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THE ETERNAL CHAMPION

(1962)

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

CHAPTERONE

BETWEEN WAKEFULNESS ANDsleeping, we have most of us had the illusion of hearing voices,
scraps of conversation, phrases spoken in unfamiliar tones. Sometimes we attempt to attune our minds so

that we can hear more, but we are rarely successful. Between wakefulness and sleeping, I began, every
night, to hear voices. ..

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

“Erekosé€ the Champion, where are you?”
Another voice, then: “Father...it is only a legend...”

“No, Iolinda. I feel he is listening. Erekosé...”



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ninadoon.

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

Then I saw the fortress cities of the Continent of Necralala, with the capital city Necranal chief among



them, built on, into and about a mighty mountain, peaked by the spreading palace of its warrior kings.

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

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

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

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

“I am ready,” I replied, “but appear to be chained.”

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

“Perhaps,” I said. “But I do not think so. It is space and time which chain me. I am separated from you
by a gult.”

“Already we pray that you may come to us.”

“Then continue,” I said.

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

They stood before an empty platform of quartz and gold, and resting on a cushion of dust was a straight

sword which they dared not touch. Neither did they dare step too close to it for it gave off a radiation
which might slay them.

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

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



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

At last | was standing, materially, before them.

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

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

my right.
“My sword,” I said reaching for it.
I heard King Rigenos sigh with satisfaction.

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

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

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

I took it, slid the sword into it. The scabbard was opaque, like glass. The metal was unfamiliar to me, as
John Daker, light, sharp, dull as lead. Yet the feel of it awaked dim remembrance which I did not bother
to arouse. Why was I the only one who could wear the sword without being affected by its radiation?

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

We walked down the hill and, as we walked, I noticed that I was dressed in the pyjamas I had worn
when first [ went to bed. I was surprised, although they were not wholly incongruous, since the king’s
garments were flowing and loose, but they seemed wrong. I felt that I should have left these, also, behind
me—on another body. But perhaps there is no body left behind.

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

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

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

I heard the king cry from his cabin:

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

“Aye, sire,” said the man addressed, a sullen-faced individual, the Captain of the Imperial Guard |
presumed.

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

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

So, at last, we came to the great Main Gate of Necranal which swung open to admit us and we passed
through into streets packed with jostling, cheering people who shouted so loudly I was forced, at times,
to cover my ears for fear they would burst.



CHAPTERTWO

At length our little caravan arrived at the summit of the mountain and the Palace of Ten Thousand
Windows.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“There was little evacuation necessary—Mernadin was virtually uninhabited since human beings would
not live in that land where the Hounds of Evil once ruled—and rule now. They believe the continent to be

cursed, inhabited by the spirits of Hell.”

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

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

“I see. Continue.”

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

Zavara and Necralala.”

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

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



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

“What vow?” I said.

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

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

“The Eldren,” I continued. “What do they say?”

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

“I'will lead you,” I said as Iolinda joined us.

So I talked with generals and admirals. We pored over maps and discussed tactics, logistics, available
men, animals and ships, while the fleets massed and the Two Continents were scoured for warriors, from
boys of fifteen to men of fifty, all were marshaled beneath the double banner of Humanity which bore the
arms of Zavara and Necralala and the standards of their King, Rigenos, their War Champion Erekosé.
We planned a great land-sea invasion of Mernadin’s chief harbour and the surrounding
province—Paphanaal.

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

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

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

Her breathing was less regular and she smiled with a mixture of pride and tenderness.
“When I return,” I spoke softly, “‘we shall be married.”

She nodded her head, drawing off her hand a wonderfully worked ring of gold, pearls and
rose-coloured diamonds. This she placed on my little finger—“A token of my love,” she said. “To bring

you luck in your battles, to remind you of me.”



I had no ring to give her. I said as much, feeling embarrassed, inadequate.
“Your word is enough,” she said. “Swear that you will return to me.”

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

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

“This,” said the king, “is the armour of Erekosé&, broken from its tomb of rock for Erekosé to wear
again.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

In my confidence, I knew it, also.
The king spoke:
“Erekosé the Champion, Marshals, Captains and Knights of Humanity—we go to wage war against

unhuman evil, to save our fair continents from the Eldren menace. This expedition will be decisive. With
Erekosé to lead us we shall win the port and province of Paphanaal, but that will be the first stage in our



campaigns.”

He paused and then spoke again into the silence:

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

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

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

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

“Go now, Paladins of Mankind—go— destroy the Eldren filth!”

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

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

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




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

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

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

We hauled in our anchors and the drums pounded out the slow rowing rhythm. We beat down the
Droonaa River, with the current, moving fast towards Noonos of the Jeweled Towers and the fleets.

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

Goodbye, lolinda.

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

sky.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Through the shifting smoke I saw, dimly, a pointed golden face with milky blue-flecked eyes staring
strangely from the sockets of the slanting head. An eldritch voice, like music, sang across the sea: “I am
Duke Baynahn, Commander of the Eldren fleet. I have to tell thee that our Prince Arjavh is not aboard.



He is in the West, in Loos Ptokai, and could not get to Paphanaal for the battle.”

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

Duke Baynahn continued: “However, [ am prepared to fight your champion if...”
“No!” I cried to Katorn. “Stop! King Rigenos, that is dishonourable—you speak during a truce.”

“There is no question of honour, Erekos€, when exterminating vermin. That you will soon learn. Kill him,
Katorn!”

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

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

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

Then we were fighting.

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

CHAPTERTHREE

Night came before we reached the harbour city, so we lay at anchor a league or so offshore.

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

Nearer we came to land.
I saw cliffs and black mountains rising.

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

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

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

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

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

They stood before King Rigenos, Katorn and I, rank upon rank upon rank of them, armour bright,
banners moving sluggishly in the breeze. There were seven hundred divisions, each hundred commanded



by a marshal in command of captains and knights. The Paladins and Armies of Humanity stood before
me and [ was proud. I addressed them:

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

“Aye!” they roared, jubilant.
“We shall be victorious here and elsewhere in the land of Mernadin. Go now, with caution, and search
these houses and buildings for Eldren jackals. Take what booty you desire, but be careful. This city could

hide an army, remember.”

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

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

We took over the palace which had belonged to the dead Warden of Paphanaal.
They brought a girl to us. Black-haired, elfin-faced, her alien features composed against the fear she felt.
She had shifting beauty which was always there, but seemed to change with every breath she took. They

had torn her garments and bruised her arms and face.

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

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

“Why have you brought her, Katorn?” said 1.

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

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

“My lord king—this is Ermizhad!”

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

“But what are they?”

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

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

“But what are these worlds?”” I asked impatiently.

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

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

“We have no answer to either question. They are worlds full of shadow and gloomy shores upon which
drab seas beat. The populace can sometimes be summoned by powerful sorcery to visit this Earth, to
haunt, to help or to terrorize. We think that the Eldren came, originally, from these half-worlds if they
were not, as our legends say, spawned from the womb of a wicked queen who gave her hand to
Azmobaana in return for immortality—the immortality which her offspring inherited. But the Eldren are
material enough, for all their lack of souls, whereas the Ghost Armies are rarely of solid flesh.”

“And why is that girl known as the Wanton of the Ghost Worlds?”” I asked.
“It is said that she mates with ghouls,” answered the king, “and in return has special powers over the

halflings who are friends with the ghouls. The halflings love her, as far as it is possible for such degenerate
creatures to love.”



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

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

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

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

I wondered if he over-estimated the power of the Ghost World denizens. “Have you ever seen these
halflings?”” I asked him.

“Oh, yes, my friend,” he replied. “T’ve seen them. You are wrong if you believe them legendary things.
They are, in one sense at least, real enough.”

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

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

“A sensible plan,” I agreed.

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

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

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

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

I saw a little of her and, in spite of the king’s warnings, came to like her. She was certainly the most



beautiful woman I had ever seen. Her beauty was different from the cool beauty of Iolinda, my betrothed.

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

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

She had the long pointed Eldren face, slanting eyes that seemed blind in their strange milkiness, slightly
pointed ears, high slanting cheekbones and a slender body that was almost boyish. All the Eldren women

were slender, like this, small-breasted and narrow-waisted. Her red lips were fairly wide, curving
naturally upwards so that she always seemed to be on the point of smiling while her face was in repose.

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

She took the initiative.

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

I turned, surprised.

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

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

“Why think you?” said 1.

She laughed. It was lovely to hear—crystal and gold-strung harps, the music of heaven, not hell.
“Forgive me, I sought to trouble you, but I see you are not so prone to suggestion as others of your
race. In fact,” she frowned, “there is an air about you which makes me think you are not wholly of that

race.”

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

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

“An interesting theory,” I said.

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



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

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

“This world is very ancient,” she agreed.
“Is there a record of a time when only human beings occupied the Earth?”

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

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

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

CHAPTERFOUR

I saw her in the same place the next day. The sky had cleared somewhat and sunlight pushed thick
beams through the clouds, the rays slanting down on the choppy sea so that the world seemed half dark,
half light. A moody day.

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

Again, she was the first to speak.
“What do they plan to do with me?”” she asked quietly.

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

She sighed.

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

“The Eldren do not flee,” she said. “They do not flee from cities theirs by right.”
“They fled to the Mountains of Sorrow centuries ago,” I pointed out.
“No,” she shook her head, “they were driven there. There is a difference.”

“There is a difference,” I agreed.



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

“Greetings, sire,” I said. “We were discussing the meaning of words.”

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

“Sire,” I pointed out softly, “you speak of one who, though our enemys, is of noble blood.”

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

“Sire...” I said.

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

“You placed her under my protection, king,” I said angrily, “and [ am sworn to protect her against all
dangers.”

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

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

His eyes narrowed. “Is this treachery, Erekos€?”

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

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

“Give me no reason to regret my summoning of thee, dead Erekos€,” he said at length and turned away,
back to his cabin.

“I think we’d best remain apart,” said Ermizhad quietly.
“Dead Erekosé, eh?” I said and then grinned. “If I’'m dead then I’'m strangely prone to emotion for a
corpse.” I made light of our dispute, yet events had taken a turn which had caused me to fear that he

would not, for one thing, allow me the hand of Tolinda.

Although he warmed somewhat as the journey reached its end, I was still troubled as we sailed up the



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

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

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

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

“A disagreement about tactics,” I comforted her. “He will soon forget.”

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

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

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

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

The king spoke to me sombrely.

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

“I’ll take forty divisions of men,” I said, “and leave at once.”

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

“But surely it is best to be safe,” I said.

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

“I agree,” I nodded, “but this seems, I think, more a question of emotion than logic.”
“What do you mean?” His eyes had a half-guilty look.
“Nothing,” I said. “I will take twenty divisions. Will you agree to fifteen of those being cavalry?”

“I’ll agree to that,” he said. “Fifteen cavalry divisions and five infantry. Good luck.”



“Thanks,” I said.

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

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

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

He turned in his saddle, hearing the hoof-beats of my horse. “Lord Erekosé?”” he said questioningly.

“Ride on, herald—and I’ll ride with you.”

So together we came to the Eldren camp.

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

“I bring a challenge from the hosts of Humanity!” cried the herald.

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

And his face—was beautiful. I hesitate to use the word to describe a man, but it is the only one to do his
fine features justice. Like Ermizhad he had the tapering skull, the slanting, orbless eyes, but his lips did not
curve upwards as did hers. His mouth was grim and there were lines of weariness about it. He passed his
hand across his face and looked up at us.

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

“Shall we decide the terms of the battle?”” I asked softly.

He looked at me, puzzled, then his face cleared. “Greetings, Erekosé,” he said.

“How do you know my name?”

He smiled a smile full of melancholy irony.



“Our scientists are skilful men,” he said. “But why do you come, thus, with your herald?”
“Curiosity,” I said. “I have spoke much with your sister, Ermizhad.”

“How is she?”” he asked quickly.

“Well,” I said, ““she was placed under my protection.”

“I am relieved,” he said. “We come, of course, to rescue her.”

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

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

“Well that rule has been changed,” I said impatiently. “Come, are you prepared?”’
“Deliverance of the wounded to their own side,” he said.

“Agreed.”

“No slaying of prisoners taken in battle—the winner releasing his captives.”
“Agreed.”

“Deliverance of Ermizhad from captivity if we shall win.”

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

city.”

He sighed. “Very well, Sir Champion. We shall be ready at dawn tomorrow.”

I said hurriedly: “We outnumber you, Prince Arjavh—you could go back now, in peace.”
He shook his head. “Let the battle be fought,” he said.

“Until dawn, then, Prince Arjavh.”

He moved his hand tiredly in assent and nodded. “Farewell, Lord Erekos¢.”

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

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

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

I smelled the stink of sweating men and horses, heard the creak of harness and the clash of metal.



Because of the necessity for speed, we had brought no cannon and neither, it appeared, had the Eldren.
Perhaps, I thought, their siege machines were following behind at a slower pace.

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

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

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

“Cavalry— charge!”

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

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

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

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

“Arjavh!”

")

He heard but paid no attention, intent as he was on defending himself. “Arjavh
“A moment, Erekosé, I have work here.”

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

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

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



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

CHAPTERFIVE

Arjavh had mentioned the halflings. What were they? What kind of creatures were they that they could
not, as he had inferred, be surrounded?

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

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

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

“What other qualities do these halflings possess?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

flight.



“Rally Humanity!” I screamed. “Rally!” But they paid me no heed. Again Arjavh dropped his mace to
his side.

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

I shook my head slowly and drew a heavy breath. “Prepare to defend yourself, Prince Arjavh,” I said.
He shrugged, swiftly brought up the mace against the blow I aimed at him and then brought it down
suddenly upon my metal-gauntleted wrist. My whole arm went numb. I tried to cling to the sword, but my
fingers would not respond. It dropped from my hand and hung by a thong from my wrist.

With a curse, I flung myself from my saddle straight at him, my good hand grasping, but he turned his

horse aside and I fell, face forward, in the bloody mud of the field. I attempted once to rise, failed, and
lost consciousness.

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

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

“My warriors,” I said, “what...?”

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

I struggled up. “Then you are going to release me?”

“I suppose so. Although...”

“Although?”

“You would be a useful bargaining prisoner.”

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

His cool eyes showed surprise for an instant.

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

“Damn you, Eldren—I said trade me for her.”

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

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



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

Arjavh instructed the messenger accordingly. He came back.

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

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

“I can,” I told him.

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

“What are the halflings?” I asked him.
Again he smiled: “Sorcerous ghouls,” he said.
“That 1s what King Rigenos told me—it is no explanation.”

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

I was surprised at the scientific nature of his explanation. “I would understand you better,” I said slowly.
He raised his slanting eyebrows.

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

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

“Is it possible,” I asked, “that the Eldren came originally from these Ghost Worlds?”
“I suppose it is possible,” he agreed. “There are no records.”
“Perhaps that is why the humans hate you as aliens,” I suggested.

“That is not the reason,” he told me, “for the Eldren occupied the Earth for ages before humankind ever



came to the planet.”
“What!”

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

“You mean you still have these weapons?”
“They are locked away, yes.”
“And you have the knowledge to use them?”

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

“Then why...?”
“I have told you—we swore not to.”

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

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

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

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

“You are a fatalist,” I said.

“I am a realist,” he said.

“Could not peace terms be arranged?”’

He shook his head. “What use is it to talk?”” he asked me bitterly. “You humans, I pity you. Why will
you always identify our motives with your own? We do not seek power—only peace—peace. But that, I



suppose, this planet shall never have until Humanity dies of old age.”

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

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

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

[ interrupted her. “Come with me. We’ll see the king and get you on your journey home.”

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

The king and Katorn laughed at me. “Fool,” said Katorn. “Who needs to keep his word to an Eldren
jackal? Now we have our War Champion back and still retain our chief hostage. Forget it, Erekos€, my
friend, there is no need to regard the Eldren as humans.”

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

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

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

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

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

“There!” shouted Rigenos. “Evil sorcery. She is a witch—I told you.”
“If that is the extent of her sorcery,” I said, “then her brethren shall, indeed, aid her to return.”

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

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



“I hope so,” I shouted back—and then she vanished.
“Traitor,” cursed King Rigenos. “You aided her escape!”
“You should die by torture,” added Katorn, thwarted.

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

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

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

“Is anything wrong?”” I asked her.

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

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

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

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

“What do you mean?”

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

“That is foolish talk!”

“Is 1t? I think he spoke true, Erekosé,” she said, her voice subdued now. She turned from me.
“Iolinda. I will prove how I love you—I swear I shall kill all the Eldren.”

“Including Prince Arjavh—and his sister?”

“Including them,” I said after a moment.

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

CHAPTERSIX



In the month we spent preparing for the great war against the Eldren, I saw little of my betrothed and,
finally, ceased to seek her out but concentrated on the plans for the campaigns we intended to fight.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

“So be it,” I said, “but break it we shall.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

see me, with tears in my eyes.

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

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

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

I dismounted. He gripped my hand.

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

“I suppose they hate me,” I said.

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



he had residence.

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

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

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

“Hello, Erekosé.” Ermizhad stood there.

“My lady,” I returned, bowing slightly.

“How are you?”

“Better,” I said, “for your hospitality.”

“Arjavh sent me to take you to dinner.”

“I am ready. But first tell me how you have fared.”

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

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

“When?”

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

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

“Forget that—Ilet peace ensue between our peoples.”

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

I knew the people I served. She was right.
“I could still try to convince them,” I said lamely.

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



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

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

“A conditional surrender on your part?” I asked.

“I suppose so0.”

“I am 1n a difficult position, Arjavh, as you know. Technically I am the War Leader of Humanity and will
have no power when the war is ended. The new queen, lolinda, is the ruler of Humanity and only upon
her decision can the war be ended by debate. There is also the consideration of the people and the
warriors who have been so inflamed against the Eldren that even if the queen declared peace, they might

force her to continue the war. Victory is certain, that you know, but, for my part, I should welcome
peace.”

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

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

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

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

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

I shrugged.

There was still the chance that the Eldren were fooling me into suing for peace on their part, but now that
the battle-madness was gone from me, now that lolinda was so far away that what she felt seemed no
longer important, I had become tired of conflict and wanted only peace. I did not want to complete my
vow and exterminate the Eldren. How could 1?

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

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

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



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

“I have been talking with Prince Arjavh,” I said, “in an attempt to discuss peace terms. Il join you
within the hour.”

“Peace terms, Lord Erekosé! Peace!”

“Yes,” I said, “peace. Now go back. Tell the warriors that [ am safe.”

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

“No,” I said, “it was I who suggested it.”

Roldero swung his horse round in disgust.

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

“Difficulties already,” said Arjavh to me.

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

“Let us hope so,” he said.

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

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

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

“Iolinda,” I said urgently. “I am convinced that the Eldren are weary of war—that they never intended to
threaten the Two Continents in the first place. They want only peace.”

“Peace we shall have—when the Eldren race has perished,” she cried.

“Iolinda, if you love me, you will listen to me, at least.”

“If I love you. And what of the Lord Erekosé—does he still love his queen?”

I was taken aback. I gaped. I could think of nothing to say—nothing but one word, for then I realized
that the reason for my bitterness through the year had not been her lack of response to my love—but my

lack of response to hers. That word, of course, was ‘No’. But I did not utter it.

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



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

“I still want to marry you, Iolinda,” I said.
“No,” she sighed. “No you don’t.”
“Twill,” I said. “I will. If peace with the Eldren comes about...”

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

“But I conquered all of Mernadin for them—all but Loos Ptokai.”

“All but Loos Ptokai—where your wanton Eldren bitch awaits you.”

“lolinda—you are unfair.”

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

“And you are a traitor! Guards!” she called and, as if they had already been told what to do, a dozen of
the Imperial Guards rushed in, led by their captain, Katorn. There was a hint of triumph in his eyes and

then, at once, I knew why we had never liked one another—he desired Iolinda!

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

I drew my sword.

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

“It’s untrue,” I said, as Katorn advanced cautiously, his men spreading out behind him. I backed to a
wall, near a window. The throne room was on the first storey of the palace. Outside were the private
gardens of the queen. “Think, lolinda—tetract your command. You are driven by jealousy. 'm no
traitor.”

“Slay him, Katorn!”

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

a crash to the ground.

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

“Goodbye, Queen. You have lost your champion now.” I jumped.

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



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

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

“Prepare to sail!”

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

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

“Why, Lord Erekosé?”” asked my captain.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

decision away from you?”

“Perhaps,” he said.



“Arjavh—will you?”

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

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

“lolinda spoke the truth,” he said quietly. “You are a traitor to your race.”
“I seek only to stop them from continuing in their folly.”
He pursed his lips.

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

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

“I will not,” I promised.

CHAPTERSEVEN

After much bickering among themselves, I subsequently learned, the marshals had elected one of
themselves, the most experienced, to act as their War Champion. They elected Count Roldero. The siege
commenced in earnest.

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

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

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

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

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

“Break out your weapons,” I said, “and arm the Eldren.”

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

I only hoped that he had not overestimated their power.



The next day [ was taken by Arjavh to the vaults which lay within the core of the city. We moved along
bare corridors of polished black marble, lighted by small bulbs which burned with a greenish light. We
came to a door of dark metal and he pressed a stud beside it. The door moved open and we entered an
elevator which bore us yet further downwards.

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

“There are the weapons,” said Arjavh hollowly.

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

asked Arjavh about this.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Loos Ptokai.

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

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

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

Roldero laughed aloud. “ Youoffer us peace, traitor! You should be begging for peace—though you’ll
get none.”



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

I gave the order to fire the giant cannon.
An Eldren warrior depressed a stud on the controls.

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

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

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

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

“It is not sorcery, foolish Count Roldero,” I cried desperately. “It is science—a more developed science

than that which invented powder and cannon, that is all. Your own ancestors once had weapons like
these!”

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

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

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

It took an hour to destroy a million warriors.

One hour.

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

Was I right?

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

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



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

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

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

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

Arjavh stood with me looking up at the smouldering mountainside which had been Necranal.
“For one woman’s wrath,” he said, “and another’s love, you did this?”

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

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

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

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

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

“I think I did right,” I said. “It was not my will, you know, but something else. There are forces whose
nature we shall never know, can only dream of. I think it was another will than mine which brought me to
this age—not Rigenos. Rigenos, like me, was a puppet, a tool used, as [ was used. It was doomed that
Humanity should die on this planet.”

“It is better that you think that,” he said. “Come, now, let us go home.”

EPILOGUE

The scars of that destruction have healed now, as I end my chronicle. I returned to Loos Ptokai to wed
Ermizhad, to have the secret of immortality conferred upon me, to brood for a year or two until my brain
cleared.

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



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

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

Did I do right?

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

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

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

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

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

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

TO RESCUE TANELORN...
(1962)

BEYOND THE TALLand ominous glass-green forest of Troos, well to the north and unheard of in
Bakshaan, Elwher or any other city of the Young Kingdoms, on the shifting shores of the Sighing Desert
lay Tanelorn, a lonely, long-ago city, loved by those it sheltered.

Tanelorn had a peculiar nature in that it welcomed and held the wanderer. To its peaceful streets and
low houses came the gaunt, the savage, the brutalized, the tormented, and in Tanelorn they found rest.

Now, most of these troubled travelers who dwelt in peaceful Tanelorn had thrown off earlier allegiances
to the Lords of Chaos who, as gods, took more than a mild interest in the affairs of men. It happened,
therefore, that these same lords grew to resent the unlikely city of Tanelorn and, not for the first time,
decided to act against it.

They instructed one of their number (more they could not, then, send) Lord Narjhan, to journey to
Nadsokor, the City of Beggars, which had an old grudge against Tanelorn, and raise an army that would
attack undefended Tanelorn and destroy it and its inhabitants. So he did this, arming his ragged army and



promising them many things.

Then, like a ferocious tide, did the beggar rabble set off to tear down Tanelorn and slay its residents. A
great torrent of men and women in rags, on crutches, blind, maimed, but moving steadily, ominously,
implacably northwards towards the Sighing Desert.

In Tanelorn dwelt the Red Archer, Rackhir, from the Eastlands beyond the Sighing Desert, beyond the
Weeping Waste. Rackhir had been born a Warrior Priest, a servant of the Lords of Chaos, but had
forsaken this life for the quieter pursuits of thievery and learning. A man with harsh features slashed from
the bone of his skull, strong, fleshless nose, deep eye-cavities, a thin mouth and a thin beard. He wore a
red skull-cap, decorated with a hawk’s feather, a red jerkin, tight-fitting and belted at the waist, red
breeks and red boots. It was as if all the blood in him had transferred itself to his gear and left him
drained. He was happy, however, in Tanelorn, the city which made all such men happy, and felt he would
die there if men died there. He did not know if they did.

One day he saw Brut of Lashmar, a great, blond-headed noble of shamed name, ride wearily, yet
urgently, through the low wall-gate of the city of peace. Brut’s silver harness and trappings were
begrimed, his yellow cloak torn and his broad-brimmed hat battered. A small crowd collected around
him as he rode into the city square and halted. Then he gave his news.



“Beggars from Nadsokor, many thousands, move against our Tanelorn,” he said, “and they are led by
Narjhan of Chaos.”

Now, all the men in there were soldiers of some kind, good ones for the most part, and they were
confident warriors, but few in number. A horde of beggars, led by such a being as Narjhan, could
destroy Tanelorn, they knew.

“Should we, then, leave Tanelorn?” said Uroch of Nieva, a young, wasted man who had been a
drunkard.

“We owe this city too much to desert her,” Rackhir said. “We should defend her—for her sake and
ours. There will never be such a city again.”

Brut leaned forward in his saddle and said: “In principle, Red Archer, I am in agreement with you. But
principle is not enough without deeds. How would you suggest we defend this low-walled city against
siege and the powers of Chaos?”

“We should need help,” Rackhir replied, “supernatural help if need be.”

“Would the Grey Lords help us?” Zas the One-handed asked the question. He was an old, torn
wanderer who had once gained a throne and lost it again.

“Aye—the Grey Lords!” Several voices chorused this hopefully.
“Who are the Grey Lords?” said Uroch, but no-one heard him.

“They are not inclined to aid anyone at all,” Zas the One-handed pointed out, “but surely Tanelorn,
coming as it does under neither the Forces of Law nor the Lords of Chaos, would be worth their while
preserving. After all, they have no loyalties either.”

“I’m for seeking the Grey Lords’ aid,” Brut nodded. “What of the rest of us?”” There was general
agreement, then silence when they realized that they knew of no means of contacting the mysterious and
insouciant beings. At last Zas pointed this out.

Rackhir said: “I know a seer—a hermit who lives in the Sighing Desert. Perhaps he can help.”

“I think that, after all, we should not waste time looking for supernatural assistance against this beggar
rabble,” Uroch said. “Let us prepare, instead, to meet the attack with physical means.”

“You forget,” Brut said wearily, “that they are led by Narjhan of Chaos. He is not human and has the
whole strength of Chaos behind him. We know that the Grey Lords are pledged neither to Law nor to
Chaos but will sometimes help either side if the whim takes them. They are our only chance.”

“Why not seek the aid of the forces of Law, sworn enemies of Chaos and mightier than the Grey
Lords?” Uroch said.

“Because Tanelom is a city owing allegiance to neither side. We are all of us men and women who have
broken our pledge to Chaos but have made no new one to Law. The forces of Law, in matters of this
kind, will help only those sworn to them. The Grey Lords only may protect us, if they would.” So said
Zas.



“I will go to find my seer,” Rackhir the Red Archer said, “and if he knows how I may reach the Domain
of the Grey Lords, then I’ll continue straight on, for there is so little time. If I reach them and solicit their
help you will soon know I have done so. If not, you must die in Tanelorn’s defense and, if I live, I will
join you in that last battle.”

