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Ni ght was gathering too rapidly. Lightning was flickering across a | eaden sky.
Sounds of distant thunder were no | onger so distant. Dark-w nged birds were
streaking across the sky for cover. Elric sniffed the air, pushed the white
hair fromhis face. His horse was restl ess beneath his thighs.

Moongl um wat ched t he horizon unhappily. They had been riding all day.
Thus far they had el uded human pursuit, but the stormwas quickly overtaking
them “We'll have to find some sort of shelter soon.”

“They won’t seek shelter.” Elric searched his menory. He was uncertain
of landmarks in this part of the land they fled across, but he remem bered
talk of a ruined castle, supposedly haunted. That sort of |egend m ght hold
off interlopers, and if it came down to it, better to make a stand behind
walls than to be hunted down |ike a fox.

Thunder drew closer. Neither Elric nor Monglum heard the blast as
lightning tore apart the earth close behind them It was enough to hold saddle
as their panic-stricken horses plunged headl ong t hrough the sudden torrent.

“There!” shouted Elric. The l|ightning-blasted sky reveal ed stone walls
ahead. He and Mbongl um fought to control their horses, sonmehow galloping into
the wal |l ed encl osure through its breached gate.

“There’s a light!” Monglum pointed as they crossed the courtyard. Elric
snel | ed snoke through the drenched wind. Most of the interior structure was
still standing, albeit gutted. Wat appeared to have been the castle itself
had retained sone of its roof. A fire could he seen through its open doorway.

Li ght ni ng crashed again. Elric and Mbongl umrode their horses through
the castl e doorway, caring not who mght challenge them The interior was
reasonably dry, if musty fromlong disuse. There was a good fire burning on
the massive hearth. There was a broken table set with food and wi ne. There was
no one present.

“Isn’t this castle supposed to be haunted?” Mongl um was searching the
shadows of the cavernous room Little remai ned except ruin, rotted tapestries,
crunmbl i ng furnishings. Woever had overthrown the castle had not stayed to
loot it.

“Al'l ruined castles are haunted,” said Elric, dismunting. “At least to
t he popul ar nmind. Now tether our horses. Sonmeone abides here, and we’ll share
this fire.”

As Moonglum saw to their mounts, Elric shook off his cloak and warnmed
hinself at the fire. The thin albino had little tol erance for the drenching,
cold night. He considered the food and drink upon the table. Three settings.
Cheese, bread, cold fow, sone apples, wine and—Elric delicately sniffed the
bottl e—brandy. He poured sonme of the brandy into a chalice of ruby glass. He
could not identify its place of origin, but it was of excellent quality, and
it warmed him

Moongl um returned fromthe horses and al nost struck away the chalice.
“There m ght be poison!”

“Who knew that | would be here?” Elric was exhausted after al nost two
days on the run. He broke off a bit of bread. “Try the fow, Monglum and
tell me if it’s poisoned.”

“ Three pl aces are set,” Moonglum pointed out. “Yet no one is here.
And where do you find fresh apples at this season? | tell you, this castle *
i s haunted.”

“That fire is freshly laid,” said Elric. “Qur hosts are other travellers
seeking shelter for the night. As the stormstruck, they dashed away to see to
their horses and goods. |I'mcertain they will join us soon.”

The storm w nds were noaning so furiously through the broken apertures
of the castle that at first Elric did not notice the faint noan of
St or mbri nger .

Elric glanced toward the enpty doorway, |aying his hand upon the hilt of
the runesword.
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Lightning set fire to the night. The doorway was no | onger enpty.

It was a man, alnost too large for a man, clad in mail, |eather breeks
and hi gh boots, and a flapping black cloak. Hs long red hair was torn by the
wi nd despite the rain. Hi s eyes seened to glowwith cold blue fire in the
burst of lightning. In his left hand he carried a long sword; in his right
hand he hel d a human head.

Li ght ni ng faded.

Elric drew Stornbringer.

The man was al ready beside the fire.

“We both |like dramatic entrances,” said the man. He held the severed
head to the light. *“Know hinP”

Elric | ooked carefully. “That’s Duke Breidnor. He and his nmen are
hunting me.”

“Well, now he’s not.” The man wi ped his sword free of remaining bl ood
and sheathed it behind his shoulder. “And you can put away Stornbringer
What’'s left of Breidnor’s henchnen are fleeing honeward. | left a few of their
bodi es outside the walls. Doubt the rest will try it again. In fact, | know
they won’t. | hope you haven’'t finished that brandy. W have a long night.”

