No; 29
VOLUME 20
2/6

*
A Nova Publication

Dead God's Homecoming ...
MICHAEL MOORCOCK

of Publication

Aiso fiction by : |
% J. G. BALLARD y JOHN RACKHAM & STEVE HALL



|

37
38
39
40
41
43
44
45
16
47
48
S0
| S1
o2

CASTLE OF VENGEANCE—Kenneth Bulmer
ENCHANTER’S ENCOUNTER—E. C. Tubb
THE SOUND SWEEP—J. G. Ballard
STRANGE HIGHWAY—Kenneth Bulmer

THE GAUDY SHADOWS—John Brunner
BEYOND THE SILVER SKY—Kenneth Bulmer
THE BLACK CAT’S PAW—John Rackham
THE MAP COUNTRY—Kenneth Bulmer
NEED—Theodore Sturgeon

THE DREAMING CITY—Michael Moorcock
THE ANALYSTS—John Brunner
ANKH—John Rackham

THE STEALER OF SOULS—Michael Moorcock

WHERE IS THE BIRD OF FIRE?—
Thomas Burnett Swann

| 53 THE WATCH-TOWERS—J. G. Ballard
54 PERILOUS PORTAL—Frank Brandon

S§ THE FLAME BRINGERS—Michael Moorcock
56 FIRE AND ICE—John Rackham

All these and many other issues are still available

at 2/- (35 cents) per copy post free
(Nos. 46 to 58, 2/6 (40 cents)

NOVA PUBLICATIONS LTD.

7, Grape Street, Holborn, London, W.C.2.

]

| Lead Stories from back issues :




Vol. 20 No. 59

1963

CONTENLES

@ Novelettes

DEAD GOD’'S HOMECOMING Michael Moorcock 2
WHAT YOU DON’T KNOW John Rackham 47

@ Short Stories

MINUS ONE | J. G. Ballard 75
ALL MY YESTERDAYS Lee Harding 87
@ Easter Convention Report John Carnell 110

Editor : JOHN CARNELL
Cover painting by GERARD QUINN

TWO SHILLINGS AND SIXPENCE

Sole distributors in Australia: Gordon & Gotch (Australia; Ltd.
In New Zealand : Messrs. P. B. Fisher, 564 Colombo Street, Christchurch, N.Z.
Great Britain and the Commonwealth 6 issues |7 /- post free
United States of America 6 issues $3.00 post free

Published Bi-Monthly by
NOVA PUBLICATIONS LTD.
7 Grape Street, Holborn, London, W.C.2.
Telephone : TEMple Bar 3373

The entire contents of this magazine are Copyright 1963 by Nova Publications Ltd., and
must not be reproduced or translated without the written consent of the publisher. All
characters, names and incidents in the stories are entirely fictitious. No responsibility is
accepted for material submitted for publication, and return postage must be enclosed.

Printed in England by Rugby Advertiser Ltd., Albert Street, Rugby 6/63




2 SCIENCE FANTASY

So far, the earlier Elric stories have dealt with his
random and rather aimless wanderings in the
ancient world, but, in fact, they were all part of a
larger pattern which begins to become apparent in
the following novelette. It is the begmmng of the
big battle between Order and Chaos.

DEAD GOD’$
HOMECOMING

BY MICHAEL MOORCOCK

one

There came a time when there was great movement upon
the Earth and above it, when the destiny of Men and Gods was
hammered out upon the forge of Fate, when monstrous wars
were brewed and mighty deeds were designed. And there rose
up in this time, which was called the Age of the Young King-
doms, heroes. Greatest of these heroes was a doom-driven
adventurer who bore a crooning rune blade that he loathed.

His name was Elric of Melnibone, king of ruins, lord of a
scattered race that had once ruled the ancient world. Elric,
sorcerer and swordsman, slayer of kin, despoiler of his home
land, white-faced albino, last of his line.

Elric, who had come to Karlaak by the Weeping Waste and
had married a wife in whom he found some peace, some
surcease from the torment in him.
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And Elric, who had within him a greater destiny than he
knew, now dwelt in Karlaak with Zarozinia, his wife, and his
sleep was troubled, his dream dark, one brooding night in the
Month of the Anemone. ..

Above the rolling Earth, great clouds tumbled down and
bolts of lightning charged groundwards to slash the midnight
black, split oaks in twain and sear through roofs that cracked
and broke.

An ominous storm that was not of natural origin. It groaned
around the city of Karlaak by the Weeping Waste, and out of it
crept unhuman figures that skulked with knowing ease through
the low gates of the city and made their way through shadows
towards the graceful palace where Elric slept.

The leader raised a clawed paw bearing an axe of black iron.
The band came to a stealthy halt and regarded the sprawling
palace which lay, surrounded by gardens, on a hill. The earth
shook as lightning lashed it and thunder prowled low through
the turbulent sky.

““ We are the creatures of chaos,” the leader muttered, * and
chaos will aid us in this matter. See—already the guards fall
at their posts. Our entrance is thus facilitated . . .”

He spoke the truth. The warriors guarding Elric’s palace
had dropped to the ground, snoring in a supernaturally induced
slumber. They crept past them, through the main courtyard
and into the palace. Unerringly they climbed twisting stair-
cases to arrive at length, outside the room where Elric and his
wife lay in uneasy sleep.

As the leader laid a paw upon the handle of the door, a
voice cried out from within the room.

“ What’s this ? What things of hell disrupt my chosen life?”’

* He sees us !”’ sharply whispered one of the creatures.

“ No,” the leader said, “ he sleeps—but such a sorcerer as
this Elric is not so easily lulled into a sorcerous stupor. We
had best make speed and do our work, for if he wakes it will

be the harder !”

- He twisted the door handle and eased the door open, his axe
half raised. Beyond the bed, heaped with tumbled furs and
silks, lightning gashed the night again, showing the white face
of the albino close to that of his dark-haired wife.

Even as they entered, he rose stiffly in the bed and his red
eyes opened, staring out at them. For a moment the eyes were
glazed and then the albino forced himself awake, shouting :
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*“ Begone, creatures of my dreams !”

- The leader cursed and leaped forward, but he had been
instructed not to slay this man. He raised the axe threateningly.

* Silence—your guards cannot aid you.”

Elric jumped from the bed and grasped the thing’s wrist, his
face close to the fanged muzzle. Because of his albinoism he
was not physically strong and required magic to give him
strength. But, so quickly did he move, that he had wrested the
axe from the creature’s paw and smashed the shaft between its
eyes. Snarling, it fell back, but its comrades jumped forward
There were seven of them, huge muscles moving beneath their
furred skins.

Elric clove the skull of the first as others grappled witn him.
His body was spattered with the thing’s blood and brains and
he gasped in disgust at the fetid stuff. He managed to wrench
his arm away and bring the axe up and down into the collar-
bone of another. But then he felt his legs gripped and he fell,
confused but still battling. Then there came a great blow on
his head and pain blazed through him. He made an effort to
rise, failed and fell back insensible.

Thunder and lightning still disturbed the night when, with
throbbing head, he awoke and got slowly to his feet using a bed-
post to support him. He stared dazedly around him.

Zarozinia was gone ! The only other figure in the room was
the stiff corpse of the beast he had killed.

Shaking, he went to the door and flung it open, calling for his
servants, but none answered him.

His runesword Stormbringer hung in the city’s armoury and
would take time to get. His throat tight with pain and anger
he ran down the corridors and stairways, half-dizzy with
anxiety for Zarozinia. Above the palace, thunder still crashed,
eddying about in the noisy night. The palace seemed deserted
as he ran out into the main courtyard and saw the prone
guards. A quick glance at them told him that their slumber
was not natural. He ran to the gates, through the gardens,
down to the city, but there was no sign of his wife’s abductors.

Where had they gone ?

He raised his eyes to the shouting sky, his white face stark
and twisted with frustrated anger.

There was no sense to it. Why had they taken her ? He had
enlemies, he knew, but none who could summon such demoniac
help.
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To the house of Lord Voashoon, Chief Senator of Karlaak,
father of Zarozinia, Elric ran, panting like a wolf. He banged
with his fists upon the door, yelling at the astonished servants
within.

“Open ! Itis Elric—hurry !”

The doors gaped back and he was through them. Lord
Voashoon came stumbling down the stair into the chamber,
his face heavy with sleep.

“ Elric—what 1s it, my son ?”’

“ Summon vour warriors—Zarozinia has been abducted !

Instantly, Lord Voashoon’s face became alert and he shouted
terse orders to his servants in between listening to Elric’s
explanation of what had happened.

“ And I must have entrance into the armoury,” Elric said
grimly. “‘ I must have Stormbringer !

“ But you renounced the blade, even though it followed you
back to Karlaak !”

“ Aye—but I renounced the sword for Zarozinia. Without
her, I need Stormbringer and 1 must have the sword if I am to
bring her back. The logic is simple. Hurry, give me the key.”

Silently Lord Voashoon fetched the key and led Elric to the
armoury where the weapons and armour of his ancestors was
held, unused for centuries. Through the dusty place strode
Elric to a dark alcove that seemed to contain something which
lived.

He heard a soft moaning come from the great black battle
blade as he reached out a slim-fingered white hand to take it.

“ Again I must make use of you, Stormbringer,” he said
gloomily as he buckled the sheath about his waist, *“ and I
- must conclude that we are too closely linked, now, for less than
death to separate us.”

With that he was rushing out of the armoury and back to the
courtyard where mounted guards were already sitting nervous
steeds, awaiting his leadership.

A page presented the stirrup to him as he lifted himself into
the saddle of the grey stallion. He drew Stormbringer and
pointed it high ahead of him.

“Come—we go to chase demons this night !”

All through the raging night they searched but could find no
trace of either the creatures or Elric’s wife. He rode frantically
over the countryside and when dawn came, a smear of blood in
the morning sky, his men saw that, though they were weary, he
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was still filled with supernatural vitality and they whispered
that the moaning sword had filled him with unholy strength.

“ Lord Elric—let us retrace our trail and see if the daylight
yields a clue !” cried one.

_“ He does not hear you,” another murmured as Elric gave no
sign.

But then Elric turned his pain-racked head, hunched beneath
his shoulders, and he said hollowly : * They were aided by
magic in this work. Magic must have helped them escape.”

He urged his horse around and galloped back in the direction
they had come. There was still one way of learning something
of where Zarozinia had been taken. It was a method which he
ill-liked, but it would have to be done.

He must raise the dead corpse and force its knowledge from
it.

Curtly, upon returning, Elric ordered everyone from his
chamber, barred the door and stared down at the dead thing.
Its congealed blood was still on him, but the axe with which
he had slain it had been taken away by its comrades.

Elric prepared the body, stretching out its limbs on the floor.
He drew the shutters of the windows so that no light filtered
into the room, and lit a brazier in one corner of the room. It
swayed on its chains as the oil-soaked rushes flared.