“Very well,” Brut agreed, “go quickly, Red Archer. Let one of your own arrows be the measure of your
speed.”

And taking little with him save his bone bow and quiver of scarlet-fletched arrows, Rackhir set off for
the Sighing Desert.

From Nadsokor, south-west through the land of Vilmir, even through the squalid country of Org which
has in it the dreadful forest of Troos, there was flame and black horror in the wake of the beggar horde,
and insolent, disdainful of them though he led them, rode a being completely clad in black armour with a
voice that rang hollow in the helm. People fled away at their approach and the land was made barren by
their passing. Most knew what had happened, that the beggar citizens of Nadsokor had, contrary to their
traditions of centuries, vomited from their city in a wild, menacing horde. Someone had armed
them—someone had made them go northwards and westwards towards the Sighing Desert. But who
was the one who led them? Ordinary folk did not know. And why did they head for the Sighing Desert?
There was no city beyond Karlaak, which they had skirted, only the Sighing Desert—and beyond that
the edge of the world. Was that their destination? Were they heading, lemminglike, to their destruction?
Everyone hoped so, in their hate for the horrible horde.

Rackhir rode through the mournful wind of the Sighing Desert, his face and eyes protected against the
particles of sand which flew about. He was thirsty and had been riding a day. Ahead of him at last were
the rocks he sought.

He reached the rocks and called above the wind.

“Lamsar!”

The hermit came out in answer to Rackhir’s shout. He was dressed in oiled leather to which sand clung.
His beard, too, was encrusted with sand and his skin seemed to have taken on the colour and texture of
the desert. He recognized Rackhir immediately by his dress, beckoned him into the cave and

disappeared back inside. Rackhir dismounted and led his horse to the cave entrance and went in.

Lamsar was seated on a smooth rock. “You are welcome, Red Archer,” he said, “and I perceive b
b b
your manner that you wish information from me and that your mission is urgent.”

“I seek the help of the Grey Lords, Lamsar,” said Rackhir.
The old hermit smiled. It was as if a fissure had suddenly appeared in a rock. “To risk the journey
through the Five Gates, your mission must be important. I will tell you how to reach the Grey Lords, but

the road is a difficult one.”

“I’'m willing to take it,” Rackhir replied, “for Tanelorn is threatened and the Grey Lords could help her.”



“Then you must pass through the First Gate, which lies in our own dimension. I will help you find it.”
“And what must I do then?”

“You must pass through all five gates. Each gateway leads to a realm which lies beyond and within our
own dimension. In each realm you must speak with the dwellers there. Some are friendly to men, some
are not, but all must answer your question: ‘Where lies the next Gate?’ though some may seek to stop
you passing. The last gate leads to the Grey Lords’ Domain.”

“And the first gate?”

“That lies anywhere in this realm. [ will find it for you now.” Lamsar composed himself to meditate and
Rackhir, who had expected some sort of gaudy miracle-working from the old man, was disappointed.

Several hours went by until Lamsar said: “The gate is outside. Memorize the following: If X is equal to the
spirit of humanity, then the combination of the two must be of double power, therefore the spirit of
humanity always contains the power to dominate itself.”

“A strange equation,” said Rackhir.

“Aye—but memorize it, meditate upon it and then we will leave.”
“We—you as well?”

“I think so.”

The hermit was old. Rackhir did not want him on the journey. But then he realized that the hermit’s
knowledge could be of use to him, so did not object. He thought upon the equation and, as he thought,
his mind seemed to glitter and become diffused until he was in a strange trance and all his powers felt
greater, both those of mind and body. The hermit got up and Rackhir followed him. They went out of the
cave-mouth but, instead of the Sighing Desert, there was a hazy cloud of blue shimmering light ahead and
when they had passed through this, in a second, they found themselves in the foothills of a low
mountain-range and below them, in a valley, were villages. The villages were strangely laid out, all the
houses in a wide circle about a huge amphitheatre containing, at its centre, a circular dais.

“It will be interesting to learn the reason why these villages are so arranged,” Lamsar said, and they
began to move down into the valley.

As they reached the bottom and came close to one of the villages, people came gaily out and danced
joyfully towards them. They stopped in front of Rackhir and Lamsar and, jumping from foot to foot as he
greeted them, the leader spoke.

“You are strangers, we can tell—and you are welcome to all we have, food, accommodation and
entertainment.”

The two men thanked them graciously and accompanied them back to the circular village. The
amphitheatre was made of mud and seemed to have been stamped out, hollowed into the ground
encompassed by the houses. The leader of the villagers took them to his house and offered them food.



“You have come to us at a Rest Time,” he said, “but do not worry, things will soon commence again.
My name is Yerleroo.”

“We seek the next Gate,” Lamsar said politely, ““and our mission is urgent. You will forgive us if we do
not stay long?”

“Come,” said Yerleroo, “things are about to commence. You will see us at our best, and must join us.”
All the villagers had assembled in the amphitheatre, surrounding the platform in the centre. Most of them
were light-skinned and light-haired, gay and smiling, excited—but a few were evidently of a different

race, dark, black-haired, and these were sullen.

Sensing something ominous in what he saw, Rackhir asked the question directly: “Where is the next
Gate?”

Yerleroo hesitated, his mouth worked and then he smiled. “Where the winds meet,” he said.

Rackhir declared angrily: “That’s no answer.”

“Yes it is,” said Lamsar softly behind him. “A fair answer.”

“Now we shall dance,” Yerleroo said. “First you shall watch our dance and then you shall join in.”
“Dance?” said Rackhir, wishing he had brought a sword, or at least a dagger.

“Yes—you will like it. Everyone likes it. You will find it will do you good.”

“What if we do not wish to dance?”

“You must—it is for your own good, be assured.”

“And he—"" Rackhir pointed at one of the sullen men. “Does he enjoy it?”’

“It is for his own good.”

Yerleroo clapped his hands and at once the fair-haired people leapt into a frenetic, senseless dance.
Some of them sang. The sullen people did not sing. After a little hesitation, they began to prance dully
about, their frowning features contrasting with their jerking bodies. Soon the whole village was dancing,
whirling, singing a monotonous song.

Yerleroo flashed by, whirling. “Come, join in now.”

“We had better leave,” Lamsar said with a faint smile. They backed away.

Yerleroo saw them. “No—you must not leave—you must dance.”

They turned and ran as fast as the old man could go. The dancing villagers changed the direction of their
dance and began to whirl menacingly towards them in a horrible semblance of gaiety.

“There’s nothing for it,” Lamsar said and stood his ground, observing them through ironic eyes. “The



mountain gods must be invoked. A pity, for sorcery wearies me. Let us hope their magic extends to this
plane. Gordar!”

Words in an unusually harsh language issued from Lamsar’s old mouth. The whirling villagers came on.
Lamsar pointed at them.

The villagers became suddenly petrified and slowly, disturbingly, their bodies caught in a hundred
positions, turned to smooth, black basalt.

“It was for their own good,” Lamsar smiled grimly. “Come, to the place where the winds meet,” and he
took Rackhir there quite swiftly.

At the place where the winds met they found the second gateway, a column of amber-coloured flame,
shot through with streaks of green. They entered it and, instantly, were in a world of dark seething colour.
Above them was a sky of murky red in which other colours shifted, agitated, changing. Ahead of them
lay a forest, dark, blue, black, heavy, mottled green, the tops of its trees moving like a wild tide. It was a
howling land of unnatural phenomena.

Lamsar pursed his lips. “On this plane Chaos rules. We must get to the next gate swiftly for obviously
the Lords of Chaos will seek to stop us.”

“Is it always like this?”” Rackhir gasped.

“It is always boiling midnight—but the rest, it changes with the moods of the lords. There are no rules at
all.”

They pressed on through the bounding, blossoming scenery as it erupted and changed around them.
Once they saw a huge winged figure in the sky, smoky yellow and roughly man-shaped.

“Vezhan,” Lamsar said. “Let’s hope he did not see us.”
“Vezhan!” Rackhir whispered the name—for it was to Vezhan that he had once been loyal.

They crept on, uncertain of their direction or even of their speed in that disturbing land.

At length, they came to the shores of a peculiar ocean.

It was a grey, heaving, timeless sea, a mysterious sea which stretched into infinity. There could be no
other shores beyond this rolling plain of water. No other lands or rivers or dark, cool woods, no other
men or women or ships. It was a sea which led to nowhere. It was complete to itself—a sea.

Over this timeless ocean hovered a brooding ochre sun which cast moody shadows of black and green
across the water, giving the whole scene something of the look of being enclosed in a vast cavern, for the
sky above was gnarled and black with ancient clouds. And all the while the doom-carried crash of



breakers, the lonely, fated monotony of the ever-rearing white-topped waves; the sound which
portended neither death nor life nor war nor peace—simply existence and shifting inharmony. They could
go no further.

“This has the air of our death about it,” Rackhir said shivering.

The sea roared and tumbled, the sound of it increasing to a fury, daring them to go on towards it,

welcoming them with wild temptation—offering them nothing but achievement—the achievement of
death.

Lamsar said: “It is not my fate wholly to perish.” But then they were running back towards the forest,
feeling that the strange sea was pouring up the beach towards them. They looked back and saw that it
had gone no further, that the breakers were less wild, the sea more calm. Lamsar was a little way behind
Rackhir.

The Red Archer gripped his hand and hauled him towards him as if he had rescued the old man from a
whirlpool. They remained there, mesmerized, for a long time, while the sea called to them and the wind
was a cold caress on their flesh.

In the bleak brightness of the alien shore, under a sun which gave no heat, their bodies shone like stars in
the night and they turned towards the forest, quietly.

“Are we trapped, then, in this realm of Chaos?” Rackhir said at length. “If we meet someone, they will
offer us harm—how can we ask our question?”

Then there emerged from the huge forest a great figure, naked and gnarled like the trunk of a tree, green
as lime, but the face was jovial.



“Greetings, unhappy renegades,” it said.
“Where is the next Gate?” said Lamsar quickly.

“You almost entered it, but turned away,” laughed the giant. “That sea does not exist—it is there to stop
travelers from passing through the gate.”

“It exists here, in the Realm of Chaos,” Rackhir said thickly.
“You could say so—but what exists in Chaos save the disorders of the minds of gods gone mad?”

Rackhir had strung his bone bow and fitted an arrow to the string, but he did it in the knowledge of his
own hopelessness.

“Do not shoot the arrow,” said Lamsar softly. “Not yet.” And he stared at the arrow and muttered.

The giant advanced carelessly towards them, unhurried. “It will please me to exact the price of your
crimes from you,” it said, “for I am Hionhurn the Executioner. You will find your death pleasant—but
your fate unbearable.” And he came closer, his clawed hands outstretched.

“Shoot!” croaked Lamsar and Rackhir brought the bow-string to his cheek, pulled it back with might
and released the arrow at the giant’s heart. “Run!” cried Lamsar, and in spite of their forebodings they
ran back down the shore towards the frightful sea. They heard the giant groan behind them as they



reached the edge of the sea and, instead of running into water, found themselves in a range of stark
mountains.

“No mortal arrow could have delayed him,” Rackhir said. “How did you stop him?”

“I used an old charm—the Charm of Justice, which, when applied to any weapon, makes it strike at the
unjust.”

“But why did it hurt Hionhurn, an immortal?”” Rackhir asked.

“There is no justice in the world of Chaos—something constant and inflexible, whatever its nature, must
harm any servant of the Lords of Chaos.”

“We have passed through the Third Gate,” Rackhir said, unstringing his bow, “and have the fourth and
fifth to find. Two dangers have been avoided—but what new ones will we encounter now?”

“Who knows?” said Lamsar, and they walked on through the rocky mountain pass and entered a forest
that was cool, even though the sun had reached its zenith and was glaring down through parts of the thick
foliage. There was an air of ancient calm about the place. They heard unfamiliar bird-calls and saw tiny
golden birds which were also new to them.

“There is something calm and peaceful about this place—I almost distrust it,” Rackhir said, but Lamsar
pointed ahead silently.

Rackhir saw a large domed building, magnificent in marble and blue mosaic. It stood in a clearing of
yellow grass and the marble caught the sun, flashing like fire.

They neared the domed construction and saw that it was supported by big marble columns set into a
platform of milky jade. In the centre of the platform, a stairway of blue-stone curved upwards and
disappeared into a circular aperture. There were wide windows set into the sides of the raised building
but they could not see inside. There were no inhabitants visible and it would have seemed strange to the
pair if there had been. They crossed the yellow glade and stepped onto the jade platform. It was warm,
as if it had been exposed to the sun. They almost slipped on the smooth stone.

They reached the blue steps and mounted them, staring upwards, but they could still see nothing. They
did not attempt to ask themselves why they were so assuredly invading the building; it seemed quite
natural that they should do what they were doing. There was no alternative. There was an air of familiarity
about the place. Rackhir felt it but did not know why. Inside was a cool, shadowy hall, a blend of soft
darkness and bright sunlight which entered by the windows. The floor was pearl-pink and the ceiling
deep scarlet. The hall reminded Rackhir of a womb.

Partially hidden by deep shadow was a small doorway and beyond it, steps. Rackhir looked
questioningly at Lamsar. “Do we proceed in our exploration?”’

“We must—to have our question answered, if possible.”

They climbed the steps and found themselves in a smaller hall similar to the one beneath them. This hall,
however, was furnished with twelve wide thrones placed in a semicircle in the centre. Against the wall,
near the door, were several chairs, upholstered in purple fabric. The thrones were of gold, decorated



with fine silver, padded with white cloth.

A door behind the thrones opened and a tall, fragile-looking man appeared, followed by others whose
faces were almost identical. Only their robes were noticeably different. Their faces were pale, almost
white, their noses straight, their lips thin but not cruel. Their eyes were unhuman—green-flecked eyes
which stared outwards with sad composure. The leader of the tall men looked at Rackhir and Lamsar.
He nodded and waved a pale, long-fingered hand gracefully. “Welcome,” he said. His voice was high
and frail, like a girl’s, but beautiful in its modulation. The other eleven men seated themselves in the
thrones but the first man, who had spoken, remained standing. “Sit down, please,” he said.

Rackhir and Lamsar sat down on two of the purple chairs.

“How did you come here?”” enquired the man.

“Through the gates from Chaos,” Lamsar replied.

“And were you seeking our realm?”

“No—we travel towards the Domain of the Grey Lords.”

“I thought so, for your people rarely visit us save by accident.”

“Where are we?”” asked Rackhir as the man seated himself in the remaining throne.

“In a place beyond time. Once our land was part of the Earth you know, but in the dim past it became
separated from it. Our bodies, unlike yours, are immortal. We choose this, but we are not bound to our
flesh, as you are.”

“I don’t understand,” frowned Rackhir. “What are you saying?”

“I have said what I can in the simplest terms understandable to you. If you do not know what I say then
I can explain no further. We are called the Guardians—though we guard nothing. We are warriors, but
we fight nothing.”

“What else do you do?” enquired Rackhir.

“We exist. You will want to know where the next gateway lies?”

C‘Y es.”

“Refresh yourselves here, and then we shall show you the gateway.”

“What is your function?”” asked Rackhir.

“To function,” said the man.

“You are unhuman!”

“We are human. You spend your lives chasing that which is within you and that which you can find in any



other human being—but you will not look for it there—you must follow more glamorous paths—to waste
your time in order to discover that you wasted your time. I am glad that we are no longer like you—but |
wish that it were lawful to help you further. This, however, we may not do.”

“Ours 1s no meaningless quest,” said Lamsar quietly, with respect. “We go to rescue Tanelorn.”

“Tanelorn?”” the man said softly. “Does Tanelorn still remain?”’

“Aye,” said Rackhir, “and shelters tired men who are grateful for the rest she offers.” Now he realized
why the building had been familiar—it had the same quality, but intensified, as Tanelorn.

“Tanelorn was the last of our cities,” said the Guardian. “Forgive us for judging you—most of the
travelers who pass through this plane are searchers, restless, with no real purpose, only excuses,
imaginary reasons for journeying on. You must love Tanelorn to brave the dangers of the gateways?”

“We do,” said Rackhir, “and I am grateful that you built her.”

“We built her for ourselves, but it is good that others have used her well—and she them.”

“Will you help us?” Rackhir said. “For Tanelorn?”

“We cannot—it is not lawful. Now, refresh yourselves and be welcome.”

The two travelers were given foods, both soft and brittle, sweet and sour, and drink which seemed to
enter the pores of their skin as they quaffed it, and then the Guardian said: “We have caused a road to be

made. Follow it and enter the next realm. But we warn you, it is the most dangerous of all.”

And they set off down the road that the Guardians had caused to be made and passed through the fourth
gateway into a dreadful realm—the Realm of Law.

Nothing shone in the grey-lit sky, nothing moved, nothing marred the grey.

Nothing interrupted the bleak grey plain stretching on all sides of them, for ever. There was no horizon.
It was a bright, clean wasteland. But there was a sense about the air, a presence of something past,
something which had gone but left a faint aura of its passing.

“What dangers could be here?”” said Rackhir shuddering. “Here where there is nothing?”

“The danger of the loneliest madness,” Lamsar replied. Their voices were swallowed in the grey
expanse.

“When the Earth was very young,” Lamsar continued, his words trailing away across the wilderness,
“things were like this—but there were seas, there were seas. Here there is nothing.”

“You are wrong,” Rackhir said with a faint smile. “I have thought—here there is Law.”
“That is true—but what is Law without something to decide between? Here is Law—bereft of justice.”

They walked on, all about them an air of something intangible that had once been tangible. On they



walked through this barren world of Absolute Law.

Eventually, Rackhir spied something. Something that flickered, faded, appeared again until, as they
neared it, they saw that it was a man. His great head was noble, firm, and his body was massively built,
but the face was twisted in a tortured frown and he did not see them as they approached him.

They stopped before him and Lamsar coughed to attract his attention. The man turned that great head
and regarded them abstractedly, the frown clearing at length, to be replaced by a calmer, thoughtful
expression.

“Who are you?” asked Rackhir.
The man sighed. “Not yet,” he said, “not yet, it seems. More phantoms.”

“Are we the phantoms?” smiled Rackhir. “That seems to be more your own nature.” He watched as the
man began slowly to fade again, his form less definite, melting. The body seemed to make a great heave,
like a salmon attempting to leap a dam, then it was back again in a more solid form.

“I had thought myself rid of all that was superfluous, save my own obstinate shape,” the man said tiredly,
“but here is something, back again. Is my reason failing—is my logic no longer what it was?”’

“Do not fear,” said Rackhir, “‘we are material beings.”

“That is what I feared. For an eternity I have been stripping away the layers of unreality which obscure
the truth. I have almost succeeded in the final act, and now you begin to creep back. My mind is not
what it was, I think.”

“Perhaps you worry lest we do not exist?”” Lamsar said slowly, with a clever smile.

“You know that is not so—you do not exist, just as I do not exist.” The frown returned, the features
twisted, the body began, again, to fade, only to resume, once more, its earlier nature. The man sighed.
“Even to reply to you is betraying myself, but I suppose a little relaxation will serve to rest my powers
and equip me for the final effort of will which will bring me to the ultimate truth—the truth of non-being.”

“But non-being involves non-thought, non-will, non-action,” Lamsar said. “Surely you would not submit
yourself to such a fate?”

“There is no such thing as self. I am the only reasoning thing in creation—I am almost pure reason. A
little more effort and I shall be what I desire to be—the one truth in this non-existent universe. That
requires first ridding myself of anything extraneous around me—such as yourselves—and then making the
final plunge into the only reality.”

“What is that?”

“The state of absolute nothingness where there is nothing to disturb the order of things because there is
no order of things.”

“Scarcely a constructive ambition,” Rackhir said.



“Construction is a meaningless word—like all words, like all so-called existence. Everything means
nothing—that is the only truth.”

“But what of this realm? Barren as it is, it still has light and firm rock. You have not succeeded in
reasoning that out of existence,” Lamsar said.

“That will cease when I cease,” the man said slowly, “just as you will cease to be. Then there can be
nothing but nothing and Law will reign unchallenged.”

“But Law cannot reign—it will not exist either, according to your logic.”

“You are wrong—nothingness is the Law. Nothingness is the object of Law. Law is the way to its
ultimate state, the state of non-being.”

“Well,” said Lamsar musingly, “then you had better tell us where we may find the next gate.”
“There is no gate.”
“If there were, where would we find it?”” Rackhir said.

“If a gate existed, and it does not, it would have been inside the mountain, close to what was once called
the Sea of Peace.”

“And where was that?”” Rackhir asked, conscious now of their terrible predicament. There were no
landmarks, no sun, no stars—nothing by which they could determine direction.

“Close to the Mountain of Severity.”

“Which way do you go?” Lamsar enquired of the man.
“Out—beyond—to nowhere.”

“And where, if you succeed in your object, will we be consigned?”

“To some other nowhere. I cannot truthfully answer. But since you have never existed in reality,
therefore you can go on to no non-reality. Only I am real—and I do not exist.”

“We are getting nowhere,” said Rackhir with a smirk which changed to a frown.

“It is only my mind which holds the non-reality at bay,” the man said, ““and I must concentrate or else it
will all come flooding back and I shall have to start from the beginning again. In the beginning, there was
everything—Chaos. I created nothing.”

With resignation, Rackhir strung his bow, fitted an arrow to the string and aimed at the frowning man.

“You wish for non-being?”” he said.

“I have told you so.” Rackhir’s arrow pierced his heart, his body faded, became solid and slumped to
the grass as mountains, forests and rivers appeared around them. It was still a peaceful, well-ordered

realm and Rackhir and Lamsar, as they strode on in search of the Mountain of Severity, savoured it.
There seemed to be no animal life here and they talked, in puzzled terms, about the man they had been



forced to kill, until, at length, they reached a great smooth pyramid which seemed, though it was of
natural origin, to have been carved into this form. They walked around its base until they discovered an
opening.

There could be no doubt that this was the Mountain of Severity, and a calm ocean lay some distance
away. They went into the opening and emerged into a delicate landscape. They were now through the
last gateway and in the Domain of the Grey Lords.

There were trees like stiffened spider-webs.

Here and there were blue pools, shallow, with shining water and graceful rocks balanced in them and
around their shores. Above them and beyond them the light hills swept away towards a pastel yellow
horizon which was tinted with red, orange and blue, deep blue.

They felt overlarge, clumsy, like crude, gross giants treading on the fine, short grass. They felt as if they
were destroying the sanctity of the place.

Then they saw a girl come walking towards them.

She stopped as they came closer to her. She was dressed in loose black robes which flowed about her
as if in a wind, but there was no wind. Her face was pale and pointed, her black eyes large and
enigmatic. At her long throat was a jewel.

“Sorana,” said Rackhir thickly, “you died.”

“I disappeared,” said she, “and this is where I came. I was told that you would come to this place and
decided that I would meet you.”

“But this is the Domain of the Grey Lords—and you serve Chaos.”

“I do—but many are welcome at the Grey Lords’ Court, whether they be of Law, Chaos or neither.
Come, I will escort you there.”

Bewildered, now, Rackhir let her lead the way across the strange terrain and Lamsar followed him.

Sorana and Rackhir had been lovers once, in Yeshpotoom-Kahlai, the Unholy Fortress, where evil
blossomed and was beautiful. Sorana, sorceress, adventuress, was without conscience but had high
regard for the Red Archer since he had come to Yeshpotoom-Kahlai one evening, covered in his own
blood, survivor of a bizarre battle between the Knights of Tumbru and Loheb Bakra’s brigand-engineers.
Seven years ago, that had been, and he had heard her scream when the Blue Assassins had crept into the
Unholy Fortress, pledged to murder evil-makers. Even then he had been in the process of hurriedly
leaving Yeshpotoom-Kahlai and had considered it unwise to investigate what was obviously a
death-scream. Now she was here—and if she was here, then it was for a strong reason and for her own
convenience. On the other hand, it was in her interests to serve Chaos and he must be suspicious of her.



Ahead of them now they saw many great tents of shimmering grey which, in the light, seemed composed
of all colours. People moved slowly among the tents and there was an air of leisure about the place.

“Here,” Sorana said, smiling at him and taking his hand, “the Grey Lords hold impermanent court. They
wander about their land and have few artifacts and only temporary houses which you see. They’ll make
you welcome if you interest them.”

“But will they help us?”
“You must ask them.”
“You are pledged to Eequor of Chaos,” Rackhir observed, “and must aid her against us, is that not so?”

“Here,” she smiled, “is a truce. I can only inform Chaos of what I learn of your plans and, if the Grey
Lords aid you, must tell them how, if I can find out.”

“You are frank, Sorana.”

“Here there are subtler hypocrisies—and the subtlest lie of all is the full truth,” she said, as they entered
the area of tall tents and made their way towards a certain one.

In a different realm of the Earth, the huge horde careered across the grasslands of the North, screaming
and singing behind the black-armoured horseman, their leader. Nearer and nearer they came to lonely
Tanelorn, their motley weapons shining through the evening mists. Like a boiling tidal wave of insensate
flesh, the mob drove on, hysterical with the hate for Tanelorn which Narjhan had placed in their thin
hearts. Thieves, murderers, jackals, scavengers—a scrawny horde, but huge...

And in Tanelorn the warriors were grim-faced as their outriders and scouts flowed into the city with
messages and estimates of the beggar army’s strength.

Brut, in the silver armour of his rank, knew that two full days had passed since Rackhir had left for the
Sighing Desert. Three more days and the city would be engulfed by Narjhan’s mighty rabble—and they
knew there was no chance of halting their advance. They might have left Tanelorn to its fate, but they
would not. Even weak Uroch would not. For Tanelorn the Mysterious had given them all a secret power
which each believed to be his only, a strength which filled them where before they had been hollow men.
Selfishly, they stayed—for to leave Tanelorn to her fate would be to become hollow again, and that they
all dreaded.

Brut was the leader and he prepared the defense of Tanelorn—a defense which might just have held
against the beggar army but not against it and Chaos. Brut shuddered when he thought that if Chaos had
directed its full force against Tanelorn, they would be sobbing in Hell at that moment.

Dust rose high above Tanelorn, sent flying by the hoofs of the scouts’ and messengers’ horses. One
came through the gate as Brut watched. He pulled his mount to a stop before the nobleman. He was the

messenger from Karlaak, by the Weeping Waste, one of the nearest major cities to Tanelorn.

The messenger gasped: “I asked Karlaak for aid but, as we supposed, they had never heard of Tanelorn



and suspected that [ was an emissary from the beggar army sent to lead their few forces into a trap. I
pleaded with the Senators, but they would do nothing.”

“Was not Elric there—he knows Tanelorn?”

“No, he was not there. There is a rumour which says that he himself fights Chaos now, for the minions of
Chaos captured his wife Zarozinia and he rides in pursuit of them. Chaos, it seems, gains strength
everywhere in our realm.”

Brut was pale.

“What of Jadmar—will Jadmar send warriors?”” The messenger spoke urgently, for many had been sent
to the nearer cities to solicit aid.

“I do not know,” replied Brut, “and it does not matter now—for the beggar army is not three days’
march from Tanelorn and it would take two weeks for a Jadmarian force to reach us.”

“And Rackhir?”

“I have heard nothing and he has not returned. I have the feeling he’ll not return. Tanelorn is doomed.”

Rackhir and Lamsar bowed before the small men who sat in the tent, but one of them said impatiently:
“Do not humble yourselves before us, friends—we who are humbler than any.” So they straightened their
backs and waited to be further addressed.

