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And when Elric had told his three lies to Cynoril, his betrothed,
and had set his anbitious cousin Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ruby
Throne of Mel ni boné, and when he had taken | eave of Rackhir the
Red Archer, he set off into | ands unknown, to seek know edge which
he believed would help himrule Mel ni boné as she had never been
rul ed before.

But Elric had not reckoned with a destiny already determ ning that
he shoul d | earn and experience certain things which woul d have a
profound effect upon him Even before he encountered the blind
captain and the Ship Wich Sailed the Seas of Fate, he was to find
his life, his soul and all his idealismin jeopardy.

In Ufych-Sorneer he was del ayed over a matter involving a

m sunder st andi ng bet ween four unworldly w zards who am ably and

| nadvertently threatened the destruction of the Young Ki ngdons
before they had served the Bal ance's ultimate purpose; and in

Fi | khar he experienced an affair of the heart which he woul d never
agai n speak about; he was |earning, at sone cost, the power and
the pain of bearing the Bl ack Sword.

But it was in the desert city of Quarzhasaat that he began the
adventure which was to help set the course of his weird for years
to cone. . .

The Chronicle of the Black Sword

PART ONE

Is there a madnman with a brain To turn the stuff of nightnmare sane
And denons crush and Chaos tane, Wio'll |eave his realm forsake
his bride And, tossed by contradictory tides, Gve up his pride
for pain?

The Chronicle of the Black Sword

1
A Dooned Lord Dying

It was in lonely Quarzhasaat, destination of many caravans but

termnus of few, that Elric, hereditary Enperor of Ml niboné, | ast
of a bloodline nore than ten thousand years ol d, sonetine conjuror
of terrible resource, lay ready for death. The drugs and herbs

whi ch usual ly sustained himhad been used in the final days of his
| ong journey across the southern edge of the Sighing Desert and he
had been able to acquire no replacenents for themin this fortress
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city which was nore fanous for its treasure than for its
sufficiency of hie.

Slowy and feebly the al bino prince stretched his bone-col oured
fingers to the light and brought to vividness the bloody jewel in
the Ring of Kings, the last traditional synbol of his ancient
responsibilities; then he let the hand fall. It was as if he had
briefly hoped the Actorios would revive him but the stone was
usel ess while he | acked energy to command its powers. Besides, he
had no great desire to summon denons here. H's own folly had
brought himto Quarzhasaat; he owed her citizens no vengeance.
They, indeed, had cause to hate him had they but known his
origins.

Once Quarzhasaat had ruled a land of rivers and |ovely valleys,
its forests verdant, its plains abundant with crops, but that had
been before the casting of certain incautious spells in a war with
t hr eat eni ng Mel ni boné nore than two thousand years earlier.

Quar zhasaat's enpire had been lost to both sides. It had been
engul fed by a vast mass of sand which swept over it like a tide,

| eaving only the capital and her traditions which in tine becane
the prinme reason for her continuing existence. Because Quarzhasaat
had al ways stood there, she nust be sustained, her citizens
bel i eved, at any cost throughout eternity. Though she had no
purpose or function, still her masters felt a heavy obligation to
conti nue her existence by whichever neans they found expedi ent.
Fourteen tinmes had armes attenpted to cross the Sighing Desert to
| oot fabul ous Quarzhasaat. Fourteen tines had the desert itself
def eated t hem

Meanwhil e the city's chief obsessions (sonme would say her chief

i ndustry) were the el aborate intrigues anongst her rulers. A
republic, albeit in nanme only, and hub of a vast inland enpire,

al beit entirely covered by sand, Quarzhasaat was rul ed by her
Council of Seven, whinsically known as the Six and One O her, who
controlled the greater part of the city's wealth and nost of her
affairs. Certain other potent nen and wonen, who chose not to
serve in this septocracy, w el ded considerable influence while

di spl ayi ng none of the trappings of power. One of these, Elric had
| earned, was Narfis, Baroness of Kuwai'r, who dwelled in a sinple
yet beautiful villa at the city's southern extrene and gave nost
of her attention to her notorious rival, the old Duke Ral, patron
of Quarzhasaat's finest artists, whose own palace on the northern
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hei ghts was as unostentatious as it was |lovely. These two, Elric
was told, had elected three nenbers each to the Council, while the
sevent h, always nanel ess and sinply called the Sexocrat (who rul ed
the Six), maintained a balance, able to sway any vote one way or
the other. The ear of the Sexocrat was nost profoundly desired by
all the many rivals in the city, even by Baroness Narfis and Duke
Ral .

Uninterested in Quarzhasaat's ornate politics as he was in his
own, Elric's reason for being here was curiosity and the fact that
Quar zhasaat was clearly the only haven in a great wastel and |ying
north of the nanel ess nountains dividing the Sighing Desert from

t he Weepi ng Wast e.

Movi ng his exhausted bones on the thin straw of his pallet, Elric
wonder ed sardonically if he would be buried here w thout the
peopl e ever knowi ng that the hereditary ruler of their nation's
greatest enem es had di ed anongst them He wondered if this had
after all been the fate his gods had in store for him nothing as
grandi ose as he had dreaned of and yet it had its attractions.
When he had | eft Filkhar in haste and sone confusion, he had taken
the first ship out of Raschil and it had brought himto Jadmar,
where he had chosen wilfully to trust an old Il moran drunkard who
had sold hima map show ng fabl ed Tanelorn. As the al bino had hal f-
guessed, the map proved a deception, |leading himfar fromany kind
of human habitation. He had considered crossing the nountains to
make for Karlaak by the Weping Waste but on consulting his own
map, of nore reliable Melnibonéan manufacture, he had di scovered
Quar zhasaat to be significantly closer. Riding north on a steed

al ready half-dead from heat and starvation, he had found only
dried river-beds and exhausted oases, for in his wsdom he had
chosen to cross the desert in a tine of drought. He had failed to
find fabled Tanelorn and, it seened, would not even catch sight of
a city which, in his people's histories, was al nost as fabul ous.
As was usual for them Melnibonéan chroniclers showed only a
passing interest in defeated rivals, but Elric renenbered that
Quar zhasaat's own sorcery was said to have contributed to her
extinction as a threat to her hal f-human enemes: A m spl aced
rune, he understood, uttered by Fophean Dals, the Sorcerer Duke,
ancestor to the present Duke Ral, in a spell neant to flood the
Mel ni bonéan arny with sand and build a bulwark about the entire
nation. Elric was still to discover how this accident was
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expl ained in Quarzhasaat now. Had they created nyths and | egends
to rationalise the city's ill-luck entirely as a result of evil
emanating fromthe Dragon |sle?

Elric reflected how his own obsession with nyth had brought himto
al nost inevitable destruction. "In ny mscal cul ations,"” he

mur mured, turning dull crinson eyes again towards the Actorios, "I
have shown that | share sonething in common with these people's
ancestors." Sone forty mles fromhis dead horse, Elric had been
di scovered by a boy out searching for the jewels and precious
artefacts occasionally flung up by those sandstorns which
constantly cane and went over this part of the desert and were
partially responsible for the city's survival as well as for the
astoni shing hei ght of Quarzhasaat's nmagnificent walls. They were
al so the origin of the desert's nel ancholy nane.

In better health Elric would have relished the city's nonunent al
beauty. It was a beauty derived froman aesthetic refined over
centuries and bearing no signs of outside influence. Though so
many of the curving ziggurats and pal aces were of gigantic
proportions there was nothing vulgar or ugly about them they had
an airy quality, a peculiar lightness of style which made them
seem in their terra-cotta reds and glittering silver granite,
their whitewashed stucco, their rich blues and greens, as if they
had been nagi cked out of the very air. Their |uscious gardens
filled marvel | ously conplex terraces, their fountains and water-
courses, drawn from deep-sunk wells, gave tranquil sound and
wonderful perfunme to her old cobbled ways and w de tree-Iined
avenues, yet all this water, which m ght have been diverted to
growi ng crops, was used to naintain the appearance of Quarzhasaat
as she had been at the height of her inperial power and was nore
valuable than jewels, its use rationed and its theft punishable by
the severest of | aws.

Elric's own | odgings were in no way magni ficent, consisting as
they did of a truckle bed, strawstrewn flagstones, a single high
wi ndow, a plain earthenware jug and a basin containing a little
bracki sh water which had cost himhis last enerald. Water permts
were not available to foreigners and the only water on general
sal e was Quarzhasaat's single nost expensive commodity. Elric's
wat er had al nost certainly been stolen froma public fountain. The
statutory penalties for such thefts were rarely discussed, even in
private.
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Elric required rare herbs to sustain his deficient blood, but
their cost, even had they been avail abl e, woul d have proven far
beyond his present neans which had been reduced to a few gold
coins; a fortune in Karlaak but of virtually no worth in a city
where gold was so commpn it was used to line the city's aqueducts
and sewers. His expeditions into the streets had been exhausting
and depr essi ng.

Once a day the boy, who had found Elric in the desert and brought
himto this room paid the albino a visit, staring at himas if at
a curious insect or captured rodent. The boy's nanme was Ani gh and,
t hough he spoke the Mel ni bonéan-derived |ingua franca of the Young
Ki ngdons, his accent was so thick it was sonetines inpossible to
understand all he said.

Once nore Elric tried to lift his armonly to let it fall. That
norni ng he had reconciled hinself to the fact that he woul d never
again see his beloved Cynoril and would never sit upon the Ruby
Throne. He knew regret, but it was of a distant kind, for his

i1l ness made him oddly euphori c.

"1 had hoped to sell you."

Elric peered, blinking, into the shadows of the roomon the far
side of a single ray of sunlight. He recogni zed the voice but
could nmake out little nore than a sil houette near the door.

"But now it seens all | have to offer in next week's market wll
be your corpse and your remaining possessions.” It was Anigh,

al nost as depressed as Elric at the prospect of his prize's death.
"You are still a rarity, of course. Your features are those of our
anci ent enenm es but whiter than bone and those eyes | have never
seen before in a man."

“I"'msorry to disappoint your expectations.” Elric rose weakly on
his el bow. He had deened it inprudent to reveal his origins but

i nstead had said he was a nercenary from Nadsokor, the Beggar
City, which sheltered all nmanner of freakish inhabitants.

"Then | had hoped you m ght be a wizard and reward ne with sone
bit of arcane |ore which would set ne on the path to becomng a
weal t hy man and perhaps a nenber of the Six. O you m ght have
been a desert spirit who could confer on ne sone useful power. But
| have wasted ny waters, it seens. You are nerely an inpoverished
mercenary. Have you no wealth left at all? Sone curio which m ght
prove of value, for instance?" And the boy's eyes went towards a
bundl e which, long and sl ender, rested against the wall near
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Elric's head.

"That's no treasure, lad," Elric informed himgrimy. "He who
possesses it could be said to bear a curse inpossible to
exorcise." He smled at the thought of the boy trying to find a
buyer for the Black Sword which, wapped in a torn cassock of red
sil k, occasionally gave out a murnur, |like a senile old man
attenpting to recall the power of speech.

“"I't'"s a weapon, is it not?" said Anigh, his thin, tanned features
maki ng his vivid blue eyes seem | arge.

“"Aye," Elric agreed. "A sword."

"An antique?" The boy reached under his striped brown djellabah
and picked at the scab on his shoul der.

"That's a fair description.” Elric was anused but found even this
bri ef conversation tiring.

“How ol d?" Now Ani gh took a step forward so that he was entirely
i1lumnated by the ray of sunlight. He had the perfect | ook of a
creature adapted to dwell anongst the tawny rocks and the dusky
sands of the Sighing Desert.

“Per haps ten thousand years." Elric found that the boy's startled
expressi on hel ped himforget, nonentarily, his alnobst certain
fate. "But probably nore than that..."

"Then it's a rarity, indeed! Rarities are prized by Quarzhasaat's
| ords and | adies. There are those anongst the Six, even, who
col l ect such things. H's honour the Master of Unicht Shlur, for

I nstance, has the arnour of a whole Il moran arny, each piece
arranged on the mumm fied corpses of the original warriors. And ny
Lady Talith possesses a collection of war-instrunents nunbering
several thousands, each one different. Let ne take that, Sir

Mercenary, and |'Il discover a buyer. Then I'll seek the herbs you
need. "
“Whereupon I'Il be fit enough for you to sell ne, eh?" Elric's

amusenent i ncreased.

Ani gh's face becane exquisitely innocent. "Ch, no, sir. Then you
wi Il be strong enough to resist ne. | shall nerely take a

comm ssi on on your first engagenent.”

Elric felt affection for the boy. He paused, gathering strength
bef ore he spoke again. "You expect I'll interest an enpl oyer, here
I n Quar zhasaat ?"

“"Naturally,"” Anigh grinned. "You could becone a bodyguard to one
of the Six, perhaps, or at |east one of their supporters. Your
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unusual appearance nekes you i nmedi ately enpl oyabl e! | have

al ready told you what great rivals and plotters our nmasters are.”
“I't is encouraging"-Elric paused for breath-"to know that | can

| ook forward to a life of worth and fulfillnment here in
Quarzhasaat." He tried to stare directly into Anigh's brilliant
eyes, but the boy's head turned out of the sunlight so that only
part of his body was exposed. "However, | understood from you that
the herbs | described grew only in distant Kwan, days from here-in
the foothills of the Ragged Pillars. | will be dead before even a
fit messenger could be half-way to Kwan. Do you try to confort ne,
boy? Or are your notives | ess noble?"

"I told you, sir, where the herbs grew. But what if there are sone
who have al ready gathered Kwan's harvest and returned?”

"You know of such an apot hecary? But what woul d one charge ne for
such val uabl e nedi ci nes? And why did you not nention this before?"
“"Because | did not know if it before." Anigh seated hinself in the
relative cool of the doorway. "I have nade enquiries since our

| ast conversation. | am a hunbl e boy, your worship, not a |earned
man, nor yet an oracle. Yet | know how to banish ny ignorance and
replace it with know edge. | amignorant, good sir, but not a
fool . "

"l share your opinion of yourself, Master Anigh."

“"Then shall | take the sword and find a buyer for you?" He cane
again into the light, hand reachi ng towards the bundl e.

Elric fell back, shaking his head and smling a little. "I, too,
young Ani gh, have nmuch ignorance. But, unlike you, | think | m ght
al so be a fool."

“Knowl edge brings power," said Anigh. "Power shall take ne into
the entourage of the Baroness Narfis, perhaps. | could becone a
captain in her guard. Maybe a noble!"

“"Oh, one day you'll surely be nore than either."” Elric drewin
stale air, his frame shuddering, his lungs enflaned. "Do what you
will, though | doubt the sword will go willingly."

"May | see it?"

“"Aye." Wth painful awkward novenents Elric rolled to the bed's
edge and plucked the wappings free of the huge sword. Carved with
runes which seened to flicker unsteadily upon the blade of bl ack,
glowing netal, decorated with ancient and el aborate work, sone of
nysteri ous design, sone depicting dragons and denons intertw ned
as if in battle, Stornbringer was clearly no nundane weapon.
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The boy gasped and drew back, alnost as if regretting his
suggested bargain. "lIs it alive?"

Elric contenplated his sword with a m xture of |oathing and
sonething akin to sensuality. "Some would say it possessed both a
mnd and a will. Ohers would claimit to be a denon in disguise.
Sonme believe it conposed of the vestigial souls of all dammed
nortals, trapped within as once, in |egend, a great dragon was
said to dwell inside another pommel than that which the sword now
bears." To his own faint distaste, he found that he was taking a
certain pleasure in the boy's grow ng dismay. "Have you never

| ooked upon an artefact of Chaos before, Master Anigh? O one who
I s wedded to such a thing? Its slave, perhaps?' He let his |ong,
whi te hand descend into the dirty water and raised it to wet his
lips. Hs red eyes flickered |ike dying enbers. "During ny travels
| have heard this bl ade described as Arioch's own battl esword,
able to slice down the walls between the very Realns. O hers, as
they die upon it, believe it to be a living creature. There is a
theory that it is but one nenber of an entire race, living in our
di nensi on but capable, should it desire, of summoning a mllion
brot hers. Can you hear it speaking, Mster Anigh? WII| that voice
del i ght and charm the casual buyers in your market?" And a sound
cane fromthe pale lips that was not a | augh yet contained a
desol ate ki nd of hunour.

Ani gh withdrew hastily into the sunlight again. He cleared his
throat. "You called the thing by a nane?"

"I called the sword Stornbringer but the peoples of the Young

Ki ngdons soneti nes have anot her nane, both for nyself and for the
bl ade. The nane is Soul stealer. It has drunk many soul s."

“"You're a dreanthief!"™ Anigh's eyes remai ned on the blade. "Wy
are you not enpl oyed?"

"I do not know the termand | do not know who would enploy a
‘dreamthief.'" Elric |ooked to the boy for further explanation.
But Ani gh's gaze did not |eave the sword. "Wuld it drink ny soul,
mast er ?"

“I'f I chose. To restore ny energy for a while, all | would have to
do is let Stornbringer kill you and perhaps a few nore and then
she' Il pass her energy on to ne. Then, doubtless, | could find a

steed and ride away from here, possibly to Kwan."
Now t he Bl ack Sword's voice grew nore tuneful, as if approving of
this notion.
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"Oh, Ganek Idianit!" Anigh got to his feet, ready to flee if
necessary. "This is |like that story on Mass' aboon's walls. This is
what those who brought about our isolation were said to w el d.

Aye, the | eaders bore identical swords to these. The teachers at
the school tell of it. | was there. Oh, what did they say!" And he
frowned deeply, an object |lesson to anyone wishing to point a
noral concerning the benefits of attending at cl asses.

Elric regretted frightening the boy. "I am not disposed, young
Anigh, to maintain ny own life at the expense of others who have
offered ne no harm That is partly the reason why | find nyself in

this specific predicanent. You saved ny life, child. | would not
kill you."
"Oh, master. Thou art dangerous!" In his panic he spoke a tongue

nore anci ent than Mel ni bonéan, and Elric, who had | earned such
things to aid his studies, recognised it.

“Where canme you by that | anguage, by that Opish?" the al bino
asked.

Even in his terror the boy was surprised. "They call it the gutter
cant, here in Quarzhasaat. The thieves' secret. But | suppose it

I s common enough to hear it in Nadsokor."

"Aye, indeed. In Nadsokor, true." Elric was again intrigued by
this mnor turn of events. He reached towards the boy, to reassure
hi m

The notion caused Anigh to jerk up his head and nake a noise in
his throat. Cearly he set no store by Elric's attenpt to regain
his confidence. Wthout further remark, he left the room his bare
feet pattering down the long corridor and the steps into the
narrow street.

Convi nced that Ani gh was now gone for good, Elric knew a sudden
pang of sadness. He regretted only one thing now, that he would
never be reunited with Cynoril and return to Melniboné to keep his
prom se to wed her. He understood that he had al ways been and
probably woul d al ways be reluctant to ascend the Ruby Throne
again, yet he knew it was his duty to do so. Had he deliberately
chosen this fate for hinself, to avoid that responsibility?

Elric knew that though his blood was tainted by his strange

di sease, it was still the blood of his ancestors and it woul d not
have been easy to deny his birthright or his destiny. He had hoped
he m ght, by his rule, turn Melniboné fromthe introverted, cruel
and decadent vestige of a hated enpire into a reinvigorated nation
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capabl e of bringing peace and justice to the world, of presenting
an exanpl e of enlightennent which others m ght use to their own
advant age.

For a chance to return to Cynoril he would nore than wllingly
trade the Black Sword. Yet secretly he had little hope that this
was possible. The Bl ack Sword was nore than a source of

sust enance, a weapon against his enemes. The Bl ack Sword bound
himto his race's ancient loyalties, to Chaos, and he coul d not
see Lord Arioch willingly allowng himto break that particul ar
bond. When he considered these matters, these hints at a greater
destiny, he found his mnd grow ng confused and he preferred to

i gnore the questions whenever possible.

“"Well, perhaps in folly and in death, | shall break that bond and
thwart Mel niboné's bad old friends."

The breath in his lungs seened to grow thin and no | onger burned.
I ndeed, it felt cool. H's blood noved nore sluggishly in his veins
as he tried to rise and stagger to the rough wooden table where
his few provisions lay. But he could only stare at the stale
bread, the vinegary wne, the w zened pieces of dried neat whose
origins were best not specul ated upon. He could not get up; he
could not sumon the will to nove. He had accepted his dying if
not wwth equanimty then at least wwth a degree of dignity.
Falling into a | anguorous reverie, he recalled his deciding to

| eave Mel ni boné, his cousin Cynoril's trepidation, his anbitious
cousi n Yyrkoon's secret glee, his pronouncenents nmade to Rackhir
the Warrior Priest of Phum who had al so sought Tanel orn.

Elric wondered if Rackhir the Red Archer had been any nore
successful in his quest or whether he |lay sonewhere in another
part of this vast desert, his scarlet costune reduced to rags by
the forever sighing wind, his flesh drying on his bones. Elric
hoped with all his heart that Rackhir had succeeded in discovering
the nythical city and the peace it prom sed. Then he found that
his longing for Cynoril was grow ng and he believed that he wept.
Earlier he had considered calling upon Arioch, his patron Duke of
Chaos, to save him yet had continued to feel a deep reluctance
even to contenplate the possibility. He feared that by enploying
Arioch's help once nore he would lose far nore than his life. Each
tinme that powerful supernatural agreed to help, it further
strengt hened an agreenent both inplicit and nysterious. Not that
t he debate was anything nore than notional, Elric reflected
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ironically. O late Arioch had shown a distinct reluctance to cone
to his aid. Possibly Yyrkoon had superseded himin every way...
Thi s thought brought Elric back to pain, to his longing for
Cynoril. Again he tried to rise. The sun's position had changed.
He t hought he saw Cynoril standing before him Then she becane an
aspect of Arioch. Was the Duke of Chaos playing with him even
now?

Elric noved his gaze to contenplate the sword which seened to
shift inits |loose silk wappings and whi sper sone kind of
war ni ng, or possibly a threat.

Elric turned his head away. "Cynoril ?" He peered into the shaft of
sunlight, following it until he | ooked through the w ndow at the

| ntense desert sky. Now he believed he saw shapes noving there,
shadows that were alnost the forns of nen, of beasts and denons.
As these shapes grew nore distinct they cane to resenble his
friends. Cynoril was there again. Elric noaned in despair. "My

| ove! "

He saw Rackhir, Dyvim Tvar, even Yyrkoon. He called out to them
al | .

At the sound of his own cracked speech he realised he had grown
feverish, that his remaining energy was being dissipated by his
fantasies, that his body was feeding on itself and that death nust
be cl ose.

Elric reached to touch his own brow, feeling the sweat pour from
it. He wondered how nuch each bead m ght fetch on the open narket.
He found it amusing to speculate on this. Could he sweat enough to
buy hinself nore water, or at least a little wwne? O was this
production of liquid in itself against Quarzhasaat's bizarre water
| aws?

He | ooked agai n beyond the sunlight, thinking he saw nen there,
perhaps the city's guard cone to inspect his prem ses and demand
to see his licence to perspire.

Now it seened that the desert w nd, which was never very far away,
cane sliding through the room bringing wwth it sone el enental

gat hering, perhaps a force which was to bear his soul to its
ultimte destination. He felt relief. He smled. He was glad in
several ways that his struggle was over. Perhaps Cynoril would
join himsoon?

Soon? What could Tune nean in that intenporal Real n?? Perhaps he
must wait for Eternity before they could be together? O a nere
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passing nonent? O would he never see her? Was all that |ay ahead
for himan absence, a nothingness? O would his soul enter sone
ot her body, perhaps equally as sickly as his present one, and be
faced again with the sane inpossible dilenmas, the sane terrible
noral and physical chall enges which had plagued hi msince his
energence into adul t hood?

Elric's mnd drifted further and further fromlogic, |ike a

dr owni ng nouse swept away fromthe shore, spinning ever nore
crazily before death brought oblivion. He chuckl ed, he wept; he
raved and occasionally slept as his |ife dissipated its last with
t he vapours now pouring fromhis strange, bone-white flesh. Any
uni nf or med on-1 ooker woul d have seen that sone m sborn di seased

beast, not a nman at all, lay inits final and doubtless felicitous
agoni es upon that rough bed.
Dar kness cane and with it a brilliant panoply of people fromthe

al bino's past. He saw again the w zards who had educated himin
all the arts of sorcery; he saw the strange nother he had never
known, and a stranger father; the cruel friends of his chil dhood
with whom bit by bit, he could no | onger enjoy the |uscious,
terrible sports of Ml niboné; the caverns and secret glades of the
Dragon Isle, the slimtowers and hauntingly intricate pal aces of
hi s unhuman peopl e, whose ancestors were only partially of this
wor |l d and who had arisen as beautiful nonsters to conquer and rule
before, with a deep weariness which he could appreciate all the
better now, declining into self-exam nation and norbid fantasies.
And he cried out, for in his mnd he saw Cynoril, her body as

wast ed as his own while Yyrkoon, giggling with horrible pl easure,
practi sed upon it the foul est of abom nations. And then, again, he
wanted to live, to return to Ml niboné, to save the wonan he | oved
so deeply that often he refused to I et hinself be conscious of the
intensity of his passion. But he could not.

He knew, as the visions passed and he saw only the dark blue sky

t hrough his wi ndow, that soon he would be dead and there would be
nobody to save the woman he had sworn to marry.

By norning the fever was gone and Elric knew he was but a short
hour or two fromthe end. He opened m sted eyes to see the shaft

of sunlight, soft and gol den now, no longer glaring directly in as
it had the previous day, but reflected fromthe glittering walls
of the pal ace beside which his hovel had been built.

Feel i ng sonet hi ng suddenly cool upon his cracked |ips, he jerked
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his head away and tried to reach for his sword, for he feared that
steel was being positioned against him perhaps to cut his throat.
“Stornbringer..."

H s voice was feeble and his hand was too weak to | eave his side,

| et alone grip his murnuring bl ade. He coughed and realised that

|l iquid was being dripped into his nouth. It was not the filthy
stuff he had bought with his enerald but sonething fresh and

cl ean. He drank, trying hard to focus his eyes. Imedi ately before
hi m was an ornanental silver flask, a golden, soft hand, an arm
clothed in exquisitely delicate brocade, a hunorous face which he
did not recognise. He coughed again. The liquid was nore than
ordinary water. Had the boy found sone synpathetic apothecary? The
potion was |ike one of his own sustaining distillations. He drew a
ragged, grateful breath and stared in wary curiosity at the man
who had resurrected him however briefly. Smling, his tenporary
saviour noved wth studi ed el egance in his heavy, unseasonable

r obes.

"Good norning to you, Sir Thief. | trust I'mnot insulting you. I
gather you're a citizen of Nadsokor, where all kinds of robbery
are practised with pride?"

Elric, conscious of the delicacy of his situation, saw fit not to
contradict him The al bino prince nodded slowy. H's bones stil
ached.

The tall, clean-shaven nman slipped a stopper into his flask. "The
boy Anigh tells ne you have a sword to sell?"

"Perhaps."” Certain now that his recovery was only tenporary, Elric
continued to exercise caution. "Though I would guess 'tis the kind
of purchase nost would regret nmaking..."

“"But your sword is not representative of your main trade, eh? You
have | ost your crooked staff, no doubt. Sold for water?" A know ng
expr essi on.

Elric chose to hunour the man. He allowed hinself to hope for life
again. The liquid had revived hi menough to bring back his wts,
together with a proportion of his usual strength. "Aye," he said,
appraising his visitor. "Mybe."

"So ho? What? Do you advertise your own inconpetence? Is this the
way of the Nadsokor Thieves' Conpany? Thou art a subtler felon
than thy gui se suggests, eh?" This |last was delivered in the sane
canting tongue Anigh had used on the previous day.

Now Elric realised that this wealthy person had fornmed an opinion
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of his status and powers which, while at odds with any actuality,
could provide himwith a neans of escape fromhis i medi ate
predicanent. Elric grew nore alert. "You' d buy ny services, is
that it? My special prowess? That of nyself and possibly ny

swor d?"

The man affected carel essness. "If you like." But it was clear he
suppressed sone urgency. "l have been told to informyou that the
Bl ood Moon nust soon burn over the Bronze Tent."

"I see." Elric pretended to be inpressed by what to himwas pure

gi bberish. "Then we nust nove swiftly, | suppose.”
"So ny master believes. The words nean nothing to ne, but they
have significance for you. | was told to offer you a second draft

I f you appeared to respond positively to that know edge. Here."
And smling nore broadly, he held out the silver flask, which
Elric accepted, drinking sparingly and feeling still nore strength
return, his aches gradually dissipating.

"Your master would conmm ssion a thief? What does he wi sh stol en
that the thieves of Quarzhasaat cannot steal for hinf"

“"Aha, sir, you affect a literal -m ndedness | cannot believe in
now." He took back the flask. "I am Raafi as-Keene and | serve a
great man of this enpire. He has, | believe, a conm ssion for you.
We have heard nuch of the Nadsokorian skills and for sone while
have been hopi ng one of your folk m ght wander this way. Did you
plan to steal fromus? None is ever successful. Better to steal
for us, | think."

"Wse advice, | would guess." Elric rose in his bed and put his
feet upon the flagging. Already the liquid s strength was ebbing.
"Per haps you would outline the nature of the task you have for ne,
sir?"

He reached for the flask but it was withdrawn into Raafi as-
Keene's sl eeve.

"By all neans, sir," said the newconer, "when we have di scussed a
little of your background. You steal nore than jewels, the boy

says. Souls, | hear.™

Elric felt sone alarm and | ooked suspiciously at the man whose
expression remai ned bland. "In a manner of speaking..."

"Good. My nmaster w shes to nake use of your services. |If you're
successful you'll have a cask of this elixir to carry you back to

t he Young Ki ngdons or anywhere el se you desire to go."
“"You are offering ne ny life, sir,"” said Elric slowy, "and | am
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wlling to pay only so nuch for that."

"Ah, sir, you have a streak of the nerchant's bartering instinct,

| see. | amsure a good bargain can be struck. WIIl you cone with
me now to a certain pal ace?"

Smling, Elric took Stornbringer in his two hands and fl ung

hi nsel f back across the bed, his shoul ders agai nst the wall and
the source of the sunlight. Placing the sword upon his |ap, he
waved his hand in nockery of lordly hospitality. "Wuld you not
prefer to stay and sanple what | have to offer, Sir Raafi as-
Keenme?"

The richly clad man shook his head deliberately. "I think not. You
have doubt| ess becone used to this stink and to the stink of your
own body, but | can assure you it is not pleasant to one who is
unfamliar with it."

Elric laughed as he accepted this. He rose to his feet, hooking
his scabbard to his belt and slipping the murnuring runesword into
the black leather. "Then lead on, sir. | nmust admt |'mcurious to
di scover what considerable risks I amto take that woul d nake one
of your own thieves refuse the kind of rewards a lord of

Quar zhasaat can offer."

And in his mnd he had already nade a bargain: that he woul d not
allow his life to slip away so easily a second tine. He owed that
much, he had decided, to Cynoril.

2
"The Pear|l at the Heart of the Worl d"

In a roomthrough which nellow sunlight slanted in dusty bands
froma nmassive grille set deep into the ornately painted roof of a
pl ace cal |l ed Goshasi z whose conplicated architecture was stained
by sonething nore sinister than tine, Lord Gho Fhaazi entertai ned
his guest to further drafts of the nysterious elixir and food

whi ch, in Quarzhasaat, was at |east as val uable as the
furni shi ngs.

Bat hed and wearing fresh robes, Elric possessed a new vitality,

t he dark blues and greens of his silks enphasising the whiteness
of his skin and long, fine hair. The scabbarded runesword | eaned
agai nst the carved armof his chair and he was prepared to draw it
and use it should this audience prove an el aborate trap.

Lord Gho Fhaazi was nodishly coiffed and clad. H's black hair and
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beard were teased into symmetrical ringlets, the | ong noustachi os
wer e waxed and poi nted, the heavy brows bl eached bl ond above pale
green eyes and a skin artificially whitened until it resenbl ed
Elric's own. The lips were painted a vivid red. He sat at the far
end of a table which slanted down subtly towards bis guest, his
back to the Iight so that he al nost resenbled a magi strate sitting
i n judgenent on a felon.

Elric recogni sed the deli berateness of the arrangenent and was not
put out by it. Lord Gho was still relatively young, in his early
thirties, and had a pleasant, slightly high-pitched voice. He
waved plunp fingers at the plates of figs and dates in mnt

| eaves, of honeyed | ocusts, which |ay between them pushed the
silver flask of elixir in Elric's direction with an awkward

di splay of hospitality, his novenents revealing that he perforned
tasks he woul d usually have reserved for his servants.

"My dear fellow Mre. Have nore." He was unsure of Elric, alnost
wary of him and it grew clear to the albino that there was sone
urgency involved in the matter, which Lord Gho had not yet
proposed, nor reveal ed through the courier he had sent to the

hovel "lIs there perhaps sone favourite food we have not provi ded?"
Elric raised yellowlinen to his l[ips. "I'"mobliged to you, Lord
Gho. | have not eaten so well since | left the lands of the Young
Ki ngdons. "

“"Aha, just so. Food is plentiful there, | hear."

“"As plentiful as dianonds in Quarzhasaat. You have visited the
Young Ki ngdons?"

“"We of Quarzhasaat have no need to travel." Lord Gho spoke in sone
surprise. "What is there abroad that we coul d possibly desire?"
Elric reflected that Lord Gho's people had a good deal in commmon
with his own. He reached and took another fig fromthe nearest

di sh and as he chewed it slowy, savouring its sweet succul ence,
he stared frankly at Lord Gho. "How cane you to | earn of
Nadsokor ?"

"We do not travel ourselves-but, naturally, travellers cone to us.
Sonme of them have taken caravans to Karl aak and el sewhere. They
bring back the occasional slave. They tell us such astonishing
lies!" He | aughed tolerantly. "But there's a gramof truth, no
doubt, in sone of what they say. Wil e dreanthieves, for instance,
are secretive and circunspect about their origins, we have heard
that thieves of every |and are wel coned i n Nadsokor. It takes
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little intelligence to draw the obvi ous conclusion..."

"Especially if one is blessed with only the barest infornmation
concerning other |ands and peoples.” Elric sml ed.

Lord Gho Fnaazi did not recognise the albino's sarcasm or perhaps
he ignored it. "Is Nadsokor your home city or did you adopt it?"
he asked.

“A tenporary hone at best,” Elric told himtruthfully.

"You have superficial |looks in common with the peopl e of

Mel ni boné, whose greed led us to our present situation,” Lord Gho
informed him "Is there Ml ni bonéan blood in your ancestry,

per haps?"

"I have no doubt of it." Elric wondered why Lord Gho failed to
draw t he nost obvious conclusion. "Are the folk of the Dragon Isle
still hated for what they did?"

“"Their attenpt upon our enpire, you nean? | suppose so. But the
Dragon |Isle has |ong since sunk beneath the waves, a victimof our
sorcerous revenge, and her puny enpire with her. Wiy should we
gi ve nuch thought to a dead race which was duly punished for its

I nfanmy?"

“I'ndeed."” Elric realised that so thoroughly had Quarzhasaat
expl ai ned away her defeat and provided for herself a reason for
taki ng no action, that she had consigned his entire people to
oblivion in her | egends. He could not therefore be a Ml ni bonéan,
for Mel niboné no | onger existed. On that score, at |east, he could
know sone peace of mnd. Moreover, so uninterested were these
people in the rest of the world and its denizens that Lord Gho
Fhaazi had no further curiosity about him The Quarzhasaati m had
deci ded who and what Elric was and were satisfied. The al bino

refl ected on the power of the human mnd to build a fantasy and
then defend it with conplete determnation as a reality.

Elric's chief dilemma now lay in the fact that he had no cl ear
notion at all of the profession he was thought to practise or of
the task Lord Gho wi shed himto perform

The Quar zhasaati nobleman | owered his hands into a bow of scented
wat er and washed his beard, ostentatiously letting the liquid fall
upon the geonetrical nosaics of the floor.

"My servant tells ne you understood his references," he said,
drying hinself upon a gauzy towel. Again it was clear he usually
enpl oyed sl aves for this task but had chosen to dine alone with
Elric, perhaps for fear of his secrets being overheard. "The
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actual words of the prophecy are a little different. You know

t hen®"

“"No," said Elric wwth i medi ate frankness. He wondered what woul d
happen if Lord CGho realised that he was here under false

pretences.
"When the Bl ood Mbon makes fire of the Bronze Tent, then the Path
to the Pearl will be opened."

"Aha," said Elric. "Just so."

“"And the nomads tell us that the Bl ood Moon will appear over the
nmountains in little less than a week. And wi Il shine upon the
Waters of the Pearl.”

"Exactly," said Elric.

“"And so the path to the Fortress shall, of course, be revealed."
Elric nodded with gravity and as if in confirmation. "And a man
such as yourself, with a knowl edge at once supernatural and not
supernatural, who can tread between reality and unreality, who
knows the ways along the borders of dreans and waki ng, may break
t hrough the defences, overwhel mthe guardi ans and steal the
Pearl!" Lord Gho's voice was a m xture of |asciviousness, venality
and hot excitenent.

"I ndeed, " said the Enperor of Melniboné.

Lord Gho took Elric's reticence for discretion. "Wuld you steal
that Pearl for nme, Sir Thief?"

Elric gave the matter apparent consideration before he spoke.
"There is considerable danger in the stealing, | would guess."”
"OfF course. O course. Qur people are now convi nced that none but
one of your craft is able even to enter the Fortress, |let alone
reach the Pearl itself!™

“"And where lies this Fortress of the Pearl ?"

"l suppose at the Heart of the World."

Elric frowned.

“"After all," said Lord Gho with sone inpatience, "the jewel is
known as the Pearl at the Heart of the World, is it not?"

"I follow your reasoning," said Elric, and resisted an urge to
scratch the back of his head. Instead he considered a further
draft of the marvellous elixir, although he was grow ng

i ncreasingly disturbed, both by Lord Gho's conversation and the
fact that the pale liquid was so delicious to him "But surely
there is sone other clue ... ?"

"1 had thought such things your sphere, Sir Thief. You nust go, of

file:///F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Moorcock,%?2...8%20-%20The%20Fortress%200f%20The%20Pearl.htm (18 of 181) [6/4/03 10:52:53 PM]



And when Elric had told his three liesto Cymoril, his betrothed, and had set his ambitious cousin Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ru

course, to the Silver Flower Qasis. It is the tinme when the nonads
hol d one of their gatherings. Sone significance, no doubt,
concerning the Blood Mon. It is nost likely that at the Silver

Fl ower Casis the path wll be opened to you. You have heard of the
oasis, naturally."

"I have no map, | fear,"” Elric informed him a little |anely.
“"That will be provided. You have never travelled the Red Road?"
“"As |'ve explained. I'ma stranger to your enpire, Lord Gho."

"But your geographies and histories nust concern thenselves wth
us!"”

“I fear we are a little ignorant, ny lord. W of the Young

Ki ngdons, so long in the shadow of w cked Mel ni boné, had not the
opportunity to discover the joys of learning.”

Lord Gho raised his unnatural eyebrows. "Yes," he said, "that
woul d be the case, of course. Well, well, Sir Thief, we'll provide
you with a map. But the Red Road's easy enough to follow since it
| eads from Quarzhasaat to the Silver Flower Qasis and beyond are
only the nmountains the nomads call the Ragged Pillars. They're of
no interest to you, | think. Unless the Path of the Pearl takes
you through them That's a nore nysterious road and not, you'll
appreci ate, marked on any conventional map at |east. None that we
possess. And our libraries are the nost sophisticated in the
wor | d. "

So determined was Elric to get the best fromhis reprieve that he
was prepared to continue with this farce until he was cl ear of
Quar zhasaat and riding for the Young Kingdons again. "And a steed,
| hope. You'll give ne a nount.”

"The finest. WII you need to redeem your crooked staff? O is
that nmerely a kind of sign of your calling?"

"l can find another.™

Lord Gho put his hand to his peculiar beard. "Just as you say, Sir
Thi ef . "

Elric determ ned to change the subject. "You have said little
about the nature of ny fee." He drained his goblet and clunsily
Lord Gho filled it again.

“What woul d you usually ask?" said the Quarzhasaati .

"Well, this is an unusual comm ssion." Elric grew anused agai n at
the situation. "You understand that there are very few of ny skill
or i ndeed standing, even in the Young Kingdons, and fewer still
who cone to Quarzhasaat..."
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“I'f you bring nme that specific Pearl, Sir Thief, you will have all
manner of wealth. At |east enough to make you one of the nost
powerful nmen in the Young Kingdons. | would furnish you with an
entire nobl eman's household. dothes, jewels, a palace, sl aves.
O, if you wished to continue your travels, a caravan capabl e of
purchasing a whole nation in the Young Kingdons. You coul d becone
a prince there, possibly even a king!"

“A heady prospect,"” said the al bino sardonically.

"Add to that what | have already paid and shall be paying and I
think you'll judge the reward handsone enough.”

“Aye. Generous, no doubt." Elric frowned, glancing around the
great room wth its hangings, its rich gemwork, its nosaics of
preci ous stones, its elaborately ornanental cornices and pillars.
He had it in mnd to bargain further, because he guessed it was
expected of him "But if | have a notion of the Pearl's worth to

you, Lord Gho- what it wll purchase for you here-you'll admt
that the price you offer is not necessarily a large one."
Lord Gho Fhaazi grew anused in turn. "The Pearl wll buy ne the

pl ace on the Council of Six which shall shortly be vacated. The
Nanel ess Seventh has given the Pearl as her price. It is why |
must have it so soon. It is already prom sed. You have guessed
this. There are rivals, but none who has offered so nmuch."

“"And do these rivals know of your offer?"

“"Doubtl ess there are runours. But | would warn you to keep sil ent
on the nature of your task..."

"You do not fear that | could | ook for a better bargain el sewhere
in your city?"

“"Oh, there will be those who would offer you nore, if you were so
greedy and so disloyal. But they could not offer you what | offer,
Sir Thief." And Lord Gho Fhaazi let his nouth forma terrible
grin.

"Why so?" Elric felt suddenly trapped and his instinct was to
reach for Stornbringer.

"They do not possess it." Lord Gho pushed the flask towards the

al bino and Elric was a little surprised to see that he had al ready
drunk another goblet of the elixir. He filled his cup once nore
and drank thoughtfully. Sone of the truth was comng to himand he
feared it

“"What can be as rare as the Pearl?" The al bino put down his
goblet. He believed he had an idea of the answer.
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Lord Gho was staring at himintently. "You understand, | think."
Lord Gho sm | ed agai n.

“"Aye." Elric felt his spirits drop and he knew a frisson of deep
terror mxed with a growing anger. "The elixir, | suppose..."

"Oh, that's relatively easy to nake. It is, of course, a poison-a
drug which feeds off its user, giving himonly an appearance of
vitality. Eventually there is nothing left for the drug to feed
upon and the death which results is al nost al ways unpl easant. Wat
a wetch the stuff makes of nen and wonen who only a week or so
earlier believed thensel ves powerful enough to rule the world!"
Lord Gho began to laugh, his little ringlets bobbing at his face
and on his head. "Yet, dying, they will beg and beg for the thing
whi ch has killed them |Is that not an irony, Sir Thief? Wat's so
rare as the Pearl? you ask. Wiy, the answer nust be clear to you
now, eh? An individual's life, is it not?"

"So | amdying. Wiy then should | serve you?"

"Because there is, of course, an antidote. Sonething which

repl aces everything the other drug steals, which does not cause a
craving in the one who drinks it, which restores the user to full
health in a matter of days and drives out the need for the
original drug. So you see, Sir Thief, ny offer to you was by no

means an enpty one. | can give you enough of the elixir to |let you
conpl ete your task and, so long as you return here in good tine, |
can give you the antidote. You'll have gai ned nuch, eh?"

Elric straightened hinmself in his chair and put his hand upon the
pomrmel of the Black Sword. "I have already infornmed your courier

that ny life has only limted worth to ne. There are certain
things | value nore."

"l understood as nuch," said Lord Gho Fhaazi with cruel joviality,
"and | respect you for your principles, Sir Thief. Your point's
wel | put. But there's another life to consider, is there not? That
of your acconplice?"

"l have no acconplice, sir."

"Have you not? Have you not, Sir Thief? Wuld you cone with ne?"
Elric, mstrustful of the man, still saw no reason not to foll ow
hi m when he strode arrogantly through the huge, curving doorway of
the hall. At his belt once nore Stornbringer grunbled and stirred
| i ke a suspici ous hound.

The passages of the palace, lined in green, brown and yell ow
marble to give the feeling of a cool forest, scented with the nost
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exquisite flowering shrubs, |led them past roons of retainers,
menageries, tanks of fish and reptiles, a seraglio and an arnoury,
until Lord Gho arrived at a wooden door guarded by two sol diers hi
the unpractically baroque arnour of Quarzhasaat, their own beards
oiled and forked into fantastically exaggerated shapes. They
presented their engraved hal berds as Lord Gho approached.

"Open this," he ordered. And one took a nassive key fromwthin
his breastplate, inserting it into the | ock.

The door opened upon a small courtyard containing a defunct
fountain, a little cloister and a set of living quarters on the
far side.

“"Where are you? Where are you, ny little one? Show yoursel f!

Qui ckly now" Lord Gho was inpatient.

There was a clink of netal and a figure energed fromthe doorway.
It had a piece of fruit in one hand, a loop or two of chain in the
other, and it walked with difficulty for the |inks were attached
to a netal band riveted around its waist. "Ah, nmaster," it said to
Elric, "you have not served ne as | woul d have hoped."

Elric's smle was grim "But naybe as you deserve, eh, Anigh?" He
| et his anger show. "I did not inprison you, boy. | think the
choice, in reality, was probably your own. You tried to deal wth
a power which clearly recogni ses no decencies."

Lord Gho was unnoved. "He approached Raafi as-Keene's manservant, "
he said, staring at the boy with a certain interest, "and offered
your services. He said he was acting as your agent."

"Well, so he was," agreed Elric, his smle nore synpathetic in
view of Anigh's evident disconfiture. "But that surely is not

agai nst your | aws?"

"Certainly not. He showed excellent enterprise."”

"Then why is he inprisoned?”

"That's a matter of expedi ency. You appreciate that, Sir Thief?"
“I'n other circunstances | would suspect sone mnor infany," said
Elric carefully. "But |I know you, Lord Gho, to be a nobl eman. You
woul d not hold this boy in order to threaten ne. It would be
beneat h you. "

"I hope | ama nobleman, sir. Yet in such tines as these not all
nobles in this city are bound by the old codes of honour. Not when
such stakes are played for. You appreciate that even though you
are not yourself a nobleman. O even, | suppose, a gentlenman."”

“I'n Nadsokor | am thought one," said Elric quietly.
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"Oh, but of course. In Nadsokor." Lord Gho pointed at Anigh, who
smled uncertainly fromone to the other, not following this
exchange at all. "And in Nadsokor, | amsure, they would hold a
conveni ent hostage if they could.™

"But this is unfair, sir." Elric's voice was trenbling with rage
and he had to control hinself not to reach his right hand towards
the Black Sword on his left hip. "If | amkilled in pursuit of ny
goal, the boy dies, just as if | had nade ny escape."”

