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Tower of the Medusa
by Lin Carter

1. THE DEATH DWARVES

It was on Zha the Jungle Planet that the strange little yellow men with three
eyes finally caught up with the Earthman, Kirin.

They came at himin a nuddy all eyway behind the Spaceman's Rest. It was a
st orny

night in the Month of Rains. Lightning flared in dark skies where the nine
noons

of Zha were veiled behind a turgid mass of vapors. Rain |l ashed the red

j ungl es

that hemred in the little trading port the starnen had built in a raw

cl earing.

It thundered on the sheet-plastic roofs of the equi pment huts, the cabins,

t he

store sheds, and turned the narrow twi sting alleys between these buil di ngs
into

glistening rivers of slick nud.

Qut on the landing field, intermttent flares of lightning were nirrored on
t he

gl ossy curving hulls of the nerchant ships. They |oomed up into the storny
heavens |ike tapering steel projectiles. Wnd whistled across the jet-baked
tarmac and shook the walls of the control installation that clinbed on
stilt-like metal struts into the rai nswept darkness.

Kirin was a tall man, lean and sinewy rather than burly. He had a dark
secretive, nocking face, a sardonic smle and clever, sly black eyes. His
hai r

was a curious dark red inherited fromhis Celtic father, while his Iberian
not her had perhaps contributed the swarthy tone of his skin. He was lithe,
supple, swift; ninble as any acrobat. Wen found himdevilishly attractive.
Beneath his ironic mask of nockery they sensed a cold, hard core of bitter

| oneliness. It posed an irresistible challenge to their femninity: They
woul d

not be wonen if they did not long to nelt that frozen bitterness. As yet,
none

had succeeded. Kirin had known many women. But he had never known | ove. Which
was just as well, considering the hazardous career which he pursued.

Kirin was a thief.

There were many like himin these dark, troubl ous days of the |ong

I nterregnum

bet ween the coll apse of the AOd Enpire and the rise of the New Man built
many

forms of society during his first three thousand years in space. The

st rongest



had been the nmighty Carina Empire. For six thousand years it had |lasted, and
its

boundari es had included nost of the stars in the Carina-Cygnus arm of the
galaxy. At last it crunbled fromwi thin, and yielded to the attack of the
Barbarians fromthe RRm In flame and thunder it fell, man's greatest

experi ment

in government. Wth it passed much of what is called civilization. Trade and
conmuni cati ons | apsed; comerce ebbed. Wirld was cut off from world.

Technol ogy

br oke down and science becanme a junble of half-forgotten formulas. C uster by
cluster, the star worlds slid down into the red murk of barbarism Magic was
reborn, built on the nysterious, mcro-mniaturized instruments of the

| egendary

Anci ents, whose incredible nmachines, built to last for eternity, were
sensitized

to mental controls.

Wth the rebirth of magic, came witchcraft and superstition, and dark

nanel ess

cults and evil gods. It seenmed, to bitter, disillusioned men like Kirin, that
civilization had fail ed—power lay with the cold, hard, unscrupul ous men who
had

courage or strength or cunning enough to seize it. There were many |ike him
on

the Frontier Wrlds—eutlaws, adventurers, treasure hunters. Men who went
bol dl y

forward to take what they wanted.

It was said that things were on the mend. In this one-thousandth year of the
Interregnumit was now two centuries since Cal astor broke the lingering
remmant s

of the Ri m Barbarians and founded t he begi nnings of the New Enpire at

Val damar .

For two hundred years the sons of Cal astor had been busy. A dozen worlds of
t he

Inner Stars were now | eagued toget her under the banner of the Enpire,
striving

to build civilization anew. Fromtattered books and aged conputers,

hal f-forgotten sciences were being redi scovered. Men built starships again
for

the first time in a mllennium Commerce between the nore settled and
peacef ul

wor | ds had sprung up; lines of comrunication were being established. Perhaps
t he

| ong decline was over, and a new day was dawni ng. Perhaps.

Kirin put no faith in dreams. He valued only material things he could see and
handl e. Li ke jewels.

It was because of jewels that he was stuck here on Zha. He had been after the
fabul ous Stardrop of Kandahar. There were only seven of them known to man,
and

six were in the crown of the Val damar Enperor. The seventh was set in the

al abaster brow of an idol on Shuthab in the Dragon Stars. Kirin had been
after

it when he tripped an invisible alarmray and had to flee enpty-handed with
hal f

the warriors of a dozen worlds howing at his heels. Then the Star Legi ons of
the Enpire joined the thief hunt, for Shuthab was allied with Val damar

al t hough

not a menber world of the Enpire. He had to run fast and far to el ude
pursuit;

in fact, he had run all the way to prinitive Zha.

Here he had been holed up for the past three nonths, until the chase and



furor

di ed down and the Near Stars would be safe for himto venture in again. Wth
t he

| ast of his funds he had purchased a hut and rental space on the | anding
field

for his sleek little speedster. The first nmonth or so had not been so bad. He
had gone hunting with the savage Zhayana, trekking through the red jungles on
t he spoor of dragon cat and flying lions and the other exotic beasts of the
Jungle Wrld. The twenty or so other starnen who shared the little trader's
encanprent with himasked no questions and bothered himlittle. They were
used

to nysterious nen with shadowy pasts.

But this rude life had |Iong since begun to pall. Kirin was of too active and
inquiring a mind, too restless and footloose, to endure this dull existence
wi t hout boredom By now he was sick of Zha and everything about it—sick of

t he

little cluster of prefab huts in the raw little clearing hacked by | asers out
of

the sprawl i ng jungles that covered nost of the | and surface of Zha—sick of
seeing the sanme hard faces and hearing the same dreary conversation. Even the
natives no longer intrigued him the broad-shoul dered, bronze-skinned

bar bari c

warriors with grimeyes and startling nmanes of nmetallic crinson who brought
pricel ess dragonskins and nountain crystals and superb native scimtars of
ion-steel to trade for power guns and star-man's |liquor and energy tools.

And now, on top of it all, the rainy season had conme. The perpetual rains

t hat

| ast ed weeks on end had confined himto his cranped little hut on the edge of
the clearing and chained himto the conpani onship of a handful of dul

traders

and exporters. There was nothing to do but drink and ganble and sleep. Kirin
was

sick of it all.

But here, at least, he was safe. No pursuit could follow himhere. Zha |ay
far

beyond the linmts of the New Empire, ampong the little known and hal f - expl ored
wi | derness worlds of the frontier. Here beyond the border the nonitors of

Val damar had no authority, and the fanatic priesthood of Shuthab had no
followers. Here he could hide until he was forgotten. Al he had to do was
keep

cool, watch his tenper, and endure stolidly the stinking nmud, the endl ess
rains,

the vile liquor and the dull conpany. Another nonth should do it. If | can

| ast

anot her nmonth, he thought.

They were waiting for himin the alley behind the port's only bar, a shed
cal l ed

Spaceman's Rest. There were four of themand they cane at himw thout a word,
| ungi ng through the roiling msts, eyes glittering |ike snakes.

They al most had himin that first half-second, for he was dull-witted from an
eveni ng spent hunched over a rear table nursing a bottle of that fiery purple

brandy the Eophimdistill fromthe w ne-apples of Valthomé. Wen he reached
hi s

l[imt he paid his bill, drew the hooded weat her cl oak about his broad

shoul ders,

snapped on the rain-repelling power field, and stepped out into the oily nuck
of

the street, shoul ders hunched against the cold drizzle. Hs mnd was | ax and
befuddl ed and the last thing in the universe he expected was to be attacked.
But Kirin the thief had not survived this long on the rough Frontier Wrlds



wi t hout devel oping hair-trigger senses. As the four shadowy figures |unged at
hi mt hrough the fog, he sprang back with a grunt of surprise and tossed back
a

fold of his cloak to clear his gun hand. The little power gun appeared out of
nowhere, so swiftly did he draw. They paid it no attention

Strange little nen they were, surely no nmonitors from Val damar, and as unli ke
t he scal y-ski nned Reptile Men of Shuthab as could be. They were short,
scarcely

nmore than four feet tall, built squat and bow egged, with sallow yell ow skins
and three black eyes set triangle-wise in their little ugly faces. They

snarl ed

and spat at himas they struck.

He fired. A spear of blinding radiance caught one full in the chest and sent
hi m

reeling away to thud against a wall and slide down into the mud, bl ackened
and

tattered and reeking of cooked neat. Then his beam accounted for a second of
t he

dwar f ed assassins. Its head vanished in a flare of light with a sound such as
a

gi ant mght make if he cl apped his huge hands once.

Then they were at himlike snarling hounds worrying a tiger. They were not

ar med

wi th energy weapons nor with swords, but carried curious little rods of ebony
or

some snooth slick black wood about eighteen inches |ong, knobbed at both ends.
They were very adept at the use of these strange weapons.

One laid his rod along Kirin's wist with a flickering stroke like that of a
striking serpent. The bl ow seened only to graze his skin but the shock of the
bl ow nunmbed himfromwist to shoulder. H's power gun fell spinning from
fingers

suddenly strengthless. It clattered and cl anged agai nst nmuddy cobbl es and he
was

unar nmed.

But not entirely helpless. He was a tall nman, |ean and hard. He had | ong

si newy

arnms and tough scarred fists, and he knew how to use them He had fought for
hi s

life many times in his far-ranging career of crinme, and he knew every trick
of

in-fighting ever invented by human ingenuity—especially the dirty ones. He
kneed

one snarling little dwarf in the gut and knocked the other aside with a
shrewd

bl ow of the flat of his hand against the side of the throat. The dwarf's neck
broke with an audi ble snap, like a rotten branch underfoot, and the snarling
thing slid down in the nuck.

Two were dead and two were down, and Kirin stood there in the rain panting,
feeling tingles run through his paralyzed arm It hung there at his side like
dead nmeat and he wondered if it were broken. He bent to snatch up the power
gun

that had fallen from his benunbed hand. He bent just in time to avoid being
brai ned by one of the knobbed ebony rods. As it was it slamed agai nst his
temple with stunning force, it sent red flares of bright agony |ancing

t hr ough

his brain. He staggered, alnpst fell, lurched to his feet and | ooked around.
There were nore of them com ng down the alley. Nine of them

He ran, and that was the first m stake. He shoul d have ducked back in the
bar,

but there was no time to think. He just let instinct take over, and ran for



hi s

life. Boots thudding through the slop underfoot, gasping for breath, he
pel t ed

down the m sty street to an intersection. He paused and took a sw ft,

al | -encompassi ng gl ance around. Hi s dire forebodings proved true. They were
coming at himfromthree directions now, and there were about two dozen of
t hem

They came | oping through the seething fog |ike hunting-hounds, silent and
deadl y, the knobbed batons glistening in their fists.

He turned and ran down the street. The little grading port was not very |arge,
a

score of huts at the nost. At this time of the nonth it was largely
deserted—a

few nmen were snoring in their cabins, but nost of the others were back in the
Spaceman's Rest, boozing it up. If he were to yell his lungs out they could
not

hear, not with the cold rain sleeting down, drumm ng on the roofs, and the
bel | owi ng runbl e of thunder.

He was al one, and, in a few m nutes, he discovered he was trapped.

So he turned and fought. He snapped up a length of fallen pipe froma
tarpaul i n-covered pile near a supply shed. He set his broad back up agai nst
t he

rear wall of a large store shed and fought themw th everything he had. The
| ong

pi pe was heavy. Dull steel glistened wetly down its length. It nmade a
terrible

weapon. Wth every blowit killed or mained. In no time at all, it seened,
seven

or eight twisted little corpses lay in the rain, crinmsoning the nud.

The dwarfed assassins drew back fromthe swing of the terrible steel weapon
t hat

now glittered wetly red for half its length. He stood against the wall and
| et

the red haze drain frombefore his eyes and tried to di scover the secret of
breat hi ng again. One of the deadly knobbed rods had taken himin the solar
pl exus and his lungs were on fire with the lust for air.

He knew it was only a matter of time. He was far away fromthe cabins now.
There

was not hing on these streets but | ocked sheds and the landing field that |ay
beyond. He could see the hulls of the ships towering into the nmurky sky. His
own

little cruiser was anmong them I|f he could reach it, he would have an

i npregnable fortress to protect him for the little flying sticks could not
get

through a thirteen-inch hull-plate of ion-bathed steel. If...

Qut of the fog a knobbed ebony rod flew. He jerked his head aside but a
little

too late. It snmacked the side of his jaw with stunning force. The bl ow
shapped

hi s head back and nmade stars dance before his eyes. He fell and the stee

pi pe

rang agai nst the cobbles and rolled out of reach

Then they canme at him again, silent and deadly as panthers. Hi s boot-hee

caught

one full in the belly. The little nonster fell backwards in the slop, gagging
and spitting. Three nore sprang at his throat. One he slewwith a swift

j abbi ng

blow to the nerve-clunp just bel ow the base of the skull behind the ear—a
stroke
with stiffened fingers he had | earned years ago froma Ghadorian nerve killer



he

met on Shimar in the Dragon Stars.

But nmore cane at himthrough the msts. He fought themw th everything he
had.

Never had he battled so desperately, not even that tinme the murderous priests
of

Zodah trapped himin the act of stealing the tiara of their harl ot queen. But
the little men with three eyes were the nost deadly adversaries he had ever
faced. They fought in utter silence with a grace and skill and econony of
strength that was astonishing.

Then he knew them for what they were—trained killers! Menbers of the weird
assassin cult of Pelizon across the cluster from Zha.

The Deat h Dwarves!

Then, somehow, he was out in the open again. He had fought his way through

t hem

and the street lay open before him He ran again, knee-high boots slipping on
muddy cobbl es, for the space field, and the safety of his ship.

And he al npost nade it.

A knobbed rod caught himin the back of the skull with staggering force and
he

went down on his face in the nud. This time he knew he could not rise in
tine,

to turn and face themagain. This was the end. Oddly, the thing that nagged
at

hi mwas not the fact of death, but a question—why? Wy were the little nmen
from

Pelizon after hinf? He had never been on Pelizon in his life, or near it for
t hat

matter. And even the fanatics of Shuthab, raving for his blood, could not
purchase the service of the Death Dwarves. They fought only for their dark
gods.

They killed only the foes of those gods. Wy, then, kill hin®

They were al nost on hi mwhen a shadowy figure | ooned out of the mist to
confront

them One yellow clawlike hand was at his throat when the nysterious figure
stepped forward and intervened. Even as the little dwarf bent over the fallen
Kirin, three black eyes glinting with malignant fires, the deadly rod poised
for

t he death-stroke, a slender ivory wand cane flickering through the driving
rain

to brush gently against the dwarf's supple wist.

It was a light, glancing blow. But it was enough. Suddenly the dwarf sucked
in

his breath |ike a hissing serpent and snatched back a hand. Kirin could see
t he

agony in the three eyes. Scal ding agony, as if the hand had suddenly been

di pped

full to the wist in a beaker of nmolten | ead.

The others fell back before that dancing ivory wand. For a |ong nonent the
stranger held them at bay while he reached down, puffing with exertion, and
haul ed t he exhausted, groggy Earthman to his feet.

"That way—fy ship,"” Kirin panted. They backed up, the stranger hal f-draggi ng
and

hal f-supporting Kirin as his stunbling | egs sagged under his weight.

The dwarves cane forward through the mist in an omnous ring, circling them
and

t he ship.

Kirin yelled the recognition code and the airlock swng open. He lurched into
it.



"Come on," he grunted.

Then a hail of flying rods hurtled into them Thuddi ng bl ows that caught them
and pumel ed them nercil essly. The stranger went sprawling on the slick wet
tarmac of the field, out cold with an ugly red brui se above one eye.
Afterwards, Kirin never quite renenbered how he managed to drag his unknown
rescuer in after himand seal the doors. Things were dark and confused for
quite

some time thereafter. Then they got darker. In fact, he was out cold.

2. DOCTOR TEMJJI N

He woke to glowing lights and a thrumm ng vibration. He and the other nan |ay
in

the I ock bay but the | ock was seal ed and they were safe. He lay there
groggily,

listening for the thud of knobbed bl ows against the hull, but he heard only
t he

drone of the drive.

"Al'l right, what the hell have you done?" he asked of enpty air. A mechanica
voi ce answered fromthe wall voder

"Since you were obviously under attack and were in no condition to issue
orders

personally, Prime Directive alpha-1 went into effect,” the ship replied in

pl easant, even tones. "I aminstructed to protect you and nyself on my own
initiative, under such circunstances—

"I know all that,” Kirin grow ed, lurching unsteadily to his feet. "Wat did
you

do?"

"I sealed up and lifted off planet into a stable orbit two mles aloft," the
ship answered. "You and your conpanion are in need of nmedical attention; the
cabinet is to your—
"I know where it is,'
own

initiative."

VWhile the ship busied itself with that delicate task, Kirin activated the

r obot

medi cal system and dragged his still-nanmeless rescuer out of the bay to a
nor e

confortable position within reach of the cabinet. \Wile extensible netal

i nstruments probed cuts, swabbed wounds and treated brui ses, he took a good
| ong

| ook at the stranger and was puzzled not to recognize him

He was short and fat and bald as an egg, with tufted brows and an enor nous
set

of bandit-nustachi os that gave his fat-jow ed red face a piratical |ook even
in

repose. It was hard to tell how old he was but old enough, surely, to be
Kirin's

father, except that he wasn't Kirin's father

The cabi net gave hima whiff of stinmulant that woke himup and Kirin saw that
he

had mild tw nkling blue eyes. And when he opened his nmouth, w ncing at the
assorted cuts and brui ses that adorned his physiognony—to say nothing of the
hefty lunp above his left eye—Kirin was anmused to di scover the fell ow had an
admirabl e conmand of invective.

A glastic panel snapped up in the wall, exposing two tunblers of an anber
fluid.

Ice cubes tinkled enticingly therein as a pressor beamwafted the two
cont ai ners

within reach.

Kirin grunted, heading for it. "Mx drinks. Use your



"Lacki ng specific directives, but cognizant of your tastes in alcoholic
beverages, | took the liberty of m xing— the ship began

"Dry up!" Kirin snapped. Then as the stranger ogled him he grinned. "Not
you—Hy

| oudrmout h robot ship. Here, wap yourself around a little of this." He handed
the other a tunbler and watched as the | evel of the anmber fluid descended
swiftly.

"Ah!" his conpanion remarked after a bit. "Although forbidden by ny vows,
save

for medicinal purposes, that hit the spot!" A nore confortabl e expression
settled over the fat red face and the blue eyes twi nkled jovially.

"I'f this mechanical Aesculapius is quite finished mnistering to ny bodily

needs, | mght remark that your yonder pneunp | ooks a mite nore confortable
t han

this deck . . ." said the stranger tentatively. Kirin helped the fat little
man

to his feet and guided himto one of the two pneunmatic chairs in the cabin
before the curved control console where lights twi nkled softly. The little
man

settled back with a sigh, shrugging out of his weather cloak. Which rem nded
Kirin he was still wearing his own. In fact, the repellor field was still on
and

| aboring valiantly to repel air-born noisture, of which there was none. He
snapped the field off and tossed the cl oak aside: the ship would hang it up
"Excellent, excellent!" the little man puffed, noddi ng about. Kirin was
unsure

as to whether the remark concerned the ship or the drink. Then the other
settl ed

the question by remarking, "For a thief, friend Kirin, you travel in style
and

confort. Yes, indeed!"

Kirin was suddenly cold and alert. If the fat, smling little nan noticed the
sudden chill in the atnmosphere he did not showit.

"You seemto have the advantage of me, sir," Kirin said. He lounged in the
pneurmatic chair, his hand a hair's-breadth froma hi dden energy gun cli pped
under the consol e.

"OfF course, how stupid of ne!l Temujin, Doctor Temujin," the fat man huffed
and

wheezed, making a sketchy little bow which | ooked absurd when perfornmed from
a

sitting position. "I wonder if this adm rable mechani smof yours could
possi bl y—ah—=2" he hinted, tapping his enpty tunbler suggestively, tufted

br ows

el evated inquiringly.

"Sure. Ship! Two nore of the sane."

Doctor Temujin fixed himwith a shrewd, twinkling little eye.

"You will be wondering how | know you, sir."

"Somet hing of that nature had crossed ny mind," Kirin admitted. "Together wth
a

few ot her questions.” Temujin nodded, accepting another drink

"Those ugly little nonsters were Death Dwarves from Pelizon," the little man
puf fed. He dipped into the tunbler and drank thirstily. Wen he cane up for
air,

he said, "They cane to Zha to slay you; | canme to save your life. Alas, | was
al nost too late for the appointnent...and | believe, sir, you ended up by

savi ng

m ne. "

Kirin's cold eyes narrowed thoughtfully. "Since | have never had occasion to
visit Pelizon, | fail to understand how | have earned the enmty of the Death

Dwarves," he said slowy. "And for that matter, | ama bit puzzled as to how



you

knew of ny danger or why you concerned yourself with it."

The other drained the tunbler and set it down with a little grunt of
satisfaction. He settled back in his pneumatic chair, folded his hands
confortably over his fat mddle, and beamed at Kirin with tw nkling eyes that
fl ashed under tufted brows.

"You are the nmpost notorious and celebrated jewel thief in the Near Stars," he
said mldly. It was a statenment, not a question. "It was Kirin of Tellus who
stole the Nine D amonds of Pharvis fromthe dragon-guarded citadel beside the
Flaming Sea. It was you who carried off the tiara of the harlot Queen of
Zodabh,

atrifle conposed of eleven thousand matched fire-rubies, worth an enperor's
ransom That one was not so easy. You left eleven corpses behind you, but you
wer e unharmed. And once, on Miomthe Dark Wrld, you | aughingly boasted you
could steal the Twin Mons of Unadon out of the skies, if sonebody was
willing

to pay you a good enough price for them AmI| correct?"

"Very," Kirin said softly. He was rel axed but wary. The little fat man

gri nned

suddenl y, plunmp cheeks wobbl i ng.

"I amno nonitor, if that's what you're thinking! Space, no! In fact, |—-dh—n
ny

secul ar days before | joined the Order, | was, ahem a bit of a thief nyself
over on Onal dus and Nar." The doctor sighed nostalgically. "Ah, lad, those
wer e

t he days.."

"Keep going," Kirin said.

"Hem Well then. | came to Zha not only to keep those vile little nonsters
from

scraggi ng you, but to nmake you a proposition. | want you to steal sonething
for

me. Atreasure. Ajewel, in fact. It is very well and cunningly guarded, and
t he

task requires a man of your calibre and adeptness. The jewel is on the planet
Pelizon, where it is watched and guarded by the Death Dwarves, who regard it
as

a holy object. Sonmehow the cunning devils | earned of our—ef ny—ntent, and,
to

forestall it, planned to assassinate you so the jewel could not be stolen.
cane to Zha to protect you fromthem Unfortunately, | came by a freighter. |
bought passage with the trader Baphomer. He has a slow ship and | was al npst
t oo

late..

Kirin digested this in silence. On the surface, at least, it nmade sense. But
underneat h, lay |arge unanswered questi ons.

"Termujin...Doctor Termujin, | believe you said. Doctor of what? And where
exactly

are you fron?"

Temujin pursed his |ips unhappily.

"I was rather hoping you would not ask that question," he wheezed, "but | am
permtted to answer it. | ama doctor of the Mnor Thaumaturgies and | am
from

Trevel on. "

Trevel on? Curiouser and curiouser! Kirin had heard of that distant nysterious
worl d. The "Planet of Phil osophers,” they called it in the Near Stars. But
Kirin

knew t he grey sages of Trevelon were reputed to be nore nmagicians than

phi |l osophers. They of Trevel on were masters of the | esser magi cs and neddl ed
not

at all with the doings of the worlds about them They did not encourage



visits

and they never visited other worlds thensel ves. How odd, then, that the
Mast er

Mages of Trevel on should beconme enbroiled in thievery, secret treasures and
nur der ...

"Thaumat urgy, " he grunted. "Then you are yourself a magician?"

Termujin preened his piratical nustachi os and nodded.

"Aye, but the least and | owest of the mages," he confessed. "A few smal

tal ents, nothing nore.."

Kirin said, "Well, if you people know ny reputation you nmust al so know t hat |
am
a lone wolf. | work on ny own; | never accept assignments.”

Temuj i n nodded unhappily.

