
      were
      everywhere
      and
      he
      almost
      lost
      his
      footing
      more
      than
      once.
     
    


    
     
      “What
      ails
      you,
      runesword?
      Do
      you
      refuse
      to
      help
      me?
      Will
      you
      not
      fight
     
     
      these
      things
      because,
      like
      you,
      they
      are
      of
      Chaos?’
     
    


    
     
      No,
      it
      could
      not
      be
      that.
      All
      that
      had
      happened
      was
      that
      the
      sword
      desired
     
     
      no
      more
      vitality
      and
      therefore
      gave
      Elric
      none.
     
    


    
     
      He
      fought
      on
      for
      another
      hour
      before
      his
      grip
      on
      the
      sword
      weakened
      and
     
     
      a
      rider,
      half-mad
      with
      terror,
      struck
      a
      blow
      at
      his
      head,
      failed
      to
      split
      it
      but
     
     
      stunned
      him
      so
      that
      he
      fell
      upon
      the
      bodies
      of
      the
      slain,
      tried
      to
      rise,
      then
     
     
      was
      struck
      again
      and
      lost
      consciousness.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Eight
     
    

   

   
    
     
      A
      Great
      Host
      Screaming
     
    

   

   
    
     
      c
      l
      .
      l
     
     
      I
      T
      WAS
      MORE
      than
      I
      hoped,’
      murmured
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      in
      satisfaction,
     
     
      p
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ‘but
      we
      have
      taken
      him
      alive!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      opened
      his
      eyes
      and
      looked
      with
      hatred
      on
      the
      sorcerer
      who
      was
     
     
      stroking
      his
      black
      forked
      beard
      as
      if
      to
      comfort
      himself.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      could
      barely
      remember
      the
      events
      which
      had
      brought
      him
      here
      and
     
     
      placed
      him
      in
      the
      sorcerer’s
      power.
      He
      remembered
      much
      blood,
      much
     
     
      laughter,
      much
      dying,
      but
      it
      was
      all
      fading,
      like
      the
      memory
      of
      a
      dream.
     
    


    
     
      “Well,
      renegade,
      your
      foolishness
      was
      unbelievable.
      I
      thought
      you
      must
     
     
      have
      an
      army
      behind
      you.
      But
      doubtless
      it
      was
      your
      fear
      which
      unbalanced
     
     
      your
      poor
      brain.
      Still,
      Pll
      not
      speculate
      upon
      the
      cause
      of
      my
      own
      good
     
     
      fortune.
      There’s
      many
      a
      bargain
      I
      can
      strike
      with
      the
      denizens
      of
      other
     
     
      planes,
      were
      I
      to
      offer
      them
      your
      soul.
      And
      your
      body
      I
      will
      keep
      for
      myself
     
     
      —
      to
      show
      Queen
      Yishana
      what
      I
      did
      to
      her
      lover
      before
      he
      died...’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      laughed
      shortly
      and
      looked
      about
      him,
      ignoring
      Theleb
      K’
      aarna.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Kelmain
      were
      awaiting
      orders.
      They
      had
      still
      not
      marched
      on
     
     
      Kaneloon.
      The
      sun
      was
      low
      in
      the
      sky.
      He
      saw
      the
      pile
      of
      corpses
      behind
     
     
      him.
      He
      saw
      the
      hatred
      and
      fear
      on
      the
      faces
      of
      the
      golden-skinned
      host
      and
     
     
      he
      smiled
      again.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      do
      not
      love
      Yishana,’
      he
      said
      distantly,
      as
      if
      scarcely
      aware
      of
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna’s
      presence.
      ‘It
      is
      your
      jealous
      heart
      that
      makes
      you
      think
      so.
      I
      left
     
     
      Yishana’s
      side
      to
      find
      you.
      It
      is
      never
      love
      that
      moves
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné,
     
     
      sorcerer,
      but
      always
      hatred.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      do
      not
      believe
      you,’
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      tittered.
      ‘When
      the
      whole
      South
     
     
      falls
      to
      me
      and
      my
      comrades,
      then
      will
      I
      court
      Yishana
      and
      offer
      to
      make
     
     
      her
      Queen
      of
      all
      the
      West
      as
      well
      as
      all
      the
      South.
      Our
      forces
      united,
      we
     
     
      shall
      dominate
      the
      Earth!’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      “You
      Pan
      Tangians
      were
      ever
      an
      insecure
      breed,
      forever
      planning
     
     
      conquest
      for
      its
      own
      sake,
      forever
      seeking
      to
      destroy
      the
      equilibrium
      of
      the
     
     
      Young
      Kingdoms.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘One
      day,’
      sneered
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
      ‘Pan
      Tang
      will
      have
      an
      empire
      that
     
     
      will
      make
      the
      Bright
      Empire
      seem
      a
      mere
      flickering
      ember
      in
      the
      fire
      of
     
     
      history.
      But
      it
      is
      not
      for
      the
      glory
      of
      Pan
      Tang
      that
      I
      do
      this...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      for
      Yishana?
      By
      the
      gods,
      sorcerer,
      then
      I
      am
      glad
      I’m
      motivated
      by
     
     
      hatred
      and
      not
      by
      love,
      for
      I
      do
      not
      half
      the
      damage,
      it
      seems,
      done
      by
      those
     
     
      in
      love...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      will
      lay
      the
      South
      at
      Yishana’s
      feet
      and
      she
      may
      use
      it
      as
      she
      pleases!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      bored
      by
      this.
      What
      do
      you
      intend
      to
      do
      with
      me?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘First
      I
      will
      hurt
      your
      body.
      I
      will
      hurt
      it
      delicately
      to
      begin
      with,
      building
     
     
      up
      the
      pain,
      until
      I
      have
      you
      in
      the
      proper
      frame
      of
      mind.
      Then
      I
      will
     
     
      consort
      with
      the
      Lords
      of
      the
      Higher
      Worlds
      to
      find
      which
      will
      give
      me
     
     
      most
      for
      your
      soul.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      what
      of
      Kaneloon?’
     
    


    
     
      “The
      Kelmain
      will
      deal
      with
      Kaneloon.
      One
      knife
      is
      all
      that’s
      needed
      now
     
     
      to
      slit
      Myshella’s
      throat
      as
      she
      sleeps.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘She
      is
      protected.’
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      brow
      darkened.
      Then
      it
      cleared
      and
      he
      laughed
      again.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye,
      but
      the
      gate
      will
      fall
      soon
      enough
      and
      your
      little
      red-haired
      friend
     
     
      will
      perish
      as
      Myshella
      perishes.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      ran
      his
      fingers
      through
      his
      oiled
      ringlets.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      allowing,
      at
      Prince
      Umbda’s
      request,
      the
      Kelmain
      to
      rest
      a
      while
     
     
      before
      storming
      the
      castle.
      But
      Kaneloon
      will
      be
      burning
      by
      nightfall.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      looked
      towards
      the
      castle
      across
      the
      trampled
      snow.
      Plainly
      his
      runes
     
     
      had
      failed
      to
      counter
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      spell.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      would...’
      He
      began
      to
      speak
      when
      he
      paused.
     
    


    
     
      He
      had
      seen
      a
      flash
      of
      gold
      and
      silver
      among
      the
      battlements
      and
      a
     
     
      thought
      without
      shape
      had
      entered
      his
      head
      and
      made
      him
      hesitate.
     
    


    
     
      ‘What?’
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      asked
      him
      harshly.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Nothing.
      I
      merely
      wondered
      where
      my
      sword
      was.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      sorcerer
      shrugged.
      ‘Nowhere
      you
      can
      reach
      it,
      reaver.
      We
      left
      it
     
     
      where
      you
      dropped
      it.
      The
      stinking
      hellblade
      is
      no
      use
      to
      us.
      And
      none
      to
     
     
      you,
      now...’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      wondered
      what
      would
      happen
      if
      he
      made
      a
      direct
      appeal
      to
      the
     
     
      sword.
      He
      could
      not
      get
      to
      it
      himself,
      for
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      had
      bound
      him
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      tightly
      with
      ropes
      of
      silk,
      but
      he
      might
      call
      for
      it...
     
    


    
     
      He
      lifted
      himself
      to
      his
      feet.
     
    


    
     
      “Would
      you
      seek
      to
      run
      away,
      White
      Wolf
      ?’
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      watched
      him
     
     
      nervously.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      smiled
      again.
      ‘I
      wished
      for
      a
      better
      view
      of
      the
      coming
      conquest
      of
     
     
      Kaneloon.
      Just
      that.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      sorcerer
      drew
      a
      curved
      knife.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      swayed,
      his
      eyes
      half-closed,
      and
      he
      began
      to
      murmur
      a
      name
     
     
      beneath
      his
      breath.
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      leapt
      forward
      and
      his
      arm
      encircled
      Elric’s
      head
      while
      the
     
     
      knife
      pricked
      into
      the
      albino’s
      throat.
      ‘Be
      silent,
      jackal!’
     
    


    
     
      But
      Elric
      knew
      that
      he
      had
      no
      other
      means
      of
      helping
      himself
      and,
      for
      all
     
     
      it
      was
      a
      desperate
      scheme,
      he
      murmured
      the
      words
      once
      more,
      praying
      that
     
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      lust
      for
      a
      slow
      revenge
      would
      make
      the
      sorcerer
      hesitate
     
     
      before
      killing
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      cursed,
      trying
      to
      prise
      Elric’s
      mouth
      open.
     
    


    
     
      ‘The
      first
      thing
      Pl
      do
      is
      cut
      out
      that
      damned
      tongue
      of
      yours!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      bit
      the
      hand
      and
      tasted
      the
      sorcerer’s
      blood.
      He
      spat
      it
      out.
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      screamed.
      ‘By
      Chardros,
      if
      I
      did
      not
      wish
      to
      see
      you
      die
     
     
      over
      the
      months,
      I
      would...’
     
    


    
     
      And
      then
      a
      sound
      came
      from
      the
      Kelmain.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      a
      moan
      of
      surprise
      and
      it
      issued
      from
      every
      throat.
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      turned
      and
      the
      breath
      hissed
      from
      between
      his
      clenched
     
     
      teeth.
     
    


    
     
      Through
      the
      murky
      dusk
      a
      black
      shape
      moved.
      It
      was
      the
      sword,
     
     
      Stormbringer.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      had
      called
      it.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      he
      cried
      aloud:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Stormbringer!
      Stormbringer!
      To
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      flung
      Elric
      in
      the
      path
      of
      the
      sword
      and
      rushed
      into
      the
     
     
      security
      of
      the
      gathered
      ranks
      of
      Kelmain
      warriors.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Stormbringer!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      Black
      Sword
      hovered
      in
      the
      air
      near
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      Another
      shout
      went
      up
      from
      the
      Kelmain.
      A
      shape
      had
      left
      the
      battlements
     
     
      of
      Castle
      Kaneloon.
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      shouted
      in
      hysteria.
      ‘Prince
      Umbda!
      Prepare
      your
      men
      for
     
     
      the
      attack!
      I
      sense
      danger
      to
      us!’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Umbda
      could
      not
      understand
      the
      sorcerer’s
      words
      and
      Theleb
      K’aarna
     
     
      was
      forced
      to
      translate
      them.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Do
      not
      let
      the
      sword
      reach
      him!’
      cried
      the
      sorcerer.
      Once
      more
      he
     
     
      shouted
      in
      the
      language
      of
      the
      Kelmain
      and
      several
      warriors
      ran
      forward
      to
     
     
      grasp
      the
      runesword
      before
      it
      could
      reach
      its
      albino
      master.
     
    


    
     
      But
      the
      sword
      struck
      rapidly
      and
      the
      Kelmain
      died
      and
      none
      dared
     
     
      approach
      it
      after
      that.
     
    


    
     
      Slowly
      Stormbringer
      moved
      towards
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ah,
      Elric,’
      cried
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
      ‘if
      you
      escape
      me
      this
      day,
      I
      swear
      that
     
     
      I
      shall
      find
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      if
      you
      escape
      me,’
      Elric
      shouted
      back,
      ‘I
      will
      find
      you,
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna.
      Be
      sure
      of
      that.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      shape
      that
      had
      left
      Castle
      Kaneloon
      had
      feathers
      of
      silver
      and
      gold.
      It
     
     
      flew
      high
      above
      the
      host
      and
      hovered
      for
      a
      moment
      before
      moving
      to
      the
     
     
      outer
      edges
      of
      the
      gathering.
      Elric
      could
      not
      see
      it
      clearly,
      but
      he
      knew
      what
     
     
      it
      was.
      That
      was
      why
      he
      had
      summoned
      the
      sword,
      for
      he
      had
      an
      idea
      that
     
     
      Moonglum
      rode
      the
      giant
      bird
      of
      metal
      and
      that
      the
      Elwherite
      would
      try
      to
     
     
      rescue
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Do
      not
      let
      it
      land!
      It
      comes
      to
      save
      the
      albino!’
      screamed
      Theleb
      K’aarna.
     
    


    
     
      But
      the
      Kelmain
      Host
      did
      not
      understand
      him.
      Under
      Prince
      Umbda’s
     
     
      commands
      they
      were
      preparing
      themselves
      for
      the
      attack
      upon
      the
      castle.
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      repeated
      his
      orders
      in
      their
      own
      tongue,
      but
      it
      was
      plain
     
     
      they
      were
      beginning
      not
      to
      trust
      him
      and
      could
      not
      see
      the
      need
      to
      bother
     
     
      themselves
      with
      one
      man
      and
      a
      strange
      bird
      of
      metal.
      It
      could
      not
      stop
      their
     
     
      engines
      of
      war.
      Neither
      could
      the
      man.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Stormbringer,’
      whispered
      Elric
      as
      the
      sword
      sliced
      through
      his
      bonds
      and
     
     
      gently
      settled
      in
      his
      hand.
      Elric
      was
      free,
      but
      the
      Kelmain,
      though
      not
     
     
      placing
      the
      same
      importance
      upon
      him
      as
      did
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
      showed
      that
     
     
      they
      were
      not
      prepared
      to
      let
      him
      escape
      now
      that
      the
      blade
      was
      in
      his
      grasp
     
     
      and
      not
      moving
      of
      its
      own
      volition.
     
    


    
     
      Prince
      Umbda
      shouted
      something.
     
    


    
     
      A
      huge
      mass
      of
      warriors
      rushed
      at
      Elric
      at
      once
      and
      he
      made
      no
      effort
      to
     
     
      take
      the
      attack
      to
      them
      this
      time
      for
      he
      was
      interested
      in
      fighting
      a
     
     
      defensive
      strategy
      until
      Moonglum
      could
      descend
      on
      the
      bird
      and
      help
      him.
     
    


    
     
      But
      the
      bird
      was
      even
      further
      away.
      It
      appeared
      to
      be
      circling
      the
      outer
     
     
      perimeters
      of
      the
      host
      and
      showed
      no
      interest
      in
      his
      plight
      at
      all.
     
    


    
     
      Had
      he
      been
      deceived?
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      He
      parried
      a
      dozen
      thrusts,
      letting
      the
      Kelmain
      warriors
      crowd
      in
      upon
     
     
      each
      other
      and
      thus
      hamper
      themselves.
      The
      bird
      of
      gold
      and
      silver
      was
     
     
      almost
      out
      of
      sight
      now.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      —
      where
      was
      he?
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      tried
      to
      find
      him,
      but
      the
      sorcerer
      was
      doubtless
      somewhere
      in
      the
     
     
      centre
      of
      the
      Kelmain
      ranks
      by
      now.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      killed
      a
      golden-skinned
      warrior,
      slitting
      his
      throat
      with
      the
      point
      of
     
     
      the
      runesword.
      More
      strength
      began
      to
      flow
      into
      him
      again.
      He
      killed
     
     
      another
      Kelmain
      with
      an
      overarm
      movement
      which
      split
      the
      man’s
     
     
      shoulder.
      But
      nothing
      could
      be
      gained
      from
      this
      fight
      if
      Moonglum
      was
      not
     
     
      coming
      on
      the
      bird
      of
      silver
      and
      gold.
     
    


    
     
      The
      bird
      seemed
      to
      change
      course
      and
      come
      back
      towards
      Kaneloon.
      Was
     
     
      it
      merely
      waiting
      for
      instructions
      from
      its
      sleeping
      mistress?
      Or
      was
      it
     
     
      refusing
      to
      obey
      Moonglum’s
      commands?
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      backed
      through
      the
      muddy,
      bloody
      snow
      so
      that
      the
      pile
      of
      corpses
     
     
      now
      lay
      behind
      him.
      He
      fought
      on,
      but
      with
      very
      little
      hope.
     
    


    
     
      The
      bird
      went
      past,
      far
      to
      his
      right.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      thought
      ironically
      that
      he
      had
      completely
      mistaken
      the
      significance
     
     
      of
      the
      bird’s
      leaving
      the
      castle
      battlements
      and
      by
      mistiming
      his
      decision
     
     
      had
      merely
      brought
      his
      death
      closer
      —
      perhaps
      Myshella’s
      and
      Moonglum’s
     
     
      deaths
      closer,
      too.
     
    


    
     
      Kaneloon
      was
      doomed.
      Myshella
      was
      doomed.
      Lormyr
      and
      perhaps
      the
     
     
      whole
      of
      the
      Young
      Kingdoms
      were
      doomed.
     
    


    
     
      And
      he
      was
      doomed.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      then
      that
      a
      shadow
      passed
      across
      the
      battling
      men
      and
      the
      Kelmain
     
     
      screamed
      and
      fell
      back
      as
      a
      great
      din
      rent
      the
      air.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      looked
      up
      in
      relief,
      hearing
      the
      sound
      of
      the
      metal
      bird’s
      clashing
     
     
      wings.
      He
      looked
      for
      Moonglum
      in
      the
      saddle
      and
      saw
      instead
      the
      tense
     
     
      face
      of
      Myshella
      herself,
      her
      hair
      blowing
      around
      her
      face
      as
      it
      was
     
     
      disturbed
      by
      the
      beating
      wings.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Quickly,
      Lord
      Elric,
      before
      they
      close
      in
      again.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      sheathed
      the
      runesword
      and
      leapt
      towards
      the
      saddle,
      swinging
     
     
      himself
      behind
      the
      Dark
      Lady
      of
      Kaneloon.
      Then
      they
      rose
      into
      the
      air
     
     
      again,
      while
      arrows
      hurtled
      around
      their
      heads
      and
      bounced
      off
      the
      bird’s
     
     
      metal
      feathers.
     
    


    
     
      ‘One
      more
      circuit
      of
      the
      host
      and
      then
      we
      return
      to
      the
      castle,’
      she
      said.
     
     
      “Your
      rune
      and
      the
      Nanorion
      worked
      to
      defeat
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      enchantment,
      but
      they
      took
      longer
      than
      either
      of
      us
      would
      have
      liked.
      See,
     
     
      already
      Prince
      Umbda
      is
      ordering
      his
      men
      to
      mount
      and
      ride
      to
      Castle
     
     
      Kaneloon.
      And
      Kaneloon
      has
      only
      Moonglum
      to
      defend
      her
      now.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Why
      this
      circuit
      of
      Umbda’s
      army?’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      will
      see.
      At
      least,
      I
      hope
      you
      will
      see,
      my
      lord.’
     
    


    
     
      She
      began
      to
      sing
      a
      song.
      It
      was
      a
      strange,
      disturbing
      chant
      in
      a
      language
     
     
      not
      dissimilar
      to
      the
      Melnibonéan
      High
      Speech,
      yet
      different
      enough
      for
     
     
      Elric
      to
      understand
      only
      a
      few
      words,
      for
      it
      was
      oddly
      accented.
     
    


    
     
      Around
      the
      camp
      they
      flew.
      Elric
      saw
      the
      Kelmain
      form
      their
      ranks
      into
     
     
      battle
      order.
      Doubtless
      Umbda
      and
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      had
      by
      now
      decided
      on
     
     
      the
      best
      mode
      of
      attack.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      back
      to
      the
      castle
      beat
      the
      great
      bird,
      settling
      on
      the
      battlements
      and
     
     
      allowing
      Elric
      and
      Myshella
      to
      dismount.
      Moonglum,
      his
      features
      taut,
     
     
      came
      running
      to
      meet
      them.
     
    


    
     
      They
      went
      to
      look
      at
      the
      Kelmain.
     
    


    
     
      And
      they
      saw
      that
      the
      Kelmain
      were
      on
      the
      move.
     
    


    
     
      “What
      did
      you
      do
      to
      ~
      began
      Elric,
      but
      Myshella
      raised
      her
      hand.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Perhaps
      I
      did
      nothing.
      Perhaps
      the
      sorcery
      will
      not
      work.’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      was
      it
      you...?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      scattered
      the
      contents
      of
      the
      purse
      you
      brought.
      I
      scattered
      it
      around
     
     
      their
      whole
      army.
      Watch...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      if
      the
      spell
      has
      not
      worked
      ~>
      Moonglum
      murmured.
      He
      paused,
     
     
      straining
      his
      eyes
      through
      the
      gloom.
      ‘What
      is
      that?’
     
    


    
     
      Myshella’s
      satisfied
      tone
      was
      almost
      ghoulish
      as
      she
      said:
      ‘It
      is
      the
      Noose
     
     
      of
      Flesh.’
     
    


    
     
      Something
      was
      growing
      out
      of
      the
      snow.
      Something
      pink
      that
      quivered.
     
     
      Something
      huge.
      A
      great
      mass
      that
      arose
      on
      all
      sides
      of
      the
      Kelmain
      and
     
     
      made
      their
      horses
      rear
      up
      and
      snort.
     
    


    
     
      And
      it
      made
      the
      Kelmain
      shriek.
     
    


    
     
      The
      stuff
      was
      like
      flesh
      and
      it
      had
      grown
      so
      high
      that
      the
      whole
      Kelmain
     
     
      Host
      was
      obscured
      from
      sight.
      There
      were
      noises
      as
      they
      tried
      to
      train
      their
     
     
      battle-engines
      upon
      the
      stuff
      and
      blast
      their
      way
      through.
      There
      were
     
     
      shouts.
      But
      not
      a
      single
      horseman
      broke
      out
      of
      the
      Noose
      of
      Flesh.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      the
      substance
      began
      to
      fold
      in
      over
      the
      Kelmain
      and
      Elric
      heard
      a
     
     
      sound
      such
      as
      none
      he
      had
      heard
      before.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      a
      voice.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      A
      voice
      of
      a
      hundred
      thousand
      men
      all
      facing
      an
      identical
      terror,
      all
      dying
     
     
      an
      identical
      death.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      a
      moan
      of
      desperation,
      of
      hopelessness,
      of
      fear.
     
    


    
     
      But
      it
      was
      a
      moan
      so
      loud
      that
      it
      shook
      the
      walls
      of
      Castle
      Kaneloon.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Tt
      is
      no
      death
      for
      a
      warrior,’
      murmured
      Moonglum,
      turning
      away.
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      it
      was
      the
      only
      weapon
      we
      had,’
      said
      Myshella.
      ‘I
      have
      possessed
      it
     
     
      for
      a
      good
      many
      years
      but
      never
      before
      did
      I
      feel
      the
      need
      to
      use
      it.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Of
      them
      all,
      only
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      deserved
      that
      death,’
      said
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      Night
      fell
      and
      the
      Noose
      of
      Flesh
      tightened
      around
      the
      Kelmain
      Host,
     
     
      crushing
      all
      but
      a
      few
      horses
      which
      had
      run
      free
      as
      the
      sorcery
      began
      to
     
     
      work.
     
    


    
     
      It
      crushed
      Prince
      Umbda,
      who
      spoke
      no
      language
      known
      in
      the
      Young
     
     
      Kingdoms,
      who
      spoke
      no
      language
      known
      to
      the
      ancients,
      who
      had
      come
      to
     
     
      conquer
      from
      beyond
      World’s
      Edge.
     
    


    
     
      It
      crushed
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
      who
      had
      sought,
      for
      the
      sake
      of
      his
      love
      for
      a
     
     
      wanton
      queen,
      to
      conquer
      the
      world
      with
      the
      aid
      of
      Chaos.
     
    


    
     
      It
      crushed
      all
      the
      warriors
      of
      that
      near-human
      race,
      the
      Kelmain.
      And
      it
     
     
      crushed
      all
      who
      could
      have
      told
      the
      watchers
      what
      the
      Kelmain
      had
      been
      or
     
     
      from
      where
      they
      had
      originated.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      it
      absorbed
      them.
      Then
      it
      flickered
      and
      dissolved
      and
      was
      dust
     
     
      again.
     
    


    
     
      No
      piece
      of
      flesh
      —
      man’s
      nor
      beast’s
      —
      remained.
      But
      over
      the
      snow
      was
     
     
      scattered
      clothing,
      arms,
      armour,
      siege
      engines,
      riding
      accoutrements,
      coins,
     
     
      belt-buckles,
      for
      as
      far
      as
      the
      eye
      could
      see.
     
    


    
     
      Myshella
      nodded
      to
      herself.
      “That
      was
      the
      Noose
      of
      Flesh,’
      she
      said.
      ‘I
     
     
      thank
      you
      for
      bringing
      it
      to
      me,
      Elric.
      I
      thank
      you,
      also,
      for
      finding
      the
     
     
      stone
      which
      revived
      me.
      I
      thank
      you
      for
      saving
      Lormyr.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye,’
      said
      Elric.
      “Thank
      me.’
      There
      was
      a
      weariness
      on
      him
      now.
      He
     
     
      turned
      away,
      shivering.
     
    


    
     
      Snow
      had
      begun
      to
      fall
      again.
     
    


    
     
      “Thank
      me
      for
      nothing,
      Lady
      Myshella.
      What
      I
      did
      was
      to
      satisfy
      my
      own
     
     
      dark
      urges,
      to
      sate
      my
      thirst
      for
      vengeance.
      I
      have
      destroyed
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna.
      The
      rest
      was
      incidental.
      I
      care
      nought
      for
      Lormyr,
      the
      Young
     
     
      Kingdoms,
      or
      any
      of
      your
      causes...’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      saw
      that
      Myshella
      had
      a
      sceptical
      look
      in
      her
      eyes
      and
      she
     
     
      smiled
      slightly.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      entered
      the
      castle
      and
      began
      to
      descend
      the
      steps
      to
      the
      hall.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Wait,’
      Myshella
      said.
      “This
      castle
      is
      magical.
      It
      reflects
      the
      desires
      of
      any
     
     
      who
      enter
      it
      —
      should
      I
      wish
      it.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      rubbed
      at
      his
      eyes.
      ‘Then
      plainly
      we
      have
      no
      desires.
      Mine
      are
     
     
      satisfied
      now
      that
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      is
      destroyed.
      I
      would
      leave
      this
      place
     
     
      now,
      my
      lady.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      have
      none?’
      said
      she.
     
    


    
     
      He
      looked
      at
      her
      directly.
      He
      frowned.
      ‘Regret
      breeds
      weakness
      which
     
     
      attacks
      the
      internal
      organs
      and
      at
      last
      destroys...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      you
      have
      no
      desires?’
     
    


    
     
      He
      hesitated.
      ‘I
      understand
      you.
      Your
      own
      appearance,
      Pll
      admit...’
      He
     
     
      shrugged.
      ‘But
      are
      you
      —?’
     
    


    
     
      She
      spread
      her
      hands.
      ‘Do
      not
      ask
      too
      many
      questions
      of
      me.’
      She
      made
     
     
      another
      gesture.
      ‘Now.
      See.
      This
      castle
      becomes
      what
      you
      most
      desire.
      And
     
     
      in
      it,
      the
      things
      you
      most
      desire!’
     
    


    
     
      And
      Elric
      looked
      about
      him,
      his
      eyes
      widening,
      and
      he
      began
      to
      scream.
     
    


    
     
      He
      fell
      to
      his
      knees
      in
      terror.
      He
      turned
      pleadingly
      to
      her.
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,
      Myshella!
      No.
      I
      do
      not
      desire
      this!’
     
    


    
     
      Hastily
      she
      made
      yet
      another
      sign.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      helped
      his
      friend
      to
      his
      feet.
      ‘What
      was
      it?
      What
      did
      you
      see?’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      straightened
      his
      back
      and
      rested
      his
      hand
      on
      his
      sword
      and
      said
     
     
      grimly
      and
      quietly
      to
      Myshella:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Lady,
      I
      would
      kill
      you
      for
      that
      if
      I
      did
      not
      understand
      you
      sought
      only
      to
     
     
      please
      me.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      studied
      the
      ground
      for
      a
      moment
      before
      continuing:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Know
      this.
      Elric
      cannot
      have
      what
      he
      desires
      most.
      What
      he
      desires
      does
     
     
      not
      exist.
      What
      he
      desires
      is
      dead.
      All
      Elric
      has
      is
      sorrow,
      guilt,
      malice,
     
     
      hatred.
      This
      is
      all
      he
      deserves
      and
      all
      he
      will
      ever
      desire.’
     
    


    
     
      She
      put
      her
      hands
      to
      her
      own
      face
      and
      walked
      back
      to
      the
      room
      where
      he
     
     
      had
      first
      seen
      her.
      Elric
      followed.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      started
      after
      them
      but
      then
      he
      stopped
      and
      remained
      where
      he
     
     
      stood.
     
    


    
     
      He
      watched
      them
      enter
      the
      room
      and
      saw
      the
      door
      close.
     
    


    
     
      He
      walked
      back
      onto
      the
      battlements
      and
      stared
      into
      the
      darkness.
      He
      saw
     
     
      wings
      of
      silver
      and
      gold
      flashing
      in
      the
      moonlight
      and
      they
      became
      smaller
     
     
      and
      smaller
      until
      they
      had
      vanished.
     
    


    
     
      He
      sighed.
      It
      was
      cold.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      He
      went
      back
      into
      the
      castle
      and
      settled
      himself
      with
      his
      back
      against
      a
     
     
      pillar,
      preparing
      to
      sleep.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      But
      a
      little
      while
      later
      he
      heard
      laughter
      come
      from
      the
      room
      in
      the
     
     
      highest
      tower.
     
    


    
     
      And
      the
      laughter
      sent
      him
      running
      through
      the
      passages,
      through
      the
      great
     
     
      hall
      where
      the
      fire
      had
      died,
      out
      of
      the
      door,
      into
      the
      night
      to
      seek
      the
     
     
      stables
      where
      he
      could
      feel
      more
      secure.
     
    


    
     
      But
      he
      could
      not
      sleep
      that
      night,
      for
      the
      distant
      laughter
      still
      pursued
      him.
     
    


    
     
      And
      the
      laughter
      continued
      until
      morning.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Book
      Two
     
    

   

   
    
     
      To
      Snare
      the
      Pale
      Prince
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ...
      but
      it
      was
      in
      Nadsokor,
      City
      of
      Beggars,
      that
      Elric
      found
      an
      old
     
     
      friend
      and
      learned
      something
      concerning
      an
      old
      enemy...
     
     
      —
      The
      Chronicle
      of
      the
      Black
      Sword
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      One
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      Beggar
      Court
     
    

   

   
    
     
      N
      ADSOKOR,
      CITY
      OF
      Beggars,
      was
      infamous
      throughout
      the
      Young
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Kingdoms.
      Lying
      near
      the
      shores
      of
      that
      ferocious
      river,
      the
      Varkalk,
      and
     
     
      not
      too
      far
      from
      the
      Kingdom
      of
      Org
      in
      which
      blossomed
      the
      frightful
     
     
      Forest
      of
      Troos,
      and
      exuding
      a
      stink
      which
      seemed
      thick
      enough
      ten
      miles
     
     
      distant,
      Nadsokor
      was
      plagued
      by
      few
      visitors.
     
    


    
     
      From
      this
      unlovely
      place
      sallied
      out
      her
      citizens
      to
      beg
      their
      way
      about
      the
     
     
      world
      and
      steal
      what
      they
      could
      and
      bring
      it
      back
      to
      Nadsokor
      where
      half
      of
     
     
      their
      profits
      were
      handed
      over
      to
      their
      king
      in
      return
      for
      his
      protection.
     
    


    
     
      Their
      king
      had
      ruled
      for
      many
      years.
      He
      was
      called
      Urish
      the
      Seven-
     
     
      fingered,
      for
      he
      had
      but
      four
      fingers
      on
      his
      right
      hand
      and
      three
      upon
      his
     
     
      left.
      Veins
      had
      burst
      all
      over
      his
      once
      handsome
      face
      and
      filthy,
      infested
     
     
      hair
      framed
      that
      seedy
      countenance
      upon
      which
      age
      and
      grime
      had
      traced
      a
     
     
      thousand
      lines.
      From
      out
      of
      all
      this
      ruin
      peered
      two
      bright,
      pale
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      As
      the
      symbol
      of
      his
      power
      Urish
      had
      a
      great
      cleaver
      called
      Hackmeat
     
     
      which
      was
      forever
      at
      his
      side.
      His
      throne
      was
      of
      crudely
      carved
      black
      oak,
     
     
      studded
      with
      bits
      of
      raw
      gold,
      bones
      and
      semi-precious
      gems.
      Beneath
      this
     
     
      throne
      was
      Urish’s
      Hoard
      —
      a
      chest
      of
      treasure
      which
      he
      let
      none
      but
     
     
      himself
      look
      upon.
     
    


    
     
      For
      the
      best
      part
      of
      every
      day
      Urish
      would
      lounge
      on
      his
      throne,
      presiding
     
     
      over
      a
      gloomy,
      festering
      hall
      thronged
      with
      his
      Court:
      a
      rabble
      of
      rascals
     
     
      too
      foul
      in
      appearance
      and
      disposition
      to
      be
      tolerated
      anywhere
      but
      here.
     
    


    
     
      For
      heat
      and
      light
      there
      burned
      permanently
      braziers
      of
      garbage
      which
     
     
      gave
      out
      oily
      smoke
      and
      a
      stink
      which
      dominated
      all
      the
      other
      stinks
      in
      the
     
     
      hall.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      And
      now
      there
      was
      a
      visitor
      at
      Urish’s
      Court.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      He
      stood
      before
      the
      dais
      on
      which
      the
      throne
      was
      mounted
      and
      from
      time
     
     
      to
      time
      he
      raised
      a
      heavily
      scented
      kerchief
      to
      his
      red,
      full
      lips.
     
    


    
     
      His
      face,
      which
      was
      normally
      dark
      in
      complexion,
      was
      somewhat
      grey
     
     
      and
      his
      eyes
      had
      something
      of
      a
      haunted,
      tortured
      look
      in
      them
      as
      they
     
     
      glanced
      from
      begrimed
      beggar
      to
      pile
      of
      rubbish
      to
      guttering
      brazier.
     
     
      Dressed
      in
      the
      loose
      brocade
      robes
      of
      the
      folk
      of
      Pan
      Tang,
      the
      visitor
      had
     
     
      black
      eyes,
      a
      great
      hooked
      nose,
      blue-black
      ringlets
      and
      a
      curling
      beard.
     
     
      Kerchief
      to
      mouth,
      he
      bowed
      low
      when
      he
      reached
      Urish’s
      throne.
     
    


    
     
      As
      always,
      greed,
      weakness
      and
      malice
      mingled
      to
      form
      King
      Urish’s
     
     
      expression
      as
      he
      regarded
      the
      stranger
      whom
      one
      of
      his
      courtiers
      had
      but
     
     
      lately
      announced.
     
    


    
     
      Urish
      had
      recognised
      the
      name
      and
      he
      believed
      he
      could
      guess
      the
      Pan
     
     
      Tangian’s
      business
      here.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      heard
      you
      were
      dead,
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      —
      killed
      beyond
      Lormyr,
      near
     
     
      World’s
      Edge.’
      Urish
      grinned
      to
      display
      the
      black
      crags
      which
      were
      the
     
     
      rotting
      remains
      of
      his
      teeth.
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      removed
      the
      kerchief
      from
      his
      lips
      and
      his
      voice
      was
     
     
      strangled
      at
      first,
      gaining
      strength
      as
      he
      remembered
      the
      wrongs
      recently
     
     
      done
      him.
      ‘My
      magic
      is
      not
      so
      weak
      I
      cannot
      escape
      a
      spell
      such
      as
      was
     
     
      woven
      that
      day.
      I
      conjured
      myself
      below
      the
      ground
      while
      Myshella’s
     
     
      Noose
      of
      Flesh
      engulfed
      the
      Kelmain
      Host.’
     
    


    
     
      Urish’s
      disgusting
      grin
      widened.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      crept
      into
      a
      hole,
      is
      that
      it?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      sorcerer’s
      eyes
      burned
      fiercely.
      ‘Pll
      not
      dispute
      the
      strength
      of
      my
     
     
      powers
      with
      —
     
    


    
     
      He
      broke
      off
      and
      drew
      a
      deep
      breath
      which
      he
      at
      once
      regretted.
      He
      stared
     
     
      warily
      around
      him
      at
      the
      Beggar
      Court,
      all
      manged
      and
      maimed,
      which
      had
     
     
      deposited
      itself
      about
      the
      filthy
      hall,
      mocking
      him.
      The
      beggars
      of
     
     
      Nadsokor
      knew
      the
      power
      of
      poverty
      and
      disease
      —
      knew
      how
      it
      terrified
     
     
      those
      who
      were
      not
      used
      to
      it.
      And
      thus
      their
      very
      squalor
      was
      their
     
     
      safeguard
      against
      intruders.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      A
      repulsive
      cough
      which
      might
      have
      been
      a
      laugh
      now
      seized
      King
      Urish.
     
     
      ‘And
      was
      it
      your
      magic
      that
      brought
      you
      here?’
      As
      his
      whole
      body
      shook
     
     
      his
      bloodshot
      eyes
      continued,
      beadily,
      to
      regard
      the
      sorcerer.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      ‘I
      have
      travelled
      across
      the
      seas
      and
      all
      across
      Vilmir
      to
      be
      here,’
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna
      said,
      ‘because
      I
      had
      heard
      there
      was
      one
      you
      hated
      above
      all
     
     
      others...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      we
      hate
      all
      others
      —
      all
      who
      are
      not
      beggars,’
      Urish
      reminded
      him.
     
     
      The
      king
      chuckled
      and
      the
      chuckle
      became,
      once
      more,
      a
      throaty,
     
     
      convulsive
      cough.
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      you
      hate
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné
      most.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.
      It
      would
      be
      fair
      to
      say
      that.
      Before
      he
      won
      fame
      as
      the
      Kinslayer,
     
     
      the
      traitor
      of
      Imrryr,
      he
      came
      to
      Nadsokor
      to
      deceive
      us,
      disguised
      as
      a
     
     
      leper
      who
      had
      begged
      his
      way
      from
      the
      Eastlands
      beyond
      Karlaak.
      He
     
     
      tricked
      me
      disgracefully
      and
      stole
      something
      from
      my
      Hoard.
      And
      my
     
     
      Hoard
      is
      sacred
      —
      I
      will
      not
      let
      another
      even
      glimpse
      it!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      heard
      he
      stole
      a
      scroll
      from
      you,’
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      said.
      ‘A
      spell
      which
     
     
      had
      once
      belonged
      to
      his
      cousin
      Yyrkoon.
      Yyrkoon
      wished
      to
      be
      rid
      of
     
     
      Elric
      and
      let
      him
      believe
      that
      the
      spell
      would
      release
      the
      Princess
      Cymoril
     
     
      from
      her
      sorcerous
      slumber...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.
      Yyrkoon
      had
      given
      the
      scroll
      to
      one
      of
      our
      citizens
      when
      he
      went
      a-
     
     
      begging
      to
      the
      gates
      of
      Imrryr.
      He
      then
      told
      Elric
      what
      he
      had
      done.
      Elric
     
     
      disguised
      himself
      and
      came
      here.
      With
      the
      aid
      of
      sorcery
      he
      gained
      access
     
     
      to
      my
      Hoard
      —
      my
      Sacred
      Hoard
      —
      and
      plucked
      the
      scroll
      from
      it...’
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      looked
      sideways
      at
      the
      Beggar
      King.
      ‘Some
      would
      say
     
     
      that
      it
      was
      not
      Elric’s
      fault
      —
      that
      Yyrkoon
      was
      to
      blame.
      He
      deceived
      you
     
     
      both.
      The
      spell
      did
      not
      awaken
      Cymoril,
      did
      it?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No.
      But
      we
      have
      a
      Law
      in
      Nadsokor...’
      Urish
      raised
      the
      great
      cleaver
     
     
      Hackmeat
      and
      displayed
      its
      ragged,
      rusty
      blade.
      For
      all
      its
      battered
     
     
      appearance,
      it
      was
      a
      fearsome
      weapon.
      “That
      Law
      says
      that
      any
      man
      who
     
     
      looks
      upon
      the
      Sacred
      Hoard
      of
      King
      Urish
      must
      die
      and
      die
      most
      horribly
     
     
      —
      at
      the
      hands
      of
      the
      Burning
      God!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      none
      of
      your
      wandering
      citizens
      has
      yet
      managed
      to
      take
      this
     
     
      vengeance?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      must
      pass
      the
      sentence
      personally
      upon
      him
      before
      he
      dies.
      He
      must
     
     
      come
      again
      to
      Nadsokor,
      for
      it
      is
      only
      here
      that
      he
      may
      be
      acquainted
      with
     
     
      his
      doom.’
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      said:
      ‘I
      have
      no
      love
      for
      Elric.’
     
    


    
     
      Urish
      once
      more
      voiced
      the
      sound
      that
      was
      half
      laugh,
      half
      wheezing
     
     
      cough.
      ‘Aye
      —
      I
      have
      heard
      he
      has
      chased
      you
      all
      across
      the
      Young
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Kingdoms,
      that
      you
      have
      brought
      more
      and
      more
      powerful
      sorceries
      against
     
     
      him,
      yet
      every
      time
      he
      has
      defeated
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      frowned.
      ‘Have
      a
      care,
      King
      Urish.
      I
      have
      had
      bad
      luck,
     
     
      yet
      I
      am
      still
      one
      of
      Pan
      Tang’s
      greatest
      sorcerers.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      you
      spend
      your
      powers
      freely
      and
      claim
      much
      from
      the
      Lords
      of
     
     
      Chaos.
      One
      day
      they
      will
      be
      tired
      of
      helping
      you
      and
      find
      another
      to
      do
     
     
      their
      work.’
      King
      Urish
      closed
      soiled
      lips
      over
      black
      teeth.
      His
      pale
      eyes
     
     
      did
      not
      blink
      as
      he
      studied
      Theleb
      K’aarna.
     
    


    
     
      There
      were
      stirrings
      in
      the
      hall,
      the
      Beggar
      Court
      moved
      in
      closer:
      the
     
     
      click
      of
      a
      crutch,
      the
      scrape
      of
      a
      staff,
      the
      shuffle
      of
      misshapen
      feet.
      Even
     
     
      the
      oily
      smoke
      from
      the
      braziers
      seemed
      to
      menace
      him
      as
      it
      drifted
     
     
      reluctantly
      into
      the
      darkness
      of
      the
      roof.
     
    


    
     
      King
      Urish
      put
      one
      hand
      upon
      Hackmeat
      and
      the
      other
      upon
      his
      chin.
     
     
      Broken
      nails
      caressed
      stubble.
      From
      somewhere
      behind
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      a
     
     
      beggar
      woman
      let
      forth
      an
      obscene
      noise
      and
      then
      giggled.
     
    


    
     
      Almost
      as
      if
      to
      comfort
      himself
      the
      sorcerer
      placed
      the
      scented
      kerchief
     
     
      firmly
      over
      his
      mouth
      and
      nostrils.
      He
      began
      to
      draw
      himself
      up,
      prepared
     
     
      to
      deal
      with
      an
      attack
      if
      it
      came.
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      you
      still
      have
      your
      powers
      now,
      I
      take
      it,’
      said
      Urish
      suddenly,
     
     
      breaking
      the
      tension.
      ‘Or
      you
      would
      not
      be
      here.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      powers
      increase...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘For
      the
      moment,
      perhaps.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      powers...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      take
      it
      you
      come
      with
      a
      scheme
      which
      you
      hope
      will
      result
      in
      Elric’s
     
     
      destruction,’
      continued
      Urish
      easily.
      The
      beggars
      relaxed.
      Only
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna
      now
      showed
      any
      signs
      of
      discomfort.
      Urish’s
      bright,
      bloodshot
     
     
      eyes
      were
      sardonic.
      ‘And
      you
      desire
      our
      help
      because
      you
      know
      we
      hate
     
     
      the
      white-faced
      reaver
      of
      Melniboné.’
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      nodded.
      ‘Would
      you
      hear
      the
      details
      of
      my
      plan?’
     
    


    
     
      Urish
      shrugged.
      ‘Why
      not?
      At
      least
      they
      may
      be
      entertaining.’
     
    


    
     
      Unhappily,
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      looked
      about
      him
      at
      the
      corrupt
      and
      tittering
     
     
      crew.
      He
      wished
      he
      knew
      a
      spell
      which
      would
      disperse
      the
      stink.
     
    


    
     
      He
      took
      a
      deep
      breath
      through
      his
      kerchief
      and
      then
      began
      to
      speak...
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Two
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      Stolen
      Ring
     
    

   

   
    
     
      O
      N
      THE
      OTHER
      side
      of
      the
      tavern
      the
      young
      dandy
      pretended
      to
      order
     
    

   

   
    
     
      another
      skin
      of
      wine
      while
      actually
      taking
      a
      sly
      look
      towards
      the
      corner
     
     
      where
      Elric
      sat.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      the
      dandy
      leaned
      towards
      his
      compatriots
      —
      merchants
      and
      young
     
     
      nobles
      of
      several
      nations
      —
      and
      continued
      his
      murmured
      discourse.
     
    


    
     
      The
      subject
      of
      that
      discourse,
      Elric
      knew,
      was
      Elric.
      Normally
      he
      was
     
     
      disdainful
      of
      such
      behaviour,
      but
      he
      was
      weary
      and
      he
      was
      impatient
      for
     
     
      Moonglum
      to
      return.
      He
      was
      almost
      tempted
      to
      order
      the
      young
      dandy
      to
     
     
      desist,
      if
      only
      to
      pass
      the
      time.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      was
      beginning
      to
      regret
      his
      decision
      to
      visit
      Old
      Hrolmar.
     
    


    
     
      This
      rich
      city
      was
      a
      great
      meeting
      place
      for
      all
      the
      imaginative
      people
      of
     
     
      the
      Young
      Kingdoms.
      To
      it
      came
      explorers,
      adventurers,
      mercenaries,
     
     
      craftsmen,
      merchants,
      painters
      and
      poets
      for,
      under
      the
      rule
      of
      the
      famous
     
     
      Duke
      Avan
      Astran,
      this
      Vilmirian
      city-state
      was
      undergoing
      a
     
     
      transformation
      in
      its
      character.
     
    


    
     
      Duke
      Avan
      had
      been
      a
      man
      who
      had
      explored
      most
      of
      the
      world
      and
      had
     
     
      brought
      back
      great
      wealth
      and
      knowledge
      to
      Old
      Hrolmar.
      Its
      riches
      and
      its
     
     
      intellectual
      life
      attracted
      more
      riches,
      more
      intellectuals
      and
      so
      Old
      Hrolmar
     
     
      flourished.
     
    


    
     
      But
      where
      riches
      are
      and
      where
      intellectuals
      are,
      then
      gossip
      also
     
     
      flourishes,
      for
      if
      there
      is
      any
      breed
      of
      man
      who
      gossips
      more
      than
      the
     
     
      merchant
      or
      the
      sailor
      then
      it
      is
      the
      poet
      and
      the
      painter.
      And,
      naturally
     
     
      enough,
      there
      was
      much
      gossip
      concerning
      the
      doom-driven
      albino,
      Elric,
     
     
      already
      a
      hero
      of
      several
      ballads
      by
      poets
      not
      over-talented.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      had
      allowed
      himself
      to
      be
      brought
      to
      the
      city
      because
      Moonglum
     
     
      had
      said
      it
      was
      the
      best
      place
      to
      find
      an
      income.
      Elric’s
      carelessness
      with
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      their
      wealth
      had
      made
      near-paupers
      of
      them,
      not
      for
      the
      first
      time,
      and
      they
     
     
      were
      in
      need
      of
      provisions
      and
      fresh
      steeds.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      had
      been
      for
      skirting
      Old
      Hrolmar
      and
      riding
      on
      towards
      Tanelorn,
     
     
      where
      they
      had
      decided
      to
      go,
      but
      Moonglum
      had
      argued
      reasonably
      that
     
     
      they
      would
      need
      better
      horses
      and
      more
      food
      and
      equipment
      for
      the
      long
     
     
      ride
      across
      the
      Vilmirian
      and
      Ilmioran
      plains
      to
      the
      edge
      of
      the
      Sighing
     
     
      Desert,
      where
      mysterious
      Tanelorn
      was
      situated.
      So
      Elric
      had
      at
      last
      agreed,
     
     
      though,
      after
      his
      encounter
      with
      Myshella
      and
      his
      witnessing
      of
      the
     
     
      destruction
      of
      the
      Noose
      of
      Flesh,
      he
      had
      become
      weary
      and
      craved
      for
      the
     
     
      peace
      which
      Tanelorn
      offered.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      What
      made
      things
      worse
      was
      that
      this
      tavern
      was
      rather
      too
      well-lit
      and
     
     
      catering
      too
      much
      to
      the
      better
      end
      of
      the
      trade
      for
      Elric’s
      taste.
      He
      would
     
     
      have
      preferred
      a
      lowlier
      sort
      of
      inn
      which
      would
      have
      been
      cheaper
      and
     
     
      where
      men
      were
      used
      to
      holding
      back
      their
      questions
      and
      their
      gossip.
      But
     
     
      Moonglum
      had
      thought
      it
      wise
      to
      spend
      the
      last
      of
      their
      wealth
      on
      a
      good
     
     
      inn,
      in
      case
      they
      should
      need
      to
      entertain
      someone...
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      left
      the
      business
      of
      raising
      treasure
      to
      Moonglum.
      Doubtless
      he
     
     
      intended
      to
      get
      it
      by
      thievery
      or
      trickery,
      but
      Elric
      did
      not
      care.
     
    


    
     
      He
      sighed
      and
      suffered
      the
      sidelong
      looks
      of
      the
      other
      guests
      and
      tried
      not
     
     
      to
      overhear
      the
      young
      dandy.
      He
      sipped
      his
      cup
      of
      wine
      and
      picked
      at
      the
     
     
      flesh
      of
      the
      cold
      fowl
      Moonglum
      had
      ordered
      before
      he
      went
      off.
      He
      drew
     
     
      his
      head
      into
      the
      high
      collar
      of
      his
      black
      cloak,
      but
      succeeded
      only
      in
     
     
      emphasising
      the
      bone-white
      pallor
      of
      his
      face
      and
      the
      milky
      whiteness
      of
     
     
      his
      long
      hair.
      He
      looked
      around
      him
      at
      the
      silks
      and
      furs
      and
      tapestries
     
     
      swirling
      about
      the
      tavern
      as
      their
      owners
      moved
      from
      table
      to
      table
      and
      he
     
     
      longed
      with
      all
      his
      heart
      to
      be
      on
      his
      way
      to
      Tanelorn,
      where
      men
      spoke
     
     
      little
      because
      they
      had
      experienced
      so
      much.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ‘...
      killed
      mother
      and
      father,
      too
      —
      and
      the
      mother’s
      lover,
      it
      is
      said...’
     
     
      ‘...
      and
      they
      say
      he
      lies
      with
      corpses
      for
      preference...’
     
     
      ‘...
      and
      because
      of
      that
      the
      Lords
      of
      the
      Higher
      Worlds
      cursed
      him
      with
     
     
      the
      face
      of
      a
      corpse...’
     
     
      ‘Incest,
      was
      it
      not?
      I
      got
      it
      from
      one
      who
      sailed
      with
      him
      that...’
     
     
      ‘,..
      and
      his
      mother
      had
      congress
      with
      Arioch
      himself,
      thus
      producing...’
     
     
      ‘...
      Shortly
      before
      he
      betrayed
      his
      own
      people
      to
      Smiorgan
      and
      the
      rest!’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘He
      looks
      a
      gloomy
      fellow,
      right
      enough.
      Not
      one
      to
      enjoy
      a
      jest...’
     
    


    
     
      Laughter.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      made
      himself
      relax
      in
      his
      chair
      and
      swallow
      more
      wine.
      But
      the
     
     
      gossip
      went
      on.
     
    


    
     
      “They
      say
      also
      that
      he
      is
      an
      imposter.
      That
      the
      real
      Elric
      died
      at
      Imrryr...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      true
      prince
      of
      Melniboné
      would
      dress
      in
      more
      lavish
      style.
      And
      he
     
     
      would...’
     
    


    
     
      More
      laughter.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      stood
      up,
      pushing
      back
      his
      cloak
      so
      that
      the
      great
      black
      broadsword
     
     
      at
      his
      hip
      was
      fully
      displayed.
      Most
      people
      in
      Old
      Hrolmar
      had
      heard
      of
      the
     
     
      runesword
      Stormbringer
      and
      its
      terrible
      power.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      crossed
      to
      the
      table
      where
      the
      young
      dandy
      sat.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      pray
      you,
      gentlemen,
      to
      improve
      your
      sport!
      You
      can
      do
      much
      better
     
     
      now
      —
      for
      here
      is
      one
      who
      would
      offer
      you
      proof
      of
      certain
      things
      of
      which
     
     
      you
      speak.
      What
      of
      his
      penchant
      for
      vampirism
      of
      a
      particular
      sort?
      I
      did
     
     
      not
      hear
      you
      touch
      upon
      that
      in
      your
      conversation.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      young
      dandy
      cleared
      his
      throat
      and
      made
      a
      nervous
      little
      flirt
      of
      his
     
     
      shoulder.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Well?’
      Elric
      feigned
      an
      innocent
      expression.
      ‘Cannot
      I
      be
      of
      assistance?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      gossips
      had
      become
      dumb,
      pretending
      to
      be
      absorbed
      in
      their
      eating
     
     
      and
      drinking.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      smiled
      a
      smile
      which
      set
      their
      hands
      to
      shaking.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      desire
      only
      to
      know
      what
      you
      wish
      to
      hear,
      gentlemen.
      Then
      I
      will
     
     
      demonstrate
      that
      I
      am
      truly
      the
      one
      you
      have
      called
      Elric
      Kinslayer.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      merchants
      and
      the
      nobles
      gathered
      their
      rich
      robes
      about
      them
      and,
     
     
      avoiding
      his
      eye,
      got
      up.
      The
      young
      dandy
      minced
      towards
      the
      exit
      —
      a
     
     
      parody
      of
      bravado.
     
    


    
     
      But
      now
      Elric
      stood
      laughing
      in
      the
      doorway,
      his
      hand
      on
      the
      hilt
      of
     
     
      Stormbringer.
      ‘Will
      you
      not
      join
      me
      as
      my
      guests,
      gentlemen?
      Think
      how
     
     
      you
      could
      tell
      your
      friends
      of
      the
      meeting...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Gods,
      how
      boorish!’
      lisped
      the
      young
      dandy
      and
      then
      shivered.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Sir,
      we
      meant
      no
      harm...’
      thickly
      said
      a
      fat
      Shazaarian
      herb
      trader.
     
    


    
     
      ‘We
      spoke
      of
      another.”
      A
      young
      noble
      with
      only
      the
      hint
      of
      a
      chin,
      but
     
     
      with
      an
      emphatic
      moustache,
      offered
      a
      feeble,
      placatory
      grin.
     
    


    
     
      “We
      said
      how
      much
      we
      admired
      you...’
      stuttered
      a
      Vilmirian
      knight
     
     
      whose
      eyes
      appeared
      but
      recently
      to
      have
      crossed
      and
      whose
      face
      was
      now
     
     
      almost
      as
      pale
      as
      Elric’s.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      A
      merchant
      in
      the
      dark
      brocades
      of
      Tarkesh
      licked
      his
      red
      lips
      and
     
     
      attempted
      to
      conduct
      himself
      with
      more
      dignity
      than
      his
      friends.
      ‘Sir,
      Old
     
     
      Hrolmar
      is
      a
      civilised
      city.
      Gentlemen
      do
      not
      brawl
      amongst
      themselves
     
     
      here...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      like
      peasant
      women
      prefer
      to
      gossip,’
      said
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Yes,’
      said
      the
      youth
      with
      the
      abundance
      of
      moustache.
      ‘Ah
      —
      no...’
     
    


    
     
      The
      dandy
      arranged
      his
      cloak
      about
      him
      and
      glowered
      at
      the
      floor.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      stepped
      aside.
      Uncertainly
      the
      Tarkeshite
      merchant
      moved
      forward
     
     
      and
      then
      ran
      for
      the
      darkness
      of
      the
      street,
      his
      companions
      tumbling
      behind
     
     
      him.
      Elric
      heard
      their
      footsteps
      running
      on
      the
      cobbles
      and
      he
      began
      to
     
     
      laugh.
      At
      the
      sound
      of
      his
      laugh
      the
      footfalls
      became
      a
      scamper
      and
      the
     
     
      party
      had
      soon
      reached
      the
      quayside
      where
      the
      water
      gleamed,
      turned
      a
     
     
      corner
      and
      disappeared.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      smiled
      and
      looked
      up
      beyond
      Old
      Hrolmar’s
      baroque
      skyline
      at
      the
     
     
      stars.
      Now
      there
      were
      more
      footsteps
      coming
      from
      the
      other
      end
      of
      the
     
     
      street.
      He
      turned
      and
      saw
      the
      newcomers
      step
      into
      a
      pool
      of
      light
      thrown
     
     
      from
      the
      window
      of
      a
      nearby
      office.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      Moonglum.
      The
      stocky
      Eastlander
      was
      returning
      in
      the
      company
      of
     
     
      two
      women
      who
      were
      scantily
      dressed
      and
      heavily
      painted
      and
      who
      were
     
     
      without
      doubt
      Vilmirian
      whores
      from
      the
      other
      side
      of
      city.
      Moonglum
      had
     
     
      an
      arm
      about
      each
      waist
      and
      he
      was
      singing
      some
      obscure
      but
      evidently
     
     
      disgraceful
      ballad,
      pausing
      frequently
      to
      have
      one
      of
      the
      laughing
      girls
      pour
     
     
      wine
      down
      his
      throat.
      Both
      the
      whores
      had
      large
      stone
      flasks
      in
      their
      free
     
     
      hands
      and
      they
      were
      matching
      Moonglum
      drink
      for
      drink.
     
    


    
     
      As
      Moonglum
      stepped
      unsteadily
      nearer
      he
      recognised
      Elric
      and
      hailed
     
     
      him,
      winking.
      ‘You
      see
      I
      have
      not
      forgotten
      you,
      Prince
      of
      Melniboné.
      One
     
     
      of
      these
      beauties
      is
      for
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      made
      an
      exaggerated
      bow.
      “You
      are
      very
      good
      to
      me.
      But
      I
      thought
     
     
      you
      planned
      to
      find
      some
      gold
      for
      us.
      Was
      that
      not
      the
      reason
      for
      coming
      to
     
     
      Old
      Hrolmar?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye!’
      Moonglum
      kissed
      the
      cheeks
      of
      the
      girls.
      They
      snorted
      with
     
     
      laughter.
      ‘Indeed!
      Gold
      it
      is
      —
      or
      something
      as
      good
      as
      gold.
      I
      have
      rescued
     
     
      these
      young
      ladies
      from
      a
      cruel
      whoremaster
      on
      the
      other
      side
      of
      town.
      I
     
     
      have
      promised
      to
      sell
      them
      to
      a
      kinder
      master
      and
      they
      are
      grateful
      to
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      stole
      these
      slaves?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      you
      wish
      to
      say
      so
      —
      I
      “stole”
      them.
      Aye,
      then,
      “steal”
      I
      did.
      I
      stole
      in
     
     
      with
      my
      steel
      and
      I
      released
      them
      from
      a
      life
      of
      degradation.
      A
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      humanitarian
      deed.
      Their
      miserable
      life
      is
      no
      more!
      They
      may
      look
      forward
     
     
      to...
     
    


    
     
      ‘Their
      miserable
      lives
      will
      be
      no
      more
      —
      as,
      indeed,
      will
      be
      ours
      when
      the
     
     
      whoremaster
      discovers
      the
      crime
      and
      alerts
      the
      watch.
      How
      found
      you
      these
     
     
      ladies?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      found
      me!
      I
      had
      made
      my
      swords
      available
      to
      an
      old
      merchant,
      a
     
     
      stranger
      to
      the
      city.
      I
      was
      to
      escort
      him
      about
      the
      murkier
      regions
      of
      Old
     
     
      Hrolmar
      in
      return
      for
      a
      good
      purse
      of
      gold
      (better,
      I
      think,
      than
      he
      expected
     
     
      to
      give
      me).
      While
      he
      whored
      above,
      as
      he
      could,
      I
      had
      a
      drink
      or
      two
     
     
      below
      in
      the
      public
      rooms.
      These
      two
      beauties
      took
      a
      liking
      to
      me
      and
      told
     
     
      me
      of
      their
      unhappiness.
      It
      was
      enough.
      I
      rescued
      them.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      cunning
      plan,’
      Elric
      said
      sardonically.
     
    


    
     
      Twas
      theirs!
      They
      have
      brains
      as
      well
      as
      ~
     
    


    
     
      ‘PI
      help
      you
      carry
      them
      back
      to
      their
      master
      before
      the
      city
      guards
     
     
      descend
      upon
      us.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      Elric!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      first...’
      Elric
      seized
      his
      friend
      and
      threw
      him
      over
      his
      shoulder,
     
     
      staggering
      with
      him
      to
      the
      quay
      at
      the
      end
      of
      the
      street,
      taking
      a
      good
      hold
     
     
      on
      his
      collar
      and
      lowering
      him
      suddenly
      into
      the
      reeking
      water.
      Then
      he
     
     
      hauled
      him
      up
      and
      stood
      him
      down.
      Moonglum
      shivered
      and
      looked
      sadly
     
     
      at
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      prone
      to
      colds,
      as
      you
      know.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      prone
      to
      drunken
      plans,
      too!
      We
      are
      not
      liked
      here,
      Moonglum.
      The
     
     
      watch
      needs
      only
      one
      excuse
      to
      set
      upon
      us.
      At
      best
      we
      should
      have
      to
      flee
     
     
      the
      city
      before
      our
      business
      was
      done.
      At
      worst
      we
      shall
      be
      disarmed,
     
     
      imprisoned,
      perhaps
      slain.’
     
    


    
     
      They
      began
      to
      walk
      back
      to
      where
      the
      two
      girls
      still
      stood.
      One
      of
      the
     
     
      girls
      ran
      forward
      and
      knelt
      to
      take
      Elric’s
      hand
      and
      press
      her
      lips
      against
      his
     
     
      thigh.
      ‘Master,
      I
      have
      a
      message...’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      bent
      to
      raise
      her
      to
      her
      feet.
     
    


    
     
      She
      screamed.
      Her
      painted
      eyes
      widened.
      He
      stared
      at
      her
      in
      astonishment
     
     
      and
      then,
      following
      her
      gaze,
      turned
      and
      saw
      the
      pack
      of
      bravos
      who
      had
     
     
      stolen
      round
      the
      corner
      and
      were
      now
      rushing
      at
      himself
      and
      Moonglum.
     
     
      Behind
      the
      bravos
      Elric
      thought
      he
      saw
      the
      young
      dandy
      he
      had
      earlier
     
     
      chased
      from
      the
      tavern.
      The
      dandy
      wished
      for
      revenge.
      Poignards
      glittered
     
     
      in
      the
      darkness
      and
      their
      owners
      wore
      the
      black
      hoods
      of
      professional
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      assassins.
      There
      were
      at
      least
      a
      dozen
      of
      them.
      The
      young
      dandy
      must
     
     
      therefore
      be
      extremely
      rich,
      for
      assassins
      were
      expensive
      in
      Old
      Hrolmar.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      had
      already
      drawn
      both
      his
      swords
      and
      was
      engaging
      the
     
     
      leader.
      Elric
      pushed
      the
      frightened
      girl
      behind
      him
      and
      put
      his
      hand
      to
     
     
      Stormbringer’s
      pommel.
      Almost
      at
      its
      own
      volition
      the
      huge
      runesword
     
     
      sprang
      from
      its
      scabbard
      and
      black
      light
      poured
      from
      its
      blade
      as
      it
      began
      to
     
     
      hum
      its
      own
      strange
      battle-cry.
     
    


    
     
      He
      heard
      one
      of
      the
      assassins
      gasp
      ‘Elric!’
      and
      guessed
      that
      the
      dandy
      had
     
     
      not
      made
      it
      plain
      whom
      they
      were
      to
      slay.
      He
      blocked
      the
      thrust
      of
      the
      slim
     
     
      longsword,
      turned
      it
      and
      chopped
      with
      a
      kind
      of
      delicacy
      at
      the
      owner’s
     
     
      wrist.
      Wrist
      and
      sword
      flew
      into
      the
      shadows
      and
      the
      owner
      staggered
      back
     
     
      screaming.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      More
      swords
      now
      and
      more
      cold
      eyes
      glittering
      from
      the
      black
      hoods.
     
     
      Stormbringer
      sang
      its
      peculiar
      song
      —
      half-lament,
      half-victory
      shout.
     
     
      Elric’s
      own
      face
      was
      alive
      with
      battle-lust
      and
      his
      crimson
      eyes
      blazed
      from
     
     
      his
      bone-white
      face
      as
      he
      swung
      this
      way
      and
      that.
     
    


    
     
      Shouts,
      curses,
      the
      screams
      of
      women
      and
      the
      groans
      of
      men,
      steel
     
     
      striking
      steel,
      boots
      on
      cobbles,
      the
      sounds
      of
      swords
      in
      flesh,
      of
      blades
     
     
      scraping
      bone.
      A
      confusion
      through
      which
      Elric
      fought,
      his
      broadsword
     
     
      clapped
      in
      both
      pale
      hands.
      He
      had
      lost
      sight
      of
      Moonglum
      and
      prayed
      that
     
     
      the
      Eastlander
      still
      stood.
      From
      time
      to
      time
      he
      glimpsed
      one
      of
      the
      girls
     
     
      and
      wondered
      why
      she
      had
      not
      run
      for
      safety.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      the
      corpses
      of
      several
      hooded
      assassins
      lay
      upon
      the
      cobbles
      and
      the
     
     
      remainder
      were
      beginning
      to
      falter
      as
      Elric
      pressed
      them.
      They
      knew
      the
     
     
      power
      of
      his
      sword
      and
      what
      it
      did
      to
      those
      it
      struck.
      They
      had
      seen
      their
     
     
      comrades’
      faces
      as
      their
      souls
      were
      drawn
      from
      them
      by
      the
      hellblade.
      With
     
     
      every
      death
      Elric
      seemed
      to
      grow
      stronger
      and
      the
      black
      radiance
      from
      the
     
     
      blade
      seemed
      to
      burn
      fiercer.
      And
      now
      the
      albino
      was
      laughing.
     
    


    
     
      His
      laughter
      rang
      over
      the
      rooftops
      of
      Old
      Hrolmar
      and
      those
      who
      were
     
     
      abed
      covered
      their
      ears,
      believing
      themselves
      in
      the
      grip
      of
      nightmares.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Come,
      friends,
      my
      blade
      still
      hungers!’
     
    


    
     
      An
      assassin
      made
      to
      stand
      his
      ground
      and
      Elric
      swept
      the
      Black
      Sword
     
     
      up.
      The
      man
      raised
      his
      blade
      to
      protect
      his
      head
      and
      Elric
      brought
      the
      Black
     
     
      Sword
      down.
      It
      sheared
      through
      the
      steel
      and
      cut
      down
      through
      the
      hood,
     
     
      through
      the
      neck,
      through
      the
      breastbone.
      It
      clove
      the
      assassin
      completely
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      in
      two
      and
      it
      stayed
      in
      the
      flesh,
      feasting,
      drawing
      out
      the
      last
      traces
      of
      the
     
     
      man’s
      dark
      soul.
      And
      then
      the
      rest
      were
      running.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      drew
      a
      deep
      breath,
      avoided
      looking
      at
      the
      man
      his
      sword
      had
      slain
     
     
      last,
      sheathed
      the
      blade
      and
      turned
      to
      look
      for
      Moonglum.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      then
      that
      the
      blow
      came
      on
      the
      back
      of
      his
      neck.
      He
      felt
      nausea
      rise
     
     
      in
      him
      and
      tried
      to
      shake
      it
      off.
      He
      felt
      a
      prick
      in
      his
      wrist
      and
      through
      the
     
     
      haze
      he
      saw
      a
      figure
      he
      thought
      at
      first
      was
      Moonglum.
      But
      it
      was
      another
     
     
      —
      perhaps
      a
      woman.
      She
      was
      tugging
      at
      his
      left
      hand.
      Where
      did
      she
      want
     
     
      him
      to
      go?
     
    


    
     
      His
      knees
      became
      weak,
      and
      he
      fell
      to
      the
      cobbles.
      He
      tried
      to
      call
      out,
     
     
      but
      failed.
      The
      woman
      was
      still
      tugging
      at
      his
      hand
      as
      if
      she
      sought
      to
      take
     
     
      him
      to
      safety.
      But
      he
      could
      not
      follow
      her.
      He
      fell
      on
      his
      shoulder,
      then
      on
     
     
      his
      back,
      glimpsed
      a
      swimming
      sky...
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ...
      and
      then
      the
      dawn
      was
      rising
      over
      the
      crazy
      spires
      of
      Old
      Hrolmar
      and
     
     
      he
      realised
      that
      several
      hours
      had
      passed
      since
      he
      had
      fought
      the
      assassins.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum’s
      face
      appeared.
      It
      was
      full
      of
      concern.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Moonglum?’
     
    


    
     
      “Thank
      Elwher’s
      gentle
      gods!
      I
      thought
      you
      slain
      by
      that
      poisoned
      blade.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric’s
      head
      was
      clearing
      rapidly
      now.
      He
      rose
      to
      a
      sitting
      position.
      “The
     
     
      attacker
      came
      from
      behind.
      How...?’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      looked
      embarrassed.
      ‘I
      fear
      those
      girls
      were
      not
      all
      they
     
     
      seemed.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      remembered
      the
      woman
      tugging
      at
      his
      left
      hand
      and
      he
      stretched
      out
     
     
      his
      fingers.
      ‘Moonglum!
      The
      Ring
      of
      Kings
      is
      gone
      from
      my
      hand!
      The
     
     
      Actorios
      has
      been
      stolen!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      Ring
      of
      Kings
      had
      been
      worn
      by
      Elric’s
      forefathers
      for
      centuries.
      It
     
     
      had
      been
      the
      symbol
      of
      their
      power,
      the
      source
      of
      much
      of
      their
     
     
      supernatural
      strength.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum’s
      face
      clouded.
      ‘I
      thought
      I
      stole
      the
      girls.
      But
      they
      were
     
     
      thieves.
      They
      planned
      to
      rob
      us.
      An
      old
      trick.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘There’s
      more
      to
      it,
      Moonglum.
      They
      stole
      nothing
      else.
      Just
      the
      Ring
      of
     
     
      Kings.
      There’s
      still
      a
      little
      gold
      left
      in
      my
      purse.’
      He
      jingled
      his
      belt
      pouch,
     
     
      climbing
      to
      his
      feet.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      jerked
      his
      thumb
      at
      the
      street’s
      far
      wall.
      There
      lay
      one
      of
      the
     
     
      girls,
      her
      finery
      all
      smeared
      with
      mud
      and
      blood.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘She
      got
      in
      the
      way
      of
      one
      of
      the
      assassins
      as
      we
      fought.
      She’s
      been
      dying
     
     
      all
      night
      —
      mumbling
      your
      name.
      I
      had
      not
      told
      it
      to
      her.
      Therefore
      I
      fear
     
     
      you’re
      right.
      They
      were
      sent
      to
      steal
      that
      ring
      from
      you.
      I
      was
      duped
      by
     
     
      them.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      walked
      rapidly
      to
      where
      the
      girl
      lay
      and
      he
      knelt
      down
      beside
      her.
     
     
      Gently
      he
      touched
      her
      cheek.
      She
      opened
      her
      lids
      and
      stared
      at
      him
      from
     
     
      glazed
      eyes.
      Her
      lips
      formed
      his
      name.
     
    


    
     
      “Why
      did
      you
      plan
      to
      rob
      me?’
      Elric
      asked.
      ‘Who
      is
      your
      master?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Urish...’
      she
      said
      in
      a
      voice
      that
      was
      a
      breeze
      passing
      through
      the
      grass.
     
     
      ‘Steal
      ring...
      take
      it
      to
      Nadsokor...’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      now
      stood
      on
      the
      other
      side
      of
      the
      dying
      girl.
      He
      had
      found
     
     
      one
      of
      the
      wine
      flasks
      and
      he
      bent
      to
      give
      her
      a
      drink.
      She
      tried
      to
      sip
      the
     
     
      wine
      but
      failed.
      It
      ran
      down
      her
      little
      chin,
      down
      her
      slim
      neck
      and
      onto
      her
     
     
      wounded
      breast.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      one
      of
      the
      beggars
      of
      Nadsokor?’
      Moonglum
      said.
     
    


    
     
      Faintly,
      she
      nodded.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Urish
      has
      always
      been
      my
      enemy,’
      Elric
      told
      him.
      ‘I
      once
      recovered
     
     
      some
      property
      from
      him
      and
      he
      has
      never
      forgiven
      me.
      Perhaps
      he
      sought
     
     
      the
      Actorios
      ring
      in
      payment.’
      He
      looked
      down
      at
      the
      girl.
      ‘Your
      companion
     
     
      —
      has
      she
      returned
      to
      Nadsokor?’
     
    


    
     
      Again
      the
      girl
      seemed
      to
      nod.
      Then
      all
      intelligence
      left
      the
      eyes,
      the
      lids
     
     
      closed
      and
      she
      ceased
      to
      breathe.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      got
      up.
      He
      was
      frowning,
      rubbing
      at
      the
      hand
      on
      which
      the
      Ring
      of
     
     
      Kings
      had
      been.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Let
      him
      keep
      the
      ring,
      then,’
      said
      Moonglum
      hopefully.
      ‘He
      will
      be
     
     
      satisfied.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      shook
      his
      head.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      cleared
      his
      throat.
      ‘A
      caravan
      is
      leaving
      Jadmar
      in
      a
      week.
      It
      is
     
     
      commanded
      by
      Rackhir
      of
      Tanelorn
      and
      has
      been
      purchasing
      provisions
      for
     
     
      the
      city.
      If
      we
      took
      a
      ship
      round
      the
      coast
      we
      could
      soon
      be
      in
      Jadmar,
      join
     
     
      Rackhir’s
      caravan
      and
      be
      on
      our
      way
      to
      Tanelorn
      in
      good
      company.
      As
      you
     
     
      know,
      it’s
      rare
      for
      anyone
      of
      Tanelorn
      to
      make
      such
      a
      journey.
      We
      are
      lucky,
     
     
      for...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No,’
      said
      Elric
      in
      a
      low
      voice.
      ‘We
      must
      forget
      Tanelorn
      for
      the
      moment,
     
     
      Moonglum.
      The
      Ring
      of
      Kings
      is
      my
      link
      with
      my
      fathers.
      More
      —
      it
      aids
     
     
      my
      conjurings
      and
      has
      saved
      our
      lives
      more
      than
      once.
      We
      ride
      for
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Nadsokor
      now.
      I
      must
      try
      to
      reach
      the
      girl
      before
      she
      gets
      to
      the
      City
      of
     
     
      Beggars.
      Failing
      that,
      I
      must
      enter
      the
      city
      and
      recover
      my
      ring.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      shuddered.
      ‘It
      would
      be
      more
      foolish
      than
      any
      plan
      of
      mine,
     
     
      Elric.
      Urish
      would
      destroy
      us.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Nonetheless,
      to
      Nadsokor
      I
      must
      go.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      bent
      and
      began
      systematically
      to
      strip
      the
      girl’s
      corpse
      of
      its
     
     
      jewellery.
      ‘We’ll
      need
      every
      penny
      we
      can
      raise
      if
      we’re
      to
      buy
      decent
     
     
      horses
      for
      our
      journey,’
      he
      explained.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Three
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      Cold
      Ghouls
     
    

   

   
    
     
      F
      RAMED
      AGAINST
      THE
      scarlet
      sunset,
      Nadsokor
      looked
      from
      this
      distance
     
    

   

   
    
     
      more
      like
      a
      badly
      kept
      graveyard
      than
      a
      city.
      Towers
      tottered,
      houses
      were
     
     
      half-collapsed,
      the
      walls
      were
      broken.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      came
      up
      the
      peak
      of
      the
      hill
      on
      their
      fast
      Shazaarian
     
     
      horses
      (which
      had
      cost
      them
      all
      they
      had)
      and
      saw
      it.
      Worse
      —
      they
      smelled
     
     
      it.
      A
      thousand
      stinks
      issued
      from
      the
      festering
      city
      and
      both
      men
      gagged,
     
     
      turning
      their
      horses
      back
      down
      the
      hill
      to
      the
      valley.
     
    


    
     
      ‘We’ll
      camp
      here
      for
      a
      short
      while
      —
      until
      nightfall,’
      Elric
      said.
      “Then
     
     
      we’
      ll
      enter
      Nadsokor.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Elric,
      I
      am
      not
      sure
      I
      could
      bear
      the
      stench.
      Whatever
      our
      disguise,
      our
     
     
      disgust
      would
      reveal
      us
      for
      strangers.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      smiled
      and
      reached
      into
      his
      pouch.
      He
      took
      out
      two
      small
      tablets
      and
     
     
      handed
      one
      to
      Moonglum.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Eastlander
      regarded
      the
      thing
      suspiciously.
      ‘What’s
      this?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      potion.
      I
      used
      it
      once
      before
      when
      I
      came
      to
      Nadsokor.
      It
      will
      kill
      your
     
     
      sense
      of
      smell
      completely
      —
      unfortunately
      your
      sense
      of
      taste
      as
      well...’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      laughed.
      ‘I
      did
      not
      plan
      to
      eat
      a
      gourmet
      meal
      while
      in
      the
     
     
      City
      of
      Beggars!’
      He
      swallowed
      the
      pill
      and
      Elric
      did
      likewise.
     
    


    
     
      Almost
      instantly
      Moonglum
      remarked
      that
      the
      stink
      of
      the
      city
      was
     
     
      subsiding.
      Later,
      as
      they
      chewed
      the
      stale
      bread
      which
      was
      all
      that
      was
      left
     
     
      of
      their
      provisions,
      he
      said:
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      can
      taste
      nothing.
      The
      potion
      works.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      nodded.
      He
      was
      frowning,
      looking
      up
      the
      hill
      in
      the
      direction
      of
      the
     
     
      city
      as
      the
      night
      fell.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      took
      out
      his
      swords
      and
      began
      to
      hone
      them
      with
      the
      small
     
     
      stone
      he
      carried
      for
      the
      purpose.
      As
      he
      honed,
      he
      watched
      Elric’s
      face,
     
     
      trying
      to
      see
      if
      he
      could
      guess
      Elric’s
      thoughts.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      At
      last
      the
      albino
      spoke.
      “We’ll
      need
      to
      leave
      the
      horses
      here,
      of
      course,
     
     
      for
      most
      beggars
      disdain
      their
      use.’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      are
      proud
      in
      their
      perversity,’
      Moonglum
      murmured.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.
      We’ll
      need
      those
      rags
      we
      brought.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Our
      swords
      will
      be
      noticed...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Not
      if
      we
      wear
      the
      loose
      robes
      over
      all.
      It
      will
      mean
      we’ll
      walk
      stiff-
     
     
      legged,
      but
      that’s
      not
      so
      strange
      in
      a
      beggar.’
     
    


    
     
      Reluctantly
      Moonglum
      got
      the
      bundles
      of
      rags
      from
      the
      saddle
      panniers.
     
    


    
     
      So
      it
      was
      that
      a
      filthy
      pair,
      one
      stooped
      and
      limping,
      one
      short
      but
      with
      a
     
     
      twisted
      arm,
      crept
      through
      the
      débris
      which
      was
      ankle-deep
      around
      the
     
     
      whole
      city
      of
      Nadsokor.
      They
      made
      for
      one
      of
      the
      many
      gaps
      in
      the
      wall.
     
    


    
     
      Nadsokor
      had
      been
      abandoned
      some
      centuries
      before
      by
      a
      people
      fleeing
     
     
      from
      the
      ravages
      of
      a
      particularly
      virulent
      pox
      which
      had
      struck
      down
      most
     
     
      of
      their
      number.
      Not
      long
      afterwards
      the
      first
      of
      the
      beggars
      had
      occupied
      it.
     
     
      Nothing
      had
      been
      done
      to
      preserve
      the
      city’s
      defences
      and
      now
      the
      muck
     
     
      around
      the
      perimeters
      was
      as
      effective
      a
      protection
      as
      any
      wall.
     
    


    
     
      No-one
      saw
      the
      two
      figures
      as
      they
      climbed
      over
      the
      messy
      rubble
      and
     
     
      entered
      the
      dark,
      festering
      streets
      of
      the
      City
      of
      Beggars.
      Huge
      rats
      raised
     
     
      themselves
      on
      their
      hind
      legs
      and
      watched
      them
      as
      they
      made
      their
      way
      to
     
     
      what
      had
      once
      been
      Nadsokor’s
      senate
      building
      and
      which
      was
      now
      Urish’s
     
     
      palace.
      Scrawny
      dogs
      with
      garbage
      dangling
      in
      their
      jaws
      warily
      slunk
      back
     
     
      into
      the
      shadows.
      Once
      a
      little
      column
      of
      blind
      men,
      each
      man
      with
      his
     
     
      right
      hand
      on
      the
      shoulder
      of
      the
      man
      in
      front,
      tapped
      their
      way
      through
      the
     
     
      night,
      passing
      directly
      across
      the
      street
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      were
      in.
      From
     
     
      some
      of
      the
      tumbledown
      buildings
      came
      cacklings
      and
      titterings
      as
      the
     
     
      maimed
      caroused
      with
      the
      crippled
      and
      the
      degenerate
      and
      corrupted
     
     
      coupled
      with
      their
      crones.
      As
      the
      disguised
      pair
      neared
      what
      had
      been
     
     
      Nadsokor’s
      forum
      there
      came
      a
      scream
      from
      one
      shattered
      doorway
      and
      a
     
     
      young
      girl,
      barely
      over
      puberty,
      dashed
      out
      pursued
      by
      a
      monstrously
      fat
     
     
      beggar
      who
      propelled
      himself
      with
      astounding
      speed
      on
      his
      crutches,
      the
     
     
      livid
      stumps
      of
      his
      legs,
      which
      terminated
      at
      the
      knee,
      making
      the
      motions
     
     
      of
      running.
      Moonglum
      tensed,
      but
      Elric
      held
      him
      back
      as
      the
      fat
      cripple
     
     
      bore
      down
      on
      his
      prey,
      abandoned
      his
      crutches
      which
      rattled
      on
      the
      broken
     
     
      pavement,
      and
      flung
      himself
      on
      the
      child.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      tried
      to
      free
      himself
      from
      Elric’s
      grasp
      but
      the
      albino
     
     
      whispered:
      ‘Let
      it
      happen.
      Those
      who
      are
      whole
      either
      in
      mind,
      body
      or
     
     
      spirit
      cannot
      be
      tolerated
      in
      Nadsokor.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      There
      were
      tears
      in
      Moonglum’s
      eyes
      as
      he
      looked
      at
      his
      friend.
     
    


    
     
      “Your
      cynicism
      is
      as
      disgusting
      as
      anything
      they
      do!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      do
      not
      doubt
      it.
      But
      we
      are
      here
      for
      one
      purpose
      —
      to
      recover
      the
      stolen
     
     
      Ring
      of
      Kings.
      That,
      and
      nought
      else,
      is
      what
      we
      shall
      do.’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      matters
      that
      when...?’
     
    


    
     
      But
      Elric
      was
      continuing
      on
      his
      way
      to
      the
      forum
      and
      after
      hesitating
      for
      a
     
     
      moment
      Moonglum
      followed
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      they
      stood
      on
      the
      far
      side
      of
      the
      square
      looking
      at
      Urish’s
      palace.
     