"Well, yes, that is true, dear thief. But | expect you to return,
you see. If not-well, the boy wll still be useful to ne, both
alive and dead."

Ani gh no longer smled. Terror cane slowy into his eyes. "Oh,
mast ers! ™

"He'll not be harned." Lord Gho placed a cold, powdered hand on
Elric's shoulders. "For you will return with the Pearl at the
Heart of the World, wll you not?"

Elric breathed deeply, controlling hinself. He felt a need deep
within him a need he could not readily identify. Was it

bl oodl ust? Did he want to draw the Bl ack Sword and suck the soul
fromthis schem ng degenerate? He spoke evenly. "My lord, if you

woul d rel ease the boy, | will assure you of ny best efforts... |
wll swear..."

"Good thief, Quarzhasaat is full of nen and wonen who give the
nost ful sone reassurances and who, | am sure, are sincere when

they do so. They wll swear great, inportant oaths upon all that
Is nost holy to them Yet should circunstances change, they forget
t hose oaths. Sonme security, | find, is always useful to rem nd

t hem of obligations undertaken. We are, you will appreciate,
playing for the very highest stakes. There are really none higher
in the whole world. A seat upon the Council." This |ast sentence
was enphasi sed wi t hout nockery. Clearly Lord Gho Fhaazi coul d see
no greater goal. Disgusted by the nman's sophistry and cont enpt uous
of his provincialism Elric turned his back on Lord Gho. He

addressed the lad. "You'll observe, Anigh, that little |uck
befalls those who | eague thenselves with ne. | warned you of this.
Yet still | shall endeavour to return and save you." Hi s next

sentence was uttered in the thievish cant. "Meanwhile do not trust
this filthy creature and make every sensible effort to escape on
your own."

"No gutter patois here!" cried Lord Gho, suddenly al arned,

or
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you both die at once!" Evidently he did not understand the cant as
his courier had done.

"Best not to threaten ne, Lord Gho." Elric returned his hand to
the hilt of his sword.

The nobl eman | aughed. "What? Such belligerence! Understand you
not, Sir Thief, that the elixir you drink is already killing you?
You have three weeks before only the antidote will save you! Do
you not feel the gnawi ng need for the drug? If such an elixir were
harm ess, why, sir, we should all use it and becone gods!"

Elric could not be sure if it was his mnd or his body which felt
the pangs. He realised that even as his instincts drove himto
kill the Quarzhasaati nobl eman his craving for the drug threatened
to dom nate him Even close to death when his own drugs failed him
he had never craved anything so nuch. He stood with his whol e body
trenbling as he sought to master it again. H's voice was icy.
“"This is nore than m nor infany, Lord Gho. | congratul ate you. You
are a man of the cruellest and nost unpl easant cunning. Are all

t hose who serve upon the Council as corrupt as yourself?"

Lord Gho grew still nore genial. "This is unworthy of you, Sir
Thief. All | amdoing is assuring nyself that you'll follow ny
interests for a while." Again he chuckled. "I have assured nyself,

in fact, that for this period of tine your interests becone m ne.
What is so wong with that? | would not think it befitting in a
self-confessed .thief, to insult a noble of Quarzhasaat nerely
because he knows how to strike a good bargain!"

Elric's hatred for the man, who originally he had only disliked,
still threatened to consune him But a new, colder nood took him
as his hold over his own enotions returned. "So you are saying
that | amyour slave, Lord Gho."

“I'f you wish to put it so. At least until you bring ne back the
Pearl at the Heart of the World."

“"And should | find this Pearl for you, how do | know you wi ||
supply ne with the poison's antidote?"

Lord Gho shrugged. "That is for you to determ ne. You are an

intelligent man for an outl ander, and have survived this long, |'m
sure, on your wits. But nake no m stake. This potion is brewed for
me alone and you'll not find the identical recipe anywhere el se.
Best hold to our bargain, Sir Thief, and depart from here
ultimately a rich man. Wth your little friend all in one piece."

Elric's nobod had changed to one of grimhunmour. Wth his strength
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returned, no matter how artificially, he could weak considerable
destruction to Lord Gho and, indeed, the whole city if he chose.
As if reading his mnd, Stornbringer seened to stir against his
hip and Lord Gho permitted hinself a small, nervous gl ance towards
the great runesword.

Yet Elric did not want to die and neither did he desire Anigh's
death. He decided to bide his tine, to pretend, at |east, to serve
Lord Gho until he di scovered nore about the man and his anbitions,
and found out nore, if possible, of the nature of the drug he so

| onged for. Possibly the elixir did not kill. Possibly it was a
poti on common to Quarzhasaat and many possessed the antidote. But
he had no friends here, other than Anigh, not even tenporary
allies serving interests prepared to help himagainst Lord Gho as
a conmon eneny.

“"Perhaps,"” said Elric, "I do not care what becones of the boy."
"Oh, | think I read your character well enough, Sir Thief. You are
| i ke the nomads. And the nonmads are |i ke the people of the Young
Ki ngdons. They place unnaturally high values on the |ives of those
wi th whom they associate. They have a weakness for sentinent al

| oyalties."

Elric could not help considering the irony of this, for

Mel ni bonéans t hought thensel ves equal ly above such | oyalties and
he was one of the few who cared what happened to those not of his
own imediate famly. It was the reason he was here now. Fate, he
refl ected, was teaching himsone strange | essons. He sighed. He
hoped they did not kill him

“I'f the boy is harned when | return, Lord Gho-if he is harnmed hi
any way-you will suffer a fate a thousand tines worse than any you
bestow on him O, I'll add, on ne!" He turned blazing red eyes
upon the aristocrat. It seened that the fires of Hell raged inside
t hat skull.

Lord Gho shuddered, then smled to hide his fear. "No, no, no!"

Hi s unnatural brow clouded. "It is not for you to threaten ne! |
have explained the terns. | amunused to this, Sir Thief, |I warn
you. "

Elric |laughed and the fire in his eyes did not fade. "I will nake
you used to everything you have accustoned others to, Lord Gho.
What ever happens. Do you follow ne? This boy will not be harned!"

"I have told you..."
“"And | have warned you." Elric's lids fell over his terrible eyes,
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as if he closed a door on a Real mof Chaos, yet still Lord Gro
took a step backward. Elric's voice was a cold whisper. "By all
the power I command, | will be revenged upon you. Nothing wll

stop that vengeance. Not all your wealth. Not death itself."

This tune when Lord Gho nade to smle he fail ed.

Ani gh grinned suddenly, |ike the happy child he had been before

t hese events. Evidently he believed Elric's words.

The al bino prince noved like a hungry tiger towards Lord Gho. Then
he staggered a little and drew a sharp breath. Cearly the elixir
was losing its strength, or demanding nore of him he could not
tell. He had experienced nothing |like this before. He |onged for
another draft. He felt pains hi his belly and chest, as if rats
chewed himfromw thin. He gasped.

Now Lord Gho found a vestige of his fornmer hunour. "Refuse to
serve ne and your death's inevitable. | would caution you to
greater politeness, Sir Thief."

Elric drew hinself up with sone dignity. "You should know this,

Lord Gho Fhaazi. |If you betray any part of our bargain | wll keep
nmy oath and bring such destruction upon you and your city you wll
regret you ever heard ny nane. And you will only hear who | am

Lord Gho Fhaazi, before you die, your city and all its degenerate

| nhabi tants dying with you."

The Quarzhasaati nmde to reply then bit back his words, saying
only: "You have three weeks."

Wth his remaining strength, Elric dragged Stornbringer fromits
scabbard. The bl ack netal pul sed, black Iight pouring fromit
whil e the runes carved upon the bl ade tw sted and danced and a
hi deous, anticipatory song began to sound in that courtyard,
echoi ng through all the old towers and m narets of Quarzhasaat.
"This sword drinks souls, Lord Gho. It could drink yours now and
give ne nore strength than any potion. But you have a m nor

advant age over ne for the nonent. |'I|l agree to your bargain. But
if you lie..."

"I do not liel"™ Lord Gho had retreated to the other side of the
barren fountain. "No, Sir Thief, | do not lie! You nmust do as |

say. Bring ne the Pearl at the Heart of the Wrld and | wll repay
you with all the wealth | promised, with your own life and that of
t he boy!"

The Bl ack Sword growl ed, clearly demandi ng the nobl eman's soul
there and then.

file:///F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Moorcock,%?2...8%20-%20The%20Fortress%200f%20The%20Pearl.htm (26 of 181) [6/4/03 10:52:53 PM]



And when Elric had told his three liesto Cymoril, his betrothed, and had set his ambitious cousin Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ru

Wth a yel p, Anigh disappeared into the little room

“I''l'l leave in the norning." Reluctantly Elric sheathed the sword.
“You nust tell nme which of the city's gates | nust use to travel
upon the Red Road to the Silver Flower Qasis. And | will want your
honest advice on how best to ration that poisoned elixir."

"Cone." Lord CGho spoke with nervous eagerness. "There is nore in
the hall. It awaits you. | had no wish to spoil our encounter with
bad manners..."

Elric licked |ips already grow ng unpleasantly dry. He paused,

| ooki ng towards the doorway from which the boy's face could just
be seen.

"Conme, Sir Thief." Lord Gho's hand again went to Elric's arm "In
the hall. Mre elixir. Even now. You long for it, do you not?"

He spoke the truth, but Elric let his hatred control his lust for
the potion. He called: "Anigh! Young Ani gh!"

Slowy the boy energed. "Aye, naster."

"I swear you'll suffer no harmfromany action of mne. And this
foul degenerate now understands that if he hurts you in any way
while | amgone he wiill die in the nost terrible tornent. And yet,
boy, you nust renenber all |'ve said, for I know not where this
adventure wll lead ne." And Elric added hi the cant: "Perhaps to
deat h."

"l hear you," said Anigh hi the sanme tongue. "But | would beg you,
master, not to die yourself. | have sone interest in your

remai ni ng alive."
"No nore!" Lord Gho strode across the courtyard signalling for

Elric to acconpany him "Cone. |'ll supply you with all you need
to find the Fortress of the Pearl."
"And | would be nost grateful if you did not let ne die. I would

be a nost grateful boy, naster,
t he door cl osed.

said Anigh from behind them as

3
On the Red Road

So it was that next norning Elric of Ml niboné | eft ancient

Quar zhasaat not know ng what he sought or where to find it;
know ng only that he nust take the Red Road to the Silver Flower
Casis and there find the Bronze Tent where he would | earn how he
m ght continue on the Path to the Pearl at the Heart of the Wrld.
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And if he failed in this num nous quest, his own life at very
| east would be forfeit.

Lord Gho Fhaazi had offered no further illumnation and it was
evident the anbitious politician knew no nore than he had
r epeat ed.

"The Bl ood Moon nust nmake fire of the Bronze Tent before the

Pat hway to the Pearl shall be reveal ed.”

Knowi ng not hi ng of Quarzhasaat's | egends or history and very
little of her geography, Elric had decided to follow the map he
had been given to the oasis. It was sinple enough. It showed a
trail stretching for at |l east a hundred m | es between Quarzhasaat
and the oddly naned oasis. Beyond this were the Ragged Pillars, a
range of | ow nountains. The Bronze Tent was not naned and neither
was there any reference to the Pearl.

Lord Gho believed the nomads to be better infornmed but had not
been able to guarantee that they would be prepared to talk to
Elric. He hoped that, once they understood who he was, and with a
little of Lord Gho's gold to reassure them they would be
friendly, but he knew nothing of the Sighing Desert's interl and,
nor its people. He knew only that Lord Gho despi sed the nonmads as
primtives and resented occasionally admtting theminto the city
to trade. Elric hoped the nonads woul d be better mannered than
those who still believed this whole continent to be under their
rul e.

The Red Road was wel |l -nanmed, dark as hal f-dried blood, cutting

t hrough the desert between high banks which suggested it had once
been the river on whose sides originally Quarzhasaat had been
built. Every few mles the banks descended to reveal the great
desert in all directions-a sea of rolling dunes which stirred in a
breeze whose voice was faint here but still resenbled the sighing
of sone inprisoned |over.

The sun clinbed slowy into a glaring indigo sky as still as an
actor's backdrop and Elric was grateful for the |ocal costune
provi ded hi m by Raafi as-Keene before he left, a white cow, |oose
white jerkin and breeches, white |linen shoes to the knee and a
visor which protected his eyes. H's horse, a bul ky, graceful beast
capabl e of great speed and endurance, was simlarly clothed in

| inen, to protect it fromboth the sun and the sand which blew in
constant gentle drifts across the | andscape. Cearly sone effort
was nmade to keep the Red Road free of the drifts which gathered
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against its banks and gradually built theminto walls.

Elric had | ost none of his hatred either of his situation or of
Lord Gho Fhaazi; neither had he lost his determnation to remain
alive and rescue Anigh, return to Melni boné and be reunited with

Cynmoril. Lord Gho's elixir had proved as addictive as he had
clainmed and Elric carried two flasks of it in his saddl e-bags. Now
he truly believed it nust indeed kill himeventually and that only

Lord Gho possessed an antidote. This belief reinforced his

determ nation to be revenged upon that nobleman at the earliest
possi bl e opportunity.

The Red Road seened endl ess. The sky shivered with heat as the sun
clinbed higher. And Elric, who di sapproved of usel ess regret,
found hinself w shing he had never been foolish enough to buy the
map fromthe I hnioran sailor or to venture so badly prepared into
t he desert.

"To summon supernatural to aid ne now woul d conpound the folly,"
he said aloud to the wilderness. "What's nore, | mght need that
aid when | reach the Fortress of the Pearl." He knew that his self-
di sgust had not nerely caused himto commt further foolishness,
but still dictated his actions. Wthout it, his thoughts m ght
have been clearer and he m ght better have anticipated Lord Gho's
trickery.

Even now he doubted his own instincts. For the past hour he had
guessed that he was being foll owed but had seen no one behind bun
on the Red Road. He had taken to gl ancing back suddenly, to
stoppi ng without warning, to riding back a few yards. But he was
apparently as al one now as he had been when he began the journey.
“Per haps that dammed elixir addles ny senses al so," he said,
patting the dusty cloth of his horse's neck. The great bul warks of
the road were falling away here, becomng little nore than nounds
on either side of bun. He reined in the horse, for he fancied he
coul d see novenent that was nore than drifting sand. Little
figures ran here and there on long legs, upright like so nany tiny
mani ki ns. He peered hard at them but then they were gone. O her,

| arger creatures, noving with far sl ower speeds, seened to creep
just below the surface of the sand while a cloud of sonething

bl ack hovered over them followi ng themas they nade their

ponder ous way across the desert.

Elric was learning that, hi this part of the Sighing Desert at

| east, what appeared to be a |ifeless wlderness was actually no
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such thing. He hoped that the | arge creatures he detected did not
regard man as a worthwhile prey.

Again he received a sense of sonething behind himand turning
suddenly thought he glinpsed a flash of yellow, perhaps a cl oak,
but it had disappeared in a slight bend behind him H's tenptation
was to stop, to rest for an hour or two before continuing, but he
was anxious to reach the Silver Flower Qasis as soon as possi bl e.
There was little time to achieve his goal and return with the
Pear|l to Quarzhasaat.

He sniffed the ah". The breeze brought a new snell. If he had not
known better he woul d have thought sonmeone was burning kitchen
waste; it was the sanme acrid stink. Then he peered into the m ddl e-
di stance and detected a faint plunme of snoke. Were there nomads so
cl ose to Quarzhasaat? He had understood that they did not |ike
comng wthin a hundred mles or nore of the city unless they had
specific reasons to do so. And if people were canped here, why did
they not set their tents closer to the road? Nothing had been said
of bandits, so he did not fear attack, but he remained curious,
continuing his journey with a certain caution,

The walls rose up again and bl ocked his view of the desert, but

the stink of burning grew stronger and stronger until it was
al nost unbearable. He felt the stuff clogging his lungs. H s eyes
began to stream It was a nost noxious snell, alnost as if soneone

wer e burning putrefying corpses.

Again the walls sank a little until he could see over them Less
than a mle away, as best he could judge, he saw about twenty

pl umes of snoke, darker now, while other clouds danced and

zi gzagged about them He began to suspect that he had cone upon a
tribe who kept their cooking fires alight as they travelled in
waggons of sone kind. Yet it was hard to know what kind of waggons
woul d easily cross the deep drifts. And again he wondered why they
were not on the Red Road.

Tenpted to investigate he knew he would be a fool to | eave the
road. He m ght again becone |ost and be in even worse condition

t han when Ani gh had found himall those days ago on the far side
of Quarzhasaat.

He was about to disnount and rest his mnd and eyes, if not his
body, for an hour, when the wall nearest himbegan to heave and
gquake and | arge cracks appeared in it. The terrible snell of
burni ng was even cl oser now and he cleared his throat, coughing to
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rid hinself of the stench while his horse began to whi nny and
refuse the rein as he tried to drive himforward.

Suddenly a flock of creatures ran directly across his path,
bursting fromthe newly nade holes in the walls. These were what
he had m staken for tiny nen. Now that he saw them nore cl osely he
real i sed they were sone kind of rat, but a rat which ran on | ong
hind-l1egs, its forelegs short and held up high against its chest,
its long, grey face full of sharp little teeth, its huge ears
making it seemalnost |like sone flying creature attenpting to

| eave t he ground.

There cane a great runbling and cracking. Black snoke blinded
Elric and his horse reared. He saw a shape noving out of the

br oken banks-a massive, flesh-coloured body on a dozen legs, its
mandi bl es clattering as it chased the rats which were clearly its
natural prey. Elric let the horse have its head and | ooked back to
get a clearer view of a creature he had thought existed only in
ancient times. He had read of such beasts but had believed them
extinct. They were called firebeetles. By sone trick of biology
the gigantic beetles secreted oily pools in their heavy carapaces.
These pools, exposed to the sunlight and the flanes already
burni ng on other backs, would catch fire so that sonetines as nmany
as twenty spots on the beetles' inpervious backs woul d be burning
at any one tine and would only be extingui shed when a beast dug
its way deep underground during its breeding season. This was what
he had seen in the distance.

The firebeetl es were hunting.

They noved with awful speed now. At | east a dozen of the gigantic
i nsects were closing in on the road and Elric realised to his
horror that he and his horse were about to be trapped in a sweep
designed to catch the man-rats. He knew that the firebeetles would
not discrimnate where flesh was concerned and he could well be
eaten by purest accident by a beast which was not known for naking
prey of nen. The horse continued to rear and snort and only put

all hooves on the ground when Elric forced it under his control,
draw ng Stornbringer and consideri ng how usel ess even t hat
sorcerous sword woul d be agai nst the pink-grey carapaces from

whi ch flanes now | eapt and guttered. Stornbringer drew scant
energy fromnatural creatures |ike these. He could only hope for a
| ucky blow, splitting a back, perhaps, and breaking through the
tightening circle before he was conpletely trapped.
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He swung the great black battl e-blade down and severed a wavi ng
appendage. The beetle hardly noticed and did not pause for a
second in its progress. Elric yelled and swng again and fire
scattered. Hot oil was flung into the air as he struck the
firebeetle's back and again failed to do it any significant harm
The shrieking of the horse and the wailing of the bl ade now

m ngled and Elric found hinself yelling as he turned the horse
this way and that in search of escape while all around his horse's
feet the man-rats scurried in terror, unable to burrow easily into
the hard clay of that nuch-travell ed road. Bl ood spattered agai nst
Elric's legs and arns, against the |inen which clad his horse to
below its knees. Little spots of flamng oil flared on cloth and
burned hol es. The beetles were feasting, noving nore slowy as
they ate. There was nowhere in the circle a gap | arge enough for
horse and rider to escape.

Elric considered trying to ride the horse over the backs of the
great beetles, though it seened their shells would be too slippery
for purchase. There was no ot her hope. He was about to force the
horse forward when he heard a peculiar hummng in the air around
him saw the air suddenly fill wth flies and knew that these were
t he scavengers which always followed the firebeetles, feeding off
what ever scraps they left and upon the dung they scattered as they
travell ed. Now they were beginning to settle on himand his horse,
adding to his horror. He slapped at the things, but they forned a
thick coat, crawing on every part of bun, their noise both

si ckeni ng and deafening, their bodies half-blinding him

The horse cried out again and stunbled. Elric desperately tried to
see ahead. The snoke and the flies were too nuch for both hinself
and his horse. Flies filled his nouth and nostrils. He gagged,
trying to brush themfromhim spitting them down to where the
little man-rats squeal ed and di ed.

Anot her sound cane dimy to him and mraculously the flies began
to rise. Through watering eyes he saw the beetles start to nove
all hi one direction, |eaving a space through which he m ght ride.
Wt hout anot her thought he spurred his horse towards the gap,

draggi ng great gasps of air into his lungs, still unsure if he had
escaped or whether he had nerely noved into a wider circle of
firebeetles, for the snoke and the noise were still confusing him

Spitting nore flies fromhis nouth, he adjusted his visor and
peered ahead. The beetles were no longer in sight, though he could
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hear them behind him There were new shapes in the dust and snoke.
There were riders, noving on either side of the Red Road, driving
t he beetles back wwth [ ong spears which they hooked under the
carapaces and used as goads, doing the creatures no real harm but
gi ving t hem enough pain to nake them nove, where Elric's bl ade had
failed. The riders wore flow ng yell ow robes which were caught by
the breeze of their own novenent and |lifted about themli ke w ngs
as, systematically, they herded the firebeetles away fromthe road
and out into the desert while the remai nder of the man-rats,
perhaps grateful for this unexpected sal vation, scattered and
found burrows in the sand.

Elric did not sheath Stornbringer. He knew enough to understand
that these warriors mght well be saving himonly incidentally and
m ght even blame himfor being in their way. The other

possibility, which was stronger, was that these nen had been
followng himfor sone tine and did not wish the firebeetles to
cheat them of their prey.

Now one of the yellowclad riders detached hinself fromthe throng
and gall oped up to Elric, hailing himw th spear raised.

“I thank you maghtily," the al bino said. "You have saved ny life,
sir. I trust | did not disrupt your hunt too nuch."

The rider was taller than Elric, very thin, with a gaunt dark face
and bl ack eyes. H s head was shaved and both his lips were
decorated, apparently with tiny tattoos, as if he wore a mask of
fine, nmulticoloured |lace across his nouth. The spear was not
sheathed and Elric prepared to defend hinself, know ng that his
chances agai nst even so many hunan beings were greater than they
had been against the firebeetles.

The man frowned at Elric's statenent, puzzled for a nonent. Then
his brow cleared. "W did not hunt the firebeetles. W saw what
was happening and realised that you did not know enough to get out
of the creatures' way. W canme as quickly as we could. | am Manag
| ss of the Yellow Sect, kinsman to Councillor Iss. | amof the
Sorcerer Adventurers."

Elric had heard of these sects, who had been the chief warrior
caste of Quarzhasaat and had been largely responsible for the
spells which inundated the Enpire with sand. Had Lord Gho, not
trusting himconpletely, set themto followng hin? O were they
assassins instructed to kill hinf

"I thank you, nonethel ess, Manag |ss, for your intervention. | owe
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you ny life. | amhonoured to neet one of your sect. | amElric of
Nadsokor in the Young Ki ngdons. "

“Aye, we know of you. W were trailing you, waiting until we were
far enough fromthe city to speak to you safely.”

"Safely? You' re in no danger fromne, Master Sorcerer Adventurer."
Manag | ss was evidently not a man who sm | ed often and when he
smled nowit was a strange contortion of the face. Behind them
ot her nenbers of the sect were beginning to ride back, rehousing
their long spears in the scabbards attached to their saddles. "I
did not think we were, Master Elric. W cone to you in peace and
we are your friends, if you wll have us. My ki nswoman sends her
greetings. She is the wife of Councillor Iss. Iss renmains,

however, our famly nane. We all tend to marry the sane bl ood, our
clan.”

"I am gl ad to make your acquai ntance.
speak further.

Manag | ss waved a | ong, brown hand whose nails had been renoved
and replaced with the sane tattoos as those on his nouth. "Wuld
you di snmount and talk, for we cone with nessages and the offer of
gifts."

Elric slipped Stornbringer back into the scabbard and swung his

| eg over his saddle, sliding to the dust of the Red Road. He

wat ched as the beetles lurched slowy away, perhaps in search of
nore man-rats, their snoking backs rem nding himof the fires of
the | eper canps on the outskirts of Jadmar.

"My ki nswoman wi shes you to know that she, as well as the Yell ow
Sect, is at your service, Master Elric. W are prepared to give
you whatever aid you require in seeking out the Pearl at the Heart
of the World."

Now Elric felt a certain anusenent. "I fear you have ne at a

di sadvantage, Sir Manag Iss. Do you journey in quest of treasure?"
Manag Iss |let an expression of mld inpatience cross his strange

Elric waited for the man to

face. "It is known that your patron Lord Gho Fhaazi has prom sed
the Pearl at the Heart of the Wirld to the Nanel ess Seventh and
she, hi turn, has prom sed hi mthe new place on the Council in

return. W have di scovered enough to know that only an excepti onal
t hi ef coul d have been conm ssioned to this task. And Nadsokor is
fanous for her exceptional thieves. It is a task which, | amsure
you know, all Sorcerer Adventurers have failed hi conpleting. For
centuries nenbers of every sect have tried to find the Pearl|l at
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the Heart of the Wirld, whenever the Bl ood Mon rises. Those few
who ever survived to return to Quarzhasaat were raving mad and

di ed soon after. Only recently have we received sone little

knowl edge and evi dence that the Pearl does actually exist. W
know, therefore, that you are a dreanthief, though you disguise
your profession by not carrying your hooked staff, for we now know
that only a dreanmthief of the greatest skill could reach the Pearl
and bring it back."

"You tell me nore than | knew, Manag Iss," said Elric seriously.
"And it is true that | am conmm ssioned by Lord Gho Fhaazi. But
know you this also-1 go upon this journey reluctantly.” And Elric
trusted his instincts enough to reveal to Manag Iss the hold that
Lord Gho had over him

Manag Iss plainly believed him His tattooed fingertips brushed
lightly over the tattoos of his |ips as he considered this

i nformation. "That elixir is well-known to the Sorcerer
Adventurers. W have distilled it for mllennia. It is true that
it feeds the very substance of the user back to him The antidote
I's much harder to prepare. | amsurprised that Lord Gho clains to
possess it. Only certain sects of the Sorcerer Adventurers own
smal |l quantities. If you would return with us to Quarzhasaat we
shall, I know, be able to adm nister the antidote to you within a
day at the nost."

Elric considered this carefully. Manag |Iss was enpl oyed by one of
Lord Gho's rivals. This nmade hi m suspici ous of any offer, no
matter how generous it seened. Councillor Iss, or the Lady Iss, or
whoever it was desired to place their own candi date upon the
Council, would no doubt be prepared to stop at nothing to achieve
that end. For all Elric knew, Manag Iss's offer mght nerely be a
means of lulling himout of his wariness so that he m ght be the
nore easily nurdered.

"You'll forgive ne if | amblunt," said the albino, "but I have no
means of trusting you, Manag Iss. | know already that Quarzhasaat
IS a city whose chief sport is intrigue and I have no wsh to be

i nvolved in that gane of plots and counterplots which your fell ow
citizens seemto enjoy so thoroughly. |If the antidote to the

elixir exists, as you say, | would be better disposed to consider
your clains if, for instance, you were to neet ne at the Silver
Fl ower Qasis in, say, six days fromtoday. | have enough elixir to

| ast nme three weeks, which is the tine of the Bl ood Mon plus the
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time of my journey fromand to your city. This will convince ne of
your altruism"
“I shall also be frank," said Manag Iss, his voice cool. "I am

comm ssi oned and bound by ny bl ood oath, ny sect contract and ny
honour as a nmenber of our holy gquild. That comm ssion is to
convi nce you, by any neans, either to relinquish your quest or to

sell the Pearl. |If you will not relinquish the quest, then | wll
agree to purchase the Pearl fromyou at any price save, of course,
a position on our Council. Therefore, | will match Lord Gro's

offer and add to it anything el se you desire."

Elric spoke with sone regret. "You cannot match his offer, Munag
| ss. There is the matter of the boy whomhe will kill."

"The boy is of little inportance, surely."

“Not, doubtless, in the great schene of things as they are played
out in Quarzhasaat." Elric grew weary.

Real i sing he had nade a tactical m stake, Manag Iss said hastily:
"We'll rescue the boy. Tell us howto find him" \

"I think 1'"ll keep to ny original bargain,"” said Elric. "There
seens little to choose between the offers.” "Wat if Lord Gho was
assassi nated?" Elric shrugged and nmade to renmount. "I|'m grateful
for your intervention, Manag Iss. |'Il consider your offer as |
ride. You'll appreciate | have little tine to find the Fortress of
the Pearl."

“Master Thief, | would warn you-" At this Manag |ss broke off. He
| ooked behind him along the Red Road. There was a faint cloud of
dust to be seen. Qut of it energed di mshapes, their robes pale
green and Sow ng behind them as they rode. Manag |ss cursed. But
he was smling his peculiar smle as the | eaders gall oped up.

It was clear to Elric, fromtheir garb, that these nen were al so
menbers of the Sorcerer Adventurers. They, too, had tattoos, but
upon the eyelids and the wists, and their billow ng surcoats,

whi ch reached to their ankles, bore an enbroidered fl ower upon
themwhile the trimm ng of sleeves had the sane design in

m ni ature. The | eader of these newconers junped fromhis horse and
approached Manag Iss. He was a short nman, handsone and cl ean-
shaven save for a tiny goatee which was oiled in the fashion of
Quar zhasaat and drawn to an exaggerated point. Unlike the Yell ow
Sect nenbers, he carried a sword, unscabbarded in a sinple |eather
har ness. He nmade a sign which Manag Iss imtated.

"Geetings, Aed Alesham and peace upon you. The Yell ow Sect
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W shes great successes to the Foxglove Sect and is curious as to
why you travel so far along the Red Road." Al this was spoken
rapidly, a formality. Manag |ss doubtless was as aware as Elric
why O ed Al esham and his nen foll owed.

“"We ride to give protection to this thief," said the | eader of the
Foxgl ove Sect with a nod of acknow edgenent to Elric. "He is a
stranger to our land and we would offer himhelp, as is our

anci ent custom"”

Elric hinself smled openly at this. "And are you, Master O ed

Al esham related, by any chance, to sone nenber of the Six and One
O her ?"

O ed Al eshanis sense of hunour was better devel oped than that of
Manag Iss. "Ch, we are all related to everyone in Quarzhasaat, Sir
Thief. We are on our way to the Silver Flower Qasis and thought
you m ght require assistance with your quest."

"He has no quest," said Manag Iss, then instantly regretted the
stupidity of the He. "No quest, that is, save the one he shares
with his friends of the Yell ow Sect."

"Since we are bound by our guild loyalties not to fight, we are
not, | hope, going to quarrel over who is to escort our guest to
the Silver Flower Qasis," said Aed Aleshamw th a chuckle. He was
greatly anused by the situation. "Are we all to journey together,
per haps? And each receive a little piece of the Pearl?"

"There is no Pearl," said Elric, "and shall not be if |I am further
hi ndered in nmy journey. | thank you, gentlenen, for your concern,
and | bid you all good afternoon.”

Thi s caused sone consternati on anongst the two rival sects and
they were attenpting to decide what to do when over the rubble
created by the firebeetles there rode about a dozen bl ack-cl ad,
heavily veiled and cow ed warriors, their swords al ready drawn.
Elric, guessing these to nean himno good, wthdrew so that Manag
| ss and O ed Al esham and their nen were surrounding him "Mre of
your kind, gentlenen?" he asked, his hand on the hilt of his own
swor d.

"They are the Moth Brotherhood," said Oed Al esham "and they are
assassins. They do nothing but kill, Sir Thief. You woul d best
throwin with us. Evidently sonmeone has determ ned that you should
be nurdered before you even see the Bl ood Mon rising."

"WIIl you help ne defend nyself?" said the al bino, getting ready
to fight.
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"We cannot," said Manag Iss, and he sounded genuinely regretful.
"We cannot do battle with our own kind. But they wll not kill us
i f we surround you. You would be best advised to accept our offer,
Sir Thief."

Then the inpatient rage which was a mark of his ancient bl ood took

hold of Elric and he drew Stornbringer wthout further ado. "I am
tired of these little bargains,” he said. "I would ask you to
stand aside fromne, Manag Iss, for | nean to do battle."

"There are too many!" O ed Al esham was shocked. "You'll be

but chered. These are skilled killers!"

"Oh, so am |, Master Sorcerer Adventurer. So aml!"™ And with that

Elric drove his horse forward, through the startled ranks of

Yel | ow and Foxgl ove Sects, directly at the | eader of the Mdth

Br ot her hood.

The runesword began to howl in unison with its master and the
white-face glowed with the energy of the dammed while the red eyes
bl azed and the Sorcerer Adventurers realised for the first tune
that an extraordinary creature had cone anongst them and that they
had underesti mated him

Stornbringer rose in Elric's gloved hand, its black netal catching
the rays of the glaring sun and seenming to absorb them The bl ack
bl ade fell, alnost as if by accident, and split the skull of the
Mot h Brot herhood' s | eader, clove himto his breastbone and how ed
as it sucked the man's soul fromhimin the very split second of
his dying. Elric turned in his saddle, the sword swinging to bury
its edge in the side of the assassin riding up on his left. The
man shrieked. "It has ne! Ah, no!" And he, too, died.

Now t he other veiled riders were warier, circling the al bino at
sone distance while they determned their strategy. They had

t hought they woul d need none, that all they nust do was ride a
Young Ki ngdom thi ef down and destroy him There were five of the
bl ack riders left. They were calling on their fellow guild nenbers
for aid, but neither Manag Iss nor O ed Al eshamwas ready to give
orders to their own people which could result in the unholy death
they had al ready w tnessed.

Elric showed no such prudence. He rode directly at the next
assassin, who parried with great cleverness and even struck under
Elric's guard for a second before his armwas severed and he fel
back hi his saddle, blood gouting fromthe stunp. Another graceful
novenent, half Elric's, half his sword's, and that man, too, had
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his soul drawn fromhim Now the others fell back anongst the
yel | ow and green robes of their brothers. There was panic in their
eyes. They recogni sed sorcery even if this was sonething nore
powerful than they had ever antici pated.

"Hol d! Hold!" cried Manag Iss. "There is no need for any nore of
us to die! W are here to nake the thief an offer. Did ol d Duke
Ral send you here?"

"He wants no nore intrigue around the Pearl," growl ed one of the
veiled nen. "He said clean death was the best solution. But these
deaths are not clean for us."

"Those who comm ssion us have set the pattern,” said Oed A esham
"Thief! Put up your sword. We do not wish to fight you!"

"I believe that." Elric was grim The bl oodlust was still upon him
and he fought to control it. "I believe you nerely wish to slay ne
wi thout a fight. You are fools all. | have already warned Lord Gho
of this. | have the power to destroy you. It is your good fortune
that | amsworn to nyself not to use ny power nerely to nake
others performny will to ny own selfish ends. But | am not sworn
to let nyself die at the hands of hired slaughterers! Go back! Go
back to Quarzhasaat!"

This | ast was al nost screaned and the sword echoed it as he lifted
the great black blade into the sky, to warn them of what would
befall themif they did not obey.

Manag |ss said softly to Elric: "W cannot, Sir Thief. W can only
pursue our conm ssions. It is the way of our guild, of all the
Sorcerer Adventurers. Once we have agreed to performa task, then
the task nust be perforned. Death is the only excuse for failure.™

"Then | nust kill you all," said Elric sinply. "O you nust Kkill
me. "
"We can still make the bargain |I spoke of," said Manag Iss. "I was

not deceiving you, Sir Thief."

"My offer, too, is sound,"” said O ed Al esham

"But the Moth Brotherhood is sworn to kill me," Elric pointed out,
al nost anused, "and you cannot defend ne agai nst them Nor, |
woul d guess, can you do anything but aid them agai nst ne."

Manag Iss was trying to draw back fromthe bl ack-robed assassins
but it was clear they were determned to retain the safety of
their guild ranks.

Then A ed Al esham nurnured sonething to the | eader of the Yell ow
Sect which nade Manag |ss thoughtful. He nodded and signed to the

file:///F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Moorcock,%?2...8%20-%20The%20Fortress%200f%20The%20Pearl.htm (39 of 181) [6/4/03 10:52:53 PM]



And when Elric had told his three liesto Cymoril, his betrothed, and had set his ambitious cousin Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ru

remai ni ng menbers of the Mdth Brotherhood. For a few nonents they
were in conference, then Manag |Iss | ooked up and addressed Elric.

“Sir Thief, we have found a fornula which will |eave you in peace
and allow us to return with honour to Quarzhasaat. |If we retreat
now, wll you prom se not to follow us?"

“I'f | have your word you'll not let those Mbths attack nme again.”

Elric was calner now. He laid the crooning runebl ade across his
arm

"Put away your swords, brothers!" cried ded Al esham and the

Mot hs obeyed at once.

Next Elric sheathed Stornbringer. The unholy energy which he had
drawn fromthose who sought to slay himwas filling himnow and he
felt all the old heightened sensibility of his race, all the
arrogance and all the power of his ancient blood. He | aughed at
his enem es. "Know you not whomyou would kill, gentlenen?"

O ed Aleshamscowed a little. "I ambeginning to guess a little
of your origins, Sir Thief. Tis said that the |lords of the Bright
Enpire carried such bl ades as yours once, in a tinme before this
time. In atine before history. 'Tis said those blades are |iving
things, a race allied to your own. You have the | ook of our |ong-
| ost enem es. Does this nmean that Ml niboné did not drown?"

“1'"l'l leave that for you to think on, Master A ed Alesham" Elric
suspected that they plotted sone trick but was al nost carel ess.
“I'f your people spent less tine nmaintaining their own deval ued
nyt hs about thensel ves and nore upon studying the world as it is,
| think your city would have a greater chance of surviving. As it
is, the place is crunbling beneath the weight of its own degraded
fictions. The | egends which offer a race their sense of pride and
hi story eventual ly becone putrid. If Ml niboné drowns, Mster
Sorcerer Adventurer, it wll be as Quarzhasaat drowns now. .."

"We are unconcerned with matters of phil osophy," Manag |ss said
with evident poor tenper. "W do not question the notives or the
y ideas of those who enploy us. That is witten in our charters.”
"And nust therefore be obeyed!"™ Elric smled. "Thus you cel ebrate
your decadence and resist reality."

"Go now," said Aed Alesham "It is not your business to instruct
us in noral matters and not ours to listen. W have left our
student days behind."

Elric accepted this mld rebuke and turned his tiring horse again
towards the Silver Flower Qasis. He did not | ook back once at the

file:///F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Moorcock,%?2...8%20-%20The%20Fortress%200f%20The%20Pearl.htm (40 of 181) [6/4/03 10:52:53 PM]



And when Elric had told his three liesto Cymoril, his betrothed, and had set his ambitious cousin Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ru

Sorcerer Adventurers but guessed themto be deeper than ever in
conversation. He began to whistle as the Red Road stretched before
hi mand the stolen energy of his enemes filled bun with euphori a.
Hi s thoughts were on Cynoril and his return to Mel ni boné, where he
hoped to ensure his nation's survival by bringing about hi her the
very changes he had spoken of to the Sorcerer Adventurers. At this
noment, his goal seened a little closer, his mnd clearer than it
had been for several nonths.

Ni ght seened to conme swftly and with it a rapid descent hi
tenperature which left the al bino shivering and robbed himof sone
of his good hunour. He drew heavier robes from his saddl e-bags and
donned them as he tethered his horse and prepared to build a fire.
The elixir on which he had depended had not been touched since his
encounter with the Sorcerer Adventurers and he was beginning to
understand its nature a little better. The craving had faded,

al t hough he was still conscious of it, and he could now hope to
free hinmself of his dependency w thout need of further bargaining
with Lord Gho.

“"All | have to do," he said to hinself as he ate sparingly of the
food provided him "is to make sure that | am attacked at | east
once a day by nenbers of the Mbth Brotherhood..." And with that he

put away his figs and bread, wapped hinself in the night-cloak
and prepared to sl eep.

H s dreans were formal and famliar. He was in Inrryr, the
Dreaming City, and Cynoril sat beside himas he |ay back upon the
Ruby Throne, contenplating his court. Yet this was not the court
whi ch the enperors of Ml ni boné had kept for the thousands of
years of their rule. This was a court to which had cone nen and
wonen of all nations, fromeach of the Young Ki ngdons, from El wher
and the Unmapped East, from Phum from Quarzhasaat even. Here

i nformati on and phil osophi es were exchanged, together wth all
manner of goods. This was a court whose energi es were not devoted
to maintaining itself unchanged for eternity, but to every kind of
new i dea and lively, humane di scussion, which wel coned fresh

t hought not as a threat to its existence but as a very necessity
to its continued well-being, whose wealth was devoted to
experinent in the arts and sciences, to supporting those who were
needy, to aiding thinkers and scholars. The Bright Enpire

bri ght ness woul d cone no | onger fromthe gl ow of putrefaction but
fromthe |ight of reason and good wll.
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This was Elric's dream nore coherent now than it had ever been.
This was his dreamand it was why he travelled the world, why he
refused the power which was his, why he risked his life, his mnd,
his | ove and everything el se he valued, for he believed that there
was no life worth living that was not risked in pursuit of

know edge and justice. And this was why his fell ow countrynen
feared him Justice was obtai ned, he believed, not by

adm ni stration but by experience. One nust know what it was to
suffer humliation and powerl essness, at |east to sone degree,
before one could entirely appreciate its effect. One nust give up
power if one was to achieve true justice. This was not the |ogic
of Enpire, but it was the logic of one who truly | oved the world
and desired to see an age dawn when all people would be free to
pursue their anbitions in dignity and sel f-respect.

“"Ah, Elric," said Yyrkoon, crawing |like a serpent from behind the
Ruby Throne, "thou art an eneny of your own race, an eneny of her
gods and an eneny of all | worship and desire. That is why you
must be destroyed and why | nust possess all you owmn. Al ..."

At this, Elric wke up. H's skin was clamy. He reached for his
sword. He had dreaned of Yyrkoon as a serpent and now he coul d
swear he beard sonething slithering over the sand not far off. The
horse snelled it and grunted, displaying increasing agitation.
Elric rose, the night-cloak falling fromhim The horse's breath
was steaming in the air. There was a noon overhead casting a
faintly blue |ight over the desert.

The slithering cane closer. Elric peered at the high banks of the
road but could nake out nothing. He was sure that the firebeetles
had not returned. And what he heard next confirnmed this certainty.
It was-a great outpouring of foetid breath, a rushing sound,

al nost a shri ek, and he knew sone gigantic beast was near by.

Elric knew al so that the beast was not of this desert, nor indeed
of this world. He could sniff the stink of sonething supernatural,
sonet hi ng whi ch had been raised fromthe pits of Hell, sunmmoned to
serve his enem es, and he knew suddenly why the Sorcerer
Adventurers had called off their attack so readily, what they had
pl anned when they had |l et him go.

Cursing his own euphoria, Elric drew Stornbringer and crept back

i nto the darkness, away fromthe horse.

The roar cane from behind him He whirled and there it was!

It was a huge catlike thing, save that its body resenbl ed that of
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a baboon with an arching tail and there were spines along its
back. Its claws were extended and it reared up, reaching for him
as he yelled and junped to one side, slashing at it. The thing
flickered with peculiar colours and lights, as if not quite of the
material world. He was in no doubt of its origin. Such things had
been summoned nore than once by the sorcerers of Ml niboné to help
t hem agai nst those they sought to destroy. He searched his mnd
for sonme spell, sonething which would drive it back to the regions
fromwhich it had been sumoned, but it had been too | ong since he
had practised any kind of sorcery hinself.

The thing had got his scent now and was noving in pursuit as he
ran rapidly and erratically away fromit across the desert,
attenpting to put as nuch space between hinself and the creature
as possi bl e.

The beast screaned. It was hungry for nore than Elric's flesh.
Those who had sumoned it had promsed it his soul at very |east.
It was the usual reward to a supernatural beast of that kind. He
felt its claws whistle in the air behind himas it again attenpted
to seize him, and he turned, slashing at the creature's forepaws
with his sword. Stornbringer caught one of the pads and drew
sonething like blood. Elric felt a sickening wave of energy pour
into him He stabbed this tine and the beast shrieked, opening a
red mouth in which rai nbow col oured teeth glittered.

"By Arioch," gasped Elric, "you're an ugly creature. Tis alnost a
duty to send you back to Hell..." And Stornbringer |eapt out

agai n, slashing at the sane wounded paw. But this tine the cat-
thing saved itself and began to gather itself for a spring which
Elric knew he had little chance of surviving. A supernatural beast
was not as easily slain as the warriors of the Mdth Brotherhood.

It was then he heard a yell and turning saw an apparition noving
towards himin the noonlight. It was nmanlike, riding on an oddly
hunped ani nal which gall oped nore rapidly than any horse.

The cat-creature paused uncertainly and turned, spitting and
growming, to deal with this distraction before finishing the

al bi no.

Real i sing that this was not a further threat but sone passing
traveller attenpting to cone to his assistance, Elric shouted:
"Best save yourself, sir. That beast is supernatural and cannot
easily be killed by famliar neans!”

The voice which replied was deep and vibrant, full of good hunour.
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“I'" maware of that, sir, and would be obliged if you could deal
with the thing while | drawits attention to nyself." Wereupon
the rider turned his odd nount and began to ride at a reduced pace
in the opposite direction. The supernatural creature was not,
however, deceived. Cearly those who had raised it had instructed
it as to its prey. It scented at the air, seeking out Elric again.
The al bino lay behind a dune, gathering his strength. He
renmenbered a mnor spell which, given the extra energy he had
drawn , already fromthe denon, he mght be able to enploy. He
began to , sing in the old, beautiful, nusical |anguage they
call ed H gh Mel -ni bonean, and as he did so he took up a handful of
sand and passed it through the air with strange, graceful
novenents. Gradually, fromthe grains of the dunes, a spiral of
sand began to nove upward, whistling as it spun faster and faster
in the oddly col oured noonlight.

The cat-beast growl ed and rushed forward. But Erie stood between
it and the whirling spiral. Then, at the last nonent, he noved
aside. The spiral's voice rose still higher. It was no nore than a
sinple trick taught to young sorcerers by way of encouragenent,

but it had the effect of blinding the cat-thing | ong enough for
Elric to charge and with his sword duck under the claws to plunge
the bl ade deep into the beast's vitals.

At once the energy began to drain into the blade and fromthe
blade into Elric. The al bino screaned and raved as the stuff
filled him Denon-energy was not unfamliar to him but it
threatened to nake a denon of him too, for it was all but

| npossible to control.

“"Aah! It is too nmuch. Too nmuch!™ He withed in agony while the
denmonic |ife-essence poured into himand the cat-thing roared and
di ed.

Then it was gone and Elric lay gasping on. the sand as the beast's
corpse gradually faded into nothingness, returning to the realm
fromwhich it had been summobned. For a few seconds Elric wanted to
followthe thing into its hone regions, for the stolen energy
threatened to spill out of his body, burst its way from his bl ood
and his bones, but old habits fought to control this lust until at
| ast he once again had a rein upon hinself. He began slowy to
rise fromthe ground only to hear the approach of hooves.