"Exactly what | told the Elder Brothers," he puffed. "But they pointed out

t hat

you shoul d be badly in need of funds by now and probably spoiling for sone
action after three nonths of rotting in the jungles of Zha. They instructed
nme

to give you this—= He undipped a fat purse fromhis wai stband and tossed it
over

to Kirin, who caught it and pulled the drawstring. A pool of glittering fire
poured out into his cupped palm He sucked in his breath just a little.
Pyroliths! The fabul ous pyroliths of Chandala were rare and precious...and
there

wer e enough of the self-lumnous firestones in that bag to purchase a

pri ncedom

"—And this," Tenujin wheezed, handing over a sheaf of thick parchnment, folded
many times. The crisp paper crackled as Kirin opened the sheets and | eafed

t hrough them curiously.

"The jewel we are after is called the Medusa,'
back.

"It is concealed within a structure called the Iron Tower which |ies am dst
t he

barren wastes of the uplands, guarded by a nmaze of traps and deadfalls. W
have,

over centuries, and at frightful |abor, obtained very precise and conplete
bl ueprints of the Tower. As you can see fromthose drawi ngs, there is one
saf e

route through the obstacles and hazards. It is clearly marked in red. There
will

be no danger. No danger at all ..

Kirin had to adnit that everything | ooked to be in order. If the blueprints
wer e

correct, it should be child' s play to penetrate the magi cal defenses of the
I ron

Tower and steal the Medusa for the phil osophers of Trevel on. The price was
muni fi cent and the project sounded exciting. But there were still a few
unanswer ed questions that bothered him

If it was so sinple and easy, why did the Master Mages hire his services for
so

princely a fee, instead of performng the theft thensel ves? And for that
matter,

what was the Medusa anyway, and why did the Mages want it?

The softly nodul ated voice of the ship interrupted his thoughts.

"I have been under attack for the past 12.03 seconds," the ship observed
calmy

Kirin junped, spilled his drink, snarled a curse, and rapped: "Wat kind of
an

attack?"

"Ener gy weapons,'

Temuj i n wheezed, settling

the ship nmurmured. "Two spaceships are in orbit with me. Wy



defl ector screens are thus far capable of sustaining the assault, which is in
t he gamma-ray frequencies, but my |ogic machines anticipate the use of

di srupt or

ti ghtbeanms within a few nore seconds."

"Break orbit and take evasive action," Kirin growed. Then, to the startled
Termujin, "Mist be those dammed little dwarves again!" Raising his voice a
trifle

he said, "Ship! Wile you're at it, you nmight as well pick a course to
Pel i zon

and get noving."

The die, as the ancient pre-space saying has it, was cast. And Kirin was on
hi s

way to steal the Medusa fromthe Iron Tower of Pelizon

He had, of course, no slightest inkling that the fate of a thousand stars
hung

bal anced on his decision...

3. SPACE TRAP

Zha and Pelizon lay at opposite ends of the Wvern Cluster, that group of
several hundred suns that fornmed what was known as the Near Stars. Pelizon was
a

lonely little world on the further fringe, just beyond the Dragon Stars.
Kirin

conmanded the ship to chart a course for Pelizon and settled down to study

t he

bl ueprints of the Tower while the ship took care of everything el se.

The ship was a superb exanple of the engineering mracles the Add Enpire had
been capabl e of. The New Enpire was now buil di ng ships again, yes, and
technol ogy was on the rise, with new articles such as the rain-repelling

weat her-cl oak Kirin had worn on Zha and his power gun. But even the

t echnar chs

of Val damar could not create anything like Kirin's ship.

Scarcely a hundred yards fromprowto stern, it was as sleek and trim and
swift

a craft as ever plied the dark cold wastes between the stars. It was crammed
wi t h defensive and of fensive equi prent, remarkably well equipped for a small
cruiser. Virtually a mniature fortress. And swift and ninble and el usive. At
his command, it clinbed above the conplicated orbits of the nine nmoons of Zha
and flashed out of the plane of the ecliptic—and vani shed. Literally vani shed.
For not only was the ship swift and strong, but in flight it could be
rendered

all but conpletely indetectible as well. A dense magnetic field could be
bui I t
around the hull, a field whose lines of force were so powerful that they
coul d

bend even |ight rays around the ship, thus rather effectively making Kirin's
ship invisible to sight and to radar as well.

But there were other ways of detecting a ship in space. One was

neutrino-em ssion; a star drive | eaked neutrinos all over the place. Again,

t he

Anci ents had wought cleverly and well. Kirin's ship was fitted with a brace
of

neutrino-baffles that bl ocked heavy particle seepage to an irreducible

m ni mum

In fact, about the only thing the ship could not disguise was its basic mass.
Luckily, only naval warships of the Orega class carried mass detectors. They
were not only i mense and very heavy but delicate as well, and there were only
a

few Orega-cl ass warships in the Near Stars.



So to all intents and purposes, when the ship lifted out of Zha's sol ar
system

it vanished into thin air..thin space, rather

Which nade it all the nore peculiar when the ship was attacked.

The first thing that happened was the brain went out of whack. The brain | ost
control of the ship. This was both remarkable, and alarm ng to boot—n fact,
it

was i nmpossi bl e.

The brain, a super-mniaturized computer robot of renmarkabl e sophistication
supplied Kirin in lieu of a trained crew. It not only nonitored the life
support

and power systens, but served as navigational conmputer and robot pilot as
wel |,

was programed to interpret and act upon spoken commands and, | acking these,
on

its own judgnment and the built-in Prime Directives.

They were several hours out of Zha, relaxing over a |ate supper and getting
to

know one another a little better. Wiile Kirin nursed a steam ng cup of kaff,
Termujin puffed on a small black oily pipe and was engaged in giving the thief
some background information on the nysterious | eader of the Death Dwarves.
"Frankly, lad, we know little about him" Tenujin was saying. "He cane out of
nowhere to enter the ranks of the cult, and once in, rapidly clinbed to a
position of dom nant power. But he's no Pelizonese, that's for certain. He's
nearly seven feet tall and gaunt as a skeleton.™

"Faci al characteristics?" Kirin inquired.

"Space knows, |ad! CGoes masked behind a bit o' cloth—probably to make hinself
seem nore mysterious. Calls hinself Zarlak. The assassins call him'the
Vei |l ed

One' and think he is a prophet sent by their gods to |l ead themto greatness
and

power. Al very odd and nystifying..

"Then it was Zarl ak who gave the command to have ne kill ed?"

"Most likely. But we think there's a bit nmore to it beyond just wantin' to
keep

you fromstealing the gem W think Zarlak is after it hinself."

"Hrm Just what is this Medusa thing, anyway, Temujin? Is it just a jewel or
somet hing nore."

Temujin winked mysteriously and laid a finger al ongside his bul bous nose.
"Somet hing nore, nuch nore," he hissed in a conspiratorial tone. "A talisman
of

great power...very dangerous in the wong hands. Trevel on has known about it
for

ages, but so long as it was guarded by the superstitious Death Dwarves and
prot ected behind the nagi cal safeguards of the Tower, we cared but little.
But

now that Zarlak the Veiled One has appeared on the scene, we have becone a
mte

worried. We suspect that Zarlak knows the secret of the Medusa, and is on
Pelizon for the sole purpose of getting his hands on it. Hence your

assi gnment

to steal the thing. Trevelon wants it primarily so that it may be destroyed
and

t hus kept out of nalevolent hands. It could be very dangerous if it fell into
t he possessi on of unscrupul ous persons..!
"Kirin."

The ship spoke softly. The voder was set to enmit a quiet, gently nodul at ed
t one,
but somehow urgency rasped in the ship's mechanical voice.



"What is it?"

"I ambeing interfered with," the ship said calnmy. "Sone external source of
power is attenpting to gain control of nmy circuits.”

The news was astonishing. Kirin alnmost spilled his kaff. He junped up

"What ? But—that's inpossible!"

"I know," the ship replied, "but that's what's happening."

"Where are we, anyway?"

"Passi ng through the edge of the Dragon Stars at the nonent. W are alnost to
Pelizon," the ship replied. Its voice sounded a trifle slower and duller now.
"Where is the beam coning froma ship?' Kirin demanded. OF course he was

t hi nking of the two ships that had attacked himin orbit above Zha. But how
could the Death Dwarves track himthrough interstellar space? It was

i mpossi bl e...

but, cone to think of it, no nore inpossible than for the ship to be detected
in

space at all.

"No, the beamis planet-based, | feel certain. Fromthe background resonance
I

can sense a planetary magnetic field...| amtrying to track the beam but it
is

very difficult...Kirin. | have lost control of ny navigational computer

conponents. W are veering onto another course. W are heading for..
And then the brain went silent.
And stayed silent.

Kirin groaned a curse and Temujin | ooked pale and grim No | onger under
control

the ship hurtled off on a wild tangent which carried it far off course.

But —where was it headed?

Kirin dialed the forward visors and stared into a glittering sea of stars. He
could make no sense out of the groupings. A planet-bound observer learns to
identify stars by the shape of the constellations. But in deep space,
constel | ati ons change beyond all recognition when viewed fromdifferent

angl es,

and space travelers find visual menory of as little use as a signpost. Wth

t he

brai n i noperative and the navigati onal computers under exterior control

Kirin

had no way of telling where he was or where he was going, except for the one
valid set of interstellar signposts, the spectra of the stars thensel ves. For
whil e very many of the suns of space fall into certain conmon spectral types,
there are a few prom nent stars of very unusual spectrum and a | ost

spacef arer

can sonetinmes chart his course by spectroscopic anal ysis al one.

Luckily, the spectroscope was under manual controls, so Kirin unlinbered it
and

took a | ook around. As would commonly be the case in any given portion of the
gal actic spiral, there were a preponderance of Miin Sequence stars of common
spectra: B5's |like Achernar, K5 Red G ants |ike Al debaran, and a sprinkling
of

& stars like Sol. He nmoved the 'scope around and before long |located a very
unusual three-conponent nultiple star. The brightest of the three was a B8,

t he

second was a yellowwhite GO star, and the third, very dim was an F5. The
first

two stars revolved around a conmmon center of gravity, and the third of the
group

revol ved about the other two with a period of what Kirin roughly estimated
with

the 'scope cal culator to be sone twenty-one nonths.



He had found Algol. No other triple sun renotely like this was to be found in
the Near Stars. Now he needed one nore reference point.

He found two without any trouble: Ross 614, a binary star composed of two Red
Dwar ves, and the unm st akabl e superbeacon of S Doradus in the Core Stars of

t he

Greater Magell anic O oud. Although outside of the gal axy proper, S Doradus
was

visible in the 'scope due to its extraordinary nature. This eclipsing binary,
made up of two Blue G ants, was one of the nbst unusual stars known to man
Each

of the two suns which made up the binary system were hundreds of thousands of

times nore bright than Sol. In fact, the first conponent, S Doradus A was a
good
half a mllion times brighter than an ordinary Main Sequence star and was the

intrinsically brightest star known to man. There was no m staking S Doradus...
Wth these three reference points to work from it was not |long before Kirin
had

formed a good idea of their location and the direction in which they were
traveling. They were in the Dragon Stars, headed off RRmwards virtually at a
right angle to their original course. Every nonent took them further from
Pelizon. If they continued on their present path, they would head conpletely
out

of the Near Stars and be in unknown regions.

But since they were helpless to alter the ship's direction, or to regain
control, there was nothing they could do about it.

After a time they slept. The small cabin had two bunks built into opposite
wal l's. Kirin took his usual bunk and fat old Termujin stretched out in the

ot her.

While they slept, the ship surged on its nysterious course, penetrating
deeper

and deeper into the Dragon Stars.

After several hours, it energed fromthe Interpl enumthat paradoxica
artificial

uni verse wherein a ship may travel at enornmous multiples of the speed of

l'i ght

wi t hout any increase of mass—and re-entered normal space. A huge world | ooned
ahead of them vast and dreary, with continent-w de deserts of ochre sand,
and

twel ve moons lighting its vel vet skies.

Al though Kirin did not know it, this was Zangrimar, |one planet of the star
Sol phis in the Dragon Stars. A barren w |l derness world, a junble of broken
rock

in the highlands, else a vast dying world of bitter sands scoured by how ing
wi nds. Naught dwelt in the wi de wastes but sluggish lizards that fed upon
purpl e

NDSS.

The surge of power, when the ship passed into nornmal space, awoke Kirin. The
drone of the drive was |ower and thicker now, and he knew t hey were on

pl anet ary

power. Awaki ng the snoring doctor, he sprinted to the forward visors and
shapped

them on. Zangrimar was a dull glowi ng crescent, rising into their vision even
as

he watched. H s jaw tightened grinly.

"Well, we're here," he growl ed. "Wherever 'here' may be!"

Wthout a hand at the controls, fully under the power of the strange force
trap

that had seized themin md-flight, the ship dropped through the thin

at nosphere



of the desert world. Kirin could see a weird netal city built on a high

pl at eau.

Sunfire flashed from angl es, planes and mrror-bright surfaces.

He wondered if yet a third party was interested in the Medusa...

The ship landed gently in a hollow cradle. Power died. Eyeing the atnospheric
anal ysis dials beside the I ock, he discovered the air outside was thin, cold,
but breat habl e.

So he went outside to wait for the reception conmttee. There was not hing

el se

he could do...for the noment...

He did not have long to wait. But it was Tenujin who saw themfirst. Weezing
at

the exertion, the red-faced little thaumaturge cl anbered out of the lock to
stand beside himon the gleaning netallic surface of the space field. He
stared

around, blinking owishly at the strange metal buildings. They were built to
fantastic designs, weird pagodas, terraced pyranids and soaring ziggurats of
glittering steel. Col ossal steel masks gl owered down at them fromtower-tops,
the sides of domes, the architraves of |ong arcades. Eyes of red fire blazed
fromthe cruel netal masks.

The clank of metal striking on metal came to their ears. Across the space
field

cane a blurred group of towering figures. Tenmujin spotted them and yel ped.
"Robots!" he shrilled.

An unearthly chill crawled up Kirin's spine. He | ooked at the netal col ossi

t hat

cane stalking up to them Their heads were |ike the enornmous casques of

hel et ed

warriors. Long jointed arnms ended in cruel steel claws. Nine feet fromtoe to
crown the steel giants towered. They | ooked like mailed warriors out of

ni ght mar es.

Across the field in a straight file they cane directly for the two nen. Wth
a

sinking heart, Kirin realized they had no hope of defending thensel ves. They
were prisoners, on an unknown world...

4. THE W TCH QUEEN

The netal giants were unearthly, terrifying. Kirin had heard of their |ike
before. The old Carina Inperials had been served by netal slaves. Mechanica
nen

had perforned much of the comon | abor of the Enmpire. And it was said that
certain of the steel automata were invested with extraordinary intelligence,
some were as clever and articulate as nen. But, being netal, it was a cold
unyi el ding intelligence, devoid of mercy, warnth, humanity, or hunor.
Fromthe | ooks of them the steel giants were over a thousand years old. It
was

astonishing to realize that the metal men still survived, still lived and

| abored and thought, centuries after the Enpire that had created them had
fallen

into dust. But so it was. Surely, nodern science could not produce such netal
phenonena. They nust be survivors of an earlier age...

"What shall we do, lad?" old Tenujin quavered, striving manfully to still his
trembling |inbs. "Fight thenf"

Kirin was tenpted, but it was hopel ess. There were too many. Hi s power gun
and

the old doctor's nysterious ivory rod could perhaps account for a few, but a
few

were not enough. Besides, even if they could fight free, the ship was stil
hel d



under the control of whatever intelligence ruled this city of shimrering
steel,

be it man or netal. It would be the wi sest course to go along with their
captors, to learn why they had been forced down on this forbidding world, to
di scover the identity and purpose of their unknown eneny, before striking for
freedom He shook his head.

"No, Doc. Let's go quietly."

H s voice was | ow and steady. Temujin bristled, half-raised the gl eaning

i vory

tube that was his only weapon, then subsided into grunbling under his breath.
Kirin suppressed a chuckle. The fat little old man was short of breath, but

| ong

on courage. Although obviously he was terrified of the approachi ng netal
warriors, his instinct was to do battle. Bristling his bandit nustachi os and
glaring like an infuriated war-horse, the little magician snorted hinsel f
into

silence. Kirin knew what he felt like...he didn't like to give in without a
fight

either. But the thief had | earned many | essons in the past—sone of them
pai nf ul .

He had |l earned not to rely so nuch on sheer force, brute strength, or
battling

skill. These were all very well, but subtlety and cunning and a keen

vi gi | ant

eye often proved the strongest in the long run

Casting back to a scrap of antique, pre-space literature he had once perused,
Kirin was rem nded of the battle of Troy. It was not the heroic strength of
Achilles that breached the mghty walls of the fabulous city, but the subtle
cunni ng of sly Qdysseus.

He pernmitted hinmself to be captured.

In a distant part of the metal city, in a high-ceilinged chamber hung wth

vel vet curtains of nystic green and lit by a small ruby |anp, a woman of
exotic

beauty observed Kirin and Termujin as they permtted thenmsel ves to be captured.
Her al nond-shaped eyes, veiled in dark |lashes, narrowed thoughtfully as she

| et

her gaze run slowy over the | ean hard body of the stalwart Earthling. Kirin
and

Termujin were mirrored within a curved gl obe of polished crystal. It was |ike
a

m ni ature scene cast by a video projector in three dinensions. Al though no
sounds issued fromthe glittering crystal, it was otherwise true to life down
to

the mnutest of details.

In the soft daylight glow fromthe crystal, which stood on a pillar of grey
stone, her face was |like that of some goddess peering down on the small and
trivial doings of men. Masklike were her features; the incredible perfection
of

her beauty maki ng her face | ook nore |ike a superb work of art than a human
vi sage, for no enotions flowed across the scul pture of her face; cal mand
cold

she stared down, and only the dark fires of her slanting eyes denoted life
and

intelligence.

She was tall and slender and deliciously rounded, her body a poem of warm
si | ken

fl esh, which the daring cut of her gown reveal ed to best advantage. The dark
glittering cloth of her robe clung silkenly to every seductive curve. Her

fl esh,



copiously revealed in the | ow cut and sl eevel ess raiment, was |lustrous and
tinted jade green. Her hair was black as space itself and | oosely coiled atop
her head, threaded through with mnute dianonds that flashed |like cold stars
am dst her night-black [ocks. Her lips were full and generous, noist, a dark
soft enerald. A slight smile lay upon them as she I et her gaze linger on the
tall Earthling.

To her conpanion she said, "The little fat man is of Trevelon fromhis grey
robe; | have seen his like before. But the tall man with dark skin and
hawk-1ike, bitter face, what is he? | have never seen hair |ike that before,
nor

a man with that stance of lonely pride..

"Kirinis fromTellus," the man said softly. "The third planet of the star

Sol

in Central Orion. Sonme say it is the home-world fromwhich man spread into
space

ten thousand years ago; others say Centaurus; others, Tau Ceti. It makes
little

difference, but it is interesting to specul ate..!

She flashed hima venonmous gl ance of cold nockery from her jewel-bright eyes,
"That is what you do best, Pangoy, in fact, all you can do is specul ate! You
Nexi ans bore ne. You are too cold and clever." Her conpani on bowed beneath

t he

[ ash of scorn in her voice. The wonman gl anced into the glowi ng crystal again
and

her voi ce became | anguorous and caressing, "Now, if | had such a man as that
by

ny side...what mght the two of us not acconplish, with tinme?"

The man wat ched her from i npassive eyes as she stared into the crystal. He
was

tall and gaunt, with saffron skin and dark suave eyes, dressed in a |oose

r obe

of purple velvet. The synbol of a crimson dragon was stitched into the cloth
above his heart. Hair was shaven from his polished skull. He was nore than
seven

centuries old, as one mght guess fromthe network of tiny, alnmost invisible
wrinkl es that nmeshed his face. Hs immortality was derived froman annua
injection of pituitary fluid drawn from human i nfants. He was one of the M nd
W zards of Nex, and had come to Zangrimar twenty years ago to destroy the
worran

who now stood beside himby the crystal. Instead, she had conquered and

ensl aved

him as she had enslaved every other living thing on this planet. But he was
a

willing slave, the unslaked fire of desire that blazed in his cold reptilian
eyes when he watched her gave the reason...

"Azeera, ny Queen," he nurnured, "I feel you are entering into a dangerous
endeavor. It is enough that we shall earn the enmity of Zarlak and the Death
Dwar ves when we nake our attenpt to steal the Medusa, now you would pit us
agai nst the Master Mages of Trevelon as well! | begin to regret that | ever

| ent

the aid of ny nental powers and assisted you in unlocking the Vault of Tine..!
"However, you did. And | ook at the marvels we have uncovered," the Queen said
coldly. She nade a gesture and the picture vanished within the crystal, its
fires dimm ng. She turned away and mounted bl ack jade steps to a throne of
rose-tinted ivory set under a canopy of that iridescent crystal-cloth spun by
the sentient Arachnidae of Algol IV. Stretching like a lazy cat, she settled
herself therein and sprawl ed, toying with a blazing jewel, watching himwth
cold cruel eyes wherein nockery flashed.

"A century ago when | came to this planet | realized it nmust be one of the

| ong-forgotten Science Wrlds," she murnured. "I discovered this netal city



and

| earned how to awaken the nmetal warriors fromtheir centuries-old slunber.
Wth

them bound to ny will, | conquered the humans who had long dwelt on this

bl eak

and barren world, never daring to disturb the sleeping terrors of the metal
city. | made themny slaves, and the city of the Ancients becane ny capital
I

knew the | ost Science Wrlds had never been discovered. | knew the Ancients
| eft

their | aboratories and wi sdomvaults conceal ed and | ocked when the Enpire
col l apsed. | deduced that the robot warriors were here to guard such a vault.
Toget her, you and I, we found it and opened it. And now we stand on the

t hreshol d of power beyond linmt. The force field we used to capture the
Eart hman's ship was but one of the incredible science-mracles the Ancients
hi d

away in the sealed vault beneath this city. Wen we have | earned how to
nmast er

all the other wonder machines therein, |I shall truly become Enpress of the
star

wor | ds.."

He said quietly, "I have said it before and | repeat it now, nmy Queen. Wth
t he

treasures of the Vault at our command, we do not need the Medusa. And we
stray

i nto dangerous paths in attenpting to secure it..

Her eyes flashed cold fires. "So, Pangoy! You would have ne begin ny march of
conquest without the Medusa? You woul d have ne | aunch ny robot | egions

agai nst
the I nner Worlds, knowi ng that the wi se nmen of Trevelon will oppose ne as
t hey

oppose every woul d-be conqueror? Knowi ng that Trevel on can use the Medusa
agai nst me? Knowi ng what the Medusa is?"
He shook his head. "Nay, you distort my words. | know the dread power of the

Medusa. | know that it al nost conquered the Universe aeons ago, ere the god
Val kyr sealed it within the Iron Tower. But what | advise is this, |launch
your

robot armada agai nst Trevelon first. Denmolish it, before you hurl your m ght
agai nst the Inner Wrlds. Then the Medusa cannot be used agai nst you, for the
mal i gnant little Death Dwarves do not know how to gain entry into the Iron
Tower

as that inpostor, Zarlak, nust have |earned by now. "

She stirred restlessly. "I amnot ready to challenge the magic of Trevelon,"
she

sai d.

He smiled gently. "Precisely. You are not even ready to |aunch your invasion
of

the I nner Worlds. Wiy, then, seize this fat little mage and the Earthling and
thus bring yourself to the attention of Trevelon and Zarl ak? Thus far both
factors have ignored our existence. They know you are the tyrant of

Zangri mar ,

and they know somet hi ng of your power, but you pose as yet no menace to the
star

wor |l ds—as far as they know. They cannot know you have opened the Tine Vault
and

found the scientific treasures of the AOd Enpire. They cannot know that you
energi zed the Space Mrror and thus have been able to observe their councils
and

to learn of the power of the Medusa and their plans to steal it before Zarl ak
does, so that it may be immbilized or destroyed. But with this action, you



enter a great game openly. No |longer can we work in secret."

There was no denying the logic in his soft purring voice, but Azeera stirred
restively under his words.

"Yes, yes, Pangoy, | know all this. But it is too late to argue your point
further. If | do not interfere now, and use Kirin to steal the gemfor ne,

t hen

Trevelon or Zarlak will get it, and they will be able to use it against ne
when

my legions are ready to attack. It is they who have, unknow ngly, forced ny
hand! But in any case, the thing is done. It is too late for words. Now | eave
ne!"

Pangoy sighed. As always, they argued fromirreconcil abl e positions. He
bowed,

and padded out of the green-hung chanber, leaving the Wtch Queen to brood on
her ivory throne al one.

The netal giants escorted Kirin and Tenujin through the w nding ways of the
glittering city. Everywhere they saw about them evidence of trenendous

i ndustry.