     
      Some
      of
      its
      columns
      had
      fallen,
      but
      on
      this
      building
      alone
      had
      there
      been
     
     
      some
      attempt
      at
      restoration
      and
      decoration.
      The
      archway
      of
      the
      main
     
     
      entrance
      was
      painted
      with
      crude
      representations
      of
      the
      Arts
      of
      Begging
      and
     
     
      Extortion.
      An
      example
      of
      the
      coinage
      of
      all
      the
      nations
      of
      the
      Young
     
     
      Kingdoms
      had
      been
      imbedded
      in
      the
      wooden
      door
      and
      above
      it
      had
      been
     
     
      nailed,
      perhaps
      ironically,
      a
      pair
      of
      wooden
      crutches,
      crossed
      as
      swords
     
     
      might
      be
      crossed,
      indicating
      that
      the
      weapons
      of
      the
      beggar
      were
      his
      power
     
     
      to
      horrify
      and
      disgust
      those
      luckier
      or
      better
      endowed
      than
      himself.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      stared
      through
      the
      murk
      at
      the
      building
      and
      he
      had
      a
      calculating
     
     
      frown
      on
      his
      face.
     
    


    
     
      “There
      are
      no
      guards,’
      he
      said
      to
      Moonglum.
     
    


    
     
      “Why
      should
      there
      be?
      What
      have
      they
      to
      guard?’
     
    


    
     
      “There
      were
      guards
      last
      time
      I
      came
      to
      Nadsokor.
      Urish
      protects
      his
      Hoard
     
     
      most
      assiduously.
      It
      is
      not
      outsiders
      he
      fears
      but
      his
      own
      despicable
      rabble.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Perhaps
      he
      no
      longer
      fears
      them.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      smiled.
      ‘A
      creature
      like
      King
      Urish
      fears
      everything.
      We
      had
      best
      be
     
     
      wary
      when
      we
      enter
      the
      hall.
      Have
      your
      swords
      ready
      to
      draw
      at
      any
      hint
     
     
      that
      we
      have
      been
      lured
      into
      a
      trap.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Surely
      Urish
      would
      not
      suspect
      we’d
      know
      where
      the
      girl
      came
      from?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye,
      it
      seemed
      good
      chance
      that
      one
      of
      them
      told
      us,
      but
      nonetheless
      we
     
     
      must
      make
      allowances
      for
      Urish’s
      cunning.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      would
      not
      willingly
      bring
      you
      here
      —
      not
      with
      the
      Black
      Sword
      at
     
     
      your
      side.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Perhaps...’
     
    


    
     
      They
      began
      to
      walk
      across
      the
      forum.
      It
      was
      very
      still,
      very
      dark.
      From
      far
     
     
      away
      came
      the
      occasional
      shout,
      a
      laugh
      or
      an
      obscene,
      indefinable
      sound.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      they
      were
      at
      the
      door,
      standing
      beneath
      the
      crossed
      crutches.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      felt
      beneath
      his
      ragged
      robes
      for
      the
      hilt
      of
      his
      sword
      and
      with
      his
     
     
      left
      hand
      pushed
      at
      the
      door.
      It
      squeaked
      open
      a
      fraction.
      They
      looked
      about
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      them
      to
      see
      if
      anyone
      had
      heard
      the
      sound,
      but
      the
      square
      was
      as
      still
      as
      it
     
     
      had
      been.
     
    


    
     
      More
      pressure.
      Another
      squeak.
      And
      now
      they
      could
      squeeze
      their
      bodies
     
     
      through
      the
      aperture.
     
    


    
     
      They
      stood
      in
      Urish’s
      hall.
      Braziers
      of
      garbage
      gave
      off
      faint
      light.
      Oily
     
     
      smoke
      curled
      towards
      the
      rafters.
      They
      saw
      the
      dim
      outlines
      of
      the
      dais
      at
     
     
      the
      far
      end
      and
      on
      the
      dais
      stood
      Urish’s
      huge,
      crude
      throne.
      The
      hall
     
     
      seemed
      deserted,
      but
      Elric’s
      hand
      did
      not
      leave
      the
      hilt
      of
      the
      Black
      Sword.
     
    


    
     
      He
      stopped
      as
      he
      heard
      a
      sound,
      but
      it
      was
      a
      great,
      black
      rat
      scuttling
     
     
      across
      the
      floor.
     
    


    
     
      Silence
      again.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      moved
      forward,
      step
      by
      cautious
      step,
      along
      the
      length
      of
      the
      slimy
     
     
      hall,
      Moonglum
      behind
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Elric’s
      spirits
      began
      to
      rise,
      as
      they
      neared
      the
      throne.
      Perhaps
      Urish
      had,
     
     
      after
      all,
      grown
      complacent
      of
      his
      strength.
      He
      would
      open
      the
      trunk
     
     
      beneath
      the
      throne,
      remove
      his
      ring
      and
      then
      they
      would
      leave
      the
      city
      and
     
     
      be
      away
      before
      dawn,
      riding
      across
      country
      to
      join
      the
      caravan
      of
      Rackhir
     
     
      the
      Red
      Archer
      on
      its
      way
      to
      Tanelorn.
     
    


    
     
      He
      began
      to
      relax
      but
      his
      step
      was
      just
      as
      cautious.
      Moonglum
      had
     
     
      paused,
      cocking
      his
      head
      to
      one
      side
      as
      if
      hearing
      something.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      turned.
      ‘What
      is
      it
      you
      hear?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Possibly
      nothing.
      Or
      maybe
      one
      of
      those
      great
      rats
      we
      saw
      earlier.
      It
      is
     
     
      just
      that—’
     
    


    
     
      A
      silver-blue
      radiance
      burst
      out
      from
      behind
      the
      grotesque
      throne
      and
     
     
      Elric
      flung
      up
      his
      left
      hand
      to
      protect
      his
      eyes,
      trying
      to
      disentangle
      his
     
     
      sword
      from
      his
      rags.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      yelled
      and
      began
      to
      run
      for
      the
      door,
      but
      even
      when
      Elric
      put
     
     
      his
      back
      to
      the
      light
      he
      could
      not
      see.
      Stormbringer
      moaned
      in
      its
      scabbard
     
     
      as
      if
      in
      rage.
      Elric
      tugged
      at
      it,
      but
      felt
      his
      limbs
      grow
      weaker
      and
      weaker.
     
     
      From
      behind
      him
      came
      a
      laugh
      which
      he
      recognised.
      A
      second
      laugh
      —
     
     
      almost
      a
      throaty
      cough
      —
      joined
      it.
     
    


    
     
      His
      sight
      came
      back
      but
      now
      he
      was
      held
      by
      clammy
      hands
      and
      when
      he
     
     
      saw
      his
      captors
      he
      shuddered.
      Shadowy
      creatures
      of
      limbo
      held
      him
      —
     
     
      ghouls
      summoned
      by
      sorcery.
      Their
      dead
      faces
      smiled
      but
      their
      dead
      eyes
     
     
      remained
      dead.
      Elric
      felt
      the
      heat
      and
      the
      strength
      leaving
      his
      body
      and
      it
     
     
      was
      as
      if
      the
      ghouls
      sucked
      it
      from
      him.
      He
      could
      almost
      feel
      his
      vitality
     
     
      travelling
      from
      his
      own
      body
      to
      theirs.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Again
      the
      laugh.
      He
      looked
      up
      at
      the
      throne
      and
      saw
      emerging
      from
     
     
      behind
      it
      the
      tall,
      saturnine
      figure
      of
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
      whom
      he
      had
      left
      for
     
     
      dead
      near
      the
      castle
      of
      Kaneloon
      a
      few
      months
      since.
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      smiled
      in
      his
      curling
      beard
      as
      Elric
      struggled
      in
      the
      grasp
     
     
      of
      the
      ghouls.
      Now
      from
      the
      other
      side
      of
      the
      throne
      came
      the
      filthy
      carcass
     
     
      of
      Urish
      the
      Seven-fingered,
      the
      cleaver
      Hackmeat
      cradled
      in
      his
      left
      arm.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      could
      barely
      hold
      his
      head
      up
      as
      the
      ghouls’
      cold
      flesh
      absorbed
      his
     
     
      strength,
      but
      he
      smiled
      at
      his
      own
      foolishness.
      He
      had
      been
      right
      in
     
     
      suspecting
      a
      trap,
      but
      wrong
      in
      entering
      it
      so
      poorly
      prepared.
     
    


    
     
      And
      where
      was
      Moonglum?
      Had
      he
      deserted
      him?
      The
      little
      Eastlander
     
     
      was
      nowhere
      to
      be
      seen.
     
    


    
     
      Urish
      swaggered
      round
      the
      throne
      and
      sprawled
      his
      begrimed
      person
      in
      it,
     
     
      placing
      Hackmeat
      so
      that
      it
      lay
      across
      the
      arms.
      His
      pale,
      beady
      eyes
      stared
     
     
      hard
      at
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      remained
      standing
      by
      the
      side
      of
      the
      throne,
      but
      triumph
     
     
      flamed
      in
      his
      eyes
      like
      Imrryr’s
      own
      funeral
      fires.
     
    


    
     
      “Welcome
      back
      to
      Nadsokor,’
      wheezed
      Urish,
      scratching
      himself
      between
     
     
      the
      legs.
      “You
      have
      returned
      to
      make
      amends,
      I
      take
      it.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      shivered
      as
      the
      cold
      in
      his
      bones
      increased.
      Stormbringer
      stirred
      at
     
     
      his
      side
      but
      it
      could
      only
      help
      him
      if
      he
      drew
      it
      with
      his
      own
      hands.
      He
     
     
      knew
      he
      was
      dying.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      come
      to
      regain
      my
      property,’
      he
      said
      through
      chattering
      teeth.
      ‘My
     
     
      ring.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ah!
      The
      Ring
      of
      Kings.
      It
      was
      yours,
      was
      it?
      My
      girl
      mentioned
     
     
      something
      of
      that.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      sent
      her
      to
      steal
      it!’
     
    


    
     
      Urish
      sniggered.
      ‘I’ll
      not
      deny
      it.
      But
      I
      did
      not
      expect
      the
      White
      Wolf
      of
     
     
      Imrryr
      to
      step
      so
      easily
      into
      my
      trap.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      would
      have
      stepped
      out
      again
      if
      you
      had
      not
      that
      amateur
      magic-
     
     
      maker’s
      spells
      to
      help
      you!’
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      glowered
      but
      then
      his
      face
      relaxed.
      ‘Are
      you
      not
     
     
      discomforted,
      then,
      by
      my
      ghouls?’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      was
      gasping
      as
      the
      last
      of
      the
      heat
      fled
      his
      bones.
      He
      now
      could
      not
     
     
      stand,
      but
      hung
      in
      the
      hands
      of
      the
      dead
      creatures.
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      must
     
     
      have
      planned
      this
      for
      weeks,
      for
      it
      took
      many
      spells
      and
      pacts
      with
      the
     
     
      guardians
      of
      limbo
      to
      bring
      such
      ghouls
      to
      Earth.
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      so
      I
      die,’
      Elric
      murmured.
      ‘Well,
      I
      suppose
      I
      do
      not
      care...’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Urish
      raised
      his
      ruined
      features
      in
      what
      was
      a
      parody
      of
      pride.
      ‘You
      do
      not
     
     
      die
      yet,
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné.
      The
      sentence
      has
      yet
      to
      be
      passed!
      The
     
     
      formalities
      must
      be
      suffered!
      By
      my
      cleaver
      Hackmeat
      I
      must
      sentence
      you
     
     
      for
      your
      crimes
      against
      Nadsokor
      and
      against
      the
      Sacred
      Hoard
      of
      King
     
     
      Urish!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      hardly
      heard
      him
      as
      his
      legs
      collapsed
      altogether
      and
      the
      ghouls
     
     
      tightened
      their
      grip
      on
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Dimly
      he
      was
      aware
      of
      the
      beggar
      rabble
      shuffling
      into
      the
      hall.
     
    


    
     
      Doubtless
      they
      had
      all
      been
      waiting
      for
      this.
      Had
      Moonglum
      died
      at
      their
     
     
      hands
      when
      he
      fled
      the
      hall?
     
    


    
     
      ‘Put
      his
      head
      up!’
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      instructed
      his
      dead
      servants.
      ‘Let
      him
     
     
      see
      Urish,
      King
      of
      All
      Beggars,
      make
      his
      just
      decree!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      felt
      a
      cold
      hand
      beneath
      his
      chin
      and
      his
      head
      was
      raised
      so
      he
      could
     
     
      watch,
      through
      misting
      eyes,
      as
      Urish
      stood
      up
      and
      grasped
      the
      cleaver
     
     
      Hackmeat
      in
      his
      four-fingered
      hand,
      stretching
      it
      towards
      the
      smoky
      ceiling.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Elric
      of
      Melniboné,
      thou
      art
      convicted
      of
      many
      crimes
      against
      the
     
     
      Ignoblest
      of
      the
      Ignoble
      —
      myself,
      King
      Urish
      of
      Nadsokor.
      Thou
      has
     
     
      offended
      King
      Urish’s
      friend,
      that
      most
      pleasingly
      degenerate
      villain
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna
      —’
     
    


    
     
      At
      this
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      pursed
      his
      lips,
      but
      did
      not
      interrupt.
     
    


    
     
      ‘—_
      and,
      moreover,
      did
      come
      a
      second
      time
      to
      the
      City
      of
      Beggars
      to
      repeat
     
     
      thy
      crimes.
      By
      my
      great
      cleaver
      Hackmeat,
      the
      symbol
      of
      my
      dignity
      and
     
     
      power,
      I
      condemnest
      thee
      to
      the
      Punishment
      of
      the
      Burning
      God!’
     
    


    
     
      From
      all
      sides
      of
      the
      hall
      came
      the
      foul
      applause
      of
      the
      Beggar
      Court.
     
     
      Elric
      remembered
      a
      legend
      of
      Nadsokor
      —
      that
      when
      the
      original
      population
     
     
      were
      first
      struck
      by
      the
      disease
      they
      summoned
      aid
      from
      Chaos
      —
      begging
     
     
      Chaos
      to
      cleanse
      the
      disease
      from
      the
      city
      —
      with
      fire
      if
      necessary.
      Chaos
     
     
      had
      played
      a
      joke
      upon
      these
      folk
      —
      sent
      their
      Burning
      God
      who
      had
      burned
     
     
      what
      was
      left
      of
      their
      possessions.
      A
      further
      summons
      to
      Law
      to
      help
      them
     
     
      had
      resulted
      in
      the
      Burning
      God’s
      being
      imprisoned
      by
      Lord
      Donblas
      in
      the
     
     
      city.
      Having
      had
      enough
      of
      the
      Lords
      of
      the
      Higher
      Worlds
      the
      remnants
      of
     
     
      the
      citizens
      had
      abandoned
      their
      city.
      But
      was
      the
      Burning
      God
      still
      here
      in
     
     
      Nadsokor?
     
    


    
     
      Faintly
      he
      still
      heard
      Urish’s
      voice.
      “Take
      him
      to
      the
      labyrinth
      and
      give
     
     
      him
      to
      the
      Burning
      God!’
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      spoke
      but
      Elric
      did
      not
      hear
      what
      he
      said,
      though
      he
      heard
     
     
      Urish’s
      reply.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘His
      sword?
      How
      will
      that
      avail
      him
      against
      a
      Lord
      of
      Chaos?
      Besides,
      if
     
     
      the
      sword
      is
      released
      from
      the
      scabbard,
      who
      knows
      what
      will
      happen?’
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      was
      evidently
      reluctant,
      by
      his
      tone,
      but
      at
      last
      agreed
     
     
      with
      Urish.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      voice
      boomed
      commandingly.
     
    


    
     
      “Things
      of
      limbo
      —
      release
      him!
      His
      vitality
      has
      been
      your
      reward!
      Now
      —
     
     
      begone!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      fell
      to
      the
      muck
      on
      the
      flagstones
      but
      was
      now
      too
      weak
      to
      move
      as
     
     
      beggars
      came
      forward
      and
      lifted
      him
      up.
     
    


    
     
      His
      eyes
      closed
      and
      his
      senses
      deserted
      him
      as
      he
      felt
      himself
      borne
      from
     
     
      the
      hall
      and
      heard
      the
      united
      voices
      of
      the
      wizard
      of
      Pan
      Tang
      and
      the
      King
     
     
      of
      the
      Beggars
      giving
      vent
      to
      their
      mocking
      triumph.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Four
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Punishment
      of
      the
      Burning
      God
     
    

   

   
    
     
      c
     
     
      B
      Y
      NARJHAN’S
      DROPPINGS
      he’s
      cold!’
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Elric
      heard
      the
      rasping
      voice
      of
      one
      of
      the
      beggars
      who
      carried
      him.
      He
     
     
      was
      still
      weak
      but
      some
      of
      the
      beggars’
      body-heat
      had
      transferred
      itself
      to
     
     
      him
      and
      the
      chill
      of
      his
      bones
      was
      now
      by
      no
      means
      as
      intense.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Here’s
      the
      portal.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      forced
      his
      eyes
      open.
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      upside
      down
      but
      could
      see
      ahead
      of
      him
      through
      the
      gloom.
     
    


    
     
      Something
      shimmered
      there.
     
    


    
     
      It
      looked
      like
      the
      iridescent
      skin
      of
      some
      unearthly
      animal
      stretched
     
     
      across
      the
      arch
      of
      the
      tunnel.
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      jerked
      backwards
      as
      the
      beggars
      swung
      his
      body
      and
      hurled
      it
     
     
      towards
      the
      shimmering
      skin.
     
    


    
     
      He
      struck
      it.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      viscous.
     
    


    
     
      It
      clung
      to
      him
      and
      he
      felt
      it
      was
      absorbing
      him.
      He
      tried
      to
      struggle
      but
     
     
      was
      still
      far
      too
      weak.
      He
      was
      sure
      that
      he
      was
      being
      killed.
     
    


    
     
      But
      after
      long
      minutes
      he
      was
      through
      it
      and
      had
      struck
      stone
      and
      lay
     
     
      gasping
      in
      the
      blackness
      of
      the
      tunnel.
     
    


    
     
      This
      must
      be
      the
      labyrinth
      of
      which
      Urish
      had
      spoken.
     
    


    
     
      Trembling,
      he
      tried
      to
      rise,
      using
      his
      scabbarded
      sword
      as
      a
      support.
      It
     
     
      took
      him
      some
      time
      to
      get
      up
      but
      at
      last
      he
      could
      lean
      against
      the
      curving
     
     
      wall.
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      surprised.
      The
      stones
      seemed
      to
      be
      hot.
      Perhaps
      it
      was
      because
      he
     
     
      was
      so
      cold
      and
      in
      reality
      the
      stones
      were
      of
      normal
      heat.
     
    


    
     
      Even
      this
      speculation
      seemed
      to
      weary
      him.
      Whatever
      the
      nature
      of
      the
     
     
      heat
      it
      was
      welcome.
      He
      pressed
      his
      back
      harder
      against
      the
      stones.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      As
      their
      heat
      passed
      into
      his
      body
      he
      felt
      a
      sensation
      almost
      of
      ecstasy
      and
     
     
      he
      drew
      a
      deep
      breath.
      Strength
      was
      returning
      slowly.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Gods,’
      he
      murmured,
      ‘even
      the
      snows
      of
      the
      Lormyrian
      steppe
      could
      not
     
     
      compare
      with
      such
      a
      great
      cold.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      drew
      another
      deep
      breath
      and
      coughed.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      he
      realised
      that
      the
      drug
      he
      had
      swallowed
      was
      beginning
      to
      wear
     
     
      off.
     
    


    
     
      He
      wiped
      his
      mouth
      with
      the
      back
      of
      his
      hand
      and
      spat
      out
      saliva.
     
     
      Something
      of
      the
      stink
      of
      Nadsokor
      had
      entered
      his
      nostrils.
     
    


    
     
      He
      stumbled
      back
      towards
      the
      portal.
      The
      peculiar
      stuff
      still
      shimmered
     
     
      there.
      He
      pressed
      his
      hand
      against
      it
      and
      it
      gave
      reluctantly
      but
      then
      held
     
     
      firm.
      He
      leaned
      his
      whole
      weight
      on
      it
      but
      it
      would
      still
      not
      give
      any
     
     
      further.
      It
      was
      like
      a
      particularly
      tough
      membrane
      but
      it
      was
      not
      flesh.
      Was
     
     
      this
      the
      stuff
      with
      which
      the
      Lords
      of
      Law
      had
      sealed
      off
      the
      tunnel,
     
     
      entrapping
      their
      enemy,
      the
      Lord
      of
      Chaos?
      The
      only
      light
      in
      the
      tunnel
     
     
      came
      from
      the
      membrane
      itself.
     
    


    
     
      ‘By
      Arioch,
      Pll
      turn
      the
      tables
      on
      the
      Beggar
      King,’
      Elric
      murmured.
      He
     
     
      threw
      back
      his
      rags
      and
      put
      his
      hand
      on
      Stormbringer’s
      pommel.
      The
      blade
     
     
      purred
      as
      a
      cat
      might
      purr.
      He
      drew
      the
      sword
      from
      its
      scabbard
      and
      it
     
     
      began
      to
      sing
      a
      low,
      satisfied
      song.
      Now
      Elric
      hissed
      as
      its
      power
      flowed
      up
     
     
      his
      arm
      and
      into
      his
      body.
      Stormbringer
      was
      giving
      him
      the
      strength
      he
     
     
      needed
      —
      but
      he
      knew
      that
      Stormbringer
      must
      be
      paid
      soon,
      must
      taste
     
     
      blood
      and
      souls
      and
      thus
      replenish
      its
      energy.
      He
      aimed
      a
      great
      blow
      at
      the
     
     
      shimmering
      wall.
      ‘Pl
      hack
      down
      this
      portal
      and
      release
      the
      Burning
      God
     
     
      upon
      Nadsokor!
      Strike
      true,
      Stormbringer!
      Let
      flame
      come
      to
      devour
      the
     
     
      filth
      that
      is
      this
      city!’
     
    


    
     
      But
      Stormbringer
      howled
      as
      it
      bit
      into
      the
      membrane
      and
      it
      was
      held
      fast.
     
     
      No
      rent
      appeared
      in
      the
      stuff.
      Instead
      Elric
      had
      to
      tug
      with
      all
      his
      might
      to
     
     
      get
      the
      sword
      free.
      He
      withdrew,
      panting.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      portal
      was
      made
      to
      withstand
      the
      efforts
      of
      Chaos,’
      Elric
      murmured.
     
     
      ‘My
      sword’s
      useless
      against
      it.
      And
      so,
      unable
      to
      go
      back
      I
      must,
      perforce,
     
     
      go
      forward.’
      Stormbringer
      in
      hand
      he
      turned
      and
      began
      to
      make
      his
      way
     
     
      along
      the
      passage.
      He
      took
      one
      turn
      and
      then
      another
      and
      then
      a
      third
      and
     
     
      the
      light
      had
      disappeared
      completely.
      He
      reached
      for
      his
      pouch
      where
      his
     
     
      flint
      and
      tinder
      were
      kept,
      but
      the
      beggars
      had
      cut
      that
      from
      his
      belt
      as
      they
     
     
      carried
      him.
      He
      decided
      to
      retrace
      his
      steps.
      But
      by
      now
      he
      was
      deeply
     
     
      within
      the
      labyrinth
      and
      he
      could
      not
      find
      the
      portal.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘No
      portal
      —
      but
      no
      god,
      it
      seems.
      Mayhap
      there’s
      another
      exit
      from
      this
     
     
      place.
      If
      it’s
      blocked
      by
      a
      door
      of
      wood,
      then
      Stormbringer
      will
      soon
      carve
     
     
      me
      a
      path
      to
      freedom.’
     
    


    
     
      And
      so
      he
      pressed
      further
      into
      the
      labyrinth,
      taking
      a
      hundred
      twists
      and
     
     
      turns
      in
      the
      darkness
      before
      he
      paused
      again.
     
    


    
     
      He
      had
      noticed
      that
      he
      was
      growing
      warmer.
      Now,
      instead
      of
      feeling
     
     
      horribly
      cold,
      he
      felt
      uncomfortably
      hot.
      He
      was
      sweating.
      He
      removed
     
     
      some
      of
      the
      upper
      layers
      of
      his
      rags
      and
      stood
      in
      his
      own
      shirt
      and
      breeks.
     
     
      He
      had
      begun
      to
      thirst.
     
    


    
     
      Another
      turning
      and
      he
      saw
      light
      ahead.
     
    


    
     
      “Well,
      Stormbringer,
      perhaps
      we
      are
      free
      after
      all!’
     
    


    
     
      He
      began
      to
      run
      towards
      the
      source
      of
      the
      light.
      But
      it
      was
      not
      daylight,
     
     
      neither
      was
      it
      the
      light
      from
      the
      portal.
      This
      was
      firelight
      —
      of
      brands,
     
     
      perhaps.
     
    


    
     
      He
      could
      see
      the
      sides
      of
      the
      tunnel
      quite
      clearly
      in
      the
      firelight.
      Unlike
     
     
      the
      masonry
      in
      the
      rest
      of
      Nadsokor,
      this
      was
      free
      of
      filth
      —
      a
      plain,
      grey
     
     
      stone
      stained
      by
      the
      red
      light.
     
    


    
     
      The
      source
      of
      the
      light
      was
      around
      the
      next
      bend.
      But
      the
      heat
      had
      grown
     
     
      greater
      and
      his
      flesh
      stung
      as
      the
      sweat
      sprang
      from
      his
      pores.
     
    


    
     
      ‘AAH!’
     
    


    
     
      A
      great
      voice
      suddenly
      filled
      the
      tunnel
      as
      Elric
      rounded
      the
      bend
      and
      saw
     
     
      the
      fire
      leaping
      not
      thirty
      yards
      distant.
     
    


    
     
      ‘AAH!
      AT
      LAST!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      voice
      came
      from
      the
      fire.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Elric
      knew
      he
      had
      found
      the
      Burning
      God.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      no
      quarrel
      with
      you,
      my
      Lord
      of
      Chaos!’
      he
      called.
      ‘I,
      too,
      serve
     
     
      Chaos!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      I
      must
      eat,’
      came
      the
      voice.
      ‘CHECKALAKH
      MUST
      EAT!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      poor
      food
      for
      one
      such
      as
      you,’
      Elric
      said
      reasonably,
      putting
      both
     
     
      his
      hands
      around
      Stormbringer’s
      hilt
      and
      taking
      a
      step
      backward.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye,
      beggar,
      that
      thou
      art
      —
      but
      thou
      art
      the
      only
      food
      they
      send!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I’m
      no
      beggar!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Beggar
      or
      not,
      Checkalakh
      will
      devour
      thee!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      flames
      shook
      and
      a
      shape
      began
      to
      be
      made
      of
      them.
      It
      was
      a
      human
     
     
      shape
      but
      composed
      entirely
      of
      flame.
      Flickering
      hands
      of
      fire
      stretched
      out
     
     
      towards
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Elric
      turned.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      And
      Elric
      ran.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Checkalakh,
      the
      Burning
      God,
      came
      fast
      as
      a
      flash
      fire
      behind
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      felt
      pain
      in
      his
      shoulder
      and
      he
      smelled
      burning
      cloth.
      He
      increased
     
     
      his
      speed,
      having
      no
      notion
      of
      where
      he
      ran.
     
    


    
     
      And
      still
      the
      Burning
      God
      pursued
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Stop,
      mortal!
      It
      is
      futile!
      Thou
      canst
      not
      escape
      Checkalakh
      of
      Chaos!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      shouted
      back
      in
      desperate
      humour.
      ‘P11
      be
      no-one’s
      roast
      pork!’
      His
     
     
      step
      began
      to
      falter.
      ‘Not
      —
      not
      even
      a
      god’s!’
     
    


    
     
      Like
      the
      roar
      of
      flames
      up
      a
      chimney,
      Checkalakh
      replied,
      ‘Do
      not
      defy
     
     
      me,
      mortal!
      It
      is
      an
      honour
      to
      feed
      a
      god!’
     
    


    
     
      Both
      the
      heat
      and
      the
      effort
      of
      running
      were
      exhausting
      Elric.
      A
      plan
      of
     
     
      sorts
      had
      formed
      in
      his
      brain
      when
      he
      had
      first
      encountered
      the
      Burning
     
     
      God.
      That
      was
      why
      he
      had
      started
      to
      run.
     
    


    
     
      But
      now,
      as
      Checkalakh
      came
      on,
      he
      was
      forced
      to
      turn.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Thou
      art
      somewhat
      feeble
      for
      so
      mighty
      a
      Lord
      of
      Chaos,’
      he
      panted,
     
     
      readying
      his
      sword.
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      long
      sojourn
      here
      has
      weakened
      me,’
      Checkalakh
      replied,
      ‘else
      I
     
     
      would
      have
      caught
      thee
      ere
      now!
      But
      catch
      thee
      I
      will!
      And
      devour
      thee
      I
     
     
      must!’
     
    


    
     
      Stormbringer
      whined
      its
      defiance
      at
      the
      enfeebled
      Chaos
      god
      and
      blade
     
     
      struck
      out
      at
      flaming
      head
      and
      gashed
      the
      god’s
      right
      cheek
      so
      that
      paler
     
     
      fire
      flickered
      there
      and
      something
      ran
      up
      the
      black
      blade
      and
      into
      Elric’s
     
     
      heart
      so
      that
      he
      trembled
      in
      a
      mixture
      of
      terror
      and
      joy
      as
      some
      of
      the
     
     
      Burning
      God’s
      life-force
      entered
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Eyes
      of
      flame
      stared
      at
      the
      Black
      Sword
      and
      then
      at
      Elric.
      Brows
      of
      flame
     
     
      furrowed
      and
      Checkalakh
      halted.
     
    


    
     
      “Thou
      art
      no
      ordinary
      beggar,
      ’tis
      true!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné
      and
      I
      bear
      the
      Black
      Sword.
      Lord
      Arioch
      is
      my
     
     
      master
      —
      a
      more
      powerful
      entity
      than
      you,
      Lord
      Checkalakh.’
     
    


    
     
      Something
      akin
      to
      misery
      passed
      across
      the
      god’s
      fiery
      countenance.
      ‘Aye
     
     
      —
      there
      are
      many
      more
      powerful
      than
      me,
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      wiped
      sweat
      from
      his
      face.
      He
      drew
      in
      great
      gulps
      of
      burning
      air.
     
     
      “Then
      why
      —
      why
      not
      combine
      your
      strength
      with
      mine?
      Together
      we
      can
     
     
      tear
      down
      the
      portal
      and
      take
      vengeance
      on
      those
      who
      have
      conspired
      to
     
     
      bring
      us
      together.’
     
    


    
     
      Checkalakh
      shook
      his
      head
      and
      little
      tongues
      of
      fire
      fell
      from
      it.
      “The
     
     
      portal
      will
      only
      open
      when
      I
      am
      dead.
      So
      it
      was
      decreed
      when
      Lord
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Donblas
      of
      Law
      imprisoned
      me
      here.
      Even
      if
      we
      were
      successful
      in
     
     
      destroying
      the
      portal
      —
      it
      would
      result
      in
      my
      death.
      Therefore,
      most
     
     
      powerful
      of
      mortals,
      I
      must
      fight
      thee
      and
      eat
      thee.’
     
    


    
     
      And
      again
      Elric
      began
      to
      run,
      desperately
      seeking
      the
      portal,
      knowing
      that
     
     
      the
      only
      light
      he
      could
      hope
      to
      find
      in
      the
      labyrinth
      came
      from
      the
      Burning
     
     
      God
      himself.
      Even
      if
      he
      were
      to
      defeat
      the
      god,
      he
      would
      still
      be
      trapped
      in
     
     
      the
      complex
      maze.
     
    


    
     
      And
      then
      he
      saw
      it.
      He
      was
      back
      at
      the
      place
      where
      he
      had
      been
      thrown
     
     
      through
      the
      membrane.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      only
      possible
      to
      enter
      my
      prison
      through
      the
      portal,
      not
      leave
      it!’
     
     
      called
      Checkalakh.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I’m
      aware
      of
      that!’
      Elric
      took
      a
      firmer
      grip
      on
      Stormbringer
      and
      turned
      to
     
     
      face
      the
      thing
      of
      flame.
     
    


    
     
      Even
      as
      his
      sword
      swung
      back
      and
      forth,
      parrying
      every
      attempt
      of
      the
     
     
      Burning
      God’s
      to
      seize
      him,
      Elric
      felt
      sympathy
      for
      the
      creature.
      He
      had
     
     
      come
      in
      answer
      to
      the
      summonings
      of
      mortals
      and
      he
      had
      been
      imprisoned
     
     
      for
      his
      pains.
     
    


    
     
      But
      Elric’s
      clothes
      had
      begun
      to
      smoulder
      now
      and
      even
      though
     
     
      Stormbringer
      supplied
      him
      with
      energy
      every
      time
      it
      struck
      Checkalakh
      the
     
     
      heat
      itself
      was
      beginning
      to
      overwhelm
      him.
      He
      sweated
      no
      more.
      Instead
     
     
      his
      skin
      felt
      dry
      and
      about
      to
      split.
      Blisters
      were
      forming
      on
      his
      white
     
     
      hands.
      Soon
      he
      would
      be
      able
      to
      hold
      the
      blade
      no
      longer.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arioch!’
      he
      breathed.
      ‘Though
      this
      creature
      be
      a
      fellow
      Lord
      of
      Chaos,
     
     
      aid
      me
      to
      defeat
      him!’
     
    


    
     
      But
      Arioch
      lent
      him
      no
      extra
      strength.
      He
      had
      already
      learned
      from
      his
     
     
      patron
      demon
      that
      greater
      things
      were
      being
      planned
      on
      and
      above
      the
     
     
      Earth
      and
      that
      Arioch
      had
      little
      time
      for
      even
      the
      most
      favourite
      of
      his
     
     
      mortal
      charges.
     
    


    
     
      Yet,
      from
      habit,
      still
      Elric
      murmured
      Arioch’s
      name
      as
      he
      swept
      the
      sword
     
     
      so
      that
      it
      struck
      first
      Checkalakh’s
      burning
      hands
      and
      then
      his
      burning
     
     
      shoulder
      and
      more
      of
      the
      god’s
      energy
      entered
      him.
     
    


    
     
      It
      seemed
      to
      Elric
      that
      even
      Stormbringer
      was
      beginning
      to
      burn
      and
      the
     
     
      pain
      in
      his
      blistered
      hands
      grew
      so
      great
      that
      it
      was
      at
      last
      the
      only
      sensation
     
     
      of
      which
      he
      was
      aware.
      He
      staggered
      back
      against
      the
      iridescent
      membrane
     
     
      and
      felt
      its
      fleshlike
      texture
      on
      his
      back.
      The
      ends
      of
      his
      long
      hair
      were
     
     
      beginning
      to
      smoke
      and
      large
      areas
      of
      his
      clothes
      had
      completely
      charred.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      Was
      Checkalakh
      failing,
      though?
      The
      flames
      burned
      less
      brightly
      and
     
     
      there
      was
      an
      expression
      of
      resignation
      beginning
      to
      form
      on
      the
      face
      of
      fire.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      drew
      on
      his
      pain
      as
      his
      only
      source
      of
      strength
      and
      he
      made
      the
      pain
     
     
      take
      the
      sword
      and
      bring
      it
      back
      over
      his
      head
      and
      he
      made
      the
      pain
      bring
     
     
      Stormbringer
      down
      in
      a
      massive
      blow
      aimed
      at
      the
      god’s
      head.
     
    


    
     
      And
      even
      as
      the
      blow
      descended
      the
      fire
      began
      to
      die.
      Then
      Stormbringer
     
     
      had
      struck
      and
      Elric
      yelled
      as
      an
      enormous
      wave
      of
      energy
      poured
      into
      his
     
     
      body
      and
      knocked
      him
      backwards
      so
      that
      the
      sword
      fell
      from
      his
      hand
      and
     
     
      he
      felt
      that
      his
      flesh
      could
      not
      contain
      what
      it
      now
      held.
      He
      rolled,
      moaning,
     
     
      on
      the
      floor
      and
      he
      kicked
      at
      the
      air,
      raising
      his
      twisted,
      blistered
      hands
      to
     
     
      the
      roof
      as
      if
      in
      supplication
      to
      some
      being
      who
      had
      the
      power
      to
      stop
      what
     
     
      was
      happening
      to
      him.
      There
      were
      no
      tears
      in
      his
      eyes,
      for
      it
      seemed
      that
     
     
      even
      his
      blood
      had
      begun
      to
      boil
      out
      of
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arioch!
      Save
      me!’
      He
      was
      shuddering,
      screaming.
      ‘Arioch!
      Stop
      this
     
     
      thing
      happening
      to
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      full
      of
      the
      energy
      of
      a
      god
      and
      the
      mortal
      frame
      was
      not
      meant
      to
     
     
      contain
      so
      much
      force.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aaaah!
      Take
      it
      from
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      He
      became
      aware
      of
      a
      calm,
      beautiful
      face
      looking
      down
      upon
      him
      as
      he
     
     
      writhed.
      He
      saw
      a
      tall
      man
      —
      much
      taller
      than
      himself
      —
      and
      he
      knew
      that
     
     
      this
      was
      no
      mortal
      at
      all,
      but
      a
      god.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      over!’
      said
      a
      pure,
      sweet
      voice.
     
    


    
     
      And,
      though
      the
      creature
      did
      not
      move,
      soft
      hands
      seemed
      to
      caress
      him
     
     
      and
      the
      pain
      began
      to
      diminish
      and
      the
      voice
      continued
      to
      speak.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Long
      centuries
      ago,
      I,
      Lord
      Donblas
      the
      Justice
      Maker,
      came
      to
     
     
      Nadsokor
      to
      free
      it
      from
      the
      grip
      of
      Chaos.
      But
      I
      came
      too
      late.
      Evil
      brought
     
     
      more
      evil,
      as
      evil
      will,
      and
      I
      could
      not
      interfere
      too
      much
      with
      the
      affairs
      of
     
     
      mortals,
      for
      we
      of
      Law
      have
      sworn
      to
      let
      mankind
      make
      its
      own
      destiny
      if
     
     
      that
      is
      possible.
      Yet
      the
      Cosmic
      Balance
      swings
      now
      like
      the
      pendulum
      of
      a
     
     
      clock
      with
      a
      broken
      spring
      and
      terrible
      forces
      are
      at
      work
      on
      the
      Earth.
     
     
      Thou,
      Elric,
      art
      a
      servant
      of
      Chaos
      —
      yet
      thou
      hast
      served
      Law
      more
      than
     
     
      once.
      It
      has
      been
      said
      that
      the
      destiny
      of
      mankind
      rests
      within
      thee
      and
      that
     
     
      may
      be
      true.
      Thus,
      I
      aid
      thee
      —
      though
      I
      do
      so
      against
      mine
      own
      oath...’
     
    


    
     
      And
      Elric
      closed
      his
      eyes
      and
      felt
      at
      peace
      for
      the
      first
      time
      that
      he
     
     
      remembered.
     
    


    
     
      The
      pain
      had
      gone,
      but
      great
      energy
      still
      filled
      him.
      When
      he
      opened
      his
     
     
      eyes
      again
      there
      was
      no
      beautiful
      face
      looking
      down
      on
      him
      and
      the
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      scintillating
      membrane
      which
      had
      covered
      the
      archway
      had
      disappeared.
     
     
      Nearby
      Stormbringer
      lay
      and
      he
      sprang
      up
      and
      seized
      the
      sword,
      returning
     
     
      it
      to
      his
      scabbard.
      He
      noticed
      that
      the
      blisters
      had
      left
      his
      hands
      and
      that
     
     
      even
      his
      clothes
      were
      no
      longer
      charred.
     
    


    
     
      Had
      he
      dreamed
      it
      all
      —
      or
      most
      of
      it?
     
    


    
     
      He
      shook
      his
      head.
      He
      was
      free.
      He
      was
      strong.
      He
      had
      his
      sword
      with
     
     
      him.
      Now
      he
      would
      return
      to
      the
      hall
      of
      King
      Urish
      and
      take
      his
      vengeance
     
     
      both
      on
      Nadsokor’s
      ruler
      and
      Theleb
      K’aarna.
     
    


    
     
      He
      heard
      a
      footfall
      and
      withdrew
      into
      the
      shadows.
      Light
      filtered
      into
      the
     
     
      tunnel
      from
      gaps
      in
      the
      roof
      and
      it
      was
      plain
      that
      at
      this
      point
      it
      was
      close
      to
     
     
      the
      surface.
      A
      figure
      appeared
      and
      he
      recognised
      it
      at
      once.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Moonglum!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      little
      Eastlander
      grinned
      in
      relief
      and
      sheathed
      his
      swords.
      ‘I
      came
     
     
      here
      to
      aid
      you
      if
      I
      could,
      but
      I
      see
      you
      need
      no
      aid
      from
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Not
      here.
      The
      Burning
      God
      is
      no
      more.
      Pl
      tell
      you
      of
      that
      later.
      What
     
     
      became
      of
      you?’
     
    


    
     
      “When
      I
      realised
      we
      were
      in
      a
      trap
      I
      ran
      for
      the
      door,
      deciding
      it
      would
      be
     
     
      best
      if
      one
      of
      us
      were
      free
      and
      I
      knew
      it
      was
      you
      they
      wanted.
      But
      then
      I
     
     
      saw
      the
      door
      opening
      and
      realised
      they
      had
      been
      waiting
      there
      all
      along.’
     
     
      Moonglum
      wrinkled
      his
      nose
      and
      dusted
      at
      the
      rags
      he
      still
      wore.
      ‘Thus
      I
     
     
      came
      to
      find
      myself
      lying
      at
      the
      bottom
      of
      one
      of
      those
      heaps
      of
      garbage
     
     
      littered
      about
      Urish’s
      hall.
      I
      dived
      into
      it
      and
      stayed
      there,
      listening
      to
      what
     
     
      passed.
      As
      soon
      as
      I
      could,
      I
      found
      this
      tunnel,
      planning
      to
      help
      you
     
     
      however
      I
      could.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      where
      are
      Urish
      and
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      now?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      appears
      that
      they
      go
      to
      make
      good
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      bargain
      with
     
     
      Urish.
      Urish
      was
      not
      altogether
      happy
      with
      the
      plan
      to
      lure
      you
      here
      for
      he
     
     
      fears
      your
      power
      —’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      has
      reason
      to!
      Now!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.
      Well,
      it
      seems
      that
      Urish
      had
      heard
      what
      we
      had
      heard,
      that
      the
     
     
      caravan
      for
      Tanelorn
      was
      on
      its
      way
      back
      to
      that
      city.
      Urish
      has
      knowledge
     
     
      of
      Tanelorn
      —
      though
      not
      much,
      I
      gather
      —
      and
      fosters
      an
      unreasoning
      hatred
     
     
      for
      the
      place,
      perhaps
      because
      it
      is
      the
      opposite
      of
      what
      Nadsokor
      is.’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      plan
      to
      attack
      Rackhir’s
      caravan?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye
      —
      and
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      is
      to
      summon
      creatures
      from
      hell
      to
      ensure
     
     
      that
      their
      attack
      is
      successful.
      Rackhir
      has
      no
      sorcery
      to
      speak
      of,
      I
      believe.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘He
      served
      Chaos
      once,
      but
      no
      more
      —
      those
      who
      dwell
      in
      Tanelorn
      can
     
     
      have
      no
      supernatural
      masters.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      gathered
      as
      much
      from
      the
      conversation.’
     
    


    
     
      “When
      do
      they
      make
      this
      attack?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      have
      gone
      already
      —
      almost
      as
      soon
      as
      they
      had
      dealt
      with
      you.
     
     
      Urish
      is
      impatient.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      unlike
      the
      beggars
      to
      make
      a
      direct
      attack
      on
      a
      caravan.’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      do
      not
      always
      have
      a
      powerful
      wizard
      for
      an
      ally.’
     
    


    
     
      “True.”
      Elric
      frowned.
      ‘My
      own
      powers
      of
      sorcery
      are
      limited
      without
      the
     
     
      Ring
      of
      Kings
      upon
      my
      hand.
      Its
      supernatural
      qualities
      identify
      me
      as
      a
      true
     
     
      member
      of
      the
      royal
      line
      of
      Melniboné
      —
      the
      line
      which
      made
      so
      many
     
     
      bargains
      with
      the
      elementals.
      First
      I
      must
      recover
      my
      ring
      and
      then
      we
      go
      at
     
     
      once
      to
      aid
      Rackhir.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      glanced
      at
      the
      floor.
      ‘They
      said
      something
      of
      protecting
     
     
      Urish’s
      Hoard
      in
      his
      absence.
      There
      may
      be
      a
      few
      armed
      men
      in
      the
      hall.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      smiled.
      ‘Now
      that
      we
      are
      prepared
      and
      now
      I
      have
      the
      strength
      of
     
     
      the
      Burning
      God
      in
      me,
      I
      think
      we
      shall
      be
      able
      to
      deal
      with
      a
      whole
      army,
     
     
      Moonglum.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      brightened.
      ‘Then
      I’ll
      lead
      the
      way
      back
      to
      the
      hall.
      Come.
     
     
      This
      passage
      will
      take
      us
      to
      a
      door
      which
      is
      let
      into
      the
      side
      of
      the
      hall,
      near
     
     
      the
      throne.’
     
    


    
     
      They
      began
      to
      run
      along
      the
      passage
      until
      they
      came
      at
      length
      to
      the
      door
     
     
      Moonglum
      had
      mentioned.
      Elric
      did
      not
      pause
      but
      drew
      his
      sword
      and
     
     
      flung
      the
      door
      open.
      It
      was
      only
      when
      he
      was
      in
      the
      hall
      that
      he
      stopped.
     
     
      Daylight
      now
      lit
      the
      gloomy
      place,
      but
      it
      was
      again
      deserted.
      No
      sword-
     
     
      bearing
      beggars
      awaited
      them.
     
    


    
     
      Instead,
      there
      sat
      in
      Urish’s
      throne
      a
      fat,
      scaly
      thing
      of
      yellow
      and
      green
     
     
      and
      black.
      Brown
      bile
      dripped
      from
      its
      grinning
      snout
      and
      it
      raised
      one
      of
     
     
      its
      many
      paws
      in
      a
      mockery
      of
      a
      salute.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Greetings,’
      it
      hissed,
      ‘and
      beware
      —
      for
      I
      am
      the
      guardian
      of
      Urish’s
     
     
      treasure.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      thing
      of
      hell,’
      Elric
      said.
      ‘A
      demon
      raised
      by
      Theleb
      K’aarna.
      He
      has
     
     
      been
      brewing
      his
      spells
      for
      a
      long
      time,
      methinks,
      if
      he
      can
      command
      so
     
     
      many
      foul
      servants.’
      He
      frowned
      and
      weighed
      Stormbringer
      in
      his
      hand
      but,
     
     
      oddly,
      the
      blade
      did
      not
      seem
      to
      hunger
      for
      battle.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      warn
      thee,’
      hissed
      the
      demon,
      ‘I
      cannot
      be
      slain
      by
      a
      sword
      —
      not
      even
     
     
      that
      sword.
      It
      is
      my
      wardpact...’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      “What
      is
      that?’
      whispered
      Moonglum,
      eyeing
      the
      demon
      warily.
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      is
      of
      a
      race
      of
      demons
      used
      by
      all
      with
      sorcerous
      power.
      He
      is
      a
     
     
      guardian.
      He
      will
      not
      attack
      unless
      himself
      attacked.
      He
      is
      virtually
     
     
      invulnerable
      to
      mortal
      weapons
      and,
      in
      his
      case,
      he
      has
      a
      ward
      against
     
     
      swords
      —
      be
      they
      supernatural
      or
      no.
      If
      we
      attempted
      to
      slay
      him
      with
      our
     
     
      swords,
      we
      should
      be
      struck
      down
      by
      all
      the
      powers
      of
      hell.
      We
      could
      not
     
     
      possibly
      survive.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      you
      have
      just
      destroyed
      a
      god!
      A
      demon
      is
      nothing
      compared
      with
     
     
      that!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      weak
      god,’
      Elric
      reminded
      him.
      ‘And
      this
      is
      a
      strong
      demon
      —
      for
      he
      is
     
     
      a
      representative
      of
      all
      demons
      who
      would
      mass
      with
      him
      to
      preserve
      his
     
     
      wardpact.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Is
      there
      no
      chance
      of
      defeating
      him?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      we
      are
      to
      help
      Rackhir,
      there
      is
      no
      reason
      for
      trying.
      We
      must
      get
      to
     
     
      our
      horses
      and
      try
      to
      warn
      the
      caravan.
      Later,
      perhaps,
      we
      can
      return
      and
     
     
      think
      of
      some
      sorcery
      which
      will
      aid
      us
      against
      the
      demon.’
      Elric
      bowed
     
     
      sardonically
      to
      the
      demon
      and
      returned
      his
      salute.
      ‘Farewell
      unlovely
      one.
     
     
      May
      your
      master
      not
      return
      to
      release
      you
      and
      thus
      ensure
      you
      squat
      in
      this
     
     
      filth
      for
      ever!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      demon
      slobbered
      in
      rage.
      ‘My
      master
      is
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      —
      one
      of
      the
     
     
      most
      powerful
      sorcerers
      amongst
      your
      kind.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      shook
      his
      head.
      ‘Not
      my
      kind.
      I
      shall
      be
      slaying
      him
      soon
      and
      you
     
     
      will
      be
      left
      there
      until
      I
      discover
      the
      means
      of
      destroying
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      Somewhat
      pettishly,
      the
      demon
      folded
      its
      multitude
      of
      arms
      and
      closed
      its
     
     
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      strode
      through
      the
      muck-strewn
      hall
      towards
      the
     
     
      door.
     
    


    
     
      They
      were
      close
      to
      vomiting
      by
      the
      time
      they
      reached
      the
      steps
      leading
     
     
      into
      the
      forum.
      The
      rest
      of
      Elric’s
      potions
      had
      been
      taken
      when
      his
      purse
     
     
      was
      taken
      and
      they
      had
      no
      protection
      now
      against
      the
      stink.
      Moonglum
      spat
     
     
      on
      the
      steps
      as
      they
      descended
      into
      the
      square
      and
      then
      he
      looked
      up
      and
     
     
      drew
      his
      two
      swords
      in
      a
      cross-arm
      motion.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Elric!’
     
    


    
     
      Some
      dozen
      beggars
      were
      rushing
      at
      them,
      bearing
      an
      array
      of
      clubs,
      axes
     
     
      and
      knives.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      laughed.
      ‘Here’s
      a
      titbit
      for
      you,
      Stormbringer!’
      He
      drew
      his
      sword
     
     
      and
      began
      to
      swing
      the
      howling
      blade
      around
      his
      head,
      moving
      implacably
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      towards
      the
      beggars.
      Almost
      immediately
      two
      of
      their
      number
      broke
      and
     
     
      ran,
      but
      the
      rest
      came
      in
      a
      rush
      at
      the
      pair.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      brought
      the
      sword
      lower
      and
      took
      a
      head
      from
      its
      shoulders
      and
      had
     
     
      bitten
      deep
      into
      the
      next
      man’s
      shoulder
      before
      the
      first’s
      blood
      had
      begun
     
     
      to
      spout.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      darted
      in
      with
      his
      two
      slim
      swords
      and
      engaged
      two
      of
      the
     
     
      beggars
      at
      the
      same
      time.
      Elric
      stabbed
      at
      another
      and
      the
      man
      screamed
     
     
      and
      danced,
      clutching
      at
      the
      blade
      which
      remorselessly
      drew
      out
      his
      soul
     
     
      and
      his
      life.
     
    


    
     
      Stormbringer
      was
      singing
      a
      sardonic
      song
      now
      and
      three
      of
      the
      surviving
     
     
      beggars
      dropped
      their
      weapons
      and
      were
      off
      across
      the
      square
      as
     
     
      Moonglum
      neatly
      took
      both
      his
      opponents
      simultaneously
      in
      their
      hearts
     
     
      and
      Elric
      hacked
      down
      the
      rest
      of
      the
      rabble
      as
      they
      shouted
      and
      groaned
     
     
      for
      mercy.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      sheathed
      Stormbringer,
      looked
      down
      at
      the
      crimson
      ruin
      he
      had
     
     
      caused,
      wiped
      his
      lips
      as
      a
      man
      might
      who
      had
      just
      enjoyed
      a
      fine
      meal,
     
     
      caused
      Moonglum
      to
      shudder,
      and
      clapped
      his
      friend
      on
      the
      shoulder.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Come
      —
      let’s
      to
      Rackhir’s
      aid!’
     
    


    
     
      As
      Moonglum
      followed
      the
      albino,
      he
      reflected
      that
      Elric
      had
      absorbed
     
     
      more
      than
      just
      the
      Burning
      God’s
      life-force
      in
      the
      encounter
      in
      the
     
     
      labyrinth.
      Much
      of
      the
      callousness
      of
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos
      was
      in
      him
      today.
     
    


    
     
      Today
      Elric
      seemed
      a
      true
      warrior
      of
      ancient
      Melniboné.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Five
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Things
      Which
      are
      Not
      Women
     
    

   

   
    
     
      T
      HE
      BEGGARS
      HAD
      been
      too
      absorbed
      in
      their
      triumph
      over
      the
      albino
      and
     
    

   

   
    
     
      their
      plans
      for
      their
      attack
      on
      the
      caravan
      of
      Tanelorn
      to
      think
      to
      seek
      the
     
     
      mounts
      on
      which
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      had
      come
      to
      Nadsokor.
     
    


    
     
      They
      found
      the
      horses
      where
      they
      had
      left
      them
      the
      previous
      night.
      The
     
     
      superb
      Shazaarian
      steeds
      were
      cropping
      the
      grass
      as
      if
      they
      had
      been
     
     
      waiting
      only
      a
      few
      minutes.
     
    


    
     
      They
      climbed
      into
      their
      saddles
      and
      soon
      were
      riding
      as
      fast
      as
      the
      fleet
     
     
      horses
      could
      carry
      them
      —
      north-north-east
      to
      the
      point
      the
      caravan
      was
     
     
      logically
      due
      to
      reach.
     
    


    
     
      Shortly
      after
      noon
      they
      had
      found
      it
      —
      a
      long
      sprawl
      of
      wagons
      and
      horses,
     
     
      awnings
      of
      gay,
      rich
      silks,
      brightly
      decorated
      harness,
      it
      stretched
      across
      the
     
     
      floor
      of
      a
      shallow
      valley.
      And
      surrounding
      it
      on
      all
      sides
      was
      the
      squalid
     
     
      and
      motley
      beggar
      army
      of
      King
      Urish
      of
      Nadsokor.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      reined
      in
      their
      horses
      when
      they
      reached
      the
      brow
      of
     
     
      the
      hill
      and
      they
      watched.
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      and
      King
      Urish
      were
      not
      immediately
      visible
      and
      at
      last
     
     
      Elric
      saw
      them
      on
      the
      opposite
      hill.
      By
      the
      way
      in
      which
      the
      sorcerer
      was
     
     
      stretching
      out
      his
      arms
      to
      the
      deep
      blue
      sky
      Elric
      guessed
      he
      was
      already
     
     
      summoning
      the
      aid
      he
      had
      promised
      Urish.
     
    


    
     
      Below
      Elric
      saw
      a
      flash
      of
      red
      and
      knew
      that
      it
      must
      be
      the
      scarlet
      garb
      of
     
     
      the
      Red
      Archer.
      Peering
      closer
      he
      saw
      one
      or
      two
      other
      shapes
      he
     
     
      recognised
      —
      Brut
      of
      Lashmar
      with
      his
      blond
      hair
      and
      his
      huge,
      burly
      body
     
     
      almost
      dwarfing
      his
      warhorse;
      Carkan,
      once
      of
      Pan
      Tang
      himself,
      but
      now
     
     
      dressed
      in
      the
      chequered
      cloak
      and
      fur
      cap
      of
      the
      barbarians
      of
      Southern
     
     
      Ilmiora.
      All
      these
      men
      had
      forsworn
      their
      gods
      to
      go
      to
      live
      in
      peaceful
     
     
      Tanelorn
      where,
      it
      was
      said,
      even
      the
      greatest
      Lords
      of
      the
      Higher
      Worlds
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      could
      not
      enter
      —
      Eternal
      Tanelorn,
      which
      had
      stood
      for
      uncountable
      cycles
     
     
      and
      would
      outlive
      the
      Earth
      herself.
     
    


    
     
      Knowing
      nothing
      of
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      plan
      Rackhir
      was
      plainly
      not
      too
     
     
      worried
      by
      the
      appearance
      of
      the
      beggar
      rabble
      which
      was
      as
      poorly
      armed
     
     
      as
      those
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
      had
      fought
      in
      Nadsokor.
     
    


    
     
      “We
      must
      ride
      through
      their
      army
      to
      reach
      Rackhir
      now,’
      Moonglum
      said.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      nodded
      but
      he
      made
      no
      move.
      He
      was
      watching
      the
      distant
      hill
     
     
      where
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      continued
      his
      incantation,
      hoping
      that
      he
      might
      guess
     
     
      what
      kind
      of
      aid
      the
      sorcerer
      was
      summoning.
     
    


    
     
      A
      moment
      later
      Elric
      yelled
      and
      spurred
      his
      horse
      down
      the
      hill
      at
      a
     
     
      gallop.
      Moonglum
      was
      almost
      as
      startled
      as
      the
      beggars
      as
      he
      followed
      his
     
     
      friend
      into
      the
      thick
      of
      the
      ragged
      horde,
      slashing
      this
      way
      and
      that
      with
      the
     
     
      longest
      of
      his
      swords.
     
    


    
     
      Elric’s
      Stormbringer
      emitted
      black
      radiance
      as
      it
      carved
      a
      bloody
      path
     
     
      through
      the
      beggar
      army,
      leaving
      in
      its
      wake
      a
      mess
      of
      dismembered
     
     
      bodies,
      entrails
      and
      dead,
      horrified
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum’s
      horse
      was
      splashed
      with
      blood
      to
      the
      shoulder
      and
      it
      snorted
     
     
      and
      baulked
      at
      following
      the
      white-skinned
      demon
      with
      the
      howling
      black
     
     
      blade,
      but
      Moonglum,
      afraid
      that
      the
      beggar
      ranks
      would
      close,
      forced
      it
      on
     
     
      until
      at
      last
      they
      were
      both
      riding
      towards
      the
      caravan
      and
      someone
      was
     
     
      yelling
      Elric’s
      name.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      Rackhir
      the
      Red
      Archer,
      clothed
      in
      scarlet
      from
      head
      to
      foot,
      with
      a
     
     
      red
      bone
      bow
      in
      his
      hand
      and
      a
      red
      quiver
      of
      crimson-fletched
      arrows
      on
     
     
      his
      back.
      On
      his
      head
      was
      a
      scarlet
      skull-cap
      decorated
      with
      a
      single
      scarlet
     
     
      feather.
      His
      face
      was
      weather-beaten
      and
      all
      but
      fleshless.
      He
      had
      fought
     
     
      with
      Elric
      before
      the
      fall
      of
      Imrryr
      and
      together
      they
      had
      discovered
      the
     
     
      black
      swords.
      Rackhir
      had
      gone
      on
      to
      seek
      Tanelorn
      and
      find
      it
      at
      last.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      had
      not
      seen
      Rackhir
      since
      then.
      Now
      he
      noted
      an
      enviable
      look
      of
     
     
      peace
      in
      the
      archer’s
      eyes.
      Rackhir
      had
      once
      been
      a
      Warrior
      Priest
      in
      the
     
     
      Eastlands,
      serving
      Chaos,
      but
      now
      he
      served
      nothing
      but
      his
      tranquil
     
     
      Tanelorn.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Elric!
      Have
      you
      come
      to
      help
      us
      send
      Urish
      and
      his
      beggars
      back
      to
     
     
      where
      they
      came
      from?’
      Rackhir
      was
      laughing,
      evidently
      pleased
      to
      see
      his
     
     
      old
      friend.
      ‘And
      Moonglum!
      When
      did
      you
      two
      meet?
      I
      have
      not
      seen
      thee
     
     
      since
      I
      left
      the
      Eastlands!’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      grinned.
      ‘Much
      has
      come
      to
      pass
      since
      those
      days,
      Rackhir.’
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      rubbed
      at
      his
      aquiline
      nose.
      ‘Aye
      —
      so
      I’ve
      heard.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Elric
      dismounted
      swiftly.
      ‘No
      time
      for
      reminiscence
      now,
      Rackhir.
      You’re
     
     
      in
      greater
      danger
      than
      you
      know.’
     
    


    
     
      “What?
      When
      did
      the
      beggar
      rabble
      of
      Nadsokor
      offer
      anything
      to
      fear?
     
     
      Look
      how
      poorly
      armed
      they
      are!’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      have
      a
      sorcerer
      with
      them
      —
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      of
      Pan
      Tang.
      See
      —
     
     
      that’s
      him
      on
      yonder
      hill.’
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      frowned.
      ‘Sorcery.
      These
      days
      I’ve
      little
      guard
      against
      that.
      How
     
     
      good
      is
      the
      sorcerer,
      do
      you
      know?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      is
      one
      of
      the
      most
      powerful
      in
      Pan
      Tang.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      the
      wizards
      of
      Pan
      Tang
      almost
      equal
      your
      folk,
      Elric,
      in
      their
     
     
      skills.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      fear
      he
      more
      than
      equals
      me
      at
      present,
      for
      my
      Actorios
      ring
      has
      been
     
     
      stolen
      from
      me
      by
      Urish.’
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      looked
      strangely
      at
      Elric,
      noting
      something
      in
      the
      albino’s
      face
     
     
      which
      he
      had
      evidently
      not
      seen
      there
      when
      they
      last
      parted.
      ‘Well,’
      he
      said,
     
     
      ‘we
      shall
      have
      to
      defend
      ourselves
      as
      best
      we
      can...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      you
      cut
      loose
      your
      horses
      so
      that
      all
      your
      folk
      could
      be
      mounted
      we
     
     
      might
      be
      able
      to
      escape
      before
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      invokes
      whatever
     
     
      supernatural
      aid
      it
      is
      he
      seeks.’
      Elric
      nodded
      as
      the
      giant,
      Brut
      of
      Lashmar,
     
     
      rode
      up
      grinning
      at
      him.
      Brut
      had
      been
      a
      hero
      in
      Lashmar
      before
      he
      had
     
     
      disgraced
      himself.
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      shook
      his
      head.
      “Tanelorn
      needs
      the
      provisions
      we
      carry.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Look,’
      said
      Moonglum
      quietly.
     
    


    
     
      On
      the
      hill
      where
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      had
      been
      standing
      there
      had
      now
     
     
      appeared
      a
      billowing
      cloud
      of
      redness,
      like
      blood
      in
      clear
      water.
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      is
      successful,’
      Rackhir
      murmured.
      ‘Brut!
      Let
      all
      be
      mounted.
      We’ve
     
     
      no
      time
      to
      prepare
      further
      defences,
      but
      we’ll
      have
      the
      advantage
      of
      being
     
     
      on
      horseback
      when
      they
      attack.’
     
    


    
     
      Brut
      thundered
      off,
      yelling
      at
      the
      men
      of
      Tanelorn.
      They
      began
      to
     
     
      unharness
      the
      wagon
      horses
      and
      ready
      their
      weapons.
     
    


    
     
      The
      cloud
      of
      redness
      above
      was
      beginning
      to
      disperse
      and
      out
      of
      it
      shapes
     
     
      were
      emerging.
      Elric
      tried
      to
      distinguish
      the
      shapes
      but
      could
      not
      at
      that
     
     
      distance.
      He
      climbed
      back
      into
      his
      saddle
      as
      the
      horsemen
      of
      Tanelorn
      now
     
     
      formed
      themselves
      into
      groups
      which
      would,
      when
      the
      attack
      came,
      race
     
     
      through
      the
      unmounted
      beggars
      striking
      swiftly
      and
      passing
      on.
      Rackhir
     
     
      waved
      to
      Elric
      and
      went
      to
      join
      one
      of
      these
      divisions.
      Elric
      and
      Moonglum
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      found
      themselves
      at
      the
      head
      of
      a
      dozen
      warriors
      armed
      with
      axes,
      pikes
     
     
      and
      lances.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      Urish’s
      voice
      cawed
      out
      over
      the
      waiting
      silence.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Attack,
      my
      beggars!
      They
      are
      doomed!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      beggar
      rabble
      began
      to
      move
      down
      the
      sides
      of
      the
      valley.
      Rackhir
     
     
      raised
      his
      sword
      as
      the
      signal
      to
      his
      men.
      Then
      the
      first
      groups
      of
      cavalry
     
     
      rode
      out
      from
      the
      caravan,
      straight
      at
      the
      advancing
      beggars.
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      replaced
      his
      blade
      and
      took
      up
      his
      bow.
      From
      where
      he
      sat
      on
      his
     
     
      horse
      he
      began
      to
      send
      arrow
      after
      arrow
      into
      the
      beggar
      ranks.
     
    


    
     
      There
      was
      shouting
      everywhere
      now
      as
      the
      warriors
      of
      Tanelorn
      met
      their
     
     
      foes,
      driving
      wedges
      everywhere
      in
      their
      mass.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      saw
      Carkan’s
      chequered
      cape
      in
      the
      midst
      of
      a
      sea
      of
      rags,
      filthy
     
     
      limbs,
      clubs
      and
      knives.
      He
      saw
      Brut’s
      great
      blond
      head
      towering
      over
      a
     
     
      cluster
      of
      human
      filth.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Moonglum
      said:
      ‘Such
      creatures
      as
      these
      are
      unfit
      opponents
      for
      the
     
     
      warriors
      of
      Tanelorn.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      pointed
      firmly
      up
      the
      hill.
      ‘Perhaps
      they’
      ll
      prefer
      their
      new
      foes.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      gasped.
      “They
      are
      women!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      drew
      Stormbringer
      from
      its
      scabbard.
      ‘They
      are
      not
      women.
      They
     
     
      are
      Elenoin.
      They
      come
      from
      the
      Eighth
      Plane
      —
      and
      neither
      are
      they
     
     
      human.
      You
      will
      see.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      recognise
      them?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      ancestors
      fought
      them
      once.’
     
    


    
     
      A
      strange,
      shrill
      ululation
      reached
      their
      ears
      now.
      It
      came
      from
      the
      hillside
     
     
      where
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      figure
      could
      again
      be
      seen.
      It
      came
      from
      the
      shapes
     
     
      which
      Moonglum
      was
      sure
      were
      women.
      Red-haired
      women
      whose
      tresses
     
     
      fell
      almost
      to
      their
      knees
      and
      covered
      their
      otherwise
      completely
      naked
     
     
      bodies.
      They
      danced
      down
      the
      hill
      towards
      the
      besieged
      caravan
      and
      they
     
     
      whirled
      about
      their
      heads
      swords
      which
      must
      have
      been
      over
      five
      feet
      long.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Theleb
      K’aarna
      is
      clever,’
      Elric
      muttered.
      ‘The
      warriors
      of
      Tanelorn
      will
     
     
      hesitate
      before
      striking
      at
      women.
      And
      while
      they
      hesitate
      the
      Elenoin
      will
     
     
      rip
      and
      slash
      and
      slay
      them.’
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      had
      already
      seen
      the
      Elenoin
      and
      he,
      too,
      recognised
      them
      for
     
     
      what
      they
      were.
      ‘Do
      not
      be
      deceived,
      men!’
      he
      called.
      “These
      creatures
      are
     
     
      demons!’
      He
      glanced
      across
      at
      Elric
      and
      there
      was
      a
      look
      of
      resignation
      on
     
     
      his
      face.
      He
      knew
      the
      power
      of
      the
      Elenoin.
      He
      spurred
      his
      horse
      towards
     
     
      the
      albino.
      ‘What
      can
      we
      do,
      Elric?’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Elric
      sighed.
      ‘What
      can
      mortals
      do
      against
      the
      Elenoin?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Have
      you
      no
      sorcery?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘With
      the
      Ring
      of
      Kings
      I
      could
      summon
      the
      Grahluk,
      perhaps.
      They
      are
     
     
      the
      ancient
      enemies
      of
      the
      Elenoin.
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      has
      already
      made
      a
     
     
      gateway
      from
      the
      Eighth
      Plane.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Could
      you
      not
      try
      to
      call
      the
      Grahluk?’
      Rackhir
      begged.
     
    


    
     
      ‘While
      I
      tried
      my
      sword
      would
      not
      be
      aiding
      you.
      I
      think
      Stormbringer
      is
     
     
      more
      use
      today
      than
      spells.’
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      shuddered
      and
      turned
      his
      horse
      away
      to
      order
      his
      men
      to
      re-form
     
     
      their
      ranks.
      He
      knew
      now
      that
      they
      were
      all
      to
      die.
     
    


    
     
      And
      now
      the
      beggars
      fell
      back,
      as
      horrified
      by
      the
      Elenoin
      as
      were
      the
     
     
      men
      of
      Tanelorn.
     
    


    
     
      Still
      singing
      their
      shrill,
      chill
      song,
      the
      Elenoin
      lowered
      their
      swords
      and
     
     
      spread
      out
      along
      the
      hill,
      each
      one
      smiling
      at
      them.
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      can
      they...?’
      Then
      Moonglum
      saw
      their
      eyes.
      They
      were
      huge,
     
     
      orange,
      animal
      eyes.
      ‘Oh,
      by
      the
      gods!’
      And
      then
      he
      saw
      their
      teeth
      —
      long,
     
     
      pointed
      teeth
      which
      glinted
      like
      metal.
     
    


    
     
      The
      horsemen
      of
      Tanelorn
      fell
      back
      to
      the
      wagons
      in
      a
      long,
      ragged
      line.
     
     
      Horror,
      despair,
      uncertainty
      was
      on
      every
      face
      save
      Elric’s
      —
      and
      on
      his
      face
     
     
      was
      a
      look
      of
      grim
      anger.
      His
      crimson
      eyes
      smouldered
      as
      he
      held
     
     
      Stormbringer
      across
      his
      saddle
      pommel
      and
      regarded
      the
      demon
      women,
     
     
      the
      Elenoin.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      singing
      grew
      louder
      until
      it
      made
      their
      ears
      fill
      with
      sharp
      pain
      and
     
     
      made
      their
      stomachs
      turn.
      The
      Elenoin
      raised
      their
      slender
      arms
      and
      began
     
     
      to
      whirl
      their
      long
      swords
      about
      their
      heads
      again,
      staring
      at
      them
      all
      the
     
     
      while
      through
      beastlike,
      insensate
      eyes
      —
      malicious,
      unblinking
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      Carkan
      of
      Pan
      Tang,
      his
      fur
      cap
      askew,
      his
      chequered
      cloak
     
     
      billowing,
      gave
      a
      strangled
      yell
      and
      urged
      his
      heavy
      horse
      at
      them,
      his
      own
     
     
      sword
      waving.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Back,
      demons!
      Back,
      spawn
      of
      hell!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aaaaaaaah!’
      gasped
      the
      Elenoin
      in
      anticipation.
      ‘Eeeeeeeh!’
      they
      sang.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Carkan
      was
      suddenly
      in
      the
      midst
      of
      a
      dozen
      slender,
      slashing
     
     
      swords
      and
      he
      and
      his
      horse
      were
      cut
      all
      to
      tiny
      morsels
      of
      flesh
      which
      lay
     
     
      in
      a
      heap
      at
      the
      feet
      of
      the
      Elenoin.
      And
      their
      laughter
      filled
      the
      valley
      as
     
     
      some
      of
      them
      bent
      to
      pop
      the
      flesh
      into
      their
      fanged
      mouths.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      A
      groan
      of
      horror
      and
      hatred
      went
      up
      from
      the
      ranks
      of
      Tanelorn
      then
      and
     
     
      screaming
      men,
      hysterical
      with
      fear
      and
      disgust,
      began
      to
      fling
      themselves
     
     
      at
      the
      Elenoin
      who
      laughed
      the
      more
      and
      whirled
      their
      sharp
      swords.
     
    


    
     
      Stormbringer
      murmured
      as
      it
      seemed
      to
      hear
      the
      sounds
      of
      battle,
      but
     
     
      Elric
      did
      not
      move
      as
      he
      stared
      at
      the
      scene.
      He
      knew
      that
      the
      Elenoin
     
     
      would
      kill
      all
      as
      they
      had
      killed
      Carkan.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      moaned.
      ‘Elric
      —
      there
      must
      be
      some
      sorcery
      against
      them!’
     
    


    
     
      “There
      is!
      But
      I
      cannot
      summon
      the
      Grahluk!’
      Elric’s
      chest
      was
      heaving
     
     
      and
      his
      brain
      was
      in
      turmoil.
      ‘I
      cannot,
      Moonglum!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘For
      the
      sake
      of
      Tanelorn,
      you
      must
      try!’
     
    


    
     
      Then
      Elric
      was
      riding
      forward,
      Stormbringer
      howling,
      riding
      at
      the
     
     
      Elenoin
      and
      screaming
      Arioch’s
      name
      as
      his
      ancestors
      had
      screamed
      it
     
     
      since
      the
      founding
      of
      Imrryr!
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arioch!
      Arioch!
      Blood
      and
      souls
      for
      my
      Lord
      Arioch!’
     
    


    
     
      He
      parried
      the
      whirling
      blade
      of
      an
      Elenoin
      and
      glared
      into
      the
      bestial
     
     
      eyes
      as
      Stormbringer
      sent
      a
      shudder
      down
      his
      arm.
      He
      struck
      and
      his
      own
     
     
      blow
      was
      parried
      by
      the
      demon
      that
      was
      not
      a
      woman.
      Red
      hair
      swung
      and
     
     
      curled
      around
      his
      throat.
      He
      hacked
      at
      it
      and
      it
      loosened
      its
      grip.
      He
      thrust
     
     
      at
      the
      naked
      body
      and
      the
      Elenoin
      danced
      aside.
      Another
      whistling
      blow
     
     
      from
      the
      slim
      sword
      and
      he
      flung
      himself
      backwards
      to
      avoid
      it,
      toppling
     
     
      from
      his
      saddle
      and
      springing
      instantly
      to
      his
      feet
      to
      parry
      a
      second
      attack,
     
     
      gripped
      Stormbringer
      in
      both
      hands
      and
      stepped
      forward
      under
      the
      blade
      to
     
     
      plunge
      the
      Black
      Sword
      into
      the
      smooth
      belly.
      The
      Elenoin
      shouted
      with
     
     
      anger
      and
      green
      foulness
      billowed
      from
      the
      wound.
      The
      Elenoin
      fell,
      still
     
     
      glaring
      and
      snarling,
      still
      living.
      Elric
      chopped
      at
      the
      neck
      and
      the
      head
     
     
      sprang
      off,
      its
      hair
      thrashing
      at
      him.
      He
      dashed
      forward,
      picked
      up
      the
      head
     
     
      and
      began
      to
      run
      up
      the
      hill
      to
      where
      the
      beggars
      were
      gathered,
      watching
     
     
      the
      destruction
      of
      Tanelorn’s
      warriors.
      As
      he
      approached
      the
      beggars
      broke
     
     
      and
      began
      to
      run,
      but
      he
      caught
      one
      in
      the
      back
      with
      his
      blade.
      The
      man
     
     
      fell,
      tried
      to
      crawl
      on,
      but
      his
      twisted
      knees
      would
      not
      support
      him
      and
      he
     
     
      collapsed
      into
      the
      stained
      grass.
      Elric
      picked
      the
      wretch
      up
      and
      flung
      him
     
     
      over
      his
      shoulder.
      Then
      he
      turned
      and
      began
      to
      run
      down
      the
      hill
      back
      to
      the
     
     
      camp.
      The
      warriors
      of
      Tanelorn
      were
      fighting
      well,
      but
      half
      their
      number
     
     
      had
      already
      been
      slain
      by
      the
      Elenoin.
      Almost
      unbelievably
      there
      were
      also
     
     
      several
      Elenoin
      corpses
      on
      the
      field.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      saw
      Moonglum
      defending
      himself
      with
      both
      swords.
      He
      saw
     
     
      Rackhir,
      still
      mounted,
      shouting
      orders
      to
      his
      men.
      He
      saw
      Brut
      of
      Lashmar
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      in
      the
      thick
      of
      the
      fight.
      But
      he
      ran
      on
      until
      he
      stood
      behind
      one
      of
      the
     
     
      wagons
      and
      had
      dropped
      both
      his
      bloody
      bundles
      to
      the
      ground.
      With
      his
     
     
      sword
      he
      split
      open
      the
      twitching
      body
      of
      the
      beggar
      and
      he
      gathered
      up
      the
     
     
      hair
      of
      the
      Elenoin
      and
      soaked
      it
      in
      the
      man’s
      blood.
     
    


    
     
      Again
      he
      stood
      upright,
      looking
      towards
      the
      west,
      with
      the
      bloody
      hair
      in
     
     
      one
      hand
      and
      Stormbringer
      in
      the
      other.
      He
      raised
      both
      sword
      and
      head
      and
     
     
      began
      to
      speak
      in
      the
      ancient
      High
      Speech
      of
      Melniboné.
     
    


    
     
      Held
      to
      the
      West
      and
      soaked
      in
      the
      blood
      of
      an
      enemy,
      the
      hair
      of
      an
     
     
      Elenoin
      must
      be
      used
      to
      summon
      the
      enemies
      of
      the
      Elenoin
      —
      the
      Grahluk
      .
     
     
      He
      remembered
      the
      words
      he
      had
      read
      in
      his
      father’s
      ancient
      grimoire.
     
    


    
     
      And
      now
      the
      invocation:
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Grahluk
      come
      and
      Grahluk
      slay
      !
     
     
      Come
      kill
      thine
      ancient
      enemy
      !
     
     
      Make
      this
      thy
      victory
      day.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      All
      the
      strength
      of
      the
      Burning
      God
      was
      leaving
      him
      as
      he
      used
      the
      energy
     
     
      to
      perform
      the
      invocation.
      And
      perhaps
      without
      the
      Ring
      of
      Kings
      he
      was
     
     
      wasting
      that
      strength
      for
      nothing.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Grahluk
      speed
      without
      delay
      !
     
     
      Come
      kill
      thine
      ancient
      enemy
      !
     
     
      Make
      this
      thy
      vengeance
      day.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      spell
      was
      far
      less
      complex
      than
      many
      he
      had
      used
      in
      the
      past.
      Yet
      it
     
     
      took
      as
      much
      from
      him
      as
      any
      spell
      ever
      had.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Grahluk,
      I
      summon
      thee!
      Grahluk,
      here
      you
      may
      take
      vengeance
      on
      your
     
     
      foes!’
     
    


    
     
      Many
      cycles
      since,
      the
      Elenoin
      were
      said
      to
      have
      driven
      the
      Grahluk
      from
     
     
      their
      lands
      in
      the
      Eighth
      Plane
      and
      the
      Grahluk
      sought
      revenge
      now
      at
      every
     
     
      opportunity.
     
    


    
     
      All
      around
      Elric
      the
      air
      shivered
      and
      turned
      brown,
      then
      green,
      then
      black.
     
    


    
     
      ‘“Grahluk!
      Come
      destroy
      the
      Elenoin!’
      Elric’s
      voice
      was
      weakening.
     
     
      ‘Grahluk
      —
      the
      gateway
      is
      made!’
     
    


    
     
      And
      now
      the
      ground
      trembled
      and
      strange
      winds
      blew
      at
      the
      blood-soaked
     
     
      hair
      of
      the
      Elenoin
      and
      the
      air
      became
      thick
      and
      purple
      and
      Elric
      fell
      to
      his
     
     
      knees,
      still
      croaking
      the
      invocation.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Grahluk...’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      A
      shuffling
      sound.
      A
      grunting
      noise.
      The
      stink
      of
      something
      unnameable.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Grahluk
      had
      come.
      They
      were
      apelike
      creatures
      as
      bestial
      as
      the
     
     
      Elenoin.
      They
      carried
      nets
      and
      ropes
      and
      shields.
      Once,
      it
      was
      said,
      both
     
     
      Grahluk
      and
      Elenoin
      had
      had
      intelligence
      —
      had
      been
      part
      of
      the
      same
     
     
      species
      which
      had
      devolved
      and
      divided.
     
    


    
     
      They
      moved
      out
      of
      the
      purple
      mist
      in
      their
      scores
      and
      they
      stood
      looking
     
     
      at
      Elric
      who
      was
      still
      on
      his
      knees.
      Elric
      pointed
      at
      where
      the
      remaining
     
     
      warriors
      of
      Tanelorn
      were
      still
      fighting
      the
      Elenoin.
     
    


    
     
      “There...”
     
    


    
     
      The
      Grahluk
      snorted
      with
      battle-greed
      and
      shambled
      towards
      the
      Elenoin.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Elenoin
      saw
      them
      and
      their
      shrill
      wailing
      voices
      changed
      in
      quality
      as
     
     
      they
      retreated
      a
      short
      distance
      up
      the
      hill.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      forced
      himself
      to
      his
      feet
      and
      gasped:
      ‘Rackhir!
      Withdraw
      your
     
     
      warriors.
      The
      Grahluk
      will
      do
      their
      work
      now...’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      helped
      us
      after
      all!’
      Rackhir
      yelled,
      turning
      his
      horse.
      His
      clothes
     
     
      were
      all
      in
      tatters
      and
      there
      were
      a
      dozen
      wounds
      on
      his
      body.
     
    


    
     
      They
      watched
      as
      the
      Grahluk’s
      nets
      and
      nooses
      flashed
      towards
      the
     
     
      screaming
      Elenoin
      whose
      sword
      blows
      were
      stopped
      by
      the
      Grahluk
     
     
      shields.
      They
      watched
      as
      the
      Elenoin
      were
      crushed
      and
      throttled
      and
      parts
     
     
      of
      their
      entrails
      devoured
      by
      the
      grunting,
      apelike
      demons.
     
    


    
     
      And
      when
      the
      last
      of
      the
      Elenoin
      was
      dead,
      the
      Grahluk
      picked
      up
      the
     
     
      fallen
      swords
      and
      reversed
      them
      and
      fell
      upon
      them.
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      said:
      ‘They
      are
      killing
      themselves.
      Why?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      live
      only
      to
      destroy
      the
      Elenoin.
      Once
      that
      is
      done,
      they
      have
     
     
      nothing
      left
      for
      which
      to
      exist.’
      Elric
      swayed
      and
      Rackhir
      and
      Moonglum
     
     
      caught
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘See!’
      Moonglum
      laughed.
      ‘The
      beggars
      are
      running!’
     
    


    
     
      “Theleb
      K’aarna,’
      Elric
      muttered.
      ‘We
      must
      get
      Theleb
      K’aama...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Doubtless
      he
      has
      gone
      back
      with
      Urish
      to
      Nadsokor,’
      Moonglum
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      must
      —
      I
      must
      retrieve
      the
      Ring
      of
      Kings.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Plainly
      you
      can
      work
      your
      sorcery
      without
      it,’
      Rackhir
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Can
      I?’
      Elric
      looked
      up
      and
      showed
      his
      face
      to
      Rackhir
      who
      lowered
      his
     
     
      eyes
      and
      nodded.
     
    


    
     
      “We
      will
      help
      you
      get
      back
      your
      ring,’
      Rackhir
      said
      quietly.
      ‘There’|l
      be
     
     
      no
      more
      trouble
      from
      the
      beggars.
      We’ll
      ride
      with
      you
      to
      Nadsokor.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      had
      hoped
      you
      would.’
      Elric
      climbed
      with
      difficulty
      into
      the
      saddle
      of
      a
     
     
      surviving
      horse
      and
      jerked
      at
      its
      reins,
      turning
      it
      towards
      the
      City
      of
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Beggars.
      ‘Perhaps
      your
      arrows
      will
      slay
      what
      my
      sword
      cannot...’
     
     
      ‘I
      do
      not
      understand
      you,’
      Rackhir
      said.
     
     
      Moonglum
      was
      mounting
      now.
      ‘We’
      II
      tell
      you
      on
      the
      way.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Six
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      Jesting
      Demon
     
    

   

   
    
     
      T
      HROUGH
      THE
      FILTH
      of
      Nadsokor
      now
      rode
      the
      warriors
      of
      Tanelorn.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Elric,
      Moonglum
      and
      Rackhir
      were
      at
      the
      head
      of
      the
      company
      but
      there
     
     
      was
      no
      ostentatious
      triumph
      in
      their
      demeanour.
      The
      riders
      looked
      neither
     
     
      to
      left
      nor
      to
      right
      and
      the
      beggars
      offered
      no
      threat
      now,
      not
      daring
      to
     
     
      attack
      but
      instead
      cowering
      into
      the
      shadows.
     