He whirled, the sword ready, but saw it was the traveller who had
earlier sought to help him Stornbringer felt no sentinent in the
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matter and stirred in his hand, ready to take the soul of this
friend as readily as it had stolen the souls of Elric's enem es.
“"No!" The al bino forced the blade back into its scabbard. He felt
al nost sick with the energy | eeched fromthe denon but he made

hi nsel f take a grave bow as the rider joined him "I thank you for
your hel p, stranger. | had not expected to find a friend this

cl ose to Quarzhasaat."

The young man regarded himw th sonme synpathy and good wll. He

had startlingly handsone features with dark, hunorous eyes in his
gl eam ng black flesh. On his short, curly hair he wore a skull cap
decorated wth peacock feathers and his jacket and breeches seened
to be of black velvet stitched with gold thread, over which was
thrown a pal e-col oured hooded cl oak of the pattern usually worn by
desert peoples in these parts. He rode up slowy on the | oping,
bovi ne nount whi ch had cl oven hooves and a broad head, a nassive
hunp above its shoul ders, like that of certain cattle Elric had
seen in scrolls depicting the Southern Conti nent.

At the young man's belt was a richly carved stick of sone kind
with a crooked handl e, about half his height, and on his other hip
he wore a sinple flat-hilted sword.

"I had not expected to find an enperor of Ml niboné in these
parts, either!" said the man with sone anusenent. "G eetings,
Prince Elric. | am honoured to make your acquai ntance.”

"We have not net? How do you know ny nane?"

"Oh, such tricks are nothing to one of ny craft, Prince Elric. My
name is Alnac Kreb and I amnmaking ny way to the oasis they cal
the Silver Flower. Shall we return to your canp and your horse? |
amglad to say he is unharned. Wat powerful enem es you have, to
send such a foul denon agai nst you. Have you given offence to the
Sorcerer Adventurers of Quarzhasaat ?"

“I't would seemso." Elric wal ked besi de the newoner as they nade
their way back towards the Red Road. "I amgrateful to you, Master
Al nac Kreb. Wthout your help, | should now be absorbed body and
soul in that creature and borne back to whatever hell gave birth
toit. But |I nust warn you, there is sone danger that | shall be
attacked again by those who sent it."

“I think not, Prince Elric. They were doubtl ess confident of their
success and, what's nore, wanted no further business wth you,
once they realised that you were no ordinary nortal. | saw a pack
of them-fromthree separate sects of that unpleasant guild-riding
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rapi dly back to Quarzhasaat not an hour since. Curious as to what
they fled from | canme this way. And so found you. | was glad to
be of sone m nor service."

"I, too, amriding for the Silver Flower Qasis, though | know not
what to expect there." Elric had taken a strong liking to this
young man. "I would be glad of your conpany on the journey."
“Honoured, sir. Honoured!"™ Smling, Al nac Kreb disnmounted fromhis
odd beast and tethered it close to Elric's horse, which was yet to
recover fromits terror, though was now quieter.

“I wll not ask you to weary yourself further tonight, sir," Elric
added, "but I'"'mmaghtily curious to know how you guessed ny nane
and ny race. You spoke of a trick of your craft. Wat woul d that
trade be, may | ask?"

"Why, sir," said Alnac Kreb, dusting sand fromhis vel vet

breeches. "I'd thought you guessed. | ama dreanthief.”

4
A Funeral at the Qasis

The Silver Flower Qasis is rather nore than a sinple clearing in

the desert, as you'll discover," said Al nac Kreb, dabbing
delicately at his beautiful face with a kerchief trimed with
glittering lace. "It is a great neeting place for all the nonad

nati ons, and nuch wealth cones to it to be traded. It is
frequented by kings and princes. Marriages are arranged and often
take place there, as do other cerenpnies. Geat politica

deci sions are nade. Alliances are maintai ned and fresh ones
struck. News is exchanged. Every manner of thing is bartered. Not
everything is conventional, not every desire is material. It is a
vital place, unlike Quarzhasaat, which the nomads visit
reluctantly only when necessity-or greed-denands."”

"Why have we seen none of these nonmads, friend Al nac?" Elric

"They avoi d Quarzhasaat. For themthe place and its people are the
equi val ent of Hell. Sone even believe that the souls of the damed
are sent to Quarzhasaat. The city represents everything they fear
and everything that is at odds wth what they nost val ue."

“I1"d be inclined to see eye to eye wth those nomads." Elric
allowed hinself a smle. Still free of the elixir, his body was
again craving it. The energy his sword had gi ven hi m woul d
normal | y have sustained himfor a considerably |Ionger tine. This
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was further proof that the elixir, as explained by Manag Iss, fed
off his very life-force to give himtenporary physical strength.

He was beginning to suspect that he was feeding the elixir as well
as his own vitality. The distillation had cone al nbost to represent

a sentient creature, |like the sword. Yet the Black Sword had never
given himthe sane sense of being invaded. He kept his mnd free
of such thoughts as nmuch as he could. "I feel a certain kinship

with them al ready," he added.

"Your hope, Prince Elric, is that they find you acceptable!" And
Al nac | aughed. "Though an ancient eneny of the Lords of

Quar zhasaat nust have certain credentials. | have acquai ntances
anongst sone of the clans. You nust let ne introduce you, when the
time cones."

"WIllingly," said Elric, "though you have yet to explain how you
canme to know ne."

Al nac nodded as if he had forgotten the matter. "It is not
conplicated and yet it is remarkably conplex, if you do not
under st and the fundanental workings of the nultiverse. As | told
you, |I'ma dreanthief. |I know nore than nost because | amfamliar
wWth so nany dreans. Let's nerely say that | heard of you in a
dreamand that it is sonetines ny destiny to be your conpani on-

t hough not for long, |I'd guess, in ny present guise."

“I'n a dreanf? You have yet to tell ne what a dreanthi ef does.™
“Why, steal dreans, of course. Twice a year we take our booty to a
certain market to trade, just as the nonmads trade."

"You trade in dreans?" Elric was disbelieving.

Al nac enjoyed his astoni shnment. "There are deal ers at the narket
who' Il pay well for certain dreans. In turn they sell themto

t hose unfortunates who either cannot dream or have such banal
dreans they desire sonething better."

Elric shook his head. "You speak in parables, surely?"

“No, Prince Elric, | speak the exact truth." He dragged the oddly
hooked staff fromhis belt. It remnded Elric of a shepherd's
crook, though it was shorter. "One does not acquire this wthout
havi ng studied the basic skills of the dreanthief's craft. I am
not the best in ny trade, nor am| likely ever to be, but in this
realm in this tinme, this is ny destiny. There are few hi this
realm for reasons you shall no doubt |[earn, and only the nonmads
and the fol k of Elwher recognise our craft. W are not known, save
to a few wi se people, in the Young Ki ngdons."
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"Why do you not venture there?"

"We are not asked to do so. Have you ever heard of anyone seeking
the services of a dreanthief in the Young Ki ngdons?"

“Never. But why should that be?"

"Per haps because Chaos has so nmuch influence in the Wst and
South. There, the nost terrible nightmares can readily becone
reality.”

"You fear Chaos?"

"What rational being does not? | fear the dreans of those who
serve her." Alnac Kreb | ooked away towards the desert. "Elwher and
what you call the Unmapped East have La the main | ess conplicated
i nhabi tants. Ml niboné' s influence was never so strong. Nor was
it, of course, in the Sighing Desert.”

"So it is nmy folk whomyou fear?"

"I fear any race which gives itself over to Chaos; which nmakes
pacts with the nost powerful of supernatural; with the very Dukes

of Chaos; with the Sword Rulers thenselves! | do not regard such
deal i ngs as whol esone or sane. | am opposed to Chaos."

"You serve Law?"

"l serve nyself. | serve, | suppose, the Balance. | believe that

one can live and let live and celebrate the world's variety."
"Such philosophy is enviable, Master Alnac. | aspire to it nyself,
t hough | suppose you do not believe ne."

“Aye, | believe you, Prince Elric. | amparty to many dreans and
you occur hi sone of them And dreans are reality and vice versa
hi other realns." The dreanthief glanced synpathetically at the

al bino. "It nust be hard for one who has known ml | ennia of power
to attenpt a relinquishing of such power."
"You understand ne well, Sir Dreanthief."

“"Oh, ny understanding is only ever of the broadest kind hi such
matters."” Al nac Kreb shrugged and nmade a sel f-deprecating gesture.
"l have spent nuch tune hi seeking the neaning of justice, hi
visiting lands where it is said to exist, hi trying to discover
how best it may be acconplished, how it nmay be established so that
all the world shall benefit. Have you heard of Tanel orn, Al nac
Kreb? There justice is said to rule. There the Grey Lords, those
who keep charge of the world's equilibrium are said to have their
greatest influence.”

"Tanel orn exists," said the dreamthief quietly. "And it has nmany
nanes. Yet in sone realns, | fear, it is no nore than an idea of
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perfection. Such ideas are what nmaintain us in hope and fuel our
urge to nmake reality of dreans. Sonetines we are successful.”
"Justice exists?"

"Of course it does. But it is not an abstraction. It nust be

wor ked for. Justice is your denon, | think, Prince Elric, nore
than any Lord of Chaos. You have chosen a cruel and an unhappy
road.” He smled delicately as he stared ahead of them at the

|l ong, red trail stretching out to the horizon. "Crueller, | think,
than the Red Road to Silver Flower Qasis."

"You' re not encouragi ng, Master Al nac.”

“You nust know yourself that there's precious little justice in
the world that is not hard fought for, hard won and hard held. It
Is in our nortal nature to make such a burden the responsibility
of others or, indeed, to seek out the strongest forces and hope
that by allying thenselves with power they wll somehow survive
better. Experience frequently proves themright, in the short term
at least. Yet poor creatures |like yourself continue to try to
relinqui sh power while acquiring nore and nore responsibility.
Sone would say that it is admrable to do as you do, that it
bui | ds character and strength of purpose, that it reaches towards
a higher formof sanity..."

“"Aye. And sone would say it is the purest form of nmadness, at odds
with all natural inpulses. I do not know what it is | long for,
Sir Dreanthief, but | know | hope for a world where the strong do
not prey on the weak Iike m ndless insects, where nortal creatures
may attain their greatest possible fulfillnment, where all are
dignified and healthy, never victins of a few stronger than

t hensel ves. . ."

"Then you serve the wong nmasters in Chaos, Prince. For the only
justice recognised by the Dukes of Hell is the justice of their
own unchal | enged exi stence. They are |like fresh-born babes in
this. They are opposed to your every ideal."

Elric grew disturbed and spoke softly when he replied. "But can
one not use such forces to defeat themor at |east challenge their
power and adjust the Bal ance?"

"Only the Bal ance gives you the power you desire. And it is a
subtl e, sonetines exceptionally delicate power."

“"Not strong enough in ny world, | fear."

"Strong only when sufficient nunbers believe init. Then it is
stronger than Chaos and Law conbi ned." '
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"Well, | shall work for that day when the power of the Bal ance

hol ds sway, Master Alnac Kreb, but | amnot sure | wll live to
see it."

“I'f you live," said Alnac quietly, "I suspect it will not cone.

But it will be many years before you are called upon to bl ow

Rol and' s horn."

“A horn? What horn is that?" But Elric's question was casual. He
bel i eved that the dreanthief was nmaki ng another allegori cal

al 1 usi on.

"Look!" Al nac pointed ahead. "See in the far distance? There is
the first sign of the Silver Flower QCasis."

To their left the sun was going down. |t cast deep shadows across
the dunes and the hi gh banks of the Red Road while the sky was
darkening to a deep anber on the horizon. Yet alnost at the l[imt
of his vision Elric nmade out another shape, sonething that was
nei ther a shadow nor a sand-dune but which m ght have been a group
of rocks.

"What is it? What do you recogni se?"

“"The nonmads call it kashbeh. In our commobn tongue we would say it
was a castle, perhaps, or a fortified village. W have no exact
word for such a place, for we have no need of them Here, in the
desert, it is a necessity. The Kashbeh Muulor Ka Riz was built

| ong before the extinction of the Quarzhasaatin Enpire and is
naned for a wise king, founder of the Aloumrit dynasty which
still holds the place hi charge for the nomad clans and is
respected above all other peoples of the desert. It is a kashbeh
shel tering anyone in need. Anyone who is a fugitive nay seek
shelter there and be assured of a fair trial."

"So justice exists in this desert, if nowhere el se?"

"Such places exist, as | said, throughout the realns of the

mul tiverse. They are mai ntained by nen and wonen of the purest and
nost humane principles..."

“"Then is this kashbeh not Tanel orn, whose | egend brought ne to the
Si ghi ng Desert?"

“I't is not Tanelorn, for Tanelorn is eternal. The Kashbeh Mbul our
Ka Riiz nmust be maintained through constant vigilance. It is the
antithesis of Quarzhasaat, and that city's |ords have nade nmany
attenpts to destroy it."

Elric felt the pangs of craving and he resisted reaching for one
of his silver flasks. "Is that also called the Fortress of the

file:///F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Moorcock,%?2...8%20-%20The%20Fortress%200f%20The%20Pearl.htm (50 of 181) [6/4/03 10:52:53 PM]



And when Elric had told his three liesto Cymoril, his betrothed, and had set his ambitious cousin Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ru

Pear | ?"

At this, Alnac Kreb | aughed suddenly. "Oh, ny good prince, clearly
you have only the haziest notion of the place and the thing you
seek. Let ne now say that the Fortress of the Pearl may well exi st
wi thin that kashbeh and that the kashbeh could al so have an

exi stence within the Fortress. But they are in no way the sane!"
“Pl ease, Master Al nac, do not confuse ne further! | pretended to
know sonething of this, first because | w shed to extend ny own
|ife and then because | needed to purchase the Iife of another. |
woul d be grateful for sonme illumnation. Lord Gho Fhaazi thought
ne a dreanthief, after all, which supposes that a dreanthief woul d
know of the Bl ood Moion, the Bronze Tent and the | ocation of the

Pl ace of the Pearl."

"Aye, well. Sone dreanthieves are better infornmed than others. And
if a dreanthief is required for this task, Prince, if, as you've
told nme, Quarzhasaat's Sorcerer Adventurers cannot achieve it,
then I would guess the Fortress of the Pearl is nore than nere
stones and nortar. It has to do with realns famliar only to a
trai ned dreant hi ef -but one probably nore sophisticated than

nysel f."
"Know you, Master Alnac, that | have already travelled to strange
realms in pursuit of ny various goals. I amnot conpletely

unsophi sticated in such nmatters..."

“"These realns are denied to nost." Al nac seened reluctant to say
nore but Elric pressed him

"Where |lie these real ne?" He stared ahead, straining his eyes to {
see nore of the Kashbeh Mulor Ka Riiz but failing, for the sun

was now al nost bel ow the horizon. "In the East? Beyond El wher? O
I n anot her part of the nultiverse altogether?"
Al nac Kreb was regretful. "W are sworn to speak as little as we

can of our know edge, save in the nost crucial and specific of
circunstances. But | should informyou that those realns are at

once closer and nore distant than Elwher. | prom se you that |
will not nystify you any nore than | have done so already. And if
| can illumnate you and help you in your quest, that I will do

al so." He nmade to laugh, to lighten his own nood. "Best ready
yoursel f for conpany, Prince. W shall have a great deal of it by
nightfall, if I'mnot m staken."

The nmoon had risen before the Iast rays of the sun had vani shed
and its silver bore a pinkish sheen, |like that of a rare pearl
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itself, as they reached a rise in the Red Road and | ooked down now
upon a thousand fires. Silhouetted against themwere as many tall
tents, settled on the sand so as to resenble gigantic w nged

i nsects stretched out to catch the last warnth from above. Wthin
these tents burned | anps while nen, wonen and children wandered in
and out. A delicious snell of mngled herbs, spices, vegetables
and neats drifted up towards them and the soft snoke of the fires
rose and curled into the sky above the great rocks on which
perched the Kashbeh Mulor Ka Riiz, a nmassive tower about which
had grown a collection of buildings, sone of wonderfully

| magi nati ve architecture, the whole surrounded by a crenell ated
wal | of irregular but equally nmonunental proportions, all of the
same red rock so that it seened to grow out of the very earth and
sand that surrounded it.

At intervals around those battlenents great torches bl azed,

reveal ing nen who were evidently guards patrolling the walls and
roofs, while through tall gates a steady streamof traffic cane
and went across a bridge carved fromthe |iving rock.

This was, as Alnac Kreb had warned him not the sinple resting
place of primtive caravans Elric had expected to find on the Red
Road.

They were not chall enged as they descended towards the w de sheet
of water around which blossoned a rich variety of pal s,

cypresses, poplars, fig trees and cacti, but many | ooked at them
Wi th open curiosity. And not all the curious eyes were friendly.
Their horses were of a simlar build to Elric's own, while others
of the nomads rode the bovine creatures favoured by Al nac. The
sounds of bellow ng, grunting and spitting rose fromevery quarter
and Elric could see that beyond the field of tents lay corrals in
whi ch riding beasts as well as sheep, goats and other creatures
wer e penned.

But the sight which domnated this extraordi nary scene was that of
sone hundred or nore torches blazing hi a sem-circle at the

wat er' s edge.

Each torch was held by a cl oaked and cowl ed figure and each burned
wth a bright, white steady flanme which cast the sane strong |i ght
upon a dais of carved wood at the very centre of the gathering.
Elric and his conpanion reined in their nmounts to watch, as
fascinated by this vision as the scores of other nonmads who wal ked
slowy to the edge of the sem-circle to witness what was clearly
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a cerenony of sone magnitude. The wi tnesses stood hi attitudes of
respect, their various robes and costunes identifying their clan.
The nomads were of a variety of colours, sonme as black as Al nac
Kreb, sone al nost as white-skinned as Elric, with every shade in
bet ween, yet in features they were simlar, wth strong-boned
faces and deep-set eyes. Both nen and wonen were tall and bore

t hensel ves with consi derable grace. Elric had never seen so nmany
handsone people and he was as inpressed by their natural dignity
as he had been disgusted by the extrenes of arrogance and
degredati on he had wi tnessed in Quarzhasaat.

Now a processi on approached down the hill and Elric saw that six
nmen bore a | arge, doned chest on then shoul ders, proceeding with
grave slowness until they cane to the dais.

The white light showed every detail of the scene. The nen were
drawn fromdifferent clans, though all of the sanme height and all
of mddle age. A single drum began to sound, its beat sharp and
clear in the night air. Then another joined it, then another,

until at least twenty druns were echoing across the waters of the
oasis and the rooftops of Kashbeh Mouulor Ka Riz, their voices at
once sl ow and obeying conplicated rhythm c patterns whose subtlety
Elric gradually cane to narvel at.

"I's it a funeral?" the al bino asked his new friend.

Al nac nodded. "But | know not who they bury." He pointed to a
series of symmetrical nounds in the distance beyond the trees.
"Those are the nonmad burial grounds."

Now anot her, older man, his beard and brows grey beneath his cow,
stepped forward and began to read froma scroll he produced from
his sleeve, while two others opened the |id of the el aborate
coffin and, to Elric's astoni shnent, spat into it.

Now Al nac gasped. He stood on his toes and peered, for the brands
clearly illumnated the coffin's contents. He turned, still nore
nystified, to Elric. " Tis enpty, Prince Elric. O else the corpse
is invisible."

The rhythm of the drums increased in tenpo and conpl exity. Voices
began to chant, rising and falling Ii ke waves in an ocean. Elric
had never heard such nusic before. He found that it was noving him
to obscure enotions. He felt rage. He felt sorrow. He found that
he was close to weeping. And still the nmusic continued, growng in
intensity. He longed to join in, but could understand not hi ng of
the | anguage they used. It seened to himthat the words were ol der
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by far than the speech of Ml niboné, which was the oldest in the
Young Ki ngdons.

And t hen, suddenly, the singing and the drunm ng ended.

The six nmen took the coffin fromthe dais and began to march away
wthit, towards the nounds, and the nmen with the torches
followed, the light casting strange shadows anongst the trees,

i1l um nating sudden patches of shining whiteness which Elric could
not identify.

As suddenly as it had stopped, the drunm ng and the chanting began
again, but this tine it had a celebratory, triunphant note to it.
Slowy the crowd |ifted its heads and from several hundred throats
cane a high-pitched ululation, clearly a traditional response.
Then the nomads began to drift back towards their tents. Al nac

st opped one, a woman wearing richly decorated green and gol d
robes, and pointed to the disappearing procession. "What is this
funeral, sister? | saw no corpse."”

"The corpse is not here," she said, and she was smling at his

confusion. "It is a cerenony of revenge, taken by all our clans at
the instigation of Raik Na Seem The corpse is not present because
its owmer will not know he is dead, perhaps for several nonths. W

bury hi m now because we cannot reach him He is not one of us, not
of the desert. He is dead, however, but nerely unaware of that
fact. There is no m stake, though. W |ack only the physical
body. "

"He is an eneny of your people, sister?"

“"Aye, indeed. He is an eneny. He sent nen to steal our greatest
treasure. They failed, but they have done us profound harmin
their failing. I know you, do | not? You are the one Raik Na Seem
hoped would return. He sent for a dreanthief." And she | ooked back
to the dais, where, beneath the light of a single torch, a huge
figure stood, bowed as if in prayer. "You are our friend, Alnac
Kreb, who ai ded us once before."

"l have been privileged to do your people a trifling service in
the past, aye." Al nac Kreb acknow edged her recognition with his
habi t ual grace.

"Rai k Na Seem waits upon you," she said. "Go in peace, and peace
be wiwth your famly and friends."

Puzzl ed, Alnac Kreb turned to Elric. "I know not why Raik Na Seem
shoul d have sent for ne but | feel obliged to find out. WII you
stay here or acconpany ne, Prince Elric?"
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"I am growi ng curious about this whole affair," said Elric, "and
woul d know nore, if that's possible.”

They made their way through the trees until they stood on the
banks of the great oasis, waiting respectfully while the old man
remai ned in the position he had assuned since the coffin had been
carried off. Eventually he turned and it was clear that he had
been weepi ng. When he saw t hem he strai ghtened up and, as he
recogni sed Al nac Kreb, he smled, making a gesture of welcone. "M
dear friend!"

"Peace be upon you, Raik Na Seem" Al nac stepped forward and
enbraced the old nman, who was at | east a head and shoul ders taller
than hinself. "I bring with nme a friend. Hs nane is Elric of
Mel ni boneé, of that same people who were the great enem es of the
Quar zhasaatim ™"

“"The nane has substance in ny heart,"” said Raik Na Seem "Peace be
upon you, Elric of Ml niboné. You are wel cone here."

"Raik Na Seemis First Elder to the Bauradim d an," Al nac said,
"and a father to ne."

"I am bl essed by a good, brave son." Rai k Na Seem gestured back
towards the tents. "Cone. Take refreshnent in ny tent."
"WIllingly," said Alnac. "I would | earn why you are burying an
enpty casket and who your eneny is that he should nerit such

el aborate cerenony. "

“"Oh, he is the worst of villains, make no m stake of that." A deep
sigh escaped the old man as he | ed themthrough the throngs of
tents until he reached a massive pavilion into which he I ed them
their feet treading on richly patterned carpets. The pavilion was
actually a series of conpartnents, one |eading into another, each
occupi ed by nenbers of Raik Na Seem s famly, which seened vast
enough to be alnost a tribe in itself. The snell of delicious food
cane through to them as they were seated on cushions and offered
bow s of scented water with which to wash t hensel ves.

Eventually, as they ate, the old man told his story and, while it
unfol ded, Elric cane to realise that Fate had brought himto the
Silver Flower Qasis at an auspicious tinme, for he slowy

recogni sed the significance of what was being said. At the tune of
the nost recent Bl ood Moon, said Raik Na Seem a group of nen had
cone to the Silver Flower Qasis asking after the road to the Pl ace
of the Pearl. The Bauradi m had recogni sed the nane, for it was in
their literature, but they understood the references to be poetic
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met aphor, sonething for scholars and other poets to discuss and
interpret. They had told the newconers this and hoped that they
woul d | eave, for they were Quarzhasaatim nenbers of the Sparrow
Sect of Sorcerer Adventurers and as such notorious for their nurky
w zardry and cruelty. The Bauradi m wanted no quarrel, however,

wi th any Quarzhasaatim w th whomthey traded. The nen of the
Sparrow Sect did not |eave, however, but continued to ask anyone
they could about the Place of the Pearl, which was how they cane
to learn of Raik Na Seeml s daughter.

"Var adi a?" Al nac Kreb knew alarm "They surely did not think she
knew anyt hi ng of this jewel ?"

“"They heard that she was our Holy Grl, the one we believe wll
grow to be our spiritual |eader and bring wi sdom and honour to our
cl an. Because we say that our Holy Grl is the receptacle of all
our know edge, they believed she nust know where this Pearl was to
be found. They attenpted to steal her."

Al nac Kreb growl ed with sudden anger. "Wat did they do, Father?"
"They drugged her, then nade to ride away with her. W | earned of
their crine and foll owed them W caught them before they had
conpleted half the length of the Red Road back to Quarzhasaat and
in their terror they threatened us with the power of their nmaster,
t he man who had conmm ssioned themto seek out the Pearl and use
any nmeans to bring it back to him™

"Was his nane Lord CGho Fhaazi ?" asked Elric softly.

"Aye, Prince, it was." Raik Na Seem | ooked at himw th new
curiosity. "Do you know hi nf"

“I know him And | know himfor what he is. Is that the nman you
buri ed?"

"It is."”

"When do you plan his death?"

“"We do not plan it. W have been prom sed it. The Sorcerer
Adventurers attenpted to use their arts agai nst us, but we have
such people of our own and they were easily countered. It is not
sonething we like to use, that power, but sonetines it is
necessary. A certain creature was sumoned fromthe net herworld.
It devoured the nmen of the Sparrow Sect and before it left it
granted us a prophecy, that their master would die within the
year, before the next Bl ood Moon had faded."

"But Varadi a?" said Alnac Kreb urgently. "What becane of your
daughter, your Holy Grl?
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"She had been drugged, as | said, but she lived. W brought her
back. "

"And she recovered?"

“She hal f-wakes, perhaps once a nonth," said Rai k Na Seem
controlling his sadness. "But the sleep will not lift from her.
Shortly after we found her she opened her eyes and told us to take
her to the Bronze Tent. There she sl eeps, as she has slept for

al nost a year, and we know that only a dreanthief may save her.
That was why | have sent word by every traveller and caravan we
have encountered, asking for a dreanthief. W are fortunate, Al nac
Kreb, that a friend heard our prayer."

The dreant hi ef shook his handsone head. "It was not your nessage
whi ch brought nme hither, Raik Na Seem"

"Still," said the old man phil osophically, "you are here. You can
hel p us.”

Al nac Kreb seened di sturbed, but disguised his enptions quickly.
"I wll do ny best, that | swear. In the norning we shall visit
the Bronze Tent."

"It is well-guarded now, for nore Quarzhasaati m have cone since
those first evil ones, and we have been forced to defend our Holy
G rl against them That has been a sinple enough matter. But you
spoke of the eneny we have buried, Prince Elric. What do you know
of hi nP"

Elric paused for only a few seconds before he spoke. He told Raik
Na Seem everyt hing whi ch had happened: how he had been tricked by
Lord Gho, what he had been told to find, the hold which Lord Gho
had over bun. He refused to lie to the old man, and the respect he
showed Rai k Na Seem was apparently reciprocated, for though the
First Elder's face darkened with anger at the tale, he reached out
with a firmhand when it was finished and gripped Elric's armin a
gesture of synpat hy.

“"The irony is, ny friend, that the Place of the Pearl exists only
in our poetry and we have never heard of the Fortress of the
Pear| . "

"You nust know that | would do your Holy Grl no further harm™
said Elric, "and that if | can help you and yours in any way, that
is what | shall do. My quest is ended here and now. "

"But Lord Gho's potion will kill you unless you can find the
antidote. Then he'll kill your friend, too. No, no. Let us |ook
nore positively at these problens, Prince Elric. W have themin
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common, | think, for we are all victins of that soon-dead lord. W
must consider how to defeat his schenes. It is possible that ny
daught er does i ndeed know sonet hi ng about this fabul ous Pearl, for
she is the vessel of all our wi sdom and has already | earned nore

t han ever ny poor head could hold..."

"Her knowl edge and her intelligence are as breathtaking as her

beauty and her amability," said Alnac Kreb, still fumng at the
of what the Quarzhasaati m had done to Varadia. "If you had known
her, Elric..." He broke off, his voice shaking.

"We are all in need of rest, | think," said the First Elder of the

Bauradim "You shall be our guests and in the norning | shall take
you to the Bronze Tent, there to | ook upon ny sl eepi ng daughter
and hope, perhaps with the sumof all our wisdom to find a neans
of bringing her waking mnd back to this realm"”

That night, sleeping in the luxury only a wealthy nomad's tent
could provide, Elric dreaned again of Cynoril, trapped in a drug
sl unber by his cousin Yyrkoon, and it seened that he sl ept beside
her, that they were one and the sane, as he had always felt when
they lay together. But now he saw the dignified figure of Raik Na
Seem st andi ng over himand he knew that this was his father, not
the neurotic tyrant, the distant figure of his childhood, and he
under st ood why he was obsessed with questions of norality and
justice, for it was this Bauradi who was his true ancestor. He
knew a kind of peace then, as well as sone kind of new, disturbing
enoti on, and when he awoke in the norning he was reconciled to the
fact that he was craving the elixir which at once brought himlife
and death, and he reached for his flask and took a small sip
before rising, washing hinself and joining Alnac and Rai k Na Seem
at the norning neal.

When this was done, the old man called for the fleet, sturdy
nmounts for which the Bauradi mwere fanous, and the three of them
rode away fromthe Silver Flower QGasis, which bustled with every
kind of activity, where conedi ans, jugglers and snake-charners
were already performng their skills and storytellers had gat hered
groups of children whose parents had sent themthere while they
went about their business, and they rode towards the Ragged
Pillars, seen faintly on the norning horizon. These nountains had
been eroded by the winds of the Sighing Desert until they did,

i ndeed, resenble huge columms of ragged red stone, as if they
shoul d have supported the roof of the sky itself. Elric had
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t hought at first he observed the ruins of sonme ancient city. But

Al nac Kreb had told himthe truth.

“"There are, indeed, many ruins in these parts. Farns, snall

vill ages, whole towns, which the desert sonetines reveals, al

engul fed by the sands summoned by the foolish w zards of

Quar zhasaat. Many built here, even after the sands cane, in the
belief that they would di sperse after a while. Forlorn dreans, |
fear, like so many of the things built by nen."

Rai kK Na Seem continued to | ead them across the desert, though he
used no map or conpass. Apparently he knew the way by habit and

i nstinct al one.

They stopped once at a spot where a tiny growth of cacti had been
all but covered by the sand and here Rai k Na Seemtook his | ong
knife and sliced the plants close to their roots, peeling them
swiftly and handing the juicy parts to his friends. "There was
once a river here," he said, "and a nenory of it remains, far
bel ow t he surface. The cactus renenbers.”

The sun had reached zenith. Elric began to feel the heat sapping
hi mand was forced again to drink a little of the elixir, nerely
in order to keep pace with the other two. And it was not until
eveni ng, when the Ragged Pillars were considerably closer, that
Rai k pointed to sonething which flashed and glittered hi the | ast
rays of the sun. "There is the Bronze Tent, where the peopl es of

t he desert go when they nust neditate.”

“I't is your tenple?" said Elric.

"It is the nearest thing we have to a tenple. And there we debate
with our inner selves. It is also the nearest thing we have to the
religions of the West. And it is there we keep our Holy Grl, the
synbol of all our ideals, the vessel of our race's w sdom"”

Al nac was surprised. "You keep her there al ways?"

Rai K Na Seem shook his head, al nost anused. "Only while she sl eeps
in this unnatural slunber, ny friend. As you know, before this she
was a normal little child, a joy to all who net her. Perhaps with
your help she will be that child again."

Al nac's brow cl ouded. "You nust not expect too much of ne, Raik Na
Seem | am an inexpert dreanthief at best. There are those wth
whom | learned ny craft who would tell you so.”

“"But you are our dreanthief." Raik Na Seemsm | ed sadly and put
his hand on Al nac Kreb's shoul der. "And our good friend."

The sun had set by the tinme they approached the great tent which
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resenbl ed those Elric had seen at the Silver Flower Qasis but was
several tinmes the size, its walls of pure bronze.

Now t he noon nade its appearance hi the sky alnost directly
overhead. It seened that the sun's rays reached for it even as

t hey began to sink beneath the horizon, touching it with their
colour, for it glowed with a richness Elric had never seen in
Mel ni boné or the | ands of the Young Kingdons. He gasped in
surprise, realising the specific nature of the prophecy.

A Bl ood Moon had risen over the Bronze Tent. Here he would find
the path to the Fortress of the Pearl.

Though it nmeant that his own |life m ght now be saved, the Prince
of Mel ni boné di scovered that he was only disturbed by this
revel ati on.

5
The Dreant hief's Pl edge

"Here is our treasure,"” said Raik Na Seem "Here is what greedy
Quar zhasaat would steal fromus."” And there was sorrow as well as
anger in his voice.

At the very centre of the Bronze Tent's cool interior, in which
tiny | anps burned over hundreds of heaped cushions and carpets
occupi ed by nen and wonen in attitudes of deep contenplation, was
a raised level and on this a bed carved with intricate designs of
exqui site delicacy, set with nother-of-pearl and pal e turquoi se,
with mlky jade and silver filigree and blond gold. Upon this, her
little hands fol ded on her chest, which rose and fell wth
profound reqgqularity, lay a young girl of about thirteen years. She
had the strong beauty of her people, and her hair was the col our
of honey agai nst her tawny skin. She m ght have been sl eeping as
naturally as any child of her age save for the single startling
fact that her eyes, blue as the wonderful Vilmrian Sea, stared
upward towards the roof of the Bronze Tent and were unbli nking.
"My peopl e believed that Quarzhasaat destroyed herself forever,"
said Elric. "Wuld that they had, or that Mehiibone had shown | ess
arrogance and conpl eted what their w zards began!" He rarely
betrayed such ferocious enotion towards those his race had

def eated but now he knew only loathing for Lord Gho, whose nen, he
was sure, had done this terrible thing. He recogni sed the nature
of the sorcery, for it was not unlike that he had | earned hinself,
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t hough his cousin Yyrkoon had shown nore interest in those
specific arts and cared to practise themwhere Elric did not.

“But who can save her now?" said Raik Na Seem softly, perhaps a
little enbarrassed by Elric's outburst in this place of

medi t at i on.

The al bino recovered hinself and nmade a gesture of apol ogy. "Are
there no potions which will rouse her fromthis slunber?" he
asked.

Rai k Na Seem shook his head. "W have consul ted everyone and
everything. The spell was cast by the | eader of the Sparrow Sect
and he was killed when we took our premature revenge."

In deference to those who sat within the Bronze Tent, Raik Na Seem
now |l ed themout into the desert again. Here guards stood, their

| anps and torches casting great shadows across the sand, while the
rays of the ruby noon drenched everything with crinson, so it was
al most as if they drowned in a tide of blood. Elric was rem nded
how, as a youth, he had peered into the depths of his Actorios,

| magi ning the gemas a gateway into other |ands, each facet
representing a different realm for by then he already read nuch
of the nultiverse and how it was thought to be constituted.

"Steal the dream which entraps her," Raik Na Seem was saying, "and
you know that all we have will be yours, Al nac Kreb."

The handsone bl ack man shook his head. "To save her would be all
the reward | wanted, Father. Yet | fear | have not the skills...
Has no other tried?"

"We have been deceived nore than once. Sorcerer Adventurers from
Quar zhasaat, either believing thensel ves possessed of your

know edge or thinking they could acconplish what only a dreant hi ef
can acconplish, have cone to us, pretending to be nenbers of your
craft. We have seen themall go nad before our eyes. Several died.
Sonme we |let run back to Quarzhasaat in the hope they would be a
warning to others not to waste their |ives and our tine."

"You sound very patient, Raik Na Seem" said Elric, renenbering
what he had al ready heard and clearer now as to why Lord Gho so
desperately sought a dreanthief for this work. The news brought
back to Quarzhasaat by the nmaddened Sorcerer Adventurers had been
garbled. What |little Lord Gho had nade of it, he had passed on to
Elric. But now the albino saw that it was the child herself who
possessed the secret of the path to the Pearl at the Heart of the
Worl d. Doubtless, as the recipient of all her people's wisdom she
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had | earned of its |ocation. Perhaps it was a secret she nust keep
to herself. Watever the reason, it was obvious that the girl,

Var adi a, nust wake from her sorcerous sleep before any further
progress could be nmade. And Elric knew that even if she did wake
it was not in his nature to question her, to beg for a secret

whi ch was not his to know. Hi's only hope would be if she offered
the know edge freely to himbut he knew that no nmatter what
occurred he woul d never be able to ask.

Rai K Na Seem seened to understand a little of the albino's
dilenma. "My son, you are a friend of ny son,"” he said in the
formal manner of his people. "W know that you are not our eneny
and that you did not cone here willingly to steal what was ours.
We know, too, that you had no intention of taking fromus any
treasure to which we are guardian. Know this, Elric of Ml niboné,
that if Alnac Kreb can save our Holy Grl, we shall do all we can
to put you on the path to the Fortress of the Pearl. The only
reason for hindering you would be if Varadia, awakened, warned us
against giving this aid. Then, at |east, you will be told as
much. "

“"There could be no fairer promse,"” said Elric gratefully.
“"Meanwhi l e, | pledge nyself to you, Raik Na Seem to help guard
your daughter against all those who would harm her and to watch
over her until Al nac should bring her back to you."

Al nac had noved a little away fromthe other two and was standi ng
i n deep thought on the edge of the torchlight, his white night-

cl oak drenched a dark pinkish hue by the rays of the Bl ood Mon.
From his belt he had drawn his hooked staff and was holding it in
his two hands, looking at it and nurnuring to it, nmuch as Elric

m ght speak to his own runesword.

At length the dreanthief turned back to them his face full of
great seriousness. "I will do ny best,"” he said. "I wll call upon
every resource wthin nyself and upon everything |I have been
taught, but | should warn you that | have weaknesses of character

| have not yet overcone. These are weaknesses which | can control
if called upon to exorcise an old nerchant's nightmares or a boy's
| ove-trance. What | see here, however, m ght defeat the cleverest
dreant hi ef, the nost experienced of ny calling. There can be no
partial success. | succeed or | fail. I amwlling, because of the
ci rcunst ances, because of our old friendship, because | | oathe
everything that the Sorcerer Adventurers represent, to attenpt the
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task."

“I't is all I would hope," said Raik Na Seem sonberly. He was

| npressed by Al nac's tone.

“I'f you succeed you bring the child's soul back to the world where

it belongs," said Elric. "What do you lose if you fail, Master
Dr eant hi ef ?"
Al nac shrugged. "Nothing of any great value, | suppose.”

Elric, looking hard into his new friend' s face, saw that he |ied.
But he saw, too, that he wi shed to be questioned no further in the
matter.

“I must rest,"” said Alnac. "And eat." He wapped hinself in the
folds of his night-cloak, his dark eyes staring back at Elric as

i f he wished for all the world to share sone secret which he felt
in his heart should never be shared. Then he turned away suddenly,

| aughing. "If Varadia should wake as a result of ny efforts and if
she knows the whereabouts of your terrible Pearl, why then, Prince
Elric, 1'll have done nost of your work for you. |I'll expect part

of your reward, you know. "

"My reward will be the slaying of Lord Gho," said Elric quietly.
"Aye," said Al nac, noving towards the Bronze Tent, which shifted
and shimmered |ike sone half-materialised artefact of Chaos, "that
I s exactly what | hope to share!”

The Bronze Tent consisted of the great central chanber and then a
series of smaller chanbers, where travellers could rest and revive
thensel ves, and it was to one of these that the three nen went to
| ay thensel ves down and, still wakeful, consider the work which
nmust begin the next day. They did not talk, but it was several
hours before all were eventual |y asl eep.

In the norning, while Elric, Raik Na Seem and Al nac Kreb
approached the place where the Holy Grl still lay, those who
remained in the Bronze Tent drew back respectfully. Al nac Kreb
hel d his dreammand gently in his right hand, balancing it rather
than gripping it, as he stared down into the face of the child he
| oved al nost as his own daughter. A long sigh escaped hi m and
Elric saw that his sleep had not apparently refreshed him He

| ooked drawn and unhappy. He turned, smling, to the al bino. "Wen
| saw you partaking of the contents of that silver flask earlier,

| had half a mnd to ask / you for a little ..."

"The drug's poison and it's addictive," said Elric, shocked. "I

t hought | had expl ai ned as nuch."
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"You had." Alnac Kreb again revealed by his expression that he
possessed thoughts he felt unable to share. "I had nerely

t hought " that in the circunstances, there would be little point
in fearing its power."

"That is because you do not know it," said Elric forcefully.
"Believe ne, Alnac, if there was any way in which I could help you
in this task | would do so. But to offer you poison would not, |

t hi nk, be an act of friendship ..."

Alnac Kreb smled a little. "Indeed. Indeed." He slid his dream
wand from hand to hand. "But you said that you would watch over
me?"

"I prom sed that, aye. And as you asked, the nonent you tell ne to

carry the dreamwand fromthe Bronze Tent, | shall do so."
"That is all you can do and | thank you for that,"” said the
dreanmthief. "Now I'I|l begin. Farewell for the nonment, Elric. |

think we are fated to neet again, but perhaps not in this

exi stence. "

And with those nysterious words Al nac Kreb approached the sl eeping
girl, placing his dreanwand over her unblinking eyes, laying his
ear agai nst her heart, his own gaze grow ng di stant and strange,
as if he entered a trance hinself. He strai ghtened, swaying, then
took the girl in his arns and | owered her gently to the carpets.
Next he |ay down beside her, putting her lifeless hand within his
own, his dreamwand in the other. H's breathing grew sl ower and
deeper and Elric al nost thought he heard a faint song com ng from
within the dreanthief's throat.

Rai k Na Seem bent forward, peering into Alnac's face, but Al nac
did not see bun. Wth his other hand he brought up the dreamwand
so that the hook passed over their clasped hands, as if to secure
them to bind themtogether.

To his surprise, Elric saw that the dreamwand was beginning to
glow faintly and to pulse a little. Al nac's breathing grew deeper

still, his |ips opening, his eyes staring directly above him just
as Varadia's ; stared.
Elric thought he heard the child murnmur and it was no illusion ,

that a trenor passed between Alnac and the Holy Grl while the
dreamwand pulsed in tenpo wth their nutual breathing and gl owed
bri ghter.

Then suddenly the dreammand was curling and withing, noving with
astoni shing speed between the two, as if it had entered their very
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veins and was following the blood itself. Elric had the inpression
of a tangle of arteries and nerves, all touched by the strange

| ight fromthe dreamwand, then Al nac gave a single cry and his
breat hi ng was no | onger the steady novenent it had been. Instead
it had becone shall ow, al nost non-existent, while the child
continued to breathe with the sanme sl ow, deep, steady rhythm

The dreamnvand had returned to Alnac. It seenmed to bumfromwthin
his body, alnost as if it had becone fused with his spine and
cortex. The hooked end appeared to glow fromw thin his brain,
flooding his flesh with indescribable | um nance, displaying every
bone, every organ, every vein.

The child herself seenmed unchanged until Elric | ooked at her nore
cl osely, seeing alnost with horror that her eyes had turned from
vi brant blue to jet black. Reluctantly he | ooked from Varadi a's
face to Alnac's and saw what he had not wi shed to see: The

dreant hief's own eyes now bright blue. It was as if the two of

t hem had exchanged soul s.

The al bino, with all his experience of sorcery, had never

W tnessed anything like this and he found it disturbing. Gadually
he was begi nning to understand the strange nature of a
dreanthief's calling, why it could be so dangerous, why there were
so few who could practise the trade and why fewer still would w sh
to.

Now a further change began to take place. The crooked staff seened
to withe again and begin to absorb the dreanthief's very
substance, taking the blood and the vitality of flesh and bones
and brain into itself.

Rai k Na Seem groaned with terror. He stepped backward, unable to
control hinself. "Ah, ny son! What have | asked of thee!"

Soon all that remained of Alnac Kreb's splendid body seened little
nore than a husk, |like the discarded skin of sonme transnuted
dragonfly. But the dreammand | ay where Alnac had first placed it
upon his own hand and Varadia's, though it seened | arger and
glowed with an inpossible brilliance, its colours constantly
novi ng through a spectrum part natural, part supernatural.

“I think he is giving nuch in his attenpt to save ny daughter,"
said Raik Na Seem "Perhaps nore than anyone should give."

"He woul d give everything," Elric said. "I think that it is in his
nature. That is why you call himyour son and why you trust him"
“"Aye," said Raik Na Seem "But now | fear that | |ose a son as
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wel | as a daughter." And he sighed and was troubl ed, perhaps
wondering, if, after all, he had been wise in begging this service
of Al nac Kreb.

For nore than a day and a night Elric sat wwth Raik Na Seem and
the nmen and wonen of the Bauradimw thin the shelter of the Bronze
Tent, their eyes fixed upon the strangely w zened body of Al nac
the Dreant hief which occasionally stirred and nurnured yet stil
seened as lifeless as the nmumm fied goats which the sand-dunes
soneti nes reveal ed. Once Elric thought he heard the Holy Grl nake
a sound and once Raik Na Seemrose to put his hand on his
daughter's brow, then returned shaking his head.

“"This is not the tine to despair, father of ny friend," said
Elric.

“"Aye." The First El der of the Bauradi mdrew hinself up, then
settled down again beside Elric. "W set high store by prophecies
here in the desert. It seens that our |onging for help m ght have
col oured our reason."

They | ooked out of the tent into the norning. Snoke fromthe still
burni ng brands drifted across the |ilac-col oured sky, borne upward
and to the north by the |ight breeze. Elric found the snell al nost
si ckening now, but his concern for his new friend nmade bun
forgetful of his own health. Occasionally he drank sparingly of
Lord Gho's elixir, unable to do nore than control his craving, and
when Rai k Na Seem offered himwater fromhis own flask Elric shook
his head. Wthin himthere were still many conflicts. He felt a
strong conradeship with these people, a liking for Raik Na Seem
whi ch he valued. He had grown to care for Al nac Kreb, who had

hel ped save his life in an action clearly as generous as the man's
general character. Elric was grateful for the Bauradims trust of
him Having heard his tale,; they would have been within their
rights to banish himat very least fromthe Silver Flower Qasis.
Rat her, they had taken himto the Bronze Tent when the Bl ood Mbon
burned, allowing himto follow Lord Gho's instructions, trusting
hi m not to abuse their action. He was bound to them now by a

| oyalty he coul d never break. Perhaps they knew this. Perhaps they
read his character as easily as they read Alnac's. This sense of
their trust heartened him though it nmade his task all the nore
difficult, and he was determ ned hi no way, however inadvertently,
to betray it.