He poured a chalice of brandy for hinmself as Elric regarded him
uncertainly. H's hair and beard were red, his features somewhat brutal, and
there was sonething very disturbing about his blue eyes. Elric judged his
hei ght at about six feet, and his weight had to be enormous for that nass of
nmuscl e—yet he nmoved like a cat. Elric sheathed Stornbringer

“CGood decision,” said the stranger, sipping the brandy. “And now,
Moongl um pl ease put away your sword and do sonething with that head. Just
don't lob it into the fire. I've already set out a cold dinner.”

He dropped down onto one of the remaining chairs. It creaked, but held
his weight. “About as solid as the Ruby Throne, don’t you think, Elric?”

Elric found another chair and sonme brandy. He was tired, and things were
happeni ng too fast. “Wo are you, and where are you fron®”

“I"m Kane, and |I'mnot from around here.”

“Where are your nen?”

“l’m al one.”

“How di d you manage to kill Duke Breidnor and his soldiers if you were
al one?”

“I kill things. That’s what | was created to do. |I'mrather good at it.”

“Are you from Arioch?”

“Only a noddi ng acquai ntance.”

Elric lowered his chalice in annoyance. The man was either mad or
pl aying with words; his accent was not one Elric could place. Nonethel ess,
this Kane had brought himthe head of his eneny.

Elric turned his pink eyes full into Kane’s cold blue gaze. He felt a
sudden chill throughout his body. “Are you a denon?” Elric had not neant to
speak the thought al oud.

“Somet hing far worse,” said Kane.

“How do you know me?”

Kane tore off a wing and began to eat it with some show of appetite. “By
Stornbringer. Not to say that you do have certain distinctive features.
Moongl um stop paci ng about and join us.”

Elric closed his eyes and concentrated. There was an aura about this man
whi ch he coul d not penetrate. And yet..

“You are neither of Law nor Chaos.”

“Correct. Slice of breast?”

“You are not of this world.”

“I"ve already told you that. Mre brandy?”

“You raised a stormand drew us here. Then you killed ny eneny.”

“And just in tine. Don't forget the dinner.”

Elric angrily leapt to his feet, drawing Stornbringer. “Friend or not,
won't be trifled with—and I'mtired of your riddles!”



Moongl um slid away, circling.

Kane remai ned seated. His left hand was hidden as he sipped sone w ne.
“Pray be seated, both of you. W have a long night. Al shall be made clear.”

Elric nodded to Mbonglum then sheathed the runesword. They sat down,
and Kane quietly replaced the throwing stars he had hel d.

Moongl um gnawed on an apple. “Were is your horse?”

“Sonmewhere el se.”

“And t hese appl es? Whence?”

“Same pl ace.”

Elric was growi ng angry again, but poured nore brandy to keep his tenper
under control. The stranger was mad, but nmeant himno harm Tonorrow he and
Moongl um woul d continue their journey without pursuit, thanks to Kane, if he
were to be believed. Cbviously the nman was dangerous, but not an eneny. Elric
wasn't certain as to what else he mght be. He ate another piece of bread and
decided to put up with the situation. Qutside it was raining heavily, and
Moongl um had just thrown nore bits of wood onto the fire.

“l noticed your sword as you were cleaning it,” Elric said. Conversation
woul d soothe his anger. “l haven’t seen its style before, nor the odd sheen of
its steel. Is it fromthe Young Ki ngdons?”

“I't’s fromCarsultyal. Very old.” For an instant there was a touch of
pain in Kane's voice that only Elric could have discerned.

“And has it magi cal powers?”

“Only that it cuts well. | never worked out the actual alloy. Ran out of
star ships to nmelt down.”

Elric assumed that Kane neant falling stars. He had seen bl ades forged
fromsuch iron. “Were is Carsultyal ?”

“Long ago and far away.” Kane was puni shing the brandy. “Elric, let’'s
stop fencing. W are both sorcerers. W know that other worlds and ot her
uni verses exist, sonetinmes side by side.”

Elric paused, wondering. “Ganted.”

“And that there can be gateways between these other worlds.”

“Yes, that’'s true.” Elric had begun to get ahead of Kane’'s |ine of
reasoni ng. No, Kane wasn’t mad. Not in that way.

Kane considered his brandy. “Well, Elric. W three are sitting on the
t hreshol d of one of those gateways, and | crossed over with a hanmper full of
goodies to nibble on. And other fun stuff. Sorry about the storm but there
al ways are these atnospheric disturbances. Call it the gothic touch. So you
got wet, but now you're warm and well-fed, and | took care of your inmmediate
difficulty. Where' s that head, Mongl un®?”