The Grey Lords assumed humility, but this, it seemed, was their greatest ostentation, for it was a pride
that they had. Rackhir realized that he would need to use subtle flattery and was not sure that he could,
for he was a warrior, not a courtier or a diplomat. Lamsar, too, realized the situation and he said:

“In our pride, lords, we have come to learn the simpler truths which are only truths—the truths which
you can teach us.”

The speaker gave a self-deprecating smile and replied: “Truth is not for us to define, guest, we can but
offer our incomplete thoughts. They might interest you or help you to find your own truths.”

“Indeed, that is so,” Rackhir said, not wholly sure with what he was agreeing, but judging it best to
agree. “And we wondered if you had any suggestions on a matter which concerns us—the protection of
our Tanelorn.”

“We would not be so prideful as to interfere with our own comments. We are not mighty intellects,” the
speaker replied blandly, “and we have no confidence in our own decisions, for who knows that they may
be wrong and based on wrongly assessed information?”

“Indeed,” said Lamsar, judging that he must flatter them with their own assumed humility, “and it is lucky
for us, lords, that we do not confuse pride with learning—for it is the quiet man who observes and says
little who sees the most. Therefore, though we realize that you are not confident that your suggestions or
help would be useful, nonetheless we, taking example from your own demeanour, humbly ask if you
know of any way in which we might rescue Tanelorn?”’



Rackhir had hardly been able to follow the complexities of Lamsar’s seemingly unsophisticated
argument, but he saw that the Grey Lords were pleased. Out of the corner of his eye he observed
Sorana. She was smiling to herself and it seemed evident, by the characteristics of that smile, that they
had behaved in the right way. Now Sorana was listening intently and Rackhir cursed to himself that the
Lords of Chaos would know of everything and might, even if they did gain the Grey Lords’ aid, still be
able to anticipate and stop any action they took to save Tanelorn.

The speaker conferred in a liquid speech with his fellows and said finally: “Rarely do we have the
privilege to entertain such brave and intelligent men. How may our insignificant minds be put to your

advantage?”’

Rackhir realized quite suddenly, and almost laughed, that the Grey Lords were not very clever after all.
Their flattery had got them the help they required. He said:

“Narjhan of Chaos heads a huge army of human scum—a beggar army—and is sworn to tear down
Tanelorn and kill her inhabitants. We need magical aid of some kind to combat one so powerful as

Narjhan and defeat the beggars.”

“But Tanelorn cannot be destroyed...” said a Grey Lord. “She is Eternal...” said another. “But this
manifestation. ..” murmured the third. “Ah, yes...”

“There are beetles in Kaleef,” said a Grey Lord who had not spoken before, “which emit a peculiar
venom.”

“Beetles, lord?” said Rackhir.

“They are the size of mammoths,” said the third Lord, “but can change their size—and change the size of
their prey if it is too large for their gullets.”

“As for that matter,” the first speaker said, “there is a chimera which dwells in mountains south of
here—it can change its shape and contains hate for Chaos since Chaos bred it and abandoned it with no

real shape of its own.”

“Then there are four brothers of Himerscahl who are endowed with sorcerous power,” said the second
lord, but the first interrupted him:

“Their magic is no good outside our own dimension,” he said. “I had thought, however, of reviving the
Blue Wizard.”

“Too dangerous and, anyway, beyond our powers,” said his companion.
They continued to debate for a while, and Rackhir and Lamsar said nothing, but waited.
Eventually the first speaker said:

“The Boatmen of Xerlerenes, we have decided, will probably be best equipped to aid you in defense of
Tanelorn. You must go to the mountains of Xerlerenes and find their lake.”



“A lake,” said Lamsar, “in a range of mountains, | see.”

“No,” the lord said, “their lake lies above the mountains. We will find someone to take you there.
Perhaps they will aid you.”

“You can guarantee nothing else?”
“Nothing—it is not our business to interfere. It is up to them to decide whether they will aid you or not.”
“I see,” said Rackhir, “thank you.”

How much time had passed since he had left Tanelorn? How much time before Narjhan’s beggar army
reached the city? Or had it already done so?

Suddenly he thought of something, looked for Sorana, but she had left the tent.
“Where lies Xerlerenes?”” Lamsar was asking.

“Not in our realm,” one of the Grey Lords replied. “Come, we will find you a guide.”

Sorana spoke the necessary word which took her immediately into the blue half-world with which she
was so familiar. There were no other colours in it, but many, many shades of blue. Here she waited until
Eequor noticed her presence. In the timelessness, she could not tell how long she had waited.

The beggar horde came to an undisciplined and slow halt at a sign from its leader. A voice rang hollowly
from the helm that was always closed.

“ Tomorrow, we march against Tanelorn—the time we have anticipated is almost upon us. Make
camp now. Tomorrow shall Tanelorn be punished and the stones of her little houses will be dust
on the wind.”

The million beggars cackled their glee and wetted their scrawny lips. Not one of them asked why they
had marched so far, and this was because of Narjhan’s power.

In Tanelorn, Brut and Zas the One-handed discussed the nature of death in quiet, over-controlled tones.
Both were filled with sadness, less for themselves than for Tanelorn, soon to perish. Outside, a pitiful
army tried to place a cordon around the town but failed to fill the gaps between men, there were so few
of them. Lights in the houses burned as if for the last time, and candles guttered moodily.

Sorana, sweating as she always did after such an episode, returned to the plane occupied by the Grey



Lords and discovered that Rackhir, Lamsar and their guide were preparing to leave. Eequor had told her
what to do—it was for her to contact Narjhan. The rest the Lords of Chaos would accomplish. She blew
her ex-lover a kiss as he rode from the camp into the night. He grinned at her defiantly, but when his face
was turned from her he frowned and they went in silence into the Valley of the Currents where they
entered the realm where lay the Mountains of Xerlerenes. Almost as soon as they arrived, danger
presented itself.

Their guide, a wanderer called Timeras, pointed into the night sky which was spiked by the outlines of
crags.

“This is a world where the air elementals are dominant,” he said. “Look!”
Flowing downwards in an ominous sweep they saw a flight of owls, great eyes gleaming. Only as they
came nearer did the men realize that these owls were huge, almost as large as a man. In the saddle

Rackhir strung his bow. Timeras said:

“How could they have learned of our presence so soon?”

“Sorana,” Rackhir said, busy with the bow. “She must have warned the Lords of Chaos and they have
sent these dreadful birds.” As the first one homed in, great claws grasping, great beak gaping, he shot it in
its feathery throat and it shrieked and swept upwards. Many arrows fled from his humming bow-string to
find a mark while Timeras drew his sword and slashed at them, ducking as they whistled downwards.

Lamsar watched the battle but took no part, seemed thoughtful at a time when action was desired of him.

He mused: “If the spirits of air are dominant in this realm, then they will resent a stronger force of other
elementals,” and he racked his brain to remember a spell.

Rackhir had but two arrows left in his quiver by the time they had driven the owls off. The birds had not
been used, evidently, to a prey which fought back and had put up a poor fight considering their

superiority.

“We can expect more danger,” said Rackhir somewhat shakily, “for the Lords of Chaos will use other
means to try and stop us. How far to Xerlerenes?”

“Not far,” said Timeras, “but it’s a hard road.”

They rode on, and Lamsar rode behind them, lost in his own thoughts.



Now they urged their horses up a steep mountain path and a chasm lay below them, dropping, dropping,
dropping. Rackhir, who had no love for heights, kept as close to the mountainside as was possible. If he
had had gods to whom he could pray, he would have prayed for their help then.

The huge fish came flying—or swimming—at them as they rounded a bend. They were semi-luminous,
big as sharks but with enlarged fins with which they planed through the air like rays. They were quite
evidently fish. Timeras drew his sword, but Rackhir had only two arrows left and it would have been
useless against the airfish to have shot them, for there were many of them.

But Lamsar laughed and spoke in a high-pitched, staccato speech. “ Crackhor—pishtasta salaflar!”

Huge balls of flame materialized against the black sky—flaring balls of multicoloured fire which shaped
themselves into strange, warlike forms and streamed towards the unnatural fish.

The flame-shapes seared into the big fish and they shrieked, struck at the fire-balls, burned, and fell
flaming down the deep gorge.

“Fire elementals!” Rackhir exclaimed.

“The spirits of the air fear such beings,” Lamsar said calmly.

The flame-beings accompanied them the rest of the way to Xerlerenes and were with them when dawn
came, having frightened away many other dangers which the Lords of Chaos had evidently sent against
them.

They saw the boats of Xerlerenes in the dawn, at anchor on a calm sky, fluffy clouds playing around
their slender keels, their huge sails furled.

“The boatmen live aboard their vessels,” Timeras said, “for it is only their ships which deny the laws of
nature, not they.”

Timeras cupped his hands about his mouth and called through the still mountain air: “Boatmen of



Xerlerenes, freemen of the air, guests come with a request for aid!”

A black and bearded face appeared over the side of one of the red-gold vessels. The man shielded his
eyes against the rising sun and stared down at them. Then he disappeared again.

At length a ladder of slim thongs came snaking down to where they sat their horses on the tops of the
mountains. Timeras grasped it, tested it and began to climb. Rackhir reached out and steadied the ladder
for him. It seemed too thin to support a man but when he had it in his hands he knew that it was the
strongest he had ever known.

Lamsar grumbled as Rackhir signaled for him to climb, but he did so and quite nimbly. Rackhir was the
last, following his companions, climbing up through the sky high above the crags, towards the ship that
sailed on the air.

The fleet comprised some twenty or thirty ships and Rackhir felt that with these to aid him, there was
good chance to rescue Tanelorn—if Tanelorn survived. Narjhan would, anyway, be aware of the nature
of the aid he sought.

Starved dogs barked the morning in and the beggar horde, waking from where they had sprawled on the
ground, saw Narjhan already mounted, but talking to a newcomer, a girl in black robes that moved as if
in a wind—but there was no wind. There was a jewel at her long throat.

When he had finished conversing with the newcomer, Narjhan ordered a horse be brought for her and
she rode slightly behind him when the beggar army moved on—the last stage of their hateful journey to
Tanelorn.

When they saw lovely Tanelorn and how it was so poorly guarded, the beggars laughed, but Narjhan
and his new companion looked up into the sky.

“ There may be time,” said the hollow voice, and gave the order to attack.

Howling, the beggars broke into a run towards Tanelorn. The attack had started.

Brut rose in his saddle and there were tears flowing down his face and glistening in his beard. His huge
war-axe was in one gauntleted hand and the other held a spiked mace across the saddle before him.

Zas the One-handed gripped the long and heavy broadsword with its pommel of a rampant golden lion
pointed downwards. This blade had won him a crown in Andlermaigne, but he doubted whether it would
successfully defend his peace in Tanelorn. Beside him stood Uroch of Nieva, pale-faced but angry as he
watched the ragged horde’s implacable approach.

Then, yelling, the beggars met with the warriors of Tanelorn and, although greatly outnumbered, the
warriors fought desperately for they were defending more than life or love—they were defending that
which had told them of a reason for living.

Narjhan sat his horse aside from the battle, Sorana next to him, for Narjhan could take no active part in
the battle, could only watch and, if necessary, use magic to aid his human pawns or defend his person.



The warriors of Tanelorn, incredibly, held back the roaring beggar horde, their weapons drenched with
blood, rising and falling in that sea of moving flesh, flashing in the light of the red dawn.

Sweat now mingled with the salt tears in Brut’s bristling beard and with agility he leapt clear of his black
horse as the screaming beast was cut from under him. The noble war-cry of his forefathers sang on his
breath and, although in his shame he had no business to use it, he let it roar from him as he slashed about
him with biting war-axe and rending mace. But he fought hopelessly for Rackhir had not come and
Tanelorn was soon to die. His one fierce consolation was that he would die with the city, his blood
mingling with its ashes.

Zas, also, acquitted himself very well before he died of a smashed skull. His old body twitched as
trampling feet stumbled over it as the beggars made for Uroch of Nieva. The gold-pommeled sword was
still gripped in his single hand and his soul was fleeing for limbo as Uroch, too, was slain fighting.

Then the Ships of Xerlerenes suddenly materialized in the sky and Brut, looking upward for an instant,
knew that Rackhir had come at last—though it might be too late.

Narjhan, also, saw the ships and was prepared for them.

They skimmed through the sky, the fire elementals which Lamsar had summoned flying with them. The
spirits of air and flame had been called to rescue weakening Tanelorn. ..

The Boatmen prepared their weapons and made themselves ready for war. Their black faces had a
concentrated look and they grinned in their bushy beards. War-harness clothed them and they bristled
with weapons—Ilong, barbed tridents, nets of steel mesh, curved swords, long harpoons. Rackhir stood
in the prow of the leading ship, his quiver packed with slim arrows loaned him by the Boatmen. Below
him he saw Tanelorn and was relieved that the city still stood.

He could see the milling warriors below, but it was hard to tell, from the air, which were friends and
which were foes. Lamsar called to the frisking fire elementals, instructing them. Timeras grinned and held
his sword ready as the ships rocked on the wind and dropped lower.

Now Rackhir observed Narjhan with Sorana beside him.

“The bitch has warned him—he is ready for us,” Rackhir said, wetting his lips and drawing an arrow
from his quiver.

Down the Ships of Xerlerenes dropped, coursing downwards on the currents of air, their golden sails
billowing, the warrior crews straining over the side and keen for battle.

Then Narjhan summoned the Kyrenee.

Huge as a storm-cloud, black as its native Hell, the Kyrenee grew from the surrounding air and moved its
shapeless bulk forward towards the Ships of Xerlerenes, sending out flowing tendrils of poison towards
them. Boatmen groaned as the coils curled around their naked bodies and crushed them.



Lamsar called urgently to his fire elementals and they rose again from where they had been devouring
beggars, came together in one great blossoming of flame which moved to do battle with the Kyrenee.

The two masses met and there was an explosion which blinded the Red Archer with multicoloured light
and sent the ships rocking and shaking so that several capsized and sent their crews hurtling downwards
to death.

Blotches of flame flew everywhere and patches of poison blackness from the body of the Kyrenee were
flung about, slaying those they touched before disappearing.

There was a terrible stink in the air—a smell of burning, a smell of outraged elements which had never
been meant to meet.

The Kyrenee died, lashing about and wailing, while the flame elementals, dying or returning to their own
sphere, faded and vanished. The remaining bulk of the great Kyrenee billowed slowly down to the earth
where it fell upon the scrabbling beggars and killed them, leaving nothing but a wet patch on the ground
for yards around, a patch glistening with the bones of beggars.

Now Rackhir cried: “Quickly—finish the fight before Narjhan summons more horrors!”

And the boats sailed downwards while the Boatmen cast their steel nets, pulling large catches of beggars
aboard their ships and finishing the wriggling starvelings with their tridents or spears.

Rackhir shot arrow after arrow and had the satisfaction of seeing each one take a beggar just where he
had aimed it. The remaining warriors of Tanelorn, led by Brut who was covered in sticky blood but
grinning in his victory, charged towards the unnerved beggars.

Narjhan stood his ground, while the beggars, fleeing, streamed past him and the girl. Sorana seemed
frightened, looked up and her eyes met Rackhir’s. The Red Archer aimed an arrow at her, thought better
of it and shot instead at Narjhan. The arrow went into the black armour but had no effect upon the Lord
of Chaos.

Then the Boatmen of Xerlerenes flung down their largest net from the vessel in which Rackhir sailed and
they caught Lord Narjhan in its coils and caught Sorana, too.

Shouting their exhilaration, they pulled the struggling bodies aboard and Rackhir ran forward to inspect
their catch. Sorana had received a scratch across her face from the net’s wire, but the body of Narjhan
lay still and dreadful in the mesh.

Rackhir grabbed an axe from a Boatman and knocked back the helm, his foot upon the chest.

“Yield, Narjhan of Chaos!” he cried in mindless merriment. He was near hysterical with victory, for this
was the first time a mortal had ever bested a Lord of Chaos.

But the armour was empty, if it had ever been occupied by flesh, and Narjhan was gone.



Calm settled aboard the Ships of Xerlerenes and over the city of Tanelorn. The remnants of the warriors
had gathered in the city’s square and were cheering their victory.

Friagho, the Captain of Xerlerenes, came up to Rackhir and shrugged. “We did not get the catch we
came for—but these will do. Thanks for the fishing, friend.”

Rackhir smiled and gripped Friagho’s black shoulder. “Thanks for the aid—you have done us all a great
service.” Friagho shrugged again and turned back to his nets, his trident poised. Suddenly Rackhir
shouted: “No, Friagho—Iet that one be. Let me have the contents of that net.”

Sorana, the contents to which he’d referred, looked anxious as if she had rather been transfixed on the
prongs of Friagho’s trident. Friagho said: “Very well, Red Archer—there are plenty more people on the

land.” He pulled at the net to release her.

She stood up shakily, looking at Rackhir apprehensively.

Rackhir smiled quite softly and said: “Come here, Sorana.” She went to him and stood staring up at his
bony hawk’s face, her eyes wide. With a laugh he picked her up and flung her over his shoulder.

“Tanelorn is safe!” he shouted. “You shall learn to love its peace with me!” And he began to clamber
down the trailing ladders that the Boatmen had dropped over the side.

Lamsar waited for him below. “I go now, to my hermitage again.”
“I thank you for your aid,” said Rackhir. “Without it Tanelorn would no longer exist.”

“Tanelorn will always exist while men exist,” said the hermit. “It was not a city you defended today. It
was an ideal. That is Tanelorn.”

And Lamsar smiled.

THE LAST ENCHANTMENT

(JESTING WITHCHAOS)

(written 1962)

THROUGH THE BLUEand hazy night ran a shuddering man. He clutched terror to him, his bloated
eyes full of blood. First behind him and then seemingly ahead of him came the hungry chuckles, the high

whispered words.

“ Here toothsome. Here sweetmeat.”



He swerved in another direction, moaning. Like a huge husk he was, like a hollow ornament of thin
bone, with his great, rolling head swaying on his shoulders resembling a captive balloon, the wet cavern
of his wide mouth fully open and gasping, the yellow spikes of teeth clashing in his head.

Awkwardly he ran, sometimes scuttling like a wounded spider, sometimes lurching, mooing to himself
through the tall and ancient forest, his feet sinking into the carpet of wet, pungent bracken and rotting
roots. He held in his hand, that long, white, metal-coloured claw, a glowing black talisman, held it out and
cried:

“Oh Teshwan—aid me, Teshwan. Aid me...”

In the sluggish brew that was the contents of his rolling skull a few words swam to the surface and
seemed to lie there, moving with the tide of his mind. And the voice which spoke them was sardonic: *
How can Teshwan aid thee, little mortal?”

But this relic of disoriented flesh could not form a coherent thought; could not answer save to scream its
fear. So Teshwan took his presence away and it was left to the horseman to find the horror-crazed man.

Elric of Melniboné heard the voice and recognized the name. He sensed other, more ominous, denizens
lurking about him in the forest.

Moodily he curled his hands about the reins of his mount and jerked its head, guiding it in the direction of
the screams. He only casually considered aiding the man and he rode his horse towards him more from
curiosity than anything. Elric was untroubled by the terrors that the forest held, regarding them as another,
more normal man might regard the omnipresent song of birds and the rustle of small rodents in the
undergrowth.

Great tremblings shuddered through Slorg’s ruined body and he still heard the sharp whisperings. Were



they carried on the air or were they slithering about in his jellied brain?

He gasped as he turned and saw the white-faced horseman riding like a grim, handsome god into the
moon-glazed glade.

The horseman’s long, sharply delineated skull was leper-white, as if stripped of flesh, and his slightly
slanting eyes gleamed crimson. He wore a jerkin of black velvet caught at the throat by a thin silver chain.
His britches, too, were of black cloth, and his leather boots were high and shining. Over his shoulders
was a high-collared cape of scarlet and a heavy longsword slapped at his side as he pulled his steed to a
standstill. His long, flowing hair was as white as his face. The horseman was an albino.

The shock of confronting this new and more tangible figure jerked Slorg back into half-sanity and
broken words sidled from his lips.

“Who are you? Aid me! I beg you, aid me!”

Elric laughed lightly. “Now why should I, my friend? Tell me that.”

“I have been—been profaned—I am Slorg. I was once a man—but those...” He rocked his body and
flung his rolling head backwards, the curved lids falling down to cover his bulging eyes. “I have been

profaned...”

Elric leaned forward on the pommel of his saddle and said lazily: “This is none of my business, Master
Slorg.”

The great head darted forward, the eyes snapped open and Slorg’s long lips writhed over his teeth like a
camel’s. “Address not me by a mundane title! I am Siletah Slorg—Siletah of
Oberlom—rightfully—rightfully.”

The title was unknown to Elric.

“My apologies, O Siletah,” he mocked, “for now I observe a man of rank.”

“A man no longer,” whispered Slorg and he began to sob. “Help me.”

“Are you, then, in danger?”’

“Aye, danger—my kinsmen have set the Hungry Whisperers upon me; do you not hear them?”

And Elric cocked his head to listen. Yes, he heard sibilant voices now, *“ Where are you, morsel?”

“Oh, help me, help me,” begged Slorg and lurched towards Elric. The albino drew himself up and pulled
his horse back.

“No closer,” he warned. “I am Elric of Melniboné.”

Slorg’s tattered face squeezed itself into a frown. “Ah, the name and the face,” he mumbled to himself,
“the face and the name. Elric of Melniboné. Qutcast!

“Indeed,” smiled Elric, “but no more than you, it seems. Now [ must bid you farewell and suggest, by
way of friendly advice, that you compose yourself soon. It is better to die with dignity, Siletah Slorg.”



“I have powers, outcast of Melniboné—I have powers, still! Help me and I will tell you secrets—such
secrets!”

Elric waved a disdainful hand. A moonbeam caught for an instant the flash of the rare Actorios ring
which reposed on his finger. “If you know me, you should also know that I’'m no merchant to bargain. I

ask nothing and give nothing. Farewell!”

“I warn you, Elric—I have one power left. I can send you screaming from this place—into another. It is
the power which Teshwan gives all his servants—it is the one he never takes back!”

“Why not send your hungry friends into this other place?”
“They are not human. But if you leave me, I shall lay my last enchantment upon you.”

Elric sighed. “Your last, perhaps, but not the last or the first to be laid upon me. Now I must go and
search for a quieter place than this where I can sleep undisturbed.”

He turned his horse and his back on the shaking remnant of a man and rode away.

He heard Slorg calling again as he entered another part of the forest, untainted by the Siletah or those he
had termed the Hungry Whisperers.

“Teshwan—return! Return to do me one last service—a deed of vengeance—a part of our bargain,
Teshwan!”

A short time later Elric heard a thin, wailing scream come flowing out of the night behind him and then
the whole forest seemed alive with horrible laughter. Satiated, triumphant, chuckling.

His mood altered by his encounter, Elric rode through the night, not caring to sleep, and came out of the
forest in the morning, glad of the sight of the green plateau stretching ahead of him.

“Well,” he mused, “Teshwan disdained to aid Slorg and it seems there is no enchantment on me. [ am
half regretful. Now Slorg resides in the bellies of those he feared and his soul’s at home in Hell.”

Then the plateau changed quite suddenly to grey rock.
Swiftly Elric wheeled his horse. The plateau and the forest were behind him. He spurred his mount
quickly forward and the plateau and forest faded away to leave a vast and lonely expanse of flat, grey

stone. Above him the sun had disappeared and the sky was bright and white and cold.

“Now,” said Elric grimly into silence, “it seems [ was wrong in my assumption.”

The plateau—its atmosphere—reminded him of another environment in which he had once found
himself. Then he remembered clearly a time when he and two companions had sought an ancient volume



called the Dead Gods’ Book. Their questing had led them to a cavern guarded at its entrance by the
symbol of the Lords of Chaos. In that cavern they had discovered an underground sea which had had
unnatural qualities. There was the same sense of a sardonically amused presence here as there had been
in the Caverns of Chaos.

Teshwan was a Lord of Chaos.

Hastily Elric pulled his runesword Stormbringer from its thick scabbard.

The sword was dead.

Normally the blade, forged by unhuman smiths for Elric’s royal ancestors, was alive with
sentience—throbbing with the life-force it had stolen from a hundred men and women whom Elric had
slain. Once before it had been like this—in the Caverns of Chaos long ago.

Elric tightened his lips, then shrugged as he replaced the sword in its scabbard.

“In a world completely dominated by the forces of Chaos,” he said, “I cannot rely on the powers which
normally aid me in my sorcery. Thank Arioch I have a good supply of drugs about me, or I would indeed
be doomed.”

In earlier times Elric had relied on his soul-stealing runesword to give him the energy which, as an albino,
he lacked intrinsically, but recently he had rediscovered a cleaner way of counteracting his deficiency, by
taking herbs he had discovered in the Forest of Troos where many unlikely things grew, both flora and
fauna.

“By my father’s plague-infested bones,” he swore, “I must find a way off this granite plain and discover
who, if anyone, rules in this world. I have heard of the powers invested in Teshwan’s worshippers—and
I seem to remember a hint of why the Lords of Chaos confer such peculiar talents upon them.”

He shuddered.

He began to sing an ululating hate-song of old Melniboné. Elric’s ancestors had been clever haters. And
on he rode beneath the sunless sky.

He could not tell how much time had passed before he saw the figure standing out strongly against the
featureless horizon.

Now on the flat waste of stone there were two points at which the monotony was broken.
Elric—white, black and scarlet on a grey gelding.

The morose man, black hair lying like a coat of lacquer on his rounded skull, dressed in green, a silver
sword dangling in his right hand.

Elric approached the man who raised his eyes to regard the albino.
“This is a lonely place,” said the stranger, sucking at his fleshy cheeks, and he stared at the ground again.

“True,” replied Elric halting his horse. “Is this your world or were you sent here, also?”



“Oh, it’s my world,” said the man, without looking up. “Where are you bound?”
“For nowhere, seeking something. Where do you journey?”
“I—oh, I go to Kaneloon for the Rites, of course.”

“All things, it is said, are possible in the World of Chaos,” Elric murmured, “and yet this place seems
unusually barren.”

The man looked up suddenly, and jerking his lips into a smile, laughed sharply.

“The Rites will alter that, stranger. Did you not know that this is the Time of the Change, when the Lords
of Chaos rest before re-forming the world into a fresh variety of patterns?”’

“I did not know that,” said Elric. “I have come here only recently.”

“You wish to stay?”

“N O .’)

“The Lords of Chaos are fickle. If you wished to stay they might not let you. Now that you are resolved
to leave, they might keep you here. Farewell. You will find me therein!”” He lifted his sword and pointed.
A great palace of greenstone appeared at once. The man vanished.

“This, at least, will save me from boredom,” Elric said philosophically, and rode towards the palace.

The many-pinnacled building towered above him, its highest points hazy and seeming to possess many
forms, shifting as if blown by a wind. At the great arch of the entrance a giant, semi-transparent, with a
red, scintillating skin, blocked his way. Over the archway, as if hanging in the air above the giant’s proud

head, was the Symbol of Chaos, a circle which produced many arrows pointing in all directions.

“Who visits the Palace of Kaneloon at the Time of the Change?”” enquired the giant in a voice like
limbo’s music.

“Your masters, I gather, know me—for they aided their servant Slorg in sending me hither. But tell them
it is Elric of Melniboné, nonetheless—Elric, destroyer of dreaming Imrryr. Kinslayer and outcast. They
will know me.”

The giant appeared to shrink, to solidify and then to drift in a red mist, pouring like sentient smoke away
from the portal and into the palace. And where he had been a portcullis manifested itself to guard the
palace in the giant’s absence.