Automatic factories were hunm ng, turning out sky sleds and energy weapons
and

star ships. Throngs of the metal warriors noved through the streets, bound on
nmysterious errands. Sleds dipped, hovered, circled through the sky above the
city like steel insects. The fantastic netal towers of the strange city

bl azed

with |ight.

They even saw people. But very few Obviously, the human inhabitants of this
unknown pl anet were vastly outnunbered by the giant robots. The few they
glinmpsed while being escorted fromthe space field | ooked pale and wan, wth
frightened eyes and bent shoulders. The metal warriors were the masters here,
that much was obvi ous.

They were ushered into one of the flying sleds. It was an oval platform of
glittering nmetal sonme ten feet long, with a guardrail about its perineter

One

of the robots stationed hinself at the control chair before a | ow pedestal of
gl eami ng crystal wherein small lights flickered. He mani pul ated the surface
of

the pedestal in a certain manner and Kirin watched his actions closely

wi t hout

seeming to. It occurred to himthat if they were later to make their escape
from

the nmetal metropolis, it mght prove useful to know how to pilot one of the
sky

sl eds. The mechani sm | ooked sinple enough to operate.

The oval platformlifted weightlessly off the ground and went skimmng into

t he

air. Invisible pressor beans emitted fromthe |lower surface |lifted and drove
t he

craft snoothly. Kirin watched the robot's netal fingers as they sped over the
crystal surface of the control device. He saw how it was driven.

The sky sl ed swooped between mile-tall towers of glass and steel. It soared
above congested roadways and over aerial networks of bridges, heading for the
heart of the ancient city. Kirin knew this nust be one of the centuries-ago
abandoned cities of the Enpire, sonehow mracul ously preserved undamaged and
operabl e since the collapse of the Carina regnuma thousand years before. But
were humans in charge here, or had the robot warriors rul ed throughout the
centuries since the Enmpire fell? Fromthe worn, pale, frightened faces of the
few humans he had seen, it seened likely the nmetal men were in conmmand...
Towards the center of the city rose a colossal citadel. This, obviously, from
its central and prom nent position, was the seat of power. They hurtled



t owar ds

it and as they drew nearer, Kirin's keen eyes could see the |egions of netal
nen

guardi ng every approach to the central citadel. Pale beanms of light flickered
fromroof and dome and grounds, a force-fence, obviously, guarding agai nst
chance entry or insurrection. His heart sank within him Perhaps it would
have

been wi ser to have fought against capture. They were headi ng for what | ooked
to

be an inpregnable fortress. It would be a hard place to escape from..

But he conforted hinself with the thought that he was Kirin of Tellus, and

t he

greatest thief in the Near Stars. He had broken into many places just as well
guarded. Wth the nminiature inplements of his thieving trade, which he wore
ever

conceal ed on his person, and his know edge of doors and | ocks, he had often
boasted that no fortress was inpenetrable where he was concer ned.

O course, this would be the first time he had ever had to use his skills to
break out of a fortress...

The sky sl ed ski med above the pal ace grounds and cane to a gentle |anding

at op

one tier of the towering citadel. A steel phal anx of guards cl osed about
Kirin

and the doctor and guided theminto the frowning bastion of a massive gate.
The steel doors closed behind them There was a certain grimnote of finality
to

t he sound, as they cl anged shut.

5. THE HALL OF SPHI NXES

The cell into which the nmetal warriors thrust Kirin and Doctor Temujin was
[ uxurious rather than nmerely confortable. Walls of pricel ess w newood
panel | i ng

fromthe Garden Wrlds nmet their eyes. The floor was tiled with alternate
squares of green and yellow nmarble, and gl owi ng tapestry-carpets were
scattered

about it. Silken divans nmet their gaze, and | ow tabourets of rare woods bore
bow s of bright flowers. Froma brazen tripod a wavering spiral of pale green
scented snoke perfuned the air. Kirin sniffed appreciatively. It was an

exqui site blend of burnt cinnanmon and white spi kenard from Dol nent us.

"Now this is what | call a jail!" he grinned. Temujin |ooked about glumy.

"It may be confortable, lad," he wheezed dispiritedly, "but it is still a
prison. Alas!" He sank wearily on one of the soft divans and cl asped his fat
red

face in his hands. "I did not nention it before, but | amnot particularly in
favor with the El der Brothers of ny order back on Trevelon," he groaned. "To
expiate my sins | was given this inportant mission; if | performed it well,
al |

woul d be forgiven. Alas, things could not have gone worse...and now t he

m ssi on

is ended and all is lost. Whe isne. . . we. . . !'"

Kirin [ aughed and cl apped the little man on one bowed shoul der.

"Cheer up, Doc. Things are not as bad as that, and they may get better soon

After all, whoever rules this place could have chained us into a dark cold
dungeon. Cbviously, fromthis kind of treatnment, he or they want us in good
health, or they wouldn't be treating us so well. Never give up, old fellow"

A gl eam shone in the nmagician's eye.

"Why do you say things nay get better soon?" he inquired. "Do you have a
pl an?"

"Maybe," Kirin grinned.



"You think you can get us out of here, |ad? But how? They took your gun—they
even took ny Rod of Power! We are unarmed and anong enem es..!

He broke off as Kirin suddenly gestured for silence. The door was openi ng.
Kirin

tensed, expecting one of the towering netal colossi, instead it was a young
girl

who entered the roombearing a tray of food. He | ooked her over with

appreci ation. She was well worth |looking at. Slimand blond, with hair |ike
spun

gold and wi de bold eyes of enerald green. She had a lush figure and | ong

si nuous

l egs and a ripe nouth made for kissing. Her abbreviated garnent, breastplates
of

silver, silver slippers, and a silken loin-cloth, did little to hide her

| ovel i ness. She | ooked about eighteen

"So they aren't all nade of netal in this place, eh?" Kirin grinned. She

fl ashed

hima bold ook fromtip-tilted green eyes as she set the tray down on a | ow
tabl e of candl e-wood. Di shes of savory neat and hot pastries and a bow of

m xed

fruits lay thereon, and a flagon of wi ne.

"W saw a few people in the streets as we entered the city,"” Kirin said, "but

they all | ooked pale and beaten. You | ook very different, girl. Wat's your
name?"

"Caol a," she said softly. "Caola of Nar. | am a pal ace sl ave, and hence
better

treated than the city folk," she said. "But | am not supposed to talk to you,
and she may be listening!"

"Who is 'she'—+the ruler of this city?" Kirin asked.

But the girl was gone swiftly, indicating that she dare not talk with them

any
| onger.

"If that's the sort of nmaids they have in this hotel," Kirin nused

appreci atively as he sat down to lunch, "I won't mind staying here a while."

Termujin only groaned and put his head in his hands.

"Have some wi ne and cheer up, Doc," the thief advised. The ol d nagici an shook
hi s head dol eful ly.

"Don't remind me of the stuff!" he sighed. "It was because of nmy fondness for
the fluid that my Order disciplined ne in the first place...well, perhaps just
a
drop, "'
"Just for nedicinal purposes, mnd you
answer

to Kirin's nocking grin.

he wheezed. Kirin poured hima full goblet.
" the old magician said lanely, in

It was many hours later when the metal nmen cane for them Kirin cautioned his
conpani on agai nst any rash words or hasty actions.

"Just look and listen," he said tersely. "Leave the talking to ne. But keep
your

eyes open. Everything we can |l earn about this setup could be val uable, you
never

know when an odd bit of information may cone in handy | ater on."

The ol d thaumaturge grow ed dubi ously and whuffed through his bandit

nmust achi os,

but anbl ed al ong behind Kirin as the robot guards escorted them out of the
room

They passed through corridors and chanbers of surpassing beauty. Thousands of
di fferent kinds of stone were fitted together into a nosaic of contrasts.

Li me- green Vegan marble and yell ow Argionid granite and mlky, |ucent

si | kst one



fromthe Ghost Moon. Sleek blue stone of Irian quarries and that bl ood-red

al abaster the Tigernmen nine fromthe desert hills of Bartosca, snarling under
the Iash of the Wnged People who are their lords. The effect was exquisite
and

subt | e.
At length they entered into a trenmendous hall whose groined and vaul t ed
ceiling

was | ost in murky shadows far over their heads. M ghty sphinxes of dark
snoot h

stone were ranked the length of this hall, and green glowi ng jewelled eyes
flashed in the dark enigma of their faces. A feast was in progress in the
sphinx-lined hall; it hummed with soft conversation, which stilled upon their

entrance. Kirin's gaze flew past the silk-clad lords and their veiled |adies,
to

study the slim |anguorous woman who sat enthroned above the throng. She was
ravi shing, the flaw ess beauty of her jade green arns and bare shoul ders set
of f

by a hi gh-necked gown of glittering silver cloth. A jewelled tiara crusted
with

pal e red di anonds bl azed in her silken tresses, the hue of mdnight. Fiery
dar k

eyes |like black stars caught and held his own.

Beside him Kirin sensed the fat thaumaturge start suddenly.

"Gods of Space," Temujin breathed, "I have heard of that woman! There cannot
be

two of themin this galaxy. She is Azeera, the Wtch Queen!"
"So we are on Zangrimar, the |one planet of the star Sol phis,"'
But

every eye was upon them and they had no tine for further talk. The Wtch
Queen

beckoned inperiously and guards led themto places set on the dais near her
throne chair.

"Come, ny honored guests, and join our festivities,
Voi ce

was low, throaty, alluring. Kirin tried to nake a jest out of the contrast
bet ween her words and the fact that they had been forced down and hel d under
guard, but his usual wit deserted himand his tongue stunbled over the words.
Azeera watched himwith a mngling of amusenent and cool appraisal. There was
also a certain admration in her eyes. Temujin felt inward qual ns and sought
to

warn his young conrade to be on guard against the wiles of the wonman, but
Kirin

acted rather like one in a daze and seened not to hear

Termujin gave up trying and fell to the sunptuous neal. Fromall that he had
heard of the green | ady of Zangrimar, Kirin would not be the first nan who
had

fallen under the dazzling spell of her seductive |oveliness.

The feast, he was reluctantly forced to admt, was superb. A succession of
young

femal e sl aves, dressed much in the same manner of abbreviated garnent as the
girl Caola had worn, presented an assortment of delicious di shes from which

t he

guests lazily selected their portions. Great platters of chased gold,

el ectrum

silver and sparkling chaya bore succul ent roast noon-ox, broiled shynx wth
Vegan cl oves, rare Pharvisian snowtiger steak, steanm ng dunplings in herb
gravy, and all nmanner of fantastical pastries and delicacies crusted with
sugar

and preserved fruits and jellies.

Termujin fell to with a hearty appetite and downed an enornous neal, washed

Kirin nused.

she called, and her



down

with a succession of beverages. There were the green w nes of Shazar and

Bel | erophon, and rich red-gol den ales from Net harna and Chorver, and fiery
purple Valthomé liquor, and chilled goblets of sparkling neol, and yet others
to

sanmpl e. The queer wi nes and liqueurs of half a hundred worlds were here for

t he

aski ng.

Chewi ng a savory slice of Chadorian venison in rich spice-cream sauce,

Temuj in

resigned himself to captivity, with the thought that if all prisons served so
regal a fare as this, few nen woul d seek freedom

Azeera engaged Kirin in conversation. Generally, the thief had a suave and
witty

way with wonen. But this radiant and nysterious creature filled himw th awe.
He

could hardly take his eyes off her, or stop listening to the honeyed and
seductive music of her warm purring voice. She exuded a heavy intoxicating
aura

of sexual allure that was al nost overpowering. Hs eyes clung to her slim
bare

arms, to the rich curve of hip and thigh, to the sleek, ripe globes of her
swel ling breasts. He hardly tasted the food or the exquisite wines that were
set

before him

Despite her allure, the Earthman strove to keep his wits about him It seened
obvious that the Wtch Queen used the power of her body, the spell of her

Voi ce,

and the dark sorcery of her eyes to conquer nen, and he battl ed agai nst these
seductive magics with all the manhood within him He found hinsel f wondering
at

the lovely girls who served the feast—enly a woman confident of her own
superb

beauty woul d dare surround herself w th such charm ng young sl aves. He
dwel | ed

upon the insolence inplied in this kind of over-weening self-confidence. It
suggested a clue to the nature of Azeera; perhaps even a flaw in her

def enses.

If he could resist her blandishnents, disdain them..

"Let me ask, my lady, for a sinple answer to a sinple question," he proposed
bluntly. Anything to end this verbal parrying and to get to the point. "MW
conpanion and | are curious as to your reasons for forcing our ship down on

your
world."

Her al nond eyes glinted with jewelled fires.

"Very well, then," she said softly. "A sinple answer it shall be. I, too,
want

to hire you to steal the Medusa."

He started, but controlled his reaction, hoping that his astoni shment was not
visible on his face. Before he could think of sonmething to say, she continued.
"Let us abandon all this subterfuge," Azeera said. "I need you for the sane
reason Trevel on needs you. Only to a thief of your calibre do | dare entrust
so

vital a mssion. Alesser man night falter and fail, attenpting to penetrate
t he

magi cal defenses that guard the Iron Tower fromintruders. Failure can be
fatal

to ny plans, for it will alert the Death Dwarves and the watchers of

Trevel on.



There can only be one attenpt on the Medusa, and | dare not risk failure.”
"What is it about this jewel that nakes it so inportant to so many peopl e?"
he

nmused. She pounced upon the question as a cat m ght pounce upon a snall

r odent

who had thoughtl essly exposed itself.

"Ah, so the wise nen of Trevelon did not tell you that secret, eh?" she

| aughed,
eyes bright with witch-fires of mockery. "I wonder that you trust the grey
phi | osophers, since they obviously do not trust you. Well, I will hold no

secrets fromyou, Kirin of Tellus. The Medusa is the npbst inmportant thing in
t he

Universe. It is the key to power. Wth it, one may stretch out his hand and
pluck the star worlds |like gens to forman Inperial coronet."

She rose, and the roomfell silent. Slimand unbearably lovely in the

shi meri ng

gown of metallic silver, she stood like a statuette cast by a master hand
from

preci ous netals.

"Come with me, Kirin of Tellus, and I will put into your hands the Secret of
t he
Uni verse. Conme with me ...if you dare!"

Her voice rang through the silent vastness of the hall of sphinxes |like a war
horn, sunmmoning legions to victory. The sirenic witchery of her voice reached
out and stirred to life sonething deep within him a central core of enotion
a

hungering after heroic deeds, a lust for fame and gl ory, whose existence he
had

never suspected. He thrilled to the ringing rmusic of her voice and the dark
fire

within her slanting eyes, and rose nunbly to his feet although the fat little
t haumat urge pl ucked feebly at his arm and sought to stay him He brushed the
hand asi de inpatiently, shrugged off the half-heard protests of the little
nman.

d ory sumoned himto high, heroic deeds of valor! And he nust respond.

"Lead on, lady," he said huskily. "And I will conme with you.."

Toget her they left the hall.

Across the dais, seated at a long |low table, the shadowy form of the bald

M nd

W zard, Pangoy, of Nex, watched them go, with sardonic eyes and a slight
mrthless smle that did not hide the bitter agony in his heart. The woman
had

found a newtoy to play with, to nold to her purpose, to fondle for a tineg,
before she cast it broken in the dust...

H s eyes narrowed. Not for nothing had the Wtch Queen studied the twin arts
of

semantics and sonics. Her voice becane a tool and a weapon of extraordi nary
subtl ety and power. Already the Earthling was ensl aved...

6. THE HEART OF KOM YAZOTH

It was a titanic sphere, seven tines the height of a man. A silvery nesh

f or ned

t he substance of the col ossal globe that floated on pressor beans above the
floor of the black marble chanber. The nesh of wires were woven with such
fineness that they were all but invisible to the sight; only in their mass
wer e

t hey visible. Hence, the sphere seened as a cloudy globe of dimgrey mst,
shadowy, insubstantial, awesone.

"I call this the Space Mrror," Azeera said. "I know not what the Ancients



named

it, but the termwll suffice. It was the first of the great treasures | drew
fromthe hidden Vault of Tinme wherein its masters sealed it a thousand years
ago. It is one of the mightiest acconplishnents of the science-magic of the
Carina I nmperials. Through the power of the Mrror, one can gaze at events

t aki ng

pl ace in any part of the Universe, on any world, no matter how remote from us
here. No walls can resist the probing gaze of the Space Mrror. No councils
are

so secret that | nmay not eavesdrop upon themthrough the magic of this nisty
sphere. Behol d!"

She pressed her jewelled ring against a colum of mlky crystal that rose
from

the ebon floor. Light flared! The silver nesh glowed with eerie |um nance.
Shadowy grey turned to a swimm ng sea of infinitesiml sparks of star-1like

l'i ght

that throbbed brighter and brighter until they formed a whirling ball of

sil ver

fire. Then the silver globe flashed with a thousand hues...rose-pi nk and
coral,

peach gold and pal est azure, a velvet blackness wherein emeral d sparks burned
like cat's eyes, shimering msts of opal and mauve spun through wth threads
of

rich crinmson flame. And the colors wove into a tapestry that blurred,

st eadi ed,

and crystallized into a vision so conplete in every detail that Kirin shrank
back a step, as if he stood before a yawni ng door through which a ms-step

m ght

hurl himto spinning worlds bel ow

The picture was now a scene of sonber majesty and brooding terrors. No sound
acconpani ed the space-vision, but the inmagination of the viewer could al nost
hear the cold wind that shrieked |like a banshee through the fang-sharp needle
spires of naked rock that clawed up into the mst-veiled sky. There was a
flat

and barren plain, an endless desert of dimgrey crystals that stretched from
world's edge to world's edge. Over all stretched an eternal cloak of

phant asma

fog, torn and tattered into a thousand | eering faces and weirdly haunting
shapes

by the how ing wi nds. The shadowy rags of mi st streanmed in undul ant and
serpentine tendrils above a titanic structure of dead black stone that |ooned
agai nst the fog-phantons |ike some col ossal citadel of denons.

The bl ack castl e was unthinkably huge, imeasurably aged. A forest of sloping
turrets and grotesquel y-formed dones, a wlderness of arcades and col ums,
squat

towers and yawning gates |like the | eering maws of nanel ess stone nonsters.
The

chill, the eerie cry of endless winds, the haunting air of mnoul dering decay
and

aeon-ol d desol ation struck awe into the very roots of Kirin's soul

"That bl ack castle is D ornmandark Keep," the Wtch Queen nmurrmured at his

si de.

But he did not need her words to tell himthis, for no man could ni stake the
col ossal ebon fortress. D ormandark was one of the enigmas of the Universe,
and

the very world whereon its titanic ruin reared its cloven, castled crest was
known as the Planet of Mystery—dark, |egend-fraught Xulthoom the Wirld of

t he

Hooded Men

The Space Mrror had sonehow probed down through thousands of miles of dense



msts to reveal the ever-hidden face of the nystery world. No radar, no sonic
probe, no spy-ray known to the young science of this age could penetrate to

t he

surface of Xulthoom He stared at the fantastic scene with awe and anazenent,
and only now did he begin to grasp the power the Wtch Queen held in her slim
hands.

The scene changed in a blur of rainbow colors that nmade the eye ache.

Now he | ooked down as fromthe bridge of a star cruiser upon another |and of
desol ate wilderness. Frompole to pole the planet that next net his gaze was
sheat hed under a col ossal glacier like a continent of crystal. The dull
glistening mrror blazed suddenly with uncanny brilliance. The pl anet

revol ved

slowy against the tides of night, and a blinding glory sprang into being as
it

turned. A gigantic hand of fire flashed across the face of the deep

Tr emendous

streanmers of incandescent splendor spanned the sky above the frozen world
like

rivers of fiery dianmond dust. The glory of a billion daws it the gl assy
surface of the frigid world until it blazed |ike one col ossal jewel of a
mllion

facets agai nst the black velvet of the void.

And again he did not need her words to recogni ze the scene, although he had
never | ooked upon it in all his days. This could only be Arlomma the Ice
Vor | d,

which clung like a crystal gemto the blazing breast of that titanic,

[ um nous

gas-cl oud known as the Kraken Nebula. Arlonma lay far across the cluster from
Zangrimar, beyond the Inner Wrlds, beyond even Onal dus. Yet the nystery
force

of the Mrror had spanned a dozen light-Ieagues in the flash of a second!
The spl endor died. The glory faded. The magic Mrror becane again a dull,

cl oudy

sphere of shadowy nesh

She led himto a seat beside her on a | ow bench of black jade. Her hand was
on

his arm He could feel the warmh of her thigh against his | eg, and the nusky
perfune she wore wove its spell in his brain. The insidious nusic of her

Voi ce

mur mured softly as he sat entranced.

"Wth the power of the Space Mrror | have explored worlds unknown to man and
| earned many ancient secrets,"” she said. "I will tell you one of them It is
a

story, a legend, if you like. In the Beginning, the Children of the Fire M st
cane from beyond the Universes into this real mof space. Whatever they were
and

legend tells but little of them they ruled our cosnbs untold billions of
years

before the conming of Man. Life itself had not yet evolved into being upon the
new worl ds that spun about the young suns of this galaxy. They were not gods,
al t hough their powers were awesome and terrible. The gods, and there are

i ndeed

gods, and stranger and nore amazing than the priests of the star worlds dare
reveal —have but little to do with the Universes they created in the Dawn..
Her voice was w tch-music, whispering of nysteries and wonders al nost beyond
thought. Drowsily he listened to her | ow, warm voice.

"And then cane a Thing from Beyond into this dinension of space. Wat it was
and

fromwhence it cane, even |l egend does not tell. But the Children of the Fire



Mst, for all their awesonme conmand over the forces of nature and the power
of

time itself, even they were as hel pl ess babes before the Unknown One. Kom
Yazoth, they called it, which nmeans in the Language of the Gods, The
Conquer or

of Souls, and they fled fromits conming. For it was very old, and very
power f ul

and its power lay in this strange nmagic: it could seize utter and absolute
control of any sentient being who beheld it, be he ne'er so mghty.

"The Children of the Fire Mst feared greatly the com ng of this Denon-Thi ng
from beyond the cosnos of space and tine, for they were hel pl ess to oppose
it.

In their inscrutable way and for purposes at which we may not even guess,

t hey

had caused to be born life on the young planets, and sentience arose and
grew.

But Kom Yazoth gai ned enpery over the young worlds and the life thereon,
unti |

it seemed as if all the Universe would fall under the spell of the Denon.
"In their desperate and ultimte need, the Children of the Fire M st fought
t he

Transcosm ¢ One, but Kom Yazoth broke them and whel med their power and they
fled

from himand went back to that unknown real mfrom whence they had cone before
t he Begi nning, even to the Fire Mst itself which had spawned themin the

i mreasur abl e darkness before Tinme was.

"And at length, with the passing of the Children, the Gods thensel ves were
troubl ed. They slumber eternal in their place beyond and above all the

Uni ver se,

and rarely are they wakened fromtheir indescribable dreans. But now they
woke

and saw the power of Kom Yazoth and knew that the Thing from Beyond mnust
sonehow

be slain or driven fromthis Universe back into the ultinmate abyss of

dar kness.

"So they sent forth fromtheir shining number the mightiest of the Warrior
CGods,

even Val kyr the Invincible. And the golden Hero God strove long and m ghtily
agai nst the Denon, ever shielding his gaze fromthe dark Thing that his wll
m ght not be taken fromhim For were he, even he, the Chanpion of the CGods,
to

be overconme and fall into the uncanny slavery of the Conqueror of Souls, what
hope had even the Gods of all the Universes that they could escape fromthe
com ng of The Insatiable One?

"Vast were the powers he unl eashed agai nst the Transcosm ¢ Denon. Suns he
wrenched fromtheir stations to hurl against the terror of Kom Yazot h;

nebul ae

flamed to |life and gal axi es were denolished in the aeon-1ong battle. Cosmic
forces hurl ed against the Denobn; the very underlying fabric of space itself
was

rent and torn with the col ossal energies released in that greatest of battles...
"And the ending of it was, that in the fullness of tinme, Valkyr the d orious
sl ew the Denon, and destroyed himutterly, disintegrating the very substance
whereof his formwas wought, so that there was naught of Kom Yazoth t hat
remai ned.

"Except for his Heart.

"For the heart of a denon does not die easily and such as Kom Yazot h,

devot ees

of Chaos, lords and princes of Utracosmc Evil, have hearts that are cold
and



dead and frozen as a jewel. Thus was the Heart of Kom Yazoth like unto a

gr eat

crystal. And therein resided yet a vestige of his awesone power to steal and
dom nate the mnd and will and the very soul of all that |ooked thereupon
"He who held the Heart could at will gain dom nance over any being. Whole

gal axies could be held in thrall unto the awful power of this mghty jewel.
And

Val kyr, even Val kyr the Hero and Chanpi on of the Gods, was tenpted by the
power

that lay in his hands.