He went to a small chest by the window and took out a
pouch. From this he took a bunch of dried herbs and with a
hasty gesture flung them on the brazier so that it gave off a
sickly odour and smoke began to fill the room.

Then he stood over the corpse, his body rigid, and began to
chant in the old language of his forefathers, the sorcerer kings
of Melnibone.

The chant seemed scarcely akin to human speech, rising and
falling from a deep groan to a high-pitched shriek.

The corpse began to stir, its ruined head moving from side to
side. |

““ Arise soulless thing of Hell !”” Elric commanded.

The creature came stiffly upright and pointed a finger at

Elric, staring through glazed eyes.
“ All this,” it groaned, * was pre-ordained. Think not you

can escape your fate, Elric of Melnibone. You have tampered
with my corpse and I am a creature of chaos. My lord will

avenge me.”
(X9 How f"l!
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“ Your destiny is already planned.”

“ Tell me, dead one, why did you come to abduct my wife,
who sent you hither and where have they gone ?”

“Three questions, Lord Elric. Requiring three answers.
You know I am dead and can answer nothing directly.”

* Aye—that I know. So answer as you can.”

“ Then listen well for I may recite only once my reed and
then must return to the nether-regions where my being may
peacefully rot to nothing. Listen :

““ Beyond the ocean brews a battle ;

Beyond the battle blood shall fall.

If Elric’s kinsman ventures with him

(Bearing a twin of that Ae bears)

- To the place where, man-forsaken,

Dwells the one who should not live,

Then a bargain shall be entered,

Elric’s wife shall be reclaimed.”

aﬂ?ith this, the thing fell to the floor and did not stir there-

T.

Elric frowned. Used as he was to verse-omens, this one was
difficult. The rushes were spluttering and their smoky light
was dimming. Beyond the ocean . . . There were many
oceans.

- But then he remembered something he had heard from a
- traveller who had come to Karlaak from Tarkesh, on the
- Western Continent, beyond the Pale Sea.
- He had said that there had been trouble brewing between the
~ land of Dharijor and the other nations of the west. Dharijor
had contravened treaties she had signed with her neighbouring
‘kingdoms and had signed a new one with the Theocrat of Pan
Tang, that unholy island which lay beyond the Straits of Chaos.
The traveller had said that war was sure to break out at any

moment since there was evidence that Dharijor and Pan Tang
had entered a war alliance.

Now that he had to, he related this information with news
he had that Queen Yishana of Jharkor had recruited the aid
of Dyvim Slorm and his Imrryrian mercenaries. And Dyvim
Slorm was Elric’s kinsman ! That also meant something—for

Jharkor must be preparing for battle with Dharijor, her
neighbour.
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Even as he thought upon it, he was acting, gathering his
clothes together and preparing for a journey. He must go to
Jharkor and speedily, for there, in all likelthood, he would meet
his kinsman. And there, also, there would soon be a battle
if all the evidence were true.

But the journey to the west was going to take many days and
the prospect of it caused a cold ache to grow in his heart as he
thought of the weeks in which he would not know how his
beloved wife fared.

“ No time for that,” he told himself as he got into sturdier
riding clothes than those he wore. °° Action is all that’s
required of me now—and speedy action.”

He held the sheathed rune-blade before him, staring beyond
it into space. ‘I swear by Arioch that those who have done
this, whether they be man or immortal shall suffer from their
deed ! Hear me, Arioch ! That i1s my oath !”

And then, he was striding from the death-heavy chamber,

yelling for his horse.

two

Where the Sighing Desert gives way to the borders of
Ilmiora, between the coasts of the Eastern continent and the
lands of Tarkesh, Dharijor and Shazar, lies the Pale Sea.

It is a cold sea—a morose and chilling sea—but ships prefer
to cross from Ilmiora to Dharijor by means of it, rather than
chance the weirder dangers of the Straits of Chaos.

On the deck of the Ilmiora schooner Windrunner, Elric of
Melnibone stood shivering, staring through red and gloomy
eyes at the cloud-covered ocean.

In the ports he had heard more news. War had already
broken out between the Young Kingdoms of the west and
Dharijor and Pan Tang.

He wondered what he might find there as the ship neared the
coasts of Tarkesh.

Disembarking in the port of Banarva, on the Tarkesh
peninsula, Elric soon saw evidence that war darkened the lands
of the Young Kingdoms. There were rumours rife, talk of
nothing but battles and warriors. From the confused gossip,
Elric could gain no clear impression save that the decisive

battle was yet to be fought.
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All over the Western continent, men were marching. From
Myyrrhn, he heard, the winged men were flying. From
Jharkor, the White Leopards, Queen Yishana’s personal guard,
ran towards Dharijor while Dyvim Slorm and his mercenaries
pressed northwards to meet them.

Dharijor was the strongest nation of the west and Pan Tang
was a formidable ally. Next to Dharijjor came Jharkor, who,
with her allies Tarkesh, Myyrrhn and Shazar, was still not as
strong as those who threatened the security of the Young
Kingdoms.

For some time had Dharijor sought an opportunity for
conquest and the hasty alliance against her had been made in
an effort to stop her before she had fully prepared for conquest.

Whether they would succeed, Elric did not know. Reports
were confusing.

Everywhere, men strapped metal about them, bestrode
heavy chargers, sharpened their arms, and rode beneath bright
silken banners to slay and to despoil.

Here, he reflected, was the battle of the prophecy, but which
one it was, whether it had been fought or was yet to be decided
he did not know. He tried to forget Zarozinia and turned his
moody eyes towards the west. Stormbringer hung like a mill-
stone at his side. But he fingered it constantly, drawing his
vitality from 1it.

He spent the night in Banarva and by morning had hired a
good horse and was riding across the sparse grassland towards
Jharkor.

Across a war-torn world rode Elric, made angry and im-
patient by the sights of wanton destruction which he witnessed.
Although he had lived by his sword and wits for many years
and had committed acts of murder, robbery and urbicide, he
disliked the senselessness of war, of men who killed one another
with only the vaguest of reasons why they did so.

Bitter smoke stung his throat and sometimes he would pass
straggling groups of townspeople who were fleeing, without
knowledge of their direction, from the latest depredation of the
roving Dharijorian troops who had struck far into this part of
Tarkesh and had met little resistance from the armies of the
Tarkesh king Hilran, for they were concentrated further
North, readying themselves for the major battle.

Now Elric rode close to the Western Marches, near the
Jharkorian border. Here lived sturdy foresters and harvesters
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in better times. But now the forests were blackened and burnt
and the crops of the field were ruined.

His journey, which was speedy for he wasted no time, took
him through one of the stark forests where remnants of trees
cast cold silhouettes against the grey, seething sky.

He raised the hood of his heavy black cloak over his head
and rode on as rain rushed suddenly down from the sky, and
beat through the skeleton trees, sweeping across the distant
plains beyond so that all the world seemed grev and black with
the swish of the rain a constant and depressing sound.

Then, as he passed a ruined hovel which was half cottage,
half hole in the earth, a cawing voice called out.

*“ Master Elric !”

Astonished that he should be recognised, he turned his bleak
face 1n the direction of the voice.

A ragged figure appeared in the hole that was the hovel’s
entrance. It beckoned him closer. He walked his horse
towards the figure and saw that it was an old man—or perhaps
a woman, he couldn’t tell.

“ You know my name,” he said hollowly. * How ?”

* Thou art a legend throughout the Young Kingdoms. Who
could not recognise the face and the blade thou art carrying ?”

“ True, perhaps. But I have a notion that there is more to
this than chance recognition. Who are you 7’

While the old wretch used, stumblingly, the High Speech of
Melnibone, Elric deliberately used the coarse, Common
Speech which was the lingua franca of the time.

* Would you guest with me a while 7’

Elric looked at the hovel and shook his head, he was
fastidious at the best of times.

The wretch smiled and made a mock bow. ‘ So the mighty
lord disdains to grace my poor home. But does he not perhaps
wonder why the fire which raged through this forest a while
ago did not, in fact, harm me ?”

'(;ﬁﬁye,“ said Elric thoughtfully, * that is an interesting
riddle.”

* Soldiers came not a month gone—from Pan Tang they
were. Devil Riders with their hunting tigers running with
them. They despoiled the harvest and burnt even the forests
that those who fled them might not eat game or berries here.
I lived in this forest all my life, doing a little simple magic and
prophesy for my needs. But when I saw the walls of flame soon to
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engulf me, I cried the name of a demon I knew—a thing from
Chaos which, latterly, I had dared not summon. It came.
‘Save me,’ cried I. ¢ And what would ye do in return ?° said
the demon. ° Anything,” I quoth. ° Then bear this message
for my master,” it said. ° When the kinslayer known as Elric
of Melnibone shall pass this way, tell him that there is one
kinsman he shall not slay and he will be found in Sequaloris.
If Elric loves his wife, he will play his role. If he plays it well,
his wife shall be returned.” So I fixed the message in my mind,
and now give it thee as I swore.”

“ Thanks,” said Elric, *“ and what did you give in return ?”’

“ Why, my soul, of course. But it was an old one and not of
much worth. Hell could be no worse than this existence.”

“Then why did you not let yourself burn, your soul
unbartered ?”’

“I wish to live,” said the wretch, smiling again. * Oh, life
is good—my life, perhaps, is squalid—but the life around me,
that is what I love. But let me not keep you, my lord, for you
have weightier matters on your mind.” Once more the
wretch gave a mock bow as Elric rode off, puzzled, but
encouraged. His wife still lived and was safe. But what
bargain must he strike before he could get her back ?

Savagely he goaded his horse into a gallop, bound for
Sequaloris in Jharkor !

Behind him, faintly through the beating rain, he heard a
cackling chuckle at once mocking and miserable.

Now his direction was not so vague, and he rode at great
speed, but cautiously, avoiding the roving bands of invaders,
until at length the arid plains gave way to the lusher wheatlands
of the Sequa province of Jharkor. Another day’s ride and Elric
entered the small walled city of Sequaloris which had so far not
suffered attack.

Here, he discovered preparations for war and learnt news
that was of greater interest to him.

The Imrryrian mercenaries, led by Dyvim Slorm, Elric’s
cousin and son of Dyvim Tvar, Elric’s old friend, were due to
arrive next day, in Sequaloris.

There had been a certain enmity between Elric and the
Imrryrians, since the albino had been the cause of their need to
live as mercenaries when he had taken part in a raid on the

" Dreaming City of Melnibone years before and had razed it.

. But those times were past, long since, and on two previous
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occasions he and the Imrryrians had fought on the same side.
He was their rightful leader and the ties of tradition were
strong in the elder race who had been superceded by the new
folk of the Young Kingdoms.

Elric prayed to Arioch, demon-god of his people, that
Dyvim Slorm would have some clue to his wife’s whereabouts.

At noon of the next day, the mercenary army rode swaggering
into the city. Elric met them close to the city gate. The
warriors were obviously weary from a long ride and were
loaded with booty since, before Yishana sent for them, they
had been raiding in Shazar close to the Marshes of the Mist.