Rai K Na Seem sniffed the wind and | ooked back towards the distant
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oasis. A columm of black snoke marched into the sky, grow ng
taller and taller, mngling with the snoke cl oser at hand: sone
released afrit joining its fellows. Elric would not have been
surprised if it had taken shape before his eyes, so famliar had
he becone with strange events in past days.

"There has been another attack," said Raik Na Seem He spoke
unconcernedly. "Let us hope it is the last. They are burning the
bodi es. "

"Who attacks you?"

"More nmen of the Sorcerer Adventurer societies. | suspect their
deci si ons have sonething to do with the internal politics of the
city. Dozens of themare battling for sone favour or other-perhaps
the seat on the Council you nentioned. Fromtune to tune their
machi nations involve us. This is famliar to us. But | suppose the
Pearl at the Heart of the Wrld has becone the only price which
wll pay for the seat, eh? So as the story spreads, nore and nore
of these warriors are sent here to find it!" Rai k Na Seem spoke
with fierce hunour. "Let us hope they nust soon run out of

| nhabi tants and eventually only the schem ng | ords thenselves wll
be | eft, squabbling for nonexistent power over a non-existent
peopl e! "

Elric watched as a whole tribe of nomads rode past, keeping sone
di stance away fromthe Bronze Tent in order to show their respect.
These tanned, white-skinned people had burning blue eyes as bright
as those which stared into nothing within the tent and, when their
hoods were thrown back, startlingly blond hair, also |ike

Varadi a's. Their clothing distinguished them however, fromthe
Bauradim It was predom nantly of a rich | avender shade with gold
and dark green trimmng. They were heading towards the Silver

Fl ower QCasis, driving herds of sheep and riding the odd hunped

bull -1i1 ke beasts which, as Al nac had decl ared, were so well
adapted to the desert.
"The Waued Nii," said Raik Na Seem "They are anongst the |ast at

any gathering. They cone fromthe very edge of the desert and they
trade with Elwher, bringing that lapis lazuli and jade carving we
all value so nuch. In the winter, when the storns grow too intense
for them they even raid across the plains and into the cities.
Once, they boast, they |looted Phum but we believe it was sone

ot her, smaller place which they m stook for Phum" This was
clearly a joke the desert peoples enjoyed at the expense of the
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Waued Nii.

“I had a friend who was once of Phum" said Elric. "H s nane was
Rackhir and he sought Tanel orn.™

"Rackhir | know. A good bowman. He travelled with us for a few
weeks | ast year."

Elric was strangely pleased by this news. "He was wel | ?"

“I'n excellent health.” Raik Na Seem was gl ad of a subject to draw
his mnd away fromthe fate of his daughter and his adoptive son.
"He was a wel cone guest and hunted for us when we went close to
the Ragged Pillars, for there's gane there which we |ack the skill
to find. He spoke of his friend. A friend who had many t houghts
and whose thoughts led himto many quandari es. That was you, nho
doubt. | renenber now. He nust have been joking. He said that you
were a little on the pale side. He wondered what had becone of

you. He cared for you, | think."

"And | for him W had sonething in common. As | feel a bond with
your folk and with Al nac Kreb."

"You shared dangers together, | gather."

“"We had many strange experiences. He, however, was tired of the
guest for such things and hoped to retire, to find peace. Know you
where he went from here?"

"Aye. As you say, he was searching for |egendary Tanel orn. When he
had | earned all he could fromus, he bade us farewell and rode on
to the West. W counselled himnot to waste hinself in pursuit of
a nyth, but he believed he knew enough to continue. Did you not

Wi sh to journey with your friend?"

"l have other duties which call ne, though |, too, have sought
Tanel orn." He woul d have added nore but thought better of it. Any
further explanation would have led himinto nenories and probl ens
he had no wish to contenplate at present. Hs main concern was for
Al nac Kreb and the girl.

“"Ah, yes. Now | recall. You are a king in your own country, of
course. But a reluctant one, eh? The duties are hard for a young
man. Much is expected of you and you bear upon your shoul ders the
wei ght of the past, the ideals and |loyalties of an entire people.
It is difficult to rule well, to nake good judgenents, to di spense
justice fairly. W have no kings here anongst the Bauradim nerely
a group of nmen and wonen el ected to speak for the whole clan, and
| think it is better to share those burdens. If all share the
burden, if all are responsible for thenselves, then no single
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i ndi vidual has to carry a weight that is too much for them"

"The reason | travel is to |earn nore of such neans of

adm ni stering justice," said Elric. "But I will tell you this,
Rai K Na Seem ny people are as cruel as any in Quarzhasaat, and
have nore real power. W have a scanty notion of justice, and the
obligations of rule involve little nore than inventing new terrors
by which we may cow and control others. Power, | think, is a habit
as terrible as the potion I nmust now sip in order to sustain
nyself. It feeds upon itself. It is a hungry beast, devouring

t hose who woul d possess it and those who hate it-devouring even

t hose who own it."

“"The hungry beast is not power itself,"” said the old man. " Power
IS neither good nor evil. It is the use one nakes of it which is
good or evil. I know that Mel ni boné once ruled the world, or that
part of it she could find and the part she did not destroy."

"You seemto know nore of ny nation than ny nation knows of you!"
The al bino sm | ed.

"It is said by our folk that we all cane to the desert because we
fled first Melniboné and then Quarzhasaat. Each was as cruel as
the other, each as corrupting, and it did not matter to us which
destroyed which. W had hoped they woul d extingui sh each other, of
course, but that was not to be. The second best thing occurred:
Quar zhasaat al nost destroyed hersel f and Mel ni boné forgot all
about her-and us! | believe that soon after their war, Ml niboné
becanme bored with expansion and withdrew to rule only the Young
Ki ngdons. Now | hear she rules even |ess.”

"Only the Dragon Isle now " Elric found that his thoughts were
goi ng back to Cynoril and he tried to stop hinself fromthinking
of her. "But many a reaver's sought to sail against her and | oot
her wealth. They di scover, however, that she remains too powerful
for them They nust continue to trade with her instead.”

'Trade was ever War's superior," said Raik Na Seem and | ooked
suddenly back over his shoulder at Alnac's w thered body. The

gol den outline of the dreamnand was gl ow ng agai n and t hrobbi ng,
as it had done fromtine to tinme since Alnac had first lain down
beside the girl.

"Tis a strange organ," said Raik Na Seem softly. "Al nbost a second
spi ne. "

He was about to say nore when there was a faint novenent in

Al nac's features and a dreadful, desol ate groan escaped the
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bl oodl ess |i ps.

They turned and went to kneel beside him Al nac's eyes still

bl azed blue and Varadia's were still black.

"He is dying," whispered the First Elder. "lIs it so, Prince
Elric?"

Elric knew no nore than the Bauradi.

“What can we do for hinP" asked Rai k Na Seem

Elric touched the cold, |leathery carcass. He |lifted an al nost

wei ghtl ess wist and could hear no pul se beating. It was at this
nonment, startlingly, that Alnac's eyes turned fromblue to bl ack
and | ooked at Elric with all their old intelligence. "Ah, you have
cone to help ne. | have |l earned where the Pearl lies. But it is
too well protected.”

The voice was a whi sper fromthe dust-dry nouth.

Elric cradled the dreanthief in his arns. "I will help you, Al nac.
Tell me how. "

"You cannot. There are caverns... These dreans are defeating ne.
They are drowning ne. They are drawing ne in. | amdooned to join

t hose al ready dooned. Poor conpany for one such as ne, Prince
Elric. Poor conpany..."

The dreamnvand pul sed and gl owed white as bl eached bones. The
dreanthief's eyes turned to blue again, then back to black. The
thin air stirred in the leathery remains of his throat. Suddenly
there was horror in his face. "Ah, no! | nust find the will!"
The dreamvand noved |i ke a snake through his body, then slithered
Into Varadia, then returned. "Oh, Elric," said the tiny voice,
“"help ne if you can. Oh, | amtrapped. This is the worst | have
ever known..."

H s words seened to Elric to call to himdirectly fromthe grave,
as if his friend were already dead. "Elric, if there is sone
way. . ."

Then the body shuddered, filled as if with a single huge breath,
whil e the dreamnand flickered and withed again and then grew

still, lying as it had first done with the crook upon the two
cl asped hands.

“"Ah, ny friend, | was a fool even to consider nyself able to
survive this..." The tiny voice faded. "Wuld that | had

understood the nature of her mnd. It is so strong! So strong!"
"Who does he speak of ?" asked Raik Na Seem "M chil d? That which
hol ds her? My daughter is of the Sarangli wonen. Her grandnother

file:///F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Moorcock,%?2...8%20-%20The%20Fortress%200f%20The%20Pearl.htm (70 of 181) [6/4/03 10:52:53 PM]



And when Elric had told his three liesto Cymoril, his betrothed, and had set his ambitious cousin Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ru

could charm whole tribes to believe they died of disease. | told
hi m as nuch. Wat does he not understand?"

“"Oh, Elric, she has destroyed ne!" There was a trenor in the frail
hand as it reached towards the al bino.

Then, suddenly, all the colour and life cane flooding back into

Al nac's body. It seened to expand to its former size and vitality.
The hooked staff becane nothing nore than the artefact Elric had
originally seen at Alnac's belt.

The handsone dreant hief grinned. He was surprised. "I live! Elric,
| livel"

He took a firmer grip on his staff and nade to rise. Then he
coughed and sonet hi ng di sgusting oozed fromhis lips, like a

gigantic, half-digested worm It was as if he regurgitated his own
rotten organs. He w ped the stuff away. For a nonent he was
bew | dered, the terror returning to his eyes.

“"No." Abac seened reconciled suddenly. "I was too proud. | die, of
course." He coll apsed backward onto the sheet as Elric again tried
to hold him Wth his old irony the dreanthief shook his head. "A
little too late, | think. It's not ny fate, after all, to be your
conpani on, Sir Chanpion, in this plane."

Elric, to whomthe words nade no sense, believed Alnac to be
ravi ng and sought to quieten him

Then the staff fell fromthe dreanthief's grasp and he rolled onto
his side before a wavering, sickly screamcane out of him then a
stink which threatened to drive Elric and Raik Na Seem fromthe
Bronze Tent. It was as if his body putrefied before their eyes
even as the dreanthief tried to speak again and fail ed.

And then Al nac Kreb was dead.

Elric, nmourning a brave, good man, felt then that his own doom and
that of Anigh had been determ ned. The dreanthief's death
suggested forces at work of which the al bi no understood not hi ng,
for all his sorcerous wisdom He had cone across no grinoire which
even hinted of such a fate. He had seen worse befall those who
meddl ed wth sorcery, but here was a sorcery which he could not
begin to interpret.

"He is gone, then," said Raik Na Seem

"Aye." Elric's own breath shuddered in his throat. "Aye. H's
courage was greater than any of us suspected. Including, | think,
hi nsel f."

The First Elder wal ked slowmy to where his child still slept in
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her terrible trance. He | ooked down into her blue eyes as if he

al nost hoped to see the black eyes sonewhere there within her.
"Var adi a?"

She did not respond.

Solemmly Rai k Na Seemtook the Holy Grl and placed her back upon
the raised bl ock, settling her into the cushions as if she nerely
slept a natural sleep and he, her father, |aid her down for her
nightly rest.

Elric stared at the remains of the dreanthief. He had doubtl ess
understood the cost of failure and perhaps that was the secret he
had refused to share.

“I't is over," said Raik Na Seemgently. "Now | can think of
nothing to do for her. He gave too much." He was fighting not to

| ose hinself in either self-nortification or despair. "W nust try
to think what to do. WIIl you help ne in this, friend of ny son?"
“I'f I can.”

As Elric rose, shaking, to his feet he heard a sound behind him
He thought at first it was sone Bauradi wonan cone to nourn. He

| ooked back at the |ight which streaned in through the tent and
saw only her outline.

It was a young wonman, but she was not of the Bauradi m She entered
the tent slowy and there were tears in her eyes as she stared
down at Al nac Kreb's ruined body.

“I amtoo late, then?"

Her nusical voice was full of the nost intense sorrow She reached
a hand to her face. "He should not have attenpted such a task.
They told ne at the Silver Flower Qasis that you had cone here.
Wiy coul d you not have waited a little |longer? Just a day nore?"
It was with great effort that she controlled her grief and Elric
felt a sudden, obscure kinship with her.

She took another step towards the body. She was an inch or so
shorter than Elric, with a heart-shaped face franed by thick,
brown hair. Sl ender and well-nuscled, she wore a padded jerkin
slashed to showits red silk lining. She had soft vel vet breeches,
enbroi dered felt riding boots and over all this an al nost
transparent cotton dust-cloak pushed back from her shoul ders. At
her belt was a sword, and cradl ed above her |eft shoul der was a
hooked staff of gold and ebony, a nore el aborate version of the
one which lay on the carpet beside Al nac's corpse.

"I taught himall he knew of his craft," she said. "But it was not
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enough for this. How could he ever have thought that it would be!
He coul d never have achi eved such a goal. He had not the character
for it." She turned away, brushing at her face. Wen she | ooked
back her tears had gone and she stared directly back into Elric's
eyes.

"I am Qone," she said. She bowed briefly to Raik Na Seem "I am

t he dreant hief you sent for."

PART TWO

| s there a daughter born in dreans
Whose flesh is snow, whose ruby eyes
Stare into real ns whose substance seens
Strong as agony, soft as |lies?

|s there a girlchild born of dreans

Who carries blood as old as Tine,

Desti ned one day to blend with m ne

And give new | ands a newer gueen?

The Chronicle of the Black Sword

1
How a Thief May Instruct an Enperor

Cone renoved a date stone from her nouth and dropped it into the
sand of the Silver Flower Qasis. She reached her hand towards one
of the brilliant cactus flowers which gave the place its nane. She
stroked the petals with long, delicate fingers. She sang to
herself and it seened to Elric that her words were a | anent.
Respectfully he remained silent, sitting wwth his back to a palm
tree looking to the distant canp and its continuing activity. She
had asked bun to acconpany her but had said little to him He
heard a calling fromthe kashbeh hi gh above but when he peered in
that direction he saw nothing. The breeze bl ew over the desert and
red dust raced |ike water towards the Ragged Pillars on the

hori zon.

It was al nost noon. They had returned to the Silver Flower Qasis
that norning and the few remains of Alnac Kreb were to be burned
wi t h honour according to the custons of the Bauradi mthat night.
Qone's staff was no | onger slung on her back. Now she held the
dreamwand in both hands, turning it over and over, watching the
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light on its burnish and polish as if she had only now seen it for
the first tine. The other wand, Alnac's, she had tucked into her
bel t.

“I't would have nmade ny task a little easier,"” she said suddenly,
“I'f Alnac had not acted so precipitously. He did not realise | was
com ng and was doing his best to save the child, | know But a few
nore hours and | could have used his hel p, perhaps successfully.
Certainly I m ght have saved him"

"I do not understand what happened to him" said Elric.

"Even | do not know the exact cause of his fall," she said. "But |
wll explain what | can. That is why | asked you to cone with ne.

| would not wish to be overheard. And | nust demand your word that
you wll be discreet.”

"I am ever that, nmadam "

"Forever," she said.

"For ever ?"

"You nust prom se never to tell another soul what | tell you

t oday, nor recount any event which results fromthe telling. You
must agree to be bound by a dreanmthief s code even though you are
not of our kind."

Elric was baffled. "For what reason?"

"Woul d you save their Holy Grl? Avenge Al nac? Free yourself from
the drug's slavery? Adjust certain wongs in Quarzhasaat ?"

“You know | would."

"Then we may reach an agreenent, for it is certain that, unless we
hel p each other, you and the girl and perhaps nyself, too, wll

all be dead before the Bl ood Mon fades."

“"Certain?" Elric was grimy anused. "Are you an oracle, too, then,
madan?"

“"Al'l dreant hieves are that, to sone degree." She was al npost

i npatient, as if she spoke to a slow child. She caught herself.
“"Forgive ne. | forget that our craft is unknown in the Young

Ki ngdons. Indeed, it's rarely that we travel to this plane at
all."

"I have net many supernatural in ny life, ny lady, but few who
seem so human as yourself."”

"Human? O course | am human!" She seened puzzl ed. Then her brow
cleared. "Ah. | forget that you are at once nore sophisticated and
| ess | earned than those of ny own persuasion.” She smiled at him
“I amstill not recovered from Al nac's unnecessary dissol ution."
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"He need not have died." Elric's tone was flat, unquestioning. He
had known Al nac | ong enough to care for himas a Mend. He
under st ood sonet hing of Qone's loss. "And there is no way to
revive hinf"

"He | ost all essence," said Gone. "Instead of stealing a dream he
was robbed of his own." She paused, then spoke quickly, as if she
feared she would regret her words. "WII| you help nme, Prince
Elric?"

"Yes." He spoke without hesitation. "If it is to avenge Al nac and
save the child."

“"Even if you risk Alnac's fate? The fate which you w t nessed?"
“"Even that. Can it be worse than dying in Lord Gho's power?"
"Yes," she said sinply.

Elric | aughed al oud at her frankness. "Ah, well. Just so, nmdam
Just so! What's your bargai n?"

She noved her hand again towards the silver petals, balancing her
wand between her fingers. She was frowning, still not wholly
certain of the rightness of her decision. "I think that you are
one of the few nortals on this earth who coul d understand the
nature of ny profession, who'll know what | nean when | speak of
the nature of dreans and reality and how they intersect. | think,
too, that you have habits of m nd which would nmake you, if not a
perfect ally, then an ally on whom | could to sone extent depend.
We dreant hi eves have nade sonething of a science of a trade which
| ogically can tolerate no consistent laws. It has enabled us to
pursue our craft with sone success, largely, | suspect, because we
are able, to a degree, to inpose our wills upon the chaos we
encounter. Does this nake sense to you, Prince?"

"I think so. There are phil osophers of ny own people who claim
that nmuch of our magic is actually the inposition of powerful wll
upon the fundanental stuff of reality, an ability, if you like, to
make dreans cone true. Sone clai mour whole world was created

t hus. "

Gone seened pleased. "Good. | knew there were certain ideas |
woul d not have to explain.”

“But what woul d you have ne do, |ady?"

"I want you to help ne. Together we can find a way to what the
Sorcerer Adventurers call the Fortress of the Pearl and by so
doi ng one or both of us m ght steal the dream which binds the
child to perpetual sleep and free her to wakeful ness, return her
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to her people to be their seeress and their pride."

"The two are |linked, then?" Elric began to rise to his feet,
ignoring the call of his ever-present craving. "The child and the
Pear | ?"

"I think so."

“"What is the Iink?"

“I'n discovering that, we shall doubtless discover howto free
her."

"Forgive ne Lady Oone," said Elric gently, "but you sound al nost
as ignorant as I!"

“I'n sone ways it is true that | am Before |I go further, | nust
ask you to swear to abide by the Dreanthief's Code."

"I swear," said Elric, and he held up the hand on which his
Actorios glowed to show that he swore by one of his people's nopst
revered artefacts. "I swear by the R ngs of Kings."

“"Then | will tell you what | know and what | desire of you," said
Gone. She linked her free hand in his armand led himfurther into
the groves of palns and cypress. Sensing the shuddering hunger in
hi m whi ch yearned for Lord Gho's terrible drug, she seened to show
sone synpat hy.

“"A dreanthief," she began, "does exactly what the title inplies.
We steal dreans. Originally our guild were true thieves. W

| earned the trick of entering the worlds of other peoples' dreans
and stealing those which were nost magnificent or exotic.
Gradual |y, however, people began to call upon us to steal unwanted
dreans-or rather the dreans which entrapped or plagued friends or
relatives. So we stole those. Frequently the dreans thensel ves
were in no way harnful to another, only to the one who was in
their power..."

Elric interrupted. "Are you saying that a dream has sone nateri al

reality? That it can be seized, |like a volune of verse, say, or
noney purse, and slipped free of its owner?"
"Essentially, yes. O, | should say, our guild |learned the trick

of making a dreamsufficiently real for it to be handled thus!”
She now | aughed openly at his confusion and sone of the care went
away fromher for a nonent. "There is a certain tal ent needed and
a great deal of training."

"But what do you do wth these stolen dreans?"

"Why, Prince Elric, we sell themft the Dream Market, twi ce a
year. There's a fine trade in alnpbst any sort of dream no matter
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how bi zarre or terrifying. There are nerchants who purchase them
and custoners who would buy them W distill them of course, into
a formwhich can be transported and | ater transl ated. And because
we nake the dreans take substance, we are threatened by them That
subst ance can destroy us. You see what happened to Alnac. It takes
a certain character, a certain cast of mnd, a certain attitude of
spirit, all conmbining, to protect oneself in the Dream Real ns. But
because we have codified these realns we have also to a degree
made them our own to mani pul ate.™

"You nust explain nore to ne," said Elric, "if I amto follow you
at all, nmadam"”
“"Very well." She paused at the edge of the grove, where the earth

grew dustier and forned a territory between oasis and desert that
was a little of both and was neither. She studied the cracked
earth as if the cracks were the outlines of a singularly
conplicated map, a geonetry which only she coul d under st and.

"We have made rules," she said. Her voice was distant, al nost as

i f she spoke to herself. "And codified what we have di scovered
over the centuries. And yet we are still subject to the nost

uni magi nabl e hazards..."

"Wait, nmadam Are you suggesting that Al nac Kreb, by sone w zardry
known only to your guild, entered the world of the Holy Grl's
dreans and there suffered adventures such as you or | mght suffer
in this material worl d?"

"Well put." She turned with a strange smle on her lips. "Aye. And
hi s substance went into that world and was absorbed by it,

strengt hening the substance of her dreans...”

“"The dreans he hoped to steal.™

"He hoped to steal only one. The one which inprisons her in that
per petual sl unber.™

“"And then he would sell it, you say, at your Dream Market ?"
“"Perhaps." She was clearly unwilling to discuss this aspect of the
matt er.

"Where is that nmarket hel d?"

“I'n a real mbeyond this one, in a place where only those of our
prof ession, or those who attend upon us, may travel."

"You'd take ne there?" Elric spoke fromcuriosity.

Her gl ance was a m xture of anusenent and caution. "Possibly. But
first we nust be successful. W nust steal a dream so that we may
trade it there. Know you, Elric, | have every desire to informyou
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of all you wish to learn, but there are many things hard to
explain to one who has not studied with our guild. They can only
be denonstrated or experienced. | amnot a native of your world,
nor are nost dreanthieves fromthis sphere. W are wanderers-
nomads, you m ght say-between many tines and many places. W have
| earned that a dreamin one real mcan be an undeni able reality hi
another, while what is utterly prosaic in that real mcan el sewhere
be the stuff of the nost fantastic nightmare."

"I's all creation so nmalleable?" Elric asked with a shudder.

"What we create nust ever be, lest it die," she said, her tone one
of ironical finality.

"The struggl e between Law and Chaos echoes that struggle within
our sel ves between unbridl ed enoti on and too nuch caution, |
suppose,” Elric nused, aware that she did not wish to pursue this
particul ar conversation.

Wth her foot Gone traced the cracks in the red earth. 'To learn
nore you nmust becone an apprentice dreanthief..."

"WIllingly," said Elric. "I"msufficiently curious now, nmadam You
spoke of your |laws. What are they?"
“Sone are instructive, sone are descriptive. First I'll tell you

that we have determ ned that every Dream Real m shal|l have seven
aspects, which we have naned. By nam ng and describing we hope to
shape that which has no shape and control that which few can begin
to control. By such inpositions we have |learned to survive in
wor | ds where others would be destroyed within m nutes. Yet even
when we perform such inpositions, even that which our own wills
define can becone transnuted beyond our control. If you would
acconpany ne and aid ne in this adventure, you nust know that I
have determ ned we shall pass through seven | ands. The first |and
we call Sadanor, or the Land of Dreans-in-Comon. The second | and
i s Marador, which we call the Land of O d Desires, while the third
I s Paranor, the Land of Lost Beliefs. The fourth land is known to
dr eant hi eves as Cel ador, which is the Land of Forgotten Love. The
fifth is Imador, the Land of New Anbition, and the sixth is

Fal ador, the Land of Madness..."

"Fanci ful nanes indeed, nadam The CGuild of Dreanthieves has a
penchant for poetry, | think. And the seventh? Wat is that
named?"

She paused before she replied. Her wonderful eyes peered into his,
as if exploring the recesses of his own skull. "That has no nane,"
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she said quietly, "save any nane the inhabitants shall give it.
But there, if anywhere, you will find the Fortress of the Pearl,"
Elric felt hinself trapped by that gentle yet determ ned gaze.
"And how may we enter these |ands?" The albino forced hinself to
engage wth these questions though by now his whol e body was
crying out for a draft of Lord Gho's elixir.

She sensed his tension, and her hand on his armwas neant to calm
and reassure him "Through the child," said Oone.

Elric remenbered what he had witnessed in the Bronze Tent and he
shuddered. "How is such a thing achi eved?”

Qone frowned and the pressure of her hand increased. "She is our
gateway and the dreamnands are our keys. There is no way hi which
| will harmher, Elric. Once we have reached the seventh aspect,
the Nanel ess Land, there we mght in turn find the key to her
particul ar prison.”

"She is a nmedium then? Is that what has happened to her? Did the
Sorcerer Adventurers know sonet hing of her power and in attenpting
to use her put her into this trance?"

Agai n she hesitated, then she nodded. "C ose enough, Prince Elric.
It is witten in our histories, of which we have many, though nost
are inaccessible to us in the libraries of Tanelorn, 'Wat |ies
within always has a formw thout and that which is wthout takes a
shape wthin.' Put another way, we sonetines say that what is

vi si bl e nmust al ways have an invisible aspect, just as everything

I nvi si ble nust be represented by the visible."

Elric found this too cryptic for him though he was famli ar
enough with such nysterious utterances fromhis own grinbires. He
did not dismss them but he knew they frequently required nuch
pondering and certain experience before they nade conpl ete sense.
"You speak of supernatural realns, madam The worlds inhabited by
the Lords of Chaos and of Law, by the elenentals, by imortals and
the like. | know sonething of such real ns and have even | ourneyed
in themsone little way. But | have never heard of |eaving part of
one's physical substance behind and travelling into those real ns
by neans of a sleeping child!"

She | ooked at himfor a long nonent as if she thought he was

del i berately disingenuous, then she shrugged. "You will find the
real s of the dreanthief very simlar. And you would do well to
menori se and obey our code."

"You are a strict order, then, madam.."
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“"I'f we are to survive. Alnac had the instincts of a good
dreant hi ef but he had not acquired the full discipline. That was
one of the chief reasons for his dissolution. You on the other
hand are famliar with the necessary disciplines, for they were
how you canme by your know edge of sorcery. Wthout those

di sci pli nes you, too, would have perished."

"I have rejected nuch of that, Lady Gone."

"Aye. So | believe. But you have not |ost the habit, | think. O
so | hope. The first |aw the dreanthief obeys says, Ofers of

gui dance nust al ways be accepted but never trusted. The second
says, Beware the famliar, and the third tells us, Wat is strange
shoul d be cautiously wel coned. There are nmany others, but it is

t hose three which enconpass the fundanental s by which a dreant hi ef
survives." She smled. Her smle was oddly sweet and vul nerabl e
and Elric realised she was weary. Perhaps her grief had exhausted
her .

The Mel ni bonéan spoke gently, | ooking back to the great red rocks
of the Silver Flower's protection and sanctuary. The voices were
stilled now. Thin lines of snoke ascended the rich blue of the
sky. "How |l ong does it take to instruct and train one of your
calli ng?"

She recogni sed his irony now "Five years or nore," she said.

“Al nac had been a full nmenber of the guild for perhaps six years."
“"And he failed to survive in the real mwhere the Holy Grl's
spirit is held prisoner?"

"He was, for all his skills, only an ordinary nortal, Prince
Elric."”

“"And you think I'mnore than that?"

She | aughed openly. "You are the | ast Enperor of Ml niboné. You
are the nost powerful of your race, which is a race whose
famliarity with sorcery is | egendary. True, you have |left your
bride to be waiting for you while you place your cousin Yyrkoon on
the Ruby Throne to reign as Regent until you return-a decision
only an idealist would nmake-but nonetheless, ny lord, you cannot
pretend to ne that you are in any way ordinary!"

In spite of his craving for the poisonous elixir, Elric found

hi nsel f | aughi ng back at her. "If | amsuch a man of qualities,
madam how is it that | find nyself in this position,
contenplating death fromthe tricks of a second-rate provincial
politician?"
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"I did not say you admred yourself, ny lord. But it would be
foolish to deny what you have been and what you could becone.™

“I prefer to consider the latter, ny |ady."

"Consider, if you will, the fate of Raik Na Seenml s daughter.
Consider the fate of his people deprived of then: history and
their oracle. Consider your own doom to perish for no good reason
in a distant | and, your destiny unfulfilled."

Elric accepted this.

She continued. "It is probable, too, that you have no rival as a
sorcerer in your world. Wiile your specific skills m ght be of
little use to you in the adventure | propose, your experience,
know edge and under standi ng m ght nake the difference between
success and failure."

Elric had becone inpatient as his body's demand for the drug grew
unbearable. "Very well, Lady Gone. \Watever you decide, | shall
agree to."

She took a step back from himand | ooked at himcoolly. "You had
best return to your tent and find your elixir," she said softly.
Fam | i ar desperation filled the albino's mnd. "I shall, nmadam |
shall." And turning he strode swftly back towards the gathered
tents of the Bauradim

He scarcely spoke to any of those who greeted himas he passed.
Rai k Na Seem had noved nothing fromthe tent Elric had | ast shared
with Alnac Kreb, and the albino hastily drew the flask fromhis
saddl e-bag, taking a deep draft and feeling, for a short while at
| east, the relief, the resurgence of energy, the illusion of

heal th which the Quarzhasaati's drug gave him He sighed and
turned towards the entrance of the tent as Rai k Na Seem cane up,
his brow furrowed, his eyes full of pain which he tried to

di squi se. "Have you agreed to help the dreanthief, Elric? WIIl you
attenpt to achi eve what the prophecy predicted? Bring our Holy
Grl back to us? There is now less tine than there ever was. Soon
the Bl ood Mbon wll be gone."

Elric dropped the flask onto the carpet which covered the ground.
He bent and picked up the Black Sword, which he had unbuckl ed
whil e he wal ked with Cone. The thing thrilled in his fingers and
he felt vaguely nauseated. "I will do whatever is required of ne,"
t he al bi no sai d.

"Good." The older man gripped Elric by the shoul ders. "Oone has
told ne that you are a great man with a great destiny and that
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this time is one of considerable nonent in your life. W are
honoured to be part of that destiny and grateful for your
concern..."

Elric accepted Raik Na Seemis words with all his old grace. He
bowed. "I believe that the health of your Holy Grl is nore

i nportant than any fate of mne. | wll do whatever is possible to
bring her back to you."

CGone had entered behind the Bauradims First Elder. She smled at
the al bino. "You are ready now?"

El ric nodded and began to buckle on the Black Sword, but Qone
stopped himwith a gesture. "You'll find the weapons you need
where we travel ."

"But the sword is nore than a weapon, Lady Oone!" The al bi no knew
a kind of panic.

She held out Alnac's dreamwand to him "This is all you need for
our venture, ny lord Enperor.”

Stornbringer murnured violently as Elric let the sword fall back
to the cushions of the tent. It seened alnost to threaten him

"l am dependent..." he began.

She shook her head gently. "You are not. You believe that sword to
be part of your identity but it is not. It is your nenesis. It is
the part of you which represents your weakness, not your
strength.”

Elric sighed. "I do not understand you, ny |ady, but if you do not
wish ne to bring the sword, I'll leave it."

Anot her sound, a peculiar growl, fromthe blade, but Elric ignored
it. He left both flask and sword in the tent and strode to where
horses awaited themto carry themfromthe Silver Flower Qasis
back to the Bronze Tent.

As they rode a little distance behind Raik Na Seem Gone told
Elric sonething nore of what the Holy Grl neant to the Bauradi m
“As you perhaps have already realised, the child holds in trust
the history and the aspirations of the Bauradimtheir collected

wi sdom Everything they know to be true and of value is contained
within her. She is the living representation of her people's

| ear ni ng-what is the essence of their history-of a tine before

t hey becane desert dwellers even. |If they |ose her, there is every
chance, they believe, that they nust begin their history all over
agai n-rel earn hard-won | essons, relive experience and nmake the

m st akes and bl unders which so painfully informed their people's
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under st andi ng down the centuries. She is Tune, if you like-their

| i brary, museum religion and culture personified in a single
human bei ng. Can you inmagine, Prince Elric, what her |loss neans to
then? She is the very soul of the Bauradim And that soul is

| npri soned where only those of a certain skill can even find her,

| et al one free her."

Elric fingered the dreammvand whi ch now repl aced his runesword at

his hip. "If she were only an ordinary child, bringing sorrowto
her famly through her condition, | would be inclined to help if I
could,” he said. "For | like this people and their |eader."

"Her fate and yours are intertw ned," said Gone. "Wuatever your
sentinments, ny lord, you probably have little real choice in the
matter. "

He did not wwsh to hear this. "It seens to ne, madam that you
dreant hi eves are altogether too famliar with nyself, ny famly,
ny people and ny destiny. It nakes ne sonewhat unconfortable. Yet
| cannot deny you know nore than anyone, save ny betrothed, about
ny inner conflicts. How cone you by this power of divination and
pr ophecy?"

She spoke al nost casually. "There is a land all dreanthi eves have
visited. It is a place where all dreans intersect, where all that
we have in common neets. And we call that |and the Birthpl ace of

t he Bone, where mankind first assuned reality."

"This is legend! And primtive |legend at that!"

“"Legend to you. Truth to us. As one day you'll discover."

“I'f Alnac could foretell the future, why did he not wait for you
to cone to help hinf"

“We rarely know our own destinies, only the general novenents of
the tides and of the figures who stand out in their world's
histories. Al dreanthieves, it is true, know the future, for half
their lives are spent without Tine. For us there is no past or
future, only a changing present. W are free of those particul ar
chai ns while bound as strongly by others."

"l have read of such ideas, but they nean very little to ne."
"Because you | ack experience to nmake sense of them" "You have

al ready spoken of the Land of Dreans-in-Common. |s that the sane
as the Birthplace of the Bone?" "Perhaps. Qur people are undeci ded
on the point." Tenporarily invigorated by the drug, Elric began to
enj oy the conversation, nuch of which he saw as nere pl easant
abstraction. Free of his runesword he knew a kind of |ightness of
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spirit which he had not experienced since the first nonths of his
courtship of Cynoril in those relatively untroubled years before
Yyrkoon's growi ng anbition had begun to contam nate life at the
Mel ni bonéan Court.

He recall ed sonething fromone of his own people's histories. "I
have seen it said that the world is no nore than what its denizens
agree it is. | renenber reading sonething to that effect in The
Gabbl i ng Sphere which said, 'For who is to say which is the inner
wor |l d and which the outer? What we nmake reality nmay be what wl|

al one deci des, and what we define as dreans nay be the greater
truth.' Is that a phil osophy close to your own, Lady Gone?" " ose
enough," she said. "Though it seens a little airy." They rode |ike
this, alnost like two children on a picnic, until they reached the
Bronze Tent when the sun was setting and were |ed, once nore, into
t he place where nen and wonen sat or |ay around the great raised
bed on which rested the little girl who synbolised their entire
exi st ence.

It seened to Elric that the illumnating braziers and | anps were
burni ng | ower than when | ast he was here, and that the child

| ooked even pal er than before, but he forced an expression of
confidence when he turned to Raik Na Seem "This tinme we shall not
fail her," he said.

Qone appeared to approve of Elric's words and watched carefully
as, on her instructions, Varadia's frail body was lifted fromthe
bed and placed this tinme upon a huge cushion which, in its turn,
was set between two ot her cushions, also of great size. She signed
to the albino to lay his body down on the far side of the child
whil e she herself took up her position on the girl's left.

"Grasp her hand, ny lord Enperor,"” said Qone ironically, "and

pl ace the crook of the dreamwand over both yours and hers, as you
saw Al nac do."

Elric felt sone trepidation as he obeyed her, but he knew no fear
for hinself, only for the child and her people, for Cynoril

wai ting for himin Ml niboné, for the boy who prayed in

Quar zhasaat that he would return with the jewel his jailer had
demanded. H's hand |l ocked to the girl's by the dreamnand, he knew
a sense of fusion that was not unpleasant, yet seened to burn as
hot as any flane. He watched as Oone did the sane thing.

| medi ately Elric felt a power possess himand for a nonent it was
as if his body grew lighter and lighter until it threatened to
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drift away on the slightest breeze. H's vision faded, yet dinmy he

could still see Oone. She seened to be concentrating.
He | ooked into the face of the Holy Grl and for a second thought
he saw her skin turn still whiter, her eyes glow as crinson as his

own, and a strange thought cane and went in his mnd: If | had a
daught er she woul d | ook thus...

And then it was as if his bones were nelting, his flesh

di ssolving, his whole mnd and spirit dissipating. He gave hinself
up to this sensation as he had determ ned he nust, since he now
served Qone's purpose, and now the flesh becane flow ng water, the
vei ns and bl ood were coloured strands of air, his skeleton flowed
like nolten silver, mngling wwth the Holy Grl's, becom ng hers,
then fl ow ng on beyond her, into caverns and tunnels and dark

pl aces, into places where whole worlds existed in holl owed rock,
where voices called to himand knew bun and sought to confort him
or frighten himor tell himtruths he did not wsh to |earn; and
then the air grew bright again and he felt OCone beside him
guiding him her hand on his, her body al nost his body, her voice
confident and even cheerful, |ike one who noves towards famliar
danger; danger which she had overcone many tines. Yet there was an
edge to her voice which nmade hi mbelieve she had never faced a
danger as great as this one and that there was every chance

nei ther of themwould return to the Bronze Tent or the Silver

FIl ower Qasi s.

And there was nusic which he understood was the very soul of this
child turned into sound. Sweet, sad, lonely nusic. Misic so

beauti ful he would have wept had he anything nore than the airiest
subst ance.

Then he saw bl ue sky before him a red desert stretching away
towards red nountains on the horizon, and he had the strangest of
sensations, as if he were comng hone to a | and he had sonehow

| ost in his childhood and then forgotten.

2
In the Marches at the Heart's Edge

As Elric felt his bones re-formand the flesh resune its famliar
wei ght and contour he saw that the |land they had entered seened
scarcely any different fromthat which they had | eft. Red desert
stretched before them red nountains |ay beyond. So famliar was
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the | andscape that Elric | ooked back, expecting to see the Bronze
Tent, but i medi ately behi nd hi m now yawned a chasm so vast that
no further side could be seen. He knew sudden vertigo and checked
hi s bal ance, sonewhat to Oone's anusenent

The dreant hief was dressed in her sane functional velvets and
silks and seened a little anmused by his response. "Aye, Prince
Elric! Now we are indeed at the very edge of the world! W have
only certain choices here and they do not include retreat!"

"l had not considered it, madam" Looking nore closely, he
real i sed that the nountains were considerably taller and were al

| eaning in the sane direction, as if bent by a trenendous w nd.
"They are like the teeth of sone ancient predator,"” said Oone with
a shudder of one who m ght actually have stared into such a naw at
sone tinme in their career. "Doubtless the first stage of our
journey takes us there. This is the | and we dreantni eves call
Sadanor. The Land of Dreans-in-Conmon. "

"Yet you seemunfamliar with the scenery.”

"The scenery varies. W know only the nature of the land. It may
change in its details. But where we travel is frequently dangerous
not because it is unfamliar but because of its famliarity. That
is the second rule of the dreanthief.”

"Beware the famliar."

“"You learn well." She seened unduly pleased by his response, as if
she had doubted her own description of his qualities and was gl ad
to have themconfirned. Elric began to realise the degree of
desperation involved in this adventure and was seized by that wild
carel essness, that willingness to give hinself up to the nonent,
to any experience, which so set himapart fromthe other |ords of
Mel ni boné, whose lives were ruled by tradition and a desire to

mai ntain their power at any cost.

Smling, his eyes alight with all their old vitality, he bowed
ironically. "Then | ead on, madam Let us begin our journey towards
t he nountains.”

Gone, a little startled by his nood, frowned. But she began to
wal k t hrough sand so light it stirred |ike water around her feet.
And the al bino foll owed.

"I must admt," he said, after they had wal ked for perhaps an
hour, w thout noting any shift in the position of the light, "the
nore | amin this place, the nore it begins to disturb ne. |

t hought the sun obscured, but now | realise there is no sun hi the
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sky at all."
"Such normalities cone and go in the Land of Dreans-in-Common, "
sai d Gone.

“I would feel nore secure with ny sword at ny side."

"Swords are easily cone by here," she said.

“"Drinkers of soul s?"

“Per haps. But do you feel the need for that peculiar form of

sust enance? Do you crave Lord Gho's drug?"

Elric admtted to his own surprise that he had | ost no energy. For
perhaps the first tine in his adult |life he had the sense that he
was physically as other people, able to sustain hinself wthout
calling on any formof artifice. "It occurs to ne," he said, "that
| mght be well-advised to nake ny hone here."

"Ah, now you begin to fall into another of this realms traps,"
she said, lightly enough. "First there is suspicion and maybe
fear. Then there is relaxation, a feeling that you have al ways

bel onged here, that this is your natural hone, or your spiritual
home. These are all illusions common to the traveller, as | am
sure you know. Here those illusions nust be resisted, for they are
nore than sentinent. They may be traps set to snare you and
destroy you. Be grateful that you have nore apparent energy than
that which you normally know, but renenber another rule of the
dreanmt hief: Every gain is paid for, either before or after the
event. Every apparent benefit could well have its contrary

di sadvant age. "

Privately Elric still thought the price for such a sense of well -
bei ng m ght be worth the paying.

It was at that nonent that he saw the | eaf.

It drifted down fromover his head, a broad, red-gold oak |eaf,
falling gently as any ordi nary autum sheddi ng, and | anded upon
the sand at his feet. Wthout at first finding this extraordinary,
he bent to pick the |eaf up.

Qone had seen it, too, and nade as if to caution bun, then changed
her m nd.

Elric laid the eaf on the pal mof his hand. There was not hi ng
unusual about it, save that there was not a tree visible in any

di rection. He was about to ask Oone to explain this phenonenon
when he noticed that she was staring beyond him over his

shoul der.

"“Good afternoon to you,

said a jaunty voice. "This is luck
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I ndeed, to find sone fellow nortals in such a m serable

wi | derness. What trick of the Wheel brought us here, do you

t hi nk?"

"Greetings," said Oone, her smle growing broad. "You're ill-
dressed, sir, for this desert."

“I was told neither of nmy destination nor of the fact that | was
| eaving..."

Elric turned and to his surprise saw a small man whose shar p,
nerry features were shadowed by an enornous turban of yellow silKk.
Thi s headdress, at |east as wide as the man's shoul ders, was
decorated with a pin containing a great green gemand fromit
sprout ed several peacock feathers. He seened to be wearing nmany

| ayers of clothing, all highly coloured, of silk and |inen,

i ncl udi ng an enbroi dered wai stcoat and a | ong jacket of
beautifully stitched blue patchwork, each shade subtly different
fromthe one next toit. On his | egs were baggy trousers of red
silk and his feet sported curling slippers of green and yell ow

| eat her. The man was unarned, but hi his hands he held a startl ed
bl ack and white cat upon whose back were folded a pair of silky
bl ack w ngs.

The man bowed when he saw Elric. "G eetings, sir. You would be the

| ncarnation of the Chanpion on this plane, |I take it. | am" He
frowned as if he had for a second forgotten his own nanme. "I am
sonet hi ng beginning with 'J' and sonething beginning with '"C "' It
Wil return to nme in a nonent. O another nanme or event wll

occur, |'msure. | am your-what ?-anmanuensi s, eh?" He peered up
into the sky. "Is this one of those sunless worlds? Are we to have

no night at all?"

Elric |looked to Gone, who did not seemwary of this apparition. "I
did not ask for a secretary, sir," he said to the small nman. "Nor
did | expect to be assigned one. My conpanion and | are on a quest
inthis world..."

“"A quest, naturally. It is your role, as it is mne to acconpany
you. That's in order, sir. My nane is-" But again his own nane

el uded him "Yours is?"

"I amElric of Melniboné and this is Qone the Dreanthief."

"Then this is the Land the dreanthi eves call Sadanor, | take it.
Good, then | amcalled Jaspar Colinadous. And ny cat's nane is

Wi skers, as al ways. "

At this, the cat gave voice to a small, intelligent noise, to
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which its owner |istened carefully and nodded.

"I recognise this |land now," he said. "You'll be seeking the

Mar ador Gate, eh? For the Land of A d Desires."

“"You are a dreanthief yourself, Sir Jaspar?" Gone asked in sone
surpri se.

"I have relatives who are.”

“But how cane you here?" Elric asked. "Through a nediunf? D d you
use a nortal child, as we did?"

"Your words are nysterious to ne, sir." Jaspar Colinadous adjusted
his turban, the little cat tucked carefully under one vol um nous
silk sleeve. "I travel between the worlds, apparently at random
usually at the behest of sonme force | do not understand,
frequently to find nyself guiding or acconpanying venturers such
as yourselves. Not," he added feelingly, "always dressed
appropriately for the realmor the nonent of ny arrival. |
dreaned, | think, | was the sultan of sone fabulous city, where |
possessed the nost astonishing variety of treasures. Were | was
wai ted upon..." Here he coloured and | ooked away from Gone.
"Forgive ne. It was a dream | have awakened fromit now.
Unfortunately the clothes followed ne fromthe dream.."

Elric believed the man's words were close to nonsense, but Gone
had no difficulty wwth them "You know a road, then, to the

Mar ador Gat e?"

“"Surely | nmust, if this is the Land of Dreans-in-Conmon."
Carefully he placed the cat on his shoul der and then began to
rummage in his sleeves, wwthin his shirt, in the pockets of his
several garnents, producing all nmanner of scrolls and papers and
littl e books, boxes, conpacts, witing instrunents, |engths of
cord and reels of thread, until one of the rolled pieces of vellum

caused himto cry out inrelief. "Here it is, | think! Qur map."
He replaced all the other itens in exactly the places he had drawn
them from and unroll ed the parchnent. "lIndeed, indeed! This shows
us the road through yonder nountains."

"Offers of guidance..." began Elric.

“"And beware the famliar," said Oone softly. Then she nmade a

di sm ssive gesture. "Here we have conflict already, you see, for
what is unfamliar to you is highly famliar to ne. That is part
of the nature of this land." She turned to Jaspar Colinadous.
"Sir? May | see your nap?"

Wt hout hesitation, the small nman handed it to her. "A straight
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road. It's always a straightish road, eh? And only one. That's the
joy of these Dream Real ns. One can interpret and control them so
sinply. Unless, of course, they swall ow one up conpletely. Wich
they are wont to do."

"You have the advantage of ne," said Elric, "for | know nothing of
this world. Neither was | aware that there are others like it."
“Aha! Then you have so nmuch wonder to anticipate, sir! So many
marvel s yet to witness. | would tell you of them but ny own
menory is not what it should be. |I frequently have only the
vaguest of recollections. But there is an infinity of worlds and
sone are yet unborn, sone so old they have grown senile, some born
of dreans, sone destroyed by nightmares." Jaspar Colinadous paused

apol ogetically. "I grow over-enthusiastic. | do not intend to
confuse you, sir. Just know you that | ama little confused
nyself. | amever that. Does ny map make sense to you, Lady

Dr eant hi ef ?"