Elric wasn't certain he'd caught every word of that, but he had
under st ood enough. “How do you know of me?”

“You' Il understand later. You and your various incarnations |eal)
through time and universe nore than | do. It was nerely a matter of
i ntersecting you, Stornbringer, and this gateway. My being here is a feat any
sorcerer could carry out.” Elric suspected the man was lying, hut let it go
for the monent.

Stornbringer seenmed to noban to him Elric felt his own forehead. Either
hi s hands were cold or he was feverish fromthe thunderstorm “Overlooking the
how of it—then tell me why.”

Kane was havi ng sone cheese. “Ch, that. Well, | did just save your life.
Don't forget the dinner.”

“You created this situation, didn't you?”

“Well, 1 wasn’t the one who was bei ng chased down by a nercenary duke
and fifty soldiers. But to be truthful, | nay have used the situation to ny
advant age. Sone.”

“What do you want of ne, Kane? Elric considered riding away into the
night. It was a storny night. He thought about killing the man, but Kane did
not seeminclined to do hi mharm—+ather the opposite. Elric sighed and
massaged his tenples. He wasn't at all sure he could take Kane. Sonething in
the man’s eyes suggested he couldn’t.



“Stornbringer,” said Kane.

“What ! ”

“Just the use of it.

“You' re nad.”

“Ch, yes. I'll need you to wield the runesword. | didn't mean to inply
that | wanted to take it from your possession. The thing is dangerous. Nor
does it like ne.”

Elric decided that he and Mongl um woul d take wat ches beside the fire
and | eave at first light.

“Let me tell you a story,” offered Kane.

“You are our host,” said Elric wearily.

“What do you know about this castle?”

“Nothing. | just remenbered that it was in this vicinity. Abandoned for
a century. Supposedly haunted. Al ruins have their ghosts.”

“Some much worse than ghosts.”

Kane exam ned the enpty brandy bottle and sai d sonethi ng unpl easant, or
so it seened to Elric’'s ears. It was in no | anguage he had ever heard. He
wat ched as Kane vani shed into the darkness beyond the firelight, noving

surely, then returned with a w cker basket. He had brought a hamper. . . from
wher ever.

As Kane brought forth a last bottle, Elric observed, ‘'You can see in the
dark.”

“Can’t we all, to sone extent,” said Kane. “Excellent Monglum please
open this and pour for the three of us. W'Ill have need soon.”

Once chalices were filled: “As | was saying.” Kane sniffed the brandy
and shrugged. “There are physical gateways to other worlds. This castle is one
of them Elric, you should know nmore about this than | do. | only know what |
have | earned fromny side of the portal. Qur time channels run very close. Too
close. Virtually this same castle exists in both of our worlds.”

Li ghtning continued to flicker past the enpty wi ndows. Rain seeped down
fromthe failing roof. The wind kicked at the rotting tapestries. Kane cursed,
rose, and threw a broken section of sideboard into the fire. He did this
wi t hout apparent effort; Elric judged that the wooden construction nust weigh
over a hundred pounds.

The great fireplace caught up the ruined sideboard. The firelight
flared, illunmnating the three of themas they sat at the table. Kane studied
the remains of the fow, tore off the other wing. “Wants nore salt,” he
apol ogi zed, eating carefully.

Elric was growing inpatient. “1’ve told you that | know little about his
castle. Get on with it.”

Kane sucked the last flesh fromthe wing bones and tossed theminto the fire
as easily as he had thrown the broken sideboard. He licked his fingers and
reached for the brandy.

“Some years ago—+’'mnot certain how many in your time frame—a Certain
object fell to earth near here. The lord of the castle rode out with his nen
to determ ne what had happened. They di scovered a tot-n and burnt expanse of
field where a star had fallen. The star was encrusted w th fabul ous jewels
beyond their imagination. The lord had his nen bring up carts and oxen to
carry away this treasure. They did so, securing it within secret vaults deep
beneat h the castle.

“OfF course, word of this treasure spread. Clever thieves tried to find
it. Oher powerful lords tried to demand their share. In the end, a denpon was
sumoned fromthe outer depths to guard the treasure. The denon guarded the
treasure, but not the castle. Wen the walls were finally breached and the
def enders massacred, the victors did not live to enjoy their spoils. No one
left the final battle, and this castle has been cursed ever since.”