"The Hero God was reluctant to destroy the Denmon's Heart, although fromtheir
hi dden real mthe Gods thundered their conmands upon himthat he do so, and
roared in fury until the stars were shaken in their places and the planets
trenbled. For it seemed unto Val kyr that the jewel was a weapon of such

super nal

power that it would be dangerous to destroy it...who could say but that in the
vastness of Time To Cone another such foe might come fromthe dark abyss to
chal | enge the domain of the Gods? In such a case, the Heart could be used and
much battle saved, and many worlds nmight |live on that el sewise would be
denol i shed in the cataclysns of the battle.

"So Val kyr caused to be created on a wilderness world lost in the depths of
space a Tower of Iron. Therein he sealed away the Heart of Kom Yazoth forever.
A

t housand traps and tricks of illusion and divine nagic he set to guard the
Heart. The secrets of the Tower he kept unto hinself alone, nor would he tel
of

them even to the Gods.

"M ghty beyond telling was the fury of the Gods who rule all the Universes at
what they deened the rebellion of Valkyr. No punishnent which their mghty

m nds

coul d conceive seened great enough wherewith to repay his revolt agai nst

t hem

But one of them Zargon the Lord of Punishment and Reward, decreed that for
this

crime Val kyr must lose his divinity. His life-force, being imortal, they
coul d

not destroy, for the Gods exist frometernity to eternity and never taste the
bl ack cold wi ne of death. But they could w thdraw from Val kyr his divine
status

and subnerge himin the young races that had ari sen upon the planets of the
Uni verse, not nurtured into being by the Children of the Fire Mst. Thus was
it

done, and the soul of Valkyr went into eternal inprisonnent, to live through
ten

mllion human lives until it was deermed that he had expiated his crinme. But
of

t he Bani shed God we speak not. We speak of the Heart.

"For the Heart of Kom Yazoth is none other than the Medusa. The jewel | ed

t hi ng

that has lain hidden in the Iron Tower since the beginning of tinme is the
frozen

crystal heart of the Insatiable One. Its power has not dimed to this day. He
who hol ds the Medusa can seize control over all the star worlds. Enpires

t hensel ves cannot stand before the single man who hol ds the Medusa. The
silver-clad | egions of invulnerable Valdamar will fall before the awful power
of

the Medusa. This is the mighty thing of power beyond limt or belief, for

whi ch

three worlds contend. VWhich world will triunph, Kirin of Tellus? Pelizon or
Zangrimar or Trevel on? Only you can say, for to steal the Heart of Kom Yazoth



fromthe Iron Tower is a task of which only you are worthy..!

Her voice rose, naddening and seductive, filled with allurenent and wi tchery.
H s heartbeat rose to her w nged words.

"I'f you will abandon the grey mages of Trevelon and ride with me, Kirin of
Tellus, | will make you a |lord over a thousand suns! No enpire in all the
past

ages of the Universe shall be so mighty as yours. Under my banners you will

| ead

armadas of conquest such as the Universe has never seen before, unconquerable
navi es of space which shall sweep down upon a thousand worlds, armed with the
unconquer abl e power of the Denbn's Heart! | swear to you that you shall stand
at

nmy side, beside ny Throne of Stars, and we shall rule the Universe together
and

toget her we shall chall enge even the eternal Gods thensel ves! What say you,
Kirin—tord Kirin—tord of a Thousand Suns!"

A terrible hunger rose within him a lust such as he had never endured

bef ore.

It clanobred at the gates of his being, thundered against the very citadel of
hi s

reason. His will swayed before it, and within his innmost heart, he thrilled
to

the wild glory of the Wtch Queen's chall enge...

He had stol en nmuch, dared much, in his dark career, gens had he torn from
crown

and idol's brow, but never such a theft as this had he dared dream of even in
his nmost grimand fearful dreans!

To steal the heart of a demon! The lure of it shook him The tenptation of
such

power overwhel med him drowned him beat hi m down.

How could a nortal, a nmere man, resist where even the eternal Gods had fallen
beneath the lure of this tenptation ere now?

Sonet hi ng noved, deep within him Like a long-silent part of his mnd,

stirring
to life. Never had he dreamed of crowns and ki ngdons; ever before this he had
lived for the thrill of adventure, the nystery of danger, the sheer

i nt oxi cation

of standing on the brink of Death's black and yawni ng door, and | aughi ng,
nocki ng, casting his chall enge agai nst that di mportal

He did not answer. But he knew what he nust do.

7. CAOLA

Termujin was al armed and somewhat distressed when Kirin did not return to the
sphinx-lined hall by the end of the feast. The robot warriors escorted him
back

to the palatial cell he had shared with the thief and | ocked himin al one.

He paced the marble floor wearily, his mnd busy with troubl ous thoughts.

Al t hough he had eaten (and drunk) hugely, he could not compose hinself for

sl eep, for although he was weary his brain buzzed with nagging worries. He
was

quite aware of the fascination of the Wtch Queen and had seen how Kirin
reacted

to her allure. As yet, the fat little thaumaturge did not know whether or not
the Wtch Queen of Zangrinmar was al so after the Medusa. He thought it very
probabl e, but had no evidence. The nmere possibility was hair-raising to
contenmplate. If that green-faced hussy entraps the lad in her seductive webs,
he

t hought anxi ously, there goes Trevelon's hopes out the airlock! There, too,
went



all dreams of rehabilitating hinself in the eyes of his Superiors...

Al in all, fromwhichever direction you exam ned the possibility, it was
dire

and dreadful to contenplate.

He began to wish his fondness for the bottle had not come to the attentions
of

the frosty-hearted El der Brethren of Trevelon. If he had been a trifle nore
di screet, or a wee bit nore tenperate, he night at this hour be snuggl ed
anong

the plunmp cushions of his confortable little roomin the nonastery, sw ggi ng
happily froma fat jug of vintage plum brandy, toasting his toes before a
sizzling fire, while the wintry wi nds of ice-bound Trevel on how ed inpotently
beyond the thick stone walls...

I nstead, he was stuck in this cursed place, disarned of his Wand and | ocked
away

behi nd gri mranks of towering steel automata, on an unknown world many
light-years fromwhere he wanted to be! It was a dol eful predicanent. A

| ament abl e set of circunstances. And it was not fair—

Suddenly the door opened and the little thaumaturge spun around, hoping to
see

Kirin back safe and sound. Instead it was the slave girl, Caola, with a tray.
"Take it away, ny lass; | couldn't eat a thing!" he wheezed in a woebegotten
tone, squinting shut his eyes against the tantalizing rotundity of the squat
Wi ne-bottl e that adorned the tray. The girl said nothing, depositing the tray
on

a low bl ack table. Then, straightening, she | ooked around.

"Where is the tall one, your conpanion?" she inquired. He shrugged with a

| oud

si gh.

"I know not! That green-faced witch lured himaway during the feast, and by
its

endi ng he had not returned," he said.

The girl cane over quickly to where he sat, slunped on the end of a couch

"Listen to me," she said in a |low voice. "I know the reason for which she
w shes

to win the heart of your friend, the tall one..

"Kirin."

"Kirin. And she nmust not succeed!" The vehenence in her voice stung old

Temuj in

from his apat hy.

"Whose side are you on, girl?" he demanded

"Nobody' s, " she said fiercely. "But | am against her, and her vile schenes. |
could not talk before, in fear that she mght be listening, for these cells
are

under surveillance through hidden eyes and ears, but if she is busied using
her

allure on the tall one, Kirin, she will have no tine to eavesdrop on us! |
brought the tray only as a pretence. | needed sone excuse for getting in to
see

you.."

"I wondered about that," he chuckled. "Since | had just cone froma rea

f east,

a tray of snacks seened al npbst |ike too much hospitality—=

She smled, her fair cheeks dinpling roguishly.

"Yes, of course! But the metal nen who guard the door know nothing of hunman
eating habits and have only rudimentary intelligence at best: they saw ne
bring

atray in earlier, and | thought they might open to nme again...

"But what is this all about, lass? Wiy are you invol ved?"

She shrugged. "I amnot native to this world. | amfrom Nar, the Pl anet of



t he

Amazons. My ship was forced down just as yours was. She needs recruits, for
her

plans are to invade the Inner Wrlds and topple the young Enpire of Val damar.
I

care nought for Valdamar, but | ama War Maid and we are a proud |l ot as you
nmay

have heard. | determned to do everything I could to frustrate her plans, in
retaliation for ny enslavenent."

"Good girl!" he puffed, noddi ng approvingly.

"That was before | had been in the palace | ong enough to learn the ful
neasur e

of her infamy! Listen..

And in terse, clipped fashion, Caola of Nar recounted to Tenujin the ful
story

of the Medusa, in a narrative substantially the sane as the story Azeera had
earlier told to Kirin. She left nothing out: the com ng of the Transcosmc
One

into this Universe, the war of the Gods agai nst Kom Yazoth, Val kyr's conquest
of

t he Denon from Beyond and his denolishnent of its physical substance—all but
t he

preci ous Heart, even the building of the Iron Tower and the Wtch Queen's

pl ans

to enploy the nmagi c power of the Medusa against the star worlds. Temujin was
fl abbergasted, for he had not until this noment ever heard the full story of
t he

treasure the Iron Tower of Pelizon guarded. Although he had with wink and sly
nod suggested to Kirin—wi thout ever really saying it in so many words—that he
was i n possession of the secret, the plain fact of the matter was that his

di strustful Superiors on Trevelon had not told hi manything beyond the

si npl est

facts he needed to know in order to carry out his m ssion

Now he was utterly appalled at the nagnitude of this mission, seeing it in
its

full inportance, and terrified at the thought of how abysmally he had
pernitted

t he endeavor to lapse into failure...

"At first | determned |I should encunber the Wtch Queen for little nore than
stubbornness,” Caola confessed with a snmall snmile. "Then, when | realized the
full inplications of her plot, | knew | nust oppose her for notives nore
altruistic. She is an evil creature. She nmust never be pernmitted to gain
power

over innocent worlds. W nust foil her plans sonehow, old one, you and I...and
Kirin."

The doctor nodded.

"I agree, lass," he wheezed. "But how? What's the first step? Can you get ne
out

of this cell? Can you find the ivory rod the netal men took from nme when we
wer e

capt ur ed?"

She nodded and drew the slimwand fromunder the large flat tray she had
carried

into the room

"I have it here," she said. Termujin stifled a glad cry and | ooked it over

anxi ously.

"It seens to be in working order,’
certain

with the mniaturized devices of the Ancients. Now, can you get ne out of
her e?"

he puffed, "although you can never be



She shook her head.

"Not so fast. | think the first step would be to find out what happened to
your

friend, Kirin," she said.

"How can you do that?"

"I don't know, but | must try. As a palace slave, | can cone and go with
consi derabl e freedom here within the building. The netal guards recognize ne
as

one of the slaves and take no notice. The humans— and here her generous
scarl et

mouth twi sted into an ugly grimace "—those who have gone over to her side,
and

fawn on her, so as to enjoy titled positions of power in the enpire she plans
to

build, they also take no notice of ny com ngs and goi ngs, as the doings of a
sl ave are beneath the notice of the masters. If they see ne in the corridors,
they sinmply assume | am goi ng about sone legitimte errand or other, and
hence

promptly dismiss nme frommnd." A nocking | augh escaped her. "That is

precisely

how | | earned the | egend of Kom Yazoth and found out the plans of the Wtch
Queen in the first place, by being in places where | had no business and by
keeping ny ears and eyes open at all times! Fear not, | shall find the

Earthling, wherever he is, although it may take a little tine..

Wth a small smile and wave of her hand, the girl was gone and Tenmujin was

al one

again. But not as lonely as before. For now he had an ally. Remenbering the
strong, vibrant words the girl had spoken and the glint of stubborn

determ nation in her eyes, Temujin relaxed a trifle. Sonehow, all did not yet
seem | ost. Perhaps they had a chance after all ...

Caola returned to the slave quarters upon |eaving the roomin which Doctor
Termujin and the Earthling, Kirin, had been inprisoned. She mingled with the
ot her sl aves, dropping a question here and there, to see if any of her
friends

had noticed the Earthman or had any idea of his present whereabouts. But none
of

the other slaves had seen or heard of him since he had been taken fromthe
feasting hall by Azeera several hours ago.

The girl determ ned she would sinmply have to set out and find him And this
she

pronptly did.
She coul d not disguise, even to herself, a slight personal notive in her
anxi ety

over the tall Earthman. She had conceived an instant attraction for himthe
first time she saw him hours before. And, unless she was very nuch

m st aken—and

worren are hardly ever nistaken in such matters—she believed he felt attracted
to

her. Renenbering the frank admiration in his eyes when he had | ooked her up
and

down, she flushed faintly and felt a stirring of excitenent.

Caola was a War Maid of Nar. The Amazons of her planet were women warriors.
They

| oved but once in their warlike lives, and that once was forever. And when
t hey

gave their love it was to a nale stalwart, manly enough to conquer them
Caol a

was too young to have ever engaged in the War Games that were a gentle
euphem sm



for mating conpetitions. But she was all woman and deep within her, she

| onged

to be conquer ed.

The nmen she had met here on Zangrimar were, in the main, a shallow and sorry
[ot. Men usually are when they are in subjugation to a worman ruler, and the
Zangrimarians were no exception to this rule. They were either col d-hearted,
unscrupul ous nen of avarice and devouring anbition, or languid fops and
linp-wristed courtiers, fawners, hangers-on. She | oathed themall.

But Kirin was sonething different. Tall and strong and courageous. H s

i ronic,

nocki ng air, she sonmehow knew, was an affectation. She |onged to know him
better, to test his manhood, to fight by his side.

So as she wandered unobtrusively through the wanderi ng ways of the giant
citadel, ever on the alert for sonme token of his presence, she felt her

pul ses

qui cken in a very fem nine manner at the very thought of his nearness...

She very soon exhausted all the nore likely places in which Kirin night have
been found. The first place was the luxurious suite of apartments reserved
for

the Wtch Queen. Caola dreaded finding himthere, in that silken boudoir,
perhaps even in the Queen's arnms. But the fenale slaves who resided in the
anteroons to these private chanbers told her the Queen was not within, and
had

not returned to her suite since the feast.

A quick tour of the interrogation chanbers, the torture roons, and the

hi gh-security cells also produced nothing. And Caola | eft those grimportions
of

the palace with a vast sense of relief.

A hunch took her to the apartments of Pangoy, the Queen's confidant and chief
advisor. To penetrate here she took extrene cautions not to be seen, for of
al |

the inhabitants of the palace, she feared nost the Wtch Queen whose sadistic
cruelties she had tasted ere now, and secondly the icy-hearted Pangoy, whose
col d probing gaze terrified her

In order to peruse his apartments she enployed her intimte know edge of the
ancient structure. She had nonths ago found a secret passage whi ch neandered
between the thick walls of the old fortress. It prowl ed past many private
apartments and contained a secret spy-eye wherethrough the roons could be
exam ned safely froma place of conceal ment.

She crept through the dark passage to Pangoy's quarters and utilized the
spy-eye. H's bedroomwas enpty; so was his laboratory and sitting room

But the inner chanber was occupi ed.

Caol a caught her breath sharply. A man's body lay on a netal table, covered by
a

white cloth. She could not see his face...

This room she knew, was reserved for Pangoy's strange experiments into the
human brain. The M nd Wzard was possessed of certain odd powers, augnented
by

the telepathic anplifier helnet invented by the terrible savants of his

dr eaded

hore-wor | d, Nex.

Here he worked his strange arts upon hel pl ess captives. Here he sought to
gain

mastery over the minds of others, to bend and crush the wills of former

eneni es,

to force nen to becone the willing slaves of hinself and his mistress, the
Wtch

Queen.

From her position, Caola could not see who lay on the netal table. A great



white

[ight blazed down on that table. Straps of pliable netal bound the seem ngly
unconsci ous, or dead, figure to the table.

She resol ved that she nust ascertain the identity of Pangoy's latest victim
Her

fingers funmbled along the inner wall of the secret passage, and tripped a
cat ch.

A conceal ed door swung open soundl essly. The girl stepped out into the room
She went swiftly and silently over to the operating table and reached out for
the edge of the cloth that covered the body. But before she could touch it a
cold voice rang out harshly behind her—

"What are you doing in this room girl?"

She turned and | ooked straight into the chill menace of Pangoy's gaze.

8. THE M ND PROBE

Before Kirin could phrase his reply to Azeera's offer, a diversion occurred.
"Beware of the Earthling, ny lady! He nmeans to betray you."

The col d harsh voice rang out through the stillness of the vaulted room
wher ei n

the Space Mrror hung like a gl obe of nystery above the glistening floor
Kirin turned to see the man who had entered the chanber unseen by either of
them He was tall and gaunt, with shaven skull. His saffron skin was
stretched

tightly over sharp cheekbones and jaw, and seaned with a thousand m nute,

al nost

invisible winkles. Hi s eyes were suave, cool, dark, and appraising. They
shone

with a mngled anusenment and scorn as they probed deep into Kirin's gaze.
Kirin renmenbered having seen himat the feast, but he had been seated across
t he

hal | and they had exchanged no words. Who was the strange man in the purple
robe, and—a chill struck through Kirin as the realization hit hi m-how did he
know the direction of Kirin's own innost thoughts?

Azeera turned to observe the intruder.

"What do you here, Pangoy? Do you dare to spy upon your Queen?" she demanded
wrat hfully. Scorn flashed in his sonber eyes as he shook his head.

"Not on you, my lady, but upon the Earthling, yes. | was determined to
observe

hi m duri ng your conversation, while remaining unobserved nysel f. You know ny
abilities, hence believe ne when | say the Earthling is not to be trusted. He
nmeans to acqui esce, but only seenmingly. To go along with your plans only on
t he

surface. Actually, he neans to steal the Medusa and use it for his own ends.”
A cold wave of al arm passed through Kirin, but he fought to control his
features

and appear calm "You know nmy abilities,"” the gaunt man with cold, suave eyes
had purred. Kirin | ooked himover specul atively. He had seen a man very nuch
like this many years before. The sane saffron skin, shaven pate, and cold
nercil ess eyes.

The sense of alarm grew stronger suddenly. Kirin recalled that the other had
been a Nexian. Only too well did he know the strange tal es nen whi spered
about

t he om nous and curious powers of the nmen of Nex. The M nd Wzards of Nex, he
mentally corrected hinself. This man was a natural telepath!

Col d eyes fastened on his own, Pangoy smiled a cool, enigmatic smle of
ironic

mal i ce.

"Your musings are correct, dog of Tellus,"” he purred. "I can indeed read the
current of your unspoken thoughts."



Kirin turned to the Wtch Queen who surveyed himin silence, the gemfires of
her al mond eyes flickering with chill and deadly inquiry. On inpul se he
bl urted

out, "He lies, ny lady! | say he lies! |I know not for what reason, whether to
willingly deceive you, or sinmply because he m s-reads ny thoughts, but | say
he

lies."

H s words hung there echoing in the silence of the room For a tinme no one
spoke. Pangoy stood al oof and di sdai nful across the chanber, cold nockery in
hi s

eyes, a small ironic smle upon his |lips, hands tucked into the vol um nous
sl eeves of his purple robe. The Queen stood between them slender and regal
her

jade arns and shoulders rising fromthe glittering silver sheath of her

netal lic

gown.

"Perhaps," she said softly. "Perhaps he does lie."

A sudden dew glistened on the saffron brows of Pangoy. Hi s smile slipped,
faltered, fell. The sheen of perspiration daubed his polished brow

"My lady, | swear by the thousand gods of space nmy words are true!"

"Don't believe him Azeera," Kirin said levelly. "He is trying to deceive you
for sone unknown purpose of his own."

Her eyes danced with nockery as they turned fromKirin to Pangoy and back
agai n

to the dark face of the tall Earthling.

"I amno Mnd Wzard, and hence cannot read the inward thoughts of nen," she
said. "Thus | cannot say which of you two speaks the truth and which utters a
vile lie. But | have known Pangoy the |onger of you both, and have trusted
hi m

ere now. However, | know that he hungers for my |love, and is envious of you,
Earthling. The jealousy of thwarted |lust has often turned a true friend into
a

deceiving traitor."

Fury withed across Pangoy's pale, drawn features.

"Never would | by word or deed betray you, my Queen!" he swore in a shaking

voi ce. "I have not earned such scathi ng words of doubt as these!"

She rai sed one slimhand to silence him

"Permit me to finish. | was about to propose a testing of the Earthling." Her
eyes glinted with malice and nockery as they burned into Kirin's. "If he
speaks

the truth and Pangoy lies, we shall easily learn this. Place the Earthling
under

the M nd Probe!"

From nowhere appeared two of the netal colossi. Gimand expressionless netal
masks gl ared down at himwith eyes of red flane as they seized Kirin's arns
in

their cold grasp and forced himout of the chanber. Pangoy and Azeera
fol | oned

behi nd hi m

Kirintried to keep his face inpassive, but dismay was in his heart. He had
heard of the M nd Wzards of Nex and he knew how they could strip a man's
brain

bare before the terror of the Probe. He had ganbled all on a woman's vanity,
hopi ng to hurl suspicion on Pangoy through the sheer vehemence of his
accusation, and because a wonan as gorgeous as Azeera woul d have a natura
tendency to believe such an accusation because flattery of her beauty was

i nvol ved therein.

But he had no illusions. He could not naintain his inposture beneath the
nmerci |l ess beam of the Probe. Before the nental wi zardry of the adepts of Nex,
his grimdetermnation to stay silent would not |ong shield him



Wt hout speaking, he permitted the robot warriors to | ead himout of the
chanber
of the Space Mrror and down a |long corridor of glimrering |ights.

Pangoy and the Wtch Queen | ooked down at the nude figure strapped to the
operating table in Pangoy's secret chambers. The Earthling lived, but his
respiration was shallow. Sweat glistened on his dark skin and stood in cold
globules in the lines of his tortured face. His features were distorted,

tw sted

into a mask of silent agony.

Pangoy felt a certain cold pleasure in stripping the mnd of the bold young
thief who had thought to steal his own place beside Azeera. A curious hel net
now

surmounted the brows of the Mnd Wzard. It was a doned and glittering thing
of

nmetal and crystal. Small odd lights flickered and wove ani dst the m niscule
mechani sns of the helm This cunning device acted as an anmplifier, to augment
and direct the force of Pangoy's own trained mnd. To focus his mental probe
into a narrow needl e-beam wi th whi ch he searched the shadowy terrain of
Kirin's

hel pl ess brain |like a cartographer reading a map.

Pangoy had not expected a slightest degree of difficulty in laying Kirin's

i nnost thoughts bare. Only a trained tel epath of enornous skill and a vast
reservoir of inner power could have hoped to avoid the trenendously magnified
strength of Pangoy's brilliant intellect. And, in point of fact, it had been

child's play to insinuate a nental tendril through a small crack in the
Earthling's mental defenses. The next step had been to intensify pressure
against this small flaw until the outer walls of Kirin's nmental defenses

br oke

and were crushed. The anplified intelligence of Pangoy could then at his

| ei sure

pi ck through the ruins and expose hidden things to the light of his probing
sensors.

But his plans had gone awy.

Just as the nental walls were crunbling and Kirin how ed, withing in the
agony

of defilenent and nmental violation, his struggling, tenacious, battling m nd
sonmehow t apped a hi dden source of mnd power. Pangoy knew that the resources
of

a mnd at bay were sonetinmes extraordinary. But those which Kirin's mnd

di spl ayed were sonething beyond the linmts of even the Mnd Wzard's

experi ence.

What had happened was swift and inexplicable. One nmonent the naked Earthling
panted and fought against the Probe, the next instant he was plunged into a
death-like sleep. In this trance-like state his mnd was dead, |ax,

unr eadabl e.

Al energy seened to drain instantly fromthe nenory-sequences. To the

tel epat hi c vision of Pangoy, these nental chains were |ike glow ng paths that
coiled and tw sted between and around the di mgl owi ng nuclei of the
instinctive

m nd-centers. The bl azi ng nenory-sequences could be read |ike so many

illum nated signs. But suddenly the energy source was annulled. The gl owi ng
sequences di ed into somol ent darkness. In the death-1ike darkness of Kirin's
m nd, Pangoy's attenpts to probe his thoughts were usel ess.