"Aye." (Gone was frowni ng over the parchnent. "There is only one
pass t hrough those nountains, which are called the Shark's Jaws.
If we assune that the nountains are lying to our north, then we
must bear to the north-east and there find the Shark's GQullet, as
it's named here. W are nuch obliged to you, Master Jaspar

Col i nadous." She rolled up the map and returned it to him It

di sappeared into one of his sleeves and the cat crept down to lie,
purring, in the crook of his arm

For a nonent, Elric had the strongest instinct that this |ikable

| ndi vi dual had been called up by OGone from her own imagi nati on,

t hough it was inpossible to believe he did not exist in his own
right, such a self-confident personality was he. Indeed, Elric had
t he passing fancy that perhaps he, hinself, was the phantasy.
"You'l | note there are dangers hi that pass," said Jaspar

Col i nadous casually, as he fell in beside them "I'll |et Wi skers
scout for us, if you like, when we get closer.™

"We should be nmuch obliged to you, sir," said Qone.

They continued their journey across the bl eak | andscape, wth
Jaspar Colinadous telling tales of previous adventures, nost of
whi ch he could only half recall, of people he had known, whose
names escaped nun, and of great nonents in the histories of a

t housand wor | ds whose i nportance now el uded him To hear hi mwas

| i ke com ng upon the old halls of Inrryr, on the Dragon Isle,
where once huge series of windows had told hi pictures the tales
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of the first Ml nibonéans and how they had cone to then- present
home. Now they were nere shards, small fragnents of the story,
brilliant details whose context was only barely inagi nabl e and
whose i nformati on was gone forever. Elric ceased trying to follow
Jaspar Col i nadous's conversation but, as he had learned to do with
the fragnents of glass, let hinself enjoy themfor then- texture
and then: col our instead.

The consi stency of the |ight had begun to disturb nun and
eventually he interrupted the little man in his flow and asked hi m
i f he, too, was not nmade unconfortable by it.

Jaspar Col i nadous took this opportunity to stop and renove his
slippers, shaking sand fromthem as Oone waited ahead of them her
stance inpatient. "No, sir. Supernatural worlds are frequently
sunl ess, for they obey none of the laws we are famliar with in
our owmn. They may be flat, half-spheres, oval, circular, even
shaped |i ke cubes. They exist only as satellites to those real ns

we call 'real,' and therefore are dependent not upon any sun or
noon or planetary systemfor their ordering, but upon the demands-
spiritual, inmaginative, philosophical and so on-of worlds which

do, in fact, require a sun to heat themand a noon to nove their
tides. There is even a theory that our worlds are the satellites
and that these supernatural worlds are the birthplaces of all our
realities.” H's shoes again free from sand, Jaspar Coli nadous
began to foll ow OCone, who was sone di stance on, having refused to
wai t upon them

“"Perhaps this is the land ruled by Arioch, ny patron Duke of
Hell," said Elric. "The land fromwhich the Black Sword sprung.”
“"Oh, quite possibly, Prince Elric. For, see, there's a hellish
sort of creature stooping on your friend at this very nonent and
us w thout a weapon between us!"

The three-headed bird nust have flown at such a great height it
had not been seen to approach, but now it was dropping at
terrifying speed from above and Qone, alerted by Elric's cry of
war ni ng, began to run, perhaps hoping to divert it in its descent
upon her. It was |like a gigantic crow, with two of its heads
tucked deep into its neck, while the other stretched out to help
its downward flight, its wings spread behind it, its claws
extended, ready to seize the wonman.

Elric began to run forward, screamng at the thing. He, too, hoped
that this activity would disturb the creature enough to nake it
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| o0se its nonmentum

Wth a terrible cawi ng which seened to fill the entire heavens,
the nonster slowed its descent a trifle in order to make a nore
accurate strike on the woman.

It was then that Jaspar Colinadous cried frombehind Elric:

"Jack Three Beaks, thou naughty bird!"™ t The beast wavered in the
air, turning all heads towards the turbanned figure who strode
decisively towards it across the sand, his cat alert on his arm
"What's this, Jack? | thought you were forbidden living neat!"
Jaspar Colinadous's voice was contenptuous, famliar. Wi skers
grow ed and gi bbered at the thing, though it was many tines | arger
than the little cat.

Wth a croak of defiance the bird flopped onto the sand and began
to run at sone consi derabl e speed towards Cone, who had stopped to
W tness this bizarre event. Now she took to her heels again, the

t hree- headed crow in pursuit.

"Jack! Jack! Renenber the punishnent."

The bird's cry was al nost nocking. Elric began to stunble through
the desert in its track, hoping to find nmeans of saving the

dr eant hi ef .

It was then that he felt sonething cut through the air above his
head, fanning hi mw th unexpected cool ness, and a dark shape sped
in pursuit of the thing Jaspar Colinadous had call ed Jack Three
Beaks.

It was the black and white cat. The beast flung his little body at
the bird' s central neck and sank all four sets of claws into the
feathers. Wth a shrill screamthe gigantic three-headed crow
whirled round, its other heads trying to peck at the tenaci ous cat
and just failing to reach it.

To Elric's astonishnent the cat seened to swell |arger and |arger
as if feeding on the life-stuff of the crow, while the crow
appeared to grow snall er.

"Bad Jack Three Beaks! Wcked Jack!" The al nost ridiculous figure
of Jaspar Colinadous strutted up to the thing now, waggi ng a
finger, at which beaks snapped but dared not bite. "You were

war ned. And now you nust perish. How cane you here at all? You
foll owed ne, | suppose, when | left ny palace." He scratched his
head. "Not that | recall |eaving the palace. Ah, well..."

Jack Three Beaks cawed again, glaring with mad, frightened eyes in
the direction of his original prey. Oone was approachi ng agai n.
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"This creature is your pet, Mster Jaspar?"

“"Certainly not, madam It is ny eneny. He knew he'd had his | ast
warning. But | think he did not expect to find ne here and

beli eved he could attack living prey with inpunity. Not so, Jack,
eh?"

The answering croak was al nost pathetic now The little black and
white cat resenbl ed nothing so nuch as a feeding vanpire bat as it
sucked and sucked of the nonster's life-stuff.

Cone watched in horror as gradually the crow shrank to a tiny,

wi zened thing and Wi skers at |ast sat back, huge and round, and
began to clean hinmself, purring with considerabl e pleasure.
Clearly pleased with his pet, Jaspar Coli nadous reached up to pat
his head. "Good | ad, Wi skers. Now poor Jack's not even gravy for
an old man's bread.” He smled proudly at his two new Mends. "This
cat has saved ny |ife on many an occasion.”

“"How had you the nane of that nonster?' (Qone w shed to know. Her

| ovely features were flushed and she was out of breath. Elric was
rem nded suddenly of Cynoril, though he could not exactly identify
the simlarity.

“"Why, it was Jack frightened the principality |I visited before
this." Jaspar Colinadous displayed his rich clothing. "And how |
cane to be so favoured by the folk of that place. Jack Three Beaks
al ways knew t he power of Whiskers and was afraid of him He had
been terrorising the people when | arrived. | tanmed Jack-or
strictly speaking, Wiskers did-but et himlive, since he was a
useful carrion eater and the province was given to terrible heat
in the summer. When | fell through that particular rent hi the
fabric of the nul-tiverse he nust have cone with ne, wthout
realising | was already here with Whiskers. There's little nystery
toit, Lady Cone."

She drew a deep breath. "Well, I'mgrateful for your aid, sir."

He inclined his head. "Now, had we better not nove on toward the
Mar ador Gate? There are nore, if | ess unexpected, dangers ahead of
us hi the Shark's Gullet. The map nmarks 'em"

"Would that | had a weapon at ny side," said Elric feelingly. "I
woul d be nore confident, whether it were an illusion or no!" But
he marched beside the others as they noved on towards the
nount ai n.

The cat remai ned behind, licking his paws and cl eani ng hi nsel f,
for all the world |ike an ordinary donestic creature which had
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killed a pantry-raidi ng nouse.

At |ast the ground began to rise as they reached the shall ow
foothills of the Shark's Jaws and saw ahead of them a great, dark
fissure in the nmountains, the Gullet which would | ead them through
to the next land of their journey. In the heat of the barren

wi | derness the pass | ooked cool and al nbst wel com ng, though even
fromhere Elric thought he could see shapes noving init. Wite
shadows flickered agai nst the bl ack.

"What manner of people live here?" he asked Gone, who had not
shown hi mthe nmap.

“Chiefly those who have either |ost their way or becone too
fearful to continue the journey inward. The other nane for the
pass is the Valley of Timd Souls." Gone shrugged. "But | suspect
it is not fromthemthat we shall be in danger. At |east, not
greatly. They'll ally thensel ves with whatever power rules the
pass. "

"And the map says nothing of its nature?"

"Only that we should be wary."

There cane a noise frombehind themand Elric turned, expecting a
threat, but it was only Wiskers, looking a little plunper, a
little sleeker, but back to his normal size, who had at | ast
caught up with them

Jaspar Col i nadous | aughed and bent to let the cat |l eap onto his
shoul der. "We have no need of weapons, eh? Not with such a
handsone beast to defend us!”

The cat |icked his face.

Elric was peering into the dark pass, trying to determ ne what he
m ght find there. For a nonent he thought he saw a rider at the
entrance, a man nounted on a silvery grey horse, wearing strange
arnour of different shades of white and grey and yellow. The
warrior's horse reared as he turned it and rode back into the

bl ackness and Elric knew a sensation of foreboding, though he had
never seen the figure before.

Qone and Jaspar Col i nadous were apparently unaware of the
apparition and continued with untiring stride in the direction of
t he

Elric said nothing of the rider but instead asked Gone how it was
that they had all wal ked for hours and felt neither hungry nor
weary.

“I't is one of the advantages of this realm" she said. "The
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di sadvant ages are consi derabl e, however, since a sense of tine is
easily lost and one can forget direction and goals. Mirreover, it's
Wi se to bear in mnd that while one does not appear to |ose

physi cal energy or experience hunger, other forns of energy are
bei ng expended. Psychic and spiritual they may be, but they are
just as valuable, as |I'm sure you appreciate. Conserve those
particul ar resources, Prince Elric, for you'll have urgent need of
t hem soon enough!”

Elric wondered if she, too, had caught sight of the pale warrior
but, for a reason he could not understand, was reluctant to ask
her .

The hills were growing taller and taller around them as, subtly,
they noved into the Shark's Qullet. The |ight was di nmer already,
bl ocked by the nountains, and Elric felt a chill which was not

al together the result of the shade.

He becane aware of a rushing sound and Jaspar Coli nadous ran
towards a high bank of rocks to peer over them and | ook down. He
turned, a little baffled. "A deep chasm A river. W nust find a
bri dge before we can go on." He nmurnured to his w nged cat, which
| mredi ately took flight over the abyss and was soon lost in the
gl oom beyond.

Forced to pause, Elric knew sudden gl oom Unable to gauge his
physi cal needs, uncertain of what events took place in the world
he had left, perturbed by the know edge that their tine was
runni ng short and that Lord Gho would certainly keep his word to
torture young Anigh to death, he began to believe that he could
wel|l be on a fool's errand, enbarked on an adventure which coul d
only end in disaster for all. He wondered why he had trusted Gone
so conpl etely. Perhaps because he had been so desperate, so
shocked by the death of Al nac Kreb...

She touched himon the shoul der. "Renenber what | told you. Your
weariness is not physical here, but it manifests itself in your
noods. One nust seek spiritual sustenance as assiduously as you
woul d normally seek food and water."

He | ooked into her eyes, seeing warnth and ki ndness there.

| medi ately his despair began to dissipate. "I nust admt | was
begi nning to know strong doubt..."

“"When that feeling overwhelns you, try to tell ne," she said. "I
amfamliar with it and m ght be able to help you..."

"So | amentirely in your hands, madam " He spoke w thout irony.
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"I thought you understood that when you agreed to acconpany ne,"
she said softly.

“"Aye." He turned in tine to see the little cat com ng back and

al i ghti ng on Jaspar Colinadous's shoul der. The turbanned man
|istened carefully and intelligently and Elric was certain that
the cat was speaki ng.

At | ast Jaspar Colinadous nodded. "There's a good bridge not a
quarter of a mle fromhere and it leads to a trail w nding
directly into the pass. Wi skers tells ne that the bridge is
guarded by a single nounted warrior. W can hope, | suppose, that
he will let us cross.”

They followed the course of the river as the sky overhead grew
darker and darker and Elric wi shed that, together with his | ack of
hunger and tiredness, he did not feel the rapid drop in
tenperature which nade his body shake. Only Jaspar Col i nadous was
unaf fected by the col d.

The rough wall of rocks at the chasm s edge gradually fell away,
curving i nward towards the pass, and very soon they saw the bridge
ahead of them a narrow spur of natural stone pushing outward over
the foamng river below. And they heard the echo of the water as
it plunged yet deeper down the gorge. Yet nowhere was there the
guard which the little cat had reported.

Elric noved cautiously in the |l ead now, again wi shing he had a
weapon to give himreassurance. He reached the bridge and set a
foot upon it. Far down at the foot of the chasmis granite walls
grey foam |l eapt and danced and the river gave voice to its own
peculiar song, half triunph, half despair, alnost as if it were a
i ving thing.

Elric shivered and took another step. Still he saw no figure in

t hat deepeni ng gl oom Another step and he was hi gh above the
water, refusing to | ook down |lest the water call himto it. He
knew t he fascination of such torrents and how one coul d be drawn
into them hypnotised by their rush and noi se.

"See you any guard, Prince Elric?" called Jaspar Colinadous.

“Not hing," the albino cried back. And he took two nore steps.

Gone was behind hi mnow, noving as cautiously as he. He peered to
the bridge's further side. Geat slabs of dank rock, covered in

| i chen and oddly col oured creepers, rose up and di sappeared into
the dark air above. The sound of the river made himthink he heard
voices, little skittering sounds, the scuffle of threatening
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i mbs, but still he saw not hing.

Elric was hal f-way across the bridge before he detected the
suggestion of a horse in the shadows of the gorge, the barest hint
of a rider, perhaps wearing arnour which was the col our of his own
bone-white skin.

"Who's that?" The al bino raised his voice. "W cone in peace. W
mean no harmto anyone here."

Again it mght have been that the water nmade him believe he heard
a faint, unpleasant chuckl e.

Then it seened the rush of water grew | ouder and he realised he
heard the sound of hooves on rock. Forned as if by the spray, a
figure suddenly appeared on the far side of the bridge, bearing
down on him its long, pale sword poised to strike.

There was nowhere to turn. The only way of avoiding the warrior
was to junp fromthe bridge into the torrent below. Elric found
his vision dimed even as he prepared to spring forward, hoping to
catch the horse's bridle and at least halt the rider in his
tracks.

Then again there was a whirring of wings and sonething fixed
itself on the attacker's helm slashing at the face within. It was
Wi skers, spitting and yowing like any ordinary alley cat engaged
in a brawl over a piece of ripe fish.

The horse reared. The rider gave out a shriek of rage and pain and
rel eased the bridle hi order to try to pull the little cat from
hi m Whi skers rushed upward into the air, out of reach. Elric
glinpsed glaring, silvery eyes, a skin which glowed wth the

| eper's mark, and then the horse, out of control, had slipped on
the wet rock and fallen sideways. For a nonent it tried to get
back to its feet, the rider yelling and roaring as if denented,
the long, white sword still hi his hand. And then both had tunbl ed
over the edge of the bridge and went falling, a chaotic m xture of
arns and hooves, down into the echoing chasmto be swall owed by
the distant, nurky waters.

Elric was gasping for breath. Jaspar Colinadous cane to grip his
arm and steady him hel ping himand Gone cross to the far side of
the rocky slab and stand upon the bank, still scarcely aware of
what had happened to them

"I" mgrateful again to Wiskers," said Elric wth an unstable
grin. "That's a val uabl e pet you have, Master Colinadous."

“More val uabl e than you know," said the little man feelingly. "He
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has played a crucial part in nore than one world's history." He
patted the cat as the beast returned to his arns, purring and
pleased with hinself. "I'"'mglad we were able to be of service to
you. "

"We're well rid of the bridge's guardian.” Elric peered down into
the foam "Are we to encounter nore such attacks, ny | ady?"

“Most certainly,"” she said. She was frowning as if lost in sone
conundrum only she percei ved.

Jaspar Colinadous pursed his lips. "Here," he said. "Look how the
gorge narrows. |t becones a tunnel.”

It was true. They could now see how the rocks | eaned in upon one
another so that the pass was little nore than a cave barely | arge
enough to let Elric enter wthout bending his head. A set of crude
steps led up to it and fromtinme to tine a little flicker of
yellow fire appeared within, as if the place were Iit by torches.
Jaspar Col i nadous sighed. "I had hoped to journey with you further
than this, but | nust turn back now | can go no further than the
Mar ador Gate, which is what this seens to be. To do so would be to
destroy ne. | nust find other conpanions now, in the Land of

Dr eans-i n- Common. " He seened genuinely regretful. "Farewell,
Prince Elric, Lady Gone. | w sh you success in your adventure."
And suddenly the little man had turned and wal ked sw ftly back
over the bridge, not | ooking behind him He left them al nbost as
suddenly as he had arrived and was gone back into the darkness
before either could speak, his cat with him

Gone seened to accept this and, at Elric's questioning glance,
said: "Such people cone and go here. Another rule the dreanthi ef

| earns is Hold on to nothing but your own soul. Do you
under st and?"

"I understand that it nust be a lonely thing to be a dreanthief,
madam "

And with that Elric began to clinb the great rough-hewn steps
which led into the Marador CGate.

3
O Beauty Found in Deep Caverns

The tunnel began to descend al nbst as soon as they had entered it.

Where it had first been cool, now the air becane hot and hum d so
that sonetinmes it seened to Elric he was wadi ng through water. The
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little lights which gave faint illum nation were not, as he had
first thought, |anps or brands, but seened naturally | um nescent,
del i cat e nodes of soft, glow ng substance, alnost fleshlike in
appearance. He and Oone found that they were whispering, as if
unw I ling to disturb any denizens of this place. Yet Elric did not
feel afraid here. The tunnel had the atnosphere of a sanctuary and
he noticed that Oone, too, had |ost sone of her normal caution,

t hough her experience had taught her to be wary of anything as a
potentially dangerous ill usion.

There was no obvious transition from Sadanor to Marador, save

per haps a slight change of nood before the tunnel opened up into a
vast natural hall of richly glow ng blues and greens and gol den

yell ows and dark pinks, all flowng one to the other, like |lava
whi ch had only recently cooled, nore |like exotic plants than the
rock they were. Scents, |ike those of the | oveliest, headiest

flowers, nade Elric feel as though he wal ked in a garden, not
unl i ke the gardens he had known as a child, places of the greatest
security and tranquility; yet there was no doubt that the place
was a cavern and that they had travell ed underground to reach it.
At first delighted by the sight, Elric began to feel a certain
sadness, for until now he had not renenbered those gardens of
chi | dhood, the innocent happi ness which conies so rarely to a

Mel ni bonéan, no matter what their age. He thought of his nother,
dead in childbirth, of his infinitely nourning father, who had
refused to acknow edge the son who, in his opinion, had killed his
wi fe.

A novenent fromthe depths of this natural hall and Elric again

f eared danger, but the people who began to energe were unarned and
they had faces full of restrained nelancholy.

“"We have arrived in Marador," whispered Gone with certainty.

“"You are here to join us?" A wonman spoke. She wore flow ng robes
of nyriad, glistening colour, mrroring the colours of the rock on
wal | s and roof. She had |long hair of faded gold and her eyes were
the shade of old pewter. She reached to touch Elric-a greeting-
and her hand was cold on his. He felt hinself becom ng infected
with the sane sad tranquility and it seened to himthat there
could be worse fates than remaining here, recalling the desires
and pl easures of his past, when |life had been so nuch sinpler and
the world had seened easily conquered, easily inproved.

Behi nd hi m Gone said in a voice which sounded unduly harsh to his
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ear: "W are travellers in your land, ny |lady. W nean you no
harm but we cannot stay."

A man spoke. "Travel |l ers? What do you seek?"

"We seek," said Elric, "the Fortress of the Pearl."

Qone was clearly displeased by his frankness. "W have no desire
to tarry in Marador. W wish only to learn the | ocation of the
next gate, the Paranor Crate."

The man smled wistfully. "It is lost, | fear. Lost to all of us.
Yet there is no harmin |oss. There is confort init, even, don't
you feel ?" He turned dream ng, distant eyes on them "Better not
to seek that which can only disappoint. Here we prefer to renenber
what we nost wanted and how it was to want it..."

"Better, surely, to continue looking for it?" Elric was surprised
by his own blunt tone.

“"Why so, sir, when the reality can only prove i nadequate when
conpar ed agai nst the hope?"

"Think you so, sir?" Elric was prepared to consider this notion,
but Oone's grip on his armtightened.

"Renmenber the nane that dreanthieves give this land," she

mur mur ed.

Elric reflected that it was truly the Land of Od Desires. Al of
his own forgotten yearnings were returning to him bringing a
sense of sinplicity and peace. Now he renenbered how t hose
sensati ons had been replaced by anger as he began to realise that
there was little |likelihood of his dreans ever comng true. He had
raged at the injustice of the world. He had flung hinself into his
sorcerous studies. He had becone determ ned to change the bal ance
of things and introduce greater |iberty, greater justice by neans
of the power he had in the world. Yet his fell ow Mel ni bonéans had
refused to accept his logic. The early dreans had begun to fade
and with themthe hope which had at first lifted his heart. Now
here was the hope offered himagain. Perhaps there were real ns
where all he desired was true? Perhaps Marador was such a worl d.
“I'f I went back and found Cynoril and brought her here, we could
live in harnmony with these people, | think," he said to Oone.

The dreant hi ef was al nost cont enpt uous.

"This is called the Land of O d Desires-not the Land of Fulfilled
Desire! There is a difference. The enotions you feel are easy and
easily mai ntai ned-while the reality remains out of your reach,
while you nerely long for the unattai nable. Wien you set out to
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di scover fulfillment, Elric of Ml niboné, then you achi eved
stature in the world. Turn your back on that determ nation-your
own determ nation to help build a world where justice reigns-and
you'll lose ny respect. You'll |ose respect for yourself. You'll
prove yourself a liar and you'll prove ne a fool for believing you
could help ne save the Holy Grl!"

Elric was shocked by her outburst, which seened offensive hi that
particul ar atnosphere of serenity. "But | think it is inpossible
to build such a world. Better to have the prospect, surely, than

t he know edge of failure?”

“"That is what all hi this real mbelieve. Remain here, if you wll,
and believe what they believe forever. But | think one nust always
make an attenpt at justice, no matter how poor the prospect of
success!”

Elric felt tired and wished to settle down and rest. He yawned and
stretched. "These people seemto have a secret | would learn. |
think I will talk to themfor a while before continuing."”

"Do so and Anigh dies. The Holy Grl dies. And everything of
yoursel f that you value, that dies also." Gone did not raise her
voi ce. She spoke alnost in a matter-of-fact tone. But her words
had an urgency which broke Elric's nood. It was not for the first
time that he had considered retreating into dreans. Had he done
so, his people would now be ruled by him and Yyrkoon woul d be
dead or exil ed.

Thought of his cousin and his cousin's anbition, of Cynoril
waiting for himto return so that they m ght be nmarried, hel ped
remnd Elric of his purpose here and he shook off the npbod of
reconciliation, of retreat. He bowed to the people of the cavern.
"I thank you for your generosity, but ny own path |ies forward,

t hrough the Paranor Gate."

Cone drew a deep breath, perhaps in relief. "Tune's not neasured
in any famliar way here, Prince Elric, but be assured it's
passing nore rapidly than | would |ike..."

It was with a sense of deep regret that Elric left the nel ancholy
peopl e behind himand followed her further into the gl ow ng
caverns.

Cone added: "These lands are well-called. Be wary of the
famliar."

"Per haps we could have rested there? Restored our energies?" said
Elric.
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"Aye. And died full of sweet nelancholy."

He | ooked at her in surprise and saw that she had not been
unaffected by the atnosphere. "lIs that what befell Al nac Kreb?"
"OfF course not!" She recovered herself. "He was fully able to
resist so obvious a trap."

Elric now felt ashaned. "I alnost failed the first real test of ny
determ nation and ny discipline.”

“We dreant hi eves have the advantage of having been tested thus
many tines," she told him "It gets easier to confront, though the
| ure remains as strong."

"For you, too."

“"Why not? You think I have no forgotten desires, nothing | would
not wi sh to dreamof? No chil dhood which had its sweet nonents?"
"Forgive nme, nmadam "

She shrugged. "There's an attraction to that aspect of the past.
To the past in general, | suppose. But we forget the other aspects-
those things which forced us into fantasy in the first place."
"You're a believer in the future, then, nmadan?" Elric tried to

j oke. The rock beneath their feet becane slippery and they were
forced to make the gentle descent with nore caution. Ahead Elric

t hought he heard again the sound of the river, perhaps where it
now raced under ground.

“"The future holds as nany traps as the past," she said with a
smle. "I ama believer in the present, ny lord. In the eternal
present." And there was an edge to her voice, as if she had not

al ways held this view

“Specul ation and regret offer many tenptations, | suppose,” said
Elric; then he gasped at what he saw ahead.

Mol ten gol d was cascadi ng down two wel |l -worn channels in the rock,
formng a gigantic V-shaped edifice. The netal flowed unchecked
and yet as they approached it becane obvious that it was not hot.
Sone ot her agent had caused the effect, perhaps a chemcal in the
rock itself. As the gold reached the floor of the cavern it spread
into a pool and the pool in turn fed a brook whi ch bubbl ed,
brilliant with the precious stuff, down towards another stream

whi ch seened at first to contain ordinary water, but when Elric

| ooked nore carefully he saw that that streamwas, in turn,
conprised of silver and the two el enents bl ended as they net.
Foll ow ng the course of this streamw th his eyes, he saw t hat
they net, sone distance away, with a further river, this one of
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glistening scarlet, which mght be liquid rubies. In all his
travels, in the Young Kingdons and the real ns of the supernatural,
Elric had seen nothing like it. He nade to nove towards it, to

i nspect it further, but she checked him

"We have reached the next gate," she said. "lgnore that particul ar
wonder, ny |lord. Look."

She pointed between twin streans of gold and he could just make
out sonet hi ng shadow beyond. "There is Paranor. Are you ready to
enter that |and?"

Renenbering the dreanthieves' termfor it, Elric allowed hinself
an ironic smle. "As ready as | shall ever be, nmadam"

Then, just as he stepped towards the portal, there cane the sound
of gall opi ng hooves behind them They rang sharply on the rock of
the cavern. They echoed t hrough the gl oony roof, through a

t housand chanbers, and Elric had no tine to turn before sonething
heavy struck his shoul der and he was flung to one side. He had the
| npression of a deathly white horse, of a rider wearing arnour of

i vory, nother-of-pearl and pale tortoiseshell, and then it was
gone through the gate of nolten gold and di sappearing into the
shadows beyond. But there was no doubt in Elric's mnd that he had
encountered one of the warriors who had al ready attacked him on
the bridge. He had the inpression of the sane nocking chuckl e as

t he hooves faded and the sound was absorbed by whatever |ay beyond
t he gate.

“"We have an eneny," said Qone. Her face was grimand she cl enched
her hands to her sides, clearly taking a grip on herself. "W have
been identified already. The Fortress of the Pearl does not nerely
def end. She attacks."

"You know those riders? You have seen them before?"

She shook her head. "I know their kind, that's all."

“"And we've no neans of avoi ding thenf"

"Very few " She was frowning to herself again, considering sone
probl em she was not prepared to discuss. Then she seened to
dismss it and taking his armled himunder the twn cascades of
cool gold into a further cavern, which this tinme suddenly filled
wth a gentle green glow, as if they wal ked beneath a canopy of

| eaves in autum sunlight. And Elric was rem nded of AOd
Mel ni boné, at the height of her power, when his people were proud
enough to take the whole world for granted, when entire nations
had been renoul ded for their passing pleasure. As they energed

file:///F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Moorcock,%...%20-%20The%20Fortress%200f%20The%20Pearl.htm (103 of 181) [6/4/03 10:52:54 PM]



And when Elric had told his three liesto Cymoril, his betrothed, and had set his ambitious cousin Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ru

into a further cavern, so vast he did not at first realise they
were still underground, he saw the spires and mnarets of a city,
glowng with the sane warm green, which was as beautiful as his
own beloved Imryr, the Dreamng Cty, which he had expl ored

t hr oughout hi s boyhood.

“I't islike Inrryr and yet it is not like Inrryr at all," he said
I n surprise.

"No," she said, "it is like London. It is like Tanelorn. It is

| i ke Ras-Pal oom Atai." And she did not speak sarcastically. She

spoke as if she really did believe the city resenbl ed those ot her
cities, only one of which Elric recogni sed.
“But you have seen it before. What is it called?"

“"I't has no nane," she said. "It has all nanmes. It is called

what ever you desire to call it." And she turned away, as if
resting herself, before she I ed hi monward down the road past the
city.

"Should we not visit it? There nay be people there who can hel p us
find our way."

Gone gestured. "And there may be those who woul d hanper us. It is
now clear, Prince Elric, that our mssion is suspected and that
certain forces could well have the intention of stopping us at any
cost."”

"You think the Sorcerer Adventurers have foll owed us?"

"Or preceded us. Leaving at |east sonething of thenselves here."
She was peering cautiously towards the city.

"It seens such a peaceful place," said Elric. The nore he | ooked
at the city the nore he was inpressed by the architecture, all of
t he sanme greeni sh stone but varying fromyellow to blue. There
were vast buttresses and curving bridges between one tower and
another; there were spires as delicate as cobwebs yet so tall they
al nost di sappeared into the roofs of the cavern. It seened to

refl ect sone part of himwhich he could not at once recall. He

| onged to go there. He grew resentful of Oone's guidance, though
he had sworn to followit, and began to believe that she herself
was | ost, that she was no better suited to discover their goal

t han was he.

"We nmust continue," she said. She was speaking nore urgently now.
"I know | would find something wwthin that city which woul d nake
Imrryr great again. And in her greatness | could |lead her to

dom nate the world. But this tune, instead of bringing cruelty and
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terror, we could bring beauty and good wll."

"You are nore prone to illusion than I thought, Prince Elric,"
sai d Qone.

He turned to her angrily. "What's wong with such anbitions?"
"They are unrealistic. As unreal as that city."

"The city | ooks solid enough to ne."

“Solid? Aye, in its way. Once you enter its gate it wll enbrace
you as thoroughly as any long-1ost |lover! Cone then, sir. Cone!"
She seened seized by an equally poor tenper and strode on up an

obsi di an road which twi sted along the hill towards the city.
Startled by her sudden change, Elric foll owed. But now his own
anger was dissipating. "I'll abide, madam by your judgenent. | am
sorry..."

She was not listening to him Mnent by nonent the city cane

cl oser until soon they were overshadowed by it, |ooking up at
wal | s and dones and towers whose size was so trenendous it was

al nost inpossible to guess at their true extent.

"There's a gate,"” she said. "There! Go through and I'l| say
farewell. I'Il try to save the child nyself and you can give
yourself up to lost beliefs and so | ose the beliefs you currently
hol d! "

And now Elric | ooked closer at the walls, which were |ike jade,
and he saw dark shapes within the walls and he saw that the dark
shapes were the figures of nen, wonen and children. He gasped as
he stepped forward to peer at them observing |living faces, eyes
whi ch were undying, lips frozen in expressions of terror, of

angui sh, of msery. They were like so many flies in anber.

"That's the unchangi ng past, Prince Elric," said Gone. "That's the
fate of those who seek to reclaimtheir |lost beliefs without first
experiencing the search for new ones. This city has anot her nane.
Dreant hieves call it the Gty of Inventive Cowardice. You would
not understand the twi sts of |ogic which brought so many to this
pass! Wiich made them force those they |oved to share their fate.
Wul d you stay with them Prince Elric, and nurse your | ost
bel i ef s?"

The al bino turned away with a shudder. "But if they could see what
had happened to earlier travellers, why did they continue into the
city?"

"They blinded thenselves to the obvious. That is the great triunph
of m ndl ess need over intelligence and the human spirit."

file:///F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Moorcock,%...%20-%20The%20Fortress%200f%20The%20Pearl.htm (105 of 181) [6/4/03 10:52:54 PM]



And when Elric had told his three liesto Cymoril, his betrothed, and had set his ambitious cousin Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ru

Together the two returned to the path below the city and Elric was
relieved when the beautiful towers were far behind and they had
passed t hrough several nore great caverns, each with its own city,
t hough none as magnificent as the first. These he had felt no
desire to visit, though he had detected novenent in sone and Qone
had said she suspected not all were as dangerous as the Cty of

| nventi ve Cowar di ce.

"You called this world the Dream Realm" he said, "and indeed it's
wel | -nanmed, madam for it seens to contain a catal ogue of dreans,
and not a few nightmares. It's alnost as if the place were born of
a poet's brain, so strange are sone of the sights."

“lI told you," she said, speaking nore warnmly now that he had
acknow edged the danger, "nmuch of what you witness here is the
sem -fornmed stuff of realities that other worlds, such as yours
and mne, are yet to wtness. To what extent they wll conme to
exi st el sewhere | do not know. These pl aces have been fashi oned
over centuries by a succession of dreanthieves, inposing formon
what is otherw se formnl ess.”

Elric was now begi nning to understand better what he had been told
by Oone. "Rather than nmaking a map of what exists, you inpose your
own map upon it!"

"To a degree. W do not invent. W nerely describe in a particular
way. By that neans we can nmake pat hways through each of the nyriad
Dream Real ns, for, in this alone, the realns conply one with the
ot her."

“In reality there could be a thousand different |Iands in each

r eal n?"

“I'f you would see it so. O an infinity of lands. O one with an
infinity of aspects. Roads are nmade so that the traveller w thout
a conpass may not wander too far fromtheir destination." She

| aughed al nost gaily. "The fanciful nanmes we give these places are
not from any poetical inpulse, nor fromwhim but froma certain
necessity. Qur survival depends on accurate descriptions!"

"Your words have a profundity to them madam Though ny survival
has al so tended to depend on a good, sharp bl ade!"”

“"Whi | e you depend upon your blade, Prince Elric, you condem
yourself to a singular fate."

"You predict ny death, eh, nadanf"

Cone shook her head, her beautiful lips form ng an expression of
ut nost synpathy and tenderness. "Death is inevitable to al nost all
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of us, in sone shape or another. And I'Il admt, if Chaos ever
conquered Chaos, then you will be the instrunent of that

remar kabl e conquest. It would be sad, indeed, Prince Elric, if in
tam ng Chaos you destroyed yourself and all you |loved into the
bar gai n! "

"I prom se you, Lady Gone, to do ny best to avoid such a fate."
And Elric wondered at the ook in the dreanthief's eyes and then
chose not to speculate further.

They wal ked through a forest of stalagmtes and stal actites now,
all of the sanme gl owi ng col ours, dark greens and dark bl ues and
rich reds, and there was a nusical sound as water splashed from
roof to floor. Every so often a huge drop would fall on one or the
ot her of them but such was the nature of the caverns that they
were soon dry again. They had begun to relax and wal ked armin
arm alnost nerry, and it was only then that they saw the figures
flitting between the upward-thrusting fangs of rock.

"Swordsnmen," murnured Elric. He added ironically, "This is when a

weapon woul d be useful...” Hs mnd was half with the situation,
half feeling its way out through the worlds of the el enentals,
seeki ng sone kind of spell, sone supernatural aid, but he was

baffled. It seened that the nental paths he was used to foll ow ng
were bl ocked to him

The warriors were veiled. They were dressed in heavy flow ng

cl oaks and their heads were protected by helns of netal and

| eather. Elric had the inpression of cold, hard eyes with tattooed
| ids and knew at once that these were nenbers of the Sorcerer
Assassin guild from Quarzhasaat, |eft behind when their fellows
had retreated fromthe Dream Real ns. Doubtl ess they were trapped
here. It was clear, however, that they did not intend to parley
with Elric and Gone, but were closing in, followng a famliar
pattern of attack.

Elric was struck by a strangeness about these nen. They | acked a
certain fluidity of novenent and, the closer they cane, the nore
he realised that it was al nost possible to see past their eyes and
into the hollows of their skulls. These were not ordinary nortals.
He had seen nen like themin Inmrryr once, when he had gone with
his father on one of those rare tines when Sadric chose to take

hi m upon sone | ocal expedition, out to an old arena whose high
wal | s inprisoned certain Mel ni bonéans who had |lost their souls in
pursuit of sorcerous know edge, but whose bodies still |ived.
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They, too, had seened to be possessed by a cold, raging hatred
agai nst any not |ike thensel ves.

Qone cried out and noved rapidly, dropping to one knee as a sword
struck at her, then clattered agai nst one of the great pointed
pillars. So close together were the stalagmtes that it was
difficult for the swordsnen to swing or to stab and for a while
both the al bino and the dreant hi ef ducked and dodged the bl ades
until one cut Elric's armand he saw, alnost in surprise, that the
man had drawn bl ood.

The Prince of Melniboné knew that it was just a matter of tine
before they were both killed and, as he fell back agai nst one of
the great rocky teeth, he felt the stalagmte nove behind him
Sonme trick of the cavern had weakened the rock and it was | oose.
He flung all of his weight forward against it. It began to topple.
Qui ckly he got his body in front of it, supporting the thing on
his shoulder, then with all his energy he ran with the great rocky
spear at his nearest assail ant.

The point of the rock drove full into the veiled man's chest. The
Sorcerer Assassin uttered a bl eak, agonised shout, and strange,
unnatural bl ood began to well up around the stone, gushing down
and soaking into the warrior's bones, al nost reabsorbed by him
Elric sprang forward and dragged the sabre and the poignard from
hi s hands even as another of the attackers cane upon himfromthe
rear. Al his battle cunning, all his war skills, returned to
Elric. Long before he had cone by Stornbringer he had | earned the
arts of the sword and the dagger, of the bow and the |ance, and
now he had no need of an enchanted bl ade to nmake short work of the
second Sorcerer Assassin, then a third. Shouting to OCone to help
herself to weapons, he darted fromrock to rock, taking the
warriors one at a tinme. They noved sluggi shly, uncertainly now,

yet none ran from him

Soon Oone had joined him show ng that she was as acconplished a
fighter as he. He admred the delicacy of her technique, the
sureness of her hands as she parried and thrust, striking with the
ut nost efficiency and piling up her corpses with all the econony
of a cat in a nest of rats.

Elric took tinme to grin over his shoulder. "For one who so
recently extolled the virtues of words over the sword, you show
yoursel f well -acconplished with a bl ade, nmadanl "

"It is often as well to have the experience of both before one
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makes the choice," she said. She despatched another of their

assailants. "And there are tines, Prince Elric, I'll admt, when a
decent piece of steel has a certain advantage over a neatly turned
phrase!"

They fought together like two old friends. Their techni ques were
conpl enmentary but not dissimlar. Both fought as the best soldiers
fight, with neither cruelty nor pleasure in the killing, but with
the intention of wnning as quickly as possible, while causing as
little pain to their opponents.

These opponents appeared to suffer no pain, as such, but every
tune one died he offered up the sane disturbing wail of angui sh,
and the bl ood which poured fromthe wounds was strange stuff

| ndeed.

At |ast the nman and wonan were done and stood | eaning on their
borrowed bl ades panting and seeking to control that nausea which
so often follows a battle.

Then, as Elric watched, the corpses around themsw ftly faded,

| eaving only a few swords behi nd. The bl ood, too, disappeared.
There was virtually nothing to say that a fight had taken place in
t he great cavern.

"Where have they gone?”

Qone picked up a sheath and fitted her new sabre into it. For al
her words, she clearly had no intention of proceeding any further
wi t hout arns. She placed two daggers in her belt. "Gone? Ah." She
hesitated. "To whatever pool of half-living ectoplasmthey cane
from" She shook her head. "They were al nost phantasns, Prince
Elric, but not quite. They were, as | told you, what the Sorcerer
Adventurers | eft behind."

"You nean part of themreturned to our own world, as part of Al nac
returned?"

"Exactly." She drew a breath and made as if to conti nue.

“"Then why shall we not find Al nac here? Still alive?"

"Because we do not seek him" she said. And she spoke wth all her
old firmess; enough to make Elric proceed only a degree further
Wi th the subject.

"And per haps anyway we would not find himhere, as we found the
Sorcerer Adventurers, in the Land of Lost Beliefs," said the

al bino quietly.

"True," she said.

Then Elric took her in his arnms for a nonent and they renai ned,
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enbracing, for a few seconds, until they were ready to continue
forward seeki ng the Cel ador Gate.

Later, as Elric helped his ally across another natural bridge,

bel ow which flowed a river of dull brown stuff, Gone said to him
"This is no ordinary adventure for nme, Prince Elric. That is why |
needed you to cone with ne."

Alittle puzzled as to why she should, after all, say sonething
whi ch they had both taken for granted, Elric did not reply.

When the snout-faced wonen attacked them wth nets and spikes, it
did not take themlong to cut their way free and drive the
cowardly creatures off, and neither were they greatly

| nconveni enced by the vul pine things which | oped on their hindlegs
and had claws |ike birds. They even joked together as they

despat ched packs of snapping beasts which resenbl ed nothing so
much as horses the size of dogs and spoke a few words of a human
tongue, though w thout any sense of the neaning.

Now at | east they were reaching the borders of Paranor and saw

| oom ng ahead of themtwo enornous towers of carved rock, wth
little bal conies and wi ndows and terraces and crenell ations, all
covered in old ivy and clinbing branbles bearing Iight yellow
fruit.

“I't is the Celador Gate," said Gone. She seened reluctant to
approach it. Her hand on the hilt of her sword, her other arm

| inked with Elric's, she stopped and drew a deep, slow breath. "It
Is the land of forests."”

"You called it the Land of Forgotten Love," said Elric.

“Aye. That's the dreanthieves' nane." She |laughed a little
sardoni cal |l y.

Elric, uncertain of her nood and not wishing to intrude upon her,
hel d back al so, |looking fromher to the gate and back agai n.

She reached a hand to his bone-white features. Her own skin was
gol den, still full of enornous vitality. She stared into his face.
Then, wth a sigh, she turned away and stepped towards the gate,
taking his hand and pulling himafter her.

They passed between the towers and here Elric's nostrils

| mredi ately were filled with the rich snells of leaf and turf. All
around them were nassive oak trees and el ns and birches and every
ot her kind of tree, yet all of them though they forned a canopy,
grew not beneath the |ight of the open sky but were nurtured by
the oddly glowi ng rocks in the cavern ceilings. Elric had thought
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it inpossible for trees to grow underground and he marvel |l ed at
the health, the very ordinariness, of everything.

It was therefore with sone astoni shnent that he observed a
creature energe fromthe wood and plant itself firmy on the path
al ong whi ch they nust nove.

"Halt! | nust know your business!" H's face was covered in brown
fur and his teeth were so promnent, his ears so large, his eyes
so doeli ke, he resenbl ed nothing so nuch as an overgrown rabbit,

t hough he was arnoured solidly in battered brass, with a brass cap
upon his head, and his weapons, a sword and spear of workmanlike
steel, were also bound in brass.

“"We seek nerely to pass through this land w t hout doing harm or
bei ng harned," said Qone.

The rabbit-warrior shook his head. "Too vague," he said, and
suddenly he hefted his spear and plunged the point deep into the
bol e of an oak. The oak tree screaned. "That's what he told ne.
And many nore of these."

"The trees were travellers?" said Elric.

"Your nane, sir?"

"I amEric of Melniboné and, like ny |ady Qone here, | nmean you
no di sturbance. W travel on to | nador."
"I know no 'Elric' or 'Oone.' | amthe Count of Magnes Doar and |

hold this land as ny own. By ny conquest. By ny ancient right. You
must go back through the gate."

"We cannot," said Gone. "To retreat would nean our destruction."
"To proceed, madam would nean the sane thing. Wat? Shall you
canp at the gates forever?"

“No, sir," she said. She put her hand to the hilt of her sword.
“"We wi ||l hack our way through your forest if need be. W are on
urgent business and wll accept no halt."

The rabbit-warrior pulled the spear fromthe oak, which ceased to
scream and flung it into another tree. This, in turn, set up a
wai | i ng and a noaning until even the Count of Mgnes Doar shook
his head in irritation and drew his weapon out of the trunk. "You
must fight nme, | think," he said.

It was then that they heard a yell fromthe other side of the
right pillar and sonething white and rearing appeared there. It
was another of the pale riders in arnour of bone, tortoiseshell
and not her-of-pearl, his horrible eyes slitted with hatred, his
horse's hooves beating at a barrier which had not been there when
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CQone and Elric passed through.

Then it was down and the warrior was chargi ng.

The al bino and the dreant hief nmade to defend thensel ves, but it
was t he Count of Magnes Doar who noved ahead of them and j abbed
his spear up at the warrior's body. Steel was deflected by an
armour stronger than it | ooked and the sword rose and fell, al nost
cont enpt uously, slicing down through the brass helminto the brain
of the rabbit-warrior. He staggered backward, his hands clutching
at his head, his sword and spear abandoned. H's round brown eyes
seened to grow still w der and he began to squeal. He turned
slowy, round and round, then fell to his knees.

Elric and Oone had positioned thensel ves behind the bole of one of
the oaks, ready to defend thensel ves when the rider attacked.

The horse reared again, snorting wth the sane m ndless fury as
its master, and Elric darted fromhis cover, seized the dropped
spear and stabbed up to where the breastplate and gorget joined,
sliding the spearhead expertly into the warrior's throat.

There cane a choking sound which in turn grewto a famliar
chuckling and the rider had turned his horse and was ridi ng ahead
of them again, along the path through the forest, his body swaying

and jerking as if in its death agonies, yet still borne on by the
hor se.

They wat ched it di sappear.

Elric was trenbling. "If | had not already seen himdie on the

bri dge from Sadanor | would swear that was the sanme man who
attacked ne there. He has a puzzling famliarity."

“"You did not see himdie," said Oone. "You saw him plunge into the
river."

"Well, | think he is dead now, after that stroke. | al nbost severed
his head."

“I doubt if he is," she said. "It's ny belief he is our nost

power ful eneny and we shall not have to deal with himin any
serious way until we near the Fortress of the Pearl itself."

"He protects the Fortress?"

“Many do." She enbraced himagain, swftly, then sank to one knee
to inspect the dead Count of Magnes Doar. In death he nore
resenbled a man, for already the hair on his face and hands was
fading to grey and even his flesh seened on the point of

di sappearance. The brass helm too, had turned an ugly shade of
silver. Elric was rem nded of Alnac's dying. He averted his eyes.
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Qone, too, stood up quickly and there were tears in her eyes. The
tears were not for the Count of Magnes Doar. Elric took her in his
arns. He was suddenly full of |onging for soneone he barely
remenbered fromold dreans, the dreans of his youth; soneone who,
per haps, had never exi sted.