Elric waited patiently until at length the portcullis vanished and the giant re-formed himself.

“My masters order me to inform you that you may enter but that, having once come to the Palace of
Kaneloon, you may never leave save under certain conditions.”

“Those conditions?”

“Of these they will tell you if you enter. Are you reckless—or will you stand pondering?”’



“I’ll avail myself of their generosity,” smiled Elric and spurred his nervous horse forward.

As he entered the courtyard, it appeared that the area within the palace was greater than that outside it.
Not troubling to seek any mundane explanation for this phenomenon in a world dominated by the Lords
of Chaos, Elric instead dismounted from his horse and walked for nearly a quarter of a mile until he
reached the entrance of the main building. He climbed the steps swiftly and found himself in a vast hall
which had walls of shifting flame.

In the glow from the fiery walls, there sat at a table at the far end of the hall nine men—or at least, men
or not, they had assumed the form of men. Different in facial characteristics, they all had the same
sardonic air. In the centre of these nine was the one who had first addressed Elric. He leaned forward
and spoke words carefully from his red lips.

“Greetings to you, mortal,” he said. “You are the first for some time to sit with the Lords of Chaos at the
Time of the Change. Behold—there are others who have had the privilege.”

A rent appeared in the wall of flame to disclose some thirty frozen human figures, some men and some
women. They were petrified in positions of many kinds, but all had madness and terror in their eyes—and
they were still alive, Elric knew.

He lifted his head.

“I would not be so impertinent, my lords, as to set myself beside you all insofar as powers are
concerned, but you know that I am Elric of Melniboné and that my race is old; my deficient blood is the
royal blood of the kings of the Dreaming City. I have little pity or sentiment of any kind within me, for
sentiment, whether love or hate, has served me badly in the past. I do not know what you require of me,
and I thank you for your hospitality nonetheless, but I believe that I can conduct myself better in most
ways than can any other mortal.”

“Let us hope so, Elric of Melniboné, for we would not wish you to fail, know that. Besides, you are not
fully mortal as humans understand the word. Now, know you that I be Teshwan, and these need not be
named and may be addressed singly or collectively by the name of Lords of Chaos.”

Elric bowed politely. “Lord Teshwan—my Lords of Chaos.”

They returned his bow by slightly inclining their heads and broadening a trifle their sardonic, crooked
smiles.

“Come,” said Teshwan briskly, “sit here beside me and I will inform you of what we expect. You are
more favoured than others have been, Elric, and, in truth, [ welcomed the opportunity given me by my
vengeful servant Slorg before he died.”

Elric climbed upon the dais and seated himself in the chair which appeared beside Teshwan. About him
the walls of flame soared and tumbled, mumbled and roared. Sometimes shadow engulfed them,
sometimes they were bathed in light. For a while they all sat in silence, pondering.

At last Teshwan spoke.

“Now,” he said decisively. “Here’s the situation in which we have decided to place you. You may leave
only if you can create something which it has never occurred to us to create.”



“But you, surely, are the Masters of Creation?” said Elric in puzzlement. “How may I do this?”

“Your first statement is not strictly true and in qualifying it I can give you a hint of the answer to your
question. We of Chaos cannot make anything new—we may only experiment with combinations of that
already created. Do you understand?”

“I do,” said Elric.

“Only the Greatest Power, of which we know little more than do humans, can create fresh conceptions.
The Greatest Power holds both Law and Chaos in perpetual balance, making us war only so that the
scale will not be tilted too far to one side. We wish not for power—only for variety. Thus every time we
weary of our domain we let our old creations fade and conceive new ones. If you can bring a fresh
element to our domain, we shall free you. We create jokes and paradoxes. Conceive a better joke and a
better paradox for our entertainment and you may leave here.”

“Surely you expect the impossible from me?”

“You alone may assess the truth of your question. Now, we begin.”

And Elric sat and watched, pondering his problem, as the great Lords of Chaos began their mighty
experiments.

The walls of fire slowly flickered and faded and again he saw the vast and barren plain of flat stone.
Then the air darkened and a sighing wind began to moan over the plain. In the sky clouds blossomed in
myriad shapes, alien, dark, unfamiliar, blacks and smoky orange, at the same time familiar. ..

The rock heaved like lava, became liquid, rearing upwards and as it reared it became giants, mountains,
ancient beasts, monsters, gryphons, basilisks, chimerae, unicorns. Forests bloomed, their growths huge
and exotic, elephants flew and great birds crushed boiling mountains beneath their feet. Fingers of brilliant
colour climbed the sky, crisscrossing and blending. A flight of wildly singing lions fell from the firmament
towards the forest and soared upwards again, their music lonely.

As the forest melted to become an ocean, a vast army of wizened homunculi came tramping from its
depths dragging boats behind them. For a short while they marched over the seething waters and then,
with precision, began, in ordered style, to climb into the flaring sky. When they had all left the ocean
behind them, they righted their boats, set their sails, laughed and screamed and shouted, waved their
arms, climbed into the boats and with fantastic speed streamed towards the horizon.

All creation tumbled and poured, malleable in the Domain of Chaos. All was gusto, craze and roaring
terror, love, hate and music mingled.

The sky shook with multicoloured mirth, blossoming white shot through with veins of blue and purple
and black, searing red, splattered with spreading flowers of yellow, smeared, smeared, smeared with

ghoulish green. Across this seething backdrop sped bizarre shapes.

The Lords of Chaos shouted and sang their weird creation and Elric, shouting also, thought the frozen
statues he had seen were weeping and laughing.

A grotesque combination of man and tree sent roots streaming towards the earth to tug mountains from



the caverns it exposed and set them, peak first, like inverted pyramids, into the ground. Upon the flat
surfaces dancers appeared in bright rags which fluttered and flared around them. They were warped,
unhuman, pale as dead beauty, grinning fixedly and then Elric saw the strings attached to their limbs and
the silently laughing puppet-master, bearlike and gigantic, controlling them. From another direction sped a
small, blind figure bearing a scythe that was a hundred times bigger than the bearer. With a sweep, he cut
the strings and, with that action, the whole faded to be replaced by a gushing brilliance of green and
orange flame which formed itself into streamers of zig-zagging disorder.

All this went on around them. The Lords of Chaos smiled to themselves now, as they created, but Elric
frowned, watched with wonder and no little pleasure, but puzzled how he might emulate such feats.

For long hours the pageant of Chaos continued as the lords took the elements of Elric’s world and
shook them about, turned them inside out, stood them on end, made startling, strange, beautiful, unholy

combinations until they were satisfied with the constant movement of the scene about them, the perpetual
shifting and changing,

They had set a pattern that was no pattern, which would last until they became bored with their domain
again and brought about another Time of the Change.

Then their heads turned and all regarded Elric expectantly.
Teshwan said a trifle wearily, “There—you have seen what we can do.”

“You are artists, indeed,” said Elric, “and I am so amazed by what I have witnessed that I need a little
time to think. Will you grant it me?”

“A little time—a little time only—we want to see what you prepare for us while the excitement is still
upon us.”

And Elric placed his white albino’s head upon his fist and thought deeply.

Many ideas occurred to him, only to be discarded, but at length he straightened his back and said: “Give
me the power to create and I will create.”

So Teshwan said smilingly, “You have the power—use it well. A joke and a paradox is all we require.”
“The reward for failure?”

“To be forever conscious.”

At this, Elric shivered and put his mind to concentrating, searching his memory until a manlike figure
formed before him. Then he placed features on its head and clothes on its body until there stood before

Elric and the Lords of Chaos a perfect replica—of Elric.

Puzzledly, Teshwan said: “This is splendid impertinence, I grant you—but this is nothing new—you
already sit here beside us.”

“Indeed,” replied Elric, “but look in the man’s mind.”

They frowned and did as he asked. Then, smiling, they nodded: “The paradox is good,” said Teshwan,
“and we see your point. We have, for an eternity, created the effect. You, in your pride and innocence,



have created the cause. In that man’s mind was all that could ever exist.”

“You have noted the paradox?” asked Elric, anxious that the correct interpretation had been divulged.

“Of course. For though the mind contains the variety beloved of we of Chaos, it contains the order that
those barren Lords of Law would foist on the world. Truly, young mortal, you have created everything
with a stroke. And thank you, also, for the joke.”

“The joke?”

“Why truly—the best joke is but a simple statement of truth. Farewell. Remember, friend mortal, that the
Lords of Chaos are grateful to you.”

And with that, the whole domain faded away and Elric stood on the grassy plain. In the distance he

observed the city of Bakshaan which had been his original destination, and nearby was his horse to take
him there.

He mounted, flapped the reins, and, as the grey gelding broke into a trot, he said to himself: “A joke
indeed, but it is a pity that men do not laugh at it more often.”

Reluctantly, he headed for the city.

THE GREATER CONQUEROR
CHAPTERONE

H E FELT HEwas much more than one man. Not one god, even, but many...There seemed to be a
hundred other entities writhing within him. Writhing to release themselves. Every limb, every
projection of bone seemed to be part of another being.

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

The buxom Corinthian woman spat into the rushes on the floor of the tavern.
“That for the God-King!”

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

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



soldier.

“You say you were in the army Darius led against Alexander?”

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

“What did you think of him?”

“Alexander? I don’t know. I was quite close to him at one stage and saw a spearman get a blow at
him—struck him in the thigh. He yelled—not in pain but when he saw his own blood flowing. He couldn’t
believe it. For a short time he was an open target as he stared down at his thigh, dabbing at the blood

with his finger and inspecting it. Then he shouted something—I didn’t recognize the language—and was
in command of himself again. They said the wound healed unnaturally quickly.”

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

to his army. I hear he’s in Babylon now.”

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

“I’ve heard this man—or god—spoken of so often that I’ve a mind to meet him if that’s possible.”
“Good luck to you, friend. He’ll either kill you or promote you. He’s a man of extremes.”

“Are not all great conquerors?”’

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Alexander has many swords.”

“I know—-but if you granted me a favour it might facilitate my meeting him.”

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

‘GWhy. 99

“An old man’s caution, maybe, but the stories I’'ve been hearing of late have been disquieting. Alexander
claims himself son of Zeus, Jupiter-Ammon. Others say that the Persian evil one Ahriman possesses him.



All or none of this may be true—but every oracle from here to Pela is prophesying turmoil and trouble for
the world and the king who rules it. Perhaps you would be wiser to join some ordinary caravan traveling
east?” Hano pulled back his woolen robe, revealing a pale and unlovely leg. He poised his wrinkled hand
and then almost hurled it at a spot on his leg and began to scratch at the place with his talons of nails.
“I’'m sick of this prattle of gods and demons. Can no-one be content simply to believe in men and what
men could be if they ceased blaming their misfortunes on unseen gods rather than on their own
ineffectiveness? Life’s not easys, it is a hard task to live it well and with grace—but, by Hades, let’s not
complicate it with deities and water-nymphs!”

Simon spat into the brazier which flared and spluttered.

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

“I have seen supernatural manifestations of evil, my boy.”
“You have seen what a muddled brain wished you to see.”

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

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

Hano changed the subject.

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

“Realities can be created,” said Simon.

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

“The situation will never arise.”
“Let us hope so.”

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

He got up and moved about the crowded room taking a pot from one shelf, a skin of wine from another.
Soon the smell of herbs came from the pot on the brazier as Hano brewed wine for his guest.
“You’ll help,” Simon said.

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



“What did you do for him?”

“Set the handle of a star-metal blade with black opals.”

“That was a favour!” Simon laughed.

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

“So?”

“So Alexander has a weakness. Iron will harm him.”

“If I had such a secret I would kill the man who held it,” Simon said reflectively.

“Not if you were Alexander and the man was dear to Olympias.”

*“ Youknow Queen Olympias!”

“Olympias wishes me kept alive so I can feed her with secrets.”

“Dark secrets, I’ll warrant, if the stories of her are half-true.”

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

“Does she really sport with snakes at these rites?”

“Aye—and black goats are present too.”

Simon swore.

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

“I’1l give you a letter and a token to take to Alexander. But be wary, my boy. Be wary.”
CHAPTERTWO

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

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

flared on its many ramparts.

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

In poor Babylonian Simon said:



“I come to see King Alexander—I have a token and a letter for him.”

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

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

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

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

The odour, in fact, was bad. Far worse than ordinary perspiration. Simon couldn’t place the smell.
With a degree of nervousness Simon approached the huge bed.
Suddenly, King Alexander grinned and stuck out a handsome hand.

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

“I have, sire.” Simon gave the letter and the little talisman to Alexander, studying the king’s strange face.
In a way it was boyish, in another ancient and sensuous. He had a long nose and thick lips, heavily lidded

eyes and brown, curly hair. Simon was taken aback by the king’s lack of ceremony, by his friendly grin.
Was this the God-King? The spawn of evil?

Alexander read the letter quickly, nodding to himself.
“Did Hano tell you of my debt to him?”

“No, sire,” Simon said tactfully.

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

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

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

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

“I wish only a trial, sire.”

“You shall have it.”



Alexander studied the letter again.

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

“No, sire.”

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

Alexander mused, caressing the little amulet.

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

“I thought Persia was your base these days, sire.”

“You’ve been listening to Greek and Macedonian criticism, no doubt. They say I’ve forsaken my own
lands for the fleshpots and honours of the East. That’s a lie. It is too far to travel back always to Pela.
Persia offers a better base for my operations. There are still a few acres of the world left for me to
conquer, Simon—and they all lie eastwards.”

Alexander sank back into his silks, eyeing the Thracian.

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

Simon put his hand to his lips and said courteously: “I had rather hoped to go with the army, sire.”
Alexander frowned slightly. “And so you will, of course. No doubt there’ll be fighting for you—and new
knowledge. I’'m pleased that you’re literate. Most of my captains are chosen for several
qualities—courage, loyalty—and learning. You appear to have courage and learning—but I must find out
about your loyalty, you understand.”

Simon nodded. “That is logical, sire.”

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

A vizier, in long cloth-of-gold robes, hurried into the room.
He prostrated himself before the king’s bed.

“Son of Zeus,” he mumbled, “‘a message.”

“Is it secret?”

“No, sire—they say it is already common knowledge.”

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



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

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

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

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

Hurriedly, the vizier backed out of the room.

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

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

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

“For you I will invent a death!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



He ran.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

malignant glee pouring wildly from his shaking body.

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

Simon felt a hard, smooth surface beneath his back.

He opened his eyes warily.

A lean, white, thin-lipped face looked kindly down at him.
“I am Abaris,” he said.

“Simon of Byzantium,” said the Thracian.

“You have witnessed darkness?”” It was only half a question.
“Yes,” Simon replied, bemused.

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

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



“That 1s so.”

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

The Magi made no reply to this, simply smiled.
“You have incurred the wrath of Alexander. How long would you say you had to live?”

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

“You would be wrong.”

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

“Do I really owe you my life?”

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

“I am not his enemy—he is mine.”
“You have witnessed what he is—can you still say that?”

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

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

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

Briefly, Abaris looked impatiently away, frowning. Then his features resumed their earlier look.
“It is a bold thing to be an unbeliever in these times.”

“Bold or not—it is what [ am.” Simon swung his legs off the bench. He felt incredibly weak.
Abaris said: “We Magi worship Ormuzd. Simply—Alexander represents Ahriman.”

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

“True. A man who is confident in his soul needs little ritual.”
Simon was satisfied by this.

“We would be grateful if you would ally yourself with us, the Magi,” Abaris said quietly. “In return we



will protect you from Alexander’s minions as best we can.”

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

“We refer to his supernatural minions.”

Simon shook his head. “I respect your beliefs—but I cannot accept them personally.”

Abaris leaned forward and said urgently, softly:

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

seen how Ahriman controls Alexander. You must aid us!”

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

Abaris shook his head, saying nothing. Simon continued:

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

“You are naive, young man. Why, Achilles believed that...” Abaris bit his lip and lapsed into silence.
“Achilles? He died a thousand years ago. How do you know what he believed?”
Abaris turned away. “Of course, I could not know,” he said. His eyes were hooded.

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

Abearis said: ““Can a man live for more than a thousand years?”
“No,” Simon said, “no.” He said it almost savagely, for it was what he wished to believe.

Out there, in a palace of Babylon, there was evi/, he thought. But it was not, could not be— mustmot be
supernatural.

Abaris now said:

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

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

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



“Ahriman—the multiplicity of Ahrimans whom we designate by the one name—selected Olympias many
years ago. He needed a vessel through which to work and, at that time, no mortal had been born who
would serve Ahriman’s purpose. So he took possession of poor Olympias. Philip, that great and
wronged man, went regularly to the Isle of Samothrace on pilgrimage and, one year, Olympias made it
her business to be there also. A love potion was all she needed. Philip was enamoured of her. They had a
son—Alexander...”

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

“Ormuzd protect you if you ever learn the truth,” was all Abaris said.

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

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

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

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

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

“I’d be grateful for that,” Simon smiled.
“We’ll give you a day for resting and allowing the herbs we’ll give you to drink to do their work—then
you can start off. You should have little trouble here, for our magic will protect you and we know a

secret way out of the city.”

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

CHAPTERTHREE

Outside, the courtiers glanced at one another, not daring to enter the room where a man groaned.

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

“Why was he so anxious to apprehend the Thracian, I wonder, Anaxarchus?”

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

“And you, of course, are one,” the soldier smiled ironically.

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



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

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

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

“Gloomy, Ptolemy—he is only sick. He has a fever.”

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

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

“No, Ptolemy—you would not emerge with your sanity intact, I warn you.”

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

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

Part of him begged for death.

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

Part of him planned—crime.

Simon, cloaked and armed, clamped his knees against his steed’s back and galloped over the sparsely
covered plains of Babylon, the folds of his cloak flying behind him like the wings of a stooping hawk.
The horse snorted, its sturdy legs flashing, its eyes big and its heart pounding.

For two hours, Simon had ridden in safety.

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



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

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

Simon closed his eyes against the sight.

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

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

The Eumenides—the Furies of legend!

For the face had been that of a woman.

Now the sounds came closer, ominous. Simon urged the frightened horse onwards. Sharp female faces

with serpents in place of hair, blood streaming from malevolent eyes, hands like talons, swooped and
cackled about him. It was a nightmare.

Then, quite suddenly, there came a dull booming sound from the distance, like the faraway sound of surf.
Nearer and nearer it came until the night opened to brightness, a strange golden light which seemed to
break through the blackness, splintering it into fragments.

The winged creatures were caught in the glare, wheeled about uncertainly, shrieking and keening.
They were gone.

The light faded.

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

The rest of the night was full of nauseous sound, glimpses of things which flew or wriggled. But,

convinced that he dreamed, horrified yet keeping close hold on sanity, Simon pushed the steed onwards
towards Pela.

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

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

“We were informed of your coming and did our best, when you came close enough, to ward off the



dangers which Alexander’s minions sent against you.”

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

Massiva opened it, read it, frowning.

“This we did not know,” he said. “Olympias has sent aid to Alexander in Babylon.”
The priest offered no explanation, so Simon did not ask for one.

Massiva shook his head wearily. “I do not understand how one human can endure so much,” he said,
“but then she has other aid than human...”

“What are these stories about her?”” Simon asked, thinking that he might at last find some truth where
before he had heard nothing but rumour and hints.

“The simple facts concerning her activities are common knowledge here,” Massiva told him. “She is an
ardent initiate of a number of mystery cults, all worshipping the dark forces. The usual unpleasant rites,
secret initiations, orgiastic celebrations. Three of the main ones, supposedly having no communication
with one another, are the cults of Orpheus, Dionysius and Demeter. It’s hinted that Alexander was
conceived at one of these rites. In a way that is the truth—for Olympias was selected by the Dark One
when she was a girl participating in the rites of a similar cult.”

Simon shook his head impatiently at this. “I asked you for facts—not speculation.”

Massiva looked surprised. “I indulged in no speculation, my friend. Why, the whole city lives in fear of
Olympias and her friends and servants. Evil is so thick here that ordinary folk can hardly breathe for its
stink.”

Simon said shortly: “Well, I hope the information is useful to you. I’ve paid my debt, at least. Now, can
you recommend a tavern where I can stay?”

“I can recommend none well, in this cursed city. You might try the Tower of Cimbri. It’s comfortable, so
I’ve heard. But be wary, take iron to bed with you.”

“I’d do that in any event,” Simon grinned, “with Alexander after my blood and me staying in his home
city.”

“You’re courageous, Thracian—do not be foolish.”

“Don’t worry, friend.” Simon left the house, remounted his horse and rode it towards the tavern quarter,
eventually locating the Tower of Cimbri.

He was about to enter when he heard the sound of running from an alley which ran along the side of the
building. Then a girl screamed. Drawing his sword he ran into the alley and, because he had become so
hardened to sights of horror, hardly noticed the misshapen creatures menacing a frightened girl, save that
they were armed and evidently powerful. The girl’s eyes were round with fear and she was half-fainting.
One of the twisted men put out a blunt paw to seize her, but wailed out its pain as Simon’s sword caught
it in the shoulder blades.

The others turned, reaching for their weapons. Simon cut two down before they could draw their



swords. The fourth swung at Simon but was too clumsy. He died in a moment, his neck cloven.

Instead of thanking him, the girl stared down at the corpses in terror.

“You fool,” she muttered.

“Fool?”” Simon was taken aback.

“You have killed four of Queen Olympias’s retainers—did you not recognize the livery—or their kind?”
“I’m a stranger in Pela.”

“Then leave now—or be doomed.”

“No, I must see that you are safe. Quickly—I have a horse waiting in the street.” He supported her with
one arm though she protested and helped her into the saddle.

He got up behind her.

“Where do you live?”

“Near the west wall—but hurry, by Hera, or they’ll find the corpses and give chase.”

Following her directions, Simon guided the horse through the evening half-light.

They came to a pleasant, large house, surrounded by a garden which in turn was enclosed in high walls.
They rode through the gates and she dismounted, closing them behind her. An old man appeared in the
doorway to the courtyard.

“Camilla? What’s happening?”

“Later, father. Have the servants stable the horse and make sure all the gates are locked—Olympias’s
retainers attempted to kidnap me again. This man saved me from them—but four are dead.”

“Dead? Gods!” The old man pursed his lips. He was dressed in a loose toga and had a stern, patrician
face. He was evidently a nobleman, though his black-haired daughter was most unlike him.

Quickly, Simon was ushered into the house. Servants were summoned bringing bread, cheese and fruit.
He ate gratefully. As he ate he told as much of his personal story as he wished to divulge. The patrician,
Merates, listened without commenting.

When Simon had finished, Merates made no direct remark but instead said, half to himself:

“If King Philip had not continued his line, there would be peace and achievement in this war-wrecked
world. I curse the name of Alexander—and the she-snake who bore him. If Alexander had been left to
his father’s teaching, he might well have carried on the great plan of Philip. But his warped mother put
different ideas into his head—turned him against his father. Now there is evil on every wind, it blows east
and west, south and north—and the hounds of darkness rend, slaver and howl in Alexander’s bloody
wake.”

Camilla shuddered. She had changed her street robe into a loose, diaphanous gown of blue silk. Her



long, black, unbound hair fell down her back, gleaming like dark wine.

She said: “Now, though Alexander’s off on his conquests, Olympias terrorizes Pela more than ever
before. All comely youths and girls are sought out to take part in her ghastly rituals. For ten or more
months she has tried to encourage me to join until, at last, her patience failed and she attempted to kidnap
me. She will know that someone killed the servitors—but she need not know it was you, Simon.”

Simon nodded mutely. He found it difficult to speak as he breathed in the girl’s dark beauty, intoxicated
by it as he had never before been.

They were troubled times. Times of high deeds and feats of learning, times of obscene evil and
wild daring. Alexander mirrored his times. With one breath he would order a massacre, with
another honour a conquered city for its courage in withstanding him. His great horse Bucephalus
bore his bright-armoured master across the known world. Fire destroyed ancient seats of
civilization, wise men were slain and innocents drowned in the flood tide of his conquests. Yet he
caused new cities to be raised and libraries to be built. Men of learning followed in his train—this
pupil of Aristotle—and he was an enigma to all. Greece, Persia, Babylonia, Assyria, Egypt, all fell
to him. Four mighty races, four ancient civilizations bore Alexander’s yoke. People had
speculated on whether he was a force for darkness or enlightenment—whether he would rend the
world to fragments or unite it in lasting peace. An enigma.

But now the year was 323BC and Alexander was aged thirty-two. He had ruled over twelve
years—soon he would have reigned thirteen...

In the dark caverns of creation, existing within a multiplicity of dimensions, vital evil thrived,
chuckling and plotting—crime.

For thirteen years had the forces of Light and Darkness warred in poor Alexander’s soul and
body, unbeknownst to the proud, grandiose and arrogant world-conqueror. But now the stars
proclaimed that a certain time had come.

And Alexander suffered...

Riders galloped towards the corners of the world. Bright banners whipped in the wind as armies sped
across the lands around the Mediterranean. Ships groaned with the weight of armoured soldiers. Blood
flowed like wine and wine like water. Corpses roasted in guttering castles and the earth shook to the
coming of Alexander’s cavalry.

And now messengers rode to the camps of his captains, recalling them. They were needed. The final
conquest was to be made. But it would not be Alexander’s triumph. The triumph would belong to a
greater conqueror. Some called him Ahriman.

Hastily now Alexander’s captains mounted their chariots and headed towards Babylon. Many had to
Cross oceans, continents.

Every oracle prophesied doom—some said for Alexander, some said for the world. Never, they said,
had evil clouded the world as much as now.



Ahriman had prepared the world through Alexander.

Soon the powers of Light would be destroyed for ever and, though it might take many more centuries of
completion, Ahriman could begin his plans of conquest and, finally, destruction.

There were more vehicles for his plans.
CHAPTERFOUR
Simon lazed back on a bench and ran his hand over Camilla’s warm shoulders.

“Do not the heroes of legend always claim such reward from the maidens they rescue?”” he asked
mockingly.

She smiled at him affectionately.

“The Camilla of legend, if you remember, had nought to do with men. I’ve a mind to emulate her.”
“A sad waste.”

“For you, perhaps, but not for me...”

Simon pretended to sigh. “Very well,” he said, “I can see I shall have to wait until you eventually
succumb to my undoubted attraction.”

Again she smiled. “You have been here a week and I have not fallen yet.”

“It was good of your father to give me the position of Captain of his Bodyguard, particularly since he is
risking arrest if Olympias should ever discover that I slew her servants.”

“Merates is a good and wise man,” Camilla said seriously, “one of the few left in Pela, these days. He
was close to Philip and admired him greatly. But Philip’s son would have nothing to do with his father’s
councilors so now Merates lives in quiet retirement.”

Simon had already learned that Camilla was the foster daughter of Merates, that she had been born to a
loved and trusted Paeonian slave who had died when she was a child.

He had grown to respect the old nobleman and planned, though it was dangerous for him, to stay in Pela
and probably settle there. He had already fallen in love with Camilla.

And so he courted her and although she gave him no reason to cease this courtship, on the other hand
she did not encourage him overmuch. She knew him for a soldier-of-fortune and a wanderer. Perhaps
she wanted to be certain of him.

But they were dark times and Simon, rationalist though he was, could not be unaware of them. He
sensed the gathering storm and was restless.



One day as he was instructing a group of slaves in the art of using the shield, Merates came hurrying into
the courtyard.

“Simon—a word with you.”

The Thracian propped a sword against the wall and went with Merates into the house.

There were tears in Merates’s eyes when he spoke.