Feel i ng an unaccustonmed sense of frustration, Pangoy one by one withdrew his
mnd tendrils fromthe dead citadel. The lights in the steel and crystal helm
di ned, went out. Wearily he renoved the curious headpiece and set it inits
pl ace atop a | ow pedestal

Thi s unusual nental defense-nechani smwas sonethi ng conpl etely beyond
Pangoy' s



experience. He could do nothing further until such tinme as the Earthling
awakened from his unnatural and death-like trance. He sought to explain this
to

the Wtch Queen

"I had hoped to strip his nental defenses to such a stage that you could
qguestion himyourself, ny lady. In such a condition his conscious nind would
be

hel pl ess and the answers to your queries would spring automatically fromhis
menory-circuits. It is inpossible for a man to |lie under the Probe; hence you
woul d | earn the truth of his accusations and the fal sehood of his
counter-clains..

She raised a hand for silence.

"Enough, Pangoy! | amnot fully satisfied in the truth of your statenents.

Let

me warn you that if you have slain the Earthling under guise of preparing him
for nmy questioning, if you have destroyed his mnd to protect your own

posi tion,

nmy vengeance shall be sudden and terrible."

He bowed hunbly before the icy scorn in her voice.

"I swear to you that he lives and is sane! This trance condition is beyond ny
know edge, but he will recover normal consciousness with tinme. Then we shal
continue the Probe and you can di scover for yourself whether | speak the
truth

or whether | lie."

"Very well, Pangoy. W shall continue this at a later tinme," she said, and
toget her they left the | aboratory.

Kirin was fully conscious of everything about himas Pangoy and Azeera

di scussed

his condition. Although he could hear perfectly his eyes were closed and he
had

no know edge of where he was. And he was unable to lift his eyelids and | ook
I't

was as if an unbreakabl e paralysis seized control of all his faculties.

Al t hough

he strove desperately to break the spell that bound himas if with invisible
chains, he could not so nuch as nobve a nuscle.

H s lungs expanded. H s chest rose and fell. Hi s heart punped red bl ood

t hr ough

his body. Al automatic |ife systens continued operation. But every consci ous
ability was nunmbed and rendered helpless. It was an eerie and terrifying

st at e;

it was as if his mnd was a prisoner, |ocked and hel pl ess within his own
skul I'.

Wthin his mnd strange forces were at work. He was consci ous of thembut in
a

vague, dimway. It was as if doors |ong seal ed were openi ng one by one.
Strange

hul ki ng shapes arose fromthe dark sedi nent of his bottonl ess unconscious.
Whol e

unknown segments of menory rose slowy fromthe black well of the | ower nind,
t hat enornous reservoir of racial menory where the conscious mnd can never
trespass.

The sensation was uncanny. As if col ossal subnerged icebergs were lifting
their

titanic bul k out of an unknown and shadowy sea. Enornous sequences of menory
rose slowmy into the light of his upper nmind and connected to his nmenory
circuits. He caught glinpses of unknown | ands, strange faces, curious
synbol s.

Col ors unknown to nortal man flashed before the inward eye of his nind



Tunbl i ng

panoramas of fantastic beauty, strangeness and terror rose into view.

There were col ossal nountai ns of blazing crystal that covered the surface of
an

unknown planet. Titanic stornms of flying fire clove and shattered the crysta
ranges and brought their glittering escarpnents down in a rain of ringing
shar ds.

O her sectors of previously-subnerged menory rose into place, linking with
yet

nore, formng a colossal pattern. It was like the pieces of a nental jigsaw
puzzl e coming together into a whole.

There were vast and unfamiliar w nged shapes of fierce light hurtling through
regi ons of golden coiling m st towards an unknown goal. Then surging msts
drove

these things fromview and when they parted he stared down on the strange
purpl e

waters of a nanel ess sea. Here a scaled and finny folk dwelt in coral cities
adorned with giant pearls. He sawtheir glittering silvery bodies as they

cl ove

the winy foam He watched as they taned gigantic nonsters of the depths to
serve

as their steeds and as ani mate weapons of war in a colossal conflict with
feathery avians who dwelt in cloud real ns above the surface. The wars of the
sea

and air seemed to occupy endl ess centuries of slowtinme. At length the msts
drove all fromview again.

He was consci ous of renenbering the sensation of rapid flight through regions
of

utter darkness and terrible cold. Then the darkness fell away and he strode

t hrough halls of gol den splendor, where tall facel ess beings were throned

am dst

t hunderous light. He stood before them Streans of unintelligible converse

fl owed about him vaguely he understood that a nmighty task had been set upon
him a quest of sone nature beyond his powers of conprehension

He departed helmed and arnmed and cl oaked with terrific forces. He descended

t hrough seas of stars to a miniature spiral of light, a jewelled pinwhee

t hat

| ooked like a glittering toy against the dark of the abyss. Wth a distinct
shock, the portion of Kirin's mnd that observed these di mnmenories

recogni zed

that jewelled spiral as the gal axy wherein he had been born

There a Thing noved across the stars. It was invisible; to the sight it could
be

glinpsed only as a clotted thickness of shadows, a greater darkness against

t he

dark. He closed in battle with the crawing blot of darkness. Trenmendous
forces

surged in that titanic conflict. Stars were torn flam ng fromtheir place and
hurl ed against the coiling gloom Streanms of enthropy were | evell ed agai nst
it

that woul d have withered into nothi ngness any material being. Naught avail ed
agai nst the Thing, ever it cane on across starry space.

At length he closed with it in sonething akin to hand-to-hand battle. Coils
of

sil ken shadows settled about him A wintry cold blewfromthe clotted nest of
writhing night. He battled with blasts of heat and searing light. And then...
But the mind of Kirin was not able to handle the flood of intolerable
nmenori es

that rose fromthe dark gulf within his deeper brain. He sank into astounded,
stunned unconsci ousness. One nane, one strange and curious name, echoed and



resounded through the vaults of his menory.

Sonmewhere he had heard that name before, but the sound of it conveyed no
meani ng

to his over-I|oaded brain.

Val kyr ... Val kyr ...1 am Val kyr!

He sank into the darkness of deep sl unber.

And while he slept, the hidden Second M nd that had shared this body with him
all his life, rose into wakeful ness and into realization of itself. The

pr obi ng

tendrils of the Mnd Wzard had triggered an autonatic protective reaction. A
slunbering intelligence |ong dormant was roused to wakeful ness again by the
threat of mental violation. As Kirin slept this intelligence swiftly
reorgani zed

itself, linked nenory sectors together into patterns of supernal power, and
began at leisure to explore the surface recordings of recent events. For
mllions of years the dead and bani shed God had endured incarnation after

incarnation in nortal form When one host-body died, the disenbodied
intelligence fled fromthe corpse to enter another [ife. Now was it reborn
within Kirin of Tellus.

Knowi ng none of this, the Earthling slept, until awakened by a girl's shril
scream of terror!

9. M ND DUEL
"I ask you once again, slave-what are you doing in my quarters?"
The nenace in Pangoy's voice was sharp and cold, |ike a keen dagger- bl ade.

Caol a turned, wi shing she had brought some manner of weapon. Fear rose within
her. She knew the dire things of which the vile Nexian was capabl e, and she
knew

that the life of a slave-girl was of no consequence on Zangrimar, under the
tyrannical reign of the Wtch Queen

"Lord, | +—= she stamered, her nmind racing furiously.

"You what? You came here to spy, is that it?"

"No! | canme only to..
He sprang forward and seized her wist, twisting it in a nerciless grip.
"Speak, girl, or I will break your arm" Pangoy hi ssed, exerting subtle

pressure. "Whom are you spying for? What faction? Is it Kynarion, or Loigar
or

| osophus, or—the Queen? Speak, you little fool!"

Sobbing with pain, Caola withed in the Nexian's terrible grip. Her arm

bl azed

wi th agony. Needles of intolerable fire |anced through her nuscles.

"Pl ease, Lord Pangoy! | spy for no one. | amhere by acci dent—a wong turning
of

the corridor— He smiled mrthlessly.

"You lie, girl. My chanbers are clearly marked. You would have to be blind to
enter here by error. And the door is sealed by magic, it opens only to the

t ouch

of the signet ring | wear. Speak the truth now, or I'Il—=

He increased the pressure and Caol a screaned.

It was this shrill cry that woke Kirin fromhis slunbers. He opened bl eared
eyes

to see the girl struggling in the clutches of Pangoy. Al though every novenent
cost him pain, he fought against the straps that held him

"Caol a! Let her go, you torturing fiend!"

Pangoy cast a | ook of astonishnent at the man he had thought incapacitated
for

hours. Then he sniled and hurled the whinpering girl against the wall wth
one

power ful shove.



"So, we have awakened fromour little swoon, eh? How nice!" he chuckl ed,
striding towards the table whereon Kirin withed hel pl essly.

"Don't touch her again, you pig, or I'lIl break both of your arns,” Kirin
grow ed.

Pangoy smi |l ed again.

"So that's it! You have a friend within the palace, eh? This girl did not

ent er

my quarters by accident, but to discover where you were hidden...] seel A
conspiracy. How many others are in this, girl? Speak up!"

He turned away fromthe bound Earthling to confront the slave-girl who had
staggered to her feet. One hand went to his waist where the glittering netal
coil of a neuronic whip dangl ed.

Caol a sucked in her breath when she saw it. She had seen slaves in agony
under

t he neuroni c whip before and she knew the incredible agony the touch of the
electric lash caused. The netal of the whip was charged with electric force
keyed to the vibrations of the human nervous system A single touch brought a
burst of unendurabl e agony searing through every nerve in the body. She
noaned

and lifted her hands in mute supplication as Pangoy drew forth the whip.
Bound to the table, Kirin also saw and recogni zed the whip. The girl he
fuzzily

renenbered had been friendly to hinself and Doctor Tenmujin in their cell,
hour s

or days before. Although his mnd throbbed with red waves of pain and his
body

felt like it had been beaten with clubs on every square inch, he strove

agai nst

the netal straps. And they shattered!

The squeal of rending netal screeched through the chanmber. Pangoy jerked

ar ound,

his face blank with amazenent, to behold the Earthling s nude body descendi ng
fromthe table. Those straps should have held a bull buphodon hel pl ess. But

t hey

had shattered into atons beneath one surge of the Earthling s mnuscles!

He rai sed the whip against Kirin as the Earthling stunbled towards him The
power-pack in the hilt of the whip sparked with energy as Pangoy thunbed the
power switch. Blue flickering flames wavered al ong the length of the |ashing
nmet al whi p. The pungence of ozone filled the chanmber.

Pangoy shook out the neuronic whip. Fiery sparks spat and crackl ed.

"Kirin, look out!" Caola cried. But the Earthling [urched forward, unheedi ng.
Sone nanel ess force rose within his mnd, directing his steps. He was caught
in

the grip of an unseen naster and sent staggering forward |ike a jointed
puppet

gui ded by an invisibl e hand.

Pangoy | aughed and | ashed out with the whip.

Kirin reached up and caught it. Fire sizzled about his arm but unseen webs
of

force turned aside the electric flanmes before they could touch and sear his
flesh. Force webs bent and the very fabric of space tw sted. Energy was

t ur ned

back upon its own source.

And t he whi p-handl e expl oded i n Pangoy's hand!

Wth a deafening retort the power-pack in the handl e detonated. There was a
fierce flash of white fire and the Mnd Wzard recoil ed, shrieking, clutching
his burnt and bl ackened hand. M nute droplets of super-heated |iquid netal
sizzled, deeply inbedded in his seared flesh

Caol a wat ched, her eyes widening with incredulity, as Kirin advanced step by
step upon the crippled Mnd Wzard. Pangoy awoke to the danger that



confronted

himand turned fromthe Earthling' s path, hurrying over to the |aboratory
bench.

There he snatched up the mind-anplifying hel net and set it upon his brows.
Hs

features were pale with agony and contorted with rage and baffled fury.

Never in the seven centuries of his surgically-prol onged existence had Pangoy
of

Nex been so outrageously treated. He lusted for revenge. Now, with the

i nvincible mind helmet at his command, he could hold off a hundred warriors.
Lights flashed into being am dst the sparkling coils of glass and netal that
adorned the curiously-shapen hel m

He hurled a nmental bolt at the naked Earthling.

The bolt of mind force was immaterial, but it struck Iike the blow of a

sl edge-hanmer, thudding into Kirin's belly. Breath gusted fromhis lungs. He
sagged and fell forward to his knees, gasping with intol erable pain. The
nment a

bolt had struck at those nerve-centers of the brain that registered pain.
They

stinmul ated the nerve-sequences connected to the Earthling's solar plexus. The
result was the exact neural simulation of a body blow of terrific force;
there

was no way of determining a genuine blow froma neurally-sinulated one, since
the nerve centers of Kirin's brain could only register the pain caused.

As he sagged on his knees, gasping for breath, a lash of liquid fire seared
hi s

bent back. He stiffened erect under the fiery touch. Then a terrific blowto
one

tenmple sent himsprawing, his mnd be-fogged. He clung to consci ousness with
tenacity, enduring the buffets that tore and flailed at his defensel ess body.
A

red whirling mst arose to engulf his mnd. He was nonents from

unconsci ousness.

Then a surge of extraordinary vitality ran through him It was as if in the

| ast

extremty of his endurance, he had tapped some hidden source of inner
strengt h.

Slowy, stiffly, incredibly, he rose to his feet, ignoring the whirling storm
of

i nvisible blows that |ashed his flesh.

Pangoy gaped incredul ously. Brows knotted in fury, he redoubled the frenzied
attack.

But Kirin felt nothing. Invisible force ran throughout his body. Nerve
centers

were insul ated against the sinmulated attacks of the nmental bolts. The bolts
wer e

deflected. Kirin towered indom table and victorious; the Mnd Wzard was
hel pl ess to cause hi m harm

Then the tide of battle turned. From sonewhere, Kirin becane aware of a weird
extension of hinself. He struck out with it and watched the Mnd W zard

st agger

back, reeling under a hail of invisible blows. It was an uncanny experience.
Kirin had become aware of his brain as if it were an extra linb he had never

used till now Suddenly he knew precisely howto strike out with the power of
his mnd alone, howto hurl irresistible force into the brain of his
opponent .

Surgi ng power drove fromhim Bolts of nental fury slamed Pangoy agai nst the
wal . The helnmet fell from his nodding brows and exploded in nmd-air.

Kirin nmentally plucked up the hal f-conscious Wzard and sent his hel pl ess
body



crashing into the lab table. It went over in a cascade of shattering gl ass
and

splattering fluids. Chem cals m xed together, snoldering into flane. A spray
of

liquid fire splashed over the unconscious body of Pangoy. Hi s torn robes

i gnited

in a soundless flash. In a second he was sheathed in a chrysalis of blinding
white fire.

Swayi ng nunb and hal f-consci ous am dst the shanbles, Kirin suddenly cane to
hi nsel f again. His mysterious mastery of nmental power vani shed as

i nexplicably

as it had cone. Nerves no |onger sustained agai nst sensation now shrieked
with

pain. He felt nunb, bruised, pumel ed. He staggered and woul d have fallen

am dst

the running pools of flamng fluids, but Caola caught his arm and steadied
hi m

He blinked through oily chem cal snoke to peer at her tear-stained face.
"What happened?" he munbl ed.

"I ...don't know," she said faintly. "You fought Pangoy and...you conquered him"
"Where is he?"

She tugged at his arm "He is dead. Quick! W have little tine to waste. The
fire will be noticed. The alarmwi |l be given and the netal nen will cone.
Qui ck—here are your garnments."

Wth the help of the War Maid, Kirin struggled into his suit of grey

cel | of | ex,

seaned it up, and followed her into the black opening that led to the secret
passage t hrough the walls of the citadel

The door swung shut behind them on a scene of flam ng weckage ani dst which
t he

bl acked corpse of Pangoy the Nexian lay staring m ndlessly, contenplating
not hi ngness.

10. STEEL AGAI NST STEEL!

Wthin the secret passage, Caola led Kirin through unbroken darkness. The
sudden

surge of ammzing strength wherewith the Earthling had battl ed against the
nment a

forces of Pangoy had now ended, and he was drai ned of energy. Hi s skul

t hr obbed

with red waves of pain; it rung like a beaten anvil. His arns and | egs were
nunbed, drained of strength. Several tinmes he stunbled and woul d have fallen
had

it not been for the quick-mnded girl at his side, who supported himwth
strong

arms. There was no tine to rest. They must go forward.

The wal Il s of the passage were thin. They could hear the banshee-scream of
alarns, the ringing feet of steel warriors as they gathered to quench the
fires

that had turned the ruined | aboratory of Pangoy into a blinding inferno.
Qovi ously, the corridor beyond was thronged with their enem es. They could
not

yet energe fromthe hidden passage conceal ed behind the walls. Caola did not
know what to do.

She had expl ored much of the network of secret spy-ways that wound through

t he

ancient citadel, but she was famliar only with a portion of them She feared
to

go too far beyond her accustomed paths, |est they become |lost in the maze of



hi dden passages. The only alternative was to sit here in the cl ose darkness
and

wait for the halls to be cleared so they could conme out through one of the
secret doors, and that course would | ose themtheir single slimadvantage:
tine.

Hal f-fainting, Kirin slunped at her side, gasping for breath, knuckling his
aching brows in dunb agony. He had suffered excruciatingly under the tornments
of

the M nd Probe, and his body had taken an unnerciful punmeling during his
battle

with the Nexian. He was in no condition to think clearly or to fight. To risk
the corridors would be fool hardy.

"Why are we...just standing here?" he munbl ed. The girl explained their

predi canent in brief words. He rubbed his tenples, striving to use his wits.
"Do these passages...extend into the cells where...Doc and | were kept?"

"I do not know," she confessed hesitantly. "I have never had reason to find
out .

Mostly, | have used the secret passages in the central part of the palace, to
spy on the Wtch Queen and her councils..

"Wll, nowis as good a tine as any," he grunted. "Let's see if they do."

So they went forward in the pitch-darkness of the passages, and Caol a
desperately hoped her sense of direction would | ead her rightly. It was risky
to

use the spy-eyes when the halls were filled with people, and one corridor

| ooked

very much like another. Still, there was nothing to do but try...

Doctor Temujin waited, fretful and anxious, for the return of Caola with sone
word as to the whereabouts and the fate of Kirin. Time seemed to stretch out
unendurably. He had no timepi ece and hence could not correctly fudge the

el apsed

interval, but it seemed |ike |ong hours since she had | eft him behind.

Then came a di sturbance. The shrill clangor of alarms, the crash of netal

f eet

agai nst the stone-paved stair. The shout of human voi ces. The tension of not
knowi ng what was happeni ng becanme unbearabl e. He ghnawed the end of his

nust ache,

wringing his fat hands, groaning at the suspense. For all he knew, Caol a

m ght

have been captured and her mission revealed...for all he knew, Kirin mght be
in

the corridor beyond, battling hopel essly against the horde of steel-clad
titans

who guarded this citadel of sorcery...

At last he could wait no | onger, he must find out what was happeni ng!

Lucki ly,

the slave-girl had brought himhis slimivory rod. He fondled it with | oving
hands. Not only was the device a powerful weapon, but a cunning tool with
many

uses.

He nade certain adjustnents to the controls in the hilt, nuttering a potent
mantrum under his breath as he did so. Then he reversed the wand so that its
poi nted end was directed towards his body. He rel eased the power switch
conceal ed in the handle.

A streamof invisible force envel oped himfromhead to foot. Carefully he

t ur ned

his body so as to nake certain that every part of his anatomnmy was bathed in
t he

i nvisible rays that now emanated fromthe Rod of Power.

Had anyone been in the luxurious cell with himat the tine, they would have



been

astounded at the mracul ous change that passed slowy over the fat form of

t he

little thaumaturge. His plunp rotundity becane ghostly and transl ucent.

Thr ough

his I'inbs and torso an observer could have seen the dimoutlines of walls and
furniture. Slowy, his body becanme as transparent as air itself, until at

| engt h

Temujin was conpletely invisible.

In this curious and tenporary state, he was blinded. To himit seened as if
he

stood in utter and unrelieved bl ackness. This was the natural result of the
wei rd transformati on caused by the high-energy rays emitted by his ivory
instrument. The rays aligned the nol ecul ar structure of his conponent
particles

until the magnetic poles of his atons were nono-directional. No |onger did

t he

phot ons of |ight rebound fromthe surface of his body, repelled by contact
with

the magnetic fields of his atomi c structure. Now every atompointed in a
singl e

direction, and the light that touched hi mpassed through his body wi thout

hi ndrance. It was |ike opening the bunds upon a wi ndow. the slats al

poi nti ng

in the direction of the Iight-source permt light rays to pass through the
shuttered wi ndows. Only the conparatively m nute edges of the blinds catch
and

repel the light. Thus it was with Termujin's body; the alignnment of the
magneti c

pol es made his flesh 99.99% i nvi si bl e.

He padded swiftly to the door and fumbled across it until his fat fingers
found

the I ock. Then he altered the setting of his wand and rel eased a narrow
stream

of intense energy against the mechanism Metal fused, glowed white, and

fl owed

down the surface of the door in superheated droplets. He edged the door open
slightly and squeezed out. Now he was in the hall. There should have been at
| east two of the nmetal robot guards stationed before the portal, but in his
bl i nded condition he could not see them It was a great drawback in the
invisibility process that the retinas of his eyes were al so rendered

t ranspar ent

to light under the effect of the ray. Light passed through his eyes w thout
reacting upon the rod-and-cone mechani smof the organs. Alas, there was no
hel p

for it. He stood still and |istened.

Straining his ears, he heard a hi gh-pitched and al nost inaudi bl e burst of

el ectronic "noise." One of the robots was conmunicating to its conpanion the
fact that the door they guarded was now partially open. He listened for the
reply, and when it cane he now forned a nental picture of the position of .he
two automatons in relation to hinmself. Hence he stepped lightly around t hem
and

tip-toed off down the corridor in the direction of the alarm and cl anor.

He sidled along one wall of the corridor, for he could never know when
sonmeone

m ght conme by, and not being able to see Tenujin the stranger mght very well
collide with himif he were foolish enough to walk through the niddle of the
hall in his present blinded and invisible state. But few people wal k al ong

t he

far side of a hall, commonly preferring the clear space in the center. Hence,



al t hough several persons or automata went past him none so much as brushed
against the fat little w zard.

He cane to a junction of two halls. Here, he remenbered, a coiling flight of
steps led down to a lower level. This was a tricky space to navigate in his
bl i nded condition, but he went carefully, feeling his way with outstretched
fingers wherever possible.

The stench of burning cloth and wood came to his nostrils. He heard nen
coughi ng

and excl ai m ng. Soneone had caused a fire in the further portions of the

pal ace,

t hat was obvious. He wondered if his friends could be the culprits, and if

t he

fire was intended as a diversion

A di mwavering |ight becane visible.

Termujin froze, convulsed with shock. He knew the effect of the invisibility
ray

was strictly tenporary. He dimy recalled fromhis studies that it generally
|asted at | east a half an hour before wearing off. Could he have all owed so
nmuch

time to pass while he gingerly felt his way along? O was the tinme el ement

ot her

than he remenbered? He groaned a curse, if only he had paid closer attention
to

his classes in the Lesser Thaunat urgies!

There was no question about it, he was slowy becom ng visible. The shadowy
i keness of a huge hall was com ng into being about him He sprinted across
t he

intersection of the corridors in order to gain the full est possible advantage
before coming to full visibility

Then a harsh iron voice froze himcowering in his tracks. An anplified voice
roared and echoed through the pal ace.

"The magician Termujin is mssing fromhis cell, and the Earthling Kirin has
somehow escaped, slaying the Lord Pangoy in his flight! Al nobles and sl aves
are warned to watch for these escaped prisoners. The Earthling is not to be
harmmed, nerely seized; but the magician Tenujin is of no use to us and may be
arnmed and dangerous. The fat man is to be shot down on sight, by order of the
Queen! "

Temujin nmoaned an entreaty to several gods and waddl ed towards a

t apest ry- hung

wal I where he night be able to hide. Shot down on sight! Even as he quivered
at

the deadly flavor of those words, the entire rotunda sprang into full view
and

he | ooked down at his fat hands. They were firmand solid to the sight. He
was

no | onger invisible...

And he heard the tranp of metal feet coming up the curving nmarble stair. He
knew

he could not reach the further wall in time. But he ran for it anyway...

And slipped and fell sprawing, just as the first robots cane up the stair
into

the rotunda behind him

Caola and Kirin had al nost reached the |uxurious cell wherein he and Doct or
Termujin had been inprisoned hours or days before, when they heard the grim
announcement that ran through every chanber of the giant citadel. Kirin's jaw
tightened grinmy.

"How do you suppose the Doc got out?" he demanded. "Did you tell him about
this

networ k of secret passages? Maybe he went | ooking for one in the cell ..