They were different from any other race, these Imrryrians,
with their tapering, pale faces, slanting eyes and high cheek-
bones. The finery they wore was not stolen, but definitely
Melnibonean in design—shimmering cloths of gold, blue and
green, metals of delicate workmanship and intricately patterned
They carried lances with long, sweeping heads and there were
slim swords at their sides. They sat arrogantly in their saddles,
convinced of their superiority over other mortals, and seemed
to be, as Elric, not quite human in their unearthly beauty.

As Elric rode up to meet Dyvim Slorm, their leader, his own
sombre clothe., contrasted with theirs. He wore a tall-collared
jacket of quilted leather, black and buckled in by a broad, plain
belt at which hung a poignard and Stormbringer. His dead
white hair was held from his eyes by a fillet of black bronze and
his breeks and boots were also black. All this black contrasted
sharply with his white skin and red, glowing eyes.

Dyvim Slorm bowed in his saddle, showing only slight
surprise.

** Cousin Elric—so the omen was true !”

“ What omen, Dyvim Slorm ?”’

““ A falcon’s—your name bird if I remember.”

It was customary for Melniboneans to identify new-born
children with birds of their choice, thus Elric’s was a falcon,
hunting bird of prey.

- ““ What did it tell you, cousin 7’ Elric asked eagerly.

“ It gave a puzzling message while we had barely gone from
the Marshes of the Mist. It came and perched on my shoulder
and spoke in human speech. It told me to come to Sequaloris
and there I would meet my king. From Sequaloris we were to
journey together to join Yishana’s army and the battle,
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whether won or lost, would resolve the direction of our linked
destinies thereafter. Do you make sense of that, cousin ?”

“ Some,” Elric said, frowning. °° But come—I have a place
reserved for you at the inn. I will tell you all I know over wine.
I need help in this business, cousin—as much help as I can
obtain, for my wife has been abducted by supernatural
elements and I have a feeling that this and the wars are but two
incidents in a greater play.”

“ Then quickly, to the inn. My curiosity is further piqued.
This matter increases in interest for me—first falcons and
omens, now abduction and strife ! What else, I wonder ?”’

With the Imrryrians straggling after them through the
cobbled streets, scarcely a hundred warriors but hardened by
their outlawed life, Elric and Dyvim Slorm made their way to
the inn and there, in haste, Elric outlined all he had learned.

Before replying, his cousin quaffed his wine and banged the
cup upon the board, pursing his lips and frowning.

“1 have a feeling in my bones,” he said, * that we are
puppets in some struggle between the gods. We, for all our
blood and flesh and will, can see none of the greater conflict
save a few scarcely-related details.”

“That may be so,” said Elric, “ but I'm angry at being
involved and require my wife’s release. I have no notion why
we, together, must make the bargain for her return, neither
can I guess what it is we have that those who captured her
want. But, if the omens are sent by the same agents, then we
had best do as we are told, for the meantime, until we can see
matters more clearly. Then, perhaps, we can act upon our
own volition.”

“That’s wise,” Dyvim Slorm nodded, “ and I'm with you
init.”” He smiled slightly : “ Whether I like it or not, I fancy.”

Elric said : “ Where lies the army of Dharijor and Pan
Tang ? 1 heard it was gathering.” .

“It has gathered—and marches closer. The impending
battle will decide who rules the western lands. I’'m committed
to Yishana’s side not only because she has employed us to
aid her, but because I fancy that if the warped lords of Pan
Tang dominate these nations, then tyranny will come upon
them and they will threaten the security of the whole world.
I like them not, these sorcerous upstarts—they seek to emulate
the Bright Empire.”
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“ Aye,” Elric said. “ They are an island culture, as ours
was. They are sorcerers and warriors as our ancestors were.
But their sorcerery is darker and less healthy than ever ours
was. Our ancestors were cruel, it i1s true ; they committed
frightful crimes—vyet it was natural to them. These newcomers
more human than we, have perverted their humanity whereas
we never possessed it in the same degree. There will never be
another Bright Empire, nor can their power last more than ten
thousand years as did the power of Melnibone. This is a
- fresh age, Dyvim Slorm, in more than one way. The time of
SOrcery is on the wane. Men are finding new ways to harness
natural power.”

“ Our knowledge is so ancient,” Dyvim Slorm agreed, * yet,
so old is it, that it has little relation to present events, I fancy.
Our logic and learning are suited to the past . . .”

“1 think you are right,” Elric said wearily. * Aye—it is
fitting that we should be wanderers, for we have no place in
this world.”

They drank in silence, moodily, their minds on matters of
philosophy and theology. Yet, for all this, Elric’s thoughts
were forever turning to Zarozinia and the fear of what might
have befallen her.

The strange reed of the dead creature lingered in his memory.
Undoubtably the reed had mentioned a battle—and the falcon
which Dyvim Slorm had seen had mentioned one also—the
forthcoming conflict between Yishana’s forces and those of
Sarosto of Dharijor and Jagreen Lern of Pan Tang.

At length, he had made up his mind. He would go with
Dyvim Slorm and there take part in the battle. Though he
might perish, he reasoned, he had best do as the omens
ordered—otherwise he would lose even the slight chance of
ever seeing his wife again. He turned to his cousin.

“ I’ll make my way with you tomorrow, cousin, and use my
sword in the impending battle. Whatever else, I have the
feeling that Yishana will need every warrior against the

Theocrat and his allies.”
~ * Aye,” agreed Dyvim Slorm. “ Not only our doom, but
the doom of nations will be at stake in this . . .”
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Ten terrible men drove their yellow chariots down a black
mountain which vomited blue and scarlet fire and shook in a
spasm of destruction.

In such a manner, all over the globe, the forces of nature
were disrupted and rebellious and, though few realised it, the
Earth was changing. The Ten knew why. And they knew of
Elric and how their knowledge linked with him.

The night was pale purple and the sun hung a bloody globe
over the mountains, for it was late summer. In the valleys,
cottages were burning as smoking lava smacked against the
straw roofs.

Sepiriz, in the leading chariot, saw the villagers running, a
confused rabble—like ants whose hills had been scattered. He
turned to the blue-armoured man behind him and he smiled
almost gaily.

“ See them run,” he said. *‘ See them run, brother. Oh, the
joy of it—such forces there are at work !”

“’Tis good to have woken at this time,”” his brother agreed,
shouting over the rumbling noise of the volcano.

Then the smile left Sepiriz and his eyes narrowed. He lashed
at his twin horses with a bull-hide whip, so that blood lanced
the flanks of the great black steeds and they galloped even
faster down the steep mountain.

In the village, one man saw the Ten in the distance. He
shrieked, voicing his fear in a warning :

“ The fire has driven them out of the mountain. Hide—
escape ! The men from the volcano have awakened—they are
coming !’ Then the mountain gushed a fresh spewing of hot
rock and flaming lava and the man was struck down, screamed
as he burned, and died. He died needlessly, for the Ten had no
interest in him or his fellows.

Sepiriz and his brothers rode straight through the village,
their chariot wheels rattling on the coarse street, the hooves of
their horses pounding.

Behind them, the mountain bellowed.

“ To Nihrain !” cried Sepiriz. * Speedily, brethren, for there
is much work to do. A blade must be brought from Limbo
and a pair of men must be found to carry it to Xanyaw !”

Joy filled him as he saw the earth shuddering about him and
heard the gushing of fire and rock behind him.
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His black body glistened, reflecting the flames of the burning
houses. The horses leaned in their harness, dragging the
bucking chariot at wild speed, their hooves blurred movement
over the ground so that it often seemed they flew.

Perhaps they did, for the steeds of Nihrain were known to be
different from ordinary beasts.

Now they flung themselves along a gorge, now up a mountain
path, making their speedy way towards the Chasm of Nihrain,
the ancient home of the Ten who had not returned there for
two thousand years.

Again, Sepiriz laughed. He and his brothers bore a terrible
responsibility, for though they had no loyalty to men or gods,
they were Fate’s spokesmen and thus bore an awful knowledge
within their immortal skulls.

For centuries they had slept in their mountain chamber,
dwelling close to the dormant heart of the volcano since
extremes of heat and cold bothered them little. Now the
spewing rock had awakened them and they knew that their
time had come—the time for which they had been waiting for
thousands of years.

This was why Sepiriz sang in joy. At last he and his brothers
were to be allowed to perform their ultimate function.

And this involved two Melniboneans, the two surviving
members of the Royal Line of the Bright Empire.

Sepiriz knew they lived—they had to be alive, for without
them Fate’s scheme was impossible.

But there were those upon the Earth, Sepiriz knew, who were
capable of cheating Fate, so powerful were they. Their minions
lay everywhere, particularly among the new race of Men, but
ghouls and demons were also their tools.

This made his chosen task the harder.

But now—to Nihrain ! To the hewn city and there to draw
the threads of destiny into a finer net.

There was still a little time, but it was running short.

And Time the Unknown, was master of All . . .

The pavilions of Queen Yishana and her allies were grouped
thickly about a series of small, wooded hills. The trees afforded
cover from a distance and no campfires burned to give away
their position. Also the sounds of the great army were as
muted as possible. Outriders went to and fro, reporting the
enemy’s positions and keeping wary eyes open for spies.
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But Elric and his Imrryrians were unchallenged as they rode

in, for the albino and his men were easily recognisable and it

~was well-known that the feared Melnibonean mercenaries had
- elected to aid Yishana.

Elric said to Dyvim Slorm : ““ I had best pay my respects to
Queen Yishana, on account of our old bond, but I do not want
her to know that I am here on account of my wife’s disappear-
ance—otherwise she may try to hinder me. We shall just say
that I have come to aid her, out of friendship.”

Dyvim Slorm nodded and Elric left his cousin to tend to
making camp, while he went at once to Yishana’s tent where
the tall queen awaited him impatiently.

The 100k in her eyes was shielded as he entered. She was
sitting in a padded chair and the table before her was scattered
l?lith battle-maps and writing materials, parchment, ink and the

€.

*“ Good morning, wolf,” said she with a half-smile that was
at once ironical and provocative. “ My outriders reported
that you were riding with your countrymen. This is pleasant.
Have you forsaken your new wife to return to the subtler
pleasures I can offer you ?”

“ No,” he said. He stripped off his heavy riding cloak and
flung it on a bench. *° Good morning, Yishana. You do not
change. I've half a suspicion that Theleb K’aarna, that
sorcerer-lover of yours from Pan Tang, gave you a draught of
the waters of Eternal Life before I killed him.”

“ Perhaps he did,” she said. ‘“ How goes your marriage,
then 7

- “ Well,” he said.
- " And now I’'m disappointed,” she smiled ironically. She
shrugged.