He thought he felt a slight shudder run through Cone as he
enbraced her. He reached out for a nenory of a little boat, of a
fair-haired girl sleeping at the bottomof the vessel as it
drifted out to open sea, of hinself sailing a skiff towards her,
full of pride that he m ght be her rescuer. Yet he had never known
such a girl, he was sure, though OCone rem nded himof that girl

gr own up.

Wth a gasp Oone noved away fromhim "I thought you were... It's
as if 1'd always known you..." She put her hands to her face. "(On,
this dammed land is well-called, Elric!"

Elric could only agree.

"Yet what danger is there to us?" he asked.

She shook her head. "Who knows? Much or little. None? The
dreant hi eves say that it is in the Land of Forgotten Love that the
nost i nportant decisions are nade. Decisions which can have the
nost nonunent al consequences. "

"So one should do nothing here? Make no deci si ons?"

She passed her fingers through her hair. "At | east we should be
aware that the consequences m ght not manifest thenselves for a

| ong while yet."

Toget her they left the dead rabbit-warrior behind them and

conti nued down the tunnel of trees. Now fromtine to tine Elric

t hought he saw faces peering at bun fromthe green shadows. Once
he was sure he saw the figure of his dead father, Sadric, nourning
for Elric's nother, the only creature he had ever truly |loved. So
strong was the image that Elric called out:

“Sadric! Father! Is this your Linbo?"

At this Qone cried urgently. "No! Do not address him Do not bring
himto you. Do not nake himreal! It is a trap, Elric. Another
trap.”

"My father?"

“"Did you | ove hinf"

"“Aye. Though it was an unhappy | and of |ove."

"Renmenber that. Do not bring himhere. It would be obscene to
recall himto this gallery of illusions.”
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Elric understood her and used all his habits of self-discipline to
rid hinself of his father's shade. "I tried to tell him Oone, how
much | grieved for himin his loss and his sorrow." He was

weepi ng. Hi s body was shaking with an enotion from which he

beli eved he had long since freed hinself. "Ah, Oone. | would have
died nyself to let himhave his wife returned to him Is there no
way. .. ?"

"Such sacrifices are neaningless," she said, gripping himhi both
her hands and holding himto her. "Especially here. Renenber your
guest. We have already crossed three of the seven | ands which w |
bring us to the Fortress of the Pearl. W have crossed half this.
That nmeans we have al ready acconplished nore than nost. Hold on to
yoursel f, Prince of Melniboné. Renenber who and what depends upon
your success!”

“"But if | have the opportunity to make sonething right that was so
wrong. .. ?"

"That is to do with your own feelings, not what is and what can
be. Whul d you invent shadows and nake them play out your dreans?
Wul d that bring happiness to your tragic nother and father?"
Elric | ooked over his shoulder into the forest. There was no sign
of his father now "He seened so real. O such solid flesh!"

"You nust believe that you and I are the only solid flesh in this
entire |land. And even we are-" She stopped herself. She reached up
to his face and kissed it. "W will rest for alittle, if only to
restore our psychic strength."

And Oone drew Elric down into the soft |eaves at the side of the
path. And she kissed himand she noved her |ovely hands over his
body and slowy she becane all that he had lost in his |ove of
wonen and he knew that he, in turn, becane everything she had ever
refused to allow herself to desire hi a man. And he knew, w thout
guilt or regret, that their |ove-nmaking had no past and that its
only future | ay sonmewhere beyond their own lives, beyond any realm
they would ever visit, and that neither would ever wtness the
consequences.

And in spite of this know edge they were carel ess and they were
happy and they gave each other the strength they would need if
they ever hoped to fulfill their quest and reach the Fortress of

t he Pearl .

4
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The I ntervention of a Navi gator

Surprised by his own |ack of confusion, filled with an apparent
clarity, Elric stepped, side by side with Gone, through the

shi mrering silver gateway into Imador, called nysteriously by the
dr eant hi eves the Land of New Anbition, and found hinself at the
top of an heroic flight of steps which curved dowward towards a
pl ain which stretched towards a horizon turned a pale, m sty blue
and whi ch he could al nost have m staken for the sky. For a nonent
he t hought that he and Gone were alone on that vast stairway and
then he saw that it was crowded with people. Sone were engaged in
hecti c conversation, sone bartering, sone enbracing, while others
wer e gat hered around holy nen, speech-nekers, priestesses, story-
tellers, either listening avidly or arguing.

The steps down to the plain were alive with every manner of hunan
I ntercourse. Elric saw snake-charners, bear-baiters, jugglers and
acrobats. They were dressed in costunes typical of the desert

| ands- enor nous sil k pantal oons of green, blue, gold, vermlion and
anber; coats of brocade or velvet; turbans, burnooses and caps of
the nost intricate needl ework; burnished netal and silver, gold,
precious jewels of every kind. And there was an abundance of
animals, stalls, baskets overflowing with produce, with fabrics,
wi t h goods of | eather and copper and brass.

"How handsone they are!" he remarked. It was true that though they
were of all shapes and sizes the people had a beauty which was not
easily defined. Their skins were all healthy, their eyes bright,
their novenents dignified and easy. They bore thensel ves with
confidence and good hunour and while it was clear they noticed
Qone and Elric wal king down the steps, they acknow edged them

wi t hout nmaking any great effort to greet themor ask themtheir
busi ness. Dogs, cats and nonkeys ran about in the crowd and
children played the cryptic ganes all children play. The air was
war m and bal ny and full of the scents of fruit, flowers and the
ot her goods being sold. "Wwuld that all worlds were like this,"”
Elric added, smling at a young woman who of fered hi m enbroi dered
cl ot h.

Oone bought oranges froma boy who ran up to her. She handed one
to Elric. "This is a sweet realmindeed. | had not expected it to
be so pleasant."” But when she bit into the fruit she spat it into
her hand. "It has no taste!"
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Elric tried his own orange and he, too, found it a dry,
flavourl ess thing.

The di sappoi ntnent he felt at this was out of all proportion to
the occurrence. He threw the orange fromhim It struck a step
bel ow and bounced until it was out of sight.

The grey-green plain appeared unpopul ated. There was a road
sweeping across it, wide and well -paved, but there was not a
single traveller visible, in spite of the great crowd. "I wonder
why the road is enpty," he said to OCone. "Do all these people

sl eep at nights on these steps? O do they di sappear into another
real m when t hen-busi ness here is done?"

"Doubtl ess that question will be answered for us soon enough, ny
| ord. "

She |inked her armin his own. Since their |ove-making in the
wood, a sense of considerabl e conradeship and nutual 1iking had

grown up between them He knew no guilt; he knew in his heart that
he had betrayed no one and it was clear Oone was equal ly
untroubl ed. In sone strange way they had restored each other,
maki ng their conbi ned energy sonething nore than the sum This was
the kind of friendship he had never really known before and he was
grateful for it. He believed that he had | earned nmuch from Qone
and that the dreanthief would teach hi mnore that woul d be

val uabl e to himwhen he returned to Mel ni boné to claimhis throne
back from Yyrkoon.

As they descended the steps it seened to Elric that the costunes
becane nore and nore el aborate, the jewels and headdresses and
weapons richer and nore exotic, while the stature of the people

I ncreased and they grew still nore handsone.

Fromcuriosity he stopped to listen to a story-teller who held a
crowd entranced, but the man spoke in an unfamliar |anguage- high
and fl at-which neant nothing to him He and Gone paused agai n,
besi de a bead-seller, whom he asked politely if those gathered on
the steps were all of the sane nation.

The woman frowned at hi mand shook her head, replying in still

anot her | anguage. There seened few words in it. She repeated nuch.
Only when they were stopped by a sherbet-seller, a young boy,
could they ask their question and be under st ood.

The lad frowed, as if translating their words in his head. "Aye,
we are the people of the steps. Each of us has a place here, one
bel ow t he other."
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"You grow richer and nore inportant as you descend, eh?" asked
Gone.

He was puzzled by this. "Each of us has a place here," he said
again, and, as if alarned by their questions, he ran off up into
t he dense crowd above. Here, too, there were fewer people and
Elric could see that their nunbers thinned increasingly as the

steps neared the plain. "Is this an illusion?" he murnured to
Qone. "It has the air of a dream"™

“"I't is our sense of what should be that intrudes here," she said,
"and it col ours our perception of the place, |I think."

“I't is not an illusion?"

“I't is not what you would call an illusion." She nade an effort to

find words but eventually shook her head. "The nore it seens an
illusion to us, the nore it becones one. Does that nmake sense?"

"1 think so."

At |ast they were nearing the bottomof the stairway. They were on
the last few steps when they | ooked up to see a horsenman riding
towards them across the plain, creating a huge pillar of dust as
he cane.

There was a cry fromthe people behind them Elric | ooked back and
saw them all rushing rapidly up the stairs and his inpulse was to
join them but Qone stayed him "Renenber we cannot go back," she
said. "W nust neet this danger as best we can."

Gradual ly the figure on the horse becane distinguishable. It was
either the sanme warrior in the arnmour of nother-of-pearl, ivory
and tortoiseshell or one who was identical. He bore a white | ance
tipped wth a point of sharpened bone and the thing was ai ned
directly at Elric's heart.

The al bino junped forward in a nmanoeuvre designed to confuse his
attacker. He was al nost under the horse's hooves when he struck
upward with his swiftly drawn sword and cut at the | ance. The
force of the blow sent himreeling to one side while Qone,
reacting with al nost tel epathic coordination, alnost as if they
were controlled by a single brain, |leapt and thrust beneath the
raised left arm seeking their assailant's heart.

Her thrust was parried by a sudden novenent of the rider's

gauntl etted right hand and he kicked out at her. Now, for the
first tinme, Elric saw his face clearly. It was thin, bloodless,
with eyes like the flesh of |ong-dead fish and a sneering gash of
a nouth, opening nowin a grimce of contenpt. Yet with a shock he
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saw, too, sonething of Al nac Kreb! The |lance swng to strike
Qone' s shoul der and send her, too, to the ground.

Elric was up again before the lance could return, his sword
slashing at the horse's girth-strap in an old trick |learned from
the Vilmrian bandits, but he was bl ocked by an arnoured | eg and
the lance returned to thrust at himwhile he darted clear, giving
Qone her opportunity.

Though Elric and OGone fought as a single entity, their attacker
was al nost prescient, seemng to guess their every nove.

Elric began to believe the rider to be wholly supernatural hi
origin and even as he feinted again he sent his mnd out into the
real ns of the elenentals, seeking any aid which m ght possibly be
available to him But there was none. It was as if every realm
were deserted, as if, overnight, the entire world of elenentals,
denons and spirits, had been banished to Linbo. Arioch would not
aid him H's sorcery was conpl etely usel ess here.

Gone cried out sharply and Elric saw that she had been flung back
agai nst the |lowest step. She tried to clinb to her feet but
sonet hi ng was paral ysed. She could hardly nove her |inbs.

Again the pale rider chuckled and began to advance for the kill.
Elric roared out his old battle-shout and raced towards their
opponent, trying to distract him The albino was horrified at the
possibility of harmcomng to the woman for whom he felt both
profound | ove and conradeship and was willing to die to save her.
"Arioch! Arioch! Blood and soul s!"

But he had no runesword to aid himhere. Nothing save his own wts
and skills.

“"Alnac Kreb. |Is this what remains of you?"

The rider turned, alnost inpatiently, and flung the |ance at the
runni ng man. H's answer.

Elric had not anticipated this. He tried to throw, his body aside
but the haft of the |lance struck his shoulder and he fell heavily
into the dust, losing his grip on the unfam liar sabre. He began
to scrabble towards it even as he saw the rider draw his own | ong
bl ade and continue towards the hel pl ess Gone. He raised hinself to
one knee and threw his poignard with desperate accuracy. The bl ade
went true, between the plates of the rider's back arnour, and the
lifted sword fell suddenly.

Elric reached his sabre, got to his feet and saw to his horror
that the rider was rearing over Gone, the sword again raised,
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i gnoring the wound in his shoul der.

" Al nac?"

Again Elric tried to appeal to whatever part of Al nac Kreb was
there, but this tine he was conpletely ignored. That sane hi deous,
| nhuman chuckling filled the air, the horse snorted, its hooves
paw ng at the wonan as she struggled on the step.

Scarcely aware of his own novenent, Elric reached the rider and

| eapt upward, dragging at his back, trying to haul himfromthe
horse. The rider growl ed and nmanaged to turn. H's whistling sword
was parried by Elric's and the al bi no unseated hi m Toget her the
pair fell to the sand, a few inches fromwhere Oone lay. Elric's
swor d- hand was crushed under his attacker's arnoured back, but he
managed to tug the poignard free with his |eft hand and woul d have
struck at those hideous dead eyes had not the man's fingers cl osed
on his wrist.

"You'll Kkill me before you harmher!"™ Elric's normally nel odic

voi ce was a snarl of hatred. But the warrior nerely | aughed again,
t he ghost of Alnac fading fromhis eyes.

They fought thus for several nonents, neither gaining any true
advantage. Elric could hear his own breathing, the grunting of the
arnmoured man, the whinnying of the horse and OQone's gasp as she
tried to get to her feet.

“"Pearl VWarrior!"

It was another voice. Not Oone's, but a woman's; and it carried
consi derabl e authority.

“"Pear|l Warrior! You nust do no further violence to these

travel lers!™

The warrior grunted but ignored the woman. His teeth snapped at
Elric's throat. He tried to turn the poignard towards the albino's
heart. There were drops of foamng saliva on his |ips now beads of
white rinm ng his nouth.

“Pear|l Warrior!"

Suddenly the warrior began to speak, whispering to Elric as if to
a fellow conspirator. "Don't listen to her. | can aid thee. Wy do
you not conme with us and learn to explore the G eat Steppe, where
all the hunting is rich? And there are nelons, tasting |like the
nost delicate cherries. | can give thee such wonderful clothing.
Do not listen. Do not listen. Yes, | amAlnac, thy friend. Yes!"
Elric was repelled by the insane babble, nore than he had been by
the creature's horrible appearance and his viol ence.
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"Think of all the power there is. They fear thee. They fear ne.
Elric. | know thee. Let us not be rivals. Together we can succeed.
| am not free, but thou couldst journey for us both. |I am not
free, but them woul dst never bear responsibilities. | amnot free,
but, Elric, | have so nmany slaves at ny disposal. They are thine.
| offer thee new weal th and new phil osophi es, new ways of
fulfilling every desire. | fear thee and thou fearest ne. So we
wi Il bind us together, one to the other. It is the only tie that
ever neans anything. They dream of thee, all of them Even I, who
do not dream Thou are the only eneny..."

“Pear|l Warrior!"

Wth a rattle of bone and ivory, of tortoiseshell and nother-of -
pearl, the | eprous-skinned warrior disentangled hinself from
Elric. 'Together we can defeat her," he nmunbled urgently. "There
woul d be no force to resist us. | wll give thee ny ferocity!"
Nauseated by all this, Elric clinbed slowy to his feet, turning
to stare in the sane direction as OCone, who now sat on the step,
nursing linbs to which |ife seened to be restored.

A worman, taller than either Elric or Oone, stood there. She was
vei |l ed and hooded. Her eyes noved steadily fromthemto the one
she called Pearl VWarrior and then she raised the great staff she
held in her right hand and struck at the ground with it.

“Pear| Warrior! You nust obey ne!"

The Pearl Warrior was furious. "I do not wsh this!" He snarled
and, clattering, brushed at his breastplate. "You anger ne, Lady
Sough. "

"These are ny charges and under ny protection. Go, Pearl Warrior.
Kill elsewhere. Kill the true enemes of the Pearl."

"l do not want you to order ne!" He was surly, sulking |ike a
child. "All are enemes of the Pearl. You, too, Lady Sough."
“"You are a silly creature! Begone!" And she lifted the staff to
poi nt beyond the stairway, where hazy rock could be seen, rising
up forever.

He spoke again, warningly. "You nake ne angry, Lady Sough. | am
the Pearl Warrior. | have the strength fromthe Fortress." He
turned to Elric as if to a conrade. "Ally yourself with ne and
we'll kill her now Then we shall rule-thou in thine freedom ne

in nmy slavery. Al of this and many ot her real ns beside, unknown
to dreant hieves. Safety is there forever. Be mine. W shall be
married. Yes, yes, yes..."
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Elric shuddered and turned his back on the Pearl Warrior. He went
to help Qone to her feet.

Cone was able to nove all her |inbs but she was still dazed. She
| ooked back at the steps which di sappeared above them Not a
singl e one of the people who had occupi ed that vast staircase was
vi si bl e.

Troubl ed, Elric glanced at the newconer. Her robes were of
different shades of blue, with silver threads running through
them hemmed with gold and dark green. She carried herself with
extraordi nary grace and dignity and stared back at Oone and Elric
with an air of anusenent. Meanwhile the Pearl VWarrior clinbed to
his feet and stood defiantly to one side, alternately glaring at
Lady Sough and offering Elric a hideous conspiratorial smle.
"Where are all the folk of the steps gone?" Elric asked her.
“"They have nerely returned to their home, ny lord," said Lady

Sough. Her voice, when she addressed him was warmand full, yet
retained all the authority with which she had ordered the Pearl
Warrior to stop his attack. "I am Lady Sough and | bid you wel cone

to this land."

“"We are grateful for your intervention, ny lady." Qone spoke for
the first tinme, though with a degree of suspicion. "Are you the
rul er here?"

“I amnerely a guide and a navigator."

“"That nmad thing there accepts your command."” Qone rose, rubbing at
her arnms and | egs, glaring at the Pearl Warrior, who sneered,
becom ng shifty as Lady Sough gave him her attention.

"He is inconplete." Lady Sough was di sm ssive. "He guards the
Pearl. But he has such an insubstantial intelligence, he cannot
understand the nature of his task, nor who is friend or who foe.
He can nmake only the nost |limted choices, poor corrupt thing. The
ones who put himto this work had, thenselves, only the faintest
under st andi ng of what was required in such a warrior."

"Bad! | will not!" The Pearl Warrior began to utter his chuckle
again. "Never! It is why! It is why!"

"Go!" cried Lady Sough, gesturing once nore with her staff, her
eyes gl aring above her veil. "You have no business with these."
"Dying is unwi se, madam" said the Pearl Warrior, lifting his
shoul der hi a gesture of defiant arrogance. "Beware thine own
corruption. W may all dissolve if this achieves that resolution.™
"Go, stupid brute!" She pointed at his horse. "And | eave that
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spear behind you. Destructive, insensate grotesque that you are."
"Am | mstaken," said Elric, "or does he speak gi bberish?"
"Possibly," murnured Gone. "But it could be he speaks nore of the
truth than those who woul d protect us."

"Anything will conme and anything will have to be resisted!" said
the Pearl Warrior darkly as he nounted. He began to ride to where
his |ance had fallen after he had thrown it at Elric. "This is why
we are to be!"

"Begone! Begone!”

He | eaned from his saddl e, reaching towards the | ance.

“No," she said firmy, as if to a silly child. "I told you that
you should not have it. Look what you have done, Pearl Warrior!
You are forbidden to attack these people again."

"No alliance, then. Not now But soon this freedomw || be
exchanged and all shall cone together!" Another appalling chuckle
fromthe half-crazed rider and he was digging his spurs into his
horse's flanks, going at a gallop in the direction he had cone.
"There shall be bonds! Cnh, yes!”

“"Do his words make sense to you, Lady Sough?" Elric asked
politely, when the warrior had di sappeared.

"Sonme of them" she said. It seened that she was smling behind
her veil. "It is not his fault that his brain is mal fornmed. There
are fewwarriors in this world, you know. He is perhaps the best."
" Best ?"

Qone' s sardoni c questi on went unanswered. Lady Sough reached out a
hand on which delicately coloured jewels gl owed and she beckoned
to them "I am a navigator here. | can bear you to sweet islands
where two | overs could be happy forever. | have a place that is
hi dden and safe. Can | take you there?"

Elric glanced at Gone, wondering if perhaps she was attracted by
Lady Sough's invitation. For a second he forgot their purpose

here. It would be wonderful to spend a short idyll in Qone's
company.

“"This is Imador, is it not, Lady Sough?"

“I't is the place the dreanthieves call |nador, aye. W do not call

it by that nane." She seened di sapproving.

“"We are grateful for your help in this matter, ny lady," said
Elric, thinking Oone a |ittle brusque and seeking to apol ogi se for
his friend' s manner. "I amElric of Ml niboné and this is Lady
Qone of the Dreanthieves' @Quild. Do you know that we seek the
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Fortress of the Pearl?"

"Aye. And this road is a straight one for you. It can |ead you
forward to the Fortress. But it mght not | ead you by the best
route. | will guide you by whatever route you wi sh." She sounded a
little distant, alnost as if she were hal f-asleep herself. Her
tone had becone dreany and Elric guessed she was of fended.

“We owe you nuch, Lady Sough, and your advice is of value to us.
What woul d you suggest ?"

"That you raise an arny first, | think. For your own safety. There
are such terrible defences at the Fortress of the Pearl. Wy, and
before that, too. You are brave, the both of you. There are
several roads to success. Death lies at the end of many ot her
paths. O this, you are, | amsure, aware..."

“"Where could we recruit such an arny?" Elric ignored Qone's
warni ng | ook. He felt that she was bei ng obstinate, overly

suspi cious of this dignified woman.

"There is an ocean not far fromhere. There is an island in it.
The people of that island long to fight. They will foll ow anyone
who prom ses them danger. WII| you cone there? It is very good.
There is warnth and secure walls. Gardens and nuch to eat."

"Your words have a strong degree of common-sense," said Elric. "It
woul d be worth, perhaps, pausing in our quest to recruit those ;
soldiers. And | was offered alliance by the Pearl Warrior. WII| he
hel p us? Can he be trusted?"

"For what you wish to do? Yes, | think." Her forehead furrowed.
"Yes, | think."

“"No, Lady Sough." Gone spoke suddenly and with consi derabl e force.
“"We are grateful for your guidance. WII|l you take us to the

Fal ador Gate? Do you know it?"

"1 know what you call the Falador Gate, young wonman. And what ever
your questions or your desires, they are mne to answer and
fulfill."”

“"What is your own nane for this | and?"

“"None." She seened confused by Qone's question. "There is not one.
It is this place. It is here. But | can guide you through it."

"I believe you, ny lady." Qone's voice softened. She took Elric by
the arm "Qur other nane for this land is the Land of New

Anbi tion. But new anbitions can m slead. W invent them when the
old anbition seens too hard to achi eve, eh?"

Elric understood her. He felt foolish. "You offer a diversion,

file:///F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Moorcock,%...%20-%20The%20Fortress%200f%20The%20Pearl.htm (123 of 181) [6/4/03 10:52:54 PM]



And when Elric had told his three liesto Cymoril, his betrothed, and had set his ambitious cousin Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ru

Lady Sough?"

“"Not so." The veil ed woman shook her head. The novenent had all

her gracefulness in it and she seened a little wounded by the
directness of his question. "A fresh goal is sonetines preferable
when the road becones i npassable.”

“"But the road is not inpassable, Lady Sough," said Oone. "Not
yet."

“"That is true." Lady Sough bowed her head a fraction. "I offer you
all truth in this mtter. Every aspect of it."

"We shall retain the aspect of which we are nost sure,” Qone

conti nued softly, "and thank you greatly for your help."

"It is yours to take, Lady Oone. Cone." The wonman whirl ed, her
draperies lifting like clouds in a gale, and |l ed them away from
the steps to a place where the ground di pped and reveal ed, when
they were closer, a shallowriver. There a boat was noored. The
boat had a curling prow of gilded wood, not unlike the crook of
Qone's dreamnand, and its sides were covered with a thin |ayer of
beat en gold, and bronze, and silver. Brass gleaned on rails, on
the single mast, and a sail, blue with threads of silver, |ike
Lady Sough's robes, was furled upon the yardarm There was no
visible crew. Lady Sough pointed with her staff. "Here is the boat
with which we shall find the gate you seek. | have a vocation,
Lady OCone, Prince Elric, to protect you. Do not fear ne."

"My lady, we do not," said OCone with great sincerity. Still, her
voi ce was gentle. Elric was nystified by her manner but accepted
that she had a clear notion of their situation.

“What does this nean?" Elric nmurnured as Lady Sough descended

t owards her boat.

"I think it nmeans we are close to the Fortress of the Pearl," said
Qone. "She tries to help us but is not altogether sure how best to
do it."

"You trust her?"

“"I'f we trust ourselves, we can trust her, | think. W nust know
what are the right questions to ask her."

“I'"l'l trust you, Qone, to trust her." Elric sml ed.

At Lady Sough's insistent beckoning they clanbered into the

beauti ful boat, which rocked only slightly on the dark waters of
what seened to Elric an entirely artificial canal, straight and
deep, noving in a sweeping curve until it disappeared fromsight a
mle or two fromthem He peered upward, still not sure if he
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| ooked upon a strange sky or the roof of the |argest cavern of
all. He could just see the stairs stretching away in the distance
and wondered agai n what had happened to the inhabitants when they
had fled at the Pearl Warrior's attack.

Lady Sough took the great tiller of the boat. Wth a single
novenent she guided the craft onto the centre of the waterway.

Al nost at once the ground levelled out so that it was possible to
see the grey desert on all sides, while ahead was foliage,
greenery, the suggestion of hills. There was a quality about the
| i ght which rem nded Elric of a Septenber evening. He coul d al nost
snell the early autumm roses, the turning trees, the orchards of
Imrryr. Seated near the front of the boat wth Qone beside him

| eani ng on his shoul der, he sighed wth pleasure, enjoying the

nonment. "If the rest of our quest is to be conducted in such a
way, | shall be glad to acconpany you on many such adventures,
Lady Qone."

She, too, was in good hunour. "Aye. Then all the world would
desire to be dreanthieves.”

The boat rounded a bend of the canal and they were alerted by
figures standing on both banks. These sad, silent people, dressed
in white and yellow, regarded the sailing barge wwth tear-filled
eyes, as if they witnessed a funeral. Elric was sure they did' not
weep for hinself or Oone. He called out to them but they did not
seemto hear him They were gone al nost at once and they passed by
gently rising terraces, cultivated for vines and figs and al nonds.
The air was sweet with ripening harvests and once a small, foxlike
creature ran along beside themfor a while before veering off into
a clunp of shrubs. Alittle later, naked, brown-skinned nen

prow ed on all fours until they, too, grew bored and di sappeared

i nto the undergrow h. The canal began to tw st nore and nore and
Lady Sough was forced to throw all her weight upon the tiller to
keep the boat on course.

"Why woul d a canal be built so?" Elric asked her when they were
once nore upon a straight stretch of water.

"What was above us is now ahead and what was bel ow i s now behind, "

she replied. "That is the nature of this. | amthe navigator and |
know. But ahead, where it grows darker, the river is unbendi ng.
This is nade to hel p understanding, | think."

Her words were al nost as confusing as the Pearl Warrior's, and
Elric tried to nake sense by asking her further questions. "The

file:///F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Moorcock,%...%20-%20The%20Fortress%200f%20The%20Pearl.htm (125 of 181) [6/4/03 10:52:54 PM]



And when Elric had told his three liesto Cymoril, his betrothed, and had set his ambitious cousin Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ru

river hel ps us understand what, Lady Sough?"

“"Their nature-her nature-what you nust encounter-ah, | ook!"

The river was widening rapidly into a | ake. There were reeds
grow ng on the banks now, silver herons flying agai nst the soft

sky.

"It is no great distance to the island | spoke of," said Lady
Sough. "I fear for you."

"No," said OCone wth determ ned kindness. "Take the boat across
the | ake towards the Fal ador Gate. | thank you."

“"This thanks is ..." Lady Sough shook her head. "I would not have
you die."

"We shall not. Wt are here to save her."

"She is afraid.”

"We know. "

"Those others said they would save her. But they nmade her-they
made it dark and she was trapped..."

"We know," said Oone, and laid a conforting hand on Lady Sough's
armas the veil ed woman gui ded the boat out onto the open | ake.
Elric said: "Do you speak of the Holy Grl and the Sorcerer
Adventurers? Wat inprisons her, Lady Sough? How can we rel ease
her? Bring her back to her father and her peopl e?"

"Oh, it is aliel" Lady Sough al nost shouted, pointing to where,
swmmng directly towards them canme a child. But the boy's skin
was netallic, of glaring silver, and his silver eyes were beggi ng
themfor help. Then the child grinned, reached to pull off its own
head and subnerged. "Wt near the Fal ador Gate," said Qone grimy.
"Those who woul d possess her also guard her,"” said Lady Sough
suddenly. "But she is not theirs."

"I know," said Oone. Her gaze was fixed on what |ay ahead of them
There was a m st on the lake. It was |ike the finest haze which
fornms on water in an autum norning. There was an air of
tranquilly which, clearly, she mstrusted. Elric | ooked back at
Lady Sough but the navigator's eyes were expressionless, offering
no clue to what dangers they m ght soon be facing.

The boat turned a little and there was | and just visible through
the mst. Elric sawtall trees rising above a tunble of rocks.
There were white pillars of |linmestone, shimering faintly in that
| ovely light. He saw hummobcks of grass and below themlittle
coves. He wondered if Lady Sough had, after all, brought themto
the island she had nenti oned and was about to question her when he
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saw what appeared to be a massive door of carved stone and
intricate nosaic bearing an air of considerable age.

“"The Fal ador Gate," said Lady Sough, not without a hint of

trepi dati on.

Then the gate had opened and a horrible wnd rushed out of it,
tearing at their hair and clothing, clawing at their skins,
shrieking and wailing in their ears. The boat rocked and Elric
feared it nust capsize. He ran to the stern to help Lady Sough
with the tiller. Her veil had been ripped fromher face. She was
not a young woman, but she bore an astoni shing resenbl ance to the
little girl they had left in the Bronze Tent, the Holy Grl of the
Bauradim And Elric, taking the tiller while Lady Sough repl aced

her veil, remenbered that no menti on had ever been made of
Var adi a' s not her.
Cone was lowering the sail. The wind's initial strength had died

and it was possible to tack gradually towards the dark, strangely
snmel ling entrance which had been reveal ed as the nosaic door had
bl own down.

Three horses appeared there. Hooves flailed at the air. Tails

| ashed. Then they were gall oping across the water in the direction
of the boat. Then they had passed it and vanished into the m st.
Not one of the beasts had possessed a head.

Now Elric knew terror. But it was a famliar terror and within
seconds he had regai ned control of hinself. He knew that, whatever
its nanme, he was about to enter a | and where Chaos rul ed.

It was only as the boat sailed under the carved rocks and into the
grotto beyond that he recall ed he had none of his famliar spells
and enchantnents; not one of his allies, nor his patron Duke of
Hel |, was available to hi mhere. He had only experience and
courage and his ordinary sensibilities. And at that nonent he
doubted if they were enough.

5

The Sadness

of a Queen

Who Cannot Rul e

The m ghty barrier of obsidian rock suddenly started to flow A
mass of gl assy green flooded down into the water which hissed and
began to stink and nountains of steamrose ahead of them As the
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st eam gradual |y di ssi pated, another river was reveal ed. This one,
flow ng through the narrow walls of a deep canyon, appeared of
natural origin and Elric, his mnd now keyed to interpretati on,
wondered if it was not the sane river they had crossed earlier,
when he had fought the Pearl Warrior on the bridge.

Then the barge, which had seened so sturdy, appeared all at once
fragile as the waters tossed it, roaring steadily downward until
Elric thought they nust eventually reach the very core of the
wor | d.

Standing wth Lady Sough in the prow of the boat, OCone and Elric
hel ped her use the tiller to hold a course that was al nost steady.
And t hen, ahead, the river ended w thout warning and they had

ti pped over a waterfall and before they knew it were |anding
heavily in cal mer water, the barge bobbing |ike a scrap of bread
on a pond, and overhead they could see a sky |ike di seased pew er
i n which dark, leathery things flew and conmuni cated with desol ate
cries above pal ne whose | eaves resenbl ed nothing so nuch as
viridian skins stretched out to await a sun whi ch never rose.
There was a rich, rotten snell about the place and the constant
spl ashing and distant roaring of the water filled a silence broken
only by the flying creatures above the rocks and the foliage which
surrounded t hem

It was warm yet Elric shivered. Qone drew up the collar of her
doubl et and even Lady Sough gat hered her robes nore tightly about
her sel f.

“"Are you famliar with this land, Lady Oone?" Elric asked. "You
have visited this real mbefore, | know, but you seem as surprised
as |."

"There are always new aspects. It is in the nature of the realm
Per haps Lady Sough can tell us nore."” And Qone turned courteously
to their navigator.

Lady Sough had secured her veils nore firmy. She seened unhappy
that Elric had seen her face. "I amthe Queen of this land," she
said, exhibiting no pride or any other enotion.

"Then you have m nions who can assi st us?"

“I't was a Queen for ne, so that | had no power over it, only the

| and' s protection. This is where you call Fal ador."

"And is it mad?" is

"It has many defences."

"They keep out what m ght also wish to | eave,"” said QOone, al nost
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to herself. "Are you afraid of those who protect Fal ador, Lady

Sough?"
"1 am Queen Sough now." A drawi ng up of the graceful body, but
whet her hi parody or in earnest Elric could not tell. "I am

protected. You are not. Even | amnot so able to guard you here.”
The barge continued to float slowy along the water-course. The
slinme of the rocks appeared to shift and nove as if alive and
there were shapes in the water which disturbed Elric. He would
have drawn his sword if it had not seened ill-nmannered.

"What nust we fear here?" he asked the Queen.

Now t hey fl oated bel ow a great spur of rock on which a horseman
had positioned hinself. It was the Pearl Warrior, glaring down
wth the sanme m xture of nockery and m ndl essness. He lifted a

| ong stick to which he had tied sonme animal's sharp, tw sted horn.
Queen Sough shook her hand at him "Pearl Warrior shall not do
this! Pearl Warrior cannot defy, even here!”

The warrior |let out his hideous chuckle and turned his horse back
fromthe rock. Then he was gone.

"WIIl he attack us?" Qone asked the Queen.

Queen Sough was concentrating on her tiller, steering the boat
subtly along a smaller water-course, away fromthe nmain river.

Per haps she already ained to avoid any conflict. "He is
unpermtted,” she said. "Ah!"

The water had turned a ruby red and there were now banks of
glistening brown noss, gently rising towards the walls of rock.
Elric was convi nced he saw ancient faces staring at himboth from
the banks and fromthe cliffs, but he did not feel threatened. The
red liquid |l ooked Iike wine and there was a heady sweetness here.
Did Queen Sough know all the secret, tranquil places of this world
and was she guiding themthrough so as to avoid its dangers?

"Here ny friend Edif has influence,"” she told them "He is a ruler
whose chief interest is poetry. WIIl it be now? | do not know. "
They had qui ckly becone used to her strange speech fornms and were
finding her nore easily understood, though they had no i dea who
Edif m ght be and had passed through his land into a place where

t he desert appeared suddenly on both sides of them beyond
flanking lines of palnms, as if they noved towards an oasis. Yet no
oasis materi alised.

Soon the sky was the col our of bad liver again and the rocky walls
had risen around them and there was the sticky, oppressive odour
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whi ch rem nded Elric of sone decadent court's anteroons. Perfune
whi ch had once been sweet but had now grown stale; food which had
once made the nouth water but which was now too old; flowers which
no | onger enhanced but rem nded one only of death.

The walls on either side now had great jagged caves in them where
the water echoed and tunbl ed. Queen Sough seened nervous of these
and kept the barge carefully in the centre of the river. Elric saw
shadows noving wthin the caves, both above and bel ow t he water.
He saw red nout hs openi ng and cl osi ng and saw pal e, unblinking
eyes staring. They bad the air of Chaos-born creatures and he

wi shed mghtily then for his runesword, for his patron Duke of
Hell, for his repertoire of spells and incantations.

The al bi no was not altogether surprised when at |ast a voice spoke
fromone of the caverns.

“I am Balis Janon, Lord of the Blood, and | wi sh to have sone

ki dneys. "

"We sail on!" cried Queen Sough in response. "I am not your food
nor shall | ever be."

“"Their kidneys! Theirs!" the voice demanded i npl acably. "I have

fed on no true grub for so I ong. Sone kidneys! Sone ki dneys!"
Elric drew his sword and his dagger. OQone did the sane.

"You'll not have mne, sir," said the al bino.

“Nor mne," said Oone, seeking the source of the voice. They could
not be sure which of the many caves sheltered the speaker.

"I am Balis Janon, Lord of the Blood. You'll pay a toll here in ny
| and. Two ki dneys for ne!"

“1"l1l take yours instead, sir, if you like!" said Elric defiantly.
"WI1l you, now?"

There was a great novenent fromthe furthest cave and water foaned
i n and out. Then sonething stooped and cane wadi ng into m dstream
its fleshy body festooned with hal f-decayed plants and rui ned

bl oons, its horned snout lifted so that it could stare at them
fromtwo tiny black eyes. The fangs in the snout were broken,
yel | ow and bl ack, and a red tongue licked at them flicking little
pi eces of rotten neat into the water. It held one great paw over
its chest and when the paw was |lowered it reveal ed a dark, gaping
hol e where the heart would have been.

"I amBalis Janon, Lord of the Blood. Look what | nust fill for ne
to live! Have nercy, little creatures. A kidney or two and [|'1I1

| et you pass. | have nothing here, while you are conplete. You
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must nmake justice and share with ne."
"This is nmy only justice for you, Lord Balis,"” said Elric,
gesturing wiwth a sword, which seened a feeble thing even to him

“"You w |l never be conplete, Balis Janon!" call ed out Queen Sough.
“"Not until you know nore of nercy!"
"I amfair! One kidney will do!" The paw began to reach towards

Elric, who cut at it but mssed, then cut again and felt the sword
strike the creature's hide, which scarcely showed a mark. The paw
grabbed at the sword. Elric withdrewit. Balis Janon grow ed with
a mxture of frustration and self-pity and reached both paws
towar ds the al bi no.

"Stop! Here's your kidney!" Oone held up sonething which dripped.
"Here it is, Balis Janon. Now | et us pass. W are agreed."
"Agreed." He turned, evidently nollified, delicately took what she
handed up to himand popped it into the hole in his chest. "Good.
&o!" And he waded passively back towards his cave, honour and
hunger both sati sfi ed.

Elric was baffled, though grateful that she had saved his |ife.
“"What did you do, Lady Qone?"

She smled. "A large bean. Sone of the provisions | still carried
in nmy purse. It looked simlar to a kidney, especially when dipped
in water. And | doubt if he knows the difference. He seened a
sinple creature.”

Queen Sough's eyes were lifted upward even as she steered the
barge past the caves and into a wder stretch of water where
buffalo lifted their heads fromwhere they drank and stared at
themw th wary curiosity.

Elric followed the navigator's gaze but saw only the sane | ead-

col oured sky. He sheathed his sword. "These creatures of Chaos
seem si npl e enough. Less intelligent in sone ways than others [|'ve
encountered. "

"Aye." (Qone was unsurprised. "That's likely, | think. She would be-
The boat was |ifted suddenly and for a second Elric thought Lord
Balis had returned to take vengeance on themfor tricking him But
t hey appeared to be on the crest of a huge wave. The water |evel
rose rapidly between the sliny walls and now, on the cliffs' edges
figures appeared. They were of every kind of distorted shape and
unlikely size and Elric was remnded a |little of the beggar

popul ace of Nadsokor, for these, too, were dressed in rags and
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bore the evidence of self-nutilation, as well as disease, wounding
and ordi nary neglect. They were filthy. They noaned. They | ooked
greedily at the boat and they |icked their |ips.

Now, nore than ever before, Elric wshed he had Stornbringer with
him The runesword and a little elenental aid would have driven
this rabble away in terror. But he had only the bl ades captured
fromthe Sorcerer Adventurers. He nust rely upon those, his
alliance with OGone and their naturally conplenentary fighting
skills. There canme a juddering fromthe bottom of the barge and
the wave receded as suddenly as it had risen, but now they were
stranded on the very top of the cliff, with the m sshapen horde
all around them panting and grunting and sniffing at their prey.
Elric wasted no tine with parleying but junped at once fromthe
boat's prow and cut at the first two who grabbed for him The

bl ade, still sharp enough, severed their heads and he stood over
their bodies grinning at themlike the wolf he was sonetines
called. "I want you all," he said. He used the battle bravado he
had | earned fromthe pirates of the Vilmrian Straits. He noved
forward again and thrust, catching still another Chaos-creature in
the chest. "I nust kill every one of you before | amsatisfied!"
They had not expected this. They shuffled. They | ooked at each
other. They turned their weapons in their hands, they adjusted
their rags and tugged at their |inbs.

Now Qone was beside Elric. "I want ny fair share of these," she
cried. "Save themfor nme, Elric." Then she, too, darted forward
and cut down an ape-faced thing which carried a jewell ed axe of
beauti ful workmanship, clearly stolen froman earlier victim
Queen Sough called from behind them "They have not attacked you.
They only threaten. Is this the true thing you nust do?"

“"I't's our only choice, Queen Sough!" cried Elric over his

shoul der, and feinted at two nore of the hal f-human things.

“No! No! It is not heroic. Wiat can the guardian do, who is no

| onger a hero?"

Even Oone could not follow this and when Elric net her eye in a
qgquestion she shook her head.

The rabbl e was gai ni ng sone confidence now, closing in. Snhouts
sniffed at them Tongues licked saliva fromslack lips. Hot, duly
eyes full of blood and pus squinted their hatred.

Then they had begun to close and Elric felt his bl ade neet

resi stance, for he had already blunted it on the first two
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creatures. Yet still the neck split and the head fell to one side,
glaring the while, hands clutching. OCone had her back to his and

t oget her they noved so that they were protected fromone side by
the boat, which the rabble did not seemto wish to touch. Queen
Sough, in obvious distress, wept as she watched but clearly had no
authority over the Chaos-creatures. "No! No! This does not help
her to sleep! No! No! She is in need of them | know™"

It was at that point that Elric heard the sound of hooves and saw,
over the heads of the closing crowd, the white arnour of the Pearl
Varrior.

"They are his creatures!" he said in sudden understanding. "This
is his owmn arny and he is to be revenged on us!"”

"No!" Queen Sough's voice was distant now, as if very far away.
"This cannot be useful! It is your arny. They'll be loyal. Yes."
Hearing her, Elric knew unexpected clarity. Was it that she was
not really human? Were all of these creatures nerely shape-
changers of sone kind, disguising thenselves as hunmans? It woul d
explain their strange cast of mnd, the peculiar logic, the
strange phrasi ng.

But there was no tine for speculation, for now the creatures were
hard about himand OGone, so that it was hardly possible to sw ng
their blades to keep them back. Bl ood flowed, sticky and foetid,
spl ashing on bl ades and arns and naking themgag. Elric felt he

m ght be overwhel ned by the stench before he was defeated by their
weapons.

It was clear they could not resist the nob and Elric was bitter,
feeling that they had cone very close to the object of their quest
only to be cut down by the nost wetched of the denizens of Chaos.
Then nore bodies fell at his feet and he realised that he had not
killed them QOone, too, was astonished by this turn of events.
They | ooked up. They coul d not understand what was happeni ng.

The Pear|l Warrior was riding through the ranks of the rabble
cutting this way and that, jabbing wth his makeshift spear,
slicing wwth his sword, cackling and crow ng at every fresh life
he took. Hi's horrible eyes were alight with sone sort of anusenent
and even his horse was slashing at the rabble with its hooves,
nipping at themwth its teeth.

"This is the proper thing!" Queen Sough cl apped her hands. "This
is true. This is to ensure honour for you!"

Gradual |y driven back by the Pearl Warrior, by Elric and Gone as
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they resuned their attack, the rabble began to break up.

Soon the whole awful nmob was running for the cliff edge, |eaping
into the abyss rather than die by the Pearl Warrior's bone spear
and his silver sword.

H s | aughter continued as he herded the remainder to their doom
He screanmed his nockery at them He raved at them for cowards and
fools. "Ugly things. Ugly! Ugly! Go! Perish! Go! Go! Go! Bani shed
now, they are. Banished to that! Yes!"

Elric and Gone | eaned agai nst the barge trying to catch their

br eat hs.

“I amgrateful to you, Pearl Warrior," said the albino as the
arnoured rider approached. "You have saved our lives."

"Yes." The Pearl Warrior nodded gravely, his eyes unusually

t houghtful. "That is so. Now we shall be equal. Then we shall know
the truth. I amnot free, as you. You believe this?" H s |ast
guestion was addressed to Qone.

She nodded. "I believe that, Pearl Warrior. |, too, amgglad you

hel ped us."

“I amthe one who protects. This nust be done. You go on? | was
your friend."

Qone | ooked back to where Queen Sough was noddi ng, her arns
outstretched in sone kind of offering.

“"Here | am not your eneny," said the Pearl Warrior, as if

i nstructing the sinple-mnded. "If | were conplete, we three would
be a trinity of greatness! Aye! Thou knowest it! | have not the
personal. These words are hers, you see. | think."

And with that particularly nystifying pronouncenent he wheeled his
horse and rode away over the grassy m |l estone.

"Too many defenders, not enough protectors, perhaps." Gone sounded
as odd as the others. Before Elric could quiz her on this she had
given her attention back to Queen Sough. "My |ady? Did you sunmon
the Pearl Warrior to our aid?"

"She called himto you, | think." Queen Sough seened alnost in a
trance. It was odd to hear her speaking of herself in the third
person. Elric wondered if this was the normal nbde here and again
it occurred to himthat all the people of this real mwere not
human but had assuned human shape.

They were now stranded hi gh above the river. Going to the edge of
the abyss, Elric stared down. He saw only sone bodi es which had
been caught on the rocks, others drifting downstream He was gl ad
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then that their boat was not having to negotiate waters cl ogged

Wi th so many corpses.

"How can we continue?" he asked Oone. He had a vision of hinself
and her in the Bronze Tent, of the child between them Al were
dyi ng. He knew a pang of need, as if the drug were calling to him
rem ndi ng himof his addiction. He renenbered Anigh in Quarzhasaat
and Cynoril, his betrothed, waiting in Inrryr. Had he been ri ght
to let Yyrkoon rule in his place? Every one of his decisions
seened now to be foolish. H's self-esteem never high, was | ower
than he could renenber. H's |ack of forethought, his failures, his
follies, all rem nded himthat not only was he physically
deficient, he was also | acking hi ordi nary commbn-sense.

"It isin the nature of the hero," said Queen Sough in relation to
not hi ng. Then she | ooked at them and her eyes were naternal,
kindly. "You are safe!"

“I think there is sone urgency," said Oone. "I sense it. Do you?"
"Aye. |s there danger in the realmwe |eft?"

"Per haps. Queen Sough, are we far fromthe Nanel ess Gate? How can
we conti nue?"

"By neans of the noth-steeds,"” she said. "The waters always rise
here and | have ny noths. W have only to wait for them They are

on their way." Her tone was matter-of-fact. "It was that rabble
whi ch coul d have been yours. No nore. But | cannot anticipate, you
see. Every newtrap is nysterious to ne, as it is to you. | can

navi gate, as you navigate. This is together, you know. "

Agai nst the horizon there were rai nbow |ights w nking and
shimering, |ike an aurora. Queen Sough sighed when she saw t hem
She was content.