The girl shook her head, tousling her tawny mane of l[oose hair. "I don't think
I

even mentioned themto him" she said. Suddenly she laid her hand on his arm
"What was that?" A hoarse squall of terror had sounded through the thin false
wal | fromthe spaces beyond.

"I don't know," he said tensely. "But it sounded |like the Doc.."

Ri ski ng nmuch, he dared a swi ft peek through the nearest spy-eye. There was

al ways t he danger that someone passing through the hall beyond m ght catch a
glinpse of the | ensed opening as it was nmonentarily visible when the eye was
in

use.

He | ooked out and saw t he huge rotunda where corridors met and the stairwell
ascended to this level. He saw Termujin spraw ed in the center of the open
area,

facing a rank of robot warriors who had just nmounted the stairs. He heard the
al nost - i naudi bl e hi gh-speed squeal of robotic speech and guessed that the

| ead

robot was informng his fellows of the identity of the fat little human
sprawl ed

hel plessly in their path. Even as he watched, Tenujin brought his ivory wand
up,

pointing it at the conmandi ng robot. The wand spat sizzling |ightning! Blue
fire

snapped. Long hi ssing sparks crawl ed over the helnet-like face of the

aut omat on.

A muffl ed expl osion thunped. G ly black snoke seethed fromthe jointures in

t he

robot's arnor and the red glare of his vision-lenses died. The nmetal giant
tottered on his feet and fell forward against the marble floor with a
terrific

crash of jangling netal

"Let "emhave it, Doc!" Kirin yelled. He thunbed the catch and a secret pane
opened in the wall through which he sprang out into the rotunda, racing to

t he

aid of the fat thaumaturge

Wheezing, Tenmujin lurched to his feet as the file of robots cane cl anki ng
down

on him H's wand bl azed electric fire, shattering the shoul der-joint of the
forenpst automaton. The nmetal casing shattered and the [inb went flying. The
mai med nechani cal staggered into a conrade and jostled himfromhis stance.
The

metal man, flailing to regain his |ost bal ance, crashed against the

bal ustrade.

Thin scul pted nmarbl e broke before his weight, hurling himover the edge. He
fell

to the I anding below with a trenendous crash of rending steel

Al t hough he ached in every nerve and sinew, Kirin hurried to the side of the
enbattl ed thaumaturge. The Rod of Power was sl ow working and could not hold

t he

massed squadron of steel-clad war-nmachines at bay for |Iong. And already the
al arm was spreadi ng—broadcast by one of the robots, no doubt, using a radio
beam

to contact the central conmand post of the pal ace forces. Again the nagnified
voi ce rang out through the citadel.

"The m ssing prisoners have been located on the Ninth Level, in the Wite
Rotunda at the junction of corridors 9-delta and 11-beta. They are arnmed with
ener gy weapons and are under attack by guard squadron 104. Al units advance
to

bl ock exits leading to those halls—=

"Good to see you in one piece, lad," Tenujin puffed, cocking a nerry blue eye



at

the Earthling. "Sorry about all this fuss, though!"

"Forget it—wi sh | had nmy gun. Can you hold 'em off, Doc? Caola is holding the
panel open—there's a secret passage in the wall right over there—=

"So that's where you popped from | was wondering!" Termujin broke off to

bl ast

one of the metal men to flying fragments with a bolt directed at the center
of

its steel thorax.

"Alas, | doubt if | can keep this up much I onger," he wheezed. "These rods
are

not inexhaustible, you know. "

"Quickly!" the girl called fromthe black opening in the wall. "This
way—Azeer a

cones!"

"Let's go, Doc," Kirin snapped. "Back up towards the wall. Keep holding them
of f

wi th your blast the best you can..

"Hol d, Earthling!"

The cold silver voice froze himin his tracks. He turned and saw a fearfu
sight. Azeera slowy nelted into being out of thin air in the center of the
rotunda. By whatever science mracle of the Ancients her materialization was

acconplished, it was clearly no illusion. She was present in the flesh and
wild
with rage.

The col d i nhuman beauty of her jade features was distorted into a carven mask
of

utter fury. Her eyes blazed with hatred. Her jet-black hair had burst |oose
from

her sl ender coronet and floated about her head |like a halo of black flanes.
The

sil ken gown clung to every sinuous curve of her magnificent body,
accentuating

the Iines of breast and hip and thigh with glittering silver fire.

Gone was the seductress, the alluring siren. This was Azeera, the tyrant
gueen

of Zangrimar, terrible as a mad goddess in her rage, and armed with m ght.
Kirin's heart sank to behold her in her wath.

As she held himat bay with the bl aze of her witchery, he dimy heard the

cl ank

of steel-shod | egions coming fromeither hall. They were trapped between
three

forces, and at the nercy of the Wtch Queen. And he had no gun! How coul d
nere

nortal flesh do battle against hard steel ?

And then, in the utter extremty of his need, that nysterious G her Presence
wi t hi n hi m woke once nore. A tide of nore-than-human power surged through his
weary, battered body and aching brain. He felt a tingling flood of fresh

Vi gor

sweep through every cell and nerve and organ of his body. H s m nd becane
crystal clear, sharply focused. From hidden depths within him that eerie
conmand over mnd forces awoke once again...the sane force that had agai nst
al |

odds destroyed Pangoy the Nexian earlier. A boundless confidence filled him
How

can flesh battle agai nst steel ..?

He answered his own unspoken question al oud.

"It can't. But we can set steel against steel..!"

As Temujin and Caol a regarded himwi th puzzled, alnost frightened eyes, the
Earthling straightened. The bright glory of a God flamed into being around



hi m

like a visible aureol e of Power.

He hel d out his hands agai nst the onconing horde of steel warriors. And then
he

struck.

11. SKY BATTLE

For a nonent it seened as if nothing had happened. Then the advancing |ine of
robots com ng down the opposite hall stopped dead. They nilled in confusion
The

air shrilled with the squeal of electronic conversation as they babbled to
one

anot her in strange confusion

Then the forenost of their nunber turned on the second and battered in his
head!

Circuits shorted with a bl aze of sparks. The dead col ossus fell spraw ing,
and

his metallic nurderer turned to assault a second victim Caola, Tenujin and
t he

Wtch Queen stared in awe and astoni shnent at this unexpected diversion

The rank of robots on the stair, who had been first to accost the fallen
Temuj in, now broke the strange paralysis that had halted their progress as
wel | .

Steel linmbs rose and fell, as nmetal warriors roared in battle with their

f or mer

conrades. Stone cracked and splintered as steel gladiators, |ocked in conbat,
shattered through the balustrade and fell to the |anding bel ow

Wthin instants the netal horde were caught in a fury of internecine strife.
I gnoring the humans, they fell upon each other in a fury of blind rage. The
din

of battle was terrific, as steel claws wenched and tore at steel |inbs, as
cl ubbed extrenmities battered in netal skulls, stove in steel-clad thorax and
chest.

Blue fire spat fromtorn wires. Power centers detonated deafeningly, blasting
nmetal bodies apart. O ly snoke seethed from steam ng bodies of the fallen
Azeera was frozen in astoni shnment. Never in the |ong years of her reign had
her

nmetal |egions revolted against her supremacy. Now it seened that her robot
warriors had gone mad

"Stop, you fools! I, your Queen, comrand you to cease!"

The netal -cl ad horde turned to regard her. Then, stilling their conbat, they
mar ched forward again. Kirin—sho al one knew what had happened—sei zed t he
gapi ng

doctor and jerked him aside, out of the path of the netal giants. They

t ranped

across the rotunda towards the place where Azeera stood. Behind her, at the
mout h of the other hall, a simlar troop advanced, and up the stairway cane a
t hird.

Azeera screamed, as realization came to her; terror flamed in her glorious
eyes.

She cl awed at the crystal scepter that danged like an ornate, jewelled toy at
her girdle. Lambent green flane welled fromits tip. Tendrils of enerald
radi ance whi pped out to withe about the linbs of the oncom ng steel col ossi

They fell, some of them immbilized by the force of her magi c weapon. But
t he

ot hers nmarched forward...

She fell, tranmpled and torn beneath the steel-shod | egs of her nechanica

slaves. It was a grimsight to behold and Tenujin shuddered to see it. Caol a
pal ed and turned away. Even Kirin turned aside, his thin lips tightening, his



face bleak. He did not | ook again at the torn and scarlet thing that wiggled
feebly beneath the crushing tread of the marchi ng autonata...

He knew not how he had done the thing, but he had directed a bl ast of
electric

force against the robot horde. Their reasoning centers, overloaded, had gone
dead. M ndl ess, they obeyed only the | ast order they had received—+to kill!
And

in their blind fury, they had crushed and tranpl ed down Azeera, the Wtch
Queen

of Zangrimar, into death. She had dreanmed of whel mng the Inner Wrlds
beneat h

her steel-shod |l egions. Wll, the Inner Wrlds had naught to fear from her
NOW...

The t hunder of conflict when the three files of marching robots encountered
each

ot her, echoed fromthe curved walls of the rotunda. In seconds the air was
filled with a frightful din. And fromother portions of the palace, Kirin
hear d

a simlar uproar. It would seemthat the force he had directed against their
robot foes had passed through the entire citadel

Every robot in the pal ace had gone nad and was attacki ng anything that noved
or

lived.

It was a good tine to be gone fromthis scene of carnage. He caught the
attention of his conrades, gesturing since he could not be heard above the
uproar, pointing to the far end of the rotunda where a bal cony opened beyond
a

[ine of marble col ums.

Avoi di ng the chaos of battling mechanical nen, they went out onto the

bal cony.

Just bel ow, where a landing area jutted out fromthe wall of the citadel, he
spotted an unoccupi ed sky sled. In a matter of seconds he had hel ped Tenujin
and

Caol a over the balustrade and down to the |ower |evel. He clanbered down

hi nmsel f

and they ran to the sled. It had been under guard, but the two automatons had
turned upon each other, maddened by the deadening of their reasoning centers,
and had battered each other into weckage.

"Quick, let's get out of here," he grow ed, helping the girl up onto the

sl ed.

Puffing, the little thaumaturge scrambled atop the shall ow oval platform of
t he

flyi ng machi ne.

"Onol k, Maryash, and Thaxis of the Spears, |lad, what the devil did you do
back

t here?" Temujin wheezed.

"I swear | don't know...sonmething canme over ne," Kirin said wonderingly.
Suddenly the bal cony junped beneath them knocking them sprawling. Bl ack
webwor k

splintered through the marble facing of the | anding area. Smoke boiled up
beyond

the castled crest of the citadel above them Al over the visible portion of
t he

citadel, lights went dead.

"That must have been a central power source,’
to

sit and talk now "

Settling Caola and the little thaumaturge in the |l ow seats that ran around
t he

outer edge of the sky sled, Kirin nmade his way forward to the control chair.

he grunted. "Come on, no tine



He

seated hinself before a gleaning crystal pedestal, simlar to the one he had
wat ched in use when they had been brought here fromthe space field. He hoped
he

could remenber how the robot pilot had controlled the craft. He funbled with
searching hands across the surface of the glistening colum. Lights flickered
into life within the translucent substance. Ah...thus, and so...yes!

"I thought it might come in handy, knowi ng how to operate one of these

t hi ngs, "

he | aughed. "So | paid attention when we were flown in fromthe ship. Hold
on,

now. "

Li ke an autumn | eaf caught by an updraft of wi nd, the twenty-foot-Iong oval
of

gl eami ng plastic swng up fromthe landing area and drifted up into the air.
Wnd plucked at Kirin's hair and nade his eyes water as he swung the craft
out

over the city.

It was early evening. Eight or nine moons hung like pallid |lanterns in the
dusky

sky. Lights tw nkled along the coiling avenues of the netal netropolis and

t he

tall towers blazed with radi ance agai nst the gathering gloom Seem ngly, the
madness of the robots had not spread beyond the confines of the pal ace, for
as

t hey di pped and soared over broad avenues and plazas they could see no sign
of

chaos or battle.

Kirin wondered if the ship was still bound helpless in the force field that
had

captured them D d the ship brain live, or was it still shut off? He
activated

his wistlet, which was radi o-connected to the brain, but got no response.
There

was no time to pursue the matter, for he suddenly saw a rising wedge of sky
sleds simlar to the one in which they rode. The other craft rose fromthe
r oof

of a long low structure beneath, to block their path.

Caola stifled a low cry.

"Look out—we are being intercepted by the Perimeter Patrol,’
Kirin

nodded grimy

"So | see. And | don't think this craft has any guns. Doc, how s your wand

she call ed

hol ding out? Still got sone juice left?"
Temujin shook his head doubtfully.
"The charge nust be al nost exhausted by now, lad. | used it pretty frequently

back there, along towards the |last. The power cells are self-renew ng, they
extract energy fromcosnic radiation, but the repowering process takes tine.
At

| east an hour."

"There goes that idea, then!" Kirin slitted his eyes agai nst the stinging

wi nd-stream and | eaned over the edge to peer down. "W'Ill have to try
dodgi ng

them then. Hang on tight—=

As the forenpst sleds raced towards them Kirin lifted the craft in a dizzy
climb that had the sled al nbost standing on edge. He stepped up the power and
t hey soared above the advancing patrol. Wen they reached the two thousand
f oot

I evel, he leveled off and flew straight towards the distant space field. It

| ay



far across the width of the steel city fromhere. He knew t hey woul d not
reach

it intime..

The pursuing craft were on their tail, and drawi ng closer. Even as he caught
a

swi ft glance behind, a flash of intense fire blazed fromone of the |eading
craft. Wiite flame exploded in md-air alittle to his left. The concussion
rocked their sled violently. He spun about in a half-circle. And cane down
shrieking to a I ower |evel, beneath the patrol

Agai n he straightened out and flew for the field. But the patrol had caught
on

to his evasive actions and cane settling down all around him bracketing his
sled. He could fly no lower for he was skimmng the crest of sonme of the
bui | di ngs now. And he coul d not break through the blanketing tactic of the
eneny

craft to ascend again. His lips tightened grimy. This was the end. The robot
warriors would have no difficulty in forcing himdown to the ground now.

If only he had a gun! But his hand weapon was |eft behind in the palace. It
had

been taken from hi m when he had been first captured, and he had never seen it
again...

The sl eds above were settling down al nost on top of himnow Forcing him
down.

He swng swiftly to one side at a sharp angle, hoping to cone out from under
t he

bl anket of sl eds.

But the robots were watchful and had anticipated his next nove. The squadron
above wheel ed and darted in the sane direction, noving all at once like a
trai ned phal anx.

"End of the line, | guess," he grunted sourly.

And then the sled on his left cane apart in md-air. Crinson fire flashed
blindingly. Bits of hot plastic rattled on the surface of his sled.

"What th—

And then one on his right exploded. Black snoke whi pped past them and was
gone.

"Hang on tight," he yelled, and lifted the sled, driving straight up through
t he

hole left by the blasted sled. By sonme miracle he was up and out of the
openi ng

before the rest of the formation had tinme to block him Now he was well| above
themand flying at full velocity. But they were clinmbing after him..or were
t hey?

He peered down and saw them di sintegrate one by one. Fire blossoned briefly
as

t he pursuers expl oded, sheddi ng plumes of black hot snmoke and showers of

nol ten

plastic on the metropolis bel ow

"What ' s happeni ng, |ad?" Temujin gasped. Kirin shrugged, a joyous grin
[ighting

hi s face.

"I have no idea, but | hope it keeps up!"

It did. The last of the pursuing craft vanished in flane and thunder, and the
sky was theirs.

O was it?

A dark shape blotted out the skies above. Temujin squawked and poi nt ed.

"By the Beard of Arnam |ad—sn't that your ship?"

Kirin craned his neck and | ooked. It was indeed! The huge bl ack shape was

al nost

i nvi si bl e against the murky sky of evening. You could see little el se besides
t he shadowy hugeness and the di mblue gl ow of the pressor beam | anps which



supported it above the surface of the planet. Kirin thunbed his wistlet.
"How did you get here? Was it you that knocked down those patrol craft?"

A fam liar nechanical voice answered fromthe phone strapped to his wist.
"I becane aware 10.2 mnutes ago that the force field holding nmy circuits
under

control had gone dead. According to Prine Directive gamma-2, | took to the
air,

searching out your whereabouts on my own initiative. Then | heard your cal
and

traced your beam | observed you were being pursued by a squadron of aeri al
automata, so | intervened with ny secondary disruptor banks and destroyed
t hem

bef ore they coul d—=

"AI'l right, all right," Kirin growed. "W get the idea. I'mconmng up to
your

| evel . Hold your present position and be ready to open the forward starboard
| ock when I come al ongside."

He clicked off and swng the sled up to the seven thousand foot |evel,
ascendi ng

until he was even with the slimcruiser. Then he gently nursed the sled

al ongside with tiny bursts of power. The | ock swng back and the |ighted
interior of the ship glowed in the surroundi ng darkness.

He hel ped Caol a aboard. The sled swayed a bit in the high winds that blew in
frequent gusts at this height above the city, but the danger was m ni mal.
Then,

fat, puffing old Temujin heaved his bul k through the circular port and
vani shed

within. Kirin set the controls for a dive and junped.

The steel grill of the | ock bay sl ammed agai nst the soles of his feet. He
| ooked

out to see the sled veer away to the north and vanish in the darkness.

"Al'l right, ship. Seal up and hit a course for Pelizon," he said. The ship
silently obeyed.

They were, all of them exhausted fromthe strain of the past few hours,
tired,

battered and hungry. But they were safe and back on the right road again...
W' ve got nothing to worry about now, except a planet-full of kill-crazy
Deat h

Dwarves, Kirin thought sourly.

12. DARK JOURNEY

The di m ochre gl obe of Zangrimar shrank beneath their pounding jets and swung
away, dwi ndling and revolving into the black abyss that |ies between the
stars.

The planet of the Wtch Queen faded behind them and was | ost am dst the

dar kness.

The ship tested its circuits and reported quietly that it had suffered no
danage

fromthe force trap that had intercepted its course and drawn it deep into

t he

Dragon Stars. The tenporary usurpation of the control circuits had caused no
permanent inpairnent to its efficiency.

It lifted out of the ecliptic and transposed into that mathemati cal paradox
called the Interplenum an artificial sub-continuumwhere the |aws governi ng
matter and energy were somewhat different fromthose observed in normal
space.

In this weird and technically non-existent region of space, |ight-speed was
no

longer the Iimting velocity, and interstellar travel was made possible by a



slight revision in Einsteinian theory. The flight from Zangrimar to Pelizon
woul d take several hours at normal cruising speeds.

Whi ch was just as well. Kirin had no desire to speed the trip. He was worn
out,

physically and nentally, and | ooked forward to sonme rest before tackling the
problem of the Iron Tower and the theft of the Medusa.

They were all worn out, and sone rest and refreshnent woul d do t hem good.
Therefore, |eaving the problens of navigation in the capable hands (so to
speak)

of the ship's brain, they showered leisurely, letting the hissing jets of
hot ,

sudsy water steamout the aches and pains fromweary rnuscles. Then followed a
hearty lunch; the ship was a prodigal host and the table was |aden with
delicacies fromthe vacuum preserved stores kept aft. Sizzling buphodon

st eaks

i n green Fangal oni an nushroonms and w ne sauce, plenty of steam ng vegetabl es,
a

succul ent fresh salad, and pots of hot black kaff.

Then while fat old Termujin snored lustily in his bunk and Caola curled up to
enjoy a sound sleep in the other, Kirin stretched out in the capaci ous pneuno
and napped hinsel f.

In sleep he again dipped below the surface of his mnd into what was to becone
a

st range new worl d.

Kirin was no fool. He had tw ce displayed astoundi ng m nd powers unknown to
hi s

experi ence. Somet hing was oddly wong, and he nore than hal fway guessed it
was

the result of the brutal probing he had suffered under the hands of the

Nexi an

M nd W zard.

As he drifted down through the borders of sleep, he puzzled over the strange
experi ences. He knew sonething of the human mind and its nysteries. He had
hear d

that man actually uses only a mnute fraction of his brain. The mind is a

t enuous web of menory-sequences which are little nore than stored electrica
i mpul ses. But the brain is a fatty organ nmade up of nerves and cells. It
operates like a chemical battery, generating and storing the electrica

i mpul ses

of thought. Certain portions of the organ have known uses, they operate as
nerve-centers, governing the various |life support systems of the body. But
vast

areas of the brain have no purpose. No known purpose, that is.

For many thousands of years, scientists studying the nysterious phenonmenon
cal l ed thought have postul ated and specul ated as to the reasons why the hunman
brai n contains so many seem ngly superfluous nerve-cells. Some authorities
argued that the answer nmight lie in the distant past, that ancient man m ght
have had other or extra senses than those used by nodern man. "Lost" senses
and

abilities, like psychokinesis, the power of mnd to manipulate matter; or
tel epathy, the power of direct mnd-to-nind communication; or teleportation
t he

ability to transport objects or persons across vast gulfs of space w thout
physi cal motive power.

These curious "wild talents" still occasionally crop up in nodern nan,

al t hough

they are exceedingly rare. Hence it was argued that perhaps at sone renote
era

in the distant past all nen had these powers. In order to possess these



nment a

abilities, men would need nerve-centers in the brain to govern them just as
he

possessed nerve-centers which governed his nore nundane senses such as sight,
heari ng, bal ance, and so on. Although the wild talents may have died out, the
extraneous brain-matter might be expl ained as vestigial nerve-centers,

physi cal

remai nders of |ong-dead powers. For the average human body does contain
certain

vestigial organs no |onger used, such as the verm form appendi x. The organ

t ends

to outlive the use thereof, one ancient sage put it succinctly, as is the way
wi th sages.

So much for the theories of science. But occultism had another expl anation
Life

menories are recorded in the nerve-cells. Perhaps a man passes on a
mniaturized

recording of his life menory to his offspring, a cunulative or "racial
menory"

stored in the so-called unused portions of the brain.

But now Kirin was no | onger musing over this and other mental nysteries. He
was

sound asleep. And in his sleep the truth of the occult theory was shown to
hi m

For with that sleep, there came a dream

It seenmed to Kirin that in his dream he descended deep into hinself. He
penetrated, by curious and shadowy pathways, that inner citadel called the
Unconsci ous M nd. Here lies the deep sedinment of thought, nenories |ong since
forgotten by the upper, conscious levels of his mentality. Menories of
earl i est

chi | dhood, of babyhood, even vague blurred inpul ses recorded while he was
still

in the wonb of his nother.

He passed yet further, through veils of darkness. Now sw ft visions flickered
around him glinpses of scenes and faces, audible and sensory nmenories. They
passed too swiftly for himto nmore than glinpse their shape and notion

These were the recorded life nmenories of his father and his nother, on an old
earth far away.

He voyaged on, ever deeper

He passed through the nenories of many lives, hundreds of lives. The lives of

his direct ancestors, life upon life, generation upon generation, century
after
century, like mcrofilmrecordings.

Thousands of lives flashed by him He caught only swift flickering glinpses
as

the small floating brilliant point of utter light that was the
i ntersected menory-sequences...

A towering nushroom cl oud of incandescent orange and scarlet clinbed like an
angry giant above the island of Manhattan, stanping it flat with feet of
thunder. A nenory of the fiery holocaust called the Thirty-Six Mnute War...
The dark flashing shapes of M Gs hurtled over Chong-ho-dong Valley...a scrap
of

menory froma di stant ancestor who had fought in the Korean War...

A sl eepy French village slunbered on a spring norning. Chickens clucked and
squabbled in the dust of a roadway. Beyond the row of beech trees to the
east,

t he deep-throated thunder of big guns grunbled. The tired, tattered | egions
of

the Kaiser, grinmy plodding on towards Paris...

of him



The roar of cannon and the drunm ng of hooves. Steel sabres flashed in a hot
dusty afternoon sun. Behind the bell owi ng cannon, stolid Russian peasant
faces

stared in amazement at the cavalrymen as they flew straight into the blaze of
t he cannon. Red-faced, choleric, shouting, Lord Cardigan |ed the Light

Bri gade

into the jaws of death...

Now t he pace qui ckened. Faster flew the visions...

The skies above London were crinson. Lines of bent backs crept out of the
city

over the bridges, bearing hastily-assenbl ed bel ongi ngs. King Charles and the
entire court had left that nmorning. The Geat Fire raged on unchecked...

W nd whi pped the pai nted wooden sign to and fro, creaking and squealing. Rain
sl eet ed agai nst the di anond- paned wi ndows of the old, |owroofed inn. But
wi t hin

the Mermaid, fire roared on the grate and pai nted huge bl ack shadows across

t he

wal I s and the nodding, smling bearded nmen in throat-ruffs and rain-daubed

cl oaks who sat listening to Ben Jonson talk. In a distant comer, pale young
Edmund Spenser called for mulled ale and bent to scan the verses he had just
scribbl ed...