Elric vaguely renenbered such a tale, or one simlar: this was an
i sol ated province and of little notice to him He toyed with his chalice, not
drinking. “And where does all this |ead us?”

“l can find the treasure room” said Kane. “All that | want would fit



into this hanmper. The rest is yours. Enough to raise a mercenary arny, sit
upon the Ruby Throne, whatever you desire. Yours for the taking.”

“And why are you ny benefactor?”

Kane swirled his brandy. “The denon is still there. On guard. | can't
kill it alone. | need you. And Stornbringer.”

“You' re a sorcerer. Exorcise it.”

“Not this one.”

Moongl um drew Elric aside. “Don't trust him”

“I won't,” said Elric. “But he has sone oblique scheme in mnd and
hasn’t harnmed us. I'Il play his game and seek for the advantage.”

To Kane, Elric said, “W Il followyou. Only first explain to me why
this castle is a gateway to your world.”

Kane paused. “Crystal. A magic crystal fromthe fallen star. ‘|’ hat’s
all I want to take with ne.”

Kane carried the hanper off into the darkness, returned with it and a
pair of lanterns. “Light these, Moonglum and we’'ll be off.”

Moongl um made a taper fromthe fire and lit the lanterns. In passing, he
started to lift the hanper. Kane quickly took it fromhim

Moongl um whi spered to Elric: “The hamper nust be filled with |lead. |
nearly sprained ny wist.”

“Kane is carrying it,’
wits about you.”

“Let’s just take to our horses,” Mbongl um whi spered.

“I want to see what ganme Kane plays. Kane knows too nuch about ne, and
know far too little about him”

Moongl um shook his head. “A man who sets out food and drink, then goes
off to destroy a denon.”

“Can’t fight a denmon on an enpty stomach,” Kane call ed back fromthe
peri meter of darkness. “And you two were done in.”

Ei t her he had excellent hearing, or Kane could read their thoughts.
Elric wondered if he should heed Moongl um s advi ce.

Kane | ed them down a stone stairway, slippery with noul dering debris.
Wat er had penetrated here fromthe torrent outside and ran in rivulets down
the steps. Elric thought of the warmfire above and wondered why he shoul dn’'t
| eave Kane to prow about these cellars on his own.

The stairway descended to a cellar of cavernous size, seem ngly far out
of proportion to the castle above. At the fringes of their lantern light,
Elric could discern vast heaps of weckage, festooned with cobwebs and
grotesque traceries of fungi. Probably the castle had been provisioned to
wi thstand a | ong siege, he judged.

Kane strode confidently past it all, further increasing Elric's
suspi cions, and led themto another stone stairway which descended into a dank
subcellar. A rusted iron gate had been battered apart, and their |anterns
reveal ed nmoul dering instrunents of torture. Broken remmants of human skel et ons
huddl ed beneath the chains that had pinioned them sone with bony wists stil
captive in their manacles. Upon the ruins of the rack a desiccated corpse had
| ong ago broken apart. Suspended overhead, |eathery arms still reached
pl eadingly froman iron cage. No rats, Elric observed; but then there was no
| onger anything here for them

At the far end of the dungeon stood a massive door. Its hinges set well
into the stone wall, it was forged of a black iron, strangely unrusted, and
not unlike the appearance of the runesword. It was constructed to withstand a
siege engine, and it bore an equally massive |ock

“And do you have the key?” Elric asked. H s tone was sarcastic, but he
wasn't at all certain that Kane m ght not.

Kane set down the hamper. “I think I can work this.”

Moongl um whi spered to Elric: “That is not the hanper he was using to
carry our dinner. It’'s solid netal.”

“I know,” said Elric. “But | can’'t quite guess the nature of his gane.
Be on your guard.”

said Elric. He held aloft his lantern. ‘Keep your



Kane pressed his hand agai nst the massive |ock. There was a loud snap
as the bolt broke away, and then the entire nechanismrotted into dust. Kane
pushed, and the huge door fell open. Foul darkness bell owed fromwthin.

“Inpressive,” Elric remarked.

Kane stepped back quickly and drew his sword, watching the opened
door way.

“What now, Kane?” Elric had al ready drawn Stornbringer

“There’s something | neglected to nention.” Kane retrieved the netal
hanper. “Not everyone in the castle died in the final battle. Quite a nunber
of them sought refuge here and were shut away for at |east a century—+ said
I"mnot certain of your time frame. Their descendants are likely to be
unpl easant . ”

“What coul d they have eaten?” Mongl um asked.