They had been lovers on two different occasions, in spite of
the fact that Elric had been partially responsible for her
brother’s death during the raid on Iyrryr, years before.
Darmit of Jharkor’s death had put her on the throne and, being
an ambitious woman, she had not taken the news with too
much sadness. But Elric, keeping true to Zarozinia though he
might never see her again, had no wish to resume the relation-

ship

. He turned immediately to the matter of the forthcoming
attle.

** I see you are preparing for more than a skirmish,” he said.
- What forces have you and what are your ch ances of wmmng‘?”
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* There are my own White Leopards,” she told him, * five
hundred picked warriors who run as swiftly as horses, are as
strong as mountain cats and as ferocious as blood-mad sharks
—they are trained to kill and killing is all they know.

“Then there are my other troops—infantry and cavalry,
some eighty Lords in command. The best cavalry are from
Shazar, wild riders but clever fighters and well-disciplined.
Tarkesh has sent fewer men, but I understand King Hilran
needed to defend his southern borders. However, there are
almost a thousand and fifty foot-soldiers and some two
hundred mounted men from Tarkesh. In all we can put
perhaps six thousand trained warriors on the field. Serfs,
slaves and the like are also fighting but they will, of course,
serve only to meet the initial onslaught and will die in the early
part of the battle.”

Elric nodded. These were standard military tactics of the
time.

“ And what of the enemy ?”

““ We have more numbers—but they have Devil Riders and
hunting tigers. There are also some beasts they keep in cages—
but we cannot guess what they are since the cages are kept
covered.”

“1 heard that the men of Myyrrhn are flying hither. The
import must be great for then to leave their eyries.”

““ If we lose this battle,” she said gravely, *“ Chaos will engulf
the Earth and rule over it. The Theocrat Jagreen Lern of Pan
Tang is but the tool of a less natural master, did you not
know 7’

““ I had heard rumours, but discounted them as propaganda.”

“ We have every evidence that he is aided by supernatural
powers—probably the Lords of Chaos. We are not only
- fighting for our lands—we are fighting for the human race,
Elric !”

“ Then let us hope we win,” he said.

Elric stood among the captains as they surveyed the
mobilising army.

Tall Dyvim Slorm was by his side, his golden shirt loose on
his slim body and his manner confident, arrogant. Also there
were hardened soldiers of many smaller campaigns. Short,
dark-faced men from Tarkesh with thick armour and black,
oiled hair and beards. The half-naked winged men from
Myyrrhn had arrived, with their brooding eyes, hawk-like
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. faces, their great wings folded on their backs, quiet, dignified,
- seldom speaking. The Shazarian commanders were there also,
- 1n jackets of grey, brown and black, in rust-coloured bronze
- armour. With them stood the captain of Yishana’s White
~ Leopards, a long-legged, thick-bodied man with blond hair
- tied in a knot at the back of his bull-necked head, silver armour
- Dbearing the emblazon of a leopard, albino, like Elric, rampant
- and snarling.

O The time of the battle was drawing close . . .

: Now, in a grey dawn, the two armies advanced upon each
other, coming from opposite ends of a wide valley, flanked by
low, wooded hills.

The aimy of King Sarosto of Dharijor moved, a tide of dark
metal, up the shallow valley to meet them.

Elric, still unarmoured, watched as they approached, his
horse -tamping the turf. Dyvim Slorm, beside him, pointed
and said : “° Look—there are the plotters—Sarosto on the left
and Jagreen Lern on the right !”

The leaders headed their army, banners of dark silk rustling
above their helms. King Sarosto and his thin ally, aquiline
Jagreen Lern in glowing scarlet armour that seemed to be red
hot and may have been. On his helm was the Merman Crest
of Pan Tang, for they claimed kinship with the sea-people.
Sarosto’s armour was dull, murky yellow, emblazoned with
the Star of Dharijor upon which was the Cleft Sword which
history said was borne by Sarosto’s ancestor, Atarn, the City-
Builder.

Behind them, instantly observable, came the Devil Riders of
Pan Tang on their six-legged reptilian mounts. Swarthy and
detached, they carried long curved sabres, naked at their belts.
Prowling among them came over a hundred hunting tigers,
trained like dogs, with tusk-like teeth and claws that could rend
a man to the bone with a single sweep.

Beyond the rolling army as it moved towards them, Elric
could just see the tops of the mysterious cage-waggons. What
weird beasts did they contain, he wondered.

Then Yishana shouted a command.

The archers’ arrows spread a rattling black cloud above them
as Elric led the first wave of infantry down the hill to meet the
van of the enemy army.

That he should be forced to risk his life, embittered him. But
if he was ever to discover Zarozinia’s whereabouts, he had to
play out his ordered part and pray that he lived.
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The main force of cavalry followed the infantry, flanking it
with orders to encircle the enemy if possible.

Brightly clad Imrryrians and bronze-armoured Shazarians
to one side.

Blue-armoured Tarkeshites with brilliant plumes of red,
purple and white, long lances levelled, and gold-armoured
Jharkorians, longswords already unscabbarded, galloped on
the other side.

In the centre of Elric’s advance phalanx loped Yishana’s
White Leopards and the queen herself rode beneath her banner,
behind the first phalanx, leading a battalion of knights.

Down they rushed toward the enemy whose own arrows
rushed upwards and then swept groundwards to clash against
helmets or thud into flesh.

Now the sound of war-shouts smashed through the still
dawn as they streaked down the slopes and clashed.

Elric found himself confronting lean Jagreen Lern, and the
snarling theocrat met Stormbringer’s swing with a flame-red
buckler which successfully protected him—proving the shield
to be treated against sorcerous weapons.

Jagreen Lern’s features wrinkled into a malicious smile as he
recognised Elric.

“ So—I was told you’d be here, Whiteface. 1 know thee,
Elric and I know thy doom !”

“ Too many men, save me, appear to know my destiny better
than I,” said the albino. * But perhaps if I slay thee, Theocrat,
I may force the secret from you before you die ?”

“Oh, no! That is not my master’s plan at all.”

“ Well, mayhap ’tis mine !”

He struck again at Jagreen Lern, but again the blade was
turned, screaming its anger. He felt it move in his hand, for
Stormbringer was half sentient, felt it throb with chagrin, for
normally the hell-forged blade could slice through metal
however finely tempered.

In Jagreen Lern’s gauntletted right hand was a huge war-axe
which he now swung at Elric’s unprotected head.

The albino leaned to one side, avoided the blow and drove
again point first at Jagreen Lern’s midriff.

The runeblade shrieked as it failed to pierce the armour.
The war-axe swung again and Elric brought up his sword as
protection but, in astonishment, was driven back in his saddle
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by the force of the blow, barely able to control his horse, one
foot slipping from the stirrup.

Jagreen Lern struck again and clove the skull of Elric’s horse
which crumpled to its knees, blood and brains gushing, great
eyes rolling as it died.

Flung from the beast, Elric rose painfully and readied himself
for Jagreen Lern’s next blow. But to his surprise, the sorcerer-
king turned away and moved into the thick of the battle.

“ Sadly your life is not mine to take, Whiteface ! That is the
prerogative of other powers. If you live and we are the victors
—I will seek you out, perhaps.”

Unable, in his dazed condition, to make sense of this, Elric
looked desperately around for another horse and saw a
Dharijorian mount, its head and foreparts well protected by
dented black armour, running loose and away from the fight.

Swiftly, he leapt for its harness and caught a dangling rein,
steadied the beast, got a foot into a stirrup and swung himself
up in the saddle which was uncomfortable for an unarmoured
g:ian. Standing in the stirrups, Elric rode it back into the

attle.

He hewed his way through the enemy knights, slaying now a
- Devil Rider, now a hunting tiger that lashed at him with bared
- fangs, now a gorgeously armoured Dharijorian commander,
- now two foot-soldiers who struck at him with halberds. His
. horse reared like a monster and, desperately, he forced it
.~ closer to the standard of Yishana until he could see one of the
~ heralds.
.~ Yishana’s army was fighting well, but its discipline was lost.
- It must regroup if it was to be most effective.
§ ““ Recall the cavalry ! Elric yelled. *° Recall the cavalry !
The young herald looked up. He was badly pressed by two
- Devil Riders. His attention distracted, he was skewered on a
it ]ﬁ}evil Rider’s blade and shrieked as the two men butchered
- him.
© Cursing, Elric rode closer and struck one of the attackers in
~ theside of the head. The man toppled and fell into the churned
~  mud of the field. The other Rider turned, only to meet
howlm Stormbringer’s point, and he died yelling, as the

mneblade drank his soul.
The herald, still mounted, was dead in the saddle, his body a

~ mass of cuts. Elnc leaned forward, tearing the horn from
varound the corpse’s neck.
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Placing it to his lips, he sounded the Cavalry Recall and
caught a glimpse of horsemen turning.

Now he saw the standard itself begin to fall and realised that
the standard-bearer was slain. He rose in the saddle and
grasped the pole which bore the bright flag of Jharkor and,
with this in one hand, the horn at his lips, attempted to rally
his forces.

At length, the remnants of the battered army gathered around
him. Then Elric, taking control of the battle, did the only
thing he could—took the only course of action which might
save the day.

He sounded a long, wailing note on the horn. In response to
this he heard the beating of heavy wings as the men of Myyrrhn
took the air.

Observing this, the enemy released the traps of the mysterious
cages.

Elric’s spirits sank.

A weird hooting preceded the sight of giant owls circling
skywards.

The enemy had anticipated a threat from the air !

Only slightly daunted by this unexpected sight, the men of
Myyrrthn, armed with long spears, attacked the great birds,
until the embattled warriors on the ground were showered with
blood and feathers. Corpses of birds and men began to flop
downwards, crushing infantry and cavalry beneath them.

Through this confusion, Elric and the White Leopards of
Yishana cut their way into ‘the enemy to join up with Dyvim
Slorm and his Imrryrians, the remnants of the Tarkeshite
cavalry, and about a hundred Shazarians who had survived.

Looking upward, Elric saw that most of the great owls were
destroyed, but only a handful of the men of Myyrrhn had
survived the fight in the air. These, having done what they
could against the owls, were themselves circling about prepara-
tory to leaving the battle. Obviously they realised the
hopelessness of it all.

Elric cried to Dyvim Slorm as their forces joined :

“The battle’s lost—Sarosto and Jagreen Lern rule here
now !”’

Dyvim hefted his longsword in his hand and gave Elric a
look of assent.

“1If we’re to live to keep our destiny, we’d best make speed
away from here !” he cried.
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~ There was little more they could do.

* Zarozinia’s life 1s more important to me than anything
else !’ Elric yelled. *‘ Let’s look to our own predicament !”

But the weight of the enemy forces was like a vice, crushing
Elric and his men. Blood covered Elric’s face from a blow he
had received across the forehead. It clogged his eyes so that
he had to keep raising his left hand to his face to get rid of the
stuff.

His right arm ached as he lifted Stormbringer again and
again, hacking and stabbing about him, desperate now, for
although the dreadful blade had a life, almost an mtelhgcnce
of its own, even it could not supply the vitality which Elric
needed to remain entirely fresh. In a way he was glad, for he
hated the runesword, though he half-depended on the force
which flowed from it to him—as an albino he would normally
be apathetic and without much energy.