Swifter—and swifter yet! Like great wi ngs beating on the wind, alternately
dar k

and bright ...

A dimrainy norning. Knights in nud-splashed cl oaks and rust-sneared mail .
Their

faces were pale and tense beneath shaggy beards and | ayers of dirt. Awe and
terror was in their eyes and their nmouths shaped hoarse oaths as they bent
hunbl y beside the great red-golden lion of a man who | ay dead with an arrow
hi deously protruding fromone eye. Harold Godwi nson was dead...the Saxon cause
was | ost forever...and WIlliamthe Norman woul d be king. They wept beside the
fall en chanpion, kneeling in the nud...

Howl i ng |i ke madnen, their scrawny bare bodies sneared with blue paint, the
Picts swept up against the great wall and canme scranbling up in the very
teeth

of the Roman swords. Lucius Al bionus cursed thickly and roared an order

Bugl es

rang cold and clear and reinforcenments sprinted along the wet clay roadway.
The

battle would be Iong and fierce, but it would end eventually, the tired old
Roman t hought. But what's the use? Hadrian's Wall will fall in tinme; even the
Empire will fall..why fight and die here in the m sty wastes of barbaric

Cal edoni a?...

The flash of a golden helnet in the norning |ight! Red-cl oaked | egi ons swing
clanking in tight formation to neet the charge of the bearded savages. Atop
hi s

bl ack mare, the Lord Scipio Africanus smiled coldly. He was well pleased. The
host of the Carthagi nians was crushed; all they had left was the native
savages

to hurl against the iron strength of Invincible Rome. Soon the glittering
African netropolis would fall, and young Rone would triunph, her greatest foe
destroyed. The road to Enpire lay clear before her...naught could hold her
from

domi ni on over the earth...

Ni ght [ ay, black wi ngs folded, over the frowning ziggurats of ancient

Babyl on.

Al'l slept, the conquered Persians and their bold Macedoni an conquerors, sated
with the victory feast. But a light burned in the pal ace wi ndow, where a
young

man scarce nore than a boy bent over ancient documents murmuring archivists



set

before him He took a swallow of red wi ne and bent forward agai n, holding the
parchnent map closer to the oil | anp whose wavering gl ow bl azed on his gol den
hair. Aye, this was the route to the Indus . . . and when the proud Gangarids
had knelt before him..on to fabul ous Cathay and the very ends of the earth
itself..then, surely, Zeus his father would give hima place anong the
undyi ng

Cods, for he had outdone every nman who had ever lived...the fires flickered

| ow,

but he saw it not. For flesh is weak and the young grow weary sw ftly. And
young

Al exander sl ept, exhausted, dream ng of bright glory, unaware, as all nen are
unawar e, that he was dooned...Sw ft now, al nost beyond thought, thousands of
lives passing in the flicker of an instant...

They bore himin secrecy out of the nud-brick palace and down the

r eed- bor dered

river to the secret tonb where all was ready. The rows of little dark nen
with

shaven heads and linen kilts bowed before himas he passed, as a field of
grain

bows before the wind. Their voices were lifted as one voice as they intoned

t he

qui et, bl essed words:

"May he repose in the Western Mountain, and cone forth on the earth to see

t he

disc of the Sun, and may the roads be open to the perfect Spirit which is in
t he

Net herworl d! May it be granted to himto walk out, to enter and go forth as a
living soul, to give offerings to He-who-is-in-the-Qher-Wrld, and to

pr esent

all good things to Ré-Horus, to Nekhebt, Lady of Heaven, to Hathor, princess
of

the Desert, to GCsiris, the Geat God, to Anubis, Lord of the Sacred Land,

t hat

they may grant to himthe breathing of the sweet breezes of the North Wnd."
And thus the nmumy of Narmer the Lion, he who had first united the Upper and
t he

Lower Lands with the strength of his sword, passed into the hidden tonb. The
first Pharaoh of Egypt passed through the shadows into the sunlight of the
CGods...

And he came at length into a shining Presence ami dst the gl oom of the nost
ancient of menories. Like a shadow of burning gold It hovered agai nst the
dar kness.

When the voi ce spoke, it was | ow and soft as a whisper, But there was
strength

init, and unconquerabl e youth, and a bright vigor that ages of shadow had
not

di mmed.

"I am Val kyr," It spake to himsoftly. "The Lords of Life and Death bani shed
ne

fromEternity into Tinme, for that crime of which you will have heard ere now.
Thus have | lived through ten thousand million lives, passing fromworld to
worl d; thus shall | go on forever through innunerable incarnations until |
have

acconpl i shed the task set for me. Through you, OKirin, shall | expiate mne

ancient sin..!

Here, in the di mshadows of the innost mind, anongst the shards and tatters
of

forgotten lives, drowned in the depths of this strange and tinel ess dream



there

could be no amazenment. Kirin felt, instead, a boundl ess wonder. For all his
days, he had been host to a God! How strange the thought, and yet, in a way,
how

very fitting. For was not he, too, a thief?

"I have long since grown weary of the stale nonotonies of nortal life," the
Voi ce went on softly. "Life after life offered, but repetition of the sane
narrow range of enotions, the sane few small senses, the sane linmtations. A
human body is but a sordid prison to one of the Immortals, OKirin. Hence
subnerged mnysel f deep within the mnd of ny hosts, dream ng of past glory...
and

of glory to cone.™

Did the dimflanmes beat higher for a nmoment? Did traces of bygone spl endors
bl aze up within the ghost of the banished divinity? Kirin could not be sure.
"Soon we shall enter the Tower, you and |I. | can help you but little, for ny
strength has ebbed over the aeons of ny inprisonnment, and I amweary from

| oss

of the strength | have already given unto you, although |I grudged it not. Be
wary then, OKirin, and step with care, for | can help you but once nore
before

the end..

A strange conflict rose within his dreanself. How to explain to that gentle,
sorrowful, weary being that he did not want to give up the Medusa to another
How di spl ay before that crippled angel who slept within him the shame of his
own greed? Even as he struggled to find the right words, he felt the dream
endi ng, and fought against it...

He becane conscious that a hand was shaki ng his shoul der and he opened his
eyes

to see old Termujin peering dowmn with a smile and to hear him say:

"Wake up, lad. We're here! Pelizon is in the scopes."

13. ZARLAK STRI KES

In a dark cavernous room far underground, lit by the cold flare of pernabul bs,
a

gaunt man sat alone at a huge table of dark wood.

He was robed in dark glittering stuff. Black silks rustled crisply to every
nmotion as he turned the | eaves of the ancient book that |ay before himon the
table. Sequins of jewelled light wi nked and flashed as he turned the pages;

t hey

were sewn along the folds of the vol um nous robes that cl oaked himfromnen's
eyes.

H s face was an oval of darkness beneath the enshadowi ng cowl of his robe.
Only

his eyes could be seen. They were grey and cold as ice, but fierce as flane.
As

he hovered i mobil e over a rune-scraw ed page of the old manuscript book
only

his eyes seemed to live. They burned and seethed with restless energy. A
col d,

subhuman cruelty was in their icy glare, and the hot banked fires of unholy
and

unscrupul ous anbition

The book over which the robed and masked figure bent so intently was old. A
t housand centuri es has passed since alien hands had inscribed those sheets of
wrinkl ed yell owing | eather with uncouth hieroglyphics. The book that |ay

bef ore

himon the mghty table was ol der than recorded human history. The river clay
wher eof nen were soneday to fashion bricks wherewith to raise the walls of U



of

t he Chal dees was still fresh and wet when these crunbling pages were

i nscri bed.

The stones of Cheop's pyramid still slept am d unbroken hills along the
Val | ey

of the Nile. The titanic glittering wall of ice that cane grinding down

acr oss

the world out of the ultinmate and boreal north had but recently w thdrawn
into

its fastnesses. Man was young, scarce nore than a beast that had | earned to
stand erect and toy with tools. An aura of al nost pal pabl e age hung about the
ol d book; it was inpregnated with the dust of a hundred thousand years of

sl ow

tine.

VWhat ever the veiled man had hoped to find in the ancient codex eluded him
Wth

a bitter curse he closed the book and shoved it fromhim and sat back in his
great throne-like chair, brooding, eyes of cold fury inscrutable as they
stared

hungrily into the cavernous gl oom of the subterranean chamnber.

A sound behind him The clink of steel on steel. A dark curtain was drawn to
one

side by a gnarled and clawlike hand. The black nmouth of a tunnel was thus
exposed, behind the hangings. Fromthe entrance cane forth into view a small,
dwarfed figure clad in weird arnor of steel. Fantastical in design, the arnor
was scrawl ed over with withing dragons and snarling devil-heads. The dwarf
was

clad entirely in steel, save for his gnarled and tw sted hands and his
sal | ow,

frog-1ike face.

He was incredibly ugly. Hs mouth was a broad |ipless gash and his three eyes
were glowing slits filled with evil malignant glitter. H's skull-Iike head
was

devoi d of hirsute adornnent.

"Master!" he croaked. The robed figure turned to regard him

"Speak!" the robed one commanded harshly.

"W have | ost contact with Pangoy," the Death Dwarf said. "H s receptors went
dead in the third quarter of the Hour of the Toad."

"Deat h, or unconsciousness?" the Veiled One denmanded.

"Deat h. "

The word echoed in the silence, fading away i nto di mwhispers. The robed nman
wi th the bl ack-masked face regarded the dwarf steadily, with eyes of cold
grey

flame. Zarlak, the Master of the Death Dwarves and Lord of Pelizon was filled
with the bitterness of failure. The age-old book he had searched through
fruitlessly and had just shaved asi de had been his | ast hope. Ever since

com ng

to this wilderness world, the Veiled One had striven for one purpose: to find
the secret of the Iron Tower. He had searched the crumbling archives of the
death cult, but in vain. dd runors and whi spers he had tracked down, but for
naught. Now he sought in the ancient Books of Power for the key that would
unl ock the charnmed and denon-guarded gates of the Iron Tower, and the Books
had

failed him

The failure of his connection with Pangoy on Zangrimar was yet anot her

di sappoi ntnment. Hi s nmask hid the expression of rage and frustrate fury that
writhed and snarled across his face. But his eyes blazed with unholy wath
and

cruelty. The Dwarf was forced to turn his eyes away with a little shudder

t he



flam ng fury in Zarlak's gaze was beyond his endurance.

"Gve me the tapes!" Zarlak said. Silently, the Dwarf handed his master a
tangl e

of grey plastic ribbon, whereon black wavering |ines were drawn. Zarlak slid
t hem t hr ough hi s bl ack-gloved fingers, studying them

"The | ast recordi ngs show that he surprised a slave girl in his quarters. As
he

was questioning her, the Earthling awoke and they fought. The Earthling,
Kirin,

seens to have sl ain Pangoy.."

"I can read the telenetry, fool," Zarlak grated. He threw the tapes fromhim
with a soundl ess snarl. Pangoy had been inval uable. The Nexi an had never
known

that tel epathic receptors had been surgically inplanted in his brain-tissue
bef ore he had ever reached the planet Zangrimar. The M nd Wzard never knew
he

was an involuntary spy for Zarlak, Lord of Pelizon. Now his involuntary
servitude was ended, and still Zarlak did not have the secret of the Iron
Tower .

The Dwarf, Wul kaar, edged nearer

"What now, Lord?" he whispered. The cold glare of Zarlak brooded on the gl oom
"Now the Earthling will cone here, of course,"” he said. "If he is able to
escape

the clutches of the Wtch Queen alive, and gain his ship."

"WIl he be able to do so? The Wtch is powerful .. the Dwarf, Wul kaar, said
dubi ousl y.

"So was Pangoy," said Zarlak. "H's mastery of the nental forces was

ext raordi nary—which is why the M nd Wzards of Nex dispatched himto
Zangr i mar

inthe first place. Only one with his power could destroy Azeera before she
pl unged half a galaxy in war." An invisible snile crawl ed across the nasked
lips

of Zarlak. "The fool succunbed to her wiles despite his powers. He fel

hopel essly in love with the Wtch Queen...and she accepted himinto her

servi ce,

knowi ng what a weapon his nental powers would be. She never knew, nor did he,
that his own brain broadcast to nmy receptors everything he saw or heard."

Vul kaar cackled a peal of gloating |aughter.

"That | ove was your doing, Master!"

"Yes." Zarlak smiled. "It was a naster-stroke. | was a novice in the Mnd
School s of Nex in those days...when | |earned Pangoy had been selected for the
mssion, | lured himto ny cell and inplanted the telepathic receptors within

his brain. And hypnotized himso that he would lust for the Wtch and fal
under

her spell. | took a chance, hoping that Azeera was still enough of a woman to
be

flattered by his adoration and accept his service, rather than having him

sl ai n.

Al went well, but now the Earthling has sonehow overcome even a M nd Wzard.."
"Then you think this Kirin will escape from Zangri mar?" Vul kaar asked. The
Mast er nodded.

"If he was strong enough to destroy the Nexian, he has a chance of el uding

t he

grasp of the Wtch Queen. And if he does, he will doubtless come to Pelizon."
The sallow Dwarf in the fantastic steel armor nused thoughtfully on this. The
Deat h Dwarves of Pelizon guarded the Iron Tower with an age-old fanaticism
no

i ntruder could be permitted into the Tower; all were slain. But the Veiled
One

had [ured Vul kaar fromhis vows and won his obedi ence. The Dwarf's heart was



a
bl azing cruci ble of greed and lust; by playing subtly on his greed, Zarlak
had

bound himto his service and shared the secret of his intentions with him

Vul kaar proved a precious ally. Together they were consumed with but a single
wi sh: to rape the Iron Tower of its sacred treasure, the Medusa, and with the
power of the Denon's Heart, to gain mastery of many worlds. WVul kaar sl avered
at

the thought: the Master had prom sed himgold...and women... Eart hl i ng wonen!
"What shall we do if he comes here, Master?"

"We shall lay a little trap and catch himin our snare,’
replied.

"Before he reaches the Tower?"

The master |aughed. Hi s voice dropped to a soft, silken purr:

"No, you fool. After he has stolen the Medusa and is | eaving the Tower!"
The cunning in his voice delighted Vul kaar. The little Death Dwarf capered
and

| eaped about the gl oom shrouded chanber, crowing with glee. And the harsh

| aughter of the Veiled One rose to fill the darkness of the stone roomwth
ringi ng peals of denoniac mrth...

the Lord of Pelizon

"I don't like this, lad. | don't like it one bit!" old Termujin puffed,
toiling

al ong behind Kirin and the girl. The grey cindery plain was rough underfoot,
and

the old Magician's sandals kept sinking into the harsh crystals. Above the
sky

was dark and enpty, filled with drifting vapors.

Kirin didn't like it either. It was odd. He had been told the Death Dwarves
guarded the | ands about the Iron Tower with great care and cunni ng. Where,

t hen,

were they?

Kirin and his conpani ons had broken out of the Interplenumin a distant orbit
around the parent star of Pelizon world. They crept into the systemwth
stealth, their ship carefully shiel ded agai nst detection. The planet Pelizon
| ay

beneath their keel, a dull grey sphere of winkled stone, whose barren shores
were washed by dark and nanel ess seas. The daylight term nator cut across the
bl eak pl ateaus as they drifted down towards it on tiny bursts of power from

t he

steering jets.

No patrols. No planet-based radar stations. Nothing.

It was nore than strange, it was al arm ng

They |l anded with great secrecy on the night side. Still no al arns.

Strat osphere

reconnai ssance showed no canmp-fires, no tribal towns, no gatherings. The Iron
Tower was al one and unguarded on its bl eak stony plateau under the m st-robed
skies. Curious...

Warily they di senbarked, to gain the base of the Tower on foot. Either their
stealth and secrecy had eluded the attention of the Death Dwarves, or the
Tower

was not kept under as strict and close a system of surveillance as they had
supposed...

Caola stifled a gasp and clutched Kirin's arm pointing wordl essly.

At that nmonment, the skies cleared.

The curtain of vapor was torn aside by cold winds. The icy glitter of the
stars

bl azed down, and the | anbent glory of the noons, bathing the barren stone in
ashen light.

Ahead, the Iron Tower thrust agai nst the naked heavens.



Kirin sucked in his breath and chewed on his lip, studying the fantastic
structure intently.

It was not as tall as he had expected. The Earthling was not exactly sure
what

he had expected: some splendid, spidery, incredibly tall structure, perhaps.
But

he had been wrong.

The Tower was a ziggurat, a step-pyramd, built in nine levels. Low and squat
and solid, it |ooned ahead of themlike a man-made nmountain, thrusting up out
of

the severe flatness of the rocky plateau

It was a grim prison-like structure. It |ooked like a fortress, all harsh
angl es and bl ocky corners. In the pallid wash of nmoonfire that lay upon it,

t he

Tower did not look as if it were sheathed in iron. It had not the gloss, the
gleam of netal. Instead it was raised fromsonme porous, |ava-like stone,
grey

and dense and rough-surfaced.

It lifted above the plain, |evel upon |level, ascending into the night.
Sonmehow

it | ooked om nous. Sinister. A weird aura of nenace clung about the ziggurat.
I't

radi ated a clammy feeling of fear

They stood, the three of them staring up at the thing that squatted there
am dst the barren plain. There was an atnosphere of alienage about the stone
bui | di ng—somet hi ng they could not explain. But it was sonehow obvi ous that no
human hands had built that | oom ng structure, although none of them could
have

put into words exactly why they felt thus.

They stared at the Tower. Kirin with a narrowed, neasuring gaze, his nmouth
twisted into an ironic half-smle; Caola, who clung to his arm lifted her
pal e

face to the Tower, and her features were haunted with a shadow of forebodi ng
and

fear; and as for the doctor, he goggled at it with open nouth.

"I say again, lad, | don't like this—+t's too quiet, | snmell a trap!" he

hi ssed.

Kirin shrugged off the enotion of dread and awe that had fallen upon him

si nce

his first sight of the Tower.

"Forget it. Come on—and keep your eyes open, both of you!"

They continued forward. Fromtinme to tinme, Kirin glanced in a puzzled fashion
at

his left wist. There a | eather band was strapped to his arm Dials gl owed
phosphor escent | y.

The miniature detector was very sinmple: it was heat-sensitive along a

nmonodi recti onal beam and delicate enough to register any warm bl ooded
[ifeform

larger than a cat. Fromtine to tine he swept the surrounding plain with the
beam it registered nothing. The Tower was unguarded.

Unguarded by living things, at |east.

They pl odded on. The nearer they cane to the Tower, the vaster it becane. At
first sight it had seened of no particul ar consequence, a |ow, squat
structure

like a citadel or a tomb. Now, as they drew nearer, the true size and
proportions of the Tower dawned on them It was col ossal. The | onger they
noved

towards it, the larger it seemed. At last, after alnmost an hour, they stood
before the base of it, and could see the fortress in true perspective.

It was somewhat nore than half a mle long, and alnost half a mle high. It



was

the largest single building Kirin had ever seen or heard of; even the centra
citadel of Azeera's city back on Zangrimar woul d have been dwarfed beside it,
and that was not one building, but many |inked together

Truly, only a god could have built this thing, he thought, staring up at it.
The ultimate marvel was that it was not built in blocks of stone: it was al
of

one piece! As for the grey, rough, porous rock whereof it was fashioned,
Kirin

had never seen such stone before. He ran his palmover it. It seemed as dense
and tough as nmetal. Al of his strength could not dislodge a crunb of the

rough

sur f ace.

It seened to the eye to be fire-blasted. Terrific flames had poured over it
once, aeons ago. The surface was roiled and pocked, like slag, |ike volcanic
| ava.

Had the god nolded it all at once out of liquid stone?

A portal yawned bl ackly before them

There were no guards. No al arm posts or signal-rays. Again he swept the area
with his heat-detector. Nothing. It made himfeel tense and wary. Sonething
was

wrong. Somet hing was very wong. There should have been guards...

"I"'mgoing in," he grunted.
The girl caught his arm "Do you think you shoul d?"
"Sure. I've committed the charts to nenory. | know every foot of the passage.

And |1'd better get going now, before the Death Dwarves show up. W seemto
have

caught themon their night off!"™ His lips twisted in a faint grin at the

si ckly

jest. He did not feel very hunorous, standing there at the black nmouth of the
passage, in the very shadow of the inhuman stone thing that was half as old
as

the Universe itself. In fact, he felt scared, but he throttled it down,
crushed

it. And he knew that the |longer he stood here, the worse it would get. Better
get inside now while he still had some nerve left.

Temujin plucked at his cloak.

"Lad...lad! Let's forget it...to Chaos with the Medusa, and to Chaos with the
hi gh

and holy plans of Trevelon! Let's get away fromhere, while we've still got a
whol e skin and a sane nind, the three of us! Let's get off this cursed world
of

shadows and broodi ng nenace.
He shook his head.

"No, Doc—though you tenpt ne, no, |I'mgoing to do it. At least, I'mgoing to
try

it. No thief in history ever succeeded in stealing the Medusa. Maybe | can
br eak

that record..

And he turned on his heel and went into the Iron Tower. He did not | ook back
at

them In an instant the darkness had swal | owed hi m

"Do you think he will do it?" Caola asked. The ol d Magici an shrugged.

"The Gods know, lass. But if anybody can, Kirin's the lad to do the job," he
sai d, heaving a heavy sigh

"And what are we supposed to do—ust wait here for himto come out again?"

t he

girl asked, casting an anxious | ook about her at the grimlandscape, the
moonwashed mountain of stone, and the gl oony sky wherein stars burned with a
far



icy glitter. She shivered. "I don't like it; |I feel...as if soneone is

wat chi ng

ne! "

A d Temujin patted her hand. "Nonsense, |ass! Relax; don't worry. The |ad
will

be all right, | prom se you. And there is nothing for us to do but wait. The
Gods only know how long it will take Kirin to make his way through the depths
of

that accursed Tower to the treasure-chanber. W nust be patient and wait for
hi s

return.’

A col d, nocking voi ce spoke from behind them

"We shall wait for himtogether," said Zarlak. Then, to the Death Dwarves who
conpani oned him "Seize them"

14. MAG C MAZE

Kirin went forward in utter darkness. The passage ran straight for a tine,
deep

into the god-nade nountain of iron-hard stone. The portal through which he
had

cone dwi ndl ed behind him a dimrectangle of faint |ight. Then the passage

t ook

a sharp turn to the right, and the distant gateway vani shed. He went forward
i nto unbroken gl oom

Now t hat he was actually within the Iron Tower, his dread and awe vani shed.
He

felt fully alert, poised, cool. Every sense was honed to razor-sharpness. H s
nerves were steady, his pul se-beat was calm He felt keyed up to maxi mum
power ;

totally in command of hinself and ready for anything.

From his belt-pouch he drew forth a curious device which he strapped to his
brow. From brackets attached to the strap two bl ack di scs snapped down in
front

of his eyes. Protruding fromthe strap in the center of his forehead was a
net al

tube. Fromthis a pul sating beam of force throbbed. It bathed space in front
of

him and when the pul sations of force encountered a solid barrier, then they
refl ected back. The black discs in front of his eyes were rendered sensitive
to

the force beam They pictured a three-dinmensional image of the obstacles in
front of him It was |like a 3D version of radar

He coul d have used a sinple light-beam others in the past who had ventured
within the tonb-1ike Tower nmay have used lights. That would account for the
dry

and brittle bones that crunched under his feet.

Above him in niches along the walls of the passage, silver birds with crue
hooked beaks sat notionless. Life had been infused into eternal netal. But

t hey

slept: only visible I'ight woul d awaken t he rapaci ous robot birds, sending

t hem

forth to rend and slay. They did not react to the invisible pul sations of the
force-probe. Wich is why he wore the headdress nmechani sminstead of sinply
carrying a torch or light-tube.

Now he came to the first of the obstacles. Huge sw nging bl ades, I|ike
neat - cl eavers, swung down fromthe roof, and up from grooves in the floor
and

out of the walls. They went snickering past, slashing at enpty air in an
eterna



dance of death. He stood observing them renmenbering the data given in the
docunents from Trevel on, menorizing the rhythmof their strokes. Then he
sprang

am dst the bl ades as they went hissing past. He maneuvered between them and
through them but it was chancy in the extrene. The force-probe was an
alternative to sight, but not really a substitute. Half blinded, he noved
anong

the flying knives. The sweat sprang out over his forehead. It trickled down
hi s

sides under his tunic. Hs inner thighs were clamy with perspiration

Then he was through the area of the invisible scythes and he stood on safe
ground once again. For a time he sinply stood there until he stopped
trenbl i ng;

stood there breathing deeply, feeling the tension drain out of himlike water
drai ning froma squeezed sponge, recovering his self-control. He had passed
t he

phototropic birds and the flying knives safely, but even deadlier traps |ay
before him

When his self-control was conplete, he went forward again, but slowy,
cautiously, counting the footsteps.