    


    
     
      A
      potion
      of
      Rackhir’s
      had
      helped
      Elric
      recover
      some
      of
      his
      strength
      and
     
     
      he
      no
      longer
      leaned
      over
      his
      horse’s
      neck
      but
      sat
      upright
      as
      they
      crossed
      the
     
     
      forum,
      came
      to
      the
      palace
      of
      the
      Beggar
      King.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      did
      not
      pause.
      He
      rode
      his
      horse
      up
      the
      steps
      and
      into
      the
      gloomy
     
     
      hall.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      “Theleb
      K’aarna!’
      Elric
      shouted.
     
    


    
     
      His
      voice
      boomed
      through
      the
      hall,
      but
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      did
      not
      reply.
     
    


    
     
      The
      braziers
      of
      garbage
      guttered
      in
      the
      wind
      from
      the
      opened
      door
      and
     
     
      threw
      a
      little
      more
      light
      on
      the
      dais
      at
      the
      end.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Theleb
      K’aarna!’
     
    


    
     
      But
      it
      was
      not
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      who
      knelt
      there.
      It
      was
      a
      wretched,
      ragged
     
     
      figure
      and
      it
      sprawled
      before
      the
      throne
      and
      it
      was
      sobbing,
      imploring,
     
     
      whining
      at
      something
      on
      the
      throne.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      walked
      his
      horse
      a
      little
      further
      into
      the
      hall
      and
      now
      he
      could
      see
     
     
      what
      occupied
      the
      throne.
     
    


    
     
      Squatting
      in
      the
      great
      chair
      of
      black
      oak
      was
      the
      demon
      which
      had
      been
     
     
      there
      earlier.
      Its
      arms
      were
      folded
      and
      its
      eyes
      were
      shut
      and
      it
      seemed,
     
     
      somewhat
      theatrically,
      to
      be
      ignoring
      the
      pleadings
      of
      the
      creature
      kneeling
     
     
      at
      its
      feet.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      The
      others,
      also
      mounted,
      entered
      the
      hall
      now
      and
      together
      they
      rode
      up
     
     
      to
      the
      dais
      and
      stopped.
     
    


    
     
      The
      kneeling
      figure
      turned
      its
      head
      and
      it
      was
      Urish.
      It
      gasped
      when
      it
     
     
      saw
      Elric
      and
      stretched
      out
      a
      maimed
      hand
      for
      its
      cleaver,
      abandoned
      some
     
     
      distance
      away.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      sighed.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Do
      not
      fear
      me,
      Urish.
      I’m
      weary
      of
      bloodletting.
      I
      do
      not
      want
      your
     
     
      life.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      demon
      opened
      its
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Prince
      Elric,
      you
      have
      returned,’
      it
      said.
      There
      seemed
      to
      be
      an
     
     
      indefinable
      difference
      in
      its
      tone.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.
      Where
      is
      your
      master?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      fear
      he
      has
      fled
      Nadsokor
      for
      ever.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      left
      you
      to
      sit
      here
      for
      eternity.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      demon
      inclined
      its
      head.
     
    


    
     
      Urish
      put
      a
      grimy
      hand
      on
      Elric’s
      leg.
      ‘Elric
      —
      help
      me!
      I
      must
      have
      my
     
     
      Hoard.
      It
      is
      everything!
      Destroy
      the
      demon
      and
      I
      will
      give
      you
      back
      the
     
     
      Ring
      of
      Kings.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      smiled.
      ‘You
      are
      generous,
      King
      Urish.’
     
    


    
     
      Tears
      streamed
      down
      the
      filth
      on
      Urish’s
      ruined
      face.
      ‘Please,
      Elric,
      I
      beg
     
     
      thee...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      my
      intention
      to
      destroy
      the
      demon.’
     
    


    
     
      Urish
      looked
      nervously
      about
      him.
      ‘And
      aught
      else?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘That
      decision
      lies
      with
      the
      men
      of
      Tanelorn
      whom
      you
      sought
      to
      rob
      and
     
     
      whose
      friends
      you
      caused
      to
      be
      slain
      in
      a
      most
      foul
      manner.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      was
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
      not
      II
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      where
      is
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      now?’
     
    


    
     
      “When
      you
      unleashed
      those
      ape
      things
      on
      our
      Elenoin
      he
      fled
      the
      field.
      He
     
     
      went
      towards
      the
      Varkalk
      River
      —
      towards
      Troos.’
     
    


    
     
      Without
      looking
      behind
      him
      Elric
      said,
      ‘Rackhir?
      Will
      you
      try
      the
      arrows
     
     
      now?’
     
    


    
     
      There
      was
      the
      hum
      of
      a
      bowstring
      and
      an
      arrow
      struck
      the
      demon
      in
      the
     
     
      breast.
      It
      quivered
      there
      and
      the
      demon
      looked
      at
      it
      with
      mild
      interest,
      then
     
     
      breathed
      in
      deeply.
      As
      he
      breathed
      the
      arrow
      was
      drawn
      further
      into
      him
     
     
      and
      was
      eventually
      absorbed
      altogether.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aaah!’
      Urish
      scuttled
      for
      his
      cleaver.
      ‘It
      will
      not
      work!’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      A
      second
      arrow
      sped
      from
      Rackhir’s
      scarlet
      bow
      and
      it,
      too,
      was
     
     
      absorbed,
      as
      was
      the
      third.
     
    


    
     
      Urish
      was
      gibbering
      now,
      waving
      his
      cleaver.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      warned
      him:
      ‘He
      has
      a
      wardpact
      against
      swords,
      King
      Urish!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      demon
      rattled
      its
      scales.
      ‘Is
      that
      thing
      a
      sword,
      I
      wonder?’
     
    


    
     
      Urish
      hesitated.
      Spittle
      ran
      down
      his
      chin
      and
      his
      red
      eyes
      rolled.
      ‘Demon
     
     
      —
      begone!
      I
      must
      have
      my
      Hoard
      —
      it
      is
      mine!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      demon
      watched
      him
      sardonically.
     
    


    
     
      With
      a
      yell
      of
      terror
      and
      anguish
      Urish
      flung
      himself
      at
      the
      demon,
      the
     
     
      cleaver
      Hackmeat
      swinging
      wildly.
      Its
      blade
      came
      down
      on
      the
      hell-thing’s
     
     
      head,
      there
      was
      a
      sound
      like
      lightning
      striking
      metal
      and
      the
      cleaver
     
     
      shivered
      to
      pieces.
      Urish
      stood
      staring
      at
      the
      demon
      in
      quaking
      anticipation.
     
     
      Casually
      the
      demon
      reached
      out
      four
      of
      its
      hands
      and
      seized
      him.
      Its
      jaws
     
     
      opened
      wider
      than
      should
      have
      been
      possible,
      the
      bulk
      of
      the
      demon
     
     
      expanded
      until
      it
      was
      suddenly
      twice
      its
      original
      size.
      It
      brought
      the
      kicking
     
     
      Beggar
      King
      to
      its
      maw
      and
      suddenly
      there
      were
      only
      two
      legs
      waving
     
     
      from
      the
      mouth
      and
      then
      the
      demon
      gave
      a
      mighty
      swallow
      and
      there
      was
     
     
      nothing
      at
      all
      left
      of
      Urish
      of
      Nadsokor.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      shrugged.
      ‘Your
      wardpact
      is
      effective.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      demon
      smiled.
      ‘Aye,
      sweet
      Elric.’
     
    


    
     
      Now
      the
      tone
      of
      voice
      was
      very
      familiar.
      Elric
      looked
      narrowly
      at
      the
     
     
      demon.
      ‘You’re
      no
      ordinary...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      hope
      not,
      most
      beloved
      of
      mortals.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric’s
      horse
      reared
      and
      snorted
      as
      the
      demon’s
      shape
      began
      to
      alter.
      There
     
     
      was
      a
      humming
      sound
      and
      black
      smoke
      coiled
      over
      the
      throne
      and
      then
     
     
      another
      figure
      was
      sitting
      there,
      its
      legs
      crossed.
      It
      had
      the
      shape
      of
      a
      man
     
     
      but
      it
      was
      more
      beautiful
      than
      any
      mortal.
      It
      was
      a
      being
      of
      intense
      and
     
     
      majestic
      beauty
      —
      unearthly
      beauty.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arioch!’
      Elric
      bowed
      his
      head
      before
      the
      Lord
      of
      Chaos.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye,
      Elric.
      I
      took
      the
      demon’s
      place
      while
      you
      were
      gone.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      you
      have
      refused
      to
      aid
      me...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘There
      are
      larger
      affairs
      afoot,
      as
      I’ve
      told
      you.
      Soon
      Chaos
      must
      engage
     
     
      with
      Law
      and
      such
      as
      Donblas
      will
      be
      dismissed
      to
      limbo
      for
      eternity.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      knew
      Donblas
      spoke
      to
      me
      in
      the
      labyrinth
      of
      the
      Burning
      God?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Indeed
      I
      did.
      That
      was
      why
      I
      afforded
      myself
      the
      time
      to
      visit
      your
      plane.
     
     
      I
      cannot
      have
      you
      patronised
      by
      Donblas
      the
      Justice
      Maker
      and
      his
     
     
      humourless
      kind.
      I
      was
      offended.
      Now
      I
      have
      shown
      you
      that
      my
      power
      is
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      greater
      than
      Law’s.’
      Arioch
      stared
      beyond
      Elric
      at
      Rackhir,
      Brut,
     
     
      Moonglum
      and
      the
      rest
      who
      were
      protecting
      their
      eyes
      from
      his
      beauty.
     
     
      ‘Perhaps
      you
      fools
      of
      Tanelorn
      now
      realise
      that
      it
      is
      better
      to
      serve
      Chaos!’
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      said
      grimly:
      ‘I
      serve
      neither
      Chaos
      nor
      Law!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘One
      day
      you
      will
      be
      taught
      that
      neutrality
      is
      more
      dangerous
      than
      side-
     
     
      taking,
      renegade!’
      The
      harmonious
      voice
      was
      now
      almost
      vicious.
     
    


    
     
      ‘You
      cannot
      harm
      me,’
      Rackhir
      said.
      ‘And
      if
      Elric
      returns
      with
      us
      to
     
     
      Tanelorn,
      then
      he,
      too,
      may
      rid
      himself
      of
      your
      evil
      yoke!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Elric
      is
      of
      Melniboné.
      The
      folk
      of
      Melniboné
      all
      serve
      Chaos
      —
      and
      are
     
     
      greatly
      rewarded.
      How
      else
      would
      you
      have
      rid
      this
      throne
      of
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna’s
      demon?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Perhaps
      in
      Tanelorn
      Elric
      would
      have
      no
      need
      of
      his
      Ring
      of
      Kings,’
     
     
      Rackhir
      replied
      levelly.
     
    


    
     
      There
      was
      a
      sound
      like
      rushing
      water,
      the
      boom
      of
      thunder
      and
      Arioch’s
     
     
      form
      began
      to
      grow
      larger.
      But
      as
      it
      grew
      it
      also
      began
      to
      fade
      until
      there
     
     
      was
      nothing
      left
      in
      the
      hall
      but
      the
      stench
      of
      its
      garbage.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      dismounted
      and
      ran
      to
      the
      throne.
      Reaching
      under
      it
      he
      drew
      out
     
     
      dead
      Urish’s
      chest
      and
      hacked
      it
      open
      with
      Stormbringer.
      The
      sword
     
     
      murmured
      as
      if
      resenting
      the
      menial
      work.
      Gems,
      gold,
      artefacts
      scattered
     
     
      through
      the
      muck
      as
      Elric
      sought
      his
      ring.
     
    


    
     
      And
      then
      at
      last
      he
      held
      it
      up
      in
      triumph,
      replacing
      it
      on
      his
      finger.
      His
     
     
      step
      was
      lighter
      as
      he
      returned
      to
      his
      horse.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      had
      in
      the
      meantime
      dismounted
      and
      was
      scooping
      the
      best
      of
     
     
      the
      jewels
      into
      his
      pouch.
      He
      winked
      at
      Rackhir,
      who
      smiled.
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      now,’
      Elric
      said,
      ‘I
      go
      to
      Troos
      to
      seek
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      there.
      I
      have
     
     
      still
      to
      take
      my
      vengeance
      upon
      him.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Let
      him
      rot
      in
      Troos’s
      sickly
      forest,’
      Moonglum
      said.
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      placed
      a
      hand
      on
      Elric’s
      shoulder.
      ‘If
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      hates
      you
     
     
      so,
      he
      will
      find
      you
      again.
      Why
      waste
      your
      own
      time
      in
      the
      pursuit?’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      smiled
      slightly
      at
      his
      old
      friend.
      ‘You
      were
      ever
      clear
      in
      your
     
     
      arguments,
      Rackhir.
      And
      it
      is
      true
      that
      I
      am
      weary
      —
      both
      gods
      and
      demons
     
     
      have
      fallen
      to
      my
      blade
      in
      the
      little
      while
      since
      I
      came
      to
      Nadsokor.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Come,
      rest
      in
      Tanelorn
      —
      peaceful
      Tanelorn,
      where
      even
      the
      greatest
     
     
      Lords
      of
      the
      Higher
      Worlds
      cannot
      come
      without
      permission.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      looked
      down
      at
      the
      ring
      on
      his
      finger.
      ‘Yet
      I
      have
      sworn
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna
      shall
      perish...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘There
      will
      be
      time
      yet
      to
      fulfil
      your
      oath.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Elric
      ran
      his
      hand
      through
      his
      milk-white
      hair
      and
      it
      seemed
      to
      his
      friends
     
     
      that
      there
      were
      tears
      in
      his
      crimson
      eyes.
     
     
      ‘Aye,’
      he
      said.
      ‘Aye.
      Time
      yet...’
     
    

   

   
    
     
      And
      they
      rode
      away
      from
      Nadsokor,
      leaving
      the
      beggars
      to
      brood
      in
      the
     
     
      stink
      and
      the
      foulness
      and
      regret
      that
      they
      had
      aught
      to
      do
      with
      sorcery
      or
     
     
      with
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné.
     
    


    
     
      They
      rode
      for
      Eternal
      Tanelorn.
      Tanelorn,
      which
      had
      welcomed
      and
      held
     
     
      all
      troubled
      wanderers
      who
      came
      upon
      it.
      All
      save
      one.
     
    


    
     
      Doom-haunted,
      full
      of
      guilt,
      of
      sorrow,
      of
      despair,
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné
     
     
      prayed
      that
      this
      time
      Tanelorn
      might
      hold
      even
      him...
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Book
      Three
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Three
      Heroes
      with
      a
      Single
      Aim
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ...
      Elric,
      of
      all
      the
      manifestations
      of
      the
      Champion
      Eternal,
      was
      to
      find
     
     
      Tanelorn
      without
      effort.
      And
      of
      all
      those
      manifestations
      he
      was
      the
      only
     
     
      one
      to
      choose
      to
      leave
      that
      city
      of
      myriad
      incarnations
      ...
     
    


    
     
      —
      The
      Chronicle
      of
      the
      Black
      Sword
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      One
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Tanelorn
      Eternal
     
    

   

   
    
     
      T
      ANELORN
      HAD
      TAKEN
      many
      forms
      in
      her
      endless
      existence,
      but
      all
      those
     
    

   

   
    
     
      forms,
      save
      one,
      had
      been
      beautiful.
     
    


    
     
      She
      was
      beautiful
      now,
      with
      the
      soft
      sunlight
      on
      her
      pastel
      towers
      and
      her
     
     
      curved
      turrets
      and
      domes.
      And
      banners
      flew
      from
      her
      spires,
      but
      they
      were
     
     
      not
      battle-banners,
      for
      the
      warriors
      who
      had
      found
      Tanelorn
      and
      had
      stayed
     
     
      there
      were
      weary
      of
      war.
     
    


    
     
      She
      had
      been
      here
      always.
      None
      knew
      when
      Tanelorn
      had
      been
      built,
      but
     
     
      some
      knew
      that
      she
      had
      existed
      before
      time
      and
      would
      exist
      after
      the
      end
      of
     
     
      time
      and
      that
      was
      why
      she
      was
      known
      as
      Eternal
      Tanelorn.
     
    


    
     
      She
      had
      played
      a
      significant
      rôle
      in
      the
      struggles
      of
      many
      heroes
      and
     
     
      many
      gods
      and
      because
      she
      existed
      beyond
      time
      she
      was
      hated
      by
      the
      Lords
     
     
      of
      Chaos
      who
      had
      more
      than
      once
      sought
      to
      destroy
      her.
      To
      the
      south
      of
      her
     
     
      lay
      the
      rolling
      plains
      of
      Ilmiora,
      a
      land
      where
      justice
      was
      known
      to
      prevail,
     
     
      and
      to
      the
      north
      of
      her
      lay
      the
      desolation
      which
      was
      the
      Sighing
      Desert,
     
     
      endless
      wasteland
      over
      which
      hissed
      a
      constant
      wind.
      If
      Ilmiora
      represented
     
     
      Law,
      then
      the
      Sighing
      Desert
      certainly
      mirrored
      something
      of
      the
     
     
      barrenness
      of
      Ultimate
      Chaos.
      Those
      who
      dwelt
      in
      Tanelorn
      had
      loyalty
     
     
      neither
      to
      Law
      nor
      to
      Chaos
      and
      they
      had
      chosen
      to
      have
      no
      part
      in
      the
     
     
      Cosmic
      Struggle
      which
      was
      waged
      continuously
      by
      the
      Lords
      of
      the
      Higher
     
     
      Worlds.
      There
      were
      no
      leaders
      and
      there
      were
      no
      followers
      in
      Tanelorn
      and
     
     
      her
      citizens
      lived
      in
      harmony
      with
      each
      other,
      even
      though
      many
      had
      been
     
     
      warriors
      of
      great
      reputation
      before
      they
      chose
      to
      stay
      there.
      But
      one
      of
      the
     
     
      most
      admired
      citizens
      of
      Tanelorn,
      one
      who
      was
      often
      consulted
      by
      the
     
     
      others,
      was
      Rackhir
      of
      the
      ascetic
      features
      who
      had
      once
      been
      a
      fierce
     
     
      Warrior
      Priest
      in
      the
      Eastlands
      where
      he
      had
      gained
      the
      name
      of
      the
      Red
     
     
      Archer
      because
      his
      skill
      with
      a
      bow
      was
      great
      and
      he
      dressed
      all
      in
      scarlet.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      His
      skill
      and
      his
      dress
      remained
      the
      same,
      but
      his
      urge
      to
      fight
      had
      left
      him
     
     
      since
      he
      had
      come
      to
      live
      in
      Tanelorn.
     
    


    
     
      Close
      to
      the
      low
      west
      wall
      of
      the
      city
      lay
      a
      house
      of
      two
      storeys
     
     
      surrounded
      by
      a
      lawn
      in
      which
      grew
      all
      manner
      of
      wild
      flowers.
      The
      house
     
     
      was
      of
      pink
      and
      yellow
      marble
      and,
      unlike
      most
      of
      the
      other
      dwellings
      in
     
     
      Tanelorn,
      it
      had
      a
      tall,
      pointed
      roof.
      This
      was
      Rackhir’s
      house
      and
      Rackhir
     
     
      sat
      outside
      it
      now,
      sprawled
      on
      a
      bench
      of
      plain
      wood
      while
      he
      watched
      his
     
     
      guest
      pace
      the
      lawn.
      The
      guest
      was
      his
      old
      friend
      the
      tormented
      albino
     
     
      prince
      of
      Melniboné.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      wore
      a
      simple
      white
      shirt
      and
      britches
      of
      heavy
      black
      silk.
      He
      had
      a
     
     
      band
      of
      the
      same
      black
      silk
      tied
      around
      his
      head
      to
      keep
      back
      the
      mane
      of
     
     
      milk-white
      hair
      which
      grew
      to
      his
      shoulders.
      His
      crimson
      eyes
      were
     
     
      downcast
      as
      he
      paced
      and
      he
      did
      not
      look
      at
      Rackhir
      at
      all.
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      was
      unwilling
      to
      intrude
      upon
      his
      friend’s
      reverie
      and
      yet
      he
     
     
      hated
      to
      see
      Elric
      as
      he
      was
      now.
      He
      had
      hoped
      that
      Tanelorn
      would
     
     
      comfort
      the
      albino,
      drive
      away
      the
      ghosts
      and
      the
      doubts
      inhabiting
      his
     
     
      skull,
      but
      it
      seemed
      that
      even
      Tanelorn
      could
      not
      bring
      Elric
      tranquillity.
     
    


    
     
      At
      last
      Rackhir
      broke
      his
      silence.
      ‘It
      has
      been
      a
      month
      since
      you
      came
      to
     
     
      Tanelorn,
      my
      friend,
      yet
      still
      you
      pace,
      still
      you
      brood.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      looked
      up
      with
      a
      slight
      smile.
      ‘Aye
      —
      still
      I
      brood.
      Forgive
      me,
     
     
      Rackhir.
      I
      am
      a
      poor
      guest.’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      occupies
      your
      thoughts?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No
      particular
      subject.
      It
      seems
      that
      I
      cannot
      lose
      myself
      in
      all
      this
      peace.
     
     
      Only
      violent
      action
      helps
      me
      drive
      away
      my
      melancholy.
      I
      was
      not
      meant
     
     
      for
      Tanelorn,
      Rackhir.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      violent
      action
      —
      or
      the
      results
      of
      it
      —
      produces
      further
      melancholy
     
     
      does
      it
      not?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      true.
      It
      is
      the
      dilemma
      with
      which
      I
      live
      constantly.
      It
      is
      a
      dilemma
      I
     
     
      have
      been
      in
      since
      the
      burning
      of
      Imrryr
      —
      perhaps
      before.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      a
      dilemma
      known
      to
      all
      men,
      perhaps,’
      Rackhir
      said.
      ‘At
      least
      to
     
     
      some
      degree.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye
      —
      to
      wonder
      what
      purpose
      there
      is
      to
      one’s
      existence
      and
      what
      point
     
     
      there
      is
      to
      purpose,
      even
      if
      it
      should
      be
      discovered.’
     
    


    
     
      “Tanelorn
      makes
      such
      problems
      seem
      meaningless
      to
      me,’
      Rackhir
      told
     
     
      him.
      ‘I
      had
      hoped
      that
      you,
      too,
      would
      be
      able
      to
      dismiss
      them
      from
      your
     
     
      thoughts.
      Will
      you
      stay
      on
      in
      Tanelorn?’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘I
      have
      no
      other
      plans.
      I
      still
      thirst
      for
      vengeance
      upon
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
     
     
      but
      I
      now
      have
      no
      idea
      of
      his
      whereabouts.
      And,
      as
      you
      or
      Moonglum
      told
     
     
      me,
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      is
      sure
      to
      seek
      me
      out
      sooner
      or
      later.
      I
      remember
      once,
     
     
      when
      you
      first
      found
      Tanelorn,
      you
      suggested
      that
      I
      bring
      Cymoril
      here
      and
     
     
      forget
      Melniboné.
      I
      wish
      I
      had
      listened
      to
      you
      then,
      Rackhir,
      for
      now,
      I
     
     
      think,
      I
      would
      know
      peace
      and
      Cymoril’s
      dead
      face
      would
      not
      be
      infesting
     
     
      my
      nights.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      mentioned
      this
      sorceress
      who,
      you
      said,
      resembled
      Cymoril...?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Myshella?
      She
      who
      is
      called
      Empress
      of
      the
      Dawn?
      I
      first
      saw
      her
      in
      a
     
     
      dream
      and
      when
      I
      left
      her
      side
      it
      was
      I
      who
      was
      in
      a
      dream.
      We
      served
      each
     
     
      other
      to
      achieve
      a
      common
      purpose.
      I
      shall
      not
      see
      her
      again.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      if
      she
      ~’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      shall
      not
      see
      her
      again,
      Rackhir.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘As
      you
      Say.’
     
    


    
     
      Once
      more
      the
      two
      friends
      fell
      silent
      and
      there
      was
      only
      birdsong
      and
      the
     
     
      splash
      of
      fountains
      in
      the
      air
      as
      Elric
      continued
      his
      pacing
      of
      the
      garden.
     
    


    
     
      Some
      while
      later
      Elric
      suddenly
      turned
      on
      his
      heel
      and
      went
      into
      the
     
     
      house
      followed
      by
      Rackhir’s
      troubled
      gaze.
     
    


    
     
      When
      Elric
      came
      out
      again
      he
      was
      wearing
      the
      great
      wide
      belt
      around
      his
     
     
      waist
      —
      the
      belt
      which
      supported
      the
      black
      scabbard
      containing
      his
     
     
      runesword
      Stormbringer.
      Over
      his
      shoulders
      was
      flung
      a
      cloak
      of
      white
      silk
     
     
      and
      he
      wore
      high
      boots.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      go
      riding,’
      he
      said.
      ‘I
      will
      go
      by
      myself
      into
      the
      Sighing
      Desert
      and
      I
     
     
      will
      ride
      until
      I
      am
      exhausted.
      Perhaps
      exercise
      is
      all
      I
      need.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Be
      careful
      of
      the
      desert,
      my
      friend,’
      Rackhir
      cautioned
      him.
      ‘It
      is
      a
     
     
      sinister
      and
      treacherous
      wilderness.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      will
      be
      careful.’
     
    


    
     
      “Take
      the
      big
      golden
      mare.
      She
      is
      used
      to
      the
      desert
      and
      her
      stamina
      is
     
     
      legendary.’
     
    


    
     
      “Thank
      you.
      I
      will
      see
      you
      in
      the
      morning
      if
      I
      do
      not
      return
      earlier.’
     
    


    
     
      “Take
      care,
      Elric.
      I
      trust
      your
      remedy
      is
      successful
      and
      your
      melancholy
     
     
      disappears.’
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir’s
      expression
      had
      little
      of
      relief
      in
      it
      as
      he
      watched
      his
      friend
      stride
     
     
      towards
      the
      nearby
      stables,
      his
      white
      cloak
      billowing
      behind
      him
      like
      a
      sea-
     
     
      fog
      suddenly
      risen.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      he
      heard
      the
      sound
      of
      Elric’s
      horse
      as
      its
      hoofs
      struck
      the
      cobbles
      of
     
     
      the
      street
      and
      Rackhir
      got
      to
      his
      feet
      to
      watch
      as
      the
      albino
      urged
      the
      golden
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      mare
      into
      a
      canter
      and
      headed
      for
      the
      northern
      wall
      beyond
      which
      the
      great
     
     
      yellow
      waste
      of
      the
      Sighing
      Desert
      could
      be
      seen.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      came
      out
      of
      the
      house,
      a
      large
      apple
      in
      his
      hand,
      a
      scroll
      under
     
     
      his
      arm.
     
    


    
     
      “Where
      goes
      Elric,
      Rackhir?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      looks
      for
      peace
      in
      the
      desert.’
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      frowned
      and
      bit
      thoughtfully
      into
      his
      apple.
      ‘He
      has
      sought
     
     
      peace
      in
      all
      other
      places
      and
      I
      fear
      he’ll
      not
      find
      it
      there,
      either.’
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      nodded
      his
      agreement.
      ‘But
      it
      is
      my
      premonition
      he’ll
      discover
     
     
      something
      else,
      for
      Elric
      is
      not
      always
      motivated
      by
      his
      own
      wishes.
      There
     
     
      are
      times
      when
      other
      forces
      work
      within
      him
      to
      make
      him
      take
      some
      fateful
     
     
      action.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      think
      this
      is
      such
      a
      time?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      could
      be.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Two
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Return
      of
      a
      Sorceress
     
    

   

   
    
     
      T
      HE
      SAND
      RIPPLED
      as
      the
      wind
      blew
      it
      so
      that
      the
      dunes
      seemed
      like
      waves
     
    

   

   
    
     
      in
      an
      almost
      petrified
      sea.
      Stark
      fangs
      of
      rock
      jutted
      here
      and
      there
      —
      the
     
     
      remains
      of
      mountain
      ranges
      which
      had
      been
      eroded
      by
      the
      wind.
      And
      a
     
     
      mournful
      sighing
      could
      just
      be
      heard,
      as
      if
      the
      sand
      remembered
      when
      it
     
     
      had
      been
      rock
      and
      the
      stones
      of
      cities
      and
      the
      bones
      of
      men
      and
      beasts
      and
     
     
      longed
      for
      its
      resurrection,
      sighed
      at
      the
      memory
      of
      its
      death.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      drew
      the
      cloak’s
      cowl
      over
      his
      head
      to
      protect
      it
      from
      the
      fierce
      sun
     
     
      which
      hung
      in
      the
      steel-blue
      sky.
     
    


    
     
      One
      day,
      he
      thought,
      I
      too
      shall
      know
      this
      peace
      of
      death
      and
      perhaps
      then
     
     
      I
      shall
      also
      regret
      it.
      He
      let
      the
      golden
      mare
      slow
      to
      a
      trot
      and
      took
      a
      sip
      of
     
     
      water
      from
      one
      of
      his
      canteens.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      the
      desert
      surrounded
      him
      and
      it
      seemed
      infinite.
      Nothing
      grew.
      No
     
     
      animals
      lived
      there.
      There
      were
      no
      birds
      in
      the
      sky.
     
    


    
     
      For
      some
      reason
      he
      shuddered
      and
      he
      had
      a
      presentiment
      of
      a
      moment
      in
     
     
      the
      future
      when
      he
      would
      be
      alone,
      as
      he
      was
      now,
      in
      a
      world
      even
      more
     
     
      barren
      than
      this
      desert,
      without
      even
      a
      horse
      for
      company.
      He
      shook
      off
      the
     
     
      thought,
      but
      it
      had
      left
      him
      so
      stunned
      that
      for
      a
      little
      while
      he
      achieved
      his
     
     
      ambition
      and
      did
      not
      brood
      upon
      his
      fate
      and
      his
      situation.
      The
      wind
     
     
      dropped
      slightly
      and
      the
      sighing
      became
      little
      more
      than
      a
      whisper.
     
    


    
     
      Dazed,
      Elric
      fingered
      the
      pommel
      of
      his
      blade
      —
      Stormbringer,
      the
      Black
     
     
      Sword
      —
      for
      he
      associated
      his
      presentiment
      with
      the
      weapon
      but
      could
      not
     
     
      tell
      why.
      And
      it
      seemed
      to
      him
      that
      he
      heard
      an
      ironic
      note
      in
      the
     
     
      murmuring
      of
      the
      wind.
      Or
      did
      the
      sound
      emanate
      from
      his
      sword
      itself?
      He
     
     
      cocked
      his
      head,
      listening,
      but
      the
      sound
      became
      even
      less
      audible,
      as
      if
     
     
      aware
      that
      he
      listened.
     
    


    
     
      The
      golden
      mare
      began
      to
      climb
      the
      gentle
      slope
      of
      a
      dune,
      stumbling
     
     
      once
      as
      her
      foot
      sank
      into
      deeper
      sand.
      Elric
      concentrated
      on
      guiding
      her
      to
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      firmer
      ground.
     
    


    
     
      Reaching
      the
      top
      of
      the
      dune
      he
      reined
      his
      horse
      in.
      The
      desert
      dunes
     
     
      rolled
      on,
      broken
      only
      by
      the
      occasional
      rock.
      He
      had
      it
      in
      mind
      then
      to
      ride
     
     
      on
      and
      on
      until
      it
      would
      be
      impossible
      to
      return
      to
      Tanelorn,
      until
      both
      he
     
     
      and
      his
      mount
      collapsed
      from
      exhaustion
      and
      were
      eventually
      swallowed
     
     
      by
      the
      sands.
      He
      pushed
      back
      his
      cowl
      and
      wiped
      sweat
      from
      his
      brow.
     
    


    
     
      Why
      not?
      he
      thought.
      Life
      was
      not
      bearable.
      He
      would
      try
      death.
     
    


    
     
      And
      yet
      would
      death
      deny
      him?
      Was
      he
      doomed
      to
      live?
      It
      sometimes
     
     
      seemed
      so.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      he
      considered
      the
      horse.
      It
      would
      not
      be
      fair
      to
      sacrifice
      it
      to
      his
     
     
      desire.
      Slowly
      he
      dismounted.
     
    


    
     
      The
      wind
      grew
      stronger
      and
      the
      sound
      of
      its
      sighing
      increased.
      Sand
      blew
     
     
      around
      Elric’s
      booted
      feet.
      It
      was
      a
      hot
      wind
      and
      it
      tugged
      at
      his
     
     
      voluminous
      white
      cloak.
      The
      horse
      snorted
      nervously.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      looked
      towards
      the
      north-east,
      towards
      the
      edge
      of
      the
      world.
     
    


    
     
      And
      he
      began
      to
      walk.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      horse
      whinnied
      enquiringly
      at
      him
      when
      he
      did
      not
      call
      it,
      but
      he
     
     
      ignored
      the
      sound
      and
      had
      soon
      left
      his
      mount
      behind
      him.
      He
      had
      not
      even
     
     
      bothered
      to
      bring
      water
      with
      him.
      He
      flung
      back
      his
      cowl
      so
      that
      the
      sun
     
     
      beat
      directly
      upon
      his
      head.
      His
      pace
      was
      even,
      purposeful,
      and
      he
      marched
     
     
      as
      if
      at
      the
      head
      of
      an
      army.
     
    


    
     
      Perhaps
      he
      did
      sense
      an
      army
      behind
      him
      —
      the
      army
      of
      the
      dead,
      of
      all
     
     
      those
      friends
      and
      enemies
      whom
      he
      had
      slain
      in
      the
      course
      of
      his
      pointless
     
     
      search
      for
      a
      meaning
      to
      his
      existence.
     
    


    
     
      And
      still
      one
      enemy
      remained
      alive.
      An
      enemy
      even
      stronger,
      even
      more
     
     
      malevolent
      than
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      —
      the
      enemy
      of
      his
      darker
      self,
      of
      that
      side
     
     
      of
      his
      nature
      which
      was
      symbolised
      by
      the
      sentient
      blade
      still
      resting
      at
      his
     
     
      hip.
      And
      when
      he
      died,
      then
      that
      enemy
      would
      also
      die.
      A
      force
      for
      evil
     
     
      would
      be
      removed
      from
      the
      world.
     
    


    
     
      For
      several
      hours
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné
      tramped
      on
      through
      the
      Sighing
     
     
      Desert
      and
      gradually,
      as
      he
      had
      hoped,
      his
      sense
      of
      identity
      began
      to
      leave
     
     
      him
      so
      that
      it
      was
      almost
      as
      if
      he
      became
      one
      with
      the
      wind
      and
      the
      sand
     
     
      and,
      in
      so
      doing,
      was
      united
      at
      last
      with
      the
      world
      which
      had
      rejected
      him
     
     
      and
      which
      he
      had
      rejected.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Evening
      came,
      but
      he
      hardly
      noticed
      the
      sun’s
      setting.
      Night
      fell,
      but
      he
     
     
      continued
      to
      march,
      unaware
      of
      the
      cold.
      Already
      he
      was
      weakening.
      He
     
     
      rejoiced
      in
      the
      weakness
      where
      previously
      he
      had
      fought
      to
      retain
      the
     
     
      strength
      he
      enjoyed
      only
      through
      the
      power
      of
      the
      Black
      Sword.
     
    


    
     
      And
      sometime
      around
      midnight,
      beneath
      a
      pale
      moon,
      his
      legs
      buckled
     
     
      and
      he
      fell
      sprawling
      in
      the
      sand
      and
      lay
      there
      while
      the
      remains
      of
      his
     
     
      sensibilities
      left
      him.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ‘Prince
      Elric.
      My
      lord?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      voice
      was
      rich,
      vibrant,
      almost
      amused.
      It
      was
      a
      woman’s
      voice
      and
     
     
      Elric
      recognised
      it.
      He
      did
      not
      move.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Elric
      of
      Melniboné.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      felt
      a
      hand
      on
      his
      arm.
      She
      was
      trying
      to
      pull
      him
      upright.
      Rather
      than
     
     
      be
      dragged
      he
      raised
      himself
      with
      some
      difficulty
      to
      a
      sitting
      position.
      He
     
     
      tried
      to
      speak,
      but
      at
      first
      no
      words
      would
      come
      from
      his
      mouth
      which
      was
     
     
      dry
      and
      full
      of
      sand.
      She
      stood
      there
      as
      the
      dawn
      rose
      behind
      her
      and
     
     
      brightened
      her
      long
      black
      hair
      framing
      her
      beautiful
      features.
      She
      was
     
     
      dressed
      in
      a
      flowing
      gown
      of
      blue,
      green
      and
      gold
      and
      she
      was
      smiling.
     
    


    
     
      As
      he
      cleared
      the
      sand
      from
      his
      mouth
      he
      shook
      his
      head,
      saying
      at
      last:
     
     
      ‘If
      I
      am
      dead,
      then
      I
      am
      still
      plagued
      by
      phantoms
      and
      illusions.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      no
      more
      illusion
      than
      anything
      else
      in
      this
      world.
      You
      are
      not
      dead,
     
     
      my
      lord.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are,
      in
      that
      case,
      many
      leagues
      from
      Castle
      Kaneloon,
      my
      lady.
      You
     
     
      have
      come
      from
      the
      other
      side
      of
      the
      world
      —
      from
      edge
      to
      edge.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      been
      seeking
      you,
      Elric.’
     
    


    
     
      “Then
      you
      have
      broken
      your
      word,
      Myshella,
      for
      when
      we
      parted
      you
      said
     
     
      that
      you
      would
      not
      see
      me
      again,
      that
      our
      fates
      had
      ceased
      to
      be
      twined.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      thought
      then
      that
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      was
      dead
      —
      that
      our
      mutual
      enemy
      had
     
     
      perished
      in
      the
      Noose
      of
      Flesh.’
      The
      sorceress
      spread
      her
      arms
      wide
      and
      it
     
     
      was
      almost
      as
      if
      the
      gesture
      summoned
      the
      sun,
      for
      it
      appeared
      over
      the
     
     
      horizon,
      suddenly.
      ‘Why
      did
      you
      walk
      thus
      in
      the
      desert,
      my
      lord?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      sought
      death.’
     
    


    
     
      “Yet
      you
      know
      it
      is
      not
      your
      destiny
      to
      die
      in
      such
      a
      way.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      been
      told
      as
      much
      but
      I
      do
      not
      know
      it,
      Lady
      Myshella.
      However,’
     
     
      he
      stumbled
      upright
      and
      stood
      swaying
      before
      her,
      ‘I
      am
      beginning
      to
     
     
      suspect
      that
      it
      is
      so.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      She
      came
      forward,
      bringing
      a
      goblet
      from
      beneath
      her
      robes.
      It
      was
      full
      to
     
     
      the
      brim
      with
      a
      cool,
      silvery
      liquid.
      ‘Drink,’
      she
      said.
     
    


    
     
      He
      did
      not
      lift
      his
      hands
      towards
      the
      cup.
      ‘I
      am
      not
      pleased
      to
      see
      you,
     
     
      Lady
      Myshella.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Why?
      Because
      you
      are
      afraid
      to
      love
      me?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Tf
      it
      flatters
      you
      to
      think
      that
      —
      aye.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      does
      not
      flatter
      me.
      I
      know
      you
      are
      reminded
      of
      Cymoril
      and
      that
      I
     
     
      made
      the
      mistake
      of
      letting
      Kaneloon
      become
      that
      which
      you
      most
      desire
      —
     
     
      before
      I
      understood
      that
      it
      is
      also
      what
      you
      most
      fear.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      lowered
      his
      head.
      ‘Be
      silent!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      sorry.
      I
      apologised
      then.
      We
      drove
      away
      the
      desire
      and
      terror
     
     
      together
      for
      a
      little
      while,
      did
      we
      not?’
     
    


    
     
      He
      looked
      up
      and
      she
      was
      staring
      intently
      into
      his
      eyes.
      ‘Did
      we
      not?’
     
    


    
     
      “We
      did.’
      He
      took
      a
      deep
      breath
      and
      stretched
      out
      his
      hands
      for
      the
      goblet.
     
     
      ‘Is
      this
      some
      potion
      to
      sap
      my
      will
      and
      make
      me
      work
      for
      your
      interests?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No
      potion
      could
      do
      that.
      It
      will
      revive
      you,
      that
      is
      all.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      sipped
      the
      liquid
      and
      immediately
      his
      mouth
      was
      clean
      and
      his
      head
     
     
      clear.
      He
      drained
      the
      goblet
      and
      he
      felt
      a
      glow
      of
      strength
      in
      all
      his
      limbs
     
     
      and
      vitals.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Do
      you
      still
      wish
      to
      die?’
      she
      asked
      as
      she
      received
      back
      the
      cup,
     
     
      replacing
      it
      beneath
      her
      robes.
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      death
      will
      bring
      me
      peace.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Tt
      will
      not
      —
      not
      if
      you
      die
      now.
      That
      I
      know.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      did
      you
      find
      me
      here?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,
      by
      a
      variety
      of
      means,
      some
      of
      them
      sorcerous.
      But
      my
      bird
      brought
     
     
      me
      to
      you.’
      She
      extended
      her
      right
      arm
      to
      point
      behind
      him.
     
    


    
     
      He
      turned
      and
      there
      was
      the
      bird
      of
      gold
      and
      silver
      and
      brass
      which
      he
     
     
      himself
      had
      once
      ridden
      while
      in
      Myshella’s
      service.
      Its
      great
      metallic
     
     
      wings
      were
      folded
      but
      there
      was
      intelligence
      in
      its
      emerald
      eyes
      as
      it
      waited
     
     
      for
      its
      mistress.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Have
      you
      come,
      then,
      to
      return
      me
      to
      Tanelom?’
     
    


    
     
      She
      shook
      her
      head.
      ‘Not
      yet.
      I
      have
      come
      to
      tell
      you
      where
      you
      may
     
     
      discover
      our
      enemy
      Theleb
      K’aarna.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      smiled.
      ‘He
      threatens
      you
      again?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Not
      directly.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      shook
      sand
      from
      his
      cloak.
      ‘I
      know
      you
      well,
      Myshella.
      You
      would
     
     
      not
      interfere
      in
      my
      destiny
      unless
      it
      had
      again
      become
      in
      some
      way
      linked
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      with
      your
      own.
      You
      have
      said
      that
      I
      am
      afraid
      to
      love
      you.
      That
      may
      be
     
     
      true,
      for
      I
      think
      I
      am
      afraid
      to
      love
      any
      woman.
      But
      you
      make
      use
      of
      love
      —
     
     
      the
      men
      to
      whom
      you
      give
      your
      love
      are
      men
      who
      will
      serve
      your
      purpose.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      do
      not
      deny
      that.
      I
      love
      only
      heroes
      —
      and
      only
      heroes
      who
      work
      to
     
     
      ensure
      the
      presence
      of
      the
      power
      of
      Law
      upon
      this
      plane
      of
      our
      Earth...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      care
      not
      whether
      Law
      or
      Chaos
      gains
      predominance.
      Even
      my
      hatred
      of
     
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      has
      waned
      —
      and
      that
      was
      a
      personal
      hatred,
      nothing
      to
      do
     
     
      with
      any
      cause.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘What
      if
      you
      knew
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      once
      again
      threatens
      the
      folk
      of
     
     
      Tanelorn?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Impossible.
      Tanelorn
      is
      eternal.’
     
    


    
     
      “Tanelorn
      is
      eternal
      —
      but
      its
      citizens
      are
      not.
      I
      know.
      More
      than
      once
      has
     
     
      some
      catastrophe
      fallen
      upon
      those
      who
      dwell
      in
      Tanelorn.
      And
      the
      Lords
     
     
      of
      Chaos
      hate
      Tanelorn,
      though
      they
      cannot
      attack
      it
      directly.
      They
      would
     
     
      aid
      any
      mortal
      who
      thought
      he
      could
      destroy
      those
      whom
      the
      Chaos
      Lords
     
     
      regard
      as
      traitors.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      frowned.
      He
      knew
      of
      the
      enmity
      of
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos
      to
      Tanelorn.
     
     
      He
      had
      heard
      that
      on
      more
      than
      one
      occasion
      they
      had
      made
      use
      of
      mortals
     
     
      to
      attack
      the
      city.
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      you
      say
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      plans
      to
      destroy
      Tanelorn’s
      citizens?
      With
     
     
      Chaos’s
      aid?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.
      Your
      thwarting
      of
      his
      schemes
      concerning
      Nadsokor
      and
      Rackhir’s
     
     
      caravan
      made
      him
      extend
      his
      hatred
      to
      all
      dwelling
      in
      Tanelorn.
      In
      Troos
      he
     
     
      discovered
      some
      ancient
      grimoires
      —
      things
      which
      survived
      from
      the
      Age
      of
     
     
      the
      Doomed
      Folk.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      can
      that
      be?
      They
      existed
      a
      whole
      time
      cycle
      before
      Melniboné!’
     
    


    
     
      “True
      —
      but
      Troos
      itself
      has
      lasted
      since
      the
      Age
      of
      the
      Doomed
      Folk
      and
     
     
      these
      were
      people
      who
      had
      many
      great
      inventions,
      a
      means
      of
      preserving
     
     
      their
      wisdom...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Very
      well.
      I
      will
      accept
      that
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      found
      their
      grimoires.
      What
     
     
      did
      those
      grimoires
      tell
      him?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      showed
      him
      the
      means
      of
      causing
      a
      rupture
      in
      the
      division
      which
     
     
      separates
      one
      plane
      of
      Earth
      from
      another.
      This
      knowledge
      of
      the
      other
     
     
      planes
      is
      largely
      mysterious
      to
      us
      —
      even
      your
      ancestors
      only
      guessed
      at
      the
     
     
      variety
      of
      existences
      obtaining
      in
      what
      the
      ancients
      termed
      the
      “multiverse”
     
     
      —
      and
      I
      know
      only
      a
      little
      more
      than
      do
      you.
      The
      Lords
      of
      the
      Higher
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Worlds
      can,
      at
      times,
      move
      freely
      between
      these
      temporal
      and
      spacial
     
     
      layers,
      but
      mortals
      cannot
      —
      at
      least
      not
      in
      this
      period
      of
      our
      being.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      what
      has
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      done?
      Surely
      great
      power
      would
      be
      needed
     
     
      to
      cause
      this
      “rupture”
      you
      describe?
      He
      does
      not
      have
      that
      power.’
     
    


    
     
      “True.
      But
      he
      has
      powerful
      allies
      in
      the
      Chaos
      Lords.
      The
      Lords
      of
     
     
      Entropy
      have
      leagued
      themselves
      with
      him
      as
      they
      would
      league
     
     
      themselves
      with
      anyone
      who
      was
      willing
      to
      be
      the
      means
      of
      destruction
      of
     
     
      those
      who
      dwell
      in
      Tanelorn.
      He
      found
      more
      than
      manuscripts
      in
      the
      forest
     
     
      of
      Troos.
      He
      discovered
      those
      buried
      devices
      which
      were
      the
      inventions
      of
     
     
      the
      Doomed
      Folk
      and
      which
      ultimately
      brought
      about
      their
      destruction.
     
     
      These
      devices,
      of
      course,
      were
      meaningless
      to
      him
      until
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos
     
     
      showed
      him
      how
      they
      could
      be
      activated
      using
      the
      very
      forces
      of
      creation
     
     
      for
      their
      energy.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      he
      has
      activated
      them?
      Where?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      brought
      the
      device
      he
      wanted
      to
      these
      parts,
      for
      he
      needed
      space
      to
     
     
      work
      where
      he
      thought
      he
      could
      not
      be
      observed
      by
      such
      as
      myself.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      is
      in
      the
      Sighing
      Desert?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.
      If
      you
      had
      continued
      on
      your
      horse
      you
      would
      have
      found
      him
      by
     
     
      now
      —
      or
      he
      you.
      I
      believe
      that
      is
      what
      drove
      you
      into
      the
      desert
      —
      a
     
     
      compulsion
      to
      seek
      him
      out.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      had
      no
      compulsion
      save
      a
      need
      to
      die!’
      Elric
      tried
      to
      control
      his
      anger.
     
    


    
     
      She
      smiled
      again.
      ‘Have
      it
      thus
      if
      you
      will...’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      mean
      I
      am
      so
      manipulated
      by
      Fate
      that
      I
      cannot
      choose
      to
      die
      if
      I
     
     
      wish?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ask
      yourself
      for
      that
      answer.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric’s
      face
      was
      clouded
      with
      puzzlement
      and
      despair.
      ‘What
      is
      it,
      then,
     
     
      which
      guides
      me?
      And
      to
      what
      end?’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      must
      discover
      that
      for
      yourself.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      want
      me
      to
      go
      against
      Chaos?
      Yet
      Chaos
      aids
      me
      and
      I
      am
      sworn
      to
     
     
      Arioch.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      you
      are
      mortal
      —
      and
      Arioch
      is
      slow
      to
      aid
      you
      these
      days,
      perhaps
     
     
      because
      he
      guesses
      what
      lies
      in
      the
      future.’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      do
      you
      know
      of
      the
      future?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Little
      —
      and
      what
      I
      know
      I
      cannot
      speak
      of
      to
      you.
      A
      mortal
      may
      choose
     
     
      whom
      he
      serves,
      Elric.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      chosen.
      I
      chose
      Chaos.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      “Yet
      much
      of
      your
      melancholy
      is
      because
      you
      are
      divided
      in
      your
     
     
      loyalties.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘That,
      too,
      is
      true.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Besides,
      you
      would
      not
      fight
      for
      Law
      if
      you
      fought
      against
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna
      —
      you
      would
      merely
      be
      fighting
      against
      one
      aided
      by
      Chaos
      —
      and
     
     
      those
      of
      Chaos
      often
      fight
      among
      themselves
      do
      they
      not?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      do.
      It
      is
      also
      well
      known
      that
      I
      hate
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      and
      would
     
     
      destroy
      him
      whether
      he
      served
      Law
      or
      Chaos.’
     
    


    
     
      “Therefore
      you
      will
      not
      unduly
      anger
      those
      to
      whom
      you
      are
      loyal
      —
     
     
      though
      they
      may
      be
      reluctant
      to
      help
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      “Tell
      me
      more
      of
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      plans.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      must
      see
      for
      yourself.
      There
      is
      your
      horse.’
      She
      pointed
      again
      and
     
     
      this
      time
      he
      saw
      the
      golden
      mare
      emerge
      from
      the
      other
      side
      of
      a
      dune.
     
     
      ‘Head
      north-east
      as
      you
      were
      heading,
      but
      move
      cautiously
      lest
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna
      becomes
      aware
      of
      your
      presence
      and
      traps
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Suppose
      I
      merely
      return
      to
      Tanelorn
      —
      or
      choose
      to
      try
      to
      die
      again?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      you
      will
      not,
      will
      you,
      Elric?
      You
      have
      loyalties
      to
      your
      friends,
      you
     
     
      wish
      in
      your
      heart
      to
      serve
      what
      I
      represent
      —
      and
      you
      hate
      Theleb
      K’aarna.
     
     
      I
      do
      not
      think
      you
      would
      wish
      to
      die
      for
      the
      moment.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      scowled.
      ‘Once
      more
      I
      am
      burdened
      with
      unwanted
      responsibilities,
     
     
      hedged
      by
      considerations
      other
      than
      my
      own
      desires,
      trapped
      by
      emotions
     
     
      which
      we
      of
      Melniboné
      have
      been
      taught
      to
      despise.
      Aye
      —
      I
      will
      go,
     
     
      Myshella.
      I
      will
      do
      what
      you
      wish.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Be
      careful,
      Elric.
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      now
      has
      powers
      which
      are
      unfamiliar
     
     
      to
      you,
      which
      you
      will
      find
      difficult
      to
      combat.’
      She
      gave
      him
      a
      lingering
     
     
      look
      and
      suddenly
      he
      had
      stepped
      forward
      and
      had
      seized
      her,
      kissed
      her
     
     
      while
      tears
      flowed
      down
      his
      white
      face
      and
      mingled
      with
      hers.
     
    


    
     
      Later
      he
      watched
      as
      she
      climbed
      into
      the
      onyx
      saddle
      of
      the
      bird
      of
      silver
     
     
      and
      gold
      and
      called
      out
      a
      command.
      The
      metal
      wings
      beat
      with
      a
      great
     
     
      clashing,
      the
      emerald
      eyes
      turned
      and
      the
      gem-studded
      beak
      opened.
     
     
      ‘Farewell,
      Elric,’
      said
      the
      bird.
     
    


    
     
      But
      Myshella
      said
      nothing,
      did
      not
      look
      back.
     
    


    
     
      Soon
      the
      metal
      bird
      was
      a
      speck
      of
      light
      in
      the
      blue
      sky
      and
      Elric
      had
     
     
      turned
      his
      horse
      towards
      the
      north-east.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Three
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      Barrier
      Broken
     
    

   

   
    
     
      E
      LRIC
      REINED
      IN
      behind
      the
      cover
      of
      a
      crag.
      He
      had
      found
      the
      camp
      of
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna.
      A
      large
      tent
      of
      yellow
      silk
      had
      been
      erected
      beneath
      the
     
     
      protection
      of
      an
      overhang
      of
      rock
      which
      was
      part
      of
      a
      formation
      making
      a
     
     
      natural
      amphitheatre
      among
      the
      dunes
      of
      the
      desert.
      A
      wagon
      and
      two
     
     
      horses
      were
      close
      to
      the
      tent,
      but
      all
      this
      was
      dominated
      by
      the
      thing
      of
     
     
      metal
      which
      reared
      in
      the
      centre
      of
      the
      clearing.
      It
      was
      contained
      in
      an
     
     
      enormous
      bowl
      of
      clear
      crystal.
      The
      bowl
      was
      almost
      globular
      with
      a
     
     
      narrow
      opening
      at
      the
      top.
      The
      device
      itself
      was
      asymmetrical
      and
      strange,
     
     
      composed
      of
      many
      curved
      and
      angular
      surfaces
      which
      seemed
      to
      contain
     
     
      myriad
      half-formed
      faces,
      shapes
      of
      beasts
      and
      buildings,
      illusive
      designs
     
     
      coming
      and
      going
      even
      as
      Elric
      looked
      upon
      it.
      An
      imagination
      even
      more
     
     
      grotesque
      than
      that
      of
      Elric’s
      ancestors
      had
      fashioned
      the
      thing,
     
     
      amalgamating
      metals
      and
      other
      substances
      which
      logic
      denied
      could
      ever
     
     
      be
      fused
      into
      one
      thing.
      A
      creation
      of
      Chaos
      which
      offered
      a
      clue
      as
      to
      how
     
     
      the
      Doomed
      Folk
      had
      come
      to
      destroy
      themselves.
      And
      it
      was
      alive.
      Deep
     
     
      within
      it
      something
      pulsed,
      as
      delicate
      and
      tentative
      as
      the
      heartbeat
      of
      a
     
     
      dying
      wren.
      Elric
      had
      witnessed
      many
      obscenities
      in
      his
      life
      and
      was
      moved
     
     
      by
      few
      of
      them,
      but
      this
      device,
      though
      superficially
      more
      innocuous
      than
     
     
      much
      he
      had
      seen,
      brought
      bile
      into
      his
      mouth.
      Yet
      for
      all
      his
      disgust
      he
     
     
      remained
      where
      he
      was,
      fascinated
      by
      the
      machine
      in
      the
      bowl,
      until
      the
     
     
      flap
      of
      the
      yellow
      tent
      was
      drawn
      back
      and
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      emerged.
     
    


    
     
      The
      sorcerer
      of
      Pan
      Tang
      was
      paler
      and
      thinner
      than
      when
      Elric
      had
      last
     
     
      seen
      him,
      shortly
      before
      the
      battle
      between
      the
      beggars
      of
      Nadsokor
      and
      the
     
     
      warriors
      of
      Tanelorn.
      Yet
      unhealthy
      energy
      flushed
      the
      cheeks
      and
      burned
     
     
      in
      the
      dark
      eyes,
      gave
      a
      nervous
      swiftness
      to
      the
      movements.
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna
      approached
      the
      bowl.
     
    


    
     
      As
      he
      came
      closer
      Elric
      could
      hear
      him
      muttering
      to
      himself.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Now,
      now,
      now,’
      murmured
      the
      sorcerer.
      ‘Soon,
      soon
      will
      die
      Elric
      and
     
     
      all
      who
      league
      with
      him.
      Ah,
      the
      albino
      will
      rue
      the
      day
      when
      he
      earned
      my
     
     
      vengeance
      and
      turned
      me
      from
      a
      scholar
      into
      what
      I
      am
      today.
      And
      when
      he
     
     
      is
      dead,
      then
      Queen
      Yishana
      will
      realise
      her
      mistake
      and
      give
      herself
      to
      me.
     
     
      How
      could
      she
      love
      that
      pale-faced
      anachronism
      more
      than
      a
      man
      of
      my
     
     
      great
      talents?
      How?’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      had
      almost
      forgotten
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      obsession
      with
      Queen
     
     
      Yishana
      of
      Jharkor,
      the
      woman
      who
      had
      wielded
      a
      greater
      power
      over
      the
     
     
      sorcerer
      than
      could
      any
      magic.
      It
      had
      been
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      jealousy
      of
     
     
      Elric
      which
      had
      turned
      him
      from
      a
      relatively
      peaceful
      student
      of
      the
      dark
     
     
      arts
      into
      a
      vengeful
      practitioner
      of
      the
      most
      frightful
      sorceries.
     
    


    
     
      He
      watched
      as
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      began
      with
      his
      finger
      to
      trace
      complicated
     
     
      patterns
      upon
      the
      glass
      of
      the
      bowl.
      And
      with
      every
      completed
      rune
      the
     
     
      pulse
      within
      the
      machine
      grew
      stronger.
      Oddly
      coloured
      light
      began
      to
      flow
     
     
      through
      certain
      sections,
      bringing
      them
      to
      life.
      A
      steady
      thump
      issued
      from
     
     
      the
      neck
      of
      the
      bowl.
      A
      peculiar
      stink
      began
      to
      reach
      Elric’s
      nostrils.
      The
     
     
      core
      of
      light
      became
      brighter
      and
      larger
      and
      the
      machine
      seemed
      to
      alter
      its
     
     
      shape,
      sometimes
      becoming
      apparently
      liquid
      and
      streaming
      around
      the
     
     
      inside
      of
      the
      bowl.
     
    


    
     
      The
      golden
      mare
      snorted
      and
      began
      to
      shift
      uneasily.
      Elric
      automatically
     
     
      patted
      her
      neck
      and
      steadied
      her.
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      was
      now
      merely
      a
     
     
      silhouette
      against
      the
      swiftly
      changing
      light
      within
      the
      bowl.
      He
      continued
     
     
      to
      murmur
      to
      himself
      but
      his
      words
      were
      drowned
      by
      the
      heartbeats
      which
     
     
      now
      echoed
      among
      the
      surrounding
      rocks.
      His
      right
      hand
      drew
      still
      more
     
     
      invisible
      diagrams
      upon
      the
      glass.
     
    


    
     
      The
      sky
      seemed
      to
      be
      darkening,
      though
      it
      was
      some
      hours
      to
      sunset.
      Elric
     
     
      looked
      up.
      Above
      his
      head
      the
      sky
      was
      still
      blue,
      the
      golden
      sun
      still
      strong,
     
     
      but
      the
      air
      around
      him
      had
      grown
      dark,
      as
      if
      a
      solitary
      cloud
      had
      come
      to
     
     
      cover
      the
      scene
      he
      witnessed.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      was
      stumbling
      back,
      his
      face
      stained
      by
      the
      strange
     
     
      light
      from
      the
      bowl,
      his
      eyes
      huge
      and
      mad.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Come!’
      he
      screamed.
      ‘Come!
      The
      barrier
      is
      down!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      saw
      a
      shadow
      then,
      behind
      the
      bowl.
      It
      was
      a
      shadow
      which
      dwarfed
     
     
      even
      the
      great
      machine.
      Something
      bellowed.
      It
      was
      scaly.
      It
      lumbered.
      It
     
     
      raised
      a
      huge
      and
      sinuous
      head.
      It
      reminded
      Elric
      of
      a
      dragon
      from
      one
      of
     
     
      his
      own
      caves,
      but
      it
      was
      bulkier
      and
      upon
      its
      enormous
      back
      were
      two
     
     
      rows
      of
      flapping
      ridges
      of
      bone.
      It
      opened
      its
      mouth
      to
      reveal
      row
      upon
      row
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      of
      teeth
      and
      the
      ground
      shook
      as
      it
      walked
      from
      the
      other
      side
      of
      the
      bowl
     
     
      and
      stood
      staring
      down
      at
      the
      tiny
      figure
      of
      the
      sorcerer,
      its
      eyes
      stupid
      and
     
     
      angry.
      Another
      came
      pounding
      from
      behind
      the
      bowl,
      and
      another
      —
      great
     
     
      reptilian
      monsters
      from
      another
      Age
      of
      Earth.
      And
      following
      them
      came
     
     
      those
      who
      controlled
      them.
     
    


    
     
      The
      horse
      was
      snorting
      and
      prancing
      and
      desperately
      trying
      to
      escape,
      but
     
     
      Elric
      managed
      to
      calm
      her
      down
      again
      as
      he
      looked
      at
      the
      figures
      which
     
     
      now
      rested
      their
      hands
      on
      the
      obedient
      heads
      of
      the
      monsters.
      The
      figures
     
     
      were
      even
      more
      terrifying
      than
      the
      reptiles
      —
      for
      although
      they
      walked
      upon
     
     
      two
      legs
      and
      had
      hands
      of
      sorts
      they,
      too,
      were
      reptilian.
      They
      bore
      a
     
     
      peculiar
      resemblance
      to
      the
      dragon
      creatures
      and
      their
      size,
      also,
      was
      many
     
     
      times
      greater
      than
      a
      man’s.
      In
      their
      hands
      they
      had
      ornate
      instruments
      which
     
     
      could
      only
      be
      weapons
      —
      instruments
      attached
      to
      their
      arms
      by
      spirals
      of
     
     
      golden
      metal.
      A
      hood
      of
      skin
      covered
      their
      black
      and
      green
      heads
      and
      red
     
     
      eyes
      glared
      from
      the
      shadows
      of
      their
      faces.
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      laughed.
      ‘I
      have
      achieved
      it.
      I
      have
      destroyed
      the
      barrier
     
     
      between
      the
      planes
      and,
      thanks
      to
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos,
      have
      found
      allies
     
     
      which
      Elric’s
      sorcery
      cannot
      destroy
      because
      they
      do
      not
      obey
      the
      sorcerous
     
     
      rules
      of
      this
      plane!
      They
      are
      invincible,
      invulnerable
      —
      and
      they
      obey
      only
     
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna!’
     
    


    
     
      A
      huge
      snorting
      and
      screaming
      came
      from
      beasts
      and
      warriors
      alike.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Now
      we
      shall
      go
      against
      Tanelorn!’
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      shouted.
      ‘And
      with
     
     
      this
      power
      I
      shall
      return
      to
      Jharkor,
      to
      make
      fickle
      Yishana
      my
      own!’
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Elric
      felt
      a
      certain
      sympathy
      for
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      at
      that
      moment.
      Without
     
     
      the
      aid
      of
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos,
      his
      sorcery
      could
      not
      have
      achieved
      this.
      He
     
     
      had
      given
      himself
      up
      to
      them,
      had
      become
      one
      of
      their
      tools
      all
      because
      of
     
     
      his
      weak-minded
      love
      for
      Jharkor’s
      ageing
      queen.
      Elric
      knew
      he
      could
      not
     
     
      go
      against
      the
      monsters
      and
      their
      monstrous
      riders.
      He
      must
      return
      to
     
     
      Tanelorn
      to
      warn
      his
      friends
      to
      leave
      the
      city,
      to
      hope
      that
      he
      might
      find
      a
     
     
      means
      of
      returning
      these
      frightful
      interlopers
      back
      to
      their
      own
      plane.
      But
     
     
      then
      the
      mare
      screamed
      suddenly
      and
      reared,
      maddened
      by
      the
      sights,
      the
     
     
      sounds
      and
      the
      smells
      she
      had
      been
      forced
      to
      witness.
      And
      the
      scream
     
     
      sounded
      in
      a
      sudden
      silence.
      The
      rearing
      horse
      revealed
      itself
      to
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna
      as
      he
      turned
      his
      mad
      eyes
      in
      Elric’s
      direction.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Elric
      knew
      he
      could
      not
      outride
      the
      monsters.
      He
      knew
      those
      weapons
     
     
      could
      easily
      destroy
      him
      from
      a
      distance.
      He
      drew
      the
      black
      hellsword
     
     
      Stormbringer
      from
      its
      scabbard
      and
      it
      shouted
      as
      it
      came
      free.
      He
      drove
      his
     
     
      spurs
      into
      the
      horse
      and
      he
      rode
      directly
      down
      the
      rocks
      towards
      the
      bowl
     
     
      while
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      was
      still
      too
      startled
      to
      give
      orders
      to
      his
      new
      allies.
     
     
      His
      one
      hope
      was
      that
      he
      could
      destroy
      the
      device
      —
      or
      at
      least
      break
      some
     
     
      important
      part
      of
      it
      —
      and
      in
      so
      doing
      return
      the
      monsters
      to
      their
      own
      plane.
     
    


    
     
      His
      white
      face
      ghastly
      in
      the
      sorcerous
      darkness,
      his
      sword
      raised
      high,
      he
     
     
      galloped
      past
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      and
      struck
      a
      mighty
      blow
      at
      the
      glass
     
     
      protecting
      the
      machine.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Black
      Sword
      collided
      with
      the
      glass
      and
      sank
      into
      it.
      Carried
      on
      by
     
     
      the
      momentum,
      Elric
      was
      flung
      from
      his
      saddle
      and
      he,
      too,
      passed
      through
     
     
      the
      glass
      without
      apparently
      breaking
      it.
      He
      glimpsed
      the
      dreadful
      planes
     
     
      and
      curves
      of
      the
      Doomed
      Folk’s
      device.
      His
      body
      struck
      them.
      He
      felt
      as
      if
     
     
      the
      fabric
      of
      his
      being
      was
      disintegrating...
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ...
      and
      then
      he
      lay
      sprawled
      upon
      sweet
      grass
      and
      there
      was
      nothing
      of
      the
     
     
      desert,
      of
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
      of
      the
      pulsing
      machine,
      of
      the
      horrible
      beasts
      and
     
     
      their
      dreadful
      masters,
      only
      waving
      foliage
      and
      warm
      sunshine.
      He
      heard
     
     
      birdsong
      and
      he
      heard
      a
      voice.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      storm.
      It
      has
      gone.
      And
      you?
      Are
      you
      called
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné?’
     
    


    
     
      He
      picked
      himself
      up
      and
      turned.
      A
      tall
      man
      stood
      before
      him.
      The
      man
     
     
      was
      Clad
      in
      a
      conical
      silver
      helm
      and
      was
      encased
      to
      the
      knee
      in
      a
      byrnie
     
     
      also
      of
      silver.
      A
      scarlet,
      long-sleeved
      coat
      partly
      covered
      the
      byrnie.
      The
     
     
      man
      bore
      a
      scabbarded
      longsword
      at
      his
      side.
      His
      legs
      were
      encased
      in
     
     
      breeks
      of
      soft
      leather
      and
      there
      were
      boots
      of
      green-tinted
      doeskin
      on
      his
     
     
      feet.
      But
      Elric’s
      attention
      was
      caught
      primarily
      by
      the
      man’s
      features
     
     
      (which
      resembled
      those
      of
      a
      Melnibonéan
      much
      more
      than
      those
      of
      a
      true
     
     
      man)
      and
      the
      fact
      that
      he
      wore
      upon
      his
      left
      hand
      a
      six-fingered
      gauntlet
     
     
      encrusted
      with
      dark
      jewels,
      while
      over
      his
      right
      eye
      was
      a
      large
      patch
      which
     
     
      was
      also
      jewelled
      and
      matched
      the
      hand.
      The
      eye
      not
      covered
      by
      the
      patch
     
     
      was
      large
      and
      slanting
      and
      had
      a
      yellow
      centre
      and
      purple
      surrounds.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné,’
      the
      albino
      agreed.
      ‘Are
      you
      to
      thank
      for
     
     
      rescuing
      me
      from
      those
      creatures
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      summoned?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      tall
      man
      shook
      his
      head.
      ‘’Twas
      I
      that
      summoned
      you,
      but
      I
      know
      of
     
     
      no
      Theleb
      K’aarna.
      I
      was
      told
      that
      I
      had
      only
      one
      opportunity
      to
      receive
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      your
      aid
      and
      that
      I
      must
      take
      it
      in
      this
      particular
      place
      at
      this
      particular
      time.
     
     
      I
      am
      called
      Corum
      Jhaelen
      Irsei
      —
      the
      Prince
      in
      the
      Scarlet
      Robe
      —
      and
      I
      ride
     
     
      upon
      a
      quest
      of
      grave
      import.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      frowned.
      The
      name
      had
      a
      half-familiar
      ring,
      but
      he
      could
      not
      place
     
     
      it.
      He
      half-recalled
      an
      old
      dream...
     
    


    
     
      ‘Where
      is
      this
      forest?’
      he
      asked,
      sheathing
      his
      sword.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      nowhere
      on
      your
      plane
      or
      in
      your
      time,
      Prince
      Elric.
      I
      summoned
     
     
      you
      to
      aid
      me
      in
      my
      battle
      against
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos.
      Already
      I
      have
      been
     
     
      instrumental
      in
      destroying
      two
      of
      the
      Sword
      Rulers
      —
      Arioch
      and
      Xiombarg
     
     
      —
      but
      the
      third,
      the
      most
      powerful,
      remains...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arioch
      of
      Chaos
      —
      and
      Xiombarg?
      You
      have
      destroyed
      two
      of
      the
      most
     
     
      powerful
      members
      of
      the
      company
      of
      Chaos?
      Yet
      but
      a
      month
      since
      I
      spoke
     
     
      with
      Arioch.
      He
      is
      my
      patron.
      He...’
     
    


    
     
      “There
      are
      many
      planes
      of
      existence,’
      Prince
      Corum
      told
      him
      gently.
      ‘In
     
     
      some
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos
      are
      strong.
      In
      some
      they
      are
      weak.
      In
      some,
      I
      have
     
     
      heard,
      they
      do
      not
      exist
      at
      all.
      You
      must
      accept
      that
      here
      Arioch
      and
     
     
      Xiombarg
      have
      been
      banished
      so
      that
      effectively
      they
      no
      longer
      exist
      in
      my
     
     
      world.
      It
      is
      the
      third
      of
      the
      Sword
      Rulers
      who
      threatens
      us
      now
      —
      the
     
     
      strongest,
      King
      Mabelode.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      frowned.
      ‘In
      my
      —
      plane
      —
      Mabelode
      is
      no
      stronger
      than
      Arioch
      and
     
     
      Xiombarg.
      This
      makes
      a
      travesty
      of
      all
      my
      understanding...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      will
      explain
      as
      much
      as
      I
      can,’
      said
      Prince
      Corum.
      ‘For
      some
      reason
     
     
      Fate
      has
      selected
      me
      to
      be
      the
      hero
      who
      must
      banish
      the
      domination
      of
     
     
      Chaos
      from
      the
      Fifteen
      Planes
      of
      Earth.
      I
      am
      at
      present
      travelling
      on
      my
     
     
      way
      to
      seek
      a
      city
      which
      we
      call
      Tanelorn,
      where
      I
      hope
      to
      find
      aid.
      But
      my
     
     
      guide
      is
      a
      prisoner
      in
      a
      castle
      close
      to
      here
      and
      before
      I
      can
      continue
      I
      must
     
     
      rescue
      him.
      I
      was
      told
      how
      I
      might
      summon
      aid
      to
      help
      me
      effect
      this
     
     
      rescue
      and
      I
      used
      the
      spell
      to
      bring
      you
      to
      me.
      I
      was
      to
      tell
      you
      that
      if
      you
     
     
      aided
      me,
      then
      you
      would
      aid
      yourself
      —
      that
      if
      I
      was
      successful
      then
      you
     
     
      would
      receive
      something
      which
      would
      make
      your
      task
      easier.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Who
      told
      you
      this?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      wise
      man.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      sat
      down
      on
      a
      fallen
      tree
      trunk,
      his
      head
      in
      his
      hands.
      ‘I
      have
      been
     
     
      drawn
      away
      at
      an
      importunate
      time,’
      he
      said.
      ‘I
      pray
      that
      you
      speak
      the
     
     
      truth
      to
      me,
      Prince
      Corum.’
      He
      looked
      up
      suddenly.
      ‘It
      is
      a
      marvel
      that
      you
     
     
      speak
      at
      all
      —
      or
      at
      least
      that
      I
      understand
      you.
      How
      can
      this
      be?’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘I
      was
      informed
      that
      we
      should
      be
      able
      to
      communicate
      easily
      because
     
     
      “we
      are
      part
      of
      the
      same
      thing”.
      Do
      not
      ask
      me
      to
      explain
      more,
      Prince
     
     
      Elric,
      for
      I
      know
      no
      more.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      shrugged.
      ‘Well
      this
      may
      be
      an
      illusion.
      I
      may
      have
      killed
      myself
      or
     
     
      become
      digested
      by
      that
      machine
      of
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s,
      but
      plainly
      I
      have
      no
     
     
      choice
      but
      to
      agree
      to
      aid
      you
      in
      the
      hope
      that
      I
      am,
      in
      turn,
      aided.’
     
    


    
     
      Prince
      Corum
      left
      the
      clearing
      and
      returned
      with
      two
      horses,
      one
      white
     
     
      and
      one
      black.
      He
      offered
      the
      reins
      of
      the
      black
      horse
      to
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      settled
      himself
      in
      the
      unfamiliar
      saddle.
      ‘You
      spoke
      of
      Tanelorn.
      It
      is
     
     
      for
      the
      sake
      of
      Tanelorn
      that
      I
      find
      myself
      in
      this
      dreamworld
      of
      yours.’
     
    


    
     
      Prince
      Corum’s
      face
      was
      eager.
      ‘You
      know
      where
      Tanelorn
      lies?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘In
      my
      own
      world,
      aye
      —
      but
      why
      should
      it
      lie
      in
      this
      one?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Tanelorn
      lies
      in
      all
      planes,
      though
      in
      different
      guises.
      There
      is
      one
     
     
      Tanelorn
      and
      it
      is
      eternal
      with
      many
      forms.’
     
    


    
     
      They
      were
      riding
      through
      the
      gentle
      forest
      along
      a
      narrow
      track.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      accepted
      what
      Corum
      said.
      There
      was
      a
      dreamlike
      quality
      about
      his
     
     
      presence
      here
      and
      he
      decided
      that
      he
      must
      regard
      all
      events
      here
      as
      he
     
     
      would
      regard
      the
      events
      in
      a
      dream.
      ‘Where
      go
      we
      now?’
      he
      asked
      casually.
     
     
      “To
      the
      castle?’
     
    


    
     
      Corum
      shook
      his
      head.
      ‘First
      we
      must
      have
      the
      Third
      Hero
      —
      the
      Many-
     
     
      Named
      Hero.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      will
      you
      summon
      him
      with
      sorcery,
      too?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      was
      told
      not.
      I
      was
      told
      that
      he
      would
      meet
      us
      —
      drawn
      from
      whichever
     
     
      age
      he
      exists
      in
      by
      the
      necessity
      to
      complete
      the
      Three
      Who
      Are
      One.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      what
      mean
      these
      phrases?
      What
      is
      the
      Three
      Who
      Are
      One?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      know
      little
      more
      than
      you,
      friend
      Elric,
      save
      that
      it
      will
      need
      all
      three
      of
     
     
      us
      to
      defeat
      him
      who
      holds
      my
      guide
      prisoner.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye,’
      murmured
      Elric
      feelingly,
      ‘and
      it
      will
      need
      more
      than
      that
      to
      save
     
     
      my
      Tanelorn
      from
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      reptiles.
      Even
      now
      they
      must
      march
     
     
      against
      the
      city.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Four
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      Vanishing
      Tower
     
    

   

   
    
     
      T
      HE
      ROAD
      WIDENED
      and
      left
      the
      forest
      to
      wander
      among
      the
      heather
      of
     
    

   

   
    
     
      high
      and
      hilly
      moorland
      country.
      Far
      away
      to
      the
      west
      they
      could
      see
      cliffs,
     
     
      and
      beyond
      the
      cliffs
      was
      the
      deeper
      blue
      of
      the
      ocean.
      A
      few
      birds
      circled
     
     
      in
      the
      wide
      sky.
      It
      seemed
      a
      particularly
      peaceful
      world
      and
      Elric
      could
     
     
      hardly
      believe
      that
      it
      was
      under
      attack
      from
      the
      forces
      of
      Chaos.
      As
      they
     
     
      rode
      Corum
      explained
      that
      his
      gauntlet
      was
      not
      a
      gauntlet
      at
      all,
      but
      the
     
     
      hand
      of
      an
      alien
      being,
      grafted
      onto
      his
      arm,
      just
      as
      his
      eye
      was
      an
      alien
      eye
     
     
      which
      could
      see
      into
      a
      terrifying
      netherworld
      from
      which
      Corum
      could
     
     
      bring
      aid
      if
      he
      chose
      to
      do
      so.
     
    


    
     
      ‘All
      you
      tell
      me
      makes
      the
      complicated
      sorceries
      and
      cosmologies
      of
      my
     
     
      world
      seem
      simple
      in
      comparison,’
      Elric
      smiled
      as
      they
      crossed
      the
     
     
      peaceful
      landscape.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      only
      seems
      complicated
      because
      it
      is
      strange,’
      Corum
      said.
      ‘Your
     
     
      world
      would
      doubtless
      seem
      incomprehensible
      to
      me
      if
      I
      were
      suddenly
     
     
      flung
      into
      it.
      Besides,’
      he
      laughed,
      ‘this
      particular
      plane
      is
      not
      my
      world,
     
     
      either,
      though
      it
      resembles
      it
      more
      than
      do
      many.
      We
      have
      one
      thing
      in
     
     
      common,
      Elric,
      and
      that
      is
      that
      we
      are
      both
      doomed
      to
      play
      a
      rôle
      in
      the
     
     
      constant
      struggle
      between
      the
      Lords
      of
      the
      Higher
      Worlds
      —
      and
      we
      shall
     
     
      never
      understand
      why
      that
      struggle
      takes
      place,
      why
      it
      is
      eternal.
      We
      fight,
     
     
      we
      suffer
      agonies
      of
      mind
      and
      soul,
      but
      we
      are
      never
      sure
      that
      our
      suffering
     
     
      is
      worthwhile.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      right,’
      Elric
      said
      feelingly.
      “We
      have
      much
      in
      common,
      you
      and
     
     
      I,
      Corum.’
     
    


    
     
      Corum
      was
      about
      to
      reply
      when
      he
      saw
      something
      on
      the
      road
      ahead.
      It
     
     
      was
      a
      mounted
      warrior.
      He
      sat
      perfectly
      still
      as
      if
      he
      awaited
      them.
      ‘Perhaps
     
     
      this
      is
      the
      Third
      of
      whom
      Bolorhiag
      spoke.’
     
    


    
     
      Cautiously,
      they
      rode
      forward.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      The
      man
      they
      approached
      stared
      at
      them
      from
      a
      brooding
      face.
      He
      was
      as
     
     
      tall
      as
      them,
      but
      bulkier.
      His
      skin
      was
      jet-black
      and
      he
      wore
      upon
      his
      head
     
     
      and
      shoulders
      the
      stuffed
      head
      and
      pelt
      of
      a
      snarling
      bear.
      His
      plate
      armour
     
     
      was
      also
      black,
      without
      insignia,
      and
      at
      his
      side
      was
      a
      great
      black-hilted
     
     
      sword
      in
      a
      black
      scabbard.
      He
      rode
      a
      massive
      roan
      stallion
      and
      there
      was
      a
     
     
      heavy
      round
      shield
      attached
      to
      the
      back
      of
      his
      saddle.
      As
      Elric
      and
      Corum
     
     
      came
      closer
      the
      man’s
      handsome
      negroid
      features
      assumed
      an
      astonished
     
     
      expression
      and
      he
      gasped.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      know
      you!
      I
      know
      you
      both!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric,
      too,
      felt
      he
      recognised
      the
      man,
      just
      as
      he
      had
      noticed
      something
     
     
      familiar
      in
      Corum’s
      features.
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      came
      you
      here
      to
      Balwyn
      Moor,
      friend?’
      Corum
      asked
      him.
     
    


    
     
      The
      man
      looked
      about
      him
      as
      if
      in
      a
      daze.
      ‘Balwyn
      Moor?
      This
      is
      Balwyn
     
     
      Moor?
      I
      have
      been
      here
      but
      a
      few
      moments.
      Before
      that
      I
      was
      —
      I
      was...
     
     
      Ah!
      The
      memory
      starts
      to
      fade
      again.’
      He
      pressed
      a
      large
      hand
      to
      his
     
     
      forehead.
      ‘A
      name
      —
      another
      name!
      No
      more!
      Elric!
      Corum!
      But
      I
      —
      I
      am
     
     
      now...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      do
      you
      know
      our
      names?’
      Elric
      asked
      him.
      A
      mood
      of
      dread
      had
     
     
      seized
      the
      albino.
      He
      felt
      that
      he
      should
      not
      ask
      these
      questions,
      that
      he
     
     
      should
      not
      know
      the
      answers.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Because
      —
      don’t
      you
      see?
      —
      I
      am
      Elric
      —
      I
      am
      Corum
      —
      oh,
      this
      is
      the
     
     
      worst
      agony...
      Or,
      at
      least,
      I
      have
      been
      or
      am
      to
      be
      Elric
      and
      Corum...’
     
    


    
     
      “Your
      name,
      sir?’
      Corum
      said
      again.
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      thousand
      names
      are
      mine.
      A
      thousand
      heroes
      I
      have
      been.
      Ah!
      I
      am
      —
      I
     
     
      am
      —
      John
      Daker
      —
      Erekosé
      —
      Urlik
      —
      many,
      many,
      many
      more...
      The
     
     
      memories,
      the
      dreams,
      the
      existences.’
      He
      stared
      at
      them
      suddenly
      through
     
     
      his
      pain-filled
      eyes.
      ‘Do
      you
      not
      understand?
      Am
      I
      the
      only
      one
      to
      be
     
     
      doomed
      to
      understand?
      I
      am
      he
      who
      has
      been
      called
      the
      Champion
      Eternal
     
     
      —
      I
      am
      the
      hero
      who
      has
      existed
      for
      ever
      —
      and,
      yes,
      I
      am
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné
     
     
      —
      Prince
      Corum
      Jhaelen
      Irsei
      —
      I
      am
      you,
      also.
      We
      three
      are
      the
      same
     
     
      creature
      and
      a
      myriad
      other
      creatures
      besides.
      We
      three
      are
      one
      thing
      —
     
     
      doomed
      to
      struggle
      for
      ever
      and
      never
      understand
      why.
      Oh!
      My
      head
     
     
      pounds.
      Who
      tortures
      me
      so?
      Who?’
     
    


    
     
      Elric’s
      throat
      was
      dry.
      ‘You
      say
      you
      are
      another
      incarnation
      of
      myself
      ?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      you
      would
      phrase
      it
      so!
      You
      are
      both
      other
      incarnations
      of
      myself
      !’
     
    


    
     
      ‘So,’
      said
      Corum,
      ‘that
      is
      what
      Bolorhiag
      meant
      by
      the
      Three
      Who
      Are
     
     
      One.
      We
      are
      all
      aspects
      of
      the
      same
      man,
      yet
      we
      have
      tripled
      our
      strength
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      because
      we
      have
      been
      drawn
      from
      three
      different
      ages.
      It
      is
      the
      only
      power
     
     
      which
      might
      successfully
      go
      against
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak
      of
      the
     
     
      Vanishing
      Tower.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Is
      that
      the
      castle
      wherein
      your
      guide
      is
      imprisoned?’
      Elric
      asked,
      casting
     
     
      a
      glance
      of
      sympathy
      at
      the
      groaning
      black
      man.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.
      The
      Vanishing
      Tower
      flickers
      from
      one
      plane
      to
      another,
      from
      one
     
     
      age
      to
      another,
      and
      exists
      in
      a
      single
      location
      only
      for
      a
      few
      moments
      at
      a
     
     
      time.
      But
      because
      we
      are
      three
      separate
      incarnations
      of
      a
      single
      hero
      it
      is
     
     
      possible
      that
      we
      form
      a
      sorcery
      of
      some
      kind
      which
      will
      enable
      us
      to
      follow
     
     
      the
      tower
      and
      attack
      it.
      Then,
      if
      we
      free
      my
      guide,
      we
      can
      continue
      on
      to
     
     
      Tanelorn...’
     