“Camilla is gone. She had to go on an errand in the market—a regular monthly visit to settle our score
with the merchants with whom we trade. She has been gone four hours—she is normally gone one...”

Simon’s body grew taut. “Olympias? Do you think...?”

Merates nodded.

Simon turned, went swiftly to his quarters where he buckled on his leather belt bearing the scabbarded
sword the Magi had given him.

He flung a blanket over his horse’s back, rode it from the stable, ducking his head beneath the door
beam, through the gates of the house and down the streets of Pela to the city centre.

He enquired in the market for her. She had not been seen there for well over two hours. Thinking swiftly,
he headed for the slums of the city, dismounted outside a certain door and knocked.

Massiva, the black Numidian priest, answered the door himself. He was dressed like a slave—evidently
disguised.

“Come in, Simon. It is good to see you.”

“I wish aid, Massiva. And in return [ may be able to help you.”

Massiva ushered him inside.

“What is it?”

“I am certain that Queen Olympias has kidnapped Camilla, Lord Merates’s daughter.”

Massiva’s expression did not change. “It is likely—Camilla is reputed beautiful and a virgin. Olympias
seeks such qualities. Either she will corrupt Camilla and force her to take an active part in the rites—or

else she will make her take a passive part.”
“Passive? What do you mean?”’
“The blood of virgins is needed in several spells.”
Simon shuddered.

“Can you help me? Tell me where I may find her!”



“The Rites of Cottyttia begin tonight. That is where to look.”
“Where do they take place?”

“Come, I will draw you a map. You will most likely perish in this, Simon. But you will be convinced that
we have spoken the truth in the past.”

Simon looked at the negro sharply. Massiva’s face was expressionless.

They called her Cotys and she was worshipped as a goddess in Thrace, Macedonia, Athens and
Corinth. For centuries her name had been connected with licentious revelry—but never had she
prospered so well than in Pela where Queen Olympias danced with snakes in her honour. Though
only part of a greater Evil One, she flourished and grew on the tormented souls of her acolytes
and their victims.

The house stood on its own on a hill.

Simon recognized it from Massiva’s description. It was night, silver with rime and moonlight, but there
were movements in the shadows and shapes of evil portent. His breath steaming white against the
darkness, Simon pressed on up the hill towards the house.

A slave greeted him as he reached the door.
“Welcome—be you Baptae or heretic?”

Baptae,Simon had learned from Massiva, was the name that the worshippers of Cotys called
themselves.

“I come to take part in tonight’s Cottyttia, that’s true,” Simon said and slew the slave.

Inside the house, lighted by a single oil-lamp, Simon located the door which opened on reeking
blackness. He bent and entered it and soon was creeping downwards, down into the bowels of the hill.
The walls of the tunnel were slippery with clammy moss and the air was thick and difficult to breathe. The
sharp sound of his sword coming from its scabbard was comforting to Simon.

His sandaled feet slipped on the moss-covered stones of the passage and, as he drew nearer to his goal,
his heart thudded in his rib-cage and his throat was tight for he now had something of the emotion he had
felt when confronted by Alexander’s insanity.

Now he heard a low chanting, half ecstatic moaning, half triumphant incantation. The sound grew louder,
insinuating itself into his ears until he was caught for a moment in the terrible evil ecstasy which the
Cottyttian celebrants were feeling. He controlled himself against an urge to flee, the even stronger urge to
join them, and continued to advance, the rare steel sword gleaming in his fist. The iron was a comfort, at
least, though he still refused to believe that there was any supernatural agency at work.

Almost tangibly the evil swirled about him as he pressed on and here his rational, doubting nature was to
his advantage. Without it, he might easily have succumbed.



The chanting swelled into a great roar of evil joy and through it he heard a name being repeated over and
over:

“Cotys. Cotys. Cotys. Cotys.”
He was half hypnotized by the sound, stumbled towards a curtain and wrenched it back.
He retreated a pace at what he saw.

The air was thick with incense. Golden light flared from tall black candles on an altar. From the altar rose
a pillar and tied to the pillar was Camilla. She had fainted.

But it was not this that sickened him so much as the sight of the things which swarmed about the altar.
They were neither men nor women but neuter. Perhaps they had once been men. They were young and
good-looking, their hair long and their faces thin, the bones prominent and the eyes flickering with
malignant glee. Naked, to one side of the altar, Simon saw an old woman. Her face was that of a woman
of sixty, but her body seemed younger. Around it twined great serpents, caressing her. She crooned to
them and led the chanting. Young women danced with the neuters, posturing and prancing.

“Cotys. Cotys. Cotys.”



The candles spurted seething light and sent shadows leaping around the walls of the caverns. Then a
peculiar golden orange brightness appeared at the top of the column to which Camilla was tied and
seemed to twine and coil down the pillar.

Other shapes joined the dancing humans. Twisted shapes with great horns on their heads and the faces
of beasts, the hoofs of goats.

Simon moved forward, his sword held before him in instinctive protection against the evil in the cavern.
“Cease!” A name came to his lips and he shouted it out: “In the name of Ormuzd—cease!”

A huge swelling of unhuman laughter came from the boiling brightness on the pillar and Simon saw
figures form in it. Figures that were man-shaped and seemed to be at the same time part of the structure
of a huge face, lined and pouched with a toothless, gaping mouth and closed eyes.

Then the eyes opened and seemed to fix themselves on Simon. The smaller figures writhed about it and it
laughed again. Bile was in his throat, his head throbbed, but he gripped the sword and pushed his way

through the sweating bodies of the worshippers. They grinned at him maliciously but did not attempt to
stop him.

He was lost in the pull of those malicious eyes.

“Ormuzd is too weak to protect thee, mortal,” the mouth said. “Ahriman rules here—and will soon rule
the world through his vessel, Alexander.”

Still Simon pushed his way towards the pillar, towards Camilla and the leering face above her.
“Ormuzd will not aid thee, mortal. We are many and stronger. Behold me! What do you see?”
Simon made no reply. He gripped the steel blade tighter and advanced closer.

“Do you see us all? Do you see the one these revelers call Cotys? Do you see the Evil One?”

Simon staggered forwards, the last few paces between him and the entity coiling about the pillar.
Olympias now pushed her face forward, the snakes hissing, their forked tongues flickering.

“Go to her, Thracian—my son knows thee—go to her and we’ll have a double sacrifice this night.”

With his free hand, Simon pushed against the scaly bodies of the snakes and sent the woman staggering
back.

With trancelike deliberation he cut the bonds that held Camilla to the pillar. But many hands,
orange-gold hands, shot out from the column and gripped him in a shuddering, yet ecstatic embrace. He
howled and smote at the hands and, at the touch of steel they flickered back again into their scintillating
parent body.

Then he felt the clammy hands of the acolytes upon his body. Sensing that he had some advantage,
Simon dragged a bunch of herbs from his shirt—herbs which Massiva had given him—and plunged them
into the candle flames. A pungent aroma began to come from the flaring herbs and the naked



worshippers dropped back. The apparition itself seemed to fade slightly, its light less bright.

Simon sprang at the shape, his sword flashing like silver and passing through the hazy face which snarled
and laughed alternately. The sword clanged on the stone of the column. Desperately, he drew back his
arm to strike another blow, his whole body weakened. He felt like an old, worn man.

“Ormuzd!” he shouted as he struck again.

Again the face snarled at him; again the golden hands shot out to embrace him so that his body thrilled
with terrible weakening joy.

Then Simon felt that he was all his ancestors and a knowledge came to him, the knowledge of darkness
and chaos which his forebears had possessed.

And this knowledge, though terrifying, contained within it a further knowledge—the awareness that the
Forces of Darkness had been vanquished in the past and could be vanquished again.

This gave him strength. Ahriman-Cotys realized that from somewhere Simon had gained renewed energy
and its shape drew in on itself, began to slide down the pillar towards Camilla.

But Simon reached her, tugged her away from the column and onto the ground. Then he drew back his
arm and flung the flaming herbs into the face of the apparition.

A horrid growling sound filled the air, and, for a moment, the face faded entirely.

Simon grasped Camilla and fell back through the crowd, slashing at their naked bodies with his bright
sword. Blood flowed and faces reappeared, bellowing with laughter.

Many little faces joined in the merriment, piping their mirth and detaching themselves from the greater
entity to fall upon the blood of the slain.

Simon observed, with a degree of relief, that the beings could not pass through the smoke from the herbs
and, by this time, the whole room was full of the pungent odour.

“Nothing can destroy us, mortal!” Ahriman-Cotys bellowed. “Slay more—give me more! You may
escape now—but [ will sport with you both soon. The huntsmen of my servitor, Olympias, will hound
you across the earth. You cannot escape. And when you are ours—you will both become the most
willing of my slaves...”

Simon reached the doorway of the cavern, turned, bearing the insensible Camilla and ran up the slippery
tunnel.

Now he knew. Now he could no longer rationalize. He had seen too much.

Now he knew that reason had passed from the world and that the ancient gods had returned to rule
once more.

CHAPTERFIVE

The body was strong enough. Ahriman had tested it to his satisfaction. He had given the vessel
superhuman strength and vitality which it had used for what it thought were its own purposes.



Alexander, though he possessed little of his own personality now, was ready. Soon entire
populations would be the slaves of Ahriman, their bodies bent to him. Darkness such as the world
had never known would come. Ormuzd and the Forces of Light would be vanquished for ever.

Ahriman had many facets—many names. Shaitan was another.

Now Alexander’s captains gathered. They were loyal to him, would do his bidding—would become
Ahriman’s agents in bringing Hell to the surface of the Earth.

323BC. A time of omens of evil. A turning point in history.

Alexander rose from his bed. He walked like an automaton and called for his slaves. They washed him,
dressed him and clad him in his golden armour.

“Hail, Jupiter-Ammon!” they intoned as he strode from the room and walked steadily to the chamber
where his generals and advisors awaited him.

Ptolemy stood up as Alexander entered. His master seemed no different, yet there was a strange,
detached air about him.

“Greetings, Jupiter-Ammon,” he said bowing low. Normally he refused to designate Alexander by the
name of the god—but this time he was wary, remembering perhaps how Alexander had killed his close
friend Clitus in Bactria.

Anaxarchus also bowed. The remaining ten did the same.

Alexander seated himself in the middle of the long table. The leather joints of the golden armour groaned
as he bent. There was food and maps on the table. He stuffed a bit of bread into his mouth and unrolled a

map, chewing. The twelve men waited nervously for him to speak.

Studying the map, Alexander held out his goblet. Ptolemy filled it with wine from a long-necked bottle of
brass. Alexander drank it in a single gulp. Ptolemy replenished the cup.

Simon and Camilla had fled from Pela. The night was like a clammy cloak about them and lightning split
the sky, rain hurling itself like tiny spears against their faces.

Camilla rode slightly behind Simon, following him in a terror-filled flight towards the east.

There was no other direction they might go and Simon needed to find Abaris the Magi and get his help,
though Alexander still dwelled in Babylon.

Behind them now they heard the Huntsmen of Olympias—great dogs baying, horns sounding and wild
shouts urging the hounds on. And these huntsmen were not mortal—but loaned to Olympias by Ahriman
that they both might sport with the fleeing humans.

They caught glimpses of their pursuers—things of legend. Offspring of Cerberus, the three-headed dog



which guarded the gates of Hades—dogs with the tails of serpents and with snakes twining round their
necks, great, flat, hideous-eyed heads and huge teeth.

The huntsmen rode on the progeny of Pegasus, winged horses which skimmed over the ground, white
and beautiful, fast as the North Wind.

And on the backs of the horses—the huntsmen. The grinning shades of dead villains, spewed from
Hades to do Ahriman’s work. Beside them loped the leopard-women, the Maenades, worshippers of
Bacchus.

Behind all these came a screaming multitude of ghouls, demons and were-beasts, released from the
depths of Hell.

For two weeks they had been thus pursued and Simon and Camilla were well aware that they could
have been caught many times. Ahriman—as he had threatened—was sporting with them.

But still they pushed their horses onwards until they had reached the Bosphorus, hired a boat and were
on the open sea.

Then came the new phantoms to haunt them. Sea-shapes, rearing reptilian monsters, things with blazing
eyes which swam just beneath the surface and occasionally put clawed hands on the sides of the boat.

Simon realized at last that all this was calculated to torment them and drive them mad, to give in to
Ahriman’s evil will.

Camilla, Simon could see, was already beginning to weaken. But he kept tight hold of sanity—and his
purpose. Whether the Fates wished it or not, he knew what he must do, had taken upon himself a
mission. He refused to attend to anything but that—and his strength aided Camilla.

Soon, Simon knew, the Evil One would realize that he could not break his spirit—then they would be
doomed for Ahriman had the power to snuff them out. He prayed to Ormuzd, in whom he now believed
with a fervour stemming from his deep need of something to which he could cling, and prayed that he



might have a little more time—time to get to Babylon and do what he had taken upon himself to do.

Over the barren plains of Asia Minor they rode and all the nights of their journey the wild huntsmen
screamed in their wake until Simon at least could turn sometimes and laugh at them, taunting them with
words which were half-mad ravings.

He had little time, he knew.
One night, while great clouds loomed across the sky, they lost their way.

Simon had planned to follow the Euphrates on the banks of which was built Babylon, but in the
confusion of the shrieking night he lost his way and it was not until the following morning that they sighted
ariver.

With relief, they rode towards it. The days were theirs—no phantoms came to torment them in the
sunlight. Soon, Simon knew with a feeling of elation, they would be in Babylon with Abaris and the Magi
to aid them against the hordes of Ahriman.

All day they rode, keeping to the cracked bed of the river, dried in the heat of the searing sun. When
dusk came, Simon calculated, they should reach the outskirts of Babylon. Which was well, for their
horses were by now gaunt skeletons, plodding and tripping in the river bed, and Camilla was swaying,
pale and fainting, in the saddle.

The sun began to go down lividly on the horizon as they urged the weary horses forward and already in
their ears they heard the faint howling of the Maenades, the insane howlings of Cerberus’s spawn. The
nightmare of the nights was soon to begin again.

“Pray to Ormuzd that we reach the city in time,” Simon said wearily.

“Another such night and I fear my sanity will give way,” Camilla replied.

The howling, insensate cries of the Bacchae grew louder in their ears and, turning in the saddle, Simon
saw behind him the dim shapes of their pursuers—shapes which grew stronger with the deepening
darkness.

They turned the bend in the river and the shape of a city loomed ahead.

But then, as they drew closer, Simon’s heart fell.

This desolate, jagged ruin, this vast and deserted place was not Babylon! This city was dead—a place
where a man, also, might die.

Now the armies of Alexander gathered. And they gathered, unbeknownst to them, not for material
conquest but for a greater conquest—to destroy the powers of Light and ensure the powers of Darkness
of lasting rule.



Great armies gathered, all metal and leather and disciplined flesh.

323BC and a sick man, drawing vitality from a supernatural source—a man possessed—ruled the
known world, ordered its fighting men, controlled its inhabitants.

Alexander of Macedonia. Alexander the Great. Son of Zeus, Jupiter-Ammon. He had united the world
under a single monarch—himself. And, united, it would fall. ..

In Babylon, oldest city of the ancient world, Alexander gave his orders to his captains. One hundred and
forty-four miles square was Babylon, flanking each side of the great River Euphrates, embanked with
walls of brick, closed by gates of bronze. Dominating the city was the Temple of Baal, rising upwards
and consisting of eight storeys gradually diminishing in width, ascended by a flight of steps winding around
the whole building on the outside. Standing on its topmost tower, Alexander surveyed the mighty city
which he had chosen as the base for his military operations. From here he could see the fabulous hanging
gardens built by Nebuchadnezzar, laid out upon terraces which were raised one above the other on
arches. The streets of the city were straight, intersecting one another at right angles.

Babylon, which had brooded for centuries, producing scientists, scholars, artists, great kings and great
priests, splendid warriors and powerful conquerors. Babylon, whose rulers, the Chaldaeans, worshipped
the heavenly bodies and let them guide their law-making.

Babylon, city of secrets and enlightenment. Babylon, soon to be abased by the most terrible blight of evil
the world had known. The forces of Light were scattered, broken by Alexander’s conquerings, and
Alexander himself had become the focus for the forces of evil. Soon the world would sink into darkness.

Desperately the adherents of Light strove to find a way to stop him, but they were weakened, outlawed.
Little pockets of them, chief of these being the Magi of Persia, strove to stand against him—but it was
almost futile. Slowly, surely, implacably, evil Ahriman and his minions were gaining ascendancy.

And Simon of Byzantium had failed to reach Babylon and contact the Magi.

Simon and Camilla had never seen such a vast city. The crumbling walls encompassed a fantastic
area...Where they were still intact three chariots might have passed each other on them and they were
over 100 feet high. Broken towers rose everywhere, hundreds of them, twice as high as the walls.

But the wind moaned in the towers and great owls with wide, terrible eyes hooted and glided about
them, seeming the city’s only occupants.

Camilla reached over and found Simon’s hand. He gripped it to give her a comfort he did not himself
feel.

Behind them they still heard the hunters. Wearied, they could go no further and their tired brains told
them that here, among ruins, they would find no hiding place.

The slow clopping of their horses’ hoofs echoed in the empty city as they followed a broad, overgrown
avenue through jagged shadows thrown by the broken buildings. Now Simon could see that the city had



been destroyed by fire. But it was cold, chillingly cold in the light of the huge moon which hung overhead
like an omen of despair.

The cries of the huntsmen joined the hoots of the owls, a horrid cacophony of fearful, foreboding sound.

But now they could no longer run before their hunters. Fatalistically they must wait—to be caught.

Then suddenly, ahead of them, Simon saw a dark shape framed against the moonlight. He drew his
sword and halted his horse. He was too tired to attack, waited for the figure to approach.

When it came closer it flung back the cowl of its cloak and Simon gasped in relief and astonishment.

“Abaris! [ was going to seek you in Babylon. What are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you, Simon.” The priest smiled gently and sympathetically. He, also, looked dreadfully
worn. His long un-Persian face was pale and there were lines about his mouth.

“Waiting for me? How could you have known that I should lose my way and come here?”

“It was ordained by the Fates that you should do so. Do not question that.”

“Where are we?”’

“In the ruins of forgotten Nineveh. This was a great city once, larger than Babylon and almost as
powerful. The Medes and Babylonians razed it three hundred years ago.”

“Nineveh,” Camilla breathed, “there are legends about it.”

“Forget those you have heard and remember this—you are safe here, but not for long. The remnants of

Ormuzd’s supporters fled here and form a strong company—but not so strong that we can last for ever
against Ahriman’s dreadful minions.”

“Now I realize what happened,” Simon said. “We followed the Tigris river instead of the Euphrates.”

“That 1s so.”

Behind them the wild baying came closer. Abaris signed to them to follow him.

Abaris led them into a dark sidestreet and then into a maze of alleys choked with fallen masonry,

weed-grown and dank. By a small two-storeyed house which was still virtually intact, he stopped,
withdrew a bolt and motioned them inside. They took their horses with them.

The house was much larger inside than it seemed and Simon guessed that it consisted of several houses
now. There were about two hundred people in the large room behind the one they had entered. They sat,

squatted and stood in positions of acute weariness. Many were priests. Simon recognized several cults.

Here were Chaldaeans, the ruling caste of Babylon, proud and arrogant-seeming still, Egyptian priests of



Osiris, a Hebrew rabbi. Others Simon did not recognize and Abaris whispered answers to his questions.
There were Brahmin from India, Pythagoreans from Samos and Crotona in Etrusca, Parsees from the
deserts of Kerman and Hindustan, Druids from the far North, from the bleak islands on the world’s edge,
blind priests of the Cimmerians who, history told, were the ancestors of the Thracians and Macedonians.

Alexander had destroyed their temples, scattered them. Only in the far North and the far East were the
priests of Light still organized and they had sent deputations to Nineveh to aid their brothers.

And Alexander’s wrath had been mainly turned on the Zoroastrians, the Persian and Chaldacan Magi,
strongest of the sects who worshipped the powers of Law and Light.

Here they all were, weary men, tired by a battle which required no material weapons yet sapped their
vitality as they strove to hold Ahriman at bay.

Abaris introduced Simon and Camilla to the gathering, and he appeared to know the best part of their
story, how they had been present at the Cottyttia, how they had fled from Pela, hounded by the infernal
hordes, crossed the Bosphorus and came, at length, to fallen Nineveh.

Outside, Nineveh'’s streets were filled with a hideous throng, weird beasts of all kinds, dead souls and
malevolent denizens of Hell. Three-headed, snake-tailed dogs, winged horses, chimerae, basilisks,
sphinx, centaurs and griffins, fire-spewing salamanders. All roamed the broken streets hunting for
Ahriman’s prey. But there was an area where they could not pass—an area which gave out emanations
which meant death for them, so they avoided this area.

For the meantime, Simon and Camilla were safe. But it was stalemate, for while they were in Nineveh,
secure against the forces of evil, Alexander strode the golden towers of Babylon and readied the world
for the final conquest.

CHAPTERSIX



Abaris told Simon: “Alexander slew your friend Hano the Phoenician a week ago.”
Simon cursed: “May the Harpies pluck his eyes from his skull!”
Camilla said: “Do not evoke the Harpies, also. We have enough to contend with.”

Abaris half smiled, waved his hand towards a small table in a corner of the room. “You had better eat
now. You must be very tired.”

Gratefully the pair began to eat, drinking the spiced wine of the Magi—a wine which was unnaturally
invigorating. Abaris said, while they ate:

“Ahriman dwells constantly, now, in Alexander’s body. He intends to make a final campaign, north and
east, to subdue the barbarian tribes of Gaul and the Dark Island, crush the Indian kings and rule the entire
world. And, it seems, he will be able to do all this through his vessel, Alexander—for the whole world
already responds to Alexander’s whims; he commands the fighting men and a host of subject kings and
princes. It will be an easy matter...”

“But he must be stopped,” Simon said. “Have you no means of stopping him?”’

“For months we have tried to fight the forces of evil, without success. We have almost given up and wait
for the coming of Darkness.”

“I believe I know what can be done,” Simon said, “and it will be a cleaner method than that used by any
of you. With your aid I must get to Babylon—and with your aid I will do what I must.”

“Very well, my friend,” Abaris said, “tell me what you need.”

Kettle-drums beat and brazen trumpets sounded. The dust swelled into the heated air before the feet of
Alexander’s armies. Coarse soldiers’ voices bellowed orders and the captains rode in military pomp at
the head of their armies. Plumes of dyed horse-hair bobbed bright beneath the sun, horses stamped,
bedecked in trappings of blue and red and yellow, bronze armour glinted like gold and shields clashed
against javelins, lances rose like wheat above the heads of the marching men, their tips bright and shining.

Hard-faced warriors moved in ordered ranks—men from Macedonia, Thrace, Greece, Bactria,
Babylon, Persia, Assyria, Arabia, Egypt and the Hebrew nations.

Millions of fighting men. Millions of souls trained for slaying and destruction.

And ordering them, one man—Alexander the Great. Alexander in his hawklike helm of gold, standing on
the steps of the Temple of Baal in Babylon and readying his hosts for the final conquest. Alexander in the
trappings of a Persian monarch, absolute ruler of the civilized world. In his right hand a gleaming sword,
in his left the sceptre of the law-giver. In his body, possessing it, flowing through it, dominating it—black
evil. Ahriman, Master of Darkness, soon to commit the absolute crime—the destruction of Law, the birth
of the Dark Millennium.

Around Babylon, mighty armies were camped and it was easy for Simon to enter the city, for many
mercenaries had flocked to fight beneath Alexander’s banner.



Wrapped around the Thracian was what seemed to be a simple stained black soldier’s cloak, but inside,
lining it, was richer stuft marked with curious symbols. The Cloak of the Magi, it served to ward off evil
and kept Simon, for the time being, safe from Ahriman’s attentions.

That day he stood in the square surrounding the Temple of Baal and heard Ahriman speak through
Alexander. It was dangerous for him to do this, he knew, but he had to see the man again.

Alexander addressed the populace.

“People of Babylon, my warriors, the morrow sees the start of our final conquests. Soon no spot of soil,
no drop of ocean shall be independent of our Empire. I, Jupiter-Ammon, have come to Earth to cleanse
it of heretics, to destroy unbelievers and bring the new age to the world. Those who murmur against me
shall die. Those who oppose me shall suffer torments and will wish to die. Those who would halt my
plans—they shall never die but will be sent living to Hades. Now the armies are marshaled. Already we
control most of the world, save for a few patches to the north and a few to the east. Within months these,
also, will be ours. Worship us, my people, for Zeus has returned from Olympus, born of a woman named
Olympias, father of the son, son and father are One. We are Jupiter-Ammon and our will is divine!”

The people screamed their exultation at these words and bowed low before the man-god who stood so
proud above them.

Only Simon remained standing, clad in his bagging and dusty cloak, his face thin and his eyes bright. He
stared up at Alexander who saw him almost immediately, opened his mouth to order the unbeliever
destroyed, and then closed it again.

For long moments the two men stared into one another’s eyes—the one representing total evil, the other
representing the forces of Light. In that great, hushed city nothing seemed to stir and the air carried only
faint sounds of military preparation from behind the city walls.

There was a peculiar communication between them. Simon felt as if he were looking into the Abyss of
Hell and yet sensed something else lurking in the eyes—something cleaner that had long since been
subdued and almost erased.

Then he was in motion, running for the steps that wound upwards around the Temple of Baal.

He bounded up the steps, twenty, fifty, a hundred and he had still not reached Alexander who stood like
a statue awaiting him.

The God-Emperor turned as Simon finally reached the upper level. As if Simon were not there he strode
back through the shaded pillars and into the building. That was where Simon confronted him.

Sunlight lanced through the pillars and criss-crossed the place in a network of shadow and light.
Alexander now sat on a huge golden throne, his chin resting in one hand, his back bent as if in meditation.
Steps led up to the dais on which the throne was placed. Simon stopped at the first step and looked up
at the conqueror of the world.

Alexander leaned back in his throne and clasped his hands in front of him. He smiled slowly, at first a
smile of irony which twisted into a grin of malice and hatred.



“There is a sacred bull in Memphis,” Alexander said slowly, “which is called Apis. It is an oracle. Seven
years ago [ went to Memphis to hear the sacred bull and to ascertain whether it had, indeed, oracular
powers. When it saw me it spoke a thyme. I have remembered that rhyme for seven years.”

Simon drew the Cloak of the Magi closer about him. “What did it say?”” he asked in a strained
half-whisper.

Alexander shook his head. “I did not understand it until recently. It went:

The City that thy father lost shall fall to thee,
The City that gives birth to fools shall bear a sword.
The City that thy father lost shall be its home.

The City that thou mak’st thy home shall feel its edge.”

Simon brooded over this for a moment and then he nodded, understanding.

“Byzantium, Abdera, Byzantium—-Babylon,” he said.

“How sharp is the sword?” Alexander asked and changed shape.

A dazzling orange-golden haze burst upwards and a black and scarlet figure stood framed in the centre.
It vaguely resembled Alexander but was twice as high, twice as broad, and bore a weirdly wrought staff
in its hand.

“So!” Simon cried. “At last you show your true shape. You bear the Wand of Ahriman, I see!”

“Aye, mortal—and that only Ahriman may bear.”

From beneath the Cloak of the Magi, Simon produced a short javelin and a small shield of about ten
inches in diameter. He held the shield in front of his face and through it could see unnerving and alien
shapes where the figure of Ahriman stood. He was seeing the true shape of Ahriman, not the warped and

metamorphosed body of Alexander.

He drew back his arm and hurled the javelin at a certain spot in the intricate supernatural pattern.