Stormbringer radiated an evil poison which more than slew
Elric’s attackers—it drank their souls, and some of that life
force was passed on to the Melnibonean monarch . . .

Now the ranks of the enemy fell back and seemed to open.
Through this self-made breech, animals came running.
Animals with gleaming eyes and red, teeth-filled jaws. Animals
with claws.

The hunting tigers of Pan Tang. .

Horses screamed as the tigers leapt and rended them,
tearing down mount and man and slashing at the throats of
their victims.

The tigers raised bloody snouts and stared around for a new
prey. Terrified, many of Elric’s small force fell back shouting.
Most of the Tarkeshite knights broke and fled the field,
precipitating the flight of the Jharkorians who were followed
by the few remaining Shazarians still mounted. Soon only
Elric, his Imrryrians and about forty White Leopards stood
against the might of Dharijor and Pan Tang.

Elric raised the horn and sounded the Retreat, wheeled his
black steed about and raced up the valley, Imrryrians behind
him.

Behind him, the White Leopards fought on to the last. As
Yishana had said—they knew nothing but how to kill.
Obviously they also knew how to die.

Elric and Dyvim Slorm led the Imrryrians up the valley,
half-thankful that the White Leopards covered their retreat.
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The Melnibonean had seen nothing of Yishana since he had
clf?.;hed with Jagreen Lern. He did not know what had become
of her.

As they turned a bend in the valley, Elric understood the
full battle-plan of Sarosto and his ally—for a strong, fresh
force of foot-soldiers and cavalry had assembled at the other
end of the valley, obviously with the intention of cutting off
any retreat made by his forces.

Scarcely thinking, Elric urged his horse up the slopes of the
hills, his men following, as the Dharijorians rushed towards
them, spreading out to cut off their escape.

Elric turned his horse about and saw that the White Leopards
were still fighting around the standard of Jharkor and he
headed back in that direction, keeping to the hills. Over the
crest of the hills he rode, Dyvim Slorm and a handful of
Imrryrians beside him, and then they were galioping for open
countryside while behind the knights of Dharijor and Pan
Tang gave chase. They had obviously recognised Elric and
wished either to kill or capture him.

Ahead Elric could see that the Tarkeshites, Shazarians and
Jharkorians who had earlier fled had taken the same route out
as he had. But they no longer rode together, were scattering
away.

Elric and Dyvim Slorm rode westwards across unknown
country while the other Imrryrians, to take attention off their
leaders, rode to the North East toward Tarkesh and perhaps a
few days of safety.

The battle was won. The minions of evil were the victors
and an age of terror had settled on the lands of the Young .
Kingdoms in the west.

By evening, Elric, Dyvim Slorm and two Imrryrians, a
Tarkeshite commander called Yedn-pad-Juizev, badly wounded
in the side, and a Shazarian foot-soldier, Orozn, who had taken
a horse away from the battle, were temporarily safe from
pursuit and were trudging their horses wearily towards a range
of slim-peaked mountains which loomed black against the red
evening sky.

They had not spoken for some hours. Yedn-pad-Juizev was
obviously dying and they could do nothing for him. He knew
this also and expected nothing, merely rode with them for
company.
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He was very tall for a Tarkeshite, his scarlet plume still
bobbing on his dented blue-metal helmet, his breastplate
scarred and smeared with his own blood and other’s. His
beard was black and shiny with oil, his nose a jutting crag on
the rock of his soldier’s face. He was bearing the pain well, his.
eyes half-glazed. Though they were impatient to reach the
comparative safety of the mountain range, the others matched
their pace to his, half in fascination that a man could cling to
life for so long, half in respect.

Night came and a great yellow moon hung in the sky over the
mountains. The sky was completely clear of cloud and stars
shone brightly.

The warriors wished that the night had been dark, storm-
covered for they could have then sought more security in the
shadows. As it was the night was lighted and they could only
hope that they reached the mountains soon—before the hunting
tigers of Pan Tang were put on their track and they died before
the rending claws of those dreadful beasts.

Elric was in a grim and thoughtful mood. For a while the
Dharijorian and Pan Tang conquerors would be busy consoli-
dating their new-won Empire. Perhaps there would be
quarrels between them when this was done, perhaps not. But
soon, anyway, they would be very powerful and threatening
the security of other nations on the Southern and Eastern
continents.

But all this, however much it overshadowed the fate of the
whole known world, meant little to Elric for he could still not
clearly see his way to Zarozinia.

He remembered the dead creature’s pr0phecy, part of which
had now come about. But still it meant little.

He felt as if he was being driven constantly westwards, as if
he must go further and further into the sparsely-settled lands
beyond Jharkor.

Was it here that his destiny lay ?

Was it here that Zarozinia’s captors had come ?

Beyond the ocean brew a battle ;
Beyond the battle blood shall fall . . .

Well, had the blood fallen, or was it yet to fall? What was
the  twin ’ that Elric’s kinsman, Dyvim Slorm, bore? Who
was the one who should not live 9

Perhaps the secret lay in the mountains, ahead of them ?
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Beneath the moon, they rode, and at last came to a gorge

which they entered. Half-way along it they located a cave and
lay down to rest.

In the morning, Elric was awakened by a sound outside the
cave. Instantly he drew Stormbringer and crept to the mouth
of the cave. What he saw caused him to sheath the blade and
call in a soft voice to the battered man who was riding up the
gorge towards the cave.

““ Here, herald ! We are friends.”

The man was one of Yishana’s heralds. His surcoat was in
ribbons, his armour crumpled on his body. He was swordless
and without a helmet, a young man with his face made gaunt
by weariness and despair. He looked up and relief came when
he recognised Elric.

“ My lord Elric—they said you were slain on the field.”

“I'm glad they did, since that makes pursuit less likely.
Come inside.”

The others were awake now—all but one. Yedn-pad-Juizev
had died, sleeping, in the night.

Orozn yawned and jerked a thumb at the corpse. *‘ If we do
not find food soon, I'll be tempted to eat our dead friend.”

The man looked at Elric for response to this jest, but seeing
the albino’s expression he became abashed and retreated to the
depths of the cave grumbling and kicking at loose stones.

““ What news have you 7’ asked Elric of the herald.

“Dark news, my lord. From Shazar to Tarkesh black
misery prevails and iron and fire beat across nations like an
unholy storm. We are fully conquered and only small bands
of men carry on a hopeless struggle against the enemy War
Lords. Some of these are already talking of turning bandit
and preying on each other, so desperate have times become.”

Elric nodded. “* Such is what happens when foreign allies
are beaten on friendly soil. What of Queen Yishana ?”

*“ She fared ill, my lord. Clad in metal, she battled against
a score of men before expiring—her body torn asunder by the
force of their attack. Sarosto took her head for a keepsake and
added it to other trophies—the hands of Karnarl, his half-
brother, who earlier opposed him over the Pan Tang alliance,
Penik of Nargesser’s eyes, who raised an army against him in
that province to do likewise. Theocrat Jagreen Lern ordered
all other prisoners tortured to death and hung in chains
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throughout the land as an example. They are an unholy pair,
my lord.”

Elric’s mouth grew tight when he heard this. Already it
was becoming clear to him that his only route was westwards,
for the conquerors would soon search him out if he returned.

He turned to Dyvim Slorm. The Imrryrian’s shirt was in
- rags and his left arm covered in dried blood.

“ Our destiny appears to lie in the west,”” he said quietly.

“Then let us make speed,” said his cousin, “for I am
impatient to get it over and at least learn whether we live or
perish in this enterprise. We gained nothing by our encounter
with the enemy, but wasted time.”

““ I gained something,” Elric said, remembering his fight with
Jagreen Lern. ‘1 gained the knowledge that Jagreen Lern is
connected in some way with the kidnapping of my wife—and
if he had ought to do with it, I’ll claim my vengeance no matter
what.”

“Now,” said Dyvim Slorm. * Let us make haste to the
west.”

four

They drove deeper into the mountains, that day, avoiding
the few hunting parties sent out by the conquerors, but the two
Imrryrians, recognising that their leaders were on a special
journey left to go in another direction. The herald had gone
southward to spread his gloomy: news so that only Elric,
Dyvim Slorm and Orozn were left. They did not welcome
Orozn’s company but bore it for the meanwhile.

Then, after a day, Orozn disappeared and Elric and Dyvim
Slorm ranged deeper into the black crags, riding through
towering, oppressive canyons or along narrow paths.

Snow lay on the mountains, bright white against sharp black,
filling gorges, making paths slippery and dangerous. Then one
evening they came to a place where the mountains opened out
into a wide valley and they rode, with difficulty down the foot-
hills of the mountains, their tracks making great black scars in
the snow and their horses steaming, their breath billowing
white in the cold air.

They observed a rider coming across the valley floor towards
them. One rider they did not fear, so they waited for him to
approach.



28 SCIENCE FANTASY

To their surprise it was Orozn, clad in fresh garments of
wolfskin and deer hide.

He greeted them in a friendly manner.

“1 had come seeking you both. You must have taken a
more difficult route than mine.”

“ From where have you come 7"’ Elric asked. His face was
drawn, his cheek-bones emphasised by the sunken skin. He
looked more like a wolf than ever with his red eyes gleaming.
Zarozinia’s fate weighed heavy on his mind.

‘““ There 1s a settlement nearby—come, I will take you to it.”

They followed Orozn for some way and it was getting near
night-fall, the setting sun staining the mountain scarlet, when
they reached the opposite side of the valley, dotted with a few
birch-trees and, further up, a cluster of firs.

Orozn led them into this grove.

They came screaming out of the dark. A dozen men,
possessed by hatred—and something else. Weapons were
raised in their mailed hands. By their armour, these men were
from Pan Tang. Orozn must have been captured and led
Elric and his cousin into ambush in return for his own liberty.

Elric turned his horse rearing.

“QOrozn ! You betrayed us !”

But Orozn was riding. He looked back once, his pale face,
tortured with guilt. Then his eyes darted away from Elric
and Dyvim Slorm and he frowned, rode down the moss-wet
hill back into the howling darkness of the night.

Elric lifted Stormbringer from his belt, gripped the hilt,
blocked a blow from a brass-studded mace, slid his sword down
the handle and sheared off his attacker’s fingers. They were
all around him and Dyvim Slorm now.

He smote about him, Stormbringer shrilling a wild, lawless
song of death.

But Elric and Dyvim Slorm were still weak from the rigours
of their past adventures.

Not even Stormbringer’s evil strength was sufficient to fully
revitalise Elric’s deficient veins.

Yet Elric was filled with fear—not of the attackers, but of the
fact that he was doomed to die or be captured. And he had the
feeling that these warriors had no knowledge of their master’s
part in the matter of the prophecy, did not realise that, perhaps,
he was not meant to die at that moment.
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In fact, he realised, as he battled, a great mistake was about
to be perpetrated . . .