    


    
     
      “Tanelorn?’
      The
      black
      man
      looked
      at
      Corum
      with
      hope
      suddenly
      flooding
     
     
      into
      his
      eyes.
      ‘I,
      too,
      seek
      Tanelorn.
      Only
      there
      may
      I
      discover
      some
     
     
      remedy
      to
      my
      dreadful
      fate
      —
      which
      is
      to
      know
      all
      previous
      incarnations
      and
     
     
      be
      hurled
      at
      random
      from
      one
      existence
      to
      another!
      Tanelorn
      —
      I
      must
      find
     
     
      her!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I,
      too,
      must
      discover
      Tanelorn,’
      Elric
      told
      him,
      ‘for
      on
      my
      own
      plane
      her
     
     
      inhabitants
      are
      in
      great
      danger.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      we
      have
      a
      common
      purpose
      as
      well
      as
      a
      common
      identity,’
      Corum
     
     
      said.
      ‘Therefore
      we
      shall
      fight
      in
      concert,
      I
      pray.
      First
      we
      must
      free
      my
     
     
      guide,
      then
      go
      on
      to
      Tanelorn.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Pll
      aid
      you
      willingly,’
      said
      the
      black
      giant.
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      what
      shall
      we
      call
      you
      —
      you
      who
      are
      ourselves?’
      Corum
      asked
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Call
      me
      Erekosé
      —
      though
      another
      name
      suggests
      itself
      to
      me
      —
      for
      it
      was
     
     
      as
      Erekosé
      that
      I
      came
      closest
      to
      knowing
      forgetfulness
      and
      the
      fulfilment
     
     
      of
      love.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Then
      you
      are
      to
      be
      envied,
      Erekosé,’
      Elric
      said
      meaningly,
      ‘for
      at
      least
     
     
      you
      have
      come
      close
      to
      forgetfulness...’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      have
      no
      inkling
      of
      what
      it
      is
      I
      must
      forget,’
      the
      black
      giant
      told
      him.
     
     
      He
      shook
      his
      reins.
      ‘Now
      Corum
      —
      which
      way
      to
      the
      Vanishing
      Tower?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘This
      road
      leads
      to
      it.
      We
      ride
      down
      now
      to
      Darkvale,
      I
      believe.’
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Elric’s
      mind
      could
      hardly
      contain
      the
      significance
      of
      what
      he
      had
      heard.
      It
     
     
      suggested
      that
      the
      universe
      —
      or
      the
      multiverse,
      as
      Myshella
      had
      named
      it
      —
     
     
      was
      divided
      into
      infinite
      layers
      of
      existence,
      that
      time
      was
      virtually
      a
     
     
      meaningless
      concept
      save
      where
      it
      related
      to
      one
      man’s
      life
      or
      one
      short
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      period
      of
      history.
      And
      there
      were
      planes
      of
      existence
      where
      the
      Cosmic
     
     
      Balance
      was
      not
      known
      at
      all
      —
      or
      so
      Corum
      had
      suggested
      —
      and
      other
     
     
      planes
      where
      the
      Lords
      of
      the
      Higher
      Worlds
      had
      far
      greater
      powers
      than
     
     
      they
      had
      on
      his
      own
      world.
      He
      was
      tempted
      to
      consider
      the
      idea
      of
     
     
      forgetting
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
      Myshella,
      Tanelorn
      and
      the
      rest
      and
      devoting
     
     
      himself
      to
      the
      exploration
      of
      all
      these
      infinite
      worlds.
      But
      then
      he
      knew
      that
     
     
      this
      could
      not
      be
      for,
      if
      Erekosé
      spoke
      the
      truth,
      then
      he
      —
      or
      something
     
     
      which
      was
      essentially
      himself
      —
      existed
      in
      all
      these
      planes
      already.
     
     
      Whatever
      force
      it
      was
      which
      he
      named
      ‘Fate’
      had
      admitted
      him
      to
      this
     
     
      plane
      to
      fulfil
      one
      purpose.
      An
      important
      purpose
      affecting
      the
      destinies
      of
     
     
      a
      thousand
      planes
      it
      must
      surely
      be
      if
      it
      brought
      him
      together
      in
      three
     
     
      separate
      incarnations.
      He
      glanced
      curiously
      at
      the
      black
      giant
      on
      his
      left,
      at
     
     
      the
      maimed
      man
      with
      the
      jewelled
      hand
      and
      eye
      on
      his
      right.
      Were
      they
     
     
      really
      himself
      ?
     
    


    
     
      Now
      he
      fancied
      he
      felt
      some
      of
      the
      desperation
      Erekosé
      must
      feel
      —
      to
     
     
      remember
      all
      those
      other
      incarnations,
      all
      those
      other
      mistakes,
      all
      that
     
     
      other
      pointless
      conflict
      —
      and
      never
      to
      know
      the
      purpose
      for
      it
      all,
      if
      purpose
     
     
      indeed
      there
      were.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Darkvale,’
      said
      Corum
      pointing
      down
      the
      hill.
     
    


    
     
      The
      road
      ran
      steeply
      until
      it
      passed
      between
      two
      looming
      cliffs,
     
     
      disappearing
      in
      shadow.
      There
      was
      something
      particularly
      gloomy
      about
     
     
      the
      place.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      told
      there
      was
      a
      village
      here
      once,’
      Corum
      said
      to
      them.
      ‘An
     
     
      uninviting
      spot,
      eh,
      brothers?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      seen
      worse,’
      murmured
      Erekosé.
      ‘Come,
      let’s
      get
      all
      this
      done
     
     
      with...’
      He
      spurred
      his
      roan
      ahead
      of
      the
      others
      and
      galloped
      at
      great
      speed
     
     
      down
      the
      steep
      path.
      They
      followed
      his
      example
      and
      soon
      they
      had
      passed
     
     
      between
      the
      lowering
      cliffs
      and
      could
      barely
      see
      ahead
      of
      them
      as
      they
     
     
      continued
      to
      follow
      the
      road
      through
      the
      shadows.
     
    


    
     
      And
      now
      Elric
      saw
      ruins
      huddled
      close
      to
      the
      foot
      of
      the
      cliffs
      on
      either
     
     
      side.
      Oddly
      twisted
      ruins
      which
      had
      not
      been
      the
      result
      of
      age
      or
      warfare
      —
     
     
      these
      ruins
      were
      warped,
      fused,
      as
      if
      Chaos
      had
      touched
      them
      while
      passing
     
     
      through
      the
      vale.
     
    


    
     
      Corum
      had
      been
      studying
      the
      ruins
      carefully
      and
      at
      length
      he
      reined
      in.
     
     
      ‘There,’
      he
      said.
      ‘That
      pit.
      Here
      is
      where
      we
      must
      wait.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      looked
      at
      the
      pit.
      It
      was
      ragged
      and
      deep
      and
      the
      earth
      in
      it
      seemed
     
     
      freshly
      turned
      as
      if
      it
      had
      been
      but
      lately
      dug.
      ‘What
      must
      we
      wait
      for,
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      friend
      Corum?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘For
      the
      tower,’
      said
      Prince
      Corum.
      ‘I
      would
      guess
      that
      this
      is
      where
      it
     
     
      appears
      when
      it
      is
      in
      this
      plane.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      when
      will
      it
      appear?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘At
      no
      particular
      time.
      We
      must
      wait.
      And
      then,
      as
      soon
      as
      we
      see
      it,
      we
     
     
      must
      rush
      it
      and
      attempt
      to
      enter
      before
      it
      vanishes
      again,
      moving
      on
      to
      the
     
     
      next
      plane.’
     
    


    
     
      Erekosé’s
      face
      was
      impassive.
      He
      dismounted
      and
      sat
      on
      the
      hard
      ground
     
     
      with
      his
      back
      against
      a
      slab
      of
      rock
      which
      had
      once
      belonged
      to
      a
      house.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      seem
      more
      patient
      than
      I,
      Erekosé,’
      said
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      learned
      patience,
      for
      I
      have
      lived
      since
      time
      began
      and
      will
      live
      on
     
     
      at
      the
      end
      of
      time.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      got
      down
      from
      his
      own
      black
      horse
      and
      loosened
      its
      girth
      strap
      while
     
     
      Corum
      prowled
      about
      the
      edge
      of
      the
      pit.
      ‘Who
      told
      you
      that
      the
      tower
     
     
      would
      appear
      here?’
      Elric
      asked
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      sorcerer
      who
      doubtless
      serves
      Law
      as
      I
      do,
      for
      I
      am
      a
      mortal
      doomed
     
     
      to
      battle
      Chaos.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘As
      am
      I,’
      said
      Erekosé
      the
      Champion
      Eternal.
     
    


    
     
      ‘As
      am
      I,’
      said
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné,
      ‘though
      I
      am
      sworn
      to
      serve
      it.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      looked
      at
      his
      two
      companions
      and
      it
      was
      possible
      to
      believe
      that
     
     
      these
      were
      two
      incarnations
      of
      himself.
      Certainly
      their
      lives,
      their
      struggles,
     
     
      their
      personalities,
      to
      some
      extent,
      were
      very
      similar.
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      why
      do
      you
      seek
      Tanelorn,
      Erekosé?’
      he
      asked.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      been
      told
      that
      I
      may
      find
      peace
      there
      —
      and
      wisdom
      —
      a
      means
      of
     
     
      returning
      to
      the
      world
      of
      the
      Eldren
      where
      dwells
      the
      woman
      I
      love,
      for
      it
     
     
      has
      been
      said
      that
      since
      Tanelorn
      exists
      in
      all
      planes
      at
      all
      times
      it
      is
      easier
     
     
      for
      a
      man
      who
      dwells
      there
      to
      pass
      between
      the
      planes,
      discover
      the
     
     
      particular
      one
      he
      seeks.
      What
      interest
      have
      you
      in
      Tanelorn,
      Lord
      Elric?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      know
      Tanelorn
      and
      I
      know
      that
      you
      are
      right
      to
      seek
      it.
      My
      mission
     
     
      seems
      to
      be
      the
      defence
      of
      that
      city
      upon
      my
      own
      plane
      —
      but
      even
      now
      my
     
     
      friends
      may
      be
      destroyed
      by
      that
      which
      has
      been
      brought
      against
      them.
      I
     
     
      pray
      Corum
      is
      right
      and
      that
      in
      the
      Vanishing
      Tower
      I
      shall
      find
      a
      means
      to
     
     
      defeat
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      beasts
      and
      their
      masters.’
     
    


    
     
      Corum
      raised
      his
      jewelled
      hand
      to
      his
      jewelled
      eye.
      ‘I
      seek
      Tanelorn
      for
      I
     
     
      have
      heard
      the
      city
      can
      aid
      me
      in
      my
      struggle
      against
      Chaos.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      Tanelorn
      will
      fight
      neither
      Law
      nor
      Chaos
      —
      that
      is
      why
      she
      exists
      for
     
     
      eternity,’
      Elric
      said.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Aye.
      Like
      Erekosé
      I
      do
      not
      seek
      swords
      but
      wisdom.’
     
    


    
     
      Night
      fell
      and
      Darkvale
      grew
      gloomier.
      While
      the
      others
      watched
      the
      pit
     
     
      Elric
      tried
      to
      sleep,
      but
      his
      fears
      for
      Tanelorn
      were
      too
      great.
      Would
     
     
      Myshella
      try
      to
      defend
      the
      city?
      Would
      Moonglum
      and
      Rackhir
      die?
      And
     
     
      what
      could
      he
      possibly
      find
      in
      the
      Vanishing
      Tower
      which
      would
      aid
      him?
     
     
      He
      heard
      the
      murmuring
      of
      conversation
      as
      his
      other
      selves
      discussed
      how
     
     
      Darkvale
      had
      come
      to
      exist.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      heard
      that
      Chaos
      once
      attacked
      the
      town
      which
      at
      that
      time
      lay
      in
      a
     
     
      quiet
      valley,’
      Corum
      told
      Erekosé.
      ‘The
      tower
      was
      then
      the
      property
      of
      a
     
     
      knight
      who
      gave
      shelter
      to
      one
      whom
      Chaos
      hated.
      They
      brought
      a
      huge
     
     
      force
      of
      creatures
      against
      Darkvale,
      raising
      and
      compressing
      the
      walls
      of
     
     
      the
      valley,
      but
      the
      knight
      sought
      the
      aid
      of
      Law
      which
      enabled
      him
      to
      shift
     
     
      his
      tower
      into
      another
      dimension.
      Then
      Chaos
      decreed
      that
      the
      tower
      should
     
     
      shift
      for
      ever,
      never
      being
      on
      one
      plane
      longer
      than
      a
      few
      moments.
      The
     
     
      knight
      and
      the
      fugitive
      went
      mad
      at
      last
      and
      killed
      each
      other.
      Then
     
     
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak
      found
      the
      tower
      and
      became
      resident
      therein.
      Too
     
     
      late
      he
      realised
      his
      mistake
      as
      he
      was
      shifted
      from
      his
      own
      plane
      to
      an
      alien
     
     
      one.
      Since
      then
      he
      has
      been
      too
      fearful
      to
      leave
      the
      tower
      but
      desperate
      for
     
     
      company.
      He
      has
      taken
      to
      the
      habit
      of
      capturing
      whomever
      he
      can
      and
     
     
      forcing
      them
      to
      be
      his
      companions
      in
      the
      Vanishing
      Tower
      until
      they
      bore
     
     
      him.
      When
      they
      bore
      him,
      he
      slays
      them.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      your
      guide
      may
      soon
      be
      slain?
      What
      manner
      of
      creature
      is
      this
     
     
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      is
      a
      monstrous
      evil
      creature
      commanding
      great
      powers
      of
      destruction,
     
     
      that
      is
      all
      I
      know.’
     
    


    
     
      “Which
      is
      why
      the
      gods
      have
      seen
      fit
      to
      call
      up
      three
      aspects
      of
      myself
      to
     
     
      attack
      the
      Vanishing
      Tower,’
      said
      Erekosé.
      ‘It
      must
      be
      important
      to
      them.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      to
      me,’
      said
      Corum,
      ‘for
      the
      guide
      is
      also
      my
      friend
      and
      the
      very
     
     
      existence
      of
      the
      Fifteen
      Planes
      is
      threatened
      if
      I
      cannot
      find
      Tanelorn
      soon.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      heard
      Erekosé
      laugh
      bitterly.
      ‘Why
      cannot
      I
      —
      we
      —
      ever
      be
      faced
     
     
      with
      a
      small
      problem,
      a
      domestic
      problem?
      Why
      are
      we
      forever
      involved
     
     
      with
      the
      destiny
      of
      the
      universe?’
     
    


    
     
      Corum
      replied
      just
      as
      Elric
      began
      to
      nod
      into
      a
      half-doze.
      ‘Perhaps
     
     
      domestic
      problems
      are
      worse.
      Who
      knows?’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Five
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Jhary-a-Conel
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ç
      I
      i,
     
     
      TIS
      HERE!
      Hasten,
      Elric!
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      sprang
      up.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      dawn.
      He
      had
      already
      stood
      watch
      once
      during
      the
      night.
     
    


    
     
      He
      drew
      his
      black
      sword
      from
      its
      scabbard
      noticing
      with
      some
     
     
      astonishment
      that
      Erekosë
      had
      already
      drawn
      his
      own
      blade
      and
      that
      it
      was
     
     
      almost
      identical
      to
      his
      own.
     
    


    
     
      There
      was
      the
      Vanishing
      Tower.
     
    


    
     
      Corum
      was
      running
      towards
      it
      even
      now.
     
    


    
     
      The
      tower
      was
      in
      fact
      a
      small
      castle
      of
      grey
      and
      solid
      stone,
      but
      about
      its
     
     
      battlements
      played
      lights
      and
      its
      outline
      was
      not
      altogether
      clear
      at
      certain
     
     
      sections
      of
      its
      walls.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      ran
      beside
      Erekosë.
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      keeps
      the
      door
      open
      to
      lure
      his
      “guests”
      in,’
      panted
      the
      black
      giant.
      ‘It
     
     
      is
      our
      only
      advantage,
      I
      think.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      tower
      flickered.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Hasten!’
      Corum
      cried
      again
      and
      the
      Prince
      in
      the
      Scarlet
      Robe
      dashed
     
     
      into
      the
      darkness
      of
      the
      doorway.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Hasten!’
     
    

   

   
    
     
      They
      ran
      into
      a
      small
      antechamber
      which
      was
      lit
      by
      a
      great
      oil
      lamp
     
     
      hanging
      from
      the
      ceiling
      by
      chains.
     
    


    
     
      The
      door
      closed
      suddenly
      behind
      them.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      glanced
      at
      Erekosé’s
      tense
      black
      features,
      at
      Corum’s
      blemished
     
     
      face.
      All
      had
      swords
      ready,
      but
      now
      a
      profound
      silence
      filled
      the
      hall.
     
     
      Without
      speaking
      Corum
      pointed
      through
      a
      window
      slit.
      The
      view
      beyond
     
     
      it
      had
      changed.
      They
      seemed
      now
      to
      be
      looking
      out
      over
      blue
      sea.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Jhary!’
      Corum
      called.
      ‘Jhary-a-Conel!’
     
    


    
     
      A
      faint
      sound
      came
      back.
      It
      might
      have
      been
      a
      reply
      or
      it
      might
      have
      been
     
     
      the
      squeak
      of
      a
      rat
      in
      the
      castle
      walls.
      ‘Jhary!’
      Corum
      cried
      again.
     
     
      “Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak?
      Am
      I
      to
      be
      thwarted?
      Have
      you
      left
      this
      place?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      not
      left
      it.
      What
      do
      you
      want
      with
      me?’
      The
      voice
      came
      from
      the
     
     
      next
      room.
      Warily
      the
      three
      heroes
      who
      were
      one
      hero
      went
      forward.
     
    


    
     
      Something
      like
      lightning
      flickered
      in
      the
      room
      and
      in
      its
      ghastly
      glare
     
     
      Elric
      saw
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak.
     
    


    
     
      He
      was
      a
      dwarf
      clad
      all
      in
      puffed
      multicoloured
      silks,
      furs
      and
      satins,
      a
     
     
      tiny
      sword
      in
      his
      hand.
      His
      head
      was
      too
      large
      for
      his
      body,
      but
      it
      was
      a
     
     
      handsome
      head
      with
      thick
      black
      eyebrows
      which
      met
      in
      the
      middle.
      He
     
     
      smiled
      at
      them.
      ‘At
      last
      someone
      new
      to
      relieve
      my
      ennui.
      But
      lay
      down
     
     
      your
      swords,
      gentlemen,
      I
      beg
      you,
      for
      you
      are
      to
      be
      my
      guests.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      know
      what
      fate
      your
      guests
      may
      expect,’
      Corum
      said.
      ‘Know
      this,
     
     
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak,
      we
      have
      come
      to
      release
      Jhary-a-Conel
      whom
      you
     
     
      hold
      prisoner.
      Give
      him
      up
      to
      us
      and
      we
      will
      not
      harm
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      dwarf’s
      handsome
      features
      grinned
      cheerfully
      at
      these
      words.
      ‘But
      I
     
     
      am
      very
      powerful.
      You
      cannot
      defeat
      me.
      Watch.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      waved
      his
      sword
      and
      more
      lightning
      lashed
      about
      the
      room.
      Elric
      half-
     
     
      raised
      his
      sword
      to
      ward
      it
      off,
      but
      it
      never
      quite
      touched
      him.
      He
      stepped
     
     
      angrily
      towards
      the
      dwarf.
      ‘Know
      this,
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak,
      I
      am
      Elric
     
     
      of
      Melniboné
      and
      I
      have
      much
      power.
      I
      bear
      the
      Black
      Sword
      and
      it
      thirsts
     
     
      to
      drink
      your
      soul
      unless
      you
      release
      Prince
      Corum’s
      friend!’
     
    


    
     
      Again
      the
      dwarf
      laughed.
      ‘Swords?
      What
      power
      have
      they?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Our
      swords
      are
      not
      ordinary
      blades,’
      Erekosé
      said.
      ‘And
      we
      have
      been
     
     
      brought
      here
      by
      forces
      you
      could
      not
      comprehend
      —
      wrenched
      from
      our
     
     
      own
      ages
      by
      the
      power
      of
      the
      gods
      themselves
      —
      specifically
      to
      demand
      that
     
     
      this
      Jhary-a-Conel
      be
      given
      up
      to
      us.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      deceived,’
      said
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak,
      ‘or
      you
      seek
      to
      deceive
     
     
      me.
      This
      Jhary
      is
      a
      witty
      fellow,
      I’d
      agree,
      but
      what
      interest
      could
      gods
     
     
      have
      in
      him?’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      raised
      Stormbringer.
      The
      Black
      Sword
      moaned
      in
      anticipation
      of
      a
     
     
      quenching.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      the
      dwarf
      produced
      a
      tiny
      yellow
      ball
      from
      nowhere
      and
      flung
      it
      at
     
     
      Elric.
      It
      bounced
      on
      his
      forehead
      and
      he
      was
      flung
      backward
      across
      the
     
     
      room,
      Stormbringer
      clattering
      from
      his
      hand.
      Dizzily
      Elric
      tried
      to
      rise,
     
     
      reached
      out
      to
      take
      his
      sword,
      but
      he
      was
      too
      weak.
      On
      impulse
      he
      began
      to
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      cry
      for
      the
      aid
      of
      Arioch,
      but
      then
      he
      remembered
      that
      Arioch
      had
      been
     
     
      banished
      from
      this
      world.
      There
      were
      no
      supernatural
      allies
      to
      call
      upon
     
     
      here
      —
      none
      but
      the
      sword
      and
      he
      could
      not
      reach
      the
      sword.
     
    


    
     
      Erekosé
      leapt
      backward
      and
      kicked
      the
      Black
      Sword
      in
      Elric’s
      direction.
     
     
      As
      the
      albino’s
      hand
      encircled
      the
      hilt
      he
      felt
      strength
      come
      back
      to
      him,
     
     
      but
      it
      was
      no
      more
      than
      ordinary
      mortal
      strength.
      He
      climbed
      to
      his
      feet.
     
    


    
     
      Corum
      remained
      where
      he
      was.
      The
      dwarf
      was
      still
      laughing.
      Another
     
     
      ball
      appeared
      in
      his
      hand.
      Again
      he
      flung
      it
      at
      Elric,
      but
      this
      time
      he
      brought
     
     
      up
      the
      Black
      Sword
      in
      time
      and
      deflected
      it.
      It
      bounced
      across
      the
      room
      and
     
     
      exploded
      against
      the
      far
      wall.
      Something
      black
      writhed
      from
      the
      fire.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      dangerous
      to
      destroy
      the
      globes,’
      said
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak
     
     
      equably,
      ‘for
      now
      what
      is
      in
      them
      will
      destroy
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      black
      thing
      grew.
      The
      flames
      died.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      free,’
      said
      a
      voice.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.’
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak
      was
      gleeful.
      ‘Free
      to
      kill
      these
      fools
      who
     
     
      reject
      my
      hospitality!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Free
      to
      be
      slain,’
      Elric
      replied
      as
      he
      watched
      the
      thing
      take
      shape.
     
    


    
     
      At
      first
      it
      seemed
      all
      made
      of
      flowing
      hair
      which
      gradually
      compressed
     
     
      until
      it
      formed
      the
      outline
      of
      a
      creature
      with
      the
      heavily
      muscled
      body
      of
      a
     
     
      gorilla,
      though
      the
      hide
      was
      thick
      and
      warted
      like
      that
      of
      a
      rhinoceros.
      From
     
     
      behind
      the
      shoulders
      curved
      great
      black
      wings
      and
      on
      the
      neck
      was
      the
     
     
      snarling
      head
      of
      a
      tiger.
      It
      clutched
      a
      long,
      scythelike
      weapon
      in
      its
      hairy
     
     
      hands.
      The
      tiger
      head
      roared
      and
      the
      scythe
      swept
      out
      suddenly,
      barely
     
     
      missing
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      Erekosé
      and
      Corum
      began
      to
      move
      forward
      to
      Elric’s
      aid.
      Elric
      heard
     
     
      Corum
      cry:
      ‘My
      eye
      —
      it
      will
      not
      see
      into
      the
      netherworld.
      I
      cannot
      summon
     
     
      help!’
      It
      seemed
      that
      Corum’s
      sorcerous
      powers
      were
      also
      limited
      on
      this
     
     
      plane.
      Then
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak
      threw
      a
      yellow
      ball
      at
      the
      black
      giant
     
     
      and
      the
      pale
      man
      with
      the
      jewelled
      hand.
      Both
      barely
      managed
      to
      deflect
     
     
      the
      missiles
      and,
      in
      so
      doing,
      caused
      them
      to
      burst.
      Immediately
      shapes
     
     
      emerged
      and
      became
      two
      more
      of
      the
      winged
      tiger-men,
      and
      Elric’s
      allies
     
     
      were
      forced
      to
      defend
      themselves.
     
    


    
     
      As
      he
      dodged
      another
      swing
      of
      the
      scythe
      Elric
      tried
      to
      think
      of
      some
      rune
     
     
      which
      would
      summon
      supernatural
      aid
      to
      him,
      but
      he
      could
      think
      of
      none
     
     
      which
      would
      work
      here.
      He
      thrust
      at
      the
      tiger-man
      but
      his
      blow
      was
     
     
      blocked
      by
      the
      scythe.
      His
      opponent
      was
      enormously
      strong
      and
      swift.
      The
     
     
      black
      wings
      began
      to
      beat
      and
      the
      snarling
      thing
      flapped
      upwards
      to
      the
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      ceiling,
      hovered
      for
      a
      moment
      and
      then
      rushed
      down
      on
      Elric
      with
      its
     
     
      scythe
      whirling,
      a
      chilling
      scream
      coming
      from
      its
      fanged
      mouth,
      its
      yellow
     
     
      eyes
      glaring.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      felt
      something
      close
      to
      panic.
      Stormbringer
      was
      not
      supplying
      him
     
     
      with
      the
      strength
      he
      expected.
      Its
      powers
      were
      diminished
      on
      this
      plane.
      He
     
     
      barely
      managed
      to
      dodge
      the
      scythe
      again
      and
      lash
      at
      the
      creature’s
      exposed
     
     
      thigh.
      The
      blade
      bit
      but
      no
      blood
      came.
      The
      tiger-man
      did
      not
      seem
      to
     
     
      notice
      the
      wound.
      Again
      it
      began
      to
      flap
      towards
      the
      ceiling.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      saw
      that
      his
      companions
      were
      experiencing
      a
      similar
      plight.
      Corum’s
     
     
      face
      was
      full
      of
      consternation
      as
      if
      he
      had
      expected
      an
      easy
      victory
      and
      now
     
     
      foresaw
      defeat.
     
    


    
     
      Meanwhile
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak
      continued
      to
      scream
      his
      glee
      and
      flung
     
     
      more
      of
      the
      yellow
      balls
      about
      the
      room.
      As
      each
      one
      burst
      there
      emerged
     
     
      another
      snarling
      winged
      tiger-creature.
      The
      room
      was
      full
      of
      them.
      Elric,
     
     
      Erekosé
      and
      Corum
      backed
      to
      the
      far
      wall
      as
      the
      monsters
      bore
      down
      on
     
     
      them,
      their
      ears
      full
      of
      the
      fearful
      beating
      of
      the
      giant
      wings,
      the
      harsh
     
     
      screams
      of
      hatred.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      fear
      I
      have
      summoned
      you
      two
      to
      your
      destruction,’
      Corum
      panted.
      ‘I
     
     
      had
      no
      warning
      that
      our
      powers
      would
      be
      so
      limited
      here.
      The
      tower
      must
     
     
      shift
      so
      fast
      that
      even
      the
      ordinary
      laws
      of
      sorcery
      do
      not
      apply
      within
      its
     
     
      walls.’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      seem
      to
      work
      well
      enough
      for
      the
      dwarf,’
      Elric
      said
      as
      he
      brought
     
     
      up
      his
      blade
      to
      block
      first
      one
      scythe
      and
      then
      another.
      ‘If
      I
      could
      slay
      but
      a
     
     
      single...’
     
    


    
     
      His
      back
      was
      hard
      against
      the
      wall,
      a
      scythe
      nicked
      his
      cheek
      and
      drew
     
     
      blood,
      another
      tore
      his
      cloak,
      another
      slashed
      his
      arm.
      The
      tiger
      faces
      were
     
     
      grinning
      now
      as
      they
      closed
      in.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      aimed
      a
      blow
      at
      the
      head
      of
      the
      nearest
      creature,
      struck
      off
      its
      ear
      so
     
     
      that
      it
      howled.
      Stormbringer
      howled
      back
      and
      stabbed
      at
      the
      thing’s
      throat.
     
    


    
     
      But
      the
      sword
      hardly
      penetrated
      and
      served
      only
      to
      put
      the
      tiger-man
     
     
      slightly
      off
      balance.
     
    


    
     
      As
      the
      thing
      staggered
      Elric
      wrenched
      the
      scythe
      from
      its
      hands
      and
     
     
      reversed
      the
      weapon,
      drawing
      the
      blade
      across
      the
      chest.
      The
      tiger-man
     
     
      screamed
      as
      blood
      spurted
      from
      the
      wound.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      was
      right!’
      Elric
      shouted
      at
      the
      others.
      ‘Only
      their
      own
      weapons
      can
     
     
      harm
      them!’
      He
      moved
      forward
      with
      the
      scythe
      in
      one
      hand
      and
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Stormbringer
      in
      the
      other.
      The
      tiger-men
      backed
      off
      and
      then
      began
      to
      flap
     
     
      upwards
      to
      hover
      near
      the
      ceiling.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      ran
      towards
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak.
      The
      dwarf
      gave
      a
      yell
      of
      terror
     
     
      and
      disappeared
      through
      a
      doorway
      too
      small
      easily
      to
      admit
      Elric.
     
    


    
     
      Then,
      with
      thundering
      wings,
      the
      tiger-creatures
      descended
      again.
     
    


    
     
      This
      time
      the
      other
      two
      strove
      to
      capture
      scythes
      from
      their
      enemies.
     
     
      Driving
      back
      those
      who
      attacked
      him,
      the
      albino
      prince
      took
      Corum’s
      main
     
     
      assailant
      from
      behind
      and
      the
      thing
      fell
      with
      its
      head
      sliced
      off.
      Corum
     
     
      sheathed
      his
      longsword
      and
      plucked
      up
      the
      scythe,
      killing
      a
      third
      tiger-man
     
     
      almost
      immediately
      and
      kicking
      the
      fallen
      scythe
      towards
      Erekosé.
      Black
     
     
      feathers
      drifted
      in
      the
      stinking
      air.
      The
      flagstones
      of
      the
      floor
      were
      slippery
     
     
      with
      blood.
      The
      three
      heroes
      drove
      a
      path
      through
      their
      enemies
      into
      the
     
     
      smaller
      room
      they
      had
      lately
      left.
      Still
      the
      tiger-creatures
      came
      on,
      but
      now
     
     
      they
      had
      to
      pass
      through
      the
      door
      and
      this
      was
      more
      easily
      defended.
     
    


    
     
      Glancing
      back
      Elric
      saw
      the
      window
      slit
      of
      the
      tower.
      Outside
      the
      scenery
     
     
      altered
      constantly
      as
      the
      Vanishing
      Tower
      continued
      its
      erratic
      progress
     
     
      through
      the
      planes
      of
      existence.
      But
      the
      three
      were
      wearying
      and
      all
      had
     
     
      lost
      some
      blood
      from
      minor
      wounds.
      Scythes
      clashed
      on
      scythes
      as
      the
      fight
     
     
      continued,
      wings
      beat
      loudly
      and
      the
      snarling
      faces
      spat
      at
      them
      and
      spoke
     
     
      words
      which
      could
      barely
      be
      understood.
      Without
      the
      strength
      supplied
      him
     
     
      by
      his
      hell-forged
      sword
      Elric
      was
      weakening
      rapidly.
      Twice
      he
      staggered
     
     
      and
      was
      borne
      up
      by
      the
      others.
      Was
      he
      to
      die
      in
      some
      alien
      world
      with
      his
     
     
      friends
      never
      knowing
      how
      he
      had
      perished?
      But
      then
      he
      remembered
      that
     
     
      his
      friends
      were
      even
      now
      under
      attack
      from
      the
      reptilian
      beasts
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna
      had
      sent
      against
      Tanelom,
      that
      they,
      too,
      would
      soon
      be
      dead.
      This
     
     
      knowledge
      gave
      him
      a
      little
      more
      strength
      and
      enabled
      him
      to
      sweep
      his
     
     
      scythe
      deep
      into
      the
      belly
      of
      another
      tiger-creature.
     
    


    
     
      This
      gap
      in
      the
      ranks
      of
      the
      sorcerous
      things
      enabled
      him
      to
      see
      the
      small
     
     
      doorway
      on
      the
      far
      side
      of
      the
      other
      room.
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak
      was
     
     
      crouched
      there,
      hurling
      still
      more
      of
      the
      yellow
      globes.
      New
      winged
      tiger-
     
     
      men
      grew
      up
      to
      replace
      those
      who
      had
      fallen.
     
    


    
     
      But
      then
      Elric
      heard
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak
      give
      a
      yell
      and
      saw
      that
     
     
      something
      was
      covering
      his
      face.
      It
      was
      a
      black-and-white
      animal
      with
     
     
      small
      black
      wings
      which
      beat
      in
      the
      air.
      Some
      offspring
      of
      the
      beasts
      who
     
     
      attacked
      him?
      Elric
      could
      not
      tell.
      But
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak
      was
      plainly
     
     
      terrified
      of
      it,
      trying
      to
      drag
      it
      from
      his
      face.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Another
      figure
      appeared
      behind
      the
      dwarf.
      Bright
      eyes
      peered
      from
      an
     
     
      intelligent
      face
      framed
      by
      long
      black
      hair.
      He
      was
      dressed
      as
      ostentatiously
     
     
      as
      the
      dwarf,
      but
      he
      was
      unarmed.
      He
      was
      calling
      to
      Elric
      and
      the
      albino
     
     
      strained
      to
      catch
      the
      words
      even
      as
      another
      tiger-creature
      came
      at
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Corum
      saw
      the
      newcomer
      now.
      ‘Jhary!’
      he
      shouted.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      one
      you
      came
      to
      save?’
      Elric
      asked.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      made
      to
      press
      forward
      into
      the
      room,
      but
      Jhary-a-Conel
      waved
      him
     
     
      back.
      ‘No!
      No!
      Stay
      there!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      frowned,
      was
      about
      to
      ask
      why
      when
      he
      was
      attacked
      from
      two
      sides
     
     
      by
      the
      tiger-creatures
      and
      had
      to
      retreat,
      slashing
      his
      scythe
      this
      way
      and
     
     
      that.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Link
      arms!’
      Jhary-a-Conel
      cried.
      ‘Corum
      in
      the
      centre
      —
      and
      you
      two
     
     
      draw
      your
      swords!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      was
      panting.
      He
      slew
      another
      tiger-man
      and
      felt
      a
      new
      pain
      shoot
     
     
      through
      his
      leg.
      Blood
      gushed
      from
      his
      calf.
     
    


    
     
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak
      was
      still
      struggling
      with
      the
      thing
      which
      clung
      to
     
     
      his
      face.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Hurry!’
      cried
      Jhary-a-Conel.
      ‘It
      is
      your
      only
      chance
      —
      and
      mine!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      looked
      at
      Corum.
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      is
      wise,
      my
      friend,’
      Corum
      said.
      ‘He
      knows
      many
      things
      which
      we
      do
     
     
      not.
      Here,
      I
      will
      stand
      in
      the
      centre.’
     
    


    
     
      Erekosé
      linked
      his
      brawny
      arm
      with
      Corum’s
      and
      Elric
      did
      the
      same
      on
     
     
      the
      other
      side.
      Erekosé
      drew
      his
      sword
      in
      his
      left
      hand
      and
      Elric
      brought
     
     
      forth
      Stormbringer
      in
      his
      right.
     
    


    
     
      And
      something
      began
      to
      happen.
      A
      sense
      of
      energy
      came
      back,
      then
      a
     
     
      sense
      of
      great
      physical
      well-being.
      Elric
      looked
      at
      his
      companions
      and
     
     
      laughed.
      It
      was
      almost
      as
      if
      by
      combining
      their
      powers
      they
      had
      made
      them
     
     
      four
      times
      stronger
      —
      as
      if
      they
      had
      become
      one
      entity.
     
    


    
     
      A
      peculiar
      feeling
      of
      euphoria
      filled
      Elric
      and
      he
      knew
      that
      Erekosé
      had
     
     
      spoken
      the
      truth
      —
      that
      they
      were
      three
      aspects
      of
      the
      same
      being.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Let
      us
      finish
      them!’
      he
      shouted
      —
      and
      he
      saw
      that
      they
      shouted
      the
      same.
     
     
      Laughing
      the
      linked
      three
      strode
      into
      the
      chamber
      and
      now
      the
      two
      swords
     
     
      wounded
      whenever
      they
      struck,
      slaying
      swiftly
      and
      bringing
      them
      more
     
     
      energy
      still.
     
    


    
     
      The
      winged
      tiger-men
      became
      frantic,
      flapping
      about
      the
      room
      as
      the
     
     
      Three
      Who
      Were
      One
      pursued
      them.
      All
      three
      were
      drenched
      in
      their
      own
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      blood
      and
      that
      of
      their
      enemies,
      all
      three
      were
      laughing,
      invulnerable,
     
     
      acting
      completely
      in
      unison.
     
    


    
     
      And
      as
      they
      moved
      the
      room
      itself
      began
      to
      shake.
      They
      heard
      Voilodion
     
     
      Ghagnasdiak
      screaming.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      tower!
      The
      tower!
      This
      will
      destroy
      the
      tower!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      looked
      up
      from
      the
      last
      corpse.
      It
      was
      true
      that
      the
      tower
      was
     
     
      swaying
      wildly
      from
      side
      to
      side
      like
      a
      ship
      in
      a
      storm.
     
    


    
     
      Jhary-a-Conel
      pushed
      past
      the
      dwarf
      and
      entered
      the
      room
      of
      death.
      The
     
     
      sight
      seemed
      obnoxious
      to
      him
      but
      he
      controlled
      his
      feelings.
      ‘It
      is
      true.
      The
     
     
      sorcery
      we
      have
      worked
      today
      must
      have
      its
      effect.
      Whiskers
      —
      to
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      thing
      on
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak’s
      face
      flew
      into
      the
      air
      and
      settled
      on
     
     
      Jhary’s
      shoulder.
      Elric
      saw
      that
      it
      was
      a
      small
      black-and-white
      cat,
      ordinary
     
     
      in
      every
      detail
      save
      for
      its
      neat
      pair
      of
      wings
      which
      it
      was
      now
      folding.
     
    


    
     
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak
      sat
      crumpled
      in
      the
      doorway
      and
      he
      was
      weeping
     
     
      through
      sightless
      eyes.
      Tears
      of
      blood
      flowed
      down
      his
      handsome
      face.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      ran
      back
      into
      the
      other
      room,
      breaking
      his
      link
      with
      Corum.
      He
     
     
      peered
      through
      the
      window
      slit.
      But
      now
      there
      was
      nothing
      but
      a
      wild
     
     
      eruption
      of
      mauve
      and
      purple
      cloud.
     
    


    
     
      He
      gasped.
      ‘We
      are
      in
      limbo!’
     
    


    
     
      Silence
      fell.
      Still
      the
      tower
      swayed.
      The
      lights
      were
      extinguished
      by
      a
     
     
      strange
      wind
      blowing
      through
      the
      rooms
      and
      the
      only
      illumination
      came
     
     
      from
      outside
      where
      the
      mist
      still
      swirled.
     
    


    
     
      Jhary-a-Conel
      was
      frowning
      to
      himself
      as
      he
      joined
      Elric
      at
      the
      window.
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      did
      you
      know
      what
      to
      do?’
      Elric
      asked
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      knew
      because
      I
      know
      you,
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné
      —
      just
      as
      I
      know
      Erekosé
     
     
      there
      —
      for
      I
      travel
      in
      many
      ages
      and
      on
      many
      planes.
      That
      is
      why
      I
      am
     
     
      sometimes
      called
      Companion
      to
      Champions.
      I
      must
      find
      my
      sword
      and
      my
     
     
      sack
      —
      also
      my
      hat.
      Doubtless
      all
      are
      in
      Voilodion’s
      vault
      with
      his
      other
     
     
      loot.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      the
      tower?
      If
      it
      is
      destroyed
      shall
      we,
      too,
      be
      destroyed?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      possibility.
      Come,
      friend
      Elric,
      help
      me
      seek
      my
      hat.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘At
      such
      a
      time,
      you
      look
      for
      a
      —
      hat?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.’
      Jhary-a-Conel
      returned
      to
      the
      larger
      room,
      stroking
      the
      black-and-
     
     
      white
      cat.
      Voilodion
      Ghagnasdiak
      was
      still
      there
      and
      he
      was
      still
      weeping.
     
     
      ‘Prince
      Corum
      —
      Lord
      Erekosé
      —
      will
      you
      come
      with
      me,
      too.’
     
    


    
     
      Corum
      and
      the
      black
      giant
      joined
      Elric
      and
      they
      squeezed
      into
      the
      narrow
     
     
      passage,
      inching
      their
      way
      along
      until
      it
      widened
      to
      reveal
      a
      flight
      of
      stairs
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      leading
      downward.
      The
      tower
      shuddered
      again.
      Jhary
      lit
      a
      brand
      and
     
     
      removed
      it
      from
      its
      place
      in
      the
      wall.
      He
      began
      to
      descend
      the
      steps,
      the
     
     
      three
      heroes
      behind
      him.
     
    


    
     
      A
      slab
      of
      masonry
      fell
      from
      the
      roof
      and
      crashed
      just
      in
      front
      of
      Elric.
      ‘I
     
     
      would
      prefer
      to
      seek
      a
      means
      of
      escape
      from
      the
      tower,’
      he
      said
      to
      Jhary-a-
     
     
      Conel.
      ‘If
      it
      falls
      now,
      we
      shall
      be
      buried.’
     
    


    
     
      “Trust
      me,
      Prince
      Elric,’
      was
      all
      that
      Jhary
      would
      say.
     
    


    
     
      And
      because
      Jhary
      had
      already
      shown
      himself
      to
      possess
      great
      knowledge
     
     
      Elric
      allowed
      the
      dandy
      to
      lead
      him
      further
      into
      the
      bowels
      of
      the
      tower.
     
    


    
     
      At
      last
      they
      reached
      a
      circular
      chamber
      and
      in
      it
      was
      set
      a
      huge
      metal
     
     
      door.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Voilodion’s
      vault,’
      Jhary
      told
      them.
      ‘Here
      you
      will
      find
      all
      the
      things
      you
     
     
      seek.
      And
      I,
      I
      hope,
      will
      find
      my
      hat.
      The
      hat
      was
      specially
      made
      and
      is
      the
     
     
      only
      one
      which
      properly
      matches
      my
      other
      clothes...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      do
      we
      open
      a
      door
      like
      that?’
      Erekosé
      asked.
      ‘It
      is
      made
      of
      steel,
     
     
      surely!’
      He
      hefted
      the
      black
      blade
      he
      still
      bore
      in
      his
      left
      hand.
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      you
      link
      arms
      again,
      my
      friends,’
      Jhary
      suggested
      with
      a
      kind
      of
     
     
      mocking
      deference,
      ‘I
      will
      show
      you
      how
      the
      door
      may
      be
      opened.’
     
    


    
     
      Once
      again
      Elric,
      Corum
      and
      Erekosé
      linked
      their
      arms
      together.
      Once
     
     
      again
      the
      supernatural
      strength
      seemed
      to
      flow
      through
      them
      and
      they
     
     
      laughed
      at
      each
      other,
      knowing
      that
      they
      were
      all
      part
      of
      the
      same
      creature.
     
    


    
     
      Jhary’s
      voice
      seemed
      to
      come
      faintly
      to
      Elric’s
      ears.
      ‘And
      now,
      Prince
     
     
      Corum,
      if
      you
      would
      strike
      with
      your
      foot
      once
      upon
      the
      door...’
     
    


    
     
      They
      moved
      until
      they
      were
      close
      to
      the
      door.
      That
      part
      of
      them
      which
     
     
      was
      Corum
      struck
      out
      with
      his
      foot
      at
      the
      slab
      of
      steel
      —
      and
      the
      door
      fell
     
     
      inward
      as
      if
      made
      of
      the
      lightest
      wood.
     
    


    
     
      This
      time
      Elric
      was
      much
      more
      reluctant
      to
      break
      the
      link
      which
      held
     
     
      them.
      But
      he
      did
      so
      at
      last
      as
      Jhary
      stepped
      into
      the
      vault
      chuckling
      to
     
     
      himself.
     
    


    
     
      The
      tower
      lurched.
      All
      three
      were
      flung
      after
      Jhary
      into
      Voilodion’s
      vault.
     
     
      Elric
      fell
      heavily
      against
      a
      great
      golden
      chair
      of
      a
      kind
      he
      had
      once
      seen
     
     
      used
      as
      an
      elephant
      saddle.
      He
      looked
      around
      the
      vault.
      It
      was
      full
      of
     
     
      valuables,
      of
      clothes,
      shoes,
      weapons.
      He
      felt
      nauseated
      as
      he
      realised
      that
     
     
      these
      had
      been
      the
      possessions
      of
      all
      those
      Voilodion
      had
      chosen
      to
      call
      his
     
     
      guests.
     
    


    
     
      Jhary
      pulled
      a
      bundle
      from
      under
      a
      pile
      of
      furs.
      ‘Look,
      Prince
      Elric.
      These
     
     
      are
      what
      you
      will
      need
      where
      Tanelorn
      is
      concerned.’
      It
      seemed
      to
      be
      a
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      bunch
      of
      long
      sticks
      rolled
      in
      thin
      sheets
      of
      metal.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      accepted
      the
      heavy
      bundle.
      ‘What
      is
      it?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      are
      the
      banners
      of
      bronze
      and
      the
      arrows
      of
      quartz.
      Useful
      weapons
     
     
      against
      the
      reptilian
      men
      of
      Pio
      and
      their
      mounts.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      know
      of
      those
      reptiles?
      You
      know
      of
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
      too?’
     
    


    
     
      “The
      sorcerer
      of
      Pan
      Tang?
      Aye.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      stared
      almost
      suspiciously
      at
      Jhary-a-Conel.
      ‘How
      can
      you
      know
      all
     
     
      this?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      told
      you.
      I
      have
      lived
      many
      lives
      as
      a
      Friend
      of
      Heroes.
      Unwrap
     
     
      this
      bundle
      when
      you
      return
      to
      Tanelorn.
      Use
      the
      arrows
      of
      quartz
      like
     
     
      spears.
      To
      use
      the
      banners
      of
      bronze,
      merely
      unfurl
      them.
      Aha!’
      Jhary
     
     
      reached
      behind
      a
      sack
      of
      jewels
      and
      came
      up
      with
      a
      somewhat
      dusty
      hat.
     
     
      He
      smacked
      off
      the
      dust
      and
      placed
      it
      on
      his
      head.
      ‘Ah!’
      He
      bent
      again
      and
     
     
      displayed
      a
      goblet.
      He
      offered
      this
      to
      Prince
      Corum.
      ‘Take
      it.
      It
      will
      prove
     
     
      useful,
      I
      think.’
     
    


    
     
      From
      another
      corner
      Jhary
      took
      a
      small
      sack
      and
      put
      it
      on
      his
      shoulder.
     
     
      Almost
      as
      an
      afterthought
      he
      hunted
      about
      in
      a
      chest
      of
      jewels
      and
      found
      a
     
     
      gleaming
      ring
      of
      unnameable
      stones
      and
      peculiar
      metal.
      ‘This
      is
      your
     
     
      reward,
      Erekosé,
      in
      helping
      to
      free
      me
      from
      my
      captor.’
     
    


    
     
      Erekosé
      smiled.
      ‘I
      have
      the
      feeling
      you
      needed
      no
      help,
      young
      man.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      mistaken,
      friend
      Erekosé.
      I
      doubt
      if
      I
      have
      ever
      been
      in
      greater
     
     
      peril?
      He
      looked
      vaguely
      about
      the
      vault,
      staggering
      as
      the
      floor
      tilted
     
     
      alarmingly.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      said:
      ‘We
      should
      take
      steps
      to
      leave.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Exactly.’
      Jhary-a-Conel
      crossed
      swiftly
      to
      the
      far
      side
      of
      the
      vault.
      “The
     
     
      last
      thing.
      In
      his
      pride
      Voilodion
      showed
      me
      his
      possessions,
      but
      he
      did
      not
     
     
      know
      the
      value
      of
      all
      of
      them.’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      do
      you
      mean?’
      asked
      the
      Prince
      in
      the
      Scarlet
      Robe.
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      killed
      the
      traveller
      who
      brought
      this
      with
      him.
      The
      traveller
      was
      right
     
     
      in
      assuming
      he
      had
      the
      means
      to
      stop
      the
      tower
      from
      vanishing,
      but
      he
      did
     
     
      not
      have
      time
      to
      use
      it
      before
      Voilodion
      had
      slain
      him.’
      Jhary
      picked
      up
      a
     
     
      small
      staff
      coloured
      a
      dull
      ochre.
      ‘Here
      it
      is.
      The
      Runestaff.
      Hawkmoon
      had
     
     
      this
      with
      him
      when
      I
      travelled
      with
      him
      to
      the
      Dark
      Empire...’
     
    


    
     
      Noticing
      their
      puzzlement,
      Jhary-a-Conel,
      Companion
      to
      Champions,
     
     
      apologised.
      ‘I
      am
      sorry.
      I
      sometimes
      forget
      that
      not
      all
      of
      us
      have
      memories
     
     
      of
      other
      careers...’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      is
      the
      Runestaff?’
      Corum
      asked.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      ‘I
      remember
      one
      description
      —
      but
      I
      am
      poor
      at
      naming
      and
      explaining
     
     
      things...’
     
    


    
     
      “That
      has
      not
      escaped
      my
      notice,’
      Elric
      said,
      almost
      smiling.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      an
      object
      which
      can
      only
      exist
      under
      a
      certain
      set
      of
      spacial
      and
     
     
      temporal
      laws.
      In
      order
      to
      continue
      to
      exist,
      it
      must
      exert
      a
      field
      in
      which
      it
     
     
      can
      contain
      itself.
      That
      field
      must
      accord
      with
      those
      laws
      —
      the
      same
      laws
     
     
      under
      which
      we
      best
      survive.’
     
    


    
     
      More
      masonry
      fell.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      tower
      is
      breaking
      up!’
      Erekosé
      growled.
     
    


    
     
      Jhary
      stroked
      the
      dull
      ochre
      staff.
      ‘Please
      gather
      near
      me,
      my
      friends.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      three
      heroes
      stood
      around
      him.
      And
      then
      the
      roof
      of
      the
      tower
      fell
      in.
     
     
      But
      it
      did
      not
      fall
      on
      them
      for
      they
      stood
      suddenly
      on
      firm
      ground
      breathing
     
     
      fresh
      air.
      But
      there
      was
      blackness
      all
      around
      them.
      ‘Do
      not
      step
      outside
      this
     
     
      small
      area,’
      Jhary
      warned,
      ‘or
      you
      will
      be
      doomed.
      Let
      the
      Runestaff
      seek
     
     
      what
      we
      seek.’
     
    


    
     
      They
      saw
      the
      ground
      change
      colour,
      breathed
      warmer,
      then
      colder,
      air.
      It
     
     
      was
      as
      if
      they
      moved
      from
      plane
      to
      plane
      of
      the
      multiverse,
      never
      seeing
     
     
      more
      than
      the
      few
      feet
      of
      ground
      upon
      which
      they
      stood.
     
    


    
     
      And
      then
      there
      was
      harsh
      desert
      sand
      beneath
      their
      feet
      and
      Jhary
      shouted.
     
     
      ‘Now!’
      The
      four
      of
      them
      rushed
      out
      of
      the
      area
      and
      into
      the
      blackness
      to
     
     
      find
      themselves
      suddenly
      in
      sunlight
      beneath
      a
      sky
      like
      beaten
      metal.
     
    


    
     
      ‘A
      desert,’
      Erekosé
      murmured.
      ‘A
      vast
      desert...’
     
    


    
     
      Jhary
      smiled.
      ‘Do
      you
      not
      recognise
      it,
      friend
      Elric?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Is
      it
      the
      Sighing
      Desert?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Listen.’
     
    


    
     
      And
      sure
      enough
      Elric
      heard
      the
      familiar
      sound
      of
      the
      wind
      as
      it
      made
      its
     
     
      mournful
      passage
      across
      the
      sands.
      A
      little
      way
      away
      he
      saw
      the
      Runestaff
     
     
      where
      they
      had
      left
      it.
      Then
      it
      was
      gone.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Are
      you
      all
      to
      come
      with
      me
      to
      the
      defence
      of
      Tanelorn?’
      he
      asked
      Jhary.
     
    


    
     
      Jhary
      shook
      his
      head.
      ‘No.
      We
      go
      the
      other
      way.
      We
      go
      to
      seek
      the
      device
     
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      activated
      with
      the
      help
      of
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos.
      Where
      lies
     
     
      it?’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      tried
      to
      get
      his
      bearings.
      He
      lifted
      a
      hesitant
      finger.
      ‘That
      way,
      I
     
     
      think.’
     
    


    
     
      “Then
      let
      us
      go
      to
      it
      now.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      I
      must
      try
      to
      help
      Tanelorn.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      “You
      must
      destroy
      the
      device
      after
      we
      have
      used
      it,
      friend
      Elric,
      lest
     
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      or
      his
      like
      try
      to
      activate
      it
      again.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      Tanelorn...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      do
      not
      believe
      that
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      and
      his
      beasts
      have
      yet
      reached
      the
     
     
      city.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Not
      reached
      it!
      So
      much
      time
      has
      passed!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Less
      than
      a
      day.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      rubbed
      at
      his
      face.
      He
      said
      reluctantly:
      ‘Very
      well.
      I
      will
      take
      you
      to
     
     
      the
      machine.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      if
      Tanelorn
      lies
      so
      near,’
      Corum
      said
      to
      Jhary,
      ‘why
      seek
      it
     
     
      elsewhere?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Because
      this
      is
      not
      the
      Tanelorn
      we
      wish
      to
      find,’
      Jhary
      told
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Tt
      will
      suit
      me,’
      Erekosé
      said.
      ‘I
      will
      remain
      with
      Elric.
      Then,
      perhaps...’
     
    


    
     
      A
      look
      almost
      of
      terror
      spread
      over
      Jhary’s
      features
      then.
      He
      said
      sadly:
     
     
      ‘My
      friend
      —
      already
      much
      of
      time
      and
      space
      is
      threatened
      with
      destruction.
     
     
      Eternal
      barriers
      could
      soon
      fall
      —
      the
      fabric
      of
      the
      multiverse
      could
      decay.
     
     
      You
      do
      not
      understand.
      Such
      a
      thing
      as
      has
      happened
      in
      the
      Vanishing
     
     
      Tower
      can
      only
      happen
      once
      or
      twice
      in
      an
      eternity
      and
      even
      then
      it
      is
     
     
      dangerous
      to
      all
      concerned.
      You
      must
      do
      as
      I
      say.
      I
      promise
      that
      you
      will
     
     
      have
      just
      as
      good
      a
      chance
      of
      finding
      Tanelorn
      where
      I
      take
      you.
      Your
     
     
      opportunity
      lies
      in
      Elric’s
      future.’
     
    


    
     
      Erekosé
      bowed
      his
      head.
      ‘Very
      well.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Come,’
      Elric
      said
      impatiently,
      beginning
      to
      strike
      off
      to
      the
      north-east.
     
     
      ‘For
      all
      your
      talk
      of
      time,
      there
      is
      precious
      little
      left
      for
      me.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Six
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Pale
      Lord
      Shouting
      in
      Sunlight
     
    

   

   
    
     
      T
      HE
      MACHINE
      IN
      the
      bowl
      was
      where
      Elric
      had
      last
      seen
      it,
      just
      before
      he
     
    

   

   
    
     
      had
      attacked
      it
      and
      found
      himself
      plunged
      into
      Corum’s
      world.
     
    


    
     
      Jhary
      seemed
      completely
      familiar
      with
      it
      and
      soon
      had
      its
      heart
      beating
     
     
      strongly.
      He
      shepherded
      the
      other
      two
      up
      to
      it
      and
      made
      them
      stand
      with
     
     
      their
      backs
      against
      the
      crystal.
      Then
      he
      handed
      something
      to
      Elric.
      It
      was
      a
     
     
      small
      vial.
     
    


    
     
      “When
      we
      have
      departed,’
      he
      said,
      ‘hurl
      this
      through
      the
      top
      of
      the
      bowl,
     
     
      then
      take
      your
      horse
      which
      I
      see
      is
      yonder
      and
      ride
      as
      fast
      as
      you
      can
      for
     
     
      Tanelorn.
      Follow
      these
      instructions
      perfectly
      and
      you
      will
      serve
      us
      all.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      accepted
      the
      vial.
      ‘Very
      well.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And,’
      Jhary
      said
      finally
      as
      he
      took
      his
      place
      with
      the
      others,
      ‘please
      give
     
     
      my
      compliments
      to
      my
      brother
      Moonglum.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      know
      him?
      What
      —?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Farewell,
      Elric!
      We
      shall
      doubtless
      meet
      many
      times
      in
      the
      future,
      though
     
     
      we
      may
      not
      recognise
      each
      other.’
     
    


    
     
      Then
      the
      beating
      of
      the
      thing
      in
      the
      bowl
      grew
      louder
      and
      the
      ground
     
     
      shook
      and
      the
      strange
      darkness
      surrounded
      it
      —
      then
      the
      three
      figures
      had
     
     
      gone.
      Swiftly
      Elric
      hurled
      the
      vial
      upwards
      so
      that
      it
      fell
      through
      the
     
     
      opening
      of
      the
      bowl,
      then
      he
      ran
      to
      where
      his
      golden
      mare
      was
      tethered,
     
     
      leapt
      into
      the
      saddle
      with
      the
      bundle
      Jhary
      had
      given
      him
      under
      his
      arm,
     
     
      and
      galloped
      as
      fast
      as
      he
      could
      go
      towards
      Tanelorn.
     
    


    
     
      Behind
      him
      the
      beating
      suddenly
      ceased.
      The
      darkness
      disappeared.
      A
     
     
      tense
      silence
      fell.
      Then
      Elric
      heard
      something
      like
      a
      giant’s
      gasp
      and
     
     
      blinding
      blue
      light
      filled
      the
      desert.
      He
      looked
      back.
      Not
      only
      the
      bowl
      and
     
     
      the
      device
      had
      gone
      —
      so
      also
      had
      the
      rocks
      which
      had
      once
      surrounded
      it.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      He
      came
      up
      behind
      them
      at
      last,
      just
      before
      they
      reached
      the
      walls
      of
     
     
      Tanelorn.
      Elric
      saw
      warriors
      on
      those
      walls.
     
    


    
     
      The
      massive
      reptilian
      monsters
      bore
      their
      equally
      repulsive
      masters
      upon
     
     
      their
      backs,
      their
      feet
      leaving
      deep
      marks
      in
      the
      sand
      as
      they
      moved.
      And
     
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      rode
      at
      their
      head
      on
      a
      chestnut
      stallion
      —
      and
      there
      was
     
     
      something
      draped
      across
      his
      saddle.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      a
      shadow
      passed
      over
      Elric’s
      head
      and
      he
      looked
      up.
      It
      was
      the
     
     
      metal
      bird
      which
      had
      borne
      Myshella
      away.
      But
      it
      was
      riderless.
      It
      wheeled
     
     
      over
      the
      heads
      of
      the
      lumbering
      reptiles
      whose
      masters
      raised
      their
      strange
     
     
      weapons
      and
      sent
      hissing
      streams
      of
      fire
      in
      its
      direction,
      driving
      it
      higher
     
     
      into
      the
      sky.
      Why
      was
      the
      bird
      here
      and
      not
      Myshella?
      A
      peculiar
      cry
      came
     
     
      again
      and
      again
      from
      its
      metal
      throat
      and
      Elric
      realised
      what
      that
      cry
     
     
      resembled
      —
      the
      pathetic
      sound
      of
      a
      mother
      bird
      whose
      young
      is
      in
      danger.
     
    


    
     
      He
      stared
      hard
      at
      the
      bundle
      over
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      saddle
      and
      suddenly
     
     
      he
      knew
      what
      it
      must
      be.
      Myshella
      herself!
      Doubtless
      she
      had
      given
      Elric
     
     
      up
      for
      dead
      and
      had
      tried
      to
      go
      against
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      only
      to
      be
      beaten.
     
    


    
     
      Anger
      boiled
      in
      the
      albino.
      All
      his
      intense
      hatred
      for
      the
      sorcerer
      revived
     
     
      and
      his
      hand
      went
      to
      his
      sword.
      But
      then
      he
      looked
      again
      at
      the
      vulnerable
     
     
      walls
      of
      Tanelorn,
      at
      his
      brave
      companions
      on
      the
      battlements,
      and
      he
      knew
     
     
      that
      his
      first
      duty
      was
      to
      help
      them.
     
    


    
     
      But
      how
      was
      he
      to
      reach
      the
      walls
      without
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      seeing
      him
      and
     
     
      destroying
      him
      before
      he
      could
      bring
      the
      banners
      of
      bronze
      to
      his
      friends?
     
     
      He
      prepared
      to
      spur
      his
      horse
      forward
      and
      hope
      that
      he
      would
      be
      lucky.
     
     
      Then
      a
      shadow
      passed
      over
      his
      head
      again
      and
      he
      saw
      that
      it
      was
      the
      metal
     
     
      bird
      flying
      low,
      something
      like
      agony
      in
      its
      emerald
      eyes.
      He
      heard
      its
     
     
      voice.
      ‘Prince
      Elric!
      We
      must
      save
      her.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      shook
      his
      head
      as
      the
      bird
      settled
      in
      the
      sand.
      ‘First
      I
      must
      save
     
     
      Tanelorn.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      will
      help
      you,’
      said
      the
      bird
      of
      gold
      and
      silver
      and
      brass.
      ‘Climb
      up
      into
     
     
      my
      saddle.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      cast
      a
      glance
      towards
      the
      distant
      monsters.
      Their
      attention
      was
      now
     
     
      wholly
      upon
      the
      city
      they
      intended
      to
      destroy.
      He
      jumped
      from
      his
      horse
     
     
      and
      crossed
      the
      sand
      to
      clamber
      into
      the
      onyx
      saddle
      of
      the
      bird.
      The
      wings
     
     
      began
      to
      clash
      and
      with
      a
      rush
      they
      swept
      into
      the
      sky,
      turning
      towards
     
     
      Tanelorn.
     
    


    
     
      More
      streaks
      of
      fire
      hissed
      around
      them
      as
      they
      neared
      the
      city,
      but
      the
     
     
      bird
      flew
      rapidly
      from
      side
      to
      side
      and
      avoided
      them.
      Down
      they
      drifted
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      now
      to
      the
      gentle
      city,
      to
      land
      on
      the
      wall
      itself.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Elric!”
      Moonglum
      came
      running
      along
      the
      defences.
      ‘We
      were
      told
      you
     
     
      were
      dead!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘By
      whom?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘By
      Myshella
      and
      by
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      when
      he
      demanded
      our
      surrender.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      suppose
      they
      could
      only
      believe
      that,’
      Elric
      said,
      separating
      the
      staffs
     
     
      around
      which
      were
      furled
      the
      thin
      sheets
      of
      bronze.
      ‘Here,
      you
      must
      take
     
     
      these.
      I
      am
      told
      that
      they
      will
      be
      useful
      against
      the
      reptiles
      of
      Pio.
      Unfurl
     
     
      them
      along
      the
      walls.
      Greetings,
      Rackhir.”
      He
      handed
      the
      astounded
      Red
     
     
      Archer
      one
      of
      the
      banners.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      do
      not
      stay
      to
      fight
      with
      us?’
      Rackhir
      asked.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      looked
      down
      at
      the
      twelve
      slender
      arrows
      in
      his
      hand.
      Each
      one
      was
     
     
      perfectly
      carved
      from
      multicoloured
      quartz
      so
      that
      even
      the
      fletchings
     
     
      seemed
      like
      real
      feathers.
      ‘No,’
      he
      said.
      ‘I
      hope
      to
      rescue
      Myshella
      from
     
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      —
      and
      I
      can
      use
      these
      arrows
      better
      from
      the
      air,
      also.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Myshella,
      thinking
      you
      dead,
      seemed
      to
      go
      mad,’
      Rackhir
      told
      him.
      ‘She
     
     
      conjured
      up
      various
      sorceries
      against
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      —
      but
      he
      retaliated.
      At
     
     
      last
      she
      flung
      herself
      from
      the
      saddle
      of
      that
      bird
      you
      ride
      —
      flung
      herself
     
     
      upon
      him
      armed
      only
      with
      a
      knife.
      But
      he
      overpowered
      her
      and
      has
     
     
      threatened
      to
      slay
      her
      if
      we
      do
      not
      allow
      ourselves
      to
      be
      killed
      without
     
     
      retaliating.
      I
      know
      that
      he
      will
      kill
      Myshella
      anyway.
      I
      have
      been
      in
     
     
      something
      of
      a
      quandary
      of
      conscience...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      will
      resolve
      that
      quandary,
      I
      hope.’
      Elric
      stroked
      the
      metallic
      neck
      of
     
     
      the
      bird.
      ‘Come,
      my
      friend,
      into
      the
      air
      again.
      Remember,
      Rackhir
      —
      unfurl
     
     
      the
      banners
      along
      the
      walls
      as
      soon
      as
      I
      have
      gained
      a
      good
      height.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      Red
      Archer
      nodded,
      his
      face
      puzzled,
      and
      once
      again
      Elric
      was
      rising
     
     
      into
      the
      air,
      the
      arrows
      of
      quartz
      clutched
      in
      his
      left
      hand.
     
    


    
     
      He
      heard
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      laughter
      from
      below.
      He
      saw
      the
      monstrous
     
     
      beasts
      moving
      inexorably
      towards
      the
      walls.
      The
      gates
      opened
      suddenly
     
     
      and
      a
      group
      of
      horsemen
      rode
      out.
      Plainly
      they
      had
      hoped
      to
      sacrifice
     
     
      themselves
      in
      order
      to
      save
      Tanelorn
      and
      Rackhir
      had
      not
      had
      time
      to
      warn
     
     
      them
      of
      Elric’s
      message.
     
    


    
     
      The
      riders
      galloped
      wildly
      towards
      the
      reptilian
      monsters
      of
      Pio,
      their
     
     
      swords
      and
      lances
      waving,
      their
      yells
      rising
      to
      where
      Elric
      drifted
      high
     
     
      above.
      The
      monsters
      roared
      and
      opened
      their
      huge
      jaws,
      their
      masters
     
     
      pointed
      their
      ornate
      weapons
      at
      the
      horsemen
      of
      Tanelorn.
      Flames
      burst
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      from
      the
      muzzles,
      the
      riders
      shrieked
      as
      they
      were
      devoured
      by
      the
      dazzling
     
     
      heat.
     
    


    
     
      In
      horror
      Elric
      directed
      the
      metal
      bird
      downwards.
      And
      at
      last
      Theleb
     
     
      K’aarna
      saw
      him
      and
      reined
      in
      his
      horse,
      his
      eyes
      wide
      with
      fear
      and
      rage.
     
     
      “You
      are
      dead!
      You
      are
      dead!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      great
      wings
      beat
      at
      the
      air
      as
      the
      bird
      hovered
      over
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
     
     
      head.
      ‘I
      am
      alive,
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      —
      and
      I
      come
      to
      destroy
      you
      at
      long
      last!
     
     
      Give
      Myshella
      up
      to
      me.’
     
    


    
     
      A
      cunning
      expression
      came
      over
      the
      sorcerer’s
      face.
      ‘No.
      Destroy
      me
      and
     
     
      she
      is
      also
      destroyed.
      Beings
      of
      Pio
      —
      turn
      your
      full
      strength
      against
     
     
      Tanelorn.
      Raze
      it
      utterly
      and
      show
      this
      fool
      what
      we
      can
      do!’
     
    


    
     
      Each
      of
      the
      reptilian
      riders
      directed
      their
      oddly
      shaped
      weapons
      at
     
     
      Tanelorn
      where
      Rackhir,
      Moonglum
      and
      the
      rest
      waited
      on
      the
      battlements.
     
    


    
     
      ‘No!’
      shouted
      Elric.
      ‘You
      cannot
      —’
     
    


    
     
      There
      was
      something
      flashing
      on
      the
      battlements.
      They
      were
      unfurling
      at
     
     
      last
      the
      banners
      of
      bronze.
      And
      as
      each
      banner
      was
      unfurled
      a
      pure
      golden
     
     
      light
      blazed
      out
      from
      it
      until
      there
      was
      a
      vast
      wall
      of
      light
      stretching
      the
     
     
      whole
      length
      of
      the
      defences,
      making
      it
      impossible
      to
      see
      the
      banners
     
     
      themselves
      or
      the
      men
      who
      held
      them.
      The
      beings
      of
      Pio
      aimed
      their
     
     
      weapons
      and
      released
      streams
      of
      fire
      at
      the
      barrier
      of
      light
      which
     
     
      immediately
      repelled
      them.
     
    


    
     
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      face
      was
      suffused
      with
      anger.
      ‘What
      is
      this?
      Our
      earthly
     
     
      sorcery
      cannot
      stand
      against
      the
      power
      of
      Pio!’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      smiled
      savagely.
      ‘This
      is
      not
      our
      sorcery
      —
      it
      is
      another
      sorcery
     
     
      which
      can
      resist
      that
      of
      Pio!
      Now,
      Theleb
      K’aarna,
      give
      up
      Myshella!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No!
      You
      are
      not
      protected
      as
      Tanelorn
      is
      protected.
      Beings
      of
      Pio
      —
     
     
      destroy
      him!’
     
    


    
     
      And,
      as
      the
      weapons
      began
      to
      be
      directed
      at
      him,
      Elric
      flung
      the
      first
      of
     
     
      the
      arrows
      of
      quartz.
      It
      flew
      true
      —
      directly
      into
      the
      face
      of
      the
      leading
     
     
      reptilian
      rider.
      A
      high
      whining
      escaped
      the
      rider’s
      throat
      as
      it
      raised
      its
     
     
      webbed
      hands
      towards
      the
      arrow
      embedded
      in
      its
      eye.
      The
      beast
      the
      rider
     
     
      Sat
      upon
      reared,
      for
      it
      was
      plain
      that
      it
      was
      only
      barely
      controlled.
      It
      turned
     
     
      away
      from
      the
      blinding
      light,
      from
      Tanelorn,
      and
      it
      galloped
      at
      earth-
     
     
      shaking
      speed
      away
      into
      the
      desert,
      the
      dead
      rider
      falling
      from
      its
      back.
      A
     
     
      streak
      of
      fire
      barely
      missed
      Elric
      and
      he
      was
      forced
      to
      take
      the
      bird
      up
     
     
      higher,
      flinging
      down
      another
      arrow
      and
      seeing
      it
      strike
      a
      rider’s
      heart.
     
     
      Again
      the
      mount
      went
      out
      of
      control
      and
      followed
      its
      companion
      into
      the
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      desert.
      But
      there
      were
      ten
      more
      of
      the
      riders
      and
      each
      now
      turned
      his
     
     
      weapon
      against
      Elric,
      though
      finding
      it
      hard
      to
      aim
      as
      all
      the
      mounts
      grew
     
     
      restive
      and
      sought
      to
      accompany
      the
      two
      who
      had
      fled.
      Elric
      left
      it
      to
      the
     
     
      metal
      bird
      to
      duck
      and
      to
      dive
      through
      the
      criss-cross
      of
      beams
      and
      he
     
     
      hurled
      down
      another
      arrow
      and
      another.
      His
      clothes
      and
      his
      hair
      were
     
     
      singed
      and
      he
      remembered
      another
      time
      when
      he
      had
      ridden
      the
      bird
      across
     
     
      the
      Boiling
      Sea.
      Part
      of
      the
      bird’s
      right
      wing-tip
      had
      been
      melted
      and
      its
     
     
      flight
      was
      a
      little
      more
      erratic.
      But
      still
      it
      climbed
      and
      dived
      and
      still
      Elric
     
     
      threw
      the
      arrows
      of
      quartz
      into
      the
      ranks
      of
      the
      beings
      of
      Pio.
      Then,
     
     
      suddenly,
      there
      were
      only
      two
      left
      and
      they
      were
      turning
      to
      flee,
      for
      nearby
     
     
      a
      cloud
      of
      unpleasant
      blue
      smoke
      had
      begun
      to
      erupt
      where
      Theleb
      K’aarna
     
     
      had
      been.
      Elric
      flung
      the
      last
      arrows
      after
      the
      reptiles
      of
      Pio
      and
      took
      each
     
     
      rider
      in
      the
      back.
      Now
      there
      were
      only
      corpses
      upon
      the
      sand.
     
    


    
     
      The
      blue
      smoke
      cleared
      and
      Theleb
      K’aarna’s
      horse
      stood
      there.
      And
     
     
      there
      was
      another
      corpse
      revealed.
      It
      was
      that
      of
      Myshella,
      Empress
      of
      the
     
     
      Dawn,
      and
      her
      throat
      had
      been
      cut.
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      had
      vanished,
      doubtless
     
     
      with
      the
      aid
      of
      sorcery.
     
    


    
     
      Sickened,
      Elric
      descended
      on
      the
      bird
      of
      metal.
      On
      the
      walls
      of
      Tanelorn
     
     
      the
      light
      faded.
      He
      dismounted
      and
      he
      saw
      that
      the
      bird
      was
      weeping
      dark
     
     
      tears
      from
      its
      emerald
      eyes.
      He
      knelt
      beside
      Myshella.
     
    


    
     
      An
      ordinary
      mortal
      could
      not
      have
      done
      it,
      but
      now
      she
      opened
      her
      lips
     
     
      and
      she
      spoke,
      though
      blood
      bubbled
      from
      her
      mouth
      and
      her
      words
      were
     
     
      hard
      to
      make
      out.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Elric...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Can
      you
      live?’
      Elric
      asked
      her.
      ‘Have
      you
      some
      power
      to...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      cannot
      live.
      I
      am
      slain.
      Even
      now
      I
      am
      dead.
      But
      it
      will
      be
      some
     
     
      comfort
      to
      you
      to
      know
      that
      Theleb
      K’aarna
      has
      earned
      the
      disdain
      of
      the
     
     
      great
      Chaos
      Lords.
      They
      will
      never
      aid
      him
      again
      as
      they
      aided
      him
      this
     
     
      time,
      for
      in
      their
      eyes
      he
      has
      proved
      himself
      incompetent.’
     
    


    
     
      “Where
      has
      he
      gone?
      I
      will
      pursue
      him.
      I
      will
      slay
      him
      the
      next
      time,
      that
     
     
      I
      swear.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      think
      that
      you
      will.
      But
      I
      do
      not
      know
      where
      he
      went.
      Elric
      —
      I
      am
      dead
     
     
      and
      my
      work
      is
      threatened.
      I
      have
      fought
      against
      Chaos
      for
      centuries
      and
     
     
      now,
      I
      think,
      Chaos
      will
      increase
      its
      power.
      Soon
      the
      great
      battle
      between
     
     
      the
      Lords
      of
      Law
      and
      the
      Lords
      of
      Entropy
      will
      take
      place.
      The
      threads
      of
     
     
      destiny
      become
      much
      tangled
      —
      the
      very
      structure
      of
      the
      multiverse
      seems
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      about
      to
      transform
      itself.
      You
      have
      some
      part
      in
      this...
      some
      part...
     
     
      Farewell,
      Elric!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,
      Myshella!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Is
      she
      dead
      now?’
      It
      was
      the
      sombre
      voice
      of
      the
      bird
      of
      metal.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aye.’
      The
      word
      was
      forced
      from
      Elric’s
      tight
      throat.
     
    


    
     
      “Then
      I
      must
      take
      her
      back
      to
      Kaneloon.’
     
    


    
     
      Gently
      Elric
      picked
      up
      Myshella’s
      bloody
      corpse,
      supporting
      the
      half-
     
     
      severed
      head
      on
      his
      arm.
      He
      placed
      the
      body
      in
      the
      onyx
      saddle.
     
    


    
     
      The
      bird
      said:
      ‘We
      shall
      not
      see
      each
      other
      again,
      Prince
      Elric,
      for
      my
     
     
      death
      shall
      follow
      closely
      upon
      Lady
      Myshella’s.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      bowed
      his
      head.
     
    


    
     
      The
      shining
      wings
      spread
      and,
      with
      the
      sound
      of
      cymbals
      clashing,
      beat
      at
     
     
      the
      air.
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      watched
      the
      beautiful
      creature
      circle
      in
      the
      sky
      and
      then
      turn
      and
      fly
     
     
      steadily
      towards
      the
      south
      and
      World’s
      Edge.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      He
      buried
      his
      face
      in
      his
      hands,
      but
      he
      was
      beyond
      weeping
      now.
      Was
      it
     
     
      the
      fate
      of
      all
      the
      women
      he
      loved
      to
      die?
      Would
      Myshella
      have
      lived
      if
      she
     
     
      had
      let
      him
      die
      when
      he
      had
      wanted
      to?
      There
      was
      no
      rage
      left
      in
      him,
      only
     
     
      a
      sense
      of
      impotent
      despair.
     
    


    
     
      He
      felt
      a
      hand
      on
      his
      shoulder
      and
      he
      turned.
      Moonglum
      stood
      there,
      with
     
     
      Rackhir
      beside
      him.
      They
      had
      ridden
      out
      from
      Tanelorn
      to
      find
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘The
      banners
      have
      vanished,’
      Rackhir
      told
      him.
      ‘And
      the
      arrows,
      too.
     
     
      Only
      the
      corpses
      of
      those
      creatures
      remain
      and
      we
      shall
      bury
      them.
      Will
     
     
      you
      come
      back
      with
      us,
      now,
      to
      Tanelorn?’
     
    


    
     
      “Tanelorn
      cannot
      give
      me
      peace,
      Rackhir.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      believe
      that
      to
      be
      true.
      But
      I
      have
      a
      potion
      in
      my
      house
      which
      will
     
     
      deaden
      some
      of
      your
      memories,
      help
      you
      forget
      some
      of
      what
      has
      happened
     
     
      lately.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      would
      be
      grateful
      for
      such
      a
      potion.
      Though
      I
      doubt...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      will
      work.
      I
      promise.
      Another
      would
      achieve
      complete
      forgetfulness
     
     
      from
      drinking
      this
      potion.
      But
      you
      may
      hope
      to
      forget
      a
      little.’
     
    


    
     
      Elric
      thought
      of
      Corum
      and
      Erekosé
      and
      Jhary-a-Conel
      and
      the
     
     
      implications
      of
      his
      experiences
      —
      that
      even
      if
      he
      were
      to
      die
      he
      would
      be
     
     
      reincarnated
      in
      some
      other
      form
      to
      fight
      again
      and
      to
      suffer
      again.
      An
     
     
      eternity
      of
      warfare
      and
      of
      pain.
      If
      he
      could
      forget
      that
      knowledge
      it
      would
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      be
      enough.
      He
      had
      the
      impulse
      to
      ride
      far
      away
      from
      Tanelorn
      and
      concern
     
     
      himself
      as
      much
      as
      he
      could
      in
      the
      pettier
      affairs
      of
      men.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      so
      weary
      of
      gods
      and
      their
      struggles,’
      he
      murmured
      as
      he
      mounted
     
     
      his
      golden
      mare.
     
    


    
     
      Moonglum
      stared
      out
      into
      the
      desert.
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      when
      will
      the
      gods
      themselves
      weary
      of
      it,
      I
      wonder?’
      he
      said.
      ‘If
     
     
      they
      did,
      it
      would
      be
      a
      happy
      day
      for
      Man.
      Perhaps
      all
      our
      struggling,
      our
     
     
      suffering,
      our
      conflicts
      are
      merely
      to
      relieve
      the
      boredom
      of
      the
      Lords
      of
     
     
      the
      Higher
      Worlds.
      Perhaps
      that
      is
      why
      when
      they
      created
      us
      they
      made
      us
     
     
      imperfect.’
     
    


    
     
      They
      began
      to
      ride
      towards
      Tanelorn
      while
      the
      wind
      blew
      sadly
      across
      the
     
     
      desert.
      The
      sand
      was
      already
      beginning
      to
      cover
      up
      the
      corpses
      of
      those
     
     
      who
      had
      sought
      to
      wage
      war
      against
      eternity
      and
      had,
      inevitably,
      found
      that
     
     
      other
      eternity
      which
      was
      death.
     
    


    
     
      For
      a
      while
      Elric
      walked
      his
      horse
      beside
      the
      others.
      His
      lips
      formed
      a
     
     
      name
      but
      did
      not
      speak
      it.
     
    


    
     
      And
      then,
      suddenly,
      he
      was
      galloping
      towards
      Tanelorn
      dragging
      the
     
     
      screaming
      runesword
      from
      its
      scabbard
      and
      brandishing
      it
      at
      the
      impassive
     
     
      sky,
      making
      the
      horse
      rear
      up
      and
      lash
      its
      hoofs
      in
      the
      air,
      shouting
      over
      and
     
     
      over
      again
      in
      a
      voice
      full
      of
      roaring
      misery
      and
      bitter
      rage:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ah,
      damn
      you!
      Damn
      you!
      Damn
      you!’
     
    


    
     
      But
      those
      who
      heard
      him
      —
      and
      some
      might
      have
      been
      the
      gods
      he
     
     
      addressed
      —
      knew
      that
      it
      was
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné
      himself
      who
      was
      truly
     
     
      damned.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      The
      Stone
      Thing
     
     
      A
      Tale
      of
      Strange
      Parts
     
    

   

   
    
     
      O
      UT
      OF
      THE
      dark
      places;
      out
      of
      the
      howling
      mists;
      out
      of
      the
      lands
      without
     
    

   

   
    
     
      sun;
      out
      of
      Ghonorea
      came
      tall
      Catharz,
      with
      the
      moody
      sword
      Oakslayer
      in
     
     
      his
      right
      hand,
      the
      cursed
      spear
      Bloodlicker
      in
      his
      left
      hand,
      the
      evil
      bow
     
     
      Deathsinger
      on
      his
      back
      together
      with
      his
      quiver
      of
      fearful
      rune-fletched
     
     
      arrows,
      Heartseeker,
      Goregreedy,
      Soulsnatcher,
      Orphanmaker,
      Eyeblinder,
     
     
      Sorrowsower,
      Beanslicer,
      and
      several
      others.
     
    


    
     
      Where
      his
      right
      eye
      should
      have
      been
      there
      was
      a
      jewel
      of
      slumbering
     
     
      scarlet
      whose
      colour
      sometimes
      shifted
      to
      smouldering
      blue,
      and
      in
      the
     
     
      place
      of
      his
      left
      eye
      was
      a
      many-faceted
      crystal,
      which
      pulsed
      as
      if
     
     
      possessed
      of
      independent
      life.
      Where
      Catharz
      had
      once
      had
      a
      right
      hand,
     
     
      now
      a
      thing
      of
      iron,
      wood
      and
      carved
      amethyst
      sat
      upon
      his
      stump;
      nine-
     
     
      fingered,
      alien,
      cut
      by
      Catharz
      from
      the
      creature
      who
      had
      sliced
      off
      his
      own
     
     
      hand.
      Catharz’s
      left
      hand
      was
      at
      first
      merely
      gauntleted,
      but
      when
      one
     
     
      looked
      further
      it
      could
      be
      observed
      that
      the
      gauntlet
      was
      in
      fact
      a
      many-
     
     
      jointed
      limb
      of
      silver,
      gold
      and
      lapis
      lazuli,
      but
      as
      Catharz
      rode
      by,
      those
     
     
      who
      saw
      him
      pass
      remarked
      not
      on
      the
      murmuring
      sword
      in
      his
      right
      hand,
     
     
      not
      on
      the
      whispering
      spear
      in
      his
      left
      hand,
      not
      on
      the
      whining
      bow
      upon
     
     
      his
      back
      or
      the
      grumbling
      arrows
      in
      the
      quiver;
      neither
      did
      they
      remark
      on
     
     
      his
      right
      eye
      of
      slumbering
      scarlet,
      his
      left
      eye
      of
      pulsing
      crystal,
      his
      nine-
     
     
      fingered
      right
      hand,
      his
      shining
      metallic
      left
      hand;
      they
      saw
      only
      the
      fearful
     
     
      foot
      of
      Cwlwwymwn
      which
      throbbed
      in
      the
      stirrup
      at
      his
      mount’s
      right
     
     
      flank.
     