“What do you think?” answered Kane.

“Mushroons and fungi ?”

“For starters. Let’s have a | ook.”

Elric exam ned the ruined | ock as he passed by. He knew of magic that
could open any lock, but not by the sinple touch of a hand. If Kane's powers
were that great, why was this stranger requiring his help in whatever nad
expedi tion Kane was | eading himinto? Elric cursed hinmself for allow ng Kane
to sweep himalong on this scheme, but his curiosity urged himto follow It
woul d be one short diversion fromtoo nmany ni ghts of painful unrest.

Beyond the doorway their |anterns shone weakly into an indeterninate
| ength of vaulted stone passageways. They were deep within the earth, and
water trickled from everywhere—saski ng the sound of their footsteps as would
dripping leaves in a dense forest after a drenching rainfall. The stones of
the arches were rimed with nitre and dripping | oops of fungus, creating an
al nost pal pabl e glow. The air stank of the tonb and hurt Elric’'s chest, but a
faint wi nd shuddered the flane of his lantern. Elric thought about the source
of that w nd, then pushed the thought fromhis mnd

The tunnel broke into numerous intersections, yet Kane seemed confi dent
of his direction. Slight scuttling sounds scurried fromblack corridors. Elric
glinpsed the glow of rats’ eyes and the slither of a |arge sal amander
Grotesque white toads shuffled away fromtheir advance. Pale spiders as |arge
as his hand clung to the stones, watching for prey. Elric began to feel a
certain kinship: this was a netherworid of al binos.

Elric guessed that they had been wal ki ng beneath the earth for perhaps
half a mle. “Kane, do you know who dug this naze—and why? There are easier
means to protect a treasure.”

“They must have followed the descent path,” Kane said hel pfully. “They
reinforced the chasmw th walls and arches, following blind rifts as well.”

“Who di d?” demanded Elric.

Kane's sword noved faster than Elric thought possible. At one instant
the barely glinpsed creature was | eaping at Kane fromthe darkness of a side
tunnel. In that same instant Kane’'s bl ade had cut through its neck and
shoul der, flinging it to the tunnel floor. The two pieces withed for a
nonment. Elric had never seen a swordsman strike such a bl ow onehanded. He nade
a nental note and wondered how nmany of Duke Breidnor’s henchmen were stil
alive.

Moongl um brought his lantern close. The creature was naked, male, and
vaguely human. His flesh was as pallid as Elric's, but there was sone dirty
grey color to the brain that hung in filthy tatters froma scabrous scal p. The
linbs were shortened and mi sshapen, covered with pustul ated sores. The face
was bestial, |less apish than wolfish, with a protrud-ing nmuzzle. A second
head, no larger than a doll’s, snapped at themfromthe center of his chest.
Kane casually sliced it away with his sword tip.

“Pretty,” Kane said. “Unless they pause to feed on this one, we’'ll soon
be up against far worse.”

“You said there were survivors inprisoned within here.” Elric stepped
past the dead thing. “By what sorcery was this created?”



“Residual radiation.” In response to Elric’s blank | ook, Kane anended,
“The power of the guardian demon. That’s why | need you and Stornbringer. W
must kill it quickly.”

Moongl um hadn’t under st ood sonme of Kane's words. “This denon. How does
it feed?”

Kane pointed back to the nisshapen corpse. “Lot of these about.
Sacrifices |ocked here in this mze.”

“You said they were survivors of the last battle.” Elric’s tone was
suspi ci ous.

“Both,” said Kane. “Look out!”

The creatures rushed them fromthe darkness, from everywhere. Creatures.
Elric could not see them as anything human. Mst of them were naked; those
with a fewtatters of filthy clothing were even nore obscene. Some few carried
rusted weapons. Modst seened not to know the use of weapons beyond rotted teeth
and talon-length nails.

They were monstrous, mi sshapen nockeries of humanity, parodies created
fromthe drug-induced ni ghtmares of sonme deranged artist. Men, wonen,
children—+they flung thensel ves upon the three fromout of the darkness. Elric
had no coherent inpression of their nunbers. They were boiling out of the
bl ackness |i ke an eruption of vanpire bats froma putrid cave.

“Quard your lantern!” Elric had already set his asi de—he needed both
hands to wield Stornbringer—and Monglum did the sanme. Kane was sonewhere in
t he darkness beyond. He could fend for hinself after |eading theminto this.