"Good. Good. That is not late! Just the other."

The colours filled the sky now As they cane closer Elric realised
t hat they bel onged to huge, filmy w ngs supporting sl ender bodies,
nore butterfly than noth, of enornous size. Wthout hesitation the
beasts began to descend until the three of themas well as the
barge were engul fed by soft w ngs.

“Into the boat!" cried Queen Sough. "Quickly. W fly."

They hurried to obey her and at once the barge was rising into the
air, apparently carried on the backs of the great noths who flew
besi de the canyon for a while before plunging down into the abyss.
"I watched but there was nothing," said Queen Sough by way of
explanation to Elric and Gone. "Now we shall resune."”
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Wth astoni shing gentleness the creatures had deposited the barge
on the river and were flying back up between the walls of the

canyon again, filling the whole gloony place with brilliant nulti-
col oured light before they vanished. Elric rubbed at his brow.
"This is truly the Land of Madness," he said. "I believe it is |

who am mad, Lady Qone."

"You are losing confidence in yourself, Prince Elric." She spoke
firmy. "That is the particular trap of this land. You cone to
believe that it is yourself, not what surrounds you, that has
little logic. Already we have inposed our sanity on Fal ador. Do
not despair. It cannot be nmuch | onger before we reach the final
gate.”

"And what is there?" He was sardonic. "Sublinme reason?" He felt

t he sane strange sense of exhaustion. Physically he was still
capabl e of continuing, but his mnd and his spirit were depl eted.
"I cannot begin to anticipate what we shall find in the Nanel ess
Land," she said. "Dreanthieves have little power over what occurs
beyond the seventh gate.”

“1"ve noticed your considerable influence here!" But he did not
mean to hurt her. He smled to show that he joked.

From ahead they beard a howing, so painful that even Queen Sough
covered her ears. It was |ike the baying of sone nonstrous hound,
echoi ng up and down the abyss and threatening to shake the very
boul ders | oose fromthe walls. As the river bore themround the
bend they saw the beast standing there, a great shaggy wol flike
beast, its head lifted as it howl ed again. The water rushed around
its huge | egs, foaned against its body. As it turned its gaze upon
t hem t he beast vani shed conpletely. They heard only the echo of
its howing. The speed of the water increased. Queen Sough had
renoved her hands fromthe tiller to block her ears. The boat
swng in the water and bounced as it struck a rock. She nade no
attenpt to steer it Elric seized the long armbut in spite of
using all his strength he could do nothing with the boat.
Eventual |y he, too, gave up.

Down and down the river ran. Down into a gorge growi ng so deep
that soon there was scarcely any light at all. They saw faces
grinning at them They felt hands reach out to touch them Elric
becane convinced that every nortal creature who had ever died had
conme here to haunt him In the dark rock he saw his own face many
tinmes, and that of Cynoril and Yyrkoon. O d battles were fought as
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he wat ched. And ol d, agonising enotions cane back to him He felt
the loss of all he had ever |oved, the despair of death and
desertion, and soon his own voice joined the general babble and he
how ed as | oudly as the hound had how ed until Oone shook hi m and
yell ed at hi mand brought him back fromthe nmadness whi ch had
threatened to engulf him

"Elric! The last gate! W are alnost there! Hold on, Prince of
Mel ni boné. You have been courageous and resourceful until now.
This will require still nore of you, and you nust be ready!”

And Elric began to | augh. He | aughed at his own fate, at the fate
of the Holy Grl, at Anigh's fate and at Oone's. He | aughed when
he thought of Cynoril waiting for himon the Dragon Isle, not
know ng even now if he lived or died, if he was free or a sl ave.
When Qone shouted at hi magain, he | aughed in her face.

"Elric! You betray us all!"

He paused in his laughter |ong enough to say softly, alnobst in
triunph, "Aye, madam that is so. | betray you all. Have you not
heard? It is ny destiny to betray!"

“You shall not betray ne, sir!" She slapped at his face. She
punched him She kicked his legs. "You shall not betray ne and you
shall not betray the Holy Grl!"

He knew i ntense pain, not fromher blows but fromhis own mnd. He
cried out and then he began to sob. "Ch, Oone. Wat is happening
to nme?"

"This is Falador," she said sinply. "Are you recovered, Prince
Elric?"

The faces still gibbered at himfromthe rock. The air was still
alive with all he feared, all he nost msliked in hinself.

He was trenbling. He could not neet her gaze. He realised he was
weeping. "I amElric, last of Melniboné' s royal line," he said. "I
have | ooked upon horror and | have courted the Dukes of Hell. Wy
shoul d I know fear now?"

She did not answer and he expected no answer from her.

The boat surged, swung again, lifted and di pped.

Suddenly he was calm He took hold of Oone's hand in a gesture of
sinpl e affection.

"I am nyself again, | think," he said.

"There is the gateway," said Queen Sough from behind them She had
her grip on the tiller again and with her other hand was pointing
ahead.
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"There is the land you call the Nanel ess Land," she said. She
spoke plainly now, not in the cryptic phrasing she had used since
they had net her. "There you will find the Fortress of the Pearl.
She cannot wel cone you."

"Who?" said Elric. The waters were cal magain. They ran slowy
towards a great archway of al abaster, its edges trinmed by soft

| eaves and shrubs. "The Holy Grl?"

"She can be saved," said Queen Sough. "Only by you two, | think. |

have hel ped her remain here, awaiting rescue. But it is all | can
do. | amafraid, you see."

“"We are all that, madam" said Elric feelingly.

The boat was caught by new currents and travelled still nore
slowmy, as if reluctant to enter the last gate of the Dream Real m
"But | amof no help," said Queen Sough. "I m ght even have
conspired. It was those nen. They cane. Then nore cane. There was
only retreat thereafter. I wish | could know such words. You would

understand themif | had them Ah, it is hard here!”

Elric, looking into her agonised eyes, realised that she was
probably nore of a prisoner in this world than he and Gone. It
seened to himthat she |longed to escape and was only kept here by
her love of the Holy Grl, her protective enotions. Yet surely she
had been here | ong before Varadia had cone?

The boat had begun to pass under the al abaster arch now. There was
a salty, pleasant taste to the air, as if they approached the
ocean.

Elric decided he nust ask the question which was on his m nd.
"Queen Sough," he said. "Are you Varadi a's not her?"

The pain in the eyes grew even nore intense as the veiled wonman
turned away fromhim Her voice was a sob of angui sh and he was
shocked by it.

"Oh, who knows?" she cried. "Who knows?"

PART THREE

|s there a brave lord birthed by Fate

To weld old weapons, wi n new estates

And tear down walls Tine sanctifies,

Raze ancient tenples as hallowed |ies,

H s pride to break, his love to | ose,
Destroying his race, his history, his nuse,
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And, relinquishing peace for a life of strife,
Leave only a corpse that the flies refuse?
The Chronicle of the Black Sword

1
At the Court of the Pearl

Again Elric experienced that strange frisson of recognition at the
| andscape before bun, though he could not renenber ever seeing
anything like it. Pale blue mst rose around cypresses, date

pal ns, orange trees and popl ars whose shades of green were equally
pal e; flow ng neadows occasionally reveal ed the rounded white of
boul ders and in the far distance were snow peaked nountains. It
was as if an artist had painted the scenery with the nost delicate
of washes, the finest of brushstrokes. It was a vision of Paradise
and conpl etely unexpected after the insanity of Fal ador.

Queen Sough had remained silent since she had answered Elric's
guestion and a peculiar atnosphere had devel oped anong the three
of them Yet all the uneasiness failed to affect Elric's delight

at the world they had entered. The skies (if skies they were) were
full of pearly cloud, tinged by pink and the faintest yellow and
alittle white snoke rose up froma fl at-roofed house sone

di stance away. The barge had cone to rest in a pool of still,
sparkling water and Queen Sough gestured for themto di senbark.
"You will come with us to the Fortress?" asked Gone.

"She does not know. | do not knowif it is permtted," said the
Queen, her eyes hooded above her veil.

"Then | shall say farewell now," and Elric bowed and ki ssed the
wonman' s soft hand. "I thank you for your assistance, nadam and
trust you will forgive ne for the crudeness of ny manners."
"Forgiven, yes." Elric, |ooking up, thought Queen Sough sm | ed.

"I thank you also, ny |lady." Done spoke alnost intinmately, as to
one with whom she m ght share a secret. "Know you how we shall
find the Fortress of the Pearl ?"

“"That one will know. " The Queen pointed towards the distant
cottage. "Farewell, as you say. You can save her. Only you."

"I amgrateful for your confidence also," said Elric. He stepped
al nost jauntily onto the turf and foll owed Gone as they nade their
way across the fields tothe little house. "This is a great

relief, ny lady. A contrast, indeed, to the Land of Madness!"
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"Aye." She responded a trifle cautiously, and her hand went to the
hilt of her sword. "But renenber, Prince Elric, that nmadness takes
many forns in all worlds."

He did not allow her wariness to let himlose his enjoynent. He
was determined to restore hinself to the peak of his energies, in
preparation for whatever mght |ie ahead.

Gone was first to reach the door of the white house. Qutside were
two chickens scratching in the gravel, an old dog, tethered to a
barrel, who | ooked up at themover a grey nuzzle and grinned, a
pair of short-coated cats cleaning their silvery fur on the roof
over the lintel. Gone knocked and the door was opened al nost

| mredi ately. A tall, handsone young man stood there, his head
covered by an old bur-noose, his body clad in a |light brown robe
with ong sl eeves. He seened pleased to see visitors.

"Greetings to you," he said. "I am Chanbg Borm currently in
exile. Have you conme with good news fromthe Court?"

"We have no news at all, | fear," said Gone. "W are travellers
and we seek the Fortress of the Pearl. Is it close by here?"

"At the heart and the centre of those nountains." He waved wth
his hand towards the peaks. "WII| you join ne for sone

ref reshnment ?"

The nane the young man had given, together with his extraordi nary
| ooks, caused Elric again to rack his brains, trying to recall why
all this was so famliar to him He knew that he had only recently
heard t he nane.

Wthin the cool house, Chanpbg Borm brewed them a herbal drink. He
seened proud of his donestic skills and it was clear he was no
sinple farmer. In one corner of the roomwas heaped a pile of rich
arnour, steel chased with silver and gold, a helmdecorated with a
tall spike, that spi ke decorated wth ornanental snakes and

fal cons | ocked hi conflict. There were spears, a |ong, curved
sword, daggers -weapons and accoutrenents of every descri ption.
“"You are a warrior by trade?" said Elric as he sipped the hot

| iquid. "Your arnour is very handsone."

"I was once a hero," said Chanobg Borm sadly, "until | was

di sm ssed fromthe Court of the Pearl."

"Di sm ssed?" Gone was thoughtful. "On what charge?"

Chanog Borm |l owered his eyes. "I was charged with cowardi ce. Yet |
believe that | was not guilty, that | was subject to an
enchant nent . "
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And now Elric recall ed where he had heard the nane. Wen he had
arrived in Quarzhasaat he had in his fever wandered hi the market
places and listened to the story-tellers. At |east three of the
stories he had heard had concerned Chanbg Borm hero of | egend,
the last brave knight of the Enpire. H s nane was vener at ed
everywhere, even hi the canps of the nomads. Yet Elric was sure
Chanog Borm had existed-if he had ever existed-at |east a thousand
years earlier!

"What was the action of which you were accused?" he asked.

"I failed to save the Pearl, which now |ies under an enchant nent,

i mprisoning us all in perpetual suffering.”

“What was that enchant nent?" Oone asked qui ckly.

"I't becane inpossible for our nonarch and many of the retainers to
| eave the Fortress. It was for ne to free them Instead | brought
a worse enchantnment upon us. And ny punishnent is contrary to
theirs. They nmay not |l eave, and | may not return." As he spoke he
becane increasingly nelancholy.

Elric, still astonished at this conversation with a hero who
shoul d have been dead centuries before, could say little, but Oone
seened to understand conpletely. She nade a synpathetic gesture.
"Can the Pearl be found there?" Elric asked, conscious of the
bargain he had nade with Lord Gho, of Anigh's inpending torture
and death, of Oone's predictions.

“"Of course." Chanpbg Bonn was surprised. "Sone believe it rules the
whol e Court, perhaps the world."

"Was this always so?" QOone asked softly.

“lI have told you that it was not." He |ooked at themboth as if
they were sinpletons. Then he lowered his eyes, lost in his own

di shonour and hum | i ati on.

"We hope to free her," said Oone. "Wuld you cone with us, to help
us?"

"I cannot help. She no longer trusts ne. | am banished,"” he said.
“"But | can let you have ny arnour and ny weapons so that part of
me, at least, can fight for her."”

"Thank you," said Oone. "You are generous."

Chanog Borm grew nore ani nated as he hel ped them choose fromhis
store. Elric found that the breastplate and greaves fitted him
perfectly, as did the helnet. Simlar equi pnent was found for Qone
and the straps tightened to adjust to her slightly smaller body.
They | ooked al nost identical in then- new arnour and sonething in
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Elric was again struck, sone deep sense of satisfaction that he
coul d hardly understand but which he wel coned. The arnour gave him
not only a greater sense of security but a sense of deep
recognition of his own inner strength, a strength which he knew he
must call upon to the utnost in the encounter to cone. Qone had
war ned hi mof subtler dangers at the Fortress of the Pearl.

Chanog Bornmis gifts continued, in the shape of two grey horses
which he led fromtheir stable at the back of the house. "These
are Taron and Tadia. Brother and sister, they were twn foals.
They have never been separated. Once | rode theminto battle. Once
| took up arns against the Bright Enpire. Now the | ast Enperor of
Mel ni boné will ride in ny place to fulfill my destiny and end the
siege of the Fortress of the Pearl.”

"You know nme?" Elric | ooked hard at the handsone youth, seeking
deception or even irony, but there was none in those steady eyes.
“A hero knows another, Prince Elric." And Chanpbg Bormreached out
to grip Elric's forearmin the gesture of friendship of the desert
peoples. "May you gain all you wish to gain and may you do so with
honour. You, too, Lady Oone. Your courage is the greatest of all.
Farewel | . "

The exile watched themfromthe roof of his little house until
they were out of sight. Now the great nountains were close, alnost
enbracing them and they could see a wide, white road stretching
through them The |ight was |ike that of a |ate summer afternoon,
though Elric could still not be sure if it was sky above them or
the distant roof of a vast cavern, for the sun was still not in
evi dence. Was the Dream Realma limtless series of such caverns
or had the dreanthief mapped the entire world? Could they cross
the nountains, or the Nanel ess Land beyond and begin again to
travel through the seven gates, ultimately arriving back at the
Land of Dreans-in-Comon? And woul d they find Jaspar Colinadous
wai ting for themwhere they had | eft hinf

The road, when they reached it, proved to be of pure marble, but

t he horses' hooves were so well shod they did not slip once. The
noi se of their galloping began to echo through the w de pass and
herds of gazelles and wild sheep | ooked up fromtheir grazing to
wat ch them pass, two silver riders on silver horses on their way
to do battle with the forces who had seized power at the Fortress
of the Pearl.

“You have understood these people better than I,

he said to Qone,
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as the road began to twi st upward towards the centre of the range
and the |ight had grown colder, the sky a bright, hard grey. "Do
you know what we m ght expect to find at the Fortress of the
Pear | ?"

She shook her head in regret. "It is |like understandi ng a code

wi t hout know ng what the words actually relate to," she told him
“"The force is powerful enough to banish a hero as potent as Chanopg
Borm "

"I know only the | egend, and that froma little | heard in the

Sl ave Market at Quarzhasaat.™

“"He was summpned by the Holy Grl as soon as she realised that she
was under further attack. That is what | believe, at any rate. She
did not expect himto fail her. Sonehow, indeed, he nmade nmatters
wor se. She felt betrayed by him and bani shed himto the edge of

t he Nanel ess Land, there perhaps to greet and assist others who

m ght cone to help her. That is no doubt why we are given all the
appurtenances of the hero, so that we may be as nuch |i ke heroes
as he."

“"Yet we know this world less well. How may we succeed where he
fail ed?"

"Per haps because of our ignorance," she said. "Perhaps not. |
cannot answer you, Elric." She rode close to him |eaning from her
saddl e to kiss that part of his cheek exposed by the helnet. "Only

know this. | will betray neither her nor, if | can help it, you.
Yet if | nust betray one of you, | suppose it wll be you."
Elric looked at her in bafflenent. "Is that likely to be an

| ssue?"

She shrugged and then she sighed. "I do not know, Elric. Look. |

t hi nk we have cone to the Fortress of the Pearl!”

It was |i ke a palace carved fromthe nost delicate ivory. Wite
agai nst the silver sky, it rose above the snows of the nountain, a
great nmultitude of slender spires and turretted towers, of

cupol as, of nysterious structures which seened alnost as if they
had been arrested in md-Sight. There were bridges and stairways,
curving walls and galleries, bal conies and roof-gardens whose

col ours were a spectrum of pastel shades, a nyriad of different
plants, flowers, shrubs and trees. In all his travels Elric had
only seen one place that was the equal to the Fortress of the
Pearl and that was his own city, Inrryr. Yet the Dreamng City was
exotic, rich, even vulgar-a romantic fancy conpared to the
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conplicated austerity of this pal ace.

As they approached on the marble road, Elric realised that the
Fortress was not pure white, but contai ned shades of blue, silver,
grey and pink, sonetines a little yellow or green, and he had the
notion that the entire thing had been carved froma single
gigantic pearl. Soon they had reached the Fortress's only gate, a
great circular opening protected by spiked grilles which cane from
above and bel ow and both sides to neet at the centre. The Fortress
was vast but even its gate dwarfed them

Elric could think of nothing to do but cry out. "Open in the nane
of the Holy Grl! W cone to do battle wth those who inprison her
spirit here!"

H s words echoed through the towers of the Fortress and through

t he jagged peaks of the nountains beyond and seened to | ose
thensel ves in the heights of a cavern's roof. In the shadows
beyond t he gateway he saw sonet hing scarlet nove and then vani sh
again. There cane the snell of delicious perfune, mxed with the
sane strange ocean scent they had noticed when they first reached
t he Nanel ess Land.

Then the gates had parted, so swiftly that they seened to nelt
into the air, and a rider confronted them his hunourless
chuckling by now all too famli ar.

"This is what should be, | think," said the Pearl Warrior.

“League yourself with us again, Pearl Warrior," said Oone, wth
all her considerable authority. "It is what she desires!”

"No. It is so that she shall not be betrayed. You nust dissol ve.
Now Now Now!" His head was flung back as he screaned these | ast
words, for all the world |ike a dog gone rabid.

Elric drew a sword fromits scabbard. It shone with the sane
silver light that poured fromthe Pearl VWarrior's bl ade. Gone

foll owed his exanple, though nore reluctantly.

“We shall pass now, Pearl Warrior."

“"Nothing will here! | want your freedom"

"She shall have it!" said OQone. "It is not yours, not unless she
bestows it upon you herself."

“She says it is mne. | will be that. | wll be that!"

Elric could not follow this strange conversation and he chose not
to waste tine with it. He urged his silver horse forward, the

bl ade glaring in his hand. So bal anced was this sword, so famliar
to his grip, that he felt for a nonent that it was sonehow t he
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natural contrast to his runesword. WAs this a sword forged by Law
to serve its purposes, just as Stornbringer had, by all accounts,
been forged by Chaos?

The Pearl Warrior guffawed and w dened his awful eyes. Death was
in them The death of the world. He | owered the sane m sshapen

| ance he had brandi shed at them before and Elric saw it was
encrusted with old blood. The warrior held his ground and the

| ance was suddenly threatening Elric's eyes so that the al bi no had
to throw hinself to one side to avoid its points, striking upward
as he did so and feeling a greater resistance to his blow than
anything he had felt before. The Pearl Warrior seened to have

gai ned strength since their |ast encounter.

"Ordinary soul!" The lips twisted in this insult, clearly as

di sgusting as any the Pearl Warrior could conceive. And he began
to chuckle again, this tine because Oone was riding at him her
sword stretched out full before her, a spear held in her other
hand, her reins between her teeth. The sword drove forward, the
spear swung back as she poised to throw. Then sword and spear
struck the Pearl Warrior at the exact sanme nonent so that his
breastpl ate cracked |like the shell of sone great crustacean and
was pierced by the sword.

Elric marvelled at this strategy which he had never w tnessed
before. Qone's strength and coordi nati on were al nost beyond
credibility. It was a feat of arns warriors would speak of for a
t housand years to cone, which many would try to enul ate and woul d
die in the trying.

The spear had done its work in breaking open the Pearl Warrior's
arnour and the sword had conpleted the action. But the Pearl
Warrior had not been kill ed.

He groaned. He cackled. He floundered. H s sword cane up as if to
protect his chest fromthe blow already struck. Hs great horse
reared and its nostrils flared wwth fury. Oone turned her own
nmount away. Her sword had left its tip in the Pearl Warrior's
body. She was reaching for a second spear, for her dagger.

Elric drove forward again, his own spear ained at the cracked
arnour, hoping to foll ow her exanple, but the blade struck the
ivory and was turned. Elric | ost balance | ong enough for the Pearl
Warrior to take the advantage. The sword struck the steel of
Elric's arnmour with a noise that made a cacophony within his

hel nret and brought bright sparks flashing like a fire. He fell
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onto his horse's neck, barely able to block the next thrust. Then
the Pearl Warrior shrieked, the eyes growng still w der, the
nout h gaping red and the foul breath steamng fromit, while bl ood
poured from under the gorget between his helnet and his
breastplate. He fell towards Elric and the al bino realised that
the haft of a spear was sticking fromhis chest in exactly the
sane place where Qone had broken the creature's arnmour. , "This
will not remain so!" cried the Pearl VWarrior. It was a threat. "I
cannot do that thing!"

Then he tunbled in a heap fromhis horse and clattered |ike old
bones onto the flagstones of the courtyard. From behind him an
ornanental fountain, representing a fig tree in full fruit, began
to spurt water, filling the surrounding trough and overfl ow ng
until it touched the body of the Pearl Warrior. The riderless
horse began to scream turning round and round, rearing, foam ng,
then it gall oped out through the gate and back down the marble

r oad.

Elric turned the heavy corpse over to nake sure that no life was

| eft in the Pearl Warrior and to inspect the shattered arnour. He
remai ned admring of Cone's manoeuvre. "l have never seen that
done before," he said, "and | have fought besi de and agai nst
fanous warriors.”

“A dreant hi ef nust know many things," she said, by way of

acknowl edgenent of his praise. "I learned such tactics fromny

not her, who was a greater battle-woman than | shall ever be."
“"Your nother was a dreant hi ef ?"

“No," said Gone absently as she inspected her ruined sword and
then picked up the Pearl Warrior's, "she was a queen." She tested
the weight of the dead creature's blade and di scarded her own,
trying it in her scabbard and finding that it was a little too

w de. Carelessly she stuck it in her belt and unhooked the
scabbard, throwng it upon the ground. The water fromthe fountain
was around their ankles now and was di sturbing their horses.
Leadi ng the steeds, they passed under a heart-shaped arch and into
anot her courtyard. Here, too, fountains played, but these were not
fl oodi ng. They seened carved out of ivory, like so nuch of the
Fortress, and represented stylised herons, their beaks neeting at
a point above then- heads. Elric was rem nded vaguely of the
architecture of Quarzhasaat, though this had none of the decadence
of that place, none of the | ook of senile old age which
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characterised the city at its worst. Had the Fortress been built
by the ancestors of the present |ords of Quarzhasaat, the Council
of Six and One Other? Had sone great king fled the city mllennia
before and journeyed here to the Dream Real n? Was t hat how t he

| egend of the Pearl had cone to Quarzhasaat?

Courtyard after courtyard, each in its own way of extraordinary
beauty, followed until Elric began to wonder if this path was
nerely | eading themthrough the Fortress to the other side.

"For such a large building it's sonewhat underpopul ated,"” he said
to Gone.

"We shall find the inhabitants soon enough, | think," Qone

mur nur ed. Now t hey ascended a spiral causeway which | ed around a
huge central done. Although the pal ace had such a nood and | ook of
austerity, Elric did not find its architecture cold and there was
sonet hi ng al nost organic about it, as if it had been forned from
flesh, then petrified.

Their horses still with them the sound now nuffl ed by | uxurious
carpet, they noved through halls and corridors whose walls were
hung with tapestries and decorated wth nosaics, though they saw
no pictures of living things, only geonetrical designs.

"We near the heart of the Fortress, | think," Qone told himin a
whi sper. It was as if she feared to be overheard, yet they had
seen no one. She | ooked beyond tall columms, through a series of
roons seemngly lit by sunshine fromw thout. Follow ng her gaze,
Elric had the inpression of blue fabric wafting through a door and
vani shing. "Who was that ?"

"All the sane," said OCone to herself. "All the sane." Her sword
was drawn agai n, however, and she signed to Elric to imtate her.
They entered another courtyard. This one seened to be open to the
sky-the sane grey sky they had first seen in the nountains.
Gallery after gallery rose up all around them nmany storeys to the
top. Elric thought he saw faces peering back at him then
sonething liquid struck his face and he al nost inhaled the sickly
red stuff which covered his body. Mdre of it was pouring down on
themfromevery part of the gallery and already the courtyard was
knee deep in what seened to Elric to be hunman bl ood. He heard a
muttering overhead, soft |aughter, a cry.

"Stop this!" he shouted, wading to the side of the chanber. "W
are here to parley. All we want is the Holy Grl! Gve her spirit
back to us and we shall |eave!"
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He was answered by a further shower of blood and he haul ed his
horse towards the next door. There was a gate across it. He tried
tolift it. He tried to bounce it free of its nountings. He | ooked
to Oone, who, wping the red liquid fromherself, joined him She
reached out her long fingers and found sonme kind of button. The
gate opened slowy, alnost reluctantly, but it opened. She grinned
at him "Like nost nen, you becone a brute when you panic, ny

| ord. "

He was hurt by her joke. "I had no idea | should find such a neans
of opening the gate, ny |ady."
"Think of such things in future and you will stand a better chance

of survival in this Fortress," she said.

"Why will they not parley with us?"

"They probably do not believe that we are ready to bargain," she
said. Then she added: "In reality, | can only guess at their

| ogi c. Each adventure of a dreanthief is different fromthe
others, Prince Elric. Cone." She led them on past a series of
pools full of warmwater fromwhich a little steamrose. There
were no bathers in the pools. Then Elric thought he saw creatures,
perhaps fish, swmmng in the depths. He | eaned forward to | ook,
but Gone pulled himback. "I warned you. Your curiosity could
bring your destruction and m ne."

Sonet hi ng t hreshed and bubbled in the pool and then was gone. Al
at once the roons began to shake and the water foaned. Cracks
appeared hi the marble floors. Their horses snorted with fear and
threatened to |lose their footing. Elric hinself alnost toppled
down into one of the fissures which had opened. It was as if an
eart hquake had suddenly struck the nountains. Yet as they dashed
hastily for the next gallery, which opened onto a peaceful | awn,
all signs of the earthquake had vani shed.

A man approached them |In bearing, he resenbled Queen Sough, but
he was shorter and older. H's white beard hung upon a surcoat of
gold cloth and in his hand he held a sal ver on which were placed
two | eather bags. "WII| you accept the authority of the Fortress
of the Pearl?" he said. "I amthe seneschal of this place."

“"Who do you serve?" Elric asked brusquely. H's sword was still hi
hi s hand and he made no effort to disguise his readiness to use
it.

The seneschal | ooked bew | dered. "I serve the Pearl, of course.
This is the Fortress of the Pearl!"
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"Who rul es here, old man?" QOone asked hi m pointedly.

"The Pearl. | have said so."

“"Does no one rule the Pearl?" Elric was nystified.

“"No | onger, sir. Now, will you take this gold and go? W have no
wi sh to expend nore of our energies upon you. They flag, but they
are not exhausted. | think you will be dissolved soon."

"We have defeated all your defenders," said Gone. "Why should we
want gol d?"

“"Do you not desire the Pearl ?"

Before Elric could answer, Oone silenced himw th a warning
gesture.

"We cone only to secure the release of the Holy Grl."

The seneschal smled. "They have all nade that claim but what
they want is the Pearl. | cannot believe you, |ady."

"How can we prove our words?"

“You cannot. W already know the truth.”

"We have no interest in bargaining with you, Sir Seneschal. If you
serve the Pearl, who does the Pearl serve?"
“"The child, | think." H's brow furrowed. Her question had confused

him yet to Elric it had seened so sinple. Hs admration for the
dreanthief's skill increased.

"You see, we can help you in this," said Oone. "The child's spirit
Is inprisoned. And while it is inprisoned, so are you held
captive."

The old man offered the bags of gold again. "Take this and | eave
us."

"I do not think we shall," said OCone firmy, and she |ed her horse
forward, past the old man. "Cone, Elric.”

The al bino hesitated. "W should question himnore, Oone, surely?"
"He could not answer nore."

The seneschal ran at her, sw nging the heavy bags, the sal ver
falling to the floor wwth a clang. "She is not! It wll hurt! This
is not to be. Pain wll cone! Pain!"

Elric felt synpathy for the old man. "Qone. W should listen to
him "

She woul d not pause. "Cone. You nust."

He had | earned to trust her judgenent. He, too, pushed past the
old man, who beat at his body wth the bags of gold and wail ed,
the tears pouring down his cheeks and into his beard. It took a
different courage to performthat particular action.
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There was anot her great curving doorway ahead of them all

el aborate lattice-work and nosai c, bordered by bands of jade, blue
enanel and silver. Two | arge doors of dark wood, hinges and studs
of brass, blocked their way.

Qone did not knock. She reached gently towards the doors and

pl aced her fingertips against them Gadually, just as with the

ot her gate, the doors began to part. They heard a faint noise from
wi thin, alnost a whinper. The doors opened w der and w der until
they were conpletely back on their hinges.

For a nonent Elric was overwhel ned by what he saw.

A grey-gold glow filled the great chanber which had been reveal ed
to them The glow cane froma colum about the height of a tall
man whi ch was topped by a globe. At the centre of the gl obe shone
a pearl of enornous size, alnost as big as Elric's fist. Short
flights of steps led up to the colum fromall sides, and around

t hese steps were what at first appeared to be ranks of statues.
Then Elric realised that they were nen, wonen and chil dren,
dressed in all manner of costunes, though nost of themin the
styles favoured in Quarzhasaat and by the desert clans.

The ol d man cane stunbling behind them "Do not hurt this!"

"We defend ourselves, Sir Seneschal,"” Oone told himwthout
turning to look at him "That is all you need to know fromus."
Slowmy, still leading the silver horses, still with their silver

swords in their hands, the light fromthe pearl touching their
silver arnmour and their helnmets and nmaking these, too, glow wth
soft radiance, they nade their way into the chanber.

'This is not to destroy. This is not to defeat. This is not to
despoil . "

Elric shivered when he heard the voice. He | ooked over towards the
distant walls of the roomand there was the Pearl VWarrior, his
armour all cracked and slinmed with blood, his face a terrible

brui se, the eyes seening alternately to fade and take fire. And
sonetinmes they were Al nac's eyes.

The warrior's next words were al nost pathetic. "I cannot fi ght

you. No nore."

“"We are not here to hurt,’
you. "

There was a novenent anongst the still figures. A blue-gowned
vei | ed woman appeared. Queen Sough's own eyes had a suggestion of
tears. "Wth these you cone?" She indicated the swords, the

said Gone again. "W are here to free
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horses, the arnopur. "But our enem es are not here."

"They will be here soon," said OCone. "Soon, | think, nmy |ady."
Still baffled, Elric | ooked behind him as if he would see their
enem es. He made a novenent towards the Pearl at the Heart of the
Wrld, nerely to admre a marvel. At once all the figures cane to
|ife, blocking his path.

“"You wll steal!"™ The old nan sounded even nore wetched than
before, even nore inpotent.
“"No," said Qone. "It is not our purpose. You nust understand

that." She spoke urgently. "Raik Na Seem sent us to find her."
“She is safe. Tell himshe is safe.™

"She is not safe. Soon she will dissolve." Qone turned her gaze on
the whispering throng. "She is separated, as we are separated. The
Pearl is the cause.”

"This is a trick," said Queen Sough.

"Atrick," echoed the wounded Pearl VWarrior, and there was a faint
chuckl e fromhis spoiled throat.

"Atrick," said the seneschal, and held out the bags of gold.

“"We cone to steal nothing. We cone to defend. Look!" Oone nade a
circular novenent with her sword to show t hem what they had
evidently not yet seen.

Emergi ng through the walls of the chanber, their hands filled wth
every i nmagi nabl e weapon, cane the hooded, tattooed sol diers of
Quar zhasaat. The Sorcerer Adventurers.

"We cannot fight them" said Elric quietly to his friend. "There
are too many of them" And he prepared hinself for death.

2
The Destruction in the Fortress

Then OCone had nounted her silver horse and raised her silver

sword. She called out: "Elric, do as |I do!" and urged the stallion
into a canter so that its hooves rattled Iike thunder in the
chanber.

Prepared to die with courage, even at the nonent of apparent
triunph, Elric clinbed into his saddle, took a spear in the hand
that held the reins and with his sword al ready sw ngi ng charged
agai nst the invaders.

Only as they crowded around him axes, naces, spears and swords
lifted to attack, did Elric understand that Oone's action had not
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been one of nere desperation. These hal f-shades noved sl uggi shly,
their eyes were msted, they stunbled and their blows were feeble.
The sl aughter now becane sickening to him Follow ng her exanpl e,
he hacked and stabbed fromside to side, al nost nechanically.
Heads cane away from bodies |ike rotten fruit; linbs were sliced
as easily as leaves froma stick; torsos coll apsed under the
thrust of a spear or sword. Their viscous blood, already the bl ood
of the dead, clung to weapons and arnour and their cries of pain
were pathetic to Elric's ears. If he had not sworn to foll ow Cone,
he woul d have ridden back and | et her continue the work al one.
There was little danger to themas the veiled nen continued to
pour through the walls and be net by sharp steel and cunning

i ntelligence.

Behi nd them around the colum of the Pearl, the courtiers

wat ched. These clearly did not know what a nediocre threat the two
silver-arnmoured warriors confronted.

At last it was done. Decapitated, |inbless bodies were piled all
around the hall. Elric and Oone rode out of that slaughter and
they were grim unhappy, nauseated by their own actions.

“I't is done," said Oone. "The Sorcerer Adventurers are slain."”
“"You truly are heroes!" Queen Sough cane down the steps towards
them her eyes bright wth admration, her arnms outstretched.

“"We are who we are,"” said OQone. "W are nortal fighters and we
have destroyed the threat to the Fortress of the Pearl." Her words
had taken on a ritualistic tone and Elric, trusting her, was
content to |isten.

“"You are the children of Chanbg Borm Brother and Sister of the
Bone Moon, Children of Water and Cool Breezes, Parents of the
Trees..." The seneschal had dropped his bags of gold and was
shaken by his weeping. He wept with relief and with joy and Elric
saw how nmuch he resenbl ed Rai k Na Seem

Gone, down from her horse again, was enbraced by Queen Sough.
Meanwhi l e, a shuffling and cackling announced the approach of the
Pear| Warrior.

"This is no nore for ne," he said. Alnac's dead eyes had not hi ng
but resignation in them "This is for dissolution...” And he fell
forward onto the marble floor, his arnour all broken, his |inbs
sprawl i ng, and there was no |onger any flesh on him only bone, so
that what was left of the Pearl Warrior resenbled little nore than
the inedible remains of a crab, the supper of sone sea-giant.
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Queen Sough cane towards Elric, her arns outstretched, and she
seenmed nmuch smal |l er than when he had first encountered her. Her
head hardly reached to his |owered chin. Her enbrace was warm and
he knew she, too, was weeping. Then her veil fell away from her
face and he saw that she had | ost years, that she was little nore
than a girl.

Behi nd Queen Sough the Lady OQone was smling at himas astoni shed
understanding filled him Gently he touched the girl's face, the
famliar folds of her hair, and he drew in a sudden breath.

She was Varadia. She was the Holy Grl of the Bauradim She was
the child whose spirit they had promsed to free.

Qone joined him placing a protective hand upon Varadi a's

shoul der. "You know now that we are truly your friends."

Var adi a nodded, | ooking about her at the courtiers, who had
assuned their earlier frozen stances. "The Pearl Warrior was the
best there was," she said. "I could summbn none better. Chanog
Bormfailed ne. The Sorcerer Adventurers were too strong for him
Now | can release himfromhis exile."

“We conbined his strength with our own," said Gone. "Your strength
and our strength. That is how we succeeded. "

"We three are not shadows," said Varadia, smling, as if at a
revel ation. "That is how we succeeded."

Oone nodded agreenent. "That is how we succeeded, Holy G rl. Now
we nust consider how to bring you back to the Bronze Tent, to your
people. You carry all their pride and history with you."

"I knew that. | had to protect it. | thought |I had failed."
"You have not failed," said Oone.
"The Sorcerer Adventurers will not attack agai n?"

“"Never," said Oone. "Not here, nor anywhere. Elric and | wll nake
sure of it."

And then Elric realised in admration that it had been Qone, in

t he end, who had sunmmoned the Sorcerer Adventurers, sunmmoned those
shades for the last tine; summoned them so that she m ght
denonstrate their defeat.

Cone | ooked at himand warned himw th her eyes not to say too
much. But now he realised that all that they had fought, save
perhaps a little of the Pearl Warrior and the Sorcerer

Adventurers, had been a child' s dreans. The hero of | egend, Chanog
Borm could not save her because she knew he was not real.
SSimlarly, the Pearl Warrior, chiefly her own invention, could not
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save her. But he and Cone were real. As real as the child herself!
In her deep dream in which she had di sguised herself as a queen,
seeking power but failing to find it, just as she had descri bed,
she had known the truth. Unable to escape fromthe dream she had
yet recognised the difference between her own invention and that
whi ch she had not invented-herself, Oone and Elric. But Oone had
had to show that she could defeat what renmained of the original
threat, and in denonstrating the defeat, she freed the child.

And yet they were still within the dream all three of them The
great Pearl|l pulsed as powerfully as before, the Fortress with all
its mazes and intertw ned passages and chanbers was still their
prison.

"You understood," Elric said to Oone. "You knew what they spoke
of . The | anguage was a child' s | anguage-a | anguage seeki ng power
and failing. A child s understandi ng of power."

But again Oone, with a glance, cautioned himto silence. "Varadia
knows now t hat power is never discovered in retreat. Al one can
hope to do by retreating is to | et one power destroy another or

hi de as one hides froma stormone cannot control, until the force
has passed. One cannot gain anything, save one's own self. And
ultimtely one nust always confront the evil that woul d destroy
one." It was alnost as if she herself were in a trance and Elric
guessed that she repeated | essons learned in pursuit of her craft.
"You did not cone to steal the Pearl but to save ne fromits
prison," said Varadia as Oone took her young hands and held them
tightly. "My father sent you to help ne?"

"He asked our help and we gave it wllingly," said Elric. At |ast
he sheathed the silver sword. He felt slightly foolish in the
armour of a fairy-tale hero.

Qone recogni sed his disconfort, "W shall give all this back to
Chanog Borm ny lord. |Is he permtted to return to the Fortress,
Lady Varadi a?"

The child grinned. "OfF course!" She cl apped her hands and through
the doorway to the Court of the Pearl, wal king proudly, still in
the cl othes of his bani shnent, canme Chanbg Borm to kneel at the
feet of his m stress.

"My Queen," he said. There was strong enotion in his wonderful

Voi ce.

"I return to you your arnour and your weapons, your tw n horses,
Tadi a and Taron, and all your honour, Chanbg Borm" Varadi a spoke
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with warm pri de.

Soon Elric and Oone had di scarded the arnour and again wore only
their ordinary clothes. Chanog Bormwas in his silver-and-gol d-
chased breastplate and greaves, his helnet of gleam ng silver, his
swords and his spears in their sheaths at hip and on horse. H's

ot her arnour he bound to the back of Tadia. At |ast he was ready.
Agai n he kneel ed before his Queen. "My | ady. What task woul dst

t hou have nme acconplish for thee?"

Varadi a said deliberately: "You are free to travel where you wll,
great Chanpog Borm But know only this-you nust continue to fight
evil wherever you find it and you nust never again allowthe
Sorcerer Adventurers to attack the Fortress of the Pearl."

"1 swear."

Wth a bowto Oone and Elric, the | egendary hero rode slowy from
the Court, his head high with pride and nobl e purpose.

Varadia was content. "I have nade himagain what he was before |
called him | now know that |egends in thensel ves have no power.
The power cones fromthe uses that the living make of the | egend.
The | egends nerely represent an ideal."

“"You are a wise child," said Oone adm ringly.

“"Should | not be, madan? | amthe Holy Grl of the Bauradim"

Var adi a spoke with considerable irony and good hunour. "Am | not
the Oracle of the Bronze Tent?" She | owered her eyes, perhaps in
sudden nel ancholy. "I shall be a child only a little |onger. |
think I shall mss ny palace and all its kingdons..."

"Something is always | ost here." Oone placed a conforting hand on
the child' s shoulder. "But nmuch is gained al so."

Var adi a | ooked back at the Pearl. Follow ng her gaze, Elric saw
that the entire Court had now vani shed, just as the crowds had
vani shed on the great staircase when they had been attacked by the
Pear| Warrior just before they first net Lady Sough. He now
realised that in that guise she herself had guided themto her own
rescue, as best she could. She had reached out to them She had
shown themthe way in which they could, with their wits and
courage, acconplish her salvation.

Var adi a was ascendi ng the steps, her hands outstretched towards
the Pearl. '"This is the cause of all our m sfortune," she said.
"What can we do with it?"

"Destroy it, perhaps,” said Elric.

But Oone shook her head. "Wile it remains an undi scovered
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treasure thieves will constantly seek it. This is the cause of
Varadia's inprisonnent in the Dream Realm This is what brought
the Sorcerer Adventurers to her. It is why they drugged and
attenpted to abduct her. Al the evil cones not fromthe Pear
itself but what evil nen have nade of it."

"What shall you do?" asked Elric. "Trade it in the Dream Market
when you next go?"

“"Perhaps that is what | should do. But it would not be the neans
of ensuring Varadia's safety in the future. Do you understand?"

"While the Pearl is a legend, there will always be those who wl
pursue the | egend?”

"Exactly, Prince Elric. So we shall not destroy it, | think. Not
here. "

Elric did not care. So absorbed had he becone in the dreamitself,
the revealing of the levels of reality existing in the Dream
Real m that he had forgotten his original quest, the threat to his
life and that of Anigh in Quarzhasaat.

It was for OQone to remnd him "Renenber, there are those in

Quar zhasaat who are not only your enemes, Elric of Ml niboné.
They are the enemes of this girl. The enem es of the Bauradim
You have still a further task to acconplish, even when we return
to the Bronze Tent."

“Then you nust advise ne, Lady Oone," said Elric sinply, "for | am
a novice here."

"l cannot advise you with any great clarity."” She turned her eyes
away fromhim alnost in nodesty, perhaps in pain. "But | can nake
a decision here. W nust claimthe Pearl."

“"As | understand it, the Pearl did not exist before the | ords of
Quar zhasaat conceived of it, before soneone discovered the | egend,
before the Sorcerer Adventurers cane."

"But it exists now," said Oone. "Lady Varadia, would you give the
Pearl to ne?"

"WIllingly," said the Holy Grl, and she ran up the renmaining
steps and took the globe fromthe plinth and threwit to the
ground so that shards of m | ky glass shattered everywhere,
mngling wwth the bones and the arnmour of the Pearl Warrior, and
she took the Pearl in one hand, as an ordinary child m ght grasp a
| ost ball. And she tossed it frompalmto palmin delight, fearing
it no longer. "It is very beautiful. No wonder they sought it."
“"They nmade it, then they used it to trap you." QOone reached up and
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caught it as Varadia threwit to her. "What a shane those who
coul d concei ve of such beauty would go to such evil lengths to own
it..." She frowned, |ooking about her in sudden concern.

The light was fading in the Court of the Pearl.

From all around them cane an appal ling noise, an angui shed

groani ng; a great creaking and keening, a tortured scream ng, as
if all the tornented souls in all the nmultiverse had suddenly

gi ven vaoi ce.

It pierced their brains. They covered their ears. They stared in
terror, watching as the floor of the Court erupted and undul at ed,
as the ivory walls with all their wonderful nobsaics and carvings
began to rot before their eyes, crunbling and falling, |ike the
fabric in a tonb suddenly exposed to daylight.

And then, over all the other noises, they heard the |aughter.

It was sweet |aughter. It was the unaffected | aughter of a child.
It was the laughter of a freed spirit. It was Varadi a's.

"It is dissolving at last. It is all dissolving! Ch, ny friends, |
am a slave no | onger!”

Through all the falling filthy stuff, through all the decay and

di ssol ution which tunbl ed upon them through the destroyed carcass
of the Fortress of the Pearl, Oone cane towards them She was
hasty but she was careful. She held one of Varadia' s hands.

“Not yet! Too soon! We could all dissolve in this!"

She made Elric take the child's other hand and they | ed her

t hrough the crashing, shrieking darkness, out of the chanber, down
t hrough the swaying corridors, out past the courtyards where
fountai ns now gushed detritus and where the very walls were
constructed of putrefying flesh which began to rot to nothing even
as they went by. Then Oone nmade themrun, until the final gateway
| ay ahead of them

They reached the causeway and the marble road. There was a bridge
ahead of them QOone al nost dragged the other two towards it,
running as fast as she could possibly run, with the Fortress of
the Pearl tunbling into nothing, roaring |ike a dying beast as it
di d so.

The bridge seened infinite. Elric could not see to the further
side. But at |ength Oone stopped running and allowed themto walk,
for they had reached a gateway.

The gateway was carved of red sandstone. It was decorated with
geonetrical tiles and pictures of gazelles, leopards and wld
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canels. It had an al nost prosai c appearance after so many
nonunent al doorways, yet Elric felt sonme trepidation hi passing

through it.

"I am afraid, QOone," he said.

"You fear nortality, | think." She pressed on. "You have great
courage, Prince Elric. Make use of it now, | beg you."

He quelled his terrors. H's grip on the child' s hand was firm and
reassuri ng.

"We go hone, do we not?" said the Holy Grl. "Wiat is it you do
not want to find there, Prince Elric?"

He sm | ed down at her, grateful for her question. "Nothing nuch,
Lady Varadi a. Perhaps nothing nore than nyself."

They stepped together into the gateway.

3
Cel ebrations at the Silver Flower Qasis

Waki ng beside the still sleeping child, Elric was surprised to
feel so refreshed. The dreamnand, which had hel ped them attain
substance in the Dream Real m was still hooked over their clasped
hands and, | ooking across the child, he saw Oone begi nning to
stir.

"You have failed, then?"

It was Rai k Na Seenis voice, full of resigned sadness.