“ Arioch !” He cried in his fear to the demon-god of
Melnibone. ““ Arioch ! Aid me ! . Blood and souls for thine
aid !”

But that tractable entity sent no aid.

Dyvim Slorm’s long blade caught a man just below his
gorget and pierced him through the throat. The other Pan
Tang horsemen threw themselves at him but were driven back
by his sweeping sword.

Dyvim Slorm shouted : *““ Why do we worship such a god
when whim decides him so often ?”’

““ Perhaps he thinks our time has come !” shouted Elric as
his runeblade screamed and drank another foe’s life-force.

Tiring fast, they fought on. And then a new sound broke
above the clash of arms—the sound of chariots and low,
moaning cCries.

Then they were sweeping mto the melee—black men with
handsome features and thin, proud mouths, their magnificent
bodies half-naked as their cloaks of white fox fur streamed
behind them and their javelins were flung with terrible accuracy
at the bewildered men of Pan Tang,.

Elric sheathed his sword and remained ready to fight or flee.

“This is the one—the white-faced one ! cried a black
charioteer as he saw Elric.

The chariots rolled to a halt, tall horses stamping and
snorting. Elric rode up to the leader.

“1 am grateful,” he said, half falling from his saddie in
weariness. He turned the droop of his shoulders into a courtly
bow. *“ You appear to know me—you are the third I’ve met
while on this quest who recognises me without my being able
to return the compliment.”

The leader tugged the fox cape about his naked chest and
smiled with his thin lips. ““ I’m named Sepiriz,” he said. “And
as for you—we have known of you for thousands of years.
Elric are you not—Ilast king of Melnibone ?”’

““ That is true.”

“ And you,” Sepiriz addressed Dyvim Slorm, * are Elric’s
cousin. Together, you represent the last of the pure line of
Melnibone ?”’

“ Aye,” Dyvim Slorm agreed, curiosity in his eyes.
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“ Then we have been waiting for you to pass this way. There
was a prophecy . . .

“You are the captors of Zarozinia !” Elric shouted,
reaching for his sword.

Sepiriz shook his head. “ No—but we can tell you where
she 1s. Calm yourself. Though I realise the agony of mind
you must be suffering, I will be better able to explain all I know
back in our own domain.”

* First tell us who you are,” Elric demanded.

Sepiriz smiled slightly. “ You know us, I think—or at
least you know of us. There was a certain friendship between
your ancestors and our folk in the early years of the Bright
Empire.” He paused a moment before continuing :

** Have you ever heard legends, in Imrryr perhaps, of the
Tt?% from the mountain ? The Ten who sleep in the mountain
of fire 7’

“ Many times.” Elric drew in his breath. * Now I
recognise you by description. But it is said that you sleep for
centuries in the mountain of fire. Why are you roaming
abroad in this manner ?”’

“ We were driven from our volcano home, which has been
dormant for two thousand years, by an eruption. Such
movements of nature have been taking place all over the
Earth of late. Our time, we knew, had come to awaken again.
We are servants and spokesmen of Fate—and our mission is
strongly bound up with your destiny. We bear a message for
you from Zarozinia’s captor—and another from a difierent
source. Would you return now, with us to the Chasm of
Nihrain and learn all we can tell you ?”

Elric pondered for a moment, then he lifted his white face
and said :

*“ I am in haste to claim vengeance, Sepiriz. But if what you
can tell me will lead me closer to claiming it, I'll come.”

“Then come !” The black giant jerked the reins of his
horse and turned the chariot about.

Then they were off—to the Chasm of Nihrain.

It was a journey of a day and a night to Nihrain, a gaping
chasm high in the mountains—a place avoided by all ; it had
supernatural significance for those who dwelt near the moun-
tains.
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The lordly Nihrain conversed little on the journey and
at last they were above the Chasm, driving their chariots down
the steep path which wound into its dark depths.

About half a mile down no light penetrated, but they saw
ahead of them flickering torches that illuminated part of the
carved outline of an unearthly mural or betrayed a gaping
opening in the solid rock.

Then, as they guided their horses down further they saw, in
detail, the awe-enspiring city of Nihrain which outsiders had not
glimpsed for many centuries. The last of the Nihrain now
lived here—ten immortal men of a race older even than that
of Melnibone which had a history of twenty thousand years.

Huge columns rose above them, hewn ages before from the
living rock, giant statues and wide balconies, many-tiered.
Windows a hundred feet high and sweeping steps cut into the
face of the chasm.

The Ten drove their yellow chariots through a mighty gate
and into the caverns of Nihrain, decorated to their entire extent
with symbolic scenes and strange beings. Here slaves,
wakened from a sleep of centuries to tend their masters, ran
forward. Even these did not fully bear resemblance to the
men that Elric knew.

Sepiriz gave the reins to a slave as Elric and Dyvim Slorm
dismounted, staring about them in awe.

He said : “ Now—to my own chambers and there I’ll inform
you of what you wish to know—and what you must do.”

Led by Sepiriz, the kinsmen stalked impatiently through
galleries and into a large chamber, full of dark sculpture. A
number of fires burned around this hall, in big grates.

Sepiriz folded his great body into a chair and bid them do
likewise. ,

When they were all seated before one of the fires, Sepiriz
took a long breath, staring around the hall, perhaps remember-
ing its former greatness.

Somewhat angered by this show of casualness, Elric said
impatiently :

“ Forgive me, Sepiriz—but you promised to impart your
message to us.”

“Yes,” Sepiriz said, ‘‘ but so much do I have to tell you that
I must pause one moment to collect my thoughts.” He settled
himself in the chair before continuing.
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“ We know where your wife 1s,”” he said at last, *“ and know
also that she is safe. She will not be harmed since she is to be
bargained for something which you possess.”

*“ Then tell me the whole story.”

“ We were friendly with your ancestors, Elric. And we were
friendly with those they superceded—the ones who forged that
blade you bear.”

Elric was interested in spite of his anxiety. For years
he had attempted to rid himself of the runesword, but had
never succeeded. All his efforts had failed and he still
needed to carry it, although drugs now gave him most of
his strength.

““ Would you be rid of your sword, Elric 7’ Sepiriz said.

* Aye—it’s well known.”

** Then listen to this tale.

“ We know for whom and for what the blade—and its twin—
were forged. They were made for a special purpose and for
special men. Only Melniboneans may carry them—and of
those only the blood of the Royal line.”

* There is no hint of any special purpose for the swords in
Melnibonean history or legend,” Elric said leaning forward.

““ Some secrets are best kept fully guarded,” Sepiriz said
calmly. ‘“ Those blades were forged to destroy a certain group
of very powerful beings. You know them as the Dead Gods.”

“ The Dead Gods—but, by their very name, you must know
that they perished long ages ago.”

“They ° perished ’ as you say—in human terms they are
dead. But they chose to die—chose to rid themselves of
material shape and hurled their life-stuff into the blackness of
space, for in those days they were full of fear !”

Elric had no real concept of outer space, but the word meant
for him something of supernatural meaning—the outside—
beyond the world—so he accepted what Sepiriz said and
listened on. |

“ One of them has returned,” Sepiriz said.

(19 Why ?'!'!I

“To get, at any cost, two earthly things which endanger him
and his fellow gods—wherever they may be they can still be
harmed by these things I mention.”

“ Those two things are . . .77

“They have the earthly appearance of two swords, rune-
carved and sorcerous—Mournblade and Stormbringer !”
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“This !” Elric touched his blade. “ Why should the gods
fear this? And the other went to Limbo with my cousin
Yrkoon whom I killed many years ago. It is lost.”

“ That is not true. We recovered it—that was part of Fate’s
purpose for us. We have it here, in Nihrain. The blades were
forged for your ancestors who drove the Dead Gods away by
means of them. They were made by other unhuman smiths
who were also enemies of the Dead Gods. These smiths were
impelled to combat evil with evil—although they, themselves,
were not pledged to Chaos, but to Law. They forged the
swords for several reasons—ridding the world of the Dead
Gods was but one !” |

“ The other reasons ?7”’

“ Those you shall learn in times to come—for our relation-
ship will not be ended until the whole destiny has been worked
out. We are obliged not to reveal the other reasons until the
proper time. You have a dangerous destiny, Elric,and I do
not envy it.”

‘““ But what is the message you have 7’ Elric said loudly.

““ One of the Dead Gods has returned to Earth, as I told you.
He has gathered acolytes about him. They kidnapped your
wife, Zarozinia !”

Elric felt suddenly dizzy. Must he defy such power as this ?

“ Why . . .7” he managed eventually.

“ Darnizhaan is aware that Zarozinia is important to you.
He wishes to barter her for the two swords. We, in this matter,
are merely messengers. We must give up the sword we keep,
at the request of you or Dyvim Slorm here, for they rightfully
belong to any of the royal line. Darnizhaan’s terms are
simple. Give him the blades which threaten his existence—or
he will dispatch Zarozinia to limbo. Her death—it would not
be death as we know it—would be unpleasant and eternal.”

“ And if I agreed to do that—what would happen ?”

““ All the Dead Gods would return—only the power of the
swords keeps them from doing so now !”

“ And what would happen if the Dead Gods came back ?”

“ Evil would sweep the world. Chaos would plunge this
Earth into a stinking inferno of terror and destruction. You
have already had a taste of what is happening—and Darnizhaan
has only been back for a short time.”

*“ You mean the defeat of Yishana’s armies and the conquest
by Sarosto and Jagreen Lern ?”
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“ Exactly. They are tools of Darmzhaa.n They will be his
agents in conquering the world for Chaos.”
~ “1I have an impossible choice, Sepiriz. Without the blade,
I can probably survive on herbs and the like. But if I give it
up for Zarozinia then Chaos will be unleashed to its full extent
and I will have a monstrous crime upon my conscience.”’

*“ The choice 1s yours alone to make.”

Elric deliberated but could think of no way around the

problem at that moment.
“ Bring the other blade,” he said.

Sepiriz rejoined them a while later, with a scabbarded sword
that seemed little different from Stormbringer.

““So, Elric—is the prophecy explained 7’ he asked, still
keeping hold of Mournblade.

*“ Aye—here 1s the twin of that I bear. But the last part—
where are we to go ?”

“1 will tell you in a moment. You can see now that the
object of the prophecy was, in a sense, deliberately to confuse
you—to puzzle you to such an extent that, by the time you
realised what it meant, you would be virtually incapable of
coherent action.”

He smiled. ° Though the Dead Gods, and the powers of
Chaos, are aware that we possess the sister blade—they do not
know whom we serve. Fate, as I told you, is our master—and
Fate has wrought a fabric for this Earth which would be hard
to alter. But it could be altered and we are entrusted to see that
Fate is not cheated. You are about to undergo a test. How
you fare in it—what your decision is—will decide what we must
tell you upon your return to Nihrain.”