Sonething with three arns clawed at Elric. The runesword swept it away as
Elric turned to cut both heads fromthe thing that had crept up behind him A
woman with six breasts flung herself upon his sword even as she flung her
child into his face. Elric felt the brush of teeth across his scal p, stepped
away to di senbowel a mewi ng thing whose ribs grew out of its skin. His lantern
overturned and went out.

Elric | eapt back toward Monglum “Quard your |antern! W' re dead
without it!”

“Where' s Kane?”

“Dead, | hope.”

Strength was surging through Elric as Stornbringer struck lethally again
and agai n. Mongl um fought gamely at his back. They were normally overmat ched
agai nst these odds, but these were denmented beasts rather than skilled
warriors. Nonetheless, Elric knew that nunmbers of mindless killers with no
t hought of self-preservation could not be held at bay for very nuch | onger

A giant with three eyes across his forehead lurched toward Elric,
raising a massive club as the albino tried to west Stornbringer free of the
ri bs and dyi ng four-handed grasp of something that still clutched and
screanmed. Elric tried to twist away. The giant fell to his knees. H s | ower
legs fell elsewhere. Elric freed his runesword and split the giant’s skul
down through the third eye. The club flew off into the darkness. Kane stepped
over the corpse

“Ni ce piece of work,” said Kane. “1 knew we could work well together.”
He peered through the darkness. “1 think that’s about all they can nanage for
now. Still, we'll have to keep close watch. Monglum see if you can light the

other lantern.”

“I don’t take conmmands from you.”

“Moongl um see if you can light the other lantern,” said Elric. He felt
tired and cross. \Watever strength Stornbringer had stolen fromthese
creatures of the dark, it wasn’'t sufficient for his needs.

“Kane, you led us into this anbush.”

“I warned you there mght be difficulties. Let’s be going before they
regroup.”

Moonglumrelit Elric's lantern. Elric held it aloft. “How many are |eft
to regroup?”

Reveal ed now, fromthe darkness in which Kane had fought, was a
sl aught er house of broken and di smenbered and vaguely human bodies. Elric



renenbered Kane’s words: “I kill things. That’s what | was created to do. I'm
rather good at it.” Before, Elric had assumed it was no nore than a norbid
jest. It was not a jest.

“l doubt they’'ll attack again,” Kane called back. “Those who fled will
| eave us to their denon guardian. Besides, they' Il have plenty to feast upon
now. ’

Behind them fromthe fringes of their lantern light, Elric could see
nm sshapen bodi es being dragged away into the naze of tunnels. Kane had
recovered his metal hanmper and was noving al ong confidently.

“Keep close to him” Elric murmured to Mbongl um

“Why don’t we just go back?”

“Do you know the way?”

“I't’s worth trying.”

True enough, Elric told himself, but the scant strength from
St ornbri nger made hi mreckl ess. He said, “Just stay close.”

The tunnel abruptly fanned out into a vast cavern whose limts were well
beyond the reach of their lanterns. A dull blue gl owseeningly fromthe cavern
wal | s—provided rmurky light. Elric thought that this mght well be the abode of
Arioch, or at |east an antechanber. The cavern nust stretch on for hundreds of

yar ds.

It wasn't a cavern.

Elric touched his hand to one wall. Not stone. Torn metal. Cold. He
pounded the hilt of Stornbringer against its surface. It pealed |ike a sunken
bell. What he had first assumed were stalactites and stal agnites were w enched

metal girders. Elric touched them trying to imagi ne who had created this
br oken pal ace.

“Primarily that’'s a titaniumand iridiumalloy,” Kane said, watching
Elric closely. “I"'mnot certain what else. Likely osmumas well, but that's
just a guess fromthe fact that the ship is relatively intact. As you w ||
have observed, it hit rather hard.”

Elric strained his eyes to | ook about. He might have been in the belly
of a gigantic whale. Water dripped fromthe netallic ribs above, formed pools
of slime upon the floor. Geat nasses of corroded nechani sns | ay smashed and
shrouded in layers of fungi. Gaping hol es reveal ed bl ack depths of decks
below. It was a ship. But what sort of ship? And from whence?

“lI don’t see any great heaps of treasure.” Monglumwas awed, but
remai ned practical. “Nor do | see any guardian denons.”

“Al'l in good course,” Kane assured him

Elric’s fascination with the ruin overpowered his initial anger and
suspi cion. He thrust Stornbringer into a mass of webby fungus besi de one of
t he smashed machi nes. A skeleton fell apart as the shroud tore open. The skul
that rolled away had a jaw bone not unlike that of a crocodile. One of the
huge, pallid spiders scurried for a new shelter

“Kane, what is this place? And no nore lies.”