Finally he came to an area of flat stone. He inched forward with extrene
caution, slipping a harness fromhis pouch. He strapped curious gloves and
bootlets to his hands and feet. Cups of tough plastic were fastened to the
pal ns

of the gloves and to the toes of the bootlets. He thrust his pal ns agai nst

t he

left wall of the passage, high up. The suction cups adhered. He | evered

hi nmsel f

up above the floor and stuck the toe-cups against the wall. Then, slowy and
pai nfully, he inched his way along the wall of the passage, level with but a
coupl e of feet above the floor

For the floor here was an illusion. It was not solid rock, although it
resenbl ed

it. It would have borne his weight for a few yards: thereafter it becane a
deadly quasi-solid state of matter |ike quicksand. It would have sucked him
down

greedily to a horrible death.

He noved across the face of the wall like a human fly.
It was slow going. In no tine at all, the nuscles of his arns and shoul ders
and

t hi ghs began to ache abominably. He gritted his teeth and struggl ed on

After an eternity he passed the area of the liquid stone and was able to cone
down to the solid floor again. He felt exhausted. But he could not rest yet.
Greater tasks |lay ahead of him and he nust press on before his strength

fail ed.

He cane to a region where the floor was covered with a raised design. Eight

i nches tall, a wandering nmaze of narrow stonework scraw ed over the flooring.
The edges of this miniature naze were sharp as razors and hard as di anond.

He nust go forward, threading through the maze, avoiding contact with the
knife-1ike edges. Even the tough plastic of his boots could not protect him
from

t he savage keenness of the bl ade-edged maze. Nor could he continue using the
suction harness on the walls, unless he were a supernman. For the knife-naze
extended for three hundred yards and his nmuscles could not endure the torment
of

wal | -wal ki ng for such a distance.

But the nmaze could be traversed, and safely, if one kept cool and kept one's
nerve. To do it in utter darkness was agony. But he inched his way forward
slowy, step by step, using the force-probe to read the ground ahead of him
holding in his mnd a clear picture of the one safe route through the maze.



He

could do it. He knew he could do it. And he did.

It took two hours of excruciating effort and patience. But he cane through it
safely, although his nerves were frayed clear to the bone.

He rested for a time, and took nourishnent fromthe concentrated rations he
carried with him washed down with a heal thy draught of strong brandy.

Then, when he felt rested and restored, he went forward again into the

bl ackness

deep within the heart of the Iron Tower...

Seven nore tests he passed, each nore difficult and ingenious than the | ast.
Sone of themtook every ounce of strength and linberness in his body; others
demanded a cl ear head and a steady nerve. He only nanaged to endure the

t or ment

because he knew what was conming and how to surmount it. It would have been

i npossible to penetrate the maze safely not know ng the way.

There was a forest of howing pillars through which he wove a narrow and
perilous path. Carven nmouths roared at him and enpty black eye-pits glared
with

i nani mate hate...

There was a knife-thin bridge that arched across a chasm of living fl ames
whose

curling tendrils clutched and | ashed at his linbs...

There was a bottonl ess pit whereover he nust cross by an Invisible bridge

t hat

was as slick as glass. Great winds rose in this pit out of the center of the
world and strove to thrust himoff bal ance...

There was a resonant echo-chanmber hung w th dangling spears of stone where

t he

slightest sound reverberated deafeningly and the stone spears could be

di sl odged

by the slightest whisper...

Through these and other perils he passed by the use of caution and patience
and

strength and grimnerve...aided, it nmust be confessed, by certain clever

devi ces

he bore with himagainst the hour of need. Fore-warned is fore-armed, and the
grey phil osophers of Trevelon had searched well through their magic skills.
In a safe place he rested and even slept for a tine, napping huddled in his
cl oak against the shelter of the wall. He nust husband every atom of strength
agai nst further need. And when he awoke, he went forward again.

No man had ever conme this far before. At |east, there were no bones here.

He felt very alone. The god still slept within him He could have used a few
mracles, he thought with a grim weary snile. He felt as if he had come many
mles by now And, for all he knew, perhaps he had—despite the known

di mensi ons

of the Tower.

Space and tine were distorted here, twisted into new contours by the spell of
the god. He felt so weary, he wondered if he had been in the maze hours...or
days?

He went on

He was past the greater nunmber of the death-traps now. He had passed the
corridor of stone gladiators where living statues, their arnms honed to stone
swords, listened alertly for the slightest sound, ready to kill. He had
traversed the fiery corridor where jets of flane |ashed erratically at any
passi ng shadow. He had survived the chanber of ice where blasts of freezing
cold

congeal ed any warm bl ooded thing that ventured therein. H's supply of
protective



devi ces was now exhaust ed.

He woul d need no nore artificial aid, he had been told, fromthis point on
He

hoped the nmages of Trevel on know what they were tal king about. He went
forward

warily.

And came at last to the door of the treasure chanber itself. He had cone

t hr ough

a thousand perils untouched. And as he stood gazing at the door to the
chanber

wherein the Heart of Kom Yazoth was kept (so the inscription read), he felt
hi s

heart sink within him For one last peril lay before him A peril he had not
been prepared to face.

He tasted the bitterness of defeat and failure. He growl ed a despairing curse
at

t he di stant phil osophers who had not warned himof this...

Bet ween where he stood and the door to the innost chanber, the floor fel
away

in a bottom ess abyss.

An abyss a hundred yards across!

Kirin groaned and rubbed his brows. He could not fly, he could not junp, and
hi s

suction harness had been di scarded, together with all surplus weight, far
behi nd

him when he passed over a pit of knives on a slender rope that could bear
only

hi s wei ght al one.

This was the end of the quest. He could neither go back nor go forward.

He was dooned

He slept there on the brink of the abyss. He was utterly exhausted in body
and

m nd; worn out, with a weariness that ran bone-deep

He awoke to hunger and thirst, but his food supplies had been cast aside
toget her with the no-1onger-needed equi prent. The nmages had warned him

t hr ough

Termujin, that at the area of the pit of knives he must abandon every bit of
extra weight. Once he had reached the Medusa (said they), the return passage
woul d be magically brief and wi thout any perils.

He wi shed he had retained the suction harness. Although in his exhausted
state

he greatly doubted he woul d have been able to span the abyss by clinging with
vacuum cups to the walls. Still, he would have had a fighting chance.

This way he had no chance at all

He searched the edge of the abyss fromone wall to the other, testing every
i nch

of enpty space along the edge. It was just possible there was an invisible
bri dge...

But there was none.

He sat on the edge of the abyss, dangling his heels, staring into enptiness.
What happened now?

VWl l, he could stay here and starve to death. Slowy.

O he could try to retrace his path, and die under slashing knives or
flailing

linbs, or the searing |l ash of fire-jets, or one or another of the doonms he
had

passed through with the aid of his nechanisns.

Neither was a very attractive prospect.—

O he could sinply leap into the abyss. It |ooked bottom ess, but it was



choked

with gl oomand he could not tell. At any rate, it would be a swift and
mer ci f ul

death, over in nonents. Better than a slow, agonizing death by starvation
Better than dying under the tornment of a broken back fromthe stone

gl adi at or s,

or burning alive in the fire-jets, or freezing in the chanmber of cold.

He coul d not decide what to do. He sat there idly contenplating his doom He
had

never been this close to death before. That is, to certain death. Ch, he had
flirted with destruction nmany times in his perilous career. But always he had
won through to freedom This time, his position was hopeless. It was a rather
unpl easant thought.

Strangel y enough, he found hinself thinking of his friends. His death would
nmean

their deaths as well. For the robot ship would not open to admit Terujin or
Caol a. They would wait beyond the portal of the Tower for his return. But he
woul d never return, and they would eventually be caught and slain by the
Deat h

Dwar ves.

Nor could he do anything to prevent this! The thought galled himunbearably.
Hs

own death was one thing: grimenough, but at |east he had gone into this with
his eyes open, knowi ng the risks he took, and confident that he could

sur nount

them But to have the deaths of the old man and the girl on his conscience as
wel | that was an ugly burden to carry down into the eternal darkness with
hi m

He cursed wearily, daming the wi se men of Trevel on who had foreseen every
hazard but this last one, daming the dead god within himwho had built this
accursed tower of stuff so dense he could not even use his signal bracelet to
sumon aid fromthe ship. Seven times he had tried to punch a rescue cal

t hrough the dense stuff of the Tower and seven tines he had failed. Nor would
the ship do anything on its own initiative. Its intelligence was, after all
[imted. It would sit there on the plain till doonsday, unless attacked. And
since it was conmpletely invisible and indetectible, he doubted if the Death
Dwarves woul d attack it.

It was hopeless. Uterly.

What about the god who slept within his deepest mind? Could even Val kyr do
anything to get himout of this predicanent? He had tried to sunmon the god,
to

contact it, to communicate. But he had failed to rouse the ghost of the deity.
H s situation was conpl etely hopel ess.

Idly, he wondered why the grey ones of Trevel on had not foreseen this |ast
hazard. There nmust be a reason. They had antici pated everything el se. \Wat
possi bl e expl anation could there be? He tried to think, tried to cudgel his
wits

into sonme senblance of their former alert acuteness. But he was too tired,

t oo

hungry. And thirst was becoming a tornent to him It seened |ike days since
he

had | ast had anything to drink.

He napped again, falling into a light, fitful, uneasy slunber. He half hoped
that in the extremity of his need he would contact the ghost of Val kyr within
his ancestral menory, but nothing chanced. After a tine he awoke, no | onger
quite as weary, but hungrier and thirstier than before. He knew he coul d not
endure this for long. Thirst drives nmen mad | ong before hunger can kill them
He

resolved to spare hinmself that kind of an end. Far better, a swift leap into



t he

abyss, a fast, clean death in instants, than a |ingering agony, giggling with
madness, chewi ng on his own flesh. He would go out like a man, not |ike sone
animal thing, raving in the darkness of a m nd gone mad.

He | ooked again at the abyss.

And, all of a sudden, an idea cane to him A mad idea, a wild concept,
surely.

But there was a di m chance

He held the notion at arns' length, turning it about, looking at it from
every

angle. There was just the slinmmest chance in the world that it could be the
answer ...

He | ooked again at the abyss. For a very long time now, Kirin had gone
forward

t hrough lighted corridors and chanbers. He was | ong past the darkness that
drenched the outer portions of the maze, long past the tinme he had depended
on

the force-probe, and had needed the black mirrors before his eyes to
hi s

way. The probe equi prent, too, had been thrown away when he had |ightened his
burden of everything superfl uous.

Now he wi shed he had it.

For perhaps...perhaps ...the abyss was only an illusion, a distortion of
perspective alone. Perhaps it was only a yard across, and the optical |aws
wer e

t hensel ves twi sted and bent to make the yard seemto stretch for a hundred
tinmes

its actual |ength. Perhaps.

If it were so, the illusion would only be visible fromhis particular angle.
That is how perspective works. And however the Master Mages of Trevel on had
peered into the inpenetrable depths of the Tower to map the path he mnust
fol | ow,

per haps they had | ooked down on the abyss: fromthat angle, perhaps it seened
only a yard or two wi de, hence they had not deened it worthy of mention, since
a

man could easily junp across it.

He exami ned the idea thoughtfully. He did not exam ne it very long. There was
no

use in spending time over it.

It was the only chance he had. Slim but still a chance. And any chance is
better than none, he thought grimy. Any chance at all ...

He would try to |l eap across the abyss.

If his guess was correct, he would | and safely before the door to the
treasur e- chanber.

If his guess would was wong, he would fall to his death in the abyss.

At least it would be a swift death, and a clean one.

So he junped...

see

15. THE TRI UVWPH OF VALKYR

Termujin waited a long time before the portal that led into the Iron Tower.
N ght

passed slowy, and at length a dull grey norning dawned over the rim of
Pel i zon.

Still he waited on, feeling neither weariness nor hunger

After a long time, Kirin emerged into view and stood in the gateway. He was
nearly naked, his garnents torn away, his body battered and bl oody and
smear ed

with dirt. Hs face was haggard and worn, but his dark eyes gleanmed wth
acconpl i shnent .



Under his armwas a bundl e about the size of a human skull. It was wapped in
gorgeous silken stuff of dark glittering purple, but vagrant gleanms of |ight
escaped through the folds of the wappings. It seened very heavy, fromthe
careful way the Earthling handled it.

Termujin hurried up to where Kirin | eaned exhaustedly in the doorway. Kirin
regarded himwith a wy grin.

"Well, | made it," he said hoarsely. He did not add by the skin of ny teeth.
Once he had correctly guessed the illusory nature of the abyss before the
i nnost

door, his path was cleared of all obstacles. The door opened at a touch

W thin

he had found a room of hewn stone, with a rough altar which bore the mighty
crystal, cloaked in the sparkling, night-dark silks.

The way back had been strai ght and sinple: an unobstructed passage that |ed
directly to the front portal, avoiding the many twi sts and turns of the
hazardous way in. He felt battered and drai ned, but triunphant.

He had done what no ot her being had done since Tine began. He had stolen the
Heart of Kom Yazoth, and the key to the control of the Universe lay in the
bend

of his arm

Termujin came toward himwi th quick light steps, one hand thrust out.

"Gve it to ne now You will be well paid," the fat little Magician said
Through the haze of his exhaustion, Kirin noticed but did not pay nmind to the
air of strangeness that clung about the doctor. Had he been in ful

possessi on

of his faculties, he mght have wondered at the glaze in Temujin's eye, the

| ack

of expression on his face, the nechanical tone of his voice. But these things
he

did not notice.

"Uh, sure," he grunted, peering around. "Wuere's Caol a?"

"She is nearby, resting. Let ne have the Medusa now. "

"Sure. Any sign of Zarlak and his Dwarves?"

"None whatsoever. All has been quiet. | will take the—=

Kirin straightened. His eyes were reluctant.

"Yeah, all right. But here, let's have a look at it. W' ve been through a | ot
for this chunk of junk; let's see what we got." He pulled the silks away and
held the gemup into the light so Termujin could see it.

It was an oval mass of glittering crystal, dull and cloudy and opaque. Like a
thick gl ass egg. Unfaceted, rough-hewn, and heavy as | ead.

Thi ck, curdl ed radiance coiled withinit. It flashed with small star-Iike

fl akes

of genfire. Light shone fromit, dimy green and gold. The coiled | um nance
within stirred sluggishly, and throbbed |like a beating heart. Light ebbed
from

it in slow pul sati ng waves.

"Pretty enough," Kirin grunted. Then he turned a curious gaze on the Magician
Termujin had frozen into inmobility the instant his eyes had |ighted upon the
uncovered Medusa. He stood stiffly, un-nmoving, his face dead, w thout

ani mati on.

"What's wong with you?" Kirin asked. He had nmonentarily forgotten that a

glinpse of the Medusa paralyzes the will of all who | ook upon it, save for
hi m

who holds it.

"I am..under the will..of Zarlak," Temujin said dully. "But the sight...of the
crystal ...broke that spell. Now you...are naster!"

"What ? How did Zarl ak—

Termujin continued in a thick, lifeless voice that sounded Iike a man trying
to

speak through |ips nunbed by novocai ne.



"The Veil ed One cane upon us shortly after you entered the Tower...his Dwarves
sei zed the lass and nysel f...he worked a spell upon nmy mnd...forcing ne to
obey

his will..!"

"What were you supposed to do?" Kirin denmanded harshly.

"Wait for you here and...demand the gem of you...when you cane out. Then...
uncover

the jewel and...put you under its spell..

"But now there has been a change in plans.”

The cold, grating voice spoke from sonmewhere off to his left. Kirin turned
and

saw t hat the ground had opened up, revealing a secret underground tunnel with
a

cunni ngl y- di sqgui sed trapdoor. No wonder his heat-detector had not disclosed

t he

hi di ng- pl ace of the Death Dwarves! They had been underground, waiting in the
tunnel, while he only scanned the surface of the ground!

Now Zarl ak stood in the tunnel entrance, his face carefully turned away so

t hat

he woul d not cone under the awesone power of the crystal. There were a score
of

the little ugly men with three eyes with him Their eyes were bandaged in

bl ack

cloth so that their wills were not seized by the rapture of the Medusa. Kirin
saw t hat they held Caol a hel pl ess.

"Well, a clever trick," Kirin grunted sourly. "Too bad it didn't work. | hold
t he Medusa and you dare not send your nen against me. They can't fight

bl i ndfol ded this way, and if they catch a glinpse of the stone...they becone
ny

men, don't they?" He grunted a coarse |laugh. "Looks like a checkmate to ne,
Zarl ak."

"Not," Zarlak said suavely, "while | hold your 'queen', Earthling." H's voice
dropped to a throaty purr. "Cover the gemand set it down and back away,

unl ess

you would like to watch while ny servant Vul kaar carves his nane on the
wench' s

breasts."
Kirin felt a | eaden weight gather in his guts. Suddenly he felt very, very
tired. It had been a long fight, and it was lost, that was all. Lost. To hel

with the Medusa! Let this nmadman have it from now on: what did he care? Al
he

want ed was sonething to eat and drink, and a place to Iie down and sleep for
a

while. Let the star worlds | ook after thenmselves. Wiy should he, Kirin of
Tellus, star thief, be the guardian of their destinies?

"Al'l right, you win," he heard hinself croak in a dull voice. "Let the girl
go.

You can have the crystal. Here—=

He held it out, offering—

And the god Val kyr woke within him

He felt a supernatural power surge up through every tingling nerve and cel
and

tissue of his body. He felt a new |l evel of awareness spring to life within
hi s

waking mind. Wth the last faint vestiges of his waning energies, the god
struck

out at Kirin's right hand.

Agony seared his nerves! As if his hand was suddenly thrust to the wist in
boi I i ng wat er!

He snatched his hand back



And the crystal fell.
And shattered agai nst the paving stone of the doorway.

There fell a hush. No one spoke or noved. Kirin gaped at the broken shards of
crystal. Temujin, released fromthe spell of the stone, stared down at its
ruin.

Zarl ak froze, transfigured with fury and despair, his blazing eyes of cold
flanme

riveted on the weckage of all his plans.

The Heart of Kom Yazoth was broken. Naught rerained of it but scattered
fragnments of bright dust. The curdled, coiling fires within had flickered,
and

di ed.

Kirin felt a vast and nanel ess sorrow well up within him For a nmonment he had
held the key to the Universe in his hand. Power over a thousand worl ds had
been

in his grasp. He could have been a king, an Enperor, the Overlord of the

Gal axy,

and he had let the chance slip through his fingers—titerally.

A hoarse, terrible cry burst fromZarlak. Kirin turned to stare, and felt a
wei rd sensati on—awe, fear and a sort of holy dread. He | ooked up; they al
wer e

| ooki ng up.

The heavens rolled aside |like a scroll

The gods stood amidst the stars, staring down at them

They were vast and awesone, cloudy titanic figures crowned with glory, robed
with the thunders.

Their shoul ders were like the nountains. MIlions of years lay upon themlike
a

cl oak.

Their faces were blinding. A man could not | ook upon them or neet the
brilliance of their supernal gaze.

Ri se up, O Val kyr our Brother, for the time of thy punishment is over and
done!

And Val kyr rose. A tide of dazzling power passed through Kirin's body and was
gone. A presence that had slept within himall his |life was gone. He felt a
strange sort of inward enptiness, a |oneliness beyond words, for the silent,
sl eepi ng conpani on of all his days had departed from him

A cloud of splendor, Valkyr the Hero of Heaven rose to join his starry

br et hren.

Long hast thou gone in bani shment, deprived of all but a vestige of thy
power s,

t he gods spake. But thou hast now done reparation for thy sins of old; when
t he

nortal, in his weakness, would have surrendered the Heart into the hands of
t he

servants of evil for the saving of the girl, thou didst drain the strength
from

his fingers, destroying the Heart for ever! Hail unto thee, O Val kyr, thine
exile is over. Thy powers and potencies are given unto thee again, and thou
art

made wel cone anong the ranks of the Eternals ...

And Val kyr rose and stood ami dst the shining giants who were the Lords of
Life.

Young and strong and fair he was, for all his aeons, and a sword of many
lightnings |ay against his thigh. His face was a glory like unto the sun
itself.

O El der Brothers, he said, what of these nortals who have ai ded ny age-|ong
quest? | would reward them for their help...

And the gods made answer, saying,



They have each already found their reward.

And Val kyr asked, And what of this Tower that now lieth enpty? It hath no
| onger

any purpose. So let it perish, lest it continue to tenpt the greedy into
peril ..

Li ght ning fl ashed fromthe heavens. Thunder grunbled and the ground shook
under

their feet. The frozen Dwarves staggered off bal ance.

Kirin shouted: "Caola! Now"

The girl tore | oose fromthe hands of her captors and came running across the
stony | and towards the Earthling. The ground junped and shuddered agai n. She
tripped and fell, and Kirin picked her up in his arnmns.

"Doc!" he yelled. "Let's get out of here."

Wth old Temujin puffing at his side and the girl huddled in his arms, the
Earthling stretched his long | egs. They headed away fromthe Tower.

Breath seared his panting lungs. The rocky soil slapped against the sol es of
hi s

boots. They ran into the wlderness and the prinmeval structure shrank behind
them At the crest of the hills they paused to catch their breath. Temujin

pl ucked at his sleeve, pointing behind them

"Look, lad!" he wheezed.

He turned and | ooked back

Lightning flickered in the stornmy skies. Tongues of white flame shot from
heaven

to lick out against the mighty Tower. It shuddered under the inpact of the
electric fire.

It began to cone apart.

There was a grating sound of stone on stone. A black crack zigzagged through
t he

facing wall of the Tower. Earth shuddered like a frightened thing. Fragnents
of

facing crunbled and fell away, pelting against the stony plateau. Mre cracks
shot through the grainy rock surface of the ancient building. It trenbled to
t he

runbl e of subterranean thunders.

Zarl ak still stood rooted with awe and terror and despair with his frightened
horde about him One extended an arm and shrieked somet hing. From where they
stood on the crest of the hills, Kirin and his friends could not make out his
wor ds, but the meani ng was obvi ous.

As they watched, a trenendous slab of stone broke away fromthe first tier of
the Tower. Its shadow fell over Zarlak and he | ooked up. A hoarse scream of
fear

and rage was torn fromhis lips as the nassive slab of dark stone cane

t hunderi ng down to bury himunder a hill of rubble.

Slowy, the m ghty nmasses of shattered rock rained down on the trenbling

pl ateau. Whirling dust clouds rose, obscuring the weckage of the Iron Tower.
Through the seething dust the baleful flicker of lightning-fire blazed on
The Tower was fallen. It had withstood the assaults of the sl ow aeons of
tine,

but before the cleansing fire of the gods it could not stand. No | onger would
the | egend of the Tower beckon to the greed and lust for power in the hearts
of

nen.

The gods, whether they were gods in truth, or nerely some extra-dinmensi ona
race

of super-evol ved beings far beyond man in power and wi sdom and glory, were
gone.

The skies were veiled in the darkling wings of storm

As they staggered across the shuddering pl ateau, whipped by bitter w nds and



scourged by gusts of blinding dust, Kirin felt tired and battered, but

cont ent.

The quest was done. The Heart was destroyed. Never could it be used by Zarl ak
or

the Wtch Queen, who now were dead. Nor would any third power-maddened
schener

arise to seek it out, its danger was ended.

Hol di ng the sobbing girl in his arnms, Kirin felt a strange warnth and

tender ness. He had known nany woren. But he had never known |ove...until now
H s hand still ached fromthe touch of the God. Perhaps the tingling

paral ysi s

woul d pass with time. O perhaps he woul d never conpletely recover the use of
the hand. It did not matter. Although a one-handed thief would find things
difficult, he cared not. Wth the wealth that Trevel on had promni sed hi m he
coul d

purchase a luxurious villa on one of the pleasure-worlds on the borders of
Val damar's Enpire. He need never pursue his criminal career further

Whi ch was just as well, considering. The girl's cheek |l ay warm and soft

agai nst

his jaw. Her silken hair was whi pped by the wind against his face. The heady
perfune of her rose to his nostrils. He grinned.

A married man should find a | awful occupation, he thought, with a smle. They
st aggered on.

And then the sleek hull of the ship | oomed before them as it sensed their
nearness and turned off the invisibility-baffles. The airl ock opened, they
wer e

safe at last, and the long story was done.