There came an unearthly groaning and muttering from the figure. It threw up its arms and the wand
flickered and sent a bolt of black lightning at Simon who put up his shield again and repelled it, though he
was hurled back against a far column. He leaped to his feet, drawing his sword and saw that, as Abaris
had told him, Alexander had resumed his usual shape.

The God-King staggered and frowned. He turned and saw Simon standing there, sword in hand.

“What’s this?”” he said.



“Prepare to fight me, Alexander!” Simon cried.
“But why?”

“Y ou must never know why.”

And Simon leapt forward.

Alexander drew his own lovely blade, a slim thing of strong tempering, of glowing star-metal with a
handle of black onyx.

The iron clashed with a musical note, so fine were both blades and the two men feinted, parried and
stabbed, fighting in the Greek manner, using the points of their swords rather than the edges.

Alexander came in swiftly, grasped Simon’s wrist and pushed his sword back, bringing his own sword
in, but Simon side-stepped just in time and the blade grazed his thigh. Alexander cursed a very human
curse and grinned briefly at Simon in the old, earlier manner.

“You are swift, my friend.”

Simon disliked this. It was harder to fight such a light-hearted and likable warrior than the thing which
Alexander had earlier been. It was almost unjust—yet the action had to be made.

In and out of the network of light and shadow the two men danced, skipping away, coming in close,
swords flashing and the music of their meeting echoing about the Temple of Baal.

Then Alexander’s soldiers came running into the place but Alexander cried:

“Stand back—I do not know why this man attacked me, but I have never fought such a swordsman
before and would not miss the privilege. If he wins—free him.”

Bewildered, the guards retreated.
For hours the fight continued, the men evenly matched. Dusk came, sunset flooding the temple with
blood-red rays. Like two archetypal gods they fought on, thrusting, parrying, employing every tactic at

their command.

Then Alexander, whose earlier sickness had wearied him, stumbled and Simon saw his opportunity,
paused, deliberating the act, then rushed upon his opponent and struck him a terrible thrust in the lung.

“Go—be Charon’s guest!” he cried.

Alexander went hurtling back to land with a crash, sprawled on the steps of the dais. Again the watching
warriors rushed forward, but Alexander waved them back.

“Do not tell the people how I met my end,” he gasped. “I have united the world—Iet it stay united in the
confidence that a—a—god created that unity. Perhaps that will serve to ensure peace...”

Dismissed, the guards returned, wondering, down the steps of the temple and Simon and the dying



Alexander were left alone in the half-light while a wind blew up and sent a cold chill through the silent
columns.

“I remember you now,” Alexander said, blood beginning to trickle from his mouth. “You are the
Thracian. What happened—I remember interviewing you and then the rest is hazed in blackness and
chaos—what happened then?”’

Simon shook his head.

“Call it madness,” he said. ““A madness which came upon you.”

In the shadows behind the throne he saw a black mist begin to form. Hurriedly he shouted:
“Abaris—quickly!”

The priest appeared then. He had slipped up the steps and had been standing behind a column. Others
followed him. He motioned them in. They began a weird and beautiful chanting, advancing towards the

hazy form behind the throne, making peculiar passes in the air.

After them, Camilla appeared and stood framed in a gap between two columns, the wind ruffling her
hair.

Alexander grasped Simon’s arm. “I remember a prophecy—one made by the Oracle of Memphis. How
did it go?”

Simon quoted it.

“Yes,” Alexander gasped. “So you are the sword which the City of Fools, Abdera, bore...”

“What shall we remember of you, Alexander?”” Simon asked quietly as there came a commotion behind
the throne which was now surrounded by chanting Magi. He looked up. The priests seemed to be
straining to hold back some horrible force which whimpered and moaned at them, yet was still very

strong.

“Remember? Will not the world always remember me? My dream was to unite the world and bring
peace. But a nightmare interrupted that dream, I think...”

“Your father’s dream and yours,” Simon said.

“My father—I hated him—yet he was a good and wise king, and moulded me for a purpose. Aristotle
was my teacher, you know. But I had other indoctrination. My mother Olympias, taught me peculiar
things which I cannot remember now.”

“Let us hope no-one shall ever know them again,” Simon breathed.

“What has happened?” Alexander asked again. Then his eyes closed. “What did I do?”

“You did nothing that was not for the good of the world,” Simon told him. Alexander was dead. “But,”



the Thracian added quietly as the emperor’s grip loosened and the limp hand fell to the marble of the
step, “that which possessed you wrought harm. You could not help it. You were born to perish...”

He rose and called: “Abaris. Abaris—he is dead.”

The chanting ceased. The black shape still hovered there, veins of orange-gold, black and scarlet
throbbing in it like blood-vessels. Simon and the priests fell back.

The shape shot towards Alexander’s corpse, sank down over it. The corpse jerked but then was still
again. For an instant a face—the face Simon had seen at the Rites of Cotys in Pela—appeared.

“There will be others, never fear!” Ahriman said and vanished.

Abaris went over to Alexander’s corpse and made a pass over the wound. When Simon looked there
was no sign of a wound.

“We’ll say he died of a fever,” Abaris said softly. “It was well known that he was ill. They will believe
us—we will let the Chaldaeans speak in Babylon for they long ruled the people before Alexander’s
coming.”

Simon said: “I knew that clean steel could end this matter for us.”
Abaris looked at him a trifle cynically.

“Without our magic to drive Ahriman out of Alexander’s body for the time you needed, you would never
have succeeded.”

“That’s true, I suppose.”
Abaris continued:

“That was the solution. Ahriman works through many people—but he needs a single human vessel if he
is to carry out his Great Plan. Several have been born in the past—others will be born again. Fanatical
conquerors who will set out to rule the world. Men with superhuman vitality, the power of dominating
great masses of people and driving them to do that one man’s will. Yes, Ahriman—under whatever name
he takes—will try again. That is certain.”

“Meanwhile,” Simon said as Camilla came up to him, “we have succeeded in halting Ahriman this time.”
“Who knows?”” Abaris said. “History will show if we were in time or not.”

Simon said gravely: “I am not sure what Alexander, himself, was. He could have been a force for good
or evil. He was something of both. But the evil gained ascendancy towards the end. Was I right to kill
him? Could not his course have been turned so that the good in him could have continued his plan to unite
the world in peace?”

“That may have been possible,” the priest said thoughtfully, “but we men set limits to our endeavours—it
is easier that way. Perhaps, in time, we will not stop short but will learn to choose the harder paths and

so achieve more positive results. As it is we strive merely to keep a balance. One day Alexander’s dream
may be realized and the world united. Let us hope that the unity will be inspired by Ormuzd. Then it may
be possible to build.”



Simon sighed and made his body relax.

“Meanwhile, as you say, we’ll strive for balance alone. Pray to Ormuzd, priest, and pray that men will
one day cease to need their gods.”

“That day may come and, if I am right, the gods themselves will welcome it.”

Abaris bowed and left Simon and Camilla staring at one another. For a long time they remained so
before embracing.

MASTER OF CHAOS
(Earl Aubec)
(1964)

FROM THE GLASSLESSwindow of the stone tower it was possible to see the wide river winding oft
between loose, brown banks, through the heaped terrain of solid green copses which blended very
gradually into the mass of the forest proper. And out of the forest, the cliff rose, grey and light green, up
and up, the rock darkening, lichen-covered, to merge with the lower, and even more massive, stones of
the castle. It was the castle which dominated the countryside in three directions, drawing the eye from
river, rock or forest. Its walls were high and of thick granite, with towers; a dense field of towers,
grouped so as to shadow one another.

Aubec of Malador marveled and wondered how human builders could ever have constructed it, save by
sorcery. Brooding and mysterious, the castle seemed to have a defiant air, for it stood on the very edge
of the world.

At this moment the lowering sky cast a strange, deep yellow light against the western sides of the towers,
intensifying the blackness untouched by it. Huge billows of blue sky rent the general racing greyness
above, and mounds of red cloud crept through to blend and produce more and subtler colourings. Yet,
though the sky was impressive, it could not take the gaze away from the ponderous series of man-made
crags that were Castle Kaneloon.

Earl Aubec of Malador did not turn from the window until it was completely dark outside; forest, cliff
and castle but shadowy tones against the overall blackness. He passed a heavy, knotted hand over his
almost bald scalp and thoughtfully went towards the heap of straw which was his intended bed.

The straw was piled in a niche created by a buttress and the outer wall and the room was well-lighted by
Malador’s lantern. But the air was cold as he lay down on the straw with his hand close to the
two-handed broadsword of prodigious size. This was his only weapon. It looked as if it had been forged
for a giant—Malador was virtually that himself—with its wide crosspiece and heavy, stone-encrusted hilt
and five-foot blade, smooth and broad. Beside it was Malador’s old, heavy armour, the casque balanced
on top with its somewhat tattered black plumes waving slightly in a current of air from the window.



Malador slept.

His dreams, as usual, were turbulent; of mighty armies surging across the blazing landscapes, curling
banners bearing the blazons of a hundred nations, forests of shining lance-tips, seas of tossing helmets,
the brave, wild blasts of the war-horns, the clatter of hoofs and the songs and cries and shouts of
soldiers. These were dreams of earlier times, of his youth when, for Queen Eloarde of Klant, he had
conquered all the Southern nations—almost to the edge of the world. Only Kaneloon, on the very edge,
had he not conquered, and this because no army would follow him there.

For one of so martial an appearance, these dreams were surprisingly unwelcome, and Malador woke
several times that night, shaking his head in an attempt to rid himself of them.

He would rather have dreamed of Eloarde, though she was the cause of his restlessness, but he saw
nothing of her in his sleep; nothing of her soft, black hair that billowed around her pale face, nothing of
her green eyes and red lips and her proud, disdainful posture. Eloarde had assigned him to this quest and
he had not gone willingly, though he had no choice, for as well as his mistress she was also his queen. The
Champion was traditionally her lover—and it was unthinkable to Earl Aubec that any other condition
should exist. It was his place, as Champion of Klant, to obey and go forth from her palace to seek Castle
Kaneloon alone and conquer it and declare it part of her empire, so that it could be said Queen Eloarde’s
domain stretched from the Dragon Sea to World’s Edge.

Nothing lay beyond World’s Edge—nothing save the swirling stuff of unformed Chaos which stretched
away from the Cliffs of Kaneloon for eternity, roiling and broiling, multicoloured, full of monstrous
half-shapes—for Earth alone was Lawful and constituted of ordered matter, drifting in the sea of
Chaos-stuff as it had done for acons.

In the morning, Earl Aubec of Malador extinguished the lantern which he had allowed to remain alight,
drew on greaves and hauberk, placed his black plumed helm upon his head, put his broadsword over his
shoulder and sallied out of the stone tower which was all that remained whole of some ancient edifice.

His leathern-shod feet stumbled over stones that seemed partially dissolved, as if Chaos had once
lapped here instead of against the towering Cliffs of Kaneloon. That, of course, was quite impossible,
since Earth’s boundaries were known to be constant.

Castle Kaneloon had seemed closer the night before and that, he now realized, was because it was so
huge. He followed the river, his feet sinking in the loamy soil, the great branches of the trees shading him
from the increasingly hot sun as he made his way towards the cliffs. Kaneloon was now out of sight, high
above him. Every so often he used his sword as an axe to clear his way through the places where the
foliage was particularly thick.

He rested several times, drinking the cold water of the river and mopping his face and head. He was
unhurried, he had no wish to visit Kaneloon, he resented the interruption to his life with Eloarde which he
thought he had earned. Also he, too, had a superstitious dread of the mysterious castle, which was said
to be inhabited only by one human occupant—the Dark Lady, a sorceress without mercy who
commanded a legion of demons and other Chaos creatures.

He arrived at the cliffs by midday and regarded the path leading upwards with a mixture of wariness and
relief. He had expected to have to scale the cliffs. He was not one, however, to take a difficult route
where an easy one presented itself, so he looped a cord around his sword and slung it over his back,



since it was too long and cumbersome to carry at his side. Then, still in bad humour, he began to climb
the twisting path.

The lichen-covered rocks were evidently ancient, contrary to the speculations of certain philosophers
who asked why Kaneloon had only been heard of a few generations since. Malador believed in the
general answer to this question—that explorers had never ventured this far until fairly recently. He
glanced back down the path and saw the tops of the trees below him, their foliage moving slightly in the
breeze. The tower in which he’d spent the night was just visible in the distance and, beyond that, he
knew, there was no civilization, no outpost of Man for many days’ journey north, east, or west—and
Chaos lay to the south. He had never been so close to the edge of the world before and wondered how
the sight of unformed matter would affect his brain.

At length he clambered to the top of the cliff and stood, arms akimbo, staring up at Castle Kaneloon
which soared a mile away, its highest towers hidden in the clouds, its immense walls rooted on the rock
and stretching away, limited on both sides of the cliff. Malador watched the churning, leaping
Chaos-substance—predominantly grey, blue, brown and yellow at this moment, though its colours
changed constantly—spew like the sea-spray a few feet from the castle.

He became filled with a feeling of such indescribable profundity that he could only remain in this position
for a long while, completely overwhelmed by a sense of his own insignificance. It came to him, eventually,
that if anyone did dwell in the Castle Kaneloon, then they must have a robust mind or else must be
insane, and then he sighed and strode on towards his goal, noting that the ground was perfectly flat,
without blemish, green, obsidian and reflecting imperfectly the dancing Chaos-stuff from which he averted
his eyes as much as he could.

Kaneloon had many entrances, all dark and unwelcoming, and had they all not been of regular size and
shape they might have been so many cave-mouths.

Malador paused before choosing which to take, and then walked with outward purposefulness towards



one. He went into blackness which appeared to stretch away for ever. It was cold; it was empty and he
was alone.

He was soon lost. His footsteps made no echo, which was unexpected; then the blackness began to give
way to a series of angular outlines, like the walls of a twisting corridor—walls which did not reach the
un-sensed roof, but ended several yards above his head. It was a labyrinth, a maze. He paused and
looked back and saw with horror that the maze wound off in many directions, though he was sure he had
followed a straight path from the outside.

For an instant, his mind became diffused and madness threatened to engulf him, but he battened it down,
unslung his sword, shivering. Which way? He pressed on, unable to tell, now, whether he went forward
or backward.

The madness lurking in the depths of his brain filtered out and became fear and, immediately following
the sensation of fear, came the shapes. Swift-moving shapes, darting from several different directions,
gibbering, fiendish, utterly horrible.

One of these creatures leapt at him and he struck at it with his blade. It fled, but seemed unwounded.
Another came and another and he forgot his panic as he smote around him, driving them back until all
had fled. He paused and leaned, panting, on his sword. Then, as he stared around him, the fear began to
flood back into him and more creatures appeared—creatures with wide, blazing eyes and clutching
talons, creatures with malevolent faces, mocking him, creatures with half-familiar faces, some
recognizable as those of old friends and relatives, yet twisted into horrific parodies. He screamed and ran
at them, whirling his huge sword, slashing, hacking at them, rushing past one group to turn a bend in the
labyrinth and encounter another.

Malicious laughter coursed through the twisting corridors, following him and preceding him as he ran. He
stumbled and fell against a wall. At first the wall seemed of solid stone, then, slowly it became soft and he
sank through it, his body lying half in one corridor, half in another. He hauled himself through, still on
hands and knees, looked up and saw Eloarde, but an Eloarde whose face grew old as he watched.

“I am mad,” he thought. ““ Is this reality or fantasy—or both?”
He reached out a hand. ““ Eloarde!”

She vanished but was replaced by a crowding horde of demons. He raised himself to his feet and flailed
around him with his blade, but they skipped outside his range and he roared at them as he advanced.
Momentarily, while he thus exerted himself, the fear left him again and, with the disappearance of the fear,
so the visions vanished until he realized that the fear preceded the manifestations and he tried to control it.

He almost succeeded, forcing himself to relax, but it welled up again and the creatures bubbled out of
the walls, their shrill voices full of malicious mirth.

This time he did not attack them with his sword, but stood his ground as calmly as he could and
concentrated upon his own mental condition. As he did so, the creatures began to fade away and then
the walls of the labyrinth dissolved and it seemed to him that he stood in a peaceful valley, calm and
idyllic. Yet, hovering close to his consciousness, he seemed to see the walls of the labyrinth faintly
outlined, and disgusting shapes moving here and there along the many passages.



He realized that the vision of the valley was as much an illusion as the labyrinth and, with this conclusion,
both valley and labyrinth faded and he stood in the enormous hall of a castle which could only be
Kaneloon.

The hall was unoccupied though well-furnished, and he could not see the source of the light, which was
bright and even. He strode towards a table, on which were heaped scrolls, and his feet made a satisfying
echo. Several great metal-studded doors led off from the hall, but for the moment he did not investigate
them, intent on studying the scrolls and seeing if they could help him unravel Kaneloon’s mystery.

He propped his sword against the table and took up the first scroll.

It was a beautiful thing of red vellum, but the black letters upon it meant nothing to him and he was
astounded for, though dialects varied from place to place, there was only one language in all the lands of
the Earth. Another scroll bore different symbols still, and a third he unrolled carried a series of highly
stylized pictures which were repeated here and there so that he guessed they formed some kind of
alphabet. Disgusted, he flung the scroll down, picked up his sword, drew an immense breath and
shouted:

“Who dwells here? Let them know that Aubec, Earl of Malador, Champion of Klant and Conqueror of
the South claims this castle in the name of Queen Eloarde, Empress of all the Southlands!”

In shouting these familiar words, he felt somewhat more comfortable, but he received no reply. He lifted
his casque a trifle and scratched his neck. Then he picked up his sword, balanced it over his shoulder,
and made for the largest door.

Before he reached it, it sprang open and a huge, manlike thing with hands like grappling irons grinned at
him.

He took a pace backwards and then another until, seeing that the thing did not advance, stood his
ground observing it.

It was a foot or so taller than he, with oval, multifaceted eyes that, by their nature, seemed blank. Its face
was angular and had a grey, metallic sheen. Most of its body was composed of burnished metal, jointed
in the manner of armour. Upon its head was a tight-fitting hood, studded with brass. It had about it an air
of tremendous and insensate power, though it did not move.



“A golem!” Malador exclaimed for it seemed to him that he remembered such man-made creatures from
legends. “What sorcery created you !”

The golem did not reply but its hands—which were in reality composed of four spikes of metal
apiece—began slowly to flex themselves; and still the golem grinned.

This thing, Malador knew, did not have the same amorphous quality of his earlier visions. This was solid,
this was real and strong, and even Malador’s manly strength, however much he exerted it, could not
defeat such a creature. Yet neither could he turn away.

With a scream of metal joints, the golem entered the hall and stretched its burnished hands towards the
earl.

Malador could attack or flee, and fleeing would be senseless. He attacked.

His great sword clasped in both hands, he swung it sideways at the golem’s torso, which seemed to be
its weakest point. The golem lowered an arm and the sword shuddered against metal with a mighty clang
that set the whole of Malador’s body quaking. He stumbled backwards. Remorselessly, the golem
followed him.

Malador looked back and searched the hall in the hope of finding a weapon more powerful than his
sword, but saw only shields of an ornamental kind upon the wall to his right. He turned and ran to the
wall, wrenching one of the shields from its place and slipping it onto his arm. It was an oblong thing, very
light and comprising several layers of cross-grained wood. It was inadequate, but it made him feel a trifle
better as he whirled again to face the golem.

The golem advanced, and Malador thought he noticed something familiar about it, just as the demons of
the labyrinth had seemed familiar, but the impression was only vague. Kaneloon’s weird sorcery was
affecting his mind, he decided.

The creature raised the spikes on its right arm and aimed a swift blow at Malador’s head. He avoided it,
putting up his sword as protection. The spikes clashed against the sword and then the left arm pistoned
forward, driving at Malador’s stomach. The shield stopped his blow, though the spikes pierced it deeply.



He yanked the buckler off the spikes, slashing at the golem’s leg-joints as he did so.

Still staring into the middle-distance, with apparently no real interest in Malador, the golem advanced like
a blind man as the earl turned and leapt onto the table, scattering the scrolls. Now he brought his huge
sword down upon the golem’s skull, and the brass studs sparked and the hood and head beneath it was
dented. The golem staggered and then grasped the table, heaving it off the floor so that Malador was
forced to leap to the ground. This time he made for the door and tugged at its latch-ring, but the door
would not open.

His sword was chipped and blunted. He put his back to the door as the golem reached him and brought
its metal hand down on the top edge of the shield. The shield shattered and a dreadful pain shot up
Malador’s arm. He lunged at the golem, but he was unused to handling the big sword in this manner and
the stroke was clumsy.

Malador knew that he was doomed. Force and fighting skill were not enough against the golem’s
insensate strength. At the golem’s next blow he swung aside, but was caught by one of its spike-fingers
which ripped through his armour and drew blood, though at that moment he felt no pain.

He scrambled up, shaking away the grip and fragments of wood which remained of the shield, grasping
his sword firmly.

“ The soulless demon has no weak spot,” he thought, ““ and since it has no true intelligence, it
cannot be appealed to. What would a golem fear?”

The answer was simple. The golem would only fear something as strong or stronger than itself.
He must use cunning.

He ran for the upturned table with the golem after him, leapt over the table and wheeled as the golem
stumbled but did not, as he’d hoped, fall. However, the golem was slowed by its encounter, and Aubec
took advantage of this to rush for the door through which the golem had entered. It opened. He was in a
twisting corridor, darkly shadowed, not unlike the labyrinth he had first found in Kaneloon. The door
closed, but he could find nothing to bar it with. He ran up the corridor as the golem tore the door open
and came lumbering swiftly after him.

The corridor writhed about in all directions and, though he could not always see the golem, he could
hear it and had the sickening fear that he would turn a corner at some stage and run straight into it. He did
not—but he came to a door and, upon opening it and passing through it, found himself again in the hall of



Castle Kaneloon.

He almost welcomed this familiar sight as he heard the golem, its metal parts screeching, continue to
come after him. He needed another shield, but the part of the hall in which he now found himself had no
wall-shields—only a large, round mirror of bright, clear-polished metal. It would be too heavy to be
much use, but he seized it, tugging it from its hook. It fell with a clang and he hauled it up, dragging it with
him as he stumbled away from the golem which had emerged into the room once more.

Using the chains by which the mirror had hung, he gripped it before him and, as the golem’s speed
increased and the monster rushed upon him, he raised this makeshift shield.

The golem shrieked.

Malador was astounded. The monster stopped dead and cowered away from the mirror. Malador
pushed it towards the golem and the thing turned its back and fled, with a metallic howl, through the door
it had entered by.

Relieved and puzzled, Malador sat down on the floor and studied the mirror. There was certainly nothing
magical about it, though its quality was good. He grinned and said aloud:

“The creature is afraid of something. It is afraid of itself!”

He threw back his head and laughed loudly in his relief. Then he frowned. “Now to find the sorcerers
who created him and take vengeance on them!” He pushed himself to his feet, twisted the chains of the
mirror more securely about his arm and went to another door, concerned lest the golem complete its
circuit of the maze and return through the door. This door would not budge, so he lifted his sword and
hacked at the latch for a few moments until it gave. He strode into a well-lit passage with what appeared
to be another room at its far end—the door open.

A musky scent came to his nostrils as he progressed along the passage—the scent that reminded him of
Eloarde and the comforts of Klant.

When he reached the circular chamber, he saw that it was a bedroom—a woman’s bedroom full of the
perfume he had smelled in the passage. He controlled the direction his mind took, thought of loyalty and
Klant, and went to another door which led off from the room. He lugged it open and discovered a stone
staircase winding upwards. This he mounted, passing windows that seemed glazed with emerald or ruby,
beyond which shadow-shapes flickered so that he knew he was on the side of the castle overlooking
Chaos.

The staircase seemed to lead up into a tower, and when he finally reached the small door at its top he
was feeling out of breath and paused before entering. Then he pushed the door open and went in.

A huge window was set in one wall, a window of clear glass through which he could see the ominous
stuff of Chaos leaping. A woman stood by this window as if awaiting him.

“You are indeed a champion, Earl Aubec,” said she with a smile that might have been ironic.

“How do you know my name?”’



“No sorcery gave it me, Earl of Malador—you shouted it loudly enough when you first saw the hall in its
true shape.”

“Was not that, then, sorcery,” he said ungraciously. “The labyrinth, the demons—even the valley? Was
not the golem made by sorcery? Is not this whole cursed castle of a sorcerous nature?”

She shrugged. “Call it so if you’d rather not have the truth. Sorcery, in your mind at least, is a crude thing
which only hints at the true powers existing in the multiverse.”

He did not reply, being somewhat impatient of such statements. He had learned, by observing the
philosophers of Klant, that mysterious words often disguised commonplace things and ideas. Instead, he
looked at her sulkily and over-frankly.

She was fair, with green-blue eyes and a light complexion. Her long robe was of a similar colour to her
eyes. She was, in a secret sort of way, very beautiful and, like all the denizens of Kaneloon he’d
encountered, a trifle familiar.

“You recognize Kaneloon?” she asked.

He dismissed her question. “Enough of this—take me to the masters of this place!”

“There is none but me, Myshella the Dark Lady—and I am the mistress.”

He was disappointed. “Was it just to meet you that I came through such perils?”

“It was—and greater perils even than you think, Earl Aubec. Those were but the monsters of your own
imagination!”

“Taunt me not, lady.”

She laughed. “I speak in good faith. The castle creates its defenses out of your own mind. It is a rare
man who can face and defeat his own imagination. Such a one has not found me here for two hundred
years. All since have perished by fear—until now.”

She smiled at him. It was a warm smile.

“And what is the prize for so great a feat?”” he said gruffly.

She laughed again and gestured towards the window which looked out upon the edge of the world and
Chaos beyond. “Out there nothing exists as yet. If you venture into it, you will be confronted again by
creatures of your hidden fancy, for there is nothing else to behold.”

She gazed at him admiringly and he coughed in his embarrassment. ““Once in a while,” she said, “there
comes a man to Kaneloon who can withstand such an ordeal. Then may the frontiers of the world be
extended, for when a man stands against Chaos it must recede and new lands spring into being!”

“So that is the fate you have in mind for me, sorceress!”

She glanced at him almost demurely. Her beauty seemed to increase as he looked at her. He clutched at

the hilt of his sword, gripping it tight as she moved gracefully towards him and touched him, as if by
accident. “There is a reward for your courage.” She looked into his eyes and said no more of the reward,



for it was clear what she offered. “And afte—do my bidding and go against Chaos.”

“Lady, know you not that ritual demands of Klant’s Champion that he be the queen’s faithful consort? I
would not betray my word and trust!” He gave a hollow laugh. “I came here to remove a menace to my
queen’s kingdom—not to be your lover and lackey!”

“There is no menace here.”
“That seems true...”

She stepped back as if appraising him anew. For her this was unprecedented—never before had her
offer been refused. She rather liked this solid man who also combined courage and imagination in his
character. It was incredible, she thought, how in a few centuries such traditions could grow
up—traditions which could bind a man to a woman he probably did not even love. She looked at him as
he stood there, his body rigid, his manner nervous.

“Forget Klant,” she said, “think of the power you might have—the power of true creation!”

“Lady, I claim this castle for Klant. That is what I came to do and that is what I do now. If I leave here
alive, I shall be judged the conqueror and you must comply.”

She hardly heard him. She was thinking of various plans to convince him that her cause was superior to
his. Perhaps she could still seduce him? Or use some drug to bewitch him? No, he was too strong for
either; she must think of some other stratagem.