Elric | ooked for an answer, but Kane was no | onger there.

Moongl um gaped. “He was just.. .*“

Kane reappeared sone thirty feet away. Under the soft blue efful gence
Elric was certain that Kane hadn’t sinply dashed away before their eyes.

For once Kane seenmed somewhat shaken. “Tinme slip. W' re balanced on an

uncertain flux between our worlds. I'’mnot at all sure how long | can maintain
this. W'll need to work fast.”

Elric sat down on a nmouldering pile of rubble, the runesword clenched in
his fists. “First you will tell ne where we are and why this netal cavern was

built. Then you may speak about treasures fromthe stars.”

Kane forced the anger fromhis voice as he started to speak. It was
obvi ous that he needed Elric, and that matters were swiftly getting beyond his
control. He glanced at the |ead-lined hamper and sighed.

“Right. You have sone understandi ng of the heavens. Perhaps then, you
are aware that the stars are distant suns, sone with other worlds revol ving
about them sonme with advanced life fornms.”



“l have heard such hypot heses.”

“Right. Assune that there are also parallel universes to your own world.
I nvi si ble and unknown to you, but only a rift in tinme and space away.”

“For the sake of the argument.” Elric was intrigued, but he kept his
fists clenched upon Stornbringer

Kane nudged the netal carrier with his boot. “Ships sail across the
seas. This is a ship that sailed across the stars. It crashed here, tearing
into the earth. Most on board were killed. The rest were worshi pped. A cult
was born, and a fortress was built to preserve the weckage. ‘I’ hey fed on
human sacrifices, nutating over the generations. Finally the people rose up
stornmed and destroyed the castle. They feared the denbons beneath and put their
captives away in this maze. Then fled the region.”

“Assuming | believed you,” said Elric, renmenbering the story about the

jewel -encrusted falling star, “just why have you lured ne into this deadly
puzzl e?”

“You cut a deal with Arioch, and you’re questioning ny notives?”

“ I am ”

“Yes. Well.” Kane kept his eye on Mionglum who was carefully circling

to get behind him If Kane had to kill him his brittle alliance with Elric
woul d be ended.

Kane continued, “First of all, you and Stornbringer are very good. Sit
down sonewhere, Monglum You' ve seen the nutations of the former hunmans who
infest this place. |Imagi ne what nmay have nutated fromthe survivors of this
ship. | need help.”

Elric wished he were asl eep and dream ng. He knew he wasn’t. “Wy shoul d
| help you?”

“Because that last time slip landed you firmy in ny world. You won't
like it. | can send you back to Mel niboné. We're tottering on the edge of a
maj or trans-dinmensional warp. | have to block it.”

“Such unexpected altruism?”

“I mentioned the jewels.”

“Alie. | ought to kill you now”

Kane unexpectedly grasped the runesword by its blade. Elric jerked it
away. Kane opened his hand. There was no wound. Elric felt a sudden pain in
his chest. The runesword felt icy cold. His heart seened to falter. Elric
st epped away, gathering his strength for whatever night follow

“Don’t nake casual threats,” said Kane. He had not drawn his sword.

“Next time | won't be so casual,” Elric prom sed.

“Save your anger for the denon.” Kane exam ned his hand, then vani shed.

He reappeared sone twenty feet away, behind them “It’s breaking apart.”
Any anger he had shown toward Elric was forgotten. “Were's ny case?”

“Just where you left it,” said Mbonglum pointing

Kane snatched it up. “Continuumis close to breaking up. W have to nove
fast.” He stared at Elric, as if seeing himfor the first tine. “Corun®”

“What ?” Elric was still |ooking for Kane's bl ood upon the runesword.

“No. OF course not.” Kane took a deep breath and gl anced all about.
Elric was rem nded of a sl eeper awakening from sone deep dream Kane had
vani shed for only a few seconds.

“We have to kill it first,” Kane said. He seened to be fully recovered
from what ever had happened to him “W’'Ill take it fromtwo sides, Elric.
Moongl um can wait for a chance to strike.”

“Strike at what?” Elric asked patiently. He had deci ded that Kane was
conpletely mad. A mad, dangerous, out-of-control sorcerer

“Whatever is lurking in the control room”

“The denon?”

“Well, it’s probably lurking am dst the power units. We mght be |ucky I
just need the control room”

“No heaps of treasure?” asked Moonglum expecting the answer to be no.