“ You wish me to return here ?”’

(11 ch.!!

“ Give me Mournblade,” Elric said quickly.

Sepiriz handed him the sword and Elric stood there with one
twin blade in each hand, as if weighing something between
them.

Both blades seemed to moan in recognition and their power
swam through his body so that he seemed to be built of steel-
hard fire.

‘““ I remember, now that I hold them both, that their powers
are greater than I realise. There is one quality they possess
when paired—a quality we may be able to use against this
Dead God.” He frowned.  But more of that in 2 moment.”
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He stared sharply at Sepiriz.

“ Now tell me, where 1s Darnizhaan now ?”’

‘““ The Vale of Xanyaw in Myyrrhn !”

He handed Mournblade to Dyvim Slorm who accepted it
gingerly.

“ What will your choice be ?”’ Sepiriz asked.

“Who knows, who knows ?” Elric said with bitter gaiety.
‘““ Perhaps there is a way to beat this Dead God .

‘““ But I tell you this, Sepiriz—given the chance I shall make
that God rue his homecommg, for he has done the one thing
that can move me to real anger. And the anger of Elric of
Melnibone can destroy the world !”

Sepiriz rose from his chair, his eyebrows lifting.

“ And gods, Elric—can it destroy gods ?”

five

Elric rode like a giant straw-man, gaunt on the massive back
of the Nihrain steed.” His grim face was set fast in a mask that
hid emotion and his red eyes burned like coals in his sunken
skull. The wind whipped his hair this way and that, but he
sat straight, staring ahead, one long-fingered hand gripping
Stormbringer’s hilt to him.

Occasionally Dyvim Slorm, who bore Mournblade proudly
and warily, heard the blade moan to its sister and felt it shudder
at his side. Only later did he begin to ask himself what the
blade might make him—what it would give him and demand
of him. After that, he kept his hand away from it as much as
possible.

Then one day, close to the borders of Myyrrhn, a pack of

~ Dharijorian hirelings—native Jharkorians in the livery of their

conquerors—came upon them. Unsavoury louts they were,
who should have known better than to ride across Elric’s path.

They steered their horses, grinning, black plumes of helmets
nodding, armour straps creaking, metal clanking. The leader,
a patch-eyed bully with an axe at his belt, pulled his mount
short in front of Elric.

The albino’s horse came to a stop at a direction from its
master. His expression unchanged, Elric drew Stormbringer
in an economic and catlike gesture, delicately. Dyvim Slorm
copied him, eyeing the silently laughing men. He was surprised
at how easily the blade sprang from its scabbard.
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Then, with no challenges, Elric began to fight.

He fought like an automaton, quickly, efficiently, expres-
sionlessly, cleaving the leader’s shoulder plate in a stroke that
cut through the man from shoulder to stomach in one raking
movement which peeled back armour and flesh, rupturing the
body so that a great scarlet gash appeared in the black metal
and the leader wept as he slowly died, falling back to sprawl for
a moment over his horse before slumping from the mount, one
leg high, caught in a stirrup strap.

Stormbringer let out a great metallic purr of pleasure and
Elric directed arm and blade about him, emotionlessly slaying
the horsemen as if they were unarmed and chained, so little
chance did they have.

Dyvim Slorm, unused to the semi-sentient Mournblade, tried
to wield her like an ordinary sword but she moved in his hand
making cleverer strokes than he. A peculiar sense of power,
at once sensual and abstracted, poured into him and he heard
his voice yelling in exultation, realised what his ancestors must
have been like in war.

The fight was quickly done with and leaving the soul-
drained corpses on the frosty ground behind them, they were
soon in the land of Myyrrhn. |

Both blades had now been commonly blooded.

Elric had long-since pulled his thoughts together and was
capable of thinking and acting coherently, but he could spare
none of this for Dyvim Slorm while intratemporally asking
nothing of his cousin who rode at his side, frustrated in that
he was not called upon to give help.

Elric let his mind drift about in time, encompassing past,
present and future and forming it into a whole—a pattern. He
was suspicious of pattern, disliking of shape, for he did not
trust it. To him, life was chaotic, chance-dominated, unpre-
dictable. It was a trick, an illusion of the mind, to be able to
see a pattern to it.

He knew a few things, judged nothing.

He knew he bore a sword which physically and psycho-
logically he needed to bear. It was an unalterable admission
of a weakness in him, a lack of confidence in either himself or
the philosophy of cause and effect. He believed himself a
realist.

He knew that he loved, obscurely at times, his wife Zarozinia
and would die if it meant she would not be harmed.
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He knew that, if he were to survive and keep the freedom he
had won and fought to hold, he must journey to the Dead
God’s lair and do what he saw fit to do when he had managed
to assess the situation. He knew that for all his admission of
chaos, he would be better able to do what he wished in a world
ordered by some degree of law.

The wind had been warm but now, nearing dusk, it grew
colder. A low, cloudy sky with the heavy banks of grey
picked out against the lighter shades of grey like islands in a
cold sea. And there was a smell of smoke in Elric’s nostrils,
the frantic chirruping of birds in his ears and the sound of a
whistling boy heard over the droning wind.

Dyvim Slorm turned his horse in the direction of the
whistling, rode into scrub, leaned down in the saddle and hauled
g@ns;lf up with a wriggling youngster gripped by the slack of

18 shirt.

“ Where are you from, lad 7’ Dyvim Slorm asked.

“ From a village a mile or two away, sir,” the boy replied
out of breath and scared.

He looked with wide eyes at Elric, fascinated by the tall
albino’s stern and pitiless mien.

He turned his head sharply to stare up at Dyvim Slorm.
““ Is that not Elric Friendslayer 7’ he said.

Dyvim Slorm released the boy and said, *“ Where lies the
Vale of Xanyaw 7”’

*“ North-west of here—it is no place for mortals. Is that not
Elric Friendslayer, sir, tell me 7”

Dyvim Slorm glanced miserably at his cousin and did not
reply to the boy. Together they urged their horses North-west
and Elric’s pace was even more urgent.

Even through the bleak night they rode, wracked by a
groaning wind.

And as they came closer to the Vale of Xanyaw, the whole
sky, the earth, the air became filled with heavy, throbbing
music. Melodious, sensual, great chords of sound, on and on
it droned, and following it came the white-faced ones.

Each had a black cowl and a sword which split at the end
into three curved barbs. Each grinned a fixed grin. The music
followed them as they came running like mad-things at the
two men who stopped their horses, stopped themselves from
turning and fleeing. Elric had seen horrors in his life, had seen
much that would make others insane. But for some reason
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these shocked him more deeply than any. They were men,
ordinary men by the look of them—but men possessed by an
unholy spirit.

Prepared to defend themselves, Elric and Dyvim Slorm
waited for the encounter, but none came. The music and the
men rushed past them and away beyond them in the direction
from which they had come.

Overhead, suddenly, they heard the beat of wings, a shriek
from out of the sky and a ghastly wail.

Fleeing, two women rushed by and Elric was forced to stop
himself from shaking. The women were from the winged race
of Myyrrhn, but were wingless. These, unlike a woman Elric
remembered, had had their wings deliberately clipped. They
paid no attention to the two riders but disappeared, running,
into the night.

Such disturbances made them nervous and their horses
more so.

“ What is it, Elric 7’ Dyvim Slorm cried, his runeblade in
his hand, his other hand striving to control the prancing horse.
““ What is happening ?”’

“I know not. What does happen in a place where the Dead
God’s rule has come back ?”’

All was rushing noise and confusion and the night was full
of movement and terror.

“ Come !” Elric slashed his blade against his mount’s rump
and sent the beast into a jerking gallop, forcing himself and the
steed forward into the terrible night.

Then mighty laughter greeted them as they rode between
hills into the Vale of Xanyaw.

Then there arose, seemingly from the very earth, a huge
figure which barred their way. Hands on hips, wreathed in
golden light, a face of an ape, somehow blended with another
shape to give it dignity and wild grandeur, its body alive and
dancing with colour and light, its lips grinning with delight and
knowledge—Darnizhaan, the Dead God.

RLRIC L

“ Darnizhaan !” cried Elric fiercely and without fear now,
*“ I have come for my wife !”’

Around the Dead God’s heels were grouped acolytes with
wide lips and pale, triangular faces, conical caps on their heads
and madness in their eyes. They giggled and shrilled and .
shivered in the light of Darnizhaan’s weird body.
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Elric sneered. “ Pitiful minions,” he said.

“ Not so pitiful as you, Elric of Melnibone,” laughed the
- Dead God. *‘ Have you come to bargain or to give your wife’s
~ soul into my custody so that she may spend eternity dying ?”’

Elric controlled his hate.

“1I would destroy you—it is instinctive for me to do so.
But—"

The giant smiled, almost with pity. * You must be destroyed,
Elric—you are an anachronism. Your Time is gone.”

* Speak for yourself, Darnizhaan i

“1 could destroy you.” |

Much as he passionately hated the being, Elric felt suddenly,
a bizarre sense of comradeship for the Dead God. Both
represented an age that was dead, neither were really part of
the new Earth.

*“ But you will not,” said Elric.

“ Then I will destroy her.”

““ Zarozinia ! Where is she 7’

Darnizhaan laughed. *‘ Oh, what have the old folk come to?
There was a time when no man of Melnibone, particularly of
the royal line, would admit to caring for another mortal soul—
particularly if they belonged to the beast-race, the new race of
the age you call that of the Young Kingdoms. What? Are
you mating with animals, King of Melnibone ? Where is your
blood, your cruel and brilliant blood ? Where the glorious
malice ? Where the evil, Elric 7’

Strange passions stirred in both Elric and Dyvim Slorm then
. as they remembered their ancestors——-—the sorcerer kings of the
. Dragon Isle.
= ““That is past—a new time has come upon the Earth, Dead
God. Our time will soon be gone—and yours is over !”
3 “No, Elric. Mark my words, whatever happens. The
. dawn is over and will soon be swept away like dead leaves
. before the wind of morning. The earth’s history has not even
. begun. You, your ancestors, these men of the new races even,
. you are nothmg but a prelude to history. You wﬂl all be

. forgotten when the real history of the world begin

= “] fail to understand you,” Elric said, his ]jps thin and his
* teeth tight in his skull. “ I am here to bargain or do battle for
. my wife.”

= “You do not understand, Elric,” the Dead God guffawed.
~ “ Because we are all of us, gods and men, but shadows playing
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puppet parts before the true play begins. You would best not
fight me—rather side with me, for I know the truth. We share
a common destiny. We do not, any of us, exist. The old folk
are doomed, you, myself and my brothers. We must not fight
one another. Share our frightful knowledge—the knowledge
that turned us insane. There is nothing, Elric—not past,
present, or future. We do not exist, any of us !”

Elric shook his head quickly.

“ I do not understand you. I would not understand you if I
could. I desire only the return of my wife—not baffling
conundrums !”