She felt her breasts heaving involuntarily as she looked at him. She would have preferred to have
seduced him. It had always been as much her reward as that of the heroes who had earlier won over the
dangers of Kaneloon. And then, she thought, she knew what to say.

“Think, Earl Aubec,” she whispered. “Think—new lands for your queen’s empire!”

He frowned.

“Why not extend the empire’s boundaries further?” she continued. “Why not make new territories?”

She watched him anxiously as he took off his helm and scratched his heavy, bald head. “You have made
a point at last,” he said dubiously.

“Think of the honours you would receive in Klant if you succeeded in winning not merely
Kaneloon—but that which lies beyond !”

Now he rubbed his chin. “Aye,” he said, “Aye...” His great brows frowned deeply.

“New plains, new mountains, new seas—new populations, even—whole cities full of people
fresh-sprung and yet with the memory of generations of ancestors behind them! All this can be done by
you, Earl of Malador—for Queen Eloarde and Klant!”

He smiled faintly, his imagination fired at last. “Aye! If I can defeat such dangers here—then I can do the
same out there! It will be the greatest adventure in history! My name will become a legend—Malador,
Master of Chaos!”



She gave him a tender look, though she had half-cheated him.
He swung his sword up onto his shoulder. “I’ll try this, lady.”

She and he stood together at the window, watching the Chaos-stuff whispering and rolling for eternity
before them. To her it had never been wholly familiar, for it changed all the time. Now its tossing colours
were predominantly red and black. Tendrils of mauve and orange spiraled out of this and writhed away.

Weird shapes flitted about in it, their outlines never clear, never quite recognizable.
He said to her: “The Lords of Chaos rule this territory. What will they have to say?”

“They can say nothing, do little. Even they have to obey the Law of the Cosmic Balance which ordains
that if man can stand against Chaos, then it shall be his to order and make Lawful. Thus the Earth grows,
slowly.”

“How do I enter it?”

She took the opportunity to grasp his heavily muscled arm and point through the window.
“See—there—a causeway leads down from this tower to the cliff.”” She glanced at him sharply. “Do you
see it?”

“Ah—yes—I had not, but now I do. Yes, a causeway.”
Standing behind him, she smiled a little to herself. “I will remove the barrier,” she said.

He straightened his helm on his head. “For Klant and Eloarde and only those do I embark upon this
adventure.”

She moved towards the wall and raised the window. He did not look at her as he strode down the
causeway into the multicoloured mist.

As she watched him disappear she smiled to herself. How easy it was to beguile the strongest man by
pretending to go his way! He might add lands to his empire, but he might find their populations unwilling
to accept Eloarde as their empress. In fact, if Aubec did his work well, then he would be creating more
of a threat to Klant than ever Kaneloon had been.

Yet she admired him, she was attracted to him, perhaps, because he was not so accessible, a little more
than she had been to that earlier hero who had claimed Aubec’s own land from Chaos barely two
hundred years before. Oh, he had been a man! But he, like most before him, had needed no other
persuasion than the promise of her body.

Earl Aubec’s weakness had lain in his strength, she thought. By now he had vanished into the heaving
mists.

She felt a trifle sad that this time the execution of the task given her by the Lords of Law had not brought
her the usual pleasure.

Yet perhaps, she thought, she felt a more subtle pleasure in his steadfastness and the means she had
used to convince him.



For centuries had the Lords of Law entrusted her with Kaneloon and its secrets. But the progress was
slow, for there were few heroes who could survive Kaneloon’s dangers—few who could defeat
self-created perils.

Yet, she decided with a slight smile on her lips, the task had its various rewards. She moved into another
chamber to prepare for the transition of the castle to the new edge of the world.

Thus were the seeds sown of the Age of the Young Kingdoms, the Age of Men, which was to produce
the downfall of Melniboné.

PHASE 1

(written 1965)
CHAPTERONE

IT WAS RAINING.

The house was in south-east London, in Blackheath. It stood back from the main road, looming out of
its overgrown garden. The gravel drive was weedy, and the house needed painting. It had originally been
painted a light mauve. Through the grimy ground-floor windows Jerry Cornelius could glimpse five
people seated in the big front room. It was full of dark furniture and poorly lit, the fire giving more light
than the standard lamp in one corner. The faces were all shadowed. On the mantelpiece stood a baroque
figurine of Diana holding two candlesticks; there were two candles in each stick.

The garage door slammed, and Jerry made no effort to become any less visible, but the bulky,
tweed-coated man didn’t notice him as he patted water from his heavy black beard, took off his hat, and
opened the door. He wiped his feet and went inside. Jerry had recognized him as Mr. Smiles. Mr. Smiles
owned the house.

After a moment Jerry went up to the door and took out his key ring. He found the right key and opened
the door. He saw Mr. Smiles enter the front room.

The hallway smelled a little damp, in spite of the radiator burning close to the hat rack; and the walls,
each painted a different colour (tangerine, red, black, and blue), were all cold as Jerry leaned on first one
and then another.

Jerry was dressed in his usual black car coat, dark trousers, and high heels. His hair was wet and did not
fall as softly as normal.

He folded his arms and settled down to wait.
“What'’s the time? My watch has stopped.” Mr. Smiles entered the room, shaking rain off his Robin

Hood hat and still patting at his beard. He walked to the fire and stood there, turning the hat round and
round to dry it.



The five others said nothing. All seemed introspective, hardly aware of his arrival. Then one of them got
up and approached Mr. Smiles. His name was Mr. Lucas. He had the decadent good looks of a Roman
patrician. He was forty-five and a successful casino owner. Except for Mr. Smiles (who was forty-nine),
he was the oldest.

“Twelve-forty, Mr. Smiles. He’s late.”

Mr. Smiles concentrated on drying his hat. “I’ve never known him not to do something he said he’d do,
if that’s any comfort,” he said.

“Oh, it is,” said Miss Brunner.

Miss Brunner was sitting nearest to the fire. She was a sharp-faced, attractive young woman with the
look of a predator. She sprawled back in her chair with her legs crossed. One foot tapped at the air.

Mr. Smiles turned towards her.

“He’ll come, Miss Brunner.” He gave her a glare. “He’ll come.” His tone was self-assuring.
Mr. Lucas glanced at his watch again.

Miss Brunner’s foot tapped more quickly. “Why are you so certain, Mr. Smiles?”

“I know him—at least, as well as anyone could. He’s reliable, Miss Brunner.”

Miss Brunner was a computer programmer of some experience and power. Seated closest to her was
Dimitri, her slave, lover, and sometime unwilling pimp. She wore a straight fawn Courreges suit and
matching buttoned boots. He also wore a Courreges suit of dark blue and brown tweed. Her hair was
red and long, curving outward at the ends. It was nice red hair, but not on her. He was the son of Dimitri
Oil, rich, with the fresh, ingenuous appearance of a boy. His disguise was complete.

Behind Miss Brunner and Dimitri, in shadow, sat Mr. Crookshank, the entertainers’ agent. Mr.
Crookshank was very fat and tall. He had a heavy gold signet ring on the third finger of his right hand. It
gave him the common touch. He wore a silk Ivy League suit.

In the corner, opposite Mr. Crookshank, nearer the fire, sat dark Mr. Powys, hunched in his perpetual
neurotic stoop. Mr. Powys, who lived comfortably off the inheritance left him by his mine-owning
great-uncle, sipped a glass of Bell’s cream whisky, staring at it as he sipped.

The fire did not heat the room sufficiently. Even Mr. Smiles, who was usually unaffected by cold, rubbed
his hands together after he had taken off his coat. Mr. Smiles was a banker, main owner of the Smiles
Bank, which had catered to the linen trade since 1832. The bank was not doing well, though Mr. Smiles
couldn’t complain personally. Mr. Smiles poured himself a large glass of Teacher’s whisky and moved
back to the fire.

None of them was well acquainted, except with Miss Brunner, who had introduced them all. They all
knew Miss Brunner.

She uncrossed her legs and smoothed her skirt, smiling up unpleasantly at the bearded man. “It’s unusual
to find such confidence these days.” She paused and looked round at the others. I think...” She opened
her handbag and began picking at its contents.



“What do you think?”” Mr. Smiles spoke sharply. “When I first put this deal to you, Miss Brunner, you
were uncertain about it. Now you’re impatient to get started. What do you think, then, Miss Brunner?”

“I think we shouldn’t include him in our plans. Let’s get going now, while he’s not expecting anything. He
could be planning some kind of double-cross. We stand to lose too much by hanging about waiting for
Cornelius. I don’t trust him, Mr. Smiles.”

“You don’t trust him because you haven’t met him and given him the Brunner Test, is that it?”” Mr. Lucas
kicked at a log sticking from the fire. “We couldn’t get into that house without Cornelius’s knowledge of

those booby traps of his father’s. If Cornelius doesn’t come, then we’ll have to give up the whole idea.”

Miss Brunner’s sharp teeth showed as she smiled again. “You’re getting old and cautious, Mr. Lucas.
And Mr. Smiles, by the sound of it, is getting soft as well. As far as 'm concerned, the risk is part of it.”

“You silly cow!” Dimitri was often rude to Miss Brunner in public, much as he loved to fear her. Public
insults; private punishments. “We’re not all in it for the risks; we’re in it for what old Cornelius hid in his

house. Without Jerry Cornelius, we’ll never get it. We need him. That’s the truth.”

“I’m pleased to hear it.” Jerry’s voice was sardonic as he entered the room rather theatrically and closed
the door behind him.

Miss Brunner looked him over. He was very tall, and that pale face, framed by the hair, resembled the
young Swinburne’s. His black eyes did not seem at all kindly. He seemed about twenty-seven and had
been, so they said, a Jesuit. He had something of a Church intellectual’s decadent, ascetic appearance.
He had possibilities, she thought.

Jerry dropped his head a trifle as he turned and gave Miss Brunner a slightly amused stare, half-chiding.
She crossed her legs and began tapping. He walked gracefully towards Mr. Smiles and shook hands with
a certain degree of pleasure.

Mr. Smiles sighed. “I’'m glad you could make it, Mr. Cornelius. How soon can we start?”

Jerry shrugged. “As soon as you like. I need a day or so to do a few things.”

“Tomorrow?”” Miss Brunner’s voice was pitched somewhat higher than usual.

“In three days.” Cornelius pursed his lips. “Sunday.”

Mr. Powys spoke from behind his glass. “Three days is too long, man. The longer we wait, the more
chance there is of someone getting to know what we’re planning. Don’t forget that Simons and Harvey
both backed out, and Harvey in particular isn’t well known for his tact and diplomacy.”

“Don’t worry about them,” Cornelius said with finality.

“What have you done?”” Miss Brunner’s voice was still sharp.

“Nothing much. They’re taking a cruise on a tramp bound for New York. It’ll be a long trip, and they
won’t mix with the crew.”

“How did you get them to go?” Mr. Lucas dropped his eyes as Cornelius turned.



“Well,” said Jerry, “there were one or two things they wanted. On condition that they took the trip, I
fixed them up.”

“What things?” asked Mr. Crookshank with interest. Jerry ignored him.
“What have you to do that’s so important?”” Miss Brunner enquired.

“I want to visit the house before our trip.”

“Why?”

“For my own reasons, Miss Brunner.”

Mr. Powys’s brooding Welsh face didn’t look up. “I’d like to know just why you’re helping us, mind
you, Mr. Cornelius.”

“Would you understand if I told you that it was for revenge?”’

“Revenge.” Mr. Powys shook his head rapidly. “Oh, yes. We all have these grudges from time to time,
don’t we?”

“Then it’s revenge,” Jerry said lightly. “Now, Mr. Smiles has told you my conditions, I think. You must
burn the house to the ground when you’ve got what you wanted, and you must leave my brother Francis
and my sister Catherine unharmed. There is also an old servant, John. He must not be hurt in any way.”

“The rest of the staff?”” Dimitri waved a questioning hand. It was an impolite gesture.

“Do whatever you like. You’ll be taking on some help, [ understand?”

“About twenty men. Mr. Smiles has arranged them. He says they’ll be sufficient.” Mr. Lucas glanced at
Mr. Smiles, who nodded.

“They should be,” Jerry said thoughtfully. “The house is well guarded, but naturally they won’t call the
police. With our special equipment you ought to be all right. Don’t forget to burn the house.”

“Mr. Smiles has already reminded us of that, Mr. Cornelius,” said Dimitri. “As have you. We will do
exactly as you say.”

Jerry turned up the wide collar of his coat. “Right. I’ll be off.”
“Take care, Mr. Cornelius,” said Miss Brunner smoothly as he went out.
“Oh, I will, I think,” he said.

The six people didn’t talk much after Cornelius had left. Only Miss Brunner moved to another chair. She
seemed out of sorts.

CHAPTERTWO

Beat music filled the old Duesenberg as Jerry Cornelius drove towards the Kent coast—Zoot Money,



The Who, the Moody Blues, The Beatles, Manfred Mann, and The Animals. Jerry played only the best
on his built-in tape machine.

The volume was turned up to full blast. There were three speakers in various parts of the car, and it was
impossible for Jerry to hear even the sound of the engine. In the spring clip near the steering wheel the
contents of a glass danced to the thud of the bass. From time to time Cornelius would reach for the glass,
take a sip, and fix it back in the clip. Once he put his hand inside the glove compartment and brought it
out full of pills. He had not slept for the best part of a week, and the pills no longer stopped him from
feeling edgy; but he crammed his mouth with them, just the same, washing them down. A little later he
took out a half-bottle of Bell’s and refilled the glass.

The road ahead was wet, and rain still beat at the windscreen. The two pairs of wipers swished away in
time with the music. Though the heater was on, he felt cold.

Just outside Dover he stopped at a filling station while he rolled himself a thin cigarette out of licorice
paper and Old Holborn. He paid the man, lit his cigarette, and rode on in the general direction of the
coast, turning off onto a side-road and eventually driving down the main street of the harbour village of
Southquay, strains of guitars, organs, and high voices drifting in the car’s wake. The sea was black under
the overcast sky. He drove slowly along the quayside, the car’s wheels bumping on cobbles. He
switched off the tape machine.

There was a small hotel set back from the road. It was called The Yachtsman. Its sign showed a smiling
man in yachting gear. Behind him was a view of the harbour as seen from the hotel. The sign moved a
little in the wind. Jerry backed the Duesenberg into the hotel’s courtyard, left the keys in the ignition, and
got out. He put his hands in the high pockets of his coat and stood stretching his legs by the car for a
moment, looking over the black water at the moored boats. One of them was his launch, which he’d had
converted from a modern lifeboat.

He glanced back at the hotel, noting that no lights had gone on and that no-one seemed to be stirring. He
crossed to the waterside. A metal ladder led down into the sea. He climbed down a few rungs and then
Jumped from the ladder to the deck of his launch. Pausing for a moment to get his sea legs, he made
straight for the well-kept bridge. He didn’t switch on the lights but, by finding the instruments by touch,
got the motor warming up.

He went out on deck again and cast off.

Soon he was steering his way out of the harbour towards the open sea.



Only the man in the harbourmaster’s office saw him leave. Happily for Jerry, the man was quite as
corrupt as the six people who had been at the house in Blackheath. He had, as they used to say, his
price.

Steering a familiar course, Jerry headed the boat towards the coasts of Normandy, where his late father
had built his fake Le Corbusier chateau. It was an ancient building, built well before the Second World
War.

Once outside the three-mile limit, Jerry switched on the radio and got the latest station, Radio K-Nine
(“the Station With Bite”). There was some funny stuff on; it sounded like a mixture of Greek and Persian
music very badly played. It was probably by one of the new groups the publicity people were still trying
in vain to push. They were completely non-musical themselves, so still found it a mystery that one group
should be popular and another unpopular, were convinced that a new sound would start things moving
for them again. All that was over—for the time being at least, thought Jerry. He changed stations until he
got a reasonable one.

The music echoed over the water. Although he was careful not to show any lights, Jerry could be heard
half a mile away; but when he saw the faint outline of the coast ahead, he switched off the radio.

After a while his father’s fake Le Corbusier chateau came in sight, a large six-storey building with that
quaint, dated appearance that all the “futuristic” buildings of the twenties and thirties had. This chateau
had a dash of German expressionism in its architecture to boot.

To Jerry the house symbolized the very spirit of transience, and he enjoyed the feeling he got from
looking at its silhouette, much as he sometimes enjoyed listening to last year’s hits. The house stood, in its
corny old way, on the very edge of a cliff that curved steeply above the nearest village, some four miles
distant. A searchlight was trained on the house, making it look rather like some grotesque war memorial.
Jerry knew the house was staffed by a small private army of German mercenaries, men who were as
much part of the past as the house and yet intratemporally reflected something of the spirit of the 1970s.

It was November 196—, however, as Jerry cut the engine and drifted on the current he knew would
carry him towards the cliff beneath the house.

The cliff was worse than sheer. It sloped outward about a hundred feet up and was loaded with alarm
devices. Not even Wolfe could have taken it. The nature of the cliff was to Jerry Cornelius an advantage,
for it hid his boat from the TV scanners in the house. The radar did not sweep low enough to find his
launch, but the TV cameras were trained on any likely place where someone might attempt a landing. But
Jerry’s brother Frank didn’t know of the secret entrance.

He moored the boat to the cliff by means of the powerful suction cups he’d brought for the purpose. The

cups had metal rings in them, and Jerry tied his mooring lines to the rings. He would be away again
before the tide went out.

Part of the cliff was made of plastic. Cornelius tapped lightly on it, waiting a couple of moments as it
inched inward and a gaunt, anxious face peered out at him. It was the face of a lugubrious Scot, Jerry’s
old servant and mentor, John Gnatbeelson.

“Ah, sir!”

The face retreated, leaving the entrance clear.



“Is she all right, John?” Jerry asked as he eased himself into the metal-walled cubicle behind the plastic
door. John Gnatbeelson stepped backward and then forward to close the door. He was about six feet
four, a gangling man with almost non-existent cheekbones and a wisp of chin whiskers. He wore an old
Norfolk jacket and corduroy trousers. His bones seemed barely joined together, and he moved loosely
like a badly controlled puppet.

“She’s not dead, sir, I think,” Gnatbeelson assured Jerry. “It’s fine to see you, sir. [ hope you’ve
returned for good this time, sir, to kick that brother of yours out of our house.” He glared into the middle
distance. “He has...had...” The old man’s eyes filled with tears.

“Cheer up, John. What’s he been doing now?”

“That’s what I don’t know, sir. I just haven’t been allowed to see Miss Catherine for the past week. He
says she’s sleeping. Sleeping. What kind of sleep lasts for a week, sir?”

“Could be a number of kinds.” Jerry spoke calmly enough. “Drugs, I expect.”

“God knows he uses enough of them himself, sir. He lives on them. All he ever eats is bars of
chocolate.”

“Catherine wouldn’t use sleepers voluntarily, I shouldn’t think.”

“She never would, sir.”

“Is she still in her old rooms?”

“Yes, sir. But there’s a guard on the door.”

“Have you prepared for that?”

“I have, but I am worried.”

“Of course you are. And you’ve switched off the master control for this entrance?”

“It seemed unnecessary, sir, but I have done it.”

“Better safe than sorry, John.”

“I suppose so, aye. But there again, it would only be a matter of time before...”

“It’s all a matter of time, John. Let’s get going. If the control’s dead, we won’t be able to use the lift.”
“No, sir. We must climb.”

“Off we go, then.”

They left the metal chamber and entered a similar, slightly larger one. John lit the way with his torch. A
lift cage became visible, the shaft rising above it. Paralleling the cables and running up one side into the

darkness was a metal ladder. John tucked the torch into the waistband of his trousers and stepped back.
Jerry reached the ladder and began to climb.



They went up in silence for more than fifty feet until they stood at the top of the shaft. Ahead of them
were five entrances to corridors. They took the central entrance. The corridor twisted and turned for a
long time. It formed part of a complicated maze and, even though the two men were familiar with it, they
sometimes hesitated at various turnings and forks.

Eventually, and with some relief, they entered a white, neon-lighted room, which housed a small control
console. The Scotsman went to the panel and clicked a switch. A red light above the panel went off and
a green one went on. Dials quivered, and several monitor screens focused on various parts of the route
they had just taken. Views of the room at the bottom of the shaft, the shaft itself, the corridors in the
maze—now brilliantly lit—came and went on the screens. The equipment operated in silence.

On the door leading out of the room was a fairly large ovoid of a milky greenish colour. John pressed his
palm against it. Responding to the palm print, which it recognized, the door slid open. They entered a
short tunnel, which led them to an identical door. This John opened in the same way.

Now they stood in a dark library. Through a transparent wall to their right they could see the sea, like
black marble streaked with veins of grey and white.

Most of the other three walls were covered with shelves of pink fibreglass. They were filled mainly with
paperbacks. The half-dozen or so books bound in leather and titled in gold stood out incongruously.
John shone his light on them and smiled at Jerry, who was embarrassed.

“They’re still there, sir. He doesn’t often come here; otherwise he might have got rid of them. Not that it
would matter that much, for I have another set.”

Jerry winced and looked at the books. One of the titles was Time-Search Through the Declining West
by Jeremiah Cornelius, MAHS; another was called Toward the Ultimate Paradox, and beside it was
The Ethical Simulation. Jerry felt he was right to be embarrassed.

Part of the library wall, naturally enough, was false. It swung back to show a white metal door and a
button. Jerry pressed the button and the door opened.

Another lift cage.

John stooped and picked up a small case before they got in and went up. It was one of the few lifts in
the house that, as far as they knew, did not register on one of the many control panels located in the
chateau.

On the sixth floor the lift stopped, and John opened the door and looked cautiously out. The landing was
empty. They both left the lift, and the door (a wall-length painting reminiscent of Picasso at his latest and
tritest) slid back into place.

The room they wanted was in a passage off the main landing. They walked silently to the corner, glanced
round, and ducked back again.

They had seen the guard. He had an automatic rifle crooked in his arm. He was a big, fat German with
the appearance of a eunuch. He had looked very wakeful—hoping, perhaps, for an opportunity to use
his Belgian gun.

Now John opened the case he’d been carrying. He took out a small steel crossbow, very modern and
beautifully made, and handed it to Jerry Cornelius. Jerry held it in one hand, waiting for the moment when



the guard would look completely away from him. Shortly, the man’s attention shifted towards the
window at the end of the passage.

Jerry stepped out, aimed the crossbow, and pulled the trigger. But the guard had heard him and jumped.
The bolt grazed his neck. There was only one bolt.

As the guard began to bring up his gun, Jerry ran towards him and grabbed the fingers of his right hand,
hauling them off the gun. One finger snapped. The guard gurgled and his mouth gaped, showing that he
was tongueless. He kicked at Jerry as John came in with a knife, missed his neck, and stabbed him
through the left eye. The blade went in for almost its entire six inches, driving downward and coming out
Jjust below the left ear. As the German’s CNS packed it in, his body was momentarily paralyzed.

It softened as Jerry lowered it to the floor; he reached down and slid the knife out of the German’s face,
handing it to John, who was as limp as the corpse.

“Get away from here, John,” Jerry muttered. “If I make it, I’ll see you in the cliff room.”

As John Gnatbeelson rolled off, Jerry turned the handle of the door. It was of the conventional kind, and
the key was in the lock. He turned the key when the door resisted. The door opened. Jerry took the key
out of the lock. Inside the room he closed the door quietly and locked it again.

He stood in a woman’s bedroom.

The heavy curtains were drawn across the big windows. The place smelled of stale air and misery. He
crossed the familiar room and found the bedside lamp, switching it on.

Red light filled the place. A beautiful girl lay in a pale dress on the bed. Her features were delicate and
resembled his own. Her black hair was tangled. Her small breasts rose and fell jerkily, and her breathing
was shallow. She was not sleeping at all naturally. Jerry looked for hypodermic marks and found them in
her upper right arm. Plainly she hadn’t used a needle on herself. Frank had done that.

Jerry stroked her bared shoulder. “Catherine.” He bent down and kissed her cold, soft lips, caressing
her. Anger, self-pity, despair, passion were all there then, flooding up to the surface, and for once he
didn’t stop them. “Catherine.”

She didn’t move. Jerry was crying now. His body trembled. He tried to control the trembling and failed.
He gripped her hand, and it was like holding hands with a corpse. He tightened his grip, as if hoping pain
would wake her. Then he dropped it and stood up.

“The shit!”

He pulled the curtains back from the windows and opened them. The night air blew away the odour in
the room.

On her dressing-table there were no cosmetics, only bottles of drugs and several hypodermics.
The labels on the bottles were in Frank’s tiny printing. Frank had been experimenting.

Outside, someone shouted and began to bang on the metal door. He stared at it uncomprehendingly for
a moment, then crossed to it and shot bolts at top and bottom.



A sharper, colder voice interrupted the yelling.

“What'’s the trouble? Has someone been boorish enough to enter Miss Catherine’s room without her
permission?”’

It was Frank’s voice, and Frank doubtless guessed that his brother Jerry was in the room.

There were confused shouts from the guards, and Frank had to raise his voice. “Whoever you are, you’ll
suffer for invading my sister’s privacy. You can’t get out. If she’s harmed or disturbed in any way, you
won’t die for a long time, I promise. But you’ll wish you could.”

“As corny as ever, Frank!” Jerry shouted back. “I know you know it’s me—and [ know you’re
shit-scared. I’ve more right here than you. I own this house!”

“Then you should have stayed and not turned it over to me and Catherine. I meant what I said, Jerry!”
“Send your Krauts off and come in and talk it over. All I want is Catherine.”

“I’m not that naive. You’ll never know what I fed her, Jerry. Only I can wake her up. It’s like magic,
isn’t it? She’s well turned on. If I turned her off now, you wouldn’t be so keen on hopping into bed with
her after ten minutes.” Frank laughed. “You’d need a dose of what I’ve got out here before you’d feel up
to it—and then you wouldn’t want it any more. You can’t have your fix and make it, Jerry!”

Frank was in high spirits. Jerry wondered what he’d found to pep him up. Frank was always after a new
synthesis and, as a good chemist, usually came up with a nice new habit every so often. Was it the same
stuff as Catherine had in her veins right now? Probably not.

“Throw in your needle and come in with your veins clear, Frank,” Jerry shouted back, joining in the spirit
of the thing. He took something out of his pocket and waited, but Frank didn’t seem willing to rise to this.
Bullets began to rattle on the door. They’d soon stop as the ricochets got too much for Frank. They
stopped.

Jerry went to the bed and heaved his sister off it. Then he put her down again. It was no good. He
wouldn’t have a chance of getting out with her. He’d have to leave her and hope that Frank’s mind didn’t
turn to thoughts of murder. It was unlikely. Slow death was the only good kind in Frank’s book.

From the inside pocket of his coat Jerry brought out a flat box like a snuff box. He opened it. There
were two small filters there. He packed one into each nostril and clamped his mouth shut, sealing it with
some surgical tape from another pocket.

Then he unbolted the door and slowly turned the key. He opened the door slightly. Frank stood some
distance away, talking to four of his stormtroopers. Frank’s skin was grey, drawn over his near-fleshless
skeleton like a lifeless film of plastic. They hadn’t yet noticed that the door was open.

Jerry tossed the neurade into the passage. They saw it fall. Only Frank recognized the nerve grenade for
what it was, and he dashed off down the passage without stopping to give the guards the benefit of his
knowledge.

Jerry stepped swiftly out of the room and closed the door tight behind him. The guards tried to aim at
him, but the gas was already working. As they jerked like epileptics and fell down to bounce about
spasmodically on the floor, Jerry gave them an amused, appreciative glance.