    


    
     
      The
      foot
      of
      the
      Aching
      God,
      Cwlwwymwn
      Rootripper,
      whose
      ambition
     
     
      upon
      the
      old
      and
      weary
      Earth
      had
      been
      to
      make
      widows
      of
      all
      wives;
     
     
      Cwlwwymwn
      the
      Striker,
      whose
      awful
      feet
      had
      trampled
      whole
      cities
      when
     
     
      men
      had
      first
      made
      cities;
      Cwlwwymwn
      of
      the
      Last
      Ones,
      Last
      of
      the
      Last
     
     
      Ones,
      who
      had
      been
      driven
      back
      to
      his
      island
      domain
      on
      the
      edge
      of
      the
     
     
      world,
      beyond
      the
      Western
      Ice,
      and
      who
      now
      came
      limping
      after
      Catharz
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      screaming
      out
      for
      vengeance,
      demanding
      the
      return
      of
      his
      foot,
      sliced
      from
     
     
      his
      leg
      by
      Oakslayer
      so
      that
      Catharz
      might
      walk
      again
      and
      continue
      upon
     
     
      his
      doom-laden
      quest,
      bearing
      weapons
      which
      were
      not
      his
      protection
      but
     
     
      his
      burden,
      seeking
      consolation
      for
      the
      guilt
      which
      ate
      at
      his
      soul
      since
      it
     
     
      was
      he
      who
      had
      been
      responsible
      for
      the
      death
      of
      his
      younger
      brother,
     
     
      Forax
      the
      Golden,
      for
      the
      death
      of
      his
      niece,
      Libia
      Gentleknee,
      for
      the
     
     
      living
      death
      of
      his
      cousin,
      Wertigo
      the
      Unbalanced,
      seeking
      the
     
     
      whereabouts
      of
      his
      lost
      love,
      Cyphila
      the
      Fair,
      who
      had
      been
      stolen
      from
     
     
      him
      by
      his
      arch-enemy,
      the
      wizard
      To’me’ko’op’r,
      most
      powerful,
      most
     
     
      evil,
      most
      lustful
      of
      all
      the
      great
      sorcerers
      of
      this
      magic-clouded
      world.
     
    


    
     
      And
      there
      were
      no
      friends
      here
      to
      give
      aid
      to
      Catharz
      Godfoot.
      He
      must
     
     
      go
      alone,
      with
      shuddering
      terror
      before
      him
      and
      groaning
      guilt
      behind
      him,
     
     
      and
      Cwlwwymwn,
      screaming,
      vengeful,
      limping
      Cwlwwymwn,
      following
     
     
      always.
     
    


    
     
      And
      Catharz
      rode
      on,
      rarely
      stopping,
      scarcely
      ever
      dismounting,
      anxious
     
     
      to
      claim
      his
      own
      vengeance
      on
      the
      sorcerer,
      and
      the
      foot
      of
      Cwlwwymwn,
     
     
      Last
      of
      the
      Last
      Ones,
      was
      heavy
      on
      him,
      as
      well
      it
      might
      be
      for
      it
      was
      at
     
     
      least
      eighteen
      inches
      longer
      than
      his
      left
      foot
      and
      naked,
      for
      he
      had
      had
      to
     
     
      abandon
      his
      boot
      when
      he
      had
      found
      that
      it
      did
      not
      fit.
      Now
      Cwlwwymwn
     
     
      possessed
      the
      boot;
      it
      was
      how
      he
      had
      known
      that
      Catharz
      was
      the
      mortal
     
     
      who
      had
      stolen
      his
      green,
      seventeen-clawed
      limb,
      attaching
      it
      by
      fearful
     
     
      sorcery
      to
      the
      flesh
      of
      his
      leg.
      Catharz’s
      left
      leg
      was
      not
      of
      flesh
      at
      all,
      but
     
     
      of
      lacquered
      cork,
      made
      for
      him
      by
      the
      People
      of
      the
      World
      Beneath
      the
     
     
      Reefs,
      when
      he
      had
      aided
      them
      in
      their
      great
      fight
      against
      the
      Gods
      of
      the
     
     
      Lowest
      Sea.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      sun
      had
      stained
      the
      sky
      a
      livid
      crimson
      and
      had
      sunk
      below
      the
      horizon
     
     
      before
      Catharz
      would
      allow
      himself
      a
      brief
      rest
      and
      it
      was
      just
      before
      dark
     
     
      that
      he
      came
      in
      sight
      of
      a
      small
      stone
      cottage,
      sheltered
      beneath
      terraces
      of
     
     
      glistening
      limestone,
      where
      he
      hoped
      he
      might
      find
      food,
      for
      he
      was
      very
     
     
      hungry.
     
    


    
     
      Knocking
      upon
      the
      door
      he
      called
      out:
     
    


    
     
      ‘Greetings,
      I
      come
      in
      friendship,
      seeking
      hospitality,
      for
      I
      am
      called
     
     
      Catharz
      the
      Melancholy,
      who
      carries
      the
      curse
      of
      Cwlwwymwn
      Rootripper
     
     
      upon
      him,
      who
      has
      many
      enemies
      and
      no
      friends,
      who
      slew
      his
      brother,
     
     
      Forax
      the
      Golden,
      and
      caused
      the
      death
      of
      Libia
      Gentleknee,
      famous
      for
      her
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      beauty,
      and
      who
      seeks
      his
      lost
      love
      Cyphila
      the
      Fair,
      prisoner
      of
      the
      wizard
     
     
      To’me’ko’op’r,
      and
      who
      has
      a
      great
      and
      terrible
      doom
      upon
      him.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      door
      opened
      and
      a
      woman
      stood
      there.
      Her
      hair
      was
      the
      silver
      of
      a
     
     
      spiderweb
      in
      the
      moonlight,
      her
      eyes
      were
      the
      deep
      gold
      found
      at
      the
      centre
     
     
      of
      a
      beehive,
      her
      skin
      had
      the
      pale,
      blushing
      beauty
      of
      the
      tea
      rose.
     
     
      “Welcome,
      stranger,’
      she
      said.
      ‘Welcome
      to
      all
      that
      is
      left
      of
      the
      home
      of
     
     
      Lanoli,
      whose
      father
      was
      once
      the
      mightiest
      in
      these
      parts.’
     
    


    
     
      And,
      upon
      beholding
      her,
      Catharz
      forgot
      Cyphila
      the
      Fair,
      forgot
      that
      he
     
     
      had
      slain
      his
      brother,
      his
      niece,
      and
      betrayed
      his
      cousin,
      Wertigo
      the
     
     
      Unbalanced.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      very
      beautiful,
      Lanoli,’
      he
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ah,’
      said
      she,
      ‘that
      is
      what
      I
      have
      learned.
      But
      beauty
      such
      as
      mine
      can
     
     
      only
      thrive
      if
      it
      is
      seen
      and
      it
      has
      been
      so
      long
      since
      anyone
      came
      to
      these
     
     
      lands.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Let
      me
      help
      your
      beauty
      thrive,’
      he
      said.
     
    


    
     
      Food
      was
      forgotten,
      guilt
      was
      forgotten,
      fear
      was
      forgotten
      as
      Catharz
     
     
      divested
      himself
      of
      his
      sword,
      his
      spear,
      his
      bow
      and
      his
      arrows
      and
      walked
     
     
      slowly
      into
      the
      cottage.
      His
      gait
      was
      a
      rolling
      one,
      for
      he
      still
      bore
      the
     
     
      burden
      that
      was
      the
      foot
      of
      the
      Last
      of
      the
      Last
      Ones,
      and
      it
      took
      him
      some
     
     
      time
      to
      pull
      it
      through
      the
      door,
      but
      at
      length
      he
      stood
      inside
      and
      had
      closed
     
     
      the
      door
      behind
      him
      and
      had
      taken
      her
      in
      his
      arms
      and
      had
      pressed
      his
      lips
     
     
      to
      hers.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,
      Catharz,’
      she
      breathed.
      ‘Catharz!’
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      not
      long
      until
      they
      stood
      naked
      before
      one
      another.
      Her
      eyes
     
     
      travelled
      over
      his
      body
      and
      it
      was
      plain
      that
      the
      eyes
      of
      scarlet
      and
      crystal
     
     
      were
      lovely
      to
      her,
      that
      she
      admired
      his
      silver
      hand
      and
      his
      nine-fingered
     
     
      hand,
      that
      even
      the
      great
      foot
      of
      Cwlwwymwn
      was
      beautiful
      in
      her
      sight.
     
     
      But
      then
      her
      eyes,
      shy
      until
      now,
      fell
      upon
      that
      which
      lay
      between
      his
      legs,
     
     
      and
      those
      eyes
      widened
      a
      little,
      and
      she
      blushed.
      Her
      lovely
      lips
      framed
      a
     
     
      question,
      but
      he
      moved
      forward
      as
      swiftly
      as
      he
      could
      and
      embraced
      her
     
     
      again.
     
    


    
     
      ‘How?’
      she
      murmured.
      ‘How,
      Catharz?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      a
      long
      tale
      and
      a
      bloody
      one,’
      he
      whispered,
      ‘of
      rivalry
      and
      revenge,
     
     
      but
      suffice
      to
      say
      that
      it
      ended
      in
      my
      father,
      Xympwll
      the
      Cruel,
      taking
      a
     
     
      terrible
      vengeance
      upon
      me.
      I
      fled
      from
      his
      Court
      into
      the
      wastes
      of
     
     
      Grxiwynn,
      raving
      mad,
      and
      it
      was
      there
      that
      the
      tribesmen
      of
      Velox
      found
     
     
      me
      and
      took
      me
      to
      the
      Wise
      Man
      of
      Oorps
      in
      the
      mountains
      beyond
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Katatonia.
      He
      nursed
      me
      and
      carved
      that
      for
      me.
      It
      took
      him
      two
      years,
      and
     
     
      all
      through
      those
      two
      years
      I
      remained
      raving,
      living
      off
      dust
      and
      dew
      and
     
     
      roots,
      as
      he
      lived.
      The
      engravings
      had
      mystical
      significance,
      the
      runes
     
     
      contain
      the
      sum
      of
      his
      great
      wisdom,
      the
      tiny
      pictures
      show
      all
      that
      there
      is
     
     
      to
      show
      of
      physical
      love.
      Is
      it
      not
      beautiful?
      More
      beautiful
      than
      that
      which
     
     
      it
      has
      replaced?’
     
    


    
     
      Her
      glance
      was
      modest;
      she
      nodded
      slowly.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      indeed,
      very
      beautiful,’
      she
      agreed.
      And
      then
      she
      looked
      up
      at
      him
     
     
      and
      he
      saw
      that
      tears
      glistened
      in
      her
      eyes.
      ‘But
      did
      it
      have
      to
      be
      made
      of
     
     
      Sandstone?’
     
    


    
     
      “There
      is
      little
      else,’
      he
      explained
      sadly,
      ‘in
      the
      mountains
      beyond
     
     
      Katatonia.’
     
    


    
     
      (From
      The
      Outcast
      of
      Kitzoprenia
      ,
     
     
      Volume
      67
      in
      The
      History
      of
      the
     
     
      Purple
      Poignard
      )
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Sir
      Milk-and-Blood
     
    

   

   
    
     
      c
      :
     
     
      W
      HAT
      ’S
      THE
      TIME
      ,
      he
      says.
      ‘Pad
      —
      what’s
      the
      time?
      My
      watch
      has
     
    

   

   
    
     
      stopped.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Four-thirty,’
      says
      Patrick.
      ‘Shouldn’t
      he
      have
      turned
      up
      by
      now?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He’s
      always
      on
      time.
      He’ll
      be
      here.
      God
      knows
      I’ll
      be
      glad
      to
      get
      the
     
     
      release.’
      Reaching
      for
      his
      cup.
      ‘It’s
      bothering
      me,
      Pad.
      I
      can’t
      get
      rid
      of
      the
     
     
      guilt.’
     
    


    
     
      “There
      are
      no
      “innocent
      victims”
      in
      a
      war,’
      says
      Patrick.
      ‘Not
      in
      this
      war,
     
     
      anyway.
      Just
      remember
      how
      many
      of
      our
      children
      died
      to
      make
      them
      rich.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Pad,
      I
      can’t
      keep
      doing
      this.
      I
      really
      can’t.
      It’s
      getting
      to
      me.
      I
      didn’t
      join
     
     
      to
      kill
      kids.
      I
      don’t
      want
      to
      do
      it
      any
      more.’
      As
      he
      looks
      at
      his
      companion’s
     
     
      frowning
      face
      he
      knows
      he
      is
      saying
      too
      much.
      Even
      if
      you
      thought
      it,
      you
     
     
      never
      said
      it.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Well,
      it’s
      not
      likely
      either
      of
      us
      will
      have
      to
      do
      it
      any
      more,’
      says
      Patrick,
     
     
      ignoring
      this
      breach
      of
      etiquette.
      ‘In
      a
      little
      while
      we’ll
      have
      our
      new
     
     
      passports
      and
      be
      out
      of
      here.
      Anywhere
      we
      like,
      so
      long
      as
      it’s
      not
      Ireland
     
     
      or
      the
      UK.
      We
      can
      go
      to
      America.
      You’ve
      got
      relatives
      there,
      haven’t
      you?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      read
      the
      papers,’
      he
      says.
      But,
      anyway,
      he
      thinks,
      he
      won’t
      be
      free
     
     
      there.
      He’s
      ashamed
      to
      see
      his
      family.
      He
      already
      knows
      what
      they
      think
      of
     
     
      him.
      There
      isn’t
      a
      news
      channel
      in
      the
      world
      that
      hasn’t
      shown
      the
      pictures
     
     
      of
      the
      ruptured
      tram,
      the
      children’s
      bodies
      thrown
      everywhere,
      the
      weeping
     
     
      mothers.
      And
      his
      and
      Patrick’s
      unshaven
      faces
      staring
      crazily
      out
      at
      them,
     
     
      their
      eyes
      reflecting
      the
      harsh
      flash
      of
      the
      camera.
      ‘By
      God,
      Pad,
      don’t
      you
     
     
      wish
      you’d
      never
      got
      into
      this?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      don’t
      think
      like
      that,’
      says
      Patrick.
      ‘Since
      I
      was
      thirteen
      all
      I’ve
      ever
     
     
      done
      is
      this.
      I
      mean
      what
      else
      is
      there?
      What
      would
      you
      be
      doing
      now,
      if
     
     
      you
      hadn’t
      joined
      the
      movement?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      was
      going
      to
      be
      a
      schoolteacher,
      God
      help
      me,
      before
      I
      got
      into
     
     
      politics.’
      He
      lights
      a
      Gitane
      and
      goes
      to
      stare
      through
      the
      streaked
      grey
     
     
      window
      at
      the
      rain
      falling
      into
      the
      filthy
      water
      of
      the
      canal
      basin
      far
      below,
     
     
      where
      all
      six
      of
      the
      city’s
      great
      underground
      waterways
      emerge
      into
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      daylight
      and
      meet
      at
      the
      infamous
      Quai
      des
      Hiver.
      ‘I
      thought
      I
      could
      do
     
     
      more
      good
      in
      the
      movement.’
     
    


    
     
      As
      soon
      as
      he
      and
      Patrick
      were
      identified
      as
      the
      surviving
      bombers
      and
     
     
      their
      photographs
      had
      been
      published,
      they
      left
      London
      and
      travelled
      all
      the
     
     
      way
      to
      Paris
      from
      the
      Hook
      of
      Holland
      on
      a
      barge.
      It
      had
      taken
      a
      couple
      of
     
     
      weeks,
      but
      after
      a
      fortnight
      the
      authorities
      assumed
      they
      were
      far
      away
      from
     
     
      Europe.
      As
      it
      promised,
      the
      movement
      looked
      after
      them.
      Now
      their
      orders
     
     
      are
      to
      stay
      put
      until
      their
      ‘release’
      comes.
      They
      have
      been
      told
      who
      to
     
     
      expect.
      When
      he
      arrived,
      there
      would
      be
      no
      mistaking
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      just
      wish
      it
      hadn’t
      happened,’
      he
      says.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Jesus,
      don’t
      you
      think
      I
      wish
      that,
      too!
      But
      it
      wasn’t
      your
      fault.
      It
      wasn’t
     
     
      my
      fault.
      And
      your
      bloody
      brother
      died
      a
      hero’s
      death.
      It’s
      him
      you
      should
     
     
      be
      grieving
      for.
      You
      think
      too
      bloody
      much.
      You
      have
      to
      put
      it
      behind
      you.
     
     
      Now,
      stop
      moaning
      on,
      will
      you?
      Honestly,
      it’s
      really
      not
      cool
      to
      start
      up
     
     
      like
      this.’
      Patrick
      seems
      to
      regret
      the
      harshness
      of
      his
      tone.
      ‘You
      know
      that
     
     
      as
      well
      as
      I
      do.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      knows
      he’s
      condemned
      to
      silence
      for
      the
      rest
      of
      his
      life.
      Once
      you
      join
     
     
      the
      movement,
      you
      never
      retire.
      You’re
      ‘released
      from
      active
      service’
      and
     
     
      that
      means
      the
      movement
      looks
      after
      you
      until
      it
      needs
      you
      again.
      He
      has
     
     
      never
      before
      longed
      with
      such
      passion
      to
      be
      free
      of
      it
      all.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Well,
      look
      at
      it
      this
      way,
      we
      got
      a
      bit
      of
      collateral.
      That
      thing
      will
      make
      it
     
     
      easier
      for
      us,
      eh?’
      Patrick
      goes
      to
      the
      table
      and
      hefts
      the
      heavy
      newspaper
     
     
      parcel.
     
    


    
     
      They
      had
      just
      left
      the
      tram
      at
      Waterloo
      Bridge
      when
      the
      bomb
      went
      off.
     
     
      Tony
      was
      going
      on
      a
      stop
      or
      two,
      would
      leave
      his
      bag
      under
      his
      seat
      and
     
     
      then
      get
      the
      train
      at
      Charing
      Cross.
      They
      had
      both
      been
      thrown
      flat
      by
      the
     
     
      blast,
      and
      as
      they
      got
      to
      their
      feet,
      trying
      to
      catch
      their
      breath,
      it
      was
      as
      if
     
     
      they
      had
      had
      a
      vision.
      The
      glass
      of
      the
      silversmith’s
      was
      blown
      out
      and
      all
     
     
      the
      stuff
      in
      the
      window
      had
      been
      flung
      everywhere,
      apart
      from
      the
      one
     
     
      heavy
      object
      that
      had
      been
      central
      to
      the
      display
      and
      hadn’t
      shifted
      or
      been
     
     
      damaged.
      An
      instinct
      developed
      from
      a
      lifetime
      of
      looting
      moved
      Patrick
      to
     
     
      grab
      the
      thing
      and
      then
      run
      for
      it.
      When
      they
      met
      up
      later,
      they
      discovered
     
     
      that
      Tony,
      sitting
      downstairs
      at
      the
      front
      of
      the
      tram,
      still
      had
      the
      bomb
      on
     
     
      his
      lap
      when
      it
      went
      off.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Have
      another
      bloody
      drink,
      man.’
      Patrick
      pours
      whisky
      into
      two
      glasses.
     
     
      ‘Go
      on.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      doesn’t
      work
      for
      me.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘God,
      you’re
      a
      bloody
      morbid
      bugger!
      You’re
      bound
      and
      determined,
     
     
      aren’t
      you?’
      Patrick
      drains
      his
      own
      glass
      and
      takes
      the
      other.
      ‘It’s
      a
      waste
      of
     
     
      time,
      this
      brooding
      on
      what
      can’t
      be
      changed.
      Put
      it
      behind
      you,
      mate.’
      He
     
     
      moves
      about
      the
      little
      room
      with
      impatient,
      aimless
      steps,
      as
      if
      his
      body
     
     
      tries
      to
      escape
      even
      as
      his
      brain
      tells
      him
      he
      has
      to
      stay.
      “You
      know
      as
      well
     
     
      as
      me
      that
      in
      a
      war
      there
      are
      no
      innocents.
      We
      all
      regret
      the
      civilian
     
     
      casualties,
      but
      there
      it
      is.
      I
      don’t
      have
      to
      remind
      you
      of
      this.
      You
      taught
      me.
     
     
      Was
      it
      our
      fault
      that
      the
      bomb
      went
      off
      too
      soon?
      If
      your
      stupid
      brother
      had
     
     
      set
      the
      bloody
      timer
      right
      none
      of
      us
      would
      be
      in
      this
      jam
      now!’
     
    


    
     
      “Well,
      he’s
      dead.
      And
      so
      are
      ten
      other
      people,
      mostly
      kids.
      Going
      home
     
     
      from
      the
      pictures
      on
      a
      Saturday
      night,
      looking
      forward
      to
      their
      tea.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,
      man,
      will
      you
      stop
      it!
      You’re
      making
      it
      worse
      for
      yourself.
      Nobody
     
     
      was
      supposed
      to
      be
      hurt.
      The
      bomb
      should
      have
      gone
      off
      when
      the
      tram
     
     
      was
      in
      its
      shed.
      You
      know
      that.
      The
      sheds
      were
      supposed
      to
      be
      empty.
      The
     
     
      orders
      were
      clear.
      No
      casualties.
      Just
      do
      maximum
      damage
      to
      the
      turning
     
     
      plates.
      Our
      job’s
      to
      disrupt
      travel
      and
      communications,
      not
      kill
      kids.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      we
      did
      kill
      kids.
      And
      I
      can’t
      get
      them
      out
      of
      my
      head.
      I
      can’t
      stand
     
     
      the
      thought
      of
      another
      day
      of
      this!
      Oh,
      Jesus
      God,
      I
      want
      to
      be
      free
      of
      it,
     
     
      once
      and
      for
      all.’
      Again
      he
      sees
      the
      disturbed
      disapproval
      on
      Patrick’s
      face
     
     
      and
      falls
      silent.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Well,
      you
      will
      be,
      any
      minute
      now.’
      Patrick
      shows
      great
      self-restraint.
     
     
      ‘Who
      is
      this
      bloke?
      You
      know
      him,
      don’t
      you?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He’s
      a
      German,
      I
      think.
      I’ve
      been
      in
      the
      same
      company
      as
      him
      once
      or
     
     
      twice.’
      He
      tries
      to
      keep
      his
      tone
      normal
      or
      at
      least
      controlled.
      ‘I
      always
     
     
      thought
      there
      was
      something
      odd
      about
      him.
      You
      can’t
      tell
      how
      old
      he
      is.
     
     
      But
      he
      must
      be
      older
      than
      he
      looks.
      Mick
      says
      he
      was
      the
      youngest
      colonel
     
     
      in
      the
      SS.’
      He
      sits
      back
      down
      in
      his
      chair,
      feeling
      a
      little
      better
      for
      talking.
     
     
      It
      takes
      his
      mind
      off
      the
      bombed
      tram.
     
    


    
     
      ‘After
      the
      war
      he
      went
      to
      South
      America
      and
      he
      was
      in
      Spain
      for
      a
      while
     
     
      and
      North
      Africa.
      He’s
      been
      running
      guns
      for
      as
      long
      as
      I’ve
      been
      in
      the
     
     
      movement.
      And
      he’s
      helped
      us
      with
      other
      stuff,
      of
      course.
      He
      was
      our
      main
     
     
      contact
      with
      Libya
      until
      that
      went
      sour.
      You
      could
      call
      him
      a
      soldier
      of
     
     
      fortune,
      a
      mercenary
      —
      I
      think
      he’s
      nothing
      but
      a
      renegade.
      He
      has
      no
     
     
      loyalties
      at
      all.
      No
      cause,
      no
      religion
      and,
      as
      far
      as
      I
      can
      tell,
      no
      damned
     
     
      conscience.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      sounds
      a
      superior
      sort
      of
      chap,’
      says
      Patrick,
      emphasising
      his
     
     
      consonants
      the
      way
      they
      do
      in
      Kerry
      to
      announce
      sarcasm.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Oh,
      he
      is,
      sure.’
      He
      sighs.
      ‘No,
      I’m
      not
      kidding.
      There’s
      something
      about
     
     
      him.
      When
      I
      was
      a
      kid,
      we
      used
      to
      have
      this
      story.
      It’s
      one
      of
      those
      old
      Irish
     
     
      things
      that
      seem
      to
      be
      just
      local.’
      He
      puts
      out
      the
      Gitane
      and
      lights
      another.
     
     
      The
      room
      is
      misty
      with
      his
      smoke.
      ‘My
      granny
      used
      to
      tell
      it
      as
      “Sir
      Milk-
     
     
      and-Blood”
      in
      English.
      She
      didn’t
      speak
      much
      Gaelic,
      but
      I
      thought
      the
     
     
      name
      had
      to
      come
      from
      old
      Irish
      and
      I
      looked
      it
      up.
      I
      found
      something
      that
     
     
      sounded
      right
      in
      Cornish
      —
      Malan-Bloyth
      .’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      said
      he
      was
      German.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      granny’s
      story
      had
      him
      finding
      the
      Holy
      Grail.
      He
      came
      from
      Brasil,
     
     
      which
      was
      probably
      the
      Scilly
      Isles.
      But
      Malan-Bloyth
      wasn’t
      a
      knight
     
     
      errant
      on
      a
      quest
      for
      the
      Holy
      Grail,
      as
      he
      was
      in
      the
      Sir
      Milk-and-Blood
     
     
      version.
      His
      name
      means,
      as
      close
      as
      I
      can
      give
      it
      in
      English,
      The
      Demon
     
     
      Wolf...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘For
      the
      love
      of
      God,
      what
      a
      bunch
      of
      crap,’
      says
      Patrick,
      sitting
      down
     
     
      with
      a
      sigh
      on
      the
      corner
      of
      the
      iron
      bed.
      He
      looks
      about,
      as
      if
      for
      escape.
     
     
      ‘Holy
      Jesus,
      I
      could
      do
      with
      a
      cup
      of
      decent
      tea.
      Why
      the
      hell
      are
      you
     
     
      telling
      me
      a
      kid’s
      story?’
     
    


    
     
      “To
      pass
      the
      time.
      To
      take
      our
      minds
      off
      things.
      I
      was
      talking
      about
      this
     
     
      bloke.’
     
    


    
     
      “The
      German
      bloke?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      point
      is:
      he
      reminded
      me
      of
      the
      hero
      in
      my
      granny’s
      story.
      Red
      eyes
     
     
      and
      very
      white
      skin.
      That
      was
      why
      he
      was
      called
      Sir
      Milk-and-Blood.
     
     
      That’s
      who
      this
      German
      fellow
      was
      like.
      He
      was
      a
      supernatural
      creature,
      a
     
     
      son
      of
      a
      Sidhe
      man
      and
      a
      human
      woman.
      In
      granny’s
      version
      of
      the
      story,
     
     
      he
      looked
      for
      the
      Holy
      Grail.
      In
      the
      other
      version,
      he
      sought
      the
      Magic
     
     
      Cauldron
      of
      Finn
      MacCool.
      You
      know...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      don’t
      bloody
      know.
      I
      was
      never
      that
      interested.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It’s
      the
      sort
      of
      thing
      a
      patriot
      ought
      to
      know.’
      He
      manages
      a
      smirk,
      to
     
     
      show
      he
      speaks
      in
      fun,
      but
      Patrick
      chooses
      to
      bridle
      anyway.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Maybe.
      And
      maybe
      a
      patriot
      wouldn’t
      keep
      going
      on
      about
      some
      poor
     
     
      bloody
      civilian
      stiffs
      he
      couldn’t
      even
      know
      were
      on
      the
      damned
      tram.’
     
     
      Patrick
      finishes
      his
      whisky
      and
      takes
      another
      Gitane
      out
      of
      his
      pack.
      ‘So
     
     
      this
      is
      the
      bloke
      we’re
      waiting
      for.
      What
      is
      he?
      A
      bloody
      werewolf
      ?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Some
      believe
      that
      he
      was.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I’m
      not
      talking
      about
      the
      fairy
      story.
      I’m
      talking
      about
      the
      real
      bloody
     
     
      bloke.
      What’s
      he
      got?
      Leprosy?’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      ‘Maybe.
      I
      first
      met
      him
      in
      the
      Med
      off
      the
      coast
      of
      Morocco.
      He
      was
      with
     
     
      Captain
      Quelch,
      another
      damned
      renegade,
      on
      that
      boat
      that
      almost
      got
     
     
      blown
      out
      of
      the
      water
      off
      Cuba
      the
      other
      day
      —
      the
      Hope
      Dempsey
      .
      We
     
     
      were
      dealing
      with
      some
      kind
      of
      volatile
      cargo.
      Nobody
      ever
      told
      me
      what
      it
     
     
      was,
      but
      I
      could
      guess,
      of
      course.
      My
      job
      was
      to
      check
      the
      boxes
      and
      pay
     
     
      over
      the
      money.
      I
      was
      always
      a
      better
      quartermaster
      than
      I
      was
      a
      field
     
     
      soldier...’
     
    


    
     
      “Tell
      me
      about
      it,’
      says
      Patrick,
      glaring
      disgustedly
      into
      the
      rain.
      He
      hears
     
     
      a
      movement
      on
      the
      uncarpeted
      stair
      and
      rises
      from
      the
      bed.
     
    


    
     
      The
      two
      men
      wait,
      but
      it’s
      a
      false
      alarm.
     
    


    
     
      “Well,
      he’s
      a
      cold
      fish,
      by
      the
      sound
      of
      it,’
      says
      Patrick.
      ‘What
      else
      do
      you
     
     
      know
      about
      him?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Not
      much.
      He’s
      some
      sort
      of
      German
      prince,
      but
      everyone
      calls
      him
     
     
      “Monsieur
      Zenith”.
      He
      spent
      a
      lot
      of
      time
      in
      the
      Far
      Atlas,
      speaks
      their
     
     
      languages,
      does
      business
      with
      the
      Berbers.
      They
      say
      he
      has
      one
      of
      those
      big
     
     
      villas
      in
      Las
      Cascadas.
      But
      Donald
      Quinn
      told
      me
      he
      lives
      in
      Egypt
      most
      of
     
     
      the
      time.’
     
    


    
     
      “Why
      is
      he
      interested
      in
      that?’
      With
      his
      unlit
      cigarette
      Patrick
      indicates
      the
     
     
      newspaper
      parcel.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It’s
      his
      price.
      The
      movement
      arranged
      it.’
     
    


    
     
      “Well,
      lets
      hope
      he
      brings
      cash,’
      says
      Patrick,
      scratching
      at
      his
      bottom
     
     
      and
      sighing.
      ‘I
      don’t
      know
      about
      you,
      but
      I
      could
      do
      with
      some
      sunshine.
     
     
      Another
      few
      days
      and
      Pll
      be
      on
      a
      beach
      in
      Florida
      soaking
      up
      the
      rays.’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      happened
      isn’t
      that
      important
      to
      you,
      is
      it,
      Pad?
      You’ve
      already
      put
     
     
      it
      behind
      you.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘No
      point
      in
      doing
      anything
      else,’
      says
      Patrick.
      ‘An
      incident
      in
      the
     
     
      ongoing
      struggle.
      Better
      to
      forget
      it.
      You
      can’t
      make
      it
      not
      have
      happened.
     
     
      A
      bad
      dream.
      Leave
      it
      behind,
      mate,
      or
      it’ll
      fester
      for
      ever.
      Or
      go
      and
      see
      a
     
     
      bloody
      priest
      and
      get
      it
      off
      your
      bloody
      chest.
      Jesus
      Holy
      Christ!
      You’re
      no
     
     
      bloody
      fun
      any
      more.
      Pl]
      be
      damned
      glad
      to
      see
      the
      back
      of
      you!’
      And
      he
     
     
      begins
      that
      agitated
      pacing
      again,
      so
      that
      neither
      of
      them
      hears
      the
      soft
     
     
      knock.
      A
      second
      knock
      and
      Patrick
      is
      rushing
      for
      the
      door,
      dragging
      it
     
     
      wide.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      told
      you
      he’d
      be
      on
      time.’
     
    


    
     
      And
      there
      he
      is.
      He
      would
      be
      a
      little
      less
      terrifying
      if
      he
      wasn’t
      smiling.
     
    


    
     
      “Well,
      thank
      God,
      at
      bloody
      last!’
      says
      Patrick,
      studying
      the
      tall
      stranger
     
     
      with
      nervous
      resolve.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Although
      it
      is
      only
      late
      afternoon,
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      wears
      perfect
      evening
     
     
      dress.
      Thrown
      back
      over
      one
      shoulder
      is
      an
      old-fashioned
      scarlet-lined
     
     
      opera
      cape
      and
      on
      his
      head
      is
      a
      silk
      hat.
      His
      eyes
      are
      hidden
      by
      a
      pair
      of
     
     
      round,
      smoked
      glasses
      which
      further
      emphasise
      the
      pallor
      of
      his
      skin.
      He
     
     
      has
      a
      long
      head
      with
      delicate
      bones
      and
      his
      ears
      seem
      to
      taper.
      He
      has
      an
     
     
      almost
      feminine
      mouth,
      sensitive
      and
      firm.
      In
      one
      white-gloved,
      slender
     
     
      hand
      is
      an
      ebony
      cane,
      trimmed
      with
      silver.
      In
      the
      other
      he
      carries
      what
     
     
      appears
      to
      be
      a
      long
      electric
      guitar
      case
      which
      he
      now
      stoops
      to
      rest
      on
      the
     
     
      floor.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Good
      evening,
      gentlemen.’
      He
      speaks
      in
      a
      soft
      accent
      that
      is
      difficult
      to
     
     
      identify.
      ‘Such
      confidence
      is
      flattering.
      I
      believe
      you
      have
      something
      to
     
     
      show
      me?’
     
    


    
     
      Patrick
      backs
      into
      the
      room
      as
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      carries
      in
      his
      burden,
      puts
     
     
      it
      down
      again,
      takes
      off
      his
      hat,
      closes
      the
      door
      carefully
      behind
      him
      and
     
     
      nods
      a
      greeting.
      Slipping
      a
      slender
      silver
      case
      from
      his
      inner
      pocket,
      he
     
     
      removes
      a
      small,
      brown
      cigarette
      and
      lights
      it.
      He
      comes
      immediately
      to
      the
     
     
      point.
      ‘I
      have
      your
      release,
      gentlemen.
      But
      first
      I
      must
      be
      sure
      that
      you
      are
     
     
      who
      you
      say
      you
      are
      and
      that
      your
      circumstances
      are
      as
      they
      have
      been
     
     
      described
      to
      me.’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      do
      we
      have
      to
      bloody
      prove?’
      says
      Patrick.
      ‘That
      we
      blew
      up
      a
     
     
      Number
      37
      tram
      in
      the
      Strand?
      The
      movement
      knows
      who
      we
      are.
      They
     
     
      sent
      you,
      didn’t
      they?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Not
      exactly.
      I
      volunteered
      to
      come.
      I
      had
      heard
      about
      that
      —’
      he
      gestures
     
     
      with
      his
      cane
      at
      the
      parcel
      on
      the
      table.
      ‘And
      when
      I
      learned
      what
      I
      was
      to
     
     
      receive
      for
      my
      services,
      I
      put
      two
      and
      two
      together.
      So
      that
      was
      your
      bomb
     
     
      on
      the
      Number
      37?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      was,’
      says
      Patrick,
      dropping
      his
      cigarette
      to
      the
      boards
      of
      the
      floor
      and
     
     
      crushing
      it
      out.
     
    


    
     
      His
      companion
      is
      silent.
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      removes
      his
      smoked
      glasses
      and
     
     
      lifts
      a
      pale,
      enquiring
      brow.
     
    


    
     
      Patrick
      now
      takes
      note
      of
      the
      albino’s
      ruby
      eyes
      which
      burn
      with
     
     
      suppressed
      pain
      and
      melancholy
      irony.
      Caught
      for
      a
      moment
      in
      their
     
     
      timeless
      depths,
      Patrick
      feels
      suddenly
      lost,
      as
      if
      his
      entire
      universe
      has
     
     
      fallen
      away
      from
      him
      and
      he
      is
      absolutely
      alone.
      Gasping,
      he
      turns
      and
     
     
      almost
      runs
      towards
      the
      table,
      tearing
      at
      the
      newspaper.
      ‘You’d
      better
      have
     
     
      a
      look
      at
      this
      cup...’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘No,’
      says
      Monsieur
      Zenith.
      ‘I
      don’t
      want
      to
      see
      it.
      Not
      quite
      yet.
      I
      know
     
     
      what
      it
      is,
      believe
      me.
      Pll
      wait.
      Until
      you’re
      gone.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      you
      trust
      us?’
      says
      Patrick.
      He
      looks
      expectantly
      towards
      the
      guitar
     
     
      case.
      He
      is
      very
      anxious
      to
      leave.
      His
      companion,
      however,
      sits
      quietly
      in
     
     
      his
      chair.
      His
      nod
      to
      his
      old
      acquaintance
      has
      a
      reconciled,
      submissive
      air.
     
     
      He
      makes
      no
      effort
      to
      prepare
      himself
      for
      departure.
     
    


    
     
      “To
      be
      who
      you
      say
      you
      are?
      Of
      course
      I
      do!
      Who
      else
      would
      claim
      such
      a
     
     
      crime?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Jesus
      God
      Almighty,’
      says
      Patrick.
      ‘Crime
      is
      it?
      I
      can’t
      stand
      another
     
     
      damned
      moralist.
      I’d
      be
      prepared
      to
      bet
      you’ve
      just
      as
      much
      blood
      on
      your
     
     
      hands
      as
      we
      have.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,’
      says
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      lifting
      the
      case
      onto
      the
      table.
      ‘Infinitely
     
     
      more,
      no
      doubt.’
     
    


    
     
      This
      confession
      of
      complicity,
      as
      he
      sees
      it,
      relaxes
      Patrick
      a
      little.
      He
     
     
      gestures
      to
      the
      bottle
      and
      glasses.
      ‘A
      drink,
      pal?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      albino
      moves
      his
      head
      a
      fraction.
      No.
      His
      strange,
      almost
      angelic
      face
     
     
      turns
      to
      the
      window
      and
      notes
      that
      it
      is
      overlooked
      by
      nothing.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      brought
      cash
      I
      see,’
      says
      Patrick.
      ‘And
      travellers
      cheques,
      like
      we
     
     
      asked,
      I
      hope?’
      He
      hesitates
      as
      the
      albino
      rapidly
      snaps
      open
      the
      case’s
     
     
      catches
      and
      begins
      to
      lift
      the
      lid.
      There’s
      a
      walkman
      or
      something
      in
      there,
     
     
      playing
      what
      sounds
      at
      first
      like
      modern
      North
      African
      music.
      The
      noise
     
     
      deepens
      until
      it
      vibrates
      all
      the
      glass
      in
      the
      room
      and
      makes
      Patrick
      feel
     
     
      faintly
      ill.
      Some
      sort
      of
      alarm,
      perhaps.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      the
      case
      is
      fully
      open.
      It
      is
      lined
      in
      red
      velvet.
      The
      whole
      of
      its
     
     
      length
      and
      much
      of
      its
      breadth
      is
      taken
      up
      by
      an
      enormous
      broadsword.
      The
     
     
      thing
      is
      so
      impossibly
      ancient
      its
      iron
      has
      turned
      jet-black.
      And
      along
      the
     
     
      length
      of
      the
      blade
      runs
      a
      series
      of
      disturbing
      red
      runes
      which,
      even
      as
      he
     
     
      watches,
      seem
      to
      move
      and
      reshape
      themselves
      constantly,
      in
      unison
      with
     
     
      the
      strange,
      deep
      howling
      which
      springs
      from
      the
      trembling
      metal.
      In
      the
     
     
      hilt
      what
      looks
      like
      an
      enormous
      ruby
      pulses
      in
      harmony
      with
      the
      sword’s
     
     
      unnerving
      voice.
     
    


    
     
      “What
      the
      hell
      is
      that?’
      Patrick
      valiantly
      demands,
      trying
      to
      guess
      where
     
     
      the
      money’s
      hidden.
     
    


    
     
      The
      albino
      seems
      amused.
      For
      a
      moment,
      he
      has
      a
      panting,
      wolfish
      air
      to
     
     
      him
      as
      he
      reaches
      both
      hands
      towards
      the
      case.
     
    


    
     
      Somehow
      the
      black
      sword,
      almost
      as
      tall
      as
      he
      is,
      settles
      into
      the
     
     
      German’s
      grasp,
      its
      voice
      changing
      to
      one
      of
      profound
      satisfaction
      as
      it
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      unites
      with
      its
      master.
      It
      shudders
      as
      if
      with
      eager
      anticipation.
      Now,
      with
      a
     
     
      new
      calmness,
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      turns
      towards
      the
      seated
      man,
      and
      there
      is
     
     
      still
      an
      element
      of
      compassion
      in
      his
      flaming
      red
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      The
      whole
      world
      fills
      with
      the
      sword’s
      rising
      song.
      The
      runes
      race
      and
     
     
      whirl,
      forming
      and
      re-forming
      to
      create
      whole
      new
      languages
      of
      power
      as
     
     
      they
      writhe
      up
      and
      down
      its
      black
      length.
      The
      universe
      trembles.
      The
      room
     
     
      fills
      with
      darkness.
      That
      same
      darkness
      floods
      out
      of
      the
      window
      and
     
     
      silences
      the
      Quai
      des
      Hiver.
     
    


    
     
      As
      Patrick
      begins
      to
      vomit
      uncontrollably,
      the
      albino
      smiles.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      your
      release,’
      he
      says.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      The
      Roaming
      Forest
     
    

   

   
    
     
      A
      Tale
      of
      the
      Red
      Archer
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      One
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      Rider
      in
      Red
     
    

   

   
    
     
      T
      HE
      NIGHT
      WAS
      a
      Shrieking
      chaos
      of
      ragged
      cloud
      racing
      across
      a
      sky
      of
     
    

   

   
    
     
      bruised
      red,
      green
      and
      gold.
      All
      about
      the
      scarlet-clad
      rider
      the
      earth
     
     
      seemed
      to
      move
      like
      the
      ocean,
      wind
      whipping
      grass
      and
      trees
      into
      a
     
     
      madman’s
      dance.
      Bolts
      of
      lightning,
      slashing
      down
      from
      every
      point
      of
      the
     
     
      compass,
      made
      the
      man’s
      horse
      snort
      and
      flatten
      its
      ears,
      white-eyed,
     
     
      nostrils
      flaring,
      as
      it
      bore
      its
      bowman
      master
      on
      at
      a
      killing
      gallop.
     
    


    
     
      Some
      old
      terror
      buried
      within
      the
      archer
      warned
      him
      that
      this
      was
      no
     
     
      normal
      tempest.
      It
      was
      not
      the
      first
      he
      had
      ever
      encountered,
      engendered
      by
     
     
      sorcery.
      He
      had
      not
      known
      such
      a
      storm
      on
      this
      island,
      but
      it
      spoke
      of
      a
     
     
      powerful
      evil
      at
      play.
      He
      was
      anxious
      to
      ride
      out
      of
      it
      as
      swiftly
      as
      he
      could.
     
    


    
     
      At
      last
      he
      mounted
      a
      hill.
      The
      sky
      was
      still
      in
      turmoil
      but,
      as
      the
      first
     
     
      fingers
      of
      dawn
      came
      creeping
      under
      the
      night,
      the
      main
      storm
      was
      now
     
     
      behind
      him,
      hanging
      above
      the
      valley
      where
      the
      dark
      mass
      of
      a
      forest
     
     
      somehow
      seemed
      to
      absorb
      the
      disturbance
      as
      he
      watched.
      The
      red-clad
     
     
      archer
      frowned.
      He
      could
      have
      sworn
      that
      the
      forest
      had
      been
      further
      away
     
     
      the
      last
      time
      he
      looked
      back.
     
    


    
     
      On
      this
      island,
      the
      archer
      was
      known
      as
      Red
      Ronan,
      but
      his
      given
      name
     
     
      was
      Rackhir.
      He
      had
      lived
      here
      for
      over
      a
      year.
      He
      wiped
      a
      mixture
      of
      water
     
     
      and
      sweat
      from
      his
      face
      and
      neck,
      throwing
      back
      his
      hood
      to
      catch
      the
      cool
     
     
      following
      breeze.
      The
      stallion,
      a
      big,
      healthy
      roan,
      was
      exhausted.
      His
      coat
     
     
      steaming,
      he
      bent
      to
      crop
      the
      lush
      grass.
      Rackhir
      dismounted.
      Grey
      light
     
     
      spread
      through
      the
      beginning
      morning
      and
      the
      storm
      subsided,
      falling
      into
     
     
      the
      forest
      like
      smoke
      sucked
      through
      a
      window.
      Sunrise,
      and
      the
      sky
     
     
      became
      its
      normal
      pale
      cloudy
      canopy.
      In
      the
      distance,
      in
      the
      next
      valley,
     
     
      Rackhir
      heard
      pipes
      and
      drums.
      He
      wondered
      if
      they
      were
      celebrating
      the
     
     
      end
      of
      the
      storm
      or
      hoping
      to
      drive
      something
      off.
      As
      he
      led
      his
      horse
      down
     
     
      a
      well-marked
      sheep-track
      he
      murmured
      the
      words
      of
      a
      tune
      which
      had
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      become
      familiar
      to
      him
      since
      he
      had
      found
      himself
      living
      amongst
      these
     
     
      people.
     
    


    
     
      They
      called
      him
      Ronan
      because
      his
      given
      name
      defeated
      their
      familiar
     
     
      tongue.
      They
      had
      misheard
      him
      when
      he
      first
      introduced
      himself
      and
     
     
      ‘Ronan’
      was
      what
      they
      thought
      he
      had
      said.
      ‘Ronan’
      resembled
      r’nan
      ,
      his
     
     
      people’s
      word
      for
      archer.
      In
      his
      own
      land
      of
      Phum,
      Rackhir
      ranked
      high
     
     
      amongst
      the
      Warrior
      Priests
      who
      served
      Phum’s
      patriarch.
      Though
      by
     
     
      training
      more
      warrior
      than
      priest
      he
      was,
      by
      disposition,
      more
      priest
      than
     
     
      warrior.
      A
      curiosity
      about
      the
      world
      and
      a
      quest
      for
      a
      mysterious
      city
      had
     
     
      brought
      him
      accidentally
      to
      this
      island
      nation
      where
      he
      originally
     
     
      understood
      no
      language.
      Their
      culture
      was
      alien
      to
      a
      well-educated
      man
     
     
      like
      himself,
      who
      felt
      he
      had
      read
      every
      existing
      account
      of
      the
      Young
     
     
      Kingdoms
      of
      the
      West.
     
    


    
     
      He
      dressed
      in
      the
      scarlet
      jerkin
      and
      breeks
      of
      his
      caste,
      a
      covered
      quiver
     
     
      of
      arrows
      on
      his
      back,
      an
      unstrung
      bow
      slung
      over
      his
      shoulder,
      a
      long,
     
     
      light
      sword
      at
      his
      side.
      To
      the
      island’s
      people
      he
      passed
      for
      what
      they
      called
     
     
      a
      ‘Templar’,
      though
      they
      were
      surprised
      he
      carried
      no
      cross
      insignia
      on
      his
     
     
      cloak.
      That
      cross
      was
      popular
      here.
      The
      mark
      of
      the
      chief
      god
      of
      their
     
     
      pantheon.
     
    


    
     
      Ronan/Rackhir
      followed
      the
      music
      down
      into
      the
      valley,
      where
      a
      fast-
     
     
      flowing
      river
      ran,
      leading
      him
      into
      a
      grey
      stone
      village
      over
      whose
      roofs
     
     
      hung
      a
      haze
      of
      peat-smoke.
      He
      knew
      enough
      of
      their
      language
      and
      customs
     
     
      now
      to
      give
      his
      horse
      up
      to
      an
      ostler
      at
      the
      village
      inn
      and
      fling
      him
      one
      of
     
     
      the
      copper
      pieces
      he
      had
      earned
      here
      after
      his
      encounter
      with
      the
      seabear
     
     
      which
      attacked
      his
      boat
      off
      the
      coast
      of
      Lormyr.
      In
      the
      fight,
      the
      bear
      had
     
     
      virtually
      destroyed
      his
      little
      craft
      and
      all
      but
      killed
      him,
      giving
      him
      such
      a
     
     
      swipe
      with
      its
      massive
      flipper
      that
      he
      had
      lost
      consciousness,
      to
      awaken
      on
     
     
      a
      beach
      at
      the
      estuary
      of
      a
      river
      the
      locals
      called
      ‘Liffé’.
     
    


    
     
      He
      suspected
      that
      since
      his
      encounter
      with
      the
      seabear
      he
      had
      slipped
      into
     
     
      some
      unearthly
      realm,
      though
      this
      island
      was
      otherwise
      as
      real
      as
      anything
     
     
      he
      had
      experienced
      in
      his
      travels.
      If
      a
      little
      wet.
      It
      had
      scarcely
      stopped
     
     
      raining
      since
      he
      had
      awakened
      on
      a
      shingle
      beach
      to
      be
      met
      by
      a
      group
      of
     
     
      strangely
      dressed
      children.
      They
      had
      been
      friendly
      enough.
      They
      had
      led
     
     
      him
      to
      their
      village
      and
      fed
      him
      food,
      which
      though
      unpalatable
      was
     
     
      nourishing.
      Since
      then
      he
      had
      travelled
      on,
      finding
      work
      in
      the
      nearest
      large
     
     
      port.
      There,
      some
      of
      the
      other
      soldiers
      had
      taken
      exception
      to
      his
      foreign
     
     
      ways
      and
      inability
      to
      understand
      them,
      forcing
      him
      to
      travel
      further
      and
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      further
      afield,
      accepting
      whatever
      work
      he
      could,
      mostly
      as
      bodyguard,
     
     
      forever
      hoping
      to
      find
      a
      ship
      to
      take
      him
      off
      the
      island
      and
      on
      his
      way
      to
     
     
      seek
      a
      city
      he
      knew
      as
      Tana
      Lorn.
      He
      cursed
      himself
      for
      giving
      credence
      to
     
     
      the
      old
      Filkharian
      wine
      merchant
      who
      had
      advised
      him
      to
      travel
      by
      sea,
     
     
      rather
      than
      continue
      on
      his
      way
      by
      land.
     
    


    
     
      Unhappily,
      the
      seabear
      had
      ripped
      away
      Ronan’s
      purse,
      well-stocked
      with
     
     
      jewels
      from
      his
      previous
      adventure
      in
      Oi
      Oi,
      City
      of
      the
      Pearl
      Kings.
      He
     
     
      kept
      a
      few
      gold
      pieces
      in
      the
      folds
      of
      his
      belt,
      but
      he
      wanted
      to
      preserve
     
     
      them
      as
      long
      as
      possible.
      The
      boat
      had
      been
      blown
      off
      course,
      into
      the
      path
     
     
      of
      the
      seabear
      and
      ultimately
      to
      the
      shore
      of
      Eerin,
      this
      island.
      Here,
      he
      had
     
     
      been
      surprised
      that
      no-one
      had
      heard
      of
      Phum,
      let
      alone
      the
      city
      of
      Tana
     
     
      Lorn
      which
      he
      sought
      partly
      from
      curiosity
      and
      partly
      because
      he
      had
      heard
     
     
      he
      might
      find
      rest
      from
      his
      soldiering
      there.
      He
      had
      been
      told
      that
      gods
     
     
      dwelt
      in
      the
      city
      —
      gods
      willing
      to
      debate
      with
      mortals
      on
      the
      nature
      of
      the
     
     
      Seven
      Spheres,
      which,
      apart
      from
      the
      realm
      of
      Man,
      were
      those
      of
      Chaos,
     
     
      Law,
      Limbo,
      Dwarves,
      Giants
      and
      Eternals.
      Only
      Phum’s
      paramount
      god,
     
     
      Krim,
      existed
      in
      all
      those
      spheres.
      Throughout
      his
      conscious
      life
      Rackhir
     
     
      had
      brooded
      upon
      these
      seven
      realms
      and
      had
      entered
      the
      priesthood,
     
     
      accepting
      the
      harsh
      training
      administered
      to
      all
      would-be
      adepts,
      in
      order
      to
     
     
      learn
      whatever
      there
      was
      to
      know,
      read
      whatever
      had
      been
      written.
      And,
     
     
      though
      they
      disagreed
      on
      many
      things,
      all
      agreed
      that
      it
      was
      Tana
      Lom,
     
     
      where
      Law
      and
      Chaos
      were
      forever
      held
      in
      balance,
      that
      guarded
      the
      secrets
     
     
      of
      the
      Seven
      Spheres.
      The
      great
      wise
      lords
      who
      ruled
      there
      would
      be
      able,
     
     
      he
      was
      sure,
      to
      impart
      the
      knowledge
      he
      desired.
     
    


    
     
      For
      almost
      five
      years,
      since
      leaving
      Phum,
      Rackhir
      had
      sought
      that
      city.
     
     
      He
      had
      been
      sure
      he
      was
      nearing
      it
      when
      he
      had
      taken
      bad
      advice
      and
     
     
      decided
      to
      shorten
      his
      journey
      by
      the
      sea
      route.
      Instead
      of
      growing
      closer
      to
     
     
      Tana
      Lorn,
      he
      was
      borne
      further
      away.
      Now,
      he
      was
      becoming
      convinced,
     
     
      was
      not
      even
      his
      own
      sphere,
      though
      it
      closely
      resembled
      it.
      Could
      there
      be
     
     
      eight
      realms
      of
      existence,
      as
      some
      in
      Phum
      believed?
      Or
      were
      there
      even
     
     
      more?
      And
      was
      this
      one
      of
      those?
      Or
      had
      he
      died
      in
      his
      own
      world,
      slain
      by
     
     
      the
      seabear?
      It
      would
      be
      his
      bad
      luck
      if
      this
      realm
      was
      some
      deceptively
     
     
      familiar
      version
      of
      limbo...
     
    


    
     
      While
      the
      people
      of
      Eerin
      island
      were
      willing
      to
      drink
      at
      his
      expense,
     
     
      teach
      him
      their
      language
      and
      debate
      his
      ideas
      until
      much
      of
      his
      remaining
     
     
      gold
      was
      exhausted,
      he
      met
      no-one
      who
      knew
      any
      more
      than
      did
      he.
      Now
     
     
      his
      silver,
      too,
      was
      running
      low.
      With
      the
      hasty
      departure
      for
      the
      mainland
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      of
      his
      last
      merchant
      master,
      Rackhir
      could
      find
      no
      further
      work
      for
      an
     
     
      itinerant
      archer.
      The
      priests
      of
      Eerin
      being
      already
      over-employed,
      he
      had
     
     
      decided
      to
      retrace
      his
      journey,
      on
      a
      fresh-bought
      horse.
      He
      would
      see
      if
      he
     
     
      could
      hire
      a
      boat
      to
      take
      him
      back
      to
      the
      general
      area
      of
      ocean
      where
      he
      had
     
     
      first
      encountered
      the
      seabear.
     
    


    
     
      There
      was
      now
      a
      further
      complication.
      In
      the
      last
      village
      where
      he
      had
     
     
      stopped,
      others
      had
      seen
      his
      money
      when
      his
      tired
      fingers
      had
      fumbled
      his
     
     
      belt.
      Next
      day,
      he
      quickly
      became
      aware
      of
      being
      followed
      by
      six
      or
      seven
     
     
      wolf’s-heads
      who
      clearly
      intended
      to
      enrich
      themselves
      at
      his
      expense.
     
     
      Thus,
      rather
      than
      shelter
      when
      the
      storm
      came
      up,
      he
      had
      ridden
      into
      its
     
     
      teeth,
      anxious
      to
      put
      distance
      between
      himself
      and
      the
      ruffians.
      He
      had
     
     
      enjoyed
      the
      satisfaction
      of
      seeing
      them
      pull
      back,
      over
      in
      the
      far
      valley
      as
     
     
      he
      had
      neared
      the
      dense,
      dark
      green
      wood.
      At
      the
      last
      moment
      he
      had
     
     
      instinctively
      skirted
      those
      old,
      heavy
      trees,
      feeling
      eyes
      upon
      him.
      Had
      it
     
     
      been
      his
      imagination,
      or
      had
      the
      trees
      themselves
      seemed
      to
      be
      watching?
     
     
      Only
      now
      he
      felt
      he
      could
      afford
      to
      rest
      a
      little.
     
    


    
     
      Pushing
      open
      the
      heavy
      side
      door
      of
      the
      tavern,
      Ronan
      found
      himself
      in
      a
     
     
      familiar
      enough
      place,
      with
      rough-hewn
      benches
      and
      tables
      at
      which
      sat
      a
     
     
      handful
      of
      farmers
      who,
      for
      reasons
      best
      known
      to
      themselves,
      had
      armed
     
     
      themselves
      with
      old
      swords
      and
      felling
      axes.
      When
      they
      saw
      him
      they
     
     
      became
      visibly
      relaxed
      and
      greeted
      him
      pleasantly
      enough.
      He
      ordered
      ale
     
     
      and
      meat
      in
      his
      strange,
      lilting
      accent.
      To
      their
      questions
      he
      gave
      them
      the
     
     
      answer
      he
      had
      learned
      satisfied
      them
      most
      readily.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I’m
      from
      France,’
      he
      explained,
      ‘lately
      in
      the
      service
      of
      the
      O’Dowd,
     
     
      who
      trades
      between
      here
      and
      there.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      what
      brings
      ye
      to
      Ballycogub?’
      one
      red-faced
      cowman
      wanted
      to
     
     
      know.
      ‘Since
      ye’re
      the
      wrong
      side
      of
      the
      water
      for
      England
      and
      so
      too
      for
     
     
      France?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      was
      followed
      by
      robbers,
      though
      I’ve
      precious
      little
      to
      steal.
      Seeking
      to
     
     
      escape
      them,
      I
      lost
      my
      bearings.
      Now
      I’m
      heading
      coastwards
      to
      find
      a
     
     
      boat.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ah,
      then
      ye’ll
      want
      to
      head
      east,’
      growled
      the
      landlord,
      putting
      down
     
     
      before
      him
      a
      mug
      of
      porter
      and
      a
      plate
      of
      coarse
      bread
      and
      half-raw
      meat.
     
     
      ‘But
      be
      careful,
      for
      English
      reivers
      plague
      the
      waters
      between
      here
      and
      that
     
     
      damned
      godless
      land.
      Ye’ll
      serve
      yerself
      well
      if
      ye
      take
      a
      ship
      that
      travels
     
     
      with
      a
      fleet.
      What’s
      more,
      there’s
      the
      Roaming
      Forest
      to
      fear.
      Will
      ye
      be
     
     
      staying
      with
      us
      for
      the
      night,
      sir?’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Rackhir
      shook
      his
      head,
      incurious
      about
      any
      fearsome
      forest.
      All
      country
     
     
      people
      feared
      dense
      trees,
      which
      their
      superstitions
      populated
      with
      every
     
     
      kind
      of
      imp
      and
      demon.
      He
      did
      not
      wish
      to
      spend
      a
      night
      at
      the
      inn
      because
     
     
      the
      more
      speed
      he
      made,
      the
      less
      chance
      there
      would
      be
      of
      any
      pursuing
     
     
      thieves
      catching
      him.
      ‘I'll
      rest
      for
      a
      few
      hours
      here,’
      he
      said,
      ‘and
      give
      my
     
     
      horse
      time
      to
      recover
      himself,
      then
      I’
      Il
      be
      riding
      on.’
     
    


    
     
      “This
      is
      not
      the
      best
      time
      of
      the
      year
      for
      that,
      sir.’
      The
      landlord
      glanced
      at
     
     
      the
      other
      shifty-eyed
      customers.
      ‘Which
      is
      why
      we
      are
      all
      gathered
      here
      to
     
     
      wait
      until
      it’s
      safe
      to
      travel
      again.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘What’s
      the
      danger?’
      Narrowing
      his
      eyes,
      for
      he
      suspected
      them
      of
     
     
      wanting
      him
      to
      stay
      so
      that
      they
      could
      rob
      him
      in
      his
      sleep,
      he
      sipped
      on
      his
     
     
      ale-pot.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Did
      ye
      pass
      by
      a
      forest
      on
      the
      way
      to
      our
      valley?’
      Another
      farmer
      turned
     
     
      troubled
      features
      towards
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      skirted
      it.
      I
      know
      outlaws
      prefer
      the
      deeps
      of
      a
      wood
      for
      their
      hiding
     
     
      places.
      I
      took
      the
      high
      road,
      but
      I
      passed
      near
      it.
      I
      think
      that’s
      where
      I
      lost
     
     
      the
      would-be
      thieves
      pursuing
      me.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ah,
      well,
      that’s
      as
      maybe,
      my
      master.’
      The
      landlord
      gestured
      with
      his
     
     
      rag.
      ‘We
      call
      that
      forest
      Huntingwood
      .’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      do
      you
      hunt
      there?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It’s
      not
      what’s
      hunted
      among
      those
      trees
      but
      what
      the
      trees
      and
      their
     
     
      creatures
      hunt,’
      declared
      the
      cattle-herder.
      ‘For
      these
      are
      the
      nights
      when
     
     
      the
      forest
      seeks
      fresh
      sustenance.
      And
      the
      wood-serpent,
      which
      guards
      the
     
     
      old
      treasure,
      must
      have
      blood,
      as
      must
      the
      witch
      who
      is
      the
      serpent’s
     
     
      mistress.
      These
      are
      the
      nights
      when
      the
      forest
      roams...’
     
    


    
     
      But
      when
      Rackhir
      tried
      to
      question
      them
      further,
      they
      would
      tell
      him
      no
     
     
      more.
      One
      or
      two
      of
      the
      farm
      people
      clearly
      wanted
      to
      talk,
      but
      others
     
     
      forced
      them
      to
      silence.
      The
      idea
      of
      a
      forest
      which
      could
      uproot
      itself
      and
     
     
      travel
      where
      it
      willed
      was
      so
      nonsensical
      that
      Rackhir
      gave
      it
      not
      a
      minute
     
     
      of
      his
      thoughts.
      He
      himself
      had
      seen
      trees
      sliding
      down
      a
      loose
     
     
      embankment,
      seeming
      to
      march,
      but
      he
      knew
      that
      had
      to
      do
      with
      the
     
     
      shallowness
      of
      their
      roots.
      He
      shook
      his
      head
      at
      these
      credulous
      provincials
     
     
      and
      longed
      to
      be
      back
      in
      some
      familiar
      city,
      even
      in
      the
      Young
      Kingdoms.
     
    


    
     
      Thus
      it
      was
      before
      sunset
      the
      Red
      Archer
      mounted
      his
      refreshed
      horse,
     
     
      tipped
      the
      ostler
      handsomely,
      tied
      a
      bundle
      of
      food
      and
      beer
      to
      his
      saddle-
     
     
      bow,
      and
      continued
      the
      journey
      east,
      up
      the
      shallow
      flank
      of
      the
      valley
     
     
      towards
      the
      distant
      ridge
      which,
      he’d
      been
      told,
      marked
      the
      highway
      to
      the
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      coast.
      The
      moon
      was
      full
      when
      he
      crested
      the
      peak
      and
      looking
      back
      he
      was
     
     
      surprised
      to
      see
      no
      lights.
      It
      was
      as
      if
      the
      village
      had
      vanished
      completely
     
     
      from
      the
      valley
      and
      where
      it
      had
      stood
      was
      the
      thick
      foliage
      of
      summer
     
     
      trees.
      The
      moon
      was
      high
      in
      a
      cloudless
      sky.
      He
      knew
      a
      sudden
      thrill
      of
     
     
      superstitious
      fear.
      There
      was
      no
      doubt
      that
      it
      was
      a
      wood
      he
      saw.
      Somehow,
     
     
      he
      decided,
      he
      had
      lost
      his
      bearings.
      Search
      where
      he
      could,
      he
      saw
      no
     
     
      village.
      He
      needed
      sleep
      more
      than
      he
      realised.
      Rackhir
      decided
      he
      could
     
     
      afford
      to
      rest
      for
      a
      couple
      of
      hours
      before
      moving
      on.
      He
      lit
      no
      fire
      but,
     
     
      wrapping
      himself
      in
      a
      blanket,
      was
      soon
      snoring
      gently
      in
      a
      shallow
     
     
      slumber,
      one
      hand
      on
      his
      sword
      hilt,
      the
      other
      on
      his
      bowstaff.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Two
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Reivers
      in
      Green
     
    

   

   
    
     
      O
      UT
      OF
      THAT
      surrounding
      forest
      they
      came,
      shrieking
      through
      the
     
    

   

   
    
     
      moonlight,
      their
      faces
      painted
      with
      indigo
      dye,
      their
      bodies
      clothed
      in
      fur.
     
     
      They
      had
      big,
      round
      wooden
      shields.
      Their
      fists
      were
      full
      of
      bronze
      and
     
     
      iron.
      Moonlight
      glanced
      off
      axe
      blade,
      sword
      and
      spear.
      Rackhir
      had
      time
      to
     
     
      note
      with
      astonishment
      that
      he
      had
      somehow
      made
      camp
      in
      the
      middle
      of
      a
     
     
      forest
      glade,
      when
      he
      had
      been
      sure
      he
      had
      settled
      on
      a
      bare
      hillside,
      then
     
     
      he
      was
      fighting
      for
      his
      life,
      bow
      used
      as
      a
      quarterstaff,
      slender
      sword
     
     
      darting
      in
      and
      out,
      quick
      as
      a
      cobra,
      to
      send
      another
      soul
      to
      hell.
     
    


    
     
      Outnumbered
      as
      he
      was,
      Rackhir
      the
      Red
      Archer
      had
      been
      trained
      from
     
     
      childhood
      in
      the
      arts
      of
      war
      and
      even
      as
      he
      stabbed
      his
      second
      man
      he
     
     
      reached
      forward
      to
      grab
      the
      war-axe
      from
      a
      now-useless
      hand.
      The
      bowstaff
     
     
      was
      dropped.
      The
      axe
      split
      a
      head
      from
      crown
      to
      jaw.
      For
      a
      fleeting
     
     
      moment,
      he
      could
      have
      sworn
      he
      recognised
      the
      face
      of
      the
      man
      he
      slew.
     
     
      Though
      this
      one
      had
      no
      warpaint,
      his
      skin
      bore
      a
      green
      tinge.
      Rackhir
      was
     
     
      sure
      he
      had
      seen
      the
      man
      at
      the
      tavern
      in
      that
      last
      village
      where
      he’d
      rested.
     
     
      And
      there
      were
      others,
      now
      he
      realised
      —
      all
      with
      faintly
      glowing
      green
     
     
      complexions!
      Had
      they
      posed
      as
      honest
      country
      workers
      to
      deceive
      him,
      to
     
     
      discover
      where
      he
      was
      headed?
      Was
      it
      those
      apparent
      cow-herders
      who
      had
     
     
      brought
      the
      forest
      to
      him?
     
    


    
     
      There
      was
      no
      time
      to
      consider
      any
      of
      these
      questions
      as
      the
      men
      pressed
     
     
      closer.
      For
      one
      of
      Rackhir’s
      subtle
      skills
      this
      was
      butcher’s
      work.
      He
     
     
      sheathed
      his
      slender
      sword
      as
      he
      fought,
      snatching
      up
      a
      well-balanced
     
     
      claymore
      and
      using
      it
      one
      handed.
      Axe
      in
      the
      other
      fist,
      he
      swung
      them
     
     
      together
      and
      two
      more
      barbarians
      died,
      yelling
      their
      terror
      as
      death
      engulfed
     
     
      them.
      To
      his
      horror,
      eery
      green
      blood
      spattered
      his
      skin,
      drenching
      his
     
     
      archer’s
      clothing,
      making
      the
      turf
      slippery
      beneath
      his
      feet.
      His
      terrified
     
     
      disgust
      gave
      him
      still
      greater
      strength.
      He
      ducked
      and
      swung,
      severing
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      limbs
      and
      slicing
      into
      necks
      and
      thighs
      until
      the
      attackers
      had
      become
      little
     
     
      more
      than
      a
      pile
      of
      green,
      writhing
      meat.
      But,
      however
      many
      of
      them
     
     
      Rackhir
      slew,
      more
      kept
      coming
      at
      him.
      Weariness,
      if
      nothing
      else,
      must
     
     
      eventually
      defeat
      him.
      Still
      his
      heavy
      axe
      and
      sword
      rose
      and
      fell.
      Streams
     
     
      of
      blood
      gushed
      and
      glittered
      in
      the
      yellow
      light
      of
      the
      full
      moon.
      His
     
     
      sword
      swung
      in
      an
      arc,
      first
      before
      him,
      then
      behind
      him,
      and
      every
      time
     
     
      more
      warriors
      dropped
      before
      that
      deadly
      arc.
      He
      leapt
      this
      way
      and
      that.
     
     
      For
      a
      moment
      it
      seemed
      he
      walked
      up
      the
      trunk
      of
      a
      tree
      to
      stand
      on
      a
      limb
     
     
      before
      leaping
      again
      into
      the
      thick
      of
      his
      enemies.
      He
      had
      no
      time
      to
      pause
     
     
      to
      think,
      no
      time
      to
      wonder
      how
      he
      had
      reached
      this
      forest
      or
      how
      the
      men
     
     
      had
      known
      where
      to
      find
      him.
     
    


    
     
      Gradually,
      they
      began
      to
      press
      in
      on
      him,
      blue
      painted
      faces
      grinning
      with
     
     
      triumphant
      expectation,
      green
      eyes
      glaring
      in
      the
      moonlight,
      full
      of
      fierce
     
     
      blood-lust;
      glowing
      green
      bodies
      tensed
      to
      spring
      at
      him.
      He
      cursed
      the
      bad
     
     
      luck
      which
      had
      brought
      him
      to
      this
      alien
      land,
      to
      die
      without
      benefit
      of
      his
     
     
      own
      deities,
      the
      grim
      gods
      of
      Phum,
      without
      ever
      knowing
      where
      he
      was
      or
     
     
      whether
      he
      might
      ever
      have
      found
      the
      city
      he
      sought.
      And
      he
      called
      out
      to
     
     
      Krim,
      Lord
      of
      the
      Seven
      Spheres,
      to
      aid
      him.
      But
      Krim,
      as
      was
     
     
      conventional,
      sent
      no
      aid.
      Indeed,
      he
      might
      not
      have
      existed
      in
      this
      sphere
     
     
      at
      all.
     
    


    
     
      His
      sword-arm
      was
      painful
      now,
      increasingly
      less
      able
      to
      swing
      the
      great
     
     
      two-handed
      blade.
      The
      pile
      of
      disgusting
      meat
      grew,
      but
      so,
      it
      seemed,
      did
     
     
      the
      numbers
      of
      his
      attackers.
     
    


    
     
      Then,
      suddenly,
      the
      moonlight
      disappeared
      and
      glancing
      up
      he
      saw
      that
     
     
      clouds
      spread
      across
      it.
      It
      would
      be
      even
      harder
      to
      fight
      in
      darkness,
      but
      he
     
     
      was
      determined
      to
      take
      as
      many
      with
      him
      as
      he
      could.
     
    


    
     
      To
      his
      astonishment,
      they
      began
      to
      fall
      back,
      muttering
      amongst
     
     
      themselves.
      They
      were
      conferring
      in
      a
      language
      he
      had
      never
      heard
      before.
     
     
      Not
      the
      now-familiar
      tongues
      of
      Eerin.
      Taking
      advantage
      of
      this
      lull,
     
     
      Rackhir
      stepped
      back
      and
      saw
      his
      bow
      where
      he
      had
      dropped
      it.
      Quickly,
      he
     
     
      bent
      to
      snatch
      it
      up
      and
      string
      it.
      From
      the
      quiver
      that
      never
      left
      his
      belt
      he
     
     
      drew
      four
      arrows,
      sending
      one
      after
      another,
      with
      unerring
      speed
      into
      their
     
     
      ranks.
      This
      seemed
      to
      be
      enough
      to
      cause
      them
      to
      fall
      back,
      slinking
      into
     
     
      the
      darkness
      of
      the
      trees.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Stand,
      you
      painted
      cowards!’
      he
      cried
      in
      his
      own
      language,
      letting
      fly
     
     
      another
      brace
      of
      arrows.
      ‘Stand!’
      (In
      truth,
      this
      was
      pure
      braggartism,
      for
      he
     
     
      could
      barely
      stand
      himself.)
      But
      as
      the
      two
      men
      fell,
      their
      companions
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      grunted,
      yelled,
      then
      stumbled
      off
      into
      the
      undergrowth.
      He
      heard
      them
     
     
      crashing
      through
      the
      wood.
      Then
      there
      was
      sudden
      silence.
      He
      waited,
     
     
      keeping
      his
      guard
      as
      best
      he
      could.
      In
      the
      darkness,
      he
      heard
      the
      rasping
     
     
      breath
      of
      the
      dying,
      the
      thump
      of
      his
      own
      heart
      and
      —
      something
      else...
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      a
      woman’s
      voice,
      sweet,
      almost
      a
      whisper.
      ‘I
      admire
      you
      for
      your
     
     
      courage,
      stranger.
      What
      are
      you
      called?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      Rackhir,
      the
      Red
      Archer,
      Warrior
      Priest
      of
      Phum.’
      Without
      thinking,
     
     
      he
      had
      answered
      in
      his
      own
      language.
      Realising
      this,
      he
      added.
      ‘Men
      call
     
     
      me
      in
      these
      parts
      Ronan
      the
      Red.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Ah,
      Phum,’
      murmured
      the
      unseen
      woman
      in
      a
      third
      tongue
      altogether.
     
     
      ‘Such
      redness
      there
      is
      in
      Phum.
      They
      say
      it’s
      a
      city
      built
      of
      blood,
      do
      they
     
     
      not?’
     
    


    
     
      “Those
      who
      do
      not
      know
      us,
      aye.’
      Rackhir
      was
      suspicious.
      He
      understood
     
     
      her
      words
      perfectly.
     
    


    
     
      The
      woman’s
      voice
      was
      mellow,
      slightly
      mocking.
      ‘It’s
      centuries
      since
      I
     
     
      last
      saw
      her
      rust-coloured
      towers
      rising
      from
      the
      desert
      like
      a
      mirage.
      Do
     
     
      her
      terraces
      still
      drip
      with
      crimson
      orchids?
      Do
      the
      ruby
      fountains
      still
      play
     
     
      in
      her
      squares,
      and
      do
      her
      scarlet-maned
      maidens
      still
      bathe
      themselves
     
     
      there
      on
      the
      Night
      of
      the
      Nomad
      Nuptials?’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      know
      Phum?’
      He
      turned,
      seeking
      the
      source
      of
      the
      voice.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      know
      all
      the
      lands
      called
      by
      my
      kin
      the
      Young
      Kingdoms.
      But
      it
      is
      nigh
     
     
      on
      a
      millennium
      since
      I
      last
      saw
      them.
      For
      I
      am
      O’Indura
      of
      Imrryr,
      the
     
     
      Dreaming
      City,
      and
      it
      is
      my
      doom
      to
      dream
      for
      ever,
      trapped
      in
      this
      place
     
     
      which
      the
      folk
      of
      Eerin
      call
      the
      Roaming
      Forest.’
     
    


    
     
      Now
      he
      recalled
      the
      language
      she
      spoke.
      It
      was
      Melnibonéan,
      the
     
     
      common
      speech
      of
      all
      educated
      dwellers
      in
      his
      own
      sphere.
      It
      had
      been
     
     
      years
      since
      he
      had
      used
      it
      but
      the
      tongue
      came
      surprisingly
      easily
      to
      him.
     
     
      “Who
      were
      those
      men?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      belong
      to
      a
      tribe
      called
      the
      Nishut,
      which
      means
      “No
      tribe”.
      They
     
     
      are
      slaves,
      unwilling
      miners
      of
      emeralds,
      and
      some
      say
      their
      skins
      take
      on
     
     
      the
      hue
      of
      the
      jewels
      with
      which
      they
      pay
      their
      mistress
      not
      to
      take
      their
     
     
      souls.
      They
      are
      the
      milkers
      of
      blood,
      who
      feed
      she
      who
      guards
      the
      Original
     
     
      Seed.
      They
      belong
      to
      this
      forest
      defending
      her
      and
      doing
      her
      bidding.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      you
      are
      their
      mistress?
      Guardian
      of
      that
      seed?’
     
    


    
     
      She
      laughed
      then.
      Her
      voice
      was
      sweet
      silver.
      ‘If
      only
      I
      were,
      Red
      Archer.
     
     
      I
      am
      sustained
      by
      what
      the
      forest
      herself
      grows.
      For
      centuries
      now
      I
      have
     
     
      lived
      on
      bloodberries,
      sap
      and
      dew.
      But
      those
      warriors
      are
      kept
      alive
      by
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      moonlight
      and
      when
      the
      moon
      is
      dark,
      they
      must
      seek
      the
      comfort
      of
      the
     
     
      great
      barrow.
      For
      they
      are
      not
      truly
      alive
      as
      you
      are
      alive.
      Like
      me,
      they
      are
     
     
      vitalised
      by
      dreams.
      But
      where
      their
      fellows
      dream
      of
      them,
      I
      dream
      only
      of
     
     
      myself.’
      Her
      smile
      was
      wistful,
      self-mocking.
      ‘I
      am
      kept
      from
      complete
     
     
      annihilation
      by
      the
      power
      of
      my
      own
      mind.’
     
    


    
     
      An
      almost
      primeval
      growl
      rose
      in
      Rackhir’s
      throat.
      Though
      trained
      in
      the
     
     
      mystic
      arts,
      he
      yet
      felt
      deep
      suspicion
      of
      unexplained
      supernatural
      things.
     
     
      ‘Show
      yourself,
      madam,’
      he
      demanded.
      ‘Show
      yourself
      or,
      by
      Krim,
      I’ll...’
     
     
      But
      his
      voice
      trailed
      off,
      for
      he
      knew
      there
      was
      no
      threat
      he
      could
      offer
      her
     
     
      while
      she
      remained
      invisible
      to
      him.
     
    


    
     
      And
      then
      it
      seemed
      sudden
      silver
      blossomed
      on
      the
      edge
      of
      the
      glade;
      a
     
     
      silver
      light
      which
      all
      but
      blinded
      him.
      With
      an
      oath,
      he
      covered
      his
      eyes.
     
     
      Then
      she
      stepped
      out
      of
      the
      light
      and
      he
      gasped
      at
      her
      beauty.
      She
      was
      tall,
     
     
      slender
      and
      her
      hair
      was
      the
      colour
      of
      polished
      brass.
      Her
      blue-grey
      eyes
     
     
      were
      slightly
      slanted
      and
      she
      had
      the
      finest
      cheekbones
      he
      had
      ever
      seen.
     
     
      Almost
      too
      beautiful
      to
      be
      real,
      she
      stepped
      towards
      him,
      her
      white
     
     
      garments
      drifting
      in
      a
      faint
      breeze,
      and
      he
      could
      easily
      believe
      that
      she
      was
     
     
      the
      figment
      of
      a
      dream.
      At
      her
      side,
      however,
      was
      a
      scabbarded
      longsword
     
     
      and
      matching
      it
      on
      her
      other
      hip,
      a
      thin
      dagger
      in
      a
      silver
      filigree
      sheath.
     
     
      Both
      looked
      real,
      and
      useful,
      weapons.
     
    


    
     
      Keeping
      his
      eyes
      on
      her,
      the
      archer
      instinctively
      bowed,
      a
      tribute
      to
      her
     
     
      beauty
      as
      much
      as
      to
      her
      femininity.
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      lady.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Well,
      Sir
      Rackhir
      of
      Phum,
      what
      mischance
      brings
      you
      to
      the
      Roaming
     
     
      Forest?
      Or
      do
      you,
      as
      I
      once
      did,
      travel
      the
      dream
      roads,
      seeking
      a
      return
      to
     
     
      your
      homeland?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      assume
      this
      is
      not
      the
      sphere
      where
      Melniboné
      yet
      rules
      the
      world?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘By
      your
      answer,
      I
      understand
      that
      you
      travelled
      to
      Eerin
      unwillingly.
      I
     
     
      cannot
      say
      the
      same
      for
      myself.
      I
      was
      foolish
      enough
      to
      take
      a
      dream-quest.
     
     
      Melniboné
      never
      existed
      here
      and
      maybe
      never
      will.
      My
      corporeal
      body
      is
     
     
      as
      real,
      if
      not
      more
      real,
      than
      this
      one.
      It
      still
      lies
      on
      the
      dream
      couches
      of
     
     
      the
      Dreaming
      City.
      We
      have
      a
      skill,
      unknown
      to
      you
      humans,
      which
      allows
     
     
      us
      to
      send
      a
      form,
      as
      real
      in
      blood,
      bones
      and
      flesh
      as
      our
      own,
      into
      other
     
     
      spheres.
      One
      hour
      might
      pass
      on
      the
      dream
      couches,
      but
      centuries
      go
      by
     
     
      elsewhere.
      That
      is
      how
      we
      learn
      so
      much
      and
      why
      our
      sorcerers
      are
      so
     
     
      powerful,
      for
      they
      carry
      the
      knowledge
      of
      a
      hundred
      lifetimes.
      As
      a
      cousin
     
     
      to
      Melniboné’s
      empress,
      I
      was
      allowed
      access
      to
      the
      dream
      couches.
      I
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      longed
      to
      explore
      all
      the
      realms
      of
      what
      our
      wise
      men
      call
      “the
      multiverse”
     
     
      and
      which
      an
      adept
      can
      investigate
      only
      by
      travelling
      the
      moonbeam
      roads,
     
     
      the
      roads
      between
      the
      worlds.
      But
      in
      my
      multiplicity
      of
      dreams,
      I
      became
     
     
      confused
      and
      lost
      the
      secrets
      of
      how
      to
      gain
      those
      paths.
      I
      made
      the
      mistake
     
     
      of
      trusting
      a
      local
      minor
      deity
      who
      said
      she
      would
      help
      me.
      Instead,
      she
     
     
      stole
      much
      of
      my
      memory
      and
      trapped
      me
      here
      in
      the
      Roaming
      Forest.
     
     
      Where
      I
      move,
      the
      forest
      moves.
      If
      I
      seek
      the
      sanctuary
      of
      a
      temple,
      the
     
     
      forest
      engulfs
      that
      temple.
      If
      I
      try
      to
      find
      safety
      in
      a
      village,
      that
      village
      is
      —
     
     
      is
      eaten.
      Her
      inhabitants
      are
      slain
      or
      made
      into
      slave-watriors
      serving
      the
     
     
      semi-sentient
      creature
      which
      lives
      in
      the
      deep
      barrow.
      So,
      if
      I
      do
      not
      wish
      to
     
     
      destroy
      those
      whose
      help
      I
      need,
      I
      can
      only
      move
      when
      the
      Roaming
      Forest
     
     
      moves.
      Moreover,
      even
      when
      I
      have
      been
      able
      to
      escape
      its
      confines
      by
     
     
      some
      trick
      of
      my
      magic,
      I
      grow
      less
      and
      less
      substantial.
      The
      closer
      I
      stay
     
     
      within
      the
      forest,
      the
      more
      my
      flesh
      feels
      like
      real
      flesh,
      the
      more
      alive
      I
     
     
      am.’
     
    


    
     
      As
      an
      adept
      of
      Phum,
      Rackhir
      understood
      more
      of
      this
      than
      most
      men
     
     
      would.
      ‘And
      what
      of
      these?’
      he
      asked,
      pointing
      at
      the
      heaps
      of
      green
      bodies
     
     
      which
      still
      surrounded
      him.
      ‘Why
      have
      they
      not
      killed
      you?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      dare
      not.
      Their
      superstitions
      have
      made
      me
      their
      goddess.
      They
     
     
      believe
      that
      if
      I
      die,
      so
      will
      the
      forest
      die.
      And
      if
      the
      forest
      dies,
      so
      will
     
     
      they.’
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      wondered
      privately
      if
      there
      was
      more
      to
      what
      she
      said.
      What
      if
     
     
      the
      forest
      could
      only
      move
      when
      she
      moved?
      What
      if
      she
      herself
      sought
     
     
      villages
      whose
      inhabitants
      would
      feed
      these
      unholy
      trees.
     