"What ?" Oone gl anced at Varadi a. Even as they watched, her skin
began to shine with ordinary health and her eyes opened to see her
anxious father staring down at her. She smled. It was the easy,
unaffected smle with which Cone and Elric were already famliar.
The First Elder of the Bauradim C an began to weep. He wept as the
seneschal of the Court of the Pearl had wept; he wept in relief
and he wept in joy. He took up his daughter in his arns and he
coul d not speak for the gladness in his heart. Al he could do was
reach one hand out towards his friends, the man and woman who had
entered the Dream Realmto free his child's spirit, where it had
fled to escape the evil of Lord Gho's hirelings.

They touched his hand and they left the Bronze Tent. They wal ked
together into the desert and then they stood face to face, staring
I nto one another's eyes.

"W have a dreamin comon now," said Elric. H's voice was gentl e,
full of affection. "I think the nenory will be a good one, Lady
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Gone. "
She reached to hold his face hi her hands. "You are wi se, Prince
Elric, and you are courageous, but there is a certain kind of

ordi nary experience you lack. | hope that you are successful in
finding it."

"That is why | wander this world, ny |ady, and | eave ny cousin
Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ruby Throne. | am aware of nore than one

defi ci ency. "

"I am gl ad we dreaned together," she said.

"You |l ost your true love, | think," Elric told her. "I amglad if
| hel ped you ease the pain of that parting."

She was baffled for a nonent, then her brow cleared. "You speak of
Al nac Kreb? | was fond of him ny lord, but he was nore a brother
to ne than a | over."

Elric becane enbarrassed. "Forgive ny presunption, Lady Gone."

She | ooked up into the sky. The Bl ood Mboon had not yet waned. It
cast its red rays onto the sand, onto the gl eam ng bronze of the
tent where Rai k Na Seem wel coned his daughter back to him "I do
not | ove easily in the way you nean." Her voice was significant.
She sighed. "Do you still plan to return to Mel ni boné and your

bet r ot hed?"

“I must," he said. "I love her. And ny duty lies in Inrryr."
"Sweet duty!" Her tone was sarcastic and she took a step or two
away fromhim her head bowed, her hand on her belt. She kicked at
the dust the col our of old bl ood.

Elric had disciplined hinself against his heart's pain for too

| ong. He could only stand and wait until she wal ked back to him

And now she was smling. "Well, Prince Elric, would you join the
dr eant hi eves and nmeke this your living for a while?"

Elric shook his head. "It is a calling which requires too nmuch of
me, ny lady. Yet | amgrateful for what this adventure has taught
me, both about nyself and about the world of dreans. | still
understand only a little of it I amstill not wholly sure where we
travell ed or what we encountered. | do not know how much in the

Dream Real mwas the Lady Varadia's creation and how nuch was
yours. It was as if | wtnessed a battle of inventors! And did |
contribute? | do not know. "

"Oh, wthout you, believe ne, Prince Elric, |I think | would have
failed. You have seen so nuch of other worlds! And you have read
nore. It does not do to anal yse too closely the creatures and
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pl aces one encounters in the Dream Real m but be assured that you
made your contribution. Mre, perhaps, than you'll ever know. "
“"Can reality ever be nade fromthe fabric of those dreans?" he
wonder ed.

"There was an adventurer of the Young Kingdons called Earl Aubec,"
she said. "He knew how potent a creator of reality the human m nd
can be. Sone say he and his kind hel ped make the world of the
Young Ki ngdons. "

Elric nodded. "I1've heard that legend. But | think it is as
substantial as the story of Chanbg Borm ny | ady."

"You nust think what you wi sh." She turned away fromhimto | ook
at the Bronze Tent. The old man and his daughter were energing.
From sonmewhere within, the tent druns began to beat. There cane a
wonder ful chanting, a dozen nel odies |inked together, interwoven.
Silowy all the people who had renmai ned at the Bronze Tent keeping
vigil over the body of the Holy Grl began to gather around Raik
Na Seem and Varadia. Their songs were songs of intense joy. Their
voi ces filled the desert with the nost gorgeous |ife and nade even
t he di stant nountai ns echo.

Cone linked her armin Elric's, a gesture of conradeship, of
reconciliation. "Cone," she said, "let us join the cel ebrations."”
They had only wal ked a few nore paces before they were lifted on

t he shoul ders of the crowd and soon they were borne, |aughing and
i nfected by the general joyousness, over the desert towards the
Silver Flower Qasis.

The cel ebrati ons began at once, as if the Bauradimand all the

ot her desert clans had been preparing for this nonent. Every kind
of delicious food was prepared until the air was rich wth an
enornous variety of nouth-watering snells and it seened all the
great spice warehouses of the world had been nade to rel ease their
contents. Cooking fires blazed everywhere, as did great brands and
| anps and candl es, and from out of the Kashbeh Mulor Ka Rii z,
overl ooking the great oasis, rode the Alounmirit guardians in al
the glory of their ancient arnour, their red-gold hel nets and
breast pl ates, their weapons of bronze and brass and steel. They
had huge forked beards and massive turbans wound around the spikes
of their helns. They wore surcoats of el aborate brocade and cl ot h-
of -silver and their high boots were enbroidered with designs

al nost as intricate as those on their shirts. They were proud,
good- hunoured nmen who rode at the sides of their wives, who were
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al so arnoured and carried bows and sl ender spears. Al had soon
mngled with the enornmous crowd who had erected a |large platform
and placed a carved chair upon it and sat the smling Varadia in
the chair so that all could see the Holy Grl of the Bauradi m
restored to her clan, bringing back their history, their pride and
their future.

Rai k Na Seem still wept. \Wenever he saw OQone and Elric he grasped
themand pulled themto him thanking them telling them as best
he could, what it neant to himto have such friends, such

savi ours, such heroes.

“Your nanes will be renenbered by the Bauradimfor all tinme. And
what ever favour you shall ask of us, so long as it be honourabl e,
as we know it shall, then we shall grant it to you. If you are in
danger ten thousand mles away you will send a nessage to the
Bauradi mand they will cone to your aid. Meanwhile you nust know
that you have freed the spirit of a good-hearted child from dark
captivity."

"And that is our reward," said Oone, smling.

"Qur wealth is yours," said the old nman.

"We have no need of wealth,"” Oone told him "W have di scovered
better resources, | think."

Elric agreed with her. "Besides, there is a man in Quarzhasaat who
has prom sed ne half an enpire if | but do hima small service."
Qone understood Elric's reference and | aughed.

Rai k Na Seemwas a |little disturbed. "You go to Quarzhasaat? You
still have business there?"

“"Aye," said Elric. "There is a boy who is anxiously awaiting ny
return.”

"But you have tine to celebrate with us, to talk wwth us, to feast
with nyself and Varadi a? You have scarcely exchanged a word with
the child!"

"I think we know her pretty well," said Elric. "Enough to think
hi ghly of her. She is indeed the greatest treasure of the
Bauradim ny lord."

"You were able to hold conversations in that gl oony real mwhere
she was hel d prisoner?"

Elric thought to enlighten the First Elder, but OCone was quick to
Interrupt, so famliar was she with such questi ons.

“"Sonme, ny lord. W were inpressed by her intelligence and her
cour age. "
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Rai K Na Seemi s brow furrowed as anot her thought occurred to him
"My son," he said to Elric, "were you able to sustain yourself in
that real mw thout pain?"

"Wthout pain, aye," said Elric. Then he realised what had been
said. For the first tinme he understood what good had cone about
fromhis adventure. "Aye, sir. There are benefits to assisting a
dreant hief. Geat benefits which | had not until now appreciated!"
Wth relish now Elric joined in the feasting, treasuring these
hours with Oone, the Bauradimand all the other nomad clans. Again
he felt as if he had cone hone, so welcom ng were the people, and
he wi shed that he could spend his |ife here, |learning their ways,

t heir phil osophi es and enjoying their pastines.

Later, as he lay beneath a great date palm rolling one of the
silver flowers between his fingers, he | ooked up at Oone, who sat
beside him and said: "O all the tenptations | faced in the Dream
Realm this tenptation is perhaps the greatest, Qone. This is
sinple reality and | amreluctant to leave it. And you."

"We have no further destiny together, | think." She sighed. "Not
inthis life, at any rate, or this world, perhaps. You shall be
first a legend, then there will be none left to renenber you."

"My friends will all die? | shall be al one?"

"I believe so. Wiile you serve Chaos."

"I serve nyself and ny people.™

“I'f you would believe that, Elric, you nust do nore to achieve it.
You have created a little reality and perhaps wll create a little
nore. But Chaos cannot be a friend without it betraying you. In
the end, we have only ourselves to |look to. No cause, no force, no
chal l enge, will ever replace that truth..."

"It is to be nyself that | travel as | do, Lady Gone," he rem nded
her. He | ooked out over the desert, over the tranquil waters of
the oasis. He breathed in the cool, scented desert air.

“"And you will |eave here soon?" she asked.

"Tonorrow," he said. "I nust. But | amcurious to know what
reality I have created.”

"Oh, | think a dreamor two has cone true," she said cryptically,
ki ssing nun on the cheek. "And another will cone true soon
enough. "

He did not pursue the question, for she had taken the great Pearl
fromthe pouch at her belt and held it out to him
"It exists! It was not the chinera we believed it to be! You still
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have it!"

"It is for you," she said. "Use it how you will. But that is what
brought you here to the Silver Flower QGasis. It is what brought
you to ne. | think | will not trade it at the Dream Market. |
woul d |like you to have it. | think it m ght be yours by right,

Elric. Be that as it may, the Holy Grl gave it to ne and now I
give it to you. It is what Al nac Kreb died because of, what all

t hose assassins died to possess..."

"I thought you said that the Pearl did not exist before the
Sorcerer Assassins sought to find it."

“"That is true. But it exists now Here it is. The Pearl at the
Heart of the Wrld. The great Pearl of |egend. Have you no use for
i t?"

"You nust explain to ne..." he began, but she cut him short.

"Ask nme not how dreans take substance, Prince Elric. That is a
guestion that concerns phil osophers in all ages and all places. |
ask you agai n-have you no use for it?"

He hesitated, then reached out to take the lovely thing. He held
it in his tw palnms, rolling it back and forth. He wondered at its
richness, its pale beauty. "Aye," he said. "I think |I have a use
for it."

When he had placed the jewel in his own pouch, Qone said very
softly: "I think it is an evil thing, that Pearl."”

He agreed with her. "I think so, too. But sonetines evil can be
used to counter evil."

"l cannot accept that argunent" She seened troubl ed.

“I know," he said, "you have already said as nuch.” And then it
was his turn to reach towards her and kiss her tenderly upon the
lips. "Fate is cruel, Oone. It would be better if it provided us
with one unaltering path. Instead it forces us to nmake choi ces and
then never to know if those choices were for the best."

“"We are nortals,"” she said with a shrug. "That is our particular

doom "

She stroked his forehead. "You have a troubled mnd, ny lord. |
think I will steal a few of the smaller dreans which make you
uneasy. "

“Can you steal pain, Qone, and turn it into sonething to sell in

your mar ket ?"
"Oh, frequently," she said.
She took his head in her lap and began to nassage his tenples. Her
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| ook was tender.

He said sleepily: "I cannot betray Cynoril. | cannot..."

“I ask no nore of you but that you sleep,” she said. "One day you
wi Il have nmuch to regret and you wll know real renorse. Unti
then, | can take away a little of what is uninportant.™

“Uni nportant?" Hi s voice was slurred as she gradually stroked him
i nto sl unber.

“To you, | think, ny lord. Though not to ne..."

And the dreanthief began to sing. She sang a lull aby. She sang of
a sickly child and a grieving father. She sang of happi ness found
I n sinple things.

And Elric slept. And as he slept the dreanthief perfornmed her easy
magi ¢ and took away just a few of the half-forgotten nenories

whi ch had spoiled his nights in the past and m ght spoil those yet
to cone.

And when Elric awoke that next norning, it was wwth a |light heart
and an easy conscience, only the faintest nenories of his
adventures in the Dream Realm a continuing affection for Oone and
a determnation to reach Quarzhasaat as soon as possible and take
to Lord Gho what Lord Gho nost desired in all the world.

Hs farewells to the people of the Bauradi mwere sincere and his
sadness in parting was reciprocated. They begged himto return, to
join themon their travels, to hunt with them as Rackhir, his
Mend, had once hunt ed.

"I wll try to return to you one day," he said. "But first | have
nore than one oath to fulfill."

A nervous boy brought himhis great black battle-blade. As he
buckl ed on Stornbringer the sword seened to nbpan with consi derabl e
satisfaction at being reunited with him

It was Varadia, clasping his hands and ki ssing them who gave him
the blessing of her clan. It was Raik Na Seemwho told himthat he
was now Varadia's brother, his own son, and then Oone the

Dr eant hi ef stepped forward. She had decided to remain a while as a
guest of the Bauradi m

“"Farewell, Elric. | hope that we nay neet again. In better

ci rcunst ances. "

He was anused. "Better circunstances?"

"For nme, at any rate." She grinned, contenptuously tapping the
pommel of his runesword. "And | wish you well with your attenpts
to becone that thing's master."
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"I amits master now, | think," he said.

She shrugged. "I'll ride with you a little way up the Red Road."
“I woul d wel cone your conpany, ny |ady."

Side by side, as they had done in the Dream Realm Elric and Gone
rode together. And, although he did not renenber how he had felt
before, Elric knew a certain resonance of recognition, as if he
had found his soul's satisfaction, so that it was with sadness
that eventually he parted fromher to go on al one towards

Quar zhasaat .

"Farewel |, good friend. I'Il renmenber how you defeated the Pear
Warrior in the Fortress of the Pearl. That is one nenory | do not
think will ever fade."

"I amflattered." There was a touch of nelancholy irony in her

voi ce. "Farewell, Prince Elric. | trust you will find all that you
need and that you will know peace when you return to Ml ni boné."
“I't is nmy firmintention, madam"” A wave to her, not wshing to
prol ong the sadness, and he spurred his horse forward.

Wth eyes which refused to weep she watched himride away up the
| ong Red Road to Quarzhasaat.

4
Certain Matters
Resol ved i n Quar zhasaat

When Elric of Ml niboné rode into Quarzhasaat he was linp in his
saddl e, hardly controlling his horse at all, and the people who
gat hered around hi masked himif he was ill, while sone feared

t hat he brought plague to their beautiful city and woul d have
driven himout at once.

The albino lifted his strange head | ong enough to gasp out the
nanme of his patron, Lord Gho Fhaazi, and to say that all he | acked
was a certain elixir which that nobl eman possessed. "I nust have
that elixir," he told them "or | will be dead before I have
acconplished ny task..."

The old towers and m narets of Quarzhasaat were lovely in the
fading rays of a huge red sun and there was a certain peace about
the city which conmes when the day's business is done and before it
begins to take its pl easures.

A rich water-nerchant, anxious to find favour with one who m ght
soon be elected to the Council, personally led Elric's horse

file:///F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Moorcock,%...%20-%20The%20Fortress%200f%20The%20Pearl.htm (165 of 181) [6/4/03 10:52:54 PM]



And when Elric had told his three liesto Cymoril, his betrothed, and had set his ambitious cousin Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ru

t hrough the el egant alleys and inpressive avenues until they cane
to the great palace, all golds and faded greens, of Lord Gho
Fhaazi .

The nmerchant was rewarded by a steward's promse to nention his
nanme to the nobleman, and Elric, now nmunbling and whi npering to

hi nsel f, sonmetinmes groaning a little and |icking anxious |ips,
passed through into the | ovely gardens surrounding the main

pal ace.

Lord Gho hinself cane to neet the al bino. He was | aughing heartily
at the sight of Elric hi such poor condition.

“"Greetings, greetings, Elric of Nadsokor! Geetings, white-faced
clown-thief. OCh, you are not so proud today! You were profligate
wth the elixir | gave you and now you return to beg for nore-in
wor se condition than when you first arrived here!l”

“"The boy..." whispered Elric, as servants helped himfromthe
horse. His arns hung linply as they carried himon their

shoul ders. "Does he live?"

“I'n better health than yourself, sir!" Lord Gho Fhaazi's pale
green eyes were full of exquisite malice. "And in perfect safety.
You were nost adanmant about that before you set off. And I ama
man of ny word." The politician stroked the ringlets of his oily
beard and chuckled to hinself. "And you, Sir Thief, do you al so
keep your word?"

“"To the letter,"” nuttered the albino. H's red eyes rolled back hi
his head and it appeared for a second that he died. Then he turned
a painful gaze in Lord Gho's direction. "WII you give ne the
antidote and all that you've prom sed? The water? The weal th? The
boy?"

"No doubt, no doubt. But you have a poor bargaining position at
present, thief. Wiat of the Pearl? Did you find it? O are you
here to report failure?"

"I found it. And | have it hidden," said Elric. "The elixir
has..."

"Yes, yes. | know what the elixir does. You nust have a
fundanentally strong constitution even to be able to speak by
now." The Quarzhasaati supervised the nen and wonen who carried
Elric into the cool ulterior of the pal ace and placed himon great
tassel |l ed cushions of scarlet and blue velvet and gave hi m water
to drink and food to eat.

"The craving grows worse, does it not?" Lord Gho took considerable
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pl easure at Elric's disconfort. "The elixir nust feed off you,
just as you appear to feed off it. You are cunning, eh, Sir Thief?
You have hidden the Pearl, you say? Do you not trust nme? | am a
nobl eman of the greatest city in the world!"

Elric, all dusty fromhis long ride, spraw ed on the cushions and
wi ped his hands slowly on a cloth. "The antidote, ny lord..."

“You know | shall not |let you have the antidote until the Pearl is
in nmy hands..." Lord Gho was expansively condescendi ng as he

| ooked down on his victim "To tell you the truth, thief, | had
not expected you to be as coherent as you are! Wuld you care for
anot her draft of ny elixir?" "Bring it if you wll."

Elric appeared to be careless, but Lord Gho understood how
desperate he nust actually be. He turned to give instructions to
hi s sl aves.

Then Elric said: "But bring the boy. Bring the boy so that | may
see he has cone to no harm and hear fromhis own |ips what has
taken place while | have been gone..."

It's a small request. Very well." Lord Gho Fhaazi signed to a
slave. "Bring the boy Anigh."

The nobl eman crossed to a great chair, placed on a snall dais

bet ween brocaded awni ngs, and sl unped hinself down in it while
they waited. "I had scarcely expected you to survive the journey,
Sir Thief, |let alone succeed in finding the Pearl. Qur Sorcerer
Adventurers are the bravest, nost skillful of warriors, trained in
all the arts of sorcery and incantation. Yet those | sent, and all
their brothers, failed! Oh, this is a happy day for ne. | wll
revive you, | promse, so that you can tell ne all that happened.
What of the Bauradin? Did you kill many? You will recount
everything so that when | present the Pearl to obtain nmy position
| can give the story that goes with it.

This will add to its value, you see. When | amelected, |I shall be
asked to retail such a story many tines, | am sure. The Counci |l
will be so envious..." He licked his painted red lips. "D d you
have to kill that child? What was the first thing you w tnessed,
for instance, when you reached the Silver Flower Qasis?"

“"A funeral, as | recall..." Elric showed a |ittle nore aninmation.
"Aye, that was it."

Two guards brought in a wiggling boy who did not seemgreatly
overj oyed when he saw Elric stretched upon the cushions. "Oh,
master! You are nore wetched than before." He stopped his
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struggling and tried to hide his disappointnent. There were no
marks of torture on him He seened not to have been harned.

“Are you well, Anigh?"

“"Aye. My chief problem has been in passing the tine. Cccasionally
his lordship there has cone to tell ne what he will do if you fail
to bring back the Pearl, but | have read such things on the walls
of the lunatic stockades and they are nothing newto ne."

Lord Cho scowl ed. "Be careful, boy..."

"You nust have returned with the Pearl,"” said Anigh, glancing
around him "That is so, eh, ny lord? O you would not be here?"
He was a |ittle nore relieved. "Are we to go now?"

“Not yet!" growl ed Lord Cho.

"The antidote,"” said Elric. "Do you have it here?"

"You are too inpatient, Sir Thief. And your cunning is matched by

mne." Lord Gho giggled and rai sed an adnoni shing finger. "I nust
have some proof that you possess the Pearl. Wuld you give ne your
sword as surety, perhaps? You are, after all, too weak to weld

it. It is of no further use to you." He reached a greedy hand
towards the albino's hip and Elric made a feeble novenent away
from him

"Conme, cone, Sir Thief. Be not afraid of ne. W are partners in
this. Wiere is the Pearl? The Council congregates this evening at
the G eat Meeting House. If | can bring themthe Pearl then... Oh,
| shall be powerful by tonight!"

"The wormis so proud to be king of the dunghill,"” said Elric.

"Do not anger him nmaster!" cried Anigh in alarm "You have still
to |l earn where he hides the antidote!"

"I must have the Pearl!" Lord Gho grew petulant in his inpatience.
"Where have you hidden it, thief? In the desert? Sonewhere in the
city?"

Slowmy Elric raised his body on the cushions. "The Pearl was a
dream" he said. "It took your killers to nake it real."

Lord Gho Fhaazi frowned, scratching at his whitened forehead and
show ng further nervousness. He | ooked suspiciously at Elric. "If

you woul d have nore elixir, you had best not insult nme, thief. Nor
pl ay any gane. The boy could die in an instant, and you with him
and | would be in no worse a position.”

"But you would better yourself, ny lord, I think. Wth the price
of a place on the Council, I think." Elric seened to gather
strength and now he was upright on the |uxurious velvet, signing
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for the boy to conme towards him The guards | ooked questioningly
at their master, but he shrugged. Anigh wal ked, his brow furrowed
wWth curiosity, towards the al bino. "You are greedy, ny lord, |
think. You would own the whole of your world. This pathetic
nonunent to your race's ruined pride!”

Lord Gho glared at him "Thief, if you would recover yourself, if
you woul d take the antidote to nake you free of the drug | gave
you, you will be nore polite to ne..."

"Ah, yes," said Elric thoughtfully, reaching into his jerkin. He
pul | ed out a | eather pouch. "The elixir which was to nake ne your
slave!" He smled. He opened the pouch.

Onto his extended palmnow rolled the jewel for which Gho Fhaazi
had offered half his fortune, for which he had sent a hundred nen
to their deaths, for which he had been prepared to abduct and kill
one child and inprison another.

The Quarzhasaati began to trenble. H's painted eyes rounded. He
gasped and bent forward, al nost fainting.

"It is true," he said. "You have found the Pearl at the Heart of
the wrld..."

“"Merely a gift froma friend," said Elric. The Pearl still

di spl ayed on his hand, he rose to his feet and put a protective
armaround the boy. "In obtaining it | found that nmy body lost its
demand for the elixir and therefore has no need for your antidote,
Lord Gho."

Lord Gho hardly heard him H's eyes were fixed on the great Pearl.
“I't is nonstrous big... Even larger than | had heard... It is
real. | can see it is real. The colour... Ah..." And he stretched
towards it.

Elric drew his hand back. Lord Gho frowned and | ooked up at the

al bino wwth eyes that were hot with greed. "Did she die? Was it,
as sone said, in her body?"

Ani gh shivered at Elric's side.

Full of loathing, Elric's voice was still soft. "No one died at ny
hand who was not already dead. As you are already dead, ny | ord.

It was your funeral | wtnessed at the Silver Flower Qasis. | am
now t he agent of the Bauradi m prophecy. | amto avenge all the

grief you brought to themand their Holy Grl."

"What ? The others all sent their soldiers, too! The entire Council
and half the candi dates had sects of Sorcerer Adventurers seeking
the Pearl. Every one. Modst of those warriors failed or were
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killed. Or were executed for their failure. You killed no one, you
said. Well, so there's no blood on your hands, eh. All's for the
best. I'Il give you what | promsed, Sir Thief..."

Trenbling with lust, Lord Gho extended his plunp hand to take the
Pear| .

Elric smled and to Anigh's astonishnent | et the nobleman |ift the
Pearl from his palm

Breat hi ng heavily, Lord CGho caressed his prize. "Ch, it is lovely.
Ch, it is so good..."

Elric spoke again, just as levelly as before. "And our reward,
Lord Gho?"

“"What ?" He | ooked up absently. "Wiy yes, of course. Your |ives.
You no | onger need the antidote, you say. Excellent. So you may
go. "

“I believe you also offered ne a large fortune. Al manner of

weal th. Great stature anongst the |ords of Quarzhasaat ?"

Lord Gho dism ssed this. "Nonsense. The antidote woul d have
sufficed. You are not the type of person to enjoy such things.
Breeding is required if they are to be used wsely and with
appropriate discretion. No, no. | wll let you and the boy go..."
"You will not keep your original bargain, ny |ord?"

"There was tal k-but no bargain. The only bargain involved the
boy's freedomand the antidote to the elixir. You were m staken."
“You renenber nothing of your prom ses...?"

"Prom ses? Certainly not." The ringletted beard and hair quivered.

“...and m ne?"

“"No, no. You are irritating ne." Hs eyes were still upon the
Pearl. He fondled it as another mght fondle a beloved child. "Co,
sir. While I amstill pleased with you."

"l have many oaths to fulfill," said Elric, "and | do not break ny
word. "

Lord Gho | ooked up, his expression hardening. "Very well. | am
tired of this. By this evening | shall be a nenber of the Six and
One O her. By threatening ne, you threaten the Council. You are

therefore enem es of Quarzhasaat. You are traitors to the Enpire
and nust be di sposed of accordingly! Guards!"

"Oh, you are a foolish fellow," said Elric. Then Anigh cried out,
for unlike Lord Gho, he had not forgotten the power of the Black
Swor d.

“"Do as he demands, Lord Gho!" shouted Anigh, fearing as nuch for
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hi nsel f as for the nobleman. "I beg you, great |lord! Do what he
says!”

"This is not how a nmenber of the Council is addressed.” Lord Gho's
tone was that of a baffl ed, reasonabl e individual. "Guards-take

themfromny hall at once. Have them strangled or cut their
throats-1 care not..."

The guards knew not hing of the runesword. They saw only a sl ender
man who m ght have been a | eper and they saw a young, defencel ess
boy. They grinned, as if at a joke of their nmaster's, and then
drew their bl ades, advanci ng al nost casually.

Elric pressed Anigh behind him H's hand went to Stornbringer's
hilt. "You are unwise to do this," he told the guards. "I have no
particular wish to kill you."

Behi nd the sol diers one of the servants opened the door and
slipped out into the corridor. Elric watched her go. "Best copy
her," he said. "She has sone idea, | think, of what will happen if
you threaten us further..."

The guards | aughed openly now. "This is a madman," said one. "Lord
Gwois well rid of him™

They cane at Elric in a rush and then the runesword was howing in
the cool air of that |uxurious chanber-howing Iike a hungry wolf
freed froma cage and longing only to kill and to feed.

Elric felt the power surge through himas the bl ade took the first
guard, splitting himfromcrown to breastbone. The other tried to
change direction fromattack to flight, stunbled forward and was

| npal ed on the blade's tip, his eyes horrified as he felt his soul
being drawn fromhiminto the runesword.

Lord Gho cringed in his great chair, too frightened to nove. In
one hand he clutched the great Pearl. H's other hand was held palm
outward as if he hoped to ward off Elric's bl ow

But the al bino, strengthened by his borrowed energy, sheathed the
bl ack bl ade and took five quick strides across the hall to nount
the dais and stare down into Lord Gho's face, which twsted in
terror,

' Take the Pearl back. For ny life..." whispered the Quarzhasaati .
“"For ny life, thief..."

Elric accepted the offered jewel, but he did not nove. He reached
i nto the pouch at his belt and drew forth a flask of the elixir
Lord Gho had given him "Wuld you care for sonething to help you
wash it down?"
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Lord Gho trenbl ed. Beneath the chal ky substance on his skin his

face had gone still paler. "I do not understand you, thief."

“I want you to eat the Pearl, ny lord. If you can swallow it and
live, well, it wll be clear that the prophecy of your death was
premature. "

"Swallow it? It is too large. | could hardly get it into ny

nmout h!" Lord Gho sniggered, hoping that the al bino joked.

“"No, ny lord. | think you can. And | think you can swallowit.
After all, how else would it have got into the body of a child?"
"It was-they said it was a-a dream.."

"“Aye. Perhaps you can swall ow a dream Perhaps you can enter the
Dream Real m and so escape your fate. You nust try, ny lord, or
el se ny runesword drinks your soul. Wich would you prefer?"
"Oh, Elric. Spare ne. This is not fair. W nade a bargain."
“OQpen your nouth, Lord Gho. Who knows? The Pearl m ght shrink or
your throat expand |ike a snake's. A snake could easily swall ow
the Pearl, ny lord. And you, surely, are superior to a snake?"
Ani gh whi spered fromthe w ndow where he had been staring with

studi ed gaze, unwilling to | ook upon a vengeance he regarded as
just but distasteful. "The servant, Lord Elric. She has al arned
the city."

For a second a desperate hope cane into Lord Gho's green eyes and
then faded as Elric placed the flask on the armof the great chair
and drew the runesword part-way fromits scabbard. "Your soul wll
help ne fight those new soldiers, Lord Onho."

Sl oWy, weeping and whinpering, the great Lord of Quarzhasaat
began to open his nouth.

"Here is the Pearl again, ny lord. Put it in. Do your best, ny

| ord. You have sone chance of life this way."

Lord Gho's hand shook. But eventually he began to force the |ovely
j ewel between his reddened lips. Elric took the stopper fromthe
el i xir and poured sone of the liquid into the nobleman's distorted
cheeks. "Now swal | ow, Lord Gho. Swall ow the Pearl you woul d have
slain a child to owmn. And then | will tell you who I am.."

A few nonents |ater the doors crashed inward and Elric recognised
the tattooed face of Manag Iss, |eader of the Yell ow Sect and
kinsman to the Lady Iss. Manag |Iss | ooked fromEIric to the
distorted features of Lord Gho. The nobl enman had failed conpletely
to swal l ow t he Pearl .

Manag | ss shuddered. "Elric. | heard that you had returned. They
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said you were close to death. Clearly this was a trick to deceive
Lord Gho."

“"Aye," said Elric. "I had this boy to free."

Manag | ss gestured with his own drawn sword. "You found the
Pear| ?"

“I found it."

"My Lady Iss sent ne to offer you anything you desired for it."
Elric smled. "Tell her | shall be at the Council Meeting House in
hal f an hour. | shall bring the Pearl with ne."

"But the others will be there. She wi shes to trade privately."
"Would it not be wise to auction so valuable a thing?" said Elric.
Manag | ss sheathed his sword and smled a little. "You're a
cunni ng one. | do not think they know how cunning you are. Nor who
you are. | have yet to tell themthat particul ar specul ation.”
“"Oh, you may tell themwhat | have just told Lord Gho. That | am
the hereditary Enperor of Ml niboné," said Elric casually. "For
that is the truth of the matter. My Enpire has survived rather
nore successfully than yours, | think."

“"That could incense them | amwlling to be your friend,

Mel ni bonéan. ™

"Thanks, Manag Iss, but | need no nore friends from Quarzhasaat.
Pl ease do as | say."

Manag | ss | ooked at the slaughtered guards, at the dead Lord Gho,
who had turned a strange col our, at the nervous boy, and he
saluted Elric.

"The Meeting House in half an hour, Enperor of Ml niboné." He
turned on his heel and left the chanber.

After issuing certain specific instructions to Anigh concerning
travel and the products of Kwan, Elric went out into the
courtyard. The sun had set and there were brands burning all over
Quarzhasaat as if the city were expecting an attack.

Lord Gho's house was deserted of servants. Elric went to the
stabl es and found his horse and his saddle. He dressed the Baraudi
stallion, carefully placing a heavy bundl e over the pommel, then
he had nounted and was riding through the streets, seeking the
Meeti ng House where Anigh had told himit would be.

The city was unnaturally silent. Clearly sone order had been given
to uphold a curfew, for there was not even a city guard on the
Streets.

Elric rode at an easy canter along the w de Avenue of Mlitary
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Success, along the Boul evard of Ancient Acconplishnent and half a
dozen ot her grandi osely nanmed thoroughfares until he saw the | ong
| ow buil di ng ahead of himwhich, inits sinplicity, could only be
the seat of Quarzhasaati power.

The al bi no paused. At his side the black runesword crooned a
little, alnost demanding a further letting of blood.

"You nust be patient,"” said Elric. "Could be there will be no need
for battle.™

He t hought he saw shadows noving hi the trees and shrubberies
around the Meeting House but he paid themno attention. He did not
care what they plotted or who spied on him He had a mssion to
fulfill.

At | ast he had reached the doors of the building and was not
surprised to find them standi ng open. He disnounted, threw the
bundl e over his shoul der and wal ked heavily into a large, plain
room w thout decoration or ostentation, hi which were placed
seven tall-backed chairs and a |ine-washed oak table. Standing in
a sem-circle at one end of the table were six robed figures
wearing veils not unlike certain sects of the Sorcerer
Adventurers. The seventh figure wore a tall, conical hat which
conpletely covered the face. It was this figure who spoke. Elric
was not unsurprised to hear a wonman's tones.

"I amthe Oher," she said. "I believe you have brought us a
treasure to add to the glory of Quarzhasaat."

“I'f you believe this treasure to add to your glory, then ny
journey has not been fruitless," said Elric. He dropped the bundle
to the ground. "Did Manag Iss tell you all | asked himto tel
you?"

One of the Councillors stirred and said, alnost as an oath: "That
you are the progeny of sunken Mel ni boné, aye!”

“Mel ni boné is not sunken. Nor does she cut herself off fromthe
world's realities quite as nmuch as do you." Elric was

cont enpt uous. "You chal |l enged our power | ong ago, and def eated
your sel ves by your own folly. Now through your greed you have
brought nme back to Quarzhasaat when | would as readily have passed
t hrough your city unnoticed."

"Do you accuse us!" A veiled woman was outraged. "You who have
caused us so nuch troubl e? You, who are of the blood of that
degener at e unhuman race which couples with beasts for its

pl easures and produces"-she pointed at Elric-"the like of you!"

file:///F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Moorcock,%...%20-%20The%20Fortress%200f%20The%20Pearl.htm (174 of 181) [6/4/03 10:52:54 PM]



And when Elric had told his three liesto Cymoril, his betrothed, and had set his ambitious cousin Yyrkoon as Regent on the Ru

Elric was unnoved. "Did Manag Iss tell you to be wary of ne?" he
asked quietly.

"He said you had the Pearl and that you had a sorcerous sword. But
he al so said you were alone." The O her cleared her throat. "He
said you brought the Pearl at the Heart of the Wrld."

"I have brought it and that which contains it," said Elric. He
bent down and tugged the velvet free of his bundle to reveal the
corpse of Lord CGho Fhaazi, his face still contorted, the great
lunmp in his throat nmaking it seemas if he had an enornously

enl arged Adam's apple. "Here is the one who first comm ssi oned ne
to find the Pearl."

"We heard you had nurdered him" said the G her with disapproval.
"But that would be a nornmal enough action for a Ml ni bonéan.™
Elric did not rise to this. "The Pearl is in Lord Gho Fhaazi's
gullet. Whuld you have nme cut it out for you, ny nobl es?"

He saw at | east one of them shudder and he smled. "You conm ssion
assassins to kill, to torture, to kidnap and to performall other
forms of evil in your name, but you would not see a little spilled
bl ood? | gave Lord Gho a choice. He took this one. He tal ked so
much and ate and drank so copiously | thought he m ght well have
succeeded in getting the Pearl into his stomach. But he gagged a
little and | fear that was the end of him"

“You are a cruel rogue!" One of the nen cane forward to | ook at
hi s woul d-be col | eague. "Aye, that's Gho. Hi's col our has i nproved,
|'d say."

This jest did not neet with the | eader's approval.

“"We are to bid for a corpse, then?"

"Unl ess you wish to cut the Pearl free, aye.

“"Manag Iss," said one of the veiled wonen, lifting her head. "Step
out, wll you, sir?"

The Sorcerer Adventurer energed froma door at the back of the
hall. He | ooked at Elric al nost apologetically. H's hand went to
his knife.

"We woul d not have a Mel ni bonéan spill nore Quarzhasaati bl ood,"
said the Other. "Manag Iss will cut the Pearl free."

The | eader of the Yellow Sect drew a deep breath and then
approached the corpse. Swiftly he did what he had been ordered to
do. Bl ood poured down his armas he held up the Pearl at the Heart
of the Worl d.

The Council was inpressed. Several of the nenbers gasped and they
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mur mur ed anongst thenselves. Elric believed they had suspected him
of lying to them since lies and intrigues were second nature to
them

"Hold it high, Manag Iss," said the albino. "It is this that you
all desired so greedily that you were prepared to pay for it with
what was | eft of your honour."

“"Be careful, sir!" cried the O her. "W are patient with you now.
Nanme your price and then begone."

Elric laughed. It was not pleasant |aughter. It was Ml ni bonéan

| aughter. At that nonent he was a pure denizen of the Dragon Isle.

“Very well," he said, "I desire this city. Not its citizens, not
any of its treasure, nor its animals, not even its water. | would
| et you |l eave with everything you can carry. | desire only the

city itself. It is, you see, mne by hereditary right."

"What ? This is nonsense. How could we agree?" *

“"You nust agree," said Elric, "or you nust fight ne."

"Fi ght you? There is only one of you."

"There is no question of it," said another Councillor. "He is nad.
He nmust be put down |like a crazed dog. Manag Iss, call in your
brothers and their nen."

"l do not believe it is advisable, cousin," said Manag |ss,
clearly addressing Lady Iss. "I think it would be wise to parley.'
“What ? Have you turned coward? Has this rogue an arny with

hun?"

Manag | ss rubbed at his nose. "My lady..."

“Call in your brothers, Manag Iss!”

The captain of the Yell ow Sect rubbed at one sil k-clad arm and he
frowned. "Prince Elric, | understand that you force us to a
chal |l enge. But we have not threatened you. The Council honestly
cane here to bid for the Pearl..."

“Manag |Iss, you repeat their lies," said Elric, "and that is not
an honourable thing to do. If they neant ne no harm why were you
and all your brothers standing by? |I saw al nost two hundred
warriors in the grounds."”

"That was a precaution only," said the G her. She turned to her
fellow Councillors. "I told you | thought it was stupid to sunmon
SO many so soon.”

Elric said evenly: "Everything you have done, ny nobles, has been
stupid. You have been cruel, greedy, careless of others' |ives and
wills. You have been blind, thoughtless, provincial and
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uni magi native. It seens to ne that a governnent so carel ess of
anything but its own gratification should be at very | east

repl aced. When you have all left the city I will consider electing
a governor who wll know better how to serve Quarzhasaat. Then,
| ater perhaps, | will let you back into the city..."

"Oh, slay him" cried the O her. "Waste no nore tine on this. Wen
that's done we can deci de anpongst ourselves who owns the Pearl™
Elric sighed al nost regretfully and said: "Best parley with ne
now, nmadam before | nyself |ose patience. | shall not, once |
have drawn ny bl ade, be a rational and nerciful being..."

“Slay him" she insisted. "And have done with it!"

Manag | ss had the face of a nman condemmed to nore than death.
"Madam . . "

She strode forward, her conical hat swaying, and tugged the sword
fromthe scabbard. She raised the blade to behead the al bi no.

He reached out swiftly. H's armwas a striking snake. He gri pped
her wist. "No, madaml | am | swear, giving you fair warning..."
Stornbringer murmured at his side and stirred.

She dropped the sword and turned away, nursing her bruised wist.
Now Manag |ss reached for his fallen blade, nmaking as if to sheath
it, and then, with a subtle novenent, tried to bring the weapon up
and take Elric in the groin, an expression of resignation crossing
his terrified features as the al bino, anticipating him

si destepped and in the sane action drew the Bl ack Sword, which
began to sing its strange denonic song and glowwith a terrible

bl ack radi ance.

Manag | ss gasped as his heart was pierced. The hand that still
hel d the Pearl seened to stretch out, offering it back to Elric.
Then the jewel had rolled fromhis fingers and rattled on the
floor. Three Councillors rushed forward, saw Manag |ss's dying
eyes and stepped backwar d.

“"Now Now! Now " cried the Other, and, as Elric had expected, from
every cranny of the Meeting House, nenbers of the various sects of
Sorcerer Adventurers cane, their weapons at the ready.

And the al bino began to grin his horrible battle-grin, and his red
eyes bl azed and his face was the skull of Death and his sword was
t he vengeance of his own people, the vengeance of the Bauradi m and
all those who had suffered under the injustice of Quarzhasaat over
the mllennia.

And he offered up the souls he took to his patron Duke of Hell,
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the powerful Duke Arioch who had grown sleek on many |ives
dedicated to himby Elric and his bl ack bl ade.

“Arioch! Arioch! Blood and souls for ny lord Arioch!"

Then the true sl aughter began.

It was a slaughter to nake all other such events pale into

i nsignificance. It was a slaughter that woul d never be forgotten
in all the annals of the desert peoples, who would learn of it
fromthose who fled Quarzhasaat that night-flinging thensel ves
into the waterl ess desert rather than face the white | aughing
denmon on a Bauradi horse who gall oped up and down their |ovely
streets and taught them what the price of conplacency and
unt hi nking cruelty could be.

“Arioch! Ariochl Blood and soul s!"

They woul d speak of a white-faced creature fromHell whose sword
poured with unnatural radiance, whose crinson eyes blazed with

hi deous rage, who seened possessed, hinself, of sone supernatural
force, who was no nore master of it than were his victins. He
killed without nmercy, w thout distinction, without cruelty. He
killed as a mad wolf kills. And as he killed, he | aughed.

That | aughter woul d never | eave Quarzhasaat. It would remain on
the wind which cane in fromthe Sighing Desert, in the nusic of
the fountains, the clang of the netal -workers' and jewellers'
hamers as they fashioned their wares. And so would the snell of
bl ood remain, together with the nenory of slaughter, that terrible
| oss of life which left the city without a Council and an arny.
But never again would Quarzhasaat foster the | egend of her own
power. Never again would she treat the desert nonads as | ess than
beasts. Never again would she know that self-destructive pride so
famliar to all great enpires in decline.

And when the slaughter was finished, Elric of Ml niboné slunped in
hi s saddl e, sheathing a sated Stornbringer, and he gasped with the

denon power which still pul sed through himand he took a great
Pearl fromhis belt and held it to the rising sun.
"They have paid a fair price now, | think."

He tossed the thing into a gutter where a little dog |icked
congeal i ng bl ood.

Above, the vultures, called froma thousand mles around by the
prospect of nenorable feasting, were beginning to drop |ike a dark
cl oud upon the beautiful towers and gardens of Quarzhasaat.
Elric's face held no pride in his achievenent as he spurred his
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horse for the West and the place on the road where he had told
Anigh to await them w th enough Kwani herbs, water, horses and
food to cross the Sighing Desert and seek again the nore famli ar
politics and sorceries of the Young Ki ngdons.

He did not | ook back on the city which, in the nane of his
ancestors, had been conquered at | ast.

5
An Epil ogue at the Wani ng of the Bl ood Mon

The celebrations at the Silver Flower QGasis had continued |ong
after the news cane of Elite's vengeance-taking on those who would
have harned the Holy Grl of the Bauradim The news was brought by
Quar zhasaatim fleeing fromthe city in an action which had no
precedent in all their long history.

Qone the Dreanthief, who had stayed at the Silver Flower Qasis

| onger than was necessary and who was yet reluctant to | eave and
go about her proper business, |learned of Elric's vengeance w t hout
joy. The news saddened her, for she had hoped for sonething el se

t o happen.

"He serves Chaos as | serve Law," she said to herself. "And who is
to say which of us is the worse ensl aved?" But she sighed and
threw herself into the festivities with a force which was | ess

t han spont aneous.

The Bauradi m and the other nomad clans did not notice, for their
own pleasure was intensified. They were rid of a tyrant, of the
only thing in the desert lands that they had ever feared.

"The cactus tears our flesh so that we shall be shown where water
is," said Raik Na Seem "Qur troubles were great, but thanks to
you, Qone, and Elric of Melniboné, our troubles turned to
triunphs. Soon sone of us will visit Quarzhasaat and set out the
terns on which we intend to trade in future. There will be a

wel cone equal ity about the transaction, | think." He was greatly
amused. "But we will wait until the dead are decently eaten."

Var adi a t ook Oone's hand and they wal ked t oget her besi de the pools
of the great oasis. The Bl ood Moon was wani ng and the silver
petals of the flowers were shining brighter still. Soon the Bl ood
Moon nust wane and the flowers shed their petals and then it would
be time for the people of the desert to go their different ways.
“"You | oved that white-faced man, did you not?" Varadia asked her
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friend.

“I hardly knew him child."

"I knew you both very well, not so long ago." Varadia smled. "And
| amgrowing rapidly, am| not? You said as nuch yourself."

Cone was forced to agree. "But there was no hope for it, Varadia.
We have such different destinies. And | have scant synpathy for

t he choi ces he nakes."

"He is driven, that one. He has little in the way of ordinary
volition." She pushed a strand of honey-col oured hair away from
her dark features.

“Perhaps,"” said Qone. "Yet sone of us can refuse the destiny that
the Lords of Law and Chaos set out for us and still survive, still
create sonething which the gods are forbidden to touch."

Varadi a was synpathetic. "Wat we create remains a nystery," she
said. "It is still hard for ne to understand how | nade that
Pearl, creating the very thing ny enem es sought in order to
escape them And then it becane real!"”

"I have known this to happen,” said Oone. "It is those creations
that a dreant hief seeks and earns a living from" She | aughed.
“"That Pearl would bring ne a good wage for a long tinme if | took
it to market."

"How is it that reality is fornmed fromdreans, Oone?"

Qone paused and | ooked down into the water which reflected the
faint pink disc of the nobon. "An oyster, threatened by intrusion
fromw thout, seeks to isolate that threat by formng the thing
around it that eventually becones a pearl. Sonetines that is how
it happens. At other times the will of humanity is so strong, the
desire for sonething so intense, that they will bring into

exi stence that which was thought until then to be inpossible. It

I s not unusual, Varadia, for a dreamto be nade reality. This
knowl edge is one of the reasons why ny respect for humanity is

mai ntai ned, in spite of all the cruelties and injustices | wtness
in ny travels.”

“I think I understand," said the Holy Grl.

“"Oh, you will understand all this very well in tinme," Oone assured
her. "For you are one of those capable of such creation.”

A few days later Cone was ready to ride away fromthe Silver

Fl ower Casis, towards Elwher and the Unmapped East. Varadi a spoke
with her for the last tine.

"I know you have a further secret," she said to the dreanthief.
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"WIIl you not share it with ne?"

Cone was astoni shed. Her regard for the girl's sensitive
intelligence increased. "Do you want to tal k nore about the nature
of dreans and reality?"

"I think you carry a child, Oone," said Varadia directly. "Is that
not so?"

Qone folded her arns and | eaned agai nst her horse. She shook her
head in frank good hunmour. "It is true that all the w sdom of your
people is accunmul ated in you, young wonan."

"The child of one you have | oved and who is |lost to you?"

"Aye," said Oone. "A daughter, | think. Maybe even a brother and a
sister, if the onens are properly interpreted. Mre than pearls
can be conceived in dreans, Varadia."

"And will the father ever know his offspring?" gently asked the
Holy Grl.

Qone tried to speak and di scovered that she could not. She | ooked
away qui ckly towards di stant Quarzhasaat. Then, after a few
nonents, she was able to force herself to answer.

“"Never," she said.
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