Darnizhaan laughed again. ““ No ! You shall not have the
woman unless we are given control of the swords. You do not
understand their properties. They were not only designed to
destroy us or exile us—their destiny is to destroy the world as
we know it. If you retain them, Elric, you will be responsible
for wiping out your own memory for those who come after
you.”

“I’d welcome that,” Elric said.

Dyvim Slorm was silent, fearful and disturbed.

“ Keep the swords and all of us will be as if we had never
existed,” Darnizhaan spoke urgently, almost in terror.

““ So be it,” Elric said stubbornly, *“ do you think I wish the
memory to live on—the memory of evil, ruin and destruction.
The memory of a man with deficient blood in his veins—a man
called Friendslayer, Womanslayer and many other such
names.”’ '

‘““ Elric—you have been duped. Somewhere you have been
given a conscience. Our time is nearing its end.”

“ Good !’

“ Limbo, Elric—/limbo. Do you understand what that
means 7"’

““Ido not care. Where 1s my wife 7’

Elric blocked his mind to the truth, to the terror of the
meaning in the Dead God’s words. He could not afford to
listen or to fully comprehend. He must save Zarozinia—at all

COBLS . . .

‘““ I have brought the swords,” said he, “ and wish my wife to

be returned to me.”

“Very well,” the Dead God smiled hugely, almost with
relief. *“ At least if we keep the blades, in their true shape,
beyond the Earth, we may be able to retain things as they are
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now. In your hands they could destroy not only us but you,
your world, all that you represent—beasts would rule the Earth
for millions of years before the age of intelligence began again.
And it would be a duller age than this. We do not wish it to
occur. But if you had kept the swords—it would come about
almost inevitably.”

““ Silence ! Elric shouted. ‘° Take the swords—and give
me back my wife !”

Some of the acolytes scampered away at the Dead God’s
command. Soon they had returned, bringing a frightened,
shocked Zarozinia with them. °‘ Here she i1s, master,”” one of
them chirruped.

Darnizhaan stretched forward two glowing hands.

*“ The swords first.”

Elric and Dyvim Slorm put them into his great hands
reluctantly and Zarozinia ran forward to embrace her husband.
Elric gripped her to him, too disturbed by the Dead God’s
words to say anything. He held her thus for a long time.

Then he turned to Dyvim Slorm, shouting : *‘ Let us see if
our plan will work, cousin !”

Elric stared at Stormbringer which Darnizhaan now clutched.

‘““ Stormbringer | Kerana soliem, o’glara . . .” .

Dyvim Slorm called to Mournblade in the Ancient Tongue of
Melnibone, the mystic, sorcerous tongue which had been used
for rune-casting and demon-raising all through Melnibone’s
twenty thousand years of history.

Together they commanded the blades, as if they were actually
wielding them in their hands.

Merely by shouted orders, Dyvim Slorm and Elric began
their work.

This was the remembered quality of both blades when paired
in a common fight.

The blades twisted in Darnizhaan’s glowing hands. He
started backwards, his shape faltering, sometimes manlike,
sometimes beastlike, sometimes totally alien. But he was
evidently horrified, this god.

Now the swords detached themselves from his clutching
hands and turned on him. He fought against them, fending
them off as they wove about in the air, whining malevolently,
triumphantly, attacking him with vicious power.

At the commands of Elric and his cousin, Stormbringer and
Mournblade slashed at the supernatural being who, because
they also were supernatural blades, was harmed dreadfully
whenever they struck his form.
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*“ Elric,” he begged at last, * Elric —you do not know what
you are domg Stop them 1 Stop them ! You should have
listened more carefully to what I told you. Stop them !”

But Elric in his hate and malice urged on the blades, made
them plunge into the Dead God’s being time after time so that
his shape sometimes faltered, faded, the colours of its bright
beauty dulling. The acolytes fled upwards into the vale,
convinced that their lord was doomed.

Their lord, also, was so convinced. The fabric of his being
began to shred before the blades’ attack ; wisps of his body-
stuff seemed to break away and drift into the air to be swallowed
by the black night.

Viciously and ferociously Elric goaded the blades while
Dyvim Slorm’s voice blended with his in a cruel joy to see the
bright being destroyed.

At last there was nothing left and the swords crept back to
lie contentedly in their masters’ hands.

Quickly, with a sudden shudder, Elric scabbarded Storm-
bringer.

It was very quiet in the Vale of Xanyaw.

SiX

Three figures, bent in their saddles with weariness, reached
the Gorge of Nihrain days later.

They rode down the twisting paths into the black depths of
the mountain city and were there welcomed by Sepiriz whose
face was grave though his words were cheerful and encouraging.

““ So you were successful, Elric,”” he said with a small smile.

Elric paused before he dismounted and aided Zarozinia

down.
He turned again to Sepiriz.
“I am not altogether satisfied with this venture,” he said

hollowly, * though I did what I had to in order to save my
wife. I would speak with you privately, Sepiriz.”

The black Nihrain nodded gravely. ‘ When we have eaten,”
he said, * we will talk alone.”

The fire from the great hearth blazed.

Elric and Sepiriz now sat together, unspeaking, hunched in

their chairs.
At last, without preamble, Elric told Sepiriz the story of what

had happencd What he remembered of the Dead God’s
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words. How they had disturbed him—even struck him as
being true. e

When he had finished, Sepiriz nodded.

“1t is s0,” he said, “ Darnizhaan spoke the truth. Or at
least—he spoke most of the truth, as he understood it.”

“ You mean—we will all soon cease to exist ? That it will be
as if we had never breathed or thought or fought ?”

“ That 1s likely.”

“ But why ? It seems unjust.”

“ Who told you that the world was just ?”’

Elric nodded slowly : “ Aye—as I suspected. There is no
justice.”

“ But there is,”” Sepiriz said, ‘ justice of a kind—justice
which must be carved from the chaos of existence. Man was
not born to a world of justice. But he can create such a

world.”

“T’d agree to that,” Elric said, * but what are all our
strivings for if we are doomed to die and our actions with us ?”’

““ That is not absolutely the case. Something will continue.
Those who come after us will inherit something from us.”

“ What is that ?”’ :

““ An earth free of the major forces of chaos.”

“ You mean a world free of sorcery, I presume . . .?”

““ Not entirely free of sorcerv—but chaos and sorcery will
not dominate the world of the future as it does this world.”

‘““ Then that is worth striving for, Sepiriz,” Elric said almost
with relief. ¢ But what part do the runeblades play in the
scheme of things ?”’

“They have two functions—one, to rid this world of the
great dominating sources of evil—"

“ But they are evil, themselves !”

““ Just so—it takes a strong evil to battle a strong evil. The
days that will come will be when the forces of good can combat
those of evil. They are not yet strong enough. That, as I told
you, is what we must strive for.”

‘““ And what is the other purpose of the blades ?”’

“That is their final purpose—your destiny. I can tell you
now. I must tell you now, or let you live out your destiny
unknowing.”

““ Then tell me,” Elric said impatiently.

““ Their ultimate purpose is to destroy this world.”

Elric was aghast. “‘ Shall I have such a crime on my con-
science 77’
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“It 1s not a crime—it is natural. The era of the Bright
Empire, even that of the Young Kingdoms, is drawing to a
close. Chaos formed this earth and, for acons, Chaos ruled.
Men were created to put an end to that rule.”

“ But my ancestors worshipped the powers of Chaos !”

‘“ Just so—you, and your ancestors, were not true men at all,
but an intermediary type created for a purpose. You under-
stand Chaos as no true men ever could understand it. You can
control the forces of Chaos as no true men ever could. You
can weaken the forces of Chaos—for you know the qualities of
Chaos. Weaken them i1s what you have done. Though
worshipping the Lords of Chance and Evil, your race were the
first to bring some kind of order to the earth. The people of
the Young Kingdoms have inherited this from you—and have
consolidated it. But, as yet, Chaos is still that much stronger.
The runeblades, Stormbringer and Mournblade, this more
orderly age, the wisdom your race and mine have gained, all
will go towards creating the basis for the true beginnings of
Mankind’s history. That history will not begin for many
thousands of years, the type may take on a lowlier form,
become more beast-like before it re-evolves—but when it
dies, it will re-evolve into a world bereft of the stronger forces
of Chaos—it will have a fighting chance. We are doomed, all
of us, but they need not be.”

* So that is what Darnizhaan meant when he said that we
?)v:re just puppets acting out our parts before the true play

b e RS

Elric shook his head wearily, the weight of responsibility
heavy on him. He did not welcome it—but he accepted it.

Sepiriz said gently : * It is your purpose, Elric of Melnibone.
Hitherto your life has appeared comparitively meaningless.
All through it you have been searching for some purpose for
living, i1s that not true ?”’

*“ Aye,” Elric agreed with a slight smile, * I’ve been restless
for many a year since my birth. Restless the more since I lost
Zarozinia.”

““ It 1s fitting that you should have been,” Sepiriz said, *“ for
there is'a purpose for you—Fate’s purpose. It is this destiny
that you have sensed all your mortal days. You, the last of
the royal line of Melnibone must complete your destiny in the
times which are to follow closely upon these. The world is
darkening—nature revolts and rebels against the abuses which
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the Lords of Evil put it to. Oceans seethe and forests sway,
hot lava spills from a thousand mountains, winds shriek their
angry soughing and the skies are full of movement. Upon the
face of the earth, warriors are embattled in a struggle which,
eventually, will decide the fate of the world, linked as the
struggle is, with greater conflicts among Gods. Women and
little children die in a million funeral pyres upon this continent
alone. And soon the conflict will spread to the next continent
and the next. Soon all the men of the earth will have chosen
sides and Chaos, with its supernatural support, might easily
win. It would win but for one thing—you—and the swords.

“ And if Law should win—then that, too, will mean the
decline and death of this world—we shall all be forgotten. But
if Chaos should win—then torment will cloud the very air,
agony will sound 1n the wind and foul misery will dominate a
plunging, unsettled world of sorcery and evil hatred. But you,
Elric, with your sword and our aid, could stop this. It must
be done !’

“Then let it be done,” Elric said rising, ‘“ and if it must be
done—then let it be done well !”

“Go home now, friend,” Sepiriz said, ““and marshall
arm’es to drive against Pan Tang’s might. This must be our
first defence. Thereafter we shall call upon you to fulfil the
rest of your destiny.”

“I'll marshall such armies, willingly,” said Elric, * for,
whatever else, I have a mind to pay the theocrat back for his
insults.”

“ Go then—speedily, now, for each moment wasted allows
the conquerors to further consolidate their new-won Empire.”

* Farewell,” said Elric. ““ I know we’ll meet anon, Sepiriz,
but I pray it be in calmer times than these.”

.

Now the three of them rode eastwards again, towards the
coast of Tarkesh where they hoped to find a secret ship to take
them across the Pale Sea to Ilmiora and thence to Karlaak by
the Weeping Waste.

They rode careless of danger through a war-wasted world,
now strife-ruined and miserable under the heel of two ev