    


    
     
      She
      moved
      a
      step
      or
      two
      closer.
      ‘We
      are
      all
      of
      a
      supernatural
      piece,
      you
     
     
      see,
      Sir
      Rackhir.’
     
    


    
     
      When
      she
      used
      his
      true
      name,
      the
      archer’s
      suspicion
      of
      her
      increased.
      He
     
     
      had
      heard
      of
      the
      wiles
      of
      these
      humanlike,
      alien
      people
      who
      ruled
      over
      the
     
     
      so-called
      Young
      Kingdoms
      of
      the
      West.
      He
      had
      been
      taught
      not
      to
      trust
     
     
      them,
      that
      reptilian
      blood,
      the
      blood
      of
      the
      ancient
      dragon
      folk
      called
      the
     
     
      Phoorn,
      ran
      in
      their
      veins,
      that
      they
      had
      the
      power
      to
      converse
      with
     
     
      serpents.
      Yet
      she
      was
      very
      beautiful
      and
      he
      wanted
      very
      much
      to
      believe
     
     
      her.
      He
      looked
      hard
      into
      her
      blue-grey
      eyes.
      She
      stared
      back
      frankly.
      He
     
     
      could
      do
      nothing,
      he
      realised,
      but
      believe
      her.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Lady,
      I
      would
      rescue
      you
      from
      this
      if
      I
      could,’
      he
      said.
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      I
      would
      be
      rescued.
      We
      both
      belong
      to
      the
      same
      realm.
      Believe
      me,
     
     
      I
      have
      waited
      for
      centuries
      in
      the
      hope
      that
      such
      a
      one
      as
      you
      would
      come
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      to
      the
      Roaming
      Forest
      and
      save
      me,
      make
      me
      real
      again.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      may
      I
      do
      that,
      lady?’
     
    


    
     
      “There
      is
      only
      one
      way
      I
      know.
      You
      must
      find
      the
      Original
      Seed
      and
     
     
      destroy
      it.
      That
      will
      have
      the
      effect
      of
      destroying
      both
      the
      forest
      and
      its
     
     
      natives
      and
      opening
      up
      the
      moonbeam
      path
      which,
      with
      my
      guidance,
      we
     
     
      can
      cross
      back
      to
      our
      own
      realm
      again.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      have
      you
      tried
      yourself
      to
      find
      and
      destroy
      this
      seed?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Of
      course.
      And
      you
      are
      not
      the
      only
      man
      —
      or,
      indeed,
      woman
      —
      whose
     
     
      help
      I
      have
      sought.
      All
      died
      or
      were
      otherwise
      destroyed
      in
      pursuit
      of
      the
     
     
      Original
      Seed.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      why
      should
      I
      have
      any
      better
      chance
      of
      succeeding?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Because
      you
      are
      a
      Warrior
      Priest
      of
      Phum
      and
      I
      am
      an
      Imperial
      Princess
     
     
      of
      Melniboné.’
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      had
      discovered
      the
      corpse
      of
      his
      horse.
      What
      kind
      of
      barbarians
     
     
      slew
      a
      horse
      for
      no
      good
      reason?
      A
      valuable
      horse?
      He
      stood
      over
      the
      beast,
     
     
      frowning.
      His
      saddlebags
      were
      untouched.
      There
      had
      been
      no
      attempt
      to
     
     
      rob
      him.
      What
      had
      they
      wanted?
      He
      turned,
      putting
      this
      question
      to
     
     
      O’Indura.
     
    


    
     
      “They
      wanted
      your
      blood,’
      she
      said.
      ‘They
      wanted
      your
      blood
      to
      feed
      the
     
     
      Seed.
      That
      was
      why
      they
      fought
      so
      cautiously
      and
      why
      you
      defeated
      so
     
     
      many
      with
      such
      relative
      ease.
      They
      killed
      the
      horse
      to
      hamper
      your
      escape.’
     
    


    
     
      This
      made
      sense
      to
      Rackhir.
      Then
      another
      question
      came
      to
      him.
      ‘Do
      you
     
     
      live
      amongst
      these
      people?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      do
      not.
      I
      have
      to
      maintain
      their
      superstition,
      their
      fear
      of
      me,
      or
      they
     
     
      would
      use
      my
      blood,
      too,
      to
      feed
      the
      Seed.
      Yet
      they
      believe
      I
      am
      the
      spirit
     
     
      of
      the
      Seed.
      Its
      personification,
      if
      you
      like.
      With
      a
      variety
      of
      allies
      I
      have
     
     
      made
      many
      attempts
      to
      get
      close
      to
      it,
      but
      it
      lies
      deep
      underground,
      in
      a
     
     
      chamber
      I
      have
      never
      been
      able
      to
      negotiate
      and
      it
      is
      guarded
      by
      the
     
     
      creature
      who
      lured
      me
      here
      in
      the
      first
      place,
      whose
      language
      I
      spoke,
      a
     
     
      monstrous
      three-eyed
      serpent,
      one
      bite
      from
      which
      entails
      an
      agonised
     
     
      death.
      She
      claimed
      to
      be
      the
      forest’s
      victim,
      but
      now
      I
      understand
      she
      is
      its
     
     
      life.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      do
      not
      make
      the
      prospect
      attractive,’
      he
      declared.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      no
      intention
      of
      doing
      so.
      You
      are
      still
      able
      to
      leave
      this
      forest
      and
     
     
      you
      would
      best
      leave
      while
      the
      moon
      is
      hidden.
      I,
      however,
      cannot
      do
      so,
      as
     
     
      I’ve
      explained.
      Unless
      I
      can
      make
      a
      moonbeam
      road
      to
      lead
      us
      out
      of
      here,
      I
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      am
      trapped
      for
      ever.
      If
      you
      go,
      go
      soon.
      For
      you
      can
      be
      sure
      that,
      while
      the
     
     
      moon
      stays
      high,
      the
      forest
      will
      follow
      you
      now
      that
      it
      has
      your
      scent.’
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      sighed.
      Thinking
      deeply,
      he
      went
      from
      corpse
      to
      corpse,
      skilfully
     
     
      removing
      his
      arrows,
      wiping
      them
      and
      replacing
      them
      in
      his
      quiver.
      How
      he
     
     
      longed
      for
      home.
      And
      he
      knew
      he
      must
      believe
      most
      of
      her
      story,
      since
      she
     
     
      spoke
      a
      common
      tongue
      of
      his
      world.
      For
      some
      odd
      reason
      his
      spirits
      were
     
     
      lifting.
      He
      turned
      to
      the
      silver
      princess,
      a
      strange
      battle-humour
      playing
     
     
      over
      his
      handsome
      features.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Very
      well,
      lady.
      I
      am
      mightily
      tired
      of
      this
      island
      and
      would
      continue
      on
     
     
      my
      way
      to
      Tana
      Lorn.
      If
      you
      know
      a
      way
      to
      escape
      and
      return
      to
      our
      own
     
     
      sphere,
      we
      have
      a
      mutual
      motive.
      Let’s
      rest
      in
      the
      shelter
      of
      the
      trees
      for
      a
     
     
      short
      while
      and
      then
      we’ll
      seek
      this
      seed
      of
      yours
      or
      die
      in
      the
      attempt.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Three
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      Original
      Seed
     
    

   

   
    
     
      L
      ATER
      THAT
      MORNING
      Ronan
      awoke
      to
      a
      rustling
      in
      the
      trees
      and
      reached
     
    

   

   
    
     
      for
      his
      bow,
      but
      then
      he
      realised
      the
      sound
      was
      made
      by
      birds,
      a
      black
      flock
     
     
      with
      strange,
      golden
      eyes,
      which
      hopped
      along
      the
      lower
      branches,
      heads
      to
     
     
      one
      side
      as
      they
      regarded
      him,
      he
      thought,
      with
      a
      certain
      hunger.
     
    


    
     
      The
      forest
      had
      not
      moved.
      Waking,
      the
      silver
      woman,
      O’Indura,
      stretched
     
     
      and
      wiped
      her
      hands
      in
      the
      dew.
      She
      yawned,
      pushing
      back
      her
      long
      hair
      to
     
     
      expose
      the
      slightly
      pointed,
      delicate
      ears
      of
      her
      race.
      Rackhir-called-Ronan
     
     
      knew
      the
      appearance
      of
      Melnibonéans.
      They
      appeared
      on
      bas-reliefs
      in
      the
     
     
      temples
      of
      Phum.
      In
      the
      daylight
      her
      almost
      translucent
      skin
      seemed
      to
     
     
      shine
      and
      he
      drew
      a
      sharp
      breath
      when
      he
      saw
      her
      full
      beauty.
      She
      turned
     
     
      and
      smiled
      at
      him,
      as
      if
      she
      knew
      she
      had
      entranced
      him.
     
    


    
     
      From
      his
      purse
      the
      archer-priest
      took
      a
      packet
      of
      dried
      sheep
      meat
      and
     
     
      offered
      some
      to
      her,
      but
      she
      shook
      her
      head,
      patiently
      waiting
      for
      him
      to
     
     
      chew
      the
      tough
      stuff
      before
      she
      stepped
      closer
      to
      him
      across
      the
      dark
      green
     
     
      turf.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Tonight
      the
      moon
      will
      still
      be
      strong
      enough
      to
      move
      the
      forest,’
      she
     
     
      said.
      ‘So
      we
      must
      do
      what
      we
      can
      during
      the
      day.
      Come
      nightfall,
      it
      will
      be
     
     
      more
      dangerous.
      We
      should
      act
      quickly.
      I
      will
      lead
      you
      to
      the
      Place
      of
      the
     
     
      Seed.’
      She
      stretched
      out
      her
      hand.
     
    


    
     
      Rackhir
      took
      the
      soft
      fingers
      in
      his
      own
      hard,
      suspicious
      grasp.
      He
     
     
      wondered
      how
      many
      warriors
      like
      him
      had
      been
      lured
      to
      their
      deaths
      or
     
     
      worse
      by
      this
      sorceress...
     
    


    
     
      “Tell
      me,’
      he
      said,
      as
      she
      led
      him
      past
      all
      the
      corpses
      of
      those
      he
      had
      slain
     
     
      in
      last
      night’s
      battle.
      They
      were
      black
      with
      the
      same
      golden-eyed
      birds
     
     
      which
      filled
      the
      trees,
      no
      doubt
      waiting
      their
      own
      turn
      to
      feast.
      ‘Tell
      me,
     
     
      lady.
      How
      many
      others
      sought
      to
      help
      you
      find
      this
      seed?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,
      I
      forget,’
      she
      replied.
      ‘A
      score,
      maybe.
      Two
      score?’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘And
      they
      have
      all
      perished?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      were
      not
      archer-priests
      of
      Phum,’
      she
      told
      him.
      Her
      reply
      gave
      him
     
     
      little
      comfort
      as
      he
      padded
      beside
      her,
      looking
      hard
      at
      the
      old
      trunks
      and
     
     
      wondering
      if
      they
      had
      any
      means
      of
      harming
      him.
      More
      than
      once,
      he
      felt
     
     
      he
      saw
      a
      branch
      move
      in
      an
      unnatural
      way,
      but
      when
      he
      stared
      back,
      there
     
     
      seemed
      nothing
      amiss.
     
    


    
     
      “Who
      are
      these
      warriors
      who
      move
      with
      the
      forest?’
      he
      asked
      her.
      ‘What’s
     
     
      their
      bargain
      with
      it?’
     
    


    
     
      “They
      guard
      and
      feed
      the
      Seed
      and
      for
      this
      they
      are
      repaid
      with
      a
      form
      of
     
     
      life.
      Did
      you
      pass
      through
      a
      village
      a
      night
      or
      so
      ago?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      did.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Few
      of
      those
      villagers
      live.
      They
      became
      the
      most
      recent
      Feast
      of
      Blood.
     
     
      It
      was
      my
      fault,
      I
      fear.
      I
      saw
      you
      from
      the
      trees
      and
      thought
      to
      seek
      your
     
     
      help.
      I
      had
      hoped
      the
      forest
      would
      not
      follow,
      that
      I
      could
      reach
      you
      before
     
     
      my
      form
      faded
      to
      nothing.
      But
      the
      forest
      did
      follow.
      And
      she
      dined,
      sparing
     
     
      some
      who
      elected
      to
      serve
      her
      and
      were
      amongst
      the
      warriors
      who
      attacked
     
     
      you.’
      O’Indura’s
      voice
      broke
      and
      she
      stopped
      speaking,
      lowering
      her
      head.
     
     
      But
      Rackhir
      had
      seen
      what
      he
      thought
      was
      genuine
      agony
      in
      her
      eyes.
      For
     
     
      the
      first
      time,
      he
      let
      himself
      be
      convinced
      by
      what
      she
      told
      him.
     
    


    
     
      The
      undergrowth
      grew
      thick
      and
      the
      two
      of
      them
      were
      forced
      to
      use
      their
     
     
      captured
      broadswords
      to
      cut
      a
      way
      through.
      A
      path
      became
      faintly
      visible
     
     
      beneath
      the
      shrubs
      and
      saplings.
     
    


    
     
      ‘We
      are
      almost
      at
      the
      Barrow
      of
      the
      Seed,’
      she
      murmured.
      ‘A
      few
      days
     
     
      ago
      this
      path
      was
      cleared.
      That’s
      how
      quickly
      the
      forest
      grows
      when
      it
      has
     
     
      blood
      to
      feed
      it.’
     
    


    
     
      And
      then
      they
      had
      passed
      through
      a
      narrow
      gap
      and
      entered
      a
      gloomy
     
     
      glade,
      an
      arena
      of
      heaped
      earthworks
      in
      which
      red
      clay
      lay
      exposed
      from
     
     
      the
      turf
      like
      the
      wounds
      of
      battle
      and
      on
      which
      low
      bushes
      grew,
      like
     
     
      patches
      of
      hair.
     
    


    
     
      “This
      is
      the
      Barrow,’
      she
      said.
      ‘Now
      we
      go
      under
      ground.’
     
    


    
     
      But
      Rackhir
      hesitated,
      every
      instinct
      in
      him
      refusing
      further
      movement.
     
     
      Surely,
      once
      he
      descended
      into
      the
      earth,
      into
      the
      very
      bowels
      of
      this
      beast
     
     
      that
      adopted
      the
      appearance
      of
      a
      forest,
      he
      would
      be
      trapped
      for
      ever?
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      not
      certain
      —’
      he
      began.
     
    


    
     
      She
      lifted
      her
      silvery
      arm
      and
      put
      soft
      fingers
      to
      his
      lips,
      staring
      hard
      into
     
     
      his
      face.
      “You
      must
      be
      certain,
      Red
      Archer.
      Your
      eye
      must
      be
      as
      steady
      as
     
     
      never
      before.
      Your
      aim
      must
      be
      true
      and
      your
      confidence
      complete.
      For
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      unless
      we
      possess
      the
      Seed
      we
      shall
      both
      of
      us
      doubtless
      die
      here
      today.
      My
     
     
      faith
      in
      you
      causes
      me
      to
      risk
      all
      the
      life
      I
      have
      left.
      We
      cannot
      hold
      off
     
     
      such
      a
      weight
      of
      fighting
      men
      for
      more
      than
      another
      night.
      And
      if
      we
      fail?
     
     
      We
      die
      and
      are
      already
      buried.
      But
      if
      we
      succeed,
      we
      walk
      the
      moonbeam
     
     
      roads.
      I
      will
      lead
      you
      back
      to
      your
      own
      realm
      —
      our
      own
      world
      —
      and
      set
     
     
      you
      on
      the
      path
      to
      Tana
      Lorn.
      This
      I
      promise.’
     
    


    
     
      So
      he
      took
      hold
      of
      his
      strength
      and
      his
      courage
      and
      he
      said:
      ‘Lady,
      I
     
     
      believe
      your
      promise
      and
      my
      heart
      aches
      for
      home.
      So
      I
      will
      do
      this
      thing.’
     
    


    
     
      At
      her
      bidding
      they
      approached
      the
      tallest
      part
      of
      the
      earthworks
      and
     
     
      there,
      hidden
      from
      casual
      view,
      they
      found
      a
      mouth
      of
      a
      cave
      into
      which
      a
     
     
      great
      stone
      arch
      had
      been
      built.
      The
      arch
      was
      fitted
      with
      ancient
      oaken
     
     
      gates.
      He
      guessed
      this
      was
      a
      familiar
      action
      for
      her
      as
      she
      leaned
      to
      push
     
     
      upon
      the
      gates.
      They
      swung
      back
      with
      an
      unnatural
      slithering
      sound.
      A
     
     
      profound,
      impenetrable
      lightlessness
      was
      revealed.
      A
      horrible,
      waiting
     
     
      blackness.
     
    


    
     
      This
      time
      Rackhir
      did
      not
      hesitate,
      but,
      while
      the
      woman
      held
      tight
      to
      his
     
     
      arm,
      strode
      forward
      with
      an
      almost
      animal
      growl.
      He
      smelled
      blood
      and
     
     
      filth
      —
      the
      stink
      of
      men
      and
      other,
      fouler,
      things
      —
      and
      again
      he
      was
      forced
     
     
      to
      control
      his
      fear.
      Then
      the
      gates
      swung
      shut
      behind
      them
      and
      they
      stood
      in
     
     
      pitchy
      silence.
      He
      realised
      with
      surprise
      that
      her
      scent
      was
      stronger
      than
      all
     
     
      the
      terrible
      stenches
      assailing
      his
      nostrils.
      Her
      warm
      softness
      pressed
     
     
      against
      him
      and
      he
      knew
      suddenly
      that
      even
      if
      this
      were,
      indeed,
      an
     
     
      inescapable
      hell,
      he
      would
      follow
      her
      anywhere.
      But
      he
      took
      a
      tighter
      grip
     
     
      on
      his
      captured
      broadsword
      and
      was
      glad
      he
      had
      decided
      to
      stick
      that
     
     
      captured
      war-axe
      in
      his
      belt.
     
    


    
     
      The
      tunnel
      twisted
      like
      a
      beast
      in
      pain,
      back
      and
      forth.
      The
      Red
      Archer
     
     
      knew
      that,
      should
      he
      have
      to
      find
      his
      way
      back
      alone,
      he
      would
      be
      lost
      here
     
     
      for
      ever.
      A
      new,
      unidentifiable
      stink
      blended
      with
      that
      of
      men,
      damp,
      rooty
     
     
      soil
      and
      ordure
      until
      every
      breath
      he
      caught
      was
      thick
      in
      his
      throat,
     
     
      threatening
      to
      choke
      him.
      Yet
      her
      soft
      hand
      led
      him
      further
      and
      further
      into
     
     
      the
      belly
      of
      the
      earth.
     
    


    
     
      At
      last
      he
      sensed
      rather
      than
      saw
      light
      ahead
      and
      he
      began
      to
      identify
      the
     
     
      smell.
      He
      had
      not
      experienced
      it
      on
      this
      island,
      but
      it
      was
      yet
      familiar
      and
     
     
      the
      strongest
      he
      had
      ever
      known.
      The
      stink
      was
      reptilian.
      And
      it
      raised
      his
     
     
      hackles.
      What
      was
      the
      story?
      That
      Melnibonéans
      were
      part-reptile,
      blood
     
     
      brothers
      to
      the
      legendary
      Phoorn?
      Every
      instinct
      told
      him
      to
      turn
      back.
      But
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      he
      knew
      he
      could
      not.
      His
      only
      choice
      was
      to
      continue
      and
      pray
      the
     
     
      Melnibonéan
      woman
      had
      not
      lied
      to
      him.
     
    


    
     
      She
      was
      hissing
      in
      his
      ear
      now.
      ‘We
      are
      nearing
      the
      Chamber
      of
      the
      Seed.
     
     
      Remember
      that
      its
      guardians
      know
      only
      how
      to
      die
      protecting
      it.
      There
      will
     
     
      be
      no
      parleying
      with
      them.
      But
      you
      are
      an
      archer.
      This
      is
      your
      advantage
     
     
      over
      all
      the
      others
      who
      have
      come
      here.
      The
      first
      chance
      you
      have
      you
      must
     
     
      string
      your
      bow
      and
      let
      fly
      three
      arrows.’
     
    


    
     
      “Three?
      Why...’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      will
      see.’
     
    


    
     
      Then
      they
      were
      in
      the
      chamber,
      a
      sphere
      whose
      walls
      curved
      beneath
      their
     
     
      feet.
      The
      source
      of
      the
      light
      came
      from
      three
      spots
      near
      the
      centre
      —
      a
     
     
      steady,
      greenish
      glow.
      But
      now,
      emerging
      from
      the
      floor
      were
      the
     
     
      silhouettes
      of
      men
      and
      the
      archer
      readied
      himself
      as
      they
      began
      to
      lumber
     
     
      towards
      him.
      He
      glimpsed
      glittering
      green
      eyes,
      open
      green
      mouths,
      bared
     
     
      green-grey
      teeth
      and
      he
      knew
      these
      were
      the
      hardened
      warriors
      who
      had
     
     
      sent
      the
      others
      forward
      to
      be
      killed
      during
      his
      first
      fight.
     
    


    
     
      Reaching
      for
      the
      axe,
      he
      prepared
      to
      stand
      against
      them,
      but
      she
     
     
      murmured
      in
      his
      ear.
      ‘Quick!
      Your
      bow.
      Those
      three
      points
      of
      light!
      While
     
     
      you
      can.
      Three
      arrows!’
     
    


    
     
      And
      reluctantly
      he
      stuck
      the
      sword
      in
      his
      belt
      and
      strung
      his
      bow,
      nocking
     
     
      one
      arrow
      to
      the
      string,
      the
      other
      two
      held
      against
      the
      staff.
      In
      that
      darkness
     
     
      he
      wondered
      how
      he
      could
      possibly
      strike
      his
      targets.
      The
      first
      arrow
      flew
     
     
      and,
      to
      his
      astonished
      relief,
      struck
      true
      in
      the
      central
      glowing
      orb.
     
     
      Immediately
      the
      chamber
      was
      filled
      with
      an
      horrific
      shrieking
      and
      wailing,
     
     
      a
      hissing
      and
      thrashing.
      Rackhir
      wanted
      to
      cover
      his
      ears,
      but
      did
      not
      dare.
     
     
      That
      warm
      hand
      touched
      him,
      strengthening
      his
      resolve.
      The
      green
      warriors
     
     
      paused,
      as
      if
      uncertain.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Let
      fly!’
      she
      cried.
      ‘Now!
      Now!’
     
    


    
     
      He
      obeyed.
     
    


    
     
      A
      second
      arrow
      whispered
      from
      the
      thrumming
      string,
      and
      a
      second
      orb
     
     
      was
      pierced.
      Again
      came
      that
      terrible
      noise,
      half-howl,
      half-shriek.
      And
      the
     
     
      darkness
      of
      the
      barrow
      shook
      to
      the
      thing’s
      massive
      convulsions.
      The
      noise
     
     
      grew,
      at
      once
      deafening
      and
      deep,
      shrill
      as
      the
      cry
      of
      some
      enormous
     
     
      seabird.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      the
      warriors
      were
      upon
      him
      and
      he
      was
      forced
      to
      tug
      the
      axe
      free
      of
     
     
      his
      belt
      and
      strike
      two
      down,
      ducking
      beneath
      the
      sweep
      of
      their
      swords.
      A
     
     
      third
      fell,
      head
      split
      in
      two
      by
      the
      bright,
      bronze
      blade.
      He
      grew
      aware
      of
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      her
      back
      against
      his
      as
      her
      own
      deadly
      sword
      and
      poignard
      whispered
      and
     
     
      shivered
      in
      the
      darkness.
      Blood
      spattered
      against
      the
      Red
      Archer’s
      face.
      He
     
     
      Spat
      it
      out
      in
      disgust,
      carrying
      the
      attack
      to
      two
      more
      of
      the
      warriors.
      He
     
     
      was
      encouraged
      suddenly
      by
      the
      realisation
      that
      they
      could
      see
      hardly
      better
     
     
      than
      he
      could.
      The
      pressure
      on
      his
      back
      was
      gone,
      however.
      He
      had
      lost
     
     
      contact
      with
      the
      woman.
      Where
      was
      she?
      Had
      she
      betrayed
      him?
      Had
      she
     
     
      left
      him
      to
      his
      death?
      Was
      this
      what
      she
      had
      done
      with
      all
      the
      others
      who
     
     
      had
      ventured
      here
      to
      steal
      what
      she
      called
      the
      Original
      Seed?
     
    


    
     
      Again,
      he
      had
      no
      time
      to
      call
      out,
      to
      demand
      her
      continuing
      aid.
      With
     
     
      astonishing
      speed,
      one
      brilliant
      viridian
      orb
      came
      closer
      and
      closer.
      It
      was
     
     
      almost
      upon
      him.
      Yet
      still
      all
      around
      him
      he
      felt
      the
      press
      of
      the
      warriors
     
     
      defending
      the
      Seed.
      Stinking
      breath
      struck
      his
      face.
      He
      continued
      to
      hack
     
     
      blindly,
      this
      way
      and
      that.
      His
      arm
      cut
      an
      arc
      of
      death.
      He
      was
      soaked
      in
     
     
      that
      thick,
      green,
      unnatural
      blood.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Rackhir!’
      She
      no
      longer
      whispered.
      There
      was
      tangible
      terror
      in
      her
     
     
      voice.
      ‘Shoot!
      Shoot!
      If
      you
      do
      not,
      we
      are
      both
      doomed!’
     
    


    
     
      He
      stepped
      to
      one
      side,
      slammed
      his
      battle-axe
      into
      another
      body
      and,
     
     
      using
      it
      as
      a
      temporary
      shield,
      raised
      his
      bow
      and
      his
      remaining
      arrow.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Rackhir!
      Let
      fly!’
     
    


    
     
      Drawing
      the
      long
      shaft
      back,
      he
      aimed
      and
      loosed
      in
      one
      fluid,
      instinctive
     
     
      movement.
     
    


    
     
      There
      came
      a
      pause.
      A
      terrible,
      threatening
      silence.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      an
      unhuman
      scream
      shrilled
      loud
      enough
      to
      threaten
      both
      his
      hearing
     
     
      and
      his
      sanity.
      He
      saw
      the
      outline
      of
      the
      arrow
      quivering
      above
      him,
      then
      to
     
     
      his
      right,
      then
      his
      left,
      then
      below.
      Light
      streamed
      behind
      it,
      veining
      the
     
     
      darkness
      everywhere.
      Filthy
      liquid
      stung
      his
      skin.
      The
      stench
      grew
      stronger
     
     
      and
      stronger
      and
      he
      staggered,
      retching,
      fearing
      he
      must
      surely
      pass
      out.
     
     
      Then
      he
      would
      certainly
      die...
     
    


    
     
      ‘Now,
      Ronan!
      Guard
      my
      back!’
     
    


    
     
      Black
      shadows
      moved
      towards
      him
      and
      he
      sensed
      red
      rage
      threatening
     
     
      again.
      He
      had
      a
      glimpse
      of
      her
      lithe
      body
      against
      the
      failing
      light
      and
      once
     
     
      more
      resisted
      an
      urge
      to
      clap
      his
      hand
      over
      his
      ears.
      Again
      his
      hand
      gripped
     
     
      the
      long-shafted
      war-axe.
      Again
      he
      buried
      the
      blade
      deep
      into
      flesh,
      then
     
     
      swung
      backwards
      to
      catch
      the
      warrior
      threatening
      him
      from
      behind.
      He
     
     
      feared
      he
      might
      strike
      her
      by
      mistake.
      There
      arose
      a
      strange,
      pulsing
      green
     
     
      fog,
      outlining
      the
      huge,
      reptilian
      body
      thrashing
      from
      side
      to
      side
      now,
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      flinging
      corpses
      and
      living
      men
      indiscriminately
      about
      the
      earthern
      sphere.
     
     
      And
      all
      the
      while
      came
      the
      noise,
      that
      deafening,
      hellish
      screaming.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      she
      was
      beside
      him
      and
      he
      smelled
      something
      infinitely
      sweet.
      In
     
     
      the
      dying
      light
      of
      the
      last
      orb
      he
      saw
      her
      pale
      features
      and
      knew
      she
      had
     
     
      succeeded
      in
      getting
      what
      she
      sought.
     
    


    
     
      “They
      are
      distracted
      by
      the
      beast’s
      death
      throes
      now,
      if
      indeed
      she
      does
     
     
      die.
      They
      hardly
      know
      whether
      to
      fight
      or
      flee.
      This
      is
      our
      moment
      —
      our
     
     
      only
      moment
      —
      to
      leave.’
     
    


    
     
      She
      took
      his
      arm
      and
      he
      backed
      along
      the
      serpentine
      corridor,
      striking
      out
     
     
      at
      more
      shadows
      as
      they
      approached.
     
    


    
     
      The
      labyrinth
      narrowed,
      becoming
      marginally
      easier
      to
      defend.
      His
      eyes
     
     
      were
      better
      accustomed
      to
      the
      gloom.
      He
      could
      glimpse
      his
      enemies
      by
      the
     
     
      faint,
      reflected
      green
      light
      in
      their
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      And
      then
      at
      last
      they
      had
      reached
      the
      oaken
      gates.
      She
      pulled
      them
      open
     
     
      and
      they
      burst
      from
      the
      mound
      into
      air
      that
      was
      heavy
      with
      dense
      rain.
     
     
      Rackhir
      was
      glad
      of
      the
      rain.
      It
      washed
      the
      worst
      of
      the
      viridian
      blood
      from
     
     
      his
      body.
      He
      lifted
      his
      head
      and
      let
      the
      water
      pour
      down
      on
      him.
      But
      she
     
     
      was
      still
      in
      haste.
      He
      saw
      that
      she
      cradled
      in
      her
      arms
      a
      tall,
      wooden
      beaker
     
     
      carved
      with
      strange,
      alien
      forms.
      The
      thing
      did
      not
      appear
      to
      have
      been
     
     
      designed
      for
      human
      hands.
     
    


    
     
      Now
      the
      remaining
      warriors
      were
      gathering
      under
      the
      stone
      arch
      of
      the
     
     
      entrance.
      Rackhir
      felt
      almost
      sorry
      for
      them
      as
      they
      looked
      in
      wonder
      at
      the
     
     
      cup
      O’Indura
      held.
      They
      could
      not
      believe
      it
      was
      being
      taken
      from
      them
      by
     
     
      the
      woman
      they
      had
      worshipped
      as
      its
      spirit.
      He
      nocked
      another
      arrow
      to
     
     
      his
      bow
      and
      shot
      an
      attacker
      through
      the
      throat.
      This
      did
      not
      stop
      the
     
     
      warrior
      at
      once.
      He
      came
      stumbling
      forward,
      bronze
      sword
      raised,
      his
      free
     
     
      hand
      reaching
      for
      the
      beaker,
      then
      his
      feet
      gradually
      moved
      faster
      and
      faster
     
     
      over
      the
      ground
      as
      his
      body
      fell
      and
      he
      died
      sprawling
      at
      Ronan’s
      feet.
      But
     
     
      more
      warriors
      were
      pouring
      from
      the
      entrance.
      Too
      many
      for
      him
      to
      fight
      in
     
     
      this
      natural
      arena.
     
    


    
     
      The
      archer
      still
      did
      not
      wholly
      trust
      the
      Melnibonéan
      woman.
      He
      kept
      half
     
     
      an
      eye
      on
      her
      as
      he
      watched
      the
      warriors.
      He
      had
      no
      arrows
      left
      in
      his
     
     
      quiver.
      He
      felt
      a
      knot
      in
      his
      stomach,
      a
      sense
      of
      deep
      failure.
      Had
      he
      done
     
     
      all
      this
      just
      to
      become
      a
      meal
      for
      some
      predatory
      supernatural?
     
    


    
     
      Then
      she
      was
      at
      his
      side
      again,
      clutching
      his
      arm
      and
      leading
      him
     
     
      backwards.
      ‘We
      have
      the
      Seed,’
      she
      said.
      ‘With
      it
      we
      can
      return
      to
      our
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      home
      realm.’
      She
      reached
      into
      the
      beaker
      and
      took
      out
      something
      about
      the
     
     
      size
      of
      a
      walnut.
     
    


    
     
      ‘What’s
      that?’
      He
      flung
      a
      battle-axe.
      A
      green-skinned
      warrior
      fell.
      How
     
     
      many
      more
      had
      filled
      that
      horrible
      chamber?
     
    


    
     
      “The
      Seed,’
      she
      said.
      ‘Put
      it
      into
      your
      mouth.
      But
      be
      sure
      not
      to
      swallow.’
     
    


    
     
      He
      could
      hardly
      believe
      what
      he
      heard.
      ‘Put
      that
      in
      my
      mouth?
      Why,
      by
     
     
      Krim,
      would
      I
      do
      that?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Have
      I
      failed
      you
      yet,
      Red
      Archer?’
     
    


    
     
      “Why
      don’t
      you
      —?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      am
      not
      a
      man,
      nor
      a
      warrior.
      Nor
      am
      I
      human
      as
      you
      are
      human.
      Do
      it,
     
     
      Priest
      of
      Phum.
      Yov’ll
      not
      regret
      this!’
     
    


    
     
      So,
      against
      all
      reason,
      he
      took
      the
      Seed
      and
      placed
      it
      gingerly
      in
      his
     
     
      mouth.
      He
      expected
      the
      taste
      to
      be
      unpleasant,
      but
      it
      was
      strangely
      sweet
     
     
      and
      delicate.
      He
      began
      to
      feel
      an
      entirely
      unfamiliar
      energy
      coursing
     
     
      through
      him.
      He
      recalled
      how
      he
      had
      felt,
      almost
      dying
      of
      thirst,
      as
      he
     
     
      crossed
      the
      Sighing
      Desert,
      questing
      for
      Tana
      Lorn.
      He
      had
      seen
      mirage
     
     
      after
      mirage
      as
      his
      fevered
      brain
      imposed
      its
      visions
      on
      the
      barren
      wastes.
     
     
      He
      was
      hallucinating
      again,
      surely?
     
    


    
     
      He
      felt
      a
      sudden,
      euphoric
      kinship
      with
      the
      surrounding
      trees.
      He
      was
      one
     
     
      of
      them.
      He
      had
      more
      than
      two
      legs,
      more
      than
      two
      arms.
      He
      had
      instead
     
     
      countless
      numbers
      of
      sturdy
      roots
      and
      branches.
      And
      each
      branch
      ended
      in
     
     
      something
      like
      a
      weapon.
      He
      swung
      one
      of
      his
      branches,
      knowing
      at
      once
     
     
      that
      if
      he
      were
      hallucinating,
      then
      so
      were
      the
      green
      warriors.
      Clubbed,
      the
     
     
      man
      went
      flying
      back
      towards
      the
      entrance
      of
      the
      barrow.
      He
      swung
      again.
     
     
      Another
      warrior
      was
      sent
      hurtling
      backwards.
      He
      sensed
      that
      the
      silver
     
     
      Melnibonéan
      had
      climbed
      onto
      his
      back
      as
      he
      gradually
      moved
      out
      of
      the
     
     
      glade,
      killing
      and
      scattering
      warriors
      as
      a
      terrier
      killed
      rats,
      until
      at
      last
      their
     
     
      antagonists
      became
      afraid
      and
      followed
      them
      no
      longer.
      As
      he
      paused,
     
     
      resting,
      her
      long,
      warm
      fingers
      reached
      into
      his
      mouth.
      He
      thought
      to
      resist,
     
     
      but
      it
      was
      too
      late...
     
    


    
     
      And
      he
      was
      a
      mortal
      man
      again,
      standing
      beside
      her
      as
      she
      replaced
      the
     
     
      Seed
      in
      the
      cup
      and
      then
      spat
      into
      it.
      Suddenly
      her
      other
      hand,
      which
      did
     
     
      not
      hold
      the
      cup,
      shot
      out
      and
      in
      it
      was
      her
      silver
      knife.
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      —
      you’d
      betray
      me,
      after
      all,’
      he
      growled,
      lurching
      to
      seize
      her
      wrist,
     
     
      but
      she
      was
      too
      swift
      for
      him.
      He
      yelled
      in
      sudden,
      extraordinary
      pain
      as
     
     
      the
      cold
      knife
      sliced
      through
      his
      wrist
      and
      she
      held
      the
      cup
      to
      catch
      his
     
     
      gushing
      blood.
      ‘You
      hell-bitch!
      PI
      —’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      She
      grinned
      into
      his
      face.
      ‘You’ll
      do
      nothing.
      I
      am
      saving
      your
      life,
      Red
     
     
      Archer!’
     
    


    
     
      With
      the
      speed
      of
      a
      striking
      snake
      she
      sliced
      through
      her
      own
      wrist
      and
     
     
      her
      blood
      mingled
      with
      his
      in
      the
      cup.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      Seed
      needs
      our
      nourishment.
      It
      will
      take
      us
      home!’
     
    


    
     
      The
      warriors
      were
      regrouping
      now.
      He
      saw
      them
      through
      the
      trees.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Look,’
      she
      murmured.
      He
      saw
      that,
      even
      as
      he
      staunched
      his
      own
      blood
     
     
      with
      his
      kerchief,
      some
      crimson
      shape
      was
      forming
      in
      the
      cup.
      The
      Seed
     
     
      was
      glowing
      like
      a
      ruby
      and
      pulsing
      within
      the
      beaker.
      It
      was
      growing
     
     
      bigger.
      Her
      widening
      eyes
      reflected
      its
      light.
     
    


    
     
      He
      heard
      a
      creaking
      groan
      as
      a
      huge
      tree
      fell
      suddenly
      into
      the
      glade,
     
     
      pinning
      several
      warriors
      to
      the
      ground.
      Before
      his
      sickened
      gaze
      the
      men
     
     
      began
      to
      sink
      into
      the
      earth,
      absorbed
      like
      the
      water.
      Then
      another
      tree
      fell.
     
     
      Then
      another.
      And
      this
      time
      when
      a
      tree
      collapsed
      it
      sent
      up
      a
      vast
      cloud
      of
     
     
      dust
      into
      the
      rainy
      air.
      The
      dust
      danced
      like
      freed
      souls.
      The
      trees
      around
     
     
      him
      were
      petrifying,
      crumbling.
      In
      what
      should
      have
      taken
      centuries,
      the
     
     
      whole
      forest
      was
      dying
      before
      their
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      O’Indura
      looked
      down.
      He
      followed
      her
      gaze.
      The
      grass
      itself
      was
      turning
     
     
      to
      dust.
      The
      blood
      which
      had
      kept
      the
      forest
      alive
      had
      lost
      all
      power.
     
     
      Whatever
      she
      had
      done
      to
      the
      Seed
      had
      sucked
      the
      very
      essence
      from
      the
     
     
      predatory
      forest
      and
      its
      creatures.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      the
      Melnibonéan
      woman
      dashed
      the
      cup
      through
      the
      air
      and
      the
     
     
      liquid
      within
      streamed
      out
      in
      a
      great
      arc,
      turning
      from
      scarlet
      to
      green
      and
     
     
      then
      to
      gold
      before
      their
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      The
      thing
      spread
      into
      the
      air
      and
      hung
      there
      like
      a
      long-veined
      leaf,
     
     
      shimmering
      and
      curling
      in
      the
      cool
      rain.
      The
      forest
      continued
      to
      collapse,
     
     
      slowly
      becoming
      as
      tangible
      as
      smoke.
      The
      great
      leaf,
      however,
      remained,
     
     
      almost
      more
      substantial
      than
      themselves.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Climb
      onto
      it,’
      she
      said.
      ‘Help
      me.’
     
    


    
     
      With
      his
      remaining
      strength,
      he
      handed
      her
      up
      until
      she
      was
      standing
      on
     
     
      the
      leaf,
      which
      curled
      its
      edges
      to
      support
      her.
      Then
      with
      her
      help,
      letting
     
     
      the
      axe
      and
      the
      sword
      fall
      into
      the
      grey
      dust,
      he
      clambered
      to
      join
      her.
      She
     
     
      said
      something
      quietly
      in
      a
      language
      he
      did
      not
      recognise
      and
      made
      a
     
     
      motion
      with
      her
      hand
      causing
      the
      world
      around
      him
      to
      fade
      while
      the
      leaf
     
     
      stretched
      further
      and
      further
      ahead
      of
      them
      until
      it
      was
      like
      a
      long,
      many-
     
     
      tendrilled
      vine
      sending
      its
      shoots
      into
      the
      dark
      blue
      depths
      surrounding
     
     
      them.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Rackhir,
      the
      Warrior
      Priest
      of
      Phum,
      looked
      ahead
      at
      the
      wide
      tendrils,
     
     
      thick
      as
      the
      thickest
      tree
      trunks,
      which
      now
      stretched
      in
      all
      directions.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Lady,’
      he
      murmured,
      ‘what
      sorcery
      is
      this?
      What
      have
      you
      created?’
     
    


    
     
      She
      smiled,
      linking
      her
      arm
      in
      his.
      ‘I
      have
      made
      a
      path,’
      she
      said.
      ‘With
      a
     
     
      little
      luck,
      Red
      Archer,
      it
      will
      carry
      us
      to
      the
      moonbeam
      roads
      and
      from
     
     
      there
      we
      shall
      find
      a
      way
      which,
      with
      inspiration,
      courage
      and
      intelligence,
     
     
      will
      take
      me
      to
      Melniboné
      and
      you
      to
      your
      Tana
      Lom...
      See?’
     
    


    
     
      And
      he
      saw
      indeed
      that
      there
      were
      many
      more
      long
      roads,
      like
      tendrils
      of
     
     
      a
      vine
      spreading
      in
      all
      directions
      through
      the
      dark
      blue
      depths.
      And
      there
     
     
      were
      other
      beings,
      not
      every
      one
      of
      them
      human,
      walking
      on
      those
      wide,
     
     
      thick
      vines,
      back
      and
      forth
      at
      every
      level,
      above
      and
      below,
      walking
     
     
      through
      the
      multiverse.
     
    


    
     
      “We
      have
      reached
      the
      moonbeam
      paths,’
      she
      said.
      ‘We
      have
      found
      the
     
     
      roads
      between
      the
      worlds.
      Now
      comes
      the
      final
      task.’
     
    


    
     
      His
      face
      grew
      taut
      with
      weariness,
      with
      something
      close
      to
      despair,
      for
      he
     
     
      could
      fight
      no
      more.
      ‘What
      is
      that,
      lady?’
     
    


    
     
      Seeing
      his
      expression,
      she
      laughed
      and
      pressed
      her
      warmth
      and
      her
     
     
      softness
      against
      his
      hard
      warrior’s
      body.
      ‘To
      discover
      which
      of
      these
      roads,
     
     
      Rackhir
      the
      Red
      Archer,
      will
      carry
      us
      home.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   

   
    
     
      The
      Flaneur
      des
      Arcades
      de
      I’Opera
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      One
     
    

   

   
    
     
      In
      the
      Luxembourg
      Gardens
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      N
      ALL
      THE
      many
      cases
      investigated
      by
      Sir
      Seaton
      Begg
      of
      the
      Home
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Office
      Metatemporal
      Investigative
      Agency,
      one
      of
      the
      most
      curious
     
     
      concerned
      his
      co-operation
      with
      his
      opposite
      number,
      Commissaire
     
     
      Lapointe
      of
      the
      Sûreté
      du
      Temps
      Perdu,
      involving
      not
      only
      the
      albino
     
     
      gentleman
      connected
      to
      a
      royal
      house
      whom
      we
      call
      ‘Monsieur
      Zenith’,
      but
     
     
      members
      of
      an
      infamous
      terrorist
      gang,
      a
      long-dead
      enemy
      of
      Begg’s
     
     
      German
      cousins
      and
      the
      well-known
      adventuress,
      Mrs
      Una
      Persson.
      As
     
     
      Begg’s
      friend,
      the
      pathologist
      Dr
      ‘Taffy’
      Sinclair,
      remarked,
      ‘for
      a
      while
      it
     
     
      seemed
      that
      Chaos,
      in
      all
      its
      unchained
      wildness,
      had
      been
      let
      loose
      through
     
     
      every
      region
      of
      our
      vast
      and
      complex
      multiverse,
      so
      that
      even
      now
      we
     
     
      cannot
      be
      certain
      whether
      it
      was
      contained
      or
      whether
      we
      are
      merely
     
     
      experiencing
      a
      moment
      of
      relative
      harmony
      in
      a
      howling
      cacophony...’
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ‘I
      cannot
      tell
      you,
      my
      old
      friend,
      how
      delighted
      I
      am
      that
      you
      should
      come
     
     
      over
      at
      such
      short
      notice.’
     
    


    
     
      Lapointe,
      his
      assistant
      LeBec,
      Taffy
      and
      Begg
      were
      wandering
      through
     
     
      the
      pale
      gold
      autumn
      light
      of
      the
      Luxembourg
      Gardens.
      The
      chestnut
      trees
     
     
      were
      shedding
      dark
      reds
      and
      yellows,
      and
      the
      flower
      beds
      were
      full
      of
     
     
      beauty
      on
      the
      verge
      of
      succumbing
      to
      winter.
      Lapointe
      had
      thought
      it
     
     
      expedient
      for
      them
      to
      talk
      in
      the
      open
      air
      where
      there
      was
      less
      chance
      of
     
     
      being
      overheard.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      train?
      Was
      it
      comfortable?’
     
    


    
     
      In
      his
      light
      tweed
      sports
      jacket,
      white
      shirt
      and
      well
      pressed
      flannels,
     
     
      Lapointe
      had
      a
      bulky,
      stiff-necked,
      slightly
      professorial
      air,
      with
      a
      great
     
     
      wave
      of
      grey
      hair
      untidily
      arranged
      over
      his
      pale
      forehead.
      His
      deep,
      green
     
     
      eyes,
      angular
      features
      and
      heavy
      body
      gave
      him
      the
      air
      of
      a
      large
      amiable
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      dinosaur.
      Begg
      knew
      his
      opposite
      number
      had
      one
      of
      the
      sharpest
      minds
      on
     
     
      the
      Continent.
      Single-handedly
      Lapointe
      had
      captured
      the
      ex-police
     
     
      inspector
      turned
      crook:
      George
      Marsden
      Plummer
      (alias
      ‘Maigret’
      in
     
     
      France)
      who
      had
      once
      been
      Lapointe’s
      chief.
      Lapointe
      had
      also
      been
      the
     
     
      one
      to
      bring
      ‘FantOmas’
      to
      book
      at
      last.
      Together
      he
      and
      Begg
      had
      tracked
     
     
      down
      ‘Jock
      Collyn’,
      otherwise
      known
      as
      the
      Master
      Mummer,
      and
      been
     
     
      instrumental
      in
      his
      lingering
      to
      this
      day
      on
      Devil’s
      Island.
     
    


    
     
      Inspector
      LeBec,
      on
      the
      other
      hand,
      had
      no
      spectacular
      record
      but
      was
     
     
      much
      admired
      at
      the
      Quai
      des
      Ofrévres
      for
      his
      methodology
      and
      his
     
     
      coolness
      under
      pressure.
      Small
      and
      dark,
      he
      seemed
      permanently
      and
     
     
      privately
      amused.
      He
      wore
      a
      buttoned-up
      three-piece
      grey
      suit
      and
      what
     
     
      was
      evidently
      an
      English
      school
      tie.
     
    


    
     
      The
      two
      Home
      Office
      men
      had
      come
      from
      London
      via
      the
      recently
     
     
      opened
      Subchannel
      Excavation
      whose
      roads
      and
      railway
      lines
      now
     
     
      connected
      the
      two
      nations,
      a
      material
      addition
      to
      the
      decades-old
      Entente
     
     
      Cordiale,
      an
      alliance
      which
      had
      been
      cemented
      by
      the
      signing
      of
      a
     
     
      European-wide
      Mutual
      Co-operation
      Pact,
      which,
      with
      the
      Universal
      Civil
     
     
      Rights
      Act,
      united
      all
      the
      Great
      Powers,
      including
      the
      Confederated
      Forty-
     
     
      seven
      States
      of
      America,
      in
      one
      mighty
      alliance
      sharing
      common
      laws
      and
     
     
      goals.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Perfectly,
      thank
      you,’
      said
      Begg,
      speaking
      excellent
      French.
      Lapointe
      had
     
     
      put
      the
      STP’s
      private
      express
      at
      his
      disposal.
      The
      journey
      had
      taken
      less
     
     
      than
      an
      hour
      and
      a
      half
      from
      London
      to
      Paris.
      ‘I
      must
      say,
      Lapointe,
      that
     
     
      you
      French
      chaps
      have
      your
      priorities
      well
      in
      hand
      —
      rapid
      and
      comfortable
     
     
      transport
      and
      excellent
      food
      among
      them.
      We
      had
      a
      superb
      lunch
      en
      route.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      French
      detective
      acknowledged
      this
      compliment
      with
      a
      small,
      self-
     
     
      deprecating
      shrug.
     
    


    
     
      Taffy,
      taller
      than
      the
      others,
      murmured
      his
      own
      discreet
      appreciation.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      gather,
      Dr
      Sinclair,
      that
      you
      are
      recently
      back
      from
      the
      Republic
      of
     
     
      Texas?’
      Lapointe
      courteously
      acknowledged
      the
      pathologist,
      whose
     
     
      expertise
      was
      internationally
      famous.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Indeed.’
      Sinclair
      removed
      his
      wide
      panama
      and
      wiped
      his
      glistening
      head
     
     
      with
      a
      large
      Voysey-patterned
      Liberty’s
      handkerchief,
      which
      seemed
      an
     
     
      uncharacteristic
      part
      of
      his
      otherwise
      muted
      wardrobe.
      Save
      for
      his
      taste
      in
     
     
      haberdashery,
      no-one
      would
      have
      guessed
      that
      during
      his
      time
      at
      Oxford
      he
     
     
      had
      been
      a
      leading
      light
      in
      the
      post-PreRaphaelite
      revival
      and
      that
      women
     
     
      had
      swooned
      over
      his
      massive
      head
      of
      hair
      and
      melancholy
      features
      almost
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      as
      much
      as
      they
      had
      over
      his
      poetry.
      Like
      his
      friend
      and
      colleague,
      he
      wore
     
     
      a
      cream-coloured
      linen
      suit,
      but
      whereas
      Begg’s
      tie
      was
      a
      rather
      flamboyant
     
     
      bow,
      Sinclair’s
      neck
      was
      adorned
      by
      his
      old
      school
      colours.
      Indeed
      his
      tie
     
     
      was
      identical
      to
      LeBec’s.
      The
      two
      had
      been
      contemporaries
      at
      Blackfriars
     
     
      School
      and
      later
      had
      attended
      the
      Sorbonne
      before
      LeBec,
      eldest
      son
      of
      a
     
     
      somewhat
      infamous
      Aquilonian
      house,
      entered
      the
      service
      of
      the
      Quai
     
     
      d’Orsay
      and
      Sinclair,
      after
      a
      spell
      in
      the
      army,
      decided
      to
      follow
      his
      father
     
     
      into
      medicine
      and
      the
      civil
      service.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      familiar
      with
      the
      shopping
      arcades
      which
      radiate
      off
      the
      Place
      de
     
     
      Opera?’
      asked
      Lapointe
      once
      they
      were
      strolling
      down
      a
      broad
      avenue
      of
     
     
      chestnut
      trees
      towards
      the
      gardens’
      rue
      Guynemer
      entrance.
      ‘And
      you
      are
     
     
      aware,
      I
      am
      sure,
      of
      the
      reputation
      the
      area
      has
      at
      night,
      where
      assignations
     
     
      of
      the
      heart
      are
      pursued,
      and
      men
      and
      women
      of
      a
      certain
      inclination
      are
     
     
      said
      to
      come
      together.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      read
      something
      of
      the
      place,’
      said
      Begg,
      while
      Taffy
      nodded
     
     
      gravely.
     
    


    
     
      “These
      arcades
      are
      the
      most
      complex
      in
      Paris,
      of
      course,
      and
      extend
      into
     
     
      and
      beneath
      the
      surrounding
      buildings,
      in
      turn
      becoming
      a
      warren
      of
     
     
      corridors
      and
      suites
      of
      chambers
      connected
      to
      the
      catacombs.
      They
      have
     
     
      never
      been
      fully
      mapped.
      It
      is
      said
      that
      some
      poor
      devils
      have
      been
      lost
     
     
      there
      for
      eternity,
      cursed
      to
      wander
      for
      ever
      beneath
      the
      city.’
     
    


    
     
      Begg
      smiled.
      ‘I
      am
      familiar
      with
      Smith’s
      Kitchen
      in
      London,
      which
      is
     
     
      similarly
      configured.
      I
      know
      the
      stories
      of
      the
      arcades,
      yes.
      How
      fanciful
     
     
      they
      are,
      I
      have
      yet
      to
      judge.
      I
      know,
      too,
      that
      they
      were
      spared
      destruction
     
     
      by
      Haussmann,
      when
      he
      was
      building
      the
      boulevards
      of
      Paris
      for
      Louis
     
     
      Napoleon,
      because
      the
      emperor
      himself
      wished
      to
      preserve
      his
      own
     
     
      somewhat
      lavish
      pied-a-terre
      where
      he
      maintained
      the
      notorious
      Comtesse
     
     
      de
      Gavray.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Exactly,
      my
      friend.
      Whose
      favours
      he
      was
      said
      to
      share
      with
      Balzac
      the
     
     
      Younger.
      I
      gather
      there
      was
      some
      scandal.
      Didn’t
      Balzac
      denounce
      her
      as
      a
     
     
      German
      spy?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘In
      1876.
      Yes.
      It
      was
      the
      end
      of
      her
      career.
      She
      fled
      to
      Berlin
      and
      finished
     
     
      her
      days
      in
      penury.
      Strangely
      this
      present
      case
      has
      echoes
      of
      that
      one.’
     
    


    
     
      As
      he
      reached
      the
      little
      glass
      and
      wrought-iron
      café
      across
      from
      the
     
     
      Theatre
      du
      Marionettes,
      Lapointe
      paused.
      “The
      coffee
      here
      isn’t
      too
      bad,
     
     
      and
      I
      see
      there
      is
      a
      table
      just
      over
      there
      where
      we
      are
      unlikely
      to
      be
     
     
      disturbed.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      With
      the
      acquiescence
      of
      the
      others,
      Lapointe
      let
      them
      seat
      themselves
      at
     
     
      the
      dark-green
      metal
      table
      and
      signalled
      for
      a
      serviteur
      ,
      who
      came
     
     
      immediately,
      recognising
      a
      regular
      customer.
      A
      brief
      exchange
      followed.
     
     
      Typically,
      the
      Englishmen
      ordered
      café
      créme,
      and
      the
      Frenchmen
      took
     
     
      theirs
      espresso.
      They
      sat
      in
      silence
      for
      a
      little
      while,
      admiring
      the
      merry-go-
     
     
      round
      with
      its
      vividly
      painted
      horses
      rising
      and
      falling
      in
      comforting
     
     
      regularity,
      circling
      to
      the
      tune
      of
      a
      complex
      steam-driven
      fairground
     
     
      calliope,
      as
      excited
      little
      boys
      and
      girls
      waved
      to
      waiting
      parents.
      The
     
     
      puppet
      theatre
      was
      yet
      to
      open
      and
      many
      of
      the
      children,
      Begg
      knew,
      would
     
     
      disappear
      into
      its
      darkness
      soon
      enough
      to
      witness
      the
      traditional
      bloody
     
     
      escapades
      of
      Guignol
      which
      had
      entertained
      French
      children
      for
      the
      past
     
     
      century
      or
      more.
     
    


    
     
      It
      delighted
      Begg
      to
      see
      that
      the
      same
      diversions
      which
      he
      had
      enjoyed
      as
     
     
      a
      boy
      were
      equally
      pleasing
      to
      this,
      the
      first
      generation
      of
      the
      new
      century.
     
     
      He
      was
      always
      grateful
      that
      his
      father’s
      diplomatic
      work
      had
      allowed
      him
     
     
      to
      make
      a
      home
      in
      the
      French
      capital.
      For
      him
      London
      and
      Paris
      made
      a
     
     
      natural
      marriage,
      if
      not
      exactly
      of
      opposites,
      then
      of
      complementary
     
     
      personalities.
      Both
      had
      powerful
      public
      images
      and
      a
      thousand
      secrets,
      not
     
     
      all
      of
      them
      by
      any
      means
      sinister.
     
    


    
     
      Commissaire
      Lapointe
      leaned
      forward
      so
      that
      his
      voice
      could
      only
      be
     
     
      heard
      by
      the
      other
      three
      men
      at
      the
      table.
      “You
      have
      no
      doubt
      already
     
     
      reached
      the
      conclusion,
      my
      friends,
      that
      this
      business
      concerns
      the
      ongoing
     
     
      problems
      we
      have
      in
      Germany.
      While
      the
      insurgency
      is
      generally
      under
     
     
      control,
      Hitler’s
      terrorists
      continue
      to
      trouble
      the
      German
      government,
      and
     
     
      our
      friends
      in
      the
      Reichstag
      have
      asked
      us
      for
      help.
      In
      the
      main
      we
      have
     
     
      done
      our
      best
      to
      remain
      uninvolved
      with
      internal
      German
      politics.
      After
     
     
      defeating
      Hitler
      and
      driving
      him
      out
      of
      Poland,
      we
      were
      quickly
      able
      to
     
     
      support
      a
      new
      democratic
      government
      and
      withdraw
      our
      troops
      to
      this
      side
     
     
      of
      the
      Rhine.
      However
      —’
      Lapointe
      shrugged,
      slowly
      stirring
      his
      coffee.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Röhm
      and
      his
      Freikorps?’
      murmured
      Begg.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Precisely.
      They
      are
      relatively
      few,
      of
      course.
      But
      R6hm’s
      insurgents
     
     
      continue
      to
      do
      considerable
      damage.
      They
      have
      attacked
      Wehrmacht
     
     
      barracks,
      civilian
      institutions
      and
      even
      targets
      outside
      the
      country.
      They
     
     
      have
      set
      off
      bombs
      in
      public
      places
      and
      continue
      to
      violate
      synagogues
      and
     
     
      Jewish
      cemeteries.
      While
      Hitler
      remains
      at
      large,
      insurgent
      morale
      remains
     
     
      high
      and
      their
      plans
      ambitious.
      Disaffected
      petite
      bourgeoisie
      for
      the
      most
     
     
      part,
      who
      had
      hoped
      to
      succeed
      in
      war
      where
      they
      had
      failed
      in
      peace.
      Well,
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      gentlemen,
      we
      have
      reason
      to
      believe
      they
      are
      planning
      an
      ambitious
      attack
     
     
      outside
      Germany’s
      borders.
      This
      attack,
      we
      think,
      is
      aimed
      at
      creating
      a
     
     
      large
      number
      of
      civilian
      casualties,
      probably
      Jewish.
      And
      we
      are
      fairly
     
     
      certain
      that
      it
      will
      occur
      in
      France,
      probably
      in
      Paris.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      how
      can
      we
      be
      of
      assistance?’
      asked
      Begg,
      clearly
      puzzled
      by
      being
     
     
      asked
      to
      engage
      in
      what,
      on
      the
      surface,
      appeared
      to
      be
      primarily
      an
      internal
     
     
      matter
      for
      the
      French
      government.
     
    


    
     
      ‘In
      two
      words,
      my
      old
      friend
      —’
      Lapointe
      glanced
      around
      before
      dropping
     
     
      his
      voice
      even
      lower
      —
      ‘Monsieur
      Zenith
      ...’
     
    


    
     
      Now
      the
      British
      investigator
      understood.
      He
      sat
      back
      in
      his
      chair,
      his
      face
     
     
      suddenly
      grave.
      From
      his
      pocket
      he
      took
      his
      ancient
      briar
      and
      a
      tobacco
     
     
      pouch.
      He
      began
      to
      fill
      the
      pipe
      with
      dark
      shag.
      Taffy
      Sinclair,
      too,
      was
     
     
      frowning.
      A
      profound
      silence
      surrounded
      the
      four
      men.
      At
      last
      Inspector
     
     
      LeBec
      spoke.
      ‘He
      is
      known
      to
      be
      in
      Paris.
      Indeed,
      he
      has
      been
      here
      for
     
     
      some
      time.
      A
      familiar
      figure
      in
      the
      Opera
      Arcades.
      Since
      his
      pardon,
      he
      has
     
     
      exposed
      himself
      quite
      openly,
      yet,
      whenever
      our
      people
      attempted
      to
      speak
     
     
      to
      him,
      pouf
      !
      He
      is
      gone
      like
      smoke.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Eventually,
      it
      became
      clear
      to
      us
      that
      we
      would
      be
      better
      engaged
      in
     
     
      keeping
      watch
      on
      him,’
      continued
      Lapointe.
      ‘For
      some
      months
      he
      has
     
     
      continued
      the
      same
      habits.
      Every
      morning
      between
      eleven
      and
      one
      he
     
     
      appears
      in
      the
      Passage
      D’Iappe
      wearing
      perfect
      morning
      dress.
      He
      takes
      his
     
     
      coffee
      at
      L’Albertine.
      He
      reads
      his
      newspaper:
      Le
      Figaro
      ,
      usually,
      but
     
     
      sometimes
      the
      New
      York
      Herald
      Tribune
      .
      He
      strolls.
      He
      makes
      a
      small
     
     
      purchase
      or
      two.
      He
      enters
      a
      bookshop
      and
      inspects
      a
      few
      volumes.
      He
      has
     
     
      even
      been
      known
      to
      visit
      Larnier’s
      Waxworks.
      Occasionally,
      he
      buys
      a
     
     
      book,
      usually
      a
      classic
      of
      some
      kind.
      Then
      at
      lunchtime
      he
      either
      strolls
     
     
      towards
      the
      Quartier
      Latin,
      taking
      the
      Pont
      Saint-Michel,
      where
      he
      eats
     
     
      lunch
      at
      Lipp’s
      or
      he
      enters
      one
      of
      the
      more
      shadowy
      branches
      of
      the
     
     
      arcades
      and
      —
      vanishes!
      Sometimes
      he
      can
      be
      seen
      again
      in
      the
      afternoon
     
     
      making
      his
      way
      to
      the
      Louvre,
      where
      he
      inspects
      a
      different
      exhibit
      each
     
     
      day,
      though
      he
      seems
      to
      favour
      Da
      Vinci’s
      Portrait
      of
      a
      Young
      Jew
      in
     
     
      Female
      Dress
      .
      Then
      he
      returns
      to
      the
      arcades
      and,
      yes,
      he
      disappears
     
     
      again.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      speaks
      to
      no-one?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,
      he
      passes
      the
      time
      of
      day
      with
      any
      number
      of
      persons.
      He
      is
     
     
      politeness
      itself,
      especially
      where
      a
      lady
      is
      concerned.
      He
      has
      conversed
     
     
      with
      more
      than
      one
      of
      our
      own
      people,
      usually
      realising
      immediately
      who
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      they
      are.
      He
      is
      the
      very
      model
      of
      a
      gentlemanly
      flaneur
      ,
      whiling
      away
      his
     
     
      hours
      in
      what
      some
      would
      call
      a
      desultory
      way.
      He
      buys
      his
      cigarettes
      at
     
     
      Sullivan’s
      and
      his
      newspaper
      from
      the
      same
      kiosk
      at
      the
      south-eastern
     
     
      comer
      of
      the
      arcades.
      He
      carries
      a
      cane
      in
      ebony
      and
      silver.
      His
      gloves
      are
     
     
      always
      that
      perfect
      shade
      of
      lavender,
      matching
      his
      cravat.
      His
      coat
      is
      cut
     
     
      just
      so,
      his
      hat
      sits
      at
      just
      such
      an
      angle,
      and
      in
      his
      buttonhole
      always
      the
     
     
      same
      crimson
      rosebud
      emphasising
      those
      blood-red
      eyes
      of
      his.
      Women,
      of
     
     
      course,
      are
      fascinated
      by
      him.
      Yet,
      with
      a
      recent
      exception,
      he
      keeps
      no
     
     
      regular
      engagements
      with
      anyone,
      though
      he
      enjoys
      a
      little
      flirtation
      over
     
     
      an
      apéritif,
      perhaps.
      He
      tips
      well
      and
      is
      much
      liked
      by
      the
      staff
      wherever
      he
     
     
      takes
      refreshment.
      Sometimes
      a
      Lagonda
      limousine
      calls
      for
      him
      at
      the
     
     
      north-west
      entrance.
      We
      have
      been
      able
      to
      trace
      the
      car
      to
      the
      general
      area
     
     
      of
      Clichy,
      but
      all
      we
      know
      is
      that
      it
      is
      driven
      by
      a
      Japanese
      chauffeur
      and
      is
     
     
      garaged
      in
      rue
      Clément
      in
      the
      name
      of
      a
      Monsieur
      Amano.
      There
      its
     
     
      batteries
      are
      recharged.
      Everything
      is
      in
      order.
      The
      Lagonda
      has
      not
      left
     
     
      Paris
      since
      we
      have
      been
      observing
      it.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      as
      far
      as
      you
      know
      neither
      has
      Monsieur
      Zenith?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Exactly.’
     
    


    
     
      “Where
      does
      he
      go
      at
      night?’
      Dr
      Sinclair
      wanted
      to
      know.
     
    


    
     
      ‘That’s
      the
      thing,
      old
      man,’
      said
      LeBec
      in
      English,
      ‘we
      simply
      can’t
      find
     
     
      out!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      as
      if
      he
      becomes
      invisible
      from
      the
      evening
      hours
      until
      mid-
     
     
      morning,’
      added
      Lapointe.
      “Then,
      suddenly,
      he
      appears
      in
      the
      Opera
     
     
      Arcades,
      perfectly
      dressed
      and
      poised,
      as
      ever.
      Even
      if
      we
      had
      a
      cause
      to
     
     
      arrest
      him,
      which
      we
      have
      not,
      he
      would
      still
      evade
      us.
      Indeed
      if
      he
      had
      not
     
     
      been
      seen
      in
      the
      company
      of
      a
      suspected
      Nazi
      agent,
      we
      would
      not
      devote
     
     
      so
      much
      interest
      to
      him.
      He
      is
      a
      decorated
      war
      hero,
      after
      all,
      leading
      a
     
     
      Polish
      electric
      cavalry
      brigade
      during
      the
      recent
      conflict.
      But
      sadly
      his
     
     
      actions
      suggest
      that
      he
      is
      helping
      organise
      whatever
      Nazi
      plot
      is
      about
      to
      be
     
     
      unleashed
      on
      honest
      civilians.
      His
      name
      has
      come
      up
      more
      than
      once
      in
     
     
      various
      coded
      messages
      we
      have
      intercepted.
      Sometimes
      he
      is
      merely
     
     
      Monsieur
      Z.,
      sometimes
      “Zenith”
      and
      sometimes
      “Zodiac”.
      All
      versions
      of
     
     
      his
      own
      given
      name,
      of
      course.
      There
      is
      no
      doubt
      at
      all
      that
      he
      is
      Count
     
     
      Rudolf
      Zoran
      von
      Bek,
      descendant
      of
      the
      infamous
      “Crimson
      Eyes”
      who
     
     
      terrorised
      the
      people
      of
      Mirenburg
      and
      London
      in
      the
      course
      of
      the
      last
     
     
      century.
      He
      renounced
      his
      title
      as
      hereditary
      ruler
      of
      Waldenstein.
      So
      as
      for
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Hitler’s
      intention
      to
      restore
      Zenith
      as
      puppet
      monarch
      there,
      had
      his
      plans
     
     
      for
      the
      conquest
      of
      Europe
      been
      successful,
      it
      is
      surely
      nonsense!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      has
      never
      regretted
      giving
      up
      his
      title,’
      mused
      Sir
      Seaton.
      From
      his
     
     
      mouth
      now
      issued
      alarming
      quantities
      of
      dark
      smoke
      as
      he
      fired
      up
      his
      old
     
     
      pipe.
      ‘I
      am
      still
      curious
      as
      to
      why
      he
      moved
      his
      base
      from
      London
      to
      Paris.
     
     
      He
      was
      even
      rumoured
      to
      have
      been
      seen
      recently
      in
      Berlin.
      It
      is
      as
      if
      he
     
     
      were
      fascinated
      by
      our
      friend
      Herr
      Hitler.
      This
      is
      not
      the
      first
      time
      he
      and
     
     
      that
      gentlemen
      have
      been
      linked
      in
      various
      incarnations
      across
      the
     
     
      multiverse.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Perhaps
      he
      agrees
      with
      Hitler’s
      ideas?’
      ventured
      Lapointe.
      But
      Begg
     
     
      shook
      his
      head.
     
    


    
     
      “They
      are
      scarcely
      “ideas”.
      They
      are
      the
      opinions
      of
      beerhall
      braggarts
      of
     
     
      the
      kind
      commonly
      found
      throughout
      the
      world.
      They
      emerge
      to
      fill
      a
     
     
      vacuum.
      They
      might
      appeal
      to
      an
      uneducated
      and
      unemployed
      labourer,
      a
     
     
      dispossessed
      shopkeeper
      or
      disenchanted
      professional
      soldier
      like
      Röhm
      —
     
     
      even
      some
      brainless
      and
      inbred
      titled
      fool.
      But
      Zenith
      is
      none
      of
      those
     
     
      things.
      He
      is
      both
      well
      educated
      and
      of
      superior
      intelligence.
      His
      only
     
     
      weakness
      is
      his
      thirst
      for
      danger,
      for
      the
      thrill
      which
      fills
      the
      veins
      with
     
     
      pounding
      blood
      and
      which
      takes
      one’s
      mind
      off
      the
      dullness
      of
      the
      day-to-
     
     
      day.’
      Begg
      knew
      exactly
      what
      moved
      his
      old
      adversary.
      The
      expression
      on
     
     
      Dr
      Sinclair’s
      face
      suggested
      that
      he
      thought
      the
      metatemporal
      investigator’s
     
     
      remark
      might
      well
      have
      been
      a
      self-description.
      Begg
      continued,
      ‘He
      would
     
     
      only
      ally
      himself
      with
      such
      a
      creature
      if
      it
      somehow
      suited
      his
      own
     
     
      schemes.
      Years
      ago
      after
      he
      was
      rescued
      from
      secret
      police
      headquarters
     
     
      where
      he
      had
      been
      imprisoned
      and
      tortured
      for
      his
      resistance
      to
      the
      dictator,
     
     
      he
      gave
      me
      his
      solemn
      promise
      that
      he
      was
      renouncing
      his
      old
      ways
      and
     
     
      from
      then
      on
      would
      only
      steal
      from
      the
      thieves,
      as
      it
      were,
      and
      contribute
     
     
      most
      of
      his
      gains
      to
      excellent
      causes,
      some
      of
      which
      would
      founder
     
     
      completely
      if
      he
      didn’t
      help.
      And
      the
      Polish
      military
      will
      tell
      you
      how
      he
     
     
      equipped
      that
      electric
      tank
      division
      from
      his
      own
      pocket!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      you
      think
      he
      is
      planning
      a
      job
      in
      Paris?’
      asked
      the
      commissioner.
      He
     
     
      allowed
      a
      small
      smile
      to
      flicker
      across
      his
      face.
      ‘After
      all,
      we
      are
      not
      short
     
     
      of
      the
      undeserving
      rich...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Perhaps.
      Or
      he
      could
      be
      diverting
      himself
      here
      while
      all
      the
      time
      what
      he
     
     
      is
      doing
      at
      night
      is
      the
      important
      thing.
      Eh?’
      From
      under
      his
      lowering,
     
     
      sardonic
      brow,
      Sir
      Seaton
      returned
      Lapointe’s
      smile.
      ‘Might
      he
      be
      making
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      himself
      so
      public
      that
      all
      our
      attention
      is
      drawn
      to
      his
      flaneurism,
      and
      we
     
     
      ignore
      his
      true
      activities?’
     
    


    
     
      “What
      do
      you
      suggest?
      We
      need
      to
      know
      details
      of
      Hitler’s
      plans
      soon,
      Sir
     
     
      Seaton.
      We
      must
      anticipate
      and
      counter
      whatever
      terror
      the
      Nazi
      insurgents
     
     
      intend
      to
      unleash.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Naturally
      you
      must.
      What
      else
      can
      you
      tell
      me?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Only
      that
      the
      adventuress
      Mrs
      Una
      Persson
      recently
      took
      rooms
      above
     
     
      the
      arcades
      shortly
      after
      I
      contacted
      you.
      For
      the
      last
      three
      days
      she
      has
     
     
      been
      seen
      in
      the
      gardens
      walking
      her
      two
      cats,
      one
      grey
      and
      one
      black
     
     
      Oriental
      shorthair.
      She
      is
      a
      known
      associate
      of
      Monsieur
      Zenith.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Of
      him
      and
      others,’
      agreed
      Begg,
      his
      eyes
      narrowing
      in
      an
      expression
      of
     
     
      reminiscence.
      ‘And
      does
      she
      have
      a
      female
      companion,
      perhaps?
      A
      Miss
     
     
      Cornelius?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Not
      as
      far
      as
      we
      know.’
     
    


    
     
      Sinclair
      seemed
      surprised.
      His
      eyes
      darted
      from
      Lapointe
      to
      Begg
      and
     
     
      then
      to
      LeBec,
      who
      shrugged.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Mrs
      Persson
      has
      been
      seen
      talking
      to
      Zenith,’
      LeBec
      offered.
      ‘Yesterday
     
     
      she
      had
      lunch
      with
      him
      at
      L’Albertine.
      We
      had
      a
      lip
      reader
      eating
      at
      a
     
     
      nearby
      table.
      Zenith
      mentioned
      Hitler
      and
      Röhm.
      He
      might
      have
      spoken
      of
     
     
      an
      explosive
      charge
      in
      Paris.
      Unfortunately
      we
      did
      not
      learn
      where.
      She
     
     
      said
      that
      she
      had
      investigated
      a
      site
      where
      a
      bomb
      would
      create
      the
      most
     
     
      damage.
      So
      certain
      of
      those
      among
      our
      superiors
      are
      now
      convinced
      they
     
     
      are
      working
      together
      for
      the
      Nazi
      insurgents.’
     
    


    
     
      Lapointe
      interrupted
      rapidly.
      ‘Of
      course,
      I
      find
      that
      impossible
      to
      believe.’
     
     
      He
      shrugged.
      ‘But
      I,
      as
      do
      we
      all,
      have
      certain
      bosses
      owing
      their
      jobs
      more
     
     
      to
      their
      connections
      than
      their
      native
      abilities,
      who
      insist
      on
      believing
     
     
      Zenith
      and
      Mrs
      Persson
      are
      in
      league
      with
      Hitler
      and
      his
      underground
      army.
     
     
      It
      could
      be,
      perhaps,
      that
      they
      are
      working
      for
      themselves
      and
      that
      they
     
     
      have
      plans
      which
      Hitler’s
      activities
      will
      facilitate.
      My
      guess
      is
      that
      some
     
     
      treasure
      is
      involved,
      for
      it
      is
      not
      Zenith’s
      habit
      to
      dabble
      in
      civilian
      politics.
     
     
      At
      least
      as
      far
      as
      I
      know.
      Not
      so,
      of
      course,
      Mrs
      Persson.
      Is
      there
      a
      way
      you
     
     
      could
      find
      out
      any
      more,
      Sir
      Seaton?
      Something
      I
      could
      take
      to
      my
     
     
      superiors
      which
      will
      put
      me
      onto
      the
      real
      business
      Zenith
      has
      in
      Paris?
     
     
      Whatever
      that
      may
      be.’
     
    


    
     
      Sir
      Seaton
      finished
      his
      café
      créme,
      smiling
      out
      at
      a
      group
      of
      little
      boys
     
     
      and
      girls
      running
      with
      fixed
      attention
      towards
      the
      pleasure
      of
      the
      carousel.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      could
      ask
      him,’
      he
      said.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Two
     
    

   

   
    
     
      A
      Conversation
      at
      L’Albertine
     
    

   

   
    
     
      I
      NEVITABLY
      SEATON
      BEGG
      met
      his
      albino
      cousin
      close
      to
      the
      noon
      hour
      in
     
    

   

   
    
     
      the
      Arcades
      de
      |’Opera
      which
      branched,
      eight
      galleries,
      off
      a
      central
      court
     
     
      containing
      a
      paved
      piazza
      and
      an
      elaborate
      fountain.
      He
      appeared
      almost
      by
     
     
      magic,
      smiling
      courteously
      and
      lifting
      his
      hat
      in
      greeting.
      Impeccably
      well-
     
     
      mannered,
      Zenith,
      of
      course,
      was
      incapable
      of
      ignoring
      him.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Bonjour,
      cher
      cousin
      !?
      The
      albino
      raised
      his
      own
      tall
      grey
      hat.
      ‘What
      a
     
     
      pleasure
      to
      come
      upon
      you
      like
      this!
      We
      have
      a
      great
      deal
      to
      talk
      about
     
     
      since
      our
      last
      meeting.
      Perhaps
      you
      would
      be
      good
      enough
      to
      take
      a
      cup
      of
     
     
      coffee
      with
      me
      at
      L’
      Albertine?’
     
    


    
     
      After
      they
      dispensed
      with
      their
      hats
      and
      ordered,
      Count
      Zenith
      leaned
     
     
      back
      in
      his
      chair
      and
      moved
      his
      ebony
      cane
      in
      an
      elegant,
      economic
      gesture
     
     
      in
      the
      direction
      of
      a
      beautiful
      young
      woman,
      wearing
      a
      long,
      military-style
     
     
      black
      coat
      and
      with
      a
      helmet
      of
      raven-black
      hair,
      walking
      two
      cats
      in
      the
     
     
      sunny
      gardens
      at
      the
      centre
      of
      the
      arcades.
      He
      gave
      no
      indication
      that
      he
     
     
      was
      already
      acquainted
      with
      the
      woman
      who
      was,
      of
      course,
      Mrs
      Una
     
     
      Persson.
      ‘Has
      anyone,
      I
      wonder,
      ever
      really
      tried
      to
      imagine
      what
      it
      must
      be
     
     
      like
      to
      have
      the
      mind
      of
      a
      beast,
      even
      a
      domesticated
      beast,
      like
      one
      of
     
     
      those
      exquisite
      cats?
      I
      think
      to
      enter
      such
      a
      brain,
      however
      small,
      would
      be
     
     
      to
      go
      utterly
      mad,
      don’t
      you,
      Sir
      Seaton?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Quite.’
      The
      Englishman
      smiled
      up
      at
      a
      pretty
      waitress
      (for
      which
     
     
      L’
      Albertine
      in
      the
      morning
      was
      famous)
      and
      thanked
      her
      as
      she
      laid
      out
      the
     
     
      coffee
      things.
      ‘I
      have
      heard
      of
      certain
      experiments
      in
      which
      a
      beast’s
      brain
     
     
      has
      been
      exchanged
      with
      that
      of
      a
      human
      being,
      but
      I
      don’t
      believe
      they
     
     
      have
      ever
      been
      successful.
      Though,’
      and
      in
      this
      he
      was
      far
      more
      direct
      than
     
     
      was
      his
      usual
      habit,
      ‘some
      say
      that
      Adolf
      Hitler,
      the
      deposed
      Chancellor
      of
     
     
      Germany,
      succeeded
      and
      that
      he
      did
      indeed
      go
      quite
      mad
      as
      a
      result.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Certainly
      his
      insolent
      folly
      in
      attacking
      three
      great
      Empires
      at
      once
      would
     
     
      indicate
      the
      theory
      perhaps
      has
      some
      substance!’
     
    


    
     
      Only
      by
      the
      slightest
      movement
      of
      an
      eyebrow
      did
      Zenith
      indicate
      his
     
     
      surprise
      at
      Begg’s
      raising
      this
      subject.
      He
      said
      nothing
      for
      a
      moment
      before
     
     
      mentioning
      how
      the
      Russo-Polish
      empire
      was
      already
      at
      the
      point
      of
     
     
      collapse.
      His
      own
      Middle
      European
      seat
      remained
      part
      of
      that
      sphere
      of
     
     
      influence,
      as
      Begg
      knew,
      and
      the
      fact
      was
      considered
      a
      source
      of
      some
     
     
      distress
      to
      the
      albino.
     
    


    
     
      ‘As
      one
      who
      showed
      such
      courage
      on
      their
      side
      during
      the
      war,
      you
     
     
      cannot
      think
      Hitler
      should
      have
      been
      encouraged
      to
      attack
      the
      “alliance
      of
     
     
      eagles”?’
      Begg
      offered.
      ‘The
      other
      Great
      Powers
      have
      since
      made
      an
      oath
     
     
      to
      protect
      the
      Slavic
      empire.
      Perhaps
      you
      feel
      that
      we
      have
      not
      been
      more
     
     
      resolute
      in
      tracking
      down
      the
      Hitler
      gang?
      I
      cannot
      believe
      you
      share
      their
     
     
      views.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      dear
      Begg,
      the
      deposed
      Chancellor
      was
      a
      barrack-room
      lawyer
     
     
      supported
      by
      a
      frustrated
      military
      bully,
      a
      plump
      bore
      with
      aristocratic
     
     
      pretension
      and
      a
      third-rate
      broadcasting
      journalist!’
      References
      to
      Röhm,
     
     
      Göring
      and
      Goebbels,
      whose
      popular
      radio
      programme
      was
      thought
      to
      have
     
     
      helped
      Hitler
      to
      power.
      ‘It
      was
      a
      matter
      of
      duty
      for
      anyone
      of
      taste
      to
     
     
      frustrate
      his
      ambitions.
      He
      was
      warned
      often
      enough
      by
      the
      Duma,
      the
     
     
      Assembly
      and
      your
      Parliament.
      His
      refusal
      to
      sign
      the
      articles
      of
     
     
      confederation
      was
      the
      last
      straw.
      He
      should
      have
      been
      stopped
      then,
      before
     
     
      he
      was
      ever
      allowed
      to
      marshal
      his
      land
      leviathans
      and
      aerial
      battleships.
     
     
      As
      it
      was,
      it
      should
      have
      taken
      three
      days,
      not
      a
      year,
      to
      defeat
      him.
      And
     
     
      now
      we
      have
      the
      current
      situation
      where
      he
      and
      his
      riff-raff
      remain
      at
      large,
     
     
      doubtless
      somewhere
      in
      Bavaria,
      and
      far
      too
      many
      of
      our
      armed
      forces,
      as
     
     
      well
      as
      those
      of
      Germany
      herself,
      are
      engaged
      in
      putting
      a
      stop
      to
      his
     
     
      Freikorps’
      activities.
      I
      understand
      that
      some
      fools
      in
      the
      French
      foreign
     
     
      service
      think
      I
      yearn
      to
      “free”
      my
      ancestral
      lands
      from
      the
      Pan-Slavic
      yoke,
     
     
      but
      believe
      me
      I
      have
      no
      such
      dream.
      If
      I
      were
      to
      deceive
      myself
      that
      the
     
     
      people
      were
      free
      under
      my
      family’s
      reign,
      I
      would
      deserve
      the
      contempt
      of
     
     
      every
      realist
      on
      the
      planet.
      And
      if
      some
      self-esteeming
      coxcombs
      on
      the
     
     
      Quai
      d’Orsay
      continue
      to
      believe
      I
      would
      ally
      myself
      with
      degenerate
     
     
      opportunists,
      I
      shall,
      in
      my
      own
      time,
      seek
      them
      out
      and
      require
      them
      to
     
     
      repeat
      their
      presumptions.’
     
    


    
     
      Begg
      permitted
      himself
      a
      small
      smile
      of
      acquiescence.
      He
      had
      needed
     
     
      only
      this
      statement
      to
      confirm
      his
      understanding.
      But
      what
      was
      Zenith
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      doing
      here
      in
      Paris
      keeping
      such
      a
      strange,
      yet
      regular
      schedule?
      He
      knew
     
     
      that
      there
      was
      little
      chance
      of
      the
      albino
      offering
      him
      an
      explanation.
      All
      he
     
     
      had
      done
      was
      rule
      out
      the
      theory,
      as
      his
      French
      opposite
      number
      had
      hoped,
     
     
      of
      certain
      under-admired
      civil
      servants
      at
      the
      Quai
      d’Orsay.
      He
      regretted
     
     
      that
      he
      was
      not
      on
      terms
      of
      such
      intimacy
      with
      Mrs
      Persson.
      Although
     
     
      unlikely,
      she
      could
      be
      allying
      herself
      with
      the
      Hitler
      gang
      to
      further
      her
      own
     
     
      schemes.
     