“There m ght be heaps upon heaps,” said Kane. He didn’t sound wholly
si ncere.



“Elric, let’s leave this place,” begged Mongl um

Elric was stirred beyond his deep nood of broodi ng depression for the
first time that he cared to recall. “I want to see this to the end.”

Kane | ed them forward t hrough the gigantic weckage. Elric wondered
agai n how Kane seened to know his way through it all. Despite the bl eak
despair that had clainmed his soul, he began to experience the rush of
di scovering things he had only known in partially remenbered dreans.

“This is it,” said Kane. “Be on your guard.”

“What is it?” Elric demanded.

Kane was di smantling a control panel, using his sword and |long fingers
to rip away netal surfaces. “Should be about here.. .*

Kane vani shed. Elric and Moongl um stood staring at one another. A |large
tentacle thrust out of a rift in the deck and sought for them Elric hewed it
away with the black sword. The tentacle severed. There was an i nhunan scream
St ornbri nger shuddered in Elric’'s grasp. Another tentacle thrust forward from
t he dar kness bel ow

Kane slashed it apart. Elric had not seen himreappear. The tentacle
twi sted away, to be replaced by another

“Time surge is nounting,” Kane said. “I’'mlosing time phase. Keep that
thing at bay. | only need a few m nutes.”

Elric was too occupied to tell Kane what he thought of him Moongl um
darted in and about, as Stornbringer cut cleanly through another grasping
tentacle. Elric felt no increase in strength, but then he was only woundi ng
the creature below O were there many such creatures?

Elric felt a sudden blowto his chest, and then he and Mdongl um were
sprawl ed across opposite sides of the chanber. Neither had a wound. Kane
suddenl y appeared next to Moonglum He was dazed, but instantly on his feet.

“Elric! Now” Kane shout ed.

Fromthe pit beneath the control deck a nmassive shape was rising. |Its
face was a mass of withing tentacles surroundi ng an el ephanti ne head.
Crab-like jaws were clicking at them eyes glowered from stubby stalks.

Mermbr aneous wi ngs hung fromits shoul ders, as webbed talons reached out. The
| ast, mutated survivor of the star ship had entered the bridge.

Kane threw all of this strength into a blow at the creature’s neck, or
where its neck should be. A tentacle sent himcrashing against the contro
roomwal | .

Elric saw his chance in that instant and brought Stornbringer slashing
down upon the tentacled skull. Its head was as |arge as Kane hinself, but the
bl ack bl ade split it apart, sending the nonster sliding back into the pit from
whence it had arisen.

Elric felt sickened.

Kane regained his feet. He was stunned and in pain, but he had taken far
worse. His genetically altered body had once again held together, as it had
been intended to do. “I think you killed it. Good work. | knew | could count
on you when there were denons to be slain.”

“This treasure you spoke of,” reni nded Moongl um

“Kane was lying,” said Elric, still weakened.

“Well, not as such.” Kane renoved the remining section of control pane
where he had worked earlier and lifted out a box-like instrument. It was as
|arge as a man’s chest and seemed to be a heavy burden even for Kane. “It’s a

transducer. Crucial for what | have in mind.”

Elric stood up angrily. “You engineered this entire interlude just so
you could acquire an arm oad of rubbish.”

“l did need your help. And it’s not rubbish. Sorry about all the jewels.
| owe you.”

Kane opened the | eaden case he had dragged al ong throughout their
journey. Elric heard some faint clicking sounds. Kane cl osed the hanper.

He cradled the transducer. “Well, | hope this still works, after al
this. Ch, in about an hour ten pounds of bonb-grade plutoniumw |l expl ode
here, closing the gate to certain forces who wish ne no good. | stole this



| ead picnic basket fromthem This portal opens to other worlds as well, and

I"mnot the only one seeking a transducer. There will be a very |arge
explosion, but it will close the gate—this gate—between our worlds. There are
ot hers.

“Come on, I'll lead you back to your world. Then you have to make a run
for it. Elric, we will neet again.”

Soon Elric and Moongl um were astride their horses, galloping madly into
the night, with only confused nenories of their adventure. Daylight seened
cl ose at hand.

Ml es behind them the ruined castle blossoned into a rmushroom of fire,
ejecting itself fromthe earth like a rising star, bursting into the nigh sky.
The bl ast caused their horses to stunble, but they kept racing through the
rain and darkness.

“Where di d Kane go?” Mongl um wonder ed.

“I hope we never find out,” said Elric.