Jerry Cornelius went after Frank Cornelius and saw Frank pushing the button of the lift that went down
to the library. When Frank saw Jerry, he swore and ran towards the end of the passage and the stairs.
Jerry decided that he didn’t want Frank alive any more, and he drew out his needle pistol. The air pistol
could hold a magazine of a hundred sliver bullets and was just as effective at short range as any
small-calibre pistol—and far more accurate. Neither was it messy. Its only drawback was that it had to
be repressured after every volley.

Jerry ran after his brother. Frank was evidently unarmed. He was scuttling down the spiral stairs now.
Leaning on the banister, Jerry took aim at Frank’s head.

But when he put his arm down, he realized that he’d caught a sniff of the nerve gas himself, for the arm
jumped twice and he involuntarily pulled the trigger. The needles went wide, and Frank had left the stairs
on the third floor. He was now out of sight.

Jerry heard voices and noisy feet and knew that Frank had called in another section of the militia. He
had no more nerve bombs with him. It was time, perhaps, to be leaving.

He ran back down the landing. The lift was waiting for him. Frank might assume that it wasn’t working,
since he’d had no luck himself. He got into the lift and went down to the library. It was empty. In the
library he paused and hauled his books off the shelf. He opened the door in the window and stepped out
onto the balcony. Then he flung the books into the sea, re-entered the library, closed the door carefully,
and knocked on the other entrance. It slid back. John was there. He still looked pale.

“What happened, sir?”

“Maybe he’ll never guess completely, John, so you might get away with it. He’s fazed, I think. Now it’s
up to you. On Sunday you must somehow get Catherine away from the house and into the lodge on the
village side of the grounds. There’ll probably be enough confusion and you’ll be able to do it easily.
Don’t make a mistake. I want you both at that lodge. And Sunday starts at about 10 p.m., I’d guess.”

“Yes, sir—but...”

“No time for details, John. Do it. Don’t bother to see me out.”

Jerry Cornelius went through the control room, and John shut off the equipment again.

Then Jerry was on his way, torch in hand, back to his boat.

Within twenty minutes he was looking up at the house as his launch throbbed towards the English coast.
The house was full of light now. It looked as if the residents were having a party.

It was still an hour until dawn. He had a chance of making it back to Southquay before the new man
came on watch at the harbourmaster’s office.

CHAPTERTHREE

On Sunday morning Miss Brunner and Dimitri left for Blackheath. She locked the door of her Holland
Park house and tucked the note for the milkman into an empty bottle on the step. Dimitri had the Lotus



15 ready and running by the time she had put on her gloves and walked daintily down the path.

Later, as they waited for the Knightsbridge traffic to move, Miss Brunner decided that she would drive,
and she and Dimitri changed places. They were used to changing places; it held them together in those
uncertain times.

“Mr. Cornelius had better be there,” Miss Brunner said obsessively as she drove down Sloane Street,
which was less crowded than it would have been on a weekday.

Dimitri sat back and smoked. He’d had a tiring night, and he hadn’t enjoyed himself as much as usual,
particularly since Miss Brunner had insisted on calling him Cornelius the whole time.

Let her work it out, he thought. He was rather jealous of Cornelius, all the same; it had taken him two
cups of strong coffee when he’d got up to convince himself that he was not in any way Jerry Cornelius.
Miss Brunner, on the other hand, had evidently not been so easily convinced, and she was as bad today
as she’d been since Thursday.

Well, with luck it would all be over by Monday, and they could begin the next phase of their plan—a
much more sophisticated phase that involved thought and little energetic action.

It was a pity that attacking the house was the only way. He hadn’t liked the idea at all when it was first
proposed, but since he’d had time to think about it, he was half looking forward to it. The fact disturbed
him.

Miss Brunner drove the throbbing Lotus 15 over Westminster Bridge with gusto and entered the maze
of streets beyond, then went down the Old Kent Road.

She had decided that she must have Jerry Cornelius, but she knew that this was one situation in which
she must act for herself and not rely on Dimitri. A savoury chick, she thought, a nice spicy chick. She
began to feel better.

Mr. Crookshank, the entertainers’ agent, kissed Little Miss Dazzle goodbye. Little Miss Dazzle was
quite naked and did not appear on stage like that, if for no other reason than that the public would see
that she was in fact equipped with the daintiest masculine genitals you ever saw.

It was not yet time, Mr. Crookshank had decided, to reveal that particular secret; not while Miss Dazzle
was still smoothing up to the number one spot in the Top Ten Girl Chart within three days to a week with
every disc she cut. When number five came to be her ceiling, then a few rumours might start. Then
perhaps a marriage, he thought, though he’d hate to lose Miss Dazzle.

Mr. Crookshank’s Rolls, complete with chauffeur, waited downstairs outside the entrance hall to Miss
Dazzle’s Bloomsbury flat.

The chauffeur knew the way.

Mr. Crookshank lit a panatella as the car cruised off in the general direction of Blackfriars Bridge. He
switched on the radio and, as luck would have it, Little Miss Dazzle’s latest hit on Big Beat Call, the
nonstop pop programme, was playing. It was a moving song, and Mr. Crookshank was duly moved. The
words seemed to be for him.



I am a part of you, the heart of you,
I want to start with you,

And know...

The beat changed from 4/4 to 3/4, and the guitars tumbled into the minor fifth when she sang:

Just what it is,
Just what it is,
Just what it is,

I want to know.

He looked out of the window as the car went down Farringdon Street towards the bridge. The Sunday
workers all seemed to be moving in the same direction, as if the voice of the lemming had been heard in
the land. In a philosophical mood, Mr. Crookshank decided that it had been heard indeed, through the
whole of Europe.

Mr. Powys was running late, for Sunday was normally his day of rest, and he had got up early only after
he had realized that he was due in Blackheath that morning. He left his Hyde Park Gate maisonette with a
shaving cut on his face and yesterday’s shirt on his back. He got his blue Aston Martin from the garage
round the corner and put the top down so that the wet breeze would wake him up as he drove.

He switched on the radio for the same purpose, though he was too late to hear Little Miss Dazzle’s “Just
What It Is.” Instead he came in on the middle of Tall Tom’s Tailmen singing “Suckers Deserve It.” If Mr.
Powys had a destiny, then Tall Tom’s Tailmen were singing its tune—not that it occurred to Mr. Powys,
but then he was like that. The only thing the song did for him at that moment was to make him feel
hungry, though he didn’t know why. His thoughts turned to Miss Brunner and Dimitri, both of whom he
knew intimately. In fact, it was extremely unlikely that he would have agreed to this venture if he hadn’t
known them so well.

Miss Brunner and Dimitri had a persuasive manner. Except in moments of extreme sobriety, they were
usually mingled together in his mind, Miss Brunner and Dimitri.

Mr. Powys was a baffled, unhappy man.

He drove through the park under the impression that the air was clearer there, turned left, and entered
Knightsbridge, London’s fabulous thieves’ quarter, where every shop doorway (or, to be more accurate,
every shop) held a thief of some description. Sloane Street was also his choice, but he went over
Battersea Bridge and realized only after he’d reached Clapham Common that he’d made a mistake and
was going to be later than ever.



By the time all the cars had crossed the river, Mr. Smiles was having breakfast in his Blackheath house
and wondering how he’d got into this in the first place. His knowledge of the information (probably on
microfilm) to be found in old Cornelius’s house had come from a friend of Frank Cornelius, a successful
drug importer who supplied Frank with the rarer chemicals for his experiments. In a high moment Frank
had let something slip, and Mr. Harvey, the importer, had later let the same thing slip to Mr. Smiles, also
in a high moment.

Only Mr. Smiles had fully realized the significance of the information, if it was correct, for he knew the
City better than it knew him. He had told Miss Brunner, and Miss Brunner had organized it from there.

Mr. Smiles had then got in touch with Jerry Cornelius, whom he hadn’t seen for some time—not, in fact,
since the day he and Jerry had robbed the City United Bank of some two million pounds and, with a
million each, split up. The investigation by the police had been very half-hearted, as if they were
concentrating on the important crimes of the day, realizing that the inflating pound was no longer worth
attempting to protect.

Mr. Smiles could read the signs, for he was something of a visionary. He could see that the entire
Western European economy, including Sweden and Switzerland, was soon to collapse. The information
Mr. Harvey had kindly passed on to him would probably hasten the collapse, but it would, if used
properly, put Mr. Smiles and his colleagues on top. They would hold pretty well nearly all the power
there was to hold when anarchy at last set in.

Mr. Smiles toyed with a fried egg, wondering why the yolks always broke these days.

In his permanently booked room in The Yachtsman, Jerry Cornelius had woken up at seven o’clock that
morning and dressed himself in a lemon shirt with small ebony cuff-links, a wide black cravat, dark green
waistcoat and matching hipster pants, black socks and black handmade boots. He had washed his fine
hair, and now he brushed it carefully until it shone.

Then he brushed one of his double-breasted black car coats and put it on.

He pulled on black calf gloves and was ready to face the world as soon as he slipped on his dark
glasses.

From the bed, he picked up what appeared to be a dark leather toilet case. He snapped it open to
check that his needle gun was pressured. He put the gun back and closed the case.

Holding the case in his left hand, he went downstairs; nodded to the proprietor, who nodded back; and
got into the newly polished Duesenberg.

He sat in the car for a moment, looking out over the grey sea. There was still a quarter of a glass of
Bell’s in the clip on the dashboard. He took it out, wound down the window, and threw the glass to the
ground. He reached into the glove compartment and found a wrapped, fresh glass, fixed it in the clip, and
filled it half full from his bottle. Then he started the engine, turned the car around, and drove off, switching
on the tape machine as soon as he was on Southquay’s main street.



John, George, Paul, and Ringo serenaded him with the old standard “Baby’s in Black” from all three
speakers.

“ Oh dear what can [ do, baby’s in black and I'm feeling blue...”
They were still his favourite group.

“ She thinks of him and so she dresses in black, and though he’ll never come back, she’s dressed

in black.”

Halfway to Blackheath he stopped off at a newsagent’s shop and bought himself two Mars Bars, two
cups of strong black coffee, and a pound or two of newsprint labeled NEWSSECTION, BUSINESSS
ECTION, LEISURESECTION, ARTSSECTION, POPSECTION, CARSECTION, COMICS
UPPLEMENT, COLOURSUPPLEMENT, NOVELSUPPLEMENTand HOLIDAYADVERTISING
SUPPLEMENT. The News Section was a single sheet and the news was brief, to the point,
uninterpreted. Jerry didn’t read it. In fact, he didn’t read anything except part of the Comic Supplement.
There was plenty to look at, though. Communications were taking the form of pictures more and more
these days. Jerry was well catered to.

He ate his sweets, drank his coffee, and folded up his sections and left them on the table, by way of a
tip. Then he went back to his car to continue the journey to Blackheath.

Apart from his pills and his sweets, Jerry had eaten nothing for almost a week.

He found that he didn’t need to eat much, because he could live off other people’s energy just as well,
though it was exhausting for them, of course. He didn’t keep many acquaintances long, and Catherine
was the only person off whom he hadn’t fed. Indeed, it had been his delight to feed her with some of his
stolen vitality when she was feeling low. She hadn’t liked it much, but she’d need it when he eventually
got her away from that house and back to normal again, if he could ever get her back to normal.

He would certainly kill Frank when they raided the house. Frank’s final needle would come from Jerry’s
gun. It would give him his final kick—the one he kept looking for.

Only Mr. Lucas hadn’t arrived by two o’clock, and they gave him up, feeling annoyed with him—which
wasn’t quite fair, for Mr. Lucas had been stabbed to death in Islington the previous evening and robbed
of the best part of his casino’s takings by a much-embittered all-time loser who, by the following
Monday, would fall downstairs and kill himself while taking his money to the bank, such being the fate of
all-time losers.

Miss Brunner and Dimitri, Mr. Smiles, Mr. Crookshank, and Mr. Powys were all looking at a map,
which Mr. Smiles had laid out on the table. Jerry Cornelius stood by the window smoking a thin cigarette
and half-listening to them as they talked over the details of the expedition.

Mr. Smiles pointed one of his strong fingers at a cross that had been drawn roughly in the middle of the
English Channel between Dover and Normandy. “That’s where the boat will be waiting. The men were
all hired by me in Tangier. They answered an advertisement. At first they thought they were going to
shoot Africans, but I managed to talk them round. They consist mainly of white South Africans, Belgians,
and French. There are a couple of British ex-officers. I put them in charge, of course. Apart from the
South Africans, they got keener when I told them that they’d be fighting mainly Germans. Amazing how



some people manage to hang on, isn’t it?”

“Isn’t it?” Mr. Powys was, as ever, a trifle uncertain. “They’ll be anchored here waiting for us, will
they?”

“We thought that was best, you know. Actually, coastguard patrols aren’t seen about as often as they
were. We won’t need to worry too much.”

Miss Brunner pointed at the village near the Cornelius mansion. “What about this?”
“An advance force of five men will isolate the village communications-wise. They’ll be able to see
something of what will be going on, of course, but we don’t anticipate any bother from them. All outgoing

radio and telephone calls will be scrambled.”

Miss Brunner looked up at Jerry Cornelius. “Do you expect any trouble before we get into this
cliff-opening place, Mr. Cornelius?”’

Jerry nodded.

“Boats about as big as your hoverlaunch, plus my own, are almost bound to be spotted. They’ve got
radar. My guess is that my brother will still rely mainly on the traps in the maze and so on. But the house
will have some other surprises. As I told you, we’ll have to get to the main control room as soon as we
can. That’s in the centre of the house. Once there, we can shut it down, and it will be straight fighting until
we have Frank. I estimate that if you keep him off his junk for a couple of hours, he’ll tell you exactly
where the microfilm is.”

Miss Brunner said quietly, “So we must preserve Frank at all costs.”

“Until you have your information, yes. Then I’ll deal with him.”

“You do sound vengeful, Mr. Cornelius.” Miss Brunner smiled at him. Jerry shrugged and turned to the
window again.

“There seems little else to discuss.” Mr. Smiles offered them all his cigarettes. “We have an hour or two
to kill.”

“Nearly three hours to kill, if we’re leaving at five,” said Miss Brunner.

“Is 1t three hours?”” Mr. Powys glanced about.

“Three hours,” said Mr. Crookshank, nodding and looking at his watch. “Almost.”
“What’s the exact time?” Mr. Smiles asked. “My watch seems to have stopped.”

“I see that lire are thirty cents a million.” Mr. Crookshank lit Miss Brunner’s cigarette with a large gold
gas lighter.

“They should never have backed out of the Common Market,” Miss Brunner said pitilessly.

“What else could they do?”



“The mark’s still strong,” said Mr. Powys.

“Ah, the Russo-American mark. They can’t go on supporting it at this rate.” Mr. Smiles smiled a
satisfied smile. ‘“No, indeed.”

“I'm still not sure that we were in the right.” Mr. Powys sounded as if he were still not sure of anything.
He glanced enquiringly towards the Scotch on the sideboard. Mr. Smiles waved a hostly hand towards it.
Mr. Powys got up and poured himself a stiff one. “Refusing to pay back all those European loans, I
mean. [ think.”

“It wasn’t exactly a refusal,” Dimitri reminded him. “You just asked for an indefinite time limit. Britain
certainly is the black sheep of the family today, isn’t she?”’

“It can’t be helped, and if we’re lucky tonight, it will all be to our advantage in the long run.” Mr. Smiles
rubbed his beard and walked to the sideboard. “Would anyone like a drink?”

“Yes, please,” said Mr. Powys.
The rest accepted, too, except for Jerry, who continued to look out of the window.
“Mr. Cornelius?”

“What?” Dimitri glanced up. “Sorry.” Mr. Powys gave him a baffled look. He held a glass of Scotch in
each hand. Miss Brunner glared at Dimitri.

“I’ll have a small one.” Jerry appeared not to have noticed Dimitri’s mistake, though, as he took the
glass from Mr. Smiles, he grinned broadly for a moment.

“Oh, we are living in an odd kind of limbo, aren’t we?”” Ever since the weary lemming image had
occurred to him, Mr. Crookshank had retained his philosophical mood. “Society hovers on the point of
collapse, eh? Chaos threatens!”

Mr. Powys had begun trying to pour one full glass of Scotch into the other. Whisky ran onto the carpet.

Cornelius felt that Mr. Powys was overdoing it a bit. He smiled a little as he sat down on the arm of
Miss Brunner’s chair. Miss Brunner shifted in the chair, trying to face him and failing,

“Maybe the West has got to the quasar stage—you know, 3C286 or whatever it is.” Miss Brunner
spoke rapidly, half angrily, leaning away from Jerry Cornelius.

“What'’s that?”” Mr. Powys sucked his fingers.

“Yes, what is it?”” Mr. Crookshank seemed to dismiss Mr. Powys’s question as he asked his identical
one.

“Quasars are stellar objects,” Jerry said, “so massive that they’ve reached the stage of gravitational
collapse.”

“What’s that got to do with the West?” Mr. Smiles asked. “Astronomy?”

“The more massive, in terms of population, an area becomes, the more mass it attracts, until the state of



gravitational collapse is reached,” Miss Brunner explained.
“Entropy, | think, Mr. Crookshank, rather than chaos,” Jerry said kindly.

Mr. Crookshank smiled and shook his head. “You’re going a bit beyond me, Mr. Cornelius.” He
looked around at the others. “Beyond all of us, I should say.”

“Not beyond me.” Miss Brunner spoke firmly.

“The sciences are becoming curiously interdependent, aren’t they, Mr. Cornelius?”” said Dimitri, whose
statement seemed to echo one he’d picked up earlier. “History, physics, geography, psychology,
anthropology, ontology. A Hindu I met—"

“I’d love to do a programme,” said Miss Brunner.

“I don’t think there’s a computer for the job,” Jerry said.

“I intend to do a programme,” she said, as if she’d made up her mind on the spot.

“You’d have to include the arts, too,” he said. “Not to mention philosophy. It could be just a matter of
time, come to think of it, before all the data crystallized into something interesting.”

“Of Time?”

“That, t00.”

Miss Brunner smiled up at Jerry. “We have something in common. I hadn’t quite realized what.”
“Oh, only our ambivalence,” Jerry grinned again.

“You’re in a good mood,” said Mr. Powys suddenly to Jerry.

“I’ve got something to do,” Jerry answered, but Mr. Powys was staring at his Scotch again.

Miss Brunner felt extremely satisfied. She returned to the subject. “I’d like more information. You know
that this computer could be built. And what would it, in turn, create? Where are we heading?”

“Towards permanent flux perhaps, if you’ll forgive the paradox. Not many would have the intelligence to
survive. When Europe’s finally divvied up between the Russians and Americans—not in my lifetime, I
hope—what expertise the survivors will have! Won’t they be valuable to their new masters, eh? You
should remember that, Miss Brunner, if ever events look like exceeding their present speed.” Jerry
tapped her playfully on the shoulder.

She reached up to touch his hand, but it had gone. He got up.

“Can Time exceed ¢ 7’ She laughed. “I’m sliding off, Mr. Cornelius. But we must take up this
conversation again.”

“Now or never,” he said. “Tomorrow I'll be away, and we shan’t meet again.”

“You’re very certain.”



“I have to be.” He no longer grinned as he went back to the window, remembering Catherine and what
he must do to Frank.

Behind him, the conversation continued.

Miss Brunner was in a savage, exhilarated mood now.

“And what’s your philosophy for the coming Light Age, Mr. Powys? You know, the ¢ age. That’s a
better term, on second thoughts.”

“Second thoughts?” Mr. Powys could summon nothing else. He was now on his fifth thought, trying to
equate it with his fourth and, as he remembered it, his third.

Mr. Powys was busily disintegrating.
Mr. Smiles kindly filled his glass up, there being some good in all of us.
CHAPTERFOUR

Jerry steered the boat towards the light that had suddenly flashed out from a point near his port.
[lluminated by the greenish glow from his indicator panel, his face looked stranger than ever to the others
who waited on the deck outside his cabin.

Miss Brunner, most prone to that sort of thing, reflected that the conflicting time streams of the second
half of the twentieth century were apparently mirrored in him, and it seemed that the mind behind cried
forward while the mind in front cried back.

What had Cornelius been getting at? Time disintegrating? She’d never read one of his books, but she’d
heard of them. Didn’t some of them talk about cyclical time, like Dunne? The ultimate point in the past
would therefore be the ultimate point in the future. But what if something interrupted the cycle? An
historical event, perhaps, of such importance that the whole pattern was changed. The nature of time,
assuming that it was cyclical, would be disrupted. The circle broken, what might happen? It would
certainly make Spengler look silly, she thought, amused.

If she could get her computer built and start her other project as well, she might be the person who
could save something from the wreckage. She could consolidate everything left into one big
programme—the final programme, she thought. Idea and reality, brought together, unified. The attempt
had never succeeded in the past; but now she might have the opportunity to do it, for the time seemed
ripe. She would need more power and more money, but with a bit of luck and intelligent exploitation of a
shaky world situation she could get both.

Jerry was bringing the boat up alongside the bigger hoverlaunch. He watched as his passengers boarded
the vessel, but he didn’t join them, preferring to have his own boat waiting for him when the expedition
was over.

The hoverlaunch whispered away towards Normandy, and he began to follow behind it, positioning his
boat slightly to one side to avoid the main disturbance of the launch’s wake. The launch belonged to Mr.
Smiles, who, like Jerry, had invested his money in tangibles while it had still had some value.



Bit by bit the Normandy coastline became visible. Jerry cut his engine, and the hoverlaunch followed
suit. Jerry went out on deck as a line was shot to him from the hoverlaunch. He made it fast. It was a
cold night.

The hoverlaunch started up again, with Jerry in tow. It headed towards the cliff where the fake Le
Corbusier chateau stood, a silhouette in the moonlight.

There was a slight chance that the bigger boat wouldn’t register on the mansion’s radar. Jerry’s boat
didn’t, but it was much lower in the water. The hoverlaunch’s central control bridge, a squat tube rising

above the passenger disc and power section, was what might just blip on the radar.

OId Cornelius’s microfilms were buried deep within the chateau, in a strongroom that would not resist a
high-explosive blast but would, if attacked in this manner, automatically destroy the film.

The information the intrepid band required was probably there, but the only sure-fire means of getting
the film was to open the strongroom in the conventional way, and that was why Frank, who knew the
various codes and techniques necessary, had to be preserved and questioned and, with luck, made to

open the strongroom himself.

The whole house was designed around the strongroom. It had been built to protect the microfilms. Very
little in the house was what it seemed to be. It was armed with strange weapons.

As he looked up at it, Jerry thought how strongly the house resembled his father’s tricky skull.
Virtually every room, every passage, every alcove had booby traps, which was why Jerry was so
valuable to the expedition. He didn’t know the strongroom combination, but he knew the rest of the

house well, having been brought up there.

If he hadn’t gone off after that night when his father had found him with Catherine, he would have
inherited the microfilms as his birthright, since he was the elder son, but Frank had got that honour.

The wind was up. It whistled through the trees, groaned among the towers of the chateau. The clouds
ripped across the sky to reveal the moon.

The hoverlaunch rocked.

From the house, searchlights came on. The searchlights were focused mainly on the house itself, lighting
it up like some historic monument—which, indeed, it was.

The lights blinked off, and another one came on, a powerful beam, moving across the water. It struck
the hoverlaunch.

The other lights came on, concentrated on the house, particularly the roof.
Jerry shouted, “Keep your eyes off the roof! Don’t look at the towers! Remember what I told you!”
Water splashed against the sides of the hoverlaunch as they waited.

From the roof three circular towers had risen. They began to rotate in the blue beam of a searchlight.
The colour changed to red, then yellow, then lilac. The towers rotated slowly at first. They looked like



big round machine-gun bunkers, with slots located at intervals down their length. Through these oblong
slots shone bright lights, geometric shapes in garish primary colours, fizzing like neon. The towers whirled
faster. It was almost impossible to take the eye away.

Jerry Cornelius knew what the giant towers were. Michelson’s Stroboscope Type 8. The eye was
trapped by them and so were the limbs, the will. Pseudo-epilepsy was only one result of watching them
for too long.

The wind and the hissing towers produced a high-pitched, ululating whine. Round and round, faster and
faster, whirled the towers, with bright metal colours replacing the primaries—silver, bronze, gold, copper,
steel.

First the eye and then the mind, thought Jerry.

He saw that one of the mercenaries on the boat stood transfixed; glazed, unblinking eyes staring up at
the huge stroboscopes. His limbs were stiff.

A searchlight found him, and, from two concrete emplacements on the cliff, machine-guns smacked a
couple of dozen rounds into him.

His bloody body was thrown violently backward; it softened and collapsed. Jerry was still yelling at him
to take his eyes away from the stroboscopes.

Jerry stopped yelling. He hadn’t expected such a display of violence so soon. Evidently Frank wasn’t
taking chances. He crouched behind the cabin as the boats drifted towards the cliffs. The overhang
offered them some shelter.

Within a minute the towers were no longer visible. They had been designed primarily for use against land
attack.

As his boat bumped against the hoverlaunch, Jerry glanced at the body of the dead mercenary. It
represented the start of an interesting anarchic process.

He leaned over and got a grip on a handrail, hauling himself aboard the hoverlaunch. He took out his
needle gun and held it in his gloved right hand.

“Welcome aboard, Mr. Cornelius,” said Miss Brunner, her legs astraddle, her hair blowing back from
her head.

Jerry walked forward as the hoverlaunch knocked itself against the cliff. Behind him a mercenary jumped
to the deck of his boat and made it fast.

Another mercenary—darkly tanned, with oiled, wavy hair—came forward holding a suction mine
intended to destroy the door. The man steadied himself and bent to attach it to the spot Jerry indicated.
They backed up the deck as the mine exploded, bits of wreckage pattering down.

The door was open.

Jerry led the way forward, put his foot on the handrail, and pushed himself into the opening. He began to
walk down the short passage.



The main force of mercenaries, dressed in the lightweight khaki they were never without, followed him
with their machine-guns ready. Behind them, not so swiftly, stepped Mr. Smiles, Miss Brunner and
Dimitri, Mr. Crookshank, and Mr. Powys. They all carried their big machine pistols awkwardly.

An explosion rocked the cliff. They looked back as fire spread over the water.

“Let’s hope they don’t spend too much time on the boats,” Mr. Smiles said, speaking adenoidally
because his nostrils were stuffed with the filters that Jerry had issued to them all.

Jerry reached the inner room and pointed at two places on the walls. The leading mercenary raised his
gun and shot out the two cameras. From the control chamber above, the lights were switched off by way
of retaliation.

“Frank’s found this entrance, anyway,” Jerry said. It was really only what he’d expected.

The mercenaries now unhooked heavy helmets from their belts and fitted them on their heads. The
helmets were equipped with miners’ lamps. One mercenary had a long coil of nylon rope over his
shoulder.

“Perhaps the lift’s still working?”” Mr. Powys suggested as Jerry set foot on the ladder.

“Probably.” Jerry began to climb. “But we’d look great if they switched the power off when we were
halfway up.”

They all started to climb. Miss Brunner went last. As she put her foot on the first rung, she said
thoughtfully, “Silly. They forgot to electrify the ladder.”

Jerry heard some sounds above. He looked up as a light went on in the shaft, making him blink. A
hard-faced German was looking down at him, sighting along his automatic rifle.

Jerry snapped up his needle gun and shot the German full of steel. He paused, arm curled around the
ladder, to repressure the gun, shouting, “Look out!” as the guard rolled off the edge and fell down the
shaft.

As the guard’s body thumped to the bottom, Jerry reached the top, his needle gun ready, but no-one
was there. Frank had spared only one g