    


    
     
      Of
      course
      Zenith
      had
      said
      nothing
      of
      any
      collaboration
      between
      himself
     
     
      and
      the
      Englishwoman,
      though
      it
      was
      probably
      not
      the
      first
      time
      he
      and
      she
     
     
      had
      worked
      together.
      Zenith
      required
      a
      great
      deal
      of
      money
      with
      which
      to
     
     
      maintain
      his
      lifestyle
      and
      finance
      his
      favoured
      causes.
      He
      employed
      at
      least
     
     
      six
      Japanese
      servants
      of
      uncommon
      loyalty
      and
      proficiency
      and
      maintained
     
     
      several
      houses
      in
      the
      major
      cities
      of
      Europe
      and
      the
      Cote
      d’Azur.
      Though
     
     
      he
      had
      received
      an
      amnesty
      from
      the
      European
      Alliance
      after
      the
      war,
      he
     
     
      remained
      wanted
      by
      the
      police
      in
      certain
      countries,
      especially
      the
      American
     
     
      Confederation,
      yet
      lived
      elegantly
      in
      such
      insouciant
      openness
      that
      he
      had
     
     
      only
      occasionally
      been
      captured.
     
    


    
     
      The
      secret
      of
      Zenith’s
      great
      success
      was
      that
      he
      understood
      the
     
     
      psychology
      of
      his
      opponents
      marginally
      better
      than
      they
      understood
      his.
     
     
      Thus
      his
      penchant
      for
      openness
      and
      his
      willingness
      to
      depend
      entirely
      on
     
     
      his
      own
      quick
      wits
      should
      he
      ever
      be
      in
      danger.
      One
      day,
      Begg
      hoped,
      that
     
     
      cool
      intelligence
      would
      be
      employed
      entirely
      on
      the
      side
      of
      the
      law.
      He
     
     
      remained
      convinced
      of
      Zenith’s
      highly
      developed
      sense
      of
      honour,
      which
     
     
      meant
      the
      albino
      never
      lied
      to
      those
      he
      himself
      respected.
     
    


    
     
      Moreover,
      Zenith
      was
      equally
      hated
      and
      feared
      by
      the
      criminal
      classes.
     
     
      That
      ebony
      stick
      of
      his
      hid
      a
      slender
      sword
      remarkable
      in
      that
      it
      was
      black
     
     
      and
      carved
      with
      certain
      peculiar
      scarlet
      markings
      which
      gave
      the
     
     
      appearance
      of
      moving
      whenever
      the
      blade
      was
      unsheathed.
     
    


    
     
      In
      the
      old
      days
      Begg
      had
      pursued
      Zenith
      across
      the
      multiverse
      more
      than
     
     
      once
      and
      knew
      that
      sometimes
      the
      sword
      became
      an
      altogether
      larger
     
     
      weapon,
      sometimes
      carried
      in
      an
      instrument
      case
      of
      some
      kind.
      Zenith
      was
     
     
      a
      skilled
      musician,
      as
      expert
      in
      the
      classical
      cello
      and
      violin
      as
      he
      was
      with
     
     
      the
      popular
      guitar.
      Begg
      knew
      also
      that
      more
      than
      once
      Zenith’s
      opponents
     
     
      had
      been
      found
      dead,
      drained
      in
      some
      terrible
      way
      not
      only
      of
      blood
      but
      of
     
     
      their
      very
      life-force.
      Underworld
      legend
      suggested
      that
      Zenith
      was
      a
      kind
      of
     
     
      vampire,
      drawing
      his
      considerable
      physical
      power
      from
      the
      souls
      of
      his
     
     
      enemies.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      At
      that
      moment
      any
      casual
      customer
      of
      the
      salon
      would
      have
      seen
      one
     
     
      elegant
      man
      of
      the
      world
      in
      amiable
      conversation
      with
      another.
      An
      observer
     
     
      might
      have
      noted
      that
      both
      seemed
      to
      be
      taking
      an
      admiring
      interest
      in
      the
     
     
      tall
      woman
      walking,
      a
      /a
      Colette,
      her
      two
      Oriental
      cats
      in
      the
      noon
      sunlight
     
     
      sparkling
      through
      the
      waters
      of
      the
      central
      fountain
      where
      classical
      marble
     
     
      merfolk
      paid
      homage
      to
      a
      Neptune
      whose
      trident
      was
      green
      with
      verdigris.
     
     
      The
      spraying
      water
      formed
      a
      blur
      of
      rainbow
      colour
      giving
      the
      woman
      an
     
     
      almost
      unearthly
      appearance
      as
      she
      passed
      by.
      She
      stood
      for
      a
      while
      staring
     
     
      thoughtfully
      into
      the
      middle
      distance
      seemingly
      utterly
      oblivious
      of
      the
      two
     
     
      men.
     
    


    
     
      Begg
      smiled
      to
      himself,
      well
      aware
      that
      this
      was
      Mrs
      Persson’s
     
     
      characteristic
      way
      of
      taking
      stock
      of
      those
      she
      believed
      were
      watching
      her.
     
     
      It
      had
      the
      effect
      of
      disconcerting
      any
      observer
      and
      causing
      them
      to
      turn
     
     
      their
      gaze
      away.
      Even
      though
      she
      aroused
      no
      such
      response
      in
      Begg
      or
     
     
      Zenith,
      whom
      she
      recognised,
      nonetheless
      it
      seemed
      even
      to
      them
      that
     
     
      somehow
      she
      stepped
      through
      the
      shimmering
      wash
      of
      colour
      and,
      with
      her
     
     
      cats,
      disappeared.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      acquainted,
      I
      know,
      with
      Mrs
      Persson.’
      Begg
      lowered
      his
      voice.
     
     
      ‘The
      Quai
      d’Orsay,
      if
      not
      the
      Quai
      des
      Ofrévres,
      are
      convinced
      that
      she
     
     
      works
      for
      the
      German
      insurgency.
      I
      would
      be
      surprised
      if
      it’s
      true.
      I
      thought
     
     
      her
      nature
      too
      romantic
      to
      let
      her
      fall
      in
      with
      such
      a
      gang.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Madame
      Persson
      rarely
      confides
      in
      me.’
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      raised
      one
     
     
      finger
      as
      a
      signal
      for
      the
      waiter
      to
      bring
      him
      a
      drink.
      ‘Will
      you
      join
      me,
     
     
      Begg?
      Is
      it
      too
      early
      for
      an
      Armagnac?’
     
    


    
     
      When
      the
      detective
      acquiesced,
      Zenith
      raised
      a
      second
      finger
      and
      made
      a
     
     
      small
      gesture.
      The
      waiter
      nodded.
      Zenith
      watched
      with
      approval
      as
      the
     
     
      serviteur
      mixed
      his
      absinthe
      and
      placed
      two
      specially
      formed
      pieces
      of
     
     
      sugar
      in
      the
      saucer,
      while
      Begg
      received
      a
      generous
      measure
      of
      St-Aubyn.
     
     
      It
      was
      rarely
      his
      habit
      to
      drink
      his
      favourite
      Special
      Reserve
      before
      lunch,
     
     
      but
      he
      was
      unusually
      anxious
      to
      remain
      on
      agreeable
      terms
      with
      his
      old
     
     
      opponent.
      Zenith
      appeared
      to
      live
      chiefly
      on
      Turkish
      ovals
      and
      absinthe.
     
    


    
     
      “Would
      you
      permit
      me,
      cousin,
      to
      ask
      you
      a
      rather
      direct
      question?’
      he
     
     
      enquired
      after
      a
      couple
      of
      appreciative
      sips.
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      could
      I
      refuse?’
      A
      smile
      crossed
      Zenith’s
      handsome
      lips.
      Clearly
     
     
      this
      approach
      amused
      him,
      and
      Begg
      knew
      he
      desired
      amusement
      almost
      as
     
     
      much
      as
      he
      required
      action
      to
      relieve
      his
      ennui.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘I
      have
      to
      assume
      that
      your
      business
      in
      Paris
      has
      something
      to
      do
      with
      the
     
     
      present
      situation
      in
      Germany.
      I
      am
      also
      curious
      to
      know
      what
      Mrs
      Persson’s
     
     
      association
      with
      the
      Germans
      might
      mean.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Any
      confidence
      Madame
      Persson
      chooses
      to
      share
      with
      me
      must
      remain
     
     
      just
      that.’
      Zenith’s
      voice
      sharpened
      a
      little.
      ‘Naturally
      the
      British
      and
     
     
      French
      are
      in
      haste
      to
      conclude
      their
      present
      problems
      with
      Colonel
      Hitler,
     
     
      but,
      while
      I
      wish
      them
      well,
      you
      must
      know
      ~’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Of
      course.’
      Begg
      regretted
      his
      directness.
      He
      suspected
      he
      had
      offended
     
     
      his
      cousin
      whose
      sense
      of
      decorum
      was
      if
      anything
      somewhat
      exaggerated.
     
     
      But
      there
      was
      no
      retreat
      now.
      ‘I
      suppose
      I
      am
      asking
      your
      help.
      There
      is
     
     
      some
      suggestion
      that
      many
      innocent
      lives
      are
      at
      stake.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      dear
      Begg,
      why
      should
      you
      and
      I
      care
      if
      a
      few
      bourgeois
      more
      or
      less
     
     
      are
      gone
      from
      central
      Paris
      by
      next
      Sunday?’
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      finished
      his
     
     
      absinthe.
      He
      removed
      a
      large,
      crisp
      note
      from
      his
      slender
      case,
      laid
      it
      on
      the
     
     
      table
      and
      stood
      up.
      ‘And
      now,
      if
      you
      will
      forgive
      me,
      I
      have
      some
      business
     
     
      which
      cannot
      wait.’
     
    


    
     
      Begg
      rose,
      trying
      to
      frame
      some
      kind
      of
      apology
      or
      even
      protestation
      but
     
     
      for
      once
      was
      at
      a
      loss.
      With
      his
      usual
      litheness
      and
      speed,
      Zenith
      slipped
      his
     
     
      hat
      from
      the
      shelf
      and
      with
      a
      perfunctory
      bow
      strolled
      towards
      the
      exit.
     
     
      Cursing
      himself
      for
      his
      uncharacteristic
      impatience,
      Begg
      watched
      his
     
     
      relation
      depart.
     
    


    
     
      Only
      as
      he
      took
      up
      his
      own
      broad-brimmed
      hat
      did
      he
      allow
      a
      small
      smile
     
     
      to
      appear
      on
      his
      face
      while
      under
      his
      breath
      he
      offered
      a
      heartfelt
      ‘Merci
     
     
      beaucoup’.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Three
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Into
      the
      Labyrinth
     
    

   

   
    
     
      C
      OMMISSAIRE
      LAPOINTE
      HAD
      Set
      his
      men
      in
      waiting
      for
      M.
      Zenith,
      and
      the
     
    

   

   
    
     
      albino
      was
      followed
      once
      again,
      and
      once
      again,
      as
      his
      old
      colleague
      was
     
     
      bound
      to
      admit
      to
      Begg,
      they
      had
      lost
      him.
      Mrs
      Persson,
      too,
      was
      gone.
      The
     
     
      four
      metatemporal
      detectives
      met
      that
      afternoon
      in
      Lapointe’s
      rather
      grand
     
     
      offices
      overlooking
      the
      Seine.
     
    


    
     
      ‘She
      was
      last
      seen
      visiting
      Caron’s
      print
      shop
      in
      that
      section
      of
      the
      arcades
     
     
      known
      as
      La
      Galerie
      de
      |’Horloge.
      But
      she
      was
      never
      seen
      emerging.
      Two
     
     
      of
      our
      fellows
      entered
      on
      a
      pretext
      just
      as
      old
      Caron
      was
      closing
      for
      lunch.
     
     
      The
      shop
      is
      small.
      It
      has
      long
      been
      suspected
      as
      a
      place
      of
      illegal
     
     
      assignations
      concerning
      the
      Bourse
      and
      the
      arms
      trade.
      There
      is
      an
      even
     
     
      smaller
      room
      behind
      it.
      Neither
      Mrs
      Persson
      nor
      the
      trio
      of
      men
      were
      to
      be
     
     
      found.
      My
      chaps
      did,
      however,
      discover
      a
      good
      excuse
      for
      making
      a
      further
     
     
      visit
      to
      Caron’s.
      He
      also
      specialises,
      it
      appears,
      in
      a
      particularly
      unsavoury
     
     
      form
      of
      pornography
      in
      which
      Nazi
      insurgents
      are
      portrayed
      in
      acts
      of
     
     
      torture
      or
      worse
      with
      their
      victims.
      The
      photographs
      are
      almost
      certainly
     
     
      authentic.
      Caron
      made
      an
      error.
      He
      omitted
      to
      hide
      the
      photographs
      in
      his
     
     
      office
      when
      our
      men
      entered.
      So
      although
      they
      pretended
      to
      notice
      nothing,
     
     
      it
      will
      be
      possible
      for
      us
      to
      stage
      a
      raid,
      ostensibly
      by
      that
      of
      the
      regular
     
     
      vice
      department,
      to
      see
      what
      else
      we
      can
      discover.
      Would
      you
      and
      Dr
     
     
      Sinclair
      care
      to
      accompany
      us?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      would
      be
      unable
      to
      resist
      such
      an
      invitation,’
      said
      Begg.
      Sinclair
     
     
      assented
      by
      lowering
      his
      magnificent
      head.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      think
      you
      are
      right,
      old
      friend,
      in
      your
      interpretation
      of
      Monsieur
     
     
      Zenith’s
      communication,’
      added
      Lapointe.
      ‘Not
      only
      will
      Hitler’s
      plot
      be
     
     
      realised
      in
      a
      crowded
      part
      of
      Paris,
      it
      will
      occur
      before
      next
      Sunday.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      he
      suggested.
      But
      whether
      Mrs
      Persson
      is
      party
      to
      this
      plot,
      we
      still
      do
     
     
      not
      know.
      The
      sooner
      we
      can
      question
      her,
      I
      think,
      the
      better.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘Precisely!’
      Lapointe
      inspected
      his
      watch.
      ‘Come,
      gentlemen.
      A
      powerful
     
     
      car
      awaits
      us!
      Her
      batteries
      are
      charged
      and
      ready!’
     
    


    
     
      So
      it
      was
      that
      the
      four
      men
      accompanied
      by
      two
      uniformed
      sergeants
     
     
      arrived
      at
      the
      Galerie
      de
      |’Horloge
      with
      its
      magnificent
      glass,
      wrought-iron
     
     
      roofs
      and
      ornate
      gas-lamps,
      its
      rows
      of
      small
      shops
      on
      either
      side.
      They
     
     
      crowded
      into
      M.
      Caron’s
      little
      establishment
      carrying
      a
      search
      warrant
      on
     
     
      the
      excuse
      that
      he
      was
      known
      to
      be
      selling
      forbidden
      material.
     
    


    
     
      Begg
      felt
      almost
      sorry
      for
      the
      short,
      plump,
      grey-haired
      print
      seller,
      who
     
     
      shivered
      in
      terror
      at
      the
      understanding
      he
      faced
      possible
      arrest.
      When,
     
     
      however,
      the
      material,
      which
      was
      the
      excuse
      for
      the
      raid,
      was
      revealed,
     
     
      Begg’s
      sympathy
      dissipated.
      These
      were
      almost
      certainly
      pictures
      taken
     
     
      from
      the
      infamous
      Stadelheim
      fortress
      where
      prisoners
      were
      tortured,
     
     
      humiliated
      and
      subjected
      to
      unmentionable
      sexual
      horrors.
      Caron
      swore
      that
     
     
      he
      was
      not
      responsible
      for
      the
      material
      being
      in
      his
      office.
      ‘It
      was
      the
     
     
      woman,
      I
      assure
      you,
      gentleman.
      The
      English
      woman.
      She
      knows
      -
      she...’
     
     
      And
      the
      little
      man
      broke
      down
      weeping.
     
    


    
     
      It
      did
      not
      take
      long
      to
      elicit
      from
      the
      print
      seller
      the
      secret
      of
      Mrs
     
     
      Persson’s
      ability
      to
      vanish.
      Behind
      a
      large
      cabinet
      of
      prints,
      he
      revealed
     
     
      another
      door
      with
      steps
      leading
      down
      into
      dank
      darkness
      which
      echoed
      as
      if
     
     
      into
      the
      infinite
      cosmos.
      ‘She
      —
      she
      insisted,
      messieurs.
      She
      knew
      my
      shop
     
     
      had
      once
      been
      a
      gate
      into
      the
      labyrinth.
      It
      is
      by
      no
      means
      the
      only
      one
     
     
      leading
      from
      the
      arcades.
      As
      I
      am
      sure
      you
      are
      aware,
      the
      labyrinth
      has
      long
     
     
      served
      as
      a
      sanctuary
      for
      those
      who
      do
      not
      wish
      to
      be
      apprehended
      for
      a
     
     
      variety
      of
      reasons.
      I
      wanted
      nothing
      to
      do
      with
      it,
      thus
      the
      cabinet
      pushed
     
     
      against
      the
      wall,
      but
      the
      Englishwoman
      —
      she
      knew
      what
      was
      hidden.
      She
     
     
      demanded
      to
      be
      shown
      the
      gate.’
      Again
      he
      began
      to
      weep.
      ‘She
      knew
      about
     
     
      my
      —
      little
      business.
      She
      threatened
      to
      expose
      me.
      The
      photographs.
      I
      was
     
     
      greedy.
      I
      should
      have
      known
      not
      to
      trust
      such
      degenerates.’
     
    


    
     
      Commissaire
      Lapointe
      was
      counting
      the
      large-denomination
      banknotes
      he
     
     
      had
      discovered
      in
      the
      old
      man’s
      safe.
      ‘Degenerates
      who
      were
      apparently
     
     
      helping
      to
      make
      you
      rich,
      m’sieu!
      We
      also
      know
      about
      your
      arms-
     
     
      brokering.’
      He
      replaced
      the
      money
      in
      the
      safe
      and
      locked
      it,
      pocketing
      the
     
     
      key.
      ‘Have
      you
      told
      us
      everything?
      Have
      the
      passages
      been
      used
      by
     
     
      members
      of
      the
      German
      “underground”?
      Is
      it
      they
      who
      gave
      you
      the
     
     
      photographs?
      In
      exchange
      for
      guns?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      don’t
      know
      who
      they
      were.
      They
      appeared
      in
      this
      room
      one
      day,
      having
     
     
      pushed
      aside
      the
      cabinet.
      It’s
      true
      they
      had
      come
      to
      know
      of
      me
      through
      my
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      interest
      in
      perfectly
      legal
      discontinued
      ordnance.
      They
      supplied
      the
     
     
      photographs
      in
      return
      for
      using
      the
      door
      occasionally.
      They
      were
      foreign
     
     
      civilians,
      they
      assured
      me.
      They
      spoke
      poor
      French,
      but
      I
      could
      not
     
     
      recognise
      the
      accents.
      As
      for
      the
      woman,
      she
      came
      and
      went
      only
      by
      day.
     
     
      She
      only
      occasionally
      used
      my
      premises
      out
      of
      normal
      hours.
      I
      never
      saw
     
     
      her
      with
      anyone
      else.
      She
      was
      never
      below
      for
      very
      long.
      This
      is,
      I
      promise
     
     
      you,
      the
      longest
      she
      has
      ever
      been
      d-down
      there...”
      With
      a
      shudder
      he
     
     
      turned
      his
      back
      on
      the
      mysterious
      doorway.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Well,’
      Lapointe
      decided,
      ‘we
      shall
      have
      to
      wait
      for
      her,
      I
      think.
     
     
      Meanwhile,
      m’sieu,
      you
      will
      be
      charged
      with
      distributing
      pornography.
     
     
      Take
      him
      away.’
     
    


    
     
      After
      the
      terrified
      proprietor
      had
      been
      led
      off
      still
      snivelling,
      the
     
     
      metatemporal
      detectives
      replaced
      the
      door
      and
      cabinet
      exactly
      as
      they
      had
     
     
      discovered
      it
      and
      settled
      down
      to
      await
      Mrs
      Persson’s
      return.
      But
      the
     
     
      afternoon
      turned
      to
      evening,
      hours
      after
      the
      print
      seller
      would
      have
      closed
     
     
      his
      shop,
      and
      still
      she
      made
      no
      appearance.
     
    


    
     
      Eventually
      LeBec
      was
      dispatched
      to
      Mrs
      Persson’s
      apartments
      and
      soon
     
     
      returned
      to
      report
      that
      they
      were
      unoccupied
      save
      for
      two
      somewhat
      hungry
     
     
      and
      outraged
      Siamese
      cats.
      ‘I
      fed
      them
      and
      cleaned
      their
      litter,
      of
      course,
     
     
      but...’
      He
      shrugged.
     
    


    
     
      This
      news
      brought
      a
      look
      of
      concern
      to
      Begg’s
      aquiline
      features.
      ‘I
      think
      I
     
     
      know
      Mrs
      Persson
      pretty
      well.
      She
      would
      not
      desert
      her
      cats,
      especially
     
     
      without
      making
      arrangements
      to
      have
      them
      fed.
      She
      has
      not
      only
      broken
     
     
      her
      usual
      habits,
      but
      perhaps
      not
      willingly.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘My
      God,
      Begg!
      Do
      you
      mean
      she
      has
      been
      captured
      by
      whoever
      it
      was
     
     
      she
      has
      been
      seeing
      in
      the
      labyrinth?
      Murdered.
      By
      Zenith,
      perhaps?
      Could
     
     
      he
      be
      playing
      a
      double
      game?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Possibly,
      old
      man.
      Instinct
      tells
      me
      that
      if
      she
      is
      not
      found
      soon,
      she
      will
     
     
      be
      in
      no
      condition
      to
      help
      us
      with
      our
      inquiries.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Maybe
      her
      paymasters
      have
      turned
      against
      her?
      Or
      Zenith
      has
      betrayed
     
     
      her?’
      Lapointe
      drew
      a
      deep
      breath
      of
      air.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Monsieur
      le
      Commissaire,
      time
      is
      in
      all
      likelihood
      running
      out
      for
      Mrs
     
     
      Persson,
      if
      she
      still
      lives.
      We
      could
      be
      further
      away
      than
      we
      thought
      from
     
     
      discovering
      which
      public
      place
      is
      under
      threat.
      And
      we
      have,
      if
      Monsieur
     
     
      Zenith
      told
      me
      what
      I
      think,
      only
      three
      more
      days
      at
      most
      before
      they
     
     
      strike!
      Come
      on,
      gentlemen!
      Help
      me
      shift
      his
      cabinet.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      The
      doorway
      once
      again
      revealed,
      Begg
      took
      a
      small
      but
      powerful
      electric
     
     
      lantern
      from
      his
      overcoat
      pocket.
      With
      a
      serviceable
      Webley
      .45
      revolver
      in
     
     
      his
      other
      hand,
      he
      led
      the
      way
      down
      into
      the
      echoing
      darkness.
      The
      two
     
     
      sergeants
      were
      left
      behind
      to
      guard
      the
      entrance.
     
    


    
     
      From
      somewhere
      below
      came
      a
      slow,
      rhythmic,
      tuneful
      booming,
      as
      of
     
     
      some
      great
      clock.
      Familiar
      to
      three
      of
      the
      detectives,
      the
      sound
      caused
      in
     
     
      each
      man
      a
      thrill
      of
      horror.
      For
      a
      second
      Begg
      hesitated.
      Then
      he
      continued
     
     
      down
      the
      long
      flight
      of
      stone
      steps
      which
      revealed,
      by
      the
      marks
      in
      the
     
     
      mould
      which
      grew
      inches
      thick
      upon
      them,
      recent
      usage.
     
    


    
     
      Only
      LeBec
      had
      never
      before
      heard
      the
      thrumming
      sound.
      ‘What
      on
      earth
     
     
      is
      it?’
      he
      enquired
      of
      Sinclair.
     
    


    
     
      The
      pathologist
      drew
      his
      brows
      together,
      clearly
      wondering
      if
      he
      should
     
     
      reply.
      Then
      he
      spoke
      rapidly
      and
      quietly:
      ‘Well,
      firstly,
      old
      man,
      it
      is
      not
     
     
      exactly
      of
      our
      earth.
      It
      is
      what
      we,
      who
      have
      travelled
      frequently
      between
     
     
      the
      worlds,
      sometimes
      refer
      to
      as
      the
      Cosmic
      Regulator.
      Others
      know
      it
      as
     
     
      the
      Grand
      Balance.
      I
      have
      heard
      it
      more
      than
      once
      but
      have
      never
      seen
      it.
     
     
      There
      are
      many
      conflicting
      descriptions.
      Perhaps
      every
      person
      who
      has
     
     
      seen
      it
      has
      imposed
      their
      own
      image
      upon
      it.
      The
      Regulator
      is
      said
      to
      lie
      at
     
     
      the
      very
      centre
      of
      the
      multiverse,
      if
      the
      multiverse
      can
      be
      said
      to
      possess
      a
     
     
      centre.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Have
      you
      ever
      known
      anyone
      who
      has
      seen
      it?’
      whispered
      LeBec,
     
     
      wiping
      cold
      sweat
      from
      his
      brow.
      He
      had
      only
      recently
      been
      transferred
      to
     
     
      the
      STP
      .
     
    


    
     
      Sinclair
      nodded.
      ‘I
      believe
      both
      Begg
      and
      Lapointe
      have
      set
      eyes
      on
      it,
      but
     
     
      even
      they,
      articulate
      as
      they
      are,
      have
      never
      described
      it.
      It
      is
      often
     
     
      represented
      in
      mythological
      iconography
      as
      a
      kind
      of
      scale,
      with
      one
      side
     
     
      representing
      Chaos
      and
      the
      other
      Law,
      but
      no-one
      knows
      its
      true
      form,
      if
      it
     
     
      has
      one.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Law
      and
      Chaos?
      Are
      those
      not
      Zoroastrian
      conceptions.
      The
      forces
     
     
      which
      war
      for
      control
      of
      the
      world?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      far
      no-one
      has
      ever
      gained
      power
      over
      the
      Balance,
      but
      should
     
     
      someone
      eventually
      succeed
      it
      will
      mean
      the
      end
      of
      time
      but
      not
      of
     
     
      consciousness.
      If
      Chaos
      or
      Law
      controls
      existence,
      we
      shall
      all
      continue
      to
     
     
      live
      at
      the
      exact
      moment
      prior
      to
      the
      extinction
      of
      everything
      .
      For
      eternity!
     
     
      Or
      so
      the
      theory
      goes.
      But
      there
      will
      always
      be
      madmen
      to
      challenge
      that
     
     
      conception,
      to
      believe
      that
      by
      controlling
      the
      Cosmic
      Balance
      they
      can
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      exert
      their
      own
      desired
      reality
      upon
      the
      multiverse.
      Heaven
      help
      us
      if
      Hitler
     
     
      and
      his
      lunatics
      have
      in
      mind
      such
      an
      attempt!’
     
    


    
     
      Only
      half
      comprehending
      this
      idea,
      LeBec
      firmed
      his
      shoulders
      and
     
     
      continued
      to
      follow
      Begg’s
      thin
      ray
      of
      light
      down
      into
      the
      sonorous
     
     
      darkness.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      Chapter
      Four
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      Roads
      Between
      the
      Worlds
     
    

   

   
    
     
      A
      S
      THEY
      REACHED
      the
      bottom
      of
      the
      steps,
      they
      found
      themselves
      on
     
    

   

   
    
     
      uneven
      flagstones
      peering
      through
      a
      series
      of
      vaults
      supported
      by
      ancient
     
     
      pillars.
     
    


    
     
      ‘No
      doubt,’
      suggested
      Sinclair,
      ‘these
      are
      your
      famous
      Parisian
     
     
      catacombs?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Possibly.
      I
      am
      not
      familiar
      with
      every
      aspect
      of
      them.’
      LeBec
      peered
      into
     
     
      the
      rustling
      darkness.
     
    


    
     
      The
      strange,
      distant
      booming
      continued.
      Was
      the
      noise
      mechanical
      or
     
     
      natural?
      Lapointe
      and
      Begg
      both
      cocked
      their
      heads
      to
      listen.
      The
      echoes
     
     
      resounding
      through
      the
      vaults
      made
      it
      almost
      impossible
      to
      determine
      their
     
     
      source.
      At
      one
      moment
      Sinclair
      thought
      it
      might
      be
      water,
      at
      another,
      some
     
     
      sort
      of
      engine.
      But
      he
      was
      also
      of
      a
      disposition
      to
      discount
      his
      own
     
     
      metaphysical
      speculation.
     
    


    
     
      The
      vaults
      seemed
      endless,
      and
      their
      darkness
      sucked
      the
      light
      from
     
     
      Begg’s
      lantern,
      yet
      the
      detective
      continued
      to
      lead
      the
      way
      as
      if
      he
      had
     
     
      some
      idea
      where
      an
      exit
      might
      be.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      arcades
      above
      us
      are
      a
      maze,’
      remarked
      Lapointe,
      ‘which
      to
      some
     
     
      degree
      duplicate
      this
      second
      maze
      below.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Remarkable,’
      murmured
      Begg.
      ‘I
      had
      some
      idea
      of
      what
      to
      expect
      but
     
     
      did
      not
      realise
      we
      were
      so
      close
      to
      the
      Regulator.
      This
      is
      not
      the
      first
      time
      I
     
     
      have
      used
      such
      a
      gate
      myself
      to
      move
      between
      one
      reality
      and
      another.
      But
     
     
      I
      have
      never
      before
      felt
      so
      near
      the
      centre.
      What
      about
      you,
      Lapointe?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      must
      admit
      I
      have
      heard
      it
      before
      only
      as
      a
      very
      distant
      echo,’
      replied
     
     
      the
      Frenchman.
      ‘Until
      now
      I
      have
      used
      mechanical
      means
      to
      negotiate
      the
     
     
      spaces
      between
      realities.
      We
      are
      issued
      with
      Roburian
      speedshells
      by
      the
     
     
      department.
      Naturally,
      old
      friend,
      I
      knew
      that
      you
      had
      not
      always
      taken
     
     
      advantage
      of
      such
      vehicles...’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘One
      learns,’
      the
      detective
      muttered
      to
      himself.
      ‘One
      learns.’
      His
      progress
     
     
      seemed
      erratic
      and
      without
      logic
      as
      he
      moved
      backwards
      and
      forwards,
     
     
      then
      side
      to
      side,
      keeping
      the
      sound
      constant
      at
      a
      certain
      distance,
      treading
      a
     
     
      trail
      which
      only
      he
      could
      perceive.
     
    


    
     
      Suddenly
      a
      silvery
      light
      appeared
      ahead.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Can
      it
      be
      possible
      that
      the
      Arcades
      de
      |’Opera
      lead
      directly
      to
      the
      roads
     
     
      between
      the
      worlds?’
     
    


    
     
      Hearing
      this,
      Sinclair
      gave
      an
      involuntary
      shudder.
     
    


    
     
      Above
      them
      the
      great
      arches
      grew
      taller
      and
      taller
      until
      they
      were
     
     
      impossibly
      high,
      no
      longer
      structures
      of
      human
      architecture
      but
      part
      of
      a
     
     
      natural
      vault
      which
      had
      become
      one
      with
      the
      night
      itself.
     
    


    
     
      All
      four
      men
      gasped
      and
      stopped
      in
      their
      tracks
      as
      Begg’s
      lantern
      revealed
     
     
      a
      long,
      twisting
      pathway
      which
      seemed
      to
      vanish
      into
      infinity.
      Above
      them,
     
     
      as
      well
      as
      below
      them,
      were
      myriad
      paths,
      crossing
      and
      recrossing.
      And
      on
     
     
      some
      could
      be
      distinguished
      tiny
      figures,
      not
      all
      of
      them
      human,
      walking
     
     
      back
      and
      forth
      along
      the
      causeways.
     
    


    
     
      When
      Sir
      Seaton
      Begg
      turned
      to
      address
      his
      fellow
      detectives
      his
      eyes
     
     
      were
      glistening
      with
      tears.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Gentlemen,’
      he
      whispered,
      dousing
      the
      lantern,
      ‘I
      believe
      we
      have
     
     
      discovered
      the
      roads
      between
      the
      worlds!’
     
    


    
     
      Their
      eyes
      soon
      became
      accustomed
      to
      the
      light
      which
      emanated
      from
      the
     
     
      moonbeam
      roads
      themselves.
      Paths
      stretched
      in
      every
      possible
      direction.
     
     
      The
      legendary
      trails
      which
      led
      to
      all
      possible
      planes
      of
      the
      multiverse.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      dreamed
      of
      this
      discovery,’
      said
      Begg.
      ‘On
      occasion
      I
      have
     
     
      glimpsed
      these
      roads
      as
      I
      passed
      from
      one
      aspect
      of
      reality
      to
      another,
      but
      I
     
     
      never
      suspected
      I
      would
      ever
      discover
      access
      to
      them,
      particularly
      by
     
     
      accident.
      Just
      think:
      the
      gateway
      has
      existed
      in
      Paris
      since
      the
      beginning
      of
     
     
      time,
      their
      patterns
      perhaps
      unconsciously
      imitated
      by
      the
      architects
      who
     
     
      designed
      the
      city
      above.
      Our
      mythologies
      and
      folktales
      have
      hinted
      at
      this,
     
     
      of
      course,
      through
      sensational
      tales.
      Yet
      they
      hardly
      prepare
      one
      for
      the
     
     
      reality.
      Is
      this
      Zenith’s
      and
      Mrs
      Persson’s
      secret,
      do
      you
      think?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      is
      it
      also
      Hitler’s?’
      asked
      Lapointe
      grimly.
      ‘Are
      his
      ambitions
      greater
     
     
      than
      we
      ever
      expected?’
     
    


    
     
      Dwarfed
      by
      the
      vast
      network
      of
      moonbeam
      roads,
      the
      detectives
      were
     
     
      frozen
      in
      their
      uncertainty.
      There
      were
      no
      maps,
      no
      evident
      routes
      to
      follow.
     
     
      They
      had
      made
      an
      extraordinary
      discovery!
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘At
      least
      it
      is
      no
      longer
      a
      mystery
      as
      to
      how
      Zenith
      was
      able
      to
      evade
      our
     
     
      men.
      And
      Mrs
      Persson
      also.
      How
      long
      have
      they
      known
      of
      this
      route?’
     
     
      LeBec
      wondered.
     
    


    
     
      Begg
      shook
      his
      head
      slowly.
      ‘I
      believe
      Mrs
      Persson
      has
      probably
      been
     
     
      using
      these
      roads
      for
      a
      very
      long
      time.
      Yet
      it
      is
      my
      guess
      that
      she
      did
      not
     
     
      come
      this
      far
      voluntarily.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      on
      earth
      can
      you
      make
      that
      supposition,
      Begg?’
      enquired
      Lapointe.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Her
      cats,’
      said
      Begg.
      ‘I
      know
      she
      would
      never
      have
      left
      her
      cats
     
     
      unattended.
      She
      would
      have
      brought
      them
      with
      her,
      or
      she
      would
      have
     
     
      made
      arrangements
      for
      them
      to
      be
      looked
      after.
      No,
      gentlemen,
      if
      she
      was
     
     
      not
      faced
      with
      an
      overwhelming
      emergency,
      I
      believe
      Mrs
      Persson
      was
     
     
      lured
      down
      here
      and
      then
      made
      a
      prisoner.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘By
      Zenith?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Possibly.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      not
      by
      Zenith,
      then
      by
      whom?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘By
      Hitler.
      Or
      one
      of
      his
      people.’
      Begg
      placed
      his
      foot
      firmly
      upon
      the
     
     
      road
      which
      led
      away
      into
      the
      darkness.
      There
      seemed
      nothing
      below
      them
     
     
      but
      more
      roads
      on
      which
      the
      tiny
      wayfarers
      came
      and
      went.
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      do
      you
      know
      she
      came
      this
      way,
      old
      man?’
      Taffy
      Sinclair
      wished
      to
     
     
      know.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      only
      instinct,
      Taffy.
      An
      instinct
      honed,
      I
      might
      say,
      by
      a
      lifetime
     
     
      spent
      travelling
      between
      the
      worlds.’
     
    


    
     
      And
      steadily,
      still
      unseen,
      came
      the
      booming
      of
      that
      unearthly
      balance.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Five
     
    

   

   
    
     
      An
      Unexpected
      Newcomer
     
    

   

   
    
     
      W
      ITH
      THE
      FAMILIAR
      world
      far
      behind
      them,
      Begg
      and
      his
      fellow
     
    

   

   
    
     
      detectives
      were
      by
      now
      crossing
      a
      long,
      sinuous
      path
      from
      which
      gleamed
      a
     
     
      faint
      silvery
      light.
     
    


    
     
      ‘What
      surprises
      me,’
      said
      Lapointe,
      ‘is
      why
      so
      few
      people
      have
      reported
     
     
      finding
      this
      entrance
      to
      the
      moonbeam
      roads.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      suspect
      because
      it
      is
      not
      always
      open,’
      Begg
      speculated.
      ‘If
      Mrs
     
     
      Persson
      came
      this
      way
      and
      was
      abducted,
      perhaps
      she
      opened
      the
      gate
      but
     
     
      had
      no
      time
      to
      close
      it.
      My
      guess
      is
      that
      Hitler’s
      men,
      with
      whom
      she
      was
     
     
      clearly
      involved
      in
      some
      way,
      stumbled
      on
      the
      road
      and
      bribed
      Caron,
      who
     
     
      had
      already
      sold
      them
      arms,
      with
      those
      filthy
      photographs.
      No
      doubt
      they
     
     
      also
      paid
      Monsieur
      Caron
      to
      let
      them
      know
      when
      she
      next
      planned
      to
      use
     
     
      his
      shop.
      Your
      men
      said
      they
      saw
      others
      enter
      the
      shop
      and
      not
      emerge,
     
     
      eh?’
     
    


    
     
      “Three
      of
      them.
      Isn’t
      it
      possible
      Mrs
      Persson
      unwittingly
      lead
      them
      here?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Impossible
      to
      say,
      Lapointe.
      I
      am
      hoping
      that
      question
      will
      shortly
      be
     
     
      solved!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      how
      do
      you
      know
      we
      are
      even
      on
      the
      right
      road?’
     
    


    
     
      Begg
      pointed
      downward.
      Stretching
      ahead
      of
      them
      the
      others
      now
     
     
      detected
      the
      faintest
      of
      glowing
      pale
      traces,
      like
      ghostly
      drops
      of
      blood.
     
    


    
     
      “What
      is
      it?’
      Lapointe
      wanted
      to
      know.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      believe
      those
      frauds
      of
      mystics
      like
      to
      call
      it
      ectoplasm,’
      said
      Begg,
      ‘but
     
     
      I
      prefer
      to
      think
      of
      it
      as
      the
      traces
      left
      by
      each
      human
      soul
      as
      it
      passes
     
     
      through
      the
      world
      —
      or,
      in
      this
      case,
      between
      them.
      Only
      those
      “old
      souls”
     
     
      like
      Mrs
      Persson,
      who
      has
      moved
      for
      so
      long
      between
      planes
      and
      has
     
     
      developed
      a
      form
      of
      longevity
      we
      might
      call
      immortality,
      leave
      such
      clear
     
     
      traces.’
      His
      smile
      was
      grim.
      ‘We
      are
      still
      on
      her
      trail.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Only
      when
      he
      looked
      back
      did
      Taffy
      Sinclair
      see,
      not
      unexpectedly,
     
     
      similar
      phosphorescent
      traces
      running
      behind
      them.
      And
      he
      knew
      for
     
     
      certain
      who
      had
      left
      those.
     
    


    
     
      After
      walking
      a
      bit
      further,
      when
      the
      booming
      of
      the
      Balance
      seemed
     
     
      closer,
      Sinclair
      realised
      they
      had
      left
      the
      moonbeam
      roads
      and
      were
      once
     
     
      again
      passing
      through
      a
      more
      earthly
      sequence
      of
      vaulted
      chambers.
      Still
     
     
      the
      electric
      lamp
      was
      in
      Begg’s
      left
      hand.
      And
      still
      his
      right
      hand
      gripped
     
     
      his
      service
      revolver.
      Was
      it
      his
      imagination,
      the
      Home
      Office
      pathologist
     
     
      asked
      himself,
      or
      was
      there
      something
      familiar
      about
      the
      smell
      of
      the
      air?
     
     
      Was
      it
      pine
      trees?
      Impossible!
     
    


    
     
      “Where
      are
      we?’
      enquired
      Lapointe
      in
      a
      whisper.
     
    


    
     
      ‘If
      I
      am
      not
      mistaken,
      my
      old
      friend,’
      answered
      the
      Englishman,
      ‘we
      are
     
     
      somewhere
      in
      the
      Bavarian
      mountains.
      Probably
      near
      a
      place
      called
     
     
      Berchtesgaden.
      Either
      that,
      or
      my
      nose
      deceives
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      we
      were
      right!’
      LeBec
      exclaimed.
      ‘Mrs
      Persson
      is
      working
      for
      the
     
     
      German
      insurgents!’
     
    


    
     
      “That,
      Inspector
      LeBec,’
      responded
      Begg,
      ‘remains
      to
      be
      determined.’
     
    


    
     
      Soon
      the
      ground
      began
      to
      slope
      upward,
      and
      they
      heard
      voices
      loud
     
     
      enough
      to
      drown
      out
      the
      chiming
      balance.
      Unmistakeably
      speaking
     
     
      German,
      the
      loudest
      of
      them
      had
      a
      distinct
      Austrian
      accent.
     
    


    
     
      Sir
      Seaton
      doused
      his
      lamp
      but
      did
      not
      return
      his
      revolver
      to
      his
      pocket.
     
    


    
     
      The
      unseen
      Austrian’s
      voice
      rose
      with
      excitement.
      ‘Victory
      is
      in
      our
     
     
      grasp,
      my
      friends.
      Our
      army
      is
      passing
      through
      the
      Eagle
      Gate
      as
      we
      speak,
     
     
      to
      assemble
      in
      the
      Great
      Siegfried
      Cavern,
      where
      they
      await
      our
      signal.
     
     
      Those
      degenerate
      fools
      thought
      they
      had
      defeated
      us,
      reduced
      us
      to
      a
      mere
     
     
      rabble.
      But
      they
      did
      not
      reckon
      with
      our
      heritage,
      the
      ancient
      Nordic
      secrets
     
     
      locked
      deep
      within
      our
      Bavarian
      homeland.
      The
      Hollow
      Earth
      theory
      has
     
     
      been
      proven
      a
      scientific
      fact.
      You
      have
      done
      well,
      Frau
      Persson,
      leading
      us
     
     
      to
      this
      road.
      We
      should
      have
      been
      sad
      if
      you
      were
      to
      become
      the
      subject
      of
     
     
      the
      next
      set
      of
      pictures
      sold
      in
      Herr
      Caron’s
      shop.
      By
      next
      Saturday
      the
     
     
      course
      of
      history
      will
      be
      changed
      for
      ever.
      We
      shall
      strike
      a
      blow
      against
     
     
      the
      Jewish
      race
      from
      which
      it
      will
      never
      recover.
      And
      if
      you
      continue
      to
      co-
     
     
      operate,
      you
      shall
      witness
      my
      becoming
      world
      leader,
      master
      of
      time
      and
     
     
      space.
      You
      will
      make
      a
      fitting
      consort.
      Together
      we
      shall
      rule
      the
      universe!’
     
    


    
     
      They
      heard
      only
      a
      faint
      reply.
      But
      the
      Austrian,
      evidently
      Colonel
      Hitler,
     
     
      continued
      his
      monologue
      unchecked.
      He
      hardly
      understood
      the
      nature
      of
      his
     
     
      own
      situation,
      so
      blinded
      was
      he
      by
      petty
      dreams
      of
      power
      and
      banal
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      notions
      of
      his
      own
      superiority.
      A
      typical
      megalomaniac.
      Yet
      why
      on
      earth
     
     
      would
      a
      woman
      of
      Una
      Persson’s
      intelligence
      and
      integrity
      lend
      herself
      to
     
     
      such
      evil
      folly?
     
    


    
     
      Using
      the
      ancient
      columns
      as
      cover,
      the
      four
      crept
      closer.
      In
      a
      circle
      of
     
     
      light
      stood
      the
      figures
      of
      a
      short
      fat
      man,
      a
      squat
      military
      type
      with
      a
     
     
      hideously
      disfigured
      face,
      another
      with
      gaunt,
      skeletal
      features
      and
      a
      black
     
     
      medical
      boot.
      To
      one
      side
      of
      these
      stood
      a
      tall,
      lugubrious-looking
     
     
      individual
      and
      another
      man
      of
      medium
      height
      with
      a
      short,
      dark
      ‘Charlie
     
     
      Chaplin’
      moustache
      and
      a
      lock
      of
      greasy
      hair
      falling
      over
      one
      eye.
      They
     
     
      were
      recognised
      immediately
      from
      their
      ‘Wanted’
      posters.
      Here
      was
      the
     
     
      entire
      tiber-heirarchy
      of
      the
      Hitler
      gang.
     
    


    
     
      Three
      more
      revolvers
      were
      now
      drawn
      to
      join
      Begg’s,
      and
      all
      four
     
     
      detectives
      advanced.
      This
      was
      their
      chance
      to
      capture
      all
      the
      leaders
      of
      the
     
     
      German
      insurgency.
     
    


    
     
      Mrs
      Persson,
      seated
      at
      ease
      on
      a
      chair
      to
      one
      side
      of
      the
      main
      group,
      was
     
     
      the
      first
      to
      notice
      them.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Raise
      your
      hands!’
      Begg
      barked
      in
      German,
      motioning
      with
      his
      Webley.
     
     
      “You
      are
      all
      under
      arrest.’
     
    


    
     
      “Thunder
      and
      lightning!’
      The
      tall
      man,
      whom
      they
      recognised
      as
      Captain
     
     
      Hess,
      one
      of
      Hitler’s
      closest
      co-conspirators,
      made
      a
      movement
      to
      his
      belt.
     
     
      But
      Lapointe
      crossed
      quickly
      and
      placed
      his
      hand
      on
      the
      man’s
      arm.
     
    


    
     
      Colonel
      Hitler
      glowered,
      his
      tiny
      blue
      eyes
      points
      of
      almost
      insane
      rage.
     
     
      ‘How
      did
      you
      —?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Cross
      from
      one
      plane
      of
      the
      multiverse
      to
      another?
      The
      same
      way
      Mrs
     
     
      Persson
      did.
      Indeed,
      she
      led
      us
      to
      you...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      only
      a
      few
      of
      us
      knew
      the
      secret!’
      Herman
      Goring,
      the
      fat
      Nazi,
     
     
      looked
      rapidly
      from
      face
      to
      face.
      ‘Zenith
      swore
      —’
     
    


    
     
      ‘So
      Zenith
      is
      in
      league
      with
      you!’
      Lapointe
      looked
      almost
      disappointed.
     
     
      “Well,
      he,
      too,
      will
      be
      arrested
      in
      good
      time.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      I
      am
      surprised,
      Mrs
      Persson,
      that
      you
      should
      associate
      yourself
      with
     
     
      such
      scum.
      Enemies
      of
      all
      that
      is
      civilised...’
      Begg
      shook
      his
      head.
     
    


    
     
      Una
      Persson
      stood
      up.
      Her
      beautiful
      face
      was
      an
      icy
      mask
      and
      her
      eyes
     
     
      showed
      no
      expression.
      ‘Ah,
      Sir
      Seaton.”
      Her
      voice
      mocked
      him.
      ‘So
      you
     
     
      are,
      like
      so
      many
      of
      your
      kind,
      the
      sole
      arbiter
      of
      what
      is
      civilised.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Englishman,
      we
      are
      the
      ones
      who
      will
      save
      everything
      valuable
      in
     
     
      civilisation!’
      The
      gaunt
      man
      with
      the
      medical
      boot
      was
      Herr
      Goebbels,
      the
     
     
      journalist.
      ‘Without
      Germany
      there
      would
      be
      no
      civilisation.
      No
      music,
      no
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      art,
      no
      poetry.
      All
      that
      is
      best
      in
      your
      own
      country
      is
      the
      creation
      of
      the
     
     
      Nordic
      soul.
      All
      that
      threatens
      you,
      from
      without
      and
      within,
      is
      also
      Jewish.
     
     
      By
      saving
      Europe
      from
      the
      Jews,
      we
      shall
      establish
      a
      new
      Golden
      Age
     
     
      across
      our
      Continent.
      Even
      the
      Slavs
      will
      welcome
      this
      renaissance
      and
     
     
      willingly
      join
      in.
      Soon
      we
      shall
      be
      able
      to
      manipulate
      the
      very
      stuff
      of
     
     
      Creation.’
     
    


    
     
      Unthinking,
      a
      furious
      Taffy
      Sinclair
      took
      a
      step
      closer
      to
      the
      crazed
     
     
      creature.
      ‘I
      find
      you
      unconvincing,
      Colonel
      Hitler.
      You
      would
      establish
      this
     
     
      new
      civilisation
      by
      blowing
      up
      innocents
      and
      throwing
      the
      whole
      of
      our
     
     
      world
      into
      turmoil?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      hideously
      scarred
      Captain
      Erich
      Röhm
      laughed
      in
      Sinclair’s
      face.
     
     
      ‘Only
      through
      blood
      and
      iron
      will
      Europe
      be
      cleansed.
      I
      am
      a
      soldier.
      I
     
     
      know
      nothing
      but
      the
      art
      of
      battle.
      And
      even
      I
      understand
      how
      the
      Jews
     
     
      continue
      to
      corrupt
      political
      and
      cultural
      life!
      Martin
      Luther
      warned
      us.
      So,
     
     
      too,
      have
      a
      succession
      of
      popes
      and
      bishops.
      Not
      only
      do
      Jews
      refuse
      the
     
     
      true
      messiah,
      they
      wish
      to
      wipe
      all
      trace
      of
      Jesus
      Christ
      from
      the
      world!
     
     
      Once
      the
      warriors
      of
      Europe
      rose
      up
      to
      save
      Christendom
      from
      destruction.
     
     
      Now
      we
      rise
      again
      to
      mount
      our
      great
      crusade
      against
      the
      sons
      of
      Abraham.
     
     
      By
      working
      against
      us,
      gentlemen,
      you
      are
      making
      a
      terrible
      mistake.
      Join
     
     
      us!
      The
      Holy
      Grail
      itself
      will
      soon
      be
      in
      our
      hands.
      He
      who
      holds
      the
      Grail
     
     
      controls
      the
      Balance
      and
      therefore
      the
      universe
      itself!’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      are
      as
      mad
      as
      I
      understood
      you
      to
      be,
      messieurs.’
      Lapointe
      drew
      a
     
     
      set
      of
      handcuffs
      from
      his
      overcoat
      pocket
      and
      advanced
      towards
      the
     
     
      glowering
      Hitler.
      ‘Now,
      if
      you
      will
      kindly
      —’
     
    


    
     
      A
      shot
      rang
      out
      from
      the
      shadows,
      and
      the
      revolver
      went
      spinning
      from
     
     
      Lapointe’s
      grasp.
      Another
      shot
      and
      LeBec
      clutched
      his
      right
      shoulder.
     
     
      Blood
      began
      to
      seep
      through
      his
      fingers.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Drop
      your
      weapons!’
      came
      a
      cold
      commanding
      voice.
      ‘Drop
      them
      or
      you
     
     
      shall
      all
      die
      immediately.’
     
    


    
     
      And
      strolling
      out
      into
      the
      circle
      of
      light
      came
      a
      tall,
      stiff-backed
      man
     
     
      dressed
      in
      perfect
      evening
      clothes
      and
      wearing
      a
      black
      domino
      obscuring
     
     
      the
      upper
      half
      of
      his
      face.
      In
      his
      right
      hand
      was
      a
      smoking
      9mm
      Sabatini
     
     
      automatic.
     
    


    
     
      Begg
      recognised
      him
      immediately.
      ‘So
      it
      was
      true,’
      he
      murmured.
      ‘I
      have
     
     
      been
      guilty
      of
      underestimating
      you,
      mein
      Herr.
      I
      knew
      that
      if
      Monsieur
     
     
      Zenith
      was
      not
      helping
      this
      gang,
      it
      had
      to
      be
      someone
      equally
     
     
      knowledgeable
      in
      the
      ways
      of
      the
      multiverse.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      The
      newcomer’s
      thin
      lips
      formed
      a
      mocking
      smile
      of
      triumph.
      ‘You
      had
     
     
      thought
      me
      defeated,
      Sir
      Seaton,
      in
      the
      matter
      of
      the
      Corsican
      Collar.
      Then
     
     
      your
      life
      was
      saved
      by
      my
      old
      enemy,
      your
      cousin,
      who
      calls
      himself
     
     
      Zenith.
      But
      you
      knew
      I
      would
      return
      to
      continue
      with
      my
      quest.’
     
    


    
     
      Lowering
      his
      revolver,
      Begg
      turned
      at
      once
      to
      Colonel
      Hitler.
      ‘Believe
     
     
      me,
      if
      you
      think
      to
      link
      your
      interests
      with
      this
      creature’s
      you
      are
      mistaken.
     
     
      He
      will
      betray
      you
      as
      he
      has
      betrayed
      every
      other
      man,
      woman
      or
      spirit
     
     
      whom
      he
      has
      persuaded
      to
      act
      with
      him.
      You
      might
      know
      him
      by
      another
     
     
      name,
      but
      I
      can
      tell
      you
      his
      real
      identity,
      for
      he
      is
      the
      master
      of
      lies.
      He
      is
     
     
      Johannes
      Klosterheim.
      Some
      believe
      him
      a
      fallen
      angel
      expelled
      from
      hell
     
     
      itself,
      but
      I
      know
      that
      he
      was
      once
      a
      member
      of
      the
      Society
      of
      Jesus
      before
     
     
      he
      was
      expelled
      from
      that
      order
      and
      excommunicated
      by
      the
      Pope
      himself.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Klosterheim
      !’
      Captain
      Goring’s
      plump
      features
      shook
      with
      amusement.
     
     
      “What
      nonsense!
      This
      is
      Herr
      Johan
      Cornelius.
      You
      would
      have
      us
      believe
     
     
      that
      we
      have
      linked
      our
      fortunes
      with
      a
      figure
      from
      folklore
      —
      the
      infamous
     
     
      Gaynor
      the
      Damned!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘As
      he
      is
      called
      in
      the
      opera,’
      said
      Begg
      quietly,
      ‘but
      Wagner
      took
      certain
     
     
      liberties
      with
      the
      old
      legends,
      as
      before
      him
      did
      Milton.’
     
    


    
     
      Lapointe,
      Sinclair
      and
      the
      pale,
      wounded
      LeBec
      all
      looked
      at
      him
      as
      if
      he
     
     
      were
      mad.
      They
      knew
      the
      stories
      from
      the
      opera
      of
      the
      enemy
      of
      Parsifal,
     
     
      who
      had
      sought
      the
      Grail
      and
      found
      it,
      only
      to
      be
      cursed
      with
      eternal
     
     
      damnation,
      to
      wander
      the
      earth
      until
      the
      end
      of
      time
      for
      the
      crime
      of
     
     
      attempting
      to
      drink
      Christ’s
      very
      blood.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Drop
      your
      weapons,
      gentlemen,
      or
      this
      time
      I
      shoot
      your
      colleague
      in
      his
     
     
      heart
      and
      not
      his
      shoulder,’
      was
      Klosterheim’s
      icy
      response.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Nazi
      colonel
      himself
      was
      now
      staring
      a
      little
      nervously
      at
      the
      masked
     
     
      man,
      wondering
      whether
      any
      bargain
      he
      might
      have
      made
      with
      him
      could
     
     
      possibly
      still
      be
      to
      his
      advantage.
     
    


    
     
      Then
      Mrs
      Persson
      stepped
      out
      of
      the
      circle
      and
      joined
      Klosterheim,
     
     
      standing
      close
      beside
      him,
      making
      it
      clear
      she
      was
      the
      fiend’s
      ally.
     
    


    
     
      ‘It’s
      said
      that
      promise
      of
      the
      Grail’s
      power
      will
      corrupt
      even
      the
      noblest
      of
     
     
      human
      creatures,’
      declared
      Begg.
      ‘Had
      I
      realised
      exactly
      what
      we
      were
      up
     
     
      against,
      my
      friends,
      I
      would
      never
      have
      led
      you
      here!
      This
      will
      be
      forever
     
     
      on
      my
      conscience.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Fear
      not,
      Sir
      Seaton,’
      came
      Klosterheim’s
      hollow,
      terrible
      voice.
      ‘You
     
     
      will
      not
      have
      to
      suffer
      for
      very
      much
      longer.
      Meanwhile
      I
      shall
      be
      obliged
      if
     
     
      you
      will
      drop
      your
      weapons
      at
      your
      feet.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      And
      as
      their
      revolvers
      clattered
      down,
      he
      uttered
      a
      mirthless
      laugh
      which
     
     
      echoed
      endlessly
      through
      the
      vaulted
      chambers
      and
      chilled
      the
      blood
      of
      all
     
     
      sojourners
      who
      heard
      it.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Six
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      Ultimate
      Power
     
    

   

   
    
     
      B
      EGG
      FELT
      PHYSICALLY
      sick
      standing
      with
      his
      hands
      raised
      watching
      the
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Nazi
      gangster
      gloat
      over
      his
      reversal.
      He
      had
      underestimated
      not
      only
      Hitler
     
     
      and
      company
      but
      everyone
      he
      had
      opposed.
      He
      had
      been
      foolish
      to
      assume
     
     
      that
      he
      alone,
      save
      for
      Mrs
      Persson
      and
      Monsieur
      Zenith,
      knew
      the
      secret
      of
     
     
      the
      moonbeam
      roads.
      He
      had
      wanted
      too
      badly
      to
      trust
      that
      pair.
      Cursing
     
     
      himself
      for
      not
      anticipating
      his
      old
      enemy
      Klosterheim’s
      ambitions,
      he
     
     
      refused
      to
      believe
      he
      might
      have
      been
      forgiven.
      Almost
      everyone
      believed
     
     
      Klosterheim
      to
      have
      met
      his
      end
      in
      Mirenburg
      a
      decade
      or
      more
      earlier.
      Not
     
     
      that
      Begg
      himself
      had
      been
      there
      to
      witness
      the
      evil
      eternal’s
      demise.
      None
     
     
      other
      than
      Zenith
      had
      given
      him
      the
      information.
     
    


    
     
      From
      his
      earliest
      appearance
      as
      a
      Satanic
      angel
      expelled
      from
      hell
      in
      the
     
     
      myths
      and
      legends
      of
      the
      seventeenth
      century,
      Klosterheim
      had
      been
      said
      to
     
     
      die
      more
      than
      once.
      But
      his
      antipathy
      to
      Begg’s
      family,
      or
      at
      least
      the
     
     
      German
      side
      of
      the
      family,
      the
      von
      Beks,
      was
      well
      known.
      He
      had
      survived
     
     
      one
      apparent
      death
      after
      another
      through
      the
      years,
      remaining
      alive
      for
      two
     
     
      reasons
      only:
      to
      kill
      all
      who
      carried
      the
      blood
      of
      his
      old
      enemy,
      Ulrich
      von
     
     
      Bek,
      and
      to
      lay
      his
      hands
      upon
      the
      Holy
      Grail
      and
      thus
      control,
      in
      his
     
     
      understanding,
      the
      very
      nature
      of
      reality.
      Yet
      here
      he
      was
      in
      alliance
      with
     
     
      Una
      Persson,
      Countess
      von
      Bek!
     
    


    
     
      Begg
      had
      narrowly
      escaped
      terrible
      death
      at
      the
      hands
      of
      this
      near-
     
     
      immortal
      before,
      and
      now
      there
      seemed
      there
      was
      no
      hope
      of
      escape
      at
      all.
     
    


    
     
      Klosterheim’s
      sunken
      sockets
      hid
      eyes
      which
      burned
      within
      like
      the
     
     
      unquenched
      flames
      of
      hell.
      He
      pocketed
      his
      revolver
      as
      the
      triumphant
     
     
      Nazis
      trained
      their
      own
      weapons
      on
      the
      detectives.
      Then
      the
      masked
      man
     
     
      bent
      and
      placed
      his
      thin
      lips
      upon
      those
      of
      Mrs
      Persson.
      Begg
      was
     
     
      astonished.
      Klosterheim
      had
      never
      shown
      warmth,
      let
      alone
      passion,
      for
      any
     
     
      creature,
      least
      of
      all
      a
      woman.
      And
      Mrs
      Persson
      smiled
      admiringly
      back
      at
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      the
      cadaverous
      devil
      with
      whom
      she
      had
      cast
      her
      lot.
      Colonel
      Hitler
     
     
      meanwhile
      glowered
      jealously,
      clearly
      furious
      that
      the
      woman
      had
     
     
      collaborated
      with
      him
      because
      Klosterheim
      had
      instructed
      her
      to
      do
      so.
     
     
      Noting
      all
      these
      connections,
      Begg
      now
      believed
      himself
      thoroughly
     
     
      outwitted.
      Was
      it
      possible
      that
      Zenith
      was
      also
      part
      of
      this
      unholy
      alliance?
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      cannot
      believe
      this
      of
      you,
      Mrs
      Persson!’
      exclaimed
      Taffy,
      still
      shocked
     
     
      and
      clearly
      unable
      to
      accept
      this
      turn
      of
      events.
      Like
      his
      colleagues,
      save
     
     
      the
      wounded
      LeBec,
      his
      hands
      were
      now
      firmly
      tied
      behind
      his
      back
      by
     
     
      Herr
      Hess.
      It
      was
      just
      possible
      that
      a
      tear
      gleamed
      in
      his
      eye.
      ‘How
      can
      any
     
     
      decent
      Englishwoman
      possibly
      ally
      herself
      with
      such
      riff-raff>?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,
      I
      think
      you’ll
      find
      it’s
      quite
      commonly
      done,
      Dr
      Sinclair.’
      Mrs
     
     
      Persson
      seemed
      partially
      drunk
      as
      she
      leaned
      against
      the
      gaunt
      skeleton
     
     
      who
      was
      not
      only
      her
      ally
      but
      apparently
      also
      her
      master,
      perhaps
      even
      her
     
     
      paramour.
      ‘We
      women
      are
      silly
      creatures,
      eh,
      thoroughly
      addicted
      to
     
     
      powerful
      men?
      There’s
      a
      larger
      interest
      here
      which
      I’m
      sure
      you’ll
     
     
      appreciate.
      Very
      few
      of
      us
      are
      privileged
      to
      know
      one
      of
      Satan’s
      very
      own
     
     
      angels...’
     
    


    
     
      Sinclair,
      his
      mouth
      set
      in
      a
      hard,
      disapproving
      line,
      was
      frozen
      in
      horror,
     
     
      completely
      incapable
      of
      a
      response.
     
    


    
     
      The
      Nazis
      began
      to
      herd
      their
      captives
      back
      towards
      the
      moonbeam
      roads.
     
    


    
     
      “We
      await
      only
      Count
      Zenith,’
      chuckled
      Captain
      Göring,
      ‘and
      our
      plan
     
     
      will
      be
      complete.
      On
      Saturday,
      The
      Hindenburg
      brings
      the
      Jewish
     
     
      Palestinian
      deputation
      from
      America
      to
      Munich.
      They
      intend
      to
      discuss
      an
     
     
      obscenity
      with
      Comrade
      von
      Hugenberg,
      chairman
      of
      the
      Munich
      Supreme
     
     
      Soviet
      —
      the
      establishment
      of
      a
      new
      Jewish
      state
      in
      the
      Bavarian
      lake
     
     
      district!
      Can
      you
      imagine
      a
      worse
      insult
      to
      our
      Christian
      community?
      But
      it
     
     
      will
      never
      take
      place.
      Our
      man
      Zenith
      will
      introduce
      a
      bomb
      on
      board
      while
     
     
      the
      Hindenburg
      refuels
      overnight
      at
      the
      Eiffel
      Tower
      in
      Paris.
      He
      will
      take
     
     
      the
      Star
      of
      Judea
      as
      his
      payment.
      The
      Jews
      intend
      to
      use
      that
      priceless
     
     
      emerald
      as
      down
      payment
      for
      the
      land
      they
      buy
      from
      the
      treacherous
     
     
      Bavarian
      soviet.
      The
      Hindenburg
      will
      blow
      up,
      and
      the
      French
      will
      be
     
     
      blamed
      for
      their
      sabotage.
      A
      wedge
      is
      thereby
      driven
      between
      the
      various
     
     
      allies.
      Jews,
      Frenchmen
      and
      Bavarian
      communists
      will
      all
      be
      implicated
      by
     
     
      the
      British
      and
      Americans.
      Chaos
      will
      ensue.
      Meanwhile,
      we
      will
      be
     
     
      prepared,
      as
      soon
      as
      news
      of
      the
      Hindenburg
      ’s
      destruction
      comes
      through,
     
     
      to
      announce
      a
      new
      National
      Socialist
      Bavarian
      state.
      The
      Freikorps
      will
     
     
      already
      have
      passed
      through
      the
      Eagle
      Gate
      and
      be
      crossing
      the
      moonbeam
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      roads
      into
      the
      Arcades
      of
      the
      Opera,
      a
      stone’s
      throw
      from
      the
      Arc
      de
     
     
      Triomphe.
      We
      shall
      announce
      our
      victory
      there.
      Our
      guns
      will
      by
      that
      time
     
     
      command
      the
      whole
      of
      Paris.
      Germans
      will
      rise
      to
      our
      victorious
      standard,
     
     
      and
      this
      time
      the
      British
      and
      French
      will
      find
      it
      impossible
      to
      subdue
      us.
     
     
      Paris
      will
      already
      be
      hostage
      to
      our
      cannon!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      this
      is
      madness!’
      gasped
      Lapointe.
      ‘All
      you
      will
      succeed
      in
      doing
      is
     
     
      harming
      hundreds
      of
      innocent
      people.
      You
      will
      be
      defeated
      again.
      Your
     
     
      logic
      is
      entirely
      flawed,
      Captain
      Goring.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Nonsense.
      You
      are
      addressing
      the
      cream
      of
      the
      Nazi
      élite!’
      barked
      Herr
     
     
      Goebbels.
      ‘Our
      plan
      is
      flawless!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Has
      Herr
      Klosterheim
      talked
      you
      into
      this?’
      asked
      LeBec
      through
      gritted
     
     
      teeth.
      His
      wound
      had,
      for
      the
      moment,
      stopped
      bleeding.
      He
      assured
      his
     
     
      friends
      that
      it
      was
      only
      a
      superficial
      flesh
      wound.
      Slowly
      the
      group
      came
      to
     
     
      a
      halt
      at
      the
      very
      edge
      of
      the
      silvery
      road
      through
      the
      multiverse.
     
    


    
     
      ‘We
      have
      perfected
      this
      plan
      together
      with
      Herr
      Klosterheim’s
     
     
      involvement,’
      said
      Hess,
      his
      strange
      eyes
      shifting
      back
      and
      forth
      from
      one
     
     
      member
      of
      the
      group
      to
      the
      other.
      ‘By
      Sunday
      Europe
      will
      have
      accepted
     
     
      the
      reality
      of
      a
      new
      Germany.
      We
      are
      already
      certain
      that
      many
      Frenchmen
     
     
      as
      well
      as
      English
      aristocrats
      will
      flock
      to
      our
      standard!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Klosterheim
      uses
      you
      for
      his
      own
      purposes,’
      said
      Begg
      quietly.
      ‘He
      has
     
     
      beguiled
      you,
      as
      he
      has
      beguiled
      so
      many
      others.
      He
      has
      no
      interest
      in
     
     
      reviving
      Nazi
      Germany
      or,
      indeed,
      doing
      anything
      but
      gaining
      control
      of
     
     
      the
      Cosmic
      Balance.
      Mrs
      Persson.
      You
      know
      this
      to
      be
      true!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      have
      no
      reason
      to
      disbelieve
      him,
      Sir
      Seaton.’
      With
      a
      giggle
      the
     
     
      adventuress
      turned
      away.
     
    


    
     
      Once
      again
      they
      could
      hear
      the
      rhythmic
      booming
      as
      of
      a
      great
      drum.
     
     
      Some
      shivered
      at
      the
      sound,
      waiting
      at
      the
      beginning
      of
      the
      moonbeam
     
     
      roads.
      Motioning
      again
      with
      their
      pistols,
      the
      Nazis
      forced
      Begg
      and
      Co.
      to
     
     
      move
      ahead.
      Each
      second
      they
      moved
      closer
      to
      the
      noise
      of
      the
      great
     
     
      Regulator.
      And
      the
      vision
      of
      the
      multiverse
      grew
      more
      vivid,
      the
      roads
     
     
      more
      detailed.
     
    


    
     
      The
      detectives
      gasped.
      Once
      again
      on
      every
      side
      of
      them,
      the
      distance
      was
     
     
      filled
      with
      glowing
      silvery
      roads,
      twisting
      in
      all
      directions,
      forming
      an
     
     
      extraordinary
      labyrinth.
      Unconscious
      of
      the
      drama
      being
      played
      between
     
     
      the
      Nazis
      and
      their
      enemies,
      travellers
      walked
      between
      a
      million
      realities.
     
    


    
     
      “Where
      are
      they
      going,
      Begg?’
      muttered
      Dr
      Sinclair.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      Klosterheim
      read
      the
      bewilderment
      in
      Taffy’s
      eyes.
      ‘Do
      not
      fear,
      doctor.
     
     
      You
      will
      soon
      have
      the
      whole
      of
      eternity
      to
      contemplate
      this
      puzzle.
      Now,
     
     
      move
      on!
      There
      are
      still
      more
      wonders
      to
      greet
      you...’
     
    


    
     
      LeBec
      groaned,
      feeling
      himself
      weakening.
      He
      was
      the
      only
      one
      of
      the
     
     
      prisoners
      not
      to
      be
      bound.
      His
      injured
      arm
      hung
      limp
      at
      his
      side,
      and
      he
     
     
      staunched
      fresh
      blood
      from
      his
      wounded
      shoulder
      with
      his
      right
      hand.
      He
     
     
      seemed
      dazed,
      unable
      to
      accept
      the
      actuality
      of
      these
      events.
      He
      looked
      up
     
     
      through
      the
      swirling,
      scintillating
      colour
      which
      filled
      the
      great
      ether,
      the
     
     
      shimmering
      lines
      of
      light
      cutting
      between
      them,
      the
      distant
      figures,
      the
     
     
      immense
      beauty
      of
      it
      all,
      then
      back
      at
      the
      grotesquely
      grinning
      uniformed
     
     
      men
      training
      their
      Lugers
      on
      the
      captured
      detectives.
     
    


    
     
      Behind
      them,
      having
      removed
      the
      black
      diamond
      mask
      he
      affected,
     
     
      Klosterheim
      stood
      stock-still.
      He
      had
      wrapped
      his
      great
      cloak
      around
      him,
     
     
      as
      if
      against
      a
      chill,
      though
      the
      temperature
      was
      moderate.
      Within
      his
      head
     
     
      cold
      eyes
      shifted
      from
      face
      to
      face,
      displaying
      no
      expression,
      no
      empathy,
     
     
      no
      sense
      of
      humanity.
     
    


    
     
      To
      Begg’s
      certain
      knowledge,
      the
      former
      priest
      was
      virtually
     
     
      indestructible.
      Like
      Zenith,
      like
      Mrs
      Persson
      herself,
      he
      was
      an
      eternal,
      one
     
     
      of
      those
      whose
      longevity
      was
      considerably
      greater
      than
      that
      of
      an
      ordinary
     
     
      human
      being.
      He
      was
      accustomed
      to
      life
      in
      the
      semi-infinite.
      Some
      said
     
     
      they
      sustained
      their
      long
      lives
      by
      dreaming
      a
      thousand
      years
      for
      every
      day
     
     
      of
      their
      ordinary
      existence
      and
      that
      what
      we
      witnessed
      of
      them
      were
      dream
     
     
      projections
      rather
      than
      the
      actual
      person.
      That
      most
      of
      them
      lived
      for
      ever
     
     
      was,
      in
      Begg’s
      opinion,
      debatable.
      Yet
      those
      who
      had
      encountered
     
     
      Klosterheim
      over
      the
      centuries
      had
      come
      to
      believe
      the
      tale
      of
      his
      being
      one
     
     
      of
      Satan’s
      favourite
      accomplices
      until
      the
      time
      when
      Satan
      himself
      sought
     
     
      reconciliation
      with
      their
      former
      lord.
      Then,
      it
      was
      said,
      Klosterheim
      had
     
     
      turned
      against
      Satan,
      too.
      As
      he
      perceived
      it,
      he
      had
      been
      betrayed
      by
      the
     
     
      two
      mightiest
      masters
      in
      his
      universe.
      For
      all
      his
      well
      hidden
      spirituality,
     
     
      Begg
      was
      not
      a
      man
      to
      accept
      superstition
      or
      supernatural
      explanation
      but
     
     
      he
      certainly
      entertained
      the
      truth
      in
      the
      stories
      as
      he
      stared
      back
      at
     
     
      Klosterheim.
      Begg’s
      own
      face
      was
      expressionless
      as
      he
      considered
      ways
     
     
      and
      means
      of
      turning
      the
      tables
      on
      their
      captors.
     
    


    
     
      Step
      by
      remorseless
      step
      they
      moved
      along
      the
      opaque,
      silvery
      causeway
     
     
      towards
      the
      sonorous
      booming
      until
      at
      last
      the
      road
      ended
      abruptly,
      upon
     
     
      the
      edge
      of
      the
      void,
      its
      silver
      falling
      away
      like
      mist.
      For
      the
      first
      time
      a
     
     
      smile
      crossed
      Klosterheim’s
      thin,
      bloodless
      lips.
      And
      he
      looked
      down.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Begg
      was
      the
      first
      to
      follow
      his
      gaze.
     
    


    
     
      The
      detective’s
      immediate
      instinct
      was
      to
      step
      back.
      There
      below
      them,
      its
     
     
      blade
      pointing
      down
      into
      the
      dancing,
      obscuring
      mist,
      he
      could
      see
      the
     
     
      shape
      of
      a
      gigantic
      black
      sword
      fashioned
      to
      resemble
      a
      balance,
      with
      a
      cup
     
     
      depending
      from
      either
      arm.
      Within
      the
      metal
      of
      the
      black
      blade
      scarlet
     
     
      characters
      writhed
      and
      twisted,
      the
      gleaming
      bejewelled
      cups
      moved
      slowly
     
     
      as
      they
      measured
      the
      weight
      of
      the
      world’s
      pain.
      Multicoloured
      strands
      of
     
     
      ectoplasm
      swirled
      from
      the
      bowls.
      Begg
      knew
      instinctively
      in
      his
      soul
      that
     
     
      once
      again
      he
      did
      indeed
      look
      upon
      the
      legendary
      Cosmic
      Balance
      which
     
     
      regulated
      the
      entire
      multiverse,
      weighing
      Law
      and
      Chaos,
      good
      and
      evil,
     
     
      truth
      and
      falsehood,
      life
      and
      death,
      love
      and
      hate,
      maintaining
      the
     
     
      equilibrium,
      and
      therefore
      the
      existence,
      of
      all
      created
      matter.
     
    


    
     
      Through
      the
      great
      voice
      of
      the
      Balance
      Klosterheim’s
      cold
      tones
     
     
      amplified
      clearly.
      ‘If
      the
      multiverse
      has
      a
      centre,
      it
      is
      here.
      I
      have
      sought
      it
     
     
      for
      many
      years
      and
      across
      many
      universes.
      And
      you,
      gentlemen,
      will
      have
     
     
      the
      privilege
      of
      seeing
      it
      briefly
      before
      you
      die.
      Indeed,’
      and
      now
      he
     
     
      chuckled
      to
      himself,
      ‘you
      will
      always
      see
      it
      before
      you
      die...’
     
    


    
     
      Lapointe
      interrupted.
      ‘You
      are
      a
      dangerous
      fool,
      M’sieu
      Klosterheim,
      if
     
     
      you
      believe
      you
      can
      control
      that
      symbol
      of
      eternal
      justice.
      Only
      God
     
     
      Almighty
      has
      the
      way
      of
      altering
      the
      scales
      maintaining
      the
      balance
     
     
      between
      Law
      and
      Chaos.
      What
      you
      see
      is
      doubtless
      only
      one
      manifestation
     
     
      of
      the
      Cosmic
      Balance.
      Can
      you
      control
      a
      symbol?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Perhaps
      not,’
      answered
      the
      sweet,
      calm
      voice
      of
      Mrs
      Persson.
      She
      had
     
     
      turned
      up
      the
      collar
      of
      her
      coat.
      Framed
      by
      her
      helmet
      of
      dark
      hair,
      her
     
     
      beautiful,
      pale,
      oval
      face
      shone
      with
      the
      reflected
      light
      of
      the
      great
      scale.
     
     
      Her
      indigo
      eyes
      sparkled
      with
      excitement.
      ‘But
      one
      who
      gives
      power
      to
      the
     
     
      symbol
      can
      sometimes
      control
      what
      it
      controls...’
     
    


    
     
      With
      an
      expression
      of
      disgust
      Lapointe
      turned
      away.
     
    


    
     
      Hitler,
      Hess,
      Göring,
      Röhm
      and
      Goebbels
      had
      all
      crowded
      to
      the
      verge
      of
     
     
      the
      road
      to
      stare
      down
      at
      the
      great
      balance.
      ‘All
      we
      need
      now
      is
      to
      set
      into
     
     
      that
      hilt
      the
      Star
      of
      Judea,’
      said
      the
      Nazi
      colonel.
     
    


    
     
      “Which
      you
      will
      not
      receive
      until
      Saturday,
      as
      I
      understand
      it,’
      said
      Begg,
     
     
      genuinely
      puzzled.
      ‘Tomorrow?’
     
    


    
     
      Hitler
      became
      suddenly
      alert.
      He
      turned
      brown,
      questioning
      eyes
      to
     
     
      Klosterheim.
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      brought
      you
      here
      where
      time
      has
      no
      end
      and
      no
      beginning,
      merely
      to
     
     
      show
      you
      why
      and
      for
      what
      you
      will
      die,’
      declared
      Klosterheim.
      ‘A
      small
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      offering
      to
      the
      Gods
      of
      Chaos
      who
      will
      soon
      be
      serving
      my
      cause.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      what
      is
      the
      chief
      price
      you
      pay
      for
      their
      compliance?’
      Begg
      enquired
     
     
      coolly.
      “The
      souls
      of
      four
      mortals
      could
      hardly
      be
      enough.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,
      they
      are
      scarcely
      ordinary
      mortals.
      Their
      crimes
      have
      resonated
     
     
      across
      the
      entire
      multiverse.
      Their
      souls
      have
      far
      greater
      weight
      than
      yours,
     
     
      Sir
      Seaton,
      certainly
      in
      that
      respect.
      Yet
      will
      the
      Balance
      accept
      them?
      We
     
     
      still
      await
      the
      one
      who
      brings
      us
      the
      Star
      of
      Judea.
      The
      Hindenburg
      docked
     
     
      an
      hour
      ago
      and
      now
      stands
      ready
      at
      Eiffel’s
      great
      mooring
      mast.’
     
     
      Klosterheim’s
      cold
      voice
      was
      amused.
      ‘With
      that
      great
      and
      ancient
      jewel,
      I
     
     
      make
      my
      true
      offering
      and
      in
      return
      shall
      have
      control
      of
      the
      Balance.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      could
      a
      mere
      jewel
      —
      any
      jewel
      —
      have
      value
      here?’
      demanded
      Dr
     
     
      Sinclair,
      his
      eyes
      half
      mad
      with
      what
      they
      had
      seen.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      Star
      of
      Judea
      is
      of
      immense
      value
      to
      the
      Lords
      of
      Chaos,
      Taffy,’
     
     
      murmured
      Begg.
      “They
      will
      hugely
      reward
      any
      being
      who
      brings
      it
      to
      them,
     
     
      and
      it
      will
      even
      seem
      to
      give
      that
      being
      control
      of
      the
      Cosmic
      Balance.
     
     
      Meanwhile...’
      He
      noted
      an
      opportunity
      and
      gestured,
      drawing
      the
      Nazis’
     
     
      attention
      away
      from
      his
      friends...
     
    


    
     
      A
      revolver
      suddenly
      jerked
      upward
      in
      LeBec’s
      left
      hand.
      Begg
      had
     
     
      anticipated
      this
      and
      had
      been
      deliberately
      distracting
      their
      captors,
      giving
     
     
      LeBec
      time
      to
      act.
      The
      Frenchman’s
      eyes
      were
      a
      mixture
      of
      contempt
      and
     
     
      pain.
      ‘You
      poor,
      unimaginative
      brutes
      could
      not
      imagine
      one
      of
      us
      owning
      a
     
     
      second
      weapon.
      Throw
      up
      your
      hands
      and
      drop
      your
      guns,
      gentlemen.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      startled
      Germans
      swung
      round,
      staring
      into
      the
      barrel
      of
      LeBec’s
     
     
      serviceable
      Hachette
      .38.
      They
      looked
      from
      him
      to
      Klosterheim
      to
      Mrs
     
     
      Persson.
      Only
      the
      woman
      found
      some
      amusement
      in
      this
      reversal,
      yet
      she
     
     
      did
      not
      move
      either
      to
      comply
      or
      to
      resist.
     
    


    
     
      At
      LeBec’s
      demand,
      Captain
      Hess
      drew
      his
      elaborate,
      ornamental
      dagger
     
     
      from
      the
      scabbard
      at
      his
      belt
      and
      cut
      the
      ropes
      binding
      the
      metatemporal
     
     
      detectives.
      Reluctantly,
      he
      returned
      their
      weapons.
      Hess’s
      deep-set
      eyes
     
     
      were
      dreamy,
      as
      if
      he
      believed
      himself
      the
      victim
      of
      an
      hallucination.
      Again
     
     
      and
      again
      his
      gaze
      returned
      to
      the
      great
      scintillating
      scales
      adjusting
      gently
     
     
      in
      constant
      balance,
      their
      movement
      continuing
      to
      create
      the
      deep
      booming,
     
     
      the
      heartbeat
      of
      the
      multiverse.
     
    


    
     
      Klosterheim
      snarled.
      ‘Do
      you
      think
      you
      can
      defeat
      my
      plans
      now
      merely
     
     
      by
      turning
      the
      tables
      on
      my
      servants?’
      And
      without
      warning,
      arms
     
     
      outstretched,
      he
      rushed
      at
      Hess
      and
      pushed
      the
      startled
      Nazi
      to
      the
      edge
      of
     
     
      the
      moonbeam
      road.
      Before
      the
      detectives
      could
      reach
      him,
      he
      shoved
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      again,
      and
      this
      time
      Hess’s
      awkward
      arms
      flailed
      as
      he
      fought
      to
      keep
      his
     
     
      balance.
      He
      reached
      towards
      Klosterheim,
      yelling
      something
      unintelligible,
     
     
      and
      then
      fell
      backwards.
     
    


    
     
      They
      all
      watched
      him
      drop,
      spinning
      and
      waving,
      like
      a
      scarecrow,
     
     
      falling,
      falling,
      down
      towards
      the
      Balance,
      passing
      the
      swaying
      beam
      until
     
     
      he
      hung
      frozen
      in
      the
      pulsing
      light
      rising
      from
      one
      of
      the
      cups.
      They
      heard
     
     
      him
      scream,
      a
      high-pitched
      and
      terrible
      noise,
      and
      when
      he
      had
      disappeared
     
     
      momentarily
      into
      the
      light,
      the
      cup
      suddenly
      flared
      scarlet.
     
    


    
     
      Klosterheim
      stepped
      to
      the
      edge
      and
      watched
      with
      an
      air
      of
      satisfaction.
     
     
      ‘A
      sign
      of
      my
      good
      faith,
      I
      hope.’
     
    


    
     
      Colonel
      Hitler
      swore
      in
      German.
      ‘You
      bastard!
      You
      killed
      him.
      You
      killed
     
     
      my
      closest
      friend!’
     
    


    
     
      Klosterheim
      shrugged.
      ‘It
      is
      perhaps
      disputable
      that
      he’s
      actually
      dead,
     
     
      but
      my
      master
      needs
      blood
      and
      souls.’
      He
      shrugged
      then.
      ‘The
      Grail
      —’
     
    


    
     
      “That
      thing
      is
      not
      the
      Grail!’
      growled
      Röhm.
      ‘There
      cannot
      be
      two
      grails!’
     
    


    
     
      Now
      Klosterheim
      smiled
      openly.
      ‘Not
      in
      your
      mythology,
      perhaps.
      But
     
     
      one
      cup
      holds
      the
      stuff
      of
      Chaos,
      the
      other
      holds
      the
      stuff
      of
      Law.
      That
      is
     
     
      what
      regulates
      the
      multiverse.
      Combined
      they
      become
      the
      Balance,
      but
     
     
      remain
      in
      constant
      conflict.’
     
    


    
     
      Still
      cursing
      Klosterheim,
      the
      Nazi
      colonel
      reached
      down
      and
      picked
      up
     
     
      his
      fallen
      Luger.
      In
      one
      movement
      he
      pointed
      and
      pulled
      the
      trigger,
      firing
     
     
      shot
      after
      shot
      into
      the
      mocking
      figure.
      Again
      came
      that
      cold,
      humourless
     
     
      chuckle,
      as
      Klosterheim
      spread
      his
      arms
      and
      looked
      down
      at
      his
     
     
      unwounded
      body.
      ‘I
      am
      not
      so
      easily
      killed,
      you
      see,
      Colonel
      Hitler.
      How
     
     
      can
      you
      take
      away
      the
      soul
      of
      a
      man
      who
      does
      not
      have
      one?’
     
    


    
     
      Still
      Una
      Persson
      did
      not
      move.
      She
      seemed
      to
      be
      waiting
      for
      something,
     
     
      perhaps
      to
      watch
      the
      opposed
      groups
      destroy
      one
      another.
      Yet
      enigmatic
     
     
      amusement
      continued
      to
      glow
      in
      her
      indigo
      eyes.
     
    


    
     
      Only
      when
      Röhm
      retrieved
      his
      own
      automatic
      pistol
      and
      pointed
      it
      at
      her
     
     
      did
      her
      expression
      change.
      Begg
      was
      sure,
      eternal
      though
      she
      might
      be,
      that
     
     
      she
      was
      not
      invulnerable.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Arioch!
      Arioch!
      Aid
      me
      now
      !’
      called
      Klosterheim
      in
      that
      leaden
      voice
     
     
      which
      seemed
      to
      deaden
      the
      air
      it
      filled.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Chapter
      Seven
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Old
      Souls
     
    

   

   
    
     
      B
      EGG
      KNEW
      HE
      could
      not
      kill
      Klosterheim
      easily
      and
      that
      the
      Nazis
      would
     
    

   

   
    
     
      soon
      return
      their
      attention
      to
      the
      detectives.
      He
      raised
      his
      Webley
      and,
     
     
      taking
      careful
      aim,
      shot
      Röhm
      between
      the
      eyes.
      The
      captain’s
      expression
     
     
      changed
      from
      anger
      to
      surprise,
      and
      then
      he,
      too,
      lost
      his
      footing
      and
      fell,
     
     
      his
      body
      spinning
      rapidly
      downwards
      then
      stopping
      suddenly,
      as
      if
      in
      the
     
     
      grip
      of
      some
      powerful
      magnetic
      force
      which
      held
      him
      spreadeagled
      and
     
     
      screaming
      silently
      in
      space
      above
      the
      Balance.
     
    


    
     
      Another
      shot.
      This
      time
      it
      was
      Lapointe
      who
      sent
      Captain
      Goring
      into
      the
     
     
      void
      to
      hang
      in
      the
      air
      immediately
      above
      the
      cup
      which
      held
      the
      weight
      of
     
     
      Chaos.
     
    


    
     
      ‘No!’
      cried
      Una
      Persson
      suddenly.
      ‘No!
      Don’t
      kill
      them!
      Not
      yet!
      You
     
     
      don’t
      know
      what
      you’re
      doing.
      There
      is
      a
      plan
      —’
     
    


    
     
      But
      Begg
      had
      no
      choice,
      for
      the
      malevolent
      club-footed
      Goebbels
     
     
      screamed
      something
      about
      betrayal
      and
      turned
      his
      gun
      on
      her.
      The
      Webley’s
     
     
      bullet
      found
      its
      target
      in
      Goebbels’s
      heart,
      and
      another
      Nazi
      went
      down,
     
     
      whirling
      and
      shrieking
      and
      coming
      to
      a
      sudden
      halt
      when
      embraced
      by
      the
     
     
      light
      from
      the
      cup,
      which
      now
      boiled
      with
      smoky
      scarlet
      and
      black
      fumes.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Sir
      Seaton!’
      cried
      Mrs
      Persson.
      ‘No
      more
      shooting,
      I
      beg
      you!
      Don’t
      you
     
     
      realise
      you’re
      aiding
      Klosterheim.
      Their
      souls
      are
      already
      pledged
      to
      Chaos.
     
     
      They
      are
      the
      blood
      sacrifice
      they
      intended
      to
      make
      of
      you.
      One
      last
      action
     
     
      and
      he
      can
      use
      them
      to
      destroy
      everything.
      Everything!’
     
    


    
     
      Begg
      was
      confused.
      He
      kept
      his
      Webley
      levelled
      at
      the
      remaining
      Nazi,
     
     
      the
      slavering,
      terrified
      Hitler
      who
      whispered
      in
      his
      lisping
      Austrian:
      ‘She’s
     
     
      right.
      Nothing
      but
      harm
      will
      come
      from
      killing
      me.’
     
    


    
     
      “Then
      get
      down
      on
      your
      knees
      and
      lock
      your
      hands
      above
      your
      head,’
     
     
      snapped
      Begg.
      Slowly,
      with
      every
      part
      of
      his
      body
      trembling,
      Hitler
     
     
      obeyed.
      Taffy
      Sinclair
      knew
      his
      old
      friend
      well
      enough
      to
      understand
      that
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Begg
      accepted
      that
      he
      had,
      inadvertently,
      done
      Klosterheim’s
      work.
      The
     
     
      beat
      of
      the
      Balance
      had
      changed
      subtly.
      Now
      it
      was
      as
      if
      they
      heard
      a
     
     
      distant
      wildfire,
      like
      the
      crackling
      and
      snapping
      of
      burning
      timber.
     
    


    
     
      Una
      Persson
      came
      to
      stand
      beside
      Begg.
      He
      stepped
      backward
      quickly
      as
     
     
      if
      she
      threatened
      him,
      but
      her
      expression
      was
      one
      of
      mixed
      anger
      and
      fear.
     
     
      ‘I
      did
      not
      believe
      you
      could
      follow
      me,’
      she
      said.
      ‘Oh,
      Seaton,
      your
      courage
     
     
      is
      now
      likely
      to
      lose
      us
      the
      fight
      —
      even
      perhaps
      destroy
      the
      multiverse!
      Do
     
     
      you
      understand
      what
      this
      means?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      massive,
      swordlike
      balance,
      its
      cups
      swaying
      and
      groaning,
      continued
     
     
      to
      beat
      and
      pulse.
      The
      light
      around
      its
      hilt
      was
      a
      golden
      halo
      surrounding
     
     
      dull
      metal
      of
      a
      blackness
      greater
      than
      the
      void.
      From
      somewhere
      below,
     
     
      Begg
      thought
      he
      heard
      the
      rattle
      of
      distant
      laughter.
     
    


    
     
      Klosterheim’s
      voice
      joined
      in
      the
      laughter.
      It
      was
      the
      bleakest,
      most
     
     
      desolate
      sound
      Sir
      Seaton
      Begg
      had
      ever
      experienced.
      He
      lowered
      his
      gun
     
     
      and
      looked
      helplessly
      from
      Mrs
      Persson,
      to
      Klosterheim,
      to
      the
      kneeling,
     
     
      gibbering
      Hitler
      and
      to
      his
      friends.
     
    


    
     
      ‘By
      Jupiter!’
      he
      whispered
      as
      realisation
      dawned.
      ‘Oh,
      my
      good
      Lord!
     
     
      What
      have
      I
      done?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      booming
      of
      the
      great
      balance
      had
      now
      taken
      on
      yet
      another
      different,
     
     
      arrhythmic
      note.
      Under
      its
      deep,
      masculine
      throb,
      Begg
      thought
      he
      could
     
     
      hear
      the
      thin
      screams
      of
      the
      Nazis.
      The
      gulf
      surrounding
      the
      not-dead
      men
     
     
      now
      boiled
      vigorously
      with
      blood
      and
      black
      smoke.
     
    


    
     
      “We
      would
      have
      mastered
      creation
      and
      moulded
      it
      in
      our
      desired
      image
     
     
      until
      the
      end
      of
      time,’
      wept
      Hitler.
      Begg
      did
      not
      care
      that
      the
      sobbing
      man
     
     
      now
      lowered
      his
      hands
      and
      buried
      his
      face
      in
      them.
      ‘Klosterheim!
      That
      was
     
     
      what
      you
      promised
      me!’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Like
      you,
      my
      friend,
      I
      have
      made
      many
      promises
      in
      my
      long
      career.’
     
     
      Klosterheim’s
      toneless
      voice
      betrayed
      no
      emotion.
      ‘And
      like
      you,
      Colonel
     
     
      Hitler,
      I
      have
      broken
      many
      promises.
      I
      helped
      you
      and
      your
      followers
     
     
      because
      it
      suited
      me.
      Now
      you
      have
      failed
      me
      and
      it
      no
      longer
      suits.
      Your
     
     
      actions
      brought
      my
      enemies
      to
      me,
      and
      we
      have
      reached
      this
      pass.
      Only
      the
     
     
      blood
      and
      souls
      of
      your
      colleagues
      will
      compensate
      for
      your
      clumsiness.’
     
     
      He
      turned
      to
      the
      metatemporal
      detective.
      ‘My
      master
      has
      his
      initial
     
     
      sacrifices,
      thanks
      to
      you,
      Sir
      Seaton.
      Now
      he
      will
      come
      to
      my
      aid,
      as
      he
     
     
      promised...’
     
    


    
     
      Begg
      could
      not
      disguise
      his
      own
      self-disgust.
      He
      was
      about
      to
      speak
      when
     
     
      a
      new
      voice,
      light
      and
      mocking,
      sounded
      from
      out
      of
      the
      scarlet
      mist
      behind
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      them.
      He
      recognised
      the
      voice
      at
      once.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,
      do
      not
      count
      on
      Lord
      Arioch
      turning
      up
      just
      yet,
      Herr
      Klosterheim.’
     
     
      The
      newcomer’s
      tone
      held
      a
      kind
      of
      courage
      which
      could
      belong,
      Begg
     
     
      knew,
      only
      to
      one
      man.
      He
      looked
      in
      surprise
      back
      down
      the
      road
      which
     
     
      had
      brought
      them
      here.
      Strolling
      towards
      them,
      swinging
      his
      cane,
      for
      all
     
     
      the
      world
      as
      if
      he
      were
      still
      the
      insouciant
      flaneur
      of
      the
      Arcades
      de
      |’Opera
     
     
      in
      full
      evening
      dress,
      including
      a
      silk-lined
      cape
      and
      a
      silk
      hat,
      came
     
     
      Monsieur
      Zenith.
      ‘Good
      evening,
      gentlemen.’
      He
      lifted
      his
      top
      hat.
     
     
      ‘Madame
      Persson.
      This
      is
      not
      quite
      the
      scene
      I
      imagined
      I
      would
      find.
     
     
      Where
      are
      Herr
      Hitler’s
      friends?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      fear
      they
      have
      become
      at
      least
      a
      potential
      blood
      offering
      to
      whatever
     
     
      demon
      of
      Chaos
      Johannes
      Klosterheim
      obeys,’
      replied
      Begg
      in
      chastened
     
     
      tones.
      ‘I
      believe
      I
      have
      made
      the
      greatest
      mistake
      of
      my
      life.
      Can
      it
      possibly
     
     
      be
      reversed,
      cousin?’
     
    


    
     
      The
      elegant
      boulevardier
      paused
      and
      selected
      one
      of
      his
      opium
      cigarettes
     
     
      from
      his
      slender,
      silver
      case.
      He
      lit
      it
      with
      an
      equally
      elegant
      silver
      Dunhill.
     
     
      ‘I
      must
      be
      truthful
      with
      you,
      Sir
      Seaton.
      I
      am
      not
      sure.
      Theoretically,
      if
     
     
      Chaos
      or
      Law
      achieves
      total
      ascendancy,
      then
      time
      stops.
      Like
      those
     
     
      fellows
      down
      there,
      we
      shall
      be
      frozen
      for
      ever
      at
      the
      moment
      before
      our
     
     
      deaths.
      Scarcely
      a
      palatable
      fate.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Indeed.’
      Begg
      looked
      around
      him
      and
      then
      at
      the
      great
      balance
      below.
     
     
      “What
      is
      this
      gem
      they
      said
      you’d
      steal?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘It
      is
      already
      stolen.’
      Zenith
      smiled
      to
      himself.
      ‘That
      is
      what
      brought
      me
     
     
      here.
      I
      possessed
      it
      before
      the
      ship
      ever
      left
      Jerusalem.
      Their
      perception
      of
     
     
      time
      remains,
      as
      ever,
      very
      crude.
      The
      gem
      emits
      both
      light
      and
      vibrations
     
     
      and
      acts
      as
      a
      kind
      of
      compass.
      Madame
      Persson
      understood
      this,
      I
      believe?
     
     
      It
      was
      what
      we
      discussed
      before
      the
      situation
      grew
      less
      controllable.
      My
     
     
      objective
      remains
      the
      Da
      Vinci
      in
      the
      Louvre,
      which
      I
      expected
      to
      possess
     
     
      by
      now.
      They
      have
      absolutely
      no
      right
      to
      it,
      you
      know.
      I
      had
      not
      reckoned,
     
     
      however,
      on
      Herr
      Klosterheim’s
      involvement.
      The
      rules
      of
      this
      game
      seem
     
     
      to
      be
      constantly
      changing.
      I
      underestimated
      its
      nature.
      Madame
      Persson
     
     
      suggested...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      regret
      that
      I
      misled
      you
      a
      little,
      old
      friend.’
      Mrs
      Persson
      still
      stood
      close
     
     
      to
      the
      expressionless
      Klosterheim.
      ‘Self-interest
      sometimes
      demands
      a
      fresh
     
     
      strategy.
      A
      new
      reality.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘The
      Nazis
      continue
      to
      be
      useful,’
      said
      Klosterheim.
      ‘Whether
      their
      souls
     
     
      go
      to
      Chaos
      or
      their
      bodies
      serve
      my
      cause
      matters
      not.
      Like
      all
      women,
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Mrs
      Persson
      understands
      where
      her
      loyalties
      are
      best
      placed.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Great
      Heavens,
      man!
      Does
      life
      have
      no
      value
      to
      you?’
      Taffy
      Sinclair
     
     
      broke
      away
      from
      his
      fellow
      investigators
      and
      strode
      towards
      the
      cadaverous
     
     
      creature.
      ‘How
      on
      earth
      can
      you
      allow
      such
      infamy?’
     
    


    
     
      Klosterheim’s
      dreadful
      laughter
      echoed
      into
      the
      void.
      ‘You
      speak
      to
      one
     
     
      who
      has
      defied
      both
      God
      and
      Lucifer
      and
      now
      stands
      ready
      to
      challenge
     
     
      their
      mastery
      of
      reality
      itself.
      I
      am
      not
      the
      first
      to
      try.
      But
      I
      shall
      be
      the
      first
     
     
      to
      succeed.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Such
      confidence
      is
      reassuring
      in
      these
      uncertain
      times.’
      Zenith
      seemed
     
     
      amused.
      ‘I
      envy
      you,
      Herr
      Klosterheim.
      When
      do
      you
      expect
      my
      lord
     
     
      Arioch?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘He
      will
      arrive
      imminently.
      He
      gave
      his
      word.’
      Klosterheim
      turned
      those
     
     
      hollow
      eyes
      on
      the
      albino.
      ‘He
      shares
      my
      impatience
      as
      well
      as
      my
     
     
      ambition.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Some
      would
      say
      he
      is
      already
      with
      us.’
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      motioned
      with
     
     
      his
      swordstick.
      Klosterheim’s
      eyes
      followed
      its
      direction
      as
      if
      he
      thought
     
     
      Zenith
      pointed
      out
      the
      powerful
      Chaos
      Lord,
      but
      he
      saw
      nothing
      but
      the
     
     
      Balance
      below
      and
      four
      bodies
      suspended
      above
      one
      of
      the
      cups,
      an
      instant
     
     
      from
      being
      absorbed
      into
      the
      cause
      of
      Entropy.
     
    


    
     
      Behind
      Begg,
      Commissaire
      Lapointe
      was
      forcing
      Hitler
      to
      his
      feet
      and
     
     
      handcuffing
      him.
      ‘It
      is
      my
      duty,
      gentlemen,
      to
      get
      this
      fellow
      back
      to
      the
     
     
      authorities
      in
      Berlin.
      As
      to
      the
      rest
      of
      the
      matter,
      I
      fear
      it
      is
      far
      beyond
      my
     
     
      competence.
      So
      if
      you
      will
      permit
      me...’
      He
      began
      rapidly
      to
      push
      the
     
     
      whimpering
      insurgent
      colonel
      ahead
      of
      him,
      followed
      by
      his
      wounded
     
     
      assistant
      whose
      expression
      was
      one
      of
      regret
      and
      embarrassment.
      ‘Duty
     
     
      demands,’
      said
      LeBec.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Of
      course,’
      agreed
      Begg,
      ‘I
      have
      no
      objection.
      Were
      the
      situation
      a
      little
     
     
      less
      complicated,
      I
      would
      be
      with
      you.
      Can
      you
      find
      your
      own
      way
      back?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      think
      so.
      With
      good
      fortune
      we
      will
      meet
      again
      in
      Paris
      very
      shortly.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      may
      count
      on
      it,
      Commissaire.’
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      bowed
      and
      again
     
     
      raised
      his
      hat.
      ‘I
      will
      take
      the
      most
      conscientious
      care
      of
      your
      colleague.’
     
    


    
     
      Herr
      Klosterheim
      however
      was
      having
      none
      of
      this.
      ‘I
      cannot
      permit
      any
     
     
      of
      you
      to
      leave.
      Not
      now.
      Your
      souls
      are
      the
      price
      of
      my
      success.’
      When
     
     
      LeBec’s
      pistol
      was
      again
      aimed
      at
      his
      chest
      he
      let
      out
      an
      explosive
      guffaw.
     
     
      ‘Oh,
      fire
      away,
      my
      dear
      policeman.
      Have
      you
      any
      idea
      how
      many
      times
      I
     
     
      have
      been
      killed
      by
      the
      likes
      of
      you.
      Your
      lives
      are
      mine,
      just
      as
      these
     
     
      others
      belong
      to
      me.
      All
      are
      promised
      to
      my
      patron...’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘My
      dear
      Klosterheim,’
      drawled
      Zenith,
      ‘are
      you
      truly
      so
      ignorant
      of
      the
     
     
      change
      in
      your
      situation
      that
      you
      believe
      you
      can
      threaten
      these
      good
     
     
      officers
      and
      stop
      them
      performing
      their
      duty?
      I
      believe
      the
      clinical
      term
      for
     
     
      your
      condition
      is
      “denial”.
      You
      no
      longer
      possess
      any
      power
      to
      speak
      of.’
     
     
      And,
      smiling,
      he
      pressed
      a
      silver
      stud
      in
      his
      ebony
      cane
      and
      swiftly
     
     
      withdrew
      the
      slender
      blade.
     
    


    
     
      The
      sword
      now
      in
      Zenith’s
      hand
      was
      actually
      darker
      than
      the
      ebony
      which
     
     
      had
      contained
      it.
      Along
      its
      slim
      length
      writhed
      bloody
      scarlet
      characters,
      the
     
     
      runes
      of
      some
      long-forgotten
      lexicon.
      Sinclair
      turned
      to
      question
      Begg
      and
     
     
      to
      his
      astonishment
      saw
      his
      colleague
      laughing
      and
      holding
      his
      Webley
      so
     
     
      loosely
      in
      his
      hand
      that
      it
      threatened
      to
      fall
      into
      the
      void.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aha!’
      exclaimed
      Begg,
      almost
      in
      delight.
      ‘Here
      is
      your
      sought-for
     
     
      demonic
      aid,
      my
      dear
      Klosterheim!
      What
      a
      jest!
      What
      a
      jest!’
      He
      stepped
     
     
      back
      as
      his
      cousin
      advanced
      holding
      before
      him
      the
      thrumming
      épée
      now
     
     
      crying
      with
      its
      own
      voice.
      Bewildered
      at
      last,
      Klosterheim
      looked
      from
      Mrs
     
     
      Persson
      to
      Zenith
      to
      the
      sword.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Mrs
      Persson,
      you
      assured
      me...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘I
      told
      you
      that
      the
      black
      broadsword
      you
      call
      Stormbringer
      was
      no
      longer
     
     
      in
      Monsieur
      Zenith’s
      possession.
      I
      said
      nothing
      of
      any
      other
      blade
      perhaps
     
     
      bearing
      similar
      characteristics,
      which
      he
      finds
      convenient
      to
      carry
      in
      a
      more
     
     
      modern
      form
      under
      a
      different
      name.’
      The
      Englishwoman
      grinned
      like
      a
     
     
      lioness
      who
      had
      just
      made
      a
      kill.
      “You
      must
      know,
      Herr
      Klosterheim,
      that
     
     
      just
      as
      the
      wielder
      of
      the
      sword
      takes
      many
      guises,
      so
      does
      the
      sword
      itself.
     
     
      And
      even
      the
      creature
      which
      inhabits
      the
      sword
      has
      more
      than
      one
     
     
      identity!’
     
    


    
     
      She
      stepped
      aside
      as
      Klosterheim
      began
      to
      back
      away
      from
      the
      advancing
     
     
      albino.
      ‘I
      shall
      not
      be
      threatened,
      monsieur!
      Arioch!
      Lord
      Arioch
      of
      the
     
     
      Seven
      Darks!
      Aid
      me,
      I
      beg
      thee.
      Arioch,
      thou
      promised
      me...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Lord
      Arioch’s
      promises
      are
      of
      a
      practical
      and
      volatile
      nature,
      also,’
     
     
      declared
      Zenith,
      the
      slender
      sword
      still
      pointed
      at
      Klosterheim’s
      throat.
      ‘It
     
     
      surprises
      me
      that
      you
      did
      not
      consider
      this
      when
      laying
      out
      your
      equation
     
     
      for
      this
      particular
      adventure.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      you
      forget,
      monsieur.
      That
      blade
      and
      your
      master
      feed
      on
      souls
      as
     
     
      well
      as
      blood.’
      Klosterheim’s
      smile
      was
      bitterly
      sardonic.
      ‘Nein?’
      With
      a
     
     
      quavering
      laugh,
      somehow
      even
      more
      disgusting
      than
      any
      of
      his
      previous
     
     
      expressions,
      he
      folded
      his
      arms
      and
      challenged
      Zenith
      to
      stab
      him.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      If
      anything,
      the
      albino’s
      smile
      stilled
      the
      onlookers’
      blood
      more
      than
      the
     
     
      other
      eternal’s
      laughter.
      Without
      hesitation,
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      lunged
     
     
      forward
      in
      an
      elegant
      fencer’s
      position,
      and
      his
      delicate,
      black
      blade
      took
     
     
      Klosterheim
      in
      the
      throat.
     
    


    
     
      For
      a
      second
      the
      ex-priest
      continued
      to
      laugh...
      and
      then
      his
      eyes
     
     
      widened.
      He
      clutched
      at
      his
      neck,
      at
      the
      shivering
      blade...
      He
      gasped.
      He
     
     
      groaned.
      He
      staggered
      backwards
      towards
      the
      very
      edge
      of
      the
      moonbeam
     
     
      road
      and
      hung
      there,
      swaying,
      as
      blood
      bubbled
      from
      the
      wound
      Zenith
      had
     
     
      made.
      ‘Nein!’
      he
      said
      again,
      this
      time
      with
      fear.
      ‘Nein!’
     
    


    
     
      He
      realised
      suddenly
      where
      he
      stood
      and
      attempted
      to
      regain
      his
      balance,
     
     
      but
      it
      was
      too
      late.
      His
      deep-set
      eyes
      burned
      with
      terror,
      lighting
      his
     
     
      cadaverous
      head
      with
      an
      unholy
      fire.
      Begg
      and
      the
      others
      were
      uncertain
     
     
      what
      emotion
      they
      witnessed,
      but
      they
      all
      agreed
      that
      it
      was
      emotion.
     
    


    
     
      ‘How
      can
      this
      be?’
      Klosterheim
      spoke
      in
      the
      old
      Hochdeutsch
      of
      his
     
     
      youth.
      ‘How
      —?’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      forgot,
      Herr
      Klosterheim.’
      With
      a
      lithe,
      reverse
      movement
      Zenith
     
     
      resheathed
      the
      black
      blade.
      ‘My
      sword
      is
      capable
      of
      conferring
      souls
      as
     
     
      well
      as
      stealing
      them.’
      He
      stepped
      forward
      again,
      his
      hand
      light
      on
     
     
      Klosterheim’s
      chest,
      as
      with
      two
      fingers
      he
      tipped
      him
      gently
      off
      into
      the
     
     
      void
      above
      the
      pulsing
      balance.
      ‘And
      only
      a
      creature
      with
      a
      human
      soul,
      no
     
     
      matter
      how
      corrupt,
      can
      enjoy
      that
      moment
      of
      forever,
      poised
      between
     
     
      eternity
      and
      oblivion,
      which
      comes
      with
      the
      end
      of
      everything.
      Meanwhile,
     
     
      I
      send
      you
      to
      consider
      that
      thought
      for
      as
      long
      as
      you
      shall
      last.
      Which
      is,
      of
     
     
      course,
      until
      the
      end
      of
      time.’
     
    


    
     
      Klosterheim
      fell
      backwards
      screaming
      and
      joined
      the
      others
      whose
      distant
     
     
      bodies
      hung
      in
      the
      void,
      like
      flies
      in
      a
      web,
      conscious
      and
      frozen
      in
      the
     
     
      instant
      before
      their
      deaths.
     
    


    
     
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      turned
      with
      a
      bow.
      Reaching
      out,
      he
      kissed
      Mrs
     
     
      Persson’s
      hand.
      ‘Well
      played,
      madam.
      Our
      plan
      was
      almost
      foiled
      by
      these
     
     
      good-hearted
      fellows.’
      He
      inclined
      his
      head
      towards
      Begg
      and
      Sinclair.
     
    


    
     
      “You
      two
      had
      planned
      all
      this?’
      Sinclair
      found
      himself
      torn
      between
      rage
     
     
      and
      relief.
      ‘All
      of
      it?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Most
      of
      it,
      declared
      Mrs
      Persson,
      advancing
      towards
      the
      famous
     
     
      pathologist.
      ‘Really,
      Dr
      Sinclair,
      we
      had
      no
      intention
      of
      deceiving
      you
      or
     
     
      your
      colleagues.
      Neither
      did
      I
      expect
      to
      be
      detained
      by
      them,
      so
      very
      likely
     
     
      you
      saved
      my
      life
      by
      arriving
      when
      you
      did.
      But
      from
      then
      on,
      I
      thought
      it
     
     
      the
      best
      strategy
      to
      pretend
      to
      ally
      myself
      with
      Klosterheim,
      at
      least
      until
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      made
      his
      somewhat
      belated
      appearance.
      We
      really
      did
      not
     
     
      know
      you
      would
      have
      either
      the
      powers
      of
      deduction
      or
      the
      sheer
      courage
     
     
      to
      reach
      this
      place.
      Then,
      when
      you
      did
      turn
      up,
      I
      for
      one
      was
      rather
      baffled.
     
     
      Everything
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      and
      myself
      had
      worked
      out
      was
      threatened.’
     
     
      She
      drew
      a
      deep
      breath.
      ‘Happily,
      as
      you
      see
      —’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Klosterheim,
      for
      all
      his
      evil,
      does
      not
      deserve
      such
      a
      fate,’
      declared
      Begg
     
     
      gravely.
      ‘And
      neither
      do
      those
      others.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,
      I
      assure
      you,
      dear
      cousin,
      they
      do
      indeed
      deserve
      everything.’
      Zenith
     
     
      looked
      down
      into
      the
      void
      to
      where
      the
      great
      balance
      still
      swayed.
      ‘And
      this
     
     
      affair
      is
      probably
      not
      yet
      over,
      though
      your
      part
      is
      certainly
      done.’
      And
      with
     
     
      a
      casual
      flick
      of
      his
      wrist,
      he
      threw
      his
      swordstick
      after
      the
      man
      on
      whom
     
     
      he
      had
      just
      conferred
      both
      life
      and
      a
      kind
      of
      death.
      He
      turned
      to
      guide
      the
     
     
      rest
      of
      the
      party
      back
      in
      the
      direction
      from
      which
      they
      had
      come.
      ‘Quickly.
     
     
      The
      thing
      that
      is
      my
      sword
      is
      not
      so
      easily
      defeated
      in
      its
      ambitions.’
     
    


    
     
      Begg
      hesitated,
      demurring
      as
      Zenith’s
      face
      became
      a
      mask
      of
      urgency.
     
     
      ‘Hurry
      man!
      Hurry!
      If
      you
      value
      your
      soul!’
     
    


    
     
      From
      somewhere
      below
      there
      now
      sounded
      a
      voice
      more
      terrifying
      than
     
     
      anything
      they
      had
      yet
      heard
      and
      blossoming
      upwards
      they
      saw
      a
      huge,
     
     
      bloody
      black
      cloud
      rising,
      roiling
      forward
      like
      a
      wave,
      which
      Begg
      knew
     
     
      must
      soon
      engulf
      them.
      The
      noise
      became
      deafening,
      bringing
      bile
      to
      their
     
     
      throats.
      With
      some
      alacrity
      Begg
      obeyed
      his
      cousin.
      Grabbing
      Dr
      Sinclair’s
     
     
      arm,
      he
      turned
      and
      ran,
      the
      Frenchmen,
      their
      prisoner,
      Mrs
      Persson
      and
     
     
      Zenith
      the
      Albino
      immediately
      behind
      him.
     
    


    
     
      As
      in
      a
      powerful
      earthquake,
      the
      moonbeam
      road
      quivered
      and
      trembled
     
     
      beneath
      their
      feet.
      They
      ran
      on,
      knowing
      that
      not
      only
      their
      lives
      but
      their
     
     
      eternal
      souls
      would
      be
      the
      price
      of
      any
      further
      hesitation...
     
    


    
     
      ...
      Until
      suddenly
      a
      deep
      calm
      settled
      over
      them
      and
      a
      silvery
      whiteness
     
     
      sprang
      up
      ahead,
      forming
      a
      kind
      of
      wall.
      They
      were
      once
      again
      in
      the
     
     
      catacombs
      they
      had
      seemingly
      left
      behind
      millennia
      before.
     
    


    
     
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      straightened
      his
      silk
      hat.
      ‘I
      shall
      miss
      that
      cane,’
      he
      said.
     
     
      ‘But
      I
      know
      the
      exact
      place
      I
      can
      buy
      another
      in
      the
      Galerie
      du
      Baromètre.
     
     
      Come,
      Madame
      Persson,
      gentlemen.
      Shall
      we
      return
      to
      the
      Arcades
      de
     
     
      l’
      Opera?
      I
      think
      we
      have
      a
      rather
      extraordinary
      adventure
      to
      celebrate.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      Epilogue
     
    

   

   
    
     
      H
      IS
      SHOULDER
      THOROUGHLY
      bandaged,
      LeBec
      joined
      the
      four
      men
      and
     
    

   

   
    
     
      one
      woman
      who
      shared
      an
      outside
      table
      at
      L’
      Albertine
      the
      following
      day.
     
     
      He
      was
      received
      with
      a
      round
      of
      muted
      applause
      and
      a
      great
      sense
      of
     
     
      celebration
      as
      the
      hero
      of
      the
      hour.
      ‘Without
      you,
      my
      dear
      LeBec,
      we
     
     
      should
      perhaps
      even
      now
      be
      enjoying
      the
      fate
      of
      our
      Nazi
      antagonists.
      As
      it
     
     
      is,
      the
      arrest
      of
      Colonel
      Hitler
      took
      the
      wind
      out
      of
      the
      Freikorps
      insurgents,
     
     
      who
      were
      indeed
      massing
      to
      enter
      the
      tunnel
      into
      Paris.
      The
      Hindenburg
     
     
      made
      a
      successful
      mooring
      at
      the
      Eiffel
      Tower
      and
      spent
      a
      tranquil
      night
     
     
      there.
      The
      Star
      of
      Judea
      was
      returned,
      and
      even
      now
      negotiations
      to
      found
      a
     
     
      new
      Jewish
      homeland
      in
      Bavaria
      are
      proceeding.
      It
      is
      fully
      expected
      that
     
     
      the
      exodus
      to
      Southern
      Germany
      will
      begin
      some
      time
      towards
      the
      end
      of
     
     
      next
      year!’
      Seaton
      Begg
      clapped
      his
      French
      colleague
      on
      his
      good
      shoulder
     
     
      and
      ordered
      him
      an
      Armagnac.
     
    


    
     
      The
      autumn
      sun
      was
      rising
      high
      in
      a
      golden
      sky,
      and
      the
      great
      fountain
      in
     
     
      the
      centre
      of
      the
      arcade
      spread
      dark
      blue
      and
      green
      sheets
      of
      water
      over
      the
     
     
      verdigris,
      marble
      and
      tile
      of
      the
      statuary.
      There
      was
      a
      tranquil,
      leisurely
     
     
      quality
      to
      the
      day
      which
      Begg
      agreed
      he
      had
      not
      experienced
      for
      some
      time.
     
     
      The
      capture
      of
      Hitler
      and
      his
      men
      had
      created
      a
      general
      euphoria.
     
    


    
     
      ‘Illusion
      though
      it
      might
      be,
      my
      friends,’
      said
      Commissaire
      Lapointe
     
     
      softly,
      ‘it
      seems
      to
      me
      that
      our
      world
      is
      about
      to
      embark
      upon
      a
      new
      era
      of
     
     
      peace
      and
      prosperity.
      Call
      me
      optimistic,
      if
      you
      will,
      but
      I
      believe
      our
     
     
      defeat
      of
      the
      Nazi
      gang
      achieved
      something
      lasting.
      Do
      you
      follow
      my
     
     
      meaning,
      Sir
      Seaton?’
     
    


    
     
      Begg
      permitted
      himself
      a
      small
      smile.
      ‘We
      can
      only
      hope
      you
      are
      right,
     
     
      my
      dear
      commissioner.
      But
      you
      are
      of
      another
      opinion,
      I
      think,
      Taffy?’
     
    


    
     
      Dr
      Sinclair
      did
      his
      best
      to
      make
      light
      of
      his
      own
      thoughts.
      ‘It
      was
      that
     
     
      balance,’
      he
      said.
      ‘Something
      going
      on
      down
      there
      terrified
      me.
      And
      the
     
     
      manner
      of
      Klosterheim’s
      death
      —
      well,
      I
      still
      have
      difficulty
      sleeping
      when
      I
     
     
      think
      about
      it.”
      He
      glanced
      shyly
      at
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      who
      leaned
      back,
     
     
      taking
      a
      long
      puff
      on
      his
      Turkish
      oval.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘I
      am
      sorry
      you
      were
      forced
      to
      witness
      that,
      Dr
      Sinclair.
      If
      I
      had
      had
      any
     
     
      other
      choice,
      of
      course
      I
      would
      not
      have
      conducted
      matters
      in
      that
      way.
      But
     
     
      Klosterheim
      was
      the
      force
      behind
      Hitler
      and
      his
      men.
      He
      has
      lived
      for
      a
     
     
      very
      long
      time.
      Some
      will
      tell
      you
      he
      counselled
      Martin
      Luther.
      Others
      say
     
     
      he
      was
      the
      angel
      who
      stood
      with
      Duke
      Arioch
      at
      Lucifer’s
      right
      hand
     
     
      during
      the
      great
      war
      in
      heaven.
      Having
      no
      soul,
      he
      was
      almost
      impossible
     
     
      to
      destroy.
      Thus
      only
      by
      conferring
      a
      soul
      upon
      him
      could
      I
      kill
      him.
      Or,
      at
     
     
      least,
      I
      hope
      I
      killed
      him...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      I
      think
      what
      is
      concerning
      my
      old
      friend,
      Sinclair,’
      interrupted
     
     
      LeBec,
      ‘is
      a
      very
      important
      question.’
     
    


    
     
      “Which
      is?’
      Zenith
      seemed
      genuinely
      puzzled.
     
    


    
     
      “Taffy
      and
      I
      have
      both
      wondered
      about
      it.”
      Begg
      leaned
      forward
      to
     
     
      address
      his
      cousin.
      ‘Our
      question
      would
      be
      —
      where
      did
      that
      soul
      come
     
     
      from?
      Whose
      did
      you
      use?
      You
      can
      surely
      see
      why
      we
      would
      be
      curious...’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Aha!’
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      turned,
      laughing,
      to
      Mrs
      Persson,
      who
      clearly
     
     
      knew
      the
      answer.
      She
      leaned
      down
      and
      petted
      her
      two
      Orientals,
      who
      lay,
     
     
      perfectly
      behaved,
      at
      her
      feet.
      ‘I
      think
      I
      will
      leave
      that
      explanation
      to
      you,
     
     
      Madame
      Persson.’
     
    


    
     
      The
      exquisitely
      beautiful
      adventuress
      reached
      for
      her
      glass
      of
      absinthe.
      ‘It
     
     
      was
      the
      last
      soul
      the
      sword
      drank
      on
      another
      plane
      than
      this
      one,
      n’est-ce
     
     
      pas?
      It
      has
      been
      many
      years,
      if
      I
      am
      not
      mistaken,
      since
      you
      have
     
     
      unsheathed
      that
      particular
      weapon
      on
      this
      particular
      plane,
      eh,
      Monsieur
     
     
      Zenith?’
     
    


    
     
      ‘Oh,
      many.
      I
      suppose,
      my
      friends,
      I
      will
      let
      you
      into
      a
      secret
      I
      have
      kept
     
     
      for
      rather
      a
      long
      time.
      While
      I
      have
      in
      the
      course
      of
      the
      past
      two
      thousand
     
     
      years
      sired
      children
      and
      indeed
      founded
      a
      dynasty
      which
      is
      familiar
      to
     
     
      anyone
      who
      knows
      the
      history
      of
      the
      province
      of
      Waldenstein
      and
      her
     
     
      capital
      Mirenburg,
      I
      am
      not
      truly
      of
      this
      world
      or
      indeed
      this
      universe.
      It
      is
     
     
      fair
      to
      say
      that
      I
      have,
      in
      the
      way
      some
      of
      you
      will
      know,
      been
      dreaming
     
     
      myself.
      I
      have
      another
      body,
      as
      solid
      as
      this
      one,
      which
      as
      I
      speak
      lays
      on
      a
     
     
      “dream
      couch”
      in
      a
      city
      more
      ancient
      than
      the
      world
      it
      inhabits.”
      He
      paused
     
     
      in
      sympathy
      as
      he
      observed
      their
      expressions.
     
    


    
     
      ‘The
      civilisation
      to
      which
      I
      belong
      is
      neither
      truly
      human
      nor
      of
      this
     
     
      universe.
      Its
      rulers
      are
      men
      and
      women
      capable
      of
      manipulating
      the
      forces
     
     
      of
      nature
      and,
      if
      you
      like,
      supernature
      to
      serve
      their
      own
      ends.
      People
     
     
      sometimes
      call
      them
      sorcerers.
      They
      learn
      all
      manner
      of
      arcane
      wisdom
      by
     
     
      making
      use
      of
      their
      dream
      couches,
      sleeping
      sometimes
      for
      thousands
      of
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      years
      while
      experiencing
      other
      lives.
      Upon
      waking,
      they
      forget
      most
      of
      the
     
     
      dreams
      save
      for
      the
      skills
      they
      employ
      to
      rule
      their
      world.
      I
      am
      one
      of
      those
     
     
      sorcerous
      aristocrats.
      The
      island
      where
      I
      dwell
      is
      called,
      as
      far
      as
      I
      can
     
     
      pronounce
      it
      in
      your
      language,
      Melniboné.
      We
      are
      not
      natives
      of
      its
      world,
     
     
      either,
      but
      were
      driven
      to
      inhabit
      it
      during
      a
      terrible
      upheaval
      which
     
     
      ultimately
      forced
      us
      to
      become
      the
      cruel
      rulers
      of
      another
      planet.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      demonic
      archangel
      Arioch,
      upon
      whom
      Klosterheim
      called
      to
      aid
     
     
      him,
      is
      our
      people’s
      patron.
      Both
      your
      Bible
      and
      the
      poet
      Milton
      mention
     
     
      him.
      On
      occasions
      he
      inhabits
      the
      black
      blade
      you
      saw
      me
      use.
      On
      other
     
     
      occasions
      the
      sword
      contains
      the
      souls
      of
      those
      its
      wielder
      has
      killed.
      Some
     
     
      parts
      of
      those
      souls
      are
      transferred
      to
      whoever
      uses
      the
      blade.
      Other
      parts
     
     
      go
      to
      placate
      Arioch.
      When
      Satan
      attempted,
      hundreds
      of
      years
      ago,
      to
      be
     
     
      reconciled
      with
      God,
      neither
      Klosterheim
      nor
      Arioch
      accepted
      it
      and
      have,
     
     
      across
      many
      planes
      of
      the
      multiverse,
      sought
      not
      only
      the
      destruction
      of
     
     
      God
      himself,
      but
      also
      of
      Satan,
      or
      whatever
      manifestations
      of
      his
      forces
     
     
      exist
      here.’
     
    


    
     
      “You
      have
      still
      not
      explained
      whose
      soul
      Klosterheim’s
      body
      drank,’
     
     
      pointed
      out
      Sinclair.
     
    


    
     
      “Why,
      the
      last
      soul
      it
      took,’
      said
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      in
      some
      surprise.
      ‘I
     
     
      thought
      that
      is
      what
      you
      understood.’
     
    


    
     
      ‘And
      whose
      was
      that
      —?’
     
    


    
     
      Monsieur
      Zenith
      rose
      swiftly
      and
      elegantly
      and
      kissed
      Mrs
      Persson’s
      hand
     
     
      before
      moving
      towards
      the
      shelf
      where
      he
      had
      placed
      his
      silk
      hat
      and
     
     
      gloves.
      ‘You
      must
      forgive
      me,
      gentlemen.
      I
      have
      some
      unfinished
      business
     
     
      nearby.’
     
    


    
     
      Instinctively
      Commissaire
      Lapointe
      was
      on
      his
      feet
      as
      if
      to
      apprehend
      him
     
     
      but
      then
      caught
      himself
      and
      sat
      down
      again
      quickly.
     
    


    
     
      Sir
      Seaton
      Begg,
      with
      dawning
      comprehension,
      laid
      his
      hand
      on
      his
      old
     
     
      friend’s
      arm,
      but
      Taffy
      Sinclair
      was
      insistent.
      ‘Whose,
      Monsieur
      Zenith?
     
     
      Whose?’
     
    


    
     
      Zenith
      the
      Albino
      slipped
      gracefully
      from
      the
      table
      and
      in
      a
      moment
     
     
      seemed
      to
      disappear,
      merging
      with
      the
      sunlit
      spray
      of
      the
      fountain.
     
    


    
     
      ‘But
      whose...?’
      Sinclair
      turned
      a
      baffled
      glance
      at
      Mrs
      Persson
      who
      had
     
     
      lifted
      her
      two
      cats
      into
      her
      lap
      and
      was
      stroking
      them
      gently.
      ‘Do
      you
     
     
      know?’
     
    


    
     
      She
      inclined
      her
      head,
      raised
      her
      perfectly
      shaped
      eyebrows,
      and
      looked
     
     
      intimately
      at
      Sir
      Seaton
      Begg
      whose
      nod
      was
      scarcely
      perceptible.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      ‘It
      was
      his
      own,
      of
      course.’
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Aspects
      of
      Fantasy
     
    

   

   
    
     
      (1964)
     
    

   

   
    
     
      4.
      Conclusion
     
    

   

   
    
     
      F
      OR
      REASONS
      THAT
      are
      now
      obvious
      to
      you,
      I
      am
      forced
      to
      wind
      this
      series
     
    

   

   
    
     
      up
      faster
      than
      I
      should
      have
      liked.
      I
      shall
      have
      to
      draw
      conclusions
      which
     
     
      will
      not
      be
      as
      well-illustrated
      as
      I
      had
      hoped.
      In
      the
      planned
      discussions
      of
     
     
      books,
      themes
      and
      characters,
      I
      should
      like
      to
      have
      shown
      that
      whereas
      the
     
     
      form
      which
      I’ve
      loosely
      called
      fantasy
      is
      a
      creative
      and
      dynamic
      form
      (if
     
     
      not
      as
      important
      as
      I
      sometimes
      like
      to
      think)
      its
      more
      recent
      offshoot
     
     
      science
      fiction
      is
      on
      the
      whole
      a
      self-defeating,
      self-limiting
      form
      —
      that
     
     
      where
      it
      is
      good
      is
      usually
      in
      the
      elements
      which
      it
      has
      borrowed
      from
     
     
      fantasy
      or
      mainstream
      fiction.
     
    


    
     
      A
      number
      of
      books
      have
      dealt
      with
      the
      development
      of
      science
      fiction
     
     
      from
      Verne
      or
      Wells,
      but
      none,
      so
      far
      as
      I
      know,
      has
      dealt
      with
      its
      literary
     
     
      development
      from
      earlier
      times.
      I
      have
      already
      partially
      described
      various
     
     
      aspects
      of
      fantasy
      which
      have
      gone
      to
      form
      many
      of
      the
      ingredients
      of
     
     
      modern
      science
      fiction,
      but
      before
      I
      go
      on
      to
      say
      why
      I
      think
      fantasy
      has
      it
     
     
      over
      science
      fiction,
      I’d
      like
      to
      deal
      with
      a
      couple
      of
      modern
      branches
      of
     
     
      fantasy
      which
      have
      developed
      from
      the
      Gothic
      phase
      of
      the
      eighteenth
      and
     
     
      nineteenth
      centuries.
     
    


    
     
      One
      of
      these
      is
      usually
      termed
      the
      sword-and-sorcery
      story.
      The
      other
      has
     
     
      no
      name
      that
      I
      know
      of,
      perhaps
      because
      it
      is
      rarely
      published
      these
      days.
     
     
      This
      is
      the
      story
      dealing
      with
      what
      Harry
      Levin
      has
      described
      as
      the
     
     
      ‘haunted
      palace
      of
      the
      mind’
      —
      Otranto,
      Udolpho,
      Usher,
      Gormenghast,
      etc.
     
    


    
     
      These
      two
      settings
      are
      connected
      in
      that
      they
      are
      both
      private
      worlds
     
     
      created
      from
      the
      author’s
      imagination,
      having
      no
      evident
      connection
      with
     
     
      the
      history
      or
      geography
      of
      the
      earth
      we
      know,
      yet
      it
      is
      accepted
      that
      they
     
     
      are
      on
      earth.
      They
      are
      mythical
      worlds
      —
      worlds
      which
      the
      author’s
      private
     
     
      mythology
      has
      created.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      They
      differ
      in
      that
      one
      is
      boundless,
      horizonless,
      depending
      on
      adventure
     
     
      and
      supernatural
      marvels
      for
      its
      basic
      plot-ingredients,
      and
      the
      other
      is
     
     
      bounded,
      enclosed,
      oppressive,
      depending
      largely
      upon
      its
      interplay
      of
     
     
      characters.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      first
      is
      a
      development
      of
      the
      Gothic
      historical
      romance,
      the
      second
      is
      a
     
     
      development
      of
      the
      Gothic
      haunted
      castle
      story,
      the
      origins
      of
      which
      have
     
     
      already
      been
      touched
      upon
      elsewhere
      in
      this
      series.
     
    


    
     
      It
      would
      be
      foolish
      to
      describe
      either
      of
      the
      outstanding
      modern
      examples
     
     
      of
      each
      stream
      as
      ‘Gothic
      novels’,
      but
      they
      do
      contain
      many
      of
      the
      refined
     
     
      elements
      of
      the
      earlier
      type.
      They
      are
      both
      trilogies
      by
      British
      writers
      —
     
     
      namely
      Tolkien’s
      Lord
      of
      the
      Rings
      and
      Peake’s
      Titus
      Groan
      books.
     
    


    
     
      I
      know
      that
      both
      authors
      have
      been
      surprised
      that
      people
      link
      their
      work.
     
     
      Yet
      there
      is
      a
      link
      in
      that
      both
      have
      created
      rich,
      closely
      detailed
      imaginary
     
     
      landscapes
      bearing
      little
      or
      no
      relation
      to
      the
      earth
      we
      know.
      Both,
      also,
     
     
      have
      used
      ‘innocents’
      as
      their
      central
      characters.
      Peake
      has
      used
      a
      child,
     
     
      Titus,
      while
      Tolkien
      has
      used
      childlike
      creatures
      —
      the
      Hobbits.
     
    


    
     
      Peake’s
      novels
      are,
      in
      other
      ways,
      far
      superior
      to
      Tolkien’s,
      because
      Peake
     
     
      places
      emphasis
      on
      his
      characters,
      whereas
      Tolkien
      is
      content
      to
      write
      a
     
     
      classic
      tale
      of
      doom,
      marvels
      and
      high
      adventure.
      I
      find,
      also,
      that
      Peake’s
     
     
      images
      stay
      in
      the
      mind,
      but
      I
      find
      it
      extremely
      difficult
      to
      conjure
      up
     
     
      distinct
      images
      of
      Tolkien’s
      Middle
      Earth.
      Also
      Peake’s
      characters
      actually
     
     
      develop
      as
      the
      story
      goes
      on,
      while
      Tolkien’s
      characters
      do
      not.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      ‘haunted
      palace
      of
      the
      mind’
      was
      the
      dominant
      theme
      in
      Gothic
      fiction.
     
     
      Elements
      from
      this
      theme
      have
      been
      used
      in
      mainstream
      fiction
      (Murdoch’s
     
     
      The
      Unicorn
      is
      a
      recent
      example),
      other
      branches
      of
      fantasy
      and
      science
     
     
      fiction.
     
    


    
     
      Shortly
      after
      Walpole’s
      Castle
      of
      Otranto
      was
      published
      (1764),
      a
      novel
     
     
      appeared
      which
      claimed
      to
      be
      influenced
      by
      Otranto
      and
      also
      called
      itself
     
     
      ‘A
      Gothic
      Tale’.
      This
      was
      Clara
      Reeve’s
      The
      Old
      English
      Baron
      (1777)
      —
      a
     
     
      story
      which
      yearned,
      like
      Walpole’s,
      for
      an
      Age
      of
      Chivalry
      that
      never
      was
     
     
      and
      was
      influenced
      by
      Mediaeval
      Romance.
      Historical
      romances
      of
      this
     
     
      type
      did
      not
      share
      the
      same
      popularity,
      for
      a
      long
      while,
      that
      the
      ‘haunted
     
     
      castle’
      story
      had.
      These
      stories,
      of
      course,
      were
      tales
      of
      chivalry,
      nobility,
     
     
      adventure,
      knights,
      quests,
      dooms
      and
      naturally,
      the
      stock
      marvels
      of
      the
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Gothic
      —
      spectres,
      living
      portraits
      and
      the
      rest.
      As
      quite
      often
      happens,
      these
     
     
      rather
      poor
      tales
      influenced
      much
      better
      writers
      and
      there
      is
      little
      doubt
      that
     
     
      Byron,
      Shelley
      and
      other
      Romantics
      came,
      when
      young,
      under
      the
      influence
     
     
      of
      the
      Gothic
      fantasists
      and
      that
      the
      Gothic
      moods
      coloured
      their
      own
      ideas.
     
     
      It
      may
      be
      making
      an
      overlarge
      claim,
      but
      it
      is
      possible
      to
      imagine
      that
      we
     
     
      might
      not
      have
      had
      Childe
      Harold
      or
      even
      Idylls
      of
      the
      King
      without
      the
     
     
      first
      Gothic
      Romances.
      These
      Romances
      were
      much
      influenced
      by
      the
     
     
      stories
      of
      Arthur,
      Charlemagne
      and
      El
      Cid,
      as
      well
      as
      the
      Teutonic
      sagas
     
     
      and
      the
      later
      ‘fake’
      Romances
      such
      as
      Amadis
      de
      Gaul
      which
      Southey
     
     
      translated
      in
      the
      early
      part
      of
      the
      nineteenth
      century
      (see
      Introduction
      to
      this
     
     
      series).
      Compared
      to
      the
      haunted
      castle
      background,
      this
      theme
      was
      not,
      it
     
     
      seems,
      as
      popular,
      but
      it
      certainly
      encouraged
      Sir
      Walter
      Scott
      to
      write
      his
     
     
      Waverley
      Novels
      and
      in
      turn
      influence
      a
      huge
      body
      of
      historical
      novelists
     
     
      who
      doubtless,
      in
      turn,
      influenced
      the
      ‘sword-and-sorcery’
      writers
      of
      whom
     
     
      Lord
      Dunsany
      is
      recognisably
      the
      first.
     
    


    
     
      Dunsany’s
      sword-and-sorcery
      tales
      are
      rarely
      reprinted,
      these
      days.
      They
     
     
      were
      written
      in
      the
      last
      part
      of
      the
      nineteenth
      and
      early
      part
      of
      the
      twentieth
     
     
      centuries.
     
    


    
     
      “The
      Sword
      of
      Welleran’
      is
      apparently
      one
      of
      the
      best,
      dealing
      with
      a
     
     
      youth
      who
      lives
      in
      a
      city
      once
      protected
      by
      a
      group
      of
      rather
      Charlemagnian
     
     
      paladins.
      When
      the
      city
      is
      attacked,
      he
      takes
      the
      sword
      of
      the
      chief
      hero,
     
     
      Welleran,
      and,
      disguised
      as
      the
      hero,
      drives
      the
      invaders
      back.
     
    


    
     
      From
      my
      own
      limited
      reading
      of
      Dunsany’s
      tales,
      they
      seem
      to
      be
      rather
     
     
      slight,
      depending
      largely
      on
      a
      deliberately
      archaic
      style
      used
      to
      evoke
      a
     
     
      nostalgic,
      highly
      coloured
      mood
      which
      tends
      to
      pall
      in
      even
      the
      shortest
      of
     
     
      the
      stories.
     
    


    
     
      Dunsany
      seems
      to
      have
      influenced
      two
      later
      writers
      —
      Clark
      Ashton
      Smith
     
     
      (who
      doesn’t
      have
      his
      demerits
      to
      quite
      the
      same
      extent)
      and
      J.R.R.
      Tolkien
     
     
      who
      has
      Dunsany’s
      demerits,
      but
      compensates
      for
      them
      with
      other
      merits
      of
     
     
      his
      own.
     
    


    
     
      Smith
      would
      appear
      to
      be
      one
      of
      Robert
      E.
      Howard’s
      influences.
      Smith
     
     
      wrote
      of
      Hyperboria,
      Atlantis,
      of
      ‘prehistoric’
      civilisations
      of
      the
      past
      and
     
     
      civilisations
      of
      the
      future
      which
      seem
      exactly
      like
      them.
      His
      stories
      were,
     
     
      like
      Dunsany’s,
      anecdotal
      and
      slight.
      Otherwise,
      Howard
      was
      influenced
      by
     
     
      contemporary
      writers
      of
      historical
      and
      oriental
      adventure,
      who
      had,
      in
      turn,
     
     
      been
      influenced
      by
      Scott,
      Conan
      Doyle
      and
      other
      historical
      novelists.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      Howard’s
      rough,
      erotic-exotic,
      violent
      prose
      had
      the
      archaicisms
      of
     
     
      Dunsany
      and
      Smith,
      but
      where
      they
      had
      built
      highly
      mannered
      ‘prose-
     
     
      poems’,
      Howard
      told
      stories.
      Howard’s
      style
      was
      a
      combination
      of
      the
      best
     
     
      and
      the
      worst
      in
      Poe,
      Edgar
      Rice
      Burroughs,
      Lovecraft
      and
      commercial
     
     
      hack-writers,
      filling
      the
      pulps
      of
      his
      day.
      His
      plots
      were
      involved,
      if
      not
     
     
      very
      original,
      and
      held
      the
      reader,
      in
      its
      rawness,
      its
      wildness
      and
      emphasis
     
     
      on
      physical
      strength
      and
      prowess,
      Howard’s
      work
      was
      more
      of
      an
     
     
      ‘American’
      type
      than
      the
      others.
      Its
      hero
      was
      not
      the
      sensitive,
      delicate,
     
     
      shadow-creature
      of
      Dunsany’s
      wish-world,
      but
      the
      virile
      barbarian,
      the
     
     
      iconoclast,
      the
      sneerer
      at
      authority
      and
      learning
      —
      in
      fact,
      Howard’s
      Conan
     
     
      is
      the
      idealised
      American
      frontiersman
      in
      quasi-medieval
      clothing,
      with
      a
     
     
      sword
      instead
      of
      a
      long
      gun.
      Yet
      Conan,
      too,
      is
      essentially
      an
      innocent.
     
    


    
     
      Fritz
      Leiber
      was
      the
      next
      important
      contributor
      to
      the
      growing
      body
      of
     
     
      stories
      in
      the
      sword-and-sorcery
      vein.
      Originally
      in
      UNKNOWN
      and
      later
      in
     
     
      FANTASTIC
      ,
      his
      polished
      tales
      of
      Fafhrd
      and
      the
      Grey
      Mouser
      owed
     
     
      influence
      to
      Howard,
      but
      harked
      back
      to
      Smith
      in
      their
      use
      of
     
     
      understatement
      and
      sardonic
      dialogue.
      These
      tales
      combine
      the
      best
      of
      both
     
     
      kinds
      and
      have
      a
      very
      distinct
      flavour
      which
      I
      find
      most
      palatable.
      If
      Conan
     
     
      was
      the
      ‘frontiersman’,
      then
      the
      Grey
      Mouser
      is
      the
      ‘sharp
      operator’
      —
      for
     
     
      me,
      a
      much
      more
      interesting
      and
      subtle
      character.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      There
      is
      a
      quality
      which
      most
      of
      these
      stories
      share
      in
      their
      construction.
     
     
      Dominant
      in
      the
      Gothic
      Romances
      of
      the
      two
      previous
      centuries
      was
      the
     
     
      picaresque
      theme
      —
      the
      quest
      theme
      which
      has
      been
      used
      as
      an
      effective
     
     
      vehicle
      for
      storytelling
      since
      earliest
      times.
      It
      is
      still
      the
      dominant
      kind
      of
     
     
      plot
      in
      modern
      sword-and-sorcery
      tales.
      Dunsany
      used
      it,
      James
      Branch
     
     
      Cabell
      used
      it
      in
      his
      Poictesme
      stories
      such
      as
      Jurgen
      ,
      Howard’s
      overall
     
     
      theme
      for
      his
      Conan
      tales
      involves
      a
      wanderer
      with
      a
      curiosity
      to
      see
      all,
     
     
      Leiber
      utilises
      the
      theme
      rather
      less
      frequently,
      though
      again
      the
      overall
     
     
      theme
      of
      his
      Fafhrd/Grey
      Mouser
      tales
      is
      on
      the
      quest
      pattern.
      Tolkien
      of
     
     
      course
      has
      a
      highly
      involved
      picaresque
      theme,
      and
      this
      also
      applies
      to
     
     
      many
      of
      my
      own
      fantasy
      stories
      —
      typical
      examples
      being
      ‘While
      the
      Gods
     
     
      Laugh’
      or
      ‘To
      Rescue
      Tanelorn...’
     
    


    
     
      For
      all
      some
      critics
      have
      said
      to
      the
      contrary,
      I
      am
      not
      a
      great
      sword-and-
     
     
      sorcery
      fan
      and
      find
      Howard
      and
      E.R.
      Burroughs,
      in
      particular,
      virtually
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      unreadable.
      One
      of
      my
      criticisms
      of
      all
      but
      Leiber
      is
      that
      the
      stuff
      is,
      like
      far
     
     
      too
      much
      SF
      and
      fantasy,
      emotionally
      unconvincing.
     
    


    
     
      Fantasy
      writers
      are
      often
      called
      writers
      of
      ‘adult
      fairy
      stories’.
      Most
      of
     
     
      them
      are
      not
      —
      they
      are
      writers
      of
      fairy
      stories
      for
      adults
      who
      still
      want
      to
     
     
      read
      fairy
      stories.
      There
      is
      nothing
      wrong
      in
      writing
      or
      reading
      fairy
      stories.
     
     
      There
      is
      something
      retarded,
      however,
      in
      the
      man
      who
      devotes
      himself
     
     
      wholly
      either
      to
      reading
      or
      to
      writing
      the
      stuff.
      The
      writer
      who
      merely
     
     
      recaptures
      the
      dreamworlds
      of
      childhood
      without
      adding
      to
      this
      what
      his
     
     
      adult
      mind
      has
      learned
      is
      an
      inadequate
      artist,
      if
      nothing
      else.
     
    


    
     
      He
      may
      be
      an
      inadequate
      artist
      and
      a
      good
      stylist,
      like
      Dunsany
      or
     
     
      Bradbury
      or
      Tolkien,
      but
      if,
      as
      in
      the
      case
      of
      these,
      he
      cannot
      do
      more
      than
     
     
      recapture
      the
      wonders
      and
      terrors
      of
      infancy,
      he
      deserves
      to
      be
      regarded
      as
     
     
      we
      regard
      an
      infant
      prodigy
      —
      with
      admiration
      but
      not
      too
      much
      serious
     
     
      attention.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      label
      of
      emotional
      immaturity
      is
      an
      easy
      one
      to
      attach
      and
      is
      often
     
     
      applied
      these
      days,
      but
      I
      think
      it
      will
      stick
      in
      this
      case.
      This
      may
      be
      the
     
     
      reason
      why
      the
      appeal
      of
      sword-and-sorcery
      is
      on
      the
      whole
      to
      younger
     
     
      readers
      whose
      emotions
      are,
      understandably,
      not
      yet
      fully
      matured.
      What
     
     
      good
      it
      achieves,
      if
      any,
      is
      that
      it
      forms
      a
      useful
      bridge
      between
      childhood
     
     
      sense
      of
      wonder
      and
      adult
      sense
      of
      surrealism.
      However,
      that
      bridge
      seems
     
     
      to
      be
      infrequently
      crossed.
      People,
      to
      prolong
      the
      metaphor,
      sit
      down
     
     
      halfway
      over
      and
      stay
      there
      for
      the
      rest
      of
      their
      lives.
      This
      is
      bad
      for
      them.
     
    


    
     
      The
      good
      sword-and-sorcery
      story
      should
      have
      something
      of
      the
      function
     
     
      of
      a
      moving-belt,
      perhaps,
      carrying
      the
      reader
      with
      it.
      The
      dreamworlds
      of
     
     
      these
      stories
      are
      worlds
      to
      which
      writer
      and
      reader
      initially
      escape.
      They
     
     
      leave
      everything
      behind.
      The
      dream
      landscapes
      and
      structures
      the
      less
     
     
      limited
      writer
      discovers
      as
      he
      creates
      a
      story
      will
      soon
      be
      utilised
      for
      his
     
     
      own
      artistic
      purposes,
      if
      he
      has
      any.
      He
      will
      cease
      to
      be
      merely
      an
      escapist
     
     
      entertainer
      —
      he
      will
      apply
      his
      skill
      and
      understanding
      to
      making
      these
     
     
      worlds
      relevant
      to
      our
      own
      situation.
     
    


    
     
      Few
      fantasy
      writers
      manage
      it.
      Peake
      has
      managed
      it
      in
      his
      Titus
      Groan
     
     
      trilogy
      and,
      I
      am
      pleased
      to
      say,
      so
      has
      Leiber
      in
      a
      slighter
      way
      with
      his
     
     
      ironic
      and
      delightful
      Grey
      Mouser
      stories.
      It
      is
      what
      I
      have
      tried
      to
      do
      in
      the
     
     
      Elric
      tales
      —
      evidently
      without
      much
      success
      since
      the
      less
      escapist
      themes
      I
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      tried
      to
      carry
      on
      the
      sword-and-sorcery
      vehicle
      have
      escaped
      a
      great
      many
     
     
      readers.
      I
      shall
      have
      to
      try
      again
      with
      a
      fresh
      or
      altered
      vehicle.
     
    


    
     
      If
      I
      had
      to
      list
      what
      I
      consider
      to
      be
      the
      best
      current
      developments
      of
     
     
      fantasy’s
      various
      streams,
      they
      would
      be:
     
    

   

   
    
     
      (a)
      Titus
      Groan
      trilogy
      by
      Peake
      (representing
      the
      ‘haunted
      palace’).
     
    


    
     
      (b)
      Two
      Sought
      Adventure
      by
      Leiber
      (representing
      sword-and-sorcery).
     
    


    
     
      (c)
      The
      Drowned
      World
      by
      Ballard
      (representing
      SF).
     
    


    
     
      (d)
      The
      Naked
      Lunch
      trilogy
      by
      William
      Burroughs
      (representing
      how
     
     
      the
      elements
      of
      fantasy
      can
      be
      developed
      to
      push
      forward
      the
      progress
     
     
      of
      the
      novel).
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      fantasy
      form
      has
      been
      progressing
      and
      refining
      itself
      for
      centuries.
      It
     
     
      has
      gone
      through
      various
      stages
      of
      borrowing
      from
      or
      influencing
     
     
      mainstream
      fiction,
      and
      is
      currently
      starting
      a
      phase
      where
      it
      will
      once
     
     
      again
      both
      borrow
      and
      influence
      until
      at
      length
      it
      is
      absorbed,
      for
      a
      while,
     
     
      back
      into
      the
      mainstream.
      Fantasy
      (and
      in
      this
      I
      include
      science
      fiction)
      that
     
     
      does
      not
      do
      this
      —
      and
      most
      of
      it,
      of
      course,
      doesn’t
      —
      will
      enjoy
      variations
     
     
      of
      ephemeral
      success
      but
      will
      finally
      wither,
      die
      and
      be
      forgotten.
      There
      are
     
     
      those
      who
      feel
      that
      fantasy
      fiction
      should
      remain
      an
      ‘inland
      sea’,
      cut
      off
     
     
      from
      the
      mainstream.
      That
      ‘inland
      sea’
      will
      fast
      turn
      into
      a
      stagnant
      pool,
     
     
      unless
      it
      is
      nourished
      by
      and
      is
      allowed
      in
      turn
      to
      nourish
      the
      mainstream.
     
     
      Science
      fiction,
      therefore,
      is
      an
      offshoot
      of
      fantasy.
      It
      has
      sub-categories
     
     
      in
      turn
      —
      many
      of
      its
      stories
      specialise
      in
      explaining
      away
      ‘supernatural’
     
     
      phenomena,
      just
      as
      the
      Gothic
      often
      did.
      Others
      are
      fables
      or
      moral
      tales
      —
     
     
      satires,
      if
      you
      like
      —
      set
      somewhere
      in
      the
      galaxy
      or
      in
      the
      future
      instead
      of
     
     
      in
      an
      ‘unexplored’
      part
      of
      the
      globe
      like
      Lilliput.
      Many
      of
      them
      merely
     
     
      substitute
      ray
      guns
      and
      Super
      Science
      for
      swords
      and
      sorcery,
      far-off
     
     
      planets
      for
      ‘prehistoric’
      lands,
      and
      are,
      apart
      from
      their
      use
      of
      scientific
     
     
      instead
      of
      supernatural
      jargon,
      direct
      developments
      from
      the
      Gothic
      and
     
     
      earlier
      kinds
      of
      fantasy.
      If
      science
      fiction’s
      purpose
      is,
      as
      some
      say,
      to
     
     
      prepare
      people
      for
      possible
      eventualities
      in
      the
      future
      by
      detailing
      the
     
     
      probable
      influence
      that
      our
      technical
      progress
      will
      have
      on
      new
      generations,
     
     
      then
      it
      has
      largely
      failed.
      On
      the
      whole,
      I
      regard
      this
      claim
      as
     
     
      unsubstantiated.
      Much
      as
      I
      enjoy
      reading
      science
      fiction,
      I
      enjoy
      it
      for
      its
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      moods,
      images
      and
      the
      fresh
      moods
      and
      images
      which
      they,
      in
      turn,
      create
     
     
      in
      me.
     
    


    
     
      The
      fact
      is
      clear
      that
      SF
      is
      a
      vein
      of
      fantasy
      which
      has
      been
      more
      or
      less
     
     
      worked
      out.
     
    


    
     
      To
      claim,
      as
      many
      enthusiasts
      have
      done,
      that
      fantasy
      is
      a
      ‘branch’
      of
     
     
      science
      fiction
      is
      nonsense.
      This
      should
      now
      be
      obvious.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      limitations
      of
      science
      fiction
      nowadays
      are
      far
      greater
      than
      its
     
     
      possibilities.
      Today
      the
      better
      SF
      stories
      are
      largely
      defeated
      by
      being
      SF!
     
     
      On
      the
      whole
      SF
      themes
      are
      super-conventionally
      handled
      and
      this
      results
     
     
      in
      the
      ruin
      and
      ‘conventionalisation’
      of
      whatever
      merit
      existed
      in
      the
      theme
     
     
      originally.
      Where
      else,
      for
      instance,
      would
      a
      story
      like
      Harry
      Harrison’s
     
     
      ‘Streets
      of
      Ashkelon’
      be
      hailed
      as
      daringly
      unconventional,
      save
      in
      the
     
     
      super-conventional
      world
      of
      SF?
      With
      all
      due
      respect
      to
      writer
      and
      editor,
     
     
      this
      theme
      has
      been
      used
      in
      mainstream
      fiction
      in
      one
      way
      or
      another
      for
     
     
      years!
      The
      fact
      is,
      of
      course,
      that
      the
      best
      SF
      is
      not
      strictly
      SF.
      The
      themes
     
     
      of
      Case
      of
      Conscience
      ,
      Canticle
      for
      Leibowitz
      or
      “The
      Streets
      of
     
     
      Ashkelon’,
      if
      handled
      well,
      would
      carry
      infinitely
      more
      impact
      if
      put
      in
      a
     
     
      present-day
      setting!
      SF
      readers,
      writers
      and
      editors
      comprise,
      it
      appears,
     
     
      one
      of
      the
      most
      shockable
      sections
      of
      the
      modern
      reading
      public!
     
    


    
     
      ‘Pure’
      fantasy
      does
      not
      carry
      these
      limitations
      in
      anything
      like
      the
      same
     
     
      proportion.
      The
      ‘other
      planets’
      of
      SF
      possess,
      by
      definition,
      shape
      and
     
     
      dimensions.
      The
      fluid
      dream-worlds
      of
      the
      sword-and-sorcery
      tale,
      say,
      do
     
     
      not
      carry
      the
      same
      limitations.
      As
      a
      potential
      form,
      then,
      the
      sword-and-
     
     
      sorcery
      story
      is
      the
      better
      bet
      as
      a
      vehicle
      for
      unconventional
      ideas.
     
    


    
     
      Admittedly,
      fantasy
      fiction
      does
      not
      have
      the
      technical
      information
      and
     
     
      quasi-sociological
      themes
      of
      its
      currently
      more
      popular
      offshoot
      and
      this
      is
     
     
      why,
      I
      think,
      its
      enthusiasts
      are
      not
      so
      numerous.
      With
      his
      escapism,
      today’s
     
     
      reader
      appears
      to
      want
      ‘authentic’
      material
      information
      rather
      than
      the
      more
     
     
      abstract
      variety.
      He
      wants
      Defoe’s
      laundry
      lists
      rather
      than
      Richardson’s
     
     
      ‘analysis
      of
      the
      human
      heart’.
      This
      is
      the
      only
      explanation,
      too,
      for
      the
     
     
      current
      popularity
      of
      an
      otherwise
      poor
      series
      of
      spy-thrillers
      which
      tell
     
     
      John
      Smith
      how
      to
      dress,
      what
      food
      to
      order,
      where
      to
      eat
      it,
      what
      kind
      of
     
     
      handmade
      spark-plugs,
      size,
      weight,
      diameter
      etc.,
      etc.,
      to
      have
      in
      his
     
     
      expensive
      sports
      car,
      assuming
      he
      has
      the
      money.
      This
      emphasis
      on
      gadgets
     
     
      and
      their
      accompanying
      jargon
      is
      distasteful.
      But
      it
      is
      the
      only
      explanation
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      for
      the
      current
      boom
      in
      SF
      compared
      to
      the
      static
      or
      only
      gradually
     
     
      awakening
      interest
      in
      experimental
      fantasy.
      A
      reaction
      away
      from
      SF
     
     
      towards
      fantasy
      may
      already
      be
      taking
      place
      —
      but
      I
      could
      be
      thinking
     
     
      wishfully.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Now
      we
      come
      to
      what
      I
      think
      of
      as
      fantasy
      and
      what
      you
      may
      have
      been
     
     
      considering
      as
      science
      fiction.
     
    


    
     
      First
      I
      dismiss
      all
      talk
      of
      ‘sociological’
      SF
      and
      ‘satirical’
      SF
      as
      (as
      one
     
     
      critic
      has
      termed
      my
      own
      work)
      a
      load
      of
      old
      codswallop.
      Sociological
     
     
      fiction
      or
      satirical
      fiction
      or
      even
      fiction
      about
      the
      changing
      nature
      of
      man
     
     
      in
      a
      changing
      environment
      is,
      if
      presented
      as
      SF,
      limited
      by
      the
      very
      great
     
     
      limits
      of
      its
      chosen
      vehicle.
      If
      a
      writer’s
      any
      damn
      good
      he
      doesn’t
      need
      a
     
     
      gimmicky
      vehicle
      to
      carry
      his
      ideas.
     
    


    
     
      J.G.
      Ballard
      prefers
      to
      call
      his
      published
      work
      ‘speculative
      fantasy’
      and
     
     
      this,
      I
      feel,
      is
      a
      more
      apt
      term
      for
      the
      best
      of
      what
      is
      normally
      called
      science
     
     
      fiction.
      Yet
      Ballard’s
      ideas
      about
      science
      are
      at
      best
      twentieth-century
      ideas
     
     
      —
      not
      the
      Victorian
      ideas
      involving
      machines
      and
      dials
      and
      plugs
      and
     
     
      pistons.
      They
      are
      in
      keeping
      with
      the
      experiments
      modern
      scientists
      are
     
     
      making
      in
      the
      realms
      of
      nuclear
      physics,
      neurology,
      psychology
      —
     
     
      experiments
      which
      are
      increasingly
      touching
      on
      the
      metaphysical
      so
      that
      to
     
     
      read
      the
      text
      of
      a
      modern
      scientific
      paper
      is
      sometimes
      like
      reading
      the
     
     
      sayings
      of
      some
      old
      Asian
      hermit.
      Yet
      Ballard
      prefers
      to
      think
      of
      his
      work
     
     
      as
      ‘speculative
      fantasy’.
     
    


    
     
      Speculative
      fantasy
      is
      also
      what
      Brian
      Aldiss,
      the
      other
      eminent
      British
     
     
      contributor
      to
      the
      field,
      writes.
      Aldiss
      is
      less
      interested
      in
      abstracts
      than
     
     
      Ballard.
      His
      exceptionally
      good
      style
      and
      above
      all
      sympathetic
      interest
      in
     
     
      the
      human
      plight
      have
      combined
      to
      produce
      some
      excellent
      short
      stories.
     
    


    
     
      Nowadays
      there
      is
      something
      horribly
      depressing,
      and
      earnest,
      and
      dull
     
     
      about
      the
      main
      body
      of
      work
      termed
      science
      fiction.
      Ballard
      and
      Aldiss
     
     
      stand
      far
      above
      the
      rest.
      They
      have
      realised
      the
      form’s
      limitations
      but
      have
     
     
      not
      accepted
      them,
      have
      taken
      strides
      to
      cast
      them
      off.
      They
      have
      come
      up
     
     
      with
      stories
      like
      ‘Faceless
      Card’
      or
      ‘A
      Question
      of
      Re-Entry’
      which,
      while
     
     
      no
      means
      being
      science
      fiction,
      are
      extremely
      good
      stories
      that
      utilise
      the
     
     
      possibilities
      of
      the
      SF
      tale
      without
      giving
      in
      to
      its
      heavy
      limitations.
      And,
     
     
      above
      all,
      these
      two
      writers
      are
      literate.
      No
      wonder
      they
      stand
      out.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 

   
    
     
      Science
      fiction
      as
      we
      know
      it
      sprang
      from
      the
      main
      body
      of
      fantastic
      fiction
     
     
      and
      must
      now,
      by
      degrees,
      ease
      back
      in
      again
      if
      it
      is
      to
      survive.
      It
      is
      doing
     
     
      this,
      it
      is
      learning
      that
      it
      cannot
      survive
      as
      an
      independent
      form.
      Fantastic
     
     
      fiction
      must
      in
      turn
      fertilise
      and
      be
      fertilised
      by
      the
      mainstream
      if
      it
      is
      to
     
     
      survive.
     
    


    
     
      In
      the
      field
      of
      the
      magazines
      there
      have
      been
      two
      which
      have
      acted
      as
     
     
      outlets
      for
      the
      ‘changeover’
      story.
      One
      in
      America,
      one
      in
      Britain.
      The
     
     
      British
      magazine
      is
      SCIENCE
      FANTASY
      ,
      the
      American
      is
      FANTASTIC
      .
      After
      this
     
     
      issue,
      we
      shall
      be
      left
      with
      one.
     
    


    
     
      SCIENCE
      FANTASY
      has
      published
      a
      proportionately
      higher
      number
      of
      good
     
     
      stories
      than
      any
      other
      magazine
      to
      date.
      The
      comparative
      freedom
      allowed
     
     
      to
      the
      writer
      for
      this
      magazine
      has
      been
      greater
      than
      anywhere
      else.
      I
      only
     
     
      wish
      I
      could
      have
      written
      better
      stories
      for
      it
      while
      I
      had
      the
      chance.
     
    


    
     
      It
      was
      not
      only
      my
      opinion
      that
      SCIENCE
      FANTASY
      was
      achieving
      a
      more
     
     
      literary
      and
      less
      prosaic
      tone
      in
      its
      choice
      of
      material.
      To
      some
      extent
      it
      had
     
     
      always
      possessed
      a
      more
      literary
      ‘image’
      than
      any
      of
      its
      competitors.
     
    


    
     
      In
      recent
      years
      with
      the
      publication
      of
      stories
      like
      ‘The
      Watchtowers’,
     
     
      ‘Where
      Is
      the
      Bird
      of
      Fire?’,
      ‘Same
      Time,
      Same
      Place’,
      ‘Skeleton
      Crew’
     
     
      and
      many
      others,
      it
      has
      shown
      the
      uses
      to
      which
      fantasy
      can
      be
      put,
      has
     
     
      done
      something
      more
      than
      entertain
      on
      an
      escapist
      level.
     
    


    
     
      Perhaps
      this
      is
      why
      it
      was
      beginning
      to
      be
      thought,
      in
      this
      country
      and
      the
     
     
      States,
      the
      best
      of
      all
      the
      current
      magazines.
     
    


    
     
      It
      has
      long
      been
      a
      maxim
      that
      the
      best
      doesn’t
      sell
      as
      well
      as
      the
      worst.
     
    


    
     
      Ironically,
      future
      analysis
      may
      show
      that
      SCIENCE
      FANTASY
      ’s
      very
      death
     
     
      was
      due
      to
      its
      emphasis
      on
      literate
      and
      literary
      writing
      rather
      than
      on
     
     
      gadgets
      and
      gimmicks.
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      If
      you’ve
      enjoyed
      this
      book
      and
      would
      like
      to
      read
      more
      great
      SF,
      you’
      ll
     
     
      find
      literally
      thousands
      of
      classic
      Science
      Fiction
      &
      Fantasy
      titles
      through
     
     
      the
      SF
      Gateway.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      For
      the
      new
      home
      of
      Science
      Fiction
      &
      Fantasy
      ...
     
     
      For
      the
      most
      comprehensive
      collection
      of
      classic
      SF
      on
      the
      internet
      ...
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Visit
      the
      SF
      Gateway.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      www.sfgateway.com
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      The
      Michael
      Moorcock
      Collection
     
    

   

   
    
     
      The
      Michael
      Moorcock
      Collection
      is
      the
      definitive
      library
      of
      acclaimed
     
     
      author
      Michael
      Moorcock’s
      SF
      &
      fantasy,
      including
      the
      entirety
      of
      his
     
     
      Eternal
      Champion
      work.
      It
      is
      prepared
      and
      edited
      by
      John
      Davey,
      the
     
     
      author’s
      long-time
      bibliographer
      and
      editor,
      and
      will
      be
      published,
      over
      the
     
     
      course
      of
      two
      years,
      in
      print
      omnibus
      editions
      by
      Gollancz
      and
      as
      the
     
     
      following
      individual
      eBooks
      by
      the
      SF
      Gateway.
     
    

   

   
    
     
      ELRIC
     
     
      Elric
      of
      Melniboné
      and
      other
      Stories
     
     
      Elric:
      The
      Fortress
      of
      the
      Pearl
     
     
      Elric:
      The
      Sailor
      on
      the
      Seas
      of
      Fate
     
     
      Elric:
      The
      Sleeping
      Sorceress
     
     
      Elric:
      The
      Revenge
      of
      the
      Rose
     
     
      Elric:
      Stormbringer!
     
     
      Daughter
      of
      Dreams:
      Book
      One
      of
      Elric:
      The
      Moonbeam
      Roads
     
     
      Destiny’s
      Brother:
      Book
      Two
      of
      Elric:
      The
      Moonbeam
      Roads
     
     
      Son
      of
      the
      Wolf:
      Book
      Three
      of
      Elric:
      The
      Moonbeam
      Roads
     
    

   

   
    
     
      CORUM
     
     
      Corum:
      The
      Prince
      in
      the
      Scarlet
      Robe
     
     
      1.
      The
      Knight
      of
      the
      Swords
     
     
      2.
      The
      Queen
      of
      the
      Swords
     
     
      3.
      The
      King
      of
      the
      Swords
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Corum:
      The
      Prince
      with
      the
      Silver
      Hand
     
     
      1.
      The
      Bull
      and
      the
      Spear
     
     
      2.
      The
      Oak
      and
      the
      Ram
     
     
      3.
      The
      Sword
      and
      the
      Stallion
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      HAWKMOON
     
     
      The
      History
      of
      the
      Runestaff
     
     
      1.
      The
      Jewel
      in
      the
      Skull
     
     
      2.
      The
      Mad
      God’s
      Amulet
     
     
      3.
      The
      Sword
      of
      the
      Dawn
     
     
      4.
      The
      Runestaff
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Count
      Brass
     
     
      1.
      Count
      Brass
     
     
      2.
      The
      Champion
      of
      Garathorm
     
     
      3.
      The
      Quest
      for
      Tanelorn
     
    

   

   
    
     
      JERRY
      CORNELIUS
     
     
      The
      Cornelius
      Quartet
     
     
      1.
      The
      Final
      Programme
     
     
      2.
      A
      Cure
      for
      Cancer
     
     
      3.
      The
      English
      Assassin
     
     
      4.
      The
      Condition
      of
      Muzak
     
    

   

   
    
     
      Jerry
      Cornelius:
      His
      Lives
      and
      His
      Times
      (short-fiction
      collection)
     
    

   

   
    
     
      A
      Cornelius
      Calendar
     
     
      1.
      The
      Adventures
      of
      Una
      Persson
      and
      Catherine
      Cornelius
      in
      the
     
     
      Twentieth
      Century
     
     
      2.
      The
      Entropy
      Tango
     
     
      3.
      The
      Great
      Rock
      ’n’
      Roll
      Swindle
     
     
      4.
      The
      Alchemist’s
      Question
     
     
      5.
      Firing
      The
      Cathedral
      /
      Modem
      Times
      2.0
      (combined
      in
      one
      eBook)
     
    

   

   
    
     
      VON
      BEK
     
     
      1.
      The
      War
      Hound
      and
      the
      World’s
      Pain
     
     
      2.
      The
      City
      in
      the
      Autumn
      Stars
     
    

   

  

 
 
 
   
    
     
      THE
      ETERNAL
      CHAMPION
     
     
      1.
      The
      Eternal
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